                                                   2001 MADZA TRIBUTE

                                             Mazda is back in the SUV market
                                By Bill Siuru and Andrea Stewart © AutoWire.Net    

San Francisco: Mazda is back in the SUV market with the new Tribute, which shares its platform with Ford’s new Escape. Both are built at Ford's Kansas City Assembly Plant in 

Claycomo, MO. It’s been several years since the Mazda Navajo, based on the Ford 

Explorer was offered. Style wise, the Tribute lines are a bit smoother compared to the more aggressive looking Escape. The Tribute also has a different instrument panel, controls and steering wheel. Lacking a low gear on 4WD models and equipped with “street” tires indicate most Tributes will seldom, if ever, see serious off-road duty.

The Tribute comes in eight different flavors. These include two-and four-wheel drive versions of the base DX and DX V6, mid-range LX and upscale ES models. The DX alone is powered by a 2.0 liter, dual-overhead-camshaft (DOHC) 4-cylinder engine that is rated at 130-horsepower at 5400 rpm and 135 ft-lb of torque at 4500 rpm.  It comes with only a five-speed manual transmission. The rest of the models feature a 3.0-liter, DOHC, V6 engine rated at 200-horsepower at 6000 rpm and 200 ft-lbs of torque at 4750 rpm. Only the four-speed automatic transmission is available with the V6 engines. The fuel tank on the four-cylinder holds 15.3 gallons and the V6 had a16.4 gallon tank. Properly equipped, the Tribute can tow up to 3,500 pounds.

The base DX models starting at $17,005 are not exactly spartan with standard features like power windows, mirrors and door locks, air conditioning, a 100-watt AM/FM stereo with CD player, tilt steering wheel, center console and a roof rack. Move up to the LX models starting at $20,820 and you also get cruise control, front fog lights, remote keyless entry, a split-folding rear bench seat, and 5-spoke cast aluminum wheels. The ES models start at $21,825 and come with leather trim and a six-way power driver's seat. The optional anti-lock brake system (ABS) with Electronic Brake Force Distribution (EBFD), available on LX and ES models, costs $495 and are fitted with front side airbags. EBFD varies the rear braking force depending on vehicle load for optimal stopping when the SUV is loaded with passengers and cargo. 

All four-wheel drive Tributes use a new Rotary Blade Coupling (RBC) system. With a push of a dashboard button it operates as an on-demand system switching from front- to 

4-wheel drive when the front wheels slip. Alternately, it functions as an on-command system, with the driver deciding when to push a button to lock in the 4-wheel-drive mode. However, there is no low-range in the transfer case. Four-wheel drive adds about $1300 to $1700 to the price, depending on the model.

Mazda, the maker of the Miata sports car, touts the Tribute as having the “soul of a sports car.” While not exactly a sports car, the Tribute is definitely fun to drive with tight steering, agile handling and very good brakes. Interestingly, the automatic models have a long, and somewhat awkward, selector mounted on the steering column - hardly sports car-like. The ride is more car than truck like, a “tribute” to its four-wheel independent suspension system. The V6 engine Tribute I tested had sufficient power and I expect the four-cylinder model to be adequate, considering it only comes with a manual transmission. 

For a compact SUV, the Tribute is quite roomy. Four can ride in comfort, with room for a fifth. The cargo area is quite large and the rear seat folds complete forward for substantially more space. Fit, finish and quality of materials are very good considering the price range. If you are in the market for a lower priced, compact SUV and you don’t plan to do any serious off-roading, the Mazda Tribute desires a good look and a test drive.
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