JETLAG

Engine from a jet-aircraft. 44.600 rpm and incinerating exhausts that will blow the hats of the innocent bystanders. As the first journalist in more than 40 years Jens Trabolt has driven the legendary Chrysler Turbine-car.

By Jens Trabolt Photos by Jens Trabolt

I SEE IT the first time through the flickering haze. As a desert mirage it approaches in the banked high-speed curve, and zips past with a characteristic whine that confirms that my 3.000 mile journey from Denmark to Detroit has not been in vain. The Chrysler Turbine​car serial 99120-30 has survived the 42 year long stay in the time machine. It is not alone for me a truly exiting moment which expels all sensations of jet lag. It is also a historical moment, as the car has nearly been absent from the automotive history for more than four decades. To drive the car and tell its story, is a project I have pursued for a long time. Not to mention that I actually thought it would prove to be impossible. I was not alone. "You've got to be kidding me", was the outburst from the Danish Daimler Chrysler PR-coordinator when he learned that the project had been green-lighted from Detroit.

The car is so rare and so valuable, that it - presumably - equals many hundred years worth of my personal income. Its estimated value is around 5-10 mill. Dollars - depending on the market - but recent soaring prices on rare Detroit muscle has offered some credit to the assumption. A car that is truly unique is worth a fortune. This is no exception.

We are at DaimlerChrysler headquarters in Detroit, Michigan. An area gigantic in proportions and larger than 10 sq.kilometers with all necessities required to conceive, develop and test new cars. A sort of Area 51 of the car industry, as we constantly pass a vast array of scarcely disguised prototypes and test vehicles on our way to the test track. Presumably the people responsible at Chrysler could envision the following newspaper​headline: "Danish journalist totals national treasure", so the test takes place at a closed track.

As the Turbine-car rolls into the parking lot and turns, the hot exhaust blasts us - and there is sure a lot of it. It's not really hotter than the one from a piston engine, but the sheer amount of scorching hot air is incredible, which the exhausts comparable in size to the Euro-tunnel testifies. There is a smell of barbeque - exactly like Jet A1 - the real fuel. And while the turbine is shutting down with a high-pitched whine, Bill Carry gets out of the car: "I love to shut it down, it sounds exactly as a jet-aircraft" , he says with a grin of his face.

Bill is now retired, but he ran the service and maintenance-program for the car back in sixties, when Chrysler in May 1963 got the crazy, but highly visionary idea to adapt a turbine-engine to a road going passenger car - actually it was 50 cars. Afterwards Chrysler selected a suitable number of families encompassing all varieties of the

American climate. Each family was given a Turbine-car as their daily driver. In return they would tell Chrysler about their experiences with the car. The whole idea was to test the reaction of the American public to turbine-driven cars. This approach to testing was - and still is - totally unique, as these cars had only been driven by factory specialists and a very, very limited amount of journalists. Reactions from the public were overwhelming: Chrysler received more than 25.000 application-letters. It's worth bearing in mind that the jet engine was still a relatively new invention in the early sixties and all notions of new space-age-technology were all the rage.

Bill Carry did change a lot of engines in that year: " A lot of people didn't watch the turbine temperature, and as a result they wrecked the engines." But more than 100.000 miles without any major work was possible if the driver was careful. "I was there when we destroyed the cars in the crusher", Bills adds with almost no emotion, but you can tell he feels a tiny bit bad about it. The rag he holds in his hand is constantly polishing the car, removing the greasy fingerprints as we inspect it. It is not just a car. It's his child, his project: But as we all know now, it was not a success. In fact, there was numerous problems. The main one was difficulties getting the engine to comply with the strict emission-laws. Another thing was that the only similarity between a turbine and a piston-engine is the screws that hold them together. The costs to train the whole automotive service-organisation and recalibrate the production line would go into the billions of dollars on a worldwide basis. And finally Chrysler's financial situation took a turn for the worse. Something had to go. It was the Turbine-project.

A when the authorities demanded import-tax for the remaining cars, that was originally assembled at Ghia in Turin, the decision was made to destruct almost the whole production and throw the remains into an automotive mass grave. In an automotive historical perspective this was a disastrous decision that could be compared to using the Pyramids as road rubble. But the Chrysler Museum kept two cars, and thanks to their efforts is Turbine-car 99120-30 still road-worthy. In fact, nine cars in total were spared, but only no.30 is driveable.

The effects of getting behind the wheel of an incredibly rare and valuable turbine-car are numerous, but most of all: you get very exited and slightly butter-fingered. I turn around to Bill, who is sitting at the back seat: "What should I do?" He then talks me through the whole process of lighting the rocket. First you put the transmission into "Idle" and then you check the parking brake. Then you turn the key as you watch the rev-counter (that goes all the way to... eh... 60.000 revolutions per minute) and the inlet-temperature. When turning the key, you unleash the 24 volts and the turbine is awoken with a high​pitched whine like a vacuum cleaner from hell. At this point I can hardly contain myself. The car it put into "drive" and I let go of the brakes.

In my job as an automotive writer I get to drive a lot of different cars. Also very nice and very expensive cars. But nothing - I repeat, nothing gets near the feeling of the Chrysler Turbine-car as I steer it into the 3-mile long test track at the Evaluation Road. At a steady speed it wafts along as was it greased in butter, which again was dipped in oil, Teflon, anything greasy and smooth. It is like moving in a frictionless world, where everything glides along totally and utterly effortless and free of vibrations. Even flooring the accelerator and revving the engine to 45.000 rpm is absolutely eventless. Even a needle (forget the coin) balancing on the engine at those revs would not fall over. It's really that smooth. The explanation is that the turbine is always in perfect dynamic balance, contrary to a piston engine where pistons and conrods are going about their business, shaking up and down in a violent and clumsy display of flawed engineering. So when you witness the seductive whispering of the turbine and its superior vibration less flow of endless power, is it hard to understand, why we still use the piston engine when it is so inferior in every conceivable matter.

There is a pause of around 1,5-2 seconds as you floor the throttle before the turbine spools up to maximum power. Bill tells me that it would take as long as seven on the very early models, thus making overtaking a risky business. The engine in 99120-30 has an output of approx. 130 hp, which doesn't sound like a whole lot, but it delivers 573 Nm (4241b/ft) of torque from zero rpm. Interestingly, the engine is very temperature-sensitive developing significantly more - up to 20% more power in cold, oxygen-dense climates.

But what about the fuel-economy? Bill averaged 5-7 kilometres per litre (17-25 mpg) on longer trips while testing back then - comparable to the typical V8 of that time. It runs of all types of liquid fuels. Allegedly the 'El Presidente of Mexico borrowed a turbine-car and ran it on cheap, 50%-proof tequila.

The acceleration is very like the experience of a modern airliner taking off: Max.revs and a steady, continuous push in the back. As I reach 150 km/h on the straight, Bill seems a bit restless in his seat. He knows it's no racecar. In fact, the chassis is hilariously poor. A huge over-servoed ship-like steering wheel, narrow and tall tires, leaf-spring suspension in front and way too much weight (despite the light engine of only 200 kgs) makes the car corner like a cruise-ship with screeching of the tires from ridiculously low speeds. I guess 40 years of handling-development by the car industry has not been in vain. The design of the car is nearly timeless and it has - quite admirably - been spared of any rocket-fins and other styling-gimmicks, that haunted the American cars in the late fifties and yearly sixties. The only real flaw in the design is the fake jet-exhausts in the back. The interior is a gem, and one of the things that persuades you into thinking that Chrysler really meant business with this car. We very often see concept-cars where the interior is bizarre to an extent, where it has only shock-value for a very limited time. But in the Turbine-car, the bronze-coloured leather combined with interior details in aluminium are a testament to a durable design, where the eye continuously finds pleasing details to dwell upon - even after 42 years.

The Chrysler Turbine-car was quite possibly a failure in business - the wrong gamble at the wrong time. But in any other respect it was an incredibly visionary project, that were executed with boldness both in terms of design and engineering. It has proven to us, that a 42 year old turbine-powered car be a phenomenal driving​experience, that makes even the most sophisticated 12-cylindered modern cars to seem like technical fossils or even represent themselves as overdeveloped results of a concept flawed from the very beginning.

We may have hybrid-cars and fuel-cell vehicles - but none to match the Chrysler Turbine-car for sheer bravery and charisma. Who would have imagined, that you had to go 4 decades back to find the car of the future.

The greatest drive of my life ...

Jens Trabolt

Quotations:

"15% of the consumers complained about the whine of the turbine. 35% did'nt car and 50% wanted more!"

" Allegedly the President of Mexico ran his Turbine-car on 50%-proof tequila!"

"Hook up 24 volts, and the turbine starts with a whine as the vacuum cleaner from Hell. Welcome back to the future."

BOX 1:

HOW DOES A TURBINE WORK?

An ordinary windmill is actually a turbine. But a turbine-engine makes its own wind by igniting a compressed mixture of fuel and air with a single igniter. The hot gas is then directed through a turbine-wheel (the power turbine), that collects the energy and transmits it via a shaft to the gearbox

BOX 2

ADVANTAGES OF THE TURBINE ENGINE

1. More simple than the piston-engine with a parts-reduction of 80 percent. 2. More simple to service.

3. No starting difficulties in cold weather.

4. No warming up is required before full power can be applied. 5. Instant cabin heating is available.

6. The engine is totally vibrationless - even at 45.000 rpm.

7. Pick your fuel: Petrol, diesel, Jet A1, rape seed oil, perfume, tequila, etc. 8. Low engine weight.

9. Very good torque

10. No overload-stalling

11. No cooling-system (the enormous amount of air going through the turbine, keep the temperature constant.

BOX 3:

Learn more about the Chrysler Turbine-car www.chryslerheritage.com www.turbinecar.com
Box 4 Facts

Chrysler Turbine-car

Type of car:

4-person, 2-door coupe

Design

Longitudinal turbine engine Rear wheel drive

Value now:

Approx. 5-10 mill. Dollars

How fast?

0-100 km/h approx. 10 sec. (Depending on ambient temperature) Top speed approx.. 200 km/h

Fuel Consumption

Combined 5-7 km/l (17-25 mpg - the highest consumption is in town as turbines has a very high consumption at idle)

Motor

Design

Turboshaft engine with freely rotating power-turbine.

Airflow 2,2 pounds pr. sek.

Max. power approx. 130 hp at 44.600 0/min. (more power at lower temperatures)

Max. torque approx. 573 Nm at 0 rpm. (424 lb/ft) Working temperature

926 degrees Celcius Exhaust temperature 260 degrees Celcius (paper burns at 232 C.) Weight 200 kg

Transmission

Type 3-speed 727 Torqueflite automatic transmission

Captions:

First pages:

From left:

Nice detailing in the headlamps // The engine: the large, red box is the airfilter // Interior in bronze-coloured leather with well-thought out alu-details // Rev.counter that reads to 60.000 rpm. //Bill Carry - one of the original engineers behind the project.

Second pages:

From left:

Jet engine, drum brakes and Neanderthal-suspension er somewhat of a handful for testdriver Trabolt // Exhaust with a built-in warning: don't stick your head too close to it //Taillights, not exhaust pipes - the only real flaw in the car's design l/ Unique interior and undated interior.

Caption: Large picture of the car seen from behind:

"The Turbine-car seen from behind: Hot stuff, check out the heat from the exhaust.

