E

ach year, those who produce
and those who purchase automotive aftermarket products

—as well as those who install them
and those who produce the vehicles
on which they are installed, plus
those who write about such things
—gather in Las Vegas for the annual Speciality Equipment Market Association (SEMA) Show.
The SEMA Show runs for four full days
and not only fills the three huge exhibition halls of the Las Vegas Convention
Center, and the parking lots on both sides
of that complex, but this year show
organizers also needed a huge ballroom
and an outdoor patio of the LVH hotel
next door to have room for the displays
by some 2,500 vendors whose products
are viewed by some 130,000 people from
130 countries.
The most recent SEMA Show, held late
in 2013, marked the association’s 50th
anniversary. Once upon a time, the trade
show was held in the parking lot of
Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles, with hot
rod parts producers showing their wares
on card tables.

N

ate Shelton remembers his first
SEMA Show, in 1972. Shelton was
employed by a company that made
headers for hot-rod engines. He got up
that Saturday morning, ate breakfast, and
drove across Los Angeles to the stadium,
visited each of the booths, and then made
a second lap of the show just to be sure he
didn’t miss anything.
And then drove back home, arriving in
time for lunch.
That certainly isn’t the case anymore.
Shelton, now with a long career in automotive aftermarket industries, is chairman of SEMA, whose members now comprise a $31-billion-a-year industry making
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everything from air fresheners to wheels
and tires, from paint that sparkles to
engines that propel cars at crazy speeds,
yet that also are amazingly fuel efficient.
At the recent SEMA Show somewhere
around 1,500 new products were
launched, each designed to solve some
problem, to enhance vehicle performance or appearance, or to present some
new possibility for personalization or customization, to make my car different
from your car (or truck or crossover or
SUV or hot rod or motorcycle or ATV or
whatever you drive or ride).

W

hile many people who buy cars
see them basically as transportation appliances, others see them
as canvases for self-expression and experimentation. The automakers win both
ways, and many of the OEMs—the original-equipment (auto) manufacturers—
send teams from their design, marketing
and product planning departments to see
what people are doing with their vehicles,
and to see what might blossom from a
whim of imagination into a full-fledged
trend in the marketplace.
John Fitzpatrick, marketing manager
for both the Chevrolet Camaro and
Corvette, said one reason the OEMs present their own ideas for vehicle modifications at the SEMA Show is to get reactions from those who specialize in such
things. SEMA, he said, gives the automakers an opportunity to experiment with
new design elements well before tooling
up for possible production.
Whether devised in an automaker’s
own design studio or by some wacky
would-be automotive artist, “it’s flattery
to have people [take your vehicle and]
create something that in their minds is
different and unique.
“The market decides what is a
Frankenstein and what is not,” Fitzpatrick added. “We can play fashion
police, but in terms of looking at the car
as a canvas they can create off, they’re
looking at a piece of art and adding their
touches to it.
“You can argue whether they’re right
or wrong—good, ugly or bad. But the fact
is, people are going to do whatever they
want with the car, and some of the things
we think are hideous now, people in a
few years will say, that was really forward
thinking.” ■
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