
descente
en masse

Mass start downhill racing is big in Europe, 
and seems to be a format that is getting more 
popular by the day. Its elbows-out style of rac-

ing is more reminiscent of mountainbiking’s oft-imi-
tated cousin motocross, with block-passes and often 
outright t-boning the order of the day. The time trial 
format that we have become used to in downhill rac-
ing is without a doubt the best way to decide a winner 
in terms of who is fastest on the day, but it ultimately 
lacks something that is key to the racing experience. 
Passing someone, whether on a go-kart, motocross, 
or BMX track, is one of the greatest feelings there is. 
Lining up the rider in front, planning your move and 
then executing it is exhilarating, and if you factor in 
the largest mountain range in Europe, a few glaciers 
and a few hundred lunatics on downhill bikes, you 
have yourself a real race. Distilled contributors Ride 
Oisans were in attendance this year at the Megava-
lanche itself and the lesser-known Mountain of Hell 
event to bring you the lowdown:

During the month of July there are two huge downhill 
races on two nearby mountain resorts in the Oisans 
part of the French Alps. The first - the Megavalanche 
is held at Alpe d’Huez and attracts something like 
1800 riders (mainly British). For approximately 70 
Euros you get a lift pass for a week, a race shirt if you 
enter earlier enough and entry to the qualifier on the 
Friday and the race itself on the Saturday.

The qualifier starts up at 2800 metres at “Des Petites 
Rousses” and plummets down to just below the ski 
station of Oz and Oisans at 1200 metres, firstly over 
super technical rocky sections and then singletrack 
switchbacks. Riders go off in groups of 200 with the 
first 35 or so qualifying for the main race. Positions 
up to 80th qualify for the second wave while the rest 
make up what is known as the “infinity” race. 

The Megavalanche race itself is more than you aver-
age downhill race – for a start it is over 24km. Sec-
ondly it is a mass start race – starting up on the Pic 
du Lac Blanc Glacier at 3200 metres way above Alpe 
d’Huez. The first section takes you over the black ski 
run and glacier (complete with copious amounts of 
snow) onto a long stretch of  rocky singletrack. 



As you move down towards Alpe d’Huez it turns into 
super smooth cliff hugging singletrack. At the half way 
point you ride through Alpe d’Huez town itself before 
hitting more cliff hugging singletrack – and a nasty 
switchback climb. After this its pretty much all down 
hill to Allemont at 800 metres through densely planted 
woods tumbling down an endless amount of switch-
back.

The Mountain of Hell held at Les Deux Alpes and in 
view of Pic du Lac Blance is much more of a French 
affair and is currently limited to only 400 riders. Its 
usually held within a week of the Megavalanche and 
provides a much bigger test. Again there is a qualifying 
race and a final – and all this with a days practice (with 
lift pass) and a seriously tacky t-shirt can be yours for 
approximately 50 euros.

The qualifier starts at 2600 metres with some rough and 
rocky firetrack road – littered with snow - before drop-
ping into some mega technical and steep singletrack all 
the way down to Les Deux Alpes. After a short detour 
through the town itself you enter more switchbacks 
down into the small ski village of  Mont de Lans at 
1200 metres. For the qualifier you go off in waves of 

100 with everyone qualifying for the main event itself 
- this time you are fighting for grid position.

The Mountain of Hell race itself starts up on the glacier 
at 3300 metres amongst the summer skiers and snow-
boarders. The 2 km drag sees the top guys get up to 100 
km plus while the mere mortals just hang on and hope. 
More singletrack, double diamond black routes and 
switchbacks follow giving it a total 22km of downhill 
racing. Once through Les Deux Alpes its off down the 
arcade like downhill run to Venosc into the Oisans val-
ley at 900 metres.

Both races are an experience and can be done with a 
10-14 day visit to the area. For more information on the 
events check out www.bike-oisans.com and for spe-
cific fully catered accommodation Ride Oisans ( www.
rideoisans.com ) provide chalets in both Les Deux 
Alpes and Alpe d’Huez for the events itself. 


