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WORLD
What’s the point of a cheap jeep? You can’t pose round town in them and you can’t take the kids to prep

school in them. But can you go seriously off-road in them? To find out we donned our green wellies and

took a trio of Willys look-alikes about as far off-road as you can go with the help of a couple of maniac

off-road men, a pair of heavy duty Land Rovers, a couple of winches, a Tirfor (whatever that is) and even a

chainsaw. And then we gave the Rocsta, the Mahindra and the Jeep Wrangler the full mud-bath treatment

Story: Nik Berg Mud: Mid-WalesPhotography: Martin Morrell
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TT
hey don’t call this hill ‘the block of
flats’ for nothing. I can see nothing but
miles of finest forestry commission pine
ahead of me as I creep the Mahindra
forwards. I have just seen a Jeep

Wrangler plummet over the edge that is now a foot
or so ahead of my front wheels.

I consider the wisdom of removing the
Mahindra’s doors and roof and folding its wind-
screen forward as I select low-ratio first gear and
trundle over the top. 

The 2.1-litre diesel engine races as its compression
fights against gravity to slow my progress down this
almost sheer drop. The huge steering wheel spins
from lock to lock as the front wheels bounce
through the ruts.

I’m lifted out of my seat and stare over the khaki
bonnet at the muddy ground that disappears rapidly
under the front bumper. I am a passenger, com-
pletely reliant on the car’s ability to see me through.

A deep gully approaches and the left-hand side of
the Mahindra drops sharply. Now I have to hang on
to the steering wheel and the side step just to stay in
as the car continues at an angle of at least 30
degrees. It chugs out and I stop behind the
Wrangler to watch the progress of a red Asia Rocsta.

Art Director Marcel is gritting his teeth and

almost hanging out of the driver’s door, convinced
that the Rocsta will roll. The passenger wing mirror
snaps back as it scrapes the side of the gully, but he
makes it through unscathed.

Camel Trophy veteran Graham Fazakarley’s
splendid yellow Land Rover 110 looks less stable.
The extra kit on the roof is making it much more
top-heavy than our small 4x4s. Graham, fellow off-
road expert Martin Smith and route planner Tim
Webster reckon it might roll unless we can get some
weight onto the off-side.

So four of us pile on to the side of the 110, hang-
ing off the roof rack, the door mirror – anything we
can grasp, as the Land Rover charges on through 
the gully.

At the bottom we stop for breath, laugh at how
the previous day had seen the Mahindra stuck on its
side in a similar situation and brag about how easy
it was, knowing full well that our underpants have
taken a hammering.

“We’re about halfway down now,” says Graham
quietly. We shut up.

Here we are in the middle of nowhere in the 
middle of Wales, amazed that we have survived so
far – and now we discover that was the easy bit.

We’re trying to prove that off-roaders are fun. We
have already discovered that on the road they are

Korean army has Rocstas, hopefully with bigger wheels

because our little-wheeled one struggled in the mud 

No, the Rocsta is towing the Jeep out – backwards

Bumper and step are removable – if you hit something
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hopeless. They don’t go well, they don’t stop well
and they definitely don’t ride or handle well. So we
are also trying to prove that they are as capable off-
road as they are incapable on it.

We selected our vehicles carefully. We wanted off-
roaders that hadn’t lost their way in a market that’s
dominated by hybrids like the Frontera and
Maverick. We chose three vehicles that owe their
being to the original off-roader, the Willys Jeep.
The bargain-basement priced, £5,995 Expedition
Quality Mahindra CJ3, the £13,495 Jeep Wrangler
2.5 and the £10,500 Asia Rocsta DX are all basic
4x4s that, despite being popular in the leisure 
market, are still true to the original concept. These
are the vehicles that prove the off-roader can still
hold its head up above the hordes whose biggest
adventure is the school run.

So far, we’ve done pretty well. We met Graham
and Martin with their two fully-equipped Land
Rovers the previous day and laughed a lot. Here
were these two guys dressed in full Camel Trophy
clobber with their two cars in full jungle spec. Sand-
ladders for crossing bogs and other soft stuff, huge
ground anchors, big Warn 8274 electric winches on
the fronts, Tirfor hand winches, shovels, axes, high-
lift jacks, tow ropes, tugging straps, countless shack-
les, a massive medical kit, emergency camping gear

and rations for up to five days. Even a chainsaw.
We’re near Aberystwyth not the Amazon, we 

sniggered. But by the end of day one we had used
almost all of it. We had wanted to give our three
cheap Jeeps a serious test and we weren’t doing 
badly at all. Every vehicle had been stuck at least
once and we’d winched, towed, dug and tugged
them out. We’d even needed that first aid kit when
driver Tim Oldham had cut his hand hanging on to
the 110’s roof.

But we now discover, what we’ve done so far is
nothing. The block of flats gets even steeper, even
rockier, even scarier.

Martin’s 90 and the Wrangler have gone down
ahead of me, relying on the deep ruts to guide them
between the trees. I already see a problem.

One of the Mahindra’s advantages when climbing
would literally prove its downfall on descents. Its
huge General Grabber tyres sit on a narrower track
than all the other vehicles. That means it rides the
top of the ruts created by other cars and gets more
grip on climbs. In fact it was the only vehicle to
tackle an especially nasty hill yesterday without
needing to be winched. 

But when going downhill it’s bad news. The
Mahindra has a habit of jumping out of the ruts
that the others make and taking its own rather 

This is an arty picture of a Jeep Wrangler in mud and

smoke. Below: some more mud in close up detail

Wrangler was designed for West Coast kids to have fun

in. Hence the fancy seats. It’s still a real Jeep though
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random path. And in this case that path takes it
suddenly and severely into the surrounding forest.
Before I can even attempt to fight the sharp tug of
the steering wheel the Mahindra’s girder of a front
bumper strikes enough pine to make a decent
kitchen table. I duck the overhanging branches and
then leg it. The advantage of a doorless, roofless,
windscreenless car is that you have a number of
escape routes when it all goes horribly wrong.

Luckily, I hit the tree bang on the bumper and no
bodywork suffers. All we have to do is winch it off
the tree and carry on. Except that both winches on
the Land Rovers have quit. Martin’s failed when he
jumped his 90 into a bog and Graham’s new winch
rebelled for very little reason. 

We mull over the options. Half an hour or so of
hard labour with a hand winch, or try to tug it off
with two other vehicles. We leave the decision to
our guide Tim who is keen for us to press on as
quickly as possible. 

We soon discover that this is one occasion where
brute force is no good. Tugging the stranded
Mahindra with 122bhp of Wrangler just 
compounds the problem and bends a wing.

“At least one good thing came out of it,” smiles
Graham as Martin fires up the McCulloch buzz-
saw. “We got chainy out.” The Mahindra is tangled

in some dead branches so Martin trims them back
and using a combination of the high-lift jack and
the hand winch we pull it back into the ruts and
tow it down behind the Wrangler.

Again the steering wheel kicks and bucks in my
hands. A damper, like that fitted to all the other
vehicles, really wouldn’t go amiss; I’ve already 
narrowly missed losing my thumbs on several 
occasions. But this is one of few drawbacks of the
Australian spec ‘Expedition Quality’ Mahindra. 

True, the seats don’t adjust at all and are little
more than padded garden furniture fixed far too
close to the wheel. And it’s also true that the hood
took three of us the best part of an hour to remove
and stow away.

Of more concern are the brakes, or rather the
complete lack of them. They are lousy at the best of
times, but show the non-servo-assisted drums a bit
of mud or water and they go home in disgust. By
the end of our spell with the Mahindra we were
deliberately switching the engine off with the car in
gear to stop it – it was the only way. 

But despite the flaws, the Mahindra is a superbly
capable off-roader. It went places where even the
Camel Trophy spec Land Rovers couldn’t. The
four-speed gearbox is stiff and notchy, particularly
in low ratio, and switching between two and four-

Straight out of MASH, the Aussie spec Mahindra’s only

creature comfort was a leather key fob and we lost that

Mahindra speedo is really just there for ornament, the

diesel engine is desperately slow. But off-road it’s a

super-slugger – a khaki clad hero of the Welsh woods
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wheel drive is hard work. The two transfer levers
often need two hands to get them to play. 

When you’re going, though, it takes a great deal –
a pine tree for instance – to stop it. Many times we
used the Mahindra to pull the other vehicles out of
trouble when their more limited ground clearance
snagged them in mud or on rocks. It did the the job
admirably but could have made things easier if it
had a rear tow eye – we had to hook onto the leaf
springs. The front tow loops look a bit feeble, too.

The rest of the car looks great, though. The Aussie
spec version has no carpets, the most basic dash,
with only a handful of big waterproof warning
lights, and no creature comforts. In short it is an
original Willys. Only its 2.1-litre 60bhp Peugeot
diesel differs from the Korean War’s CJ3. 

Really, though, the Mahindra can only ever be a
second car. It is as appalling on the road as it is
superb off it. Quite simply it is the noisiest, slowest
most uncomfortable, worst-handling, worst-
stopping vehicle I have ever driven on tarmac.

The Wrangler is five generations on, being based
on the CJ8 version. Of the three, it is the only one
that is a vehicle you could cope with day to day. Its
ride is harsh on road but not unacceptable, the 
power steering is over-light but great for parking
and it is the one car that offers acceptable on-road

performance. Stick a hardtop on it in the winter and
it’s not even that noisy. 

Its four-cylinder 122bhp engine is the only petrol
unit in our convoy and has twice as much power as
the Mahindra and Rocsta. Dumped through big BF
Goodrich Mud Terrain tyres this extra oomph
means the Wrangler can drive itself out of difficulty
on most occasions. When its ground clearance gives
out, which it does before the Mahindra, you can
plant your foot and with a bit of luck it will force its
way through.

Its wider, lower stance than its predecessor occa-
sionally makes the Wrangler fall on its face though.
The approach angle – the angle between the front
wheels and bumper – is limited and the Jeep some-
times noses itself into the ground on steep climbs
and descents. Its axle articulation is limited and over
rocks and gullies you can find yourself with wheels
in the air, doing very little to help your progress.

Changing gears is easy though. The long lever
slots neatly into place and changing from two- to
four-wheel drive requires none of the brute force
you need in the Mahindra. 

It rides the bumps better than the others on its
leaf spring suspension and its seats are the best of
our trio, giving much-needed support. Like the
Mahindra it is possible to remove the doors and fold

They don’t teach you this in the Boy Scouts. Nik has put

the CJ3 in the trees and the team is pulling him out

And this is what you use a Tirfor for; unravelling a

Mahindra from a pine forest – with a bit of help from

chainy. More than Nik’s pride was dented this time

More mayhem that’s too complicated to explain but

involves mud, gullies, and lots of heaving and cursing
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the screen flat, but since we have nowhere to store
the doors we leave them in place. The other great
advantage of the Jeep is its superb heater – the only
creature comfort that we miss on the Mahindra as
its feeble effort wasn’t even worth bothering with.

But by far the Wrangler’s biggest selling point is
its power steering. Fingerlight to the touch, it feels a
bit vague on the road, but get it into the rough stuff
and you will write poetry about it.

Not only does it completely dispose of the rocks
and ruts that turn the Mahindra’s wheel into some
sort of whirling dervish, it allows you to crank it
from lock to lock faster that the other cars and with
a fraction of the effort. On slippery slopes you can
waggle the wheel from left to right, giving the tyres’
sidewalls a chance to bite into the mud and haul
you up. A dose of this will see the sides splattered
with brown stuff that improves the Wrangler’s 
purposeful looks even more. There are people in
Fulham who would pay good money to have their
Jeeps caked this way. 

It’s also the only vehicle to sound good as it fights
its way through the dirt. The engine offers an
attempt at sportiness, while all the others give is
clatter. Its hood is the easiest and fastest to haul up
and down, too, and the interior, though far from
ergonomically perfect, has a tough feel to it. The

plastics are thick and it’s all well screwed together.
And it’s a tough old thing. Life in the wilderness,
has raised the Wrangler into a machine that takes its
knocks and comes back for more. Sure, it grounded
out a few times, but it was the only car of our trio to
emerge from the forest without a scratch.

Which leaves the Asia Rocsta. It had some tough
wheel tracks to follow. Our Land Rover guide 
vehicles were without doubt the most capable in the
world, and both the Jeep Wrangler and the
Mahindra are military-bred and honed in the
American wilderness and Indian subcontinent. 

The Rocsta, though, also has its fair share of
medals and stripes. It is in effect a demilitarised 
version of the vehicle used by the Korean army. Its
2.2-litre diesel is hard-working and torquey, though
it is noisy – but not compared with the Mahindra’s
racket. Down steep slopes it keeps the Rocsta from
running away, offering more in the way of engine
braking than even the little Mahindra.

The steering, although unassisted and heavy,
damps out the bumps in a way the Mahindra driver
prays for. You pay for this with a very vague sensa-
tion around the straight-ahead position.

The interior is well-laid out in a conventional car
fashion, though it doesn’t feel like it would 
survive too much serious off-road abuse. The plastic
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A support vehicle needing support. After two days of

pulling out little jeeps the Land Rover bent a track rod

And this is how to fix it in the middle of a field: anchor

the 90 to the Rocsta, fix to the Jeep via the Tirfor...

..then it’s winched back (reasonably) straight again
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and carpets are wafer-thin and the switchgear flimsy.
But the gearchange is the lightest of our trio and

shifting from two- to four-wheel drive is a cinch.
There is a fairly major ‘but’, though. After selecting
four-wheel drive you have to jump out and lock the
freewheeling hubs on the front wheels. 

Forget to do this and, though you may think
you’re in 4x4, you won’t be – and it’s accident time.
Unlike many vehicles of this type there are no 
warning stickers inside the car. While handbook
readers and regular off-roaders would know this,
first-timers could easily be caught out. 

However, once locked into four-wheel drive the
Rocsta manages to keep pace with the others most
of the time. Its small wheels and tyres are a prob-
lem, though. It just hasn’t got the ground clearance
of the others, and is always the first to bottom out.
As a result, many of the cosmetic features that look
so fine on the high street get wasted pretty early on.

First to go are the side steps, which ping up at the
first big rut. Then the plastic rear bumper trim takes
a hammering on sharp ascents and descents. By the
end of the first day the Rocsta is the only car with
visible scars. 

Worse still, when we arrive back in London after a
300-mile journey we discover that the left rear
shock absorber has become detached. What’s more

worrying is that we haven’t noticed the lack of it
unduly affecting the car’s on-road handling.

For the Rocsta, frankly, is pretty lousy on the
road. Although its driving position and controls
can’t be faulted, it has such a bouncy ride and is so
slow and noisy that anything other than short 
journeys are positively painful. Having said that, it
is way ahead of the Mahindra. And it has a stereo.

To be fair to the Rocsta, what we have given it is
nothing short of a severe beating. Our rights of way
route through mid-Wales is one that only hardened
4x4 drivers normally drive in heavily modified cars.
Our guide Tim had rolled his Land Rover 90 at the
‘block of flats’ only weeks earlier.

We relied on every available piece of rescue kit to
get us through. We winched, dragged, pushed,
anchored and chainsawed our way. We had two of
Britain’s best off-road drivers and a guide who takes
pride in mapping almost impossible, though 
perfectly legal, routes.

That the Rocsta made it all is a major achieve-
ment. That the Jeep and the Mahindra did it better
is proof that the original is still the best. And that
the Mahindra did best of all is proof that you don’t
need to spend a fortune to have fun. And proof
that, if you know where to go and how to go there,
you can have a whole heap of fun off the road  ■■
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Camel Trophy, eat your heart out. This is mid-Wales and

this is the gear you need to get through it

What you do when you’re stuck: ground screw goes in,

high-lift jack the nose, then Tirfor up onto the ladders

And then when you’ve finally got out, or decided you’re

there for life, you get out the beers to celebrate
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I N D E P T H

Mahindra CJ 3 Jeep Wrangler 2.5 Asia Rocsta DX
Performance

0-60mph weeks 13.6secs 36.5secs

Max speed 65mph downhill 94mph 70mph

Costs
List price £5,995 £13,495 £10,500

Off-road mpg 16.5 13.5 21.0

Euromix mpg not published 21.2 not published

Insurance group 7 12 not published

Service interval 12,000 miles 7,500 miles 6,000 miles

Warranty 1 year/12,000 miles 3 years/60,000 miles 1 year/unlimited

What you get
Radio cassette no yes no

Power steering no yes no

Alloy wheels no yes yes

Technical
Engine four-cylinder diesel four-cylinder petrol four-cylinder diesel

Capacity 2112cc 2464cc 2184cc

Maximum power/rpm 60bhp @ 4250 122bhp @ 5300 61bhp @ 4,050

Maximum torque/rpm 88lb ft @ 2,000 147lb ft @ 3200 95lb ft @ 2,500

Transmission four-speed manual five-speed manual five-speed manual

Suspension leaf springs leaf springs leaf springs,

Front brakes drums ventilated discs ventilated discs

Rear brakes drums drums drums

Wheels 16 inch steel 15 inch alloys 15 inch alloys

Tyres (as tested) Goodyear Extra Grip BF Goodrich Mud Terrain BF Goodrich Mud Terrain

750/16 235/75 R15 215/75 R15

Dimensions (ins) L130 W63 H72 L153 W66 H70 L141 W66 H72

We couldn’t have done it without Graham Fazakarley and
Martin Smith, and their two Land Rovers. Graham was
competition manager for the Camel Trophy for five years
and is still involved in international selections for the
Trophy. He’s an all-round good bloke who feels strongly
enough about protecting the environment to have bought
10,000 hectares of virgin Brazilian rainforest to stop it
being chopped down. Graham runs Pathfinder Off-Road
Adventure and offers expedition advice, vehicle prepara-
tion and teaches survival techniques. Martin is a veteran
off-roader, though he spends his days and nights as a
fireman. Last year he became involved in the Camel
Trophy for the first time, helping Graham with the
Scandinavian team selection. Not only do both guys
know their way round Wales pretty well, they can winch,
haul and think their way out of the worst kind of off-road
mess. And they like a nice pint in the pub afterwards too.

W H O  H E L P E D  U S

We covered many miles of tracks in the Snowdonia
National Park and the Cambrian mountains on routes
that had been checked out by ace map man and
International Off Roader writer Tim Webster. Tim’s
extensive research has revealed countless forgotten
rights of way in the area which are, sometimes only just,
accessible to off-roaders. We didn’t upset a single 
rambler (OK, so we didn’t see any) and we took care not
offend the sheep, though Martin Morrell spent a 
suspiciously long time taking their portraits. We always
closed gates after us and never went anywhere that
another 4x4 hadn’t been before. We also tried never to
stray off the tracks. Except when Nik hit that tree, that is

H O W  &  W H E R E  

Our off-road mentors, Martin Smith and Graham Fazakarley (standing), wait patiently while we laugh at the ludicrous amount of gear they brought with them. We used the lot

The stats above were cobbled together by Nik from brochures and old copies of Winch’n’Squelch Magazine. Sorry about the gaps
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