Out there 1999
MTB: To Hell and Back

By Doug Coleman

BONE BREAKER , BIKE shaker, sweat maker, nerve taker... Surely one of the most gruelling cycle tours in Africa, this November epic takes riders all the way to hell – and back. Once a year an intrepid mob of mountain bikers clash on the uphill hairpins of the Swartberg Pass and the hairy descent to Gamkaskloof in the Klein Karoo. Only the very brace and venturesome, brag those who’ve done it, can claim the unique distinction of having been to hell and back.

Rather than the distance, it’s the destination that makes this event such torture. In the 1830s, during the Great Trek, a tiny group chanced upon this remote, 16km-long canyon deep in the Swartberg mountains, completely sealed off from civilisation. (The access ‘road’ was only constructed in the mid 1960s.) The nearest semblance of civilisation was in the little town of Prince Albert, an incredible 60km slog over the towering mountains. This protected haven is now the turnaround point for the To Hell and Back mountain bike tour par excellence, the valley being know as De Hell. 

At the customary ‘cry of baboon’ in the dim 7am light, a throng of 200-plus riders sets off the conquer the Swartberg Pass, leaving the De Hoek holiday resort and, after crossing a couple of kilometres of pleasant farming land, the route winds up the phenomenal gravel pas for about 10km.

Forcing gruelling pedal pushing as the day’s heat climbs, the route brings little respite. One by one the riders tick off the pass and plunge into the incredible downhill twits to the tiny distant camp of the Gamkaskloof. 

After two-and-a-half hours of pedalling, the firs rider crosses the halfway line – the day’s finish. Bikes lie where they are dropped as exhausted riders finish and seek a scrap of shade to escape the 40 deg C heat, struggling to believe that only a week ago snow fell over the entire area, but melted within a day.
The next morning’s return trial has more up, up, up and up in store. The first section includes a tough 3km climb to the top of the Swartberg Pass again and then down the other side in the flying stones and choking dust. Another two-and-three-quarter hours and the leading riders hit the finish line at De Hoek. Others, considerably later.

The winners:

Frohan Visser, 5h15 min overall

Hanele Steyn-Kotze, 5h39 min overall
