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The minivan category
is fuzzy in another way.
Practice restraint at the
options smorgasbord,
and you can drive off
with a bare-bones utility
runabout at a frugal
price. Or let yourself go,
all the way to a full-boat luxury liner with
leather, rear air conditioning, various com-
binations of power-assisted doors, and
onboard theater and game equipment to
narcotize the kids. For this gathering, let’s
describe our focus this way: flexible trans-
portation for up to seven occupants, priced
toward the low end of the range. As a prac-
tical matter, to meet deadlines, we
accepted for testing some models with
high-level equipment. For example, sev-
eral of the test samples had power-oper-
ated sliding doors. But since all but the
Mazda could be so equipped if that were

our focus, we chose not
to comment on that fea-
ture. Same for back-seat
theater.

Although the cast
members assembled
here compete against
one another for your

new-car dollar, each represents a different
time in the minivan’s evolution. The
Chrysler is the latest thinking, still not in
showrooms as we write this. The Mazda
MPV was all-new for 2000. The Nissan
Quest was substantially redesigned for
1999. The Toyota Sienna appeared in late
1997, replacing the playfully ellipsoid
Previa, and the Chevy Venture was all-
new for 1997. Without tipping off the final
rankings, let’s just say that the minivan
market has no golden oldies.

Hang on as we zoom in for a closer
look.

Fourth Place (tie)
Chevrolet Venture LS

There’s a whole-grain feeling about
the Venture—full flavor, coarse texture,
no sweeteners. As transportation goes,
it’s nutritious enough, and the price is
down to earth. But no one will call it
delicious.

The pushrod 3350cc V-6 has surprising
punch for its 185 horsepower, easily
roaring past the 180-hp Chrysler and the
170-hp Nissan and Mazda, too. In 30-to-
50-mph acceleration it even outscoots the
otherwise top-performing Toyota.

How can five more horses produce so
much more acceleration? The scale tells
the story. At 3880 pounds, the Chevy is
lighter than all but the Mazda. It’s 245
pounds less than the new Chrysler. And
that hints at the nature of this oldster of the
group. Its structure is flexy; feel the

4(tie)

Chevrolet 
Venture LS
Highs: Lots of mini for the
money, gutsy acceleration, secure-
feeling moves in traffic.

Lows: Raucous engine, poor
lumbar support for the driver,
windshield blocks radar-detector
reception.

The Verdict: Service without the
smile.
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CHEVROLET 4 3 2 2 2 3VENTURE LS

CHRYSLER 4 3 4 3 3 3VOYAGER LX

MAZDA 3 3 2 2 1 2MPV ES

NISSAN 3 3 3 4 3 4QUEST SE

TOYOTA 4 5 5 5 4 4SIENNA LE

Subjective ratings in both categories were assigned by 3 editors on a 1-to-5 scale (5 being best).
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