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LR DEFENDER

LOCH, 

COCK 

AND 

TWO 

FLOATING 

BARRELS
TopGear has previous with floating 

cars. We send the office numpty to try  
to sink Land Rover’s Floating Ninety
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Just an hour, several scraped knuckles and 
much swearing later, the Floating Ninety is 

ready for action... Who’s feeling brave enough 
to go for a dip, then? Dan – you’re up

“Stoic and dependable,  
it feels at home in the 
Scottish wilderness”

T
here’s something earthy about the 
Land Rover Defender, like it’s part of 
the very soil of Britain. Lord knows 
it’s traversed its fair share of fields 
and farmland, from Stornoway to 
Surrey and beyond. It was even 
conceived in the land, as a sketch in 

the sand in the Forties, and since then it has weathered 
wars, carried explorers and been a runabout for the 
monarchy, James Bond and Sir Winston Churchill. Early 
versions were painted with military surplus paint left over 
from Supermarine Spitfires, it was built in a wartime 
shadow factory, and it soon became a British Army 
favourite. In fact, it’s hard to imagine anything more 
patriotic, other than Mary Berry wrapped in a Union Jack 
bursting out of a giant sponge cake to the strains of Elgar.

But this year is the trusty Defender’s last. The model  
as we know it will soon be replaced by a modern version 
with sound insulation and electronic gadgetry and a 
sensible driving position. It will be a million times better 
but also worse in every way, because nothing can replace 
the feeling, nor the smell, of driving the old one down  
a mucky lane with an ancient collie in the back. But  
before it goes, and despite being almost 70 years old, 
there’s something we should do. This national treasure 
must be officially confirmed, with a baptism of sorts, in  
the holy, trout-filled waters of a Scottish loch.

The Defender has been many things, from a battlefield 
ambulance to a Rapier missile launcher. In 1989, it also 
became an amphibian, when Land Rover’s Special  
Vehicle Operations department turned one into a floating 
billboard for the company’s sponsorship of Cowes Week. 
The donor car was actually a Land Rover Ninety (the 
Defender name hadn’t yet been adopted), which was itself 
built to celebrate the brand’s 40th birthday. The design was 
copied from a batch of amphibious Series II prototypes, 

supplied to the Army in the Sixties, possibly for anti-Soviet 
operations in the Rhineland. It still exists today, and we’ve 
managed to wangle the keys.

In terms of nautical technology, the Floating Ninety  
is more of a river raft than an ocean liner. Rather than 
converting the chassis into a seaworthy hull, the engineers 
instead sealed the cabin with fibreglass and fitted inflatable 
pontoons for buoyancy. So in fact it’s a two-in-one hybrid – 
the flotation paraphernalia can be removed, deflated and 
stored in the car, meaning that most of the time it’s a regular, 
road-going Landie, if a regular, road-going Landie had a 
permanent propeller and a flappy rudder on the back. Other 
mods are minimal: the rear suspension has been chocked  
to prevent it dragging in the water, it breathes through a 
snorkel and the exhaust sticks upwards or else it would blow 
bubbles into the water and suffocate the 2.5-litre diesel.

On the road, it’s very much like any old Land Rover  
– maybe a bit stiffer than usual thanks to the solid rear 
suspension, but otherwise stoic and dependable. It feels 
very much at home in the Scottish wilderness, on this 
northwestern tip of Islay, home of peaty whisky and 
well-worn cagoules. Somewhere around Aruadh we  
leave the road and venture down a stony track towards 
Loch Gorm, where we’ll launch from the pebbly shore.  
First we must peel off the roof and pop the Ninety into 
Aqua mode, which means constructing the black steel 
frame that holds the pontoons. It takes one hour, nine  
hundred bolts and eventually resembles a giant tarantula 
with barrels tucked under its legs.

Dead ends make
armed Scotsmen  

slightly vexed...

Full speed 
ahead. Watch 
out for icebergs

“    Roll out the 
barrel. No, 
literally”

More used to 
shooting, Landie 
can do fishing...

Crathorne 
throws some 
of his shapes
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Captain 
Crathorne and 

Ensign Read 
take the salute 
as they float by 
Lens Operative 

Cassidy

126 Toyota FJ40 Land Cruiser
The FJ40 is a practical icon famed for utility over aesthetics – it’s like a 4x4 
made of Lego. The cool variants hark from the early Sixties – the ‘40-series’ 
was in production from 1960 until 1984 – and the ones you want are the 
early 2drs which are still exceptional at getting about in the mucky stuff.

You might well know this one as 
the Matra-Simca Rancho. Based 
on a Simca 1100 pickup, the 
body was made from fibreglass 
and polyester, and it remained 
front-drive only, even though 
it sported off-road styling – 
including an optional winch. It’s 
sort of a spiritual predecessor  
to stuff like the Audi Allroad.

132 Talbot Matra Rancho131 Fiat Panda 4x4 Sisley
The Panda 4x4 is something of 
a legend. It was the first tiny car 
to get proper AWD, thanks to 
a system designed by off-road 
supremo Steyr-Puch. It may only 
have 48bhp, but with so little 
weight to drag around, it was the 
car version of a plucky mountain 
goat, and it’s got Giugiaro design 
classic written all over it.

Kind of a two-door coupe pickup 
with AWD, this was supposed 
to be Japan’s response to the 
growing popularity of small 
trucks in the USA back in the late 
Seventies. It continued production 
until 1994, and they’re tiny, but 
incredibly useful. Ronald Reagan 
had one – possibly the weirdest 
claim to fame of any car in this list. 

130 Subaru Brat129 Citroen Mehari
Odd and almost impossibly cool, 
the Mehari is a Citroen Dyane 6 
with a body made of plastic and 
a 600ish cc flat-twin. Simplicity 
is the abiding attraction here; the 
Mehari is slab-sided with virtually 
no interior, and the 4x4 version 
is properly good off-road, mainly 
because it only weighs around 
550kg. The thinking man’s 2CV. 
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The FJ was produced  

under licence in various 

markets. In Venezuela it 

was badged the ‘Toyota 
Macho’. Fnar
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“It has the hydrodynamic 
qualities of a thatched 

cottage, but it works well”

Once finished, it’s impossible to open the doors, so  
I climb up the framework and into the cockpit – sorry,  
bridge – taking my position at the helm where I’ll receive 
excellent instruction from Roger Crathorne, a former 
engineer and Land Rover royalty who once skippered this 
very craft along the entire length of the Caledonian Canal 
and Loch Ness, so he knows her well (I use the term ‘her’  
in the traditional maritime sense, not the ‘old girl’ context 
preferred by owners of crusty vintage cars).

 Bearing in mind TopGear’s sinky history with 
amphicars, I approach the water steadily, low-range ’box  
in first gear, letting her creep over the bumpy shore until 
we’re up to our wheelnuts in water. Now it’s time to pull 
the lever under my left thigh, which engages the power 
take-off – a device that literally takes some power from  
the engine and sends it to the propeller. It powers some 
piece of agricultural machinery when the Defender’s  
on light tractor duty, but today it’ll give us lots of lovely 
propulsion in the water. As we go deeper, the front wheels 
become light as the floats take the weight. When the rear 
wheels do the same, I change out of low range, into third 
gear and give it some throttle – the wheels still churn away, 
but the prop’s pushing us forwards.

“Head over there,” says Captain Crathorne, pointing 
towards a miserable-looking squall in the distance. So I  
spin the steering wheel and nothing happens except he rolls 
his eyes. Turns out I’ll be needing the tiller now, which is 
positioned between us and runs back to the rudder. Push 
left to go right, pull right to go left, or move it either way  
to do donuts that certainly don’t impress the boss. At full 

throttle the diesel chugs along like a car ferry, the  
waves slap the fibreglass floor and there’s only a small 
amount of leakage, but that could be down to old age…

It has the hydrodynamic qualities of a thatched cottage, 
but it works rather well and goes where you ask it. The 
speedo is useless on water but I’m told it’ll do six knots  
flat-out, and going by the bow wave we’re pushing along I 
don’t doubt it. In choppy waters we even need the wipers.

While stopped for a spot of fishing, Roger dispenses  
a history lesson. The story goes that, sometime around 
World War II, Maurice Wilks, chief engineer of the Rover 
Company, owned a jacked-up Rover 10. He would bring  
it here to Islay, where he had an estate with a faithful 
gamekeeper. Due to its surprising off-road ability, the  
said keeper called the car the ‘Land’ Rover, and that’s  
how the name came about. It also demonstrated the need 
for a more appropriate, purpose-built civilian off-roader, 
which lead Wilks to create the Series I prototype in 1947.

And here we are, 68 years later, sailing its descendant 
across a loch near that very estate, diesel fumes wafting 
from the tall exhaust. Is there anywhere the Defender  
can’t go? Over the years it has conquered the jungles of 
Borneo, the swamps of Central America, the deserts of 
Africa, the dunes of Arabia, the frozen tundra of northern 
Russia and pretty much the entire Australian outback.  
And the mountains of Afghanistan with three English 
housewives on board. And that’s just the abbreviated list. 
This year might finally mark the end of the road for the 
original Land Rover, but – you know what? – that’s never 
stopped it before. Especially when it has pontoons. 

UTILITARIAN

UTILITARIAN, 
BORN OF A NEED
Tim

e to scratch that fit for purpose 
itch; tim

e to celebrate basic pleasures; 
hell, tim

e to get down and dirty...

133 Jeep Grand Wagoneer
One of the first luxury SUVs, the Wagoneer has recently seen a surge 
in popularity – mainly thanks to the restomod movement picking up 
Eighties models for refurbishment. But it’s got the luxe-utility thing 
nailed. Mainly thanks to ‘marine-teak’ panelling and boxy styling. 

The Universal Motor  
Gerät – gerät being the 
German word for ‘machine’ – 
has been around since 1947 
and is still in production.  
It’s basically a tractor with 
proper, equal-sized wheels  
and has seen service in  
virtually every practical  
sphere known to autokind. 

128 Mercedes-Benz Unimog127 Lada Niva
The Niva (‘field’ in Russian) 
was described as a “Renault 5 
on a Land Rover chassis” by its 
designers at AvtoVAZ – which 
makes it the first small crossover. 
Blocky, simple and cheap, it’s now 
got a huge anti-hero attraction. 
Extra points if you can find one 
badged the Bognor Diva (what 
Nivas were called in Uruguay). 
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