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AbstrAct

This paper uses introspection and deconstruction as tools to understand how that decisions to purchase cars are made and how a person’s preferences evolve in the long run. After a discussion of the credibility of introspective accounts, it offers a lengthy account of experience with 18 cars over a 30-year period that involves motoring in the UK, Australia and New Zealand. It draws attention to the impact of institutional differences between these markets and changes in personal circumstances, as well as changes in the consumer’s knowledge and means for gathering information. Throughout the account, attention is given to cognitive processes, such as the resolution of cognitive dissonance. A lengthy discussion of possible implications of this account is then presented. Many of these implications contradict conventional economic perspectives on consumer behaviour. The paper then concludes with reflections on the way that introspective research is to be used: not as an empirical ‘sample of one’ but as a means of identifying potential problems with existing theories and suggesting new hypotheses to explore more systematically.
1
Introduction

In the past, attempts by consumer researchers to analyse the buyer behaviour in respect of consumer durables has tended to focus on the kinds of information processing rules that decision-makers use. The oft-employed decision cycle concept makes it seem natural to focus on the origins of purchasing activities in the car buyer’s need to solve a problem and on the search, evaluation and choice procedures used en route to becoming owner of a particular vehicle. The criteria for defining the existence of a problem whose solution requires the purchase of a ‘new’ car and the procedures used en route to that purchase tend to be taken for granted. This paper takes the view that in reality the nature of a consumer’s involvement with cars, and the cars themselves, will change significantly during the course of their motoring careers. Over the long term, the problems that motivate a person’s choices of vehicles and the rules and processes used for coping with the challenges of the vehicle ownership process may change drastically. In this paper I attempt to take precisely such a long-term view by examining my own evolution as a motorist with a focus on how the experience of vehicle ownership, set in the context of a changing overall lifestyle and changing technological possibilities, affected how I came to purchase successive vehicles. The paper covers three decades during which I purchased eighteen cars of diverse kinds. It involves a motoring enthusiast ending up, in his fifties, driving cars that are very much of the ‘beige cardigan’ variety that get dismissed as boring and uninspiring ‘appliances’ by motoring magazines, despite no waning in my interest in motoring and no shortage of money preventing me from choosing vehicles that attract more kudos. How could this happen? The very long-term, historical perspective used to answer the question leads to findings sharply at odds the view of consumer behaviour that prevails in mainstream economics and which may have more general implications for those involved in understanding how the car market works.

What follows is inspired by what is known in the consumer research literature as the  ‘experiential’ or ‘hedonic’ approach to consumer behaviour. This approach has hitherto focused on consumption activities that involve aesthetic appreciation, such as gourmet cuisine, music, movies and the arts generally (Holbrook, 1995), or an intense and fleeting flow of experience, such as white-water rafting (Arnould and Price, 1993) or sky-diving (Celsi, Rose and Leigh, 1993). The study of biker subcultures by Schouten and McAlexander (1995) is a rare case of this approach being applied to consumption of a durable good (the Harley Davidson motorcycle). It is not a research strategy that would normally be applied to products with well-defined functions, such as a can-opener,
 or products that are consumed frequently as a matter of routine, such as cans of baked beans. 

This paper is thus predicated on the notion that for many people motoring is an intensely ‘involving’ experience in Laaksonen’s (1994) use of the terms: their cars are more than mere appliances and automotive consumption has strong emotional aspects associated with its significance for the cores of their personalities and everyday lives.  As an example of how this affects what consumers do, consider for a moment the fact that many people can take photographs of cars they have owned, photographs that were not taken purely to serve as illustrations for advertisement they devised to dispose of the cars in question. The photographs bring back memories of particular chapters or events in their lives to which the cars are connected and for which they have some significance. A car may be one of many thousands, or millions, produced of its particular model, but the particular vehicle has a unique significance in its photograph for the person or family to which it belonged at the time. As evidence of this, the paper includes photographs of all the cars in my own life. It is also noteworthy that consumers, myself included, even take photographs that ‘capture’ the cars that they rent for vacations, to which they have no enduring attachment in terms of ownership.

It could be highly inappropriate to apply the experiential approach to a motorist who genuinely saw a car merely as a means of transport and whose approach to buying a vehicle simply entailed employing a decision rule such as the following: ‘Buy the top selling model and replace it with whatever is the top selling model when the warranty expires’. However, an experiential approach to motoring could also be useful for understanding cases in which consumers come to regard their cars merely as appliances as a consequence of their motoring experiences rather than because they consumer naturally tended to take a utilitarian view of such tangible products. To some degree, that is what happens in the present case. Even in the case of someone who dismisses cars, as my mother did, as ‘boxes on wheels’, an experiential approach might be a means for revealing the roots of their failure to connect with a piece of modern life about which so many others feel passionate.

Before proceeding to the body of the paper, it is important to establish the credibility of what is presented via its introspective approach. It would be perfectly possible for the researcher to write an account of their behaviour that had significant and deliberate fictional content, as a means of supporting a theoretical proposition that is otherwise difficult to test. Unintended fiction is also something about which readers need to be concerned: key aspects of the researcher’s account could have been forgotten due to the passage of time since the events took place, and erroneous connections may have been made between those elements of the process that have been recalled with accuracy. Cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) and Elster’s work on the ‘sour grapes’ phenomenon (Elster, 1983) are significant here: the mind is prone to twist its perceptions in ways that remove inconsistencies or downplay the attractive aspects of rejected options.

The subjectivity of opportunity cost assessments and the partly unobservable process by which decisions are reached inherently means that introspective researchers need to garner the trust of their readers. Witnesses might be called upon to verify statements that the researcher made or behaviour in which they engaged during the process in question. Such testimony is unlikely to be easy to come by where, as in the present case, the case covers thirty years and consumption in three countries. Moreover, potential witnesses have little incentive to try to remember facts that the researcher can remember and may even have incentives to concoct alternative accounts (as where the researcher’s potential witness is an estranged former partner—something of which I am only too aware from bitter experience with my second ex-partner). Fortunately, the particular context of the present paper includes three factors that should help the researcher’s account achieve credibility.

First, the nature of the account is such that it is clear it covers an area that is of high involvement for the researcher: not only does the researcher display an abnormal knowledge of the area, but the account reveals often painful connections between his use of that knowledge and the state of his personal relationships. The chances of the researcher’s memories having not decayed are increased if involvement resulted in frequent reflection about past choices and experiences in this area, as this repeated firing up of particular neural connections will help the brain to maintain them (cf. the theory of the brain offered in Hayek, 1952). The writing of the present paper has been part of this process of exercising the researcher’s memory, since it has taken more than a decade to get it to the current form. The first version, a failed attempt to produce something short enough that would be fit for a journal, was written in 1999. It was updated and expanded in 2006 within the less inhibiting frame of a potential chapter for a book to be called ‘Introspective Economics’, before being further updated and extended in a more genuinely Proustian manner into the present version in February 2010. 

Secondly, the complexity and richness of detail of the ‘much too long version’ may be taken to imply fact rather than fiction. To flesh out a significantly fictional account around the skeleton of an actual sequence of vehicle ownership would take far more time than to write down an account that flows freely from the memory of the researcher. There are significant career incentives to limit the time spent on writing this sort of work instead of papers that can be published in well-ranked journals, so a rational scholar would choose an area where they can work rapidly with facts rather than being held up constructing fiction.

Finally, this is a case in which the researcher can play the economics equivalent of the ‘Humiliation Game’ that figures in David Lodge’s (1975/1978) novel Changing Places. The game described by Lodge is played by English Literature academics at a party. To win, a player has to confess to having not read a work of English literature that no one else will confess to having not read. In other words, it requires one-upmanship in being poorly read, something that professors of English Literature would rationally be reluctant to do in the presence of their peers. By analogy, the introspective economist can win credibility by demonstrating a failure to make choices that are rational in ex ante economic terms or by revealing errors of judgment that were discovered ex post and which could have been avoided by operating more like ‘rational economic man’ is supposed to operate. By making public aspects of their lives that ought to seem embarrassing to their peers, introspective economists can make a strong claim for their pubic accounts to be seen as truthful. The present case, I am embarrassed to say, scores very strongly on this count: here, the mainstream economic analysis of choice only ends up looking questionable as a guide to actual behaviour as a consequence of someone who should know better confessing to having taken a sequence of economically questionable decisions. So trust me, for often I did not know what I was doing! 

This is a very long paper, partly because of the inherent nature of experiential analysis, but its title also carries deliberately Proustian allusions about the potential to expound at great length in this context. I have attempted to summarise the lengthy account of my experiences via a single (but still large) table between the end of the account and the start of an extensive discussion of lessons from it in section 17. In writing this paper, I realized it would have been possible, with no length constraints, to come up with something thoroughly Proustian that would necessitate a quite substantial book. Indeed, I can recall the smells of different vehicles (rotting vinyl, the ‘new car smell’, and so on), and the tactile experiences of ownership, and memories of such things are triggered from time to time, just as with Proust’s proverbial Madelaine cake. Given that the sheer number of vehicles is a reflection of my involvement with this type of product, as probably is the extent of my recall, it seems appropriate to begin by reflecting on my prehistory as a motorist.

2
Prehistory of a motorist

Cars mattered to me long before I ever purchased one, but I have little idea why this is so. Though my surname is the same as legendary 1950s US automobile stylist Harley Earl, there is no family connection. My father was learning to drive and had an old car around the time I was born, a 1932 Austin Seven. However, I am not sure that I can remember riding in it, rather than merely imagining what my parents told me I experienced, namely, being driven from our home in Stevenage to see relatives in London, thirty miles away. My father sold it after failing his driving test and did not try to learn to drive again for nearly a decade. My first definite memories of being in a car are those of my toy pedal car when I was two and of being a passenger in my uncle Albee’s 1949 Chevrolet when I was about four. I remember clearly showing my Ladybird Book of Motor Cars (Carey 1961)—which I still have as part of my library—to my teacher, Miss Claxton, in my first year of junior primary school at the age of seven. She asked me to read some of it to her and when I got to page 10 and read, under the Morris Minor 1000, ‘It is also very economical on petrol’, she asked me if I knew what that meant. I went rather vague and she explained the term to me. I thus received my first lesson in the meaning of ‘economy’ in the context of motoring.
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Pedal Car, 1957

My father did not make another attempt to pass his driving test until early 1964, when I was eight. Again he bought a car before taking his test, a 1954 Standard Eight from one of his friends (aptly named Jimmy Morris, who was trading up to a 1962 Morris Oxford), who was teaching him to drive. After getting his licence, he replaced the Standard with a brand-new Ford Anglia at the end of that year and over the ensuing eighteen months I witnessed how frustrating it could be to experience Ford’s after-sales service. The Anglia was prone to stall and judder right from its first day and the problem—a poorly-cast carburettor that consequently was porous—was only sorted out, despite repeated trips back to the dealer, at my father’s expense, after the expiry of its warranty. Soon after, front seat belts became a requirement in the UK and the same Ford dealer’s first attempt to install the set of that my father purchased as a mail-order offer (from the original broadsheet version of The Sun newspaper, if I recall correctly) was so inept that, as my exasperated father put it to them, ‘Even a deformed dwarf wouldn’t be able to do them up’.
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  Standard Eight, 1964
                     Ford Anglia, 1965
Many of my best school artworks between ages eight and eleven revealed my fascination with cars: I can still recall drawing a Cadillac Eldorado competently in charcoal, sketching Paddy Hopkirk’s Monte Carlo Rally Mini Cooper ‘S’ on an alpine road, and an attempt at a three-dimensional see-through engineering-style drawing of a Triumph Herald. The last of these was inspired by ones I had seen drawn for other vehicles in motoring magazines such as Motor and Autocar at the municipal library and was based on my knowledge of that vehicle’s unusual underlying features such as its girder-frame chassis, in an age where monocoque construction was the new norm, and its transverse-leaf-sprung independent rear suspension. 

The knowledge of cars that I amassed from my reading by the time I went to high school was extensive. It also proved to be enduring. For example:

· When I saw the original Batmobile, I instantly recognized it as a one-off Lincoln Futura motor show vehicle from the 1950s, a picture of which I’d first seen several years earlier in one of my twenty-volume set of miniature books by Piet Olyslager (1961) on the history of motoring.

· In a tutorial discussion as a first-year student at Cambridge, I surprised my economic history tutor, Richard Overy, with my knowledge that Herbert Austin, made his first car while working at the Wolseley sheep shearing machinery company in Birmingham. Overy was in the process of writing his biography of Austin’s great rival William Morris (Overy, 1976) and I didn’t have the heart to tell him that my knowledge came from my childhood reading of another ‘Ladybird’ book, The Story of the Motor Car (Carey, 1962, p. 16).

· In 1984, on the day I arrived in Tasmania, I instantly recognized (and was amazed to see), on the streets of Hobart, twenty-year-old examples of Australian vehicles such as the Morris Major and Holden EH Special Sedan that I had read about as a child in my 1964 Observer’s Book of Automobiles (Manwaring ed., 1964). 

By age eleven I had also developed a serious collection of die-cast models and had begun an involvement with slot-car racing that lasted into my late teens. I was soon building my own models from brass and piano-wire to race at club level, either individually or, teamed up with similarly obsessed peers, in endurance events. At twelve or thirteen, I unsuccessfully entered a one-twelfth-scale wooden model in the young stylists’ competition run by Vauxhall Motors. 

Had I been keener on the sciences at school, I might well have gone on to become an automotive engineer rather than an academic economist.
 In a sense, the first lecture I ever gave was on how the internal combustion engine and transmission system of a car worked. This was as a public speaking assignment in my first year at high school. My reading on the car industry lapsed somewhat during my days as a university student but a few years into my first lecturing position I started buying Car Magazine both for pleasure and as a source of industrial case material. I became a long-term subscriber to it, as well as frequently purchasing Wheels and other Australasian motoring journals on leaving the UK. (Though I now rely on their websites, I have kept all of the magazines that I purchased during 1980–2008 and they are shelved for reference in my garage.) I remain completely incapable of picking up a newspaper without gravitating to the motoring section. Motoring and the motor vehicles industry have frequently figured in my published work (especially in Earl, 1984, 1986, 1992b, 1995a, 1995b). However, despite this background, I was a relatively late starter as a motorist and my extensive knowledge has not prevented me from making some pretty serious blunders with my choices of cars. 

Unlike my sister, who set out to get her driver’s license just as soon as she could, I was in no great rush to learn to drive. Though my father began teaching me to drive the family Morris 1300 soon after I turned seventeen, I did not rush to take my driving test. I waited until shortly before I went to university, around the time I nineteen, and failed—something that was an entirely novel experience for me as far as exams were concerned. My sister, almost two years younger, added to my humiliation by passing first time; she had been professionally taught after my father very quickly realized that attempting to teach her himself would be unwise. That dent to my self-esteem rather deterred me from having a second try and it was probably a good thing for my nerves that the next test came up just after the start of my first Easter vacation and I thus did not have the time to practice much and get worked up about it. On this occasion I passed but remained nervous about borrowing the family car to go solo during vacations, only doing so occasionally when I needed to transport my guitar and amplifier.

Almost four years elapsed before I bought a car. Undergraduates were barred from having vehicles in Cambridge unless they had a permit from the Motor Proctor, so hardly any of my contemporaries had cars. Even so, there was almost always someone whose car could be used for moving our musical equipment around, and it was only once that retrieving gear after a gig required the use of abandoned Sainsbury’s shopping trolleys. There was thus no real need to own a car and, in any case, the only way I could have afforded one as an undergraduate would have been to take a summer job, which conflicted with my intentions to spend my summers at home studying the guitar and reading economics. 

3 

A steep learning curve: 
1972 Ford Cortina GT (
£825, January 1979–£500, March 1981)

The need for a car only became apparent late in 1978 when I accepted the offer of a lectureship at the University of Stirling, almost four hundred miles from home. I faced the prospect of moving there, getting to work and making trips back to see my parents and friends, and the possibility of enjoying the Scottish highlands. My tutoring work as a postgraduate enabled me to accumulate enough money to purchase something not too terrible that would be suitable for such long-distance driving. However, the purchasing process was very different from the ‘extended problem solving’ view of consumer behaviour that textbooks of the time (the end of 1978) were leading their readers to expect. In fact, my behaviour was much more in keeping with the critique of textbook thinking offered by Olshavky and Granbois (1979). 

Although I spent several weeks trying to get a feel for the market by looking in the classified advertisements in the Cambridge Evening News, I only found one vehicle sufficiently intriguing to inquire about by phone, get on my bicycle and go to see it for a test drive. This was an eight-year-old rarity: a Bond Equipe 2-Litre coupe, essentially a Triumph Herald/Spitfire/GT6 chassis with a six-cylinder engine, clothed in a striking fibreglass body. Unfortunately, the owner had done a botched repainting job and I was also nervous about the heat of the gearbox against my leg. I might have taken the risk with a pristine example that would have been a better investment, but not for this one.

Very soon after, I discovered in conversation that one of the undergraduates that I was supervising was selling his car, a 1972 two-litre Ford Cortina Mark III GT, which had previously been his brother’s company car. That it had automatic transmission (most unusual for this model) did not put me off. My learning to drive had entailed the traumas of trying to cope with the dreadful transmission of my father’s front-drive Morris, in which it was almost impossible to change down from third to second without gnashing the gears, and where the sloppy gearbox gate made the task rather akin to stirring a spoon in a cake mix. The Ford seemed to go well enough: for insurance reasons, I only test drove it as a passenger, looking and listening out for anything untoward and otherwise keeping in mind what I had read about the model in the motoring press. It was a vast improvement on anything I had been transported around in, given that my experience before was essentially of smaller cars with smaller engines. I took the plunge—and rapidly began to discover how little I knew about what could go wrong with a car, even though I knew how a car worked in general terms.

With six months to go before leaving Cambridge for Stirling, I had little need actually to use the car but, as a postgraduate scholar, I could get a parking permit from my college. Lack of use revealed the shortcomings of the car’s battery and, of course, being an automatic, the car could not be push-started. The Automobile Association mechanic who jump-started it said, ‘I’d get that oil leak from the end of the camshaft fixed soon, or else the oil will rot the cam-belt through’: thus I discovered that oil leaks entailed more than just a mess and a need to keep the oil level checked. The brakes seemed to shudder a bit if used hard and, as I discovered when I put the car in for a service and the oil leak repair, they were suffering from badly worn disks that had not been attended to when the previous owner had belatedly changed the brake pads. I also had my first taste of problems of wheel alignment. The first service was thus an expensive affair, on top of bill for the new battery, and supplemented by two new tyres: I began to wonder what kind of margin of financial slack I would need to have.

Such concerns aside, the car successfully performed in the anticipated roles and I began to appreciate the freedom, comfort and privacy that car ownership provides compared with being dependent on public transport. With variable costs somewhat less than British Rail prices, I could choose when to travel, could listen to the radio, take more luggage and not have to wait in chilly stations or sit amidst passengers who were noisy or set me ill at ease (as with, for example, drunken soccer fans). The unaccustomed power of the car proved exhilarating and I frequently drove far faster than I ever expected I would—or should—have done, testing the capabilities of the vehicle and my command over it, sometimes to the alarm of visiting friends who had expected a more sedate view of the mountains. I also discovered that I was not particularly worried about the external appearance of what I drove compared with interior tidiness. Cleaning cars seemed a futile activity, except for removing the winter road salt, and I had seen how repeated polishing had removed much of the red paint from my father’s Morris. Far from being a therapeutic experience, washing the car was depressing: it made me aware of the automotive aging process as I discovered new signs of rust. I also discovered how difficult it is to touch up metallic paintwork discretely

The difficulties of living without a car were made very clear to me when I had to wait for major repairs after an oncoming car forced me to clip a rock side wall on a narrow bend near Loch Rannoch. Despite the low speed of the impact and limited external damage, this necessitated not just a wheel alignment and new tyre but a new front chassis cross member. If I had known the mechanical bills that lay ahead, I would have scrapped the car at that time. I only had third-party insurance and the seemingly superficial damage had led me not to push to obtain details from the other motorist (his aggression, claiming that I had been in the middle of the road, despite it being me that had moved to the side, didn’t encourage me to pursue this, either), so I ended up shouldering the bill myself. I reasons that if I traded it, in an ‘as is’ state, I could easily end up with another car needing a lot of mechanical work. Better the devil you know, or think you know. The car was off the road for four weeks due to delays in parts arriving and I got rather used to the hour-long walk to work.
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Ford Cortina GT on the weekend it was sold, 

Broomridge, Stirling, Scotland, March 1981

My strategy at that stage was to reduce anxieties associated with the risk of being expensively let down by the car (perhaps somewhere miles from home) by having it serviced at the local Ford dealer ‘by the book’, rather than entrusting it to cheaper, non-dealer service stations. After I had owned the car for 18 months, things got very expensive indeed. A trip south at the end of summer 1980 produced a vibration from the rear of the car, initially diagnosed as requiring a reconditioned differential. When that failed to make much difference, the Ford service manager advised a new propeller shaft, which certainly did the trick. Having paid out two-thirds the trade-in value of the car for these repairs I was left suspicious that the work on the differential had not really been needed. I did not know the term at the time, but I had bought a ‘credence good’ (Darby and Karni, 1973): at least that was one more thing that should last without trouble for a long while. Before heading south for Christmas, I fitted a new set of rear tyres and felt well set up for the future. One the return trip, however, the radiator burst just as I arrived home. Weeks later, the exhaust needed replacing, having rusted through a mere eleven months since previously being replaced. A few weeks later, I discovered that the spare wheel had gone missing from the boot of the car, presumably whilst having the exhaust replaced by the self-same firm that had fitted the new set of tyres (though of course I had no proof, having not looked in the boot in the interim), unless whilst at the radiator specialist.

4

Moving up: 
1977 Vauxhall Cavalier GLS Coupe 
(£2,395, March 1981–£1,200, May 1984)

The need to find a replacement spare wheel was the last straw in a seemingly endless stream of bills, disruptions associated with getting things fixed, and general feelings of lost self-esteem when at the mercy of repairers. The bills had been stressful in the context of Prime Minster Margaret Thatcher’s attempt to use monetarism to bring inflation under control. The rate of interest on my mortgage had gone up drastically, wiping out much of my discretionary income, and it was some time before the continuing inflation of my living costs was offset by an increase in my money wages. Even before the spare wheel vanished, I was considering alternative possibilities. I thought very seriously about trying to buy a brand-new Austin Metro E supermini, which was at the time about the most economical car on the market, to ensure I had much more predictable motoring costs. However, it was clear that I would have a pretty dreary motoring experience compared with what the Cortina offered on a good day. I was reluctant to increase my indebtedness to that end. Instead, I decided that I might be wise to minimize the use that I made of the Cortina and buy a bicycle for commuting to work. 

This happened at precisely the time that the local Volkswagen and Peugeot dealerships were consolidated to a single showroom and the excess of used stock was cleared via a ‘£500 minimum trade-in’ offer. I noticed in their advertisement in the local paper that amongst their pre-owned cars was a very reasonably priced, late-1977, Vauxhall Cavalier GLS Coupe—similar to one that Stirling’s Computer Centre manager used to leave near where I normally parked, and which I had long admired in the midst of smaller and/or older cars. I decided to take a brief look at it as I walked into town on the Saturday morning to investigate the cycle shops. 

Perhaps predictably, I did not get as far as the cycle shops.
 To my surprise, the car had a modest mileage, a full service history and, a rarity again, was an automatic, so I decided to try it.
 The test drive was impressive: compared with the Cortina, the car was clearly a generation further advanced in its design and instead of vinyl seating and trim, there was velour and fake wood inside. I signed up to buy it, with the Cortina (that the dealer had not yet seen, and whose spare wheel I never replaced) as trade-in. I walked home, rightly confident that on Monday the bank manager would loan me the rest of the money to pay for it. It was a cut above what most of my more established but less car-crazed colleagues drove and one of them, Peter Bird, always referred to it as ‘The Spivmobile’. (In English slang, a ‘spiv’ is a dealer of dubious repute.) 

So, once again, I had bought a car very much on the basis of a convenient coming together of events and without test-driving any alternatives. Yet I was absolutely delighted, convinced that I had got an excellent buy, so much so that I had did not even think to haggle over the price. That afternoon, I wrote the portion of The Economic Imagination (Earl, 1983, pp. 136–9) that discusses Steinbruner’s (1974, chapter 4) analysis of how the mind twists patterns of cognition to manage uncertainty into conformity with what one wants to believe. 
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Vauxhall Cavalier by the Lake of Menteith, Scotland, shortly after it was purchased, April 1981

I was justifying the car to myself in terms of the likelihood that it would cost me no more overall than the Cortina: I would be paying capital charges rather than a succession of repair bills. Yet I could not entirely remove from my mind the fact that this was a definite step up in the automotive world, into something not just more recent but quite distinctive and a former manager’s car rather than an ex-sales-rep.’s vehicle. My ‘real reason’ for buying it might indeed have been very different from the perceived need to solve the problems of avoiding the disruptions of living with the Cortina. What I could never know was whether, armed with its repaired transmission, new tyres, new radiator and new exhaust system, and within a regimen of scheduled services, the Cortina would then have given me a long run of largely trouble-free motoring until rust caught up with it. I never saw it again, but it has not escaped my attention that, in Australia and New Zealand, where rust is less of a problem, a few of these cars are still running, thirty years later. When a variant of it was used to signify the early 1970s in the TV series Life on Mars, memories of my time with it came flooding back.

In the event, my financial justification for buying the Cavalier appeared to be well conceived—so long as one ignored the awkward issue of uncertainty over the future running costs of its predecessor. It was generally reliable and by the time I sold it to my colleagues Alistair and Sheila Dow, slightly over three years later, its average cost per mile had indeed been no more than the Cortina, despite its depreciation, and the quality of the motoring was considerably greater. Its only unusual bill was for a new wheel and tyre, to replace one stolen from it one night in the university car park. This was something I discovered the hard way after trying to drive off unaware that the car was resting on a brick that had been put under the brake disc of the hub from which the wheel (the only one with a brand new tyre) had been removed. The security officer at the university’s reception to whom I reported it said others had suffered similar thefts; given this, and what had happened previously with the Cortina’s spare wheel, I might have been forgiven for wondering whether the attitude of Some Scots towards buying new tyres reflected the financial tightness that often figured south of the border in politically incorrect jokes. More likely, it reflected the depressed state of the economy. After that I bought a set of locking nuts but gave up using them after finding it impossible to get the wheels balanced with them in place, to cure the vibration that otherwise occurred. 
The only time the Cavalier frightened me mechanically was when the throttle cable started to stick while I was driving home from the south coast of England. Eventually, it really got stuck, on the busy A1 at Hatfield, as a consequence of having to use the ‘kick-down’ facility to get out of the way of a vehicle that had suddenly changed lanes in front of me. I had to think very quickly to avoid the sort of disasters that Toyota drivers were reporting in early 2010. I knew there was an Automobile Association post on the other side of the road if only I could get round the next roundabout and head south. I made it, but only after having to hold the car at the roundabout by putting both feet on the brakes and using the handbrake, as putting the transmission into neutral while I waited for a space in the traffic resulted in the engine trying to idle at its redline, suggesting it was going to blow up.

My parting with this car was due simply to moving to Australia. Spare parts would have been a problem had I taken it with me and I discovered I could have problems with getting it certified for use since the front seats did not have the built-in head restraints required by the Australian Design Rules. (I would have needed a set from the nearly identical Open Manta, whose seats did have head-restraints due to it being positioned more as a sports coupe; my Cortina GT, unlike its less sporty siblings, also had built-in head restraints). This was a another sign of the limited interest manufacturers in those days showed in the safety of their customers in markets where the State did not regulate them so much.) 

The Dows asked to put the Cavalier through an Automobile Association workshop report before buying it. The results surprised me—not because they identified that it needed a new steering box gaiter (that would be its third one) or some minor oil leaks, but that it made no mention that the car showed signs of being repaired following a major accident. My prospective buyers were aware of this prang. It had taken place one night two years earlier when I misjudge how tight a country corner was and went into a slide, which I then over-corrected—I had got out of practice at dealing with that sort of thing since selling the Cortina and adopting a more grown-up style of driving. The car had ended up crash-landing into a field several feet below the road, after taking out a fence post. All of the external front panels of the car had been replaced, as had some of the internal ones, and the passenger’s side had also required extensive panel-beating work due to the damage done by the fence post. I could readily point out telltale signs of all this, but the report did not comment about it.
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Vauxhall Cavalier in France, some time after I sold it

(From a photograph sent to me by Sheila Dow)
I often regretted leaving the Cavalier behind and travelled in it a number of times on re-visiting Stirling. There was no way better to rekindle the feeling of my period in Stirling than to borrow the car from the Dows and drive off into the highlands for a day. Having sold it to friends, I also enjoyed a more vicarious kind of ongoing consumption in that I was able to see what became of it and hear about the costs of keeping it going. After keeping it far longer than I did and putting twice the mileage on it that I had done, the Dows seemed somewhat abashed when divulging that they had sold it to a student. Its longevity, paradoxically, was probably due partly to the crash: the panels that got replaced after the accident were the ones that were the most prone to rust, so its frontal decay was delayed.
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No, I wasn’t suffering from jetlag: 
1974 Leyland P76 Super V8 
(AU$2,350, June 1984—AU$700, June 1991)
When I arrived in Tasmania in June 1984, I had two very different motoring strategies in mind as possibilities. Plan A to get something smaller, brand-new and state-of-the art; Plan B was to ‘go native’ and try out something uniquely Australian. A year earlier, as my finances improved due to salary increments and a pay scale that rose with the then-rapid inflation, unlike my mortgage, I had taken a test drive in a Fiat Uno and immediately realized why it had been so well received by motoring journalists: it was spacious, nimble and much more refined than I would have expected, and despite a much smaller engine than the Cavalier it was a vivacious performer. At that time, however, I decided it would be unwise to buy it as I was looking at job possibilities in Australia; in any case, I was still very happy with the Cavalier despite it now seeming to be from an earlier era of less clever engineering. Before I arrived in Hobart I knew that I would not find the Fiat there, as my colleague Peter Bird had visited Sydney during his sabbatical and had brought back a copy of Wheels for me. Anything small and new would have to be Japanese-designed. On paper, the best alternatives seemed to be the new third-generation Honda Civic or a Subaru station wagon whose part-time 4WD system might be wise for the bushwalking trips I hoped to do. I got as far as ringing up the local dealers for brochures on my first day at the office. A day later, however, I had already moved on to Plan B. 

My choice was a consequence of the depressed housing market during my time in Stirling, a result of the monetarism-induced recession. This meant that I had little to offer as a house deposit and would need to borrow most of the cost of a new car. After I had seen the bank manager, I realized that I was in a somewhat paradoxical situation: despite a huge increase in pay, I was going to need to drive something much older than the Cavalier I had just sold. Car prices were much higher and the willingness of banks to lend against property was less, requiring me to assemble a cocktail of loans merely to move up from a flat to a small house. Since I had to borrow a large part of my house deposit from the Campus Credit Union on a much shorter-term basis than the mortgage from the bank, I was not about to add further to my debts to get myself back up to the level of a three- or four-year-old car, let alone a brand-new one. With only a couple of thousand dollars to spend, I would be looking at something at least ten years old unless I bought an Australian-made Mini-Moke. I took a brief and very enjoyable test-drive in one of the latter, and emerged convinced that such a jeep-like vehicle was utterly unsuited for serious touring around, coping with the winter weather or surviving being hit by anything. 

For the money I intended to spend, the range of real cars was very restricted. I would be looking at quite rough examples of locally-made large sedans by Holden (Australia’s General Motors brand), Ford or Chrysler, often with three-speed column-change gearboxes that I saw as symbolizing an enormous technological backward step. After trying just such a 1972 Holden Kingswood, I knew I could not take that road. I could also get an Australian version of Mark III Ford Cortina, possibly even with a heavy 4.1 litre straight-six engine and huge prospects of poor handling. Actually, it was clear to me that this was the one thing I could not do, having previously had enough of being at Ford’s mercy. To buy a Cortina again would run counter to the economists’ notion of transitivity in choice, though if I did violate it, the difference in context would be an adequate escape route for any mainstream economist trying to make sense of my choice. For my part, a return to a Cortina would symbolize that I was going backwards. Such vehicles, or their close substitutes from other makers, were not something I could keenly ‘write home about’.

With this sort of logic limiting my choice set, there was only one solution, one that my new colleagues found quite astonishing and seemed inclined to put down to jetlag. It was to buy a 1973/4 Leyland P76 V8. This was the only uniquely Australian car I knew much about before arriving, as it had been the product of the last-ditch attempt to save Leyland Australia: a large car for Australian conditions. It won the Car of the Year Award at the end of 1973 and yet within a year it was out of production and the factory closed. Its affordability as a used car came from being seen as Australia’s Edsel. 

I had referred to it in my (1984) book which included the demise of British Leyland amongst its case materials and I was intrigued to know the truth about the product, since my British classic car magazine had indicated that the product had a false reputation for being tail-heavy. Its demise is explored in a case study in Kotler, Chandler, Gibbs and McColl (1989, pp. 672–80), based on post-mortem articles in Wheels magazine (faded copies of some of which I obtained years later from a second-hand stall in Hobart's Salamanca market, in a pile which included earlier issues containing the original road tests). These sources claim that what really killed this product was not its famously huge boot (or ‘trunk’ in US terminology) that made it look ungainly and tail-heavy from some angles but which, according to a widely-remembered advertisements, was big enough for the lid to be shut on a 44-gallon drum. Rather, there were terrible problems of insufficient dealer stock at its launch, production capacity below the break-even level, and, most of all, appalling quality control. Equipment for making the advanced aluminium V8 engine broke down and a large order backlog built up, as buyers were reluctant to switch to the six-cylinder model. The attempts to remove the backlog led to cars being assembled in great haste, with adverse consequences for quality. A sign of this was evident in the one that I bought: a four-speed floor-change manual P76 Super that had the dashboard of a column shift automatic P76 Executive! Parts were alleged to be so prone to fall off that the P76 became the subject of much humour and was, I soon discovered commonly called a Leyland P38 (‘only half a car’, it was explained to me). 
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Leyland P76, Blackmans Bay, Tasmania, August 1984 

(I took the photograph to send to my parents)

Within four days of arriving in Australia, I had purchased my P76, a one-owner example that had been traded in at the local Holden dealer, whose salesperson, Nick Osborne, maintained that they had just fitted a new head gasket. It was one of two they had in stock, and Nick could not contain his bemusement that I wanted to try them, and then the much newer Mini-Moke that he also happened to have. These P76s were the only two for sale in town at the time. With hindsight I regretted not buying the other one, an automatic model that had lost its rear window trim, had a leak from its windscreen and generally had a slightly more tatty air about it. Over the seven years I owned the car, its role in my life and the kinds of anxieties associated with it went through a variety of changes.

Relationship marketing

Owning the P76 was significant in developing my (1999) view of relationship-based marketing, focused on the idea that an organization that develops a memory of past dealings with its customers can better anticipate their needs. Very soon after buying it I realized that something was wrong with the way it rode, something I had not noticed during the test drive as I was concentrating on the rough and unfamiliar roads of the city in which I had just arrived. I asked the local service station to rebalance the wheels and received my first dose of P38 humour along with the advice that the driver’s-side front shock absorber needed to be replaced—I had forgotten to bump test the shock absorbers at the time of purchase—and that three of the tyres, all made by Dunlop, were out of true. I should have diagnosed the tyres myself, having read in Car Magazine complaints from Jaguar owners who had the misfortune to have Dunlop tyres fitted as original equipment. Having previously used Goodyear tyres in Stirling for no other reason than the depot being conveniently located, I set off in search of the nearest Goodyear supplier, vowing never to buy Dunlop. On arrival, I asked for new tyres and, thinking ahead, so I thought, to have both front shock absorbers replaced. The manager took one look at the car and said ‘Just the driver’s-side one; we’ve been looking after this car for many years and recently replaced the kerb-side shocker’. A subsequent re-examination of the service records of the car indeed revealed that the owner had been getting servicing performed by this depot, not merely tyres, suspension and brake work. I immediately felt a lot more comfortable with the car and, of course, returned there for any subsequent brake work and tyres.
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The P76 in 1985, Lyell Highway, near Derwent Bridge, Tasmania

Routine servicing was problematic, in that I could not apply my normal rule of ‘go to the main agent at the recommended interval and get the job done by someone who knows the product’. The closure of Leyland Australia so soon after the car had been launched meant that although the main spares, such as clutch cables, could be readily obtained, there was no factory-supported service network. A combination of inconvenience and convenience led me to the next best thing. According to the salesman, when I took delivery of the car, it had been ‘serviced’ but I soon discovered it was difficult to drive smoothly. Although the salesman could drive it perfectly normally, I produced ‘kangaroo’ style performance. Initially I suspected it might be something to do with my lack of experience in driving a high-powered car with a manual transmission. However, a few weeks later, after taking me to the airport for my first Australian conference of economists, my then-partner Sharon had the embarrassment of having the car completely refuse to run. She was rescued by a combination of the Royal Automobile Club (Tasmania) and the service station nearest to where we were initially living, which happened to specialize in maintaining British cars. It transpired that what the salesperson meant by a service was merely an oil change and addition of the warranty company’s protective additive. It had not included a new set of ignition points, spark plugs or a tune up and once this had been done the car was transformed. I thus learnt that Australian and English idioms could not be assumed to be identical.

I returned to Short’s Service Station thereafter, wherever possible. When the problem of uneven running recurred some years later, I made the mistake of taking it to the service station near to where we then lived. Their tune-up failed dismally as a solution, for they had not noticed what Andrew Murphy, my regular Short’s mechanic, subsequently spotted: a cracked inlet manifold that meant the car was running on only five cylinders. 

My attempts at being a loyal customer were thwarted after several years by the business changing hands when the owner Graham Short retired, which led Andrew to move on. Given this, and despite their failure over the cracked manifold, I then for reasons of convenience allowed my local service station to undertake routine maintenance. However, Andrew did not forget the car. Towards the end of my time in Hobart I received a phone call from him asking if I’d still got the P76, as he was looking for a lightweight V8 engine for his powerboat. He’d kept the car alive but now wanted to kill it! Though this would have been an easy way to sell the car, I could not be party to this wicked plan. I eventually sold the P76 to a colleague who ran it for a year or so before also leaving Tasmania. He later reported having been flagged down one day by the daughter of the original owner, who instantly recognized the unique yellow coach-line that her father had hand-painted along the side.

The clutch

If the P76 has a single fatal flaw, it was, for me, the clutch. This had a bad shudder problem when one pulled away unless it was used with extreme care, making it a nightmare in hilly Hobart. A typical mechanic would have diagnosed it as a sign that the clutch was about to expire, as indeed it did about a year into my ownership. However, Andrew tried three new clutch kits, and sent two back to the suppliers, before concluding that it was the design that was at fault: the mounting system simply had too few bolts to cope with the engine’s power. Despite the considerable work Andrew had put in trying to get it right, I was presented with a surprisingly modest bill (about AU$300) and, despite all the shuddering, the clutch was still going strong six years later.

Whilst the clutch was a major source of anxiety any time I had a hill start in the P76, it also could produce great drama because it was cable operated and every now and then the cable would snap, totally without warning. The first time it happened was the evening of the day I bought the car. Nick the salesman retrieved it—he knew how to drive a car with no clutch—and had it repaired the next day free of charge, thereby restoring his credibility in my eyes. The second failure, barely a year later, was close to home and I managed to keep going until I reached the local service station. The third, about a year after that, occurred on a very hot day near the university, as my then-partner Sharon was en route there to give me a lift home. This time, I decided to try to drive it home with no clutch, rather than hang around in the heat waiting for a tow. When I put the car into first gear and started the engine we rocketed away. I managed to change gears successively into fourth by letting the engine speed drop whilst in neutral, a kind of clutch-less double-de-clutching that was somewhat tricky without a tachometer. The journey continued without difficulty for ten kilometres on an unobstructed road, until I had to slow for a right turn up a hill. I judged the traffic lights well and did not need to stop but in the process of concentrating on avoiding stopping I found myself slowing and unable to change down. The car ground to a halt and, on the hill, would not do another rocket-style start. By rolling back into a driveway, and with the aid of Sharon and the house owner, I repositioned the car facing downhill for a different route home. I got it started again and drove successfully to the service station closest to home. There was just one problem: in the process of getting it restarted Sharon got left behind and walked the last couple of kilometres home. Given the heat, the walk and my having managed to leave her behind, I was decidedly unpopular that night despite the otherwise successful attempt to get the car home without the aid of a tow truck. After that, I always carried a spare clutch cable in the P76, but I never had to use it.

Holding on
Having originally been bought as a source of cheap transport that might intrigue the folks back home and as a means for discovering the truth behind its stigma, the P76 remained in my ownership for far longer than I needed it. It rapidly demonstrated to me the extent to which a product can become the subject of poorly informed mythology. Anyone I encountered who had experienced the product was full of praise and fond memories, whereas most people seemed to feel obliged to ridicule it and, by implication, me. The fact that I should have chosen it was all the more puzzling to colleagues who found it hard to reconcile with my veganism—not because it had any leather (the interior would have fared better under the intense sun had it been leather rather than crack-prone black vinyl), but because they equated veganism with environmental obsessions and V8 engines with excessive fuel consumption. 

[image: image9.jpg]



The P76 reached 200,000km on its five- digit odometer in October 1988

After a couple of years’ ownership I had got the picture as regards the P76 and I had also become convinced that it definitely was ahead of its time compared with the local opposition. I also loved the way that it would surge ahead even in top gear with only a small touch on the accelerator. Even so, in manual form, it was too unrefined to give me the experience of smooth seamless power that I had long imagined a V8 would offer and which I had experienced one night in a V8-powered taxi in Sydney. 

I really ought to have disposed of the P76 in 1989, when it was relegated to the status of the third car in a two person household, and by which time spare parts such as a replacement turn-signal switch and ignition switch had become unobtainable, later leading to make-do repairs (ironically so, given that I’d not imported my Cavalier because of a lack of local spare parts). I could not bring myself to do sell the P76, however, given that so much of my early time in Tasmania was bound up in it. Instead, I chose to take advantage of the low fixed costs of registration and insurance and kept running it, despite using it very little myself. Its main users became visiting colleagues to whom it was lent for months at a time, so I got to see more about whether it was growing old disgracefully. Having lost my nerve with the Cortina, I wanted to get closer with the P76 to seeing what the economics of running a car ‘to maturity’ would actually be.
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Leyland P76 at 200,000km, Mt Nelson, Hobart, September 1988

Repair bills and learning

The early and surprisingly cheap experience of replacing the clutch was one of only two major repair bills in seven years of owning the P76, the other being another surprisingly modest AU$300 to replace the head gasket soon afterwards. With the latter repair I learnt that the salesman had indeed told the truth about the head gasket having been replaced, even though it had expired so soon afterwards: when I was paying David Short, the younger brother of the owner of the service station, he volunteered the fact Andrew had found that one cylinder head looked like it had been off recently and that whoever had done the repair should have done both sides at once, since it would not have cost much more and would have saved the present disruption. I also learnt about the necessity of religiously following instructions about using the right antifreeze and changing it each year, because otherwise, with an alloy engine, I would risk further head gasket failures. This was news to me and I wondered how many other motorists had any idea that antifreeze played such a role and whether ignorance was the reason why modern engines had problems with their cooling systems. Years later, I was presented with an example of this by my father. In his retirement, he serviced his car himself and one day he reported his utterly bemusement that the head gasket of his ultra-low mileage eight-year-old Rover had blown spectacularly. It had never lost any coolant until then, so he had never changed the antifreeze. There is probably a lesson here about the hazards of buying vehicles owned by elderly drivers, a lesson that is reinforced by the case of my own Rover, discussed in the next section, whose salesman assured me it was from a deceased estate. 

6
Sleepless nights:
1975 Rover 3500
(AU$4,495, April 1986–AU$2,500, December 1986)

Although the bills for maintaining the P76 taught me to trust the mechanic I was using and reinforced my ‘get cars serviced by the book’ philosophy, they led me also to make a disastrous inference about the cost of running an old and rather uncommon car in Australia. The only other vehicles that I experience soon after arriving were completely different and though enjoyable in different ways they also had shortcomings that the P76 did not. I had driven a Holden Camira, based on the first front-wheel-drive version of a Vauxhall Cavalier, on a vacation in Queensland not long after moving to Australia. Its modern feel and handling impressed me but I was very disappointed with the sluggish performance from its 1.6-litre engine and automatic gearbox. Sharon and I had then enjoyed car-sitting a Volvo 264 for the first half of 1985 while its owner was on sabbatical in the US: it was no more economical than the P76 but was comfortable (though the leather seats were a bit of an issue for me as a vegan) and much easier to manoeuvre. 

When it became clear that it was getting increasingly difficult for the household to get by with just one vehicle, I initially looked at a couple of used Holden Commodores to see whether an alternative recent Australian vehicles based on a European design would appeal rather more than the Carmia had done. The trouble was that for, what I was thinking of spending (a sum still limited by my reluctance to take out another loan), it would have to be a 1980 4-cylinder model from a dealer or a 1979 six-cylinder example bought privately: the former was as woefully underpowered as local car magazines had indicated, just like the rental Camira, while neither offered any kind of ‘wow!’ factor. I began to reconsider my ‘no car loan’ strategy after discovering one dealer had a for sale the kind of Commodore that did appeal but rarely came up for sale in Hobart, a 1980 top-of-the-range SL/E V8 model. On the Friday afternoon that I stopped by to take a look it was hemmed in at the front row of the dealership and the dealer could not swiftly rearrange his stock to get it out for a test drive. I arranged for a test drive the next day but foolishly cancelled this after seeing in the Saturday paper an advertisement for something that was interesting and would not entail an extra loan: a 1975 Rover 3500 P6 with a relatively low mileage and reasonable price. This evoked memories of car chases in the 1970s British television crime series The Sweeney and I saw it as kind of luxurious UK relative of my P76 and therefore likely to be reasonably cheap to look after in the Australian context. The P76’s 4.4-litre engine was indeed basically an enlarged version of the Rover’s
 but I was completely wrong to infer that the running costs of the two cars might be similar. If the P76 had a kindred car in the British Leyland product range, it was not the one that I purchased but the later Rover 3500 SD1 that was realised in 1976 and likewise a simplified car built on a low budget/ As I discovered years later, the SDI possibly even shared much of the P76’s substructure (see Adams, 2008).
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Rover 3500 near Tinderbox, Tasmania, May 1986
The Rover soon turned out to have a problem with its cooling system: at the end of a journey it would empty a litre or so of coolant from the radiator overflow. Andrew, my regular mechanic, discovered that there was no thermostat, an absence which immediately made me alarmed about what had led to its removal. Sure enough, despite a new thermostat, the problem remained, and seemed to worsen, making it practically impossible to take the car on a long journey with any confidence. Though I never repaired the cars myself, I had bought the workshop manuals and achieved a brief respite after noticing that the P76 manual listed ‘faulty radiator cap’ as one of the possible causes of coolant loss, something not mentioned in the Rover manual. I tried a new cap for the Rover. All seemed to be well for a few weeks and I felt triumphant—until the nightmare returned.
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Rover 3500, July 1986 on the only day it snowed in Blackmans Bay, 

Tasmania, during my seven years there

The reason that the Rover’s cooling system gave me, literally, many sleepless nights was that Andrew was afraid to start taking its engine to piece to discover what the problem’s cause was, given that there were no leaking pipes and no leakages from the engine itself. He explained that the P76 had been so cheap to fix because the parts were locally supplied and the spacious engine bay made access very easy. The Rover, by contrast, was very difficult to work with, originally having been designed for a four-cylinder engine, and if the cause turned out to be a cracked cylinder block rather than an internal leak on the head gasket, I could be in for a repair bill of a size he would not want to have to give me. In short, he wasn’t going to accept the assignment. Having already had a substantial bill merely to replace front suspension bushes (the Rover had a very complex anti-dive front suspension system) and been warned of another when next I replaced the rear brake pads, since the in-board rear brake discs would need to be removed from within the complex De Dion rear axle for re-machining, I reluctantly concluded that I should take his advice. I gave up on the car after little over six months.

7

YOUNG MAN IN A HURRY: 
1986 Toyota Corolla Twin Cam 16 
(AU$17,500, December 1986—AU$10,400, June 1991)

As with the sale of the Cortina, disposal of the Rover entailed a bank loan to buy something far newer. This time I decided to go the whole hog and buy a brand new car. Yet again I did most of my search on paper and only test-drove two other cars immediately prior to its purchase. (A couple of months earlier, I had test driven a year-old Ford Falcon—one of a batch of ex-police cars—and two-year old Holden Commodore at the local Ford dealer, but neither persuaded me go as far as seeing what kind of offer I would get on the Rover. The Falcon had an all vinyl interior and manual gearbox that was hard to coordinate with its under-dashboard handbrake lever, while the Holden was the last model to require leaded fuel and though, with a fuel injected engine and cloth seats, it went much better than those I’d drove before buying the Rover, I decided my next car would have to run on unleaded.) Yet again I was in new territory, having no previous experience of state-of-the art (Australian-assembled) Japanese products. I was thinking Japanese partly because of enthusiastic road reports and partly because I was annoyed with the way that Holden and Ford both offered mean specifications on entry-level models and then charged hefty premiums to get to the mid-range models that were equipped with cheap-to-include features such as a tachometer, or even side mouldings and wheel covers that were not deliberately cheap-looking (thereby to symbolize the status of the user in the corporate car park). Quite apart from this, I reasoned that a lot more money was being spent to develop the Japanese products, so while they might not be as rugged as the locally grown ones they would be a lot more refined.

I elected to choose between a Mitsubishi Magna and a Toyota Corolla Twin Cam 16. The Magna was a unique, wide-bodied Australian version of the first front-drive Galant/Sigma that reviewers had seen as in a different league from other local products, with some even likening its qualities to those of an Audi 100. The Corolla was the first serious ‘hot hatch’ to be offered in Australia,
 aside from the Nissan Pulsar Turbo, an older basic model whose add-on turbocharger made me nervous in terms of long-run durability and residual value.  Though I test-drove a manual Magna whose base model was almost the same price as the Corolla, the Magna that I coveted was an automatic mid-range SE model. In terms of refinement, the Magna was a revelation, and the Corolla, despite its smaller size, was not far behind with the added appeal of a delightfully communicative chassis and slick gearbox. 

What was astonishing about the Corolla was its engine’s 7700-rpm redline and seemingly motorcycle-like performance when one made use of it. After my test of the Magna I initially tested the liftback (‘Seca’) version of the Corolla: this was the dealer’s demonstrator but also seemed the best bet for me as a means of transporting musical equipment as it had a longer tail and bigger luggage area. 
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Toyota Corolla Twin Cam 16, Blackmans Bay, Tasmania, early 1987

On the generously long test drive I was rather disappointed by the way it wandered in crosswinds at high speed. However, I then remembered I had read about this problem afflicting the first Ford Sierras, which likewise had a long sloping rear hatch, and that Ford curing it by putting small strake spoilers on the rear pillars. On the way back into Hobart, I mentioned this to the salesman, Paul Fishwick, and suggested the hatchback version would probably not have the problem, so he found an unregistered hatchback, the one that I actually bought, and we tested my hypothesis. I was right: this time, an attempt to generalize from another vehicle did work, unlike the P76/Rover case. I also checked that, with its seats folded flat, the shorter hatchback still had a long enough luggage bay to accommodate my electric piano in the event that I needed to transport it and no longer had the P76 (across whose enormous back seat it had fitted snugly): it did, so long as it were put in at an angle. Paul’s dealership was offering free air conditioning—something I wanted for mainland trips, little realizing that it would also mean the end of misted up windows on cold days—as an end of year promotion and he surprisingly did not try to probe for signs of ongoing problems after hearing my comments about the Rover having frightened me via its first few repair bills. I have no idea whether the truth about the Rover was known at the time I signed the deal. I had parked the Rover in town quite close to the Toyota dealership and allowed the engine to cool before returning to it and driving it there, so that it did not spew out any coolant. Despite this misrepresentation of a car that, months earlier, had been misrepresented to me, my guilt was minimized by the thought that it was probably worth as potential spare parts at least as much as I was notionally being paid for it.  
The Corolla was my first small car but with a big car’s performance, bought at the time of the emergence of the yuppie. For me, it symbolized career success and was known at home as ‘The Senior Lecturer-mobile’, for I deferred ending my Rover nightmare a week or two, pending the outcome of my promotion application even though this was not essential in enabling me to afford the repayments. However, although it symbolized this to me, I did not want it to be seen as any kind of status symbol by others. In fact, for the first few months I owned it, Sharon and I did our very best to ensure that my closest colleague did not get to hear about it or see it, for we knew that he was finding it quite a battle to bring up three children on the pay scale from which I had just been promoted and the cars that he and his wife drove were ancient even compared with the P76. It was inevitable that he eventually saw me with it and I felt quite embarrassed when he did. 

The Corolla was also a car that symbolized ‘escape’. The getaway potential of a hot hatchback had just been signified for me in Subway, a French film in which actor Christopher Lambert’s character made full use of the performance capacity of a Peugeot 205 GTi to shake off a pursuing Mercedes, before crashing into a Metro entrance. Having developed a laid-back approach to driving with the Cavalier and P76, I was back into driving very fast indeed. Whereas my use of the Cortina’s performance might have cast me in the role of late-night ‘hoon’, in the Corolla I was ‘going places’ more in the role of explorer-cum-rally driver, as well as in career terms. The Corolla was used for the longest journeys I have ever made, all of which were major events in my years in Tasmania, including a 700+km day-trip to Cradle Mountain and back with a good walk sandwiched in the middle, two long journeys to Queensland and a very eventful month driving from Hobart to Darwin and back via Ularu, the (then) terrible red-dust road to the Olgas, and the Economists’ Conference in Adelaide. At one point, on the road to Darwin, it showed at then-legal 192km/h on the speedometer.
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Toyota Corolla Twin Cam 16 on the Ularu–Olgas Road (now sealed), July 1989

These trips revealed the only irritating aspect of the car as an open-road vehicle: I soon discovered that my lower back usually began to ache after I had spent two or three hours at the wheel. When we rented a Ford Laser for our first trip to New Zealand at the end of 1987, it was not merely the weak performance of the Laser’s smaller engine that I noticed but also the fact that it did not give me backache. This experience was reinforced with a second rented Laser a year later, provided by Deakin University in Geelong for me to get to my first professorial job interview after I had flown into Melbourne: having sensed that they were not really interested in me, I spent the rest of the day on the first (and fastest) of many enjoyable trips I have had on Australia’s Great Ocean Road, and despite the long drive I suffered no backache at all.  

The Corolla did little to change my disdain for the suburban pastime of washing cars, but it got cleaned more often simply because it frequently became so filthy from dirt-road use that it posed a threat to clothing in cramped parking bays. But I would usually allow it to pose such a nuisance for a while since it was at this stage—well before Land-Rover advertisements portrayed mud as a status symbol—that I noticed how dirt on a grand scale is a trophy that signifies that one has been out in the bush, or to mountains for walking or skiing. For example, whilst I was queuing for the Bass Strait ferry in Melbourne, someone came up and asked ‘Have you just been to Ayers Rock (Ularu)?’ having noticed the red dust, still present after three weeks.

[image: image15.jpg]



Toyota Corolla Twin Cam 16 at a roadhouse on the Stuart Highway, near 

Tennant Creek, Northern Territory, July 1989

These were the most carefree years of my career: at last, despite the newly incurred debt, I was not troubled about finance or the security of my career and was managing to combine a productive time at work with full use of my leisure entitlements. In today’s managerialist environment, whenever I look back to better times at work, the white Corolla hatchback is always part of the visual imagery and I only have to see one for memories to come flooding back in a thoroughly Proustian manner. It also signified a time when my career was going somewhere.

The Corolla showed me, however, that even legendary Toyota engineering was not free of faults. When the car was barely four months old, I drove it to Brisbane, combining the History of Economic Thought Society of Australia Conference at the University of Newcastle, some Easter vacation sightseeing, a seminar at the University of Queensland and, on the way home, a meeting with one of former Cambridge students, Carolyn Somerville, and her husband-to-be, economist and banker (and subsequently Liberal MP and Leader of the Opposition), John Hewson, at the latter’s restaurant in Sydney.
 About half way between Newcastle and Brisbane, I noticed that there was a new and persistent whirring sound from the front of the car.
 While I was giving my seminar, the nearest Toyota dealer diagnosed the problem: a faulty wheel bearing. The trouble was that they had no replacements in stock because it was such a rare problem and they could not fix it before I needed to leave to keep to my schedule, not merely to meet Carolyn but also my ferry from Melbourne to Tasmania. The service manager advised me to take easy and did not look entirely convinced that the bearing would last the 2500 kilometre trip back to Hobart. This make the ride south quite an anxious experience, even though I had already decided to take it easy after collecting my first (and so far only) speeding ticket for driving at 114km/hour in a 100km/road the afternoon before the problem surfaced. I made it home without drama and the ever-pleasant local Toyota service centre replaced it soon after under the warranty.

When the car was about two years old another problem appeared, that took longer to diagnose and for a time made long journeys a bit unsettling: the car developed a tendency slowly to lose its coolant. The Toyota mechanics could not find the source of the leak and advised me to look under the car from time to time to see if I could pinpoint it. Eventually I did spot a drip and its source area: its cause, a failed O-ring, was swiftly replaced; it was not a re-run of the Rover nightmare.

It also had two chronic problems, one minor and one major. The minor one, which really lowered the ‘new car’ ambiance at times, was the tendency of the rubber seals around the door apertures to come adrift. The Toyota dealer never satisfactorily fixed this during the warranty period (as far as I could see, there was nothing to provide a clipping point for the rubber) and eventually I fixed it myself with some superglue. The major chronic problem was one that always had to be kept in mind: its handbrake. Because this high-performance Corolla had disk brakes on all four wheels, Toyota had designed an unusual handbrake involving, as far as I could understand, a small drum brake within the read disk brake assembly. This worked fine if the handbrake’s cable had been recently tensioned but the tension tended to fade before the next service was due. Not only did this make hill starts become problematic—a big issue, given Hobart’s terrain—but on two occasions, presumably after the brakes had cooled down, the car re-parked itself. The first time was only a few weeks after I took delivery: I happened to look out of a window at work and noticed it was no longer where I had parked. Initially I feared it had been stolen and went down to the car park to investigate, only to find that the car was now in a different row, whose kerb had stopped any further movement. It was fortunate that this happened during the summer vacation, as car park was relatively empty. I thought this was just an initial adjustment problem and that the 1000km service would see it cured. However, some months later, one of the neighbours knocked at the door and said ‘Do you know your car is on our front lawn?’ It had reversed itself down my sloping driveway and turned in a large arc before coming to rest. No damage was done but things could have been very different had we not lived at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac. After that, I was always very careful to park with the car in gear, even if the brake cable still appeared quite taut. 

This Toyota also signifies my loss of ability to control things domestically. I very rapidly found that I was not getting to drive it to work as my then-partner Sharon, with impeccable logic, pointed out that, on the increasingly frequent days when two cars were need for getting to work, I should drive the P76 as I had the shorter journey. After two and a half years and the trip to Darwin, in which the car piled up its mileage at over twice the normal Tasmanian rate, I decided to wrest back control of the situation. 

My initial thought was that perhaps I should sell it to Sharon and buy the newly released Corolla all-wheel-drive (AWD)
 station wagon for myself as a vehicle more suited dirt road travel at weekends or on vacations. A short test drive immediately ruled this out: even if I could have allowed its utilitarian appeal to overcome its ghastly rear styling (that looked like part of another vehicle had been tacked on), its performance was far too sluggish. The next possibility that I considered was to sell the Corolla to her and buy something newer and larger for the luggage on long-distance trips and with a more compliant suspension for dealing with corrugated dirt roads. I therefore tried the latest 1989 Holden Commodore in both V6 and V8 form, as well as a used 1987 model from the previous generation, all of which offered comparable or better straight-line performance. The newer Commodores were terribly rough compared with the straight-six 1987 Nissan-powered one. I enjoyed the latter, particularly as it was a mid-range ‘Berlina’ model with the rare option of four-wheel disc brakes that Holden only began to fit as standard on the later model: a drum-brake rear end seemed archaic on a powerful cars and four-wheel disk brakes had become one of my requirements, despite the difficulties those on the Corolla had caused. However, although the 1987 Commodore seemed perfectly OK, I still felt attached to the Corolla and decided against buying the Commodore and getting Sharon to buy my Corolla. Instead, I devised a different plan: I found an identical Corolla, low-mileage and slightly newer, and the dealer let me borrow it overnight. I drove to her workplace and gave her the keys, saying ‘I think you should buy this car, can I have the keys to mine?’ However, despite buying it—after recovering from her initial ‘stunned mullet’ look on receipt of the keys—she still kept a measure of control in motoring terms. By refusing to get air conditioning fitted, she guaranteed that my one would continue to serve as the vehicle for summer vacations. 

Sharon’s Corolla never had any problems with the handbrake, but it was the car that caused me to cease buying Goodyear tyres for nearly twenty years and become a loyal Bridgestone customer: my car had Bridgestone Supercat tyres as original equipment, whereas her one had Goodyear Vectors. The latter wore out much more rapidly and were prone to squeal embarrassingly at surprisingly low speeds. When my later Goodyear-equipped Nissan (discussed in section 9) displayed similar symptoms these were similarly cured with a set of Bridgestone tyres and it was only after a further fifteen years had passed that I bought Goodyear tyres again, having found that the ones fitted as original equipment on my Ford Focus showed a return to the form I had been used to on my first few cars. Clearly, lapses of performance with ‘experience goods’ (Nelson, 1970) can have very long-term consequences for suppliers. (Actually, Goodyear got off relatively lightly by comparison with Dunlop, whose tyres I have never purchased because of the out-of-true tyres I had experienced on the P76.)

Nearly a year after my success in getting Sharon to buy her own car, I had paid off the loan on my Corolla and was rapidly reducing the amount owing on the house. Given this improvement in my financial situation I began to consider upgrading to a vehicle that had even more performance. I explored four possible replacements: 
· Used and new Ford Laser Turbo all-wheel-drive (AWD) hatchbacks of different model generations (that both had more performance than my Corolla, unlike the rented Lasers that I had driven but, like them, with the promise of backache-free driving); 

· Holden Commodore SS V8 (that was little more refined than the previous one I had driven, with the engine still vibrating through the floor if one accelerated with any vigour);

·  A near-new Toyota MR2 two-seater sports coupe with the same engine as the Corolla. 

I was sorely tempted by the new Ford and the MR2 but decided that it made more sense to pay off the rest of the house and see what came of my applications for a professorial position; handbrake aside, the Corolla had no niggling problems and was still a delight to drive even if it did not stick to the road quite as well as the AWD Ford or the low-slung MR2. As with my decision not to buy a Uno in Stirling, my choice to hold back turned out to be right, for not that many months later I was offered the position of Professor of Economics at Lincoln University, near Christchurch in New Zealand.

Having the two identical cars caused occasional confusion amongst colleagues and once I deliberately bemused the local filling station’s staff by filling up both of them in the same morning. When we left for New Zealand, it was clear that cold economic logic dictated we should sell them rather than ship them, given that, even aside from shipping costs, cars were cheaper in New Zealand and, in moving to a far better-paying job, my mind naturally started to gravitate up-market. Armed with comprehensive service histories and knowing how few Twin Cam 16 Corollas there were in Tasmania, I advertised them as ‘His and Hers’ cars in the Hobart Mercury and after a few weeks we eventually achieved what I judged to be full dealer prices for them, though no couple came seeking to buy the pair. 
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His and Hers Corollas in the driveway, Blackmans Bay, Tasmania, April 1991

Whilst selling these fast cars privately we found that most prospective buyers fully intended to use their performance, though none of the test-drive experiences were thoroughly terrifying. In parting with my one I felt more than a tinge of regret that I was not going to see what its long-term reliability would be. My sense of loss was heightened, despite the excellent price I had achieved, by the fact that the new owner (to my surprise, a middle-aged school teacher who had received a legacy from her mother) made it clear that she was not intending to keep having it serviced by the main dealer but by the backstreet mechanic who had maintained her older, basic Corolla and who certainly would not have the modern electronic facilities of a dedicated dealership. I felt I had lost control over the car’s wellbeing despite all my early attempts look after it, but in this thin market I was hardly in a position to wait until I could find a buyer who would promise a particular form of care, and I was even less able to enforce any promises to that effect. Such a feeling must be a milder form of what a parent goes through when a child leaves home.
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What one doesn’t learn on a test drive (i): 
1989 Mitsubishi Galant GTi-16v 
(NZ$26,000, June 1991–NZ$19,000, December 1991)

Well before I arrived in Christchurch I knew that I was once again entering unfamiliar territory. For one thing, the spectacular deregulation of the New Zealand economy was at that time producing the world’s most diverse car market in terms of the range of vehicles on offer and the channels by which they became available. In particular, this was the land of vehicles imported used and frequently with minimal service histories, mainly from Japan. Secondly, whereas in Australia cars depreciated very slowly, the deregulation of New Zealand’s economy meant that its once glacial rates of depreciation had almost overnight become terrifyingly fast, particularly for anything that might be sourced used from overseas. Thirdly, my substantial salary increase combined with the deregulated market to open up the prospect of cars in a different league for both specification and price. I knew all this whilst still in Hobart, and had studied the motoring pages of the New Zealand Herald carefully in the Tasmanian State Library for several weeks before arriving. I should thus have been well placed to make a good choice, but I resold the first car I purchased even more rapidly than I sold the Rover, even though it was entirely fault free in a mechanical sense.

My initial plan had been to indulge myself with a large and luxurious European car, preferably a Mercedes-Benz 380SE, about eight or nine years old, and possibly to fit a personalized plate by way of testing the social consequences of doing so. (Mindful of the sort of person normally seen in such cars, I had DESPOT in mind, which would have been delightfully ironic given the lack of power my new job turned out to entail; soon after arriving I saw a Mercedes-Benz convertible with a vengeful plate ‘WAS HIS’, that said it all.) What I purchased was something completely different: a two-year-old New Zealand-assembled Mitsubishi Galant GTi-16v hatchback, from a yard across the road from the Mercedes-Benz dealership.
 

Just as the unexpectedly narrow meaning of ‘giving a car a service’ had caused inconvenience on my move to Hobart, so an institutional difference produced initial difficulty in Christchurch. This time, different banking conventions threw my plans into disarray. In Hobart, the loan for the Corolla was granted without fuss and appeared to be totally unsecured (unless there was something in ‘fine print’ to the contrary that I was never shown or read), but a similar nominal loan was declined by my new bank (chosen because it was the only one to offer a revolving credit line mortgage) even though I was now earning vastly more than in 1986 and would a few weeks later be receiving the proceeds of my Tasmanian house sale. On principle, I refused to apply for a secured loan, which reduced my budget from NZ$40,000 to around NZ$25,000. 

Initially, I lowered my sights in the direction of a BMW320i but it was very difficult to find one with a proper service history, air conditioning and anti-lock brakes (ABS). I did try one, the afternoon I tried the Mitsubishi, from the same yard, noting that since seeing it a few days earlier, when my then-partner Sharon bought her car at that yard, vandals had removed the BMW’s front badge. This made me wonder about the wisdom of having a so-called ‘prestige vehicle’ in an increasingly divided society. Having read so many favourable reports of BMW products, I was utterly nonplussed by the test drive: the BMW was beautifully made but its heavy controls were a distraction as I sought to navigate the unfamiliar streets and they suggested to me not ‘the ultimate driving machine’ but something almost as truck-like as an Australian car. Thus my thoughts focused on the Mitsubishi: with its aggressively styled NZ-specification alloys and pinkish metallic ‘Wildberry’ paintwork it was the most striking car in the yard. It was also the most technologically advanced product in sight with ABS, climate control and electronic active suspension. It felt so refined and easy to drive compared with the BMW. Its appeal as a large but rakish hatchback came also because it connoted to me a blend of what I’d liked about both the Corolla and the Cavalier, shifted along a technological generation. Its refinement and build quality squashed any thought I was having about satisfying my V8 lust via a recent Holden Commodore SS—a terrible mistake in financial terms as these Holdens, lacking any ex-Japan close substitutes, turned out to be very slow to depreciate, unlike the Galant. After brief and relatively unsuccessful haggling, the car was mine. (This was the first of three deals with the sales manager, Rick Armstrong—who shortly after set up his own yard, then rapidly added a couple more and now has the local Chrysler/ Mercedes-Benz franchise; each time, he offered low gambit prices followed by negligible climb-down.)

Yet again, I had chosen with minimal test-driving of rival cars. This was in contrast to my intention this time to enjoy myself testing quite a few so that I could take a ‘rational’ choice. This was mainly a function of the pressures of the new job, pressures that remained years later. The Galant offered a very relaxing business-class environment in which to wind down after a frantic day at the office, but it kept reminding me of more carefree times with the Cavalier and Corolla. 
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Mitsubishi Galant GTi-16v, Christchurch, August 1991
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Toyota MR2 and Mitsubishi Galant GTi-16v, Christchurch, August 1991

It was only when I took it on some weekend sightseeing trips that I realized it had two problems that the test drive had not revealed. First, the steering was so light, even in ‘sport’ mode, that on shingle roads it was hard to tell which way the wheels were pointing: perhaps Car Magazine was right after all to praise the Teutonic products and criticize the technologically excellent Mitsubishi for lack of driving ‘feel’. Secondly, the driver’s seat gave me terrible backache after an hour at the wheel, no matter how I adjusted it. This was a big surprise, as the ache was worse than I experienced with the Corolla and came on more rapidly, despite the seat having many more opportunities for adjustment than were available with any of the cars I had previously driven. Otherwise, it was a delight and after selling it I twice saw it for sale again and came perilously near (at least for the axiom of transitivity) to taking a test drive to see whether I was wrong to dispose of it so soon. The Galant cost me NZ$6000 in depreciation in six months, almost what the Corolla cost in depreciation in four and a half years. However, I was now in a position where—so long as I did not go through such expensive learning experiences very often—I could now change cars with little financial worry. It was thus unlikely I would succumb to sunk-cost bias and persist with a car that was in some way flawed.

My ability to take this financial hit symbolized my position in New Zealand’s income distribution, where the international mobility of senior academics meant they enjoyed a much higher income relative to the rest of the population than they did in countries with higher per-capita incomes. While I could keep quiet about my income in meetings of the vegetarian society by simply saying, if anyone asked what I did, ‘I teach economics at Lincoln University’, there was no concealing of my motoring indulgences from my colleagues. Each full professor had a designed parking bay right next to the departmental building, whereas everyone else parked in the much greater anonymity of the general car parks. Everyone knew which car belonged to which senior member of staff and when a change of vehicle had occurred.
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Astonishing performance with 
nagging safety doubts: 
1990 Nissan Bluebird ATTESA SSS Limited 
(NZ$29,995, December 1991–NZ$16,000, April 1995)

The Galant’s replacement allowed me a cognitive logic to justify the trade-in loss. New Zealand’s shingle back roads and rough ski-field tracks led me to decide to replace it with a something that had all-wheel-drive as well as better seats and steering feel—something that might also mean my then-partner Sharon actually went skiing next season rather than complaining about both renting and fitting chains to get to the ski-fields. A single experience of the Mitsubishi’s ABS system working—an emergency stop to avoid a family of Mallard ducks and ducklings—led me to decide that in future I would always require my cars to have ABS. With these features on my checklist, and a reluctance to spend more than NZ$30,000, there was only one car advertised in town that fitted my requirements, namely a turbo-charged Nissan Bluebird pillarless hardtop sedan, the most quirkily Japanese car that one could buy new in New Zealand. One year old, with just over 10,000km on the odometer and full service records, it was an astonishing buy at NZ$29,995 given its list price was around NZ$52,000. Year-old examples of its only rivals, the Toyota Celica GT4 and Subaru RS Legacy, were selling for over NZ$40,000. Despite the ABS requirement, I first tried a 1988 Ford Sierra XR4 at the same price as the Nissan. It offered hatchback versatility with all-wheel-drive and the prospect of a more laid-back six-cylinder engine but, being a pre-update model, it lacked ABS. Compared with the Nissan, the Sierra felt heavy and unrefined, rather as the BMW had seemed compared with the Mitsubishi, so I felt happy to stick to my ‘must have ABS’ requirement. I was also hopeful that this time I would get seats that did not give me backache, as I recalled reading that the seats were very good on the Australian Nissan Pintara, which was bland, lo-tech, non-turbo, non-AWD variant with a more conventional body (this was rather a case of the reviewer ‘damning with faint praise’).

Someone in the corporate sector had clearly taken a terrible financial loss on the Nissan, for its registration records showed it had been traded in only seven months old—just a few weeks after I had bought the Galant, otherwise I would have been likely to have bought it at the time—and had been ignored ever since. Only a handful of this model were sold new in New Zealand and until the flood of used imports arrived a few years later, it was a classic example of a little-appreciated vehicle with a very thin market. Shortly after buying it I had a chance encounter in a Chinese takeaway with another owner, who used his one for high-speed business travel, confident that it was unlikely to attract the attention of the police. That he should park next to me was an exceedingly low probability event and he was visibly astonished. However, more bizarre still was the fact that when another one came up for sale a year later for the same price that I had paid, I spotted him driving by the Nissan dealership whilst I was in the midst of a conversation with the salesman who had spotted me looking the car over. (Apparently it had been traded in on a new 4WD Nissan Utility by a Southland farmer.) I presume that he too was planning to size up the value of his investment in this thin market. 
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The Nissan Bluebird ATTESA near the mouth of the Ashburton River, 
New Zealand, January 1992 
(extract from a much larger panoramic shot in which it happened to be captured)

The Nissan gave me three and a half years of trouble-free motoring (aside from its original squeal-prone Goodyear tyres) before I sold it. It had also lived up to my hopes as far as its seats were concerned. Although I sold it just around the time that used Japanese examples started to come on to the market and threaten its residual value, I did not sell it particularly for economic reasons but because of nagging worries about its safety. These had nothing to do with its performance if driven hard: its acceleration, braking and road-holding were breathtaking, and I rarely exploited its capabilities owing to nervous passengers and, increasingly, because my attempts to maintain research output were severely limiting how much time I had to get out at weekends. Instead, my safety concerns arose from growing awareness of what a side-impact collision could do to a pillarless four-door sedan. Side intrusion beams had begun to be the subject of articles in motoring magazines not long after I purchased the Nissan and I remember how, as a result of reading that New Zealand-assembled Galants were now being fitted with them, I had initially felt even better about trading in the Galant so soon after buying it, for it had been made prior to that change in specification.
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The Nissan Bluebird ATTESA, held up by a jack-knifed truck, 
Arthurs Pass, New Zealand, January 1992 

Gradually an accumulating weight of factors started making me seriously concerned about side impact safety: 

· I became increasingly aware of how common it was for accidents to arise in Christchurch due to cars running red lights—the city has a grid, layout and motorists who have to stop at one set of traffic lights tend to expect then to get caught at a succession of further red lights. 

· There was increasing media comment about side-intrusion beams, their tendency to be missing from many vehicles with Japanese-market specifications: what particularly stuck in my mind was a current affairs story with pictures of a Nissan Skyline—the big brother to my own Nissan but which had the benefit of regular body pillars—that had been involved in a fatal side-impact accident.

· Next, there was the graphic illustration of the capabilities of side-intrusion beams in a Volkswagen Polo advertisement. 

· Red lights jumping aside, a number of incidents had led me to realize that the chances of having an accident in this car were quite high given the poor urban driving skills of New Zealand motorists, who were prone to cut in from side roads and be lax with their signalling. Several times, when caught by such surprises, I found that it was difficult to take evasive action because the engine pulled terribly at low speeds if asked suddenly to accelerate in top gear, even though it had very strong torque once spinning at 3,000 rpm. Despite its very comfortable seats, it was increasingly impossible for me to drive the Nissan without feeling mentally uncomfortable. That I should have ended up in this situation was a consequence of test-driving it at length on a Sunday on Christchurch’s Port Hills Summit Road, the local Mecca of motorcyclists, would-be rally drivers and racing cyclists. Despite this dangerous mix of traffic, I had been able to confirm that the car performed well at high speed (I was not accompanied by a salesperson) and had none of the problems with seating or steering feel of the Galant. This meant, however, that I did virtually no ‘real world’ test-driving in dense urban traffic, whereas with the Galant, the test drive was purely urban. 

In the process of testing alternative vehicles, there were two bizarre coincidences that both raised the side-impact issue yet again and provided evidence of how a buyer could fail to notice a car that had been repaired after being involved in a serious side impact accident. 

The first of these was the result of testing one of the first affordable examples of a Mitsubishi Galant VR4 AWD Turbo to come on to the market. This was clearly better than both my Galant GTi and the Nissan in performance and steering but I remained nervous about how the seats might be on a longer trip and was reluctant to buy what was an older car than both my Nissan and its predecessor. Much closer to the time I sold my Nissan, the same car yard advertised the first of the next-generation Bluebird ATTESA models to arrive in Christchurch. As it had an all-new body with conventional central pillars and the promise of stronger low-down performance from a larger engine, I went to have a look. It had already been sold but in the conversation with the salesman I mentioned to him about my drive in the VR4. He then commented that it had been a good car on which they had been able to offer a more affordable price because they had purchased it in Japan after it had been badly hit in the side and then had it fully repaired after its arrival in New Zealand. Even given that an immediate sale was not at stake, such candour was remarkable.

The second incident was even more astonishing and occurred when I went to try a 1992 AWD Mazda 323 Turbo hatchback. I arrived at the yard and explained that I wanted to test the Madza and see what the changeover cost would be against my Nissan. To my surprise, the sales consultant called his colleague over and said, ‘Could you take a look at this one. It’s the Spiers Group car.’ (I was later able to confirm, from the original owner’s details in the logbook, that he was completely right, even though his firm had never traded the car.) He then turned to me and said, ‘Do you know this one’s had a pretty big prang on the driver’s side?’ I indicated my astonishment but now things rapidly started to fall into place: this was why it had been sold with so few kilometres on the odometer, for a company perhaps would not want to have one of its fleet cars off the road for weeks while the Nissan was undergoing major repairs, especially since there would have been a wait for the parts given it was such a rare vehicle in New Zealand. The news also explained why a small piece of plastic trim was missing, whose role was to cover the bolt that secured the driver’s seatbelt assembly to the roof: someone had forgotten to put the bolt cover back after having to take out the seatbelt during the repair process; it was not a lapse of quality control at the Nissan factory. As I wrestled with these thoughts, the salesman demonstrated that he was right by showing me something that I had never noticed before, namely, that there was a crack in the plastic of the central console on the driver’s side. It might have been a crash bad enough to force the driver’s seat towards the centre of the car. At the time, there was a thought that probably should have crossed my mind but did not: perhaps the driver had not survived and that was why the car, with its distinctive after-market white alloys, was instantly recognizable to the salesman due to it having been the subject of a news report. But perhaps the story was less horrific and they had simply seen it at a wrecked vehicles auction. The lesson for me was that I could not even trust a Toyota dealer (who had told me the car had been traded in against a Toyota Celica) not to sell cars that had dubious histories.

I sold the Nissan to a young colleague soon after this. He had a NZ$16,000 insurance cheque to spend after a relatively minor accident left his supercharged Lancia Beta Volumex Coupe un-repairable due to a lack of spare parts. I was completely upfront with him about what I’d discovered about the car’s past, and he got the cracked interior panel fixed by a specialist plastics welder. Even though it had been serviced ‘by the book’ every 5000 kilometres (the oil change interval recommended for its turbocharged engine), the Nissan’s head gasket blew shortly after I sold it, leading to a NZ$900 repair bill, mostly for labour, due to the complexities of the engine. Since it originally had a 36-month/60,000km warranty and the failure occurred shortly before 60,000km, its new owner tried to see whether Nissan New Zealand would shoulder any of the cost. He was pleasantly surprised when they sent him a cheque to cover the entire labour charge.
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A toy for pure indulgence: 
1984 Toyota MR2 
(NZ$17,000, August 1991—AU$1000, August 2005)

The sale of the Nissan left me without a conventional car for six months or so but I was in no rush to replace it as I had been back into owning two cars since very soon after buying a house and finding myself with a minimal mortgage to pay off. I was able to use some of my mortgage credit line to spend the rest of the budget originally intended for a Mercedes-Benz. Since I had not yet discovered the limitations of the Galant, I did not think of trading it in against a Mercedes-Benz but instead investigated the possibility of buying either an earlier model V8 Mercedes-Benz to run as a contrast to the Galant, or an early Toyota MR2 sports car. Neither had ABS, but by this point I had not yet had my incident with the family of Mallard ducks. 

Clearly this was a chalk-and-cheese comparison and pure indulgence. It was actually surprisingly difficult to choose, even so, and I eventually resolved the matter on the basis that the only Mercedes Benz I had been able to find with the right price and specification had some rust behind the rear wheels owing to having spent its first decade in the UK. The MR2 was purchased privately, from an enthusiast who had also used it as a second car and had now been offered a Porsche at a price that he could not refuse. It was strikingly sinister in jet black with black after-market alloys fitted by its original Japanese owner and was repeatedly misconstrued as an expensive vehicle by those who choose more mundane cars for themselves. 
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Toyota MR2 near Hanmer Springs, New Zealand shortly after its purchase, 

September 1991

Like the newer facelift model that I had tested in Hobart, the MR2 was an absolute delight to drive, though a little noisy on long journeys. The latter was because I made the mistake of using an exhaust franchise rather than a Toyota dealer to replace the silencer, in order to save several hundred dollars in an otherwise very cheap motoring experience. This reinforced my normal ‘do it by the book’ rule for servicing: the unusual requirements of a mid-engine car clearly were not understood by the exhaust specialists. The MR2, however, had some interesting consequences in domestic terms. 

Firstly, it was a frustration to use at weekends with Sharon as a passenger, for she could not believe that it would tackle many familiar corners at close to twice the signposted recommended maximum speed, and during the weekday commuting to Lincoln University slow-moving rural traffic or fellow commuters similarly prevented me from exploiting its performance. Even so, I did at one point succumb to the temptation of test-driving a slightly newer supercharged MR2 to discover whether it would be worth upgrading to one with even more power (it was not: the reviewers were right to say that the lower-revving supercharged engine and different suspension set-up made it rather less engaging to drive). Though its performance was rarely used to the full, I shall remember it as the last car whose full performance I ever used: nowadays I always am mindful of speed cameras, my ageing faculties and the fact that, if I were to disregard these issues on an empty road in the middle of nowhere, my subsequent cars have tended to be far too fast to make me even want to see what they are like ‘at the limit’ of their capabilities.

Secondly, whilst visiting Sydney during Christmas 1992, I noticed a black MR2 parked opposite the Regent Hotel as we walked by. The thought that it had probably cost its owner considerably more than I had paid in deregulated New Zealand was only one reason for me to become so distracted as to be lambasted sometime later for ignoring what was being said to me. What completely puzzled me was the fact that the car I was looking at was metallic charcoal, not jet black, and I suddenly realized that all the black sporting Toyotas that I had seen, except for my MR2, had been metallic charcoal. Back in Christchurch, the reason became clear: my one was actually a re-sprayed bottle-green and silver car. The paint job had been done very well, but I had repeatedly not noticed that the luggage compartment was dark green rather than black. This belated discovery startled me and left me with a dent to my self-image in terms of observational powers, and mixed emotions about the car. On the one hand, the re-spray jarred with my preference (and any car yard’s preference) for a vehicle in ‘original’ condition, but on the other hand it made the car seem all the more special to me, as clearly it must have been to the original owner who contrived its appearance. 

Thirdly, though the MR2 was as easy to drive as the Tasmanian Toyota Corollas (its engine and trans-axle were identical except located amidships), Sharon was very reluctant to use it because she found it difficult to cope with the seat belts that had been fitted in place of the originals to bring it into line with one of New Zealand’s few motoring regulations. If the car was parked on a slightly cambered road, the seat belts locked when one tried to put them on, unlocking only after the car had been driven along the road. Her reluctance to get used to dealing with this meant that on more than one occasion I returned from a month away in the UK and found that the MR2 had a flat battery because she had failed to drive it at least once a week. This was not conducive to domestic harmony.

When I moved back to Australia in 2001, the MR2 was shipped, too, escaping full Australian Design Rule compliance because it was over 15 years old and benefiting from spectacularly cheaper shipping rates between Christchurch and Brisbane than I had been quoted for shipping my Corolla between Hobart and Christchurch a decade earlier.
 I had become attached to it and in any case it looked like a much cheaper means of getting a second car since I was going back to the land of expensive and high-mileage used vehicles. With hindsight, this was a mistake, due to a set of erroneous assumptions about both the car and how it would be used. 

For reasons that will become apparent in section 15, it received far less use than I expected and the combination of its age and annual distances of only 4-5000km meant it suffered a succession of very expensive oil leaks despite its regime of main-dealer servicing. After two services of around AU$1500 in 2002 and 2003, I thought I had got on top of things when the 150,000km service in 2004 service was back to a routine AU$250. However, when I tested this hypothesis a year later, at 154,000km, just before it was due for its insurance and registration to be renewed, I was advised that there were serious oil leaks from the drive shaft and head gasket, that would cost about AU$30000 to fix. By this stage that car was probably worth about AU$4000 and I decided, very reluctantly that it was time to part company. Having had trouble finding insurance companies willing to take it on because it was not Australian-new, despite it being almost identical to the model imported from 1987 to 1989 that I had test-driven in Tasmania, I knew that I was likely to have problems if I tried to sell it privately. The youngsters who would be interested would be likely to back out of a deal after discovering it was impossible to insure even, as I had managed to do, via a highly restrictive classic car insurance policy. (Insurance in Australia was thus three times the price of insuring it in New Zealand, where years of experience had removed insurers’ fears of dealing with the ‘grey import’ market.) I thus took the easy way out and approached a local car yard, one of whose middle-aged sales personnel decided to buy it for himself, fully aware from 14 years of paperwork, including the latest service report, of the car’s condition.  Given the imminent repair and registration costs and its likely market value if these were incurred, I felt perfectly happy later that afternoon when the buyer came to my house and handed me twenty AU$50 notes before driving off. 
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Toyota MR2, with Queensland registration plates, on the day it was sold, 

18 August 2005

Facing up to the economic logic of selling the MR2 took quite a long time after 14 years of ownership during which a succession of sedans and hatchbacks had come and gone. In the end I decided that I was sacrificing nothing except for anxiety by selling it: the Ford Focus that had now become my main car (see section 15) cornered and accelerated at least as well as the mid-engine Toyota and obviously was far safer. The MR2 had become an indulgence that no longer made sense and I was having increasing trouble reconciling my enjoyment of driving it with the fact that it had no side intrusion protection and  no ABS, let alone any airbags.
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The car with everything: 
1991 Mitsubishi Sigma 3.0RS 4WD 
(NZ$27,500 November 1995–NZ$8,500, April 1998)
Had I been less obsessed with the motoring experience, and had there not been then-partner Sharon’s resistance to driving the MR2, I might have stuck with the MR2 as my sole car after selling the Nissan. I could have used Sharon’s Mazda 323 Turbo sedan when I needed more luggage or passenger space.
 However, after not getting things quite right with either the Galant or the Nissan, I felt that I ought to be able to use my knowledge of the market and growing knowledge of what mattered to me in a car to get something that would be free of disappointments and which I could keep in the long term. Once again, though, the pursuit of my ‘ideal’ car resulted in a hugely expensive mistake.

The ideal car was an amalgam of cars that I test drove over an extended period after getting nervous with the Nissan: 

· 1987 Mitsubishi Galant VR4—a turbocharged, AWD sedan version of the Galant that I had owned but which had different steering feel and astonishing roadholding; I would have preferred the much rarer ZR4 hatchback version, and to be able to know whether the seats were not going to be bad for my back.

· 1991 Toyota Camry GL V6—this interested me as a consequence of having experienced the astonishing silence and refinement of the previous-generation Camry V6 owned by Sharon’s cousin in the UK. I waited a long while for this model to appear second-hand with the optional ABS, a feature that was standard on the GLX model. I had ruled out the latter, however, because of its very non-vegetarian leather interior. This car was a great disappointment despite its impressive refinement: not only was there no other ‘wow!’ factor but, by the standards I had come to expect from AWD cars, the cornering on was scary at speed despite it being the Australian-made version rather than a US-specification car.

· 1986 Opel Monza hatchback coupe—a beautifully made and refined three-door version of the car out of which Australia’s crude Commodore’s had grown. This was a very rare car in New Zealand and I was nervous about spare parts in the longer term given that it was already close to a decade old, while the absence of a cover for the hatch area left me nervous on security grounds and one of its outward opening rear side-windows had come unglued from its mounting brackets. (I had the same problem with one of my Cavalier’s rear windows and was never been able to fix it once-and-for-all. Though carrying Vauxhall badges, the Cavalier had also been made at the Opel factory and the loose rear window made wind noise worse than it should have been.)

· 1992 Mazda 323 Turbo AWD three-door hatchback—a baby version, in many ways, of the elusive Galant ZR4, which was as thrilling to drive fast as its Ford Laser cousins that I had tested before leaving Tasmania but which at normal speeds just felt like a very ordinary hatchback, and with relatively limited luggage space due to its short rear. This was the vehicle whose test experience included the surprising news about my Nissan’s history.

· 1991 Ford Laser TX3 Turbo AWD three-door hatchback—this was very similar to the one I had driven in Hobart and was again impressive, with the advantage of meeting my requirement for ABS due to its Japanese-market specification. However, although its longer rear made it more like a Galant in size, I was left this time with the same feeling as I had had regarding its Mazda 323 cousin about six months earlier.

· 1987 Honda Legend V6 Coupe—this was tested immediately after the Ford Laser, at the same dealer. It was refined and beautifully made as well as being the only one I could find with non-leather seats. Unfortunately, the car appeared to be badly in need of a wheel alignment. This not only marred the test drive but might also have signified something more serious than lax preparation by the dealer (cf. the minor accident my Cortina had experienced near Loch Rannoch that had bent the front chassis). Shortly after, I read that the Legend range was not rated well for crash safety and I thus gave up looking for a ‘vegan’ Legend coupe that was in good condition. The same article had been very complementary about the safety of another Japanese V6-engined car, the Nissan Maxima, relative to top European brands.

· 1989 and 1992 Nissan Maxima—these were both Japanese-assembled examples, for although Nissan assemble the Maxima in New Zealand to a unique local specification these examples were more expensive than used Japanese imports and finding one with ABS but not leather presented a challenge. The first Maxima that I tried had overly soft suspension and, like the Camry, did not inspire confidence. The second, some months later, was a ‘sport’ version that was much better but, like the Camry, had no ‘wow!’ factor: it was just like a big, smooth version of a small anonymous Japanese car.

When a Mitsubishi Galant ZR4 eventually did come on to the market in Christchurch, I was underwhelmed by it: I was increasingly realizing that refinement and the quality of the interior mattered to me, along with passive safety, not just outright performance and grip. The six-cylinder cars that I had tested had changed my aspirations. What I wanted was something luxurious with an effortless, large-capacity engine, excellent build quality and refinement, plus AWD and ABS, and I did not want to spend more than NZ$30,000. Ideally, it would also be a station wagon in case I ever got my act together again in terms of social music making. Two German products (Audi 100 or 200 Quattro Avant and BMW 5-series AWD wagon) could meet all of my non-price requirements, but both would be beyond my budget and would be very hard to find, all the more so with non-leather interiors.  
The only product that would fit my budget was not available in station wagon form, namely, the Mitsubishi Sigma/Diamante, a hi-tech attempt by Mitsubishi to outdo the Audi 100 Quattro, BMW 5-series and Mercedes-Benz 300E. A low-tech front-drive version was produced in Australia as the second generation Mitsubishi Magna (which was available as a station wagon, unlike any of the Japanese-made versions) and I had been impressed even with the basic four-cylinder Magna sedan on being driven around Perth in one owned by an old school friend who had moved there; I vividly remembered how his Magna had excellent luggage space. The Mitsubishi flagship was sold new in New Zealand for a couple of years in its lower ‘hardtop’ Diamante version (to differentiate it from the humbler Magna-based V3000 range) for over NZ$90,000. The hardtop version looked a bit more like a BMW 5-series but despite being far cheaper than its German rivals, it sold dismally, being twice the price of the still quite similar-looking Australian Mitsubishis. I would not have bought one of these rarities as they all had leather interiors and still commanded in excess of $40,000 at patient dealerships, but an ex-Japanese example would be cheap enough and, if I waited, a cloth-trimmed example would eventually appear, as indeed one did.

The car took me into yet another league in terms of luxury and a feeling of safety. Like the smaller VR4, it had remarkable high-speed stability and ability to change direction via both 4WD and four-wheel-steering (4WS). This time I got the test-drive stage right, with a good mix of urban and country driving. There were no surprises about how it drove or its initial mechanical condition Prior to test-driving it, I did a reality check on my decision rule by testing another Mazda 323 AWD Turbo (this time, a very nice sedan) that was $12,000 cheaper and slightly newer. I also examined the bigger, lo-tech Australian approach to a powerful luxury car, a 1992 Holden Commodore Calais V8 that was a similar price as the Mitsubishi but had travelled about 30,000 more kilometres. The Mazda again left me feeling I wanted something more luxurious and less boy-racer and while the Holden showed me that Australian automotive engineering capabilities had come a long way in the area of noise, vibration and harshness since the 1988-90 models I had previously tried, I felt it was needlessly bigger and that I would miss not having AWD. Yet despite this long process of deliberation, in less than three years I had sold the Sigma and incurred a capital loss of NZ$19,000. Not only this but I replaced it with a Ford that was in many way similar to the Holden that I had rejected, only even bigger. A number of factors had produced growing disenchantment even though in terms of comfort and the driving experience it met my expectations without reservation.

The car in question was the only one of this specification that I ever saw in Christchurch and not only did it not have a leather interior but it was the non-hardtop Sigma version which had the same body panels as its Australian-made relatives—a bonus should I ever move back to Australia and want to take it with me. It was actually offered for sale twice and though it was top on my search list I did not buy it first time around. This was due to a chance event that prevented me from taking a test drive as soon as I otherwise would have done: I was helping a new colleague move into his house that Saturday and could only take a quick look at it en route. Someone else bought it that day. Six months later, it was for sale again, at the same dealer, Rick Armstrong Motors. Naturally, I asked Rick what the story of its return was and he said it had been bought by an estate agent whose wife found it too big. This had led the owner to trade it back in for one of the first of the next-generation Mitsubishi Galant VR4 sedans that Rick had imported, which were about NZ$10,000 more (and two years newer) and which, unlike the Galants at which I had been looking, had a twin-turbo two-litre V6 engine. This story seemed plausible. The Sigma/Magna body is significantly wider than that of a Galant, for Mitsubishi in Japan had learnt about the sales potential of wide-body cars when its Australian arm revived its market share by taking the first-generation front-wheel-drive Galant and widened it to create the original Magna. 

Rick’s story did not look like a hastily improvised piece of fiction to deal with an unexpected inquisition from someone like myself who watched the market very carefully. I still believe it to be true even though I now suspect that the original owner’s expensive decision to appease his wife by trading in the Sigma may have been affected by his own experience with its unreliability. But before I ran into that territory, other issues surfaced.

First, during the test drive I did not look carefully enough at the rear luggage compartment. To be sure I noted with some disappointment and surprise that, unlike the Australian versions, this model did not include a ski-hatch in the rear seat, even though with permanent AWD it was an obvious executive express to the ski-fields (a magnetic ski rack for the roof solved this problem). But what I did not absorb was how much shallower the luggage compartment was than in my Perth friend’s car, even though the external bodies were identical. Because it was AWD, the petrol tank was in a different place and the floor of the boot much higher. This frequently proved hopelessly inconvenient; Sharon’s much smaller Mazda 323 would hold far more luggage.

Secondly, although it had not been bought as a status symbol, it was unsatisfactory in a social setting. Virtually no one I knew viewed the car with the sort of admiration that I felt its engineering deserved. On finding what I was driving, visiting friends from the UK looked at me as though I was a fool to have chosen a Japanese executive car that they had never heard of, even though the front-wheel-drive version was sold in the UK at BMW-style prices and had been well received in the motoring press. This was in sharp contrast to the admiring looks I had received in Tasmania whilst car-sitting a colleague’s far older Volvo 264—an experience that led me to develop the information-based arguments about conspicuous consumption and ‘budget priced prestige’ in Earl (1999). Although I could see that Mitsubishi were fighting the ‘less is more’ approach of the German brands, virtually no one else seemed to know. 
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1991 Mitsubishi Sigma, Island Saddle, November 1995

Owning the car thus made me feel much like I feel as a deviant economist when being berated by mainstream peers who have never actually read any of the non-mainstream economics literature that I admire. This was not the same experience as being ‘hip’ in the appreciation of non-mainstream music and other works of art (as explored in Holbrook, 1995, chapter 10), for there the mainstreamers at least recognize that the ‘hip’ person is into something esoteric and intellectually challenging (in saxophone terms, say, Ornette Coleman rather than Grover Washington, Jr.). It was clear to me that despite my expertise in this area I was being labelled as someone who had chosen something not at all special (in saxophone terms, say, ‘Romantic Saxophone Melodies’, not even mainstream commercial jazz). 

This car also caused domestic tension. Initially there were the difficulties Sharon had in getting recently-adopted Danny’s small bicycle into the boot, and in stopping him from being carsick if ever I used the Sigma’s considerable performance potential. (An electric air purifier unit under the rear window further compromised the luggage compartment. This option saved the day when Danny threw up as I tried to make up for a late start on a long drive from Queenstown to Te Anau, en route to take a cruise at Milford Sound.) Additional disputes arose on long journeys due to difficulties in setting the climate control to get the temperature right for both front and rear occupants. 

Another issue concerned the seats. This time, Mitsubishi had aped the firm seats of the car’s intended Teutonic rivals and backache was not the issue. Rather, the problem was that the seats had electrical adjustment and this affected Sharon’s willingness to use the Mitsubishi after she sold her own car (see section 12). The dual memory facility of the electric seats should have made it easier for her to get comfortable, but she was completely bemused when, following a service (during which the battery must have been disconnected), the memorized settings were deleted. With the driver’s seat in her setting, it was impossible to reach the fuel filler opening lever and even if she was able to move the seat it was not always possible to open the fuel filler cover unless one had the knack of operating the lever—a rare failing in a Japanese vehicle. Although the cabin technology all seemed perfectly logical to me, it simply was not a vehicle for someone who was ‘technologically challenged’ and aggressively opposed to reading instruction manuals. (She would have had no hope at all in the BMW 7-series whose iDrive menu system flummoxed even seasoned motoring journalists!) There were days when I could see her feminist perspective at play here: it was a car for male executives designed by men, though she was glad to drive it to the ski fields whilst I spent my winter holiday trying to catch up with my writing.

On top of all this, the car did not give the reliability I expected from a top-of-the-range Japanese sedan with less than 80,000 kilometres to its credit. (It did not display telltale signs of having covered vastly more than this distance—such as a badly chipped windscreen, worn steering wheel or re-sprayed air dam—but might well have been ‘clocked’ at the end of its four years in Japan.) Perhaps I should have been nervous right from the start, given the car’s short time with the previous owner. Unusually for a used Japanese import, this car’s glovebox was not empty when I purchased it. The first New Zealand owner had gone to the trouble of obtaining the English-language manual and there were also some service and repair bills from his short period of ownership. It was clear, to my forensic eye, that the car had let him down on a trip to Invercargill in the far south. He had not only had a faulty headlamp fixed there but also the car’s all-wheel-drive transfer mechanism. I had seen this as implying that the car had been thoroughly sorted out during his short period of ownership, but perhaps this experience had made him nervous about what was to come and perhaps it was why he had given in to his wife’s complaints about the car being too wide. 

I might have been wiser to see the previous owner’s repair bills as signs of Mitsubishi’s mechanical and electrical skills falling short of the standards that I still expected from Japanese cars despite having had some problems with my Toyota Corolla. The Sigma was a product of the era in which Mitsubishi appeared to over-extend itself as it pushed the boundaries of automotive complexity (compared with more conservative Toyota) on a relatively limited budget and eventually ran into major problems with product recall issues. I soon had taste of this with a recall concerning the anti-lock braking system. After that, my problems were more personalised.  

First, in battling with young Danny over the control of the electric windows, I discovered that the window lock switch did not work, Then the suspension system caused one Warrant of Fitness failure (due to a worn truss rod joint) followed by an equally embarrassing marginal pass (its recently replaced rear tyres were already badly worn on their inner tread). This was not what one expected if getting the car serviced ‘by the book’ and after a second wheel alignment in the space of a year. The fact that no-one seemed to be able to get the alignment right might well have been due to having to contend with its 4WS system. On a long weekend away from home, the water pump expired spectacularly. Not merely did the wait for a tow truck wreck our Sunday afternoon in Nelson but, since parts had to be ordered from the North Island, we were a day late getting back to work. With some of these embarrassments occurring in the low-tech parts of the car, I began to get very nervous about long-term prospects for Mitsubishi’s advanced technology. I finally lost my nerve and once again engaged in devious trade-in activities—which I justified to myself by the fact that I was trading the car back to the dealer who had sold it to me—when the computer-controlled automatic gearbox began to get unwilling to engage third gear when cold. 
Perhaps I should have expected this sort of problem: I had come to be rather relieved to have bought my Corolla rather than an original Mitsubishi Magna after reading about the difficulties that Mitsubishi had with their automatic gearboxes (which led to three designs being used in the space of five years and major damage to the goodwill of fleet operators). However, I had presumed that they had got their transmission capabilities well sorted by the time they launched my model.
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TRYING TO Recapture the eighties, 
with nineties technology: 
1995 Toyota Corolla FX-GT 
(NZ$19,000 January 1997–NZ$11,500, April 1999)

With hindsight, I should have traded the Mitsubishi in at the time I temporarily added a third car to my stable, namely, the latest-available (E100-generation) equivalent of my 1986 E80 Corolla. This car was in as near to its Japan-only new condition as I could find, with the 1990s benefits of 38 per cent more power (via a remarkable 170 horsepower, 20-valve engine), ABS, and embedded knowledge of refinement picked up via Toyota’s investments in its Lexus brand. In the New Zealand spring of 1995, just after Sharon had headed off to Paraguay to adopt Danny, I had tried a very good example of a 1991 Corolla FX GT from the end of the E90 generation. It had the very rare option of ABS and memories of my previous Corolla had flooded back. On that occasion, despite being sorely tempted, I decided to wait until the right example of the newer one appeared, a wait that lasted for over a year and which included the purchase of the Mitsubishi Sigma in the interim.
 

Owning this later Corolla hot hatch was a trouble-free and inexpensive experience: I purchased it after haggling a good margin off its ‘New Year Sale’ price and ended up with a high-specification vehicle (it even had the rare ‘super-strut’ suspension option) with only 10,000 kilometres on the odometer for the price of a basic, ex-rental fleet Corolla, and I sold it with no complications for pretty much the current dealer price after responding to a ‘car wanted’ advertisement in the local newspaper shortly before I started overseas study leave. As with my Tasmanian experience, it was clear that if I could demonstrate that I had the best maintained high performance Corolla in town, I could successfully ask just as much as a dealer so long as I did not have to offer finance.
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Toyota Corolla FX-GT on a foggy morning in Christchurch, June 1997

If I were asked to justify owning a third car I could do so as a motoring enthusiast, on the ground that it meant I had cars for all my moods and needs, for far less than the capital and running costs of a new Audi S4 wagon that would have also offered, in a single vehicle, luxury, high performance, all-wheel drive, agility and luggage space. I could also justify it as an altruistic contribution to the household. Sharon’s expensive activities in the market for overseas adoptions made it very unlikely she would be able to afford to replace her Mazda (whose doors were starting to rust as a consequence, I guiltily realized, of its gutters repeatedly being choked with debris from the trees under which it had to be parked, since my cars occupied our double garage). I put it to her that if I bought the Corolla, she could sell her Mazda while it was still worth something (a dealer-maintained 323 Turbo being a rarity), as indeed she did.
 My intention was not that she would essentially take it over as her car, but rather that I could head off to work each day in whatever of my cars appealed. The upshot however was that it essentially did become ‘her car’ because of the difficulties she experienced with the other two. The only time I really had free access to it was for a carefree month while she was away in Mexico doing her second adoption. Having lost control of the car, I nonetheless was subject to frequent complaints that it did not accelerate like the Mazda when rushing through town for yet another late appointment (in fact, it did, if one used the gearbox to good effect, even though its refinement never made it seem as quick as it was), and that the ride was too rough compared with her previous Corolla (this was correct around town because of bigger alloys and the ‘super-strut’ suspension that placed it at the top of its model range and which worked a treat at higher speeds). All in all, the feeling that I never really owned the car made it emotionally easy to sell when the opportunity arose: I simply had not become attached to it and it came to symbolize the generally out-of-control nature of my domestic life, which, at the time I sold it, was being crowned by Sharon using my study leave at the University of Queensland as the occasion for making a permanent move to sunny Brisbane regardless of whether I might eventually succeed in finding a job there.

At the time I purchased this Corolla, however, it had symbolic significance of a different kind. First, it was something of a means towards justifying continuing to live amidst the stresses of reform-crazed New Zealand and continuing to struggle with colleagues with very different agendas from my own. If I returned to the UK, it was inconceivable that I could comfortably afford to run, with comprehensive insurance, three high-performance cars, and the joys of the remarkable 20-valve engine were denied to the UK market; moreover, in the UK I would have to contend with the pressures of the Research Assessment Exercise, which was about the only kind of managerialism where New Zealand was not leading the pack. 
Secondly, this was a nostalgic act by which I could try to relive my relatively carefree life in Tasmania a decade earlier. It was no coincidence that, soon after I purchased this Corolla, I took it a very long, high-speed day trip to the west coast of New Zealand to go tramping, similar in concept to days I had enjoyed so much in Tasmania. But of course it was never the same: the new car, whilst actually quicker, felt slower because it was so much more refined. I now had to worry about speed cameras and hence was rarely game to use its performance. Worse still, the social side of exploring the scenery had gone, and not just because of complications associated with the arrival of Danny: whereas in Tasmania I was amidst other young recently arrived staff who were similarly keen to explore, I was now one of the senior staff and too busy to have made social bonds with colleagues or people outside work who shared my preference for combining fair-weather tramping with exhilarating motoring, rather than overnight journeys in all weathers. After a few further dispiriting solo trips into the mountains, I ceased trying to recreate my 1987 lifestyle.
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Back to basics on a large scale: 
1992 Ford Fairlane Ghia V8 
(NZ$15,500, April 1998—NZ$10,290, March 2000)

On top of the disappointments mentioned earlier, the Mitsubishi Sigma’s smooth performance came to seem somewhat less that one might hope for from a car with a 200 horsepower engine. Though its grip and high-speed stability were outstanding, its weight meant that it had neither the friskiness of a hot hatchback nor the jet-like urge of a V8. Even before the trouble with the gearbox I considered replacing it with a Toyota Celsior—in other words, a Lexus LS 400 V8, pre-owned in Japan. This was my only hope of getting a Lexus with a non-leather interior. Probably because most Lexus buyers want leather, the immaculate cloth-trimmed example I test drove had been sitting around unsold for four months as I watched it being marked down by an average of NZ$1000 per week until it eventually reached a price that I judged to be relatively safe, given the bad news I was beginning to observe in the depreciation of premium Japanese imports. On the test drive I discovered that its air conditioning would not work. This was probably a result of the refrigerant fluid escaping due to the system’s seals drying out while it sat unused at the dealer’s yard. The dealer must have been unaware of this as he sent me off with a typical virtually empty fuel tank on a blazing hot 30-degree summer day. It was hard to enjoy the test whilst trying unsuccessfully to cool it down, even though within about twenty seconds I was well aware that it was all my dreams come true in terms of refined performance. I returned the car pending the fixing of the air conditioning but for several reasons never tried it again: 

(a) 
The idea of a Lexus on which something did not work unsettled me and made me suspicious that the power steering pump, which I was surprised to be able to hear, might be ‘on the way out’. 

(b) 
I still remained reluctant to part with the AWD capabilities of the Mitsubishi but logic suggested it would be unwise to trade the Corolla instead and end up with two large sedans, particularly if it put me in a position where I might eventually get tempted to trade up Mitsubishi for a near-new example of Subaru’s brilliant little all-wheel drive Impreza WRX to create my ‘ultimate’ fleet. 

(c)
In certain respects, the Lexus felt like a giant Corolla sedan with much less luggage space than the P76 has taught me to expected from a large car. 

(d) 
I was increasingly trying to look coolly at the cost of motoring and could not avoid the fact that the changeover cheque required, at a quarter of my annual salary, would be far better used for superannuation purposes. There is nothing like costing a newer car in terms of delays in early retirement to concentrate the mind on the status quo.

By Easter, the Mitsubishi’s gearbox problems had been vexing me for a couple of weeks and I noticed a potential alternative route to V8 performance, for half the price of the Lexus. This took the form of Australia’s largest home-grown car, a Ford Fairlane, powered by a smooth but low-tech five-litre engine and offered as a ‘trade-in special’ by the dealer from whom I had purchased the Mitsubishi. Given that Rick Armstrong specialized in up-market Japanese and ex-Japan European vehicles, I could understand his enthusiasm to clear the brash Ford. This was typically a vehicle for the corporate cab market, or for senior public servants, politicians and self-made businessmen (its first owner, I later discovered from the registration papers, had been a late, well-known local car dealer). It was huge, effortless and immediately reminded me of the P76 and of my regret over not buying the somewhat tatty automatic version that I had also tested. It had none of the harshness under hard acceleration that had put me off Holden V8s built a few years earlier. But initially I hesitated, wondering about the mass of unstamped log book pages under the second owner, given that although a ‘trade-in special’ may indeed be a car that does not fit a yard’s regular image, the other basis for such a tag is a reluctance to go to the trouble of rectifying a car that had been neglected by the previous owner.

That night, however, it dawned on me that I might actually have seen this car before, in the garage of one of Sharon’s friends, whose husband had mentioned, at their New Year barbecue, that he was thinking of selling it for a four-wheel-drive. By coincidence, that very evening, his wife had come round to visit and she confirmed that a couple of weeks earlier her husband had indeed sold the Fairlane for a near-new Subaru Outback. I rang him at home and was assured that his firm had been getting the car serviced and that he’d generally had a trouble-free time in 70,000 km of mainly country motoring in barely 18 months. The asking price was actually less than he had been ‘allowed’ as a trade-in and could not have been very far above the wholesale price. Its future depreciation should be minimal, given the lack of close Japanese or European substitutes and the likelihood that it would in my care, like that of the original owner, revert to being a lower mileage vehicle. Shortly after, I rang the salesman and, after a bit more haggling over the trade-in of the Mitsubishi, agreed to buy the car. For once, I was confident I was getting a very good deal.
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Ford Fairlane Ghia, near Akaroa, Spring 1998

Had I waited a few weeks, however, I might have ended up with something quite different, for a surprising 1993 Toyota Aristo (Lexus GS) appeared in Rick Armstrong’s other yard. It had a four-litre V8 from the larger Toyota Celsior/Lexus LS400 and the very rare option of all-wheel-drive. Though the asking price was about what I had paid for the Sigma, and though I had just bought the Fairlane, I simply had to take a test drive in it, as its mechanical specification was that of my dream sedan: V8 and AWD. Its performance was startlingly good, as was its refinement, but I knew, from reviews of the UK-specification model, to expect a disappointingly small boot for a car of its size. When I opened it, it was worse than I expected, with far less space than even the Sigma had offered. I decided to stick with my big, simple Australian approach to V8 motoring.
The Fairlane lived up to expectations. In functional terms the only serious problem, half way into my ownership of it, was the driver’s seat-height adjuster. After I tried it for the first time, the adjuster developed a growing tendency to let the seat spring to its highest level the moment I got out of the car. After taking the mechanism to pieces to see what might be making its ratchet stick, I had the misfortune of having its mounting bolt shear off under a surprisingly light load from my wrench. The make-do repair—using Araldite to glue the adjustment mechanism back on seat at the right height for myself—was somewhat irreversible but effective. Given the huge contrast of this with the electric memory seats of the Mitsubishi, the repair rather symbolized the relatively low-tech world of ‘Aussie V8’ motoring to which I had returned. The car’s one high-tech aspect—digital instruments that included a fuel consumption read-out—gave me pause for thought about its environmental impact. On the highway it used no more fuel than the V6 Mitsusbishi or my first cars with four-cylinder engines and automatic gearboxes. But if I drove at all enthusiastically up the hill to the house, the fuel consumption would go completely off the scale.

Of course, no more than the newer Corolla could the big Ford let me recreate my mid-1980s lifestyle: it was cheap but that did not buy me the time or domestic circumstances for making frequent use of its long-legged cruising abilities and surprising economy under such driving. Its liner-like bulk also made it exceedingly difficult to extricate from my allocated parking space at work during term time, so if I were to be leaving the office early, I normally used the MR2. But it certainly provoked comment from colleagues and others whom I encountered socially, none of whom seemed to have had any experience of the feeling of unlimited power that comes from driving a V8. The message was consistent: surprise that someone like me should buy this sort of car; in other words, I ought to have been displaying more sophistication and environmental sensibility by choosing something smaller and European. Though I made it clear that I would be happy to let it be used by colleagues as a wedding car, it only once come close to its presumed role as a ‘wannabe stretch-limo’. This was when I used it to ferry around members of a band fronted by the teenaged son of a colleague. I was recording a demo of the band in my home studio, and I felt like a would-be band manager-cum-chauffeur. 
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What one doesn’t learn on a test drive (ii): 
1995 Mitsubishi Galant SPORT-Hatch GT 4wd 
(NZ$16,490, march 2000—NZ$13,150, MARCh 2001)

The Fairlane’s bulk and crude construction gradually began to make me restless again and I started considering what might offer similar power but with high build quality and refinement and, ideally, all-wheel-drive. The most obvious possibility was a Mitsubishi Galant VR4 sedan similar to that which the Sigma’s previous owner had purchased, which came with a twin-turbo V6 engine with even more power than the Fairlane’s V8. However, I suspected that it would have a hopelessly small boot for the same reason as with the Sigma. To get good luggage space, I would need to buy a hatchback version. However, the VR4’s hatchback equivalent, the Sport-Hatch GT, was packaged more as a soft-roader to compete with a Subaru Outback and its lines were marred by a chrome nudge bar at the front and roof-rails, though it had the advantage of not having the VR4’s sonar-guided active suspension system, that reviewers had roundly criticized. Despite my reservations in aesthetic terms, this is what I ended up buying, via a rather curious chain of events.

The Fairlane had trouble starting one morning and the trip computer gave peculiar readings, so the RAC mechanic advised me to have it checked to see if it was more than just a problem with the battery. (It was not.) While I waited at the local Ford dealer for this to be done, I discovered that they had just had a Galant Sport-Hatch traded in. As a main dealer, they did not normally sell cars that had been imported used from Japan, so I judged they would be far keener to have my Fairlane for stock. After a short test drive and quite a bit of haggling (mindful of my success the previous year, as noted in footnote 15), I felt I had achieved a very good deal, compared with trying to trade the Ford to a used-import specialist.

I only had this Galant for a year, as within three months of buying it a senior lectureship was advertised at the University of Queensland and I decided to apply for it as a way of getting out of my frustrating professorial position and into a department that I knew well. If I ended up moving there, the drop in rank would not mean a drop in pay as in the time I had been living in New Zealand academic salaries had hardly changed whereas those in Australia (which had not embraced microeconomic reform so vigorously) had surged ahead. After I was offered the job and had accepted it, I realized it would not be wise to ship the car over to Brisbane: not merely would it have to be made to comply with the Australian Design Rules (unlike the ancient MR2), but since only the non-turbo front-wheel drive version had been sold in Australia, there could be problems with maintenance and spares. I also knew the insurance could be up to ten times the paltry NZ$254 I was paying in Christchurch. 
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Mitsubishi Galant Sport-Hatch GT, near Akaroa, Spring 2000

Quite apart from all this, there were things I had failed to discover on the test drive. Whilst I had managed to get a sense of its very pleasant urban performance (no turbo lag due to having twin turbochargerss) and its astonishing acceleration and grip, and steering that, unlike my previous Galant’s, communicated well, I was unable to discern whether this Galant’s seats were any better for my back than those of the previous one. If anything, they were even worse, leaving me with back pains for several days after the first long drive. When cold, there was a lot of clatter from the top of the engine. The Sigma’s engine had done this to a degree but this was seemed to be getting much worse. When I asked about this at the time of its only service, I was told that it was due to how the cylinder heads were designed and could be limited by using an oil additive. (An Internet search in 2010 brings up quite a lot of problems related to timing belts and ‘valve lash’ adjustment, which seem a more plausible story.) Though the additive did for a time mute the noise, I sensed that this was still a Mitsubishi from its era of over-extension in product development and recalls. News reports reinforced this and, shortly before I sold the car, I saw a case of how bad things could get: on the way to work, I passed a stranded, lower-specification Galant of the same generation whose near-side front suspension had collapsed. Clearly, it had not received the recall rectification that involved work on ball joint of the suspension’s lower control arm. Had mine, I wondered? One other problem was the instruments, which were designed cleverly to be black lettering on a white background during the day, and backlit to be white on black at night. The trouble was that during twilight they were virtually impossible to read. 

When I came to sell the car, the first potential buyer was a VR4 owner who wanted to replace his vehicle with a lower-mileage one. He loved the performance of his VR4 but was getting nervous about the increasing clatter from its cylinder head, which was far worse than on my one. The test drive revealed something that surprised both of us when he pulled up rapidly on some gravel at the side of the road: the car did not have ABS. Given the extraordinary performance (and otherwise brilliant brakes) of the car and its similarity with the VR4 sedan version, I had simply assumed that it, too, had ABS and had not checked by looking for a warning light prior to starting my own test drive. He had done exactly the same thing and now for him, as it would have been for me had I known about it, the absence of ABS was a crucial omission. The next person to test-drive the car purchased it, as I had done, without raising the issue. 

The Galant episode had two further twists that made me glad I had not shipped it to Australia. Not long after I arrived in Brisbane, a letter arrived, forwarded from my old address. It concerned yet another recall on the car.
 In my first couple of years in Brisbane, when dropping off my second partner’s son at school, I quite often saw one of the non-turbo non-AWD Australian-delivery Galants. I liked its looks without all the faux off-road aspects but judged from the clatter of its engine that it probably had covered a much higher mileage than any I had heard in New Zealand.
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MAD YEARS with sane cars: 
1994 saab 9000cs 
(au$17,000 april 2001—au$500 september 2005); 
2001 toyota echo/yaris 
(au$14,500 january 2003—au$8000 august 2005); 
2003 ford focus 2.0 zetec 
(au$19,990 May 2004—AU$11,000 May 2007)
In moving back to Australia, I had a simple plan: ship the MR2 over as a cheap urban runabout, give up lusting after high-performance vehicles whose capabilities I would rarely be able to use to the full, and instead spend about $17,000 on a conventional family car with good safety features and luggage space adequate not merely for long trips but also to cart around the double-bass played by the son of my new partner. For purposes of this paper, I will refer to the partner in question as X2, for she became my second ‘ex’ after costing me enough to have paid for something like a brand-new BMW X5. Her self-centred behaviour in respect of motoring, whilst I supported her PhD work, had a significant role in our parting company.

Given my budget and what was available second-hand at that time, the choice was very limited compared with what I had become used to in New Zealand. Few small or medium-sized hatchbacks had ABS, even as an option. Even the cheapest car on which it was available in the latter way, the Toyota Echo (sold as a Yaris in Europe), was at that time beyond my budget and despite having read rave reviews about its space utilisation, I was not confident that it would hold a double-bass once one had been obtained to replace the one that had been rented in New Zealand. At the time I was searching, the only way to get a car with modern safety features was to buy something larger and older. My choice boiled down to locally made 1996/7 Holden Commodore or Ford Falcon sedans if fitted with ABS or a 1994 Saab 9000 hatchback, all with about 75,000km on their odometers. The decisive factor that worked against the local large sedans was something that I had not brought into my decision-making previously (including two years earlier when I bought the study-leave Ford Falcon Futura), namely, the crash-test reports that I read on the Internet. Even though fitted with airbags, the poor structural integrity of both the Holden and the Ford meant that they were rated as ‘marginal’ (two stars in subsequent terminology) whereas the Saab, despite being a much older design, had a four-star safety rating, something the Australian cars only attained with their 2002 versions. With a four-start EuroNCAP rating then being the benchmark, I decided that I would buy the one-owner Saab that I had found at a used Volvo specialist. I also tried a 1989 Volvo 740 sedan with nearly double the distance on its odometer, for little more than half the Saab’s price, and judged that would have been acceptable if only it had been a wagon: the sedan and the double-bass simple could not go together. The Saab had a good logbook history and, like the Volvo, performed surprisingly well for its bulk given it had a much smaller four-cylinder engine than the six-cylinder Australian cars. Unlike the latter, it would not leave me with nagging doubts about safety, an aspect of my Nissan experience that I did not wish to repeat.

I fully expected the Saab to be more costly to service than a locally-made vehicle but this did not worry me as I expected it mainly to be used at weekends and on vacations, with X2 and her son doing most of their motoring (double-bass days excepted) in the MR2. The Saab would thus remain a low mileage vehicle, something crucial for its resale value as well as its running costs. To my surprise, however, X2 refused to drive the MR2 in Brisbane because, she claimed, of her fear of being run over in it by larger vehicles, despite having been perfectly happy to drive it in Christchurch. There was major drama, followed by long periods of not being spoken to, if ever I pointed out that I should drive the Saab if I wanted to, since I had paid for the Saab and covered about half her weekly mileage.  Not only did the Saab cover double the distances than I had planned, but the amount and cost of maintenance work it required were far more than I had imagined for a car that in technological terms was no more complex than a Corolla. 

By the start of 2003 there was a further problem with being confined to the MR2 unless I was prepared to fight for the Saab: I needed more than two seats in order to pick up my former partner Sharon’s adopted children and drop them at school en route to work, for Sharon’s job had changed and quite often she had to be at work earlier and in the opposite direction. After some careful calculations, I concluded that I would avoid a lot of drama and be no worse of financially if I bought a near new Toyota Echo and X2 used it for her motoring. It would, I was surprised to discover, just about accommodate the double-bass (with the latter’s headstock between the two front seats) and it had a four-star safety rating. While it would involve extra costs in registration, insurance, loan interest and depreciation these would be offset by a drastic cut in maintenance costs and reduced depreciation on the Saab, and a near halving of what I would have to fork out for X2’s petrol use. To make the safety case watertight, I bought an ex-demonstrator Echo that had the since-deleted safety pack option of ABS and a second airbag, an option that virtually no Australian had wanted.

My logbook heading for the Echo’s chapter called it ‘The Poverty Car’, though once, at a random breath test, a police officer showed that he saw it very differently. He was surprised at the sight of the driver and asked, with unexpected levity, ‘What’s a bloke like you doing driving a ‘girlie car’ like this?’ Its clever way of providing surprising interior space, performance and safety so cheaply was something that I admired greatly; in these ways it more than lived up to my expectations and made me reflect upon whether most people really did need the bigger cars they drove. 

One thing I had not expected, however, was X2’s refusal to use the Echo. This time her grounds for refusing to forego the Saab were still those of safety, despite all the ammunition I mustered in terms of both crash test results and the Swedish Folksam reports based on actual crash safety. She had been unable to test-drive the car due to recovering from a burst appendix (the result of delays in her accepting surgery due to her belief that homeopathic methods would suffice—a view that seemed all the more peculiar given her expressed concern with safety). When, after her recovery, I managed to persuade her to drive the car to see how she felt about its safety once she was behind the road, she objected that the unassisted steering was too heavy and the seats too uncomfortable. The Echo thus unexpectedly became my main car and, like the MR2, which I was still reluctant to sell, its odometer reading grew very slowly. Despite her objections, X2 was perfectly able to cope with the Echo when the Saab was unavailable. In January 2004, it took us as far away as Adelaide after I discovered, on the day we were starting our big vacation journey, that the Saab needed yet another set of front tyres. (It had a voracious appetite for them and its unusual wheel size meant they had to be ordered specially.) On our return, however, she went back to the Saab and her usual objections.
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Toyota Echo in the outback, in search of Lake Menindee, near Broken Hill, 

New South Wales, 13 January 2004

Having had enough of all this, I decided to investigate trading in the Saab against a small hatchback that she indicated she would be happy to drive: a brand-new Honda Jazz. I had initially considered one of these when buying the Echo but it would have cost about AU$6000 more since it had only recently been released at that time and there were no used or demonstrator examples for sale, a situation that I still faced a year later. A test drive was arranged but then cancelled due to a huge storm at the start of a week of storms that caused havoc in our leafy suburb. Dealing with the storm debris in my garden and repairing the rotary washing line (which had been damaged by a falling tree) then seemed a more pressing priority than another attempt to arrange a test drive with the Honda dealer. An even more important barrier also arose at this time: I had a scare with my eyesight and was unable to drive for six weeks.

For much of my period of being unable to drive, X2 drove the Echo. This did not reflect a sudden change in her attitude towards driving it. Rather, it was because Saab was being repaired after a woman reverse-parked her brand-new 4WD into the front of it. The damage was minor but the period of its absence was greatly extended due to it being stolen from the panel-beaters along with panel-beating gear that it was used for transporting. Much to my disappointment, given its insurance value, the Saab was found after a couple of weeks, in a farm shed 200 km away. Many months later, after the thieves had been to court, I was told by the police that its theft was part of the activities of an organized crime ring and that they found it because one of the gang made the mistake of offering it for sale to an uncover police offer.

Though the thieves had not damaged the Saab, its 140,000km service shortly after its recovery brought the news that next time around it would probably need very expensive work on an oil leak from its cylinder head. Though I decided, once again, that it would definitely have to be replaced by something both cheaper to run and acceptable to X2, it turned out not to be a Honda Jazz.

 I got as far as visiting the Honda dealer on a Saturday afternoon after taking Danny and some of his friends to a nearby cinema. I thought I might be able to take a close look and arrange a test drive before their movie finished. However, the duty sales consultant was thoroughly rude—in essence, he refused even to tell me what the on-road costs would add to the advertised price unless I were ‘intending to buy one today’. Though sales consultants have to be wary of having their time wasted by ‘tyre kickers’, this behaviour struck me as outrageous and I vowed to have nothing further to do with the dealership despite its convenient location. Instead, a Saturday or two later, I saved a couple of thousand dollars compared with my estimate of the drive-away cost of a Jazz and bought a nearly-new larger car, one of a batch of 18-month-old Ford Focus hatchbacks that had previously been owned by Ford Australia. The Focus had been launched in Australia in the second half of 2002, very late in its model cycle, and had sold poorly. The cars in question were being sold, with very low odometer readings, for about 70 per cent of their list prices when new. This initial depreciation was far more rapid than anything else in its class despite customer satisfaction ratings being very high indeed. I had rented one my most recent trip to the UK and had been impressed with how it had the solidity of a much larger car as well as a brilliant chassis.  

The batch of Focuses consisted of 1.8-litre five-door LX models aside from the solitary two-litre three-door Zetec model that I purchased. Although my car was over a thousand dollars most expensive when sold new, all of them were selling at the same price. After taking delivery, I realized that mine was even better value since it had the expensive option of an electronic stability control, which I had not noticed, and which the salesman had not pointed out during the very short test drive that I was allowed. The Zetec model came with sports suspension as well as the more powerful engine. 

Though I never cared much for its non-metallic blue paint I did not even consider trying one of the LX models. This was because I had read several times that being tuned to run on 91-octane fuel had compromised the performance and economy of the non-Zetec models, something that had been a big factor in entire range’s poor initial sales. By contrast, the Zetec still required premium fuel and offered its original European performance. The Focus seemed rather like a more modern, less brash version of my beloved Toyota Corolla Twin Cam 16, with faster acceleration from its larger, lower-revving engine despite its more substantial construction. It had even better handling and was much safer. However, I later saw an article in Car Magazine recommending the 1.8-litre model as the best used buy in its UK specification and noting that it was appreciably more economical than the two-litre model but not significantly lacking in relative performance. Given what eventually happened to my feelings about the two-litre three-door model that I had purchased, I now wonder whether I would still be driving a Focus had I bought one of the others and simply used premium fuel. All I really wanted was a 1.6-litre 5-door Zetec model, the model that I had enjoyed in the UK as a rental car. This variant was not sold in Australia, doubtless because its engine was seen as too puny, given that the norm for small hatchbacks in Australia had crept up from 1.6 litres to at least 1.8 litres during the 1990s.

I did not trade the Saab in at the time of purchasing the Focus since, for one thing, I thought I ought to be able to get a better price in private sale and, for another, I had no idea where it was that Saturday. X2 had not been speaking to me for several weeks and had gone out in it early in the morning. (I was not even aware that a jammed inlet idler valve had for several weeks been forcing her to have to stall the car to turn the engine off.) She had no mobile phone via which I could track her down. This was due to her fears about such phones being associated with cancer—a situation I had not sought to change in case she took to using a mobile and then presented me with huge bills for her calls.

The Focus proved perfectly acceptable to X2, but the Saab failed to sell. Initially, X2 placed the advertisement with a price higher than I had said, but there were few calls in later weeks even after I lowered the price to close to a dealer trade-in level. The safety certificate required for its sale only lasted two months and when it expired with the car still unsold I decided to put the task of selling it on hold rather than get another certificate—work on the website for Earl and Wakeley (2005) was taking up a lot of time at the weekend and an absence of calls about the Saab was at least as distracting as a flood of them would have been. In the meantime, I rather enjoyed driving it, something that I had done very little of in the previous three years. Clearly, however, with my driving being divided between three cars and there being little time for long trips, the situation in which I had found myself was ludicrous. It was all the more so given that I had returned to Australia with the intention of a rather simple motoring experience compared with my forays into high-tech and/or high-performance cars in New Zealand’s uniquely deregulated motoring market.
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One of the photographs taken on 26 June 2004 for a possible Internet advertisement to dispose of the Saab

Given the problems I had disposing of the Saab, life would have been simpler if I had at least traded in the Echo, the vehicle that I drove over to the Ford dealer to test-drive the Focus. I had indeed considered this possibility. With former partner Sharon’s adopted children now at high school and travelling there by bus, I no longer had the school run role that had made life so complicated given X2’s refusal to drive the two-seater MR2. However, I ruled out trading in the Echo. One issue that coloured my decision was concern that I would have a weak position in haggling over its trade-in price due to a most un-Toyota-like problem that I had encountered with its paintwork: I had discovered finger-sized chunks of paint had been falling away on the sills below both doors. It hardly looked a pristine example at that stage, and they would have been likely to be suspicious of it.

When the problem with the Echo’s paint first became apparent, the car was still under its three-year warranty. (Though it had an early 2001 compliance plate it had not first been registered until early 2002—probably a consequence of its unusual specification.) I had hesitated over what to do about it because of the long drive I would need to make across town to the dealer from which I had purchased the car, either to argue with them about it as a warranty issue, or to buy some touch-up paint from their spare-parts section and do it myself. Some weeks after I bought the Focus, I opted for the latter, since the spare-parts section was open on a Saturday morning, unlike the service section. The car looked fine after my work with the paint but towards the end of 2004 the paint began falling off again, as though this area of the body—no other area gave a problem—had been missed at the primer stage in the spraying booth. With the car’s three-year warranty about to expire and its next service due, I requested that the issue be looked at as a warranty problem during the service. When I returned to pick up the car, the service manager said they would not be fixing the paint under warranty since I had already tried to do so myself and they could not determine whether I had caused the problem in trying to fix another problem that I had caused, rather than it being a problem that originated in the factory. 

He refused to budge despite the lesson I gave him in the economics of service recovery. It would probably cost no more than AU$250 to get done at a panel beaters, such as the one almost immediately next door to the dealer, whereas if they did not fix it I would never bring that car, or any other Toyota, in for them to service again. They would be losing business for years to come, as I would take it to one of their rivals. The latter was even less conveniently located, but was the firm to whom I had been taking the MR2 for servicing owing to the former’s refusal to service it ‘because it was a private import’ despite it being mechanically identical to ones sold new in Australia in facelift form a few years after my one had been made. As an economist, I simply could not understand their service section’s approach to winning and maintaining customer goodwill—which stood in sharp contrast to their sales section’s attitude at the time the Echo was purchased. I got the Echo’s paintwork fixed by a local panel beater for around the price I expected and had no further problems with it. Less than three years later, however, I was back using this firm’s service section, for reasons explained in the next section. 

With 2005 came a firm resolution to rid myself of both X2 and surplus vehicles. I repossessed the Focus and gave X2 the choice of any of the others as her exit vehicle. I promising that if she took the Saab I would pay for the oil leak and other repairs that had been identified as necessary when it came due for its 150,000km service. However, given that she would now have to pay her bills, I expected that she might at last come to her senses and take the Echo, which was worth the most and was by far the cheapest to run. But no: she reverted to the Saab. With my friends and collaborators Neil Kay and Tim Wakeley both visiting Brisbane at the time X2 and I parted company, I delayed selling any of the remaining cars and lent them my spare ones. 

I did not particularly want to sell the Echo rather than the Focus, as both vehicles met my requirements for functionality and safety. However, I decided that, of the two, I should keep the Focus and get to know it better, given how little I had driven it so far. I had not yet driven it really fast on a good ‘driver’s road’ (and in the end I never did so before selling it). Within a few days of returning from my mid-year conference trip to the UK, I sold the Echo back to the dealer from whom I had purchased it: I judged that I could have achieved about AU$2000 more by selling it privately but figured that this might take some time to achieve if most private buyers would be more interested in having one with power steering, which had been made a standard feature around the time the safety pack option had been deleted. In any case, I wanted to start rebuilding my social life and thus the idea of spending weekends playing the role of car trader had a major opportunity cost. The MR2 was sold, too, a few weeks later (see section 10). 

There was one final chapter in the ownership of the Saab, which said a lot about both the fate of the Saab brand and the wisdom of my parting company with X2. Both the car and the woman had been disasters, having made very good initial impressions but turning out to be unexpectedly expensive and full of drama to live with. The Saab was still registered and insured in my name. A month or so before the end-September 2005 expiry of the Saab’s registration, I e-mailed X2 to advise that I would not be renewing the registration and would be cancelling the insurance. I mailed her the ownership papers and proof that she had been a named driver on the insurance for four years. A week later I arrived home and was surprised to find the Saab dumped in my driveway. The interior rear-view mirror had been broken off and the car would only stay in reverse if I held the gear stick in place. 

Its condition was not a surprise, however, as some weeks before I sent the registration documents to X2 I had received a call from the service manager at Brisbane Saab saying that she had brought the car in for rather more that just the post-service repairs. The total estimated bill was about AU$6000 since the gearbox was failing to hold reverse gear properly and when fixing this it would be a wise time to renew the clutch (the original failed around 80,000km and cost around AU$3000 to replace). X2 had told him that I was in the UK as my father was sick but that I had said I would pay for the repairs when I got back. (Actually my father had died about six weeks before, whilst I was in the UK for a conference, and I had returned to Brisbane to find she had had my phone lines disconnected as well as running up several parking fines.) He was rightly suspicious, for the cost of merely fixing the gearbox was about the value of the car by then as a trade in with a viable gearbox. I explained the truth of domestic situation to him and said I would honour my promise for the post-service work, so that her lawyer could not accuse me of any failure on that front. The car could still be reversed if one held on to the gear stick. 

The promised work was duly done and I paid for it. A week or so later, however, I had an e-mail from the service manager saying that now the car needed a new radiator and he was going to install a second-hand one gratis to get her out of the way and retrieve the firm’s loan car, but that would be the last thing they did for her. 

I was reluctant to take the Saab to the wreckers, given that in other respects it was still in good shape after the fortune that had been spent on it. But clearly this was what the economic logic required me to do unless I was prepared to risk getting the repairs done and then trying once again to sell the car privately. If X2 had understood economics, she would have taken the car to the wreckers herself and pocketed the AU$500 that I received from a firm specialising in dismantling European cars. Coincidentally, Brisbane Saab shut its doors the next day and its franchise ended up in the hands of a dealer of used ‘prestige vehicles’.
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End of the road for the Saab, Allans Wreckers, Nundah, Brisbane, 26 September 2005
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THE CAMRY Couple: 
2005 Toyota Camry Sportivo V6
 (AU$27,590, January 2007--); 
2007 Toyota AURION (AU$36,140, MAY 2007--)

Around the time that the Saab was dumped in my driveway, I met my current partner. This was the culmination of several months of approaching the search and appraisal process with the same thoroughness and technology that I had been applying to my searches in the car market. Unlike me, Annabelle had a very simple motoring history that involved a mere four vehicles. But within two years of meeting we came to own two very similar vehicles—what would be a pair of Toyota Camry V6s were it not for the fact that the newer of the two carries Toyota Aurion badges. (Though basically an Australian-made version of the US-market Camry V6, the front, rear and interior treatments of the Aurion are distinctive, to distinguish it from its four-cylinder Camry siblings.) This happened despite her having her eyes opened to the thrill of a car with brilliant steering and handling when she started driving my Focus.

Whereas I, despite being an economist, had clearly thrown away many tens of thousands of dollars on my motoring indulgencies, Annabelle’s motoring, prior to meeting me, had been about as economical as it is possible to imagine. Two of her four cars, a brand-new Nissan Maxima and a brand-new Nissan Pulsar, she never drove at all, though she did sit in them briefly: they were among her many prizes from a week’s success on Sale of the Century, a TV quiz show. She sold them immediately, using the proceeds as the deposit on her first house. Instead of succumbing to the temptation of a new car that now, nearly two decades later, would be worth hardly anything, she continued to drive her first car and enjoyed a very healthy capital gain from home ownership. Her first car was almost the cheapest new car available in Australia when she bought it in 1984, though its list price of $6690 was well over twice what I paid for the decade-old P76 at around the same time. Formally speaking, it was actually a Honda City van, being sold in Australia with no rear seats to escape the then-high import duties on cars. She sold the Honda in 20000 for AU$2000, still running on its original engine and with virtually no other replacement parts, despite it having covered 350,000km. Her attachment to it was still conspicuous ten years later when we were on vacation in New Zealand: she excitedly started counting the ones she saw and managed to spot 25 of them in the space of two weeks. (It was interesting to see that all of these were locally assembled examples: all of the used-import turbocharged ones that were common when I first moved there in 1991 would have been crashed or mechanically abused before reaching the stellar mileages that were possible on the basic model.) Its replacement was another new, bottom of the range car, a Mitsubishi Lancer Coupe—it most likely would have been another Honda had there been a successor to the City in Honda’s Australian range. By the time she sold the Lancer early in 2007, it too had been completely reliable and had already amassed 160,000km due to long-distance commuting.

Having at last met ‘the one’, I admired her motoring economics but was nervous about the safety of the Lancer, which had no ABS, no airbags, and a very poor safety rating. She had been lucky so far, given the long daily commute to the school at which she taught. I thought she should upgrade to something safer. While she did not disagree with this, her motivation was also to get something better after having her eyes opened by the startling difference between her Lancer and my Focus. She had also become an instant convert to the BBC Top Gear motoring programme, having previously had little interest in cars beyond their functional role as convenient transport.

Given the limited amount she wanted to spend, an initial scenario was one where she bought the Focus from me and I upgraded too. Though the Focus did have such brilliant steering and road-holding that it had made continued ownership of the MR2 sports car seem pointless, I had grown somewhat tired of its manual transmission as I drove it more. Compared with the 1.6-litre versions I had rented in the UK, my two-litre model was far harder to drive smoothly: the ratio difference between second and third gears never seemed quite right, producing drive-train shudder when slowing for junctions. It thus was not really meeting my demands in the area of refinement. Because of this, I had already taken a test drive in a slightly newer Ford Falcon even before Annabelle and I met. Though its refinement was leaps ahead of earlier Falcons and it had a modern interior, it seemed, after my post-Fairlane years of driving smaller cars, big for the sake of being big. It offered no obvious advantage in safety, with the same rating and single pair of airbags as the Focus. I decided to defer any change. 

A year or so later, other things started to cause concern. Keeping the Focus in ‘as-new condition’ was also proving unexpectedly difficult, as already some of the trim on the passenger door had started to crack. A bigger worry was the discovery that, although the car had a four-star safety rating, the safety of the rear occupants of my three-door model was nowhere near as good as that of the more common five-door model. This issue was important, since we often had Annabelle’s mother in the car, so it could not simply be dismissed on the basis that it was really just a car for the two of us. I normally sat in the back, now rather nervously, on those occasions as her mother’s arthritic knees and feet made it difficult for her to get into the back of the car. Clearly, we needed at least one car that had four doors and having read more about side impact injuries I felt it should have side airbags, and ideally side curtain airbags. 

At this stage, I was not thinking of a Toyota Camry because I felt, from reviews, that it would not be very good to drive and the cheaper models only had front airbags and no ABS. Early 1990s examples that I had drive (the 1991 V6 tested in Christchurch, and a  four-cylinder example rented on a holiday in Northern Queensland in 1995) has both been very quiet and smooth but had handled terribly. If I had been willing to spend enough to buy a new Mazda6, I would have been able to get both the safety kit and handling that I wanted, but for the price I was considering paying, I would have to get a used, pre-facelift example, that only had front airbags and which reviews suggested would be likely to be nowhere near as refined. I also resented Mazda’s obvious strategy of engaging in price discrimination by not offering the hatchback variant in base-model form and by only offering on top-end variants (with leather interiors) the safety yellow colour that I would have liked if I were buying one. (The Mazda’s nearest rival, the Ford Mondeo, which could have been a serious contender in diesel automatic hatchback form, was not being offered in Australia at that time.) We briefly considered a Holden Vectra, since it was the only large hatchback available with side airbags and a V6 engine. However, the only V6 models I could find that were not the top-of-the-range version with leather interiors were run-out models that were already a year old despite never having been registered. The failure of the European-made Vectra to sell in Australian had not led to stocks being discounted to shift them after imports ceased, even though residual values were not good, so a ‘new’ vegan V6 Vectra was more expensive than the budget I had in mind. On top of that, both of us suspected the Vectra might have similar kind of switches and sound-system controls to those that had infuriated us on when we rented its smaller equivalent, a Vauxhall Astra, on our trip to the UK a few months earlier. We did not bother to take a test drive to check our conjectures.

Having ruled out the Vectra, I also eventually decided against a current Holden Commodore, the car in Holden’s range that had prevented the Vectra’s sales by being much bigger and yet little more expensive. Shortly before meeting Annabelle, I had driven a friend’s near-new mid-range Holden Commodore Berlina, which had side airbags and was in a different league from all the previous Commodores I had driven over the years. However, I had not liked it steering and knew that, if I decided I could put up wit this, the next problem would be finding more basic models that were with side airbags. The only Commodore-based product we both really fancied was the beautiful and far more expensive Monaro V8 coupe whose production had ceased a year or so before. A Monaro would not solve the problem of our need for rear doors and only came with a leather interior. When I said that, these issues aside, there was also its politically incorrect fuel consumption to worry about, Annabelle offered a neat way of resolving the cognitive dissonance and justifying it publicly: we should not feel guilty about driving such a car since unlike most people neither of us had contributed to future pollution by producing children as additional consumers who might also go on to produce grandchildren, and so on.

Despite my previous experience with the Galants and the Sigma, I considered for a while the final generation Mitsubishi Magna and its unsuccessful successor, the 380. Like Annabelle’s utterly reliable Lancer, these were much simpler vehicles than the Mitsubishis that I had owned. The Magna was the only affordable large car to offer AWD on some models, just as my much earlier Sigma had done. Used 2003–2005 examples were spectacularly cheap because the product had been around for ten years, with the AWD Magna only being introduced in Australia in 2003 as a last-ditch effort to use a front-drive design to compete against the rear-drive Holden Commodores and Ford Falcons that Australians preferred. The trouble was that the age of the underlying structure meant that the final Magna only commanded a three-star safety rating even despite having side airbags. Ultimately I decided that I would not be able to feel comfortable with this. The Mitsubishi 380 did not have this problem but looked likely to plunge in value, too, for its failure to revive Mitsubishi Australia’s market share, despite initially favourable reviews, was leading to talk that the factory would close (as indeed it did around Easter 2008, an event which seemed reminiscent of the failure of the Leyland P76 in 1974 as a last-ditch product that received good initial reviews). 

The limitations of larger Mitsubishi and Holden products made me think back to the Ford range, since if I could find mid-range models only a year or two old I might be able to get side airbags, as well as the good driving experience that came from the Falcon having borrowed the ‘control blade’ rear suspension from the Focus and much nicer steering than a Commodore. A mid-range Focus likewise offered side airbags, though at the stage not the curtain airbags available on European models. (Australian’s second-generation Focus came from Ford’s South African factory.) Revisiting a Falcon left me still feeling it was needlessly big, while the automatic gearbox on a second-generation Focus was more intrusive than I expected: its changes were very obvious compared with the refinement I had been used to when the Mitsubishi Sigma’s transmission was working properly, or when I had been in a Camry. 

For a time, though, I carried on considering the Focus and kept watching the local dealer’s website, waiting for the best buy to appear. That experience completely put me off buying a Ford of any kind locally: I discovered that what was listed seemed often to include ‘teaser’ products that simply did not exist if one phoned up to arrange a test drive or of which the sales staff would show no knowledge if one simply fronted up and asked to see them. If one pointed out they were still on the website, the story, after a brief ‘check with the sales manager’ was that they had already been sold. No matter how quickly one responded to these implausibly good deals being loaded on the firm’s website, the actual cars were never to be seen. 

I decided that I neither wanted to buy another car from a firm operating in this manner, nor own one that convenience dictated I should have to get serviced by them. Their service practices had also irritated me no end: I had come to know that, soon after I arrived at the office after dropping the car in for a service, there would be a call from the service reception inviting me to accept several non-scheduled items (for example, new power steering fluid and/or brake fluid) that would amount to well over the basic service cost if I agreed to all of them. It always seemed like some kind of shark attack to catch customers who were unassertive and/or had not read the service schedule, or those who did not judge that the manufacturer’s service schedule should be the credible guide to what had to be done, rather than that of the servicing agent. I resisted these invitations but the firm then cost me dearly by under-servicing when it suited them: I had asked to have the front brake pads replaced at the 45,000km service, since I doubted that they would last until the next service at 60,000km, but I was assured that replacement was not necessary. Sure enough, at 60,000km I needed not only new pads but also a new pair of brake discs and then ended up with a needlessly big bill. It was starting to remind me of life with the Cortina.

Having thereby also ruled out Ford, I started thinking about a Toyota, not the supposedly bland Camry but something altogether different: a new Toyota Yaris supermini whose price was similar to that of the near-new larger vehicles that I had been considering: this, with its optional safety pack, would meet my safety goals and I had enjoyed driving my Toyota Echo, the previous-generation model of the Yaris. So, too, had my co-author Tim Wakeley, and on moving to Brisbane from the UK, he had bought a new Yaris, which had impressed us with its refinement and cleverly spacious interior.

While these possibilities being considered during the final quarter of 2006, Toyota introduced its Aurion model as a replacement for the Camry V6, On paper, it seemed to tick all the boxes: it had all the safety kit I wanted (including the electronic stability control that my Focus had as rare option and which was, at that time, denied to all buyers of second-generation Focuses in Australia); it had a 270 horsepower V6 engine with economy hardly different from that of the Focus, and its six-speed automatic transmission was unmatched by its local rivals. However, its price was way more than I was thinking of spending and as the year closed we were too busy painting the interior of the house, prior to Annabelle moving in, to resolve the car conundrum.

It was a rental Camry in New Zealand in the first two weeks of 2007 that was crucial in solving the puzzle. It was the a four-cylinder base model from the generation that had ceased production in the previous year and its handling appeared perfectly OK, despite the frequent comments by motoring journalists about it being uninspiring to drive. I suspected that this might be because all New Zealand Camry models were fitted with sports suspension as standard, for Toyota New Zealand had a history of selling its products with tweaked suspension set-ups, using Chris Amon, one of the country’s ex-formula one motor racing drivers, as a consultant. Annabelle was completely enamoured of the effortlessness of driving with an automatic transmission, something she had never experienced before, while the general refinement and silence of this Camry, like all those I had previously experienced, was remarkable. On returning from our vacation, Annabelle test-drove an automatic Toyota Yaris sedan, as a kind of scaled-down and affordable substitute for a new Camry, but she was disappointed by its relative lack of performance and refinement. It seemed to struggle compared with Tim’s manual hatchback. A manual version went better but she had decided she wanted an automatic. At the same dealership there were a number of 18-month-old ex-Toyota Australia Camry Sportivo V6s for sale, all with low odometer readings. The one that we tested, and took home for a lunchtime discussion, was far better equipped than the rental Camry, had side airbags (unlike all cheaper models on sale at the time) and was even more refined. But it was way more than she had been thinking of spending on upgrading her car. The solution, we realized, was to buy it jointly. After lunch, and after some haggling back at the dealership, that is what we did. This was a rather special event in our relationship: it was our first major joint purchase, as well as the first time either of us had shared ownership of a car. 

The Camry is the sort of car that is bought by middle-aged motorists who have no great interest in anything more than comfortable, reliable transport. Purely because of what was available with side airbags and without a leather interior (and still without knowing at first hand how poorly an Australian-specification Camry of this generation handles without sports suspension), we bought the version with a body-kit and sports suspension. Coincidentally, this is the variant that, in a decade’s time, should have the best residual value since it is the only one likely to appeal to young male motorists looking for something affordable with a hint of individuality and sportiness—much as the Cortina GT had appealed to me almost three decades earlier. With no experience of plush ‘prestige’ vehicles, Annabelle finds it very luxurious compared with anything she has previously driven and she has not been concerned about the bigger petrol bills. The only thing that so far has not gone to plan has been it original role as a safe and relaxing means for commuting, since within months of it being purchased she decided that the job of being a school-teacher was no longer what it had been and took a very early retirement opportunity, resulting in the car’s annual distance being much smaller than she previously averaged. By 75,000km, all it had needed beyond scheduled services was a new set of tyres. The only point of irritation has been poor rear visibility.
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Toyota Camry near St George, Queensland, 8 April 2007

The changing Toyota dealership experience

In purchasing the Camry I made a reluctant return to the Toyota dealership to whose service manager I had made my vow two and a half years before after the problem with the Echo’s paintwork. My backtracking was the result of a combination of factors:

· My final experience with their rival’s servicing of the MR2 was unpleasant not merely because of the news of the expensive cylinder head rebuild it was going to need. On this occasion, the car had been left with them overnight and I decided to save some time and use their ‘courtesy coach’ service to get from my house to retrieve it. I arranged a time to be picked up. In the meantime, I washed some clothes and began hanging them on the clothesline. I then noticed the sound of a vehicle hooting aggressively and concluded, correctly, that it might be the courtesy coach. The female driver of it immediately started verbally abusing me for wasting her time and got even more aggressive when I pointed that the problem was due to her arriving a quarter of an hour early. I locked up the house as soon as I could but her tirade continued and she nearly collided with another vehicle when she turned on to the main road, avoiding it only by swerving into the cycle lane. No one else was on board, and no one else was picked up en route. I said nothing for the rest of the journey but did calmly report to the service manager my experience with what would have been better labelled as his ‘discourtesy coach’. His reply appeared to indicate that it wasn’t the first time he had heard this sort of thing.

· A couple of weeks before Tim Wakeley arrived in Brisbane, I went over to the same dealer’s new-car yard with a view both to seeing the new Yaris at close hand for myself and to get Tim some drive-away price details and information about delivery times on various Yaris models. I explained the situation but felt I was not being taken seriously as an intermediary and found it hard to get the sales consultant to write anything down about the actual drive-away prices as compared with the ex-manufacturer prices. It was almost like my experience at the Honda dealership two years earlier. (During 2009, legislation at last forced new-car prices in Australia to be displayed inclusive of registration and delivery charges and government duties. The ‘delivery fees’ on a small car could amount to a sizable proportion of the total cost and could vary by AU$500 or more between brands and between dealerships of a given brand.) He also advised that delivery times could be in excess of six weeks on some models. It was like dealing with a shifty politician who refuses to give straight answers to questions on the basis that they deal with ‘hypothetical issues’. This style of interaction was more like what I had come to expect to have to put up with at the Ford dealership and was a great contrast to what I had experienced when buying the Echo at sales department of the dealership with whom I’d had the paint dispute.

· Between these two unsatisfactory experiences, the dealership with whom I had dealt over the Echo had opened a new branch quite close to the University of Queensland, so it was possible that their service operations might offer quite a different experience from what I had faced at their other branch, as well as its very convenient location. Very soon after arriving in Brisbane Tim Wakeley visited this new operation and within three days was driving his brand-new Yaris, despite it not being the one of the most common specifications. By the time Annabelle and I were in the market for a Toyota, Tim had also experienced the service section there; my resolve to boycott the firm therefore crumbled and all the experiences with the firm since have been a model of how to deliver pre- and post-sales service in this sector.

Why one Camry was not enough

Once the Camry had been purchased, there was less of a case for me to change the Focus, and I had spent, on my half-share, much more than I had been intending to spend to trade-up from the Focus prior to the joint purchase idea coming about. We now had a much safer car for Annabelle’s commuting and for effortless long-distance touring, the latter being confirms at Easter 2007 when my sister visited from the UK and we showed her quite a lot of Southern Queensland and Northern New South Wales. The only real role for a second car now was as a commuter vehicle for me, on an average of four days a week. Surely, it made economic sense to stick with the Focus for that, despite its minor irritations and the need for an annual encounter with the local Ford dealer’s service department, or for me to sell it and use the bus instead.

Despite being well aware of the economics of owning a second car, less than four months after we bought the Camry I succumbed to temptation and traded in the Focus against the brand-new Aurion. On reflection, I now find it difficult to see the purchase of the Aurion as the result of anything other than weakness of will combined with an irresistible urge to add to my range of motoring experiences: it was something I bought, out of curiosity, because I could, not because I really needed it. What I was actually telling myself at the time was rather different: my attention focused on safety and economy.

First, there was the nagging feeling that my first-generation Focus, despite its four-star safety rating lacked any side airbags. In economic terms, if safety mattered that much to me on my daily commuting, the solution was to sell the Focus and travel by bus. Though buses lack seat belts and airbags or side intrusion beams, their bulk makes them easy for drivers of other vehicles to see so they are unlikely to be hit in the side. If they do suffer such a collision, the probabilities are that it will be with a much lower vehicle with a much lower mass, in sharp contrast to the growing risks that car drivers face as more and more truck-like 4WD/SUVs are used in place of actual cars. But I did not let myself be persuaded by this argument. Rather, my brain began to raise the prospect of accidents arising in the Focus compared with a replacement that, like the Camry, would have automatic transmission, due to the division of attention between reading the road ahead and thinking about which gear was necessary. The manual Focus was a bit like my turbocharged Nissan had been; it did not enjoy the instantaneous response of a car with a modern automatic gearbox if one needed accelerate rapidly to get out of a tricky situation. Given that we had been so pleased with the Camry, a solution could be to replace the Focus with another Camry Sportivo—a kind of grown up, V6 version of my His and Hers Corolla Twin Cam 16 solution from nearly two decades earlier. This remained a tempting thought for a long time but an appropriately priced one in identical silver failed to come up in my searches.

Meanwhile, however, I had begun to wonder whether we had gone far enough in the pursuit of safety with the purchase of the Camry, given that it lacked curtain airbags and electronic stability control. I researched the safety issue further and formed the impression that the big risk in a side-impact collision was that one’s head would hit the side pillars or window glass. This was more likely to have fatal consequences than injuries lower down in one’s body that side intrusion beams and side airbags were designed to prevent. My mind tended to reduce the cognitive dissonance between this knowledge and the fact that we had bought the Camry by ruses such as thinking that its wide-body design meant there was a big distance between one’s head and the side of the car than in smaller cars, and by noting that some more recently designed vehicles that had curtain airbags had not managed to get five-star safety ratings. But the issue kept surfacing, even so.

Improved fuel economy was, of course, something that a morally motivated consumer such as myself ought to be considering, particularly as the idea had also occurred to me that, with Peak Oil approaching, this might be my last chance to savour again the delights of cars powered by effortless, large-capacity engines. Such vehicles could help towards safety by their ability to accelerate out of trouble (especially with automatic transmission) and overtake quickly. But I knew, really, that I should be looking for something that was more environmentally friendly. It was clear that while a Toyota Prius might be interesting to drive via the game of trying to match its official economy figures in real-world motoring conditions, it would not be fun to drive. The Australian Prius range also had two problems: the basic model only had drive and front passenger airbags, while the i-Tech version that had six airbags and a five-star safety rating not only cost at least AU$10,000 more than I imagined spending but also came with a leather interior.

A potential solution to the puzzle would be a diesel Volkswagen Golf or Holden Astra, which on paper offered excellent safety credentials and near-Prius economy with a better driving experience. However, I never got as far as trying either of them. The diesel Astra, which Holden had only recently started importing from Europe, was an unknown quantity in resale terms and considerably more expensive than a regular petrol-powered version. On top of this, we would have to contend with its strange switchgear and other ergonomic problems and the fact that the automatic transmission model had a different engine from the manual one and was far inferior in both performance and economy. I had no such concerns about a diesel Golf but held back from testing it due to its premium price: in Australia, it cost about as much as a new, locally-made 6-cylinger car like the Aurion. Like the Camry, an Aurion would have been in a much more expensive market segment, out of my reach, had I been living in the UK and had it been offered there.

Aside from the Golf, the other car that cost around the same as the Aurion and that I perhaps should have tried before reaching my decision, was a Subaru Legacy (sold in Australia as a Liberty, because in Australia, the name Legacy is that of an organization that cares for families of deceased armed services veterans). The Subaru had the best crash-safety test score of all on the ANCAP website  (a score of 35.52/37) and also had AWD. As I considered it and the prices of new and used ones I reflected that it was odd that I had never even tried one in New Zealand despite my enthusiasm for AWD cars, given that there had been an abundant range of high-performance variants at reasonable prices and I had long known that the Legacy, right from its first-generation model in 1989, had an excellent safety rating and remarkable reliability. What had always deterred me had been the relatively poor economy and refinement inherent in Subaru’s unusual ‘boxer’ engines. This was why I had ignored them in favour Mitsubishi’s V6-powered AWD cars. In the Australian context, there were no cheap ‘used import’ turbo models to consider and the problem was that the basic two-litre sedan, sold new for around the price of an Aurion, was going to seem rather underpowered in automatic form, whereas the more popular and expensive 2.5-litre model typically had a leather interior when I looked at the near-new possibilities. The smaller Impreza model could be had with the latter engine but the then-current generation of it did not offer five-star safety and had dreadful frontal styling.

An examination of the safety issue at the ANCAP website revealed that, of all the Australian-made cars that had been tested by April 2007, the safest was the unloved Mitsubishi 380, which had scored 28.09/37 for its solid four-star rating. Only a few months after I had previously ruled it out without a test drive due to nervousness about its potential resale value, spectacularly discounted near-new examples had started to appear: it would be about AU$14,000 less to get one of these than a new Aurion that additionally had curtain airbags and (unlike the Subaru Liberty) electronic stability control. Standard economic thinking suggested I should at least test a 380 and then consider whether the risk/price trade-off was worthwhile rather than rejecting it untried. We did get as far as visiting the local Mitsubishi dealership one Saturday afternoon, but none of its staff seemed interested in getting out their high-specification used model for a test drive there and then, despite the generally very quiet atmosphere in the new-car showroom. We gave up and left without booking a drive for the following week. (Nearly a year later, however, we did have a serious test drive of a Mitsubishi 380, in the form of a rental car for a vacation in Tasmania. We were glad we had not bought one: it was nicely finished but the only thing I can remember specially liking about it was that its designers had ensured that its boot hinges did not intrude on luggage space, in contrast to all of its local rivals—but well they needed to, since it had a smaller boot than the Magna that it replaced. It had many limitations quite apart from its poor residual value and lack of curtain airbags: its interior seemed far less spacious than its Toyota rivals and its engine (in essence a slightly enlarged version of that from the 1995 Magna) seemed not to deliver the effortless performance of the Toyota V6 engines despite having a larger cubic capacity. Its huge turning circle was also a major source of irritation, as it made hazardous the U-turn we needed to undertake each time we returned to our motel.)

I was left considering two very different Toyotas. One was a brand-new Yaris five-door automatic hatchback with optional safety pack, which would give excellent economy, a five-star safety rating and which, with me test driving it this time, might perform better than the sedan version whose lethargic performance I had found hard to believe when Annabelle drove it. It might also again disappoint me with a lack of refinement in automatic form, whereas Tim’s manual version always surprised with its smoothness even with four adults on board. The other Toyota was a base-model Aurion AT-X, which had all the safety kit and which was the first large Australian car to have an overall fuel consumption figure of less than ten litres/100 kilometrse—in other words, it used virtually no more fuel than the Focus despite having more than twice the power. I never seriously considered anything other than the base model: it was at the upper limit of what I cared to spend and the Sportivo model—the successor to our Camry—had been said to have a very firm ride whereas the AT-X had not been subject to the sort of comments about handling that had been levelled at non-Sportivo variants of the previous generation Camry. In the case of an Aurion, I wanted to reduce my initial costs by getting a demonstrator or waiting for an ‘end of financial year’ deal with free on-road costs. Such a deal duly materialised two months before the end of the financial year, the same week that the dealer that had supplied both the Echo and the Camry advertised its demonstrator for sale at its more distant yard.

When we arrived, I explained to the saleswoman (whose manner was completely no-pressure) what I was considering, and left her to have the Focus valued after pointing out that I had been looking at the www.redbook.com.au trade-in value for my Focus, whose odometer reading was at the low end of the spectrum and had the electronic stability control option. We elected to test their Aurion demonstrator first, with Annabelle driving so that I could assess the car without the distraction of the traffic. Within a very short distance, I had removed all thought of trying the Yaris, for the Aurion’s smoothness and effortless performance were immediately conspicuous. Back at the dealership, without having driven the Aurion myself but with, after a little haggling, the top Redbook trade-in figure for the Focus, I agreed to buy a brand-new Aurion from their forecourt. Unlike the demonstrator, this one had a rear spoiler, which I wanted purely as a parking aid owing to the difficulty of seeing how far back the car extends. It turned out that this was a mistaken expectation. The spoiler actually makes rear visibility even more of a problem. It also turned out that visibility at junctions is tricky owing to the thick front pillars that, from some angles, can conceal an entire oncoming car. These pillars are the price of achieving high safety and economy scores. They have to be kept in mind at any junction, but in all other respects driving the car is a delight: it reminds me of the Mitsubishi Sigma but with all the extra power that the Sigma could have handle, and is by far the most powerful car I have owned. 
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The final photograph taken of the Ford Focus, just before setting off to pick up its replacement, 5 May 2007

There was no good economic case for my decision to buy the most costly car I had ever purchased: it was safer, yes, but it would not ‘save the planet’ and its lower initial servicing costs would be comprehensively offset by its initial depreciation even despite my attempts to mitigate the latter by buying it when I did. I could try to justify treating myself to the new car using the common maxim of ‘You only live once/You can’t take it with you when you go’, or via my confident expectations that financing my retirement would be made much easier by the failure of my parents to follow that line of thinking and spend their own money in retirement. Certainly, such thoughts did go through my mind, as naturally they would given uncertainty about how many more years I might have ahead as a driver following several lucky escapes from eyesight problems over the previous fifteen years. However, something quite different was also going through my mind: buying the Aurion signified that I was confident that I was not going to be financially traumatised by the on-going efforts of X2 to relieve me of my assets. 
The day of the deal, 3 May 2007, was especially significant. It was the second anniversary of the day that I had got X2 out of my house, an anniversary so significant that Annabelle and I continue to celebrate it as ‘E-Day’. (The ‘E’ stands for ‘eviction’, an activity undertaken—on the one day of the week when I could count on her being out at the university the whole time—with the aid of a Budget Rental Truck, a storage lock up and the assistance of three friends, on the advice of my lawyer.) The first E-Day celebration had been somewhat muted, as that was the day I was served papers from a new lawyer that X2 had hired to harass me. This legal battle was still going on a year later and if I treated myself to a new car it would mean that, by the time matters eventually came to resolution, its depreciation would have somewhat reduced my total wealth. In other words, supposing she succeed in getting a third of my assets (fortunately, she did not), she would then end up shouldering a third of the depreciation cost of the new car up to the time of settlement. After all the motoring costs her self-centred behaviour had imposed upon me, I relished the idea that I could now impose some of my motoring costs on her. When, fifteen months later, settlement time at last approached, I printed off the Redbook price guides for the Aurion and Camry as evidence of the value of my assets. Normally, the sight of depreciation in the value of one’s car is depressing, whereas on this occasion noting what had been spent on the cars versus what they were now worth reduced my potential liability to X2 at the same time as showing her how well things were now going in her absence. I now had money to burn, some of which X2 had thought she was entitled to have, and I had a new partner whom I liked so much that I had, in effect, treated her to half a very nice car.
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Toyota Aurion on the day after it was delivered, 6 May 2007

Given that safety issues had been much in my mind during the decision process, it is ironic that I discovered I had made a mistake in my conjectures about the Aurion’s likely safety rating. I assumed, since the much smaller Yaris had achieved a five-star safety rating, the new Camry/Aurion range would do so too. The next generation Corolla/Auris achieved this standard but when ANCAP published the results for the Aurion it only achieved four stars with a score of 30.07/37, its excellent side-impact figure contrasting with a frontal impact performance that seemed to me to imply that it would need a knee-bag for the driver in order to achieve the top ANCAP rating. I consoled myself after looking up US safety ratings for the US-market 2007 V6 Camry and finding that it achieved a full set of five-star ratings under the NHTSA system. However, in August 2009 the Aurion range received a minor facelift and was awarded a five-star ANCAP rating—not via the addition of a knee-bag for the driver but via the addition of a seat-belt reminder light for the front passenger.
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Toyota Aurion on the Tropic of Capricorn near Sapphire, Central Queensland, 23 September 2007

A second irony is that when we opted to drive the Aurion on our next touring holiday, because of its better safety credentials, the choice nearly had disastrous consequences due to one of the differences between it and the Camry. As we were heading south towards Charleville at 110km/hour, Annabelle spotted a kangaroo standing in the road, much earlier in the afternoon than one would normally expect. She braked hard and we were then shocked to see the car first fishtail and then do a 270-degree spin before it came to rest in the dirt across the other side of the road. It did not bear thinking about what would have happened if anything had been coming the other way. For a few minutes I was completely bemused: surely, this sort of thing should have been prevented by the ABS and electronic stability control. But then I realized what had happened. This was the first time Annabelle had ever done an emergency stop in a vehicle with automatic transmission and she instinctively did what she had been trained to do in a manual transmission vehicle: she put both of her feet down hard on the left and middle pedals. The trouble was that the Aurion has a foot-operated parking brake where the clutch pedal would have been in a manual-transmission vehicle. She had thus locked the rear wheels, over-riding the ABS system and electronic stability control and instead causing the car to do a ‘handbrake turn’. This would not have happened had we been in our Camry V6 or in the Aurion’s four-cylinder Camry counterpart, which has a regular handbrake mounted in its slightly differently designed central console.

One major question remains regarding these two cars. Annabelle takes the view that they should see us through until electric cars are well established. I see no reason to doubt this in respect of their likely mechanical longevity. But what I cannot be confident about is whether I will be able to resist the temptation to try something different, such as an early-generation plug-in hybrid before the new technology’s costs have fallen to the level at which an economist without a motoring fixation would rationally trade up to an electric vehicle. 
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Discussion
Although some critics of introspective writing have contended that memory limitation lead to distorted analysis (cf. Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993), I have had no sense that my motoring memories have faded in the three decades of my career so far as a motorist. Rather than being constrained by a shortage of memories, this account could easily have been expanded even further into a thoroughly Proustian epic. However, I hope it is sufficient to prompt readers to consider the deeper significance of motoring experiences and how these rebound upon subsequent choices of motor vehicles. Whilst my account reveals a degree of fixation with matters automotive, I am actually quite a restrained and detached motorist compared with Australian motoring journalist John Wright (1990) whose extraordinary tale of owning 61 cars before reaching his fortieth birthday partly inspired me to write the present account.

There is much in this long account that puts motoring in the category of ‘journeys into the unknown’ that was the subject of one of my early uses of introspective techniques (Earl, 1998): many of my purchases of cars were either a consequence of decisions to get on to a new career path that represent some kind of journey ‘Into the Woods’. But some were ventures ‘Into the Woods’ in their own right in the sense that I could have perfectly well stayed with what I was currently driving but felt I had to sample the experience of owning the car in question (the Mitsubishi Sigma is probably the best example of this). 

This section presents the results of reflecting on the account that is presented above, an account that itself includes some reflections in relation to consumer behaviour, economics and marketing theory. One of the devices that I have used in arriving at the points that are made is the Post Modernist research technique of ‘deconstruction’, in other words, exploring the significance of what a piece of text is not saying. 

Deconstruction can usefully be performed in introspective research both during and after the writing of the text. In the former case, it can serve as an excellent spur to memory recall. For example, the section on the Toyota Twin Cam 16 ‘hot hatchback’ that I owned from late 1986 to mid-1991 was originally entitled ‘Exhilaration without Anxiety’, because it followed the account of my short and troubled ownership of an unexpectedly leisurely Rover with a major problem in its cooling system that proved impossible to diagnose. Early drafts about life with the Toyota revealed nothing about its reliability, for that was something its purchase had partly been designed to ensure, based on Toyota’s brand reputation. But what was the truth of the matter? Reflection revealed that the reality of the situation was actually more like that of the product recall disaster in which Toyota found itself in February 2010: my Toyota did have reliability and quality issues, despite never failing to start or preventing me from completing a journey safely. Deconstruction of completed text may also throw up potential theoretical puzzles, as will be seen at various points in this section.

(i)  
Cars as Symbols
The symbolic side of car ownership has been widely explored in the past, including perspectives such as the role of the car as a status symbol and the sexual symbolism that a decision to buy a particular vehicle might entail (see, for example, Bayley, 1986). An introspective account might be of dubious value in relation to the kinds of more subconscious or, if conscious, ‘personal’ aspects of symbolic car consumption: there may be limits to how far we might expect the writer to go in playing the Humiliation Game to win credibility. While the present account says nothing about how, for example, sexual symbolism might have affected any of the choices, it does nonetheless have plenty of things to say about the symbolic side of car consumption during the thirty years that it covers. There are a few passages that relate to familiar territory, some of which involve unusual twists, such as the preference for inconspicuous consumption locally but also ‘something to write home about’ or great differences in how onlookers saw particular vehicles and their fit with their owner, versus how the owner saw them. However, it is perhaps the long-term nature of the account that is most important in respect of its symbolic content, with cars being chosen in some cases because of what rather similar vehicles had signified when they were owned in earlier periods. A car could thus be more modern and yet enjoy an additional appeal because of how it evoked an earlier period or presented an opportunity to get a sense of how motoring would have been in an earlier period (as with the purchases of the Toyota Corolla FX GT and Ford Fairlane, respectively).

If motoring choices are commonly driven by nostalgia or attempts to ‘turning the clock back’, then the success of so called ‘retro’ designs such as the BMW Mini or Fiat 500 may lie in more than their visual cuteness. It may also reflect how they evoke imaged or remembered times past when the roads were less crowded and driving generally much more carefree (though they do so without the poor reliability and safety and the discomfort that was the reality of owning the original vehicles half a century earlier).

(ii)
The changing roles of deliberation and tradeoffs

The foregoing account demonstrates an increasing tendency towards complex deliberation. Whereas my early choices in the UK and Tasmania were made on the basis of very limited testing and comparison and were made very quickly, much later choices emerged as the result of very extensive search and many hours of thought, as well as test-drives. Instead of allowing cars to surprise me, I was increasingly trying to make the most of the extent to which they are search goods rather than experience goods (Nelson, 1970). Over the period covered by the account, cars became much more reliable and of better quality, but their complexity also increased drastically, shifting the decision focus from finding a car that would not be a nightmare to maintain to dealing with an explosion of options and potential for information overload. Layered over the changing size of the underlying information matrix entailed in the choice problem were not only my increasing experience and awareness of possible decision criteria and the risks associated with a bad decision, but also changes in constraints and the set of market institutions (in Hodgson’s (1988) sense of devices that facilitate transactions). The following issues are noteworthy:

· Searching for vehicles is problematic for a consumer who does not already have a vehicle in which to visit potential suppliers and cannot call upon friends, colleagues or relatives for assistance. If one has to travel on foot or by bicycle to see each vehicle, one is much more likely to make an impulsive choice or allow a convenient opportunity to dominate rather than searching carefully.

· Search strategies will be affected by the extent of clustering of car dealers into ‘Marshallian business districts’ (Marshall, 1920) that make it much easier to inspect a wider range of vehicles. Search was far easier for me in Christchurch and Brisbane than when I was living in smaller towns in the UK that did not have such districts. We would be wise to expect more impulsive choices in areas that lack clusters of vehicle dealerships.

· Search is also affected by the availability of access to the motoring press and Internet sites.  A move from Scotland to Tasmania in 1984 could not be done with a lot of pre-move researching of the Tasmanian market, which added to the pressure to take a decision that was a leap in the dark. By contrast, moving from Tasmania to New Zealand in 1991 was facilitated by the pre-planning that was permitted by access to the New Zealand Herald in Hobart’s library and New Zealand motoring magazines picked up on previous visits. A decade later, in moving back to Australia, the Internet provided ready access not merely to dealer websites but also to specification details and likely prices via www.redbook.com.au.

· Deconstruction of the present account, in the light of Earl and Potts (2004), reveals the absence of any recourse to outsourced expertise of a personal kind, as distinct from what is available in published form. No colleagues or friends helped me reach my choices in this market, whereas my own expertise has made me a kind of market institution: I have frequently been called upon by friends and newly arrived colleagues (whom I have often transported around in the search process) when they were trying to buy their cars.

The account also reveals the significance of the general state of knowledge in the community for the success of one’s own choice: being a knowledgeable consumer can prove horribly expense at trade-in time if it leads one to own a vehicle whose admiration requires knowledge that is not held by the community at large. Added to the cost of crumbling residual values are the psychological/social costs of not being thought of as having made a smart decision.

Changes in the kinds of information and the amount of it that are gathered change the way that choices are made. The account reveals an increasingly complex picture of how vehicle safety was assessed as different kinds of information became available and safety features proliferated. Various simple proxies were evident:

· Vehicle mass/height

· Internet reports based on actual crash data

· Internet reports of laboratory tests on new vehicles, using total scores and text descriptions, not just star-rating summaries

· Star-rating summaries of crash test reports

· Number of airbags fitted

· Safety ratings of other vehicles produced by the manufacturer

Where members of a couple used different proxies, domestic tension could arise.

 Experience with such diverse proxies revealed their limitations, such as the discovery that side airbags made little difference if vehicles were older designs, and test results for new vehicles not appearing until many months after they had been released, with crash reports following, of course, with a far longer lag. Despite my best efforts, I ended up finding I was driving a new Toyota that only had a four-star safety rating in Australia, even though it was fitted with extensive safety kit and smaller new designs in the firm’s range had already achieved higher scores. I was also unable to resolve whether I should be reading identical star-ratings as suggesting roughly equal security in the event of the same kind of accident, or whether, in the real world, vehicle mass is a further factor—how a five-star small car will stand up compared with a three-star large car on average remains unclear. Furthermore, if a BMW scores less well than a similar sized Saab or Volvo in actual crash statistics, we might wonder to what extent this is because of BMW drivers tending to be more aggressive and hence more prone to crash at higher speeds.  This clearly is an area where, despite both safety technology and information resources that were not available a decade ago, the consumer suffers acutely from bounded rationality. Manufacturers and consumer policy designers could benefit from careful study of accounts of how a wide range of motorists make such assessments.

Conventional economic theory predicts that, once the prospective performance of vehicles on relevant characteristic/attribute axes has somehow been assessed, consumers will rank rival products in order of preference by trading off their relative strengths and weaknesses to compute their relative overall values (Lancaster, 1966). By contrast, the experimental work of Payne, Bettman and Johnson (1993) has shown that non-compensatory decision rules increasingly get employed when consumers face a bigger information-processing task (for my own contributions to the line of thinking, see Earl, 1983, 1986, 1995b). From the latter standpoint, my behaviour would be expected to have become more prone to involve checklists and/or priority-ranked targets as I increasingly considered cars in terms of more complex specification lists and looked at wider sets of contending vehicles. 

An initial assessment suggests that the latter is broadly what happened. Early on, my requirements in a car embraced few dimensions, such as size, power, transmission type, and age/condition, but this was probably because at that stage the cars that I could afford did not have the variety of features that are nowadays commonplace. By the 1990s my higher income and advances in automotive technology were producing a situation where I was using checklists to think about a far bigger set of potential purchases. The absence of any single vehicle that met all of my requirements was something I sometimes dealt with by owning several cars of very different kinds, not by choosing a single compromise vehicle. The account shows how the checklist approach to choice can be problematic if for a person whose requirements are running ahead of the bulk of the market: my choice set in Australia was severely restricted in the used car market by safety features such as ABS being adopted slowly and by lower crash safety standards in those locally made products for which reasonably large samples were available with ABS. 

It is not just the use of specific ‘must-have’ tests of adequacy, such as ABS or levels of refinement, which points towards non-compensatory decision-making. Consider, too, the fact that, I refer to specific reasons when summarizing each choice to buy or sell a vehicle. This is something that makes little sense in terms of an additive view of preferences: if the overall performance is what counts, a particular factor cannot be pinned down as decisive unless there has been a change in the product’s performance in respect of it, other things equal.

Mainstream economists might, however, see this assessment as wrong. The Payne et al. perspective is driven by the extent of information overload. Whilst I would not be at all surprised to learn that readers experience difficulty grappling with the complexity of the account, or even with the very long ‘summary’ in Table 1, it shows no sign of me reporting that the experience of working out what to buy was cognitively exhausting because of the wide range of possibilities and product attributes. While computational complexity might be the cause of a typical consumer employing non-compensatory decision rules, the present case concerns an atypical consumer with something akin to expert knowledge of the specifications of a wide range of vehicles. A further reason mainstream theorists might be expected to offer for rejecting the cognitive complexity perspective, and with it the idea that non-compensatory decision rules were being used, is that the most complex choice in the account—the purchase of the Mitsubishi Sigma as an eventual replacement for the Nissan Bluebird ATTESA—took place over many months. Many vehicles were considered but, at the most, only two were test-driven on a single day. It would thus have been possible for this choice to have been reached using an additive differences procedure in which compensatory trade-offs are performed between two vehicles with the winner taking on a third one, and so on, in the manner of a tournament, until a victor emerges.

The additive differences perspective seems at first sight to be consistent with the disparate mixture of vehicles tried en route to the Sigma’s purchase: turbocharged AWD hatchbacks and sedans of various sizes, and large six-cylinder sedans and coupes, all from Japan, and a much larger V8-powered Australian sedan, with a wide spectrum of prices (the Australian vehicle was the most expensive by a couple of thousand dollars). The Sigma appeared to beat all of these because of its very healthy mix of attributes: AWD, refined, luxurious, spacious, and not the most expensive. 

Such an analysis misses crucial features of the account. First, let us again engage in deconstruction and note that the account at each stage only refers to a tiny subset of those cars that might have been considered. In other words, some prior filtering was going on, and this could well have been done via the use of non-compensatory rules for short-listing purposes. Many vehicles were simply being ruled out without close attention, let alone a test drive. If I were asked about these one by one, my answers would reveal non-compensatory thinking that singled out particular features. In the case of the purchase of the Sigma, it is evident that ABS had become a requirement from earlier choices and yet I did not seem to consider, say, the Hyundai Grandeur, a newer V6-powered vehicle that had ABS and was attempting to compete in the same market (actually, I was perfectly well aware of it and had ruled it out, because of reports that its suspension left a lot to be desired). Moreover, at no point in the account is there any sign of interest in 4WD SUVs, despite a very clear interest in AWD vehicles. This might imply that SUVs are a ‘no-go area’ for me (as indeed they are). In other words, whilst in some situations the information overload view of Payne et al. might predict the use of non-compensatory decision rules, the case in question is quite different. I simply have developed a set of preferences that have significant non-compensatory elements: there are areas where I just do not want to make trade-offs with my cars, just in the same way as a vegetarian has decided not to consume meat on ethical grounds, period, rather than being someone who fails to consume meat because of its price. 

The phrase ‘developed a set of preferences’ in the previous sentence is significant, too. Compensatory analyses of choice view consumers as if they are doing trade-offs in terms of a given set of preferences over product attributes. On that view, a prospective buyer undertakes test-drives to reduce uncertainty about the attributes of particular cars. Of course, to some extent this is what happened, as with the discovery of the woeful roadholding of the 1991 Camry and 1989 Maxima. But what the account seems to reveal is that these test-drives also served as aids to working out what the consumer really wanted and where the bounds of his tolerance lay. In other words, the process of test-driving provides opportunities to reflect on what the eventual choice should offer. Other information sources, such as motoring magazines, can serve this role, as when one reflects on the basis for a verdict reached by a motoring journalist. What is going on, then, is not a process of ‘making up one’s mind by resolving product uncertainty and finding the best available choice subject to given preferences over product attributes. Rather, it is a process of ‘making up one’s mind’ that involves resolving uncertainty about what attributes one really wants, and to what degree, and constructing a mental template of ‘my next car’. 

On the latter view, there is not a clear separation between potential means (the vehicles considered), and the ends to which a selected vehicle will serve: for an evolving consumer, choosing in the context of a market characterised by ever-changing technological possibilities, deliberation thus entails the interplay between means and ends. A choice gets made when a product is encountered that fits the template that has so far evolved without, on reflection, seeming to imply a further change of requirements that is inconsistent with the product currently being appraised. The consumer re-enters the market when the present vehicle no longer matches the template, because the template has changed and/or because perceptions of the present vehicle have changed.

This view of choice, which is redolent of Khalil’s (2003) characterisation of how choice is seen in the writings of philosopher John Dewey, does not necessarily rule out a willingness to make tradeoffs but neither does it rule out the possibility of consumers ending up with templates that define satisfactory zones of requirements that a product must meet. For example, in the case of the purchase of the Sigma, having decided that what I really wanted was something that combined AWD with the smoothness and responsiveness of a large-capacity engine, I might not have purchased it if I had found something that offered this but which had, say, a somewhat less luxurious interior and lower price, or that was a bit more expensive but even more powerful; however, I had resolved against smaller turbocharged AWD cars that seemed in a lower league and only had a rationale if one wanted to drive frantically all the time.

The account of my choices in the decade spent in New Zealand is at odds with an equilibrium view of choice, suggesting instead a set of experiments that failed to lead to a clear verdict on what I should be driving in that context. My domestic circumstances and the kinds of vehicles available both changed, as did my knowledge about the cars I had purchased. Experience with each product changed my views of what ‘my kind of car’ was, making the existing vehicle problematic in its fit with the reshaped template. This lead to switches of vehicle following the discovery of vehicles that seemed to fit the template as it then stood. With my last three vehicles there, I switched from a large hi-tech Mitsubishi, to very large lo-tech Ford and back to Mitsubishi, ending up with a more powerful but smaller vehicle (but with more luggage space) than both of previous two cars and somewhere between them in terms of technological complexity. Doubtless, a typical economist will still try to construe this as evidence of me performing trade-offs as my choice set and constraints changed, but from where I see it, as the person who actually made the choices, it is the ‘interacting ends and means’ perspective of Dewey that rings true: experience kept altering my view of what I should be driving.


In this process of working out what I wanted from a car, the improvements in my income and in automotive technology meant that I rarely stepped twice into roughly the same market. Each step upwards was bound to entail a vehicle that seemed impressive to me compared with what I had experienced hitherto. This may have limited the extent to which I shopped around, particularly given my knowledge of rival products as gleaned from motoring journals, which made me tend to expect that what I was trying was, for its type and generation, the ‘state of the art’. 

Such a process bodes well for a future. Consumers may find it relatively easy to switch to smaller, more economical cars so long as space is not a crucial issue: a current smaller car may well exhibit the refinement and performance of a previous generation large car, that had itself seemed way ahead of a yet earlier generation small car. Better design may even mean that space is not compromised as one makes such a trans-generation trade.

 (iii) 
Path-dependent behaviour

A striking thing about the account is the importance of chance and coincidence, and the complex way in which a car is connected with the fabric of a consumer’s broader lifestyle (see also Earl, 1986; Earl and Wakeley, 2010). Each choice depends on a particular sequence of events and connections and, as with the classic Chaos Theory allegory about a butterfly’s movements triggering a chain of events that leads to cyclonic damage thousands of kilometres away, a change in a single event could have taken me down a completely different pathway. This is especially well illustrated by the part of the chain that begins with an intention to trade the Saab 9000 in against a new Honda Jazz and ends up with near-new Ford Focus being purchased instead, without the Saab being traded in:

1. The test drive of the Honda was cancelled due to a bad storm.

2. A further test drive was initially delayed by the need to deal with debris and damage caused at home by the stormy weather, and more extensively delayed by a six-week inability to drive due to an eye problem.

3. In the interim, the Saab was stolen and then recovered before an insurance payout became due.

4. Instead of simply ringing up to arrange a test drive, I popped into the dealership whilst killing time between dropping off and picking up children at a cinema.

5. The sales consultant on duty that afternoon was obnoxious and I vowed not to deal with his firm.

6. The weekend that the first chance to buy a used Focus at a hot price arose was both close enough to the bad encounter at the Honda dealer for nothing else to have been done about replacing the Saab, but was a time when bad relations at home had left me with no idea where the Saab actually was, since my then partner had simply gone out without saying where she was going or when she would return.

With different weather, or a bigger delay in the Saab being found by the police, or a different Saturday afternoon choice by the children, I could still have ended up with a Honda Jazz, but depending on the particular sequence of events, I could have ended up with neither a Jazz nor a Focus.  Though this is one of the most vividly chaotic parts of the account, the significance of how history unfolds as a uniquely intertwined skein of events (cf. Shackle, 1979) is evident throughout the account, for example, with the Nissan only being available for purchase due to an accident about which I knew nothing for over three years, and then being easily sold to a colleague due to an accident the latter had experienced, or with my resistance to a second-generation Ford Focus being affected by the then unavailability of an electronic stability control such I had, by chance, ended up with on my first-generation Focus.

Viewed in this light, the car market seems rather like the housing market, despite the fact that one might have expected the kinds of transaction chain problems that bedevil the latter to have no obvious counterpart due to the presence of car dealers as intermediaries whose willingness to hold stock provides flexibility in the timing of transactions (see Earl, 1995a). My account is probably a far more extreme example of this than would be evident if most other motorists wrote their own, similarly detailed accounts, but there are lessons we can learn from reflecting on what makes it so extremely path-dependent. The key factors generating path-dependence seem to be as follows:

· Intolerant decision rules, whether checklists of requirements or ‘I couldn’t possibly drive that’ objections.

· Vehicles that had very thin markets—that is, vehicles that were only traded sporadically (Leyland P76, Nissan Bluebird ATTESA, Mitsubishi Sigma RS AWD, Toyota Echo with ‘safety pack’, Ford Focus in 3-door Zetec form with electronic stability control option). Such vehicles might sit in dealers’ yards for long periods until a buyer came along looking for precisely that model, but such a buyer will be prone to seize the opportunity when it is discovered rather than risk a long wait until another example comes on to the market. In the present case, the thin market problem was associated with rarely-available used vehicles that proved tempting or whose rarity affected how they were ultimately disposed of. However, thin market issues would also be likely to produce complications where consumers buy vehicles brand-new. In such cases, demonstrator vehicles might not be readily available, forcing customers to risk ordering something that was not quite the same as they had driven, potentially resulting in dissatisfaction and a premature return to the market. In this connection, it is interesting to consider why the dealer from whom I purchased the ex-demonstrator Toyota Echo had chosen to have a demonstrator with the rare ‘safety pack’ option but without the almost universally requested optional power steering: we might presume that the dealer was using the vehicle as a comparison demonstrator to sell power steering as well as to try to sell the safety option. The thin market issue is very much linked to that of intolerant decision rules.

· The failure of vehicle manufacturers to ensure that their franchises offer uniformity of service, of the kind buyers receive when dealing with other globally franchised distribution systems such as McDonald’s. There were major inconsistencies in service both within a particular franchise and between franchises of a given brand. This had consequences for the set of perceived constraints on choices and affected the development of brand loyalty, as well as affecting the length of ownership. The durable nature of a car and the ‘credence good’ nature of its maintenance by another party (Darby and Karni, 1973) produce a complex relationship between after-sales service and purchasing behaviour through time. Complex historical pathways are much more likely if such relationships are managed poorly by dealers, as this promotes faster vehicle turnover by customers, less brand loyalty and more journeys into the unknown.

· International mobility of the consumer. Not only did career moves trigger changes of vehicle but they also placed the consumer in a new information environment with a need to take decisions rapidly to meet transport needs. This could produce errors that brought the consumer back into the market much sooner than they would have been had they not moved country. The account illustrates this with two cases: (i) the brief ownership of the Rover 3500 after the mistaken inference from Leyland P76 ownership about the modest costs of maintaining a ten-year-old V8-powered British Leyland/Austin-Rover car in Tasmania; and (ii) the switch from the Mitsubishi Galant GTi-16v to the Nisssan Bluebird ATTESA after six months of life in New Zealand had revealed the former’s over-light steering and backache-inducing driver’s seat. International trips during life in a particular country (as with holiday and conference travel) broadened the consumer’s motoring experience to the extent that it necessitated renting vehicles. Experience with rental vehicles in turn had a significant impact on choices of which vehicle to buy, as with the purchases of the Ford Focus, Toyota Camry and Toyota Aurion and decisions not to test a Holden Astra Diesel or Holden Vectra.

· Changes in income levels and personal circumstances (partner, children and associated logistics) were significant contributors to the complexity of the consumption pathway. A consumer with a stable income and domestic circumstances will not be thrust into new market segments where they run the risk of making mistakes due, for example, to being easily impressed by vehicles in a different league from what they are used to, adjustment lags in appreciating how much they could really have afforded to spend (see also Earl, 1998) and mistaken assessments of post-purchase ownership costs. The disastrous purchases of the Rover 3500 in Tasmania and Saab 9000 were partly shaped by changing personal circumstances and a reluctance to spend more on a newer car, while the Mitsubishi Galant GTi-16v was a case of initially being easily satisfied by a move up-market. 

· Social connections. These not only provided ideas of possible choices through vicarious consumption and limited the role of a test drive, but also led to erroneous generalizations (for example, failure to check the boot size of the Mitsubishi Sigma having previously seen the boot of a friend’s Mitsubishi Magna that had the same external body but which was not an AWD vehicle) and a change in my perception of a dealer (as with the switch of loyalty between rival Toyota dealers due to discoveries associated with an attempt to help an immigrating friend to buy a new Toyota).

In sum, the implication is that path-dependence would be far less significant if we were presented with introspective accounts from motorists whose worlds were much closer to the ideal worlds of mainstream economics: i.e., they were always willing to substitute if the price were right, were choosing on the basis of full information in an asocial setting and where notions of ‘lifestyle’ were irrelevant because goods/activities were substitutes rather than complementary.

Recognition of the significance of path dependence reinforces the ‘means-ends interaction’ view of preferences advocated in the previous subsection, as taking a long-term perspective permits the origins of preferences for particular characteristics to be properly understood. Taken in isolation, the account of my 2007 decision to buy a brand-new Toyota Aurion reveals something of an obsession with side-impact safety that had gone from side airbags being a ‘must have’ requirement four months before, to side and curtain airbags being seen as a prerequisite. The account reveals my growing awareness of the benefits of curtain airbags after visiting crash-safety websites. (A year later, I discovered that former colleague who purchased an identical vehicle made his choice using a similar decision rule but sadly had achieved his knowledge much more directly: his brother had been killed when he hit his head against the door window after his car had been struck in the side.) However, as the account shows, this concern with side impact accidents had become increasingly engrained in my mind over a decade earlier by a set of events that occurred after I had bought a near-new Nissan Bluebird ATTESA, a high performance vehicle whose four-door ‘hardtop’ body had an unusual ‘pillarless’ design in which the central pillar only went as far as the bottom of the side windows. Had I had owned a different car at that time, many of these formative events would not have occurred, or would not have seemed so significant. 

 (iv)
Short-run and long-run costs and benefits


If we take a deconstructionist perspective on the account, two of the things that are conspicuous are the very limited amount of test driving done before most purchases, and the complete absence of any third-party mechanical checks being purchased to aid decision-making. In part, the former was because of a combination of my specific requirements and a limited range of possibilities that on paper seemed capable of meeting them. I also discovered that test-drives had major limitations as means of discovering things about a car, compared with what one could learn from renting a vehicle or even from getting one’s partner to do the driving and instead concentrating on making observations as a passenger and asking them about particular aspect of their experience at the wheel. As regards the lack of testing by third parties, it is clear that, initially, I was quite unaware just how expensive certain kinds of problems could be, or even of their possible existence. Although my confidence in what I was buying worked out well in most subsequent cases, my failure to invest in third-party workshop reports on the vehicles that I purchased that were out of their original warranty periods still involved a net cost in early repairs or trade-in losses (quite apart from savings on the purchase prices that I might have haggled if armed with such reports). 

The decision about whether to invest in third-party inspections was not one that I could make rationally, even as my experience of motoring costs grew, for I had no idea of the probabilities of particular problems being found, or knowledge of the cost of fixing many that might be found. It would only have been possible to make such a choice via a simple decision rule, such as ‘better safe than sorry’. The confidence I might have had in third-part testing never developed because I saw that it, too, could be a credence or experience good: the report commissioned by the prospective buyers of my second car failed to say anything about it having had major smash repairs. 

However, if I reflect on the lack of testing that I did of either kind, it is clear to me that there are underlying psychological determinants that could be at play. It was not just the time costs but also the psychological demands of interacting with sales personnel that played a major role in my trying to do ‘on paper’ appraisals as far as possible. Likewise, I believe that my reluctance to use motoring organizations’ testing services or a trusted mechanic actually had rather little to do with the information barriers to making a ‘rational’ assessment of whether it was worth doing. Instead, I think it arose from wanting not to be told that my judgement is deficient: rather than receive a report card setting out all the things I have failed to spot, I am more comfortable in taking a bet on the quality of my judgement. In this case, the report card comes much later: the first time the car is serviced or displays a problem. 

Related to this is probably what new behavioural economists such as Akerlof (1991) and O’Donoghue and Rabin (1999) would see as over-weighting of immediate costs versus long-term benefits—or, in their jargon, time-inconsistent preferences that result from hyperbolic discounting. Put simply, I was prone to rush to decisions due to allowing undue weight to the disruption costs of arranging the test, the costs of feeling distracted while waiting nervously for the outcome, the costs of picking up the results, and dread at the prospect of having to confront the salesman if they were bad. 

This line of thinking may have wider implications. The first is that the willingness of many people (myself occasionally included) to buy brand-new cars is also something that new behavioural economists should be trying to model as the result of time-inconsistent preferences. Another is that people who could afford to raise the money to buy new(er) cars—or more expensive cars that they would actually find cheaper to own because they ended up keeping then for longer—may be failing to do so because their brains are grossly front-end-loading the psychological costs of arranging the finance. These costs could include anxieties about dealing with their bank manager and the guilt they imagine they will feel before they reconstruct their self-images regarding the amount of debt they have (including getting into debt in the first place for consumer durables rather than just for housing).  Such people probably would also be amongst those who fail to arrange third-party reports on the used vehicles they buy. 

I may well fall into this group. If, on arriving in New Zealand, I had immediately been willing and able to borrow more and bought a brand-new Subaru Legacy RS turbo wagon, I probably would have grown attached to it and kept it for the entire decade I was there, rather than going through five not-quite-right-for-me vehicles at an enormous cost in depreciation. I had coveted such a vehicle and if I had tried it there and then I would not have been unduly deterred by its engine’s relative lack of refinement compared to the succession of unsatisfactory Mitsubishi vehicles that seduced me, and I would not have had the safety concerns or problems with luggage space that I had with some of the cars I purchased instead. Indeed, if on returning to Australia I had borrowed enough to buy the then current equivalent Subaru (in non-turbo form), and kept it for six years, I would have been in front financially, having avoided the disastrous experience of Saab ownership and the depreciation on the Focus. In each country, I would have had one loan and steadily paid it off rather than having a financial history in which my net financial position displayed a kind of saw-tooth profile.
(v)
Attachment and disposal: Escalation of commitment versus premature quitting 

A test-drive can hint at the excitement or quiet ambiance of actual motoring on long journeys, or how a car might serve its owner as part of, say, a ‘cafe society’ or ‘soccer mom’ urban lifestyle. However, the account suggests that one may only become attached to the car itself as part of a particular lifestyle by actually using it as such. If problems are encountered before the vehicle has been woven into a web of evocative memories, it may be cognitively very easy to dispose of it when finance is not a very tight constraint. But once a particular car has become part of one’s life through uses that are personally significant, it may be psychologically difficult to part with it even if one can afford something much better.

While the issue of attachment certainly does arise frequently in the account, there is great variation in the extent to which I got ‘attached’ to particular vehicles. Overall, my saga is probably best seen as an on-going research programme—a kind of search for a Holy Grail—rather than as a series of choices that reflect the interaction of tastes with a changing budget constraint. Over the three decades there was no change in my basic preferences for a car that would be comfortable on long trips, with ample luggage space—I was always mindful of possible needs to transport musical equipment—and which could accelerate vigorously, corner and stop without drama. The more my experience increased, the more problematic things became: I discovered that a hatchback is far more useful than a large sedan for carrying things around, but there was no affordable hatchback that offered the refinement, security and relaxed urge of a large sedan with a large capacity engine. (A used Volkswagen Golf R32 might one day be cheap enough to serve this role but for one complication: finding a vegan one without leather seats.) My New Zealand motoring experience was one in which the research programme aspect dominated over the attachment aspect, because I was too busy to use the cars very often in ways that I had intended. The research budget was reined in—one might say that in early 1998 I went through a paradigm shift—once I decided that I would be far better using discretionary income to save up for an earlier retirement and free up my scarce time, rather than experimenting with vehicles that I had little time to use.

The notion of attachment is a quite different means for understanding how people end up ‘hanging on’ to a car from what is implied by writings in new behavioural economics (such as Thaler, 1980) that apply the notion of ‘sunk-cost bias’. The latter view would typically be set out in the context of a person who is dissatisfied with a car but does not sell it because they cannot recoup all they have spent on it (just like the sort of case where a person buys a six-month gym subscriptions, finds they hate going to the gym, but keep going until the subscription runs out so that they can ‘get their money’s worth’ from it). The attachment and sunk-cost bias perspectives may both be relevant in the context of motoring; indeed, they may work in an interactive manner. The present account, however, reveals that rather than owning vehicles longer than a rational consumer should, real-world consumers may sometimes dispose of them far too soon. The disposal of the Ford Cortina and Mitsubishi Sigma give pause for thought in respect of the ‘too soon’ scenario, whereas the Saab 9000 was disposed of ‘too late’.

There is typically no way of knowing for sure whether or not it will pay to keep repairing a car rather than replace it with another one. An individual motorist, unlike a fleet manager, is not in a position to make such decisions based on knowledge of the probabilities of particular components failing and of the costs of getting them repaired or replaced. A single huge bill may be the portent of many, but it might be simply an isolated instance. After a run of bills, a car may keep running with only scheduled servicing for years to come—or it may not. It is evident, particularly if one has lived in Australia or New Zealand, let alone seen reports on motoring in Cuba, that so long as terminal rusting does not develop, vehicles can be kept running for far longer than most motorists dare to keep them. It is also clear that dealer margins—or even the normally smaller difference between what a car can be sold for privately and what a dealer would achieve—are typically much more than the cost of fixing what is wrong with the cars that are deviously traded in by owners who have lost their nerve or by owners who genuinely have no idea of the mechanical shortcomings of what they are selling. Such margins exist in part precisely because of the risk of discovering problems after purchase. But only in part: except at the very bottom of the market, it is often even possible even to get a reconditioned engine and gearbox for far less than the buy–sell margin.

This logic suggests we may need to think afresh about the relevance of the research on escalation of commitment in this context (see Singer, 1999, for a convenient guide to this literature). To be sure, one sometimes sees advertisements along the lines of ‘Uncompleted restoration project: $20,000 spent, will sell for $10,000’ that might be taken as a sign of an escalated research programme finally being abandoned by an owner who realizes that an over-capitalization error has been made and who has in the process become financially over-committed.
 Often, however, it appears that the exiting owner is getting out too soon, rather than too late, even if the exit involves a successful attempt to deceive the person who buys the vehicle since (a) the car typically continues to be a going concern under new ownership, and (b) the second-hand market is not costless to use in terms of sell/buy margins. Either these choices are not ‘rational’ in respect of repair costs, or something else is actually driving the decision.

Where an owner seemingly suffers a loss of nerve after a major repair bill and trades the car in to forestall future repairs, one might explain their behaviour in terms of poor probability judgements or the impossibility of insuring against the low probability risk of having a completely rogue vehicle which generates an endless succession of major repair bills. However, where it is traded deviously, thereby escaping the repairs, the simple financial explanation may run in terms of the imminent repair bill being seen as eating a significant chunk of funds that were already being accumulated to replace the vehicle for another reason (such as the desire for a better car rather than merely one that is cheaper to own). Added to both lines of argument may be the fact that the financial costs of repairs versus the depreciation of a replacement vehicle does not include all of the anxieties associated with running an old or high-mileage vehicle that could break down in the middle of nowhere and/or place the owner in a situation of weakness against potentially over-charging mechanics, even though any ‘rip-off’ bills would still be insignificant compared with a typical buy–sell margin.

(vi)
Failures to rent special vehicles for special occasions

The account presented in this paper frequently concerns my struggle to achieve a car for all occasions, which often I resolved by owning several at a time. The options often were used far less than I had hoped but came at a considerable cost even despite fixed costs of registration and insurance being low in New Zealand, the country in which I particularly displayed this kind of behaviour. I attempted to contain my total costs by purchasing second-hand vehicles. 

Such a strategy is entirely consistent with Lancaster’s (1966) analysis of demand for multiple brands of products by an individual consumer. However, its rationality looks less obvious if we engage in deconstruction and notice that I was failing to see periodic rentals (or greater use of maxi-taxi services for dealing with bulky objects) as less costly alternatives, despite renting when travelling overseas or interstate. I would have avoided throwing a lot of money away if I had simply owned a single, compromise vehicle for regular use and rented something different to cope with the urge I sometimes felt to drive a sports car fast, or the need I sometimes had to transport bulky items or take the family on holiday. Indeed, in the winter of 1995, after I sold the all-wheel-drive Nissan, my partner was perfectly able to get up to ski-fields on shuttle coaches and rather preferred doing so instead of having to negotiate the perilous roads herself. (It also meant she no longer had to worry about the scope for keas—New Zealand’s alpine parrots—to do terrible thing to the exterior trim of my car whilst it was left in a ski-field parking area.) 

The natural reaction of a modern economist when faced with such conspicuous failures to use the rental market would be to refer to the transaction costs of doing so. Such an explanation seems to miss the point, for once one had built up a relationship with a car rental company these costs are likely to be small in terms of time to arrange and settle any particular rental. In psychological terms the situation is rather different:

(a)
We may view a rented vehicle quite differently from one that we own. Principal–agent theory predicts that we will tend to abuse rental vehicles in much the same way that tenants often abuse the real estate that they rent. The rental contract does not charge us more if we wear out the brakes or tyres more rapidly and hence we have an incentive to thrash the vehicle much more than we would if we owned it. That may well apply to, say, corporate rentals, but my own experience is quite the reverse: the heavy insurance excesses of rental car contracts and the prospect of having to confess to damaging the rented vehicle can actually make rental drivers very cautious and the rental experience a greater source of anxiety than that which would be expected due merely to a lack of familiarity with the car and/or driving conditions. Awareness of risks of not getting back home with the vehicle unmarked vary depending on whether or not the vehicle belongs to someone else: the relief I feel on handing back the keys to a rental car is not paralleled for me by the relief, if any, that I feel on arriving home at the end of a journey in my own car. This is a case of psychological ‘framing’ (cf. Thaler, 1980; Kahneman, Slovic and Tversky, eds, 1982).

(b)
A person who rents a vehicle receives essentially a temporary flow of services, whereas ownership offers something to which one can attach a set of meaningful memories, via a succession of significant events and experiences whilst using it. In other words, continued possession of an owned vehicle enables the owner, in a sense, a better chance of continuing to possess the experiences associated with it.

(c)
As well as being an ongoing link with past experiences, a vehicle that one owns is a symbol, both socially and to oneself, of experiences that one might have. Given the costs of returning it to the market, the purchase of a particular vehicle is in a sense an act of pre-commitment to the kinds of activities associated with it. By deliberately sinking such costs into a particular kind of motoring opportunity, the chooser distorts the future costs of doing that kind of motoring in its favour. The pre-commitment issue might be relevant in the context of power relations within a household: it is much harder for someone to argue against a skiing expedition or outback vacation when the other party (who may have strategically chosen the vehicle) can point to the fact that a four-wheel-drive recreational vehicle is already owned. It may also be a means of guarding against weakness of will (cf. Elster, 1979, Thaler, 1980, Thaler and Shefrin, 1981). For example, if I want to overcome a skiing phobia I can purchase a suitable vehicle, pointing out publicly that it is for travel to the ski-fields. I will then find it harder to argue my way out of social pressures to go skiing. (In my own case, publishing deadlines provided me with alternative ammunition for avoiding the ski-fields while I owned all-wheel-drive cars.)

An understanding of the psychological factors that promote over-investment in the performance capacities of cars and a failure to rent vehicles to meet special requirements is of great significance in relation to the environmental costs of motoring (for a psychological analysis of some other aspects of this issue, see Earl and Wakeley, 2009). Consider first the popularity of driving large four wheel drive recreational vehicles as regular transport rather than renting them for vacations and occasional weekend use: these vehicles involve major sacrifices in terms of fuel bills, on-road dynamics and active safety and, as load carriers, they are typically inferior to a large car-based station wagon or people-mover. Their use for dealing with the anxieties of the school run may reflect not merely poor understanding of the determinants of vehicle safety but also the ability of drivers of these vehicles to signal that they are not to be ‘messed with’ by drivers of lower, smaller vehicles that are not endowed with militaristic toughness and bull bars. They provide a seemingly secure cocoon from which to get one’s way on the road—if one is trying to drive at the legal limit in a low sports car, the experience of being ‘tailgated’ by such a vehicle is terrifying. They also enable their owners literally to look down on mere mortals in lesser vehicles.

Secondly, the switch to electric vehicles with relatively short ranges is likely to be inhibited by the psychological factors that make us over-invest in vehicle capacity and deter us from renting cars on occasions where we genuinely do need extra capacities of particular kinds. If non-electric vehicles are still going to be needed for long journeys, manufacturers might be wiser to thing about designing arrangements for access to these vehicles that are more psychologically appealing as well as entailing low transaction costs, than to invest heavily in plug-in-hybrid technologies. For example, if they arranged to offer insurance policies that covered their electric vehicles and rentals from their fleet of conventional vehicles in the one package, people would no longer have the ‘insurance-excess dread’ to affect their choices and might then be far less resistant to owning pure electric vehicles.

(vi)

Concluding comments

The ‘let it all hang out’ approach to the economics of automotive choices adopted in this paper stand in stark contrast to what an economist normally would do when analyzing consumer behaviour. A conventional economic theorist prefers to study the impact of changes to a single factor, with other things staying as they were, and a conventional applied economist wants to work with a large sample of subjects. Here, we have a sample of one consumer, an analysis of many determinants of choices to buy and change cars, and no prospect whatever of analyzing the impact of individual factors with the aid of ‘other things equal’ condition since over the three decades under consideration the constraints, the choice set and preferences continually changed. Worse still, to the eyes of a conventional economist, this was not even an analysis of a ‘representative’ kind of consumer: eighteen vehicles of diverse kinds over a thirty year period must surely imply an outlier kind of consumer with something of a car fixation.

This kind of research does indeed break all the rules of economics (and those of marketing science), but it must be understood that I am not offering it with any claims that my experiences should be taken as representative or considered as comprising a theory of motoring consumers that is correct a priori. I have identified factors that affected my choices but I do not claim to offer a model of choice. Rather, I seek to give economists and marketing theorists pause for thought about the kind of theories that they offer and about why it may be misleading to ignore the significance of history and the complex, changing fabric of everyday life and technological competition amongst carmakers. The analysis offered here primarily tries to suggest worthwhile lines of inquiry and potentially fruitful policy suggestions. I hope it may lead to new formal models and quantitative research. Introspection’s role should be seen as a reality check and starting point for conventional kinds of consumer research, not as a substitute for doing anything systematic and formal before jumping to policy conclusions. 

The relative empirical significance of any of the issues raised in this paper is clearly a matter of further research. Such research could include the gathering and analysis of a large sample of reflections by diverse consumer on their respective motoring careers. Table 1 of the present paper suggests that useful summaries need not involve the writing of extensive accounts such as the present one, for data could be gathered via questionnaires from subject who had been asked previously to reflect on their motoring careers. Some of the issues, such as exploring the impact of extreme front-end-loading of costs and benefits of taking test drives, obtaining finance, and so on, seem well suited to be investigated by the methods of behavioural and experimental economics. 
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� 	However, it might well be appropriate as a research method for studying the demand for particularly power tools (cf. the US television situation comedy Home Improvement), mainly used by men in cave-like workshops.


� 	One of my slot-car buddies, Alan Raine, did go the whole hog, getting involved in Formula Ford racing. He became a graphic artist in Germany, doing work for Volkswagen, before settling down back in the UK as a freelance graphic designer—see �HYPERLINK "http://www.alanraine-graphicillustration.co.uk"�www.alanraine-graphicillustration.co.uk�.


� 	About three months later, after being invited to an end-of-semester ceilidh by some of my students and discovering how unfit I had become, I eventually did purchase a bicycle and began cycling to work several days each week.


� 	Between buying the Cortina and test-driving the Cavalier, I had only driven three other cars, all very different from these ones. The first was a near-new Volvo 340 automatic during a trip home to my parents: this felt terribly underpowered and really reinforced my decision to buy a more powerful vehicle. The other two reinforced this. One was my colleague Charles Normand’s near-new base-model Volkswagen Golf, which I drove on quite a number of occasions. Its light controls and handling were very appealing but it also felt like it could do with a lot more power. If I had been able to afford one, a Golf GTi would have seemed ideal. The final vehicle was my father’s new Ford Fiesta, which had a better power-to-weight ratio than the Golf but felt quite tinny by comparison.


� 	A common use for P76 engines was for re-powering Range-Rovers that continued to be made with the 3500cc engine for a least another decade after the P76 ceased production. Eventually Rover realized that customers would appreciate a larger engine, and because it was under-stressed would actually use no more fuel for far better performance.  Ironically, the P76’s engine appears to have been designed in the UK around the time of the original Range Rover, for a large Rover sedan, the P8, that got as far as the pre-production stage before being axed in 1971 because it was perceived as likely to cannibalize sales of another British Leyland product, the Jaguar XJ6 LWB (see further �HYPERLINK "http://www.austin-rover.co.uk/index.htm?p76p8sd1f.htm"�Adams,� 2008); so the engine was hardly unknown to the manufacturers of the Range Rover.


� 	Though the ‘hot hatch’ genre started in Europe with the Volkswagen Golf GTi, there were at this time no European hot hatches on offer. Volkswagen was undergoing a hiatus in Australia and had not sold the Golf there since 1982. The Golf GTi did appear several years after I purchased my Corolla, as did the Peugeot 205 GTi, but both of these European stars were dimmed in transit: both were far more expensive than the locally made Corolla due to import duties and their performance was muted by being tuned to run on Australia’s 91-octane unleaded fuel.


� 	This Friday-evening meeting was quite an unsettling insight into the yuppie lifestyle. To appeal to its target customer group, Hewson’s restaurant had Reuter’s screens hanging on the walls, in contrast to the sports betting screens that dominate most Australian bars these days. While I waited for my hosts to arrive I could see and hear that I was surrounded by ambitious young people who were obsessed with making money: their conversations essentially resolved around reviewing how well they had done that week with their speculation. Really, they were no different to the gamblers watching the sports betting screens in a less pretentious setting.


� 	My recollection of how my mind attempted to resolve the cognitive dissonance between the noise and the fact I was driving a new, and supposedly utterly reliable, Toyota was the inspiration for part of my paper on cognitive dissonance and personal construct psychology (see Earl, 1992a, p. 59).


� 	This and all the subsequent vehicles that I refer to as AWD were actually sold using the term 4WD and many carried badges to the latter effect. I use the AWD term to signify cars with permanent four-wheel-drive systems, not the part-time 4WD systems of truck-based SUVs that lack a centre differential.


� 	Perhaps things would not have gone well had I stuck to my plan, for some years later this firm lost the Mercedes-Benz franchise after detective work by the local BMW operation demonstrated that it had been selling ‘clocked’ ex-UK BMWs amongst its used stock. The firm closed altogether soon after.


� 	The MR2 was required to have a new windscreen to pass its roadworthiness test and after I got it home from getting it registered I was amazed to find that when I opened the bonnet (in the US, ‘the hood’) to check that its spare wheel, etc., were still in place, its trailing edge cut into the bottom of the new windscreen and cracked it. The certification agents could not believe this when I called them and they sent a truck to pick it up. It was indeed the wrong size and was duly replaced. The replacement last until someone tried to put a brick through it while it was parked in the city in early February 2004. The plastic laminate stopped the brick going through, but the huge dent it made left glass all over the interior. Fortunately, the damage was on the passenger’s side so I attempted to drive it home. However, shortly after I turned onto the motorway, a storm started and I realized to my horror that I could not use the windscreen wipers. I just reached my exit before things got critical. 


� 	The MR2 was actually the perfect shopping car for me since its rear luggage compartment was big enough to hold all the bags of groceries and at the same time slim enough to stop them from falling over.


� 	There was another, very different reason why I did not buy the 1991 Corolla on the day I drove it. At the time, one of my young colleagues, Mark Fearing, had been gravely ill in hospital for a week or so with meningitis and when I went home for lunch to ‘think about’ the car, and whether I would trade the MR2 against it, all I could really think was that I should not be thinking about cars at that particular time. (Mark barely survived his terrible illness and was unable to resume his academic career: he tells his story at �HYPERLINK "http://www.writing.com/main/view_item/item_id/1603682-Meningitis---A-Survivors-Story"�http://www.writing.com/main/view_item/item_id/1603682-Meningitis---A-Survivors-Story�.) My guilt about buying a car that Saturday afternoon may well have opened the door to my expensive error with the Mitsubishi Sigma, something I might never have purchased if I had bought the E90 Corolla on that day.


� 	The buyer lived a couple of hundred kilometers to the north and to our astonishment managed to get $NZ5000 in cash to pay for it on a Saturday afternoon, so as make the long drive home the next day. Though the regular banks were shut, he had the brainwave of trying to get it at the foreign currency desk of his bank at Christchurch Airport.


� 	The 1996 Ford Falcon Futura that I bought for the study leave likewise instantly became—because of the need to ship her children around, shop and house-hunt—‘her’ replacement for the Corolla and I had six months of using public transport to get to the office. When we parted company, after my return to New Zealand, she agreed to take it in part payment for her half of the house we had jointly owned. 





�





The study leave Ford Falcon Futura, Kenmore, Brisbane, February 2000





Since I hardly drove it, I do not devote a separate section to the Futura in this paper. Suffice it to say that it was trouble-free, though constantly symbolizing the domestic strains. It gave me a real high on the day of purchase when I for the first time felt completely triumphant in winning a brilliant deal against some of the most shark-like dealers I had ever seen. Prior to arrival in Brisbane I had researched the market via the Internet and the previous day I had walked the entire length of Brisbane’s ‘Magic Mile’ of car yards, asking questions as a cash buyer without needing to drive a single car in my search for a late-model Holden or Ford family sedan, with ABS, that would be easy to sell again if I did not move to Brisbane in the long term and Sharon refused to buy the car from me, and suitable for really long distance journeys (none of which I ever made).  I had ended up a good written offer for a 1995 ABS-optioned base model Falcon that I was perfectly prepared to accept but the following morning I decided to check the Ford dealership near where we were staying. Not only was I buying on the last day of the financial year, but after a test drive in a previous iteration Falcon XR6 sports model that was much less refined the shark-like sales personnel there made the mistake of showing me the Futura as it waited for a truck to take it back to the wholesale market, having failed to sell in the 90 days required by the sales manager’s rule of thumb. Indeed, while I was still refusing to budge, the Futura was duly trucked away. Clearly, for the dealership, a small return on the wholesale price was better than no return at all and I eventually accepted a price below the other car’s quotation and twenty per cent less than the original asking price. The car was trucked back before getting to the auction. I was mentally exhausted but elated after three hours of trying to get away from this dealership. I even left it to Sharon to do the test-driving and it was several days before I summoned up the courage to brave the Brisbane traffic.


I later discovered, from the service manager at Brisbane Saab, that the 90-day rule is commonly used because finance companies provide vehicle-specific finance in which they drastically increase the interest they charge a dealer on a vehicle after 90 days. From an agency theory standpoint, this makes excellent sense. The finance companies reduce their risks compared with offering a fungible loan at a fixed rate where the dealer could simply buy more stock, once existing stock was sold, without having to do any more paperwork with the finance company.  The arrangement puts greater pressure on dealers to keep turning over their stock before it has time to depreciate very far in its wholesale value and become less secure as collateral. Meanwhile, the dealers may also generate margins from which they can service their interest obligations. Later still, I saw the DVD of excellent 1995 Coen brothers movie Fargo and discovered that some its scenes hinge on the significance of finance being vehicle-specific. The movie captures well how this affects the relationship between a car dealer and a finance company, with the latter incurring, and imposing, transaction costs as it goes about guarding against opportunism.





� 	I find it easy to see from this perspective why car manufacturers prefer to sell their products as bundles of features, thereby getting their customers to focus on the total price. In cognitive terms it is hard to justify such fripperies as alloy wheels as an optional extra if one squarely faces up to the fact that they entail, say, a full week’s work.


� 	In 2010 I discovered that some indication of the scale of Mitsubishi’s ongoing recall problems can be gauged by a visit to the following website: �HYPERLINK "http://www.mitsubishisucks.com/cars/recalls/"�http://www.mitsubishisucks.com/cars/recalls/�. 


� 	The last point is significant given the buy/sell margin in secondhand markets: otherwise it would normally make sense to borrow the last few thousand required to complete the project having come this far, even though the total cost sunk is well in excess of the market value.
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