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Across the USA '
With MIT’s Electric Gar

By LEON S. LOEB
Project Coordinator |

Starting from opposite coasts, MIT and Caltech students raced battery-pow-
ered cars across the country. Caltech won by 30 minutes. Both teams learned
a lot about electric cars. Here's an exclusive report by the MIT team leader

ONE OF US NOTICED the number

“13" on that first toll booth. Even if
we had, we felt lucky just to be off the
starting line.

At the start of the race, with the sun
beaming down, MIT banners dancing in
the breeze and fellow students cheering
us on, our excitement hid what only we
knew: Things looked bad for MIT's “Tech
I" Experimental Electric Car.

We had been working on it right up
until the time we wheeled it to the start-
ing line only an hour and a half before the
planned 12:00 noon takeoff on Monday,
Aug. 26. Earlier, we had to scrap our plan
to run with an advanced-design electron-
ically commutated motor, Dave Saar and
W. Sumner Brown's part of the project,
and install a conventional d.c. motor like
those used on forklift trucks.

A shakedown run with d.c. motor started
Friday night and ran well into Saturday.
At this late date, we encountered some

92)

real problems in our modifications of the
car, a 1968 Corvair. For one thing, the
motor was overheating. The series-wound
15-hp unit is rated at a nominal 120 volts
and was overheating while operating
from our 100-volt nickel-cadmium battery
packs, due to the increase in average
current draw at the lower battery-pack
voltage.

Secondly, we discovered that our pack-
aging of the batteries was such that they
weren't getting enough cooling air. They,
too, were overheating. While they weren’t
permanently damaged, their reduced ca-
pacity cut the last leg of our shakedown
run to a scant 17 miles. As the saying
goes: Back to the drawing board!

While the batteries were getting a very
slow discharge followed by a very slow re-
charge, which is the standard treatment
for the recovery of cells reduced in ca-
pacity by overheating, our gang of almost-
frantic undergraduates kept their cool and
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attacked the problem of getting batteries
and motor to keep theirs.

Copper coils were htted around the
motor to circulate water from a sump in
the “bilge” of the front battery compart-
ment. This scientifically calculated mea-
sure, combined with the advanced state-
of-the-art 1{-L*|!|r1iL|LI1* of throwing wet
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THE AUTHOR coordinates the simultonecus start of THE OPPOMNENT, o VW converted to battery power by
the MIT and Caltech cars ot 12:00 noon on Aug. 26 Wally Rippel, a Caltech graduate, leaves California
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