
A long 
way out

PArt 1He's been around and down, and now Charley Boorman
goes outback, leading his inaugural Aussie adventure. 
And what an adventure…
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the camera is pointed at Charley 
Boorman as he rockets out of 
a dry gully on Moralana Scenic 
Drive in the Flinders Ranges. He 

spies my lens, cocks one leg in the air and 
winds on the throttle. At 46, Charley is still 
a kid at heart, albeit one with a pannier-
load of riding talent and a lucrative career 
as a motorcycle traveller.

He’s in Australia with Compass 
Expeditions hosting the inaugural ride 
to the outback followed by another ride 
around Tasmania, the start of annual 
hosted trips.

The camera clicks and whirrs as Charley 
poses and slides by in a beige shower of 
Flinders gravel. Moments later one of the 
punters from the trip follows, determined 
to keep pace with the Long Way rider.

Photos taken, I pack my kit and follow 
along, expecting to catch up with Charley 
by the side of the road. However, a couple 
of kilometres later there is our punter 
upside-down at the end of a long panic 
skidmark, feeling OK but embarrassed 
and admitting he ran out of talent in an 
effort to stay in his idol’s dust.

As following riders tend to the bike 
and rider, I press on to find Charley. As 
soon as he hears the news, he’s back on 
his bike to help out as best he can.

That pretty well sums up Charley 
Boorman: He loves going fast, he never 
shirks an opportunity to pose, he’s a real 
“people person” and he loves nothing 
better than getting the tools out and 
mucking around with motorbikes.

We’ve just passed half way on the 
Sydney to the Outback Tour and Charley 

is in his element in the remote and 
dusty conditions.

“It’s very much like Africa out here,” he 
says, waving away a fly. “It’s nice to hang 
out with the boys in the filthy stuff.”

Our 10-day trip from Sydney to 
Melbourne via the Flinders Ranges, 
Barossa Valley, Grampians and Great 
Ocean Rd starts with dinner at Deus 
ex Machina in Parramatta Rd. Charley 
is instantly on his game, signing 
autographs, telling yarns, offering riding 
tips and making cheeky remarks as 
Compass Expeditions founder Mick 
McDonald briefs us on the perils of riding 
in remote Australia.

“It’s not a race,” he advises the nine 
Aussies and four Americans on the tour.

“Yeah, but if you ain’t crashing you ain’t 
trying,” Charley quips.

Back to the serious stuff, Mick explains 
that they have an Isuzu D-Max as a back-
up vehicle with spare tyres, tools, and 
even a BMW diagnostic tool. If you are 
on another brand of bike, they will help 
as best they can, but you are pretty much 
on your own for spares.

Quickly the team of riders and support 
crew create a bond over brews, healthy 
portions of tasty tapas and warnings to 
the Yanks about hoop snakes, drop bears 
and crocodiles. Charley’s wild eyes are 
wide and alert as he hands out off-road 
riding tips to the nervous clientele: 
“Always be gentle on the front brake. 
Squeeze it like a woman’s nipple.”

By the end of the night everyone 
knows everyone else’s name and they 
return to the Park Regis for a sleepless 
night of anticipation and excitement.

No need for an alarm to wake; the 
riders are already poring over their 
bikes half an hour before the scheduled 
meeting time. As becomes the daily 
ritual for the trip, Mick hands out a 
written route guide plus maps, and briefs 
everyone on hazards while Charley’s 
sidekick, Billy Ward, hands out pre-
programmed sat-navs and provides some 
handy tips on their use.

Mick goes over the hire bikes with the 
riders and pretty soon we’re heading west 
through the traffic for our first scheduled 
stop, which is just a truck layover where 
we can re-group and sort out any early 
problems. From there we take the Great 
Western Highway west through the Blue 
Mountains for our first tourist stop at the 
Three Sisters sandstone monoliths. Here 
Charley is noticed by a fan and poses for 

photos. It’s simply the first of many such 
encounters with a tireless Charley always 
keen to spend the time to talk to fans.

Our knobby tyres are already 
starting to wear a centre groove as we 
continue on the highway to Bathurst for 
another re-group before riding around 
the famed Mt Panorama race circuit. 
Unfortunately, the track is closed for 
last-minute maintenance before the 
weekend’s 12-hour international GT race, 
but at least we all get a chance to parade 
up and down pit straight.

The significance is lost on the 
Americans, who haven’t heard of 
the track, but it represents a minor 
disappointment for the Aussie riders. 
However, a couple of lucky riders who 
tag along with Charley find the celebrity 
has sweet-talked an official into letting 

“We ride into 
hillston on the 
melting tar as red 
dust willy-willies 
swirl up into the 
baking sun”
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■ Rob Heald gets excited

■ The range of dirt-riding 
skills varied in the group. Some 
clearly knew how to enjoy it!

■ Ben Greenwood looking nonplussed about 
the outback and its bulldust. Yep, it’s right 
there, where you don’t see it until…



44  |  aUSTRaLIaN ROaD RIDER aUSTRaLIaN ROaD RIDER  |  45

outback with charley boorman outback with charley boorman

them have a short run across the top of 
the mountain.

Everyone then goes their own way, 
some grabbing lunch, others a fuel top-
up and others hitting the Mid Western 
Highway for our final destination at 
Parkes. It’s 358km all up and a little tame 
and boring, but it’s vital to cover some 
distance as the outback is still a long way 
off. This transport stage also provides a 
good shakedown for both bike and rider.

Accommodation is the four-star 
Bushman’s Motor Inn, typical of most of 
the trip. Here, Charley meets his second 
group a fans; a family with a dyslexic 
child who know the famed rider more for 
his work with the learning difficulty. We 
hit the pool to beat the soaring 38-degree 
dry heat and listen to Charley’s stories 
about scorpion encounters in Africa and 
Wally’s hilarious but sordid tale of a vicar 
and a dolphin.

Next morning our trip west starts 
with a short northern deviation out to 
the radio telescope star of the movie The 
Dish. Here the Americans get their first 
sighting of a roo and a snake.

This day provides our first taste of 
dirt roads with a 4km sidetrack visit 
off the highway near Condobolin to the 

Utes in the Paddock, which is exactly 
that, a collection of old Aussie utes 
painted and positioned in a paddock. 
It’s basically an Aussie version of the 
American Cadillac Ranch.

Over a fish and chip lunch at 
Condobolin, 67-year-old Sabina 
Hammond decides she’s already had 
enough of the dirt and wisely trailers 
her Ducati over the next 83km of what 
Mick describes as the toughest dirt road 

we will encounter. A few other riders are 
nervous, but they give it a go. However, 
it turns out to be rather tame as we head 
into the outback and the oasis town of 
Lake Cargelligo.

Now the mercury is well past the old 
century mark and despite Charley’s story 
about ice trucking, riders just want to head 
for the hotel at Hillston for a cold beer. We 
ride into Hillston on the melting tar as red 
dust willy-willies swirl up into the baking 

sun. It hasn’t rained for 12 months and 
the landscape is looking pretty dry, but it 
follows three good seasons, so there is a lot 
of vegetation and no dust storms.

Our main street pub backs onto the 
shaded Lachlan River, but there is little 
respite from the 42-degree heat, so the 
beer flows long and hard into a late night, 
despite Mick’s warning of a 7am start the 
next day and more than 300km of dirt 
roads to follow.   

The Ducati stays on the truck as we 
leave Hillston behind and are quickly 
onto the dirt — or at least the deep gravel 

“he is keen to get straight back on, and 
he does. he finds out after the ride that 
he has broken his fibula”

rIDErS
This could easily be you. The riders on 
the inaugural Compass Expeditions 
Sydney to Outback Tour with Charley 
Boorman range in age from 24 to 67. 
There is one woman rider, one female 
pillion, a barrister, a couple of truck 
drivers, a chef and a range of riding 
experience from novice dirt riders to 
wheelie-popping aces.

There is one KTM 990 Adventure, a 
two-week-old Ducati Monster and the 
rest are BMWs either belonging to their 
riders or hired from Compass.

Compass Expeditions founder Mick 
McDonald says the outback ride is about 
70 percent tar, but riders will have paved 
options or can choose to trailer their bike 
and ride in the support vehicle over dirt 
sections. The Tasmanian trip is all tar.

Most of the riders are looking for an 
adventure ride and have been swung to 

this option by the presence of Charley.
Launceston truckie Rob Heald rode 

up on his KTM with truckie mate 
Ken Thirlwell of Burnie on his BMW 
R1200GS, both of them big Charley fans.

“If it wasn’t for Charley we would 
have just ridden up and done the trip 
ourselves,” Rob says.

Greg and Emily Gravasch of 
Fremantle had their matte black GS 
shipped across for the tour.

“I was looking to do a tour in Peru and 
when I saw this I thought it would be a 
good start,” Greg says. “Charley swung 
it for us.”

Brothers Ben and John Greenwood 
from California and Texas own a string of 
old bikes that sound like the guest stars 
of On any Sunday. They came to see 
Australia and ride with Charley. They say 
the Long Way Round/Down TV series 
featured on US cable TV and Charley is 

well known among American riders.
Sabina Hammond, a 67-year-old 

special-needs teacher, recently bought a 
Ducati in Sydney and wanted to take it 
on a long ride.

“It all came together with Charley,” 
she says.

Sydney barrister Ross McKean is 
the same age and of the same mind. 
“Charley is the key,” he says.

A trio of riders flew down from 
Brisbane to ride Compass Expeditions 
bikes. Semi-retired Keith Erskine has 
ridden in Africa and recently bought 
a Suzuki DR650 to do more adventure 
riding. Brothers Dan and Will Meakin 
are novice dirt riders keen to share the 
gravel with their hero.

Dan Onnen, a software engineer from 
Seattle, and Shannon Fieler, a property 
developer of Cincinnati, admit to their 
limited dirt experience and corner 
Charley for some hot tips.

Despite some minor crashes, a broken 
toe, a broken ankle, a busted shock 
and some punctured tyres, everyone 
agrees the trip represents value, 
providing invaluable lifetime memories. 
Greg loved the variety of terrain from 
day to day while Ken enjoyed the 
companionship of Charley, his sidekick 
Billy Ward, and the other riders.

But Keith sums it up well: “The best 
day for me was when I got two flat 
tyres, a speed fine warning and rode 
most of the day in the dirt on my own. 
Of course things will go wrong on the 
first trip but they will get better as they 
go on. The big bonus for me is that I will 
be able to say I went on the inaugural 
tour with Charley Boorman.”

 ■ Ah, the joy of Outback roads and 
ever-changing conditions

■ The bikes are back at Bathurst … 
but the track’s shut!

■ Clean and keen: 
the crew of the 
inaugural Outback 
ride with Charley

q Silverton is home to many strange things, many 
of them inspired by Mad Max but underpinned by 
a typically dry Outback sense of humour
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AD and bulldust. Within half an hour our 
eldest rider broadsides in the talcum-
power dust right in front of me. I pin 
the throttle to change tracks and avoid 
the downed GS Rallye and keep it wide 
open until I’m out of the hazard. Then I 
double back as the rider staggers around 
by his bike.

He’s a little shaken and a bit taken 
aback that I had not stopped straight 
away. However, I explain that it’s almost 
impossible to stop in bulldust without 
toppling over.

The rider has twisted his ankle, but is 
keen to get straight back on and, to his 
credit, he does. He finds out after the ride 
that he has broken his fibula above the 
ankle. A brave rider. 

I arm myself with the camera as 
other riders waddle through the 
horrid powdery bulldust, then mount 
up to follow the expected carnage. A 
little further up the road, one of the 
Americans has parked his bike and is 
warning other riders to go off-track to 
avoid an even nastier section.

Turns out Mick was wrong in his 
comment that the previous day’s dirt 
was the worst. He’d travelled the route 
just two weeks prior, but a lot can 
happen to outback dirt roads in a couple 
of weeks. Still, only one off in a 100km 

stretch of bulldust is pretty good for a 
predominantly novice bunch of dirt riders.

At Ivanhoe we fuel up and Mick 
suggests a tar option for the next section 
to Broken Hill. It’s an extra 100km and 
has a short stretch of gravel that a truckie 
swears is OK. Half the group stick to the 
plan and forge on through the next 200km 
of gravel, which is rough in parts with 
some emus playing chicken with the bikes, 
but largely 100km/h condition. 

We amble on in 42-degree heat to Broken 
Hill and out to the Silverton Pub where we 
plan to quench our thirst and regroup. We 
are greeted by Dollar, the town donkey, clip-
clopping up the dusty main street. Point 
your camera in any direction here and you 
will get a postcard-quality shot of old-time 
outback landscape and architecture. 

Publican Peter Price tells us that more 
than 150 films and ads have been shot in 
the town since 1979, including Mad Max 
II, Razorback, The Craic, Dirty Deeds, A 
Town Like Alice TV series and XXXX beer 
commercials.

“They like the lighting and the scenery,” 
he says.

We settle in to watch some of the 
XXXX ads, sip some soft drinks and light 
beers and watch the minutes tick by 
with no sign of the tar riders. It becomes 
evident that something has gone wrong.

First in are two Brisbane brothers who 
tell horror stories of the 170km stretch of 
deep sand and rough gravel they negotiated 
and how the Ducati was taken off the 
truck near Broken Hill only to break down 
shortly after. Now Ducati’s 24-hour roadside 
assistance wants $1600 to pick up the bike 
and take it to Adelaide to be fixed.

Meanwhile, Charley and Billy become 
life members of the pub with a test that 
the publican asked not to be divulged in 
this story. All I can say is they both left a 
little cooler, especially in their trousers.

“there is little respite 
from the 42-degree 
heat, so the beer 
flows long and hard 
into a late night”
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■ Bulldust! Amazing stuff, 
that, and sometimes very 
hairy to ride through

q At the Hillston pub, and much cooler 
for a few cold beers

■ Utes in the Paddock, 
a unique display near 
Condobolin
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AD
ChArlEy 
BoormAn’S off-
roAD rIDIng tIPS

1 Bring baby wipes to clean up after 
the “pucker factor” moments.

2  Always check your tyre pressure 
and have good rubber and safe 
equipment.

3  Stand up and look ahead. The 
biggest mistake is to look at the 
ground you are about to go over as 
there is nothing you can do about 
hitting that anyway. Look ahead for 
obstacles and avoid them early.

4 Stay loose on your bike and let the 
bike move under you. Don’t grip 
too hard with your hands. Pretend 
to play the piano with your fingers 
and it will loosen your grip. If you 
are rigid, it makes the movement 
of the bike worse.

5 Weight the inside peg on the entry 
to a corner and then move your 
weight to the outside as you exit.

Peter says they get a lot of bikers 
through the area, some of them turning 
up dressed like a character from Mad 
Max with mohawks and customised 
bikes. There are camping facilities in the 
nearby park but Peter is also building 
seven units at the back of the pub.

From Silverton, we ride 30-odd kays 
on open, easy gravel out to Eldee Station 
where an ice-cold carton of beer is 
waiting on the verandah. It has been 
515km for some and more than 600km 
for others; the biggest day of the trip 
and the roughest.

For some it continues to be an 
adventure with a night out under the 
stars in a swag, while the lucky ones have 
soft and comfortable beds and a couple 
from Perth enjoy a presidential suite 
with a spa. Mick puts on his overalls and 
works late into the evening going over 
every bike, oiling chains, checking tyres 
and oil levels, fixing levers, etc.

Station owners Naomi and Stephen 
Schmidt say the farm has been in the 
family since the 1930s and has 2000 
sheep and 120 head of cattle. However, 
they branched into tourism 14 years ago 
when wool prices went bad and now 
have powered and unpowered caravan 
sites, a family room, three standard 
rooms, two presidential suites with a 
jacuzzi, and a pool.

Stephen is an old motocross rider who 
won a South Australian championship in 
1982 and once raced against the late Andy 
Caldecott, who died in the same Dakar 
in which Charley competed. He rides a 
KTM EXC525 and a Yamaha YZF450 and 
offers self-drive or tag-along 4WD and 
motorcycle tours through the mountains 
or 100km north to the dog fence.

“We’re looking to develop the bike 
tourism,” he says. “There are some aggressive 
and challenging tracks here. Some of the 
roads were part of the NSW off-road series 
designed by Geoff Ballard and the four-day 
enduro was held here in 1979.”

They weren’t for us the next day, though, 
when we’d head west along the Barrier 
Hwy. Join us next issue for the rest of the 
adventure with Charley Boorman.

“We are greeted 
by Dollar, the 
town donkey, clip-
clopping up the 
dusty main street”

rNothing’s quite what you expect on a walk 
through Silverton
q This time, Charley had to offer bribes to a fan
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