)n a fast trip to Scotland, the 210bhp V6 Alfa Sport Zagato chases away the years and reminds
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overwhelming. The urge here wasn’t only to
drive Alfa’s greatest car in 20 vears but also to
become a part of it, to be monstrous for a couple
of days, Playtime beckoned . . . Icould hardly
wait,

We left my place in Maidstone at 3pm and
headed north along the Al making Newcastle
by nighrfall. Our hotel was near the airpore.
Mext day. we crossed the border into Seotland
and almost immediately found the sortof roads
that allowed the monster and me full and
meaningful expression. We flew down the
straights, a red-hot chilli pepper propelled on
the devil’'s breath. We outraged the dozy and
the dull, an alarming vision of perambulating
petulance snorting neat gas, blaring a big bore
exhaust and screaming a tortuons cam-chain
chorus from the mildly uprated, 210bhp
version of Alfa’s otherwise familiar and
endlessly rewarding 3-litre Vé.

And when we'd done that we cornered at
speeds that must have seemed plain sillv to
anyone not familiar with the Alfa’s formidable
chassis credentials: struts at the front, de Dion
axle ar the back a ke 75 but with uniball joints
replacing rubber bushes, height-adjustable
Konispring/damper units supplanting the 75°s
torsion bars, far Pirelli P Zeros on 7 and Sins
alloy rims and, says Alfa, a measure of *ground
effect’ atspeed wo stick the whole ensemble onto
the tarmac.

Best, and most mischievously of all, we
gatecrashed the Ecurie Ecosse classic car bash
at its lunchtime rest stop in Dundes with the
express intention of making Ferrari GTO and
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D-type Jaguar owners feel shamefully inade-
quate as spectators swarmed over the one and
only 52 in the UK. Basically and fundamental-
Ly, we raised hell, swivelled heads through 180
degrees Exorcist stvle and swck a couple of
fingersupatakind of motoring that has become
bland and impotent.

We're getting ahead of ourselves. Spool back
to Day One and the long, dark teatime of the
M25, M1l and Al. Through the murky,
stop-and-start evening we had plenty of time 1o
gel a feel for the Alfa’s cabin. It's a stunning
slice of simplicity every bit as effective as the
car's perfectly brutal external appearance.
Only the important things are right: the
position and rim-thickness of the Zagato-
designed, leather-wrapped three-spoke steer-
ing wheel, the shape and padding of the
muscularly-bolstered bucket seats, the even-
spacing of big pedals, the gun-handle intimacy
of the door pulls and the plain clarity of the

instrument dials. These are surrounded by
roughly hewn sheets of carbon fibre — a macho
alternative o buffed walnut and a constant
reminder that this most high-tech of car-
making materials also lends strength and
lightness to the road-shaver of a front spodler
and the stubby bootlid aerofoil. What isn’t
right hardly matters: the fit of the carpet.

The mindless miles also nurture a few
dislikes, most serious of which is the vague,
sloppy and ludicrously long-winded gear-
change. The gearbox may be 75 but shift
quality is JCB.

Also, the huge expanse of wrap-over bannet
— made, like the rest of the occasionally rattle
and clonk-prong bodyshell, from an advanced
thermosetting plastic called Modar—wobbles
about in the wind and in response w a ride
quality which, around town, is harder than a
skinhead’s cranium. The ride height adjust-
ment bwlt e the damping svstem has two

settings; very low and extremely low. The
absence of any appreciable compliance in
either mode is a new experience for the 75°s
strut’de Dion suspension but, in ‘high’, the
Alfa’s incredibly deep chin spoiler is 1.57ins
farther off the ground than in ‘low”’. It makes no
difference: hit a dip and the spoiler grounds.
The engine — a classic in the GTV, great in
the 75 and magnificent in the 164 — isn't
exactly a disappointment in the 52 but neither
is it up to the job, Charismatically musical,
sharp and sweet-spinning as the V6 15, it
doesn’t have gquite enough steam in this
application. A Cd of 0.30 and fairly rangey
gearing ensure a top speed of around 145mph,
which is fine, but a 0-60mph time in the region
of Tsecs 1an't as tough as the 527 intentions, A
car thart looks as single-minded as a 0,303 shell
demands more kick than a fast harchback.
But then pointing the Alfa in a straight line
never was going to be the script’s most
enthralling scene. As the SZ nosed carefully
over a tarmac ridge on the entrance 1o the first
night's hotel car park, only half the story had
unfolded. The abiding impression over dinner
was of a small, surprisingly practical coupe (no
boot but a big shelf behind the seats) with more
refinement but less performance than it
deserved, a hard ride and a hopelessly
ponderous gearchange. It seemed to be
shaping up as the compromise [ didn’twant to
know. What I'd beheld onlv hours earlier as the
seminal automotve experience was slowly but
inexorably aligning itself with the modern
waorld and all its predictable familiarity. The




MONSEr was too damn nice,

The morning was cloudless, the shadows
low and sharp as we closed on our lunchiime
rendezvous with the classics in Dundee. But
for the pedantic behaviour of the police, the 57
wolld have staved lined up on the quay with
several million pounds worth of superannu-
ated exotica and not looked out of place, Bur,
predictably, itattracted oo much attention and
was duly moved along to a far more conspi-
cupus location on the road.

1e 911 racer and artist Nick
Faure came over to explain the mysteries of the
Alfa’s composite body while BMW dealer and
racer Frank Sytner asked if he could sit inside
and, once ensconced, looked pleased that he
had. Frank liked the steering wheel, the seats,
the pedals, the dials, the smell, the colour, the
headlining, the column stalks, the ke
Frank it a lot.
A voung lad with a spotty dog and a camera
sked if he could take a picture. He reckoned
the ‘-.E was “the best-looking car in the world™.
ng, he unders ]

We left on the A923 which, after 20 minutes
or 50, joined up with the A93 at Blairgowrie,
T]'-P ection of t]'-e A93 that runs between

truly great roa fast but deceptive, well
surfaced but trickily cambered, mostly open
cornered but occasionally blind crested. If
yvou're 1o drive it fast you must concentrate all
the way —a moment’s lapse could be vour last.
Butin the feltthe rhythm of the road for the
first time; the ebb and flow of the cornering and

braking g forces, the light-headed crests, the
lead-stomached dips. The Alfa strung it all
together as one.

Here, on this most demanding of roads,
outright speed didn’t matter. Flexibility did,
and we had plenty: strong acceleration
between 30 and 70mph in third, an effortless
transition from 70 1o Y0mph in

Thev were the only gears [

s accomplished with the Alfa’s colossally
apable chassis. We were running on the low
suspension setting — psychologically, if
nothing else. the oppoertunity to lower vour
centre of gravity isn't one you ignore — and
that meant scraping the road with the
carbon-fibre spoiler in the deeper hollows. But
we knew that damage would not be the result—
only an even stonkier cornering stance with
almost chee i
bl::. mll, h:;-.r

control that was so impressive — a Lotus Elan
can give you that — but the lucid and utterly
clear communication from the helm. Nothing
gers in the way to cloud or distort the issue.
When vou grabhold of the steering wheel in the
5Z, you're in comtrol.

That's the kind of indulgence I'd been
craving all along; something that cut through
the crap to deliver a real, living thrill. A feeling
so strong that the outside world fades to grey.
time dilates and it's all about you and a lump of
metal, plastic and rubber with shape, intrigue




