

[image: ]



[image: Illustration]

Dedicated to my dad, Roy, my mom, Linda and my sister, Susanne, for their unconditional love, support and constant sacrifice that not only helped me achieve my dream of being a professional motorcycle racer but saw me through my dark times and helped make me the husband, father and man I’m proud to be today.
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PROLOGUE

King’s College Hospital, London, November 2017

Surrender.

That’s the only way I can describe it. I have lived my whole life doing whatever I wanted. Now I am a private person with no privacy. A control freak with no control. What else can I do, but surrender?

Deciding when I take a shit is just about the only thing I have a say in right now. Even then, the nurse has to bring me a bedpan and wipe my ass down when I’m finished. Any pride I had left would have long since gone out of the window, if only there was one in this fucking place. I haven’t seen daylight since the crash.

***

It happened in the same way everything bad always seems to happen to me. I was over the limit.

The final qualifying session for the last round of the 2017 British Superbike season had just got underway and I was confident of making a challenge for pole position. My previous lap had been my best ever at Brands Hatch – a 1’25.004 – but it could have been better.

There were two places on the track where I had lost a couple of tenths and I was desperate to see 1’24 on my dash. With the two title contenders heading out on to the track just in front of me for the final shootout, I knew I could catch a slipstream and set one hell of a time. I dropped back a few bike lengths and as we blasted across the finish line at 160mph, I steeled myself for another lap on the limit.

The attempt lasted all of one corner – not even that. A fraction too eager, a couple of miles an hour too hot into the first part of the turn, and already I was faced with a shit-or-bust decision. Do I pick the bike up, run it wide and ruin the lap? Or do I hang on and try to make the apex? ‘Fuck it,’ I thought, and leaned my Ducati further towards the ground, my fingers lightly holding the front brake lever as my knee and elbow skimmed the asphalt at almost 100mph.

In the split second that I let go of that front brake lever, the narrow strip of rubber that was keeping me on this planet let go of the road. Man, I was going so fast at that point I didn’t even hit the ground. I just floated.

The bike went in first and lifted the air fencing out of the way, exposing the barriers behind as I followed in. During practice for the Dutch TT at Assen in 2008 I came off my Kawasaki at 168mph, slid across the gravel trap and hit an advertising board. On that occasion I went in feet first but I was at a slight angle, so when my body smacked into the board I bounced back out into the gravel. Somehow, I got up from that one with nothing more than a broken ankle, damaged cartilage in my knee and a busted shoulder.

This time, I was going in dead straight and the full weight of my body was about to transfer through my feet, ankles and knees.

Boom!

There was a flash of light as my brain tried to catch up with the impact . . . and then the pain.

Pain is a familiar sensation for me. Over my career I have broken my collarbone three times, my right wrist three times and my left wrist twice. I have hyperextended an elbow and broken eight ribs. I have fractured seven vertebrae in my back and broken my fingers so many times and so badly that I’ve had to have one of them amputated (I like to gross the kids out and tell them they bit it off when they were babies).

I have broken my fibula and tibia five times and my left femur twice, but my worst ever injury before now was when I dislocated and shattered my left hip. That one put me in a really bad place at the time, although the joints that give me the most trouble nowadays are my ankles. The right one has been broken six times and the left one five. Man, I haven’t been able to walk in a straight line for years.

Those kinds of injuries take their toll on your body but the constant surgery required to fix them is worse. Metal in during the season, metal out at the end. At the age of thirty-five I have undergone more orthopaedic procedures than I’ve had years on this planet. But lying there in the gravel at Brands Hatch, gasping desperately for a lungful of that cool autumn air, I was just grateful to be conscious. I groaned and wiggled my toes. Not dead and not crippled; a pretty decent start.

By the time I got to the medical centre I was pleading with them to let me go back to my motorhome. I couldn’t move, I was in desperate pain, but that was the addict in me. I had shattered both my kneecaps and broken my back in four places, but literally all I could think about was finding any possible way to get hold of a cigarette. ‘No way,’ the doctor said. ‘You have serious injuries and you have to go to the hospital right now.’

Nicotine is my last vice. I have smoked a packet of cigarettes every day of my life since I was 15 years old. Mom was devastated when she saw me the first time. It was early in the morning, before a long road trip to a race, and she caught me sneaking in a quick puff on the driveway before I got in the car.

‘If you’re smoking this early in the morning then you’re already addicted,’ she said, shaking her head. Then she started to cry. I could understand why she was so upset, considering what she had been through with my dad. That should have been enough to make me quit right there and then, but it wasn’t.

For years, a cigarette or a joint has been the only thing that could take the edge off the adrenaline from racing. Throughout my career, whenever I have checked into a hotel, the first thing I have always done is to go to the bathroom and check out the strength of the fan. If it wasn’t strong enough to get rid of the smoke, I would have to make alternative arrangements. Whenever I wound up in hospital, I would go find a bathroom just as soon as I could get to my feet.

I’ve never thought about it before now but I guess I’ve been lucky that for all my injuries as a motorcycle racer, I have never actually been in hospital for more than an overnight stay. Every surgery I have had has been back home in California, where I can easily get hold of chewing tobacco. In the UK, where I live now, I have had to do everything I can to literally not lose my fucking mind.

They operated on my right knee within a couple of days of being in here, but the wait for the left one seems never ending. They’re still not sure if I might need back surgery too. There are a couple of fully dislocated parts in my vertebrae and they are worried about them not binding together, so I have to wear a back brace, which is making the whole thing even more unbearable.

Every evening the nurse tells me the same thing. ‘You’re booked in for tomorrow morning, John.’ That means nothing to eat past six o’clock and nothing to drink tomorrow until two in the afternoon, when they will no doubt tell me again that theatre has been all booked up with emergencies.

I have asked them if I could just go home and wait for my surgery there, pleaded with them that if I have to stay in this place just one more day without a cigarette they’ll have to transfer me to a mental hospital instead.

‘Get me some fucking chewing tobacco because I am fucking losing it,’ I told Ashleigh after a few days. She ordered some but it was from a shitty website – there was some confusion with the shipping, and it still hasn’t come through. Ash has been telling me for years to quit and I have always kept promising her I would. I wanted to, I really did, but deep down I never felt it could happen.

For the first week here I was in intensive care and the anxiety was extreme, but it hasn’t eased up much since they moved me into a shared room. For a start the ward is below ground and my bed is in a corner against the wall, with a curtain surrounding me and no way of telling if it is day or night, other than whether or not the lights are switched on.

I have never been much of a sleeper, but one thing that has always helped me was being active during the day, being outdoors and getting sunlight in my system. Without that, I can manage a couple of hours here or there, but that’s it. At night there is a lady on the other side of the ward who constantly wakes up with this blood-curdling scream. ‘What the fuck is wrong with her?’ I asked the nurse, but she wouldn’t say.

Most days I just lie here on my back, listening to the scraping of chairs, the beeping of machines, the latest gossip from the cleaners as they mop and dust around my bed, or watch movies on the portable DVD player that Ash brought in. She brought the girls with her a couple of times too but it was tough for them. Visiting hours combined with school means driving in rush hour from Portsmouth, all the way around the M25 and then through the traffic in central London. Fuck that.

I hated having my kids seeing me in that state anyway. They are still really young – so young they have never really seen me injured before – so all they have ever known is me playing with them. Normally we run, play hide-and-seek, play dollies. We do that constantly and I love it as much as they do. Of course, the first thing they wanted to do when they saw me was to jump up on the bed and play, but I couldn’t even move to hug them, and that broke my heart.

Back in the US my regular surgeon would have fixed me up right away and I’d be home in a matter of a day or two. The ironic thing is that over the years I have spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on an insurance policy designed for this exact type of emergency. All I have to do is pay the $25,000 excess and I could be on a private jet direct to San Francisco tomorrow, but I just don’t have that kind of money lying around any more.

It’s almost funny when you think about it. When I took that policy out I was earning five million bucks a year, with a bonus package that started at 35 grand just for finishing a race in sixth place. Man, I once blew a hundred grand on a weekend getaway with Ash at the Burj Al Arab in Dubai. Yet here I am, laid up in hospital in London thinking about what I might be able to sell to help get me out of the place.

But sometimes that’s the thing in a situation like this. There is no way out.

If there is one lesson I learned from the programme, it’s that at some point you have to hold your hands up and just accept things for what they are.

So I close my eyes, concentrate on my breathing and just . . . surrender.


1. TO HELL AND BACK

‘You wanna tell me why my dog has sniffed you out?’

‘I don’t know, man. I have no idea.’

‘Oh yeah? You been partying in Tijuana?’

‘Not really. I mean, I was with a couple of buddies yesterday who were smoking weed?’

Trying to lie my way back across the border was not a great plan, but at this stage, with 60 oxycodone pills stuffed down my underpants, it was the only one I had. It wouldn’t make much of a difference anyway. I knew that it was only a matter of a few minutes before I would be taken into a private room and strip searched. Once they did that, I was fucked.

Just a few moments ago I’d been standing with hundreds of other people in one of the long queues in the San Ysidro Port of Entry building, preparing my regular charade. Dressed in my best clothes, to look as business-like as possible – a splash of cologne and a long-sleeved shirt to cover my tattoos, even in the suffocating heat – I would tell them I was a professional motorcycle racer and had been in Mexico for a day of meetings with a potential sponsor. ‘My name is John Hopkins,’ I’d say. ‘Look me up.’

I’d done it three times before now and each time it had worked a charm. The hardest part had been lying to Ashleigh. I would leave early in the morning and tell her I was going training for the day, then drive straight across San Diego and leave my truck in the Border Station parking lot. I would have to turn off my phone before walking over the footbridge into Tijuana, just in case she called. If it went to a Mexican ring tone, the game was up. She would have figured it all out and left me for sure.

My marriage wasn’t the only thing I was putting on the line. It was my entire career, everything I had worked up to my whole life, every professional and personal relationship I had. Not to mention the amount of money I was wasting: thousands of dollars on every trip. Deep down I knew that sooner or later I would most likely end up either robbed, in jail or dead. But I wasn’t thinking about any of that. I was addicted to drugs and a 24/7 alcoholic. The only thing on my mind was to ward off the withdrawal symptoms that were squeezing the will to live out of me anyway.

The downward spiral had started to spin a couple of years earlier, when Suzuki brought out their brand new 800cc prototype for me to ride in the 2007 MotoGP World Championship. We came out flying – I finished quickest in just about every preseason test, from Spain to Malaysia – and for the first time in my career I was going into a season with a genuine shot of being crowned World Champion, just like my long-time rival Nicky Hayden, a fellow American, had done the year before. That pissed me off at the time, I’ve got to admit it. But after four years of hard grind, developing an uncompetitive bike into a potential race winner, finally I had my chance.

Then, less than a month before the season started, I had the most stupid crash. Heading into a series of fast right-handers at the Losail Circuit in Qatar I came up behind another rider, who didn’t see me coming and chopped right across the front of me at 120mph. I grabbed the brakes but made contact with his rear tyre and went over the high side of the bike as it flipped, landing hard on the dusty desert asphalt and smashing my wrist when I landed. When I got back to London the following day, the surgeon told me I had severed the tendons and broken the scaphoid bone. There were two options: I could have an operation and take three to four months out, or I could take painkillers and race.

Learning to ride with a broken wrist wasn’t easy. The pain held me back in the beginning but I figured it out and gradually other muscles in my arm started to take over from the ones that weren’t working. The first races weren’t great but they weren’t bad either: fourth place in Qatar, third in Shanghai. There were more podiums that year and we ended up fourth in the championship. My results were better than they had ever been, but the pain in my wrist was only getting worse.

Those performances were enough for Kawasaki to make me the highest paid rider on the grid: a two-year contract worth ten million dollars plus bonuses to turn their heap of shit motorcycle into a race winner. It was a massive challenge and I was absolutely committed to it. So much so that I smashed myself to pieces in the process. The wrist continued to degrade – bone rubbing on bone, the scaphoid not even close to healing – and more injuries piled up. But I had never given up before, and there was no way I was starting now.

The only way to keep going – to keep racing, keep training – was with painkillers. Vicodin, oxycodone . . . those pills are no joke, man, it doesn’t take much. The majority of my career, every surgery I had, I never wanted to take them for longer than I had to because I knew how dangerous they were. But the stronger the medication, the more I was able to abuse my body and get away with it. Or at least that’s what I thought.

Whenever I went to see my doctor in San Francisco for a surgery or a check-up and he asked me how the pain was, I always told him the truth. ‘Fucking terrible, man.’ One day he gave me a shot of Demerol – a narcotic analgesic – in my butt and I felt a sense of calm and well-being that I had never known before. That injection triggered something in me. Now that I knew there was a way to feel free of physical pain and mental anxiety, I just wanted it all the time.

I started getting through my prescriptions quicker and quicker, but I never wanted to make the doctors suspicious, never wanted to ask for more than they were willing to give. Eventually, that meant I would have to try and get them from somewhere else. A buddy of mine told me his brother could get his hands on prescription drugs from an old lady he knew, who was receiving cancer treatment. When he couldn’t get more, I was forced to come up with an even more drastic plan.

Tijuana was a place I knew all about. Like a lot of Californian kids when they turn 18, me and my buddies used to take regular trips down there and party for the weekend, pick up a couple of muscle relaxers or anti-anxiety meds to mix in with the alcohol for a little extra buzz. The first time I went there, I fell for one of the oldest tricks in the book: the barman spikes your drink, a girl takes you away for a private dance and there’s a dude in there waiting to rob you. The next thing I remembered was being pulled off the train by police officers back in San Diego and thrown in the drunk tank to sober up.

Like most other Mexican border towns, on the face of it there’s a party atmosphere in Tijuana but the place is run by the cartels. Go a couple of blocks from the main strip and as the music from the Mariachis fades you can hear gunshots in the distance and smell the danger on the street. There is crime on every corner, but I wasn’t just some yuppy kid who was there to blow his college fund. I got brought up in East LA. I knew what to look out for, the kind of places and people to avoid.

And I knew that Tijuana had exactly what I needed, even though it took me a little while to find it on my first trip back there, early in the November of 2008. Every pharmacy I went into said they didn’t sell what I wanted. Eventually, I just went up to the most cholo-looking dude on the street: the big Pablo Escobar moustache, the wife beater vest, beige khaki pants and tattoos of skulls and crucifixes all the way from his fingertips to his face. This dude was straight out of an LA gangster movie, but there was something about him that I trusted. Or maybe I was just so desperate that I didn’t care.

‘Hey, man, you know a farmacia?’ I asked him.

‘Sí, bro,’ he replied, looking me up and down. ‘Come with me, I got a friend.’

Tijuana is a European-style town – all squares and sidewalks dominated by neat rows of restaurant patios. It would usually be mid-morning by the time I got there, so the waiters would be out setting the umbrellas and the tables, ready for the midday heat and the lunchtime rush. On that first trip the temperatures were cool. It would get much warmer in the spring.

The farmacia my cholo guide led me to was squashed between two taco joints in one of the smaller squares off the main plaza. It looked like any other legit pharmacy – a refrigerator with cold drinks in as we entered, rows of glass shelves filled with vitamins, creams and medicines. Behind the counter an older gentleman with short dark hair, all neat in his crisp white overcoat, took one look at us and beckoned me into a storage room in the back. ‘Okay,’ he said, in the flickering, dim light of a single bulb. ‘What do you want?’

‘Oxycodone,’ I replied.

‘Fifteen dollars a pill. How many?’

‘Sixty?’ It was my usual prescription – enough to get me through a couple of weeks – and the number I would stick to for those first few trips.

‘Okay, just wait here a few minutes.’

They don’t keep big quantities of that stuff on site in case they get raided, so after a phone call and a few minutes’ wait, the old man disappeared to the front of the shop and then came back to make the exchange. I asked for a glass of water so that I could pop a pill right there, plus a couple extra, just to give me the calm and strength I would need to get back across the border. When you come into Mexico there are no checks at all, you just walk through a turnstile, but it’s a different story getting back. Sometimes the queue at San Ysidro would take an hour and I couldn’t afford for these things to wear off before I was through the other side.

The day the border cops came towards me with their sniffer dog was my fourth such trip across. At first, I wasn’t worried at all – it wasn’t like I had a bag of weed, or something with an odour, for the dog to smell. These were pharmaceutical pills, all wrapped and sealed. So I was just staring at the line in front of me, trying to stay relaxed and not to give off any anxious vibes, expecting them to walk straight past. I didn’t even notice the dog stop by me, but I sure as hell fucking noticed when four officers came and surrounded me.

‘You’d better come with us, sir,’ one of them said, beckoning me to a side room. They asked about my business in Tijuana, checked my pockets, patted me down and handed my passport to another officer behind a desk. I knew what was coming next. This was it, man, my number was finally up.

The officer sat behind the desk flicked open my passport on the photo page and paused. ‘John Hopkins?’ he said, looking up. ‘The MotoGP rider?’

‘Yeah man, that’s me.’

‘Wow!’ he grinned. ‘It’s so cool to meet you, man! I’ve been following your career. How’s it going? You had a tough year.’

‘Yeah, trust me, dude, it’s been horrible,’ I replied, the weight of the world lifting slightly off my shoulders. He asked about Kawasaki, what their plan was for 2009. I told him I wasn’t sure, that I was looking at my options and had been taking care of some business in Mexico, trying to tie up some sponsorship.

‘Well, sorry to trouble you, John. The dog just gave off a reaction and we can’t be too careful.’ He nodded to the other officers and they stepped aside. ‘Good luck,’ he smiled, handing me my passport and shaking my hand.

Good luck? This was more than good luck. This was my guardian angel stepping in to save me, just as he had done so many times before, putting his hand on my shoulder and guiding me back out into the sanctuary of the warm Californian sunshine. I took a deep breath and made a promise to myself. ‘Okay, man, that’s it. No more walking across the fucking border.’

From now on, I would have to take my truck.


2. CITY OF ANGELS

I believe I became an addict on 22 May 1983. Pretty much everything I have ever done since the day I was born, I have taken it to the limit. The alcohol, the drugs and the adrenaline would come much later but my first vice was definitely the motorcycle. Man, I was obsessed from the first time I laid eyes on one and, as far as I am concerned, every addiction that followed was all thanks to the same compulsive gene that I inherited from my dad.

Roy Hopkins was kind of a hippy. He smoked weed, rode motorbikes and he loved the outdoors, which is why he decided California was for him from the moment he touched down at LAX with my mom Linda and my three elder sisters – Marie, Sharon and Susanne – in the summer of 1978. It was supposed to have been a family holiday, to visit my mom’s mom, but they knew right there and then that they didn’t want to go back to London. Five years later, in Whittier Hospital, Los Angeles, here I was – an American-born son – the golden ticket for the Hopkins family to stay in the sunshine state for the rest of their lives.

LA Grandma, as we came to call her, had never really wanted to leave her family behind in England, but my grandfather was abusive and she felt she had no choice but to escape. This was in the late fifties, when people didn’t really do this kind of thing, but she went travelling around the world and wound up in Southern California, where she met an American G.I. and ended up staying for good. My sister Suze thinks she always felt bad about that, so when Mom and Dad finally followed her out there, she couldn’t do enough to help, and made the petition for their green cards.

Dad found some casual work through a family friend on a construction site in Escondido, in San Diego’s North County, but he needed a full-time job with health insurance for the whole family and after a year or so he trained up as a heavy equipment transporter in Whittier, one of the so-called ‘Gateway Cities’ in Southeast LA.

Every day, Dad was up at the crack of dawn and every once-in-awhile, if we were up in time, he would make us hot porridge for breakfast – tons of sugar on top with a cold milk float around the edges. ‘You have to eat it from the outside of the bowl in,’ he would tell us in his funny Cockney accent. On British pancake day he made the best lemon and sugar pancakes.

Dad didn’t have an ounce of fat on him; he pretty much lived on tea and cigarettes, and his signature look was a T-shirt and jeans that hung off him so that the top of his butt crack was always peeking out. He had this thick head of dark hair, always combed so smooth and so slick, with a deep side parting, and his trademark push-broom moustache. I can picture him now: one hand clamped on the steering wheel of his van – or a big rig, on the odd occasions he took me with him to work – and the other rolling a joint on his lap.

As a young man Dad had been massively into motorcycle racing and had even competed at the Isle of Man TT when he was just 15 years old. He must have been pretty good too because he won some kind of junior race, only to get disqualified when they found out he’d lied about his age. It means there are no records of him even riding there, which is a shame for me. By then he was already together with my mom, and she wasn’t a huge fan of the racing. She thought it was dangerous and once they started a family she kind of pulled him away from it all. Dad’s racing days were over, but he passed on his fascination with motorcycles to my sisters and me.

My other obsession as a toddler was the movie Rocky, which I must have watched a hundred times in the living room while my parents kept an eye on me from the kitchen, where they would sit and enjoy smoking sessions with their hippy friends. LA Grandma bought me this ‘Stars and Stripes’ jacket, just like the one Sylvester Stallone wore in the film, and that’s all I used to wear – no nappy, or anything – walking next to my bicycle around the small yard at the back of the property, making motorcycle noises as I went. By the time I had enough guts to actually get on and pedal my bike, I had already worn a track among the weeds and the small amount of grass that grew on the hard, brown earth in the yard.

A hippy and a biker – you can imagine why the California lifestyle appealed so much to my dad. All you have to do is drive for a couple of hours in any direction from LA and you are in cowboy country. The majority of it is State Reserve, which means you can ride dirt bikes freely, camp pretty much wherever you want and live your best life. That’s just what my whole family did every weekend during those long summers when I was a kid.

Our favourite site was near a small city called Hesperia, around an hour’s drive into the high desert north of LA. The campsite itself sat in a flat valley bottom, surrounded by sandy, rocky hills – the kind of scene you might see in the old Western movies. There would always be a few other regulars up there and we all kind of had our own little spot. Ours was tucked away under a small cluster of cherry trees that provided a rare bit of shade, next to a dry riverbed at the base of a hillside overlooking the valley, from where our parents could keep an eye on us. If there was anybody parked under those trees when we pulled up, Dad would soon talk them into finding somewhere else.

The Hopkins family camp comprised an old five-man tent, a trestle table, a trusty little Coleman stove and a kettle, and while Mom and Dad set about putting it all up, me and my sisters would go off and collect wood for the fire. Once everything was done, the grown-ups would head off with a couple of friends from the campsite on their adults-only ‘nature walks’, unaware that we were sneaking around behind them, watching them smoke hot ones before dinner.

The very first time I ever rode a motorcycle was up at Hesperia. I was still only two years old, but I swear I can I remember it like it was yesterday. Squashed between my dad and the metal tank of his 70cc Honda, my feet barely touching the footpegs – let alone the floor – Dad kept the bike upright and balanced, while I learned how to steer, control the throttle and pull on the brakes.

We spent hours like that, riding round and around in circles until, eventually, I was focusing so hard on making the turns that I didn’t realize Dad had jumped off the back. When I doubled back to see him standing there with his arms in the air and a huge grin poking out from under his pushbroom moustache, I panicked, grabbed the brake and toppled over. Dad ran straight across and hauled me up under my arms. ‘Come on, dude’ – he always called me ‘dude’, which sounded funny in his accent – ‘let’s give it another go!’

The rest of that trip, I pretty much rode solo. Dad would get me going and when I was done riding I’d pull into the campsite and he would catch me before I fell. Then, as soon as we got home to Whittier, he set about building me my own little bike, just as he had done for my sisters before me. For any other kid in our neighbourhood, a motorcycle would have been an extreme luxury, but for my dad it was a basic necessity and he always built his own out of parts he picked up at a local scrapyard.

This was the eighties, but every bike we ever had was a throwback to the sixties or seventies, with the old-school metal tanks. At the time, Honda used to make these little 50cc mini-trail bikes for kids and Dad slapped something together for me that looked kind of similar, with big, fat tyres on. I felt like the king of the world – riding it up and down the street and revving it as loudly as I could – and never wanted to get off. Those old bikes might not strictly have been a Honda, a Suzuki, a Yamaha or a Kawasaki, but they had two wheels and an engine and they got our whole family out riding together every weekend.

All across the Californian desert there are fire roads – wide dirt tracks that roll through the hills, so that whenever there is a bush fire the firefighters are able to get to it in their trucks. There are thousands and thousands of miles of fire roads all over the state and from Hesperia we would head out and explore them for hours; me and my sisters in formation behind my dad, the proud leader of the Hopkins pack, all happy with himself.

Most times we’d head out to this huge bowl pit called Honda Hills, where a bunch of other families congregated from other campsites, riding the jumps or attempting the steep hill climbs. It was a long and tough ride out there, through sections of sandy whoops and a riverbed, which was a big challenge for me and my little 50, but once we got there it was so worth it. In reality the bowl was probably a lot smaller than I remember, but in my mind’s eye it was huge. Watching my dad and his buddies jumping the ridge out of the bowl, getting their bikes all crossed up underneath them, was just about the coolest thing I could imagine.

In the evening when we came back from riding all day Mom would have cooked us up a hot dinner of noodles, beans or soup on the stove. The nights out there were just beautiful, you could see the sky so clearly. Back home in LA, with its smog and light pollution, I would never get to see the stars shine as brightly as they did in the desert. Mom loved the whole adventure – the campfires and the togetherness, reading her books and lying in the afternoon sun while we were off on our long rides with Dad – but she wouldn’t go near a motorcycle if she could help it.

The final family ritual of each trip was a stop-off on our way home at this little diner by the side of the road on the outskirts of Hesperia. Being the big truck driver, my dad was all into the American diner food, and I loved it too. He and my mom would try to get me to order from the kids’ menu, but I always insisted on getting a huge bacon cheeseburger from the adult menu. Every time, I would manage half of it and leave the rest and they’d get upset, but the following week I would insist on having the same thing again.

Dad seemed to pick up more and more long-haul work and it made things a little tough at home for a while. He’d often be away from Monday through Friday, but he always tried his best to make up for it on a weekend, and he was definitely determined to make the most of his chance to live in California. In the summer that meant riding our motorcycles and camping in the desert and occasionally, in the winter, when he could afford to, he took us skiing.

One year we took a big family trip to Mammoth Mountain, a high-altitude resort on the east side of the Sierra Nevada. We’d be on the mountain all day and in the evening, once we were back at the cabin, Dad would stack a big pile of logs in the fire pit and light up a joint. One evening he fell asleep right in front of the fire and woke up with a fright when his old-school fluorescent ski jacket started melting and sticking to his skin.

Pyromania is another trait my dad passed on to me, along with his habit for sustaining bizarre injuries. I would have been six or seven years old when he had a serious accident at work, where a tractor was being loaded onto a flatbed and rolled back onto him, crushing his leg to pieces. It was so badly damaged that at one point they were even talking about amputation.

While Dad was laid up on the couch recovering, me and a friend found his little metal gun lighter. It was empty so I went under the kitchen sink, found some lighter fluid and tried to fill it up. The fluid must have been trickling down my left arm because as soon as I flicked the sparkwheel my entire arm set ablaze. I ran screaming into the living room, where Dad hopped off the couch on his good leg and tackled me to the ground with a pillow.

When we got up there were sheets of skin hanging off my scorched arm. I ended up in hospital for a few weeks while they nursed my burns, scrubbing my arm every day with a wire brush to avoid infection and generate new skin growth. Even to this day, man, that was the most excruciating pain I’ve ever been through.

Those magical weekends doing fun stuff with my family were always special to me, but the excitement ramped up to a whole new level when Dad took us to Ascot Speedway, an old showground on the outskirts of Compton in South Central LA, to watch our family friends from the desert Dale and Mikey compete in their first ever club race. Dale and Mikey were good riders who had never been big into racing as far as I know, but I guess they had talked each other into it and decided to have a go.

Pulling off the end of the 91 freeway and into the car park on that first night was the kind of attack on the senses that you don’t forget: the zing of two-stroke engines being warmed up, blue smoke pouring from their exhausts and filling the air with a thick, sweet-smelling fog. Even now, any time I smell two-stroke exhaust fumes, it takes me right back to the thrill of that moment. We showed up just as the sun went down and the track floodlights came on, illuminating the fog even more. Under those lights, to a four-year-old kid, the tiny grandstands looked huge and in my mind’s eye we might as well have been watching Supercross at Anaheim Stadium.

Dale and Mikey had entered on their enduro bikes, while everybody else was on full motocross bikes, so while the whole thing was clearly just a fun night out for them, for me it would turn out to be the first big turning point in my life. My attention had been caught by a small motocross track in the centre of the speedway ring, where a bunch of young kids were racing around on little fifties. I dragged my dad over there to take a better look.

When we got closer I could hardly believe what I was seeing. Some of these kids must have been no more than four years old – the same age as me – and I knew just from watching that I could ride better than them. Instantly, the competitive edge that I had already shown in our family games, running races – anything I could make a competition out of – came out. I had never seen racing before, other than a little bit on television, but the sensation I got from seeing these kids, the overwhelming impulse I had to race with them and beat them, just tapped in to my most basic instinct.

I watched the winner cross the line, saw the other parents congratulating him and that was it: I wanted to be the kid everybody was cheering for. I looked up at my dad and said, ‘Why can’t I do that? Why can’t I race?’

‘All right, dude,’ he said with a smile. ‘If you want to race, let’s do it.’

It turned out they held junior race meetings every Thursday night at Ascot, so the following week we were back, rolling my homemade Honda mini-trail out of the back of the van, as one of the showground security guards watched on. ‘You’re not actually going to race that are you?’ he said to my dad, looking pretty incredulous.

‘Yeah!’ grinned my dad from under his moustache, all happy with himself.

The guy just laughed. ‘Your kid ain’t gonna do nothing on that!’

In fairness, you can imagine why the dude was sceptical. There I was, a skinny little four-year-old in blue jeans with knee pads on the outside, some old-school body armour that was way too big for me and a road race helmet. It was the most thrown-together thing we could have done, and I could see other people laughing and pointing as I rolled up to the start line. But when the gate dropped I was in my element, dicing around and eventually finishing eighth in a field of around 25 kids. Even my dad was pretty surprised. ‘Woah, I think we might have a bit of talent here!’ he laughed, as I pulled off my helmet. 

I was pumped too. Racing a motorcycle had been every bit as exciting as I expected but, even so, the overriding feeling was bittersweet. I felt happy that I had done so well, but at the same time I was upset because I wanted more. I didn’t just want to beat some of those kids, I wanted to beat all of them. I wanted to show that security guard. I wanted to win.
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