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The challenge was to design and build a car that could get at least 100 miles per gallon of gasoline, or the equivalent measure for electric 
cars (100 MPGe).

Former Park Forest resident Kevin Smith and his Illuminati Motor Sports team left that number in their dust. On a test drive at Chrysler’s 
track in Chelsea, Mich., in March, the IMW Seven registered a reading of 207.5 MPGe. Smith believes it’s a world record for street-legal 
four-wheel vehicles but said the car can do better.

“We were excited with the results but again a bit disappointed,” he said. “In testing, we’d regularly hit between 250 and 300 MPGe.”

The performance came a little too late for the Illuminati team. Last year, with a top prize of $5 million at stake, the Seven car finished 
second in the Progressive Insurance Automotive X PRIZE.

The global competition was for cars built to achieve at least 100 MPGe in real-world driving conditions. Even though the Illuminati team 
built its car in a barn in downstate Divernon and beat many teams that spent millions of dollars on their entries, there was some sting in 
finishing second, Smith said.

Smith credits much of his interest in engineering and electronics to his upbringing in Park Forest and his time at Crete-Monee High 
School. He said Crete-Monee science teacher Win Hopkins influenced his interest in engineering, and Park Forest neighbor Paul Cox 
challenged him about science in their weekly chess games.

Illuminati’s project to build the Seven car began in 2007 when Smith and two fellow employees at the Illinois Environmental Protection 
Agency heard about the 2010 X PRIZE. The event’s goal was to “inspire a new generation of super-efficient vehicles” with three 
requirements: Entered vehicles must achieve 100 MPGe, pass a stringent emissions test and prove capable of mass production.

Smith had spent time during his college years at the University of Illinois at Chicago in engineering labs, joining and winning competitions 
requiring students to convert conventional cars to hybrids. So the X PRIZE competition immediately piqued his interest.

Smith said he committed more than 5,000 hours to building the Seven car, which took about 12,000 man hours for the entire team and 
cost more than $100,000.

“Anyone who could contribute anything, a couple of hours, a little know-how, anything, we took them on board,” he said.

That included his wife, Jen Danzinger, and his father, Nick Smith. Four other indispensable teammates soon joined: Nathan 
Knappenburger, Josh Spradlin, Thomas Pasko and George Kennedy.

A week before the Illuminati team was to put the car through X PRIZE tests in June, it began experiencing problems.

“We began hearing a weird noise, and someone said, ‘I think that’s the clutch,’ and sure enough it was,” Smith said. “We never could get 
it running right again. She couldn’t take it any longer.”

The car never completed the entire battery of tests, bowing out with only one car to beat. Smith compared the defeat to an athlete making 
the Olympics and losing by a fraction of a second.

“It hurts because we missed by that much and we knew it,” he said. “It was tough, but we’re pretty happy with the finish.”

And they really proved themselves in the most recent test in March, using a tip about resistance from BITW Technologies to post the 
207.5 MPGe.

Smith isn’t sure what’s next for the car. They built it to be street legal and not just a test car, outfitting it with features like air conditioning 
and a stereo. So they can drive the car to work. It’s also been displayed at events around the state, and there are plans to show it at a 
national electric car convention in Missouri in September. Other than that ...

“It’s time to go back to work and to make amends with our families,” Smith said. “It’s time we take care of the house projects and fixes 
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we’ve been putting off for two years.”

Caption: Silver bullet: Illuminati Motor Sports team members Jen Danzinger (from left), Josh Spradlin, Nate Knappenburger, Thomas 
Pasko, Nick Smith, George Kennedy and Kevin Smith stand by the team car at Michigan International Speedway on July 26. | Supplied 
photo
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