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ince 1978 a lot has come to pass in the collector car hobby. When Car
Collector first began publishing, many of the automobiles that have
become the most valuable today weren’t even regarded as collectible.
Time changes everything.
Over the last three decades a new generation of collectors has
emerged and we have seen the passing of many who were the found-
ers and leaders in the old car hobby, but one thing has remained a constant through-
out the years, the desire to preserve ¢ars from our past, from all generations, dating
back to the turn of the last century. Today there are more Concours d’Elegance
that at any time in history, restorations are more precise, standards for judging
and for cars have evolved, and the values of collectible automobiles have ridden an
economic rollercoaster equal only to that of the New York Stock Exchange.

We recently sat down with five individuals who have not only witnessed these
changes first hand but have become a part of them; Bill Miller, co-founder of Carlisle
Productions and the famous Carlisle shows held each year in Pennsylvania; Paul
Russell, one of America’s leading restorers; David Burroughs from Bloomington
Gold; collector car consultant and authority Ken Gooding; and the inimitable Don
Sommer, whose hand has been at the foundation of numerous Concours from
Meadow Brook to Amelia Island.




Paul Russell

ne of the things that helped bring about
change, both in the cars and their values
at auction, is restoration. One of the
most successtul restorers in the business
1s Paul Russell, who carved out his own
niche specializing in Mercedes-Benz
restorations but has learned over the past 30 years that
the changing tastes of his clientele often means thinking
outside the silver star.

“The art of restoration has changed in many ways over
the last 30 years. We started in business in 1978 and at
the time a lot of restoration was cosmetic, in other words
touching everything but not refinishing it, which is kind
of oversimplifying things but there has been an evolution
since then where restoration has become more than just
making things look nice. Today everything is authenti-
cally correct because the knowledge of how the cars really
were, what the finishes were when the cars were new,
both from a plating and painting point of view, has really
developed exponentially over the last 30 vears, and while
the cars that were done back then are nice, those that are
done today are restored with a greater expectation for the
end result. The people at the shows, the cadre of judges
have a much deeper knowledge and to me that is a huge
improvement in the business. It is history we are deal-
ing with and we are not rewriting the story but putting it
back the way it was, doing the work with a real focus on
authenticity, and that is a great evolution, that’s how far
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we have come in 30 vears
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Restoration has also been aided by the greater number of
authentic reproduction parts available today. “There’s a lot less
available today in the way of original parts,” says Russell. “If you
go to Hershey or one of the big Eurepean swap-meets today
and you're looking for that horn button or cigarette lighter
insert, suspension part, or adjustable shock absorber that you
half expected to find 15 or 20 years ago, that’s pretty much
over.” Fortunately modern technology such as laser and water
jet cutting tools and computer aided design has made possi-
ble the remanufacture of old pieces, even when only a few are
needed. “This has had a significant impact on restorations,” says
Russell. Of course restorers still prefer to resurrect an original
part whenever possible.

“One thing I hear in my own shop and when I talk with other
restorers is the challenges we face today. Everyone says, ‘the easy
cars are done, meaning the cars that were survivors that needed
to be taken apart and put back together or restored or could get
away with a cosmetic restoration, these are the exceptions today.
Now we are seeing cars that were passed over the first time
because they demanded so much work, cars that are really, really
kind of used up, that you might have called the hook and sent
to be junked but were somehow set aside for years and years.
Well now those cars are appearing in restoration shops and are
really challenging because of the amount of missing pieces and
the amount of mechanical repairs that need to be done.”

The passing of 30 years has also brought attention to cars
that were not regarded as collectible in the late 1970s but are in
demand today. “I never really experienced that with Mercedes-
Benz, but I see it a lot with muscle cars, cars that were made
in much higher quantities and cars that were once less popu-
lar. We had such a narrow specialty doing Mercedes for a couple
decades,” says Russell, “but when you work for collectors, invari-
ably someone will say, ‘Well, I have this old Cunningham I'd like
restored, could you do that one?’ And you find yourself branch-
ing out. The skills that you bring to bear are transferable, so
you begin doing other types of cars. As a result we have seen
new collectors coming into the hobby, guys in their late 30s
and early 40s who have been successful in their career and have
been drawn to 1950s Mercedes, BMW 507s, Cunninghams and
other sporting models. We have the very first and the very last
Cunningham C3 in our shop right now and I think that reflects
a broadening of the market and the hobby as well. I look at it
from the standpoint of the customer who was interested in 300
SLs when they were $350,000 and now they are way past that,
so they are asking “What else can I do for that kind of money?’
So the rest of the boats rise with the tide and the focus turns to
other things and some of the lesser cars will finally have their
day in the sun.”




