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Ford Cougar group ROAD TEST

Ford Cougar 2.5V6
2.5 litre/170bhp  ¢£24,500

Honda Prelude VTi 2.2
2.02 litre/185bhp £22,520

Fiat Coupé Turbo 2.0 20v
2.0 litre/220bhp £22,800

Peugeot 406 Coupé V6 SE
3.0 litre/194bhp  £26,995

seems that Ford can do no wrong at the moment — but has
: m cougﬂf QOtmm tn |9Mits tivu's ﬂ" M —— .—-— II ow lrim:s ch;mg}c. Iiig?)l years
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some of the poorest cars in its
history. The Escort, which cost
£1billion to develop, was an
awful car which marked the
lowest ebb for the firm's chas-
sis development team. Stung by criticism
from owners and the press alike, Ford
decided future models would have driver
enjoyment nearer the top of the agenda.

Since then, the blue oval has hardly
put a wheel wrong. The Mondeo started
the ball rolling in 1993, and almost
every new Ford since has been a delight
to drive. But while few would deny the
Fiesta, Ka and Puma have all rewritten
standards for their class, the firm's re-
cent attempts to conquer the big coupé
market haven't been quite so successful.
The American-built Probe, introduced
in '93, was a disappointment, with its
heavily adapted US-spec chassis deliver-
ing a poor ride and vague steering.

Now, though, Ford is ready to give it
another go with the Cougar. Based on

- the competent Mondeo platform and
= engineered in Europe, the big cat is
hoping to follow in the pawprints of its
smaller Puma sibling. Finally on British
soil after a two-month delay, we pitch
the range-topping 2.5 V6 against the cars
it must beat ifit’s to shed the image of its
lacklustre predecessor.

Facing up to the challenge is our cur-
rent class-leader, the £26,995 Peugeot
406 Coupé, tested here in 3.0-litre V6 SE
form. It’s joined by the fire-breathing
Fiat Coupé Turbo 20v which sells at
£22,800, and the Honda Prelude VTi 2.2-
litre at £22,520. Can the Cougar rewrite
the big coupé rulebook? We find out...

FORD COUGAR

WHILE the tiny Puma tearaway arrived
in a blaze of publicity and advertising,
you'd be forgiven for thinking Ford's
marketing men had forgotten about the
Cougar. But despite the lack of advertis-
ing and billboard exposure, the Cougar
is about to be unleashed on British
streets. Ford's stylists are on a high @
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ROAD TEST Forc Cougar group

@ with the Ka, Puma and soon-to-arrive
Focus all proving that mainstream mod-
els can look genuinely different. But
what of its latest offering, the Cougar,
the largest example yet of Ford’s ‘new-
edge’ design? Long, lean and low, the
Cougar has undeniable road presence
and successfully distances itself from its
Mondeo parentage.

Take a quick glance at the photos
here and you'll miss some of the lovely
detailing, such as the side crease that
curves down at the back and the distinc-
tive air intakes which look as though
they've been sliced into the bumper
with a scalpel. But neatly ironed creases
aside, the Cougardoesn'tquite makeit as
adesirable coupé. It’s too long, for a start,
and lacks the refined grace of the Peu-
geot or the razor-sharp sportiness of the
Fiat. In short, it doesn't have the ‘want
one' factor so important in this sector.

Snug

Despite its enormous body, the Cougar
is surprisingly snug inside, especially in
the rear. Front occupants get reasonable
leg and headroom, although the level of
height adjustment available will disap-
point tall drivers who want to get their
knees clear of the steering wheel. The
lack of vertical adjustment on the steer-
ing column doesn’'t help matters, either.

Theseats are alsoaletdown, with adis-
tinct lack of side support —aflaw that be-
comes even more obvious when corner-
ing at speed. Clearly designed to accom-
modate larger Americans, they lack the
figure-hugging comfort of the Mondeo
ST24’s chairsand don’timpart the sporty
feel they should. Otherwise, there's lit-
tle to fault the Cougar's ergonomics.

The switchgear has a durable feel, but
despite the inclusion of some neat, Mkl
Cortina-style air vents, some of the con-
trols look cheap. Indeed the Cougar’s in-
terior is an odd mix of the exotic and the
frankly mundane. In fact, you wonder
why the designers went to the effort of
using different coloured plastics to give
the dash a quality feel, then threw in a
Mondeo LX gearknob.

When the Cougar reaches UK show-
rooms next month, buyers will be able
to choose between a 2.0-litre Zetec en-
gine or the 2.5litre V6 tested here, Al-
though this creamy smooth powerplant
has been around for a few years, its
healthy track record has made it one of
our favourite six-cylinder engines. And
happily it feels just as refined in the
Cougar as it does in the Mondeo, with
plenty of torque making for gearchange-
free cruising. The shift itself, though not
as quick as some of its rivals, is well
weighted and reasonably precise should
you feel the urge to hustle the Cougar
through the twisty stuff.

Given that the Cougar has been devel-
oped by the same team that gave us the
Ka and Puma, we expected the newcom-
er to wipe the floor with its opposition
here. But unlike its stablemates, the
Cougar has been developed with a chas-
sis designed to please both American
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Cougar looks genuinely different
but cabin is snug. Seats lack side
support and limited adjustment
of wheel hinders driving position

Fiat attracts attention and cabin is
attractive and practical, although
Italian ‘long arm, short leg’ driving
position can be uncomfortable




elude is conventionally styled,
though this does provide more
bin space. Interior is dull but

e front seats are supportive

tra-stylish 406 Coupé looks sleek
1d exotic, although the interior
sappoints as its facia and seats
| come directly from the saloon
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cars have a set-up tun

of British roads, there

been an element of compromis

ride is firm, particularly at low speeds

and will verge on the harsh if the road

surface is seriously below par. But al

though this stiff set-up reduces body roll

to a minimum, the chassis doesn't feel

as fluid as it should and lacks the de-

lightful ride/handling balance we've be-

come used toon the Puma and Ka.
Overall, we hoped for great things

with the Cougar-acarintended to erase

the memory of the lacklustre Probe and

rewrite class standards as the Puma did

But good though it is, the Cougar is not

about to set the world on fire.

HONDA PRELUDE

WHEN makers launch new cars, they
usually supply a rainforest of press mate-
rial stating how much of an improve-
ment the new version is over its prede-
cessor. But with the Prelude, launched
18 months ago, Honda left a big gap
when it came to the chapter on styling
The previous-generation Prelude was
a great looking car - beautifully propor-
tioned and sporty. The new one, howev-
er, retains few of those qualities. Com-
pared to its rivals here, the Honda looks
cheap and unremarkable - a pair of flip
flops in a shop full of brogues. Indeed,
ignore the unusual stacked headlamps
and the Prelude could be any main-
stream Honda from the last 10 years.
But fashion aside, the Prelude’s un-
complicated lines give it one major ad-
vantage - cabin space. Where the Ford's
swooping roofline hurts its cabin space

and outward visibility, the Prelude gives
its driver a panoramic view. A large glass
area and narrow pillars makes slotting
the Honda into tight parking spaces or
threading through traffic simple
Practical it may be, but in terms of ex
citement, the Prelude’s cabin is a style-
free zone. A carbon-fibre trim panel sur
rounding the small centre console is the
Honda's sole concession to sportiness
and, as a result, it looks like an after
thought. The steering wheel, though
leatherclad, feels like an entry
Civic's, while the dials and switcl
are stock parts-bin items. At least t
seats are supportive, although the
of height adjustment
you're tall, you'll soon hav
complain about the ar

able on the steering co
But Honda's big

to offer in the dr

there's the engine
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chassis is not

ougar’
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as rewarding as its coupé rivals and lacks the fluid feel we'd expected

ord switchgear feels durable and different coloured plastics give dashboard a quality look

¥ gearchange which is positive and ide-
ly weighted. However, you'll need a
g stretch of road and a set of earplugs
you want to work the Honda to the
{ll; the second stage of the VTEC system
1ly comes into operation at 5,000rpm.
it let the engine spin on to nearly
D00rpm and you’'ll be amazed at the
pount of power on tap.
There’s more good news in the han-
ing department, where Honda's chas-
i engineers have excelled themselves.
|e Prelude feels as much at home pot-
ang around town as it does blasting
mg a country road. Although the idea
active four-wheel steering is nothing
w. Honda has constantly refined its
item and made it better than ever for
* current Prelude. At low speeds the
ir wheels steer in the opposite direc-
n to the front pair, giving the cara re-
irkably tight turning circle and mak-
¢ parking a doddle. Conversely, at
th speeds, the rear wheels steer in the
ne direction as the fronts, to main-
a the car's balance through corners.
he rest of the chassis is equally im-
ssive with complex double wishbone
pension ensuring maximum corner-
grip at all times. And although the
lude’s ride quality is firmer than the
geot's, it's on a par with its Ford and
rivals and rarely reaches the point
sre it becomes uncomfortably hard.
rall, the Prelude is simply too under-
ed for its own good. In a market
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where good looks are equally as impor-
tantas the ability of the car underneath,
the Honda - although great to drive - is
something of a disappointment.

FOR ultimate performance, none of the
other cars here can touch the Fiat. It may
have the smallest engine, but bolting a
turbocharger onto the fiveylinder unit
means it has the power to worry some
supercars. You can almost imagine the
engineers working out how much horse-
power they could put through the front
wheels without the car being danger-
ous. They decided on 220bhp, a whop-
ping 50bhp more than the Ford.

The Fiat unit's unusual fivecylinder
layout gives a harsh note which is more
refined than the race<ar howl of the
Prelude but not as silky-smooth as the
V6s of the Ford or Peugeot. Select first
and drive away gently and the Fiat seems
as fast as its rivals here - even before the
turbo cuts in. Get above 2,000rpm and it
suddenly feels as though someone has
shunted you from behind, such is the
rush of acceleration. The rev counter
needle whips round to the red line and
grabbing second quickly means the tur-
bo is kept spinning and the power keeps
coming. Between second and third it is
possible to catch the turbo off boost, but

P

Honda's carbon-fibre trim panel is only sporty touch; dials and switches are all standard fare

then all hell breaks loose again and
you'll be heading for the wrong side of
the law. This is all good fun, but the all-
or-nothing nature of the power delivery
may take some drivers by surprise.

Rain makes the situation even more
interesting. The chunky tyres do their
best but find it difficult to cope. On bad-
ly surfaced roads, even cautious use of
the throttle sends the wheels spinning
and itis a battle to keep the car pointing
in a straight line. Happily, the fight with
the steering wheel is made easier by the
quick-geared steering rack and the well
weighted power-steering, which imme-
diately communicates when the tyres
are finally giving up the battle for grip.

Not so inspiring is the shake felt
through the controls whenever the
front wheels hit a bump or pothole. An-
other hassle is the steering lock. Those
wide wheels and the quick rack mean
the Coupé struggles in tight parking
spots or on mini roundabouts. But learn
to use the throttle sensibly and the
Coupé will reward you with huge grip
and fine responses, although on the mo-
torway or around town the harsh ride
can become tiresome.

When it comes to bringing things toa
halt, the brakes are disappointing. The
Brembo callipers, visible through the
fourspoke wheels, suggest some serious
stopping power, but the long pedal trav-
el takes some getting used to and the
bite is never more than adequate. But

the Fiat makes up for its shortfalls with
design touches that will delight owners.
Inside, it shows the other cars here the
way forward. The Coupé’s dash is beauti-
ful with slashes of body-coloured metal
across the facia, dials which light up in
red at night, Pininfarina badges and
drilled alloy pedals. It’s a shame it does-
n't work better though, with fiddly mi-
nor controls and unsupportive seats.

The driving position is still too Italian
for the average Briton, with the wheel a
stretch away even on its maximum ad-
justment and the pedals too close, forc-
ing you to splay yourlegs . Despite the ex-
otic looks the inside is practical, with
enough room in the back for two adults
a big boot and even a ski-hatch to load
long luggage though into the cabin.

It has its faults, but you can't help but
be excited by the Fiat's looks and perfor-
mance. Squeeze the throttle to bring the
turbo in and power past slower traffic
and you'd forgive it almost anything.

PEUGEOT 406 COUPE

IF you look at it logically, the only rea
son for buying a coupé is because it
looks good. Take the Peugeot 406. The sa
loon costs less, has more room and goes
just as well, but still people hanker after
the sleeker model. Of course, we don't
blame them. Not much else this side of
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Slashes of colour across the dash liven up Fiat's cabin, but fiddly minor controls are a letdown

£80,000 looks as beautiful as the 406
Coupé. Luckily, the Peugeot goes almost
as well as it looks. The 3.0-litre V6 is the
largest engine here and, besides the blis-
tering Fiat, it is the best performing too.
It also has a far more sophisticated way
of delivering its power than the peaky
Italian, rorty Honda or refined Ford.
From lower in the rev range power
is instantly available, making cruising
effortless and dawdling in traffic bear-
able. It is silky smooth, with refinement
to rival some far more expensive luxury
cars. It may not be as exhilarating or
sound as sporty, but it is a welcome re-
liefon a long journey. Despite the refine-
ment, though, if you're in the mood for
some fun, try dabbling in the upper rev
ranges and the V6 is more than happy to
oblige for effortless overtaking or a bit of

Ford's stalwart V6 unit is smooth and refined

a back-road blast. Peugeot is renowned
for its chassis expertise, and this shines
its flagship model. The ride is supple
and absorbent enough to make you
think you're in an executive saloon
rather than a sporty coupé, but in a se-
ries of fast bends the 406 has negligible
body roll and will grip hard even under
harsh provocation. It can take bends at
speeds equal to any of its rivals here, but
does so with so little drama you'd swear
you're travelling at half the speed.

The steering feels a touch too light at
low speed, but weights up nicely as the
speedo needle climbsoryouturnintoa
corner. Other controls are light too, es-
pecially the gearstick. The brakes effort-
lessly wipe off speed, and although the
pedal feels a little over-assisted at first,
it becomes solid and reassuring from

. <

Honda's VTEC unit boosts power at high revs

speed. In the end, the refined nature of

the Peugeot 406's performance may be a
drawback for drivers looking for the ulti-
mate sporting coupé, but it makes the
406 a fine compromise between a grand
tourer and a driver’'s machine.

However, after the near perfection of
the exterior styling and engine, it is
hard not to be disappointed by the Peu-
geot's interior. The facia and seats have
all been transferred directly from the
saloon, which means it all works well
enough, but is about as exciting as day-
time TV. There are a few garnishes exclu-
sive to the Coupé, such as an alloy gear-
knob and chrome frames for the dials,
but they can't hide the cabin’s humble
origins. This topspec SE version has
smart leather trim, but the front seats
are 100 soft to support you during keen

Turbocharger powers Fiat engine to 220bhp

-

Peugeot's humble saloon origins are clear, despite features such as the chrome-ringed dials

cornering and the electric adjustment
won't lower the seat far enough to let
you get truly comfortable. The steering
wheel moves for reach and rake though,
and the pedals are perfectly placed. Gain-
ing access to the back isn't easy, as the
electric motors have to wind the front
seats slowly out of the way. And once set-
tled in the rear, anyone of average height
will be brushing their hairon the ceiling.
But these are minor gripes about an
otherwise great car. It may be the most
expensive coupé here, but consider that
the 406 offers the looks of a supercar
and the performance of a grand tourer,
and suddenly it seems great value. @

= - -

Peugeot’s 3.0-litre engine is superbly refined
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jugar translates bumps on bad road surfaces

T seemed Ford could do no wrong. At
svery launch it produced a car which set
ew standards. But it has dropped the
»all with the Cougar, which is all too
sbviously compromised by its US links.
ord’s coupé is a competent handler and
he V6 engine is a fine unit, but overall
he Cougar is less than the sum of its
yarts — it is not as good a grand tourer as
he Peugeot, nor as exciting as the Fiat.
But it does have the edge over the
onda. The Prelude does most things
ell, but is so dreadfully dull to look at
nside and out. In the style-conscious
oupé market, putting a competent car in
irab clothes means it’s bound to lose out.
Which leaves the Fiat and the
Peugeot battling for first place. Which
ou prefer is largely down to whether
ou want the Fiat's sporty feedback and
ywesome performance, or the Peugeot’s
ublime beauty and refinement. For us,
he 406 is almost as rewarding to drive,
hut will give you fewer compromises.

1  Peugeot 406 Coupé SE

# We like: Great looks, refined and
powerful engine, rewarding drive

= We don't like: Over-assisted
steering, poor gearchange, cabin

2 ' Fiat Coupé Turbo 20v

# We like: Fantastic turbocharged
engine, style, driver involvement

= We don't like: Uncomfortable
driving position, traction in wet

3 ' Ford Cougar 2.5 V6

# We like: Smooth V6 engine, body
control around bends, large boot

= We don't like: Fussy ride quality,
front seats, rear headroom

4 ' Honda Prelude VTi 2.2

# We like: Storming VTEC engine,
rear wheel steering, handling

= We don't like: Anonymous looks,
dreary cabin, poor driving position

| AUTO EXPRESS | 9September 1998

Prelude’s firm ride rarely gets uncomfortable  Fiat's harsh ride in town can become tiresome  Supple Peugeot feels more like luxury saloon

Ford Cougar Honda Prelude Fiat Coupé Peugeot 406
On the road price £24,500 (est*) £22,520 £22,800 £26,995
Engine V6 4cylin-line Scylin-line, turbo V6
Capacity 2,544¢cc 2,157¢c 1,998¢ 2,946¢c
Peak power 170/6,250 bhp/rpm 185/7,000 bhp/rpm 220/5,750 bhp/rpm 194/5,500 bhp/rpm
Peak torque 220/4,250 Nm/rpm 206/5,300 Nm/rpm 310/2,500 Nm/rpm 267/4,000 Nm/rpm
Transmission 5-spd man/fwd 5-spd man/fwd 5-spd man/fwd 5-spd man/fwd
Dimensions (L:h:w) 4,699:1,325:1,769mm 4,545:1,315:1,750mm 4,250:1,340:1,768mm 4,615:1,354:1,780mm
Fuel tank capacity 60 litres 60 litres 63 litres 70 litres
Insurance group Group 14 Group 17 Group 19 Group 17
Basic warranty 1yr/unlimited mileage 2yrs/unlimited mileage  1yr/unlimited mileage lyr/unlimited mileage
Service intervals 10,000 miles 12,000 miles 12,000 miles 9,000 miles
Recovery TBA 2yrs AA 1yr Fiat Assist 1yr Peugeot Assist
Auto Express Test results
0-60mph (secs) 85 76 6.2 72
30~70mph thru gears 8.1 7.0 5.9 6.9
30-50mph in 3rd 46 5.2 43 &7
40-60mph in 4th 6.5 6.8 5.2 6.8
50-70mph in 5th 10.0 9.9 6.3 9.4
Max speed 140mph 142mph 155mph 146mph
Braking 30-0mph 10.Im 9.6m 9.5m 9.7m
Auto Express mpg 24.4mpg 24.3mpg 21.5mpg 23.9mpg
Government urban TBA 22.1mpg 19.6mpg 17.8mpg
Governmentextraurban  TBA 36.7mpg 37.2mpg 353mpg
Government combined 29.4mpg 29.7mpg 28.0mpg 259mpg
What you get for your money
Air-conditioning Yes Yes £1,184 option Yes
Airbag driver/passenger  Yes/Yes Yes/Yes Yes/Yes Yes/Yes
Anti-lock brakes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Alloy wheels TBA Yes Yes Yes
CD Player TBA Dealer option Yes Yes
Electric windows TBA Yes Yes Yes
Engine immobiliser Yes Yes Yes Yes
Leather upholstery TBA Dealer option £1,184 option Yes
Metallic paint TBA £245 option £246 £250 option
Remote central locking TBA Yes Yes Yes
Side airbags Yes No No £175 option
Auto Express star ratings
Performance 000 0000 C0000 0000
Ride 000 000 000 0000
Handling 000 0000 0000 0000
Style 0000 00 0000 00000
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