Sunday - On our way to Port St Johns

09:00 was the time to leave and we managed to be gone by 09:20, not too bad.  We were to meet Eugene at Cremorne, he was coming from Durban by bus to Umtata and then by back packers taxi.  Steve was running from Port Edward.

Day One – How to lose all your friends in 55 kilometers
This was to be a day of awakening, for those who were confident, it brought them back down to earth and for those who were nervous, it lived up to their expectations.  I decided to bring up the back end of the field and spend time with Chel and so lead our group of Sean, Tallies and Chel from behind. We started at Silaka Nature Reserve Gate at 06:00.  I had a few things to do and was soon left far behind the field of 14.  I caught them in the camp and by taking a few correct routes, we were nicely placed with my bunch in the middle of the field.  The first obstacle was Heart Break Hill, the first of the too many hills to count along the way.  Mike Baker once said of Morgan’s Run that the Transkei coast may not have mountains but it does have innumerable steep hills which when added together make more than a mountain.  The top of Heart Break hill has a choice of routes, we took the left branch and overtook four runners who had gone right, wrong that is.  Not long after they passed us and we arrived at Sugar Loaf, sopping wet with perspiration.  The humidity was very high and so was the temperature, this was tropical heat.  From Sugar Loaf  we climbed the steep ascent up to the jeep track which goes to the Umgazi main road but we soon branched off again onto the old Transkei Hiking Trail along the top of the cliffs and down to the Umgazi River, our first river crossing.  The tide was low so this was an easy walk across but the first of many times getting our shoes and socks off and on.  We were watched with interest by the film crew shooting advertising material at the river mouth.  From Umgazi to Umgazana it was a relatively easy beach run and cross country section.  The Umgazana was flowing out quite strongly so we crossed upstream at the boat houses and I cut my feet open on the barnacles on a submerged pier.  By the end of the day the cuts were already septic, luckily betadine is a magic solution to this kind of problem.  At Umgazana we visited a Spaza to fill up our bladders and proceeded to climb our way out of the village and negotiate Brazen Head.  Here the Imana MTB guys follow the inland roads but we stick to the paths along the coast.  This is a very tricky bit and it was not surprising to discover that we were the only ones to follow the correct path.  The path was very unclear and it was only because I had been through the bush twice before that I knew where it should be.  The temperatures rose and in the coastal forest there was no escape from the heat and humidity.  We sucked on our bladders trying to replace the litres of fluid which we were sweating as our bodies tried to cool down.  During the long downhill approach to the coast we had our first real mishap, Chel was charging along behind me and did not see a low branch and ran onto it, knocking her senseless.  I heard a loud cry and turned around to find her sitting in the path not knowing where she was.  After a quick check to see nothing was seriously wrong we continued down to the sea and then another climb, this one straight up the side of a big hill.  Chel needed to rest a few times on the way up but once at the top there was a lovely run down to Mpande, another river to cross and at some fishermen’s shacks we managed to refill our bottles and bladders with much needed water as we had exhausted our supply.  We were now approximately half way to Anchorage and it was already 14:00 so any thought of reaching the finish in daylight vaporized.  We now had Rame Head area to negotiate where quite a few kilometers can be added if the incorrect route is taken.  We found out later that the other runners had the tendency to go inland, following the roads. One has to remember that all the paths and roads come from the hinterland and go to the coast forming fan like arteries and there is nothing parallel to the coast.  This is mainly because of the obstacles posed by the rivers and steep gorges which make this impossible.  So, going inland is almost always a big mistake.  Here we followed a road for a little way before zigzagging back towards the coast and down to the Mnenu River, getting close to Hluleka where we hoped to get more water.  Hluleka has been under construction for 2 years now, Cape Nature is creating an environmentally sustainable camp which is looking quite impressive but for us it was back to the beach and the approach to Hluleka which at spring high is problematic as the coast path is impassable so up we went to another of those paths which go inland until we reached the reserve fence and then back tracked to the stile over the fence.  We were rewarded in the reserve by a family of zebra which walked all the way to the camp ahead of us on the road.  At Hluleka we discovered that there was no water on tap and were given about 12 litres by an old lady who collects water daily.  We were most grateful and paid her for the water.  We had finished 3 litres each in the last 10 kilometers.  Leaving Hluleka we decided to cross the Mthakatya at the mangroves and not at the mouth as the tide would be very high.  The rain started to come down and now the humidity was almost unbearable.  At the river we could see fishermen at their boat house on the other side but they were not going to ferry us so we prepared for a long swim of about 200m across the lagoon.  The water was icy cold and when we were about half way  the fishermen did eventually get their boat and ferried us the rest of the way, Sean decided to swim all the way.  Chel was freezing when she got out and the fishermen offered her a hot shower to warm up.  Only 15 kilometers to go and we set off for Anchorage, darkness and rain descending on us.  The paths became slippery but we managed to get to Pressly Bay as it became really dark.  Landmarks soon disappeared but at least we were on the beach most of the time and as we passed bay after bay we wondered if we would ever reach Mdumbi.  By now the time was 21:00 and low tide when we crossed Mdumbi which spanned the whole bay, I thought how difficult it must have been for the guys who got there at high tide, they later confirmed that it was like swimming in the sea with waves breaking right across the bay.  We perked up a bit as we now knew that Anchorage was not far and hurried past the backpackers and houses down to the beach, looking for the flashing lights which Peter put up to prevent runners going past the hotel in the dark because you cannot see anything beyond the dunes and dune forest.  Finally at 22:10 we arrived, had supper and crashed into our beds, tomorrow was going to be just as tough.
Day 2 – How to permanently lose all your friends in 54 kilometers

12 very subdued runners began day 2 at Anchorage.  An easy 3 kilometers along the beach saw us all at the Umtata Mouth ferry waiting for the ferry man.  As the ferry only took 4 at a time this split us up quite a bit.  The first hill straight after the river is a killer, the first of many for the next 30 kilometers.  Today was going to be another tester, route choice being very important because when you are already struggling with the hills, heat, distance and fatigue you do not want to find you are in a place you don’t want to be. The run to Coffee Bay Ocean View Hotel was quite pleasant, we were still fresh and it was cool and overcast.  Siegfried stopped for a toasted sandwich whilst I had a cup of tea.  This gave Patrick and his band a chance to catch up as they had taken the incorrect road at the tower and ended up a way back on top of the cliffs. We then we left to cross the Coffee Bay river, only a small stream but you still need to keep your feet dry.  Siegfried and I arrived last, just as the others were leaving the opposite bank.  We paid some young guys to carry us over the river much to the disgust of the departing runners.  Although this part of the coast is extreme it is also breathtakingly beautiful.  We turned off the coastal road at White Clay just as the rain started again, it was a fine cool drizzle and most welcome.  This path follows the coast all the way to Hole in the Wall and along the way we passed little hole in the wall, massive crags with waves pounding the bases and then of course Hole in The Wall itself.  I tracked inland a little to visit a Spaza where I knew I could buy a litre cold drink for only R10 and that it would be very cold.  I topped up my bladder and bottles and set off to have something to eat at the picnic spot above Hole in the Wall before crossing the river. From Hole in the Wall to Mbolompo (and another spaza) the going is tough, either straight up or straight down, and you have to choose carefully as there are many paths going in all directions.  No one has taught the cattle to zig zag and contour, they go straight up and straight down.  Close to Mbolompo two dogs followed us and no matter what we did to send them back to their home, they stayed with us.  Siegfried, who has a blood sugar problem, pulled in at the Spaza just before we swung back down to the beach at Mbolompo and then it was a pleasant run down passed a fairly new, stripped truck which had been rolled down a bank into the coastal forest.  No doubt some old local truck had brand new mechanical parts. Down on the beach we crossed the Mncwasa River and continued along the beach towards Mpame point and then past the fishermen’s shacks where a friendly lady offered us water.  I guess she must have been lonely, waiting all day for her man whilst he was fishing as she wanted to have a long conversation but we were in a bit of a hurry, there was still a long way to go. The next tricky bit for me is after Mpame, I am always drawn along the paths which all go the wrong way.  Here I should have stuck close to the coast but inland I went and eventually reached the thick forest on the cliffs of the Mbiza River.  I had unfortunately also lead Siegfried along with me so we both had to cut back along the top of the forest until we reached the steep clamber down to the river. We all met up again, the dogs still trailing along behind, causing trouble with the other dogs as far as we went but at Bulungula River and Back Packers they did not cross the river and we left them behind.  Siegfried, Patrick, Simon, Kim, Eugene and I filled up on cold drink and left for Xora River, the next obstacle to cross.  The beaches are soft and the going was slow.  We reached Xora at a perfect time, the tide was just on full and there was a slight current pushing.  We quickly got ready and entered the river near the mouth and got washed up to the concrete slipway on the opposite side.  Pierre Myburgh came out to greet us and offered us coffee and tea.  Still coming along was Nelius and Nelmarie with Sean and Tallies.  Only Sean is a good swimmer and the tide had already turned so Patrick, Eugene and I decided to stay and wait incase they experienced difficulty.  Pierre gave us a tractor tube and some rope which Patrick took over the river and left for them.  About 2 hours later Nelius, Nelmarie and Sean arrived, the river was pumping out and quite dangerous so Nelius and Nelmarie piled onto the tube whilst Sean swam out into the lagoon out of the draw of the river pulling the tube, aiming at some rocks which he used to move across towards us.  It was all a little hectic but thanks to the tube and Sean’s strong swimming they all made it OK, even the two dogs who had latched onto Sean at Bulungula.  All that is except for Tallies who had been battling and walked back to Bulungula to spend the night there.  He would get to Xora the following morning where Ray in his support vehicle collected him.  This saved Ray about 6 hours for a typical Transkei round trip.  Meanwhile Siegfried, Simon and Kim had progressed well ahead of us, heading for The Haven, we (Nelius, Nelmarie, Patrick, Eugene, Sean and me) following quite a long way behind.  It became dark soon after Xora and we once again lost our land marks but passed one bay after another until the ever distant light house beam was visible.  Chel phoned to tell me that Siegfried, Simon and Kim had taken a road inland and had ended up at Dwesa, gate one, far past the hotel.  Well, they never listen. Ray had to perform a rescue and collected them. Chel came down to the beach to meet Eugene and me and at last we found the flashing light which meant we were at the finish for day 2, the time, 21:36.  Sean, Nelius, Nelmarie and Patrick arrived 30 minutes later.  The food and service at Haven was excellent, they made no fuss even though we were very late and the breakfast the next morning was excellent.  Thanks Mike and Nicola and thanks for trying to return the dogs to Mbolmpo where the owners didn’t want them back so Nicola found new owners.
Day 3, Now it gets easier, 44 kilometers to Mazeppa Bay, a chance to see the other runners and have a beer.

After breakfast and the mostly unheard briefing we all scampered off to the Bashee River to take the ferry.  I had informed Mike a little late that we needed the ferry so it was a bit of a mess, his bakkie got stuck in the sand on the way and we all passed him and waited for the ferry men to carry their canoes to the river.  Meanwhile the racing snakes, Steve and Andre, crossed the river regardless of the shark danger.  The rest of us crossed and regrouped and set off for the lovely stretch through Dwesa, along wide, hard sand beaches and over some coastal hills where some of us were fortunate to see Eland, Impala and Wildebeest.  Steve and Andre were a little alarmed to find the massive prints of the Rhino in the mud of one of the streams.  The coast line here is not as spectacular or as rough as the first 2 days and so I felt happy to leave the runners and walkers to do their own thing and had a solo jog along the coast.  There are long beaches to follow but some interesting alternatives can be found by going behind the coastal forest, some of the runners doing just this.  I had my usual stop at Kob Inn where I filled up my bladder with coke and lots of ice as it was very hot and then went to catch the ferry only to find that he was on his lunch break so I had to swim anyway.  From the Qora River it is not too far to Mazeppa bay but the best route is along the tracks behind the beach with a path down just as the massive dunes rise up from the beach then a short uphill and around the corner to the hotel and a chance to have a beer at last.  Today was the day that the runners began to treat me in a more friendly fashion as we had time to sit and talk and discuss the previous 3 days, enjoy a few beers and the wonderful food prepared for us.  Mazeppa Bay Hotel made us really welcome and we look forward to returning next year.
Day 4, This seems like a doddle compared to what we have done !

