Dear Organising team

Thanks very much for organising the Hell & Back. I enjoyed one of the finest
weekends of my life! It was fantastic, I am a complete convert and will be
back next year with lots of friends from Joburg.

I wrote a story about the experience - you might enjoy it. You are welcome
to do whatever you like with it. My 4 riding companions had a good laugh.

regards

Miles Crisp (number 396!)


To Hell and Back

Miles Crisp

So where did this one start?

Hard to tell really – just a vague plan to get fitter, to get some fresh air, and because a tar road was really far from home – a brand new dikwiel bike. Also, running had started to really hurt since my forty second.

The first day was great, at first. I toddled home after some fourteen kilos, totally exhausted, but nevertheless quite pleased with myself. I hadn’t fallen off had I, and some of the roads were very bumpy and also very steep.

Within a couple of weeks I was up over twenty kilos, flying over the humps and bumps, and had reduced my post ride sleep to under two hours. It was still necessary to push the machine up the steep hills, but then no-one important was watching.

Winter came and went, and it had become quite clear to me that this was a miserable sport. I mainly went everywhere alone, and mainly operated quite frozen. I observed that my fellow cyclists flying around the Gauteng roads were not really my type.

The first principle to which I was battling to adapt was the fashion show. Someone somewhere decreed that the first rule of cycling was to dress up as a complete arsehole. Some of the hype may have been practical – but really – I could clearly see that the bicycle shops had seen these customers coming.

Gaudy helmets, striped gloves, coloured long-johns, psychedelic arm sleeves and natty willy warmers. Add to this the tool kits, spare tyres, tubes, cycle racks and groupies – and it was clear to me that this was for the upper crust only. In fact, this was for a specific subset of the upper crust – and that was that impossible-to-embarrass exhibitionist fringe.

The other cycling principle was never to greet anyone. I waved pathetically as I passed these colourful groups, and I smiled when I could. But they all ignored me. I assumed that this was because my baggy pants weren’t tight enough, so I wasn’t unduly worried about the rejection. I am normally.

But I persisted. In fact by the time my forty third arrived, and I was feeling pretty good, my family found the bicycle shop This delighted vendor supplied my entire birthday wants. Whilst maybe not quite coming up to total scratch given the sartorial elegance of the trend and pace setters – I now had stretch tights that accentuated my manhood, and a computer so that I could report to Kobus at the office just how slow my training rides were. 

The heart rate monitor would have to wait. I had noticed that my heart did beat, and I reckoned that I didn’t need a machine to tell me that.

Around about this point Rolf reappeared in my life. It was a small matter of some minor life and career counseling sought by my old colleague and friend, and all done quite quickly and convivially over a couple of beers. At some point I mentioned my newish hobby to Rolf, since I knew that he liked nothing more than a good bounce over the hills. I may have exaggerated my newfound cross-country  prowess slightly. Whatever it was I said, I found myself being invited, or rather challenged to a major cross-country ride.

Rolf reminded me of how many times he had received Springbok colours for a variety of sports, mainly endurance events and so on, and in the same breath just mentioned that he was not yet thirty. These various Springbok colours had not even started to fade.

He also mentioned all his Springbok mates.

This was too much to resist. 

I raced home to Liz to tell her that I was going on a training ride with several Springboks, and that what was more – I was to be the guide. I noticed that Liz was looking at me a bit oddly, but she often does that these days. I don’t mind any more.

The day of the ride arrived. I didn’t have to wait too long for Rolf and Andy – his friend who was also a Springbok or something. Maybe they were a bit scared, but that was okay – I didn’t mind. Or maybe I was just early.  We met at Laezonia, and very soon we had entered the Rhenosterspruit Nature Reserve – a cross country destination of note.

I was very proud to be riding with Rolf, and even briefly considered deviating from my planned route of relative obscurity. I was tempted to make a last minute change in order to keep us more in the public eye. They would never know.

You see, Rolf matched.

His hi-tech red bike had springs all over, and even his shoes were red. Did I mention the red shirt and the red tights? His shoes clipped into the pedals – and his helmet was…well, it was red. This whole paraphernalia had arrived at Laezonia strapped onto Rolf’s red car. Even his legs were shaved.

Quite a sight – and I was very proud to be riding with Rolf. 

I had arrived. 

Andy was blue – but his bike wasn’t – so altogether less impressive. But that was okay – he was Rolf’s friend and that was good enough for me.

We soon reached the first downhill – a road with which I was quite familiar. This was my first paradigm shift. Rolf took the lead, stood up in his saddle and powered into the first corner where he should logically have been carefully breaking.

I followed. So did Andy.

The wind flew past, the stof billowed up, and we didn’t fall off.

This was quite nice. A good few more downhills, even faster. I should ride with the young Springboks more often. It was also easy. I had never tried to go so fast when I was on my own.

My confidence grew, and grew. 50kph, 60kph, 70kph! All on dirt. The uphills

were slower, and naturally tougher – but man, they just led to more downhills!

We were flying across the cattle tracks in the field. I took the lead – great. Maybe they would make me a Springbok? I dived into the rock strewn donga and briefly registered that it had a very abrupt change of angle at the bottom. By then I was bullet-proof.

I flew over the handle-bars and crashed head first into terra firma. I briefly wondered where my bicycle was, and where it would end up. Very briefly. I had clean forgotten just how hard the winter baked rocks and earth were. I skidded to a very dusty, scrappy halt. I tried gamely to yell, “Did you see that?!”

But I was winded. In fact I was hurting all over. I was in agony. I couldn’t say anything.

I couldn’t move, and Rolf and Andy were peering over me, and they were rather intelligently asking, “Miles, are you okay?”

Of course I wasn’t.

Any bloody idiot could see that. Except for these smart Springboks. They couldn’t.

“I’m fine!” I whispered, “Just fine. Would you mind just fetching my missing body parts, and bringing them to me – then I’ll be even better.”

“Miles, what will Liz say?!” 

This was Rolf. He was already worried about telling Liz – this is a man of great insight and life skills – I could tell.

“Don’t tell her,” the handy advice from Andy.

“Miles, can you move?”

I could. I knew from experience that the skin would eventually grow back, and I knew that the bruises would heal. The main object of my life right then was to get to my feet. There was no other object. 

The horizon swam, and someone switched arc lights on and shone them right in my eyes. Then they waved them around and spun me around. I was waiting for instructions to pin the tail on when Rolf said, “Maybe you’d better sit a bit.”

Rolf also said, “Now that’s why you should wear gloves.”

I looked at my hand. “Oh dear, can you fetch that piece too?”

After a while we were all ready, I climbed onto the bike which was miraculously quite fine – a few scrapes which add character, and we set off once more, slightly more cautiously.

We were soon flying along again, just as competently as before. Again we dived into a donga, and flew out the other side. Well, I did. The others seemed to be having a little trouble – red and blue kit and all. And they weren’t even scraped.

Punctures. My Springbok companions had been unable to select a puncture free course through the donga. In fact, just to show he wasn’t cross, Andy had acquired punctures in both tyres. Rolf, who had only one puncture at a time, had two spare tubes. Andy, in spite of his blue outfit, had none. He probably had no money left after buying the blue outfit.

I also had none – but then I didn’t have a puncture.

We tried to patch the holes, but the rest of our kit proved woefully inadequate, and in the end we weren’t going anywhere with Andy. There was only one option left – call the bicycle ambulance. This had to be Liz since she was the only backup who would have the vaguest idea of where to find us.

“She’s going to see your grave injuries,” said Rolf.

“We’ll just have to risk that,” I replied.

We walked a bit to keep Andy company, soon Liz was there, she hardly noticed my incapacity, collected Andy and his flat bike. We shook hands with Andy, and promised to meet him at the Laezonia garage some time soon. Only twenty k’s to go.

Rolf and I gobbled up the distance and surged into the garage to find the rested Andy. Rolf looked Andy and I sternly in the eye, and stated, “I think we’re made of the right stuff for The Hell and Back! Are you in or out?”

I didn’t even know what the hell the Hell and Back was, so I said, “Fine!”

I was very wobbly indeed by then, but I bravely drove myself home, treated my self to a stinging bath, and basked in the sympathy from Liz and the girls. Liz had not realised how seriously incapacitated I was – but I soon put her right.

The weeks passed, and we had several more strenuous training rides. No more mishaps, and Rolf who was clearly saving up his punctures, bought several more matching outfits.

Bookings for Oudtshoorn were made, I decided to fly down on account of not having spent all of my money on kit and muti. The others had no money left.

Enter Kobus.

I knew from all of his bragging that he was pretty good at this cycling bit. He said that he usually won all of the races that he entered, and he was so fast that he used to finish some of the races before he started. Naturally enough I told him about having entered The Hell and Back. 

I was unprepared for his scorn.

“You! Hell and Back? Do you know what that is? I, Kobus, could not even do that. And you think you can do it? Big joke! Look how old you are for one thing!”

I was devastated. Of course I didn’t let anyone see that, but I had now learnt a few things. Not even Kobus could do the Hell and Back, I was old according to Kobus, and the whole idea was stupid.

I phoned Rolf straight away. “Rolf, we have to cancel! Not even Kobus can do this thing! We don’t stand a chance – he says that not even your red kit will help.”

Rolf said, “It’s a tour, not a race. We can walk it if we have to.”

Right – problem sorted. I didn’t check the age thing with Rolf – I must have forgotten. I also told Kobus about the tour bit, so he said he would come too. This was only once he understood that he was allowed to walk.

The weeks flew by, and eventually there we were, Rolf, Andy, Deane (Rolf’s other Springbok friend) and myself. Kobus was at Hartenbos, a quaint cultural village near Mossel Bay. 

Deane was a sprinter. He, like Rolf, had all the kit, and of course the true sign of a pro – shaved legs. He also had special cycling muscles which bulged out, and like Rolf and Andy, called all forty-something folk Oom. It was nice to meet Deane of course – but it was quite hard for me as I tucked the three of them in that night and finished reading them their story. I couldn’t even phone Liz for other middle-aged company. No cell phone reception.

I did however realise that we had a major tactical advantage over all the enemies out there. Most of them were camping, and everyone knows how tiring that would be – all that putting up of tents, and striking them the next morning. We weren’t camping. We had beds. 

Also, very few of them came from Joburg, so it was extremely unlikely that they had done the altitude training that we had. (And I had even been to Dullstroom!)

I went out into the street to mention this to a few of the riders who were just getting a bit of last minute practice up and down the road outside.

“Have you done altitude training?” I queried.

“No?”

“Woah!” I declared, “You are going to shit! We over here, me and my shaved, very young friends who are not sleeping in a tent tonight, have all been training at altitude for many months. For us, the Swartberg is nothing. Joburg is higher.”

“Well then how many kilos have you and your young friends clocked?”

“We don’t know. We didn’t really count.”

“You didn’t have a training program? Who is your sponsor?”

“We don’t need sponsors. We’re from Joburg. We’re rich,” I just mentioned. “I mean look at Rolf’s bike, and you should see his kit!”

I didn’t mention all the Springbok colours much, by then I was starting to notice the confidence of all the campers. They all seemed to know something we didn’t. Anyway Rolf called me inside and told me not to fraternise with the enemy.

“It doesn’t pay to get too close to someone you may need to ride over tomorrow,” Rolf advised.

We got a good night’s sleep, woke, packed our overnight bags with sleeping bags, toothbrushes, Weetbix and the dispensary. Rolf had brought a separate bag of muti that any self respecting pharmacist would be proud of.

“Rolf!” I declared, “We are going on a cycle tour, much of which we may walk, and we will not need all of that crap.”

“Wait,” said Rolf. 

He was covering himself from head to toe with sunscreen. So was Andy, and so was Deane.

Kobus arrived! He looked awesome – like a warrior. He had even more sun tan cream on, and he always cycles with a doek on his head under his helmet. I have never asked him why he does this – I must some time. It is very impressive.

“Pass me the sunscreen,” I said. No-one has ever accused me of being a slow learner.

We eased on down to the starting line-up – our overnight bags safely stowed on the four wheel drive truck. We did public Springbok-style Rolf-led stretching exercises which must have struck fear into all of the others. My team-mates had a couple of comments about my baggy pants and unconventional t-shirt – but I liked them.

One cyclist fell off his bicycle, just standing there. Another got a puncture – just like that. Another climbed the embankment and in front of four hundred athletes – relieved himself. What turkeys. He received a standing ovation – and then we were off!

It was brilliant!

Our training rides started faster. This was easy. We were in a bunch – the terrible five – and chirping and teasing. We said “Good morning” to everyone. Some of them greeted us back.

We were soon off the tar, and the gradient started to change. It wasn’t that steep. Kobus and I sped up and started to overtake others. Rolf, Andy and Deane fell back – strategic.

The gradient changed a bit more. We reached the foot of the Swartberg Pass. I had looked at the map. Twelve kilos long, one thousand metres climb or thereabouts. My computer wasn’t working. Too bad. It was hard to look at it anyway, what with all the bikes crowding around. I was panting a bit.

“Are you okay mate?”

“Are you talking to me?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Of course I’m……..okay……..why?”

“Your breathing – it seems…”

“I always breathe like this. It’s…..a……Joburg thing. Altitude.” (Piss off.)

I looked ahead and could see the top of the pass. Not too much further. Kobus was gone. I wondered where Rolf, Deane and Andy were. If I had Rolf’s kit I would personally have preferred to be nearer the front.

I reached the top. Shit – it’s not the top. Never mind – there it is – I can see it now, with the string of riders creeping past it. Nearly there.

Damn – not this one either. Just another hairpin. Sore legs though. And a sore back. Shit, sore arms too. I wonder if the others hurt too. Never mind – there should be a water point at the top. There’s the top – just ahead now. Look at the view – we can’t get any higher without wings. Dullstroom is higher than this.

Oh hell – another stretch. This must be the last. Should I walk? No-one else is, and we can probably still see the start from here. Five k’s down – fifty five to go. Can’t walk yet. Funny though – my legs never felt quite so wobbly in training. Must have been the Weetbix. No sign of Rolf, or Deane and his designer leg muscles. Andy likes to pace himself.

Maybe it’s around that corner. At least it is cool, and we’re in the shade. Shit – look at those calves – a monster. I wonder where he got them. Bionic man.

“Hi!”

“Hi! Cheers!”

“Sure. What…….ever.”

Eventually, to cut a long story short, we were really at the top. Fantastic! The view was stupendous – stunning, and the road ahead was downhill! Downhill for fifty three kilometers – or at least it must be because it is impossible to get any higher.

I unflinchingly rode over the edge, sharply honed reflexes bracing themselves for action. Here we go – no-one goes past me downhill. Not even Rolf. 

Well maybe just one then. 

Or two. That’s all though.

Sherbet – these guys have shit for brains! Don’t they see the hairpins coming? 

That is which hairpin? Take your pick. I am thrilled that I don’t have false teeth. If I had, no-one had warned me to remove them. I clenched my real teeth to hang on to my fillings. The wind tore at my lips and cheeks and my Bolle’s were pressed back against my face. My ears flapped violently and the rushing sound was like a thousand breakers at the coast.

I wondered if my tyres were flat. I daren’t look. 

I wondered if I still had my water bottles and pump. I daren’t look.

Is that a body in the road?

Someone with a puncture – shame – could be a lot worse – could be me!

Stand up a bit – that way I’ll avoid an impacted sphincter muscle.

Round the corner – wow – I bet I could do the next one faster! I’m getting the hang of this.

I went past one!

“Sissy!!!”

Now the water point came into view – fantastic – we must be almost there! 

“Hi guys – thanks for the water and the coke – please fill my bottles – are we nearly there?”

“Sure – only forty kilos.”

My shattered nerves! Forty k’s! They must be joking! Well at least it is all downhill. Let’s go!

I barreled along the road, cleaving through the heat of the Karoo. The cicadas were screaming – sounding very similar to the punctured wheels I flew past.

“Are you okay? Got everything you need?”

“No.”

“Good! Cheers! See you later!”

I thrashed through streams and crashed over ridges with little wiggles of the arse. Still no sign of Rolf and the kids. Kobus was gone. No-one was going to catch me now. The vygies were bending in my slipstream and the stof was flying. Rolf and Andy probably had punctures anyway.

I could see the road winding ahead, the odd uphill gradient – in fact some were quite steep – but they were short. My legs were sore – but they were strong legs and at this altitude – well it was a piece of cake.

Was that a twinge of cramp? Not really. Nothing scary. Little cramps are nothing to be scared of. My gosh – look at that road winding up that mother of a hill on the horizon about a hundred kilos away. The Hell must be just in front of it – maybe only ten k’s or so to go.

In fact that hill looked strangely like the Swartberg Pass. I knew that we still had to plunge into the canyon that was The Hell. I caught up to a Miss Daisy who was trundling along.

“Do we go up that hill there?”

“Ek weet nie – dis my eerste keer.”

Rambo came screaming up from the rear.

“Hi – is the Hell before or after that hill?”

“After – that is Heartbreak Hill.”

Shit. Was that just another twinge of cramp? Never mind – I was tearing along down the edge of a precipice. If you disappear off the edge of this thing only the vultures will know. What is that gathering on the side of the road? Another puncture, or broken chain, or broken spokes?

It was groaning. It was lying some ten metres from a bicycle which was very twisted. It was covered in blood, and shaking and shivering. Shame man! She had fallen off, clearly at a great speed. An official was holding her hand and lying through his teeth about how fine she was going to be. 

I prudently slowed down a little. I didn’t want that official to hold my hand. I flashed past.

We plunged into the most spectacular hangs and valleys, smashed through streams, and climbed. Then we climbed again – and these hills were steep, man were they steep. The Swartberg Pass was just a practice.

I stopped to eat one of my carefully hoarded bananas. Someone once told me that bananas would cure cramps – and that cramping sensation was now unmistakable. In fact it was quite bad. A large man with a pony tail went past me.

“Cramps hey? Ha ha ha ha! I once had a cramp!” 

He looked much older than the others – about twenty five. 

“Here eat these.” 

He tossed me muti – pills in little packets. I tore them open – the cramps had not yet started in my hands and fingers. I chewed the pills – water was finished. They glued my mouth shut – must have been a reaction with the dust in my throat. I would just have to breathe through my ears.

We had always said we could walk a bit. This was always going to be a tour. It was not a race. But I would have to walk bloody fast or Rolf would catch me. 

By straightening my legs I just managed to keep the hamstring cramps at bay. The calves were less easy – but then they were smaller muscles. The cramps in the front were just starting.

Maybe the drugs old pony-tail had given me were a practical joke? Maybe they caused cramps, and that competitive arsehole was prepared to poison his competition.

Come to think of it, my head was spinning, my skin was tight, the sun was very, very bright, and the brain was throbbing with pain.

Anthrax?

“Here! Take this!”

Good lord – more drugs from passers-by on bicycles. Maybe they were steroids, or morphine? I gobbled them up, washed down by my remaining banana. I also had some guavas in my bag, but they had got squashed – must have been the bumps. I gave them a miss.

Another cycling consultant stopped and gave me some water – with energy additives. This just made my muscles stronger, so the cramps were bigger.

Then I caught up with Fanie, the panel-beater from Oudsthoorn. His cramps were worse than mine. 

“Come on Fanie! We can do this!”

Fanie was just what I needed. I stopped feeling sorry for myself. I wasn’t feeling sorry for Fanie or anything, or even for the old man my age lying in the ditch gasping. And Rolf hadn’t caught up yet – that was one plus.

I called to the man in the ditch.

“You okay?”

“Fine!”

“Okay – see you there – do you want some drugs?”

“No thanks – I’ve got plenty.”

Heartbreak Hill was leveling out. It leveled. I couldn’t get onto my bike – every time I tried I got seven cramps all in different places. I climbed the embankment a bit, and jumped on from a height. I could free-wheel standing up. I couldn’t sit – my hammies shortened by six inches.

We crested the rise and looked over a cliff. The road went over the cliff. It zigzagged vertically down the kloof. There were tiny dinky cars parked at the bottom – I didn’t have a parachute. Rolf had said nothing about needing a parachute. A 400 metre drop in 4 kilos.

I plunged over – Disney World was nothing compared with this. I groaned aloud as I bucked down the precipices. My hands stung with cramps and pain, and I passed a real drip on his last legs. I careered down section after section, gathering speed. The world was vibrating – I had to take the average route. Then the finish line flashed past like a blur. Someone yelled a time out – 4 hours 20 minutes.

I stopped and slowly toppled off my bike. Almost every other cyclist in the world was there already, except for Rolf, Andy and Deane. Some bloody Springboks. I couldn’t find Kobus, he was probably sleeping or something.

Rolf arrived in a cloud of dust.

“Rolf!” I was very emotional. “Welcome. I’ve been here for ages! What did you do with the others?”

“Deane is history – he hit the wall. I don’t know whether Andy will make it.” Rolf had real faith in his mates. “Andy has no brakes.”

“Well then he should be here already,” I said, you could see that I was the logical one.

Deane arrived. He was almost crying.

“Hey guys! I really hit the wall there!” Well at least this was consistent with Rolf’s version.

“Where’s Andy?” I asked.

“Shit I don’t know – he has no brakes.” They must have rehearsed.

We found a tent with water and coke, and drank gallons. Still no Kobus.

“Hey guys – we have to go to the camp site to get our kit. It is apparently just down this road.”

We gingerly mounted our dusty cycles and creaked down the hill at the bottom of this kloof. 

“How far?”

“Two k’s.”

“I think we’ve already been two k’s.”

“Let’s just keep going – the road must go somewhere.”

Seven kilos – the campsite and all the remaining cyclists in the world were there. Tent city had sprung up under the trees. There were kids, and wives and four by fours. So this was where the camp had moved to. And these wives had put the tents up – awesome.

We found Kobus.

“Where’s Andy?” he asked.

“He really hit the wall, and he has no brakes,” I replied. I told you I learned fast.

Kobus had found us a site under the trees, away from the tap, away from the toilet, and away from the path, and in the shade. The man had class. He still had the very impressive doek on his head, and he had established that there was a porta-pool with ice cold water in it. 

We found our beers – they had made it safely and they were still cold. We cracked them, except for Deane who went to sleep, and we went to lounge in the pool, carbo-loading for the next day.

“So what was your time?” 

I could tell that it was polite to ask this question. 

“Kobus over there did under four hours,” I replied.

“He’s probably seeded then – the top 100 are seeded for tomorrow.”

“I don’t think that I am seeded,” I said, modestly, “And my friend Andy really hit the wall, and his brakes are history. Andy might not make it.”

They seemed to know what I meant.

We heard that there were hot dogs, and more beers up the road.

Andy arrived!

“Andy, you made it!”

“Sure, but my brakes are history.”

“I know.”

“How do you know?”

“Everyone knows.”

We strolled up to the hot dog shop, and bought food and beers. We reclined under an old army tent and lapped up the atmosphere. My cramps returned every time I laughed, or moved suddenly – but I didn’t mind.

Our conversation gradually steered from the post mortem of the day to the prospect of riding back the next one. Other cyclists were limping around. Many of them were covered in bandages, and the queue at the workshop tent was ten deep. Andy resolved to get his brakes fixed.

We found the hand-holding ambulance driver who told us that the dead girl had broken ribs and collar bone, and was comfortable in hospital in Oudtshoorn. She wasn’t dead. We were glad.

The results were out! Kobus was in the top 100. He was seeded! That meant that he got to line up in the first bunch the next day. He was so pleased his doek nearly popped off.

“Now where would a seeded oke sit for supper?” he asked.

“Which side of the tent would a seeded oke sleep in?”

“Would a seeded oke go for a shit before or after the next swim?”

“Would a seeded oke have another beer?”

“What time would a seeded oke get up in the morning?”

We were fed a magnificent meal. We needed to remind the seeded oke that it was rude to get seconds before everyone had had firsts – and he remembered his manners. Besides we had had plenty to eat and he was just being greedy.

We got to bed under the trees very early. Kobus had selected my sleeping site – on a mound, on the only stones around. What some people would do for a competitive advantage! He had a mattress and a pillow, and so did the others. None of them offered their mattresses or pillows to me. I reminded myself that I had once been a very brave infantryman, and dived off to sleep, stones and all. The youth of today – no more gallantry, no respect for their seniors.

I awoke after an intermittent sleep. I had woken up at intervals, and had picked my way through the thorn trees in the absolute pitch dark for a leak. I would normally have performed this operation much closer to home base, but it was so dark that I had no total confidence that I could definitely select a bush which was uninhabited.

I woke the others gently, and then sawed off the tops of a couple of Coke cans. I served a magnificent breakfast of Weetbix in the sawn off Coke cans – this was well received by my fellow athletes.

Our first hurdle was to mount our bikes. 

Andy adjusted his broken brakes yet again, we poured oil over the creaky chains, Kobus took one of my spare tubes – he said that one would be enough for me, since I would probably be walking most of the course. Then we set off on our seven kilo trek to the starting point. We resolved to ask for a handicap, since most of our competitors roared past us in their four-by-fours, covering Rolf with dust. This made Rolf very angry for some reason – he said that he has contacts, and that the dust would ruin them.

The chief official summoned all of the seeded competitors, including Kobus – to make sure that having won the first day, they would also win the second. Rolf cheated and sneaked in with the seeded riders. No-one was going to argue – he certainly looked the part with the red kit, and his ire was up with the scratchy contacts. I think that he felt that he was owed every advantage having been showered with dust already.

And we were off!

Well – the seeds were. Andy, Deane and I hung around honestly with the other honest unseeded riders, and eventually hit the road some five minutes or so later.

This start was very different from that of the previous day. It was altogether more serious, people were altogether more sore, and it was steep. Man! Was it steep!

Straight into Granny gear, and these colourful folk from all over the country resembled a giant blender – legs spinning furiously, going almost nowhere. It was like this for five kilos. I stopped to walk often as Kobus had forecast. I did not wish to pick up cramps after thirty k’s – or in fact after any k’s at all. Even walking, hardly anyone passed me. I could walk at five k’s an hour, the riders could muster six.

I also drank gallons of water right from the start. This was the advice of forty or fifty of my coaches from the previous day.

Eventually we reached the top, I turned around to look for Deane or Andy – nowhere, but I was greeted by an indescribable view. The sun was up, but low, and shadows were long. The valley was far away, and down between my feet the few vehicles left were miniatures, the cyclists were Lilliputian, and the mist and dust just hung in the fresh air.

I turned forward, rammed my helmet down firmly, and set off swiftly to catch Kobus and Rolf.

We jetted down Heartbreak Hill. Having taken an hour and a half of agony to get up it the day before, I whizzed down in under quarter of an hour. The wind plucked at my ears and eyeballs. I hadn’t put my Bolles on, and the air dried my eyeballs out and glued my eyelids open. Good thing it wasn’t Rolf.

Then the grind started, and it went on, and on, and on. 

We sweated, and rode, and walked. I very cunningly took time out to stop at some the beautiful mountain streams, and I guzzled huge drafts of pure Karoo water, soaked my dusty head, unglued my eyes, and plunged on refreshed. Each time other competitors splashed past me. I caught some of them, but was happy to wave others ahead. After all this wasn’t a race – it was a tour.

I still hadn’t caught Rolf though.

I rode with Fanie again – the panel-beater from Oudtshoorn. He had spent the night with diarrhea, and was battling with dehydration. I mentioned that it could have been much worse of course, after all it could have been me. He looked at me a bit oddly.

Eventually the top of the Swartberg Pass beckoned. It was just around the corner, and then one more corner, and just one more, and then definitely just the last corner, and I was there. There were no riders within sight ahead of me, and none in sight behind me. It was silent, a slight breeze, clear and bright, and stunningly, stunningly beautiful. I could see forever. There was also plenty of oxygen because of all of my altitude training.

I was so relieved – because I knew that the last twenty k’s was all downhill, and I experienced a brief moment of intense elation – I would have to cock it up quite seriously not to make it now.

I gripped my handlebars like the horns of a bucking steer, and dived over the edge, and entered a roller coaster ride like I had never experienced before. I swept around corners, and decided to give it a full tonk – as fast as my nerves would allow. The training, coaching and inspiration from Rolf kicked in and when I saw some riders ahead and got them in my sights, I pedaled faster, and faster. 

I tried to look down at my speedo to gauge my speed – but it was vibrating too much, and I had no time to focus. I was mindful that every hairpin bend could bring a car head on – full concentration was on. I whizzed past some other riders, silently yelling, “Chicken!!”

Then the track off to the left through the ostrich farms was upon me, and I skidded off and tore through the fields and thorn trees. The road steepened again, and I ramped and bucked recklessly along, overtaking even more Miss Daisies.

Then the tar road, and then the resort was in sight. Last uphill which was back-breaking – but my spirit was up, and I powered home.

The man giving out medals was there – he grabbed my number to prove that I had done it, and I swung off my steed, clutching my medal to my heart.

I was incredibly wobbly and rubbery. My sight was blurred, and the sun shone like it had moved a million kilos or two closer. I found the Coke stand, and got stuck in – cup after cup. Neither Kobus nor Rolf was there to congratulate me, but by now I was used to this.

I staggered up the embankment which had doubled in height and steepness since we had left, and stumbled into our shack. There were my coaches!

“Hey Miles!” shouted Rolf ecstatically, “You made it!”

“Sure,” I replied – a slight quiver in my voice.

“I said to Kobus,” yelled the ebullient Rolf, “That you would never make it! Not after yesterday’s cramps. I didn’t want to say anything to you this morning – but I really thought you were out of it!”

“Thanks Rolf – thanks for the confidence. Nice coach. How did you do?”

“Shit! I hit the wall. My legs just went, and I hit the wall – I was going to wait for the sweeper truck and get a lift home – but then my legs came back and I was strong!”

“I see that your legs came back, which is more than I can say for the hairs on them.” I needed to retaliate somehow – but my humour was still absent – too tired.

“Did you see the others Miles?”

“No.”

“I don’t think Deane is going to make it. He really hit the wall yesterday. He was flat – he really blew.” You can see why Rolf is not religious. No faith.

Then Deane arrived – limping rather badly – but still conscious.

“Deane!” yelled Rolf, “Who brought you home?”

“I rode,” explained Deane. Well of course he did, “But I don’t think that Andy is going to make it. His brakes were history and so was he, and it has hit thirty five degrees out there.”

“Ja, Andy was toast yesterday – there’s no way he’ll make it today.”

We limped down for the prize-giving. Rolf thought he might get the Best-Dressed Award, and Kobus thought he might get the Best Doek on his Head. I said to Rolf that that was the most optimistic thought he had had all day.

Then there was Andy!

He was limping, and not talking very loud. Come to think of it only Rolf and Kobus were. Kobus was going from cyclist to cyclist – “What was your time? Were you also under seven and a half hours?”

“No ways.”

“Well I was – so you probably didn’t see my finish?”

“No.”

“Did your wife see my finish?”

“Come here Kobus,” I called, “Come and sit quietly with us, and with Marissa, your wife.”

“Okay, coming – I think I’ve just seen one more that I beat.”

“It wasn’t a race Kobus – remember?”

“I know – I wonder what I can do this in next year?”

“I’m never riding a mountain bike ever again,” said Deane. “I am going straight back to something vaguely sensible like the track sprints, or maybe just drinking.”

Prize-giving was over, Kobus and Marissa left, and I was back with my Boy Scout troop. We drove off to find cell phone reception so that we could report our victories to our loved ones, and we generously bought beers and biltong and a few other essentials.

An early night to rest the exhausted bodies and elated minds, and then home.

Home to rest, wash the Karoo off our bikes and bodies, and start preparing mentally for next year. 

4

