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Foreword


In the pre-internet, pre-mobile phone days of the late 1980s, travelling through remote countries with no form of contact back home except for a local Post Office, or the occasional pay phone was the norm.


Not only that, it was completely accepted as the norm back home, so the prospect of facing challenges on the road, with a team of friends added to the bonding experience and camaraderie on the trip.


It also created a unity with fellow travellers, which is nowadays sometimes lost in the enthusiasm to blog or post experiences for the world to share instantaneously.


The speed with which technology has advanced should be embraced (and I would certainly have benefitted from GPS on other expeditions and trips in Africa and South America), but I can’t help feeling that some of the achievements of the Cape-to-Cape expedition may not have been so memorable for me, at least, had we emblazoned every minute on the internet.


Having said that, some twenty five-plus years after the event, I have posted some stills from video we shot on the expedition for wider viewing of our experiences and these can be found on www.flickr.com, www.facebook.com and www.pinterest.com, and more information can be found on my website www.julianwalker.info.




Prologue


“Money! Give us some money! Now!” said the two scruffily dressed gunmen.


The gun barrels, levelled at our chests, bobbed in time with the sound of their laughter, which sounded menacing in the still-night air.


Here we were in Africa at one o’clock in the morning on a piece of moonlit ground right next to a railway line, with two armed men, seemingly intent on violent robbery at the very least. My heart was pounding and my sweat went cold on my skin. They had already taken our passports and now Wink and I scrabbled in our pockets for whatever money we had. My mind frantically raced through the options but came up blank. I mentally added up the total collection of coins and crumpled notes - almost £5. “We’re dead” I thought.


The train tracks rumbled faintly as a train approached in the distance and I held the money out to the man nearest me. He snatched the money, crumpled it up in his fist and said something to his colleague and gestured with his gun. “Go! You go – now!”


The expectation of feeling bullets rip through my back rose like a growing spectre over my shoulder with every step back over the railway and across the scrubland. We stumbled over a foul smelling drainage ditch and into safety of our hotel compound. It was like wading through marshmallow and my feet felt so heavy and slow. When I eventually stole a fleeting glimpse over my shoulder as we reached safety, I realised that our two assailants were long gone.


So much for the value of life: £2.50 per head. Some who know me may not agree, but there is no doubt in my mind – it is still the best value for money I have ever experienced.


***




Principal Players


Expedition Team


Carey ‘Wink’ Ogilvie (Expedition Accountant) – an adventurous, entrepreneurial Scot, fervently convinced that there was more to life than the thrills and spills of being a London estate agent.


Charles Norwood (Expedition Leader) – a vastly experienced overland travel professional, expedition leader and excellent photographer. Having led parties of adventure tourists throughout Africa for many years in sensible Bedford trucks for adventure travel group, Encounter Overland, he said he was naturally drawn to the prospect of trying an overland trip in an old fire engine, which was patently not suited to the job.


Chelsea ‘Ched’ Renton (Expedition Diarist and Videographer) – a hugely talented and creative artist, with a wicked sense of humour and keen wit. Ched was a natural for recording events in writing and film (both on video and as stand-in camera man for when the film crew were not with us).


Gerry Moffatt (Deputy Expedition Leader) – our other vastly experienced overland travel professional, expedition leader, rafting guide, kayaker and all round adventurer, with an inexhaustible supply of anecdotes and stories.


Jamie Lewis (Expedition Mechanic) – a highly prolific and successful yachtsman, looking to broaden his horizons from that of the London marine insurance market, Jamie was also keen to experience the world on dry land and have a crack at a more mechanical side to life.


Jim Everett (Expedition Navigator) – also a highly proficient ocean going yachtsman, medical man and ardent tea drinker, Jim was nominally in charge of the Land Rover (which he christened Eric) and was definitely keen to sample the delights of steeping his favourite brew in obscure destinations.


Julian Walker (Expedition Supplies) – a well-travelled backpacker and Lloyds Insurance Broker looking to have a completely different CV experience to mask a lack of educational qualifications.


Team back in London


(main protagonists only)


Alex da Silva – without her ability to turn a no into a yes, I am sure that the whole project would have been considerably less successful.


David Henriques (Cape-to-Cape ’87 Chairman) – a cracking enthusiast for all things and a practical problem solver, David not only kept the momentum of the Cape-to-Cape on track, but he also managed to keep his insurance broking employers happy despite seeming (to me at least) to be spending every waking moment on the project. He is also the only man I could think of who would take the capsizing of his prized boat on dry land (by me) with a casual wave, smile and search for the tow rope to right it.


John Dennis – eponymous hero of the red fire engine (the only true vehicle to associate with the fire brigade). His twinkling blue eyes and sense of mischief belied an ability to get things done efficiently, on time and in budget, and a man who took the proposal of what we wanted to do with one of his vehicles, completely in his stride as if this was perfectly normal.


Luli Thompson – she brought more tireless energy to the party than the cartoon character, Billy Whizz on speed, and kept on driving things forward.


Paul Calkin (Cape-to-Cape ‘87 Finance Director) – a fabulously confident individual who epitomised Kipling’s man and applied his sense of humour and business acumen to ensuring that, despite everyone’s best endeavours, the project kept on track, was financially stable and delivered its goals.


Warren Burton (Expedition Training Instructor) – a highly seasoned Encounter Overland operative, whose wise counsel, expertise and insights during training weekends and in preparation for the expedition stood us in good stead throughout the trip.


Film Team


Graham Smith (Director/Cameraman) – highly creative and skilled at his profession who by the end of the expedition was equally adept stripping his Aaton camera down, cleaning it and putting it back together again blindfolded.


John Keedwell (Assistant Director/Cameraman) – together with Tim on sound, managed to bring out the silly side in all of us, even when we were being serious.


Tim Fraser (Sound Recordist) – possibly the first and only man to erect a self-designed tent on a moving Land Rover, using a sound pole, grips and tarpaulin and the talk his way into riding in the fire engine.


Vikki Norwood (Producer) – almost always smiling and, despite having to deal with almost insurmountable budget issues, her film of the expedition, Life Calls,* really captured its essence and is a testament to her ambition and the skill of the people she brought to it to make it happen.


*Life Calls was I believe screened on TV in various countries after the event but is sadly languishing in some video vault at present.





CHAPTER 1



Plans – preparation – departure


The air in London was light and breezy that night and the conversation around the dinner table took its cue from there. We flitted from subject to subject until David seemed to engage most of the table with a tale of cancelled plans for a vintage car rally through Africa. “It is a shame it’s not going ahead,” he mused. “Can you imagine what it would have been like?”


“But what’s to stop you doing it anyway David?” said someone. “You could still go off in the car with a friend.”


“Yes,” said someone else, grasping at the idea enthusiastically. “You could do it as a fund-raising exercise and raise money along the way. You would need an eye-catching vehicle to attract people’s attention. I mean, think of the potential.”


“Instead of a car, what about taking a wildly-painted camper van?”


“Too Australian.”


“Or a London double-decker bus?”


“Too Cliff Richard – no thanks.”


“How about a fire engine? That would be really impressive. And, you wouldn’t have to stop for water in the desert.”


Several other ideas were thrown into the pot but David was already scheming.


“I think John Dennis, who makes Dennis fire engines is an old boy from my school,” he said on the steps of the house as we were leaving. “Perhaps I could ring him and see if he has a fire engine we could maybe borrow. It is a strange enough request, and if he doesn’t, well, at least we tried. What do you think?”


Showing a surprisingly casual disregard for conformity, Paul Calkin agreed. “Nothing to lose then David, why not?”


“Give me 24 hours and if I can find a suitable one, then it’s yours, David. I’ll be in touch,” said John Dennis and was as good as his word within only 12 hours. “I’ve found you a fourteen-year-old one that Devon Fire and Rescue say you can borrow,” he said.


And that was John. From the moment that David spoke to him we realised that we had to go ahead. Until I met him, I thought that enthusiasm would be limited for a hair-brained scheme such as driving a fire engine from within the Arctic Circle down to the southern tip of Africa, but I am pleased that I was wrong. John has one of the most infectious personalities I have ever come across and his enthusiasm for life seemed hugely fitting for the final charity for whom we chose to raise money.


And so it was that, bleary-eyed from an imprudently late finish to the night before, seven people from wildly differing lives, assembled at a rather unassuming looking terraced house in South West London at the beginning of November 1987 to set off on what has come to be known as the Cape-to-Cape ’87 expedition.


We were a mixed bunch and most of us unknowing of what lay in store. Charlie Norwood, a tough outdoors professional travel leader for an overland travel tour company called Encounter Overland, was the natural chief for the expedition. Gerry Moffatt, his old friend, Encounter Overland colleague and a professional rafting guide in Nepal, was his deputy. Our navigator, Jim Everett, was a child psychologist from Reading by day and successful ocean yachtsman whenever possible and our diarist was Chelsea ‘Ched’ Renton, an artist and graphic designer. They all put their work on hold for the duration of the trip.


Carey ‘Wink’ Ogilvie, a fellow Scot like Gerry, had cast aside the life of a London estate agent, while Jamie Lewis and I had left the security of our City jobs as Lloyd’s insurance brokers.


***


The exhausts from the red Dennis F108, manual transmission fire engine powered by a Perkins V8 diesel engine, which was parked outside the railings - effectively blocking the narrow Pimlico residential street, had sounded shocking and offensively deafening in the still of the Monday morning. However, as my prospective home for the next three and a half months, it seemed reassuring solid and friendly in its presence.


It was two and a half years since I had drunkenly agreed to become involved in the bizarre – some might say mad-cap – scheme to drive a fire engine from Nord Cap, the northernmost tip of Europe, to Cape Agulhas, the southernmost extremity of Africa; and, only a few months since I had been selected to actually go on the trip itself, so I was still unsure as to what I should expect.


I looked around at my fellow travellers: “Well, this is it,” I thought. “I hope they know what they are doing, because I sure as hell don’t.”


We had spent the previous seven days frantically shopping for last minute items and packing for the three month journey ahead. Everything was now carefully stored in the 14-year-old fire engine and in the spankingly new long-wheel base Land Rover County – which had also been lent to us for our odyssey by its makers.


Allegedly I was in charge of supplies – but thankfully Charlie, and his operational boss at Encounter Overland in London, Warren Burton, had done a very thorough job on preparing the lists. Food, spare parts, fuel, clothing, camping equipment, medical kit – all the requirements – had been meticulously reviewed and checked off. Nothing was to be left to chance and more importantly, from the perspective of everyone on the trip, nothing was to be left too much to my control, as my own tastes and ideas are somewhat eclectic.


Apart from being absolutely knackered by the time we set off, several of us had the sort of colds that really slow down your thinking process, and so everything was checked and double checked. Also, before setting off for the real start to the trip we engaged in a round of media interviews to publicise our fundraising cause and the journey itself. Since the trip I have meandered into the world of public relations and, although I wouldn’t go so far as to credit Charlie’s first radio interview on LBC as a career path revelation of Damascene proportions, it was probably my earliest registration of the power of the media (my parents said they had heard the broadcast).


We moved on from LBC’s studios to our departure point outside St Stephen’s Church, Walbrook and parked the two vehicles creatively for the press photo-call. We spent the early part of the morning, jumping on and off the vehicles brandishing garishly coloured golfing umbrellas from one of our sponsors, to the flashes, clicks and whirrs of the assembled press photographers. The man from The Times was more selective in his choice of picture and the next day they ran a small picture of HRH Duchess of Kent quizzically holding up my lunch, a chicken drumstick, which she had found hidden behind the fire engine’s winch where I had put it in a vain attempt to show some decorum when faced with dignitaries.


We had chosen to launch the trip from St Stephen’s as the crypt was where the Reverend Prebendary Chad Varah had founded and initially operated The Samaritans – the object of all fundraising surrounding the expedition itself. The launch date was also almost 35 years since he had begun the organisation and we were extremely privileged to have him there to see us off. Despite a long career working with countless people, he is without doubt one of the most extraordinarily inspirational people I have ever met.


The send-off was like a dream as we pulled out of the courtyard, to a highly illegal quick burst of our sirens and, with flashing blue lights and hazards ablaze, we drove sedately down Queen Victoria Street in convoy. We were preceded by 40 members of the Devon Fire and Rescue Band and a group of people who were running in the London Marathon to raise funds for the Samaritans. It was a surprisingly moving experience and one that hastened us on to a new and exciting challenge.


We parted company with the band on Blackfriars Bridge over London’s river Thames – a bridge made infamous for the mysterious death of “God’s Banker”, Roberto Calvi some years earlier who had been found hanging underneath it one morning after the collapse of his employer Banco Ambrosiano in suspicious circumstances. And from there we were off to our first night on the road – a pub with no name at Easthorpe in Essex – in the thickest fog I can remember.


“The trick to driving in fog,” said Jim wisely to me, with his pipe firmly clenched in his teeth for extra scholarly effect, (after we had not only managed to lose the other vehicle in the zero visibility, but also the pub and the village,) “is to let someone overtake you and then stick to their rear lights like glue.” We assiduously followed this tip every time an Essex boy racer overtook us and did eventually find our goal and the rest of the team, but I couldn’t help wondering if my map reading needed to be a bit better in the Sahara.


The next morning the fog was gone, but the grey cold remained as we drove onto the ferry in the Essex port of Harwich and headed for the continental port of the Hook of Holland, from where an overnight drive to Friedrichshaven in northern Germany awaited us. On board the ferry we experienced the first of many curious entertainments we would experience along the way, and as Gerry passed verdict on the ship’s cabaret, we fervently hoped that this would be the low point.


“I reckon,” he said loudly during a particularly dire and achingly silent pause in the on stage comedy routine, “that this might be used as a training ground for NASA astronauts needing to acclimatise to a place with no atmosphere.”





CHAPTER 2



Off the blocks and up to


the starting line


Our first real glimpse of continental Europe was of a very flat landscape which whisked past with hardly any discernable features of interest. The border crossings were more interesting than usual being as we were in an emergency vehicle, but only the Danish officials insisted on us taping over our blue lights whilst in their country.


Having engaged in what seemed like an overly long discussion about this with the female border guard, Charlie swung himself back up into the cab and lustily informed us that he was “in lurve.”


“It’s a uniform thing,” said Gerry. “It’ll happen again and it won’t last,” he predicted and was right on both counts.


The taping over of the lights proved to have been an amateur job by us and was short-lived, but at least we had begun the more adventurous element of our journey and, after another brief ferry crossing, we set up rough camp 30 kilometres along the E4 out of Gothenburg.


And what a campsite it was, amongst the pine cones, rocks and road kill – and all this only a hair’s breadth from the edge of the motorway. Our tent pitching proved to be almost as inadequate and only marginally better than our light taping over, and before long we had bent most of the tent pegs trying to anchor the flysheets into the frozen ground, whipped up a meal of rehydrated stew powder and experienced an all too short night under canvas. All too soon it was the crack of dawn and time to begin the four day drive north to Hammerfest to catch yet another ferry to the Island of Nord Cap. This was our first goal, the northern most point of Europe and was the real starting point of the Cape-to-Cape.


The light was still insipid and barely recognisable as day when we had our first worry – the radiator on the fire engine had become somewhat dysfunctional. Despite being a state of mind to which we could all relate at that time in the morning, it was a situation which gained little sympathy and so we let Charlie tinker with it. We had a limited time schedule and needed to average 350 miles per day for this stretch to cover the 2,500-kilometre trek northwards and, whilst warmth would be a key requirement, we needed it to be controllable under the engine hood.


As the trip went on, I was to learn that tinkering was one of the many technical terms I would pick up from Charlie. Buggered was another technical term I was soon to learn from Charlie, but for the time being I was unaware of this and was quietly impressed when he got back in the cab and we set off. Within minutes the indicator lights come out in sympathy with the radiator and provided an erratic disco display of attention seeking.


***


“Routine is one of the ways that expeditions run smoothly,” said Gerry authoritatively, “and so we are dividing up into teams for the next few days.” Charlie, Gerry, Jamie and I were now in the fire engine, while Wink, Ched and Jim travelled in the Land Rover. I don’t think that sexism entered into it and we were a few years too early for laddism, but the arrangement seemed to work well – for the first couple of days at least.


Radiator and indicator lights aside, we made good time and pitched camp in Ronan, near Gavle, the oldest city in Norland (Sweden’s Northern Lands) mainly known for its Grevalia coffee. It had been a surprisingly tiring day and, despite the coffee, we were in our sleeping bags and asleep before even thinking of missing the Guy Fawkes fireworks back home.


Driving a large vehicle on motorways through flat countryside was not an overly inspiring experience, even when the vehicle is as exciting as a fire engine. It did, however, provide us with time, the first in months, to sit and think about what we were doing and to settle into the routine of who sat in which seat, who drove after whom and who did what when we stopped. All very mundane, you might think, but these things seem to matter rather a lot when you are facing the prospect of spending more time with these six people over the next three and a half months, than you would spend sitting next to a work colleague for ten years. We were beginning to get to know each other’s characters and personalities – and most importantly their senses of humour.


I remember thinking that, at last, I would have a chance to find out what it was that I really wanted to do with my life and drifted off into a reverie – what would I do? How would I do it? Would it be cool? Yes, very cool, in fact ... icy…


… I surfaced from my musings to an acute awareness that the cold, icy wind was coming through from somewhere. I put myself to work sourcing the blast as it meant that there was a dangerous gap somewhere in the cab and it needed sealing. I soon realised that it wasn’t a draft, merely that leaning my leg against the metal part of the door wasn’t overly bright in near freezing conditions, I contented myself by looking out at the localised snow storms as we drove past and imagined the chill. More than can be said for the radiator, which under the worsening conditions, began to heat up alarmingly.


By the time we reached the university town of Umea, Charlie was sufficiently concerned about the radiator to stop for a cup of tea – a euphemism for calling John Dennis for a bit of advice – but, after a little long distance tele-tinkering we then decided to camp somewhere for the night. This took several hours. However, we eventually found a formal campsite and sparsely populated town called Lovanger, in county of Vasterbotten (which I misheard and so greatly amused me, not least because I’d never stayed in an enormous bottom before). While Charlie and Jamie replaced one of the thermostats in the fire engine, the rest of us cooked supper and set up camp, as, being made of hardy stuff, camping in the freezing cold now held no terrors for any of us.


While we wrestled with freezing winds, errant fly sheets and tent pegs – already contorted into Gordian Knots from our earlier attempts at hammering them into frozen ground and so not especially useful – a figure materialised from out of the gloom.


“Check out the loos, guys,” said Gerry. “There’s hot showers, heating and no drafts. I’m for sleeping in there as there’s no-one else in this place.”


And so it was that, despite being made of hardy stuff, we dismantled the tents and within record time were re-installed inside the men’s washroom, enjoying hot showers, clean hair and too many tots of whisky. Gerry and Ched showed great adeptness at hairdressing – cutting the knots from Wink’s mane and even managing to make it four inches shorter in some places – while everyone played up for the video camera, badly singing songs and melodramatically avoiding being caught on film while using the loos for their intended purpose.


The next morning we took exact directions to our bog standard hotel for the return journey, and I am glad that we proved more adept at navigating in Africa – as we never even found the right road on the way back.


***


Whenever I have to get up early I am always reminded of the silly saying “To bed with the lark and up with the cock.” Pathetic though the humour is, it usually makes me smile, but I was beginning to wonder what drove everyone else to be up at those small hours.


Under the cover of a weak and pale sunrise, we came across a bizarre fellow who was apparently a seal spotter, but to Wink’s eye he resembled a KGB spy. We could see no such mammals, but then he had some enormous binoculars around his neck, so who were we to argue with Rudolf (as we thought he had introduced himself). He was very affable for that time in the morning and, despite being wrapped up in enough clothing for him to have lost most of his human shape, he was very animated and insisted we take a side road and cut through Finland in our Northern quest. At least that’s what we thought, but his voice was so muffled and inaudible through his layers of clothing that he might well have told us to turn around and give up.


“It saves us about 200 kilometres,” said Jamie cheerily from the depths of his own hood and looking up from a guide book. “And we might even get to see some reindeer.”


And we did just that.


Around every bend they were strolling across the road, standing and even lying down and blocking the road (presumably in protest at the weather). So, Jamie was right but our communist friend was wrong about predicting wet weather – which didn’t stop Ched’s excruciating pun when she turned from speaking to him: “Rudolf the Red knows rain dear.”


Perhaps he had a sense of humour though, as Finland’s icy roads proved more than a match for a sedate 14-year-old fire engine. In fact we had to face it, when it came to driving on snow and ice, we were amateurs. As the day wore one, we were constantly overtaken by disgusted Fins who amply displayed their feelings for a 30 mph speed limit (and our own sedate progress), despite the cold winds. Our windows remained tightly up and the only hand gestures we did were stretching fingers inside our gloves.


When travelling, it is funny how things take on a sense of proportion that is wholly divorced from their normal bent and even winning a children’s game can be intensely satisfying. One evening on the route to the Baltic in a tiny Swiss-style chalet 20 kilometres south of Sodankyla (once again we had taken hot water and warmth over canvas in the snow), we were having a marathon game of the board game Ludo, when Wink and Ched just about gave the game to Jim. Jamie was disgusted but Jim leant back smiling, languidly removed his pipe and uttered his favourite word. A very long, slow and contented won-der-ful.


My diary from these days is fairly repetitive – snow and ice, ice and snow and snow-ice. Perfect conditions for playing games and thinking long thoughts, however, we kept our spirits up and soon crossed into Norway, having narrowly missed a wrong turn into the Soviet Union at Ivalo, complete with a signpost to Murmansk. We were at least able to experience the area’s famous sense of humour in the stony faced reaction from the Norwegian/Finnish border guards at my reply of “Finland” to their first question:
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