
NO ONE·TRICK PONY 
Autorama is not just another traveling hot-rod show anymore 

as Ferraris, 'Big Daddy' Roth and cycles galore add new dimensions 

T
o help us put this all in perspec
tive, let's try a simple game of 
word association. You know, we 
say a word, and you say the first 
thing that comes into 

your head. Ready? O.K., try this: 
World of Wheels. 
Hot-rod show, you say? 
All right, let's try an-

other: Autorama. 
Another hot-rod show? 
Yeah, that's just what 

we thought. Seems some 
of you have the same problem 
we did. That's probably because many 
of us have, at one time or another, attended 
an event with one of these names attached to 
it. (Combined, these two show series draw 
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~ more than 2 million spectators annually.) 
~ But say it's been awhile since they had 
~ you plunking down a few bucks to admire 
~ rods and customs adorned with trick paint 
~ and gleaming chrome. Or what if those two 

names don't ring a bell at all? 
Or even if hot rods just don't 

set your automotive 
heart aflutter? Well, 
then you just might be 
in for a pleasant sur

prise , like we were. 
You see, when 

Group Promotions , 
Inc., rolled into 

Cobo Exhibition Cen
ter last month with its 
39th Annual Miller 

Heres a sports car you'll want to take turns driving. 



Genuine Draft Detroit Autorama, some 
words associated with the event didn't ring 
any bells with even those of us who attend 
such shows on a fairly regular basis. 

Like, can you say Ferrari? 
No, we're not talking about some offbeat 

example of a kit-bashed look-alike; rather, a 
multimillion-dollar display of genuine Fer
raris, courtesy of Ferrari historian and ex
pert Gerald Roush (as well as a collection of 
Ferrari tapestries created by artist Keith 
Collins and designer Richard Pietruska). 

Or how about an automotive art exhibit? 
And a display of memorabilia from the 

Motorsports Hall of Fame of America? 
And a collector-car auction? 
And a Big Three prototype and concept 

car "Manufacturer's Cup" competition? 
And then throw in the appearance and 

charity auction by Ed "Big Daddy" Roth of 
"Rat Fink" fame (AW, July 31,1989). 

Admittedly, Autorama regulars will recall 
various famous folks headlining the shows 
over the years. Celebrities at the event have 
ranged from the likes of the King himself 
(uh, that's as in Richard Petty, not Elvis) to 
the stars of TV's The Dukes of Hazzard, 
complete with the General Lee. (Of course, 
none of us ever watched that show, so we 
wouldn't know that "The General" was the 
Dukes' competition-orange Dodge Charger 
with the Confederate flag painted on the 

roof.) But while it 
may be common
place to see big 
names in entertain
ment and racing 
appear at Au
toramas, having 
someone with as 
much grass-roots 
car-cult appeal as 
"Big Daddy" was 
a real treat for en
thusiasts. 

Clearly, some of 
these additional Au
torama attractions 
aren't exactly the kinds of things typically 
associated with the average hot-rod show. 

That's not to say there's no longer a 
healthy diet of typical hot-rod show material 
for the roddin' fanatic. As at all Autoramas, 
all types of performance cars remain the 
staple. And for those who feel that showing 
off a machine for the street just ain't com
plete without a bikini-clad beauty nearby, 
the show included autograph sessions and 
swimsuit fashion shows by eight Playboy 
Playmates, as well appearances by "Amer
ica's Favorite Poster Girl," Leslee Bremer. 

And there are still all the other tried-and
true "side dishes" which this year, as well 
as the aforementioned new attractions, in-
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Rodders flocked 
to see bechromed 
'blown' engines 
(far left), trick 
paint-from 
hot-yellow'50s 
pickup (left) to 
muted hues of 
, 40s coupe (below) 
-and, of course, 
those 'flame jobs' 
(below right) 

cluded: a muscle cars of the '90s display; 
live stunts performed by motorcycle wheelie 
artist Kerry Day; more than 200 commercial 
exhibits of performance auto supplies; the 
"Breathless Mahoney" car (a 1937 Auburn 
Speedster driven by Madonna in Dick 
Tracy); BMX bicycle freestyle stunt demon
strations; a collection of vintage Mopar 
muscle cars; as well as a chance to meet 
TV's General Hospital soap opera-turned
Full House sitcom star John Stamos. 

The something-for-everyone approach for 
Autorama and its sister show, World of 
Wheels, is the brainchild of Bob Larivee Sr., 
president of Group Promotions, which hails 

as the world's largest producer of perfor
mance car shows. The two shows make up 
more than 50 of the lOO-plus-event annual 
Magna Auto Shows series schedule all across 
North America. Larivee is also founder of the 

International Show Car Association, the sanc
tioning body for the series. 

He got started nearly four decades ago by 
helping the Michigan Hot Rod Association, 
now a sponsor of Detroit's Autorama, put 
together the first Detroit-area show in an ef
fort "to help the club raise money to build a 
drag strip." Larivee's original formula of 
bringing local car clubs together in the pro
duction and management process helped gain 
mass-market appeal for a love for custom cars 
once limited to club-level involvement. 

Today, more than 10,000 custom-car 
builders exhibit their creations at Group 
Promotions events each year in the hopes of 
winning cash and merchandise, as well as 
points toward the international champion
ship. So it's no surprise that the Detroit 
show-in addition to being the nation's big
gest in terms of attendance and prestige-is 
closest to Larivee's heart. 

"It was in Detroit where the idea of ad
ding entertainment and celebrities was first 
introduced back in the '60s and early '70s," 
he said. "And it was the first to have after
market performance businesses at the show. 

"We keep trying to add a new dimension 
to the shows each year. The 'Exotic Mar
que' display of Ferraris is just a part of that 
ongoing change of focus." 

What hasn't changed is Autorama's abil
ity to attract all kinds of motoring enth-

After the first turn, you'll understand why we used the same 4-wheel steering system found on 



usiasts , as well as some of the most creative 
custom entries in the nation. This year, 
more than 700 hot rods, customs, restored 
collectibles, race cars, muscle cars and 
street machines, performance cars and 
trucks, as well as the latest in motorcycles, 
ATVs, snowmobiles--even powerboats and 
power-skis, covered the show floor. Merely 
in terms of the sheer variety of powered 
vehicles, the Detroit show goes a long way 
to delivering on its billing as "America's 
Hot Rod & Performance Spectacular." 

The cycle, boat, snow- and water
vehicle manufacturers make up the 
Cyclerama portion of the event, 
which has been part of Autorama for 
seven years now (also introduced in 
Detroit). While the combination of 
cars and bikes at the same show may 
at first seem to make for strange bed
fellows, organizers see it as a mutu
ally beneficial relationship. 

"The addition of Cyclerama only 
adds to the appeal for Autorama's au
dience," Larivee said. Butch Patrico, 
Detroit Autorama chairman, agreed. 
"We feel that Cyclerama has a lot of 
appeal for automotive and motorcycle en
thusiasts alike," he said. 

The Cyclerama folks find that by teaming 
up with the car show, they can draw more ' 
traffic than by staging a show of their own. 

Challengers (top) were among 
tribute to 'Mopar Muscle.' But bevy 
of other badges recalled era 

Liz Crawford, director of promotions for 
Edgell Expositions, producers of Cy
clerama, said the participating motorcycle 
manufacturers are keen on the Detroit show 
because "they are able to showcase their 

new line of motorcycles , snowmobiles and 
water vehicles to an excellent mix" of peo
ple. And Mike Webster, Edgell vice presi
dent, said, "We believe that including a 
motorcycle show within Autorama attracts 

our Turbo Z~ Right away youll notice how the 240SX® responds to your every move. And YOl 



new enthusiasts to the motorcycle market. " 
Cycle fans could visit a traveling museum 

sponsored by Harley-Davidson housed in a 
semi-tractor trailer, which traces the history 
of motorcycles from the early 1900s to 
present. Cyclerama appears in only five 
cities on the series tour , with Houston, Bos
ton , Phoenix and Cincinnati the other stops. 

But the bottom line here is cars, and 
plenty of them. It wasn't difficult to find 
incredible craftsmanship , screaming paint 
schemes and scads of chrome-plated every
thing among the various street rods and 
customs . That is, after all, what hot-rod 
shows are all about. But notable among the 
rows of cars was an increased number of 
pure collectibles , box-stock restorations of 
cars from the late '20s through the late '60s. 

No " tubbed" undercarriages or blowers 
poking through hoods here, yet these cars 
drew plenty of onlookers-albeit for differ
ent reasons. It was almost refreshing to see 
things like a showroom-mint red '63 Falcon 
convertible sit in the same show as a 500 hp 
V8 Pinto. Or an incredibly clean yellow '59 
Cadillac Eldorado convertible next to a 
handbuilt one-of-a-kind street rod . (The 
Caddy ragtop owner, who lives in suburban 
Detroit , says he's turned down a very hand
some offer for his car from Domino's Pizza! 
Detroit Tigers owner Tom Monaghan). 

Show chairman Patrico was impressed 

with the entries at this year's event. "This 
had to be one of the finest collections of 
vehicles we've ever presented at the Detroit 
Autorama," he said. "I know the judges 
had a hard time choosing the winners. " 

For the record, Autorama handed out 
more than $25,000 in cash and prizes for the 
entries judged to be best in their class. The 
show's top trophy-the $5,000 Ridler 
Award (named for Don Ridler, longtime 
NHRA racetrack promoter), presented to the 
best car shown for the first time in any 
local, state or national competition-went to 
Tony Carlini of Newport Beach, Calif., 

for his purple-trimmed gunmetal gray 1933 
Ford Highboy coupe street rod. 

Funny thing, though, was that no matter 
how many times we lapped the show floor , 
we kept winding up at the $5-million Ferrari 
exhibit put together by Ken Tompor of 
Tompor Auto Brokers and Leasing Ltd . 
Roush was spotted mingling with specta
tors, talking cars . " Originally, Ferrari auto
mobiles were produced for street driving 
and racing," he said. "The allure of Fer
raris has changed over the years , but it re
mains one of the most admired automobiles 
throughout the world ." 

will move. Because under the hood lurks a new i6-valve i55-horsepower engine. The fact is, 



And the display's collec
tion of eight Ferrari tapes
tries (the likes of which 
have been sold to Mon
aghan, singer Michael 
Jackson and Enzo 
Ferrari himself) 
sparked enough in
terest to land four 
sales, the highest of 
which brought $25,000. 

exhibit allowed spectators to 
get up close to show cars that 

most could previously 
view only from afar. 
Chevy won the Cup with 
a modified C-1500. 

The weekend show 

Proving both interesting and 
accessible was Ed Roth, who 
could be found sitting in his 

'Real' show car: Madonna's 'Breathless' Auburn from Dick Tracy 

drew just shy of 149,000 
people, down roughly 10 per
cent from last year's record
setting figure. But the percent
age of decrease was less than 
the big North American Inter
national Auto Show held the 

booth, detailing four Rat Fink oil cans 
for his Saturday night charity auction (one 
netting $300 of the $4,143 generated by the 
sale of Rat Fink memorabilia) to benefit ter
minally ill children. "You guys wouldn't 
have to wear those heavy coats if you'd 
move to California," Roth quipped to fans 
watching his handiwork in action. 

Speaking of sales, about 100 collector cars 
and bikes valued at over $4 million went up 
for bids in "Auction Autorama," conducted 
by Tom Williams Auctions. Only about 22 
percent were sold, for a total of $107,410. 
Top money-getter was a '67 Mustang GT at 
$26,500, though a bid of $95,000 wasn't 
enough to land a '66 Ferrari 33OGTC. 

If motors ports is your thing, there were 
lots of vintage and current race cars on dis-

play, thanks in part to a strong showing by 
many area racing clubs and their members' 
road-course and dragstrip hardware. And 
you wouldn ' t want to miss that Motorsports 
Hall of Fame of America display put to
gether by the hall's executive director Ron 
Watson and chairman Mike Hedge. 

The Manufacturers Cup competition was 
a collection of prototype and concept cars 
by the Big Three and others which have 
visited the world's major auto show circuit 
in recent years . GM showed off its new 
Firebird convertible, and trucks played a 
key role, with Ford, Chevy and Chrysler 
each showing one-the latter a hot Dakota 
done up by ASC. Though we 've seen cars 
like the ' 86 Firebird Kammback and Pon
tiac's Trans Sport prototype before, the 

month before , and besides, Larivee was 
"prepared for the worst," with the Gulf war 
still raging, snowy, cold weather in Detroit 
and the nation's economy in the doldrums. 

"However, Detroiters showed that their 
interest in performance automotive events is 
as strong as ever-recession or no re
cession," said a pleased Larivee. 

He hinted he'll have something new for 
next year's show-possibly a "dream cars" 
exhibit. As today's car enthusiasm continues 
to diversify, car shows of this ilk must serve 
up a broader menu in an attempt to satisfy the 
niches in America's automotive appetite . Au
torama has markedly progressed from relying 
on the appeal of a single automotive entree
hot rods-to putting together a kind of smor
gasbord of performance .• 

you WOn't feel like stopping. Unless, of course, someone else wants a turn. hl. f' 
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