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fic, dice with suicidal Smart Fortwo drivers and
dodge double-parked delivery trucks, we swear
that a smile is spreading across the Fiat’s face.
With the rev needle dancing between 4,000 and
5,000 rpm, the motor emits a sharp growl—
though the sound is more peeved-off Pug than
rip-snorting Rotiweiler. A sharper edge to the
exhaust note would be nice, and it'll likely be
present on quicker Abarth versions. As it is, the
500 pulls away briskly, but not exactly rapidly:
Fiat quotes a 0-62 mph time of 10.5 seconds.
Also, with only 96 Ib-ft of torque peaking at
4,250 rpm, the engine needs to be revved.

The Fiat’s handling proved more entertain-
ing than its drivetrain, allowing us to chuck it
into corners with abandon. Few cars can chal-
lenge the wee 139.8-inch long Fiat for cut-and-
thrust accuracy. The 500's suspension keeps the
2,100-pound 500 level and stable, even over
rough surfaces and when we deliberately tried
to unsetile the suspension on wet cobblestones.
The chassis feels like it could easily handle much
more power, which bodes extremely well for the
upcoming Abarth models. The four-wheel disc
brakes (vented in the front) and standard ABS
fitted to our test car deliver quick and drama-
iree stops time after time. Brake pedal travel is
short, and there is plenty of feedback regarding
what's going on at the car’s four corners.

A sport button on the dashboard increases
the effort of the eleciric power steering and raises
throttle sensitivity. We preferred the heftier weight
to the steering with sport mode engaged.

Out on open roads, where the Fiat could
have easily tumed into a droning and wheezing
city car, the 500 surprises with refined highway
manners and a (relatively) quiet engine. There
is some engine drone, but it's far less than in
many other sporty European hatches. A lot of

ENGINE 1.4-liter DOHC infine4
POWER (hp) 100 @ 6000 rpm
TORQUE (ib/it) 97 ®4250 ipm
TRANSMISSION &-speed manual
Weight (pounds) 2100
0-62 MPH (sec)) 10.5
1 AS-TESTED PRICE $20,000 J

credit is due to the Fiat's 6-speed manual; its
solid throws impress during city driving, and its
final ratio makes cruising at 80-90 mph painless.

So the Fiat 500 is good-looking, feels well-
made and is fun to drive. About our only major
complaint is the price. ltalian style never comes
cheaply, even in condensed city-car form. A 500
optioned like our tester can easily push past
$20,000. Part of the blame is the weak dollar

versus the euro. But the Mini Cooper is even
pricier and remains a huge success in the States.
Now that Alfa Romeo is set for a return to the
U.S. market within two years, parent company
Fiat could feasibly include the 500 into its
American marketing plans. If so, then the folks
at Mini and Scion had better worry. Don't be
fooled by that cute face: The new Fiat 500 is one
seriously good car.—Nick Kurczweski

Unlike the original 500,
the new version is front-

engined and water-cooled.
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