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In the history of mountainbiking, few events have captured the public imagination the way the Red Bull Ram-
page has succeeded in doing. Exploding onto the scene in 2001 just as freeriding was emerging as a viable alter-
native to racing, riders were no longer concerned with the stopwatch but rather with surviving the descent itself. 
Insanely steep, loose and sharp, the lines traversed by the 2001 pioneers defied conventional thinking as to what 
could be negotiated on two wheels. At this early stage, style was not as much of a priority as actually making it 
down in one piece, but Wade Simmons put together a fluid run to take the first ever Rampage title. Returning a 
year later, the riders had clearly done their homework. They went bigger, faster and even remembered the points 
for style, although “hucking” was still very prevalent. Tyler Klassen took the win ahead of a man who would go 
on to be one of freeriding’s biggest stars, Darren Berrecloth. Year three, and some of the World Cup racers be-
gan to take an interest. Cedric Gracia banished the “huck” forever with his fast, smooth, and stylish approach to 
big-mountain freestyle. This win established Gracia as perhaps the greatest all-round mountainbiker so far, able 
to win World Cup downhills, World Cup mountaincross events and also school the professional freeriders at their 
own game. In its final year, the epic battle between Gee Atherton, until then known solely as a racer, and estab-
lished freeriding superstar Kyle Strait produced some of the most amazing riding ever seen. Gee’s speed, flow 
and huge amplitude were narrowly beaten by Strait’s stupendous no-hander off a 65-foot stepdown, the young 
Californian taking on the mantle of the undisputed king of competitive freeriding. 

Thomas Vanderham gets Evil over the canyon gap



Three years passed and the Rampage lay dormant like a sleeping giant. The Utah cliffs were spared their annual 
beating and instead the freeriders looked to video segments to showcase their riding. Slopestyle also took off as 
a format, with competitions ranging from the gnarliness of Crankworx to manicured, concrete and wood events 
hosted right in the heart of major urban areas. Racing found a resurgence, with freeride stars like Kyle Strait 
hopping back aboard the traveling circus that is the UCI World Cup to race downhill. For a while it seemed that 
the big-mountain freeride format was relegated to history, but earlier this year the rumor mill was buzzing with 
whispers that the giant had awoken. Before long, spy shots of ramps and slopestyle-esque boxes tacked onto 
the iconic sandstone cliffs began to surface, and before we knew it the beast was back. Distilled photographer 
and Utah native Justin Olsen was there to watch the whole thing go down. Here are his impressions of the 2008 
incarnation of the world’s greatest freeriding spectacle. 

On the stand-out riders:

“The people who stood out for me were the guys who were hitting 
the features that a lot of people were having trouble clearing, and 
not only hitting them but also tricking and styling them out.” 

Kelly McGarry (right) - “I think he got screwed, he should have 
made it into the final because of his qualifying run, even though 
he went down pretty hard. He was doing some pretty big moves 
off some really big stuff. He guinea-pigged the big double towards 
the end of the first practice day, and in his qualifying run he hit a 
huge triple drop that Atherton and Gulevich had also hit. He did 
a big old x-up off it and although he went down hard right after-
wards, he was pretty much the only guy to trick that monster drop. 
The crazy thing is that he actually got knocked unconscious, but 
he just sat there for a while then got back on his back and finished 
the rest of the course. He even backflipped this huge table right 
at the bottom of the course that people were having trouble even 
clearing. His whole run was sick, that’s why I think he should 
have made it to the final.” 



Graham Agassiz (below) -“I think Gra-
ham is only 17 or something, and he was 
riding huge lines and tricking everything 
he came across. He was tail-whipping 
a big step-up and trying 3’s all over the 
place. The younger new-school guys 
were keeping up with the pro-lines but 
also throwing in some big tricks too.” 



  

Matt Hunter (right) - “There was a big chute down into massive hip that 
only 3 or 4 riders even hit. hunter was one of them, and he just whipped it 
and styled it out way better than anyone else. Unfortunately he went down 
further down the course in his qualifier and, I think, dislocated his shoul-
der, but he stuck out in my mind because people were struggling to even 
clear that hip and he styled it out with a huge whip.” 



On building lines: 

“On the practice days there were a group of riders who were just building their own lines to ride, top to bot-
tom. A lot of guys were riding the Red Bull lines, and the Athertons had already been out there and so had 
their lines picked out, but Zink and Strait spent both qualifying days building an alternate line off one of the 
ridges which was pretty burly. It was a chute, then drop to tranny, followed by another 20-foot drop - basi-
cally a super-steep line with a double-drop. Mike Kinrade, James Doerfling and Garett Buehler were three 
other guys that I noticed just building their own line top to bottom. It was a big-mountain line with some 
big drops and a canyon gap. These guys must have put in like 20 hours of work over the two practice days, 
and they didn’t even touch their bikes until the very end of the second practice day. It seemed like there is 
a hardcore group of riders that are against anything man-made on the course, but also there were guys who 
just wanted to add some variety. There were only three main lines available for 25 riders so for some it was a 
way to stick out in everybody’s minds. In the final there must have been 9 guys who did the exact same (Red 
Bull-built) line so digging your own was definitely a way to stand out from the crowd.” 

On racers vs. freeriders:

“In their runs there was an obvious difference between the racers and the freeriders. Atherton had a super-
smooth approach. He rode the same line as McGarry and a few others, and top to bottom he was definitely 
the fastest and definitely had that line down the smoothest. The guys who were tricking their runs more ap-
pealed to me more though. Then Gracia, he was actually riding a single-crown and pulling some nice x-ups 
and suicide no-handers while being super-smooth at the same time. He seemed to be making a point to throw 
more tricks into his run to spice it up and set it apart from the crowd.”

On the event:  

“The organization of the event was super-slick, the way they had it set up. They actually cut in a road just to 
get out to the venue. the road that we were riding on didn’t even exist six months ago. They cut this four mile 
long road specifically to get out to the part of the mesa where they wanted to have the comp. It was across 
the valley from the site of the old Rampage events, probably about 15 miles away. I think some people were 
bummed that they had to walk or ride the 4 miles into the venue itself, but I think Red Bull only did that 
because there wasn’t enough parking out there. People were stoked to be there though, I saw people riding 
bikes with trailers attached holding coolers full of beer, and another guy pulling a trailer with his wife and 
kids in it. One of my friends even rode her bike in and she’s 8 months pregnant! Everyone down here was 
just so stoked to see it come back.”

On the wooden sections  

“People on the forums were bagging on Red Bull for putting the man-made features up on the mountain, but 
the truth is that the features just enhanced what was already there. If you were to go out and stand on some 
of this wood and look off the edge, yeah it’s a wooden take-off but the landing was anything but a groomed 
slopestyle landing. The run-outs were loose, rocky and dangerous. A lot of them had huge boulders in them, 
like with Kinrade’s line in the finals, on the second drop he rode about three feet from a massive boulder on 
the run-out. Had he gone too close at that sort of speed, he would wiped out in a big way for sure.”

On tactics 

“I think a lot of the riders were more concerned about the upper part of the mountain, and didn’t really 
spend the time they should have dialing in their lines on the lower part. I know for sure that there were guys 
hitting the last couple of drops in their lines pretty much blind. I think that was a factor in a lot of the big 
names not making it onto the podium, like McCaul and Berrecloth for example.” Not known for  taking the easy way down  -

Mike Kinrade.



James Doerfling gets hip.

On the canyon gap:

“I think only 4 guys in the whole comp were hitting the gap. McCaul, Vanderham, Kurt Sorge and 
Mike Hopkins were the only ones who incorporated it into their runs, and for Vanderham to pull a no-
hander off it was unbelievable. The roll-in was insane: the top part was little more than a ragged cliff 
face, and then once you got onto the wood there was no turning back. The end of the ramp was prob-
ably about 40 feet off the ground. You couldn’t hit your brakes and chicken out, you just had to send it. 
On McCaul’s last run he almost went over the bars on the roll-in, but he regained control, pedaled his 
way down the roll-in and still cleared it.”   

On the winner: 

“I thought Semenuk had it in the bag as soon as I saw his run. He took the same line as Gracia, 
but Semenuk just made everything look so smooth. As soon as he finished his run I had a good 
feeling that he was the guy to beat. He came down with a suicide no-hander, then into a big drop 
followed by a big can-can over a gap, then another no-hander off a large drop, followed by a big 
3 off the last cliff. It was cool to see. There may be people out there citing the fact that he took 
the smoothest line on the mountain but the fact of the matter is that a lot of other riders were tak-
ing it and no-one was making it look that smooth.”

Kurt Sorge

James Doerfling gets hip


