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in the others, but nobody seems to care
when they’re wringing this roller skate out
on a favorite back road.

Despite its worst-in-test weight-to-
power ratio of 19.8 pounds per horse, the
short gearing and efficiency of its manual
transmission helped the Audi cross the
quarter-mile with a second-best time of
16.3 seconds at 84 mph. The gearing is per-
fectly spaced to keep the turbo on the boil.

Then there’s the aforementioned $750
Sport package: 10-spoke, 16-inch alloy
wheels shod with Z-rated unidirectional
Dunlop SP Sport 8000E rubber, and a real
live sport suspension. The ride height is
down 0.8 inch, the shocks are 30 percent

firmer, and the rear anti-roll bar is thicker.
In other words, it’s tailored to suit sport-
wagon tasks such as centrifuging a pair of
squalling siblings on an off-ramp; or
scrambling eggs and bacon on a circuitous

route home from the Safeway. 
The ride remains Euro-firm but supple,

never punishing. The steering system
offers an appropriate level of heft and
lightly filtered feedback as to what’s hap-
pening down at the Dunlops, with plenty
of little twitches to indicate road-surface
texture and grip. Or as Aaron Robinson put
it, the Audi offers “more of a sports-car
experience than the others. Steering feels
a hair quicker and loads nicely off-
center—unlike in some of these wagons,
which remain feathery.”

There is a caveat, however. Anyone
living where winter happens had probably
best set aside cash for a stylish set of winter
tires and wheels, because Quattro or no,
this car—like our TT Quattro long-termer
on its sporty tires—can be a handful on
snow, slush, or ice (see sidebar). Of the
gathered fleet, the Subaru is best suited to
snow in its as-delivered condition, the
Passat is the comfiest cross-country
cruiser, and the Audi is the hands-down
fun-to-drive champ (a title BMW is wel-
come to challenge when it rethinks the xi
sport package). Of course, Subaru is about
to unleash a new Impreza WRX wagon
with 227 horsepower, a plenty sporty
chassis, and a base price that will undercut
this Audi’s. Do you smell a rematch?
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train brakes handling ride comfort comfort utility amenities finish value styling drive RATING*

AUDI A4 1.8T
AVANT 9 10 10 8 9 8 8 7 8 9 10 10 95
QUATTRO

BMW 325xi 9 9 9 8 8 8 8 8 8 7 9 9 92
SPORT WAGON

SUBARU 
OUTBACK 8 7 7 8 8 9 9 10 8 8 6 7 85
H6-3.0 VDC

VOLKSWAGEN
PASSAT GLX  9 8 8 9 8 9 9 9 9 9 8 8 91
V-6 4MOTION

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.
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