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DEDICATION

To my mom, Janice Brady (1944–2022), for her unwavering support, but especially for encouraging me to explore.
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PREFACE

Adventure is an undertaking with an unknown outcome. In the community of overland travelers, it is all about adventure, turning left instead of right or driving just a few more miles to see what is over the next hill. The unknown and uncertainty are what make an overland journey so appealing; it is a roulette wheel of outcomes just waiting to be discovered.

I was first exposed to the joys of travel in 1995 when I landed in southern Italy as a United States Air Force serviceman. Completely out of my element, I slowly adjusted to the unfamiliar language, the jet-lag, and the challenging dance with officials and bureaucracy. Over the months that followed, my apprehension transitioned into a deep love for the Italian people and their generosity, family values, and, of course, their cooking. That first trip had me hooked and once I was back in the United States, I set the goal of making travel my avocation. Travel was invigorating for me, but what really captured my passion was the process of overlanding. The thrill of exploring from border to border, from point A to Z, and from coastline to coastline was intoxicating. I knew immediately that this was the path I was meant to take.
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Despite the hundreds of thousands of miles I’ve seen since that first experience, vehicle-based travel is an endless learning and discovery journey for me. The deeper I get, the more I realize that I still have so much to learn and experience—and that is all part of the adventure of overlanding. I have developed my overlanding skills over several decades (and numerous failures) and throughout this book, I will share those skills with you—along with the stories of how I became the overlander I am today.

From my first expedition to Tuktoyaktuk, Canada, in some of the harshest elements in the country, driving via the precarious ice roads that were once the Peel and Mackenzie Rivers, to my crossing of Central America to the harrowing Darién Gap, my early explorations instilled in me a desire to venture farther afield. During this period, Overland Journal was born, as was the curious idea of traveling all seven continents. That plan was further inspired during my crossing of Europe and Central Asia in 2010, and then finally came to life during a breakfast conversation with my friend Greg Miller. During that morning, Expeditions 7 (E7) and a four-year adventure to take the same Land Cruiser to all seven continents was born.

Greg and I took delivery of the Land Cruiser VDJ78s in Japan, and then shipped them to North America and Europe before embarking on our crossing of Asia via Russia and the infamous Road of Bones. Australia was next, with our goal being to cross the Canning Stock Route, the longest unsupported overland track in the world. The year 2013 would usher in the continent of Africa and exploration of the Skeleton Coast of Namibia, known for its harsh climate, fog, and shipwrecks, before loading the Land Cruiser onto a Russian Ilyushin Il-76 bound for Antarctica. We would not only drive the Land Cruiser on Antarctica, but we would become the first Americans to complete a double-crossing of the continent via four-wheel drive (4WD), including two stops at the South Pole and saving Prince Harry along the way. The final continent was South America in 2014, arriving in Ushuaia, the world’s southernmost city, still savoring the asados that the gauchos prepared along Route 40.

In subsequent years I would join E7 again for the first long-axis crossing of the Greenland Ice Sheet. With international travel halted during the pandemic, I transitioned to a sailboat and crossed the Pacific in 2021 with the Kailani Expedition. I had managed to cross six of the seven continents, but Africa remained. Starting in 2023, I shipped a newly minted INEOS Grenadier to South Africa and began my journey from Cape Town to north Africa, arriving in Djibouti just as war erupted in the region. When I finally pulled my vehicle to the water’s edge at the Gulf of Aden, I had completed my decades-long goal of becoming the first person in history to cross all seven continents by vehicle.

With each accomplishment came the longing to share my story and the skills I learned along the way with others. Yet in 2006, when Overland Journal was founded, the term “overlanding” was only familiar to Australians and a few weather-worn international travelers. Still, my team and I were guided by the goal of inspiring others to see the world by vehicle, and we ventured forth into the world of publishing with that one goal in mind. Our journal started as an employee-owned publication and remains so nearly twenty years later. From its humble beginnings, the publication now reaches more than 200,000 readers in print and digital form, each year inspiring new overlanders to embark on their own adventures.

Overlanding is an adventure that will deeply change you by revealing the world and the vast diversity it contains. As Mark Twain so astutely observed, “Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness, and many of our people need it sorely on these accounts.” By becoming a guest in another land, you can experience and better understand different cultures, political beliefs, religions, cuisines, family units, and art. Through that process, you learn that despite any differences, we are all far more alike than different. You learn how safe the world is and how generous and hospitable people are everywhere, from the nomadic Himba of Namibia to the dedicated scientists of the South Pole station.

Join me on this journey of exploration as we venture into the 101 of overlanding.
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the joys of overland travel—the world unfolding in miles of remote vistas, cultural discoveries, culinary delights, and natural wonders. While the typical weeklong vacation makes you a tourist, the overlanding journey helps you become a traveler, immersed in experiences and connections that last a lifetime.

Overlanding is often perceived as a way to travel the world and see exotic international destinations—and it certainly can be that. But an overland adventure can also be found just a few hours from home. With countless available route planning and mapping tools, it is possible to discover new roads and trails that lead to high mesas, narrow canyons, or abandoned ghost towns. Over a long weekend, it is possible to retrace a historic wagon route to a remote destination and experience a location rarely visited. By being self-sufficient and prepared, you can travel close to home and still experience the rewards of overlanding.

Overlanding 101 will help you discover what overlanding is, its history and first explorers, and how to prepare yourself and your vehicle for the trip of a lifetime. This useful guide breaks down the aspects of overlanding into manageable and realistic steps, giving you multiple options and routes to choose from. You’ll find information on all aspects of overland travel like planning your trip, packing your gear, choosing your communication and navigation equipment, outfitting your emergency kit, picking the right vehicle for your type of trip, and staying safe on your journey.

Each chapter also includes an overlanding story from individuals who’ve experienced their own unique adventures, whether it’s getting stuck in Australia’s Great Sandy Desert, crossing the Greenland Ice Sheet, adventuring on El Camino del Diablo in Arizona, or helping fellow explorers in Antarctica. These stories will show you the real-life expeditions of overlanders who went out there and pushed the limits. You’ll learn about their successes and failures, including how they overcame challenges when things went awry.

Whether you have overlanding experience already or are ready to start on your first journey, Overlanding 101 will give you the confidence, advice, and information you need to embark on your own adventure!






PART 1 VEHICLE-BASED ADVENTURE TRAVEL

Welcome to the overland journey! Motorcycles and four-wheel drive vehicles have ventured to every corner of the globe and across every continent in pursuit of scientific discovery, cultural awareness, and adventure—and now you can be a part of it all. In this first part you’ll learn what overlanding is and the differences between overland travel, four-wheeling, road-tripping, and expeditions. In addition, you’ll discover the history of overland travel and its legacy of adventure that continues to inspire countless journeys.

After reading about overlanding and the pioneers who brought it into being, you’ll find out how to start planning an overlanding journey of your own. With details on picking your destination, finding the necessary items to bring with you, and choosing the right vehicle for the terrain you’ll encounter—you’ll find all you’ll need to begin planning your first overnight journey and then advance to longer, more distant travels from there. Overlanding opens a world of discovery for solo travelers, couples, friends, and families—it’s time to see what is just beyond the next horizon.
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Vehicle-based adventure takes many forms, from discovering new cultures to exploring remote and challenging landscapes.




CHAPTER 1 WHAT IS OVERLANDING?

Turning the key, the diesel engine in the old Land Cruiser purrs to life, the gentle clatter of a trusted friend ready to embark on the next journey. Shifting the transfer case into low range and selecting first gear, the Toyota slowly climbs the grade up Elephant Hill, a sandstone and rock trail in Canyonlands National Park. This area is extremely remote, and the challenging obstacles limit the number of visitors. The trip can take days or weeks; there is no cell coverage, and it requires complete self-reliance. While this route is not located in the wilds of South America, it is everything an overlander dreams of—travel, adventure, culture, wilderness, and self-discovery.
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In this chapter, you will learn what overlanding is and gain a helpful foundation for learning the requisite skills of vehicle-based travel, while also clearing the air around how many ways you can go about an overland journey. You’ll also discover a glossary of terms and the rewards of supporting scientific and geographic goals. The chapter wraps up with a few examples of trip budgets and vehicle builds before diving into the important principles of Tread Lightly, Leave No Trace, and the Overlander’s Code.





The Joys of Overland Travel

Over fifteen years ago, the team at Overland Journal defined overlanding as “vehicle-based adventure travel” in an effort to help future explorers differentiate from off-roading, car camping, and road-tripping. With the primary goal of travel, overlanding will also typically include one or more of the following:


	Remote destinations that often require days or weeks of fuel, food, water, and supplies.

	Navigation, route finding, weather tracking, and consideration of seasonal closures.

	Interactions with cultures other than your own, including indigenous peoples, cultural sites, and historic routes.

	Travel to under-explored or under-documented regions, allowing for the serendipity of the unknown. (It is the departure from the overshared social media hotspots to find the unexpected, getting the traveler out of the rut.)

	Self-reliant travel for days, weeks, or months. Overlanding has an undertone of both distance and time, allowing the journey to uncouple you from the day-to-day to help you change and grow.

	A healthy amount of time. Overlanding generally takes time and is difficult to achieve in a night or two. This is not to say that a weekend trip cannot be overlanding, but the rewards really start to reveal themselves over weeks, months, and years.
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The Toyota Land Cruiser 70 Series is still the vehicle of choice for most long-distance overland adventure due to the durability and simplicity.



Overlanding Fundamentals

The following is a glossary of terms to help you understand the remainder of this book. It’s important to know, however, that these terms are not set in stone; for example, it is possible to overland without even putting tires on a dirt road or spending a night camping. Overlanding is not just four-wheeling and camping (although it can be). Adventurous travels with your vehicle are truly the goal.


	Overland(ing): Vehicle-based adventure travel, most often over weeks, months, or years across countries and continents. Its primary purpose is exploration and adventure travel.

	Overland duration: Typically, an overland adventure lasts a week to many years. However, more journeys on technical or infrequently traveled routes may be only a few days long due to the challenges of fuel or water resupply.

	Logistics: Detailed planning is required for the environmental, geographic, and geopolitical contingencies you will face while overlanding.

	Route finding: Navigation can be easy or complicated. Many areas you may want to overland in may not have detailed mapping available, thus requiring extensive research and route finding.

	Camping: Camping in overland terms is usually remote camping. Some travelers may use a self-contained unit due to weather conditions, security concerns, or the duration of travel, though most will camp in a roof tent or high-quality ground tent. There may also be limited camping available (like in many parts of Asia), requiring the use of local accommodations, hostels, and so on.

	International borders: Overlanding often includes crossing international borders. Some overlanders may cross dozens of borders and even entire continents in a trip.

	Risk: There is risk involved in overlanding. In particular, there is a potential for moderate risk to personnel and equipment due to security issues or the extreme remoteness and difficulty of the journey.
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	Terrain: The terrain in overlanding can vary depending on environmental and use conditions, but it can be highly technical, such as in jungles and remote deserts. The vehicle and driver must be prepared for the unknowns.

	Car camping: Using a car to access an established campground for one or more nights of sleeping in, on, or around the vehicle.

	Van life: The lifestyle of using a van to live in and often work from the road.

	Four-wheeling (off-roading): Recreational driving sport with a four-wheel drive (4WD) vehicle on unimproved trails where overcoming obstacles is the primary goal.

	Vehicle-dependent expedition: An organized, vehicle-supported journey with a defined purpose, often geographic, philanthropic, or scientific.




OVERLANDING VERSUS FOUR-WHEELING AND ROAD-TRIPPING

The easiest way to distinguish overlanding from four-wheeling is that four-wheeling (or off-roading) is a recreational sport. It is about overcoming obstacles with a 4WD vehicle, often requiring a marshal (spotter), advanced recovery, and even aftermarket modifications to the vehicle. The challenge is most of the fun, and the activity can be a great way to spend a day honing your driving skills. While overlanding can include technical terrain, those challenges are overcome in pursuit of the journey between points A and Z. Four-wheeling is vehicular sport while overlanding is vehicular travel.

A road trip has all the trappings of hauling a family across the country to see relatives, the world’s most giant ball of twine, or the expanse of the Grand Canyon. While a family road trip can feel like an adventure, the goal is often to arrive at a specific tourist spot or holiday gathering with relatives. A road trip is a journey to a destination instead of the remote meanderings of the overlander, where the journey is the destination.



OVERLANDING VERSUS CAR CAMPING

Car camping can be some of the most fun you can do with a vehicle, transporting your friends and yourself into nature with all the comforts of home. Having a car allows the camper to bring items that would be difficult to bring with a backpack, like larger tents, thicker air mattresses, larger chairs, hygiene (shower) solutions, and elaborate cooking equipment. A vehicle can also provide access to remote camping for those with limited mobility or special medical needs. Car camping can also be done close to home for just one night. On the other hand, overlanding can eschew camping entirely. However, it is common for overlanders to camp as their routes often include trails without accommodation, or the traveler prefers to be away from it all. In some countries or regions, the overland destinations have limited camping availability, or the adventurer chooses to experience the vibrancy and culture by staying in villages and cities to enjoy local cuisines, museums, and festivals.



WHAT MAKES AN EXPEDITION?

While it has become popular to call a week’s trip with friends into the desert an “expedition,” it might be helpful to understand what the term means regarding overlanding. While you may never embark on an official overland expedition, you should know that an expedition is a vehicle-supported journey that meets one or more of the following criteria:


	1.  An overland journey to a rarely visited or documented remote and harsh location with limited (or no) infrastructure and support—for example, the Empty Quarter of Oman or the Summit Station near the apex of the Greenland Ice Sheet. These trips should be documented for the benefit of future travelers and generations.

	2.  An overland journey that significantly supports a remote or challenging philanthropic need—for example, transporting medical supplies and doctors to a remote village in Bolivia or delivering equipment for clean water infrastructure on the Skeleton Coast.

	3.  An overland journey that contributes to scientific discovery, data collection, or logistics, such as measuring snow depth on a glacier, transporting a biologist to a remote research station, or assisting with an observational census.







Sample Trips and Budgets

It is possible to overland with minimal expenses. On a limited budget, travelers can start on a bicycle with a backpack or a rack with a few panniers (on-bike packs). I remember encountering a lone cyclist along the Silk Road in Kyrgyzstan who managed to see all of Central Asia for less than $10 per day. Other travelers have explored for less and many have traveled for more, but overall, overlanding can be affordable. As another example, Luisa and Graeme Bell have traveled for over ten years with their two children in their Land Rover Defender for about $2,000 per month ($65 per day). They sleep in the vehicle nearly every night, cook meals, and do maintenance themselves. They have been able to drive the length of the Americas and Africa, showing their son and daughter the real world.

In reality, a $120,000 vehicle loaded to the gills with modifications and gear is unnecessary, and the expense often complicates or constrains the adventure. For example, temporary importation duties or the bond on a Carnet (import/export document) can be two to four times the value of the vehicle, along with the challenges of obtaining comprehensive insurance, and so on. The car and modifications should only represent a third of the travel budget over the lifecycle of a 4WD/car/motorcycle. As an alternate approach, look at the $120,000 investment as the total cost of travel, which will allow for the purchase of a used but reliable overland vehicle, a few basic modifications, and a daily travel budget to drive from Prudhoe Bay in Alaska to Ushuaia in Argentina.
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A simple motorcycle like the Suzuki V-Strom can provide efficiency, comfort, and reliability for remote exploration.

Following are some sample budgets, trips, and vehicles to give you some ideas about the process and expense of overland travel. These sample trips are not intended to discourage the purchase of a new or even expensive vehicle, as those vehicles have their place for those with the financial means to justify the investment. In fact, a newer vehicle has the advantage of (often) improved reliability, safety, and performance. Many new original equipment manufacturer (OEM) overland offerings are well-suited to international and backcountry use, requiring almost no modification to travel the world. The goal here is to prioritize travel, so again it is recommended that you only spend 30 percent or less of your travel budget on the vehicle and modifications. Individual incomes, budgets, and goals vary widely, so the percentage can change for more affluent travelers.

[image: A Toyota Land Cruiser 200 Series, equipped with a roof rack, parked in a forested area.]
Supremely reliable and internationally serviceable, the Toyota Land Cruiser 200 Series remains one of the best around-the-world options for North American travelers.

Example: A 2-Year Travel Budget of $120,000: 4WD Vehicle


	Vehicle: Used 2012 Toyota Land Cruiser 200 Series: $28,000

	Basic modifications: $3,500 (springs/shocks, rack, and interior storage platform for sleeping)

	Support and camping equipment: $2,200 (sleeping, cooking, self-recovery, and tools)

	$86,300 travel budget for North, Central, and South America: At $100 per day average and associated shipping and visa fees, it would allow for a full two years of travel.



Example: A 100-Day Travel Budget of $45,000: 4WD


	Vehicle: Used 2016 Nissan Frontier PRO-4X 4WD: $17,000

	Used Go Fast Camper: $5,000

	Basic modifications: $2,000 (rear helper spring, shocks, and portable power pack)

	Support and camping equipment: $2,200 (sleeping, cooking, self-recovery, and tools)

	$18,800 travel budget to drive through the western US and Baja California, Mexico. At $85 per day (mostly camping in the camper), the budget would allow for one hundred days of exploring the Backcountry Discovery Routes of New Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming, Idaho, Washington, and Oregon before embarking on Sinuhe Xavier’s challenging Utah Traverse and even a few months camping on the beach (and eating tacos) in Baja California, Mexico.



Example: A 1-Year Travel Budget of $25,000: Motorcycle


	Vehicle: Used 2020 Kawasaki KLR 650 motorcycle: $5,400

	Basic modifications: $1,200 (rack and side luggage)

	Support and camping equipment: $2,300 (tent, sleeping, cooking, GPS, tools, and spares)

	$16,100 travel budget to cross the TransAmerica Trail (TAT), up to Alaska, and through the Sierra Madre of Mexico before arriving at the Mayan ruins in Tikal, Guatemala. At $50 per day average (which requires a lot of camping), the budget would allow 300-plus days to cross the US and ride an ambitious foray in Copper Canyon, Mexico, before crossing into Belize and Guatemala.



The Land Cruiser, Frontier, and KLR650 motorcycle in the previous examples will still have considerable resale value at the end of these adventures. They can then be sold to offset the travel expenses and adjust the total vehicle and modification costs well below the optimal 30 percent of travel expenses.




Conscious Overlanding

One of the most critical responsibilities of the overland traveler is to preserve the places you visit for future adventurers and generations. You can minimize and even eliminate most of the impact of your travels by using Tread Lightly, Leave No Trace, and Overlander’s Code principles. Also, you can consider supporting nonprofit organizations like Tread Lightly and Leave No Trace by donating your resources or time. Following are the principles and codes of those organizations and how you utilize them while overlanding.


THE T.R.E.A.D. PRINCIPLES

Tread Lightly began in 1985 as an off-highway vehicle program for the US Forest Service before becoming an independent nonprofit in 1990. Led by a committed team of multiuse professionals, the organization has evolved to support user education, vehicle-manufacturer responsibilities (primarily around advertising responsible use), and the preservation of public land access. Their principles are:
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	Travel responsibly on land by staying on designated roads, trails, and area. Go over, not around, obstacles to avoid widening the trails. Cross streams only at designated fords. When possible, avoid wet, muddy trails.

	Respect the rights of others, including private property owners, all recreational trail users, campers, and others, so they can enjoy their recreational activities undisturbed. Leave gates as you found them. Yield right of way to those passing you or going uphill.

	Educate yourself prior to your trip by obtaining travel maps and regulations from public agencies. Plan for your trip, take recreation skills classes, and know how to operate your equipment safely.

	Avoid sensitive areas on land such as meadows, lake shores, wetlands, and streams. Always ride with caution any time water is present. Wet soils are more susceptible to damage. Riding along river and stream beds causes erosion and habitat destruction. Stay on designated routes. This protects wildlife habitats and sensitive soils from damage. Don’t disturb historical, archaeological, or paleontological sites.

	Do your part by modeling appropriate behavior, leaving the area better than you found it, properly disposing of waste, minimizing the use of fire, avoiding the spread of invasive species, and repairing degraded areas.





THE LEAVE NO TRACE PRINCIPLES

As outdoor recreation expanded in popularity during the mid-twentieth century, there became increased awareness of the impact of backcountry use on the environment. In 1990, the US Forest Service and the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) created the Leave No Trace (LNT) curriculum and outreach campaign. By 1994 the program morphed into a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, and the seven LNT principles were established with the goal of leaving the wild places of the world unchanged by human presence.

Plan Ahead and Prepare


	Know the regulations and special concerns for the area you’ll visit.

	Prepare for extreme weather, hazards, and emergencies.

	Schedule your trip to avoid times of high use.

	Visit in small groups. Split larger parties into smaller groups.

	Repackage food to minimize waste.

	Use a map and compass to eliminate the use of rock cairns, flagging, or marking paint.



Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces


	Durable surfaces include established trails, campsites, rock, gravel, or snow.

	Protect riparian areas by camping at least 200 feet from lakes and streams.

	Good campsites are found, not made. Altering a site is not necessary.

	Use existing trails and campsites.

	Keep campsites small. Focus activity in areas where vegetation is absent.



Dispose of Waste Properly


	Pack it in, pack it out. Inspect your campsite and rest areas for trash or spilled food. Pack out all trash, leftover food, and litter. Burning trash is never recommended.

	Deposit solid human waste in catholes dug 6–8 inches deep at least 200 feet from water, camp, and trails. Cover and disguise the cathole when finished.

	Bury toilet paper deep in a cathole or pack the toilet paper out along with hygiene products.

	To wash yourself or your dishes, carry water 200 feet away from streams or lakes and use small amounts of biodegradable soap. Scatter strained dishwater.



Leave What You Find


	Preserve the past: Observe cultural or historic structures and artifacts, but do not touch them.

	Leave rocks, plants, and other natural objects as you find them.

	Avoid introducing or transporting non-native species.

	Do not build structures, furniture, or dig trenches.



Minimize Campfire Impacts


	Campfires can cause lasting impacts on the environment. Use a lightweight stove for cooking and enjoy a candle lantern for light.

	Use established fire rings, pans, or mound fires where fires are permitted.

	Keep fires small. Use only sticks from the ground that can be broken by hand.

	Burn all wood and coals to ash, put out campfires completely, then scatter the cool ashes.



Respect Wildlife


	Observe wildlife from a distance. Do not follow or approach them.

	Never feed animals. Feeding wildlife damages their health, alters natural behaviors, and exposes them to predators and other dangers.

	Control pets at all times or leave them at home.

	Avoid wildlife during sensitive times: mating, nesting, raising young, or winter.



Be Considerate of Others


	Respect others and protect the quality of their experience.

	Be courteous. Yield to other users on the trail.

	Greet riders and ask which side of the trail to move to when encountering pack animals and those on horseback.

	Take breaks and camp away from others.

	Let nature’s sounds prevail. Avoid loud voices and noises. (Note: This was a minor edit of the Leave No Trace principles to avoid confusion between human-powered and mechanized backcountry use.)





THE OVERLANDER’S CODE

As overlanders, we have a unique ability to interact with remote cultures and environments. As travelers, it is our responsibility to be kind, patient, and gracious guests, while also taking care to minimize our impact on the environment and local communities. With responsible overlanding, we can preserve these experiences for future generations.


	Kindness is key: Overland travel inevitably leads to challenging situations and encounters, so it is our responsibility to limit conflict, be patient, and be good ambassadors for travelers who will follow in our footsteps.

	Respect the unique cultures you visit: As guests of the countries and regions we visit, we often encounter unique traditions, beliefs, values, and norms that are different from our own. Researching these differences and assimilating as much as possible is important to help minimize conflict and misunderstanding.

	Take responsibility for your actions: Accidents can happen during travel, so it is essential to take responsibility if livestock is injured or killed or a vehicle accident occurs. Have sufficient currency available to resolve those incidents ethically and generously.
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Slow down, observe, always be kind, and let the journey take you.
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	Do no harm: Research the regions you are visiting and understand the implications of your actions. Harmful actions include giving treats or money to children at the roadside, as this encourages them to run into the street with the possibility of being hit. Avoid driving on remote tracks in heavy rains to limit trail damage and dispose of all waste properly. Travel as a solo vehicle or in small groups to minimize campsite damage and impact on local infrastructure.

	Avoid paying bribes: In most situations, proper planning, research, and patience will all but eliminate the likelihood of paying a bribe to officials and law enforcement. There are exceptions, such as when a bribe is paid unknowingly or if personal safety is threatened. Paying bribes increases the likelihood of pressure for similar kickbacks from locals and future travelers.

	Help other travelers: Help fellow travelers and locals along the journey, including getting a vehicle unstuck or fixing a flat tire. Ask walkers, bikers, and motorcyclists if they need water or other support. Give back on community forums and apps with updated road and border crossing reports.

	Give back when possible: As travelers, we gain so much from our experiences that finding ways to give back during our journeys is deeply rewarding. There are ways to volunteer or use your professional skills in every country you visit, so make time to honor the local communities and conservation organizations that make the experience possible. When feasible, spend money with locally owned businesses and guides.




Traveling Well

By considering what overlanding is and understanding the terms of the pursuit, you can better communicate and plan your travel goals. In the case of an overland adventure, there are numerous forums and communities that can help you refine the itinerary or equipment, and the members may even have a few secret spots to share. If you have determined that your trip serves as a vehicle-based expedition, there are nonprofit organizations like The Royal Geographical Society and The Explorers Club that can provide professional consulting, introductions, and access to journals from previous travelers.

Even though vehicle-based travel only represents 137 years of history, it has become a powerful component of the human experience, but the mechanized nature also demands a steward’s mindset. With the rapid growth of overlanding, the negative impact on trails, campsites, and cultures continues to expand, requiring large-scale cleanups, education programs, law enforcement, and even route closures. If we all do our part and employ the principles of Tread Lightly, Leave No Trace, and the Overlander’s Code, we can protect multiuse access and pass on these experiences to future travelers.





NOTES FROM THE ROAD The Horn of Afar

Despite the close confines, the Harar market exploded with life and the smell of roasting coffee beans and frankincense. Bryon and I negotiated the maze of stalls, open baskets, and teetering bags of raw spices. The spice porters announced, “Welbel, Welbel,” as they vaulted 80-pound sacks over their shoulders and pushed through the chaos. We were purchasing provisions for our journey through the Afar Triangle and facing the uncertainty of the border with Djibouti at the start of Ramadan. The Horn of Africa is slowly being torn away at the tectonic confluence of the Arabian, Nubian, and Somali plates, forming the Afar Triangle and the start of the Great Rift Valley. This region is one of the planet’s hottest, lowest, and driest places. We would need to navigate this region to arrive at the Gulf of Aden, including a border crossing into Djibouti just as war in the Middle East erupted.

With the vehicle loaded with fuel and equipment, we departed the historic Harar for the borderlands of Ethiopia, Somalia, and Djibouti. Despite this being the main route to the coast, it was nearly devoid of traffic—the fuel shortage and an impending port agreement with Somaliland flaring tensions. With the specter of the border looming, we drove slowly to conserve fuel and navigate this region known for banditry and trucking accidents. Once we arrived at Ethiopia’s Dewele border post, the challenges began. One official after another was disinterested in closing out our vehicle documentation or was unwilling to assume responsibility for our being able to leave. Hours passed, and we were given a reprieve with the changing of the guard and an official more sympathetic to our plight, and the fact that we were stuck at his border with no means of forward or return prospects—he would be the first of our patrons of kindness in the coming days.

Having cleared the Ethiopian border late in the day, we rolled up to the Djiboutian post just as darkness fell. The border was a haphazard congregation of confiscated Land Cruisers, blowing trash, and decaying buildings. It seemed that everyone was yelling, jockeying for the attention of the few officials still on duty. Bags were being searched, and ramshackle buses filled with Somalis from Mogadishu poured into the dirt lot chased by a sea of dust. We found a parking spot for the Grenadier and made our way, gingerly, toward the outpost. Within minutes our visas were validated, passports stamped, and vehicle carnet verified. But I sighed relief too soon, as just as we were pulling away, a customs official yelled in our direction, “Show me your papers!”

This would begin nearly four days of detention at the border, including hours of desperate communications over satellite messenger and restricted cellular calling to escalate our plight to the highest reaches of the Djibouti government and even the US State Department. Frustrated and surviving on little sleep and dwindling supplies, one of the police officers approached in broken English, “Do you need any water or food?” Our second patron of kindness had arrived.

As the days passed, word of our detention had reached a local overlander and retired French Foreign Legionnaire, Ali. We connected on the phone, and plans were made for him to drive several hours to the border to advocate for our release. He arrived with a beaming smile and bags of food, hot coffee, and tea. After handing us the food, he stormed off to the customs hut like a man on a mission. Emotions welled in my chest as I took that first sip of coffee. Kindness had prevailed yet again, and freedom was within our grasp.

[image: A group of people gathered around busses, cars, and vans, unloading goods and luggage.]
The border crossing with Djibouti and Ethiopia was alive with buses, cars, and travelers during Ramadan. This group had just arrived from Mogadishu with piles of goods and luggage.








CHAPTER 2 THE HISTORY OF VEHICLE-BASED TRAVEL

The history of overlanding is a storied past, starting in the 1200s with the word’s origins coming from the Middle English term overlond and then entering regular use by the 1700s to describe journeys over the land. Overlanding was best captured by legendary cattle drovers of Australia that crossed vast distances in Oceania to open new grazing lands or transport herds to lucrative stockyards in the south. Then, in 1888, Bertha Benz changed history with the first overland journey by vehicle.

    [image: A weathered wooden shipwreck partially buried in sand near the ocean, with two off-road vehicles parked nearby.]
    This chapter delves into the history of overlanding, including many of the pursuit’s most colorful characters and luminaries. From the first overlanders to modern explorers, there are innumerable lessons to be learned about the benefits of a simple vehicle and the desire for adventure. This chapter ends with a review of the biggest game changers in overland travel today, including satellite communication and the advent of the electronic visa.






The First Overlanders

[image: A black-and-white photograph of Bertha Benz sitting on an early motorized tricycle while two men assist by pushing the vehicle.]
Bertha Benz captured all the core attributes of future overlanders, including a desire to explore, a fierce self-sufficiency, and an indominable determination to drive the world.

Overlanding started with Bertha Benz, the business partner (and wife) of Karl Benz, the inventor of the Benz Patent-Motorwagen. Bertha is impressive for many accomplishments beyond that first road trip, including being the financier (before their marriage) of Karl’s patent efforts with the motorized horseless carriage. She was an astute businesswoman, but German law in 1885 did not permit a woman to hold patent rights. By all measures, her contributions and business acumen turned the first Benz from idea to reality. So, it is no surprise that in August 1888, without anyone’s permission or approval from the authorities, Bertha climbed aboard the Benz Patent-Motorwagen No. 3 with her two teenage sons and drove 106 kilometers (over 65 miles) from Mannheim to Pforzheim. Bertha’s journey was the world’s first long-distance road trip by an internal combustion engine vehicle. Thank you, Bertha, for inspiring all who would overland after you.


THE RACE TO CROSS CONTINENTS

After Bertha’s impressive feat, the race was on to undertake longer and more ambitious adventures with the horseless carriage. On a bet, Dr. Horatio Jackson left San Francisco in 1903 and became the first person to drive an automobile across the United States. Researching his journey, it was clear that the good doctor had no idea what he was in for, but he left nonetheless. He had only received driving lessons the week before, and he blew his only spare tire within 15 miles of Oakland. Calamity continued, but Horatio and his mechanic Sewall Crocker persevered, arriving in New York City on July 26, 1903, sixty-three days after starting their journey. Along the way, they adopted Bud, who was likely the first overlanding bulldog. Even back then, trips were just better with a best friend along for the ride.

In 1922, Aloha Wanderwell (born Idris Galcia Hall) captured the world’s attention by departing for a global journey at age sixteen after answering an advertisement; she took on many roles throughout the expedition, including serving as a translator, driver, and film editor. The adventure took about seven years and was partially sponsored by the Ford Motor Company. She fell in love with her co-driver Walter Wanderwell, who headed the expedition, and the two married in 1925 during the American leg of their expedition. Incredibly, her overland driving expedition included forty-three countries and gave Aloha the title of the first woman to drive around the world.

Around 1955, Land Rover was eager to demonstrate the durability of their indomitable Series I station wagons, so they partnered with Oxford University and Cambridge University to undertake the Far Eastern Expedition. The six expedition members had just graduated from their respective institutions and departed from London’s Hyde Park on September 1, 1955, with the end goal of Singapore. The six travelers in their two Land Rovers would journey through France, Monaco, Germany, Austria, Yugoslavia, Greece, Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Nepal, Burma, Thailand, Malaya, and Singapore. Over six months and 18,000 miles, they had achieved the seemingly impossible, which the world watched in rapt attention as BBC played their Travellers’ Tales, produced by David Attenborough.

[image: A black-and-white photograph of a Land Rover with the words ‘Oxford and Cambridge Far Eastern Expedition’ on its door crossing a bamboo bridge.]
The Far Eastern Expedition traveled from London to Singapore and into the imagination of every overlander since.





Tom Sheppard and the 1975 Joint Services West-East Sahara Expedition

There are few overland travelers that I respect more than Tom Sheppard. In addition to his distinguished career as a pilot in the Royal Air Force, Tom began a second career as a desert overlander, completing 110,000 miles of expeditions in over fifty-plus years. Tom is also the author of the preeminent Vehicle-dependent Expedition Guide, a 620-page tome on the art and practicalities of conducting significant vehicle expeditions. At ninety years old, Tom still rides his BMW adventure motorcycle to the gym every day and continues to inspire generations of wide-eyed adventurers.

In January 1975, squadron leader Tom Sheppard and his Joint Services team departed London across the Westminster Bridge, driving four Land Rover 101 Forward Controls. After shipping to the African continent, they departed Dakar, Senegal, with 1,100 gallons of fuel and 410 gallons of water. Over the subsequent one hundred days, the expedition crossed 7,500 miles of Northern Africa through much of the Sahara. With the excursion happening before the invention of the Global Positioning System (GPS), the route finding required hundreds of navigational stops, often satisfied with a universal sun compass to validate longitude. In support of geography, the team would take over 600 gravitational readings and conduct numerous zoological and geophysical studies.



Overlanders in Support of Science and Geography

Overlanders have supported scientific and geographic expeditions since the early 1900s, providing travel efficiency and payload for carrying personnel and equipment into the field. They are also well-suited to extremely remote conditions and can often support research during their own excursions. For example, in my 2018 crossing of the Greenland Ice Sheet, our Expeditions 7 team supported research on snow depth using highly accurate GPS units while also taking snow samples for later testing throughout the crossing.


THE ROYAL GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY

The Royal Geographical Society (RGS) in the UK is one of the best examples of an organization that supports and receives support from overland explorers. RGS was founded in 1830 to advance geographical science, with a list of notable fellows and accomplishments. Members like David Livingstone, Henry Morton Stanley, Robert Falcon Scott, Sir Ernest Shackleton, and Sir Edmund Hillary have all walked the hallowed halls of the RGS. RGS worked closely with Tom Sheppard on several expeditions and published several works helping overland explorers plan a safe and successful project. RGS also helps budding overland expeditioners with their annual RGS Explore event, where Land Rover Bursary also presents a vehicle and financial stipend for an upcoming RGS-supported expedition.



THE EXPLORERS CLUB

Since 1904, The Explorers Club has been headquartered in New York City and supports scientific expeditions of all disciplines. The Explorers Journal is also one of the finest executions of a nonprofit periodical we have encountered. For 120 years, The Explorers Club has supported significant expeditions, including many that include overland vehicles and overlander support. The Explorers Club members include Sir Edmund Hillary, who reached the summit of Everest in 1953; US Navy Lieutenant Don Walsh; and Swiss Engineer Jacques Piccard, who arrived at the bottom of the Mariana Trench. Their Explorers Cubs program helps to support future generations of explorers.

[image: A woman taking a photo with a camera while leaning against a vintage green Land Rover.]




Modern Explorers

[image: Lois Pryce riding a motorcycle through shallow, muddy water path in a marsh.]
Lois Pryce has traveled solo across the length of the Americas and Africa, along with a notable motorcycle journey across Iran.

Thankfully, overlanding continues to expand into new demographics. The grizzled explorer is now sharing the map with young families, solo female travelers, and adventurers of all races, genders, nationalities, incomes, and beliefs. The segment’s rapid growth has introduced the joys of overlanding to more travelers. The availability of better information, higher-quality products, and a global community have all helped foster the growing tide of modern explorers.

For example, one of my heroes, Lois Pryce, has crossed the length of the Americas and Africa solo on a small, affordable motorcycle. In later travels, she also overlanded Iran and shared her experiences in the brilliant account Revolutionary Ride. It is exciting to see what these new generations of modern explorers will accomplish as they embark on their travels around the globe.




Expeditions 7 and Crossing Continents

With humility and reservation, I include my expeditions in this chapter to add context to my experiences reflected in this book and highlight the realities of twenty-first-century overland expeditions. From 2011 to 2018, Greg Miller and I worked to plan and execute driving the first vehicle on all seven continents. Through that process, we would cross North America, drive to Nordkapp in Europe, cross the Road of Bones in Russia’s Far East, the Canning Stock Route of Australia, and the Skeleton Coast of Africa before putting the Land Cruiser VDJ78 on an Ilyushin IL-76 transport plane for Antarctica. While on the frozen continent, we would drive the Land Cruiser and also cross the continent twice in a Toyota Hilux, including two stops at the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station. The final continent was South America, where we completed the goal by driving to the southernmost city of Ushuaia and becoming the first people in history to drive the same vehicle on all seven continents.

In 2018, the E7 adventures continued with the first south-north crossing of the Greenland Ice Sheet by four-wheel drive. Through Expeditions 7 and my dozens of other long-distance journeys, I have crossed all seven continents. Still, I wanted to drive Africa south to north, crossing from the Southern Hemisphere to the Northern Hemisphere along the eastern side and ending above the Horn of Africa and the gateway to the Red Sea in Djibouti. On March 14, 2024, I completed the journey and became the first person to cross all seven continents by vehicle.

[image: A 4WD driving through a snowy landscape with rocky terrain and a glacier in the background.]
In 2014, Greg Miller and the author became the first people in history to take the same 4WD to all seven continents.




A Timeline of the History of Overlanding

[image: A yellow Land Rover Discovery with Camel Trophy branding partially submerged in water, driven by a man wearing a straw hat.]
The Camel Trophy adventures have inspired generations of overlanders.

Every corner of the globe has been explored by vehicle, including the South and North Poles, and across every continent. From Bertha Benz’s first overland journey in 1888 to Julie and Chris Ramsey driving from the North Pole to the South Pole in 2023, history continues to be made and drivers continue to test their mettle around the world.


	1888: Bertha Benz completes the first long-distance road trip in an automobile.

	1903: Dr. Horatio Jackson is the first person to drive across the United States.

	1908: George Schuster becomes the first person to drive around the world.

	1927: Aloha Wanderwell becomes the first woman to drive around the world.

	1946: Len Beadell begins overland road surveys into the interior of Australia.

	1958: Sir Edmund Hillary is the first person to reach the South Pole by vehicle.

	1972: Colonel John Blashford-Snell completes the first north-south crossing of the Americas, including the Darién Gap.

	1975: Tom Sheppard completes the west-east crossing of the Sahara.

	1980–1998: The Camel Trophy events (an off-road vehicle-orientated competition) inspire millions to explore the world by vehicle.

	1982: Sir Ranulph Fiennes completes the first land and sea circumnavigation of the planet, from Pole to Pole, using human power, a ship, and Land Rovers.

	1997: Turtle Expedition completes the winter crossing of Russia (and circumnavigation).

	2009: Vasily Elagin drives to the North Pole (airlifted after reaching the Pole).

	2014: Expeditions 7 is the first in history to drive the same vehicle on all seven continents.

	2023: Julie and Chris Ramsey complete the first electric vehicle (EV) journey from the 1823 Magnetic North Pole to the South Pole in Antarctica.

	2024: Scott Brady completes the first crossing of all seven continents by vehicle.






The Top 10 Overlanding Game Changers

Significant engineering and communication advancements have transformed domestic and international overlanding in the past few decades. These changes have made the process safer, easier, and more connected than ever, facilitating a lower cost of travel and the ability to work remotely in a vehicle from anywhere on the planet. Here are some of the biggest changes in the field of overlanding:


1. FACTORY OVERLAND VEHICLES

The original equipment manufacturers have embraced overlanding and have



2. STARLINK




3. GARMIN INREACH


[image: A GMC Canyon AT4X parked on a rocky trail in a forested area.]
There are more factory overland vehicle options than ever before, like this GMC Canyon AT4X engineered in partnership with American Expedition Vehicles.



4. iOVERLANDER





5. SMARTPHONES




6. ALL-WHEEL DRIVE VANS




7. SMALL, AFFORDABLE CAMPERS




8. FACEBOOK GROUPS AND FORUMS




9. LITHIUM BATTERIES




10. E-VISAS
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