
the Rover looked and felt more composed
in handling tests such as the lane change,
bettering the Jeep by 2.1 mph. And after
three days of punishment, the muffler, as
well as the rest of the low-hanging fruit,
showed only superficial scrapes or no
damage at all.

That’s not to say the Freelander is ready
for Baja. The body produced more reverb
than the Jeep’s from the energy transmitted
by the bouncing wheels, the steering
column writhing and clattering in response
to the heaviest whacks. The Hill Descent
Control, an algorithmic stunt double for
the Jeep’s four-low gear (it fires the ABS
automatically during descents to keep
speed at less than 5 mph) was unfazed by
the White Rim’s occasional 500-foot
plunges. But it was less confidence
inspiring than a conventional transfer case.

For example, if one intervenes with the
brake to creep over a particularly nasty out-
cropping, HDC shuts down. Lift off so the

computer can resume control, and HDC
takes a moment—one that could be fatal
to cardiac patients—to get going again.

The Freelander also needs more snap-
to from under the hood. Midland Power-
train, a subsidiary of the newly inde-
pendent MG-Rover group, builds the
aluminum 2.5-liter DOHC 24-valve V-6 to
make its 174 horsepower and 177 pound-
feet of torque as smooth as Cotswold
cream. However, throttle response is lazy,
and on the highway, the engine struggles
to maintain speed going up hills. Down-
shifts are reluctant unless the five-speed
auto is in its sport setting or the driver per-
sonally selects a lower gear using the
handy manumatic feature. At least there’s
the thriftier fuel economy: 19 mpg versus
the Liberty’s 16 mpg on our trip.

“Economy” also applies to the dash
materials, which some felt were a bit cheap
(or “durable,” depending on which log-
book page is being consulted), and the

omission of armrests is outrageous. Other-
wise, the Freelander’s more complicated
cockpit mostly worked for us. On paper,
the Rover has a much smaller cargo
capacity than does the Jeep, but the front
seats suspend the body with better tech-
nique and the back bench is roomier. The
cabin is more conveniently accessed across
the lower side sill and through the one-
piece rear door, and the rubber mats seem
more suited to the off-road lifestyle. Spe-
cial accolades go to the thick-rimmed
steering wheel around which the palms
snug comfortably, and to the occasional
faint oil odor detected through the air vents
without which no British vehicle would be
complete.

If the canyons of Utah are calling, the
Freelander SE is a more prudent pack mule
than the pricier HSE with its incompre-
hensible navigation system. Steen prob-
ably would have thought so, too, but then,
look what happened to him.                   
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on- on- off- features
drive- road road driver road and fit and fun to OVERALL

engine line handling ride comfort capability amenities finish value styling drive RATING*

JEEP LIBERTY 8 9 7 7 7 9 9 9 9 9 7 88
LIMITED EDITION

LAND ROVER 8 10 9 9 8 9 8 9 7 9 8 92
FREELANDER HSE

HOW IT WORKS: Editors rate vehicles from 1 to 10 (10 being best) in each category, then scores are collected and averaged, resu lting in the numbers shown above.
*The overall rating is not the total of those numbers. Rather, it is an independent judgment (on a 1-to-100 scale) that includes

other factors—even personal preferences—not easily categorized.E
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with 2 passengers with 3 passengers

comfort space comfort space

JEEP
LIBERTY 7 8 8 7
LIMITED EDITION

LAND ROVER
FREELANDER 9 10 7 5
HSE

Subjective ratings in both categories were assigned by three editors 
on a 1-to-10 scale (10 being best).
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