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second-place finisher, the
Subaru.

The Audi is the amuse-
ment ride of this group—sit
down, buckle up, and hit the
button. It’s the easiest to
drive of the trio, with benign
handling and nearly tele-
pathic steering. “The most
enjoyable and secure car to
drive fast. The rubber really
bites in the corners, and the
engine pumps power like a
fire hose,” said one test
driver.

Which brings us to the wonderful twin-
turbocharged 30-valve V-6 engine. There’s
noticeably less turbo lag in the Audi than
in the Subaru. The S4’s engine enjoys a
considerable displacement edge over the
Subaru, so it feels more powerful off-
boost. Plus, it runs less boost pressure
(10.2 versus 14.2) and employs two
blowers, which spool up faster than the
Subie’s single unit.

Unfortunately, the six-speed tranny’s

action is best described as rubbery. The
gearbox routes power to a four-wheel-
drive system that uses a Torsen limited-slip
center differential to send power to the axle
with the most grip, so the traction control
only has to limit slip from side to side. Like
all the systems here, it’s transparent under
normal driving conditions.

In addition to the shifter, the powerful
brakes drew disparaging comments as
well, despite their ability to stop the car

from 70 mph in only 164
feet. “There’s lots of pedal
to push through before the
brakes retard, and then the
binders are way too touchy,”
mused one tester.

Yet those two niggles did
not alter our appreciation of
this car’s great versatility.
Not only is it swift, it’s also
plush and very serene on the
highway. It’s easy to drive
fast, yet as comfy as a La-Z-
Boy. And no one can dispute
the attractiveness and

quality of the Audi’s interior—its subdued
hues and materials would fit nicely in a car
costing twice as much.

And as much as we liked the S4 model,
it still came achingly close to being beaten
by a car that is hugely less expensive. Per-
haps it’s not right to say that the S4 is 60
percent better than the WRX. Maybe the
best way to put it is that in this test, our
collective minds simply liked the S4 60
percent more.
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engine mission brakes handling ride comfort nomics amenities finish value styling drive RATING*

AUDI 10 8 7 9 9 9 9 10 9 8 10 10 97
S4 QUATTRO

BMW 9 9 10 8 10 8 9 8 9 7 9 9 94
330xi

SUBARU 9 8 7 10 8 9 9 4 7 10 7 10 96
IMPREZA WRX

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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