Fasi-track s
sedans

Once the private reserve of expensive European models,
the sport-sedan class has some new challengers. PoruLar
SciENcE pits the new Ford Taurus SHO and Nissan Max-
ima SE against two redesigned stalwarts, the BMW 5351
and Audi 200, and discovers a new pecking order.

By DON SHERMAN

ne day not so long ago sports
o cars and family sedans were a

breed or more apart. The
sports cars had all the fun—true de-
signer styling, zippy handling, a spir-
ited exhaust note, and, if they were
lucky, a powerful engine under the
hood. The sedans invariably rode on
skinny tires. They got by with a
wimpy engine and medioere brakes as
long as the ride was comfortable and
the back seat had enough room for
the kids,

Then America discovered that Eu-
rope builds cars too, But the rules of
the automotive game are different
across the Atlantic. Generally speak-
ing, pure sports cars are frivolous ma-
chines seldom taken seriously. The
sedan, on the other hand, is the cho-
sen mode of transportation, Start with
four doors and comfortable seats for
four passengers, add the best engine
available, and place the package on a
highly refined chassis. Before you
know it, you've got a Mercedes-Benz
or a BMW: a machine that can beat
planes and trains from Munich to
Milan while comporting two couples
and their luggage in supreme comfort
and style.

Sport sedans

Such cars are frequently lumped into
the luxury class because they are in-
evitably expensive, but a better name
for them is sport sedans; they have the
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verve and vivacity of a sports car
matched with the practicality of a fam-
ily sedan.

The good news is that Europe is no
longer the exclusive source of sport se-
dans. Ford Motor Co., feeling its oats,
has mated a potent Yamaha engine
with an ordinary-looking Taurus.
Miszan has broken from the Japanese
compact-sedan mold and upgraded the
Maxima in hopes of muscling into this
segment. Two established sport-sedan
brands, Audi and BMW, also have up-
dates for the 1989 model year, so
PorvrarScience assembled this quar-
tet to assess the state of the sport-sedan
art.

The Audi 200 iz the latest version
of the Audi 5000 and, as before, it is
powered by a turbocharged and inter-
cooled single-overhead-cam 2.2-liter
five-cylinder engine that drives the
front wheels. For 1989 the news is a
fresh interior and upgraded equipment
levels. Anti-lock brakes, a driver’s-side
air bag, and an anti-theft system are
now standard

The BMW 5351 is new from its
kidneyv-shaped grille to its multicolored
tail lamps, including mechanicals, even
though it looks little different from
past models. An SOHC 3.4-liter in-line
six-cylinder engine powers the rear
wheels,

The Nissan Maxima is also a elean-
sheet design that saves only the power
train from last year’s model—an

Performance with four doors (clockwise

SOHC three-liter V6 driving the front
wheels.

Even though the Ford Taurus SHO
doesn't look that different from the mil-
lion or so examples of the marque that
are now on the highway, the SHO
{super-high-output) designation means
something special: a dual-overhead-
cam 24-valve three-liter V6 engine, re-
vised suspension settings, fatter wheels
and tires, four-wheel disc brakes, new,
more-comfortable front bucket seats,




from front): Ford Taurus SHO, BMW 5351, Audi 200, and Nissan Maxima SE show off understated good looks.

and a slightly racier-looking exterior.

At first glance the four test cars don't
seem that different. All offer five-
passenger seating, their exterior di-
mensions are close, and engine dis-
placements are similar once you apply
a correction factor to the turbocharged
Audi. All have modern aerodynamic
exterior styling and functional interior
layouts. One discrepancy is that the
Audi 200 has a three-speed automatic
tranzmission while the other three

contenders have five-speed manual
gearboxes,

Of course, each model has a distine-
tive driving personality, the natural re-
sult of two underlying influences: how
the major components were arranged
in the first place and how each manu-
facturer refined the hardware during
the development process. In other
words the Nissan Maxima and the
BMW 5351 may look similar to the ca-
sual observer, but no one would con-

fuse the two cars after a brief test drive.

Interestingly enough, the Europeans
do not necessarily lead the way in late-
breaking technology. The in-line en-
gines of the Audi and BMW are not as
tidy to package as the two Japanese-
made Vas. Furthermore, BMW sticks
with rear-drive while the majority of
the world's large-sedan builders have
long ago converted to front-drive. These

 days four-valve combustion chambers
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The Taurus SHO's engine (left) is fed
by a double-throated intake manifold.
Long intake runners breathe at engine
speeds up to 4,00 rpm, when a throt-
tle plate opens to kick in six additional
shorter runners, pushing the V& to 220
hp at 6,200 rpm. The needles and nu-
merals of the Maxima's analog gauges
show black on white during the day,
but switch to white on black at night
for better visibility.
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| 2 and double-overhead eams are pre-
ferred over turbocharging and extra
piston digplacement for gaining power,
one more point against the turbo Audi
and larger-displacement BMW
In terms of specific output, the Ford
Taurus SHO rises to the head of the
class. With 73.7 horsepower per liter,
the 24-valve Taurus beats its closest
competition, the turbocharged 10-valve
Audi 200, by a small margin (the
Audi’s specific output: 72.8 hp per
liter). The 12-valve BMW and Nissan
engines make 60.6 and 54.1 hp per
liter, respectively. Clearly, a four-valve
combustion chamber is the name of the
sport-sedan game. But as we found out
at the test track and over the road, how
the chef stirs the soup makes more dif-
ference than which vegetables went
R L into the pot when what really matters
| is the taste.

ACCELERATION 0-60 (sec.) BRAKING 600 (ft.) It’s soup! '

The nervy Taurus, for example,
swept the field off its feet at the prov-
ing grounds by winning most of the

FORD TAURLS SHO FORD TAURUS SHO x
performance tests, The Yamaha-
powered Taurus SHO is the quickest
accelerating (to 60 mph), shortest stop-

BMW 535§ BMW 535i

e

ping (with warm brakes), best han-
P e S | dling, quietest running, and most
NISSAN MAXIMA SE AUDI 200 fuel-efficient sport sedan we put under
the gun, This Ford is a remarkable
piece of engineering. As proof of the

AUDI 200 MISSAN MAXIMA SE speed-with-spaciousness dthm_tmn of _
3 . o _ a sport sedan alluded to earlier, the ;
i 10120 AL 140 150 180 Taurus SHO runs to 60 mph in seven

: seconds, and it will top out at over 140

mph. If that isn't enough speed, you'l
have to take either a sports coupe or a

(zerman sedan costing over 50,000,

Like all Tauruzes, the SHO =zeats five

AUDI 200 FORD TAURUS SHO comfortably. The front buckets are
sporty in design and highly adjusta-

ble, but they lack a natural pocket that

FORD TALIRUS SHO BMW 535i one can immediately settle into, Inte-
rior decor is purely functional: The ta-

chometer is redlined at an impressive

FiaErtd gDl 200 T.000 rpm; the five-speed shifter (no

1 automatic is offered) iz as stout as a

o et P oy baseball bat; and the instrument panel
AN NAAIASE i L B i decorated with metallic-looking trim
410 45 &0 50 55 &0 Continued
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POPULAR SCIENCE TEST RESULTS

TEST RESULTS ég 4‘-
Acceleration [sec.]
0-30 mph 16 2.6 2.8 3.0
0-60 mph . B9 7.3 Jn a.r
Brake test, 600 mph
Cold stopping distance (it} 116 152 154
‘Warm stopping distance (f.) 132 129 153
Hul stopping distance (L) 133 141 159
Doalsle-lare-change test (mph) 57.4 BELE 55.3
GO0-ft. stalom test (mph) 449 46.4 44.3
Read halding (gl 0.79 0.584 (.8
Interior noiss (dBA)
M 1:l|a .................. 55 &0 48 40 |
&0 mph ...... J0 66 fa L] i
EP.I!. FUEL MILEAGE {mpﬁ'l |
Hiphway 22 23 34 26 {
City ... 18 15 21 20 |
Dimensions and specs
DIMENSIONS
Wheslbate 105.6 1087 I0G6.0 104.3
erall length 1927 1E5.E 1E8.4 187.6
‘Owerall width 71.4 6.5 0.8 69,3
Drerall height 554 EER 54.3 55.1
SPECIFICATIONS (a5 tested)
Englme Iyps’ {0 s it Twrhocharged In:line & L Ve
in-line 5
Disglacament (o, in,Itess) .. _| 136/2.2 209:3.4 183/3.0 183/3.0
Compression ratia 7.8:1 G0:1 9.6:1 9.0:1
Induction .. EFI EF1 EFI EFI
Met horsepoe o .| 162 & 5,500 208 & 5,700 220 & 6,700 160 & 5.200
Met torque (b, ft.) @ | 177 & 3.000 225 & 4,000 200 = 4. 300 181 & 3,200
Transmission ... ] S-speed automatlc | S-speed manual | S-spaed manual | S-speed manual
Final drive ratio 3.08:1 3451 T4l 3.65:1 i
StaRriRE ... Power assist Poweer assist Poweer assisk Power assist |
rack and pinion recirculating ball | rack and pinlen rack and pinion
Turn diameter (i1, § 34.2 6.1 8.1 36.7 i
Front suspension ... .. _ | MacPherson strat | MacPherson strut | MacPherson sbat | MacPherson stk |
with coil spring, | with coél spring, | with coll spring, | with codl spring,
stabilizer bar stabilizer bar stahilizer har stahilizer bar |
Rear SUBPamSBON ... Rigid heam axle | Indnpendent, MacPherson stut | MacPherson strat
with two trailing | semi trailing arm, | with coil spring, | with codl spring,
arms, codl spring, | codl spring, two laterad links, | few lateral links,
and stabilizer bar | stabilizer bar o Lrailing link, e teadling lnk,
and stabdlizer bar | and stabilizer bar
i e e e e i Powar assist Power assist Power assist Power assist
disc, disc wiABS | disc, disc wABE | disc, disc dist, disc wABS
Curly weight (lbs] | 3,248 3,623 3,349 3144
F/R waignt distribution {% 6238 50450 6337 G62/38
Fued tank (gal.) ... 2006 311 13.6 13.5
Trunk wolume {cu. f) . 16.7 16.2 17.0 14.5
Base price .. §33.005 543,600 519,739 5148.09%
Price as tested | 535,5551 §45 2257 §21,086° 519.549°
Major options lover 3100} 1 Luﬂm seats 51,250, cold wealler package F500, gaarlescent clear-roat metallic pamt
$450, frant sport seats $350; 7 pas-puezles tax $850, compact-dise changer $775; “profarred equipment package $533,
dual siw-way power seats $251: *ABS hrakes 51,450

Parits and service

PART PRICES (manufacturer’s suggested relaill

{Ease of service: 5 E‘l.l:

Brake pads, front £145 5129 3 43 5 56
Brake padsilinings, near BS a7 58 a6
Front shoch/strut insert 104 194 L1:3 222
Altarnator 277 483 233 230
Fuel pump 182 263 118 213
Rgmibion module ma,” 1,125 69 595
Gaillle i a4 110 A, 107
Front bumper .. 354 423 288 163
Winidshield . 562 411 565 G15
Taillight lens ... ae 141 43 13
I* not awailable
PS serviceability ratings

Checking oil level ... 5 5 5 5
Cheeking coolant hevel 5 5 5 5
Adding oil ... 5 5 5 5 |
Changing oil fitter | 4 4 4 3
Changing spark plugs . 3 4 2 4 |
Changing betts .. 3 3 2 3
Changing radiator hoses | 3 3 3 3
Changlng hester hases a 3 1 3
Checking fueses . 4 4 3 4
Spare-tire access 4 4 4 4
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instead of the simulated wood used in
other Tauruses.

Delivering 220 hairy horsepower to
the pavement through the front wheels
is no small task, and Ford’s Taurus

team deserves a gold star for making -

the SHO practically free of torque steer
(a tendency to dart off-line when the
throttle is floored), thereby killing the
myth that 200 hp iz the maximum
power a front-drive car can handle. Al-
though the car's basic suspension ge-
ometry wasn't disturbed, spring rates,
shock-absorber valving, and pivot
bushings were all substantially stiff-
ened. As a result, the Taurus SHO is
by far the firmest-riding car in this
test, and that partially explains its ex-
cellent showing in the double-lane-
change and slalom tests. The sacrifice
ithere always is one) is evident off the
test track: Though the Taurus rides
comfortably over smooth roads, it pun-
ishes its occupants over broken pave-
ment and potholes.

The Taurus SHO's engine is an ab-
solute joy to live with. The response to
a jab of the throttle is guick and force-
ful at any rpm, and the noise from
under the hood is stirring but not stri-
dent right up to the redline, In addi-
tion, the SHO is a balanced player, with
a chassis always capable of handling
what the engine dishes out. Two minor
complaints: Shift effort is high and
Ford does not yet offer anti-lock brakes
in this car. (ABS is planned for the
199) model vear.)

Graceful benchmark

The BMW 5351 is a fine reference
car in this sport-sedan comparison be-
cause this is the latest effort from a
firm acknowledged as the leader in the
field. Amazingly, there is a wide as-

Cordinened

Track-fest update

The PopuLar SciEncE car-test team has revised
the braking procedures used for this compari-
son and for all to follow. |nstead of separale
stopping-distance and pedal-pressure-based
fade tests, we have combined the two. The
results box will now list stopping distances
from 60 mph to reflect three different situa-
tions. The “cold brakes" result is analogous
te a panic stop wherein the brakes have not
been warmed to optimal operating tempera-
ture, The "'warm brakes™” result is identical to
stopping distances presented in the past; that
i5, the shortest distance in which any given
car can stop repetitively. The “hot brakes' re
sult depicts stopping performance after two
B0-to-0-mph brake applications with no inter
mediary coal dawn. If a car's brake system is
prane to fade, a longer stopping distance will
be revealed by the third result. As before, these
results depict the minimum attainable stop-
ping distances without locking the brakes and
ckicding the tires. — 0 5.
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