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DOHC 3.0-liter with a four-speed auto-
matic, driving through a full-time four-
wheel-drive system having a differential
with a viscous coupling between the front
and rear. There is no low range or any other
driver-selectable mode.

Although less muscular than the Trail-
Blazer, acceleration is effortless. Cornering
grip and speed through the lane-change
topped the others. The short stopping dis-
tance, 190 feet, was accompanied by less
directional stability, too. Ground clearance
(7.3 inches) is limited, 1.3 inches short of
the Explorer and 0.7 less than the Trail-
Blazer. But we drove some nasty roads, dirt
surfaces eroded to expose boulders.
Nothing scraped. And the Highlander
seems to have plenty of wheel travel.
Thanks to the especially resilient suspen-
sion, its ride smoothness and handling
poise clearly topped the trucks’.

Back-seat passengers will find a very
agreeable space for three, with the most
comfortable seat of the bunch. Backrest
angle is adjustable. For hauling, the seat-
back releases with a single latch, leaving
a flat floor. Cargo space in cubic feet is
almost exactly equal to the TrailBlazer’s
and smaller than the Explorer’s by eight
percent. For those entering longest-lin-
guine competitions, the Highlander has a
neat trick. When you remove the head
restraint from the right front bucket, the
backrest will recline flat with the load
floor, opening up a space for those 11-
footers. The tailgate lifts easily, too.

We liked the Highlander’s cockpit
layout better than the others. Not much
step-up is required, more of a slide over to
a chair-height seat. The steering wheel

reclines to something of a buslike angle;
the reach to it is just right. The dash and
the windowsills are relatively low, giving
a good view of the ground close by. There’s
a secure footrest to brace against. And the
door panel and the token console—it
bumps out of the dash to house the
shifter—are nicely padded to cushion knee
contact. Cup holders fold out from the
sides of the seats in the tunnel area, but oth-
erwise the space is open, as in a minivan.

Folks like minivans. They just don’t
want to be seen in them. The Highlander
starts with the space efficiency of unit con-
struction and then blends the minivan’s
high roof and open passage between the
front seats with the all-weather traction and
bluff, chunky lines of an SUV. The result
has a sense of déjà vu about it. Isn’t this
what we used to call a station wagon, only
taller?

Yep. And it works.
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engine line handling ride comfort capability amenities finish value styling drive RATING*

CHEVROLET
TRAILBLAZER LT 9 8 8 8 8 9 9 8 8 8 8 89

FORD
EXPLORER XLT 7 8 8 7 8 7 7 7 8 7 6 84

TOYOTA 
HIGHLANDER 9 9 8 10 9 8 8 10 8 8 8 91
LIMITED V-6 4WD 

HOW IT WORKS: Editors rate vehicles from 1 to 10 (10 being best) in each category, then scores are collected and averaged, resu lting in the numbers shown above.
*The overall rating is not the total of those numbers. Rather, it is an independent judgment (on a 1-to-100 scale) that includes

other factors—even personal preferences—not easily categorized.
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rear-diff ground approach departure 

transfer case/ type/ clearance, angle, angle,
center-diff type ratio inches degrees degrees

CHEVROLET part-time 2-speed open/ 8.0 29.0 23.0
TRAILBLAZER LT and full-time with 3.73

automatic front-axle
engagement/none

FORD part-time 2-speed limited slip/ 8.6 31.0 24.5
EXPLORER XLT and full-time with 3.73

automatic front-axle
engagement/none

TOYOTA full-time/ open/ 7.3 28.0 22.0
HIGHLANDER viscous limited slip 2.93
LIMITED V-6 4WDO
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Sidebar stories follow 


