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Eleven years gone and still the Australian GP is Phillip Island. And Phillip Island is Wayne Gardner and those extraordinary first two races. How many times did the lead change? How hard did they ride? How much of a bloody hero was Wayne? He rode on guts, grit and determination to win those races. Remember his fairing flapping about in the breeze like it was going to rip off any second and jam under his back wheel and spit him into Bass Strait? 

Remember the confusion when Doohan took the lead and we didn't know who to cheer for? But it had to be Wayne that day. We knew it and he knew it. He was possessed and we went along for the emotionally powered ride. 

At the very moment Wayne flashed past the chequered flag in 1990 I turned and fled from a wall of roaring fans that tumbled down the grandstand and followed me onto the track. Wayne stopped right in front of me to grab the flag someone proffered and I slapped him on the back and yelled my adulation and then he was gone into the mass of bodies. 

This is what Phillip Island is all about. 

The Big Trek 

Phillip Island is the trek there. Unless you live in Wonthaggi, perhaps. But packing the bike, saying goodbye and heading out of town - this is bliss. 

You meet your mates and set off together. The Great Ocean Rd, the Snowies, Cann River - these and more are the ways to go. Everyone else thinks so, too, and the closer you get to the Island the more bikes you ride with. Strangers on bikes enter your life for a few minutes at every petrol stop. Have you ever stopped for lunch at Cann River and seen the dozens of bikes parked in town while dozens more drone through? 

And what about the MRAA's Oz GP run for a hoot? Ride in a gang this big and you feel like nothing can touch you. People stop to watch. Cars stop. Whole towns grind to a halt as you and an apparently endless formation of motorcycles descend on the island. 

And finally - it has been an hour, a day, a couple of days, whatever. You loop through the big roundabout and over the hills into San Remo, which is already chock-a-block with bikes. The people there are watching bike after bike after bike after bike after bike peeling right onto the bridge that arches onto Phillip Island. 

And you're there. It is coast-to-coast motorcycles. It is the only place to be. 

Camping 

Phillip Island is about wondering if your tent will get blown down again this year. Don't laugh - it happened to some mates of mine years ago. Ask Groff. They had a big canvas palace and Phillip Island had a big palace-killing gale. They came back from the boozer and found their possessions under a large square of canvas under a whole lot of bikes parked there by owners who'd realised it was now the only bit of ground solid enough to support a side stand. 

But it's not always like that, and there's always great entertainment close at hand. At least once a day someone with a gutful of grog and a beckoning bike will fall over to amuse the crowd that's ever ready to egg them into it. 

Besides, there's nothing quite like standing around a campfire at night with a drink and some good friends. You might've only met them 10 minutes ago, but that doesn't matter because you're all getting along famously. 

A House 

Phillip Island is about ringing around all the real estate agents in the place to find a house that hasn't been booked already. And the aftermath: Dave's dropped out; Sue and Greg want to know if there's room for them; Can Rat and his feral mate roll their swags out on the floor? Rat's feral mate turns out to be three of them. Struth, if only the owners knew. 

The Isle of Wight 

Phillip Island is about the Isle of Wight. It goes off! The pub on the foreshore at Cowes is packed. So is the footpath. And the whole road. And the beach. The Isle of Wight is standing room only for a radius of about a hundred metres. Some crappy cover-band is punishing the music but we don't care because it's the right music and the right vibes. 

Fire crackers are lobbing overhead, sometimes lower. Someone's climbing the light post and two guys are halfway up the memorial while their mates are trying to dack them. Everyone hopes they're beating the crap out of the shithead throwing the full cans into the crowd. 

And then someone up on the comer - it's only 50 metres away but you can't hear it at all - is doing the burnout to end all burnouts and the whole street is engulfed in the smoke. We can hardly breathe in this fog of burnt rubber. And it goes on and on and on. The guy deserves a medal. 

The police are excellent, doing the crowd control thing from the sidelines and watching as the whole party rages on to early morning. Old farts still marvel at the difference between Phillip Island and Bathurst where the cops came looking for a fight and found it 

The Bike Park 

PhilIip Island is about standing at the gate in the corner of a paddock full of bikes and looking out across an ocean of colour and wondering where the bloody hell your bike might be. You watch the smart riders get a fix on a couple of landmarks so they can navigate their way back to within a few hundred bike of their own, and you watch the poor buggers who've got no idea. 

Who picks up the thousands of little wooden squares that give thousands of side stands a secure resting place and are left spread across the grass? How long does it take? Did that guy on the ratty old Honda four manage to stop it idling at redline? Did the fella on the black GN250 fall over again? 

The paddock is an Impromptu bike show of its own. You can walk past classic Indians, hot new scooters, the latest and greatest and a host of tasty specials. 

Trackside 

Phillip Island is hanging over the fence or shivering in a grandstand while racebikes scream past at a million miles on hour. It is wondering if you've got the best view, or if you should wander to the next comer. It is the long lap you walk around the outside of the circuit.

We're standing among strangers at MG, thrilling to Doohan's domination and wildly egging on Crafar - all of us except the girl who's in love with Alex Criville. So we give her and Alex heaps.

One guy's got a radio and we're fighting to get near enough to hear the commentary and when he threatens to leave we pressgang him into staying. Max "Blackflag" Biaggi is dicing for, um, is it eighth? Anyway, he's passed again this lap and the fella next to me yells the comment of the weekend: "Hey Biaggi, ya backmarker" We roll about laughing. 

The Race 

Phillip Island is about witnessing the world's best riders on the world's best bikes on the world's best circuit. Phillip Island is Iaid out to give us some of the best racing you'll see anywhere. 

Like the GPs in 1989 and 1990. And freight-trains of Superbikes at 200km/h with Gobert sideways in a two- wheeled slide in the middle of it aIl. Races where the lead changes almost as fast as your heart is beating. It is awesome. 

Your adrenalin levels soar and your hopes for your hero rise and fall - two, three times a lap and you know you're watching men racing on the very limits of their abilities. Right on the edges of their tyres. 

You marvel at Doohan pulling whole second's in the very first lap. That surprises even him, but you can tell he's got the hammer down and is going to demolish the rest of the field. But, geez, he ditched it once before, can he hold it together this time, at that pace? 

You don't have the answers, and you bite your nails right to the chequered flag. 

The Rostrum 

Phillip Island is about standing in a mass of leather-clad bodies all jammed onto Gardner Straight and in the pits under the podium, craning their necks for a good view and chanting, "We want Mick, We want Mick", and then the deafening roar as the man limps onto centre stage with that slightly crooked grin and his hand raised in salutation. 

We all felt euphoric relief when mighty Mick finally did it, finally won his home GP. Wayne did it for us twice, but Mick was almost jinxed - right from the start. When Wayne was winning back then, Mick was carted away without his little finger. Twice Mick nearly had the Aussie GP in the bag. We could have killed Criville the year he shoved it up the back end of Mick's NSR and sent them both skittling off the track on the last lap. Then Mick screwed it up all by himself the next year. But now he's done it. It was just about all he had left to conquer after so many championships and records. So we stood in front of Mick's podium and cheered and cheered. Onya, Mick. 

The press conference 

PhilIip Island is about the riders in the post-race press conference with faces that tell the story of the past hour or so. It is the difference between men who walked out of here yesterday as racers and walk back in now as world champions. Or others who don't. 

Alex Criville sat forlornly In front of the world's press and reluctantly agrees that Mick deserved his fifth crown but made it obvious luck played a part. Mick plays it cool and humble because he was The Best (again) and he doesn't often boast when his performance has said it all for him. 

And Simon Crafar was so laid back you wouldn't be surprised if he turned up next season with forward controls and buckhorn handlebars. He sits with his face set like a kid in the company of his heroes and pays genuine compliments to Mick and Alex beside him. He tells in his humble way how he started the race slowly to preserve his tyres and realised quickly he was being left behind and so (here his right fist clenches and rolls backwards) he just "wrung its neck" for the rest of the race and had a great time. Crafar is a great bloke, and so when he says that he doesn't have a home GP and that getting on the podium at Phillip Island is as good as it gets and he hopes we understand and a hint of emotion croaks In his throat, I want to tell him he's as much of a hero to Aussie fans as he is to his Kiwi compatriots. 

The Long Ride Home 

Phillip Island is about bikes streaming past traffic jams that stretch half way around the Island as everyone pours over the bridge to San Remo and home. It is about being tired but high. You've got a head full of new memories to relive on the ride home and the roads are great, the bike is beaut and life doesn't get much better than this. Not until next year. 

Phillip Island is about being there when Mick Doohan won his first Aussie GP and his fifth world title. That's something to tell the grandkids. It is about a pilgrimage to our greatest motorcycle Mecca. About mates, riding and letting your hair down. And those two races, in 1989 and 1990, which must be the two best GPs I've ever seen. 

They are what Phillip Island is all about. 
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