
Alfisti ton up in Tsing Yi
More than 100 Alfa Romeo cars
(right) convened at the Hong Kong
Institute of Vocational Education in
Tsing Yi for the city’s first Alfa Day.
The huge turnout means the
gathering might become an annual
event, says Varren Lee of event
organiser Alfistizone Hong Kong. 

“Alfisti [Alfa Romeo enthusiasts]
and their families were so excited
seeing such a large number of Alfas
at the venue,” Lee says. “It was the
first time that they experienced such
a stunning scene and atmosphere.” 

Alfa owners and their families
had “a memorable weekend” with a
host of collectables, says Lee.

The Montreal and Giulietta
Sprint Zagato models were the
event’s most popular cars, he says,

noting that “both are the only ones
in Hong Kong”. 

We also hear both a GT 1300
Junior and GT 1600 Junior rolled up
at the event alongside a 1750 GTV, a
2000 GTV, an Alfasud Sprint, a GTV6,
and even a 164 QV, 75, 155, 146 and
the odd Spider Duetto. A Spider S2
and S4 were also spotted in Tsing Yi,
alongside a 916 GTV, a 916 Spider, a
156 and a 147 and of course the Brera
and the latest Spider. 

Alfa Romeo dealer Auto Sportiva
also supplied a 159 Sportwagon TI
and a GT for display at the venue,
Lee says. “A 159 2.2 Selespeed and a
Fiat 500 were also provided for test
drives by Alfisti,” he says. 

The Italian brand has a
significant presence in Hong Kong
with close to 700 cars from classics

to the most recent models, says
Susanna Tam of Auto Sportiva. This
includes “171units and climbing”
since the dealership began
importing the cars in January last
year, she says. 

The 159 SW 2.2 Selespeed
(HK$388,800) has been the best-
selling Alfa in Hong Kong, Tam says.

“This is a very stylish, practical and
economical station wagon that,
being equipped with its F1-style
semi-automatic transmission, is
great fun to drive.”

Tam’s favourite Alfa is the Spider,
but we still drool over the 8C
Supercar. Only 500 were built and
we hear five have been reserved for

Hong Kong clients. Auto Sportiva
will introduce the MiTo next year
and arrange events with the city’s
two Alfisti clubs – the Alfistizone
Hong Kong (www.alfistizone.com in
Chinese) and the Alfa Romeo
Owners’ Club of Hong Kong, 
whose website (http://
www.hkalfaclub.net/) says the club

recently celebrated its 10th
anniversary and offers contact
details in English for a 6.30am drive
tomorrow. 

Impressive Impreza
Subaru dealers Motor Image
recently launched the new Impreza
2.0R in Hong Kong.

Available as a four- or five-door
saloon and selling for HK$188,000,
the latest Subaru Impreza 2.0R (left,
with Motor Image group chief
executive Glenn Tan) has been
lengthened by 16.5cm and
redesigned for a sleeker look. 

The interior is more comfortable,
“while the double wishbone
suspension provides wider and
deeper cargo space”, the dealer says.
The Impreza’s instrument display

has also been “located to enhance
safety and reduce eye movement
while driving”, Motor Image adds.

The all-wheel-drive models are
powered by a two-litre DOHC Boxer
engine, a four-speed automatic
transmission, and an active value
control system that improves engine
efficiency.

The new Impreza seems an
attractive, affordable family car and
its two-litre block is more than
enough for cramped Hong Kong. 

A 2008 Impreza 1.5R sells for
about HK$139,000, while a 1996
model costs HK$11,000. However,
we see on local websites that a 2004
1.5-litre version in blue with a big
rear spoiler was offered for
HK$48,000, down from the original
asking price of HK$68,000. 
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After President-elect Barack Obama
takes the oath of office in January, he
may have a new shiny black
limousine to go along with his not-
so-new White House: General
Motors is believed to be putting the
finishing touches to a new First Car.

An analysis of unauthorised
photographs taken while the car was
being tested last summer on public
roads suggests the presidential ride
will be a truck-based Cadillac. It will
presumably replace the Cadillac that
George W. Bush has used since 2005
(below).

This new car will be a Caddy like
no other. The photos by Chris
Doane, a spy photographer who
hunts automotive big game – future
models that haven’t been publicly
revealed – for magazines and
websites, provide clues about how
specialised presidential transport
has become since the first White
House fleet was ordered for William
Taft in 1909. Taft rode in a stock
White steam car or a conventional
Pierce-Arrow, but the next president
will travel in a fortress-like vehicle
mostly built from scratch.

Doane said the limousine was
being tested, possibly for
comparison purposes, with a pair of
GMC Topkick medium-duty trucks.
The limo seemed to be riding on the
same 19.5-inch Goodyear Regional
RHS tyres as the trucks, indicating
that it’s far heavier than a civilian
Cadillac and even the longest stretch
limousines built with the GM
division’s heavy-duty coachbuilder
package. It is believed that the limo
is based on GM’s 2500 line of trucks,
which includes an extra-heavy-duty
version of the Suburban.

Although the raised roof and
wide windscreen pillars are
inherited from the ultra-armoured
limousines that entered presidential
service in 2001, only educated
guesses can be made about the
technical details. Because neither
the US Secret Service nor General
Motors will discuss the car, or even
confirm that a new one has been
under development, it is impossible
to provide basic specifications or
dimensions. Calls to Cadillac’s
media relations department have
not been returned, and the Secret
Service has declined to comment.

So people who are curious about
such things look for clues and make
deductions. For instance, television
clips showing Bush entering and
exiting the rear doors of his limos
indicate that the windows are at
least 12cm thick, nearly twice the
depth of those used on presidential
limousines in the 1980s and 90s.

While I do not know what type of
weapons such thick windows are
designed to protect against, 1.3cm of
transparent armour is enough to
stop a .44 Magnum round at point-
blank range; at a thickness of 3.1cm
to 3.8cm, the same material can
withstand higher-velocity bullets
fired from military assault rifles.

Were an attack to occur, the
ballistic forces of bullets fired into
the windows would be absorbed
within a succession of glass and
plastic layers, after which a flexible
inner coating known as an anti-spall
shield would keep glass from
entering the passenger
compartment.

Although the materials
protecting the car’s body are also
classified, they are probably

intended to break up incoming
projectiles with a hard substance
before their energy is dissipated by a
soft substance. Materials
traditionally used for this purpose
include dual-hardness steel,
aluminium, titanium and ceramics.

Large steel overlaps are also
typically added to the body
openings of armoured vehicles to
deter attackers who might try
shooting through the door gaps.

Denied the convertible tops and
sunroofs that were once found on
presidents’ cars, and seated behind
glass that’s half as transparent and
several times as sound-absorbent as
that of a standard car, the president
has limited interaction with the
public while inside his limo. But he
can make his presence known by
turning on fluorescent interior
lighting that makes him visible to
bystanders, or by using the built-in
public address system.

Aircraft tie-downs welded to the
chassis allow the limousine to be
transported aboard a military cargo
jet, which also often carries the
Secret Service’s Suburban escort
vehicles and at least one limo used
as a backup or decoy.

On television footage of a trip to
Pakistan in March 2000, it appeared
as though president Bill Clinton’s
motorcade used five decoy cars. I

t’s therefore likely that GM is
building not just one new
presidential limousine, but perhaps
two or three. But there will be no
way of knowing until the cars are
seen together.

Presidential limos would have
great appeal to collectors. But the
Secret Service has shown no
enthusiasm for letting recent White
House cars fall into private hands.
When the cars are retired, they often
disappear, to be destroyed or used in
Secret Service training.

The US Department of State also
uses specialised vehicles, and the
agency’s disposal methods have
been detailed in a document
entitled Bureau of Diplomatic
Security’s February 2004 Armoured
Vehicle Programme. Methods
include burial at sea, explosive
demolition, burning, crushing or
burial on land controlled by the
federal government.

In the same spirit, the Clinton
Presidential Library in Little Rock,
Arkansas, was not given the keys to
the 42nd president’s 1993 Cadillac
Fleetwood, which is displayed there.

“We can dust the outside of the
car, but if we needed to get inside it,
we would have to contact the
regional Secret Service office,” 
says Christine Mouw, the library’s
curator. 

“We’ve had requests from people
to exhibit it with the doors open, but
we’re told we can’t do it for security
reasons, which is logical.” 
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G
reat Wall’s recent foray
into the market for small
passenger cars has landed
the company in hot water,
with Fiat claiming that the

Chinese marque’s Gwperi is a copy
of its Panda. However, until recently
Great Wall was largely known for its
sports utility vehicles and pickups; it
has dominated the Chinese pickup
market for the past 10 years and the
SUV market for the past five. 

One of a handful of privately-
owned Chinese carmakers, Great
Wall in 2003 became the first to list
on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange.
When the Post visited the company’s
headquarters in Baoding, Hebei
province, to check out its flagship
Hover SUV, the marque said the
biggest problems for Chinese car
manufacturers were safety, engines
and gearboxes. 

Safety is, however, something
Great Wall is taking very
seriously. The marque says it
has built the biggest and most
advanced crash-test facility in
China, which it says is
equipped to test to various
international standards. The plant
also has laboratories equipped with
imported machinery for testing
component wear and tear and
vehicle emissions, the marque says. 

Production of the Hover began in
2005 and it has consistently ranked
as one of the biggest-selling SUVs in
the Chinese market. Referred to as a
CUV by Great Wall, it’s not to be
confused with a crossover utility
vehicle employing monocoque
construction – the C stands for “city”
and the car retains the traditional
body-on-frame layout of a four-
wheel drive. And although in profile
it looks very similar to the Isuzu
Axiom, Great Wall denies reports

that the car is a copy sitting
on a Toyota 4Runner chassis,

insisting it was developed entirely in
China. The marque also says it has
never faced action by Isuzu over
intellectual property issues. 

Whatever the origins of the
Hover’s design, there’s no denying it
strikes a handsome pose. Unlike its
many boxy competitors, the car has
a sweeping line from its rounded
front to its roof-mounted rear
spoiler, with windows chiselled
along the profile. 

The exterior body panels are
fitted together reasonably well,
although there seems to be a rather
large gap between body and the
tailgate, and the rubber window
seals are poorly installed. 

Yet where the finish really starts
to fall apart is in the interior, which
bears a remarkably similar
appearance to the Axiom’s. Despite
the Hover’s sporty, modern exterior,
inside the look is utilitarian, at best,
better suited to a Land Rover
Defender. The quality of the plastics
is acceptable and the dash is
reasonably well put together, but
nothing can hide the fact that it
simply looks dated. There are no
controls on the steering wheel and
the prominent central console is
staid and sparse. 

Given its price, however, its
onboard equipment measures up: a
six-disc CD player is hidden in the
handbrake housing and air
conditioning and remote-controlled

central locking come as standard, as
do electric windows and mirrors.
The Super Luxury model adds
leather upholstery, an electric
sunroof and powered front seats.
And, unusually for a Chinese car, the
interior is available in three different
colours. 

The Hover managed an
unofficial four-star rating in a test to
Euro NCAP standards undertaken in
Tianjin, even though China NCAP
awarded an earlier version of the car
just three stars. Lower-spec models
are not fitted with airbags, and the
Super Luxury model has only two. It
will be next year before it’s available
with a more respectable six. And
only the version for the Italian
market comes with three proper rear
seatbelts. 

There are two engine choices: a
2.4-litre petrol Mitsubishi unit and
Great Wall’s own 2.8 turbo diesel.
The turbo diesel in the two-wheel
drive Hover produces a distinct
diesel sound, but cabin noise levels
are unobtrusive. Its performance is
adequate and mid-range
acceleration is much better than in
the petrol version – yet the turbo is
hardly noticeable. The engine
produces just 93 horsepower
compared with a Land Rover 2.2-
litre TD4’s 160hp.

Power for the petrol version (like
many other Chinese cars) comes
from the Mitsubishi Sirius series
4G64 engine, which harks back to
around 1987. It’s a hopelessly
outdated unit in practically every
respect: power is minimal and mid-
range acceleration is almost
nonexistent. Flooring the Hover
after emerging from a corner at
100km/h on Great Wall’s test track
eventually doesn’t quite get the car
up to 140km/h. It’s disappointing

but perhaps not surprising from an
engine that delivers just 195Nm of
torque. 

Gear changes in both the petrol-
and diesel-engine models lack
precision, particularly shifting from
second to third, but generally the
Hover seems composed. On the
snake ramp road there’s no
noticeable body roll and road
holding is good. When travelling
over uneven surfaces the ride is as
comfortable as can be expected, and
on normal road surfaces it’s very
smooth. Both models manage a 40-
degree slope with ease. 

The Post didn’t have the
opportunity to test the car’s off-road
ability, but a Hover with minimal
modifications came first in the diesel
class in this year’s Taklimakan Rally. 

Overall, the Hover offers value for
money and, whatever its
provenance, it looks stylish from the
outside. But Great Wall would do
better to raise its prices and improve
the interior. Safety seems
reasonable, and off-road
performance promising,
but the package is let
down by the feeble
petrol engine. 

Yet at least Great
Wall seems to have
recognised this
problem: the next-
generation Hover will
be available with
either the much
newer Mitsubishi
4G69 2.4-litre 134hp
petrol engine or
Great Wall’s 107hp
2.5 TCI diesel,
promising a better
drive than the rather
wan performance of
the current models. 

As attractive as Great Wall’s latest SUV
may be, there’s not much behind its
good looks, writes Mark Andrews
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George W. Bush’s limousines’ doors
are at least 12cm thick. Photo: EPA

What drives it? Either a 2.4-litre
Mitsubishi petrol engine or a Great Wall
2.8-litre turbo diesel. It’s rear-wheel
drive unless 4WD is selected. 
How fast is it? Great Wall says the
Hover has a top speed of 160km/h
(140km/h for the diesel). It crawls from
0-100km/h in 14.3 seconds (16.8
seconds for the diesel).

How safe is it? The marque claims four
stars in Euro NCAP tests but there are
only two airbags. 
How thirsty is it? Great Wall says it
drinks 10l/100km (7l for the diesel). 
How clean is it? All Hovers meet at a
minimum Euro III standard. 
How much? From 106,300 yuan to
152,300 yuan (HK$120,800-HK$173,100). 

AT A GLANCE: Great Wall Hover

Pretty vacant 


