ROAD TEST : LEXUS IS-F

F as in Fast

Lexus IS F makes short
work of Lakeshore Scenic
Drive to Hoover Dam
ver since Honda, Toyota and Nissan brought the Acura, Lexus
and Infiniti brands to North America, with what originally
seemed like a daunting challenge, unseating the German
quality/luxury brands from a good share of their market, they
have made remarkable inroads, especially Toyota’s Lexus. The
Germans, however, have had another tier in their lineup:
enhanced performance vehicles from BMW with its M series,
Audi with its S and RS cars and AMG from Mercedes-Benz.
Now, Lexus tackles those head-on, with its new F series, engineered and marketed to compete head-to-head with the above.
First up is the IS F, a performance sedan built off the popular
Lexus IS, first introduced in the US in 2001. We traveled to Lake
Las Vegas, Nevada, to give this car a hands-on trial.
David Nordstrom, Lexus Division VP Marketing, explained
that the F cars began as an internal project code-named Circle
F, which evolved to F1. The development process was unusual
for the Japanese, with a “skunk works” development team
doing their own thing, their own way, much as the original
Pontiac GTO, Corvette and Ford Mustang came to be. When the
IS F neared production, it almost followed the existing nomenclature to become the IS 500, but instead the F name came to
life, and today we have the first in what will surely be a series:
the 2008 Lexus IS F.
The fundamentals are strong. The engine is the car’s key
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element: a 416 hp V-8 with aluminum block and cylinder heads,
generating 371 lb.ft. of torque, and mounted within a 3780pound body and chassis. The IS F also boasts the world’s first 8speed transmission, with noticeably fast paddle-shifting Sport
Direct Shift and a console shifter with Manual mode, for those
who like shifting control, but without a clutch. The 8-speed
transmission, at just 211 pounds, is about the same size as the
preceding 6-speed, due to reengineering that replaces four
gears with just two. Weight distribution is 54% front / 46% rear,
and the car features performance-favoring rear-wheel drive.
As with many performance cars entering the market today,
special attention was paid to the sound effects that bathe the
driver and occupants in the power experience. Lexus claims
more of a range inside the cockpit, with more attention paid to
intake noise than to exhaust noise. Four exhaust diffusers built
into the rear fascia enhance performance by reducing backpressure. Hands are connected to the road via Electric Power Steering, which is calibrated for ideal force and feel.
VDIM—Vehicle Dynamics Integrated Management—comprises a comprehensive set of electronics including Vehicle Stability
Control, Traction Control, Anti-lock Braking System, Electronic
Brake-force Distribution, Brake Assist and throttle input. With
both a Normal and a Sport mode (and a cut-off switch), Lexus
states that the VDIM system in Sport mode was faster than
professional track drivers with the system off, in tests at Laguna
Seca Raceway near Monterey.
Toyota is already walking a fine—or wide—line, offering the
gas-sipping Prius halo car, as well as the thirsty Toyota Tundra
and Lexus LX 570, among others, so where does a small but
seriously sporty sedan fall on the fuel mileage continuum? The
anticipated ratings as of test time are 16/23 MPG, which could
have the car in Gas Guzzler Tax range, but they expect to come
out better than that in final ratings, having determined the finer
points of performance modes and their effects on mileage
during the testing regimen. We’re confident they’ll end up
where they want to be on this, and you will still have wideranging ability to balance economy and performance to suit
your own tastes.
David Hubbard, Lexus Senior Product Education Administrator, responsible for making sure dealers know exactly what
they’re selling, says, “This is the car you didn’t think we were.”
In a market of well-executed, reliable but not exactly pulsepumping Toyota and Lexus vehicles, he makes a point.
Certainly, they don’t want to erode any of the market that has
been pushing Toyota to the number one spot in US sales, but
as surely as Chevrolet can market a Corvette, Lexus can
market an F car. And whereas Corvette may notice some
impact from the IS F, Lexus certainly hopes the Germans
notice the most.
We had a choice of test routes for the IS F and, saving the
rugged northern route for the LX 570, took the Lakeshore
Scenic Drive through Lake Mead National Recreation Area to
US 93, across Hoover Dam and back into Arizona. We’d
heard from the first media wave that there was a significant
speed enforcement presence the first day, so we were pretty
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much on our best behavior. However, this road gave us plenty
of opportunity to experience the acceleration, roadholding,
curve- and hill-commanding and general power and performance of the IS F, none of which were lacking. The two parties
in our car were over six feet tall, and despite the generally
compact nature of the vehicle, we were comfortable on ingress
and egress, and once seated we were in the lap of highperformance comfort and fully-appointed luxury. We experimented with Normal and Sport Modes, and each offers a
largely transparent but well-tuned driving experience. Similarly,
it’s easy enough to use the Sport Direct Shift paddles, the
console shifter with manumatic controls, or just to leave the car
in D and concentrate on steering, braking and acceleration. Of
course we’d love to try the IS F with a manual transmission.
Toyota expanded its presence significantly when the Lexus
brand came to our shores. The introduction of Scion gave
Toyota three marques in America. They identify the F as a new
Lexus sub-brand, on the one hand addressing a new and
expanded market (as they did with Scion), while on the other
hand addressing BMW M, Audi S/RS and Mercedes-Benz AMG
(as they do with their performance sub-brands or lineups).
As with Scion, Lexus is aiming for a new generation of buyers,
which they identify as those ready to migrate from such vehicles
as the Subaru WRX STi, while offering an alternative to the
European brands. In comparing demographics with the three
Germans, all numbers are very close, with Lexus IS F toward the
higher end of an already heavily male scale, expanding the
lower end by age (targeting those 40-45, compared with 44-47
for the various Germans), more singles by as much as 10
percentage points, and an income level of about $150k,
compared to a range of $145k for AMG to $180k for Audi S4/RS4.
The car will be promoted through an all-new “F is...” ad
series, track events and a new line of F-Sport accessories, which
was launched at this winter’s SEMA show. Their goal is to sell
200-300 cars per month, at about a $56,000 base price. Lexus
has its work cut out, going up against the German performance
brands. But they had their work cut out for them when they
tackled the luxury sedan market, too, and with prestige write
large, they made huge inroads in a market that seemed already
fully defined. There is no reason to think, with performance writ
equally large, that they can’t achieve the same with the powerful, well-built and ergonomically-friendly F series. ■
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Classic Cars Online

High Performance Schools

AAA of Arizona
Air • Car • Hotel • Cruise • Vacation Booking
Road Service • Internet TripTik • Directions
Car Buying • Repair and Advice • AAA News
Extended Warranties • Mexico Insurance • more!
aaaaz.com • Membership 602-274-1116x 4814

ClassicCarCommunity.com
Forums • Services • Classifieds
• Books • Calendar • Resources
www.classiccarcommunity.com

Bob Bondurant School
of High Performance Driving
Driving and Racing School • Ultimate vacation
1-800-842-RACE • www.bondurant.com

Performance Tires & Wheels
Discount Tire
Locations statewide
www.discounttire.com
Group A, Inc.
251 E. Chilton Drive • Chandler AZ 85225
480-813-4776 • 1-866-764-8729
www.groupawheels.com
Tirexchange, Inc.
Tires • Wheels • Chrome Plating
15485 N. 84th Street • Scottsdale AZ 85260
480-596-9655 • 1-800-766-2588
www.tirexchange.com

Driver Tutoring
DrivingMBA™
Comprehensive simulator tutoring for teens
A program of Accelerated Skill Builders
9089 E. Bahia Drive • Suite 102 • Scottsdale AZ
480-948-1648 • www.drivingmba.com

Media and Entertainment
Arizona Republic: Bob Golfen’s Blog
Go to www.azdrivermag.com
for a quick link to Bob’s blog
iZoom.com
The Online Automobile, Racing
and Classic Car Community
www.izoom.com
Two For The Road
Radio Magazine
www.twofortheroadusa.com

Custom Garage Interiors
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Auto Clubs

Premier Garage
Coatings • Cabinets • Organizers
Locations statewide
www.premiergarage.com
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RESOURCES

Mobile Detailing Service
Waxwerks Detailing
Detailing - Valley Wide Mobile Service
Classic, Muscle & Luxury Autos
Ken Dickson • 602-788-9680
www.waxwerksdetailing.com

Vehicle Diagnostics
AutoXray
OBD diagnostic scanners
1-800-595-9729 • www.autoxray.com

ClassicCars.com
For Sale • Dealers • Community
Collector Car Network, Inc.
480-285-1600 • www.classiccars.com

Auto Dealers
Jim Click Automotive Team
Ford • Dodge • Lincoln-Mercury • Nissan
Mazda • Hyundai • Chrysler-Jeep
Commercial Trucks
Tucson and Sahuarita AZ
www.jimclick.com
Bob Sellers Toyota
New and Toyota Certified Used Vehicles
3773 East Kaspar Drive • Flagstaff AZ 86004
1-800-635-0446 • www.bobsellerstoyota.com
Penske Automotive Group
Acura • Audi • BMW Bentley • Ferrari • Honda
Jaguar • Land Rover • Lexus • Maserati
Mercedes-Benz • MINI • Porsche
Rolls-Royce • Volkswagen • Volvo
N Scottsdale Road and E Chauncey Lane
just south of Scottsdale Road and Loop 101
480-538-4000 • www.uagwest.com
Power Ford of North Scottsdale
8555 E. Frank Lloyd Wright Blvd.
Scottsdale AZ 85260
1-877-867-5845 • www.fordofnorthscottsdale.com
Sanderson Ford Lincoln Mercury
6400 N. 51st Avenue • Glendale AZ 85301
1-800-729-2593 • www.sandersonford.com
Showcase Honda
1500 East Camelback Road • Phoenix 85014
1-866-495-1286 • www.showcasehonda.com
Scottsdale Lamborghini
8053 E Raintree at Hayden - Scottsdale 85260
480-483-9300 • motorsportsofscottsdale.com
Airpark Chrysler Jeep
15656 N Hayden Road - Scottsdale AZ 85260
1-866-389-4968 • www.airparkchryslerjeep.com

Auto Dealers - Specialty
Exotic Auto Sales and Leasing
2040 N. Scottsdale Road • Scottsdale AZ 85257
480-429 - 8414 • www.exoticsofscottsdale.com
Motorsports of Scottsdale
Finest Collection of Pre-Owned Luxury Autos
8053 E Raintree at Hayden - Scottsdale 85260
480-483-9300 • motorsportsofscottsdale.com

Motorsports Events
Firebird International Raceway
602-268-0200 • www.firebirdraceway.com
Phoenix International Raceway
602-252-2227 • www.phoenixraceway.com

Aftermarket Enhancements
Faxon Auto Literature
Books and manuals
1-800-458-2734 • www.faxonautolit.com
Garden of Speedin’
Parts • Accessories • Audio • Gifts • Clothing
1-800-MOTORHEAD
www.gardenofspeedin.com
Gorilla Motorsports
Vehicle enhancements and upgrades
1425 S. Clark Drive • Tempe AZ 85281
408-507-0999 • 1-866-4-GORILLA (446-7455)
www.gorillamotorsports.com

Automotive Fine Art
Automotive Fine Art by Don Evenson
Private commissioned paintings in oil or acrylic
11259 E. Via Linda • Suite 100-185
Scottsdale AZ 85259 • 480-661-8410

Auto Spa - Convenience - Fuel
Cobblestone Auto Spa & Market
Wash Service • Quick Lube • Detail and Tint
Coupons • Gift Cards • Rewards Club
SCOTTSDALE: 15816 N. Pima at FLW and Hayden
SCOTTSDALE : 15111 N. Hayden north of Raintree
PHOENIX: 3739 E. Bell Rd. at 51 Piestewa Frwy
CHANDLER: 2021 S. Alma School Rd. at Germann
SURPRISE: 13811 W. Bell Rd. west of Grand Ave.
PHOENIX: 9215 N. 7th Street
PHOENIX: 3202 E. Greenway Road
www.cobblestoneautospa.com

Motorcycle Dealers
Euro Motorsports Scottsdale
Triumph • BMW • Ducati • MV Agusta
14880 N Northsight Blvd • 101 Raintree exit
480-483-0100 • www.euromotorsportsllc.com

Information is derived from a variety of sources
and may not be final or accurate; check all info.

Service and Repair

Listings do not necessarily represent any

Airpark Auto Service
8115 E. Raintree • Scottsdale • 480-998-1605

specific affiliation with nor endorsement of or
by Arizona Driver magazine.

Greulich’s Auto Repair
8180 E. Raintree • Scottsdale • 480-483-8186
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