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FINEcars

As I left the arrivals terminal in Syd-
ney, the bright red 2011 Tesla 2.5 Sport
Roadster greeted me in the parking lot,
looking sleek, sexy and very fast. Its body
is made by Lotus in the U.K. and is then
sent to California, where it is given fur-
ther Tesla body treatments, including lots
of beautiful carbon-fiber details. 

Gingerly and awkwardly I climbed in-
to the very low-slung leather driver’s seat
with the Tesla name embroidered on the
back. The luxurious touches in the er-
gonomically designed cockpit include a
large-screen navigation system, user-
friendly drive controls and other techno-
logical goodies that equal those in far
more expensive sportscars. 

Starting it was as simple as turning
the key, minus the engine sound: the Tes-
la is stealth-quiet. Pushing the drive but-
ton (there are three other buttons — re-
verse, park and neutral), I slowly eased
out of the parking lot with a very light
foot touch on the torque control — Tesla
doesn’t call it an accelerator — and began
my drive-about in the city. 

Leaving the airport on an access road
I reached the entrance to the Metroad 5
East freeway in less than a kilometer and
then, after activating the “performance”
driving mode, pressed down on the torque
control and launched myself into an auto-
motive trajectory that was not just fast,
but blazingly so. My exact reaction can’t
be printed here, but started with “Holy.”
The 2011 Tesla Roadster 2.5 Sport easily
reaches 60 mph in just 3.7 seconds in
“performance” mode. In “normal” mode,
it does so a barely-noticeable .2 seconds
slower, and I didn’t even bother trying the
boring “range extending” mode. 

The drive to Bondi Beach was exhila-
rating as I drove from freeway to city
streets to residential roads and avenues.

The car is steady, tight in the corners, has
almost intuitive response and is just plain
fun to drive. It’s pure electric, with a range
of 245 miles before it needs a recharge, so
there is no need for “range anxiety.” The
cost? Well, it’s not exactly modest: the
base Roadster starts at $109,000, and any
add-ons will certainly add considerably to
the final price. 

Nissan Leaf: Template for Tomorrow?
In the future, some will remember the
Leaf as this generation’s equivalent of the
Ford Model T. This is not a science proj-
ect. It’s a real electric car with a 100-mile
range before it requires charging. A well-
designed, medium-size hatchback, it does
not have a traditional internal-combus-
tion engine, uses no gasoline, emits noth-
ing noxious, is very quiet and can hold
five people — well, maybe just four. This
is a battery-powered car that drives like a
car with lots of torque. Price $32,780.

Chevy Volt: More Car Than Electric
The above is not a knock on the Volt: it’s
the theme of Chevy’s advertising cam-
paign for it. This is a nicely styled four-
passenger car with a good-looking interi-
or design, fit and finish. The Volt gets 26
miles on an overnight charge of 110 volts;
after those are consumed, a four-cylinder,
80-hp gasoline-powered (premium fuel)
engine takes over, extending the range to
about 240 miles. It’s an experiment that is
working, but not a true electric car, as its
maker acknowledges. Price: $42,000.

In short, if you’re looking for a speedy,
environmentally approved sportscar, and
you’ve got the bucks, go with the Tesla.
For a short daily commute, check out the
Leaf, and for a hot compromise, the Volt.
All are eligible for the $7,500 Federal in-
centive. Happy charging. �

Don’t expect electric cars to cap-
ture the new-car marketplace as
quickly as quartz-driven watches

did the watch world in the 1970s. But
higher gas prices, EPA regulations, “first
adapter” syndrome, publicity and ecolog-
ical concerns may change the vehicles we
will drive in the not-too-distant future.
Hence this review of the first two “pure”
electric cars — Tesla’s Roadster and Nis-
san’s Leaf — along with a third, Chevy’s
semi-electric Volt. 

Tesla Roadster: Top Down in the Land
Down Under
I’d been trying to schedule an opportuni-
ty to test-drive a Tesla for quite some
time, but to no avail. Finally, earlier this
year, while on a trip to the Australian
Open, I arranged a five-hour window of
time between flights in which I could get
behind the wheel of the Roadster.  

Are electric cars like the
Tesla, Volt and Leaf the
vehicles of the future?

Riding the Lightning

The 2011 Tesla Roadster


