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or the UK reader this title will 
be self-explanatory, but for 
the uninitiated here is a brief 

explanation of the word “anorak”. 
The literal meaning is a heavy, 
hooded jacket, typically worn 
by schoolkids and by adults who 
should know better. The popular-
ity of said anorak with a certain 
type of adult, usually male, sport-
ing thick glasses and with hob-
bies ranging from trainspotting to 
bird-watching to stamp-collecting 
has given rise to this slang term. 
Wikipedia describes it like this: “a 
person, typically a man, who has 
unfathomable interest in arcane, 
detailed information regarded as 
boring by the rest of the popula-
tion, and who feels compelled to 
talk at length about this informa-
tion to anyone within earshot.” It 
was upon describing to someone 
back in the UK my tendency to 
photograph everything from the 
practice runs, to the bikes sitting 
in the pits, to the scenery, to the 
timesheets posted in the press 
lounge, and generally just trying to 
absorb as much information as pos-
sible, down to the wild strawberries 
growing along the side of the track, 
that led them to tell me that I was, 
indeed, an anorak.
 
Was I that bad? It was all start-
ing to make sense. Male, and old 
enough to know better - check. The 
glasses (contacts) - check. Absorb-
ing and recording the minutiae of 
the event in order to regale others 
with at a later date - check. Dear 

God, I even had the hooded wa-
terproof jacket! Resigned to my 
fate, I was buoyed by the fact that 
there must be other, like-minded 
trainspotters like me out there. 
People who want to know the 
consistency of the dirt on the track, 
Peaty’s tire pressure and the num-
ber of sugars in Ben Reid’s tea. So 
here it is, whether you wanted it or 
not, the Anorak’s Guide to Mont 
Sainte Anne 2008.
 
The past few years have seen the 
World Cup circus shun the US 
completely, with no rounds being 
held here despite more mountains 
and ski resorts than you can shake 
a stick at. Whatever the reason for 
this, it certainly isn’t due to lack of 
interest in gravity racing, as local 
and regional race series like the 
Fluidride Cup, Mountain States 
Cup, and the Gravity East Series 
are packed with racers and specta-
tors alike weekend after weekend. 
Hopefully we will see a return to 
these shores in the coming years, 
but in the meantime a mere 50 min-
ute plane ride to Quebec gets you 
an instant fix of racing at its high-
est level.
 
Unlike many ski resorts that are 
way out in the sticks, it only took 
an hour to get from the airport 
to MSA, and it is only 30 min-
utes (if speed limits are not your 
thing) from the heart of Quebec 
City itself. The journey itself was 
pretty cool, from the medieval 
city-scape of Old Quebec to the 

huge waterfalls right at the side of 
the freeway, cascading out into the 
sea and towards the Ile d’Orleans. 
Turning away from the sea, a short 
climb took us to the entrance to the  
Chateau Mont Sainte Anne, and the 
race village itself. Due to the de-
layed flight, there was just enough 
time to check out the mountain-
cross course in the fading light. 
Walking up from the finish line, a 
course-builder was fixing sheets of 
plywood to the enormous double 
just before the finish line. Heavy 
rain early in the week had made 
things difficult for these guys, but 
the outlook looked good for the rest 
of the weekend, despite Quebec’s 
notoriously changeable weather. 
Walking the track in reverse, it 
finished with a huge double, pre-
ceded by a slightly smaller double. 
Further up, an huge over-vert berm 
preceded by a nice little step-down, 
led into by a whoops-section that 
had not been treated kindly by the 
rain. At the start of the course it 
was a very natural affair, almost 
Vigo-esque but on a smaller scale. 
Steep, rocky and off-camber, this 
would be a real test to the riders’ 
overall MTB skills, as opposed to 
their gating and BMX skills. The 
pit area was largely quiet except for 
a North Shore demonstration area 
that was being put together, and the 
MS Intense team mechanic hard 
at work putting together the team 
bikes, Mio Suemasa the only one 
to be running the elusive Dorados. 
Night fell and that was it, back to 
the outdoor jacuzzis and looking Minnaar is back! Two World Cup wins so far and 

the season was only mid-way. The season was 
shaping up to be a photo finish for the title.



The calm before the storm? The final countdown? Insert the 
sports journalism cliche of your choice here. The world’s 
fastest downhillers prepare to do business. Stretches for 
some, quiet contemplation for others, and Canada’s fastest, 
Steve Smith, gets the celebrity treatment before his ill-fated 
final run.
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forward to an early start for Satur-
day’s downhill practice, qualifying 
and then the finals. 
 
Saturday arrived with fantastic 
weather. Sunny and warm, it seemed 
that the riders would have dry-ish 
conditions for their runs. Walk-
ing into the gondola station, Barel 
and the Subaru/Mondraker team 
were heading up for some practice 
runs. Barel looked to be getting in 
the zone already, earphones in and 
blocking out the rest of the world. 
I sat with an English rider who got 
me up to speed on the happenings so 
far during the week. As we watched 
Rachel Atherton fly down one of the 
steepest sections below us, he told 
me how among the Elite Men who 
were a little further down the finish-

ing list, there was a deep-seated fear 
at every round of being beaten by 
Rachel Atherton. “No-one wants to 
be beaten by a girl, do they?”, he told 
me. Rather than playing down Ra-
chel’s talents, he and the rest of the 
men’s field were full of respect for 
what she is capable of on a bike, es-
pecially on such a punishing course. 
“It’s so rough and steep, it gets to a 
certain point and you’re just trying to 
hang on”, he continued. Getting out 
of the gondola it was time to check 
out the course and scope out some 
photo opportunities. The start hut 
was directly in front of the gondola 
station, the steep start ramp lead-
ing into a short, flattish gravel road 
sprint which then transitioned into a 
rough, flat-out section which wound 
its way down the open piste. From 

flat-out and dusty to tight, muddy 
and steep, the track took its first dip 
into the woods. Light was at an ab-
solute minimum in this section, and 
more than one rider lost it here, most 
running dry tires that got clogged 
with the progressively drying mud. 
A 6-foot drop off (that looks like 
nothing on film and in pictures but 
to take it at any sort of speed was a 
truly scary-looking proposition) shot 
the riders into a steep, pinball-sec-
tion and into a fast, high, perfectly-
sculpted right hand berm. A steep 
drop-in over some large rock slabs 
brought them out of the woods and 
into the sun again, where the going 
was once again flat-out, open and 
loose. The riders were hitting amaz-
ing speeds considering the gradient 
and the sketchy nature of the riding 

Decline/Team America’s Cody Warren takes the scenic route. It’s great 
to see talented US riders like Cody getting the support they need to com-
pete at the highest level.
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surface, their speed only momentarily checked by a the 
occasional drop or hip jump. Bask into the woods once 
more, and the thick mud of the upper wooded section 
was replaced here by roots and sitting water. This section 
was not as steep but perhaps just as treacherous, the roots 
catching out several riders in practice. Over a wooden 
bridge which passed over the XC course, riders dropped 
the 10 feet or so onto the grass and a short pedal brought 
them in sight of the finishing arena. This area utilized the 
lower half of the mountaincross course, so it was a huge 
berm into a hip jump, a double and then a furious pedal 
to make enough speed for the final jump. In all, a great 
course that was perhaps more open and less technical than 
some MSA tracks in the past, but generally a great test of 
all-round ability.
 
Looking good straight away were the usual suspects. 
Peaty, adorned in a freshly-painted Troy lee was look-
ing powerful and confident, no stranger to winning here 
in the past. Gee was really putting the power down in the 
pedally sections, his confidence no doubt sky-high after 
taking his first rainbow jersey in Val di Sole. Rennie was 
another one putting the power down and giving the French 
Canadians an introduction to the bizarre world of Mexican 
wrestling in his crazy Lucha Libre Troy Lee garb. Blen-
kinsop, in my opinion the most understatedly stylish rider 
in the world at the minute, was making it look not only 
easy but also fun, putting the 303 through its paces and 
loving every minute of it. Dan Atherton, quickly becoming 
known as a MTX specialist, was looking totally at home 
on the downhill, his reputation as master of all disciplines 
firmly cemented by his 4X win in Andorra earlier in the 
season. The Giant boys, Rando and Cavalier, were looking 
fast as ever and rocking a prototype Giant. Aesthetically 
similar to the Iron Horse Sunday in some ways, but in my 
opinion much cleaner looking, it will be interesting to see 
if this rig makes it into production and replaces the now 
slightly tired-looking Glory. Other interesting technology 
on the hill includes Fabien Pedemanaud’s BOS Suspen-
sion-equipped Morewood, English ripper Danny Hart’s 
Chromed-out LaPierre and of course the Blackbox Boxx-
ers that only a select few riders were running.
 
The season had been more competitive than usual by this 
point. The dominance of Sam Hill as predicted by nearly 
everyone coming into the 2008 season had not material-
ized. He had failed to capitalize on an early win at round 1 
in Maribor, Slovenia, with Gee taking round 2 in Andorra, 
Greg capturing Fort William and Gee taking the coveted 
World Champion’s jersey, Sam really needed another win 
to salvage his season. He had won here the year before, 
and was certainly looking strong through the technical, 

Rennie

Gee

Claudio Caluori
Barel was the Quebec crowd’s dopted champion, getting the big-
gest cheers of the day here on the course and on the podium.
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wet, wooded sections, but several-time winner Peaty, an injury-
free Minnaar and a world-beating Gee were not going to make 
it easy on him. A few more detours through the woods on this 
course would probably have set Sam at a greater advantage, but 
this course was suiting strength over outright technical skill, and 
the all clipped-in Peaty, Gee and Greg have it in droves. 
 
Come semi-final time, the Elite Men’s field congregated around 
the gondola station at the top of the mountain, and for once there 
were no jokes or banter, just deep concentration written across 
all their faces. Cedric spun away on his turbo-trainer, earphones 
on, and for once not a trace of humor from the French wildman. 
Bryceland was the same, the Junior World Champion completely 
zoned out as he warmed up on his stationary XC bike. The fore-
cast was for sun all day so it was unlikely that any tactical games 
would be played. A tight season meant that every available point 
was precious in the race for the overall title. Sam Hill, last year’s 
man to beat, rolled into the start hut as the rest of the field lined 
up behind him. A few electronic beeps later and it was on: the 
race for Mont Sainte Anne 2008.
 
Few venues carry the sort of history that Mont Sainte Anne can 
boast of. Some places are lucky enought to host a World Cup 
round once or twice and then fall into obscurity, such as An-
gel Fire or Balneario Camboriu. Others are resurrected many 
years later, like Bromont this year. Then you have the classics. 
Fort William is another you can bank on seeing every year, and 
despite its crappy weather and not so interesting downhill course 
(in my opinion at least), they know how to put on a good show 
year after year. Ste. Anne also know how to keep the World 
Cup circus coming back for more year after year. There is a 
real festival feeling here, and everything is contained within a 
relatively small area around the hotel, so the finish area, pits, 
beer tent, podium, swimming pool etc are all very close together 
which means plenty to do and see even if you’re just hanging 
out. Talking to Gracia as he headed back from a broken wheel in 
the DH semi, further compounding his tumultuous weekend after 
an injury in MTX practice, he was taking full advantage of the 
“social” side of the race venue. “I just hope there are some girls 
down there, man”, he told us as he headed to the pool.
 
Semi results started to come in and Minnaar was on top fol-
lowed by Hill, Gee, Kovarik, Peat, Barel, Rennie, Camellini, 
Leov and Brendan Faircolugh rounding out the top ten. Three 
previous winners here, Peaty, Kovarik and Barel were all within 
grasp of the top spot, but Minnaar was showing all the signs of 
being back to his devastatingly efficient and consistent self, the 
rider we knew from Haro and Global/Orange who could pull 
out amazing results with regularity. No injuries and perhaps a 

Nature’s remote flash - the first wooded section was steep, dark and gloopy. This 
little gap in the trees illuminated the passing riders just long enough to squeeze off 
a few shots.



lower stress environment than 
the high-profile Honda team were 
factors perhaps contributing to a 
renaissance for the Minnaar of old. 
Hill was right up there too, how-
ever, and for a man known to save 
his best lines until the final run, 
it was going to be close between 
these two giants of the sport. 
 
In the women’s field, a newly rain-
bow-striped Rachel Atherton led 
a demolition in the semi, beating 
second-placed Tracey Moseley by 
almost 8 seconds. Rachel has real-
ly emerged as THE dominant rider 
this year, and seems to enjoy the 
riding itself as much as the win-
ning. In the final Sabrina Jonnier 
pushed her much harder, Rachel 
only winning by a second, but that 
was all it took. The men’s finals 
rolled around and a huge crowd 
had gathered for this crowning 
event. The finishing arena was 
packed with spectators, photogra-
phers and videographers, all jock-
eying for the best spots to watch 
or record. Riding the gondola 
down for some last-minute photo 
opportunities, we hovered above 
Matti Lehikoinen as he negotiated 
the steepest section of the track. 
He hasn’t had the best of years but 
the man was flying, really making 
the rough, steep-as-hell section 
look easy. He will definitely be 
up there next year when the bad 
luck gremlins move their atten-
tion away from him. Setting up 
shop at a nice little photo-spot in 
one of the final corners, the crowd 
was going wild as rider after rider 
shot past them. The French rid-
ers got some of the loudest cheers 
of all, Fabien Barel seemingly 
an adopted crowd favorite in this 
Gallic corner of North America. 
Steve Smith hobbled by on a flat 
rear tire, still putting the power 
down but severely hampered and 
out of the game for today. The 
largely unheard of Aaron Gwin of 
the Yeti World Cup team stormed 
by to take the hot seat, displacing 

Aussie Mitch Delfs who is also 
finding some consistency this year 
aboard the Kenda/Tomac team. 
Aaron, in his first year of racing 
mountainbikes, and his first ever 
World Cup, would eventually 
come in 10th, the most amazing 
feat of the year by far and a new 
hope for American racing. Not to 
be outdone, teammates Leov and 
Blenkinsop slotted into 9th and 6th 
respectively, Blenkinsop having an 
amazingly consistent year so far, 
expecially considering his age. It 
was down to the final few, and as 
at any race this season, it seemed 
that it would be one of the big 
three of Gee, Greg or Sam on the 
podium. These three seem to have 
found the consistency needed to 
make it to the podium time after 
time this year, as Gee hit the hot 
seat only to be knocked out by 
arch-rival Sam. There seems to 
be some bad blood between these 
two these days, their exchanges on 
the podium and elsewhere terse to 
say the least. It was all academic, 
however, as Minnaar rounded the 
last corner and pedaled furiously 
for the last double and the finish 
line beyond. He took to the air and 
a moment later the crowd went 
insane. Greg is always popular and 
his win here was well-received, 
the commentator almost drowned-
out by the fans. The media 
swarmed around him as he saluted 
the crowd from the hot-seat, his 
win at Fort William clearly not a 
one-time deal for the ex-World and 
World Cup Champion. 
 
After such an amazing downhill 
event, the Mountaincross was a 
bit of a let-down. No fault on the 
part of the course designers or 
riders, the weather and scheduling 
mostly put a damper on things. 
Although dry for the event itself, 
the course, especially at the top, 
had been cut up badly, and after 
a full day of downhill it seemed 
that most spectators didn’t want 
to hang out to see another event 

so soon after. Better scheduling 
would definitely improve MTX 
events in general, as would hold-
ing them in the daylight once in a 
while. Also, permanent tracks like 
that of Fort William would mean 
that instead of creating tracks 
from scratch, often with poor dirt, 
limited time and limited resources, 
the track builders could instead 
make changes and improvements 
to existing tracks each year. The 
man of the moment, Rafael Alva-
rez de Lara Lucas, took the win for 
Specialized, ahead of a resurgent 
Cedric Gracia who took a break as 
post-race interviewer and com-
mentator for Freecaster to haul 
his battered body over the line in 
fourth place. It was an all-Euro 
podium as Saladini and Tschugg 
rounded things out in second and 
third. In the women’s, Melissa 
Buhl restored some US pride with 
a win, compounding her World 
Championship title earlier in Italy.
 
Having politely waited for the 
day’s racing to finish, the heavens 
opened in true Quebec style, but 
the thunder and lightning could 
not thwart the party as everyone 
converged in the Velirium party 
tent. Mud, beer and debauchery 
were on the menu as racers, team 
staff and journalists let loose to 
cap off an amazing weekend and a 
fantastic event.
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Opposite, clockwise from top left: 
Syndicate team mom Kathy Sessler 
takes a leaf out of Peaty’s book; 
Gracia gets the dirt; Gee records 
sister Rachel’s climb to the now-
familiar  number one block; Peaty 
and the top boys get swamped by 
the press; the big three this year; 
Mitch Delfs gets the big screen 
treatment.


