A red-eyed Phil Llewellin drives a Tatra from
London to the Czech Republic - and back - in just
three days. He finds it goes better than it looks
PHOTOGRAPHS BY RICHARD NEWTON



Have you heard
the one
about the
executive Skoda?

here are certain adjectives
which stick to a car and
help to shape its image. The
Jaguar is sleek. The Mer-
cedes is prestigious. The
new Vauxhall Corsa is
cute. Two words spring to
mind in relation to the
Tatra, a £30,000 saloon from Czechoslovakia —
Pig Ugly. From the ridiculous downward curve
of its bonnet to the unexpected aero-
dynamics of its rear end, the Tatra oozes discord.

The reason is simple. Its origins are from
behind the Iron Curtain in an age when design-
ers either had to guess what other car manufac-
turers were up to, copy their efforts from the
past, or just get on and do their own thing.

The predecessor for the Tatra 613/5 Sports
Saloon was styled by Vignale of Italy. The
Czechs then added their own ideas over the
years, making it progressively more ugly. The
result is a car which bears a coincidental resem-
blance to several famous marques, but is really
like nothing else on earth.

Imagine it was fashioned by aliens from
another universe. They had heard about the
vehicles which earthlings drove and tried to
make one which resembled an amalgamation

undoubtedly the finest vehicle on the road. In
the UK, the biggest surprise is that it doesn’t
talk to petrol pumps. ‘It is a car, Jim — but not
as we know it.”

In reality, the Tatra has quite a pedigree.
Although the brochure will probably skip deli-
cately over this, Hitler conducted his political
campaigns from one. ‘This is the car for my
roads,” he declared, little realising that legions
of Ford Mondeos would be driving all over
them within a few decades.

The Tatra is nevertheless the proudest prod-
uct of one of the world’s oldest car manufac-
turers, flagship of the country which gave us
the Skoda. But comparing it to the erstwhile
reputation of Skoda — once considered second
only to the Reliant Robin for keeping comedi-
ans in work — is grossly unfair. The Tatra
turns heads. It has a lusty V8 engine and
138mph top speed, with a 0-60 time that is

Czechoslovakia's most
famous export has kept
comedians in jokes for
years. Now there's
another one — the Tatra.
PAUL HARRIS reports on
a car in search of a cult.
Photographs by
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quicker than most BMWs. Nor, like many of
today's anonymous saloons, does it look like it
came out of a jelly mould. Its very ugliness
makes it appéaling.
In fact, the Tatra has everything it needs to
be a cult car ... except, for the moment, a cult.
Tim Bishop is hoping to put that right. In a
converted forge on the AS near Towcester he is
cleaning and leathering off a T613/5, finished
in decadenl red and burgundy. He and his trust-
business partners have hclped to develop the

ISES6r AN of them. On the planet Tatra, it is [alm for the UK by improving the engine, han-

dling and usability of what was already a fine-
ly engineered car. They have set themselves up
as concessionaires and are about to start sell-
ing them in the UK.

itting in the showroom, the

T613/5 looks frighteningly

old-fashioned at first glance.

But the truth is that it features

some of the most up-to-date

computer tricks available.

They include a ‘learning’

microchip which looks after

the fuel system and another which tells you in a

dashboard display, for instance, if your tail

light isn’t working. With one press of the key

fob on a winter’s morning, it will obediently

defrost itself and warm the interior while you
are enjoying fresh coffee and toast indoors.

But the essence of the Tatra lies more in
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Rear-mounted 3.5-
litre V8 engine (left)
pumps out 220bhp
at 5750rpm and
2241b 1t at 3500rpm.
Tatra claims a top
speed of 138mph
and 0-60mph in a
sprightly 7.7sec
Large, deep side
windows provide
good visibility, but
look a little
ungainly (below)

far enough forward

Mydowtsabwtrtsabity
to attract attention vanished
long before the Tatra reached
Sheerness. s no beauty, but
it certainly has character’

Id
shape "‘»d/ not win many beauty
contests, but it certainly has
cha r; 'Vignale did q




its refusal to move from the past. The dash-
board, for example, is made from burr ¢lm
and the interior is upholstered in leather —
although, like virtually everything cise on
the car, Tim Bishop will change them to
customer requirements,

Some aspects of the car, however, need to
catch up by about 20 years. The trip recorder on
the pre-production model we drove registered
every tenth of a mile with a click like a grand-
father clock. The gear change was not only
dreadful, but bore no relation to the commonly-
accepted “H’ pattern of gear changes in the
civilised world. Both of these throwbacks will
be eliminated before it goes on sale here.

On the road, it is a gutsy performer. At
70mph, it has the acrodynamics of a
wardrobe but the comfort of a bed. Because
the engine is mounted just above the rear
axle, the car's weight distribution makes it
unusually stable during enthusiastic dri-
ving, of which Tim does much.

But what of its cult status? It already has
one fan. An elderly man with a Jewish-
sounding name wrote to Tim ng that
when he was a young man in Czechoslova-
kia, his father had promised him a Tatra
when the family could afford one. But he had
to flee the country under persecution — and
felt he was now too old to drive.

Then there is the member of the Williams
racing team who wants to test drive one
And a woman who thought the car looked
stunning in green.

To test its wider appeal, we took it to Milton
Keynes. There, Mr Aubrey Senior, a security

guard, pondered the lines of the car. True, it
was a shock to learn that the beautiful-looking,
air-cooled engine was at the back and the boot
was up front — but he found this acceptable
when told it was the same as in a Porsche 911.

Then, the obvious question: ‘How much
did it cost? Thirty grand!” he exclaimed. ‘1
could buy me a nice Roller for that.”

Tim was unphased. He and his colleagues
aim to sell only about 25 to 30 cars in Britain
next year and think they have identified the
market niche. Sales director John Marriott said
it would appeal to people who appreciated
engineering cxcellence and wanted something
different from the Jaguars and BMWs they
have probably already owned.

It is a bold mission. But for the planet Tatra,
the UK could be the final frontier.

TECHNICAL
SPECIFICATIONS

Price: £30,000, depending on specification
Engine: V8 alloy air-cooled, 3,495¢cc.
Performance:
max 220bhp; estimated top speed 138mph;
0-60 in 7.7 secs.

Length: 200in (5m). Long wheelbase version
also available
Width: 72in (1.8m)

Weight distribution:

55 per cent rear, 45 per cent front
Details from:
Tatra (GB) Ltd on 0327 830438.

Stuff

Gavin Farmer can rightly ¢laim
1o be the first Aussie journalist

to drive the big new Tatra.

The 613 5 — Type 5 stonds fo right-hand-drive — s 0 big
cor. s about the size of u Ford Fakon. On o 2980mm
wheelbose it's five metres long ond weighs o hefty 1690kgs
With Tim’s styling modificotions it has the strong and aggressive
stance of  sporfing sedan emphasised by the very short
overhangs front and reor - — three of its five metres of length
are between the wheels. But so skilfully hos it been styled
there’s absolutely no way you would guess it has a rear engine
The glass area i huge, the almost flat rear window recessed
behind smull butiresses and the roof pillars quite shm. Perhops
the only giveavny to the design oge are the window fromes. fFor
fiom being flush like today’s gloss, what you ge! are expensive
double sided separate fromes hand-mode from diromed brass
that fif snugly into convenfional double door rubbers

The driver’s door swings open with the mees! of pressure on
the handle. It feels heavy, u foct confirmed when you dose it
with 0 bank voult-fike subdved thud. You sit bagh on the driver’s
chair — it could do with more lajerol support — ond have o
commanding view forward A turn on the key has the V8 idling
quietly and smoothly. Flip the hrottle and it responds with o
deep, whoofly power rumble. But it really sounds good

0Out on the road initial impressions are of considerable width,
hiow sensiiive the steering &, ond how quiet the interior. The
five-speed monual gearshill takes o litle gering used-to. The
theowes ore short but il-defined — o totally redesigned
mechanism i on the way —- but the dose ratios are begutifully
stocked aod perfecly match the engine’s power ond forque
charudcristics.

Aceelesution & strong lor such a big, heavy sporting limousine
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Coimed time for the 0-100kmy/h rush is under cight seconds
and Tim Bishop has run for hours on the Gesman aulobahnen ot
well over 210km/h. “We move over only for the big Bimmers
Mercs and Porsches, nothing else,” he soid with o wry smile. The
engine’s enormous spread of forque — - 310Mm of 3500 rpm
— waos shown by the way the 613 occelerated smaothly ond
increasingly ropidly from o wolking poce 10 well over 160 in
fourth, It's an easy engine to odmire. From idle 1o the 6500rpm
ved line it is fotally smooth with no vibrotion periods of ll. There
 a deep rumble from the exhaust thot grows deeper o the revs
ise in with a sirang, seomless surge of power.

Hondling is very Parsche-like but without the heart-in-mouth
oversteer With o siofic wesght disinbution of 45:55 fron) to rear
the 613's turn-in is razor shorp with the stecring alive with
messages for the driver 1 & quite unlike ony othes system I've
come aross, where any feel tends to be ortifically generated
This one is alive

Body lean through a comer & pradicolly non-existent. The
613 sits flat and feeks neutral even when generating high forces
Viewed from outside, the only giveaway is the tyre distortion
Mid-comer bumips hove absolutely no effect on the 613's line o1
oll. Rood noise from the wide Avons is obsent. A litle wind noise
from the tops of the A-pillars does mtrude, but only oves
130km/h.

At high speed the Talra's stobility & armow-straight. once you
get used 1o the sleering. Drivers used to more coavenfional
systems will Iry fo corredt the cor’s slight movements but left 1o
it own devices it tracks itself. All you nead do is gently guide it
with your fingers, the ar does the rest. One of the thing: Tatra
GB didn'r have 10 change was the brokes. The 613 produces
umazingly short stopping dissances lor such o heavy cor. fven
though there’s no ABS (yet) the pedel i nicly weighted and cun
be easily moduloted fos codence braking

Under the front bonnet & 6 deep and vade redungulor
luggoge compartment that vall take four medium-sized cases
phus soft bogs. In @ sub-compartment in the floor of the boot are
the brake boaster, oiz-conditioning contrel unif and the petrol
fired heater that can be elecronically pre-sef fo warm the car's
interor while you hove breokfost

Tim Bishop and Mark Berry have developed o remarkably
competent luxury cr The 613-5 5 a real driver’s cur, one thot
you can mteroct with. It will not appeol to every one but

enthusiosts who wont to enjoy driving ogoin would be
completely satrshed by the Tota's combmation of eccentrty
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