NIKOLA TESLA'S
AETHER-POWERED CAR

In the northern
summer of 1931,
Dr Nikola Tesla
road-tested a
luxury
Pierce-Arrow sedan
fitted with an

1800 rpm AC
electric motor and
powered by a
receiver tuned to
tap energy from
the aether.
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o city o Buffl,nthe nocthof New York s, USA, bore it winess 10 an
‘extraordinary event one week in the (norther) summer of “The economic
Depression had dampened business and manufacturing e
city was nevertheless a hubbub of activity. Among the thousands of vehicles

travelling the streets of the city one day, a luxury car stopped by the kerb at a raffic light

intersection. A pedestrian noticed that the car was a new Pierce-Arrow sedan, with head-
light housings blending into gracefully swept front fenders in the unique Pierce-Arrow

stle, Wt st th clogut carapartws tha o il ol dy, here was o il

vapour belching from the exhau: The bysandes sppccached the diver axd Uoogh

e open window commened on he ek of s coming from the exhaust.

acknowledged the man's compliment and remarked that it was because the car aad

engine”.

“This statement is not as whimsical or mischievous as it may seem. T
tnuth 0 it. The Pierce-Arrow did indeed have no intemal combustion engine. It had an
electric motor instead. If the driver had cared to expand his comment further, he might
have told the pedestrian that the electric motor ran with no batteries—with no "fuel” of
any kind.

‘The driver was Petar Savo, and though he was operating the car he was not responsible
forits astonishing features. These were the work of his sole passenger, a man whom Petar
Savo knew as an *uncle™: none other than the electrical genius Dr Nikola Tesla
(1856-1943)

In the 18905, Nikola Tesla revolutionised the world with his inventions in practical
slecrchty glving s the induetlon elecre motor, sherating corent (AC), udio
telegraphy, control, fluorescent
Nikola Tes's polyphase cument (AC) not  Thoms Edison's direc curent (nc). t
really ushered in the moden technological age

el 5 no et o i el et ot 0 ks fuasnntal s ot
fields of energy and matte. He discovered cosmic rays decades before Millian, and was
an early developer of X-ray, cathode ray and other vacuum tubes.

However, Nikola Tesla's potentially most significant discovery was that dletial
energy could be made to propagate through the Earth and also around the Earth in
Smepberi s calld e Scmanant caiy. s eieads o 0 paneary stace 1o
fonosphere at about S0 miles (80 kilometres) altitude. Electromagnetic waves of
extremely low frequencies in the range of § Hz (the Schumann resonance or pulse of the
Earth's magnetic field) sravel with virtually no loss, to any point on the planet. Tesla's

d his dedication to free encrgy meant that his system could
be tapped by anyone in the world with the right electrical device comrecly tuned to the
power transmission.

“This threat to powerful interests and their distribution and sale of electrical power was
100 great. Tesla's discovery resulted in the withdrawal of financial backing, ostracism
from the scientific mainstream and the gradual removl of his name from the history
books. Having had the status of a scientific superstar in 1895, Tesla was virtally a “non-
person” by 1917, limited to performing small-scale scientific experiments in virtual
seclusion. A hinfigure n hisopen coat of pre-World War I stle, he wouldannource his
discoveries ideas to his annual bi iefings for the
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In 1931, Nikola Tesla tumed seventy-five. In a rare display of media tribute, Time
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‘magazine honoured him with a cover portrait and biographical
profile. The elderly scientist/engineer was gaunt though not
unhealthy, his hair still a shining black, and he had the same far-
away look in his visionary eyes.

Electric Cars Fall Behind

‘Atthe beginning of the 20th century, the prospects for the clec-
tric automobile were bright. Visionaries like Jules Verne had
anticipated battery-powered vehicles that were mechanically sim-
ple, silent, odourless, straightforward to operate and less cantan-
kerous than any gasol

They flourished in their market niche with a range of formal,
often elegant, closed-carrage designs.

The Achilles heel of the electric automobile, however, was
always the energy density of its batteries, or the lack of it
Batteries were of the lead-acid type, and were heavy and bulky
and took up valusble storage space. The excessive weight made.
for lumbering handling and sluggish performance, even by the
standards of the day. Electric vehicles could not exceed 45-50
mph (70-80 ki/h), as such speed might destroy the batteries in
mere moments. Bursts of speed to 35 mph (57 km/h) could be

In the petrol-engined automobile,
one had 10 pre-set the throtle linkage,
advance the spark control, pump the
accelerator and roate the engine with a
crank. In an electric car, one onl;
needed to turn a key and press the
accelerator. Releasing the accelerator
slowed down the car immediately

motor garages, elec-

calls i

to change, no radiator to fil, no fuel or
water pumps 10 service, no carburettor

Department stores made use
of electric delivery trucks.
Doctors began makmg house

"electrics".
Women took to electric cars
for their ease of operation.

sustained for only a very short duration,
and travel in the 15-20 mph (24-32
) range was typical. The batter-
ies required charging every night and
the range of travel was seldom over
100 miles (162 kilometres). No elec-
tric vehicle manufacturer had ever
Incalled 1 DC gmeror, wiich mould
have ret mall charge back into
he bateris 8 he vehicke moved,
thus increasing operating range.
Promises of coming breakthroughs in
new, powerful batteries were
far back as Edison's heyday but ulti-

problems, no exhaust pipe to rust, no
clutch or transmission o service, and no pollution! Grease and oil
use was limited 10 two bearings in the electric motor and a nus
ber of chassis fitings.

Deparument stores made use of lecri delivery trucks

ors began makin calls in "electrics", discarding their

nom nd buggy for somothing alivgotier oasiee to masptatn,

electric cars for their ease of operation. Since

S e i range and speed by their batter-
ies, they became popular as town carriages.

Outside of town, the country roads of America were so primi
tive that they became the preserve of the rapid (and rapidly
improving), long-range, intenal combustion engine car. Thus, a

of golden age of electrc vehicles persisted in America after
the rest of the world had begun to discard them. Detroit Electric,
Columbia, Baker, Rauch foods were the most sig-
nificant among a host of manufacturers of this type of vehicle.

A1931 Pierce-Artow Eight sedan, similar to the Tesla electric test car.
(Photo courtesy of John Filiss, Serious Wheels)
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mately 3
As the speed and reliability of petrol-engined cars improved,
g ” 4

gentlemen and little old ladies. The electric starter on
conventional cars put the final nail in the coffin of electric
vehicles.

Enter Dr Nikola Tesla

In the 19605 an aeronautical engineer named Derek Ahlers met
Petar Savo and developed a long friendship with him. Savo
would talk with Ahlers during their 10-year acquaintance about
bis llagions ‘uncle” Nikla Tl s b xglds i he 19505
(Savo was a younger relation of Nikola Tesla and if not actually a
nephew b ouldcutoaalyrefe tohim s “uncie)

Tn 1930, Nikola Tesla asked his "nephew" Petar Savo to come
to New York City. Savo (born in Yugoslavia in 1899 and thus 43
years younger than Tesla) had been in the Austrian military and

a trained aviator, and he eagerly took
up the opportunity to leave Yugoslavia (also
Tesla's country of birth). He moved to
America and settled in New York Ci

Tn a series of interviews in 1967, Mr Savo
related his part in the affair of the Tesla
clectrc car.

During the summer of 1931, Tesla invited
Sein o Buful, Nely Yok s S
and test a new type of automobile
Tk had Govelopu wih hi- o R,
Coincidentally, Buffalo is close to Niag
Falls~whese Toale's, AC ydroslectei
power station went on line in 1895, marking
the pinnacle of his esteem in the eyes of
orthodox science. Westinghouse Electric
and the Pierce-Arrow Motor Car Company
had prepared rimental electric car

current patents for USS15 million at the tum

of the 20th century.)
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‘The Pierce-Arrow Company was now owned and bankrolled by
the Studebaker Corporation and used this firmer financial footing
for a burst of innovation. Between 1928 and 1933, the company
released new models with straight-eight-cylinder and V-12
engines, the futuristic Silver Arrow show cars, new styling and
improvements in engineering. Ci responded and Pierce-
Arrow sales even improved the company's share of the
diminishing luxury car market in 1930. In such a surge of
confidence, "blue sky” projects such as Tesla ic car were
witin he coneeptual sphee. Witk the company's tadiional

mognce ad avety. anything seemod possie
T perce Amow Eight had been selected for testing
from the fncmrys proving grounds in Buffalo, New York. Iis

shortwave radio cabinet. Within was his electronic circuit
Comprising the 13 vacuum tubes, wir and assorted esistor.
Wo rods of a quarter-inch diameter and three inches in length
(0.6 x 7.6 cm) apparently served as connectors {0 the motor leads.
When they reured o te st a. hey placedthe box in o pre-
fitted position on the passenger side under the dashboard.
Tesla pushed in the two contact rods and consulted a yoltmeter.
"We now have power," he declared, handing the ignition Keys
o his nephew. There were additional gauges on the dashboard
thtead valueswhi Tels would nctxplain.
‘Athis uncle's request, Savo started the engine. "The engine s
now in motios,® affimed Tosla. Savs heard 1o sound.
Nevertheless, with the electrical savant in the passenger scat,

internal combustion engine
been removed, leaving the clutch,
gearbox and transmission to the
rear wheels intact. The ordinary
12-volt storage battery remained,
‘but an 80-hp electric motor had

bee the transmission.
‘Traditionally, electric cars had
battery-powered DC motors,

is the only type of current that
batteries can provide. A DC 1o AC
converter could have been used,
but the equipment was 100 large in
those days to fit into an automobile

‘The twilight of electric cars had
long since passed, but this Pierce-
Arrow was fitted with no simple
DC motor. It was an AC electric
oo desiged for 1800 o The
motor itself was 40 inches long and

o s i dmerer (102x 76
cm), was brushless and air-cooled
with a front cooling fan, and

Tesla would not say who had
manufactured the electric motor,

o selected a gear, pressed the
accelerator pedal and drove the car
o

ut.

Petar Savo drove this fuelless
car for a long time that day, for 50
mils thevugh Bufflo ad au ko
the ~countryside. ith
specdometes calibrated (o 120
mph (192 knvh), the Pierce-Arrow
was taken up to 90 mph (145
Km/h), still with the same degree
of sencefom the motr.

Tesla

a confient abowt s iventon
as they drove through the count
side. He began (0 open up 10 his
nephew regarding its secrets. The
device was capable of supplying
the vehicle's power needs forever,
but, more than this, it was also
capable of meeting the power
requirements of a house—and
with power to spare

Initially reluctant to explain the
principles, Dr Tesla did admit that
his device was merely a receiver
for a "mysterious radiation, which
comes out of the aether” and

but it is thought that it was possibly which "is available in limitless
one of the divisions of ‘quantities

Westinghouse. An antenna rod of Mankind sbould be very gre-
6 feet (1.83 m) in length had been wmmmem Tor Baker and Rauch & Lang electric cars, flforis prsece e m

fitted t0 the rear of the car. dreal g the next. e.gm

et ok
The "Aether-Arrow" Affair D o

Petar Savo joined his famous
elder relative as requested, and.

boarded a train in New York City for upstate New York. During
the ey the inventor would not elaborate on the nature of the

G pon ival i Bustao, they went oo small garge wher hey
found the new Pierce-Arrow. Dr Tesla opened the hood and made
a few adjustments to the A soosis waaen Wil ‘They then
parted o prepare Tesla's equipment. In a nearby hote
i lcticn gpite ssemble i apparsus, Hi b brought 1.
specal vacuum tubes in a boxlike case. The tubes were described
by Savo as "of curious construction”, though at least three have
since been identified as 70L7-GT rectifier beam tubes. They were
plugged into a device that was housed in a bo, 2 feet long, 1 foot
‘wide and 6 inches high (61 x 30.5 x 15 cm). It was no larger than
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2 womans car. Note the mergerof two elecic carmakers
and Rauch &
‘own slogan: Baker ("Quality, Service® and Rauch & Lang
'he Social Necessity’).
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d.y:, Tesla and Savo tested the
Pierce-Arrow in city and country
conditions, from crawling speed to
90 my equal
10 any powerful, multi-cylinder car of the dy. incluing ey
own 366-cubic-inch (6- litre), 125-bhp Eigt
Tesla told Savo that the energy receiver onld son b used 0
‘power trains, boats, planes and automobiles.
omplice finally delivered the car to a
re-arranged location—an old barn near a farmhouse 20
lmls (mm Buffalo. They left the car there, Dr Tesla taking the
and his receiver device with him.
Thn focbinte -dagger aspect of the -nw continued. Petar
0 heard a rumour that a secretary en openly about the
cret s and hadbeen fcd forthe incisertion. This may
explain how a garbled account of the tests came to appear in
several newspapers

Lang. Each retained its
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Dr Nikola Tesla was featured on the cover of the 20 July 1931 issue
of TIME magazine (vol. XVIll,no. 3). The portrait was paint
Princess il Lwof Parlaghy and st exubited in March 1916,

oo courtesy of Time-Life)

Dr Tesla was asked where the power came from, in the obvious
absence of batteries. "From the aethers all around us, he replied
ity
Some people suggested that Tesla was mad and somehow in
league wilh s occul Toras, Toes i Incemsed, He
removed his mysterious box and himself, ret o his Ne
York City laboratory.
automotive applications.

s security breach incident may be apocryphal, as Tesla was
not averse to using publicity to promote his inventions and ideas,
devices threatened the industrial status quo
he had every reason to be circumspect in his dealings.

‘The Pierce-Arrow Company had already reached the pinnacle

of ts success in 1930. In 1931, it was on the way down. In 1032,

jost USS3 million. In 1933, the writing was also on

the wal for parent company Studebaker, which teetered on the

very brink of liquidation. The focus moved from innovation to
‘mere survival, and here Pierce-Arrow leaves our narrative.

So ended Nikaa Tesils bre foray o

A Mystery within an Enigma
\bout a month after the publicity incident, Petar Savo was
phonsd by Lue DeForest, & s e of Teoa and 5 pioneer
develepcr of the vacuum tube. He asked Savo how he had
en

le" about the progress of the
power receiver in other applications. Dr Tesla replied that he was
negotiating with a major shipbuilding company to build a boat
with a similar arrangement to the electric test car. He would not
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be pressed further for details, however, as he was hypersensitive
regarding the security of his device—and with good reason.
Powerful interests, who sought to stymie his eve

ol and apply bis techaclogies. had blackballd Tesl n the
past

This author s umawar o any known public record of the nauti-
cal experiment, or if it took place at all. Scant information made
itinto the public arena.

‘The New York Daily News, on 2 April 1934, ran an article enti-
tled "Tesla's Wireless Power Dream Nears Reality", which
described a "planned test run of a motor car using wireless trans-
misionof elecrical enrgy” for ot This was after the event

made no mention of “free

At the tome that the car miEnt have been unveiled, the
Westinghouse Corporation, under president F. A. Merrick, paid
mmodation at New York's newest and most luxu-
rious hotel, the New Yorker. There, the ageing scientist lived rent
free for the rest of his lfe. Tesla was also hired by Westinghouse
for some unspecife wirees esearch sod e stopped ks poblic
statements on cosmit
Did zxunghmu: buy TS st G
gy dlwopeis i 2 s st seciecs
that we Lpecnlulve tha ey Sald bt possible threat
lo csabished ndusry octhe forseeale fumre? The ol
drops on a mystery wi

About

gor Spa]\: w.sh. h.s fstcopy of NEXUS becaus of an article on

Nikola Tesla, and n interest in the technology and his-

1ory of the Inventor. As @ graphic designer,

lgaratons 15 magazines and designed caioon chractes or a

school musical education program. lgor is currently restoring a

classic car, tho s not anticipate powering it with cosmic

cnegy. Igor Spafc is prepaing  follow-up artice speculating
2 Tesla hamesced the energy of the Eath's

magnetic fed to power bis
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