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Car test

Four of a
kind

emember when it used to be a
straight choice between the Ford
Cortina and the Morris Marina? In

those days, front-wheel drive, five-door
cars were too adventurous for most people.
In the last decade or so, ordinary, main-
stream, full-sized family cars have
improved immeasurably. You can now
choose between four or five-door models
and front-wheel drive has become univer-
sally accepted. Middle-of-the-range
offerings are typically 1.8 litre/110 bhp
engines pulling bodies just under 15ft long.
Current asking prices are
an average £13,000,
depending on the trim
and equipment level
specified by the buyer.
Our quartet — the
Toyota Carina, Ford
Mondeo, Rover 620i and
the Citroén Xantia — fits
naturally into this upper-
medium sector, although
the Rover has aspirations
to greater grandeur. Our
less-than-lavish base 6201
version costs more than
the rest, but then it is the
longest and it has the
biggest engine. The 620i
is really a clever cosmetic re-work of the
latest Honda Accord, so it possesses the
credentials of a high quality product. With
the Mondeo, Ford has finally converted to
front-wheel drive for this Sierra replace-
ment, whereas Toyota did it with the
Carina before this one. Finally, there’s
Citroén’s compact yet elegant Xantia.
Already on to a winning streak with its
smaller sister ZX, the five-door Xantia uses
the same power units as the Peugeot 405,
although the novel gas and oil suspension
and cabin refinements make it something
quite distinct, both to view and to drive.

At the wheel

The Mondeo has a right-first-time driving
position, with admirable seat support and
range of adjustments, while the dearer
Rover lacks lumbar and seat height reset-
ting. All four cars prove comfortable on
long runs, although the Carina’s lumbar
support, even when set to firm, is only just
sufficient. Each of the cars has rake-
adjustable steering wheels, except the
cheaper XLi versions of the Carina. The
pedals are rather prominent on the Xantia
— the accelerator pad is higher than the

brake — which means there’s less legroom
for the tall driver than in the others.

As for parking, all four suffer from bad
rear blind-spots. It even proves difficult to
reverse in a straight line in the Xantia, the
blame for which almost certainly lies with
its confusingly curvaceous window lines.

The Mondeo’s 1.8-litre engine installa-
tion is a vast improvement on the one fitted
in its baby brother Ford Escort, which
means it pulls much more smoothly and
cruises much more quietly.

The Xantia’s low gearing ensures a
sweet nature at low speed and, like the

In this issue, we put the Toyota Carina,
Ford Mondeo, Rover 620i and Citroén
Xantia under the microscope

R9358

The Ford Mondeo (above). Ford’s Don Hume,
felt our review was “very fair” and had no
further comment to make

Carina, becomes only marginally more
intrusive as you approach 70mph. The
cable-operated gearchange on the Carina is
light but clunky, and the Mondeo’s baulks
if you rush it. It’s the Rover that comes out
on top for both engine and gearchange
smoothness, though. It’s sublime when
driving slowly, yet it emits a lovely, muted,
sporty snarl when given its head as you



The Toyota Carina
(right). Toyota had
no comments to
make in response to
this article

accelerate  up
through the gears.
The Carina does
well, too, though
it’s slower in top
gear pick-up and
there’s a hint of
raggedness in its
throttle response.
The eight-valve, lowest power 1.8 Xantia is
slowest through the gears and it looks as if
the two litre/123bhp version is really
needed to maintain parity with the others.
Its low gearing makes it a touch noisy on a
motorway, but aids high gear acceleration
wonderfully. All the cars corner safely and
predictably. But it’s the Mondeo which sur-
prises with its agility and responsiveness,

while the Carina does flounder a bit by
comparison.

o

Fuel costs
The Carina fully justifies its special lean-
burn engine management by outstripping
the others, with mpg figures to match a 1.4
litre Metro. The 620i proves worst, while
the other two are no more than respectable.
All have a generous tank range, even
though the Mondeo lacks a low level lamp
and the Carina’s warning is alarmist.
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Space and comfort
Although the 620i corners well, it can get a
little bumpy at times. Like the Carina, the
Mondeo is a much smoother ride alto-
gether. The Citroén’s hydropneumatic
suspension is no longer out on its own — as
the competition is catching up. But when it
comes to absorbing the bumps, it means
the Xantia’s still got that extra something,
though it can still get caught out by the odd
hump-backed bridge. The Xantia also has a
tendency to rock and float from side to side
at times. The Xantia’s back seat is pretty
roomy, but it’s pipped at the post by the
Carina for space and for cosiness. The
Mondeo’s centre console and tunnel get in
the way and its seat cushion curves round at
the edges and is too flat for proper support.
The 620i’s back seat is a bit of a disappoint-
ment.The front passenger’s footwell is more
intrusive than on the driver’s side, which
means you have to move the seat back, so
the legroom becomes a touch cramped for
those who have to sit in the back.

The Carina is way ahead in heating and
ventilating — it’s the only one of the four
that gives out fresh air at face level while
the heater’s on. However, the heater con-
trols are rather stiff and the temperature
in the footwells tends to be different.

For lovers of fresh air, the 6201 would
be something of a disappointment, since
it doesn’t come fitted with a sunroof.

The Xantia scores well in terms of
how much you can cram in it. Thanks to

split/folding cushions and backrests,
load-lashing eyes and rear seatbelts, it
can carry quite a hefty load, though it’s
no match for the Mondeo and the

Carina. The 620i comes off pretty

poorly — it doesn’t even have rear fold-

ing seats. You can get them on the Si

model, but you’ll pay a hefty @
£1,000 more. e



@ Safe and sound

When it comes to reliability, the
Carina has an enviable reputation.
Toyota is so confident, the company
offers a three year/60,000-mile war-
ranty on everything, including
paintwork. The 620i buyer, on the
other hand, has to make do with a
one-year mechanical warranty, as does
the Mondeo or Xantia buyer. Under
the bonnet, it’s the Mondeo which
looks the most inaccessible, but its
parts prices remain cheaper than those
of its rivals. Parts for the 620i and the
Carina are considerably more expen-
sive but, then again, you may not need
them so often.

None of the cars is seriously defi-
cient in safety or security matters. The
Mondeo stands out as its standard-fit
driver’s airbag, seatbelt grabbers and pre-
tensioners all combine to give it the edge in
terms of safety features. The Xantia has the
most thorough list of defences against car
crime, including deadlocks and a keypad
that demands an identification number
before the engine will respond to the key.
Of more everyday use is the Xantia’s boot,
which unlocks with or without central lock-
ing — really convenient when you’re out

The Citroén Xantia (above and right). Citroén had
no comment to make when we gave them the
opportunity to respond to our review

undoubtedly boosted used-car values in the
recent past. With these restrictions
removed, this advantage could well be
eroded, although it must be said its fuel
economy advantage is beyond question.
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Verdict

There are no bad players in this quartet, but
they do strike different chords. If you’re
looking for good space and comfort, low

shopping.Why, though, can - .

-~ costs and ultimate reliability,
the Toyota Carina is the best
commonsense buy.

The Mondeo, although a
practical family car, still has a
certain amount of fun and
drivers should enjoy it. It scores
highly for safety and security
and is a thoroughly likeable,
good value all-rounder.

The Xantia is a more spicy,
individual beast, with impres-
sive interior comfort within its
compact exterior. It’s got practi-

cal appeal, yet is just that
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bit distinctive.

The Rover 620i clearly has
the ﬁnest power unit and the sweetest
gearchange. Its Honda lineage means that
its reliability record will probably prove to
be excellent. Its unique aura and good
looks will appeal to those who buy with
their hearts, not their heads. Yet

Rover’s aspirations to grandeur
can’t disguise the facts. The
6201 costs more to buy and
run. It is under-equipped

and takes up a lot of space
outside, without offering any

of the benefit of its less
o

pretentious rivals inside.



