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KNYSNA EXTREME SPONSORED BY WESGRO

WORDS NICOLÁ MATTHEUS  IMAGES RORY SCHEFFER

Heralded as Africa’s toughest tri and brutality in its purest form, the Knysna 
Extreme is a feat of endurance and mental stamina. Nicolá Mattheus  

takes us on her journey from coast to mountain

NO SUGAR COATING
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aptivated as I look up from 
the winding dirt road of the 

Prince Alfred’s Pass below my 
feet, to the magnificent beauty of 
the forest, I fall to the ground in 

slow motion feeling my knee 
hit and my hands follow. I 
jump up feeling embarrassed 

as I can hear my supporters in 
the car behind me gasp for air. “I’m 
fine,” I mumble, trying not to cry. I 
remind myself that I am one badass 
tough cookie. This is the Knysna 
Extreme Triathlon, Africa’s 
toughest and most beautiful race. 
And my favourite to date.

The third edition of the race was 
held in November 2020, organised 
by one of the nicest guys you’ll ever 
meet, Sean Sandiford, and his 
amazing support team of family and 
friends. It’s South Africa’s only 
extreme triathlon and is also a 
founding member of the global 
Extreme Triathlon Series. Knysna is 
a gruelling point-to-point race (I 
like to call it an adventure) that’s 
fully self-supported and takes place 
along the scenic Garden Route of the 
Western Cape.

The adventure kicks off with a 
5km swim in the Knysna Estuary, 
followed by a 174km cycle through 
coastal, mountainous and semi-
desert scenery. If that isn’t enough 
of a challenge, you get to run 50km 
off-road through plantations and 
the Knysna forest along the Prince 
Alfred’s Pass. The race covers 
229km with a total elevation gain of 
3,800m. The event also offers a ‘0.5’ 
option, as a sort of introduction into 
the wonderful and challenging 
world of extreme triathlons. 

My last race, the middle-distance 
Durban Ultra Triathlon, was in 
March 2020, just before South 
Africa went into hard lockdown. I 
managed a second place in my age 
group. We were planning on 
travelling to the beautiful country of 
Montenegro for the Black Lake 
Extreme Triathlon, but due to 
Covid-19 that wasn’t to be. Little 
did I know that Knysna would be my 
next race, and the last of the year 
that was 2020.

AIR IS ELECTRIC
It’s Friday before race day and 
registration is buzzing. You can’t 
see the athletes’ smiles under their 
masks, but the excitement in the air 
is electrifying. We line up obeying 

social-distancing rules, have our 
temperatures taken and complete 
the health questionnaire before 
heading to race registration. I search 
for familiar faces as a sweet lady 
asks my name before saying, “Oh 
yes, I remember you from last year. 
Good luck, dear.” 

A feeling of calm fills me and I  
feel a sense of belonging. We go  
off to the race briefing where 
athletes are scattered in front of the 
swim start, all listening anxiously to 
Sean giving us the lowdown. We 
have a few photos taken in front of 
the Knysna Extreme banner and it’s 
so special seeing my name on it. 
Now some rest before the big 
adventure begins.

CALM BEFORE THE STORM
Just before 5am I make my way to 
the swim start on Thesen Island, 
passing through the ‘0.5’ athletes 
who start in waves after us. It feels 
like you’re walking through a 
gauntlet of athletes as they whisper, 
“There goes another brave warrior.”

As I stand on the jetty, I wonder 
whether some of these athletes 
really know what they’ve signed  
up for and what lies ahead. I’m 
greeted by the familiar face of 
Victor. Oh what a marvellous sight! 
During the 2019 race we swam 
together and he helped me 
tremendously. The current was 
horrific – at stages we could hardly 
move, except maybe a little 
backwards. I followed him through 
most of the swim and we exited the 
water in first and second position, 
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and I gave him the biggest hug. Back 
when hugs were still allowed.  

The bell rings and off we go. I’m 
surprisingly calm, having learnt so 
much from Victor. I’m ready for 
this. The current isn’t half as 
disgusting as last year, but you 
forget how far a 5km swim is in open 
water. Mother Nature is showing off 
for this one, I assure you that. We’re 
swimming in very shallow waters to 
the first buoy, turning to avoid the 
current that’s pulling in. It’s the 
most enjoyable swim I’ve ever had. 

Turning at the last buoy, I make 
my way into a group of four or five 

“We’re swimming in very shallow 
waters to the first buoy… It’s the most 
enjoyable swim I’ve ever had”



29 athletes lined up for  
the full Knysna. 26  
hardy souls finished
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“The Triathlon Gods are smiling 
down as I realise there’s a tailwind 
pushing me over the rolling hills”

men and stick to them like glue. The 
athlete and organiser support crews 
cheer us on as we exit the water at 
the SA National Parks Board into T1. 
My husband, Hanno Mattheus,  is 
there with my coach and transition 
goes smoothly. Before I know it, I’m 
out on the bike.

TWISTS AND TURNS
Oh, the mind games! We cycle out of 
Knysna along the coastline of 
Sedgefield, where I’m greeted with 
the most magnificent ocean views. 
Onto the gruelling climbs of 
Wilderness, with the ever-changing 
climate being humid and quite 
jungle-like. My legs only decide to 
show up 60km into the 174km cycle, 
which boasts an elevation gain of 
over 2,310m. I head through the 
town of George to the foot of the 
Outiniqua Pass, the longest and 
steepest climb of the cycle leg. 

The wind picks up as I start to 
ascend and I become more aware of 
my body and movements. One pedal 
stroke at a time. This is what I 
trained for and this is what I love. 
Let’s climb! The pass contains 
approximately 40 bends, corners, 
and curves, many of which exceed 
90° and the elevation gain of the 
climb alone is 800m. It feels like it’s 
never going to end as the cars fly 
past effortlessly. 

I reach the top of the pass, feeling 
sheer joy and ecstasy at the mere 

thought of what I’ve just conquered. 
Only to cycle down as the gates of 
hell open up and I’m greeted with a 
blast of the heat of the Karoo. Don’t 
get me wrong, there’s beauty in this 
semi-desert environment. I 
somehow feel lonely, but not alone 
as the ostriches run aside the road 
and I see clusters of yellow flowers 
bursting into colourful displays. 

The Triathlon Gods are smiling 
down as I realise there’s a tailwind 
pushing me over the long, rolling 
hills, but it’s short lived as the wind 
changes direction to the side. No, 
wait, to the other side. Hang on, can 
you make up your mind? It’s gusting 
all over and I just need to hang on 
until T2. By the time of transition in 
Avontuur I’m greeted by the 
friendly support crew, happy to see 
me come in, but even happier still to 
see me run out again. I feel like I’m 
receiving a standing ovation for 
what I’ve achieved thus far, and 
they shout words of encouragement 
as I start my shuffle up the first hill.

GATES OF MORDOR
The 50km off-road run is a beast.  
If you don’t respect it, it’ll chew  
you up and spit you out. It’s raw  
and the most difficult part of the 
race for sure. The Prince Alfred’s 
Pass was built in the 1800s by 
Thomas Bain and is the longest 
mountain pass in South Africa, also 
being the second oldest unaltered 

AFRICAN 
TRIATHLONS

1The Xtri World 
Series race 

Amazigh is set 
for Ouarzazate, 
Morocco, on 29 
May, with the 
highpoint of the 
race being the bike 
leg in the High 
Atlas Mountains.

2The inaugural 
Ironman 70.3 

Egypt will take 
athletes through 
the picturesque 
desert hinterland 
and marine 
hotspot of 
Harghada on 19 
November 2021.

3The renowned 
Ironman South 

Africa is set to 
take place on 21 
November 2021, 
starting off with 
a 3.8km swim in 
the iconic Nelson 
Mandela Bay.

4Challenge 
Cape Town is 

a middle-distance 
event that sees 
athletes race at 
the foot of Table 
Mountain in 
November 2021.

5 Ironman 70.3 
Marrakesh 

boasts a swim in 
Lalla Takerkoust 
Lake before a bike 
along the rolling 
Moroccan hills 
and a 21.1km run. 
The 2021 date is 
currently TBC.



Nicola crosses the line in 
14:32hrs, over an hour faster 
than her PB from 2019

The 2021 edition of the 
Knysna Extreme Tri 
takes place on 16 Oct
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pass. You need to be brave to travel 
through by car, but all kinds of crazy 
to take it on by foot.

I feel the sun on my back and the 
dirt beneath my feet as I head up the 
second major climb, having passed 
four other male athletes. I try to 
compose myself when my 
competitive nature kicks in and I 
start running a little faster – I don’t 
want any of them passing me again. 
But Hanno reminds me to calm 
down and control my mind. 

I’ve an instant flashback of the 
words of one of the greatest 
triathletes in history, Tim Don, 
“You can’t control your competitors 
or your environment, but you can 
control yourself and your 
emotions.” And just like that, I’m 
enjoying the run and marvelling at 
the lush beauty that surrounds me.

At 36.7km into the run, the gates 
of Mordor burst wide open, with 
winds blowing so hard up the 
mountain pass that they’re  
pushing me off the road. I battle on, 
one foot in front of the other, chafed 
and bruised. The last major hill 
turns to the final checkpoint. This is 
it, the final countdown, the last 9km 
to the finish.

FOREST FINISH
I’m swallowed up by the Knysna 
forest. This part is all new to me 
since I ran this piece of the course  
in the dark last year. I try 
desperately to compose myself as I 
take it all in, holding back tears even 
though I feel like crying. I’m tired 
but I realise that I’m going to 
achieve my goals! 

I reach the last hill, that last climb 
to the finish line at Diepwalle Forest 
Station. I see my coach shouting and 
encouraging me, “You are almost 
there, woman!” This is the worst 
hill in the world! But I cannot walk 
now. Mustering up the last ounce of 
energy I’ve left in my legs, I start 

running. Over the top of the hill, 
just a few more steps up to the 
finish. I can hear the cow bell 
ringing. My Matrix Multisport 
teammates, Sean and his 
supporters, are all shouting as I start 
screaming like a mad woman. 

Up those last few steps and over 
the finish line, receiving high-fives 
from my teammates with a huge 
smile on my face. I promised Sean 
that there’ll be no crying at the 
finish line this year. Grabbing the 
finishers’ banner, I’ve never felt 
this proud. 

Knysna is undoubtedly one of  
the best experiences I’ve ever had. 
It’s such a magical feeling when you 

believe and achieve. Months of 
lockdown training, being isolated 
and frustrated, being rewarded in 
such an immense way and finishing 
off 2020 in spectacular fashion. I 
finished this year’s race in a time  
of 14:32hrs, a whopping 1:23hrs 
faster than 2019. 

It’s like the XTS organisers say, 
there’s no sugar coating, no hand 
holding and no fanfare. It’s brutality 
in its purest form. Just you against 
you. Certainly a bucket list item for 
anyone wanting to test their body 
and mind. I urge you to be brave, 
come and write your own adventure 
story, and I’ll most definitely be 
back for more.   


