'COMPARISON TEST: FOUR SPORTS COUPES
Road Test: Lotus Elite with Buick V-8
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FOUR

SPORTS COUPES

Combining the joy of sports car driving with
the prac :‘rc.:w’.rn nf a sedan

URING THE BasT five years one of
the fastest growing and most
popular automaobiles in America

has been the sports coupe. As the car
world has undergone extensive changes
hecause of mf-:,n regulations, more and
more enthusiasts hu'u_ turned from 2-
seaters in the classic sports car tradition
to enclosed coupes that offer a reason-
able compromise between the joy of
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sports car driving and the practicality of
& sedan.

Of the four sports coupes selected for
this comparison, the Toyota Celica is the
oldest, having been introduced to the
LIS market in 1971. For 1978, however. a
complete restyling has given the Celica a
thoroughly modern. crisp appearance.
As we said in our road test of the new
Celica in the January issue, the bold

restyling is combined with significant re-
finements underneath the sheet metal.
Having praised the new Celica last
month while evaluating it alone, we won-
dered how it would stack up against the
competition,

The Honda Accord was introduced in
1976 and we labeled it the best automo-
tive value in America al that time. We
have conducted a 48,000-mile extended-
use test on a 1976 model (R&T, Decem-
ber 1977) and concluded that it is still an
excellent value, This comparison would
give us the opporiunity to measure the
Accord head-to-head against some of its
rivals and at the same time enable us 1o
check out the differences (if any) be-
tween our 1976 model and a late 1977
car. We had requested a 1978 Accord LX,
the new luxury version that includes
among its standard features such items as



power-assisted steering, air conditioning,
luggage-area tonneau cover, digital
clock, cassette tape player and steel-
belted radial tires, but Honda had only
two LXs in the LS. at the time of the test
and could not provide one. The power-
assisted steering is a Honda variable-
ratio design with maximum assist at low
speeds and less at highway speeds when
road feedback is more important,
Volkswagen debuted the Scirocco in
1975 and in our initial 1est of the car we
said, “it's exciting 1o look at, delightful o
drive and technically fascinating,” (R&T,
February 1975). We revisited the Scirocco
in January 1977 and found that signifi-
cant improvemenis had been made to the
car and we liked it even more. For 1978,
Volkswagen shortened the engine's
stroke from 300 mm to 73.4, thereby
reducing displacement from 1588 cc o

1457 and dropping the bhp from 76 at
5500 rpm to Tl at 5800, The torque is
even further reduced from 83 Ib-ft at
3000 rpm to T3 at 3500, Volkswagen says
the engine shrinkage was necessary for
improved emission control and has the
side benefit of slightly upping the miles-
per-gallon figure. We were a nRious to see
if the Scirocco had lost any of 1ts snappy
performance as a result.,

The fourth car in our test is the just
introduced 1978 Plymouth Sapporo,
built by Mitsubishi of Japan and mar-
keted by Chrysler in the US. In the
November 1977 R&T we described the
Dodge Colt Challenger and Plymouth
Sapporo (same cars, different names)
and this would be our first opporiunity 1o
drive the new Mitsubishi product exten-
sively. The Sapporo is the newest entry in
the sports coupe class and we wanted o
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know how it would fare over the course of
track testing and a 2-day journey of
several hundred miles.

While there are obvious important dif-
ferences, there are also a number of
similarities among the four cars, All are
powered by single-overhead-cam inline
4-cylinder engines. The displacements
range from a low of 1457 cc for the
Scirpceo to a high of 2555 ce for the
Sapporo (this is the new 2.6-liter Silent
Shaft engine with balancing shafls on
opposite sides of the engine block, spin-
ning in opposite directions, at twice en-
gine speed to dampen vibration and
reduce noise), with the Honda (1397 cc)
and Toyota Celica (2189 cc) falling in
between. There 15 also a considerahle
spread in horsepower ratings: the Accord
being lowest at 68 bhp SAE net. the

Scirocco next at 71, the Celica with 95 #—
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