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i hen asked to describe car handling, we’re tempted
to answer in the manner of Supreme Court Justice
. Potter Stewart, who, when asked to define pornog-
raphy, veered clear of that one by simply responding that *1
know it when I see it.”

Handling may be equally difficult
when we're in the driver’s seat. Our goal here was to fi nd the
car that handles best. For purposes of this test, we have taken
a very broad view of handling, one that encompasses every
thing to do with a car’s dynamic behavior outside of pure

to define, but we know it

driveline functions.
The major focus
behavior on winding an

in our handling evaluations is on a car’s
d twisting roads. How willingly and pre-
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i_irﬁle_rs' shed Sdmg light on an often-inscrutable auto
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motive topic.

dictably does a car make the transition from the straight 104
corner, particularly during heavy braking? How does it behave
as we increase the cornering speed from a tire-howling to fire-
sliding pace? How does the car respond as we apply the throttle
or the brakes in midcorner? How efficiently does the car manage
the transition from pure comering to accelerating back onto 4
straight?

In addition to exploring these obvious handling questions,
we also paid attention to peripheral issues that affect the driver's
ability to extract the best handling from a car. Smooth throttle
response, after all, makes a car much easier to control when one

is balancing cornering and acceleration at the limit of the tires’
adhesion. A grippy seat that holds the driver in place, combined
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y reduce our ability to control the
bit concerned with maneuy rability
his probably what the average Amer-
handling.
ut at this subject 13 years ago. After exten-
tests and some lengthy analyses, we declared
Z28 to be the best-handling domestic car and
to be the best-handling foreign car. In a final
44 was the last car standing.
0 an era of NAFTA and import
distinction between

ic and foreign name-
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ing favorites, was a natural for our Iist, Returning to
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This graph illustrates the relationship between steering-w
must dial in more steering to compensate for the slipping

BMW 318ti Sport
( Chevy Camaro Z28
{Eagle Talon TSi AWD:
Ford Contour SVT
¢ Honda Prelude SH

{ Mazda MX-5 Miata

s. As cornering forces build, the driver
front tires. The graph shows that the Miata’s steering wheel required

heel inputs and tire-slip angle

the least amount of turning to get the car to change direction. Readers should note that, although that sounds positive, we point

out that the Miata’s steering often felt twitchy an
turning of the wheel to change the car's direction. The Bi
felt more relaxed and composed. Of the cars between these extremes,

In addition to these three rear-drivers,
we selected Honda’s Prelude SH, which
comes with a complex but trick electroni-
cally controlled, limited-slip front differ-
ential, Ford’s Contour represented the
front-drive sports-sedan contingent. Natu-
rally, we selected the big-tired SVT model.
The fleet-of-foot Eagle Talon TSi AWD
rounded out our group as the only four-
wheel-drive representative.

The Test Track

Test tracks have little to do with the real
driving world, but they allow extreme and
repeatable exploration of a variety of
handling behaviors, without the dangers of
traffic tickets, treacherous slick spots, or
careless drivers pulling into our paths.
With cones, chalk, and timing equipment,
we set up a variety of tests on the vast
parking lots of the Los Angeles County
Fairgrounds in Pomona, California.

The emergency lane change evaluates
the ability of a car to make sudden direc-
tional changes. The car must perform a
double-lane change, from the right lane to
the left lane and back again, in the space
of 160 feet. Cones define the course,
including the entry and exit lanes. We per-
form the test at increasing speed (measured
by timing lights) until we start knocking
down cones. Faster is better, but we also
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note how easily we negotiate the course.

At 63.0 mph, the Eagle Talon was the
Jane-change master. Its four-wheel drive
seemed to keep the chassis composed
better than the other cars’. “A no-brainer
here,” test honcho Don Schroeder wrote in
a logbook of driver comments. “Com-
posed and balanced, with no quirks to learn
like in the other cars.” Next up was the
BMW 318ti Sport at 62.0 mph. “Lightand
agile-feeling, with lots of roll,” we wrote.
The Miata took third place at 60.1 mph,
but that time was hard won. “Has quick
steering and little roll control off-center,
then the suspension suddenly firms up and
the whole car starts to slide. Fast, but only
after you figure out its handlin g”

The Z28 was a hair behind the Miata
but considerably more controllable. “One
of the easiest cars in this test. Steering
responds cleanly with linear body roll.”
The Contour SVT, at 58.6 mph, liked to
oversteer. “Rear end can be gathered up
quickly with some opposite lock.” We
chalked up the Prelude’s last-place 58.4-
mph showing to heavy steering and what
felt like slippery tires.

Smooth and bumpy skidpads measure
a car’s steady-state cornering grip in the
best and worst of circumstances. We
painted two circles, each 300 feet in diam-
eter—one on a flat and smooth section of

d overly sensitive. Contrast that to the BMW, which requires the most physical
mmer’s steering occasionally felt too slow-but at the same time, it also
note that the Prelude’s steering was the quickest.

parking lot and one on bumpy and broken
pavement. Around each circle, we drove
as quickly as possible without sliding
across the painted line. Timing each lap
allowed us to calculate lateral acceleration,
which is a direct measure of cornering
grip. Our primary concern was not so
much ultimate grip, but rather how much
grip would be reduced on bumpy pave-
ment, something we face in the real world.

These cars were similarly capable on
the smooth skidpad, all registering
between 0.84 and 0.86 g of lateral accel-
eration.

The rough skidpad was a different
story. The Miata finished last. With the
shortest wheelbase of the group, it
bounded up and down alarmingly. “Tail
demands constant attention,” wrote Larty
Webster. Lateral acceleration dropped by
a notable 0.07 g. On the rough skidpad,
most of the group, including the Eagle, the
BMW, the Ford, and the Chevy, displayed
a modest reduction in grip of from 0.04to
0.05 g, but it was the Prelude’s suspension
that shrugged off the bumps most effec-
tively. “Unbelievably smooth and com-
posed compared with the others,” wrote
Webster. The drop in grip was just 0.03 ¢.

A slalom is a series of rapid back-and-
forth lane changes, but ours had a twist:
We varied the cone spacings on our 1000-
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Minimum
corner speed
54.3 mph
58.8 mph
093¢ 53.6 mph
097g 55.4 mph

56.7 mph

101g
09y - S5meh

eleration

101g
099g-

TURN 5 Avenge e
_ace!
BMW 318t Sport

Chevy Camaro 228
Eagle Talon TSi AWD
Ford Contour SYT
Honda Prelude SH
Mazda MX-5 Miata

The banked curves
at Willow allowed our
test cars to generate
more lateral acceleration than
they could on the skidpad.
Minimum corner speed indicates
the highest speed each car was
able to maintain at the slowest
point in the curve. Entry and
exit speeds were higher. The
three corners we selected
were the corner after the
straightaway; a tight,
downbhill grinding turn;
and a high-speed,
decreasing-radius turn.

foot-long, 14-turn course from 60 feet at
one end to 20 feet at the other. Then we
ran the course in both directions, trying to
achieve the quickest time without mowing
down the cones.

When entering the course from the end
with the cones spaced farthest apart, the
test gauged a car’s ability to maintain sta-
bility while losing speed as it negotiated
the progressively tighter gates. Entered
from the end with the cones spaced closer
together, the course reveals how well a car
can accelerate while cutting from side to
side as hard as possible.

Less than 4 mph separated the fastest
from the slowest cars in either direction.
Yet the cars revealed very different char-
acteristics. The Prelude felt the most
secure and turned in the best speed, a7
mph, in the decelerating direction. In the
accelerating direction, it averaged 52.6
mph, making it the only car that was
slower as it was accelerating through the
course. Despite these times, the Prelude’s
steering occasionally felt unassisted and
unnatural, as if the electronic differential
were somehow interfering.

The Eagle posted a midpack combi ned
average speed of 51.4 mph, but both testers
noted turbo lag and a recalcitrant shifter
that made the car more difficult to thread
through the cones. The Ford’s 49.5-mph
run was the slowest in the decelerating
direction, limited by oversteer and greasy-

B4

Minimum
corner speed
6.1 mph
71.6 mph
13.1 mph
73.0 mph
73.9 mph
69.3 mph

Average lateral
acceleration

1169
1150
12149
1Mo
1174
1099

TURN 1

B 3181i Sport
Chevy Camaro 228
Eagle Talon TSi AWD
Ford Contour SUT
Honda Prelude SH
Mazda MX-5 Miata

feeling tires, especially when warm.
“Don’t feel this car is telling me all I need
to know.” Webster wrote. Similarly, the
Mazda was held back by sensitive steering
that didn’t feel linear. “A touchy piece,”
said Csaba Csere in the accelerating
slalom. “Twitchy,” noted Webster of the
steering, in the opposite direction.

The Chevy surprised us with its calm
predictability despite its considerable size,
with a 52.7-mph combined average speed
that tied the score of the smaller Prelude.
The BMW felt most at home between the
cones. Its sharp steering and buttoned-
down control, even at the limit, gave it the
highest combined average speed of 52.9
mph. “Steering remains solid and respon-
sive under power,” remarked Csere.
“Wow. Grip level is high, and once it
breaks away, it’s easily recoverable,”
wrote Webster.

The Racetrack

If the various skidpad, slalom, and lane-
change measurements are quizzes in the
handling curriculum, then the racetrack 18
the midterm examination. Here, a car’s
individual proficiencies are measured as a
whole. Willow Springs International
Raceway in Rosamond, California, with
its nine low- and high-speed turns draped
over 2.5 miles of hilly pavement, provided
the ideal test venue.

A racetrack, of course, is an artificial

Minimum  §
corner speed |
90.9 mph
999 mph
92.4 mph
92.6 mph
95.5 mph
§7.2 mph

TURN 9

BMW 318ti Sport
Chevy Camaro 228
Eagle Talon TSi AWD
Ford Contour SVT
Honda Prelude SH
Mazda Miata

Avemqe lateral

acceleration
1044
108g
1010
1049
1.13¢g
11g

environment without the unexpected oil
slicks and deceptive decreasing-radius cor-
ners that can stop your heart on a winding
public road. But that predictability is what
makes the track the proper place for
exploring the hairy edge and beyond.

One downside of a racetrack, however,
is the corrupting influence of power.
Therefore, a simple lap time cannot yield
an accurate handling grade.

To focus on handling more, we fitted
each test car with a Datron Technology M2
microwave speed sensor and an Advanced
Data Acquisition A-DAT FES-33 gyro-
stabilized accelerometer, which allowed
us to measure lateral acceleration inde-
pendently of body roll—a feat not easily
accomplished. With these sensors (see the
racetrack chart above), we were able to
monitor each car’s speed and cornering
force at various places around the track.

Not surprisingly, the Camaro Z28, with
its 285-horsepower V-8, was quickest,
averaging 88.5 mph around Willow. But
that speed came on the straightaways. The
728’s cornering performance was mid-
pack.

The big Camaro felt heavy and
ungainly. Its steering was not very col-
municative, its brakes felt spongy, and its
seats provided the least lateral support of
this group. It was not tricky to drive, how-
ever, with stable understeer everywhere
except in the slowish Turn Three, where
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you could easily swing the tail out with
power. But hustling the Z28 around was
more work than play.

The Eagle Talon was second quickest,
about 3 mph slower than the Camaro,
thanks to the unshakable stability provided
by its four-wheel-drive chassis. The Talon
simply never threatened to lose its grip
unexpectedly on the pavement.

That’s a good thing because the Talon’s
suspension lets its body bounce so much
that our helmeted heads were tagging the
roof. This soft suspension required a sen-
sitive foot on the brake pedal to prevent
the nose from plunging toward the pave-
ment at the entrance to every corner. Add
the strong steering kickback, and it’s easy
to conclude that the Talon’s stable chassis
would benefit from further refinement.

Just 0.1 mph behind the Eagle came the
Contour SVT, an excellent performance
for an upright four-door sedan. The instru-
mentation revealed no hidden SVT magic
on the track—it was simply easy and enter-
taining to drive.

Despite its tall driving position, the
SVT was agile and responsive. Carving a
precise line was intuitive and natural,
thanks to accurate steering, linear brakes,
and excellent handling balance that
allowed the driver to comfortably drift the
tail out by easing off the accelerator. Inter-
estingly enough, although the SVT moves
as much as the Talon on its suspension, the
motions were so fluid and smooth that we
weren’t at all disturbed. .

The Prelude nearly tied the SVT on the
track and displayed a similar portfolio of
qualities, even though its trick electronic
differential stopped operating before we
completed our track laps.

With a tauter suspension than the Con-
tour’s, the Prelude felt equally stable and
put its power down with very little under-
steer for such a fast, front-drive car—even

Weight, Distribution,
and Driven Wheels

BMW 318ti
Sport

Chevrolet
Camaro 228

curb weight: 3110

N
63.5

Honda
Prelude SH

Mazda
MX-5 Miata

virtually locked to the track, only a slight
lack of steering feel kept the Prelude from
being our favorite.

About 1 mph back came the BMW
318ti Sport, a car definitely handicapped
by its shortage of power. From the right-
angle Turn One to the fast, sweaty-palms,
decreasing-radius Turn Nine, the BMW
maintained the highest cornering speeds.

That’s because the BMW was the most
stable and confidence inspiring of the
group. Although its steering felt soft and
slow, we could position the 318 with great
precision. There’s enough understeer to
maintain stability in the turns without ever
overburdening the front tires. Indeed, the
car rotates nicely if you lift off the gas in
midcorner. And the cornering behavior
isn’t upset by the brakes, which are pow-
erful and consistent. The 318 is a handling
overachiever in need of some ponies.

Four mph behind the BMW was the
Miata, the least powerful car of the group
and, consequently, the slowest on the
straights. Unlike the 318, the Miata did not
recoup this disadvantage in the corners.

The Mazda roadster has a two-step
steering response that’s very sensitive on-
center but gets softer as you turn the wheel
farther. Combined with a dislike of simul-
taneous braking and turning, the Miata
raised our blood pressure as we searched
for higher corner-entry speeds. After
entering a turn, the Miata felt stable
enough, with decent balance that could be
altered with the throttle. But the overly
sensitive steering made the Miata the most
difficult car to position accurately on the
track.

The 0.8-mile-long Streets of Willow
infield track (adjacent to the large
raceway) came in handy. Power is less of
a factor on this shorter, tighter course. So
negotiating turns and straightaways
requires more abrupt maneuvering and

without the trick differential. With its tires heavier braking.
1 1 T T d. e I - he T
| price, | ' suspension ! hnensions, Inches !
1 base/ | engine/ i T 1 wheel- I I i
| as tested | transmission : front 1 rear | base !length | width | height |
BMW | $21960/ | 1.9-liter DOHC 4-in-line, | ind, strut located by a lind, semi-trailing amms, coil | 1063 | 1657 | 669 | 548 |
318ti SPORT I $24900 1 138 bhp/ 1 control arm, coil springs, 1 springs, anti-roll bar 1 1 1 1 |
! | 6-speed manual | anti-roll bar ! d - y : !
| | 1 I | | 1 1 |
P CHEVROLET | $20,640/ ! 5.7-liter pushrod V-8, 1ind, unequal-length control | rigid axle located by 2 trailing | 101.1 | 1932 | 741 | 513 |
S8 CAMARO Z28 | $24096 | 285 bhp/ | arms, coil springs, ! links, 1 torque arm, and a ' : L . ;
-y 1 | B-speed manual 1 anti-roll bar 1 Panhard rod; coil springs; 1 i I I l
T ! ] I ! anti-roll bar | ! ! ! :
- -

t—#8 EAGLE | $20,806/ | turbocharged 2.0-liter DOHC | ind, unequal-length control | ind; upper control arm with 1 | 988 | 1722 | 683 | 510 |
BB TALON TSi AWD | $24990 1 4-in-ling, 210 bhp/ 1 arms, coil springs, I lateral link, 1 trailing link, and 1 | | I |
o ! | 5-speed manual | anti-roll bar ' 1 toe-control link per side; | 1 | : ,
5 | | I | coil springs; anti-roll bar i 1 | I 1
— T T T T T T : T T
v88 FORD I $22900/ ! 25-liter DOHC V-6, I ind, strut located by a i ind, strut located by 2 lateral ! 1065 1 1889 | 691 ! 545 !
=8 CONTOURSVT | $23635 | 195 bhp/ | control arm, coil springs, | links and 1 trailing link, coil | k : : q
'", | i B-speed manual 1 anti=roll bar | springs, anti-roll bar I 1 | I I
I 1 I | I I | | I
1 L 1 1 |2 1 I | 1
HONDA | $26,005/ | 2.2-liter DOHC 4-in-line, | ind; 1 trailing link, 1 lateral | ind; 1 trailing link, 2 lateral | 1018 | 1780 | 690 , 518 |
PRELUDE SH 1 $26,085 1195 bhp/ I link, and 1 control arm per 1 links, and 1 control arm per I I 1 1 I
; | B-speed manual I side; coil springs; ! side; coil springs, anti-roll bar | : | | :
| 1 1 anti-roll bar | I l 1 1 |
MAZDA | $19,675/ 1 1.8-liter DOHC 4-in-line, ! ind, unequal-length control 1 ind, unequal-length contral | 892 | 1554 | 659 | 482 |
MX-5 MIATA : $21,675 | 133 bhp/ , arms, coil springs, , arms, coil springs, : : ; - :
i 1 B-speed manual 1 anti-roll bar 1 anti-roll bar ! ! ! ! !

1 1 L
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A-DAT’s red box on the left became our
magic box. It measured lateral acceleration
independently of roll-not something every
sccelerometer can do. This feature allowed
iirect comparison between the Miata,

yith its noticable body roll, and the flat-cor-
nering Prelude. Datron’s optical sensor pro-
lided the speed measurement, and the
laptop computer was used to log in data.

T I
| steering | |
| ratio:1/turns | brakes, |
: lock-to-lock | front/rear | tires
— ' 168/34 | venteddisc/ | Dunlop
1 1 disc; | SP Sport 2000,
| | anti-lock | 295/50ZR-16
| | contral 1
! 14.4/2.4 I vented dise/ ! Goodyear
: I: vented disc; : Eagle G5-C,
I 1 anti-lock | P245/50ZR-16
: | control !
| 146/32 | vented disc/ | Goodyear
[ 1 disc; | Eagle RS-A,
: ! anti-lock ! 215/60VR-17
| control 1
! 1456/28 I vented disc/ | Goodyear
! ! vented disc; | Eagle GS-C,
[ 1 anti-lock | P205/55ZR-16
A ! control :
— : 156/2.8 '. vented disc/ | Bridgestone
[ I disc; I Potenza RES2,
] ! anti-lock | 205/60VR-16
1 | control |
| 15.1/36 I vented disc/ ! Dunlop
: ! disc | 5P Sport D83,
I | 1 P185/60HR-14
| 1

JUNE 1897

Even on this tighter course, the 728
once again trounced all the others. Its best
lap of 50.3 mph was 2 mph quicker than
the second-place cars’. “Generally an
understeerer,” wrote Schroeder, “but com-
pensated somewhat by the available power
oversteer.”

It was a close race for the next four
places. The Prelude’s rock-solid body
control helped it tie the Eagle for second
place at 48.3 mph. “Terrific in tight tran-
sitions, with more grip than you would
expect from the front,” wrote Schroeder.
The Eagle didn’t exhibit the Honda’s
stiff-lipped composure: “Lots of grip and
brakes pay off on the Streets. Four-wheel
drive deftly pulls you through tight cor-
ners.”

The Contour took fourth place, clock-
ing 48.2 mph in spite of its soft suspen-
sion. “Body easily upset in tight transi-
tions, which makes putting the power
down in corners difficult,” wrote one
driver. The BMW felt more at ease than
the Contour, with “light but accurate
steering and easily controlled drifts.” It
was nonetheless slightly slower, perhaps
hindered by its 57 fewer horsepower. The
Lilliputian Miata once again brought up
the rear, but not by such a yawning gap
from the others as it did on the road course.
“Tidy size makes it easy to plant properly.
Feels purposely built for tight, grinding
turns like these.”

fter objectively measuring the per-
formance of our best-handling can-
didates on our four test courses and two
racetracks, we had a good idea of each
car’s strengths and weaknesses. But the
final examination would take place where
these cars spend most of their lives: the
real world. Our route took us north of Los
Angeles, then west of Bakersfield—where
the laser-straight Highway 58 allowed
triple-digit speeds—to just north of Ojai,
with its tight, grinding loops and switch-

backs.
In pondering the following results,

keep in mind that we’re ranking handling
alone. Styling, acceleration, interior room,
and the dozens of other issues normally
factored into our comparison tests aren’t
even along for the ride. As usual, finish
order is from last place to first.

Eagle Talon TSi AWD
Impressive machinery that
needs polish.

With its four-wheel drive, four-corner
independent suspension, and DOHC
turbocharged engine, the Eagle Talon TSi
AWD’s technology is second to none in
this group. Making all this hardware work
together is another story. In the handling
department, at least, the Talon could use
more work.

For starters, the steering felt nervous
and required constant correction in turns.
Understeer was chronic yet hard to predict.
“It’s uncommunicative and requires a bit
of sawing to point the car around,” wrote
Barry Winfield.

The shocks were another problem.
Body control seemed insufficient because
of a lack of damping. The brakes grabbed
too eagerly, amplifying brake dive as well.
Compensating for all these problems
demanded concentration. “The chassis
doesn’t settle down readily. It demands
very smooth control inputs to prevent mas-
sive brake dive and body roll. It's as if the
shocks didn’t do anything for the first inch
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of travel,” wrote Csere.

The Talon’s handling certainly wasn’t
a total loss. The Eagle could make quick
work of tight curves, using its traction
advantage to blast into and out of corners
with aplomb. “Tight stuff is great,” wrote
Webster. “Just mash the gas as soon as you
turn in.” Nor did it hold up the group. “You
can make the Talon go quickly if you grab
it by the scruff of the neck and force it,”
wrote Csere.

This car’s test-track performance
demonstrates its potential for excellent
handling, but road testing shows there’s
far more to handling than track tests can
reveal. If the Talon had more steering,
brake, shock-absorber, and anti-roll-bar
refinement, the driver could expend less
effort controlling the car and more on
exploring its limits. Contributor Jon
Thompson put it this way: “This car feels
like it works as well as it does almost by
accident, by virtue of four-wheel drive,
track, and large footprint.” As for
handling, at least, technology alone will
take you just so far.

Ford Contour SVT
Soft, but still secure.

“SVT” stands for Ford’s Special
Vehicle Team, the company’s in-house
performance arm that created this highest-
performance Contour. Even so, this is a
tallish sedan, at least compared with the

other contenders, with a relatively soft sus-
pension.

But the SVT also proves that suspen-
sion softness and spry handling are not
mutually exclusive. In tighter curves, the
shocks and the springs kept the body but-
toned down sufficiently. “Soft, but well
controlled,” wrote Csere. “Never bobs,
bounces, or pogos around.” The Contour
would dive into corners eagerly, take a set,
and hold on tenaciously right to the hairy,
tire-squealing edge. Even in that mode,
minute changes in the car’s direction were
still possible with the throttle. “Very enter-
taining once you get used to it,” remarked
Schroeder.

There was a rough side to the Contour.
We would have preferred less understeer.
Sometimes, in grinding switchbacks, the
unloaded inside front tire would spin help-
lessly under power. And as speeds
increased, the Contour occasionally felt
fidgety, bounding around on its pillow
springs. “Doesn’t take a nice set, and I'm
never totally at ease,” mentioned Csere.
Schroeder added, “Too eager to change
direction at high speeds, making it diffi-
cult to plant right.”

The cockpit received mixed reviews.
Most drivers liked the seats, but slim-Jim
Schroeder found their side bolsters useless.
Webster thought the steering wheel was
too distant, and Csere found it difficult to
heel-and-toe.

The Contour SVT is a pleasure at lower
speeds, but on faster corners, its soft sus-
pension becomes a liability. We’ll concede
this car’s need for a supple ride, given the
Contour’s four-door duties, but the Con-
tour is up against purpose-built perfor-
mance cars without such practicality con-
straints. In the handling war, it bows to
them.

Chevrolet Camaro Z28

Big, brutal, and better than
expected.

A Camaro Z28 won our first handling
test in 1984. Of the four other cars the

T T T T L Li L}

1' 1 ! : roadholding, : roadholding, ! Willow Springs I' Streets of Willow
wm | accelerating | decelerating |, emergency 1 300-foot | 300-foot : raceway, | road course,
e} [ slalom, slalom, I lane change, 1 bumpy 1 smooth | minutes:seconds/ | seconds/

'E ! mph - mph S mph | skidpad, g | skidpad, g | average mph | average mph
7] BMW 1 [l T 1 I ] ]
3 ] | 'y 1 AOnN I I [~3 1 . fn I R
é 318ti SPORT ,' 53.4 i 523 : 62.0 : 0.82 : 0.86 : 1:46.8/84.3 : 58.4/479
CHEVROLET ! o 1 " ! 1 I | T ]
MY CAMARD Z28 : 63.1 : 52.3 L 60.0 ! 0.81 J 0.85 ] 1:41.7/885 : 56.6/50.3
3] ; ; ' ; ; ' i
-~Jll EAGLE I 516 I : 63.0 i 178 ! )84 I A5 5.6 ! (s
g TALON TSi AWD : 51.6 IJ : 63.0 : 0.79 JI 0.84 : 1:45.1/85.6 : 57.9/483
FORD TS e i i : i i B i >
% CONTOUR SVT ! 523 ! 49.5 ! 586 : 0.80 ! 0.84 ! 1:46.3/85.5 ! 5B.0/482
4 T T T T T T T
Bl HONDA ] A ] 5D 7 [ 584 | - 1 VR i : l R
E" PRELUDE SH ! 52.6 : 52.7 : 58, : 083 : 0.86 : 1:45.4/85.4 : 579/483
MAZDA ! . i ] ; - ; : g S
Q bl | s s .' 60.1 | 078 | 085 ! 1921/80 | 0074
Q TEST | o 1 P 1 1 o 1 | s % 1 =
AVERAGE JI 5256 II 51.3 : 604 : 081 : 0.85 : 1:46.1/84.9 IJ 57.8/48.4
1 | | 1 1 L L
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Chevy faced in that test, only two had
independent rear suspensions, and none
had the sophistication—suspension or
otherwise—of even the last-place finisher
in this test. Thirteen years later, the
Camaro is not any smaller or lighter and
is still saddled with a solid rear axle. And
all of its competitors have independent
suspensions. Frankly, we expected a wash-
out this time around.

We were pleasantly surprised. The
steering was precise, roll control was ade-
quate, and the grip of the big Goodyears
was very manageable. Csere wrote, “This
car has enormous size, but it copes with
that very well. The steering is fast, direct,
and accurate, grip is plentiful, and con-
trollable power oversteer is always avail-
able to help the car rotate in tight corners.”
We'll say. We were constantly aware of
the Z28’s 285-horsepower V-8 lurking in
the shadows, ready to leap out and shove
the Camaro’s tail around at any moment.
Treated with respect, it was a rewarding
handling partner.

The bulk of this car is ever-present,
though. The expansive cockpit makes it
feel much wider than the other test cars,
and the front corners of the Z28 can't be
seen by even tall drivers. “You feel
like you’re piloting some huge con-
traption,” wrote Webster. The
driver’s seat, which lacked fore-and-
aft and lateral support, merely ampli-
fied the big-car blues.

Overall, the Chevy earned
handling accolades, albeit sometimes
grudgingly. Winfield wrote, “A big
old thing, essentially, but with
enough tire, spring, and bar to keep
it on the road.” Schroeder was more
sanguine: “Kind of a balancing act
out there, understeer versus power
oversteer, but not difficult to balance.
Chevy’s made the best of this live-
axle setup, it seems.”
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Top: Track test speeds were obtained

with timing lights. Below: Testers com-
pare notes after grueling laps at Willow.

Although we savored the Z28’s moves,
an aftertaste made us wonder if we could
improve the recipe. “Make the overall
package smaller and lighter, and this car
would be awesome,” wrote Webster.
“Right now, it’s impressive.” Impressive
enough to earn an 88, a midpack score in
this competitive field.

Ma MX-5 Miata
Nimble by nature.

As a stark contrast to the heavy
Camaro, the tiny Miata skips into this
handling square-off with natural advan-
tages. It’s the lightest and smallest car
here, which bodes well for its handling.
Yet a third-place showing indicates that
there’s more to handling than just fly-
weight maneuverability.

Like the Contour, the Miata seemed
more at home on the road than on the track.
The jerky, two-stage suspension responses
and hyperactive steering we noticed in
track testing seemed to disappear. “On the
road, none of the Miata’s twitchy handling
is apparent,” noted Csere.

The Miata’s maneuverability was
unbeatable, at lower speeds anyway. The
tiny roadster affords excellent visibility,
and with the quickest steering
response of any car here (see the
Steering Response graph), drivers
were able to slice up tight corners
with surgical precision. This carve-
‘em-up agility made the Miata feel
like an amusement park on wheels.
“A bundle of fun,” insisted Winfield.

The Miata made full use of its rear
tires. Oversteer was easily managed
with just a brush of the throttle or a
nudge of the brakes. Schroeder com-
mented: “T can’t remember using this
much oversteer successfully on a
public road.” Few drivers lamented
the lack of anti-lock brakes because
the pedal feel and the braking mod-
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ulation were so intuitive.

That was at lower speeds. When
the curves straightened and the speeds
climbed, though, the Miata began to
feel restless once more. Pavement
variations and wind tossed the car
about, making it feel undertired and
occasionally foo light. Csere wrote:
“The almost telepathic response that
this car produces in slower turns has
faded away.”

Some drivers found legroom too
tight for proper pedal control. The ride
was choppy, not a surprise in a car
with an 89.2-inch wheelbase.

This is a delightful handler, partic-
ularly when the curves come one right
after the other. At higher speeds,
though, the Miata can drive like a pedal
boat trying to cross Lake Superior. Still, it
earns an A in handling and would take the
top spot if not for two other competitors
with even wider-ranging handling talents.

BMW 318ti Sport
Alive with pleasure, filtered
for your enjoyment.

High hopes were pinned to the BMW
3-series representative in this test. After
all, various 3-series models have been Car

and Driver Ten Best winners since their
introduction in 1992. The hot-rod $40,000
M3 is considered an automotive Holy
Grail by some C/D staffers.

The 318t Sport has a trailing-arm rear
suspension that is less sophisticated than
the other 3-series cars’, but you would
never know that from the way it handles.
This car can cut flawless arcs through
nearly every curve. Bumps and off-camber
upsets fail to distract it. It also covers for
your mistakes. Overcook a carner? Add

brakes, and the rear end steps expertly
sideways, tightening your cornering
line. Is the curve tightening up unex-
pectedly? Just dial in more steering,
and the 318ti decelerates, tucking
itself in. “Plenty of warning when the
limit is near—and accurate steering.
Goes where you point it,” wrote Web-
ster.

The BMW displayed this benign
behavior at all speeds. “Very stable in
fast corners. Not much different from
how it handles in slow corners,” noted
Webster. Csere wrote, “In large-radius
sweepers, it is absolutely secure and
completely unflustered by bumps.
Same with decreasing-radius turns. A
wonderful high-speed cruiser.”

The tall, stubby body rolls consider-
ably, but at least the seats are heavily bol-
stered and offer many adjustments. Heel-
and-toe shifting was a cinch. The relatively
long clutch and shifter throws were
annoying only when frequent shifting was
required—when carving up switchbacks,
for example.

We all would have preferred quicker
steering. “Lots of wheel motion negoti-
ating a succession of turns,” wrote Fred
Gregory. The 318ti had the most sluggish-
responding steering, according to our test.

We also noticed that the BMW didn’t
feel telepathically connected like the
Miata. More than one driver identified a
slight numbness to the steering and con-
trols—a filter of sorts—that seemed to
eliminate driveline and suspension harsh-
ness, but at a slight cost to sensitivity. It
seemed an issue hardly worth mentioning,
except that we noticed nothing of the sort
in the Prelude.

Honda Prelude SH

Spirited, predictable, utterly
unflappable.

Honda Preludes have been known for
excellent handling since the second-gen-
eration model made its debut 14 years ago.
We looked forward to sizing up the new
Active Torque Transfer System of the

fifth-generation car in our handling
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shootout. Unfortunately, the spiffy setup
decided it had had enough after the race-
track laps and signaled its surrender with
a warning light that refused to go out. We
pressed on anyway and quickly discovered
that whatever it was we were missing we
weren't missing much.

The Prelude holds a Ph.D. in precision.
The steering was sharp at all speeds, in all
curves. Body roll was minimal, and squat
and dive barely perceptible. Understeer
was prevalent but so subtle we had to think
about it. “A precise tool on these roads,”
wrote Csere. “Very precise, very stable,”
added Winfield.

Other chassis inputs were processed
expertly. Application of the throttle or
brakes resulted in incremental changes in
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cornering attitude. Correction was required
only over big bumps; other road imper-
fections were dispatched as if they weren’t
even there. Gregory wrote, “The suspen-
sion absorbs the irregularities while
keeping the tires firmly in contact. There’s
no hop or bounce or any loss of traction.”

The feel is one of remarkable sophisti-
cation. Schroeder testified, “This thing
drives like it looks—dapper and com-
posed, without a vulgar or abrupt move in
its résumé.” The payoff for the driver was
obvious. On hair-raising roads, with
washouts and blind corners, the Prelude
produced the least amount of worry. Wrote
Webster, “Not a drop of sweat on my
palms after tight, downhill, you-screw-up-
you-die curves. So confident.”

The cockpit is a handling catalyst.
Drivers liked the precise shifter and the
heel-and-toe pedals and how easy it was
to see the front corners of the car.

The Prelude wins with an untouchable
combination of steering precision and sus-
pension stability. It also proves that “excel-
lent handling” and “fun” are not one and
the same. The Miata is the amusement-
park ride; this Honda feels more duty
bound. “Simply does what you want, no
questions asked,” read one logbook entry.
Call it the “good dog”” approach: The best-
handling car for less than $30,000 is, it
seems, one that obeys.

In an upcoming issue, we'll see if the
same can be said of the more-than-$30,000
handling winner. L




