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AT THE ALTAR OF THE ROAD GODS

Boris Mihailovic
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To my late and much beloved aunt, Irene Koudele, who passed away as I was writing this book – but not because I was reading bits of it to her. She was a true outlaw. May the earth where she lies buried rest lightly upon her.


INTRODUCTION

A man can travel a fair distance in thirty-six years. Especially if he puts his mind to it. I’ve certainly done so, and being more pig-headed than a three-headed pig, I have managed to rack up some 2.3 million kilometres, give or take a few thousand.

Much has changed in that time and over that distance. The world is not as it once was, which is to be expected. And neither am I, which is also to be expected. Motorcycles have changed, too. They have gone from being insanely powerful, ill-handling, indifferently braked, semi-reliable projectiles of distilled male rebellion, to even more insanely powerful, great handling, wonderfully braked and very reliable projectiles of distilled male rebellion.

I feel that my personal development has mirrored this most welcome evolutionary process. Consequently, everyone is now better off. Ask my wife. I can now actually tell her with some accuracy when I plan to return from a run. Once upon a time, my return home was contingent upon a host of interlocking variables. Will the bastard motorcycle explode and demand I make efforts to repair it by smashing it with rocks and castigating it with bad language? Will the police finally charge me so that I can get bail, or will they keep me locked in the holding cell until the vomit dries on my clothes and they’re bored of laughing at me through the cell’s viewing slit? How far will I have to ride back the way I have just come to search for some mate who has failed to materialise at the agreed meeting point, leaving me to scour the valleys into which he might have plunged? How long will my money last? Do I use what I have left for petrol, or do I use it to buy more beer, and hope that I can maybe bludge some petrol from a passing motorist? What pointless lie about my speeding shall I use on the Highway Patrol officer? Is it really Monday? I thought it was still Sunday …

More importantly, I have finally come to terms with the fact that I am a shit-magnet. I am now at peace knowing I am a sweaty lodestone for a vast array of scandal, horror and quite dire antisocial beastliness. With this knowledge, I have become empowered – and act accordingly. The decisions I make now are not like the decisions I made back when I was ignorant of my particular standing in the cosmos. But I do understand there is nothing I can do about being such a singularity. I just need to stay aware of how things operate in my universe. It is what it is. I am what I am. And what I have always been.

Of course, the riding of bastard motorcycles has only served to exacerbate shit’s undeniable attraction to me. Had I decided to spend my life rotting behind a steering wheel, it’s certain that shit would have still happened to me, but it would not have been anywhere near as unspeakable as it often turned out to be – or half as much fun. You see, that’s the thing. This motorcycling caper really is all about fun – I wouldn’t do it otherwise. And when Shit Happening coincides with this fun (as it regularly does when I am involved), the fun factor is not necessarily diminished. In fact, it is sometimes enhanced – a lot. This is not always immediately evident, but that is why the Road Gods invented hindsight, which was very thoughtful of Them.

Normally, the Road Gods are not at all given to thoughtfulness. I should know: I have sat astride Their growling metal altars for more than three decades. I have worshipped upon Their snaking, pitiless temples and I have cursed Them and damned Them as often as I have thanked Them and blessed Them. They have returned the favour. It’s how They roll. The shit that comes my way is entirely of Their making, but how I respond to that delivery is entirely my responsibility.

It is a working relationship that has flavoured my life like an exotic goulash from the first day I decided to ride motorcycles. Does this mean I have always acted responsibly? Not at all. Does this mean I have done things about which I am not exactly glowing with pride? Absolutely. With the wisdom of hindsight would I have acted the same way and done the same things? Without question.

After all, I am as fallible and conflicted as the next bloke, and hindsight is not something I can access when I’m being fallible and conflicted. I have done stupid things, and I have done really stupid things. I still do, on occasion. As a consequence, my life continues to be a rich dish of piquancy, with the occasional rancid cock thrown into the sauce to keep me grounded in reality.

Do I learn from my mistakes? Sure. I also repeat them, but not as often as I once did – there’s more to lose these days and the stakes are higher. But I’ll still roll those evil dice. Hell, I’m a motorcyclist. I will always roll those nasty bones. Viewed through the danger-averse eyes of a peacefully insipid society, my entire existence is one, long, two-wheeled mistake. Viewed through mine, it’s the only kind of life worth living.

I hope you’ll get a kick out of the stories in this, my second book. Like any writer, I am always hugely flattered when people tell me how much they enjoyed my first book, My Mother Warned Me About Blokes Like Me, or indeed any of my work. Because like any writer, I get a kick out of running my home movies inside people’s heads and seeing if they smile.

Once again, the tales run in chronological order, beginning from when I started to chew on what I had unwittingly bitten off, all the way through to a recent long-distance ride with my teenage son, Andrew. Once again, I know some of the tales will appal you – they still appal me when I think back on them. Once again, I know some of you will doubt the veracity of the events, and once again I will shrug and ask you if it is at all possible that a man could actually make up any of this shit.

I have changed some of the names of some of the characters in these stories, but only so they can retain a plausible deniability if someone asks them if it’s actually them I’m writing about.

Are there more tales I could tell? Oh yes, I certainly hope to. When will they be told? In the fullness of time and when the Road Gods permit. In the meantime, turn the page and enjoy the ride.


LEARNING FAST

I am still at a loss to understand how I managed to survive my first five years of motorcycle riding. It can only be pure dumb luck as there was certainly no skill involved. Sheer craziness seemed to influence every aspect of my life back then. Like everyone I came to know who shared my two-wheeled fetish, I spent many years buying the fastest and most powerful bike I could afford at the time, then get into crippling debt making it faster and more powerful. The thing could never be fast enough, noisy enough, or angry enough. To my simple mind, there was a purity to the concept of a stupidly powerful engine bolted between two wheels, allegedly controlled by a set of handlebars and some squealing rubbish pretending to be brakes. Did that stop me and my friends pinning the throttles on deserted roads or empty (and not so empty) inner-city streets and measuring the girth of our cocks and the heft of our balls, in the hope that girls were watching? Did it fuck.

By the time I was nineteen I was a fully fledged, insane mutant pursuit machine. I would chase any motorcycle that passed me, or go after with a single-minded madness any bike I could see in front of me. Or, if no such challenge presented itself, I would chase my own shadow for the sheer heart-hammering thrill of cheating death and laughing at the law, which clearly did not apply to me. How could it? I was not dead, nor was I in jail. Sure, I’d come close a couple of times, but I’ve been told close only counts in horseshoes, hand grenades and thermonuclear weapons. It’s got nothing to do with riding motorcycles, right?



‘He who would learn to fly one day must first learn to stand and walk and run and climb and dance; one cannot fly into flying.’

FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE





One of the consequences of riding motorcycles is that suddenly you lose all your friends. This is fine, because motorcycles quite effectively fill the hole those feckless, non-riding bastards leave in your life. So you don’t really miss them at all. For a while, anyway. Eventually, the driving human need for socialisation with like-minded creatures kicks in and you begin to seek out people who laugh at the same things you do.

I lost my best childhood friend when I took to the handlebars. I didn’t think I would, because Alex and I were tight. Hell, I had set him on fire when we were twelve and that kinda thing tends to make or break friendships. Immediately after I had put him out, it made ours. We were becoming increasingly attracted to the motorcycle thing, and as we approached our mid-teens we started making plans to ride around Australia. We even bought a map, seeing ourselves as the wog-kid version of Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper in the movie Easy Rider; except we were more like Corporal Serbia and Silly than Captain America and Billy. Anyway, upon finishing high school, the plan was to purchase motorcycles and hit the road.

It was a simple plan, but Alex still managed to screw it up by buying a car. He was a few months older than me, so he got his licence first, and two days later there he was at the door of my house with an orange VW Passat sitting on the street behind him.

‘Whose is that?’ I asked, peering over his shoulder.

‘Mine!’ he said proudly.

‘I thought we were gonna buy bikes …’

He looked a little uncomfortable, but he had clearly rehearsed an answer. ‘Yeah … umm, look, it’s only until you get a bike,’ he muttered. ‘Then I’ll sell it and get one too.’ Except when that happened a few months later, he didn’t. All of a sudden we didn’t have much in common anymore.

By that time, I didn’t really care. I had a motorcycle, which I had acquired via parental manipulation, extreme pleading and the telling of vast lies.

I had managed to save half the price of the bike doing part-time work, and then a bit more when I got some brief full-time work as the indentured servant of a crazy Holocaust survivor who ran an army disposal store in the city. In the three months I worked for Mr Aaronovich, and for which he paid me in small notes from the till every afternoon after I had finished sweeping the store entry and the footpath, cleaning the display windows and cases, and straightening the shelves that overflowed with musty-smelling ex-army gear, I vowed I would never again be taken in by classified ads seeking Trainee Assistant Store Managers, when all they really wanted were cleaners.

I was still short a grand, and after many high-level family summits, which began with my father vowing to put an axe through any motorcycle I brought home and eventually ended with my mother in tears on her knees before an icon of the Virgin Mary and my father’s guarantor signature on a small bank loan, I was in a bike shop on Parramatta Road and buying the object of my eternal salvation – or damnation, if you believed the muttered prayers of my mum.

That object was a Yamaha XJ650. It had four cylinders, 650ccs and it was red. I was complete. I didn’t need friends, I didn’t need family. Hell, I even stopped paying attention to the pretty Greek girl who lived in the house behind ours and used to dance to the radio in her underpants most evenings. It was all I could do to keep a job for any longer than a month at a time because working ate into my riding time.

From the day at high school when my mate Gronk first appeared in the car park and let me have a go on his oil-splashed Honda XL250, I’d always had an idea that riding for real, as opposed to sneaking around in the alleyways behind his house, was going to be fun. But I had no idea just how much fun it was going to be.

The first fortnight after the purchase was spent in a haze of euphoric amazement. I even stopped masturbating for a while. My mother grew concerned I had suddenly become a little retarded because I would, in the middle of dinner, stop chewing my food and stare into space with a silly grin on my face. I was, of course, reliving a series of corners, or a particularly fast blast, but to her it looked as if part of my brain had turned into soap. The whole riding experience was so intense it was as if I had to relive it a few times in my head to absorb it and process it.

For the next eighteen months I funned myself stupid by riding everywhere all the time. I had no fear. There was no hesitancy in my riding, I just went at it with single-minded zealotry. I might as well have been retarded.

I didn’t have any lessons and no one taught me anything. I lived in Marrickville, an inner-city suburb of Sydney, so there were no wide open spaces and dirt bikes filling my childhood. The only real-world motorcycle-riding experience I’d had followed hard on the heels of my mate Gronk’s arrival, astride a disgraceful old Honda XL250, in my high school car park when I was in Year 10 – all of which is documented in my first book, My Mother Warned Me About Blokes Like Me.

Gronk’s advent was the catalyst for my motorcycle addiction, and I spent many days jigging school and yammering around the lanes and back streets of nearby Camperdown on his bike – and learning whatever I could at the school of Trial, Error, Thrills and Terror. So whatever I had picked up astride Gronk’s glorious shit-box, coupled with the fact that I had ridden a pushbike as a kid, seemed to have provided me with a skill-set sufficient to prevent a horrible red death. Which is pretty much how I explained it all to my terrified mother when she questioned me about how I knew how to ride a motorcycle.

‘How you learnink raid dis?’ she demanded to know one day.

‘There’s not all that much to learn, Mum,’ I grinned. ‘It’s like riding a pushbike, but heaps easier ’cause you don’t have to pedal.’

‘Don’t be goink too fast,’ she pleaded.

My expression was immediately one of shock. ‘Never!’ I declared and followed that bullshit up with a lie of such epic grandeur it was a miracle the God to whom Mum prayed several times a day didn’t strike me dead: ‘They don’t go that fast anyway.’

But they did. I loved what happened when I made the speedo needle go all the way to the right, but she didn’t need to know any of that. In fact, the more ignorant she was of what I was doing, the more blissful I felt she would be. And to this day, I have not changed my mind about that.

So I rode and rode and rode. Day and night. If I couldn’t sleep I would go for a ride. If I didn’t know what to do on the weekend, I would ride to Brisbane and back. I rode dirt roads, I rode highways, I rode in peak hour, I rode in the rain, I rode with hailstones cracking off my helmet, I rode in state forests and I rode in national parks. I even rode along a beach on the NSW south coast until an incoming tide forced me to ride awkwardly up onto some rocks where I waited endless hours for the tide to recede so I could ride out again. In that year and a half, I clocked up almost 160,000 kilometres.

But I did it all alone. In many ways this was quite fitting, and a bit Zen. After all, we ride alone even when we are riding with a group of other people. If four blokes go for a ride, it’s not at all the same as four blokes going for a drive. I got to know myself pretty well on those long rides.

Not every ride is a hell-for-leather death race of pitiless intensity and pulped organs if you screw it up. Once you’ve mastered the basics, many rides are just you churning out the kilometres, basking in the scenery and bathing in the wind. There’s lots of space to think about things. So I did just that. I searched all the rooms of my soul and spent many hours poking about inside my own head-space. I discovered that I liked my own company. I discovered I did not like society all that much. I discovered I would never be a great singer, but I didn’t mind the sound of my own bellowing too much and felt I did some of my best work with ancient Serbian battle songs, rather than murdering complex numbers like the Righteous Brothers’ ‘Unchained Melody’. I discovered I liked to sit by a campfire and stare into the flames and that the darkness held no fear for me. I discovered Australia was full of wonderful, generous, helpful and fascinating people, most of whom did not live in the cities. I discovered I liked speed and danger and risk, and being responsible for my actions. I came to like me and what I was doing with myself and where my life was going – which was nowhere in particular, but as long as it was going there on a motorcycle, I was ever so good with that.

So my life ticked along, until one day I discovered that I needed a new motorcycle. The one I had was simply not terrifying me in sufficient amounts anymore. So I took my XJ650 Yamaha back to the bike shop on Parramatta Road and traded it in for a bigger and vastly more powerful motorcycle. I still had no bike-riding mates, so I was on my own when I did this, and in a bit of a quandary as to what to buy next. I had read all the bike mags I could get my hands on, so I considered myself well informed about what was available. But I also considered myself to be a good rider, so what was one extra delusion in my arsenal of self-beautness?

The bike shop sold Kawasakis, Yamahas and Suzukis, which was fine by me. I had decided a few months back I would never buy or own a Honda because the company’s advertising campaigns insisted that I would meet the nicest people on a Honda. Since I was not at all interested in meeting nice people, I was just not gonna buy a Honda. Had the ad campaign stated that I would meet sluts, werewolves, gunslingers, gamblers and drunks, I would have slammed my borrowed money down on the counter in a second, because despite its utterly anodyne ad campaign, Honda enjoyed a great reputation for reliability and performance.

I coveted a Harley, too, but I understood I needed a good deal more evil-ing up before I could carry off that whole hog thing. And besides, the wretched things cost more than twice what a Japanese bike cost.

I didn’t have too many options. BMWs were, from what I could see, the province of bearded, Belstaff-wearing stamp collectors, train-spotters and balding middle-aged men who smelled vaguely of urine. Ducatis belonged exclusively to a subset of wild-eyed, long-haired fuckers who seemed to be hewn from obstinacy and delirium, walked with limps, smoked rollies and carried an array of spanners in their pockets. That only left Triumphs (which no one in their right mind wanted to buy in the early ’80s as the only things keeping the company afloat were the crazed police departments of Ghana and Nigeria who kept buying them because the jungle drums had told them to do so), and Moto Guzzi, whose owners were several orders of strangeness and oiliness more deranged and oily than the mad swine who owned Ducatis.

My next bike was going to be another Yamaha, or a Suzuki, or a Kawasaki. So while Jerry, the twitchy, lizardy salesman who’d sold me my Yamaha and let me ride it home even though I could not produce a motorcycle licence when I bought it, was looking over the bike and deciding how worthless it was as a trade-in, I wandered up and down the showroom considering my options.

There was a dashing and rather lairy blue-and-white Suzuki GS1000S upon which I spent quite some time rubbing myself. It came stock with a bikini fairing, which caused me not a little anguish. About six months previously I had become overstimulated by press articles about bikini fairings. I immediately went and bought one for the Yamaha, for I very much wanted to be at the cutting edge of motorcycle style. Typically, I was unable to fit the small fairing to my XJ in any way that didn’t make it vibrate against the headlight like a jackhammer. Nor could I make it sit squarely, no matter how many times I took it off and put it back on and swore at it. After nine hours of assembly, multiple test rides, fittings, de-fittings, re-fittings and temper tantrums, the cheap crap still buzzed like a Chinese sex toy each time I accelerated. The farce ended, as most of my mechanical farces end, in a sweary fit of Thor-like hammering and destruction of the non-compliant part. And though the Suzuki GS1000S’s fairing had been fitted by the factory, I remained suspicious as to its integrity.

Beside it was a decidedly more respectable-looking GS1000G, in a muted two-tone orangey-red colour. But I was unable to take it seriously because it had a shaft-drive and the bike Jerry was devaluing outside also had a shaft-drive. A shaft-drive, I had read in a motorcycle magazine, sapped much-desired horsepower from a motor. I wasn’t having any of that. At my age, I needed all the horsepower I could get. It went with my manhood.

Next to that neutered blancmange was a monstrous dark-green and black behemoth that was one-third larger than any other motorcycle on the floor. Or in the world. It was the already legendary six-cylinder Z1300 Kawasaki and it was, to my youthful eyes, intimidation incarnate. I had no business attempting to ride this leviathan. It knew that and I knew that. And it cost two grand more than I had borrowed from the bank, so that settled my inner debate. But I felt like a bit of a girl when I turned my back on it. To this day I still do.

That left three serious contenders.

The Yamaha XS1100 was another shaft-driven monster, but one that allegedly produced enough horsepower to counteract the shaft-drive’s pussification. The bike beside the dirt-red Yamaha was another square-headlighted rocketship that had received a lot of praise in the motorcycle press, the new Suzuki GSX1100EX. It was tarted up in hateful, manly black, with three different blue accents on the tank and a motor that was the performance benchmark of the time.

Beside the EX was ne plus ultra of psychopathic Japanese motorcycles, the altogether jaw-dropping Suzuki Katana. It shared the same motor as the EX, but featured styling so far removed from the existing design paradigm of the time as to be almost alien.

I was standing on the threshold of a new age of superbikes, and I just couldn’t decide. Should I go with the marque I knew, loved and trusted and buy the Yamaha? Should I sell my soul to the Lucifer-black GSX and its siren call of serious fuck-you power? Or should I take the plunge, bludge another grand off my mum and ride off into the sunset on the wildest, maddest and most outrageous motorcycle ever made and that had been named after the sword samurai warriors used to hack into their own entrails?

I had no idea.

‘Okay, Morris,’ Jerry declared happily as he wandered back into the showroom and forgot my name again. ‘The best I can do on the XJ is a grand. It’s got some big miles on it.’

That was about 500 less than I expected, but I was just not equipped to haggle with a man who was wearing a yellow body shirt, tight brown polyester flares and Partridge Family haircut. So I just nodded dumbly.

‘So whaddaya reckon you might wanna trade up to?’ he grinned.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. And I didn’t.

‘You like the Katana?’

I nodded again.

‘That one’s sold, but I can get you another one next month.’

I did not want a bike next month. I wanted a bike now. Jerry, with the scent of my buyer’s blood deep in his scaly nostrils, understood that perfectly well. It made him smile with disturbing intensity. I wanted to punch him in the face.

‘I can do the black EX for you right now,’ he said, showing me his crocodilian teeth. ‘And I’ll toss in a new helmet.’

I agreed instantly. I couldn’t give a shit about the helmet; he was prepared to fuel this thing up and give it to me right now. And part of me wanted a change from the Yamaha and secretly feared its shaft-drive would cause me to sprout a clitoris. An hour later, I was riding my new bike home via Wollongong, a round trip of 250 kilometres.

Its power, after the relatively gentle exhalations of the Yamaha, dried my mouth and turned my eyes into saucers. It was noticeably heavier than my first bike, but it handled much the same, and when I opened the throttle that amazing engine spat me at the horizon with a venom that caused my arse to chew at the seat in delighted alarm.

And so began a love affair that was to last three years and some 260,000 kilometres. I spent money on that bike like a balding middle-aged fool pimping up his Filipina bride. But unlike the bride, the big Suzuki never let me down, always brought me home and ensured that I would now and forever serve as a high priest before the altar of the Road Gods.

But I still didn’t have any mates. For a few months, that was still alright. My Suzuki and I were in our honeymoon period, and there was no room in my life for anything but it. Then one afternoon, as I was walking past the Hilton Hotel on George Street in Sydney, and admiring my splendid motorcycling self in the shop windows, I heard a bike gearing savagely down behind me. I turned and saw a nasty, noisy, matte-black Katana lurch to a halt almost beside me. Sartorially the rider was only some fur and a boot-knife removed from Toecutter in Mad Max.

‘Mmonnis?!’ said a muffled voice from inside a black-visored black-and-gold AGV helmet.

I narrowed my eyes and shifted my own helmet down from my wrist and into my hand, fully intending to defend whatever needed defending with my fibreglass bludgeon. The rider flicked up his helmet, and his eyes crinkled in amusement.

‘Boris?!’ he repeated, a little clearer this time.

‘Who are you?’ I asked, walking closer and peering at what little I could see of the rider’s face.

‘Hang on,’ he said, put his bike on its stand, undid his helmet and slipped it off his head. ‘It’s me,’ he said.

I still blinked in confusion.

‘Frank. From school.’

And the penny dropped. It was indeed Frank from my high school. I vaguely remembered him, but we hadn’t been mates – and what I did recall of him was that he was one of those nondescript kids. Neither a genius, nor a jock, nor a monstrous dickhead. And here he was now, looking very cool and very fast and riding what was obviously a horrid home-painted matte-black Katana with a buzzsaw-loud exhaust. And he had a walkie-talkie attached to his hip.

As we shook hands he told me he was a motorcycle courier and asked me what I rode. I proudly replied that I had a GSX1100EX, which you’ll recall shared pretty much everything with Frank’s Katana except the outlandish styling. So we instantly had something else in common apart from high school.

‘I’m finishing work now,’ Frank said. ‘Wanna come back to my place for a beer? Remember Scott? I live with him. He rides a GPZ.’

I vaguely recalled Scott, Frank’s mate at school, and I was inordinately pleased that he rode as well – and he rode a very mighty Kawasaki, which had recently been invented as competition to the GSX I was riding.

‘Sure,’ I said. It had been a long time since anyone had invited me anywhere for a beer, and while I didn’t want to appear pathetically keen, that’s exactly what I was.

‘Where’s your bike?’ Frank asked.

I told him it was parked around the corner.

‘Cool. Follow me.’ He waited for me opposite Sydney Town Hall, and in a few minutes we were barrelling down George Street to Frank’s townhouse in the nearby inner-city suburb of Newtown. It was all I could do just to keep up with him. This had nothing to do with my bike, which was virtually as powerful as his. It was me – and this delusion I had about how fast I was. Or wasn’t, as it turned out.

Clearly, Frank was possessed of riding skills, daring and ruthlessness when it came to traffic that had thus far eluded me. He lane-split at speeds that took my breath away, and hammered off the lights as if he was drag-racing for money. As we tore down Broadway, my speedo was nudging 130 kms per hour. His bike sounded glorious, crackling and popping on over-run through its aftermarket exhaust system. I vowed to buy one just like that the next day even if it meant I would once again cheat Mum out of the board I was supposed to pay each month.

And he looked far cooler than me. There was no doubt about that. I was dressed in my normal riding ensemble of blue jeans tucked into black Rossi-brand riding boots, a black leather jacket and some black gloves. My helmet was a silver-and-black AGV with a clear visor. Bar the helmet, which I got when I bought the bike, all of my gear had been bought from Omodeis – a wonderful shop that used to be on Pitt Street, just behind Central Station. I remember so clearly how it smelled of leather, waxed cotton and the ethereal promise of distant horizons astride a motorcycle.

Frank’s gear looked a lot edgier and reminded me of the psychotic outlaw riders in what was then my favourite movie, Mad Max. Instead of blue jeans, he wore black jeans, and they weren’t tucked into prissy black boy-boots. They were jammed into brutish Sidi dirt-bike boots, with cruel buckles on the side and steel reinforcement along the toes. His leather jacket was scuffed and collared with epaulettes (they call them Brando jackets these days), and much thicker than mine. Over the top of this he had a stained, faded sleeveless denim jacket.

I made mental notes as we howled through the busy shopping centre of Newtown, jaywalkers leaping back onto the footpath as Frank’s exhaust popped explosions of hate at them.

Note 1. Buy an exhaust system. Do it tomorrow.

Note 2. Buy a Levi’s jean jacket and saw the arms off it. Argue with mother about this. Do not lose argument.

Note 3. Buy dirt-bike boots or find someone who is prepared to fight you for his. And fight hard. You must not come second.

Note 4. Stop being a giant sack of trembling, hesitant, slow-riding bitch-poo. Turn the throttle. Do it now. If he can fit that Katana into that traffic gap, so can you. One hundred and forty kilometres per hour is a perfectly acceptable speed down the double yellow lines of a major inner-city thoroughfare. What the fuck did you buy this black monster for? To look at?

I was a somewhat altered Borrie when Frank and I finally pulled up in front of his two-storey townhouse just off the main road.

Scott was out the front washing his Kawasaki GPZ1100, and there was another identical-to-mine black GSX parked next to it, which belonged to a gentle-natured, careful-riding and somewhat skinny bloke called Barry. There was also a fabulous blonde with excellent tits and painted-on jeans sitting on the fence, swinging her legs, smoking and watching Scott wash his bike. She turned out to be Scott’s girlfriend, Justine.

Like Frank, Scott was a motorcycle courier. I came to understand that their profession accounted greatly for just how fast these blokes were and how well they rode. As you might understand, a motorcycle courier’s life span is mostly measured in weeks. They dance on the knife-edge of metropolitan traffic death for ten to twelve hours a day. They either learn to ride well, or they die. Both Frank and Scott had been couriers for about a year, and they were both very much alive. I was in the presence of minor riding deities.

They all greeted me with good humour, and quite suddenly, it looked like I might have friends again: friends who clearly shared my love of the motorcycle. In short order, I was drinking beer, laughing and passing around a joint as if I’d known these people my whole life. Another bloke called Craig joined us. He lived in the block of flats next to their row of townhouses and rode a big 1100cc Kawasaki shaft-drive. Despite this deficiency, he was as welcoming as the others.

I had to go home for dinner, so we all made some quick plans to go for a ride the coming weekend. We agreed that an excursion to Gosford, via the Old Pacific Highway, was in order. Since I was the new kid, a dash along that famously twisting stretch of bitumen would determine my place in the pecking order. I knew Frank was quicker than me, but I had no idea about the others. I did note that everyone was sporting the latest Pirelli tyres, which were the last word in adhesion back then. By today’s standards it would be like riding on ceramic tiles but back then, as your giant, 130-horsepower Japanese bike oscillated and weaved its way around corners, always on the verge of tank-slapping you into the traction braces at the local hospital, you would congratulate yourself on having the stickiest tyres money could buy. And you would ride accordingly.

I will always remember that first ride with Frank and the others from Berowra to Gosford. It started fast and hard and didn’t ease off – Frank and Scott engaged it with an intensity I had not seen this side of a racetrack. We must have been doing well over 200 across the Brooklyn Bridge, one of the only straight bits in what is a cornucopia of beautiful corners. They rode closely behind each other, obviously very familiar with themselves and the road, and while I also knew the road, I had never pushed as hard along it as I did that Sunday. We passed everything, and as we began the final, thrilling descent into Gosford, I was shaking my head in disbelief and trembling with adrenalin fizz.

Most Sydney riders are familiar with the Old Pacific Highway. It is a stunning section of bitumen that is rather close to the city. But what was a blessing to riders in the ’70s (just after the Newcastle freeway opened for business), ’80s and early ’90s, has become their curse in the 21st century. The Old Road, as it is now known, was once a free-fire zone for motorcyclists. You went there to learn how to go fast around corners. And sometimes, in the process of learning, you would die or end up in a motorised wheelchair oozing faeces into a bag and swallowing laboriously through a tube. For such is the nature of learning how to go fast around corners on motorcycles.

The police now blanket the road every weekend, and the speed limit has been dropped from 100 to 60. But since many motorcyclists have pretty much become unskilled herd animals in today’s world, legions of them still insist on riding up there, crashing their vestigial brains out and being booked for everything the Highway Patrol can come up with. I would rather gouge my own eyes out than go there today.

You will recall that the ’70s and ’80s were simpler and far more Manichaean times. Motorcycling had never been as magnificently Darwinian and more black and white than it was then. If you wanted to ride in those days, there was no room for any doubt or hesitancy. Your desire to ride had better burn with an incandescent fire, and you had to have an innate, almost instinct-driven ability to come to grips with your motorcycle in a short period of time. Failure to do this, and your time kissing the wind and surfing creamy waves of torque would be exactly as Thomas Hobbes observed – ‘nasty, brutish and short’.

Do I have to tell you how face-scrunchingly appealing this was to a mildly crazy wog boy with a doting mother, or can you guess? It was the rite of passage into manhood I had always searched for. Sure, it wasn’t exactly hunting cave-bears with a fire-hardened stick, but it was certainly a close second in terms of just how much pure screaming terror and manliness could be mainlined into your veins in a nanosecond.

At the time, any sixteen-year-old could buy a machine that could achieve 220 kms per hour in a normal suburban street, sounded like a screaming jet, and made him utterly irresistible to sparkling-eyed teenage girls rebelling against their fathers by taking off their bras and climbing onto the back of such bikes with breathless enthusiasm. There were no nanny-state-mandated, ‘Learner-Approved Motorcycles’. You could turn sixteen and nine months and go and buy the most powerful bike in the world, and ride it on your L-plates. There were no cheery instructors full of positive reinforcement slogans and an inane you-can-do-it attitude, even if the unco-ordinated gibbon under their instruction was demonstrably unsuited to riding bikes and was clearly going to die on his way home from the course that afternoon. There were no track days where you could go and hone your skills on a closed racetrack in a relatively safe environment. There were no riding courses and no rider trainers. If you wanted to learn how to ride fast, you learned on public roads, which were thankfully less crowded, but this advantage was offset by comparatively ill-handling bikes with enormous amounts of horsepower. So you did the only thing you could, you learned by following riders who were faster and better than you for as long as you could. You learned by doing and by trying and by judging just how much to push it before it all pushed back. It was a lot like climbing into a fighting cage, putting your hands up and seeing what you could learn from the professional man-beating machine in the opposite corner.

Yes, it did go to horrible bastard shit from time to time. How could it not? What happened then? Well, you gave up riding, and so many did. Or you dealt with it and you grew up a little bit. Fundamentally, you had to learn how to ride all by yourself, or grim-faced men would be scraping you off the bitumen with red-dripping shovels and clucking about the shame and tragedy of it all.

That Sunday, on my first ride with my new mates, I learned a whole lot of new things. I learned that Scott was faster than Frank. Not by much, but by enough to make him heaps faster than me – because Frank was faster than me. Not by all that much, though. And in turn, I learned I was faster than skinny Barry and shaft-drive Craig. I was also faster than another bloke who showed up called Jay. But he was riding an abominable Honda CX500, which was giving away two cylinders and about a million horsepower to the GSXs and the GPZ. The CX had been dubbed the Plastic Maggot by Australian motorcycle riders, who were affronted by its appalling styling and mini-fairing-cum-headlight-nacelle-cum-dribbling-bib, and has remained one of the most hideous motorcycles ever built. Damnably reliable and proficient, like most Hondas, but with zero allure.

What I found most educational was that Frank and Scott rode everywhere fast. The moment they got on their bikes, they were on it. Every set of lights was a drag-race; every set of bends was a late-entry, high-lean-angle speed-fest. Wheelies were popped with amazing skill and regularity, and Scott was certainly the grand-master of lofting the front wheel into the sky. He even performed them between waiting lines of stationary traffic, which made Frank and me helpless with laughter and admiration. I cannot imagine what the drivers must have thought as a giant red motorcycle howled past them on its back wheel, missing their doors by scant centimetres, the exhaust loud enough to cause the children in the cars to cry and yelp in terror. I know this because I saw them screaming as Frank and I followed Scott through the traffic.

I, of course, had no idea how to do wheelies until I hooked up with the two of them. But I certainly taught myself as quickly as possible and in the time-tested tradition of motorcycle hooligans everywhere.

I asked Scott about the mechanics of it. ‘Give it about five grand in second as you’re rolling along, and dump the clutch. Make sure your foot is covering the back brake in case it starts to flip. Piece of piss.’

I committed this sagacity to memory and found a quiet street. Three hours later I had exploded my fork seals, dinged my steering head bearings, fried my clutch and bounced myself off the side of a caravan and four cars. But I had learned how to wheelie – more or less. I was never proficient enough to essay a 140-kms-per-hour three-gear, lane-splitting minger like Scott, but I did manage the odd two-gear howler when the planets aligned.

Scott also taught me to jump my motorcycle through the air, but the first time I did this it was entirely by accident and scared the furry tripe out of me. Every time after that it was big-time stupid fun. The night-flying caught me unaware the first time: I was belting down Darley Road, an inner-west suburban street at the back of Leichhardt, chasing Scott’s taillight. You could attain a fair turn of speed down Darley Road – it arcs in a long right-hander that parallels an old railway line, and Scott and I had certainly attained that fair turn of speed. Suddenly, I saw his taillight veer sharply to the left just where Canal Road runs into Darley Road and a second later it rose at least a metre into the air. But since I had automatically followed Scott when he lurched to the left, I didn’t have all that long to marvel at how he’d just levitated a motorcycle travelling at 130 kms per hour, because mine also left the ground, engine screaming, following his into the air. Scott knew about the massive drain that ran across the road right beside the gutter at that point. He’d been jumping it for ages. This was my first time. It was certainly not my last, but it would have been had I not successfully landed the howling Suzuki – and that was more through sheer luck than any skill. Had I panicked and throttled sharply off, the violent shaking of the front-end on landing would have turned into an arm-snapping tank-slapper and Scott would have been feeding me cigarettes as we waited for the paramedics. But it happened all too fast for me to panic. He almost fell off his bike laughing at my appalled facial expression at the next set of lights.

My education as a rider continued apace. Spending every weekend and most weeknights with my new mates laughing a lot, drinking heaps of beer and smoking a bit of dope, we talked about nothing except motorcycles and girls. We rode the Old Road at all hours of the day and night. We conducted land-speed record attempts on the long, straight and mostly deserted factory-lined boulevards in the west of Sydney. We also conducted them on the twisting, hack-surfaced streets of the inner suburbs, which was even more exciting. We rode every winding road we could find around Sydney at every opportunity: Bells Line of Road, the Putty, Tarana, Jenolan Caves, Wollombi via Lemmings Corner, St Albans, Wisemans Ferry, Spencer, Peats Ridge, Bulli Pass, Macquarie Pass, Kangaroo Valley, Royal National Park, Pearl Beach, Patonga, Woy Woy. Some of these roads still had sections of dirt on them, which was just an added challenge. Especially when we’d had a few beers.

We also roamed further afield. Cobar, Dubbo, Tamworth, Mudgee, Wagga Wagga, Griffith, and smaller places such as Dungog, Gilgandra, Warren, Nyngan, and myriad even smaller places scattered throughout NSW, as well as parts of Victoria and Queensland. Melbourne and Brisbane were frequently visited, as were the fabled roads on the way to them – the Oxley Highway, the Bruxner, the Gwydir, Thunderbolts Way, the Snowy Mountains Highway – they all left their mark on us.

But we did not once leave our mark on them. No, I do not know why. Maybe we were just lucky. I had become a much better rider since I hooked up with Frank that fateful afternoon outside the Hilton – faster, smoother and more confident. My balls were larger and swung lower. My Suzuki had changed as I had added things to make it go faster, shriek louder and handle better. My wardrobe changed, too. I quickly adopted the denim vest over the leather jacket look, and got myself a beaut pair of red-and-black Sidi dirt-bike boots. I even acquired a pair of Balmain Tigers footy socks and wore them folded over the top of the boots, and became the complete incarnation of a motorcycle hooligan.

I began to seek out other riders to measure myself against, and on Friday nights, after maybe doing a quick dash to Watsons Bay – a challenging, twisty, traffic-dodging, inner-city dash from Kings Cross to the southern arm of Sydney Harbour, I would wait on Campbell Parade at Bondi Beach for passing motorcycles. When one went past, I would fire up and tear off after him, the idea being to bitch him in the bumpy, off-camber uphill right-hander that climbed out of Bondi Beach on its way to Bondi Junction. I did this for several weeks, but felt I’d pushed my luck far enough when I passed a bloke astride a Conti-piped Ducati up the inside, probably closer than I might have liked. He panicked, lost the front, slid out and managed to wedge himself under a parked car.

I went back to see if he was alright, and he was. He had a broken leg and his bike was written off, but he didn’t seem overly pissed at me. I dragged him out from under the car and we both agreed it was one of those Friday-night things. I sat beside him in the gutter and allowed that maybe I shouldn’t have come under his shit as hard as I did. He confessed he should have not lost his shit like a frightened girl and trowelled his bike the way he did. We shared a joint while we waited for the ambulance to come and get him, and parted on good terms.

A type of atavistic madness had enveloped me. I knew it was evident, because my mother spent a lot of time talking to God about me. Clearly, she had some pull as I remained unscathed and unmarked, despite all my high-speed depredations.

I’d only had one accident thus far in my riding career, and that was quite early on in the piece, on the first bike I’d bought. I high-sided myself quite spectacularly as I tried to come to a halt at a Stop sign around the corner from my house. A high-side, if you don’t know, is when a motorcycle acts like a stock-whip, catapulting you into the air exactly one nanosecond after it first gets you to squirt hot shit into your pants by sliding its back wheel sideways, then it finds traction, flicks you off and you’re on your way to hospital.

The concrete section of road was criss-crossed with ‘black-snakes’, those insidious, greasy petrified rivers of tar the council likes to pour into joins in the road surface. It was wet and I had no idea what I needed to do when my back wheel lost adhesion, and stupidly hauled on the brakes. The bike vomited me out of the seat, then crashed on top of me, breaking some ribs, a collarbone and tenderising some of my less robust organs. I somehow managed to pick the bike up (it was largely undamaged thanks to my torso cushioning its fall), rode the 150 metres to my house and collapsed in the front yard so the bike’s exhaust could sear a nice hole in my calf.

After Mum hauled me out, cleaned me up and drove me to the hospital for bandaging, she made me promise that I would never crash again. So I didn’t, for many, many years, until my behaviour became even more erratic and unholy, and all bets were off.

Still, while I managed not to write myself off in all the time I was riding with Frank and Scott, who had also managed not to come to any grief, there were two blokes in our circle who were earning frequent flyer points in almost every major Sydney hospital. The outstanding player was young Dennis, who had come to us astride a ratty red Honda 250 fitted with a full Rickman race fairing in an attempt to hide the shame of his tiny motorcycle. Tall, rangy and determined, Dennis was lit from within by a kind of divine motorcycling madness I have rarely beheld, and beside which even mine sometimes paled. He was constantly dressed from head to foot in brutally scuffed red leathers, so it’s not like he met us and then started to crash his brains out. Sliding and tumbling down the street was clearly something he was familiar with.

Sure enough, the evening after I met him at the Illinois Hotel on Parramatta Road in Five Dock – which had become our regular Thursday night meet-up – I saw his bike propped against the front fence of a house in a back street in Ashfield. I recognised it instantly, for there was not another such creation on this earth, and pulled over.

There was a small pool of oil under the bike and it was scuffed and scratched, but I had no way of knowing if that was what it normally looked like, or if the damage was fresh. I couldn’t see Dennis anywhere. Jumping off my bike, I went to have a closer look, and saw him lying in the front garden of the house in question. Because he was lying down I hadn’t seen him from the road.

‘Hey mate,’ I called. ‘You okay?’

He rolled over, his face a rictus of pain, and looked at me blankly for a few seconds, then obviously remembered me from the night before. ‘Hey, mate,’ he grinned lamely. ‘How you goin’?’

‘I’m good,’ I nodded. ‘You?’

‘I think my arm’s broken.’

‘How’d you do that?’

‘A dog ran in front of me. I swerved to miss it and hit the gutter.’

I knocked on the door of the house and asked the frightened lady cowering behind her security screen if we could wheel the bike into her front yard while I took my mate to hospital. Once I explained to her what had happened, she even offered to bring out some water, but I assured her the garden hose was sufficient for our needs. I rehydrated Dennis and doubled him to Canterbury Hospital.

A week later, his arm freshly plastered, he was fanging along Victoria Road – a hellishly busy main arterial road that connects the city to Parramatta – and took the exit that would have led him to Hunters Hill. Except that there was a road crew on the bend laying fresh tar. He lost the front-end and slid into the Armco. I rode out to pick him up and took him to the Royal North Shore Hospital to get his re-broken arm re-set and re-plastered. This became a recurring theme in our relationship.

Over the next year, I either took Dennis to or visited him in St Vincent’s Hospital (broken hand and concussion); Royal Prince Alfred (broken ankle, concussion and internal bruising); Concord (concussion and broken collarbone); Sydney (bruising and shock); Balmain (burns caused by his incipient pyromania, not really linked to an actual riding incident); Auburn (cracked ribs and internal bleeding); Westmead (broken leg) … hell, the list is long.
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