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scaping the glistening financial
towers of Hong Kong Island’s
concrete jungle takes a mere 30
minutes - that is just half an hour
- to reach mountain bike paradise.
On an overcast Saturday morning, two amateur
mountain cyclists park their car beside Tai Lam
Chung Reservoir. They unload their mountain
bikes and strap on helmets and special cycling
shoes. After checking a map, the cyclists are
off, rounding the reservoir and disappearing on
to paved roads and dirt tracks. Other mountain
bikers have already hit the trails, departing from
residential complexes on the outskirts of the park.
The cyclists traverse bamboo groves and sub-
tropical mountain forests. Trails surrounding Tai
Lam Country Park stretch eastward, connecting
with Tai Mo Shan Country Park.
Most people would not immediately associate
bustling, congested Hong Kong with The Great
Outdoors, but with nearly 60 percent of the
territory’s land protected in country parks,
mountain bike enthusiasts see the potential for it to
become a premier global destination for their sport.
Hong Kong is already home to a growing mountain
biking scene, with cyclists rapidly coming to
cherish the escape from their cramped urban
lifestyles.
Anyone who rode a bike as a kid could pick up
mountain biking fairly easily, although the sport
does require some technical knowledge and
practice before you head for the hills. Riders must
distribute body weight differently in response
to steep or treacherous terrain. They must know
when to use brakes and how to minimize injury
from the inevitable falls.
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“In Hong Kong, mountain biking really started
in the late-80s, early 90s,” says Steve Coward,
Hong Kong’s first and only fulltime mountain bike
instructor. “There was nowhere to ride legally at
the time, so if you did mountain biking it was on
the quiet in the country parks.”

When the government began, gradually, to embrace
mountain bikers in country parks, Coward, threw
himself into the sport and became a leader in the
budding athletic community. The 43-year-old is
also a member of the Hong Kong Mountain Bike
Association (HKMBA), a volunteer group of cyclists
working to promote their sport.

“Tai Lam and Tai Mo Shan in New Territories are
probably the most popular areas because there are a
lot more trails there. You could do three days’ riding
and not do the same trail twice,” he says. “Lantau
is fine. There’s quite a bit of road riding to link up
some of the better trails. It’s very mountainous
and extremely hilly. Lamma Island is also popular.
There’s even a trail on Hong Kong Island, the
Dragon’s Back Trail [leading to Shek O].”

Roughly 80 kilometers of government-managed
mountain bike trails trace the contours of country
parks (requiring permits). But much of that tally
includes paved surfaces. The HKMBA provides @
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trail info and tips to local cyclists in addition to
doing advocacy work. Current membership in the
association is more than 4,000.

Hong Kong’s Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation
Department issued 7,311 mountain bike permits in
2012. During the past five years, the department
has issued more than 24,260 of the permits, which
are required for mountain biking on government-
designated trails. The free permits are valid for two
years.

Government-funded association is officially tasked
with promoting and developing mountain biking. It
hosts a few races every year in the New Territories
and selects cyclists to represent Hong Kong in
Olympic competition. Other private companies also
host races in Hong Kong, and Coward estimates the
number of races at 10-15 per year. Roughly three of
those competitions would be downhill races.
Downhill and cross-country represent two
drastically different disciplines. Coward teaches
cross-country, which involves going up and down
hillsides. Races can last hours, taking a tremendous
toll on cyclists’ fitness and endurance.

Downhill racing, on the other hand, is just like it
sounds—downhill, fast. Downhill racers will start
high up on a mountain and speed to the bottom,
navigating fallen trees, and (for the more advanced
cyclists) jumps. A taxi / van is pre-arranged to take
riders back up for additional rides.

Downhill courses are faster and shorter than cross-
country routes; a few are scattered around the Tai
Mo Shan area. Many of Coward’s students began
downhill racing after honing their basic mountain
bike skills.

Specifications of mountain bikes have changed
drastically since they were first popularized in
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California during the 70s. A man named Gary
Fisher is credited as being the “godfather of
mountain biking”. He even coined the term
“mountain bike” and developed many of the design
features standard on the bikes today.

In the early days of mountain biking, Coward says
Fisher simply used normal bikes with “big fat tires,
going downhill at crazy speeds”. Today, mountain
bikes are specialized depending on function.
“Downhill bikes are really just for going downbhill,
but cross-country bikes go uphill, too,” he says.

A cross-country bike frame might weigh 9
kilograms; downhill bikes could be twice that
weight. Downhill bikes also carry heavier
suspension. Protective clothing for the different
disciplines differs too. Cross-country cyclists need
a helmet, possibly gloves, and light knee and elbow
pads. Downhill racers wear a full helmet like a
motorcyclist’s, heavier leg guards, arm guards and
a chest protector.

During the past two years the government has
completed a new purpose-built mountain bike
track on Tai Lam mountain using sustainable
designs that differ from the past practice of laying
concrete (concrete ruins the rugged experience
on the mountain and accelerates erosion as heavy
rains wash underneath the surface).

According to experienced cyclist Shaun Horrocks,
with continued progress Hong Kong could rival the
world’s top mountain cycling destinations, such as
Whistler in Canada or Fort William in Scotland.
But, for the time being, the trails are still operating
at overcapacity.

“This is only a beginning,” says Horrocks. “More
needs to be done. Hong Kong could truly be a
mountain biking Mecca.”
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