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The new Land Rover Defender reinvents an off-roading icon

nThe vehicle is made from lightweight aluminium that has been upgraded for ‘extreme’ 
capabilities

nThe new Defender sits on a vehicle platform that’s 95% new

nThe cabin offers a touch of luxury while keeping a more rugged look in places
nThe latest version of Land Rover’s Terrain Response is configurable so that off-road 
experts can tweak settings to their own preference

WHEN discussing the greatest off-road-ca-
pable cars ever produced, few can come close 
to the classic Land Rover Defender. The icon-
ic 4×4, which has its roots in the 1940s, be-
came the go-to vehicle for those wanting 
off-road capability and nothing else.

However, as buying habits changed and 
rivals became more capable, the tradition-
al Defender needed shaking up. Revealed 
last year, the new Defender has burst 
onto the scene with a cool new look, bet-
ter-than-ever off-road abilities – but a new-
found air of luxury, comfort, and drivea-
bility on the road.

Some purists have decried the fact it’s 
no longer the rugged, utilitarian 4×4 of the 
past, but by keeping its traditional abili-
ties while appealing to a new, more life-
style-focused audience, does Land Rover 
have a massive hit on its hands? We put the 
new Defender to the test on urban streets, 
country roads, boggy forests and boring 
motorways to find out…

What’s new?
The new Defender is so far removed from 

the car it replaces that it’s not even worth 
comparing the two. It sits on a vehicle plat-
form that’s ‘95% new’ compared with the 
current Land Rover range, and made from 
lightweight aluminium that’s been up-
graded for ‘extreme’ capabilities. It’s three 
times stiffer than traditional designs, fea-
tures independent suspension and can in-
tegrate electrified powertrains.

It also gets the latest version of Land 
Rover’s Terrain Response, which is now 
configurable so that off-road experts can 
tweak settings to their own preference, 
while the latest Pivi Pro infotainment sys-
tem is also introduced, including over-the-
air software updates.

There’s also that all-new look, the latest 
engines (including a plug-in hybrid later), 
90 (three-door) and 110 (five-door) body 
styles as well as a commercial version… 
the list of newness is endless.

What’s under 
the bonnet?

The plug-in hybrid engine is arguably 

the biggest news, but since that’s not avail-
able at launch we’ve been testing the D240 
engine, which will likely be the most pop-
ular.

It’s a twin-turbocharged 2.0-litre diesel 
unit from the latest family of JLR Ingeni-
um engines. Its stats are 240bhp, 430Nm of 
torque, fuel economy of up to 31.7mpg and 
CO2 emissions up to 253g/km.

For a car like this, that torque figure 
is arguably the most important, because 
when you’re on a boggy forest track you 
need it to help pull you out of trouble. 
On the road, it’s impressively quiet, while 
power is more than adequate for most sit-
uations.

What’s it like to drive?
There are two aspects to the driving ex-

perience – on-road and off-road. This be-
ing a Defender, let’s start with the latter. 
We tested the Defender in the forests sur-
rounding Eastnor Castle, not far from JLR 
HQ and the place where the car was tested 
during production.

There are three tyre options: the stand-
ard road tyre, an off-road tyre, and a com-
promise between the two, which is what 
our test car was fitted with. You wouldn’t 
have known it.

While the Defender unsurprisingly 
found little issue with dry, dusty paths 

– no matter how steep the inclines and
declines – at times the route would turn to
a gooey, chalky mess. The Defender never
hesitated. There was barely any slip, with
the on-board technology taking over and
giving pure confidence that any terrain is
passable, even without the top-spec tyre.

And when the road became narrow or 
sharp crests appeared, the on-board cam-
eras made them a breeze to navigate. It 
was almost boringly easy.

On the road? Excellent. Again, you’d ex-
pect a lot of tyre noise from the ‘compro-
mise’ tyre, but if you didn’t know you’d 
think it was quiet enough to be a road-fo-
cused tyre. The ride is sublime, too, iron-
ing out bumps to make for carpet-like com-
fort, while wind and road noise is minimal 
at motorway speeds, too.

There are a couple of complaints. Al-
though it’s fantastically comfortable, that 
high centre of gravity and soft suspension 
does lead to a lot of head wobble when the 
road gets particularly bumpy. Meanwhile, 
the gearbox is frustratingly slow to re-
spond to inputs, which is likely related to 
hitting emissions targets. Overall, though, 
it drives much better on the road than any 
car this good off-road should.

How does it look?
One of the toughest jobs for any car de-

signer is reimagining an icon, but when 
the new Defender was revealed there can’t 
have been many who were disappointed 
with how it turned out.

Its boxy, upright stance remains, with 
enough chunky design features to give 
it the rugged looks its abilities deserve. 
There are nods to the old model to keep afi-
cionados happy, too, while that side-open-
ing rear door gives it real character and 
allows for a full-size spare wheel to be 
attached.

There are two body styles available – 
three-door (90) and five-door (110) – with 
the latter commanding a slight premium. 
There’s some more cool charm attached to 
the three-door, but for family life, the five-
door’s extra space and practicality can’t be 
ignored.

What’s it like inside?
The interior has been one of the most 

contentious issues among enthusiasts, but 
for the general public, there’s nothing to 
complain about. Land Rover has managed 
to give the cabin a touch of luxury, with 
some expensive-feeling materials, chic de-
sign, and the new infotainment system, 
while keeping a more rugged look in plac-
es.

For example, there are exposed bolts in 
the door cards, and a metal structural el-

ement is visible in the dashboard. These 
have been integrated in a way that doesn’t 
detract from the premium feel while also 
hinting at its tougher abilities.

Gone are the days of cramped interiors, 
too. While classic Defenders were famed 
for having little room up front, the new 
one feels big and spacious inside. If you’re 
looking for a family car it’ll do a fantastic 
job of carrying multiple people and all 
their things.

What’s the spec like?
At launch there are four trim levels 

available: Defender, Defender S, Defender 
SE and Defender HSE. There are also two 
separate models, called First Edition and 
Defender X.

The entry level Defender 110 starts at 
£43,957 and includes 18-inch steel wheels, 
LED headlights, fabric upholstery, sat nav 
and all the off-road technology you could 
require. Upgrade to the S from £46,980, and 
you get 19-inch alloy wheels, part-leather 
upholstery, and an integrated driver dis-
play.

SE starts at £50,419 and adds 20-inch 
alloy wheels, LED headlights with the sig-
nature DRL and LED taillights, front fog 
lights, a leather steering wheel and the up-
graded Meridian sound system. The HSE, 
from £57,314, gets different 20-inch alloy 

wheels, Matrix LED headlights, a folding 
fabric roof, and full leather upholstery.

First Edition models start at £55,875 and 
add electronic air suspension, configur-
able terrain response, a heated steering 
wheel and khaki leather upholstery. And 
finally, the Defender X, starting at £73,790, 
gets more advanced off-road abilities, a 
sliding panoramic roof, and two-tone 
leather upholstery.

Verdict
The Land Rover Defender had an almost 

impossible task on its hands, appealing to 
those who have long loved its no-nonsense 
ruggedness as well as those looking for a 
practical, characterful family runaround.

After a day behind the wheel, it’s fair to 
say it has succeeded in its task. Our tricky 
off-road route was mere child’s play for the 
Defender, yet when we took it to the Tar-
mac it was quiet, refined and comfortable 
with fantastic entertainment technology 
on-board.

The high-spec versions are too plush and 
too expensive to be considered for a truly 
workhorse lifestyle, but there are more af-
fordable options at the bottom of the range, 
not least the forthcoming commercial ver-
sion.

It’s safe to say Land Rover has nailed the 
brief.

The latest incarnation 
promises traditional 
off-road abilities with 
a new-found on-road 
composure. Darren 
Cassey finds out  
if it nails the brief
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nThe ride is sublime, ironing out bumps to make for carpet-like comfort

nModel as tested: Land Rover Defender 110 D240 S
nPrice: Defender from £43,957 from Jacksons
nEngine: 2.0-litre diesel
nPower: 240bhp
nTorque: 430Nm
nMax speed: 117mph
n0-60mph: 9.9 seconds
nMPG: 31.7 - 29.3
nEmissions: 234 - 253g/km CO2

Fast facts


