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licence to thrill

Jump on Universal Studio Orlando’s newest rollercoaster for a magical creature-filled 
motorbike ride through the Forbidden Forest with Harry Potter favourite Hagrid

Walking through a ruined 
church doesn’t sound  
like a fun-filled start  
to a holiday, especially  
when you have a  
sense of trepidation.

The tension built as I rounded  
every corner. Sunlight seemed to 
shine through the stained-glass 
windows even though it was getting 
dark when I went inside. Vines crept 
in the cracks in the ceiling and huge 
eggs sat on rickety wooden shelves.

It led to a room like a stable with 
beams, a wood fire crackling and a 
dusty stack of cobweb-covered logs.

As I got deeper into the derelict 
building there were hints of what was 
in store. At the end of a network of 
caves was a room filled with cages 
containing weird-looking creatures 
which soon seemed to escape.

My journey ended in an indoor 
courtyard, with shadows of the 
escaped creatures flying above.  
Then came the twist.

The spooky setting is Hagrid’s 
Magical Creatures Motorbike 
Adventure, the latest Harry Potter-
themed ride at Universal Studios’ 
Islands of Adventure theme park in 
Orlando. It has big boots to fill. 

There are two other flagship Potter 
rides at the park. 

One ingeniously 
uses a giant  
robot arm on a 

rollercoaster 
track to 

move ride 
seats so 

it feels like you’re swooping on a 
broomstick with Harry.

The other is an indoor coaster which 
races by sets and turns to face soaring 
3D screens. It’s all in pitch darkness 
so you can’t see the track. The track 
suddenly drops at a 50 degree  
angle from a standing start and  
you plummet 30 feet.

Like its counterparts, the new 
rollercoaster isn’t conventional. It 
features 1930s motorbikes. Each has 
a number plate, sculpted handlebars, 
complete with indicator switches, 
and a sidecar. The experience differs 
greatly depending on whether you  
sit on the bike or beside it.

The high sides and low seat position 
make the sidecar perfect for kids. 
However, the bike is the only way to 
go for budding Chris Hoys. A brace 
bolts you to the seat but as you’re 
higher up you feel the wind rushing 
through your hair as you would on  
an real motorbike. It also means you  
feel the G-Force more.

It all starts like a leisurely drive  
in the country. You pass an eerily-
realistic animated model of 
Lanarkshire man Robbie Coltrane, 
who plays Hagrid.

Alongside him is a giant scorpion, 
one of the magical creatures, and you 
pass others as you race through a forest 
of 1200 trees and skim a lake, including 
a three-headed hyena and a unicorn.

The ride uses every trick in 
Universal’s spell book to immerse 
guests in the world of the boy wizard.

The track passes through a curtain 
of mist and up an almost vertical 
incline as Coltrane tells you over the 
speakers that the engine has cut out. 

It gives you a few seconds of 
weightlessness so it’s not one to ride 

after lunch, though you 
never go upside down. 
For the most thrilling 

experience, try riding 
at night when the 
path is lit by the 

bike’s headligh, you can 
barely see the turns 
coming. The effects all 
help tell the story. The 
cars accelerate a record 

seven times, to represent the bike 
changing gears. 

It goes backwards and drops 
suddenly in an indoor section which 
weaves through the Forbidden Forest. 
The drop is your ticket to escape  
the tendrils of the evil Devil’s Snare  
vine and return to terra firma. 

You get into the ride through a gate 
in a full-size recreation of Hogsmeade, 
the village from the Potter movies. 
Like a scene from a Christmas card, 
fake smoke billows from chimneys  
on a row of snow-capped houses and 
windows are filled with colourful 
creatures.

There are shops inside selling 
sweets from the films like Chocolate 
Frogs and Fizzing Whizzbees. You’ll 
soon find yourself in Ollivanders 
where, with the help of special effects, 
kids are ‘selected’ by a magic wand 
(and usually end up buying it). 
Parents will gravitate to Potter’s 
favourite tipple Butterbeer, but,  
be warned, it’s non-alcoholic.

Towering over the land is a replica 
of Hogwarts Castle and the Hogwarts 
Express takes guests from there to 
the neighbouring Universal Studios.

The Potter lands are shrines for 
aficionados of the films who come 
dressed in sorcerers’ gowns despite 
the Orlando heat. It takes more than 
the wave of a magic wand to beat 
them in the queues.

Guests staying at Universal’s 
on-site hotels get much more than a 
roof over their heads. Their room key 
has queue-cutting privileges and the 
hotels are as elaborate as the rides. 
The latest is the nautically-themed 
Endless Summer resort with ships’ 
lights in its rooms, old-fashioned 
travel trunks for furniture and 
polished decking covering the floor.

If you want to splash out, stay at  
the Portofino Bay which looks like  
an Italian fishing village complete 
with vespas around the harbour and 
multi-coloured road signs directing 
you around the hotel. 

Best of all, free boats take you  
from the park gates to the hotel.  
After Pottering around all day,  
that really is a happy ending.

nautiCal Surfside Inn & Suites at new resort
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heavenly Creatures Ride 
speeds through church ruins 

and into Forbidden Forest

new  Universal’s Endless Summer Resort
nFlights with 
Virgin Atlantic 
from Glasgow 
to Orlando  
on August 24, 
returning a 
week later, cost 
from £693.30 
per adult. See 
virginatlantic.
com or call  
0344 874 7747. 
nSeven nights 
at Universal’s 
Endless Summer 
Resort – Surfside 
Inn and Suites 
from £1193 
based on two 
sharing a two- 
bed suite. Or, 
Loews Portofino 
Bay Hotel costs 
from £2099 
based on two 
sharing a Bay 
View room for 
seven nights. 
Both prices 
include 14 days 
unlimited access 
to Universal 
Studios Florida, 
Islands of 
Adventure and 
Volcano Bay 
water park. See 
www.attraction- 
tickets-direct.
co.uk


