Birding on Two Wheels

We love to cycle. Maybe not as often as we should, especially with the Ride Joburg Cycle
Challenge creeping up on the calendar, but we do make an effort. Our favourite training spot
is Suikerbosrand. For those who’ve been, you’ll know exactly what | mean when | say the
place doesn’t take prisoners. There’s no such thing as a gentle warm-up lap. From the
moment your wheels touch tar, you're greeted by hills that don’t roll in gradually but smack
you in the face. It’s uphill, and then more uphill. The first 2 kilometres are relentless climbing,
and it feels like your legs are being tested on whether they’re worthy of the rest of the ride.

I've watched plenty of riders reach the top of that first punishing stretch, look at the road
sign pointing left to the full 56 km loop, and simply turn right to glide back down to base. And
honestly, who could blame them? That downhill must feel like a glorious escape. Have |
thought about it myself? Absolutely. Pretty much every single time. But then Dad and Luca
are there, riding just ahead, coaxing me on with their mix of encouragement and “come on,
you’ve got this.” And somehow, one pedal stroke at a time, | always find myself pushing on.

One particular day stands out in my memory. We’d set off as usual, me pacing myself and
Luca, true to form, darting off like a rocket. Every now and then he’d stop, lean casually
against his bike, and wait for me to catch up. By the time | wheezed my way to him, he’'d
already be bubbling with some excited observation. “l just saw this,” he’d say, or, “I just
heard that.” He’s a birder through and through, ears always tuned, eyes scanning every bush,
every branch. Meanwhile, my own head was filled with the thunder of my heartbeat echoing
through my ears. To me, it was all pain and sweat. To him, it was still a safari on two wheels.

So the pattern continued. Off Luca went again, disappearing over the crest of another brutal
hill. | kept pedalling, slower, legs protesting. When | finally reached the brow, | froze for a
second. There, lying neatly at the side of the road, was Luca’s bike.

My stomach lurched. Where was he? Had he crashed? Was he hurt? My heart, already
pounding from the climb, seemed to skip a few beats altogether. | coasted up to the bike and
quickly checked it over. No sign of damage. His water bottle had even been placed carefully
off to the side. Strange. That didn’t look like the aftermath of a fall at all. Maybe he just
needed a quick nature break?

But then it hit me. Of course. He’s a birder. Which meant only one thing, something far more
important than another hill had stolen his attention.

Sure enough, within moments, Luca appeared, scrambling back from a rocky ridge, his face lit
up with excitement. He was waving his arms like a madman, urgently signalling for Mom to
catch up in the car because she had the camera gear. Forget cycling. For him, the road, the
hills, the training, all of it vanished the instant a bird worth noting appeared. And this time, it
wasn’t just any bird. He’d spotted a Grey-winged Francolin, a lifer for all of us.

The scene was almost comical. Here we were, midway through one of the hardest training
routes in Gauteng, sweat dripping, quads burning, lungs screaming and suddenly, it had
turned into a full-on birding expedition. Luca’s enthusiasm was contagious. Even though my



legs wanted nothing more than to quit, | couldn’t help but laugh. A Grey-winged Francolin!
Just like that, we had ticked off a lifer in the middle of what was supposed to be a gruelling
training ride.

Once the moment was captured and celebrated, it was back to business. Bottles returned,
helmets adjusted, and off we went again, back into the grind of Suikerbosrand’s endless
climbs. The hills hadn’t magically flattened, my legs hadn’t suddenly grown wings, but my
mood was lighter. The absurdity of birding sneaking into our cycling session had broken up
the pain with a dose of joy.

And that’s the funny thing about birding. It finds a way to creep in no matter what you’re
doing. You can be halfway up a hill, fighting your own body just to keep turning the pedals,
and a bird will still steal the show. It’s like the bush reminding you that there’s always more to
notice, more to celebrate, even in the middle of struggle.

Cycling at Suikerbosrand will never be easy. It's a place that tests you, physically and

mentally. But it’s also where memories are made, not just of sweat and strain, but of small
surprises that make the whole thing worthwhile. That day, | realised our training rides
weren’t just about preparing for Ride Joburg. They were also about keeping our eyes and ears
open to the wild world around us.

Because in the end, birding and cycling might not seem like natural partners, but when you’re
out there on those hills with someone like Luca, you realise they blend together perfectly. A
Grey-winged Francolin in the lifer bag, a story to tell, and a few more kilometres in the legs.
What more could you ask for?



