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IT’S MORE FUN IN THE PHILIPPINES
I recently went to the Tour of Matabungkay with the Confero Mavericks. This report focusses on the team in 
general but also incorporates my personal race experience. Words by Alan Grant, photos by Jojo Rinoza.

WE didn’t know what to expect 
when we boarded our planes for 
Manila en route to the Tour of 
Matabungkay. None of us had 
raced in the Philippines before and 
while we knew of the Excellent 
Noodles and Franzia teams from 
our years racing at Thailand’s Tour 
of Friendship, we didn’t know how 
good the rest of the Filipino riders 
would be.
	 Well they were good, but 
so were the Mavericks and we 
returned from the Philippines with 
another bag of booty as well as 
more tales of glory and the odd 
funny story.
 The 2012 Tour of 
Matabungkay took place from 
October 19-21 and consisted of 
four stages over three days. A 
20km individual time trial opened 
proceedings on the Friday 
morning, while Stage 2, a 66km 
road race, followed in the 
afternoon. Saturday’s Stage 3, a 
130km race featuring a 20km 
climb, was the star of the piece, 
while Sunday morning hosted a 
team time trial to close out 
proceedings. 

Stage 1: A good start
The ITT was a bit of an eye-opener. 
The course, a 20km blast down the 
coast, was mostly flat with a 

testing little 2km climb in the 
middle. But the hill was the least of 
our worries. I guess part of the 
charm of a rural overseas race is 
that you get to see local life close 
up, but the roads weren’t closed 
for the ITT and with 227 
participants, the marshals and 
police could hardly escort every 
rider, so it was a case of keeping 
your wits about you. Kids, pigs, 
dogs and buffaloes were likely to 
wander out at any moment and 
then of course there were the 
Jeepneys (and their cute sidecar 
little brothers). Such an integral 
part of Filipino culture, these 
colourful mainstays of public 
transport don’t utilize a bus stop 
system, they just pull over 
wherever and whenever a 

passenger needs to get on or off. I 
wasn’t the only one to have a few 
hairy moments, but most survived 
ready for the afternoon’s action.
 The 13-strong Maverick 
squad was racing over five 
categories and we did pretty well 
in the opener. In the 26-35 cat, Two 
Stroke (Bastian Dohling) took third, 
while yours truly, Rambu, managed 
to win the 36-45 race. Boutros 
(Conan Hales) took eighth place on 
the stage, a remarkable showing 
on his first-ever competitive race of 
any kind. In the 46+ race, Oldish 
(Richard Paine) finished just 
outside of the podium places but 
that left him well set for the 
afternoon stage. Serene Lee, 
guesting for the Mavs, also 
finished sixth in the women’s race.
 For Stages 2 and 3, the 
field was split into two pelotons. 
The Open and 26-35 categories 
rode together, with the 36-45, 46+ 
and Women’s cats starting five 
minutes later. At an advertised 
66km and even with a hilly profile, 
Stage 2 didn’t seem like it would 
be that much trouble. The first 
20km were wisely neutralized as 
the route took us north through 
some villages and the towns of 
Lian and Nasugbu; it would have 
been madness to race on these 
narrow, bustling roads. 
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Stage 2: Pain
Exiting Nasugbu the marshals 
dropped the flag and the pace was 
understandably hot from the off, but 
that didn’t last as we were soon 
confronted by the first of a series of 
nine hills, which taken together were 
a whole lot tougher than expected. 
None were particularly long and the 
highest point was just under 200m 
but there were some steep, steep 
pitches and some quite exciting/
frightening descents. Luckily the 
roads were quiet and the marshals 
did a great job of riding ahead 
making sure what oncoming traffic 
there was safely pulled over to the 
side. 
	 I was riding in the second 
peloton and by the third hill the lead 
group was down to about 15 riders. I 
struggled a bit up the fourth climb 
and was gapped but luckily an 
extended flat stretch followed where I 
regained the leaders and sat in to 
recover with the assistance of 
Boutros. 
	 The fifth hill marked the u-
turn for the race which meant we had 
to face those first four climbs from 
the other direction. These took a 
further toll and by time we neared the 
final hill there were only about eight 
left in the front group. 
 I was leading down the 
penultimate descent but overcooked 
it a bit and found myself heading 
straight for an oncoming truck. 
Luckily we both managed to stop, 
but by putting my foot down I’d lost 
some momentum and time. 
I sure could have done with keeping 
the former because the ascent ahead 
was truly monstrous. It was so steep 

that a lot of riders from the first race 
were walking, while those who 
managed to stay on their bikes 
seemed to be struggling to keep any 
forward motion going. 
 Most people were seriously 
under-geared, I know I was. I was 
armed with a 25-11 cassette to go 
with my 53-29 crankset but when I 
return next year I’ll have at least a 28-
tooth cog on back. 
 I was suffering but what kept 
me going was realizing that I was 
slowly catching and passing lots of 
bikes, but due to back-markers from 
the other race it was difficult to tell 
exactly where I stood. Each category 
had a different coloured stripe on the 
number bibs but such was the pain I 
don’t recall being able register this on 
this 2km killer climb. 
 Crossing that final peak was 
a relief but there was still 5km to go 
including a scary swoop down the 
other side. I clocked my speedo at 
83kph on the descent, the fastest I’ve 
ever gone on a bike. Turns out my 

efforts were good enough for fourth 
place on the stage but I’d lost 73 
seconds to the stage winner, one of 
the Excellent Noodles riders. Luckily 
he hadn’t gone quite so well in the 
morning’s ITT and I actually increased 
my lead on GC to 53 seconds after 
two stages.
	 The bold Boutros held on for 
tenth spot on the stage, which saw 
him retain his eighth position on the 
general classification. A remarkable 
performance from the rookie.
 Another truly remarkable tale 
came out of the 26-35 race. 2-Stroke, 
finished fourth on the stage to leave 
him second on GC, just four seconds 
back, but he managed this feat by 
finishing the stage on a neutral 
service bike after a problem with his 
hanger mid-stage left his Willier 
unrideable. He lost six minutes to the 
winner on the day while he waited for 
the neutral outriders to find him. 
Post-race, his own bike couldn’t be 
fixed and our young East German 
hero was faced with having to race 
the final two stages on this size 48 
frame!
	 In the Open race, Snowballs 
(Michael Sagermann) also suffered 
some bad luck, a flat costing him any 
chance of glory but TimTam (Ben 
Arnott) selflessly gave Snowballs his 
wheel allowing the team leader a 
chance at limiting his losses. His 11th 
place on the day left him just outside 
the top 10 on GC.
 The big Mav story of the 
afternoon came from the women’s 
race where Serene won the stage in 
dominating fashion. Her victory 
included lifting the Queen of the 
Mountain prize and left her with a 



[3]

lead of 1:40 minutes going into 
Saturday’s Stage 3. Oldish also made 
a move in the 46+ race, finishing fifth 
on the stage to claim a podium spot, 
despite suffering badly on that last 
climb. This promoted him to fourth 
overall and within touching distance 
of third place.
 The day ended with an 
evening beachside buffet and awards 
ceremony complete with free beer 
and wine … and a collection of 
beautiful podium! Having had a good 
day, there was a fair bit of Maverick 
presence on stage that night.

Stage 3: The big climb 
Saturday’s race was the Tour of 
Matabungkay’s “queen stage” and in 
keeping with the friendly nature of the 
race, was opened up to riders who 
hadn’t competed on day 1; a total of 
347 cyclists ended up finishing the 
stage but I’m sure many more were 
on the starting line.
 The race book had the 
distance at 130km and the profile 
was mainly flat … except for the 
20km-long Papaya Climb slap bang 
in the middle. 
 The first 20km was again 
neutralized but this time there was 
30km of flat roads until the course 
reached the climb. In the second 
peloton the Mavs controlled the race 
well, helping keep the pace high but 
not letting anything get away. The 
climb itself wasn’t too steep, 
averaging just 3 percent, but that was  
always going to be tough enough to 

cause some damage. I sat safely at 
third wheel all the way up as two 
riders from 7-Eleven and Blackhawk-
Direct Asia did all the work. 
 The ascent was a beauty, 
winding its way up the slopes of a 
volcanic crater and the view from the 
top as we rode along the ridge 
overlooking a lake was breathtaking. 
But there wasn’t too much time for 
sightseeing as what goes up must 
come down and a truly exhilarating 
descent followed. 
	 The 20km swoop to sea level 
clicked by on my speedo in a fast-
forward blur. Amazingly, there were 
no bends, just a few sweeping 
corners, so the speed was rarely 
below 60kph and often well into the 
70s. At the top, the lead group was 
down to about 10 but by the time the 

road flattened out, others had made it 
back on and there were some 30 
riders left to race for the glory. The 
only other Mav in this group was the 
sage Oldish who was there to offer 
his tactical support and wise words 
as always.
 Back on level ground, the last 
30km was raced at a frantic pace and 
the position of the finishing line at the 
top of the same hill as featured in the 
ITT (albeit from the other direction), 
made for a dramatic finale. I was 
quite excited about the finish, 
thinking it suited me well and was 
confident of getting the stage win. I 
again sat third wheel but just as the 
winning move went with 600 metres 
to go I found myself boxed in on the 
inside. It was very frustrating and the 
seconds it took for me to find a gap 
felt like minutes and when I did get 
clear I burst forward with a huge 
spurt, but alas I’d paid for my tactical 
mistake and couldn’t catch them. I 
finished sixth on the stage but only 
lost three seconds to the winner, the 
same Excellent Noodles man who 
had won Stage 2, so I had a healthy 
49-second lead in yellow going into 
the TTT.
	 Alas, Boutros suffered a flat 
and with neutral support nowhere to 
be seen, ended up in the sag wagon, 
thus ending his rookie run for top 10 
glory. 
	 Oldish, who had typically 
tried to animate things from well out 
in the run-in to the final hill, claimed 
another podium prize with his fourth 
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place in the 46+ race, and he moved 
up to third on GC.
 Serene unfortunately 
couldn’t hold on to her overall lead. 
Sitting comfortably at the back of the 
lead group on the climb, the rider in 
front of her punctured and she had 
to slow to avoid him as he wobbled, 
creating a gap which she couldn’t 
close. One other women racer had 
managed to stay with the front 
bunch and so Serene was left with a 
difficult task to try to cut her losses. 
She was ably assisted in this 
endeavor by Pony (Mr Confero 
himself, Matt Lodge), and while they 
did eat into the winning lady’s lead 
after she too was dropped from the 
front bunch, it wasn’t enough to hold 
onto the yellow jersey. 
 In the main race of the day, 
the combined efforts of the Open 
and 26-35 Mavs sheltered 2-Stroke 
well and he and his kid’s bike 
finished safely in the peloton with the 
race leader, leaving him just that 
tantilising four seconds from the top 
spot on the podium. 

Stage 4: Team trials
Sunday morning’s closing TTT had 
an interesting format in that teams 
could pool their riders from any of 
the different categories to race 
together. We hadn’t quite managed 
to get this concept. If we had then 
we’d probably have grouped our 
best TT riders together like the other 
teams did, but as it was we raced in 
the teams that had ridden stages 2 

and 3 together, ie, Open and 26-35, 
then 36-25 and 46+.  
	 Confero Mavericks A, 
consisting of Snowballs, TimTam, 
Bear (Brian Johnsen), 2-Stroke, Wii 
(Chris Nyonyintono) and Borat (Ali 
Cullen), looked like a very strong 
sextet and so we were hopeful that 
2-Stroke could get the four seconds 
required to clinch the overall win.
In the Confero Mavericks B team I 
was joined by my buddies Oldish, 
Boutros, Pony and KKB (Adam 
Horler), and we were fairly confident 
that we’d be able to do enough to 
keep me in yellow.
	 As for the ladies, it had 
looked at one point that Serene and 
fellow female Mav Colleen Ang were 
not going to be allowed to start as 
three riders were required. But 
eventually the organizers lived up to 
their pre-race promise of helping to 
create TT teams from singles or duos 
and so a joint Confero-Franzia unit 
was formed.
	 Up to nine riders were 
allowed in each team and the all-
important time recorded for GC 
purposes was for the third rider 
across the line. Anybody not finishing 
with the first three in their team 
would be given their actual time. The 
40km race was over the same 
course as the ITT but from a different 
starting point and done in both 
directions, which meant that the hill 
would have to be climbed twice. 
	 Things were a bit safer for 
the TTT as each of the 42 teams was 
given a motorcycle escort but it was 

still a bit dodgy out there, especially 
as the teams were riding so closely 
in formation together. Luckily no 
major incidents occurred
	 Mavericks A put in a great 
performance, the whole team staying 
together for a considerable period 
and they finished strongly with four 
across the line.
 Mavericks B didn’t fare quite 
so well. Our pre-race plan was to 
make sure we finished with at least 
four out of our five in case I got a flat. 
One of the others would then give 
me a wheel. We started well and kept 
the pace high for the first 21km to 
the base of the hill. As planned we 
shed one rider on the ascent after 
he’d put in some valiant turns on the 
flat but then another of our five, 
obviously fatigued after smashing 
himself on Stage 3, started to 
struggle. Given our pre-race plan, we 
had no choice but to wait as there 
was still 17km to go from the top of 
the hill. We regrouped and made 
good ground to the u-turn and back 
to the foot of the hill. Halfway up our 
man faltered again but this time, with 
just 6km to go, we had to leave him 
and push on. I was a tad ginger on 
one section of the descent, not 
wanting to take any unnecessary 
risks on the dodgy surface, and so 
we probably lost a few seconds 
there, but the final three finished 
strongly and we crossed the line 
together.
 All we could do now was 
wait. The nine-man Excellent 
Noodles team, which featured their 
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Open riders in addition to the guys 
we’d been racing on stages 2 and 3, 
was still out on the course. Confusion 
as to their start time and watches not 
being synchronised, meant we didn’t 
know where we stood. But as they 
crossed the line we were pretty sure 
they had beaten us on the day and 
that it was going to be close for the 
overall.

The waiting game
The organisers then made us sweat. 
In the three hours between the last 
team finishing and the closing lunch 
we were kept busy gathering our 
scattered belongings and packing our 
bikes, but there was definitely a 
tension in the air. What if we’d blown 
it? The ceremony started with the 
usual speeches, pronouncements 
and even a raffle. There was food too 
but I wasn’t the only one who 
couldn’t eat. 
 At last the prize-giving began 
and it started well with the 
declaration that the Mavericks A 
squad had finished fifth on the day 
and so they mounted the podium to 
take their prize. As the 7-Eleven team 
didn’t follow them up on stage for 

fourth through first, this augured well 
for 2-Stroke’s GC chances.
	 The GC announcements 
started with 46+ and Oldish proudly 
took to the podium having held onto 
third place. Then it was our turn. The 
fifth, fourth and third-place finishers 
were called before a pause and the 
revelation that only one second 
separated the winner and the runner-
up. Could it get any more tense? 
 Then he said it, “In second 
place, from team Excellent Noodles 
…” and our table burst open with a 
mixture of joy and relief. All’s well that 
ends well. Hugs and high fives 
abounded and then my name was 
announced as the winner for the 
36-45 category. On stage I first 
congratulated the unlucky runner-up 
and told him I’d lost a stage race 
earlier this year by less than a second 
and so could relate (although on that 
occasion it was to my teammate 
Stephen “Hairblade” Ames, so it 
didn’t hurt too much). Then I pulled 
on the yellow jersey and felt proud as 
punch to be representing the Confero 
Mavericks centre stage. If there’s a 
hill in a race, these guys pick me as a 
leader, so it’s an honour to be able to 
repay that faith.

 Next up were the youngsters 
and once again it was glory for the 
Mavs as the A team’s terrific time trial 
had transformed a 4-second deficit 
into a 22-second winning margin for 
2-Stroke. Those of you who know 
Bastian well can imagine the scene 
when I say he bounced up on stage 
to claim his prize. Already an 
accomplished triathlete, I think we’ve 
uncovered a stage-racing gem in this 
young rookie. Expect great things. 
	 Serene and Colleen did 
enough in the TTT for the young 
superstar to hold onto her second 
place on GC. We have a tradition of 
taking one or two guest riders with us 
on tour and our first female 
Mavericks put on a great showing in 
the orange, green and black, and 
seemed to have a great time to boot.
 The mood was now firmly 
celebratory and we headed off in 
search of beer for what was a long 
but fun trip north to Manila and Stage 
5. But that’s another story. 
I think it’s safe to say we’ll be back 
for the 2013 Tour of Matabungkay 
and even if we don’t have the same 
success as we did this year, we’ll 
have a blast trying. After all, “it’s more 
fun in the Philippines!”

The Confero Mavericks on tour were: Ben Arnott (TimTam), Brain Johnsen (Bear), Adam Horler (KKB), Michael 
Sagermann (Snowballs), Alan Grant (Rambu), Serene Lee, Bastian Dohling (2-Stroke), Ali Cullen (Borat), Chris 
Nyonyintono (Wii), Matt Lodge (Pony), Conan Hales (Boutros), Richard Paine (Oldish) and Colleen Ang.


