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Finding One-df—a—Kind, 50-Years-Missing Specials
Is Geoff Hacker’s Kind of Fun

: [
STORY BY JOHN WEBBER ’

PHOTOGRAPHY QOURTESY UNDISCOVERED CLASSICS UNLESS OTHERWISE CREDITED
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FEATURE THE KING OF CLASSIC SPECIALS

“I LIKE TO SAY THAT WE
SPECIALIZE IN FINDING CARS
NO ONE IS LOOKING FOR,

says Geoff Hacker, the owner of

Undiscovered Classics. We believe him,
because we've never met anyone who
has sniffed out a Replac Debonnaire,
an Allied Swallow, a Siebler Special or a
Voodoo Gardner. And we've never met
anyone who was searching for one.

Over the past three decades, this
enthusiast has tracked down more than
250 rare, hand-crafted, mid-century,
American-made sports specials and
dragged them, sometimes in pieces, out
of shadowy places.

Geoff and his team painstakingly
research and document these relics’
past lives, and in many cases, start the
process of bringing them back to life.
He insists he’s a historian, an auto
archeologist who seeks to unearth the
stories behind these unicorns (often one
of one; half a dozen would be a big run)
and how they came to exist.

Through the years, he’s demonstrated
an uncanny ability to turn even a whis-
per of a rumor into a lead and follow
it wherever it goes. He’s worked from

a faded photo, a 60-year-old for-sale
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ad, a phone tip, an overheard com-
ment, a reference in a musty book and
a yellowed magazine article. He's spent
months on the road and thousands of
hours online or with his head buried in
archives. His contact network stretches
around the world.

If the builder of one of these cars
was still alive, Geoff found them, con-
ducted interviews, and became pals. If
a builder was no longer living, Geoff
met the family, become an honorary
member, and, in some cases, returned
a parent’s beloved, long-lost creation to
the clan.

If fiberglass was involved in the build,
this sleuth located the original molds
and learned what resin was used. He
dug up the designers and fabricators
and mechanics and peppered them with
questions. He located previous owners,
obscure sales and production records,
blueprints, letters, books and posters
and amassed thousands of period sales
brochures and magazines.

And let’s not forgert the cars. At
one point, Geoff owned 120 of them.
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These days he’s pared back to about 80
in various stages—from arrested decay

to work in process to award-winning
show examples—and often partnered in
ownership and restorations. With help
from a small, dedicated group, he’s built
an active community that appreciates
and supports these obscure relics, and
their efforts have created a buzz in the
collector-car market and on showfields

from Pebble Beach to Amelia Island.

Shark Attack

More than 40 years ago, Geoff
was attacked by a Shark, and this
encounter was to change his life.
Although he lived in Tampa, near the
Gulf of Mexico where treacherous
Selachimorpha patrol, this particular
Shark lurked on land, a derelict in des-
perate shape.

Geoff was 17 years old, driven by
boundless enthusiasm for anything with
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four wheels and an engine. When he
was 14, his car-guy grandad gave him
a neglected 1955 Cadillac and tutored
him through its four-year restoration.
So this lad grew up twisting a wrench.

Plus, his mom loved cars as much
as he did. In fact, she encouraged her
son’s obsession. Call it a cosmic twist,
but all these elements converged when
Geoff stumbled across the remains of
a hand-crafted, fiberglass-bodied El
Tiburon Shark road-
ster that St. Petersburg
designer Henry
Covington had con-
ceived and constructed
nearly 20 years earlier.

Geoff fell hard for
this UFO-like creation.
He was instantly, hope-
lessly smitten.

“I loved it,” he recalls.

"
It was strange. It was

Geoff showed his Shark long
before its 2013 appearance
at Amelia Island. After

dragging home the 1950
Leo Lyons Mercury Custom,
it took a victory lap at

Pebble Beach.







his efforts under the Undiscovered
Classics flag.

Today the Undiscovered Classics
website, which gets 25,000 hits a
month from around the world, fea-
tures thousands of articles, tips, buyer’s
guides, images and artwork from past
and present. It’s become the go-to site
for enthusiasts searching for informa-
tion on these cars. Warning: This site is
a cleverly disguised trap, a beckoning,
bottomless rabbit hole. Once in, you
may not crawl out for a week. Pack
plenty of food and water.

Dr. Glass, as he’s sometimes called,
generates content without pause; his
output is prodigious. He’s written
thousands of online and print articles,
authored stacks of books, been featured

in dozens of magazines and on shows

the ‘
CHICAGOAN" /,

URITED STATES GYPSUM
wre NYDROCAL v rmm crmswr

| FEATURE THE KING OF CLASSIC SPECIALS

like “Jay Leno’s Garage” (his Shark seg-
ment has been viewed 600,000 times),
“Barn Find Hunter,” “AutoWeek TV”
and more. He has a YouTube channel
and is active on podcasts and social
media. Undiscovered Classics also
offers automotive art and models of its
cars. Always chasing information and
contacts, Geoff belongs to 15 car clubs
around the world.

'50s Fiberglass Frenzy

Think of today’s carbon fiber and
how it has revolutionized motorsports.
In the early 1950s, fiberglass’s “miracle”
properties captured the imaginations of
car builders, from backyard mechanics
to designers in Detroit.

Compared to sheet metal, this stuff
was inexpensive, lightweight and easy

»

to work, and it fueled the dreams

of DIY builders from coast to coast.
Enthusiasts, bored with heavy sedans
and infused with hotrod fever, yearned
to drive sporty roadsters powered by
American V8s.

Secing this need, innovative builders
responded. Years before the big players
rolled out mass-produced composite
sports cars (the 1953 glass-bodied
Corvette and the Kaiser-Darrin the next
year), nearly 50 tiny companies offered
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Fiberglass allowed the dreamers of the '50s
to become the carbuilders of the '50s. The
decade’s offerings promised jet age styling for
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fiberglass specials, in kit or
finished form. The rush was on.

With no pesky government regu-
lations to fret about, car building
presented a wide-open market oppor-
tunity with relatively low upfront costs.
Glasspar, Atlas, Allied, Victress and
others offered a variety of glass bodies
in some stage of DIY form.

Some also sold scratch-built frames,
although many DIYers found it cheaper
to modify an existing chassis, and
1940s Ford frames and drivetrains
proved to be popular choices. In 1953,
Victress offered a body shell for $595
($620 with both doors), and its adver-
tising claimed the average mechanic
could build a car for under $1000-not
counting labor, of course, which might
add up to 2000 hours or more.

Build instructions ranged from a
couple of murky mimeographed sheets
to derailed, well-illustrated booklets
complete with measurements and dia-
grams. A Victress build brochure tried
to prepare prospective builders for the
challenge they faced: “It must not be
expected that a car body can be made
without a certain amount of determina-
tion.... A little knowledge of fiberglass
and resins cannot but help the indi-
vidual in their use.”
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Bucking
long odds
against completion, many

builders were not up to the task. Geoff

has recovered numerous unfinished
builds, all displaying varying levels of
engineering, craftmanship and materi-
als. “Some builds were well executed
and some were horrible,” he says.
“Each is a time capsule that reveals
the builder’s budget, tools available
and skill level. They worked with what
they had. Many display some really
ugly stick welds, which we generally
leave untouched because they're part
of the charm.”

Despite the low number built, top
examples rivaled Motor City’s finest in
generating attention. During the *50s,
they were featured on more than 100
magazine covers and viewed in person
by tens of thousands at big shows,
including the Petersen Motorama in
Los Angeles and rod and custom exhi-
bitions in Chicago and Detroit.

Other companies, including Victress
and Bocar, gained fans by setting
records and winning races. In 1953,

a specially prepared, Hemi-powered
Victress became the world’s fastest
sports car with a record-setting, two-
way Bonneville run of 203.105 mph.

anyone willing to invest the garage
time, and the day's

magazines
R Now
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“A
few of
these cars equaled
Detroit’s concept cars for
publicity. They became really famous
for a short time,” Geoff says, “and
then they disappeared just as quickly.”
According to a 1977 letter written by
Road & Track Publisher John Bond,
from 1951 to 1957 (the period on
which Undiscovered Classics focuses
most of its efforts), as many as 1000
fiberglass and metal specials were built.
Based on his research into production
records and one-off builds, Geoff con-
firms this number and estimates that
between 250 and 500 survive today.

Restorations, Today and Tomorrow

Undiscovered Classics and its clients
have rescued and restored dozens of
these cars. They currently have nine
more in various phases of renewal and
another dozen candidates waiting in
the wings.

Geoff chooses his restoration affili-
ates carefully; most are one-person















1947 Kurtis-Omeohundre Comet - Designers: Frank Kurtis and Paul Omeohundre / Builder: Paul Omehundro - Alumi = Wheelk 112 inches. One-off

1962 Shark Roadster - Designer: Glenn Gums - Fiberglass - wheelbase: 82.5 inches. 6 produced

WWW.UNDISCOVEREDCLASSICS.COM

WE FIND, RESEARCH, RESTORE, SHOW AND SELL
AMERICA’S LOST AUTOMOTIVE TREASURES



=

1951 Glasspar G2 - Designer: Bill Tritt - Fiberglass - Wheelbase: 101 inches. 100 produced
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1955 Siebler Special - Designer: Dick Siebler - Fiberglass - Wheelbase: 99 inches. 3 produced
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1963 Warrior | - Designer: Vanguard Industries - Fiberglass - wheelbase: 95 inches. One-off
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