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HE STEERING WHEEL vibrated
like a jackhammer in my sweat-
drenched hands as I gently de-
pressed the throttle pedal for
more power. The car felt as
though it were glued to the tarmac as 1
came out of the sweeping left-hand
corner, while the engine, sitting direct-
ly behind my left ear, let out a deafen-
ing, Godzilla-like shrick. At that in-
stant, the car shot forward like a
discharged bullet, hurtling down the

front straight of Fuji International
Speedway at about 140 mph—and this
thing wasn't even breathing hard.
Intimidating doesn't begin to de-
scribe the driving experience of the
Nissan R390 GT1. Despite its label as
a “road car,” this animal is a virtual
clone of the R390 GT1 race cars, de-
veloped in conjunction with Tom
Walkinshaw Racing (1'WR), that fin-
ished 3rd, 5¢h, 6th and 10th at Le
Mans this year, with all four entries

successfully completing the rigerous
24-hour event. For Nissan, the R390%
impressive showing at Le Mans was
like receiving a dose of Viagra, provid-
ing it with a much-needed jolt of ex-
citement that has recently been miss-
ing from the company. Now Nissan is
keen to keep the ball rolling, an-
nouncing plans for another Le Mans
effort next year (without the help of
TWR) and officially making the R390

GT1 road car available to customers




B As the successor to the Nissan R380 that challenged Porsche in the Sixties, the R390 fell a bit
short of its goal at Le Mans this year. However, all four cars finished the race, signifying that Nissan
is once again a force to be reckoned with. Virtually everything about the road-going version is the
same as the race car, from its 550-bhp engine to its right-hand-drive configuration. Because most of
the corners at Le Mans are right-handers, this seating gives better view of the turns’ apexes.
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wide and sits amazingly low to the
ground, with numerous curves flowing
along the length of its body, creating
an overall effect that’s beautiful yet
imposing. For 1998, the folks at Nis-
san’s motorsports division (Nismo)
gave their prize thoroughbred a signif-
icant makeover, swapping virtually
every one of its carbon-fiber bodv
panels The front sports a new hood
with pronounced scoops and vents,
and the rear has been completely
restyled, most notably the section
above the engine compartment.
Despite being a 2-seater, the R390
GT1 is an unusually large automobile,
with an overall length of 185.8 in. (2
in. longer than an Altima sedan). But
most of that space belongs to the en-
gine—the car’s occupants must make
do with a tiny bubblelike compartment
that seems barel}a large enough to
house two seats and a steering wheel.
As you can imagine, squeezing into the
driver’s seat takes extraordinary agility,
especially for those taller thz’m 6ft,
~ “Okay Sam, you're up,” said the Nis-
. san ofﬁc:tai in charge. “Please be carefu
Pilv RSQO current[v in cmqten

3.5-liter twin-turbocharged V-8
mounted amidships delivers a whop-
ping 550 bhp at 6800 rpm and 470 Ib.-
ft. of torque at 4400 to the rear wheels.
This 32-valve powerplant comes mated
to a transversely mounted 6-speed se-
quential gearbox that’s shifted via a
long aluminum lcw.r on th(. center
console.
forward to dmvn<h1f‘r puH it b‘uk m
upshift—however, once you're at speed
on the racetrack, things can get mightv
confusmg in a hurry, e%peuaﬂv if you're
not accustomed to rlght ~hand drive.
Snick. T eased the shifter into 1st and
gently depressed the throttle. The rear
tires spun slightly, but quickly managed
to grab hold of the driving surface, I
gently guided the 2400-1b. machine
onto the straight and then, in my usual
no-holds-barred fashion, floored ir.
With the wail of a hungry carnivore, the
R390 catapulted forward and never let
up, squeezing my entire torso into the

seat until my lungs begged for air. And

~was it Joud. 1 haven't experienced any-
thmg this earsplitting since sitting in the  w

car stable through all types of corners,
mal body roll.

by this time I was nearing 100 mph.
According to Nissan, the R390 runs to
60 mph 1in a scant 3.9 seconds and
reaches the quarter-mile mark in 11.9.
Top speed? Somewhere in the neigh-
borhood of 200 mph.

The long straight at Fuji Speedway
ends in a hairpin right-hander that re-
quires heavy braking, three quick
downshifts—from 5th to 2nd gear—
and careful modulation of the throttle
to maintain the balance of the car: a
perfect forum for the R390 to show its
braking and cornering abilities. Thanks
to a specially designed ABS system, the
R390’s large brakes—14-in. vented
discs front and rear—have little difficul-
ty slowing the car. Depress the clutch,
shove the shift lever forward three
times in rapid succession and steer to-
ward the apex. The R390 demonstrates
a rock-solid turn-in feel, thanks to a su-
per-tigid carbon-fiber chassis, And its
excellent suspension—upper-and-lower
A-arms at all four corners—keeps the

As for the _cars :



Among the short list of standard
equipment in the R390 is traction con-
trol; however, for some reason, it was
turned off during our testing session.
Therefore, the rear end of the car had a
tendency to break loose when I was too
anxious with the throttle coming out of
a tight corner. That said, the R390’s
quick-ratio steering made it simple to
catch most any drift, although you're
subjected to quite a shoulder-and-arm
workout from the non-power-assisted
rack-and-pinion steering.

Because of the way the pedals are
arranged, it’s vn’ruaﬂv lIIlpObSlble for
someone with size 8'/% feet to heel and
toe—the brake pedal sits too far away
from the throttle pedal. So how does
one match engine revs during a down-
shift? I approached this problem by
blipping the throttle after getting off
the brakes, but this proved unsuccess-
ful on one particular 2nd-gear chicane.
Approaching the slight right-hand
kink on the back straight, I found my-
self late for the corner with the car still
in 4th. There was no time to blip the
throttle. I tried forcing the shifter into
3rd, but it wouldn’t budge. Panic time.
Right before the apex, the shifter
clicked into 3rd, but by this time, the
car was already Ieamng hedwly to one
side, and the drastic drop in speed
threw the rear end out! I tried imme-
diately getting back on the throttle
while cmnk_mg the steering wheel in
the opposite direction, but because the
engine was far out of its power band,
there was little help there. The car’s
rear snapped in the opposite direction.
I tried correcting again with my right
foot flat on the throttle. Thankfully, by
this time, the engine revs had climbed

to about 3000, and the rear tires took a
firm bite of the tarmac. 1 was back on
course, and had escaped being present-
ed with a million-dollar repair bill. My
heart started pumping again.

On my first pass through the front
straight, 1 caught a glimpse of Nissan’s
worried executives leaning against the
pit wall watching my every move with
nervous frowns. But by the end of my
third lap—after I had become quite
comfortable with the car and my lap
times showed considerable improve-
ment—those same people were cheer-
ing me on. Deep inside, I felt a small
sense of pride, as if I had tamed this
monster—but in reality T knew I had
not come close to the R390’s limits.

Do you think you have what it takes?
Well, if you're actually interested in
purchasing a Nissan R390 GT1, con-
tact Nismo through Nissan at its Cali-
tornia headquarters. But be warned:
Just because you have the money won't
guarantee that you'll be a proud owner.

“We have no plans on how many we
will build yet. We have had several in-
quiries already, but right now we are pri-
oritizing the list to those who want to
race the R390. This s a race car and we
would like to see it on the racetrack. We
would especially like to see it in en-
durance races because the car’s strength
is its durability,” Hagiwara commented.

Whether Nissan sells a significant
number of R390s or not, one thing for
sure is that the R390 GT1 represents a
gargantuan statement from Nissan
that it’s back on the sports-car scene.
Will we see elements of the R390
trickle down into more affordable cars
in the future? Maybe so (see sidebar).
For those of us who yearn for the Nis-

san of old—when it produced attrac-
tive sports cars such as the 240Z and
300ZX—the arrival of the R390 15 a
symbol of hope that it will again give
us cars that will stir our souls and ex-
cite our enthusiasm, 7)
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Engme. P twlﬂ turbachargad dohc 32+alve V-8
Bore XStroke. .. i 850)(7?0 mm
Displacement Z e e . 3495 co
Compression ratio.. .. ... S s 901
Harsepower SRR 550 hhp @ 5800 pm
'Torque....;..;..'._ ....... 4?0Ibﬂ@4400rpm
Fuel mjectmn g elec‘t sequential port
Transmis&on it e Gspeed sequentzal
Laynut e m:d engme/rear drive
Brake system & . 14.0:n. vented discs
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Tk 245;402& 18 1, 205/35/R19 1
Steermg e ... ... rack & pinion
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upper & lower Aarms. tube shocks, coil spnngs, 1
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