COUNTERPOINT

ust as skyscrapers layer maximal floor
space onto minimal real estate, tall vehi-

cles pack oodles of passenger and cargo
volume in a package that casts a small
shadow on the road. The Honda Civic wagon
demonstrated that almost 20 years ago. Two
years ago, the Chrysler PT Cruiser showed
that you could wrap the packaging advan-
tages of a tall wagon in stylish clothing. The
Pontiac Vibe goes the next step by adding
speed to the mix of style and utility. With 180
horsepower, the Vibe GT is the first tall
wagon that can spin its tires as readily as it
swallows mountain bikes. It's a great choice
if you want driving stimulation to complement
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ttention, cybergeneration: isn’t reticent about letting you know
aurally when it's approaching the

Lows: Raucous power-
train, vague shifting, quirky

Your new ride is here. But ')()()‘;

before you start strapping o N @
snowboards onto that abbreviated
roof rack, we think a little amplifica Ontlac
tion is in order.

See, the word “new” deserves

guotation marks here. Although ®
there is ongoing confusion over
how to l.|‘l§~\l.1_\ these so-called
1}

crossover vehicles—car? sport-ute’

minivan the truth is that all of

sweel portion of its power band
either, a trait aggravated by gear
ratios that need to be a little closer
and shifting that needs (o be more
precise. As it is, keeping the engine
above 1ts 6200 rpm let's-go!
threshold requires revving right to the
8200-rpm redline before upshifting.

It gets way loud inside when you
do this, and we wonder whether U.S

nav system.

The Verdict: Another
brilliant-and appealing—
disguise for the station
Wi—]g[_!l'l.

shuffle in 7.3 seconds and cover the
quarter-mile i 15.7 seconds at 91 mph.

your high-adrenaline activities.
—-Csaba Csere

magine if Smokey and the Bandit had used

a Vibe GT instead of the Trans Am we
tested in April 1977 with the optional 200-
hp T/A 400 motor. Burt would have hit 60
mph in the Vibe two seconds faster and
knocked out his quarter-miles 1.2 seconds
quicker, turning 91 mph instead of 82 mph.

This is respectable by small sports-sedan Loaded up and truckin', the Vibe tops out at
129 instead of 110; no need to flatten mail-
boxes or hide behind hearses to lose the
sheriff. The Vibe is 970 pounds lighter, so it
would presumably jump farther, and there
would have been space enough in the back

to snog Sally Field and haul home the beer.

them have descended from a single Sip Alee’s creation i1s redefined buyers, young or otherwise, will
progenitor. That would be the ong- . . . really be comfortable with this kind _
inal two-box hatchback, as defined “'llll ‘I'l'h(lllll(l]llf_{ I'(‘Il‘\' ance, of driving regimen. We suspect not: for a tall. compact wagon For a contrast,
by Sir Alec Issigonis, creator of the perhaps most will be happier with the check the top times from our “White Snow
1 | .8-liter base engine .]|}'\‘|:_'[‘\ 130 and the 11 Dwarfs” cute-ute shootout
hp, 1.8-liter DOHC 16-valve four. (March 2001) recorded by the Mazda
which also tows the new Corolla. Yes. Tribute/Ford Escape twins, which are pro

standards and verges on the phenomenal

Mini some 40 years ago.
One small box for the engine and
transaxle, one big box for everything

BY TONY SWAN

else. Sir Alec can be credited with the most We should note here that the aside con 130 is a long way from 180, but the milder pelled _i‘.\ \'"-‘_‘ making 200 and 201 |fP- Now, imagine if they shot Knight Rr'de.'.'. ..
thoroughly rational design in the history  cerning powertrains is a big one. OQurtester  four makes almost as much torque (125 respectively. The Tribute hit 60 mphin 8.2 -. : ~Aaron Robinson
of the automobile: lots of people and/or  was a Vibe GT with a 180-hp DOHC 16 pound-feet at 4200 rpm versus 130 at 6800 seconds, the |'-\l"'lT‘t'1“ as a smidge quicker T ey
cargo space in a relatively small package.  valve aluminum VVTL-i (for intelligent  for the GT version), and it allows the in the quarter- “‘_ 2 TCL'_““‘“ at 84 mph espite its slightly bloated look, _| still .Ilke
So even if the Vibe “resounds with rele-  varnable valve timing and lift) Toyota four option of a four-speed automatic trans- ”!“_ most recent PT Cruiser (June 2000), the overall shape of the Vi?}e just fine.
vance to a new audience,” as Pontiac sug-  cylinder and six-speed manual transmis mission. An auto shifter 1sn't offered for a Touring Edition b ith a hve-speed And exceptforthnse‘ 9‘_3°f)’ fog-flghlﬁhaped
gests, it 1s not without precedent—recent  sion from Toyota’s Celica the Vibe GT (although vou ’”‘"”}"L produced :'””]:”' ""‘Hl'l‘“J to 60 reverselgmgs, I'm !hlnkmgthedes;gnersgc_wt
and closely comparable precedent, in fact.  GT-S. can get one with the high- in 8.5 seconds, 16.7 seconds at 82 mph in the details right, too. But the coolest_part is
Consider the Chrysler PT Cruiser. Its There are issues with this output Matrix ), nor does the the quarter the rev-happy motor that screams “Asian hot

The Vibe's braking performance isn’t
quite as noteworthy, Although GT editions
come with disc brakes at all four corners
(base and all-wheel-drive models are disc
front and drum rear), repetitions resulted
123-horsepower version al in progressively longer stops. Still, even
that though 184 feet from 70 to 0 mph is long
h} \[1|1i|'\-\1_‘|_1,||] standards, it's I'I]]I&lp'.it'k out, Honda. The Vibe could Bﬂﬁi'y become
among compact sport-utilities, and it \ L the new darling of the street racers.
would probably improve with the Vibe's \ \ ' ~Jeffrey Dworin
optional 17-inch wheel-and-tire package. '

dimensions are similar, and like the Vibe's, engine-trans combo, partic- od whgn you stand on it in first gear and
stay on it to the redline. When the tach
needle swings past the 6000 mark, the
horsepower boost-thanks to VWTL-i-feels
like a shot of nitrous oxide. A little more grunt
in the lower rev range would be nice, but

otherwise, it's a very entertaining piece. Look

GT offer the option of all-
wheel drive. Vibe or Matrix,
the viscous-coupled system

its interior 1s cleverly designed for adap-  ularly in a vehicle such as
tation to different blends of passengers and  this one. Like some of
cargo. Aside from powertrains, the big dif Honda’s high-output VTEC
ference between the PT Cruiser and the  powerplants, Toyota's 277-
Vibe is visual. The Cruiser’s appeal is  GE engine doesn’t really
rooted in its liberal use of pre-1949 design  start racking up significant
elements, whereas the Vibe is quite obvi-  horsepower numbers until
ously a child of today, something that also  the tach hits 6200 rpm, and
applies to its not-quite-identical Toyota  peak output doesn’t occur
twin, the Matrix (see page 62). until 7600 rpm. The engine

is available only with the

base engine, and a detuned,

Still, with the serious cam
lobes online and the valve
timing advanced to max, the
Vibe GT can do the 0-to-60
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Not only 1s there more footprint—
215/50R-17 versus the standard 205/55R-
16—but the upgrade tire is a performance-
oriented Dunlop versus the standard
all-season rubber.

Which brings us to dynamics and
deportment. Like the Matrix, the Vibe is a
Corolla down there in its bones, a front-
drive unibody riding struts up front, a
twist-beam axle at the rear (all-wheel-drive
models have an independent control-arm
setup in back), and anti-roll bars at both
ends. Steering is rack and pinion with vari-
able assist.

How does all of this orchestrate on the
road? Better than we expected. Like so
many all-season tires, our tester’s Conti-

nentals could be provoked into howls of

outrage at the first hint of stress, and grip
was modest—0.78 g on the skidpad. But
for all their screaming, they never gave up
completely, and the damping, though a tad
firm, kept the rubber in contact with the
pavement on all but the wartiest corners.

The Vibe's cornering attitudes, magni-
fied by its relatively high seating positions,
are a little more dramatic than what you'd
experience in, say, a Ford Focus ZX3 but
are still well short of lifeboat territory, and
if the steering is a little slow at 3.3 turns
lock 1o lock, it has decent feel and accu-
racy.

To give the Vibe its sporty feel, Pontiac
tuned its suspension toward the stiff side
of the dial, and there’s more than a little
impact harshness on patchy pavement. But
even so, the Vibe’s ride quality is well
within the range of acceptability for a
vehicle operating at the fringes of ute-dom.

So far, we're talking B minus to B. But
in the realm of style and packaging, the
grades go a bit higher. This is particularly
true of the interior, which offers room
enough for four adults to trundle around in
comfort and has a nice airy feel, thanks to
the high roofline. The front buckets would
feel right at home in a Celica GT-S, the
upholstery fabric is a high-grade mesh knit

that looks a couple price categories classier,
and aside from the familiar Luftwaffe-red
backlighting, the instrument panel is mer
cifully free of the usual Pontiac lookit-me
I'm-a-fighter-jock gingerbread

Like the PT Cruiser, the Vibe's seat
and-cargo setup 1s minivan versatile. The
rear cargo deck has a hard plastic floor
that’s far better suited to abuse than car-
peting. and the split-folding (60/40) rear
seatbacks are clad with the same material.
Thus, when you flip "em forward, which
you can do without removing the head-
rests, there’s a sizable flat load floor that
won’t mind hard cargo such as beer kegs,
toolboxes, and chain saws. The surface is
slippery, but with 16 different tie-down
points—eight adjustable cleats set in lon-
gitudinal floor tracks, eight D-rings in the
walls—cinching stuff down is a cinch. The
wide hatch opening makes it easy to get at
cargo, and the glass portion flips up sepa-
rately. There’s also ample small-object
stowage throughout the cabin.

And the Vibe is indeed stylish. Chief
designer John Mack says, “It's unmistak-
ably Pontiac,” and if we're not entirely sure
about that—a C/D family friend wondered
if 1t was a “pneumatic Focus”—we do
think the Vibe is a snappy and distinctive
interpretation of the tall wagon genre, one
that shares almost no exterior sheetmetal
with its Toyota counterpart. Although
there's plastic cladding on the bumpers,
wheel arches, and rocker panels, it’s
restrained by Pontiac standards and is con-
sistent with the mini-ute look. Beyond that,
it does seem to attract the attention of folks
in the intended age group, which is the
whole idea.

The numbers will probably look
attractive, too—a base price of 516,900
for a front-drive Vibe and $19,900 for a
GT. Add about $1000 for all-wheel drive,
$600 for the Power Group (windows, mir-
rors, locks, keyless remote entry), and
$500 for the Sun and Sound package
(audio upgrade and power sunroof)
There's also a DVD-based nav system,
which adds $1600 and cannot be called
user-friendly by any stretch of the imag-
ination.

Although you won't be able 1o order a
sunroof and nav system in the same Vibe,
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our pilot-production tester was so
equipped, which would add up to $22,600.
Mack sums it up as “a successful
crossover design combining the best ele-
ments of an SUV and car handling.”
We wouldn’t go quite that far. Pit a Vibe

2003 PONTIAC VIBE G
Vehicle type: ontangne

Price as tested: 500

Price and option breakdown: Lu:e ¢
Major standard accessories:
Sound system:
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GT against a Ford SVT Focus, and we’ll
give long odds on which one will be first
to the finish line. On the other hand, we'd
be hard pressed to argue with the word
“successful.” The Vibe—and the Matrix

have all the earmarks of winners. ®
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