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Work: It’s a Calling

Kath Bicknell talks to four remarkable riders about the 
connections between what they do on the bike and what 

they do off it. When the riding bug bites, we can often see its 
influences in other parts of our lives as well. Consider your day 
job – how much of what you value in riding is reflected in what 
you bring to the work place? The reverse is also true too: the 

interests that drive a person along their career path reveal a lot 
about their strengths and personalities on the bike as well.

These four riders push their boundaries off and on the bike
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Ronn Slusser
Hot air balloon pilot, Alice Springs, NT

Ronn Slusser’s enthusiasm for the good 
things in life is contagious. He loves bacon 
and steak for breakfast, laughing along the 
singletrack with mates, and building new 
trails just to see other people enjoy them. 
He has a thirst for discovering new places 
on two wheels and he will train hard if he’s 
motivated by a local competition such as 
the Ingkerreke Commercial MTB Enduro or 
the Simpson Desert Bike Challenge.

Ronn’s day job brings together his joy of 
exploration and his strength, his expertise 
and his pleasure in sharing a little bit of 
desert wonder with others.

I got into ballooning by accident. I was 
just working at a backpackers, in reception, 

booking lots of people to go ballooning. 
One of the owners rang me up one day and 
asked me if I wanted to help them out. So 
I went out and did all his driving and his 
ground crewing.

At the end of the morning he said, ‘What 
did you think of that?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, 
pretty good.’ And he asked if I thought I 
could do it every day. I started with the 
ground crew, then after six or seven years I 
decided to learn how to fly.

I went through the training exceptionally 
quick compared to average. I did two and a 
half years going through private training to 
get my commercial licence. It set me back 
$45,000 in costs and that gave me a Class 
One licence. It took me about another two 
and a half years to build up to a Class Four 
licence, which allows me to fly any size 
balloon. Financially, ballooning doesn’t pay 

very well, but I have a good wife with a 
good job.

In summertime I start nice and early, at 
3am. In winter I start at 5am. Ballooning 
allows me to finish early and get out on the 
trails for the rest of the afternoon. It’s also 
weather dependant, so when the weather’s 
crap for flying, I can get out and go riding. 
Ballooning’s quite flexible as well. It allows 
plenty of time off so I can go away and do 
interstate rides if I want to, or competitions 
and that sort of thing.

Ballooning is quite a physical job. The 
amount of fitness I get with cycling helps 
me with setting up and packing up the 
balloon. And I’m stronger overall, so I can 
do my job easier. Being physically fit also 
makes me feel a lot more alert, which is 
important too when flying.

Simon French
Trail designer, builder and consultant, 
Hobart, TAS

Dirt Art director Simon French started 
racing downhill and cross country when 
he was 11-years-old. He’s pretty quick too, 
having raced with the Australian Junior 
Downhill Team in Vail, Colorado in 2001. 
These days you’ll find him enjoying all-
mountain riding, downhill, dirt jumping 
and generally having fun on knobbly 
tyres. Now, Simon’s love of technical riding 
and well-crafted trails, together with the 
insights he has gained from years riding 
in Australia and overseas, are key to his 
success designing and building new trails 
and mountain bike facilities.

I am fortunate enough to have the 
greatest job in mountain biking – a role 
that sees me travelling around the country 
consulting on, designing and building a 
range of different mountain bike facilities 
through my company Dirt Art. These days I 

spend more time involved in trail planning, 
design and consultancy than I do physically 
building trails, though I still love getting 
my hands dirty driving machinery with our 
works teams.

I built my first downhill trails in my early 
teens. From there I was involved in the 
development of Glenorchy Mountain Bike 
Park as a volunteer, and then the Clarence 
Mountain Bike Park as a paid gig. Things 
grumbled along for the first couple of years, 
during which time I was also working as a 
nurse in Hobart.

For the past couple of years Dirt Art has 
been full steam ahead, and now I have a 
team of staff working throughout Australia, 
constantly designing, building and 
managing trails. At the moment we have 
multiple projects on the go in Tasmania, 
Victoria, New South Wales and Western 
Australia. We have some really exciting, 
large-scale projects in the pipeline that we 
can’t wait to sink our teeth into.

Sadly, despite travelling pretty constantly 
to some of Australia’s best mountain bike 

destinations – often two to three states in 
a week – I get very little time to ride my 
bike at the moment. My ride time generally 
consists of half-hour blasts between 
meetings, site visits, emails and the like.

This year I’m really trying to make some 
more time for riding. This job has seen me 
meet some amazing people right around the 
world, people who I will now always be able 
to hook up with for a ride, no matter where 
I am located.

Without my background in riding and 
racing mountain bikes I simply would not 
be able to be doing what I am doing now. 
I’ve drawn on my experience in riding and 
racing trails around the world to develop 
the way we conduct our business across 
all areas we currently work in – design, 
consultancy, management, construction 
and events.

I can’t imagine a life where I gave up 
riding my bike. If I did, I don’t believe I 
would be able to operate meaningfully in 
my current area of work.
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Craig Gordon
Diesel fitter, Wollongong, NSW

Craig Gordon – ‘Gordo’ – loves racing 
and he loves to win. So much so that he 
is well known for defying conventional 
ideas about the human body’s capacity 
to withstand pain, often pushing his 
body into unchartered territory. When 
Gordo won the 24 Hours of Adrenalin 
World Champs, in 2006, he sent himself to 
hospital for a few days as well.

For now, he is putting work ahead of 
riding for a while, and the traits that make 
Gordo a frightening competitor on the bike 
will also give him the edge when he clocks 
in at his day job, deep underground, in 
the thick oil and dirt of a coal mine. Gordo 
doesn’t do anything by halves.

I work as a fitter, the operator for a 
contracting company that works for BHP 
Billiton. So I work underground. I thought it 
was quite funny when you said to me ‘Can 
I talk about your day job?’ I thought, ‘Well, 

I don’t have a day job, I’ve got a night job.’ 
I normally leave my house at 9.30pm and I 
get home just after 8.30am in the morning. 

I’m currently working in coal, and 
the mine I’m working at is the gassiest 
mine in the world. There are so many 
safety precautions. There’s so much 
paperwork for me to be qualified as a fitter 
underground. I think after 12 months I’ll be 
back onto that same qualification that I had 
out at Orange [a diesel fitter in a hard-rock 
mine]. But the money here where I am is a 
lot more – because of the danger and stuff 
like that.

Sometimes it’s pretty intense. You’re 
covered in mud, dirt, oil… I think I was 
actually under a machine at one point, and 
there were two excavators on either side 
of me, and I couldn’t hear myself, couldn’t 
hear anything. I had an 18-inch shifter and 
I lost it! I couldn’t find it – there’s just that 
much mud, dirt, oil, and everything.

I worked for Sony Music before this. I 
could do all my training, all my riding and 
everything, and do my job. I was in charge 

of 33 different machines inside a factory 
there – I looked after all the injection-
moulding machines. I could do it with my 
eyes closed because I’d been there for nine 
and a half years. I needed a challenge, and 
something different, and I know mining is 
going pretty big. It’s booming, so I’m trying 
to jump on the bandwagon and go a long 
way with it.

It doesn’t help me get anything out of 
riding, the job I do. The job I left gave me a 
lot more time to do my riding. But not this 
job, no. I get home and I’m pretty smashed 
– absolutely totalled because I’ve been 
awake all night. It’s 11 hours a night, and 
it’s pretty physical work.

Doing 24-hour races and pushing myself 
through riding has helped 100 percent. 
The first hour or two down there, the heat 
just hits you like a tonne of bricks. I’ve 
seen guys underground, just bent over 
cars or utes – they can’t even talk. I just 
get my second wind and I can get through 
that. I can push myself and strive, which 
obviously comes from my cycling. 

Nic Leary
Physiotherapist, Rotorua, NZ

Kiwi pocket-rocket Nic Leary started 
riding mountain bikes in 2007. She found 
herself quickly climbing up the World Cup 
Cross Country ladder, and almost won 
the Singlespeed World Champs in Rotorua 
three years later. 

Nic’s interest in a range of sports, and the 
expertise she has gained from competing 
at the top gives her a lot to draw on as a 
physio. But it’s the enjoyment she finds 
from sharing experiences with other people 
that makes her sound as passionate about 
her day job as she is about riding sweet, 
flowing trails.

I am a physiotherapist. It’s pretty 
self-explanatory – find the pain and fix 
it! I have postgraduate qualifications 
in Sports Medicine so I’m a little more 
sports-orientated, or ‘musculoskeletal 

physiotherapy, as we call it. Coming up 
two years ago I established my own physio 
business within the Avanti Plus store 
here in Rotorua. It is awesome being self-
employed. You can work hard and play 
hard, as you like.

I could definitely develop my business – 
expand it, employ people. But with growth 
comes complexity, and I am not sure I am 
ready for that.

I do not see myself growing old and doing 
physiotherapy. But much like mountain 
biking, physio has been and will continue 
to be a significant part of the journey to 
wherever I end up. Physio is a big part of 
who I am and what I do now. I have learned 
a lot about business, planning, success; and 
I’ve learned a lot about myself and what 
makes me tick.

I like going to work each day. Clients are 
awesome to yarn with. Bikes are a common 
interest for sure, so it is easy to talk. It leads 
to chatter about everything – people are a 

great source of knowledge, ideas, critique 
and experiences. I learn a lot from them. As 
they do from me, too, hopefully!

Today I’ll head into work at 10am and 
work till about 6:30pm, having been 
paddling and running this morning. 
Tomorrow I start early then take a three-
hour break at midday – off to the woods for 
sure – then resume, finishing about 7pm. 
The flexibility is great, but equally, so is the 
opportunity to work bloody hard and reap 
the benefits all yourself.

Because of where I am, and my skills and 
passion for riding, I also do a professional 
bike fit service, using video capture and 
analysis. I think in a broader sense I 
can relate to being a beginner, learning, 
developing skills, fine tuning, and the art 
of practicing and motivating yourself and 
others – being dedicated and embracing 
achievement.
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