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good behind the wheel. We think this is
the best-looking wagon on the planet,
period.

But the visceral and gluteal elements of
“fun to drive” are present here, too. Frank
Markus summed up the staff consensus in
a single phrase: “This little ripper hangs
on tight.” It’s just what you’d expect from
a Quattro-equipped car with plenty of foot-
print.

Our test car was fitted with the
205/55ZR-16 Dunlop SP Sport 8000E
radials that come with a $500 Sport-
package option that includes slightly stiffer
springs, more aggressive shock damping,
and heavier anti-roll bars. Unfortunately,
our Euro-spec version didn’t have the rest
of the hardware.

The addition of this package would
negate our one major reservation regarding
the A4’s dynamics: There’s too much up-
and-down motion in the suspension.
Although the standard tuning produces
ride quality that’s more supple than the
Volvo’s, it could use more rebound
damping. In bumpy corners, the A4 would
occasionally get up on its tiptoes at inop-
portune moments, and its body roll—with

accompanying weight transfer—held it
back in quick transitions.

We’d like a little more precision in the
five-speed manual transmission, but we’re
grateful that this shift-for-yourself option
exists. (If you prefer an automatic, the
choice will be a five-speed Tiptronic.)

The V-6 is Audi’s new 190-hp five-
valve update on the old two-valve edition,
and it definitely lends more urgency to for-
ward progress. However, don’t be
deceived by all those valves and cams.
This is not a high-rpm screamer (although
it is, surprisingly, noisier than the Volvo’s
turbo five). The essential trait of this
undersquare engine design is high torque,
and it feels best when upshifted somewhat
short of the redline. An advantageous
power-to-weight ratio and a manual trans-
mission put the Audi ahead of the Volvo
at the track, but only just: 0 to 60 mph hap-
pens just four-tenths quicker (7.8 seconds),
and the quarter-mile is within a tenth and
3 mph at 15.9 seconds and 90 mph.

Top speed in this Euro model is a
respectable 141 mph, but U.S. versions
will be governed to a max of 130, which
is apparently Audi’s idea of corporate

good citizenship.
The A4’s outstand-

ing elements of style
extend within, where
we encountered a black
and saddle-tan interior
that could easily have
been conceived for an
Orvis catalog. The

high-quality leather is a treat for the nose
as well as the backside. The A4 isn’t as
spacious as the Volvo, but with coopera-
tion from those up front, it is possible to
get three adults into the back—three
friendly adults.

The downside? The audio controls are
undersized, the control stalks are hidden
by the steering-wheel spokes, the two-
pronged cup holders are virtually useless,
and we still have trouble getting used to
the lurid red glow of the A4’s instruments
at night.

On the other hand, the A4 adds an oil-
temp gauge and ammeter to the usual array
of instruments, the power windows are
express-down all around and express-up
in front, and the storage cubbies are
padded to keep small stuff from rattling.

The A4 employs one of the most
sophisticated all-wheel-drive systems on
the planet. A Torsen center differential
provides a 50/50 front-to-rear torque split
until slippage occurs. Then it favors the
axle that has more traction. And both the
front and rear diffs are fitted with auto-
matic electronic locks that engage when
any side-to-side slip occurs.

The clincher: At an estimated $33,000
as-tested price, the A4 delivers its perfor-
mance, good looks, and array of comfort,
convenience, and safety features (includ-
ing side airbags up front) for almost $7000
less than the similarly equipped V70.

If you want to mix light cargo chores
with sporty high style, the A4 Avant is
tough to top.                                           
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engine mission brakes handling ride ergonomics utility amenities quality value styling drive RATING*

AUDI A4 8 8 9 9 9 9 7 7 9 9 10 9 95
AVANT QUATTRO

VOLVO 9 8 7 9 8 8 9 9 8 8 7 8 93
V70 AWD

HOW IT WORKS: Editors rate vehicles from 1 to 10 (10 being best) in each category, then scores are collected and averaged, resu lting in the numbers shown above.
*The overall rating is not the total of those numbers. Rather, it is an independent judgment (on a 1-to-100 scale) that includes

other factors—even personal preferences—not easily categorized.E
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with 2 passengers with 3 passengers

comfort space comfort space

AUDI A4 4 4 3 2
AVANT QUATTRO

VOLVO 4 5 4 5
V70 AWD

Subjective ratings in both categories were assigned by five editors 
on a 1-to-5 scale (5 being best).
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