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Lesotho thin air challenge 

Glen Goddard of the Natal Bar (Durban) reports on 
some hair-raising experiences in Lesotho: 

., I t's always exciting to look down at an eagle,' the 
attorney said. I had to agree with my brother from the 
attorneys' profession, even though what we were 

looking at was not an eagle but a vulture with a beard. I would 
have agreed with whatever he said then anyway because the 
vulture we were looking at was a magnificent wild beast, not 
the sort we watch so carefully every day, and because we were 
able to look down more than a thousand metres. Almost to the 
point where we'd started to carry our bikes. 

Our bikes had been carried into the mountains by willing 
four wheel drives. When chamber-mate (is that the correct 
term) Andrea Gabriel indicated that her new Jeep wanted more 
than the curb at the shopping mall, she was quickly enrolled as 
a support driver for the annual Lesotho Thin Air Challenge. 
Willing drivers are hard to find. 

River scene 

The Thin Air Challenge is not a race. It is four days of 
unforgettably fine mountain biking at high altitude through 
breathtaking mountain scenery with a bunch of like-minded 
people who ride down rutted slopes at scary speeds, swim in 
frozen streams, tell long yarns in the evening and are honestly 
thankful that they are African. The organiser, one of the 
leading attorneys in Matatiele, spends the year before the 
event searching for ever more remote and obscure routes, and 
its not uncommon for cyclists in the event to be the first 
wheeled travellers over the goat paths and sled tracks that 
make up the route. 

While Andrea was supporting us she needed support 
herself, and this was ably provided by Topdeck, a hound 
whose loyalty is as sure as his parentage is mixed. The duties 
of dog and driver were to take car and camp by road from 
one site to the next while the cyclists spent the day playing 
in the high mountains. The difficulty of this task was 
apparently increased not by the condition of the road, 
which sometimes was pretty bad, but by the number of 
shebeens en route. 

Advocates are often skilled in the use of words but cynical to 
their meaning. You need to experience that which is truly full 
ofwonder to be reminded that 'wonderful' is not an advertising 

cliche. Travelling to outlying parts of Lesotho is 
truly wonderful. 

Post-script by Andrea Gabriel 

Dear Editor 
I take issue with Goddard over two aspects of his 
otherwise brilliant report on the Lesotho Thin Air 
Challenge. 

First, my dog is not of mixed parentage. 
Topdeck is a Border Collie who just happens to 
have inherited two recessive genes. This means 
that he has green eyes, is largely white and as any 
self-respecting Mendelian will tell you, there is 
nothing wrong with that. 

Second, the off-road route was not made more 
difficult by the presence of shebeens. There was 
one bottle store en-route and we supported the 
local economy by stopping there. I know this 
because the happy owner hugged us when we left 
the store. 

On a more serious note, I would recommend 
that 4x4 enthusiasts consider signing up as 
drivers for the Lesotho Thin Air Challenge. The 
roads are deeply eroded in some places, non
existent in others, but the mountain passes are 
spectacular. The river crossings are not as scary as 
they initially appear and the general sense of 
camaraderie among the drivers made everything 
possible, including the presence of a technically 
skilled person known as 'Crocodile' who travelled 
at the back of the convoy armed with every 
conceivable gadget of a 'fix-it' variety. DJ 
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