"FOUR OF A KIND

WE LOOK AT FOUR DISTINCT WAYS TO SPEND $35,000 ON A COUPE
AND TRY TO FIGURE OUT WHICH IS THE BEST SPORTS CAR.

BY MICHAEL AUSTIN
PHOTOGRAPHY BY AARON KILEY

SHELBY GT
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COMPARISON TEST

AUDI TT 2.0T

FORD SHELBY GT

MAZDA RX-8

NISSAN 3502

BASE

AS TESTED

>> For thrilling video action on and off the track,
go to CARandDRIVER .com/sportscoupes.
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COMPARISON TEST

$35.000 SPORTS COUPES

. NISSAN 3502

THE HIGHS

THE VERDICT

NOOKS & CRANNIES
The 350Z doesn't have a
glove box, but there are
two tiny, tiny bins and one
Iarger compartment behind
the seats, great for holding
all your spare neckties.

Most bang for the buck, great steering
| and brakes, fastest on the track.

b6 2o

THE LOWS
Cheap interior, engine sounds like a
coffee grinder inside the car.

Great performance makes the flaws bearahle

Don't let the modest increase i
horsepower fool vou. This is a fast
er car than before in every respect, The
0-to-60 time of 5.2 seconds is 0,2 second
quicker than that of any other 3507 we've

ever tested. Better still, the new internals

make for a smoother engine. Smoother,
bt not smooth. There's still some coars:
ness, and the thrumming engine nolse in
ilde the calin becomes annoving on ever
short highway trips. Aside from the seats
which drew praise for their comfort and
support, the interior doesn't provide much
cormfort. The plastic has been upgraded
since the 350%'s launch In 2002, and the
padded armrests are a nice touch, but it's
ohvious that this car was built on a tight
budget, as evidenced by headrest stakes
that bulge into vour back when vou lean
your head rearward.

At least the 3507
ing machine, which is what really matters

Nat only does it keep up with the Mustang

inastraight line, but it also beats the three
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COMPARISON TEST

SPRING MOUNTAIN MOTORSPURTS RANCH

Located about 40 miles from Las Vegas

outside Pahrump, Nevada, Spring -.';
Mountain offers country-club-
style membership and driving
schools. The 1.47-mile Radical .
Loop is named after the Har X OppOrtunity 1o Sioe
British kit car but is also out the tall on the Sheiby GT and 35t
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COMPARISON TEST
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COMPARISON TEST

4 7+

UNCOMFORTABLE POSITION
Left: Audi cautions that rear-seat
passengers heads must be at least one
inch below the rear glass. As a result,
inly the very small are allowed in back
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MAZDA RX-8

THE HIGHS
Nimble and responsive chassis, pasy
to drive fast, good value.

e Now in its fifth vear of ||-";|||i:t"'!-|r1,
he Mazda RX-8 Is getting gray at

rned
t a 10Best selection three times (the RX-8

the temples. But the virtues that

fell off the list in 2007) are still there. That
means a chassis that instantlv reacts Lo
driver inputs. Al 3060 pounds, the RX-H is
100 pounds heavier than the TT, but the
welght 1s batter balanced from front o rear
W
ivd aft of the front axle. This allows the

and the diminuative v enginge sits low

FULLY LOADED

Not even the nav system (above) could
distract from the RX-8's wheezy air-
conditioning system. Idling in traffic
in 80-degree temperatures demands
the highest fan speed.

THE LOWS
A wallflower In engine grunt, guzzles
gas like a private jet,

RX-8 to change direction more quickly, as

shown by the lane-change speed, whic

was more than 4 mph faster than the sec

ond-place Audi. The Mazda is easy todrive

fast; test driversall praised the responsive

stearing and low cowl helght, which make

it easy to place the car on the track
The RX-8i=s great at speed, but getting up

tospeed 8 vehallenee. With

only 159 pound
feet, the RX-8 has less than half the tormue

ol the Shelby GT. The six-speed gearbox

THE VERDICT

The winner, but 100 horsepower
short of perfect.

and short gearing don't alleviate the prob
lem, either, On sti e prades, downshifts
are required from sixth gear to hold a con

stant speed, and

lane passing requires
n downshift to third and a planted right

foot. The lack of comph was more than a

souree of constant frustration—running
the RX-8 near its 8000-rpm redline burns
it lot of fuel as well, resulting in a crulsing

range of less than 250 miles

The RX-8 is the only car here that of

Try onen
don't ove



COMPARISON TEST
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