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CAR IS ALL-NEW:

HOW DOES IT STACK UP?

'96 FORD TAURUS LX

ook at the new "36 Ford Tau-

l rus and keep telling yourself

that ene day, it will look as

comfortingly familiar as the aero-

mode] that's been a fixture on Ameri-

can roadways for a decade. Someday,
but not yet.

Sculpted in Ford's new ovoid style,
the Taurus will shock some, and
delight others—precisely the reac-
tions that met the first Taurus back
in 86, and American buyers
embraced that car from the begin-
nng. Ford is hoping for an equally
warm reception for the new version,
and it's given the Taurus more than
just daring styling fo generate
admirers. A veritable cornucopia of
technical improvements awaits the
400,000-plus drivers Ford hopes will
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slide behind the wheel of the '96
model—and then sign on the dotted
line. In addition to far-reaching
structural and safety improvements,
the Taurns LX can be had with a
brand-new uplevel engine: a 3.0-liter
DOHC V-6. That's the setup we
chose to test here, since short of the
aggressively sporting Taurus SHO, it
just doesn’t get any better than this.
Naturally, the arrival of the '96
Taurus carries with it an implied
guestion: How does it stack up
against its strongest competitors? A
comparison test is the only way to
find out. But because the Taurus LX
we drove for this article was still in
preproduction form, we'll refrain
fram chiseling our observations in
stone—at least until we're in a true
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Ford Taurus LX

production vehicle.

Choosing a batch of likely rivals
for the new Taurus isn't as simple
as it might sound. This crowded
segment is full of contenders, some
a little bigger, some a little smaller,
with all kinds of different powertrain
and equipment possibilities. Tlti-
mately, we gathered up three of the
most popular American-made models
in the same size range as the new
Taurus. We equipped each to best
accentuate its strongest virtues—and
to provide a cross-section of the
attributes you can find in this class.
Against this competitive landscape,
the Taurus cuts a clear silhonette.

Among these top-selling cars, the
target for family-sedan driving fun is
the Honda Accord LX V-6. The
Accord perennially battles with the
Taurus for the number-one sales slot;
its newest and best iteration is pow-
ered by a 2.7-liter V-6, an engine

that" at

last gives the U.S.-
built Accord the quiet smoothness to
compete on an equal footing with the
other V-6s in the class. Tovota's con-
tender, the Camry, with its optional
3.0-liter V-6, has a character not
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unlike the shared-platform Lexus ES
300, but at a substantially lower
price. As a final benchmark, we
chose the high-value Chevrolet
Lumina. It comes with a 3.1-liter
OHV V-6 or, with the LS trim level,
an optional 3.4-liter DOHC V-6.
Though it would put the Chevy at a
horsepower disadvantage, we chose
the small engine and base trim level
for this comparison to highlight the
Lumina's role as the class bargain.
In all, this popular trie defines the
class in terms of driving fun
(Aecord), refinement (Camry), and
value (Lumina),

Though the new Taurus isn't a
true clean-sheet design, Ford engi.
neers were nonetheless authorized to
erase the previous blueprints with
impunity. The new body shell they
penned is radically stronger than the
old car's; According to Ford's latest
figures, torsional stiffness—central




to a quiet vehicle with a quality
feel—has jumped 87 percent. Cross
beams, panel stiffeners, and rein-
forcements are everywhere through-
out the unibody and pay dividends in
roof-crush resistance and side-impact
protection.

Onguing control of noise, vibration,
and harahness was an integral part
of the Taurus project. Ford engineers
worked not only to lower overall inte-
rior noise levels, but to tune the car’s
interior acoustically to make human
voice frequencies more intelligible.
And to boost the car's subjective
quality, individual components were
engineered to be audibly satisfying—
from the whisk of the wipers to the
slam of the hood.

Ford's diligence has paid off hand-
somely. Dramatically quieter and
tighter than the previous generation
{and the preproduction car we drove
for our June Driving Impression),

the new Taurus ranks with the best
in class in terms of subjective feel.
There's a solidity now that wasn't
present in the old car. Almost devoid
of squeaks and rattles (we heard
only a minor dashboard ereak in our
tester), the Taurus has much the
same all-of-a-plece feel us the class-
leading Camry LE V-6. The Taurus
filters out road and wind noise as
well as any car here and has them
all beat with its muted, silky sound-
ing engine. Even the well-isolated
Camry lets o bit more engine noise
seep into the cabin.

Ford's tight new unibody rides on
an extensively reworked suspension
system. Ford engineers explored
going Lo double wishbones up front,
but ultimately decided that refline-
ments to the MacPherson strul sys-
tem would be the most cost-efficient
approach. Efforts were made to
reduce friction as well as improve

A brand-new optional 200-horse DOHC
reengineered suspension and steering to make the Taurus
LX a satisfying driving companion. Functionally, the new
interior is a success, from its conirol layout to its wild new
audio and climate controls. Unfortunately, the rear windows

only roll about halfway down.

wheel control and steering precision.
A new low-friction stecring rack is
borrowed from the Lincoln Continen-
tal parts bin, and the Continental
served as the basis for much of the
Taurus' Quadralink rear suspension.
Benefits include reduced unsprung
weight and better structural stiff-
ness, along with superior toe-control
for more-predictable handling.

These changes transform the Tau-
rus’ ride: It betters its predecessor in
every way. Subjectively, the Taurus
feels more substantial than the three
rivals we guthered for this compari-
son. A combination of solid steering
(the power-assist declines smoothly
as speed increases) and ride compo-
sure create a feeling of solidity that
should play well with most drivers.

In contrast, the Lumina bhounds
and rolls loosely on its suspension—
not uncomfortably so, but certainly
enough to clearly reveal the Chevro-
let’s lower position in the economic
strata. The Camry is softly suspend-
ed too, but never gets sloppy about it.
Its road isolation is quite good—
about on a par with the Ford's, albeit
with a bit more of a Moaty feeling
over dips and hummocks, With
sophisticated double-wishbone sus-
pension at all four corners, the
Accord tops the field in ride quality,
provided vou like a touch of sport in
your suspension action. Though char-
acterized by a bit more initial firm-
ness, the Honda excels whan the
road turns rough, telegraphing con-
nection and control through ils per-
feclly weighted steering.

That same sensation pervades
more-aggressive ventures into moun-

V-6 combines with
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