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THE QUEST FOR SPEED:
UNPACKING THE FASTEST CAR
EVER ON TOP GEAR

For over two decades, the BBC's
motoring juggernaut Top Gear
captivated a global audience. While the
show was famous for its irreverent
humor, epic challenges, and the
enigmatic Stig, its core identity was
always tied to speed. The burning
qguestion that petrolheads debated after
every episode was simple: what was the
fastest car ever on Top Gear? The
answer is not as straightforward as a
single lap time. It involves a fascinating
evolution of automotive engineering,
specific track conditions, and the shifting
formats of the show itself. This article
dives deep into the history of the Top
Gear test track at Dunsfold Park to
identify the ultimate speed kings and the
machines that redefined the limits of
performance.

The Holy Grail:
The Power Lap
Board

The fastest car ever on Top Gear is
officially recorded on the show's iconic
Power Lap Board. For years, this board
was the definitive ranking of speed
around the 1.75-mile track. The layout,
with its tricky corners like Hammerhead,

the Chicago, and the high-speed
Bacharach, was a true test of a car's
balance, grip, and raw power. The lap
time, set by the tame racing driver
known as the Stig, became a badge of
honor for manufacturers worldwide.
However, the board has seen several
changes, with cars being removed due
to rule changes or the car being deemed
"too extreme" for the standard list.

Defining the
Ultimate
Champion

Determining the single answer to the
question of the fastest car ever on
Top Gear requires a look at two distinct
eras: the "mainstream" power lap list
and the "extreme" list. The most
frequently cited champion of the
standard list is the BAC Mono. This
single-seat, road-legal track monster
shocked the world when it posted a
blistering time of 1:13.6. Its extreme
lightness and aerodynamic design
allowed it to decimate lap records that
had stood for years. But the story does
not end there. The show also featured a
separate category for cars that were
effectively Formula 1 racers disquised as
road cars.

THE REIGN OF THE RApicAL SR8
LM

Before the BAC Mono, the king of the hill
was the Radical SR8 LM. This car, even
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more extreme than the Mono, set a
staggering time of 1:12.8. For a long
period, this was the absolute
benchmark. The Radical was a purpose-
built track weapon with a tiny 2.6-liter
V8 engine that screamed to 10,500 rpm.
However, the show's producers
eventually decided that the Radical (and
its predecessor, the standard SR8) was
too much of a race car for the road-car
board. It was moved to the "extreme"
list, effectively ceding the top spot to the
BAC Mono for the standard production
car rankings.

The Pagani
Zonda F: The
Driver's Car

No discussion of the fastest car ever
on Top Gear is complete without
mentioning the Pagani Zonda F. Often
described by Jeremy Clarkson as the
most beautiful car ever made, its lap
time of 1:18.4 doesn't place it at the
absolute top of the numerical list. Yet, its
significance lies in its character. The
Zonda F was a ferocious, analog
machine that demanded respect. It was
the first car to truly challenge the
dominance of the Porsche Carrera GT
and the Ferrari Enzo, setting a new
standard for exotic hypercars in the
mid-2000s. The Stig's lap in the Zonda F
was a visceral experience, showcasing
the pinnacle of hand-built craftsmanship
and raw, unassisted power.

The Ascendancy

of the Ariel Atom

Another car that consistently challenged
for the title of the fastest car ever on
Top Gear was the Ariel Atom. Unlike
the carbon-fiber monocoques of the
Pagani or the Ferrari, the Atom was a
minimalist, exposed-frame roadster. The
Ariel Atom V8 (also known as the Ariel
Atom 500) was a revelation. With a
supercharged 2.4-liter V8 producing over
450 horsepower in a car weighing less
than 500 kilograms, it was a physics-
defying machine. Its lap time of 1:15.1
placed it right behind the Mono. The
Atom demonstrated that brutal power-
to-weight ratios could trump even the
most sophisticated aerodynamics. It was
a pure, unfiltered driving experience.

The Electric
Revolution: The
Rimac Nevera

In the later years of the show, the
landscape of speed changed
dramatically. The conversation around
the fastest car ever on Top Gear
evolved with the arrival of electric
hypercars. The Rimac Nevera was not
just fast; it was scientifically brutal. With
four electric motors producing over
1,900 horsepower, the Nevera could
accelerate from 0-60 mph in under 1.85
seconds. When the Stig took the Nevera
around the Dunsfold track, it didn't just
set a record; it rewrote the rules of
physics. Its time of 1:12.0 was not just a
new record; it was a statement of a new
era. This officially made the Rimac
Nevera the fastest car ever on Top
Gear in the history of the show,
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smashing the previous record by a
significant margin.

Detailed Analysis
of the Top Gear
Track

Understanding why these times are so
impressive requires understanding the
track itself. The Dunsfold Park circuit is
notoriously tricky. It features:

e Hammerhead: A tight, 180-
degree hairpin that punishes cars
with understeer.

e The Chicago: A complex,
decreasing-radius chicane that
requires precise throttle control.

e Bacharach: A long, sweeping
right-hander taken at high speed,
testing downforce and tire grip.

* Folly: A technical, downhill section
that leads onto the main straight.

To be the fastest car ever on Top
Gear, a vehicle must excel in all these
areas. It cannot just be powerful; it must
have brilliant brakes, sharp steering, and
incredible suspension control.

Honorable
Mentions and
Controversies

Several other cars deserve mention in
the search for the fastest car ever on
Top Gear:

e Ferrari LaFerrari (1:16.5): The
halo car from Maranello, a hybrid
masterpiece.

e McLaren P1 (1:16.4): The British
hypercar that combined hybrid
efficiency with race-track
ruthlessness.

e Porsche 911 GT2 RS (1:17.4):
The widow-maker, a rear-wheel-
drive powerhouse that constantly
fights for control.

e Bugatti Veyron Super Sport
(1:16.8): The car that proved
speed could be luxurious and
comfortable, but its weight
prevented it from overtaking the
lighter cars.

It is also important to note that the
fastest car ever on Top Gear title is
sometimes disputed due to changing tire
technologies. The cars from later
seasons used advanced semi-slick tires
that were not available earlier, giving
them an inherent advantage over older
champions like the Zonda F or the
Carrera GT.

The Shift to The
Grand Tour and
Beyond

After the original trio left the BBC to
form The Grand Tour, the question of the
fastest car ever on Top Gear took on
a new dimension. The new hosting team
continued the Power Lap tradition, but
the focus shifted slightly. While the
Rimac Nevera's record stands as the
high-water mark for the Dunsfold track,
the show's future locations remain
uncertain. The conversation about speed
is now global, with the fastest car ever
on Top Gear being joined by
contenders from The Grand Tour's
Eboladrome track in Croatia (where the



Rimac also held a record).

What Makes a
Car the Fastest?

Beyond the raw data, the search for the
fastest car ever on Top Gear teaches
us something about automotive passion.
It is not just about horsepower. The most
successful cars on the board share
common traits:

1. Low Weight: The BAC Mono and
Ariel Atom prove that shedding
weight is more effective than
adding power.

2. Aerodynamics: Downforce is
crucial for cornering speed. The
Pagani Zonda F was a masterclass
in this.

3. Braking Performance: Carbon-
ceramic brakes are non-negotiable
for late braking into corners like
Hammerhead.

4. Transmission: Dual-clutch
gearboxes (like those in the Rimac
and the McLaren P1) allow for
seamless, instantaneous shifts.

The Legacy of
the Power Lap
Board

The Power Lap Board is more than just a
list of numbers. It is a historical
document of automotive progress. From
the early days of the Lotus Exige to the
current reign of the Rimac Nevera, the
board shows the explosion of
performance technology. The fastest
car ever on Top Gear has evolved

from a simple sports car to a hybrid
hypercar, and finally to a fully electric
missile. This progression highlights the
rapid advancement in battery
technology and electric motor efficiency.
The board serves as a benchmark for
manufacturers who want to prove their
engineering prowess to the millions of
viewers who watched the show.

The Human
Element: The
Stig

It is impossible to talk about the fastest
car ever on Top Gear without
acknowledging the driver. The Stig,
whether the original black-suited "tame
racing driver" or the white-suited
version, provided the constant variable.
By using a professional driver, Top Gear
ensured that the lap times were as close
to the car's potential as possible. The
Stig removed the "driver error" variable,
allowing the machine to speak for itself.
This consistency is why the board is so
respected. The fastest car ever on
Top Gear is therefore not just a fast car;
it is a car that a professional racing
driver could extract every ounce of
performance from.

Conclusion

So, what is the definitive answer to the
question of the fastest car ever on
Top Gear? For the purest driving
experience, the BAC Mono remains the
icon of the standard list. For raw, brutal
speed regardless of soundtrack or soul,
the Rimac Nevera holds the absolute
crown with its unbeaten 1:12.0 lap.
However, the true answer is that the
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fastest car is a moving target. It reflects
the peak of engineering at the time of its
test. Whether you prefer the screaming
V8 of the Radical, the mechanical grip of
the Atom, or the silent fury of the
Nevera, the legacy of the Top Gear
Power Lap Board is a celebration of the

relentless human pursuit of speed. For
any car enthusiast, the debate over the
fastest car ever on Top Gear will
continue to spark joy, argument, and
admiration for these incredible
machines.



