ROAD TEST

Ford Thunderbird

Happy silver anniversary, Bird. Sure, you're getting older,

but you're also getting better.

* Given that ume really is the ulnmarte
1eseof all things, we at Car and Driver tip
our editorial hat to the Ford Thunder-
bird. Back in 1955, when £/0 was just a
fedgling known as Sports Cars Miustrated,
the T-Bird was getting ofl the ground as
well. And today, 25 vears later, it's still
with us, If nothing else, you've got (o
respect its staying power.

OF course, today’s T-Bird isa far cry
from what it was a guarter-century ago.
The trip through the time tunnel has
seen it completely redesigned nine
times. It's been cloaked in every body
style short of a station wagon. And lasi
fall it was Linally downsized. But for all
the monumental revisions to its sub-
stance, the T-Bird's essence has hardly
changed a whit

Markeiing men would call the T-Bird
story @ sterling example of product po-
siioning. Which simply means that buy-
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ers understand what the T-Bird 15 and
what it says about its owner. Everyone
knows that the man who dives a T-Bird
14 @ charger. He's elbowing his way up
through the thundering herd, and work-
ing on a picce of the rock—itwo cars in
front of the center-hall colonial and a
pool in back. At least that's how the
marketing liany goes.

Oddly enough, though the T-Bird has
always looked like success on wheels, 1t
actually went solid gold only four sea-
sons ago. Ford deep-sixed the Mark V-
based T-Bird then, w1 favor of the bul-
bhous, LTD I-derived version, and
slashed thousands from the sucker
price. The result was a land rush of
sales—328.000 inall—a sixfold increase
over the vear before. So strong was Lhe
revitalized T-Bard’s allure that even dur-
ing gas-short 1979 more than 520,000
upwardly mobile suburbaniles suc-
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cumbed—never mind that the T-Bird
curzled gas with no fear of tomorrow,

Though the T-Bird's decadent, 14-
mpg fuel habit made downsizmg imper-
ative if Ford was to meet the ever tight-
i_"l'l.'i'l'lg f_'i'l‘]"l_](ll'l'.'ﬂ{" -:]\'lf'!'ﬂ!.;'.['.‘ fl]&'l-'{'ﬂﬂnﬂm'}'
standards, Ford®s marketing mavens
were understandably loath to tamper
with the newly uncovered formula for
success, Nor was there much incentive
to do anything radical; during the 1950
-Bird's formative yvears, vou'll remem-
ber, gas Howed freely and big cars were
selling Eister than Perrier, So Ford de-
aded to play its hand conservatively, 1o
mix in @8 much efficiency as possible
without compromising any of the T-
Bird's tradinional opulent splendor,

(in that score, we can report that
Ford has accomplished its goal. The
new T-Bird 15 indeed slimmer, trimmer,
and more economical than past models;
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And it sull ghitters like a zircon pinkie
ring. (You were expecting Finto-Spar-
tan mayber) Yes, the new T-Bird is, as
the ad men are so fond ol saving, stll
“unmistakably Thunderbird™ from road
1o rool,

Meeting the design ebjectives meant
putting the old Bird through what's be-
come the standard Detroit downsizing
process: Borrowing heavily from the hi-
e h I.E'!‘!‘.'.'H']ﬁ !ﬁi’l[l]i‘.d in [h{‘ J.'.i'l.i.l Mt
program, Ford lopped off about 15
inches of length, 4.5 inches of wadth,
and 3.5 inches of wheelbase from last
year's car. Those changes, coupled with
dIJ'\r'i'IIH 'i.‘d “~|||]|.'||.]tﬂi U‘I.']!r]'.l’ilg‘_"'l-. ['l:"h'lll.'l—
ed v icar that ofters approximately the
same interior space as before bul
weighs about 800 pounds less. The
search for fuel efficiency of course led
toy the wind tunnel, where the basic de-
sign was strategically smoothed. And to
squeeze the most out of every gallom,
Ford blessed the optional  5.0-liter
T-Bird with an optional four-speed au-
tomatic transmission thal incorporates
an overdrive top gear and a lockup
":II'qllt' COMVErLeT.

While the changes seem drasue, the
truth of the matter is that the T-Bird
has finally caught up with its contempo-
raries in the personal-luxury class; The
new model akes ug HIH?I'II[ s I!I:I[i.'h
space as a4 Monte Garlo or a Grand Prix,
both of which, you'll remember, were
downsized back n 1978, And though
the Bird's egregmous mileage has been
improved by nearly 30 percent with the
base 4.2-hter V-8, 1 soll manages onoly
18 mpg—which won't exactly make you
asrranger to the local Exxon dealer.

Of course, the Thunderbird was ney-
er intended to battle the Rabbats of the
world, Its long suit always was, and 13,
providing a slice of the aumtomotive
good life, Amencan sivle, And civie re-
sponsibilities are strctly secondary.

Asvou can planly see, that message
157 s0ll wntten elearly in the T-Bird’s
shegtmeral. The look is erisper now, but
the new sivhng sull includes all of the
visual clhiches that identify this car as
Ford's personal-luxury cruiser. The big,
epp-crate prille, the hidden headlamps,
the thick roof pillars, and the large, rec-
tangular tallights all trumpet the tamily
resemblance that Ford hopes will warm
hearts from Westchesier 1o Newport
Beach.

Familiarity is all well and good, bu
we'te pleased to say it doesn’t extend to
the confines of the passenger compart-
ment. Though last vear's car was as big
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as Texas, long rides in the rear seal
were guarantecd to give you leg cramps.
I'his year's interior, though slightly nar-
rower and raled for four rather than
five, 15 still a big step forward. Ford
carved nearly three inches-more rear-
seat kneercom out of it, which means
thiar the T-Bird is a real ‘car now, Anally
capable of carryving four average-sized
adults in comfort. Those of vou who are
long of torso might find headroom mar-
ginal, but otherwise the accommaoda-
tians are more than acceptable,

he T-Bird's newfound |n"ru_'|i:_;ﬂil.:.'
and efbiciency have in no way altered its
mission in life. A mother lode of wretch-
ed excess is sull yours for the asking.
You can choose from dozens of imterion
fabrics: colors, and overstuflfed sear
styles. There are three half-vinyl rood
treapments, two of which ofter relief for
'i)EilL'I'il-\'ri.[lllfl\\ _J'IIII.LE.H.'.‘L .'I'I.]IEI. 'i:IJ- Course
RErVO-Assistanls .‘IE?(HI”"L :"Illl:i Cat I.'I‘E‘ Ll
listed to lock doors, move seats, raise
and lower windows, release the parking
brake, maintain speed, adjust cabin tem-
|Jl"!".|||]f'(‘, .i[l(! r'llll{']], ][Ill(tl TReTe,

Duar silver T-Bird test car wazsa
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worthwhile example of what can ‘be ac-
complished with some ereative option-
aheel t'ht‘tkil‘:g. Without even wnrking
hard, we transformed the base 56536
Thunderbird o a $10,863 softly lined
stocked with ‘everything lrom a
leather-wrapped wheel to a flip-up glass
sunroot,

Worthy of special mention 1sa bevy af
optional electronics that makes this the
most informative and entertaining
I-Bird in history. An on-board diagnos-
i system monitors Quid levels and ex-
terior-lamp condition and reports back
through 4 row of warning lights atop
the dash. The electronic instrument
cluster includes-a digital-readout speed-
ometer and a vertical-bar-graph fuel-
level gaupge, which both materialize
from behind the black plastic panel face
when vou twist the ignition key. A digi-
tal clock reports the date as well as the
hour and functions as a timer, The pre-
mium sound svstem, which consisis of
an elecironic digieal-readoint AM S FEM-
sterenscassotte unilt butiressed by a
power amplifier and playing through six
speakers, will make vour Chuck Man-
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gione tape sound betwer than any facte
ry-installed system has 4 right to. Bu
the ’l]]?l—.'l]]!'l—[.&lr]l.t"- J.'r.'r"rr" e reststance 1%
the microprocessor-controlled keyless
entry system. Five numbered buttons on
the outside of the driver's door allow
vou to wnlock the doors and trunk by
tapping out a secret code number
yvou 've previously programmed, The
Ford electromcs guvs admit with a smile
that the system is there just to amuse
vour fmends and baffle YOUr enemies.

While the plethora of new gizmaos
provides more diversion the
F-Bird's ever had before, the bigzes:
change 15 the way the new Bird drives.
It's sull an'easv rider, but the marshmal-
low ‘feel has been tuned out in Favor of
more supple control. Thanks the
weipht loss and the trinmmer dimen-
siomns, the new . car i3 surpmsingly nim-
ble. The power-assisted rack-and-pinion
steering sends back a trickle of feel, and
it cuts a much more confident path
down the Interstate as well.

But there’s more. Ford has actually
taken a shot at buillding a2 T-Bird For
hard drivers. T get it, you must specify
three separate option groups: a specil
handling  suspension, with
shocks, fatter front and rear anti-sway
bars, and stffer rear springs: a set of
sticky Michelin 220/55R-390 TRX tires
on alley mms; and a pair of Recaro (vou
readd it right) seqrs.

The mere availalulity of such primao
hardware shows what a change this'car
hias through., Unfertunately,
though, this new side of the T-Bud's
character 15 not fully developed. Ford's
intentions were good enough, but the
bats' and pieces simply need more fine-
tuning hefore they can add & full mea-
sure of driving pleasure. The normally
terrific Recaro scats, for instance, were
rmounted at too sharp an angle for maxi-
mutt comfort, and the excess of under-
thigh support made the pedals a bit
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