H istoric Overland Journeys
Cape Town to Cairo. . . with 41 Airstream trailers—in 1959

Venturesome Spirit
Airstream inventor Wally Byam lived out—
and shared—his exploration creed
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The image of

a great overland explorer

usually involves a khaki-clad chap in a pith helmet hacking through the jungle a la
Stanley and Livingstone, or maybe the bearded, cloaked figure of Marco Polo trudging his way along the Silk Road. What doesn’t normally suggest itself is a be-suited,
white-haired American businessman sporting a blue beret cocked at a jaunty angle.
But the seemingly innocuous gentleman I describe is responsible for some of the
most ambitious overland journeys of the 20th century. The man in question is Wally
Byam, founder of the Airstream Company and the inspiration for thousands of
adventures around the world.
These days the Airstream trailer is synonymous with vintage cool; it’s up there
with the Coke bottle and the Zippo lighter as one of the great American design classics. But I defy anyone to cast his eyes over the gleaming aluminium curves of an
Airstream and not feel a little shiver of wanderlust. It was this urge to get out there
and see the world that burned inside Wally Byam, and that drove him to not just
create his iconic trailers but to encourage his customers to put them through their
paces and to use them as they were intended—for exploring the planet. And if they
needed someone to show them the way, Wally was the man for the job. In 1951 he
led 50 of his friends in a troop of Airstreams through Central America—the first
of his famous ‘caravans.’ The next year they visited Mexico, then eastern Canada
in 1955. Soon the caravans became ever more ambitious, touring Europe in 1956
and, incredibly, traversing the length of Africa, from Cape Town to Cairo, in 1959.
For Wally Byam, these long-distance overland journeys were the very essence of
Airstream ownership.
“Don’t stop. Keep right on going. Hitch up your trailer and go to Canada or down to Old
Mexico. Head for Europe if you can afford it, or go to Mardi Gras. Go someplace you’ve heard
about, where you can fish or hunt or collect rocks or just look up at the sky. Find out what’s at
the end of some country road. Go see what’s over the next hill, and the one after that, and the one
after that.”
These were the words that Wally spoke from his hospital bed in 1961 in answer
to a concerned caravanner friend asking, “What are we going to do without you?”
Wally died the following year, but his message was taken to heart by the thousands of
Airstream owners who continue to gather at rallies all over the world under the name
of the Wally Byam Caravan Club International. He left behind not just a worldfamous trailer company, but a whole way of life.
Wally knew from an early age that he would lead an extraordinary existence. As
a boy he traveled extensively with his grandfather, who led a mule train in Oregon.
Later, when his grandfather acquired a flock of sheep, Wally was sent out into the
hills as a shepherd, where he would spend months alone sleeping in a small twowheeled wagon towed by a donkey. At night he would unhitch the wagon and prop
it up by its tongue before folding out the tail-board to reveal his basic necessities—a
mat for a bed, a small kerosene stove, food, water, and a wash pail. It was this formative experience of the simple nomadic life that gave Wally his love of wilderness
travel and the outdoors. It was probably also this experience that made him so keen
to make his Airstreams as comfortable and homely as possible.
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Opening page: The caravan left Cape Town,
South Africa in July, 1959 and arrived in Cairo,
Egypt in February, 1960. The Egyptian Department of Antiquities gave the group the rare opportunity to set up their wagon wheel encampment at the Great Pyramids. Previous page: In
Wally’s notebook was a small scrap of paper
with a definition of what a travel trailer should
be. Upper left, an Airstream Torpedo; upper right,
an Airstream Clipper; lower left, Helen Byam
Schwamborn’s rig; bottom right is the Carle’s rig
kicking up dust in the Northern Frontier district
of Kenya. The Carle’s tow vehicle, a Land Rover,
was purchased in Cape Town, South Africa. It
was the only non- American tow vehicle. Below:
The Airstream Torpedo blueprint from the 1930s,
part of a set used for orders and line-productions. In Airstream’s early years, Wally sold plans
for the ‘do-it-yourself’ folks. This ad appeared in
Popular Mechanics. Opposite top to bottom:
Wally and Stella Byam. In 1951 Wally Byam led
the first caravan to Mexico and Central America.
It was advertised in The Los Angeles Times and
RV magazines. Wally is conferring with Major
Millender, the advance scout for the tour. Wally
camped in Del Mar, California with family and
friends in the 1930s. Wally is cooking over the
fire, while Henry Schwamborn, Bill Blitch, and
Marion Byam (Wally’s first wife) look on.
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It was the kind of childhood that would turn any boy into a man and, aged 19, Wally wrote
down a series of affirmations that would guide him from then on. One of them turned out to
be particularly prophetic:
I am a man of extremes. Either I will be a big boss, a rousing success, or a blank failure. In my heart I
know I will be a great big glorious success, and that my name will go down in history.
A bold statement from one so young but according to Dale ‘Pee-Wee’ Schwamborn, his
first cousin once-removed who accompanied him on many of his caravans, Wally Byam had a
strong sense of his place in the world. His list of affirmations focused on what would nowadays
be called ‘life skills,’ and showed an unusual sense of maturity and sensitivity on the subject of
how to treat others and conduct oneself properly. According to Dale he even made a point of
learning to dance, considering it to be a crucial skill for any true gentleman.
Wally was clearly a man of ambition who knew his own mind, and as he soon discovered,
he was not suited to working for someone else—the independence of life as a shepherd had
given him a taste for being his own boss. During the 1920s, after completing a history degree at
Stanford, he tried his hand at a few jobs, including a stint as an advertising copywriter for the
L.A. Times and subsequently for Cornelius Vanderbilt Jr., who had set up a group of ‘penny
newspapers.’ Vanderbilt and Wally became lifelong friends, and in later years toured Europe
together in Airstreams, but their friendship didn’t hamper Wally’s need for autonomy and eventually he struck out alone, establishing his own publishing company, which occupied him over
the next few years.
It seems an unusual career move, from publisher to trailer builder, but it came about almost
by accident. A ‘do-it-yourself ’ magazine Wally published featured an article on how to build
your own trailer. The piece prompted a mailbag of complaints from readers who found themselves grappling with the shoddy plans. Intrigued, Wally set about
following the instructions, and sure enough found them unworkable. His curiosity piqued, he designed and built his own trailer and
published the plans in Popular Mechanics magazine. The response
was overwhelming, and soon Wally was building trailers out of
his back yard in Los Angeles. The most significant feature of his
design was the lowered floor between the wheels and the raised
ceiling height, enabling the occupants of the trailer to stand up
straight.
Wally Byam never set out to make a fortune or build an empire. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to be a businessman. The
Airstream Company came about almost by accident. He built
trailers, helped friends build theirs, took other friends on trailer
trips, and as one order followed another, and another, he finally
realized he was in the trailer business. In the late 1920s Americans were on the move, and Wally’s new trailers were the ideal
solution for what was fast becoming America’s love affair with
the open road. The Airstream Company was incorporated
in 1931, and a few years later the ‘Clipper’ was launched: an
aircraft-like trailer with a riveted aluminum body, enclosed galley, its own
water supply, electric lighting—even
‘air conditioning’ using dry ice. It cost
$2,000—a huge sum in those days, but
Wally couldn’t build them fast enough
for the orders that flooded in.
It shouldn’t have worked—starting
a company during the Great Depression, and selling a product that cost
several times more than anything else
on the market. But it did, and there is
no doubt that the Wally Byam magic

Wally was obviously doing something right, as Airstream was the
only trailer company to survive the travails of the Great Depression.
had more than a little to do with the success of the Airstream Company. According
to Dale, Wally was a charismatic fellow who cared most of all about other people,
“He wanted to provide work, create quality products, and to dedicate himself to
others. There was nothing he couldn’t do in the workshop or on the business side
of things and he wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty. And he never gave up, he was
incredibly persevering. But he lived modestly in a one-bedroom house, and didn’t
own much in the way of material possessions.” By 1952 he had married his second
wife, Stella, who as Dale points out, was more suited to the Wally Byam way of life.
“She was great fun and enjoyed the same things as Wally—the outdoors and being
around people.”
Wally was obviously doing something right, as Airstream was the only trailer
company to survive the travails of the Great Depression, but World War II took
its toll on the company and it was forced to close its doors as the materials required to build trailers were in demand for the war effort. So
Wally took his aluminium fabricating skills to Lockheed and worked in
the aircraft industry until the post-war boom brought a renewed surge
in leisure and recreational travel, and once again the demand for Airstreams seemed limitless.
Wally Byam must have had an almost magnetic pull. After all, how
many other people in 1951 could have rounded up 50 friends and persuaded them to tow their trailers to Central America? In fact, how many
people could do that now? And how many business owners would feel
comfortable leaving the company to set off on such an adventure? But
as far as Wally was concerned this was business, and it wasn’t unusual
for the managers back at Airstream HQ to receive phone calls in the
middle of the night from London or Mexico City or Cape Town with
Wally’s latest idea for a new fold-down bed, an improved door catch,
or a way to stop the air-vent vibrating. But by taking his trailers out on
the road, testing them in extreme terrains and all climates, he was truly
living the Airstream life: To lead caravans wherever the four winds blow . . .
over twinkling boulevards, across trackless deserts . . . to the traveled and untraveled corners of the earth.
Dale, aged 12 in 1951, took part in the first caravan to
Central America, and remembers clearly the thrill of tackling
the jungles of southern Mexico, the rough roads of Guatemala, and arriving in Managua, Nicaragua, where the road
finally ran out altogether. This experience at such an impressionable age gave him a thirst for adventure, and eight years
later he was driving the scout vehicle for Wally’s most ambitious (and famous) caravan: a 7,500-mile trek with 41 Airstreams from Cape Town, South Africa, to Cairo, Egypt—
led by Wally and Stella Byam in their gold-anodised model.
“We were welcomed everywhere we went,” remembers
Dale, “whether by the educated of the cities or the natives in
the villages. None of them had ever seen such a sight before.
My mother, Wally’s first cousin, was in charge of organizing the border crossings and dealing with the embassies, but
Wally had done a lot of research about Africa in the previous years, and during our European caravan in 1956 he had
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The rules are simple: be friendly and gentlemanly and you will be received everywhere.
made contact with people who had traveled there and lived there, so he was well-prepared.”
Wally’s international connections were clearly impressive, for in Addis Ababa he secured an
audience with none other than Emperor Haile Selassie, who greeted the entire caravan, shaking their hands while they bowed and curtsied, “It was truly one of the highlights of the
caravan,” says Dale.
In contrast to African travel today, the border crossings were a breeze, and despite fears
put about by some of the authorities, Dale claims the caravan never felt under threat. “Our
only experience of any hostility was in Egypt when we became lost and people were shouting
at us ‘English go home! English go home!’ So I shouted back, ‘We are not English! We speak
American!’ and after that they were fine!”
But road surfaces in Africa have a certain tradition, and the story in 1959
was much the same as it is today. “We had a few surprises,” says Dale, laughing.
“The roads in the Belgian Congo were like washboards, for miles and miles.
In northern Kenya there was terrible dust, and in Ethiopia we had every man,
woman and child shoveling the trailers out of thick mud. The roads were so
eroded and some of the bridges were falling apart, but we always made it, and
we always found somewhere to camp. We would try to park off the road in a
circle, but that wasn’t always possible so sometimes we would just line up at the
side of the road. The local people were always amazed at the sight.”
The caravan never had any trouble finding food, and the trailers carried
filtration systems for the water. Fuel was readily available, and propane was
sourced for the cooking stoves without problem. The dates were arranged to
avoid the worst of the African heat, leaving South Africa in their winter and
arriving in the northern hemisphere in spring time. “And I never got sick during the trip,” says Dale. “Well, not in Africa. I got explosive food poisoning in
New York City—just before we sailed!”
In the true spirit of African overland travel, the caravan ended up two
months behind schedule. “We were meant to arrive in Bethlehem for Christmas,” explains Dale, “but we didn’t get there until February. So we spent
Christmas at a U.S. Army base in Asmara, Eritrea, and I can tell
you, for 50 Americans to get their hands on hamburgers and
milkshakes after months on the road in Africa, that was quite
something!” But for Dale, even the joys of the great American
diet were outweighed by a momentous morning in Egypt. “We
all camped overnight right next to the pyramids in a big circle,
and to wake up and step out of your trailer to that sight, right
there on your doorstep—that was the greatest moment of the
whole trip for me.”
Wally Byam wrote a creed for Airstream which included a
desire to play some part in promoting international goodwill and understanding among the peoples of the world through person-to-person contact.
It was important to Wally that the caravans were not seen merely
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Opposite: The African caravan traversing the Mussolini Pass in
Northern Ethiopia. The roads were engineered and built by the Italian
Army when they assaulted Ethiopia in the 1930s. Top to bottom:
Dale ‘Pee Wee’ Schwamborn wondering how many more miles of
roads he’d need to repair before Addis Ababa. Roads in southern
Ethiopia were bad, worse, and non-existent. At times every man,
woman, and child had to help patch up roads to get the caravan
through. Emperor Haile Selassie after inspecting an Airstream trailer
in Ethiopia. The Caravan stopped for a break in a village in Ethiopia.
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as a bunch of Americans out for a good time, and it was common for them to stop on
their journeys to donate supplies to schools and orphanages. Dale recalls his experience
of visiting a school in what was then the Belgian Congo.
“As the scout vehicle, I went ahead to the school. When I arrived there were hundreds of men dressed in loincloths and bearing spears eyeing us warily. We were unable
to communicate in any language, so instead of trying to speak to them I switched on
the music player in the trailer and played a Louis Prima record, and immediately everything was fine—the music transcended language. By the time the rest of the caravan
arrived I had succeeded in teaching the students a few words of English, so when
the others rolled up the students all began chanting ‘Viva Wally Byam! Viva Wally
Byam!’”
Although Wally Byam passed away well over forty years ago, his influence continues to shape the Airstream Company. He might well be amazed at the hi-tech
offerings of today’s models, but Dale thinks he would approve. “He was no Luddite;
he was always looking forward, seeing how he could improve things.” On the customer service page of the Airstream website one of Wally’s famous quotes makes a
refreshing change to the usual corporate guff that other big companies trot out so
readily. It is also probably the best advice I’ve ever read for any overland traveler.
The rules are simple: be friendly and gentlemanly and you will be received everywhere.
People like Wally Byam don’t come along very often, and his influence on Airstream owners today is as powerful as ever. Dale puts the popularity of the trailers
and the longevity of the company down to Wally’s personal touch. People feel like
they’re buying into a part of American heritage, something solid with a heart and history
behind it.
Over 60 percent of all Airstreams ever built are still in use—but nowadays they tend to stay
closer to home. Nobody has ever taken Airstream trailers to the limits Wally Byam achieved with
his international caravans. In 2009 a re-creation of the legendary African caravan was planned,
to celebrate its 50th anniversary—but sadly it failed to happen. It was cancelled due to concerns
over politics, security, and insurance costs.
Somehow, I have a feeling that if Wally Byam had still been around, he would have made it
happen. He would have found a way.
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Wally Byam’s creed
In the heart of these words is an entire life’s
dream. To those of you who find in the promise of
these words your promise, I bequeath this creed
. . . my dream belongs to you.

After Wally Byam returned home, he had a graphic arts designer create an aluminum plate commemorating the African caravan. Wally's notice
to Airstream owners back home.
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To encourage clubs and rallies that provide an
endless source of friendships, travel fun and personal expressions.

To place the great wide world at your doorstep
for you who yearn to travel with all the comforts
of home.

To lead caravans wherever the four winds blow . .
. over twinkling boulevards, across trackless deserts . . . to the traveled and untraveled corners of
the earth.

To provide a more satisfying, meaningful way of
travel that offers complete independence, wherever and whenever you choose to go or stay.

To play some part in promoting international
goodwill and understanding among the peoples
of the world through person-to-person contact.

To keep alive and make real an enduring promise
of high adventure and faraway lands . . . of rediscovering old places and new interests.

To refine and perfect our product by continuous
travel-testing over the highways and byways of
the world.

To open a whole world of new experiences . . .
a new dimension in enjoyment where travel adventure and good fellowship are your constant
companions.

To strive endlessly to stir the venturesome spirit
that moves you to follow a rainbow to its end . . .
and thus make your travel dreams come true.
- Wally Byam
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