ROAD TEST

Fonfioc Vokswagen
Grand Am vs. Scirocco
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Honda

vs. Prelude

buttons,” bushel baskets of manna
will rain on the lucky manufacturers’
bottom lines.

Since automobile makers are rath-
er greedy when it comes to their bot-
tom lines, we have recently been
blessed with scores of new offerings
claimed to fill the Yuppymobile void.
Everybody seems to think it's a good
idea to create cars for Yuppies. The
game of "Telephone™ comes in when
the car builders try to determine just

Can an American car
win Yuppies’' hearts?

what this money-laden consumer
group actually wants. Someone in
market research might have the
answers (note, we say might), but by
the time those answers have passed
from ear to ear they tend to get a bit
confused.

Of the domestic cars introduced
lately, one=the Pontiac Grand Am—
has been most heavily touted as ap-
pealing to Yuppies. According to Pon-
tiac press literature, the Grand Am is
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a “sports specialty coupe™ that will
“eompete head to head with upscale
imports.” Since we auto press types
have been lobbying for vehicles of
this kind for millenia, we stand more
than ready to embrace them. But at
the same time we tend to be a bit cyn-
ical, stung by cars that claimed to of-
fer “European refinement” and then
arrived on our doorstep equipped
with vinyl roofs, mock-wire wheel
covers, and wide whitewall tires.

To test its Yuppiworthiness, we de-
cided to stack up the Grand Am
against two cars that also fall under
the heading "sports specialty coupes™
and see just how well the Pontiac ex-
cites our young upscale professional
corpuscles. To do battle with the
Grand Am, we picked the Volks-
wagen Scirocco and the Honda Pre-
lude,

The Secirocco was an obvious choice
because of its made-in-the- Vaterland
origins, high-revving fuel-injected
1.8liter engine, and chiseled coach-
work. After all, VWs were appealing
to Yuppies before the term was in-
vented.

We had different reasons for choos-
ing the Honda Prelude. True, it, too,
has a high-revving engine and chis-
eled coachwork, but it is obviously
not built in Europe. Our major ratio-
nale for selecting the Prelude was its
unprecedented appeal to the Yuppy
segment. All one has to do is glance
at the sales numbers or ask a local
dealer how much over sticker price
Preludes are selling for to realize how
popular this little devil is.

Tale of the Tape

efore we get to our testing, let's

take a quick look at how these ve-
hicles stack up dimensionally. The
Sciroceo has the shortest wheelbase
{94.5 in.) and overall length (165.7 in.)
of the three, and the Prelude is only
slightly larger—wheelbase is 96.5 in.
and length iz 169.1 in. Compared
with these two, the Grand Am is
rather rotund with a wheelbase of
103.4 in. and an overall length of
177.5 in. The Pontiac weighs consid-
erably more as well. It tips the scales
at 2624 1b when equipped, as our tes-
ter was, with the V-6 engine, while
the Prelude checks in at 2293 |b and
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Pontiac tells us the Grand Am was designed to fill
the Yuppymobile void

Pontiac Grand Am

Yolkswagen Scirocco
the Scirocco at 2181 lb.

To deal with the larger amount of
avoirdupois, we chose a Grand Am
equipped with the 3-liter cast iron V-
6 engine. Sporting a 9.0:1 compres-
sion ratio and multi-port fuel injec-
tion, the engine pumps out 125 peak
hp and 150 peak Ib-ft of torque, signif-
icantly more than its imported rivals.

The Scirocco and the Prelude are
both fitted with single overhead-cam
4-cylinder engines. An 8.5:1 compres-
sion ratio and K-Jetronic fuel injec-
tion help the cast iron block, alumi-
num head VW engine (1780 cc) devel-
op 90 peak hp and 100 peak Ib-ft of
torque. The Honda uses dual side-
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draft carburetors as its induction sys-
tem—not exactly state of the art—but
makes up for this by offering a 12-
valve cross-flow cylinder head for bet-
ter breathing. In this form, the
182%cc Prelude engine generates 100
peak hp and 107 peak 1b-ft of torque.

All three cars are front-drivers.
The VW and Honda offer independ-
ent suspension front and rear. The
Grand Am is independent up front,
but uses a beam axle in back.

Both imported cars offer 5-speed
manual transmissions to back up
their engines. Not much surprize
there; 5-speed manual is what we’ve
come to expect in Europeanesque

sports machinery. When we chose the
V-6 in the Grand Am, however, we
were also confronted with the fact
that a 3-speed automatic is the only
transmission available. A S-speed is
offered on the 2.5-liter Tech IV, the
Grand Am's base engine, but with the
V-6 it's automatic or nothing. (Al-
ready, we begin to wonder if Pontiac
is truly serious about its importlike
aspirations.)

On the Road Again
Our first order of business was to

get our three test vehicles from
our Hollywood base to our testing
venue at Sears Point Raceway, a



Through the California hills, it became apparent the Scirocco was the

stone's throw north of San Francisco,
This 300-mile-plus frolic provided
ample opportunity to throw the cars
around in a studied combination of
freeways, urban streets, and wild
two-lane whoop-de-doos,

With Engineering Editor Ron
Grable in the lead in the Grand Am,
Photog Vic Huber in the camera-tot-
ing Audi 5000 Wagon, yours truly in
the Prelude, and Chief Editor Tony
Swan looking for stragglers in the
VW, we blasted up [-5 under crisp,
blue skies. Exiting the Grapevine, it
looked like we might have our first
automotive casualty when Grable in-
explicably pulled over to the side in

easiest to drive fast

the Pontiac, but it turned out that
the aviation buff was just scoping out
a cropduster that was dancing 10 ft
off the deck. (We had to wonder what
he was thinking about 20 miles later
when he pulled off the freeway again,
this time to gaze at a herd of sheep.)

Not surprisingly, the Grand Am
proved to be the best suited for the
superhighway =ection. It set the pace
in quietness and ride quality, closely
followed by the Honda, while the Seci-
rocco seemed a bit harsh on expan-
sion joints and over rain grooves.

Of course, we figured the Pontiac
would be the best freeway vehicle.
American cars have traditionally

been excellent highway cruisers. For
us the true test of the Grand Am's
Eurocoupe abilities was to come in
the next section—a high-speed two-
lane blitz up the spine of California.
We hit the asphalt running and
didn't lift pressure on the go-pedal
until our first vehicle change. All
three testers seemed comfortable
with this relatively flat, reasonably
straight portion of two-lane, and the
Grand Am exhibited the highest top
speed.

The driver change went off in
clockwork fashion. Grable climbed in-
to the Scirocco and roared off. Your
narrator piled into the Grand Am
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