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In the next 10 minutes, I’m going to introduce you to the world of overlanding.  
A rather all encompassing choice of recreational activity! 
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Overlanders travel the world independently in their own vehicles, sleeping in 
their vehicle or camping as they go, for extended lengths of time. 
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And that’s what Bruce and I have been doing, in our trusty yellow van, for the 
last 2 years. 
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For me, this story started in 1992, when I was 19 years old and I bought 
myself a place on this overland truck trip crossing Africa. It was amazing 
experience for teenage me, which left me infected with a bug for long-
term travel. 
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20 something years later, Bruce & I realised an ambition to do an epic road 
trip of our own when circumstances allowed us both to take career breaks at 
the same time. I took an offer of voluntary redundancy and, a year later, he 
finished his contract here at the university. 
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People do these epic trips using all sorts of forms of transport – from 
bicycles & motor bikes, through to large rugged trucks converted into mobile 
homes. Generally the younger folk are in smaller vehicles and the older are in 
larger mobile homes, with bathrooms! 
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We chose to do our trip in a van converted into a campervan. We had a pretty clear 
idea of what we wanted, given the many years of dreaming, discussing and imagining…   
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First we found a suitable vehicle, an old minibus. It’s an old van with 
high mileage, but it met our specs: old enough to have simple 
electronics that wouldn’t be thrown by high altitudes or bad quality 
fuel, 4wd drive, and fits in a shipping container as well as normal car 
parks. 
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We had the rust treated, resprayed, and found a team who specialized in doing 
rugged van conversions to turn the minibus into a home on wheels we had envisioned. 
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Meanwhile, we got rid of much of our accumulated clutter, put the 
rest into storage, found a new home for the cat, emptied our house 
and rented it out, giving us a bit of regular income while we are away. 
In September 2014, we moved from our four bedroom house in 
Oxford into the yellow van. 
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So I followed 8 years in Venture Capital with a long sabbatical on the road… 
although it’s not really a sabbatical as neither of us have jobs to come back to. 
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And this is where 
we’ve been. The 
purple line is our 
driving route and 
the red lines are 
trips without the 
yellow van.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
www.yellowvandays.com
/route-map 
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We shipped the van to Montevideo, flew to Buenos Aires and began our journey, heading south for the 
southern summer. As we’ve gone on from there, we’ve got slower and slower, spending more time in 
interesting places. It’s become more about being somewhere and less about getting somewhere… 
While in the area, we’ve done some exciting bucket list trips: a cruise to Antarctica, visits to Robinson 
Crusoe & Easter Islands, diving in the Galapagos islands and a boat journey down the Amazon.  
This map isn’t quite up to date – while we’re back in the UK, we’ve left the van with a 4x4 workshop in 
Bogota, Colombia, with a rather optimistic long list of work to be done! 



Along the way, we’ve connected with a few folk from this class: Felipe and Gustavo 
in Santiago de Chile, Patricio in Quito in Ecuador and, unexpectedly, Rachel and 
Sam on holiday in Cusco, Peru over the Christmas period. 
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But this isn’t a travel talk – you guys are all international folk who travel a lot 
already – you don’t want a string of photos of the tourist sites of South America. 
If you do, you can find it on our blogsite! 
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But I thought you might be interested in a little insight into how we have lived 
for so long, on the move in a little yellow van. 

16	



So a quick tour of our home: The living area of the van is equipped with a large 
battery that charges off the engine, it runs a fridge, lighting etc. with a solar 
panel on the roof to help keep it charged when we’re parked.  
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When we park for the evening, we turn the front seats around to give us a 
seating area and we have a simple table we can put up inside when we want it. 
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We have a permanent bed area that serves both as a sofa and extends to make a 
full length bed. It’s surprising how comfortably we can spend our evenings shut 
away inside our box, with something good to read or watch on the computer. 

19	



The bed platform design means we have lots of space under the bed to store 
all the rock climbing and trekking kit! 
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We thought we would mostly cook like this, outside out the back of the van. 
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Whereas in reality, either because of the wind in Patagonia or because of the 
cold in the mountains, we’ve mostly cooked inside. 
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We don’t have a toilet inside – if we are wild camping, nature provides, with 
these hand-washing facilities, otherwise we spend the night at truck stops, 
campsites, or other places with toilet facilities. In an emergency, we have 
the equipment to the right! 

23	



But really, there’s usually a toilet to be found when you need it… 
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We use showers at campsites and hostels and, much to my delight, they have 
almost always been nice hot ones, but occasionally we’ve taken more extreme 
measures…  
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One of the delights of the Andes is all the hot springs and we’ve sampled a 
fair few along the way. This one, up at around 4,500m altitude in Bolivia has 
got to be the best… A fast flowing stream at wonderful hot bath 
temperature! We camped right next to it, without another person in sight! 
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We thought we were escaping the wet, cold weather of England, and, 
although we haven’t had much rain, we’ve only been warm for a few months of 
the trip. It’s pretty chilly in the far south in Patagonia, even in the summer, 
and always cold at altitude in the mountains. 
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Like on this morning, on the altiplano in Bolivia, up at about 4,800m, one of 
the highest points that we spent the night. We woke up at 8am to find the 
temperature in the van still at -18C. Everything, including the full water 
containers, was frozen and we had to wait for the sun to warm the van up. 
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Roads like this started out being exciting and novel… 
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And whilst they are still fun to drive, the reality of a days driving on dusty 
unfinished roads is this – a daily layer of fine dust over everything. 
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From time to time, we get everything out for a good airing and a bit of UV 
treatment. 
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We navigate using open source mapping and GPS on mapping apps like this 
one. The little GPS blue dot is wonderful! We’ve done a lot of great driving, 
along roads hugging the steep sides of mountains and lots of crazy roads like 
this through the Andes mountains. 
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A particular joy of overlanding is the wonderful remote spots you can find to 
camp for the night… 
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Like this, underneath the VLT, the international “Very Large Telescope” in the 
Atacama Desert, which we toured during the day and then watched open up to 
start work as night fell. 
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How’s this for a spot of breakfast with a view? 

35	



We’ve had to be very versatile in dealing with different temperatures – although it’s 
mostly been cold, we’ve had some spells of extreme heat. In the Pantanal last October it 
was in the 40s C during the day and stayed well up in the 30s at night – we have a little 
fan inside the van, but sleeping in the tent next to van was considerably cooler! 
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It’s lovely to find spots with lovely views and good bird and wildlife spotting 
potential. 
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On top of the world at sunrise in the high Andes of Peru – we’re not normally 
up early in the mountains, it’s far too cold, but the sunrise here was worth 
getting up early for. 
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A breakfast visit from a passing herd of Alpacas. 
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There have been some challenges along the way – like when we stupidly drove off the edge of the 
Salar de Uyuni salt flat trying to find shelter from the wind for the night and got well and truly stuck 
in the mud… After a day of attempting to dig ourselves out, we eventually got out the satellite phone 
and called a tour company who sent a big Landcruiser to give us a tow. When 3 of your 4 wheels are 
bogged, it’s pretty hard to get out on your own, 4wd and high-lift jack or no! 
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And we’ve got to know a lot of mechanics along the way – it’s been a tough 
journey on an old van!  
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So why did we do it? And what have we got from it? Some years ago, we decided not to 
have a family and we found that, being child-free, we could shake up the standard 
formula a bit and make the most of the flexibility that gave us. We love to travel, we 
learn a lot from it, and we didn’t see any reason to wait until we retire to do more of it.  
 

42	



Reading and learning about new topics has been an important part of our time-off, 
which, for a scientist and an ex-scientist come business exec, has turned out to mean 
learning and thinking about anthropology, history and politics for the first time. 
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Some of the history has been quite sobering and thought provoking. 
This is the museum of the memoria in Santiago de Chile, which serves as a 
beautiful but horrifying memorial to those disappeared under Pinochet’s regime. 
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What has surprised both of us is that we quickly developed a desire to better 
understand politics, but then South America is a hot-bed of complicated 
passionate politics and we have been travelling slowly enough and for long 
enough to give ourselves time to think about what we are seeing. 
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We’ve also been learning spanish as we go, which has been hard! We’re not living in a way 
that submerges us enough to force us to learn quickly and, well, frankly, in our 40s, learning 
a 2nd language for the first time requires some significant cerebral reprogramming! But 
we’re pleased we can now communicate with people, even mechanics, if they are patient… 
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So we expected our trip to mostly to be about the amazing landscapes like this 
and the wildlife, but it became about the people and their story, the history 
and their politics. 
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But overall it has been incredibly satisfying to have a dream, set ourselves the 
challenge to realise it, which at times felt like an enormous, scary and daunting 
thing to do, and achieve it. 
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And South America has it all: we have spent time in the world’s driest desert, on high 
mountain plains, amongst volcanic peaks, and in the jungle, cloud forest and wet lands.  
As well as all the wonderful famous tourist attractions such as the Iguazu Falls, Easter 
Island, Machu Picchu, we have seen the after effects of tsunamis and earthquakes, and 
witnessed the resilience of communities rebuilding; we have had volcanoes erupt behind us 
and ahead of us and felt a small earthquake for ourselves.  
As well as being bitten by a crazy dog (Bruce), stung by bees and ants (Becca mainly), 
bitten by countless flies and mosquitos (both of us!), we’ve been hugged by a spider money, 
nibbled by sea lions, chatted to macaws & parrots, dived with hammerhead sharks, buzzed 
by a condor, spotted whales and killer whales, & giggled at many 1000s of penguins… 
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But above all, a long time away gives you distance and perspective, it broadens 
your horizon and expands the mind. It’s been an amazing two years and it is now 
impossible to imagine our lives not having done it. 
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