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The Evil team has proved to be pretty strong so far this 
year, with Steve Smith, Filip Polc and, pictured here, 
Matti Lehikoinen getting some solid results for the new 
manufacturer.



Vallnord

After destroying the field in 
qualifying (without the assis-
tance of a chain for two thirds 
of the track) the way only Sam 
can, it was a tough blow to 
crash out in the finals. Sam 
said he was happy just to be 
alive afterwards, and the video 
footage showed just how nasty 
it was: overshooting a huge 
stepdown at Mach 3 to land 
almost face-first, luckily in a 
ple of snow at the side of the 
track. Frustration has got to 
be setting in at this point.A 

relatively 
new stop 
for the 
World 
Cup 
series, 
Vallnord 
made its 
first ap-
pearance 
last year 
and went 
down in 

the history books as the site of the Athertons’ 
momentous triple victory. My only experi-
ence of Andorra was a ski trip there about 8 
years ago, and even back then I could see the 
incredible potential for mountainbiking in the 
area, not to mention incredibly hot Andorran 
women, cheap beer, great food and no sales 
tax. The huge, jagged peaks of the Pyrenees 
seemed to go on forever, and even through the 
snow I could see the hundreds of square miles 
of pine forest just ripe for some mtb trails to 
be cut in, if they weren’t already there. Even 
back then I had heard something about this 
place being Cedric Gracia’s home turf, and 
when Commencal came along I thought it 
would only be a matter of time before the 
region blew up as a major mountainbike des-
tination. Sure enough, the next Earthed DVD 
to be released had some amazing footage of 
some scary-fast Andorran trails being taken 
apart by Oscar Saiz-Castane and other French 
and Spanish rippers, and the mix of fast, 
wide-open sections and super-steep, barely 

rideable wooded sections had me itching to 
get back there, only this time in the summer. 
Vallnord Bike Park was formed and the World 
Cup followed, but the track was not what I 
was expecting from a place in the heart of one 
of the biggest and roughest mountain chains 
in the world. Like a faster, burlier version of 
a British NPS race with tight, but not overly 
technical wooded sections, it was fitting that 
Gee took the win last year, and many were 
expecting him to do the same this year. Sam 
had been a very close second the year before 
and was clearly frustrated by coming so close 
in La Bresse the week earlier, so chances were 
we would see another close race between the 
Englishman and the Australian. Cold condi-
tions, with snow still on the track and a beaten 
up track meant that this weekend would be 
no picnic for the riders, and they would have 
to dig deep to prevail. No stranger to digging 
deep, Peaty took the win with a little assis-
tance from a death-defying crash courtesy 
of a storming Hill, and made his own piece 
of history as he sailed into the lead ahead of 
Nico to become the holder of the most World 
Cup wins in the sport. Maybe Vallnord is the 
sort of place that inspires historic runs, but we 
will have to wait a while for the next history-
maker there; a pared-down World Cup sched-
ule next year leaves us with only six rounds 
and Vallnord isn’t one of them. Photographer 
Charles Robertson was there to capture the ac-
tion for you. Here are some of his impressions  
of the weekend’s events.
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The Syndicate are dominating the 
World Cup in 2009 the way no team 
has done for a long time. Three wins 
and counting by stage three, with Min-
naar (bottom right) and Peat alternat-
ing between the top spot  and Bryce-
land (this page) just getting stronger 
all the time. 



Vallnord
Top to bottom: Fastest Junior yet again, Danny Hart; Mick Hannah, fourth 
with the flu! What the hell!?; Tracey Moseley putting the Trek to work over 
the rocks for third place.

After La Bresse I headed down to Andorra with Monet Addins (female 
UK racer) in her transit van. As we were heading down we stopped in 
the South of France in Montpellier, and set up tent for the night to get 
some sleep. During the night we got robbed, so my wallet with all my 
money and bank cards was gone, and Monet’s mom got her handbag 
stolen too. They smashed out the front window and sliced one of the 
front tires, and we were pretty scared so we ended up driving 30km  at 
20mph at 2:30 in the morning, so it was pretty wild. On the approach to 
Vallnord it was tight, narrow roads on the sides of huge mountains so 
the driving experience in general was pretty crazy.
  
We got there and there was heavy rain, so we headed into Cedric 
Gracia’s bar where there were already a few pro’s hanging out. Cedric 
was limping around because of his injury so he was DJ-ing rather than 
riding that weekend. Friday morning we got the first gondola up to the 
bottom of the DH track and hit the media room to get the camera batter-
ies charged and ready to go. Then I took the ski lift up to check out the 
downhill track, which still had snow at the top and was freezing cold. 
Not ideal weather but at least it wasn’t raining! The course was a bit of 
a nightmare and the riders were telling me how nothing had changed 
from the previous year, and in particular no maintenance had been done 
to it so it was as rough as hell. A lot of the guys were saying that Sam 
Hill was going to be the man to beat this year, even though Gee had 
taken it the year before. Practice went pretty smoothly; no big crashes, 
and the riders just taking it easy and playing around on their bikes. 
  
The Ancillotti team really stood out for me, especially Wyn Masters. 
He’s one hell of a rider, and he was supposedly taking it easy after 
mashing his hand up, but it didn’t look like it to me. He was flying.  
Bryceland really blew me away on a couple of sections too, on things 
that didn’t even look do-able to me, and not only did he clean them but 
at such speed too. Sam Hill qualified first even though his chain either 
jammed or came off in the top section, so he freewheeled almost the en-
tire course. Another photographer and I had made a bet as to who would 
win; he picked Steve Peat and I chose Sam, and my money was looking 
pretty safe until the crash in the final. I think if Sam didn’t have as much 
pressure from all the sponsors, whether it’s real pressure or in his head, 
and he could just hang it out and have fun, then he would be doing a lot 
better this year. I guess at World Cup level you have to be consistent, 
and with his riding style, there’s no holding back, and so accidents hap-
pen. I think more so than ever, though, this year he’s got the full pack-
age dialed in. He obviously trained a lot in the winter and he’s no longer 
just a threat on the super-tech tracks, he can compete on them all. This 
year, being my first year traveling the World Cup circuit, has totally 
opened my eyes to what the top guys are capable of. I have always shot 
British Nationals and even some Maxxis Cup rounds in Spain but to see 
what these guys can do up close has been a revelation. 
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Steve has a lot of pedal power 
compared to the smaller guys 
and he has put it to good use 
this year. In La Bresse there 
was pretty much one line that 
the riders were taking, and 
Peaty having that extra power 
and of course years’ of experi-
ence capitalized on that. In 
Vallnord he was obviously 
going to be strong too but 
I didn’t think he was going 
to take the win. I don’t see 
him as the guy to beat on the 
technical stuff , but there is 
a specific type of track that 
seems to suit him, where it’s 
a mix of pedaling and tech. 
Obviously Sam’s crash helped 
him out here but, in fairness, 
Peaty is really on it this year 
and he will be a threat for the 
overall. 

Left: surely just confirming 
what we’ve known along, 
Steve’s record win sets him 
apart as the most determined 
competitor the sport has ever 
seen. Below: Mick making 
the folks at GT happy with yet 
another great result against 
the odds. The Cairns man is 
killing it this year.
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