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THE MANUAL
SMART FORTWO: A
UNIQUE DRIVING
EXPERIENCE IN A
MICROCAR
PACKAGE

The  automotive  world
is  filled  with  vehicles
that  prioritize  size,
power,  and  luxury.  In
t h e  m i d s t  o f  t h i s
landscape of SUVs and
sedans,  a  t iny  car
carved  out  a  unique
niche that captured the
hearts of city dwellers
and  driving  purists
a l i k e .  T h e  S m a r t
F o r t w o ,  w i t h  i t s
distinctive  two-seat
configuration  and

compact  footprint,
became  an  icon  of
u r b a n  m o b i l i t y .
However,  for  those
who  truly  wanted  to
connect with the road,
t h e  m a n u a l
t r a n s m i s s i o n
v e r s i o n — o f t e n
searched  for  as  the
Manual  Pt  Smart
Fortwo—offered  a
level  of  engagement
that  its  automated
counterparts  simply
could  not  match.
When  enthus iasts
discuss  the  Smart
F o r t w o ,  t h e
conversation  often
turns  to  i ts  quirky
character,  its  parking
prowess,  and  its  fuel
efficiency.  But  the
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m a n u a l  v a r i a n t
dese rves  spec ia l
attention. It transforms
the car from a simple
po in t  A  to  po in t  B
a p p l i a n c e  i n t o
something  genuinely
f u n  a n d
communicative.  This
a r t i c l e  e x p l o r e s
everything you need to
know about the manual
transmission  Smart
Fortwo, from its history
and  driving  dynamics
to  maintenance  tips
and why it  remains  a
sought-after  model
among  collectors.

The
Origins of
the Smart
Fortwo

and the
Manual
Gearbox
Launched  in  the  late
1 9 9 0 s  a s  a  j o i n t
ven tu re  be tween
Swatch and Mercedes-
Benz, the Smart brand
was built on the idea of
a  revolutionary  city
car.  The  first
generation,  known  as
the  W450  (or  Smart
City  Coupe),  debuted
in  1998.  F rom  the
outset,  the  car  was
d e s i g n e d  t o  b e
compact,  efficient,  and
easy to park. The early
models came with a 6-
speed  automated
manual  transmission,
which was essentially a
m a n u a l  g e a r b o x
c o n t r o l l e d  b y  a
computer. This system
h a n d l e d  c l u t c h
engagement  and  gear
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changes automatically,
bu t  i t  was  w ide l y
criticized  for  being
j e r k y ,  s l o w ,  a n d
unrefined.
Recognizing  these
shortcomings,  Smart
in t roduced  a  t rue
manual  transmission
option in later models.
The Manual Pt Smart
F o r t w o  r e f e r s
specifically  to  these
models  equipped  with
a conventional,  driver-
operated  clutch  and
gear lever. This option
was available primarily
in certain markets and
trim levels, making it a
relatively  rare  find
today.  The  manual
gearbox  gave  drivers
full  control  over  shift
t iming  and  c lutch
e n g a g e m e n t ,
e l i m i n a t i n g  t h e
hesitation and lurching
t h a t  p l a g u e d  t h e
automated version. For
driving  enthusiasts,
t h i s  w a s  a  g a m e -

changer.

Which
Smart
Fortwo
Models
Came
with a
Manual
Transmis
sion?
Not  all  Smart  Fortwo
models  were available
w i t h  a  m a n u a l
transmission,  and
understanding  which
ones were is essential
if you are searching for
a  Manual  Pt  Smart
F o r t w o .  T h e
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availability  varied  by
generation and market.

FIRST GENERATION
(W450,
1998–2007)
Most  first-generation
Smart  Fortwo  vehicles
shipped  with  the  6-
speed  automated
manual  transmission.
However,  in  certain
European  markets,  a
true  manual  5-speed
gearbox was offered as
an  option,  particularly
on base models. These
are  extremely  rare
today and highly prized
by  col lectors.  The
manual  gearbox  in
these early cars was a
delight  to  use,  with  a
l ight  c lu tch  and  a
precise,  notchy  shift
action  that  made  the
car feel like a go-kart.

SECOND
GENERATION

(W451,
2007–2015)
The second-generation
Smart  For two  saw
significant
improvements  across
t h e  b o a r d .  T h e
c o n t r o v e r s i a l
automated  manual
t ransmiss ion  was
retained,  but  it  was
refined to be smoother
and  faster.  For  those
seeking  the  manual
experience,  the  451
generation  offered  a
true  5-speed  manual
gearbox in several trim
levels,  including  the
P u r e ,  P u l s e ,  a n d
Passion  models.  In
North  America,  the
manual  transmission
was  available  on  the
2008–2011 models but
was discontinued after
t h a t  d u e  t o  l o w
demand.  The  Manual
Pt  Smart  Fortwo
from this generation is
the  most  commonly
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found  variant  in  the
u s e d  m a r k e t ,
especially in Europe.

THIRD GENERATION
(W453,
2015–2019)
By the time the third-
generat ion  Smart
Fortwo arrived, manual
transmissions  were
becoming  increasingly
rare  in  microcars.
Smart  focused  on  the
twinamic 6-speed dual-
c lu tch  au tomat i c
transmission  for  the
453 generation. A true
manual  gearbox  was
not  offered  in  most
markets,  though some
s ou rce s  i nd i ca te
limited  availability  in
specific  regions.  As  a
result, the Manual Pt
S m a r t  F o r t w o
became even more of
a  n iche  product  in
these  later  years.

Why
Choose a
Manual
Smart
Fortwo?
If you are considering a
used Smart Fortwo, the
manual  transmission
offers  several
compelling advantages
that  go  beyond  mere
nostalgia.

Driving
Engagement:
The manual
gearbox allows
you to rev the
engine, pick your
own shift points,
and feel more
connected to the
car. The Smart
Fortwo is
lightweight, and
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the manual
transmission
amplifies its go-
kart-like
personality.
Smoother
Operation: The
automated
manual
transmission in
the Smart Fortwo
is notorious for
its jerky low-
speed behavior.
The manual
eliminates this
entirely, as you
control the clutch
engagement.
This makes stop-
and-go traffic far
more pleasant
and predictable.
Improved
Reliability: The
automated
manual system
includes
actuators,
sensors, and
hydraulic
components that

can fail over
time. A
traditional
manual gearbox
has fewer
electronic
components and
is generally more
robust and easier
to repair.
Better Fuel
Efficiency:
While the
automated
manual was
designed for
efficiency, a
skilled driver can
often achieve
better fuel
economy with a
manual
transmission by
keeping the
engine in the
optimal rev
range. This is a
significant
advantage for a
city car where
fuel costs matter.
Lower
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Maintenance
Costs: Manual
transmissions do
not require the
same specialized
diagnostic
equipment or
expensive
replacement
parts as
automated
systems. A clutch
replacement on a
Manual Pt
Smart Fortwo is
a straightforward
job for a
competent
mechanic,
whereas the
automated
system can be
costly to repair.

Driving
the

Manual
Smart
Fortwo:
What to
Expect
Getting  behind  the
wheel  of  a  manual
Smart  Fortwo  is  an
experience  that  defies
i t s  h u m b l e
specifications.  The  car
weighs  barely  over
1,600  pounds,  so  the
1.0-liter  three-cylinder
engine  —  producing
around 70 horsepower
— feels lively when you
work  the  gearbox
properly. The clutch is
light with a short take-
up,  making it  easy to
drive  in  traffic  without
fatigue. The shifter has
a  mechanical,  direct
feel that is reminiscent
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of a vintage sports car,
albeit  with  shorter
throws.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
endearing  qualities  of
the Manual Pt Smart
Fo r two  i s  h o w  i t
encourages  you  to
keep the engine on the
boil. The three-cylinder
e n g i n e  h a s  a
distinctive thrum and a
surprisingly  eager
nature  when  revved.
Because the car  is  so
light,  you  can  make
rapid progress through
traffic without breaking
any  speed  limits.  The
manual gearbox makes
it  easy  to  exploit  the
car's  agility,  darting
through  gaps  and
squeezing into parking
spots  that  other  cars
would have to pass up.
On  the  highway,  the
manual  Smart  Fortwo
requires  a  bit  more
effort.  The  engine  sits
a t  h igher  RPMs  a t
cruising speed, and the

car  is  susceptible  to
crosswinds  due  to  its
short  wheelbase  and
tall  profile.  However,
t h e  m a n u a l
transmission gives you
complete  control  over
gearing,  allowing  you
to  drop  a  gear  fo r
overtaking  or  engine
braking on descents. It
rewards  an  attentive
driver and makes even
mundane journeys feel
like an event.

Maintaini
ng Your
Manual
Smart
Fortwo
Owning  a  Manual  Pt
S m a r t  F o r t w o
requires  a  sl ightly
different  maintenance
approach  than  i ts
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a u t o m a t e d
counterpart.  Here  are
the  key  areas  to  pay
attention to.

CLUTCH AND
GEARBOX

The clutch in a manual
S m a r t  F o r t w o  i s
generally  durable,  but
it  can wear out faster
in  heavy  stop-and-go
traffic. Look for signs of
slipping, such as RPMs
r i s i n g  w i t h o u t  a
corresponding increase
i n  s p e e d .  C l u t c h
r e p l a c e m e n t  i s  a
manageable  job,  but
using  quality  OEM  or
h i g h - p e r f o r m a n c e
aftermarket  parts  is
recommended.  The
gearbox itself is robust,
but  regular  fluid
c h a n g e s  —  e v e r y
30,000 to 50,000 miles
— will  prolong  its  life
and  keep  the  shifts
smooth.

ENGINE AND
COOLING

The  rear-mounted
three-cylinder engine is
reliable  but  can  run
hot ,  espec ia l ly  in
warmer  c l imates .
Ensure the cooling fan
and system are in good
working order.  Manual
transmission cars tend
to rev higher, so using
the correct viscosity oil
a n d  c h e c k i n g  i t
regularly  is  essential.
T h e  e n g i n e  i s
accessible  from  the
rear  hatch,  making
r o u t i n e  c h e c k s
relatively  easy.

SUSPENSION AND
STEERING

The Smart Fortwo has
a  unique  suspension
d e s i g n  w i t h
MacPherson  struts  up
front  and  a  de  Dion
axle at the rear. Worn
bushings  and  shocks
can make the car feel
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unsettled.  A  manual
t r a n s m i s s i o n
e n t h u s i a s t  w i l l
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e
precision  that  fresh
s u s p e n s i o n
components  bring  to
the driving experience.
A  t i r e  upg rade  to
premium  t ires  can
further  enhance  grip
and stability, especially
u n d e r  h a r d
a c c e l e r a t i o n  o r
cornering in a Manual
Pt Smart Fortwo.

COMMON ISSUES TO
WATCH FOR

Shift linkage
wear: On higher-
mileage cars, the
shift linkage can
become loose or
sloppy. This is
usually fixable
with replacement
bushings or
adjustment.
Clutch slave
cylinder

failure: A
common issue on
manual Smart
Fortwo models. If
the clutch pedal
feels spongy or
goes to the floor,
check the slave
cylinder for
leaks.
Engine mounts:
Worn mounts can
cause excessive
vibration and
make gear
changes feel
rough. Inspect
and replace as
needed.

Where to
Find a
Manual
Smart
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Fortwo
The Manual Pt Smart
F o r t w o  i s  n o t  a
c o m m o n  s i g h t  o n
dealer  lots.  Because
manual  transmission
units were produced in
l im i ted  numbers ,
especial ly  outside
Europe,  finding  one
requires  some  effort.
Online  marketplaces
l i k e  A u t o T r a d e r ,
C r a i g s l i s t ,  a n d
Facebook  Marketplace
are  good  s tar t ing
points.  European  car
forums  and  Smart
enthusiast  groups  are
a l s o  e x c e l l e n t
resources,  as  owners
often list their vehicles
for  sale  within  these
communities  before
going  public.
When  evaluating  a
potential purchase, pay
close  attention  to  the
c l u t c h  f e e l ,  t h e
c o n d i t i o n  o f  t h e

gearbox,  and  overall
maintenance history. A
w e l l - m a i n t a i n e d
manual  Smart  Fortwo
can provide thousands
of miles of reliable and
enjoyable  service.  Be
patient  and  do  not
settle for a car with a
questionable  history,
as  the  rarity  of  the
manual  variant  means
there  are  sometimes
s e l l e r s  a s k i n g  a
premium. However, the
reward  is  a  car  that
drives  unlike  anything
else on the road today.

Modificati
ons and
Upgrades
for the
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Manual
Smart

Fortwo
Enthusiasts who own a
Manual  Pt  Smart
Fortwo  often  enjoy
personalizing  their  car
t o  e n h a n c e
per fo rmance  and
aesthetics.  Because
the  car  i s  a l ready
l ightweight ,  even
modest  upgrades  can
y i e l d  n o t i c e a b l e
improvements.

Performance
Tuning: A
remapped ECU
can increase
horsepower and
torque, making
the car even
more responsive.
Combined with
the manual
gearbox, this
makes the Smart

Fortwo genuinely
quick in city
driving.
Exhaust
System: A free-
flowing exhaust
not only reduces
weight but also
enhances the
distinctive three-
cylinder
soundtrack. The
manual
transmission
allows you to
enjoy the sound
at every shift
point.
Lightweight
Wheels:
Reducing
unsprung weight
improves
acceleration,
braking, and
handling. A set of
alloy wheels from
a specialized
manufacturer
can transform
the dynamic feel
of your manual
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Smart Fortwo.
Short Shifter:
For an even
more engaged
driving
experience, a
short shifter kit
reduces shift
throw and
tightens the
gate. This
modification is
popular among
purists who want
to maximize the
manual driving
experience.
Suspension
Lowering Kits:
Lowering the car
improves
cornering
stability and
gives it a more
aggressive
stance. This is
especially
beneficial for the
taller, second-
generation
models.

Comparin
g the
Manual
Smart
Fortwo to
Its
Competit
ors
The microcar segment
has always been small,
but  the  Smart  Fortwo
s tands  ou t  fo r  i t s
unique  approach  to
p a c k a g i n g  a n d
efficiency.  How  does
the  manual  variant
compare to other small
cars?
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SMART FORTWO VS.
FIAT 500
The  Fiat  500  offers  a

charming  retro  design
and  a  more  refined
interior.  It  also offers a
manual transmission


