
By now you are all aware 
that a “beater” is a car in 
which the fuel in its tank 

is more valuable than the sum 
of all its parts. As you may recall 
from two previous investigative 
reports—“Battle of the Beaters,” 
October 1997, and “Battle of the 
Winter Beaters,” May 2003—this 
magazine has spent untold 
thousands on your behalf testing 
the handling mettle and ditch 
worthiness of cars that some 
dweebs dare deem worthless.

We now turn our attention 
to diesels. When Europeans 
ask why Americans don’t drive 
them, we point to the diesel 
cars of the early ’80s. The high-
water mark of diesel sales in the 
U.S. was 520,788, in 1981. A few 
years later the clatter car had 

all but disappeared, a victim of 
notorious unreliability and gaso-
line that cost 75 cents a gallon.

We wondered: How bad 
were these oil burners, and 
could we convince Mr. Csere 
to let us buy three to drive 
across the country? Would it be 
amusing to race three of them 
cross-country? It would.

This time our budget was 
$1500 per car (vs. $1000) 
because diesels, even old ones, 
have become a somewhat hot 
commodity as gas prices surged 
past $3 a gallon last fall. The 
extra dough increased the odds 
that the rides we purchased 
would be capable of making it 
out of our parking lot and on 
across the United States, from 
Ann Arbor to Redondo Beach, 

Our cross-country race of 
early-’80s bowwows isn’t 
as much fun as the Donner 
party, but then again, those 
guys didn’t have in�atable 
love dolls, either.
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Battle of the 
Diesel Beaters

 DATSUN MAXIMA OLDS DELTA 88 MERCEDES-BENZ 300SD

TOTAL MILES 2578 2452 2443
FUEL STOPS 8 13 9
FUEL ECONOMY 29 23 25
AVERAGE SPEED  63.1 mph 61.8 mph 65.6 mph
TOTAL TIME  40h, 51m 39h, 41m 37h, 12m
PEE-BOTTLE DISASTERS YES 0 17
TEAR-INDUCING FARTS 3 1 ½  
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