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DALLAS -- DaimlerChrysler and its dealers are getting excited about three new products due out in showrooms over the next few months, all designed to increase consumer foot traffic just as the Chrysler PT Cruiser has done for the past couple of years. 

They are the PT Cruiser Turbo, which is going on sale about now; the Chrysler Pacifica crossover sport wagon, to appear in showrooms early next year; and the Chrysler Crossfire two-seat sports car, which will be introduced as a 2004 model. 

The company showed off all three during a recent media preview. 

For PT Cruiser fans, the biggest news is this little retro sport wagon finally will get some really fun power under the hood, thanks to a turbocharged version of the base PT Cruiser's 2.4-liter, four-cylinder engine. Instead of the 150 horsepower and 162 foot-pounds of torque of the regular PT, the turbo model will have 215 horsepower and 245 foot-pounds of torque, which should move this little part-car, part-truck, part-wagon along at a much better clip. 

"We thought the current engine was just OK," said Virginia Fischback, Chrysler's senior manager of small vehicle development, during a presentation on the PT Turbo model. "But this one is exciting." 

And the engine is designed so that it doesn't lose power as altitude increases -- it maintains almost full power from sea level to about 7,000 feet, Chrysler officials said. 

DaimlerChrysler partner Mitsubishi provides the turbocharger for the new PT model. 

To accommodate it, the hood and grille have been extended, brakes have been upgraded, there is a bigger exhaust pipe, and a four-speed Autostick automatic transmission has been added to the mix. 

With the Autostick, the driver can shift manually (with no clutch), or let the transmission do all the work. Also available is a German-built Getrag five-speed manual gearbox for true performance addicts. 

Here's a neat thing: Even with all the extra power, the EPA fuel-economy ratings for the PT Turbo are almost the same as for the models with the 150-horsepower engine. 

This is the fifth PT Cruiser version to be announced since the cars first appeared in 2001. Others include the Flame, Woodie and Dream Cruiser Series 1 models already in the Cruiser family, as well as the recently announced PT Cruiser Convertible, which is set to go on sale sometime next year. 

Chrysler said the PT Turbo's high-output engine will more than satisfy those customers who want extra power but don't want to sacrifice cool styling or the PT's day-to-day utility by purchasing something such as a sport coupe instead. 

"The Chrysler PT Turbo is the perfect vehicle for customers seeking added performance along with too-cool-to-categorize styling," said Tom Marinelli, vice president for the Chrysler/Jeep Global Brand Centre. 

A redesigned cylinder block assembly, cylinder head assembly and crankshaft add to the PT Turbo engine's reliability, the company says. Racing-style oil-squirting mechanisms help to cool the pistons, allowing for higher output. 

Special acoustic dampeners on the turbo's intake system were designed to help reduce the whine associated with many turbocharged engines. 

Besides the more powerful engine and body changes, there is a specially tuned suspension on the PT Turbo to give the car more performance-oriented handling. 

Along with that are a performance-tuned exhaust system with a large diameter chrome exhaust tip and a "tuned" exhaust note. 

Other touches include performance four-wheel disc brakes, ABS with traction control, 17-inch painted five-spoke cast-aluminum wheels and all-season P205/50HR17 tires. 

You will be able to tell the PT Turbo from other models by its new body-colour monotone front fascia, with a larger, lower grille designed to feed plenty of air to the turbo intercooler. 

Officially, the PT Turbo's model designation is the GT. 
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