
The younger guys were, understandably, struggling 
a little against the powerhouses, but they were not 
lacking in technical ability and style. Here, Scot-
land’s Ruaridh Cunningham earns some extra points 
for presentation on the red dust of Pietermaritzbutg.
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South of the Equator
Round One of the Downhill and Fourcross Mountainbike World Cup, Pietermaritzburg, South Africa

It’s not often that the World Cup circuit descends 
below the equator, but when it does, it’s usually 
something a little special. South Africa has not been 

the site of a World Cup downhill event since the last Stel-
lenbosch World Cup way back in 1998. Palmer, Nico and 
AC Chausson battled it out in the famous wine-producing 
region, but as mountainbiking budgets contracted, so did 
the World Cup series, shrinking in certain years to only 
five rounds and missing out some of the more exotic, 
far-flung locations. In recent years we have seen a bit 
of a renaissance in racing, with some more adventurous 
locations thrown into the mix like Canberra and Balneario 
Camboriu, and for this year, the virtually unknown Pieter-
maritzburg.

Speaking to Rob Warner last year who described the 
area as being a little on the ghetto side of things, 
then Danny Hart who told us the track was reputed 

to be a “lung-buster”, it didn’t sound like it was shaping 
up to be a great event. In reality, it was a thrilling race 
and, despite the aerobic nature of the course, it has re-
vealed who the key players are going to be for 2009. First 
of all, Minnaar’s incredible form has continued from last 
year. His ability to win on the most physically challenging 

courses is without doubt, and his win at Pietermaritzburg 
makes him an extremely likely candidate for the rainbow 
stripes on the equally hot, dusty and gradient-deprived 
Canberra world champs course later this year. Greg’s 
ability to win on the technical tracks like Mont Sainte 
Anne, although perhaps not the super-technical courses 
like Schladming, makes him the most well-rounded rider 
on the circuit right now. Perhaps the only rider who can 
match Greg’s pedaling ability is second-place finisher 
Mick Hannah. Mick is back to racing for 09 refreshed 
and rested after a year off, and his win earlier this year at 
an Australian national round at Canberra ahead of pow-
erhouse Jared Graves makes him perhaps just as likely a 
potential World Champ as Minnaar. Mick took first spot 
in qualifying and really forced Greg to work even harder 
to take the win, even by Greg’s own admission. Peaty 
proved he is as solid as ever in 3rd place, but the big man 
is consistently denied the top spot, something he is sure to 
put right this year, given that there are 8 rounds in which 
to do it. Perhaps the biggest and yet most under-appreci-
ated result of the weekend, however, was Sam Hill’s 4th 
place. It is clear from this performance that Sam recog-
nized that his technical skill alone was no longer cut-
ting it against an extremely motivated and fit elite men’s 
field, and Pietermaritzburg showed that Sam must have 
absolutely trained his ass off over the winter. Flat pedals, 
a Specialized Demo (albeit highly modified), on a track 
with a lot of pedaling, and landing in fourth place behind 
the three strongest guys on the circuit was impressive, 
and ahead of the clipped-in Gee Atherton, Jared Graves, 
Justin Leov, Andrew Neethling, Marc Beaumont...all 
incredibly powerful riders. I think Sam is determined to 
win the overall, and he knows that on a varied WC cir-
cuit he has to use his technical skills as much as he can 
but also follow it up with strong pedaling performances, 
just like he did here in South Africa. He will still struggle 
at the Worlds but for the overall World Cup title, he has 
clearly done the ground-work to enable him to be com-
petitive on all of this year’s tracks, not just the technical 
ones. I expect the race for the downhill overall to be even 
tighter than last year, and it is shaping up to be one of the 
best seasons in recent years. Now, before we follow some 
other magazines out there and let a guy who wasn’t even 
at the race write the whole report, here are some impres-
sions of the event from our man on the ground, photogra-
pher and South African Carl Scholtz. 
  

Left: Local hero Minnaar took the win for South Af-
rica.
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The uplift was a little ghetto to 
say the least, but it got the job 
done, albeit slowly. Rennie takes 
in the view while, at bottom 
right, Melissa Buhl makes her 
exit.
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The uplift: “I was surprised that they used the cattle trucks for the shuttle, 
and it didn’t seem to be a last-minute arrangement, it seemed to be pre-
planned which is even worse. The riders weren’t really complaining about 
it though, which was interesting. Because of the nature of the course, run-
ning from town up into the mountain, there was no road leading straight 
there, so the trucks had to take a little bit of a detour to get to the top. It took 
about half an hour per trip, and there weren’t very many trucks, so I think as 
a result the guys didn’t get in as many practice runs as they could have. To 
complicate things further, there was a national transport strike going on at the 
time, but it didn’t seem to affect the uplifts too much.”



This photo gives an idea of the kind of 
speeds the riders were hitting on the 
lower partof the course. Factor in how 
tired most were getting by this stage, and 
it’s easy to see how nose-heavy landings 
like this were a common sight throughout 
the afternoon.
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Julien Camellini: a new M6 and another top 
10 finish for the lightning-fast Frenchman.



The course: “The downhill course had three main sections. 
The top third of the course was quite technical with some 
fast, off-camber turns and some rocky technical sections that 
you can see in the photos. They were so much steeper in per-
son, and some sections had multiple lines that were not im-
mediately obvious. At one point a spectator got shouted at by 
a marshal for standing on the course, but the spectator was 
like “yeah but who is going to ride down here?” Seconds 
later a rider flew by and hit the line right where the spectator 
had been standing, and everyone was just amazed that it was 
even rideable. I’m not scared of most technical stuff but that 
drop was really intimidating. The jumps scattered through 
the tight technical sections also had people wondering how 
the guys were going to navigate their way through, but the 
riders were just using the jumps to skim over the rocky 
stuff, it was very impressive. I would say the top third of the 
course was worthy of a World Cup and was similar to some 
of the tracks overseas, but the middle third involved quite a 
bit of pedaling. It was a flattish piece of forest that they used 
to connect to the bottom section of the course, but they came 
into that section with a lot of speed and there were some 
nice spectator-pleasing jumps built there, so it wasn’t so bad. 
The bottom third was basically where it joined up with the 
last 80 per cent of the 4X course, so again more jumps for 
the crowds. Talking to the riders in the shuttle, there weren’t 
really that many complaints about the course, apart from the 
usual comments about the pedaling sections. It was defi-
nitely a course for the fitter, stronger guys, but at the same 
time it was an enjoyable track to just cruise down in practice 
when it wasn’t necessary to pedal like crazy at every oppor-
tunity. “

The riders: “To me the most interesting riders of the week-
end were Kovarik and Hannah, mainly because they weren’t 
expected to do as well as they did. Kovarik won the national 
race on the Pietermaritzburg course the previous week, and 
Hannah scored the fastest qualifying time and was second in 
the final. Hannah was really onto Minnaar. Greg must have 
had a lot of hometown advantage and I couldn’t believe that 
Mick was able to get that close to him. Greg had a huge ad-
vantage going into that race and it was incredible to see how 
hard Mick pushed him. Peaty was also a big crowd favorite, 
acting up on the podium, and being Greg’s teammate, people 
associated the two together. It was also funny at times to 
watch the riders in practice, occasionally they would make 
a mistake and stop to check out the different lines, and some 
would even ask the spectators what lines the other riders 
were choosing.”

Top: Hannah putting the power down straight out of the gate. 
Second place to Minnaar this time, but in Canberra it could be 
a different story. Bottom: One of the technical rock features on 
the upper portion of the course. Opposite top: Claire Kovarik 
was on fire this weekend, thoroughly justifying her factory ride 
this year. Opp bottom: Jonty Neethling hangs back and watch-
es Dan Atherton in practice.

SA: “South Africa has never been all that great for 
cycling fans, not in the way it is for rugby or cricket 
for example. We have the Cape Epic of course, but it’s 
much more specialized, so to have a World Cup here 
which appeals to a much broader cycling population 
is great. The atmosphere was just fantastic, and hav-
ing all the big names there drew lots of interest. I have 
been to the Tour de France before and it’s the first time 
that I have seen that kind of interest and passion for 
cycling in South Africa. Seeing the top guys up close, 
and seeing what they are capable of and the kinds of 
speeds they were hitting was amazing, because we 
don’t get to see that here very often. We have some 
great riders like Minnaar and Neethling, but we rarely 
see them in action, they’re so often participating over-
seas, and even when they are racing at home, we don’t 
get to see them going up against the top guys and 
really having to push themselves. I took some photos 
at the SA championships and (XC rider) Burry Stander 
wasn’t even breathing hard when I saw him, and he 
won by half a lap. It’s a real inspiration to see these 
guys pushing so hard against the best in the world, and 
I think it’s excellent for cycling in this country. “

DistilledMag.com



Southern hemisphere domination: Minnaar and Graves are on 
top form this year, and it will be hard to bet against them for the 
rainbow stripes. 

4X: “The fourcross was interesting, 
because we’ve never had it in South 
Africa before. It was pretty spectacu-
lar though, not least for all the crashes 
that happened in the first turn. I think 
Melissa Buhl and some of the other 
top riders got into trouble at that spot. 
It a little confusing for the spectators 
at times because of the lack of com-
mentary, and sometimes it was even 
hard for us photographers to keep 
track of which heat we were watching. 
They could have done with a few more 
speakers along the course, but regard-
less, the crowd went ballistic every 
time the riders went past. It wasn’t 
quite as big a crowd-puller as the 
downhill and even the cross-country, 
and I think that’s because the personali-
ties aren’t as developed and recogniz-
able as in the other MTB disciplines. “
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