Four-wheel-drive of the Year

Suzuki Grand Vitara XL-7: A truly useful off-road business tool

Suzuki has engineered a remarkable vehiclesin
the XL-7 = onethat should have strong appeal
o companies aeeding. or liking the!idea of
having, four-wheel-drive wagons in the et

There was some quite sUll competition in
the segment this vear, what with the Ford
Escape and Magzda Tribute, the V6 and BMW-
diesel-engined versions of Land Eover's
Freelander, Renault Scenic BX4, the BMW X5,
Ford Explorer, Jeap Cherokee and Hyundai
Santa Fe (the last two, liming-wise, just slip
inlo contention this year, one al the starl, the
other at the end),

Butl whichever way the pack was shuflled,
the judges kept on turning up the XL-7

The XL-T has been designed in such a way
as o be very appealing (o the business mar-

town and on New Zedland's typical-tight off-
road tracks:

While Suzuki ftaces is marh-llngq mpha-
gis on ils p['ljlﬂl’*lﬂi‘T}lBﬂ capacity, both
Compeany VEHIGLE & ;u;?ﬁ(muﬂ publica-
tion, N WD, ‘kmm iﬁ:xlﬁ seals almosl
as an inc |[I='|[.H-T

Where wmw fh{' whu le shines — anid
this is where it is going Lo score in the feel
markel big-time — s its ability Ww/varey [or or
five people apd. deegnt laad. Most 9WDs of
this size don'bhave a huge amount of luggage
or equipment space unless the rear seal is
[olded, or partly folded. There ullLu ]ﬂﬁ o he
A compromise — ong we've oflen !im o=
selves. Either take hur orftfive pegpigand
limitatheni o very [0 Juggage, or take a

ket, although perhaps nol quite in the wavi degent amount of-Wggase and/or gear, and cul

Suzuki had in mind.

What they did was take a VG Grand Vitara
— a tried and true product that is already a
Mleet 4WD lavourite — gave it a littde more
power and a big stretch o wren it into what
may be fairly regarded as @ troe seven-sealer.

But although the vehicle has had a signifi-
cant lengthening, the other vital dimensions
are the same, or almost the same, as the
Grand Vitara. so the overall package is sull
quite compact — an advantage-tolh around
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‘haek on the personnel — which usually means

Laking a second vehicle,

The XL-T eliminates the compromise and
when only ong or two people are on board, the
CArgo Space Verges on enormous.

The XL-7 offers another important advan-
tage, too, Its longer wheelbase endows it with
a superior ride W the Grand-¥itara or other
vehicles ol is-gemeral size. and, for the most
part, has better handling. lis V6 molor, an
uprated version of the one in the Grand Vitara,

15 well able to handle the performance
demands of a laden vehicle,

Today's light-medium 4WDs are appearing
without low-range gearing and, oflen, with elec-
tronic alds 1o assist with traction in slippery
conditions. The lack of low-ranga is an acknow]-
edpement by the manufacturers that lew of the
vehicles go off-road. or very far off-road.

Rightly or wrongly, Suzuki clings to its sep-
arale-chassis construction, with a proper low-
range gearbox, no traction aids land a solid
rear axle, coil sprung, where mostof its rivals
have ngWgone all-independent.

A recemt group test of the light-mediom
Visf8ee later in this issue) confirmad that the
Stizuki pays a small penalty in ride quality for
its less-sophisticated sctop. But off-road, the
Suzuki shone, bettering all of its rivals and
proving thal the “old fashioned” 4WD attrib-
utes of good wheel travel and articulation and
pood low-speed control are still the way 1o go,

When the new lorest has been surveyed, the
remole microwave lwep repaired Or the guests
delivered to-the iunting kodge, the XL-T is still
Menty smart enough for the boss o drive home
and for cred-conscious Kids o be seen in by
their friends outside the school pates,

The XL-7 has opened up a new category of
fleet vehicle and that alone makes iLa winner,



