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You probably know someone who owned a Toyota Prius years 
ago. You probably considered that person to be an early adopter. 
If so, this might surprise you: This newfangled thing you know as 
the “series-parallel hybrid”—that is, a gasoline engine mated to 
an electric motor—actually dates back more than 100 years. 
(An Austrian company was selling them as early as 1900.) Then 
Henry Ford perfected the mass-market combustion engine and 
conquered the world. Only the oil embargo and Middle East 

conflagrations in the intervening century caused anyone to realize 
that alternative propulsion might someday become necessary.

That time is now. The Toyota Prius (with an assist from skyrock-
eting gas prices and new, long-awaited government mandates) is 
at the front of an industry-wide revolution. Every carmaker is 
scrambling to build more environmentally friendly automobiles, 
and you, the consumer, are soon to face a glut of choices. Here’s 
a cheat sheet to help you make a smart purchase.  j o s h  d e a n

DIESEL 

AVAILABLE FROM: 
 
 
 

The case for: If your main concern is better gas 
mileage, buy diesel. Diesel engines produce more 
energy on less fuel than gas engines do, so you 
get more miles per gallon—some 30 to 35 percent 
more, on average. They also seem to last forever. 
Of course, anyone over the age of 30 remembers 
this alternative fuel as dirty, smelly, and of 
interest only to truckers, the French, and guys 
who operate farm machinery. But Europe is onto 
something. Diesel cars account for more than half 
of all vehicles sold across the pond, and they’re 
on the rise here too. The hang-up has long been 
with stricter U.S. emissions standards. Diesel 
cars are better in terms of greenhouse gases but 
worse for smog. New versions, which will arrive 
soon, have built-in systems designed to scrub the 

particulate matter from the exhaust. Combined 
with federally mandated ultra-low-sulfur diesel 
(and provided the systems work as advertised), 
these cars will be as clean, if not cleaner, than 
their gas equivalents.  

The case against: The cars are at least a few 
thousand dollars more than their gasoline-burning 
twins, while diesel fuel itself is roughly the same 
price as gas. What’s more, if you live in California, 
Connecticut, Vermont, Massachusetts, Maine, 
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, or New York, you’re 
screwed. None of these states has yet approved 
even the new “clean” diesels.  

The options: A year ago, you had none, unless 
you were in the market for a monster-truck-size 
pickup. Now there’s an E-Class Mercedes-Benz 
(no bargain at $53,000), as well as brand-new 
turbo-diesel versions of the Volkswagen Jetta, 
Jetta SportWagen, and Touareg 2. BMW plans 
to have a 3-Series and an X6 ready for next year, 
both of which will be 50-state compliant, and 

Honda is rumored to be readying an Acura for the 
U.S. market.

HYBRID

AVAILABLE FROM:  
 
 
 
 
 

The case for: How about variety? Nearly every 
automaker on the planet has a hybrid either for 
sale or in the works. One of the latest (and most 
surprising) to announce an entry is Porsche, 
which is planning to use hybrid power trains in its 
upcoming Panamera Gran Turismo and the next-
generation Cayenne hybrid. General Motors—the 
company that famously “killed the electric 
car”—now plans to have eight different hybrids 
on sale by the end of 2008, including perhaps (it’s 
rumored) the last vehicle anyone thinks of when 

Road trippin’   
Big Auto sobers up 

and goes green.
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considering the environment, a Hummer H2. The 
draws are obvious: better gas mileage and federal 
tax credits. 

The case against: A hybrid will cost you more 
money on the lot and, even with rising gas prices, 
you’d have to drive it for years to make up for that 
in fuel savings. Federal tax credits help. The other 
knock has long been styling (see the Prius), but 
changes are afoot.  

The options: Your choices are legion: Mazda, 
Ford, Chevy, Lexus, Saturn, Honda, and Nissan 
are all in the game. But Toyota’s Prius, the car that 
begat the whole craze, remains the gold standard. 
It may look like a handheld vacuum, but it gets 
50 miles per gallon around town. 

COMPRESSED NATURAL GAS 

AVAILABLE FROM:  
 
 

The case for: The fuel is cheap (half the price 
of gas, in most cases), abundant, domestically 
produced, and very eco-friendly. The majority of 
American homes are already on natural gas, and 
one company even offers a home-based natural-

gas machine that hooks up to your lines. The Phill, 
from FuelMaker, costs about $4,000 and can refill 
a car overnight. 

The case against: There are precious few gas 
stations that offer natural gas. We’re talking about 
1,500 nationwide, and only half sell to the public. 
Also problematic is a limited range of 200 miles 
and an unwieldy tank that eats up most of your 
trunk space. 

The options: Slim pickings. Each year, Honda 
sells about 1,000 of its GX natural-gas Civics—the 
only option—and you have to live in California or 
New York to own one. That said, the Civic is the 
greenest car, according to the American Council 
for an Energy-Efficient Economy.

ELECTRIC 

AVAILABLE FROM:  
 
 

The case for: Until now, the problem with plug-
in electric cars has been battery capacity. The 
technology is advancing quickly though (thanks 
largely to the PC and cell-phone business), and 
three of the most anticipated cars in years are 

the intelligent driver 
“Green SUV” may be an oxymoron of Detroit-size proportions, but some simple math proves the idea may not be so far-fetched…

When I mentioned to Therese Langer, transportation program director at the American 
Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy, that GM is rumored to be prepping a hybrid 
Hummer, she actually laughed. I believe her exact words were “You’re not serious, are 
you?” But a few minutes later, she told me the idea actually isn’t as ludicrous as it 
seems. Small increases in gas-guzzler fuel economy, it turns out, have greater impact 
than larger increases on more fuel-friendly cars. She sent me the math to prove it:

“A vehicle that gets 15 miles per gallon and is driven 12,000 miles a year uses 800 gallons 
of gasoline annually. Raise the fuel economy by two miles per gallon, and your 17-miles-
per-gallon vehicle burns only 706 gallons per year, saving 94 gallons, or about $300. Now 
raise the fuel economy of your 35-miles-per-gallon vehicle by two, to 37 miles per gallon. 
You save 19 gallons, or about $60. To save as much gas at the low end of the spectrum, 
you’d have to raise the 35-miles-per-gallon vehicle to 48 miles per gallon.”  j . d .
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electric. First is the Fisker Karma—a bug-eyed 
supermodel of a sport sedan that was shown at the 
Detroit auto show—which is said to be preparing 
for a late-2009 launch with a price under $100,000. 
Second is the Tesla Roadster. The Silicon Valley 
PR-magnet has celebrities and tech geeks drooling 
(George Clooney was among the first to put down 
a deposit). Third would be the Chevrolet Volt, a 
plug-in electric car that GM is readying for mass 
production. It will have an electric driving range 
of 40 miles on its batteries alone, plus a small gas 
engine that kicks on to recharge the batteries, 
extending the range indefinitely under normal 
driving conditions. Skeptics say the car is far 
from imminent, but Bob Lutz, GM’s most public 
executive, has told his company to be ready with a 
car by November 2010.  

The case against: Primarily, range. The 
batteries drain, so you’d need to have a place 
where you could plug in and recharge—plus the 
wherewithal to wait—in order to use an electric car 
for road trips.  

The options: The Tesla is the latest and greatest, 
but it’s not exactly practical. It has two seats, costs 
$98,000, and is sold out for at least a year. Until the 
Volt arrives, the selection is pretty anemic. 

HYDROGEN FUEL CELL 

AVAILABLE FROM:  
 
 

The case for: It is a true zero-emissions 
vehicle. A fuel-cell car emits only water vapor. 

The case against: It’s nearly impossible to 
get one, and once you have one, obtaining the 
power is even more difficult. Only New York, 
Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles have public 
fuel-cell stations, which is why GM chose those 
markets for real-world testing of its Equinox Fuel 
Cell. A hundred vehicles are now in the hands of 
American families. 

The options: Three cars are currently in 
“production”—the Honda FCX, the Chevrolet 
Equinox Fuel Cell, and the BMW Hydrogen 7—
but none are actually “for sale” in the traditional 
sense. Customers apply to be test marketers and 
are loaned the car for a short time, typically less 
than a year. In the case of the BMW, you have to 
be a celebrity.

it’s electric!   
Skip the gas line 
with Fisker’s zero-
emissions Karma.
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With marriage and family comes responsibility, as well as the 
occasional sense of loss as you find yourself staring at that 
anodyne sedan in the driveway, wondering, What happened 
to my wild side? The typical answers to the midlife crisis—like 
buying a sports car or getting elected governor—tend to be 
frowned upon by sensible wives. But there is a subtler automotive 
alternative: Namely, carmakers are producing an ever-growing 
number of family-friendly sports sedans that are essentially 

stealth sports cars—the auto equivalent of Superman in 
the guise of Clark Kent. These vehicles offer big engines, 
stiff suspensions, cool wheels, and fierce zero-to-60 times, 
which are basically all the benefits of a sports car, plus four 
doors, trunk space, and the peace of mind that no one in the 
neighborhood is making Freudian wisecracks at your expense. 
What follows is the best of the bunch, each totally redesigned 
(and in one case, entirely new) for 2008.  j o s h  d e a n

Lexus ISF
The ISF, the first production 
model to wear the new 
F badge and the fastest 
Lexus production car ever 
built, arrived this spring. 
Whereas the typical new 
model at Lexus requires 
a team of 1,000 to 1,500 
developers, the ISF had 
just 100 to 300 people 
tinkering at the Japanese 
headquarters. Their baby 
is a menacing foe for the 
BMW M3, nearly dead 
even in power (416 horses), 
zero-to-60 time (4.6 
seconds), and top speed 
(170 miles per hour). In 
true Lexus fashion, it also 
brings a technological 
breakthrough: the world’s 
first eight-speed Sport 
Direct-Shift transmission. 
From $56,000.

They’ve got four doors, trunk space, 
and formidable zero-to-60 timesGet Sporty
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stealth sports cars  
Sedans such as this Lexus 

ISF are engineered to 
stave off a midlife crisis. 

Mitsubishi Evo
The Evo is to Mitsubishi’s 
Lancer econobox as 
the STI is to Subaru’s 
Impreza, which is to say 
that it’s the twin with the 
tattoos. Like the STI, 
the Evo’s heritage is in 
racing—specifically, the 
World Rally Championship, 
where the Evo as we know 
it was born. This year’s car 
isn’t actually faster than 
the last generation (the 
two-liter turbocharged 
four-cylinder has roughly 
the same horsepower: 
291 versus 286), but it 
handles like a Porsche on 
pavement or dirt, and the 
redesigned body solves 
what has always been the 
Evo’s biggest problem: It’s 
no longer dorky-looking. 
From $32,990. 

BMW M3
The first M3 came out in 
1986, and it was designed 
for racing, from top to 
bottom. But to compete 
in the German Touring 
Car Championship, a 
car needed to be stock, 
so BMW churned out 
5,000 M3s for European 
consumers. A star was 
born. The fourth and latest 
M3—known internally as 
the E92—appeared this 
spring. The performance 
is mammoth (how about 
414 horses, a 4.7-second 
zero-to-60 time, and an 
8,400 rpm redline?), but 
the styling is subtle, save 
for the four exhaust pipes, 
the telltale hood bulge, 
and, on the coupe version, 
the carbon-fiber roof. 
From $54,575. 

Mercedes-Benz  
C63 AMG
The mad scientists from 
Stuttgart specialize 
in turning ordinary 
automobiles into tire-
shredding monsters, 
and the C63 AMG is their 
latest. You’ll know it from 
the regular C class by its 
hood bulges (which are 
necessary in order to fit 
the naturally aspirated 
6.3-liter V-8 that shares 
no parts with any other 
V-8s in the Mercedes 
lineup), broad fenders, 
and 18-inch alloy wheels. 
Onboard is a jet fighter’s 
worth of technology, 
including the brand-new 
dual-clutch Speedshift Plus 
seven-speed automatic 
transmission that cuts shift 
times in half. From $54,625.

Subaru WRX STI
Okay, so technically it’s 
a hatchback, but it was a 
sedan in previous iterations. 
The STI isn’t exactly 
subtle about showing off 
its performance genes. 
There’s the spoiler, the 
quartet of stainless-steel 
exhaust pipes, the 18-inch 
five-spoke aluminum alloy 
wheels, and the hood 
scoop that is large enough 
to suck in low-flying birds. 
It has 305 horsepower, 
290 pound-feet of torque, 
and the cool SI-Drive 
performance management 
system, which allows you 
to change the car’s driving 
characteristics—from 
short-shifting race car to 
fuel-efficient commuter 
ride—with the twist of a dial. 
From $34,995. 












