Damian and David Timms’ Freedom Tour 2011
DAY ONE:

Damian and I left for P.E early on Wednesday 27 April 2011. We only had 87 kilometers to cycle that day and felt we had plenty of time to collect Damian’s cell phone at Greenacres at 09h30. We stepped out of the car into a howling, cold, west wind. We were eventually ready to leave the airport, where we planned to leave our car for the duration of our 9 day trip, at 11h15. With 85km to do I thought we would get to our first stop just after dark. We headed directly into the wind and struggled along the iron man course towards Seaview, being forced to stop at stages by the wind. We stopped near Seaview to put on some of our warm clothes and rest our already weary legs. While stopped a little further on, a local mountain biker stopped to enquire where we were on our way to. After telling him, he advised us to take a more direct route to Old Cape Road. We arrived at Greenbushes, at 14h30, 45km from the airport, and found out that we still had another 70 odd kilometers to do. The wind was head on and as strong as ever.  A quick call to the fellow we were staying with confirmed the worst…there was no way we would get there before 20h30. I buckled and decided to cycle back to the airport, with the wind, fetch our car, and drive to our first stop. We arrived at Middelwater (Mount Ingwe) to a very warm welcome, from Elna’s husband, at around 20h00. We were shown to a huge, beautiful farm house which was ours for the night. Shortly after that we received our first of many three course meals, that we would struggle to finish, on our tour. We got starters with every dinner and dessert with every dinner and breakfast. After much deliberation, we decided to drive to our next stop and cycle back along the route the next day. We cycled a total of 85 kilometers today.
DAY TWO:

Today we drove to Cambria just past Patensie on the way into the Baviaanskloof, where we were shown to Die Skoolhuis where we would be staying. We left the accommodation and cycled along the Osseberg jeep track in reverse. After twenty glorious kilometers of stunning old jeep track and many knee deep and rocky river crossings we decided to turn around when the legs got a little weary. We still had what we thought was a long climb back to the 3 meter high gate that we had to go over for the second time that day. With the baboons barking at us we reluctantly turned around and headed back to Die Skoolhuis. What a stunning section…….I have to return to do it in its entirety and I hope to twist Leon Kruger’s arm to allow me to join him for the first few days of his trip along the Freedom Challenge Route in November from P.E. to Cape Town. On our return to Die Skoolhuis, we were met by Maidie, who promised to bring our supper shortly. Once again we were given far too much wholesome food. We could not finish it and left some in the fridge with our apologies when we left the next day. We cycled a total of 40 kilometers today.
DAY THREE:

As we were now stuck with the car, we decided to cycle as far as we could along the route and then turn around and cycle back to Die Skoolhuis. We left at sunup, with the temperature at zero degrees but no wind, and managed to cycle to Bergplaas at which stage the thought of two huge hills that lay ahead of us persuaded us to turn around. We cycled a total of 35 kilometers today. We hopped in the car and drove via the Langkloof to our next stop in the Baviaanskloof near Studtis. We arrived, just after sunset, to a warm welcome from Hestelle at Dam Se Drif where we were shown to our cottage for the night. She kindly allowed us to phone home to assure Corene that we were still alive.
DAY FOUR:

After far too much food again, I left at sunup to cycle to Willowmore. Damian had picked up a sore throat and blocked nose and was not feeling great. We decided that I would now slackpack and cycle without the 25l backpack while he drove the car. It was a strangely enjoyable cycle through to Willowmore. Although I know the route fairly well from the opposite side (Transbaviaans race), I was not bored even though the final kilometers dragged out. We stayed at the Willow Historical Guest house where we were again overfed and pampered.  I cycled a total of 89 kilometers today.
DAY FIVE:

With his sore throat and generally feeling miserable, we decided that Damian would again drive the car while I slackpacked. After seeing two vehicles the entire day and stopping to eat our lunch packs, we arrived at Rondawel where we were to stay. I phoned Elna to tell her that we were in the yard only to find that we were staying in her farmhouse 8 kilometers away. She offered to send her husband to fetch us with the bakkie but because we had the car, we loaded up and drove the 8 kilometers. I had cycled a total of 100 kilometers already. They put us up in two of the rooms in their home and we had a braai feast that night with a neighbouring couple joining us. We had a very pleasant evening and chatted into the late hours. After discussing the next parts of our planned trip we followed their advice and took a rest day, as the portion to Prince Albert was to be much of the same type of cycling I had just done, but even easier and this would give us another option with the car.
DAY SIX:

We left Rondawel after breakfast and drove to Oudtshoorn where we bought medicine to help Damian’s sore throat etc. We then drove to Calitzdorp via the red hills to measure the route and have lunch at Die Dorpshuis where I had booked us in for in three days time. We were advised to go back via the Calitzdorp Dam to get over the Swartberg Pass to Prince Albert. The total distance was 85 kilometers as measured in the car. We arrived at Dennehof to an extremely warm welcome from Ria Steyn. Ria and her husband Lindsay “retired” to Prince Albert from East London many years ago and it was great to see her again. Lindsay is currently near Alaska after having ridden his motorcycle from the tip of South America up the length of the America’s and is due back in early June. We did not cycle today. We ate like kings at the Swartberg Arms where Ria had booked our dinner.
DAY SEVEN:
After being spoilt by Ria at Dennehof we decided that we now had to cycle the next three days with the fully loaded backpacks and left at sunrise, after a huge breakfast, to cycle to Die Hel. After about 5 kilometers we started the arduous ten kilometer climb up the Swartberg Pass. Near the top things started to unravel for us. Damian was suffering from severe backpain probably caused by the lack of cycling, sickness, the 25 liter backpack and the severe climb. With a lot of encouragement I enticed him to continue, but with the last huge climb before the drop into Die Hel his back cried enough and he could not continue. We were far too far in to go back to Prince Albert. It was much shorter to carry on. I had no choice but to try and carry both back packs out myself. We lengthened the straps on Damian’s back pack and I managed to put it over my back pack. I then started cycling as best as possible up the final climb. The extra back pack kept sliding around the other one and was hanging off to one side, slowly causing my arm to go numb. About halfway up the climb we managed to secure the second pack and I continued climbing with both back packs while Damian soldiered on in slightly less pain. At about three quarters of the way up, at one of the many false tops, Damian had recovered enough to thankfully take his back pack back and we finished the climb shortly thereafter. While we were stopped at the top taking photographs, we were joined by two motorcyclists who were coming into Die Hel for their first time from Knysna. They were amazed to see us as they had been chatting about “who would be mad enough to ride a bicycle here” after seeing our tracks from Die Hel turnoff on the Swartberg Pass some time back. It turned out that one of the motorbikes had belonged to my brother who stays in Knysna. What a small world it is. Damian and I beat the motorcyclists to the bottom of the pass into Die Hel, but they beat us to the shop 5km further. At the shop we were welcomed by Marienette who said she had been expecting us. Unfortunately they had sold out of their Witblitz, which I buy for my father in law every time I am in Die Hel. Oh dear, I guess I will just have to go back there again. We were directed to our home for the night which was a renovated cottage without electricity. After we had had a hot bath and coffee, we were enthralled and slightly scared by the sight of at least a hundred baboons sliding and running down the opposite side of the mountain into the riverbed not 150 meters away from us. Pieter brought our supper, breakfast and lunch packs at around 19h00 and explained that there were at least seven troops of baboons in Die Hel and some of them were quite aggressive. After supper, Damian and I barricaded the door, which did not lock, and nervously tried to sleep. We had cycled 67 kilometers.

DAY EIGHT:

This was, sadly, our last day on the Freedom Challenge route as we were turning left and heading to Calitzdorp at one of the junctions later in the day. We first had to climb the one kilometer long Die Leer. Die Leer or The Ladder is the thing of legends and folklore and I simply had to see it. Just as the night sky started to lighten we left our cottage and cycled somewhat nervously down the valley. We did not see any of the feared baboons. Phew. We passed many of the old houses that are in various stages of renovation and read the various stories as we went. We eventually sighted our first climb of the day. Pieter had said that it was a far worse than the last climb into Die Hel from the previous day but shorter….and he was correct. We pushed and granny geared our way to the crest from where we should have been able to see the Poplar trees, in the valley far below, marking the start of Die Leer. We could not see them though. The road descended steeply into the valley and we followed the track towards the Cape Nature restored houses at the end of the valley. Here we saw the Poplars, across the stream, that we were looking for but could not see the “path” up the mountain. I was, secretly, extremely nervous about Die Leer as it sounded a little dangerous to say the least. The route narrative says “As you go behind the trees you will experience a moment of magic. In the meter wide gap between the Poplar trees and the face of the mountain there is a footpath. You are now on The Ladder. Pick up you bike and carry it upwards.” Sure enough, there it was but I was still very nervous as I could not see where we were to go after the first 5 meters. Within a couple of minutes we were already above the height of the Poplars. We pushed, carried, dragged and lifted the bicycles over the rough terrain and various switchbacks. At one stage, Damian, seeing me struggling, came back to fetch my bicycle, picked it up and walked up the path while I hobbled behind him. As he walked passed his bicycle, he picked it up and proceeded to carry both bicycles up the treacherous path. I panicked and crapped him out. What I meant to say was “Damian, my boy, I do not think it is safe for you to carry both bicycles. What happens if you lose your footing and fall? How will I get you out of here?” instead I said ”Put that @#$%^&* bicycle down now!” I did explain myself a little further into the climb. Sorry Damian. The further we went, the more relaxed I became. I would have no hesitation to do Die Leer again; you have to be there to believe it. Within an hour we were above the height of the road that we had descended into the valley earlier. After about an hour and three quarter we arrived at the benches and signs designating Die Leer/The Ladder. The narrative had said it would take us an hour, we were clearly very slow but we enjoyed it. Here we stopped for something to eat thinking we had conquered the worst. The narrative simply said “follow the double track as it climbs gradually up over the plateau” What followed was a gradual climb up a very rocky jeep track which we were forced to walk at stages and climb in granny at others. Every now and again there was a brief downhill to make you feel a little better. We eventually came across a telephone pole planted at the top of the hill on which a cell phone picture was nailed. Sure enough, we had signal for the first time in nearly two days. From here it was the same rutted, stony jeep track but downhill to the main gravel road. YIPEE! We turned left on the gravel road and enjoyed our first long downhill of the day. We then met up with the main gravel road at which point the racers, like Coen De Bruin will do in June this year, turn right. Here we turned left and entered the Seweweekspoort and enjoyed a lot of downhill followed by a short climb to the tar road joining Ladysmith and Calitzdorp. We turned left; feeling pretty tired with what we thought was about 49 kilometers to go. After climbing into a head wind for some time, followed by a flat road and more climbing we stopped for a breather. We then climbed for almost 45 minutes and saw a sign in the distance that showed Calitzdorp 20 kilometers, not nearly as far as we were expecting. We could do this. After the climb we were treated to a VERY long, fast descent and a short climb to top of the hill from which we could see Calitzdorp. We pulled into Die Dorpshuis and were shown a comfortable room within earshot of the magnificent church bell which chimed regularly. We again did 85 kilometers today. After a good meal in the restaurant we ordered pizza for the road the next day and went to bed.

DAY NINE:

We left before sunrise to get an early start to get back to fetch our car in Prince Albert. A couple of hours into the ride we swapped bicycles for a bit to see if we could fool our backsides into thinking they had not been on a saddle for the last three days with a heavy back pack….they were not fooled and we swapped back a while later. The road had been a lot easier and shorter in the car and by the time we eventually got to the tar road leading to the junction near the foot of the Swartberg Pass, we were knackered and nearly out of pizza. Each place that we thought would be open for tea and scones and a coke was closed. From just before where the gravel road joins the tar road you can see the top of the Swartberg Pass off to your left. Unfortunately there is no short cut and you have to cycle parallel to the mountain for some time before joining the tar road from the Kango Caves and then heading to the base of the pass. As we turned onto this road we were greeted by a cold, strong wind with a couple of rain drops which forced us to don warmer clothes and put our phone and camera into jiffy bags. We cycled where we could and carefully walked the bicycles when we felt it too dangerous to ride. The wind gusts were just too strong to keep control while riding at 4 kilometers per hour up the pass. We eventually crested the pass and took a moment for another photograph before gingerly descending. From the Teeberg turn I threw caution to the wind and succumbed to careering down the Swartberg wrapped in sheer enjoyment of the moment. Down hills are after all why we have to endure up hills. We cycled into Prince Albert to complete our journey after 87 kilometers today. We motored back, via a family visit in George, and stopped in Port Elizabeth to sleep just after midnight and then came home the next day after stopping to buy gifts for the family who had been left alone at home while we enjoyed ourselves on our trip
In summary, a tour on the Freedom Challenge route is a MUST DO if you like this sort of thing. The biggest problem is being away from your family, not being able to eat all your food and carrying too much stuff in your backpacks. You could save a lot of weight by cycling smelly. As Roland Pearce said to me some time back, rather take less clothes and more food. Even though food is not a problem when touring I agree that we could have taken less clothes. The weather in the mountains is unpredictable so I guess rather safe than sorry. Another way of doing it is to have a vehicle meet you at the accessible overnight stops which would eliminate the need for the 25l backpack. Along the way we bumped into a group of nine on their way to Rhodes to do a nine day trip along the route. There was another group of nine one day in front of us but they stopped in Prince Albert. The cost is around R450 per person per day which includes route narratives, maps, far too much great food for supper, breakfast and lunch, very warm and hospitable hosts who cannot do enough for you and are very happy to share there homes with you and some of the most stunning areas of South Africa that you will ever have the privilege to see. Everyone we met, and cycled past, along the way were extremely friendly and made us feel very welcome in, and proud of, our country. Now if only we could learn from these fellow countrymen.
