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There m1ght not be an

original partother

than the number on
-the frame; and even
that can 'bg':phouy'. :

- By MARTIN: ZIMMDRMAN-
Times Staff Writér.

Figuring out the value of a

collectible car these days can
be more like an episode of
“CSI” than “Antiques Road-
show.”

Sure, a vehicle’s condition
and relative rarity are keys-to

its price on the auction block, -
but potential buyers have to be’

as concerned with authenticity.
Dges it have only factory-in-
stalled ‘parts? Has the engine
been replaced? Do all of the
identifying numbers match?
Are the documents genuine?

“You want as much of the

original product, the original..

DNA. of the car, as possible,”
said Colin Comer, a Milwaukee
author and expert on detecting
fake collectibles.

The problem is that some
crooks are very good at swap-
ping out parts and serial num-
bers and passing off a backyard

junker as a real and costly Mc-'

C’oy

. Some supposed co]lectlbles,
Comer said, are fixed-up
phonies with “nothing more
than a title and a potato-chip-
size piece of the original car.”

The difference in value be-

. tween a 100% original and one
that iso’t can be significant. A

1971 Plymouth Hemi ’'Cuda

convertible that  fetched
$2.4 million, including commis-
sion, at an auction a year ago
was deemed nearly flawless —
except that its engine had been
replaced.

No miatter that the “new”
engine was made at roughly
the same time.

“1f it had been all original, it
would’ve brought $4 million,”
Comer said of the *Cuda, one of
only 11 produced that model
year.

The fact that the car had a
replacement engine was dis-
closed by RM Auctions, the Ca-
nadian company that handled
the sale. And McKeel Hagerty,
whose company insures almost
600,000 collectible cars, said it
has’ become easier in recent
years to document authentic-
ity. -

The avaﬂabmty on the In-
terhet of formerly hard-to-find
information like vehicle histo-
ries makes it easier to check
out the provenance of a vehicle.
What's more, the growth of en-
thusiast clubs for almost every
model of collectible car has cre-
ated alarge body of lay experts
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HOW CAN YOU TELL? Klaus Kzndor e:z:ammes a 1928 Chevy Landau Coupe at ihe
Barrett-Jackson Collector Car Auction in Scottsdale, Ariz. The evént ends Sunday.

who can vouch for a car’s
authenticity or expose possible
frauds.

On the other hand, as the
prices that collectors are will-

“ing to pay for rare cars go into

overdrive, the chances rise that
fakes will be on the block pa-

‘rading as something they're

not. “The higher the value

" these cars realize and the more

s

people that try to purchase
them, the more apt you are fo
see that happening,” said Steve
Davis, president of Barrett-
Jackson Auction Co., whose
annual collector car auction in
Scottsdale, Ariz., runs through
Sunday.

Noland Adams, an El Do-

‘rado, Calif.-based authority on

Chevrolet Corvettes, called
fraudulent collectibles “a big
problem” and added. that “it
was getting to the point where
some of these cars are unde-
tectable.”

\ Certainly, the market for
collectible cars hasbeeninhigh”

gear in recent years as wealthy
baby boomers have bid up thi
prices of true classics like Fer:

raris and Duesenbexgs as well

as the beloved cars of their
youth — in particular the big-
engined muscle cars that came
out of Detroit in the late '60s
and early '70s.

Christie's decision last Feb-
ruary to scofch the auction ofa
historically significant race car
from the 1930s, a 12-cylinder
Auto Union D-type, helped

draw attention to the issue of,

automotive authenticity.

‘Thought to be the car that won
the 1939 French Grand Prix, it
was expécted to draw bids of as
much as $15 million. Christie’s
withdrew it after determining
that the car actually was built
on the chassis of the sixth-
place -finisher in that year’s
race.

Race cars can be especially

difficult to authenticate. En- -

gines are routinely blown and
swapped-out. Body work crum-
pled in crashes is replaced.

“There might not be an orig-
inal part on the car other than
the number on the frame,” said
Ralph Hubbard, a Pasadena
auto valuation expert.

‘The explosion of interest in
muscle cars has complicated
matters for collectors. It takes
real skill and thousands of dol-
lars for crooks to convert a
fairly mundane old car like an
Auburn sedan into the rare and
coveted Boattail Speedster ver-
sion of the car. Dodge Chargers
and Chevy Camaros built on
Midwest assembly lines are

‘considerably easier, to fake.

“Any car that is assembled
from mass manufactured parts
can be duplicated without a

great deal of trouble,” said Alan |

Taylor, an Escondido classic

“car restorer ‘and authentica-

tion expert.
- Potential buyers shouldn’'t
relax just because all of the var-

" ious numbers and other docu-

mentation for a parficular ear
match up. Serial numbers on
engine blocks can be ground off
and restamped. Fender tags

and “build sheets,” which re-
veal the car’s original equip-
ment and trim, are counter-
feited and sold over the Inter-
net. Tamper-proof rivets used
to mount vehicle identification
plates are being reproduced so
a VIN can be changed without
detection.

Comer, the Milwaukee fraud

expert, said putting a patina of -

age on newly laser-printed
documents is a special touch
mastered by some
counterfeiters.

“I've takeri build sheets
down to the Milwaukee art mu-
seum to have them checked fo

see if the paperis really old,” he’

said. “If ’'m writing a million-

‘dollar check, I want to make

sure it's a real car.”

Authenticators like Comer
charge $500 to $2,500 and up to
check out cars for prospective
buyers. That can be especially
important m a pnvate-party
sale.

“It takes a little money, but

when you're talking about in-
vesting $50,000 or $100,000, a
few hundred dollars is a nice lit-
tle insurance package,” said
Phil Skinner, collectible-car ed-
itor at Kelley Blue Book.

The auction houses say they

. do their best to ensure authen-
ticity, checking as much paper-

work — including build sheets,
repair receipts and contest
awards — as possible. -

But, said Davis of Barrett-
Jackson, “no auction can guar-
antee authenticity. We. do
everything we can to assure

auto .

that all of our cars are what
they're advertised to be. But at
the end of the day, it’s the con-
signor that makes the repre-
sentation.”
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