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The Driver's Seat | Jeff Sabatini

Honda Sees a Hyrogen Futuye |

SA RUI.‘B I don’t write re-

“views of cars Y have driven

only 22 miles. But rules are

" made tobe broken, particu-

larly in the case of Honda’s

hydrogen-fuel-cell FCX Clarity. Like

any aiternative-fuel vehicle, it comes

with more caveats than cupholders,

but the bottomline 5 that thisis a true

zero-emission vehicle, yet itlooks, op-

———— erates and drives
HONDA

FCX CLARITY the road. There is
mvmmens=——  gimply nomorereal-
istic a peck into the possibly green fu-
ture of the automobile, not the theorei-
feal Chevrolet Volt from General Mo-
tors, nor the electrie Tesla billionaire-
toy, and not even the Holy Green Grail
of the plug-in Prius, -

‘The chief factor separating the FCX .

Clarlty from the rest of these publicity
seekers is that ostensibly the average
consumer will be able to buy one soon.
Honda says it will begin leasing the se-
dan in the Les Angeles area next sum-
mer, though the compan{f bas yefto say
how many will be available cr how it
plans to decida who gets one, Initially,
production is expected tobe extremely
limited; so fax, Honda has leased only

three of its first-generation FCX fuel-.
cell carstaconsamers. One limiting fac- ~

tor Is thare axe only five publie hydro-
gen filling stations in the LA, area.
Since the $600-per-month lease

.. doesw’tbegintoreflect the true cost of

the new modal—the hydrogen fue] cel
stack is extremely éxpénsive—Honda
witl lose a lot of money on each car it
builds. If this makes the FCX Clarity
seem wore like another public-rela-
Hons stumt, or simply something less of
a“real” car, consider thiat Honda devel-
oped an entiraly pew vehicle architee-
ture and even engineerdd it to be built
. on a conventional assembly line. That
means that save for its ultra-expensive
power plant, the FCX Clarity could be
produced right slongside the Civic,
The heart of the car is its “¥-Flow”
fuel-cell stack, Honda says this im-
proves upon past designs, in part be-
cause of a vertical layout that helps
boost efficiency and power output. The
setupalso allowed the unit to be shrunk
in size and weight so that it fits within
the center fimzel batwesn the séats,
~The fuel cell produces electricity
through achernical reaction betwaen hy-
drogen gas and the oxygen found in am-
bient air, emitting water and air as its
only byproducts, & 134-hcrsepower
electricmotor drives the front wheels of
the eax, drawing electricity from the fuel
cell as well as a supplemental lithium-
jon battery pack. This motor also serves
as the generator for the car’s regenera-
tive braking system, which recharges

like anything else on’

the battery packunder deceleration. -

 The battery and a single hydrozen
tank are stored under and behind the
rear seats. Honda says the FCX Clarity

“cant reach a top speed of 100 mph, and

drivers can expect to get 27¢ miles from
afull tank, The company says fuel econ-
omyisestimated at the equivalent of 63
miles per gallon of gasoling, based on
the energy content of hydrogen vs. gas.
Ontside of the powsr train, the rest
of the package §s fairly convéntional—
the car even starts with the turn of a
regrlar key. Some of the gauges, how-
evey, area bit different, What lookslike
a tachometer actually shows power
cutput in kBowatts rather than engine
revolutions per minute. And there are
iwo fuel meters, one for the hydrogen
tank and another for the battery.

But this is minor staffin & car that

looks and feels like it could be the new
Accord—except the FCX Clant_\rlsn tso
ugly. While similar in size’to Honda's
best-selling sedan, the fuel-cell car’s
compact slectric motor allowed the
front end and hood to he smaller, which
in turn gave Honda's stylists the ability
to craft a sleek profile. Save for its ma-

raon: color (the only one available), it's a

great looking car that draws on other
Hondas for styling inspiration, from the
Clvietethe discontinued Insight hybidd,

This is abont what you'd expect:
from a company whoese Civic Hybridre-
.sembles every other Civic sedan—and
asaconsequence, acompanythat's get-
tingitsbutt ldcked in the green PR bat-

tle not only by Toyota but GM, too. De-

void of the latter maker’s tog-obvious
“green” logos, you'd never guess what
the FCX Clarity isif you didn't know al-

ready. You can aven make a case that .

Tovota’s Prius is a more adventurous
car—it's certainly welrder looking.
Theunderstatament of the FCX Clar~
ity’s design extended to the driving ex-
perience during my brief, Honda-orga-
nized test; a run-threugh that proved
Iess exciting than my anticipation of it.
The car acceleratesadequately, though
its performancais equivalent to a foar-
cylinder model, not & V6, Without the
Shiftpoints of a conventional transmis-
siom, the power delivery is seamless,
but the whine of the electric motor at
peak power output can ke annoying,
evenifyonyenotsomeone whe's fallen
inlovewiththe roar of anirternal com-
bustion engine at wide-open throtile.

The regenerative braking system is
similar to what you'd find in many hy-
brids, excapt that without the engine-
braking effect of a piston motor, the
last few feet of deceleration require a
mere foreeful stab on the brake pedal.

I yon've ever driven z car without

power brakes, that's what it feels like,
The FCXC]antyseems toride and han-
dle well, which isn't surprising given
that it has a conventional suspension
and the curbweightis a somewhat rea-
senable 2,582 pounds (abeut 135
pounds mere than a similarly
equipped Aceord), The biggest chjec-
tiorIhave to the FCX Clarity is thatit's
onlyafour-seater—itshigh center tun-
nel precludes a bench seat in the back.
Of course, there are more substan-
tialarguments that canbemadeagainst
the FCX Clarity, and hydrogen fael-cell
vehicles in ganeral. The most damning
fs that since it takes energy to createhy-
drogen, a zero-emissions car is only as

‘green as the source of that energy I'm -

not going 1o wade Into the arpurment
over the viability of praducing hydro-
gen through renewable means, but it
clearly isn't Being done teday. Besides,
my more Iimmediate coneern is with the

Fuet Cell Stack
e Chernical reaction cone
verts hydrogen and oxygen
inta-electricity; waterand air -
are the only byproducts.

Honda's FCK Clarity, due
out next summer in sraall
numbers, uses a hydrogen
fuel tell to generate power
for its electric driva motor,
Gauges (eft) include
power output In kilawatts..

Hydrogen Tank
Helds enough to travel

ahout 270 miles, get-
-ting the gascline equiv-
- alent of 68 rpg.

devil [ know, the auto industry, whese
track record with green cars is dismal.
Driving the ¥CX Clarity through
downtown Santa Monica, Calif, it was
hard to miss the “Electric Vehicle Re-
chaxging Statlon” signs, a reminder of
the last path car makers led us-down
pursuit of zero emissions. That is, be-
foretheystarted caneeling their electric-
cer programs and crushing the vehicles,
Honda would Iike us to believe that
it didn't Kill its own electric car as
much asrefavent it as today’s FCX Clar-
ity, which is somewhat irenie, as ques-
+ions about the infrastructure to sup-
port these hydrogen-fueled cars seem
like dé/ v from the electric-vehicla
era at the-end of the last decade, While
this certainly foments suspicion, it also
fosters hope that sameday soon ong of
tha car makers s geing to figure out
this alternative fuel thing. At least
Honda stiil segms to be trying.






