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For the last few years Clay Porter has documented the downhill World Cup circuit in more depth than any other filmmaker. 
Probably, in fact, more exclusively than any other filmmaker has before. There is footage from outside of racing in his films, but 
it all still relates back to the race weekend or the players at those races. With the ever broadening wings of mountain biking, it’s 

interesting to see one person with a unique vision and desire over all, sticking to his passion for racing and not shifting away from 
it into freeride territory, a point he recognises as I sit down to talk to him in World Cup racer Neil Donoghue’s front room while Clay 

is over filming in the UK.

MVP: MOST VALUABLE PLAYER

A FILM MAKER WITH VISION
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“It’s just cause I never was into freeriding myself, 
I just always didn’t get it. I remember the first 
ever big race I went to was the Sea Otter Classic 
in 1998, which was when I was 13 I think, and 
Cranked 1 premiered there. And I remember to 
this day Wade Simmons walking up to me and 
my friends, and they had those Fro wigs on cause 
they were Fro riders or whatever, and they were 
like, ‘Yeah we’re doing this movie premier’ and 
I wasn’t like ‘oh I’m not gonna check it out’. 
I’m sure I was like ‘F–k yeah, it’s gonna be the 
sickest thing ever’ but it’s just cause I was always 
into racing and I still am, I would be really hard 
pressed to, you can’t, I don’t know how you 
would tell a story with freeride. It’d be really 
hard, racing is where the story is. That’s where 
the conflict is, where all the drama is. In the film 
it’s through racing that I’m able to build a more 
complex story, that’s the story about these people 
that have done something that they love. Which 
almost kinda transcends into the freeride side of 
things, which is kinda weird.”

Talking to Clay about mountain biking is like 
dropping a match into a firework factory. It will 
burn for ages and his excitement for the sport is 
at first a little odd and overwhelming. We’ve all 
got a passion for bikes, else we wouldn’t have 
anything to do with them, but his runs deep, as 
does his love of film, both have been present a 
long time, so the unifying of the two must have 
seemed inevitable.

“When I was in high school, I’d always been into 
making movies and stuff, and obviously been 
super into bikes, so for whatever reason, after 
seeing Chain Smoke 1 and Transcontinental and 
the Sprung videos, I just started making them 
myself. I’d always been borderline obsessed, I’d be 
the first person to pre–order them and watch them 
a million times till the tape broke and they were all 
messed up. I used to race quite a bit back home in 
the US in Juniors and stuff and ya know, did that 
for a couple of years. Then one year for Christmas, 
for whatever reason, my mum and dad brought me 
this little pretty cheap Mini–DV camcorder cause 
I used to use their crappy VHS camcorder to do 
little projects for school. So they got me one and 
obviously the only thing I filmed were bikes cause 
all I did was ride bikes. And then pretty much just 
started getting super into it and stopped racing 
downhill and would only race duel slalom at all 
the NORBA’s. I’d race slalom and then film the 
rest of the weekend. Then in 2002 I did this video 
called the Spectacle which was pretty much all 
the footage I’d shot. No distribution company 
picked it up and so I just kinda sold it to local bike 

shops and probably sold about fifty of them! Then 
in 2003 I did Second Spectacle, which was like 
all the NORBA’s from 2003. Then in 2004 I did 
Synopsis, 2005 Hypnosis, 2006 Between the Tape 
and in 2007 F1RST. And now the new one.”

“Has it always been mountain bike films you’ve 
made?” I ask with quite an idea of the answer.

“Most of them are…like whenever I was in 
school I always used to find a way to do any 
school project I could about bikes. Just somehow 
try to snake the system and do some sort of an 
art project about them. In terms of video stuff, 
in seventh grade we had to do a project about 
Macbeth and so I did a stop motion animation 
movie to a scene of Macbeth using Star Wars 
action figures. I don’t know why I f–king decided 
to do that but I was like ‘ah f–k it, I’ll do that’. 
But I haven’t done any short films or stuff like 
that, I did some stuff in film school but nothing 
I’m really super pumped on.”

“So you’ve got film qualifications?”

“Well no, ‘cause I dropped out of Film School.”

The low slung jeans and expansive use of slang 
may seem testament to that, but they mask a 
serious and artistic attitude towards the sport 
and life. The jeans and slang are more just 
typical traits of a San Franciscan, that if he 
got any more USA would piss red, white and 
blue. His obsession with California’s adopted 
dish of Burritos is so complete it must surely 
be unhealthy. The man has them for breakfast, 
lunch and dinner, but despite how many he 
actually eats, his skinny white undie clad ass is 
always hanging out no matter how much string 
he uses as a belt. I remember climbing up a cliff 
behind him at the side of a track and getting 
such a face full of butt crack I almost fell back 
down the mountain from laughing at him nearly 
getting tripped up by his own jeans.

It’s the moments laughing like this (among many 
others) that has endeared him into the scene with 
all the photographers, journalists and riders. If 
he ain’t getting his head down for a serious shot 
then he’s having a laugh, he’s still definitely in it 
for the right reasons. “I first started just because 
it was fun and that’s still why I’m involved in it, 
and that’s still what it’s all about, but I think too 
and it’s not something that I subconsciously or 
always think about, but it’s the people. I’d be hard 
pressed to give you three people that I don’t care 
for in this sport. You know what I mean, It’s a 

pretty solid group of people. That’s a good story to 
tell, if anything theres not a villain in this sport.”

Clay is so aware of just how amazing 
this situation is that he’s in, that it’s had a 
pronounced effect on him, something that tells 
when I ask about his influences.

“From a filming perspective I get super inspired 
by snowboard films just because lately they’ve, 
out of all the action sports, been the most creative 
in terms of how they shoot their stuff. I mean 
a couple of years ago I would have said like, oh 
Earthed is my inspiration or Transcontinental, 
then last year or the year before I would have 
given you a list of some snowboard films, but now 
it’s just evolved. As the films keep progressing, it’s 
not about the gnarliest shot you can do, it’s about 
telling a story, like telling the best story you can 
tell. I get inspired all the time and it’s not just 
films that inspire me, it’s just shit that happens 
in your life and stories from friends and stuff that 
will give the audience, when they walk away, I 
don’t want them to say ‘Wasn’t that a sick shot of 
Steve Peat railing a turn’, like that’s cool if they 
say that, but I want them to say ‘Isn’t Steve Peat 
a rad dude’, ya know, get to know him.”

“Although you do get the shit kicking up shots, 
it does seem it’s about a lot deeper than just the 
money shot style?”

“Yeah, for sure, that’s something too that this year 
especially has been the case, whereas with Between 
the Tape and F1RST the goal when I was at each 
World Cup was to get the best action footage 
I could get and I go there thinking ‘in the race 
run be here or in qualifying be at blah blah blah’, 
but this year I’ve really been (and it’s been kinda 
hard to do) but instead of being where I can get 
the most visually stunning shot, like Blenkinsop 
winning Schladming, he qualified first and I had 
a feeling he could win and he’s a big player in the 
film, so I was right at the finish line where I was 
zooming in on the shot where it wasn’t the most 
visually stunning shot but then I got him crossing 
the finish line and him yelling into the camera 
and Peaty giving him a hug or whatever where 
you’re getting stuff that’s captioning emotion. 
That guy in probably the biggest moment of his 
life this far and that’s gonna be way better for the 
film than the most sickest roost slow–mo shot you 
could get.”
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“Is mountain biking now more of a vehicle to tell 
these stories about life, in as much as it is about 
mountain biking, it’s equally about the stories 
going on behind it?”

“Yeah definitely. It’s almost like where I’ll be stoked 
if anyone says this about the new film, but the film 
is I hope in a way…obviously it’s about mountain 
biking, but it’s more about a group of people that 
have followed their passions and taken the road less 
travelled and done something that they love in their 
life, which a lot of people can’t say they do. Like I’ve 
just turned 24 and I’m at an age where last year all 
my friends that I grew up with have just graduated 
college in the US, and I hear what so and so from 
back in the day is doing and it’s working a desk job. 
No–one dreams to do that shit, I don’t care who you 
are. The people in this sport ya know are people that 
have said ‘I’m gonna do something which I really 
want to do and they’ve done it’ and that’s a pretty 
powerful thing to say.”

It’s a tough task he’s chosen to tackle. Many 
people are happy just to make films or enjoy 
the sport as simply a way to whittle away 
some time, but that completely ignores the 
affirmation that mountain biking is about a lot 
more. “That theme, it’s pretty hard to tell that”, he 
acknowledges, “I’m not expecting every viewer 
to get it right from that, but if anything, say they 
watch the new film and they see whoever didn’t go 
to college and started riding bikes and struggled, 
like how I’ve always wanted to learn a foreign 
language, I’m not expecting anyone to watch the 
movie and buy a downhill bike and want to be the 
next Steve Peat or whatever, but if it makes them 
do something that they like then it’s goal achieved.”

Clay’s certainly testament to the capacity of 
mountain biking as an inspiration and a way to 
introduce new walks of life. “I didn’t get into 
film making because I wanted to make movies and 
thought I’ll do it about bikes, it was like ‘I love 
bikes, how can I keep doing this?’ Cause I kinda 
knew in the back of my head that I wasn’t some 
shit hot racer really. Bikes came first and then 
making movies about bikes. If I hadn’t been into 
bikes I doubt I would have ever picked up a video 
camera.”

Picking up that camera though has given Clay 
access to a lifestyle that he blatantly revels in. 
Something instantly noticeable about Clay, 
when you spend time around him, is that he 
really appreciates the situation he is now in. 
Something I spoke to him about, especially how 
he is now friends with all the people he used to 
watch in the films that he wore the tape out on, 
like Steve Peat.

“It’s weird with the thing with Steve ‘cause he’s 
such a legend in this sport that all my friends 
back home (that I first started riding bikes with 
when I was 10, ya know best friends from back 

in the day), I’ll see them a couple of times a year 
and they’re just like ‘how are the movies going?’ 
and I’m like ‘yeah it’s sick, I went to blah blah 
blah, went to Sam Hill’s house’ and then when 
I say Steve Peat, they’re just like, “Holy Shit 
dude, that’s pretty big time ya know”. I just look 
at him like a friend now. But the thing about it 
that’s weird, is that doing this, it’s become my life 
where I go to all the World Cups, like I’m on the 
road more than half the year now, it’s pretty nuts 
and it just seriously happened all of a sudden. 
Like time goes by pretty quick when you’re doing 
this, you’re always filming or editing or sending 
emails, but it’s dope.”

For the last few years Clay’s travelling has been 
supported by Yeti, an intriguing set up that has 
given Yeti amazing regular films of their team 
and helped Clay a lot, “well Yeti came about 
five years ago when I was at high school, I would 
have been 18, and I had a friend who rode for the 
development team in the US and then I’ve been 
super good friends with Jill Kintner for a bunch 
of years. So she signed with Yeti and the owner 
wanted a guy to do a video for the team for the 
whole year, so Jill said I should do it and then all 
of a sudden I was travelling with the team, did 
a super dope video at the end of the year and the 
next year Chris Conroy, who’s the owner of Yeti, 
was like ‘we want you to do video press releases’. 
At the time, this was before Freecaster and before 
really this internet boom in mountain biking, 
which is the future of how people are going to 
see this sport, and so I started doing them. Press 
release sounds so formatted, but it’s more just 
like a video after every race, but it’s just kept on 
going, but I’ve now actually left Yeti so next year 
I’m gonna be doing them for a different team, not 
sure which team yet. Yeti has been so good cause I 
wouldn’t be here right now if it wasn’t for Yeti ya 
know. They were the kinda guys that back in the 
day when I was super shy and didn’t really talk to 
anybody, they were the people that were like, yeah 
we want you to do this and just kinda gave me 
my chance. I mean Yeti, they’re just good dudes 
there man.”

“You’re still releasing DVD’s but how do you 
see the internet affecting the way we watch 
mountain biking?”

“I think Freecaster and all the live coverage 
is awesome, it’s so good for the sport and it’s 
amazing that someone can watch it as it happens. 
But the downside of the internet, as it is with all 
forms of media, is piracy, like I can do a YouTube 
search and type in F1RST and probably watch 
most of the sections on YouTube, and who knows 
about torrents and all that other stuff. The thing 
that pisses me off more than people illegally 
watching the movie is that they’re watching it 
on the shittiest compression and the tiniest size 
they can, like if anything, I’d want them to see it 
how it’s meant to be seen. But that stuff’s kinda 

inevitable, so you just gotta live with it.”

Now at this early stage of 2009, we are about to 
see Clay release ‘The Tipping Point’, his seventh 
film proper. Quite a feat for the 24 year old who 
struggled through school, but who instead kept 
the faith and is now living his dream, producing 
films about the sport he feels passionately about, 
which is what he’s aiming to convey in his 
upcoming release where he has, “focused in on 
ten riders so the audience feels like they’ve got 
to know Steve (Peat), Sam (Hill), Gee Atherton) 
and Greg (Minnaar) so it’s like they kinda know 
them. So when Matti crashes in Australia or when 
Blenkinsop cleans the final round or when Sam 
crashes at Worlds, it means something, whereas 
before it was like this kinda almost rock star figure 
where the audience can’t connect to them cause 
they haven’t really got to know them. I think every 
year I go in that direction a bit more, but in this 
one I’ve been pretty conscious that even where I 
do the individual sections it’s like how can we get 
to know them? What are some things we can put 
in the film, just funny shit that helps you get to 
know them. Which I always film but I’ve never 
put it in. But that’s me just maturing as a film-
maker.”

The steady trajectory Clay has forged with 
each film is still continuing and who knows 
where it will take him in the end, because he 
certainly has some aspirations that will lead 
onto bigger things.

“Eventually I don’t want do mountain bike films, 
because as much as I love it, it’s something that 
has introduced me to film making, but I want to do 
something different and I’m ready for it. But when 
I do it’s gonna be weird ‘cause it’s like leaving all 
your friends and that’s what’s gnarly about it. 
Through doing this, some of my best friends are all 
over the world, it seems where it’s like if I leave the 
scene it’s leaving a solid group of people that I’m 
still not ready to leave. That’s gonna be hard and 
I’m eventually gonna have to do it, but right now 
I’m still pumped on making mountain bike films, 
and it’s weird, I still, after every film, look back at 
the last one and just cringe. Why did I do this and 
why did I do that? So I think when I do one when I 
don’t cringe it’ll be time to move on, but right now 
I’m still cringing.”

Clay would like to thank: Mom and Dad, all 
my friends, all the sponsors of the films, Keith 
Darner, Jill Kintner, Martin Whiteley, all of whom 
I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing today 
without their help and support, and anyone else 
who has helped me out over the years and let 
me film them and believed in my vision.z
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