4
]




Rover SDX Automatic

An unusual blend of exciting styling and practicality,
it’'s a smooth and satisfying car.




Weekend touring along the south-east coast, the Rover crossed the a fascinating museum. Right: the R6 engine justified the claims made
Breede river by way of the one-man pont at Malgas (main picture).  for it, after extensive local development, at the time of the Rover launch.
The ferry is propelled by pulling on a fixed cable, while walking along It never became hot or flurried under stress and the only time it missed a
one side. Above, left: outside the historic Drostdy at Swellendam, now  beat was when the plug connectors became loose. . .

FEW, IF any of CAR’s long term test
cars have aroused such keen interest
as the Rover SDX, long before we took
delivery. The car represented such a
striking breakaway from previous Rovers
and, indeed, from conventional design
concepts for a large family saloon, it
had won so many awards overseas and
been so sniped-at by competitive forces in
this market, that we were keen to see
how it would acquit itself in every-
day use.

In this respect, a normal road test
tells you only so much. You have to live
with a car, using it to meet your family
and business travelling requirements, be-
fore you can assess its real worth.

What would it be like to live with
that exotically styled body? Would it
be a satisfying car on the open road?
Would we tire of the styling, or find
those steeply raked front and rear screens
impracticable? How would that large
convertible luggage area work out in
practice? How would the South African
developed R6 motor perform and
behave? Would the car prove reasonably
light on fuel, in mixed commuting/open
road use?

Now, just over a year later, our bright
yellow Rover is on its way out, having
completed 20 000 km as everyday
transport for a family of seven — which
includes a comfort-loving bull terrier —
and we are all sad to see it go. In a word,
it's been a smooth, satisfying car that has
given no real trouble (see servicing
history later in this report) and its un-
usual blend of exciting styling and
practicality has given it something of a
split personality, without the negative

COSTS SUMMARY
Total distance covered . . . . 20 000 km
Total costs incurred, . , . .. R2 165,07
Costpermonth . . .. ...... 180,42
Cost per kilometre . ... ... 10,8 cents
Average fuel consumption ., . . . . 12,54

litres/100 km

connotations associated with Mr Hyde.

For commuting, weekend fun trips
or fast, business travel it has been a com-
fortable, strikingly attractive car that was
so light and pleasant to drive, it became
a firm favourite with Mum. On holiday
trips, it swallowed a great deal of luggage
without losing its agility or ride qualities;
and when we wanted to take the dog to
the vet, to collect bulky purchases from
the hypermarket or even lengths of tim-
ber for a home extension project, the
car's rear seat folded flat to provide a
spacious, carpeted load tray which
swallowed every cargo without problems.

Its fluent bodywork did not soil
quickly and the car proved quick to
clean: even the white dog hairs — which
stick like glue to some thickly piled
carpeting. . .

Of course, it was not the perfect

FUEL CONSUMPTION
In the course of our 20 000 km test,
the following fuel consumption figures
were recorded (in litres/100 km):
Fuel consumptionoverall . . ... 12,54
Best achieved (on open road) . . .10,50
Worst achieved (winter
commuting) . . ........... 14,90

motor car — that has yet to be designed —
and there were a few irritating problems
of a minor nature. But if we were asked
if we'd buy a Rover, when shopping
for a car in this size and price range,
the answer is a simple reflex: yes, we
would!

Two radios installed

When we collected the car at the com-
mencement of the test, it had been
fitted with a Philips combination set
featuring a stereo tape deck and an
AM/FM radio, as well as a Tedelex
Kourier 5000 CB set — selected because
its modular styling vibed neatly with the
dashboard design of the car. After an
initial burst of enthusiasm, when CB
was newly launched, we used the trans-
ceiver only for out of town trips when it
could have proved invaluable to summon



20 000 km test

PERFORMANCE

FUEL CONSUMPTION (litres/100 km):
Overall fuel consumption . ., 12,54
Best achieved (on open road) . 10,50
Worst achieved (commuting) . 14,90

OIL CONSUMPTION:

Qil used between services . Negligible

TYRE LIFE:

Make and type of tyre Dunlop SP 73

BIZ6:5 a5 e 185 SR 14
Tread remaining (front) . . . 50/56%
(rear). ... 51/43%

RUNNING COSTS

Petrol (2 518,92 litres). . . . R1 460,19
Lubricating oil between services, ., . —

TOTAL. . . R1460,19

TOTAL COSTS
Licensingete, . . . ........ R72,00
Insurances . . . ... .. ... 345,00
Petrolandoil .......... 1 460,19
Servicing and repairs . . .. ... 287,88
TOTAL. . . R2165,07

IMPERIAL DATA

Imperial measure equivalents of basic
operating data are given below for com-
parative purposes: :

Test distance

(20000 km)., . ... .. 12 427 miles
Fuel consumed . . . . 554,08 gallons
Average fuel economy

overall (20 000 km). . . . . 22 m-p-g

Total costs per mile, . . ,17,42 cents

SERVICING AND REPAIRS
(Parts and labour)

1 000 km service:

(Oils and filters only). . . . . R18,00
5 000 km service:
(No extras required) . . ... . 29,98

10 000 km service:
Windscreen washer
checked (nfc) . . ........ 76,16
15 000 km service:
(Cigarette lighter replaced, rear
parcel tray riveted and master

cylinder overhauled (nfc) . .. 33,32
20 000 km service:

(Intermittent fault in heater

fan relay traced, and repaired

(R15,00): two-day service . . 130,44

TOTAL SERVICING COSTS . R287,90

INITIAL COSTS

Original price {July 1979) . .R10 570,00

Registrationfee , . . ........ 10,00
Licence (1vyear). . . ........ 42,00
Numberplates. . . ......... 20,00
Insurances (one year)

Third Party: .« o waiv e v 22,00

Comprehensive (see below) . 323,00
TOTAL. . . .10 987,00
{NB: Original cost and depreciation cost
are not included in the operating cost
figures. Comprehensive insurance is
based on a quote for a driver aged over
25 earning maximum No Claims Bonus,
using the car for both business and pri-
vate purposes, For private use only,
the quote was R223,00).

With rear seat folded and luggage cover removed, the Rover p

rovides an enormous load space

which was used frequently for transporting hypermarket bulk shopping, the dog to the vet or

lengths of timber etc for a home extension project.

help in an emergency. On the othel hand,
the combination set earned its keep
throughout the test.

For personal preference, we would
have taken a manual transmission car,
simply because we enjoy gearshifting,
like Leyland’s five-speed gearbox and
enjoy the taut engine response that is
never so evident in an automatic model.
But Leyland wanted us to take the
automatic — possibly because they wel-
comed the chance to prove its efficiency,
when coupled to the R6 engine — and
despite the fact that an automatic trans-
mission involves an inevitable fuel con-
sumption penalty that normally works
out between 12 and 15 per cent.

In the event, our test distance involved
a fair amount of heavy traffic, and in
these conditions the Borg-Warner trans-
mission significantly cut the driver's
stress levels, It performed faultlessly
throughout the 22 000 km we drove the
car, producing silk-smooth changes that
were so well timed that the manual
override was normally only used to in-
crease engine braking on the occasional
descent.

While there was enough “grip’’ from
the torque converter to hold the car
safely stationary on moderate inclines
without a brake, there was negligible
creep when the engine was idling on a
level road — partly because of the slow
but reliable idle speed of the six-cylinder
engine — about 600 r/min.

On the other hand, there was a per-
ceptibly greater low speed “‘slip factor’’
than would be found in some automatic
powertrains; but few drivers would notice
it. The Rover responded instantly and
smoothly to light or heavy throttle de-
mand from a standstill, making it faster
than most cars away from a robot, even
if the “racers’ did pass it easily enough,
50 metres further on. '

At the other end of the scale, the
transmission locked up firmly when the
engine speed rose and provided a nicely
direct drive- when the car was travelling

fast on the open road. In these condi-
tions, the Rover really came alive to
display thoroughbred handling: it had a
fine sense of balance through the bends,
whether light or fully laden, and appeared
unstressed when being cornered quite
hard — which contributes heavily to ac-
tive safety.

Long runs were invariably fun, and the
driver became less tired than usual. While
there are certainly faster, quicker ac-
celerating cars around, few of them
communicate so satisfyingly with the
driver. . .

Just at first, the ultra direct, powered
rack and pinion steering system proved
a little disconcerting. It is higher geared
and lighter than you expect, so that
you tend to over-correct when nego-
tiating tightish corners. However, you
soon adjust and once you acquire the
sports car technique of light, finger-
tip control, you exploit the system'’s
accuracy to enjoy nimble handling quali-
ties that are refreshing in a car of the
Rover’s size and mass.

Heating and ventilation systems are
efficient, the ride quality is good and the
variable rate rear coils maintain it, right
up to the fully laden state. Some of the
credit goes to the Dunlop SP 73 tyres
which look good, run quietly and grip
tenaciously on dry or wet roads.

The car’s unusual interior is comfor-
table to live with and wears well. Visi-
bility was good and the sleek, sloping
screens involved no snags, so long as
you refrained from putting brightly
coloured objects on the rear parcel
shelf. The only “interior” criticisms
worth mentioning involve such points
as the location of the cigarette lighter
which, set vertically in the console,
tends to collect grit on a seaside holi-
day. Ours jammed “on’ and then over-
heated until the plastic melted! More-
over, neither the dash pushbuttons nor
the gear selector lever are illuminated
and in the former case, you can find
youself selecting rear foglights instead
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The interior was comfortable (left) and wore well in use and the steeply

o

reflections. The Rover was shod with fat 185 SR 14 Dunlop SP 73

raked screens involved no problems, as long as brightly coloured objects tyres (right) which were quiet in use and gripped impressively over all
were not carried on the rear parcel shelf — when they tended to set up kinds of surfaces, including greasy-wet tar.

20 000 km test

of the rear screen heater, after dark. . .

The rear seat proved unusually com-
fortable for long or short journeys,
with well shaped squab and backrest,
and plenty of legroom, but its release
catch (for folding it away) should be
much easier to reach.

The electrical central locking system
won general praise for its convenience
and anti-theft role, but its mechanism
should have been made to work more
quietly, to earn full marks. Although
the rear door solenoid always did its
job, the manual key action lacked suffi-
cient leverage and was so stiff that a
lady driver experienced real difficulty
in working it.

Refined six-cylinder

Centrepoint of the test, for us, was the
R6 engine, which had undergone inten-
sive South African development, before
passing rigorous test programmes and
being accepted by Rover in Britain.
In the form in which this 2 623 cm3
unit was first built, after the manufac-
turing plant had been obtained from
Australia, there were grounds for cri-
ticism, and would-be detractors of the
new Rover seized on this to suggest that
these snags would persist in its new
application.

The engineering improvements de-
veloped at Blackheath significantly up-
rated the cooling and lubrication systems
while tightening up bearing tolerances
and quietening the overhead camshaft
and its drive train. The motor was tuned
to deliver 82 kW at only 4 750 r/min,
with 201 N.m of torque available at
2 500 r/min.

Our test has validated the claims
made for the R6 motor in our Special
Report on the Rover published in April
1978 at the time of its launch. The engine
has run like a Rolls — refined, quiet

and with oil pressure and coolant
temperature that never batted an
eyelid, even when the car was flogged
hard with a roof rack load in a summer
heatwave.

It always started easily, preferring

a very brief, full choke, and pulled
sweetly and reliably through its warm-
up cycle.

Moreover, it never required topping-
up between oil changes and the only
“engine incident”” occurred when the
car had been left overnight at the air-
port, in heavy rain. When the car had
dragged itself reluctantly to the car park
cash office, firing on about half its cy-
linders, we decided to press on in the
hope that the plugs would clear.

In fact they didn't and when we
reached home, we plugged in a lead lamp
and investigated with some concern,
because the next day the car was needed
for an 800 km trip to Uitenhage. But
the problem was simple if mysterious:
all the HT lead plug connectors had
become loose and a little finger pres-
sure’ restored equilibrium. The car
never missed another beat!

As our tables show, the Rover used
just over 2 B0O litres of fuel for the
20 000 km, for an overall average of
12,54 litres/100 km — which we felt
was very satisfactory, in view of the size
of the car and the high proportion of
commuting and short town runs. Running
lightly loaded on the open road at brisk
cruising speeds, it recorded 10,5 litres/
100 km, while the worst figure, attribu-
table to city use in cold weather, worked
out at 14,9. When used for a long, fast
trip with a full load — four children,
a bootful of luggage and a trunk on the
roof — the Rover’s consumption fell
consistently between the two extremes —
averaging 12,2 — 12,4 litres/100 km.

The 70-litre fuel tank thus provi-
ded a cruising range of up to 660
km, depending on speed and load fac-
tors. Its erratic fuel gauge made it ne-
cessary to use the odometer, when

driving on a nearly empty tank.
Little extra service work

All servicing was carried out at Porter
Sigma, Paarden Eiland and the car re-
quired little attention outside the scope
of the standard schedules. The work
was well done and our only criticism
applies to the time and inconvenience
involved — two services involved a two-
day routine (which we were not advised
of when we made the booking); and
we experienced long delays at reception.
We found we had to allow half an hour,
to divest ourselves of the car, in spite
of booking in advance — which usually
required a two-day notice.

Total servicing costs worked out
(see tables) at only R287,90, of which
the 20 000 km service accounted for
R130,44. No extra attention was required
at the 5 000 km service, the 10 000
service involved only one minor com-
plaint (of slow screenwasher action,
which persisted throughout the test)
and at the 15 000 service we had a new
lighter installed (free of charge!) and
the rear parcel tray repaired.

This folding cover had come apart
at its hinge under the heavy work load
we had handed out and the agents riveted
it up so badly that it soon failed again. It
was easy to see why: the rivets had been
clumsily located right on the edge of the
material, where they must have been
pulled half way out, even before the car
left the workshop. To minimise
inconvenience, we promptly clamped and
re-riveted it ourselves — a job that took
half an hour and achieved a permanent
repair,

At 13 950 km the brake warning
light came on brightly — which indicates
low fluid levels, as opposed to handbrake
being left on, when it glows less ener-
getically — and we discovered the dual
master cylinder needed 200 ml of hy-
draulic fluid, to bring it to a safe level.
We drove straight to the dealership but
they could find no leak and we took the
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The wide centre console concept worked well
in practice. The only snag was that the cigarette
lighter became jammed with sand on holiday
and overheated. It was replaced free of charge
at the next service.
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The rear boot lock (above) provides inadequate
leverage for the key and some lady drivers
could not work it. But it never failed to
respond to solenoid action when the central
locking system was used and most drivers mere-
ly mentioned the unusually stiff key. One of
few mechanical problems was a loss of brake
fluid at 13 950 km, which was immediately
detected by the Rover's safety circuits. The
master cylinder (below) had its seals replaced
at 15 000 km.

nent repair. The rear
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car back later the same day “‘as was".

However, by the time the 15 000 km
service arrived, the fluid was again low
and they then replaced the master cy-
linder seals, which put an end to the
problem. Faulty seals could occur on any
brake system, of course, but at least
the Rover's safety warning system picked
up the problem before it could become
nasty. . .

The only other snags worth mention-
ing were two loose electrical connections
and a rebel door spring. The first oc-
curred at 6 097 km when the charge
warning light began to glow, the indica-
tor action became sluggish and the volt-
meter needle started lying doggo until
we had been driving for 5 to 20 minutes,
when it would suddenly swing into
action.

When we ran the car straight to the
dealers, we were chided for not being
able to produce our coupon book on the
spot — it would mean someone looking
up our records! — but the loose connec-
tion on the main feed wire from the al-
ternator was soon found and rectified,
while we waited.

Our second intermittent circuit was
the heater fan which went into limbo
soon after the 15 000 km service, When
we tried to return the car it promptly
righted itself, leaving no symptom to
search for, and this problem persisted,
on and off, until the 20 000 km service,
when a loose connection was put right
on the heater fan relay at a cost of
R15.

Rebel door spring

The door spring came to our notice
at about the same time — we found
the driver's door flapping loose in the
breeze, with the spring and cam plate
that would normally keep it open,
lying beneath the hinge plate. How or
why these parts ever came out, we never

i -Tii'"é Iqs;age area cover (above) proved useful but its hinge became detached after heavy duty.
+After the agents had had a go with short-lived results, we re-riveted it ourselves to obtain a perma-
‘seat catch (below) proved rattle

free but should be easier to reach.

managed to establish because the dealer-
ship had never had another case and had
some difficulty replacing the bits, until
they hit on a workable method.

When we collected the car after the
15 000 km service, we noticed the com-
bined CB/radio aerial bent at a drunken
angle. Nothing had been said but when
we queried the point, someone admitted
that the aerial had been bent (and
broken) before the car had been put
through the automatic washer — an
automatic procedure, unless you vetoed
it! They replaced it without charge at
a subsequent visit.

At the conclusion of the test, the
SDX remains virtually as smart as it was
a year ago. The cloth and vinyl seats have
not noticeably snagged, the thick car-
peting and trim comes up like new after
a little attention and the paintwork is
sound, with no detectable incursions of
rust. The only visible corrosion has af-
fected the exhaust system and the bright
trim round the rear window, which is
tending to develop rusty-looking edges
between cleans.

The Rover’s exhaust system produced
a pleasant deep-toned burble of the kind
that tempts the driver to play tunes. It
developed no “noise” leaks during the
test but the tailpipe became badly rusted,
to the point where it began to disinte-
grate.

Within the limitations of a 20 000 km
and one-year test, we feel the car has
justified the claims of its designer, David
Bache, who declared "It may be more

difficult to achieve high standards with

a simpler design, because more intensive
development is needed; but the results of
this effort are well worth while, because
of the easier manufacturing and ser-
vicing which follows."”

The Rover is certainly not a complex
car, by modern engineering standards.
But it is definitely refined. L]




