Flooring

Our latest tests yield 13 top values

OLID 04K is still America’s fa-

vorite flooring for style, and vinyl

wins if you're on a budget. But

lower prices and improved perfor-
mance for bamboo make ita top pick when
it comes to toughness.

In our tests of almost SO floorings,
EcoTimber's Woven Honey bamboo beat a
bevy of hardwoods with its impressive
resistance to wear and dents. Yet at $5.50
per square foot, it costs more than one-
third less than some solid-oak floorings.

Bamboo is more renewable than trees
because that fast-growing grass can be
harvested in as little as four years. The Eco-
Timber and last year's top-scoring Teragren
are part of an industry move to strand bam-
boo, which is shredded into fibers to make
it harder than the usual strips. Lower-
emissions adhesives are another benefit.

You'll pay even less for the best plastic-
laminate flooring and get the look of wood
or stone and “floating” installation with-
out nails or glue. But our tests, which in-
clude months of simulated foot traffic,
spills, and other abuse, show that big
names don't always deliver durability.

Pergo is the biggest name in plastic-
laminate flooring, which typically uses a
clear wear layer over a photo of wood or
stone. But in our abrasion tests, two Pergo
products showed wear far sooner than the
top-scoring Armstrong. Long wear is espe-
cially critical for laminate flooring because
it can't be refinished.

And though vinyl is the only water-
proof alternative to tile for baths, perfor-
mance varied even from lines within the
same brand. Congoleum is a best-selling
vinyl brand. Its premium DuraCeramic
Sierra Slate did best in our tests. But its
entry-level Pacesetter scored last among
vinyl and among the lowest overall.

How to choose
See the box below for pros, cons, and pric-
es for each of the six major flooring types.
Then see our recommendations for top
picks. Here are other shopping tips:
Gauge the traffic. The best vinyl floor-
ing for kitchens is also best for baths be-
cause moisture and spills won't damage
it. The two Lumber Liquidators solid floor-
ings we tested and the three lowest-

6 top-selling floorings: What you get, what you pay
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1. SOLID WOOD/BAMBOO

Best for naturalwarmthina
kitchen; can be sanded and
refinished several times.

But poor choice for baths and
other damp places. Wood can
discolor and wear quickly and
tends to dent. Hard to install.

Price $7to $12 per sq. ft.
4.VINYL

Best for baths and budget
kitchens. Easy installation.
Resists wear, moisture,
stains, and sun damage.
Some looks more like stone.

But even the best still looks
like vinyl up close.

Price $3to $7 per sq. ft.
Note: Prices include installation.

2. ENGINEERED WOOD

Best for easy installation.
Veneer over substrate; most
can be nailed, stapled, glued,
or floated. May be refinished.

But poor choice for baths;
can be damaged by spills.

Wears quickly and dents easily.

Price $5 to $10 per sq. ft.
5. LINOLEUM

Best for those who want a
natural, resilient material.
Fine for baths; tends to resist

moisture, dents, and sunlight.

But wear and scratch
resistance varied. Vinyl still
offers more choices for less.

Price $4 to $9 per sq. ft.

3. PLASTIC LAMINATE

Best for toughness, choice,
easy installation; can be
floated. The best have better
finish wear than some wood.

But poor choice for baths;
can be damaged by big spills.
Can't be refinished.

Price 54 to $8 per sq. ft.
6. CERAMICTILE

Best for baths or kitchens
with a bigger budget. Tends
to resist wear, most damage.

But hard surface can break
dropped items. Difficult to
install. Tile can crack, and
grout can stain.

Price 58 to 515 per sq. ft.
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Ratings continued on next page
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Guide to the Ratings

Overall score is based mainly on resistance to wear, scratches, dents, stains, sunlight, moisture, and slips
Moisture resistance, not shown, is based on damp sponge left overnight (minor spills) and soaked samples
(long exposure). Slip resistance, not shown, is friction level using industry machine with leather and neolite
Displayed scores are rounded; models are listed in order of precise overail score. Wear denotes how quickly
surface wear was noticeable after abrasion machine was used. Scratches is ability to withstand dragged-
object simulation. Dents is resistance to blunt and pointed weights dropped from various heights. Sunlight
(UV) is exposure to high levels of ultraviolet light for roughly two weeks. Price per sq. ft. is based mainly on
price paid. $q. ft. per box is as claimed
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Overview

Top performers did best in our everyday
abuse tests. For baths, we suggest vinyl or
ceramic tile for its moisture resistance.

CR Best Buy

These models offer the best combination
of performance and price. All are
recommended.

'~IRecommended

These high-scoring models stand out from
the crowd for the reasons below.

If you want solid wood or bamboo:
Al EcoTimber $5.50/5q. ft. CR Best Buy

A2 Teragren $8.50/sq. ft.

A3 Bruce 55.70/sq. ft.

Among bamboo, Al offers better dent
resistance and costs less than A2. Choose A3 if
oak is worth less dent and UV resistance.

Real wood with easier installation:
Bl Armstrong 57.50/sq. ft

B2 Shaw $5/sq.ft

B3 Mannington $7.25/sq. ft.

BS BR-11185.70/sq. ft.

These use a veneer of bamboo or wood over
wood substrate. Choose B1if you want a top
bamboo, though it must be floated. B2 and B3
are best among oak and can be nailed or
glued; B3 can also be floated or stapled. BS
must be nailed; choose it if you value Brazilian
cherry over stain resistance. Also consider B6 if
color change from sunisn't a concern.

For laminate’s style and toughness:
C1 Armstrong $3.50/sq. ft. CR Best Buy
€2 Wilsonart $5.50/sq. ft.

Impressive wear resistance and a low price
make C1 a top value. Choose €2 if you need
superb dent resistance. Also consider €3 and
C7 if you're willing to pay for real cork, rather
than a photo, beneath the clear wear layer.

For baths or a kitchen on a budget:
D1 Congoleum $4/5q. ft. CR Best Buy

D2 Congoleum $5.20/sq. ft.

D3 Mannington $4.80/sq. ft. CR Best Buy

D4 Nafco 85/5q. ft.

All are tiles or planks, which are easier to
install than sheet vinyl. Both Congoleums and
Nafco mimic stone better than many; D1 s
tops for stains. Choose D3 if you want a wood
look. Also consider the sheet D5 if you want
your flooring without any seams.



