thE
CHINA

BEEFER 1950
HRHIAIECA72
g 2P E B ZE R
E-HIEEREE
Status symbol:
the 1959 Honggi
CA72 s prized

for its historical
association with
China’s elite

EERRKITRE TS PR E R IR D) #HE

AR EHRE—L =

Wealthy drivers in the world’s largest car market are steering
their attention to a new investment opportunity - the classic car
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ONEYEAR AGO, the second Classic Cars

Challenge China (4C) kicked off as 41 vintage
and classic cars left Beijing. Over seven days, they
traversed some 1,800 kilometres across China’s
heartland and through 5,000 years of history on
their way to Shanghai. More than 20 of the partici-
pants were Chinese, part of the growing number of
classic-car collectors in Mainland China.

In the world’s largest car market, classic or vin-
tage automobiles should be the logical next step for
China’s wealthy. But, at least as far as regulations go,
the classic car is neither here nor there. “There is no
definition of ‘classic cars’ in Mainland China: they
are all second-hand cars,” says lan Wade, a Hong
Kong-based collector who in the past has loaned part
of his collection of Maseratis for display in Shanghai.

This ambiguity has been coupled with a serious
lack of supply. Until recently, by law, all cars over 15
years old had to be scrapped. In the decades leading
up to the creation of the People’s Republic of China
in 1949, the country was racked by war and conflict,
and many vehicles were destroyed or melted down
for scrap metal. “There are some cars in China from
before liberation, but the quality is not good,” says
Lan Chen, Senior Manager with Beijing Poly Inter-
national Auction, which in 2011 held the first sale of

Photos. Mercedes-Benz 300 SL: 2013 Daimler AG. 1959 Hongqi CA72: Imaginechina
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classic cars in China, selling five vehicles and realis-
ing more than 16 million yuan.

China’s position as the world’s largest market for
new cars is actually helping to fuel the interest in
vintage and classic models. “The market for cars is
booming,” observes Michela Cera of the Classic Vehi-
cle Union of China (CVUC). “When it started grow-
ing in China the market for classic cars developed.”
Acting as a bridge between China and international
organisations, the union brings together enthusiasts
and helps with issues such as knowledge, education,
advice and standardisation, as well as arranging
events such as the Classic Cars Challenge China.
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“For wealthy people in China the classic car
has become a status symbol,” says Cera. “Many
of them see them as a work of art and some-
thing that can differentiate them from other
wealthy people.”

At a time when most Chinese people are
contemplating their first car purchase, Benjamin
Cavender, Associate Principal at China Market
Research, observes significant interest in classic
cars. “We are seeing a strong trend towards col-
lecting by hobbyists and this is extending to an
interest in classic automobiles,” he says.

At the moment, there are three main sources of
classic cars in Mainland China: auction houses,
dealers and private sellers. Current Chinese law
prohibits the import of such cars for subsequent
sale, although import for special events, such
as races and exhibits, is allowed. “The ability of
cars to go in and out of China will have to be
established as collectors need access to the world
market,” says Wade. Some Chinese collectors
keep cars overseas to get around the restrictions.

Unlike most Western countries, a legally reg-
istered and licenced classic car in China cannot
be driven on the road without special permits,
which are only issued for events such as the Beijing
to Shanghai rally. The CVUC expects rules govern-
ing classic cars in China to be lightened eventually,
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which should make ownership and import easier.
Such a move is likely to lead to major growth in sup-
port services such as restoration, which are currently
lacking. “There are dealers in various countries wait-
ing to check in and start the process,” Wade says.

Cavender says that over the next five to 10 years,
interest in classic cars is certain to grow, as wealthy
consumers move beyond buying daily drives and
luxury vehicles to find something unique.

Currently, brands with a significant lineage -
Rolls-Royce or Bentley, for example - and cars with
distinctive features such as gull-wing

doors are favoured by Chinese col-
lectors, according to the CVUC.
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Prized heritage:
1923 Rolls Royce
Silver Ghost
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— ZiMEE Classics on show
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Many of the Shanghai
Auto Museum'’s classic
cars are provided by
the California-based
Blackhawk Collection

Increasingly, marques associated with China’s own
automotive history, such as Red Flag (Honggi) and
SAIC Motor Corporation, are becoming collectable.
“Many collectors have seen important people in
China drive the Honggqi,” says Cera. “So it’s a question
both of their importance and personal memory.”

Hong Kong has a strong classic-car scene and
with the right legislative changes, Cera says, there’s
no reason Mainland China cannot follow suit. “It is
estimated right now that the market for classic cars
could be one-and-a-half times that of the United
States - it’s just that currently it can’t be exploited to
the full extent,” she observes.

In 2009, the Historic Automobile Group Interna-
tional research organisation began to track prices of
selected classic cars, which it defines as models that
had no more than 1,000 examples built, are worth at
least £100,000 (about HK$1.2 million) each and are
sought after by an established collector community,
among other criteria. It found that in even in the
economic downturn, certain classic car models even
outperformed gold. “The Chinese won't be blind to
the fact that classic cars have been the best invest-
ment in the world in the past five years,” says Wade. Bl

Most classic-car events in China are
organised by the Classic Vehicle Union of
China, the premium one being the Classic
Cars Challenge China, held every autumn
since 2011. Many of the cars and drivers
that take part are from overseas. In 2012,
for instance, Volkswagen Group brought
in cars from Europe, including a 1930
8-litre Bentley, a Lamborghini 400 GT, a
1975 2.7-litre Porsche 911 Carerra, a 1956
Volkswagen Beetle Miglia Mille and a 1972
Beetle Salzburg Kifer.

Another notable event is the Peking
to Paris Motor Challenge, the longest
and toughest excursion for vintage or
classic cars. The 2013 route tracked from
China, through Mongolia, into Russia
and westwards to the Ukraine, Slovakia
and Europe, finishing in Paris. This year’s
winners in the pre-1975 category were
Gerry Crown and Matt Bryson in a 1973
Leyland P76.

There are now seven car museums in
Mainland China, and two more are under
construction. One of the best is the
Shanghai Auto Museum where the bulk
of the classic cars are provided by the
Blackhawk Collection, headquartered in
California, which has the world’s largest

collection of classic cars.
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See a multitude of top classic cars at
Classic Vehicle Union of China events
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