


R O A

D T

E S — T

To a dedicated Rover owner, putting one of his beloved marque’s badges on a Honda could be seen as
a blatant — even dastardly — act of corporate cynicism. But other companies have already shown that
if a car is urgently needed to fill a market gap, the main consideration is often expediency . . .

Rover-san

HE SHOPPING list was short

and to the point: Honda Quint

and BL Maestro, not necessarily

in that order. The classy, well
equipped small car to fill the bottom end of
Jaguar Rover Australia’s range would be
one of these cars, badged as a Rover.
Apart from obvious family ties, there must
have been many attractions of getting the
Maestro down under: it looks good, by all
accounts goes fairly well and, as the top-
line version, has enough luxury fittings
and gee-whiz electronic gadgetry to fulfil
the Rover-at-half-the-price image.
Besides, there surely would have been
fewer catcalls in the transformation from
Austin to Rover.

When JRA (formerly Leyland Australia)
went shopping in December '82 the
answer from behind the counter at
Longbridge was swift: Australia couldn’t
have any Maestros for at least two years
(and that was before the industrial dispute
which hit Maestro production early in
‘83). Honda, on the other hand, was only
too pleased to oblige. Certainly Australia
could have 1000 Quints a year, and Honda
— for the first time — would even screw
on the Australian-made Rover badges. For
the Japanese company it must have been
like winning the pools: an extra 1000
Hondas a year on Australian roads, and
not a drop of quota used; moreover, the
model chosen was in need of a boost, for
it has never been successful.

JRA is also happy: shopping list to new
Australian-spec car in the showrooms in a
little more than six months, and, in terms
of new-car development costs, not a penny
spent. It even, since the demise of the
unprofitable Moke, had quota available
(from a general fund, says JRA) to allow

z imports of 1000 a year and perhaps 1200.
& Thus the Rover Quintet was born, the

2 world’s first badge-engineered Rover.

o If you said the car represents a cynical
& marketing exercise that shows little

. regard for the traditions of a fine British

= marque (or, indeed, for the traditions of a
< proud Japanese company) we would offer
€ noargument. JRA itself offers little to

£ console the dedicated Rover-phile, apart
Z from the expected line about how much

G

the two marques have in common, and in
terms of quality and luxury standards and
parallel traditions the two companies do
share quite a bit. But the Quintet is still a
Japanese car wearing British badges and
many people who love Rovers will find
that impossible to swallow.

That’s unfortunate but, in the overall
scheme of things, of little consideration:
the true significance of the Quintet is
easily strong enough to overcome any
jingoistic pride. The Quintet represents a
level of pragmatism that soon few car
makers in the world will be able to do
without. Co-operation, if not outright
marriage, between car makers is the key,
even if it means lining the pockets of a
rival. Ford Australia (with its rebadged
Mazda cars) shows how profitable such
tactics can be ($66 million in the black last
year) while BL in Britain has amply
demonstrated the expediency of inter-
manufacturer co-operation with the
Triumph Acclaim (another Honda) and the
XX sedan, the Rover/Honda joint project
which is scheduled to replace the 3500 in
1985. The Quintet is a drop in the ocean
compared with these projects, but it’s still
a far-sighted and pragmatic piece of
product management, one that will surely
give JRA one of the most profitable car
ranges in this country, full of high priced,
low volume, desirable cars overflowing
with juicy margins.

The Quintet takes its place in Jaguar
Rover showrooms with a sticker price —
of $12,950 — that nicely balances that of
the 3500 Rovers (from $27,000) and the
Jaguar range (from $46,500). In the few
JRA dealerships which sell Peugeots as
well (which start from about $20,000) the
Quintet provides the baseline of whatis a
complete and lucrative market range.

In many ways it was an obvious gap to
fill, and JRA’s market research confirmed
the existence of such a ‘‘mini-Rover”
market. Dealers are happy too; not only do
they have an extra model to sell, they have
an added attraction to boost all-important
showroom traffic. Buyers won't
necessarily visit their local JRA dealer to
buy a Quintet and end up with an XJS HE,
but it’s anticipated there’ll be all sorts of

spin-offs of the Jaguar-for-him-Quintet-
for-her type. Interestingly, JRA’s
research found traditional Rover buyers
liked the Quintet but added hastily that it
would never do for them. It was a city car,
they said, a car to do the shopping in, but
with the same five-door, luxury appeal as
the SD1, it's the Rover’s little brother.

The Quintet, in some ways, is just that.
[t shares a similar hatchback styling
theme, is sometimes quiet and is always
very easy to drive, has a genuinely
luxurious feel and most of the big Rover's
convenience equipment: power steering,
five-speed gearbox, tinted glass, remote
control mirrors, rear wash/wipe, alloy
wheels, electric windows, remote boot/
fuel filler releases, fold down rear
backrests, velour upholstery, front and
rear head restraints, tachometer, AM/FM
radio and auto reverse cassette stereo,
and electric aerial. There's even some
wood-grain veneer on the dash.
Airconditioning, sunroof and semi-
automatic transmission are optional.
Central locking is the one traditional
Rover feature missing, while the Quintet
does have a one-touch electric driver's
window. Wags in the office say Rovers
have always had this feature: push the
switch once and it stays on until the
window is fully up or down, the only
difference being that where the Honda
switch cancels itself automatically the
Rover switch must be cancelled manually
upon the appearance of smoke from the
window motor. No, it’s not quite true, but
it's fair to say the Quintet is better built
than the Rover, especially in the fit and
finish of detail items.

There are other things in common, too,
one of them being poor space efficiency.
The big Rover has always been a little
cramped inside considering its exterior
dimensions and the Quintet, although
decisively different mechanically with a
transversely mounted four-cylinder
engine driving the front wheels, fares
little better, rear leg and head room being
particularly mediocre. The latest front-
drive sedans on the Australian market —
Camira, Telstar, Camry etc — are much
better packaged.
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The answer to this becomes clear when
other aspects of the Quintet are
considered: notably its old-school Honda
styling, with bluff front end and small glass
areas, and its handling and refinement. In
these things the Quintet is not up to the
standard of the latest Accord, whose
engine and some other mechanicals the
Quintet shares. It feels like an old car, and
although three years (it was introduced as
the Quint in Japan in mid '80) is not that
long, by Japanese standards it’s ancient,
such is the pace of the Japanese industry.

It seems certain a new Honda Quint is
only months away, which doesn't
necessarily mean a new Rover Quintet as
well. JRA says it has guaranteed supplies
of the Quintet (or its replacement) until
1985, but the company is keeping its
options open: there is no long-term

Clockwise from below: Quintet interior has most
Rover features. Roadholding is mediocre; soggy
understeer prevails. Badge says Rover, car says
old Honda. Hatchback is handy, but interior space
is poorly utilised. Engine also says Honda

Australian commitment to a small Rover
model; a company spokesman said it
depends entirely on the Quintet’s
acceptance. Thus the possibility that the
1000 or 1200 Quintets for Australia will
be all we're getting must not be ruled out.
Now that would be cynical.

Todrive, the Quintet feels like a
Japanese car (albeit unmistakeably a
Honda, which makes it a cut above the
rest) that’s due for replacement. It's
always easy to drive, with very light and
quick power steering, light pedals and
swish gear shift, and is in its element
darting through city traffic and cruising at
moderate speeds on well surfaced roads.
Heavy traffic and tight city streets present
no problems, as the car is accurate and
light to handle, with Honda’s ever smooth
1.6 litre engine providing responsive and
torquey low-down performance, although
it does start to sound like an electric
sewing machine when it is revved high in
the lower gears.

On smooth highways the new Rover is
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generally civilised, with little engine and
wind noise, tall gearing and okay stability
and ride. There's adequate in-gears
response up to about 120 km/h, but
overall we are disappointed with the
performance: 19 seconds for 400 misa
bit below average for an efficiently-
engined 1.6 with five-speed. The Accord
manual, withthe same 59 kW, easily gets
into the mid to high 18s for the same test,
in defiance of its greater bulk and weight
(955 kg against a claimed 935 kg for the
equipment-loaded Quintet). The Rover's
mid-range acceleration, too, is down
compared with the Accord, and although
the test car had covered few kilometres
and would undoubtedly improve with age,
we suspect there is rather more to it than
this. For one thing, the engine sounded
and felt different to the standard we have
come to expect of the Accord.

Just as a demanding road or an
adventurous overtake will readily find the
Quintet’s performance limits, so too a
typically Australian-quality road surface

MAKE: ROVER

MODEL: Quintet

BODY TYPE: Four-door hatchback

PRICE: Basic $12,950

ENGINE:

Cylinders Four

Valves sohc

Aspiration Twin-choke carburettor

Compression ratio 8.8to 1

Bore X stroke 77 X 86 mm

Capacity 1.602 litres

Max power 5000 rpm 59 kW

Max torque 3500 rpm 126 Nm

TRANSMISSION:

Type Five-speed manual

km/h-

Ratios: Gearbox Overall 1000 rpm

First 3.181:1 12.298:1 8.5

Second 1.944:1 7.516:1 13.9

Third 1.250:1 4.833:1 21.6

Fourth 0.896:1 3.464:1 30.1

Fifth 0.741:1 28651 36.4

Final drive *3.866:1

CHASSIS: Unitary

SUSPENSION:

Front Struts, coll springs, anti-
roll bar

Rear Independent, trailing
arms, struts, coil
springs, anti-roll bar

Dampers Hydraulic

STEERING:

Type Power-assisted rack
and pinion

Turning circle 11.0m

Turns lock-to-lock 3.0

BRAKES:

Type Servoed disc/drum .

DIMENSIONS:

Wheelbase - 2360 mm

Track, front 1360 mm

Track, rear 1380 mm

Length 4105 mm

Width 1616 mm

Height 1355 mm

Kerb mass (weight) 935 kg

FUEL TANK: 50 litres

TYRES: Yokohama GT Special
350, 165S5R13




will show how little the suspension has in
reserve. Rough roads cause much banging
and thumping from below and there’s also
the disconcerting feeling of inadequate
damping. Indeed, the damping leaves a lot
to be desired, for not only does it offer
inadequate control over big bumps and at
speed, it also fails to cushion the car over
small bumps and ridges taken at slow
speeds. It’s a firmish riding car which
somehow manages to combine the worst
of both worlds: minimal suppleness and
inadequate rough road/high speed control,
and of course it will come as no shock to
hear that the inevitable result to the
handling is an excess of soggy understeer.
The Quintet has mediocre roadholding on
its Yokohama GT Special tyres, a feature
which combines with the unbalanced
handling to provide little of the ground-
covering ability and enjoyment that is
available in the Accord and, it must be
said, in most other cars in the class.

It's been suggested the Quintet is
wrongly tyred, or under-tyred, but as far

as we are concerned this is far too simple
an answer; the illness goes deeper than
the rubber. And what larger tyres would
do for the Quintet’s one other big failing
— road noise — is anyone's guess. At
present, coarse road surfaces cause an
unacceptable amount of roar in the cabin,
as well as some bump thump even though
the tyres are skinny 165s. It's hard to
blame only the tyres for such intrusion: if
we were to point the finger, it would be
more at the suspension bushes. Whatever
the cause, the rough surface road roar
detracts heavily from the car’s cruising
refinement at any speed.

Compensation comes in the form of fuel
economy — we saw 14.1 km/1
(39.8 mpg) which is excellent considering
the motoring involved — in comfortable
seats and good (if a little tight-fitting for
large people) driving position, foolproof
controls, cleverly detailed and jam-packed
dashboard and, of course, the overall ease
with which the car can be driven. And it is
an easy car to drive, In view of its high

equipment level, it is also an easy car to
live with — when driven gently.

The Quintet will, of course, sell — what
showroom appeal it has! Whether it goes
on selling is another matter, for it’s
inconceivable that even the quietest
driver could be blind to its faults and its
uninspiring ability. In its suspension
especially, it feels like a mish-mash of bits
from the parts bin, which is in fact the
truth of it (it owes much to the Ballade old-
model Prelude family). That would be
okay — indeed it would be another fine
example of pragmatism — if those bits
were complementary, but at present
there’s too much about the Quintet that
suggests mis-matched components.

An adventurous try, JRA, but the
Quintet is no Rover, just as it is not worthy
of the Honda name on the Australian
market. We're not sure the car is worthy
of the Honda name on any market, the
billiard table-smooth roads of Japan
included. Don't Japanese car buyers stay
away from the Quint in droves, after all? O

PERFORMANCE

TEST CONDITIONS:
Weather Lovely i
Location Castlereagh dragway
Load Two people
Fuel Super
SPEEDOMETER ERROR:
Indicated km/h Actual km/h
50 49
70 68
90 87
110 107
130 125
FUEL CONSUMPTION ON TEST:
Check one: 14.1 km/l (39.8 mpag)
over 218 km
MAXIMUM SPEEDS IN GEARS:
First 51 km/h (6000 rpm)
Second 83 km/h (6000 rpm)
Third 130 km/h (6000 rpm)
Fourth 154 km/h (5100 rpm)
Fifth © 153 km/h (4200 rpm)
ACCELERATION:
Through the gears:
Km/h Seconds
0-50 4.1
0-60 Bis
0-70 2
0-80 9.3
0-90 12.1
0-100 15.2
0-110 18.9
0-120 26.3
0-130 30.1
In the gears:

Second Third Fourth Fifth
km/h Secs SeCs secs secs
30-60 3.9 Sl alms e alsiiE
40-70 4.0 6:9 051319
50-80 52 Teal ey gt
60-90 — D e s
70-100 - 8i8 - i6E 5
80-110 - SHE e A
90-120 - 106 128 18.2
100-130 — 13.8 145 196
STANDING START (0-400m):

Fastest run 19.0 secs
Average all runs 19.2 secs
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