
1 

 

XPD 2008 

 

XPD   AUSTRALIA 

 
DATE: 17 – 28 NOVEMBER 2008 

DISTANCE: 800KM (5 – 10 DAYS) AUSTRALIAN HIGH COUNTRY 

TEAM NAME:  BULL OF AFRICA – SOUTH AFRICA 

MEMBERS: STEPHAN MULLER 

  HEIDI MULLER 

  DONOVAN SIMMS 

  RODWELL SIMMS 

WRITTEN BY HEIDI MULLER 

 

Getting all our equipment to Australia was the first challenge.  We were only 
allowed by the airways to book in 20Kg and take 7Kg as hand luggage. We had 
to substitute our plastic bike boxes for cardboard boxes. All we could manage to 
get in was a bike, helmet and a few pieces of equipment and that got us to 24Kg 
(luckily our check in lady was having a good day).  Our race backpack became 
our hand luggage and everything else had to fit into that.  The race was going to 
take us through Alpine areas and although it was summer we could encounter 
cold weather. To pack in all this cold-weather clothing, giving the weight 
limitations was challenging. We definitely packed to little race clothing and that 
made the race much harder for us than it needed to be. 
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Stephan and I left for Sydney on the Thursday’s night flight and Donovan & 
Rodwell left on Friday night. Our Team was united on Saturday and we did a 
whirlwind tour of all the tourist sites eg: Bondi beach, Opera House, Harbour 
bridge etc. 

 

Stephan’s brother, Anton who lives in Australia met us in Sydney and he was a 
great help in all our logistical planning for this race.  The XPD race is an 
unsupported race with no need for seconding so Anton would stay on after the 
race has started, and serve as a race Marshall.  We rented a minivan and set off 
to Thredbo on Sunday morning for an 8 hour drive. On our way we stopped at 
the Supermarket and bought all our racing food but with our “strong” currency 
buying food on an International race were a bit of a dilemma... important lesson 
for all who wants to race internationally. Budget constrains can cost you the 
race, by skimping on food.  
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Thredbo is one of Australia’s main ski–resorts and lies at the foot of the highest 
peak in Australia, Mount Kosciusko. Monday and Tuesday was occupied with 
registration, kit-checks and medical, navigation testing on top of the ski-slope 
we had to take the ski lift to the top.  It was weird to take a ski-lift up a 
mountain with only green grass in sight but little did we know...We bought 5 
plastic race boxes and 4 new cardboard bike boxes for our bikes. Dividing up of 
all our gear into the boxes and working out when we will need what, took good 
teamwork and pre planning. The course booklet was very detailed and gave us 
all the information about how long legs were, when we can expect our boxes, 
how long each leg should take the front and back teams etc.  We received 34 
maps covering 13 legs. There was a compulsory stop at mid-camp where you 
had to stop for 6 hours where you would also receive a few luxuries eg: tent, a 
meal and a wash.  

The race started Wednesday morning at 05:30. We all boarded the busses at 6 
for a 6 hour trip to Mount Buffalo. We crossed the border from New South Wales 
to the state of Victoria on the way. The start of the race was on the Top of 
Mount Buffalo. We stopped at the bottom of the mountain and had to assemble 
our bikes before boarding the busses for the final climb up the mountain to the 
start. 
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Leg 4 was the first kayak leg and teams would only be allowed on the water 
between 6am and 8pm on Friday and we had to keep this into consideration (we 
only had a day and half to get to this point).   We were also warned about a 
massive cold front that we might encounter on route. 

Leg 1: Trek 30km 
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On the first Trek we had to visit 5 check points in any order located around the 
park.  After a minute silence to appreciate the magnitude of what we are facing, 
we set off on a trot.  This was one of those immense moments of beauty, mist 
and forest - it felt like we were on another planet. The last 15km was downhill 
back to the car park. At this point we were in first position. 

Leg 2: Mountain bike 60km 

This ride took us through a historic mining area.  During this leg the top 
Australian team passed us and we arrived at the end of this leg around mid-
night.  We disassembled our bikes and placed them back into the bike boxes. 
This transition was in the rain and luckily gazebo’s was supplied for the teams to 
get ready for the next leg.  A laptop was set up in the transition area and all 
teams had to write a short blog on their adventure so far. This was compulsory 
and we would see this computer a few more times during the race. After loading 
our bike boxes and race box into the truck we set out during the night in the rain 
on a monster hiking leg. 

Leg 3: Trek 85km  
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The cold front was on its way and temperatures started to drop. The speed on 
this leg was important as we wanted to get to the paddle leg before Friday 
morning 6am and we haven’t slept yet.  This leg would take us 30 hours to 
complete.   We could not find a check point due to thick mist and rain and we 
and a New Zealand team spent an hour in a hut waiting for sunrise and visibility 
and found a cold and lonely marshal on top of the mountain, he gave Don a hug 
when he saw us. Except for the first leg there weren’t many route choices 
available and the best option was mainly on the tracks and roads marked on the 
map.  During this leg we tried to take a short cut by moving off the hiking trail, 
because of the thick vegetation and hilly area this proved to be a big mistake 
and we lost valuable time.  This leg was really cold and wet.  We opt not to stop 
for food and coffee at one of the ski resorts and this prove to be a mistake.  
Stephan started to take strain due to lack of food and dropping of body 
temperature and this slowed down our team.  The last checkpoint of this leg was 
the highest point of the State of Victoria, Mount Bogong.  The marshals 
abandoned their checkpoint due to the extreme weather and we lost a lot of 
time looking for the “not present” marshal. This was a novice mistake as we 
knew we were at the right place and should have moved on earlier.  Due to lack 
of sleep we all took strain on this leg and the last few km back on the road took 
us forever as we were sleep walking all over the place.  The plan was to get to 
this checkpoint early to get a few hours sleep before the paddle leg opens. This 
did not work out and we arrived in 4th place on Friday morning and had to sleep 
for 3 hours. 
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Leg 4: Paddle 32Km 

 

The first part of the paddle was closed due to the heavy rain and we had to walk 
another 10km on a tar road to the paddle put in. Luckily we could buy coffee 
from a local shop.  After inflating our boats we set of on the paddle. It was truly 
one of the most beautiful rivers we had ever paddled on. In was great so see 
Anton on this paddle leg as a marshal. We finished this leg lunch time Friday 
afternoon. 

Leg 5: Mountain bike 210 Km  
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This leg was an expedition within an expedition. This leg turned out to be the 
turning point for the race as well as for our team. During our first ascent into the 
mountains Rodwell has decided that he could not continue with this race due to 
pain.  After taking him back to the previous marshal we continued as an 
unofficial 3 man team.   This massive ride was the biggest ever attempted at an 
XPD.  It was the longest, had the most altitude gain/loss and was navigationally 
difficult.  You were either pushing uphill or flying downhill of which I can only 
remember the uphill part.  After crossing the first mountain range we passed 
through a village where we had a great pie and a cup of coffee in a pub. The not 
so steady patrons were extremely friendly.  Afterwards we learned that the 2 
teams behind us including Sakkie, ex-South African racer, spent a night in this 
village.  It proved to be a wise decision because at this stage unbeknown to us 
the race has been stopped due to a severe snow storm which we were busy 
cycling into.  Never in my live before have I experienced something like this and 
could not believe what i was getting myself into, yet again.  We got drenched 
and no gear could stop the cold and wet from getting into your body and bones.  
We knew we had to continue and it was a combination of sleet, wind, rain and 
snow coming down onto us. We tried to sleep in a barn for an hour, hoping the 
heavy rain will stop.  Saturday morning we arrived at the check point just as the 
marshal was packing up to leave. He broke the news to us that the race has 
been stopped and we have to cycle to the mid-way stop. Leg 6, the next paddle 
leg of 55km was cancelled and the race would continue from the mid camp when 
the weather cleared.  Unfortunately no back-up vehicles was available to 
transport us to the mid-way stop and we had to cycle another 70km. Most of 
this cycle was against the wind and all i can remember were the tears running 
down my face and the total feeling of despair. This proved to be a big advantage 
for all the teams behind us who was stopped at the previous checkpoints and 
was by now already at the mid-way camp, resting and re-fuelling.  
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Midway camp: Tintaldra 

 

 

The midway camp was located in terms of distance just over half way. We were 
one of the last teams to arrive there.  The camp was never intended to cater for 
the whole field so all the tents and the hall was packed with smelly bodies and 
equipment.  After having a great meal supplied by die organisers Stephan and I 
booked into the last room at the one and only “5 Star” hotel and Donovan & 
Rodwell took a room in the caravan park.  We had a great festive meal with all 
the other teams at the hotel that night and had the opportunity to shower, wash 
and dry our limited amount of clothing and had a sleep in a bed. 

The next day we waited to hear when the race will restart, we stocked up on 
food and rested some more.  From here onwards we sort of lost our racing mode 
seeing that we were unofficial and got into a “just finish the race” mode which is 
a horrible state to be in.  When you in this kind of mode you really start to 
question and debate the reasons for this punishment and pain you are putting 
yourself through.  You lose your drive and urgency and waste so much time in 
transitions and your decision making became unfocused.  After race organisers 
consulted with the parks board and taken into the account the weather 
predictions it was announced that the race will restart at 5pm on Sunday 
afternoon. The teams who have started with the 210km Mountain bike leg were 
given time bonuses depending on their positions when the race was stopped. All 
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this would be taken into account when working out the final finishing time. The 
race re-started with a bike leg. 

Leg 7: Mountain bike 65km 

 

 We started with intervals of 1min between teams.  We started in 4th position.  
This was like a time trail and very soon our tired biking legs showed with some 
of the teams who have not even started with the 210km plus 70km mountain 
bike leg passed us easily.  I took strain from the word go and was very thank full 
when darkness came, and we could make up some places again with some 
teams getting lost  in the forestry roads. I have to say thank you to Donovan 
who was pulling and pushing me, I was holding on for dear life. I could still 
appreciate the beautiful scenery cycling into the rainbow. 

Leg 8: Trek orienteering 25km 
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7 Checkpoints were given to us and we had to get 6 in any order and return to 
our bikes. This was a beautiful leg for us, with the landscape mostly covered in 
snow and we encountered several snow men built by all the teams. This area is 
known for its wild Brumbies; we saw many horse tracks but never saw any 
horses.  

Leg 9: Uphill Mountain bike leg 60km 

The following leg 10 (Trek 25km) was cancelled due to the high snow fall.  
Instead of biking and hiking to the next paddle, we had to bike all the way and I 
promised you this was an unforgivable uphill, never ending slog. The first 10km 
was downhill to the river.  We had to cross the river by placing our bikes on an 
inflatable boat and paddle it over.  Anton and our injured team mate Rodwell 
were the marshals at this river crossing. We were in high spirits seeing them.  
The ever present flies kept us company nearly all the way to the top. This was 
around 50km uphill, need i say more.  Eventually the snow replaced the flies and 
the scenery was spectacular! The whole landscape was white. 
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Leg 10: Trek 25 km (cancelled) 

Leg 11: Paddle 30km 
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Arriving at this transition we wasted again lots of time getting our bikes back 
into our boxes.  I was absolutely finished after that never ending cycle and it 
was getting very cold. I slept for an hour. At least I saw many kangaroos 
hopping around this transition and it lifted my spirits temporarily. This was 
supposed to be a flat water paddle on a dam, but because of the low water 
levels the first part was flowing water with small rapids.  Due to the fact that we 
were 3 people in 1 boat it did not take much to get us soaked and at the last 
unavoidable rapid we got drenched.  Freezing water, dropping temperatures 
combined with darkness made us stop and put on our thermals.  We paddled as 
hard as we could, trying to warm up, but to no avail.  We made a navigation 
mistake due to the many islands and following other boats and all three of us 
were shaking uncontrollably.  We opted to camp out and try to sleep for a few 
hours hoping of getting warmer inside the tent, this ended into a hellish 
nightmare for me!!!! This was the coldest night i have ever experienced outdoors 
and cannot put this experience into words. Finally the mist lifted somewhat and 
we got our broken, stiff and ice cold bodies back into the boat and got to the 
transition. Here we had amazing marshals and I got from 1 amazing guy, who I 
think could see my condition a warm water bag which was my lifesaver at that 
point. Thank you – you know who you are. 

Leg 12: Another uphill Mountain bike leg 65km 

Yet again another uphill leg and we passed through kangaroo land.  When we 
finally reached the tar road - still climbing - a group of tourists came flying down 
on their bikes, passing us on their way downhill where their bus would pick them 
up, I wished for a moment to be part of their group.  

 We passed many ski-resorts, all closed due to the off season. Ironically all the 
mountains were covered with snow.  All the bars and coffee shops were closed 
and we finally found one open bar and got a coke and chips before setting off on 
our last 10km to our last transition Charlotte Pass. 
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Leg 13: Trek 22km over Mount Kosciusko to the finish 

 

 

 

We cycled into this transition with cheers from Anton and Rodwell and them 
pushing us to get this race over and done with.  We left Charlotte pass with a 
spectacular snowy hike, mostly uphill again all the way to Mount Kosciusko.  We 
got to the top as the sun set and this was a humbling experience as we reflected 
over the last week of racing.  With spirits up we had a very fast hike/run over 
the snow walkway all the way back to the top of Thredbo ski-resort where the 
finish was.  Part of the finish was the promise of champagne and a pizza and the 
discussion during the hike was mostly about this pizza. Unfortunately we 
reached the top of the ski-resort (Eagles nest) in the middle of the night and 
missed the opportunity to go down on the ski-lift (only open during daylight 
hours). Teams had to call the race organisers once you at this point to let them 
know you are close to the finish.  When Louise answered the phone Donovan still 
cracked a joke but she did not get it at that point...his words were: Pizza for 3 
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please!! At least we had lots of laughs’ at that point and the sky was filled with 
stars. This was a very painful downhill hike on sore legs down the ski slopes to 
the resort.   

 

 

At the finish we walked into the room, the same room we left 7 days ago...  
Sakke, our ex-South African team mate who finished earlier before us, was the 
first voice I heard when we arrived. Anton, Rodwell , Craig and Louise and some 
other team members, marshals etc welcomed us in.  We had the luxury of sitting 
on the podium in soft couches with champagne and the promised pizza.  

At this moment in time you are stripped of all your make-up and can only 
humbly say thank you to God for taking you on this journey of life.  We are a 
selected few who can see the world in this way.   

We spent the last few days before prize-giving sleeping, eating, washing clothes 
and sleeping and eating and sleeping and eating...we also had lots of fun on the 
toboggan run.  

 

Due to our early flight from Sydney we had to leave the very beautifully 
decorated and professional prize-giving affair early.  Luckily we had Anton who 
could also drive the 6 hours through the night to Sydney and we all got our 
flights in time back home.  Donovan and Rodwell went straight home while we 
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stopped for a few days and visited Anton and his family in beautiful Perth.  We 
saw the Australian’s big 5; Kangaroos, flies and Wombats in the wild during the 
race and flies and Koala Bears in a Reserve in Perth. 

 

 

 

 

Thank you: 

• All our thanks to Hano and Sonja Otto of Bull of Africa who let us have the 
free entry into the XPD Australia race.   

• Thank you and congratulations to Craig, Louise and their team of putting 
on an amazing race.   They are very professional and we are looking 
forward to seeing you again next year in Cairns... 

• To Anton and his family in Perth for really going out of their way to assist 
out team. We had a wonderful time! 

• To our team mates Rodwell (sorry you could not finish the race) and Don 
whose strength really makes a difference in out teams performance. 

• Peptopro  
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• Usn 

• Merida 

• Asics 

• First ascent 

• Salomon 

 

END. 

 

 

 


