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Charley Boorman’s first film role was as Ed’s Boy, Jon Voight’s son in Deliverance, directed by his father John Boorman. Since then he has appeared in Excalibur, The Emerald Forest, Hope and Glory and, more recently, The Serpent’s Kiss (where he met Ewan for the first time) and The Bunker. Born in London in 1966, he grew up in Ireland, spending much of his childhood riding motocross bikes. He ran a British motorcycle team with Ewan, winning the Superstock Series with David Jeffries. In 2006 Charley took part in the Paris–Dakar rally, the subject of his bestselling book Race to Dakar.

Married with two daughters, Charley also has a growing collection of motorcycles. His next book, By Any Means, following his new adventure from his home town in Ireland all the way to Australia, will be published in autumn 2008. It will also be a major BBC TV series.
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For Olivia, Doone and Kinvara for being there for me. I love you always.

Charley Boorman

For Sheila, who loved the tales of our first trip; for Lou, who I wish I could tell the stories of this one, and for Eve and the girls, who I rode every mile to get home to.

Ewan McGregor


Prologue

EWAN: I said goodbye to Charley and left the workshop around 4.30 p.m. It was a Friday afternoon in the middle of February and we were heading out with our families for a joint skiing trip the next morning. We were both looking forward to the break: things had been so hectic lately with the move to the new premises, and preparations for our Africa trip really beginning in earnest.

I was on my BSA Lightning, the roads choked with rush hour traffic. I’ve lived in London for years, though, and I’m well used to it. It’s only traffic, after all; it isn’t sand or deep gravel; it’s not ‘The Road of Bones’.

Charley and I had crossed Kazakhstan on our motorbikes, we’d negotiated the steppes of Russia and the wilderness of Siberia. Only a couple of weeks ago the GS1150 I’d ridden round the world had been delivered to our workshop. It was now standing next to a dramatic-looking Mongolian Warrior’s costume that we’d bid for in an auction at their embassy. An armoured breastplate, the bike’s patched and resewn leather seat – they were a reminder of all we’d achieved.

February had been a morbid month in many ways. I’d had surgery to test a mole and more surgery to remove a hint of skin cancer. Then I’d fallen sick while we were on a hostile training exercise. But I was chilled out now – the date of departure had finally been set and I was really looking forward to not thinking about work for a while and riding again with Charley. Just a couple of months now and we’d be gone, the two of us riding through Africa, relying on each other the way we did before. The start of another adventure. It made me tingle just to think about it.

The traffic was at a standstill. I was filtering up to the lights thinking about getting home and helping my wife Eve with the packing; it would be great to spend some quality time with the family. I couldn’t wait to get on the slopes and watch my three gorgeous daughters learning to ski.

Suddenly without warning a pedestrian stepped between the vehicles right in front of me.

He wasn’t looking my way.

And he was close, he was way too close.

My God, I was going to hit him.

Instinct took over and I grabbed everything; front brake, back brake; I grabbed the clutch. Shit, now I had no engine braking.

It was all happening so fast. I knew I wasn’t going to stop and could only wait for the impact. Brakes on, I was into a skid and shouting, ‘Watch out! Watch out mate!’ But he didn’t see me.

There was no time and I had no choice but to throw the bike away from him. I was off, chucking the machine to my right, flying through the air. I clattered into him and he was down but at least the bike hadn’t hit him. I was still flailing forwards, the road coming up to meet me with sickening speed.

There was nothing I could do. I was going to hit the tarmac way too fast and the bike was still revving above me.

The holiday – Eve and the kids waiting for me at home. Charley and all the team – everything we’d planned together. My body slammed into the road. Was it all over before we’d even begun?


1

Where’s Charley?

CHARLEY: I remember the moment it started. It was October 2004, very late one Friday night. We were in the old office in Bulwer Street with boxes all around us, bits of paper, all the office equipment gone. For a few minutes we just stood there reflecting. This is where Long Way Round had all begun, where we’d planned everything, checked and re-checked the maps: it’s where we’d first seen the bikes.

It was over, finished: we’d ridden around the world, a mammoth journey; an epic adventure. But it was over now.

The maps were still on the wall and we stood before them once more. Ewan glanced at me.

‘What do you reckon, Charley?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘South America, India maybe?’

I looked up at him. ‘What about riding through Africa?’

Ewan and I first met on a film set in County Clare more than a dozen years ago, our friendship born out of our passion for motorbikes. We’ve been best mates ever since. We’d always talked about riding together; France maybe, Spain. But then Ewan walked into a map shop, and over dinner that night we decided to forget France or Spain, we’d go the whole hog and ride around the world. The adventure of a lifetime, the two of us off on a couple of bikes. I wasn’t sure we could pull it off; I wasn’t sure it would even happen.

But it did. A late-night conversation became a dream, the dream became an adventure and that adventure proved to be a pivotal point in my life.

I grew up in the movie business, but I’m dyslexic … and I mean badly: if it hadn’t been for my dad taking a year out to teach me to read, life could’ve been very hard. Even so, reading for acting parts could be difficult sometimes. Historically I’d enjoyed success in movies like The Emerald Forest, but after Long Way Round the direction of my life altered completely. I found myself in places like the pit lane of Moto GP circuits with heroes like Kenny Roberts grabbing my arm and telling me how much he’d enjoyed watching our journey.

I was no longer just John Boorman’s son – in fact my dad rang me up the other day to tell me he’d introduced himself to someone and they’d said, ‘Oh, Charley Boorman’s dad’.

My career was now in motorcycling – albeit not in a conventional way – and the success of Long Way Round enabled me to live another dream. Ever since I can remember I’d always wanted to race bikes, so together with Russ Malkin, a very good friend and producer/director of Long Way Round, I entered the world’s most dangerous race: the 2006 Dakar rally – five days in January where I rode ridiculous distances at ridiculous speeds before an innocuous crash tipped me off and I broke both my hands. (I never made it to the sand dunes and I’ve unfinished business there.) That dream was over for now, but another was just beginning.

Ewan flew in for the end of the Dakar to congratulate us all (my fellow teammate Simon Pavey had made it all the way to the finishing line). He was joined by film maker David Alexanian, the fourth member of the team that created Long Way Round. There we were in Dakar – all together again. And there in the scorching sun we confirmed what we had first mapped out over a year before in Bulwer Street. The adventure was on again – John O’Groats to Cape Town: we would ride the Long Way Down.

Once my hands were healed, the first thing Ewan and I did was return to the Royal Geographical Society in London, the place where we’d mapped out the first trip. Our bikes parked outside, I took my helmet off. The old red brick building seemed very familiar.

‘So here we are again, Ewan. What do we say to them this time?’

He laughed. ‘How about: Hi, remember us? We’re back for more.’

Inside I quickly recalled how solemn the place felt; the arched windows, blue carpets and the magnificent ancient maps that decked the walls. One in particular dated from 1920 and at the bottom it was engraved with images of the old continent, names and places going back to colonial days when just about every European country fought for a share of the spoils. Ewan pointed to a picture of a guy in a pith helmet in a pretty compromising position with a tribesman. ‘Hey, Charley,’ he said. ‘Here’s how you made friends with the natives back then. See, you grabbed a man by his willy.’

In the journey-planning office we met the same assistant we’d spoken to before and she had yet more large-scale maps spread on a mahogany table.

‘Have you decided on a route?’ she asked us.

I shook my head. ‘Nothing definite yet, but we’re going to ride down through Europe, I think, probably cross from Sicily.’

‘We’d like to follow the Nile,’ Ewan added. ‘It’s one of those journeys, you know; one of the great trips of the world.’

She nodded. ‘Sudan is pretty unstable and so are parts of Ethiopia. You’ll need to be up on your paperwork.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Jesus, paperwork. The Ukraine, Ewan. Remember?’

‘You mean when we waited nine hours to get in – how could I possibly forget?’

‘Ethiopia is absolutely beautiful though,’ the assistant went on, ‘and despite the problems they’re really trying to build up tourism. Sudan is full of open spaces, the Africa of the movies, if you like.’ She smiled then, a little warily. ‘There are security issues, however.’

I cast a glance at Ewan. She was right, as we knew only too well. We’d only just started investigating the route and already knew we’d need armed guards to get us through places like northern Kenya. We were thinking about going into the Democratic Republic of Congo, and weren’t sure whether we’d have to go through Zimbabwe. This was going to be a very different journey from Long Way Round, and I think we were only just beginning to realise how different.

Having reacquainted ourselves with the Royal Geographical Society we headed for the wilds of Devon and a weekend’s survival course. The weather was shit, a cold, drizzling rain, and to make things even more miserable, Ewan had his tent up before me. He was crowing about it. I mean, he never gets his tent up before me. It was galling. There was some consolation however: he’d put it up at the bottom of a hill and it was raining, which meant there was every chance he’d have a river running through it before long.

After that, we got lost in the ‘wild wood’ whilst hunting for strategically placed survival rations, and then we had to build shelters from fallen branches and bits of foliage.

Not that we’re competitive or anything, but my A-frame and ridge was up, the sides constructed and I was already onto the roof whilst Ewan was still going on about a ‘long ridge pole’ and the ‘bell end’ being big enough. After making a wall of branch and fern, the last layer was leaves. Lying inside I could still see daylight and my feet stuck out, though I only discovered that when the instructor kicked them. He proceeded to tell us about a friend of his who went to sleep with his head sticking out of a similar shelter in Africa, only to be woken by a hyena ripping off his face. Our instructor liked telling those kinds of stories: he liked to tell them a lot.

He was complimentary about my shelter, however, testing the structural quality by climbing right over it while I was lying inside. In his own words, it didn’t budge an inch.

Ewan was arranging leaves and ferns and other bits and pieces; like a boy scout he was, having a whale of a time. ‘Colour coding confuses your enemy,’ I heard him mutter.

Finally he was finished, the branches covered with sprays of fern and leaf. He was stretched out inside and the instructor asked him if he felt confident that it was structurally sound.

Ewan replied that he did.

‘Good,’ the instructor said, ‘because I’m going to walk on it.’

He’d barely shifted his weight when the ‘bell end’ Ewan had been so proud of collapsed, showering our Jedi Knight in broken branches.

For a moment there was silence. Then from the depths we heard him: ‘Yeah, well, I think obviously there’s room for improvement. But generally …’ We could see his hands, gesticulating from under the crushed ridge. ‘I was quite happy with its … you know, I liked the feel of it and it smelled really nice.’

On cue and not without a certain sense of ceremony, the rest of the shelter collapsed; a few moments later Ewan emerged: half a beard, his woollen hat askew.

‘Shame,’ he said. ‘I put a lot of love into that.’

EWAN: What Charley didn’t mention was that his A-frame was put together by the instructor. That’s why it was so solid. I did mine myself. Not quite the same thing, is it?

The instructor really did like his tales of horror: hyenas eating people; elephants trampling our campsite; not to mention the machete-wielding madmen lurking outside every bar. Having said that, he also told us that despite our laid-back attitude, I was ‘wily’ and Charley was really ‘industrious’.

From Devon, hyenas and elephants, it was Essex and a replica of the border between the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda. Driving down a track in a 4×4 we had the feeling we were about to be ambushed. We were right – just as we were considering potential escape routes a mine exploded in front of the truck.

David Alexanian, who would be joining us on the real trip, was driving. He immediately started backing up. More flash bangs went off, mines, or grenades maybe, exploding behind us.

Now we heard the rattle of gunfire and a man appeared on our right. Heavily built, he approached the vehicle at a crouch, wearing camouflage and carrying an AK-47. We dived for the doors on the passenger side only to find another guy bellowing at us and brandishing not a gun, but a couple of vicious-looking axes.

We piled out of the vehicle. Hands in the air, we tried to talk to the gunmen – a whole gang of them now. We tried to explain about UNICEF, and what we were doing. They weren’t listening or didn’t understand: they didn’t care. Before we knew it we were forced away from the vehicles, our captors demanding money, jackets, our watches.

We’d discussed such a situation with our instructors and they had advised us that in really dangerous areas, convoys of vehicles were put together under armed guard. Our trip was high profile and we knew we were potential targets. On the bikes, Charley and I had decided that if we were attacked we’d just try to get the hell out of there and double back to the last town we’d been through where we could raise the alarm. We would have no idea what lay ahead but we’d know what was in the towns we’d been through – if there were medical centres or police stations.

During the exercise however, with explosions going off and gunfire ringing out, we had no time to do anything except put our hands above our heads and try to explain what we were doing.

‘Watch!’ One AK-wielding guy pointed at my wrist. I took off my watch and gave it to him. Not just my watch; he wanted my wedding ring, my wallet, all my money. It was the same with the others: watches, wallets, jewellery. In the briefing we’d been told that if a ring didn’t come off the likelihood was the finger would come with it.

Every now and then our captors made their intentions all the clearer by firing warning shots over our heads. I was on my knees with my head down but my gaze was dragged to the dumped body of some other victim they’d already executed. If they had shot him they would just as easily shoot us and we had no option but to cooperate. They fired yet more warning shots – pistols now – rapidly into the air. My captor demanded my jacket and made me take my trousers off.

From the corner of my eye I saw another man wearing a black ski mask marching Charley away. For a split second I imagined how I’d feel if this wasn’t Essex and an exercise, but the real border. I didn’t know what was going to happen but Charley’s captor pressed him onto his knees some twenty yards from the rest of us. Whether this was just a scare tactic or not I have no idea, but we’d all been told to keep our heads down and avoid eye contact. For a moment the masked man stood over him then came back to the main group leaving Charley on his own.

The others were being stripped of their possessions, the gunmen moving around us and talking rapidly. Every now and then they fired their guns in the air, and looking up again I noticed Charley was gone.

Without thinking I opened my mouth. ‘Where’s Charley?’ I said. He must have made a run for it.

Of course our captors heard me and the next thing I knew the man in the ski mask stalked over to the trees at the edge of the clearing. We couldn’t see anything but moments later a single shot rang out.

We were on our knees, hunched forward, elbows on the ground and our hands on our heads.

‘Is Charley dead?’ someone whispered.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Charley’s dead.’

The exercise over, Charley appeared alive and well and grinning from ear to ear. I wagged my head at him. ‘Charley,’ I said. ‘You stupid fucking bastard.’

It was only an exercise, but given the times we live in not unrealistic. It was very dramatic, very believable and also very sobering: one of us being marched away and the sound of a single gunshot.

Charley felt a bit guilty, but then he reckoned he’d had the chance and took it. He told us that in a real situation he wouldn’t have been caught behind a tree, he’d have kept going until he could raise the alarm. Later we found out that there had been a real kidnap, involving British Embassy staff in Afar, where that’s pretty much exactly what happened.

CHARLEY: The hostile training exercises were hugely constructive. In the next one we arrived at a checkpoint to be confronted by a couple of armed men standing beside a massive lorry. I left the engine running and another Kalashnikov-toting guard came up to the vehicle. He wore a machete at his side and I thought about the horror stories.

‘ID.’ The guard was peering at me out of cold and humourless eyes.

Ewan, David and I were in a twin cab pickup with Russ perched on the flatbed. Ewan passed me the polythene bag containing all our papers and permits.

‘We’re tourists,’ I told the guard. ‘We’re going to Cape Town.’

He wanted to see our passports and made me switch off the engine. He told us we couldn’t film and insisted we get out of the car. Two more guards arrived and with them a white guy in sunglasses wearing a folded Arab keffiyeh around his head. He told us the road was closed, but I assured him we were working with UNICEF helping children, and his government had issued us with the requisite travel permit. He demanded to see it and Ewan dug it out before another guard took him off a few paces and made him kneel down.

He didn’t say why, he just made Ewan drop to his knees. Even in an exercise it’s hard to keep smiling and the tone of the conversation agreeable, when your mate is on his knees with a pistol pointed at his head.

The man with the headgear kept asking us where we’d come from and where we were going. He was interested in our truck and our gear, which the other guards spilled out on the ground. He was really interested in the fact that neither Ewan nor I could get the back seat on the crew cab folded forward. We told him we’d never used it, but it only made him suspicious. We had the right papers but it was clear he thought we’d stolen the truck. He wanted to know what we were doing with hand-held radios and we tried to explain about filming and staying in contact with our other vehicle. What other vehicle? It hadn’t turned up yet and now he was even more suspicious.

I tried to lead the conversation, offering him cigarettes, and all the time he was looking at the camera and asking me what it was worth. Foolishly, I told him about $400, which is roughly what it cost from new. With hindsight I know I’d just set the amount he needed to be bribed otherwise he’d confiscate it.

Ewan was still on his knees and he was trying to explain that we had to have the camera because we were filming in order to help the children in their country. Finally he was allowed to get up and we bribed our way back into the truck, being very polite and friendly, smiling a lot, the nerves all too real even in role play.

They lifted the barrier and we crawled through, travelling all of ten or twelve paces before they stopped us again and insisted we switch off the engine. And all the while these other armed men were watching us from the big truck.

‘Fuck this,’ Ewan muttered. ‘If we ever get going again – just drive, Charley.’

This was only an exercise, but we found ourselves jabbering away, saying all the things we probably would say if it was real. There’s nothing quite like being confronted by a bunch of testosterone-fuelled warriors sporting Kalashnikovs.

Finally we were allowed to move on but just a few hundred yards down the track we came across a wrecked car. An old Fiat had flipped on its side and we saw an injured girl – a tourist – lying on the ground. She was bleeding heavily from her thigh, and we could hear her terrified screams even before we stopped. Again it seemed very real; the car, the way she was lying, her cries of pain and fear. Grabbing the medical bag Ewan was at her side in a flash.

‘All right, my darling, you’re going to be all right.’ He set about staunching the wound. ‘We’re going to help you. You’ve had quite a turn, but you’ll be all right now.’

David helped him while Russ and I took a look at the car. Inside we found another girl unconscious and trapped in her seat. I was instantly reminded of the time my wife Ollie and I spent in Australia before we were married. We were driving in the mountains somewhere and we came across just such an incident. A car had flipped off a bridge and a woman was trapped upside down inside. She was screaming about her children. At the time I could see no sign of any children and I didn’t know whether she might have banged her head or something. But fuel was dripping and I knew that if I was going to get her out of there I had to keep her calm. I told her the children were safe, that they were up the road with my girlfriend. She calmed down and I managed to cut her out of the seatbelt.

We discovered that she did have children and they’d been thrown from the car in the crash. They were all right, thank God, and were up the road with another passer-by. It had really shaken us up and even though this was just an exercise, it brought it all flooding back.

Our victim was unconscious: her lips were blue and she was bleeding from a wound in her back. Though the screaming girl had drawn our attention, this woman was much more seriously injured. We decided we had no choice but to lift her into the pickup and turn back for the checkpoint.

When the training was over we returned to London with an even stronger sense of the dangers we would be facing on the trip. There was no doubt this was going to be an adventure of a lifetime, but with every adventure there is always an element of risk, and we would be facing more than we’d ever known before. But little did we know that the first genuine accident would take place not at some remote African border, but on a busy street in west London. And it was an accident that could put the whole trip in jeopardy.
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Three’s A Crowd

EWAN: Just like Charley, I had found that Long Way Round had a very positive effect on my career. These days far more people come up and ask me about the bike trips than they do Star Wars or any of my other movies. Since those four months on the bikes I’ve been very busy: various smaller films but also the third episode of Star Wars, as well as The Island and a stint on the stage in Guys and Dolls. It was whilst rehearsing for the musical that the idea of starting at John O’Groats actually came about. I made a throwaway comment that made it into print, and from then on (whether we liked it or not) we were starting in the north of Scotland.

Our plans were well advanced now, and Charley and I were sitting in the temporary office we were using in Battersea, just the two of us on the couch, talking about the route, the kind of backup vehicles we’d use, what modifications we might make to the bikes this time round.

‘Charley,’ I said. ‘Eve really wants to come.’

This wasn’t the first time I’d mentioned it, but I wanted to discuss it properly. Long Way Round had been about Charley and me – this was different again. His smile was wide, mine awkward.

‘What do you think about it, really?’ I asked him.

‘What do I think about it? Well, I suppose I have the same reservations that you do.’ He scratched his neck. ‘I suppose, yeah, I’m open to everything.’ There was another awkward silence. ‘My main concern would be safety. But obviously it changes the dynamic of what we’re doing.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it does. Do you think it’s a terrible idea?’

‘Truthfully?’

‘Of course.’

He was laughing. ‘It’s a terrible idea.’

After we had announced in Dakar that we were definitely doing Long Way Down, we’d followed up with a celebratory meal back at our house in London. Eve had been a little quiet then, and I thought it was just the reality of another long trip, the issues it created at home and the dangers I’d face riding so far once again. But it wasn’t that at all, it was the fact that she had decided that she wanted to join us.

She told me a few days later; she’d woken up on Sunday morning just knowing she had to be part of it.

She’d been to Africa before on holiday, but as she pointed out, scuba diving and staying in hotels was hardly the same thing. She’d not seen any of the real Africa and it evoked incredible emotions for her; the landscape, the people, history. She could think of nothing better than camping under star-filled skies or going into villages, meeting people she would never normally meet.

My first reaction was absolute delight. We’ve been married twelve years, we’re a close family and one of the most difficult things about Long Way Round had been the long separation. Also, Eve told me that if she was able to come she really wanted to ride. I couldn’t believe it: in all our years together she’d hardly been on the back of my bike, let alone expressed an interest in riding herself.

We didn’t decide for certain of course; it was something I had to discuss with Charley, David and Russ, and overnight all sorts of things began to occur to me. The safety issues, first and foremost; how long Eve would come for, our children. I wasn’t sure how she’d get on with learning to ride or whether she’d have the time to gain the necessary experience. The next morning I spoke to her about it and I suppose, given my initial enthusiasm, it must have looked as though I’d changed my mind.

I hadn’t. It was just that the realities were beginning to dawn. I really did love the idea of having her along, but we’d been talking about her joining us for six or eight weeks and I started to realise what that would actually mean. I’ve been riding a bike since I was nineteen and on Long Way Round we encountered road conditions that in some areas challenged me to the point of a standstill. Eve hadn’t been involved in that trip and it was hard to convey the sort of situations and challenges we might encounter.

She wondered if the real reason behind my apparent change of heart was the fact that she might be treading on hallowed ground. And I had to admit there might have been a grain of truth in that. But we have three children and with both of us riding on difficult terrain, in the end it was fundamentally the safety issues that concerned me.

Anyway, we were on and off the phone all day, pretty abrupt with each other and nothing was resolved, at least not to begin with. Eve told me later that she was thinking: ‘I don’t need him, I’ll plan my own trip; I don’t have to go on his trip, I can go on my own.’

I ended up being late for lunch and I’m never late for anything. When I arrived I told the others about her wanting to come.

CHARLEY: I didn’t really think it was a terrible idea. I’d had reservations about the dynamic, of course. One of the reasons I enjoyed Long Way Round so much was because it was just Ewan and me. We’d made it round the world without seriously falling out and I know people who have been on much shorter and less challenging bike trips only to fall out badly, sometimes to the point of never speaking again. Friendships can be fragile things when you’re travelling and if we were to add a new person into the mix, we had to think it through. Logistically, it was not a problem – we just had to work out where she would join us and for how long – but the safety issues were a concern. I brooded about it, mulling it over, wondering how it would affect us and the rest of our trip.

Of course Ewan and Eve resolved their disagreement. By the end of that Monday they were fine and a couple of weeks later David, Russ and I went round to dinner and the five of us discussed how it might work. David pointed out that even for experienced riders it was a dangerous trip. He suggested that if Eve really wanted to go, we ought to get her a bike so she could clock up some miles. Eve thought it was a good idea, the only sensible way to gain experience, and then she’d know for sure whether or not she could do it.

In the meantime we located premises on Avonmore Road in West London so we could begin to prepare properly. It was massive, big enough for the bikes, trucks and all the gear we were taking. It was an atmospheric place; it had a real workshop feel with a corrugated iron roof, and red girders where we hung the flags of each country we would be riding through. The roof also leaked.

We fixed the leak, and kitted the place out. All we needed now were the bikes: JFK and JLO. It turned out that these were the registration suffixes we’d been assigned by the DVLA. A US president and ‘Jenny from the block’: strange or what? They were coming from Germany and I was itching to get working on them, but that Friday afternoon when we left the office, all set to go skiing, JFK and JLO were still in transit.


3

Break A Leg

EWAN: ‘Watch out, mate. Watch out!’

I clattered into him with my shoulder and flew to the ground, finishing up sprawled on my face. The bike came with me, slamming its full force right into my leg.

For a moment I just lay there, head to the side, looking up at this guy who was looking down at me with his eyes popping out of his head.

‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ Still he stood there, arms at his sides, just gawping at me.

‘Can you help me get up?’ I asked him.

He didn’t seem to know what I was talking about. He was in shock. I was in shock.

Then another guy arrived and picked the bike off my leg. Somehow I staggered to my feet but as I did so I felt something go and a sickening sensation worked through me. I knew I was in trouble and hobbled off the road as quickly as I could. I sat down on the steps leading up to some flats.

The bloke got my bike to the pavement and settled on its centre stand. He asked me where the key was because on the Lightning it’s not obvious. I had to get up again and limp over to switch off the engine. Back at the steps I stripped off my gloves and helmet. Then I took off my boot.

My leg was burning, and I could see I’d grazed it quite badly. I could feel a weird sensation just above the ankle: like a sprain maybe, that’s what I was thinking, what I was hoping. I’d twisted something and this was only a sprain.

Finally the man I’d hit seemed to come to, and he walked over and asked me if I was all right.

‘I don’t know,’ I told him. ‘I think I might’ve broken something.’ The words sort of tumbled out and then the possibility struck me. ‘I think I might’ve broken my ankle.’

‘No, you couldn’t have.’ Another voice, Scottish, a thick accent belonging to the man whose steps I was sitting on. He’d heard the commotion and had come out to help. ‘You couldn’t have broken it,’ he told me. ‘You wouldn’t be able to walk on it, would you? Not if it was broken.’

For a moment my spirits lifted. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You’re right. I probably wouldn’t.’

A policewoman arrived on a horse. Or at least I think she did because the whole thing was happening so fast I was sort of detached. It all felt really surreal.

She asked if everyone was OK.

The guy I’d hit was apologising, telling me he’d been looking the other way, that he’d been conscious of oncoming cars.

‘Look,’ I said, ‘so long as you’re OK. I’m fine, I might’ve done something to my ankle but I’m all right.’ Sitting there I was just delighted he hadn’t been hurt.

The policewoman asked about a van driver that I didn’t remember; if he was there I don’t think he had anything to do with it. They talked about calling for an ambulance. The guy who owned the flat suggested I come in and have a cup of tea, but all I wanted to do was get home. I didn’t want to go to casualty. I didn’t want to be in the back of an ambulance. I was in shock, but if I could stand I could ride and pulling on my boot I grabbed my helmet and gloves.

All at once everyone was gone. The policewoman wasn’t there, the guy I’d hit was gone; the other man had disappeared back inside his flat. It all seemed so surreal, as if it was happening around me yet there I was hobbling across the pavement with this weird clicking sensation in my leg.

Checking the bike I noticed the right hand foot peg was buckled to the point of being vertical, which kind of made it useless but with hindsight it was actually a blessing. It meant I could get my foot fully under the gear shift so I could change gear without having to flex my ankle.

Somehow I got on and got the bike kick-started. I managed to nudge it into first and then I was in the traffic and completely focused on getting home. Nothing else mattered. Every time I stopped, however, I had to put my foot down. That hurt like hell and I thought: fuck, this is bad.

Eve thought I was joking when I rang the intercom at home and told her I’d had an accident. I couldn’t get the bike in the garage and needed her to help me. Later she told me that she thought I was making it up and had some sort of surprise for her. I suppose I did, only the surprise wasn’t very pleasant.

When she opened the door I could see the concern in her face. Eyes wide, she stared at me as I hovered there, half-balanced on one foot.

‘Ewan, my God! What happened?’

‘I hit someone, crashed into him on Holland Road.’

‘Are you all right?’

‘I’ve done something to my leg, Eve. I think I need it X-rayed.’

I was still optimistic: in the car I felt my ankle and there didn’t seem to be any real swelling. I thought I’d be OK, it was a sprain at worst and I’d still be able to ski. But then I noticed a little lump pressing the skin on the back of my right calf. I pushed it and a wave of panic washed over me. I could feel it move, a hideous sensation. I’d never broken anything before, but I knew what I could feel was the movement of bone over bone.

I could’ve cried.

My leg was broken and one by one the implications began to hit. There was the skiing trip and a month from now I was due on the set of a film. Fucking hell: Long Way Down, we were leaving on motorbikes for Africa. All the hard work, the massive amount of organisation: D-Day was 12 May and here I was en route to hospital. The sudden silence that swept through me seemed all-consuming; a numbing realisation that I didn’t want to acknowledge. It could all be over.

Not long after I was lying in a cubicle in casualty with the heavy blue curtain pulled across and a nurse examining my leg. Still I was telling myself, telling her, that it was all right and my leg wasn’t really broken. It was a twist, a sprain, nothing more, and I desperately wanted her to confirm it.

But she didn’t.

Instead she flashed the X-rays onto the machine and there was the two-part image of my lower leg. Except that above the ankle it was now in three parts not two: the fibula, the smaller bone at the back, was snapped. I could see it clearly. I didn’t want to believe it but there it was in black and white. It wasn’t sprained, or cracked even. For a moment I just stared. I was dumbfounded. ‘That’s broken,’ I said.

The nurse took a deep breath. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s a break.’

CHARLEY: Ewan phoned before he left for casualty and told me what had happened. I was gobsmacked. Of course accidents happen and you’re vulnerable on a bike, but we’d ridden away from the workshop together and you just don’t expect it.

‘I can feel a sort of clicking when I move my foot,’ he’d said.

‘But you rode home.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, if you stood on it and you rode home, I’m sure it’s just a sprain.’

But of course it wasn’t. He phoned again as soon as he got back from the hospital.

‘Fuck it,’ he said bitterly.

‘Definitely broken?’

‘I saw the X-ray. Clear as day, snapped above the ankle.’

All sorts of thoughts began racing through my head; first and foremost concern for my friend, then the ski trip, and of course Long Way Down. Jesus Christ, this could be a show stopper. A wave of concern washed over me.

‘Do they think it’s a clean break?’ I asked him.

‘I don’t know. I think so.’

‘Did the nurse tell you how long it would take to heal?’

‘Four to six weeks.’

‘Then we’re OK. Don’t worry about it. It’s just one of those things.’

‘That’s what I thought.’ I could hear the relief in Ewan’s voice and I knew he was trying to make the best of a bad situation. ‘We’re not leaving for Africa until May,’ he said. ‘It’s plenty of time. It just means I can’t go skiing which is a real pain for Eve and the kids. But we need to talk about it. I want you to phone Russ: phone David. I want you all to come round.’

I could imagine him sitting there with his leg in a cast and Eve packing to go skiing, having to deal with the fact that she was now going without him. She’d just love the prospect of the three of us descending on them as well.

‘You know what, Ewan,’ I said, ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not tonight.’ All at once I was laughing, trying to lighten him up. ‘You fucking idiot, you ride round the world with barely a scratch then bin it ten minutes from home.’

I put the phone down, my smile fading. Missing a ski trip was one thing, a family holiday: Ewan would be gutted but I knew he’d make it up to Eve and the kids later. If this wasn’t a clean break, however, it could jeopardise the whole trip.

I told myself to chill out and that it would be a simple leg break. There was no point worrying unnecessarily. Then it started sinking in how lucky he’d been, how lucky the other guy had been, stepping out of the traffic and getting in the way of a motorcycle. Hitting a pedestrian – it was scary: like a marker, some kind of warning. It was only a few weeks before we set off and our biggest concern about riding bikes in Africa was hitting someone. When we rode round the world we went through some serious country but often it was remote and the terrain was the challenge. Africa was a whole different ball game altogether. In Africa roads are the lifeblood, the arteries that feed the continent and they’re very busy. Hitting someone was our worst nightmare.

It hadn’t been Ewan’s fault, the guy stepped out, it was an accident; it was just a miracle no one was badly hurt. But it was weird, spooky almost, so close to the beginning of the trip. Vividly I recalled snapping my collarbone not long before we were due at the Dakar. Just like Ewan I’d tried to sell the doctor the idea that it wasn’t broken. Of course he’d sat there with his arms folded, peering at the splintered bone trying to force its way through the skin at my shoulder.

I could feel an ache in my hands, the memories of my own injuries returning to haunt me. It wasn’t that long ago I’d been in plaster myself with the scaphoid, the most important bone in my wrist, dislocated, not to mention shattered knuckles in my other hand. Just as Ewan had ridden home with a busted foot, I picked the bike up and carried on. I’d had no choice and at that moment no idea how bad my injuries were. In the end I rode another four hundred and fifty kilometres.

EWAN: It was hard seeing them all leave and I was glad Charley and Ollie would be there. The trip had been booked a long time ago and there was no way it could be postponed, but as Charley had predicted I was gutted to have to stay behind. I’d been looking forward to it for ages.

Alone now, I started going over the accident again. Russ and David came round and I showed them the X-rays. Russ was delighted to see me smiling and David suggested that maybe this was a warning that we all just needed to slow down and take stock for a moment: so much had been happening and so fast that none of us had had time to pause for breath. They were concerned that I was on my own so soon after an accident; depression can hit after a shock like that and they wanted to make sure I’d be all right. They told me to take advantage of the time, to rest up and read a couple of books. Which I did for a day or two, but the house seemed very empty and all I could think about was my family skiing without me.

The following Monday I was back at the Princess Grace Hospital to have the full cast put on my leg. I was out of the house and anxious to get the healing process under way. The doctor examined me carefully, then started telling me things I really didn’t want to hear – specifically that there were two ways for my leg to have broken. The first (and most likely) was that I’d taken a direct blow which snapped the bone. I thought of the bike crashing down on top of me … That was straightforward and the healing time was the four to six weeks I was banking on. The second scenario however, was more worrying. As soon as the new cast was on I phoned Eve and Charley in France.

CHARLEY: When Ewan mentioned the MRI, I wasn’t surprised; I’d been through a couple myself.

‘The doctor told me there was a chance I might’ve broken it by twisting it,’ Ewan was saying.

‘It’s a precaution, mate. That’s all. When are they doing it?’

‘I’m going for it now.’

‘OK, well good luck. Let us know when they give you the results.’

Wandering out to the balcony I grabbed a breath of air. The chalet was in a beautiful spot, overlooking a mountain thick with snow. This was a rough road, the first time Ewan had broken a bone. If he did need an operation it could spell disaster.

Ollie knew what was going through my mind and she came out and leant on the rail next to me. ‘It puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?’ she said. ‘I feel apprehensive, Charley. I mean, don’t get me wrong, the trip is wonderful, it’s very exciting. But it’s different from you racing the Dakar; different again from Long Way Round.’ She gazed across the mountain. ‘It’s much more dangerous, and not just the politics. The roads are busier and there are people everywhere.’ She shook her head. ‘It just shows you. I mean London on a Friday, doing no speed at all. It shows how lucky the two of you were when you did Long Way Round. Twenty thousand miles with no major incident.’

EWAN: All I wanted was to have the scan and be told the break was clean and I’d be on the bike come May. But you cannot undergo an MRI if you have any metal in your body, for instance a plate or a clip pinned into a bone. I remembered years back I’d had some iron filings caught in my eye. They’d been removed, of course, but it had to be checked because if there was any residue at all the MRI would force it out of my body, and I mean right through my eye.

That out of the way I lay on my back with my legs in the machine and they gave me a set of headphones to block the weird clicks and noises it makes.

It took about half an hour in all and I waited for the results: nervously. At last the good news came through. I could have jumped for joy if I wasn’t in plaster. The MRI was clear; it was a simple break. I rang Charley. By May my leg would be healed, and we’d be riding through Africa.
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Saddle Bags & Steroids

EWAN: Charley was concerned about Ollie: his wife of fifteen years. He’s been in love with her since the moment they met. For the last few weeks she’d had a viral infection she just couldn’t shake: Charley hadn’t said much but finally he told me he was really worried.

Ollie didn’t seem to be getting any better and the date of departure was just days away now. The cast was off my leg and the bikes were prepped. Russ and David were up to their necks trying to finalise everything and emotionally we were all a bit frayed. Ollie’s situation was serious and I suppose it accentuated the worries we were all carrying.

David isn’t married and doesn’t have any children and I guess because of that he doesn’t go through quite the same emotions as the rest of us. Russ, on the other hand, has a daughter, Emily, and I knew he was very concerned about leaving her.

On the practical side of things we were ahead of where we were the last time. When we prepared for Long Way Round the support trucks didn’t show up until the day before we left. Here we still had a day or so and both Nissan Patrols were ready. We had a team of people coming to the workshop to fit a safe and some bullet cameras. The small, fixed ‘bullet’ cameras made by Sonic would be fitted in the Nissans and on our helmets and would allow the action to be filmed at all times. The suspension had been upgraded and both trucks fitted with dual batteries; they had long-range fuel tanks, heavy duty bumpers and two spare wheels apiece. The front bumpers had been replaced with ones that carried a winch in case Russ or David had to haul themselves out of a hole somewhere.

Eve had been down to our workshop on Avonmore Road on the 650 she would be riding in Malawi, and we’d talked about the kind of gear she needed to bring with her. It was a difficult period for us – so close to the start now and this time our daughters were much older. Daddy was going away, and although that wasn’t unusual because of my work, it was still going to be a wrench. I really felt for Charley. Worrying about leaving the family was bad enough, but with Ollie’s condition still so bad, I knew he must be beside himself.

CHARLEY: None of the antibiotics Ollie had been given were working. Deep down I knew something wasn’t right and I’d go from worrying about her to excitement about the trip to the heebie-jeebies about ridiculous things. I’d wake in the night and start thinking about the kind of clothes I was taking: shoes, T-shirts, underpants, what kind of razor.

In the meantime, there was nothing to do but keep up the preparation. The bikes had been painted blue and red respectively; one with zebra stripes and the other leopard spots to differentiate them. We’d fitted sump guards and light guards; metal protection plates over the engine casing. We’d also switched the original BMW suspension for what was considered the more robust Ohlins. We changed the weightier exhausts for Akrapovic cans, which were not only much lighter but added around four or five horsepower. They also had the kind of snarling note I wanted when you cracked the throttle. MacTools had provided all the tools necessary to get the Patrols and bikes ready for the road, and Touratech had supplied all the gear we’d need to make an expedition like this work: from tents to camping stoves to mounts for our phones (we were using Nokia’s Navigator 6110) that we would use all the way through Africa.

We had also just about nailed our proposed route. We would ride down through Britain and France to the toe of Italy and across Sicily before a boat ride to Tunisia. Once in Africa we would follow the coast to Libya, Egypt and Sudan. We’d always known Libya might be an issue and in particular we were encountering problems getting visas for the two Americans on our team: David Alexanian and cameraman Jimmy Simak. I had my mate Jacob on it: he works for the Libyan government, advising them on their Africa policy, and we hoped he’d be able to exert some influence. Jo, our production manager, was speaking to one of our sponsors, Explore, to see if they could help us out, as they run tours in Libya. The reality, though, was we were just a few days from departure and we’d only just got the requisite paperwork for the Brits and Claudio, the Swiss cameraman who had also ridden with us on Long Way Round.

Visas aside, I couldn’t think beyond Ollie. My beautiful wife – she’s the rock that holds everything about my life together. She puts up with all the bullshit; she puts up with me; she looks after the kids on her own while I take off and at the same time she runs a business called Share and Care with her sister-in-law Caroline, locating companions for elderly people. She deals with everything, takes it all in her stride and never complains about anything. But it was two days until we left so I took her back to the doctors and they managed to get her in for a scan. It showed up a patch of pneumonia.

Apparently it wasn’t uncommon for a virus to cause pneumonia and now they knew Ollie had it they could treat her with steroids. Pneumonia, steroids, Christ I wasn’t going to leave for Africa with my wife in this condition. Ollie, of course, told me she would be fine; that once they’d figured out what steroids to give her she’d be better and there was no way she’d let me alter the plans. I wasn’t convinced, and I told her I wasn’t going to leave until I knew she was all right.

The only way to find out which steroids to prescribe was for the doctors to do a biopsy of the patch of pneumonia and they told us that during the procedure there was a small chance the lung might partially collapse. This was Wednesday afternoon and I was supposed to be leaving on Friday morning. Ollie’s parents were in Spain for a few weeks and this coming weekend was our niece’s First Holy Communion. Ollie’s sister Anastasia had been brilliant, running around and picking up our daughters Doone and Kinvara. But she had forty people coming for lunch on Sunday and if anything went wrong with this biopsy there was no way I was leaving on Friday. Ollie asked the doctor how many times he’d pierced a lung while performing this type of biopsy.

None, he told her.

Of course this was the time he did and the lung collapsed.

To reinflate it they used a local anaesthetic before inserting a massive needle, like a knitting needle, between Ollie’s ribs. The pain was excruciating: Ollie all but screaming. She gripped my hand so hard her fingernails drew blood. It wasn’t a quick procedure and watching her go through it was heartbreaking. She was determined that the lung would reinflate quickly, though, so she could be home from hospital for my last night. I told her it didn’t matter because there was no way I was leaving her like this. She insisted she would be fine, and wanted to be home for Thursday night. So despite the pain she kept the suction on her lung going all Wednesday night.

I was unsure but she was adamant she’d be all right. She argued that she’d find it much easier to recuperate if she knew I was gone – that everything had gone to plan. I still didn’t like the idea so I spoke to Ewan about it and he thought we ought to wait as well. But Ollie would have none of it. I know her, and regardless of what she was going through she’d blame herself and that would inhibit her recovery. She was right, reluctant though I was to admit it, so after a lot of soul-searching I agreed. By the time Friday came around Ollie was home and much better and we left for Scotland as planned.
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Five … Four … Three …

EWAN: ‘As planned’? That’s not strictly true. We’d been due to fly to Inverness all together, only that’s not how it turned out. But as he was the main protagonist, I’ll let ‘Osama Bin Boorman’ enlighten you.

For now let’s just say that ‘finally’ we all made it to the Castle of Mey, the historic seat of the Earls of Caithness, bought by the Queen Mother in 1952. Built in the sixteenth century, the castle is said to be haunted by the Green Lady. A daughter of the fifth earl, she fell in love with a ploughman and was locked away in the attic by her father. She’s supposed to have thrown herself to her death from the attic window. Fortunately our hosts waited until the following morning to tell us which rooms she haunted and I had a really good night’s sleep. Nothing – living or dead – disturbed me.

My dad and brother Colin were riding part of the way through Scotland with us and I was really pleased about that. I woke early and went for a run. My leg was much better, no twinges whatsoever. But over breakfast I began to feel apprehensive. After all the preparations we were finally leaving and the nerves were beginning to bite.

Like a couple of sentinels our bikes occupied either side of the main door of the castle, and as I made sure everything was in its proper place I was acutely conscious of departure. It wasn’t cold, but this is as north as it gets and rain clouds had dominated the sky ever since we arrived. It would be wet on the road today.

Charley had been on the phone to Ollie and she was feeling considerably better. We would never have left if she’d still been really ill. It was great to know she was doing so well now.

The trucks were packed, the bikes ready, and we were all set to go. I pulled up alongside Charley. ‘OK, Charley,’ I said. ‘Good luck, mate. Love you.’ Then we were off, Charley leading, his panniers glinting as a brief glimmer from the sun bounced off them.

The sign read ‘John O’Groats, a welcome at the end of the road’ but for us it was only the beginning. Quite a few people had gathered to see us off. Many of the well-wishers were English, and one couple we spoke to told us that English people came up to escape the rat race while Scots went the other way in search of jobs. I guess I had to count myself among the latter.

Charley was alongside me and I told him I really had to speak to my wife. ‘I haven’t told her I’m leaving yet,’ I said.

He was laughing. ‘You mean you’ve not told her we’re doing the trip?’

‘No, I just said I was going out to get some milk.’

I spoke to Eve, the whole gathering yelling out ‘hello’. And then we were off, five of us in convoy – myself, Charley, my dad, my brother, and Claudio filming. Over the next couple of days the five would become four and the four three – on our way to Cape Town.

I love riding motorcycles. It can be raining, fucking snowing, I don’t care. There’s no feeling quite like it in the world. I’ve said it before: the beauty of the trip is the bike, sweeping into bends, banking the thing knowing it’s planted, no matter the road conditions. Riding along there’s so much time to reflect, which is a rare thing in these days of modern living. I realised that though John O’Groats might have been a throwaway comment initially, it was in fact the perfect place to start. A couple of days in beautiful, barren Scotland – I haven’t lived here for years and I don’t get to ride these roads very often – was good for the soul. I was relaxed; the Belstaff rally suit was light, comfortable and, most important, waterproof. I was in my element.

Ten miles into the journey, however, I realised I’d forgotten to recalibrate the GPS, which, when you think about it, is a ‘page one’ thing to do. Stupid – I wanted to know exactly how many miles I’d covered when we rode into Cape Town and here I was with my GPS not reading the distance correctly.

CHARLEY: You may recall that Ewan likes to leave the navigating to me, so I’m not surprised he forgot to reset the GPS. We were heading down the A9 towards Loch Ness before riding through Glencoe and on to Crieff where we would stay the night with his parents. Ewan told me that he’d wondered what it would be like riding into Cape Town on the last day, and if he’d remember that he’d wondered about it way back at the beginning. Cape Town was months away and I had no idea what I’d be thinking when we got there, but I suppose that’s the difference between the two of us.

We had a hell of a lot of miles to cover first; there’d been a kidnapping in Ethiopia, plane crashes in the Democratic Republic of Congo, and the situation in Darfur was no better. A couple of weeks previously there’d been a rally in London to protest about the four years of slaughter and we weren’t sure what kind of impact that would have on the Sudanese government. I guessed we’d find out.

I was glad to be off at last after all the last-minute stresses and everything that had happened with Ollie. I was pleased we were stopping for a night in London, though, so I could see her again before I left for the long haul. This morning she’d sent me a lovely text, congratulating us on the first day of Long Way Down. That’s typical Ollie, always thinking about me. It brought home just how much I was going to miss her and the kids.

I’d needed her yesterday because as Ewan said, it hadn’t just been a case of rocking up at the airport and flying north: looking back now it was mad, totally crazy; a really dumb thing to happen.

We’d been in the business lounge waiting for our flight when it kicked off. Before we even got inside a woman, a representative of the airline, was having a go at a passenger who appeared to be in the wrong place. I made some crack and the woman started telling us that this was a business class place and we ought to behave like business people. The reality was there weren’t any so-called ‘business people’ around, just three other guys dressed in jeans like us. It was petty, stupid; but she was really irritated now and with hindsight perhaps she was looking for an excuse to have a go.

Paying customers or not we couldn’t do anything right. I had a bag behind my chair and up against the wall; it was no distance from me. I could literally reach over and grab it. She told me to move it.

For Christ’s sake, I thought; ridiculous. And then I opened my mouth: ‘It’s not as if there’s a bomb in it,’ I said.

Oh God. Charley, Charley; that’s not what you say in an airport when you’re waiting to board a plane. I knew it as soon as I said it. But it was too late, the words were out and the woman went ballistic.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘That’s it; I’m off to get the police.’

I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t believe it. I just thought she’d gone outside to cool down for a moment.

A couple of minutes later she was back, however, with four police officers and the head of airport security in tow. I was gobsmacked; I mean for Christ’s sake all this already and I’d not even left England. They marched me outside and started grilling me.

Rightly so: I’d made a stupid comment, letting my temper get the better of me when only a few weeks earlier on our training course I’d been talking about how daft that was. I know from my own experiences on the last trip that ranting and raving about something gets you precisely nowhere, except into more trouble. Not that I’d been ranting and raving, but I had lost the plot and now I was paying the price.

Anyway the four cops and the head of security asked me all sorts of questions and I told them what had happened and that I was sorry, and it had been foolish in the extreme to make such a remark. But I also told them about the woman’s attitude, that she’d been in everyone’s faces and in my opinion she’d been looking for a reason to get even. While this was going on the flight was called and the three other passengers who witnessed what had happened in the lounge each came out to tell the police that the woman had been totally unreasonable. All I’d really done was make a silly crack.

The thing was, however, no one from the airline was there to hear it so although the police and the head of security accepted my apology, the airline wasn’t able to. If they’d sent someone through I might have made that plane. As it was I didn’t. They told me there was no way they were letting me on. I wasn’t flying and that was the end of it.
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