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the Ford Five Hundred sedan and Mercury Monteg

Freestyle lacks the body-on-frame «

onstruction ot traditiona
SUVs like the Explorer. Instead, the Freestyle gets the lightweight
It's 10.2 inche

3 inches wider than an Explorer but smaller thar

It's faster than at
least one Porsche.

BY TONY QUIROGA

and rigid unibody construction of modern cars

longer and 2

super-size Expedition. Unlike the Pacifica or the new crosso
vans from GM—ithe Buick Terraza, the Saturn Re lay
minivan-based SUVs from GM—the Pontiac Aztek. the Buick

or the old

Rendezvous—the Freestyle isn't based or
Iy : a mimvan plattorm, and since it isn’t related
o a mimvan, the proportions and g
don’t scream “Mommy!™ to the world
t's telling that Ford gave this “cross What former minivan owners who el

over” car-based sport-ute a name that into the Freestyle wil
starts with the letter F. Ford's SUVs
huve names that start with the leter |
(Escape, Explorer, Expedition, Excu

S1001), St

I immediately notice

and appreciate 1s the low step-in. The

Freestyle has a low floor, and there isn't a
whole lot of ground clearance: actually, it

barely sits any higher than the Five Hundred sedan, so off-roading

ord must consider this seven-passenger vehicle to be

genetically closer to its F-named carline (Focus, Five Hundred,

probably isn’t in the cards. Once inside. you'll find seats that are
2006 Fusion)

perched high off the tloor, providing the seating position so many
['he Freestyle scems to fall into the same vague category as
the Chrysler Pacilica. It straddles the line between SUV and mini

van, claiming to offer the advantages of both while leay ing

drivers find as comforting as hot cocoa. Despite the Free
car roots, you'll sull be
front.

able 1o see over that pesky compact out

behind

the disadvantages. To simplify matters, we classify the Pacifica The Freestyle isn't as commodious as a minivan, but there are

s filled to ca

there is a useful amount of space for cargo behind the third row

and the }'IL'L"\|_'\ le as SUVs. The | reesty le will .L|\|\.'.:f [0 ~h\l||i-:_'| 5
int minivan practicality hidden by sport-ute duds. Whether
the formula will find new buyers or canmbalize Explorer sales

three rows that will seat seven, Even whe pacity,

who w

something the Pacifica cannot claim. Folding or raising the third
remains to be seen row is imtumtive and requires hittle effort. It's as si

Based on the modified Volvo plattorm that also lies beneath any

'1|F‘-1.\_' O use as
minivan’s. Put down the third and second rows, and there’s
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enough room to store 57 cases of beer (that's 1368 bottles): per
fect tor moving vour child into the dorm
I'he Free

o embarrass you or the kiddies

vle offers an exterior that looks butch enough not
when you pick them up after
school, There’s a long SUV-like snout that protrudes far enough
so no one will confuse this for a Freestar, and the tame front-end
stvling borders on anonymous, lo soothe the nervous parent
there’s all-wheel drive, adding $1700 to the bottom line. side
impact and curtain airbags that protect all three rows for $695,
and a Volvo-inspired crash structure that costs nothing extra

tamiliar DOHC 3.0-liter V-6 that

203 hor sepower and

Power comes from Ford’s
loes duty 1n the Five Hundred. The engine's
vehicles,
but in the Freestyle the relatively small mill has 4190 pounds and
the Incuon of an all-wheel-drive system to put into motion, Sup

207 pound-feet of torque work well enough in smaller

on the way. In the
a ZF con

ad of ratios

posedly, a 3.5-liter version of the engine is

meantime, making the most of the available power is

tinuously variable transmission that has an infinite spr

" —247:1—and a 0.41:1 top ratio

This is the first use of a CVT in something as laree as the

between a lowest

Freestyle. but its operation will be familiar if you've ever sam
pled one of these novel transmissions in a smaller car. Driven
gently, the engine revs

stay unobtrusively and quietly at low rpm
But if you floor it
the engine will rev to 5800 rpm and stay there until you back off,

wch as they do in a conventional automatic.

whereas a conventional transmission would change to the next

gear f\:'\'|\ the [‘L'||.t; mashed. and the Freestyle continues to ac ¢
erate uninterrupted with the en

CVT goes

engine at its power peak. This takes a bit of getting used 1o, but

21ne crving out

it SN0 rpm as tl

through its ssly 1o keep the

spread ol ralios sean I

1 YyOu nevet Moor the | reesty le for the extended [‘L'I]I'li‘ that wi
do, you'll never notice its unusual behavior
Our Freestyle did the run to 60 mph in 8.2 se

beats the V-6 1 xplorer's

conds, which

9.0-second ume. It even beat the 8.8

second ramble of a Porsche l.-'-_\l.'llnt' V-6. However, those 8.2
are a bit uncomfortable. be

seconds wse the

1EVETD

Cngimne nole

changes from a constant 3800 rpm I the sound from the 3.0

liter engine is about as enjoyable as an American ldol reject
Once under way, the CVT is willing to quickly deliver the ¢

ralio necessary for a pass. The dash from 30 to 50 mph takes 4.3

seconds, with the 50-10-70-mph romp coming in 5.9 seconds. The
CVT finds an appropriate ratio immediately and makes the most
of the 203 |hl|'w‘]'ti\‘. er. Back off the throttle, and engine revs |_|!|\!|
quic U_\ as the transmission selects its tallest aearn More horse
and torque would certainly be nice, but the Free

feel underpowered with a less than full load

poOwer

enough of both not to |
of tolks, thanks to the resourceful transmission

Ford claims to be spending quite a bit more development
I'he F-150 pickup was the first 1o enjoy
the extra cash, and its interior is far better than anythine else in

moncy on s intenors

the full-size-pickup segment. The Freestyle interior shows some
F-150 influence, but what is great in a pickup truck is merely

Highs:
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THE VERDICT

Lows: (i

The Verdict: A refined sport-ute |




good in a family vehicle. The plastics are
nicely grained and the center stack has a
tasteful metallic carbon-fiber-looking
piece, but the entire dashboard feels hard
and somewhat hollow 1o the touch. What
did impress was the build quality of ow
test vehicle—everything fit and was
aligned perfectly. The new corporate radio
works easily, and the three-dial climate
control 1s as straightforward as it gets

A grippy and durable-looking fabric
covered the seats of our mid-level SEI
grade Freestyle. Leather is standard on the
top-of-the-line Limited, which starts

COUNTERPOINT
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$1055 north of our SEL's $29,840 as-
tested price. The SEL has a high level of
standard equipment that includes an in
dash six-CD changer, a power driver seat,
two-tone paint, 17-inch aluminum wheels,
and automatic headlights. Our example
wore [wo options, a sunroofl ($895) and a
reverse sensing system ($250) that beeps
if you're about to back over jumor’s tri
\._\Ll\'

Point the Freestyle down an interstate,
and enjoy the silence. Wind and road noisc
are subdued, and the serenity goes a long
way toward making the Freestyle feel like

a more expensive vehicle. At 70 mph, the
I reesty le registered a I'L‘\Pi.'n_l.l|\|\' 68 deci-
bels, but 1o our ears the sound doesn’t seem
to increase much as vou creep up into big-
ncket territory. Combine the silence with
steerng that 1s solid on-center, and it's easy
1o find yourselt speeding along at 10 1o 15
mph over the limit. Even the engine fades
quietly into the background at highway
speeds as the transmission selects its tallest
ratio, which works out 1o a somnolent 2100
rpm at 80 mph

Pavement imperfections are swallowed
almost maudibly by the strut front and

multilink rear suspension. Turn the
steering wheel. and the Freestyle responds
quickly and predictably. Body roll 1s con
trolled, and although the tires protest
loudly at the slightest provocation, there is
a decent amount of grip (0.77 g). Despite
its larger dimensions, the Freestyle 1s
lighter than the Explorer and feels smaller
than its stablemate. No matter how bad the
pavement, this SUV never sets a fool
wrong or shudders from blows. The feeling
of refinement is probably the most satis
fying aspect of the Freestyle driving expe
rience and makes it a far better vehicle to
live with than Ford’s own Explorer
Where the Freestyle comes up short 1s
in towing capacity. You're limited to 2000
pounds, while an Explorer has the poten
tial to drag 7140 pounds behind it. Clearly,
the }'IL'("-!}!&' 1S l]t'\l_‘_flTL'I] 1O move ]u-n[\l\‘
instead of trailers. Certainly. its high level
of refinement makes it a stellar people
mover. So it's not a hard-core truck, and
well, it's not a minivan, either. It's neither
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ACCELERATION

BRAKING

HANDLING
minimal

PROJECTED FUEL ECONOMY (MFR'S EST)

INTERIOR SOUND LEVEL

fish nor fowl, but rather a different type of
beast that belies its 203-hp engine and
combines plenty of utility with a decent
driving experience a

CURRENT BASE PRICE" dollars 1

ki Gir tara

<

I
n
o)
m
™
m
z
=
=]
=
=

EPA CITY FUEL ECONOMY

{ Erascrule CE1 AT
Ford Freestyle SEL AWD

Buick Rendervous CXA

FORD FREESTYLE SEL AWD

Vehicle type: |

Price as tested:

Price and option breakdown:
Major standard accessories:

Sound system:

ENGINE

DRIVETRAIN

DIMENSIONS

CHASSIS/BODY

INTERIOR

SUSPENSION

STEERING

BRAKES

WHEELS AND TIRES
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