VEHICLE IMPRESSION : 2012 FIAT 500 SPORT HATCHBACK
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these days, as an updated Chrysler 300 is comple-
mented by a new 200, and—through their marriage
to Fiat—they now bring us the Fiat 500. But it's just a
coincidence. The Fiat 500 has been around for decades.

First was the Fiat 500 Topolino, from 1936 to 1955—
a tiny car with a sweeping hood and grille, coincidentally
reminscent of the Chrysler Airflow from the “30s.

The forebear of the new Fiat 500 came next. 4 million
copies of the most familiar Cinquecento (500) were pro-
duced in Italy from 1957 to 1975, a bit belatedly helping
in a big way with Italy’s economic recovery.

A Fiat Cinquecento in the 1990s succeeded the Fiat
126, which had replaced the 500 after 1975. Both were
grim little cars with an Iron Curtain flavor. But in the
post-Soviet era, Fiat's same factory in Poland geared up
to produce a new 500 for the new millennium, launching
in Europe in 2007. The Fiat 500 is also built in Toluca,
Mexico, birthplace of our test car. (This plant also builds
the Dodge Journey and just discontinued the PT Cruiser.)

As Fiat says, “this is where history begins again.”

0, 1§ THIS CAR SMALL?

The return of Fiat to our shores has met with great antic-
ipation. We had seen the Fiat 500 at several car shows
and events but hadn't been behind the wheel, so we,
too, awaited our test car with great curiosity.

The first thing we said when we got in the car was,
“Man, this is small!” Size, of course, is basically the car’s
whole raison d'étre. Er, ragione per essere.

How small is it? The new Fiat 500 is about 140 inch-
es long, 64 inches wide and 60 inches tall. It sports a 4-
cylinder engine and weighs about 2400 pounds. (This
makes the Fiat 500 about 100 pounds lighter and six inch-
es shorter than a MINI Cooper.) The 1957-75 Cinquecento
was considerably smaller: powered by a 2-cylinder
engine, the car weighed in at just 1100 pounds, measur-
ing about 117 inches in length (under ten feet!) and 52
inches each in width and height. Safety, performance
and technological improvements—and of course updat-
ed buyer expectations and demands—have brought us a
slightly larger tiny car, suitable for faster and busier
roads and maybe even for the long haul of the American
highway. But the new 500's style, charm and personali-
ty—and surely its position as among the smallest of the
small—are completely intact. With its wheels set far at
the corners, spaciousness and handling are maximized.

Uou might think Chrysler is into big round numbers

If you want something even smaller, there is always
the Smart—its fortwo is just 98.4 inches long and
weighs 1600 pounds. And it gets 36 mpg combined, but
wait: the Fiat 500 gets 38 mpg highway and 33 mpg
combined (with manual transmission), and this in a four-
seater with a much more standard automobile format.

MODLLS AND FLATURES

The 500 comes in three trim levels. The Pop is priced at
$15,500 (plus $500 destination charge), a well-equipped
base model. Sport has enhanced suspension, steering,
exhaust and aerodynamics, and adds some convenience
features, at $17,500. Both Pop and Sport come with a 5-
speed manual, standard, but have a 6-speed automatic
available. The Lounge is aimed at the stylish crowd,
though most of its inclusions are available on the others
(automatic, glass roof, Bose audio). Lounge comes only
with automatic, with a base price of $19,500. Equipped
with all available options, Lounge can hit $23,150.

Sport sounds like the best bet, with improved han-
dling, plus creature comforts still available. And that's
what we received as a test car, with 5-speed manual.

Putting some gear in the hatch area, with a couple of
letters in hand, we discovered the incredible conven-
ience of a small car that is open all the way through: we
were able to just reach forward and put the mail in the
front seat, from the back bumper.

The interior benefits from a continuation of the car's
exterior paint—on ours a sparkly $500 Rosso Brillante
tri-coat—across the instrument panel. It has a sporty
look, and including outside color helps open things up.

The car has mechanical seat adjustment (what do we
expect in a $17.5k car?), and the cabin is tight enough
that we have to open the door to slide it back. A hard-
ship? Or smart design? Why carry around enough bulk

and width to adjust your seat, all day every
day, when you may only do it once? And
before we sound too demeaning about
what you get for $17,500, check out the
standard inclusions (sidebar): modern sus-
pension, 4-wheel disc brakes with ABS,
electronic stability control, keyless entry,
power windows and locks, an audio system
that might cost $17.5k in a $100,000 car,
and much more. And, by the way, the seat
track goes back farther than we needed, at
six-foot-two. The rear seat is reached with easy-access
front seats that fold and slide forward; space is bit tight.

Glass sunroofs are becoming common—tough in an
Arizona summer. This one has a shade screen, but it
allows a lot of sun.

The car is snug door-to-seat (even using the door
pocket is tight), but width and legroom in general are
surprisingly accommodating: there's no console and the
shifter is in the center stack. Primary instruments have
an efficient layout, with a concentric tach and
speedometer surrounding a digital readout with fuel
and engine temp, MPG, MPH, clock, odo and outside
temperature, all in one handy readout. The door handle
doubles as its lock mechanism, a slick detail.

We release the mechanical handbrake, note the
Sport switch, grab the 5-speed shifter, and off we go.

DLUIND THE WHELL

We already know the 4-cylinder engine will give us just
101 hp and 98 Ib-ft of torque. For our first few miles, we
were unimpressed with power and handling, though that
was before we used the Sport setting. We did get reac-

SPECIFICATIONS

Our test 2012 Fiat 500 Sport Hatchback

ENGINE . .1.4L inline-4: 101 hp, 98 Ib-ft

TRANSMISSION .5-speed manual

ront-wheel drive

FUEL MILEAGE .. (EPA est) 30 city/38 hwy

FUEL CAPACITY 10.5 gallons

TIRES/WHEELS: 16" 6.5" aluminum wheels, with
195/45R16XL tires, tire service kit.

BRAKES: .......4-wheel disc, red brake calipers

SUSPENSION: MacPherson strut and stabilizer
bar front, twist-beam axle and twin-tube
shocks rear, sport-tuned shocks and springs
(Sport model).

SAFETY/SECURITY: Airbags: multistage front,
front side, front/rear side curtain, driver knee;
head restraints, child anchors. 4-wheel ABS,
ESC, TPM system, sentry key immobilizer.

COMFORT/CONVENIENCE: Power windows w/
one-touch up/down front, power locks, key-
less entry, rear defroster, variable wipers,
rear wiper/washer, cruise, hill start assist, 12-
volt outlet. 140 mph speedometer (Sport
model). Filtered a/c, driver seat memory,
BOSE® premium AM/FM/CD/MP3 audio,
Blue&Me® hands-free, aux jack, leather-
wrapped tilit steering wheel, wheel-mounted
audio controls, vehicle info center, rear 50/50
split fold-down seat, chrome shift knob.

EXTERIOR: Bi-function halogen headlamps,
body-color power heated mirrors, fog lamps,
chrome exhaust tips, rear spoiler.

BASE PRICE $ 17,500
Rosso Brillante tri-coat paint ...500
PREFERRED PACKAGE 21D: Nero/grigio (black/

grey) seats; power sunroof .. 850
TOMTOM NAVIGATION w/Blue&Me...
Destination charge
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