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I would like to dedicate this book to James Strong, A0
(31 July 1944 – 3 March 2013).


James was a massive support to me and my
family throughout my career and I am going to
miss being able to talk to him.


And to Adriana and Alessandra, always.




List of Illustrations


Me and Dad on Kelly’s 50cc in 1986. I was mighty happy on that bike! Grandpa is in the background and Mum is taking the photo.


When I wasn’t on a bike I was playing with our cattle dog, Midge, hanging out with Kelly or spending time developing my other obsession – fishing. I started both young!


Dad and Midge tried to catch me – so I just had to go faster!


I like that! Checking out a 125 at Lakeside Park, Brisbane, in June 1990.


Here I am at Hatcher’s on my first race day in June 1990. I’m wearing an old leather jacket of Kelly’s that Mum added my name to.


Lining up for my first race at Mike Hatcher’s. Dad and Kelly are giving me a pep talk because I was nervous at all the attention. Once I was racing I was fine.


I took my racing very seriously from the beginning. This one time, I was more than happy to copy my heroes and celebrate with a bottle of bubbly when I won. I didn’t drink any, just showerei the bike and myself.


At Mike Hatcher’s in October 1991, just before my sixth birthday. Here I am following Australian Superbike Champion Aaron Slight. I was determined to keep up.


Me and Kelly selling guava jam at our roadside stall outside our place on the Tamborine Mountain road.


These were the bikes I competed on, and the trophies I won, at the national dirt and long track championships in 1997.


Not that I was counting, but by the time I was nine the pool room was getting crowded!


One of my first track-side interviews.


The transition from dirt to road racing took none of my enthusiasm away; I aimed to get better and better. I was fourteen years old and just wanted to ride bikes. I didn’t know what was about to happen to stop me in my tracks!


Me and Mum enjoying our first white Christmas in the UK. Dad was behind the camera this time.


When we first arrived in the UK we lived in a small caravan with an annex. We moved from there to a static caravan (more like a mobile home) for five months, then, when we got the deal with Lloyds, we moved into a small granny flat. We had the part of the building with the chimney. It was tiny!


Chaz and I have been friends since Mallory Park in 2000, nothing has changed since then.


Trying to keep the front down over the famous ‘mountain’ at Cadwell Park, August 2000. I was riding for Lloyds and that year became the Aprilia Superteen Champion.


Lining up on the grid at Donington in 2001. Dad is on the far right talking to a Honda talent scout.


At Jarama in May 2001 with Leon Camier (left) and Chaz Davies (right).


The Brat Pack at Rockingham in September 2001 (left to right): Chaz Davies, Leon Camier, Andy Walker and me.


Mum and Dad timing me as I came out of the first corner at Phillip Island. It was my first road race in Australia since we’d been forced to leave to chase the dream and so it was a huge moment for us all.


I wasn’t just back home racing, I also got to meet one of my all-time heroes, motor racing legend Peter Brock. It gave me a real boost to have someone like him take an interest in me and give encouragement to a young bloke just starting out.


Standing on the podium in Valencia for my first win was a feeling of pure relief. I thought about everything we had been through up to this point – and it was all worth it.


The 2004 season was my first as part of a factory team. I learnt a lot from the crew at KTM. And my first win for that season, and the first ever for KTM, at Sepang (right) was awesome!


We gave all we had on the privateer Aprilia against the factory Honda but this crash when pushing for the win at Phillip Island ended our hopes for the 2005 championship. (Left): I met up with Adriana again in 2005, and here we are at our engagement party in 2006.


This was the motorhome we were living in, with what MotoGP broadcaster Gavin Emmett called ‘the hamster cage’ hooked up behind it.


In 2006, we had problems with the tyres all season and the year ended with an inexplicable front-end crash at Valencia. I started to doubt myself and my abilities. Without the support of my family and Adri it would have been really tough.


Ducati showed great faith in signing me up as a factory rider in 2007. Nobody could have predicted what we achieved together: winning ten races to clinch the title at Motegi with three rounds to spare. Valentino Rossi was quick to congratulate me in front of the cameras after my opening-round win in Qatar but as I continued to be a threat on the track his attitude changed throughout the years. I still respect him as a competitor.


Adri and I (pictured here with Mum and Dad) had planned our wedding in her hometown of Adelaide for 6 January 2007. She looked beautiful! But we didn’t have time for a honeymoon because I had to get to Madonna di Campiglio for the Ducati team launch.


Adri and I have been blessed with the opportunity to see many parts of the world, like Rome


but the place I always love coming home to is my farm in northern New South Wales.


After finishing second to Jorge Lorenzo in Portugal I held off Valentino Rossi (46) and Dani Pedrosa (3) for the win next time out at Phillip Island. It was a sweet moment for me. I’d gone from severe ill health from undiagnosed lactose intolerance in 2009 and thinking my career was over to being 41 back on top of the podium at my home Grand Prix.


Finally riding in the same Repsol Honda Team colours as Mick Doohan in 2011 was a dream come true. My challenge was to rekindle the success they’d enjoyed with him and we started out perfectly with a win in Qatar. We took our sixth win of the season in round eleven at Brno to open up a good advantage at the top of the championship.


On my 26th birthday I won my fifth straight home Grand Prix at Phillip Island and also my second World Championship. I also won the Constructors’ Championship for Honda. Perfect days like this don’t come around too often! It had been a long and difficult journey for my parents and my wife but they always believed I would become World Champion.


Me with my friends Chris Hillard (left) from Alpinestars and Rhys Edwards (right).


Mick Doohan did a couple of demo laps on my bike before my final race at Phillip Island. As my all-time hero and a five-time World Champion I couldn’t have left it in better hands!


The team I’d worked with became like family. Piero (holding Ally) was like another grandpa to Ally. At dinnertime he would offer to look after her while Adrl and I ate.


Having a corner named after me at Phillip Island was an incredibly proud moment for the whole Stoner family. The commemorative plaque has 27 diamonds in it – as you can see, Ally already has expensive taste!


I learnt to ski in 2008 at Madonna di Campiglio during the team launch. Now that I’ve stepped away from MotoGP I am looking forward to improving my skiing and snowboarding skills to the point where I can heli-ski anywhere in the world.


Have I mentioned I love fishing? My mate, Australian Fishing Champion Jason Wilhelm


is partly responsible. He’s introduced me to many of his fishing friends. Spending time with professionals like him, Paul Worsteling and Carl Jocumsen


has been great and I am keen to learn as much as I can about different types of fishing. These photos are deceptive – I know already that you don’t always catch fish. It helps if you are with people who know all the tricks!


Spending time with my little girl, Ally, is what is important to me now. I’m trying to teach her to be interested in the outdoors – we are at Bass Pro, a great outdoor store in the US. Can never start too young!


After I retired we had a family holiday in the Cook Islands. My idea of paradise: Ally, Adri and somewhere to fish!




FOREWORD


Casey Stoner’s story is an incredible journey in both life and racing – from Mike Hatcher’s dirt-track in Queensland to MotoGP World Champion conquering the best racetracks in the world. His now famous beaming smile has been seen many times since the first day he raced as a four-year-old, particularly after a successful ride.


But there have been lots of tough times, setbacks, injuries, pain and frustration and disappointments along the way, as with most people who become world champions. Out of the considerable number of people with a lot of ability in any sphere of life, only a select few reach the peak of their sport for reasons more related to the mind and psychology than physical ability. I was lucky enough to get to know Casey and his family through my husband James’s and my own love of motor racing and we became good friends. I have seen first-hand the highs and lows of this champion’s life. His is a gutsy and inspiring story and I only wish my husband was here to see this finished book. I know he would have loved it!


— Jeanne-Claude Strong




AUTHOR’S NOTE


‘Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life . . . Don’t let the noise of others’ opinions drown out your own inner voice. And most important, have the courage to follow your heart and intuition.’


STEVE JOBS


Looking back on your own life is a very strange thing, especially for someone pretty young like me. And, to be honest, it is something I’ve resisted for a long time. Over the years I’ve had lots of people ask me to tell my story and I have never wanted to; it seemed an odd thing to do because I was so young. It also made me feel uncomfortable, and perhaps a little arrogant, presuming that people would want to know about my life. I like keeping my private life private. Recently, though, my thinking has changed, for a lot of reasons. As I get older I can appreciate that the stories of people who have put in the hard work to follow a dream can inspire others to do the same. That can’t be a bad thing.


I’ve stepped away from MotoGP racing and am now exploring new adventures and challenges. Many people thought I was crazy when I retired at just twenty-seven. However, for me and my family, it has been a long trip with many ups and downs. This is my chance to tell the story of how I achieved my dream of becoming World Champion, and to pay respect to those who helped me or, I should say, us. People sometimes ask me why I refer to myself in the plural sense when I’m interviewed. It’s because even though motorbike racing is often seen from the outside as an individual sport, it is actually quite the opposite. No racer can be successful without a good team around them. When I won the MotoGP World Championship with Ducati in 2007 and then with Honda in 2011, I not only had the support of a top team but of an entire factory. I haven’t been able to do any of this on my own, it has been a team effort from the beginning, with my parents’ support helping us to chase our dream. We wouldn’t have been able to reach this goal had it not been for the kindness shown by certain people, people who helped us overcome the obstacles and contend with some of the unfriendly people we encountered along the way. This book is my chance to say thank you and acknowledge the goodwill and encouragement that got me here.


Writing a book is definitely a new challenge for me. I don’t consider myself special; I am someone who knows how to ride a bike fast and push the limits of speed. Becoming good at anything takes focus, practice, dedication and persistence and because I was doing something I love, it was easier to stick with it and develop my skills. However, the drive to pick yourself back up when something goes wrong, to ‘get back on the bike’, is just as important as all those hours learning how to accelerate out of a corner. A combination of all these things, along with the support I received, enabled me to become MotoGP World Champion and has taken me to amazing places and allowed me to meet some astonishing people and create a life I only dreamed of.


Some may say I’ve been lucky, but I believe you make your own luck. It took an incredible amount of effort to get to this point, a lot of sacrifices and support from my family in the early years and from my wife more recently. I want to acknowledge that support and let people know that if they have a loved one, a child, a partner who is dreaming big, they can go a long way with encouragement.


Family is hugely important to me and recording the experiences I had in the early years of my career for my daughter is another reason I thought the time was right to put pen to paper. I want to tell the real story, not some tabloid concoction. I am not going to sugarcoat anything; I will tell it how it was and is. That is what we do in my family – it seems pointless to do it any other way. Sometimes it may seem harsh or critical to expose some of the bad times. However, I have to be honest about what has happened and the toll it can take to compete at an elite level. This is real life, not a Hollywood movie, and every life has highs and lows no matter who you are.


This is my story. I hope you enjoy the ride. I have. Just for the record, it isn’t over yet.
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CASEY STONER
2013




PROLOGUE


A clean, dark strip of tarmac lies ahead, stretching out towards the horizon before seemingly disappearing into the bright blue waters of Bass Strait. Behind me the world’s best motorcycle racers sit impatiently on board the fastest two-wheeled machines ever built. Taking a deep breath of that crisp ocean air, I close my eyes and try to think of nothing at all.


The grid is packed with dignitaries, celebrities and reporters. But behind my sunnies my eyes are firmly closed. There are 53,100 people here to watch from trackside, millions more at home in front of their televisions. There is pressure but, thankfully, pressure is what I thrive on.


It’s time.


Turn one, Doohan Corner, at Phillip Island is fast and open. I feel my way through where I can, finding my line as we peel around the long right and then sit up to brake into the long left-hander at turn two.


Turn three is a fast downhill left-hander, almost flat out in fifth gear, and it is probably my favourite corner in the world. It’s what I call a ‘balls out’ corner, the kind of corner that has always seemed to suit me. You get a strong wind coming at you from the inside and it makes you want to lose the front. Some people chicken out when the bike gets light and most riders put weight on the front to carry as much speed as they can. The real key, though, is to get the rear sliding way before you even hit the apex. This takes all the guesswork out of trusting the front through that corner and not knowing whether it will stick or not because of the wind. You have to take the weight off the front and turn with the rear and that’s when it really takes guts . . .


Twenty-seven laps – the perfect number – I come out of turn twelve for the final time and see the chequered flag being prepared. I am about to win the 2012 Australian MotoGP, my home race. I experience a familiar moment of relief and elation but this time that flag holds extra significance . . .




CHAPTER 1


BORN TO RIDE


When they first noticed my ability and my love for bikes, my parents talked about this crazy dream that one day they would watch me stand on the podium as world champion. I was only a toddler when they made a conscious decision to give me every opportunity to achieve that dream, even though others thought it impossible.


My father, Colin, comes from Tamworth, now a major rural city in the New England area of New South Wales, about 420 kilometres north-west of Sydney. It has always been an agricultural hub and farmers in the region produce everything from beef, sheep and poultry to dairy and grain. These days it is well known as an equestrian centre and perhaps best known as the country music capital of Australia.


The fortunes of most Australian country towns are heavily influenced by the weather. The effects of drought and flood can remain for years. Back in the seventies, there was always plenty of work to be had in and around Tamworth for a young bloke keen to make his way. After leaving school my dad tried his hand at pretty much everything: from farming and hunting to property maintenance and training horses. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for country blokes to be interested in cars and bikes and Dad was no different. He got into riding bikes when he was fourteen, buying himself an old Suzuki 250 Hustler which he fixed up and rode around Tamworth. After a few years of that he started going to Sydney and Brisbane to race a variety of bikes. It was all pretty basic, though, because he didn’t have much money to spare. He’d ride his bike to a meeting, make any repairs or adjustments needed after travelling for hours on the often not-too-smooth highway, tape up the lights so that the glass didn’t break all over the track if he crashed and line up with his fellow competitors ready to have a go. Dad liked to race but never had the funds to take it too seriously once he moved to the Gold Coast, which is where he met my mum.


My mum, Bronwyn, had grown up in Southport on Queensland’s Gold Coast, part of a family who were heavily involved in horses. She was a real country girl who grew up riding horses from as soon as she was able to sit up. Nowadays when you say ‘the Gold Coast’ people think of theme parks and beaches but back in the sixties and seventies, away from the tourist strip, it was more country town than glittering city.


A young couple just starting out, my parents made a great team, doing whatever they could to make a living. They weren’t city people so they wanted to save enough to buy their own farm, eventually. Mum adapted quickly to a farm worker’s nomadic way of life, and she and Dad would do stints on different properties, working hard, and hunting foxes in the winter for the skins. When farm work wasn’t so easy to come by, they’d head back to the Gold Coast and contract as painters and decorators until they could once again move back to the country, where they felt more at home.


They got married in 1978 at Werris Creek, a small town near Tamworth, where they were living at the time. For the next few years they followed the work, moving back and forth from the country to the coast, and their first child, my elder sister, Kelly, was born in 1979 on the Gold Coast. By the time I was born six years later, on 16 October 1985, my family were again on the Gold Coast. I was about ten months old when we went to stay at my grandparents’ property for a few months. While we were living there I had my first experience on a bike. Like so many other country kids, Kelly had a Yamaha 50cc PeeWee kids’ bike. There was a creek flat just below my grandparents’ house and my dad would take me out there on the front of the PeeWee. Mum says the first time I rode the bike my eyes were like saucers. Thinking I was scared, she told Dad to stop and took me from the bike. Apparently I made it clear I wasn’t happy about that, so they put me back on! Mum remembers how my eyes opened wide for a second time. She says, ‘I tried to take him off the bike but he hung onto the handlebars. His eyes were like that because he absolutely loved it. After that we couldn’t get him off a bike.’


Anyone who knows anything about kids knows how obsessive they can become about things. It can be Pokémon, Lego, ponies or Tonka trucks. My thing was motorbikes, or more specifically that 50cc PeeWee. I was only just walking but I made it very clear that I wanted to ride that bike. Dad was really patient with both Kelly and me and we rode for hours at a time, sometimes joined by my cousin Mark. Dad put in a lot of hours teaching us what to do, so Kelly was already racing bikes at junior meetings by the time she was seven. She became the Queensland Under 9 Motocross Champion, beating all the boys. Being the younger brother, of course I wanted to do what my big sister was doing! Dad would sit me at the front of the bike and teach me about the throttle. He’d say, ‘pull it on’ as we went up hills and ‘let it off’ as we went down. I learnt to control the delivery of power from a bike’s engine to the wheels at a very young age and by the time I was eighteen months old I’d already suffered the first of many throttle blisters to come.


When I was two we moved back to the Tamworth area, working and living on a family friend’s property in a former gold-mining village called Niangala up on the edge of the Northern Tablelands. The land around Niangala is picture perfect: rolling green hills and thick native bush with crystal-clear rivers and creeks winding through them. It is a place of four definite seasons and in winter it can get bitterly cold, enough to snow. Kelly and I thought it was great when it did, mainly because she couldn’t get to school.


We lived in the shearers’ quarters, a very basic building made of corrugated iron. I didn’t care what it was made of, all I needed in life was there. I used to love helping my dad on the property − or at least I’d think I was helping! I guess there isn’t a lot of hard yakka a two-year-old could do but Dad would still take me out on the tractor. If I wasn’t with Dad on his bike or the tractor I’d be tagging along behind him as he fixed fences or checked the cattle. When he wasn’t working we’d go fishing for trout or muck around with Midge, our blue cattle dog, or I’d hang out with Kelly. I really thrived growing up in that environment.


Mum says now: ‘He was such a country kid. We went up to the Gold Coast to visit family and it was the first time Casey was aware of being anywhere but the country. We drove past a two-storey office block being built and he said, “Wow, that’s a big shearing shed!” He loved living on the property.’


By the time I was three years old my legs were finally long enough for one foot to touch the ground when I was sitting on the PeeWee, which meant Mum and Dad finally let me ride it on my own. I started off just rolling it down to the bottom of the hill near our place and pushing it back up again, rolling down and pushing it back up. After almost wearing a track in the hill, Dad decided I had mastered that enough for him to start the engine up, but not before the video camera came back from the repair shop so that Mum could film my first ride! That set me back by a couple of weeks but I was raring to go as soon as the camera was fixed.


Once I started riding the PeeWee nobody was going to stop me. Kelly had a Suzuki DS 80 by that time and she’d be on that while I rode the PeeWee. We’d ride round and round, having a ball being chased by Midge, until we ran out of fuel. Then we’d hassle Dad to fill the tanks up and we’d go round and round until they were empty again. Eventually it would get dark and we’d have to go inside. It’s hard for me to say whether I would have chosen to ride over swinging a cricket bat or kicking a football but living on a property meant most of the time it was only Kelly and me; it wasn’t like living in the suburbs where you’d meet up with other kids to play a game of footy or cricket at the park. With my parents’ encouragement and nothing else on offer to break my obsession, my love for the bike grew and grew.


It wasn’t long before I really got the hang of riding, so I started to look for ways to mix it up. I loved riding after heavy rain because I could spin my wheels in the mud and get into these big fishtails, the back end of the bike weaving from side to side. What better way to amuse a young boy than by making dirt and mud fly everywhere while making heaps of noise? Dad even took the silencer off the bike because I liked the sound. When the ground dried out I’d ask Mum or Dad to pour a bucket of water into a hole to make a muddy patch. I’d put the bike there and hold the throttle and the front brake on so the rear wheel would spin. To me this was all just part of the fun but Dad encouraged my antics because he could see they were teaching me how to be more in control. He was giving me the skills to stay safe. He was also starting to see some potential in me that he wanted to develop, so he told me to try to ride with my feet on the pegs, which was something he knew the famous Belgian motocross racer Roger De Coster did to gain more control. The idea is that if you have your feet up when a motorbike starts sliding around then you have to counterbalance the movements of the bike with your body. Dad could see this was an important technique. Sure enough these movements soon became automatic to me, too, and I quickly learnt how to do a ‘donut’, where you open up the throttle to spin the rear wheel and turn the bike 360 degrees. My record was eight donuts in a row in long grass, feet on the pegs. I wish I could do that now!


Even when I wasn’t riding, I’d be thinking about it. Things would be ticking over in my mind and sometimes that’s where the practice was going on. A day, a week or maybe a month after being shown something, I’d be playing around and suddenly it would click into place, even though I wasn’t necessarily working on it. I think that happens with any form of practice and it certainly continued for me right to the end of my MotoGP career.


‘What do you practise?’ Mum used to ask Kelly and me. There was only one correct answer: ‘The right way.’ Mum applied this to everything we did – riding, chores, school work. It rubbed off on me and even now I don’t do anything with the aim of being mediocre. Whether I’m going out to swing a golf club or ski down a mountain I try to practise the right way. There is no such thing as perfect but my approach to anything is a continual quest to improve. There is truth in the saying, ‘Anything worth doing is worth doing well.’ My mum taught me that.


It’s funny, but watching my own daughter grow has opened my eyes more than ever to the incredible extent of children’s capacity to learn. People always say that kids learn quickly but in reality I don’t think that is totally right. They learn over time through a constant and repetitive process of trial and error. No matter how many times young children are faced with the same obstacle they just tackle it again and again and again, making minor adjustments until they overcome it. Keeping that childhood tenacity is hard but it’s worth trying to do so if you can; it can bring huge rewards.


As adults the biggest obstacle we face when learning new skills is fear, and never more so than in a sport such as racing bikes. You can’t just keep trying and trying and making mistakes on a bike because mistakes can mean pain and injury. Eventually the threat of pain begins to dictate your limits and once it has a hold on you there is no breaking through. There comes a point at any level of motorbike racing where if a rider keeps getting hurt it is psychologically very difficult for them to improve any further.


The easiest comparison for me to back up this theory is with car racing, which I am now learning as an adult. There is still an element of danger, of course, but the fear of that danger is limited because you are protected by the stability of having four wheels on the ground and a cage surrounding you. As such, the skill of driving a car at speed can be taught to pretty much anybody over time, assuming they can afford it because it’s an expensive hobby! The best drivers will always rise to the top, and I’m not taking anything away from them, but it is a lot easier to arrive at a competent level. You can try new things in car racing without being afraid of making mistakes which, in my opinion, is also one of the reasons why the rider is far more important to the package in bike racing than the driver is in car racing (the exception to all this is Formula 1 motor racing due to their high speeds and open cockpit).


Young kids are programmed to try things without fear and by the time I turned four years old in October 1989 I was developing a broad range of skills on a bike for a child my age. When Mum and Dad decided to move back to Queensland, again for work, I was finally able to test those skills against other kids besides Kelly.


I don’t really recall much about leaving the Niangala property that Christmas but there was something about the place that had taken hold of me and, as we left, I promised my mum and dad I would come back one day. The feeling of leaving somewhere special was one I was going to have to get used to, because even though I didn’t know it as we started the long drive up to Wongawallan in the Gold Coast hinterland, we were covering the first few kilometres of a journey that would not end for another twenty-three years.




CHAPTER 2


HITTING THE DIRT


Our new home at Wongawallan was on the main road from the Gold Coast to Tamborine Mountain. We moved in on New Year’s Eve 1989, when I was four years old and Kelly was ten. It was very different from the property at Niangala – the blocks of land were much smaller – but it was still rural enough to keep us happy. Most importantly for a still bike-obsessed child, there was some land around the house which we were able to use as a little track, like the one where I first rode a bike at my grandparents’ place. I’d spend hours riding, not knowing I was picking up techniques that would prove useful later in my career. To keep things interesting, Dad used to set up challenges for me, like relays and obstacles to negotiate. The track was surrounded by long grass so if you went off it you’d stall the bike. Dad remembers how he’d try to trick me: ‘Casey was so quick I’d cheat by pushing him off his bike into the long grass so that he’d stall the bike and fall over, then I’d hop on his bike and try to steal it. One day when I was making my getaway he launched himself over the front of me, across the handlebars and hit the kill switch. He was four years old, hanging on for dear life! It was all a big game but it showed his quickness of mind; it was all a blur to me.’


I was definitely protective of my bike. I didn’t really have other toys or video games or anything like that, I just wanted to ride my bike and I didn’t like anybody else touching it. Now we were back on the Gold Coast I was able to get involved in racing and so it was my turn to join the Mike Hatcher Junior Motorcycle Club at Labrador, which was about a 35-minute drive down the highway from our place. Mike Hatcher’s was a dirt track and Kelly had already raced there many times before. My first race was on 24 June 1990. Mum removed Kelly’s name from an old leather racing jacket she’d outgrown and sewed on a patch that said ‘Casey’.


At that very first race Mum started a diary to record how I went and she was diligent at doing so for every single dirt-track race I ever did. In carefully drawn columns she charted the date, circuit, bike, overall position, individual heat position and comments. Those diaries are really interesting to read now, making me remember what those early days were like:


Mum’s diary entry, 24/6/1990






	
Track



	Class


	Bike


	Placings


	Overall


	Comments







	Hatcher’s
Club Day


	Standard


	PeeWee


	L, 2nd to
L, 2nd to
L, L, L


	L


	‘Cried before
practice but had
good fun for the
rest of the day
& likes racing.’








Mum tells me that the other parents thought she and Dad were awful because I cried as I lined up on the start line. She remembers: ‘I was putting his gloves on his hands and pushing his helmet over his head. The thing was, I knew Casey wasn’t crying because he didn’t want to ride or because he was scared. He just didn’t like the attention of being stared at by all those people!’


I am still like that to this day; I genuinely feel uncomfortable about performing in front of big crowds so you can imagine how I felt back then. I had learnt to ride my bike in the peace and quiet of Niangala, alongside Kelly and my cousin. I’d mucked around with some of Dad’s mates before this race, but being on a start line, surrounded by other kids and with a whole bunch of people watching, was a very different experience. As soon as that gate dropped, though, I was fine. I was doing what I enjoyed the most − racing − and I didn’t care what anybody thought once I was moving.


That first race wasn’t about results, it was about learning a new skill on the bike: learning how to race. Over the next few events I improved in every race, eventually picking up fifth place in the last of three races. By August, I took my first podiums, with two wins and three second places out of five to finish second overall in the 50cc PeeWee B-Grade class.


Around this time it turned out I was struggling with chronic asthma. I had the flu and didn’t get better for weeks, but there was no way I was going to stay in bed and stop racing. Mum remembers it clearly: ‘He was a very sick boy. Our doctor was away at the time and the asthma wasn’t picked up by the stand-in doctor. When the paediatrician saw Casey he hit the roof about that. For some reason there are a lot of asthmatics on the Gold Coast but we were told Casey was the paediatrician’s second-worst case. You could actually pull his shirt up and see his intestines moving, that’s how thin he got at the time. He didn’t put on any weight for the twelve months between the ages of four and five. He had glue ear for a while and lost some of his hearing. They tested him for cystic fibrosis and he was on all kinds of medication; you name it, he was on it. But Casey still raced, we couldn’t stop him.’


I know I was sick but Mum was right, I wasn’t going to let that stop me. In February 1991, at my seventh meeting, I managed to win all five races in the B-Grade category, which meant I had to move up to A-Grade and start all over again. Even though I was still only five years old the class was open to Under 9s, so I was often beaten by the older kids at the club. I also started competing in the ‘modified class’, which was still for 50cc bikes and Under 9s but having ten-inch wheels and an automatic gearbox were pretty much the only restrictions you had to have.


My ‘modified’ was a real weapon for a five-year-old, a 60cc Kawasaki that Dad had de-stroked to a 50 by changing the crank shaft to one he had made himself. He pretty much hand-built the whole thing with bits and pieces given to him by an old racing friend of his, Terry Paviell, who had competed with some success over in Europe. That thing used to fly and the ‘Kwaka’ was my pride and joy.


While we were living at Wongawallan Dad bought himself a road bike and he used to take me out on the back of it to go down to the shops. In the end, though, he had to stop because I would be hanging off the side, trying to get my knee down around the corners like the guys I’d seen on the TV. Dad would have to reach behind and haul me back on.


The bug had definitely bitten, so we started travelling around Queensland to race at different tracks such as North Brisbane, Gladstone, Kilcoy, Trailblazers and Wheelstanders junior bike clubs, racing most weekends with up to fourteen races at each event. Sometimes I’d win them all, sometimes I wouldn’t do as well, but I was constantly learning from my successes and failures.


[image: image]


Like many families, we didn’t have a lot of money but we got by. Kelly and I knew if we wanted anything extravagant we’d have to save for it and we were soon working out our own ways to make some cash. Living on the tourist road up to Tamborine Mountain gave us the perfect opportunity to make some extra money. On weekends we’d set up a roadside stall, Mum would have made us a bit of guava relish or fruit jam so we could sit out the front of our place with our homemade signs and sell it.


We were racing at Hatcher’s every month, then in the winter of 1991, Hatcher’s literally became my home track when Dad took up a voluntary position as the circuit caretaker and we moved there, living in a pop-top holiday van borrowed from my uncle until we could afford something bigger. Dad parked it next to the clubhouse on the outside of a bend they called ‘Canteen Corner’.


Being able to practise whenever I wanted wasn’t the only advantage of living at Hatcher’s, it also meant that even when I wasn’t on the track riding myself I could watch and learn from the other riders. I remember one night there was a speedway meeting – the first one I’d ever seen – and I was blown away. Watching all these guys come flying around together, totally sideways with the throttle on the stops, I thought, I like the look of this!


Dad remembers the aftermath of that night very well. ‘The morning after the speedway we were cleaning up and I put Casey out there to ride, like I normally did, and stood watching as he came up through Canteen Corner for the first time. As he came in he didn’t back off, just stuck his leg out and threw the bike in sideways. He looked way out of control. But then he came around and did it again, and again and again, better every lap. I’d been teaching him to ride feet up, wheels in line, which eventually he went back to, but purely through his own observation he now had this extra string to his bow.’


There was one rider I was a real fan of, a dirt-tracker called ‘Chook’ Cartwright, who would have been fifteen or sixteen at the time. I used to stand pressed up to the wire fence and watch him ride a 250cc; he used to get so low and push the thing so hard, I thought it was fantastic. Then I’d go out and try to copy him. He was a great talent but like a lot of good young riders I guess he didn’t have the support to take him to the next stage. It does take a lot of time, money and effort if you want to try to compete at a higher level and for many families it is too hard; there are too many sacrifices to go the distance.


My results at Hatcher’s quickly went from podiums in the A-Grade class and wins on the ‘modified’ to wins in both classes. In August 1991, shortly after we’d moved onto the circuit, I took my first clean sweep of ten wins from ten races; five in each class. For the A-Grade races we’d actually borrowed a PeeWee from a friend. In fact, some parents occasionally used to ask me to ride their kid’s bike just to see what the bike was capable of. Mum or Dad would usually have to call me in after a couple of laps though because these bikes weren’t used to being ridden so hard and I somehow managed to break a couple of engines. We learnt to be more cautious after that.


After I started winning more times than not, and it was obvious my passion for bikes wasn’t wavering, Mum and Dad decided that seeking out sponsors could be a great idea to help offset some of the costs of travelling to meets and keeping the bikes in good order. We were fortunate enough to get the backing of a local Kawasaki dealer, Paul Feeney, who happened to be a long-time friend of Mick Doohan. We had started going into Paul’s shop on the Gold Coast to buy parts for the ‘modified’ and he and Dad hit it off straight away. Paul had a pair of Mick’s boots and leathers hanging on the wall of his shop so I would love going in there just to get a close look at them. At the time that shop was probably the coolest place in the world to me.


Paul Feeney explains: ‘Colin kept telling me I should come and see his boy ride and I was like, “Yeah, yeah.” I’d heard it all before, of course, but I liked Colin, he struck me as a real straight shooter, so I went out to Hatcher’s to have a look. Casey was a tiny little thing, timid as, but a really nice kid, always smiling. That’s how I knew him, so I wasn’t prepared for what I saw that day. He took off and I was just gobsmacked. The thing was on the stops, picture perfect, you couldn’t get better. For someone that age, you just don’t see that. I turned to Colin and said, “You’ve got a bit of a talent here, mate,” and immediately agreed to help them out.’


Paul started giving us bits and pieces, so you could say he was my first official sponsor. Looking back, he was one of the most important ones because it’s hard to imagine that I would have had anywhere near the same level of success I had in Australia without his help. Not only that, he is a top bloke, too.


In October 1991, just before my sixth birthday, I had the opportunity to see two of the masters in action at Hatcher’s: Aaron Slight and Scott Doohan. Aaron had won the Australian Superbike Championship that year and Scotty ran second to him, though he didn’t go on to have the same success in road racing as his famous elder brother, Mick, who was watching on from the clubhouse that day.


Slighty and Scotty were just playing around but when I was let out onto the track I raced them like I would have raced anybody else. I attacked wherever I could, finding lines up the inside and around the outside that they struggled to take because they were on bigger bikes. A few weeks after that Scott invited me to be a guest at a racing school he was hosting for some Japanese tourists and journalists, who ended up interviewing me for their magazine. It was the first interview I had ever done and Mum still has the clipping from the copy they sent over to us. In return Scott did us a great favour by typing up a letter of recommendation that we could present to potential sponsors.
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