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OMPACT FAMILY CAR

WHEN Ford launched the Focus, it knew
exactly what the competition would be.
New generations of its two big rivals,
Vauxhall's Astra and the Volkswagen
Golf, were already on the scene and
looking mighty impressive.

Two prime tasks lay ahead. The Fo-
cus had to take on the mantle of the
Escort, one of the best-known names in
the business, and it had to at least equal
the very best which the compact sector
had to offer. Expectations were more
than high, not least because of Ford's re-
cent successes, such as its Mondeo, Ka
and Puma. Would the Focus be on a par
with—orbetterthan—the likes ofthose?
The short answer is yes, which is why it
wins our Compact Family Honour.

Ford’s new hatchback impressed us
from the moment we first opened its
doors.The styling is radical for avolume
sellerwearing the blue oval badge but, if
the ghost of the Escort was to be laid to
rest, it had to be. Don’t for one moment
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see the Focus as just an evolution of the
Escort—itis acompletelynew carwhich
outshines the old stager in every way.
And now, there’s more than the hatch-
back to consider, as saloon and estate
models were launched earlierthis year.
Settle into the comfortable yet sup-
portive driver's seat, adjust it to suit
your frame — similarly, the steering
wheel— andyou quickly feel at ease.
The amount of work which Ford has
put into the interior is obvious from the
outset — only the Golf can trump it on
quality of finish, and that is no bad re-
flection onthe Focus. The faciais logical-
ly and clearly laid out, with nothing com-
plicated or hidden away. Neat touches,
such as the boot release beside the in-
strumentbinnacle, are evidentthrough-
out the car. There’s plenty of space in-
side for people, and a good-sized boot
for their luggage. The rear seat splits
and folds for added flexibility, although
that’'s now expected in this market. A

What makes a winner:

In this category, our victor can offer an outstanding combination of space,
quality, performance, dynamic ability, safety and style —all at the right price

choice of four 16-valve petrol engine
options power the Focus, ranging from
14 to 20-itres. All of them are lively
motors which offer solid performance
and give the Ford a decent turn of
speed. With no true sports models
available as yet, the emphasis is on all-
round capability rather than outright
speed, yet the Focus is far from dull. Re-
finement is impressive until you stray
towards the red line, which means the
vast majority of drivers will be more
than happy with its performance.

There is also one diesel engine — a
turbocharged 1.8-itre unit — which is
a huge improvement over Ford’s previ-
ous oil-burners regarding both perfor-
mance and refinement. Whichever en-
gine option you choose, the Focus is
remarkably easy to drive. Controls are
light and responsive but have a firm,
linear action. The power-assisted steer-
ing is direct and easy on the arms, but
gives an enthusiastic driver plenty of

feedback. Indeed, this is an example
of one of the car’'s main attractions.
Whetheryou are adriverwhojust wants
to get from A to B or a would-be Colin
McRae, the Ford goes about its business
in an assured and competent manner.

Dynamically, the Focus leads the
compact class. It is also one of the most
precise and satisfying mass-market
hatchbacks ever. Ford should be very
pleased that it has managed to give
the car a combination of spirit and true
ability without detracting from its every-
day, user-friendly nature.

In the areas of handling, ride and
interior space, the Focus leaves others
trailing. Performance fromtheZetecen-
gines is good and, even if you don't par-
ticularly like the styling, you must surely
accept there are those who will love it.
Ergonomically, the Ford is up there with
thebestand, ifit doesn’t quite matchthe
Golf for quality of materials and finish,
it's a close-runthing. What’s more, such



unseenbutvital aspects of a car as safe-
ty, security and ease of access haven't
been ignored. It matched the best in its
class in recent NCAP crash tests, and
boasts Ford’s latest security. We particu-
larly liked such features as the ‘driver’s
dooronly’ unlock, fitted in additiontothe
usual alarm and immobiliser.

Choosing a winner in the compact
family sector was far from easy — the
Astra and Golf are both excellent cars —
but, inthe end, the sheer strength ofthe
Focus’s attractions and ability saw it
through. Goodbye Escort, hello Focus —
anew people’s champion has arrived.

Price range: £13,000 - £16,000
Engines: 1.4, 1.6, 1.8, 2.0-litre petrol,
1.8-litre turbodiesel

Body style: Three/five-door hatchback,
four-door saloon, five-door estate
Favourite model: 1.6 Zetec

How much? £13,000

How fast? 115mph; 0-60mph: 10.9secs




great cars entered the 1999
press car of the year award.
year they might have won.
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~ don't take our word for it, book your own test drive. the new fordfocus « (%;;(i




