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additional photos by the adventuReR

Mission Elephant Mud Hole. No luxuries, lots of skill, and a will to win. 
Are you game for this ultimate off-road drive?
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certain words will generate a 
response. Mention 'gumball' to the speed 
freak rally types and vehicles and people 
gather with an air of expectancy.
same goes for another group of people 
seeing the words 'elephant Mud Hole' 
blinking on their computer screens - peo-
ple and vehicles turned up, and with 
more than just an air of expectancy. 
Passions had been stirred, memories 
rekindled, curiosity aroused.

so is it strange to think that anyone 
would travel halfway across the world 
with the intention of visiting a muddy 
river bank, in the deep recesses of the 
Malaysian rain Forest, to toast a can of 
warm tiger beer to those poignant 
memories? no.

the news came as a shock – sungai 
(river) terengganu and part of Hulu 
terengganu valley was to be made into a 
hydro dam and the whole area flooded. 
in this area are to be found the very rare 
Malaysian rhino, tiger, elephants, tapirs, 
black cats, bears and lizards as well as 
thousands of other species: monkeys, 

spiders, snakes and many more insects 
and mammals.

this amazing segment of jungle sits 
on the border between the states of 
terengganu and Kelantan in the north 
east of Malaysia and is one of the largest 
areas of uninterrupted jungle left in 
peninsular Malaysia. the 'elephant Mud 
Hole' lies somewhere in the middle.

rate de silva ahtek, the legendary 
'lead Jungle scout' sent out the word 
around the world to the old gang to say 
he was putting together a trip to the area 
to say goodbye.

over the years ahtek and his 'X-Men 
team' have visited this remote region 
countless times. My initial reaction was 
"Bugger, don’t think i can make it on this 
amazing adventure. Have a great trip." 
– which it would be (nobody has made it 
into the Mud Hole for nearly three years). 

For Martin lewis of Bristol, receiving 
the e-mail brought the memories 
flooding back. weary days and nights 
hacking his way through dense under-
growth shoulder to shoulder with ahtek 

to open up the old logging trails, and 
then running the competitors' vehicles 
through the mud hole. shattering hour 
upon hour of dragging the whole convoy 
up the terminator Hill (one-third of a 
mile of an extremely steep uphill climb in 
a sunken track with ruts eroded to 4ft 
deep by flowing monsoon rains) in 35 
degrees and 99 per cent humidity. He 
told me he "should have turned over and 
gone back to sleep!" instead, like me, he 
e-mailed ahtek to say – i’m on my way!! 

the other invited internationals (all of 
us members of land rover owners 
Malaysia) were also quick to book their 
tickets. stu from australia, Keith from 
italy, rod and 72-year-old veteran Colin 
from thailand and two singaporeans.

ahtek and alyna, founders of the 
X-men 4x4 group, and founder members 
of lroM, were shocked at the response, 
especially from overseas as their friends 
signed up to join them for this adven-
ture.  we would be going in blind, no 
reccee, no one had made it to the mud 
hole for nearly three years, and definitely 
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nobody had been in since the great  
flood; there was only one person we all 
trusted to lead us in and out again, the 
X-Man ahtek. 

the expedition vehicles which 
comprised of a land rover siii109, sii 
88”, defenders 300tdi and V8, a lr td5 
swB,  a Classic range rover bobtail, a 
hybrid land rover/Volvo C33 6x6, a 
competition spec Pajero and a lifted 
shorty toyota headed for the rendezvous 
point at lake Kenyir resort Hotel, 

to halt and form a work party – well it 
was labour day! (what we call the May 
day bank holiday). we worked together 
digging up to the top of the hill, pulling 
out rocks and piling it all up against the 
logs we’d winched and pulled into place 
against the bamboo. it was all covered 
with leaves and vegetation until the top 
of the ridge was wide enough to cross. it 
became 'the labour day Highway' and 
had taken four hours to construct. we’d 
lost a lot of time and only covered 3km 

terengganu where we were joined by an 
extremely well prepared competition 
spec toyota that had been driven down 
from thailand by rod (Usa) and his thai 
co-driver tak.

since the horrendous floods of 2007 
the Hulu terengganu area had changed 
beyond all recognition to those of us who 
had been to the Mud Hole before. what 
we encountered were washouts, hills and 
gullies, subsidence, missing bridges and 
an abundant regeneration of the forest 
as Mother nature claimed back her own.  

as we proceeded towards sg. telor 
terong and our first camp it became 
apparent that we were in for the adven-
ture of a lifetime. after 26km of logging 
tracks it turned into nothing more than a 
gap through the trees and overgrowth 
made rocks and gullies hard to spot. 

after a while we encountered our first 
problem. a large rock punctured a hole 
in the fuel tank of the 109. a makeshift 
'jungle fix' was made and we pushed on. 
it was now around 40 degrees and we 

were hot and thirsty. we reminisced  
over the last time we’d been here when 
the swirling river of brown muddy water 
was three metres higher. this is where 
the rFC participants had to swing over 
the river on a winch cable, the only 
means to cross.

From then on the going got even 
tougher, more winching, frequent work 
parties with machetes and chunkle to 
make the track passable. the shorty 
toyota bounced its way up a particularly 
rutted section of track only to fall over on 

its side. Fifteen minutes later the Pajero 
made three attempts at the same section 
before falling over at exactly the same 
spot! as dusk fell we came to yet one 
more obstacle that would require a 
great deal of manpower so ahtek decided 
we’d had enough and made camp on 
the track. wasn’t the best of locations 
but no problem, there was a small brook 
to get a wash in. we’d made eight 
kilometres and tired, well fed and happy 
we went to bed. 

next morning it was straight into 
bridge building; the gully wasn’t wide but 
too deep to negotiate. a few hours later 
we pushed on deeper into the jungle – 
rocky Hill more than lived up to its 
name. it was so overgrown and the deep 
washouts were hidden under lush 
vegetation. even with the navigators out 
on foot we crashed and bashed our way 
up with frequent winching, each car 
helping the next. on reaching the top of 
the hill we discovered a huge gorge with 
a 30ft wall at the head. everyone was told 

so our tents were erected once again on 
the track but close to a tiny stream. 
dinner had just finished when it rained 
very hard. after only ten minutes the 
track became a water-way inches deep as 
the monsoon rains ran through the 
camp, the tarpaulin roof filled with 
puddles and almost collapsed under the 
sudden weight … good time to take a 
shower, which i did…

next morning the track was slippery as 
hell and the tyres became slicks in the 
glutinous mud, but we pushed on 

towards the old bridge we had erected 
on one of the earlier expeditions. as 
ahtek inched his trusted range rover 
forward, the wood creaked and groaned, 
uh uh ...not a good sound! slowly he 
reversed off.  twenty minutes or so were 
spent hanging off the bridge checking 
the underside and it was decided that 
only the edges had wood rot and the 
bridge just needed some support! 
Picking a straight tree within felling 
distance of the bridge (ahtek chooses 

trees that have a quick regeneration and 
cuts them in such a way that the tree 
isn't killed but will grow again) measure-
ments were taken from the gully floor to 
the underside of the bridge, then the tree 
cut to length, winched and lowered into 
the ravine, then slowly winched in tight. 
as the cars had passed over it the bridge 
didn't move an inch! 

the sun was out and as we continued 
to climb upwards, the track once again 
disappeared into a gorge (due to a 
landslide). no option but to make 

another bypass. so it was all manpower 
to the hill with machetes and chunckles, 
(an amazing digging tool with a large flat 
blade at 90-degrees to the handle). Using 
the electric winches it took single, double 
and even triple line pulls to get the 
vehicles up. the little series lr had fuel 
starvation problems due to the acute 
angle, and with typical bush technology 
(definitely not for you to try) the guys 
took a 1.5-litre water bottle, filled it with 
petrol, took the pipe of the fuel pump 

and forced it through a small hole in the 
bottle cap, then cable-tied it to the car to 
ensure a constant flow until the top of 
the hill. later they put it back to normal!   
By now the convoy had split into smaller 
groups, and dusk was falling. guiding a 
vehicle over obstacles during daylight 
is one thing, doing it at night using 
torches to see where the wheels are 
positioned takes time and extreme trust 
between driver and navigator. i was the  
navigator… so spent most of the time 
out of the vehicle!  as we came out of the 
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bushes we saw we were parallel to a 
small river. ahtek, and the hybrid range 
rover were waiting to winch cars up the 
far bank. Vicky was already in the river to 
guide us so i stayed in the vehicle as we 
inched towards the angled drop-off into 
the river. suddenly the rear end started 
to slide sideways and just as the front 
wheels went over the edge, the sandy 
bank gave way and we knew we were 
going over. like a film in slow motion, as 
we braced ourselves as best we could, 
the land rover rolled onto its side and 
ended up on its roof in the river. the 
windscreen popped out safely but my 
side window (i'd just put it up when it 
rained) smashed on the riverbed, and 
water flowed in and around us. within 
seconds the guys had kicked in the 
driver's window and started helping us 
out. within 15 minutes the vehicle had 

been winched over onto the bank. But 
the driver’s side roof was caved in and 
the steering wheel was now oval. we 
were a rather subdued camp that night. 
after a full discussion and looking at 
everyone’s time schedules a decision had 
to be made: push on or go back?  it was 
only six-km to the elephant Mud Hole but 
with the obstacles we had already 
negotiated ahtek reckoned it would take 
at least another four days to get through 
and we still didn’t know what the track 
was like after terminator Hill.  the 109 
was being dragged and winched more 
than driven; ours was still an unknown, 
and if it ran in the morning once 
everything had been beaten out and the 
oil changed, having no windows would 
not be a problem. But people had to get 
back to work and the foreigners had 
flights to catch. no choice, time was 

Auto IndIa August 200968 69August 2009 Auto IndIa

In focus



against us. with sad hearts we agreed to 
turn around. But a date had already been 
set for the next attempt. we had to get in 
before the loggers and the monsoon.

But before that there was the question 
of getting back. Just because we’d 
already been through and cleared lots of 
the track it would not be easy, as driving 
in the reverse direction can sometimes 
be even more difficult.  an alternate track 
into the river had been cut through the 
vegetation, the winching bank from last 
night was deemed too steep, and we 
definitely didn’t want any more rollovers. 
Progress was slow and after a while 
ahtek came over the radio saying the 
very tidy defender 110 had broken its 
shaft; great! stripping two batteries from 
the range rover and one from the 110 
ahtek linked them together and set to 
with his famous jungle welding. Quite a 
sight to see i can tell you; many a car has 
made it out of the jungle because of his 
amazing skills as a bush mechanic. (we 
once had a wheel bearing go and with no 
more than a penknife and a polypropyl-
ene bush, ahtek crafted a bush to fit the 
bearing recess and we drove out).

the deep ruts and gullies on the way 
up were even harder to navigate on the 
way down. after the night rains the 
surface was still slippery and vehicles 
were constantly sliding into gullies or off 
rocks. navigators spent more time out of 
the vehicles guiding and watching their 
drivers. winches were in full use either 
lowering or dragging vehicles through 
the ruts and out of gullies. 

after a serious fight with the elements 
we reached civilization and checked into 
our hotel. we knew when we signed up 
for this ultimate adventure there was a 
chance that we would not make it 
through. However, our group led by the 
X-Men had made it to within six-km of 
the revered elephant Mud Hole. we’d 
made it further into the jungle and closer 
to the eMH than any other group had 
done for nearly three years. at least 
10km of the trails had definitely not been 
driven during the last two years. How far 
will the second attempt get??  You will 
have to wait and see…
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