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      For my beloved wife, Lynette, and my wonderful son,
Andrew. Thanks for putting up with the anguished
screaming inherent in
            my creative process.
      

      




      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      I can no more stop riding motorcycles than I can stop breathing. I am far worse than any toothless crackhead or wee-stained
         smack freak when it comes to servicing this addiction. Believe it. If I had to climb through your window in the middle of
         the night and steal your kids’ fluffy toys (or your kids, for that matter) and hock them for petrol or tyres so I could go
         riding the next day, I would.
      

      
      Of course, there have been times when the law has decreed that for my sins against the Motor Traffic Act I would not be permitted to ride upon a public road for a certain length of time.
      

      
      Did that stop me riding? Did it shit. As soon as I could organise it, I’d be lurching wildly through the nearest scrub on
         some barking dirt-bike full of hate, or cartwheeling it down some scree-strewn precipice as my internal organs rearranged
         themselves in horror. Hell, I once decided I needed to go motorcycle racing after one particularly long and stressful period
         on the sidelines – a decision which promptly served me up several broken ribs, scared a steamy kilo of excrement out of me,
         and made my dumb, middle-aged head ring like a Chinese gong for a week after I face-planted on Turn 11 at Eastern Creek Raceway.
         On Lap One, no less.
      

      
      Certainly various injuries and illnesses have prevented me from riding for brief periods of time, but these enforced pauses
         have always been nothing but short commercial breaks in the ongoing motorcycling soap opera that is my life.
      

      
      And that soap opera is pretty much what this book is all about. The stories on the following pages span three decades of riding,
         and while they are by no means all of the stories I could tell, they do provide a good indication of what happens when one
         sells one’s soul to the Blessed Bastard Motorcycle in all of its many incarnations.
      

      
      Are the stories true? Of course they are. A man couldn’t make this shit up … um, except for the bits that could otherwise
         see me doing lengthy jail time. Those bits are entirely fictional. Honestly. Cross my heart, your honour.
      

      
      A few of the yarns would be vaguely familiar to regular readers of my column in Australian Motorcycle News. But so as not to damage the almost childlike sensibilities of some of its readers, I chose to leave out or change various
         segments of those tales. The salty, angst-filled tears of the magazine’s editors were always a good indication of what they
         were uncomfortable with. You might be pleased to know that those parts have now been put back in.
      

      
      My mum will not share in your pleasure. I’m not even sure I want her to read this book. You see, my mum really believes that
         one day I shall come to my senses and stop riding these wretched, stupid and improbably perilous motorcycles. She has believed this since the first day I started riding them, more than thirty years ago. It is a constant in our relationship.
      

      
      Every time she sees me she asks me if I’m still riding bikes. I tell her I am. She frowns and advises me, yet again, that
         they’re very dangerous.
      

      
      Because I love her, I refrain from telling her that that is exactly what attracts people like me to motorcycles in the first
         place. Instead, I lie to her and assure her that I am always careful. I know she doesn’t believe me, but I tell her anyway.
      

      
      The uncomfortable truth is that I actually came to my senses the day I started riding bikes. I so very much came to my senses
         it was simply not possible to come to them in any greater degree. All the senses there ever were for me to come to, had been
         arrived at on that fateful day. And the ensuing decades of riding have only served to confirm that arrival.
      

      
      Of course, it is entirely possible that riding motorcycles has driven me completely insane. I have no way of knowing, since
         everyone I happen to be good friends with is as deeply obsessed with riding motorcycles as I am. But in this very ignorance
         lies my bliss.
      

      
      Either way, to know about any of this is completely surplus to my mum’s requirements. So please don’t tell her. Thanks.

      
      And while I am dispensing gratitude, I am very grateful to my boss, Peter Holder at ACP Magazines, whose professionalism,
         reassurance and tolerance has always been an inspiration.
      

      
      I must also thank my friends, Nick and Klavdy, without whose cruel and searing encouragement I’d still be scratching my arse
         and wondering what to write about, when the answer was always staring me in the face.
      

      
      
      ‘Write about what you know, stupid,’ they said to me at various times. And so I did, and this is the result. I hope you get
         as much of a kick out of reading it as I did living it, but I somehow doubt that.
      

      
      Boris

   



      
      
      A MAN CALLED GRONK

      
      Every serious addiction has a definable beginning. Every junkie worth his scabby track marks recalls the first time he felt
            the fanged kiss of a syringe. But once motorcycling gets into your veins, the need to ride makes the hankering for heroin
            feel like a mild craving for something with chocolate in it. The syringe full of my addiction began to fill in the early ’70s
            when I started reading magazines like Australian Motorcycle News, Revs and Two Wheels. My father worked in the printing industry and alongside copies of the Australian Women’s Weekly and The Bulletin he would bring home each month, there’d be the odd motorcycle magazine. He also brought home copies of the iconic surfing
            magazine Tracks, but while I liked the bikini ads and the ‘Captain Goodvibes’ cartoon, the chances of a tubby, badly myopic wog kid named ‘Boris’
            ever carving the glassy break at South Bondi were slim. I also started to read the American biker bible, Easyriders. Initially attracted to the tits on its pages, I stayed for the motorcycles and for the incredibly vivid fiction stories by
            writers like Jody Via and illustrations by the legendary Dave Mann. The bike magazines spoke to me in a voice promising everything a teenage male wants – adventure, rebellion, camaraderie, speed, danger
            and girls who would suck your dick for beer. So by the time I grew some proper pubic hair, the motorcycle syringe was full,
            the rubber hose was around my arm, and the pulsing vein was evident. All that remained was the prick and the plunge.
      

      
      


         ‘To know what you prefer instead of
humbly saying Amen to what the world
tells you you ought to prefer, is
to have kept your soul alive.’
         

         



ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

      It would be fair to say I owe my entire desperate motorcycle fetish to a man called Gronk – and may the Road Gods bless him
         and keep him from harm – all 130 marijuana-enriched kilos of him.
      

      
      But I’m getting ahead of myself.

      
      Unlike many motorcyclists, I did not learn to ride bikes in the great outdoors. I was a city kid. I learned to ride them in
         the back streets of inner Sydney’s Camperdown – an altogether incredible and disturbing feat when viewed through the prism
         of today’s nanny-state fascism.
      

      
      But in the ’70s the world was a very different place. People gave less of a shit back then. A bunch of kids buggering about
         on noisy motorcycles was not all that uncommon, and it was beneath the dignity of the cops to do anything more about it than kick the juveniles in the arse and send them home.
      

      
      I think most kids in those days knew someone, or knew someone who knew someone, who had a motorcycle. Most of us played in
         the streets all the time, and what growing boy isn’t going to look with desire upon a fast, loud, enginey thing with handlebars
         – a motorised extension of the pushbike he was riding every day?
      

      
      It all began for me the day a seventeen-year-old man called Gronk arrived at my school one glorious lunchtime astride a noisy,
         oil-splashed XL250 Honda, as I was struggling through Fourth Form (Year 10 in today’s money) and puberty.
      

      
      To be perfectly honest, it had actually started some years prior to Gronk’s oily advent in the Fort Street High School car
         park. But motorcycling didn’t really sink its greasy fangs into my soul until that day.
      

      
      I had ridden a few times before. For example, I had ridden a minibike into a tree as a child at a picnic ground near the Colo
         River. It made my mother cry and slap me upside the head. So I didn’t essay motorcycle riding again until I was about twelve,
         when I managed to talk a friend’s heavily stoned older brother into letting me scrape his Z900 Kawasaki (and my thigh) along
         his neighbours’ front fences for about twenty metres. He cried, and slapped me upside the head too.
      

      
      But by the time Gronk turned up, the scars had healed and I was at that awkward age when everything from sniping cats with
         slug guns to wrestling pythons in vats of porridge seemed like a good idea. The siren song of motorcycles would find a receptive
         listener in me.
      

      
      
      Gronk wasn’t a student at my school, but he was mates with one of my mates who was a student, and Gronk had brought his bike along to show him. Our little four-man posse of teenage proto-criminals immediately
         surrounded him as he sat astride this proper man-sized bike in the school car park, blipping the throttle and out-cooling
         every cool thing I had ever imagined.
      

      
      ‘Giz a go!’ I screeched unthinkingly, convinced I’d never get one, but I was a little maddened by the smell of burning oil
         and exhaust fumes.
      

      
      ‘Can you ride?’ he asked. A fair question, given Gronk didn’t know me very well.

      
      ‘Yeah!’ I lied, fully aware that a detailed rundown of how I crashed a two-stroke Rockhopper into a tree six years before
         was clearly not what Gronk would want to hear at this pivotal moment.
      

      
      He shrugged and got off. I had a quick look around to see if there were any teachers nearby, and got on. My toes could barely
         touch the ground and the bike felt vast. It was hot too, and seriously heavier than I had imagined.
      

      
      Suddenly I was a little scared. My mates all stood around me, honking and giggling and keeping a look out for teachers, so
         there was no question of a change of heart. In the eyes of my peers, a backdown would be tantamount to admitting you preferred
         kissing boys. It was a ride-or-die moment.
      

      
      I revved it. Nothing happened.

      
      ‘Put it in first!’ Gronk instructed.

      
      Easy for him to say. I had a vague notion he was talking about gears, but none at all about where they might be found.

      
      
      ‘Hold the clutch in!’ he demanded, tapping helpfully on the lever.

      
      I duly pulled it in and held it. He kicked the bike into first for me, via a small lever near the left foot peg, and I felt
         the Honda lurch a bit.
      

      
      ‘Now give it some revs and let the clutch out slowly.’

      
      And that was pretty much that, as far as my riding lesson went.

      
      It also pretty much sealed the deal on the sale of my soul to the infernal two-wheeler. I was doomed before I’d even pogoed
         madly out of the car park and onto the street, helmetless and in school uniform – an instant and irredeemable motorcycle tragic,
         world without end, amen.
      

      
      I couldn’t sleep that night. I had never got the bike out of first gear, stalled it 100 times and ripped open my leg kick-starting
         it 101 times. But something profound had occurred inside my head in the hour I’d spent ‘riding’ Gronk’s bike in the streets
         behind my high school – and it was playing on a constant loop as I lay awake in my bed. The sheer atavistic rush of speed
         that only a motorcycle can provide is so addictive it makes crack cocaine look like a bitch. The incomparable coolness, rebelliousness
         and pure ‘otherness’ of being a motorcyclist (albeit one dressed in a school uniform) spoke to my puberty in a language as
         old as mankind itself. And I listened. Oh how I listened.
      

      
      The next morning, I was sand-eyed with lack of sleep, but my mind was clear and focused. I was not the same fifteen-year-old
         kid who went to bed the night before, leaking blood from his kick-starter-gouged leg and smelling of burnt fossil fuel. I
         was now a motorcyclist.
      

      
      
      Luckily, my schoolmates were dedicated truants and dope smokers and would visit Gronk (who had happily eschewed school altogether
         by having been expelled from every educational possibility in a twenty-five-kilometre radius of where he lived) at least three
         times a week. I had rarely gone with them – not because jigging school bothered me, but because I didn’t smoke dope back then,
         and Gronk’s house was a veritable shrine to that pastime.
      

      
      So you can imagine the big fellow’s surprise when I fronted there the very next day. Gronk apparently lived with his parents
         in a large house just off Parramatta Road in Camperdown. I say ‘apparently’ because I had never met his oldies. The only evidence
         they even existed were three stunningly pornographic photos of them Gronk had discovered in their bedroom one day and shared
         with us.
      

      
      Such was his immense generosity and magnanimity of spirit.

      
      And it was that very generosity and magnanimity I was counting on as I climbed over his back fence.

      
      As usual, security was tight. The back door was wide open, and Gronk and my mates were happily lazing about his smoke-wreathed
         lounge room, discussing the benefits of chillums as opposed to joints, when I appeared in the doorway.
      

      
      ‘Changed your mind about a smoke?’ he grinned, proffering me a crackling seven-paper bunger.

      
      ‘Um, actually I was wondering if I could have another go on your bike?’

      
      Gronk peered at me through bloodshot Chinese eyes for a bit. He may have been demandingly stoned, but he was not stupid. He
         knew I couldn’t ride worth a shit, and was obviously considering the implications of what would happen if I crashed and burned.
      

      
      ‘If you wreck it, you gotta fix it,’ he finally said, and handed me the key. ‘You can borrow my helmet if you want.’

      
      I grinned my thanks and bolted out to where the XL250 was parked in the garage.

      
      There was no fear in me today. My hour of power yesterday had annealed me and flushed the trepidation from my glands. Even
         my kick-starter-kissed leg was ready for more action. Teenagers heal like only teenagers can. Which is handy given how batshit
         crazy most of them are.
      

      
      One sniff of Gronk’s white Bell helmet convinced me I would be much better off without it, and I clumsily wheeled the bike
         into the lane behind his house. My leg still ached, but not enough to prevent me kicking the XL into life rather quickly.
         And I’d certainly had enough practice the day before.
      

      
      Being sans helmet or licence really wasn’t all that big a deal, legally or emotionally, in the mid-’70s. I certainly didn’t
         give it a second thought as I roared off up the lane in first gear, fiercely determined to work out where the other gears
         were and what would happen when I found them.
      

      
      I was hugely motivated not to stack. Primarily because I believed Gronk would beat the bubbling shit out of me, which would
         then deprive my father of that privilege and cause him untold angst, thus setting into motion a ruinous cascade of events
         that would ultimately result in my being shipped off to some joy-forsaken religious academy full of kiddie-touching priests
         and weeping Jesus statues.
      

      
      But that was a bridge I would cross if and when it was built.

      
      
      Right then I was about as thrilled as a fifteen-year-old boy could be without bursting spontaneously into flame. All of this
         excitement stemmed directly from the fact that I was at the controls of a proper motorcycle for the second time in my life
         and I hadn’t the vaguest idea what I was doing.
      

      
      I understood that a horrible outcome awaited me if I crashed. I wasn’t precisely sure what it would be, but I was sure it
         would be horrible on a scale yet unimagined by me. Interestingly, I did not even consider the physical implications of hitting
         the road at 80 kms per hour dressed in a school uniform. I was more concerned about how I would explain riding and crashing
         bikes to my father, who was delusional enough to imagine his only son was at school being taught to read and write and hate
         quadratic equations.
      

      
      Although right then I had my own wretched delusions to deal with – and they were all centred on the erroneous belief that
         I could actually ride. I knew there was more to it than buzzing up and down a lane in first gear, staring fixedly at the road
         directly before the front wheel. Obviously the other gears would need to be found and utilised before I could return to Gronk’s
         house and inform the stoned proto-crims in his lounge room of my riding prowess. And quite frankly, after an hour of yammering
         about in first gear, I felt I had explored all of that cog’s potential.
      

      
      But where was second gear? It certainly wasn’t in the same place first was. No matter how ferociously and repeatedly I stomped
         on the lever, the Honda stayed stubbornly in first.
      

      
      Eventually, fate intervened. A man in paint-splattered overalls walked out into the lane from his spray-painting business
         and waved me down. I stopped awkwardly in front of him, but only because I lacked the skill to veer around the bastard, and we stared wordlessly at each other for a moment.
      

      
      He had a half-smile on his face and it widened into a full one as he beheld me – helmetless, clueless and dressed in a somewhat
         stained school uniform.
      

      
      ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ I muttered defiantly.

      
      ‘That’s right,’ he nodded, his smile brightening as he raised his arm. ‘Fucken nothing.’

      
      I revved the bike and prepared to make a noisy first-gear getaway if he started belting me in the head. But instead of me,
         he hit the Honda’s large red kill switch on the right side of the handlebars.
      

      
      I shat myself. I had been turning the motor off by stalling the bike – a procedure I felt was not correct and which I fully
         intended to look into as soon as I had this gear-changing shit sorted out.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ he said, squatting down on his haunches beside me and pointing at the gear lever. ‘This thing works both ways. You
         already know where first is, and if you hook your toe under it and pull up, you’ll find second. Then third, fourth and fifth.
         Just toe the lever down if you want a lower gear.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ I stammered, slightly embarrassed that this paint-splattered tradesman had seen so easily through my facade of motorcycle-riding
         brilliance, and utterly appalled by the number of gears yet to explore.
      

      
      ‘Um, what was that thing you pressed to turn it off?’ I ventured.

      
      ‘That’s the kill switch here,’ he said, pointing. ‘Did you steal this bike from Gronk?’

      
      
      I was instantly offended, though in retrospect I could understand why any reasonable person would think that. But I was also
         a little concerned he knew Gronk.
      

      
      ‘No!’ I protested. ‘Gronk lent it to me. Do you know him?’

      
      The man grinned lopsidedly. ‘Yeah, I know him.’

      
      Then he fixed me with a serious look. ‘Be careful,’ he said. ‘It really fucken hurts when you fall off.’

      
      I nodded, kicked the bike into life and roared off. It took me thirty seconds before I successfully slotted the Honda into
         second gear.
      

      
      My heart sang and I must have been grinning and gurning like a fat chick eating biscuits. I subsequently found third and fourth
         and ultimately fifth, whereupon the bike stalled violently and slammed my balls hard into the petrol tank as I slowed to make
         a U-turn.
      

      
      Obviously, there was more to this gear-selection caper than my spray-painted mate had revealed. It took me the best part of
         the next hour to work out that one must be judicious in one’s gear selection by picking the gear most suitable for the speed
         at which one is travelling. The price for failure was pulped testicles. I was also quickly discovering that motorcycling is
         a cruel, Darwinian mistress.
      

      
      But as I worked the gears and felt the bike responding with even greater speed as I careened up and down Cardigan Lane, motorcycling
         held me ever tighter in its grip and bound me ever closer to its bosom.
      

      
      I had yet to muster the courage to go farther afield, but I would do in the following days. Eventually I nutted out a proving
         ground that consisted of hammering up Cardigan Lane, turning left onto Salisbury Lane, then cutting across O’Dea Reserve and into Ross Street, which would then dog-leg into Denison Street.
         Then just before I hit busy Parramatta Road, I’d duck into Kilner Lane and be back on the street I started on. If I was feeling
         especially en-testicled, I would explore O’Dea Reserve or the bigger Camperdown Park, which was in the next block.
      

      
      That day, as I was returning to Gronk’s house, I was pleased I had managed 80 kms per hour in fourth and had resolved to work
         on my downchanges. The noise coming from the gearbox each time I slammed down through the gears was not encouraging. I had
         yet to learn how to give the bike a little rev as I changed down, but I was positively glowing with self-assurance and personal
         gratification as I wheeled the bike back into Gronk’s garage.
      

      
      I thanked Gronk, gave him a dollar for the petrol I had used and limped home. My hands were tingling from the bike’s vibrations
         and my legs ached from being tensed with terror and ignorance for two hours. The left one burned from being whacked with the
         kick-starter again, and my arse was numb from the vinyl-covered plank Honda was pleased to offer as a seat in the ’70s. I
         was as happy and contented as I had ever been in my entire short life as I waddled through the streets to my home in Marrickville.
      

      
      My mother wasn’t so pleased. In fact, she looked as profoundly unimpressed with me as a mother could look.

      
      ‘Vy you smell like petrol?’ she asked, wrinkling her nose at me. ‘End vy you so much derty? Vere you go?’

      
      As an Australian-born child of Serbian immigrants, I always found my mum’s interpretation of the English language utterly
         hilarious, but now was not an appropriate time to laugh.
      

      
      
      ‘I was at school,’ I lied. ‘Some kid brought some petrol and spilled it in the playground and I got some on me.’

      
      Of course she didn’t believe me. It was patently obvious I was up to crap that involved dirt and petrol but not education.
         Did I care? Not in the slightest. An entirely new and wondrous world had that day been revealed to me. A world of wind and
         noise and speed and personal fulfilment I had never hitherto imagined possible. Nothing in my young life would ever be the
         same again. I think I even stopped masturbating for a day or two.
      

      
      My mother looked at me for some time in stony silence. And she must have seen something in me she didn’t understand and most
         certainly didn’t like, because that evening I noticed her on her knees in her bedroom before the icon of the Virgin Mary holding
         the Baby Jesus, praying up a storm.
      

      
      It didn’t work. I was back at Gronk’s house the very next day, ready to explore the Honda’s top speed.

      
      It was Day Three of my burgeoning motorcycle career. Day One had seen me master the kick-starting process and first gear.
         Day Two saw me conquer gears two through to five and the mystery of the Kill Switch. The progression to ‘Now how fast does
         it fucken go?’ was obvious, natural and inevitable.
      

      
      As it turned out, the top speed of Gronk’s rather used XL250 Honda was a shade over 120 kms per hour – which was quite … um,
         invigorating in the narrow confines of a 600-metre-long inner-Sydney laneway. And it was to hell and gone faster than I had
         ever been in my life. The family car, a venerable 1963 XL Ford, boasted thirty-seven steering-wheel turns lock-to-lock and
         was powered by something laughably called a ‘Pursuit’ motor. It had never been over 80 kms per hour on any of the interminable Sunday drives I had been subjected to as a child.
      

      
      So for me to be kissing the wind at 120, my school shirt flapping madly behind me as its collar savagely whipped my neck,
         was a singular triumph. I don’t think my heart had ever beaten as hard as it was thudding as I pulled up at the end of Cardigan
         Lane, just short of Parramatta Road. I was literally breathless, having unintentionally held my breath during the clumsy,
         short-shifting embarrassment I was pleased to call my first ever top-speed run.
      

      
      Panting like a beaten dog, I immediately performed a wobbly, ham-footed seven-point turn (feet-up U-turns eluded me for more
         than a decade), and did it again. And again.
      

      
      And then my mate in the paint-daubed overalls came out of his workshop and waved me down again.

      
      ‘This is not the fucken place to see how fucken fast it goes,’ he observed.

      
      ‘Yeah, it is,’ I said and revved the bike to show him I was serious and he was interrupting important motorcycle shit.

      
      ‘No, it’s fucken not,’ he replied and hit the kill switch so I would know he was serious. ‘I’m too fucken busy to shovel you off the road when you fucken come a-gutser.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t, but,’ I insisted.

      
      ‘Too fucken right you fucken won’t!’ the bloke declared. ‘Slow it fucken down or I’ll call the fucken cops.’ He glared at
         me pointedly then went back inside his shop.
      

      
      The cops? My stomach roiled sickeningly. Yesterday I held him to be a sainted Samaritan of motorcycling wisdom and today I
         thought he was a cunt. And the last thing I needed was the cops turning up on the Camperdown Salt Flats during one of my top-speed passes.
      

      
      Hindsight’s inherent wisdom now tells me the bloke was quite within his rights not to want to rake up my juicy meat-flavoured
         jam if I crashed, although at the time I cursed him as only someone who speaks three languages can curse. But I did it under
         my breath in case he heard. Then I went back to Gronk’s Buddha-stick palazzo and put the bike away.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ Gronk wheezed, taking the keys off me and blowing out a rich cloud of THC-impregnated smoke. ‘We thought you’d crashed.
         There was all this noise going up and down the lane a few times, then silence, and then I remembered I should have told you
         about the back brake being rooted.’
      

      
      ‘There’s a back brake?’ I asked, genuinely astonished at this revelation.

      
      ‘Yeah, but it would lock up if you used it, so I took the brake pedal off.’

      
      ‘Fair enough,’ I shrugged, thinking I was truly blessed to have such a mechanically savvy bloke to mentor me through the early
         stages of my riding career.
      

      
      ‘So what happened?’ Gronk asked, toking deeply on a bong.

      
      ‘The spray-painter told me to piss off or he’d call the cops.’

      
      Gronk pondered this development as he packed another cone, lit it up, sucked back and then expelled what looked to be ten
         cubic metres of incinerated marijuana mist and coughed for a bit.
      

      
      ‘Wait until the cunt goes home at four o’clock,’ he advised me sagely.

      
      What wisdom, I remember thinking at the time. First the back brake and now this. At precisely 4.01 pm I wheeled the bike back out into the lane. Thirty short seconds later, as I was declutching and kicking down through the Honda’s long-suffering
         gearbox in a bid to slow down before I speared onto Parramatta Road and ruined everyone’s day, a car turned into the lane,
         head on to me.
      

      
      I didn’t have time to swear. But I remember I did have time to close my eyes and avert my head. Which was just as well, because
         otherwise I would have hit the exact centre of the EH Holden’s all-steel grille like a mince-filled artillery round.
      

      
      As it turned out, one of riding’s Great Rules saved me in spite of myself. It’s the rule that says you’re going to go where
         your head’s pointing. Mine must have been pointing at the gutter because that’s where I ended up. But because I had (via reflex
         brought about by years of watching Fred Flintstone cartoons) tried to assist the front brake by dragging my feet along the
         ground, I’d lost both school shoes, shredded my pants and smeared some of my skin along the gutter I was now lying in.
      

      
      I’d already slowed down a lot when the car turned into Cardigan Lane and probably wasn’t doing any more than about 15 kms
         per hour when I ended up ‘a-gutser’ in the gutter, just as the spray-painter had predicted.
      

      
      I was in a decent amount of pain, and was seeping a little of my youthful-truant blood into the convict-era gutters of Camperdown.
         But I managed to groan my way to my feet and hobble over to Gronk’s bike, which was on its side and oozing a little petrol
         out of its tank. I hauled it up and looked it over. It appeared remarkably unmarked by the ignominious halt to my crucial
         top-speed testing.
      

      
      
      The same could not be said for me. My school shoes, a pair of well-worn desert boots (de rigueur for any aspiring young hooligan in the ’70s) were a torn and battered mess, as were my school pants and the limbs inside
         them, and there was some pain and bruising on my hands. Still, all things being equal, I’d hurt myself much worse when I fell
         off my skateboard a few months prior.
      

      
      But as I would discover, limping home with skateboard-related injuries was different from limping home with motorcycle-related
         injuries. Especially when you’ve been jigging school to acquire them.
      

      
      For his part, Gronk was entirely indifferent to the incident and only laughed hoarsely from within a thick cloud of bong smoke
         when I told him what had happened.
      

      
      ‘Suck shit,’ he said, utterly devoid of sympathy and peering at the scuffed XL250 through the puffy red slits that served
         him as eyes. ‘As long as the bike is all right.’
      

      
      The bike was fine. As a result of the stack, one of the levers was bent and it stank a bit more of petrol than usual, but
         then so did I. I remember stopping at a tap and trying to wash off the stink and to mitigate the resultant burn that goes
         with being splashed with fuel as I gimped my way home. My wretched shoes flapped on my feet in concert with my ribboned school
         trousers, which looked and felt more like some wino’s party pants with each painful step.
      

      
      ‘Aaargh!’ my mother exclaimed as I shuffled into the house, and went to wake my father. My father worked night shift, and
         rousing him before the approved hour was only ever done in times of profound social upheaval or massive familial catastrophe,
         ie Not Too Bloody Often. In my mother’s view, my appearance clearly fell into the latter category and thus the Kraken must be awoken.
      

      
      Thankfully, I was required to deliver my explanation in his bedroom, as he sat on the edge of his bed, scratching his balls,
         tousled and ominous with broken sleep, ill humour and son-bastardry. The bedroom was quite dark, so my injuries were not affronting
         him, but the stench of petrol certainly was.
      

      
      ‘Vy you smell like det?’ he grated.

      
      ‘I got petrol spilled all over me when the bike fell over,’ I offered.

      
      ‘Vot bike?’

      
      ‘My friend’s bike.’

      
      My father stared bleakly at me and turned on his bedside light. I dry-swallowed and dropped my eyes. Now was not the time
         to challenge for control of the herd by staring back at him. Humility, meekness and profound regret were the only acceptable
         behaviours at this point.
      

      
      ‘Dis is motorcycle det make dis?’ he stated flatly, his large hand indicating the tattered wreckage arrayed before him.

      
      I nodded.

      
      ‘How much is demege?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I’m all right,’ I shrugged.

      
      ‘Not you. How much is demege to bike?’

      
      ‘Nothing. The bike is fine.’

      
      My father pondered this for a minute or so, while I continued to ooze blood and pain in his bedroom.

      
      ‘No more dis motorcycle,’ he eventually rumbled. ‘Go to school.’ His tone clearly indicated this was not a subject he would
         entertain debating with me. ‘Understend?’
      

      
      
      I nodded. That’s cool, I thought. Theoretically, all he was asking for was my comprehension – not my compliance or any meaningless
         no-more-motorcycles promises I might make under such duress.
      

      
      Well, that’s how I saw it.

      
      My mother was a different matter. She was in the kitchen when I left my father’s bedroom, and there was more praying going
         on than I had seen in quite some time. But there was also sympathy for my plight – sympathy that had been completely absent
         thus far.
      

      
      Mum cleaned my injuries, took charge of my tattered clothing, and cried profoundly for some hours as I lay on my bed throbbing
         and stinging with bruising and gravel rash.
      

      
      Gravel rash is uniquely maddening as an injury. It burns and pulses and after a day or two begins to itch with such intensity,
         it actually overpowers all other injuries, such as broken bones and pulped organs.
      

      
      I replayed the stack over and over in my head, seeking a cause. But when that proved altogether pointless, since I really
         had no clear idea why I crashed, I began to brood about far more important things – specifically, the long-term continuation
         of this motorcycle caper.
      

      
      There was no question that it would continue, despite what my father imagined. Riding motorcycles, even like a clueless arsehat,
         was several orders of magnitude greater than anything else I had ever done in my life and stopping now was simply inconceivable.
         None of my many motorcycle magazines even came close to articulating the sheer unbridled joy, the deep visceral fulfilment,
         and the adrenal gland orgasms that were going on as I rattled Gronk’s bike through the back streets of Camperdown.
      

      
      Gronk knew this. Which is why he smiled knowingly when I limped back into his house the next week, scabbed up, itchy as hell,
         and ready to ride.
      

      
      ‘Wanna cone?’ he asked, always the perfect host.

      
      ‘Nope,’ I smiled. ‘I just want the keys.’

      
      He tossed them to me and I remember locking eyes with him. My clear blue pools of innocence and his slitted crimson piss-holes
         of corruption exchanged a mutual acknowledgement of some higher and vastly deeper understanding.
      

      
      This motorcycling business … it was something disturbingly special, shatteringly addictive and emotionally overwhelming. It
         was not just ‘transport’ as some seemed to think. It was transcendental.
      

      
      And for me, it has remained thus for more than thirty years.

      
      Thanks, Gronk. I owe you.

      




      
      
      THE FIRST SUMMIT

      
      Catharsis. Some men seek some form of it their whole lives and never find it. Others find it in the most unlikely places,
            much as I did when I was hunched on my knees in the dirt, geysering ginger-flavoured-booze vomit out of my nose after setting
            fire to my tent and before going to throw bricks at the cops. This kind of behaviour was only ever possible during the Sack
            of Rome and the Easter motorcycle races at Bathurst. You may have heard of them. Well, I lived them, and this is how they
            began for me.
      

      
      


         ‘The scene of savage joys, the school of
coarse good fellowship and noise …’





         WILLIAM COWPER

      
      
      
      The sweet baby fucken Jesus knows I used to love the Easter motorcycle races at Bathurst. Mount Panorama is certainly not
         much of a mountain from a geological standpoint. But from the very beginning of my manifestation as a motorcyclist, those
         few dusty, beer-can-strewn hectares perched a scant 220 metres above Bathurst were the cultural and spiritual pinnacle of
         my universe.
      

      
      For the five or so years that I went there, The Mountain was my mother, my teacher, my not-so-secret lover, my religion and
         my creed. The times I spent camped on The Mountain in the company of certifiable madmen desperately fending off renal failure
         were among the greatest and most life-affirming periods of camaraderie, public drunkenness and motorcycling insanity I had
         ever experienced.
      

      
      There is now nothing remotely like the Bathurst Easter bike races anywhere in Australia. For motorcyclists, The Mountain has
         been replaced by The Island – Phillip Island in Victoria – which is by every conceivable measure a better venue for motorcycle
         racing. The Phillip Island track is faster, safer and more scenically splendid. It has world-class souvlaki, great accommodation
         and hot promo chicks in Lycra. It even has a campground of sorts, a nice, grassy, fenced-in area adjacent to the racetrack
         where the happy campers pre-book their sites – then fool themselves into imagining they’re really letting their hair down
         for a couple of days because someone drank too much and heaved into their sleeping bag, or someone bogged their bike in some
         mud, or the regular Bass Strait ice gales had blown their tents all to buggery and they had to put them up again. All heady,
         memorable shit for sure.
      

      
      
      But it is just not even in the same solar system as the screeching, revving, wheel-spinning, toilet-exploding, cop-bashing
         and sheer shit-fucking insanity that went on atop The Mountain. And that’s probably just as well. We’d all be living in an
         Orwellian police state by now had that madness continued down the path it was on.
      

      
      After all, the fact that we now have heavily armoured riot squads is entirely due to the fuckery that went on at Bathurst.
         The infamous Tactical Response Group (TRG) of the New South Wales Police Force (which blossomed from the even more infamous
         21st Division) was born in the blood, bricks and baton charges of the Easter bike races. The police openly used these races
         to train their officers in crowd control and head-cracking. The media cheered from the sidelines and even facilitated ‘incidents’
         (like the burning Channel 7 news car), which were then aired on the evening news to a shocked middle-class Australia amid
         demands that something be done about the bikie Ragnarok that threatened to envelop the universe.
      

      
      Of course, the fact that the police behaved like insufferable cunts all weekend, booking riders at three kilometres over the
         speed limit, conducting strip-searches on the side of the road, maliciously destroying personal belongings, and generally
         earning the ‘fucken pig’ epithet was never mentioned in news reports. It was simply accepted that ‘bikies’ at Bathurst just
         went batshit apropos of nothing and started hating on the poor cops each Easter.
      

      
      But be that as it may, from the first time I went in 1979, until the Mother of All Riots in 1985, The Mountain and its annual
         Easter denizens were what defined motorcycle culture for me. And in 1979 I was the motorcycling equivalent of a blank slate. I was an empty memory stick just waiting to be filled with
         hot data. I had been riding motorcycles legally for a few scant weeks. I was living at home and hadn’t even taken up smoking
         yet. I was still masturbating under my sheets to that blonde piece out of ABBA and the fat-titted biker sluts in Easyriders magazine. In fact, everything I knew about motorcycles I’d read in various motorcycle magazines. And I knew that motorcyclists
         didn’t go to church at Easter – they went to Bathurst.
      

      
      So a few weeks after I bought my first new bike, a gorgeous red Yamaha, I kissed my mum goodbye and told her I was going to
         Bathurst.
      

      
      ‘Vy you go to Budherst?’ she asked me for the seventeenth time, as I busied myself checking, for the millionth time, that
         the sleeping bag and small tent I had lashed to the seat with a billion ocky straps was secure.
      

      
      ‘To watch the bike races,’ I sighed, inwardly fizzing with so much excitement and anticipation I knew I would have to go pee
         once again before I rode off. Of course, I wasn’t remotely interested in watching the bike races. I was interested in being
         a motorcyclist. In fact, for the first two years I went to Bathurst, I didn’t see a single race. But what I did see more than
         made up for what I didn’t. And what I learned – about myself, about others, and about vomiting Stone’s Green Ginger Wine while
         crying like a woman – has stayed with me forever.
      

      
      ‘You not raysink?’ Mum asked yet again.

      
      ‘No, Mum,’ I assured her yet again. ‘I am not racing.’

      
      She hugged me as I zipped up my intensely new leather jacket, told me to be careful, and made the sign of the cross over me
         as I wedged my helmet onto my head. I waved fondly to her as I rode off, my cardboard L-plate poking cheekily from the rat’s nest
         of ocky straps holding all my crap behind me. This was, apparently, a bureaucratically deemed ‘failure to properly display’
         the papery yellow fucker, for which I was booked between Katoomba and Lithgow. I was then booked again just after Lithgow
         for speeding at 83 kms per hour in an eighty zone, then again just before Bathurst for being a ‘Fucken bikie cunt’.
      

      
      I was having more fun than I had ever thought was even possible to have. This bike-riding business was just great. I’d only
         started riding ten minutes ago, and already I was a two-wheeled outlaw glistening with fines, street cred and police abuse.
         It was the Thursday before Good Friday and I wasn’t even in Bathurst yet. If I kept this up, I might well be doing ten years’
         jail by the end of the weekend. And all because I wanted to be a motorcyclist and motorcyclists go to Bathurst at Easter,
         and so I just kept on going.
      

      
      I wasn’t too fussed about the fines affecting my bike licence, primarily because I didn’t actually have a bike licence. What
         I had was a learner’s permit, which was at that time, and as the result of an altogether hilarious bureaucratic fuck-up, far
         better than a licence. You see, you couldn’t lose a learner’s permit like you could lose a normal licence with points on it.
         A learner’s permit had no points, and it wasn’t a licence. Oh how we used to laugh about that – almost as loudly as we cried
         when that loophole was eventually closed.
      

      
      A few kays out of Bathurst it became obvious that there would be quite a few motorcycles at this event. They were the dominant
         life form on the Great Western Highway. But this was, after all, the annual Australian Motorcycle Grand Prix. It was the biggest event on the Australian motorcycling calendar. As I idled
         through Kelso, scant kilometres from Bathurst proper, there were bikes on the road in front of me and behind me as far as
         I could see. All loaded much like mine and all heading for the big hill now visible on my left. Some of the riders were even
         pointing to it and pumping their fists. I near wet myself with excitement and almost crashed into the back of a big Kawasaki
         because I wasn’t watching where I was going. A little bit of wee did come out when that happened, but I forgot all about it
         as soon as I turned into the town’s main drag. I had to stop. I was in awe. Lining both sides of William Street were bikes
         as far as I could see. There was a pub immediately to my left literally overflowing with bikers – of whom I was, now and forever
         unto the ages of ages, a part of. Even if I had just pissed my pants a little bit.
      

      
      I rolled slowly up the wide main street, my mouth agape and my head swivelling from side to side exactly like those sideshow
         clowns you feed ping-pong balls to. Bikes gleamed on both sides of the street almost all the way past Machattie Park. Then
         as I looked ahead to where William Street steepened beside the big private boarding school there were no more parked bikes.
         Just bikes like mine, loaded and moving slowly towards the racetrack, which loomed above and before me like some vast ceremonial
         mound speckled with motorcycles and madness.
      

      
      I came to the ticketing barrier – essentially a gantry bridging the road with people standing beneath it flogging tickets.
         Directly behind them was the racetrack – specifically Murray’s Corner, which was the ninety-degree bend that ended the straightline
         speed orgasm that was the now-mythical Conrod Straight.
      

      
      
      I bought a three-day pass, then took off my helmet like everybody else, looped it around my arm and followed the line of bikes
         turning right. I made my way carefully up the dirt access road that runs vaguely parallel to the racetrack from Pit Straight,
         left past Hell Corner, and up Mountain Straight before spitting you out at Reid Park, which was the first section of the vast
         three-park camping area on top of the mountain. I think I was maybe 200 metres into the climb when the first motorcycle passed
         me at about 90 kms per hour, the back wheel sashaying from side to side and spraying dirt. The rider was shirtless and helmetless
         and his two passengers (!) were each holding a carton of beer and dragging their thonged feet through the dirt as the bike
         hared up the mountain. About twenty other bikes passed me shortly afterwards, all going much faster than me. I pulled over,
         totally affronted. What the fuck were these mad pricks doing? I thought. Who the bastard fuck puts three helmetless cunts
         wearing thongs on a bike, then goes tearing up a steeply winding dirt road heavily trafficked by other motorcycles, all drinking
         beer and hooting like whores when the navy comes to town?
      

      
      I had my answer as I summited. Everyone on top of this bloody mountain, apparently. I actually didn’t know where to look first.
         As I rode slowly through Reid Park, then Sulman Park and finally past a fenced compound and small brick building (which I
         later learned was the notorious police compound), and into McPhillamy Park, the mountain was one vast roiling mass of activity,
         tents, wood smoke, revving motorcycle engines and empty beer cans.
      

      
      Fuck me, I remember thinking. I was so going to get me some of this meaty happiness. I idled around McPhillamy Park for a few minutes being buzzed by bikes hurtling past, their rear ends snaking as abused tyres fought for traction on the
         loose surface of the many one-lane dirt tracks that crisscrossed the camping areas, while drunks from the many smoky-fired
         camps cheered and roared and laughed. This is what Genghis Khan’s Mongol hordes must have looked like – but instead of yurts,
         shaggy ponies and steaming horse dung, this barbaric horde slept in multi-coloured tents, rode a lot of ponies all at once,
         and left piles of empty beer cans in its wake. The similarities were confronting. Was there something in my genetic memory
         that was responding to this, like it’s said all men respond to Mother Africa upon first beholding the womb of mankind? I didn’t
         know, but I was literally carbonated with sensory overload. If I didn’t stop soon, I would probably faint.
      

      
      I found a cleared area approximately in the middle of everything, pulled up and parked the bike. A few people stared at me
         in benign condescension. It was obvious, even to the most booze-addled motorcyclist beholding me clumping around my shiny
         new bike in my shiny new gear, that I was quite shiny and new to all this. But I sure as shit knew how to put up a tent, which
         I busied myself doing, when a bloke walked up to me and proffered me a can of cold beer.
      

      
      ‘Here, mate,’ he said, holding it out. ‘You look fucken thirsty. Where you from?’

      
      ‘Sydney,’ I grinned, gratefully popping the top.

      
      ‘I’m from Melbourne,’ he said. ‘Name’s Ken. This your first time?’

      
      ‘Yep,’ I nodded, taking a noisy sip of my beer.

      
      
      ‘Best fucken place on earth,’ Ken said, and indicated over his shoulder at a big fire with some cheery drunks standing around
         it. ‘Come over if you want any more beer. We got tons.’
      

      
      Then Ken wandered back to his fire and left me to my tent. As I fiddled with the poles and fly, I was smiling like a donut
         and trying to rationalise what had just happened. I was quite unused to strangers giving me their alcohol, seemingly with
         no hidden agenda, and while I had read much about the ‘brotherhood of the bike’, my first encounter with it was still surprising.
      

      
      I knew immediately what I had to do. The tent was standing, so I crawled inside and dug out the little bag of marijuana I
         had brought with me. I had only smoked marijuana once before. It was at some party not long after I’d left school, and someone
         passed me a joint. I had a drag, coughed badly and felt a little light-headed for half an hour. I didn’t even think about
         dope again until I decided to go to Bathurst. From everything I’d read, marijuana and motorcycles went together like shit
         and stink. The Easter races were the ground zero of all things motorcycling. It therefore followed that a supply of marijuana
         was simply de rigueur if I was to have a genuine motorcycling experience and become a proper motorcyclist. I had even brought rolling papers.
      

      
      Tragically, I had no more idea about how to roll a joint than I did about breeding alligators. So it was a good twenty minutes
         before I had something approximating a smokeable bone in my hands. The plan was for me to light the joint, have a few manly
         tokes, then casually saunter over to my mate Ken’s fire, offer it around and maybe have a few beers with my new motorcycling
         friends. What happened instead was that I took three deep drags, coughed so hard I felt something tear beside my pancreas, and had to lie down on my sleeping bag with my eyes closed for a
         while.
      

      
      When I emerged from the tent it was early evening and I saw the Laverda Owners Club had camped itself around me. There were
         only six of them, with only two Laverdas between them – Jotas, in fact, which are arguably the most beautiful three-cylinder
         bikes ever made. The other four blokes split a Ducati 900SS and three big Suzukis between them.
      

      
      Time has erased their names from my memory, but I remain ever grateful it was this lot I found as I crawled out into the fading
         light, and not some jolly, middle-aged, family-based touring organisation. My life might well have taken a different road.
         I am also grateful they didn’t kill and eat me, given how I was so young and pink and fresh and they were all such hard-bitten
         road warriors. And I am beholden to them for all the things they taught me over the next three astonishing days.
      

      
      The first lesson was joint-rolling. All else proceeded from this. It is a skill that has stood me in marvellous stead over
         the years, making me feel useful when some mate’s bike breaks down in the middle of nowhere and the ensuing wait for salvation
         becomes intolerable. I have honed this talent and am now able to roll a serviceable joint in a Force Six gale, with a bad
         moon rising and a hard rain falling.
      

      
      I was shown how to tow 200 kilograms of dead tree behind my bike without completely burning out my clutch, leaving just enough
         friction-grab on the plates to get me back home. Towing immense lengths of firewood from the various wood dumps, which the
         local council would top up from time to time, was a salutary lesson in bike control, clutch-feathering and throttle management. It also sorted the size of everyone’s testicles
         quite ruthlessly. The men with smaller and less robust cags would idle up to the pile with a girlfriend or a mate on the back
         of their bike, load them up with a big armful of dead branches and idle slowly away to their campsite. But men with big, hairy,
         bullock-sized yams would skid to a halt with vast aplomb, skilfully lash a few metres of rope to the biggest stump in the
         pile, then using their feet as outriggers, lurch wildly back to their campsites, with the bike revving like mad and the slipping
         clutch smelling like unwashed genitals. There are no prizes for guessing which gonad size I promptly aligned myself with.
         Once towing was learned, the skill could be applied to humans as well as logs, and until you’ve dragged a shrieking drunk
         behind your bike till he shits his pants with fear and lets go of the rope, you haven’t lived.
      

      
      I learned how eye-opening it was to sit around a campfire and tell massive lies about one’s riding prowess, even if you had
         none, then greet the sunrise beside a beer-drinking bull terrier called Gloria, who would lick you gently on the arm as you
         hunched forward on your hands and knees projectile vomiting Stone’s Green Ginger Wine into the soil. Which Gloria then helpfully
         ate, to her eternal glory.
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