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A day's drive in 

this wonderful 

prototype produces 

a deep longing 

by 
Andrew Frankel 
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E 
ven if you wanted to, and 
God knows why you would, 
it would be difficult to 
block the Lotus Elise' s 
pathway to your heart. 

When you see it smothered in road grime, 
as you usually will, it actually looks better 
than it does under the harsh light of the 
tudio, because the dirt says something 

about how much it's being enjoyed. It's not 
classically beautiful, but it is unfailingly 
endearing from almost every angle. It looks 
delicate, even a little fragile. 

With the top down, climbing aboard is 
surprisingly easy for anyone who has 
crawled into a Caterham. And once you 
have dropped into the cabin, the Caterham 
leaps to mind. This is no coincidence. The 
engineers at Caterham should be proud 
that their Seven has been singled out as 
the target for the Elise. Proud, because 
what was already a 15-year-old design in 
1973 when it was bought from Lotus has 
been developed so well that now, nearly a 

quarter of a century later, its originator is 
the challenger. 

Lotus felt sufficiently confident in the 
car to allow us out on the road in one of the 
two existing prototypes. Until now, press 
activity had been confined either to the test 
track or studio, but our day in the Elise was 
spent in some of the worst conditions you 
could imagine for such a car. It was a cold, 
wet route designed to include as many 
heavily trafficked roads and towns as pos
sible. Yet the traffic juggernauts and biting 
weather that assaulted us did not detract 
from the enjoyment of driving this car. For 
a tiny two-seater with a makeshift top, that 
was some achievement. 

As with the Caterham, the driver of Elise 
sits in an aluminum channel. But while the 
Seven's aluminum is merely flesh over a 
steel skeleton, the Elise is aluminum to the 
bone. When the public mobs the Elise, as it 
usually does when the prototype is tested 
near the factory, many express surprise at 
the cabin ' s bareness, its lack of carpet or 
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The Elise combines compact dimensions 
and a spare, yet functional interior to 
deliver on its promise of fun. The rather 
anemiic Rover engine (opposite) barely 
fills the engine bay. 

other visible luxuries. People no longer 
-expect a Lotus to be the lightweight, 
stripped-down road racer of the sort on 
which the company built its reputation a 
generation ago. This new expectation, 
perhaps more than any other slice of 
evidence, shows how far Lotus has 
swayed from its roots. 

The Elise was not designed for the U.S. 
market, nor are there any plans to import 
it-"Which is not to say we won't be 
scheming to find a way to get it over here," 
says Jim Selwa, CEO of Lotus Cars USA. 
A major obstacle is that its Rover engine is 
not emissions-certified. But the car's 
engine bay has deliberately been made big 
enough to accommodate a variety of pow
erplants, which should offer Lotus scope to 
get around the certification problem. The 
car should have no trouble meeting crash 
regulations-its structure is exceptionally 
strong-but there are myriad minor regula
tions that would also have to be satisfied. 
And Lotus has already sold out its first 
year's production before a single car has 
been manufactured, so there appears to be 
no economic need for the company to sell 
the car in the United States. 

18 

Still, the recent move by Lotus from 
Atlanta to Dearborn, Mich., puts it in the 
shadow of a company that enjoyed some 
success with Lotus at Indy, and gives rise 
to a sliver of hope that a U.S. version could 
be reality. But for now, Lotus' official line 
remains the standard "We have no plans. " 

Derek Minter is in charge of Elise's 
development from prototype to production 
car. He says about Lotus' goals for the 
model : "The Elise was conceived entirely 
as a fun car. It is not an only car like the last 

Elan, nor is it a supercar like the Esprit. It 
has been designed as a successor to the 
original Seven and also the old Elan. It had 
to be attractive and fast, but it also needed 
to incorporate both traditional Lotus values 
and some very advanced and attractive 
technology. At the same time it had to be 
easy to maintain and repair and be avail
able at a competitive price. We also had 
very little time. We found that a small 
team-there are only 20 full-time staff 
members working on the Elise-instilled 
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People no longer expect a Lotus to be the lightweight, 

stripped-out road racer of the sort on which the company built 

its reputation a generation ago. 
with a healthy sense of both realism and 
adventure made all this possible. The first 
car turned a wheel just before Christmas 
'94, yet we aim to be delivering cars to 
customers by Easter. " 

Two cars are being used in development 
work. The silver car we tested spends all 
day every day on public roads. An older 
prototype, the show car, has been handed 
over to ex-Fl pilot and Lotus chassis guru 
John Miles for advanced development 

mostly on the track. 
The Elise may be the first Lotus in his

tory to recognize that not all drivers are 
shaped like Colin Chapman. Even a six
feet-four frame fits comfortably behind 
the wheel. Leg room is hardly generous, 
but sufficient nonetheless, while head 
room , even with the prototype's 
makeshift top in place, is ample. Lotus 
has learned more about human reach 
since it designed the Esprit; the Elise's 
steering wheel and gearshift lever have 
been sensibly positioned. 

But best of all are the instruments, 
which harmoniously wed analog and digi
tal displays. Instead of dials sprayed all 
around the cabin, there are just two: a 
large speedometer and tach, while lesser 
information is presented by LCD read
outs. The overall effect is sporty, attrac
tive and effective. 
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This tidiness makes it a shame that the 
minor switches and ventilation levers look 
so cheap, and out of place in the otherwise 
handsome cabin. 

The engine noise is disappointing, too. 
The Elise sounds undistinguished at low 
revs. And at higher rpm, the engaging 
twin-cam howl of the 1.8-liter Rover K
series engine is all but drowned out by a 
harsh blare. Lotus is working on different 
exhaust configurations. In a car such as 

this, the right noise is nearly as important 
as performance. 

Which in the Elise is not all that 
strong. With only 118 hp and a 1485-
pound curb weight, Elise can't match the 
power-to-weight ratio of the lighter 
Caterham with its more powerful 1.6-
liter four. Still, the Elise feels acceptably 
quick, and is hampered more by the 
unsuitably tall gearing of the standard 
Rover gearbox that by any gaping holes 
in the engine's power delivery. It 's swift 
enough to deal with any MGF or Miata, 
and has been clocked at 126 mph. 

Threading through traffic , one feels 
less vulnerable than might be expected 
in a car this tiny. Actually, the car feels 
immensely strong. The body is stiff, so 
there is scarcely a trace of shake even if 
you drop a wheel into a pothole. Most 
important, though, is the Elise's ability 

to skirt around a problem rather than 
driving into it. 

Those brought up on a diet of tepid 
hatchbacks, warm coupes and even Mazda 
Miatas will find the immediacy of the 
Elise's responses surprising. Suddenly all 
those cars seem soft and even ponderous, 
lacking the daring precision of this semi
developed Elise. It is a trait possessed by 
only the lightest of cars, which are so easily 
persuaded to change direction. 

You'd expect the grip from the purpose
built Michelin Pilot SX tires to be impres
sive in the dry, but judging from the phe
nomenal wet road adhesion this Elise 
displayed, it will be very difficult to get 
loose on a dry road. What's more, the 
excellent brakes allow you to approach cor
ners at high velocities in complete safety. 

We know these things, because we 
tried. The Elise was traveling at an appre
ciable rate as we approached a round
about, stabbed the brakes, and turned in. 
The nose veered, first gently, then sharply 
toward the curb as the throttle was lifted 
to wrench the rear tires free from their 
hitherto unassailable grip on the slippery 
tarmac. The Elise seemed to pitch into a 
spin, but just when a 180 seemed immi
nent, the rotation stopped. The Elise was 
now traveling at considerable speed 
around the roundabout with only its front 
wheels pointing in the desired direction. 
And it was controllable. 

The message is clear: The Elise might 
offer a level of handling finesse we have 
seen in no volume-produced sports car 
since the original Elan. But it is dangerous 
to make broad, sweeping statements about 
a car based only on the impressions of an 
early prototype. Bad points often improve 
by the time it reaches production and, per
versely, good features often deteriorate. 
Still, the Elise is undeniably exciting
maybe the most exciting Lotus to come 
along since the Esprit was launched 20 
years ago. It seems to be exactly the right 
car for Lotus, a car as pure in concept as the 
original Elan-and a million miles from 
the bogus values the latter-day front-drive 
Elan imposed on the company. 

Andrew FrankeL is road test editor for 
Britain 's AutoCar. 
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