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My Dear Ratty,


Thank you for your letter of the 5th instant.  What folly!  It is quite bad enough that you have joined us here in the Colonies, but now you want to bring in a motorcar from Jolly Old?  Surely you are not thinking of buying that old banger that Badger was trying to flog, that heap parked in the forecourt of the village garage for ages?  Now, now…don’t get all shirty and insulted.  I was merely pulling your tail in jest.   

In response to all your questions about the importation process: it’s not at all as complicated as your whingeing makes it out to be, especially since your dubious acquisition is more than 25 years old.  The Federalistas have a sliding 25-year window, so anything older than that is of no interest to them (and anything younger than that is dealt with brutally).  Whilst I certainly make no claim at being an expert on the importation process (thus I absolve myself of any responsibility if you end up having a most dreadful experience - please sign my lawyer’s release form attached hereunder), I have happily survived four importations from the UK, so here are my observations...

I will assume that you have practiced due diligence and satisfied yourself as to the condition of your intended prize, but beyond that, I am assuming that you are proceeding in rattish ignorance.  And so, first of all, before even buying the motorcar, you must insist on a copy of the British V5 registration document for the motorcar.  Before even getting serious about a motorcar, I usually demand that the seller electronically scan the V5 and e-mail the copy to me. (But of course Toad Hall has a computer connection!)  As you would know if you were not a mere rat (sorry!), the V5 is a treasure trove of information about the car - date of 1st registration, name/address of the current and previous owners ("keeper" in proper English), date of last change of ownership, VIN and engine numbers, number of previous keepers...etc. If there is anything wonky about the V5, or the seller has any "stories" about it (e.g., the dog has chewed up the bit with the serial numbers) - run away from the transaction! I even ask the seller to verify
that the engine number on the V5 agrees with what's under the bonnet. 

Then of course there is the "MoT Certificate", which is the motorcar’s roadworthiness inspection certificate. I don't set too much value on the MoT in itself, since quite often the seller has a "friendly garage" (you do remember Weasel?) that can do the inspection for him - but I do insist that the car have a current (unexpired) MoT and that the seller send me a copy (just to make sure that it's for the same motorcar!). Also, the UK RO/RO shippers (more on that later) can sometimes be sticky if the car does not have a current MoT. Plus they usually want a copy of the V5 as well.

So, you have paid for the motorcar...now what do you do with it? My recommendation would be to have the UK-end of the shipping transaction handled by:

(Mrs.) Shu Burford
BRITISH TRANSIT LIMITED (Est. 1936)
(a division of Wainwright Bros. & Co. Ltd - Est. 1889)
Tel: + 44 (0) 23 8022 3671
Fax: + 44 (0) 23 8033 0880
Telex: 47620
E-mail: s.burford@wainwrightgroup.com
Web: www.britishtransit.com

(I have pasted in their particulars above from one of their messages to me to make sure that I don't mess up any of the alphanumerics.)

I have used British Transit on my importations Nos. 2, 3, and 4 (as you may remember, the first importation was the exception - we did that ourselves as “accompanying baggage, one Jaguar” on the QE2 - now THAT was the experience of a lifetime, though I would never again want to deal with the savages at the Port of New York). By now, I've gotten to the point where I am on first name basis with Shu (and she will probably inhale sharply if you mention that I sent you). I trust British Transit (BT) implicitly, it’s the best sort of old-fashioned, honourable British company. On my last importation (this past summer of the weirdly fascinating 1967 Honda S800 Coupe, one of Honda's first motorcars), I bought the car trans-Atlantically sight unseen - BT arranged to truck it from Leicester to Southampton, and handled all the port details. I literally did nothing except describe the car and tell Shu where it was located. Then I just sat back to await its arrival at the Port of Charleston in South Carolina. If you want to use BT, an e-mail to Shu at the above address will provide you with a quote and start the process.

Now, as to mode of transport. I have used only RO/RO (I guess even the QE2 was a form of RO/RO). You know, “RO/RO” for “roll-on/roll-off”.  I'm not sure if the Southampton-Charleston service is unique, but I think it is uniquely positioned. The RO/ROs that come to Charleston are GIGANTIC (carrying on the order of 2,000 - 3,000 vehicles) - basically special purpose trans-Atlantic car ferries. And the reason is....BMW has a major factory facility in South Carolina. All the Z4 sports cars and X5 SUVs are built there. For the world market, BMW exports those models all out via the Port of Charleston. At the same time, BMW also makes in England this "replica" vehicle called the MINI (hrummpf – as you might remember, the Mews at Toad Hall at one time contained a 1967 Mk. 1 Morris Mini Cooper S 1275 - the real thing). So the same RO/RO that brings in the thousands of MINIs (plus Range Rovers and other assorted Eurotrash) into Charleston, is just turned around and filled with Z4s and X5s for the trip back across the Pond. And there is always room for some private imports amongst the hordes of manufacturers' brand new vehicles. I have never had any damage or theft problems (what are they going to steal, the car jack? - you are not allowed to ship anything extraneous within the vehicle anyway). Plus these chaps are pros - BMW would be no more amused than the Queen to deliver a load of bent sheetmetal on either side of the Atlantic. That's not to say that the unthinkable might not occur – but that's what the insurance is for.

So, now your vehicle has crossed the Atlantic without the RO/RO doing an SS Titanic.  What happens on this end? Well, I have used the services of ABX Logistics in Charleston to handle all the port clearances:  they have much experience in dealing with all the weasels. On importation No. 2, which you may remember was Felixstowe-Jacksonville ages ago, I tried to do the port clearance myself. Bad idea – all the paper work is a pain in the nethers,
with no one terribly eager to help one walk through it on one’s own. So my importations No. 3 and 4 used ABX, who are actually the recommended agents by British Transit. ABX does it all - basically all I had to do was make a
10-minute stop at the ABX office to drop off a cheque to pay for it all (I didn't even have to pay British Transit anything ahead of time for anything on the UK end, not even the car haulage to Southampton), and to collect the
port clearance paperwork.  Then it was just a matter of driving to the Charleston docks, showing the ABX paperwork to the dispatch office there.  They then took me to the 1967 Honda, immersed in a sea of new MINIs, gave me the keys, and I drove off homewards with Mrs. Toad following in the chase car. End of story. At least until the Honda clutch disintegrated in the middle of Charleston city traffic about five miles down the road, but that's a different story.

ABX Logistics are pros. Their main business is expediting U.S. military personnel's private vehicle and personal goods transits across the Atlantic (and elsewhere around the world). Charleston is a major military centre, so
those Charleston inbound/outbound RO/ROs handle a lot of military-related transport, as well all those toys for the too-well-off. ABX's office even has a slightly military tone to it - but they do happily deal with the occasional Toad (or Ratty). My contact at ABX in Charleston was Jessica Vinson, who can be contacted at jvinson@abxlogistics.us The nice thing about this modern computer age is that virtually everything can be done by e-mail (even buying
a motorcar on the other side of the Atlantic!).

I trust that the above information will, in some small part, answer most of your questions.


I remain – faithfully yours, your old friend,

Toad
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