A Novices story – by Mark Lagan 

Fate had a large part to play in my last minute Amatola 100 experience.  I emailed Dave Gassner well after the closing date and he allowed me to enter.  I had little time to prepare but luckily had a good base of fitness after the Puffer and Table Mountain Challenge.  Although the distance didn’t scare me the fear of the unknown was cause for enough butterflies and nerves on the morning of the start.
The Amatola 100 is what trail running is all about for me.  No big corporate sponsors, no prizes, no fan fare, no water tables, no pomp and ceremony.  Just enough rules to keep things fair and to keep runners alive.  Definitely my vibe.  

We were a fairly motley bunch at the start, a rag tag of old and new school, Casio and Garmin all bound by a common goal and passion - ready for the first days 50 kms.  We started at 6 am and within a few minutes we were into the forest on the Amatola hiking trail.  The trail is designed to be hiked over 6 days – we were to complete the over 100 kms in just two.  As an Amatola novice (in a race where some prior route knowledge is a definite bonus) I managed to join up with several Amatola gurus.  Not being one for map reading and route studying I tried to glean as much of the day ahead as possible.  The report was not positive – day 1 was not going to be easy.  

This was affirmed when we reached the first check point in 2.5 hours (just 12 kms into the day’s trail).  I did some quick math and panicked - potentially a 10 hour day.  We had been under the canopy of the forest all morning and soon after this check point we hit a big climb which offered some spectacular views (this became the trend for the next two days –unsurpassed views from every high point).   The trail is blessed with many spectacular waterfalls and there was plenty of fresh running clean water to fill up from.  The second check point was roughly after 30 km’s – 5 hours of running.  After filling up with water and feeding ourselves we started another big climb.  Forty minutes on and we were still climbing.  The going was tough on slippery rocks and crafty roots and tricky little steps that wanted to trip you up if you weren’t on your game.
The last major climb of the day took us to Doorn Kop – just over 1700 m.  After summiting we hit a massive descent into the valley below.  My running partner Grant (ever the under exaggerator) informed me that we “only” had to climb up through Waterfall Forest - the last big push for the day.  Two hours later we arrive at Cata – our camp for the night.  We were greeted by Dave and his wife Chel and the rest of the support team.  Hot soup, three cups of tea, a hot shower, and as much as I could find to eat later and I was feeling better.  With every runner coming in one got a growing sense of how special this race is.  Arriving at Cata on day 1 is the perfect mix of emotions – achievement and relief being the main.  Each runner is welcomed in as they touch “the rock” – whether you are first or last the camaraderie amongst all is the same and the sense of achievement no less.  No matter how fit or talented a runner you may or may not be – you had worked hard to get to Cata!

The 4 am call on Sunday morning was a rude awakening for what lay ahead.  It was bitterly cold outside.  An hour long climb from the 5 am start over  Geju Peak (1850m) and then down into the Mnyameni Gorge below to the first check point of the day lay ahead.  The terrain was more runnable than day one and we made good progress as the day wore on.  From check point 1 (of day 2) we started another big climb and then started contouring the mountain ahead – known as Hog 3.  The single track on this section got better and better.  The next few hours were so epic from a pure running heaven and view perspective that I can’t imagine a better running experience anywhere in the world.  In my head I was a fleet footed Tarahumara runner on a casual jaunt across the mountains.  In reality it probably didn’t look that good but we were enjoying every moment of it.
The second check point of the day signalled the start of the final big climb to get over Hog 1.  It was a long slog but with every step we knew we were that much closer to the end.  By the time we reached check point 3 on the Hog and then the summit the temperature had risen nicely which made for some toasty running conditions.  As we climbed over the top of the mountain we could see Hobbiton (our finishing point) below.  The descent was rocky and initially slow but eventually it became runnable and fast.  One last 3 km patch of single track downhill running heaven and we were into the pine forest and heading for the Thumie River and end of the trail.

Running into Hobbiton I was filled with very mixed emotions.  I was elated at having finished – and high on a day of incredible running and scenery.   I had met some amazing people who are as amped about trail running as I am and had re-experienced a part of our country that since school days I had ignored.  This was balanced with the news that this was the last Amatola 100 that Dave and Chel are organising and so my joy was coupled with despair that I might not get to experience the trail again under these circumstances and regret that this was the first and last time I had entered.
History will show that Filippo Faralla won the race, but, and forgive the cliché, everyone on the Amatola 100 was a winner.  Andre Erasmus’s record still stands.

The beauty of the Amatola 100 is the terrain and the people involved in the race.  Terrain wise it is so variable that you are always entertained.  Just when you think you can’t climb anymore you are rewarded with an amazing view, a contour along an incredible mountain side, and single track downhill that will blow you away!  
Dave and Chel are fantastic organisers and a nicer bunch of people that they assemble to help run the event you will not find.  If you want a different experience and are looking for a challenge visit www.davestrailrunning.co.za
And.

Get out to the Hogsback.  The Amatola mountains are calling.  Whispering.  Softly.  Sweetly.
