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Top down, adrenaline up, Rishad Saam Mehta goes to Wales in a blood-red 
mid-engined, two-seater Toyota MR2. 
PhOTOgRAPhy rishad saam mehta

TOPless IN

wAles
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inally I had a short 
and empty straight 
so I indicated 
right, downshifted 
to the  third gear, 
swung the wheel 

and let out the clutch. The MR2 
responded sharply with that 
ever-so-delightful wiggle of its 
backside, a characteristic that 
I’d grown immensely fond of, 
and the Toyota engine hummed 
in a deep baritone. Around me 
the green countryside peppered 
with rotund sheep dissolved 
into a blur.

I’d been number five behind 
a dairy truck somewhere in 
Midwest Wales on a deliciously 
twisty road that was just being 
wasted away following that 
motorised cow. But then the 
little Toyota MR2 is the weapon 
of advantage for point-and-
shoot battles like these and now 
as I pulled out and accelerated 
hard, the speedo rapidly 
climbed from 35 to 80mph 
(125kph). I pulled in ahead of 
the truck well before the next 
corner and, because it was a 
nice sweeping one, didn’t even 
lift off. The MR2 went around 
as if it was on rails.

This was the road from 
LLanidloes to Mychynlleth, 
the sort of strip of tar where 
you’d go to play with your 
sports car. At first it ran along 
a mountainside, then it packed 
all kinds of corners, from tight 
hairpins to lethargic ‘S’ bends 

that you could straightline, but 
best of all was the visibility. I 
could see well ahead to watch 
out for any oncoming traffic. 
Okay, I know that the MR2 
isn’t mind-bendingly fast, but 
for a person like me whose only 
rear-wheel-driven cars have 
been the old Padminis and the 
Ambassador, this was ecstatic. 
Round the corners I went, the 
MR2’s rear wiggling at some, 
tyres screaming around others. 
With the top down, the strong 
acrid smell of burning rubber 
was like this lady in red’s scent 
and even now as I recount that 
drive, I can almost get a whiff 
of it. 

Yet I would have almost 
never driven this road…

Two days before in a cosy 
English pub at the Tintern 
village in South Wales I’d met 
up with Brian and Angela from 
Bach Travels. One look at the 
bright red MR2 standing in 
the car park and Brian had 
promptly highlighted this 
stretch on my road map. It was 
depicted with a line fainter and 
narrower than the ones showing 
secondary roads. I argued that 
it was a bit out of the way and 
also looked like a cart track. 
Couldn’t I rather go along the 
A470, thickly marked in a bright 
red? Brian took a sip of his 
spritzer and smiled: “Trust me 
laddie, cars like this are made 
for roads like these.”  

During those two days I’d 

travel

00 AUTOCAR INDIA september 2006 september 2006 AUTOCAR INDIA 00

Wales | Travel

sPeeD lIMITs FOR CARs:
Built up areas (30mph)
single carriageways (60mph)
Dual carriageways or motorways (70mph)

driving around Wales is relaxing and fun. 
most of the roads even on the busiest of days are 
sparsely trafficked. naturally as you get close to 
cities the density of traffic will be greater.

the motorways are ‘choca’ during rush hour that 
extends from 0730 to 0930 in the mornings and 
1630 to 1900 hrs in the evenings.

You’ll find maps on sale at every fuel station 
and they are in varying levels of detail. the Phillips 
road atlas for Britain is a large and very detailed 
mapbook that would be an indulgence for just a 
weeks motoring. rather buy fold out maps of the 
regions that you are going to travel in. these are 
less cumbersome. the reassuring thing about 
these maps are that they are accurate to the most 
minor country roads.

all junctions are clearly signposted with places 
and road numbers. here’s a method i used: at the 
start of my driving day i would major junctions and 
turns on my route on a ‘Post-it’ and then stick this 
to my dash. this would tell me excatly which road i 
had to turn off and at what junction. 

the ‘B’ and even some of the ‘a’ roads are quite 
narrow and it is important to keep within the white 
dividing line especially around corners. Watch 
out for cars towing carvans as the breadth of the 
caravan is more than the car. But, this shouldn’t be 
a reason to avoid this road, because it is along the 

‘B’ roads that you find the best scenery.

MOTORINg AROUND wAles

Battle-scarred but still standing 
tall, the Raglan Castle, south wales.

Original names and large servings with a smile, British pubs are never boring 
or quiet.

Route Travelled
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good, because since I knew 
I couldn’t stop I didn’t have 
to keep an eye out for good 
pictures and could devote my 
full attention to my little red 
toy and the excitement it was 
capable of delivering on these 
narrow roads. The thrill wasn’t 
about going very fast – I would 
generally be at 100kph – rather 
it was about not slowing too 
much at the corners. The 
MR2’s sharp handling and stiff 
suspension saw it go around 
bends brilliantly. 

I drove through Builth 
Wells, Rhyader and Llanidloes. 
All charming little towns 
resplendent with stone 
architecture, cobbled town 
squares and, of course, pubs 
advertising ‘Real Ale and 
Good Food’. These would have 
original names like the Boar’s 
Horn or the Bull’s Head or the 
Rabbit’s Foot. 

And then I hit the road I 
started this story with. Here 
there were adequate places 
to stop and take pictures, so 
I drove that 15km road from 
Dylife to Machynlleth thrice 

-- first when I checked it out, the 
second when I went down it flat 
out and finally the third time for 

photography.  
It was when I was taking the 

last of my pictures that the cop 
car pulled up. The policewoman 
who walked over asked me 
what I was about, going up 
and down this road. I honestly 
told her that I’d never had the 
opportunity to drive a car like 
the MR2 on a road like this and 
so was making the most of it. 

“Fair enough, sir. I just need 
to take a quick look at your 
driving license”

Panic struck when I couldn’t 
find my IDP (International 
Driving Permit) in the glovebox. 
But I knew I had it, so I had to 
empty out the space behind the 
seats to look for it. As I pulled 
out boxer shorts, crumpled 
T-shirts and a pair of bright 

red briefs, the policewoman 
deliberately looked elsewhere 
but from the way she was 
pursing her lips down I knew 
she was dying to laugh and 
when I smiled, she burst into a 
guffaw. 

“Luv, are you a backpacker 
who’s stolen this car or what?”

I found my IDP stashed 
between a pair of jeans and 
after giving me a tips on some 
good photography points up 
ahead, she drove off.

Fifty kilometres and 50 
minutes later, I was at Harlech 
Castle on the West Coast of 
Wales. Because of the number 
of times it has been besieged 
and taken, the Harlech Castle if 
often referred to as the ‘Castle 
of Lost Causes’. A group of 

made my way across Wales in 
a generally North by northwest 
direction. Some 2,000 years 
before me, old Julius and his 
Roman legionaries had also 
done the same, though not 
exactly for touristy reasons. 
Today evidence of their 400-
year rule remain in the form of 
Roman ruins in Caerwent and 
an astoundingly well-preserved 
bath and amphitheatre in 
Caerleon which used to be the 
ancient Roman fortress of Isca 
Silurium. 

While these were charming 
little towns with rustic cobbled 
streets and homely cafés, 
through which I found my way 
easily, I promptly got lost in 
the urbanity of vibrant Cardiff. 
But a combination of kind 
pedestrians who explained the 
way, and helpful motorists who 
offered to lead me there helped 
me go around the city taking in 
the sights. 

When I arrived back at the 
Abbey Hotel in Tintern, I found 
Rory the bartender in a tizzy. 

Sitting across the bar with a 
pint of ale we reversed roles and 
I asked him what was eating 
him. “Tomorrow happens to 
be the hottest day in a long 
time and my beer supply hasn’t 
turned up. With my current 
stock I’ll be dry as a desert well 
by 10am tomorrow.” 

True to his word, the sun was 
shining bright in a cloudless sky 
the next morning and I had 167 
miles (267km) to drive across 
fabulous roads in this glorious 
weather that demanded topless 
travel. My problems were 
restricted to carting luggage. 
You see the MR2 wasn’t exactly 
made to help you move house. 
Lockable luggage space was 
restricted to a small cubbyhole 
under the bonnet that was 
already three-fourths occupied 
by the spare wheel and a small 
compartment behind the seats. 
The only way I could manage to 
get all my luggage locked and 
out of sight was to empty the 
bag, fold it and dump it with 
the spare wheel and pack all my 

clothes, books and other stuff 
into the compartment behind 
the seats as if it was a cupboard. 

I started off from Tintern 
and tuned north towards 
Abergavenny. It is from here 
that the scenery dramatically 
changed. I was now driving 
through the wooded Brecon 
Beacons National park and 
the roads were considerably 
narrower.

Unlike India, Australia or 
New Zealand where I’ve driven, 
English country roads have 
no shoulders. The tarmac is 
bordered by a hedge or even 
more alarmingly, a stone wall 
which is a constant blur in the 
corner of your eye. With the 
top down, the wind constantly 
changed tune with gaps in the 
hedge or the varying height of 
the wall. 

There were so many places 
through the park where I 
wanted to pull up and click 
pictures but there just wasn’t 
any room to do so. But now 
that I think of it that was a jolly 

‘thrilling country 
roads or bustling 
city streets, the mr2 
was sweet around 
wales’

start your planning at 
www.visitwales.co.uk. This 
comprehensive website is 
packed with info.

the Pound sterling (£) is 
hovering at around rs. 88. 
some indicative prices are:
a cup of coffee: £ 2.5
a litre of fuel: around £ 1.00
Car hire (compact): £ 42.00 
B&B (double): £ 60 to 120.
Parking charges: £ 1 to 3 for an 
hour or two respectively

the more in advance you 
plan and book the less you’ll 
pay and the more choice you’ll 
have. You can book almost 
everything on the internet. go 
to www.holidayautos.co.uk 
for good car hire deals.

also we suggest you get in 
touch with Brian and angela of 
Bach travel. their website is 
www.bachtravel.com. long 
time Wales residents, they can 
customise your driving holiday 
as per you interests and 
budgets.  You can email them 
at enquiries@bachtravel.com 
or call them on 
+44 (0)1495 785169

wAlleT TAKes TO 
DRIVe wAles

Clocktower, 
Pierhead 
building, Cardiff 
Bay.



Typical welsh countryside is like this 
with rolling hills and quiet lakes.

hobby historians had put up 
tents in the courtyard and were 
dressed in period costume with 
an array of armaments and 
weapons on display. I tried out 
the battle dress of a knight in 
the 12th century. It is difficult 
to imagine how the knights and 
knaves fought clad in all that 
restrictive, heavy armour. 

Again a part of the road that 
ran from Harlech to Beddgelert 
was ideal for the MR2. This was 
through the Snowdonia National 
Park. Also getting his share of 
thrills right ahead of me was a 
Welshman in a silver MR2. The 
chappie seemed to know the 
road well and going at quite a 
clip and with him setting the 
pace I followed at a safe distance 
emulating his speed and moves 
since the cars were identical. 

My night halt was at 
Caernarfon, from where I spent 
the next two days exploring the 
Beaumaris, Conwy, Ruddlan and 
Caernarfon castles. Collectively 
these were called the Iron Ring 
as they were fortified structures 
built by Edward the First 
(Longshanks) to keep the Welsh 
under control. But it was too 
many castles in too little time 
and I had turrets and towers 
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constantly flashing in my mind’s 
eye. 

And, of course I couldn’t 
leave North Wales without 
visiting Llanfairpwllgwyngyllg 
ogerychwyrndrobwllllantysi 
liogogogoch, the village with 
the longest name in Britain. If 
Shakespeare had asked “What’s 
in a name?” here, the answer 
would have been: Fame. 
This little village sees loads 
of tourists just for that 

huge sign bearing its name 
at the railway station. Don’t 
feel too bad if you can’t 
pronounce it. Seven 
out of 10 Welsh 
people can’t either. 

Just as I drove 
across the border 
from Wales to 
England, the first 

heavy drops of rain 
announced a thundershower. 
I stopped and pulled on the 

If you lived here can you 
imagine the agony of writ-
ing down your address on 
any application or form?

Toyota’s soft-top. The 
sunny spell had ended in sync 

with my drive through Wales. AI


