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ON AND OFF THE AVENUE

THE DRIVER’S SEAT

Which car is right for you?

BY PATRICIA MARX

ately, the news out of Detroit is

slightly un-bad, and not only because
Toyota keeps recalling things. Sixty bil-
lion bailout dollars later, American auto
companies are posting profits and hiring
workers—fifty-five thousand jobs gained
last year versus three hundred and thirty-
four thousand lost the year before. When
President Obama visited car factories in
Detroit two weeks ago, he sounded like a
proud father whose child is no longer get-
ting Fs in school, thanks to the expensive
new tutor and the cash-for-flunkers pol-
icy. “We got more work to do,” he said at
a Chrysler plant, “but I have confidence
in the American worker. I have confi-
dence in you. T have confidence in this
economy. We are coming back!” At
G.M., Obama was so confident that he
test-crawled a new electric Chevy Volt
about ten feet, as Robert Gibbs exhibited
press-secretary humor by asking whether
the car had an airbag.

An AP-GfK poll recently found that
after many years in which Americans
opted for Asian-made cars, thirty-eight
per cent of us now think that the United
States turns out better products (versus
thirty-three per cent who still favor
Asian-made). Shall we just not tell these
people that so-called American cars are
often made from a lot of non-American
parts, or that in 2010 foreign companies
will assemble more cars in this country
than are produced by the Big Three?

In any case, this turns out to be a fine
time to buy a vehicle—maybe it’s even
the car event of a lifetime, as they say
in the automotive world, when what
they mean is “If we don’t clear a hundred
units off the lot today, we're up shit
creek.” Manufacturer’s discounts are 3.8
per cent higher now than they were at
this time last year. And don’t worry
about not getting a dealer-assisted loan.
The automobile dealers lobbied hard to
make sure that they didn’t fall within the
purview of the newly formed Consumer
Financial Protection Bureau. (Give them
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an inch and they take an exemption!)

Over several weeks this summer, 1
visited New York car dealerships, where
1 heard lots of variations on a similar
spiel and clocked many miles, test-driv-
ing Jeep Grand Cherokees, Smart cars,
Bentleys, and other conveyances that
begged to be budged. After whirling up
the West Side Highway and bouncing
over downtown cobblestones, I was
ushered into assorted cubicles, there to
have a series of pretend-frank dialogues.

You're not supposed to feel sorry for
car salesmen, but I do—even if the Bet-
ter Business Bureau did report that
new-car dealers are the fourth-most-
complained-about business in the coun-
try. (Used-car dealers were No. 7.) Sure,
they can be hyperbolic, but can you
blame them? A car salesman’s salary is
based largely, if not entirely, on com-
missions, which typically amount to two
hundred and fifty dollars per sale.

After the salesman has done his job,
by which I mean thoroughly confused
you, a sales manager in a spiffy suit will
appear. He will offer you a beverage and
inquire what he might do to insure that
you drive away with the car of your
dreams. Despite the hearty handshake,
this guy is the bad cop to his underling’s
good cop. How does he know so much
about what you and your salesman have
been talking about? The cynical explana-
tion is that when the salesman excused
himself to use the rest room he spilled
the beans to his boss. The even more
cynical theory is that the sales cubicles
are bugged. A friend of mine who has
bought a lot of cars sums it up like this:
customers are liars, salesmen are bigger
liars, and sales managers are the biggest
liars. (But can we trust my friend?)

“ y boss wants to know why a New

Yorker is interested in writing
about cars,” a spokeswoman at the Na-
tional Highway Traffic Safety Adminis-
tration said to me when 1 called to find
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out whether the national incidence of
crash fatalities was on the rise or the de-
cline (41,501 victims in 1998; 37,261 in
2008). The question was not unreason-
able. Though residents of the greater New
York area owned half of all cars registered
in the country in 1905 (John Jacob Astor
owned thirty-two), by 2000 New York
City had the lowest rate of vehicle owner-

http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde Nast...

insurance, and roadside assistance.) As
of 2008, Hertz also has a car-sharing
service, Connect by Hertz, with rates
comparable to Zipcar's.

The Zipcar branches around here
don’t rent the va-va-voomy new Mus-
tang GT, though, so if you want to
take a look at that or another Ford, or
anything made by Lincoln, Mercury,

peak. O.K,, but has the Rover ever seen
a New York pothole (manufacturer’s
suggested retail price, $52,900)? [Tow-
ever, with all such prices, don't forget
to add on the cost of options you can't
live without, such as the Porsche crest
embossed on the leather headrest of
the Boxster (8285), and the Rolls-

Royce Phantom coupés sixteen hun-

The Prius, along with the Ford Fusion and the Merciry Milan, handles so well that yau'll swear that you're still destroying the plaret.

ship in the nation. Fifty-six per cent of
New York households are car-free, com-
pared with a national average of ten per
cent. In Manhattan, seventy-eight per
cent of houscholds claimed no vehicles.
And still it's impossible to find a parking
space.

One remedy for the car-free house-
hold is Zipcar, the world’s largest car-
sharing company, which offers rentals
by the hour. But, honestly, how many
inches do you think you can travel in an
hour in this town (where the word
“gridlock” was coined in 1980)? Accord-
ing to an analysis by the New York City
Department of Transportation, the
weekday traffic in Manhattan from Six-
tieth Street to the Battery moves at an
average speed of 9.5 miles per hour,

2 which the Times compared to the speed
g of a sprinting chicken. (Zipcar, 445 lo-
g cations in Manhattan; $50 annual fee,
£ $8and up per hour, including gasoline,

Mazda, Jaguar, etc., head over to the
Manhattan Automobile Company
(787 Eleventh Avenue, at 54th Street),
the largest car retailer in New York
City, and the supplier of most of the
city’s taxicabs. This square-block mul-
tiplex of showrooms comprises eight
acres of retail space, plus a service shop,
a Starbucks, a thirty-foot atrium com-
plete with fountain, and a climbing
wall. It seemed fitting that Kelvin No-
darse, the gentleman who showed me
around the site, was almost seven feet
tall. Nine stories above street level,
there is a rooftop off-road test track,
where Nodarse took me for a hair-
raising ride in a seven-passenger LR4
Land Rover, inching the SUV. up a
seven-foot-high, twenty-five-degree
ramp and, later, maneuvering us over
mounds of rocks. “T'wo of our wheels
are off the ground,” Nodarse informed
me as we perched atop the craggy

dred handset pinpoint lights on the
ceiling that simulate the night sky
($12,100).

I'd gladly be stuck in a ditch if it
meant that I got to spend more time in
the botanical-green Jaguar XJ, being
treated to a massage, courtesy of the jig-
gling front seat, which, like the steering
wheel, also comes with a heating func-
tion ($78,500; seat options are part of
the $4,000 luxury package). Automo-
bile sages used to say, If you buy a Jag-
uar (correctly pronounced “jag-you-
are”), make sure you acquire a fleet of
them, because a few will always be in the
shop. But that was in the old days, when
Jaguars had electrical problems and
owning pretty much any car was like
having 2 hundred leaky roofs. Today,
nearly every brand on the market is reli-
able, needing little more than regular ol
changes and tire rotations in its first

hundred thousand miles. As John Zallo,
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