
Auto Theft 

- sto/y and photos by Brad Shinn 
I had driven my van, pulling the trailer 

with race car, down to Portland on Thursday. 
My son olan, meanwhil e, arrived late the 
next night. I was staying at a hotel near the 
Portland Airport, as it was convenient to get 
from there to Portland International Raceway 
for the Columbia Ri ver Classic. 

Saturday morning, Nolan and I gathered up 
the gear bags and ice chests, preparing to head 
to the track. As we walked down the stairwell, 
we ran through the logistics. When we got to 
th~ track, we would be ready to run qualifying 
at 9: 15. The door from the stairvvell opened on 
to the parking lot about 50 feet from where I 
had parked the van; where it sat locked and 
safe the night before at 10:45 p.m. We stepped 
out of the exit door and into the chi ll of early 
morning. 

I gestured in the van 's direction for Nolan 
and looked up - and there was nothing. My 
brain cou ldn ' t process what I saw - or rather 
didn ' t see. Where the van and tra iler was 
supposed to be, there was nothing. Gone. 
" umm .. what the he ll ," I sa id . My mind 
raced fo r answe rs and none made sense . 
"what the hell ," I said agai n. And the truth 
dawned - the van, trai ler, race car - The truth 
dawned slowly .. . the van, trai ler, race car
any evidence that I even raced - was gone. 
Cleanly, spotlessly erased. 

I am a novice this year. We understand that 
there are risks in racing - things can break, 
you can crash ... I spent the year focusing on 
trying to fi nish without endangeri ng anyone 
or embarrassing myself. I didn ' t think much 
about having it all taken in the middle of the 
night. I didn ' t think about how to prepare, 
how to react, and what to do when it happens 
in order to prevent the theft or help recover a 
stolen racecar 

ow the tables were turned . Everyone 
is a novice at having your race car stolen. 
Like with racing, it's diffe rent than your 
street car. Your reaction time, how you can 
protect yourself, what you can do to recover 
- everythin g is different. If yo u are like 
me, you use every opportunity to become a 
more capable race driver. Less than a day 
after I recovered the most important things I 
lost, I decided I would put what [ learned to 
good use. I wanted to share my hard earned 
wisdom with you in order to help you avoid 
the worst case. 

I've grouped my experience in to four areas 
offocus: what to do to prevent the loss, what 
to do when loss has occurred, what you do 
to aid recovery, what to do to minimize your 
loss. I ' m neither a risk manager nor do I work 
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Take the steps necessary to prevent theft of your car and rig. 

in law enforcement. I 'm sharing what I did 
and learned; some of which directly aided in 
the recovery and some of wh ich just helped 
me to cope. A ll of it was important. 

One of m y mentors, Stephen ew by, 
advised me in one late evening text, "NEVER 
GIVE UP! " Those turned out to be prophetic 
words. 

What To Do To Prevent Loss 
J had foo led myself into thinking that my 

rig was safe: everything was locked up, I 
had parked it where it would difficult to get 
into the trailer, newer vehicles are difficult 
to stea l because of chipped key technology. 
Wrong. Locks may be an inconvenience, but 
they secure nothing from a detennined thief 
with a bit time and shielded location. If the 
lock is an obstac le, they cut away the securing 
hardware. I had virtuall y guaranteed that my 
van wou ld be a target because I parked with 
one side unl it and fac ing away from the view. 
Fun fact: Ford vans were the last hold out of 
unchipped ignition keys until after 20 14 -
mine was a 20 14. Wah-wah, and, to complete 
my humiliation, I neglected to have a lockable 
hitch pin. Thi s made it easier for the thief to 
separate the trailer from the van. 

The evidence is mixed about alarms, but 
there are other things one could do to make 
stealing the whole rig di ffic ult: 

• Use door lock that conceal the hasp latch 
• Use a tongue and hitch lock that are designed 

for that use and don' t skimp. 
• Make it undrivable: chain the trailer wheels 

together or put a wheel lock so it can ' t be 
easly driven or towed. 

• Make it unstartable: an emergency kill switch 
hidden, but accessible to you is an easy way 
to " lock out" the abi li ty to start the engine 
even if they drill out the ignition. 

Individually, any of these options are less 
than $50. 

I spoke to a number of people and opinion is 
mixed as to whetlier graphics make you a target, 
or will dissuade savvier thieves. I had "Austin 
Healey Vintage Racing #62" on the rear of the 
trailer and, in my case, they spray-painted over 
the vinyl to avoid notice. One bit of advice I 
liked is to put a larger graphic on the roof that 
would be easy to spot from the air. Just another 
tool to tip the balance in your favor. Your goal 
should to make it difficult to get away with your 
stuff, think; belt and suspenders. 

What To Do When Loss Occurs 
Like any other emergency you really are in 

a race of time. The longer the thief has "alone 
time" with your stuff the more likely it will 
be damaged or unrecovered . What slowed 
me down? I didn ' t have immediate access 
to VIN and plate numbers when I called the 
police. I had lots of vanity pictures of my car, 
but no good ones of the van and trailer. This 
caused a de lay in putting together info sheets. 
Eventually I found a good identi fyi ng photo 
of the van and trailer, and photos of the car in 
the tra il er and a picture of the engine showing 
unique features to help in ident ifi cat ion. 

Using social media to get the word out is 
absolutely crucial when you have a unique 
and va luabl e item like a race car. When 
Stephen Newby called to ask why I wasn ' t 
at the dri vers meet ing and I expl ained the 
circumstances, two things resulted : Stephen 
made an announcement to the 150 drivers 
and workers at the drivers meeti ng, and hi s 
son Devon began posting to Facebook. In 
less that eight hours, there were over 400 first 
order shares . The next morning, I expanded 
the reach further by sending out an alert to all 
vintage race organizations on the west coast. 
They in turn sent email blasts to thousands of 



dri vers - evelY one of which served as part of 
a vast neighborhood watch. 

The power of our vintage network revealed 
itself quickly. Sunday evening as I was sitting 
down to dinner, I received a text that a VARA 
dri ver had a credib le sighting near Reno. 
VARA executive Jeanette Bourke knew a 
driver who was a commander in the Nevada 
State Patrol. A quick call on my part fo llowing 
the sighting and the officer helped put the 
lookout in NSP officers' patrol cars and in the 
CHP in Califomia. 

Before the rig and race car were gone for 
48 <hours, vintage racers and enthusiasts from 
across the country were on the lookout and 
J was actively communicating with many of 
them. Two more sightings of a 4WD, li fted 
white van wo uld be reported. Ho wever, 
they all turned out to be other vehicles. Use 
every way possible to get the info out. I used 
Facebook, In stagram and ema il. Be sure 
to ask people to share posts. Don ' t forget 
leverage all your networks. I contacted my 
nephew who is active in Cali fornia motorcycle 
groups (believe me I fantasized about a group 
of Harley's pulling into a bar near Reno and 
recognizing my van and trailer and "assisting" 
in its recovery). Thi s ultimately paid off, but 
in a way I cou ld not have predicted. 
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• Keep a ll vital info on all your vehicles 
accessi ble online: VIN and Plate 

• Have insurance policy accessible on-line 
• Take some photos for the purpose of using in 

"Stolen Vehicle" posting. What would make 
it recognizable to others 

What You Can Do To Aid Recovery 
Nothing beats the abili ty to open an app on 

your phone and see where your rig or racecar 
is. Now, I live on an Island in Puget Sound 
- you can't get on or off without getting on 
the ferry; auto theft isn ' t really a thing. We 
tend to leave cars and houses unlocked. Yep, 
I live in a bubble, so forgive me if J hadn 't 
considered GPS tracking technology before. 
I have now. Never again wi ll my race car not 
be trackable where ever it is. But teclmology 
isn ' t foolproof; even expensive systems can 
fail, and sophisticated criminals can disable it 
given some time. 

Nolan had set up alerts on Google, eBay, 
and Craigs list so if parts or gear showed up, 
we could perhaps find the thieves. Toyo tires 
showed up just south of Portland and a used 
HANS in Vancouver, B.C, but non e were 
mine. As the days rolled by and my rig and 
car remained mi ss ing, I had begun to lose 
hope. I imagine the race car making it across 

the border to Canada or Mex ico where the 
US federa l stolen vehicle database would be 
meaningless. 

I have a nephew who is a TV news producer 
in Phoenix. In my Instagram and Facebook 
stolen race posts I had put photos of the race 
car and rig. He shared them with hi s network 
of news producers. A stolen car is not really 
newsworth y, a sto len vintage race car is. 
They have character and hi story, and they 
are beautifu l. 

On Wednesday KOIN news in Portland 
recorded an interview with me. I focused on 
the irreplaceable nature ofthese cars and how 
we are stewards of their history and their place 
our culture - that made my loss relatable and 
interes ting. KOIN ran the segment on the 
even ing news that night. 

I believe this was a major factor in finding 
my rig and race car. At J 0: J 5 p.m. I received 
a call from a detective with the Vancouver, 
Washington, police. They had found the van, 
trailer and race car. All the contents were gone. 
But my irreplaceable 1966 Sprite was there. 

What To Do To M inimize Your Loss 
A Sprite isn 't exactly irreplaceable. There 

are still a fair number around and a race 
prepped car could be found in the class ifieds 
if I really wanted to drive another. 

What I learned through this process was 
how woefully underinsured I was. I was 
ignorant of the limits of both my vehicle and 
homeowner 's insurance. As it turned out, the 
contents of my van and tra iler - the tools, 
race gear and camping gear I go racing wi th 
were all well covered. However, If I had not 
recovered the rig and race car, I would have 
had a loss exposure of nearly $60,000. Make 
sure your coverages are adequate and that the 
insurance wi II cover replacement of what you 
actually have, not what they think you have. 
Consider insurance for you race car. / 1 rea lly 
didn 't think about a loss other than on track, 
certainly not theft. ID 
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