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forward motion—involving, entertaining,
companionable.

Sure, there are weak spots. The steering
could be a bit sharper on-center. The
shocks and the soft suspension bushings
allow relaxed body motions, troubling if
you were expecting sports-sedan reflexes,
pleasing if you prefer a hospitable ride.
Roll angles are considerable.

Acceleration is midpack in most tests,
although the Mirage jumps to 30 mph with
the best of them. Braking distance is
poorer than average at 200 feet from 70
mph, and skidpad grip on its P175/65SR-
14 Yokohamas is weakest of all at 0.72 g.
But the machinery is always willing,
always eager, and that creates a bigger
impression than the numbers.

As in the Saturn, we’re not
enthusiastic about a black dash,
wheel, and console plopped into
a beige interior—like wearing
black socks with your khaki
shorts. But at least the quality of
these parts is first-rate and the
styling is pleasing.

The rear seat is average in
both comfort and space. The
backrest is shaped in a way that
it pushes the center passenger’s
upper body forward a bit, easing
shoulder tightness when three
adults are back there. The

cushion supports with agreeable firmness.
An appealing companion, this Mi-

tsubishi, at a middling price.

Seventh Place
Chevrolet Prizm

Never mind the bow-tie badges, this
Prizm is a Toyota, with all the discipline
and slickness that entails (in case you
forgot, the Prizm is a Corolla twin built at
GM’s joint-venture plant in Fremont,
California).

Too disciplined, some say. Toyotas are
known more for impeccable behavior than
for sparkling companionship. And that
Toyota personality causes the mixed emo-
tions you see on the ratings sheet. This is
a highly refined sedan in all the sounds it
makes, in all the motions of its controls, in
all its moves down the road. But refine-
ment isn’t very entertaining, and some of
our staffers dislike such seriousness in a
small sedan, and such caution in styling.

Others love the silky perfection of the

Chevrolet
Prizm

Highs: Strong performance, slick
controls, refined manners, great ride.

Lows: No tach, cautious styling
inside and out, short on convenience
features.

The Verdict: Will the real Toyota
of the bunch please stand up?
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acceleration, seconds
0–30 0–60 0–100 street start, top gear, top gear, top speed, braking,
mph mph mph 1/4-mile 5–60 mph 30–50 mph 50–70 mph mph 70–0 mph, feet

CHEVROLET 2.8 8.3 27.2 16.6 @ 8.5 12.2 13.6 113 207
PRIZM )denrevog(hpm48

DAEWOO 3.2 10.1 35.6 17.5 @ 10.9 12.6 12.7 117 189
NUBIRA CDX 79 mph

DODGE 3.0 8.8 30.0 16.9 @ 9.1 15.1 16.1 118 196
NEON ES 82 mph

FORD 3.0 9.4 31.7 17.1 @ 9.8 13.4 13.9 105 178
FOCUS ZTS )denrevog(hpm08

HONDA 3.1 9.5 36.7 17.3 @ 9.9 15.3 19.5 111 195
CIVIC LX 79 mph

HYUNDAI 2.8 8.3 26.4 16.6 @ 8.6 11.3 12.0 119 203
ELANTRA GLS )denrevog(hpm48

KIA 3.2 10.2 35.0 17.6 @ 10.6 12.3 13.9 119 205
SEPHIA LS 79 mph

MAZDA 2.9 8.9 30.3 16.8 @ 9.5 12.0 13.2 112 201
PROTEGÉ ES )denrevog(hpm28

MITSUBISHI 3.0 9.4 30.6 17.0 @ 10.0 12.9 14.3 111 200
MIRAGE DE )detimilenilder(hpm08

NISSAN 2.8 8.9 31.5 16.9 @ 9.5 12.2 12.8 116 183
SENTRA GXE 81 mph

SATURN 2.8 8.4 25.7 16.5 @ 8.7 11.1 12.0 108 196
SL2 )denrevog(hpm48

SUZUKI 2.9 8.7 31.2 16.8 @ 9.1 13.5 14.0 116 186
ESTEEM 1.8GLX SPORT 82 mph

TOYOTA 3.0 8.8 32.1 17.0 @ 9.1 13.0 14.7 109 186
ECHO )denrevog(hpm28

TEST AVERAGE 3.0 9.1 31.1 17.0 @ 9.5 12.8 14.1 113 194
81 mph
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clutch engagement, the well-oiled motion
of the shifter, the intuitive accuracy of the
steering as it homes in on straight ahead
with little tending from the driver.

And all of us admire the torquey thrust
of its 1793cc engine. As you’d expect of
a Toyota, it doesn’t say much—it just flat
gets the job done, accelerating to 60 in 8.3
seconds for a first-place tie with the

Hyundai, then through the quarter-mile
just 0.1 second behind the hustling Saturn
at 16.6 seconds and 84 mph.

Ride quality is Toyota smooth, tied for
the top rating along with the Focus and the
Sentra. Braking is poorest of the group by a
narrow margin. Road grip is about average,
although the tires were obviously chosen
for ride softness rather than adhesion.

All this refinement comes at a cost. The
Prizm’s $15,709 price is third highest, and
that is for what amounts to a decontented
car—no tach, no fold-forward rear seat, no
power mirrors. Rear-passenger space is
tighter than in most of the others, too, par-
ticularly when trying to cram three adults
back there.

Look at it this way—for a one-night
stand, you can find more excitement, but
if you’re thinking long-term relationship,
here’s an appealing partner.

Sixth Place
Hyundai Elantra GLS

This Hyundai takes the big-hammer
approach to performance. The big-for-the-
class 2.0-liter four (Daewoo, Dodge, and
Ford also bring 2.0-liters to this party)
churns out 140 horsepower at 6000 rpm,
highest output of the group. And the 16-
inch wheels (14s or 15s on the others) shod
with 195/60 Hankooks supply lots of grip,
0.80 g on the skidpad. The result is strong
acceleration—tied for first to 60 mph, a
fraction of a second behind the Saturn to
100 mph at 26.4 seconds, and tied with the
Kia for the highest top speed at 119 mph.

The impatient among us love these
numbers, but the delivery is unmistakably
coarse. The engine is loud and thrashy,
effecting a belligerent note above 6000
rpm that makes various interior bits buzz
in sympathy (or maybe in fear). The sus-
pension clumps over the bumps, exciting
numerous quivers in the body, and the big
tires loudly read pavement texture.

As we said, this Hyundai is a sedan of
big gestures. The driver’s seat slides back
so far a six-footer has to stretch to reach
the pedals. The stereo gets thrilling when
you crank it up. The front seat is one of
only two here to provide an adjustable
lumbar support. The door pockets are
bucking for the record in carrying capacity.
The back seat scores well into the top half
of the class for space and comfort. And the
equipment list is packed with gizmos and
gadgets. You get a lot of car for just
$13,684, second-lowest price of the group.

Reminds of an all-you-can-eat buffet,
doesn’t it? Naturally, some of the flavors
are a bit off. The plastic headliner is, uh,
out of the mainstream. Mold parting lines

Hyundai
Elantra GLS

Highs: Strong motor, grippy tires, great
stereo, and a five-year/60,000-mile
warranty.

Lows: Thrashy motor, rock-riding
chassis, and droning-groaning cabin noise.

The Verdict: Robust flavors at a Happy
Meal price.
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roadholding, emergency- interior sound level, dBA fuel economy, mpg
300-foot lane-change full 70-mph 70-mph EPA EPA C/D 200-

skidpad, g maneuver, mph idle throttle cruising coasting city highway mile trip

0.76 57.5 43 81 70 69 31 37 24

0.74 58.4 49 79 72 71 22 31 20

0.79 58.1 49 83 73 71 28 35 27

0.81 56.9 44 76 71 71 25 33 23

0.75 56.4 44 78 72 71 32 37 20

0.80 61.8 43 79 72 71 24 33 27

0.76 57.7 44 78 70 69 23 29 20

0.78 61.7 40 75 72 72 26 30 24

0.72 55.0 42 77 72 72 28 36 28

0.78 57.3 39 77 70 70 27 35 28

0.77 58.1 44 78 72 71 27 38 22

0.77 61.1 49 80 72 71 28 35 24

0.75 57.8 41 80 73 73 34 41 33

0.77 58.3 44 79 72 71 27 35 25


