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A LOOK BACK AT THE 1998
SATURN WAGON: THE QUIRKY
COMPACT THAT DEFIED
CONVENTION

In  the  late  1990s,  the  American
automotive landscape was dominated by
bulky  SUVs and sedate  family  sedans.
Yet, nestled in the middle of this era was
a car that dared to be different: the 1998
Saturn  Wagon.  As  part  of  General
Motors'  ambitious  Saturn  experiment,
this  compact  wagon  offered  a  unique
blend  of  polymer  body  panels,  fuel
efficiency, and surprising practicality. For
many  families  and  budget-conscious
buyers, the 1998 Saturn Wagon was not
just  a  vehicle;  it  was  a  statement  of
sensible, affordable, and oddly charming
transportation.
Today, the 1998 Saturn Wagon enjoys a
niche  but  dedicated  following  among
automotive enthusiasts  who appreciate
its  lightweight  construction,  dent-
resistant  exterior,  and  straightforward
mechan ica ls .  Whether  you  are
considering  buying  a  used  example,
reminiscing  about  your  first  car,  or
simply curious about automotive history,
this comprehensive guide will walk you
through  everything  that  made  this
wagon  special.

Origins of the

Saturn Brand
and the S-Series
Platform
To  fully  appreciate  the  1998  Saturn
Wagon, it helps to understand the brand
that created it. Saturn was launched by
General  Motors  in  1990  as  a  "different
kind of car company." The goal was to
build  small,  fuel-efficient  vehicles  that
could  compete  with  Japanese  imports
l i ke  Honda  and  Toyota .  Saturn
established its own manufacturing plant
in Spring Hill, Tennessee, and developed
a unique corporate culture focused on
customer satisfaction and innovation.
The  S-Series  platform,  which  included
the sedan, coupe, and wagon, debuted
in  1991.  By  1998,  the  platform  had
undergone  several  refinements,  making
it a more mature and reliable product.
The 1998 model  year  represented the
middle  of  the  second  generation
(1996-1999) ,  which  featured  a
redes igned  in ter ior ,  improved
suspension  geometry,  and  a  more
refined  powertrain.
The Saturn Wagon itself was available in
two trim levels: the base SL (later called
SW1) and the higher-end SW2. The SW2
added  features  like  power  windows,
upgraded audio,  and alloy  wheels.  For
1998,  the  wagon  received  a  modest
facelift  with  revised  front  and  rear
fascias, giving it a slightly more modern
appearance.
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What Made the
1998 Saturn
Wagon Unique?
DENT-RESISTANT POLYMER BODY
PANELS

Perhaps the most famous feature of any
Saturn  from  this  era  was  its  use  of
polymer  (plastic)  body  panels.  The
doors, fenders, and quarter panels were
made from a dent-resistant material that
would  never  rust.  This  was  a  massive
selling point for families: minor parking
lot dings, shopping cart bumps, and hail
damage were essentially non-issues. If a
panel did get damaged, it could be easily
replaced without the need for body filler
or repainting.
For the 1998 Saturn Wagon, this meant
that many surviving examples still have
remarkably  straight  bodywork,  even  if
the paint has faded or the interior shows
wear .  The  po lymer  pane ls  a lso
contributed  to  the  car's  lightweight,
which  improved  fuel  economy  and
handling.

LIGHTWEIGHT AND AGILE HANDLING

The  1998  Saturn  Wagon  tipped  the
scales at around 2,400 to 2,500 pounds,
depending  on  opt ions.  This  was
remarkably light for a wagon of its size.
Combined  with  a  fully  independent
suspension (MacPherson struts up front
and a twin-link beam axle in the rear),
the  Saturn  Wagon  felt  nimble  and
responsive. It was not a sports car, but it
was genuinely fun to drive around town.
The electric power steering, while light
on feel, made parking effortless.

FUEL-EFFICIENT POWERTRAIN

Under the hood, the 1998 Saturn Wagon
came standard with a 1.9-liter inline-four
engine.  The  SW1  models  featured  a
single-overhead-cam  (SOHC)  version
producing  100  horsepower,  while  the
SW2  received  a  dual-overhead-cam
(DOHC)  version  that  churned  out  124
horsepower.  Both engines were known
for  their  durability  and  excellent  fuel
economy,  with  the  DOHC  model
achieving around 28 mpg city  and 38
mpg  highway.  That  kind  of  efficiency  is
sti l l  respectable  even  by  modern
standards.
Transmission  choices  included  a  five-
speed  manual  and  a  four-speed
automatic.  The  manual  transmission,
while not especially slick, gave the little
wagon  a  more  engaging  dr iv ing
character and allowed drivers to extract
the most from the modest power.

Interior and
Practicality:
Designed for
Real Life
SPACIOUS AND VERSATILE CARGO
AREA

The defining characteristic of any wagon
is  its  cargo  capacity,  and  the  1998
Saturn Wagon delivered. With the rear
seats  up,  the  cargo  area  offered  26.5
cubic feet of space—enough for weekly
groceries,  sports  gear,  or  a  couple  of
suitcases. Fold the 60/40 split rear seats
flat,  and  that  number  ballooned  to  58.1
cubic feet. This made the Saturn Wagon



1998 Saturn Wagon 3

3

genuinely  useful  for  tr ips  to  the
hardware store, moving college students
into  dorms,  or  haul ing  camping
equipment.
The  cargo  floor  was  low  and  wide,
making  loading  and  unloading  heavy
items easy. A rear wiper and defroster
came standard, and the rear hatch could
be  opened  with  a  simple  pull  handle.
Some  models  even  featured  a  cargo
cover for privacy.

SIMPLE, DRIVER-FOCUSED
DASHBOARD

Inside, the 1998 Saturn Wagon featured
a  no-nonsense  dashboard  with  clear
analog  gauges  and  intuitively  placed
controls.  The  layout  was  simple  and
logical, with large knobs for the stereo
and  climate  control  that  could  be
operated  while  wearing  gloves.  The
seats  were  supportive  if  a  bit  firm,  and
the  driving  position  offered  good
visibility  in  all  directions—another
advantage  of  the  wagon's  tall  roofline
and  large  windows.
Materials were typical of the era: hard
plastics  that  were  durable  but  not
luxurious. However, the build quality was
generally  good,  and  many  owners
reported that their interiors held up well
over  time,  especially  if  the  car  was
garaged.

SEATING FOR FIVE

The  front  seats  offered  respectable
space  for  the  compact  class,  and  the
rea r  bench  cou ld  comfor tab ly
accommodate  two  adults  or  three
children in a pinch.  Rear legroom was
adequate for shorter trips, though taller
passengers  might  find  it  a  bit  tight  on
longer journeys. The high roofline meant
that  headroom  was  plentiful  in  both

r o w s ,  a d d i n g  t o  t h e  s e n s e  o f
spaciousness.

Driving
Experience:
Better Than You
Might Expect
Get  behind  the  wheel  o f  a  wel l -
maintained 1998 Saturn Wagon, and you
will  likely  be pleasantly  surprised.  The
engine, while not powerful, is willing and
responsive, especially in DOHC form. The
car  feels  light  on  its  feet,  and  the
suspension does a commendable job of
soaking  up  bumps  while  maintaining
composure  through  corners.  The
brakes—front  disc  and  rear  drum—are
adequate for normal driving but require
a firm push in emergency stops.
On the  highway,  the  Saturn  Wagon is
stable and tracks well.  Wind and road
noise are noticeable but not excessive
for a compact car of this vintage. The
manual  transmission  versions  are
particularly  enjoyable,  offering  a
connec t ion  to  the  road  tha t  i s
increasingly rare in modern vehicles. The
automatic transmission is competent but
can  feel  a  bit  lethargic,  especially  on
uphill grades.
One common complaint from owners is
that  the  air  conditioning  system  can
struggle in extreme heat, and the heater
may be slow to warm up in winter. These
are minor quirks that come with owning
an  older  vehicle,  but  they  are  worth
noting for prospective buyers.
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Reliability and
Common Issues
The 1998 Saturn Wagon has a reputation
for being a reliable vehicle, but like any
car approaching 25+ years of age, it has
its share of known issues.

Oil leaks: The 1.9L engine is
prone to oil leaks from the valve
cover gasket and oil pan gasket.
These are easy and inexpensive to
fix.
Automatic transmission
problems: The MP6 and MP7
automatic transmissions used in
these cars can develop shifting
issues if the fluid is not changed
regularly. A neglected
transmission can fail.
Electric power steering (EPS)
failure: Some Saturn S-Series
models experienced EPS failure,
which results in a heavy or
unassisted steering feel. This can
be diagnosed and repaired.
Coolant leaks: The plastic intake
manifold gasket can fail, leading to
coolant leaks and potential
overheating. This is a known
weakness.
Rust on the steel subframe:
While the body panels are dent-
resistant, the steel subframe and
suspension components can rust,
especially in salt-belt states.

Despite these issues, many owners have
successfully  driven  their  1998  Saturn
Wagons  well  past  200,000  miles  with
proper  maintenance.  Parts  are  still
widely  available  and  affordable,  making
this a budget-friendly classic to own.

Why the 1998
Saturn Wagon
Still Matters
In  an  age  of  bloated  crossovers  and
expensive  electric  vehicles,  the  1998
Saturn Wagon stands as a reminder of a
simpler  time  in  automotive  design.  It
was  honest,  efficient,  and  built  to  serve
its owner without pretension. The dent-
res i s tan t  pane l s ,  l i gh twe igh t
construction, and frugal engine made it
a  pioneer  in  practical,  affordable  family
transportation.
For collectors and enthusiasts, the 1998
Saturn Wagon represents one of the last
truly innovative American compact cars
before GM's corporate structure shifted
away  from  the  Saturn  experiment.
Today,  well-preserved  examples  are
becoming increasingly rare, and interest
in these quirky wagons is slowly growing
among vintage Japanese and American
car fans alike.
T h e  S a t u r n  W a g o n  a l s o  h o l d s
sentimental value for many who grew up
riding  in  the  back  seat  or  learned  to
drive  in  one.  It  is  a  car  that  evokes
memories  of  road  trips,  first  jobs,  and
the  simple  joy  of  mobility.

Buying a Used
1998 Saturn
Wagon: What to
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Look For
If you are considering purchasing a 1998
Saturn Wagon today, here are some tips
to help you find a good example:

Check for rust on the1.
subframe. Lift the car or crawl
underneath to inspect the front
and rear subframes. Surface rust is
okay, but structural rust is a
dealbreaker.
Listen for engine noises. The2.
1.9L engine should run quietly.
Tapping or knocking sounds could
indicate worn lifters or timing
chain issues.
Test the power steering. If the3.
car has electric power steering,
ensure it provides smooth
assistance at low speeds. A heavy
or erratic steering feel indicates a
problem.
Inspect the interior for wear.4.
Look for cracks in the dashboard,
worn seat fabric, and signs of
water leaks around the doors and
rear hatch.
Drive it at highway speeds. The5.
car should track straight and not
vibrate excessively. Worn
suspension bushings are common
and can cause wandering.
Check maintenance records. A6.

car with a history of regular oil
changes and transmission fluid
changes is worth paying a
premium for.

Prices for a clean, running 1998 Saturn
Wagon  range  from  $1,500  to  $4,000,
depending  on  condition,  mileage,  and
location.  Exceptional  low-mileage
examples can fetch more, but they are
rare.

Conclusion
The 1998 Saturn Wagon may not be the
fastest,  most  luxurious,  or  most
technologically  advanced  vehicle  ever
built. But it succeeded on its own terms:
it  was practical,  affordable,  reliable,  and
genuinely  distinctive.  Its  polymer  body
panels,  lightweight  design,  and  frugal
engine  made  it  a  smart  choice  for
families  and  commuters  in  the  late
1990s,  and  it  remains  a  quirky  and
endearing classic today.
Whether you are a longtime Saturn fan,
a  curious  car  enthusiast,  or  simply
someone looking for an inexpensive and
unique  daily  driver,  the  1998  Saturn
Wagon deserves  a  closer  look.  It  is  a
testament to what happens when a car
c o m p a n y  d e c i d e s  t o  t h i n k
differently—and  builds  a  vehicle  that
people  can  truly  live  with.


