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For Petra

It will always be you

For Zack and Lilly

Everything I do is for you

Everything I am is because of you

To a select few

I will be forever grateful

To the rest of you

Enjoy the ride!



   
Foreword

BY JONATHAN REA

I started my road-racing career in 2003 and launched myself from a dirty motocross paddock into the glitz and glamour of the British Superbike Championship where a young Shane Byrne was quickly making his mark on the competition. I first came across Shakey when a girl I was friends with had some kind of family personal sponsorship deal with him, so I got the whole rundown about what a great guy he was. To be honest she seemed more into Shakey than me, but I let that go because he was a pretty big deal.

Something you remember about your rookie year is the guys you look up to at the track and, while I didn’t have too much success in my first year on the tarmac, I really enjoyed seeing this smiley guy on top of the podium on his MonsterMob Ducati. I wanted to be just like him. He seemed like he had it all, and I particularly liked the big-ass motorhome that came with it. I can still vividly remember his whole get-up – leather suit, sponsor badges on leathers and green and red lightning-style helmet.

I sat around the TV that year and watched Shakey deal out the justice as a wild card at the Brands Hatch World Superbike round. Back in the late 1990s and early 2000s, wild cards were the big rage, but to go out and dominate with a double win as a wild card, on a year-old bike, was the stuff of fairy tales. From that moment on I became a huge fan, and Shakey was no longer just the talented BSB rider, he was headed to the big stage of MotoGP, fast-tracked from Fast Bikes magazine tester, hooning around the roads of the UK.

After a few years riding Aprilia and KTM MotoGP bikes, our paths crossed again in 2006, where we lined up alongside each other on the BSB grid again. Now I had to race against the guy I looked up to. One of my fondest memories was winning my first BSB race at Mondello Park in 2007. Shakey was second, and when he congratulated me on the podium he seemed genuinely chuffed for me. He said, ‘Soak it up, this will be the first of many, mate.’ That meant the world to me. When you are in that racing bubble you don’t get the chance to take in all the good moments, but I’ll remember that one for ever. We raced in World Superbike together a few years later, but this time I was on the official bike and Shakey – like in MotoGP – had a second-string bike.

Unfortunately for us riders, we never get to pick our career route, we have to go with the opportunities that present themselves. Shakey’s route made him the most successful British Superbike rider ever. Over the years, watching from the sidelines, I was impressed with his technique, effortless riding style and work ethic. Together with the right package around him, I’m sure he would have had World Championships to add to his palmarès.

Riding qualities aside, it’s been Shakey’s off-track personality that I really admire. Now, having a family, I can appreciate that even more. Watching from afar, it’s endearing the love he has for his family: Petra, Zack and Lilly. Before I became a father, I worried about the potential negative effect that having kids would have on my racing career, but I only had to look at Shakey to see that it was possible to do it all together. I’m sure he would sit back and wonder what the hell all his younger rivals would do with their time, while he was knee-deep in being dad, husband and athlete. That motivation would be enough to rock up to the next race and kick their arses.

When I heard the news of Shakey’s neck injury, I was gutted for him. Immediately I thought, I hope he can recover, but then I thought, surely he’s had enough of racing now? But that’s the thing, you want to leave this sport on your own terms. Throwing himself into TV as a pundit has been great to watch, and must be a great distraction from not being able to race a bike around a track. Not many can offer up experienced opinion like Shakey, and it comes so naturally. Whether he has his trademark Shoei in his hand, or a TV mic or whatever else he decides, I’m sure he will be giving it his all to be the best!

Good luck in the future, buddy!

JR




   
Prologue

Petra Byrne, June 2018
Isle of Sheppey, Kent, UK

Whenever Shane is riding and I’m not there, I try to find a quiet spot to watch the live timing app on my phone. With the kids at school and Shane at Snetterton for a one-day test, the house was silent. Just after ten o’clock, the peace was interrupted by my phone. 

Ping! 

A text from Shane.

I’m just changing in the back of the van. 

I love you, speak to you later.

The session was due to start at ten minutes past, so I put some washing in the machine, made myself a coffee and I was just sitting down at the kitchen table when my phone beeped again. Another text. This time from a friend who works in the British Superbike paddock. 

Is he OK?

What is she on about?

Is who okay?

Shakey. I’ve just seen he crashed.

How can he have crashed? The session has literally only just started . . . I refreshed the live timing page and saw the red flag icon in the top corner of the screen. My heart sank through my chest. 

I flicked the app closed with my thumb and rang Shane’s crew chief. Giovanni would know exactly what was going on. It rang and rang and eventually went to his voicemail. I tried Stuart Higgs, the race director . . . no answer. I rang everybody in the team, anybody I knew that might be there at Snetterton, but not one single person picked up. Nobody. 

Normally if Shane has crashed and there’s a red flag somebody would answer straight away. They would know I was watching and would probably be panicking. ‘Don’t worry, he’s OK.’ I’d heard those words so many times. But not this time. Not for forty-five minutes. 

I sat at my kitchen table going absolutely crazy. I don’t know how many times I must have tried Stuart but he ignored every call. I was shivering, feeling sick. It was the longest forty-five minutes of my life. Eventually, I ran to the kitchen sink and threw up. I had a really bad feeling. 

Then, finally, my phone rang. 

‘He’s fine,’ said Stuart dismissively. 

‘Really? So why did it take so long?’

‘Sorry, it was a bit busy here but he’s fine. He’s talking to the medics, he looks OK but he has suspected broken ribs.’ 

I can never forget how cold his words sounded, but still I breathed a big sigh of relief.

‘So . . . I guess they’re going to take him to hospital for the broken ribs then?’

‘Yes, I think they’re going to take him to the medical centre first.’

He sounded vague. The medical centre? This was forty-five minutes after the crash. Forty-five minutes, nobody has answered my calls, and he’s only just going to the circuit medical centre? The last time Shane had a crash and was taken to hospital he called me from the helicopter on the way there. The guy is superglued to his phone. Something wasn’t right. I packed a bag of Shane’s clothes and called the kids’ school to tell them I would be picking them up early.

I must have been in a panic, because all I could think was, ‘I need to take his socks and shoes.’ I remember tucking his socks inside his shoes and making a conscious effort to pack some pants, because that’s the one thing I normally forget. I was talking to myself, trying to think of anything but what might have happened to my husband.

The kids came running out of the school gates and jumped in the car.

‘What’s happened, Mum?’

‘Nothing,’ I replied, trying to sound relaxed. ‘We’re just going to have a road trip.’

‘A road trip to where?’

‘To Snetterton.’

‘Yay! We’re going to see Daddy! But why are we going in our school uniforms?’

‘I don’t know, I thought we’d just go as a surprise.’

I didn’t want to tell them. I didn’t know what to tell them. So I just drove.

I was halfway up the A11 when Giovanni finally called me back. All he would tell me was that he had been with Shane the whole time and they were at Norfolk and Norwich University Hospital.

‘Are you coming quickly?’ he asked. I could sense something urgent in his voice.

‘I’m coming as quickly as I can. If he’s just got broken ribs, I’m sure he can wait, can’t he?’

‘Just try to get here quickly.’ 

I tried to imagine Shane at Giovanni’s side, impatient for me to get there, wanting only to go home. Was that too much to wish for?

An hour later Giovanni met me at the door of the accident and emergency department. He was alone. ‘Where is he?’ I asked, looking over his shoulder.

My eyes met with Giovanni’s and from the look of them, it was like he knew Shane’s career – or worse, Shane’s mobility – could be over. I quickly rushed through things in my head. Surely they wouldn’t have sent Giovanni to give me this news, would they? Where was the doctor? Stuart had been so calm on the phone. Maybe he was just trying to make sure I didn’t panic?

‘He’s having a CT scan,’ Giovanni said. ‘That’s all I know.’ 

‘OK. Sit down, kids, we’ll have to wait for Daddy.’

A little while later some nurses came out to Giovanni and me, but said nothing other than that they just needed more time with Shane, to do some more tests. Then they turned to the children and offered them a picnic. The kids had been as good as gold, but the waiting was torture. Was it a broken leg? A femur maybe? An open fracture? Shane had told me before how bad an injury like that could be. I just didn’t know and nobody seemed to want to tell me.

We had been sitting there for an hour when, finally, a smiling face came over and introduced himself as Dr Andrew Cook. I guess I was expecting somebody older – he was around Shane’s age – but he came across looking really happy and confident. I took this as a positive sign and I felt much calmer as he instructed some nurses to clear another area and took me away from Giovanni and the kids to deliver his prognosis. Dr Cook slotted a memory stick into the computer and loads of images popped up. I had no idea what I was looking at. ‘Right, let’s start with the easy bits,’ he said, turning to face me. ‘As it stands at the minute, Shane has broken a lot of ribs.’ It was just over a week until the next race at Snetterton, and my immediate thought was that there was no way he was going to make it with broken ribs.

Dr Cook continued. ‘He’s also fractured his left collarbone and his sternum.’ I didn’t know what a sternum was in English, so I had to interrupt him to ask. It seemed that with each injury, the severity was getting worse. I hoped he was getting towards the end of his list when he took a deep breath and swung back to his computer. ‘And I’m afraid those are the least of your husband’s problems.’

On the screen there was an image of Shane’s spine and, with a pen in his hand, Dr Cook started tapping the screen from the bottom and working his way up, all the way into his neck. ‘This vertebra is fractured, this one is broken, that one is completely crushed. His broken ribs have punctured his lung and the swelling in his neck is making it very difficult for him to breathe.’ He turned back to face me. ‘In the next twenty-four hours we need to prioritize, so let’s concentrate more on his injuries after we’ve settled him down a bit. The first thing we need to do today is to save your husband’s life.’
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The Maze

You know when you’re a kid and you do one of those mazes in your puzzle book? You have to take a pen and trace the correct line from point A to point B? Well, I believe that’s how life is. Imagine if every human being, on the day of their birth, gets given a piece of paper with one of those puzzles on it. Point A is where you’re born and point B is your ultimate destiny. At first glance the maze seems like pure chaos but, ultimately, there is always a way to the other side. All you have to do is stay on the right path and keep moving forward, even if you do take the odd wrong turn along the way.

I have always been convinced that my ultimate destiny was to be a champion motorcycle racer. I don’t know why, I had no reason to believe it, but I never dreamed of anything else. Maybe it was fate, maybe it was good fortune. Maybe it was all down to genetics, although I will never know that for sure. Because the route to that destiny from point A on my life’s maze was more complicated than most.

I was born in London, on the south bank of the River Thames, in Lambeth Hospital. It was two weeks before Christmas, but I was an unwanted early gift for my biological parents. All I know about them is that they were both Irish; my father was apparently a folk singer in his forties who seemingly had his wicked way with an underage checkout girl from the local supermarket. It must have been a bit of a scandal. 

Actually, I do know one more thing about one of my birth parents: their surname. And I know it because for the first six weeks of my life, my name was Steven Price.

Baby Steven spent his first Christmas being passed around between foster homes until, one day early in the February of 1976, a lady in Sittingbourne, Kent, received a letter she’d been desperately hoping for. It had been two years since Janet Byrne and her husband Peter had suffered a terrible tragedy, when their only son Stuart fell into a cesspit at Janet’s brother’s farm and suffered a heart attack. Stuey was just four years old when he died, and the days and months that had passed since then had been horrendous for them both. They had even tried for another baby, but it just wasn’t happening. 

They were so traumatized, the doctor told them, that they’d probably never be able to have any more children. They applied to adopt, through Dr Barnardo’s and a few other centres in and around London, and even though the police and the other authorities had been to visit them to complete all the necessary background checks and assessments, they hadn’t heard back. The weeks and the months passed until, finally, a letter came through from an adoption centre in Lambeth to tell them they had a six-week-old child who matched their profile. 

Janet and Peter Byrne jumped on the next train to London, and later that very same day they were making the return trip, bringing their new son home to their little two-bedroomed house on the Snipeshill estate, a short walk from Sittingbourne station. The following morning, they dropped me round at my new nan’s house while they went out to shop for new baby clothes, a cot and a pram. ‘He’s a gift from God,’ my nan whispered to my mum when she saw me for the first time.

Mum had to agree. She always said that from the first moment she saw me, she felt like she was looking back at her Stuey as a baby. In fact, I looked so much like him that in years to come, Mum and Dad would look at old photos of me and Stuey at the same age and argue which one was which. Nan was convinced it was God’s way of saying, ‘Don’t worry, everything’s going to be all right.’

My new parents gave me a new start and a new name. They would have to allow an appeal period of six months before they could make it official, but from that first train journey home to Kent from London, I became known as Shane Daniel Byrne. 

Just like my biological father, Dad was from an Irish family – it was one of the reasons they matched us – with thirteen brothers and sisters, all of whom had plenty of kids of their own. Mum says she picked the name Shane because it was pretty much the first one she could think of that hadn’t already been taken by one of my cousins, and Daniel just because she liked it. Six months later, with no appeal lodged by my biological parents, I was formally renamed at the Swale Borough Council offices. 

Mum and Dad told me everything; I knew from the word go that I was adopted. They always said that if I ever wanted to find my biological parents, it was no problem for them, but I never wanted to. I loved Mum and Dad to bits and they did so much for me growing up that I always felt it would be hurtful to them to go and look for somebody else, just because of a genetic bond. To me it was never an issue and, honestly, I never gave it much thought.

More recently there has been the odd occasion when I have wondered if my biological parents might know who I am and who I became. It doesn’t happen often, but once or twice I have looked up into the thousands of people in the crowd on the banking at Brands Hatch before a Superbike race and thought, ‘For all I know, the woman who gave birth to me could be sitting up there.’ She could even be sitting up there and not have a clue who she was looking at.

As anybody would be, my mum had been in a real dark place – almost suicidal – when she lost Stuey. I honestly don’t know whether it was because my introduction to my parents’ lives had helped ease their grief but, despite what the doctors had told them, two years later they did conceive again and they had a little girl, my younger sister Kelly. 

Kelly was definitely the brighter of the two of us, and she studied hard. Like a lot of brothers and sisters, we had different interests and plenty of fallouts along the way. I think I can say for both of us that we loved each other and irritated each other in equal measures. There were times when we pleaded with our mum and dad to leave the two of us together in a room for just one minute so that we could sort out our differences in the old-fashioned way. Needless to say, they never let us do it, but sometimes we both had so much anger and frustration with each other bottled up inside that it seemed like the only option. 

I don’t think that’s any different to any other family but I can look back now and see that there were times when perhaps I felt a little jealous that Kelly biologically belonged to my mum and dad. I might hear them all giggling together in another room and wish it was me in there, purely because I loved them all so much and wanted to be involved. On the flip side, Kelly would argue that I got more attention because I was adopted, and if I’m honest she was probably right – I think I did get spoiled a bit more at Christmas and on birthdays. 

Whenever one of us caused trouble, if neither of us owned up to something then we both got a clump. Mum had a fierce temper, and the smallest thing could spark off a massive eruption. She used to wear these furry, flip-flop type slippers with the hard, plastic soles, and if I ever did something a bit naughty, no matter how trivial it was, she would pin me down and belt me with it – once for each word of the bollocking, with some extra ones thrown in. ‘You won’t, won’t, won’t . . . break, break, break . . . anything, anything, anything . . . in this room, room, room . . . ever . . . again!’ – finishing with a big whack at the end. I swear I’ve still got ‘Made in Taiwan’ imprinted on my legs from some of those hidings! 

There was one day when Kelly had done something and I got clumped for it, so I was not happy at all. I would only have been ten or eleven years old. I turned to my mum and said, ‘Do you know what? If you keep treating me like this, I’m going to go and find my real mum.’ I’m still gutted I ever said it, but I was just so angry that I’d got the slipper for nothing, I came out with the most awful thing I could think of.

Mum was really upset, as you would be, although unusually for her on this occasion, she didn’t really react. Then when my dad came home he pulled me to one side. I knew what it was going to be about and I thought I was really in for it. I have to say there weren’t many times that my dad gave me a hiding; he was always really fair. If I ever stepped out of line, my mum was happy to give me the slipper or a smack, but if that didn’t solve it and Dad had to get involved, I knew it was serious. 

Dad was short and powerful, a former boxer in the army, where they’d given him the nickname ‘Popeye’, which I used to love calling him. When he came home I was bracing myself for the mother of all hidings but it never came. Instead, he stayed completely cool and calm. 

‘I’m not going to tell you off,’ he said. ‘I just need to explain something to you. One day you will understand that words are powerful, and that what you said to your mum, you could have punched her, kicked her, stabbed her or shot her in the chest, but nothing you could ever do to her will hurt her as much as that one comment.’ His words really hit home, so much so that they still come back to me every now and again. And whenever they do, I always think to myself, ‘You horrible little so-and-so, why did you ever even say that?’

The truth is, I love my mum to bits and I was always made to feel special, so the occasional encounter with the sole of her slipper did nothing to change that. I don’t think it’s unfair to say that she was carrying a lot of anger around with her. My dad used to excuse it sometimes, if it was around the anniversary of when Stuey died, or coming up to his birthday. She would go a bit quiet then, but generally, I think she had a short fuse and nine times out of ten she was just on the warpath anyway.

Sittingbourne is a small, ordinary industrial town in Kent, about forty-five miles east of London and twenty-five miles down the road from the famous Brands Hatch circuit where, one day, my dream of becoming a professional motorcycle racer would come true. It might only have been twenty-five miles in distance but, back then, as far as I was concerned, it might as well have been a million. Until I was sixteen years old, the estate was pretty much all I knew.

The first house we lived at was number 61 Prince Charles Avenue, an unremarkable two-bedroomed house on an unremarkable council estate that is split in half by the busy A2 that runs from Rochester to Dover. On one side is Snipeshill, where we lived, and on the other is Murston. Snipeshill was much like any other council estate in the Eighties: lots of kids out playing on the street while their mums hung the washing out and chatted over the garden fence, older boys roaring around in flash cars trying to impress the groups of girls that huddled around in groups on the benches and walls. For me it was a happy place, and it was home.

When Kelly came along we needed an extra room and we swapped houses with my nan and grandad, who lived directly across the road. Number 104 was a three-bedroomed semi, meaning me and Kelly got a bedroom each. Of course, poor Kelly got the box room and, me being the golden boy in the eyes of my parents, I got the biggest bedroom in the house – even bigger than Mum and Dad’s. The best thing about that house, though, was that it was right next door to the Goldsmiths. 

There were three Goldsmith brothers: Steven, who was the eldest, Terry who was a year older than me, and Gary, the youngest. I got on well with the three of them, mainly because they raced BMXs and they always had the trickest bikes for miles around. Their dad Glenn kept them in tiptop shape and it was him who first taught me to ride one. 

Glenn was brilliant, a proper wide boy, a real-life Del Trotter. You couldn’t help but like him, and I’d have done whatever he told me to do. My dad had been trying to teach me to ride for a bit on my own little first pushbike – we’d taken the stabilizers off but I kept crashing and getting the hump, so Glenn offered to have a go with me instead.

At the bottom of Prince Charles Avenue there was a long path that ran alongside the green, all the way down to the A2, so Glenn took me down there one day with the other lads. ‘Right, Shane,’ he said in his broad Kent accent. ‘I’m gonna teach ya how to ride this bike. What I’m gonna do is run along with ya, you just keep pedalling and I’ll be right behind ya!’

I put my head down and started pedalling with all my might, not looking back. Pretty soon the end of the path was approaching, so I panicked and put my feet down. I turned around, expecting to see Glenn, but he was miles away. My first thought was, ‘How did he run back there so quick?’ Then I realized I’d done it all myself, and I pedalled all the way back feeling absolutely made up with life. Learning to ride a bike is a big moment in any kid’s life, but to me it was absolutely everything. 

I’ve been on two wheels ever since.



   
2

BMX Bandit

My dad was a track engineer for British Rail and my mum worked in a factory. This was in the early Eighties, when mortgage rates were at an all-time high and families like ours were struggling to make the payments. But Mum and Dad had promised me I could have a BMX of my own and they were always true to their word. In the October of 1982 they took me down to the local bike shop, Dean’s Bicycles, to choose one, so that they could start the weekly payments and have the thing in time for Christmas. There was no point pretending Santa Claus existed.

There was one particular bike that I wanted from Dean’s: a Raleigh Ultra Burner. It had a black frame but everything else on the thing was gold: the wheels, the handlebars and the Dia-Compe brake set. This thing was ‘full factory’, but there was no way my mum and dad could afford it, so I got the cheaper version – the Night Burner – instead. The Night Burner had dark graphite-grey paint, with magenta-red wheels and brake sets, but Glenn Goldsmith stripped the frame back to the chrome for me and it looked the nuts.

That BMX became my life, and every evening after school, or all day during the holidays, I would be out and about, either playing on the street with the Goldsmith boys and the rest of the kids from the estate, or pedalling off on my own. I used to cruise about making motorbike noises, going: ‘Braap! Braap! Braap! Braap!’ My bike must have had an 18,000-speed gearbox with the amount of gear changes I used to make!

If I was on my own I’d ride around the estate or venture out into the wheat fields and fruit farms that surrounded it. I used to love to find a big haystack, lean my bike up against it and climb to the top and chill out with a bag of sweets until the farmer came out and chased me off. Finding an orchard was the best – I’d be a bit tired and hungry from riding my bike and I’d climb up a tree and pull an apple straight off the branch. Funnily enough, the farmers didn’t like that one either too much, but it definitely got me pedalling harder.

My other favourite spot to ride was an indoor shopping precinct in Sittingbourne town centre called The Forum. It had tiled floors, and right in the middle there was a big feature garden display – maybe ten metres long by four metres wide – with seats all around it. On a Sunday morning when the precinct was closed, I used to get up nice and early, pedal over there and sneak in through the multi-storey car park. 

As sure as eggs is eggs, the Saturday night winos would have left a load of empty bottles lying around, so I’d fill one up with water from the bathrooms and go and make a puddle in each of the four corners of the tiled floor around this garden feature. Then I’d do lap after lap on my bike, pedalling as fast as I could down the straight bits and sliding it around the corners through the wet patches, skidding about for as long as it took for the security guards to clock on and chase me out of there.

Most days, on the estate, there’d be a group of about five to ten of us. We’d get up in the morning and be out on our BMXs until teatime. In the summer we’d be back out again after tea until we were called in for bed, pulling wheelies and finding good places to build a jump out of whatever old junk we found lying around. 

One trick to master was the ‘American bunny hop’, where you lift the front wheel up in the air at the top of a ramp and have to land on the back wheel. Dead opposite the entrance to my house was a little alleyway between some garages, which the big boys would come flying down, hit a little ramp and attempt to bunny hop the whole width of the street and land on the other side. They used to do this until one day one of them hit the kerb and went straight over the bars into the neighbour’s garden. I was desperate to show the older boys that I could do anything they could do, and the day I mastered the bunny hop I felt like I could conquer the world. 

Gary Goldsmith was a couple of years younger than me, but he soon became my best friend. GG, as I call him, is the kind of mate you might not see for four years and then the moment you get back together it’s like you’ve never been apart. That’s me and GG – there is never an awkward moment between us. 

The Night Burner was a great little bike but it used to rattle like hell, until I washed it with a hose and suddenly it stopped rattling. I thought I’d fixed it, but actually I’d just put a load of water in the bearings, and as soon as it dried out it started rattling again. Eventually, when I was around eleven or twelve, Mum and Dad bought me a better bike, a Rickman Racer, from Gary’s elder brother Steven. This thing was built purely for racing, and to me it was the coolest bike in the world. Glenn used to really look after his sons’ bikes, so it was in absolutely perfect condition.

Gary had a GT Pro Performer, a proper freestyler imported from California that we had only seen cool American kids riding in magazines, and Terry had one too. The Performer had a wider frame around the seat clamp, so you could get your foot in and stand up on it. The trick was called a ‘frame stand’ and Terry was the first to master it, although we used to pray for him to hit a stone and fall off! My Rickman had a round tube so it was much harder on that, but I sussed it out in the end and I loved nothing better than to do frame stands, rolling down the road with my arms out, thinking I was the best thing since sliced bread.

My speciality, though, was my wheelies, and I used to practise them all the time until I was the best on the estate. The pavement on Prince Charles Avenue was made from these huge concrete slabs, and I will never forget the first time I wheelied across three whole slabs. That was a landmark moment because I’d set it as a target in my head. I got better and better and eventually I could wheelie all the way from one end of the avenue to the other, which was just about one of the coolest things you could lay claim to on our estate. 

Just past the Murston side of the estate was the Eurolink Industrial Park, which became one of our favourite places to ride. Sometimes there would be flatbed lorry trailers lying around, so we’d ride from one end to the other, flat out on our BMXs, and jump off the end. If we were really lucky we’d find the ramps they used to load stuff on to the back of the trailers and dare each other to ride up them and jump off. 

We would sit together on our bikes, looking at a ramp that was quite big, arguing about who was going to go first. In the end it would always be me who said, ‘Ah fuck it, I’ll have a go!’ The consequences didn’t seem to matter. Whether you landed it or not, fell off and broke your wrist or smashed your face in, you had the kudos because you’d gone for it. 

At one end of Prince Charles Avenue was Rectory Road Park, another favourite hangout for the kids on the estate. That was a great place to ride, especially the day we discovered that somebody had left a big pile of dirt there. I don’t know why it was there, or what it was for, but there was a nice little lip off the top of it and some of the older boys – Gary’s brothers and his mates – were there pussyfooting around on their BMXs, trying to jump it. 

Some of them were half jumping it, some were just rolling over the top. I didn’t need much encouragement before I found myself pedalling down one of the park’s bankings, flat out towards this big pile of dirt. I hit the lip and flew so high through the air that I almost needed to check in with air-traffic control, and came down in a massive heap. I’d cut my arms and legs and smashed my face up, but I dusted myself down and I was absolutely made up with myself. All the other kids were laughing but I turned and shouted, ‘At least I did it, you pussies!’ as I limped off, pushing my buckled Night Burner all the way home, beaming with pride. 

Me and my little group of mates would stray from one end of town to the other without a care in the world, having so much fun that I never even thought about how far away from home I was. All I knew was that if I couldn’t hear my mum shouting me in from the front door, I was likely to be in deep shit. The distance that her voice carried across the estate – which was pretty far, to be fair – was effectively the radius I was allowed to operate in.

She’d have had a heart attack if she’d known where I’d been half the time. Like when me and a couple of mates from my secondary school decided we were going to cycle to Gillingham. It was only seven miles away, but to us it was the other end of the Earth. We’d done plenty of shorter runs before, to the Isle of Sheppey Bridge and back, and I probably covered way more than seven miles on any normal day riding around the estate, but this felt like undertaking the Tour de France. My mum had a big mouth, but even she couldn’t shout all the way to Gillingham.

The only time I wasn’t outside was if the weather was really – like, really – bad. Only torrential rain would keep me indoors, in which case I’d spend the hours in my bedroom, creating little imaginary tracks for my Matchbox cars and making screeching sounds as they drifted around the corners. Every now and then my mum’s unmistakable shriek would come through the floorboards from downstairs. ‘Shat aaaap! Stop making those bleedin’ noises!’

The boot is on the other foot now, and it’s funny because I often find myself saying something similar to my son Zack, although it’s more along the lines of, ‘Come on, Zack, can’t you play with something quieter? Get your iPad out or something!’

Mum was hardcore, but our home was a happy place, especially when we were all together – me and my sister lying on the rug in front of the gas fire, my parents sitting in their chairs, watching the television. A special treat for us was to watch M*A*S*H, an American comedy set in an army field hospital during the Korean War. I absolutely loved that show, especially the opening sequence with the Bell 47 helicopters coming in to land. It was always on quite late, so for me and Kelly to be allowed to stay up with Mum and Dad to watch it was a pretty big deal to us.

Unfortunately, spending time as a family didn’t happen a lot because Dad worked so bloody hard as a track engineer on the railways. Most weekends he worked twelve-hour shifts just to make ends meet, so often on a Saturday or Sunday, when the other kids were off doing things with their parents, I was left to entertain myself. At the time I didn’t understand it, I just wished Dad could be around more. On Monday mornings at school the other kids might be talking about their weekend, ‘Me and Dad did such-and-such,’ or ‘Mum and Dad took us there . . .’ It bothered me a little that my family couldn’t have that life together.

Our best times were on holiday. Even though my mum and dad never had a driving licence between them, we could go anywhere in the country for free on the train – it was one of the few perks of Dad’s job with British Rail. So our big annual summer holiday was to take the train from Sittingbourne to London Victoria and then on to Bognor Regis on the south coast, and the Butlin’s Holiday Park, where we’d meet up with other family members – usually Auntie Pam and Uncle Jeff, who would drive down from Gillingham with my cousin, Tim.

Tim was like the big brother I never had. He was a few years older than me and a lot cooler, so I used to follow him around like a shadow, swimming and playing, hanging out with the other kids in a little group of mates that we always seemed to make at Butlin’s. Usually the highlight of our day came in the evening, when we were given a pound to go and spend in the video game arcades. 

There was this one game called Hard Drivin’, where you drove what looked like a red cardboard box on all these stunt tracks. You had to really drive the thing, do the gear changes and everything, and I absolutely loved that game. I was good at it too. I would always be that annoying kid who takes up all the highest scores on the leader board with my initials SDB. I knew that if I played a football game, or Space Invaders or whatever, my ten-pence credit would be gone in ten seconds. But on driving games like Hard Drivin’ or Outrun, I could make every checkpoint and easily be on the thing for ten minutes at a time.

By far the best thing they had at Butlin’s, though, was a little tarmac oval where they hired out 50cc scramblers called Puch Magnums. Our parents didn’t allow us to ride them, but I used to beg Tim to take me up there just to watch the other kids. I was supposed to be on holiday having a good time, but I spent hours and hours of it just sitting on the banking around the oval, watching these other kids go round and round.

Tim got to know the lads who were in charge of the scramblers and must have worded them up that his annoying little cousin wouldn’t shut up until he’d had a turn on a bike. Technically I wasn’t old enough, but these guys were really cool about it and they let me have a ride, showing me how to twist the throttle to make it go and running alongside me in case I fell. 

Mum and Dad would have gone nuts if they’d known what we were up to, but I was in heaven – every part of my body was tingling with excitement. The only feeling I can compare it to is the cool-down lap of a championship-winning race. You want to look at every single face that’s looking back at you, acknowledge every single clap and soak up the moment as this feeling of pure elation rushes through your veins. The very first time I rode a motorbike had been everything I had expected and more. 

Whatever happened from now on, I decided, I was going to become a motorcycle racer. And nobody was going to tell me otherwise.



   
3

A ‘Secondary’ Education

One of the worst things anybody can ever do is try and tell me what to do. If I ask you for advice, I’ll take it on board and use it to achieve what I need to achieve. But if you come in and start telling me I’m doing this wrong or I need to do it more like that, I won’t listen to a single word. On many occasions in the past, I’ve had team managers try and tell me to take second or third place in a race, because we need the points and can’t afford to risk crashing, but that just makes me go out and try harder to win it.

It’s a trait I can trace back as far as one very specific moment in my life, in 1983. The year stands out in my head because I vividly remember spending most of it outside my headmaster’s office at Canterbury Road Primary School, watching from the corridor window during every break and lunchtime while my mates chased each other around in the playground outside. 

It had only been a few years earlier that I’d been all excited about starting school. My aunties and uncles were always asking me about it and they got me so excited, I couldn’t wait to begin. They got me thinking it was going to be something amazing, but unfortunately – I guess like for a lot of kids – school didn’t turn out to be the big party I’d expected.

Having a routine and being told what to do and when was my worst nightmare, it still is; but once I’d realized there was no choice but to accept it for the next twelve years, I settled in at Canterbury Road and mixed well with the other kids. I wasn’t a bad lad, and as time went on there were teachers who tried to nurture the good in me. But there was one teacher who I could never get on with and, in his eyes, I could do no right. Mr Webb had been one of my infant class teachers and he stayed on my case even as I moved up through the school. Eventually, on this one particular day in 1983, I decided I’d had enough.

The school was built up around a central sports hall, where they had assemblies and school plays and everything else. I was in there conducting one of those science experiments where you attach two paper cups with a long piece of string and make a telephone. The classroom wasn’t big enough for the length of string we had to use, so me and another boy were sent down to do the experiment in the sports hall and report back. Next thing, this Mr Webb comes barging in and, without even asking what I was doing in there, he started shouting at me and carrying on. I knew I wasn’t doing anything wrong, so I stood my ground and told him to get stuffed. 

Mr Webb grabbed me by the arm, dragged me back to my classroom and swung me around in front of my whole class. I’d already been kicking and struggling all the way, shouting that I was going to get my mum, but when he embarrassed me like that in front of my mates it was the last straw. I wriggled free, turned around and booted him straight in the bollocks. 

I left the bastard doubled up on the floor, sprinted for the main school doors and kept on running, all the way to my mum’s work at Barrow’s bakery in Sittingbourne, a place I still go to now with my kids for a cup of tea and a bit of cake. As you can imagine, my actions went down like a concrete kite at school, and my mum and dad were summoned to see the headmaster and straighten the whole thing out. 

I had to apologize to Mr Webb and it grated on me so badly, because I knew there was no justice. From that day onwards, something just clicked in me that I wasn’t going to take it any more and I would have to look after myself. Dealing with other people’s bullshit would become a big part of my life when I became a professional motorcycle racer, but I always felt equipped to handle it. Kicking Mr Webb in the bollocks was the moment that put me on that road. 

It sounds like a cliché now but whenever the teacher or careers officer used to ask what I wanted to be, all I ever said was ‘motorbike racer’. I’m sure there were kids who put ‘astronaut’ or ‘fireman’ or ‘footballer’ and didn’t really mean it, but I was deadly serious, and Mum still has the end-of-year report cards to prove it. Neither of my parents held a driving licence, yet here was their son, Billy Big Spuds, who had sat on a motorcycle for five minutes at a Butlin’s Holiday Park in Bognor Regis, telling anybody who’d listen that he was going to race them one day for a living. There was simply no doubt in my mind that that’s what I was going to do.

When I say my dad never had a driving licence, that’s actually not strictly true, because when he was in the army he must have had some kind of forces permit. For a period before he met my mum he was stationed in Germany, and while he was out there he was driving a lorry during a storm when he came past a woman riding a bicycle while holding an umbrella. The wind picked up and blew her straight into his path, and even though Dad managed to swerve and avoid her, the whole thing popped his head. From that day on he never drove a car again, and he certainly never went near a motorcycle. 

My dad never had a problem with me riding bikes, though, and he certainly never discouraged me from racing them. Even so, I knew that if I was going to fulfil my dreams then I wasn’t going to get much help from my parents – it was going to be all down to me. I knew what had to happen, I just didn’t know how to make it happen. Safe to say, I didn’t think school held the answers to my problem. 

By the time I got to secondary school, I wasn’t overly bothered about my education at all. I wasn’t particularly academic and it wasn’t like there were any girls to chase either, because St John’s High was an all-boys school. I would far rather be out in the real world, and from being fourteen or fifteen years old I would bunk off most Fridays and head down to the local car auction at Paddock Wood instead.

The car auction was heaven for me. I would spend ages walking around, poring over the motors before they went through to the auction hall, which would be buzzing with excited chat from all these dodgy-looking geezers. The auctioneer would introduce each car: ‘Aaaaaand, here we ’ave a Sierra Sapphire. It’s a 1.8 GLX, one laydee owner – where we gonna start? A fahsand pahnd?’ And all these hands would go up, giving the auctioneer a nod here and a wink there. And then he’d start: ‘Fiftypoundfiftypoundwho’s gonnagivemefiftypound?’ I just loved the atmosphere and the whole spectacle of it. 

Usually I would have a good idea of roughly what each car was worth, and I loved setting myself the little challenge of guessing how much it was going to go for and to who. Then I’d sit in the cafe with a cup of tea and listen to all these supposedly ‘reputable car dealers’ talking about what they’d bought, working out how much money they’d spent and what they might be able to make on their day’s work. I’d figure that they might have spent twenty-five grand on four or five cars in one afternoon, but I knew they could give them a clean and polish and put them through their showroom the following week for thirty-five grand. I loved the fact that these people were trying to make a few quid and crack on a bit with life, using nothing but their own enterprise.

Of course, I didn’t have any money of my own to spend at the auction, but I would love to spend time picking out the bargains, working out what I reckoned I could get each one for if I had the money and how much I might be able to make on them. Going down the auction was like a lesson in maths, economics, business studies and life all in one, but sadly my school didn’t see it that way. 

Eventually one of the teachers pulled me to one side and said, ‘Shane, I need to talk to you about your attendance.’

‘What’s up?’

‘Well, you never seem to be here on a Friday.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘So what do you want me to do? Change it to Thursday?’

I had been on the borderline of being sent to grammar school, so I know I could have done much better than I did in secondary school. But the truth was that the longer it went on, the less interest I had in it. In my head I was going to be a motorcycle racer and that was the only thing that mattered. The closer I got to being sixteen years old, the closer I was to being able to race, and everything else was irrelevant. I couldn’t see the point in knowing what [image: image] meant when all I needed to get on in life was a motorbike and a racing licence. 

While I was sure that school wasn’t for me, I would soon start to discover that I wasn’t much cut out for a working life either – especially when I went and did my work experience with my cousin Tim, who by now had his own painting and decorating business. I went with him to work on a big job in London, which – other than maybe on the odd school trip as a kid – was probably the first time I’d been back
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