Welcome Committee

by Sean Falconer

Yesterday I got to run with two of my running heroes as they arrived back in Cape Town.

On Sunday afternoon I drove out to Melkbosstrand, right on the northern outskirts of the greater Cape Town metropolitan area, to join a reception committee of local runners to welcome Braam Malherbe and David Grier – the guys who ran the Great Wall of China in 2006 – as they arrived back in their hometown.

The two have now completed the first 800km of their projected 3500km run around the coastline of South Africa, from the border with Namibia to the border with Mozambique.

I was honoured to be able to join the group escorting Grier and Malherbe for the last six kays from Koeberg Power Station to Melkbosstrand – and all I can say is that for two guys running between 40 and 50 kays a day, six days per week with a single rest day in between, they put on a cracking pace of around five minutes per kay! So much for Braam’s comments about going at a snail’s pace…

The welcoming group included elite runners Vladimir Kotov, Farwa Mentoor and Kirsti Weir plus a few other local runners involved in the run – and somehow I cracked a nod for an invite, too. We drove out to the power station with the support crew in their 4x4 Toyota vehicles to meet up with the two runners as they came down the beach, then fell in beside them for the last stretch, complete with police escort and photographers pointing cameras at us. Talk about feeling like a celeb!

Grier and Malherbe are two of the most inspirational guys I know. I met them 19 months ago when they returned to South Africa after becoming the first people ever to run the length of the Great Wall of China in one attempt – all 4500km of it! They undertook this epic run to raise funds for Operation Smile SA, a non-profit organisation which conducts surgical programmes for children suffering from cleft lips and palates.

Now they’re well into their latest challenge, and flying along too – despite both having undergone knee operations after the Great Wall run and having far less time to train and prepare for the second extreme run than they had before the China run.

This year’s extreme run, known as the ‘Cipla Spar Miles for Smiles Coastal Challenge 2008 in association with Round Table SA’ saw the pair set out from Oranjemund, Namibia on 1 July. To date they have completed a gruelling 800km, mostly on beach sand, including running along the rugged and tightly restricted Namaqualand Diamond Coast of the Northern Cape, an area that was hard hit by massive flooding and deterioration of many roads and tracks which slowed them down earlier this month.

Having eased into the run with stints of 30-35km per day, Grier and Malherbe have now increased their daily mileage to 40-42km per day. While running with them, I asked David how the challenge is shaping up compared to the China run. He told me that they’ve both found it easier to build up to 50 kays per day this time round, because in China they had never done anything like this before and didn’t know what they were capable of. Braam added that the long lay-off they both had after their knee ops hasn’t had a detrimental effect on them, because they feel fresher now despite having trained less.

David added that the SA run is proving far more challenging in another respect – because of all the people they meet. “In China we could just concentrate on running, whereas here we’re constantly stopping to meet people and promote the run to raise more funds. There are also people joining us or visiting us all the time, and we’re doing far more interviews.”

Pulling up alongside Braam near the end of yesterday’s run, I asked him if they were being asked what the next challenge would be. He smiled with a hint of an evil glint in his eye and replied that they do indeed have the next challenge lined up already, although he can’t say yet what it is. “Let’s just say that it will involve land and water, and when we finish it we’re going to promote it as the ultimate endurance challenge for teams of two, all to raise funds for Operation Smile.

This afternoon the guys will be at the Mouille Point Lighthouse at 3:3pm to run along the Promenade with a group of local kids, following which they will hopefully get Mayor Helen Zille to sign their charter for the childen’s rights, which they are carrying with them throughout the run and getting all local officials and dignitaries to sign.

The run is due to finish in Mozambique’s Ponta do Ouro early in October.

To track the duo’s daily progress via satellite and help make every step of their journey count by donating to Operation Smile SA, visit www.milesforsmiles.co.za.
