
Worldwide
freeride

Distilledmag.com

Brazil is best known for its wild nature. Most Ameri-
cans and Europeans think of Brazil as a jungle, with 
monkeys and snakes on the streets. While this is true 
for the northwest of the country (where there´s only the 
Amazon jungle), we also have several huge urbanized 
areas, cities even more chaotic than the likes of New 
York or London. The most famous and beautiful of these 
cities is Rio de Janeiro. It´s a mix of sea, beaches and 
mountains and it’s hot all year round. It has the look of a 
beach resort, but because of its fame it has grown to be 
the second biggest city in the country, mixing its natural 
beauty with the urban chaos. 

For mountain biking, there are several options just 
outside Rio or in nearby cities, but most interestingly 
there´s a unique downhill trail right in the heart of the 
city! It starts beside a famous sightseeing spot and 
there´s a good pavement road leading to it. It takes less 
than 10 minutes by car to go back to the top. It´s in the 
best area of the city, 5 minutes from the lagoon and 10 
from the best beach. From the spot you can see Rio at its 
best: the statue of Christ the Redeemer on top of Corco-
vado Mountain, Sugarloaf, the Lagoon, the beaches and 
even the mountains towering above a nearby city. After 
preparing your bike surrounded by this great view, it´s 
time for the best part: going down! 

The trail is simply amazing. It´s a really dense jungle 
singletrack with tons of roots, some moderate steep sec-
tions, a rock garden and small jumps. Although it´s a bit 
technical, it´s fast! You can hit 60 km/h top speeds. The 
record is held by Markolf Berchtold, the Brazilian DH 
racer that used to be top 10 in UCI rankings. Top to bot-
tom the track lasts around 3 minutes. For some time now 
it´s been forbidden to organize races there and now the 
“environmental extremists” decided to close it for riders, 
claiming erosion on the ground. The funny part is that 
after closed they didn´t do anything to stop the water 
flowing through steep sections or any other trail work. 
Yeah... you are right: they suck! However, the riders are 
now getting more and more organized to take it back. 

brazil Pedro Cury, Photographer, PedroCury.com

Just as the human race has spread to every corner of the 
globe, so has, it seems, the bizarre craze for riding bicycles 
downhill as fast as possible. From cities to deserts to jungles, 

it seems that nowhere has escaped the phenomenon, and as the 
following narratives from across the globe will hopefully illus-
trate, it is a preoccupation that invokes the strongest of feelings. 
The people and places may be vastly different but the passion 
for two wheels, some dirt and a lot of speed is universal and 
shines through in their stories. 



I’m not much of a writer and so am a 
little unsure of how to start this article 
on riding in China, so I’ll just jump 
straight in. As you are all probably 
aware China is a massive country, in 
fact the word massive doesn’t even 
come close to describing the size of 
this place. When I lived in Manches-
ter, England I could travel to London 
in around 5-6 hours in my little Hill-
man Imp, however here if I want to 
travel to Shanghai or Beijing it takes 
around 14-16 hours by car! So first rule 
of riding in China is get prepared to 
travel, a lot! Another thing about China 
is the diversity of the geography and 
the diversity of the people and econo-
mies. I live in quite a prosperous city 
in Shandong Province and I’m lucky 
in the fact that we are surrounded my 
mountains and hills (by the way, here 
in China anything with a slight gradient 
to it is considered a “mountain”). If I 
look through my kitchen window I can 
see Fushan Mountain and ride to it in 
only 10 minutes, but (and this is a big 
“but”) as with all the “mountains” here 
in Qingdao they have been eroded away 
by endless housing developments and 
cut in two by freeways! So what could 
have been a great place to mountain 
bike has become a great place for a one 
hour hike to the top and 5 minute ride 
down ! There are still rideable places, 
but I can’t help thinking there could 
have been more. 

Move from Qingdao to the mountains 
around Beijing and you have unspoiled 
trails to ride along, accompanied with 
a great view of the Great Wall. There is 
even an Olympic mountain bike course 
to play on in Beijing. Shanghai has 
the world’s biggest skate park, which 
makes up for its lack of mountains, and 
I’ve heard there’s a mountain bike park 
being built in Huangzhou. When you 
travel south you have tropical forests to 
ride through and dodgy looking spiders 
to watch for, and in the far north you 
have the perfect terrain and weather for 
a 24 hour enduro in the snow. 

Once you find somewhere you want to 
ride, be it the Gobi desert ala Darren 
Berrcloth and Cam McCaul, the trails 

around the Great Wall or the local trails 
you’ve found in the the park (like us) 
you will find that riding in China as a 
foreigner has its bonuses. Everyone you 
meet is enthusiastic about what you’re 
doing, that is without exception! In the 
UK I would get berated by the local 
rambling group, bombarded with golf 
balls from the local golfers (I wasn’t 
even on the course!) or told how my 
big knobby tires destroy the pathways 
more than a group of toffee-nosed horse 
riders and their ton of horse. Here in 
China, however, everyone is happy to 
see you ride. For example, this sum-
mer we decided to do some trail work, 
add a berm and some jumps to spice 
things up. At first I was a little nervous 
of walking in to forest in a foreign land 
teeming with walkers, spade in hand 
and digging up the place. My worry 
was, thankfully, unfounded. We had one 
guy stop and give us advice, a guy in 
uniform asking where he could buy a 
good bike and an old chap with a stick 
who spent a good hour helping us build! 
Then there have been times I have been 
in the local newspaper or on TV! Me! 
on TV! I’m a pretty good rider, but not 
TV-worthy. I can go fast downhill and 
jump, but that’s about it! However it 
doesn’t stop the local people from being 

amazed at the little things I can do. 

 In China, Trials riding is the number 
one ‘In’ style of riding with mountain 
biking and road riding coming in close 
behind. BMX is getting more and more 
popular and even cyclocross has a small 
following. Western fashions are just as 
obvious here, also. White components, 
narrow bars and simple steel street 
bikes are just as popular here as in the 
UK or US. Also, believe it or not there 
are plenty of decent bike shops about in 
China, and more to come. Beijing and 
Qingdao have Trek stores, Shanghai and 
Huangzhou have Specialized and ev-
erywhere you go, be it a small ‘middle 
of nowhere’ town or megatropolis, will 
without doubt have a Giant store. 

My advice is this. If you do get the 
opportunity to ride here keep open-
minded, be ready for a lot of exploring 
and hiking, remember that this country 
is massive you will eventually find a 
good place to ride and have fun with all 
the extra, positive attention you get.

China Andi Sykes, Editor, ChinaMTB.com
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I never close the curtains at night during the summer. To stir from slumber
and peer out of the window to immediately see clear blue sky is the best
incentive to get out of bed. The mountain tells you straight away what is in
store without a word being spoken. It takes the sun a little while to climb
over its mountain headboard and give us its full heat, and that vital time
is used to sort emails, breakfast and bikes!

Leaving terra firma on the first gondola is such a mental release- the town
gets smaller as you climb away from it, as do your worries. No bothers and
just the excitement of riding. The anticipation of riding a new trail or at
a new resort in the Alps is always such an exciting experience. It sounds
cheesy I know, but on many occasion I’ve acted like an adolescent after his
first glimpse at a top shelf magazine, knowing what fun is to come.

The best trails are far from the madding crowd, just as the winter skiers
say: ‘you need to earn your turns’. Now for a biker this is easy -  saddle up
and spin through the forest, over peaks and into valleys where deer,
marmottes and large, soaring birds have just as much right of way as you do.
Ancient paths, carved by foot of man and animal are to be found as faint
lines on a map. These do not have orange mats on the trees or tapes marking
them out, but believe me, they are as tough a challenge as any World Cup
track. Nature still knows how to throw a punch and where some riding in the
world is sculpted purely by man and often sanitised by signs and paint, here
in the Alps the best is still over roots, rocks and bend after tight,sinuous bend. 
Down, down and down, many last for thirty minutes or more as you plummet 
to the valley floor. 

One of the events that really shows off the Alps is the ‘Passportes du
Soleil’, a weekend festival at the start of every season. Much like any other
pilgrimage, riders flock to re-acquaint themselves with the mountain and
what it offers. Although not a race or competition, it guides you through a
big loop; over peaks, round ridgelines and down trail after monumental
trail. For those with perspective and some form of control there is plenty
of time to soak in the views of the jagged mountain tops, chocolate box
villages and clean, fresh air. However for me it seems to be 7 hours of
ragged, flat out riding, much as a child wants to do when entering the
fairground for the first time; they want to do everything immediately!

The village of Morzine is small. A supermarket, a couple of pubs and a few,
old school farmers who have lived there since it was a purely agricultural
place are the main inhabitants. However, what sets this place apart is the
riders who spend their summers there. It is a fraternity of like-minded guys
who put nothing before riding. I have been involved in many different sports
for years, but still have not seen the kind of friendships made like those
through bikes. Mutual respect, something in common immediately, and a
chilled out demeanour bring all those but the most ego-centric together. It
is a world away from the winter.

As another summer disappears all too quickly, the trails go into
hibernation. Hidden under their white, winter coat they recover and relax
for 6 months and leave us itching to ride them. Alas, we must wait until June
before we can once again uncover them and enjoy that feeling again of
climbing onto the chairlift with butterflies and excitement coursing through us, 
barely able to wait for that first ride again.

france Alan Milway, Tour Guide and Trainer, Descent-World.co.uk
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PERU

Peru was the first stop on our 7-month trip and when I realized we were going to be 
amongst the Peruvian Andes I knew it was my duty to organize a mountain bike trip. It 
was not long before I had organized a trip starting and finishing in Cuzco, a starting point 
for many activities in this area including the Inca Trail. 
 
On our arrival we were collected by our guide, Juan Carlos, and his jeep-driving assis-
tant, Edgar; both Peruvian and well in-the-know about this part of the Andes. I had been 
skeptical about what the equipment was going to be like, as I’d heard some horror stories 
about tour companies still providing cantilever brakes: too much of a culture shock for 
me!  So I was delighted to find we had been sorted with a couple of Kona full-sussers 
with disc brakes. It was not my already-being-missed Orange 224 but I had to swallow the 
lump in my throat and remember I was a lucky bastard to be in the Andes. 
 
First thing was to be driven from Cuzco up and up dusty winding roads until we reached 
a pass at an alitude of 3,600 metres (yep 3,600!), slightly higher than I’d ever been before 
on my bike which was 2500m at the top of Crossets in the Portes du Soleil region in Eu-
rope. Before I knew it and, confused by all my high-altitude excitement, the wheels were 
on the bikes, I had been fitted with some fingerless leather roadie gloves and a peek-less 
cross-country lid, and we were pinning it down some shale trails. Straight away I was 
delighted to see that Juan Carlos was not hanging about. It was a case of the old “guide 
assessing client skill” syndrome, a technique I became accustomed to when guiding a few 
years ago in France. 
 
The trails were great from the off, natural mounds everywhere to play on and use as 
berms, then it dawned on me that the trail seemed to be a kind of walking path, with 
little drainage ditches every so often. At the bottom when we reached a fire road I asked 
Juan Carlos about the trails and what they are used for. We were riding flat out on what I 
thought were perhaps made by the local mtbers but in fact were 800 year old trails, part 
of a 40,000km network created by the Incas which at its best linked Quito in Ecuador to 
Santiago in Chile. No Forestry Service, no trekkers, no tourists in sight, just us, our bikes 
and Inca trails. When we got to the bottom there was a jeep too which took us up to the 
top of the next mountain to rip back down. 
 
The riding continued, getting better and better, and at the top of each trail Juan Carlos 
would tell us a little bit more about the Incas in the area and the significance of the next 
trail, but all I could do was ponder on how much of a drift I could get on in the next set of 
bends! Finally when we had finished our first days riding, It was time to set up camp, but 
not just anywhere: no no, this is the Peruvian Andes and we stopped at natural hot spring 
baths to soak away the evening drinking beer. What a day! The next day, the sun came 
out and the jeep drove us again to a high point from which we pinned it down a beautiful 
canyon valley, where the Inca trail just seemed to roll for an impossibly long time. It was 
truly the best bit of single track I have ever ridden.
 
Overall, riding out in the Andes is a completely different experience from pretty much 
anything else. Although my past experience is limited to the French/Italian Alps and 
Scotland, the scale and vastness of the Andes makes these places look like a bunch of 
mole hills. On top of this, unlike back home (Northern Ireland) where mountain biking 
on public trails is surrounded by ‘what ifs’ and safety regulations, the people in Peru take 
the attitude that these trails are there to be used by whoever wants to use them. Peru is 
without doubt a place to look out for on the MTB map in the coming years and the sooner 
you get there the better.
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As I sit writing this, it is currently 6 Degrees F outside (-14C). Manhattan is covered in a thin blanket of snow 
and for once the grimy old city actually looks kind of nice. It is hard to believe that 6 months ago I was sitting 
in this same spot with the air conditioner on full-blast and a cold drink in my hand in an effort to stay cool 
in temperatures reaching 100F. The East Coast can be a place of extremes, where in the summer months a 
Camelbak filed to the brim will be devoured in an hour’s ride, and in the winter months it’s hard to even bring 
yourself to brave the arctic temperatures on foot, let alone on a bike. Just like the extremes in temperature, 
New York City, and Manhattan in particular, sits in stark contrast to the rest of New York State and the East 
Coast. A city of steel, glass and concrete, it is surrounded by some of the most beautiful countryside in the 
world, and luckily for us, this countryside is home to some of the US’s finest bike parks. A four hour drive 
from the city takes you to Plattekill Mountain, probably the gnarliest and most technical riding on the east 
coast, and a short one hour trip into New Jersey brings you to Diablo Freeride Park, home to some amaz-
ing trails and also the only place you can get to see anything close to resembling a World Cup in the United 
States, the US Open of Mountainbiking. 
 

Riding in the city itself, either because it’s winter and the bike parks are closed, or if you just have an hour or two 
to kill, is not as limited as it looks at first glance. A five minute ride takes me from my apartment to the northern 
end of a certain park located in the “central” area of the city, where there are more than enough granite outcrops, 
drops, and other technical terrain to play on for an hour or so. Sadly, freaks and weirdoes will always be a factor 
when riding in the city, but the winter temperatures generally keep them, and everyone else, indoors, giving you 
the place almost to yourself. Recently, a group of MTBers also managed to get a run-down park on the east of the 
island set aside for mountainbiking, a major feat in a city where land is at an absolute premium, and considering 
we are still mostly a fringe sport. Highbridge Park now has XC loops, DH runs and a dirtjump park, and events 
are held throughout the summer, giving a real community vibe to mountainbiking in the city. These trails are also 
legal so there’s no need to keep an eye out for the police or park service workers. 
 
If your interests are more inclined towards the concrete side of things, the city is a treasure trove. Brooklyn 
Banks is perhaps the most famous spot; seen in several MTB and BMX videos, with terrain that looks as if it 
was designed by a 15 year old street rider with an active imagination, rather than a city engineer. Located under 
the Brooklyn Bridge, the brickwork “banks” are sessioned day in, day out and are a favorite spot of Brooklyn 
Machine Works pro Anson Wellington, who you can see on this page. The police are surprisingly lenient towards 
this sort of urban playtime, as in a city this large and insane they generally have better things to do, unlike a lot of 
spots in the US that have the joy sucked out of them by over-zealous police and security guards. In all, if you get 
the chance to visit the East Coast or New York itself, just remember to come armed with a bike or two and it will 
make for an unforgettable trip.

Peter Keilty, Editor, Distilledmag.com



The rugged and diverse mountain 
terrain of New Zealand dictates the 
flavour of riding in the youngest 
country in the world. Mountain biking 
started in NZ about the same time as 
everywhere else but what spun the 
wheels of the early kiwi MTBers was 
the vast network of backcountry and 
farm access trails leading into the epic 
hill rides. As access opened up, riders 
looked for more challenging and thrill-
ing trails and discovered old forestry 
and bullock tracks which now offer 
excellent single track riding all over the 
country. 

In the volcanic region of the central 
north island, Rotorua and Taupo offer 
some of the best man made single track 
NZ has to offer – the passion of the 
local track builders shows in the trails 
with something for everyone - from 
massive jump lines to long sweeping 
flowing single track trails.  A 5-minute 
ride from the steaming-hot pools in Ro-
torua will access the Whakerewarewa 
(Red Woods) Forest Park – a web of 
wicked, tree-lined, arm pumping trails 
built by the local mountain bike club 
that are continually evolving. 

Throughout the South Island there is 
a massive array of epic day-rides that 
will take you from the foothills up to 
the glacial valleys of the Southern Alps 
to experience the peace and solitude 
of backcountry New Zealand.  The 
effort of getting up these trails is well 
rewarded with the views and fast and 
furious descents winding back down 
through the valleys. 

The South Island flavour of riding 
is also about small community-built 
terrain parks; freeride parks you can 
find anywhere. Although with say-
ing that there are some amazing, epic 
single and multi-day rides, especially 
in the top if the south with the Queen 
Charlotte, Wakamarina and soon to be 
re-opened Heafy track all with great 
single track and stunning scenery. 

But the most exciting development in 
recent years is the advent of heli-bik-
ing. Helicopter access to the high coun-
try has opened up an enormous amount 
of near-2000m descents through the 
high country on rough, ungroomed, 
treeless, fast trails.  Queenstown is the 

place to find almost any thrill activity 
from bungy jumping to sky diving, but 
the new growth in town is mountain 
biking and the lift-accessed downhill 
and free ride trails on offer at Coro-
net Peak (a ski resort in the winter).  
However the best is heli-biking: there 
is nothing like the thrill of getting into 
a chopper and charging to the top of a 
hill for the 2-4 hour adrenaline-charged 
ride down.  Makes your local trailer 
shuttle day look like kindergarten! 

There are a few MTB companies of-
fering tailored and established trail 
Heli biking to your liking (a bit like 
Heli skiing) you can fly to and ride off 
a different mountain for a week. They 
are mostly all mountain trails suited to 
5-6in trail bikes.  Fat Tyre offer a wide 
range of trails and will tailor your trip 
to suit. Queenstown is also home to the 
Brake burner six hour Super D race. 
Held in February every year, racers 
ride the chair lift up and race the 4km 
trail down. The total descent is about 
8500 metres – that’s like riding off Mt 
Everest to sea level in six hours. 
 

new zealand
Greg McIntyre, Tour Operator, Fat-Tyre.co.nz
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