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“look dad, red bull rampage!”  my four-
year-old daughter exclaims from the back seat of our minivan, as 
we’re driving to daycare. I spot the Rampage’s distinctive logo on 
the front of a limited edition brown hoodie only handed out to the 
competition’s 24 invited athletes. It’s seemingly out of place for the 
small British Columbia town of Nelson, so I try to get a glimpse of 
the rider who’s pushing a gear not suitable for the uphill grade.

I flash back to the previous week: early October outside Virgin, 
Utah, at one of mountain biking’s most sensational competitions, 
where, as head judge of the Rampage, I watched a similarly slow 
grind of riders with downhill-specific bikes make their way up 
towards the start. The riders were reminiscent of great warriors 
heading off to battle, with furrowed brows, sweat and will, con-
centrating on the inevitable events about to unfold. Their weapons 
confined to strength, skill and bicycle. 

“When can we go to Red Bull Rampage, Dad?” chirps my daugh-
ter from the back seat. “Yeah, Dad, can we?” chime my seven- and 
nine-year-old boys in unison. The rider lifts his head; it’s Garret 
Buehler, a 17-year-old Nelson local and new arrival on the big 
mountain freeride competition scene. It was his first time com-
peting at the event, which is easily described as the Super Bowl of 
mountain biking – just being invited is a pretty big deal. 

Rampage judges award riders points for their line choice diffi-
culty, fluidity, amplitude and style, as they rip down a 1,150-vertical 
foot desert mesa slope littered with cliffs, jumps and gaps. Buehler 
certainly didn’t seem out of place during his runs at Rampage, 
stomping big technical airs and finding innovative lines that had 
seasoned veterans scratching their heads. An intriguing story: 
small-town kid shines on world stage in a faraway land. Even more 
noteworthy? Buehler was just one of five Kootenay riders com-
peting against well-known talents like Gee Atherton, the current 
World Downhill champion from England and Cedric Gracia, past 
Rampage champion and easily the most recognized mountain bike 
freerider and racer on the planet. 

It begs the question, why do the Kootenays produce such an 
astounding number of young mountain biking prodigies?

At the world’s definitive freeride competition, the 2008 
Red Bull Rampage, five born and bred Kootenay mountain 
bikers do what comes naturally–serve it extra large

By Chris Lawrence

Kootenay boy Kurt Sorge was one of only 
four Red Bull Rampage competitors to 
boost the giant 65-foot wide Canyon Gap. 
Photo: Sterling Lorence



in 2001, just after freeride mountain biking had begun to gain 
mainstream momentum, with films like Kranked and New World 
Disorder fuelling the fire, there was a bit of a wane in the discipline. 
Somehow this freeride big mountain style of riding needed to be 
legitimized. In a results oriented sport, many in the mountain bike 
industry wondered how freeriders could make a living simply by 
riding for the camera. At the time, it was very much “no racing, no 
respect,” meaning if you weren’t competing in World Cup races, 
then you weren’t a world class rider. 

The first Rampage was held with great anticipation on a mesa 
outside of the small town of Virgin, Utah, back in 2001. Picture a 
landscape similar to Alaska’s big mountain ski terrain but made of 
dirt, with endless chutes and features, void of trees and full of pos-
sibility. Richie Schley and soon-to-be godfather of freeriding Wade 
Simmons were in attendance, along with World Cup racers like 
Chris O’Driscoll, Dave Watson and newly crowned World Downhill 
champion, Miles Rockwell. 

After day one qualifying, with Rockwell in the lead, the venue 
progressed to the next ridge over on the mesa: more aggressive ter-
rain, bigger airs and wider gap jumps. In the last few minutes of 
training that morning, Rockwell attempted a 30-foot stepdown over 
a massive flake rock outcropping. He overshot the landing, crashing 
hard and breaking his wrist. A hush came over the venue as first aid 
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rushed to his side. But before the dust could settle, another rider 
barrelled into the takeoff. Robbie Bourdon, a 16-year-old unknown 
kid from Nelson who had never competed on his mountain bike 
before, cleared the flake, landing his bike precisely on the small 
transition and riding away unscathed, somehow eclipsing the 
champ’s greatest achievements in a single, momentous leap. 

Bourdon’s third place finish in the Rampage’s inaugural run cat-
apulted his status to one of the rowdiest and burliest riders in the 
sport. Rampage was born and the crowd favourite was undoubtedly 
this sawed-off kid from nowhere with no real racing or competition 
experience. No racing, no respect? Not anymore.

Bourdon wasn’t the only one from Nelson who had made an 
impact that first Rampage. Mike Kinrade had been instrumental 
in scoping, digging and manicuring some of the more innovative 
and scary line choices on the course. He was a contending competi-
tor for the next three consecutive Rampage events before Red Bull 
decided to give the Rampage a four-year hiatus from 2004 to 2008. 

Kinrade returned in 2008 as a veteran, being one of a prestigious 
few who had participated in all four of the original Rampage events. 
Now it was Rampage “The Evolution” with a new venue about three 
kilometres away from the original location, on the lower part of the 
infamous Gooseberry mesa outside Zion National Park. For the first 
time, event organizers would “pre-build” parts of the course, incor-

porating man-made features that included a giant wooden booter 
launching riders over a 60-foot wide by 40-foot deep canyon. 

Big mountain freeriding had missed its annual pilgrimage to 
Utah and the grandeur of this new event seemed hell-bent on mak-
ing up for lost time. For riders Kinrade and Bourdon, accompa-
nied by Buehler, Rossland’s Mike Hopkins and the newest Nelson 
upstart, 19-year-old Kurt Sorge, this was the stage that could make 
or break their careers. 

With such a deep pool of international talent, how could five 
riders, what amounts to 20 per cent of the field, hail from one 
small region of British Columbia? By comparison, only four riders 
participated from the Vancouver-Whistler area, a locale that’s tra-
ditionally been one of the world’s freeride talent hotspots, and one 
with a population base 100 times larger than the Nelson-Rossland 
area. Is it simply coincidence, or are these young men a product 
of a uniquely evolved environment? Is something brewing in the 
Kootenays that doesn’t exist in any other part of the world? 

I called Sorge’s mom to get some insight. “He’s always been 
really focused, and I always encouraged him in anything he tried,” 
she explains. “I love watching him when he’s competing, and I love 
the look on his face when he’s done well. I can always tell when he’s 
happy with his performance; I can see it in his eyes.” She tells me 
how Sorge was into wakeboarding and motorbikes until his older 

Clockwise from top left: Robbie Bourdon sails; 
Robbie Bourdon rails; Sorge hangs with the finalists; 
Kinrade sends it to a respectable 4th place; even 
though he placed a disappointing 11th after crashing 
into a badly positioned photographer, burlmaster 
Bourdon is all smiles. Photos: Sterling Lorence 

Before the dust CouLd settLe, another rider BarreLLed into 
the takeoff. roBBie Bourdon, a 16-year-oLd unknown kid from 
neLson who had never Competed on his mountain Bike Before, 
CLeared the fLake, Landing his Bike preCiseLy on the smaLL 
transition and riding away unsCathed.
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brother got a mountain bike. When his brother wasn’t around, he’d 
sneak off to ride it. That’s where the geography of the Kootenays 
took over.

“It’s all about big mountains around here,” Sorge remarks. “Kids 
don’t save their money to buy skateboards or BMX bikes, they 
want big suspension bikes, because that’s the type of riding that’s 
happening here. That’s what’s cool. That’s our sport.” Shortly after 
pirating his brother’s bike, Sorge was shredding the epic trails of 
Nelson, idolizing Robbie Bourdon at the local Fat Tire Fest and 
dreaming of the day when he might be a freeride star.

“Watching Robbie’s segments in the movies and then actually 
getting to ride with him was a big inspiration for me,” says Sorge. 
“It shows you this dream isn’t really that far off. That anything’s 
possible.” It wouldn’t take long for his riding skills to land him first 
place in an online video contest sponsored by Race Face. Shortly 
thereafter he got a bike sponsor, earned a segment in Freeride 
Entertainment’s New World Disorder film series and was invited to 
the Rampage in 2008. 

In the end, Sorge and Hopkins were two of only four riders 
to attempt the 65-foot gap – easily the most scary and impres-
sive move of the event. Sorge would end up placing second in the 
competition, behind Brandon Semenuk of Whistler. Mike Kinrade 
missed the podium but still managed an impressive fourth place. 
Mike Hopkins placed sixth and Robbie Bourdon, after crashing 
into a badly positioned photographer, finished 11th. Garret Buehler 
missed the cut to the final round but showed amazing talent and 
innovation. With only 24 invited riders, five were from the Nelson-
Rossland area and three of them placed in the top six. A culture of 
brazenness and burl in the Kootenays continues to produce ballsy, 
creative and competition-savvy Rampage riders. Fearless, skilful and 

confident, with moms who support them no matter how crazy their 
sport has become. 

waving to buehler  on the way up to daycare, I con-
sider that I’ve been a judge at all five Rampage contests where I’ve 
witnessed slews of stomach-turning crashes and close calls, and I 
struggle with the question: do I want my kids pulling that kind of 
stuff? Diving further into the conundrum, do I have a choice? 

Each time a rider hit that massive gap, every person in atten-
dance – rider, spectator, event staff – held their breath. The riders 
were 40 feet above the canyon floor, so if anyone came up short, 
they were going to be seriously screwed up. Catastrophic injury was 
one small mistake away. 

Seeing my kid as the next Rampage guinea pig is a scary 
thought; I can barely watch as they squirrel down our gravel drive-
way. How can I really encourage them or even acknowledge that 
it’s okay to pursue what appears to be overly risky behaviour? That 
being said, none of the five Kootenay riders sustained any injuries, 
other than some scratches and bruises. It’s amazing what a young 
body can do when it’s not afraid.  

As a father of three Kootenay-born kids, I have a feeling things 
are going to get burly, real burly. The only sanity I get out of my 
reality is that at least, judging by how the current crop of Kootenay 
boys did at the world’s most dangerous mountain bike competition, 
they’ll be in good company.

Original freerider and long-time Kootenay resident Chris Lawrence 
has judged at all five Rampage events. He’s a quarter-time karaoke 
icon, part-time colour commentator, full-time Freeride Entertainment 
producer and three-time dad.

Quam augiam dolor ate tie tat. Si. Ulla feum del 
ulput alit augiat.Gait amet aliquam etueraessi tisl 
ullam, quatie corerilla faccum velisi. 

Left to right: Whistler-based rider Brandon Semenuk 
suicide no-hands his way to first place. A Kootenay 
kid didn’t win the Rampage, but thanks to Vancouver-
based rider Thomas Vanderham’s second place finish 
and Sorge’s third, all the hardware stayed in-province. 
Photo: John Gibson. Rossland native Mike Hopkins 
sends the mega Canyon Gap. Photo: Sterling Lorence

eaCh time a rider hit that massive gap, 
every person in attendanCe – rider, 
speCtator, event staff – heLd their Breath. 
the riders were 40 feet aBove the Canyon 
fLoor, so if anyone Came up short, they 
were going to Be seriousLy sCrewed up.
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