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sporty models. The next sounds you’ll hear
are the cards falling where they may.

Second Place
Dodge Neon R/T

Dodge’s Neon ES placed fifth in the
13-car test, and the Nissan Sentra GXE fin-
ished second. That Neon model drew com-
ments about its large-car body motions,
which are probably there to provide large-
car comfort. This is not true of the R/T.

Equipped with sport-tuned springs,
shocks, anti-roll bars, revalved steering
assist, and 50-series tires, the R/T has a
firm ride. But even with anti-roll bars that
are two millimeters thicker, the car demon-
strated pronounced roll in the violent tran-
sitions of our emergency-lane-change test
(which it nonetheless won). This suggests
that ride comfort remained relatively high
among the chassis-tuning priorities. The
R/T, as it turns out, is commendably civi-
lized for everyday use. There’s a sense of
solidity, even though the structure is a tad
shivery compared with the Sentra’s vault-
like unibody on certain surfaces.

The control efforts are all in keeping
with neo-Neon refinement, but we found
the clutch and shifter to be a mite sloppier
than those of the Nissan, and even the
throttle calibrations seemed less linear.

The R/T’s long pedal travel asks for big
inputs during high-rpm shifts to match revs
properly, and it’s occasionally hard to
drive smoothly. None of this is crucial—
it just shows up in contrast with the SE.

Despite aggressive lumbar bolstering,
the Neon’s seats are somewhat flatter than
the Sentra’s, but they’re comfortable, and

the front-seat occupants have a decent
amount of legroom. Space in the back is
reasonable, but headroom is restricted—
worse than the Sentra’s because of the pro-
nounced downward roofline swoop.
Overall, we found the interior to be slightly
less welcoming than in the Sentra, but this
was due more to the textures and surfaces

Dodge
Neon R/T

Highs: Extroverted good looks,
great exhaust note, racetrack
handling.

Lows: Rubbery shifter, some
engine coarseness, a few cheapo
interior touches.

The Verdict: A flamboyant little
car for the young at heart.
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acceleration, seconds
braking, roadholding,

0–30 0–60 0–100 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

DODGE 2.6 7.7 26.0 16.4 @ 8.1 11.1 12.8 126 181 0.86
NEON R/T 86 mph

NISSAN 2.4 8.0 26.2 16.3 @ 8.3 11.6 11.7 124 194 0.85
SENTRA SE 85 mph
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than to the overall design, which is cer-
tainly more adventurous than that of the
Europe-influenced Sentra interior.

Despite the company’s good reputation
for ergonomics, there are some niggling
details. There’s an auto-locking facility

that locks all the doors when you start off,
only unlocking the driver’s door when you
get out. That’s irritating when you try to
open another door. So is pushing a button
to remove the ignition key. And how does
the company that helped start the 12-volt

power-socket proliferation get away with
just one in the Neon? Not to mention fit-
ting power windows in front and windups
in the rear.

Our Neon had a great-sounding four-
disc CD changer mounted below the center
console, but it’s buried so far under the
dash that its location led a test driver to
comment: “The CD player may as well be
in another car.” But wait, some aspects of
the Neon’s interior are perfect. The cup
holders don’t impinge on the shifter or the
audio controls. Stash space is excellent,
and we like the way many functions have
been incorporated into the one light-switch
stalk without turning it into a Rubik’s
Cube.

We expected the R/T to drill the Sentra
SE at the drag strip. The Dodge got to 60
mph 0.3 second ahead of the SE but was
0.1 slower in the quarter. Thus, in a
straight-line contest, it’s pretty much a
wash. However, while lapping the Streets
of Willow road course, the Neon’s years
of SCCA competition show, and here it
beat the Sentra handily, circling some 0.8
second faster.

So, for those people who want flam-
boyance, pure sporting attributes, and a
more youthful image in their car, the
second-place Neon R/T looks like a
winner.

First Place
Nissan Sentra SE

The careful engineering that made us
vote this car the winner will mean little if
potential buyers dislike the looks. We
think the styling’s a bit generic, particu-
larly the rear end, and expect many shop-
pers to agree with us. But the great thing
about the SE is that the tail spoiler actu-
ally improves its rear aspect.
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emergency-
interior sound level, dBA fuel economy, mpg

road course, lane-change full 70-mph 70-mph EPA EPA C/D 300-
lap time/mph maneuver, mph idle throttle cruising coasting city highway mile trip

1:27.4/61.8 56.0 48 80 72 71 28 35 27
(est) (est)

1:28.2/79.2 55.0 49 80 71 70 24 31 26 1
Nissan

Sentra SE
Highs: Remarkable solidity,
amazing refinement at the price,
responsive drivetrain.

Lows: Stodgy styling.

The Verdict: A mini-Maxima.


