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Buying a good one

The Greatest

Jaguar’s best beats the rest

Mitsubishi Lancer GTi-16V, Peugeot Mi16x4, Rover 216GTi Twin Cam

Audi 100, Caterham HPC, GTi Engineering Golf, Lancia Dedra Turbo,
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Hell

Fill a service station with five of the
world's greatest grand lourers
collectively 48 cylinders, a field full
of fine hide and an open market value
approaching half a million pounds — and
onlookers aren't slow to come forward.
The Mercedes 190E driver in the Question
of Sport swealer seized the opportunity to
poke his head into the aromatic interors of
all five. So too did the service station staff,
in between ringing up an hour's worth of
petrol sales in five minutes. And the car
which held therr attention longest? The
dark green Aston Martin Virage.

Can non enthusiasts tell when a car
costz at least twice as much as those
surrounding it? Our quick exit poll would
suggest that they can, although the sheer
presence and AM VB number plate of the
hand-crafted, aluminium-bodied Virage
must have helped

But we hadn't driven the best part of 150
miles to Ferrybridge services at the
ATME2 junction 1o assess the crowd
pulling potential of Mewport Pagnell’s
finest. We wanted to know whether the

bespoke Brit would still seem as indomi-
table at the end of two days and 1000
miles in the company of four other greal
grand tourers. By thal evening, when we
reached our camiortable loch-side hotel a
few miles inland of Oban on the west coasl
of Scotland, we'd have a good idea

It wasn't only the Aston’s repulation that
was on the line. Among its fravelling
companions was the brand new BMW
850i, granted a lukewarm welcome by the
world's press. We have rated it higher than
most bul this was the first chance to
direclly compare the sleek new Bavarian
with ils rivals: the JaguarSport XJR-S 6.0,
Mercedes 50051 and Porsche 92854, In
total, 48 cylinders shared between a trio of
all alloy 32-valve VBs — Aston, Mercedes,
Paorsche — and a pair of all alloy 24-valve
ViZs — BMW, Jaguar — not one of which
produces less than 300bhp

Exclusive as they are, the others are
eftectively mass-produced cars when
judged alongside the Virage, which rolls
out of Aston Martin Lagonda's modest
Bucks-based faclory at the rate of five a
week. Demand is so strong that if you're
nol on the waibing hist or simply can't wait,
you'll have 1o pay considerably more than
the £129.950 list price [0 have one.

Currently, the same is true of the 850i ‘4
(£59,500) and 500SL (£63.460), though @,
any premuim paid on a delivery mileage ﬁf’
example now (in the region of 20 per cent)
will probably evaporate when supply

begins to calch up with demand. The 928 = ;
and XJ-5 have been around too long to =

warrant premium prices; the Porsche can m ]
trace ils lineage back to 1977, the Jaguar ¢§Q - N
to 1975. The Porsche carries its years gg aE!
better and has never been more impres gopEEas %ﬁﬁﬂﬂ-

sive than in its current 5-litre, 32-valve 54 s gn%nﬂ anad |

lorm (£64,496). With JaguarSport's 6-litre b -
engine and sporting chassis, the same is @ Thirsty work; the famous five drink

true of the XJR-5, which is easily the least
expensive car here at £45,500.

another filling station dry and we 're well
on our way to owning a glassworks
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@ Pushing on in the Porsche — still a
great entertainer 13 years after launch

cheap. The Aston might not have been an
ergonomic masterpiece but there was
more character and class in one of its door
cappings than there is in the whole of the
BMW's interior, which seems flal, almost
two dimensional. And after the snarling
V8, the BMW's V12 is almost inaudible

But there is a quiet confidence about
the B50i. While the Aston bombards the
sensas with its sound, aroma and overt
luxury, the BMW charms with subliely
Every now and then it pulls something
special out of the bag as if 1o show how
much time and effort has gone into
creating it

Hefl the door shut and a second later
the frameless glass automatically snicks
home for a perfect seal while the steering
wheel, raised slightly to aid entry, whirrs
down into position. There's more; as the
speed of the car increases so does the
pressure on the wipers (o keep the blades
in conlact with the screen, and when
reverse gear is selected the nearside
mirror dips to show the kerb.

All clever stuff, but it would be wasted if
the 8501 didn't get the fundamentals right
As you might expect of a company which
produces some of the finest handling
chassis around — M3, 5-series and 71
the B50i has superb dynamics. Many have
said that the BMW V12, as used in the 750
saloons, 1s nol as refined as the much
alder, and heawvier, Jaguar unit. There will
be time 1o reflect on that later

Hacking north on the A1, the BMW lelt at
least as responsive (il a little gruff at
around 4000rpm), rode just as smoothly
and cut the air as cleanly as the Aston. Yel
while traffic fell over itself to get out of the
way of the Virage, the B50i might as well
have been a Sierra

A moment's respite at Scotch Comer
Hotel allowed a quick appraisal of the
bBolis looks. Unlike the Jaguar and
Porsche, the BMW has no need lor a rear
spoiler, indeed, there is an elegant
simplicity o ils lines enhanced by pillar-
less side glazing. Its 1970s BMW M1-look
nose is low and slim, thanks lo pop-up
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V12 is least powerful of cars assembled — a ‘mere’ 300bhp and 34005 f g
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® Heart of latest Porsche 928 is magnificent 32-valve 5-litre V8, good for 320bhp
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@ Mercedes 500SL, like Porsche, boasts all alloy guad-cam 5-litre V8 — and it sounds wg
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26 [itres ... 48 cylinders ... 1600bhp ...
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1.30pm, Errington Armes, near
Corbridge, Northumberland
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lowered and stiffened, the Mercedes is not
a precise driving tool, Its steering is vague
around lthe straight ahead and a touch
mushy on lock and the brakes on this
example were effective but spongy. But
what of that sophisticated traction control
system, a £1956 oplion? In addition to
cuting power when rear wheel slip is
detected, it also has individual wheel
braking. The simpler ASC system fitted to
the automatic 850i is better in two
respects. Firstly, its action is delayed a
fraction longer and secondly It can be
switched out. Get the rear tyres slipping
on the 50050 and the system is fast but
not abrupt in its reactions, neatly drawing
the tail back into line

Occasionally, though, the driver hank-
ers after a longer leash, The rain came as
we headed up over lhe Cheviot Hills and
down the switchback section of AGS
beyand Carter Bar. Here the systermn was
continually cutting in when a little more slip
would have worked wonders, correcling
for understeer and tightening the cormer-
ing line. In front, Lees in the 850i was
enoying the descent much more and
Laban behind in the 928 walched the
large rear roll angles of the Mercedes with
amusement,

But all three of us were having a much
easier ime of it than Blick who was
lzading the convoy in the Virage. His main
complant concerned the brakes which
were unresponsive and occasionally un-
predictable: "You just dont know if the
fronls are going to lock coming up to a
corner.’ Calderwood, tail-end Charlie on
this stretch in the XJR-S, had enjoyed his

-

@ Jag's olde worlde interior disguises
strength in depth; a real driver’s car

@ Any Mercedes driver would feel at
home in the finely finished 5005L

stint bul hadnt tound the trick to making
the three-spead Jaguar more responsive

2.45pm, south of Galashiels,
Borders

There's no doubt about it: the Jaguar
XJR-5 looks antiquated. Lowered by
Jaguarsport suspension, it takes on a
more purposeful stance and the smoother
front and rear bumper/spoiler mouldings
and optional black chrome tidy up the
shape bul this can't disguise its age
Inside, the stalk controls are spindly and
get left behind when the wheel is
telescoped out to adjust the reach. The
minor gauges look like the the reels of a
one-armed bandit and the front screen is
very upright with short wipers that flip
across staccato fashion

That said, the XJR-S is very comiortable
with its soft, bucket-like seats, elbow
height centre console and door handles,
and snug, low slung driving position,
JaguarSport's work on the interior adds
contrasting red piping to light grey leather
seats, a round gear knob and a chunky,
small diameter Momo steering wheel

Because it is so comfortable there is a

@ 928's harsh ride seftles down at speed, the precision of its responses a delight

45

suspicion that the big Jaguar will be a
handful on the twisting, soaking wet roads
o the next halt, especially with that
encrmous 362Ib ft of lorque fed through
nothing more sophisticated than a regula
LSD. There is no shortage of rubber,
though, and it is of the highest order
Duniop D40 M2, All five cars have 16 inch
ZR rated tyres on alloy wheels and the
XJR-3, like the 92B, has different sized
tyres at either end: 225/50s up front and
245/55s astern

The Porsche's forged rims, 7ins wide up
front and Bins behind, are shod with
225/50 and 245/45 Pirelli P700s. Aslon
Martin fits the widest and tallest tyres,
255/60 Avon Turbospeeds all-round, while
the BMW has 235/50 Uniroyal Rallyes and
the Mercedes is equipped with regular
225/55 Dunlop D40s

Turn the Jaguar's key and the metallic
whining of the starter motor is lollowed by
the pitter patter of 12 silky cylinders
awakening. Tug the stiff gear selecior
down through its notchy gate into D
release the fly-off handbrake by the door
sill, and walt off in virtual silence. This side
of the Mercedes, there is no car here more
adept at smoothing over the scars and
pimples of town roads. But while the
Mercedes runs out of travel on fast
undulating roads, the Jaguar's display
simply gets into its second act.

Waorries about the agility of the XJR-3 on
the sinuous, leaf-covered roads beyond
Galashiels were soon brushed away by its
remarkable grip and tumn-in, superbly
weighted, quick steering and sensational
brakes. And with such a deep resemnve of
torque on tap, the XJR-5's three speed
box is not the handicap it would appear.

The muscular V12 is easily the most
responsive engine in this group but for the
keenest reactions it is worthwhile snicking
the gear lever back and forth between
drive and second strong  detents
prevent mis-shifts into reverse or first
Although the Jaguar's shifts are not
generally as smooth as the olher autos’,
pressing the throttle as the lever is shifted
into second brings swilt and swest
downchanges. Lees was moved to de-
scribed it as a ‘two-speed Tiptronic'

Haulng hard, the V12 sounds like an
expensive motor cruiser with ils deep
bassy rumbile, yet if you want 1o slip quietly
along, the engine becomes silent on a
light throttle. The BMW's V12 is similarly
hushed but doesn't have the XJR-S's
fabulous full bore howl and it isn't as
smooth. The BMW is more economical
though, with an interim comsumption of
16.9mpg lo the Jaguar's 14.7 (on premium
leaded; the Jaguar is the only car without
catalytic converers). Top prize went to the
Mercedes, though, which retumed 201,
with the Porsche second on 18.1 and the
Aston doing its best to empty editor
Calderwood’s bank account and fill his
pockets with Texaco stars with 14.2mpg

4.00pm, Carluke, south east of
Glasgow, Strathclyde

For a car that has already celebrated iis
13th birthday, thie Porsche 92854 looks
distictly modemn. Compared with the XJ-5
which pre-dates it by a couple of years, it
is positively futuristic with its smoaoth, low
snout and bulbous fastback tail. Inside,
too, the generous sweeps of the shylist's
pen have stood the passage of time much
better. The T-bar selector is a throwback,
though, and the test car's opltional dark
blue leather would have been infinitely
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@ Sumptuous leather and slabs of walnut veneer in the Aston

in particular, is much brisker but once the
Jaguar is rolling. it claws back. In kick
down through 50-70mph the Porsche
leads with a startiing 2 8secs followed by
the Jaguar and Aston (which runs past
f0mph in second gear) both on 3.2, the
Mercedes on 3.3 and the BMW with 4.0.
Flat out, there is nothing to choose
between themn. All attain 155mph, give or
take a mile per hour,

Al Tarbet we head west along the AB3 to
Inverary, stopping briefly for a few snap
shots oulside The Great Inn  before
slipping through the archway beside it
and up the AB19. Lees is enjoying himself
s0 much in the XJR-S that he's missed a
lurn and carried on up the AB2. Calder-
wood s being terronsed by the Aston's
will-it-won't-it brakes and handling, Laban
15 reveling in the security and honed

Grand

43

responses of the 850i and Blick is finding
that it is the S005L's dim headlights, not its
chassis, pegging back his speed. Almaost
12 hours and 500 miles after we started
oul, the five GTs are cooling off in the
courtyard of the hotel.

7.40pm, Taychreggan Hotel,
Kilchrenan, Argyll

Ensconsed in the warm bar of the
Taychreggan Hotel beside Loch Awe, it is
time for some serious discussion. Votas
are cast and an interim running order
established. The Virage, described by
Laban as 'a vintage car’ compared to its
rivals, is edged into fifth place by the
largely unloved S00SL. In third place is the
firrm and responsive 828, a point adrift of
the XJR-S. The characterful and eminently
able Jaguar is itself a single point behind
tne 850i which has impressed in all the
nght areas, its chassis is superbly
balanced and smooth riding, its steering
has good feel and weighting and ils
gearbox is smooth and crisp. The only
dement seems to be the lack of long wave
on its radio. . .

So strong is the feeling that the finishing
order is very nearly decided that we elect
o allow each driver one more stint in the
first two cars they drove and then
converge on the first services on the M6 to
decide the finishing order. The last
300 miles will be a steady cruise home

Day 2, 7.40am, Taychreggan
Hotel

A windless moming. meteorologically
speaking, an early mist over the loch and
only the sound of heavy rain bouncing off

@ BMW is comfortable, well-planned but lacks real class

bonnets and trickling down drainpipes to
break the silence. Until the Virage is fired
up, that is. The Jaguar and BMW V12z are
purring, the Mercedes and Porsche VBs
grumbling quietly to themselves. Then the
Aston's VB calches quickly and cleanly,
assumes a jogging idle and burbles loud
enough to wake other guests. For most of
us, the single malt sustained the debate
oo long and breakfast came too soon, By
mid-marning we are ready for the off,

The invigorating enthusiasm of the
Virage's mator soon sharpens the senses
and the weaving B845 presents a chal-
lenge to relish. Its big Avons, ably assisted
by the limited slip diff, keep the tail stuck
to the streaming road as the engine roars
eagerly and the gearlever clacks rather
awkwardly through its gate.

Blick drove AM VB when it was 10,000
miles younger than its current 54.000
miles and firmly befieves that its chassis
reachions have dulled somewhat since
then. Certainly, there is a detached feel
about the over-light steering's responses,
and the worn edges of the front tyres rob it
of turn-in bite. The action of the dampers is
occasionally ponderous, too.

Its a challenge to hustle the bulky-
feeling Aston quickly, with its skittish feel
through standing water and lack of
steering feedback. Once I'd established a
rhythm, | decided lo push a bit harder, jus!
1o see iIf there was anything left in the
chassis’ reserves. On the faster stretches
of the ABS, the wipers chickenead out first
ifting off the screen. And when the
opportunity came and | pushed, the
Virage told me politely to back off by
juddering the tread blocks of its front tyres
across (he tarmac. Stll, it was an
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entertaining run down to Tarbet and the
Virage's character had Qrown on me.

12.15pm, Tarbet, Strathclyde

Another lillup and anather bundie of
Texaco slars Calderwood now has
enough for a rowing machine, appropriate
given the weather. Defying performance
VErsus economy logic, the Porsche rec-
ords 17.4mpg. Runner up is the BMW
(16.5), followed by Aston Martin (14.5),
Mercedes (14.3) and Jaguar (12.9)
Overall consumptions showed the
Porsche slill ahead see dafa panels

From the Aston to the BMW once more
lis silence and general user niendliness
are welcome bul it does seem a bit short
on characler compared with the others:
the Jaguar with its turbine-like delivery,
cosy, olde worlde interior and communi-
cative chassis; the Porsche with its single-
minded aim to provide racer reactions s
strong style, and its terific kickdown
response; and the Mercedes with its
howling V8, super-smooth shifts and
essentially cossetting nature.

But the BMW has a great deal to offer,
nolt least serene cruising, almost lele-
pathic kickdown, fine steering and one of
the safest, most supple and rewarding
chassis in the business.

And so to Southwaite services on the
ME, and the verdict.

The 500SL came in fifth, mainly be-
cause its chassis is over-protective, its
main controls lack definition and its
engine’s ability is too hard to exploit. In
fourth place came the exclusive, hand-
crafted Virage. Easily the most attractive
and expensive looking inside and out, the
Aston's poor brakes and under achieving
chassis dropped it out of contention

Two cars tied for second siot with
identical scores: the Porsche 928 and
BMW 850i. Both are very competent cars
of completely different nature. The 928 lost
ground through its harsh, noisy ride and
the 8501 for being very able but lacking
that final edge that makes a good car
great: involvemnent and satisfaction

Both of which the winner has in
abundance. Three voted it first one
second and one third, The Jaguar XJB-S
5 a special car, possessing a smooth-
nding yet labulously responsive chassis
with mealy, communicative steering and
tireless brakes. And what an engine. Lusty
encugh to make three gears seem plenty
silent al a cruise, subtly rorty but still silky
smooth when worked hard, the 6-litre V12
s perfectlly matched to the role of Grand
Touring. The XJR-S isn't perfect by any
means i's dated and thirsty bt
when it comes to delivering satisfaction on
the long haul, it is without peers. O
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0-3Dmph &6 0-80mph 105
0-40mph d6 0-90mph 129
0-50mph 51 0-100mph 157
0-60mph 6 0-110mph 191

0-70mph 83 0-120mph &2
WWM
AYERAGED TOP SPEED 156mph
ACCELERATION IN 3rd/4th/Sth (seconds)
20-40mph 506480  60-S0mph

475976
WSimph 505377 T0%wph  49507;
40-60mph 496575  80-100mph 546390
OT0mph 175975 ibmph 625757
MAX SPEEDS IN GEARS AT 6800rpm
FIRST Smph  FOURTH 144imph

SECOND Bimph FFTH  155mph at S760pm
THIRD 118mgh
OVERALL FUEL CONSUMPTION

—_— 0 lsph
ATMOSPHERIC PRESSURE 1012mbs

SPECIFICATION

ENGINE TYPE Front mounied longituding! vB
MSPLACEMENT

BORE 100rm  STROKE 85mm
COMPRESSION RATIO 951
FUEL AND IGNITION Winboee Wared sexperdsal fusd ingocton

and magped grion
CYLINDER BLOCK

Ak oy
—‘._'-._.'.__T_-_._.___._
CYLINDER HEAD Alumirsum alloy, twin overhead camshatis

per bark, 4 valves per cylinder

MAX POWER (DiN) 3300hp & G000

MAX TOROUE (DIN) 350t @ 3T00pm
GEARBDX Five-speed nangl
ENENNES S s =
1st 290 4h 1.00
2nd 175 St 085
Ind 12  Reverse
FINAL DRIVE RATIO 35400 1
SPEED PER 1 N TOP 26 5mph
o ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂishﬁﬂiiﬂnﬂh
REAR SUSPENSION O Dot e bocabed by raddius arms
wmmgﬂwmm
STEERING Power assisted rack and pinion
BAEE  Fronvestamidecs ma s dos
WHEELS B cast aligy
TYRES 25580 7R 16 Avon Turbospoed
WHEELBASE 102 75
TURNING CIRCLE
FUEL TANK CAPACITY 195 galks B fines
UNLADEN WERGHT 432M4ibs
TEST WEIGHT 45550
POWER T WEIGHT RATIO (TEST WEIGHT) 1623 thpion
BASIC PRICE (INC TAXES) £129950

AN tosts with & crew of o and @ full tank of fuel
THROUGH THE GEARS (seconds)

———
0-30mph 28 0-80mph 11

0-40mph 40 0-90mph 138
0-50mph 53 0-100mph i
0-70mp 0-1

!
15,3561 {secemoh:

STANDING 1/4 MILE
WEUGEDTOPSPE)
ACCELERATION IN KICKDOWN (secs) -

20-40mph 25 60-80mph 48
30-50emph 31 70-%0mph 59
40-60mph 37 B0-108mph i

50-Tomph 40 90-T10mph 81
MAX SPEEDS W GEARS AT 6000pm
FIRST Smph TOP  1s&mpha &arspm
SECOND

izl
SPECIFICATION

ENGINE TYPE Front-mounted longuding V12
-'-'—rr____.___.__.‘__._
DISPLACEMENT 4980

BORE Bamm  STROKE Tomm
COMPRESSION RATID LA
[FUEL AND IGRITION Cigital Mt Elacironics b nection

and weion
CUNOERBLORK Ay
CYLINDER HEAD  Aksruomsn ooy, srgie camsia s bk,

2 vithves per cyinder
MAX POWER (DiN)
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