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Not even high gas prices
can slow the truck juggernaut.

BY CSABA CS5ERE AND TONY SWAN

FHOTOGRAFHY BY AARDN KILEY

| espite the continued carping of
the global-warming Cassandras
and the lofty gasoline prices that
| we sulfered for much of last vear,
the shift toward truck-type vehi-

w0 cles continues unabated. More
than 34 percent of the vehicles sold in
America in 2004 were SUV s, pickups. and
vans, That's up from 53.2 i 2003 and con-
timues the steady trend that has been gomng
o pretry much forever—or at least since
190d), which is as far back as our records

g0 and when truck sales were a mere 9.3
percent of the market.

Ciiven buyers’ seemingly insatiuble
interest in these machines thal can haul
plenty of people and stufl, iU's no surprise
manutacturers keep cranking oul more
new models every year, A largely Amer-
wcan phenomenon at [irst, trucks have now
become international, with the Asian
makers competing in all segments and
even the Europeans jumping heavily into
SUVs.

[n 2005, compelilion 1s SIromg across
the truck lundscape. We had plenty of nom-
inees in every calegory—even in vans,
where last yvear's reigning champ, the
Toyota Sienna, only had o face two new
entries, both of which were formidahle.
Perenmal bestseller Chrysler has expand-
ed the van state-of-the-packaging-an with
its new Stow ‘n Go seating. Meanwhile,
Honda showed up with an all-new
Odvssey with several maojor improvements
over its predecessor, which had won this



category in the first three years of SBest.

Pickups were also strong. with several
new., smaller-than-full-size—you can’t
really call them compact anymore—
entries from Dodge. Nissan, and Toyota.
In SUW s, we had a diverse mix ol all-new
machines, such as the Land Rover LR3,
the Infiniti QX36, the Jeep Grand
Cherokee, the Ford Freestyle, and the
Chevrolet Equinox. We also had several
established plavers with substantal
upgrades, ranging from the Volve XC90
with its new V-8 to the Ford Escape with
its highly touted hybrid powertrain.

Our five categones remain largely the
same as last year's, Anything with an open
bed is a pickup. Vans have a two-box pro-
file (small front box for the engine fol-
lowed by a big box for people and cargo)
with sliding rear side doors and the ability
to fold or remove the rear passenger seats
to produce one large volume.

SUVs, as usval, are a bit more compli-
cated as they continue 1o morph and
mutate in new and unanticipated direc-
tions, Our size distinctions carried over
from last vear, that is, any 3UV not longer
than 180 inches and less than 3900 pounds
Lalls e our small category, Everything
else 1s big.

That 15 until we ger 1o price. As some
of the expensive brands come up with
more affordable models, such as the
Porsche Cavenne V-6 (541,913 hase
price), and top-of-the-line Ford Expedi-
tions run well into the 405 (540,155 for an
Expedition King Banch 4WD). it becomes
nereasingly hard 1o sill the diamonds from
the zirconia, This year, we came up with
an approach that should, with minor
adjustments, work for a few more years.
To qualify as luxury, o model had to have
a base price of more than $35,000 for the
least-expensive version and offer at least

one model with a base price of more than
H43. 000,

To be considered, a vehicle had to show
up for our mid-October test session. We
evaluated all the candidates on a variety of
roads in the vicinity of our Lesl sile in
western Washtenaw County, Michigan,

As usual, we rated the vehicles in three
major areas: driver satisfaction, which
includes fun to drive, styling, and cool-
ness, utility and competence of the
vehicle's intended task, which is particu-
larly eritical to trucks, which are still more
for work than for pleasure; and finally.
value, because we re convineed buyers are
alwavs interested in maximum bang for
the buck.

After our panel of nine editors rated
every vehicle from 1 o 100, the 2005
SBest winners revealed themselves. Inthe
next few pages, we'll tell vou all about
them.
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SMALL SPORT-UTILITY VEHICLE

Subaru Forester 2.5XT

he problem with most sport-utility
Tx't'hicln.:r; 15 that the sport part 15 some:
thing you've gol slowed m the carzo
bay or strapped onto the rool rack. 1w be
utithzed when vou reach your destination.
Mountam ikes. Kayaks, Camping gear.
But that’s not the case with this Liule
rascal, The Forester 2.3X7T is one of those
extremely rare utes that deliver spori—ithe
fun-to-drive variety—and utility in equal
measure, which makes getting there at
least as enjoyable as whutever you're
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sportutility
vehicle

zoing 1o do after vou unload,
Mavbe more so.

The key here is the XTs tur-
bocharzed 2.5-liter flat-four, which chums
up 210 horsepower and 235 pound-feet of
torgue, compared with the 165 horses and
|66 pound-feet of the naturally aspirated
ecition. Paired with the standard Dve-
speed manuval gearbox (o four-speed auto-
ratic 15 optional), the turbo motor hustles
this mity hve-door (o 60 mph in 3.3 sec-
onds, quicker than anything in its class,
Quicker, in fact, than all but a handful of
SUWVs. class notwithstanding.

Introduced in 2002, the Forester is
based on the compact Impreza sedan, with

SUV styling, a little extra ground clear-
ance. and a taller roofline. In lact. that
roofline—62.6 inches—dchines the Car
and Diver boundury between SUVS and
sLalion wagons.

Like all Subies, the Forester 2.53XT's
list of standard features includes full-time
all-wheel drive. With the rear seats folded
flat, the cargo hold grows to 64 cubic feel.
That's more than you get in an Impreza
wagon, but we have to admit the Forester's
max capacity ranks at the bottom of its
class, although 11's within a couple cubes
al the Honda CR-Y and Ford Escape.
We also admit the X'T 15 the only

member of the Forester family

thats really turned our heads, The

standard Forester didn’t quite

make the 5Best cut two yvears ago.
- OFf course, the XT's solo status

could change if the rumored 300-

hp Forester 5Ti becomes a reality.
Does power cormupt? Absolutely.

Vehicle type: frans-enpine, 4-aheel-dree, S-passenger, S-dao
Wagnn

Base price: 526,270

Engire types burbocharged andimercosled DOHC 16-vake 2 5
Iiter flat4

Bawer (SAE net)

Tofque {5AF nst)
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EPA fued econary, Gly drvng

210 bhp @ 5600 rpm

255 |kt @ 3600 rpm
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