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 By Claude Moshiywa 

How I Won
Comrades 2013

do that.
Since then it has been very, very busy. 

Lots of interviews, and in the past month, 
since the race, I have only done two runs of 
10 kilometres. 

But I’ve seen a lot of Comrades 
champions in the past, and I’ve seen what 
happens to them afterwards. I have learnt 
from them that it is important to be 
grounded. Not to do anything different, and 
to draw a line when you need to.

I believe I can give back to my 
community through this – especially at 
schools. I think I can help uplift the 
community and show people what can be 
done.

I am excited about next year. I will go and 
look at my programme, and perhaps look at 
how I can tweak it for the ‘Down’ Run next 
year… 

– As told to Mike Finch

 Year  Time  Position 

2000 8:04.44 1379

2002 6:33.19 77

2003 6:46:02 147

2004 5:58:18 16

2005 5:42:23 8

2006 5:50:18 11

2007 5:53:30 12

2008 6:04:12 19

2009 5:53:22 16

2010 5:43:04 6

2011 5:42:06 3

2012 5:39:11 9

2013 5:32:09 1

 I realised that I was one of 
the favourites was only when I got to 
Durban and looked at the field. I was 
confident, because I had tested my fitness 
and I knew I was in top form. I usually do a 
24-kilometre route near my house. It’s very 
hilly, and if I do that route between 1:27 and 
1:32, I know I’m in good shape. This year I 
did my PB on the course.

Two years ago I didn’t have enough 
mileage in my legs to handle the 89 kilo- 
metres, even though I finished third. Last 
December I decided to increase my mileage, 
and averaged between 120 and 150 kilo-
metres a week. That sort of mileage suits me 
– I don’t get too tired, and I recover quickly.

I knew at Two Oceans that this could be 
my year. I ran to 14th place in 3:15, but I 
reckon I was going at about 50 per cent. I 
surged a few times from the leading group to 
test my legs.

Deep down in my heart I knew I could 
win. I was ready for the other guys… guys 
like Ludwick Mamabolo (2012 champion), 
former Two Oceans winner Marco Mambo, 
and Bongmusa Mthembu. I knew that 
(defending ‘Up’ Run champion Stephen) 
Muzhingi was injured, and not a threat.

I got up at 3am, took a shower, and went to 
eat. I ate three slices of brown bread with 
jam and had some black coffee. We then 
made our way from our Umhlanga Ridge 
hotel and got to the start at 4.15.

When I warm up in the elite area I’m not 
much of a talker. I don’t really look at the 
other guys. I just do my own thing, and do 
some light jogging just to get ready. The only 
guys I talk to are some of the guys I train with, 
and I just advise them not to run in the front.

It was warm at the start. But in 
Johannesburg, where we train, it’s hot until 
the end of April, so the weather wasn’t a 
problem for me.

I got myself into the leading bunch and 
was with them until 30 kilometres. But the 
pace was very slow. Most of the guys were 

running with Ludwick Mamabolo and 
Stephen Muzhingi. That’s what happens in 
the race… most of the guys run with the 
champion and follow his pace, instead of 
following their own.

I was feeling strong, and six guys 
(including me) pulled clear of the group. I 
was surprised that some of the big favourites 
didn’t chase us. 

Eventually I was running with Johannes 
Kekana, but I knew he didn’t have a lot of 
experience running in ultras. We did help each 
other with pace, and even gave each other 
water. But I knew he wasn’t going to last.

I eventually pulled clear with 20 
kilometres to go, but I did get some cramp as 
I went up Polly Shortts. I asked the guys on 
the media truck to give me water, and I was 
scared that someone was going to come up 
behind me.

But once I was over Pollys I knew no-one 
was going to catch me – although the last 
two kilometres were very difficult. I was 
really tired by then, and my biggest fear was 
that I would get tripped by some of the 
spectators who were running excitedly next 
to me. That was scary.

I really didn’t know whether I was excited or 
not when I entered the stadium. I guess I 
couldn’t process that I had won. I remember my 
ears being blocked, and feeling so incredibly 
tired. All I wanted to do was sleep. I think it 
really only sank in much later in the day.

I only got back to my hotel at 7pm that 
night.  It was very late, and I was being 
pulled left and right with interviews. I had 
left my wife, Jeanette, and my two boys 
(Themba, 6, and Nkosi, 7) there, and they 
had watched the whole race on TV. When I 
saw my wife she was emotional, but she 
couldn’t jump to me because she knew that I 
was very weak.

My family and I stayed an extra night at the 
Elangeni in Durban. It was nice to be able to 

TRIUMPHANT
tickertape and cheering 

crowds carry an exhausted 
Moshiywa over the line.
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“The first half of the race was tough, 
because it was pretty much all uphill. 
Having said that, the support from the 
crowds was just superb – a huge boost as we 
all plodded up the hills.” 

As the race rolled on, the temperature 
climbed and the wind stood up, and the 
inside of O’Neill’s costume started to feel like 
a sauna. With each step, and each kilometre 
that passed, the suit felt as though it was 
getting a little heavier.

“It was quite hot for all the runners, and 
the suit has a habit of wrapping you up, 
therefore making it feel even warmer. I just 
kept taking on water, ensuring that I was 
able to sweat and cool down. One bonus was 
not having much forward visibility in the 
suit – so I couldn’t look up and see the next 
big hill coming!”.

But the Rhino Runner didn’t have to go it 
alone. “It was incredible… a group of runners 
said they would run with me. They stopped 
when I stopped, and slowed down when I 
slowed down. They helped me at the water 
and food stations. Their amazing generosity, 
support and spirit encouraged me to keep 
pushing on. They were fantastic.”

And, of course, the crowds along the side 
of the road also spurred him on, cheering 
boisterously and chanting “Rhino Man!” 
when he passed by.

Once the course flattened, O’Neill had 
enough in the tank to up his pace to over 
7km/h as he passed Drummond, and was 
going even faster when he hit Camperdown 
– and crossed the finish line in a time of 10:38, 
enough to earn him a bronze medal and 
position 4 058th overall. Most importantly, 
he raised about R45 000 for the Save the 
Rhino charity, and raised awareness of the 
important conservation and anti-poaching 
work the charity does in South Africa.

But would he do it again?
“It would be great to come back with a crash 

of rhinos next time. You’ll have to wait and see.”

 

 pitched up at the 
Comrades Expo wearing his eight-kilogram 
rhino suit, many of his fellow runners – 
seeing him parading around in the life-like 
costume – thought he’d lost his mind. 

It was, after all, the ‘Up’ run, which would 
make it all the more gruelling in shorts and a 
singlet, never mind in that outfit – and 
Durban doesn’t have quite the cold, crisp 
climate of London, where the 43-year-old 
lives and trains.

“I received a mix of responses; a lot were 
encouraging, but most of them in disbelief 
– almost as if they were saying to me, ‘Do 
you know what you’re getting into?’”

The rhino costume is made of foam, which 
wraps around a black cotton mesh and hinges 
on a rucksack frame that clips around O’Neill’s 
waist. The life-sized head – a stage prop that 
wasn’t exactly designed for running, never 
mind for ultra marathons – attaches loosely to 
the frame via two elastic bands.

The Londoner’s determination to make 

were snatched from his bag.
Devastated by his misfortune, O’Neill 

says, he had to get his head back into race 
mode, and couldn’t let himself be distracted 
for too long: “My friend Bryan Hemmings 
and I went up to visit some good friends of 
the Save the Rhino charity who live up near 
Pietermaritzburg, which also allowed us to 
see the route for the first time. By the 
afternoon, though, I knew that I had to 
forget the theft, get off my feet, and rest 
before the very special day ahead.”

Tests conducted by experts at Asics’ running 
lab in London show that in the rhino suit, 
O’Neill’s body works about 25% harder than 
when he runs in traditional apparel; and to 
maintain his usual marathon tempo, his 
heart rate increases from 137 bpm to 161 
bpm. O’Neill’s best time in a marathon is 
2:54 in standard running gear, but in rhino 
mode it’s more than an hour and 20 minutes 
slower, at 4:17 – and that’s only half the 
Comrades distance.

But O’Neill was confident. A few weeks 
before Comrades, he’d finished the London 
Marathon in a personal best. “My training 
included a run carrying a 15-kilogram 
backpack every other day, so I was in pretty 

  By Trevor Neethling 

Suited Up

his mark on the world’s ultimate race was 
given a jolt when he discovered his 
belongings had been stolen at the Expo on 
the Friday before the race, while he was 
being interviewed by a journalist. He had 
barely been in the country 24 hours when 
his phone, laptop and about R2 000 in cash 

good shape.”
Up at 3am, O’Neill had to start the race 

from right at the back because of his costume, 
but it didn’t take him long to get going in the 
early morning air, and soon he clicked into 
his usual steady pace, averaging over 6km/h 
at the first checkpoint, Cowies Hill. 

RHINO RACER
Vincent o’neill, finished 

in an incredible  10:38 and 
raised r45 000 for charity
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my head. To save my legs from heat-fatigue, I 
chewed handfuls of sticky, salty potatoes, 
and swallowed salt capsules. The small stick 
of sunscreen in my belt also came in handy.

The 10-hour pace-setter bus caught me. 
Although I had set out to run the race alone, I 
was inspired by their camaraderie, and 
decided to climb aboard. When we walked, 
we raised our arms and inhaled in unison, 
slowing our heart rate. When we ran, we 
pushed towards a landmark, and the 
pace-setter encouraged us: “Don’t think about 
quitting until you’ve crossed the finish line.”

Approaching the 20km-to-go marker, all 
the injury-proofing strength training I’d done 
at the gym made sense at last. My legs felt 
springy and light – a nice change from the 
cramped foot and wonky knee I’d had in my 
first Comrades.

Polly Shortts isn’t particularly long; nor is it 
steep. What makes it such a difficult climb is 
that it bites in the last 10 kays of an 89-kilo-
metre ultra. At the bottom, we counted down 
together: three, two, and one. I propelled 
myself forwards, calves protesting. I could see 
the fourth pole creeping slowly towards us, the 
point at which we would walk for a while. 
Despite my burning lungs, I was determined 
not to give up so close to the finish, and I 
pushed through another four running sections.

When the commentator on the hilltop told 
us we were slightly off-pace, I wasn’t dis- 
heartened. Many solo runners had long since 
climbed aboard the bailer bus, but the bus I’d 
chosen had instilled a mantra: carry on. I let 
the flag escape into the distance, and kept my 
steady pace until I crossed the finish line.

My personal best, a strong position in my 
category and a back-to-back medal weren’t 
the reasons I felt so proud of myself at the 
end; it was the difference in how I felt when I 
crossed that line, compared to the previous 
year – I was positive, strong, and calm.

willing anyone who had the gall to challenge 
Comrades to succeed. I was smiling as I flew 
down the loopy Alverstone descent, and even 
joined another runner in his passionate 
rendition of I Believe I Can Fly (sung in an 
unmistakably Zulu accent). 

There was a bleep as the red strip at Drum-
mond registered my timing chip. I couldn’t 
resist grabbing the arm of the runner next to 
me. “What time is it?” I asked him excitedly. 
“Quarter past ten,” he replied. With another 
43km still left to run, I whooped and 
punched the air as if I’d already finished, 
triggering puzzled looks from runners and 
spectators alike. This was exactly where I’d 
wanted to be. I had made it to the half-way 
mark on schedule, and so far the plain, 
tried-and-tested food I’d eaten during the 
lead-up to race day had stayed put. And I still 
had plenty left in the tank.

Harrison Flats was described afterwards as 
‘arid’ and ‘uninspiring’. I couldn’t just feel the 
heat; I could see it, rising in tendrils from the 

tar. It burned our rubber soles. Dusty gusts of 
wind sandblasted my legs; the sun dried my 
lips. Spectators were few, and runners quiet.

But training in Cape Town’s summer heat 
and howling south-easter had been ideal 
preparation. I got into the habit of drinking 
big gulps from water sachets, then drenching 

 the runners stumbling into my 
self-catering accommodation kitchen resem- 
bled the Vaseline-embalmed walking dead 
more than they did athletes. My stroll along 
the deserted beachfront was equally quiet – 
the booming nightlife in the city centre 
shocking by contrast. I didn’t see many 
runners at all, until I reached a tall fence.

Beyond the fence, loads of them were 
caught in the floodlights. I joined an army of 
Comrades troops as I lined up in my seeding 
pen, balmy heat already wafting over my arms. 
As I waited for the blaring horn, I felt confident 
that this time I had done enough to prepare.

I imagined my boyfriend was probably 
lying in bed watching us all on TV, looking 
down on thousands of little dots, moving 
down the screen. As the dots disappeared 
from view, bled into the city centre, and 
passed under Toll Gate Bridge, the euphoria 
died down; in its place, quiet realisation of 
the enormity of the journey ahead. 

Over-training before my first Comrades 
had cost my legs dearly, so I’d been careful 
not to race too much and to value my rest 

periods this year. My legs felt fresh, and I 
conserved energy by running a moderate 
pace early on. I also broke the distance down 
into sections, and it became less daunting.

I’ve never been a fan of hills, so the ‘Up’ 
run was an opportunity to learn to love my 
undulating LSDs and weekly sessions of hill 
repeats. I was relieved to find that Cowies 
Hill and then Fields Hill felt more like gentle 
inclines, compared to the slopes I’d been 
training on: Red Hill and Constantia Nek, in 
Cape Town. Beneath the cool shadows of tall 
trees, I looked forward to reaching the 
summit and my reward – another energy gel.

At Botha’s Hill were hoards of spectators, 
mostly youngsters in Kearsney College 
uniforms. There was a festive atmosphere: 
energetic music, smoky braais, and giggling 
toddlers carried on shoulders. Supporters 
who didn’t know me at all screamed my 
name passionately – I think they were 
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 By Lisa Nevitt 

Facing  
My Comrades
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TO THE WINNER
...the spoils. nevitt poses 
with her bronze and back-
to-back medals.
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 in June, it was cold in 
the early hours of the morning. I fumbled 
around in the dark room, my hands 
scratching the floor for kit as my bleary eyes 
slowly woke to the task at hand. 

Grabbing at clothes with numb fingers, I 
slowly pulled on my essential gear and 
stumbled into action, finally thinking to 
myself: today is Comrades day – I’m awake, 
I’m dressed, I’m ready. With that, I marched 
into the lounge, and flicked on the television 
just as the start gun was fired. Oh, how I 
wish I hadn’t. 

Undoubtedly, Comrades is one of the great 
ultra races to run. But to watch it live on the 
SABC is a cruel test of endurance that not 
even Barack Obama would force on the most 
wicked of terror suspects. Dull, uninformed 
commentators combined with visuals shot 
through a bowl of porridge make South 
Africa’s glamour running event an also-ran 
when it comes to quality home viewing. 

As eventual winner Claude Moshiywa hit 
the 80km mark, I could take my TV’s inane 
ramblings no more. I was done, a Comrades 
viewer staggering towards the line and in 
desperate need of resuscitation in the 
medical tent. “I now understand why people 
run Comrades... so they can avoid the 
commentary,” I tweeted.

The response (56 instant retweets and 
countless ‘LOL’s) was impressive in its 
aggressive agreement. It highlighted two 
things. One, hardly anyone was enjoying the 
broadcast (yet people were still glued to their 
screens, presumably with the volume down 
and a Tour de France commentary 
soundtrack babbling away comfortingly in 
the background). And two, Comrades is 
huge. Massive. So wide and all-
encompassing in its scale that it actually gets 
white people to keep their grubby eyeballs 
off another  unattainable Nigella ‘cookery’-
fest and actually watch an SABC channel.

By hook or by crook, the SABC has ended 
up with an absolute gem on its hands; and 
instead of polishing it to a fine finish, they’re 
scratching away at it like an indifferent, 
oblivious child – and evidently they’ll only 
be happy when the shards lie scattered on 
the floor, piercing executives in the feet. 

While the race shuffled to a conclusion, the 
pace of Twitter’s SABC-directed insults only 
quickened. “Does the SABC not have capacity 
to produce clear images, in this day and age? 

Shocker! #comrades,” tweeted the clearly 
aggrieved sports scientist Jeroen Swart. 

Writers Darrel Bristow-Bovey and Kevin 
McCallum were both quick to pick up on the 
absurdity of the commentary. McCallum 
tweeted this foul-up: “SABC commentator 
on Comrades: ‘They are blind runners. Those 
guys, they cannot see.’”, while Bristow-Bovey 
noted this astute observation: “‘There’s  
800 000 bananas on the route. I think that’s 
more than all the trees in KZN that sell 
bananas!’”

To be fair, it wasn’t all submarine-
window visuals and meandering statements 
masquerading as questions at the post-race 
interviews. The addition of Bruce Fordyce to 
the commentary team added excellent race 
knowledge and insight to the broadcast.

Fordyce probably knows the race better 
than anyone in South Africa, and that 
intimacy came through in almost everything 
he said. The same, however, could not be 
said for the rest of the production. Which is 
a shame, really, because the stats show that 
some 1 278 187 viewers watched the 
coverage of the race, up six per cent 
compared to 2012 (TAMS, 2013). To put that 
into perspective, just 999 205 people 
watched the Springboks (allegedly the 
best-supported team in the country) in their 
first Test of the year, when they took on Italy 
in Durban the weekend after Comrades. 

In the spirit of fairness and two-sidedness,  

Comrades 2013

I contacted the Comrades administration to 
ask a few questions concerning the 
television coverage of their supposedly 
premium event. I wanted to know if  
they felt the SABC was doing the best job  
they could.

In an email response from Delaine Cools, 
listed under ‘Media and Communications’ on 
the Comrades website, I was told, “You may 
email the SABC’s Melinda Lombard with 
regards to our 2013 broadcast.” I did and she 
was on leave, so I emailed the suggestion on 
her automated response. No reply.

Prior to Cools’ response, I had already 
emailed the SABC’s Keletso Totlhanyo with 
a number of questions regarding the 
coverage, including: “The race visuals do 
seem to be quite poor, as with the Two 
Oceans broadcast earlier this year. Is there 
any reason for this?” and, “What difficulties 
does the SABC face when broadcasting an 
event of this magnitude? Did you experience 
any difficulties at Comrades this year?” 
Hardly provocative and unreasonable, on 
my part.

Totlhanyo replied – very politely, I might 
add – “I will forward it to our 
communication department, as I am not 
allowed to deal with the media directly.”

By the time this column was submitted, 
I’d been met with only silence from the 
other end; presumably, the same sound all 
Comrades TV watchers will be hearing when 
they tune in and turn down, come race day 
in 2014.  

 
 

 
 By David Moseley 

Good race,
Bad coverage

TAKING IT EASY
unfortunately, so did 

the sabc...


