S FT S - Biography

heb

By BILLAKERS k1L

A big part of the American dream
has always been to own a flashy
family-sized car. In recent times,
however, the dream is to own a car
— of any size — that gets umpteen
miles to the gallon of high-priced
gasoline. And a car that doesn’t use
gasoline at all — that’s the stuff real
dreams are madeof. -

Rio. del Mar resident” Joseph
Spencer has such a car, and it’s no~
dream. Flip open the little door on
the left front fender of his 1965
Corvair and you’ll see a big
electrical plug where the gas cap
once was. When Spencer wants to
““fill ‘er up,” he doesn’t have to

make a trip to the gas station. He -

just plugs the car into the wall

socket of his garage and lets it sit -

overnight. Then he’s ready for
another day’s dnvmg .

Spencer’s car ‘is unxque Q:for ks
reasons other than the fact that it’s -

electric. Starting with the: Corvair -
body he bought for "$125 from .
Cluster’s auto wrecking yard in Wat- -
sonville (I didn’t need the engine or
the transmission™), Spencer put the °
rest of the car together himself,
using spare parts and junk he plcked
up at flea markets and garage sales.
He has quite a bit of time invested in
the auto — a little over a year — but -
not much money. He reckons he’s.
put about $2,000 into the car, money .
- he made from the metal sculptures
he sells at art shows. He s going to

put on another show in the near

future to raise more money for some .
refinements he’s "worked out.
(Spencer desxgned and ‘built ‘the
“Bird in Flight” ‘metal sculpture
that sits in the little park at Club-
house and Rio del Mar Drives as a
memorial to the late commumty
leader Tom Whaley. § b b

Spencer s motlve for buﬂding th
“car is also ¢ umque He wasn’t driven
to it out of panic over the gas short»
_age, nor a desire to solve tl;eenergy

“problem. Nor was he spurred by *.

dreams of manufacturing it and be- -
coming a millionaire. Spencer says
he built it because the big car manu-
facturers say an economical electrlc
carcan'tbebuilt.* -

“; - “IfI can build one usmga bunch of *
. junk, “what - do~you suppose the -
: _:_ engineers could do with unlimited | .

money?”’ the doughty ®8-year-old -
retiree says. ‘““There’s no. excuse,”
. he says, for a practical electrical car
not-having been put on the market
before this. The techndlogy is there, ;
and he set out to prove it by makmg
his own car out of cast off parts.-

He knew he could do it. “Hell.Tfa ..

person works for 50 years ‘and
doesn’t learn something, he’s in bad

e )

4 shape Spencer retxred.exght years
“ago after having worked for West-
- inghouse Electric for 42 years'as a

mecham and’ supervisor,, He’s, not ..
" an electrical engineer, but, £l seems
“that 42 years of experience Just
aboutaddsuptothat.. .=} 4,57

To build such a car he says, a
person has to have “a hell of a lot of :

money or 4 lot of tune I’ve got a lot
ofume.'f ZISHT ) ]

- The project had its orxgm ina v151t %,
“he made to his son’s place of busi- ;.
ness in San Francisco, where they -

make,_electric. fork lifts. Spencer
says, he :saw some "'junk” on -the .
floor of his son’s office — a couple of ..
old motors and other items taken out. ..
~of a fork lift that were going to be ‘+
thrown out. Spencer brought the -
items home with him and went to
work on his project in his garage. ’
*(Continued on page 2)
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: “All this talk about ‘it can’t be done’ =
I just wanted to see for myself,” It wasi
slow process he says.-“I'd work a bit
“then think in between' jobs, read books
talk to people....” ‘and .scrounge fof
_parts. The only outside work he had don(
was to have two small shafts machined
~““It would cost a fortune if you had all th(
work done outside.” " :

. The car is essentially completed In th
rear engine compartment are six’ b
“ batteries — the kind used in golf carts, -

a charger for the batteries, a separate 12
volt - battery for- the lights -and turt
signals and its charger, 'and a big glass
fronted box containing an intricate mazt
of electrical equipment which he call:
the control system. Using a design base¢
on those used in fork lifts, he built the
control system entlrely out of salvage(
parts. It allows the power: from the
batteries (there are six more batteries ir
the front trunk compartment of the car:
to go to the motor in “pulses” for the
most efficient operation. A ma]or portior~
of the cost was the $800 he spent or
batterles and the charger. - ™.

. Sitting besideé the control system is H
smaller box — the accelerator* — &
simple device containing a potentxo
meter, a couple of micro-switches and &
mechamsm that’s connected to the fool
pedal in the driver’s compartment. L

Mounted underneath, in’front of the
rear wheels, are two electric motors
attached to the rear axle by a chain driveé
system. Spencer said he went the chain
drive route because it’s so simple. He’s
already figured out a way to change the
gear ratio just by changing sprockets '

You could never tell you’re drlvmg
‘anything but a conventional car just by
looking at the dashboard., It’s the samé
as before, except for a little toggle switch
that’s been added. To drive 1t you ]ust
put the selector in “‘drive’” or “‘reverse’’
(the car originally” had an’ automatlc
transmission), turn on the switch, step on
the foot pedal and you're off. 3 -2 1%~ 1.

To be sure, the performance tatistics
show  the car will never win an
Indinapolis 500 race. It can reacha speed
of 30 miles an hour. ‘It really gets gomg
on the level,” Spencer says “but the l'ulls
are what bug me.? s

Presently, it has a range of about 40
miles, but Spencer knows what to do td
increase that to 60 or more miles and the
speed to 45 to 50 miles an hour. A couple
of more art shows and he’ll have the
money to make the changes. :* Sl oy i

When he pulls up to a stop sign, the car
goes “dead silent as it sits there, but in
motion,  there’s “a high-pitchéd whine
from the motor (“they'll each pull about

1,200 amps at 36 volts — about 60 horse: .

power . .."), and the chain drive makes
quite a racket, but he feels he can work
that problem out, too ~
Spencer says hé and hlS wife, who h.xve
lived in Rio del Mar for about 16 ycars,
use the car ‘'to fuss around in .. .'go tq
the store, down _to the v1’llage drive
around the neighborhood,? #4575 %5 3
_The car, he says, ‘‘is for my own per-
sonal amusement for ‘my_ own fun ’I
don’t want to get mvolved in manufac ur}
ing it. I don’t want to market the thing.
He doesn’t even want to help someone
else build one like 1t.”:§§§ Rberas
He's proved the car can’ wlug
junk and 'spare _parts, and now he J
wants to "“fuss s around init.0: 55 s L X
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