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Following our successful trip to Morocco in October 2007, as ‘Team Iron’ to compete in ‘Desert 
Storm’ – a five day rally across the Atlas Mountains, and out into the Sahara Desert, we were looking 
for another adventure. 

 

The Mac 4x4 seemed to fit the bill. It appeared to be a well organised 4x4 event, with many 
interesting stories from previous events. So, in April 2009, I eagerly applied for, and sent off an entry 
form. To my delight we were accepted onto the event, and ‘Team Iron’ became ‘Team 55’ and the 
story began. 

My vehicle, known as ’Betsy’ is a 1966 Land Rover Series 2a 109 Soft Top. She came out of the 
military in August 1972, and her whereabouts is unknown until summer 1995 when my brother 
bought her from a chap in Mitcham, London. Following a move to Manchester, my brother found 
her heavy steering, and equally heavy maintenance requirement too much to bear, and she fell into 
a state of disrepair. I took over and got her through her MOT test, fully rebuilt her, and started what 
has been a long and enjoyable relationship that has taken us to all corners of the country, and 
beyond. 



The main purpose of the Mac 4x4 is not 4x4 driving, but to raise money for Macmillan Cancer 
Support. A very worthy charity that many people have had, or will have, contact with at some point 
in their lives. The requirement to enter the event was to guarantee a minimum of £600 sponsorship.  

We setup our Just Giving account, and thanks to my many 4x4 community friends, colleagues, and 
family, we soon passed the minimum requirement. We also canvassed business to raise some 
corporate sponsorship.  

The first company to offer their support were Offroad-Essentials.com They very kindly recognised 
the fact that Betsy can drink a lot of fuel, so offered to sponsor the fuel used on the event. With the 
event description stating ‘up to 1000 miles’ it could add up to a tidy sum. In any event, we would 
definitely be driving flat out at every opportunity to maximise the benefit to Macmillan. 

Next we gained the support of Guy Salmon Land Rover in Stockport. I have had a long relationship 
with them, having purchased my Discovery3 from them, and delivering it to their door for regular 
servicing and repair. It was quite reassuring to find that amongst the staff at Guy Salmon, there are 
some real Land Rover enthusiasts who were very interested in Betsy and her stories. 

The third corporate sponsor was Trader Media – producers of the famous Auto Trader, and Truck 
Trader magazines. I got to know Tim from Trader Media on a trip down to watch the Le Mans 24 
hour race. We took my Discovery 3 and with all the passengers being Land Rover nutters, he was 
quickly assimilated to our way of thinking, and was quick to offer sponsorship when he found out 
what we were doing for charity. 

Howdidido Media also agreed to adopt Macmillan as the company charity for the year. This means 
that ever golfer who registers onto the howdidido.com golfing website, will have the option of 
donating £2 to the chosen charity. Last year this raised over £4000 for children with leukaemia, 
when howdidido sponsored Glyn Roberts and Rachael Peabody, who completed the New York 
Marathon.  

The final build up to the event was relatively easy, as Betsy was still setup from Desert Storm. We 
removed the sand ladders from the side, and also removed a lot of the electronic navigation aids, as 
the regulations for the Mac stated ‘No Laptops’ it was going to be navigation by maps and compass. 

On the Thursday, we loaded all our gear, and at 7am on Friday we set off for the start line at the 
Britparts factory, in Craven Arms Shropshire. Upon arrival, we found rows of 4x4’s lined up in 
numeric team order. The first problem we had was getting Betsy into her allotted place; whoever 
measured up the car park did not take into account the fact that a Series Land Rover has no power 
steering, and also has the turning circle of an oil tanker! After much muscle work on the steering, we 
eventually got her parked up, and went to sign on for the rally. This was followed by scrutineering, 
checking the vehicle for all the required equipment and security. Once signed off, the next thing was 
a drivers briefing. 



 

 This did nothing to allay the incredible sense of anticipation one gets when you will not know where 
you are heading from the start line. In previous ‘Macs’ the rally has been to remote areas of 
Scotland, Wales and England. It has even taken a trip overseas to Ireland, so imagine the excitement 
in the gathered crowd when the marshals started measuring the height of vehicles against a 
measuring stick. Surely this could mean only one thing; we were heading for a ferry! Or were we? 
One thing was certain, we were very nervous and expecting a tough three days. 



 

When our allotted time to start arrived, we rolled up to the start and were handed our first road 
book. This turned out to be a relatively easy route, with questions to answer about observations on 
the route. This was an easy introduction, and we ended up at the start of a forest track, where we 
were to pick up the next set of instructions. It was also an opportunity to fill up Betsy’s small 10 
gallon fuel tank from the ample supply of jerry cans we had in the back. To do this, we pulled off the 
main track onto the grass to allow others to get past us. 

It was here that we encountered our first ‘Failure to Proceed’ (Land Rovers don’t get stuck, they fail 
to proceed). This was all the more embarrassing because we were at the front of most of the rest of 
the contestants, who probably were wondering how this old Land Rover would ever get to the end 
of the stage let alone the rally, wherever it may take us! Anyway, once we had got out of the vehicle 
and engaged the free wheel hubs, she extracted herself out of the grass and onto the stage. 

This was to be a drive through the forest, using a marked map provided by the marshals. We had to 
spot various bits of car number plate, cunningly hidden in and amongst the trees surrounding the 
track. This seemed very easy, with all the vehicles crawling along at a snail’s pace, and number plate 
fragments were spotted all around the surrounding trees. As the stage proceeded (It was a good few 
miles of forest track) the field spread out a little, and it became tricky in some sections where the 
sun had not yet melted the deep snow that had obviously fallen in the winter. Care was needed 
picking the best way through, often with a big drop off the track to one side if a mistake was made. 



 

 



About three quarters the way round the forest, we realised that the instructions contained a 
considerable amount of road miles after the forest section, to the check point where we had to get 
to before the allotted arrival time! This meant we had to drop the priority of spotting number plates, 
to something more akin of Carlos Sainz, except we were in a Series 2a long wheelbase Land Rover! It 
was great fun driving at reasonable speed around the tracks, and one of the few times that I have 
ever used “The Yellow Knob” (Old Land Rover enthusiasts will understand). We got to the check 
point 6 minutes late, which meant we would lose some of the points gained, but it taught us a lesson 
- to check the whole route out as early as possible to get the stage into context, and then judge your 
speed and time taken on tasks to suit. 

 

After an hour’s break, in which time we had a bite to eat, and a well earned brew, we rolled up to 
the marshal to be counted down to the next section. A road-book was handed to the navigator 
through the window, and off we went into the night. It was another route to follow, with more 
questions and clues to find en-route. The fact that it was very dark, with no moon, in the middle of 
the Welsh mountains made it pretty hard to spot anything let alone specific clues. However, we 
managed to find most of them and were thankful for the powerful lights that the Land Rover was 
equipped with.  



 

It was at this stage that we found out that we were to camp on a football pitch, next to a Hotel, 
Supermarket, and a MacDonald’s in Aberystwyth! I think I speak for quite a few people when I say I 
was initially disappointed with this, having been psyched up for a wild weekend of wild camping in 
the remotest of areas!   However, as you will find out, it turned out to be an inspired choice, of 
which we were extremely grateful of. 

We arrived at the camp, and found a spot to pitch the tents. Not difficult really, the field was as flat 
as a pancake, and had plenty of space. We came prepared to be completely self sufficient, but the 
hotel had a nice restaurant, and despite our eagerness to rough it, we succumbed and ordered 
steaks. 

There was much activity around the camp that evening. Many vehicles needed some attention, and 
the nice chaps on the AA team who gave up their own time to bring one of the AA’s Land Rovers on 
the event were only too willing to help. They were much appreciated by many, and their presence 
on the event was somewhat comforting. 



 

 



The next morning was fresh and bright, and breakfast was quickly prepared in the back of the Land 
Rover. We had to be at the marshal point on the edge of the campsite by 9am for the driver brief, 
and then we would be handed the road-books for the first part of the day. It was at this point that 
we were informed that there was in fact a football match, kick off due at 10am! This caused a bit of a 
stir, and the tents had to be cleared and vehicles moved off the pitch as quickly as possible.  

The first stage was another forest challenge. More number plate spotting, but this time the route 
was not prescribed. We were given a photocopied map of the forest, and a long list of grid 
referenced way points. Your navigator has to plot the grid references onto the map, and design the 
most efficient route through the forest in order to visit all the waypoints. There were tactically 
placed number plates scattered throughout the forest, which were written down to prove where 
you had been. The route we were driving is part of the “Sweet Lamb” rally stages in the famous Rally 
of Great Britain.  It certainly was entertaining to drive, mainly consisting of gravel tracks, with a few 
rutted sections and a river crossing also.  

 



 

We finished the stage with plenty of time to spare, so we thought we would use our extra time to re-
trace the early part of the route, and make sure that we had collected as many numbers as possible. 
This however, was very nearly our undoing. After driving the route for a few miles, we realised that 
numbers that we had previously seen were now missing! It became clear that as the last cars went 
through, the marshals were collecting the number plates. So we decided that we should turn around 
and head back to the check point and sign out of the stage with time to spare. There were no extra 
points for finishing early, but there were heavy penalties for checking in late.  

To our horror, the gate we had gone through at the start of the stage was now locked shut! We were 
locked in. We quickly decided that our only option was to drive all the way round the stage to the 
finish, which would take us at least 40 minutes. Dismayed, we set of having resigned ourselves to 
losing all the points, and putting it down to experience. 

 Having examined the map closely, Matt reckoned that there was a track which we had not driven 
that actually cut across the centre of the forest, and brought us out not too far from the end. So, the 
Yellow Knob was pressed once more! and Betsy was launched towards the horizon with all the speed 
a 44 year old Land Rover can muster. In the end we checked it with a minute to spare.   

A short break ensued, just enough time to order and eat a Spicy Lamb Burger from the fast food van 
that seemed to be following us everywhere we went!  

Time arrived to check in for the afternoon stage. It turned out to be a very similar format to the 
morning, only in a different forest, and some of the way points were in the middle of it with no 
obvious route in! Also, the terrain was much more challenging in places with some deep mud and 
some very rough tracks. We plotted what we thought was the most logical route through, and 



surmised that there must be some unmarked tracks that we would discover that would lead us to 
the elusive waypoints in the woods.  

 

We had worked out that the innocuous muddy track that leads off up a steep hill into the trees could 
be our way into the waypoint. So, in the company of another team we set off up the track. It turned 
out to be a very narrow, very muddy and rutted section. It was not long before I put a wheel into a 
rut made by something far bigger than a Land Rover, and forward motion ceased. We were stuck.  

No problem for us though, we donned the gloves and found a suitable tree, utilising a tree strop to 
avoid damaging the tree, and a winch blanket over the rope for safety, we used the winch to pull the 
Land Rover out of the rut. This was accomplished with ease. Unfortunately, we then came head to 
head with all the other competitors who had had the same idea about the track, but had got further, 
and turned around when it was revealed as a dead end. There was no option but to reverse out.  

This should have been easy, but in attempting to turn the vehicle around in the track I managed to 
get her completely wedged between ruts. Out came the gloves, tree strops, winch blankets again, 
and another attempt was made to pull the Land Rover free. This was partially successful. I managed 
to move the vehicle enough to be able to drive her out, but at the cost of a broken winch. The winch 
has a brass shear pin to protect against overload, and ours had broken. Anyway, not a big issue, we 
would repair this at the camp site that evening. 

The rest of the stage was interesting; with a section through some very dense freshly cut trees. We 
were driving over a carpet of branches, leaves and logs, all nice and slippery thanks to a brief heavy 
shower.  



We finished the stage, and checked out with the marshals, who told us all to return to camp, and 
prepare for the night stage which would start at 8pm.  

Betsy was making some very odd noises on the drive back to Aberystwyth, accompanied by a 
strange wood burning smell. This lasted for a good few miles, but eventually went away, so we 
carried on. We stopped at a Morrison’s for more fuel, and spotted a very large branch wedged under 
the car. Matt tried to pull it out, but it was stuck fast. There was no option but to get the bow saw 
out and Matt had to climb under the car and saw the offending tree in two to extract it.  

The look on the dear old ladies face in the car next to us, as Matt casually threw the tree into the 
back of the Land Rover was priceless! 

The night stage was superb. It was the same format as the previous stages of the day, but in the 
darkness of the forest, spotting number plates was especially hard. It was also made harder by the 
fact that the marshals warned us of two way traffic in the forest. It turned out that they started half 
the field at one end, the other half at the other. This meant that the usual procession through the 
forest was confused by vehicles going in all directions. This was particularly difficult because most 
vehicles had an array of additional spot lamps, which quickly dazzled if aimed at another vehicle. 

 

There was a few confusing bits, especially the track that seemed to disappear through a gate, into a 
snow field. We decided that the waypoints must be along the track, so drove on with caution. The 
temperature had really dropped now, and the canvas top on Betsy is anything but insulating. We 
really felt the cold. The wind was howling around the vehicle but there was also a very strange 
regular whooshing, howling noise. It took a couple of seconds to realise that we had parked right 



under a huge wind turbine! I got out investigate, and they really are the most eerie things to stand 
under on a clear night. They do make a lot of noise, and those tips of the blades are going at a hell of 
a speed. 

The evening saw more steak in the restaurant, and a couple of beers. However, when it was time to 
hit the sack, it became apparent that it was going to be a rather chilly night. Overnight the temps 
dropped well below freezing, and I woke to find frost covering the inside of my tent. It was crystal 
clear dawn, but I was so cold I just had to get up and start moving. The thermometer in the Land 
Rover said minus 4. In the end, we did as a lot of others did, and succumbed to a McDonald’s 
restaurant for a McBreakfast just to be able to get warm.  

Once the sun rose, it started to warm up a bit. Time for departure to the finish line at Daresbury Park 
Hotel near Warrington was 9am. The journey was again going to be in stages, the first stage was a 
road section from Aberystwyth to a point at the top of a hill near Lake Vyrnwy. This was the start of 
the next stage and it was to be probably the most spectacular on the whole event. The route took us 
along a private track over open moorland. We were extremely high, with the altitude peaking at 666 
metres. The marshals had warned us that there was a difficult section on the track, with deep snow 
on a side slope. They told us that we should be ok but to take care. They also warned us of a washed 
out section, with ice and snow on, and to take care.  

 



 

 



The views were breathtaking, we were on top of the world, and it was here that you realise how 
lucky you are to be able to do this event. There are not normally any vehicles allowed up there, and 
to be able drive the track was a privilege. The snow section was difficult. The Land Rover slipped 
sideways, and we needed spotting through to avoid sliding off the track. Apparently, some vehicles 
did later slide off the track, and had to turn back. 

The washed out section was also tricky, with a deep ditch to the right, and nothing but a slippery 
ridge of earth to prevent the Land Rover sliding in. We successfully negotiated the difficult bit, and 
carried on for a few more miles, spotting more number plate fragments on the way. We came across 
a barrier blocking the track; the only way to proceed was to the right, up a very steep muddy track 
through the trees. As the car was running on fumes by this stage, we thought it would be a good 
idea to stop and refill the petrol tank from the Jerry cans in the back.  

We were extremely pleased with ourselves when we spotted the number plate cunningly hidden in 
the trees, on the driver’s side of the vehicle, right at the point of minimum traction/maximum 
concentration needed to get the car up the hill. Very sneaky! 

The end of the stage was the main car park in Bala, where we were immediately handed the next 
and final section. This was a simple road navigation exercise, with observations. It finished with a 
climb up the famous Horseshoe Pass, finishing at the summit. 

This was the finish of the rally, and time for a rest and a brew. All that remained was a road transit to 
the De Vere Daresbury Park hotel, and to check in for a welcome shower and to prepare for the 
event presentation and dinner. 

We were pleasantly surprised to get a mention in proceedings, with a 3rd place in the orienteering 
section.  The evening progressed with a charity auction, and quite a few reminisces over quite a few 
beers.  

By the next morning, all that was left was to eat breakfast, then depart to home. Taking part in the 
2010 Macmillan 4x4 Challenge has been a privilege. Not only have all the teams raised so much for a 
good cause, we have had the chance to drive in some of the most spectacular areas of our country. 
The way the route is kept a secret and all the differing expectations of the teams makes for a very 
exciting build up. This year, many who have done previous ‘Macs’ have said that this one was the 
best yet. There were some who criticised previous Macs for been too ‘road biased’ or nor wild 
enough. This one was actually very few miles from start to finish, a good deal of it was in proper off 
road situations, and we all got to test our driving, navigational and observation skills. 

The main reason for running this event is to raise money for Macmillan. We have so far raised over 
£2000 in donations which is fantastic. Our fuel sponsor – Offroad-Essentials.com will be glad to hear 
that my heavy right foot resulted in a fantastic fuel consumption average of 12.9 mpg, costing £195 
to complete the event. If you are impressed by our adventure, then you can still donate to 
Macmillan by using our just giving website. This can be found at www.justgiving.co.uk/team-55 

 



Hopefully we will be able to repeat the adventure next year. The Mac is a prestigious event, and 
takes a certain amount of dedication to enter. Thanks to Peter Rowland, Selwyn Kendrick and all of 
the organisers for setting up a fantastic event. 
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