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metallic-ringed gauges, the Momo steering
wheel, the center console—are all impres-
sive, but the WRX’s remaining plastic trim
is much flimsier than that in the pricey
cars, particularly the handsome Audi. The
plus side to the frugal use of sound-dead-
ening material is the WRX’s light weight.
The Subaru weighs 433 pounds less than
the BMW and is 560 pounds lighter than
the porky Audi.

That said, two of the test drivers weren’t
annoyed at all by the noise levels. All of us
loved the wonderfully designed and sup-
portive cloth seats, the favorite chairs of
the group. We also liked the Subaru’s in-
dash CD changer and cassette player, a
combination unique in this zooty group.

The Subaru also has no power seats, no
stability control, no automatic climate con-
trol, and no sunroof. That nose-dived its
features rating, but to us, many of those
goodies fall under the “nice to have but you
don’t need them” category. The rest of the
car is pure joy.

There’s a touch more turbo lag than in
the Audi, but we could get a better launch
in the Subaru, which gave it a slight edge
in the low-speed-acceleration tests. The
trick is to do the unthinkable in a four-
wheel-drive car: Hold the revs at five
grand, and drop the clutch. The WRX’s
full-time four-wheel-drive system uses a
viscous limited-slip center differential that
routes power equally to the front and rear
axles. The clutch drop breaks the tires
loose for only an instant, and then the
WRX leaps off the line, scooting to 60
mph in 5.4 seconds and through the quarter
in 14.1 seconds at 96 mph—both the best
of the bunch. Turbo lag, however, rears its
head in the top-gear tests where the Subaru
trails from 30 to 50 mph.

Keep the engine rpm north of 3000,
however, and you won’t notice the lag. We
also found the Subaru to be the most neu-
tral-handling of the group. Midcorner
throttle lifts cause the rear end to slide just
enough to tighten your line without pro-
voking fears of a major spin.

“Subaru got the big stuff right—the
motor, tranny, seats, and handling,” wrote
one tester in the logbook. That sums up
how we feel about this car. One can only
marvel at what Subaru could do with
another 15 grand.

First Place
Audi S4 Quattro

So, you say there’s no mystery to the
Audi’s win. Why wouldn’t the most expen-
sive car in the test win? Its as-tested price
is $1659 above the BMW’s and a universe
beyond the Subaru’s sticker—exactly
$16,262 more. Likewise, you get a ton of
stuff—power, torque, valves, features,
gears, grip, and pounds in this contest.

But you don’t get the quickest sprinter
to 60 mph. Owing to its greater girth and
tires that refuse to break loose at the
moment of launch despite our best efforts,
the Audi trailed the Subaru to 60 mph by
a smidge, 0.1 second. By 100 mph, how-
ever, theAudi had picked up enough steam
to be a half-second ahead of the two other
cars, and it continued to widen the gap to
its governed 142-mph top speed.

But the Audi is the king of every other
performance contest, posting significantly
better numbers on the skidpad (Audi, 0.86
g; Subaru, 0.82 g; BMW, 0.78), through
the lane change (67.8 mph versus 66.5 for
the Subaru and 63.1 for the BMW), and
around the road course, where it was
nearly two seconds a lap quicker than the
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AUDI $39,534/ twin-turbocharged and intercooled 250 bhp @ 5800 rpm/ 6-speed manual/ 3652 59.3/40.7
S4 QUATTRO $40,782 DOHC 30-valve V-6, 163 cu in 258 lb-ft @ 1850 rpm 3.50, 1.89, 1.23, 0.97, 0.81, 0.68/
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BMW $36,385/ DOHC 24-valve 6-in-line, 182 cu in 225 bhp @ 5900 rpm/ 5-speed manual/ 3525 51.6/48.4
330xi $39,123 (2979cc), aluminum block and head, 214 lb-ft @ 3500 rpm 4.21, 2.49, 1.66, 1.24, 1.00/
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SUBARU $24,520/ turbocharged and intercooled flat-4, 227 bhp @ 6000 rpm/ 5-speed manual/ 3092 59.0/41.0
IMPREZA WRX $24,520 122 cu in (1994cc), aluminum block 217 lb-ft @ 4000 rpm 3.54, 1.95, 1.37, 0.97, 0.74/
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braking, roadholding,
0–60 0–100 0–120 street start, top gear, top gear, top speed, 70–0 mph, 300-foot
mph mph mph 1/4-mile 5–60 mph 30–50 mph 50–70 mph mph feet skidpad, g

AUDI 5.5 15.0 23.1 14.2 @ 6.6 8.7 7.4 142 164 0.86
S4 QUATTRO )denrevog(hpm79

BMW 5.7 15.5 24.0 14.4 @ 6.6 8.3 8.2 129 175 0.78
330xi )denrevog(hpm69

SUBARU 5.4 15.5 25.2 14.1 @ 6.6 14.2 10.0 142 181 0.82
IMPREZA WRX 96 mph

TEST AVERAGE 5.5 15.3 24.1 14.2 @ 6.6 10.4 8.5 138 173 0.82
96 mph
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102.6 176.7 72.7 54.9 16.4 48 37 14 ind, 2 diagonal links and ind, unequal-length control vented disc/ Pirelli
2 lateral links per side, arms with a toe-control link, vented disc; P6000,
coil springs, anti-roll bar coil springs, anti-roll bar anti-lock 225/45YR-17

control

107.3 176.0 68.5 56.5 16.6 48 41 11 ind, strut located by a ind, 1 trailing arm and 2 vented disc/ Continental
control arm, coil springs, lateral links per side, coil vented disc; ContiTouring-
anti-roll bar springs, anti-roll bar anti-lock Contact,

control 205/50VR-17

99.4 173.4 68.1 56.7 15.9 51 37 11 ind, strut located by a ind, strut located by 1 trailing vented disc/ Bridgestone
control arm, coil springs, link and 2 lateral links, coil disc; Potenza RE92,
anti-roll bar springs, anti-roll bar anti-lock 205/55VR-16

control

emergency- 1.7-mile
interior sound level, dBA fuel economy, mpg

lane-change road course, full 70-mph 70-mph EPA EPA C/D 950-
maneuver, mph lap time/mph idle throttle cruising coasting city highway mile trip

67.8 1:20.77/75.8 44 72 69 69 17 24 21

63.1 1:24.13/72.7 42 74 68 67 20 27 24

66.5 1:22.34/74.3 51 75 71 71 20 27 23

65.8 1:22.41/74.3 46 74 69 69 19 26 23

Highs: First-class cabin
appointments, potent turbo mill,
tenacious chassis.
Lows: Touchy brakes, rubbery shifter.
The Verdict: Feels like a
$40,000 car. 1


