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Rabbit Transit System ..... . 

AUTOWEEK 
Driving Impression: 

No. 41 
Remember the - Mini? If you're old 

enough-you'd have to be about 27 or 28, 
anyway-you'll recall the glowing re
ports printed in the enthusia~ts' maga
zines of the day. One quote that stands out 
in our memories came, as we recall, from 
the now-defunct Sports Car Graphic back' 
in the days when it-looked like a catalog. 
They said "The Mini is the only car ever 
built that can make you laugh out loud 
just going around a corner in town." 

The Mini is gone now, at least from our 
shores, and coincident with its disaPllear
ance was the disappearance of much of 
the fun that used to be associated with 
driving in those innocent days. The 
departure of the Mini was symptom, not 
cause, of the ills that were only then 
beginning to sweep over us; the first hint 
of chill, if you will, from the ague that's 
shaking us now. 

The safety and smog legislation that 
-k illed the Mini, and other cars, and that 
put several hundred pounds and several 
hundred dollars on the ones that are left, 
was long overdue, and we support it. The 
Mini didn' t go away simply because it 
was fun ... the government didn't just 
decide " Okay, we won't let·them buy any 
more cars . they can enjoy." And yet
... sometimes it seems as though it's come 
to ihat. Even the spor ts cars are losing 
their amusement quotient these days. ' 

There' s one type of car that's hanging 
onto a measure of entertainment value, 
though. It may .be simply because econ
omics won 't allow the softening that's 
become the rule in more expensive vehi
cles, but the econoboxes, -the really low
dollar cars, sometimes seem to offer more 
entertainment per dollar than any of your 
$5000-plus Funmobiles. 

The' Voikswagen Rabbit is a case . in 
point. There can no longer be any doubt 
this is the car that will step on the Bug. 
The ,Beetle has been walking wounded 
since the first pencil line was drawn for 
the Rabbit, and even VW admits it isn't 
going to get well. The two cars could 
hardly be less alike: the B~etle with its 
re,ar a-ir-cooled fiat four and antediluvean 
space utilization bears no resemblance at : 
all to the front transverse-mounted inline 
water-cooled overhead cam four cylinder 
Rabbit, which has enough room inside for 
a game of hide-and-seek. Yet the Rabbit 
has a trait that was found in all but the 
most recent Beetles: it is fun to drive . . ' 

The 'Constant Reader will recall that we 
were more than somewhat fond of the
SCirocco, which is functionaHy a tarted 
up Rabbit with reclining seats. The two 
new cars share virtually every mechani
cal b'it from fan to rear suspension, the 
only difference being swoopy wedge-ish 

~ sheetmetal, considerably higher grade 
trim, and about $1450. Frustrated Jody 
Scheckters take note: at the VW preview 
in St. Petersburg, Florida, there was a 
very short, two':turn slalom course set up 
for the press to run in Sciroccos. Times 
averaged r ight around 20 seconds. Then a 
couple of disrespectfu l journalists (in
c1uding. but not limited to, the Autoweek 
representative) slunk into line in a four- . 
door Rabbit. Imagine our surprise (and 
Volkswagen's discomfiture) when -we 
were a half-second quicker in our first 
run with the RabbIt than in our best with 
its sporty sibling! 

Actually there was no reason to expec~ 
anything else. The Rabbit does run on 
skinny 155-13 radials rather than the 
175/70s of the Sc'irocco, but it's about 100 
pounds lighter, too, and the Scirocco's 

/ 

VW's new people's car shows that it's a ,BeetIe-beater 

.' 

in ·every sense of the word. 

weight is all up in the body where it can't 
help but hurt. Photographs taken at the 
preview show the Rabbit with all four feet 
firmly planted at the same point on the 
course where the Scirocco has its inside 
rear'wheel hiked a good four incbes in the 
air-clear evidence of topheaviness, 
since the Scirocco wasn't going any 
faster. 

But to return to the point: the Rabbit is 
. fun to drive. All but one of the staff 
members who drove it liked it better than 
the Scirocco, maintaining that the ego 
massage that goes ' with the slick body 
style of the latter w'asn't worth the extra 
bill and a half. To be sure, you get a much 
nicer interior with the Scirocco, particu
larly over the basic Rabbit where VW has 
installed door panels of a material resem
bling the smooth side of a piece of 
Masonite and what look like $19.95 lc: 
Whitney seat covers. But they cover 
pretty good seats, albeit in somewhat less 
than opulent fashion, and what do you 
care about the door panels anyway? 

Do not be deceived by the $2999 base 
price of the Rabbit. it is a r eal car. It will 
handle circles around some of your better 
known sports machinery, as witnessed by 

. the fact that the lowe. t. for the' Stead 
Boulevard Esses is :q.ow jointly held by 
the Rabbit and the Ferrari Lusso we drov e 
a few months ago. It all feels a little tippy, 
sitting straight up there at eye level to an 
ostrich while the world whistles past, but 
we never did manage to get into a corner 
fast enough to discover the limits of 
adhesion. Not so hard we bent anything, 
anyway. 

This particular Rabbit happened to be 
an automatic, and for an auto trans 
hooked_ to a 1500cc engine (actually 
1471c'c), it was all right, peppy enough in 
town and firm of shift. But it did seem to 
suffer a bit in performance and even more 
in economy. Highway mileage hung in 
fairly well, at 28 vs. 30 for the (stick) 
SCirocco, but town miles per gallon fell to 
"only" 22. (It's perhaps worth a note here 
that the driver who strives to maihtain a 
consistent and featherfooted 55mph will 
invariably do better, than our highway 
mileage figures. Typical highway traffic 
on the rural Nevada and California. 
highways where we drive most moves at 
65-70, and we do not lag behind. The same 
holds true for in-town mileage: our 
figures are likely to be a little short of 

. what y-ou can get if you try-but they are, 
we think, representative of what you will 
get if you drive the way most car enthu
siasts drive.) 

There is also the possibility that the 
drop in mileage and performance was not 
the fault of the automatic at all. We've 
driven probably a dozen SciRabbits at 
one time or another, and to be honest we 
can't remember a car with as much 
production line variation. A good one, 
either Rabbit or Scirocco, is as good a car 
:as you'r e likely to find anywhere. We'v~ 
seen on ly two that could be classed as 
g ood. A bad one is virtually undriveable , 
and we've seen one of those. The rest, nine 
or ten in our experience, fall somewhere 
in between. Our Scirocco was in the upper 
third of the mediocres, and the Rabbit was 
in the lower third. Neither was really 
what you could call bad, but there are far , 
far better ones around. This charming 
inconsistency is probably due to the 
staggering smog equipment load the cars 
must carry: everything you've ever heard 
of in the smog control field is hung on the 
Rabbit/ Scirocco somewhere. So if you try . 
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one two inches over six,feet and the tallest 
6'4", and no one was cramped. You can 
even sit bol t u prigh t in the back with your 
knees s.traigh t in front of you if you're not 
more than about 6'2". Try that in your 
Beetle. 

lill;~iliiig!i~;;~i~i~i~lli;~lt~r~ljiil~IHII~~II' A~~~omthe~~ci~~thegrip, ! :t=:'~ .':;';:::;'-;:::;;:.:""~J''':=' . there are few surprises in the handling 

~'i~~~~~~~;I~~ department. It is ~pical r~fined front wheel drive handling, and if it's been four 
, or five years since you last tried a front· 

wheeler, you're in for a surprise. All that 
fighting of ihe wheel and heavy steering 
and dodging one way under acceleration 
and the other way under deceleration is 

'gone, along with the tendency of fwd cars 
to scare you white by running straight off 
where you want t.o turn. If ~u were raised 
on fwd, cars none of this was unsettling, 

but few of us were and you could really 
walre you.rselfup switching from, say, an 
MGB to an Austin America. Not any 
more, not unless you're a comple~ clot 
and deserve punishment for your antics. 
The casual driver (few of whom read 
Autoweek, we presume) could drive the 
Rabbit for years and never suspect it was 
a puller instead of a pusher. 

All of which is very nice, but beside the 
point and not the reason we'd buy the 
Rabbit (and we would buy one, every one 
of us). We like it for reasons VW hasn't 
even hinted at in their ads. It's seco"ndary 
that it will take you from Los Angeles to 
San Francisco on about 12 gallons of gas 
and probably tertiary that it'll carry the 
\yhole fam.ily. It's not even all that 
important that it will surprise the majori
ty of the dilettantes- you see driving 

one that stumbles, don't give up hope. expected to smooth out as the cars roll The biggest reason for choosing a modern small-displacement sports cars. 
Just try another one, which is what we down the production line-~l1 of ours . Rabbit over a Scirocco is the cavernous The real reason is that it is just flat fun to 
would have done if we'd had time and VW _ save one have b~en very early production interior of the Rabbit. We loaded the test have around, and that's a rare quali~ 
had had cars. his little glitch can be models. . car down with four staffers, the shortest these days .. @ 

ENGINE . 
Type: Four cylinder. inline, water cooled cast iron 
SOHC 
Displacement: 89.9cid, 1471cc 
Bore x Stroke: 3.01 x .· 3.15inuhes, 76.5 x 80.0mm 
Horsepower: 70 (SAE net) at 5800rpm 
Torque: 81 lbs-ft at 3500rpm 
Carburetion: 1-2bbl Zenith 
Electric'al System: 12 volt, 54 amp-hr battery, transis
torized ignition 

DRIVETRAIN 
Type: Front engine. front wheel drive 
Transmission: Three-speed automatic, ratios: 1-
2.55:1; 2-1.45:11; 3-1.00:1; R-2.42:1 
Final Drive: 3.76:1 (automatic trans; ratio with 
manual trans 3.90: 1 

WHEELS & TIRES 
Wheels: 4-1/2 J x 13 steel disc 
Tires: 155SR x 13 radial 

SUSPENSION 
Front: Independent. Macpherson strut, coil springs 
Rear: Independent. trailing arms; coil springs 

Volkswagen Rabbit Specifications 

BRAKE,S 
Front: 9.4 ·inch disc: power assist 
Rear: 7.8 incQ. drum, power assist 

DIMENSIONS 
Length: 155.3 inches 
Width: 63.4 inches 
Height: 55.5 inches 

, Wheelbase: 94.5 inches 
Track (Front/Rear): 54.7/53.1 ' inches 

MISCELLANEOUS 
Fuel tank capacity: 11.9 gallons 
Fuel Required: Unleaded gasoline 
Fuel Economy: 22-28mpg 
Turning Circle: 34.i feet 

PRICE 
List: $2999 base, plus tax, license. and all options. 
Price as tested, $4066. Options on test car included 
performance package. deluxe interior, automatic 
transmission. leatherette interior. tinted glass. pas
sive restraint system. rear defogger, AM/FM radio. 
Tax. license and freight charges extra. 
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