
range, aided no doubt by its dual-VANOS
variable cam timing system, making it
almost as easy to drive around town as the
CLK.

The straight-six makes some truly stir-
ring sounds, starting with the typical
straight-six growl overlaid by a peculiar
exhaust-resonance buzz, then building to
a berserk high-rpm snarl as the needle
wends its way to the 8000-rpm redline.

As it does, the M3 pulls like a demon,
passing the 60-mph mark in 4.7 seconds
and tripping the quarter-mile lights in 13.4
seconds at 106 mph. Being a six-speed
manual, this includes full driver participa-
tion and bags of aural and tactile feedback.
Since the shifter slips so smoothly into and
out of the six slots, this all adds to the fun.
The only downside to the tranny is its
reverse-gear position—up and left of the
first-second gate—which is all too easy to
reselect when you’re trying for first gear
after backing out of your parking spot.

The clutch is firm and direct, and the
car offers about the best throttle response

you can have, given the row of six sepa-
rate throttle bodies adorning the cylinder
head. In contrast to all these high signal-
to-noise control devices, the steering felt,
at first, a little overassisted for a car with
such unadulterated communication levels.

But that was on normal roads. Once we
had circulated Buttonwillow raceway and
traversed the Mt. Pinos Pass from Frazier
Park to California 33, we were won over
by a mechanism that makes the CLK’s
steering feel almost woolly in comparison.
The other initial concern—that of promi-
nent understeer—was also mollified by our
experience on the track, where the car
pushed perceptibly in slow, low-gear cor-
ners but was much better composed in
high-speed bends; and in the mountains,
where the M3 would turn in with brilliant
intensity and follow the direction of the
driver’s hands with delightful accuracy.

As Webster noted in the log, “It seems
to handle better in high-speed corners,
where acceleration squat doesn’t lighten
the front end. The steering’s too light for

my taste, but there are few cars that are as
quick through mountain twisties as this
one.”

And as we discovered at the track and
in the mountains, the M3 has incredible
brakes. With a stopping distance from 70
mph of only 155 feet, the binders proved
virtually fade-free, with just about perfect
pedal action and feel.

Yes, the M3 is more tightly focused on
the sporting side of its role as passenger
transportation and perhaps that favors the
CLK for its everyday versatility. But the
M3 still has a couple surprises up its sleeve
when we look at purely utilitarian issues.
One, its trunk is only one cubic foot
smaller. Two, it actually offers better rear-
seat space than the Benz, with 37 cubic
feet versus 33, and it has better rear head-
room, thanks to a less-pronounced fast-
back profile.

And, uh, we should mention that it
underprices the CLK55 by more than 20
grand. We think that’s a pretty convincing
closing argument, don’t you?                  ●
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features fit fun 
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engine mission brakes handling ride comfort nomics amenities finish value styling drive RATING*

BMW 10 10 9 8 7 8 9 7 10 9 9 10 95
M3

MERCEDES-BENZ 10 8 8 7 9 10 8 10 8 7 10 9 92
CLK55 AMG

HOW IT WORKS: Editors rate vehicles from 1 to 10 (10 being best) in each category, then scores are collected and averaged, resu lting in the numbers shown above.
*The overall rating is not the total of those numbers. Rather, it is an independent judgment (on a 1-to-100 scale) that includes

other factors—even personal preferences—not easily categorized.E
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