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The Freedom Ride: Something 
worthwhile to do in the winter recess

Gerrit Pretorius SC, Johannesburg Bar

I can blame the Aussies, or maybe the 
Proteas. It was in the warm afterglow 
of that famous and wonderful victory 

at the Wanderers on Sunday, 12 March 
2006, that I decided, quite irrationally, 
to enter the Freedom Ride, a 2300 
km non-stop mountain bike race from 
Pietermaritzburg to Paarl. 

I can certainly blame David Waddilove, 
the organiser. He, after all, decided that 
anyone who is willing to pay the entry 
fee can do the mountain bike leg of 
the Freedom Challenge, the ultimate 
ultra triathlon. (The triathletes run the 
Comrades, cycle/climb/walk the moun-
tain bike leg and then paddle the Berg 
River canoe marathon! At least that is 
what they did in 2004 and 2005. This 
year no one was so crazy.) 

I can also blame my partner for this 
year’s Cape Epic, who had to withdraw, 
and the registrar, who insisted that a trial 
should start on Wednesday, 26 April, 
slap bang in the middle of the Cape 
Epic week. And the Judge President 
who determined that the winter recess 
will start on 26 June. And internet bank-
ing, which meant that my entry fee was 
processed long before I could reflect on 
what I had done.

 When that reality sunk in later, I decid-
ed that my motto would be Abe Segal’s 
admonition to Gordon Forbes when he 
became nervous in the week before a 
Davis Cup match against Germany: ‘It is 
too soon to panic’. After all, I had three 
months to reach ‘race’ fitness. Well, 
between the pressures of practice, flu 
and other distractions, my motto soon 
changed to: ‘It is too late to panic.’ 

At the start on Saturday morning, 17 
June 2006 at 07h00 we were all slightly 
nervous. The first few km to the Bisley 
reserve was a so-called ‘neutral zone’. 
That was the last time I saw Cornell van 
der Westhuizen, even if it was only his 
back. I heard the cry of a fish eagle, and 
involuntarily thought about an awful 
advertisement for an optometrist firm. It 
was clearly going to take some time to 
adjust to the new environment.

The Hella-Hella pass lived up to every-
thing implied in its name, but we all 
arrived at Allendale farm before night-
fall. That was the last time I saw Ben 
Swanepoel. He left Allendale at 02h00 
the next morning (I know because the 
dogs went mad), caught up with Cornell 
and raced all the way to Paarl. They 
finished in a record time of 16 days 13 
hours and some minutes. I, on the other 
hand, took 24 days and many hours. 

Greville Ruddock, Andre Britz, Xolani 
Mtshali and I, the balance of the Freedom 
Riders, had just, at some speed, bumped 
down a rocky trail when my bike stopped 
dead and I flew over the handle bars. 
Luckily for me it was in a meadow. The 
front shock had sheared where it was 
attached to the wheel. Greville, Andre 
and Xolani expressed amazement, took 
photos, sympathised and pushed on. I 
made frantic phone calls. Deon Botha, 
the Freedom Ride’s ‘main man’ picked 
me up near Creighton and took me to 
Pietermaritzburg to get a new shock. 
Just after 16h00 I resumed my ride. 
Despite David’s ‘detailed instructions’ 
and leaving out the single tracks, I man-
aged to get lost in the dark and only 
arrived at Ntsikeni after midnight.

The least said about the third day, the 
better. I started later than all the others. 
It conclusively demonstrated that my 
navigational abilities were very lim-
ited. This resulted in me not reaching 
Masakane, and sleeping at a farmer’s 
house. I caught up with the Ride to 
Rhodes bunch at Masakane and stuck 
to them like Elastoplast. That night 
we stayed over at the guest huts of the 
Marianzell mission, with an awesome 
view of the mountain. 

Our next overnight stop was Vuvu. From 
there we cycled to Rhodes. The weather 
was moving in, and it soon became clear 
that it was not safe to continue on the 
single track. We were caught by a snow 
storm. David’s amazing network again 
kicked in and we were all accommodat-
ed at Jean-Marie Naude’s guest cottages 
at Vrederus. The weather forecast was 

for two days of heavy snow. Deon said 
that it was nonsense and that the next 
day would be clear. I wondered how 
long it would take to walk to the top of 
Naudes Nek pass. David had flu. 

Deon was right. The next day there was 
not a cloud in the sky and we had a glo-
rious day cycling to Rhodes. Fresh, dry 
snow, blue skies and the knowledge that 
we would finish in daylight.

Xolani and I decided to leave Rhodes 
at 05h00. The first turn-off was after 
18 km. It was an opportunity to drink 
water, except that the water bottles 
were frozen. Just before 12h00 Andre 
caught up with us. He found the start of 
the track leading over the mountain to 
Rust de Winter without any difficulty. 
The track soon disappeared. We hiked 
most of the way up the mountain, care-
fully watched by a troupe of baboons 
and occasionally surprising some wild 
animal. We found a track down the 
mountain, and were warmly welcomed 
by Rassie and Elizabeth Couvaras. The 
Springboks had just beaten the Scots.

David’s routes are often old wagon 
trails or rights of way used by locals, 
sometimes a long, long time ago. They 
invariably lead to a site with spectacular 
views. And they range from being dif-
ficult to … !#@% … impossible. 

Rassie had marked the start of the single 
track, and we had little difficulty reach-
ing the top. We then lost the track. We 
walked through the veld for quite a 
while. We eventually got onto the cor-
rect jeep track and had fun riding along 
the contour line. Cornell and Ben’s 
tracks were clearly visible. We had to 
crest the mountain at some stage and 
ride to Bonthoek. On reaching a steep 
track branching off to the crest, I sug-
gested to Andre that I leave my bike, 
walk to the top and see where the track 
goes. Andre looked at Cornell and Ben’s 
tracks. They continued straight ahead. 
He said that, although he never fol-
lows tracks without checking his map, 
he felt safe doing so in this case. We 
cycled further, crested the mountain 
and had an exhilarating down hill ride. 
At the bottom we congratulated our-
selves on our successful navigation. We 
looked for signs of Bonthoek. We found 
signs of Helenashoop. Maps out. We 
had come down the wrong valley. By 
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road, Bonthoek was some 30 km away. 
Another revelation. Roads marked in 
red are not necessarily tarred roads. 
With this detour, we arrived at our over-
night stop, Boshoffskraal, at 23h30. We 
were later told that the temperature that 
evening was minus ten. 

The next morning Xolani and I set off 
for Gunsteling, but he soon rode way 
from me. I never caught up with him 
that day, mainly because he took a 
wrong turn and cycled on the tar road 
to Molteno. It was the shorter route. I 
had a wonderful day, racing meerkatte 
(they won). 

As usual, the hospitality at Gunsteling 
was excellent. We even got clear and 
precise instructions how to get over the 
mountain.

At daybreak Xolani and I set off for 
Grootfontein, near Cradock. The down-
hill was extremely technical, exacerbat-
ed by a very strong cross wind and my 
failing fancy hydraulic brakes. Coming 
down Spitskoppe into the Karoo was 
magnificent. I felt like a million dollars 
and Paarl was just around the corner. 
Willie Nelson’s ‘I am on the road again’ 
kept turning in my head. 

At Grootfontein I decided that the 
brakes had to be fixed. I could not do 
it, and it was only 43 km to Cradock. 
Unfortunately there is no bike shop in 
Cradock. No problem, I shall rent a car 
and drive to Port Elizabeth. Except that 
there is no car rental agency in Cradock. 
Is it possible that I can borrow a car? 
You must be mad, what about insur-
ance? Can I buy a car and sell it back 
the evening? Are you completely mad? 
(They obviously have difficulty trusting 
a Johannesburg advocate in the Karoo.) 
In the end the farm foreman bled my 
brakes with some telephonic instruc-
tions from Mike of Linden Cycle. 

Andre and I decided to double up the 
next day. Just before sunrise we cycled 
on Philip Antrobus’ farm. He is the 
nephew of Mark Antrobus, my next 
door neighbour in chambers. He repeat-
edly invited us to breakfast. We repeat-
edly, and hopefully politely, declined. 
He told us to ignore David’s route, and 
gave us alternative directions to the 
Mountain Zebra Park. We still managed 
to cycle in Graaff Reinet’s direction for 
a while once we hit the tar road, instead 

of Cradock. In our defence I must state 
that it was very misty. 

We surprised a kudu bull in the Park, and 
were in high spirits leaving it. David’s 
instructions were completely wrong. 
Luckily the park warden’s instructions 
were spot on. We even enjoyed scal-
ing the two metre fence. The downhill 
excited Andre. He described it as the 
N2. From my perspective it was ride-
able, provided one took extreme cau-
tion. We got a message from David, who 
was now in Cape Town that we should 
not stay over at Van Deventerskraal, 
but push on to Vrede. We reached Van 
Deventerskraal late in the afternoon. 
Buks van Deventer gave us detailed 
instructions of how to get over the 
koppies. Part of it was that we would 
get to a junction where there is a main 
road and an old ‘JD Ross’ sign. We saw 
the sign. Andre’s spontaneous comment 
was: ‘Holy s…, is this the main road?’ If 
it were not for the sign, which David did 
not refer to in his instructions, we would 
never have taken that path. We cycled 
down it in the dark. Andre breathlessly 
described it as’ ‘the best downhill riding 
I have done in a long time.’ I was glad 
that I did not fall. 

Our next overnight stop was Bucklands. 
Andre and I arrived just before 20h00 
and had a wonderful braai. Our only 
concern was Xolani’s whereabouts. Our 
hosts, Hannes and Arrie, explained the 
single track to the foot of Perdeberg. 

They said that we should ask John Bull 
or Stumpfer, labourers on the next farm, 
how to get over Perdeberg. 

We asked Willem. He squinted, thought 
a bit and then said: ‘Die pad is onsig-
baar, maar as jy mooi kyk dan kan jy 
hom so bietjie sien.’ We looked very 
nicely, saw the track for a while and 
then lost it. We then started our, hike. 
The top of the mountain was flat and 
wide. Andre was looking for a way to 
climb down. I wanted to ride down, and 
walked to the crest. Looking down, I 
saw the unmistakable profile of a farm 
depicted on my map. The track down 
had to be to our right. I hesitantly called 
Andre over. He had one look at the 
map, the farm and me and said: ‘Well 
navigated.’ I felt embarrassed. We soon 
found the track and even I could cycle 
down it at some speed. 

We went down the Osseberg jeep track 
just before sunset. Somewhere I had 
read that we should preferably not tra-
verse the river crossings at night. Well, 
we did. It was not too bad, except once 
or twice when I feared that I was walk-
ing in the river, and not crossing it. The 
three metre gate that we had to scale 
created no problems. We arrived at 
Cambria at 19h45. 

Cambria to Sandvlakte was easy. No 
navigation. Many uphills. Herds of Kudu 
and Hartebeest. Awe-inspiring moun-
tains, plants and trees. Andre’s good 
company. Good weather. Fantastic hosts 

Freedom Challenge Riders from left to right: Greville Ruddock, Gerrit Pretorius, 
Andre Britz, Cornel van der Westhuizen, Ben Swanepoel and Xolani Mtshali.
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at Damsedrif. Hestelle van Rensburg 
washed our extremely dirty and smelly 
clothes, spread it all over her lounge and 
used ceiling fans and electric heaters to 
dry it overnight. Xolani also caught up 
with us. He had cycled 17 hour days 
to do so. Up to then he had never been 
outside Kwa-Zulu Natal, felt uncom-
fortable cycling at night and had great 
difficulty navigating. His achievement 
was truly remarkable.

We were in great spirits when we left 
Damsedrif. It was not a difficult stretch 
to Willowmore. Everything changed 30 
km from Willowmore. My right knee 
started to hurt, so much that I had to stop 
pedalling at stages. I had no idea what 
was wrong. I limped into Willowmore, 
dumped my bike and enquired whether 
there was a pharmacy. The response 
was guarded. Not a ‘registered one’. 
Unperturbed I set off to find it. I looked 
like a tramp- unwashed, covered in dust, 
with dirty cycling clothes and a two and 
a half week old beard. The unregistered 
pharmacy did not inspire confidence. 
On the wall, in great blue letters against 
a yellow background, it proudly adver-
tised ‘Miracle Comfrey, guaranteed to 
cure 163 ailments.’ It is true that this 
included sports injuries, sprains and 
knee pains, but I decided that I would 
need something more conventional. I 
did notice that it was not advertised as 
an aids cure.

The young doctor diagnosed overuse 
of my knee. The R120 consultation fee 

included generic voltaren, cortisone and 
some other pills. 

The leg from Willowmore to Prince 
Albert is 150 km. Psychologically it 
was difficult and there were some tricky 
sandy stretches. I was not particularly 
optimistic about the day. I still had to 
make up one day to get back to schedule 
and my knee was not responding too 
well to the voltaren. The first 60 km 
went fairly well. My knee was holding 
up. Then it started to hurt more. I missed 
a turn-off. My knee hurt even more. 
‘I will not be able to make up the lost 
day. I want to see the World Cup final. 
I have briefs waiting for me. I miss my 
wife, Estelle, and children. It is nice in 
Johannesburg. One of the purposes of 
my ride was to see parts of the coun-
try that I would never see otherwise. I 
had done that and was overwhelmed. 
Another was to meet ordinary people. I 
had met many and felt humbled by the 
experience and their dignity. My faith in 
my fellow South Africans was strength-
ened. Why should I continue in pain? 
The section from Prince Albert to Paarl 
is a nice section to do with friends. I 
think I should stop. Eina! I shall stop.’

At this stage I was near Minnieskraal, 
a farm some 80 km from Willowmore. 
I was sure I could rest at the farm, and 
get a lift back to Willowmore. I stopped, 
drank two Panados and told Xolani that 
I doubted whether I would be able to 
finish. He was almost in tears.

The farmer was obviously not at home. 
His sheep dog and I concluded a truce. 
If I stayed outside the gate, he would 
not savage me. I phoned David on my 
cell phone. He asked whether I had 
Myprodol. I said no. He said I should 
get some, it sounded as if I had ITB. 
Myprodol works wonders for ITB, he 
ran a Comrades whilst suffering from 
ITB. I must not go back to Willowmore, 
but try to push on to Prince Albert. If 
I finish outside the cut-off time I shall 
still get the Basuto blanket given to fin-
ishers. Someone is coming from Prince 
Albert with a bakkie. If I feel too bad, 
I can get on the bakkie. But I should 
really try Myprodol. 

Continuing to Prince Albert did not 
seem to be such a bad idea, especially 
if I could hitch a lift on the bakkie. I 
started cycling. Within half an hour my 
knee hurt less. The Panado was work-
ing. I phoned Estelle. She said that, if 
the Panado was working, it could not be 
that serious. I now had an obligation to 
finish the ride for everyone with knee 
pain, especially shop assistants.

About an hour before sunset a bak-
kie approached me, hooter blaring and 
lights flashing. It was Johan Richter. He 
had four young kids on the back, a cou-
ple of mountain bikes, six Myprodols 
and a whole lot of enthusiasm. He 
also had real coffee, not Ricoffy. He 
quickly arranged for someone to buy 
more Myprodols for the rest of my ride, 
told me what a nice route it is to Prince 
Albert and what a pity it is that I will 
ride some of it in the dark. 

It is amazing how small things lift one 
during such a long, gruelling event. 
Earlier in the ride I often experienced it 
when receiving a SMS, realising that I 
am indeed on the right track or speaking 
to a local. That day it was David’s subtle 
hints that I should continue, Estelle’s 
reminder that most other people with 
knee pain have to endure it without the 
fantastic experience I was having and, 
finally, real coffee. 

I arrived in Gamkaskloof just before 
14h00 the next day. It was way too early 
to stop, but far too late to continue, at 
least for me. I experienced great incon-
venience with flies circling around me. 
I noticed that no-one else had this prob-

Pretorius in Stettynskloof
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lem. It was clear that I needed to wash 
my cycling clothes. 

The way out of Gamkaskloof is via ‘the 
ladder.’ It is a very steep rock strewn 
path. Sometimes there is no path. It took 
Xolani and me four hours to traverse it. 
I can say from experience that the way 
into the Hell, as Gamkaskloof is better 
known, is far easier than the way out.

We arrived at Hartland, an organic farm, 
shortly after 14h00. We took then by 
surprise. They had only expected us 
late afternoon. No problem. Our supper 
became lunch. Their supper became our 
supper.

Xolani and I decided to double up the 
next day. We left Hartland at 04h00 and 
made good time to Anysberg. In the 
reserve we saw two herds of Gemsbok 
and many Kudus. It was a long stretch 
to Montagu, especially since we rode 
towards Touwsrivier for a while. The 
descent down the Ouberg Pass into 
Montagu was the best downhill I have 
ever done. 

David told me that the next two days’ 
riding was easy. It was, he said, like the 
runs you score after you had reached 
your century. That may be so, but he 
forgot to tell me that the second new ball 
was to be taken, that it had rained on the 
pitch, was overcast and Brett Lee was 
going to bowl.

The Freedom Ride has a malevolent 
genie that jealously guards its reputation 
as an extreme event. 

We found the path to Kasra up the 
mountain. We found the path turning 
off it towards the top. We did not find 
the old wagon trail. We phoned David. 
He explained. We saw the electrical 
pylons. We did not find the old wagon 
trail. With dusk rapidly approaching, we 
went back to the farm. The farmer could 
not believe his eyes. He took pity on us, 
put our bikes on the back of his bakkie 
and drove to the top. He was unable 
to find the old wagon trail. In the last 
light of day he showed us a cattle path 
which went down the mountain. With a 
warning that we must not deviate from 
the path, he left us. In the early evening 
darkness, amongst the Renosterbossies, 
the path disappeared within a couple of 
hundred metres. We finally bashed our 
way down the mountain. Freezing before ascending Naudes Nek Pass.

I had no idea where we were. Neither 
did David. According to him, Alda 
Botha of the Oestervanger Guest House 
was out in a bakkie looking for us, 
flashing its head lights. He seemed 
perplexed when I assured him that I 
could not, and did not, see any bakkie 
lights. We were close to a construction 
which resembled a rather grand Wendy 
House. That enabled Alda to determine 
our location. I heard her uttering an oath 
under her breath over the cell phone. We 
were far from where we were supposed 
to be. When she and Elmar Groenewald 
arrived, they ordered us into the bakkie, 
apologised for the dusty and bumpy ride 
we were going to have and said that 
David did not have to know anything 
about it. 

We had a gourmet supper. I managed to 
see Zinidane’s head butt and the penalty 
shoot out.

The power of positive thinking only helps 
to a point. Since I had started, I tried to 
convince myself that Stettynskloof was 
not the monster everyone made it out 
to be. After all, how difficult can it be 
to hike 9 or 10 km with your bike? The 
answer: extremely. 

Xolani was waiting for me for me when 
I finally appeared from Stettynskloof. 
It took me 15 hours. We still had some 
25 km to ride. The mist started rolling 
in. It was getting colder. I had no front 
brakes. My clothes were torn, my hands 
and legs bloodied by silky hakea thorns 

and most of my lower body was aching 
or hurting. I started to doubt if we would 
ever reach the finish at Ashanti. We did, 
just before midnight. I felt a wave of 
gratitude when I saw Estelle. David, 
Deon, Ben Swanepoel and some school 
kids were also there. 

The Freedom Ride is a very special 
event. You can race it, like Cornell 
and Ben, and experience an extreme 
physical challenge and push yourself 
to your physical and psychological 
limits. Or you can ride it simply to 
finish, and experience the grandeur of 
South Africa and its wonderful people. 
The beauty is that you do not have 
to do the whole route in one go. You 
can cycle any part of it at any time of 
the year (although I would not advise 
crossing the Karoo in summer). David 
will arrange all the accommodation 
and, where necessary, the few permits. 
But if your Cape Epic application was 
unsuccessful, or you wonder what you 
should do in the winter recess, I can 
recommend the Freedom Ride. One 
of the Ride to Rhodes riders, Kevin 
Davie, asked me what the best South 
African idea is since 1994. I must 
agree that it is David’s to establish a 
continuous mountain bike trail from 
KwaZulu-Natal to Paarl. You cannot 
call yourself a mountain biker if you 
have not ridden at least a part of it. All 
the information is a mouse click away 
at www.freedomchallenge.org.za 


