
84 www.CARandDRIVER.com

That’s fine with us. But a healthy jolt
of vitamin H would make this car easier to
like, particularly when the driver pulls out
to pass on a road with oncoming traffic.
“Find some horsepower for it, somewhere,
anywhere!” pleaded one of us, while
another compared it with “an aspiring wel-
terweight fighter with all the moves but no
punch.”

These impressions were borne out by
the test results. The MP3 was the only car
to take more than eight seconds to reach
60 mph (8.3) and was also the slowest
through the quarter-mile—16.5 seconds at
84 mph—and to 100 mph, in 25.3 seconds. 

On the other hand, in light of this back-
to-back-to-back contrast, our respect for
the MP3’s handling and all-around
deportment went to the top of the charts.

Ride quality was smooth, the steering was
precise and communicative, and the car’s
composure throughout all our antics was,
in the words of the logbook, “unflappable.”

Although the power deficit handi-
capped progress down the racetrack
straights, the MP3 was just as willing as
the Sentra when it finally arrived at a
turn—a bit more body roll and understeer,
perhaps, but capable of high cornering
speeds nonetheless.

There are detail elements in this
package that we found off-putting in pre-
vious encounters, and they showed up in
the logbook this time around, too. The
Kenwood Excelon Z919 audio system,
with its cascading LCD graphics,
Mouseketeer controls, and huge trunk-
mounted electronic support package, was

dismissed as “absurd” by one tester. We
weren’t enchanted by the aluminum-col-
ored leather inserts in the upholstery and
on the otherwise-cool Nardi steering
wheel, and we continue to wonder why the
MP3 doesn’t merit cruise control.

On the other hand, the suspension
tweaks and mellow exhaust system devel-
oped by Jim Mederer and the Racing Beat
gang make this an extraordinarily pleasant
sort of bandito to herd around on everyday
pavement, as well as on those secret Walter
Mitty stretches of two-lane where one can
explore the limits of adhesion. 

And so, sophistication triumphs over
sheer speed. And for those of you who con-
tinue to think we’re just a bunch of wild-
eyed power junkies, we have only this to
say: Shut up.                                            
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engine mission brakes handling ride comfort nomics amenities finish value styling drive RATING*

DODGE 7 7 9 8 8 7 7 7 7 8 8 8 83
NEON R/T

MAZDA 7 9 9 10 9 9 9 6 9 9 9 10 90
PROTEGÉ MP3

NISSAN
SENTRA SE-R 9 6 9 9 8 8 8 8 7 8 8 8 86
SPEC V

SUBARU 8 8 8 8 9 9 9 7 8 8 9 8 88
IMPREZA 2.5RS

VOLKSWAGEN 9 8 8 7 10 8 9 10 9 8 8 7 87
JETTA GLS 1.8T

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
di

to
rs

’ 
R

at
in

gs 5th

1st

4th

2nd

3rd


