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TIRE TEST THE QUICK AND THE TREAD

\We test 11 of the big
names In street tires.

BY LARRY WEBSTER

PHOTOCRAFHY EY RICH CHENET

imding the right tire for vour ride is like irving to pick

the right matiress for a good night's sleep. You know

that buying the wrong one can have dire conse

quences, but you can get dizzy just wading through

the junzle of choices. And unlike mattresses, you

can't lake new tires for a west run. That's where we
GO in.

First off, we decided against evaluating the popular all-
seasen tires in favor of an examination of 11 high-perform-
ance ones, what are laheled in the industry as "maximum per-
formance™ tires, IF you're like us, you want fo know which
tires will best contribuie o the performance of vour vehicle,
accepting the inevitability of having o switch to snow fires
when the white flakes appear. Even if vour home furf is anow-
free, vou siill have (o deal with driving in the ran. Hence, all
the tires here were put through three wet tests and three dry
tests.

Testing tires 15 a dufficult job (and probably the reason we
haven't conducted such a test since 1984, Bt tires are a most
critical part of your car, vour only connection to the road.
There are many difficult-to-control variables that affect tire

performance and make accurate testing a challenge, For one,
the temperature of the rack surface, which can have a signif-
icant effect on how a tire performs, can vary widely over the
course of a day.

To minimize these varables, we enlisted the help of the
Tire Rack, a ure and automotive-gocessory business that was
created in 1979 by a couple of autocrossers — Pete Veldman
and his son-in-law, Mike lomes—who found it toogh o locate
high-performance tires for their hobby. The business ook off,
and in 20001, the Tire Rack built a 5330 (({-square-foot ware-
house and a small test track in Soath Bend, Indiana. The com-
pany keeps a fleet of three BMW 3250% that it uses fo per-
form its own fire tests o educate its sales force and regularly
posts the data on the Web at www tirerack com (BBE-54]-
1777).

The Tire Back generously offered us the vse of iis BMWs
for our test. The 32510 15 a wonderfully balanced car, and its
handling 15 50 consistently predictable that we felt sure we'd
get a clear idea of what the tires were doing as we put them
through the tests. The required tire size—2Z5453R-17—is
made by the 11 brands we wanted to evaluate. We used




than thevy look. Althowgh the basic

corstruction of every tire here (s
the same—there's a carcass of pohyester
ar rayon fabec with steel cords baked
insidie the rubber<thare are countless
detail differences that affect how a tire
perfiorms. The maost obvicas is the tread
design. Tires with large grooves gener-
ally expel water from roadways more
effectively. The larger and deeper the
grooves, the better the tire & able to
resist fydroplaning,

But those large grooves don't help
on dry surfaces, where the more nubber
# tire puts on the road, the better it
grips. Think of a shick racing tire that has
no prooves. Then take, for example, the
BFGoodrich tire in this test. |t has large
tread blocks, not many grooves; as a
result, it's great in the dry bt not so hat
in the wet

We're oversimplifying hare, because
the chemical makeup of the rubber—
knowm as compound—also has a pro-
found effect on grip in bath wet and dry
conditions. Usually, a compound that's
effective when the road is wet can over-
heal and gel greasy when the road is
dry. That's why we experienced a few
tires that excelbed in the wet but not in
the dry—and vice versa.

A tire, like mnst parts of & car, i a
compromise. Make it great in the wet,
and it mare than likely sacrifices dry
perfarmance, and that's why we didn’t
cormie aoross one fire thatl was able to
e all the tests.

Still, there are countless other van-
ables for tire engineers to consider, For
exarmple, the construction of that inner
carcass can be made sbf for precse feel
or compliant for a good, comify nde.
And the construchon can have a marked
effect on performance.,

Don't forget noise, durability, and
gppearance considerations, too. It's
enough to make us glad we're not

—"'irE'sr are much more sophisticated
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BMW s recommended tire-pressure sei-
tings of 249-pai front and 35-psi rewr for all
oulr testing.

Although the rack we used is small —
its longest straight portion is only 455
feet—it’s lined with sprinklers that can
soak the asphalt and simulate driving in
ruin. The 0. 3-mile aotocross course has
five timing beacons that provided a todal
timi for each lap and scament times along
thi way. Une of those scgments was a long,
constant-radius turn that allowed us 1o cal-
culate maximum lateru]l grip during each
lap.

It took three days to perform all the
tests, On day one, we did wet and dry
brake tests. We accelerated to 50 mph and
then braked to a standstill. (We were
unable to drive to our traditional 70-mph
mark becuuse there simply wasn't enough
track.) There was a benefit to that lower
speed: It ensured that we were measuring
the braking performance of the fires and
not just brake fade.

Ower the next two days, when we per-
formed the wet and dry putocross bests, we
were joined by Spencer Creswein of Full-
Losck Industries. Geswein and Brion Smith
formed Full-Lock in 2000 and offer a
variety of driving-related services that
include instruction, testing, and racing
Cwwow full-lock com). Both men spent at
least 1 years testing tires for Michelin, so
wie figured that kind of expenence would
uncover some subtle tire trais that we
might miss. And in case you'ne thinking
Geswein might play favontes, he psked
that we not tell him which tires he wos
driving omn, so his testing of the 1] brands
wis done blind.

Creswein drove thres laps through the
autocToss course, and then we drove three
laps—in dry and wet conditions. We aver-
apred the six dry and six wet lups o come
up with a time for each tire's performance
on wet and dry surteces. Inthe end. we hoad
performance results for six tests: braking,
autocross, and loteral grip—each in wet
and dry conditions.

W puve the top-perfarming tire in each

test a score of 100 and sconed the rest on
their relative performance. For example,
the tire that had the highest dry lateral grip
of 095 g scored 100 points, and the tire
placing last with 088 g received 92.6
points (0.EE is %26 peroent of 0.95). We
then added the seores from all the dry tests
to arrive at o dry-performance rating and
did the same fior the wet-test results.

Things were more complicated when it
came o determining the finishing order of
the 11 tires. In addition to factoring in the
wet and dry scores. we gave points based
on atires price (we used the typical selling
price in our calculations) and tread-wear
grade, which is a rough estimate of how
long a tire will have usable tread. For the
price and tread-wear ratings we used the
sume proportional method.

But the categories were not all
weighted equally. Cur test focused on
mcasaring performance, so we decided
that results in the dry—lateral gnp, for
cxample —would camry the most weight.
Wet performance is important, bt less so
for the purposes of this test. The price and
the tread-wear scores had nothing o do
with performance, but whe doesn’t con-
sider what something will cost before
buying!

After a lot of debate, our scheme
worked like this: The proportional
weighting for tregd-wear and price scores
was cut in holf, the wet scores were not
changed, and we doubled the dry-per-
formance scores. And that’s how a tire's
overul] ranking wis calculated for this test.

Showld vouw disagres with our ruting
miethod, we've presented all the data in
graphical Form so you can decide what's
tmportant to you.

Betore you jump to the results, o few
more things: The BMWs are rear-wheel
drive, und our subjective comments might
niot be completely applicable to front-drive
cars, which typically have handling char-
petenstics different from the BMWs". We
didn’t test the tires for ride or noise char-
poteristics, two traits tremakers moy oon-
sider as important as performance. We



B Kumho Ecsta MX
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figure those two traits would be secondary
for drivers interested in speed.

When the three days ended, we had a
mountain of data—and sore backs from
chamging tires 33 times. We hope you find
the information useful.

Eleventh Place

Kumho Ecsta MX

Compared with tire companies that
have been in business for more than 100
vears (Michelin and Goodyear, for
examplel, Kumho began selling tires in
Korea 45 vears ago. The company has
heen selling its rubber in the 1A since
1966, and its racing tires are well estab-
lishied and competitive in amateur circles,
[ts highest-performing sircet tire, though,
couldn’t keep up here. In every test except
drv braking, the MX finished well down
the scale.

In the dry tests, the Kurmhos felt stable

and casy to drive and gave plenty of

warmning of the approaching traction limit,
The tires recovered well once that limit
wis crosaed, They didn't offer much grip
(092 g versus the best at 0.95), and the
time of 2028 seconds in the dry autocross
was (62 second slower than the fastest
tirc, That may nat scem like much, but our
test cowrse was only (0.3 mile long, and on
a longer track, the gap would be ¢com-
mensuraicly greater.

It was tricky driving the Kumbio in the
wiet, lowever, because omnee the tire staned
sliding, it took scomingly forever to
recover and regain traction. Geswein
determined it was simply “slippery.” That

M BFGoodrich g-Force T/A KD
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behavior would have heen excused if the
Kurho hisd posted fast numbers in the dry,
hart it didn’t. And L1|[|'IL:-|IE":|'| the B X —at
5136 per—was the third-least-expensive
tire i oo test, the high score in the price
calegory wasn't enough to regain ground
lost in the performance tests. As a side
note, Kumho recently introduced a new
tire called the Fosta SFT that offers slightly
bess performance than the MX but may be
quite tempting with a price of 590,

Tenth Place
BFGoodrich g-Force T/A KD

Here's a tire that trades off its weak-
nesses on wet surfaces for outstanding per-
formance on dry ones. The BFGoodrich g-
Foroe gripped so ferociously inthe dry that
it felt almost like a race tire. It posted the
highest lateral scceleration (0,95 g} on the
dry skidpad, and it newer placed bovwer than
third best in the other dry esis. The g-
Foroe rewarded aggressive driving because
its grip level didn™t fall off precipitously
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once it started sliding, as some tires do.

Chin a weet road, the g-Force is nod so for-
giving. Once vou venture past the limits
of adhesion amd the tire begins o slide. you
gt aspooky feeling that resembles driving
o i, that is, vou slide for a while before
the tire regains grip. Geswein called the g-
Force's wet-weather performance “nod
good” and “easy to overdrive in the wet.”
It Finished last in vweo ot of thres wet-track
Lt

This result was nat a surprise because
printed on the side of this tire are the let-
ters K. which company employvees told
s stand for “killer dry” Although this fire
wiis designed to give up some wet per-
formance in retum for dry grip, we did find
a few other tires that arc just as capable in
the dry and a lot better in the wet.

Ninth Place
Bridgestone Potenza REQOS0A
The Bridgestone performed a ot better

in the wet than the BRGoodrich. Tn two
wet tests, the autocross and the skidpad, it
placed third. Those were its highest fin-
ishes, and for the most part. this tire didn't
shine in any one anca.

In performance termes, the Bridgestone
was midpack. It fell to ninth in the overall
ranking because its 140 tresd-wear grade
wias the lowest of the group, and com-
pounding that, af 5178 it was the second-
most-expensive tire,

Chur subjective comments seemed o
back up the midpack performance.
Geswein said it felt “dull and discon-
nected” and that it was **somewhat =oft and




B Tovo Proxes T1R
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imprecise when driven hard.” Although we
didn’t test the ride charactenistics of this
tire, we wondered if its lazy feel was a
result of being designed for a compliant
ride, If performance is your goal, there are
beztter choices.

Eighth Place
Toyo Proxes TIR

Toyo says its new TIR has “high-mod-
ulus bead apex mabber,” You probably don’t
know what that means, and neither do we.
This wasn’t much maore clear: “Spiral-
wound, jointless edee and capplies.” [Fthis
test were hased on o comprendn engineer-
speak, Toyo woulkd win,

I fact, the Proxcs never placed higher
than eighth in any test, and in two dry tests,
the autocross and the skidpad, the Toyo fin-
ished last, trailing the top finishers by sig-
nificant margins. In some tests it felt hetter
than it actually was performing, but overall,
Ceeswein noted it was “soft and imprecise™
and didn’t “feel like a sport tire.”

In the end, the Towoe has its high wear
arade (2R0) and attractive price (5135) to
thank for its cighth-place finish. In per-
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formance terms, there are lots of tires that
diy hetter. Perhaps a new set of “capplies”™
winuld help.

Seventh Place _
Pirelli P Zero Rosso Asimmetrico

With this Pirelli’s seventh-place finish,
wie come now to the first of the midpack
tires, which never excelled, hut neither did
they fall on their faces.

The Pirelli did fluk tero tests. which is
whiy it lands farthest down in this group.
T thee diry-lateral-grip test, the Pirelli tied
for second 1o last, and it finished seventh
in the dry-braking test. Otherwise, it staked
cait the middle groumd: not offending our
cithusiast sensibilitics but not knocking
oalr =0cks off, either.

The PFirclli didn’t move us o fill our
niehooks with comments. Geswein noted
there was “nothing particularly strong or
wizak” imits performance. We did notice it
wias casy to drive in the wet becausc it
smoathly straddled the transition zone
between sliding and gripping. When some
tires —the Komhes come to mind —hegin
tor slide on wet surfaces. they really slide,

M Dunlop 5P Sport Maxx

1

bt that wasn't the case with the Pirellis.

A oweek after our testing, Pirelli called
tor say there's a different version of the
Asimmetrico that would have performed
betier. This version is noded by a hard-to-
ge MY that s embossed on the sidewall
(it stands for “Mercedes spec,” identifving
the line of cars it was designed for), and i
uses a different compound than the one we
tested.

Sixth Place
Dunlop SP Sport Maxx

The Dunlop surpassed the Pirelli's
overall score by just 001 point, an amaz-
ingly elose finish of 110 possible points

The Dunlog performed betber in most
test categories than the Pirelli. We thoughi
it was a Fairly satisfying tire to-drive in that
it prowided good road feedback and scored
higher in the wet tests than in the dry. In
the water, the Dunlop kad a “proger coim-
hination of dircet fecl and firmness,”
Creswein noted. But in the dry, the tire
seemed to lose its confidence and lost
somie of the crispness we appreciated in
the wet,

B (ne thing to keep
im mind about the
imprimts we canefully
obtaired is that a tire's
cortact patch changes
dramatically as it is
Inaded, 5o these prints
are nat accurate rep-
resenlations of the
armaum of rubber that
each tire puts on the
road while cornering
or braking,



Soit’s a shightly beter wet tme but isn't
stellar anywhere, The Dunlop was the anly
tire here that had s ¢ IMpAnY  nane
|1r|]:-1|||l1'd on the read, which might score
e |I-:|||1I1. willy s,

Fifth Place
Hankook Ventus R-52 7212

The Hankook has one festure the ather
lires can 't match —a 399 price. And 1o s
credin, te Hankook didn't behave like the
cheapest tre, particulady when the track
wits dry, Tt ped the 5175 Yokohama and
145 Goodyear for second place in lateral
£, SCOTIRG g E Al :||I|'|||||:-__'|‘| = -:1|'_g,--
braking resuliz landed it in last place, thar
x]||.11h._'|||||'t||g dad o J_;||,';|I,|:r alTec thie Han
kook's dry-awiocross showing—a 2956
second average, a third-place result thar
wis only 0,20 second away from the win-
ning effor

It became apparent that the Hankook
Wk |._"|,';|1|_',.' turesd For diey |:|,.|||||i|1g A% 1%
wel-irack resulis were below average, Like
the other poor runners in water, the Han
kook felt greasy and was slow to recover
amnce it hroke traction. But in the dl:, the
Hl:lll,,..,ll"l l;||'|l |L|1 |mr H ||._~\.|'||||h|'.|_' and
sticky as its more-expensive competition,

Th-. thing 15, though, the harder vou
drve, I:hl.' rmcwe tread you” Il burm off a tire,
Sovif vou're a track -.Ll} addict who doesn’
mind sacrificing some wei-weather capa
hili[l;_'-. I|'||_' H:uiLllllL 2 a -:_'|"||.1i|;|_' 1h,|r will
SVE VIHL ITONEY wyinhiot |-:|\.i|1j; mmich per-
formance,

Fourth Place
Michelin Pilot Sport P52

Ewer simce we |]|\f1_"-.'|‘\._‘:|'i.,‘|'||.|.‘:|_| the PSX
i 2004, we '\II'«ulH.'\.![I.'\v:I it was @ better-than
average performer, We were right,

li |;‘:-|_1|.-.'|| i fhe top half of every lesi
and finished second in bath wer and |_|r':.-
|‘H:|Li||g. an i||||H-.:h'q.iw |.|i.=\.|r]:|.-r ol T re"s
all-around competence,

Perhaps the most mteresting revelation
was how similar the tire felt in water and
Ml ||1_'9.' pavemen H-:':-_'_.'ln.lh'“ af the level
l;|'|¢ FH;: F‘rlll'l.i-:_l.{'n,] |.'|'ix|'| T i ||;\|:‘b-l.'-|'|m."
and & Fldllllill losss off glip as the driver
exceeded the tire's comening capabalities,

Michelin says the PS2%s tread is
composed of two different compounds,
The outer two=thirds of the tread has a
r'u|'||'r|:| COHl |'-1|I_I|'uJ. that's |'|i:m.:'|_| L] |'|r'-:|'|.'i |_||."
20K wl ey trmcetbon: the e thrd bas s diff-
ferent compound that’s skewed toward

wial traction

T|'|ul; |'||."|'I'||1'r'|'|1'||l;.‘~q_' will COAT you Al
179 the PS2 is the anoed L:J.Fu:llhi'.'l.' tire in
the nezst, A set of these Michelins sould mn
8716, or almost double what four Han
kooks go for, Is it worth @67 How impor
tant 15 all-arourd |'r|'|"-.'-|r'|'|:=|'||'u (4] :,--ml':'

Third Place
Yokohama Advan Neova ADOT

On dry pavement, the Yokohama tires
put the BMW cars in a position o go
fastest through our fests, Check the results
With the Yokos at all comers, the BhW
was Tastest on the diy autocross, and ihey
provided the sharest stopping distance by

B Hankook Ventus R-52 2212

B Michelin Pilot Sport P52
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Bridgestone
Continental

a significant margin,

Gieswein knew the Yoko was a grippy
tire before its results were posted. “Grip is
way up,” e commented after a run, He
also noded that gop bevel stayed consisient
even when the tire was shiding, Tn the dry,
it performed a kot like the BRGoodrich, but
the Yokohama is also preity good in the
wel,
OF all the tires, Geswein thought the
Yokobama and the BFG g-Force rewarded
aggressive driving because the two had a
wide plateau of grip versus slip angle. Thet
means if you enter a comer a liftke foo fast
and begin sliding, the Yokohama recovers
guickly and in some sense covers up Yo
mistakes,

The behavior in the wet was a licde
maore wwvard the slippery end of the scale,
bt we could push the Yokohama hard and
not feel as if we were on the verge of a
sudkden spinout. This combination of oul-

50 &0 70 a0 100 10 standing dry performance and more-than-
Vital Stats uTeG dmndons
SEVIE tread-wear wnction freaed
price designation® prade weight, [b width, et depth, 32/in dizmeter, in

BFGoodrich SIeg S xn Mn B q 50
g-Fore T/A KD

Bridgestane s @y Mo 20 81 i FIT

Pofenza RIDSIA

Comfnenisl Slas Sl 280 20 BS K 50
| ComiSporpCantat 1

Munlop 101 Y 0 ] B3 K 250
5P Sport Magx

Gaodyear G145 Wy D 0 B3 n Pk
| Eagle F1 G5-D3

Hankaok Al Y X0 LT B q 250
Ventus R-52 1212

Kumbsa 515 Y 2n 20 L] 9 50

Exsta MK

Wikl ALy mY Fa] 251 L] K L0

Piled Spor P52

Pireli 5152 oy 1 Fall] ] n 250

P Zers Rosso Asimmstrics

Thrga S155 Gy ) 0 By L8] 4.9

Praxes TIR

Yokobama k113 W 0] Ma S 5] e
Advan Neova ADOT

*The ramber, which in the case of these tees ranges from W0t 94, i the load @iing of the e, The begher the num ber, fhe mone seght the fiee can camy.

The lettzr & the sperd rating: “W for up ko 168 mph aad *Y" for 188 mph

{iEmured on a Trinch-wade whesl




W Continental ContiSportContact 2
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passable wet performance makes the
Yokohama a very alluring produoct. If
you're looking 1o cut the quickest lap times
while using o street tire. this = the one o
have. Bring money: They re 5175 apiece.

Second Place

Continental ContiSportContact 2

When we tabulated the results and
tound the Continental in second place, we
wient back and checked our math. During
three days of testing, our subjective
impressions didn’t kead us to believe that
the Continentul was o second-ploce tire,
but when we added the scores, thut's where
it landed,

It simply didn’t feel as sporty as some
of the other performeers —the Yokohama
and the Michelin, for two—but thanks in
part to the wide channels in its treods that
shed water well, this tire was very good in
the wel, placing second im the wel
autocross best and skidpod measurements.

On dry surfaces, the Conll never rose
above third from last among 11 tires, It felt
soft and imprecise, two qualities not in the
vocabularies of performance  tires,
Creswein grouped it with the other “dull
and discomnected™ tines.

So how, then, did it land in second
place? There simply weren't huge gaps in
the percentoge differences among all the
tires in dry situations. For examphe, the
lst-ploge tire wos within 10 percent of the
best tire. But in the wet, the spread from
best ooworst was 15 percent. which made

BFGoodrich
Bridgestone
Continental



M Goodyear Eagle F1 G5-D3
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for a larger point spread, Plus, the Confi
niemtal had a 280 tread- l.'r'l_'m'p‘:n,]d that was
the ||ig|'||.::q.l foar this tesa, amd its 146G i TR
was a few dollars below the average cost.

First Place
Goodyear Eagle F1 G5-D3

As an all-around high-performance tire,
WM can't beat this Goodyear, 1 was the
hest performer in all three wel-irack tesis
andd was very competent in the dry. Tt gen
erated 0,94 g on the dry skidpad, only 001
g off the firsi-place BFGoodrich and tied
with the Yokohama and Hankook,

The Goodyear gripped so well that vou
might nod have been cermain the raad was
wel, and it lost traction in a gentle, pre
dictable rmanner, It hald omio the wet track
with (1.52 a of stick, an |r'|'||:'r|'q.‘:~\.:~i".'|." r'ugurc-
considering the worst tire in that test made
only 0047 2.

The Eagle Fl got a lot of favorable
comiments, In the wet, Geswein called it
“direct” — a way of saving the tire provided
clear \.ia"llilh aboui its contact with ihe
|'|:I'|-'l.!||:1-\.":l:'ll.

There were tires that performed better
in the dry, but the Eagle wasn't far off. It
was a little less precise than the BFG and
Yokohama on a dry track, but not by much.
Amd like the Continental, the Goodyear
had a high 280 tread-wear grade, Ar 5145
gach, it"s 34 cheaper than the most expen-
sive tire here., |

DRY-PERFORMAMNCE SCORE

Yokohama
BFGoodrich
Michelin
Goodyear
Bridgestone [N T TN
Pirelh ™% ]
Kuhmo
Hankook ST
Dunlop T
Continental [T
Toyo | 7T

290 300

260 270 280

Goodyear | | ;

Continental |

Bridgestone |

Michelin |
Yokohama

Dunlop :
Pirelli
Hankook
Toyo
BFGoodrnich
Kuhmo

230 240 250 260 270

OVERALL SCORE

Confinental . . ... oo ieens

Bridgestone
BFoodrich

dry performance (x2)
wet perfonmance
prce

Iread vesar

it possie. . ..

280 290 300




