CHE COULD CALL it the
sombie of the automaobale
pether world: The car you gee
on these pages has made
climbing out of s grave a
habir. When it made it dicbut
i 1989 the Lotus Elan exeat
ed the '|.~|.||.'|||L with its wedgy
gerondynamic shape and head-
smapping performance. Flow
ever, because the moadster was
powered by an Isuwzu engine,
gnd had a price tag of
§39,040, 1t was condemned o
the gallows after only two
years in the marketplace

Rest in peace, Elan.

But not so fast. Bugatt,
which |'||,|;|'-.'|':.|.=|.'.1 L.omas 1n
1993, discovered a aumber of
pnused Isuzu engincs s
paled in the Lotus warchouse,
so it decided o resurrect the
Elan, if only for a breef ime
Srill. there were few tkers;
thercfore, the Elan was once
:!.l;.ain discontinuwed (and in s
place came the incomparable
Elisc). What scemed the inal
nail in the Elan coffin came
when the Malaysian company,
Proton, purchased Lotus and
snnounced that it had no in
gention of bringing back the
gporty J-seates

Well, paess what? It's back
A couple of years ago, We re-
cepved PEpOrts af an Elan
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Kia Elan

The once-Lotus roadster turned Korean
citizen eyes the U.S market

BY SAM MITANI

sighting in South Korea, this
time wearing a Fia badge. Ve
discovered laver that South
Korea's second-largest car
COmMpany had |'|:_|ﬂ'|'m.-:r:i the
rights to build and sell the car
(suns its [suzu engine and
geartox) i 15 home market.
The Kia Elan, powesed by 2
normally aspirated 4-banger,
mei wath reasonable succEss.
Would the car comee to Amer
ica? “No way,” was the re
SPEBMEE fram Kia

Thar was then

In November of last year,
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Kia was hit hard by a financial
enafu thar left it on the bnnk
of bankruptcy. Ultimately the
government :.L:-Iﬁrmc;. in and
took a 37-percent stake in the
company. But things went
from bad ro catastrophic when
the South Korean economy
collapsed |._‘.|¢-=.!'nr|.' psEISTAnCe
from the International Mone-
tary Fund, the country’s eco-
nomic woes conmne, and bao
rea’s citizens are far from ready
to plop down £ 30,004 (add
another §10,0040 for taxes) for
- | '\-I,".l"! IS5 Cill. H]u !l.ﬂ":- T

W Despite wiat the label on the planum seys. the Blan could use mane pawar.
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feand itself with a lot full of
Eluns with na |_|l.:||_|:. to go. ..
except perhaps to America

Kia Motors America Presi-
dent Greg Warner disclosed
that there is a good chance the
Elin will be coming to the U5
as carly as mode] year 200K,
And he hinted that it will be
significantly more affordable
than the Lotus version.

“We've always expressed an
interest to amn Tnirk-:"iiﬂ? the
Elan here, but the price was
too high then. Now theres a
recognition in our administra-
tion that having a sports car in
the Kia lingup would signifi-
cantly strengthen our image,”
Warner said. “The key issue 15
|'-r:u'5|r|1:r_ [he basic .'I.T|I'.'I-:'!'_ s
that if we could price the Elan
underneath the Mazda Mata
and keep it exchisive=—say, &
vohime of about 100 to 150
wrate & menth=1t would serve
ideally 25 our image ar

Well, image may indeed be
everything, but we wanted 1o
kniowr hiow muach of the sport:
ness of the previous Elan re-
mained, especially if it has its
sights sct on the Miata. Kia's
angwer: “Here's the key”

My last experience behind
he steering wheel of the Elan,
then by Lotus, was in March,
1992. T remember the car be-
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zero-to-60-mph time of 8.7
seconds—a full 2.0 sec. slower
than the Lotus version and
about a half=second behind
the Miata.

The one thing the Elan stll
does well is handle, The Kia
Elan stays duly composed dur-
ing high-speed corners and
sharp tumns, and torque steer 15
virtually absent. Despite being
front-wheel drive, the Elans
near-neutral balance 15 ex-
tremely consistent and pre-
dictable, thanks mainly to the
Lotus-designed front suspen-
sion that uses a cast-aluminum
subframe called a “raft.” With
quite-rigid bushings on the
front A-arms yet softer ones
between the raft and the chas-
sis, handling precison is main-
tained without undue harsh-
ness (sce Road Test of the
Lotus Elan SE, Apnl 1991).
Although the new Elan’s ride
height has been increased
about a half-inch, body roll is

ing a zippy, capable handler
that was a bit rough around
the edges: a few minor rartles
here and there, with a power-
plant that, though powerful,
was, in a word, unrefined.
And after a full day of drving
around town in the Kia Elan,
I discovered that not much
has changed over five years.
Visually, the Kia Elan is es-
sentially identical to the Lotus
version, the only difference
being a redesigned taillight
cluster that now feamres
round individual brake and
signal lights and the Kia badge
on the hood and rrunklid.
Also, the alloy wheels are
made in-house, Inside, the
steering wheel and adjoining
turn-signal and windshield-
wiper stalks are new and im-
proved, However, not nearly as
impressive is the aft section of
the center console that leoks
and feels noticeably cheaper
than before. That said, most

everything else in the cabm |
has remained intact—every-
thing from the dash controls
to the door panel trim.

Powering the Kia roadster 15
the 1.8-liter dohc inline-4
found in the Sephia that
comes mated to a 5-speed
manual gearbox. Both horse-
power and torque figures are
down cgmpur{:d with the pre-
: vious Elan's turbocharged
Isuzu powerplant (151 bhp to
162 bhp and 137 lb.-fr of
torque to 148, respectively);
therefore, youd be correct to
assume that the Elan doesn't
exactly jump off the line and
snap your head back. The
engine has very little torque
down low—only when the
tachometer needle brushes
past the 4,000-rpm mark does
the car seem to hit its stride—
and it whines below 3,000
rpm, while at 5,000 and
above, it becomes quite buzzy.
* At the track, we recorded a
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M Inside and owt, Kia has left the Elan =S558
virtually untouched. New on the outside

are Kia-designed 154n. alloy wheels and
a redesigned taillight cluster. The interi-
or sports several new switches, as well
25 a new steering wheel, which s im-
proved in both appearance and feel. And
even after all these years, the Peter
Stevens-penned body attracts plenty of
attention on public roads.
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largely kept in check and ride
quality is surprisingly smooth.
(Warner says that the Elan’s
ride height would mosr likely
return to its previous serting if
sold in the States.) The tires
on thiz non=0.5. version are
disappointing—the Korean-
manufactured Ventus Han-
kooks are 205/55R-15Vs
whose grip is marginal at best,
and they howl in disapproval
during any spirited cornering.
Company officials are stll
unsure if Kia can use the Elan
nomenclamre here, 0 10 may
have a different moniker. But
Kia does know the importance
of establishing a price compet-
itive with that of the Miata.
I've heard through the rumor
mill that a figure of $19,995 is
being considered. If that is the
case, look for the Elan to
make an impact in the mid-
price roadster segment and
perhaps finally enjoy a fruitful
eXIstence,

SPECIFICATIONS

Curb weight, ... ... 2355
Whesdbase .. .......o--- B85 in.

ENGINE & DRIVETRAIN

Engine . . . . dohc dvabve/cyl infine-4
Bore x stroke. . . ... 81.0 x 7.0 mm
Displacement........... 1793 cc

Horsepower (SAE). . ...... 151 bhp

@ 6250 mm
Tomue . .. ... 137 Ibft @ 4500 rpm
Fuel deliery. ..... gdecl. multipoint
Transmission. . . . .. Sspeed manual

e CHASSIS & BODY

Layout . . . . . front engine,front drive
Brake system, ffr .. . . vented discs/

discs

Wheels........ cast alloy, 15 x 6%
| T ¥entus Hankook,
205/55R-15 BTV

Sleenng bhpe....... rack & pinion,
power assist

Suspension, ffr ... . . upper & hower
hearms, “raft,” coll springs,
tube shocks, antHoll bar/

upper lateral lnks,
lawer A-arms, coil Springs,
tube shocks, antinoll bar

PERFORMANCE

0=&60mph.......... 8.7 seconds

0=1320 ft {4 mile) . . .... 16.4 sac
i@ 85.4 mph
Braking from 60 mph. .. .... 145 ft

Speed thru TO0- slalom . . 61.5 mph
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