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Rock-Ready XJ Cherokee Hybrid! 

 Moab’s Easter Jeep Safari often looks 
like a stage setting for the television series 
“Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.” 
Despite the extreme dollar investment seen 
in many of today’s Moab trail vehicles, the 
Jeep community represents a much broader 
cross-section of Americans.  

 Highly modified JK Rubicon Wranglers 
and rockcrawler buggies in the $50K-$150K 
price range have their rivals in grassroots, 
modified Jeep 4x4s. Public land means that 
everyone can access the BLM trails, and  

trail prowess is often defined by superior 
driving skill and innovative equipment. 

 During ‘EJS’ 2010, many nicely outfitted 
CJs, moderately lifted YJ Wranglers and 
modestly modified XJ Cherokees dotted the 
landscape. There was no price tag placed 
on trail fun. Resourcefulness often resulted 
in a successful outing, not whether the Jeep 
was a top-dollar trailer queen. 

Among grassroots wheelers, Charles 
Sylvester’s XJ Cherokee clearly stands out. 
Sporting many innovative and trail proven 
modifications, this 1986 XJ blends high 
performance technology with trail equipment 
capable of keeping up with the better rigs on 
Moab’s challenging trails.   
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The engine began life as a 5.0L Mustang fuel-injected V-8, now balanced, blueprinted and stroked 
to a 354 cubic inch displacement. Talking about performance, Charles admits, “The Jeep is over-
powered…but, you know, it sure feels good!” 

 

The front axle is a high-pinion Dana 44 with 
5.13:1 gears, a Detroit Locker, Moser axles 
and big disc brakes. Rather than grapple 
with steering gear clearance and a V-8 swap, 
Charles adapted a 1997 Ford Explorer rack-
and-pinion gear, perched above the Dana 44 
front axle. “It steers great!” he shares. 

A key to the XJ’s survival is its 1979 
Ford F-150 4x4 components. The transfer 
case is a stock, gear drive NP205, notably 

one of the most rugged factory units ever 
offered in a light-duty truck. Charles 
believes that an Atlas II would be nice, but 
the iron case NP205 handles the built V-8.  

 

At the rear, a Ford 9-inch “nodular” axle with 
a locker and Moser axle shafts boasts retrofit 
1972 Ford police car rear disc brakes. Power 
brake assist is hydraulic (not vacuum) to 
provide more engine bay room for the V-8. 
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    Charles credits Safe Guard Transmission 
at New Bedford, Massachusetts, as the 
reason this XJ takes on the roughest terrain 
with ease. A modified Ford AOD automatic 
transmission tackled the Moab trails without 
a whimper. As for cavitation and aeration on 
steep inclines, there was no hint of these 
treacherous shenanigans. 

37" diameter, Toyo MT tires mount on 
American Racing wheels. Given the 101.4” 
wheelbase length and the rock obstacles at 
Moab, the old formula of 33” tires is simply 
not enough for many vehicles. Charles’ ’86 
XJ Cherokee now runs in the same league 
as the radically lifted TJ and JK Wranglers. 

 

1979 Ford F-150 front axle and suspension, 
including adapted radius arms, provide good 
off-pavement articulation while handling well 
on the highway. Charles seems very satisfied 
with the package he has created. 

Charles Sylvester has performed 85% of 
the fabrication work on this XJ himself. 
Rather than spend big bucks on off-the-
shelf pieces, he has spent hundreds of 
hours at Robinson's Auto Salvage in 
Wareham, Massachusetts, looking at all 

make and model trucks and SUVs for ideas 
and technical solutions. He thanks the 
patient staff at Robinson’s for their support. 

In summing up his success at tackling 
Moab’s rough terrain and harder trails, 
Charles shares, “The Cherokee moans and 
groans coming off the rocks, but it still 
manages to land on at least three tires!”  

That speaks just as much for driving 
prowess as it does for the XJ’s suspension 
and innovative assemblage of rugged parts. 
Charles Sylvester did quip in passing, “Uni-
bodies leave much to be desired!”  

Given the average replacement cost of 
a used XJ Cherokee, and the access a 
modified XJ can provide to some of the 
most rugged trails in North America, I’d say 
that AMC/Jeep proved its original point: a 
4x4 does not have to be a full-size Grand 
Wagoneer or a spartan utility truck.  

Before the advent of the upscale 
Wranglers, the XJ Cherokee gave the 
American buyer its first compact, 4WD SUV 
wagon. Charles Sylvester and many others 
have taken the XJ to the next level and 
made it a respected trail runner.  

With a lifted ’99 XJ Cherokee in our 
magazine test vehicle stable, I know that 
driven respectfully, an XJ Cherokee can 
deliver excellent performance, both on- and 
off-road, for a very long time…As a follow-
up to Charles Sylvester’s comment about 
uni-bodies, I’d add that you don’t want to 
open or close the tailgate with the front and 
rear axles severely articulated or any of the 
wheels off the ground! 
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