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Defender  
of the faith
Most will view the Defender as an oddity in a world 

of sanitised, efficient transport, but this is still an 

extraordinary vehicle with class-leading off-road ability. 

words  r ichard webb

W hy is it that so many of us 
refer to just about any 4x4  
as a “Jeep”, whether it bears 
the Chrysler Jeep logo or  

not? Given that Jeep is the oldest four-wheel-
drive car brand in the world, it’s perhaps  
not surprising. 

That said, watch a Land Rover owner wince 
in pain if you happen to call his “best 4x4 x far” 
a “Jeep”. Land Rover is the second oldest 4x4 
brand and has a remarkably loyal following 
around the world. To understand the undying 
fervour of Land Rover aficionados, look at 
the brand’s history. After all, the Defender of 
today is almost identical to the silhouette of the 
original car from 64 years ago.

The Land Rover name was originally used by 
the Rover Company. It had no fancy derivatives 
and no additional model names - just “Land 
Rover” - engagingly simple, like the vehicle that 
bore its name. From 1948 it developed into  
a proper, stand-alone marque of four-wheel-

drive models that eventually included the 
Defender, Discovery, Freelander, Range Rover, 
Range Rover Sport and more recently, the 
acclaimed Range Rover Evoque.

Leyland Motor Corporation owned the 
marque in 1967 and it soon became another 
victim to the malaise that British Leyland and 
ultimately, Britain’s automobile industry suffered 
in the seventies. Any company that produced 
an Austin Allegro or Morris Marina was surely 
quickly running out of viable ideas for cars. 
Thankfully, management left Land Rover alone 
and allowed the slow pace of evolution of the 
brand to continue pretty much unabated.

In 1988 British Leyland was thankfully 
broken-up, with Land Rover and Rover initially 
sold to a company that built aircraft. This was 
before being snapped up by BMW Group for the 
princely sum of £1. In 2000, BMW eventually 
sold the brand to Ford, who gave the Land Rover 
brand a considerable boost with sorely needed 
engineering investment to improve reliability. 

Editor
Sticky Note
So what does its future have in store?

Hendrick
Sticky Note
64



Autumn 2012 |  | 3 

top toy

caption caption 

caption caption 

caption caption 

caption caption

Ford then sold Land Rover, along with Jaguar,  
to the Indian firm Tata in 2008.

So what of the current Defender? Driving the 
latest Defender 110 seven-seater around in Cape 
Town and up the west coast, it is abundantly 
clear that the car is anything but modern. 

Compared to many of its direct competitors, 
it’s almost comically agricultural. Yes, the 
Defender is beginning to feel its age despite its 
new, more economical and, importantly, cleaner 
engine. But I am one of those “defenders of the 
faith” who would quite like the Defender to 
remain unchanged. 

The “new” Defender sees its “old” 2.4-litre 
diesel engine downsized to 2.2 litres, with 
power and torque remaining unchanged.  
CO2 emissions drop to 295g/km for the longer 
wheelbase versions and economy is improved. 
A bit. It’s quieter, but the upper reaches of the 
stereo still do not dampen the engine and road 
noise too much, which continues unabated at 
speeds over 100km/h. Don’t expect to have 

a fruitful conversation with your front seat 
passengers as you approach the top speed of 
145km/h. This powertrain is far more suited 
to towing a horsebox out of a bog than it is 
cruising the Garden Route. 
This is still unquestionably the traditional 
Defender with its heavy-duty suspension, ladder 
chassis and driving position straight from 1953.

All told, it’s reassuringly yesteryear – boxy, 
with a no-frills silhouette that we all know. The 
Defender proves to be exactly what it should be: 
basic, albeit a tad less basic than its predecessor. 
For those who require a mechanical workhorse, 
there’s little out there to match the Defender. It’s 
as rudimentary an experience as you can have 
driving a car. 

I love the car and I am just itching for an 
excuse to buy one. There’s a purity of purpose 
and honesty about it that remains as satisfying 
as it always was. It is this fundamental DNA 
that Land Rover must retain in the design of 
their new Defender. 
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The DC100 concept car Land Rover have 
been showcasing recently ushers in the 
beginning of the end of the line for the current 
Defender. Land Rover’s design team have  
a 4x4 sized head-ache to contend with as they 
try to take the key elements of the Defender  
and create a cool, new and modern version  
of a design that has remained mostly 
unchanged from the moment it saw light  
of day. It’s a big ask.

Would the car’s original designer, Maurice 
Wilks, be spinning in his grave or would he be 
proud of developments in hand for his simple 
vision inspired by an American World War II 
Jeep? The jury is still out. The next Defender, 
which will have body-on-frame construction 
as opposed to a monocoque design, will keep 
the configurability of today’s models while 
offering much more modern packaging, 

comfort, controls and dynamics. It is likely 
that the Defender will use updated, lightened 
versions of Land Rover’s much-praised T5 
ladder chassis, currently used for the Discovery 
and Range Rover Sport. The basic styling of 
Land Rover’s recent DC100 concept is very close 
to that planned for the new Defender. With 
the exception of a few detailing changes, like 
wheels, lights, grilles and interior styling. 

A Land Rover for the 21st century will be 
a much-needed boost for a brand that’s gladly 
already in ascendance around the world. That 
said, we have to hope that Land Rover will 
continue building the original Defender as an 
antidote to cosseted, nannying “leisure” vehicles. 
A car that you can happily hose out without 
worrying about soaking your Napa leather seats 
and iPod dock. There’s just nothing else like it. 
Besides, let’s not upset the aficionados.  

Land rover dC100 and dC100 sport 

ConCepts

a pair of defender concepts shows what 

Maurice wilks’ original series One could’ve 

evolved into. The company says it intends 

to launch the vehicle by 2015, which means 

that land rover has lots of work to do. 

The concepts feature many of the same 

attributes that made the original defender 

an off-road icon, including dramatically 

short overhangs front and rear, and a 

near vertical wind screen for increased 

visibility. The defender concept boasts 

information

Meanwhile, there is still interest aplenty in the existing Defender. UK-based Land Rover specialist  

Twisted Performance offers a “remedy” for some of the Defender’s endearing but ancient design flaws.

the retro edition

designed in homage to 

land rover’s heritage, it’s 

intended to show how far 

the defender has come in 

its 64-year lifetime. 

 

the french edition

apparently designed for 

life in the city, providing 

a stylish alternative to the 

“cheaper by the dozen” 

crossovers that claim to 

offer individuality.

the alpine edition

sold as a stylish family 

cruiser with the ability to 

go anywhere, the alpine 

uses a Gloss white theme 

for its trimmings. 

British army

They deploy the 

mechanically simple 

2.5-litre four-cylinder 

300Tdi-engined versions 

rather than the electronically 

controlled 2.5-litre 

five-cylinder Td5 to retain 

some servicing simplicity.
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several innovations, including a clever 

sonar-based system that can measure 

water depth as the vehicle crosses deep 

streams. also, a new terrain response 

system maps the ground ahead of the 

vehicle in 3d and suggests alternate 

routes when the vehicle detects an 

obstruction.




