Mike McCarthy backgrounds the Austin-Rover/Honda joint venture
which has produced not one, but two, distinctive luxury cars

Sharing the credit

Rover is a Rover is a . .. Rov-

er? The question arose when

Rover became much more

than just good friends with
Honda. The closer they grew, the more
it seemed that Rover put its identity at
risk. The whole question of identity as-
sumed new significance with the re-
lease of the Legend and 800. They are
the most material evidence yet of what
is obviously a remarkable joint venture.
But for this very reason these two cars
have increased the interest in the ques-
tion about who's doing what to (or

with) whom; and which badges are -

they wearing?

The 800 and Legend may be peas
from a pod in the sense of sharing the
same concept and the same basic mech-

anical platform. In other respects, how-
ever, they’re far from identical twins.
For all the specific similarities, the dif-
ferences between the cars mean that
the 80O is as much a Rover as the Leg-
end is a Honda.

Structurally the 800 and Legend use
the same floorpan and body side
frames, with the same “hard points” —
mounting points — for the suspension
and assorted items. Those commonal-
ities enable both versions to be built on
the same assembly lines, which was
one of the project’s rationales

Thus Honda will produce 800s as
well as Legends in Japan, and the Brits
will build Legends between 800s in
Britain. Originally, Australia-bound
Rover 800s were to be sourced from

Honda. That has now come under re-
view due to currency fluctuations and
the final decision rests with the relativ-
ity of the pound and yen against the
dollar. So even at this late stage, our
800s could come from either direction.

One of the main elements in the
Legend/800 concept is the sharing of
the high-line engine and drivetrain, one
of the design and development areas al-
located to Honda. Both makes use the
superb if rather peaky 2.5-litre V6 en-
gine with five-speed manual gearbox
standard and four-speed auto optional.
But the associates’ engines differ for the
smaller (and less heavily taxed) two-
litre class so popular in Japan and Eur-
ope. Honda uses a smaller version of its
V6; Rover has its own twin cam 16-
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Rover has high ride quality, poi

valve four-cylinder unit which is ex-
pected, ultimately, to account for about
65 percent of the 800's sales on class
conscious markets. Not originally in-
tended for Australia, the two-litre Rov-
er is now a probability, though much
later than the 825's scheduled first-
quarter '87 release.

The significance of the Legend/800
event isn't just in the cars; just as signi-
ficant is the joint venture that created
them. There have of course been other
co-op efforts between car makers, but
this one is different. We've been to
Honda and to Rover, we've seen the
whole thing in action and driven the re-
sults. This joint venture is big and it's
broad and it works.

Automotive joint ventures are much
easier said than done. They can be dif-
ficult enough even within divisions of
the same parent company.

There have been successful interna-
tional co-op ventures, certainly. Nissan,
for instance, produces a Volkswagen
derivalive in Japan and partners Alfa’s
Arma project in Italy. In Europe, Fiat,
Lancia, Alfa and Saab have shared in-
terests in the Type Four (a la Saab 9000)
venture. The Ford/Mazda deal behind
the Laser/323 and 626/Telstar is an-
other such liaison.

The Austin Rover/Honda affair has a
different nature and a broader scale
than other co-ops, particularly where
the 800 and Legend are concerned.
Even before taking the step to the
shared design, AR and Honda already
had one of motoring’s most successful
joint ventures. It has produced a stream

cely balanc

of mutually beneficial models since the
inception in 1979. At the time it seemed
a strange union. In those days BL still
stood for BeLeaguered, so we had one
of the most traditional and troubled
Britons embracing Japan’s most innova-
tive and Euro-minded car maker.

The British took the initiative. Re-
alising it needed a joint venture to help
develop new models and new markets
while its own in-house recovery pro-
gram was gathering strength, BL sur-
veyed other makers and soon found
Honda firmly at the top of the ideal-
partner list.

The tie with Honda took substance
with the release of the Triumph. Ac-
claim. Critics denigrated that car as a
Triumph in badges only, but even as a
rebadged Honda it was a consistent
top-10 seller in Britain. Sales totalled
more than 130,000 before the Acclaim
was replaced by the Rover 200 series in
mid 1984. Answering suggestions that it
was the passive partner, and at risk of
diluting its identity, Rover had obvious
input in the 200. Further proof of Rov-
er’s role is found in the 200’s recently
revised tail. The original small, high-
lipped lid has been replaced by a new
one which opens down to bumper level
between the tail-lights. The revision is
such an improvement that Honda has
bought it from Rover, for the closely
related Civic/Ballade.

Though the 200 series did much to
refresh Rover's image at home and in
Europe, the marque still faced an iden-
tity crisis in Australia. Local importer
JRA did its own deal with Honda and
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blurred the delineation with simple
rebadgings; first the Quint and recently
the Integra. Despite some disbelievers,
the Rover Quintet sel a successful sales
pattern which the Rover 416i bids fair
to continue. If any doubts persist, the
800 will dispel them. This is because it
shows thal while the Honda connection
is one element in the car’s background,
and even a big one, the final product is
demonstrably a Rover.

The new co-op car — project
HX/XX — was conceived in 1981 when
Honda decided to move upmarkel into
the executive class and Rover realised
that the mooled re-skinned SD1
wouldn't be competitive through the
late '80s and into the '90s . Two 10-man
teams of designers and engineers mel
with a clean sheet of paper to formulate
the overall design. Though the teams
each had their own ideas and ap-
proached some aspects from different
angles, the car's outline [irmed-up quite
quickly thanks to mutual agreement on
most major points.

The need to be able to assemble hoth
versions of the car on production lines
almost 10,000 km apart raled so high
among the priorities that early assump-
tions were based on one body. This was
to be identical, apart from the first and
last 25 ¢cm which Rover and Honda
could individualise to their heart's con-
tent. Thal idea didn't last long. It was
replaced by a uniform sub-structure
(floor, sides and bulkheads), leaving the
choice of skin panels to each maker.

Rover design chiel Roy Axe admits
that the common base imposed some
constraints but also brought some good
disciplines. Having to stay within sight
of Japan's 1.7-metre width class, for in-
stance, means the designer has to make
besl possible use of the interior. Unless
he's aiming for a b-i-g car, 1.7 metres is
wide enough. Axe admits that without
that constraint there would have been a
temptation to make the 800 appreciably
wider and “that would have been a
mistake in terms of interior space real-
ised for the extra weight and aerody-
namic drag”.

Asked about the lack of fold-down
rear seat in the 800 (and Legend), Rover
designers admit “we agonised over
whether or not to do il, but decided
against because we wanted rear back-
rest rake adjustment and it wasn't fea-
sible to have both”. The coming five-
door hatchback will of course have a
folding rear seat. So may the two-door
coupe which could reach production
late next vear. Axe emphasises Lhal it's
economic sense to make as many vari-
ants as possible on the same base. Bul
there’ll be no 800 wagon. since that
tvpe doesn’'t have much executive ap-
peal. Austin Rover has at last discov-

ered it must only make models that sell.

Parl of that salesmanship involves
Rover's wholesome British luxury car
image, deliberately fostered (in the 825
and Sterling particularly) by the pol-
ished burr walnut cappings and fine
leather upholstery. Part of the sought-
after image also involves the engine
and suspension. From an engineer's
view, it doesn’l matter whose engine is
used. so long as il meets all the criteria.
But the owner’s perception of the make
of engine is very important. Derek
Peck. Rover director of engineering,
makes the point about the V6: “*For an
engine from outside our company, we
couldn’t do better than a Honda. They
come with lop reputation for perform-
ance and reliability.” For many Euro-
minded buyers, engine image is ri-
valled as a feature by the suspension’s
ride and handling qualities. So Rover
probably attaches greater importance to
that aspect than does Honda.

Exports are critical lo the car and the
company behind it. Last year AR ex-
ported 100,000 cars world wide, a 15
percent increase over 1984. This vear's
domestic sales are down but exports are
running about 50 percent above 1985.

Auslralian buyers for the 800 will be
reassured to know that 800s have been
tested for outback conditions, not only
in the outback but also on the car-
breaking shimmy-shaking machines at
the Canlev technical facility. The pre-
production 800 was here early this vear
lo test suspension settings, ground
clearance and high temperature con-
ditions. The tests will be re-run before
the car’s local release to ensure that the
changes are elfective. Meanlime,
computer-controlled  machines at
Canley are torture testing other proto-
tvpes on 20 different stretches of out-
back Australian roads which have been
recorded on previous visits. Al Rover
we saw the machines in an outback-
Australia mode, pummelling the cars’
suspensions like Rocky V's punching
bag. At Honda we'd seen Legends
being gently jiggled by reproduclions
of a California freeway. And that seems
an appropriale way of summarising
some of the essenlial differences be-
lween them. Beneath all the fancy
dressings . the Legend is a big Honda.
albeit the biggest and possibly best yet,
whereas lhe 800 is a proper Eurocar
and a real Rover. O

namically
ifferent

On the road, the new Rovers show a strongly European approach
to matters of ride comfort, handling and general balance




T DIDN'T take many miles of twist-

ing rural roads for the Rover 825 to

prove lo us thal it's a dynamically

different car to the Honda Legend.
This may seem surprising when vou
know they share the same V6 power-
train and related running gear, and cer-
tainly it's soon clear thal in perform-
ance and general drivability the 825
and Legend are as close as vou'd ex-
pecl. But in ride and handling they're
about half a world apart. The Rover’'s
suspension is even belter behaved than
the Honda’s and much quieter over the
rough stuff.

Honda installs screens by han

That, of course, was some of the
message Rover wanted to impress upon
the Australian press corps (among
others from around the world) during a
flving four-day introduclion to the new
800 series in Brilain. in the rolling bor-
der country north of Newcastle, using
real driver's roads; demanding vet sat-
isfying. When motoring briskly, the
routes required constant atlention, left
little margin for error and were quick to
reveal the car's (impressive) handling
characteristics. A lol can be learned
about chassis balance and stability, for
instance, when the road spears to the
side while one's right up on lip loe,
over vet another humpback crest.

The conditions clearly showed the
depth of the Rover's suspension refine-
ment. Of course on smooth roads the
800 (four-cylinder and V6 versions
alike) is every bit as competent as vou'd
expect. Whal comes through to the
press-on driver when the road tightens
or roughens is the reassurance that the
Rover's dynamics are up lo the job.

The 800's suspension is supple

100

enough 1o soak up big bumps and hard
landings without crashing-through or
seeming short of travel. Al the time it's
so well damped thal there’s no sugges-
tion of mushiness or wallowing as on
the Honda. The roadholding is particu-
larly impressive; sure-footed with great
reserves of grip (in the drv anyway; no
wet roads were encountered) and com-
pletely predictable. Even if the lusty V6
is driven as hard as possible out of slow
to middling corners, the Rover puts the
power down with almost no wheelspin,
torque sleer or other distractions.
Not only is the four-cylinder 820 50

to 100 kg lighter than the V6 models on

the scales. il is also entirely lighter- -

feeling on the road. The four lacks the
V6's sheer punch, but turns into corners
that bit more responsively, changes di-
reclion more readily, and generally
feels to have a finely alluned nimble-
ness to its handling. Without noticeable
diminishment of ride quality in most
conditions, either.

The high performing V6 is no marsh-
mallow however. Though ils ullimate
handling perhaps isn't quite as agile as
the 820’s. its chassis is remarkably taut
and the ride consistently plush. We've
no doubt that, if Australia’'s 825 gets
suspension of the standard previewed,
it will have a clear edge over the local
Legend in both ride and handling. Even
without the benefit of direct back-lo-
back comparison, we've driven both
makes far enough to know that Rover
has done a better job on the suspension.

There's more to the differences in
handling and feel between the 820 and
825 than just their respective power,
weight and suspensions. The sixes have

Honda's speed sensitive variable power
steering while the fours use Rover's
Positive Centre Feel (PCF) system
which assists only when the wheel is
turned some distance from straight
ahead. Drivers’ opinions seem equally
divided over the two methods in prin-
ciple, but most agree Honda's is too
light at low speeds and so variable that
it can be felt to change during corner-
ing. We believe Rover has asked Honda
to improve the system's weighting
while reducing its variability.

Knowing that the two-lilre models
will account for the bulk of 800 sales in
Britain and Europe, we were keen to
drive the small Rover even before
learning it will eventually come to Aus-
lralia too. Our 820 (an SE five-speed)
followed the usual two-litre/big-car
pattern by responding fairly leisurely
to light driving. It needs rowing along
with the gearlever to give its best; and
its best seems pretty good. Rover claims
0-100 km/h through the gears in 9.4
seconds and the standing quarter mile
in 17 seconds neat, with top speed just
over 200 km/h. This is not bad for a
plush two-litre four-seater, even if the
in-gears response is a bit of a yawn at
low to middling revs. The Brilish 820
was of course running with leaded pet-
rol and without emissions controls.

In the same lrim the manual V6
claims 0-100 in 8.3 seconds, the quarter
mile in 16.2 and top speed just a shade
short of 215 km/h. We can vouch for
the fact that the V6 lacks a little in low
speed punch but really gets with it (and
sounds glorious) through the gears.

The automatic V6 is no slouch either.
Rover credits it with 0-100 km/h in 9.5
seconds and 211 km/h top speed. Judg-
ing by the Honda Legend automalic
(tested WHEELS August '86). the Rover
will be aboul a second slower to 100
km/h when presented in unleaded and
detoxed form for the Australian market.
We also expect its local standing quar-
ter (or 400 metre) time to be mid 17s.
rather than the British model’s low 17s.

Seeing how good the new Rovers
are already. and having an insight to
their undoubted potenlial, we were sur-
prised 1o find a few obvious shortfalls.
including the preview cars’ variable fil
and finish. with too much wind noise
from the mirrors. Also, there was no
driver's footrest, no [ronl passenger’'s
overhead grab handle and — very il-
logical, if not un-British — left-hand-
drive column stalks have been used for
the turn indicators and lights.

What it all implies, of course, is that
come next March it will be intriguing to
gel the 825 and Legend together on
common ground. We've a [eeling that
for all the hands across the ocean, East
and West haven't vel quite met. O



