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I would like to dedicate my book to my two loving, wonderful sons. Who have made my life a better and more beautiful place to be, and to share with you both. I love you both with all my heart and soul.


To my dearly departed father and present Mother who helped me with my leaving of Africa and my long journey to recovery back in England. Thank you both with all the love in my heart.


I would like to thank my co-author, Brooke Strahan, for her wonderful contribution to this fantastic book. Her wonderful professional work as a published author has truly inspired me. Thank you, Brooke, from my heart.




Forward


When I first picked up this book, I didn’t expect it to hit me the way it did. Within a few pages, I was right there with them, sweating through the desert, swearing at the breakdowns and laughing at the madness of it all. Three mates and one battered old Land Rover taking on Africa.


What I loved most was the honesty. It’s not polished or perfect, and that’s exactly why it works. It’s a story about grit, humour and holding strong when everything around you is falling apart. And somehow, Lucy, the tough old Land Rover, becomes the heart of it all.


This book reminded me of why people chase adventure in the first place. It’s not about the destination, but it’s about the moments that test you and the memories that stay with you long after all that bull dust has settled.


Lee Carseldine


TV Presenter ‘The Great Outdoors’ and ‘Weekender’




Prologue


If you’d told me, years ago, that I’d one day be authoring a book about driving an ancient Land Rover across the Sahara, I might have laughed or perhaps just raised a sceptical eyebrow. I mean, being partially dyslexic meant school wasn’t my strong point and writing a shopping list was hard enough, let alone a book. What I didn’t know then was that at only twenty-five years of age, I would go on an expedition that would change me both physically and mentally, forever.


My name is Andrew Edwards; English by birth, shaped by the Alps of the world and the discipline of the British Territorial Forces. My path, however, has rarely stuck to the straight and narrow. I’ve spent winters teaching people to carve snow on distant slopes, found exhilaration clinging to rock faces, and have tested race cars not made for the faint-hearted. Adventure, it seems, is something of a family trait.


I say that because it was my cousin who set this particular journey in motion. A cousin whose name, in the circles of wildlife artistry, is spoken with a kind of reverence. At the time, he was deep into studying the epic migration of birds across West Africa, spending months in places where most westerners have never ventured.


You could say his latest obsession was grounded in a different sense, literally in a muddy paddock. He’d got wind of an old Land Rover Series 111 LWB rusting away on a Cambridge farm, and with the kind of enthusiasm reserved for artists and explorers alike, he bought it. She was christened ‘Lucy,’ and she was not just a vehicle, but the beating heart of an unlikely adventure.


This is where I come in. My cousin, always one for grand ideas, decided the best way to get Lucy to Africa was not by ship or cargo plane, but by road. She would be driven through Europe, across the Mediterranean, and deep into the dusty tracks of the African continent. The task? Deliver Lucy safely, no matter what lay ahead. I wasn’t alone, though; joining me were two other young men. Together, the three of us were mechanically gifted, endlessly curious, and each itching for a story worth telling when the pints are poured back home.


To outsiders, the plan sounded good. Maybe not foolproof, but at least feasible. We had skills. We had Lucy. And we had enough audacity to think that would be enough. As it turns out, the road from England to Africa is no gentle Sunday drive. Our journey would test us in ways none of us expected, from mechanical mayhem, corruption, wild weather, and wild animals. These are the kind of setbacks that can only be laughed at when the dust finally settles.


In the darkest moments, it was Lucy’s stubborn spirit and our own well-honed sense of humour that kept the wheels turning until mine could turn no more. This is the tale of how a battered Land Rover, three young adventurers, and an artist’s dream collided in a journey far greater than the sum of its parts.




“…and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.”


— T.S. Eliot
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Design Fault


“There’s Lucy,” I said, pointing across the muddy paddock.


“She looks alright, Andrew. Not as bad as you made out,” said Jock, in an optimistic tone.


James wasn’t as optimistic. “From what I can see through this fog, she looks like a pile of shit.”


I had to agree more with James. He was one year younger than me and worked as an automotive journalist for a well-known car magazine. Regarding vehicles, he knew what he liked and what he didn’t.


I started walking towards Lucy. The other men followed me as the Cambridge morning chill cut straight through my wool coat and into my bones. One of the farmer’s cows mooed in the distance, and I suddenly realised I had forgotten to ask whether there was a bull in the paddock.


Lucy had, indeed seen better days. She was both white and blue, and she was beaten up. Lucy had once been a 1975 model Land Rover Series 111 with a long wheelbase, but now she was a wreck of a farm truck.


James shook his head as he looked at the vehicle. “This trip is doomed. She’ll be lucky to make it off this farm, let alone to Africa!”


Jock, who was older than us, replied with a smile, “She’ll be right, mate. I’ve driven across the Sahara several times on expeditions. It’ll be fun.”


I really hoped Jock was right. What could go wrong? I thought to myself. I mean, there were three of us, all with automotive experience. Though I was only twenty-five years old, I had already worked as a test driver for a large British oil company. I had also been through British Territorial Special Forces training, as well as being an avid outdoorsman. Yep, I said to myself. Everything will be just fine.


As I had that thought, the heavens opened, and it started to rain. The Chernobyl Disaster in Ukraine had happened not long before, and there was talk of radioactive fallout across Europe. We decided to leave Lucy and make a dash for cover; I didn’t particularly want to start growing a second head.


The expedition to drive Lucy from the farm in Cambridge, England, all the way to West Africa had required months of planning. It wasn’t like we just decided to drive an old bomb to another continent for the hell of it. My cousin, who was a well-respected artist in the bird and wildlife community, had purchased Lucy from a farmer in Cambridge, and then I had been asked if I could drive Lucy to West Africa so my cousin could use it as transport to follow, study and paint birds on migration through that region.


Prior to this expedition, I didn’t know either Jock or James. Jock was in his thirties, and he came highly recommended by my cousin, the wildlife artist. He knew Jock had worked as a desert overland guide and was well accustomed to driving in the sand and the harsh desert conditions of the Sahara. My cousin had easily convinced me that Jock would take care of James and me.


James was the money man. Well, not him exactly, but the automotive magazine he was a journalist for. We had budgeted around three thousand pounds for the trip, and no one had that type of money, so we put out an advertisement in the British Times newspaper asking if any potential explorers wanted to join us on the expedition for a fee. Amazingly, we had twenty applicants from various occupations. Jock and I vetted them, and we chose James. James was a car enthusiast and a particularly good journalist; however, he lacked outdoor experience as his job was very much office-based. James wanted to join us on the journey to write and report to his readers the day-to-day adventures of crossing the African Sahara. The sealing deal, of course, was that James’s magazine would pay our expenses for the expedition.


We prepared our kit for the journey. It included Army issue dehydrated food, Army issue field equipment, Army issue jackets and fatigues. Hell, it looked like we were on a military assignment. Once we delivered Lucy to my cousin, we were all going to get a flight back to London, job well done.


We were smart enough to pack twelve bottles of Johnnie Walker whiskey. Not because we had a drinking problem or planned to get pissed every night, but as a bribery tool. It was well known that border crossings, especially in Africa, could go south very quickly if you didn’t give the local police or border control guards something to make them happy. We were hoping Johnnie would make them happy rather than Jock, James, or me having to make them happy.


Amazingly, Lucy made it out of the farmer’s paddock, she made it out of England, out of France and then onto the ferry out of Spain.


It had taken two days of driving through France and down to Spain’s south coast to catch the ferry from Tarifa.


“Look,” James said, pointing in awe across the narrow Strait of Gibraltar. “You can see the mountains, that’s Africa.”


Jock nodded his head as we waited to board the ferry that would bridge the gap between Europe and Africa, “That’s the Atlas Mountains of Morocco you can see.”


The ferry ride from Tarifa, Spain, to Tangier, Morocco, was only a couple of hours, but it was a good chance for the three of us to grab some food and sleep before what would be the real start of our adventure. We all awoke as we came into the port, and Jock started up Lucy’s engine, ready for the old girl to drive on a new continent.


***


Winding our way through the busy roads of Morocco, 1950s cars and trucks bellowed black diesel into the hot, humid air, with the occasional rainstorm helping clear the haze and giving the trees and vegetation a fresh new source of energy. The air smelt of petrol, dust, and all types of spice.


Jock manhandled Lucy’s heavy steering wheel, his arms straining with the weight of fuel and supplies we’d packed for crossing the Atlas Mountains, followed by the infamous Sahara. He grunted to James and me, “Shit, Lucy’s handling like an old school bus. These bloody Moroccans drive like men possessed!”


James looked distinctly uncomfortable as he was clinging to Lucy’s dashboard with white knuckles and wincing every time a local driver cut us off, swerving their antiquated vehicles to gain just a little extra space in the circus of a road system. I had faith in Jock’s driving ability, though, as he’d done this all before. I took mental notes and watched how he skilfully negotiated the chaos, piloting our heavy, overloaded old Land Rover through the madness.


Suddenly, I heard a faint crunch and the unmistakable squeal of metal coming from Lucy’s rear door. I called over to Jock, who was sweating now, determination etched on his face. “Jock, did you hear that from the rear door?”


“Yes, what the hell is that? Did we get hit from behind, Andrew?”


Twisting round, I peered into Lucy’s rear cargo area, and I saw a sight I didn’t want to see. The rear door was half open, hanging precariously from one of its two hinges. “Jock, pull over, Lucy’s about to lose her back door, mate!”


“Okay, I’ll find a safe spot ASAP.”


Jock slowly brought Lucy to a standstill at the side of the busy main road, just on the outskirts of the city of Fés. We all jumped out and hurried to inspect the damage. James put his hand on the broken door, pointing to the busted hinge and remarking in his professional automotive journalist voice, “It’s a design fault with all old three-series long-wheelbase Land Rovers. You see, they forgot about the weight of the spare wheel on the weak door hinges.”


Jock let out a laugh. “How did we ever win the bloody war with shit engineering like that?”


He wasn’t wrong. The hinges were flimsy and never designed to handle the heavy off-road spare tyre bolted to the rear door. I suggested, “We’ll have to find a local mechanic with welding gear. We should unbolt the spare wheel and chuck it on Lucy’s roof rack. We have the Atlas Mountains to negotiate, guys.”


Jock grinned as he rummaged in Lucy’s cargo area for a suitable rope to tie the back door shut. “Great plan, Andrew. Let’s try to find the industrial area of Fés and get her fixed so we can get out of this city.”


The rear door was firmly tied shut with rope, and we headed once more into the chaotic circus of driving alongside the locals. Our quest to find a mechanic took us from one dodgy-looking workshop to another, with our high school French stretched to the limit as we tried to suss out a garage with welding gear. I noticed that James was visibly struggling with both the sweltering heat and the erratic local drivers. “I wish I could remember the word for ‘welding’ in French, guys!” he said with frustration in his voice.


After hours of looping the industrial estate, we were about to call it quits when there was a stroke of luck. I spotted a young bloke welding an ancient motorcycle out the front of a battered old workshop.


“Stop, Jock! That bloke’s welding that old motorbike.” Jock pulled Lucy up next to the workshop, and we all bailed out of her.


Turns out we didn’t even need the elusive French word. We just pointed frantically at the welder’s gear, then at Lucy’s mangled rear door, and well, that said it all. The young guy, decked out in blue overalls riddled with burn holes and old oil stains, wandered over for a squiz at our problem.


After a quick inspection, our resourceful local mechanic wasted no time pulling his welding gear over to Lucy. Without speaking a single word, he set to work on the broken hinge with the welder. James immediately backed away from the blinding blue glare and remarked to Jock and me in a concerned voice, “That kid’s not wearing any eye protection. He’s going to go bloody blind, guys!” I could hear that James’s concern was genuine, and I couldn’t help but share it.


I thought maybe I could try to help the young mechanic out, so I gently placed my hand on his shoulder and offered him my Ray-Ban sunglasses. I was aware they weren’t designed for welding, but I just felt that anything would be better than nothing to help slow his inevitable onset of blindness. The mechanic paused and glanced at me while shaking his head to say, “No, thank you.” I could now see that the damage was already done as his eyes looked as black and lifeless as pebbles washed up on a cold, wintry British beach.


“I tried!” I said with a sigh to James and Jock, both of whom had watched my feeble attempt to help the lad.


As Lucy’s repair continued, word must have spread about three Englishmen and a Land Rover because a crowd of nearly twenty men who were all in blue overalls gathered around us. We did our best to communicate in French, with mine being not so good. We made small talk and politely asked about road conditions in the Atlas Mountains. Luckily, James had the best French among us and managed to obtain some important, yet sobering information. The locals warned him that it was far too dangerous to camp in the Atlas Mountains at night, as armed bandits prowled the mountains after sundown and would rob at gunpoint. Apparently, two Japanese tourists had vanished without a trace just the month before.


After about an hour, the welder finished his work, and we farewelled our newfound friends with “Au revoir.” With Lucy’s rear door now boasting sturdier hinges, I took the wheel and drove her out of the diesel-smogged city of Fes. We began the long, winding climb into the snow-capped Atlas Mountains.


Jock was in the passenger seat and gazing at the view. “The clean air is so nice, and that rear door is holding up very well. How could that guy see anything to do such an excellent job? His eyes were as black as coal.”


James looked up from his notebook and chimed in, “Yes, and when I handed him money for his splendid work, he didn’t even count it, just shoved it in his overalls. I was a little generous because I felt sorry for him.”


Jock couldn’t help but tease James and so replied, “You generous with money? Wow, did you just have a stroke, mate?”


“Twenty dollars and that’s probably over a month’s wages for the poor guy. That’s what he got from me,” James stated, grinning at his own unexpected generosity.


Lucy chugged bravely up the steep, twisting mountain road like ‘The Little Engine that Could,’ and I felt a surge of pride. She had already come a long way from the flat farmlands of Cambridge, back in Blighty. Jock was busy studying the map and trying to plot our course. He informed us that we’d need to drive through the night to reach a lower, warmer, and safer spot to camp on the other side of the mountains if we didn’t want to end up sushi like those Japanese tourists.
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Lucy in Fes, Morocco, getting her rear door welded.
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Lucy in the Mountains with Blood


“Well, we’ve made it this far,” I said to the lads as we travelled across the Atlas Mountains.


“See, I told you she would go alright,” Jock piped up in between mouthfuls of crisps he had purchased somewhere before the ferry ride.


“This scenery is beautiful,” James suddenly said out of nowhere.


We both just looked at him as it seemed like an odd thing for a young guy to say.


He must have been embarrassed because he tried to backpedal. “Um, I mean. It’s different, you know. Real different from England.”


“It’s alright mate,” Jock said, “It is beautiful. I’ve seen this mountain range a few times now, and it never ceases to impress.”


The lads were correct. It was beautiful and impressive. The mountain range stretches across Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia and divides the Sahara Desert from the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. With varying altitudes, the range had everything from lush valleys to the expected arid plateaus. Some mountain peaks were even snow-capped.


As the day passed, I witnessed the most spectacular sunset I had ever had the pleasure of seeing. The sky was like a watercolour painting with hues of pink, red and orange, all running into one another skilfully and purposely by the hand of the expert artist, Mother Nature.


“Andrew, it’s your turn to drive, mate. I don’t want to set up camp here. If you can drive her for a few more hours until we find a suitable place to make camp,” Jock said as he pulled Lucy over to the side of the road.


“No worries. You take the map and James, maybe you try to get some shut eye.”


“Ha,” James laughed. “You know how hard it is to sleep with all the rattles back there?”


Jock and I joined in on the laugh, “Yeah, mate, it’s the same for all of us. Ok, maybe not Jock, I mean, I reckon an artillery shell could go off next to him, and he would sleep through it.”


“Have no idea what you are talking about,” Jock said with a grin, “I’m alert always. I’ve got the map for this shift, so you don’t go off course.”


I was secretly happy that Jock had agreed to come on this expedition. He was more mature and certainly had the experience. There was an unspoken trust amongst us, not just Jock and I, but the three of us. We knew if anything did go wrong, we would look out for each other.


As I was driving, Jock had made it clear that we were on route and on time. I smiled inside and thought, this is a wonderful experience. How many young guys get an experience like this? I then realised I had experienced things that most people my age had not experienced. I had unreal jobs. Apart from the military, as mentioned, I had been a test driver, a professional ski racer and ski instructor, and a mountain climber. I had visited multiple countries, sought adventure and was always chasing that adrenaline high.


Crack was the sound from the front of Lucy.


Shit, I immediately thought, Lucy has broken something in her engine.


I felt in before I smelled it. It was the feeling of red-hot pain, like a burning knife held onto my upper right arm. Then the smell was unmistakable. It was the smell of blood.


Some say that all your training goes out the window when the shit really hits the fan, but I disagree, well, certainly in this instance, because I stayed calm, and I put that down to the training I had undertaken in various fields.


I slowly pressed down on Lucy’s brake pedal, bringing her to a smooth stop on the deserted road.


Jock, whose head had previously been buried in a map, suddenly shouted, “What the fuck is going on, Andrew?”


Even though the light had faded outside, I could just see my right arm. Upon inspection, I saw it was a flesh wound with minor blood, but one thing was clear: the culprit was a bullet.


“I’ve been shot.”


“What the fuck do you mean you’ve been shot?” Jock asked as though the information wasn’t computing in his brain.


“I’ve been shot in the arm. It’s ok, it’s just a minor flesh wound, but we need to get the fuck out of here.”


With my uninjured left arm, I slammed Lucy into gear and put my foot hard down on the accelerator. Within seconds, Lucy had gone from a beaten-up farm truck to a Paris-Dakar race car.


The talking, combined with Lucy’s transformation, had awoken James. Sitting up and rubbing his eyes, he said, “Andrew, you can’t drive Lucy this fast. She’s too old.”


Without taking my eyes off the road, I replied, “Lucy is going to have to go this fast. Now hold tight and shut up.”
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The view driving across the Atlas Mountains
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Little Red Spot


There`s a little black spot on the sun today…


The song King of Pain by The Police rattled around in my head. To be honest, the gunshot wound was more of a little red spot, and it wasn’t that painful, like a bee sting.


It’s the same old thing as yesterday…


No, it fucking wasn’t. Yesterday, the lads and I were excited to be on our adventure to deliver Lucy in one piece. Now, we were worried if we were going to get through the Sahara in one piece. Yesterday, we weren’t being randomly shot at. Yesterday, we all were joking and talking boy smack, yesterday…


Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away…


Sod off, Beatles, I thought to myself as I tried not to let the next line from their classic song play in my brain. I preferred The Police over The Beatles.


I may not have quite been the King of Pain, but Lucy was acting like the Queen of Pain. The old girl was complaining. She didn’t like being driven like a Paris-Dakar race car. She had a body built for comfort, not speed. Actually, she had a body built for neither.


“Andrew, she’s overheating,” Jock shouted at me as I continued to push Lucy to her limits.


“I know, I know,” I replied, not taking my eyes off the road. “We’ve got to get out of range of whoever is shooting at us.”


Darkness fell as Lucy rumbled down the mountain track, moaning at being put through her paces. We had been fleeing the initial gunfire for thirty minutes, and I thought that we could risk pulling up sometime soon. My arm needed attention, and we also had to check Lucy for damage.


James was noticeably quiet. I looked over at him, and our eyes did not meet. Instead, I saw that he was pale and was staring straight ahead like a deer in a car’s headlights.


“James,” I shouted over Lucy’s straining engine. James did not reply.


I lessened my speed as I took Lucy down a dusty, rocky track along the edge of the Atlas Mountains. I found what looked like a suitable place to pull up. This will do, I said to myself.


I killed the engine and leaned back towards James, “Hey mate, you’ve been very quiet, you, ok?”


James stopped staring straight ahead and looked at me. “Nope,” he replied. He then started to cry.


“It’s ok mate, take some long deep breaths. Breathe in with your nose and out through your mouth. Can you do that for two minutes?”


“I’ll try,” he replied. “But I think I have shit myself.”


Jock suddenly interrupted, laughing, “I just thought that was the stinky goats on the mountainside.”


We all laughed. It was true, the mountain goats did smell bad. I thought about how we were just thirty miles from entering the massive Sahara Desert, and we had to ‘Get our wagons in a circle’ before what was supposed to be the dangerous part of our adventure. The danger had obviously already begun, and it was very real. I was racking my brain as to why we had been shot.


Yes, we’re all dressed in ex-army green jackets and trousers, but that is only because they were very practical and well-suited to outdoor activities. I mean, you would suspect that most people travelling through that type of terrain would be dressed similar. Also, we were in the vehicle, not like we were patrolling on foot, rifles at ready.


Lucy was painted with a white top with a roof rack holding Jerry cans for fuel and water, plus a spare tyre, wheels, and engine parts. Lucy’s sides were painted light blue. I was confused as to why someone would want to take a shot at us. Lucy didn’t resemble military, at best, maybe a Girl Guide. What the hell did the shooter think we were armed with? Cookies, badges, and acts of service.


“Hey guys, that was mental. Who wants a coffee, with something special added?” Jock piped up, gesturing towards a whiskey bottle.
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