
LIGHTNING LAP 2009

For the fourth edition of Lightning Lap, we 
have gathered 22 all-new or revised perform-
ance cars. As with the previous invitationals, 
we grouped the cars in fi ve classes according to 
price. But for the fi rst time, we brought a couple 
of track-day specials to compete alongside reg-
ular production vehicles in a new class called 
LLU (for Unclassifi ed). The segments are as 
follows:
LL1: Less than $30,000
LL2: $30,000–$60,000
LL3: $60,000–$120,000
LL4: $120,000–$240,000
LL5: More than $240,000
LLU: Not street-legal

The lap times published on the following 
pages represent the best run each car achieved 
during our two-day event. There were some 
very fast times posted in LL3, LL5, and LLU; 
however, nothing topped the 2008 perfor-
mances of the Mosler MT900S and the Dodge 
Viper SRT10 ACR. But those are hardly every-
day drivers, whereas the 2009 champ is a civi-
lized daily ride. As ever, there were some mem-
orable surprises in the machinery.

THE RULES >
The cars featured here are all unmodifi ed pro-
duction vehicles, although we did request mod-
els fi tted with performance options such as 
larger brakes, sport suspensions, and the most 
advantageous wheel-and-tire packages. Each 
car got premium fuel, tires set to the manufac-
turers’ recommended pressures, and a Race-
logic VBOX GPS-based data logger suctioned 
to the windshield to record lap times and per-
formance fi gures. The four drivers were K.C. 
Colwell, Mark Gillies, Tony Quiroga, and Dave 
VanderWerp. Each driver cycled through his 
assigned cars at least twice.

3:29.3 MAZDA MX-5 (LL1, 2006) • 3:26.6 VOLVO C30 VERSION 2.0 (LL1, 2008) • 3:26.5 HONDA CIVIC Si (LL1, 2006) • 3:25.1 VOLKSWAGEN GTI (LL1, 2006) • 3:24.8 HONDA CIVIC Si MUGEN (LL2, 2008) • 

LL1
VOLKSWAGEN GTI > 3:19.3
The quickest way around any track in a front-
wheel-drive car requires the sort of patience 
only the parent of a tantrum-throwing two-
year-old can know. The front-drivers we had 
at VIR suff ered from prevailing understeer 
and required all the fi nesse our inner Fangio 
could summon. 

While the GTI produced the slowest lap 
time of this event, the improvements over the 
previous, nearly identical 2007 GTI we drove 
at the 2006 Lightning Lap are nothing short 
of staggering. The biggest change to the 2010 
model, aside from its sheetmetal, is a retuned 
suspension. This GTI improved by 5.8 seconds 
over the previous iteration, with sector-time 
enhancements across the board. Moreover, it 
was 2.5 seconds quicker than the more power-
ful, 250-hp VW R32 from the ’08 event.

Despite persistent understeer, the GTI 
never felt unsettled or out of its “happy” oper-
ating range. It was calm and collected when 
climbing through the esses, with its 2.0-liter 

turbo four working hard and the steering com-
municating telepathically to the driver—an 
unusual trait for a front-drive car. The stabil-
ity control can’t be turned off  completely, but 
the car’s quickest lap time had not one moment 
of electronic interference.

MINI COOPER JOHN COOPER 
WORKS > 3:17.1
In previous tests of this car, we had trouble dis-
covering the benefi t of the $6500 Works 
upgrade that yields 36 more horsepower (208 
in all) over the one-step-down model, the Mini 
Cooper S. But with a top speed 8 mph higher 
around VIR (121.0 mph) and a lap time quicker 
by 5.8 seconds than the Cooper S’s, the extra 
power is clearly quantifi able. 

The bone-jarring suspension of the Works 
car made it the least forgiving of the LL1 cars. 
However, its aggressive suspension, in combi-
nation with a short wheelbase, allowed the 
driver to rotate the tail while trail-braking 
toward an apex, a sought-after dynamic ability 
absent from the other front-drivers. Getting 
back on the throttle too early caused power 
understeer and spun the inside wheel. Lifting 
off  the throttle midcorner will rotate the Mini, 
too, but that is not the quick way to execute a 
corner. As long as the driver knows the extra 

THE CONTENDERS

TRACK TIMES

This is the fourth time Car and Driver
has run the Lightning Lap event 
on the VIR Grand West Course. 
Technically, a car competes only with 
others in its class, but to illustrate 
whether a car under- or overachieved 
relative to vehicles in other classes, 
we are publishing the times of every 
car tested, along with its class and the 
year of the event, along the bottom of 
the feature’s pages.

 BASE PRICE/ POWER,  WEIGHT,
 PRICE AS TESTED BHP POUNDS
LL1     
Ford Mustang GT $28,845 / $34,665 315 3552 
Hyundai Genesis Coupe 3.8 $25,750 / $32,875 306 3500 
Mazdaspeed 3 $23,945 / $25,840 263 3268 
Mini Cooper John Cooper Works $29,200 / $31,550 208 2674
Subaru Impreza WRX $26,190 / $30,690 265 3242 
Volkswagen GTI $24,839 / $27,205 200 3178 
LL2
Audi S4 $46,725 / $60,075 333 4093 
Audi TTS $46,325 / $52,125 265 3284
BMW M3 $59,975 / $69,275 414 3606 
Chevrolet Camaro SS $31,595 / $36,265 426 3859 
Chevrolet Corvette Grand Sport $55,720 / $57,310 436 3329 
Ford Shelby GT500 $48,175 / $50,895 540 3935 
Nissan NISMO 370Z $39,850 / $39,945 350 3385 
LL3     
Chevrolet Corvette ZR1 $106,620 / $119,370 638 3379 
Jaguar XKR $96,000 / $97,000 510 4080
Lotus Exige S 260 Sport $76,120 / $77,320 257 2013 
Porsche Cayman S $60,995 / $76,450 320 3165 
Porsche 911 Carrera S $87,795 / $107,735 385 3340 
LL4
Audi R8 5.2 FSI $158,400 / $171,600 525 3735
LL5     
Lamborghini Murciélago LP670-4 SV $458,395 / $480,325 661 3889 
LLU
Ariel Atom 3 $65,000 / $85,479 300 1382
KTM X-Bow $78,500 / $91,500 (est) 237 1816
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