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fwa Previous
counirywide resis have
proved extremely pop-
wlar with the readers
and the stafi of Mowor
Trend. The third vehicle to be selected
Jfor one of our long-term evalualions was
the all-new Ford Thunderbird. This vear,
the T-Bird is celebraning its 25th anni-
versary, and Ford engin ers have given it
ancther major doewnsizing as a birthday
gift. While suill a mid-sized vehicle, i
has last 5.5 inches af wheelbase, 17
inches of lengrh, and 700 peunds. Unit-
ized construction has replaced the previ-
ous bodv-on-frame configuration, and a
new TR suspension system is being of-
fered for rhe firse time.

The 1980 Thunderbird represenis the

Tesy

ninth pgeneration of the margue. We
wanied 1o find out just how well Ford
had managed to pull off fis latest experi-
ment in personalized  transportation. so
we ordered the latest "Bird with all of the
important luxury and performance op-
tians: 3.0-fiter engine, TR suspension,
Recare seats, electronic dash, and the
Luxury Exterior Group. The whele thing
was frimmed in g monochromaric rendi-
ion of Bitrersweel-Glaw metallic.

When we jirst saw the car, we were

frankly a tad unceriain as io how rhe
_,f.i'm'.' v rJ__r" '|'|'_|'|l.'|'r_k: :'.f.‘ii:j Jack Telnack’s la-

bors were going to play throughour the
country. Although design input was con-
trituted by William P. Bover and Arthur
I, Querfield, both of whom had been in-
strewmenial in drawing up the original T-

Bird, one would be hard pressed 1o poini
Gl many carrvovers in the new car. Ford
touis the new Thunderbird’s sivling as
the “leading edpe of contemporary de-
sign.” We at MT wiew it as slightly con
croversial, to put it mildly. Early sales
figures indicate that people are buying
the new 'Bird, but they're not exactly
storming inte their local dealerships.

During the course of eur countrywide
testing., we pui the Thunderbird into rhe
hands af five siaff members. Throuphout
the course of four months, It alrernarely
fived on the East and West Coasts and
made fwo Cross-couniry jawnts fa the in-
terim. We managed to run wp close to
15,000 miles on the car, exposing it 1o
the entire range of climatic and highway
vonditions, The resufts follow,
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“The fact that, in
not many more
years, no one will
produce a car like
this makes me sad
indeed ... "

by Ted Orme

ursing and whining. I reluctantly

agreed to my editor’s simple dic-

tate. “Just drive it home and see
how vou like 1t,” he said, with a twisted
grin, It wasn’t that 1 had anything
against T-Birds. but. cripes, home was
2600 miles away, this was the dead of
winter. I'm pushing 40, and . . ..

All 1 could think of as 1 positioned
the car due east, away from the bright
California sun and into the threatening
gray murk of the hinterland, was that in
the time it would take me to drive 1o
the state line, a fast plane would have
already set me down only 10 miles
from my snug bungalow on the banks
of the Potomac.

Yet, by the time 1 got to Needles,
California, my atitude had changed, |
had settled into a nice driving mood-
radie turned on, mind turned off. body
relaxed and comfortable. The little
Escort radar detector sat alertly on the
dash, and the car was eating up miles
with aplomb. For the first of many
times 10 come, 1 found myself thinking,
“Damn. this is a nice car.”

As | cut farther into the magnificent
and varied U.S landscape, my ap-
preciation of the T-Bird grew. The car
tracked effortlessly at all speeds. steer-
ing was precise and responsive, and the
brakes brought the car to a controllable
halt in a respectable distance. The op-
tional 302cid V-8 felt very strong com-
pared to engines in other cars of jts

class. And. from a dead stop. the T-
Bird could even elicit an almosi-forgot-
ten squeal from its rear tires. Teamed
with Ford’s new overdrive automatic
transmission, the car was also surpris-
ingly efficient. My top mark for the trip
wias 24 mpg. with an overall average of
20 mpg at speeds well in excess of the
double-nickel.

The TR-type tires. cast aluminum
wheels, and beefed-up shocks and sway
bars gave the car a sporting character
that | liked. It cornered flatter and with
less understeer with these options. but it
rode decidedly sulfer. In fact. one
rough stretch of Route 40 made me

think I was riding on railroad ties: nor-

did the car ever miss letting me know
about every little tar strip on the high-
way, But such annoyances seemed like
a small price 1o pay for an overall feel-
ing of mechanical competence and tight
construction.

Inside the car, | got the feeling of
SpuciGUnne.-i.q. Visibility was excellent
with the exception of the heavy C-pil-
lars, which created definite over-the-
shoulder blind spots. The ride was un-
usually quiet when the “‘premium”™
sound system was off, When it was on.
this six-speaker electronic-search stereo
with Diolby and power amphber was as
good as any original equipment unit

I've heard. Also impressive was the daz-

zhing display of electronic instrumenta-
non and options, which ran the gamul
from very functional and well designed
te purely silly {(does one really need a
coded keyless entry system?). They all
worked perfecily, however, and it was
easy to understand why Ford leads in
this category. My only real complaing
was with the row of diagnostic warning
lights positioned above the main panel.
where they were partially blocked from
view by the steering wheel and hard 1o
read in the bright sunlight,

The single most wonderful option for
cross-country driving. or any driving for
that matter. were the optional Recaro
seats. My first impression, and that of
most others who tried them later, was
that they were unduly hard, But afer
logging 2600 miles in four days in
them. with less muscle fatigue than |
would have thought possible. 1 never
wanted o part with them. They were
rather hike the car: the more ume you
spent in them. the more you apprecial-
cd them.

By the time I reached my friendly
little home, | had pronounced the
Thunderbird a premier touring ma-
chine. The only question remaining
was, would this very favorable impres-
sion hold up in everyday family use?

A month later, my opinion of the car
was still high, with a few detractions.
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“Downsizing has

unquestionably
improved the
breed. .. ”

by Bob Nagy

articipation in an MT country-
P wide test is always a learning ex-

perience. In this particular go
round. | drew the intensive course: a
glorious 10-day excursion through 11
states and two seasons. [t began in the
cold and snow of Detroit and ended up
where all pood automotive stories
should, in the sun and fun of Los An-



After all, finding a perfect car 1s even
rarer than finding a 10-rated woman.

The overdrive automaltic, it turned
out, liked the open road a lot more
than it liked the city. It tended to get
confused in the 35-mph range about
whether it was supposed o be in 3rd or
overdrive. The result was a bothersome
rhunking back and forth. Flaws in the
pinstripes and door trim and the cheap,
ul-fitting rug and cardboard panels in
the trunk became more glaring when
you lived with them awhile

Friends and neighbors were dismayed
at the nearly $11.000 price tag. but |
explained that could be shaved consid-
erably with a more judicious selection
of options. And some, like me, didnlt
get off on the styling but thought the
performance impressive. Others weni
the other way and couldn’t see why
Ford would want 1o screw up a fine car
with those awful seats and that stiff sus.
pension.

But, after a month and almost 3000
miles of all kinds of driving under all
kinds of conditions, | can say with con-
fidence that this gutsy. agile and com-
fortable car satisfied my needs and
those of my Family just fine, except for
one fatal factor—fiel CCONOMY.

A lew vears ago, this car would have
been a monster on the sales charts. But,
let’s face it, a 16- to 17-mpg town car
just won't do anymore. Despite the mew
shape, size and weight of the “all new”
Thunderbird, events of the past vear

ave rendered it an anachronism before
it ever hit the streets. Detroit knows this
and is embarked on a course of drasuc
change at full speed.

Maybe that is what made me so sad
when [ finally turned in the T-Bird.
From my seat in Washington, 1 have
chronicled the laws and trends that
would affect those changes. [ was ready
to accept and, in fact, embrace the new
breed of small, fuel-efficient autos. But,
damn. that Bird was a nice way to get
around. And the fact that. in not many
more years, no one will produce a car
like 11 makes me sad indeed.

geles. The last three days were the com-
prehensive final exam, During that peri-
od, I averaged more than 700 miles per
day. Thanks to the vigilance of numer-
ous state police. this per diem quota was
met at a far more leisurely pace than |
had hoped ror.

It was a reéunion of sorts for the "Bird
and me. Our first meeting had come at
the Car of the Year testing, and | re-
member not being too impressed with it
then. This time, | came away with a
much better appreciation of what the
car is aboul

Downsizing  has unquestionably im-
proved the breed. Along with the pass-
ing of the Thunderboat Era has come
some overdue emphasis on this car's
handling ability—and kudos are certain-
ly in order on that front. The new

Jack McAlister had $12,000
worth of power tools.

Here’s why he sold them.

“My shop was equipped with commercial tools in which I had
an investment of $12,000 or more. [ sold all my machines ata
nice profit, and purchased one Mark V. . . I can do anything |
was doing on all the machines, this gives me a lot more room
and | have several thousand in the bank. What more could |
ask for?” — Jack McAlister, Tucker, Georgia -

Jack McAlister found something out
that a lot of woodworkers at all
levels already know. You don't
need a shop full of expensive power
equipment to do just about any job
you could imagine. All you needisa
Shopsmith Mark V.

The 5-in-1 tool that does it all.

The Shopsmith Mark V is actually a
complete workshop in a single,
compact unit no bigger than a bi-
eycle. [t includes the five basic
power tools no home shop should
be without.

It's powered by a rugged precision-
built motor that any power tool
owner would be proud to own. And
it can do more than your standard
power tools because it actually lets
you borrow features and set-ups
from one tool to enhance the capa-
bilities of the others. So you can
tackle jobs you now wouldn’t dream
of doing yourself. And, thankstothe
Mark V's built-in precision and con-
trol, you'll do them successfully.

Maybe it's time for you to find out

what Jack McAlister and over
350,000 Shopsmith owners al-
ready know. Mail the coupon for
all the facts today.

Don't you owe it to yourself to find
out rmore about the Mark V — the
single piece of equipment that can
actually replace $12,000 or more
in power tools — vet costs less than
1/10 that figure?

The Shopsmith Mark V —
the tool to start with . . .
the system you grow with,

Suee Shopsmith Inc.

Dept. 2389
750 Center Drive
YVandalia, Ohio 45377

Yes! Please mail me your FREE Infor-
maton Kit an the Shopsmith Mask &
| understand there s no oblgation

Mame

Address
Ciiyr
State Zip
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variable-ratio power-steering unit direct-
ing virtually zero scrub radius geometry
provided excellent road feel and stabil-
ity, even in heavy crosswinds. A large
part of the credit must be awarded to
the equally new TR suspension pack-
age. It's not the kind of thing that will
please hard-liners on either side of the
luxury/performance controversy, but as
a middle ground. I found it to be an
outstanding compromise and well suited
to long-distance running.

We specified the opuonal 5.0-liter en-
gine for our test car. While the 302
performan<e rating has long since
passed from the ranks of impressive, it's
still plenty respectable. Coupled with
the 4-speed automatic overdrive trans-
mission, it delivered city mileage in the
16-18 range against a 17-mpg EPA rat-
ing. The highway figures were a bit sur-
prising. The EPA rates this powertrain
at 29 mpg on the open road. but 1 aver-
aged closer to 20 mpgz. Even my best
tank only worked out to 229 mpg. |
would like w offer a few kind words
for the transmission, however: il en-
gaged and shifted with a characteristic
smoothness that is almost unprecedent-
ed in today's automatics. Like the rest
of the powertrain, it operated in near
silence,

It's hard for me to believe Ford spent
nearly four vears refining the siyling of
this car. Extensive wind tunnel testing
may have helped create a shape that is
remarkably free from wind noise at
cruising speeds, but viewed head on, it
still reminds me of Jo¢ Frazier's bat-
tered countenance the day after the
Thrilla in Manila.

The T-Bird's full-ult trim package in-
cluded the Exterior Luxury Group. Be-
sides a pair of remote-control outside
mirrors, which proved to be remarkably
handy, it included a padded landau

half-top with narrow opera windows. [
hate padded half-tops. and this one
merited special ire. Not only did the
thing lock as if it were designed for a
car twice the size. but the overly mas-
sive C-pillar created a rear-quarter
blind spot that someone could literally
drive a truck through,

The ’Bird's new interior also needs
some serious work. While quite com-
fortable and reasonably roomy. it was a
borderline ergonomic nightmare, The
driving position was fairly pleasant, and
the optional Recaro seats receive my
eternal praise and thanks for a job well
done. Ford also produces what | feel to
be the most convenient cruise control
on the market, and it, oo, earns high
marks. Beyond these items, one was
forced to put up with many minor in-
conveniences that added up to major
irritations when taken in long. steady
doses. Examples include seatbelts that
wrapped directly across the seatback ad-
juster wheel, a shift lever ideally posi-
tioned to encounter one's right kneecap
on a regular basis. and a steering wheel
rim that virtually obliterated most of
the idiot lights.

The biggest disappointment was the
digital electronic instrument package.
The agua-colored LED readouls were
striking at night, but as ambient light

levels rose, their readability went down
the tube. The problem was further com-
plicated if one wanted to wear sun-
glasses. All this was made worse by the
plexiglass dust guard that covered the
instrument cluster and threw a double
reflection of the steering column and its
various appendages right back into the
dashboard.

[ also found it intriguing that some-
one actually went to all the trouble to
develop a digital gas gauge that was
Just as inaccurate as a mechanical unit
This particular one was periodically
affected by cold weather, indicating less
fuel in the tank than was really present
until the car’s interior temperature got
up to a comfortable level. With the T-
Bird's fine climate control, this took
only a few minutes,

Our test "Bird was outfitted with an
extensive list of optional equipment,
and it wore a commensurately healthy
price tag of near $11,000, But the base
I-Bird lists for a far more reasonable
$6432 By passing on some of the cos-
metic items and the electronic dash, it's
possible to put together a reasonably
decent little piece for under $9000, Al
that price, | think the Thunderbird

represents one of the more viable auto-
motive buys of 1ts kind. It isn’t for me.
thanks; but it might be for you.

“We’d rather spend
$11,000 buying an
original Thunderbird
restoration . .. "’

by Jim MecCraw

he first ime [ saw a Thunderbird
I was in spring of 1935 on a boule-
vard in Norfolk, Virginia. It was
a red convertible with a white top and
white interior. Norfolk is a Navy town,
and voung naval officers were as much
caught up in the sporls car phenome-
non as anyone. The officer driving the
T-Bird was in his dress whites. and his
companion was a wonderful brunette
partially wearing a navy dress. By the
tme the light changed and they sped
off 1o the officer's ¢lub dance, 1 was in
love—and not with the brunette.
A mere 25 years later, my own won-
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derful brunette and | experienced a
1980 Thunderbird, and we found almost
no parallel between the original and the
25th Anniversary T-Bird. On the con-
trary, the two are almost perpendicular.
The original car was a great deal of
style wrapped around some perfecily
ordinary Ford running gear; the 1980
version is a great deal of technological
style wrapped by a gaudy 2-door sedan.

By the time we got 1o test the T-Bird,
it had been thoroughly broken in by
Ted Orme and Bob Nagy. When i
came 1o live with us in Hollywood's
apartment-lined streets, it had ac-
cumulated 12,000 odometer miles but
not a single discernible rattle. The first
thing we found out about the new T-
Bird was that it is wider than it seems.
It we parked it just the wrong way, the
left side mirror cleared the carport post,
but the left rear fender flare didn'e

The 5441 Michelin TR-type tire and
wheel option and the 5254 front Recaro
bucket secats were the key options on
the car for our money, along with the
3150 302cid engine and $138 overdrive
transmission. But we thought the $479
asked for the AM/FM stereo system
with Dolby and the amplifier system
could be better spent in the auto radio
aftermarket. We felt the same about
most of the other options from the
giant list, such as keyless entry, power

locks and the electronic instrument clus-
ter. We also felt the tlt steering column
should be mandatory with the Recaro
seal option, to maximize driver comfort.
But even without that last detail, the
T-Bird was a pleasure to drive. with
quick steering and a minimum of body
roll.

The new T-Bird has only three basic
powertrains: the base 235cid V-8 with
dautomatic, the 302cid V-8 with automat-
ic, and the 302¢cid V-8 with overdrive
automatic, A 2.26:1 final drive ratio is
standard with the first two: a 3.08:1 is
used with the third. They give the 130-
horsepower 302 engine a quick, solid
windup through the gears. The car nev-
er felt anemic or underpowered in L.A.
city traffic and was extremely quiet at
freeway speeds; yet. it never got better
than about 22 mpg, although the EPA
rated it at 17 city, 29 highway. The
mileage was consistent with reporis
from other MT drivers but well under
our expectations, since a Lincoln Mark
with the same drivetrain and 800
pounds more weight gets about the
same mileage on the MT test loop.

All of the things the new Thunder-
bird does well on curving country roads
are more or less forgotten when the car
gets stuck in a strictly urban environ-

ment for a -couple of weeks, as it did in

our case. In that setting. the T-Bird be-

came a short-irip transportation vehicle
and grocery-getter, a vehicle for busi-
ness lunches, press conferences and en-
tertainment trips, all of which suited it
well. The interior accommodated four
adults in soft, spacious comfort; the
doors were wide, and rear seat entry/
exit was painless.

The thing we liked least about the
new Thunderbird was its lack of the
kind of styling that made classics of the
1955-57 2-seat series. It may have
rack-and-pinion  steering, all-new  sus-
pension, less weight. more interior
space, better aerodynamics and a won-
derful optional suspension, but its inte-
rior and exterior designs were strange
even for a Hollywood couple. There are
ways buyers can minimize the problem,
such as ordering the car without the ex-
terior moldings and pudgy vinyl roof
cap and specifying a solid dark color,
but. even at that, the front end, the in-
strument panel, and the rear end treat-
ments were a little too far to the left
for our tastes. And, if that's as good as
it gets, there was no room in our Holly-
wiood cargeri for a 1980 T-Bird. Mot
even a red convertible with a white top
and a white interior, if one were avail-
able. We'd rather spend 511,000 1o buy
an original Thunderbird restoration, or
put out a little more and buy two Mus-
langs optioned 1o the roofs.



“The ’Bird is one of
the few cars I've
driven lately that

makes me
smiles= 2
by Peter Frey

he Thunderbird presents me with
T:: dilemma. In the past. | have

damned its fraternal twin, the
Mustang, for its shoddy execution of an
excellent concept. The confusion is that,
although both cars are a product of the
same  light-and-cheap-with-a-dazzling-
dose-of- [u[ure tech design, | like the
Thunderbird. A lot.

I'm a L'm- boy and \pcnd maost of my
driving time in a high- density urban en-
nmnmen[ However, within Los An-
geles, there are less-populous  hilly
areas, which are traversed by winding
roads that offer some relief from the
traffic. These are the roads | choose for
my daily commute, and I've discovered
the Thunderbird has qualities that make
it adaptable to handling curves as well
as frecw ays.

The trimness of the new Thunderbird

is well suited 0 maneuvering it in ¢lose
quarters. The optional TR suspension,
which would seem to apply more to
winding roads. is useful for city driving
because it gives the car tremendous eva-
sive powers. When traffic comes 0 a
screeching halt in front of you, a firm
squeere on the brake pedal brings the
car to a swift, straight stop, with none

U

of the nose-dive, smoking-tire, out-of-
control dramatics that most American
cars exhibit. When somebody pulls out
of a parking space direcily in front of
you, a glance in the mirrors and a
quick flick of the wheel darts the Thun-
derbird instantly out of harm’s way
While the 302cid V-8 and 4-speed au-
tomatic transmission combination 1s not
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impressive in dragsirip terms, it does
provide a smooth-running, smooth-shift-
ing responsiveness under ordinary driv-
ing conditions. In any but a highway
cruising sitvation, the selector lever 15
best left in 3rd gear. which eliminates
the hesitation produced by the 4-3
downshift that occurs every ume a little
throttle is applied.

In-town fuel economy was approxi-
mately 18 mpg. Around MT’5 73-mile
fuel loop, which includes both city and
highway driving. the Thunderbird. driv-
en conservatively, managed 23.1 mpg.

To cope with the bumper-to-bumper
aspect of city life. the interior of the
Thunderbird has been designed to pro-
vide a comfortable retreat from the
noise- and air-polluted environment. An
extensive sound insulation. package re-
sults in a pleasingly low interior noise
level. If library-like silence is not com-
pletely to your liking, you can fill the
void with music from the best OEM
sound system currently available. If the
weather is too hot or cold, the superb
ventilation system will provide volumes
of any temperature air you desire.

The winding-road behavior of the
Thunderbird has taken the car a guan-
tum leap above its ancestors. No Thun-
derbird and, for that matter, few Amer-
ican cars have ever approached this lev-
el of handling. All credit is due the TR
suspension/wheels/tires option, which
produces flat, predictable cornering at
speeds, on roads rough or smooth, wet
or dry. The tradeoff is increased levels

of road nowse and harshness, but not so
much that anyone with an ounce of
sportin’ blood wouldn't gladly endure.

1 found the 0p1ional Recaro driving
seats superbly comfortable, and they of-
fered the absolutely necessary side sup-
port required to make use of the Thun-
derbird’s lateral g capabilities. The
availability of both the suspension sys-
tem and Recaros is a forward-looking
first for a domestic manufacturer, and
whoever made the go-ahead decision
deserves a round of applause.

You'll notice | haven't offered <nti-
cisms of the car, That's because | have-
n't many, and they are all overridden
by the pleasures the car offers. 1 find
the overall styling pleasing. It's a con-
temporary sportiness that makes people
turn their heads as you drive by, a
sportiness marred only by a slightly
“thick™ look to the rear quarters, a re-
sult of the flat and nearly vertical rock-
er panels. The styling of the roof in the
C-pillar area produces a bit of a blind
spot in the driver's lane-change and
parallel-parking vision.

The interior is dominated by the
space-age digital-readout dashboard.
The mernits of such electronic wizardry
can be debated. but the dashboard does
convey all the necessary information
and imparts a sense of the future 1 find
enjoyable and consistent with the tight,
earthbound fighter-plane feel of the car.
There is occasionally some reflected
glare that makes the readouts hard to
see, but this doesn’t happen frequently

enough to damn the entire concept.

There are other areas of the car that
reflect the cost-cutting techmiques em-
ployed by Detroit these days. The fit
and finish of the body panels and trim
pieces are occasionally casual, and the
paint is only mediocre. The trunk is
roughly Nnished, with a cut-and-fold
cardboard panel covering the taillamp
assemblies. Such flaws must be consid-
ered within the conventional definition
of a high-line luxury car, which the
Thunderbird certainly is, but their influ-
ence 15 reduced by the car’s overall me-
chanical competence.

Perhaps I'm placing too much em-
phasis on the Thunderbird's road abili-
ties and not enough on the more con-
ventional concerns, but the "Bird is one
of the few cars I've driven lately that
makes me smile. It responds to my
every input with firm, direct precision.
It tells me what's going on when the
rubber meets the read. without being
obtrusive. It cradles me firmly, sings 1o
me and engulfs me in the pleasures of
driving a worthy machine. No other
current American car feels like this
Thunderbird.

The Ford Motor Company has taken
a considerable gamble with this new
kind of car, of which the Mustang,
Thunderbird, and even the Lincoln
Continental are examples. Ford is ap-
parently trying for a fusion of the best
of American and European automotive
design, and., with the Thunderbird at
lzast, they've come up with a winner.

“It also
has . . . better
handling than any
T-Bird of the
DAST. -
by Chuck Nerpel

nalism business long enough to re-

member way back when Ford intro-
duced the first Thunderbird. In 1933,
this new car was the thing. a snappy
2-seater available in either coupe or
convertible. In fact, I tested one for
Mator Trend at that time and wish now
I had bought it and held onto it; at
today's prices a convertible in mint con-
dition is worth a cool 13 or 14 grand—
about what a Ferrari cost in those good
old days.

In those same good old days, bigger
was soon 1o be equated with better. By
1958, Thunderbirds had grown a back
seat, longer wheelbase and overall
length. From then on, T-Birds became
larger and more luxurious.

Then came the gas crunch, and
downsizing was the name of the game.

Iharc been in this automotive jour-

lhe 1980 T-Bird, with a Fairmont-size
chassis and a 302cid V-8, is more like
its predecessors. Our test car, equipped
with the Recaro front bucket seat op-
tion and TR Michelin tire and suspen-
sion package, was a great highway
cruiser with the mileage-stretching 4-

automatic (ransmission that

speed
slipped into overdrive at about 35 mph
and dropped rpm to a more fuel-effi-
cicnt range.

As one who likes to hunt and fish a
little farther afield than the local lake, |
count good gas mileage and long-trip
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cruising comfort as very important. In
the new T-Bird, there was space for the
rest of my family—one thing the old
Bird was a bit stingy on—and a trunk
that held everything from a six-man
tent o0 a week’s supply of food and
clothes. Ns gas mileage also pleased me.

Maost of those long trips to the out-
doors are not all freeway. There are
stretches of unpaved read, so | need a
car with good handling and tractabilivy.
I also like a car that's fun to drive safe-
ly on mountain roads. The Thunderbird
was ideally suited to this type of travel.
It handled extremely well on winding
roads and did not feel as if it would
come apart when the going got rough.

The countrywide test car ended up
with 15000 miles on its odometer and
was still as rattle-free as when i1 was
tested as a Car of the Year nominee
last November. I found that it also ran
as well alter those 15,000 miles as it did
after the initial break-in tune-up.

My main criticism of the new T-Bird
was its instrumentation. The digital
readout speedometer was very hard to
see in certain light conditions, especially
when the sun was coming from near
head-on and reflecting the lower part of
my clothing onto the glass panel cover.
The fuel gauge was a series of lines that
disappeared as fuel was consumed,
which seemed a strange way of keeping
track of things. Up along the top edge
of the padded cowl was a narrow row
of little windows that showed engine
and lighting function failures. These
were hidden behind the steering wheel
rim—at least they were for me—and re-
quired some hunching in order to see.
At night, with the lights on, they at-
tracted my attention, but in the daylight
they were hard 1o make out—or eéven be
aware of. With all that Ford has going
for its new Thunderbird, 1 see no rea-
son to replace conventional gauges with
this digital stuff, either as a space-age
gimmick or an added selling point. The
radio was located so low on the dash
center and had so many controls, it was
almost impossible to operate without
taking my eves off the road or fumbling
around trying to learn some sort of
Braille system in order 1o tune, search,
scan, balance and adjust volume.

As lifestyles change, so do one's re-
quirements for a passenger car. Twenty-
five years ago, the original T-Bird was
just my kind of car. The style and cozi-
ness of a 2-seater were most important,
gas was cheap and handling was left
mainly to the skill of the driver, not to
the geometry of the suspension and
tractability of the tires. The compact 2-
door 1980 Thunderbird still has that
cozy feeling. but it also has room for
extra passengers and better handling
than any T-Bird of the past. My family
agreed that this new ‘Bird would meet
their requirements, not only for every-
day driving but also for long-distance
travel and week-long trips. o]
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