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AT LAST THE ELISE GETS THE MORE POWERFUL VVC K-SERIES ENGINE AND BECOMES THE EVOCATIVELY
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TL.otus Elise

NAMED ELISE SPRINT. RIGHT ENGINE, RIGHT NAME, RIGHT COLOUR, EVEN. WE PUT IT TO THE EVO TEST
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ROAD TEST]
LOTUS ELISE SPRINT

lise Sprint. It's got a ring
to it, don’t vou think?
Conjures up memories
of the Elan Sprint, the
big-valve, big-hearted
ion of the nimble
lietle '60s roadster thar
most people reckon was the one to have. Thirey
vears on, history seems set to repeat itself,
though it’s not bigger valves but VVC -
sophisticated variable control of the valves — that
gives the Elise Sprine its performance hike,

The Sprint looks the part in its new lime-green
paint (another echo of the old Elan Sprint), and
Elise fans will spot some fresh, defining details:
six-spoke, Esprit-style alloys and a new bole-on
rear wing which shadows the lip moulded into
the tail of the standard car. The faired-in
headlamps make a return too, and with the
optional hard-top the overall effect is
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‘THE SPRINT IS THE REAL DEAL, A 143BHP, PRODUCTION LINE-BUILT
VERSION, COMPLETE WITH THE DESIRABLE CLOSE-RATIO GEARBOX'

surprisingly strong, evoking the stance and look
of the short-lived GT1 class Elise racer.

We've been kept waiting a long time for a
more potent Elise. You'd think that dropping the
VVC K-series motor into the back of the Elise
was little more than the work of an afternoon.
It’s a fraction taller, requiring a new engine cover
with a ‘power bulge’, but otherwise physically
the same lump, so why has it taken so long o
productionise the Sprint?

Early in the Elise’s life, Rover couldn't make
enough VVC engines to satisfy is own demands,
but Lotus’s explanation is that it has spent its
time fine-tuning the set-up of its new model.
Elise handling is a sensitive subject at Hethel
these davs, which we'll come to in a moment.
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There is another uprated Elise, the 135 Sport,
burt almost all of che 50 buile by the factory
exploit the SVA regulations have been sold. So if
you want 135bhp now, you'll be buying a box full
of shiny bits to fic.

The Sprint is the real deal, a 143bhp,
production line-built version that comes
complete with the desirable close-ratio gearbox,
some small suspension tweaks and a number of
other refinements. Its not cheap: at £26,590 ic's a
heady £3465 more than the standard car, and
that’s withour the metallic paint and hard-top.
Mind you, fitting a new 118bhp Elise with the
135 kit and the close-ratio gears costs £26,060, so
the Sprint looks reladvely good value, and has
the cacher of being a new, official model.




Performance
We've performance-tested half a dozen Elises in
the last few months, including three after-marker
tuned cars with claimed outputs of berween 140
and 160bhp, and two cars with Lotus’s 135bhp kit
The 135 with the close-ratio gearbox was
quickest, so it would be reasonable to expect the
143bhp Sprint to raise the stakes even further.

Upping the power from 118 to 143bhp at
7000rpm lifts the power-to-weight ratio from 158
to 189bhp per ton, so you'd expect o feel the
difference the first ime you nail the throtde. As
well as increas ng power, VVC varnable valve
timing is designed to enhance the low- and mid-
range torque of the L8-litre Rover K-series,
Although peak torque doesn't appear to be much
higher than the stock unit = 1281b ft ac 4500rpm
versus 122 at 3000 — the VVC curve is higher and
flatter, promising a more linear delivery.

There’s a slight weight penaley for chis trick

technology, abouc 151b, and overall the Sprint
tips the scales ar 321b more than the regular car.
Not enough to affect its go. There are wider rear
tyres too, but they have a lower aspecr ratio
which keeps the rolling radius, and thus the
gearing, almost che same.

In the close-ratio gearbox, first and second
gears are a fraction longer than standard and fifth
is made slightly shorter, the idea being to stack
them closer so thar, every time vou shift up, the
revs drop by only 1000rpm to keep che engine
right on the boil.

That longer first gear didn’t harm the getaway,
and we saw 60mph come up in an impressive
5.5secs — against 6.1 for the standard car — with
100 reeled off in just 16.2secs, about four seconds
quicker. So far so good, but we had an idea the
Sprint’s in-gear times weren't going to eclipse
those of the 135 with the same gearbox. This
wasn't due to the finely honed perception of a

How to spot an Elise Sprint: from the front, the headlamp
fairings give it away; from behind, look for the extra rear
wing attached to the moulded lip of the tail. You may
even spot a small power bulge in the engine cover.
Oh yes, and there's a badge that says ‘Elise Sprint’
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>> | PERFORMANCE

MAX SPEED 133MPH" R A
STANDING START I5ECs)

0-20mph 18
0-40mph 2T
0-50mph 41
0-60mph 85
0-7Omph 75
0-80mph 26
0-90mph 127
0-100mph 162

S5174 rile (secs/mph) 143794
0-100-Omph 21
JRO/ATH/STH GEAR ACCELERATION 1stesy

20-40mph 43/57/73
30-50mph 42/53/76
40-650mph 42/52/74
50-70mph 40/54/78
60-80mph 43/55/81
70-90mph 50/61/82
80-100mph —=/70/82
TED {Time Exposed 1o Janmer - fime tiken 1o cverlake 50

@ arcand etz slabes teut rwlling ol comtand 45mgh)

BRAKE TESTS

Stopping distance to standstill {dry surface)

30mph 356t
50mph Bdft
T0mph 174t

Test fuel cons. (mpg) na

EC combined (mpe) 387

Track conditions dry

Wind speed 12mph
Temperature 2C

professional road rester but because Lotus had
shown us the in-gear figures they'd recorded
one-up. Over every increment the Sprint was
slower than the 135 we tested last month.
Waorse still, the figures we recorded (two-up)
for the Sprint were slower than Lotus’s own.

Indeed, by our measurements the Sprint is a
whisker slower than the standard 118bhp car in
third and fourth, which are the stock ratos
retained in the close ratio cluster. It's quicker in
the shorter fifth, as vou'd expecr, which is small
consolation. Oh dear. Norfolk egg/face
interface scenario. b

The VVC engine really should show more
mid-range punch, but the car we tested appears
w have no more than the 118bhp version. This
situation isn't without precedent; there's a similar
conundrum with the VVC and non-VVC MGE

Unlike the tners’ cars we tested in the
February edition, the Sprint doesn’t sacrifice the
bottom end for top-end fizz, but when you
consider how much you're paying for the VVC
engine, vou've a right to expect more. More than
the 135 ki, for starters.

Don’t write off the Sprint just vet, though. It

feels much more eager than the standard car

because, like the uners’ cars, when you get ro

Above: VVC version of 18-litre K-series gives 143bhp at
7000rpm and 1281b ft at 4500. Performance figures are a
tad disappointing, but top-end vigour is much improved

the point where the standard motor fades, the
VVC gets into irs stride.

Twist the key and the K-series comes alive with
the humble, ordinary-sounding idle of the
standard engine. If you sat in front of a Rover
200vi wich vour back ro the number-plate you'd
hear the same four-cylinder thrum and the sizzle
and ticking of valve-train and injectors. There’s a
bit more character to the VVC’s note when you
plant the throttle, a deeper beat in the mid-range
that suggests more pace, and it's always a dcligh[
to feel the lack of inertia you ger with a light car.

Throttle response is crisp and clean and the
delivery very consistent up to 6000rpm, at which
point an extra kick sends the rev-counter needle
happily beyond peak power at 7000rpm and into
the limiter at 7400. In the standard car you always
feel you're simply gathering momentum, but the
Sprint feels cager. Grab the next gear and the
ratios ensure that you fall slap-bang into the
sweet-spot again. The shift itself is neat and quite
precise, if lacking the polish that makes you want
to change gear just for the hell of it

‘AT 8000RPM AN EXTRA KICK SENDS THE REV-COUNTER
HAPPILY BEYOND PEAK POWER AT 7000RPM
AND INTO THE LIMITER AT 7400°



Handling, ride and brakes _ Sprint ushers in more comfy

== Elise seats (above) though
you still need rubber joints
to gain access with the
hard-top or hood in place.
Hard-top makes the Elise
more of an all-weather car

The derails of how and why the Elise Sprint is
different to the standard model are
important but let's not forger what a
uniquely engaging experience the
Elise delivers. If this was the first
version you'd ever driven it
would charm you wich its innate
lightness and responsiveness,
impress you with its sensitivity
and communication, and wow
you with its effortless bump-
absorption and wonderfully
progressive, non-assisted brakes.
Basically, you'd know within a few
hundred yards that the Elise was
special, like no other car you'd
driven before.

These qualities are founded in its
light but rigid adhesive-bonded
aluminium tub, which weighs just 1501b.
Fully-furnished and road-ready, the Elise
weighs ten times that — much more than a
Caterham Seven — but in the grand scheme the
Elise is a lightweight car, and feels it.

There has been some criticism of its handling at
the limit, however. Like most mid-engined cars the
Elise can fall into oversteer that’s hard to recover,
and not always through excessive power. You have to
feel some sympathy for the Lotus engineers; ten
vears ago they make the Elan, arguably the world’s
most competent and capable front-drive sports car, >
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[>>] SPECIFICATION

Engine In-line four

Location Mid, trangverse
Displacement 1796cc

Bore x stroke 800mm x 833mm
Compression ratio 105 10 one

Cylinder block Aluminium alloy
Cylinder head Aluminium zlloy, dohe,

4 valves per cyl, variable valve timirg

Fuel and ignition PMultipoint fuel injection

and ignition

Max power 143bhp & 7000mpm
1281b ft & 4500rpm
Five-speed manual, rear drive

Front suspension Deuble wishbones, coil springs.,

ar

Rear suspension Doul bones, coil springs.

Steering Rack and pinion
Brakes Cross-drilled discs, fronts vented
Wheels 55x15 front, 7516 rear, alk
Tyres 185/55 ZR15 front, 225/
Pirelli P Zero
Fuel tank capacity

Driving lamps

Leather seat
Metallic pa

Hard-top

Price as tes!
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EVORATING * * % % |<<

Putney), specialists

Lt oo 0181 BZT17T1

o03z2|evo

and some complain that it's uninvolving, like
watching it on telly. So they come back with the
Elise, a touchy-feely, rear-drive, faintdy retro
sports car and get complaints that it's a bit tricky
ac the limit,

The chassis of the more powerful Sprin is
subely but s antly different to the regular
Elise. Same double wishbones all round,
springs, dampers and anti-roll bars too, but fatter
(225/45 in lieu of 205/50) and specially-
developed rear tyres, a 12mm wider rear track,
and revised bump-steer geometry. Plus a new
rear wing that develops 501b of downforce at
100mph. Sounds like they've tied the tail down
dghter, don’t you think?

The Sprint seems somehow weightier. The
steering is a little heavier than before and the rear
seems more solid, more firmly composed. Out of
the first wet T-junction with a bit too much
power, the tail slides cleanly, unhurriedly, and
arcs back into line neady. Nice. It’s different ac a
quick road pace, though. There's still oodles of
feedback filtering through to the wheel rim and
when you commir the Sprint to a damp corner,
there’s that distiner lightness ar the wheel thac
tells vou you've found che limit of grip. In most
rear-drivers a whiff of a lift and a stab of throttle
would edge the tail out, but not this Elise: the
balance is resolutely set to understeer in the wer.

This doesn't stop you enjoying the fluid poise
and the quick-wirted steering response, and on
bone-dry roads the Sprint corners hard and fast.
There’s never enough power to poke the tail at
the hedgerow but the Elise encourages a pure,
precise cornering style anyhow. The surpris
that even at the test track the Sprint had to be
severely provoked to hang on opposite lock
around a damp circle.

Momentum oversteer, where inertia breaks grip,
is another marter. The Sprine feels less edgy than
the regular car through very fast kinks bue it's still
not 100 per cent inspiring. Test vour suspicion
that you're close to the best speed the car can
manage and the rear will peel away in
confirmation. Not the most comfortable
sensation, but recoverable if you don’t bottle out
of the throttle endirely. You'd have to warch for it
on a race track buc ic’s not a siuation you're likely
to encounter on the road, so in this respect the
Sprint’s ch et-up succeeds.

At the wheel y

Getting into the Elise with the hood up or the
hard-top in place remains a test of suppleness,
especially for six-footers who have to back
themselves in over the rall, wide sill like an
octopus fitting through a small hole.

Once there, though, the fine driving position is
enhanced by re-sculpted, more comfortable seats.
The nakedness of the cockpit is as appealing as
ever, the expanses of mate silver aluminium
reinforcing the Elise’s lightweight philosophy.
The carbonfibre-look facia cappings aren’t
convincing though, and the (optional) radio ficted
to the test car looks out of place and doesn’t
sound too good in these surroundings. Noise
levels are acceptable, though the engine sounds
busier at an 80mph cruise because of the lower
fifth gear ratio.

Anyone who's wrestled to get the longbow-like
carbonfibre hood tensioners behind the seats will
appreciate the re-designed boot, which is now
wide enough to swallow them.

same

ecs Max

speed 12




VERDICT

> for the Prac
should be special.

tail-happy bur less adjus ;
too. All-out it’s quicker than

b U00rpm, and
v up-shift drops vou

gain. Howeve:

o tl'l(‘ ||[|I“\'T,
.l[‘.\ no ll“'l( or [l'l-'lll !i’ll.'
standard Elise.

Fact is, Lotus's own 135bhp
kit = which looks expensive
]I.\ I.'ll'll.\l(l\'] :'l\ more ctte 1i\\'.
It completely up-stages the
143bhp VVC, be tly

nd, even w l[hll“( |h|.'
niment of the clo
> I'|\|'|k.

Sadly, the Sprint isn’t the car
we've been waiting for,
Despite the cacher of its
name and the fact thae ics

ne-buile model, in our view
it fails to live up to its
promise. Shame, that.
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