ELISE O' LIFE

As Lotus’ road rocket hits 10 and prices near rock bottom,
Alastair Clements gets some cheap thrills in the best sports
car of its generation, an affordable icon that redefined a breed
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Qutline bears the
hallmarks of all of
designer Thomson's
personal favourites,
including Dino. MMC
metal matrix composite
discs of early cars were
replaced with cross-
drilled cast iron from
1998. The rear spoiler
was added at a late
stage to combat
rear-end lift at speed

Elan forerunner. No airbags, air-con or elec-
trickery in here - from the superb driving

ssition the cabin is, appropriately, dominated

vy its exposed chassis.

The maestros of Norfolk have long been
famed for building cars whose chassis brilliantdly
balance the disparate requirements of steering,
handling and ride, but for the Elise they nea
perfection. It was achieved by engineer Richard
Rackham throwing out the rulebook and ditch-
ing the long-lived steel backbone in favour of a
hitherto-untried structure of aluminium extru-
sions, riveted and bonded together to create a
light spaceframe that was not only exceptionally
stiff but also beautiful enough to act as decora-
tion for the interior. Rackham’s attention to
detail and near-obsession with extrusions meant
he employed this simple method to create
elegant solutions for other parts of the car, such
as door hinges, pedals and an oddments tray.

Weighing just 68kg, the chassis was clothed by
hand-laid glassfibre front and rear clamshcll)s
styled by Lotus Design boss — and friend of
Rackham - Julian Thomson. There are cues
from Europa — the first mid-engined Lotus road
car—and Lotus 23 sports-racer, plus strong over-
tones of the Ferrari Dino that Thomson had in
his garage. As well as the innovation, in the best
Lotus tradition you can find some pretty lowly
sources for Elise bits: Metro wing mirrors, Vaux-
hall and Peugeot switchgear, plus an engine and
gearbox sourced from the MGE, but originally

designed for entry-level Rovers. Yet the compact,
all-alloy K-series was perfect for the Elise.

The whole those parts contributed towards
was something very special and the original Elise
isa precision instrument. Itis often compared to
the original Elan, but its ancestor was luxurious
by comparison and a decade on the Elise feels
more like a ‘Frogeye’ Sprite for the PlayStation
generation. Withall fi riﬁs and frippery trimmed,
it’sa car that makes the most of ordinary mechan-
icals to provide maximum fun for minimal outlay.
Like the Sprite, the Elise doesn’t rely on impres-
sive power outputs: its four-pot mator offers just
118bhp, but at 723kg it light enough to yield an
impressive 163bhp per tonne.

T'he Elise will hit 60mph from restin 5.5 secs,
but straight-line performance is not what the
experience isall about. Point-to-point, there are

few cars to touch a well-driven Elise — both for
pace and pleasure. From its delicate unassisted
steering to the unservoed brakes, it’s all about
feedback and precision. That middle pedal is so
feelsome that doling out just the right amount of
retardation is child’s play, plus it’s firm enough to
provide the perfect plattorm for heel-and-toe
downshifts. And the handsome three-spoke
wheel is like a living thing, light and responsive
yet always communicative. Add in a ride - from
double wishbones all round - that’s soft enough
to dismiss the bumps and scars that make British
roads the ultimate test for a sports car chassis and
the Elise is hard to better for a B-road blast.
Despite its reputation for aggressive lift-off
oversteer, its limits are easy to explore once you
adjust to the fact that more than 60% of its
weight lies around the rear axle.

o complaints about the chassis then, butask
a cross-section of early Elise customers how
their car could be improved, and the response
would likely be universal: more power. First
response from Lotus was the track-only Sport
190 upgrade kit, which used a ‘Very High
Performance Derivative’ (VHPD) version of the
K-series engine producing 187bhp and driving
through a straight-cut gearbox. Of more interest
to the majority of customers was the 1998 Sport
135, a limited edition - and later aftermarket
upgrade kit —with an extra 1 7bhp, stiffer suspen-
sion and a close-ratio "box. The 160bhp Sport
160 followed two years later.




But the most popular of the occasionally
bewildering list of uprated Elises arrived at the
Geneva Motor Show in 1999 when Rover finally
released the variable valve-timed “VVC’ version
ofthe MGF's engine for the superb 1118, whose
moniker was a nod to both the Elise’s M111
project code and the traditional Lotus ‘Sprint’
designation. A combination of bigger valves,
better breathing and a continuously variable
am-lobe profile added power towards the top of
the rev range without sacrificing torque. The
ayling, too, gained a healthy dose of aggre
from its cookie-cutter grille with inset d
lights, cowled headlamps, smoked indi
lenses, wheelarch lips to accommodate fatter
rear tyres and a larger rear wing.

Andy Rowe’s car provides a graphic demon-
on of the 143bhp 1115% extra punch: where
the standard car gets breathless past 5000rpm,
the uprated K-series has much greater lung
capacity and urges you to keep your foot in to the
7200rpm limiter. More noticeable even than the
extra poke is the 1118 close-ratio gearbox,
which keeps the engine singing in its heady
5000rpm-plus powerband. The handling is more
different 1?1-_"1 you might imagine too, with fatter
rear tyres, plus revised springs and dampers
creating a more secure feel from a chassis that’s
more inclined to understeer. It feels less adjust-
able at first, but that extra punch makes the 1115
easier to control on the throttle once breakaway
arrives on a circuit.

st

Elise 1115 is the most
popular of the many
special editions and
uprated cars. This one
has non-standard
Ferrari-style gearlever
qgate. The taller valve
gear of the 143bhp
VVC K-series engine is
accommodated by a
bulge in the engine
cover. 1115 also had
new six-spoke alloys

PLATFORM STEALS
M120/M250




Extra power is all very well, but with it comes
extra weight — and frustration for the engineers
who, throughout the Elise project, had been
desperate to stick to Colin Chapman’s principles
of achieving performance through hglht weight
and innovation. As early as '96 there were plans
foralighter, more extreme anda chalh:ngc
from Autocar led to designers and engineers
returning to their original impetus to create a
limited-run, ‘step-in’ weekend plaything.

With a target weight of SU()Lg and power to
weight of 340bhp/tonne the 340R tag was born,
but by the time the car was launched in "99 those
numbers were impossible to achieve and ‘340
would instead refer to the production run. The
standard chassis remained, but gone were the
roof, doors and much of the cabin to be replaced
with an insect-like one-picce body, cycle-winged
open wheels, motorbike-style instruments and
mirrors, and translucent side panels through
which you could see the road rush by.

Any Elise is a feast for the senses, but the 340R
brings sensory overload. Every control is that bit
more responsive, every input exaggerated, every
sound and smell accentuated by the cxrusml
driving position. Yet the chassis still feels parely
cxn:n(i"-d — no wonder, a stretched version of the
same unit managed to tame a 6-litre LTS
Corvette V8 engine in the short-lived 1997 GT1
racer. It also feels decidedly more acute than a

As if it wasn't sliced
and diced enough, the
aftermarket carbon
fibre steering wheel in
this already bulimic
675kg 340R saves a
further 1kg. The most
lightweight Elise of all
has a wild sweeping
dash and Aprilia wing
mirrors. The project
still fell short of the
pledged 340bhp/tonne

standard Flise: for acute read vwitchy, it's clear
that the 340R was not designed to pander to less
experienced drivers.

Weight was down to 675kg, power up to
177bhp (or an opti al 190bhp), which meant
262bhp per tonne. Two-up it feels a touch faster
than the 1118, but shed your passenger and
pcrfo:'lnancc is staggering: 60mph arrives after
just 4.6 secs and the noise from the Janspeed
exhaust each time the fourth gearshift light flick-
ers atop the Stack instruments is incredible,
banishing any lingering memories that the K-
series also powered coffin-dodger spe such
as the Metro and Rover 200, The brakes, too,
benefit from the 340R%s diet: with so little weight
on board Lotus could drop a rear disc size and
still offer stopping power to take your breath
away. Despite the tnowludgc that the tyres and
spring rates come from the track-bi ed Sport
190, fast cornering initially requir th because
the 340R is so light that you }c:lr a gust of wind
would flick you off the apex and into the hedge.

Where the 340R is almost a caricature of a
sports car, the | deadly serious. Its Group
C racer in miniature loo ¢ no mistake,
because the fixed-head Exige was a direct
descendent of the Elise’s transfer to the track for
the Sport Elisé racer, an extreme variant devel-
oped by Lotus Motorsport for the one-make
Autobytel Lots Championship. Gone were the

standard car’s friendly face and pert rump,
replaced with muscular flared arches, a Kamm
tail and a full aero kit including frontsplitter and
raised rear wing. Peppered with vents and
intakes, it hit the road in 2000, taking its name
from the French for ‘demand’ and losing the
racer’s central driving position in the process.
“lamber through the awkward door aperture
— there’s no removable hood to aid entry in the
fixed-head Exige — strap yourself into the
harnesses and it only serves to build ipati
“Turn the key and the eruption from
vour ears sounds like a 340R being run ir
biscuit tin, with a hunting idle and snappy
throttle response. Like the 340K, the Exige was

offered in 177bhp or, as here, 190bhp VHPD




tune, with peak power arriving at a heady
7800rpm, just 200rpm shy of the rev limiter.
The Exige is cambersome at first - steering
more physical, tyres and brakes wooden when
cold — but a few miles under its brooding black
:lluyx bring a revelation: it may not look as wild,
but this is the most extreme Elise. Once the heat
gets into the Yokohama Advan AO39 tyres, grip
is extraordinary and you soon begin to trust the
additional downforce - an extra 80kg at 100mph
- that helps this variant corner harder and faster
than any other. The steering is higher-geared at
2.3 turns lock-to-lock and loads up significantly
when turned into a long sweeper, but it brings
bags of feel and the confidence to keep squeezing
the throttle that bit more. It may not carry show-
stopping power figures, but this car is one of the
most involving of the past 20 y

The Exige is exactly
what it looks like - a
road legal race car.
Built primarily for the
track, it is surprisingly
usable on the road,
though rear visibility is
woeful. Only let-down
in the Exige package is
an indistinct ‘rubbery’
gearchange where
rifle-bolt precision
might be expected

Whether it’s the purity of the origir
extreme 340R or the race-derived Exige, a
member of the Elise family should be on every
enthusiast’ shopping list. At today’s prices there’s
plenty of room ina lottery winner’ budget forall
four... and we're talking about a decent scratch-
card win rather than a Saturday rollover.

So which is best? As is so often the case origi-
nal is purest, but my winnings would be poured
into an Exige, to turn every round trip to the
shops into a lap of La Sarthe. And in 30 years’
time, it’s not hard to imagine Elises being discov-
ered in C&SC’s Lost & Found pages, restored in
back-street lock-ups and enjoyed for what they
are: the benchmark of a generation. m
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David Whalley
LOTUS 340R

A bargain was hard to resist for David Whalley:
“The last owner bought it to do the Cannonball
Run but pranged it before the start. My ex had
an 51 which | thought was fantastic, so when |
saw this for sale | jumped at it. It has everything
that's great about the Elise, but with more
extreme performance and handling.” Yet the
340R has competition in Whalley’s garage: “I've
been into ‘bikes since | was 17 plus I've got an
E-type 3.8 coupé that I'm restoring. I've done
about 4000 miles in two years in the Lotus
including a couple of airfield days.” Whalley finds
that the no-frills approach of the 340R appeals
to the biker in him: "I'm told that Lotus held a
facus group with ‘bikers when they were styling
the 340R and | know a few owners who were
‘bikers - it's the only thing I've driven on the
road that comes near motorcycle acceleration.”

Toni Ashwood
LOTUS ELISE 1.8i

“This is my first Lotus, but | come from a family
of Lotus fans,” says Toni Ashwood. 7It was love
at first sight with the Elise.” After an XR3i and a
Lancia Delta HF that “went to the great rust-
heap in the sky”, Ashwood came across her
Inferno red Elise by accident: I wanted a yellow
one, and set up a test drive with a silver car so |
wouldn't be tempted — then they arrived in this
and | knew it was the one.” The Elise has
suffered head gasket failure, but Ashwood rates
independent specialists: “They've lent me
wheels off their cars when I've had punctures.
There's a huge social side to Elise ownership — |
met my baby’s dad on a club run.” Not that
Ashwood is about to let motherhood get in the
way: “I've found a baby seat that fits and a pram
that goes in the boot. It would break my heart
to part with it — we'll be buried together!®

‘There's quicker stuff out there, but
not that’s more fun. It's a car for
life: | want to be the crazy old man
who goes to the shops in an Elise’




—

Andy Rowe
LOTUS ELISE 1115

“I've atways wanted a Caterham, but the Elise
offered the best of both: fab handling and you
can use it every day,” says Andy Rowe, whose
1115 replaced an MR2 Turbo two years ago.
“The standard Elise was too slow: the VVC
engine and close-ratio ‘box make a big
difference. There's quicker stuff out there, but
not much that's more fun, It's a car for life: |

want to be the crazy old man who goes to the
shops in an Elisel” Rowe has “let it breathe” with
induction kit and Janspeed exhaust: *When the
dampers die I'll give it Lotus Sport suspension,
but I'm more into improving my skills than the
car. The beauty is that you can use it for track
days and it doesn't put much pressure on the

car - if you don't bin it you can drive to work on
Monday. It's costlier to run than a GTi, but think
of it as a small supercar and it’s a bargain.”

Peter Field
LOTUS EXIGE

Peter Field's Exige is only his fourth car: | didn't
know what | wanted until | drove an Elise and
fell in love with Lotus. Then | drove an Exige and
was smitten: | love its individuality and it's so
raw and exciting — it plays with your senses.”
Field isn't worried by the lack of practicality: “'m
single with no kids - it doesn't matter that |
can't get anything in the boot. | have great
roads on my doorstep so it gets used every
weekend. When it's really wet the tyres are
tricky.” Field's car has also hit the track: “I've
done a few circuit days with Midlands Lotus
Owners’ Club and it's awesome. At 100mph it
feels like it's sucking down to the road.”
Independent workshops get a big thumbs up:
“They put themselves out when | have a
problem. Hi-Tec Motorsport and Tardebigge
Bodyshop have been a huge help.”

LOTUS ELISE 1.8i
Sold/number built 1 |
Construction 1

Max power |
Max torque 1 i

Wheelbase
Front track

Top speed 1
Price new

LOTUS ELISE 1115 ¢
Sold/number built 1
Engine

Max power

Max torque
Transmission
Brakes

Weight 1

Wheels & tyres
0-60mph 5.¢

Top speed

Price new £

LOTUS 340R
Sold/number built

and L
Max power 1
Max torque 1
Transmi
Brakes
=l
th 5ft
Imm)

Wheels & tyres 1
0-60mph 4

Top speed

Price new §

5 (r)

LOTUS EXIGE
Sold/number built
Engine as

Max power 1

Max torque
Transmission
Steering

Brakes as

Width
Height

Price new Price now £



