Participating in a Car Show for the First Time —
Everything You Have to Know

So, you’ve caught the bug. Whether it’s that deep rumble of a V8 or the glint of chrome on a
Sunday afternoon, something about classic car shows pulls you in. Maybe you’ve been to a
few as a spectator, snapping pics and chatting with folks who can recite the history of every
badge on their hood. But now? You’re ready to roll in as a participant.

Getting into a car show for the first time isn’t just about polishing your ride and showing up.
It’s a mix of planning, etiquette, community, and yes—some unspoken rules. Here’s a full
breakdown of what to expect, what to do, and what most first-timers wish they’d known.

What Kind of Show Are You Dealing With?

Not all car shows are built the same. Some are concours-level events with white gloves and
restoration judges measuring panel gaps. Others are local cruise-ins where folks pull into a
parking lot with a lawn chair, a thermos of coffee, and stories to swap.

There are a few major categories:

e Concours d’Elegance: These are highly formal, often invite-only events that focus on
pristine, historically accurate vehicles.

e Classic and Antique Car Shows: Typically include cars 25+ years old, often with
judging based on authenticity and condition.

e Muscle Car or Hot Rod Shows: Focused on American performance cars,
customization, and power.

e Cruise-Ins and Cars & Coffee: More relaxed, often with open entry. No
judging—just enthusiasts enjoying each other’s machines.

If you're not sure where your vehicle fits, a good place to start is your local DMV or
historical vehicle club. For example, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
helps define what qualifies as a historic vehicle across states. Some states consider cars older
than 25 years eligible for antique plates and show eligibility.

How Do You Register? (Hint: It's Not Always Simple)

Most shows have entry requirements, and that means paperwork. Depending on the type of
event, you might need to:

e Submit photos of your car

e Provide build specs or restoration history

o Pay aregistration fee

o Register early (some shows fill up months in advance)

Many events post details on community boards or auto club newsletters. Others are listed on
enthusiast sites like Hemmings or Old Cars Weekly. Don’t wait till the last minute—some
shows are capped for space, especially if they’re indoors or part of a fairground lineup.




And don’t be afraid to ask questions! Organizers are usually happy to help newcomers
navigate the process. Just keep it respectful—show etiquette starts with the first email you
send.

Getting Your Car Show-Ready

This is where things get real. Prepping your car isn’t just about cleaning—it’s about attention
to detail. Judges and spectators alike notice everything, from your undercarriage to the door
jambs. You don’t need a concourse-level restoration to impress people, but effort goes a long
way.

Here’s a basic checklist to start with:

e Wash and wax (yes, both—don’t skip the wax)

e Vacuum and wipe down the interior

e Clean the engine bay—gently but thoroughly

e Dress your tires and polish chrome

e Bring touch-up supplies for quick cleanups during the day

Pro tip: Keep microfiber cloths, a spray detailer, and a small trash bag in the trunk. Dust,
pollen, or even a rogue coffee spill can strike at any time.

What Should You Bring (Besides the Obvious)?

Of course, you’re bringing the car. That’s a given. But prepping for a show is more than just
loading up and heading out.

Here’s a starter checklist for your first rodeo:

Cleaning kit: Microfiber towels, spray wax, tire shine, glass cleaner—dust and bugs

are relentless.

e Documentation: Restoration photos, build sheets, or original paperwork. Some
judges and guests love seeing a timeline of your car’s journey.

o Folding chairs and shade: You’ll be standing around a lot. And if it’s summer?

Shade is everything.

o Snacks and water: Especially for all-day events. You’ll burn more energy than you
expect.

o Tools and emergency Kit: A loose battery terminal or stuck hood latch can sneak up
on anyone.

o Display signage: A simple foam board with a write-up of your car's make, model,
year, and any cool history adds a polished touch.

This is also where a bit of humility helps. No one expects your ride to be a Pebble Beach

winner—especially if it's a daily driver turned weekend cruiser. But a well-prepared display
shows pride and respect for the event and the folks attending.

Judging Isn’t Just About Shine



People often think car show judges are just checking paint jobs and chrome. But in reality,
judging criteria vary—big time. Some shows are based on originality (every nut and bolt
matching factory spec), while others focus on presentation, creativity, or personal effort.

Here’s a general breakdown of what judges often look for:

e Cleanliness and detail: This includes undercarriage, engine bay, interior, and even
the trunk.

e Authenticity: Matching VINs, factory parts, and correct trim matter more at
traditional shows.

e Modifications and workmanship: In hot rod or restomod shows, clean, well-
executed customization can be a huge plus.

o Presentation: Display signage, themed props, and your own appearance (yes, really!)
can play arole.

If you want to dig into official guidelines, check out the Antique Automobile Club of
America for a look at how judging systems work. Understanding the class your car fits into
helps prevent surprises—and might even improve your score.

You'll Meet All Kinds of Folks—So Be Cool

Car shows aren’t just about cars. They’re about people. The guy who spent 20 years restoring
a 1954 Hudson Hornet from the ground up? He’s got stories you won’t hear anywhere else.
The kid snapping a million pictures of your engine bay? Maybe she’s your future mechanic.

Here’s a tip: don’t hover over your car like a watchdog. Let people look, take photos, and ask
questions. Most of them are just there for the love of it—same as you. Some might even spot
a detail you missed or give you leads on parts you've been hunting down for years.

At the same time, be cautious. Keep valuables locked up, and if someone gets too handsy, it’s
okay to speak up—politely.

Don’t Skip the Small Print: Insurance and Transport

Whether you're showing locally or across state lines, protecting your car is key. That starts
with proper insurance coverage. Not every policy covers "show use" or transport, especially
if your vehicle is trailered to the event.

Speaking of trailering—this part often gets overlooked until the last second. If you're moving
across states or relocating entirely, there’s a real benefit to shipping your family
vehicles—including classics—through a professional hauler. It's not just about saving wear
and tear; some events even require that show cars arrive via trailer to prevent road damage
before judging. The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration offers helpful tips on
finding reliable car shipping services without getting caught in scams or shady contracts.

This comes up a lot during long-distance relocations. People moving households across states
often ship daily drivers and collectibles together, especially if they’re settling somewhere
with a thriving car scene.



Expect Surprises—and Learn as You Go

You’ll probably forget something. Maybe it’s sunscreen, maybe it’s the torque wrench.
Maybe you don’t win anything and feel a little deflated. But that’s okay. Everyone remembers
their first show. It’s supposed to be a learning experience.

Use it to walk around, meet other owners, ask questions, and just enjoy the vibe. Grab ideas
for future mods or detailing tricks. Get feedback on your ride. Better yet, find out what you
loved most about the day—and plan for the next one.

Car culture isn’t just metal and horsepower. It’s stories, grit, shared jokes, and the occasional
heartbreak over a blown gasket. And once you’re in? You’re part of something bigger than
yourself.

Start Where You Are

You don’t need a six-figure restoration or concours invite to take part in this world. All you
need is a car that means something to you and the willingness to share that with others. So go
ahead—polish up that paint, lay out your favorite old build photos, and show up with a full
tank and an open mind.

Because honestly? That’s what it’s all about.



