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Isuzu 3 Towers Stage Race 2009: Race Reviews
Race review by Pieter Rossouw:

Mankele the beautiful Beast
It’s been two weeks since Mankele and I just got off from the suddenly o so soft saddle of my racer. Did an 80km ride around the Cradle of Mankind here in Joburg. It used to be challenging. It used to be a tough ride, but now thanx to the guys at Mankele, it’s just not fun anymore. (The definition for “fun” being a ride that makes you feel like a real cyclist, i.e.  Lance, Contador and friends. Ag you know what I mean.) 

Let me start a few rides back. I used to be a roadie. Bought my road bike  while studying at Maties and never looked back. A few months ago my friend, who’s one of the locals at Mankele told me about this race and that we should ride it together. Being the village idiot I am and without ever being on a decent MTB on a decent MTB track...in my life, I said why the hell not.

Now here is some info about Mankele I did not know beforehand, but would surely have influenced my brave stupidity at the time.

Mankele is tough. Don’t get me wrong it’s also freaken awesome, but “hell at times” might be a better adjective to describe it. Speaking of adjectives, at Mankele they don’t bother with colourful words that make a climb, a single track or tricky downhill sound any more or less difficult or fun than it actually is. For instance, a 10km climb at the end of a 75 km day in the saddle is just plainly called “Pain”. Regardless of the fact that halfway up the climb you’ll see none other than the Devil himself standing there with a fork in the one hand, banana in the other, mocking you, teasing you, telling you that “you’re a roadie, always have and always been, just cleat out and push your bike to the top you big sissy”. Stunning single tracks and bush tunnels that make your heart beat butter out of sheer joy and childish excitement are only given names like Pines, Gums and Junior’s bush tunnel. On the third and last day, after a nonstop climb that just goes on and on, you see a sign saying “Sting”, needless to say “O Shit!” will suffice.  

But then, thinking back with the wisdom of hindsight, why waste time and ink on adjectives, when the track itself is already alive and talking to every rider on a bike. 

And maybe that’s the magic of Mankele, its got soul. It’s alive. There is never a moment on your bike when you feel like your mind can wander and your body can take a breather, because Mankele is like a living creature and once you’re on her back, you have to ride the Beast until she either throws you off or “gently” puts you down for a well deserved rest.

OK, so who ever might be reading this, might feel obliged to say that “Ja, but you haven’t done the Epic, or the Sabi, or the Sani”, or whatever overpriced and overcrowded stage race there might be. Sure, fair enough. But this was Mankele’s maiden voyage in the world of stage races. It was fairly priced, very well organised, jammed packed with bush tunnels, down hills and single tracks and loaded with climbs that made big men on carbon bikes with Epic shirts selling their souls to Old Nick for a quicker and less painful death. 

So back to my road bike, I am a converted dirt lover. I am so bored every time my wheels meet a tar road. I long for one more chance to ride the beast, to break her in, to feel alive again. The guys at Mankele promised that a good race review will get me a free entry for next year’s event. Well whether these 650 odd words pay out or not, my buddy and I will be there next year, licking our lips, waiting for the gun to go off and the Beast to unleash her magic.     (Pieter Rossouw)

Race review by Paul en Hester Vermeulen:

We were “blown away”!  Thanks Mark, Geoff and the Mankele team!

The Isuzu 3 Towers stage race was the highlight of our mountain bike calendar for 2009 - that is for sure!  

Training for it was not always so easy though.  Juggling between work, raising a 2 year old daughter and feeding a 32 year old husband my wife had to do almost 80% of her training on a spinning bike at home.  Fortunately she is a very good technical rider which compensated for lack of the real MTB out-rides.

For myself, I just slogged it to work and back through winter at minus 1 degree.  The pedestrian figures sharing the “single track” beside the road, in the dark early morning hours, kept my reaction time sharp. This came in very handy while negotiating the fast bush tunnels of the Isuzu 3 Towers stage race.

My wife and I used the stage race to get some quality time together away from the city rush and were rewarded with a weekend of fun, laughter, companionship, pain, blood (did not listen to the drop-off warning sign), sweat and cheers!  

There are so many things which really made the race special for us. We will try to highlight them below:

1.  The routes were perfect.   Day 1 was forestry/district roads which was nice to help you settle into the race.  Day 2 was well balanced between jeep track, hard climbs, fast down hills and single track.  A “lekker” hard day of riding.  Even though my wife and I fell our bums off, the river crossing was definitely worth it! Day 3 was out of this world!  The creativity of the route really blew us away.  The Jurassic Park bush tunnel is wicked and the Sudwala Switchback is suicidal (a catastrophic crash almost cost us the race – unfortunately no footage, just a sore bum and broken seat post).  You have the right recipe - please keep cooking up gourmet routes with it.

2. Food was top class!  Especially the “Potjie” of Friday.  The vanilla milk is a very tasty drink.  Interesting fact is that scientific research has shown milk to be one of the best recovery drinks for endurance (my wife is a Food Scientist). Thus the milk was spot on!

3. The vibe in the marquees tent in the evenings was great.  After each days riding we looked forward to the evenings events.  The following was really nice

a. Photos of the day

b. Really nice background music from both the live band and the laptop

c. The movie of the day is brilliant!

d. Liked the duo between Mark and Geoff on the next day’s race briefing

e. That all of this was happening while you sit around a table eating and chatting with your friend about the day’s highlights.

4. The presence of the main sponsor Westvaal Isuzu was impressive.  The image of the race and the sponsor go well together.  I am a Toyota Hilux patriot but must admit that I will have to test drive an Isuzu next time we buy a Bakkie.  Well done with a successful campaign!

5. In general the race organizing was very professional.  Thanks for receiving all the teams at the finish line, it really makes a difference.  It is anyway we the back markers which provide the best footage of bravery or sometimes stupidity…  Since we cannot get on the podium we try hard to get on the TV.

With everything in life there is always the opportunity to improve, thus we do have a few things to highlight:

1. Make sure the stats of the route profiles are correct.  My Polar set-up was definitely not audited by SABS but it proved to be reasonably accurate over the last year. This is what we measured, right or wrong, not sure but have a look anyway:

a. Day 1 was 76km with 1630m ascent.

b. Day 2 was 77km with 1670m ascent. 

c. Day 3 was 48km with 1100m ascent. 

2. A cold shower is really refreshing but my wife complaint that my feet were still dirty after showering.  I need a few more seconds under the shower and warm water really makes it easier.  So please check the geyser capacity and the number of (hot) showers available at the race village ablutions.

3. The combination of Coke, Powerade and water at the water points was really nice.  However despite the cool weather, the water ran out for the back riders.  Since all mountain bikers in Africa is going to do this race next year, please make sure of adequate water supply.  A dehydrated mountain biker on a technical single track is dangerous thing…

4. A variation on the lunch menu would be great.  Other lunch ideas could be (1) ‘wors broodjies’ with salad and (2) hamburgers with salad.

5. Ask the photographers to load more photos of the day.  To see the same buggers five times on the slide show becomes a bit boring.

6. There was a bug in your time keeping.  We appreciate the few minutes you shaved of our Day 2 time, but we had a little completion between the mix teams in the middle of the bunch and could thus not see a true reflection of the battle of the day in the results.

We are also very optimistic about the future of the Isuzu 3 Towers and have some ideas which you could consider during your next brain storming session:

1. Make Day 3 slightly longer (roughly 5km longer) and add a Day 4 time trial (I am sure Sabie Experience do not have IP rights on this one) with a ‘reverse’ rider start order.  You have this world class XC track, how about 3 laps of 100% “Klap”?  This will ensure a very exciting finish day, create an opportunity for a 3rd DVD show on day 3 and will on day 4 also give the spectators/family chance to see more of their riders.  The more time we can spend in your lovely Sudwala valley the better…

2. The live band was really good but we could not give them the support they deserve because we were a bit too tired after the days riding.  After the prize giving rerun the photo slide show (for those who like to see their face over and over again). Or put on a DVD like “The Collective” etc.  Or just put on some background music for the few dudes left in the marquees who cannot stop bragging about the drop-off they did or the catastrophic dismount they survived.

3.  Create some funny prizes.  We can’t get on to the podium (yet…), but we are good at some other stuff… You guys are the creative ones, think of prizes which you can hand out in the evenings which is not podium related. 

That’s it from Team B-Fr33.  Again we would like to thank the Mankele team for an exceptional race and the opportunity to come and ride in your valley!

Team B-Fr33 Race No 31-1 and 31-2 ,

Paul en Hester Vermeulen 
Race review by Adéle Drake:

The other side of the racing fence at Mankele – Isuzu Three Towers 

On arrival at Mankele on Wednesday evening we were greeted by friendly Lowveld Chain Gang (LCG) and Mankele faces as well as other familiar ‘faces at races’.

Day 1

Having contracted flu Team Grandissimo dwindled in numbers resulting in José having a lonely start to the Inaugural Isuzu Three Towers Stage Race.  Following the firing of the start rifle - scary farmers in this part of the world - the commentator enquired about the whereabouts of Team Tortoise.  Cecil where else would they be but at the back of the pack.  I was amazed at how slow they were going.  Maybe Team Snail would be more appropriate.  Hie-hie-hie.  SA Stage racing would not be the same without Team Tortoise.

The video footage of the days racing with an awesome soundtrack had me in racing mood . . . until the next morning.  Alas, the flu had the last say and again only half of Team Grandissimo turned up at the start line.

Day 2

About two minutes prior to the firing of the gun, Samatha Oosthuizen (better known as Bubbles)’s dad asked me how close my car was parked as Geoff was leaving for vantage points following the start of the race.

I dashed off to my red Ferrari (RunX) in my pyjamas and with four eyes (spectacles) with a big bunny jumping up and down on my bladder, totally unprepared for the role of spectator.  What a great day it turned out to be.

The first vantage point was a single track exiting a forest approximately 5km from town.  It felt like I was back in high school as spectators, photographers and even race officials threw a Mexican wave for the TV camera.  This point also offered entertainment in the form of a minor crash by one of the riders.  Sorry Dylan.

From this point the convoy of spectators proceeded to Rhino falls.  What a beautiful spot that reminded me of adventure racing shenanigans.  Having raced marathons since 2007 and taking part in adventure racing I was curious to see what the top riders were going to do with the 20m stretch of river that Geoff and his partners in crime had dished up for them.

Must admit, the lack of aggression by the top riders was disappointing.  (
Team Adidas arrived at the water crossing a second ahead of Team DCM Chrome and the race suddenly went from race pace to tip toeing, to slip sliding and ended up in swimming.

Some riders where very graceful in wading across the river while others uttered words that I am not at liberty to repeat in this letter.

This vantage point resulted in spectators getting some exercise; abdominal and facial.

When my team mate arrived, it was clear that he was not a happy camper due to cramping and falling with his expensive carbon bike against the rock wall added to his already dark mood.

After having assisted him to refill at the water point, I left for the last vantage point.

The next vantage point was a water point at a road crossing and I set of in the direction from where the riders were coming.

The decision paid dividends as I was blessed with a 2km stretch of bush tunnel all to myself, with riders passing through now and then.

I walked to the serious drop off where a medic was stationed (is this where Yolanda Speedy cracked a rib?) and had trouble getting up it.

Must admit it is a daunting drop off and hats off to those who successfully attempted it.  Coming down without a bike is not a walk in the park either and my white pyjamas are still tainted brown to prove it.

The video footage of the day was once again exceptional as well as belly-achingly funny due to the infamous drop off that claimed a couple of egos.

Day 3

The last day of racing dawned and this spectator had to drag herself out of bed just in time to witness the start.

I stumbled on the race route by accident while refuelling at Sudwala.  Not knowing where the riders were coming from I walked up the tar road until I found a medic whom I gave a piece of my safety conscious mind about my dismay regarding the tar road not being closed off to the public. Poor innocent medic.

Suddenly three big black dogs came running up the right hand side of the road , where riders were expected to descend at ‘breakneck speed’ (no pun intended), followed by a bakkie heading in the direction of the caves.

I waved my arms and shouted at the female driver about a race being in progress and getting her dogs out of the road.  Needless to say, she ignored me.  

A few minutes later the rocky Sudwala single track claimed its first victim and the medic had to leave his post.

I remained at this point without knowing what task was ‘bestowed’ upon me.

Vehicles came travelling up and down the road. Then the horror!  A hoard of teenagers were heading up the tar, blocking the entire road as they headed towards the caves.  My choleric personality took over as I started waving my hands like a traffic official indicating for them to keep left.  A teacher noticed my panic and managed to get the crowd to keep left.

Once the top riders had passed I started making my way down towards my car, expecting my team mate at any moment.

Brett Coats of Extreme Sports came past me shouting that José was injured.  A few hundred meters later and Dr Gert Marinkowitz of Tzaneen came past informing me that José had sustained a broken collar bone. The attached proof is not for sensitive viewers.
On enquiry a medic told me that rider 19-1 did indeed have a bad fall but was back on his bike.  A few seconds later José came past me on his bike with an unhappy expression on his face.  

He did not stop or take a shortcut to the finish but rode another 15km to the finish line with a broken collar bone, a broken rib and a gash to his head, which required stitching. Crazy Porra!  Luckily his Catlike Whisper helmet took most of the impact to the head.

José fell on the same spot where Jeffrey Kriel of Team Tread fell and also sustained a broken collar bone (to be confirmed).  According to José he nearly landed on top of the already injured Jeffrey. 

Ironically, at this point, there was a sign posted: ‘Speed kills’.  Go figure.

Gratitude

So much to be grateful for despite the flu.

Thank you to the NG Kerk Amersfoort for the delicious food, especially the vegetarian dishes (which resulted in weight gain due to lack of racing).

Thank you Marinus for the yummy Matuffin Vanilla milk.  I lost count on day 2.

Thank you to the coolest cycling club in SA for competent organising skills and professionalism.  I have never come across such a diverse group of people that get along so well and function like clockwork.  I am proud to be a member of the LCG. 

Thank you to the cleaning staff who worked from 04:30am until 21:00 pm to keep the ablution facilities in a respectable condition.

Thank you to the unknown DJ for the super cool music.

Thank you to Allan and his extremely competent and helpful emergency team who did everything in their power to locate my injured team mate and attended to José after he had completed the race.

Thank you Mark for your concern and offer of assistance following José’s fall.  

Thank you Geoff for having been such a considerate vantage point guide.

Thank you to the pro’s who motivates us ‘wannebes’ to train harder.

Thank you to all the riders for smiling faces and entertainment on route.

Did I miss anybody?

And a huge thank you to Isuzu and the Westvaal group for having made this event possible.

And finally thank you to the Mankele team for having created an awesome new stage race to look forward to.  C u next year.

Adéle Drake - the other half of Team Grandissimo.

Race review by Pierre Oosthuizen:

So I have been entered by somebody else for another stage race !! No big deal I have done plenty before , 3 days of racing in the little hills around Sabie can only be fun . As most of you will know my preparation for races i.e. training and all that nonsense  is almost none . So let me say from the start that I was in a lot of pain for 3 days .  Ok now that we got that bit out of the way lets go back to the actual race .
We checked into our tents the Wednesday evening at about 6pm and moved into the marquee tent for race briefing . After the normal rules was explained to us and warnings about sharp corners and neck breaking downhill’s were passed around we could retire to our tents fairly early . 

Next morning we got to the eating mesh at 04:30 to be welcomed by a contingent of local farmers and their wife’s . After the normal chit-chat about who , what , from where are you we turned to talking about what we there for MTB’ing . Was /I surprised to see how excited these farmers got about this whole event . They all got some sort of “bush tunnel” on their farms and are very proud of theirs . “Wait till day two for MY tunnel “ , “No , no my tunnel on day three is smoother and faster “  . They also shared all that they could about the trails for the day . Even though they do most of these roads in their very reliable Isuzu bakkies they knew the danger and potential problem areas very well.

At 7am the shotgun went off and so did we . We left the start line with the GPS showing 785.5 meters above sea level . 15.29km further it showed 1529m . This climb is a straight up no free wheeling battle all the way to the top . Here we found the first water table in the mist . Now this is what I expected to find  for a  water table on a multi-day stage race . Water, Coke and energy drink with boiled potatoes , chocolates , jelly babies , bananas and friendly people . 

From here we did the up and down thing with smaller climbs followed by fast descents . At 33km there was another 5km climb just to remind you that halfway is still somewhere in the distance . This was followed by a downhill that wanted you to turn around and do it over again . Although this was on a dirt road it was very dusty with sharp turns and random rocks lying in wait for the sleepy rider . I only managed 56.7kmph down here . The bike just did not feel right and later that night I discovered that the  fork was locked out and I never even thought about looking !!! At around 66km we ran into a hill called That @!@# hill . I promptly renamed it after I walked half of it to That @#$@#$#% hill . Once over this hill we had loads of fun racing down the single tracks that took us back to the finish . And just to make you forget all the pain of the day you get to finish on a BMX track with all the burms , ramps and wooden bridge . 

That evening we had very good life entertainment followed by race debriefing which included a photo and video session . The food was absolutely fantastic and we had a feast . After all the category winners got their turn on the podium we all moved of to have another good nights rest .

Day two was the same ritual and after a chat to the farmers we went back to the tents to fetch our bikes for another day of racing . Because of the mist the previous day it was decided to keep the start time at 7am . After another shotgun shell expired we all lined up behind the pace car and headed down the tar road to the dirt roads that awaited us . Today we started the race with a climb to 1530meters in 20km . By the time we got to the top we all properly warmed us and most of us was also felling very tired at this stage . The next 16km did not help very much to give the legs a rest . The downhill that followed was also to fast and short to give you a rest before the climb to the Tower . 

But just before you get to climb this hill you again get the chance to ride some awesome single track. Next to come was  the waterfall . Here most of us carried our bikes waist deep through the very cold water . Some of the other people just had their neck sticking out and we had a few good laughs when the rider behind us disappeared under the water with his bike . The short climb out of the gorge wasn’t easy but as you stick you head over the top you could see the water table waiting . Now there is one think that I always ask myself after a race , Why do we bother to ask the course designed standing at the water table how steep the climb is !!!!! This bloke has lost touch with reality . The answer will always be “It’s not very steep and end just around that corner “ Ja boet that corner on the horizon maybe . 

And so began the climb that was the toughest for me on the whole event . Corner after corner you turn just to find the road heading to the heavens . But once again the downhill on the other side did not disappoint . I passed all the people that passed me on the uphill until I got a puncture at high speed just before the downhill ended . A small rock has gone between the rim and the tire and cut the tire just above the bead . Out with the heavy duty plugs and we got it sealed and rolling again in about 10 minutes . Another awesome bush tunnel followed and then we got routed onto the tracks around the Mankele bike park . What a way to end the day . Jumps , bridges , fast corners all that you ever wanted in a mtb race . 

Again we had entertainment , great food and the rest that evening . There was also a lot of excitement at price giving as DCM and Garmin was a split second apart after two days and day three was going to be very,very fast . Pity we missed that race but we will most probably get to see it on TV . 

Day 3 , talk to farmers , get bikes , line up at start line . For the last time the shotgun breaks the silence and we head in another direction that previous days . At about 500meter you stare at the mother of all up hills . Well after three days that is what it looked like . A lot of riders got caught by the little beast and did not have the right gears seeing a lot of them lying on the ground . This hill went to 1268m in 13km .  After this we just had fun,fun,fun up to  the 33km mark . I can’t remember all the single track names but one made a huge impression and that was Jurassic park . Fast and furious only begins to describe it . But unfortunate I got my second puncture on this section . In my hurry to fix the puncture I actually made another hole in the tire with the needle . So there goes my last plug .  Funny how quickly you forget that hill that almost took your legs off a few minutes ago once you get into one of these beauties . About 1km up the road , another puncture , this time it was a nobly that tried to dislodge it from the tire itself and this left a nice cut in the tire .  My partner has some more plugs and I plugged the cut . To our surprise it sealed once the Stans got hold of the plug and the tire is still fully inflated . 

The climb up to the Sudwala caves was very testing but not as testing as the downhill single track that followed . I would normally not use my brakes to much on downhills , but this was a different story . Halfway down the hill I could smell the pads burning . By the time I got to the cave parking lot the disks turned a nice blue color . Down the cement road to the bottom of the hill went very smooth and although they did warn us to take it slow down here I just could not and went faster than anywhere else in the race .  But the race is not over , we get punished with another few sharp steep climbs which eventually took us in to the smoothest “bush tunnel” I have yet seem . It had a few awesome rock jumps and trees that you could use to turn against . And so three days of awesome racing came to an end . Make no mistake I was glad when we finished but will be back , better prepared (ok so you heard this before ) 

The bike shop they had there was the best I have seen at any race . These two chaps got very busy at time but always stopped what they busy doing to help out . 

Now first I need to rate this race to other Stage races . Very difficult but let me say that next year will be my last S2C . They both are awesome races but the 2 Towers is just easier as far as logistics , traveling etc goes , and then it is a lot cheaper . 

But as we all know nothing is perfect . Now maybe I am full of sheeeet but Hansa and Windhoek can not be classed as beers . Sure there are people out there that force themselves to drink this stuff but please can we have just one other “beer” there ? I enjoyed the cold showers but some of the older ballies did not find it very funny . The start must be at 6am , if we had the same weather that welcomed us on day 3 on the first 2 days I can see a lot of people on the sweep vehicle . I also suggest that the corner named Werner Koekemoer get moved to the 2nd corner after watertable 1 on day two . Standing at the water table we saw a few , wait a lot , of riders not making the corner and neither did my partner when we eventually got to it . 

Now I hope I get a guaranteed entry for next year as I can see entries going fast next year with waiting lists and all that stuff .  (Pierre Oosthuizen)

Race review by Anton Oosthuizen:

Great event. Not without issues but then nothing in life that is worth while is. I'll start with the things I liked -

    * Organization - This was done perfect in my view. From

      registration, starting on time, route markings to the serving of

      the food was great. The friendliness of everybody was so nice,

      especially after a hard day in the saddle.

    * Venue - I really liked the fact that the race village has nice grass.

    * Routes - I'm a climber so I really loved the loooong climbs where

      I could find some rythm. Single track was awesome too and the

      descends kept you awake. For those who could enjoy it the views

      were spectacular. The waterpoints enroute was well stocked and

      again the helpers were so friendly that you almost did not want to

      leave. I also loved the fact that there was enough time

      [challenges] early on to allow the rider to spread out.

    * Food - The food we got was excellent and we could  not have asked

      for more (Well actually we can. See thing I would like to see

      improve below).

What did I not like or would like to see improved -

    * Venue - Some more of those shade thingies in the race village

      would be really nice. Nothing like lying in the shade on a warm

      Eastern Transvaal afternoon after a day in the saddle.

    * Food - I would really have given my left big toe for some spaghetti.

    * Photos - I was really hoping to see a photographer at the finish

      line on the last day to capture the moment of truimph. In general

      I must say I am not overly impressed with the photos taken at the

      event. For my 3 days of pain and glory I have 9 photos to pick from.

    * Hot water - Not really at the top of my list because in retrospect

      a cold shower after a ride is nice but it is just the getting in

      part the sucks. If I have to choose between spaghetti and hot

      water I'll go without the hot water. Maybe I should just go faster

      and finish earlier. Then the problem is solved, for me in anycase.

Well that's it. It was worth every cent and I'm definitly doing it again because if it gets any better it's going to be truely awesome.

Regards,

Anton Oosthuizen

Race review by Rogan Duffy:

I would like to extend my gratitude and appreciation to all on your team for a fantastic Stage race last week. The Westvaal team and all you other sponsors were truly fantastic and all their hard efforts were testament to a very enjoyable three days. ( I was proud to be an Isuzu driver!!)
The 3 towers was my partner and my first ever stage race and proved to be beyond our expectations. Your facilities were terrific and the food provided by the volunteers from The NG Kerk was delicious (possibly the best poitjie I have had in years!!) We may have come in very close to the back of the field (and yes we were last on day 3), but this did not detract from our enjoyment of the event. Our goal was to finish in one piece and that was exactly what we did! On this note, a very special thank you must go to the mountain rescue team who waited for us around almost every corner on the last day with much needed cold water for my team mate who was struggling with heat exhaustion towards the end. Without them, we would not have achieved our goal of a finish!

As for next year, we have already plotted our strategy to train harder so that we can stick with bunch and aim for a top half finish!!

Thanks again for all you planning and organization for what was a fantastic event.

Kind regards and best wishes.

Rogan Duffy

