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We drive in the Texas Autowriters’
As so c i a tion (TAWA) Texas Truck Ro -

de o every year. The pickup and SUV/ cross -
over markets there are very similar to ours
in Arizona, which makes it useful expo-
sure, and the people involved make it a
great time. Though a few such events,
especially open road drives, are un judged,
most vote awards, as this one does.

The venue has evolved over the past few
years, from sprawling Tex as ranch roads
spanning hundreds of acres, to a small
pur pose-engineered closed course.

The an nouncement of winners has also
evolved, from an im mediate tally and tro-
phies at the conclusion of driv ing, to being
re vealed later, in this case in early Novem -
ber in conjunction with the upcoming Hous -
 ton Auto Show. (We de layed this issue until

after normal deadline, to keep this fresh.) 
There is much to be gleaned about the

manufacturers’ thinking on their own ve -
hi cles and the marketplace, from what
they choose to enter. It’s also all based on
who participates. And whether for pro-
tracted pandemic factors or other reasons,
some key manufacturers did not (as at any
such event, even in normal times).

The event is broadly divided into SUVs
and pickups. Though pavement driving is
available for any (a few will often be pave-
ment-only), this is, at its core, an off-road
event. Evo lution had seen a grow ing num-
ber of crossovers in this event, first on the
heels of traditional SUVs. But as more car-
like models entered, a decision was made
to urge less dirtworthy ones to enter the
track-based TAWA Texas Auto Roundup in
spring, starting in 2020. Pan  demic disrup-
tions both helped and stalled this shift, but
it has made great pro gress in general.

SUVs are divided into three classes by
size, supplemented by luxury classes, here
separately chosen by the manufacturers.

Pickups are divided by mid size, full-size
and full-size heavy duty — with additional
categories for luxury and off-road, though
in this case the latter two are drawn from
among the other ex isting categories
(again the manufacturers’ call).

In other words, SUVs are entered once,
either by size or, if desired, by luxury. Pick -
ups may be entered twice, first by size and
duty and then also, if desired, by luxury
and by off-road. As a wild card of sorts, one
SUV not entered in any other category was
also en tered in the off-road category.

There is also a “green” category, pretty
much a freestanding affair at this point.

Some manufacturers will enter multiple
ex amples of the same vehicle—different
trims, different pow er trains, e.g. three Nis -
san Fron tiers, two Jeep Gladiators and so
on —within the same category. They have
latitude in deciding whether to tally those
vehicles’ votes separately (which can draw
important distinctions but can also have
them competing against themselves) or
gather them together in a collective vote

(the more common approach here).
It boils down to having a structure that

works for the hosting organization and an
awards allocation, while allowing the man -
ufacturers the latitude they need, to best
present their products in the competitive
light as they see it.

All this background may be equal parts
complex and enlightening, but in practice
it’s what makes it all fall together logically.

Because of derivatives and multiples,
you can add up the entries more than one
way, but a fundamental tally of (45) total
vehicles entered in (50) slots—count ing
each individual machine present —gives
us (15) 2021 models and (30) 2022s. Even
that is open to some interpretation, as
2021s in cluded the late-in-the-year all-
new Jeep Grand Cher okee L (while its sib-
ling two-row model, on display here but
not driven, will be a 2022), while any
number of 2022 models were fundamen-
tally little changed for the new year. Model
years have also been impacted by the
pandemic, as well as the computer chip
and supply line crises, but with the event
late in the year, next year’s models were
still represented at an above average rate.

Of the (45), (13) were US brands, (21)
were Japanese, (7) Korean and (4) Euro -
pean. (Despite their Stellantis glo bal um -

brella, we’re counting Jeep, Ram and Wag -
oneer models as US, and Alfa Ro meo and
Maserati as European.) 

Stellantis, Toyota and Nissan had the
heaviest representation at the event. Of
(45) total vehicles entered in (50) slots in -
cluding any repeats for off-road and luxu-
ry pickups, all but one of the US en tries —
a GM utility—were from Stellantis. Ford did
not participate (despite Bron co, Mav  erick,
Tremor, Mustang Mach-E and oth er strong
contenders new in this cycle).

Volume representation (many entries)
from any one given manufacturer seems
bound to skew award re sults. Or perhaps
not. Just one Acura, one Mazda, one Mitsu -
bishi and one Subaru were entered by
those brands, and each of the ones in
competition has had a significant share of
acclaim and success in other com paros
and awards events. 

There is considerable expense for the
manufacturers to get all this tonnage on
site. The more vehicles, the more person-
nel are likely to be sent, too. The decisions
are surely always difficult. But the final list
is always interesting. And revealing.

Competitive strategies
By Joe Sage • Photos: Kevin McCauley / capturingthemachine
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SUVs
There were three categories of “SUVs” (which here in -
cludes crossovers). Luxury entries were as determined
by manufacturers, separate from size category entries.

Seven were from the US, (13) Japanese, (7) Korean
and (3) European. Underscoring a lack of breadth among
domestics, six were from Stel lan tis (Jeep or Wagoneer),
one from GM. Japan, on the other hand, was represent-
ed by seven badges (or five, depending how you count
Nissan/Infiniti and Toyota/ Lexus). Korean models were
all Hyun dai in the size classes, shifting to all Genesis
among luxury entries. (Kia did not participate.) VW, Alfa
Romeo and Maserati are the only Euro peans, though the
latter two are also both part of the significantly repre-
sented Stellantis family. 

Alfa/Maserati, Hyundai/Genesis, Nissan/Infiniti and
Toyota/Lexus entered their mainstream brand by size,
premium brand as luxury, with one or two exceptions.

COMPACT SUV
2022 Hyundai Kona Limited AWD
2022 Hyundai Santa Cruz AWD Limited
2022 Hyundai Tucson Limited AWD
2022 Jeep Compass Limited
2022 Jeep Compass Trailhawk
2021 Mazda CX-30 AWD Premium
2022 Mitsubishi Outlander SEL
2021 Toyota RAV4 TRD Off-Road
2022 Volkswagen Tiguan 2.0T SE 4MOTION
WINNER : 2022 Hyundai Santa Cruz

MIDSIZE SUV
2021 Alfa Romeo Stelvio Quadrifoglio
2022 Hyundai Santa Fe XRT 2.5 L AWD
2021 Jeep Grand Cherokee L Overland
2021 Jeep Grand Cherokee L Summit Reserve
2022 Nissan Pathfinder Platinum 4WD
2022 Subaru Outback Wilderness
2022 Toyota 4Runner TRD Pro
WINNER : 2021 Jeep Grand Cherokee L

FULL-SIZE SUV
2021 GMC Yukon XL 4WD
2022 Hyundai Palisade Calligraphy AWD
2022 Infiniti QX80 Sensory
2021 Nissan Armada Platinum 4WD
2022 Wagoneer Series II
WINNER 2022 Wagoneer

MIDSIZE LUXURY SUV
2022 Genesis GV70 3.5T AWD Sport Prestige
2022 Lexus NX 350 2.4L Turbo Luxury
2022 Lexus NX 450h+ Plug-In Hybrid F Sport
2021 Maserati Levante Trofeo
WINNER : 2022 Genesis GV70 3.5T AWD

FULL-SIZE LUXURY SUV
2022 Acura MDX SH-AWD Advance
2021 Genesis GV80 3.5T AWD Advanced+ (3-row opt)
2022 Grand Wagoneer Series III
2022 Infiniti QX60 Autograph AWD
2022 Lexus GX 460 Blackline Special Edition
WINNER : 2022 Grand Wagoneer Series III

GREEN VEHICLE
2021 Jeep Wrangler 4xe
2021 Volkswagen ID.4
WINNER : 2021 Jeep Wrangler 4xe

DISPLAY VEHICLE
2022 Jeep Grand Cherokee (two-row)
OF NOTE: In the compact category, with many new mod-
els and refreshes—including Jeep Compass, which has
such a nice new interior, with McIntosh audio, nobody
wanted to get out —Hyundai Santa Cruz follows a famil-
iar path as the newest news (the “new and shiny” fac-

58 • November-December 2021 • ARIZONADRIVER

tor). As many debate what the Santa Cruz is (Hyundai
calls it a Sport Adventure Vehicle), Hyundai chose to
enter it among SUVs here, while at NWAPA Mudfest in
the Northwest (also in this issue), they not only entered
it as a pickup, but it won the “Best Pickup Truck” prize.

Midsize entries followed suit. Although Subaru’s Out -
back Wilderness is a significant new build (now also
available on Forester), an all-new gen-five Grand Chero -
kee L (a new three-row long version was re leased first;
see elsewhere in this issue) offered ample drive time,
with two samples entered, and took top honors.

The full-size trophy also went to the only totally new
vehicle (and badge) in the group, Wagoneer—yes, en -
tirely new vehicles often seem to do well at comparos.

Luxury SUVs were originally entered and voted on as
one category, but a later decision split them into two
awards, by midsize (two rows) or full-size (three rows).
Both winners are completely new models, so we can on -
ly wonder which might have won without the split.

The new green category (not limited to SUVs, but
that’s how it worked out) could be seen as a coin toss,
with just two entries, both of which have had notable
acclaim to date. They say this vote was close.

You can see how category awards are skewed by par-
ticipation, but also by the many decisions entrants made
by size (increasingly overlapping in many cases), and by
the decision of whether to enter as luxury.

TITLE AWARD:
2022 SUV OF TEXAS ★
The TAWA Texas Truck Rodeo’s two top awards are not
an ag  gregate of category votes by a matrix of attributes.
Rather, driver-judges choose a first, second and third,
subjectively. It may seem natural this prize went to the
same winner of the biggest and priciest category—but,
as you will see with pickups, this is not always the case.
WINNER: 2022 Grand Wagoneer

Pickups
There were four categories for pickups—midsize, full-
size and full-size heavy duty, then also a luxury class.
Un like the SUVs, luxury participants were not separate
en tries, but were derived from among other classes.

Thirteen total pickups broke out as (5) from the US
and (8) from Japan. (Hyundai’s entry of the Santa Cruz as
an SUV here, though as a pickup in the Northwest, may
have been partly due to size; perhaps next year, other
brands will return and there will be a compact class.) 

Stellantis had the most entries, five (four full-size and
full-size heavy duty Rams, one mid size Jeep), followed by
four from Nissan (three midsize, one full-size) and three
from Toy ota (the inverse: one midsize, two full-size). 

Nis san went heavier on their midsize Frontier, as it is
brand new for 2022, while Toyota went heavier on their
full-size Tundra, for the same reason. Both paid off.

MIDSIZE PICKUP
2022 Honda Ridgeline AWD Sport
2021 Jeep Gladiator Texas Trail
2022 Nissan Frontier PRO-4X Crew Cab
2022 Nissan Frontier Pro-X Crew Cab
2022 Nissan Frontier SV Crew Cab LWB 4x4
2022 Toyota Tacoma TRD Pro
WINNER: 2022 Nissan Frontier

FULL-SIZE PICKUP
2021 Nissan Titan Pro-4X Crew Cab
2022 Ram 1500 Laramie G/T
2021 Ram 1500 TRX
2022 Toyota Tundra Hybrid 1794
2022 Toyota Tundra Limited TRD Off-Road 
WINNER : 2022 Ram 1500

(cont’d)
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HEAVY DUTY PICKUP
2022 Ram 2500 Limited
2021 Ram 2500 Power Wagon
WINNER : 2022 Ram 2500

LUXURY TRUCK
2022 Ram 1500 Laramie G/T
2021 Ram 1500 TRX
WINNER: 2021 Ram 1500 TRX

OFF-ROAD VEHICLE
2021 Jeep Gladiator Texas Trail
2021 Jeep Wrangler Rubicon 392
2021 Ram 1500 TRX
WINNER : 2021 Ram 1500 TRX
OF NOTE:Though hard to miss the glaring absence of Ford
or GM, this was a solid mix of everything else. Folks
have waited for a new midsize Nissan Frontier for a long
time, and it was welcomed with open arms.

The full-size category is interesting, as it breaks the
pattern seen among SUVs (and so often at any comparo
in any class)—although the Toyota Tundra was the all-
new entry, once the votes were tallied (a complex aggre-
gate of numerical ratings for a wide variety of attrib-
utes), Ram prevailed. (And yet ... see below.)

The next three categories were 100 percent populat-
ed by Stellantis. The heavy duty award was considered
an aggregate (Ram 2500 overall, not model-specific),
while luxury did highlight the TRX, a nod to the fact that
this performance off-roader came in at $88k as outfitted,
versus $61k for the Laramie G/T. Had Ram decided to en -
ter the $81k 2500 Limited in luxury, who knows?

Off-road is not a pickup truck category, as you can
see by the Wrangler entry, but we’ve included it here
because a pickup won. It also generally seems that the
more off-road-worthy an SUV is, the more trucklike it is.

TITLE AWARD: 
2022 TRUCK OF TEXAS ★
Remember how your high school yearbook had picks for
best looking, best personality, smartest, best dancer and
so on? Yet when the homecoming king and queen were
chosen, they might be different people altogether? That
can happen here, too. Sometimes the Title Awards may
seem to be the sum of the parts of all the others; other
times, they may seem to be about pure glory. With
Toyota USA now headquartered in Texas and Tundra all
new after a long stretch (though still not offering a heavy
duty), it took home the biggest crown in this event,
which—since “Texas means trucks”—is also one of the
most prominent wins among all such events anywhere.
WINNER: 2022 Toyota Tundra

Other awards
Manufacturers choose whether to showcase individual
technologies and features for additional awards.
Best Safety Feature or Driver Assist
Lexus Safety System+ 3.0
Toyota Safety Sense 2.5
Infiniti ProPilot Assist
WINNER : Lexus Safety System+ 3.0
Best Infotainment System
Lexus Interface Multimedia System
Stellantis Uconnect 5
Toyota Audio Multimedia System
WINNER : Stellantis Uconnect 5
Best Powertrain
Ram 6.2L Supercharged HEMI® V8
Toyota i-FORCE MAX
WINNER : Ram 6.2L Supercharged HEMI V8

It remains clear that showing up is the best
winning strategy. And that’s a wrap! ■
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spring at over 110. 
The Tuatara is built with enough capacity and

power to take on any of its comparable gas-pow-
ered peers. Aiming for a life span measured in dec -
ades, its all-steel body gets an electro phor esis
anti-rust treatment and sits atop a purpose-built
frame capable of taking the constant abuse of
unforgiving terrain and weather.

To show it off, they brought it to the Texas Truck
Rodeo, where we took it on the same maximum-
challenge course and obstacles as the most capa-
ble trucks and SUVs in the most extreme off-road
class. We knew right away that this rig is special.  

Engineers had benchmarked “tires, shocks and
four-wheel drive that would drive the Tuatara up a
wall,” and they have succeeded. One of our most
lasting impressions was scaling a feels-near-verti-
cal dirt and rock climb that caps off the extreme
course. The rubber hits the dirt with beefy CST all-
terrain tires and a shaft-drive 4WD system with
individually lockable differentials front and rear.

Features include a 3000-lb front winch with 100
feet of cable; a rear dump bed for up to 1500 lbs
of ranching, building or hunting loads; and addi-
tional strap-down cargo space atop the front and

the roof. The differentials, winch, dump bed and a
range of lights are operated from the driver’s seat.

Another bonus for hunting, livestock or remote
outdoors use is the Tuatara’s silent EV operation.

ZeroNox Lithium Iron industrial vehicle bat tery
technology with highly advanced battery manage-
ment software is specifically designed for the high
performance power and torque required to haul
the Tuatara EV’s multiple passengers and ample
loads—for 100 miles or more with available range
extension. Full recharge take 3.5 hours on 220v. 

The Tuatara EV can take on a wide range of
tasks you might consider a pricey 4x4 pickup or an
ATV for. Whether removing the purchase cost of
those, or simply making them last longer when
you use this tough guy for the most abusive mis-
sions, you can come out well ahead with one of
these in the stable. It’s so much fun and such a
beast, you may well end up using it for everything. 

Tuatara battery systems are compiled and the
vehicles are assembled at ZeroNox head quarters
in Porterville. Sales outlets are currently more like-
ly a tractor supplier than a powersports dealer.
The closest now is in Indio, east of Palm Springs. 

For more information: www.zeronox.com. ■
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We promised we’d try to find time during the
TAWA Texas Truck Rodeo for a spin in the

ZeroNox Tuatara EV, which we did, at the very end
— and we’re glad we did. Tuatara is a name well
chosen for this highly dur able, adaptive and capa-
ble utility vehicle from New Zealand. Media there
has described it as a mini Humvee, a great summa -
tion. In fact, it may well be more user friendly and
more capable than that in most situations.

NAMESAKE CRITTER: The Tuatara is a
one-of-a-kind creature with a vestigial third eye,
inhabiting islands surrounding the North Island of
New Zea land. Though easily confused as a lizard,
it’s a distinct species. Many call it a baby dragon,
and who knows, it just may be. Its lineage has
diverged from lizards, snakes and birds long
since, but goes back to the Trias sic Per i od,
250 mil lion years ago, making it a direct
de scendant, or many would say surviving
example, of the dino saur. It’s tough.
It’s kinda cute. And yes, it’s real.

THE UTILITY: Also from
New Zealand, also real and al so fan-
tastical is the Tua tara UTV, a light ex -
 pe dition truck for tackling rough coun-

try, nasty weather and the toughest terrain. The
Tuatara is purpose-built with standard features not
found elsewhere, including the larg est bed of any
side-by-side. A gasoline-powered version has al -
ready been available in New Zealand.

ELECTRIC TECH: ZeroNox, founded in
2017, focuses in three areas: battery and power-
train de velopment, EV design and conversion, and
new EV manufacturing, with an emphasis on off-
highway vehicles. Head quartered in Porterville, in
Califor nia’s Cen  tral Valley north of Bakersfield and
southwest of Sequoia and Kings Canyon Na tion al
Parks, Zero Nox is in a great location to un derstand
and build a vehicle equally happy in agricultural

and recreational settings. And roots in Silicon Val -
ley are the basis for a particular em phasis on bat-
tery optimization and powertrain system software.

THE DRIVING FORCE: In Texas, we met
up with ZeroNox CEO Vonn Christenson, a Por ter -
ville native with a mathematics degree from BYU
and a law degree from Harvard. He cofounded the
company with serial entrepreneur Robert Cruess,
and they assembled a top tier team who know an
op portunity when they see it.

ZeroNox already builds the Ion Caesar 14-per-
son electric shuttle and the Icon EC4, a half-ton-
load workhorse, as well as complete battery solu-
tions including an Iron Vault rechargeable Lithium-
Iron residential battery storage system. They rec-
ognized the Tuatara as an ideal basis for a new EV. 

DETAILS: ZeroNox fore casts great
dur a bility for this machine —after all,

its namesake reptile lives to well
over 100 years of age and has

even been known to father off-
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TUATARA 1500E (EV)
MOTOR...ZeroNox 15kW / 108V, liquid-cooled
BATTERY .................................13 kWh ZeroNox, 

lithium iron phosphate
TORQUE..............................................max 90 Nm
DRIVETRAIN...............shaft drive, 2WD & 4WD

selectable, differential lock front 
and rear, individually selectable

TRANSMISSION...................................automatic
RANGE ...................................................100 miles
CHARGE TIME .............110v 6+ hrs; 220v 3.5 hrs

BASE PRICE ........................................$27,995

TUATARA 1000 EFI (GASOLINE)
ENGINE..........Chery in-line vertical 3-cylinder

liquid-cooled DOHC, 12-valve
HP/TORQUE....................................69 hp / 93 Nm
DRIVETRAIN ..............2WD or 4WD, selectable

rear and front differential locks
CLUTCH .................................................hydraulic
TRANSMISSION.......manual (5 fwd, 1 reverse)
OIL CAPACITY .................................(w filter) 3.5L
FUEL CAPACITY ......................................13.21 gal
FUEL ............................high octane 91 or better

BASE PRICE ........................................$24,195

BUILD SPECIFICATIONS (BOTH)
CONSTRUCTION ............................................steel
SEATS .....................................three w seatbelts 
SUSPENSION ............F: independent wishbone

w preload adjustable;
R: indep double wishbone 

w preload adjustable
BRAKES .......dual indep hydraulic disk brakes
TIRES...........................26x11-12 CST all-terrain
LENGTH / WHEELBASE ....................128 in / 97 in
OVERALL HEIGHT ......................................6 ft 9 in
OVERALL WIDTH .......................................5 ft 1 in
GROUND CLEARANCE ...................................12 in
BED WIDTH ...............................................5 ft 1 in
BED LENGTH .............................................5 ft 6 in
BED HEIGHT...................................................11 in

WEIGHT / CAPACITIES (BOTH)
WEIGHT EMPTY.........................................2380 lb
TOTAL LOAD CAPACITY .............................2170 lb
GVWR.........................................................4550 lb
CARGO BED LOAD CAPACITY....................1200 lb
FRONT RACK ................................................330 lb
ROOF RACK ..................................................110 lb
HITCH CAPACITY .......................................2000 lb
WINCH PULLING CAPACITY ......................3000 lb
TOWING CAPACITY ...................................2200 lb

Clever beast By Joe Sage
Photos: Kevin McCauley 
/ capturingthemachine


