MINI WHEE!

TINY BRITISH CAR TURNING HEADS IN LOOK-AT-ME SOUTH FLORIDA
By Lydia Martin
lmartin@herald.com


In a post-1990s economy, with the stock market on thin ice and 401(k)s experiencing a meltdown, it rocks to know you don't need to be as rich as Martha Stewart and the Enron gang to roll in style.

Wanna turn heads as you cruise Ocean Drive, but a tad too overextended to plunk down the price of a Kendall condo for a Ferrari?

Try motoring in a Mini.

Not that this is a town obsessed with being seen or anything, but according to the manufacturer, Miami-Fort Lauderdale is one of the hottest markets for the shagadelic, retro British Mini Cooper (catch it in the latest Austin Powers flick).

More than 600 -- sporting racing stripes, British or American flags on the roof, and all kinds of personalized details -- have been sold in South Florida since its American debut in the spring.

And it's a Miami ad firm, Crispin Porter + Boguksy, that dreamed up the Mini campaign. One of their eye-popping gimmicks: They strapped a Mini to the top of a Ford Excursion SUV, mountain bike style. On the behemoth was a sign that read: ``What are you doing for fun this weekend?''

After giving one a spin around Miami, we have a bit of advice: If you're trying to stay anonymous en route to wherever it is you go, stick with your Civic.

The Mini Cooper is a sociable car. Strangers will stare. They'll give you the thumbs up (just when you thought Miami drivers flexed only that other finger.) They'll even insist on talking to you.

The shortest car on the road at 11 feet 10 inches (the Mazda Miata, a two-seater, is a foot longer), the Mini may well be the perfect statement for 2002. For somewhere between the high teens and the low 20s, depending on options, you can be as conspicuous as you wanna be, without overdoing it on the consumption.

From drivers demanding you slide down your window to ask how you like 'er, to strollers who stop in their tracks when they spy your Mini smugly parked in impossibly snug spaces, driving a Mini means you better be having a good hair day.

THERE'S A CLUB, TOO 

''It's a people magnet,'' says Sharon Meilan, who runs the Miami Mini Club. A couple of weekends ago, 35 local Mini owners met to caravan around Coral Gables. Kind of like Harley enthusiasts do, only Mini enthusiasts have air conditioning.
In fact, standard on all Minis is an air-conditioned glove box. It isn't quite the refrigerator that will chill your Cristal, but it will keep your Snickers from going gooey, so long as you keep the car running.

A few finer engineering points: The car is made by BMW, with plenty of BMW technology to please the critics. The wheels are spread out as far as possible to the four corners (Mini calls it a bulldog stance), to give it race-car maneuverability. It's such a tight ride, it gives most other cars on the road, especially those towering SUVs, serious cornering envy.

Let's just say it's quite a genetic stretch from the first Mini. The car was born in England in 1959 as a challenge: Make something that could hold four adults, negotiate narrow, traffic-clogged streets and handle the gas shortage of the day.

The Mini met the challenge, and even though it rode more like a roller skate than a race car, it was sexy enough to lure each of the Beatles into getting one. An instant cult classic, it even inspired the miniskirt (naturally). It made it to the United States in 1960, but was history by 1967, when it stopped being street legal, because the car was too small and too light.

IMPROVEMENTS 

The new Mini beats the original by 1,000 pounds and 18 inches of length, and it has twice the horsepower. Its size might make it look amusement-park scary, but when you get inside, you might be surprised to not feel claustrophobic.

True, there's only enough trunk space for a quickie at Publix, but fold down the rear seats and you can do a whole Costco run.

The interior has six air bags but some flimsy detailing, like a digital clock that seems stuck to the roof of the car with Krazy Glue. Plus, not nearly enough storage compartments. Hello? What are we supposed to do with our CDs, cell phone, mascara, Altoids, tissues, Wetnaps, hairbrush?

''For a lot of people, it's a great piece of machinery that's really advanced. I really can't tell you about that. For me it's about connecting with people,'' says Meilan, who dubbed her Chili Red Mini the ''Super Cooper'' because it has Superman logos on the sides.
Craig Tinsky and his wife Karen, Miami Beach lawyers who recently bought a British Racing Green Mini with white racing stripes, have been the toast of the nation's capital. Karen works for a D.C. law firm and commutes from Miami. The Mini, for now, stays in Dupont Circle.

''We go to a lot of outdoor cafes, and we sometimes play this little game where we say we won't get up and leave until 10 people walk up to the car,'' says Craig. ``It takes no time.''

The Mini, says Craig, is a great accessory for a young urban professional trying to get places. ``If you have a $100,000 Ferrari, all it means is that you didn't spring $350,000 for the Bentley. The Mini is a way to sneak under the fence as opposed to climb over the top. It's a hip, cool car that doesn't cost a fortune.''

Maybe Americans, obsessed as they are with supersize everything, are learning to shift down to the notion that a car doesn't have to be as big as a guest bedroom.

But there is one serious problem with the Mini. And we've taken it up with the manufacturer. The cup holders are so small, they only hold 12-ounce cans. Forget the Starbucks latte. Forget the bottled water. Don't even flirt with the idea of a Big Gulp.

Maybe it's not size that matters, but, like, don't Europeans ever get thirsty?

The Mini people, of course, are on it.

''There is an accessory cup holder which is bigger,'' says Mini spokesman Michael McHale in his cool British accent. ``But we're working on it for next year. We know you Americans like your big cups.''
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