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your face and makes you feel free — you 
own it without it owning you. That makes for 
happy motoring.

And if you’re looking for a cheap — 
more’s the point, cheap to insure — starter 
car for the recently qualified, an older Fabia 
could make sense. A quick online trawl 
through Skoda dealerships showed Evans 
Halshaw with the cheapest at £2,201 for a 
2003 five-door 1.2 model with driver’s air-
bag and 42,854 miles. You’d get it for less 
privately, of course, but a main dealer’s rep-
utation and legal obligations may be worth 
the difference.

Time was when Skoda was almost as 
much of a joke as those other products of 
the communist ‘market’, Lada, Wartburg 
and Trabant. That was always unjust because 
pre-communist Czechoslovakian engineer-
ing was widely appreciated (particularly 
their weaponry — they part-parented the 
Bren gun). Like many car-makers, Skoda 
began with bicycles in 1895, graduating with-
in a decade to motorbikes and cars. The first 
Octavia — so-called because it was its eighth 
post-war vehicle — appeared in 1959, while 

its transforming joint venture with VW dates 
from 1991, just two years after the fall of the 
Berlin wall. It was a wise choice for both, 
combining Skoda design with VW quality 
at less than VW prices. The many taxi firms 
now using Octavias don’t base their choice 
on sentiment, novelty or cost alone, but on 
that most dependable of market friends, 
value for money.

Would I buy one? Yes, if I were looking 
for cheap and cheerful. And if I were look-
ing for a roomy estate I’d buy an Octavia. 
Do I know anyone who has? Only one, and 
even he feels the need to make a joke of it. 
There’s the rub: for all their virtues, they’re 
not yet — not quite — one of the cars of 
choice for the middle classes. They’re getting 
there, with those who are canny enough, but 
so many of us are still paying so much more 
than we need for our Audis, VWs, BMWs 
and Mercs. We’re paying for status. And the 
case for Octavias could equally be made 
for Mondeos, but the fortunes of the Ford 
Motor Company are another story. 

Motoring 
Value for money 
Alan Judd

The concept of cheap and cheerful appeals 
for the obvious reasons: the prospect of 
something-for-(nearly)-nothing; the assump-
tion that it does exactly what it says on the 
tin; the lack of pretentiousness — suggesting 
that its owner is also virtuously free of that 
forgivable vice — and the freedom from 
burdensome excess. However, the assump-
tion that cheap and cheerful go naturally 
together is about as accurate as the identi-
fication of poverty with virtue: occasionally 
yes, often no.

It’s different with cars — at least, it is 
now. Hitherto cheap cars were often shoddi-
ly assembled from poor materials by work-
ers who didn’t care and managers who failed 
to manage all but their pension funds. They 
were rusting before they left the factory. But 
I’m not sure there is a bad car now; there 
are varying degrees of competence, achieve-
ment and durability, of course, yet even the 
cheapest, such as the £6,995 Citroën C1 or 
the £7,795 Kia Picanto (with seven-year 
warranty), will dependably do 90 per cent 
of what your quarter-million Rolls-Royce 
Phantom will do (with no seven-year war-
ranty). And they’ll last as long as you’re pre-
pared to keep them going.

I had a week or two recently with a 
Skoda Fabia. At £9,880–£16,415 it’s not the 
cheapest but it’s certainly cheerful. In fact, 
it’s cheaper than described: you should get 
10 to 20 per cent off-list through any of its 
220 dealers, while Skoda itself is offering 
its £11,995 1.4-litre Greenline 11 eco model 
(89g/km and 83.1 mpg combined) for £8,995. 
I had the base model with the 1.2-litre 
three-cylinder petrol engine. The motoring 
press rates it overall as a good-value car,  
roomier than you’d think with acceptable 
interior materials but with handling on the 
soft side and a little lacking in power.

Well, all right. But what do you expect 
from a 1.2 three-cylinder engine designed 
to optimise economy? And ‘soft’ handling is 
part of what makes it comfortable to drive. 
No one who buys one of these does so with 
the idea of cornering on the limits and at 
anything less than that it’s perfectly accept-
able. Similarly, that willing little engine 
is just fine; it revs freely, pulls eagerly and 
throughout the range gives the impression 
it wants to work, wants to go. OK, you can 
hear you’re doing 3,000rpm at 70mph and 
you may have to change down on the next 
long hill, but so what? You’re bowling along 
with the rest of them at a fraction of the 
cost of many and drinking less. You’ve also 
got all the usual safety features and you’re 
backed by proven VW technology — noth-
ing fancy but dependable and economical. 
It is one of those cars that brings a smile to 

Time was when Skoda was almost 
as much of a joke as those other 

products of the communist ‘market’

‘We’re part of the huntin’, shootin’ 
and lootin’ fraternity.’

Bridge 
Janet de Botton

Many years ago I went to an arty dinner party 
and met the late abstract painter John Hoy-
land.

Talk turned — as it does — to infideli-
ty. John said that men are always caught out 
because they act slightly differently and that 
the best thing to do to counteract that was to 
have a haircut! He maintained that you can 
put your physical ‘strangeness’ down to re-
adjusting to your shorter hair. Don’t ask me 
why but this wisdom has never left me and I 
always view a haircut with great suspicion!

In bridge it is often the tiny physical adjust-
ments and timings that give a knowing declarer 
the edge. This hand was played in the Qualifier 
for the Tollemache Trophy by Nick Sandqvist 
playing for Middlesex. 

Despite East’s weak jump overcall West led 
a Heart which Nick won in dummy and cashed 
the ◆A, ♣A and ♣K. When Clubs broke, he 
had eight tricks on top. He cashed all the Clubs, 
West discarding a spade and two hearts and 
East letting go a Spade and the ♥10. 

Now declarer paused: the defenders were 
still as zeroed in on the defence as they had 
been at trick one, and Nick decided that unless 
his table presence was way off target, the Dia-
monds were not coming in. 

If that were the case, it would be fatal to 
cash the ◆K, setting up the fifth trick for the 
defence, so instead he exited a Heart to West. 
The defence was over. West could take two 
more Hearts and although declarer had to 
throw a Diamond from hand, he could win the 
Diamond switch in dummy and play a Spade 
towards hand for his ninth trick.

West	 North	 East	 South	  
	 1◆	 2♠	 Pass
Pass	 3◆	 pass	 3NT
All pass
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♠	 K	J	 2

♥	Q	8 

◆	 J	 6	 4

♣	Q	10	7	 6	 3

♠	 6	 3

♥	K	4

◆	A	K	 9	 7	 3	2

♣	A	K	 8

Dealer North � N/S vulnerable

♠	 A	Q	10	9	 7	5

♥	10	9	 7

◆	8

♣	 9	 5	 4

♠	 8	4 

♥	 A	J	 6	 5	 3	2
◆	Q	 10	5	  

♣	 J	 2 
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