Subaru of America, through Christine Peli, contacted me late last year to invite me to the unveiling of the new Legacy in Detroit, site of the North American International Auto Show.  I was, of course, surprised at this because I'm something of a little fish, but one of only a handful of sites that cater to the Legacy exclusively, and i have a burgeoning community that partakes in the online forums that I've made available.  Also invited were some of the more familiar names in the Subaru online community, including Jamie Thomas aka Subiegal, Alex aka Imprezer from i-club, Nick aka Nick from NASIOC, A.J. and Bob from Edmunds and Jacoby from Subdriven, among others.  You can see where I get my small fish complex from now...

That event was incredible; as Subaru really pulled out the stops and was showing in force, with an exclusively silver look at every model available, save for perhaps a STi WRX.  The new Legacy impressed everyone and looked the part of an incredibly competitive car in a strong segment while including a lot of uniqueness that's hard to find elsewhere.  That, it seemed, was just a preview, as some months later, I was again contacted by Christine and offered a chance to drive the new models and experience the more exciting side of the car in person.

Hesitation didn't come into the equation.  The US market, unbeknownst or unacknowledged by SOA, has been seriously lacking in the "performance" market since 95, the saddest year for Subaru in the US.  That year the 2.2 NA motor was as good as it got.  The Impreza was still stuck at 1.8 and would have to wait till 96 for the 2.2 and coupe.  The GT and Outback, with the early 2.5 wouldn't debut until 96, but the turbo-assisted powerplants wouldn't see the light in any models till the WRX, six years later.  The drought was coming to an end, as every Subaru model was going to have the choice of a turbocharged boxer.  It's unfortunate that the Legacy is the last to get the treatment, but the timing may just work out for the best.

Many Legacy owners had been chomping at the bit for an affordable AWD and turbocharged model for years, and the WRX filled that void.  It's now mid-04, and the WRX has been out for three years.  Leases will soon be coming to an end, and I really hope to see a shift to the Legacy from WRX owners who enjoy the performance of that model, but want the comfort and styling of the larger and now lighter Legacy.  More torque, better interior, strengthened components and the potential that the platform and engine have already demonstrated overseas and in the STi WRX make it all the more impressive.

Need and Desire working as a one-two punch to the senses.

The Ride and Drive was to take place in Las Vegas, at the Motor Speedway outside of the city.  Therein is a short but fast course on one side of the infield that we were lucky enough to be able to drive.  The course was basically set up in a rounded, kinked oval configuration, driving clockwise.  A long straightaway, smooth right hand sweeper around into another, tighter, right, quick hop over to the right side of the track and back into a nice left, back on the gas and set up for a pair of long right hand turns that are effectively one long turn.

I was first in one of the cars, a Black GT Wagon with a 5MT.  With our professional driver passenger, we were coaxed out onto the staging area and then, with plenty of room, sent out to feel the power and handling of the car.  First impressions were immediate: I'm not used to stock clutches!  The dual-mass flywheel, low clutch take-up and almost silent engine made for a complete reversal of what I’m used to.  After an easy restart, I slipped the clutch a little bit and we were off.

Zooming into the first corner was revelatory.  The car didn't *feel* fast, but it was far from any experiences I’ve had in the NA 2.5.  It felt like a very strong V6, is very quiet with almost no turbo noises and very subdued exhaust as to be nearly silent as well.  The car does have a good bit of suspension softness, but it settles extremely well and just pulled very confidently through the turns, back onto the quick straights and turning again.  I was amazed at how strong the brakes are, how well the car reacted to hard braking, and how it didn't even twitch when using them mid-turn.  On the long straightaway, we got halfway through fourth before getting hard into the brakes and hauling around the long sweeping right. My first time around was very fun, but not nearly enough.

Since there were almost 30 people in our group, the organizers were concerned about how fast people could get in and out of the cars and with giving everyone an opportunity to drive.  It turned out that most people got to go at least twice.  This is where the experience of the first run lent itself to making the most of successive attempts.  I jumped in the first 5MT i could find, a silver GT Wagon, and had Christian in the passenger seat.  He's a tall guy, very friendly and supportive, telling me to "give it wellie!" constantly, which I took to mean, "Floor it!”  Much “wellie” was given, and I got the car to slide really well through one of the smooth right handers, enough to spook me slightly with a four wheel drift towards the edge of the track.  Back on the gas, the car just pulled right out, as if nothing unusual had happened.  Superb!

The GT driving experience was impressive, in a word.  This car goes, stops and turns with finesse.  I have no questions as to why it's been so well received in Japan.

Next up was a technical presentation and accessories tour, which basically put us in front of a number of cutouts.  An OB XT, bare chassis with highlighted improvements, 2.5T, 3.0, steering rack, dual-mass flywheel, 5EAT and brakes were all displayed and explained.  A fully stocked OB XT was shown, with a few dress-up STi parts and everything you can possibly put on the new model, from engine block and battery heaters to a Subaru/Igloo heater/cooler for the back.  Before this, I'd never been able to actually look at this version of the 2.5 Turbo.  The GT uses a few different components than the STI WRX version, most notably the turbo and intercooler.  A few less pounds of boost also keep the numbers a little lower, but the whole system is more efficient than the present WRX and STi models, and i wouldn't be surprised if they somehow integrate the improvements into those models in the future.

The cutaway of the 2.5 let us see the dynamics of the tumber valves at the bottom of the composite intake manifold, which helped in understanding how it works.  I was, however, most impressed by the simplicity of the plumbing from the turbo, through the intercooler, to the intake manifold.  Since Subaru decided to use a cross-flowing intercooler, which they claim is approximately %15 more efficient than the current design, the compressor outlet feeds almost directly into the intercooler, with very few bends and flows towards the throttle body, making a smooth turn past the blow-off valve into the intake manifold and then to its respective destinations.  Based on my impressions of the current and past models, this is as easy a route as can be imagined for this layout, and I'm sure it helps immensely with the efficiency.

Next, we were sent over to the pits for the stability demonstration.  Again, we were presented with another fine group of drivers, mostly imported from the UK, to take us for a spin around the speedway section.  As was the case on the GT performance demonstration, i was the first with my helmet, and jumped into a black GT sedan.  We accelerated to the end of the pits, onto the short transition lane and then up to speed and into what seemed like a continuous 1.5-mile corner.  I was immediately struck by how quiet the car was, how confidently it got to speed, and how impressively it was taking the corners at speeds that i didn't even bother asking about.  The driver, whose name escapes me, informed me that we were doing 125 at one point, then 115 through the more obtuse turn, then 130 towards the next turn.  The Gs involved were impressive, and of some concern to the drivers.  Because they're constantly turning left, as high speeds, even the upgraded tires that they were using (probably S-02s) were getting pretty well cooked.  We discussed this, at high speed, with helmets on, as if we were in a quiet room.  Finally i asked him about his impression of the brakes, and the first words out of his mouth were comparing it to a Lotus Elise.  No take-up or slack, very linear feel and impressive stopping power right out of the box.

After the first two driving experiences, i could have walked away easily, with a smile on my face and content.  I was in a constant state of impression, even watching other passengers jump in and then zoom off for a lap.  I could think of nothing that i would change.

After the high-speed section was completed, we boarded our bus again and were shuttled over to another section where we were presented with a whole fleet of NA Legacy sedans, all automatic, for a road drive.  I must say that even the lowly 2.5i with a 4EAT does move pretty well, but it was a bit disappointing compared to the GT.  We went for about 12 miles, and then switched passenger with driver, who was another attendee, then drove back.  Unfortunately our car had a non-functional A/C unit, but thankfully the skies were overcast and there was a good breeze.  The huge sunroof helped the cause as well.  This also let us become more acquainted with the interiors in and outs.  I found it very nice to the touch, well laid out, and relatively simple.  The leather seats were nice, fabric on the doors was also of high quality.  Everything felt and looked like it should, so i was very impressed.

After the Legacy ride, we shuttled again over to a dirt lot where another fleet, this time Outbacks, was presented to us.  Max from Cardomain and myself, grabbed a 3.0R in the rear and began comparing it to the Legacy we'd just been in.  Most notable was a step up, even higher, in the trim.  The fabrics became even smoother and suppler than the Legacy, with wood accents and some aluminum.  Steering wheel controls for the stereo, heated seats and mirrors and cd changer were just a few of the added amenities.  The 5EAT and 3.0 is a very nice combination, especially with the "manumatic" option.  It had a bit more grunt than the 2.5 while still being very smooth and quiet.  About halfway though the drive, we were lead onto a dirt road, with some pretty wicked stone gravel that looked like it could shred tires.  Cattle guards, sand and some hills were also present.  It was extremely tempting to start going wild off-road, but we both decided against it.  We switched drivers, and headed back, very contentedly.

My gut feeling is that these new models could very well make Subaru into more than the company that makes the WRX.  People know the Outback is out there, but with the 3.0R and XT available, and STi parts already available, the Legacy platform has been brought up to par with the Impreza, Forester and Baja.  The GT, however, exceeded what i expected.  I'm somewhat stunned at how well it does the simple, little things like...going fast, turning and stopping well.  I can't really express my pleasure that this model is going to be available soon.  I have a very high expectation for the response to the return of the Turbo for the US line.  I've been told that there will be an incentive program to get people into the showrooms to give it a try.  I advise you to do whatever you can to get yourself into whatever GT you think you might like, and go for a drive.  You will not leave unimpressed.

Thanks again to Christine, Sam and all others involved in getting the online community involved in the new models.  Much appreciation to Nick, Alex, Jacoby, Jamie, Scott Putnam, Max, A.J., Bob and Kevin for being excellent company and for their contributions to the online communities and motorsports that they represent.

