Tripping the Wild Coast

Kei – Coffee Bay: 3 Days / Approx 134km / 22hrs of unsurpassed riding 

Link to: http://www.active-escapes.co.za/wildride/wild_ride.htm
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Day 1:  Kei Mouth to Kob Inn, Qora mouth  -  approx 45km,  7 hour ride time.

Vaughan (professional “wetlander” aged 34) reports:  

I shot a quick picture, clipped in, stood up in the saddle and cranked hard up the hill to catch the others. They were well ahead of me climbing the steep hill out of the Kei River valley. They were wasting no time in getting going after the quick ferry ride across the broad muddy waters of the river. So this was the Wild Coast? My eyes roved the endless blue ocean to my right and the rolling green grasslands peppered with cattle on my left. 

“Not bad. Not bad at all” I thought.  I had recently tossed caution to the wind and spent far too much money purchasing my black and red GT MTB, so I was eager to feel how it handled the awesomely beautiful Transkei landscape over the next 4 days. 

After a couple of ‘kays our dirt road veered inland, so we turned onto a seemingly unused track. My first reaction was one of disbelief. Was this track heading in the right direction? How were we ever going to navigate our way along the unmarked coastline for 200km with nary a sign or a pointer? I needn’t have worried. The track took us to the beach, as they all invariably did, and I soon learnt that it’s easy to navigate: keep the sea on your right when heading North (even if you loose sight of it when heading inland), keep as close to the beach as is practical and invariably you will find a rideable section of beach, cattle path or fisherman’s 4x4 track to follow. 

Speeding along the beach was exhilarating! My legs felt fresh and strong and the crabs had to make quick sidesteps to miss my tires as I sped past. Although the tide was out and the sand hard, there was still more drag on the tires than I anticipated. I soon realized a steadier pace was needed to conserve energy. We crossed many small shallow estuary mouths as their clear waters finally entered the sea. We easily rode the bikes across, initially careful not to splash the bike with salt water. Little did I know what a waste of time this was!

The morning passed quickly. We alternated riding on the beach, getting off and pushing through soft sections and bouncing over old mole-hilled cattle paths. I soon got the hang of riding through soft sand; select the right gear, centre your weight and avoid hard down thrusts of the peddles. It also helps not to have your tires rock hard. 

The highlight of the day was seeing the rusting bulk of the Jacaranda. 30 years after she landed on the rocks her twisted remains are a humble reminder of the oceans unforgiving might along this coastline.  I took photographs, scoffed an energy bar and apple and headed off, easing my now tender derrière gingerly onto the saddle. 

The Kobanqaba River was when my bike got its first, out of many, salt-water baths. We had to head down a steep hill and clamber over slippery rocks to get to the estuary edge. I thanked my lucky stars I had MTB cycling shoes and not the plastic soled gripless roadie shoes. The only way across the neck-deep water was to wade, pulling the bike behind. I now knew for sure the bike would need a complete strip and rebuild after this…

The Qora River, just before Kob Inn was easily crossed. I piled the bike into a small rowing boat and swam the deep waters, praying the sharks were out visiting neighbours for lunch. Behind us was the broad sweep of beach heading south to Mazeppa Bay and the Kei River ferry, which we had crossed 45km and a thoroughly enjoyable 6 hours earlier. It was 12 peddle-weary bodies that gleefully jumped fully clothed into the pool ignoring the curious stares of the hotel patrons. I would have bet my new bike that we had had a more exciting morning than all of them combined! 
Day 2:  Kob Inn to Haven Hotel, Mbashe River - approx 40km, 7hours ride time

Paul  (semi-retired computer boff, aged 50+…well closer to 60 really) reports:

The day started with the usual early morning bike adjustments early in the route.  After an easy few kay’s ride along grassy meadows just inland of a rocky coast, we faced a ‘triple challenge’ starting with a chain break from Mike and a slipping seat post from Sarah. While riding back to assist my daughter I lost concentration going through a dry streambed and did an impressive ‘endo’ onto some boulders.  No major damage to bike or rider, but it did remind me how vulnerable one is in a ride of this nature and how dependent you are on your own resources.  Faced with a bruised and swelling kneecap I rode with extreme caution for the remainder of the day and carried my bike over all rocks thereafter (memo to myself: (1) don’t try to be a hero, and (2) avoid clip pedals and hardsoled cycle shoes - stick to uncool tackies and platform pedals!). 

We crossed our first major river at Shixini some 5 km into the ride.  Like most of the estuaries we encountered along the ride, utterly remote and exquisitely beautiful!  Short waist-deep wade across, followed by steady progress for a couple of hours hugging the coastline with  a great deal of the riding around coarse-sand points  (memo: perish the clips, keep riding in a straight line  in a low gear, get off before you fall, and push your bike to avoid  embarrassing spills). We faced our first river challenge at Nqabara mouth after a nice long stretch along a hardened beach sands on an outgoing tide.  A narrow mouth but sufficiently deep that we had to wade chest-deep across a fast flowing stream.  

We cut back inland for a while before riding down to Dwesa Nature Reserve at about mid-day.  After checking ourselves through the gate and purchasing reserve entry permits (a whole R5 per rider!) we found ourselves back on the beach, cycling through wonderfully diverse scenery with some fantastic natural rock formations and dense coastal bush extending right down to the shoreline.   We felt as if we were privileged to be seeing the coastline as it must have appeared to early settlers.  Totally unchanged and unspoilt by any so-called ‘development’.

This reverie came to an abrupt end shortly thereafter as we approached the first of the steep, coastal hills that would stay with us for the rest of the ride.  No choice but to push inland through tall elephant grass to find another route back to the beach.  Here the group’s navigational skills were really tested, with some electing to go further inland while others decided to keep the sea in view and traverse deep river gullies and up stiff narrow goat paths to reach the next rise  … and the next…. and another!!  In retrospect and while we (the ‘elect’ group) were relaxing on a hillside and enjoying the view with a ocean-going yacht beating its way past us, it was somewhat disconcerting to spot the so-called ‘laggards’ cresting the horizon far to the north of us.  Seems that they had found a reserve road and instead of pushing up and down the ravines like us poor bastards, they had followed a ridge road to the extreme northern reserve boundary.   Much mutterings followed by those who had to chase hard to link up again.  

One of the memorable encounters we faced was with group of six white rhino who are permanent residents of the reserve - fortunately in open grassland with the pre-historic beasts on the skyline and upwind of us, so no ‘close encounters of the animal kind” by unawary cyclists in the thick river valleys.  But now, we at least know why it’s marked as “rhino gorge” on the Imana route maps.  

Finally, we arrived back on the beach for a final easy ride to the Bashee river, but rather later than anticipated to take advantage of the low spring tide.  This is where the more experienced and fitter riders showed the benefits of thinking ahead and being well prepared.  This is a dangerous river crossing and should really only be crossed by ferry, but as no-one was aware of our time of arrival we had no option but to find the easiest place to cross the wide, swiftly flowing river and to float our bikes and packs across.  Surprising how well pre-sealed large tube, light aluminium frame bikes can actually float, but even so there is need for extra devices to keep their buoyancy in a long swim over deep waters (memo:  next time, cut up some pool noodles and cable tie them onto the frame, also invest in a ‘dry bag’ for valuables).   After a tiring 6 hour ride with a stiff leg from my earlier fall this was to prove my ‘big challenge’ for the day.  With “a little help from my friends”. I negotiated the crossing after 3 exhausting swims to retrieve bike and pack separately.  

Thankfully, the Haven Hotel was just around the corner, and with a rapidly encroaching tide which forced us to struggle through softer dune sand for a short section, we finally reached our destination mid afternoon.  Very relieved from my part to have got through the first day’s ride and to be part of a group who kept my spirits up throughout, but knowing that there is no substitute for training and experience in undertaking a cycle tour of this nature.  

After a welcoming shower and short nap it was great to join the boys in the bar for a few bottles of the brown beverage and a game of pool.  I was slightly un-nerved to see photos on the wall of all the large sharks that had been caught in the river mouth.  Locals (who should know best) say that there is no way that they would even put a toe in those waters!!   

Day 3:  The Haven Hotel to Coffee Bay – approx 49km and 8hours ride time.

Sarah  (aged 27, Tourism Planner) reports:

After a night of roaring wind, the day dawned sunny and calm. With fewer bike technicalities than had been experienced on the previous two days, we made hasty progress to Xora river. Having braved the impressive Mbashe river the day before (and lived to tell the tale), the Xora river looked comparatively diminutive at first sight. However, it was deep enough to warrant putting a daypack in a dry bag and preparing for a short swim. 

‘Swim’ is what it turned out to be!  I soon found that I was being carried downstream faster than my lateral progress, and was grateful for my decision to cross a further 50 metres upstream from the rest of the party to avoid being swept out to sea, bike-in-tow.  Swimming with a bike is not exactly a streamlined or elegant exercise, but  I was relieved to see how effective a pool-noodle zip-tied to the bike frame was in keeping my transportation afloat.  

A little short of breath, but none the worse, we set off again along a hard sand beach towards Bulungula lagoon. A friend had talked about starting an eco-friendly, community-orientated backpackers at the mouth of this lagoon which I was eager to visit. It would be a hard task to match the view that visitors to ‘Bulungula Backpackers’ are afforded. About two kilometers of flat sand beach – the ultimate kite-surf and sea-kayak playground - lay before us.  Like a flock of birds in formation (albeit all shapes and colours), the rest of the group appeared to be flying effortlessly across the beach, eager to tackle the first hill of the day.  Not wanting to be left too far behind, we ruefully turned down Dave’s offer of tea, and climbed back on our bikes in pursuit of the peleton.  

Alas, by the time we had summitted ‘Mother 1’  (as the steep, sandy dune hills become ‘affectionately’ know) there was not another biker to be seen. Sans map or directions, but with a lot of cunning track-reading and footpath negotiation, we three tail-enders headed inland following well-worn cattle paths and the general direction of pointing fingers through the rural villages that we passed. At one point, we had about twenty children running behind us (some as young as four or five) shouting “Imana”, “Imana”. As we negotiated a steep forest descent, the children dropped off one by one, but a few to our amazement, managed to keep up with us all the way to the next village some 5kms on. Impressed by their tenacity, I took them for turns on my bike inducing infectious fits of laughter from the rest. Pushing a bike with a child uphill, proved a very good upper body work-out!  

Just as we thought we had lost the rest of the party for good (at this point we were about 5kms inland trying to avoid a massive ravine), we caught sight of brightly coloured cycling jerseys ahead. After a refuel of game and roasted corn (a highly recommended ‘padkos’) we continued on a good gravel road which lead us back down to the coast. After that we embarked upon some of the most aesthetically inspiring single-track I have ever ridden. I nearly went over the handle-bars on two occasions, distracted somewhat by the vista below me. As we made the final descent to Hole-in-Wall I seriously contemplated turning back and riding the section one more time. The ride could have ended at Hole in the Wall.  After such inspiring single-track, the last 10 kms of district road to Coffee Bay, required major vasbyt, with a number of “mother-in-laws” awaiting our weary legs. However, as they say, “what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger”, and we certainly felt we earned our second helping of pudding that night. 
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