GT Live Borrows Page F

Weekend festival at California Speedway draws an
estimated 45,000 who find plenty of things to do and
little opportunity for boredom.

ByManTin HENDERSON
Timés Staff Writer

« Randy Grube stopped short
af walling himself giddy., “Too
fired,” he sald Sunday after
fhree daye of signing checks,
putting out brush fires and ac-
cepting congratulations during
the frantie first weekend of the
GT Live event at California
Speedway.

“*The general concept,” said
event corganizer Grube, “is X
Chames for cars.”

‘Southern California car cul-
ture — and that in the U8, in
gomoral — 15 being influenced
mare and more by imports such
af Tovota, Honda and Nissan,

Tor an event that primarly
révolved around Japanese rac-
erg and Japanese cars, an estl-
nated 45,000 showed up over the
weekend to watch, making it the
third-largest attended this year
at 'the speedway, trailing two
NASCAR races and at least
matehing if not exceeding an
Indy Racing League event. The
most  Impressive sight came
Sunday night when about 15,000
jammed the grandstands — ahd
heyond — near Turn 3 to watch a
drifting exhibition pitting Japa-
nese va, American drivers.

With things to do at every
turm during the weekend festival
— drive go-karts, R/C cars, auto-
eross, lifestyle expo — and most
onstrack events lasting abeut an

hotar, there was plenty to do and |

little opportunity for boredom,

-+ Top billing was shared by the

Japan GT Champlonship series,
which had all-star events Satur-
diy and Sunday, and the D1
Grand Prix U.S. vs. Japan drift-
ing exhibition.

“What a great idea to do a
major event all at onee instead of
Just a car show.” said Carl Cor-
bett, of Las Vegas. “Pretty
smart.”

The racing? Logistie prob-
Iems dogged the JGTC from the
moment it arrived Wednesday.
The two-man team that took the
checkered flag Saturday, Andre
Lotterer and Tsuglo Matsuda,
were assessed a G60-second pen-
alty about two hours after their
apparent GT 500 vietory, which
gave the win to Nissan 7 drivers
Toshihiro Aneishi and Erik Co-
mas.

After that fiasco, the JGTC
changed the format of Sunday’s
two sprint races at the last min-
ute Instead of starting position
based on the previous night's re-
sult, the first sprint became a
qualifving  session. Lotterer
qualified first and then won the
24-minute sprint.

Despite problems, drivers be-
lisved in the event's merit.

“It has the potential to be
huge,” said Irishman Richard
Lyons, who was fastest in every
practice and qualifylng session
in his Nismo for Saturday's 87-
lap race, only to watch his team-
mate get spun and T-boned on
Lap 11. *Coming over here, it's an
eye-opener for the Japanese
teams.”

Grube, who worked with the
Japan-based GT Assn. to bring
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UP IN S8MOKE: Akinori Ulsumi of Japan spins out of control during qualifying in a drifting exhibition al GT Live.

the series to Ameriea, acknowl-
edged there were plenty of
glitches. “The concept was right,
the execution had issues,” he
said. Crowding in the garage
area, parking and shuttie prob-
lems, about 500 too few competi-
tor passes — he printed 1,000 —
were the major problems.

“We had more cars, more peo-

ple than we were able to handle,”
he said, “but it's easy to fix.”

A return next year Lo Califor-
nia Bpeedway, and possibly a
change of venue in 2006 — think
downtown LA, street  race
around Staples Center, a la X
Games, Grube said — could
come after that.

The potential s here. Japa-

nese imports continue to show
increases n sales far surpassing
that of the Big Three automalk-
ers. GM, Ford and Chrysler
Group had November sales that,
were down 59.5% from & vean
ago, while Asian brands in-
creased 32.3%. The last time
Genernl Motors, the largest T.5.
automaker, showed a sales in-

crease was 1989,

Masakl Vance of Gardena, o |
weekend go-fer for NSX chassis-
maker and race team Dome be-
cause he speaks English and
Japanese, was like many who
gave the event a thumbs-up,

“These cars at least resemble
the cars you drive on the 405, he
sald.




~ La Jolla kidney transplant

doétor Rodolfo Batarse, 31, was

among those watching,

+ “T love the cars, the action,

‘the setting, the smells, the
sounds,” said Batarse, who
drives a4 Honda Prelude with
AaMermarket wheels, suspension,
exhaust and radio, "I drove 90
minutes to be here at 9:30 a.m.,

.apd I'd do it again In a heart-
beat."

“ " Grube, a Santa Monlca mar-
keter, spent more than $2 million
on.a gamble, renting the track
and putting together the event

infrastructure. He Just wanted |

to be around racing and cars.
Turned out he's not the only one,
“It's hot-rodding  all over
~ again, exceptit's Asian kids with
. Asgian cars,” Grube sald, *Our
| target audience was 50% import
\tuner, 25% road racing fan, 25%
evervihing else.”

Brothers Dan and Jeflf Parker
drove from Fremont, Calil, and
arrived at the track at 7:30 am.
Saturday towatch the Japan GT

' Championship because it was

The series’ first venture onto
| American sofl.
“They sound fantastic,” said
. Dian, 26, a draftsman who drives
a Honda CRX, “You've gol differ-
ent makes and models. NAS-
CAR, they all look and sound the
same.”
Two other brothers, one from
. Westchester, the other from Las
| Vegas, were still in temporary
grandstands at 9 p.m. Saturday
' night to watch drifting practice,






