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hen I saw the inaugural 
edition of the Knysna Extreme 
announced for November 2018, 

I knew it was a race I wanted to enter. I 
needed a challenge that would take me 
out of my comfort zone – and this point-
to-point self-supporting race through 
Knysna and its surrounds sounded 
certain to deliver on that.

Waiting at the start – the Sirocco Jetty 
on Thesen Island – I was nervous but 
pumped. I had an amazing support team 
with me and I knew I could get through 
this… They’d stocked our support vehicle 
with all the hydration, nutrition and other 
supplies both I and they would need for 
the long day ahead, my bike was racked, 
and we were ready to go.  

The start was set for 5am, and it was 
just starting to get light as we plunged 
into the Knysna Lagoon for our 4km 
swim. My goggles gave me a few issues 
and I missed a buoy, which meant having 
to turn around and redo a section, but 
those were niggles compared to the 
major challenge – the current. On the 
final stretch it was a monster! All of us 
were stuck at one point. For every stroke 
taken, we seemed to be pushed back 
a little more. Eventually I could see that 
I was able to stand so I walked a few 
metres. Then I started doing dolphin 
dives and that moved me a little more 
towards a point where I could swim 
towards the finish. 

Then it was onto the bike for the 
174km course that would take us along 
the N2 to George and then into the 
mountains on the Outeniqua Pass. We 

W
The inaugural Knysna Extreme Triathlon took its athletes to the wall, testing fitness 
and determination over a tough, self-supported, point-to-point route that climbed 

nearly 3 400m over 229km. Twenty five athletes dived into the Knysna Lagoon at 
5am, but not all made it to Diepwalle Forest Station before the midnight cut-off. 

GOING TO 
EXTREMES

TOUGH & 
EMOTIONAL

BY NATASHA GORRIE

had nearly 2 400m of climbing to do – it 
was going to be a long day. And I had 
some catching up to do after that swim.

The views were amazing, but oh my 
word, there were climbs of note. I’d get 
to the top of a hill and think, great, here 
comes some downhill – only to discover 
another uphill. It was also getting hot. 
I had overtaken two athletes a few 
kilometres into the cycle, and when I 
rolled into the first check point near 
Wilderness, the marshals shouted out to 
me: you’re number 1, you’re winning the 
race. I thought that can’t be. I must be 
first in the women’s division. 

I carried on riding, entering a long, 
lonely stretch of about 25km where there 
was just me and my support vehicle, 
open fields of dry grass and mountains. It 
was here my mind started playing games 
with me. I had to push through and forget 
all the negative thinking and tiredness 
and just keep going. I kept checking 
behind me to make sure my support 
vehicle was there, and they were. Then 
when I hit a real lonely point, a flock of 
ostriches started running with me while I 
was cycling. It was absolutely amazing to 
witness! I was grateful to have some kind 
of life out there with me. 

When I came to the next check point, 
I asked how far in front the next person 
was. I was told: go girl, go, you’re in first 
position, you’re winning the entire race. 
I was completely shocked. I needed 
to stop for something to eat, so I did a 

quick exchange of water bottles with my 
support vehicle and grabbed a sandwich 
and off I went. I didn’t want to lose too 
much time if I was winning!

I had a male team rider pass me just 
5km before T2. “Wow, you’re damn 
strong,” he told me. “I’ve been chasing 
you ever since I heard a woman was 
winning the race. I don’t know how you 
do a 50km run after this.” My response 
was: “I’ll tell you at the end of the race”.

I had a quick toilet break at T2  
before my support vehicle and I hit the 
50km trail run through the mountains.  
I knew I had someone in front now,  
and I didn’t know how far behind the rest 
of the field was.

What a run it was. It takes you from 
Avontuur, along Prince Alfred’s Pass, 
to a finish at Diepwalle Forest Station. 
There is 1 000m in altitude gain and, as 
well as some intense climbs, there’s a 
720m descent over 17km along windy 

The swim was a 5km circular route through 
the Knysna Lagoon, where an outgoing 
high tide current forced athletes to dig 
deep as they battled back to Thesen Island.
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and narrow gravel roads. I’ve done five 
Comrades but this was the hardest run 
I’ve ever done. 

Having strained both hip flexors earlier 
in the year, I had very little mileage on 
my legs and I wasn’t sure how those hip 
flexors were going to stand up. I needed 
to take it easy at the beginning and see 
how they went. I didn’t have proper trail 
running shoes, so had very little grip. My 
socks were too low and gravel was being 
flung up and into my shoes, so I had to 
stop often to remove stones. The hills 
were never-ending and I even started to 
worry that my support vehicle wouldn’t 
make it – their wheels were spinning on 
some of the really steep sections. 

It was also very hot up in the 
mountains. I lost a lot of salt from all the 
sweating and my stomach wasn’t happy 
with me as I wasn’t able to eat much, 
and drinking was a problem as well. I just 
didn’t know what I wanted as my body 

was in extreme dehydration.
At the 25km mark, the first male 

individual came past me. I was walking 
and running at this stage up the steep 
terrain as I hit the wall both mentally 
and physically. My poor support crew 
didn’t know how to motivate me. My 
brother ran a few sections with me to try 
to keep me going – we were allowed to 
have supporters on foot, on a bike, or in 
the car – and it was a lifesaver to have 
some company. But eventually I stopped 
completely and just sat in the shade and 
cried. I managed to get some chicken 
noodle soup down, which helped with 
the salt and nutrition my body needed, 
then I keep going.

With just 10km to go, the second  
male individual came past me. I thought 
about chasing him and staying close but 
I knew I couldn’t as my legs were tired, 
my feet had blisters and the rocks had 
punctured my road shoes. Seriously, 

Tash, I thought, what were you thinking 
not getting trail shoes. I suppose we 
learn lessons from each race that we do, 
and that was a big one for me.

At this stage, I was alternating 100 
walking steps with 100 jogging steps 
just to keep going. When I got to the 
last 2km, I started crying again. It was 
the pure emotion of knowing I’d nearly 
made it. It was a steep uphill to the finish, 
but I could hear the Austrian bell being 
run to welcome me over the line. The 
organisers were there to greet me, and 
it was an honour to be the first woman 
home and to place third overall in the 
individual race.

Knysna Extreme 2018 will be an event 
I never forget. What an amazing race and 
what an extremely emotional day! I was 
taken to many dark places mentally and 
physically. It humbled me as a person 
and an athlete and words can’t express 
my gratitude to my team of supporters. PH
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did my first IRONMAN African 
Championship in 2017 when 
I was pushing 130kg on the 

scale. I’ve struggled with my weight 
ever since I broke my C7 vertebra in a 
mountain biking accident. I don’t look 
like an athlete, but I really enjoy pushing 
my body and mind to places where 
people think I cannot go. So in 2018, 
after shaving two hours off my IRONMAN 
time in Port Elizabeth, I entered the 
Swissman Xtreme. I lost 20kg, put in the 
preparation and thought I was ready. But 
I was pulled from the course 34km into 
the marathon. With just 8km to go, I was 
eight minutes over the cut-off time!

I

TESTING 
MY LIMITS

BY WYNAND DREYER

So I had redemption on my mind when 
I decided to do the Knysna Extreme.

I was told the swim would be tough 
because of the current, and that I  
should add at least 10 minutes to my 
usual time. But it was tougher than that. 
I was clocking sub six minutes per 500m 
that current was so strong, and I spent 
25 minutes longer in the water than I 
had expected. I thought I’d messed up 
the swim badly, but I exited the lagoon to 
cheers to discover that I was one of the 
first out the water.

Then for the bike, the first part of  
which was along the N2. Not so bad, 
I thought – but I should have realised 
there would be headwinds all the way 
from Knysna to George. I felt that I 
couldn’t really get into a nice pace as the 
wind, although not super strong, was 
just tugging on me the whole way, up 
the Kaaiman’s River Pass, through windy 
George and onto the Outeniqua Pass. 
My motto was slow and steady. 

Over the Outeniqua Pass, I started 
to realise that, although I love my 808s, 
they’re a bit rough at 70km/h. But I 
thought at least we’d have a tailwind on 
the undulating section to Avontuur and 
T2. But what followed were my darkest 
hours on a bike. This was even worse 
than Swissman. The wind was again 
from the front, and even worse, a bit from 
the side as well – and I was starting to 
really hate my 808s. At one stage I was 
thrown off the road after a gust from the 

side. Luckily no punctures  or injuries, 
and I eventually made it to T2.

Now all I had to do was carry my 
110kg frame over a few serious hills. 
My strategy is always to walk up the 
hills and run the downhills and flats. 
It’s worked fairly well for me in the past 
– I even had a sub-5 marathon in Port 
Elizabeth – and all was okay until the 
first checkpoint, when things started 
going a bit slower than anticipated. I was 
passed at the 30km mark, and told there 
was just one person still behind me. 
He came close, but my slow but steady 
pace maintained the gap. It was here 
my support crew were rays of light. My 
quads and hamstrings were in serious 
duress, so Mandi gave them a quick 
massage every couple of kilometres. At 
the 41km checkpoint I was told it was 
mostly downhill to the finish, but my legs 
seized up the moment I started running. 
At 48km I hit an extreme gradient. Did I 
have time to make it to the finish before 
cut-off? Just when I thought I must have 
made a wrong turn, an angel named 
Marie came down the hill to tell me the 
finish was just ahead. I stumbled up 
those last steps to hear the welcoming 
sound of those Austrian cow bells… 
I could get used to that sound. My 
watch told me I’d made it to Diepwalle 
with eight minutes to spare. Quite a 
coincidence I thought.

It was a really extreme day. Would I do 
it again? Most likely.  

The finishers lined up proudly to celebrate 
their 229km achievement: the gruelling 
route took them back to the basics of 
the sport as they followed lonely roads 
through the Outeniqua mountains on the 
bike and the run, with their own support 
team required to provide any mechanical, 
nutritional and mental support needed. 


