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FOREWORD



I first met Barry in late 1975 and was introduced to my first motorcycle race early in 1976, at the Paul Ricard circuit in France. I had absolutely no idea about racing at that point.


When I arrived at Nice airport Barry and his friend Gary Nixon met me. At the hotel I was told that the water was OK to drink. I never drank anything but bottled water on the continent, but Barry assured me he had been drinking it for days.


I spent the next three days hugging the toilet seat. The pain was so bad the doctor came to visit me twice. Despite still feeling queasy I was driven to the circuit where I was made welcome at the caravan of his teammate John Newbold. I think I ventured out into the garage once, where the only thing to sit on was a spare petrol can. After smelling the petrol amid all the noise I wondered if I would ever fit into this new world.


The press was rather curious about me at first but I soon fitted into the racing way of life. After a lot of coaching from Andrea, the wife of Tom Herron, and Linda Davies, Steve Parrish’s girlfriend, I was even roped into being a timekeeper. It surprised me just how good I was at it – I had never been any good at maths but even people from other teams would check their times with me.


Barry was very much the star at that time and would spend hours with the fans after the races, signing autographs and chatting. Also, straight after the race the journalists would turn up for interviews and I soon learned who was who and who to let in first.


Nick Harris was one of Barry’s favourites. I always remember Nick coming to the motorhome. Barry’s mum would say, ‘Cup of tea, Nick?’ and he would always reply, ‘I don’t mind if I do Iris.’ Barry would call Nick ‘Nickel Arse’. The nicknames he had for members of the press that he didn’t like were a lot worse.


Barry liked Nick and Nick certainly knew how to play Barry, by writing positive things about him. Barry knew that Nick would always write the good stuff and gloss over the bad, if there was any. Nick was one of my favourites too. He was always friendly and ready to congratulate when races went well or to commiserate if they went badly.


Stavros, or Steve Parrish, came into my life over the Christmas of 1976. Barry had invited him and Linda to Wisbech over the holiday break and we soon became firm friends. We were forever in and out of each other’s caravans at the races. Linda and I soon developed a ritual after each race and practice: we would compare notes on timekeeping and results before having a chinwag over a gin and tonic and a packet of Twiglets while the boys sorted out their bikes.


Holidays also became a bit of a ritual. Every January we would go to Venezuela for four weeks. Linda would bring the tea bags and Twiglets and we would spend the time water-skiing, sunbathing and having fun before getting ready for the racing season to start.


Stavros and Barry got up to God knows what together and I really don’t want to know. Their great friendship continued right until the end, when Stavros came over to Australia to say goodbye. Barry was really sick and it was a very emotional day for both of them. Linda also came over because Barry loved her to bits and always called her ‘Bindy Bobblers’.


I once read that there are two kinds of people in the world, taxi drivers and bus drivers. Taxi drivers are told which way to go and are directed. Bus drivers are on their own route. If you are not going that way don’t get on or, as Barry would say, it’s my way or the highway.


PS – Since reading the draft of the book I’ve found out a few things that I didn’t know about Barry. I bet he’s up there, already preparing his excuses for when ‘her indoors’ pitches up to join him.


Stephanie Sheene


Surfers Paradise, Australia, December 2006




THE FINAL LAP


The giant rotor blades of the magnificent helicopter gently swayed in the warm Queensland breeze. The perspex cockpit glinted in the afternoon sun as the hangar doors were opened for probably the last time for quite a while.


It had been a long, tortuous 100-metre walk for Barry’s frail body, which was now ravaged by the final stages of cancer, but he was determined to show his best friend his ultimate toy, even if he could not take him on the flight of their dreams. Tomorrow Barry Sheene and Steve Parrish would say goodbye for the final time.


Words would have been wasted because they both knew that a very special friendship was coming to a premature and tragic conclusion. Just six-and-a-half short months after Barry had been diagnosed with cancer of the oesophagus and upper stomach the end was in sight. Both Barry and Steve had finally accepted that time had run out.


‘Barry had never once talked about dying but on the way down the garden he turned to me and said, “Stavros, at least we are not going to die wondering.” Perhaps that was his way of indicating that he knew he was going. It was a great summary of his life and I will never forget it.


‘He was struggling to even walk but he was determined to make it down the to the hangar because he was so proud of his helicopter and was desperate to show me the new avionics. We both knew each other well enough to realise the end was very close although we never said it. I left the next day, after my final goodbye.


‘Since I had arrived in Australia, Barry kept saying he wanted to take me up in the helicopter. He had just bought this Agusta 109C, which he had found in Switzerland and then shipped back to Australia where he had got it completely refurbished with some amazing gear. It was the helicopter of his dreams, down at the bottom of his garden in this specially built hangar. It was his ultimate toy and something Barry had worked to get all his life.


‘For the first couple of days Barry said he would take me on the trip the next day, if he felt better. It was always “tomorrow, if I feel better”. I knew we were never going on that flight. Perhaps each day he thought he was going to wake up feeling better. He had not been out of the house the whole time I had been there but finally that day we walked down the garden to his helicopter that he had always dreamed of having. He finally got it back there, completely refitted and it was the dog’s knob.


‘It was both inspiring and emotional seeing something that Barry had always aimed to get. Generally, when Barry set his sights on getting something he got it, one way or the other. By hook or by crook, he got it and there it was. The Agusta had been parked there for some considerable time because he was not well enough to fly it. I dare say his licence was revoked by then but Barry had conveniently forgotten to tell anyone.


‘Even at this stage I don’t know if Barry knew that he would never fly it again. He did not want to tell me that he wouldn’t, and I certainly did not want to tell him.’


The bronzed and generally relaxed inhabitants of the MotoGP paddock were in high spirits in August 2002 as they arrived in Brno for the Czech Republic Grand Prix. The long-awaited five-week summer break was over for the 1500 inhabitants of this travelling circus that circumnavigates the world. It was now time to prepare for the tenth round of the sixteen-round world championship.


Talk of sun-kissed beaches and long hard nights in Ibiza was soon drowned out by the roar of racing engines being prepared for action once again. Then, suddenly, the atmosphere changed. It was a simple fax from Australia, from one of the sport’s favourite sons, that changed the mood so dramatically. The message from Barry Sheene was stark, simple and typically upbeat:






On 22 July I was diagnosed with cancer of the oesophagus and upper stomach. Although this is a complete pain in the arse, it happens to a lot of people, and a lot of people get over it. I will do everything within my power to beat this thing. My family and I would appreciate privacy at this time so I can get on with fighting this in my own way. At this time I feel there is nothing more for me to add and I thank all my well-wishers for their thoughts.








People gathered in groups to discuss the news. Older members of the paddock simply could not or did not want to believe it. After all this was Barry Sheene, who had survived everything the sport had thrown at him and come out the other end smiling; Barry who never let anything get in his way once he had set his mind to something; Barry who would constantly remind us that he was invincible, even eighteen years after his retirement from one of the toughest and most demanding of sports.


Old rivals who had battled wheel to wheel with Barry round the famous old Brno street track thirty years earlier were quickly on the phone to check out the authenticity of the fax. Thirteen-time world champion Angel Nieto of Spain was the first to speak to Barry, his great rival and special friend. Typically, the American Kenny Roberts started with a joke, telling Barry he was glad he had answered the phone because it meant he couldn’t be dead, but, like everybody else, Kenny was concerned and wanted to help.


‘It was a real shock and brought back memories of Barry drilling a hole in his helmet to have a smoke although I have no idea if that [smoking] was the cause. Barry told me he was going the natural route to find a cure because they could not tell him if he was going to make it if they operated on him. I immediately spoke to my doctor after phoning Barry and he said, “I would trust science before I would trust nature”.’


In fact, Barry had given up smoking five years previously and completely changed tack, castigating anybody who dared to smoke a cigarette.


‘He tried a few times to give up but finally made it five years before he died,’ explains Stephanie. ‘He put all his packets of Gitanes in a black plastic bag and hid them in the roof for an emergency but he never used them. They were still there when he died. Typically, Barry could not stand the sight of anybody smoking or even just a cigarette packet after he’d given up. He went mad when he found out that our daughter Sidonie was smoking.’


Brno is not only famous for grand prix motorcycle racing and the early production of the machine gun, but also for brewing some of the finest beer in the world. Late into that summer evening, long after the sun had dipped behind the trees on the hillsides that surround the new purpose-built circuit, plenty of the city’s finest was consumed. Talk was only of Barry. Those 500cc world titles, the Daytona and Silverstone crashes and, as more alcohol was consumed, the blowing up of the Imatra toilets, the destruction of hire cars and, of course, the women.


Brno beer or not, one thing was certain. Barry would survive this next challenge in his life the same way he had survived all the others.


Just six weeks earlier Barry had stood outside the Sports Café in London joking with world champion Valentino Rossi. The young Italian laughed with the man who had won that same 500cc championship twenty-five long years before. Four days later the pair of them would be performing at Donington Park, Rossi riding a Honda to defend his lead in the new MotoGP world championship and Barry a Norton in the Classic event. Both were to win their respective contests.


Even though he had retired eighteen years before, Barry’s presence at the British Grand Prix preview event brought the media flocking. Pictures of Barry, who had raced against Valentino’s longhaired father Graziano, and the new world champion filled the sports pages the next day. A twenty-nine-year age gap made no difference. The two champions had great respect for each other and the same insatiable appetite for life away from the track.


Despite the smiles, all was not well. As we watched Valentino leave on a giant Honda Gold Wing machine en route to a public appearance in Leicester Square, Barry told me he had had difficultly swallowing his food for the last couple of months. He would see the doctor when he returned to Australia the following week.


A routine morning weigh-in on his electronic scales confirmed Barry’s worst fears, as Stephanie recalls.


‘Barry would weigh himself every morning, and one morning after he had got back from England he got on the scales and realised something was wrong because he had lost so much weight. Barry went to the doctor that morning and he immediately sent him to a gastroenterologist.


‘Barry was a hypochondriac, always telling me how he felt physically and now he was having difficulty swallowing his food. He started chewing it whereas before he was a gulper, always wolfing it down. He was also drinking a lot of water. It got worse when he came back from the British Grand Prix at Donington Park.


‘Earlier in the year he went to Mexico to look at a helicopter and when he returned he said he did not feel well. You know men, when they have a cold they tell you it’s full-blown flu and can’t get out of bed. Of course, Barry would not ring the doctor and the next day he was fine, but I was a little scared. It was strange that he never checked out the swallowing problem earlier. It was as if subconsciously he knew that something was wrong.’


On 22 July 2002, Stephanie drove Barry to a hospital in Surfers Paradise. It’s a day she will never forget.


‘I took him to the hospital and Barry told me he would ring me on my mobile when he wanted picking up. I thought it was odd when the hospital rang asking me to come in.


‘When I arrived Barry was sitting there as white as a sheet, giving blood. We went into the specialist’s office who simply said to Barry, “You’ve got cancer, mate.” He did a drawing to show us exactly where the cancer was. I burst into tears and Barry just sat there in complete shock.


‘We went home. Barry got upset that night and got a lot of emotions out of the way, and then asked, “What’s for dinner?”’


A month before he sent out the fax to Brno, Barry told his family and close friends of the diagnosis. It’s a situation that everyone dreads.


Three times he phoned his sister Maggie before he could actually disclose the reason for the call.


‘“I’ve got something to tell you, Maggie,” he said. “It’s not about Dad, Dad’s fine.” Then he told me about the cancer and also admitted he had phoned me two previous times to tell me but just could not force himself to say it.


‘He went back to Australia after the British Grand Prix and he phoned up one day, we chatted and then he rang off. Two days later Barry rang again. My daughter Paula answered the phone, had a chat with him and I then spoke to him and he rang off. He rang again for the third time that week and my husband Paul answered. He talked with Barry for a while and then called upstairs that Barry was on the phone. I joked with Barry that it was the third time in a week that he had phoned while normally he called about once a fortnight. Then he just blurted it out.


‘I was absolutely gobsmacked and just didn’t know what to say. It was horrendous and could not be true because I thought that Barry was invincible. He was like my security blanket. By this time we were really big mates and I knew if I had any problems he would help sort them out. If I wanted to get away I could always go there.


‘I thought, this will not affect him; he will get over it. I was convinced he would get over it. After all, he got over everything else. People said he would never walk again after the Silverstone crash, let alone ride a bike again. He did all that and so cancer was not going to kill him. I never had a doubt in my mind that he would get rid of it. I think he believed that as well.’


Barry and his sister Maggie had not always got on. After their parents moved to Australia to live with Barry and Stephanie, they fell out and did not speak for a couple of years. However, that was all in the past and long forgotten. Barry and Maggie were closer than they had ever been and enjoyed some very special moments together before Barry’s torment began.


‘We had had such a fun year. I had been out in Australia since about February until April. Barry and I flew back to England together when he came over to help promote the North West 200 race in Northern Ireland.


‘Barry, Stavros, myself and a pilot nicknamed Large by Barry went to Northern Ireland in a helicopter we had borrowed. Barry flew it with Large in the co-pilot’s seat with Stavros, who had his fake teeth and lifejacket on, and me giggling all the way in the back. They kept telling us off for making too much noise. We had two or three days there laughing a lot.


‘While I had been in Australia, Barry had desperately been trying to find this particular helicopter – an Agusta 109. He had made phone calls all over the world and even been to see a couple that were not good enough or not the right thing. Just before we flew back to England, somebody contacted him and told him they had found one in Switzerland. Pictures and details came through and it was the perfect helicopter for Barry.


‘After the North West he had to fly back to Australia because he had a commitment for Channel Ten and he planned to fly back a week later and then go to Switzerland. We had heard so much about this helicopter because he would sit there every night and go on and on. We would tell him to shut up about bloody helicopters. When he actually found this one we were relieved. I told him if this is the one I had better come with him because I had heard so much about it.


‘I met Barry and Large at Gatwick at five o’clock one morning and we flew to Zurich where we got picked up and taken to a little airport. The weather was horrendous, with the cloud base just above your eyebrows, but there in front of us was this perfect, beautiful helicopter. It was so nice to be with Barry the first time he saw it because it really was something very special.


‘We had to wait at the tiny airport for the weather to lift but finally the clouds cleared and there was a window in the weather. We got in the helicopter, which was just beautiful, and took off over Zurich and then flew over Basel as the weather cleared. We had a fabulous flight home. We stopped in Reims to refuel and it was bright sunshine and blue skies all the way.


‘We dropped Large off somewhere and just Barry and I flew together over London to Biggin Hill. It was wonderful and my great memory of Barry is that fabulous flight together up the Thames and over the London Eye. I try not to think about when he was ill, but of our day together before he had been diagnosed.’


A month earlier Barry had told Maggie about his problems swallowing food and she had also noticed her brother was losing weight.


‘When I had been in Australia earlier in the year Barry had been complaining about food. The first sign to him that something was wrong after he had the problems with swallowing was that he started to lose weight. Barry was very conscious of how he looked. He used to moan about having those little fat bits on his sides that hung over his jeans. Suddenly they disappeared and he was not doing anything to actually lose weight. That was the start of it.’


However, it was her son Scott who noticed the biggest difference, when he met up with his uncle at the British Grand Prix.


‘Scott had not seen him for a long time and when he saw Barry at Donington Park he rang me and asked what was wrong with him. I told him nothing, but he insisted that he did not look very well. Scott could see the difference whereas people like me, who had seen Barry regularly, could not.’


Steve Parrish had noticed that Barry was drinking huge quantities of water, but when the news was delivered in a routine morning call from Barry in Australia it came like a bolt out of the blue.


‘I just can’t imagine how it must be when the doctor tells you you’ve got cancer. Barry just simply said, “You are not going to bloody believe this but I’ve been diagnosed with cancer.” At first you think they’re joking, but you soon realise that somebody does not joke about things like that. Barry often rang in the morning – his evening – for a chat. He had been to my office at Whittingdon Farm in Ashwell many times to pick me up in his helicopter and now I was sitting there being told my best mate had cancer.


‘Not so long before this I realised there was something wrong when he was flying us by helicopter to Ireland. He was drinking so much water and kept telling me it was because he lived in Australia that he was dehydrating so quickly and needed lots of water but it was an obscene amount. He drank about two litres of water on just that short trip to Ireland. Something was not right there.’


Despite the gravity of the situation Steve, like all of us, was convinced Barry would find a way of beating the illness. This was Mr Fix-It, and if Barry said he would beat cancer we had to believe him.


‘The thing about Barry was he was so positive about everything. At that point he was incredibly positive – as I’m sure everybody is – but he was more so than anybody else: “I’m stronger and tougher than any stupid disease. I’ve been through my life doing all sorts of silly things and I’m not going to let some stupid disease get me.” I suspect that would be the way the majority of people would take it.


‘Barry was Mr Fix-It for me and for hundreds of other people. If you had a problem and couldn’t sort it, you would phone Barry and he generally could. For him not to be able to fix something was unheard of. He had enough money to research anything and more contacts than anybody could ever believe. Initially, I thought, if anybody in the world is going to fight this, it’s going to be Barry.’


Back home in Australia Barry and Stephanie still had to perform the toughest task of them all. While phone calls to friends and loved ones back in England were hard enough, telling their children, Sidonie and Freddie, that their father had been diagnosed with cancer proved the most painful. Stephanie remembers only too well.


‘At first we told nobody about the diagnosis. The kids were away at boarding school. We brought them home and told them, which was very upsetting for us both. Barry just told them what the specialist had told us, and it was truly horrible.


‘The specialist explained that Barry had a maximum of eighteen months to live unless he had what sounded like an awful operation. It would be a nine-hour operation on his stomach and oesophagus followed by chemotherapy and radiotherapy. He would not be able to lie down or eat properly afterwards and Barry thought, what is the point? However, after we went to every specialist in Brisbane, eventually Barry decided to have the operation.’


Barry was no stranger to long operations with painful periods of recovery following his crashes at Daytona and Silverstone all those years ago. This was different, but after much soul-searching he decided to go ahead. Then a passing comment by a nurse when he arrived at the hospital with Stephanie changed his mind for good.


‘We went to the hospital and Barry told the nurse that he hated doctors. She told him he was going to see plenty of them. Barry said, “I’m not. Fuck that – no operation,” and went to the local health food shop and bought a book, How to Beat Cancer.


‘It was a very stressful time but later we found out that the cancer had spread and an operation would have made no difference.’


Barry tackled cancer in the only way he knew. Finding out as much as possible about the subject, then using every contact and following up every lead had been a proven formula for his first fifty-two years. Why not tackle the biggest challenge of a very challenging life applying those same successful principles?


Friends like Steve Parrish were also on the case: ‘When you find out what it is, you start asking questions. You realise that you know other people that have got it. Like Barry, I started researching lots of things. I had another friend, not a close friend, who had similar cancer to Barry and he’s still alive to this day.


‘His name is Stuart Page and he lives in Lincolnshire. He took the opposite route to Barry and had the operation straight away. They took away the whole of his throat and oesophagus and replaced it with a carbon fibre tube. I got Barry to talk to him, but Barry still opted to go the alternative, natural route. In hindsight perhaps Barry should have had the operation. It’s impossible to say if it would have fixed him because the odds of recovery are very small because it’s one of the most virulent forms of cancer you can get.


‘If your mate’s in trouble you try to be there. I was talking to everybody about cancer. People from all over the world used to ring me and say they could cure him. I don’t know how they got hold of my number and I didn’t know if they were crackpots or genuine. I could not take up every single offer. There was one guy who only wanted the payment of the flights to Australia and he could fix him. There were hundreds of people thinking of him at the time and every one of them had a cure.


‘Everyone knows someone that can fix you and his phone and fax were non-stop with people offering this and offering that. It must have been hugely confusing for both him and Stephanie. Barry was not a person who took advice from other people. He gave information and advice but he didn’t often take a lot. I just can’t imagine what was going through his mind. I can only presume that something changes in your mind and your body to keep you going. I was desperate to help and felt he should have had the operation. He knew that.’


After much research Barry decided to go down the Breuss diet route to fight the disease. Austrian Rudolf Breuss believed that starving cancerous cells of protein could cure the disease and that was good enough for the former world champion. For three weeks he survived on a concoction of raw mixed vegetables. What little body fat he had fell away and so did his faith in the treatment, as Stephanie recalls.


‘The diet made him so miserable because he lost so much weight – around sixteen pounds in a very short time. One night he had had enough of raw vegetables and was back to the lamb chops.’


Despite the loss of weight Barry flew to England to compete in a Classic race at a very emotional Goodwood weekend in Sussex. Barry had promised his old friend the Earl of March that he would be there to compete in his hugely popular Revival meeting. Barry didn’t make the long trip just to compete – he also intended to win.


The Revival meeting is very much a car-orientated event but there was not a dry eye in the house when Barry won the Classic motorcycle race riding the Manx Norton. Four wheels or two wheels, everybody had heard of Barry Sheene.


Barry met up with Steve and Maggie before flying home for more research and, hopefully, treatment. His sister was saddened by what she saw.


‘We realised that things were getting pretty bad by October. He came over to Goodwood and you could see then that it was starting to take a hold on him, especially as he had lost so much weight.’


Typically, all Barry wanted to discuss with Steve was that Goodwood victory.


‘I met up with him after Goodwood, just a couple of hours before he flew back to Australia. It was still very early on and he had just won the race. Barry was adamant that some stupid cancer was not going to get him: “Cancer is for normal people, it’s not for me and anyway, my new lightness made the Norton faster.”’


Support for Barry was pouring in from all over the world. Over twenty thousand messages of goodwill were posted on his website and hundreds of letters and faxes arrived at his home. Unfortunately, not one of those heartfelt messages contained what Barry really wanted, a cure.


Like so many others Kenny Roberts continued his search for anything that would help his old rival. ‘Barry asked me to get some drug from Mexico after he had researched it but he never actually came back to me for it.


‘I found out about another treatment where you take all your blood out and replace it. It was relatively new and very expensive but when I called Barry to tell him about it I could never get through. I started to put two and two together then, that he was not as well as he had said he was. The wife of a guy I knew was diagnosed with cancer at about the same time as Barry. She had the treatment where they replace the blood but the cancer came back and she didn’t make it. She was actually very good for a couple of years. I think that Barry was probably right, that the operation would not have done any more, but you never know.’


Barry knew that the Breuss diet had not worked and was scanning the world for a new solution. As always, Stephanie was at his side during this long, painful journey of discovery.


‘After Barry had come home from Goodwood we flew off to Mexico. We ended up at a clinic that looked more like a vet’s, in the middle of nowhere, and we just rolled in off the street with no appointment. The sign outside said, “God is our Director”. They wanted ten thousand dollars up front so we left.


‘When we got home a blood test revealed that things were getting worse. Barry was starting to get desperate and was asking, “Just what am I to do?”’


Barry was scared, very scared. He had never found himself in this situation before: with a problem that neither he nor somebody he knew could solve. Stephanie knew Barry was willing to try anything and take any chance, however bizarre, to find a solution.


‘He even tried to find a cure from a witch doctor in the Malaysian jungle. He flew to Kuala Lumpur and then drove right into the middle of the jungle to meet the witch doctor. I don’t think he did any good and we returned home with a supply of herbs that were disgusting. Barry even went to a faith healer before deciding to go to Perth for some very special treatment.’


Steve Parrish kept in constant touch with Barry by phone. At first their conversations contained plenty of laughter and determination, but as time elapsed and no cure was forthcoming the mood began to change.


‘I guess for the first three months we were all convinced he was going to survive. It was only when it went on and on that doubt crept in, more probably from me than him.


‘I used to speak to him regularly and it was around November time that the situation really began to bite with him. He had won the Motor Cycle News Lifetime Achievement Award and we got him live on the phone to the ceremony in Birmingham. At that point he was quite chirpy but Barry was also great at putting on an act. I know he wasn’t right because I had been speaking to him earlier. By now we were all feeling quite helpless.’


A trip to Perth was really the last throw of the dice for Barry. British specialist Dr John Holt had devised a method that used a microwave-style treatment, bombarding his body once a day, five days a week, with ultra-high-frequency radio waves. Barry and Stephanie then had to wait two months before discovering the outcome.


Hopes of a miracle still prevailed but were shattered when Barry returned home for a blood test in January 2003. It was at that moment both Barry and Stephanie accepted that he was not going to win this battle.


‘The blood test showed that the cancer had tripled and we knew that was it. They discovered another cancer in his abdomen. He was a typical man and would never ask the doctor questions but the nurse told me, “You realise that Barry will not see Easter?” The doctor later confirmed it could be about six weeks.’


Stephanie and Barry kept the dreadful news from everybody. Nobody back in Europe realised just how quickly time was running out, although Steve picked up the signs in his phone conversations with Barry.


‘The turning point was when he went to Perth and had three weeks of microwave treatment. It was almost the last resort – a big effort – and he was convinced that it was going to fix him. I was constantly getting phone calls from him and I remember the different tone in his voice when he told me it hadn’t worked. I think that was the time he thought, oh fuck, and it was also the point for him to go down the other route, as his chosen path had not worked. However, he didn’t give up until a week or two before he died.’


The most successful grand prix rider of all time, Italian Giacomo Agostini, was one of the first to discover that Barry was so very ill. When his old friend and rival turned down the offer to ride one of the Italian’s magnificent championship-winning MV Agusta machines in a Classic race, the fifteen-time world champion realised that all was not well.


‘We had a Classic meeting on Phillip Island in Australia and I knew that Barry was sick. I asked if he would come and he said, “OK, no problem.” I told him that if he came I would let him ride my MV Agusta and he thought that was fantastic. When I arrived at Phillip Island he was not there and I phoned him. He told me he was not so good and it was a long way to fly by helicopter. I said, “OK Barry, and I’m sorry.” On the Monday when I arrived at Melbourne airport on the way back in Europe I called him to say hello. He said to me that he was very bad but I told him he was still young. “No,” he said, “I don’t think I have a long life,” and after two months I got the very bad news.’


In many ways the charismatic Agostini paved the way for Barry in grand prix racing and far beyond. Not only did he win those fifteen world titles but he also brought a new dimension to the sport racetrack. His good looks and charm secured a celebrity lifestyle never previously experienced by grand prix riders. Like Barry he commanded adulation long after his retirement.


Both Ago and Barry had seemed content with life after grand prix racing when they met at the British Grand Prix in July 2001. The Italian had no inkling of what was round the corner.


‘I saw Barry the year before at Donington and he told me he had bought the new helicopter. He looked even younger and was smiling. He told me he flew every day around Surfers Paradise. He was up and really enjoying life but it was very quickly that he left us.’


Just six short months later all those dreams were shattered and Barry was fading fast. It was so distressing for Stephanie to witness the man she loved just withering away but there was nothing they could do to stop the dreadful disease spreading through his body.


‘Barry started walking with a stick and would keep coughing up this dreadful black stuff into a bucket. One day I saw him looking at himself in the mirror in the loo. That moment he knew that death was in the air.


‘Barry took to his bed and it was so awful seeing him torture himself. One evening he asked me to cook him a big fish but Barry knew he could only drink watery soup.’


For twenty-seven years Steve had watched Stephanie look after Barry. She was constantly at his beck and call, whether to record a lap time or to clean his visor during his racing days, or just to ensure they had the correct toothpaste in the bathroom. Barry issuing instructions was part and parcel of life with him.


‘Stephanie was unbelievable and as strong as hell. She was never a fusser and as always Barry was telling her what to do up till the last few weeks. She was not a person to panic and, not being a doctor or nurse, she knew she was just someone who was there for him. She would ensure he got the right food and would travel with him as he tried to find the cure. It must bond you as a couple even more.


‘Although Barry and Stephanie were close you would not call them a close family. The kids were going about as if everything was normal and there he was just withering away. What can you do, because all the sympathy and feelings in the world does not bring anybody back?


‘It’s bad enough to lose your best mate, but to lose your father and husband; you just can’t imagine what it must be like to see him just fading away. You would rather see him run over.’


[image: image]


Back in Europe Barry’s insistence that he was still winning the fight meant nobody, including his closest friends and family, knew just how ill he really was. It took a visit to Australia by an old friend of Barry’s, photographers’ agent Julian Seddon, in late January to alert both Steve and Maggie to the gravity of the situation.


‘I had a phone call from Julian who said, “Stavros, for God’s sake, get yourself down here, because if you don’t get down here quickly you are not going to see Barry again.” I was really shocked. When you just speak to someone on the phone you obviously don’t know what they look like. I was seriously thinking that he had two or three years, but Barry died just six months after diagnosis.


‘I literally phoned up, booked a flight and set off the next day. I didn’t book a return because I didn’t know when I was coming back.


‘I took with me a special drinks mixture that Barry had asked for. It was a liquid he could actually swallow despite the problems with his throat. I got five or six of these drinks and put them in my bag. Of course, I tried to sneak them through customs but sure enough the dogs found them and I got such a bollocking. When I told them it was for Barry, though, they let me through with them. Let’s be honest, it wasn’t something dangerous like a raw steak or a dead stoat.’


Maggie received a similar distressing phone call from Julian: ‘After Christmas I got a phone call from Barry’s friend telling me to get out there soon. I arrived on 10 February after a horrible couple of weeks following the funerals of two great friends, Rod Quaife and Pat Mahoney. My son Scott flew out a couple of days later and brought a load of stuff out that a doctor had recommended. Scott stayed a couple of weeks and that was nice because he spent time with Barry, but he had to come home to start testing for the new racing season. We drove him to the airport and we knew that he did not want to go home because that was it. I didn’t want my daughter to come out because I wanted her to remember Barry as he was. He took her out for her twenty-first birthday and bought her a watch that she never takes off. My daughter really has never forgiven Barry for not going down the conventional route. From day one she felt he should have had the operation which would have given him more of a chance.’


Steve had last seen Barry three months earlier when they met after his Goodwood success. Cancer had left its appalling mark as it continued its unremitting destruction of a body that had for so long seemed indestructible. Steve was totally unprepared.


‘As I walked into the house there was this skeletal figure who looked more like his father Franco, to be honest. I hardly recognised him. Everything had dropped off him and there was just this big jaw and teeth. He had lost everything and looked like one of those desperate children in a famine.


‘The shock was huge. Barry had changed so much in three months it was unbelievable and it was horrible to see.


‘We were both very emotional beneath the surface. We were supposedly tough bike racers and I think we were covering for each other. I was not saying anything horrible or being emotional. I wanted Barry to think that I thought he was all right. Barry was probably thinking that he didn’t want me to think that he was not all right. It resulted in a kind of stand-off situation.’


When son Freddie returned home from boarding school to see his bedridden father after a three-and-a-half week gap, he experienced the same shock. He told Stephanie it could not be his father and must be his grandfather Franco lying in the bed.


Barry was fading by the day and there was nothing anyone could do to prevent it. All they could do was make the final chapter of his life as comfortable and pain-free as possible.


If dying of such an appalling disease was not enough, cancer also throws up some ghastly side effects that can make those last few weeks an even bigger nightmare, especially for the sufferer but also for family, and friends such as Steve.


‘Barry had this horrible disgusting fluid that was forming inside him. Apparently, if you damage your knee then you get fluid on your knee. If you are damaged in your guts you get fluid in there. They started draining him once every fortnight. He’d go into hospital and they would put a pipe in and drain it off. It got to the stage where every three days he was blown up like he was pregnant and that’s when Julian called me. All he could eat were mashed up bits of vegetables, nothing nice. The worst thing was that he would ask me to fire up the barbecue and I would be out in the garden, cooking steaks for everybody while all he could have was a cup of something all mashed up.’


Steve drove Barry to the hospital in Surfers Paradise for the draining sessions. A brief conversation with a very straightforward nurse confirmed what Steve really knew. The end was very near.


‘I used to go to hospital with him when he was being drained off. One day a nurse just came out to me sitting outside Barry’s room and said, “You know he has not got many days left.” I was shocked because she didn’t know who I was and I was certainly not a member of the family. It was something I didn’t want to hear. I knew it but I didn’t want to hear it. Somebody actually saying it. My mate, the great and legendary Barry Sheene, was not going to last much longer. It was so cold and horrible that I found it very hard to take in.’


Time was running out for Barry but he still wanted Steve and his friends to have a good time, even if he could not be there himself. A chance visit by Australian world champion Mick Doohan soon turned into a premature wake.
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