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Isle of...

If you don’t like intrigue, read no further. If 
witnessing worlds colliding in the cold vacuum of 

space is not your thing, turn the page. 
For this is the true story of two space cadets finding 

their own orbit in a high, remote, rocky place, 
surrounded by a sea of turquoise blue.

Dodo Trail 2013

I  f you’re still reading, welcome aboard Air 
Mauritius’ Airbus flight MK0846. Buckle 
your seatbelt, s’il vous plait. Why you ask? 
Because you’re flying three hours eastwards 
from Durban over 2,871km of deep blue 

ocean, that’s why. Please listen attentively to 
the English/French safety demo and realise it’s a 
metaphor for you leaving familiar surroundings. 
You’re going where many new tongues are 
spoken. Most you won’t understand, but don’t 
worry, there’s a universal language that everyone 
understands. You’ll get it, even if only eventually. 
Please remember that seatbelt. We have intrigue, 
often turbulent, ahead, says space cadet Deon 

Braun.
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words & photos Deon Braun
You’ll go no higher on this island. The top of Black River Gorge 
Peak is about 20km into the 50km Xtreme Dodo event

Early morning sunlight streams onto 
a new Mauritian morning as a local 
competitor labours up the slopes of  
Black River Gorge Peak

Scot Tori Leckie is unaccustomed to the steep gradients and 
dense vegetation after years of training on the dry dunes of Dubai 
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Tourist Warning
If you’ve never been to Mauritius, there 
are things you should know before you get 
into the courtesy taxi and start discussing 
philosophy with the always-courteous driver. 

It has ‘belonged’ to several nations 
including the Dutch, the French and the 
English. !at leaves its people with some 
scars and to say the least, a culture identity 
crisis. !ere are also serious economic 
imbalances. You’ll see them from the 
window of your car in the neighbourhoods 
you traverse, even if every inbound ride 
I’ve taken has been under cover of night. If 
you’re from Brazil - or South Africa - you’ll 
know about the masses living with not so 
much and then the few living with the lion’s 
share. Let’s not forget the UK and the USA. 
!ey’re rowing the same boat.  

Fast forward to l’hôtel, the "ve-star 
Heritage Awali to be precise. It’s sumptuous. 
Part of the Heritage Resorts group, there’s 
lots of polished exotic wood, shining metal 
and big glass. !e resorts in Mauritius 
are practically islands of their own. !ey 
have their own 10-foot security gates and 
walls. !eir own beaches. !eir own bus 
services. !eir own spas. !eir own #eets 
of pedal boats, surfskis, hobie yachts and 
glass-bottomed boats. Many have over 
10 restaurants and bars. Some are so big, 
like Heritage Resorts, situated on 2,500 
hectares of coastline, that it has its own 
1,600 hectare nature reserve, Frédérica, in 
the interior. 

You really don’t need to set a foot outside 
this microcosm of luxury and pampering. 
Unless you’re a trail runner, of course! !en 
it’s obligatory. Trail runners need to venture 
into the unknown. It’s in their DNA to want 
to dance on the Precipice of the Unknown.
But "rst... at 8pm, a little curve ball in the 
lobby of the hotel Awali after eating a late 
dinner. “Your roommate Mr Grobbelaar 
arrived a few minutes ago; he looked 
surprised when we told him he was 
sharing a room with you but we will be 
accommodating him in a separate room 
until tomorrow. I trust this is OK that you 
share from tomorrow, yes?”

“No problem, the organisers did tell me 
we’d need to share before I arrived and if 
that’s what has been organised, c’est la vie. 
Up at 7am the next morning for breakfast, 
I "nally meet Gavin, a muscular lad in his 
early thirties. He co-owns Multi Sport 
Basement in Johannesburg and is here 
to promote the event to his clientele. We 
hit it o$ and share many similar interests 
including backgrounds in multisport and 
triathlon. Lesson: trail runners generally 
have a similar world-view.

Profound thought: If everyone on the 
planet was a trail runner, would there 
be world peace?

He’s excited to run Dodo because his 
girlfriend Bev completed the 50km in 
2012 and he’s going to be thinking about 

her every step of the way. For lunch that 
day, we are advised we’ll be meeting 
other journalists at the C Club, the beach 
restaurant at sister hotel Le Telfair. We 
don’t realise it’s just a 100m walk down the 
beach and catch the resident cab to drive 
there on the tar road, feeling like complete 
yob tourists when the vehicle stops after a 
one minute drive. So far, not very good form 
from the Sa$as! 

Entrenched at the C Club, we sit in the 
mod art chairs for 20 minutes until people 
start "ling in. One of them is a tall elegant 
brunette, wearing movie star dark shades. 
Wowzer! Now I’d really like to talk to her 
instead of Gavin, as good a new mate as he 
is. Another is a lovely redhead who must be 
from Trail Runner UK magazine because... 
(surprise!) she’s wearing their Dirty 
Weekends t-shirt. !ey are Tori Leckie, a 
30-something Scottish freelance writer 
and blogger from Dubai and Claire Maxted, 
editor of Trail Runner. Soon we’re all talking 
at hyper-speed about trail running, races, 
trail gear, magazines and everything in 
between. Magazine copies are being passed 
around and bartered. 

We discover that we’re all doing the 
50km tomorrow. So we depart knowing 
that an early supper awaits, before "nal 
preparations and agonising over which kit 
and energy provisions to take and leave. 
We can’t stay up too late: it’s a 3am wake-up 
to make our 4am shuttle depart. 

!e start is at Le Morne, an area I know 
from having stayed at the awesome hotel 
there in 2013 ahead of Royal Raid, the 
other trail ultra on Mauritius. Le Morne 
is an vertigo-inducing 556m-high solid 
rock skyscraper with a Romeo and Juliet 
history so sad it still hurts to hear it today 
(sidebar***), but tomorrow, Le Morne 
will be the start of an adventure that will 
bring happiness to all who have been brave 
enough to take it on.

In the 19th century, runaway slaves hid on Le 
Morne Brabant. Local legend has it that when 
slavery was abolished, a police expedition went 
to tell the slaves they were free. The slaves 
thought the party had come to recapture them 
and jumped to their deaths. Today, Mauritian 
creoles celebrate the day as the Annual 
Commemoration of the Abolition of Slavery. 

Taking on more
It’s race morning! I’ve decided to test 
!ule’s new Perspektiv camera bag at 
Dodo, knowing full well it isn’t designed 
as a running pack. But I really want to get 
photos along the route because I know from 
my previous Dodo in 2011 that the race 
photogs are not going to get to the most 
inaccessible parts, which thanks to Murphy, 
are also the most beautiful. 

I have no idea how my run will go with 
the extra weight of a DSLR and two lenses 
over the "rst 25km but my "rst port of 
call is to tape up my collarbones. My left 

There we were, standing in a crowded 
place, in over a dozen queues, like 
common refugees
!e cold marble #oor and low roof of the 
uninviting hall did nothing to make me want to be 
part of it. If I didn’t know better, I’d guess we were 
being processed for execution, prison or national 
military service. !ere were many of us and just 
20 of them, yet they had the power. !ey sat 
facing us with unsmiling, serious faces, like you’d 
expect a coroner or a police o%cer; people jaded 
from seeing death on a daily basis. !ey were 
squaring us down alright, but it was unlikely any 
of these immigration o%cials was going to try to 
kill us - at least we hoped not. 

Place Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam    
 International Airport*, Mauritius

Time  6:50pm

Date  July 2013

And yours truly? Just another adventure-seeking 
trail runner with a writing problem, a penchant 
for DSLR cameras and a tendency to take his own 
seeds, nuts and lentils for sprouting along... just in 
case. Sometimes, like now, even a ceramic teapot in 
the luggage for big cups of Rooibos that hotels  
don’t do. 

And two other issues to add to the writing one... 
A strong dislike of queues. And bureaucracy. If you 
haven’t noticed, there is a lot of both at airports.

“Breathe deeply. Breathe deeply. Breathe...
Universe, kill me now, please!” 
Not a shout, that might have startled fellow 

passengers, but a silent thought.
My thoughts immediately after this unpleasant 

"rst solution: “Go to your happy place, with the blue 
skies, blue water, coconut palms and the bikini girls 
and focus on why you’re here for the third year... 
To run some seriously beautiful trails through the 
wildest places of Mauritius.” 

My line is maybe a dozen deep and when I "nally 
get to second in line, I have scrutinised all the people 
in the queues next to mine. !ere were some pretty 
girls but who knows where they’d be going and who 
with? Romance happened in the real world anyway, 
not while working on a holiday island overrun by 

honeymooning couples. Moving on, then... which the 
queue did likewise. I step up to the booth, present 
my passport and papers, feeling glad that the bolt of 
lightning I’d asked for earlier hasn’t materialised. 

A smooth-scalped o%cial to the left of my assigned 
cubicle catches my attention. He could not look more 
imposing and I’ll soon discover that he is one of the 
senior guys. 

“What are you here for, business or pleasure?” 
asks the clerk in front of me. “A bit of both, I’m 
here to run the Dodo Trail and write about it,” I say. 
Immediately, the senior guy asks: “What distance?”. 

“!e 50k”, I reply, wondering if this is going to 
cause a delay or re-deployment to the end of another 
queue. 

“I will see you there, I am running it too!” he says, 
now with a massive smile on his face. 

Isn’t it amazing how nearly anyone can go from 
a stranger you can’t "gure out to a long-lost family 
member in just two sentences? I step out into the 
balmy evening air, following my shuttle driver to 
the hotel with a new-found sense that good things 
happen at any time. You just have to be receptive 
and sensitive enough to realise how much good is 
being beamed at you every day.
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If you forget that the island is built on a pizza 
base of lava, you get reminded frequently

Above: Maurizio Scilla from Lafuma, Italy, 
with early morning fresh legs on one of the 
big climbs of the day

Love

Above: Gavin Grobbelaar scrambles down a 
steep section just after halfway in the 50k

There’s hot, African-like savannah 
in the last 10km of the 50km 
Xtreme and guess where you’re 
headed? Yes, to the top of that hill 
and then down even steeper slopes 

on the far side
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me and there are less than 7km left. It’s 
late afternoon and the ground is hot and 
powder dry. !e mountain looming ahead is 
accessed along a barbed-wire fence that goes 
straight up the side of the mountain. It’s an 
unusually hot day for  
winter, but I’ve gone with my usual long-
sleeve top solution which cools me down as 
the sweat evaporates, while shielding me 
from the sun’s radiation. 

Others are not so lucky. One of the 
victims is Kathleen Korb, the fairer half of 
the South African couple doing the 25km. 
“I can’t go on,” she gasps, clinging to one of 
the giant rocks on the dizzy heights of the 
Tourelle peak, with her husband Rob by her 
side. Now I’ve learned that unless someone 
is in real trouble or on their own, you don’t 
make a fuss. Fatigue and a sense of being 
overwhelmed by nature is part of the deal 
in trail running. You’re not a true ultra trail 
runner until you feel that. “You’re almost 
there, you’ll be "ne. Just rest, eat, drink and 
take your time. !e "nish is on the other 
side of this hill,” I say, moving past. Truth is, 
I am also eager to "nish. My feet are killing 
me and I just want to sit down and eat 
something savoury. And maybe I can still 
pull back the gap that Tori has and prevent 
myself being chicked by her today.

Amazingly, when I look up again, Tori’s 
suddenly on the rocks above me. But she’s 
out of it. “I’m not feeling good and I’m 
cramping,” she slurs. “But I’ve been drinking 
enough”. I touch her upper arm. It’s ice cold. 
“You’re hypoglycaemic”, I say. “Here, eat 
something and drink some energy juice.” I 
look back down the mountain, wondering 
what I need to do here. My sense of elation 
at catching her has turned into “Oh no, now 
the people behind us are going to catch me - 
and her - and there are women in the group 
and Tori’s going to lose the lead she had.”

But there’s a time to race and there’s 
a time to pace. And there’s a time to be a 
friend to another human being having a 
hard time. Today was for experiencing the 
wilderness and the photography anyway. No 
more racing anyone. Tori is being savaged 
by vicious hamstring and calf cramps and 
I encourage her to keep moving through 
them, not to stop. But it’s not easy and this 
section is real boulder-climbing stu$, which 
exacerbates the cramps. She "ghts them for 
20 minutes and "nally wins as the sugars 
and electrolytes start kicking in. We’ve 
reached the top of the Tourelle. All around 
us is the beauty of Mauritius and we can see 
the "nish banners at Riverland, so near and 
yet so far. 

It’s time to savour the last section, that  
bittersweet feeling I’ve felt in the "nal 

kays of every ultra I’ve done. !e descent is 
super-steep, dusty and rocky but we take it 
all in with non-stop conversation, even if 
it’s a 45 degree slope, my knees are aching, 
my minimalist shoes have no grip and my 
soles are still burning. It takes what feels 
like over an hour to negotiate. We run the 
"nal two kilometres shoulder-to-shoulder, 
Tori showing some impressive speed on the 
#ats, to cross the line in over 11 hours. 

Gavin "nishes not much later, also 
raving about the emotions he’s experienced 
in just one day, with his beloved Bev back 
home uppermost in his mind. We catch a 
taxi back to the hotel and the 40-minute 
ride is "lled with laughter, wisecracks and 
our views on life. 

Later that evening, Tori messages me on 
Facebook saying “!ank you for helping 
me out there today. I can’t say how much it 
meant. I think I might just have fallen a bit 
in love with you.” I reply that the feeling is 
reciprocal and I’d like to see her again. 

!e next day, it’s time for Tori to leave 
the hotel at 3pm for her #ight back to 
Dubai. She tells me she’s having lunch 
with the marketing people and perhaps 
we could meet 30 minutes before? When 
we do spot each other, it’s already time for 
their lunch. So I gatecrash, counter to my 
feelings on the practice and when it’s time 
to say goodbye, it’s hard for the others not 
to notice our embrace and "ve or six (or 
probably more) kisses.

At the time of writing, we have sent 
enough words to-and-fro to publish a 
book of poetry. We plan to keep writing 
about adventures such as Skyrun, which 
we’re running together when she makes 
the "rst of two trips to South Africa this 
year. I expect that will be the start of more, 
together. We’ve started our journey on the 
Island of Love, we "gure, so why stop? 

A month and two days after Dodo, she writes 
on her Facebook page: There are friendships 
that have been forged by dedication and by 
pain, by defeat and by accomplishment, by mud 
and by sweat, by laughter and by tears. Friends 
who have seen each other when we look our 
worst and when we look our best, when we feel 
like we could collapse and when we’ve won our 
biggest victory. Friends who encourage us when 
we want to stop, stick with us when we’re about 
to fall, and run beside us not just in the races 
but everyday. These are the types of friendships 
that don’t fade with time and don’t dwindle 
with distance. These are running partners.  

 

The highest mountain on Mauritius is Black River Gorge Peak,  
at 828m above sea level

Next year’s Dodo Trail takes place 
on 13 July 2014 dodo-trail.com/en

!ank you to the following people who 
made our stay in Mauritius so magical:
Dodo Trail’s Yannick de Speville, 
his father Louis, Dodo Trail’s Yan de 
Marrousem | Karine Cure, manager 
of marketing and Valerie Rey, manager 
of communiction and PR of Heritage 
Resorts heritageresorts.mu | Mauritius 
Tourism Promotion Authority 
tourism-mauritius.mu | Air Mauritius 
airmauritius.com | And last, but not 
least, thanks to Tori.

You can’t run so far and climb so high and not 
capture the moment. A competitor poses with the 
bulk of Le Morne showing how far he’s come

Capetonian Kathleen Korb has a tough 
moment, contemplating giving up, but soon 
laughs the notion off. Bravo!
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clavicle broke badly 15 years ago in a cycling 
accident and it knitted with the bone jutting 
out close to the skin. Running without tape 
covering the skin will result in nasty rubbing 
and bleeding. !e medics do a superb job 
of taping both clavicles and I’m good to 
go. I run into Tori in the murky light and 
we re-"nd Gavin and then Claire in the 
start funnel. And guess who’s also there? 
!e immigration o%cial, who greets us all 
warmly. Remarkably, Gavin also recognises 
him from his own immigration experience. 
!ere are around 100 starters and the mood 
is friendly despite some apprehensive faces. 
!ere are two South African couples I’d 
met the previous day at registration: one 
is doing the 50km and the other will start 
the 25km a little later in the early morning 
light. !ey’re both newbies to trail running 
and I know that an awesome experience 
awaits them.

!e start gun goes o$ and we all trot 
into the dark at optimistic ultra pacing, 
headlight beams bobbing wildly like lost 
glow-worms. But only for a few seconds... 
as the sky is suddenly torn asunder by "erce 
shards of bright light. Fireworks! It’s a novel 
way to start a trail run and one I’ve not seen 
used in South Africa. Maybe because most 
I’ve done don’t start at 4am!

In hindsight, those "reworks are a  
metaphor for sparks of another kind that 
will happen later that day. 

But "rst, there is going to be running. 
A lot of it. More accurately, some running 

interspersed with scrambling and sliding 
and slow, sensual uphill slogging over 
unpredictable muddy and rocky terrain. 
And when you think it can’t get more 
adventurous, clambering 20m down chain 
ladders. 

!en there’s seeing strange as well as 
familiar fruits, including a favourite I 
remembered from the Royal Raid last year: 
the Chinese guava. Of course, it’s not from 
China, but from Brazil... what’s in a name 

after all? Coloured red or yellow like the 
standard guava but about one "fth  
the size, the taste is tart and  
delicious. But eat too many and your 
stomach will complain violently an  
hour later.

But I’ve run ahead of myself. You  
don’t really care about little emetic  
guavas, do you? You want to know about 
trail running. 

Of course. So let me take you on a very 
brief tour of the 50km Xtreme Dodo Trail 
route, so you know what to expect when 
you run it. Because it’s a classic, one for the 
bucket list. 

!e course is simple to remember. It 
forms a giant anti-clockwise 50km arc 
from Le Morne in the south-west to the 
"nish at Tamarin, with a spectacular 
seaview of the start on the last climb. !en 
you slip and slide 500 vertical metres to the 
"nish at Riverland. At about 21km into the 
course, you climb to the top of the highest 
peak in Mauritius, the 828m high Black 
River Peak. !en you run all the way back 
to below 100m ASL and do another two big 
climbs over 500m each. !en you "nish 
and swear that this is the best thing you’ve 
ever done. It’s that good.

!ere are a few kays of jeeptrack in the 
"rst section to "nd your feet. !en you 
go onto tar road for at least two kays, 
still in the dark, before ducking o$ into 
wild terrain that heads straight into the 
uninhabited hills of the south-west of 
the island. Some you can run, some is too 
steep, so you speed hike it.

As the sun rises, you see views of rolling 
hills that few Mauritians witness. Count 
yourself lucky. It’s a beautiful planet this 
and in years to come, the green rainforest 
carpeting much of the course is going to 
become increasingly rare in other parts of 
the world. Here it is protected within the 
con"nes of the 67km& Black River Gorges 
National Park and thank goodness for 

that. It was proclaimed a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 2006 and is home to the 
Mauritian #ying fox and endemic birds 
like the Mauritius kestrel, pink pigeon, 
Mauritius parakeet, Mauritius cuckoo-
shrike, Mauritius bulbul, Mauritius olive 
white-eye and Mauritius fody.

In these hills you are going to see more 
trees than some see in a lifetime. Mostly 
they’re calf-and-ankle thickness and up 
to four metres high. And the path snakes 
through this jungle, with roots, rocks and 
other entrapments keeping you alert. If 
you don’t like hills or mud or heights, the 
Dodo is not the experience for you. You 
go up the tallest, steepest peaks on the 
island. And sometimes, there are no wussy 
contours. !e singletrack goes straight up 
the side of the mountain, like it does with 
Black River Peak. !is is something that 
Gavin and Tori notice when they catch 
up to me while I am shooting pics of the 
runners passing through. !en the three of 
us get going, keeping the same pace, often 
at mountaineering pace: one foot plonking 
down ahead of the other, breathing deep 
and slow (and often breathless). It’s hard 
going but you can’t rush it. Especially when 
there are Chinese guavas to eat to excess, 
which I do (it’s good to be blessed with an 
iron constitution). 

Many kays and several aid stations 
sta$ed by friendly locals later, I am back 
to running on my own. Gavin has dropped 
back and Tori has surged ahead. Dried fruit, 
bananas, gels and energy bars have fuelled 

Friendships tha t have been f orged by dedica ti on and by pain, by defea t and by 
accomplishment, by mud and by swea t, by l aughter and by tears.  

These are running partners. 
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FOLLOW TORI LECKIE @  
fitchicksandfastwomen.wordpress.com
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