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From a chilly –28°C in 
Canada to a balmy +28°C 
in South Africa, this was a 
trip full of contrasts. Land 
Rover World International 

Correspondent Kevin Girling 
joins Defender Trophy Venda 

’11, a South African event 
which brings back the spirit 

of the Camel Trophy.
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The DefenDer Trophy sTarTeD  
life as a local event run by one of 
the dealerships located in a sub-
urb of Johannesburg. Land rover 

Centurion first ran the event back in 2002 
and has been running it ever since. With only 
12 vehicles taking part in the original event, 
it has now evolved into one that could soon 
be on the world stage, with 22 competitors 
this year and a further 11 vehicles carrying 
support staff and journalists. and that does 
not include the catering team, which oper-
ated independently of the main convoy.

Modelled on the legendary Camel Trophy, 
and carefully avoiding the perceived mistakes of 
G4, Defender Trophy offers a little of everything. 
Serious off-road driving is the order of the day, 
every day, and it’s challenging stuff. Two destroyed 
sidewalls and a puncture later, I know.

For the first time ever, Land Rover Centurion 
introduced selection trials held at the Land 
Rover Experience, Gerotek, under the watch-
ful eyes of Andrew Brown and his team of 
instructors. Each team had to demonstrate its 
capabilities for each of the following disciplines: 
winching, recovery, gradient and water cross-
ings. Vehicles were also thoroughly scrutinized 
for safety and security to ensure the trophy was 
as safe as possible.

To obtain official approval for the event, Land 
Rover in the UK required a risk assessment to 
be conducted by the Land Rover Experience 
at Gerotek. This resulted in an inch-thick tome, 
which was the bible for the event and reflected 
its meticulous planning. If all this seems 
extreme, consider this: the event is now the 
premier Land Rover event on the South African 
calendar, a four-day vehicle-dependent expe-
dition into the African bush populated by big 
game, seriously poisonous snakes and mind 
blowing trails, which would destroy many pop-
ular 4x4s but not Land Rovers!

This year’s event took us to the Limpopo 
region, just south of the South African border 
with Zimbabwe, a good six hours of hard and 
fast driving north-east of Johannesburg. Land 
Rover Centurion had arranged for me to use 
one of its rental Defender 110s fitted with the 
Puma engine.

This was my first chance to compare my 
own 300TDii with the Puma; what a difference 
and pleasure it turned out to be. I quickly dis-
covered that the highway speed is significantly 
higher, even with a heavily loaded vehicle com-
plete with roof top tent. The ride was excellent, 
although we certainly had to ensure minimal 
movement of the steering at speed to avoid too 
much body sway. 

Limpopo is South Africa’s northernmost 
province and borders onto Mozambique, 

Zimbabwe and Botswana. The great Limpopo 
River flows along its northern border and the 
area offers spectacular scenery, culture and 
wildlife. Limpopo is also home to the northern 
section of the world famous Kruger National 
Park, known for its large herds of elephant and 
buffalo, tsessebe and sable, and an abundance 
of bird life.

Most of us around the world embarking 
on a Land Rover trip operate in very different 
conditions, without the ever present threat 
from wildlife. Africa is the real deal: hot and 
humid temperatures and a total adventure 
experience which combines the use of the 
vehicles we are all passionate about and a 
real expedition into the wild.

On to the Starting Line

Competitors and journalists alike had to locate 
the starting point using nothing more than a 
GPS fix. If you have a GPS that shows noth-
ing more than identified roads, rivers and rail 
tracks, this is a challenge. ‘Tracks of Africa’ is 
GPS software that includes dirt roads, and I 
didn’t have it. Fortunately the early morning fill 
up at a gas station in the area (the only gas sta-
tion in fact) attracted a wealth of competitors. 
True team spirit emerged and we were not only 
led to the start but even plied with breakfast. 
The local hunting lodge we had stayed at could 
give us a bed but no breakfast. 

Following the convoy of competitors through 
traditional African villages we arrived at S22 
29.938 E030 38.038, our starting point. The 
Big Tree is a huge Baobab tree estimated to 
be 3,500 years old with a root structure that 
spreads out almost 5km from the base. Just 
to circle the tree you need 57 adults standing 
shoulder to shoulder! A ceremony marked the 
start of the event. The chief of the local tribe 
was guest of honour and members of the tribe, 
colourfully dressed in tribal costumes, provided 
a traditional welcome to the contestants, com-
plete with drums and dancers. This was clas-
sic Camel Trophy content and demonstrated 
a huge amount of respect to the indigenous 
African people whose land we would be using 
during the event. Then it was time for the teams 
to start heading out. 

The first obstacle to overcome was the swol-
len Mutale River. Heavy rains resulted in a river 
crossing a little deeper than perhaps intended 
but, as one would expect, every Defender made 
it. A team effort and a human chain was needed 
to plot a safe path and then guide the vehicles 
safely across. Memories of Camel Trophy days 
came flooding back (excuse the pun) as vehi-
cles emerged from the river with water pour-
ing from every cavity, including the interiors. ➤ 
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The remainder of the first day was spent testing 
GPS skills. Competitors were tasked with locat-
ing and identifying trees, plants and other land-
marks in the bush from a list of GPS waypoints. 
For some this proved extremely challenging, 
with many competitors not reaching camp on 
the banks of the Levubu River in the Makuya 
Nature Reserve until well after dark, and some 
after midnight. As one might expect, everyone 
still had to be up early on day two.

Early Start

This day started with environmental tasks: 
winching, bridge building and an obstacle 
course up on a steep hill of loose side wall 
destructive rocks. Groups rotated through each 
challenge with some teams demonstrating very 
successfully that a well fitted-out Defender can 
achieve quite remarkable things. That is not to 
say that a stock vehicle falls short in any way. 
George Orwell would likely have described 
it as, “All Defenders are equal but some are 
more equal than others!” One distinct difference 
between Camel Trophy and Defender Trophy is 
the vehicles. This was not a standard fleet of 
110s outfitted by Land Rover Special Vehicles. 
Every vehicle entered in this event is privately 
owned and outfitted to the owners’ specifica-
tion, and subject only to budget and imagina-
tion. This made for an amazing collection of 
vehicles, with no two alike.

Venda ’11 had a wild dogs theme, and I am 
not talking about team members! Land Rover 
South Africa has for some time been a huge 
supporter of the Endangered Wildlife Trust 
(EWT) Wild Dog Project, the most endangered 
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carnivore in South Africa. EWT members were 
active participants in the event and all competi-
tors were given the challenge of locating a sta-
tionary cardboard cut-out of a well-camouflaged 
wild dog in the bush. From our location, which 
was several hundred feet up on a cliff ledge, 
this turned out to be a challenge. Distracted by 
stunning views and hippos in the river below, it 
was no easy task. Next was the use of a radio 
direction finder to locate another cardboard wild 
dog. This simulated the actual tracking of wild 
dogs (fitted with radio collars) in the bush. Just 
to add to the sense of adventure, huge spider 
webs seemed to hang between every other 
tree, populated by huge and very colourful 
spiders. Not for the fainthearted as they were 
poisonous. A completed questionnaire on the 
subject of wild dogs was also worth points, so 
most competitors went away with a great deal 
of knowledge about endangered animals and, 
very specifically, the Wild Dog Project.

Predictably day three was another early start. 
The task for the day was to negotiate a rarely 
used trail over the Soutpansberg Mountains. 
The scenery just got better and better as the 
convoy climbed higher during the course of 
the day. Stunning scenic backdrops and deep 
lush valleys populated with villages contrasted 
sharply with the extreme trail conditions which 
proved challenging. It was soon apparent that 
what you could achieve during a pre-scout with 

a handful of vehicles differed significantly from 
attempting it with a 33-vehicle convoy. It was 
quite a sight to see such a variety of Defenders 
moving up the trail – too many to ever capture in 
one picture. Each competitor was rotated into a 
leading role and therefore responsible for navi-
gation, safety and convoy management, all of 
which scored points if well managed. With this 
number of vehicles spread out so far it proved 
to be more difficult than one might expect.

By the time darkness came we were over 
the peak and into the Mangwele Pass, which 
required careful driving to avoid damaging tyres 
and vehicles. Loose sharp rocks dominated this 
section of the event as drivers battled to keep 
vehicles from sliding on the loose surface. A late 
arrival in camp for another night stop was not the 
end of it. The support team supplied an excel-
lent supper before teams had to set up camp 
and then make team presentations around the 
traditional campfire for additional points. 

Day four turned out to be another long and 
challenging day of driving trails more suited to ➤ 
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military tanks. Naturally the Defenders took it 
all in their stride. Progress slowed as convoy 
etiquette was forgotten. The rule to wait on a 
junction until you are sure the following vehicle 
has seen the direction to take was broken. A 
segment of the convoy headed off in the wrong 
direction, clearly visible from the head of the 
convoy high on the hillside. A chase vehicle was 
dispatched resulting in another delay until the 
convoy could regroup and continue. 

For a complete change, competitors were 
introduced to something akin to a trial event 
in a disused quarry, a very welcome change 
from the rigours of the trail. Another welcome 
change was the presence of water after the 
dust of the trails, although it was slightly tainted 
by the presence of a large dead animal. Mud 
became the next big challenge as vehicles 
negotiated a course marked by flags and tape 
across mud flats and through water. At the end 
of the course teams were required to reverse to 
a point where the rear of the vehicle touched a 
post before driving forward to exit the course. 
One well-respected 4x4 journalist from South 
Africa, clearly unfamiliar with the talents of the 
Defender in mud, took up position directly 
behind the approaching vehicle on an embank-
ment. Convinced he would get an excellent 
picture you can imagine his surprise when the 
110 not only hit the mark but then reversed over 
it and started climbing the embankment! After 

a huge rush of adrenalin and a mad scramble, 
that is one 4x4 journalist who now has a healthy 
respect for the Defender’s capabilities.

Going forward proved to be much more of 
a challenge and inevitably almost every team 
had to deploy a variety of devices ranging from 
rubber mats to waffle boards and sand tracks. 
Valiant attempts were made by all, however 
winches quickly became the order of the day. 
Our time in the pits at the Nwanedi Nature 
Reserve marked the end of the event and the 
convoy headed for a large game lodge, where 
the monkey and baboon population seemed to 
equal the number of guests. 

The award ceremony bore all the hall marks 
of Camel Trophy. Freshly showered com-
petitors, organisers and journalists suitably 
dressed in matching new event shirts gath-
ered for dinner and the awards ceremony, 
complete with a team spirit award. 

As the event has gained in popularity over 
the years there is now no shortage of sponsors, 
with a top prize of £4,500 of off-road acces-
sories from LA Sport. There were also plenty of 
prizes and trophies for category winners and 
every competing team, so everyone went home 
with something. Team Motor Dogs crewed by 
Colin Gallop and Bruce McDonald took first 
place overall, with the Roger Rouessart Team 
Spirit Award going to Team Bairy Hollocks 
crewed by Warren Vos and Peter Healey.

A highlight for everyone was the appearance 
of African explorer and humanitarian Kingsley 
Holgate, a giant of a man who has explored 
the whole of Africa driving vehicles ranging 
from the Series II to the most recent Discovery 
and everything in between. Sponsored now 
by Land Rover South Africa, he gave a talk 
to the competitors that was nothing short 
of inspirational and a crowning moment to a 
great event. We hope to bring you more about 
Kingsley Holgate is a future issue.

What now for Defender Trophy? Logistically, it 
seems hard to imagine shipping in teams from 
around the world for an event which clearly is a 
huge contrast to the G4 unless Land Rover is once 
again prepared to supply a standardised fleet of 
110s. With the financial fortunes of the company 
changing for the better, it could happen.

The fact remains, however, that South Africa 
has a clear alternative to Camel Trophy with-
out branding or environmental issues. Land 
Rover in South Africa is clearly evolving rapidly 
under some brilliant leadership into a force to 
be reckoned with on the global scene. Land 
Rover South Africa, Experience Gerotek and 
Centurion all demonstrate very professional and 
impressive operations based in a country made 
for events like this and, more specifically, Land 
Rovers. We can only hope that others from 
around the world will soon get to experience 
Defender Trophy. LRW
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