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Here, at last, was some of the
fluency that we recalled from earlier models’

o kick things off, | ok both

mb3s around one of our local

Test=-romtes, a decent mi.'\' of

quickish B-roads and slower,

mire nadpery back-roads with

occasionally broken surfaces The

1.8 felt reasonably brisk, despite its
humbler | 24bhp engine and fve-speed gearboy
(the 2.0has 138bhp and, in Sport form, a six-speed
Thox), though, as with the 2-litre, the engine nore
WS PretTy URInspirng

Almost immediarely, though, the 1.8 felc

différent, and it was mastly down o the ride
quality. Here, ac last, was some of the pliancy and
thuency that we recalled from earlier models
With greater small-bump absorption came the
feeling that the car was flowing through the
corners rather than merely gnpping its way
ground them. Even after just ten miles or so, | ek
1'd bonded with it far more quickly than 1 had
with either of the previous 20 Sports. | came back
feeling preay good about the 1.8, particularly as
it costs o keen 216,400 with the must-have alloys
and cloth wop (a8 opposed o vinyl), a saving of

L1000 owier a similar-spec 20 and a substancial
£2500 less than the 20 Spor

Then | ook the 20 Spon around the same
route, It was psefily quicker than the 1.8 {and
with 2000 miles on the clock; noticeably punchicr
than it hiad been when box-fresh on Car of the
Year), though the ulra-linear power delivery
and humdrum exhanst nore meant making speed
was still a pretoy jovless business. Apparently this
engine also sees service in vanous Maeda saloons,
which figures,

Buit it was seill the steering and suspension
cansing most concern, The ride was a heck of a lor
more fidgety than in the L8, and on one crombly-
edged mad thar I'd driven fairly comformably
in the 18, the 20% wheel conrrol juse went ro
pieces, On smoother, faster roads it was iniciafly
miore impressive, but once I'd bilr up enough
confidence o really atrack 2 corner, back came
the same weird fecling we'd experienced in
Scotland. Berachment An almost cenie lick of
feedback from the steerng. Initial turn-in bibe was
',Ig;::rp cnsmgh, bar i the moments irrll:1u{|i21u|_\-
lrefiire and after the inigal movement had lide

sense of connection with the ropd.

There wis more. The two ends of the car
seemed oddly our of une with each other. Where
the fromt fele sharp and suff, the rear seemed m
haye éxtra compliance built in. And it seemed w
b mrying w steer thie can Not power oversteer,
bur a kind of mim-in rear-steer effecr. Ir was as if
thie rear sispension had several lavers of rubher
huxhing in it (The BX-8 has a<imilar feel, not
:~.ur11ri.liingl? ginge the mk 3 MX-5% mulo-link rear
18 derived from the RX-8% As well as providing
anti=dive and anti-squar in thie geomerry, it also
allows more suspension travel ) The front end,
meanwhile, fele rmuch tuter, even pattering
sideways across the road if the wheels hir
imperfections — not understeer ina conventional
sense, but o skicenng monon,

Whien the weekend came and T had a choice of
MX-35s, | had lircle hesicanon'in raking the 18,
Come Monday morning, however, 1 wouldn't be
SO LTS,

Saturday was spent enjoying all the things the
new MX-5 does so well: ranning various offspring
to vanious activities, a quick blat into wwn,
enjoving the ssmple pleasures of a ragrop, raising
and lowering the excellent hood one-handed: The
structure felt snff], the trim robust. Mes T ook it
out & couple of imes and loved it (much berer,
she said, than the lowered, suffiv-sprung, bucker-
seated Lunos Roadster ‘RS we'd owned a conple
of years ago).

'Ihen, on the Sunday, 1 wenr for an early-
worning drive. Tt was chilly, the roads were damp.
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Half a mile outside our village, around & gentle 1,81 fon the loftl wears
left-hander, a squeeze of throttle in third gear and Jein ﬂm?-?s‘mm
saogoly! From nowhere dhe back end slid round 5“:::::‘ ahﬂnnamrtt!m
i good 30 degrees, The unintended excivement tower bar visible right],
was over with a slight lift and an instinceive twist Bdllh_ﬂpﬁw luﬁr{dz
Flock i aability ot least an inch 1oo
of lfJ-LL (tracrion and stability control urcbudi High. Belons onclimit
omiteed from the 1.8), bur it was the way ithad handling of 2.0i s fine,
happened with no warning whatsoever that set tuit feadhack lacking,
alarms ringing. Later, on a dual carmageway, Bottom: wooden spoon
at Car of the Year 2005

a series of roundabours gave me a chance to
experiment a ligtle more, and on several occasions
the rear stepped out suddenly and deamancally
with lirtle provocation.

This sore of wil-happiness can be a lorof fun
of course, provided you can read when the car is
approaching the limic of grip, bur ies not 5o gpood
if you're rying 1o second-gaess what's abour 1o
happen,and the 1.85 steering was only shghtly
less inerc than the 2.0%. For drivers unused w
oversteer, we'd say the stabilicy and traction
control systems of the 20 versions are 2 must,

My ]'Ht!.‘t:ﬂ!'r'[i['lll of the 1.8 as the xii]zhth' sifoer,
fmendlier car had been turned on its heaid.

Whart we had here were twio versions of the pew
MX-5 with significant differences but also with
sigmificant flaws. Neither felva parch on the old
MX-5s of fond memory, But had we been looking
back through rose-tinted specs® A call o the
MX-3 Owners Club bore immediare fruir,

with two owners willing to bring their carlier
cars along for comparison. A few days larer we
were ready 1o go again, this nme with dep ed
Bovingdon along ro add his voice. @




