
Mad scientist' gets a joy out of this ride
Vallejo's Sarmiento never gets static driving his electric car
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JIMMY SARMIENTO of Vallejo converted his Porsche 914 into all-electric. (Rich 
Freedman/Times-Herald) 

Jimmy Sarmiento is right out of "Back to the Future." 

Think Dr. Emmett Brown. And ignore the obvious that the 5-foot-3, 150-pound Sarmiento is 
about half the size of actor Christopher Lloyd. 

Still, here's a guy who thinks outside of the gas pump. A guy concerned about the environment 
- remember how "Doc" eventually runs the DeLorean on garbage? 

And even the Vallejoan admittedly possessing "a sick sense of humor" said he has a bit of a 
"mad scientist" streak. 

Still, few could argue with the final results: Sarmiento, a full-fledged financial planner, 
managed to convert a Porsche 914 to all-electric. 

Good-bye Chevron. Adios Valero. Sayonara Union 76. Paalam to Shell. 

When Sarmiento passes a gas station, "I wave to them," he said, giving an impressed reporter 
a short spin around downtown Vallejo. 

It's not as if Sarmiento's always been fascinated with the inner workings of the automobile, 
knowing "zip" when he started the conversion project three years ago. 

"My background is I'm a certified professional planner," he said. "I didn't know anything 
about cars except changing the oil." 

It was 20 years ago when a colleague drove to work in a Karmann Ghia converted to electric. 

"That was an inspiration," Sarmiento said. 

About 15 years later, he joined the Electric Automobile Association. And then started his 
research. 

"Now, there's a lot of information on the Internet," Sarmiento said, laughing that he 
"MacGyvered everything," paying homage to 1985 
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television show where the hero could solve anything with a Swiss Army knife and duct tape. 

Sarmiento pops open the trunk to unveil a blue box - FLUX CAPACITOR, it says, an obvious 
tribute to "Back to the Future." It's actually a motor controller that modulates the flow of 
energy and torque of the rear wheel. 

"Yes, I am a 'Back to the Future' fan," he said. "But I don't see myself as a 

Dr. Brown character. I am a tinkerer, though." 

Sarmiento was actually "green" several years before creating his electric vehicle. In 2002, he 
installed nine solar panels on his Glen Cove home as a response to the Enron Energy 
Company scandal in 2001. 

Sarmiento's house uses so little energy, PG&E takes some of the surplus for its grid and 
actually pays the happy homeowner. 

"My May bill was minus $23," he said. "And my June bill was $9.97." 

And, Sarmiento pointed out, the solar home's electricity generates the power for his electric 
car, which, he said, costs about three cents a mile. 

Not that he did it for the savings. It costs around $15,000 to convert the 1975 Porsche "but 
don't tell my wife (Rebecca)," Sarmiento said laughing. 

Actually, he quickly added, "she's been supportive from the start. No objections to the cost or 
countless hours I've spent in the garage." 

It wasn't a money-saving venture, Sarmiento said. 

"It was not a cost thing for me," he said. "It was more about doing it as a hobby and seeing if I 
could do it. It has been a lot harder than I thought. There was a lot of time I was left scratching 
my head. It would have been easier to slap a kit together, but it wouldn't have been as much 
doing it the way I did it." 

Sarmiento contemplated coverting either a Honda Del Sol or a Toyota, but found the balance 
between the front and pack of the Porsche ideal for the electric conversion "and others have 
done this type of car so I knew it could be done," he said. 

The car can reach 90 mph, though its range is only about 50 miles between eight-hour 
charges. If the car suddenly dies on the road, Sarmiento said it will self-charge and extend its 
range another 20 miles. 

It may not be ideal for travel, but it's perfect for Sarmiento's 10-mile round-trip commute, he 
said. 

Besides, the envious stares of citizens left holding the gas pump is almost worth it right there. 

"People ask if it's a hybrid," Sarmiento said. "I tell them, no, it's a purebred." 

Yes, some have offered to pay Sarmiento to build one for them. No thanks, he said. 

"I tell them, 'You do it and I'll help,' " he said. 

Sarmiento said he'll never forget the first time he took the converted vehicle out for a romp. 

"I forgot to release the hand brake for a block," he said. "I smelled something funny." 



With test drive finished, Sarmiento parked behind his office at 301 Georgia St. An associate 
smiles, utters a few words in Tagalog, and steps into his van. 

Sarmiento gladly translated. 

"He wants to convert it to electric," Sarmiento said. 

There's something about being the first guy on your block - with or without hand brake on - to 
own an electric car. 
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