Smart Fortwo may look like a toy, but the engineering behind it isn't kid stuff
by Mark_Maynard

"Mark - You should be ashamed of yourself for taking that little thing away from its mother! Please tell me
you aren't driving that on the freeway. Not 'Smart'!," wrote a female colleague in an e-mail the day the Smart
Fortwo test car was delivered.

SMART FORTWO - The Smart Fortwo is considered a 'city' car, but it travels comfortably on the
Interstate and is stable in evasive maneuvers. Its firm suspension is good for nimble maneuvering but makes
for a jarring impact with potholes. CNS Photo courtesy of Smart USA. And then from other people:

"I'd need two. One for each foot."

"Which end (does) the popcorn come out?"

"If you hook two Smarts together do you get a whole car?"

"Half the car? Halve the price!"

Oh, yes, very funny. I heard a lot of comments in a week and a half of driving the shortest new car in the
United States, which is just being delivered to its first owners. Many are familiar with Smart because various
models - including a roadster and a four-seater - have been on sale in Europe, Canada, Mexico and elsewhere
for a decade.

The Smart Fortwo coupe is a rear-wheel drive, two-seater that doesn't drive like a toy, though it looks like
one. It also is available as a convertible, which SmartUSA calls the Cabrio.

The Smart car is like no other and the company is marketing it like no other, including how it spells the
names without using capital letters, such as smart fortwo passion. But the company is smartUSA. For the
sanity of my copy editor, I will use proper capitals and lowercase lettering.

And instead of writing a road-test evaluation, it might be easier for me to answer the slew of questions I was
asked about this car. Among them:

Q: "Is it battery powered?"

A: No. It has a 70-horsepower, 1.0-liter three-cylinder gasoline engine, which uses premium fuel. A diesel is
available elsewhere, but SmartUSA won't bring it to the United States. It's a performance dog, a spokesman
said.

Q: "Is it a manual? All the cars I saw in Europe were manuals."

A: No, this has a five-speed automated manual transmission, which is an electronically shifted manual. And
it is quirky. Volkswagen and other makers of automated manuals have refined the shift points to be smooth
and progressive. This automated manual works as if a phantom passenger is pressing the clutch and engaging
gears. It's a charming motion, in a way, but also annoying when you need to move quickly.

The transmission is calibrated for maximum economy, so it upshifts before full power is achieved. That's fine
until you are bogged down in traffic and the transmission wants to move into fourth, but you need the rpms of

second to stay with the pace.

A manual mode, with shift paddles at the steering wheel, allows the transmission to be held in a lower gear
for quicker acceleration response. I used it frequently in traffic and could make smoother gear changes
manually than in automatic mode.

Q: "Can you drive it on the freeway?"

A: Top speed is 90 mph and it cruises easily at 80 to 85 without tendency of tipping. Acceleration to 60 mph
is 12.8 seconds, SmartUSA claims, but speed builds quickly in second, third and fourth gears.

It was quieter than expected, too. Wind noise isn't an issue and there is little harshness that transfers from
tires or road surfaces.

Q: "What's the mileage?"

A: 33 mpg city, 41 highway. I can understand why fuel is sold by the liter in other countries. With a gas tank
of just less than 9 gallons, it'll be no issue to fill it up, even with the price of premium.

Q: "Shouldn't it get better mileage?"

A: Using last year's EPA fuel-economy calculations, the Smart got 45 mpg highway, but the 2008 ratings
reflect the real-world mileage. Last year there were 200 cars that were rated 30 mpg or higher on the highway.
This year there are 90. The engine is classified as Ultra Low Emission, but the EPA Green Vehicle Guide Web
site has not yet posted scores for air pollution or greenhouse gas scores.

Q: "Is it safe?"

A: It seems to be. I could drive it 80 mph on the Interstate with complete stability, even in evasive
maneuvers. Smart says its cars are tough nuts to crack, literally. The high-strength steel safety cell acts as a
nutshell to protect occupants.

Safety features include 11-inch front disc brakes (8-inch rear drums) with ABS, brake assist, brake-force
distribution, electronic stability with hill-start assist and traction control. The rear tires are wider than the front
tires and it is rear-wheel drive, so the weight is over the drive wheels, which should make it good in snow.

Q: "What happens if you get hit by an SUV?"

A: Maybe you'd be punched across the highway like an English walnut?

Elevated seating moves occupants away from bumper height of a side impact. Side rails, front and side air
bags and side-impact braces in the doors also help.

There is an impressive video of Smart crash testing online. And that was for the smaller, European car. Just
search for "Smart car crash." The Smart for North America is a few inches longer for crash protection.

Q: "What's it like to drive?"

A: Different. I feel more vulnerable in traffic while driving a Miata, in which occupants look out at the tops
of truck tires. The Smart rides taller, and with the large interior space it doesn't feel like a toy car. The
substantial steering wheel fits well in hand and the ride quality isn't jittery as might be expected of a car this
size. It rides smoother on the highway than on city streets.

It's a tough little car with a Euro-firm suspension, which is good for nimble maneuvering, but it also makes
for a jarring impact with potholes. Drivers with sensitive backs may not care for the ride.

Owners will find new opportunities with this car. For example, my wife always parks in the driveway, which
leaves me with street parking. But I could drive the Smart Fortwo behind her Camry and onto the front lawn,
where it would look more like lawn art than anything.

Q: "Can you park it nose-first into a parallel spot?"

A: Yes, but be prepared to justify this action with the parking-management officer. Technically, two Smarts
can fit in one space, but which pays the meter?

Q: "Can I see if my 6-foot-7-inch friend fits inside?"

A: The cabin is quite accommodating for many sizes. The burly, 6-foot valet at the Hard Rock Hotel fit in the
passenger seat, though he appeared perched and awkward. There is headroom for those up to 6 feet 5 inches
and the open space under the dashboard allows room for long legs, unhindered by a long center console.

The passenger seat sits a little higher and can go back farther than the driver seat. That's not bad, just
different.

And the passenger seat folds flat forward, which greatly expands cargo space.

Q: "Does it have cruise control?"

A: No, and the base Pure model doesn't come with power windows or air conditioning, which seems a rip-off
when charging $12,000 for half of a car.

The uplevel Passion, $14,235, adds most of the conveniences expected for a vehicle in that price range.

The glass roof adds to the perception of spaciousness - even in cool weather the cabin got warm when the
sunshade wasn't drawn. It could get really warm in the summer if the air conditioning isn't up to the task.

A question to ask SmartUSA: Was the air conditioning beefed up for American humidity and heat?

Q: "Who makes it?"

A: Mercedes-Benz

Q: "Where is it made?"

A: Hambach, France.

Q: "Is it insured as a two-seater?"

A: It was too early to know at press time. I called my insurance agent, who said it appeared the car would be
rated somewhere around the Toyota Corolla and Honda Accord. It's classified as a two door and two seater.
SmartUSA said: "Each insurance company will dictate their rate. We have reached out to all major insurance
companies and they are preparing rates."

Q: "Can it be flat towed?"

A: Yes, and SmartUSA plans to develop a front-attaching tow bar.

SmartUSA will do little advertising of the car, which is the beauty of having a product that people want and
will seek out. That also means the first owners to take delivery will be answering a lot of questions. In time,

they will think they should be paid as company ambassadors.

SmartUSA held a national tour last year to help educate consumers and jump-start sales. As of July, Smart
was claiming 30,000 $99 reservations had been made at the SmartUSA Web site. Smart won't say how many
cars they can deliver in the next year, but there are 68 dealers across the United States.

"We have over 1,000 reservations for our store," said Smart Center San Diego director Udo Kaiser. "Our
allocation, however, for the first year has been set at 700 vehicles, and I am not sure how many we will get
after that."

If you've ordered the car, but haven't had a test drive, not to worry. Chances are you will love the car, but if
not, you'll be able to sell it quickly and make a little money on the deal.

2008 Smart Fortwo Passion coupe

Body style: subcompact, two-seat coupe with panorama roof

Engine: 70 horsepower, 1.0-liter three-cylinder

Transmission: five-speed automated manual transmission with paddle shifters

Acceleration: 0-60 mph, 12.8 seconds; top speed, 90

EPA fuel economy estimates: 33 mpg city, 41 highway; 91 octane recommended

Fuel capacity: 8.7 gallons

Length/wheelbase: 106.1/73.5 inches

Width/height: 61.38/60.71 inches

Curb weight: 1,808 pounds

FEATURES

Standard equipment includes: air conditioning with automatic temperature control and dust-pollen filter,
power windows with one-touch lowering, power (heated) mirrors, remote locking, outside temperature
indicator, turn indicators with lane changer function, speed-sensitive windshield wipers, intermittent rear
windshield wiper with wiper-wash function, electric rear window defroster, electric tailgate release, locking
gas cap, 12-volt socket, panorama roof, tire pressure control system, air conditioning with climate control,
three-spoke leather sports steering wheel with shift paddles, AM-FM radio with CD player, projector beam
halogen headlights, fold-flat passenger seat, storage areas beside the steering wheel and in both doors, coin
holder, dome light, vanity mirror, 15-inch alloy wheels and all-season tires.

Safety features include: front and side air bags, 11-inch front disc brakes, 8-inch rear drum brakes,
electronic-stability program with hill-start assist, ABS, electronic brake-force distribution, traction control and
electronic brake assist

PLUSES: A well-made small car that doesn't drive like a toy.

MINUSES: No cruise control, no height adjustment to steering column, no interior hatch release.

Smart Fortwo facts

PRICING

The Smart Fortwo will be sold in the United States through Penske Automotive Group.

The entry-level Fortwo Pure coupe will start at $12,235, including $645 destination charge. Standard features
include a five-speed automatic transmission with manual mode, remote locking, two-spoke leather steering
wheel, crank windows and a "radio-ready" console.

The Passion coupe starts at $14,235 and includes a panorama glass roof, alloy wheels, air conditioning with
climate control, three-spoke leather steering wheel with gear-shift paddles, power windows, electric and
heated side mirrors, and radio with CD player.

The Passion Cabrio, $17,235, comes with a three-mode automatic soft top and has the standard features of the
Passion coupe but includes a premium sound system with an in-dash, MP3-compatible six-disc CD changer.

The $850 "comfort package" for the Passion coupe and Cabrio adds heated leather seats, electric power
steering, rain and light sensors and auto-off headlamps.

Safety features include four air bags and electronic stability control.

OPTIONS

Metallic paint: $225

Silver metallic tridion safety cell: $175

Alarm system: $160

Power steering: $450

Heated seats: $220

Fog lights: $110

Additional instruments: $120

OPTION PACKAGES

Smart premium sound system, $350, features MP3-compatible six-disc CD changer; auxiliary input jack for
MP3 device; Smart sound system (two tweeters, two mid-range and subwoofer)

Comfort Package, $850, adds power steering, leather-trimmed and heated seats, rain and light sensor, auto-off
headlamps with exit delay
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