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Roots of the LeMay Museum

A

funny thing happened on the way to the landfill. One
man with one trash truck grew into a $150 million
waste management enterprise, and one old cast-off

car became the foundation of the world’s largest private car
collection. Harold E. LeMay didn’t set out to collect cars. Born
in Yakima, Washington, in 1919 and raised by his uncle,
LeMay graduated from high school near Tacoma in 1937. In
the early ’40s, he purchased a garbage route, put a handcranked wooden dump box on a 1935 Chevy truck and got
down to business. After a stint with the Navy Seabees during
World War II, he decided to fire up that truck again. And thus
began a classic American success story.
Harold E. LeMay
We learned the Harold LeMay story as we learned about construction
of LeMay–America’s Car Museum during auction week in late January. The Board of Directors had left midwinter in the
Pacific Northwest for a retreat in Scottsdale, where we met with David Madeira, the Museum’s President and CEO, Scot
Keller, Chief Marketing and Communications Officer, and Dominic Dobson, Chief Development Officer. And we learned
that these dynamic individuals are putting together a fascinating new project in downtown Tacoma.
Harold LeMay was a trash collector, not a car collector—at first. But a car was left out for disposal, and he brought
it home. This happened again and again, till he realized he had the bug. He never asked what to collect: for this, he had
his own internal compass. Over the years, Harold and Nancy LeMay amassed over 3000 vehicles and thousands of artifacts. As his collection grew, he shared it with thousands, buying the 80-acre Marymount Military Academy in Spanaway,

36 • May-June 2011 • ARIZONADRIVER

In 1998, Harold and Nancy LeMay formed the charitable
Harold E. LeMay Museum organization, chartered to
secure, preserve and interpret the LeMay Collection for
the public, within a theme of American lifestyle. Harold
LeMay passed away in 2000, at age 81. His waste management businesses, sold in 2008, still bear his name.
Harold’s spirit is still embraced in Tacoma. As the
original western terminus of the Northern Pacific Railroad, Tacoma in the 1800s was known as the City of
Destiny. As the years passed, the busy port became gritty, and mills became superfund sites. But a town built on
timber and shipping wealth has a lot of movers and
shakers, and today, Tacoma is having a renaissance. The
Tacoma Dome hosts large events, and downtown has a
new University of Washington campus, new bridges,
light rail, and a museum corridor already comprising the
Washington State History Museum, Tacoma Art
Museum and the highly regarded Museum of Glass.
David Madeira’s last assignment had been securing
huge endowments for the University of Illinois. He took
a little time off after that, enough to ride a Royal Enfield
motorcycle from India into the mountains of Tibet. He
learned about the fundraising needs of the LeMay
Museum and moved to the Tacoma area.
Dominic Dobson, a former race driver with seven Indy
500 starts under his belt, moved to Seattle in 1994 to start
the PacWest Racing Group. Madeira arrived in 2002 and
met Dobson in ’03 at a charity driving event. “I scared
Dominic to death,” says Madeira, “He was my teaching
instructor, I drove, and he had to sit in the front seat.”
Scot Keller came to LeMay from stints as a global
executive with Chrysler and then General Motors.
To Madeira, the LeMay Museum project sounded
“really interesting and challenging,“ he says, “but I didn’t know how challenging.” He found that the organization had 100 members and $30,000 in the bank. The
group asked him to perform a feasibility study, to which
he responded, “save your money. I could give you a
strategy now, or I could do the study and come back in
two years, but I’ll tell you the answer right now. You
can’t do it.” He figured people will give to their church,
their college, a hospital and causes like that, but this is
about a rich person’s car collection. Who would do that?
On the other hand, he told them that if they could
come up with a vision, something people are interested
in and can embrace, then they could get it done.
Madeira signed on. He figures it was a plus that he
had no background in museums. He traveled to study
museums worldwide, especially car museums. He found
the paradigm for a car museum was “pretty broken.”
Most were vanity projects, where dependence upon a
family lineage sooner or later petered out. His study
expanded, to include Universal Studios, Disneyland and
EPCOT Center, broader attractions. “How do you create
something that’s interesting to people and will bring
them back?” Madeira asks. “We went out, and we
learned. And I think what actually drew me to this was
what will draw people to it, always.”

COLLECTION HIGHLIGHTS
During Museum construction, vehicles are
migrating from the LeMay collection and
other donors to an interim staging facility in
Fife WA, for documentation and preservation
steps. The feel of potential, as cars neatly
cycle through a tightly-packed warehouse
and shop, has a magic of its own. We toured
recent arrivals with Renee Crist, Director of
Collection Management, and Scot Keller, Chief
Marketing and Communications Officer.

1919 STANLEY STEAMER
This 4-passenger, 2-cylinder, steam-powered
car generates 115 hp. The Stanley Steamer is
“kind of a rare bird,” says Scot Keller. Renee
Crist recalls that when she first opened the
hood, she had remarked “it looks like a still.”

1959 CADILLAC COUPE DE VILLE
Volunteer preservations had this ’59 Cadillac
—one of several already in the collection—
completely torn apart during our first visit, but
back together for our second. “It has cruise
control,” says Crist. “For a 1959, that’s a rare
option.” Its 390-cu.in. V8 puts out 325 hp.

1983 MERCURY MARQUIS WAGON
This all-American station wagon was donated
by a local woman who had the car since new.
“It’s all original, 100,000 miles,” says Keller.
“You don’t see them like this,” add Crist. “It’s
always been garaged, and by this age they’re
usually faded. By the time the family bought
this car, the kids were grown, and they bought
it with every option. It just runs and runs.”

1930 DUESENBERG MODEL J
Keller calls this car “one of the pride and joys
of the collection, our top car.” Its 8-cylinder
engine pumped out 265 hp of luxurious power.
A variety of coach builders built bodies for
Duesenbergs, but Murphy was their largest
provider, and their work was highly regarded.
The red paint is an update: while Duesenberg
engines were green, this car arrived with a
green paint that Crist says “clashed horribly.”

1963 STUDEBAKER AVANTI #1001
A Museum “rescue project,” this car holds
great intrigue. It has an unusual heavy-metalflake green paint and modifications, but bears
the VIN of Avanti #1. Crist is working with key
enthusiasts to expand its documentation.
Clues suggest it was possibly shown at the
car’s 1962 NY Auto Show reveal, and it was
gifted to a racecar driver. The engine number
matches the build sheet; mirrors and other
original parts are in the trunk. “If you look
underneath the wheel wells, it wasn’t even
driven; there’s overspray where this flake
would have come right off,” notes Crist. Keller
notes it may have been used in advertising.
(cont’d) >>
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which hosted the LeMay family’s annual Car Show and
Open House each August for more than 30 years.
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America’s Car Museum: the vision
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Between studying museums around the world, Madeira
got acquainted with the LeMay Collection. “All of us,
growing up in our era, we loved the car,” he says. “It
was our life—family road trips and all that. So I looked
at the collection and said, gosh, this goes back to 1903,
it’s quintessentially American, it’s not someone’s wonderful Ferrari exotic (which is wonderful in its own
right), but this is something Americans can all relate to.
You remember the first car you ever bought. You remember making out in the car and which one it was. You
remember the family road trip vacation. A Ford Galaxie
station wagon, with fake wooden panels, that was ours.
That’s us! And that’s a part of this collection.”
With the LeMay Collection as a starting point, and
that vision, they created America’s Car Museum. “That
collection has the power to tell the story of America and
its love affair with the car,” says Madeira. “And if we’re
smart and we do it like a destination place, and make it
fun, it will draw people. And if we get in the center of
the hobby, and help the hobbyists and the car clubs, and
people want to use their cars, and promote events, and
drive cars, and help provide opportunity, and then help
the collectors, through archives and things like that—
it’ll be different. As the building is being built, we’re trying to turn people’s focus to realizing a building really
isn’t it. It’s what do you do and who you are. So it’s
Smithsonian in nature, or Henry Ford Museum.” Those
are not only impressive benchmarks, but they start to

paint the picture of the Museum’s broader nature, well
beyond its home site.

1954 PONTIAC CHIEFTAIN DELUXE 8

The ClubAuto network

1937 PLYMOUTH PT-50 PICKUP

It’s really about being at the center of the enthusiast
community,” Madeira says, “We want to provide opportunities to members, like the Pebble Beach Motoring
Classic, small car trips that we’ll do around the Willamette Valley in spring, or out of Denver and other places.
So we created a level of membership called ClubAuto. As
a ClubAuto member, no matter where you live, when we
do something—say go to Italy, or Sturgis, we’ll set up a
group or trip or drive, and you get first shot at going.”
ClubAuto nodes are already in place in Kirkland WA
and Denver, with discussions in play for Illinois, Florida,
Michigan, Kansas City, Silicon Valley and others. The
buildings are generally in light industrial areas, with
garage space, a lounge and a big parking lot for events
and cruise-ins. Hagerty Insurance sponsors the ClubAuto
program. Having a critical mass of people willing to join
and make a commitment is the key, in any location.
“We do want to not be geographically bottled,” says
Keller. “We want to be at the center of the hobby.”
The LeMay Museum folks came to Arizona last year
and spent some time with a group of collectors, looking
for that critical mass and discussing locations. So far,

Plymouth built trucks from 1935-1942. In 1937,
they built their own first standalone pickup.
Fenders were normally black, but could be
ordered in matching body color. This sample
has been custom painted in a coordinated
two-tone. “While not its original color,” says
Keller, “this one’s in terrific condition—and a
rare bird.” In 1937, $525 bought a half-ton
pickup with an 82-hp inline-6 engine.

Memberships and partnerships
The Museum in Tacoma will be a great destination in its
own right, one that people will promise themselves
they’ll visit one day (much as the Smithsonian or The
Henry Ford). But it will also generate a nationwide army
of enthusiasts and participants, akin to, say, the
National Corvette Museum. Chapters of the NCM keep
themselves busy regionally, but they belong to the
mother ship, and each and every one of them will get to
Bowling Green someday if they can.
“And, speaking to that,” says Madeira, “we said, let’s
create a membership. You can come in any time you
want, all year long, bring two guests, bring your grandmother.” That’s a common enough museum membership
scenario. But Madeira continues, “ What ours is: you’re
part of a car club, in essence. Come on in and participate
in the activities. We have a Show Field we’re constructing now, that for my money is the most important piece
of the whole $60 million project, because it’s a place
where you and I can drive up in our own cars, look at
each other’s cars, have ’Vette Fests and Mustang Corrals
and Porsche Parades, and our own car shows and concours—and make it come alive. We’ll have music fests.
We’re going to have a movie screen out there, so we can
do drive-in theater nights.”
The Museum publishes a magazine four times a year,

“Like our Marquis,” says Crist, “we have this
beautiful Pontiac station wagon that was
donated by the original owner, driven only by
the family (dad was an Oregon Pontiac dealer), given to the son, who drove it until he was
old enough to donate it to the Museum.”

1994 FLINTSTONES FLINTMOBILE
This George Barris custom was built for the
1994 Flintstones movie. It toured with World
of Wheels and Autorama, was displayed at
Universal Studios Theme Park, then sold at
auction to a collector who donated it to the
Museum. It’s an electric vehicle—basically a
golf cart with a second frame and fiberglass
body work (the designers took trips to
California’s ancient forests for inspiration and
reference). The car will likely see use as a
VIP transport at times (the lieutenant governor of Washington has already had a ride).

RAMBLER ROGUE
This car was donated by an owner in Hawaii,
who, as part of the donation, was including a
case of pineapples and macadamia nuts in the
trunk. (Those, however, vanished in transit.)

1912 INTERNATIONAL HARVESTER
This IH MWX farm truck is basically a horsedrawn buggy with a motor: a 2-cylinder that
sends 20 hp through a 2-speed friction transmission and chain drive. High wheels—fitted
with solid rubber tires—provided clearance
on deeply rutted rural roads. The radiator says
1911, but it’s a 1912. Built in the US, it predates
left-side steering standardization. The rear
seat was a “Sunday-go-to-meetin’” option.

WAILERS 1976 ELDORADO TOUR CAR
Much early ’60s rock came out of the Pacific
Northwest. The Fabulous Wailers of Tacoma
were first to record Louie Louie in the rhythm
famously covered by The Kingsmen and
known to generations. They would drive this
1976 Cadillac Eldorado tour car, featured on a
Wailers album cover, to the annual Louie Fest
in Tacoma. The band had recently visited the
car, and talk soon turned to a new festival on
the Museum’s Show Field, with The Fabulous
Wailers joined by The Ventures, also from
Tacoma, and The Kingsmen, from Portland.
(cont’d) >>
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The 165,000-square-foot LeMay Museum Pavilion includes showcase galleries, the AAA Heritage Road
display ramp, storage galleries, technology galleries, a theatre-in-the-round, a racing-experience-in-theround, plus education and administrative centers. The ETFE (ethylene tetrafluoroethylene) miracle polymer
shell is supported by massive glue-lam beams derived from Pacific Northwest forests. The 3.5-acre Show
Field will host car corrals, concours, music festivals and even drive-in movies viewed from priceless classics. (Left) Groundbreaking event emcee Keith Martin reviews his notes, as Tacoma Mayor Marilyn
Strickland, Washington Governor Christine Gregoire and Nancy LeMay bask in the moment at ceremonies
last fall. (Below left) With shovels in hand, Museum Board members ceremonially kicked off construction.

works social media and blogs, throws some events and
works word of mouth. They’re innovative with events:
for the New York Auto Show this year, for example,
they’ve set up an invitational for mini and micro cars, in
which club members in the NY metro area will display
their own vehicles in the Museum’s space. “Instead of
hauling our cars all the way from Tacoma,“ says Keller,
“local enthusiasts said wow—my car’s gonna be in the
NY Auto Show. They send their own cars, on their own
nickel, and they work the show. It’s a great outreach to
the collector community and a model we can use often,
so we don’t have to haul 20 cars across the country.”
The new Museum will also boost local venues—
including the other Tacoma museums and the Tacoma
Dome. “This is the biggest thing that’ll have hit Tacoma
in years,” says Madeira. “If we can do like Mike Yager
does with his Corvette Funfest in the middle of Illinois,
in that soybean field—what is it, 45,000 people? 14,000
Corvettes? So yes, we’ll use the Dome and fill it, too.”
Their participation in the National Association of
Automotive Museums will bring reciprocating benefits
to Museum members. And contractual partnerships are
in the works with other museums, for event or even storage opportunities for their members.
ACM exhibits could easily hit the road at times. “We
have a collaboration with a number of museums, and
have talked philosophically about trading cars or motorcycles and exhibits,” says Keller. Considering the time,
investment and magic that goes into an exhibit, the
question is, “Could we not just exchange cars, but
exhibitry? And the answer isn’t yeah, but heck yeah!”
Many museums have the vehicles, but bringing in the
exhibitry would flesh out the concept. And it gets the
LeMay name spread far and wide, too.
Building the Museum’s brand and its approach is as
important as the collection. “It’s about the audience,”
Keller affirms. They care less who owns it and care more
how cool the car is and how cool the exhibitry is.”
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Cars by the thousands

Fresh concrete floor pours are held in place by steel jacks while they dry, as we tour in February. An army
of workers is oblivious to midwinter conditions in the Northwest. (Left) A proof-of-concept main roof arch
features an incredibly strong glue-lam beam about four feet deep. The site is adjacent to the Tacoma Dome.
they haven’t cemented a deal, but they’re working on it.
Much discussion has been with enthusiasts who already
keep their cars in facilities of their own, but without the
vehicle storage component, a clubhouse project isn’t
economically feasible. “We need the big collectors to be
a part of it,” says Madeira, “but our museum is very
eclectic and relevant to a wide audience.” A good location will be central to key facilities and events such as
the racetracks, the auctions and notably the airport.
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The LeMay Museum site
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By 2007, the Museum had secured its 9-acre site next to
the Tacoma Dome, at the interchange of I-5 and I-705,
where some 7-8 million people pass every year, often en
route between Seattle and Mount Rainier. It is also adjacent to the district of History, Art and Glass museums.
The first thing the team did was to negotiate this
prime location. They had developed a plan for a $100 million campus, to be developed in one fell swoop. “Which
was nuts,” Madeira now figures. “I mean, you don’t build
a college that way.” (They’re building Dubai that way, we
suggest. “I know! I wish!” he laughs.) The Museum’s site
was acquired from the City using underutilized parking
areas adjacent to the Dome. The site, plan and budget
were in place. “We had nothing to lose,” Madeira says.
Fundraising went well, with contributions, sponsorships
and partnerships large and small. But the economic
downturn of the past three years proved
challenging.“We got to $48 million,” says Madeira, “and
the economy tanked. We were fortunate to survive.
When everybody pulls back, corporations aren’t philanthropic, they’re in this for their own marketing. We
scaled back, said all right, we won’t do the whole campus all at once, but we’ll build the first building.” Plans

for construction of the main Museum pavilion moved
ahead. The full campus can develop in due time.

The ACM Pavilion and Show Field
The Museum had raised money for the main building by
May 2010—that original $30,000 pot had grown to
some $60 million—and they broke ground in June.
“That first building is 165,000 square feet,” says
Madeira, “with an almost-half-mile road through it, four
ramps, sponsored by AAA. You come in to this big place
that’s about 250 feet long, with a hundred-foot-wide
gallery, and it’s wrapped around by this road. As you go
down each level, you’ll be at racing galleries, or you’ll be
at the State Farm theater, or you’ll be at ‘X’ or ‘Y’ gallery,
or the banquet hall, or the Concours Club where big
donors play, or a slot car place for the kids, the pine box
derby spot, and walk your way through.”
All through the center of the main building’s ramp
road and displays is storage of cars. Put it all together,
and this is technically the second-largest automotive
museum building in the world. Mercedes-Benz has one
that’s bigger, by just about 10,000 sq.ft. And then, built
out or not, they have the campus, with the Show Field.
The Museum will celebrate construction completion
in September with a Hard Hats and High Heels Gala,
then start opening in a limited fashion through the year,
as they finish off details and move the cars in. A formal
Grand Opening will follow in spring 2012.
Keller says it will take about six months to prepare
the first major exhibitry. They just hired their first curator, well-known collector and journalist Ken Gross.
“Instead of hiring a curator and it’s the same old guy all
the time,” says Madeira, “we’ll have different ones. In
fact, when I started my conversation with Scot about

The original LeMay Collection had peaked at over 3000
cars. The family sold about 1200-1500 cars in the last
decade, “starting from the worst up. You’d see the parts
guys come out and buy them for twenty bucks and haul
‘em away,” says Madeira. Better examples were sold at
a community auction that didn’t generate wide publicity.
Then, three years ago, Bonhams auction house did a sale
out of the Museum’s inventory, as the family began to
transfer cars to them out of the collection. Museum staff
assessed them and made a few decisions, hard or easy,
such as, “A ‘53 Chevy is so easy to get, and this one
would take so much to upgrade, we’re going to sell it.”
Several hundred cars were sold in two such auctions.
Renee Crist, Director of Collection Management,
developed a complete evaluation and preservation program. Volunteers receive training, then donate their time
to come in, develop pertinent paperwork and completely prep these priceless vehicles. They go through each,
checking numbers and lineage, draining fluids and making sure each is ready for storage. Volunteers are exceptionally skilled and delighted to be involved: the class
has never had an empty seat, and there’s a waiting list.
The bulk of the Museum’s cars are now in a temporary facility in Fife, Washington, where all operations
are headquartered during construction. The museum
currently owns just short of 300 cars. Mrs. LeMay has
gifted hundreds more (about 775 total) to the Museum,
with ownership to be transferred over a period of time,
but allowing access to any, any time. The LeMay family
maintains ownership of hundreds of cars spread
between the Museum and a combination of the LeMay
family home and Marymount Academy, south of Tacoma.
There will typically be about 140-150 cars on active
display in the Museum at any given time, selected in
support of a particular story being told by current exhibitry. Of those, typically the Museum will own some, but
others on active display will come from third parties, by
design. Madeira points out that “the public doesn’t care
who owns the car, they just want to see it.”

Touring the Fife interim facility
Scot Keller and Renee Crist took us on a tour of the Fife
facility in February, where hundreds of cars are being
researched and undergoing preservation. Cars we saw
then captured the very nature of the Museum. You might
expect the cars to be the story in a car museum. But each
has its own story, or more importantly is likely to trigger
the visitor’s own memory and stories. The ones on hand
were the latest to arrive and had the freshest stories.
“We’ve developed a display standard for the cars,”
says Keller. “While we have some Pebble Beach-worthy
cars, which have been there, a lot of our cars are in the
vernacular of good, solid, honest 10-footers, where you
walk up to it and maybe it’s not original paint, but certainly in original color, it’s not horsed up with out-of-period aftermarket parts, it would be something you walk up

1903 OLDSMOBILE RUNABOUT
This is one of the Museum’s two oldest cars,
sort of. Built in 1953 for the brand’s 50th anniversary, it’s a replica of the 1903 Olds. Its onecylinder 4.5-hp engine achieved 25 mph and
25 mpg. The Curved Dash Olds had a run of
4000 in 1903 and 19,000 total from 1901 to 1907.
With a delivery box in the rear, this was the
US Post Office’s first delivery car.

1960 FORD ZODIAC MARK II (ENGLISH)
This Ford was sold in Canada, common in the
Pacific Northwest and suited to America’s
Car Museum. Very similar to the English Ford
Cortina, and to GM’s Vauxhalls of the day, it
was heavily inspired by American styles—
the circle of logic again arriving back on our
shores. The Zodiac sports a 2553-cc 85-hp
engine and 3-speed manual transmission.

1926 OLDSMOBILE HOLDEN 30D
“GM’s Holden brand in Australia did a lot of
cars based on Chevrolets,” Keller tells us,
“but an Olds-Holden is pretty rare.” The car
started out in the US as an Oldsmobile frame,
cowl and engine, then shipped to Australia for
Holden coachwork and the flip to righthand
drive. Crist received an email from Canberra,
from the son of the man who restored this car
“from a pile of rust” in 1980. A phone call to
the builder’s wife confirmed all numbers.

1932 CHEVROLET HUCKSTER TRUCK
ACM has three superb huckster trucks from
both GM and Ford. The tradesmen cars of the
day, hucksters evolved from medicine show
wagons of the 1800s. They were the way most
people got their milk, their food, their pots and
pans, or their shoes cobbled. (Looking at the
size of the door, Crist remarks that these
tradesmen must have been four-foot-nine.)

1983 DELOREAN DMC 12
“A single car can tell so many stories, depending on your age,” says Keller. “People say, “Oh,
Back To The Future, got it!” or, “John Z, got it!”
And some know its exact automotive history. A
common reaction is to ask if it’s painted, and to
want to touch its stainless steel finish.

1915 CRANE SIMPLEX MODEL 5
Collection Director Crist and her husband Pat
often drive these cars. The Crane Simplex is a
memorable one. Built from just 1907 to 1917,
the Crane Simplex combined a powerful racing engine with luxury style and build, in limited numbers, at a high price. Its 9.8-liter six
pumped 46 hp through a 3-speed manual.
Despite an advanced suspension for 1915,
Renee jokes that driving it was “a frightful experience, a handful, with ‘arm-strong steering’.” It was smooth, but better suited to a time
when it was king of less-populated roads.
(cont’d) >>
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this, he said what about journalists, instead of a typical
academic museum curator? Journalists tell stories, and
we have a story to tell: America’s love affair with the
car.” Gross will curate at least through the opening.
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to and say, yep, boy, I remember one of those. Great!
Some drive, some don’t, but we’re not looking to overrestore them, just to present an honest car.”
The concept is so attractive, we discuss whether a
major concours d’elegance might someday feature a category of “good, solid 10-footers,” much as they have
come to embrace barn finds, unrestored preservation
classes and so on. Keller points out, “We prepare cars
for the Motoring Classic, and we’ve had our cars at
Pebble Beach, albeit restored ones, judged as show cars.
But, that’d be a lot of fun. We have some great conventional cars.“ The relationship runs in both directions. “As
a matter of fact,” Keller continues, “one of the ideas
we’re toying with for the grand opening is an exhibit on
Pebble Beach itself, as a fair amount of the cars that
have been on the green at Pebble are here.”
“We get asked all the time, does ‘America’s Car
Museum’ mean only American cars?“ says Keller. “And
the answer is, no, it’s what you would have seen on the
road at the time. Given the type of cars that Harold gravitated to, the majority of our cars are American brands,
but not all of them.”
“How many Volkswagens did you see on the road?”
adds Crist. “And how many Jaguars?”
“Our trick from a curation standpoint,” says Keller,
“is to be diligent and authentic in telling the story of the
car, obviously, because car enthusiasts will appreciate
the car and would know if we got it wrong. But then
again, we know that a whole lot of the audience is just
going to be more interested in their own memories of
that car, or that period, or whatever it might be. So you
have kind of two different groups: one is going to enjoy
the stories around the car and the period, and the other
is going to enjoy more the detail of the car.”

Keller points out that roughly just 10 percent of the
population are car enthusiasts or experts, but everyone
understands America’s love affair with the car. “The cars
become storytellers in and of themselves. We appeal to
not only enthusiasts, but to people who don’t really
know anything about cars. We’ll tell the story, too, of
that whole time. We’ll cover music, technology, history,
fashion, culture and all those things, tied around the
lifestyle of the car. It will be a big surprise and should
bring a lot more relevance than just car after car after
car, and our building is conceived for us to be able to do
that, theme by theme. The key to the collection is that it
spans over 100 years, and it’s very eclectic.”

Touring the construction site
We arrived during a week that marked the official
halfway point in construction. Construction crews are
undaunted by the wet and chilly winter weather. The
textured concrete walls are in place for the lower levels,
and the floors have been poured, though they are still
curing, held in place by steel jacks (which were removed
by the time we visited again in March).
The top of the walls we stand at the base of that day,
about 38 feet up, are really the first floor of the Museum
galleries, then the roof will extend another 38 feet up
above that, enclosing a big open space. There are four
floors below that, set into a hillside.
“We have 50 different exhibit ideas on our list right
now,“ says Keller, “which will carry us for (he laughs) 40
years. The way the Museum’s laid out, we’ll have one
big grand display, which will be the Harold E. LeMay
Collection, the story of his life, as you walk in, for quite
some time. But then we have this series of ramps, just
short of a half-mile, that move down through the build-

A new national icon
We’ve all been to grassy fields full of Ferraris and
Bugattis, and to auctions full of million-dollar RollsRoyces and racecars. Make no mistake: the LeMay
Museum has those. But we’ve also all had some of our
most animated conversations when we stumble upon a
car full of memories in a parking lot. And this is where
LeMay shines. People plan pilgrimages to key attractions all the time: the Smithsonian, the Henry Ford
Museum in Dearborn, the Museum of Flight. And now?
LeMay–America's Car Museum, in Tacoma,.
The LeMay collection embodies a dream that started
out as happenstance. Now, every car you remember,
yourself, has found itself a home. ■

ROYAL ENFIELD MOTORCYCLES
The LeMay family collection includes over 50
motorcycles, shown annually at the Marymount facility. Many will rotate through the
new Museum. Shown are Enfields that CEO
David Madeira and Hagerty Insurance CEO
McKeel Hagerty rode through the Himalayas,
then bought, crated and shipped here.

1972 CHEVROLET EL CAMINO SS
This El Camino had been in storage for a long
time, on an old stackable car transport trailer,
and the car above it unfortunately had spilled
a lot of fluid. They were pretty sure the paint
was shot, or panels might even have to be cut
out. Preservationists found it was just oil, easily fixed. The red paint was custom, not original, but it hadn’t been destroyed.

1927 LASALLE 303 ROADSTER
The Crists drove this LaSalle to the Kirkland
WA Concours. Renee says at 30-40 mph, you
feel as though you’re going 100. All cars of this
era took “concentration” to drive, she says,
and this was no exception: “It wasn’t like getting in, turning the key, power steering and
go.” This car has twice done the Motoring
Classic, from Kirkland to Pebble Beach.

1930 LINCOLN L BROUGHAM
Nicknamed Abe, this classic 136-inch WB
Lincoln has been driven to three events by
Crist. “Driving it in traffic is incredible. Visibility is difficult, and it’s an armful when you’re
going slow and trying to turn,” she says, but
“a nice driving car.” Powered by a 348.8-cu.in.
60-degree-V L-Head Eight, the big Lincoln
makes 90 hp. Two retractable tops make this
an “All Weather Brougham.” Front-opening
rear doors were for the chauffer’s ready use.

1926 MARMON MODEL 74
This is so rare that in early research, clubs
were asking Renee more questions than she
had. They’re now co-developing a database
of details never decoded before. Pat Crist has
driven the Marmon and says, “You feel like
Barney Oldfield. It also has some of the most
supportive and comfortable seats in any car
of that vintage.” The car has an all-aluminum
engine with a cast aluminum block. The body
is also aluminum; the fenders are steel.

1963 CORVETTE STING RAY
This LeMay-logoed 327, 300-hp Daytona Blue
’63 split-window Corvette (with automatic
transmission) was used in an on-track event
by NASCAR. This car brings out the core spirit of the Museum, as Keller says, “Everybody
has a car they can just really anchor their
imagination in. My father’s best friend’s wife
had a ‘63 in ‘63, and I saw it for the first time
in San Diego when I was a little biter. I still
remember it like it was yesterday….” ■
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From the ClubAuto Lounge on one floor and the Concours Club on another, a spectacular view to the north
includes Tacoma Harbor, Foss Landing Marina, the Route 509 Cable Bridge, University of Washington
Tacoma, the Bridge of Glass, the museums of Glass, Art and History, Commencement Bay and Vashon Island.

ing like a parking garage, and each of those ramps has
12 cars on it. Every time you turn, there’s going to be
another gallery or another ramp. So we’ll have six ramp
galleries, and three storage galleries, open storage in
the center, where the cars are. Then there’s the main
gallery, and three other kind of cornerstone galleries.
Add that up, and that’s thirteen galleries at any given
time.” Add to that slot cars, a kids’ zone, a library, a banquet hall and two private clubs.
Guiding ourselves around supports, cables and tools,
we walked the full inside display road, as Keller and
Crist point out the locations of nodes that will provide
one themed experience after another, as people work
their way up and down the ramps. The cavernous central
area is unglamorous at the moment, but reveals its
future as a publicly accessible version of what we saw
at the Fife facility, but with museum-grade lighting, signage, decor and elbow room. Not fully themed like the
ramps and main display galleries, this area will offer a
serendipity of its own.
Particularly striking are two member and VIP facilities at the north end of the upper floors: the Club Auto
Lounge, and the Concours Club, for donors of $100,000
or more. The views alone—not to mention a description
of their amenities—are enough to inspire as much
involvement as any budget may allow.
A huge expanse of dirt to the east of the building,
piled a couple of stories high, is topsoil preserved as the
Show Field is cleared for construction, to be replaced,
contoured and landscaped. A parade ground will run
around that, with plans to prep a handful of cars and
train volunteers to drive people around it. “You want a
ride in a Model T?” asks Keller. “People love that. Plus it
gives a young person some living history.”
The Show Field will also beautify the space between
the Museum and the Tacoma Dome. The Dome has
never won any beauty awards, but the sweeping, curved
roof of the Pavilion will create a synergy between the
two that will do the Dome a great service. Madeira says,
“The shape the architect has given us should work well
with the Dome. It has an automotive flair, so you may
see it as a hood scoop, or as a rear quarter panel, or it
has motion to it. That’s what he wanted to do. But he
also wanted to not fight with the Dome, and i think he’s
done it. When you enter town, if you’re coming south on
I-5 from Seattle, you have the Dome, and as you turn on
705 to enter Tacoma, we’re right there on the turn.
When the roof is up, you won’t miss it—it’ll be the first
thing you see when you hit Tacoma.”
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