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Not many of us would jumg
' 2,000km a f

twas a nightmare, The dusty headwinds that blew across the Saharm

were so ferocious, 1t felt as though she was going nowhere, Her
throat was raw with the choking duse from the rough erack and her
chest was aching with a lingering infection from weeks of inhaling
dust by day and cold air by night, Even with a scarf o protect her

nose and mouth, every breath sent needles of pain through her airways while

the oppressive 40-plus heat ways sapping any remaining energy,

Travelling through the middle of the worlds poorest country, Niger,
Kate Leeming was starting to wonder whether she had underestimared the

challenges of nding a bicvele 22,000km through 20 countries across Africa,
“It was really imporeane for me o oy and maintain an average of 100 w
120km & day to stay on sebedule, bur it was Bloody hard work, especially
knowing 1 still had another seven mionths to go. But despite all chis | never
corsidered giving up because 1 helieved in what 1 was doing” Kate reveals.
The main aim of her expedition, called Braakang te Cyele, was o learn

abour the causes and consequences of extreme poverty, and to highlhe
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PEOPLE eyelist

ABOVE Through the mud in Gabon. RIGHT
‘Warnen from Djido, Miger. BELOW RIGHT

Getting patched up after a fall.

thioes projects that were giving a lcyl upy, rather than a hand our, Through
the DxTJr:{hl}Un, the wehbsice with its detailed Lli-.11'_\', im-.1H|_-:,' amd ]_]or_h_'}]:,'[:'\ and

a pending documentary and book (which is in negotiations with television
networks and publishers), the Northam-born adventurer also hoped
educate and inspire others Lo make a difference to the lives of many Africans.

So, how did Kate cope memally with such 2 huge mission? “Rather than
one-and-a-half to three hours ata ame, I'd do justan hour, or even less and
have a shore break. 1also mied ro divert my mind away from the enormous
“wall' confronting me and concentrate on the beauty of my surroundings,
f-lndiﬂg a ]J::.-'-'l!_'l\'c train of lhuu_l:hL, ora gue)d SO There was n}\i-':tl.'s
something to think sbout or plan shead”

The core team whe supported Kate for mest of the journey included
Scotsman John Davidson, who deove and coordinated vehicle support,
cameraman and photographer Zdenek Kracky, and Dianiel Hacman, who
cveled {until be was injured) but continued to support the expedidon. The
film footage and stlls are to be used for a documentary, which Kate is
currently in negotiatons to sell to a major commercial television network,

Avceraging abouor 130km a day, Kate cyeled from Senegal, on Afnea’s wese
comst, to Somalia on the east coast. She wavelled through Angola, Malawi and
Rwanda —seme of the world’s most remote and dangerous rerntory, “OF
course there were some hairy moments, like when I tried to mke a photo 1o
miark passing our 10,000th kilométre in the Republic of Congo and suddenly
our armed security car was being shot ar by “Ninja’ assassins,” she SAVS,

The final leg of the journey was also Pcri]nu:;_ when Kate was CROEsingT
the lawless no man'’s land, a buffer zone berween Somaliland and Puntland,
Diespite travelling with a large military escort, she was given a pistol to carry in
het front bar bag, “Every day broughe some kind of crisis on the roads... and
it can be hard geang, trudgng through sand corrugations, but what 1 found
helpful was to look for something beautiful or positive in oy surroundings”

Throughout the journey, they opred 1o camp rather than stay in expensive
hotels, which were often substandaed. “It just takes some experience and
common sense to find safe campsites out of view of the road. Eastern Afnea
15 well set up mostly with good camping facilities, which are much berter value
than hotels, and some of them even provide warm showers!”

While Kare and her team tried to eat as healthily as they could, it wasn't
always easy 1o find fresh food. “One of the best legacies of the French
colonial rule is that they all know how to make decent bread,” she says “In
west Africa, often lanch would be greasy omelettes with onion in a baguette,
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“Suddenly our
armed security car
was being shot at by
‘Ninja® assassins”’

John did a good job of sourcing food from the markets, but icwas a case of
buying bits and pieces at a time — often there ign't much of the aght food
avaifable for hungry cvelises. The :amph: meat for many of the countries we

visited was boiled goat — T think I'd be quite happy never to eat goat agal

Katg says one of the many benefits of travelling by bike is that the eyelist =
feels more connected to the people. And while she says she was privileged o .
gatn an insight into so many different culrures, a few stood out,

“We met some of the Koma people who live in the Adantika Mountaing
on the Cameroon-Nigerian border. They live in isolated communities-on both
sides of the border where [|1L'y oLt .L-u|["--5uf-f"|{:lt'nr13'. Traditionally, they dan't
wear clothes, just leaves (which are renewed daily) covering their private parts,

They grow and huat for all their food and have a vast knowledge of how to

use the natural vepetation for medicines.
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‘ FAMILY

Setting off fram Gawors

with the president's
N quards. ABOVE Taking a

break in Cameroon
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CLOCKWISE from left Pushing on
thraugh Niger; journey’s end, a Tubu
waman; an African worman using a pump
donated by an Australian mining company,

“Also in Cameroon, we discovered that the Baka pygmy people were being
forced by the government to give up their traditional nomadic lifestyle and settle
in small villages in the forest. The Baka people belong to the ethnic and linguistic
group of the pygmies with about 75,000 Baka living in isolated communities
throughout the rinforest in'south-east Cameroon. Not surprisingly, they are
having grear difficultics assimilating ro a sedentary lifestyle.”

Kate says she was moved to tears after hearing the story of the plight
of the Mbororo women refugees who have fled to Cameroon from the
Central African Republic. Many had lost their husbands and children to
rebels after they had been kidnapped and killed beeause the women were
unable to pay the huge fansom being demanded,

Having seen firsthand the issoes facing many African families,

Kate believes education is the key 1o improving their quality of life, “It's
naot rug]]_\' about money, it's more about a lack of EITPOWETTREnNL 1f pe‘:up!c
can't read, then they don't have a voice, then they’ll never get ahead and
itwill always be hand 1w mouth.

“Awareness fosters empathy, so [ really set out with the aim of wanting
o hclp diﬁpcl some of the m':sctmcept'lﬂns that Australians have about
Africa, When I explain what I have done, people are surprised that [ have
meade it through alive — their images of Africa are of a dark continent, full
of dangers, war and corruption.”

Ag anambassador for Plan Internatdonal Avseralia’s Because T Am a
Girl’ campaign, which aims to fight gender inequality, promote pirds’ righes
and lift millions of girls cur of poverty, one of Kares main aims was to
investigate programs addressing these issues, In Burking Faso, the world's
second poorest country, she visited a Plan project focusing on the importance
of women's and girls” education.

“Educated gitls have fewet, healthier children, are able 1o earn more
maoney of which they will invest 2 greater percentage back into the family, An
important part of making a chanpe in culture is throogh educating the men,
c-spmcia'llj.' V]"”ﬂ.’_g"l_' leaders: Once they uniderstand the imp-utlanct of education,
sustainable change is more likely to deeur,”

Amazingly, Kare used the same bike all the way, although she had
change the drive train 4 couple of dmes. She also changed ryres depending on
whether she was riding on rarmac or rough track, And while she split her rear
dm with just Skm o go, it dida’t stop her from finishing

Kate arrived at Cape Hafun on August 16, four days ahead of schedule
and 10 months after L:a\'ing Sr:nega!_ She is the first person to eross the
African continent by bicycle from west to east in an unbroken line, For
most of us, the idea of cycling 22,000km across Africa is not just beyond
our comfort zone — it's bevond our compeehension and ability, For Kate
though, it was, in many ways, the culmination of many years of seeking new
challenges — and many vears of pushing her body to irs limits. However, we
get the feeling that this won't be her last journey, -]

WANT TO HELP?

"There are many ways people can make a difference,” Kate says. | can recommend supparting any of my partrer organisations.”

They include: Plan International Australia plan.org.au; Millennium Promise millenniumpromise.org; EdunLive edun.com; Afar Pastoralist
Development Association apdaethiopia.org; World Bicycle Relief worldbicycleralief.org; HUG hug.org.au; Farm Africa farmafrica.org.uk/;
The 500 Supporters Club theS00supportersgroup org, “At the very least, I'd recommend doing your homework — look for those organisations
that give effective development aid, are cammunity centred, transparent; avoid giving gifts (hand outs), and which develop initiatives that focus
on skilis transfer (eg business developrment, health, education, infrastructure).

For more information on Kate or how to get involved, email kate@bteycle.com,
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