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COMPARISON TEST

o

aylngtt
Ten cars and 700 miles later,

the best sports coupe in America IS

o'l'hink of'this tesl as the answer to wltat t<r

clo u'hcn vou'rc caught bctrveen a r-ock and
a harti plzrce. The lock is vour enthusiasm
fbr thir-rgs autornotive: the tinsle v()u I'eel in
v()ur gut nhcn a !'erra|i rvhistles b,v. The
hard place is u'hat vou lhcc cach morning as
vour drearns iadc;rnd vour baby blues pop
open: mortgage pavmeltts, career goals,
and a couple <if velping rurg rats to feecl. We
knolv it's hald to accept. but n'hat vou need
ir-r tl're garage these clavs is something

Not to l'olrv, bub. -I'his is one of lifc's
headaches that rzii be resolvcd h:rppily.
You ccri l-ravc it all-and l'i{.lxtut huse out-
lltrs t,l taslr. Just listcrr closelr lo rour
liicrrdlv doctors at thc Cur and Driuer autr>-
nrotivc clinic.

Your prescriirtion fbl over-the-road
happincss r:ornes from the arnoqtl'rcxrs
rnalket segmcnt knotvn as sports collpes. A
.sp()r(s colrpe marrics the 6lan and the inti-
rnacr, rif a sports car to the pr:rctical attri-
butes of a sedan-thoush thc proportions
o1 utilitv and susto can varv rvidclv.'1'o us,
"spol'ts coupe" mealls a car that rolls off
thc assemblv line rvith racv sheetrnctal, ex-
citin{i mcchanicals, trvo doors, and a{- least
a r c'st ieial bat k st at .

.\s dcfinirions go. lronerer. tllll ()n("s
aot holes big enoueh ro drive N{r. l)a.,,is's
Subrltan tlrrough. Iior one thing, it de-
scribr'r dozcns,,1 tar.-;o.q.e. snrall. ex-
pensive, and othcrwise. Sc'cond, it r-aiscs
thc knottv problem of distineuishinq be-
t.l\'cen sports cottfns ancl sports srrlal.r. Is a
cal- a coupe if voul mothcr-in-law can
squceze into the back scat? Is it a sedan.just
becausc it isn't a fastback? You've got us.

Sirrt e ionlt' o[ tht.st' distirrcriuns ert str
lrlrrrr r lhcr'll ncvcr bt' r'csoh <1. rhir is
l'here u'c nrake tr.r'o cxccutive decisi<tns.
F-ol thc purposcs o{'this tcst, we rvill lbcus
()n the best sports cc)lrpcs vou can bufr lil'
abor-rt $15,000-givc or- take a fen' gr-;rr-rd.
You can set sports colrpcs {irr less, but this
kincl ol'rnoncr,' ivill put vou into somc liretty
irnpressive machincrr'. And cars that re-
qlnr(' \()il l{} l(.n)ot'tullqt. lottt ltottsl' 1rg
dcfiniteh'r'rot in our llrogram.

Paramcl.cf numbcr til.o is that the cars in
this tcst arc all outlittccl in tlie Fiur-opcurn
tladit.ion. In other rvords, no \':8s. As rnuch
irs l'e lol'c Z2iJs and N,Iustana (i'I's, t.his rvas
lx)t t() l)e a tcst. ()l'thc bia thurnpers. Spofts
cotrpes built :rrnn'here in thc u'orlcl ancl

sold here rvcrc eligible as lons as tl-re,v had
[t'trct therr t'iqht t vlirrdcr'.

\\'irrnortirrq thc ritst ;rrlar ol candidatt.s
dorvn t<t a manageable fcw n as a mzltter of a
sirnple sta{f votc supplemcntcd lry rvell-
t rmed pclsor r:rl t hrerts. \\'lrt'r r t Irr. snarling
artd tlte balirrs oIceniner finallr srrhsidcd.
eight contenders emergcd-three iionr
Amerit;r. thrcc tlonr.fapJn. ()r)c lrorrr Ger-
manr', and one German-Amcric:rn hybrid.

\\'c lra<l lilr eadr lrrrl lilst-h:rnd <'rpcri-
ence with seven o{' the contcnclers: the
Audi Coupe GT, thc Chrl'sler l,aser X!,,
the Ford l\Iustang SVO, thc l{erkur
Xl{4'l'i, the N'Iitsubis}ri Starion I.lSI, the
Nissan 3001X t\ro-l)lu\-lrro. anrl tlrt.'
'I-ovot:r Supra. 'l'he eigl'rth, a Clhcr,r'olet
Cam:rro Bcllinetta \''-6, rvas adcled as tl'rc
promoter''s ()pti()n bccause we slrspcctcd
thaL this unknol'n quantitv rnieht have
some hiclden potential. -lwo cars th:r1
ruieht \\r'll lrarc made llrt'r rrl. thc Prrnriar
Filcbird S/E \'-ti end the Isrrzrr Imprrlse
'furbo (scen elservherc in this issue), lr,er-c
unfortun:rtelv not availablc at the tirnc o{'
tlris tc'st.

I lrc lilst stt'p irr, ornirrr; to elip. rrith rhis
distinguislred sroup \\as a thorough shake-
don'n at the test track. Ear:h contestan{ \\,as
put thfough tl.re lirll specu-um o{'C,4) accel,
eration, braking, and handling tests bv thc
tech dcpartment (sce sidebar).'I'he per{br'-
nance results ale imprcssively ilosc rvlrcn
y()u consicler the great diversitv of
I.)ui\el tr;rin larrlrrls, r'rrg.ines. and suspt'rr-
sion dcsiens. As vou can sec frorn the
charts, these cars are plcntv atllctic
enough to cntertain a serious drivcr.

[[-r'orr re;rllr \\ant to scpattt(' llrt' rrhcat
fi'om tlrt'chrIf. rhough.\{)u \eLl-ot roltir rlrt.
road. We did, and I'ith a vcnseancc. Scverr
editors, one photographer, and one able-
bodied assistant herclcd our eisht test cars
rrp and dorvrr tlrr. California t onst for' tlrr ce
lottg d:rr s. ( )rrr 700-rrtilt.ert rrlsion look ns
lrom l-.A. to Carmel and back on cvcrv
conceivable t,vpe of road, {ion mounrain
switchbacks 1o st.raisht-shot {ieewavs.
\\'e'rt'happr t() lcl)ort ihrr c.rcnotrc mrcle
il h:rck sali'and s6s11d-qrn5 spt'edinq
t itetiurrs.

Il orrlr tlrc cals Ir:r<l fircd s,, rrt.ll. \\ c cx-
lrcrit'rrt<'d an lnrrovirrg nrrrrrbt.r of crrgirre
iiiih.rres-morc, in fact, than u'c'd seen in
t ht' p;r st lir c rcalr. Tlrt. .J00ZX t.xpilcd sr rc.l-

dcnly ivith a brokcn valve stem a lirv da,vs



r
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after top-speed testing. Fortunately, it was
replaced with a fresh two-plus-two a few
hours before our road drive. The Starion
ESI went into terrninal rod knock iust after
the first leg of mountain-road ihrashing
and seized up moments later. Despite the
heroic efforts of the Mitsubishi public-rela-
tions department, thd Starion's replace-
ment missed most of the h4rd-charging
two-lane stuff.

Mechanical failures weren't the only sur-
prises, as you'll see when you examine our
voting results. Deciphering the numbers is
easy. Each editor rated each car in eleven
categories on a one-to-five scale. If, say, a
car's handling was great, it earned a five. If
it was bad, it got a one. And so on. Ties be-
tween cars were allowed. (Two or more
cars could each earn a five for handling, for
instance.) The results represent the total
number of votes each car eamed in each
category. The scores in the "overall rating"
columh-our bottom line*were awarded
in the same fashion, rather than by averag-
ing the scores in the individual caregories.

So, without further ado, it's time to tell
you what it was like out there and exactly
how the King o[the Sports Coupes came ro
earn its crown. The finishers. in reverse or-
der. are:

Chel'rolet Camaro Berlinetta
8th Overall

Maybe Next Year
It's clear from our Berlinetta experience

that Chevrolet's interest in sporting
Camaros stops with the 228. The Ber-
linetta V-6 proved to be a Percheron
among quarter horses in lhis comparison,
destined to go through life with roo lirrle
motor, run-of-the-mill rubber, and an un-
derachiever suspension.

70

We know how good Camaros can be,
and we've seen how sweet GM's Dort-
injected 2.8-liter V-6 is in other cars-bur
here the two mdke no music together. At
135 hp. the V-6 has about tweniy percenr
less power than it needs to move the
Berlinetta with authority, and it's surpris-
ingly coarse in the upper rev ranges. More
noise comes up through the five-speed's
shift boot.

The Berlinetta's ride isn't bad, but on
racer roads, the boulevard-soft suspension
Iets the car bob and buck enough to make
even experts slow down.

There's little salvation in the cockpit.
The Berlinetta's digital tack is impossible
to read, and its electronic controls and
computerized radio are annoyingly di{fi-
cult to operate.

We picked this Camaro for our test be-
cause we thought it had the potenrial to be
tomorrow's 228. In spite of its lackluster
showing, we still do. A punched-out 3.2-
liter version of its V-6 wirh 165-olus horse-

power, along with Z28-quality chassis
pieces, would allow the Berlinetta to run
with this herd. (On paper, some of this
good stuffis already available on the Fire-
bird S,zE, but it too is saddled with the 2.8
V-6.) For now, a true driver's Berlinetta is
still off somewhere in the wings. Maybe
nextyear...

Chrysler Laser XE
7th Overall

Power Isn't Everything
The Laser's seventh-place finish is a

clear message to sport.-iorrpe makers the
world over: strong performance is no long-
er enough to keep a car in the front ranks. It
takes more.

There's no arguing with the power pro-
vided by the Laser's 146-hp, 2.2liter turbo
four-cylinder. It peels off 0-to-60 runs in
8.1 seconds and tops out at I 17 mph. In
real life there's an Tbundance of power un-
derfoot in the four lower gears and little
turbo lag.

The Laser is more than a straight-line
specialist, though. It grabs onto twisty
roads, and it means business. The steerins
cuts well. and ils good straight-ahead sense
makes the XE very stable on the highway.

Still, the Laser has one glaring fault that
is magnified in the context of this elite
group. Its logbook is full of comments like
"cheap," 'Junky feeling," and "crude."
The magic ingredient the Laser lacks is, in
a word, refinement.

The most prominent offender is the
drivetrain. What good is a willing engine if
it drones all the time? On top of that. the
[un o[stirring your own gear. ir diminished
by a clunky shift linkage.

There's nothing sophisticated about the
Laser's suspension tuning, either. Around
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Mitsubishi Starion ESI
4th Overall

Getting with the Program
Good things have happened to the

Starion since rve last checked on it-
enough of'them to push this car sntack into
the top echelon ol'sports coupes. The lat-

est version looks better, handles bctter,
and goes bettcr. No doubt about it,
Mitsubishi is really getting with thc
program.

Right ofl, the Starion looks tastier. Be-
fore Chrysler started selling its vcrsion, the
Conquest, it cooperated with Mitsubishi on
cleanine up the dcsign. Now the Starion
has the tidy look and the class,v detailine of
a drivcr's car.

-fhis vear's new perfcrrmance model is
the ESl. lhe big irrrprovement is inrcr-
cooling, which bumps the power peak of
the 2.6-liter four-i:ylinder turbo up to 170

hp-a 25-hp improvement. Best of all, this
powerplant retains its torque)r, big-engine
feel. In most situations the throttle re-
sponse is so sharp that dorvnshifting is op-
tional. When you call for full boost, it's up
in a flash. On balance, this is one of the
sharpest turbo setups around.

Add suspension that works better than
before, and this coupe's fun-to-drive ratine
is up with the best of them. -fhe Starion's
body movements are tied down tightly
now, but not to the point where the ride
gets miserable. The tunine makes it an ace
in lhe moun(ains. The steering is secure,
the colnering is stable. and there's great
power for digging out of the turns. All
that's left is to improve this car's on-center
steering feel and straight-line tracking.

We do have mixed emotions about the
Starion's accommodations, thoueh. The
driver's sea( is quite got-rd. thc driving posi-
tion is comfortable, and the analog gauges
are easily readable. On the other hand, the
controls look and Ibel tackv. The black vi
nyl that covers mosr of rhe cabin is so shiny
it makes the interior look likc a proving
ground for Armor All. We were split on
how well the steering-r,vheel-mounted ra-
dio controls u'ork. -fhe touch switches for
the heater and the air conditioner can be
recalcitrant as well.

Nevertheless, wc like the latest Starion
just iine. Mitsubishi has transformed it into
a sophisticated driver's 621, 2n6l-1161s
important-it's a whale of a good time.
That's really what a sports coupe should be
all about.
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$15 250/$16J25 *r zqw

CHEVROLET
CAMARO
BERLINETTA

$ 1 1,060/$13,741 V-6, 171 cu in (2837cc),
iron block and heads, GM
electronic f uel injection

135 bhp @ 5100 rpm/
165 lb-ft @ 3600 rpm

101.0 '192.0 72.8 50.3 3180

lffi PJfl 3'r?ffi','rH
s03'.-*

FORD
MUSTANG SVO

$15,0001$15,000
(estimated)

turbocharged and intercooled
SOHC 4-in-line, 140 cu in
(2300cc), iron block and
head, Ford electronic fuel
injection

200 bhp @ 5000 rpm/
240 lb-ft @ 3200 rpm

'100.5 181.0 69.1 51.9 I 3140

lori 
:

i784 *r. 548 
i

MITSUBISHI
STARION ESI

$15,279l$15,279 turbocharged and intercooled
SOHC 4-in-line, 156 cu in
(2555cc), iron block and alumi-
num head, Mitsubishi elec-
tronic fuel injection

'170 bhp @ 5000 rpm/
220 lb-tt @ 2500 rpm

95.9 66.3 50.2 3020

17&5 tn.
31 *to 

,

ir
ii

TOYOTA
SUPRA

$16,s58/$1 7,843 DOHC 6-in-line, 168 cu in
(2759cc), iron block and
aluminum head, Nippondenso
electronic f uel injection

161 bhp @ 5200 rpm/
169 lb-ft @ 4400 rpm

102.9 183.5 67.7 52.0 3060
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COUPE COMPARO

to belbre jvou can realll'Ilr,' in an XR4Ti.
Just the same, thcrc's a rn'hole lot to like

about this c:rr. Not onlv docs it drive rvell
and look great, but it also o{iers comfort-
able seating for four aclults, plus the versa-
tilitv of a hatcliback and a fold-do\\'n rear
selt. Jrtsl lrer:ru.c \ou rc Jn tulonroli\c
aesthete, vou don't have to lcave vour f:rm-
ilv bchir.rd.

Toyota Supra
2nd Overall

TheJapanese Bimmer
Tl'ris is bccornins a pattcrn. We kecp

putting Srqrras in tcsts-:r road tcst, a
30,000-mile tcst, a handling tcst, and no$,
this comparo-:rnd thcv keep doine re-
markablv rucll. The Supra n'as talcntcd
right at the stzrrt, and it hasn't lost a step in
four seasons.

T'hc Supra h:rsn't ncccled rnuch hclp t<r

kccp pace, either. Last l'ear, the po$rer ()Llt-

put was boosted to 16l hp. This vcar,
there 's a nclr,re:rr spoiler, a slight change in
thc gearine, and minor paint revisions, but
that's alrout it.

'l'he Supra's dcsign-nothing xru'd ever
r:all stunnine-has aged tvith surprisins
grace. Its interior lavotrt remains one of the
best in thc sp()r'ts-corrpe division. The
clcan, simple analog-instrument cluster
still gets rar,e rcviclvs. The seat, the driving
position, and the pedal placcnrent c()ntin-
ue to r:rte high. We onlr, l'ish -fovota tvould
simplifi'the sound s,vstcm's controls and llt
the Supra ltith a steering tvhccl conlrnen-
sumte with its station in life.

The big reason \\e lovc this car is that it
docs evervthing elceantlv and ner,er sccrns
to breathc hard. Arour-rd thc burbs and out
on thc fieew'av it coddlc.s xl.r rvith a ride
tlrlt's t rrslrr but nerer,rob6l,. Irs streighr-
linc stability is lascr-keen. I-ane changes
are sharp. The trr'in-cam six is pure vch.'ct.
'l'hcle is somc llind, road, and rear-axle
noisc, but it's less than disturbing.

When you \\rant to boogie, thc Supra is

risht there to be your partner. Thc cngine
hon'ls as if it believed it's in a BM\{r. Come
Io thirrk of it. rhc rrhole drir ing cxperience
is rvh:lt vou'd expect from a big Birnmer
coupe. The difference is that rvc mere mor-
tals can aflcrrd the Suora.

This car's footwork is nearlv flawlcss. It's
absolutelv at home clawing alone the jag-
ged coastal highrvavs at go-to-jail veloci-
ties. Its steering accuracv and feel rival thc
bie-name brands'. And when you make a
mistakc, the Supra covcrs for you.

So once again we lind oursclves crazy
about this big Oriental coupe. Its virtues
are great, and its vices are small-rvhich
sounds likc the very definition of'a winner.
'I-here is, horvever, one sports coupc that
does it all a little bit better . . .

Audi Coupe GT
lst Overall

The Natural
Not only are wc crowning thc Audi

Coupe GT thc Best Sports Coupc in Amer-
ica, but it also r'r'ins Biggest Surprisc of
1985. The Coupc GT is this ,vear's secret
car, folks. 'I'he masscs don't knou'about it.
Even if'thev did, you'd nevcr sce Coupe
GTs cluttering up stfect comers, bccause
Audi brings in onll'about 4000 a year.

Driving this car is a rare treat. No matter
what vou thron'at it-city traffic, mountain
tn'isties, Intcrstates-it ncvef slr,eats. What
rve have here is thc automotive equivalent
o{ the natural athlete.

You l'ouldn't knorv that bv checking rhe
Coupe GT's performance stats. It's not
particularlv speedy (0 to 60 in nine seconds
flat and a t()p specd of 115 mph). Nor is it
great on the skidpad (0.77 g) or in the sla-
lom (57.0 rnph, strictlv rnid-pack).

Nope, thc Coupe GT's maeic lies else-
where. When $'c lcaf throush the logbook
rr'e kept on this car, we'rc almost embar-
rassed. Supposcdlv hardened road testers
bubble like rvide-evccl kicls:

"Tlrrs nrust be lhe most cxpcnsiVc car
here .It feek like monev."

u)

oo*
|+{

o
d-)

L'n
C)

acceleration, sec
top speed,

mph
braking,

70-0 moh. ft
roadholding, manel

300.ft skidpad, g 900.fr s

0-60
mph

0-100
mph l/n -mile

top gear,
30-50 mph

top gear,
50-70 mph

AUDI
COUPE GT

9.0 M1, 16,6 @
80 mph,

9.2, 10't 115 t:?@ 0.77

CHEVROLET
CAMARO
BERLINETTA

10.0 30.7 17.0 @
81 mph

15.6 to.o 116 242 o.74

CHRYSLER
LASER XE

&1 25.1 16.0 @,
ea milh

ri.jl6.0,i
:,,:i r:i.

13.4 , fi,?:. M o.77 :-r
:r

FORD
MUSTANG SVO

6.8 19.5 15.1 @
90 mph

16.3 1 1.0 129 197 0.79

MERKUR
XH4Ti

79 ,le.b 16,1 @
85 mph

12.6 C:3 123 208 
:

o:76

MITSUBISHI
STARION ESI

8.0 25.2 16.1 @
85 mph

9.6 8.2 tzo 184 0.80

NISSAN :

3@ex2+2
9.2 29.4 16,8 @

82 mph ,

11.4 f,il:9r:i
, ;':11 :1

124 188 Q77

TOYOTA
SUPRA

8.4 25.8 16.1 @
85 mph

9.4 10.4 125 209 0.77

:'incomplete mileage due to engine failure
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OnHighwayl
America's premier rond.

LOS ANGELES

. Since we're still considered pefpetra-
tors down in Baja, the C/D staffselected
the Highway 1 that lies north of Lhe bor-
der fbr this comparison test. Although
parts of California's Highwav I were
trashed two years aqo by the same storm
that ruined Mexico's Highrvay I (and our
reputation), the scenic coastal trvo-lane
is open for business once again, and we
were happ1, to celebrate that.fact. The
portion we drove, from San Luis Obispo
north 1o Montere,v, runs relatively free of
campers, and we encouniered only tr,r'o
stretches where construction had fun-
neled the traffic into one lane.

Gettins to the good stufffrom the l-os
Angeles airport involves a tr-ving blitz
through parking lots 405 and l0?,
known fondly as "freeways" in L.A.
Once you spot the exotic and stately
120-,vear-old eucalyptus trees lining the
highrvay between Carnarillo and Ox-
nard, though, you're home free.

After the morning's first panoramic
vierv of the Pacific fi'om l0l berr,veen
Ventura and Santa lJarbara, we cut the
corner to Buellton (home of Pea Soup
Andersen's) via Hig'hrvays 154 and 246.
T'his pair of lovelv trvo-lanes took us
actrrrs thc Sarrta Yrrcz Nlruntains. oast
blue. blue Lake Cachrtma, ancl on bc-
vond miles of immaculate Arabian-stud
larrns, giant pines, and tow.cring stands

of pampas grass. Returning to 101, we
followed the verdant foothills o[the San
Rafael Mountains. It was planting time in
the valley, a precious sight to visitors
from the land of subzero temDeratures
and blizzard conditions.

The best of Highway I is scratched on
the rvest face of the Santa Lucia Ranse
north o[ San Luis Obispo. An enragid
Pacific pounds a craggy shoreline below.
We made San Simeon in time for the
day's last tour of William Randolph
Hearst's castle, one of the world's most
grandiose exercises in suburban living.
Do not eat at a restaurant called Mexican
Food in San Simeon. Trust us.

Staying the night in San Simeon gave
us plenty of daylight to enjoy the bloom-
ing cacti and other flora, Big Sur's pine
{brests and roaring surf, a pod ofwhales
spouting offshore at Rocky Point, and, of
course, that hair-raising squigpJle of a
road. We watched the sunset from Car-
mel's Sevcnteen Milc Drire, motorinq
r hrough deep pinc and ( ypress loresr s t, ,

reach the wind-swept marsh and white-
sand beach.

Reluctantly, we took to the freewav for
tlre run htlme. jumping on al Srrlin:rs.
Shortly aftcr a pass back through rhe eu-
calvptus windbreak at Camarillo, our
700-miie, ei ght-car r", ryik"liii 

n,, o o o

',ii;i!,
.it\(,
'tf i
': "1

t,t"

jl

"'l'hc cnsine sings."
"Er,erl' control rnovernent sccrns cali-

bratcd to mv bod-v and brain."
"It t:learlv has somethine the other

sports coupes clon't."
\Ve'll stop tl'rcrc befor-e rve burv vou lvith

hvperbolc. What the Audi orvns is :r kind of
stellar all-around abilitv that qocs bcyond
simplc pcrformance tcsting ancl numbers
crundrins. It can do it all

Thc Aucli eng'ineers, for instance, h:rve
manased to blcss this c:rr w.ith one of thc
besl rrdc-and-lrrrrdlirrrl ( on)pr('nli\e\
we'vc cver encountercd. 'I-he Coupe's sus-
pension is so absorbent in cit,v drivins that
you'rc sure it rill fall all over itself rvhen
I'ou dive-bornb;r b:rck ro:rd-but it doesn't.
In fact, it excels, soaking up the bumps and
rtever losing its composure. Subjcctivelv
speakinq, it has the best all-arouncl suspen-
sion ol tl're group.

The srccring is equallv imppcssive. It re-
quircs an:rbsolute rnirrimum ofminding on
long Interstatc stretches. It bends into cor-
ners rvithout a nvitch. It's dead-nuts accu-
rate and Iirll of rriad {'eel. Fold in the stable
suspcnsion and you'r,c got a road carver of
the hiehest ordcr, able to do rnorc on its
little 185/60FIR-14 doughnuts than rhe
other ca1-s in this gror4r can d<> on thcir big
balonevs"

'l'hc 2.Z-liter, I l0-hp five-cylinder is also
a delight. 1'he soothing lrum it scnds out is
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