An Unfair Comparison?

Your Veteran Reporter Checks Out the New 9 3 Aero SportCombi

And here I thought this was going to be an uneven fight. 

The car on your left is what I drove over to Saab of Richmond – the recent Carlisle attendee 1978 95GL V4 Super: stock V4, tuned carburetor and exhaust. 

The car on your right, a brand new, 153 miles on the clock Nocturne Blue Metallic 2006 93 Aero SportCombi with Sentronic ‘manu-matic’ 6-speed transmission and the Touring Package. Barely dealer prepped, I called ahead to use this vehicle the other day, and they had to dig it out of their inventory for my use. It’s barely been used and still sported cardboard on the front passenger floor.

I had the cars initially parked side by side in the dealership parking lot for a round of photography and visual comparisons. The last time I even saw one of these late breaking cars was to walk past one a number of times at last year’s Owner’s Convention. I have to confess, thusly, that I’m somewhat new to one of these cars despite some owner reviews I have read lately. 

Some styling cues, whether by coincidence or continuity of style struck me. For example, the arrowhead-shaped rear taillamp assemblies and rear hatch spoiler of the SportCombi had an uncanny familial resemblance to that of its distant cousin. I bet that’s the first time anyone’s made that remark! In other respects, there was just too much time elapsed since the design and component redesigns of the newer car to that of the 95: the former, a child of the 9X Prototype, the latter spawned from the 93 and some facelift influences from the 95, 96 and 99 era. The front of the SportCombi with its massive locomotive-style front airdam had similar ground clearance to the low hanging license plate of the 95, but there all similarities ended, even with the 95s 1975 facelift grille. And while the roof and sides of the SportCombi taper (as do the side glass panels) towards the back, the 95’s flat roof makes full use of the cheese slicer rear spoiler whose primary purpose is to keep the rear glass reasonably clear.

Both cars were coincidentally running on Continental Contact series tires – the SportCombi on ProContact 235/45VR17 All Season radials, the 95V4 with its 1971 Sonett ‘Chromodoro’ mags with Conti TouringContact 175/65/HR15s. Both are grippy all season sport radials with less than 2000 miles on them.

I was unfortunately unable to access the rear hatch of the Aero due to a malfunction in the trunk release, but noted component speakers craftily engineered into the rear hatch at the top of the panel beneath the window, as well as a retractable cargo cover and aircraft-shaped T handle for the spare tire well. I give it an A for effort in the design of the small tactile items throughout, and certainly an improvement over the rubber straps, plastic latches and small plastic U handles of cars in SAAB’s past, and a neat place for speakers in the bargain. In the passenger compartment, one is welcomed by another revision of the original 9000 dashboard layout theme similar to that of a small aircraft cockpit. I noticed tremendous improvement in the headroom department, even with the 3-position moonroof, as well as to driver’s knee- and legroom against the side of the center console as was a slight problem in the 9000. As a tall man, I appreciate these things immensely!

The seats were supple and supportive though still a far cry from the Recaros in the 9000 Aero I drove for many miles. I am unsure why Saab could not continue on a similar theme with their 95 and 93 Aero models, even as an option. The steering wheel was likewise a supple leather hide and adorned with Sentronic manu-matic shifter paddles, radio and hands-free telephone controls as well.

I then took the car out for a spin. Having driven the 95 up to and back from this location I felt no need to drive it further during this review, since anyone who wants V4 sedan or wagon driving characteristics is welcome to ask me for them at any time, and I will make some comparisons later on. My route took me through a suburban area, over a twisty road, through some more traffic, then on and off the Interstate again and back to Richmond’s main thoroughfare, Broad Street. I immediately moved the shifter into manual mode and proceeded to shift with a variety of paddle and shifter controls to acclimate myself to the unusual characteristics of this transmission.

My initial reaction to its shifting characteristics were that of an automatic transmission which was designed to be shifted at will – i.e. a DB (Mercedes) fluid coupling automatic. The SC’s autobox exhibited crisp downshifts but delayed and sloppy upshifting, slippy and grabby or harsh to either extreme, even whether this driver was behaving ignorantly or patiently letting off the throttle as though he were making a standard shift. As I adjusted to its idiosyncrasies, I felt that I was losing a tremendous amount of time and expended energy even bothering to use the feature, since it also insisted on making typical automatic transmission low speed downshifts. The downside to this was that I discovered myself freewheeling having downshifted into first at some speed when I thought I was in third by my own reckoning, since the Sentronic had of its own accord made a 2 gear downshift as well!

Another interesting limiter is the transmission’s inability to engage either overdriven gear (5 or 6) while travelling at speeds below 30mph or so. A suggestion, rather than an electronic limitation which could fail more easily later on, would be a freewheeling device such as seems to be available when an unwanted damaging super-downshift is made as I made above. Yet another use for such a device would be to allow the car to come to a stop in a higher gear without automatic downshifting taking away from the manual effect. I expect that the car behaves as it does due to some sort of product liability issue, general driver ignorance and all the pitfalls that accompany one or the other. In my opinion, it is hardly a true ‘manu-matic’ since it is merely a simple device to allow you to control upshifting, since downshifting is regulated no less simply than if you were to downshift any modern automatic transmission.

Shifting later back over to full automatic mode, I found it characteristically average to normal passenger cars such as a Toyota Camry, but with very finely tuned upshifts, if a bit delayed. However, I felt this sort of transmission to be uncharacteristic of a Saab, even though it has 6 forward gears, and wished for a CVT or more German characterized transmission. In six-speed ‘manu-matic’ mode, I found the shift points to be far too distant between gears, and surmised that it was not a sporting gearbox, but a conventional 5 speed overdrive with a higher O/D tacked on for greater cruising efficiency. 75mph on the Interstate (briefly, officer) barely raised the tachometer needle much past 2,000rpm, a nice passing RPM to be at to achieve full benefit from the ample turbocharger. In conclusion to this analysis, however, I found the manu-matic arrangement extremely distracting in any sort of traffic due to the two minds at work – that of the driver attempting to emulate manual shifting, and the Sentronic behaving too much like a conventional automatic transmission. If the manual transmission shares the same set of ratios, I can’t see how it could be any different in this vein.

Running the car through its paces despite the aforementioned gripes, I found roll stability and general handling decent, but steering response and road feedback lacking, as would befit, perhaps, an early 1990s 9000 non-turbo. Yaw in corners was very controlled no doubt in part to the Electronic Stability Program as well as to the Aero’s stiffer spring and strut rates. Excitement was, however, not a word I feel I can use here, unfortunately a cue the handling department took from the transmission section. Power was exceptionally smooth, cabin noise near nil at highway speeds as well as over rough patches of road, but all of the above lacked the characteristic exhilaration of earlier model cars which bore the Aero badge. This is fine for a base model car but perhaps something which should be analysed for the Aero.

Interior amenities and controls were anything but lacking in the Aero SportCombi. The steering wheel controlled hands-free phone, audio package and other features such as the rear Park Assist and rain sensing wipers were a nice touch and easy to control via a dashboard knob which read out on the DTC screen on the center of the dash. Climate control was fabulous with evenly ventilated areas of the cabin and complimented by the relatively uncluttered dash and console layout. The school of design begun with the 9000 over 20 years ago has persisted and continues to improve.

Now you may all think that I am stuck in the world of 2-stroke and V4 powered cars but not long ago I had occasion to put nearly 30,000 miles on a 1995 9000 Aero within the course of a year. I have also owned numerous flavours of 900SPG models which are still clear in my memory and not clouded by the slightly warmed over V4 wagon I drove over to take pictures of the SportCombi with. While Saab as a brand has grown up and moved upscale, it has also, in my opinion, shed some of its characteristic sharpness as a performance automobile which started long ago with high compression and high performance 2-stroke engines. I was not expecting the power to weight ratio of a tuned Sonett V4 nor am I overly biased by cars that do not have some ‘NVH’ to go along with them. My 23,000 mile 9000 Aero had none that I can recall, and the stock SPGs had little compared to many older 900s despite their tuned suspensions.

To my mind, GM’s interpretation of the Aero defined the breed of high performance Saab cars which came after, be it the Viggen variant on an earlier model, the larger 95 Aero or this platform. The car which defined this level of precision and exhilaration was undoubtedly the 9000 Aero – the firstborn in a line of extra high horsepower, endless torque, great seat of your pants acceleration and voluminous boost. But this car simply does not have the positive sporting characteristics of the former, a car first made over 10 years prior. With only 25 or so less horsepower, the 9000 with a B234R planted you in your seat and gave you information that this car just fails to deliver in a Malibu Maxx ‘do you want fries with that?’ sort of way. Despite being a Saab loyalist, I cannot parrot the press kit and advertising the way many seem to do, rather I must agree with many of the reviewers of the newer models in some of my comments above. Two years ago, this writer reviewed the then-new 92x Aero, and while finding it to be lacking in power on initial acceleration due to terrible turbo-lag, certainly did not find it to be numb in the handling department.

To the average person (undoubtedly that individual which GM is spending their money to attract), the new 93 will have a hard time appealing to folks over a BMW (a modest price differential) unless that person is incapable of perceiving the sharp difference in handling characteristics between the two similarly ranked cars. Instead, the optimal buyer will be someone who appreciates the straight line performance and mild sport handling of the car, combined with the versatility and creature comforts available at the price point of well under $40,000 before incentives and a bit of haggling. Economy is also a large issue given today’s $3 and up per gallon gas prices, the low RPM operation at comfortable highway cruising speeds has got to make some smile.

There’s also the usual harping on parts content and the persistent question: it a ‘real Saab’? The 4 cam 2.8 litre V6 engine is from a Holden, the transmission from Aisin-Warner in Japan (no doubt part of the Camry-esque shifting equation). Parts content was 1% from the US/Canada, 33% from Germany, and 19% from Sweden. I won’t attempt to answer the above question, but I won’t dignify any responses to references about the borrowed DKW 2-cylinder, the V4 or the Ricardo engine either. As to the option list, it seems as though GM’s famouns beancounter-ism is alive and well on at least one line, for Front Heated Seats and Headlamp Washers are a $550 option, when they were standard on the other car in this comparison 6 years before my example was even built!

And as to diehard Saab loyalists? Have they become complacent in their old age, progressing through the ranks from 99 and 900 turbos, to 9000s, perhaps a 95, then to this? If so, then GM and Saab have nailed their market. But are there still some who want Viggen and 9000 Aero handling from a car they would choose to buy new? If so, they’re not buying it from Saab. There were plenty of complaints of harshness in ride quality from irregular Saab buyers of cars like the Aero and the Viggen, and perhaps this led to the domestic sort of ride this car exhibits. That sort of characteristic is fine for the prospective owner of a standard output car. Why must it also translate to the Aero?

Putting a relatively plush ride into a car wearing the Aero badge could be said to be as much a sacrilege as once was perceived a four cylinder Saab. The question is asked again: Will it stick? People wondered that 40 years ago. Notably, the four cylinder SAAB I drove home again felt harsher after driving the Aero. Surprisingly, it didn’t feel slower, and in fact I was up to 120kph again faster than I knew it. It seems thus that the complimenting feedback from the car I enjoy and that characteristic of the 900s and the other truly aircraft inspired cars that came after it is now something solely the property of memory. For even as we sacrifice greater output, efficiency and comfort accessories, we have a car which is a representative of its breed, and in some cases, perhaps the last.

