
 Electron Roulette
by
Eyes Right
Portsmouth, VA - It was probably not the wisest move to wait until the 3rd to the last day of the year to attempt to complete a 2-day adventure dictated by Resolution 8-15.  What am I talking about?  
As those who have followed Eyes Right over the years know, I always make 10 New Years resolutions for each year.  The first is always to be alive at 2359 on December 31 of that year, and the 10th is "TBD" (to be determined).  This TBD pretty much guarantees that I will successfully complete at least one of the resolutions because I simply pick out one thing which I did during the year which I judge, in retrospect to have been "cool."  This year it was to travel to Marrakech.
However, resolution #8 just kept lingering as I continued to put it off due to more pressing events, such as traveling to India, Nepal, most of the East Coast from Maine to Florida, and Morocco.  The challenge which I had made for myself was to drive our Nissan Leaf from our home in Springfield, Virginia to my older daughter's home in Portsmouth, Virginia and back.  The distance is roughly 200 miles. When we drive our other vehicles, it takes about 5 hours, assuming moderate traffic on the interstates.  The problem is that the maximum range of the Leaf, an all-electric car, is 100 miles, on a good day.  
Cold days are not good days for electric vehicles due to two factors:  first, battery performance declines with temperature.  On our Leaf, that 100 mile range declines to fewer than 85 miles as the temperature goes below 45 degrees; the second factor is that the car's heater uses the same main battery for energy, thus further decreasing the effective range if you are trying to stay warm on a cold day.
So I was admittedly stupid/ill-advised/gambling (pick your adjective) to start the journey on December 29.   But I am a guy.....
I left Springfield at one in the afternoon with a battery level projecting that the car had a range of 92 miles.   The temperature was 45, but forecast to climb during the afternoon.  I decided to stop at a 480 volt charging station on the way roughly 20 miles from our home to top off before driving south on I-95.  This is where things started to go not exactly as planned. The charging unit was not working.  When I called the 800 number on the box, I was told that a repairman was there working on it.  No one was in sight, much less a repairman, so I went to Plan B, a Nissan dealership another 20 miles down the road in Stafford.  The charging rate for an electric vehicle improves dramatically with voltage.  If you use household 120 volts, it takes well over 12 hrs to fully charge the battery; 240 volts takes 3-4 hrs; 480 volts takes only 30 minutes.
Thus, most Nissan dealers now have 480-volt charging stations located outside, and this one was both available and working.  30 minutes later I was back on the road, headed to another Nissan dealer just to the west of Richmond, about 60 miles away.  The good news was that there was a 480 volt station, the bad news was that it was not working.  However, they did have two additional 240 volt stations, so I plugged in and slept for an hour while it charged.  Knowing that I did not have time to wait here for a full charge, I checked the “PlugShare” app on my iPhone and saw that there was a 480 volt station about 40 miles away located about 20 miles west of Williamsburg on I-64, the route I would be taking to Portsmouth.
By the time I reached this station, located in the middle of nowhere outside a Dairy Queen about a mile off I-64, it was dark and raining.  I had only 19 miles left on my battery (according to the display on my dashboard).  Now the really bad news.   This unit was also not working!   Even worse, according to PlugShare, I was still 20 miles from the nearest charging station, at a Nissan dealership just outside of Williamsburg.  Having few options, I decided to get back on I-64 and drive in that direction….and pray. 

About 9 miles down I-64, the miles remaining indicator on the dashboard disappeared with a light indicating that I needed an immediate charge.  So, now somewhat panicked, I took the next exit and started to look for any electrons, anywhere.  I pulled into a McDonalds, but could not find an electrical outlet on the outside of the building.  Same results in the gas station next door…now major panic!   So I drove on, looking up my AAA number in the event that the car stopped and I needed a tow.  Just as I reached the intersection with U.S. 60, I saw another gas station/convenience store and pulled in.  To my immediate relief, I found a 120 volt outlet out of view of the clerk inside.  I pulled my onboard charging cable out of the trunk, plugged it in, and stole electrons for the next hour.  The indicator on my panel still said that I needed a charge, but I figured that I now had enough for the remaining 9 miles to the Nissan dealership.  

I made it there, and was greeted by two salesmen who assisted me in hooking up to their wonderful 480 volts.  They even offered coffee. In 30 minutes, I was on my way for the remaining 60 miles to my daughter’s home in Portsmouth.  There I plugged into her 120 volt outlet in the garage, slept overnight, and had a full charge to begin the trip home.

The return trip went smoothly. I used three charging stops at 480 volt stations.  No problems, just smooth sailing/all-electric drining..  Mission accomplished…but I suppose the next time I am at that convenience store outside Williamsburg, I should give them a handful of electrons.
I thought that you might like to know.
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