AutoMedia.com
2008 Audi R8

Audi’s marvelous mid-engine sports car
By Gary Witzenburg


Say you’re a fine, upscale German car company sick of operating in the long shadows of larger rivals BMW and Mercedes-Benz. You long to show them up and stick a finger in the eye of haughty sports car maven Porsche in the process. What to do?


If you’re a member of the vast Volkswagen Group, which also owns Italian exoticar maker Lamborghini, you might decide to design and build a German mid-engine supercar on the bones of an exotic Italian one and sell it for a bunch less money. That is exactly what Audi has done, and the happy result is this marvelous new R8 -- named for Audi’s multi-LeMans-winning race cars of recent years.


We think it looks terrific. Swept-back headlamps over vaned, blackout fighter-plane air intakes flanking its bold Audi “single-frame” grille send a message of serious performance. Arrays of pinpoint LED running lights (a recent Audi signature touch) -- an even dozen rimming each headlamp’s lower edge -- predict higher-cylinder-count models to come.

The rear look echoes the front, with large horizontal taillamps over vaned blackout air outlets and twin pairs of chromed exhausts faired into the lower fascia. The profile is dominated by huge, sweeping “sideblades” (available in body color or a contrasting shade) over swept-back scoops, and deeply sculpted doors channeling air into them. The coup de gras: the sensuously naked 4.2-liter V-8 under the rear window between cockpit and rear axle.
The trip

Shortly after its U.S. debut, Audi loaned us a six-speed manual R8 to pilot from Los Angeles to the Motor Press Guild (MPG) annual media Track Days at Willow Springs Raceway on California’s high desert, near Edwards Air Force base north of Los Angeles. That trip could involve either a slow slog on overloaded freeways or an adrenalin-pumping run over the San Gabriel Mountains on delightfully challenging two-lanes – up Angeles Crest Highway, across county road N3, and down Aliso Canyon Road. Not a difficult decision!
Even diamonds have flaws, and our R8 showed a few. The first challenge was stuffing our semi-soft duffel into the small, deep box in our Ice Sliver Metallic R8’s tiny (3.5 cu. ft.) front trunk. It barely fit. Next was programming our destination address into its optional ($2,000) navigation system, a process we found a tad tedious and user-unfriendly. Audi’s MMI multi-function control system is better than BMW’s awful iDrive but remains a pain in many ways.

Twisting the switchblade key energizes the aural reward of 420 thoroughbred horses clearing their collective throat and tensing their muscles in anticipation. We soon find this car difficult to smoothly launch, however, due to its hair-trigger throttle and unusually high clutch take-up. The first bit of go pedal sent revs racing while we struggled not to slip the clutch as it engaged way higher than expected. We don’t recall this issue with manual-shift R8s we drove during an earlier media preview, so we’ll chalk it up to hard use and abuse by previous drivers.
The cabin is surprisingly roomy and access easy even for larger drivers, partially thanks to the flat-bottom steering wheel, which we didn’t like at first but became accustomed to over time. Our only other major gripe was the clinky, clunky gated shifter inherited from the R8’s architectural cousin Lamborghini. We’ve always suspected that Italian exoticar shifters need guiding gates because their makers can’t design linkages that will operate precisely enough without them, but we expected better from Audi. They probably felt it appropriate for this car so chose not to invest time and money in designing and developing a better solution.

Once past the difficult launch, the R8 was quiet, comfortable and civilized in traffic, an absolute bullet in a straight line (4.4 sec. 0-60 mph) and a sheer delight driven hard and fast in the mountains. Not surprisingly, it has the grip, responsiveness, balance and braking prowess to be piloted aggressively yet safely on lightly traveled two-lanes. Each corner is a smooth progression -- brake, downshift, steer, power-on, upshift, unwind -- accompanied by a symphony of sound from one of the world’s finest V-8s just behind our heads. The combination of its low stance, sophisticated suspension, serious tires, Audi quattro all-wheel drive and a rear-deck spoiler that deploys automatically above a certain speed, give it racer-like stability.
Track Day

The line was long all day for the one track-test R8 at Willow Springs, despite no shortage of other fine performance machines available for sampling. Full-throttle on the front straight, its pass-by sound was as succulent from the outside as it was from inside its finely crafted cabin. When we finally drove our allotted two track laps, we were balked by slower cars (and fast cars driven slowly) through the turns, then blasted past them on the straights – and got scolded for “aggressive driving” -- the only time that happened all day. The consolation: we knew no one else had an R8 waiting in the parking lot for the drive back over the mountain.

At the end of the day, on our way out, we noticed that our cell phone was gone…must have slipped out of its holster in one of the dozens of cars we had driven. We hurried back to the pits, jumped out and requested a PA announcement. When our borrowed R8 attracted a crowd, we were accused of showing it off in front of the tower. Luckily, our phone turned up.
We missed a turn on our way back, then found an even better road across the mountain. When we stopped for dinner on the other side, we could not erase the grins from our faces. Additional observations: The back-up camera (part of a $3,500 Premium Package), with graphic parallel lines showing the car’s intended path, is terrific. The tiny sun visors (borrowed from Audi’s TT sports car) are next to useless and won’t swing to the side. The outside lights stay on at night whenever the ignition is on, or a door is open, even with the engine off – not good when you don’t want them on. Our overall fuel economy, including considerable around-town miles, some freeway and two hard runs over the mountains, was a respectable 16.3 mpg.
Despite its six-figure sticker -- $109K with six-speed manual, $118K with Audi’s slow and unsmooth R tronic sequential-shift gearbox -- and a few (mostly subjective) deficiencies, the erotically styled, dynamically delicious, all-aluminum, all-wheel-drive R8 is a mid-engine supercar bargain that will rate over-sticker prices and a long waiting list for years to come.
