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Introduction

It is no wonder that South Africans love long-distance challenges. The country’s climate and contrasting landscapes 
are ideal for endurance sport activities. South Africa is often referred to as a world in one country and for good 
reason. Its stunning natural scenery ranges from beautiful ocean views and golden beaches; magnificent mountains, 
wild river crossings and magical waterfalls; to desolate dirt roads and remote open countryside.
For trail runners, mountain bikers, paddlers and adventure athletes, it’s paradise.
South Africa is jam-packed with world class trail races and ultra-marathons as well as mountain bike and cycle 
races. It’s no surprise that the country should host some of the world’s most gruelling endurance sports events. 
While the Comrades might be South Africa’s best known ultra-sports extravaganza, the country hosts a variety of 
lesser known but equally demanding endurance challenges, in which participants pit themselves not only against 
their own limitations but also against the elements.
I have been fortunate to compete in international endurance sporting events on all seven continents across a 
number of disciplines and can honestly say that there are few events that are as well organised as those here in 
South Africa.
Several of the events featured in this book claim to be the world’s toughest, oldest, longest, biggest or most 
beautiful. Simply put – they are!



5MUD, SWEAT AND GEARS 5MUD, SWEAT AND GEARS

Many people consider a standard marathon, triathlon or adventure sport competition to be a challenge. Others, 
however, require a little more pain, grit and suffering to make a race worth their while. If you fall under this masochist 
category of athletes – or just want to witness the carnage – here are the country`s hardest, toughest and ultimately, 
most rewarding events.
Besides the obvious, long standing endurance giants, choosing South Africa`s toughest, most scenic and prestigious 
races for inclusion in this book was no easy task. There has been such an explosion of new and stunning endurance 
epics in the last decade that some fantastic events were bound to be left out.
In selecting the 47 events to include in this “bucket list” book a variety of modes of transport and levels of competition 
were considered. Swimming, cycling, canoeing, sailing, horse racing, off-road motorcycling, trail and road running 
together with adventure racing events all feature. Inclusion criteria were ultimately subjective and as such possibly 
debatable. But that’s part of the fun — learning what’s out there and setting one’s own toughness quotient.
Whether on land or in water, South Africans love testing their endurance ability and an ever-increasing cohort of 
overseas competitors are joining in as they discover the fantastic events this country has to offer.
So treat yourself and dip into these pages to learn about the sizeable selection of world-leading sporting endurance 
challenges that South Africans hold dear.

Steve Camp
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Foreword by Martin Dreyer

Taking on a challenge that is bigger than you, is extremely motivating for your training. Because if you don’t put in 
the hard yards, you will suffer or fail. Completing a tough endurance event, wherein you redefine your perceived 
limits, is immensely liberating and empowers you, because now, nothing in Life will seem impossible. Adversity is 
the breakfast of Champions!
Mud, Sweat and Gears, Steve Camp’s collection of 47 of South Africa’s toughest and most scenic endurance sporting 
events, provides a beautifully illustrated snapshot of the rich array of premier events that this country has to offer 
the committed endurance adventure sportsman or woman.

Martin Dreyer is a South African endurance sporting legend, having won the Dusi Canoe Marathon and Non-Stop seven 
times each. He holds the record for the Freedom Challenge mountain bike ride across South Africa and transitioned 
smoothly into international expedition adventure racing, adding the International Land Rover G4 title to his list of wins. 

Through his Change a Life Academy, Martin currently coaches and mentors talented paddling, mountain biking and 
running athletes, predominately from the Valley of a Thousand Hills in KwaZulu-Natal. 
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Dusi Canoe Marathon
P a d d l i n g  a n d  p o r t a g i n g

First paddled in 1951, the FNB Dusi Canoe Marathon covers the 120 km of waterways that flow between the cities of 
Pietermaritzburg and Durban in the province of KwaZulu-Natal. The biggest canoeing event on the African continent and 
one of the world’s most popular river marathons, the Dusi attracts between 1 600 and 2 000 paddlers each year. 
The race is held in mid-February to take advantage of the summer rainfalls. Temperatures can be extreme, often exceeding 
40 °C in the beautiful yet sweltering Valley of a Thousand Hills.
The race starts at Camps Drift on the uMsindusi River that runs through Pietermaritzburg and includes a number of weirs 
and Grade 1 to Grade 2+ rapids. At roughly the halfway point the uMsindusi meets the far larger uMngeni River and the 
paddling becomes more challenging, with some rapids rated Grade 3+. 
The Dusi route is not marked and the onus lies with the paddlers to learn the safe lines down the more demanding rapids 
and weirs. Safety is paramount, however, and marshals and divers are stationed at all major obstacles.
One thing that makes the Dusi unique is the numerous portages that crop up along the way. Paddlers carry their craft 
over hills, either to cut out tricky and unrunnable rapids and cataracts or to eliminate long loops in the river. Most of these 
portages are through thick bush on steep and undulating terrain and can stretch to 4 km in length.
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