By Anne Fracassa
Avanti NewsFeatures

CARMEL, Calif. — When
Lexus came on the market fivo
years ago, American luxury car-
makers didn't renlly take tho
threat to heart. [t was a mistake
they later regretted.

Today, the battle to acll n
statc-of-the-art luxury car to
demanding American car buyers
isn't 80 clear-cut. The redesigned
Lincoln Continental complicates
overything. This car should
prove to be one of Ford Motor
Co.'s better ideas of all time.

But let's back up for & sec to
get some perspective on the lux-
ury-car segment. When Lincoln-
Mercury introduced the Mark
VIl about 18 months ago, many
thought the light bulb had
burned out at Ford. The VIII
didn't loak, feel or act like a lux-
ury car. It just didn't compete
with Lexus and Infiniti. And the
prvvmua’gvncmunn Continental
didn't rate, cither.
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in the hends of engincers at
Ford's Lincoln-Mereury Division
with this 1996 Continental,
which should make its pricior
import competitors ahudder.

The Continental delivers the
newest and most innovative
tochnology affered by Ford in
years,

Just lip in behind the wheel.
You'ro staring into o Lexus’LS
400 inatrument panel, completo
with 3D graphics. No moreo plas.
tic an the dash. Fine-touching,

, But the lightbulb is back on

leather-like 1 surrounds
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you. Colora aren't stark; instead,
thoy're rcally pleasing. The
wood trim is undoratated and
actually looks real — it's not
choap plastlc imitation.

‘This is 8 Lexus LS 400 withn
Lincoln nomeplato on it.

The Continental's MSRP ia
341,375, up from the previoua
model’s base price of $34,375.
Ford expecta to aoll at lenst
30,000 Continentals in 1895.

Keith McGee, vice president
and genoral manager of the
Lincoln-Mercury Division, said
the Continental was not built
from the ground up.

“The Continental was built
from the customer out,” ho said.
*Qur mission was to build the
best front-whoel-drive luxury
car in the world. Every aspect of
Continental is personalized for
tho individual driver®

Horoin lies the rub.
Personalization for at least two
drivers has never been done —
by a domestic or foreign
automaker.

Oh, sure, wo've seen those lit-
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tle memory buttons on the dri-
ver's door, that can recall seating
ond ateering-wheel placemont
for two different drivers. But
this sets overything. Or every-
thing that you change when you
get into a car to drive.

Lincoln calls it the Momory
Profile System, and it's compro-
henslve. Each driver can sct his
or hor own preferonces for auto-
lamp delay settings, inside and
autside mirror positions, acat
positi instrumeont lighti
intonsity, casy entry and exit
soating positions, ride firmness
(plush, normal and firm), vari-
able asalst steering effort (low,
modium and high) and even
radio station presets.

The driver can also set on
and off positions for the door
lock confirmation chirp, auto-
matle exproea-down driver's
window, automatic door locks at
3 miles per hour and automatic
tilt-down outaide rearview mir-
rors that help drivers aco better
when thoy're backing cut of &
apace.
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Al this can be prvxrcmmed
in the driver’a seat by scrolling
through & messago centor in the
instrumont panel. Once all the
seloctions are made, the driver
can sot the program’ by uaing
the key fob or by choosing the
“driver 1" or “driver 2" buttons
on tha driver’a door puncl,

And if you just don't vant to
fool with it — as sume maturo
drivers who aren't computerori-
ented — it can all be sat at tho
dealership at dolivery, as many
timea as tho owner wishos, said
Fred Simon, project manager for
the Continental,

“What we're doing is tailoring
the car for cach individual cus-
tomor, and (that) lets us build a
car around the customer,” ho
gald. “Such personalization of a
car is tho first of its kind in the
industry.”

Tho Continental is powered
by an all-now InTech V-8 enine.
It's Ford's first transvorse-
mountod front-wheel-drive
engine nnd tho first timo the
Continental has ever had a V-8,

The car’s got'a 4.6-liter dunl
overhead cam four-valve 8-cylin.
der that produces a mere-than-
adequate 260 horsepower. It has
62 percent more power than the
3.6-liter V8 it replaces, and has
a zero-60 time of 7.6 acconds,

Due to ts platinum spork
plugs, the InTech engine can go
100,000 miles without a tune-up
and is coupled to a beefy 4-
speed automatic transmission, a
computer-managed air suspen-
sion, lond-loveling suspension
and four-wheel independent
suspension system.

Other changea
Continental:

* The radio antenna i3 now
within tho rear window glaas to
cut wind noise.

* There's a 5-disc CD changer in

on the
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the conter conmln (miher lhnn
in the trunk).

* A hands-fres, voice-activated
collular phane is new, Tho phone
is 80 scnsitive that it can oven
dotoct your individual voice
even If you have a cold. And,
mora importantly, ft won't voice-
activato n esll during normal
conversation. It only calls if you
diroct o command to moke the
call. Thia is an important fen-
ture because previous voico oys-
temo would dial “the jerk" if
that was u koyword, causing
cmbarrassment since the driver
didn't renlly mean to call “the
Jerk” right now. '

Anti-lock brakes, dua!
airbags, side-impact standards
that meet the 1998 federal stan-
dards and 5 mph bumpers
round out the safety package.

“The Interior and exterior
design enhancements make the
16856 Continents! a more than
worthy opponent for its import
and domestic competition,” said
L-M GM McGee.

Tor once, he'a right, The light-
bulb shincs bright on this one.

Anne Frocassa io senior editor
of Avanti NewsFeaturea.
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If you'd like to see a particular
modol tested or if you have a car
question, send Anno Fracassa
messagoe al AVANT! 1054, .
Avanti's America Online mailbox.. |
Or comment through the intemet
at APNTIOS4@ adloaom
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