
Fort Williamfear and loathing in
Fort Bill, Then and Now. Words: PK and Charles Robertson. Photos: Charles Robertson/MTBVoid.co.uk



L
iving back in the UK in 2002, 
there was a huge amount of 
excitement about a World Cup 
being held there for the first 
time, as until then the major-
ity of us had had to make do 
with grainy footage at 3am on 
Satellite TV of exotic (to us) 

locations like Canada, South Africa, and the beauti-
ful mountain villages of the French Alps or Austrian 
Tirol. So the fact that a WC round was coming close 
enough for me to get to was a big deal. Arriving in 
the sleepy town that is Fort William, it seemed that 
every other mountainbiker in the country had had the 
exact same idea…the place was packed to capacity. 
We couldn’t even get the same B&B for our three-
night stay, having to switch between two different 
places due to over-booking. By night the streets were 
crowded with drunken (but surprisingly good-na-
tured) fans chasing after the local girls, trials riders 
putting on impromptu street shows and many of the 
team riders cruising around on their bikes checking 
out the craziness. Catching sight of a few well-known 
pro’s walking around, it occurred to me that this was 
the real deal and soon we would be watching the 
very best riders in the world competing on the high-
est level, rather than just a scattered few big names 
who we would usually see at the national level. There 
was a real feeling that something historic was going 
down, and the atmosphere was more like a festival 
than a race event. 

In the morning we all packed onto shuttle buses for 
the short trip to the site itself, and we were greeted 
by a huge pits area, a huge hill and the (now leg-
endary) Fort William midges. Not even being eaten 
alive by insects and getting soaked by rain every half 
hour could dull our enthusiasm, as we roamed freely 
around the pits getting our first glimpse of World 
Cup life up close. What other sport lets you wander 
around and talk to the stars, check out their equip-
ment, take photos etc? And not some cheesy auto-
graph session or scheduled “gawk at the pros” like in 
some sports, we had absolute freedom to roam around 
and be as inquisitive as we wanted. This was the start 
of an addiction, I could feel it. 

Riding the gondola up, the view was a seemingly 
endless expanse of hills and mountains with gleam-
ing lakes around their feet. In the distance was Fort 
William with its little chimneys belching smoke (yes, 
there were fireplaces going in June) and boats pulling 
into the harbour. Pretty beautiful stuff, but the real 

action was being played out beneath us, as the riders 
got to grips with the demanding, largely man-made 
track cut into the side of the hill and coated in gravel 
to combat the Scottish weather. The track looked 
rough, long and physically demanding, very World 
Cup worthy, but to someone who grew up watching 
tracks like Nevegal, Kaprun, Mont Sainte Anne etc, 
it was definitely missing something, and that was 
singletrack. Unlike these courses which were utilizing 
pre-existing trails that had been worn in by walk-
ers or animals over the years, the Fort was entirely 
man-made and the MTB purist in me wasn’t entirely 
receptive to it. Any misgivings about the track were 
made obsolete once I saw the way the riders were 
tackling it. A who’s who of my idols ripped by at as I 
watched dumbfounded by their handling skills; Pas-
cal, Hannah, Kovarik, Longden, Peat…all killing it 
and still yet to reach full race-pace for the weekend. 

Right: Barel’s teammate Damien Spagnolo was 
unlucky this weekend but those in the know are well 
aware of what this Frenchman is capable of on the 
right day. Below: Matti got a great finish for Evil this 
weekend. 8th position for the on-the-mend Fin.
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The fourcross was another eye-opener. A huge crowd 
15 people thick lined every inch of the track, with 
people even taking to the trees for the best possible 
vantage point. Gracia styled every jump, keeping the 
crown entertained while Lopes was just impossibly 
powerful and smooth. The crowd was deafening and 
they stayed glued to every piece of the action, the 
excitement of a World Cup being a truly infectious 
thing. Downhill finals and we headed to the top of 
the mountain, to be greeted by the top guys sheltering 
from the elements in the gondola station, wrapped 
up warm and hitting the turbo-trainers to prepare for 
the wind, rain and low temperatures of race day. We 
rode the gondola back and forth to watch the riders 
on their runs from above, something best enjoyed 
on such an open track like FW, mostly devoid of 
tree cover and with the course largely snaking back 
and forth along the length of the gondola line. This 
is something I still do to this day, and it also works 
pretty well at Mont Sainte Anne (if anyone cares!).

The downhill that day made for probably the most 
talked-about result in the history of the sport ( now 
perhaps eclipsed by Sam at Champery). Every mtb 
journalist in the world has come up with hyperbole to 
describe Chris’win, but standing in that finish arena it 
was just mind-blowing to see him turn that corner 14 
seconds earlier than he “should” have. When the offi-
cials are checking the timing equipment for malfunc-
tions you know that it’s a hell of a winning margin.

And so to the present day, we dispatched our own 
Hunter S. Thompson of the mtb world, Charles Rob-
ertson, to cover the event with our fingers crossed 
that he left enough brain cells intact to remember 
what the hell he did that weekend. Minnaar took the 
win ahead of Hill, a great podium finish by Blenky in 
third, then Gee and an unstoppable Hannah, still sick 
from the week before.   

Left: First in qualifying but it wasn’t to be for the 
final. Gee is on for a win this year, but it has yet to 
materialize. Top right: he did it last year and again 
this year, Minnaar is unstoppable at the Fort. Bottom 
right: Sam blazes a day-glo trail throughtthe woods 
for cancer. So close here at the site of one of his two 
rainbow jersey victories.

fear and loathing in Fort William



Privateer of teh year? Taking a year off from tha 
factory lifestyle seems to have done Bryn Atkinson 
the world of good. 7th in the semi shows the kind 
of speed he has at his disposal this year.

“I took a seven-hour train journey to Fort William, and after arriving there at 8pm and being unable to 
find the people I was meeting up with, my initial impression was to get drunk! So, leaving the pub at 
1:30 am, fully wasted, I found the nearest bit of grass and set up my tent. That far north it gets light at 
about 4am, so when you’re in a tent you’re pretty much wide awake, like it or not, at sunrise. As soon 
as I woke up I realized that I was in some sort of public park and probably shouldn’t have been there so 
I quickly packed the tent up and jumped into a taxi to take me from the center of town to the mountain 
itself. So a late night and extremely early morning meant I just took it easy for the Friday, walked the 
track and watched some riders come down. 
  Fort William went big on everything. They had Macs set up in the media 
area, the pit area was massive, they even had a “ball of steel” where three 
guys rode around the inside of a spherical cage on pit bikes, and one of the 
MTBcut cameramen stood in the middle and filmed while the flew by him. 
For the spectators there was plenty to keep them busy and the atmosphere 
was great. There was even an entire school of kids who came up on the Fri-
day, getting autographs from all the pro’s. For my first time there I thought 
the track was extremely overrated, though. I was hearing how rough the track 
was and was expecting something pretty amazing, and I can see why people 
say that as it’s consistently rough and demanding for such a long time, being 
the longest track on the circuit. However, I didn’t take to it very much so 
instead just set about finding the best spots to shoot from. MTBcut’s John 
Lawlor was telling Minnaar to do a huge whip off the first big jump and he 
duly complied, which was pretty spectacular. Brendan and Sam’s race kit was 
also looking seriously good; Monster Energy colours on one side and Spe-
cialized white and red on the other. This and Sam’s pink and yellow kit for 
the cancer charity auction was a photographer’s dream: bright colours! It’s so 
hard to photograph the guys wearing all black, especially when it’s overcast 
or in the woods. 
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What goes in to airing a 35 foot drop?  Ten 
months of frame testing, two months of 
location scouting, and eight seconds of 
convincing yourself you’ve got the balls 
to do it.  Steve Romaniuk made a Boot’R 
Call.  So can you.  Check out the 2009 
Mongoose Boot’R and other bikes featuring

technology at

A bad qualifying round for the super-talented 
Jonty Neethling of South Africa this weekend 
saw him fail to make the final. Here, staying 
focused through the arm-killing upper sec-
tions.

If you ever go to Fort William bring two things: wet weather gear and 
insect repellent…the weather and local “wildlife” are brutal. Brit-
ain isn’t exactly the most exotic location and in truth it can get a bit 
dreary up there, and perhaps after my experiences at La Bresse and 
Vallnord it was a bit of an anti-climax. Even the Fort William crowd, 
which I heard was the biggest in the world, was nothing on La Bresse; 
the fans there were insane. I think a good approach when going to 
Fort William is not to expect too much and you’ll have a good time, 
but it has been over-hyped to the point where you’ll inevitably be 
disappointed. 
  
On the Saturday night me and a few of the guys headed out to buy 
some booze, and unlike me they drank all theirs that night. So, come 
Sunday morning, I thought I’d better put it to good use. I started at 
nine in the morning, and by 12 I was feeling pretty good; it definitely 
spiced things up. At the start of the day my shots were pretty good, 
then they dipped a bit in the middle, and then picked up again at the 
end. I think I might be onto something! I was getting a lot of strange 
looks but, hey, it’s the World Cup! Adam (“Turd”) Brayton’s (Just 
Reid Racing) unofficial fan-club took the heat off me a bit though, 
as they had signs up saying “Just Turd Racing” and they were gener-
ally just screaming at every rider who went by, so at least I wasn’t the 
only one lowering the tone. Schladming is the next round for me so 
stay tuned!”
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