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Race to Rhode8017¢ my personal account

By Phillip Fullaway

Introduction to theFreedom Challenge

The Freedom Challenge, as originally started in 2003, follows the Freedom Trial wi220@skan
longmountain bike route from Pietermaritzburg in Kwazulu Natal to Wellington in the Western
Cape. The route consists of tar agict roads, dirt tracks andattle trackswith a total vertical ascent
of 37 000 metersThe trailfeaturesimpressive geological and scenic diveraitigltraverses seven
biomes, from the high mountains of Lesotho, to the wigien spaces of the Great Karoo whilst
crossingsix mountin ranges, crissrossing countless valleys, venturing through unspoilt wilderness
areas, national parks, private farms and some nature reselestrail is unmarked and requires
proficiency in navigation, with riders making usecompassmaps and naatives to follow the

route. The use of GPS based navigation devices is not allowed.

The Freedom Trail is managed by the Freedom Trail Foundation, which also administers the Freedom
Challenge Scholarship Fund, a charity set up by past Freedom Chakkmgéciprovide education
scholarships to underprivileged scholars living in certain at@asigh which the trail passes.

Several events wersubsequentlyintroduced to cover shorter sections of the trail and fhReeedom
Challenge (F@®ecamea collection of unsupported, selhavigated mountain bike events consisting

of Race across South Africa (RASA), Race to Rhodes (RTR), Race to Cradock (RTC) and Race to
Willowmore (RTW)These events usually take place in the cooler months of the year, typicallgdurin
second quarter with the supported version of RTR, the Ride to Rhodes taking place in month of
September.

Accommodatioris provided to participantand the stops are on average 8 hours aparand include
guest houses, country hotels, game lodges, rateserve cottages and farm stays. Most of these

stops are fully serviced, allowing riders to travel lighit riders are still expected to carry their own

gear from support station to statiomiders are also permitted to send, in advance, 2 litre tubs
containing food, spares, maps or whatever they desire which can fit into the tub to each of the
support stationsThe field of participants to an event are split into batches of 4 to 10 riders and a
single batch is set off daily over a period of days ocekgedepending on the size of the field. Limiting

the number of riders to a batch is to avoid flooding the trail with riders, plus the support stations have
limited capacity.

My personal introduction to the Freedom Challenge

Every mountain bike rider who has been around the block a few times has heard of the FGiaraits
reputation. Howeveryeryfew riders understand the full concept of the event and the existence of the
shorter versions (RTR, RTC and RTW). | stumbiessabe Freedom Challenge website
(www.freedomchallenge.org.2dn Jauary 2016 looking for the next "Bighallenge after successfully
completing the 77 km Barberton Mountainbikdé&llenge. On this websi | saw the tab for RTR and

read up on the concept. Entries were still open and | convinced my racing partner, Chiara de Siena, to
enter with me for the 2016 edition of RTR. All FC events are solo entry based, but you may request the
race organizers to lbeh you with a specific person or perso@hiara and both are very goo@nd

technically proficientyclists andin arrogance, we thoughhe eventnot too daunting.



http://www.freedomchallenge.org.za/
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We received ar mapsalongwith the narratives spert a Saturday afternoon resizirtie maps for
ease of use and just kept trainitige cycling component of the everitVe were completely
unprepared for the naigational aspect of the race and, in shavg nearly killed ourselves on the
trail by spending more than 12 hours perydan averagén the wildernessand over shooting the
event distance by 54 km. We went home with numerous injuries including tick bite fever, nerve
damage to fingers and toes, strained ankle ligaments, a slightly torn calve muscle and various cuts
and bruises. | had tavithdraw from the eventa mere20 km fromRhodedo add insult to injury and
from that day lived with a monkey on my backutsand injuries head quickly butthe monkey on
my back was growinsteadilyand| was reminded of my failure every time | wowear the 2016
RTR sweateBy the end of June | wadready considering my return to the event in 2017, so it was
not surprising that | entered the 2017 edition of RMRugust 201&lready.

| was determined to retur and finish the race in style, $avore the 201&weateralmostevery day

to fuel my determination. The maps were released in December 2016 and | immediately started
preparingfor the eventand honing my navigational skills. | spent hour upon hour on Google Maps
and Google Earth burningath like a gaming crazed teenager. Eventually | knew the route so well
that | started mapping short cuts and properly planned strategi

Thetraining on the bicycle was also progressing as plamwidulonger, slow rides and my
confidence was high. | was humbled in January with a Did Not Finishr@3NIEn the Barberton

110 km Mtb Challenge. | dismissed it and chalked the DNF up tdqroo on the day. | was crushed
with a DNF inhe 205 km Tainsdrak race in March. | could ridentify the cause of the latest DNF,
but knew it was either medical or psychological in natliiavestigated the medical aspect first and
went for a barrage oblood work but the resultsvere all within specification|eaving the
psychological aspect as the remaining cause and this is very dangerous territory for any athlete.

| withdrew from all endurance events planned for the remainder of 2017 (the Transbaviaans and the
Munga)and decided to focus only dRTR. | hatb rebuild my confidencd.decided orregularlong

solo ridego build staminaand,of coursethe never endig map and navigation studieBhe

tumblers were slowly falling back into place and my confidence was finally restored to its former
state at theend of the Trans OF®ur at the end of April 2017.

The Trans OFS Toiw aselfsupported off road mountainbikéour from Vereniging to Kalkfontein
the Fullaway family farm on the OranBéverbetween Aliwal North and Rouxvilledit the route
desigh whichcovers a distance of 550 km over a period of 4 days, overimghih guesthouses along
the way. This event was extremely good final preparation for the FC and onelafthdo my
success in the RTRalso realised that a very important aspeof this race is energy conservation.

As the RTR start drew closer, | was feeling confident knowing that my physical and mental
preparation was complete. Not even a small accidéuring my final preparation ride the morning

before the start of RTR couldack my confidenceMy motto for the race was a lyric frothe song

Doorso &8 t NRA Y XTI/ fAINI SIYy R FAYAAKSRY odzi adAftt gl yi
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Preparation for the 2017 event

Apart from countless hours of maps preparation and studies, | spent many tnaunisg on the
bicycle. Training for the event started in December 2016 already and my riding statistics at the start
line on the morning of the 27of May were as follow:

Number of rides Distance | Average Time
83 5978 km 72 km/ride 247h19min

| was about 1000 km lighter in training compared to the 2016 event, but my preparation was much
more complete with mordhomeworkl have doneon the navigational side of the everithe list of
kit, gear and spares packed was very long, so it would be dgsieeans of photograph:

Kit, gear, spares and food packed in backpack
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Race to Rhodes Stage Pietermaritzburg to Allendale 27 May 2017

Batch 2 of the 2017 edition of Race to Rhodes (RTR) departetetprty Boa in Pietermaritzburg
the morning of the 27th of May 2014t 05:4Q The field was reduced to 6 after Doc learnt of a
breakin at his house in Kloof the previous evenargl departed to tend to that matteHe was to
start a few days latedohann Mandy, Derek, the 2 Holmes brother&ndrew and Russell, and yours
truly gathered at thaown hallwaiting for the official start at 06:00.

Batch 2 of 2017 Race to Rhodes

Left to Right:Myself, Russel, Andyandy, Johann and Derick

The raceorganisers, Meryl and Glenn, escorted us through the neutral zone up to the edge of town
where the race startedfficially at the entrance of the Bisley Valley Nature Resdrgaickly found

my legs up the climb into theature reserve anduicklyput sone distance betweemyself and the

rest of batch 2.

My navigation was spot on and | blasted up the climbs to reach the Minerva farm within hours. In
the village of Byrne | stopped for 30 minutes at the Oaks Hotel, a designated lunch spot, for soup
and mufins.

My good navigation continued blitzing down and through the dreaded Umkomaas valley and | was
taking photographs on the Heldela Bridge by 12:30 already.

Only the monster climb up the Heldela pass and gentle undulations was between me and the
ovemight spot, the Allendale farm. An early finish was definitely on the cards and a possible
continuance to the Centocow Mission was a reality. The climb up theHh#apass was brutal and
it took me 75 minutes to complete the 8 km piece of dirt road, Without any walking.
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On the road to Baynesfield

In the Umkomaas Valley
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| reached the Allendale farm at 14:45, cutting ebh4 hours off the 2016 time.decided to rather
overnight atAllendale enjoying the hospitality @fana and lann accordance with the golden rule of
multiday stage racingend to body first before bike. So | wolfed down several sandwiches and
plenty of fluids. Then | gave the bike a quick service and s&ttbaelax knowing that stageas
definitely tougher than stagé.

View from the common roont, Allendale farm

({

The Holmes brotherfuss and Andy arrived 2 hours later and Mandy and Johann an hour after
them when | was sadly informed of Derek's withwal due double vision, so we were down to 5.
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Race to Rhodes Stage 2llendale to Ntsikeni Game Reserve 28 May 2017

| had a relatively late start to stage 2, departing the Allendale farm at 06:15 only, much to the disgust
of my fellow riders who left at 05:0@&ll | can say is thdim a growing boy, so | need my sleep.

The previous day's flawless navigation did ngte@ itself on stage 2 and | got lost in the first 5 km.

My natural sense of direction, or lack thereof, failed miserably. Also, relying too much on route
memory from the 2016 evenwas disastrousnd| turned off the trail at the foot of a large climb

simply because | could not remember doing the climb last year. | bolbech a valley and up a small
climb to reach a gravel road not supposed to be there at all. Consulting my compass | realised | had
crossed the Allendale farm in an easterly direction ared approximately 4 km east of the trail. |

turned onto the gravel road in a northerly direction andoad sign for Patula confirmed my position

on the mapl knew | could reach Donnybrook using this road. | would therefore enter Donnybrook
from the opposdie direction as per the recommended route, but | would get there nevertheless. The
10 km detour was of minor concern especially based on the fact that it was district road which would
be quicker that the single track of the recommended route.

My navigatbnal skills improvedrom Donnybroolkand | managed to get through most of the

Nxumeni and Nkonzo Foreststhout a hitch.However,| missed a vital turoff on the final run

down tothe CentocowMission, but luckily knew the generaheading to follow and reachedhe
missionjust before 10:00a whole20 minutes before my bunch. | was dreading a telephone call

from race office with a time penalty and my fears almost became a reality when Meryl phoned Russ
to inform him that his tracker was not workinggmerly. The Centocow Mission provided soup and
homemade bread as a brunch/lunch spot, but riders may also overnight at the mission in an
emergency. Nonhlanha and her team are so friendly and the mission so beautifully maintained that |
almost decided to pliup the handbrake for the day.

| tried to ride with the rest of the group from Centocow, but they were struggling on the hills and |
soon drifted aheadThe first big challenge of the afternoon was the Ndodeni climb angnaged to
ride the firstkilometre,even overtaking tractorin the processThe second half of the climb was
extremely steep and | decided tmnserve energy byalkingthe remainder Eventually |1 was
surrounded by so many young kids begging chocolates, sweets and even g fomyaine.

At the summit of the Esikolweni climb
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Flawless navigation in the afternoon got me through the forests at Bolsholweni (one of my major
concern areas) and to the climb at Esikolweni, the toughest climbing challenge for the day. | walked
fromiKS 0620G2Y (y26Ay3a GKIG FNRY GKS adzyYAd 27
the Ntsikeni Game Reserve, the overnight spot for stage 2.

| had to negotiate the 3 m high stile over the reserve fence on my own and was thankful for good

balan@ on the day. | reached the stone lodge by 16:00 already, almost 2 hours faster than last year.

Stage 2 was a brute of a stage with almost 3000 m vertical ascent including the 2 climbs that can
only be walked, 2 river crossings and countless other steeplations.

| experienced my first mechanical problem wiitie bike. A spoken the rear wheesnapped during
the afternoon sessioandwhole bicyclevas inserious need of TL&fter tending to the body first
(the golden rule of multiday stage racing3triipped the drive train and greased all moving parts.
Lady luck was smiling upon me in that the damaged spoke was nibteotirive sideand the break
occurredat the hub end and not the rim sideheel. AlsoDT Swiss hubs alldwr easyspoke
changes whout removing the rotor or cassettéhad packed spare spokdsit these were from the
2016 event andor a different wheeset, so none one of the spaspokes fitted the new wheelset,
but | managed to repair the rear wheel with some baraak'n-plan ingnuity.

Stile over the fence of the Ntsikeni Game Reserve

The lodge at Ntsikeni is run by Mr. Paul Ngcobo and his family. Paul is an expert ornithologist and
general lover of nature. In addition, Paul is also one of the biggest fans of the Fr&idnlange

and has been involved with the event for years. He has seen all the different types of participants,
from the extreme racing shakes such as Martin Dreyer and Alex Harris right through to the plodders
and rosesmelling riders. The Ntsikeni overhigspot is by far my favourite of the entire trail mainly

due to the warm hospitality Paul and his family provide. The lodge is so remote that the only MTN
has coverage in the one corner of the main building whilst the other mobile companies only provide
coverage from 1 km down the road.

i K3’
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Lodging at the Ntsikeni Game Reserve

John helping with the laundry at Ntsikeni lodge

Race to Rhodes Stage Bltsikeni Game Reserve to Masakala 29 May 2017

| decided the start Stage 3 at daybreak (06:30) whilst my batch left at 05:00 already. | had identified
a possible short cut early in the stage during my map preparation and it worked perfectly. During
this stage in 2016, Chiara and | went mountaineeriitgiwthe first 5 km and wasted many hours
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and energy in the proces8s mentioned on stage 2, do not rely too much on past memory and it
held me in good stead in the early part of stage 3. | kept wondering how Chiara and | managed to get
it so wrong in 2Q6.

¢KA& adGlr3sS adaqlFrNISR ¢6AGK | oly3a YR L YFRS dzLJ (i KS
departing Ntsikeni. Unfortunately and in true Fullaway style, | decided to go mountaineering

unnecessarily and lost 20 minutes on the group not to n@ntialuable energy. | probably felt |

needed some practice in hike and bike.

Quick snack at the Politique Kraal

| flew down the mountain and caught the bunch on the Underberg road from where we rode as a
group to the brunch spot at the Glen Edwdadm.

The hosts at the Glen Edward farm are Sheila and Clartbs/hat a dynamic duo the two male
amconvincedtha€ NS SR2Y / KI ffSy3aS GAYS Ydzad 6S {KSAfl Qa
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