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means you'll forget about it most of the time). We
did find a number of posts in online forums, won-
dering about its larger-than-expected turning cir-
cle. By the numbers, a regular MINI hatchback has
a turning circle of 35.1 feet. A Fiat 500 is 30.6 feet.
The Countryman ALL4, with its five-inch-longer
wheelbase and all-wheel drive, turns in 38.06 feet.
Compare this with a Jeep Grand Cherokee at 37.1
feet. At least we weren’t imaginging things.

In the first few blocks of driving, we made a note
that we had just reaffirmed our preference for a
manual transmission, beyond just general princi-
pal. We noted that first was very short, and second
was very long and loud. For errands, or around the
'hood or office park, this seemed the wrong range.
But then we gave that sport button a try. This miti-
gated what we had noted in first and second,
though we noted it now shifted into higher gears
sooner—which means lower revs, which to us
would be counter to the goals of a sport setting.

All that analysis aside, the MINI Countryman is
peppy and fun to drive, no less so than its hatch-
back brother. Its smart differentials weren't sens-
ing any trouble on local streets, which had us
clearly in front-wheel bias. Despite the MINI hatch

28 » September-Octoher 2011

-‘.

DRIVER

having done a great job of engineering away any
torque steer, the ALL4 seems to reintroduce a bit.
We don't have an engineering study to back up this
casual observation, but the loghook had several
notatiions of an overly lively front end.

We noted the brakes didn’t feel as strong as
expected; upsized discs to go along with the
upsized wheels might be a great option. US speci-
fications don't list this, but UK figures show a 60-to-
0 stopping distance well over 200 feet.

The suspension is nice and firm, clearance is
more than adequate, and we had no problem navi-
gating around the various troughs and speed-
bumps in the office park.

On local streets and highways, with the auto-
matic transmission, we continued to favor the
sport setting; however it's a feature you can't set
and forget. We had to reactivate it repeatedly.
What's more, unless that becomes second nature
at startup, the control is in an awkward spot, at
least with the automatic, tucked in front of the
shifter and forcing a distraction while driving.

Within two days, we were loving this car and
willing to overlook any flaws it may have.

On the weekend, we took it out into mild canyon
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country and ran it on a very rough stretch of bare-
ly-road. It did extremely well, right out of the box. If
you'd like to push the envelope, check out Coun-
tryman Connection of southern California, makers
of everything from lift kits to light bars to a solid
hitch and teardrop trailer: www.countrymancon-
nection.com. Stock or modified, the MINI Cooper S
Countryman ALL4 says, “bring it on.”

All'in all, we enjoyed the Countryman plenty. It
has a decently commanding presence over the
road, far beyond what its size might suggest. In fact,
it wasn't long before we noted that “it performs so
well and is so easy to drive, we'd almost be willing
to consider the unthinkable and get the automatic.”
Ten million option decisions if we bought our own?
Maybe not. This one is a keeper, as is.

The Countryman is right-sized. In traffic, you
have the inescapable feeling that this is better than
other small cars, and you have the equally
inescapable feeling that it's better than other big
SUVs. We start thinking that MINI may not even be
the right name for this one: if it were an iPod, it
might be the do-everything Classic. Inside, we
compare it to other small cars we've driven: plenty
of room for your legs, even knees side-to-side,
even if you're six-foot-two. There is a spacious feel
and more than adequate room for more people in
the back seats. We find ourselves wondering why
BMW bothers making a 1 Series, since they have
the small car niche so well nailed with the MINI: a
car that's stylish enough, has quality build, is eco-
nomical enough to purchase and operate, powerful
enough and always ready to rock.

A foot longer and six inches wider than the MINI
hardtop, with its four doors and higher ground
clearance, the Countryman has a more rugged per-
sona than the MINI hardtop. It offers the beef you
might expect from an SUV or truck, more than the
keep-me-on-the-pavement styling of crossovers.

Depending on options, you can spend as much
on a MINI Countryman ALL4 as you would on any
number of larger SUVs or crossovers. You could
buy a three-year-old Escalade for less. But you
wouldn't have the fuel economy, parking conven-
ience or general fun of the MINI.

The MINI Cooper S Countryman ALL4 is on the
short list of vehicles we’d like to own, ourselves.
The more time we spent in it, the more we wanted
to take one home. You'd be hard-pressed to find all
the Countyman offers, rolled into any other one
vehicle. MINI has proven its lineup is broadening
and maturing. The proof, to us? The more we want-
ed to take home a Countryman, the more we want-
ed to take home a MINI hardtop, too.




