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First of a three-part series
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DaimlerChrysler’s ESX3 was once hailed as a giant leap forward in car technology but lost its luster when the Supercar
program was scrapped. Now inoperable, it is being pushed into a Chrysler museum near Detroit.

Supercar: The tanking
of an American dream

Dependence on foreign oil helped launch a historic national effort to build
an 80-mile-per-gallon automobile. But politics and self-interest killed it.

By Sam Roe

Tribune staff reporter

na crisp fall morning in 1993, President Bill Clinton
and Vice President Al Gore walked side by side out
of the West Wing of the White House, past the Rose
Garden, and onto a small stage on the South Lawn. There,
they greeted three of the most powerful business leaders in
the world: the chief executive officers of Ford, General Mo-

tors and Chrysler.

Before dozens of dignitaries,
the president announced that
America was embarking on a
technological venture as ambi-
tious as any the nation had ever
attempted.

Over the next 10 years, the
U.S. government and the Amer-
ican auto industry would com-
bine the full weight of their re-
sources—billions of dollars, the
best scientific minds and previ-
ously secret Cold War technol-
ogies—to build an invention
simple in concept yet critical in

importance: a family car that
achieved 80 miles per gallon.

This “Supercar” not only
would be a tremendous boon to
the environment, reducing pol-
lution and slowing global
warming, but it also would cut
the nation’s reliance on oil im-
ports from the volatile Middle
East and inject new life into a
stagnating domestic auto in-
dustry.

In short, Supercar would
make America a cleaner, safer
and more prosperous place in

which to live.

“We do not have the choice to
do nothing,” Clinton told the
crowd.

But nine years after it was
born in pomp and splendor, Su-
percar is dead.

The victim of bureaucratic
turf wars, a hostile auto indus-
try and self-serving politicians,
the car that was supposed to
change everything now stands
as a sobering reminder of the
forces arrayed against greater
fuel efficiency and a cleaner en-
vironment.

Lost were years of effort, $1.5
billion in taxpayer money and
perhaps the best opportunity
the nation has had to address
some of its most pressing is-
sues.

Infact, the very problems Su-
percar was supposed to help
solve have only worsened.

America now imports 56 per-
cent of its oil—the highest
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ever and twice the amount of 20
years ago. And at a time when
the nation is poised to go to war
with Trag, oil imports from the
M i

Scientiscs inc THI‘HHQ VY HEres
rhat global warming is real and
worsening and that pollution
from millions of cars in the Unit-
ed States is a factor

The Japanese, who wanted to
e part of the Superear project
Dhut wers rejected, have raced
ahead of the Americans in aute
technology, putting on the mar-
ket in five years what Detroit
couldn't in 10: an ultra-sfficient
car

And the average fusl economy
fm’ new LS. passenger vehicles
is the warst in 20 years, largely
becanss of conaimers” desie for
gas-guzzling sport-utility vehi-
eles and pickuap trucks.

Itdidn’t have to be this way

A review af thousands of gov-
ernment and industry doce
ments, including dozens of con-
dfidential White House records,
and interviews with key Super-
car participants show that the
Big Three automakers and (LS
government alTicials repeatedly
pul their owe sharl-lertn inter-
esits and palitical agendas ahead
of what was good for the project
and what was good for the coun-

The Supercar project had
been ciled as a cornerstone of
America’s il i
mental policies for nearly
ade. When top government offl-
cials and antomotive executives
were pressed about what they
wers doing to protect the envi-
ronment ar o consserve enerey,
they Frequently pointed Lo Sue
percar.

But year after year, offlcials
neclectad the praject, telling the
ublic it was making solld pro-
gress when they kmew that it
was not. When Supercar finally
did gol on irack, government
amd industey u]'ﬁui;.ﬂs quietly
shut the program down.

Datroit was mora inberestad
i catertng te America's thivst
for SUVs and plekup woacks,
while Washinglon officials per-
petualed thelr repulation as bu-
reaucratic bunglers by fighting
among themselves and leaving
Supercar vilnerable to political
attack.

But this is not a story simply
aboul covernment inepuiads
and corporate manenvering,

Tt ks alsa about how an onlike-
1y cast of chavacters, from CIA
AgeNts o 4 simmer enginecring
intern to some of the biggest
narpes in government and i
dusy, came  Lozether—ollen
grudginely soe—toattemypta pro-
Jject zo technologically daunting
that the White ITouse had com-
pated 3t to putting a man o the
moon.

The engineers determined to
build supervar  inchuded
Charles Gray, the brilliani and
quirky federal seientist who had
dreamed of designing a Super-
car ever since he was a tecnager
tinkering with engines in the
back hills of Arkansas.

Also cottributing was Frat-
cois Castaing, the venowned car
designer who helped usher in
the era of the SUV but who was
now being asked w help ando
the damage.

Championing the effort from
the Whire Honse was Vice Presi-
dent Gore, who personally nego-
tiated the Supercar agreement
and then promoted the project
for years—at times only when it
was politically expedient.

Gore, White House docu
ments show, souck a secret deal
with the Big Three in 1993 that
was highly favorable to the in
dustry T the automakers rried
to build Supercas, Gore prony
ized that the Clinton adminis-
tration would back off its 19492
campaign promize of trying to
force them to raise the average
fuel economy of their cars from
475 to 4b miles per gallon by
#0000, The automakers, who
makemoremoney on large vehi-
cles than small ones, had op-
posed the 40-mile-per-pallon
plan. saving it would greatly re-
duce their profits.
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The average fuel economy for new U.S. passenger vehicles is the worst in 20 years, largely because of

The threat of higher fuel effi-
ciency requirements was per-
haps the most powerful weapon
in the government'sarsenal. Yet
feur almunst 5 decade the goven-
ment falled to wse it, even as the
industey seallad, fell behind and
finally moved to kill Supercar

nkering with engines

I many ways, Lhe story of Su-
petvar beging in rural Arkan-
sy, in the tiny town of Fountain
Hill, population 159, Back in the
Lxss, the town was much like it
is today: a loose collection of

Gray developed a reputation as
an energetic and quirky EPA
seientist and administrator. He
aften talked in firs and stares,
changing eourse in mid-sen-
tence or baffling listeners by dis-
ecugsing two ldens at onee or sim-
ply rambling on

But he also was known as an
intenss and deceptiv firlksy
regulator. Generall keel by
the auto industry for his un-
vielding stands an pollution, e
played a leading role in the es-
tablishment of the first fuel

small farms, wooden shacks and
trobile homes in the gently roll-
ing hills just west of (b Missis-
sippi River and north of the
Louisiana border. Many of the
roads were unpaved, there were
e wadflc Uehts, and horses out-
ttthered people.

For leenagers growing up in
Fountai Hill, Lhere were few di-
versions. Boys spent much of
thedr time hunting for squirrels
and tinkering with engines.
When thev were old snoush to
drive, many souped up thelr
s Al raced thim on the back
ruals

Oneof these boys was Charles
Cray askinny tecn with squinty
ayes The son of the lacal school
superintendent, he was a
straipht-A student with an un-
usual grasp afscienceand math.
“You know how you can look al
Kids and seo that there's seme-
thing special™ asks Mary Joyoe
Gifford, 70, a longtime school
secretary ~You could tell he was
a cenius.”

Like the ouher boys, Charles
spent hours fddling with en-
gines. But instead of trying to
make them more powerful, he
wied to make them run farther
on a gallon of gasoline.

His friends found his hebby
slrange, bl Charles was in-
wigued by what he had read ina
41T pamphiet: When gasoline
was burned inanaatomobile en-
gie it created a temendous
amount of energy. bur only a

amonnt of that energy was

used to o (he wheels and

wiake the car go. Most of the en-

crgy was lost throughont the au

tomobile during engine idling

ause of friction in the
transmizsion. for example.

“I thought, “What a waste.
Someona should do something
about that,’ " he recalls.

Atage 16, hesetupamakeshift
Iaboratory in an old water pump
house in his back yard. Using a
wheslharrow, he hauled in a
Chevy Impala engine and holted
it to a concrete post in the mid-
dle of the room.

e adjusted the carburctors,
fixed the timing and playved with
the idle. The results wers gener
ally not suceessful. At times. his
mother grew alanued when she
looked out the kitchen window
and saw smoke drifting from the
pump house,

But Charles Gray had found
his lifelong passion.

After graduating No. 1 in his
high school class, Gray moved
four hours northeast to the cam-
s of the University of Missis-
sippi, where he finished at the
tap of his class in the college of
engineering. He married his
high school sweetheart, and in
1970 joined the newly created
Environmental Protection
Agencs,

Over the next three decades,

5 in 1975 and
Fhes i phisiairie of et air ke
in 1990,

Above all, he knew cars like
fow others.

That is why d\e White House
called him in 1993

An idea is born

Fresh off their election v
ey Bl Clinton and Al Gore, lwo
Baby Doomers who had vowed
to “rednvent”  government,
started tumpeting teehnology
as a way to combat some of
America’s st problems,

One of their ideas was for the
government W conduct a mas-
slve research project with the
Big Three to mprove fuel offl-
eleney U8, passenger vehicles
were not getting any more nile-
age than they had elght vears
earlier, and the new adminisra-
Linn was concerned Chat Mideast
oil imports had doubled over
that tirme and that global warm-
ing wzl; becoming a houzehold

phras:

'i‘headmhljmmtion]mewﬁm
1 the U5, Meet could improve
imst two miles per gallon, about
0,000 barrels of ofl could be
saved cach day Dut the White
House was stouggling to come
up with a specific plan thar
wonld capture the pablic's imag.
Inatiar,

Henry Kelly of the White
House's Office of Science and
Technology  Policy decided to
telephone Cray, whom he had
Ienown since the 19708 when they
collaborated cna bock about the
SRIONINL.

Gray told his old parter that
the problem of fael efficiency

wis relatively simple - and not
much different than what he
hiad learned from the &H litera-
TIRE 43 A (eENAfer

He now knew the numbers
broke dovm this way:

Sixty-two percent of the ener-
gy that begins as gasoline in a
car's fusl ank was lost as heat in
the engine combustion process;
17 pereent was lost to engine
idling; f percent to the transmis-
slon; and 2 percent to acessso-
rles such as air Loning

Erbun phare by Seatt Stz

desire for gas-gi

team go to Detroit to see what
the automakers thought of the
irea.

Detroit, ILC. at odds

For decades, Detoit had heen
the country’s industrial power-
house, transforming the car into

and power steering,

In the s-nd Just I'l percent of
the energy in the gas lank made
the car go—anid hallof thal was
subseguently lost o wind and
tre resismnce.

Invenrors had long demon-
strated that these figures could
be improved and that vehicles
could achieve speclacular mile-
age. Bul these Invenlions ware
invariably little more than auto-
show cariosities or one-seat con-
traptions.

(e that captured media at-
tention was the University of
Saskalchewan' “Cireased
Gopher” Weighi b 100

a national icon and reflecting,
for better or for worse, Ameri-
ca's signature values: selfre-
liance, competition. Teedom.

The automakers defended
thelr interests velentlessly par-
ticularly when Washington de-
manded new ruleson safety, pol-
lution and fuel econamy. Detroit
complained  that  Washioglon
was olten seeking new regula.
without  considering
whether the industry had the
money e the technology to meet

22 statdards.

Hut Washington thought De-
Lruit ‘wa:. oot trying hdrd

s
pounds, it had a steel-ube
frame, bleyele wheels and a
lawnmower engine. It got 2,198
miles per gallon.

Gray wondered: What about
the hest-selling cars on the road?
Just how Far could they go on a
gallon?

Working out of his EPA labo-
ratory i Ann Arbor, Mich.,
Giray besan to pull together sci-
entific data on sonte of the Bl
Three's top muoels: Ford Tau-
rus, Chevy Luming and Chrys
ler Concorde. Over the next few
daws. he and his stafl pored over
the information to learn more
about the cars’ aercdynamics,
their weizhts, their engine effi-
clencies and Lheir tre resistanc-
o5,

They calealated how much en-
ergy could be saved o cach of
these areas and how much ener-
£v could be added to the mix if
thev could sormehow capture the
raking enerzy of each car
When brakes slow a vehicle, all
ol the energy of the car's motioh
islost. Cray figured that most of
that encrgy—30 pereent—could
be caprured. stored and reused.

When he added it all up, he
coneluded that i the nation put
its mind to it, it could build a
mid-size, safe and :\JIm'd:lblc car.
that got 80 miles per galla

The White House 10v*d the
idea. particnlarly Gove. whone
Clinton had tapped to take the
White House lead on the elfort.

Gore asked that a government

it rexp
thmml 1t could not meet new

tandards, then proved that it
e,ould.

The fercest bartles—and
sotne of the most heated ever in
COnNgress—wers uver fu(-\l B0
oy rules, establis in the
19708 in the wake of the Arab oil
cmbarge and the national ener-
v erisis

Almost overndghe, the crlsis
reshaped Amerdea’s way of Lfe:
Thermostats were dialed down
L 88, the speerd Limil was deog
ped o 55 and skylines were
dimmied. Prople who  raccly
thought about energy suddenly
formed predawvn zas lines,
added driving costs to their
budgets and carpooled L Work.

In Detrolt, the automakers
wiesre canght Matfooted. Most of
their cars were big and heavy
averaging 15 miles  per
pallon—far below the smaller
Japarese imports,

“Belore the oil shock, vou
couldn't give the Japanese cars
away” recalls Fformer GR
cxccutive Cralg Marks., “Tho
day after: vou conldn’t give away
the big cars.”

Derroit closed factories and
Iaid off wens of thousands of
workers. To save fuel, Congress
passed the corporate average
fuel economy laws, or CAFE,
requiri manufacturers  to
nearly double the averase
mileage of their passenger cars
Lo 27.5 nriles per gallon by 1983,
The indusiy objected, saving

AP ik bt

In 1973, cars line up at a New York gas station, Some of Congress’ fiercest battles were over fuel
economy rules, established in the wake of the Arab oil embarge and the national energy crisis.

The U.5. continues to rely on foreign oil to meet its transportation needs ...
Beginningin 1986, the United States needad mare il for transportation than it produced, increasing the

dependence onforeign oil.

‘OIL PRODUCTION AND CONSUMPTION IN MILLIONS OF BARRELS PER DAY

KEY: 1 U5, sil production

U ail imparts

== 0| needed for transportation 44

“an

... while the drive for higher gas mileage stalls
The average fuel cconamy of new vehicles on LS. roads Is at a 20-year low, largely because of an Increasing
market share of SUVS and pickup trucks, which are bess fuel-efficient than passenger cars. The average takes
into account the number of sales for each model.

AVERAGE MILES PER GALLON OF NEW VEHICLES

KEY: === pll vehicles
35

SUs, minivans and pickup trucks

Passenger cars

ling SUVs and pickup trucks.

it would ferce motorists o
tiny unzsafe vehicles. But Detroit

eventually found a way to cut
car weight and mest the new
standard  without  saerificing
safety  In the provess, the
industry Decanse el
competitive

For the next eight years, from
1985 to 1992, when gas prices
were relatively low, Congress
did not requive additional fuel
economy for auromobiles, and
mileage figures remained flat.

Clinton ralsed the ire of the
auto industry when he ran for
prasident and advocater raising
the stamland to 40 miles per
callon by 9000—a dramalic
ineresse that the carmakers
sald would cost thousands of
jobs. Later in the campaln,
Clinton softened his position,
calling his ides merely a “goal ™
aml nol nevessarily a proposed
Lo

Anomakers were even more
suspiclous of Gore. In his 1002
book “Earth in the Balanes, ™
wrore called for eliminating the
fernal eombustion engine in
20 years, saving the damage it
catsed the nyironmenl posed
“a martal threat 1o the secarity
of every natlon.”

Mow, President Clinton and
Vice President Gore wanted a
Joine research praject on fuel
economy  Washington  and
Detroil had  collaborated
before—Lo develop high-lech car
batteries, for  cxample—but
never on such a contentions
lesue.

And so far, the White House
lad not spelled oul precisely
what it wanted from the
industry on this big research
project.

Maling the pitch

Un Moy 18, 1993, aLeannnf
ihree  govermnent
including the BT s(vrav lcl‘u’o.r
what would he the first of
soveral wips o Detvolt to sell the
Supercar idea.

Their fivst stop was Ford,
where, ore  a  packed
conference room of engineers
and executives, they made their
pitch for an ddmile-pergallon
cir in 0 years,

The Ford officials were
aghast. “They AlNOST A7 1S ot
of the room,” Gray recalls.

They said 8) miles per gallon
was hupessible—not in a
family size car and not at an
offordable price. And even if
they could do ir, they worried
that Congress might foree them
to mass produce the cars
vepardless of whether the
automakers could make money
o them,

Ar GM, the reaction was
similay: interesting idea, hut ton
difficalt and too expensive.

Disappointed,  povernunent
officials went to their final stop:
Clhrysler, the smallest of the Big
Three and thorefore  the
corporation with the most
gain from ajoint R&T project.

There, the officials  mer
Castaing, Chrysler's chief
engineer.

Born in France, Castaing was
widely  admired as &
charismatic, NONOTISEN S
engineer  who  embraced
challenges. He had designed
race cars for the Renault Racing
Organization in the 19705, and,
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a2
Auto executives Robert Eaton of Chrysler (from left), John Smith of General Motors and Harold Peling of Ford talk with then-Vice President Al Gore during their first
meeting in Washington. To Gere's right is John Gibbans, wha was President Bill Clinton’s science adviser.

CONTINUED FROM PIEVI0US PAGS

after joining American Mators
Corp. in 1980, helped creats the
Jeep Cherokee amd Craod Che-
rokes, populsr vehicles that
helped spark the SUV craze.

S0 indivectly Castaing eon-

tribated to the very problem
that 4 team of government offi-
i was now asking him o
Tielpa Fis.
AL the meeting. Castaing or-
dered all the policy analysts,
lobbyists and corporate-types
drom the room. Onlv a handiulof
his best engineers could stay

Castaing told the bewilderad
government officials thal he
was golng to treat them ke any
other design team with s radical
idea

“Prove to tee,” he said, “that
this d0-mile-per-gallon car is
pussible.”

For the nexl three hours, the
o shdes scratched out calcula-
tlons and equations on a large
nate board as Castaing and his
engineers peppered the soverm-
nent offieials with questions:

How do Fou knew that for
sure? Where does (hal number
cotee from? Has anyone actually
done that?

The EPA's Cray pushed ro-
ports around the table, threw
shides on and off the overhead
orofector, answered gquestons
as fasLas they were asied.

When {he meeting was aver,
the influential Frenchman was
impressed.

Supercar wonld be nearly in-
posaible w build, he said. but i
was worth a shot.

New roadblocks

With Cheysler appearing to be
on board, the talks with the Big
Three automakers picked up
sream. Over the next few weeks,
drafts of a deal were exchanged.
and lawyers siened ofl on key
language.

White Honse aides, confident
an agrecInent was near, started
checking the schedules of Cline
ton and Gore in anticipation of
holdingamajor press event. per-
Taps on July 4.

But in the halls of the Capital,
trouble was hrowing

John Dingell got wind of the
Supercar idea and vrote to the
Whire Houge to sav he had some
questions — 46 of them,

Gruff and intimidating, Din-
gell was the lonetime Democrat

Tibrare photo by Soot Srszzente

Chryslers Francols Castaing, a renowned car designer who
helped usher in the era of SUVs, was asked to join the project.

abare.
“History is replete with the
r.mm“mmmsclewl.tm'.hemdus-
told John Gibbons, Clin-
Lcn s scienee adviser. according
w Gibbons' notes of the tele-
phone call.

Dingell said the White House
was asking the Big Three for too
much and offering toalLittle, par-
Uienlarly in terms of protection
against fare regulation,

When Dingell voiced ilar
comcerns o the Big Three, the
anromakers began to pull back
on the Supercar plan. telling the
White House they did nor want
to get in the middle of a fight be-
uween Dingell and the Clinton
administration. Talks slowed
considerably

Over the next sic weeks,
White House aides struggled to
assuage Dingell. They wrore ket
vers to him, exchanged phone
calls, and met with lim at least
once. Aldes oven decided to zet

ic congressman from Michigan
and perhaps the auto industry’s
most ardent defender At 6
foot-3, he towered over oppo-
nents and earned thereputation
as one of the toughest lawmak-
erson Capitel Hill, As chairman
of the House Energy and Com:
merce Committes, he oversaw
the largest bndget and scaff of
any House panel. A photopraph
of Earth hung in his staff's com-
mirtee Toonl and people often
said that it represented Din-
gell’s domain.

The Whire House responded
carefully to Dingell, knowing
that he would have a major say
over any funding for Supercar.

But Dingell'sconcerns did not

the vice g tocall Dingell
om his ]nnhﬂ

“Dingell wanted o make sure
Detroit didn't get sideswiped by
the federal Fovermment sweet-
talking them into some research
project and thentwming itintoa
regulation,” Gibbons recalls, *T
said, Mow, John, we're not going
o do thar.

Finally on Aug. 13, the auto-
makers submitred their version
of a new draft proposal for Su-
percar. But missing were sub-
stantial portions that both sides
had already agreed . The
White Houss was furious,

“Tn effect, much of the earlier
menths spent in good faith by
government negotiators was

The shifting nature of the automobile industry

“( ). Cheapoil prices in the post-

{1, Detroi begins losing its

wasted,” an aide wrote to Gore.

The White House restored the
deleved lancuage, but the Bie
Three rejecied the changes and
requested a meetine widh the
wice president,

At 5 o'clock on Sept. 3, a Fri-
day afternoon when temper-
atures I Washington ap-
proached 1K deerees and many
Tederal workers were leavine
eavrly for the long Labor Day
wockend. the Tg Three CEOs
John Smith of GM. Harold Pol-
ing of Ford, and Robert Eaton of
Chrysler—pulled up at  the
‘White House,

While House advisers leaned
out of an office window across
from the West Wing to caich a
glimpse of the auto executives
walking in. An howr later, the
aides watched them walk out.

“They looked prim,” one of the
advisers, Hemy Ke]i‘y‘ recalls,
“and we rushed over 1 de-
bricfed on what happened

Their suspicions were right:
Themeeting did nor go well.

Amord.'u]g to White House
notes of the meeting, the CEOs
would nor budse on their refusal
to try to build an 80-mile-per-gal-
lon car

Instead, Ford CEO Poling pro
posed that the automakers build
A 40 to S5-mile-per-gallon sedan
over the next three years—mile-
age abour 1% to 2 times preater
than that of the average cat

“That won't fly” Gore said, ac-
cording to the notes of the meet
ing. “Weneed a goal on the other
side of the divide.”

“We're in agresment on every-
thingexcept the goal.” Polingre-
minded Gore.

Japan accounts fermere

Tribuane phots by Seott Strszzante

EPA engineer Charles Gray (rlight) conceived the Supercar idea,
then helped the White House sell the plan to the Blg Three.,

“The number must stretch be-
vund the threshold of what oo
can reasonably expect,” Gore re-
sponded

Exact “hrysler CEO Eat-
om sadd. “But the Bo-mile-per-gal-
lon goal goes woo far invo the 1
known.”

With negullations al a stand-
still, the CEOs thanked the vice
president and said they would
et bask wo h

Whits Honee advisers went
heme that night thinking Super-
car micht be dead.

“We were convinoed] e
whde thing had blown up," Kel
1y saye.

Twisting arms for project

Charles Gray kmew what was
at slake, Newver befove, he
thought, had the hichest office
in the land and the largest man
ufacturing industey nthe coun-
ey came so close to an agree
ment that could save so much
fuael.

Unwilling Lo see Ui oppori
nity slip away Gray decided on
his owm o do something that he
thought might foroe indusiry’s
hand: Hebepan making threats.

He atarted calling industoey of-
ficials who understood his cru-
clalrequlatory power and warn-
ng that i they did not agree o
he Supercar plan, he would vig
aronsly push for stwicter fuel
eponomy rules,

“Isaid, Twill decicate myself
and my staff wilL too, 10 Fuaran:
teeing the most agpressive setof
CAFE standards you could
imagine," Gray recalls. TIe told
them he wonld move from Mich.
igan to Washington and “dedi
cate the next ar least fowr yeavs
of my career to delivering on
that promise.”

Other govermment negotia-
tors made similar calls, “There
was a virtwal hammer in the
waving around,” reealls Gi
hons, the White House science
adviser

Shortly after these calls, the
Biz Three automakers natified
the White House that they were
willing to compromisebut want
el i maeet again with Gore.

A mesting was set for the fol-
lowing week. Aid sm\rning
1o briefing papers, advised Gor
not to waive the pj:wernuenr s

Japan emerges asthe

right e regulate the automak-
ers. Bul he could assure them
that i they agreed 1o Supercar,
“It would not be in our interest
to, and we will not, impose
shortterm fuel economy e
quivenents that would be ineon-
slstennt with acldeverent of the
lunglerm goul.”

The Clinton administration
position was clear: I it got Su-
porcar it would lay aside the

irtual hammer” of foreed fasl
ecomm_v

Al the meeting, the CEOs sat
in Gore's oflice on a lone couch
vuplace at the fav end
Gare sat in a chalr
nearby; with his usnal Diet Coke
onasmall table. Over the CEOs”
sheulders he could see a poster-
size phoweraph af the planet
Earth harzing on the wall,

The CEOs told Gore that they
wionld agres to build an 8i-mile-
per-gallon car, but they wanted
some wiggle room. They wanted
the apreement to read “up ro” B
miles per gallon, according w
Gibbons' notes of the meeting

Gore said that was fine, pro
vided that engineers set their
sights on 80

Next, the industry wanted
some onfirel econ-

CHICAGO TRIBUNE

“We are prepared {o be flexi
ble on the interim stuff,” Gore
said,

The vice president then men-
tioned how he and Clinton indi-
cated during the campaign that
they wanted cars to average 40
miles per gallon by 2000

“How do we back off?” he
agked, according to notes of the
meeting. Perhaps, he went on
“a shift away from such a num-
ber would be much aided by oth-
er actiens, such as the partoer-
ship's progress.”

In the end, Gore said the ard
ministration would back off its
campaign promise as wall 53 v
fo any legislation that tried
turn the Bi-mile-per-gallon Su-
percar goal into law: In an inter-
wew with the Tribune, Gore

gress, he felt, was not going to
approve such a large inceresse
anyway

“It was a weak hargaining
chip,” he says.

The deal was sealed with a
handshake, and Gore led the
CEOS down o the Oval OFfice o
inform the president.

“Thers wers high fives,” Kelly
says, “and everybody was
happe™

Shooting for the moon

Six days later; the Supercar
priject was announced oo the
public on the South Lawn of the
White Holise
'he nlght before the event
v helped  prepare  press
packets, while early the next
morning other government and

industey emplog up srmall
displays of the latest in aum
technology on the Whice House

orounds. Back and forth they
went, amiling, inwoeduelng
themselves,  lending  ane
another @ hand. When somse of
workers  [rom  Detroit
spotted Socks, the president’s
cat, they rushed over for
photographs.

“We were actually behaving
like a team for the first time,”
Kelly recalls

Aboul 200 atended  the
annoansemnent, including
members of Congress, the Big
Three CEOs,  and  local
schoalchildren brought in by
the White House.

Afterward, at a backgroun
brieling, purters repeatadly
asked a senior adiminisiration
whether  Suporcar
meant the Whits House was
backing off its stated campalen
zoal for a d0-nxile-per-gallon fuel
eConemY Law

Th olficial. speaking on (he
condition of anonyieity said the
campaign  pledge  remained
under  consideration.  The
official did not reveal that the
pledge had effectively been cast
aside under the deal tha. Gore
and the CEOQs had struck just
days carlier

A few weeks later, a reception
was held at the nearby Mational
Air and Space Musenm for the
lowlevel government and
Indostry seiendsis whe would
actually build Sapercar Many
Thad toiled in obscurity for years,
Now they wore attending a
Washington gala

They milled about the Apollo
1 command module, warched
ihe movie “The Glue Planet”
and listened 0 a former
astronant recall how  Apolle
engineers had o reduce a
computer  the size of a
mﬁlﬂm'\tm‘ to the size of a

{box. It seetned impossible,

amy rules.

Clhrysler CEO Eaton satd the
antomakers would make some
incremental improvements in
fuel efficiency, but that they
Aidn’t want to be forced by law

ON THE INTEHNET*

Tl thew got Lhe job dote.

Many walked out that night
inspired.

“1 just had one expectation,”
Gray recalls. “We were going to
be suceessful.”

A special presentation featuring interactive graghics, video, phota
galleri=s and additional features exclusive to the Intemet.

a

®Find cut the fuel

o Tk | S

officiency of yourcar |
with a searchable
dalabase.

W Supercar defini-
tions detalled In a
glossary of terms,
WLearn abaut some
of the project’s
persanalities and thele
feles behind Supercar.
® Share your thoughts
about the Suparcar project
ina message board.

Supercar

Site iaunches sunday ot chicagotribune.com/superear

). Sports utility vehicles and

1 world's leading auto
A e
of cars sold in the United Stares under
domestic brand names are made
abroad.

O plokug trucks sales soar. In
‘!995 the faur top-selling vehicles in
Wit die ToRre e AR P WG
Manufacturers struggle 1o keep up with
orders, and factories are ref‘tted to make

B A

Le e FUES war auto boom increase industry dominance, LI than half of LS. imports,
Eisaiet Ik riiaing Stk bt ChrysaerCurp barely escapes filing
the country enjoys a 700 percent for bankruptey. As a fuel shortage
growth in proeduction since the 'S0s. drives gas prices up, car buyers begin
Smaller but more powerful cars are focusing an miles-per-gallon instead

tap LS. sellers. of miles-per-hour.

desire for high
gas quzzlers. Producing more than 9.2
million vehicles in 1955, the LS. controls
about two-thirds of the world market.

The 1957 Chevrolet Bel Air

Seanice: Arcigue Aurarabile Clubof Americ

The 1993 leep Cherokee helped
popuianze SUV market,  ChicsgsTibume

Ford introdiices the Taurus i
VS5 1o save declining sales,

Toyota's lineup of smail cars
included the 1974 Carona.

In 1964, Fontiae GTO gave birth to
o generation of musele cars.




TRIBUNE SPECIAL REPORT

THE TANKING OF AN AMERICAN DREAM

Second of a three-part series

Tribune photo by Scott Strazzante
EPA engineer Charles Gray test-drives one of his versions of Supercar in the agency’s parking lot in Ann Arbor, Mich.

Battered from all sides,
Supercar sputters along

Early versions of the fuel-efficient auto demonstrate ingenuity and progress,
but the project is threatened by turf wars and unexpected competition

By Sam Roe
Tribune staff reporter

he garage door to the research facility creaked,
groaned and lifted slowly, and two scientists in dark
bluelab coats pushed a small black car to the center of

the room.

They positioned the front wheels atop the two steel cylin-
ders of a dynamometer, locked the back tires in place and

clamped a 12-foot hose to the tailpipe.

Standing off to the side was
the car’s inventor, Charles Gray.

“We're going to make history
today,” he confidently told his
colleagues.

The scientists slipped on
their safety glasses and started
the car’s engine. Over the next
50minutes its front wheels spun
in place, starting, stopping,
slowing and accelerating, as if
on a treadmill.

When the test was over and
the engine shut off, an engineer
started crunching the computer

data. Twenty-four hours later,
he grinned widely as he handed
the results to Gray: The car had
achieved 60 miles per gallon.

It was a major breakthrough
for Gray, who had dreamed of
building a highly fuel-efficient
car ever since he was a teenager
tinkering with engines in the
back hills of Arkansas. And it
was a clear sign of progress for
the nation’s historic Supercar
project, a multibillion-dollar re-
search effort by the federal gov-
ernment and the U.S. auto in-

dustry to produce an 80-mile-
per-gallon car.

But there were troubling
signs as well. This experimen-
tal vehicle, built by Gray and
his staff at the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency in
Michigan, looked more like a
mobile missile launcher than
an automobile.

One 6-foot, torpedo-shaped ni-
trogen gas tank lay lengthwise
in the middle of the car, and
three smaller ones stood up-
right in the back seat. Two mo-
tors were wedged up front and
one was crammed in the back.

On both ends were a jumble of

hoses and dozens of black, red
and green wires.

America’s 10-year Supercar
project was nearly half over,
and the effort was progressing
much like this car: It was amar-
vel, but it also was a mess.

Never before had the U.S. gov-
ernment and the auto industry

PLEASE SEE SUPERCAR, PAGE 18

The series
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PART 1:
STARTING UP
The concept for an
80-mile-per-gallon
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INTO GEAR

i After a slow start,

engineers make
impressive
headway.
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PART 3:
HITTING

| THE BRAKES

70 miles per
gallon—and then
adead stop.
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SUPERCAR:
All sides were
unable to get
on same page

CONTINUED FROM. FAGE 1

embarked on such a huge re-
search venture—and it showed.

‘The Supercar project was sup-
posed to marshal all available
resources, but it didn't. It was
supposed to be a madel of coop-
aration, but it wasn't.

“The hope had been that it
would bring our the best and the
brightest everywhere, but the
reality was it brought outa lot of
turf battles and fundamental
differences,” says Katherine
Gold, an EPA ut'ﬁe:iﬂl whiy
worked nn &

SPECIAL REPORT: THE TANKING OF AN AMERICAN DREAM

Gray’s Supercar: A new take on an old technology

‘While the Big Three automakers were developing diesel-electric Supercars, Charles Gray and his staff at the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency were focusing on a technology long used in farm machinery: hydraulic power.
Working with his own Innovations and cast-off parts, Gray set out to bulld an 80-mile-per-gallon automobile,

Stretching a gallon of gas

Gray aimed to get 8¢ miles per gallon by using stored energy and, at times, running the car with the engine off, The 22-m.p.g. figure fs based an city driving,
MID-5IZE FAMILY SEDAN: 22 MILES PER GALLON

Gasoline: 22 m.p.g.

GRAY'S GOAL: 80 MILES PER GALLON

Gasoline: 22 m.p.g.

Mare efficlent engline: 23.4

Powering with hydraulics

Hydrautic fiuid flows between twe high-pressure tanks and one low-pressure tank called
. Pump matars cenvert the pressure from the flsid inte energy that the car can use.

Launched wtrh grl-'m fanfare
by the Clinton administration
i UDErCAl Was SUppos
58 variety of problams:
rising oil imports, inereased
glohal warming conoerns and a
stagnating auto industry

The White House and the Big
Three automakers were golng
toset aside theirdifferences and
poal their research to build a
family-size car with triple the
standard fuel economy without
saerificing safety, comfort and

price.

Bringing all sides togsther
had been an exerustatingly dif-
ficult task, but that was nothing
compared to actually having to
desfgn and build Supercar An
aLleast al the oulsel, oo one had
an inkling that an automaker in
Japan would once again threat-
en Americans at
their own game.

Igniting a partnershi

The American automobile, in
many ways, is already a techni-
eal trimmph. Tt consists of 10,000
pants from dogens of induscries,
and the finished product runs
on & fuel one-third the cost of
Evian bottled water.

et the hasic power souree of
this remarkable invention—the
internal combustion engine—
hasvaried little sines the days of
Henry Ford. Cars atill run by
hurning a mixture and
211' inside a combustion cham-

T,

Supercar was setting out tn
perhaps change all that.

Tn theory, all ideas would be
considered. But in reality, the
Bupercar sclentists cames to the
project with vears of experience
about what might work and
what might not.

They knew that Supercar
probably would nol be an elec.
tric car Despite decades of ve-
search, batteries still were not
powerful encugh to run cars
without frequent recharging

They knew the car would have
o b aerodynamic, bul nob oo
much se. The ideal shape—a jel-
lpbean with a [ishlike Lail—
wonld be diffieule to macket

And they knew the car likely
wolld be a hvbrld, or a vehiels
with twe sources of povwer But
what kinds? And at what cost?

These were the sorts of ssues
that some of the top scientists
Do industry and government
faced when they first sat down
togzether In the fall of 1993,

And the first thing they did
was what leaders have gruds-
ingly done for years when bi-
ginning a major undertaking:
They formed commirtess.

Five senior sovernment offl-
clals and Industry executives
would oversee Supercar, and
twn headguarters ware chosen.
Government  officials  would
work out of the Commerce De-
partment, in a large room over-
looking the White House; indus-
try officlals would share an of-
fice in Sonthiield, Mich., n a
alass tower 2miles Dom Delroit.

They agreed (o Lhe goals and
deadlines spelled out by the
White House and the Big Three
chief executive officers in the
Supercar accord. Though not le-
gally binding, the agreemett
was clear: By 1998, U.S. and in-
dustry officials would select the
most promising technologios;
by 2000, the Big Three would
build ar least one concept car;
and by 2004, the automakers
wenld wivell a production pro-
tolype. o a vehicle designed o
be mass-produced and sold.

Finally, the effort would have
a formal name: the Partnership
for a New Ceneration of Vehi-
cles, or NGV

Most people found the name a
monthful. So many just called it
“Superear”

Maverick sets out

Supercar had  perhaps no
greater champion than Gray,
the guirky, passionate scientist
at tl

Hnown for his inventive
mind, Arkansas drawl and pur-
ple dress shirts, Gray seldom
was al a loss for words or short
of ideas. [Te built his own home
uslng recvaled telephone poles,
and when he visited Alaska, he
returned with several buckets
of mud because he was experi-
menting with a way o extract
wold dust.

Bt fuel economy was his life-
long passion. and as direcor of

The engine does not turn on untl| the tanks run aut of energy,

Storing energy

Three accumulators contain hydraulic fluid and a rubber bladder

filled with nitrogen gas,

@ ACCELERATING

Nitrogen gas expands the:
bladder and fluid is shot cut at
high pressure 10 pawer the car.

at CUTARAY

EVOLUTION OF THE ACCUMULATORS
Gray's earlier designs  Steel Piston [1592): 575 pounds

proved impractical
because of the
Immense welght of
the accumulators
The latest versian
uses tanks made of
lightweight carbon
Composite.

Converting energy

Three pump/motors act as a motor when the driver accelerates
and as a pump when the driver brakes.

@ ACCELERATING I
High-pressure fluid ————1
flows inte the pump.

Pistans are pushed cut,

This spins the drive shaft,
creating mechanical
energy that the car can
use 1o turn the wheels,

Bladder

Fteel bladder (1993): 198 pounds

Composite bladder (1957):88 pounds

,- i%&

- ﬁ,&w

@ BRAKING
¢ Fluid is returned to the
| accumulators, compressing the
nitregen and shiinking the bladder.

Pistons d

ol

SAPLOED

/

SIDE VIEW

Comparing the cycles of operation

FAMILY SEDAM

Mast cars derive all
theit driving power

FUEL USE

Towheels

Otherimprovaments

fincluding better tires and asrodynamics):4.2 m.p.g.

m.pg.

@BRAKING

Fiven out

wheels pushes
the pistons in,

pressure and p
back tothe hig

Stored energy:30.4 m.p.g.

Encigy from the

. iY X
o This converts the J

energy into flid

accumulslors for later use

Diesel

makes.

~ =
urnps it
h-pressure

This engine map illustrates the use of fuel for both kinds of cars during a 70-second cycle in which
thi car accelerates from O m_p.g. w50 mopag,, then immediately decelerates to @ stop.

i

driver's actions and
twrns the engine an
and off as needed.

Valve block controls the flow
ol hydravlic Muid and the
mudes of wach pumpimatar.

engine powers the pump motor 1o

wransform fuel into hydraulic energy that is
pumped 1o the accumulators for later use,
Gray chose a diesel engine because it

mare efficient use of fuel than a

reqular engire.

Pistans pushed in

: THE BIG THREE HYBRIDS
DaimlerChrysler, Fard Motor
Ca., and General Motors taok a
|ffFer appraach with their

hree used diesel-zlectric
hybrid systems,
i g Aneloctric motor starts
H the car and powers il
durlng lowe-speed driving.
@ The engine turns on when
extra power is needed for
i higher spead.
The electric motor and
Battery capture braking
energy and reuss it o
power accessaries and provide
a beast during hard

fram gascline. == Sedan = Gray's Supercar
‘ g MODE b= & ACCELERATING : @ BRAKING
R The sadan uses most gasoline
The sedlar’s atthe car's peak speed.
shifting
J gears as it /
:ﬁ:h ED gains spoed
& (Gallons SAMSES. Cven when the sedan
o perhour)  SPikesin brakes and slows down, [t
: fual use. burns some gas.
When the driver accelerates, fuel is 1 E
sent tothe engine, burned and R
converted info energy that the car uses,
@ The engine tums a - T T - - . T y . y 7
which sends energy to the drive shaft. M.EH. o 10 20 £ a0 50 a0 50 El 1o L]
@ The drive shaft transfers the power ' T ‘
L e axle, Il .
SUPERCAR Engine off: Thecarruns  Engine an: The car is Engine off: The car
The axle connects the drive shaft only on energy stored in powered by engine stores energy back
to e wheels, propelling the car. accumulators. and/or inaccs lat
advanced technology at the  BuiCrav thought hemightbe rived, EPA staffers told anengl- make batteries wmore powerful.

EPA's testing and research Iab
in AnnArbor, Mich., he was per-
haps the U.S. government’s top
expert on the topic,

He came up with the idea for
an 80-mile-per-gallon Supercar
in the first place, then spent
meonths  helping  the White
House sell the plan to the auto-
makers,

Bat shortly after the effort
was launched, Gray decided
that he wouldn'tsimply conduct
vesearch for the program. He
would build his ovm Sapercar—
and do it largely in secret.

Gray made that decision for a
variety of reasons, some high-
minded, some self-serving, He
was convineed that some of his
fellow Supercar leaders did not
think it was possible to build an
Gi-mile-per-gallon  car.  Gray
wanted to prove them wrong,

He also increasingly feared
thar the Japanese might steal an
idea he had been toving wirh for
an ultra-fuelefficient automo-
bils, With patents and royalties
at stake for himself and his
agency, why risk talking?

S0 Gray set out an his own,
turning not to the new fechnol-
ogies of apace probes and stealth
bombers bue 1o an old technolo-
gy of farm machinery

His Supercar idea was basad
on the science of hydraulics, the
stugdy of how energy is created
b applying pressure to Liguids,
Some engineens derisively re-
ferred to hydraulics as “tractor
technology™ becauss irwasnssd
o pawer farm combines, bull-
dozers and cranes.

able to apply it to cars with dra-
matic results.

He theorized that when a driv-
erhit the brakes, the force of the
car slowing down could be cap-
twed by small pamps near the
tives. The puwmps could then
push fluid into alarge steel tank
containing ninogen gas. When
the driver hit the gas pedal, the
compressed nitrogen could e
refeased, shooting the fluid our
with such foree that it could he
used to help power the car

engine still would
be needed to do most of the
wark. but Gray figured that by
capturing b percent of the brak-
ing energy, the motor could he
small and fuel-efficient.

The auta industy had ex-
ploved this idea n the 1990s but
abandoned it becanse the sys-
tem proved too bulky Gray
tound that he conld shrink the
large steel tanks somewhart if he
vemoved the long pision inside
amd replaced it with a sausage-
shaped rubber hladder thar did
the same job.

But Gray soon realized that
energy in the form of heat was
sseaping from the rubber blad-
dex If only somerhing conld he
pur inside the bladder ro retain
the heat without adding any
weight,

EPA engineer Jim Bryson
found a supply stare in nearby
Kalamazon that could cat up
small pieces of seatcushion
foam for the scienrists. He or-
dered 55,000 pea-size cubes at 2
cents apiece, ar $1.700.

When the large box of Toam ar-

neering intern from the nearby
University of Michigan to elimb
uponametal storage rack. Over
the next two weeks, the intern
used a fuonel and a thin metal
rod to poke the pleces of foarn
down a nozzle hole at the end of
the nitrogen tank and into the
rubber bladder,

When Gray thought cnough
foam was inside the bladder, he
tested his theory Sure enough,
the foam reduced the energy
loss by 5l percent,

Finally, the bulky tanks could
be reduced to a More Managea-
hle size.

'l%yoia is rebuffed

ven thoogh Supercar was
billed as an equal partnership
between govermment and indus-
try the antomakers were the
ones officially in charge of
building the vehicle, and they
would be calling most of the
shots,

Detroir essentially would de-
cide what it would look like and
how it would be The
government's vole would be as
researcher and adviser, opening
up its weapons and energy labs
and sharing any useful scientf-
ie work.

Each company assigned five
o ) enginesrs o Supercar. As
the efforr progressed. more
were edl. Several technical
teams, consisting of both Big
Three and govermment engi-
necrs, started meeting weekly
in the Detroit arca w address
the seienrific roadblocks.

One ream studied how to

Another looked at the long
range porential of hydrogen fuel
cells. Another focused on gas
turbines—similar o the huge
engines on the wings of com-
mereial jers.

At fivst, the Big Thre consid.
ered combining resources to
build a sinzle Supercar But a
year into the progeam, the anto.
makers, with the blessing of
their government partners, de-
cided that each company would
build its own car.

Fiercely competitive with
each other, the companies sim-
iy did not want to shave their
most promising wechnologies
and design strategies, “You just
don’t give thoss ingights away™
zays Ron York, former Superear
director at GM.

The Supercar team had an im-
pressive roster of players in
Washington, Detroit and Ann
Arhor, tor missing . was the
group thar pioneered fuel-effi-
eient cars: the Japanese auto-
makers,

Shortly after the Supercar
project was launched in 2995,
Toyota Mator Corp.. Japan's
higgest automaker, asked the
U5, government if it could join
the effort. The United States
said no, that Supercar was a pro-
ject only for GM, Ford and
Chrysler: A major goal, the gov-
ernment said, was to improve
the: competifiveness of the TLS.
auto industry. Toyota was one of
the companies Supercar was
trying to heat,

Some Tovora officials mday
downplay that rejection, saying

acceleration.

Sounres: Cliarkes Gray, e Alion, Toy
Tesosie and Jumes Bryson o the S,
Enviranments] Prorection Agency,

i Rovances Technalogy Divaion;

+ stk com
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Supercar In no way affected
company decisions. Bur others
al Towota say that being exclud-
ed clearly motivated the auto
maker,

“Therewas areal good chance
they could succeed and put us at
a competitive disadvantage.”
recalls Michael Love. a Toyota
regnlatory affairs manager

About the same time the Su-
percar project was announced,
Tovora started designing its
own ultrasfficient car, compa-
nrofficials sav The goal was not
as bold as the Bi-mile-per-gallon
Bupercar, but it still was ambi-
tious: 55 miles per gallon, or
twice the mileage of the average
car

Work was conducted under
strict secrecy at Toyota's Hi-
gashi-Fuii Technical Center. a
sprawling research complex at
the base of Mt. Fuji in Japan.
Twenty-hour days were not un-
common for engineers there.

Farly in the Supercar project,
the White House's Office of Sei-
ence and Technology Folicy
wanted to know the status of Ja-
panese research infte high-mile-
age cars. Associate Director Li-
onel Johns turned to the one
agency he felt could provide a
detailed answer: rhe CIA.

Johns says he did not want
CIA agents to spy on the Japa-
nese auto industry, hut rather to
use their language and techni-
cal skills 0 review publicly
available Japanese scientific
journals,

The CIAsubsequently briefed

PLEASE SEE FOL.OW NG FAGE
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i Trunc: phato by Chisck Keencdy

The powerful Rep. John Dingell (D-Mich.) was reluctant to help Supercar officials secure additional funding for the project. *I'm suppnsed wbea skeptn:, he said.

CONTINUED FROM 32VIOUS PAGE

a small group of Supsercar offi-
clals at Least owice, but project
leaders came away disappnint-

“We kind of looked al each
other like, 10 yow vead the nows-
paper you would have learned
the same thing,' " recalls Rob
Chapman, a former Commerce
Department official who attahid-
ed ane briefing.

Bone of Lhe (.IA m\wrmdL (i[l
Supercaroffici

came to his offioe.

She argued rhat Superear
would help, not hut, the auto-
makers and that the Blg Three
nesded advanced technologies
w complete against the Japa-
nese. HuLaluﬂIrl\ Dingell wasn'L
Histenin Iis approach o
ing Lhmgx is toattack you,
vecalls,

Dingell saw it differently:
“wWhatam | supposed todowhen
bureaucrats me up to talk to
me? Am Esupposed o make nice
oram s d Lo make them

T

she

that the Japanese were h-.u]d ing
an ultra-efficient car

Getting cold shoulder

At firse glance, Mary Good
was not a likely choice to be the
government’s Supercar chief.
The auto indusiry was largely a
man's warld, and Good was a
grandmorher with geay  hair
and large glasses,

But she alao was a respected
chemiat and a veteran research
executive who was known for
heing tough and direct.

When she was tapped by the
White House in 1993 (o be the
Commerce Department™s tech-

gy undersecretary  and,
consequently,  the  Supercar
chief, one of her first jobe was
try to secure more federal mon-
ey for the effort.

And theve she had a peoblem:
Because Supercar was created
b the White Howse and not Con-
greas, the project had no chan-
plons on Capitol Hill wha eould
leverase more fnding.

Furthermore, the project did
not have ils own budgel, In-
stead, existi research  pro-

graums at seven federal ugmcics
were supposed to be shifted to
Supercar Many of those pro-
Jects were approved by Con-
gress with striet rules autached,
and Supercar could nol easily
cladm them as is own. That left
Good to try o win more money
for programs already in place
and important to Superear

50 she marched up to Capiiol
HIL, ranndng ap against one of
the lust people she wanted Lo
se: John Dingell, the swly
Michigan congressinan and the
chairman of the House Energy
and  Commerce Commitees,

which controlled a significant
portion of Bupercar's potential
Tunding.

Dingell was skeplical at best
of Supercar. He was concerned
that the project might be a back-
door attempt by the government
to get Detrolt to prove it could
build more efficient cars so reg-
ulators could argue for tougher
Tuel-economy rules—a point he
made perfectly clear when Good

earn thelr salary? I'm supposed
o bea skeptic. I'm not suppossd
to be running around buying
Brooklyn bridees or gnldbrioks

Gool nsually leil Capital Hill
discouraged afler hor mestings
with Dingell, bt Dingell Gl Su-
percar got enough,

The government eaded ap in-
vesting about S170 million in re
search projects toward Super-
car each yeay
portd v
amount, with th
as the actual building of Supu‘
caw progrosscd.

To help her negotate the
funding headaches and Wash-
ington bunreaucracy, Good hired
Chaptman, a fovmer eolleague at
AlliedSignal Inc. whe had
helped oversee govermment con-
tracts for the auto parts and
aerospace piant.

Chapmian began calling offi-
clals al NASA and the Defense
Depariment, two agencies that
the White House had promised
would provide key technologics
for Supercar, such as light-
weipht materials, bat which
wers  contribating  virtually
nothine.

NASA repeatedly told Chap
man it could not justify to Con
ress speniding moncy on a cor-
mercial car. The Defense De-
partment, he recalls, said itz re-
search was sacret—a claim that
Chapman, a former Pentagon
official himsell, scofled at.

“The secrecy was just a phony
£¥cuse far just nar eollaborat
ing," he says.

Serounging in junkyard

Doy 1997, four vears into the Su-
percar project, Cray was con
vinced that he finally had over-
come the technical obstacles to
hiis hrdvaulics plan. Now he was
ready to start building his Su-
percar

He wanted it to resemble the
popular Ford Taurus, but he
didnt want Ford to know what
B was up to. 50 he had his stall
scroungee arcund for the neces-
Say Parts.

Technician Joe Murley began

Tribune phoze by Scoct Swrezzance

Canfrantations with Rep. Dingell often left Supercar chief Mary
Good dejected. “His approach to fixing things is to attack you.”

calling and vislting local junk-
vards, looking fior Tauris seats
and a dashboard He tracked
dowrlonr blue seats (b6 and a
blue dashboard ($250) at Fox An-
1o Parls, 15 miles oul of lown,
For brakes, he went (o a local
Ford dealership and for shocks,
Murray's Discount Aute Store.

Oeeasionally, Gray's supervi-
sors called from Washington.
They had been hearing promds-
ng news about other auto tecl
nologies  but nothlng  aboot
Cray's hydranlic concept.

“Are we going to be ecmbar-
rassed? they asked “Are vou
:mﬂ@mum;zmla m thericht di-
Tection?”

Grar told them he was swre,
Andwhen he placed his finished
car on the dynamaometer and it
registered 60 miles per gallon,
he felt he had compelling proct
that he was heading in the right
divection.

It Iinally was time (o show off’
his work. TTe cagerly called a se-
lect group of Supercar industry
an{lgowcnurmtoﬁ’lcmlsmld'

vited them to t Mare
than & dozen toak 1im wp o the:
offer.

Defore he showed them hie
work, herequested that th
reveal whit they saw o o (

ers. The guests slowly walked
around the car, leaning in here

the nitrogen gas tanks in the
hack seg

“This is just a test platfarm,”
Gray told them.

They also said the diesel en-
fine ook up the entire ounk
space.

“Weean package the enginein
the front.” Gray responded.

And they thought the car was
noisy and that it visibly s
when turned on and off.

Titrare phora
Japan's Toyota was the first automaker to bring a hybrid car, the Prius, to the mass market.

“We can [ix that.” Gray said.

Refusing to share
In dts flestfew years, Supercar
was tontad vepeatadly as a mod-
&l of coope n that was mak-
ing solid progress.
¢ I‘[) Raobert Ealon

"nwrnmen[ and industry eol-
Laboration. Viee President Al
Gorg, inaceremony in which he

save madals to a handful of Su-
percar enzinesrs, indi
program was aheatd

But in Lruth,
neither abead of schedule nor a
standard of cooperation

T wars were brealting out,
with Gray building his cwn car
and the Bilz Three porsuing
theirs. Bnevgy Depariment offi-
= Lhaught they could run the
ymgm.m betwer than the Com-
merce Dopartment, and Com-
meree officlals thought Energy
afficials weren't fully sharing
information.

Mereover project leaders re-
peatedly were ignoring recom-
mendations by a panel of nde-
pendent experts from the Na-
tional Research Council, anarm
af the National Academy of Sei-
ences. The panel reviewad su-
percar's progress and made ree-
ommendations in annual e
ports.

For example, Supercar offi-
cials took more than two years
to conduct a study that the Te-
wiew panel thought should have
been done immediately Called a
“systems analysis,” the study
was Lo help sclen determine
what kinds of changes would be
needed te make a family sedan
achieve Bl miles per gallon.

But the Biz Tihree argued
against the study, saying each
company already had such anal-
ys0s, according W povernment
Supercar officials. Yer the auro-
makers refused te share the re-
sults with thelr government
parters, saying they were com:
patiy secrels.

“We kept sayine, Tt doesn't
matter whether you think that

be done,'
amember of the review panel.

Eventually, an outside compa:
1¥ was hived to do the work. But
by then, more than two yoars
had passed.

And soon, at the end of 1897, it
was decision time: Project lead
ars had to pick the most protis.
ing rechuologies for Supercar: It
was the fivst formal deadline in
the program and perhaps the
biggest decision of the effort

Despite all the talk about hy-
drogen fiael cells, ultracapaci
tors and other space-age tech.
nologies. project leaders con:
cluded that the most promising
technology for an Bi-mile-per-
gallon car was a diesel engine,

Though diesels were about 40
percent more fuel-efficient than
gasoline engines, they also were
notorionsly loud, smelly and a

major conlribuler Lo smog.

But given the time con-
straints, a diessl hybrid—a half-
dlesal, felectrle car—was
the best shot to achieve thomile-

age gaal. Supercar officials de-
cldend
The diesel decision was large-

Iy the automakers
wele theones offickally building
Supercar, and they told thely
goveltment partners that die-
sels were thelr cholce. Though
seme government officials wor-
rhenl abeoul the emissions, they
acquiesced.

Commerce's Good had to con-
vinee Gore thar diesels were a
proper chodee and thar sclen-
l]aLS wotld make them cleaner
ot vuur;;randl'd\l]vrh
she

cim:;e.l

But Supercar o
low-key about the
alan, The} deelded na- o hnh.l a
bl news conference or celabia-
tion as they had with previous
Supercar milestones.

Instead, they seol oul press
releases w a handful of media
outlets. They did not use the
word “diesel” in their an-
nouneement, but rather broad-
e erminelony, such as “hybrid-
electric vehicle drive.”

The low-key strateey worked.
Thediesel decision received vir-
twally no medla coverage.

Cnm&clmon from Tokyo
While Supercar offielals” in
Washingten  worried  abeut
thelr publie-relations predica-
HEN, an even Jnoke seriols
problem was unfulding on the
ather side ol e globe.

Al the 1297 Tokyo Mouor Shuw,
the world's carmakers rolled
out thelr latest models, with
LS. manufacturers showing off
aport-utility vehicles and sports
cars.

Bul Japanese carmaker Toyo-
La stole the spotlight by unvedl
Ing the car It had been \\mkmg
ansinee the American Superear
effort began: the Prius, a highly
Mel-efficlent gas-elecuic  hy-
Lrdel. Av low speeds, i1 ran on

American counterparts with
their fuel-efficient cars like they
did during the oil shacks in the
19708,

“Itwas like, 'Oh, no! Herethey
g0 again,” " recalls Chapman,
the former Commerce Depart-
ment official,

Thel].8. automakers were im-
pressed by the Prius’ technalo-
gy hut they downplayed the ve-
hicle's significance, They said
Supercar would he larger and
achieve far hetter mileage—60
miles per gallon compared with
the Prius’ 52,

Flus, they felt the Japanese
car did not have the power
Americans  demanded.  GM's
Teon York test-drove one on the
Michigan highways and walked
away unimpres: 1 had an
uneomfortable feeling | was go-
ing to become a hond pmament

Mack truck,” he revalls
it was clear: The Japa-
se had aceomplished, tooa
large degree, what the Ameri-
eans still were trying to do.

A new sense of urgency

At Argonne National Labora
f0ry. near the Chicago suburb of
Temont, Supercar engineers be-
gan dissncting the Prius to s
what they could learn. At one
point, they pulled back the car-
pet on the front passenger side
and found a curions metal pan-

Engineer Michael Duoba im-
mexdiatel ealled  supervisor
Raob Larsen. "You ve gor to some
down here and look at this,” he
said,

Under the panel was a laptop-
size computer connected to six
smaller computers throughout
thecar: Theenginears had never
sean anyrhing like it—a centeal
Train regulating both the elec-
iric and gasoline motors. It was
a design, they thought, that
could be valuable tn Supercar.

Wiews of the Prins seemed to
vonse the government and in
dustry  Superear  engineers
They started to hecome more
cooperative, focused and recep-
tive to advice from the project’s
outside review panel.

In fact, wore progress was
marde: in the following yearthan
in any previeus vear, the re
viewers concluded in their an-
nual veport. The Big Three
stepped up work on their con-
cept Supercars, and advances
were maie in cleaning up die-
sl

Ar the EPA Iab in Michigan,
Charles Grav was alsp making
headway

He improved hls car by re-
moving excess wires and hoses
aml further shrinking the nitro-
gen gas tanks, now neatly
tucked in the Lrunk instesd of
standing upright in the hack-
seaf area. His car’s main power
souree was a diesel englne, ag
Giray  like the Blg Thrse
thought that was the best bet to
reach 80 miles per gallo

Cray startud pilching his in-
ventlon o each of the Blg Thres
automakers in hopes that one
might slgn a eontract with the
EPA to possibly commercialize
his work. Industry officials re-
mained skeptical of his car and
wantud a lest deive.

The EFA did not have a fest
track, so officials from each of
the Blg Three drove the dune
bugey-lke car arotumd the BKPA s
parking lot. Up and dewn they
motared, slamming on  the
tvhes, Nooring the accelerator;
whesling around corners. Aller
one industey gronp lefl. EPA en-
gineers installed a brake pedal
oh the passenger sids so they
could slow down agoressive
drivers.

batteries; as il accelerawed, a  Another |
gasoline engine ook over while  hit the brakes
nultaneously recharging the guick succession that the drive

batteries. It did net need o be
plugeed inat the end of the day
like electric cars.

Many engineers in the Super-
car project were stunned.

The Prius was not just anath-
er dreatny concept car It was a
four-door sedan, about the size
af a Corolla, that was ready for
production. That made Tovota
Lhe frst automaker to bring a
hybrid car to the mass markel.

The company said it would
start selling the Prius ln two
months—the same time world
leaders would be gathering in
nearby Kyoro to discuss how to
solve global warming,

Supercar officials began 1o
wonder i the Japanese auro-
makers would clobber their

ON THE INTERNETR

shaft—themetal rod connecting
the front wheels to the sear-
box—snapped In half, and the
car had o be pushed back in-
side.

But that was a good sign. That
meant Cray’s car had some pow-

o

White House advisers also
were Dmpressed. Afler they
drove Lhe car in the sunumer of
1999, they informed President
Bill Clinton of the progress in a
weekly briefing. Clinton under-
lined portions of the bricfing
and wrote “Great!” in the mar-
gin
With 2000 approaching. 1L ap-
peared that the Supercar pro-
ject might actually have a
chance to sucoeed.

A special presentation featuring interactive graphics, video, phota
galleries and additional features exclusive ta the Internet,

®Find out the fuel
efficiancy of your car
with a searchable
database.

W How the Supercar
Engine comparss to

a typical sedan.

W Leam abaut some
of the project’s
persanalities and their
roles behind Supercar.

W Share your thoughts
about the Supercar project
Ina message board,

chicagotribune.com/supercar




TRIBUNE SPECIAL REPORT

THE TANKING OF AN AMERICAN DREAM

Third of a three-part series

— 2

New York Times photo file photo
In 2000, Vice President Al Gore touts a Supercar milestone: concept cars from the Big Three
automakers. But this would prove to be the final hurrah for the project.

Political obstacle course
proves fatal for Supercar

As the automakers touted their concept cars,
they privately maneuvered to kill the project.

By Sam Roe

Tribune staff reporter

leek and shiny, lightweight and aerodynamic, the three cars — one

gold, one silver and one blue - made a distinct impression, at once

vaguely familiar but also jarringly new.

One employed tiny video cameras
in place of rearview mirrors. Anoth-
er had vents on the front grill that
popped up only when the engine
needed air. The third used the brak-
ing energy to help power the radio
and headlights.

Most important, all got great gas
mileage: more than 70 miles per gal-
lon.

A crowd of 300 dignitaries — con-
gressmen and Cabinet members, sci-
entists and lobbyists — gathered
this March morning at a Washing-
ton conference center to celebrate
the cars’ unveiling. When Vice Presi-
dent Al Gore arrived, Bachman-
Turner Overdrive’'s “Takin’ Care of
Business” blared on the sound sys-
tem.

With cameras flashing,

reliance on foreign oil.

“This,” he told the crowd, “is truly
i adead stop.

PLEASE SEE SUPERCAR, PAGE 22

Gore'
peered into the windows of the first!
car, admired the styling of the sec-
ond and kicked the tires of the third.

Then he turned to the audience.:
The concept cars before them, he!
said, represented a major milestone
in America’s historic Supercar pro-:
ject, the multibillion-dollar effort by :
the U.S. government and the auto in-
dustry to build an 80-mile-per-gallon :
family-size car. The cars not only!
were great technical achievements, :
he said, but they alsomarked a giant !
stepforward inthe nation’s long bat-
tle to cut air pollution and to ease its ;

The series

SUNDAY

PART 1:
STARTING UP

The concept for an

80-mile-per-gallon
car is born.

MONDAY
PART 2:
SHIFTING
INTO GEAR

After a slow start,
engineers make
impressive
headway.

» TUESDAY
PART 3:
HITTING
THE BRAKES

70 miles per
gallon—and then
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EPA engineer Charles Gray, shown working in his Michigan home, pleaded with the government not to allow the Big Three automakers to back out of the Supercar agreement.

SUPERCAR:
Execs feared
high costs of
production

CONTINUED =ROM FAGE 1

A mounealn o for
America”

I the spring of 2000, by all
outward appearances, Supercar
was perfecily on track. The Big
Three automakers — Ford, Gen-
eral Motors and DaimlerChrys-
les touting thelr con
cars, politleians were jockey
for credit and the englnesrs in
the trenches were congratulat-
Ing one another on a ol well
done.

Bul behind the scenes, a far
dilferent story was unfolding.

The Big Throo automakcrs
were privately telling thelr gov-
ernment partners that they
wanted to kil Supercar, even
though four Fears remained in
ihe 10-vear project and the con
panies had not put a single high-
1y fuelefficlent car in the show-
TOOHL

Government officials were
willing w consider induswy's
cotcerns, but net during this
critical election wear, when
Gore, the most visible cham
plon of Supercar. was running
for president.

Even Charles Gray, the feder-
al scienrist whe had tivelescly
fomght for the project at the oul-
set, was increasiy

mormenk

Big Three concept cars run on diesel-electric systems

I 2000, the Big Three autamakers each unveiled a five seat family sedan that uses a diesel-electtic hybrid

system, which relies on a diesel &
use of fuel per gallon than a gaso
FORD

PRODIGY

Technalogy: An clectric
system prevides 3
secondary source of
pawer ta the dissel
engine. The electric
mator allows the carto
run at low speed with
the engine off.

72
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23 3 e usrage ey sacdan
{2003 Furd Taurus LX)

186.9" ‘ | 821"

Weight: 2,367 pounds
Driving range: 660 miles
0-60 mph.: 12 seconds

Width: 73" Lenagth:
irgrarge s the ¢

achieved B0 while Ford's and
DalmlerChrysler's got 720 All
were diesel-elestric hybrids —
an eleciric motor and a diesel-
fueled engine working in tan-
et

The problem was cost. Ac-

GENERAL MOTORS

80 Technology: An clectric

mA8. matar powers the front
wheels. The engine
charges the batteries and
drives the roar wheels, At
low speeds, the front
rotor powers just the
front wheels. During high
acceleration the diesel
enqine and rear electric
motar can kick in.

193,

" e

g
Weight: 2,582 pounds

Driving range; 380 miles

0-60 m.ph:11.5 seconds

AVERAGE FAMILY SEDAN {2003 Ford Taurus LX)

Ao

that thev would consider ad
dressing the industey's con-
cermns

“0ur constant message to in-
dustry was: We hear vou. We
un(Le tand what you're say-

his followr S
e was building his own vehicle
—afourth Supercar —and now
was refusing to tell many offi-
cials what he was up . Move
and more they wondered where
his loyalties law

Sp as the curtain rose on the
final act of the Supercor saga,
and as officials publicly cele-
Trated and privately schemed.
Supercar was facing the most
difficult and perilous part of its
Journey
Cost becomes issue

Mar dozen engineers
at il T Big Three compa-
nies had worked feverishly o
pat the finishing touches on
their concept Supercars.

Ford  engineers

cording to government and in
dustry officials, the automakers
increasingly felt that they could
nor mass-produce Supertar ata
price conswners would be will-

ng to pay

GM and Ford would not reveal
how mach thelr Supercar might
cost if pur in showrooms, but
Ch T rated that irs
caw wonld be $7,500 more than a
conventional auto.

Some govermment officials
thought that was not too high,
especially with four weay
maining n the project to
down costs,

“They were within striking

fe.” recalls Gary Bachula. a

rer top Supercar official in
the Connuerce Department.
Dut the L
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Iast minnte tests of their Super
car at their
Trearhorn,

'M'l h, while engi

frantically called sunnlners for
naeded parts. “There were a lot
of guys missing sleep,” recalls
Gerald Cilibraise, engineer for
TiaimlerChryaler

Speed was of the essence, par-
ticularly because the Japanese
had alveady unveiled and start-

selling their awn ultra-fuel-

fficient car: the 52-mileper-
gallon Toyota Prius.

But while the enginesrs in the
back shop were purting in long
hours on the coneept cars, exe
utives at the companies were
working on anentirely ditferent
goal.

The aumomakers told their
government partners that they
were willing to finish the con-
cept cars, but they did not want
to work toward the final mile-
stone produce by 2004 an 8-
m.p.g. production protatype, or

A CAT rh could he mass-pro-
more years, ap-

2007,
The nrr:h]?m satd,
wasn't w ng 5 s -

mpe soal A gone ept car

that to go forward .
fquire each company to make a
huge investment,

The concept Supercars had
been relatively nexpensive —
about §5 million o 830 million
apiece  as the goal was simply.
to prove that it was teehmically

possible to achieve 80 miles per
gallon

But n proftypes
were a significantly different

undertaking. Those cars needed
toshow that they could be mass-
produced, requiring the compa-
nies to spend hundreds of mil
lions of dollars to veton] assemb-
Iy lines,

The automakers did not want
to make that investment for a
product they weren't sure was
going tosell

pickup rl'llr‘l“ were the most
popular passenger vehicles in
the nation, with sales in the
hundrads of thotigands per year:
“Tt wasn't geing to be the bes
e of recalls Mi

h ediver-

T,
Enowing that the agresment
o build Supercar was not a
binding contract, government
officials responded by saying

ng," recalls John Sargent, ;hc

rnment’s § dirves
tor during this period “We
don't want you to waste a lot of
money There will be an oppor-
Uity to renerotiate the whole
thine — alter the election. Hold
wour five."

Gore was running for presi
dent, and administration offi
cials thought killing Supercar
might provide his opponent,
Texas Gow George W. Bush. with
ammunition. For seven vears,
Supercar had been a center-
picee of the Clinton Gore ad
ministration's encrey and envi
ronmental polic

And Gare had been personal-
1¥ involved. He negotiated the
Supercar agreement between
the White House and the Big
Three in 1943, and over the next
several vears hosted receptions
for Supercar scientists at his
vice presidential mansion and
publicly hailed the project as a
STCCESS.

Duvring the 2000 campaim, he
cited the project as an example
of what he was rlnmr.{ 10 teduce
oil imports and business
£8 MOre competi He even
vowed to “intensify” the effort.

When Gray, & top official at
the U.5. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, heard through his
industry and government con-
racts that Detroit wanred to re.
nege on the Supercar deal, he
was desply troubled,

In his 30 years as an ElA re-
searcher and administrator, he
had heard these argaments
from the aummakers befors:
They frequently  said  they
souldn’t achieve certain goals,

only to prove under the threat of

penalty that they could.

He pleaded h his govern-
ment colleagues to not let the
automakers off the hook.

“The country has m\w ted all
this r1m<= and money,” he told
them. “We should follow
through.’

some people’s
imself was becoming

ine and an electric motor for power. A diesel engine makes more efficient
e engine
| DAIMLERCHRYSLER

Technology: An clectric
motor instantly starts the
engine when the driver
pushies the gas pedal, The
electrc motor and battery
capture braking enengy
and reuse it to power the
accessories and provide a
hoost during hard
acceleration. The engine
runs until the car stops.
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g

| 74.2"

L

O v
Wisight: 2,250 pounds

Diiving range: 400 miles

0-60 m.ph: 11 seconds

=

| 192.8"

97.6" Welght: 3,336 pounds  Uriving range: 250 miles 0-60 m.ph: 8.2 seconds

ancea car car tavel on 2 taak o gascline.
it Bt Compary, Cenrnal Kotors, Daimled hysler, &

Chiragn Tabune/Hacyown Park znn Fhi Goib

pavt of the problen.
Secrecy irks many

Cray once had been the driv-
ing foree behind Supercar, hav-
ing conducted the stadies that
produced the Bo-mLp.z. idea.

Buc after the projoct was
lanmched, Gray fel that some of
his fellow Supercar leaders in
governmenr and industey were
1ot fully committed o the foal.

So he struck out on his own
For the last few pears heand his
Tof 13 engincers at the ETA
nn Arbor, Mich,, had been
building their own Suparear. Tn
creasingly, he was doing so inse-
cret, which angered mauy pro-
Jject leaders in the povernment
and industry, Thev knew he was
ng a hvdraulic car but lit
d that.

'-'e\ gof in shouring matches
aver thi vecalls Roh Chape
man, a Supercar official in the
Commeree Departiment. “1 said:
*Just describe it in general. In
general, what the hell are you
doing? And he wouldn't say

Tt wasn't that Gray was natu

mnlmnvr Those wha

seribed Inrr as unfailingly po-
liteand gentlemanly. Anelder in

the Evangelical Preshyte

Church, ho knew the EPA's
night cleaning staff by name
sm! rarely

went to work on
veserving that tims
on and his wife, Ju-

.

But when it came to his seisn.
tific Ideas, Gray had a bravado
that rankled many

Supercar  off
him Lo a bratty kid. gleef
boasting {hat he knew Lhe an-
swer o the Super challenge
bt that he couldn’t say what it
was.

t one point, an independent
panel of experts reviewlng Sa-
percar's progress called Gray
before the ulmu,lLIu Lo gel Lo

the bottom of the is:

s
Tor an hour and a lmlf they

arilled him. And for-an bour and

a half, Gray dodged thelr gues-

thons.

“We didnt know any more

when we

e when we did
. recalls G
member of the
search Council panel. which an.
nually reviewed Supercar Pan-
elmermbers, hesald, were upset.
“They [elt they had been given a
anow job,

Initially, Cray's motivation
for secretly inventing his own
car was to prove that his idea of
an #0-m.p.g. vehicle was possi-
ble, i case anvone i the Super-
car effort claimed that 1L was
nod.

But by 3000, Gray was being
seeretive for another reason. II('
had signed a confidentiality
agreement with Ford o develop
his hydranlic invention. Under
the sontract, Ford and the EPA
would splil some costson fature
lab work,

Such contracts Were Conruon
between industry and federal
labs bur rare in the Supercar
project, which was supposad ro
encourageagencies o helpallol
the Big Three antomakers, not
fust ane.

Because Gray was still techni
cally part of the Superear effort.
spending millions of Supercar
dollars given to the EPA, some
felt he shouldn't aid one compa-
1y and not another:

“I think most everyone fonnd
that sort of distasteful,” recalls
Bemard Robertson, a senior
vice president at DaimlerChrys-
lex

Moreover, Gray was collect.
ing several patents on the work

patents that could lead o
thousands of dollars in royalties
for him personally and his EPA
facility,

Rebertson says industy offi-
cials wanted to complain but de-
cided talet it go. Gray wasan in-

, Mich,, faci
Ford promises to produce a gas-slectric hybrid SUV by late 2003

fluential EPA adminiscrator,
and the EPA wag a powerful
ulator. “You certainly  don’t
want to go out of your way to
make  enemies " Robertson

vy felt he had done nothing
wrong. He had shown his work
o all of the automakers, giving
each a chance to capltalize on
hi ntion. [Fone finm was in-
using his work o

uel for the nation, what
as wrong with that?
His hydvanlie car had soms a
long way slnce the davs when
four bulky worpedo-shaped ni-
trogen tanks mwade it look like a
mahile missile launcher Now it
lovked much more like o carn
with the nitrogen tanks shrunk
to the size of duffel bags and
made of a lightwelsht carbon-
compoesite material instead of
sleel

ut he still felt his invention

wankn'L Fast enough, so b de
ed 1w add el another small mo-
torto the back of the car. The ¢
tra motor ook up valuable bog-
gage space and would drop the
car's fuel economy from
miiles per gallon ta 68, bul Gray
would worry about that la

Il tested his more powe
Supercar in the EP4 parking
lot, where, ona T-yard straight-
way, he floored the gas and raced
stajzht at a chain-link fence,

slaming on the brakes at e
lasl second and careering lo the
lefl.

The car accomplished 0 to 60
in B secands — faster than some

sedans.

His cax, he thought, would be
the bigzest break throngh in an-
tomobiles sinee the days of Hen-
v Ford,

Hanging in the balance

That fall, Gray sat in his liv-
ing room with his wife and
watched the presidencial elec-
tion returns on television.

Tlo knew what was at stake: IT
Al Gore won, Superear would
likely remain a high-profile pro
Jject and perhaps even grow. If
George Bush won, the effort
might be eurtailed, as he gener-
ally favored big business,

When the networks predicted
Gore the winner in Florie
Gray went to bed, thinking th:
the vice president had won. Tt
wasu't until five weeks later
that Gray and the rest of the na-
tlon learned that Bushwould ac-
li.lall}' become the drd presi

wdidn't wait for Bush and
Vice President Dick Cheney
both former oilmen, to start
eliminating enerpy efficiency
programs. He and his staff, he
recalls, started changi

Supervar He also -;pnpm:d np
work on his inv

When Bush took offce one of
the first items on his agenda
was energy. California was ex-
periencing its worst electricity
shortage since World War
Fears grew as residents exper
enced blackours, and power w
interupred to schools, hus
nesses and hospitals,

The new president tapped
Cheney to head an energy task
§ and to quickly devise
long-term national energy poli
ey Over the next three mon
in early wnl. numerat

=K

g

'I< and indu .
uding auto represe

Ouw Energy Department doc-
ument shows that G sent a po-
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sition paper on April 2, 2001 toa
senlor Brerey policy adviser, at-
tacking car fusl economy rules
and stating that a better ap-
proach wauld be for the govern.
ment 1y conducl long-lerm
search. GM's paper didn't men-
tion Supercar; bur it did stace:
“Rather than focusing on the
falled policles of the past, a bet-
ter approach wakes a longer-
termn vision of moving o a hy-
drugen economy with  Tuel
cells "

A wock later, Encrgy Secroeta-
¥y Spencer  Abraham  an-
nounced o reporters that the
agency wanted to eut 1ts budzet,
inchiding muach of Supercar’s
Tunding,

e sald that after consulting
with anto officials. the govern-
ment decided that a “refocus.
Ing” of the Supsrear project was
needed because it was “incon-
sistent with where the market is
headed.”

1l told repocters thal Super-
car had been geared toward
building a family.size sedan.
Tt conSuIners were increasing
I¥ interested in buying SUVs.

Al the tme, il wasn't precise-
Iy clear what Abraham meant
v “refecusing” Supercar, Dut it
soon became apparent that the
defining features of the project
— the si-mp.g goal, the =004
deadline and the participation
Y many government agetelos

being discarded.

“While this meant Bupercar
was essentially dead, there was
lirtle public protest.

By now an odd coalition of 1ib-
erals and conservatives, includ.
ing Ralph MNader and New
Tampshive Congressman Joln
Sununu, opposed  Supercar
They saw it as corporate welfare
— tax dollars subsidizing eof-
Jorts that the mdusn'y should be
doing on its own.

And some leading environ.
mental groups thought Super-
car's engine of choiee, the die
sel, would produce too much
smog. They alae thought the an
tomakers and politicians veere
using Supercar as an excuse for
not tightening fuel economy
rles.

Throughout the summer and
iall of 2001, indusiry executives
flew from Detrait fo Washington
about onee a manth fomeer with
Department officials to
discuss what should replace Su-
PETCAT

According to Big Three and
government officials, some in
h administration want
inate any kind of fuel
economy partnership, Industry
officials objected. arsuing that
eovernment-funded  research
should continue.

Bt industry did not want o
TUn up against the same prob
lem it had with Supsrear: Tt did
not want o he forced to build a
production-ready car.

In the end, industry prevailed

- 8 at an auin
show in mn—mt Energy Secre-
tary Abraham smnd v Big
Three executives and an-
nounced that a new program
would be replacing Supercar, It
would be called FreedomCAR,
and it would focus on trying o
huild cars powered by hdimgen
fnel cells

Supercar, Secretary Abraham
said, was too wedded toail az a
‘We can do bet-
he said. “We can

ter than Ih'u

TUES DAY
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leok beyond carrent wehnology
and current fuels to a truly new
genemtiun of vehieles ™

The was to nse high-pres-
suved hydrogen zas and 0xyeen
fiom theair tocreate electricity
i make the car go
pnssons would be waler vapor
=0 clean that. in theory one
eauld drink it from the tailpipe.

Butevenardentfuel cell back-
ers and the Bnerey Department
ackmowledzed it would Likely be
30 o 35 years before hydrogen
vaars werk o e ruad in slpnil-
cant numbers. Mot only were
there huge technical barriers,
but the naton’s infrastruere
wolld have to change dramat-
ically Thousands of the eoun-
uF's zas staons, for example,
would have 1o be converted Lo
yidrogen fueling stations.

Plus, FreedomCAR  would
have less money than the Super-
car project, fewer government
participants, less oversizht and
1o deadlines Lo produce any ve-
hicles.

Dut Boergy Se Abra-
ham [nmnlsLdlhnng.u]u.mdaL
rthe Detroit aute show that with
the new FresdomCAR program,
“ithe gas-ouezler will be a thing
ol the past.”

He sounded a [familiar re-
frain: The effort would reduce
oil imports, improve the envi-
ronment and make the auto in-
dUSTYY TIOFE competitivi.

Superear’s swan song

This past June in Washing
ton, on a mugey Wodnesday
night that gave way to thunder-
starms, a wake was held for Su-
percar

It took place near the Capirol
at the Dubliner. a popular Irish
pub with a long wooden bar, A
handful of government staffers
ovganized the event, including
John Savgent, the Commeres of-
ficial who had divected Super-
car

When the mowrners arvived
at the bar, thew pushed together
some wooden fables, ordered
Guinness on tap and said good
bwe to the praject thar many of
them had worked on for nine
Vears.

They passed out Supercar T-
shirts, pins and hats: played Su-
porcar trivia; and arvanged for a
violinist to come in and play
“Tanny Boy™ so they could sing
along with substitute lyrics to
mourn their lost cause,

By 8 o'clack. two dozen peaple
had showed up, and after a cou-
ple of rounds, one could barely
hear above the din,

But Sargent was noticeably
down,

He was wearing the same
shirt he wore the dav the con-
cept cars were unveiled: a white
buttaned-down dress shirt with
the Supercar logo stitched
above the pockst. And at one
point, he got up on a small stage
and read his versionof Psalm 23,
including the lines:

Crenrge Bush is my Shepherd, T
stell ot want - fuel efficienay.

FHemkerh me o liedonn inoil
laden pastires; He leaderfme be-
side thastill warers of the Persian
ulf,

During  Bupercar's  bester
days, Sargent occasionally talk-
e to his boss about how mayhe
they should create a permanent
monument to the Supercar sf-

fort — perhaps a historic mark-
erattha mmam@ﬂe;m‘tmmu—
or a time

peitt
“It would 'ihcm here's what

23
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took the car for a spin in the

y lot, Without the ourer
ahody; it still looks [ike a
lowe-riding dune buggy, with
plexiglass covering the engines
in front and back.

Wearing dark blue pants and
his favorite purple dress shirt,
the Shyearold Gray leans
aga the rofl bar of his car
and says he remains hitterly d is
appointed that the Supercar
project was killed. No other ef-
fort could have made such an
impact on 5o many of America’s

The frame of GM's concept Supercar is on display at a company research facility in Troy, Mich. The finished product, the Precept, achieved 80 miles per gallon.

Ford engineers work on a hydrogen fuel car. The White House Is
touting this technology after killing the Supercar project.

we were doing. here's why we
did i, here’s who the players
were, here's what we were
thinking at the time.”

On the night of the wake. Sar
gent lefi the Dubliner fairly
carly and caught a cab home. Tn
hiz hands he held a franced Su-
percar poster. signed by his old
friends -AFUES.

More pledges from Big 3

Today, tho Big Three aute
makers keep their concept Su
percars either in storage or a
small company musenms.

Under the Supercar project,
$1.5 billion of taxpayer money
went to research to help the au-
tomakers produce these high-
mileage vehicles. The compa
nies report investing roughly an
equal amount.

The companies not only stop-
ped short of inroducing these
cars inta the marketplace, they
did not fultill another promise
of the 1963 Supercar agreement:
They had vowed to use emerg
ing technologies to improve the
fuel economy of their existing
{leets.

Butmileage for Big Three pas-
senger vehicles has remain
flat since 1993, while the horse
power has shot up 27 percent,

The mtomakers are, in effect,
holding the line
ivan drivers the i
&r they crave while keeping fuel
economy stable. “Tthink yougot
to lnok at what the o Ly
wants,” savs Bob Culver, head of
USCAR, a Big Three umbrella
group thar helped coordinate
Supercar vessarch.

Many say that was not the
point of the Supercar program.

“That was a hitter disappoint-
ment — that they would take

these advancements and un-
ahashedly reinvest them in in-

bana, Clinton's sei
and a l=ader in the Supercar sf-

fort.

The Big Three have repeated:
1y promised to huprove. In the
last few vears, the companies
have announced plans to pro-
duce gasoline-cleetric hyvbrids,
or vehicles that use both a gaso
line engine and an electric mo-
tor for power

Bur some of the plans either
have been quietly scrapped or
1he goals set so low that the fel
savings will be nogligihle,

DaimlerChrysler, for exam
ple, announced in 1999 that it
would produce a hvbrid Dedse
Duraneo. But those plans “have
heen postponed and postponed
indefinitely;” company spokes-
man Max Gates says. The car-
maker decided that the plan
simply wouldn't prove profir
ahle,

GM savs it will put in show-
rooms by mid-2004 hvbrid ver-
sionsof the Chevrolet Silverada
and GMC Sierva, full-size pick-
up trucks that get 16 miles per
gallen in city
e highwa:
wrill thw little improvement
over the conventional models:
GM predicis the new trucks will
g6t just 2 miles more per gallon
in the city and no more on the
Thighway

Ford promises to produce late
next vear a hybwid version of its
Escape, the company’s smallest
S0% The company estimates
the mileage will be in the high
08 for city driving and about 25
an the highway (Hybrids often
get higher mileage in city traffic
because that is when the elec-
tric mater is doing mast of the
wark.y

While U8, automakers are
planning to produce hyhrids in
the coming years, Japanese car-
makers Toyuta and Honida are
aalling theirs right now.

he most eslebrated iz the
four-door Toyota Prius, which
gets 52 m.p.g in the city and 45

5
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Faster but less fuel-efficient
While fisel efficiency has sralled,
cars driven in the United States
have become 32 percent more
powerful aver the past decade,
— HOrsapower
Miles per gallon

203.52 |
| 20352
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on the highway The company
reports selling 15,300 in the Unit-
States last year and cxpects
that number (o rise to@0,000 this
Fear
The Prius has even become a
catse celebre i Hollrwood,
with Leonarde DiCaprie and
Cameren Diaz among the own

oIS,

Though Toyota initially lost
money on the car, the company
reparts the Privs is now break-
ing even, Ils $18,955 price wag is
about $31,500 mere than the com
parably sized Toyota Corolla,

In an ironic twist, the TS
government is helping sell the
Japanese hybrids. Consumers
buring a hybrid receive a one-
tme $2,000 wx deduetion fom
1he RS

Some seca replay of the 1970s,
when Japan's fucl officient cars
clobbered the Americanauto in-
dustry; throwing tens of thow
sands out of work and helping
plunge the U.5. economy into a
lailspin Do which it ook
TEALS L0 PRCOVEL

“It's o huge coneern,” says
Craig Marks, a retived GM exec
utive engineer who also served
on the rev.

view panel for Super-
car, “bat what are you going to
do?"

Amoricans, he says, like big,
1ast vehic)

Still seeking progress

Charles Gray’s hydraulic Su-
percar remains af the EPA facil:
ity in Michigan, sitting in a con-
crete-floor laboratory with the
wellordered look of a modern
ear repair shop,

The tives still have dirt on

them from the last fime the staff

ON THE INTERNET*

bhing a finger at his car.
percar was launched
86, il im ports are up 26 per-
cent. Imnm‘m from the Mideast
dAlsa are rising and a cause for
concern, given the region
tility and U5, plans for a poss

el sonnammy of T
wehicles improved
America waulid save a hillion
harrels of oil a vear — enough ro
stop importing any from the
Persian Gulf.

it m&snwhliv

ingly blame
gawmlhmg cars fcn
warming tends. H(lods fires
and droughts — calamities once
solely artritned to acts of God
anud nature — are now being de-
bated in the context of cars,

SITVs. About 20 per-

Ciray says the death of ‘iupFr—
car means hewill have less mo
ey o combat these problems.
The EPA budget for fuel econo-
my and global warming issues
has been cut by a third, or $10
mlllion, meaning less money for
his hyvdraulic Supercar Over

ine years, he

ly figure tried to help restore
SOME iling: John Dingsll
Giray's chl adversary from Con-

ress,

It hard been nine years since

the summer of 193, when Gra

was trying to sell the Sapercar

idea to the automakers while

Dmnuu was warning them to e
careful,

But Dingell was facing his
lighlesl congressional race in
s and vunning ina redeawn
dis that Included Gray's
lab. The vetcran lawmaker ve-

gueated a tour
Leaning oh a cahe, the 76-
vear-old  Dingell  inspected

Gray's Supercar, sat i the driv-
er's seal, aml posed [or pholo-
sraphs.

InJuly, Dingell wrote to an in-
fuential congressman asking
that mohey be restored for
Giray's work. o fav there has
been no change

The culbacks came j
Gray felt he was flnally reach-
ing his dream af building an Bo-
mp.g car Recent teats showed
his car achieving 75 to #3 m.p.g.
— but that was when he re
weoved a motor in back. making
ihe car likely oo slow for con
SUMIET EASL0S,

While he hasn't abandoned
the Supercar dream, he is now
focused on his contract with
Foxd, which is hoping touse hy-
draulics in delivery umcks —
vehicles large enough toaccom
modate the bulk of the pump
motors and nitrogen tanks.

In the last foew years, he has
acquired 6 patents for his hy-
draulics  work,  collecting
550,000 in rovalties for himself
and SL00,K for his KPA facility

Gray, whose annual salary is
8124800, snys the royaltics “are
motivation. I wo kid you
about that. BurLdon't do this for
the money. I'm doing this for the
futre of the counmy,

Tl plans 1o keep his Supercar
around for Interested parties o
see, After a weax, he'll probably
pm it in storage, He shakes his
head at the dichotomy: On one
hand he knows Le was part of a
historic venture; on the other
he could tear apart Supercan to-
day and fow Americans would
care,

But Gray still eares, and for
him the idea of Supercar isn’t
dead —even if 80 m.p.g. nolong:
er is his goal

“Iexpect it to be over 100, he
says, "1 would never settle for
O

-

Staff” reporter Genff Dougherty
congributed to this repart.

A spedial presentation featuring interactive graphics, video, phato
galleries and additional features exclusive to the Intemet.

® Find out the fuel
efficiancy of your car
with a searchable
database.

W How the Supercar
engine compares 1o
a typical sedan.

WLeam ahout some
af the project’s

personalities and their
rales behind Supercar.

W Share your thoughts
about the Supercar project
irva message board,

chicagotribune.comisupercar




