Another Bucket List Entry: the Newest Cobra Museum is a Must-Do
— Rick Kopec

T

he significance of the multimedia presentation that was
shown after dinner at SAAC-1 in
Oakland in 1976 is hard to explain to
someone who wasn’t there. Only about 500
people were. The guy who put this extravaganza together was SAAC member and
Cobra owner Drew Serb. It had not been
previously announced. Although it took almost a year to put together, it was sprung
on everyone at the evening program as a
surprise. With a huge screen, eight rearmounted projectors and speakers the size
of refrigerators, Serb’s production would
require new adjectives.
Why was that? Back then there were
slide projectors, 8mm and 16mm movies—
and nothing in between. In 1976 there
were no powerpoints, jumbotrons or surround-sound. You could put together a
slide show and separately play pre-
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The centerpiece of any Cobra museum is the Daytona Coupe. There are only six originals; three
are currently in hands of owners outside of the U.S. and two are already seeing museum duty. Fortunately, Mike McCluskey produced twenty-five exact duplicates. This one is owned by SAAC member Bill Denbeste.

Fall 2014 36

recorded music on a tape deck along with
it, and if you wanted to add narration that
would have to be live, done on top of everything else that was going on. But Serb had
other ideas. When fellow Cobra owner
Royal Krieger told him that the newly
formed Shelby American Automobile Club
would be holding its first national convention in nearby Oakland, California, Serb
pitched the idea for a multi-media show at
the evening program: huge screen, multi
projectors and eardrum-breaking sound.
How could anyone turn that down?
The first order of business was collecting 35mm slides of Cobras and Shelbys.
Serb had a lot, and word went out that
SAAC was looking for slides for the convention. Most who were planning to attend
wanted to see their car on the screen,
imagining it would be a straightforward
slide show because that’s all they knew.
Slides were also shot of black-and-white
8˝x10˝ factory press photos and period race
photography.
Serb had experience putting together
presentations for large corporations and
knew the hardware existed to combine
sound and photos, and use a tape deck
with a separate track that would send
pulsed messages to the carousel projectors
so they could be synchronized to advance
with the sound track. It was crude by
today’s standards but back then it was
rocket science.
The 500 or so people attending dinner
and the evening program were oblivious to
the huge, 12´x 36´ white screen set up at
the back of the Oakland Hilton’s main ballroom. Everyone’s attention was riveted on
the guests of honor, seated at long tables
at risers at one corner of the hall. About
twenty former drivers, Cobra team members and former Shelby employees had accepted invitations but everyone’s eyes
seemed to drift to Shelby.
After the plates were cleared and the
lights went down, the pulse-pounding
music began. Photos flashed on the screen,
singly, two at a time, four or eight, controlled by the beat of the music. When
someone recognized their car they let out
a loud “whoop” and friends began clapping.
That happened again and again, from different parts of the audience. Voice-over
narration briefly related the Cobra story
and near the end Glen Campbell sang
“Country Boy,” a metaphor for Shelby, himself. A magic spell was cast over the room
and when the last slide faded to black
there was complete silence. After everyone
caught their breath there was a long round
of applause and when it finally died down,
one voice said, “Can we see it again?” Drew
Serb made that happen.
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All that was missing was popcorn. One of the things that separates The Cobra Experience from
every other Cobra/Shelby museum is a state-of-the-art, surround-sound 40-seat theater. At the
start of the video a tiny Go-Pro video camera had been placed on a piece of straight road, between
two yellow lines that disappeared into the horizon. After a half-minute during which you were trying to figure out what it was that you were seeing, you hear a car coming before it materializes: a
red 427 Cobra under full throttle, growing until it fills the entire screen and then in a heartbeat
it has blasts over the camera (clearing it by about an inch) and you hear it moving away behind
you. This all happens at maximum volume and is as exciting an attention-getter as you’ll ever experience. It is almost too much for your brain to absorb—much like the first time you see a real
427 at speed. What follows is a twenty-minute display of Cobra images flashing on the screen accompanied by pulse-pounding music. All very memorable. And very stirring.

His multi-media show was such a resounding success that Drew Serb was
asked to pack everything up and haul it
back east to Hershey, Pennsylvania for
SAAC-2. Some new slides were added, reflecting East Coast cars. The show was
recreated again at SAAC-3 in Pasadena
and Serb’s arm was twisted to put it on a
fourth time, in 1990, at the evening program for the Palm Springs vintage race
Carroll Shelby Tribute. And that’s the last
time it was seen. But no one who has seen
it has ever forgotten it. It makes that kind
of impression, even in these days of powerpoints and You Tube.
In the early 1970s, when Drew Serb
was gravitating to Cobras, project cars fascinated him. He was not afraid to tackle
cars that had been severely damaged or
which others might consider written off.
Buying a car like this, restoring it and then
selling it provided money to buy others.
Over the years he not only gained experience in Cobra repairs but amassed the
kind of spare parts inventory that other
owners dream about.
One of the aspects of the Cobra world
that he slowly realized was that as the values of the cars went up, more and more of
them were taken out of the public eye. A
lot went in private collections. Unless the
next generation of Cobra enthusiasts were
able to see actual cars they would gradually lose interest in them. That was then
he decided we would create a Cobra museum. And one of the museum’s central focuses would be multimedia shows that

depicted the Cobra and Shelby story.
Serb had become very successful installing large format sound and broadcast
systems in professional sporting venues.
His company is responsible for all of the
cabling and wiring for the television cameras, television monitors and stadium
sound systems. This makes up about
eighty percent of his business. The other
twenty percent is live rock and roll concerts, opera broadcasts and public broadcasting projects. When a 25,000
square-foot building abutting his studio
became available he decided it would be
ideal for the kind of museum he had in
mind. He registered as a non-profit corporation and began planning what the museum’s interior would look like. The first
consideration was a forty-seat theater with
a large screen and state-of-the-art video
and sound system. He was, in effect, back
where he had started some forty years ago.
Except with a bunch of Cobras collected
along the way and a treasure trove of
Cobra collectibles that he would now have
somewhere to display.
The Cobra Experience’s grand opening was on November 1st, 2014 and invitations went out to about 250 people. There
were fifteen cars on display. Plans call for
increasing that number substantially.
While the 2015 schedule is not yet finalized, it will be open the third Sunday of the
month and for private tours. It is staffed
by volunteers, notably Serb’s wife Janet
and daughters Emily and Kate. Other area
enthusiasts have been eager to pitch in.
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The Cobra Experience that everyone
saw in November was only a starting
point. For museums to be effective (and to
remain successful) they have to continually evolve. The Cobra Experience will
have a constantly changing selection of
cars which will help to tell the story of
Shelby history. Plans are for there to be exchanges of historical Cobras with other
museums. Additionally, the displays of literature, memorabilia, posters and photos
that were at the museum were only a
small portion of what Drew Serb has
amassed over the years. The intention is to
add to what is on display.
The museum will also be available to
groups for private events for as few as four
to as many as 250. There is a board
room/library which can be used for small
meetings and a food preparation area is on
the premises which can accommodate dinners and banquet programs. Other functions include “Movie Night” (the theater
seats forty and popcorn is included). VIP
groups for 15 or more can be scheduled and
there is an outdoor patio that is ideal for
cook-outs. It is expected that the museum
could host regional club meetings and the
parking area is perfect for car shows.
The Cobra Experience is off to a great
start and we recommend it to anyone reading this who will be in the San Francisco
East Bay area. It’s located in Martinez,
California, about 25 miles northeast of SF.
The website is www.cobraexperience.org
and you can contact them by email at
info@cobraexperience.org The phone
number is 925-558-5585.
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We’ve seen a lot of display engines in private collections, workshops and garages but usually
they are excuses to show off extra parts that
have been not needed, mostly valve covers and
intakes. The five engines, complete with transmissions, lined up along one wall represent the
evolution of Shelby powerplants from the stock
289 Cobra 4V to a 385 H.P. 289 full competition
version, a 427 S/C engine with the famous
“turkey pan” plenum and two GT40 MK II 427
engines with T44 transaxles, including one with
an ultra-rare 58mm down-draft Weber setup, of
which only about a dozen sets were ever made.
This is why you come to a museum!
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A professionally-built slot car track was donated to the museum by Jim
Farley from Ford. He was recently transferred to England and it was
something he got for his son and couldn’t pack it up and take it with
him. Timing is everything.

Jere Kirkpatrick [left] and Tony Stoer [right] were part of Shelby American’s original Cobra Dragonsnake team. Has it really been fifty tears?
Well, yeah, maybe.

Drew Serb, the museum’s maestro, had no trouble assembling an able
staff. He and his wife Janet [center] are flanked by daughters Kate
[right] and Emily [left], who also functions as head of the Anti-Nepotism
Committee.

Everyone who gets involved with Cobras, to the point of owning one or
more, has a collection of literature and memorabilia. Sometimes you go
out looking for it and sometimes it just seems to come to you. The Cobra
Experience has a good selection, but there is obviously room for more.
We’re guessing as time goes by the walls will be filled to the point where
you won’t be able to hang a business card. Seeing the various Cobra
wheels, side by side, is really interesting.
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