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Sep 25, 2011 (The Philadelphia Inquirer - McClatchy-Tribune Information Services
via COMTEX News Network) -- Sometimes thrills postponed are all the more
thrilling.
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Morning sprinkles had glazed the pavement, making it too hazardous for the Highway Patrol Motorcycle Drill Team to perform as originally
scheduled at the 57th annual Hero Thrill Show at the Wells Fargo Center Saturday.
So, an hour and a half later, when burly police officers wearing white helmets and black leather jackets finally came roaring into the arena
of Parking Lot H astride their mighty 850-pound Harleys, they were greeted by a collective "Wow!" that rose from stands filled with
squirming kids whose patience had been sorely tested.
"The louder you clap, the better they ride!" exhorted master of ceremonies Jimmy Binns, the enthusiastic president and CEO of the show.
As expected, the drill team officers dazzled and delighted as they formed diamonds and figure eights and crisscrossed within inches of one
another while threading the needle.
"It's awesome," said Angela Sweeney, 22, who was there with her boyfriend.
"My grandpop was a firefighter, and my mom came here when she was younger to watch him."
The Hero Thrill Show is a piece of Americana preserved in amber.
The midway offering of cheesesteaks, sausage, hamburgers, and lemonade has a county-fair flavor, but the purpose of the show -- saluting
the everyday heroism of police officers and firefighters and raising money for the education of the children of those who have died in the
line of duty -- makes the event a special Philadelphia tradition.
"There's nothing like this anywhere else in America," said Binns, who took over the show six years ago when its survival was in doubt as
attendance dwindled. "It's indigenous to Philadelphia and it's sui generis. It harks back to days when kids would worship cops."
The show began in 1954 after an explosion killed 10 firefighters. The inaugural event, held at what was then Municipal Stadium in South
Philadelphia, had a cowboy theme and featured a 15-hour rodeo and Western movie stars Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, Dale Evans, and Tex
Ritter.
"It was a big moneymaker in its day," said Tom Gibbons, 66, a former police motorcycle stunt rider and Inquirer police reporter who
performed in the show in 1968 and '69 and whose father was police commissioner when the show was launched.
"When we did the show, there was more space, and the motorcycles reached speeds of 60 to 70 miles an hour. It was much racier and
more dangerous than it is now."
It was a different period culturally as well.
"People didn't shoot cops in those days," Gibbons said. "People respected the police."
Then as now, the show had a purpose higher than mere entertainment.
"It sowed the seeds in many boys and girls to want to become police officers," Gibbons said. "It was a great recruitment tool."
At Saturday's event, that recruitment continued. Lights flashed, sirens screamed, and there were many enticing exhibits of equipment -- a
police helicopter, a marine police boat, a bomb-disposal robot.
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Firefighters rappelled from aerial ladders, and the dogs of the canine squad demonstrated amazing agility and obedience, leaping into cars
and locking their jaws on the padded arms of pretend suspects as gunfire popped.
"It helps me see what all different kinds of departments do," said Josh Eddis, 15, of Northeast Philadelphia.
"It's cool being able to touch everything," said his buddy Dan Hampson, also 14.
The show's grand marshal was Burt Young, the actor who played Rocky's brother-in-law and friend, Paulie. Also on hand was Flyers goalie
Bernie Parent, hawking copies of his book, Journey Through Risk and Fear.
Attendance at the show has climbed from a mere 300 or so just before Binns took over to as many as 50,000 last year.
"We now have packed houses every year," Binns said. "In five years, we've generated over $2 million, and we're putting 17 kids through
college, the sons and daughters of police officers and firefighters killed in the line of duty. I can rattle off all their names" -- and he does -- "I
know these kids, know them all. I'm intimately familiar with the circumstances of every kid and the tragedies they've been through."
Angela Sweeney's boyfriend, Michael Collins, 22, of Oreland, captured the essence of the event.
"You get your money's worth because it's a great show, and it's for a good cause," he said.
Watch the Highway Patrol Motorcycle Drill Team perform at the 57th annual Hero Thrill Show at www.philly.com/thrillshow
Contact staff writer Art Carey at 215-854-5606 or acarey@phillynews.com.
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