Mankele the beautiful Beast: A race review

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.
