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Above The Mango Butter for hair 
and body was one of the first 
products launched. 

Opposite page The Papaya 
Rose facial mist (right) and Prickly 
Pear facial oil (top right) contain 
ingredients for faster cell turnover. 

BY ASHLEIGH ROMAN

MIRACLE
INGREDIENT
An ex-attorney and former beauty editor 
reveal how their skincare and haircare 
brands came to life, thanks to the power 
of rock star natural ingredients. 

What inspired the launch of 
Suki Suki Naturals?
I hadn’t planned to start my own 
business. In 2010, I decided to grow 
my hair into an afro, but finding the 
right product was nearly impossible. 
At the time, the market for natural 
haircare wasn’t very big and although 
some natural products were starting 
to pop up, they were really expensive 
and available only in the US or 
Canada. So I decided to experiment. 
I did some research on oils, plants, 
butters and clays, and found ways to 
cleanse and condition my hair. My 
hair started growing so well: faster, 
stronger and thicker.

Which specific ingredients did 
you play around with?
Jamaican black castor oil, shea oil, 

peppermint oil, argan oil, jojoba oil, 
coconut oil – the combination of 
these oils made up the first version of 
the Miraculous Oil, which is still my 
bestseller today. That initial version 
had about six oils but the current one 
has 13 ingredients.

You practised law before  
taking on this venure. What 
was that career shift like? 
It was a long process. It took some 
time to fully immerse myself into 
Suki Suki Naturals, because I was 
quite far into my law career. When 
I was in the US to take the New 
York bar exam, I left 20 bottles of 
product with my mom in SA and 
they all sold. I left law only in 2017, 

Suki Suki Naturals
Linda Gieskes-Mwamba
STARTUP COSTS: ‘I had R16000, which was part of an 
inheritance I’d received from my grandfather after he passed 
on; he was an entrepreneur too,’ says Linda. ‘Apart from that, 
I funded the business myself.’ 
TURNOVER: ‘We’ve had a lot of growth: in 2014 we had 
a significant number of sales, which doubled in 2015. Then 
we experienced 50 percent growth every year. In 2019, our 
turnover doubled from 2018, and 2020 is looking great as 
we’re working on both local and international expansion.’
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but officially launched Suki Suki 
in 2014 with three products: the 
Mango Butter, Miraculous Oil and 
the Hydro-Protective Hair Mist, all 
of which I’d developed myself as I 
was not yet working with a lab and 
a formulator. We had great feedback.

The brand started out as a 
haircare range – why did you 
decide to introduce skincare? 
My main concern was that I was 
using chemical-heavy products. 
The ‘good’ products were extremely 
expensive and the ‘affordable’ ones 
were basically quick fixes with no 
long-term solution to skin concerns.

How did you come up with 
the name of the business?
I’m originally from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo and suki means 
‘hair’ in Lingala, which is one of the 
local languages. I thought it was 
such a nice word: it’s fun, light and 
not too serious. I liked it 
so much that I used it 
twice! After researching 
the word a bit more, 
I discovered that it has 
different meanings in 
various languages. In 
Japanese it means ‘to 
be fond of’ or ‘to 
love’, and in Hindi 
it means ‘to be 

happy’, so the universal meaning 
of the name was really positive and 
reinforced my decision. 

What inspires you? 
My mom is my biggest inspiration 
when it comes to beauty. Her 
philosophy has always been ‘care, 
first’. She had her staple items, 
which I’ve been aware of since I was 
a child. But my mother didn’t have 
knowledge about natural products 
– she was using luxury brands 
because she didn’t know about 
natural care, so that’s been new to 
both of us. I can now tell people 
what to stay away from: things like 
parabens, sulphates and perfume in 
cosmetics. The minute you inform 
a woman, you inform an entire 
household; she can then make better 
decisions for her kids and her partner 
– to me, that’s inspiring.

What are some important 
things to be aware of when 
starting a business? 
Having a legal background informed 
many of my business moves. I knew 
that the first thing to do was to 
register the business, and while 
I was in the process of registering, 

I applied for my trademark. 
The first and most important 

thing you have to do is protect the 
brand you’re building.

You don’t have any employees 
– so how did you get the 
business off the ground 
by yourself?  
Because I was working as an attorney 
when I launched the business, 
time management was definitely 
a challenge. I worked on Suki Suki 
during my free time, so doing both 
was very demanding. I would work 
from home or during my lunch 
hour – whether it was ordering 
ingredients or working on the design 
aspect of the brand, the advertising 
or looking for new opportunities. 
When you’re wearing all the hats, it 
really come comes down to good time 
management. 

What is your favourite 
Suki Suki Naturals product? 
For winter, I really love the 
Prickly Pear facial oil because it’s 
super moisturising and helps fight 
off dehydration that can be caused 
by cold, harsh weather conditions. 
As for haircare, I swear by the  
Hydro-Protective Hair Mist. 

Website: www.sukisukinaturals.co.za 
Instagram: @sukisukinaturals
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Afari 
Margaux Knuppe
STARTUP COSTS: ‘About R500000  
in total,’ says Margaux. ‘This included our 
first production run (raw ingredients, pack-
aging, formulation, etc).’
TURNOVER: ‘We launched in October 
2019; our turnover is now at R250000.’  

You’ve worked in 
beauty and advertising 
– when did you decide  
start your business?  
I had been working non-stop 
for a long time, and it was 
time to figure out my next 
career move. In 2015 I went 
on a tour through the most 
diverse region of the fynbos 

kingdom in the Western Cape, and 
I learned that there are 8000 species 
of fynbos, of which 6500 are endemic 
to SA. That represented such a huge 
opportunity. I thought, ‘How can 
we know only about rooibos, buchu, 
aloe and a few other indigenous 
botanicals? There must be something 
else with anti-ageing benefits. That’s 
really where the Afari journey began.

What were your skincare 
needs before starting Afari?  
At the time, I was in my early 30s 
and anti-ageing was becoming more 
of a concern for me. It was also on 
the back of the K-beauty trend, 
which is all about using 10-12 
products before bedtime, which 
I didn’t have time for. I wanted 
a few products to do as much as 
possible to tackle all the signs of 
ageing, like dehydration, enlarged 
pores, wrinkles and pigmentation.

What is the range’s main 
ingredient and what makes 
it so special?  
It’s called Bulbine frutescens and it is 
available only in Southern Africa. 
It helps to synthesise collagen 
production, which is something 
you lose as your skin ages. Bulbine 
frutescens has had fantastic clinical 
trial results and we’ve boosted the 
ingredient in each product. The 
Brightening Elixir is our dark-
spot hero – it’s got the highest 
concentration of Bulbine frutescens, 
as well as other ingredients to slow 
down melanin production and 
decrease dark spots. The day cream 
is SPF30, and the night cream is 
the miracle worker that rejuvenates 
plumps and helps skin cell turnover 
while you sleep. 

How did you come across 
the ingredient? 
I wanted find an exclusively South 
African ingredient with powerful 
anti-ageing properties, so I briefed 
a cosmetic chemist on what I was 
looking for. People told me I was 
looking for a needle in a haystack! 
About six months later, he told me 
we needed to rethink our strategy. 
But two months after that, he 
called back and said, ‘I’ve got your 
ingredient.’ He had been keeping an 
eye on its development, and had just 
returned from a raw ingredient expo 
in Paris where he’d met up with the 
Limpopo farmer responsible for the 
ingredient and who was exhibiting 
there. This was someone my former 
business partner had introduced me 
to. I knew then it was meant to be. 
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 ‘I knew that 
in order to 

retail, I would 
have to do this 
properly. You 

get only one 
shot to make 
a good first 
impression.’
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How did you choose the 
name of your business? 
We came up with a few different 
names; I really wanted it to represent 
the brand well. The plan was to 
export to the US and UK as well, so 
that people could take home a little 
piece of Africa. My husband actually 
came up with the name, which 
combines ‘Africa’ and ‘safari’; then 
we did a consumer poll to see which 
name people preferred. Afari was by 
far the most popular.  

What keeps you inspired? 
A big part of why I wanted to do this 
was to empower women, especially 
local women. With my previous 
business, Rubybox, we worked with 
Adonis Musati, a refugee organisation 
in South Africa, and the women there 

hand-packed our products. Through 
that journey, I attended a Rwandan 
wedding and a Ghanaian blessing 
ceremony, so we were really part 
of these women’s lives. The farmer 
in Limpopo works with female 
harvesters from the local community; 
70 percent of his staff is female. 
I travelled to Limpopo to meet the 
harvesters and tell them about what 
I’m doing. I’ve been setting aside 
a small portion from every order 
for them. Once we’re able to scale 
production, they will receive a larger 
percentage from each order. 

Do you have advice for up-
and-coming entrepreneurs?
I knew that it was going to take 
a while to develop a skincare range, 
and having been in the beauty 

industry for so long, I knew that in 
order to retail, I would have to do 
this properly. You get only one shot 
to make a good first impression. 
I continued to work in corporate 
to fund my side hustle so that 
I didn’t need to rush it. For the 
first four years, I worked on my 
business during the evenings and on 
weekends. You just need to make it 
work for you, whatever it takes. 

Do you work in an office and 
do you have employees? 
No, it’s home-based. I don’t have any 
employees – it’s just me and a whole 
lot of freelancers and contributors. 

What has been the most  
rewarding part of starting 
this business?
The beauty industry is so wonderful 
– there is an overwhelming feeling 
of camaraderie and support. I have 
received such great feedback. When 
I said that I wanted to showcase 
Afari, the main ingredient and these 
women internationally, so many 
people said, ‘How can we help?’
In terms of returning customers, it’s 
really a lot of my friends, but also 
people who have heard from my 
friends about the products, so there 
is a lot of word of mouth, which 
is fantastic. It’s so rewarding as an 
entrepreneur when you receive your 
first order from someone that you 
don’t know. That happened three 
months in. I was so happy.

What does the future look 
like for Afari? 
We are planning to launch in 
the US early next year. I took a trip 
to New York and London to see if 
there is an appetite for Afari and 
was overwhelmed by the response, 
so we will definitely be launching 
the range abroad. ❖

Indigenous shrub 
Bulbine frutescens 
is at the heart of 
Afari’s product 
range. It contains 
a gel-like sap 
that has anti-
inflammatory 
effects.
  
Opposite page 
The night cream 
stimulates collagen 
production while 
you sleep.

Website: www.afari.co.za
Instagram: @afariskincare


