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TOURING

SUPER
MARICO

In March 2013, Colin Cooper and a few intrepid mountain  
bikers rode 300 km from the source of the Groot Marico River to  
its confluence with the Crocodile River, in Botswana, where it 

becomes the Limpopo.

The fOUR-day trip was 
undertaken to raise awareness 
of the last clean river left in North 
West Province, and it coincided 
with the 200th anniversary of the 
birth of Sir David Livingstone. 
Along the route, we visited the 
Livingstone Well and finished 
our ride at the monumental 
Livingstone Tree. My bike of 
choice was a Qhubeka African 
bike: 26 kg, no suspension, one 
gear and only a pedal-back rear 
brake – guaranteed trouble free, 

and a relatively easy ride for 
me. The only thing missing on 
this trip was my regular biking 
companion, my daughter Bianca.

At journey’s end, I sent a 
short SMS to Bianca: “I’m going 
to try and ride the same 300 km 
route in one day. Would you 
like to join me on a Qhubeka 
bike as well?” Sixty seconds 
later came the reply: “When are 
we leaving?” So we decided 
to leave at midnight on May’s 
full moon.

PERfEct PREP
Our first challenge was backup, 
but we found Arno Faul, who 
was willing to drive and take 
photos, and Father Noel 
Gillespie, who was put in charge 
of navigation and washing up. 

With two boxes ticked and 
three weeks to go, I twisted my 
back in my workshop and was 
reduced to a shuffle. 

Not to worry – a week later, 
Bianca would arrive at the farm 
for the weekend and we’d set 

off on her longest Qhubeka 
bike ride to date: 132 km. The 
following day, while grading our 
roads, I jumped off the tractor 
and pulled a calf muscle. I was 
now shuffling and limping.

Back in Joburg, Bianca kept 
training on a stationary bike. I 
decided to try a 200 km dirt-road 
ride on the Qhubeka. I just made 
it but was extremely sore in the 
nether regions!

Then, while fixing the electric 
fence around the orchard, I 
slipped off some rocks and 
gashed and bruised my left 
knee. I was now shuffling, 
limping and hobbling.

11.59Pm
In Africa there is more space 
where nobody is than where 
anybody is. This is what makes 
Africa great (with apologies to 
Gertrude Stein).

We left under a full moon. 
It was 7ºC, and we were 
wearing shorts, two vests, a thin 
windcheater and a beanie each. 
And cotton gardening gloves, 
to keep our pinkies warm. The 
first few hours were spent boiling 
(and pushing a little) on the 
uphills, and freezing down the 

other side. We covered 16 km 
in the first hour and reached 
the high point of the route in our 
second hour, the moon and our 
LED headlamps lighting the way 
over the biggest hills of the trip.

Climbing inspires silence – 
all we heard was the sound of 
swishing tyres, hard breathing 
and the odd joke. From there, 
the roads were relatively smooth, 
with lots of downhill as we left 
the highveld for the Marico 
bushveld, a 350 m descent in 
10 km. Coming up to the 50 km 
mark (a sixth of the way), we 
had not seen or heard a car 
or a person. We rolled through 
Groot Marico, crossed the N4 
and stopped to meet the team. 
Bianca put on a second pair 
of socks, and I added a woolly 
jumper. It was getting colder.

All our water for the trip came 
straight from the Groot Marico 
River, and our first breakage 
was a bottle cage, quickly 
repaired with the world’s best 
maintenance product, duct 
tape. We also carried the 
world’s second- and third-best 
repair products – cable ties and 
bloudraad. We nearly had a 
second mechanical – multiple 

punctures – around 4am as 
Bianca managed to miss a 
nonchalant porcupine.

Through the village of 
Koffiekraal, at 6am, the parties 
were still pumping. This was 
the first noise we had heard 
in hours. Beyond the next 
village, Uitkyk, we hit hell: a 
horrendous road surface, a sea 
of elephantine corrugations for 
25 km, just less than one wheel’s 
diameter apart, causing us 
to crash from one peak to the 
other, driving our wrists into our 
elbows, our brains into our skulls 
and our saddles into our butts. 
And in between, soft sand, 
waiting to pounce.

I fell early on, caught out 
by the almost swampy texture 
of the dust. Luckily, it was a 
slow-speed accident, so only 
a couple of bruises. Actually, it 
was quite nice just to lie on the 
ground for a while.  ›

oPPoSitE: Colin and Bianca of Marico MTB Tours with guest rider Steve 
on a 10-day, 1 000 km tour of North West Province as they trained for the 
Marico 300. thiS PagE, abovE: Colin and his daughter Bianca crossed the 
Marico River at the 130 km point. It has been Bianca’s longest ride to date 
– with still 170 km to go. bElow: The South African flag flown by the riders 
was a great chattering point among the local kids in Botswana.
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TOURING

“The mug who tries his hand 
at the system (of keeping fit) 
I have mapped out will be well 
advised to see to diet, and, while 
training, to eat nothing but food.” 
– Herman Charles Bosman

Progress was still painfully 
slow, but the faint glow in the 
east promised some warmth. 
It’s always darkest, and coldest, 
before dawn, but when the road 
surface eased, small houses 
came into view, the sun rose, 
and we coasted into Sesobe, 
where our manne awaited us.

Our first real stop was a good 
one, with a generous breakfast. 
Before we left, I baked three 
loaves of bread, made some jam 
from oranges and apples from 
the orchard and baked some of 
my Marico power cakes (1 000 kJ 

a slice). We also had a couple of 
boiled eggs and topped up with 
river water. Luxury.

We shed a couple of layers of 
clothes, but not too many, as it 
was still nippy. Then we headed 
out north again, to bypass the 
Molatedi Dam.

Daylight
We were on fair roads now, but 
there was still no traffic beyond 
several donkey carts (one pulled 
by humans – we assumed the 
donkey was on strike) on their 
way to town. The road undulated 
gently for about 15 km before we 
had to cycle up and over a steep 
kloof… I’m lying. We got off 
and pushed the Qhubs before 
dropping speedily into the neat 
and tidy Molatedi Village.

We stopped to celebrate 
Bianca’s new PB, 133 km 
on a Qhubeka bike, before 
heading to the Molatedi Gate 
of Madikwe Game Reserve, 
where we encountered a small 

problem: the armed guard 
we had organised to drive 
through the reserve with us had 
decided to be busy elsewhere, 
even though the trip had been 
reconfirmed two days before. 
Arno applied his negotiating 
skills in fluent Setswana with two 
other rangers, and they agreed 
to guide us through the park. 
A result, but half an hour we 
couldn’t afford to waste.

Elephants, elephants and 
more elephants popped down 
the road to see us through. Boy, 
are they big when you are riding 
a bike! We missed out on lions, 
so there was no sprinting. 

At the centre of the park, 
Vleeschfontein, we turned right 
to aim for the Derdepoort Gate. 
Oh, horrors! The road was made 
of small boulders. Butt-numbing, 
wrist-breaking torture for another 
20 km. It was so bad that we 
gave up looking for game and 
just looked at the road’s surface. 

After 12 hours in the saddle, 

we left the park and headed for 
a lunch stop at the only petrol 
station/farmers’ supply/café/
furniture store in Derdepoort, 
beneath a large shady tree. 
More wonderful home-baked 
bread and jam with a Marico 
power cake, and a nice cuppa.

half-timE
We were now just 2 km from the 
Botswana border, where the 
authorities had put their customs 
post on top of a little Everest. 
More pushing. 

Crossing took some time, as 
everyone on the South African 
side wanted a chat to see what 
we were up to. We had come 
180 km on these bikes and we 
were not even two-thirds of the 
way to our destination.

Once safely in Botswana, we 
rode into Sikwane on a luxurious 
tar road for 10 km and within 
the next hour we reached the 
milestone of our double century. 
Only 100 km to go, but it was 

getting mentally difficult now. 
The legs were still turning over 
at a good rhythm, but our speed 
had dropped and we couldn’t 
maintain 20 km/h, not even on 
the good roads. Bianca is a 
doctor, so I asked her for some 
morphine for the pain. She 
prescribed endorphins instead.

We were flying South African 
flags from our bikes, and the 
locals, particularly the kids, loved 

it, shouting encouragement as 
we zoomed past.

The tar ended and we were 
back to dirt roads for the rest 
of the way. But what dirt roads! 
Well maintained, hardly any 
corrugations and almost as 
good to ride on as tar. 

At about 3.30pm, we met the 
team for the last time before the 
finish. We stocked up on river 
water and Marico power cakes. 
Our crew didn’t know where the 
Livingstone Tree was, so they 
left it to us to find it before dark.

“thE StRongESt mUSclE in 
thE boDy iS thE tongUE”
Maybe I should lick my bike, I 
thought. It was now getting late 
on Saturday afternoon and the 
shebeens and bars were filling 
up as we ploughed on. The 
weather forecast for this time of 
year is for northerly headwinds, 
but it was as still as a graveyard. 
We gave thanks. 

Left, right, left, right… Ride in 
the saddle for 500 m, stand up 
and ride for 100 m, over and over 
and over again.

The sun was setting to our left, 
which meant we were still on the 
right road, heading north-east. 
We were riding on smooth dirt 
with occasional small patches 
of soft sand, but nothing to be 
concerned about. 

The 220 km point came and 
went as I went through a bad 
patch; however, Bianca seemed 

to be doing OK, so I settled into 
her tracks and plodded along in 
the slipstream.

We couldn’t quit: our vehicle 
was at the finish, and we had no 
Botswana cell phones. 

Left, right, etc. Sit, stand, 
etc. On and on and on. The 
odd car went past… Some very 
odd cars went past. Is there no 
roadworthy test here?

It was around sunset when we 

ran out of things to say. We just 
needed to make it to the end of 
this stupid idea. It’s Saturday 
night; should be having a braai 
and a beer too many, I thought. 

It was dark by then, very dark. 
Where was the moon? It only 
started to rise after 8pm, so we 
were stuck with inadequate LED 
lighting. The lack of wind had 
become a problem: there were 
more cars about now, every five 
minutes or so, creating huge 
clouds of fine dust that hung 
over the road, with no force to 
blow them away. It was choking. 

Worse still, our LEDs reflected 
off the cloud a metre ahead of 
us. We could see nothing on the 
road, and suddenly I was down 
again. I’d hit a patch of loose 
sand and the front wheel had 
simply slid away. My second fall, 
this time knocking the wind out 
of me. 

We walked for 500 m and 
climbed back onto our bikes. I 
was now very wary of passing 
cars and hanging dust, so we 
reduced the pace. I thought we 
would arrive by 8pm, but this 
was not going to be. 

We had no map or GPS 
device, so when we saw a sign 
saying “Olifantsdrift 20 km”, we 
knew we had only about 34 km 
left to go. Absolute peace in my 
mind: we would knock this final 
peak off chop-chop.

Mentally and physically, I was 
back on top of my game, and all 
became relatively easy again. I 
led, Bianca followed, but more 
often than not, we rode side by 
side and conversation started 
up anew.

We passed Olifantsdrift, and 
there was Father Noel. They had 
found the Livingstone Tree and 
set up camp. 

abovE: Riding around the 200 km 
mark in Botswana. Fabulously 
smooth dirt roads!

abovE: Colin on a chilly training 
day, prior to deciding to ride a 
Qhubeka bike for the rest of his 
life. The Giant has been retired. 
lEft: Bianca and Colin at the 
Livingstone Tree, the 300 km mark 
where three great rivers meet.

Climbing inspires silence – all we heard 
was the sound of swishing tyres, hard 
breathing and the odd joke

We rode for another 10 km 
to the dirt-road off-ramp and 
followed him to the finish.

There was only 1 km to go 
when I heard an almighty crash 
behind me as Bianca fell heavily. 
Two-one to me.

We entered camp beneath 
the giant leadwood tree to the 
sight of tents, dinner on the go 
and cold beers. It was 8.50pm. 
We ate. I had brought plenty of 
beer and wine to celebrate the 
completion of our odyssey, but 
instead we all went to bed.

The stars of the show, our 
Qhubekas, spend the night 
around the campfire.  

If you would like to join Colin 
on a Marico MTB Tour, email him 
at colinc03@gmail.com.


