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can
Work

The Elise designers

wanted their car to be ~ ]
revolutionary. Here’s
how they did 1t

An marly
sketch for
the project
that would
become the
I Elisa. Even at
this stage,
pronouncesd
side-scoops,
claver
integrated
roll-bar and
buttresses
are major
fentures

Concept
sketch of the
cockpit Is
surpresingly
close 1o
production
version, with
plenty of
exposed
aluminitem;
dropped, ns
wis tha
Ferrari-style
shift gate
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BLUEPRINT TO BLASF-OFF

FHOTOGRAPH BY TIM ANDREW

OTS OF TROUBLE,
Usually Serious. If it
wasn't the cars them-
selves, then the for-
tunes of the company
have cermainly been
deserving of this acro-
nym. Lotus seems o
have smggered from
ofe ¢risis to another:
the market failure of
the Elan, being bought and then
sold again by General Motors.
and then being snapped up by
the Italian company Bugatri.

Yer despire the Norfolk-based
commpany’s rollercoaster ride, s
reputation still burmes as brghtly
as ever. Nothing, it seems, can
dull the motonng world's enthu-
stasm for the famous green and
vellow roundel,

Lotus has always been a tech-
nology-led company. Over the
vears it has given tastes of such
tuturiste paraphernalia as aceive
suspension systems and in-car
noise-cancelling, However, in
terms af car manufacturing it
has always relied on the rela-
tvely simple: composite body-
wark, outrageans handling and
EVEDT MOre OuIrageoLs amounts
of horsepower extracted from
small, four-por engines.

Bt when it tried to present a
modern, high-tech face in the
puise of the 1989 Elan, ir all
went horribly wrong. The Elan,
Lotus's hest front-drive car, was
powered by a Jupanese engine
and was radically stvled. Al-
thoogh it was received well, it
was doomed to fall: its develop-
ment costs had spicalled oot of
control and it was both difficult
und expensive to make.

The launch of the Elise road-
ster ar the Frankfurt Show in
Seprember failed w provoke
guite the same Hag-waving as its
Elan predecessar had dane, Yes,
it arrived amid a tdal wave of
new roadseers, but even so one
would have expected a lintle
more excitement. Afrer all, the
Elise seems perfectly suited o
Lotus's heritages small, light,

tast, advanced, race-tuncable
and classically sovled.

Indeed, onee vou've been
talked throogh the ¢legant aly-
minjum chassis by Richard
Rackham, semior design enpineer
and father of the project, any
doubes abour the wider signifi-
cance uf the Elise are dispelled.

Lotus has a world production
tirst in the bonded and extruded
chassis, and is lkely o use it
again in furure Lots cars, in-
clodng an evental replacement
for the Esprit. The idea is simple.
The chassis is constructed from
around 25 different aluminium
extrusions which are bonded
and rivered together to give a
light, cheap-ro-make, super-stifi
construction that's easy to adape
1o other uses,

Aluminium extrusions are best
described as hollow  beams,
sOime sguare, some rectangular,
some  rriangular. They  are
formed by squeezing  liquid
metal through a die, rather like
squeezing  icing  through o
shaped nozele, and are usually
used to construct the frames of
double-glazed windows.

The grear thing about using ex-
Erusions 1s that it costs just a few
thousand pounds 1o make a die,
so the whole chassis can be
woled up for a fracion of the
cost of Just one comventional
metal pressing, It also allowed
Lotus's engineers to design each
beam so thae it's the perfecr
shape for the loads it needs to
carey. The various beams are
then “harmonised” wsing com-
puter technology mro one unit
that is umformly sotf all over
This would be almose impossible
with conventonal marerials,

Lotus’s method of construcrion
i= also uncommon. There isn't a
single weld in the alommiom
structure: all the beams are glued
and rivered into place. The adhe-
stve 15-cored ar 200deg C, “We
have to anodise [a smooth, mi-
croscopically  thin, diamend-
hard fimsh] each beam before as-
sembly,” savs Rackham. “This

Early
quarter-
seale miodal
ol Elise maore
madern in
execution of
details than
production
CalT,
Hawsavear,
controversial
looks of Elan
may have
oncouraged
refro-moves

Fimal car
beautifully
datailed and
nicaly echoeas
classle Lotus
Europa in
nose design

not anly gives currosion protec-
tion, bur also pives the alu-
munam a surface suitable for
glucing." The rivers are nor
stricely  mecessary  strucrurally
but, according o Rack ham, rhul,
prevent the joint ‘pecling’ apan
m a heavy smash,

Safery, as vou would expect, is
heavily featured, The two main
side beams are huge and, com-
bined with the aluminium door
beam, give excellent side-impact
protection for a car of this tvpe.
Front and rear “sacrificial mem-
bers” have been built into the
structure 10 make the Elise
cheaper 1o repair after a crash.

The tront member is made of
composite material and mcludes
the radutor, which s bonded in
and hes horizontally in the nose,
At the rearit's the subframe that
15 sacrhiced i a crash: its the
only part that is made from sheet
steel. The 40-litre fuel rank is
hidden in the main cross-mem-
ber [torque tube) behind the
seats and m front of the engine.

Although the chassis is made in
the same Diamish factory as the
Remaule Sport Spider, Lotus
clatms its method of construc-
oon is superion. The Renaulrisa
welded chassis. which, says
Rackham, & not the best way 1o
treat aluminiem. “Welding dis-
torts the marerial and reduces
strength ar the joint, Becanse our
chassis is bonded it can be made
with incredible accuracy. The
hard poines (suspension mount-
ings and so on) are accurare fo
(.5mm = unheard of ina con-
ventional car'

Rackham also says that the ac-
curacy of construction and snif-
ness of the chassis has allowed *a
VErY pure suspension set-up'.
The Elise has double wishbones
ar each end and to save money
the system uses the same wish-
bone bush and outer ball jumt
for all four comers, The suspen-
siom is tuneable like a racing car's
mmidd a5 destgned to be deopped by
S0mm with different dampers.
There's alsoan optional NACA-
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dscted undertray which acts as a
diffuser and adds downforce,
The chusiis s symmetrical. o i
can be buile for either lefe- or
righr-hand drive.

[ust like Ehse sevlise Julian
Thompson, Rackham was in-
spired by Docan motorbike de-
siprn, becanse everything s lune-
ponal amed l.1'_l.r|i~'=.|'|'.

Importantly, Rackham reveals
that the Elise chassis “is scale-
able’ — using the same tooling, i
can be lenpthened or widened
tor mitimum expenditre. This
makes o next-generation Esprit
herth less costly and more likely,

The sovling of such a car might
be mxing Julinn Thompson's
mind as vou read this, Afrer all,
the shape of the Elise has caused
some  controversy  for seing,
well, not comtroversial enough.
Thompson seems penuinely pue-
ehed by the crbicesm; atter all, s
design team tought off byz-name
proposals from Zagaro, 1DEA
and Elan srylise Peter Stevens,

The design briet came direg
from Bugattn  vice-president
Glampaolo Benedin, a success-
ful racer and 2 Lotus 23 owner,
According to Thampson, it was
pretry strmghtforward: “Every-
ome should know thar s a

Lotus: light, simple, elegant. dra-
manc, We've steered away rom
that in the past and caught a
commercinl cold. Firms like
Pucan and Harley Davidson
that have sudceeded i a niche
have done so because they've
understood  their  customers.
Why do people buy a parncular
pre whirct® Ie's Iecause of history —
which 1s whar sets us apart from
Toyora, Maxda and the rest,

“The Elise is nor deliberarely
retro, but by some of those éle
ments. After all, nobody crit
cised the VW Concept Onie or
Chrysler Atlannoe, Using retro el-
CINCNS 1% YETY much a contem-
porary move, and the Elise’s
styling has plenty of modern
fi |l,]n,:|'||."-u., T,

“We can't understand why the
pross are so enthusiastic about
cars  like the Fiar Couopé,
Barchetta and Alfa GTV, To us,
they're not beautiful, | think
we've made the righe decision
with the Elises its beautiful in the
way old cars are beautiful.’

[hisimpsaon's greatest problen
wis Lo mimimise the number of
bought-m components to avord
a kit-car look. For the record,
well known bits include Cavalier
column  stalks, Peupeor 306

Side profile of
the ElisE more
in keeping
with supercar
aesthetie than
a sub-£20,000
roadstar,
Aerodynamic
requirerments
necessitoted
addition of
spoilers to tail
and chin

MGF's 125bhp

1.8Iitre engine

coild be
booated 1o
200bhp, we
are told, And
thust radiator
could handle
it. What can
this mean?

switches, Rover mternor door-
pulls and Alfa 33 aircular face

vimiis — the latter alio o be seen
iti the Ferrari F530. Plus, of
course, Lotus used the Rover en-
pine and rransmission from the
MOGE although theres an *Elise”
CHM-COVET.

Ome derail it was important
st to buv in was lamps. So
I_I'ITI.I‘.- T[Hfll.L'l.,l E'I'l_"l | Hil'l;l.'_ll;.' H,"[JIILI
lamp umr in ewo colours = red
and amber = with a clever
MO system, bor use in six
different places: mdicators Fromt
and rear and rear stop lighes, Up
frone, the headlamps are stock
cireular units with convex lenses
mounted imder plasic cowls.

T make the car mare jewel-
like," savs Th HTIS0N, Wi 've cre-
ared onr own steering wheel,
pedals [stunningly  exeruded
froome alumininm], sears, gear-
knob and wheels.” Viewing the
Elise in the openair, I would sug-
pest  that  Thompsons  own
Ferrarn Do G has influenced
the Elise as much as his Ducan.

Like the Dino, the Elise has
pronounced front wings, cowled
headbights, a large body-side air
seoop and huge Ford GTH0-svle
ducts in the bonnet. Ar the back,
the (aluminium) engme cover 15

a riot of grilles and bulges. The
pert rear end has a duck-tnl
spoiler in order to reduce lifr. In
iruth, this and the chin serofoils
have slightly compromised the
purity of Thompson's design,
biit even s, the Elise looks far
pretaer in real lite than i does
uncler show spotlighes,

Because the hody panels are
non=structural, ettecong stvling
L'I'!..'III.HL':'-. ".".-'rlllli.i |"'li.' I'"iHh L&Y ilill'ij
cheap, If's also clear thar
Fhompson wounld countenance
adapranens of the Elise; the de-
"1:i|.|"|'IL'r‘.'- E'I..'I v PIL‘[H :' M1 |.J'H: Llr.h'r'
g board already.

The cockpit has a real sense of
drama, Onee vou've clambered
in owver the huge side member
and sertled mto the Ferrari-ssque
seats, vou feel a genuine sense of
excitemnent. % that huge space
in the footwell, the straight-
armed drving posinon, the ex-
pansive view over the curva-
LCUNLES THase .J.!'I.'L! tl'I.L' r.t.lr]-: (L I't-
the alummiem dash extrosion.
Of course, the sills and floor
shine brightly in silver anodised
alurmmum, resulting man mie-
nor thar is truly unigue,

There was o b of debare
about weather protection. In the
end the car gor wind-up win-

LN COLRFA O L

MARAITHS BY

R L

Interor the
rmcst radical
aspect of the
car. Huge sills
e hard 1o
elimb over, but
thiey make the
Elise ehassis
fabilously
flex-fren
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BLUEPRINT T0 BLAST-OFF

Everyone
should know
it's a Lotus:
light, simple,
dramatic’

dews, a clip-in rear window and
a clipron root, This system
mikes use of the |li|g|.‘. steel roll-
bar, which alsn houses mounts
for RAC-approved roll-cages
and bve-pomt hamesses {the
company is lookmg ar a one-
mike race series). Rackham says
it he packaged the most pow-
ertul hearer he could, and it is
recilly powerful.

Power hikes are likely from the
| 25bhp that will inirially be on
otter. Rackham reveals that the
radiator is capable of handling a
200bhp engine: what price a 1.8-
litre K-series tirho?

The Elise is clearly the product
of & small and dedicated ream.
Rackham's chassis deparrment
comsisted of just four people, the
desion team was linde bipees, and
the integration of the two was
helped by the it that Rackham
and Thompson are close friends
- in fact, Rackham was best man
at Thumpson's recent wedding,

The rgoroons simplicity thar
has charactenised the Elise pro-
ject mighr fimally be the saviour
of Loms as the maker of high-
performance sports cars. Per-
haps rom now on, Lotus can
stand for Lots OF Technology,
Unique Stvling, <
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hard day’s night

Testing the new Elise to destruction




BLUEPRINT TO BLAST-OFF

HAT'S THE WORST
v could trear a car?
Thrash it tlar-out and
non=stop down an an-
tobahn? Overload the
oot with stationery samples for
a couple of seasons’ fast-lane
tull-ashtray repping? Lend the
kevs 1o a Naples taxi driver?
"ah. Mere bagatelles, these. No.
1o strerch vour mechanical sym-
pachy to breaking poine, take the
car and head for the Millbrook
proving groond i Bedfordshine,
to put i throogh the General
Motors P durabiliny ovcle, This
s the eruellest ching you can pos-
sibly do to a motor vehicle.

The 'L s o seraightforwand
paradigme it has been shown 1o
simulate accurarely a vear's hard
e it the hands of an visympa-
thetic owner. [t does this in o
ancl o half weeks, By the time the
Lotus Elise 15 released for public
sale, three prototypes wall have
endured the 'l cvcle, and each
will have done i eight times on
the trot. The Elise will be the
hest-proved Lots ever.

‘Don’t bother with breakfast,”
says Lotos's man, *You'll only
lose 1t." Because this morning
(AR 15 o sitin the passenger’s
sear of Lotus Else protwotype
number (4, for a ségmenr of s
third 'l tormure  schedule.
Sotion discommfort will be inte-
aral to the assignment,

I meet the Elise, It looks,
frankly, shagzed out. Its body is
mnletching mat black, streaked
with salt splashes, acned in stone
chips and peppered with mount-
g holes for the nowe-red undant
disguise. MNone of the body pan-
¢ls is parmmicularly nnmate friends
with its neichbour, especially the
doors which have both dropped
I inches, The bit of the hood 15
cven more nexact. The side win-
dows are scrarched and crazed.
Ies grimy and unkempr inside,
fuill oof st and provel, strung
abour with extra cables leading
ty a tachograph mounted in
tromt of the passenger’s sear. The
aear linkage and much wirmg
dIE f:"i.l]U_‘!L‘“IJ-

But remember this is a proto-
wpe. The bodv and hood are
strictly  provisional, and the
doors don't even have proper
frmmes, they're just hollow glass-
fibre shells with screwed-in per-
spex windows in plice of proper
phiss, The door hinge posts are
rusted iron, but thev'll be alu-
mimum in production,

I shake hands with Millbrook
driver Gary Lacy. He's a-<lighe,
gentle hloke, working systemat-

iﬂ”ﬁ [hI'UIJE.r'['l iL !'inl..'i'll.'l]l.llﬂ.' LNy hl'j.
clipboard. He doesn’t look like a
torturer, but what he does 1o this
car would make the Spanish
Inguisition blush, Almost the
whiile of the Elise’s nlur:ih-i!il}'
test programme has been sub-
contracred out by Lotus 1o the
fodk at Millbrook.

It inkes sense. Millbrook™s dri-
vers and engineers work tor car
companies big and small from
all over the world, Irs all dloaked
in ‘client confidentality’, but
[hl.'n.' e SR 'l.'lu'l:“ fl:h-p_"'l:l“."'lj
names among them. Millbrook
has test facilites for durabality,
corrosion, hot and cold climane,
noise, enssions, brikes, crash-
resting, you name it This is
Millbrooks mam work: car
magazines, using the place 1o
knock off a few 0-60 runs, are
sl beer.

| can barely ger o the Else,
The chassis owes much of its
serength to rwo giant aluminiom
sill-spars. They are deep enough
o provide major sideways sup-
part when vou're sitting down,
but when the roof is in place,
they limir the aperture through
which vou have o msinuate
vourself. Once Larmive in the pas-
senger seat, things aren’t helped
by a wrerchedly sharp-edged
tachograph wedped nghidy be-
tween my knees,

Lacy rwists the kev, The motor
sounds like a bag of boles. Bui
again, this is a prototype, its en-
gme bay romlly un-insulated and
provisional, the engme hd a
wobbly paper-thin excuse for the
real thing: The 1.8:litre K-series
eigitie 18 taken over from the
base-model MGE  including
grarber, intake, catalystlexhause
(tallpipes  excepted), engine
motnits and some of the cooling
SVSICIn. S0 we've no reason to
suspect it'll be unrefined i the
Elise, just fairly loud, because
Listus isn't too interested in
weighing down the Elise with
sound-deadening material, Cer-
tainly protorype 04 srares and
idles cleanly. Lacy runs a check
(401 J" l']'lt'.' I:]EL"ITiJ,:_‘i .:I:l'll.l I
sories, We're go.

First up, three and a half laps
of Millbrook's rwo-mile circular
speed bowl ar a tedious 50mph.
Dan't vou pet bored? Lacy node,
‘Especially when some of the
tests have 14 laps, then twoata
different speed, then 14 apain,”
For reliel, there's a steren in pro-
otype (4 {although i's tuned o
Radio 2, which to vour reporter
would only redouble the sio-
poribc ettect).

This fan't
o out-of-
focus
photo but
Elisn
prototype
04 an
Mllbrook’s
EBelgian
pave = the
most
BEVAare
part af the
test-cycle

Mot just
fun on the
hill-route
eurves for
the Elise
driver, but
il ERriOUS
GOCUENcE
of pro-set
guae-shifis,
hill starts
anel a feat
for the
handbrake

| meet the Elise. It
|00k, frankly,
shagged out’

FHOTOGRAFHS BY TiM ANDREW
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Car and test drivers go through months of severe testing, And battering

Saling dip lor corrosion test = no worrles lor alloy and glassfibre Elise

'So, what's gone wrong so far? Well, the

Lacy uses the mip recorder so
he doesn't lose track of the lape,
After the allotted seven miles, he
floors it Down to third, revving
to 7000 in second - just over
100mph = then flar in fourth and
into fifth for seven laps. The
Elise sits at 130mph and just
over S000rpm, pertectly smble.
The wind noise is a shriek, but
then this mock-up body's cabin
is a5 well senled as a sieve.

Back down to 90mph for some
brake tests: three stops ar one-
mile intervals, with hull-bore ac-
celeration between, the last of
which is a full-pedal stomp.
Theres amazingly little drama as
the Elise slows, After all, there's
not much energy o shed in a car
that 1.'.'c'|g|15 betle more than half
of a Golf VR6, and runs on sim-
lar size tyres, Lotus is talking of
1 phenomenal 1.2g stopping
abilicy, and claims pedal feel -
there's no servo ar ABS - is fan-
tastic. Crary Lacy volunreers the
same opinion, and he works tor
Millbrook, not Lotus, so has no
axe to grind.

Subtle torture follows, The '
cvcle is regularly punctuaced by
vists to the corrosion trough, o
long concrete bath into which is
spraved an eye-warenngly strong
salt sulution, You drive the car,
still tick-ticking with heat from

the bowl run, through the splash
fast encugh 1o force the sttt into
all the ear’s most intimate
crevices, and then drive off and
beave it to et o work.

An aluminium chagsis was
never going o cause the Elise
team ANy corrosion worries, and
neither was a GRP* body, Bur
where steel meets gluminium,
vou've the perfect mix for insid-
1ous elecrolytie corrosion. When
there are aluminium brake discs,
steel hubs, aluminium upnghts
and tubular steel wishbones, you
realise faultless answers have o
be tound.

Lacy executes a three-point
turn, running lock-to-lock to his-
ten for any binding or clonks -
there are none — then heads for
the hill route, a twistmg alpine-
style road of hairpins, ascents,
crests and descents where vou
can really have some fun with a
decent chassis, Lacy, though, is
the proy, and this amulited back-
roads meander 1sn't for his recre-
ation, There are pre-set gearshift
sequences o be observed, a
handbrake-hold rest on the
stespest P, d STOP-SEArt test, 4
reversing sequence. “The torque
of this engine is really impressive
here,' he savs as the K-series
claws its way up a steep incline
in third. *Some of the Opels can't

make it i this gear”

A quick ‘ignition stop’ follows
—stop car, handbrake on, cut en-
gine, restart engine, No com-
plaints? Then drive on 1o the
Belgian pavé. This section (in
Millbrook-speak s pavvy o
rhyme with navvy, rather than
parvay in a hammed-French ac-
cent) 1% the most viscerally brual
part of the 'l cycle. Unnil re-
cently it was common, having
driven the one-mule |:|-ur1 of f'..rﬂ.:,
to have o ke a decp warer-
splash to cool off the dampers,
Strapped in tight?* Lacy asks
me. ‘| ook my old Astra van
around here once.’ Pause for el-
fect. ‘Ve-ry slowly.”

He takes it in third. The ser
speed is 30mph, but the violem
shocks and thumps have his
throtle foot bouncing on the
pedal, which only adds o the
strait on engine mouants and dri-
veline, The first section 15 regular
cobbles of the traffic-calming
sort, Bur ar Millbrook they
aren't allowed o be calmed, and
A0mph remains the rule,

It feels too fast for sanioy, Sall,
that’s a light cortain-raiser ahead
of the pavés main section, where
the setts are bigger and irregular,
and at intervals slashed by
trenches  running  abliquely
across the course hke imverred

sleeping policemen, to punish
dampers and flex chassis. Pot-
hitles and ndges tollow along,
Bodywork shimmies, mechani-
cals shudder and the wiper
fuzzes on the screen-base; my vi-
sion blurs and Lacys speech
trernblis, You wouldn't put your
warst enemy’s car throogh this.
We do another lap.

And yer, throughout, the Elise’s
integrity is intact, Nothing in its
muin structure gets the wobbles:
the punt-chassis is as rgid as you
like, the steering column remains
sternly untlexed and your seat
keeps its relationship with your
surroundings, From where I'm
sitting. this 15 a deeply impressive
SEFUCTUre.

Then onto the *gpravel road’,
basically a dirt-track section.
agam taken at a decent lick, the
Elise slithering about a5 it on a
rally stage (s rear-drive and
why should Lacy resist?) while
its underside cops a right lirtle
shotblast of dirt and  stones.
Back, straightaway then, 1o the
bow for seven Hat-out laps, and
that's the end of our ¢ight-item
segment, out of 482 ftems in a
full P1 phase, And this Elise will
do eight phases.

S0 what has gone wrong with
the car so far? Well, the mdiaror
fell clean off. A new bonding

92
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BLUEPRINT TO BLAST-OFF
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Pava fails to upset Elise’s chassis = there's no Mex, no skutile shake

radiator fell clean off

agent is now i place, and Lomus
principal development engineer
Dawvid Minter is confident it'll be
a fix. One specialised AP Racing
brake calliper has seized, so AP
has gone to work there, Alse,
there was a seizure of a brake
disc 1o 15 hub. The corrosion
tests are meant to highlight this
sort of thing, and Minter reck-
ons It's nothing grease or a gas:
ket can't sort our.

Cth, and protorvpe 04 doesn’y
have a working fuel gaupge. Lacy
and | ran out on the bowl, The
Elice's rank, for lighmess, is just
40 litres, Actually, m normal use
vou  wouldnt  want  more,
Minter says they drove Elise 03
rapidly down to the Nardo high.
speed track m southem Ialy and
did 30mpg-plus, Not bad for
something with a K-series; fan-
rastic t':?r somethimg with super-
Car pertormance.

{l” l'l.'“.'ll'!'i:lllll'p' I'I'.I.'l !'II'_"l'_'I'I I:"H:I.'-l:"'l-
lerit. The Elise embodies ad
vanced thinking, but it's funda-
menrally simple, and is probably
the sort of thing they've always
done best ar Hethel. A lor of
thought has gone into its com-
pressed and lean gestarion. The
Elise, if it compleres on schedule
(amd the signals are thar it will
murpe to) will have been devel-
oped in one third of the time,

with one third of the people, that
the Elan absorbed.

The frst Elise ran on
Christimas Eve last vear, just as
darkness fell on the Hethel rest
track, It didn't have a body, and
went for just o lap and a half be-
tore a cooling hose burst, *But
we felt elated,” says Minter ‘It
rode well, steered nicely, Christ,
we thoughe, all the calculations
were right. We wenr home for
Chrisemas happy.”

In Janvary that car went to
Millbrook for a 1000-mile Ve
test, “We expecred cracks in the
chassis, but there were none,'
Minrer says, That car was given
a niew chassis to become proto-
tvpe 02, for load tests’, which
amounts to extended abuse on
pot-holes and kerbs,

Number 03 was a hrake test
car: They might look like regular
grey saucers, bur those brake
discs are one of the Elise’s most
techno-whize  feamires, They
aren 't iron, for the first time on a
production car, Ulors-hard, highe-
weipht alomimume-metal matrix
composite (MMC) &5 the stufl in
question, made up of alummiom
alley mixed with 30 percent sil-
icon carbide. So brake testing i3
paramount: 03 went to Nardo
for fade tests, as well as cooling
and high-speed stability work,
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If Colin Chapman were still alive
now, he'd fully approve of this'

and on the way home was caned
diwwn Europe’s most netoriously
brake-killing passcs, the Stelvio
and Grossglockner, and around
the  legendary.  Niirhurgring.
Eil'.'lkl_' FESES CORTTnLg, rl"'-\"ill}' [k
ersure 3 reliable bedding-in pe-
Fii uJ__

I.l' WA II'EL'I'I I!!I:'LL'L‘i % lhl’." |-l':_'|i]|
hismaologanen car, passing the
paperwork on 2% Seprember - 3
surmiticant dare, becawse on 1
Uicpober a ratt of new regs came
mto ehect. Minter savs the Elise
would comfortably have passed.
|'|'|'|[ 19 ".'n'"llllil |‘|l‘ i L'!'Irl!'llllll.." Ex=
pense ta prove it Another pro-
by 15 umsed for sipgning-off
trom Rover. Rover won't sell
Lotus the K-series engine and
drveline until everything is just
2. The only 1ssue oustanding is

o ensure that the Elise’s hori-
zontally mounted radiator can
b easly [slecl,

Finally, when the car s signed
off for production and so its
kerb weight s known, tuning of
the ride and handlimg can begin
M CArmest.

There will be nine prlot-banld
cars before production stars,
With just 20 people on the pro-
duction *line’ (theyll build the
CATS TN TEImIS | and rigorous conm-
ponent cost comral, the Elise
should make money on 750 cars
A ].'1:;:|r - |!'IL' ||l]'||l!'|l'."|' U:. -I.EL'I'llilhﬂfl
received i the month between
the Frankiurt and London
mioar I-i-\]'ll 1WWh,

The Elise, Minter sqys, came
brom twio ideas, Some at Lotus,
Ducat-owning designer Julian

Thomson mcluded, wonted to
appeal o people who commute
i A saloon and then ride a fase
mintorbike for recreation. *So the
Elise had to be nice wo leok ag,”
says Minter ‘Mot just the body
bt s individoal components,
Pseudo-racing motorbikes are a
work of am.”

The other strand came from
the tradimonalises at Loqus - *and
there are a few of us old boys
[eft’ = who wanted a light, ad-
vinced, {'||..||."|I1|..1II.—|:-“|LL|: [t 1
*And if he were alive now he'd
fully approve of this, says
Minter, Except that unlike any
old-school  Loms, the Elise
stands a very pood chance, when
it goes on sale, of actually being
propeely fimished, and therefore
being reliable.

Interior =
simple:
Stack
gaLiges
rmcunted
onto
mluminicerm
dashboard.
Oecupants
are hald
tight by
raca-style
buckets
and high

OOD-UP (AND THE
final producrion oot
hasn't vetr been seen,
germing into the Elise is
a strugele: 1 feel a bit
like Robbie Colmraine
squeezing through a cat flap,

‘Slide the seat nght back first,!
says Dave Minter, Lotus's princi-
pal development engineer, Lots
agrees it's a4 problem, but the
very dimensions and structure of
the Elise, with its deep sill mem-
bers, prl,1:|ud|: a full solation.

You sit, braced sideways by a
all and a shell-like sear, with
your legs horizonml afore vou,
The gearlever's an over-long
wand, part of a Rover 800 pivot
and lever assembly. Lotus docs-
't want to shorten the lever for
fear of imoroducing new resa-
nances, but 4 new konob will cut
the apparent height by two
nches and so make the shifr feel
better. Currently, rheres a
long=throw vaguéness ar odds
with the car’s narure.

Pedals are light, concise, sharp.
Even at rest, vou can twiddle the
little Momo easily, Lighe weight

l:..l'}
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raight from the cockpit

So, how’s it drive? That’s what this is all about, after all

has some potent advantages,
among them the happy discard-
mg of both the power steermyp
and a brake servo.

Ahead 15 a Stck mstrument
pod, the tachomerers slim or-
ange needle dancing right along
with the engine’s motions. The
‘dash” is an understated roll of
alumiiiim .

Linder way, prototype 004 1 a
rolling collécrion of rartles and
saueaks, of course, but it feels
memensely rigid. On the most
hostile lamps there are none of
those trembling licde wibble=
wobbles vou get with every
monacoque roadseer. The ride.
a5 Its now set up, 15 assupple as
a hot=hatch’s, bur far better ca-
pable of damping o oblivion

any sloppy body motions. in
rwisrs aned bends. Pirch and roll?
Hardly there, and feels even less
bécause vow sit <o low ind dre so
well clamped intoa lighoweight
competition—style bucket seat,

These springs and dampers
were specified before an Elise
ever rolled a wheel: serious ride
and  handling  development
wor't start until kater in the pro-
totyping schedule.

The Elise's steering is mighey
direct ut the moment. It uses a
rack from Carerham's supplier,
bur Minter says he'll probably
specify a lags nervous rack on
production cars, to make the
thing feel more flhud, Already its
i lot less fussy about burips than
a Seven. There's aleo wark to be

dore on the front wheel angles -
caster, camber and me-in —
hone the way the car feels
through the sieering wheel. Elise
004 has inconsistencies right
now. Mostly, the helm's spor on,
2esty and talkadve, bur it can
load up unexpectedly: or hir a
dead spot and lose self-centrng.
Praise be, this car isn't abour
grip at all cost, I abour deli-
cacy, about the metile process of
balancing ryres against mrmac
apainst thromle agmnstdirecnion.
O a second gear bend, a shirp
eaternsion of your e will thek
the sl out like a lized’s.
Currently, theees a Letle (uiin-
tended) rear steering: a hine of
superfluons hip wiggle. As with
rhe stecrng geometry, we can be

confident of a fix. Lows, and
Minter, have no tradition of ger-
ting these things wrong. They've
got untl April.

The Elise poes hard. There's
big—hearred torque backing upa
willingriess 1o rev to the 7000
cut—our, Gearing isn't desper-
arely short  (thrd will do
100mph), bur with 63 percent of
an MGF's quoted weighr and
much less frontal area, it should
pull sorongly enough to make
the sixish-second 0-60mph
claim look perfectly reasonable.

And it stops even bemer than it
proes. Ask the brake pedal to lose
vour a little speed, and it delivers
with precision. Tell it to knock
off 100mph, and ic'll do it with
won-willed conbidence, e

All is not
encrificed
1o outright

handling is

tha ksl
ane s

delicately
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