
Well, consider us lucky that
Honda is bringing any Si to this
country. The company’s enviable
position as the choice among
sports-compact-car hot rodders
happened with virtually no offi-
cial encouragement. And the
availability of an Si version has
been sporadic, at best. From
1996 through 1998, there was no
Si at all. Then Honda offered an
Si based on the 1999 and 2000 two-door
Civic, with a rev-happy 160-hp VTEC
engine. Another year passed without an Si
as the company introduced an entirely new,
and notably staid Civic for ’01.

For VTEC aficionados, the ’02 Civic
Si, which is the only American-model
Civic to use the three-door body, will take
some getting used to. Acura Integra GS-
Rs and Type-Rs, Honda Preludes, and the
most recent Si have conditioned us to
expect certain things, such as a furious rush
of power and mechanized adrenaline as the
VTEC system switches to the big cam
lobes for high-rpm operation.

The new 2.0-liter doesn’t do that.
Apparently, Honda has sided with critics
bothered by the high, narrow power band
of the old engines. The redline in this one
is down to 6800 from 8000 in the old
engine, but torque is increased by 20 per-
cent to 132 pound-feet, peaking at 5000
rpm. As is the rest of the car, the engine is
tuned for easy real-world use with a linear
power delivery throughout the rev range.
This is generally an admirable approach
but the unintended consequence is that the
new Si is slower to 60 mph by almost a full
second than the quickest ’99-to-’00 model
we tested. Yes, it carries 156 more pounds

than did the old model, but it’s
nonetheless disappointing.

The weight gain is due largely
to the stouter structure of the new
car, which feels more substantial
than the previous car. It’s the
most solid of the bunch. It feels
more upscale and European than
the lighter, more basic Hondas of
yore. Its suspension is stiff (with
firmer dampers and heavier

springs than in sedan or coupe models)
but never harsh. Honda tuned this car for
the street, not the racetrack. The defining
handling characteristic is safe stability.
Never does the tail end get antsy, nor do
the front tires ever wash away completely.
The Si just takes a set in the corner and
eats its outside tires for lunch. It’s lithe
but had neither the tires nor the engine to
keep up on the track. Shod with its modest
all-season tires, the Civic posted the
poorest skidpad number, 0.84 g (com-
pared with 0.86 g for the GTI and 0.91 for
the Focus), and the longest braking dis-
tance from 70 mph at 204 feet (34 feet
longer than the top-performing SVT). The
deficiency in grip is easy to remedy, and
we reckon many owners will buy bigger,
stickier rubber. The engine is a little more
difficult.

But the Honda had easily the best seats
of the bunch, providing lateral support all
the way up to your shoulders. The Si’s inte-
rior design was the most interesting to look
at and endowed with the ergonomic cor-
rectness typical of the brand. The Civic
was the only car in the test with a flat rear
floor. This keeps the center-rear passenger
from eating his own knees, but despite the
center shoulder belt, the Civic is too
narrow for three rear passengers. Its cargo
hold is also the smallest of the bunch. As
for the styling, we’ll let your aesthetic
sense guide you, but we never warmed to
the Si’s huge, nearly flat windshield and
gigantic peepers.

Honda’s typical mix of virtues pushed
the Si above the GTI in the final vote. It is
a well-considered, carefully developed car
with accurate steering, livable ride quality,
and not an ounce of extra fat. There is great
potential here. But in its factory state of
tune, the Si is the mild one of the bunch.
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interior volume,
dimensions, inches fuel noisnepsusteef cibuc

,knat-leehw brakes,
seritraer/tnorfraertnorfknurtraertnorfsnollagthgiehhtdiwhtgnelesab

103.0 168.1 66.9 56.3 13.2 53 45 19 ind, strut located by a ind, 1 trailing arm and vented disc/ Continental
control arm, coil springs, 3 lateral links per side, disc; ContiSport-
anti-roll bar coil springs, anti-roll bar anti-lock Contact,

control 215/45WR-17

101.2 165.6 66.7 56.5 13.2 49 36 16 ind, strut located by a ind, 1 trailing arm and  vented disc/ Michelin
control arm, coil springs, 2 lateral links per side, disc; MXV4,
anti-roll bar coil springs, anti-roll bar anti-lock 195/60VR-15

control

98.9 164.9 68.3 56.7 14.5 50 38 18 ind, strut located by a trailing arms integral with a vented disc/ Michelin
control arm, coil springs, transverse member, coil disc; Pilot MXM4,
anti-roll bar springs, anti-roll bar anti-lock 225/45HR-17

control

emergency-
interior sound level, dBA fuel economy, mpg

road course, lane-change full 70-mph 70-mph EPA EPA C/D 800-
lap time/mph maneuver, mph idle throttle cruising coasting city highway mile trip

1:22.92/53.0 74.6 43 78 73 72 24 34 21

1:26.14/51.0 69.4 39 76 70 69 26 30 23

1:23.58/52.5 72.4 41 77 71 70 24 31 22

1:24.2/52.2 72.1 41 77 71 70 25 32 22

with 2 passengers with 3 passengers

comfort space comfort space

FORD 7 9 2 4
SVT FOCUS 

HONDA 3 7 2 2
CIVIC Si

VOLKSWAGEN 5 7 3 3
GTI 1.8T

Subjective ratings in both categories were assigned by
three editors on a 1-to-10 scale, 10 being best.
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