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Classic end  
   to expedition

Classic Land Rovers descended on Red Wharf Bay to  
mark the end of the Defender Trans-Continental Expedition 

WORDS ANDREW STONE PICTURES AS CREDITED
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The Defender Trans-Continental Expedition vehicles 
are led onto Red Wharf Bay by the two 86in Station 
Wagons that drove from London to Cape Town and 
back in 1954. Land Rover South Africa

Two ageing Series One Land Rovers 
believed to be the first to drive 
from London to Cape Town and 

back were on hand to greet the Kingsley 
Holgate Foundation team at the end of 
their epic Defender Trans-Continental 
Expedition (DTE) in Anglesey, Wales. 
Led by larger-than-life adventurer 

Kingsley Holgate, the DTE team brought 
their journey to a close on August 16 
by driving their three new Land Rover 
Defenders onto the beaches of Red 
Wharf Bay, the place where engineer 
Maurice Wilks sketched the first Land 
Rover design in the sand in 1947. 
Following a night’s camping at the 

Anglesey Transport Museum, a fleet of 
classic and newer model Land Rovers 
joined the team for the final stretch onto 
the sands where the iconic vehicle brand 
was born 75 years ago. 
Finally, seawater collected from Africa’s 

southern tip where the Indian and 
Atlantic Oceans meet was symbolically 
emptied from a Zulu calabash onto the 

beach to mark the end of the journey.
Kingsley said the true heroes of the 

expedition were the three vehicles 
named Moyo, Isibindi and Mamba. 
“The three trusty expedition Defenders 
tackled some of the harshest terrains 
in Africa and toughest roads in 
eastern Europe and Scandinavia, 
proving beyond doubt that, like the 
icons before them, these capable new 
Defenders can and will keep the spirit 
of adventure alive,” he said.
However, the new Defenders were almost 

upstaged by two classics brought to the 
event to pay homage to the expedition 
team and their accomplishment. Their 
tale is just as remarkable. 
In 1954, six students from Oxford 

and Cambridge universities travelled 
from London to Cape Town and back 
in two Series One Land Rovers, a 
journey that covered some 25,000 
miles. Ross Charlton, 91, one of the 
six students on the journey was in 
Anglesey along with the two vehicles 
to greet Kingsley and the team. 
Land Rover enthusiast Adam Bennett, 

who today owns the vehicles, said it 
had been fantastic to have Ross and 
the two early overlanders at Red Wharf 
Bay to mark the end of the journey for 
the DTE team. 
“I’ve been communicating with 

Kingsley for a few years now on maybe 
sending one of the cars over to Africa 
to do something,” said Adam. “But then 
he came back saying they were planning 
on driving the new Defenders over here, 

‘The 86in Station 
Wagons were first 
registered for the 
road by the Rover 
Company on June 10, 
1954’
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so we eventually arranged to have them 
at the finish. It was great to finally meet 
Kingsley in person.”
The 86in Station Wagons were first 

registered for the road by the Rover 
Company on June 10, 1954. The record of 
vehicles registered by the company shows 
them both as delivered to ACH (Tony) 
Morgan on June 15. The official record 
kept in the Rover dispatch department 
shows them as booked out to ‘Doyle’, 
which was actually Le Lacheurs Garage at 
Doyle Road, St Peter Port in Guernsey. 
They left the Rover dispatch department 

on June 14. PAC 518 became Isis, the 
Oxford vehicle. Its major elements 
were recovered many years later and 
the vehicle has been sympathetically 
returned to as-new condition. PAC 
519 became Granta, the Cambridge 
vehicle, and still survives (after careful 
restoration by Adam, who also rebuilt the 
Oxford Land Rover). 
The route taken by the 1954 team 

‘The vehicles were 
both owned by the 
father of one of the 
other expedition 
members’

From old to new, there was a variety of Land 
Rovers on display.  Andrew Stone

PAC 518 and PAC 519 driving onto the 
sands at Red Wharf Bay.  Andrew Stone
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saw them cross the Channel for France 
and then make their way over the 
Mediterranean to Algiers. They travelled 
east along the Mediterranean coast 
to Egypt and from Alexandria turned 
south, following the Nile to Aswan. They 
then crossed the desert into Sudan and 
continued into Eritrea and then Ethiopia 
where they encountered roads that were 

all but impassable at that time of year.
They travelled through Kenya during 

the Mau Mau emergency, a time of 
armed rebellion against white people, 
and despite the difficulties attempted a 
record run from Nairobi to Cape Town 
and only failed by a small margin due to 
a mechanical problem. 
Returning from the Cape, they travelled 

back to Johannesburg and into the 
Rhodesias. They continued north into 
French Equatorial Africa and then West 
into the Cameroons where there were 
difficult passes to negotiate. At this point 
they had a serious accident and, having 
run out of time, three of the students 
returned to England because they still 

had their academic courses to complete. 
This left three of the original crew to 

bring the cars home. They picked up 
some hitchhikers and crossed the Sahara 
by the Bidon Cinq route into southern 
Algeria. From Morocco, they crossed 
into Gibraltar, travelled through Spain 
and France and brought the cars back to 
England at the beginning of December. 
The adventure had been the idea of two 

undergraduates at Oxford, David Waters 
and David Oppenheimer. It had always 
been their intention to make the story 
available in print and on film, but for a 
variety of reasons the diary of events that 
team members Don Calman had written 
and the multitude of photographs that Ross 
Charleton took have remained unseen. 
However, Adam confirmed that work on 

publishing a book using information from 
Don’s diary and Ross’s photographs is 
currently underway. “We hope to have it 
out by Christmas and will release details 
closer to the time,” he said. 
Remarkably, Ross had only recently 

been reunited with PAC 519. “After they 
got back in 1954, it was delivered badly 
damaged and in need of a full rebuild to 
a garage in London,” Adam explained. 
“The vehicles were both owned by the 
father of one of the other expedition 
members. That was the last time Ross 
had seen the vehicle until we got them 
together again for his 88th birthday a 
few years back.”
Meanwhile, Kingsley and Ross were able to 

have a chat about their respective journeys 
– carried out 68 years apart – at the 
Anglesey Motor Museum when they met. 
The route taken by the DTE saw the six-

member team travel from Cape Agulhas 
in South Africa to Nordkaap in Norway 
and then onto Anglesey in Wales over 
nine months, in the process becoming the 
first to travel the entire length of Africa 
and Europe in recent years. 
Along the way, they conducted 

humanitarian work that assisted around 
300,000 people in Africa. The mission 
focused on malaria prevention, working 
with Goodbye Malaria in Mozambique 
and assisting thousands of pregnant 

The grounds of the Anglesey Transport Museum 
made a good overnight spot while providing the 
chance to view some classics .  Andrew Stone

Work on a book about the 1954 Trans-
Africa trip is underway and will hopefully be 
published in time for Christmas.  Andrew Stone

Ross Charlton with Kingsley Holgate.  Andrew Stone
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women and mothers with children under 
the age of five in other countries where 
malaria is rife. 
Efforts also included the provision 

of eye tests and reading glasses to 
elderly people in remote communities, 
upgrading of under-resourced early 
childhood development centres, and 
deliveries of clean drinking water to 
drought-stricken regions of northern 
KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa.
 Expedition leader Ross Holgate, 

Kingsley’s son, said the trip had been 
made all the more challenging due to 
Covid. “When we started from Cape 
Agulhas, cross-border travel was 
extremely difficult because of Covid-19 
restrictions,” he explained. 
 “Add to that, uprisings across the 

breadth of North Africa meant that 
for the first time in decades, Africa 
was pretty much off-limits to overland 
travellers. We had to re-route to avoid 

certain areas and in doing so, we 
inadvertently became the first expedition 
in 30 years to cross Africa from south 
to north through the two Sudans. The 
challenges of these past nine months were 
all the more worthwhile when our three 
Defenders finally reached the historic 
landmark at Red Wharf Bay.”
- Our thanks to Adam Bennett and Ross 

Charlton, Land Rover South Africa and the 
Kingsley Holgate Foundation for the images 
and information in this article. CLR

The Anglesey Transport Museum 
has more than 100 classic cars 
including a collection of Land Rovers. 
It is an ideal base from which to 
explore the island and accommodation 
is offered in the form of three glamping 
pitches and fi ve caravan pitches. 
For more information visit https://
angleseytransportmuseum.co.uk/

Martin Port’s ‘Trans Africa Land Rover’ parked 
up next to CLR’s ‘Smurf’ at the Anglesey 
Transport Museum.  Andrew Stone

Seawater taken from Cape Agulhas is emptied 
onto the beach from the team’s Zulu calabash. 
Land Rover South Africa

Land Rover enthusiasts descended on the 
Anglesey Transport Museum for a night’s 
camping to greet the Kingsley Holgate 
Foundation team at the end of their 
expedition.  Andrew Stone
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