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The same old smile that sells.

m;%FIV‘!'K'OAD TEST

CHEVROLET GORVETTE

® Here it is again [olks, the new Cor-
vette, back for the eleventh encore of its
1968 act. The well-known routine is still
playing to sellout crowds, lined up
around the block waiting for the cur-
tain. Look behind the smiling [aces in
the crowd and you'll find guys that
made it big in the cement business.
They're dumping year-old Grands Prix
for Corvettes so they can live out high-
school dreams before their hairlines go
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over the horizon. And women are mak-
ing up a solid 15 percent share of the
audience at last count. Freshly liberated
ladies who try the pick-up ritual from
the driver's seat of a Corvette find it not
so demeaning alter all. Everybody wants
a ride in the plastic fantastic, and a
growing number don’t seem Lo care
what it costs.

Meanwhile, we're stuck in the middle

at Car and Driver, not quite sure what to
PHOTOGRAPHY: HUMPHREY SUTTON

make of the hordes outbidding each
other for an obsolete sports car. On the
one hand, we'd love to be at the head of
the line with a fistful of money 1o spend
on America’s one and only two-seater.
On the other, we'd feel guilty about
casting another vote of approval for the
Corvette in its present, out-of-date
form. About all we can do is wring our
editorial hands in despair, and appeal 1o
all the true friends of the Corvette not to
Continued
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buy, in the hope that GM will get the
message and invest in a redesign.

If one model vear could possibly ar-
rive with an eminently resistible Cor-
vette, this has to be it. Last year brought
the 25th-anniversary celebration, com-
plete with Indy-pace-car replica, and
1980 will see the first serious efforis
toward lighter Corvettes, but 1979 is a
non-year on Chevrolet's engineering
calendar. Outward altrrainos include
such radical moves as crossed-flag em-
blems (1977 style), replacing the special
anniversary brooches used last year.
Roof-panel and back-window moldings
are now black instead of shiny, and Lim-
ited Edition (pace car) spoilers have be-
come an option this year. Inside, an
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AM/FM monaural radio is base equip-
ment, 1978 Limited Edition bucket
seats are now standard, and the ignition
lock has been reinforced for better theft
protection. Somehow, Chevrolet knew
we'd all been holding our breath for an
illuminated visor vanity mirror, so one
has graciously been added (as an op-
tion). Mechanical changes include halo-
gen high-beam headlamps that will be-
come standard equipment sometime
into the model year. There are still but
two engines available in the Corvette,
both displacing 350 cubic inches. Base
(L48) engines get the L82 low-restric-
tion intake and exhaust systems, a
change that raises their output to 195

horsepower. The “big" L82 motor is

doled a new electric cooling fan if you
buy air conditioning. This part (bor-
rowed from the 1980 front-drive Nova)
supplements a new five-blade, engine-
driven fan that saps less power, so all
L82s produce 225 horsepower, with or
without air conditioning. Add in the
usual shuffling of interior and exterior
colors, axle-ratio offerings, and option
mixes, and you've 86t the 1979 Cor-
vette, Never in its 26-year history has
this car so ignominiously borne the stig-
ma of a carry-over. o

Of course, the sales guys will tell you
it doesn’t matter. In 1978, the order
hopper was full by March, leaving a
half-year's worth of potential customers
unsatisfied. GM's assembly plant in St.
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Gentlemen prefer blondes

with red Corvettes.

DECEMBER 1978

E

—

Louis cranked out more than 46,000
Corvettes last year, and to the best of
our knowledge, not a soul bought one
for less than full sticker. The more the
buyers spend, the less they seem inter-
ested in buying real sports cars. Cor-
vette customers opt for automatic trans-
missions, cruise controls, and power
windows in droves. Few seem to realize,
or even care, that today's Corvette—the
oldest car design in production in
America—is still the quickest accelerat-
ing, the fastest in top speed, and the
best-handling car built on the premises.
Zora Arkus-Duntov could be the prime
minister of Transylvania as far as
they're concerned. What these Grand
Prix trade-in customers love is the Cor-

vette's Batmobile look, and as long as
it’s flashy and accommodates blondes in
pink shorts, they're content.

Keeping them content is Dave McLel-
lan’s job as the Corvette's chief engi-
neer. This Sloan School of Management
graduate cut his teeth as a performance
guy back in the Camaro 7/28's heyday,
and while he does his best to keep the
Corvette’s power-to-weight ratio re-
spectable, McLellan’s primary mission is
satisfying the current Corvette buyer
hooked on comfort and convenience.
Yes, this is a drastic turnabout from the
Zora Arkus-Duntov era of Corvette de-
velopment. Chevrolet's one and only
engineering demigod did his best to
keep the Corvette a half-civilized rac-

Contimued
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er—not too convenient, but plenty satis-
fying, with a big-block prime mover
stuffed under the hood. The steering
wheel was in the wrong place, you
couldn’t read the heater controls at
night, and two six-packs filled the lug-
gage compartment, but it didn't matter.
Zora made sure the right things hap-
pened when you stepped on the gas.

Big-blocks and Zora Arkus-Duntov
have gone away together, leaving Dave
McLellan with an eleven-year-old de-
sign and at least 50,000 customers who
want to buy it every year. He hasn't
done much to the exterior, because any-
thing short of a complete repackaging
would be a waste of money. But mside,
the Corvette’s been thoroughly over-
hauled in the last three years. As long as
he's stuck with the car in its present
form, Dave McLellan wants to make it as
useful as possible.

So far, his efforts have delivered
about an equal mix of success and fail-
ure. Last year’s glass-back redesign was
a universally appreciated Good Move.
The large rear window freshened up the
Corvette’s profile, and it also added
space and light to help relieve the claus-
trophobia inside this, the most ughtly
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N
Optional spoilers trim
lift by 215 pounds and

add 1.3 mph in top speed.

coupled car known Lo man. The steer-
ing column was shortened, so you no
longer look like a praving mantis behind
the wheel. Instrument clusters are more
legible, although the molded-in allen-
head look seems more appropriate to a
Monza than Chevy's ten-grand image
leadler. We also appreciate the addition
of a real glove box, door map pockets,
and simplified heater controls.
Unfortunately, this new silver lining
for the Corvette also has its clouds. The
engineer who designed the windshield-
wiper-switch escutcheon has demon-
strated beyond a shadow of a doubt that
a square peg does [it a round hole if it’s
rammed home with a large enough
hammer. And, if vou choose to plunk
down an extra $365 to see sunlight

through your Corvette's roof panels,
you'll find they fit at least a quarter-inch
proud of the roofline by design. Last on
our complaint list are the redesigned
seats, in our opinion an abysmal failure.

OF course, this wasn’t the plan. The

new seats were sold to management on

their weight-savings merit, and their
molded-plastic design is in fact 22
pounds lighter. The problem with parts
engincered down to the last ounce is
that aesthetic appeal is oftentimes the
first pound to go. The Corvette's seat
shells have the throwaway feel of parts
molded by Rubbermaid. On the plus
side, the design features a hinge point
raised several inches to provide a level
surface with the rear cargo deck when
the passenger scat is folded. This allows
you to slide luggage back into the hold
smoothly and also provides a long, flat
surface if you'd rather tote skis mstead
of your girlfriend.

So far, we'll give the new Corvette
seats a B-minus for appearance and an
A for utility. For comfort, they flunk.
Our informers tell us that stylists de-
signed the cushions, and once they had
something that looked good, the job
was sent off to the plant for production.
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The way these seats leel, it apparently
never dawned on anyone to actually sit
in them, let alone wear them on a long
trip. What you nide on feels like three
fat rolls of foam rubber: one at the mid-
point of vour thighs, one at the top of
vour shoulders. and one at the small of
vour back. It's hardly what you would
call orthopedically distributed support.
Matching fat-roll side-bolsters squeeze
vour hips like a Playtex. They're great
for sideways location in turns, but they
appear to be sized for the Diet Pepsi
gencration, and the broad-of-beam end
up teetering on the seat rather than sit-
ting properly in it.

We're told the engineers have been
allowed to salvage this mess now that
evervone agrees there's a serious com-
fort deficiency, but the fixes won't ap-
pear unul 1979 production is well under
way. One deficiency that won’t be fixed
1s the total lack of backrest adjustment.
With this seat's high hinge point. such a
feature (now standard on virtually every
cconomy car from Japan) just can’t be
made to work.

The same look-good-work-bad dis-
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ease that's attacked the seats has also in-
fected the Corvette's chassis through its
tires, This is the second year the oplions
list has advertised a set of P255/60R-15
Aramid-belted, radial-ply, white-leuer
tires, These Fat Alberts cost an extra
$226.20 over the base P225/70R-15
steel-belted, radial-ply, blackwall rub-
ber, so the natural conclusion is that
thev're the Hot Tip. Not so. We were
advised against ordering the optional
tires on our test car—the engineers
openly admit their virtue is strictly cos-
metic—but we wanted to try them any-
wav. We agree thev add 10 the Cor-
vetie's macho-muscle look, but after rid-
mg on them lor a thousand miles, we'll

m*ﬁ,ﬁ”

Seats come with the car.
Special seat covers are
an extra-cost option.

stick with steel belts. The 60-series radi-
als are a lot like unruly kids—they have
to be seen and heard. The tread has
something to say all the time—an inces-
sant whir over smooth pavement, a dull
roar over textured asphalt, and a howl if
you ask them to bend you through any
turn at more than half-g determination.
On the skidpad, they start to slide at
0.74 g, which is a far crv from the 0.83 g
we left the Gorvette at last year. In all
fairness, the previous test was on well-
worn steel-belted radials, while the 60-
series rubber was barely scuffed in, but
there should be no doubt in your mind
which tire is lor cornering and which is
for cruising.

A skidpad reveals only part of the
handling picture; it was over-the-road
driving that proved the 1979 Corvette
on 60-series rubber to be a small hand-

ful. This car's archaic linkage-booster
power-steering system has low on-cen-
ter precision, and the fabric-belted tires
add their share of vagueness in straight-
line driving. More caster would help the
Corvette's directional stability, accord-
ing to Chevrolet’s tests, but there isn't




CHEVROLET CORVETTE continued

COUNTERPOINT

* When I first drove the new L82, | mar-
veled at the improvements. Last year's car
was feisty enough, but it was nasty, harsh,
and unpredictable. The new car was a
pleasant surprise. Then I discovered 1 re-
ally didn’t like it so much. I got used to it,
and it irked me.

The car nides better now: it's more re-
ceptive to bumps in the road and your
own hind end. It runs fairly quickly and
stops the way all cars should. But this
Corvette, in the condition in which I first
discovered it, had no use at all for chang-
ing direction with more than the shightest
semblance of good manners. I the front
end wasn’t pushing and howling, the back
end was skewing itsell into twitchy over-
steer. ‘The power steering had nething to
report but bad news.

The doorjamb sticker recommends 30
psi for the front tires and 35 for the rears
if you want maximum fuel economy. The
optional pressures listed are 20 and 26
(1), front to rear, if you're carting around
a princess who detects peas under mat-
tress stacks.

Do yourself a favor: kick out the prin-
cess and pump up the tires to 35 pounds
all the way around. Then the Corvette will
turn where you point it, and the end that
usually points toward where you've been
won't be so all-fired willing to pomt out
where you're going to wind up.

Bumping up the pressures turned the
L.82 into a real flail-around unit, capable
of handling full-on throttle and full-on
brakes with some distinction, and without
the dramatic understeer/oversteer transi-
tions the uneven pressures produce.

~ So I wound up liking it again because a
single, simple alteration allowed us to
work together . . . even if it is grossly
wasteful on virtually every other count.

— Larry Griffin

‘Whether by design or by accident, this
year's Corvette is the most refined ever.
Its road manners have become sophisti-

cated, and its controls have evolved into
useful instruments that not enly direct
forward progress but also respond reas-
suringly, while relaying all the informa-
tion you need for driving fast and well.
And though the Corvette's personality
has been honed and polished, it’s still full
of character—in much the same way as
the latest Porsche 911s. There's still a
rumble in the exhaust, a hint of twitchi-
ness in the suspension, and a subdued or-
neriness that demands your attention
when you hurry. An undercurrent of ex-
citement tngles through the whole car;
the beast has been tamed, but its soul is
still wild. It all made me want to get in.
and drive fast, and thoroughly satisfied
me when I did. So while everyone else
looks ahead to the new high-rechnology,
fuel-efficient Corvette looming on the
horizon, I advise you to buy now or forev-
er hold your peace. — Rich Ceppas

I have mixed emotions about the new
Corvette. It was, as all Corvettes have
been, fun to drive, especially with the
roof panels out and the sun shining in.
There is still a vestige of that legendary
horsepower to get your adrenaline flow-
ing. And not o forget the car’s cacher
There may be tens of thousands of them
on the road now, but they still turn heads.
The Corvette remains what it's always
been, America’s dream machine.

But all the good stuff was offset, in my
mind, by several niggling little faults that
simply shouldn’t have been there. Espe-
cially considering all the years Chevy has
had to massage the thing into perfection.
The seats were as uncomfortable as they
were handsome, there were raw carpet
edges showing around the console, the
roof hatches squeaked with a vengeance,
and the transmission shifted with what
can charitably be described as reluctance.
I went away from the experience feeling
the Corvette is still a long way from what
it can, and should, be. —Mike Knepper

room under the swoopy fenders for
more than two degrees. So a long trip
means constant corrections at the steer-
ing wheel to herd the Corvette down a
single lane of pavement.

The wide rubber also accentuates this
car's tail-happy twitchiness in transient
maneuvers. Pitch it into an entrance
ramp, tread lightly on the gas, and the
heast jerks sideways every time. Broad-
sliding can be fun, and the Corvette
never really threatens a full pirouette,
but it’s tough to feel you're doing a tidy
Jjob of a turn when the back end does all
the steering. Again, it’s not just the

A Y-

With the 60-series tires,
oversteer is easy.
Just stab it and steer it.

tires’ fault, but a compound interaction
of a rear suspension fraught with deflec-
tion oversteer (side loads steer the Cor-
vette's outside rear wheel away from the
turn) and tread rubber that wobbles un-
derfoot like toothbrush bristles.

The 60-series tires’ one saving grace
is straight-line traction. The mighty L82
engine {225 horsepower this year),
backed up with the biggest gear money
can buy (3.70 to 1), had all it could do
to break these ures loose ofl the line.
Wind it up, snap off a one-two shift, and
vou're at 60 mph in 6.6 seconds. Even
with a fairly green engine, our test car
casily buzzed its tach needle smartly to
the redline in top gear, or 127 mph. En-
Joy these disrespectful bursts of speed
while they last, because next year the
Corvette must follow corporate man-
dates with a specdometer that plays
dumb after 80 mph.

In many ways, 1979 will go down as a
serious dent in the Corvette's presuge.,
even though the car's suill capable of
turning in the best performance profile
of any American car (disregarding fuel
economy). The Corvette 1s getting loose
and lazy in its old age. Its appointment
with the downsize doctor has been can-
celed too many times. We'll be anxious
to see the effects of next year’s diet, but
we won't be really happy with the Cor-
vette until the old girl’s been retired. The
time has come (o pass the crossed flags on
to the next generation.

=i Sherman
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CHEVROLET CORVETTE L82

Manufacturer: Chevrolet Motor Division
General Motors Corporation
Warren, Michigan 48090

Vehicle type: [ront-engine, rear-wheal-drive, 2-passenger
coupe

Price as tested: 511,951

(Manufacturer's suggested retail price, including all options
listed below, dealer preparation and delivery charges, does not
include state and local taxes, license or freight charges)

Options on test car: base Chevrolet Corvette, §10,220; LB2
engine, $565; gymkhana suspension, $49; P255/60R-15
tires, $226; heavy-duty battery, $2 1; AM/FM stereo radic with
CB, $439; tilt-telescope steering wheel, $190: rear-window de-
fogger, $102; convenience group, $94; sport mirrors, $45

ENGINE

Type: V-8, water-tooled, cast-iron block and heads, 7 main
bearings

Bore x stroke

400x348in, 101.6 x 8B.4mm
Displacement. . o

..350cuin, 5730cc

Compression ratio . o 8.9 toone
Carburetion .. . -hbl Rochcster Quadrajet
Valve gear ........ pushrods cwerhr_-ad valves, hydraulic litters
Power (SAE net) . .......cooiiiioiin 225bhp @ 5200 rpm

Torque (SAEnet) ........
Specific power oulput .. .
Max. recommended engine speed ., ..

0270 Ibs-ft @ 3600 rpm
0.64 bhp/cu in, 39.3 bhp/liter
......... 65000 rpm

DRIVETRAIN

Transmission - .4-speed, all-synchro

Finaldriveratio ... ............... 3.70 toone
Gear Ratio Mph/ 1000 rpm Max, test speed
| 2.64 B.O 48 mph (6000 rpm)
] 1.75 121 73 mph (6000 rpm)
[} 1.34 15.8 95 mph (6000 rpm)
v 1.00 21.2 127 mph (6000 rpm)
DIMENSIONS AND CAPACITIES
WHBRIDHABE . . ..o .1 oows remstaswssieinssrs s anrnstes 98.0in
Track, F/R ...... .

A Lenglh e e

' Width .
Helghl .
Graund cleamnce
Curb weight. .
Weight dlstnbutlnn L SR 47.1/52.9%
Fuel capacity ...... 24.0 gai
Oil capacity ...5.0qis
Water capacity . 20 7 gis
SUSPENSION

F: .ind, unequal-length control arms, coil springs, anti-sway bar
R:ind; 1 fixed-length half-shaft, 1 trailing link, and 1 lateral link
per side; transverse leaf spring; anti-sway bar

STEERING

TP, o vae rmrculaung ball, Imkage booster power assm
Turns lock-to-lock. .

Tuming circle curb- I&Curo 3? 0!‘!
BRAKES

e e ..11.8-in dia vented disc, power-assisted
R Lol i, el e 11,8-in dia vented disc, power-assisted
WHEELS AND TIRES

Wheslsize' .ol .B.0x 15-in
Wheeltype ....coeveinnrinrsrrnavanes cast aluminum, 5-bolt

Tire make and size . . .Goodyear GT Radial, P255/60R-15
Tire type ..... i . .fabric cord, radial ply, tubeless
Test inflation pre%sure:s FIR ..................... 30/35 psi

PERFORMANCE
feroto

Standing Ve-mile
Top speed (at redline)
70-0 mph . _h
Fuel eccnnmy .:'/o mlisage cyr,ie o

198 1t {0.83 g)
I 4 G mpg, urban driving
14 0 mpg. highway driving

DECEMBER 1978

38




Visit Scott Teeters' Corvette News, History, & Commentary blog-site at:
http://www.CorvettteReport.com
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And stop by our Etsy stores:
http://www.ManCaveCarArt.com

7 MAN CAVE CAD ADT
&\\;’;,,__ MUSCLE CARS - DRAG CARS “/CORVETTES
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