Big Bafer (Amatola Trail) 
16th and 17th of October 2010
The Amatola 100 as experienced by a “back of the field” runner!

Finally the 15th of October 2010 arrived and we flew to East London, to run the Big Bafer. The flight was uneventful, we picked up our hired car and soon arrived at Maden dam. Sadly it was drizzling, not too hard so we could still stand around and chat but the lawns were all wet, so we couldn’t sit or spread our stuff out to get organized for the next day.

I helped Guy pitch his tent, we got all the poles up and he then gazed at his mosquito net covered bubble and asked why his tent looks so un-waterproof. I told him that he needed to put on the fly sheet…… he didn’t have it!!! Apparently, in a rush, he gathered bits of his tent all over, after the kids had last used it, he had phoned Jonathan for advice and Jonathan assured him that the tent had a built in fly sheet!

Luckily Storm arrived with a 4 man tent and after laughing A LOT, offered Guy a “dry” spot to sleep. I had my tiny two man tent but was able to fit in with my bag and sort my things out.

The next morning it was a 6am start. Sonia and I decided to run together as with only 35 runners spread over 50 kilometres it could be a lonely run. Very soon it was only the sweep, Ian and Mike behind us.

Brian decided to run with Storm and Guy as we were not sure if we would make the 5pm cut-off near the end, which would decide if we would be allowed to go on the “Waterfall route” or take the jeep tracks to Cata hut. Having done the “Warnes’ Waterfall route” when I hiked Amatola 5 years ago, I felt no need to go and look at it again!

The Amatola trail was as beautiful as I remembered, but the terrain was jolly tough. It had rained the previous week and the forests were wet and slippery and the rocks even worse. There weren’t actually too many places where one could run.

Day 1 Part 1

From Maden Dam at 600m it was pretty much a climb all the way to Gwili Gwily at 1300m. Some of the sections were actually quite dodgy and I wondered how I managed with a heavy pack when we hiked the trail! We reached Gwili Gwili, droped off our timing slip, had something to eat, filled up with liquid and off we went. As we were leaving Ian (the sweep) and Mike arrived.

Day 1 Part 2

The trail now undulated through forests and over slippery rocks to Dontsa at 1000m. I struggled a bit to find Dontsa hut, backtracked, thinking that I had missed it, as it had burned down and has in fact been rebuilt and it was now situated beyond the start of day 3 of the trail! Oh well, we eventually found it, and once again as we were about to go Ian and Mike arrived.

Day 1 Part 3

We now set off towards Cata via Doornkop. It was quite a slog up to the beacon at 1642m. We found the peanut butter jar for our timing slip, to prove that we were *UP* there and didn’t take the easy route! It was way past 5pm when we eventually reached the “Waterfall route” check point. We were quite relieved to take the jeep tracks, especially as it was getting dark. After that it got seriously dodgy as the yellow footprints soon ran out and we were left in the pitch dark wondering if we were even heading towards the hut. At one point we got all excited when we saw “torches” coming to look for us, but were disappointed to find it was only the cow’s eyes reflecting our lights. We were equally disappointed when we finally reached the building, we glimpsed in the distance, to find it was a cow shed! Finally at 7:23 after 13 hours and 23 minutes we staggered into Cata.
Cata

The welcome was amazing, something along the lines of sit down (I was happy to obey) and can we bring you tea, coffee, soup, beer, chicken a la king……

The first thing Dave Gassner said to Sonia was that we nearly beat Brian. We were a mere 34 minutes behind! The second was that Brian MISSED THE WATERFALL ROUTE CUT-OFF.... I thought Sonia was going to fall off her bench she was laughing so much! (We won’t tell anyone that Brian had tick bite fever three weeks ago which might have slowed him down somewhat) 
 

This was their story: Brian, Guy and Storm ran together the whole 1st day, and they too found the going seriously slow because of the terrain, lots of climbs, slippery muddy forest and slippery rocks, they at some point realised that they had better put foot else they would miss the cut-off. Storm sadly got left behind. Brian and Guy got there at 5:05pm!!!! First cut-off Brian and Guy ever missed in their lives! They then took off on the jeep track, and when they came to a fork, they DID NOT read the piece of paper stuck on a tree, but just took the left hand fork down the hill. When they had gone about 2kms and dropped 400m, they finally decided that perhaps they were on the wrong road and should turn back!!!! Brian said that someone should have photographed their faces when they turned and had to climb back up the HILL!

 

Storm in the meantime got to the cut-off feeling very sorry for himself, he had missed the cut-off, his buddies abandoned him, so he sat down.... and fell asleep!!! He was sure there were folk behind him, but noone woke him up. He reckons he slept for about 20 minutes, got up and proceeded to the hut, reading all the signs along the way..... he got there BEFORE Brian and Guy!!!

 

The night was rough....very, very windy, our gazebo type home flapping and it was freezing cold.... Guy very nearly didn't start the next day, as he hadn't slept and his glucometer would not work in the cold, so he had no idea where his sugar level was and he was feeling terrible. He was eventually sorted out, and persuaded to start by the race doctor, Peter Samuels, who gave him, what turned out to be excellent advice, namely "have your breakfast, see how you feel, forget the insulin sh*t, run high, and don't test your sugar till lunchtime!" 

Brian at that stage had already decided to run with Sonia and I, maybe he wanted a more reliable navigator!! 
Storm and Guy caught up to us and the 5 of us ran together the whole day. 
Day 2 Part 1 – day of the Waterfalls
From Cata at 1300m we first slogged almost to the top of Geju Peak reaching 1821m, after that it was down into a ravine where we crossed the river several times and passed some spectacular waterfalls! I wasn’t at all sorry that we missed the “Waterfall route” on day 1. Soon we reached Mnyameni hut.

Day 2 Part 2 – day of the Pools
From Mnyameni hut at 1100m we started the second slog of the day up Myameni Peak climbing to 1500m, before contouring around. Storm was very, very relieved to hear that we weren’t going all the way to the top. We then dropped into another valley and meandered along gently passing numerous pools, pity there was no time to swim or to cool my weary feet. At this point I must mention that we were chasing another cut-off, “Dr Peter cut-off” at the base of “The Hog”, 2 kms after Zingcuka hut. There was pride at stake here as Sonia and I had told Brian to stick with us as we would get him to the cut-off in time and would not get him lost! (
The sweep Ian, had abandoned Mike, and was with us on and off, at one point he told us we had 11kms to the cut off (my Garmin had sadly run out of batteries by then) and since we still had 3 hours left, we thought our pace was just fine. We were horrified to be told an hour later that we were now “strolling”, had 8kms left and only 2 hours! We were told we had better, “pick it up a bit”! Guy and Storm charged off and Sonia and I were unable to keep the pace. I told them to go, and to wait at “Dr Peter”, if they could and if we did not get there in time to go without us. Brian decided to stay with us.
It was quite a slog as we had now left the valley and had to climb out, before starting the LONG, loose, slippery descent to Zingcuka hut at 1100m. It seemed to go on forever! When Guy and Storm got to the hut they decided that we were quite far behind and that this was cool, and we would ALL take the Emergency Route out. Storm was getting quite happy about this dreaming of an early finish and a cold beer. He was horrified when we got there a few minutes after them at 1:18pm, we had PLENTY time to cover the 2kms on the jeep track to Dr Peter before 2pm.
The group was now undecided whether to go over the HOG or take the escape route, we were all quite tired after “picking it up” the last few kms, and Storm was still being tempted by an early beer! I suggested we get there, make the cut-off and let Dr Peter decide.
When we reached Dr Peter at 1:40pm, it was another fantastic welcome, and lots of stuff to eat and drink. I asked Dr Peter what we should do, and he said we were very welcome to take the escape route, but when he drove out, he would just drive OVER us! I guess the decision was made, and even Storm did not dare to argue!
We rested, ate, drank and replenished out supplies! It was the only waterpoint on the route and we sure made the best of it! We also saw some Little Bafers at that point which was quite encouraging!

Day 2 Part 3 – day of the Pig
Then started the long slog up the HOG and even though we did not go all the way to the top we climbed to 1800m, just below the rock band! Storm did remind me a few times that he could by now have been drinking beer and it was *ALL* my fault that he wasn’t. That was ok, my shoulders are broad and I was sure he would thank me afterwards!
Once over the HOG we descended down, and even reached the last forest bit along the river, in daylight. It was even steeper and dodgier and more difficult to follow the route, than how I remembered it! At this stage we had both the 100km sweep – Ian, and the 35km sweep Patrick with us. Patrick was complaining how he had spent the whole day rounding up lost Little Bafers. He said some would descend from the Hog and instead of going left and down towards Hobitton, where they had come from that morning, they would turn right for a SECOND lap of the circuit! .... and he had to go back up to fetch them!

We finally reached the end of the Amatola trail….. then it was just the last 2 kms to the end of the Bafer! ….. we even sprinted the finishing straight!
Once again Sonia and I navigated perfectly the whole day, and even brought the boys in before the 2pm HOG cut off, and finally reached the finish Hobitton in 13hours 38 minutes!!! ….. the truth be told, it was very kind of the boys to wait for us, as it was fantastic to have their company for the day. I must say in my opinion the only way to run these multi day, small entry things, is in a group. We laughed a lot and somehow did not notice that we were suffering! ( It is actually quite amazing what one’s body can cope with. I was very lucky, we had perfect running weather, I suffered no cramps or blisters and managed the entire trail without splatting on a rock somewhere.
 

It was a seriously beautiful and incredibly well organised trail. I am not sure how Dave even covered his costs. We paid R575, for that you got a permit to be on the trail, camping at Maden Dam on Friday night, supper and a mattress in gazebo at Cata on Saturday night (soup, rolls, beer, cooldrink, coffee, tea, chicken a la king, rice), your bag transported to Cata, breakfast ( coffee, rolls, rusks) on Sunday morning, one well stocked “Dr Peter” waterpoint (complete with words of encouragement!), supper at the finish (hamburger and salad, coffee, tea), race shirt, and a finishing goodie bag consisting of Amatola wine + a beer, ... howzat? 

What next??? 

	
	Distance kms
	Time
	Total Distance
	Elapsed Time
	Elevation Metres

	Maden Dam
	
	
	
	
	600

	Gwili Gwili
	15.3
	3:35
	15.3
	3:35
	1300

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dontsa
	19.6
	4:41
	34.9
	8:16
	1000

	     Doornkop Check point
	
	
	
	10:58
	1642

	Cata
	18.9
	5:07
	53.8
	13:23
	1300

	     Geju Peak
	
	
	
	
	1821

	Mnyameni
	13.5
	3:35
	13.5
	3:35
	1100

	   Mnyameni Peak
	
	
	
	
	 1500

	 Zingcuka
	18.2
	4:43
	31.7
	8:18
	1100

	     Dr Peter Check point
	
	
	
	8:38
	

	     Hog Check point
	
	
	
	10:56
	

	     Hogsback Mountain
	
	
	
	
	1800

	Finish
	17
	5:20
	48.7
	13:38
	1100

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	
	
	102.5
	27:01
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


