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cilic stereo. The dime-size volume knob is
on the upper right-hand corner of the LCD
screen, as far from the driver as possible.
The cassette player is tucked behind the
hinged screen, whose readouts, by the
way, are often illegible in sunlight. And
the cargo-mounted CD player—the object
of many festive treasure hunts—is buried
behind a hinged rack that must be
unscrewed and pivoted out. If listening to
a stereo is a deadly pastime, this Benz is
the safest SUV on the road.

The ML320’s logbook began to stutter
with the descriptors “midpack,” “medio-
cre,” and “satisfactory.” It is a curiously
standoffish, unengaging device, despite
the cachet the silver star reliably engen-
ders.

Fourth Place
Mitsubishi Montero Limited

With this new Montero, Mitsubishi had
hoped to become the “value intensive”
competitor to V-8 luxo-utes, notably the
Lexus LX470 and the Land Rover Dis-
covery. That the funky Montero can’t keep
up with either is an ominous start. This
SUV logged the worst 0-to-60 time and
tied with the Land Rover for the tardiest
30-to-50-mph pass. On country roads,
you’ll want to memorize this mantra: “Pre-
cise planning precedes perfect passing.”

The problem is the Montero’s embar-
rassing 4813 pounds. It is also the longest
SUV here, but at least that stat enables it
to deliver the next-to-greatest interior pas-
senger volume and a third row of seats. If
it’s slow, it’s at least usefully slow.

This SUV is also useful in the dirt. With
its two-speed transfer case, lockable center
differential, limited-slip rear diff, gnarly
Yokohama tires, terrific suspension artic-
ulation, 9.3 inches of ground clearance,
and 42-degree approach angle, the Mon-
tero quickly became our off-road champ—
as muck-ready as the Land Rover but
without the Land Rover’s inclination to
snap heads. The Montero also offers a
cushier 10-to-20-mph ride over rutted ter-
rain. So cushy that we never felt compelled

transfer minimum
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center- rear-diff clearance, angle, angle,
diff type type/ratio inches degrees degrees

ACURA full-time, with none/ 8.0 28.0 21.0
MDX automatic rear- 4.43:1

axle engagement/
none

BMW full-time/ open*/ 8.1 28.0 22.5
X5 3.0i open* 4.10:1

INFINITI part-time 2-speed limited 8.3 30.0 28.0
QX4 and full-time/ slip/

manually locking 4.36:1

LAND ROVER full-time 2-speed/ open*/ 8.2 31.0 25.0
DISCOVERY open* 3.54:1

LEXUS full-time/ limited 7.7 28.0 23.0
RX300 viscous limited slip/

slip 3.29:1

MERCEDES-BENZ full-time 2-speed/ open*/ 8.4 26.0 26.0
ML320 open* 3.69:1

MITSUBISHI part-time 2-speed limited 9.3 42.0 24.0
MONTERO and full-time/ slip/
LIMITED manually locking 4.30:1

*Four-wheel traction control manages torque from front to rear and side to side.
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Mitsubishi
Montero Limited

Highs: Gobs o’ personality, supple ride,
powerful packet of off-road skills.

Lows: Bottom-feeder handling, dismal 
acceleration, plasticky interior.

The Verdict: Great value in a package 
nonetheless crying out for a V-8.
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