





THE MAN OF STAINLESS STEEL
My next destination, DeLorean Motor
Company Northwest, lies about 800
miles north of San Francisco, which
gives me plenty of time to contem-
plate the RX-8. The car is a magnet for
rotary fanatics. While gassing up in
Dunsmuir, Calif., a guy on the oppo-
site side of the pumps tells me that he
once owned a 1984 RX-7. When I ask
if he ever had to work on it, he replies,
“No, that’s why I loved it!” before add-
ing the rather Zen pronouncement
“It wasn't fast, but it was quick.”

I think I know what he means.
The RX-8 is a back-road scalpel rather
than a drag-racing blunt instrument.
It’s the kind of car that encourages
you to get off the highway and find
a string of corners where you can
drop down a gear and pitch that rear-
wheel-drive chassis toward an apex or
two. And that's what I do in northern
Oregon, catching the attention of a
freight-train conductor traversing
a raised trestle above the road. He
waves and [ wave back with my right
hand, which is off the wheel because
I'm busy shifting. In the RX-8, you're
always busy shifting.

The knock on the Wankel engine
is that its novelty doesn’t justify its
drawbacks—mainly, its prodigious
thirst for fuel (on the highway, I aver-
age a trucklike 19.3 mpg). The rotary
was born from technical innovation,
but at this point it’s more a signifier
of free thinking. Sort of like gullwing
doors or stainless-steel body panels.

DeLorean Northwest, just out-
side Seattle, isn’t evident from the
street—I'm detecting a theme here—
butwhen I find it, I'm struck that this
could be what a working DeLorean
dealership might have looked like
before the original company went
under in 1982. A garage packed with
cars awaiting service is flanked by a
showroom where a pair of DMC-12s
(the only model the company ever
produced) beckons potential buyers.
Even the official DMC sign outside is
from an original dealership. Fans of
a certain movie franchise might be
tempted to ask: When are we?

Toby Peterson didn't have a
grand plan to build a business
around his favorite vehicle. But
once he bought a DeLorean, the car
steadily began to play a larger role
in his life. “My wife and I were look-
ing for a sports car in the late '80s,”
he says. “We found a DeLorean that
was a basket case. Well, I'm one of
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those guys who goes to the pound
and wants to save all the dogs, so of
course I bought it.”

At Boeing, Peterson was a princi-
pal structural engineer on the 747.
Which put him in a good position to
investigate the failure points of his
new four-wheeled acquisition. When
a trailing-arm bolt sheared, he put
it under an electron microscope for
a fatigue analysis. It turned out the
bolts had a flaw, a type of corrosion
pitting that would eventually lead
to disaster. “I'm able to get the best
fasteners that man can produce, so
I began making improved trailing-
arm bolts in 1999,” Peterson says.
He began solving not just his own
DeLorean problems, but everyone
else’s too. In 2006 Peterson traded
wings for gullwings, retiring from
Boeing to open DeLorean Northwest.

John Z. DeLorean himself would
applaud the chutzpah of a business
built around a defunct company that
never made many cars in the first
place—about 9300 DMC-12s left the
factory. But those cars have a high
survival rate, thanks to their stainless-
steel bodies and the publicity gener-
ated by the Back to the Future movie
trilogy. When Peterson held his grand
opening, 25 cars showed up. Ten
stayed behind for work.

And once you've got your DeLo-
rean running, you'll probably be

tempted to enhance its performance.
“The Peugeot-Renault V-6 is like
the small-block Chevy of Europe,”
Peterson says. “There are lots of per-
formance parts available for it.” One
customer car is awaiting a super-
charger, and when we step outside
to fire it up, we find a mechanic from
a shop next door eyeing the RX-8. It
turns out that he’s a former Mazda
salesman who sold the first RX-8 in
North America. “A guy came in six
months before the car was available
and put down a $10,000 deposit,” he
says. Mazda says it's committed to
continuing development of the rotary
engine, but it’s possible that the 2011
RX-8 is the Wankel’s last chance to
power a new car. As the years go by,
mechanics devoted to the rotary will
become a rare breed.

“I know a guy who races an old
RX-7,” the mechanic says. “Because
the rotary is so compact, he rebuilds it
on his kitchen table.” Mazda’s rotary
might be far more prolific than the
DeLorean DMC-12, the GMC motor-
home, or the Duesenberg Model J, but
it's similar in kind, an esoteric off-
shoot of automotive history that
attracts a passionate following.
That’s a brand of devotion that
Peterson, Kanomata, and Ema would
probably understand. “I bought the
car to save it,” Peterson says. “And it
ended up taking over my life.” PM

The author visited shops that service defunct automobiles in a vehicle destined for

defunction. The Mazda RX-8 is the last car to sport a rotary engine.
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