
Part 2
A LONG WAY OUT
STORY & PHOTOS:  
MARK HINCHLIFFE

Only two days into our 
huge Outback adventure, 
it felt like we’d been gone 
for ages — so much had 

happened. It didn’t slow down on day 
three as we left Eldee Station, with 
one rider returning immediately with 
not one but two flat tubed tyres. 
Mick now has to trailer that bike to 
Broken Hill for repairs. Meanwhile, 
the riders head on to the gun-barrel 
straight Barrier Highway for the long 
and tedious trip to South Australia.

The scenery changes slowly and 
the boredom mounts quickly.

I forge ahead to find a side road 
to position myself for a shot of the 
passing riders but as I round one 
of the few corners on the highway, 
a police car crests the hill and 
immediately deploys the lights. As 
I pull over, shame-faced, the riders 
pass me but Charley turns back to 
commiserate my bad fortune and 

complain about our over-policed 
society. I warn him that he has just 
pulled off onto the wrong side of the 
road and he better get going before 
the zealous police nab him as well.

Fortunately, I’m issued with a 
warning — one of two handed  
out to our riders that day by the 
same officer.

At nearby Yunta, we fuel up and 
head west towards Hawker for some 
of the best dirt riding of the trip. The 
wide and smooth dirt encourages high 
speeds before a turn-off onto station 
roads. At the turn-off, Charley plugs a 
holed tyre while others press on to the 
rollercoaster ride of their lives.

Most of the crests are blind and 
some have sharp turns on the other 
side. This road was graded with 
almost no bulldozers or excavators, 
so it follows the natural contours. 
One rider has a small off, going in 
too hot on a rocky corner, but even 
he agrees these are the best roads of 
the trip.

It’s only day three of Charley Boorman’s 
Outback adventure and already there’s
 more action than you can point a GS at!

Perhaps he is going too hard but one 
of the Americans breaks a Wilbers shock 
mount on his rented F800GS and is stuck 
about 100km from our destination at 
Rawnsley Park Station in the Flinders 
Ranges. With no phone signal we take 
down the GPS co-ordinates, leave him 
and his brother with some water and 
set out towards Hawker to phone in 
the position to Mick so the bike can be 
trailered. A little later, Charley finds the 
brothers and decides to leave the bike in 
some bushes and double the stranded 
Yank the next 100km.

Past Mars-like scenery, through herds 
of wandering sheep and racing against 
crazed emus (quaintly pronounced “emoo” 
by our Texan friend, who nearly wore 
one), we arrive in Hawker for another fuel 
top-up, then the 30km into the ranges. 
Here, roos lie in the shade under bushes 
right by the roadside and are difficult to 
see until they decide to jump out in front 
of you.

CHRIS VERMEULEN’S
RIDING TIPS

1    Look a long way ahead. When 
you are riding fast motorbikes, 
the further you look ahead the 
more time you have to deal 
with situations. If you are doing 
300km/h and you look ahead you 
have time to react and adjust.

2   Relax on the bike. Any time you 
tense up, you make the bike react 
in ways that are not good for it. 

3   In the rain make everything 
smoother. You have to have 
more feel with the throttle, brake 
or body movement. You have a 
lot less grip and it’s easy to lose 
that grip and very difficult to get 
it back. 

■  Rollercoaster ride toward the 
Flinders. Heaps of fun.

■ Chris Vermeulen and Charley 
Boorman are good mates and 
enjoy riding together
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BILLY WARD
He’s no handsome Hollywood actor like 
Ewan McGregor, but Charley Boorman’s 
latest partner on two wheels is an 
asset, no less. Liverpudlian Billy Ward 
is a wiry, fit, laugh-a-minute wag who 
rides at the tail end of the field helping 
to fix bikes and get riders back on the 
road after an incident.

And he’s the surprise bonus on the 
Compass Expeditions Outback Tour.

He also loads the maps on the 
GPS units each night and entertains 
the troops playing tunes on his 
harmonica, telling jokes, spinning 
yarns, pulling faces and lampooning 
Charley, who likes to return serve. 
If the motorcycle travel market ever 
dries up, Charley and Billy could easily 

do a stand-up comic act with their 
incessant banter.

Billy joins the story after an 
acrimonious divorce, a redundancy from 
a high-paying job and a mid-life crisis 
riding bikes in North Africa.

“I went along to a Charley show 
about seven years ago, just after the 
Long Way Round,” he says, sounding 
his “ing” endings with a hard “g” like 
The Beatles. “I lined up with people 
getting books autographed.

“Charley asks me where’s my 
book to sign and I say I don’t want 
an autograph I just wanted to tell you 
that the show was real amateurish and 
could have been better. He tells me 
to f*** off and that was the start of a 
beautiful friendship.”

Clouds and an all-too-brief splash of 
rain have made most of the day’s ride a 
little cooler but the temperatures are 
now up again and the riders hastily 
devour two cartons of beer before 
dinner, followed by some impressive 
wine tasting and bench racing into the 
late star-jewelled evening. Rawnsley 
Park Woolshed restaurateurs Cynthia 
and Peter Frey of Canberra provide 
cordon-bleu standard food to accompany 
the drinking.

Cloudy heads greet the midpoint rest 
day of the trip with a late 10am start for 
those who want to take a scenic flight 
over Wilpena Pound, a crater-like array 
of mountains. Only a few take the words 
“rest day” to heart. Most wisely tour 
the spectacular riding conditions and 

jaw-dropping scenery of Bunnyeroo and 
Brachina gorges up to the Blinman Hotel 
for a pub lunch.

Despite a smooth and meandering 
tar road back, many decided to retrace 
their steps on the dusty gorge roads. 
Unfortunately, Will Meakin, one of two 
Brisbane brothers, low-sides his rented 
F700GS in the gravel and hurts his heel. 
Back at the station, paramedic Georgia 
Melville advises him to stay off the bike 
the next day and get an x-ray in Adelaide, 
then join the riders in the Barossa Valley.

After a breakfast that includes roo 
steaks, we start the second half of the 
ride with a short detour for the dirt-
wise through Moralana Scenic Drive, 
where a Tassie truckie up-ends his GSA. 
Meanwhile, the road riders have darted 

“One rider has a small off, going in too 
hot on a rocky corner, but even he agrees 
these are the best roads of the trip”

■ The grandeur of the 
Grampians looming behind 
classic Aussie farmland

 r“You mean we’ve ridden three 
days west and we’re in the south?”

■ All this and 
good looks, too!

oThe riding may be fun but you still 
have to stop and check out the views! oNavigating through the Flinders.
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ahead to the Yourambulla Caves Historic 
Reserve near Hawker, where the second 
Brisbane brother comes down after 
another rider turns in front of him on 
the gravel approach road. To his credit, 
he rides on in pain, joining his brother 
at Lyndoch Hill Winery that evening to 
the good news that Will’s X-ray shows no 
broken bones, so he’s back on board.

Our ride through the small winery 
towns in the Clare and then Barossa 
valleys is uneventful except for Brisbane 
retiree Keith Erskine chalking up his 
third flat tyre. Charley drops everything 
at the hotel to return and help Keith. 
He misses out on a wine tasting tour 

and a gawk at the winery’s collection of 
priceless paintings, porcelain from St 
Petersburg and Louis IV furniture.

Next morning the Ducati is back 
among us after a long trip to Adelaide 
and back. Several phone calls back and 
forth over the previous few days have 
resolved that the owner will not have to 
pay a cent. Quite right, too. And just in 
time as the tar roads south through the 
Adelaide Hills are home to Monsters.

But first stop is a tour of the National 
Motoring Museum at Birdwood. Charley 
had posted his enthusiasm for this stop 
on his Facebook page, so he is greeted by 
some fans in the car park. He also gives us 

a rundown on Andy Caldecott and David 
Schwarz’s Dakar bikes in the first part of 
the museum, then proceeds to drool over 
the hundred-odd bikes in the collection.

“I want them all,” he says.
After a spirited ride down the ridge 

roads, Charley meets a shy fan at a 
Strathalbyn service station. Jillian Erceg, 

“Rawnsley Park Woolshed restaurateurs 
Cynthia and Peter Frey of Canberra 
provide cordon-bleu standard food to 
accompany the drinking”

KEEPING UP 
WITH CHARLEY

Charley’s successful speaking tour is 
coming to Australia in November. There 
are no dates or venues confirmed yet but 
Charley and Billy did two “toe-in-the-water” 
shows at MotoLife, Sunshine Coast, and 
Southbank BMW, Melbourne.

Meanwhile, the two tours Charley did 
with Compass Expeditions in the Outback 
and Tasmania will become annual events.

Africa remains the main destination 
for Charley’s tours and Billy captures the 
essence of it: “It’s a lovely feeling to bring 
people to Africa,” he says.

He says Aussies represent about 30-40 per 
cent of the participants on the Africa tours.

For more info about all of Charley’s 
activities and events, see his website:  
www.charleyboorman.com

■ Oops, must’ve been 
a big rock, that one

r“And then this yank called me an emoo! 
Can you believe it? Silly buggers don’t have 
any road sense, either.”

rJillian Erceg met up with Charley along the way to 
swap tales about long rides on small bikes — in her 
case, anyway.

COMPASS EXPEDITIONS
Mick McDonald is the founder and owner 
of Compass Expeditions, which now runs 
tours on five continents and has some 36 
motorcycles around the world.

He offers tours from a week to an epic 
125 days, including the only motorcycle 
tour included in National Geographic’s “Top 
50 tours of a lifetime” list.

He approached Charley Boorman to 
partner him and provide a little VIP bonus 
to encourage Aussies to see their own 
wide, brown land. 

“People listen to what Charley says 
because they know what he’s done. He 
gives people a lot of confidence.”

In the next issue of aRR we’ll have more 
on Compass Expeditions. Meanwhile, check 
them out at www.compassexpeditions.com.

who rode her little XT all the way to 
Uluru, shares her story with Charley, who 
is mightily impressed.

Our ride south to Robe is challenged 
by buffeting winds, acrid rotting seaweed, 
straight roads and macho scenery of 
salt pans and craggy coastline that once 
wrecked as many as 34 ships in a year. At 
Kingston we stop for obligatory photos 
beside the Big Lobster while the beyond-
quaint seaside town of Robe a little way 
further on is a just reward for a long, 
hard ride.

Lakeview Hotel owner Craig 
Scrimgeour rides a Honda VTR and 
admits the roads can be boring but 
says he gets bikers coming down the 
Limestone Coast for the historic races 
at nearby McNamara Park, Mt Gambier, 
where Valentino Rossi’s chief engineer, 
Jeremy Burgess, still holds a track 
record. He says their 16-room motel with 
welcome free wi-fi offers 10 per cent 
discount for any bike club members.

We start to head east for the first time 
the next morning, with alternative dirt 
and tar options. As it happens, the dirt 
roads are smoother than the corrugated 
tar. At Naracoorte we visit the bat caves 
and revel in the subterranean cool before 
pressing on through prime farming 
country back into Victoria.

The towns along the way have no fuel 
stops and I roll into Horsham where I 

pour 17.26 litres of fuel into the 16-litre 
tank of my borrowed F800GS. Here my 
satnav starts to play up and takes me 
down some fun dirt roads that only one 
other rider also travels. That’s followed by 
about 24km of some of the best twisting 
tar in the country as we dive into the 
picturesque Grampian Mountains.

At a lookout, I catch up with Charley 
and 2003 World Supersport champion 
Chris Vermeulen, a friend of Charley’s 

and a special guest of the tour for the 
remaining two days into Melbourne. We 
enjoy a race down the mountain into 
Halls Gap where the ever-affable Chris 
entertains the riders with stories of his 
illustrious WSS, WSBK and MotoGP career.

There’s another surprise the next 
day when we detour to nearby Stawell, 
where a fan of Charley’s is providing 
four joy flights in his 1987 ex-Singapore 
Air Force S211 Siai Marchetti jet. Ex-
RAAF engineer Stephen Gale emailed 
Compass Expeditions to offer the flights 
when he heard Charley would be nearby. 
He’s not a rider but just finds Charley 
“really interesting”. 

“Charley drools over the hundred-odd bikes 
in the collection. ‘I want them all,’ he says”

■ Mick McDonald: “It’s all good!”

■ Billy Ward 
motors along one 
of many gravel 
roads on the tour.
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“I’ve ridden a bike for about 15 
minutes. You stick with what you’re 
good at,” he says.

The generous and talented pilot gives 
Charley, Billy and Chris 20-minute rides 
and offers a free flight to another rider, 
burning up more than 200 litres of jet 
fuel at more than $2 a litre. Launceston 
truckie Rob Heald can’t believe his luck 
when Charley pulls his name out in the 
draw for the coveted seat.

We return to Halls Gap where there 
are tar and dirt options down through to 
Warrnambool for the start of the famed 
Great Ocean Road (GOR) to our overnight 
stay at Port Campbell. Over dinner, Charley 

tells stories about Lee Marvin, Tom Jones 
and Jon Voight, all friends of the family 
after appearing in movies directed by 
Charley’s father, John. There’s no hint of 
name-dropping, just a natural reference to 
people that Charley grew up with.

Similarly, his fascinating trivia and 
entertaining stories about exotic places 
around the world are gleaned from his 
days in film and his current work filming 
travel documentaries. It makes for 
fascinating dinner conversation.

Our final day features plenty of 
spectacular seascape lookouts on the 
GOR such as the 12 Apostles, where 
some decide to get an aerial view from 
a hired chopper. But the highlight is the 
road itself. We seem to be going against 
the traffic and the road east is lightly 
trafficked but heavily patrolled by police 
and speed cameras.

At Apollo Bay a group of bikers 
recognises Charley and chats but the 
biker star is now a little concerned 
that we have picked up a posse keen to 
prove themselves on their local roads. 
Only one causes a problem showing  
off, but Chris and Charley are up to  
the challenge.

Our final night is in Melbourne at the 
Park Regis Hotel on St Kilda Road, with 
an Italian feast at Rococos in Fitzroy 
Street. Too soon it’s all over. Memories 
are rehashed, friendships forged, email 
addresses swapped, promises of visits 
declared and back pats exchanged. 
Charley signs several autographs for the 
riders and in his farewell speech claims 
it’s all about people, not the ride.

“It’s been a really nice mix of people 
that have really gelled. And nobody was 
badly hurt,” he concludes.

“Rob Heald can’t believe his luck when 
Charley pulls his name out in the draw for 
the jet-plane ride”

■ Compulsory photo 
stop number 32,756
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