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“Tr long list of requirements that need to be
met to ensure that the event is hosted in a safe and
responsible manner, but all the relevant health and
safety officials confirmed that they are satisfied with
our COVID mitigation strategy, and gave AFRICANX
the green light o take place,” says Michael Meyer,
founder of the event and Managing Director of
Stillwater Sports.
“We have been and will continue to be in constant
communication with the local municipality and D
Management offcials to ensure the safety of runners,
staff and all external stakeholders at the evet. We
appeal to all parties involved to please play their part
by adhering to government regulations, and we look
forward to welcoming the runners to the start line for an

aster

extraordinary trail running experience,” he says.

longside the elite contenders, the 2021
THIRSTI AFRICANX will also see 10
event ambassadors taking to the frails of
Grabouw. The group includes well known

trail runners Nicholas Rupanga, Noel Ernstzen, Blake

Dyason, Ashraf Omrie and Nonhlakanipho Tau, as well

as musician Luca Hart, trail running models Micaela

Clifford and Franza Landman, coach Nico Sterk, as

well as Songo.info co-founder Songo Fipaza.

“We are excited to welcome these eager trail runners
and avid AFRICANX supporters as ambassadors in
2021,” says Michael Meyer, founder of the event and
Managing Director of Stillwater Sports. “If you look at the
background of each of the ambassadors, you'l realise
that trail running relly does appeal to a large audience.
The commeon denominator is that they love trail runniing,
and most importantly, they love the AFRICANX Trailrun.
We are proud to welcome them as part of our team and
look forward to seeing them in action.”

| i
An AFRICANX regular, Noel Ernstzen has won or
podiumed in the veteran men’s category at four

previous editions of the event. “AFRICANX has been
from the outset, one of my most enjoyable events on
the calendar. It has all the elements | look for in an
event, including that it draws all the top trail runners
in the country. The routes are fairly technical, but still
easy enough for roadies to get a taste of trail running,
and the organisation has always been top class. This

Davide Del Fante and
Daneil Feldmann

event has definitely played a major role in the huge:
uptake of trail running in SA.”

According to Ashraf Orrie, AFRICANX is the
*lekkerste" stage race in SA. I won’t miss it for
anything, because it's a chilled, not too technical,
novice-friendly stage race. It's well organised, and the
routes are beautiful. I'll be teaming up with my wife,
and our team strength will definitely be patience. We
run very well within ourselves, and there will definitely
be no sprinting!”

“AFRICANX is my favourite trail run by far,” says
Songo Fipaza. “I love the routs, the amazing views,
and the food. Ill be teaming up with Gugulethu Joy
Makhathini. We've both done AFRICANX in the past,
but this will be the first time that we take part together.
It helps that we both know what to expect, and our
goal will be to finish comfortably, while enjoying all
that the event has to offer.”

Environmental campaigner Blake Dyason says, “The
AFRICANX Trailrun is one of my favourite events,
because | love the vibe in the race village, and |
always make amazing friends. It's great that people of
all ages and fitness levels can take part in AFRICANX.
It’s a beautiful community and the trails are
spectacular. Oh, and | really love the dress-up da

AFRICANX debutante Nonhlakanipho Tau is really
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Vicky van der Merwe &

looking forward ta the challenge. *I feel honoured
and privileged to be chosen as an ambassador, as
I've only received positive feedback and high ratings
from trail runners regarding the event. Il be teaming
up with Kennedy Sekhuthe —he is helping me to get
ready for my first 100km race, and will be there to
push me to a great finish each day.”

Meanwhile, AFRICANX wil officially be musician Luca
Harts first trail race. “I've been running for a few years,
but this will be my first race, so I'm honoured to be an
AFRICANX ambassador. I've always wanted 1o bring
my two passions together, music and nature, and |
hope this will bring me one step closer to that dream.”

“I feel truly blessed and couldr’t be more grateful
and excited to be associated with AFRICANX,” says
Franza Landman. “After a tough year for everyone,
1 am really looking forward ta the build-up to race
day and spending time with likeminded people. The
location, routes and beautiful scenery are something
10 be excited about.”

According to Nico Sterk, AFRICANX is the
benchmark trail running stage race in the country. “I
am so happy 1o see it back on the calendar in 2021.
It's a huge honour to have been chosen to represent
such an awesome event. I'll be teaming up with my
wife, but we will probably be racing each other, as the
verdict is out on who is the best runner between the
two of us!”

8 Images: Action Photo SA, Cherie Vale, Geo Botha, Kate Del Fante Scott, Liam Victor, Paige Fiddes, Tobias Ginsberg
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Trail running is about so much more than just speed. |

am looking forward to standing on that start line with
butterflies in my stomach.”

Trail Elites Accept Challenge
Of course, while much of the pre-race focus has
been on the impressive list of roadies getting ready
to tackle the AFRICANX challenge, the event has
once again attracted some of the proverbial who's
who of South African trail running. These trail elites.
will undoubtedly be out to prove that their technical
prawess on the off-road surfaces can trump the
natural speed of the road running elites.

Leading the charge will undoubtedly be defending
men's champions AJ Calitz and Bernard Rukadiza,
who have won the event together three times (2014,
2015 and 2018), while AJ also won it with Ben
Brimble in 2016 and added a mixed category win with
Nicolette Griffioen in 2017, giving him five straight
AFRICANX wins! “We are very fortunate to have been
able o run and win,” says AJ. “Bernie and | have
become good friends in the process, and that is what
it's all about! Also, AFRICANX is such a festive event,
and we wouldn't miss it for the world.”

“Iam really proud to be able to say that we've claimed
gold at AFRICANX three times already, and that
motivates me to work harder, as | want to keep the
title,” says Bernard. “I am happy to hear that more
road runners are starting to enter AFRICANX, but trail
races are very different to road races, though.”

AJ adds that he has long believed that road runners
can do well in AFRICANX. “The routes are quite fiat
and fast, partioularly on Day One. That pushes me
out of my comfort zone, but the climbing an Day Two
and Three makes up for it. I've heard that quite

few roadies have entered. This definitely makes me
nervous, as they are super-quick, but let's hope that
they are not used to multi-day running and climbing.”

A Few Hybrids Teams
Another team that could contend for the men’s
title will feature former AFRICANX podium
isher and SA international
diba, who

A
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will partner with ultra-road runner and AFRICANX
newcomer Renier Grobler. "AFRICANX is not just
about winning, it's about enjoying the routes and
working together with your teammate. It is 100% a
teambuilding event, and about enjoying what you love,”
says Thabang. “I really enjoy the atmosphere and the
joy that is shared amongst runners at this event.”

For his part, Renier says that he always wanted to
venture into trail running at some stage, and that
“AFRICANX is the perfect stepping-stone. Running

in a team with Thabang, who is such a prolific trail
runner, will surely teach me a lot about the trails. As a
team we have a good mix of endurance and speed.
My advice to other entrants is to go out and enjoy
every second - that's what | am going to do as a
first-timer!”

In the women's category, former SA Trail
Running and Road Marathon Champ,

as well as Comrades gold
medallist, Danette
Smith has

| VR

teamed up with SA international triathlete Vicky van
der Merwe. “AFRICANX has always been on my
bucket list, but in the past the date clashed with
triathlon that | had entered,” says Vicky. “l can’t wait
10 explore new stunning trails with one of my best
friends and a training partner. We have always wanted
1o do arace together, and | can't think of a better
event. My strength is speed, while Danette’s strength
is endurance, and as a team | think that our strengths
will complement each other at AFRICANX.”

The open mixed team category sees Daneil
Feldmann and Davide Del Fante back to defend
their title, and another team to watch will be that of
SA international Chantel Nienaber (part of the 2014
women's winning team) and Chris Visser. “We had
such a fantastic experience in 2018,” says Dan, as
she i known to many in trail running circles. “At
AFRICANX the trails, the food, the facilities — every
detail is well arganised and thought-out. I'm also
excited that the event will return to the Houw Hoek
Hotel this year, and | can’t wait to explore new trails,
as my first AFRICANX was in 2018 when the venue
was near Franschhoek.”

“Having the chance o go out and share some
amatzing trails and positive energy with the trail
community is just what we need after the last twelve
months,” adds David. “When | think about a trail
running stage race, | think about AFRICANX. The
trails, logistics and social atmosphere ~ this race
offers it all - and our goal is to soak up the positive
energy while having a fun weekend on the trails with
mates.”

Safety First
The event will be based out of the historical Houw
Hoek Hotel, on the N2 between Gabouw and Bot
River. Runners will cover 26km on the first day (Friday
26 March), with 750m of climbing, followed by a 32km
second stage with 900m of climbing, and a final stage
of 18km, featuring 450m of climbing, on the Sunday.
Of course, given everything that has happened in the
past year due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
AFRICANX will be somewhat different
this year compared to previous
editions of the event.

You can follow all the

action from the 2021
THIRSTI AFRICANX Trailrun on
Instagram (' /8
Facebook (' )
or Twitter (¢ )
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and competing in various World Half Marathon and
World Cross Country Champs events.

Charné can look back on many wins on the local road
running scene, including the Soweto Marathon, but
she is best known these days for her exploits in ultra-
marathons, having gone beyond the marathon for the
first time in the 2012 City to City 50km. She finished
as runner-up in that race, and then in 2013 added
another runner-up finish at the Two Oceans Marathon
as well as a fifth place in the Comrades Marathon.
She finished second in the 2015 Comrades, and then
in 2016 came her big win in Durban.

Now Charné says she is ready for the new challenge,
especially given what has happened over the past
year. *I am not sure if any road races will take place

in the next four months, and I've always wanted to
take part in the AFRICANX Trailrun. | don't have  trail
running background, but | have represented South
Africa at six World Cross Country Championships, and
actually started my running career as a cross country
runner. | did some trail running in December while

on holiday in Jeffreys Bay and absolutely loved it. |
wanted to do it every day, and | love the toughness
around it,” she says.

*I am really looking forward to AFRICANX, and Pll be
teaming up with Karel Burger, who's no stranger to
the sport. We will be running for the Murray & Roberts
Running Club, and our team strength wil definitely be our
mental toughness and collective competition experience.
Our goal is to do well, and | have been training on the
trails every weekend, to ensure that we do well, | am really
looking forward to this new experience.”

Strong Nedbank Contingent
Twelve elite athletes from the Nedbank Running

Club will also put their off-road prowess to the test
when they take on AFRICANX, and they will bring an
unprecedented mix of running pedigress to the event.
Between them, the Nedbank contingent boast a long list
of impressive and very diverse achievements, including
an appearance in the Olympic 1500m final on the track,
through wins in the Om Die Dam and Comrades ultra-
marathons, to wins in various trail events, including
the most recent SkyRun last November.

As National Manager of the club, Nick Bester,
explains, “Currently it's not clear when road races
will start again in South Africa. It's been a year since
SA went into lockdown, and our athletes are hungry
1o race. There have been virtual races, which have

been great, but nothing beats the thrill of an actual
race, 50 we are excited o enter six strong teams into
the AFRICANX Trailrun. Although they predorminantly
focus on road races, some of our runners do enter the
occasional trail race. They are all, however, fi, strong,
fast and extremely competitive, and we guarantee that
they will give the trail runners a run for their money.”

One of the notable men’s teams to watch will be the
combination of Eric Ngubane and Juan van Deventer.
Eric has proven himseif on both road and trail, recently
winning the 40km Drakensberg Northern Trail Run at
the beginning of March, and he is no stranger to the
AFRICANX Trailrun, having placed second in the men's
team category in 2015 when he teamed up with SA
international trail runner Thabang Madiba. “I've done a
fow stage races now, and you have to take every stage
as it comes, staying as close to the leaders as possible.
We will work hard from the first kilometre 1o the last
minute of the race,” says Eric.

His partner, Juan, won the bronze medal in the 1500m
at the 2008 African Champs and then went on to
finish sixth in the 1500m final at the 2008 Beijing
Olympics. He is still the SA Record-holder over
1500m and 3000m, and also represented SA at the
World Indoor Champs in 2010, but has subsequently
made a successful transition to the road, and in 2020
he won the Om Die Dam 50km ultra-marathon. “My
main focus for 2021 would have been to compete on
the ultra-running scene, focusing on the Comrades
Marathon,” says Juan. *I love to compete and race,
and with most of the road races not taking place,

1 think AFRICANX is a great opportunity to try
something new.”

Ultra Specialists in the Mix
Anybody that can win seven consecutive gold medals
for top 10 finishes at the Comrades Marathon,
including the 2012 win, has proven speed and
endurance in his legs, but Ludwick Mamabolo is
quick to admit that he has entered AFRICANX to test

Ludwick Mamabolo

Juan van
Deventer

his abilities as an athlete, alongside teammate Collin
Kanyimo. “It's a three-day stage race, it's going to be
painful, but | am excited by the new challenge. Our
team strength will be our ability to persevere,” says
Ludwick.

Zimbabwean star Collin adds that he is also raring to
race. “Where | live, we only have countryside roads,
so most of my training is on gravel with occasional
single trail river sections. | entered AFRICANX
because it is my dream to see more of this country
and compete in these beautiful races, and Nedbank
Running has made it possible for me to get closer to
my dream. A three-day stage race does not scare me,
though... | was born for this!”

A third notable Nedbank team to watch will be
the combination of Deanné Horn and Chrizell
Roberts, who are hoping to challenge for women’s
category podium honours. Deanné was part of the
SA women's team who took the silver team medal at
the World 100km Championships in Croatia in 2018,
and she placed 12th in the 2019 Comrades, but her
most recent exploit was winning the women’s title

in the 65km K-Way SkyRun late last year, in a new
course record. “Running is physically exhausting,
but mentally and emotionally recharging,” she

says. “Every run represents a new challenge, a new
opportunity o push myself, and a time to reflect

on everything else going on. | love to run in the
mountains, and our goal is to stand on the podium
and make Nedbank proud.”

Chrizell adds, “I live on a farm with loads of pathways
and uneven surfaces, so there is definitely an element
of trail running in my training. Currently the options

of competitive racing are few and far between, so
when this opportunity arose, I did not think twice.
AFRICANX sounds brutal and challenging, but

also like it could be a whole lot of fun. My toughest
challenge will be having to slow down a notch, as
road racing is all about speed and | love running fast.

TImages: Action Photo SA, SMacPix, Tobias Ginsberg & courtesy Nedbank
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3 premier three-day stage trail running event, the THIRSTI AFRICANX Trailrun, will take place at the end of
, bu ﬂue to COVID, this year’s event will be very different to previous years. And we're not just talking about safety

t's been a full year since the COVID-19

pandemic saw all running events in South Africa

put on hold, and while this has been frustrating

for the *Average Joe’ runners that make up the
bulk of the running community, it has been doubly
frustrating for the professional and elite-level runners
who rely on the sport to earn a living. While some of
the pro clubs have continued paying their athletes
basic retainers, there has been very little prize
money available since last March, and very little in
appearance fees, sither.

As aresult, these elites have been desperately hoping
1o see races return to the calendar, but at this stage
there is still little opportunity for them to race on tar.
This is due to a combination of ongoing COVID safety
regulations that limit the size of race entry fields, and
the exorbitant costs of putting on road events for only
a small field.

Meanwhile, several trail running organisers have
been able to keep the sport ticking over with their

events, even offering prize money in some cases, and
thus it should come as no surprise that several road
running regulars are now looking to try their hand

at trail running, both to try make some prize money
and to give their clubs and sponsors some return on
investment, through media coverage and publicity.
This means that the 2021 edition of the THIRSTI
AFRICANX Trailrun, taking place on the weekend of
26 - 28 March in the Grabouw area of the Westem
Cape, looks set to be ane hell of a race!

Over the years, this three-day stage event for teams
of two runners has often attracted the country’s top
trail runners, including several athletes that have
competed on the intemational stage, both individuzlly
and as part of national teams at World Champs
events, but this year will be different. The 2021 race
will also feature a number of ‘roadies’ with serious
racing credentials, who will be looking to challenge
the recognised trail runners for line honours. And that
seems rather appropriate, not only due to the lack of

This material has been copied under a Not Selected licence and is not for resale or retransmission.

mols here, but also about the fact that the event has attracted some seriously speedy road running elites who want to
give the trails a run for their money. — BY BY JACKY McCLEAN & SEAN FALCONER

racing for the past year, but also because the event
slogan is, after all, “Let Nature Give You A Run For
Your Money.”

Comrades Credentials

One of the roadies taking the proverbial plunge

at AFRICANX will be 2016 Comrades Marathon
women’s champion Charné Bosman. Her 27-year
career in running has seen her rake in an impressive
list of achievements, including three SA Marathon
Championship titles, a national title in the
half marathon, and four SA Cross
Country Champs titles. She has also
represented her country well over
20 times, including running

the marathon at the 2006
Commonwealth Games





