

 
 
 




    BORIS JOHNSON
 LIFE IN THE FAST LANE
 The Johnson Guide to Cars

 [image: alt]








    

 			 			CONTENTS

 	
Introduction

Alfa Romeo 156 Selespeed

Fiat Uno

Lexus IS200

Smart Car

Nissan Skyline GT-R

Bentley Arnage Red Label

Range Rover Autobiography

Porsche Boxster

Jaguar XKR-R

MGF

AC Cobra

Chrysler Voyager

Delfino

Mercedes S55 AMG

Subaru Impreza

Rolls-Royce Corniche

Chevrolet Camaro

Maserati 3200 GT

Porsche Carrera

BMW X5

Ferrari 456M

Mitsubishi EVO VI

Fiat Multipla

Saab 9-3 Aero

TVR Tamora

Mini Cooper S

Jaguar X-type Sport

Mercedes CLK500

JCB 3CX

Morgan Aero 8

Toyota Prius

Porsche 911 TARGA

Chrysler Grand Voyager

Land Rover Freelander SE TD4

Lotus Elise 111S

Noble M12 GTO-3R

Bentley Continental GT

Mercedes SLK

Nissan 350Z

Mitsubishi Lancer

Nissan Murano

Lotus Exige S2

Dodge Ram SRT-10

Mercedes S500

Ferrari F430

Dutton Commander S2

Caterham Seven

Lamborghini Gallardo Spyder

Armoured Range Rover

G-Wiz

Alfa Romeo Spider

Going mobile

Motorists, revolt: me, Im on my bike

Going my way

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also by Author

Picture Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher








    
 			 			INTRODUCTION

 	For years after that terrible death, I felt a pang every time I pulled into Oxford station.
There was the scrapyard. There was the grabber with its evil jaws. Whenever I saw it I remembered the T-rex aggression with which it lurched down on its victim; how it paused and juddered as though savouring the moment.
Then it smashed through the windows, the windscreen, buckling the paper-thin steel, and with a hydraulic jerk the monster hoisted its prey. High in the air I saw it go, framed against the drizzly morning sky like some clapped-out old tup being lifted for the slaughter. I turned away because I could hear the whine of the crusher and I could not bear to watch the rest.
I could not listen to the death agonies of my driving companion, or see the reproachful look in those loyal headlights, and even today I cannot go past that knackers yard without bidding peace to the ghost of the Italian Stallion.
It was the King of the Road. It was my trusty steed. It was a Fiat 128 two-door saloon, 1.2 litres, and a vehicle so prone to rust that it is years since I saw one in motion. In fact, the whole race of 1970s Fiat 128s seems to have oxidised into virtual extinction. They are fading as fast as the veterans of the First World War. You can hardly even find their photos on the Internet.
The Serbs kept making the 128 until the 1990s, under the brand name Zastava, until a crescendo of global ridicule reached a climax in 1999 when Bill Clinton and Tony Blair actually bombed the factory. Yes, Nato ended the production of my favourite car, as if those F-15s were charged with taking a surreal revenge on behalf of thousands of disappointed western consumers.
But from 1982 to 1986 it was the Italian Stallion, the machine that emancipated me from the shackles of childhood. Inside that happy brown plastic cabin, with its curious fungal growth on the roof, there took place all manner of brawls, romance, heartbreak and general growing-up. Above all, it was the car in which I had my first crash.
No one knew how the Italian Stallion came to be in the family. My mother claims it was hers, though other sources suggest my father bought if off a Brussels squash opponent called Sue.
It was sitting in the yard one day when my brother Leo and I decided to take it for a ride. Neither of us could drive, but there is a two-mile dirt track that links our farm to the main road, and we felt we could learn. We lolloped off down the drive, groaning in first gear, until at length we reached the main road at Larcombe Foot, where the machine stalled and a cloud of steam rose from the bonnet.
We had a problem. We had to turn round, and we couldnt go on the metalled road, since neither of us had a licence. There was a large-ish dirt patch, in which a normal driver would simply have done a neat three-pointer. But we hadnt done a turn before and we were aware of another car about 20 yards away. This obstacle was probably the only other vehicle within five square miles of this bit of underpopulated moorland.
With every manoeuvre we made, we seemed to arc ever closer to the other machine, as if sucked by some fatal magnet. Now our boot was just feet from its bonnet, and it was necessary to reverse.
I had never reversed a car before.
Sweating and cursing, I at last pushed the gear stick into the right position. I lifted my foot smartly off the clutch; one of the lovely features of the Stallion was that it had a very forgiving clutch. You could pull away in second, and quite easily change from first to fourth, and vice versa, usually by mistake.
The wheels spun in the dust and the car shot backwards, like a bolt slamming suddenly home, and with a smooth easy grace we thumped into the other car. Of course I was too amazed to brake, and what Leo and I remember is not just the sweet impact in the small of the back. We both remember the sense of exhilaration as we shunted the only other car in the district rapidly and deftly into a tree.
When the tinkling had stopped, Leo broke the silence and said, Hey, that was great, speaking for every human being who has ever experienced the thrill of the automobilethe joy of moving far faster than nature intended, by a process you barely understand, and yet somehow surviving.
When I became a motoring correspondent it wasnt just because I am a speed freak (though I am, a bit, in a terrified sort of way). It wasnt just because I wanted an endless series of beautiful machines for the weekend (though that is a factor, I have to admit). It was also because, at the risk of being pretentiousand why the hell not, eh?I am interested in politics and society, and it has always seemed obvious to me that the car has not only made our modern landscape, it has been the biggest revolution since print, and the spread of the car, like the spread of literacy, has been a fantastic and unstoppable force for liberty and democracy.
It was the invention that defined and created the twentieth century. In the last hundred years the car has done more for human freedom, I venture to suggest, than the aeroplane, penicillin, the telephone and the contraceptive pill put together. Add in the ice cream Mars Bar, the computer, the trouser press, the television and the non-stick saucepan, and you still do not approach the revolutionary quality of the automobile.
When any invention has such power to promote individual freedom, the state is always driven to respond. The more widespread a liberty becomes, the more necessary it seems for government to regulate, trammel and constrain.
As I look back 25 years to my life with the Italian Stallion, I see that box-rumped old Fiat suffused with the golden glow of an age of comparative innocence, because in the subsequent decades our masters have decided to control our cars, and our lives, in ever more detail. They want to control how we drive and in what condition. They want to regulate what we do in our cars, where we park our cars, and now they want to tell us where we can drive, installing inboard computers to check up on us. We have got to the stage where you can be threatened with imprisonment for eating a sandwich at the wheel, for heavens sake.
I confidently predict that it will not be long before each journey, each turning of the ignition, each firing of the cylinders, will be a matter for negotiation between the driver and the state, because these days your car is deemed to be much more than a threat to life and limb.
 			It was a Fiat 128 two-door saloon, 1.2 litres, that emancipated me from the shackles of childhood. Inside there took place all manner of brawls, romance, heartbreak and general growing-up. Above all, it was the car in which I had my first crash.

 		 	Oh yes: the internal combustion engine now stands accused of threatening the existence of life on earth. The charges are incredible, terrifying. If the scientists of the Stern Review are to be believedand who dares contradict them?then every thin trail of exhaust that curls from your engine is snaking up to heaven, where it is joining the exhaust of billions of other machines, and together these vapours have already quilted a thick tea cosy of carbon dioxide about the planet.
And with every second that great transparent envelope of fumes is getting thicker and thicker. Round the clock the suns rays are penetrating that integument of pollution and, as with a greenhouse, the light goes in and the heat stays put, so every day the atmosphere gets hotter and hotter, the winters shorter and more feeble, Hyde Park in August is turned into a parched dustbowl, and every time you drive your kids to school another poor polar bear gives a bewildered growl as he plops through the melting floes. In fact our whole future looks so ghastly and stifling that I find myself loosening my tie and mopping my brow as I write these words
In this sweaty dystopia I foresee a time when you will have to engage in carbon offsetting every time you make a trip to Waitrose. You will have to ring up Environment Secretary David Miliband or one of his officials to explain how you are going to propitiate the wrathful sun god; and whenever we get to drive our cars, the government will insist that we plant a small bush, or possibly sponsor an abattoir to kill a cow, since it seems that cows are up there with planes as emitters of greenhouse gas.
The government will make us have little inboard satellite devicesinstalled by the state in attack-proof steel black boxesto verify that we have travelled no further than agreed, and that we have taken the shortest route, and that our engines have parped and puttered no more than their stipulated quota of carbon fartand
AaarghIs it really going to be that bad?
I dont mean, is global warming really that bad? I mean, is the future of motoring so grim?
Will the state finally annihilate the joy of the car?
Or will Science come to the aid of Freedomas she has so often in the past?
If we want to understand the future we must, as ever, look back. Going back in history, we can see reasons for gloom, and reasons for hope, and we can see that the state has always panicked in the face of any transport revolution. From the very introduction of the railways in the mid-nineteenth century, the ruling elite were nervous of mass mobility. All those people! Moving around! And under their own steam! In Disraelis Sybil (1845) Lord de Mowbray warns against the railways for having a dangerous tendency to equality.
As late as 1897 the pathetic male students of Cambridge protested against the arrival of female students; the trouble with these harpies was that they presumed to travel independently, and on complex pieces of machinery that they indelicately straddled, and which they could handle as well as a man. When they hung an effigy of a female undergraduate from a lamp post, it was significant that she was attached to that engine of sexual equality, the bicycle.
These alarms were nothing, of course, to the shock that greeted the arrival of the first motor car. What happened to the first Benz machine upon arriving in London from the docks in 1894? What do you think? It was stopped by a policeman.
Before I start moaning about our namby-pamby, mollycoddled, airbagged society, I had better admit that those Victoriansthose tough old Victorians, whose children died in droves, those Victorians who lived cheek by jowl with death and pestilencewere so terrified of the new motorised machines that they make the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents look positively gung-ho.
It really is true that during the first few years of the automobiles existence in the UK it was regulated by the Red Flag Act, originally designed for traction engines. This measure restricted speeds to four miles an hour in the country and two miles an hour in the town, and required every road locomotive to have three attendants, one to walk no fewer than sixty yards in front carrying a red flag.
Admittedly, this insanity was soon repealed but it wasnt long before British MPs were engaged in their characteristic activitywhipping up public panic about some new threat to health and safety, then demanding legislation. By 1909 the car was still only about as powerful as a kind of motorised sewing machine, yet some Liberal MP was so wet as to stand up in parliament and warn the electorate about wandering machines, travelling at an incredible rate of speed (i.e. 4mph).
Adumbrating one of the major themes for elf n safety campaigners for the next hundred years, this Liberal went on to have a pop at drink-driving. You can see them on Sunday afternoon, said the anti-car Isaiah, piled 20 or 30 feet deep outside the new popular inns, while their occupants regale themselves within. Already, it seems, the car was associated with sin: unnatural speed, disrespect for the Sabbath and alcoholic intoxication!
His warnings were quite counterproductive, of course, since anybody listening to his speech would have been filled with an immediate desire to drive to the pub. Humanity fell on the car with greed and amazement.
It was as though, as a species, we had found the biggest technical improvement in our lives in a million years of evolution. By replacing the four legs of a horse with four rolling wheels we stumbled on something as important, and as naturally suited to human dimensions, and as obvious, in retrospect, as the shoeor the wheel itself.
Between 1919 and 1939 the number of cars on the roads in Britain went up twenty times, with the millionth Morris rolling off the Cowley production lines shortly before the Second World War, and as the invention began to percolate down through the socioeconomic groups, it began to democratise the planet. Until the First World War, it was a luxury item. As Hilaire Belloc puts it:
 			The rich arrived in pairs 
And also in Rolls-Royces. 
They talked of their affairs 
In loud and strident voices.

 	But even as he wrote, a production breakthrough had taken place in America.
He went on to say:
 			The poor arrived in Fords 
Whose features they resembled. 
They laughed to see so many lords 
And ladies all assembled.

And there we have it, in the merriment of those Ford-driving folk: the chirpy insolence of democracy. They knew that in spirit and in essence a Ford was the same as a Roller; though the rich man might still have his castle and the poor man might still be at his gate, they both possessed implements as essentially alike as one fork is like another, and although one fork may be of steel and one may be of gold, they will be equally suited to their task.
From the very beginning, rich and not-sorich had basically the same set of four wheels propelled by the same internal combustion engine, and controlled by the same steering wheel, and above all we human beings found that the car created a great equality in our ability to occupy, at any one time, that rectangular patch of road beneath the chassis.
It is in the nature of the machine and the design of roads that we must wait in the same traffic and stop at the same lights, and it is significant that it was only in some of the worst left-wing tyrannies, such as the Soviet Union, that for part of the twentieth century the ruling elites had car lanes reserved for themselves. Everywhere else the car levelled and democratised the experience of motion, and it is no wonder that the spread of the car coincided with the spread of universal suffrage in the west and with female emancipation.
Even more completely than a bicycle, a car neutralises any female disadvantage in strength. It gives her a cabin, a door that locks, a place to put her stuff. It allows her to be Madame Bovary without having to worry about the discretion of the coachman, and in spite of all the efforts by the male sex to blacken their name, the overwhelming statistical evidence is that women drive better and more safely than men. They may fail their three-point turns, on average, more than male driving test candidates, but having passed, they have fewer accidents and attract far lower insurance premiums.
It is a sign of male desperation, and failure to adjust, that throughout the twentieth century we find deprecation of female driving skillseven from the finest stylists of English literature. One thinks of Evelyn Waugh and his ho-ho account of Mrs Stitch, bowling along the pavement in her glossy black machine until she ends up in a male urinal. Then note how two of the greatest American novels of the last century revolve around exactly the same sexist plot deviceviz. The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald and The Bonfire of the Vanities by Tom Wolfe. Remember: in both cases a man takes the rap for a womans fatal and incompetent driving. Isnt that typical, eh? Blame the woman.
Ever since Eve, ever since Pandora, the male sex has muttered the same essentially protectionist mantra, that the womenfolk cant be trusted with the technology, and if you seriously want to restrict the freedoms of the female sex and you seriously believe that modern western values are deplorable, then you actually continue to ban women from driving at allas they do in Saudi Arabia, home of Osama bin Laden.
But for the British male and the American male and the rest of the western male sex, there was only one conclusion to be drawn from the sight of women at the wheel of a car. If you were going to let them drive, then you might as well let them vote as well, because apart from anything else, if you continued to deny the vote to female drivers, then the suffragettes would eventually stop hurling themselves under the hooves of horses and start running you down on street corners.
Yes, it was the car that made it impossible and ludicrous to deny women the political equality that had eluded them for 40,000 years, and for that achievement alone all remaining feminists should go outside now and reverentially kiss the hubcaps of the first automobile they see.
It was the car, too, that liberated the poor, that mobilised the Joad family in The Grapes of Wrath, that gave the victims of the Depression the chance to build a new life in California.
How did Herbert Hoover win the 1928 presidential election? With what vision did he inspire and enthuse the American electorate? He promised a chicken in every potand a car in every garage, to boot.
And what was it, 60 years later, that finally brought down communism? It was a car. It wasnt just that the Ossies drove their Trabants round the Berlin Wall and through Hungary in such an unstoppable tide that in 1990 the East German state collapsed. The Trabant was not merely the instrument of revolution; it incarnated the point and necessity of the revolution.
It was a horrible two-stroke belcher of brown particulate smoke that would have rusted as fast as the Italian Stallion, except that its shell was made of a weird commie resin strengthened by wool or cotton. Its top speed was 112kph and it was a living sputtering embodiment of the economic humiliation of socialism.
It wasnt Ronald Reagan who won the Cold War. It wasnt Margaret Thatcher. It was the daily misery of East Germans trying to get their Trabants to work, when they could turn on their televisions and see images of their West German counterparts and relatives roaring around in Golf GTIs. Yes, it was the car that spread capitalism and destroyed communism; no wonder Polish Pope John Paul II gave a Trabant a special blessing when he visited Sofia in 2002.
The car was at the centre of the most important events of the last century and was in many ways responsible for them; and still the motor revolution goes on because the number of cars is still growing, and growing fast.
When Leo and I crashed that Fiat in 1983, it was one of 18.6 million cars in the UK. Today there are 30.6 million registered cars. Thats right: the number of cars on UK roads has almost doubled in the last 25 years, and there are still about half a million new registrations a year; when you consider how much longer a car lasts these days, you can see that the British people are adding to their stock of viable cars far faster than they are adding to the number of indigenous British people.
We have, in other words, a car population boom. We have a crisis in car demography that some believe is as serious as the boom in the number of pensioners and the change in the dependency ratio. We seem to have more cars than our roads can support.
When I was at Oxford, you could get to London in little more than an hour; these days the traffic can start at junction six of the M40. I remember once being stuck in the Italian Stalliona car with all the torque of a bath chairand realising that I had 18 minutes to get from the traffic lights at Hillingdon (as they were) to a vital job interview in Mayfair, yet somehow we did it, me and the Fiat, in broad daylight, in mid-morning, and in conformity with the laws of the road. And where did I park?
 			In the last hundred years the car has 
done more for human freedom, I 
venture to suggest, than the aeroplane, 
penicillin, the telephone and the 
contraceptive pill put together.

Right outside, of course: slap bang outside the headquarters of GEC, because those were the days before traffic wardens all became bonus-hungry maniacs and, although the Italian Stallion was already showing signs of the terrible wasting disease that finished it off, although it could only go up steep hills in reverse (reverse being for some reason the most powerful gear), and although by now a horrible green fluid leaked from the radiator, those were the days when it was still cool and rare for a student to own any kind of car at all, and I will always be grateful to Ken Livingstone and the Inner London Education Authority for the maximum grant that enabled me to keep the Italian Stallion on the road, because it made me one of a tiny minority, and because I was one of a tiny minority I would park it all over the place.
My favourite parking spot was on the yellow lines by the squash courts in Jowett Walk and sometimes, it is true, I got a ticket. But what did I care? The Italian Stallion had a James Bond feature that enabled me to beat the fuzz. As a means of eluding the law, it was far better than a gadget that squirted the road with oil or tintacks, or rear-firing cannon mounted by the exhaust. The Stallion had Belgian plates.
What were the poor parkies going to do? Contact Interpol? Ring up the Belgian police and ask them to track down my fathers squash partner Sue? Ha. I snapped my fingers at the parking tickets. I let them pile in drifts against the windscreen untilfor these were the days before they were even sheathed in plasticthe fines just disintegrated in the rain.
Before you get stroppy, let me hasten to say that I have more than made up for it since. With the many thousands of pounds I have paid to the parking enforcement departments of Islington, Camden and Oxfordshire, I wouldnt be surprised if I have contributed enough, over the years, to pay for a full-time teachers salary, although if I know Islington the cash has probably gone on more traffic wardens, or the endless abstract creation and destruction of road humps.
There was an amazing optimism, in those days, about parking, a prelapsarian innocence, a belief that even on a double yellow you would probably get away with it for an hour or so. It is with incredulity that I look back at my happy-go-lucky parking stylebecause even in that Elysium, in 1983, a terrible new plague had just come ashore.
It had been invented thirty years earlier by one Frank Marugg, a musician with the Denver Symphony Orchestra and a good friend of the sheriff, and it was designed to scare the pants off ticket-dodging swine like me. The first horrific sighting was in Pont Street, lovingly clamped round the wheel of a black Golf belonging to a record producer. From then on the yellow scourge spread like ragwort in our streets.
I remember in the mid-1980s rounding the corner of St Jamess, where the Stallion was as usual stationed in defiance of all bylaws, and when I saw that evil metal gin about its forequarters I felt a sudden constriction in the throat: a spasm of rage and amazement.
How could they do this? By what right could the state take away my freedom of movement? Except that it wasnt the state that had clamped my car, but a hireling of the state, a ruthless cowboy, and I was lucky compared to some.
In 25 years of tears, wails and ruined mornings, the clampers have immobilised a hearse with a corpse in the back, a Royal Mail van and a Good Samaritan who had stopped to help the victim of a hit-and-run driver. A disabled man of 82 was clamped in a pub car park because he walked out of the pub to post a letter before buying his usual half pint. The gangsters told him to pay 240 or see the fine increased even further. The other day they clamped the mayor of Middlesbrough while he opened a nursery.
If I sound bitter, it is because I am; yet the ruthlessness of the clampers is nothing next to the rapacity of their accomplices, the tow-truck operatives. An Englishmans car used to be his castle, or at least his mobile fort. I mean it was unthinkable that some public authority could simply move it. Yet time and again I would arrive at my Spectator office in Holborn, park the car, go in and ask my then assistant Ann Sindall for some cash to put in the meter, and while she was rustling around in the desk I would look out of the window andblow me down!there it would be: my car towed ignominiously past with its rear in the air, and without so much as a by-your-leave.
Which left me with that bleached-out beaten feeling you get when you have succumbed to the might of the state, and then in my dejection I would remember the logic of what they were doing and I would see the other side of the story.
I mentioned that cars were rare at university in 1983, even a Belgian-registered rust bucket. Nowadays students at Oxford Brookes University have so many cars that they park them all over the adjacent village of Holton, causing a grade A problem for yours truly, the local MP. You may wonder how students can afford so many cars, with the top-up fees and the debt and all. The answer is that car prices have risen very slowly, so cars are relatively cheap these days and more plentiful, with the result that the very person who spends his morning hurling oaths at a tow-truck operative may then recover his car and spend the afternoon in a traffic jam sobbing with incontinent rage because someone else has parked in a selfish place.
Cars make two-faced monsters of us all, and as the number of cars continues to rise, our hypocrisy will grow. More and more households have two or three cars, but then think of all the people in Liverpool or Manchester, where 48 per cent of the population still do not have a car. How will the government prove that they have been lifted out of poverty? When they have a set of wheels, of course.
The more cars there are, the slower we all go, and although our machines are capable of ever more breakneck speeds, we are statistically less and less likely to break our necks. The current motorway speed limit is 70mph, which is a joke since the averagethe averagespeed on a motorway is 71mph, and 19 per cent of cars travel at more than 80mph. Yet in spite of the colossal increase in the number of these whizzing steel projectiles, the number of serious traffic accidents declined from 25,124 in 1992 to 18,728 in 2002 and the number of fatalities from 1,978 in 1992 to 1,795 in 1997.
If we keep going like this, in fact, we will reach levels of safety unheard of since the origins of the car. In 1914 there were only 132,015 cars on the road, compared to 30.6 million today. But in 1914 the total number of road fatalitiesin England, not Flanderswas a stonking 1,328. What does that tell us? It tells us how much safer our cars have become.
Not that youd ever guess, to judge by the way the Liberal Democrats of Islington go around installing these pyramids, these exhaust-scraping flat-top ziggurats, in the middle of the road. Sleeping policemen have multiplied 10 times in the last five years, says the AA. Across the country the ramps, pyramids and corrugations have become one of the divisive issues of our times: dividing communities, dividing us individually. We want them outside our houses to slow down the boy racers, but elsewhere we are fed up with driving as if through the badlands of Beirut. In 1983 wed have thought it bizarre and decadent that the state should actually spend our money to make the roads worse. We never thought a government would be so Orwellian as to install the Gatsos, the oppressive wayside paparazzi, waiting to catch us driving in a compromising fashion and thencan you believe it?actually threatening to send the grainy pictures to our home addresses unless we cough up.
The lobby groups love a new safety campaign, because a new safety campaign means an opportunity to raise new funds. The lawyers want new legislation, because new legislation means new grounds for litigation. The politicians are always hoping to identify themselves with some fresh measure to protect the electorate, so that they can imagine themselves as the new Gracchus or Disraeli or Shaftesbury. And the newspaperswell, the newspapers want to sell newspapers by warning their readers of some new terror and then demanding action.
In the face of this overwhelming pressure it is all but insane for anyone to object, even when the safety measure in question is manifestly pointless and anti-democratic. I will not now make a fuss about the ban on mobiles in cars, since I dont think I could win a statistical shoot-out with the elf n safety boys. I merely point out that driving and telephoning does not seem to me to be fundamentally different from using your free hand to pick your nose, hit the children or turn the radio from Magic FM to something less glutinous.
Nor will I object to seat belts, since they plainly save lives, though my grandfather never wore one in his life, on the grounds (very reasonable, it seems) that they may induce a false sense of security, rather like cycle helmets. And I confess that the Johnson family has been pretty religious about the use of childrens car seats.
But what about booster seats? I mean, stop me if youve heard me on this subject before, but what the hell is that all about? When we were children we didnt have car seats. We didnt even have seat belts. We bounced about in the back like peas in a rattle, and although our Renault 4 was a glorified vomitorium we all felt pretty happy and safe.
 			What happened to the first Benz 
machine upon arriving in London from 
the docks in 1894? What do you think? 
It was stopped by a policeman.

And now they tell us that if we have children under the age of 12, or four and a half feet in height, we all have to go to Halfords and lash out 30 quid on a plastic banquette booster seat, and we have to shove it under our children every time we go out in the car. I have done some research, and it is vanishingly improbable that you will make your children any safer with this device, yet the whole thing was cooked up in the dark by some EU transport official, rammed through parliament without any proper consultation. All it has achieved is the irritation of adults and the delivery of a serious blow to childish prestige.
The whole thing is mad, mad, mad, and shows, in my view, why important public servants like the police find it increasingly difficult to deliver the results we all want, and at the risk of being party-political, it demonstrates why we need a new approach to government in this country (cue Tory cheers, Labour groans, etc).
Before I am lynched by anxious parents, may I point out that all these safety measures can have perverse consequences, not least that they have made cars much heavier. We are all, myself included, much fatter than we were in 1983; in fact, 22 per cent of us are obese. The steel frames of our cars must therefore be ever chunkier and more rigid to carry our vast butts, and we also have six airbags and side impact protection systems and roll bars and crash frames and new extra-thick shatterproof glass, and not forgetting the extra buckles needed for those booster seats.
So our cars, like our people, are getting fatter and fatter. In 1991 a Honda Civic weighed 2,127lbs; it now weighs 2,877lbs. The little old Mini Cooper (pre-2000) weighed a mere 1,500lbs, and the new one porks on to the scales at 2,314lbs. The Golf GTI has been on such a binge diet of hi-cal safety devices that it has put on 234lbs in the last five years. The result of this automotive obesity is of course a ludicrous circularity. The engines need extra sound-deadening equipment to hush the noise of the engines struggling with the burden of all that sound-deadening equipment.
Take, by contrast, the Fiat 128 Italian Stallion, a vehicle that did not afford the driver a notable sense of security. It had one seat belt, a long liquorice strap with no inertia reel, which you could wrap cosily around both driver and passenger, and which would do no good in a crash but would fool a policeman. You could push the car back and forth with one hand, and its entire body shell could probably have been composed of the same amount of steel that goes into one crumple-proof Mercedes bonnet. But if the occupants of the Fiat were aware that their machine was no tank, the occupants of other carsand pedestrianswere at much less risk from the Stallion than they are at risk from its equivalents today.
If Leo and I had reversed at that speed in a modern car, there would have been a much louder thump and a much longer tinkle, and any occupants of the only other car in the district might even have had whiplash.
So we come to the eternal law of unintended consequences. By making cars safer, we seem to have made them more dangerous, yet no politician in his right mind is going to stand up and call for fewer safety features. No one is going to suggest that booster seats should be optional, though they plainly should be. So who is there left to speak for liberty?
Business? Industry? Dont make me laugh. Industry depends completely on regulation, because it makes the market, and for dominant firms it is always a good idea to encourage regulation that your smaller rivals will find expensive and difficult to obey.
The best and most hopeful thing we can say is that the human spirit is infinitely ingenious, and there will always be a struggle between the desire for individual freedom and the states desire for control. The history of warfare teaches us that one technical advance will be met with a response. As the sword produced the shield, and the clamp produced the angle-grinder, so the speed camera produces the fuzzbuster and those handy cans of spray-on mud for the number plates, and the challenge of the Lib Dem road hump is met with the proliferation of mums driving colossal tractor-wheeled 4x4s through the streets of London.
Whatever new measures they come up with to punish the car for its carbon emissionsnew taxes, journey restrictions, black boxesI am completely confident that technology will supply the answer.
The scientists I meet tell me we really are on the brink of something miraculous, in the form of a working hydrogen fuel cell.
After more than a century of global dominance, the fossil fuel-based internal combustion engine is nearing the end. But not the car; oh no, the car will go onbut with exhaust fumes as sweet and inoffensive as a babys breath and with a tread as silent as velvet.
And you and I will joyfully buy the wonderful new machines, clean and silent as snow.
And each with a red flag before them as a warning to the deaf.
 		   

 		 	In the meantime, it is my pleasure and privilege to introduce some of the finest, fastest and most fantastic machines on the road. It is an all-star line-up, assembled from across the globe, and though the car is now a cosmopolitan creationlike the honey in Waitroseeach marque still somehow breathes its national particularity.
We have the best of Germany, Japan, America, Italy, and as I flip down the list I am stunned to see how many British cars there are. It is a comment on our habit of national self-deprecation that you probably didnt even realise that Britain now has more independent car manufacturers than any other country on earth.
Thats right: us, the Brits, the people whose technical know-how is supposed to be dying, and whose automobile industry was brought to its knees by Red Robbo and the Morris Marina and the Austin Allegro. It is astonishing to see how many British cars there are at the top end of the market, and how various they are.
The reader may sometimes wish that I hadnt anthropomorphised or hippomorphised or indeed gynaecomorphised these machines so often, but all I can say is that is how they felt to me at the time. They all have their specialities, and each has its virtues and fallibility.
I have done my best, anyway, to convey the enormous fun they have given me, and if my tone is now verging on the wistful it is because it is late April, and getting hotter and hotter. Soon the summer will be here, and the yammering terror of global warming will be on every front page.
In a few short years, I predict, these fossil-fuel-powered internal combustion engines will be museum pieces, and we will trace our hands down their motionless flanks with the reverence of those who love steam engines.
So here they are in their natural statealive, wild, and still legally available. Feast your eyes while you can.







    
  ROMEO IS SPEEDING

  Being overtaken by a lady driver in a  little car triggered a crisis of virility  in our motoring writer. Luckily, help  was at hand from Alfa Romeos new  
 156 Selespeed.

 She was blonde. She was beautiful. She was driving some poxy little Citron or Peugeot thing with enormous speed and confidence. And she had just overtaken me on the inside of the A24 on the way to Dorking. And let me tell you, I wasnt having it.
 Because if there is one thing calculated to make the testosterone sloosh in your ears like the echoing sea and the red mist of war descend over your eyes, its being treated as though you were an old woman by a young woman. Especially when you are behind the wheel of an Alfa Romeo.
 As I watched her rear waggle ahead of me, I quietly breathed the battle cry of the Alfista. My fingers found the electronic Selespeed gear buttons, positioned right there on the steering wheel like the buttons on a Formula One machineor, indeed, like the zappers on an F-15E Strike Eagle, as used over Serbia to release the smart bombs and send them into Slobbas sock drawerand click, my thumb depressed the left-hand button, marked with a minus sign.
 And somewhere in front of me, in less than one and a half seconds, though I cannot vouch for the technical accuracy of the terms, the cormthrusters actuated the crabbing-pins. And, at precisely the moment I ordained, the machine changed down to third with the kind of throaty roar one might expect from a Turin stadium when Juventus equalise against Lazio.
 Avanti! I hissed. Prestissimo! Then click with the thumb, down to second. The car howled out of the Leatherhead roundabout like a quark from a cyclotron and, with her bobbing number plate now in my sights, the whole endocrine orchestra said: Go. Take. You cant be dissed by some blonde in a 305.
  As I watched her rear waggle ahead 
 of me, I quietly breathed the battle 
 cry of the Alfista.

   [image: alt] The electronic Selespeed gear buttons, positioned on the steering wheel like the buttons on a Formula One machine or the zappers on an F-15E Strike Eagle.
 

 Yes, there is something about the very marque, Alfa, that makes the seminal vesicles writhe like a bag of ferrets. From the age of eight, when I made a model of some vintage machine, I have known that it stood for Anonima Lombarda Fabbrica Automobili. That great factory on the Padan plain where hatchet-faced Italians tune, tune and tune the engines they love until they burble, like the cooing of sucking-doves outside your bedroom on a Tuscan hilltop as the morning sun strikes the honey-hued stone; or like the blib blib blib of Lavazza coffee gently ejaculating through the nozzle of an espresso machine. And it was then, no doubt, that I conceived my passion for the cars that have ruled my life.
 There was the beautiful, red 33 Quadrifoglio 1.5, which went like a bomb until the left-hand headlamp connected with a meat-pie van on a Cornish B-road at 1am and the elegant rectangle of the chassis became a parallelogram. There was the silver GTV, whose porous engine block produced such a pall of brown smoke that you couldnt see out of the rear and Dutch police would arrest you for violating EU emission rules.
 Finally there was the gorgeous, high, square-rumped Alfa 90 2.5 V6 injection: the kind of car in which Mafia dons were conveyed to meet Giulio Andreotti or Bettino Craxi in the good old days when the rust welled up beneath the paintwork of the Alfas like the great bubo of corruption beneath the skin of Italian politics.
 As I think of that leal and trusty steed, I get all choked up remembering the day it died beneath me of a burst aorta on my way up the M1 to address a group of Tory activists in Llangollen. I was then forced to commandeer a taxi from Luton to North Wales at the cost of an average family holiday, arriving around 9pm to find my audience mutinous and pie-eyed on wine and cheese.
 Seething, therefore, with those compound humiliations, I sought a kind of revenge in this the latest and most gizmo-encrusted Alfa 156 2-litre T Spark saloon; and you could feel the life-giving, babys-brain-enhancing lead-free petrol surging hormonally into the cylinders, or possibly the carburettor, or wherever its meant to surge. And soon that blonde was right back in front of my gorgeous, gouged-out snout, which looks a bit like a halloween lantern with a harelip.
 And now we were coming into the Box Hill death run, where bonkers bikers yowl up and down from dawn till dusk on the dual carriageway. On any other day I would be tensed, white-knuckled in the slow lane, but today we were both giving those motorcyclists the humiliation they deserve, carving up the Kawasakis, and arum arum arum araaaagh, she took one and I took him too, our exhausts breathing contemptuously into his astonished face. Then we took another, and araaagh went the Alfa with the bubbling moan of lava in some volcanic pool of Etna, and now there was a clear stretch.
  Whether this blonde knew shed been 
 engaged in a test of a mans waning 
 virility, I neither know nor care.

 It was her or me. There was no excuse. There was no competition, not when the Selespeed contraption ensures that the interval in which you can move from third to fourth is tinier than the interval between a traffic light turning green on the Via Veneto and the man in the Fiat behind parping his horn, slapping on his door and shouting at you to move. Whether she saw me I do not know; and whether this blonde was aware that she had been engaged in a test of a mans waning virility I neither know nor care.
 But I tell you this. My Alfa took her from behind, and I fairly thrummed it down into DorkingNow youre Dorking, I congratulated myself. And by making use of the high double-wishbone suspension system I was able to make a kind of genuflection to the speed limits, then round the cyclotronic roundabouts, and ho for Horsham and victoryOr so it should have been.
 Perhaps it was complacency; perhaps I just forgot to look in the mirror. Whatever it was, we came to a roundabout a couple of miles later, andtesta di cazzo!there she was, up there on my right shoulder as we came into the ring. She had the drop on me. She was pulling away and plick my thumb twitched reflexively on the Selespeed button to bring the engine down into first and turn the car into a monstrous uncorseted roaring of kinetic energy
 And plick I clicked again, plick plick plick andstronzo figlio di cazzo!the sodding thing stayed in second and there we were, wallowing on that roundabout, with as much lan as a piked porpoise. And as the tears started from my eyes, suburban Beemers flashed and honked, and her rump wiggled away for the last time
 Perhaps I might have caught up with her eventually, except that just then, without warning, my five-year-old child vomited all over the back seat, including the magnesium structure and submarining beam. Next time, give me a gear stick.
   Vital statistics
  

  Engine 2-litre, 16V 
 Top Speed 134mph 
 Acceleration 060mph in 8.6 secs 
 Mpg 33.2 
 Price (1999) 21,993
 







    
  INHUMAN TRAFFIC

  The war is over. Now all you have to  
 do is get out of Kosovo in a Fiat Uno, 
 without attracting the attention of the  
 retreating Serb forces.

 OK Vuk, I said to the cream-faced Serb as we nosed out of Pristina into bandit country, leaving the last Irish Guards Scimitar in the rear-view mirror of our Uno. Lets get the Vuk out of here.
 And let me tell you, that gibbering Serb needed no encouragement from me. Vuk was 29, with a head that tapered like an anvil from his rippling thorax. If I understood him correctly, hed narrowly missed selection for the all-Serbia basketball team.
 He could run a hundred metres in slightly over ten seconds. He didnt smoke. He drank nothing except Coca-Cola, to which he attributed properties of a barely credible order. Vuk was the kind of clean-living, God-fearing Serb that Arkan, the war criminal, used to recruit to his Tiger militia. In fact, it seemed Arkan had tried it on just the other day, at some rural wedding. When someone called Vuk a Serb maniac, he was delighted, flexing his muscles for days and saying, I am Serb maniac.
 Except that at this particular moment he was Vuk Funkovic, banjaxed with the terror of a man who knows that his people have done something very nasty, for a long time, to some other people
 But those other people had now got the upper hand, theyd got their AK-47s, and they were swarming all over the northern suburbs of Pristina, setting up illegal checkpoints on this dusty winding road, and winkling the fugitive Serbs from their Yugos and popping them like cringing molluscs; and there were 40 kilometres between us and the relative sanctuary of Serbia.
 Which is why he was pedalling that throttle fortissimo and why, as I looked at the windows of his maroon Fiat Uno Testadicazzo 1.4 with bodywork about as bullet-resistant as a can of Diet Fanta, I said a little prayer.
 Call me a sissy. Call me a wimp. But I felt the faintest frisson of apprehension to be driving through the retreating Serb army, past soldiers drunk on Slivovitz and hatred of Nato, when they had just shot three journalists on the suspicion (well-grounded, it turned out) that they were German.
 As for Vuk: Vuk was normally brave. On the morning Nato came in from Skopje, and the other Serb drivers were cowering in the lobby of the glorified ashtray that is Pristinas Grand Hotel, saying I not go, it was Vuk who took me and Ivana, my gorgeous clean-living interpreter, down south to see the joyeuse entre of the Gurkhas at the Kacanik pass.
 Vuk had the guts to get out of the Uno and stand with me by the first mass grave the Paras found in Kosovo. He gulped but stood his ground when the black-bereted Albanian guerrilla appeared and started explaining how beneath the 89 numbered stakes where the flies buzzed, were the families that had been put in a tunnel, grenaded, and shotshot by Serbs like Vuk.
 He didnt mind when we flagged down a lurching Merc-ful of KLA, wizened gaffers in brown and yellow fatigues who flashed their gums and waved their Kalashnikovs like rattles. Neither Vuk nor Ivana showed the slightest fear of the American Rangers, backed up for miles in silence. They crouched behind their Humvees, guns trained, as motionless as the Iwo Jima memorialapart from their rolling eyes and their trembling trigger fingers.
 Whats up? I asked one, tapping him on the shoulder. He pointed to the field, where the inky crows were flapping over the stooks and the poppies. It seemed someone had heard a shot. About half a mile away. You could tell the Americans had only just arrived.
 Vuk even went to the headquarters of the KLA in Pristina, and he stuck it for a full 15 minutes while the youths in red armbands sidled up to him and asked him questionsfirst in Albanian, then more pointedly in Serbo-Croat. And now this self-styled Serb maniac was a pusillanimous pussy, and his hands were clenched on the clammy wheel in a kind of rigor mortis, and I found myself moaning, Not so fast.
 You soon understand the risks of driving in a war zone. Bombs? Phooey. Id been bombed in late May, a couple of hours after arriving in Serbia, while driving down the deserted highway through Vojvodin. Wump wump wump wump went the precision munitions 300 yards away on our left, and the clouds wagged to heaven.
  As I looked at the windows of his maroon Fiat Uno Testadicazzo 1.4 with bodywork about as bullet-resistant as a can of Diet Fanta, I said a little prayer.

 Guns? OK, there had been one Pinter-esque pause when some Serb soldiers found out I represented the Daily Telegraph; and it was certainly my habit, going through the bosky bits, to balance my A4 Niceday pad on my head and cower behind the dashboard.
 But the real risk was, of course, a car crash. I very good driver. You see, said Vuk that morning we left Belgrade for Kosovo, in our Wacky Races-convoy of hacks. This very good car, he said, showing off the Unos finer features: its ability to carry five jerrycans of petrol; the way it could accelerate in fifth.
 Just to prove the Unos durability, he then reversed without looking and wham, our necks whipped as he crunched the bonnet behind us, a Golf belonging to Reuters. Luckily we sustained nothing more serious than a slightly squeaking door, which Vuk cured by anointing it with Coca-Cola, the drink he swore by and which expressed his rejection of Milosevic.
 That is why I wasnt so fussed by the sight of the burning houses, or the sad-eyed Serb soldiers, or the KLA sharpshooters. We smiled and waved at everyone indiscriminately, and, alarmingly, they waved and smiled backthe Serbs assuming that Vuk was a Serb heading home, and the Albanians spotting a western journalist.
  This very good car, he said, showing off the Unos finer features: its ability to carry five jerrycans of petrol; the way it could accelerate in fifth.

 No, what freaked me out were the signs of previous crashesone car flattened like a can; thats what happens when you hit a T-55and trying to remember my blood group. With each fresh horror Vuk put his foot down harder, and cee-ripes, my fingers bit into the attractive leatherette Uno upholstery.
 Jesus H Christos, I was murmuring when, with a rubber wail, the Uno stopped. Srbija! shouted the Serb, and poured himself a joyous libation of Coke. So we went on, bathed with relief, until a couple of miles on he spotted one of those purple-pyjamad military policementhe real bastards of the Kosovo purgeslounging unshaven by the road.
 He waved us down. What the hell are you doing? I whispered to Vuk. Dont stop! Too late. The Serb maniac grinned as that unshaven, flat-eyed gunman got in the Unos spacious rear seat, and stuck his Kalashnikov near my left ear, and I did my routine of pretending to be Boris Jonsson of Svenska Dagbladet for a couple of miles. It was your turn to be afraid, said Vuk, as the militiaman got out.
 As for the Uno, its just the job for Kosovo; particularly if, like Vuk, youre smart enough to carry Czech plates.
   Vital statistics
  

  Engine 1116cc, 4 cylinders, 58bhp 
 Top Speed 92mph 
 Acceleration 060mph in 17.9 secs 
 Price (1999) 150
 







    
  DUDE TALKS LIKE A LADY

  Lexus have pitched the IS200 against the luxury car big boys. So why have  they given it the voice of a girl?

 Come on, baby, I say tersely to the girl, speak to me for heavens sake. You know how it is when youre relying on some chick to map-read and they go all silent and sulky? We are coming down New North Road and some key decisions are in prospect. Im not getting the help I need so I give Carol a poke with my index finger, because thats the kind of relationship we have.
 Come on, darling, were dawdling here in the middle of the road and theres a gravel truck behind us that wants urgently to deliver its gravel. Is it right or left? And I jab her again, harder, because thats the sort of guy I am, and then Carol speaks: so cool, so low, so scrotum-tighteningly thoughtful.
 In a quarter of a mile, she says, turn right.
 Ah, dont you love her? Shes somewhere in her early thirties and her voice is perfectly pitched to mesh, to blend, above all not to offend the turbulent emotions of a guy lost in the sweltering Palio of the London traffic.
 Theyve done tests on your average, red-blooded, Lexus-buying British male, and theyve found that hes a tricky customer. Give him a mans voice telling him what to dosome jerk with a plummy accentwhen hes trying to do a U-turn in the middle of the Strand, or tax him with some toffee-nosed git correcting his choice of route, and what does he do? Under laboratory conditions your red-blooded, Lexus-buying male feels the veins in his neck become so engorged with incontinent rage that his collar button pops and, pow! He lets it all out with one savage blow of his left fist.
 Crunch. Tinkle. Voice silent. Which is a pity, since Carol is the cleverest thing on four wheels. For a paltry 2,100 extra your IS200 Lexus is fitted with a GPS satellite guidance system, a gizmo of such mind-bending sophistication that to see her for the first time is to feel like a South Sea Islander seeing his first aeroplane, or stout Cortez gazing at the Pacific. Imagine a talking AZ, bashfully unfurling herself on the dashboard every time you turn the ignition. Imagine maps, gorgeous colourful maps of every corner of the British Isles, with the one-way streets helpfully marked out.
   [image: alt] The Lexus IS200, fitted with a GPS satellite guidance system, a gizmo of mind-bending sophistication.
 

  Carols perfectly pitched to mesh, to 
 blend, above all not to offend the 
 turbulent emotions of a guy lost in the 
 sweltering Palio of the London traffic.

 Then imagine your route illuminated by a thick blue line, every revolution of your wheels transmittedpingto a satellite transponder, and ping, somewhere in the inky wastes of the heavens a throbbing nose-cone breaks off from transmitting Rupert Murdochs ball-by-ball pornography to the people of Zimbabwe and tells your car there are exactly 150 yards to go before a right turn on the New North Road. Yes, thats you, that blue line inching down that street before your eyes, and you gaze in rapture untilWhoa, sorry old fruit, didnt see you there, you say to the weaving, terrified cyclist.
  Ahem: that is one disadvantagethe display doesnt show what else is on your street, and until all vehicles and pedestrians have their own satellite linkups and we can drive about on instruments only, it is as well not to ignore that amazing technological breakthroughthe transparent windscreen. Whoa there, I say to the cyclist, but thanks to the sensational disc brakes of the Lexus he is unharmed, and shakes his fist in friendly greeting.
 In 50 yards says Carol, and I think how much I love that use of yards; yes, shes an imperial measurements sort of girl, Carolstrait-laced but sensuous, firm but tender, like an NHS nurse brusquely fluffing your pillows and then leaning over to take your temperature in fahrenheit, the watch pinned on to her snowy bosom, her ample bosomsIn 50 yards, says Carol, right turn. And then I think, wait a mo
 Hang on, girlie. What do you mean right turn? How do you know that? This route is, I confess, well-known to me, since after working late in the evening I occasionally catch a cab home. This infrequent habit (expenses department, please note) taught me that to get from Islington to Canary Wharf it is cheapest and quickest to go via Commercial Road, though if you look at the map it appears that you go by Hackney. It costs roughly 11 to go my route, and it costs 14 to go the route the cabbies instinctively set out on.
 Now, you would have thought that Carol could merely compute the shortest distance between two points; youd have thought that like the cabbies, shed ignore the traffic lights, the mini-roundabouts, the sleeping policemen and go via Hackney, even though it is slower. But no! I think she understands. I think she knows. Farewell AZs, you useless maps with the key page always torn out: may you rot in the boot in a compote of baby yoghurt and engine oil. Goodbye all you cabbies who boast of The Knowledge. Adieu to the time-honoured pelmanism of black-cab drivers, the weeks they spend on bicycles committing the streets of London to their memory: what a devastating rebuke Carol has delivered to their chauvinism.
  Farewell AZs, you useless maps. Goodbye all you cabbies who boast of The Knowledge.

 She doesnt raise her voice; she doesnt hit you with the map; and even if you accidentally hit her with your left hand and turn her off, she soon comes back to life and, with geisha-like deference, excogitates your next move. In half a mile, turn right. Shortly after that, turn left, she says. Yes, you ask yourself, was there ever a girl so easy to turn on? Keep left, she is saying as we come towards Spitalfields, keep left.
 In fact, there are three forks here. Keep left, says Carol again, as obstinately as a guide in the old Soviet Union, with brown stockings and suspenders. Now this time, I think, shes pushing me too far. She cant be serious.
 But such is her prestige by now, so insistent is her voice, that I do as she says. I keep left, and we end up in a one-way system in Hoxton market.
   Vital statistics
  

  In May 1999, the IS200 was launched against the BMW 3 series, Audi A4 and C-Class Mercedes.
  

  Engine 2-litre, 250bhp 6-cylinder with 6-speed manual gearbox 
 Top speed 134mph 
 Acceleration 060mph in 9.5 secs 
 Price (1999) from 20,500
 
 A rubbish van is very slowly loading up. We are stranded outside the Aquarius nightclub and on the beer-splashed pavement, where the morning rays are starting to bring out the best of last nights vomit, the tough eggs are looking appraisingly at Carol and me. Get us out of this one then, Carol, I say; and maybe there was something sneery in my voice, because after that she never quite recovered her form.
 We do eventually make it to Canary Wharf, after I scrape an alloy hub (sorry folks) in Hoxton. But as soon as we approach the Tower of Doom, she says, Do a U-turn as soon as possible. I swear. Thats exactly what she says. Do a U-turn as soon as possible. Isnt that spooky? What does she know? And who can say she does not have my best interests in her lonely metal heart?
 			 				[image: alt] 				Big Boris and the small Smart car made a great double actwell, his
builders and the Camden clampers thought they were a funny pair
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