The Wild Coast Ultra
Experienced trail runners seeking an exotic running adventure and a chance to experience one of South Africa’s most scenic, remote, and undeveloped areas should keep a watch out for next year’s Wild Coast Ultra.

I’ve just returned from this year’s 6 day 167 mile adventure and found it physically, mentally, and spiritually rewarding. Located along the South Eastern Cape this area is part of the Transkei region and its most numerous inhabitants are the Xhosa people. Most Xhosa adhere to centuries old customs and the region has been slow to adapt to the outside world. Their thatched roof round houses, called rondavels, dot the area and remind me of Native American dwellings in the Southwest.

I discovered the event via the internet and emailed the organizer, David Gassner, asking if I, along with my partner in crime Melissa, could join in this February’s adventure. He promptly replied that we would be welcome and that set the stage for a series of airline tickets, passport renewals, hotel bookings and money transfers. On February 6th we joined 31 other runners in East London, South Africa.  From this point on all of our arrangements for the next 7 days were planned and provided for by David.  A drive of something over 4 hours ended in the sleepy coastal settlement of Port St John’s, where we began the 6 day run back to East London.  Our lodgings for the night were at the Cremorne , a sprawling , rustic complex at the mouth of the Umzimvubu River flanked by soaring rock cliffs. In the evening Dave held a quick preview for the week ahead. Each day our clothes and gear would be driven to the next day’s destination. 
Day 1: Port St John’s to Anchorage - 55k

Day 2: Anchorage to the Haven - 54k

Day 3: The Haven to Mazeppa Bay - 44k

Day 4:  Mazeppa Bay to Trennery’s - 36 k

Day 5: Trennery’s to Haga Haga - 32 k

Day 6: part one: Haga Haga to Yellow Beach -28k,
Day 6: part two: The  “Discovery Surfer’s Challenge”, a wildly popular local event from Yellow Beach to East London that we were all entered in for the last 16k.

A final warning of the night dealt with river crossings; “Stay in groups! If there is a strong current you won’t be able to fight it so plan to enter so that the current takes you where you need to go, you’ll have to use you arms and you can’t just kick across.”
Being a poor swimmer, this kept me up all night. Did I mention the sharks?

Day 1- to Anchorage:
Early the next morning we get a lift to the south side of the river and assemble inside the Silika Nature Reserve. After a few photos we are off and running just after 6am.  A gentle road soon leads to thickly overgrown single track.  Within minutes I’ve seen two runners slip off the thin path downhill into the brush, and most of us are scratched from Lantana. In general the trails lead to the beach or they provide a way to get around those areas of the beach that are blocked off by rock or impassable sea. There are many two and even three way junctions offering no clue as to which one is the best route.  Keep the sea to your left.  The trails are steep, often at 25% grades or more, though thankfully no more than a few hundred meters high, before descending back to the beach.  When a river crossing is only waist high the choice is to place shoes and socks in a dry bag and risk cutting your feet; or, protect your feet and have wet shoes. I opt for dry shoes when the bottom is clear and sandy, and keep my shoes on when I can’t see the bottom. With the heat and humidity wet stays wet. Luckily, at the first big river crossing Dave is there acting as sweeper and he guides me across while I flounder with a crude backstroke. Sometimes there is a boat.  Because there are no aid stops we all carry large amounts of fluids, food, rain gear, torches, and money to pay for ferries and drinks along the way. Rain water is collected in local villages and held in storage tanks, so we are on the lookout for these to replenish our supplies. Some Xhosa villages have shops known a spazas that sell drinks and food items. They are not always open and are not well marked, so we need to ask to find them. Hours pass, and I realize that most of the day I’ve only been able to jog short stretches of beach and trail as everything is so steep or rocky or the sand is too soft.  The sun goes down and we pull out torches. I’m in the front of our group and spy a light in the distance. When I reach it a woman calls out from the darkness. “Can I help you? I reply “I’m looking for Anchorage.”  She responds “This Is Back Packers, Anchorage is just down the beach. I can show you the way”.  In the pitch black darkness she points and gives me directions. Meanwhile the rest of my group has disappeared and rather than try to find them I continue on. Somehow I made it to the beach but by then I expected I’d see some lights from either my group or Anchorage. It is totally black. Now I’m alone and lost in the dark. I try to scale a dune in hopes the high ground will allow me to see over the dense brush, but this proves fruitless and exhausting. Scurrying back to the beach I wonder if I can retrace my steps to Back Packers.  What a relief to see lights as my group finally emerges from another path! Joining them we proceed down the beach to Anchorage. It is past 8pm and with 7 river crossings it has been a long, hard day.
Day 2 to the Haven: Breakfast at 5AM, leave at 6AM.  I really wanted to take this day off so I’d be rested for the rest of week. Melissa asked if we could run only part way and Peter, our doctor and equipment driver said normally it was impossible to only run part of a day. However he was going to a spot known as “Hole-in-the-Wall” about 25k away and could pick us up there and take us to the Haven. This seemed a good compromise:  we’d get to run and get some time to rest. However when we got to “Hole-in-the-wall”, Peter is not there. The only choice was to either stay at small lodge there, and maybe get picked up the next day, or continue onward. Both of us decide to go on. It is another very long day with ten river crossings. My right knee has developed on odd ache and occasionally I hear strange popping sounds as we run on the beach.  I wonder what is causing both. In total blackness we arrive at the Haven after 9PM.

Day 3- to Mazeppa Bay: Breakfast at 6AM leave at 7AM. With only 44k today I hope to reach Mazeppa before dark. After 5k of beach running we hit the first river and two kayaks are there ferrying runners across one at a time. The good swimmers opt to swim across fighting a strong current out to sea. When I arrive about 10 runners are waiting, a couple are in kayaks, and a few are swimming. One of the swimmers begins to struggle and signals distress. As soon as the first kayak is freed he paddles over but the swimmer can do no more than hang onto the boat.  The kayaker paddles furiously but is stuck in the current. The second kayak steps in and together they drag the now exhausted swimmer to shore. He is obviously in bad shape and is taken back to our shore by kayak, then helped back to the Haven where he is later driven to Mazeppa.  With the later start and the delay at the first river it takes all day to reach Mazeppa bay and we barely make it in before dark.  I discover the strange popping sound is from stepping on small jelly fish, known as blue bottles that have washed up on the beach; they pack a painful sting upon contact. And that odd knee sensation? It is from the relentless camber, always tilting seaside. 
Day 4- to Trennery’s:  Breakfast 6AM leave at 7AM. By now many of us have serious blisters and chafing. The tape I brought from the US just won’t stick in the humidity and constant wet. A few minutes before 7:00 I get Dr. Peter to tape my feet. That delays me from the start so I  run hard to catch up in the morning’s wonderfully cool rain. Luckily, at the first serious river crossing I reach several runners. At the mouth of the river Dave is preparing to cross and putting his shoes in a dry bag, while a group of about six are preparing to cross inland. I opt to cross with Dave and keep my shoes on as my feet are already wet. I stick glued to Dave all the way to Trennery’s and he explains that this run was always about trying to find the best routes from point to point and learning secret short cuts along the way. A favorite ploy was to lag behind your friends and then when no one was looking take a secret route to emerge ahead of the pack 10k later. Keeping up with Dave allows me to reach Trennery’s in only 5 hours and I finally have some time to relax and kick back for an afternoon.
Day 5 to Haga Haga: Breakfast at 7AM leave at 7:45AM. Today we catch a ferry after the 1st 5k and I end up in the last group across. We all pretty much hang together for the day and we pull into Haga Haga mid afternoon. At 5 ½ hours it is another easy day.
Day 6 part one to Yellow Beach:  Breakfast at 6AM leave when you want. I left early wanting extra rest before “Surfers”. At Yellow beach one final river leaves everyone soaked but the sun is out. We all gather at Peter’s truck and an open tent we’ve put up for shelter. In a couple hours the bay fills with kayakers.  Runners begin pouring in and TV crews arrive. A camera crew ambles over to our resting spot and someone points to my taped feet sticking out from under Peter’s truck.  I am drying them while keeping my sun burnt legs in the shade. I can’t believe my feet made it on local TV! 
Day 6 part two: Discovery Surfer’s Challenge:
At 2:30PM the gun goes off and 3,000 runners cram through a 30 foot wide chute onto single track and rocky shore line competing against a couple hundred kayakers in a race that ends in East London, 16 k away. It is our last run of the Wild Coast and we have a special section in the finisher’s tent where food and drinks flow freely. We proudly wear Wild Coast Ultra shirts Dave provided and as a special treat a Wild Coast ribbon and shark shaped medallion. It was an amazing adventure that Melissa and I will cherish for years to come!
Caveats, advice, comments:

1. Some chose to swim the rivers naked to keep their shorts dry and minimize chafing.  Short tights help too.  Carry a towel!
2. ElastoPlast is the best tape I found.
3. Electrolyte drinks rule. Bring your favorite.

4. The sun is brutal. Cover up!

5. Aid stations. None. I did ok carrying 3 x 24oz bottles and a coke or juice each day, refilling at EVERY chance we found a water tank or spaza.
6. I brought 3 pair of shoes. Bring 6. 

7. All lodges were wonderful, with plentiful food and hot showers. Call ahead if you have special diet considerations, one of our group got gluten free meals.

8. Dave handled all except minor expenses, and a hotel in East London for the start and finish.  

9. The South Africans I met were warm, friendly, cheerful, optimistic, and inspiring. They were eager to share supplies, give advice, and assist during river crossings.  My thanks and gratitude goes out to all.
10. Check out next year’s agenda at: http://www.davestrailrunning.co.za
