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Introduction

Welcome to the most comprehensive guide for 1950s car enthusiasts! Whether you're a first-time buyer
or seasoned collector, this manual provides essential information for making informed decisions about
purchasing, restoring, and maintaining classic cars from America's golden automotive decade.

What You'll Learn:

How to identify authentic vs. modified vehicles

Current market trends and pricing

Which models offer the best investment potential

Step-by-step restoration guidance

Where to find quality parts and services

Top 25 Most Collectible 1950s Models

Tier 1: Blue Chip Classics (Highest Value/Demand)

1. 1953-1957 Chevrolet Corvette



Production: 300 (1953) to 6,339 (1957)

Key Features: Fiberglass body, V8 engine (1955+)

Current Range: $35,000 - $150,000+

2. 1955-1957 Ford Thunderbird
Production: 16,155 (1955) to 21,380 (1957)

Key Features: Removable hardtop, porthole windows

Current Range: $45,000 - $85,000

3. 1957 Chevrolet Bel Air
Production: 1,555,312 total (all body styles)

Key Features: Iconic tail fins, fuel injection option

Current Range: $25,000 - $75,000

4. 1955-1956 Chrysler 300
Production: 1,725 (1955), 1,102 (1956)

Key Features: 300hp Hemi V8, aggressive styling

Current Range: $55,000 - $120,000

5. 1959 Cadillac Eldorado
Production: 2,199 convertibles

Key Features: Massive tail fins, luxury appointments

Current Range: $65,000 - $140,000

Tier 2: Strong Performers (Good Value/Appreciation)

6. 1950-1952 Mercury Custom

7. 1955-1956 Chevrolet Nomad

8. 1957-1958 Plymouth Fury

9. 1953-1954 Studebaker Commander

10. 1959 Impala Convertible

11. 1951-1954 Hudson Hornet

12. 1955-1957 Pontiac Star Chief

13. 1950-1951 Ford Custom

14. 1957-1959 Ford Fairlane

15. 1952-1955 Oldsmobile 88



Tier 3: Emerging Classics (Entry Level/Future Potential)

16. 1950-1954 Nash Ambassador

17. 1955-1956 DeSoto Firedome

18. 1957-1958 Mercury Turnpike Cruiser

19. 1959 Edsel Corsair

20. 1950-1952 Packard Super Eight

21. 1955-1957 Buick Century

22. 1958-1959 Lincoln Continental

23. 1950-1953 Kaiser Manhattan

24. 1957-1959 Rambler Rebel

25. 1959 Dodge Custom Royal

Current Market Values (2025 Pricing Guide)

Condition Rating System

#1 Concours: Show-quality restoration, 95-100 points

#2 Excellent: Well-restored, minor flaws, 85-95 points

#3 Good: Presentable driver, some wear, 70-85 points

#4 Fair: Needs work but complete, 50-70 points

#5 Project: Restoration required, parts car potential

Sample Pricing Chart

 

Model Year #1 Condition #2 Condition #3 Condition #4 Condition

Corvette 1953 $135,000 $95,000 $65,000 $35,000

Thunderbird 1955 $75,000 $55,000 $38,000 $22,000

Bel Air Hardtop 1957 $65,000 $45,000 $28,000 $15,000

300C 1957 $95,000 $68,000 $42,000 $25,000

Eldorado Conv. 1959 $125,000 $85,000 $55,000 $30,000

Prices vary significantly based on options, documentation, and regional markets

What to Look for When Buying



Pre-Purchase Inspection Checklist

Exterior Assessment

Body Integrity
✓ Check for rust in fender wells, door frames, trunk areas

✓ Look for evidence of accident damage or poor bodywork

✓ Examine panel gaps and alignment

✓ Verify all chrome pieces are present and restorable

Paint Evaluation
✓ Original paint adds significant value

✓ Check for overspray in engine bay/trunk

✓ Look for color changes or non-original colors

✓ Assess overall finish quality and age

Interior Inspection

Originality Verification
✓ Seat materials should match factory specifications

✓ Dashboard components should be uncracked

✓ All gauges and controls should function

✓ Check for missing trim pieces or hardware

Condition Assessment
✓ Seat springs and padding condition

✓ Headliner integrity (common problem area)

✓ Door panel attachment and wear

✓ Carpet condition and originality

Mechanical Systems

Engine Bay
✓ Verify correct engine for model year

✓ Check for leaks from engine, transmission, differential

✓ Assess overall cleanliness and maintenance

✓ Look for non-original modifications



Drivetrain
✓ Engine should start easily and idle smoothly

✓ Transmission shifts should be crisp (manual or automatic)

✓ No unusual noises from engine or drivetrain

✓ Check clutch operation (manual transmissions)

Suspension and Brakes
✓ Test drive for handling abnormalities

✓ Check brake pedal feel and stopping power

✓ Look for worn suspension components

✓ Assess tire wear patterns for alignment issues

Documentation Importance

Essential Papers
Original title (clear ownership history)

Previous registration documents

Maintenance records if available

Previous restoration documentation

Value-Adding Documentation
Factory build sheets or window stickers

Dealer delivery receipts

Period photographs of the vehicle

Award certificates or show documentation

Common Problems by Manufacturer

Chevrolet (1950-1959)

Most Reliable Aspects:

Small block V8 engines (1955+) are robust and well-supported

Powerglide automatic transmissions are simple and durable

Parts availability is excellent across all models

Common Issues:



Rust in rear wheel wells and trunk floors

Powerglide transmission bands wear with age

1953-1954 "Blue Flame" six-cylinder head gasket problems

Door hinges wear causing sagging

Restoration Costs: Moderate ($15,000-$45,000 for complete restoration)

Ford (1950-1959)

Most Reliable Aspects:

Y-block V8 engines are sturdy with proper maintenance

Ford-O-Matic transmissions generally reliable

Body construction is solid with proper rust prevention

Common Issues:

Y-block engines prone to overheating if cooling system neglected

Rust in rocker panels and rear quarter panels

Electrical system problems in later models

Ford-O-Matic transmission requires specific service procedures

Restoration Costs: Moderate ($18,000-$50,000 for complete restoration)

Chrysler Corporation (Plymouth, Dodge, Chrysler)

Most Reliable Aspects:

Hemi engines are extremely durable and powerful

TorqueFlite transmissions (late 1950s) are excellent

Generally solid body construction

Common Issues:

Early automatic transmissions (PowerFlite) can be problematic

Electrical systems more complex than competitors

Some body panels difficult to source

Torsion bar suspension requires specialized knowledge

Restoration Costs: Moderate to High ($20,000-$60,000 for complete restoration)



General Motors Luxury Brands (Cadillac, Buick, Oldsmobile)

Most Reliable Aspects:

Premium materials and construction quality

Advanced features for their time

Strong collector following ensures parts support

Common Issues:

Complex electrical systems prone to problems

Air conditioning systems difficult to restore

Some trim pieces very expensive to replace

Hydra-Matic transmissions require expert service

Restoration Costs: High ($25,000-$75,000+ for complete restoration)

Restoration Cost Estimates

Budget Breakdown for Typical Projects

Driver Quality Restoration ($15,000-$30,000)

Mechanical Refresh: $5,000-$8,000
Engine rebuild or major service

Transmission service

Brake system overhaul

Suspension components

Cosmetic Improvements: $8,000-$15,000
Paint and bodywork (driver quality)

Interior reupholstery (basic materials)

Chrome restoration or replacement

Misc. trim and hardware

Miscellaneous: $2,000-$7,000
Unexpected discoveries

Tools and supplies

Professional labor for specialized tasks



Show Quality Restoration ($35,000-$75,000+)

Complete Mechanical Rebuild: $12,000-$20,000
Engine complete rebuild to specifications

Transmission rebuild

Rear end rebuild

All new suspension components

Complete brake system rebuild

Concours Bodywork and Paint: $15,000-$30,000
Complete body restoration

Show-quality paint (multiple coats)

All chrome professionally restored

New weatherstripping throughout

Interior Restoration: $8,000-$15,000
Complete reupholstery with correct materials

Dashboard restoration

All trim pieces restored or replaced

Correct carpeting and door panels

Final Assembly and Details: $5,000-$15,000
Professional assembly

Correct fasteners and hardware

Engine bay detailing

Undercarriage restoration

Money-Saving Tips

1. Do Your Own Disassembly: Save 20-30% on labor costs

2. Source Your Own Parts: Research before letting shops order parts

3. Focus on Mechanical First: Get it running before cosmetics

4. Join Clubs: Access to knowledge, parts, and services

5. Document Everything: Photos help during reassembly

Parts Availability Guide



Excellent Availability (Easy to Find, Reasonable Prices)

Chevrolet Bel Air/210/150 (1955-1957)

Ford Thunderbird (1955-1957)

Chevrolet Corvette (1953-1957)

Ford Fairlane/Custom (1955-1957)

Good Availability (Most Parts Available, Some Specialty Items Scarce)

Plymouth Belvedere/Savoy (1955-1959)

Dodge Coronet/Royal (1955-1959)

Buick Century/Super (1950-1959)

Oldsmobile 88/98 (1950-1959)

Pontiac Chieftain/Star Chief (1950-1959)

Fair Availability (Basic Parts Available, Trim Pieces Challenging)

Chrysler 300/Windsor (1955-1959)

Mercury Montclair/Monterey (1950-1959)

Cadillac (1950-1959) - Expensive but available

Hudson Hornet (1951-1954)

Poor Availability (Difficult to Source, Expensive When Found)

Nash Ambassador/Statesman (1950-1957)

Studebaker Commander/Champion (1950-1959)

Kaiser Manhattan (1950-1955)

Packard (1950-1958)

Edsel (1958-1959)

Key Suppliers and Resources

Major Parts Vendors:

Classic Industries (Chevrolet specialist)

Dearborn Classics (Ford parts)

Andy Bernbaum Auto Parts (Multi-make)

Metro Molded Parts (Weatherstripping)



Legendary Auto Interiors (Upholstery)

Online Resources:

Hemmings Motor News (Parts classifieds)

eBay Motors (Wide selection, buyer beware)

Facebook Marketplace (Local finds)

Make-specific forums and clubs

Expert Tips from Professional Restorers

From Mike Rodriguez, 30-Year Restoration Veteran:

"The biggest mistake newcomers make is underestimating the scope of a restoration. What looks like a
simple repaint often reveals body problems that triple your budget. Always assume the worst-case scenario
when planning time and money."

From Sarah Chen, Concours Judge:

"Documentation is everything in the collector car world. A complete restoration with photos and receipts will
always be worth more than a mystery car, even if the mystery car looks better. Keep detailed records of
everything you do."

From Tommy Williams, Engine Specialist:

"Don't get caught up in horsepower numbers from the factory. A properly rebuilt 265 small block will be
more reliable and enjoyable than a numbers-matching 327 that hasn't been touched in 40 years. Drive the
car, don't just display it."

From Linda Martinez, Paint and Body Expert:

"Modern paint systems are superior to original lacquers in every way except authenticity. For a driver, use
modern paints. For a concours car, you'll need lacquer if you want to win trophies. Know your goals before
you start."

Investment Potential Rankings

Best Long-Term Investments (5-10 Year Outlook)

1. 1953-1957 Corvette - Limited production, iconic status

2. 1955-1957 Thunderbird - Perfect size collector market

3. 1957 Chevrolet Bel Air - Cultural icon status



4. 1955-1956 Chrysler 300 - Performance heritage

5. 1959 Cadillac Eldorado - Peak tail fin era

Solid Performers (Steady Appreciation Expected)

1955-1957 Nomad Wagon

1957 Plymouth Fury

1951-1954 Hudson Hornet

1959 Impala Convertible

1950-1954 Mercury Custom

Undervalued Opportunities (Potential Breakout Stars)

1955-1957 DeSoto Firedome

1957-1958 Mercury Turnpike Cruiser

1950-1952 Nash Ambassador

1959 Edsel (Love it or hate it, it's memorable)

1955-1957 Packard Caribbean

Investment Strategy Tips

1. Buy the Best You Can Afford: Condition drives value more than model

2. Original is Better: Matching numbers and documentation matter

3. Rare Options Add Value: Fuel injection, continental kits, rare colors

4. Consider Maintenance Costs: Some cars are expensive to maintain

5. Market Timing: Buy during economic downturns, sell during booms

Resources and Contacts

National Organizations

Antique Automobile Club of America (AACA)

Website: aaca.org

Focus: All American classics

Benefits: Events, judging standards, technical support

Classic Car Club of America (CCCA)



Website: classiccarclub.org

Focus: Full Classics (1930-1948) and Grand Classics

Benefits: Prestigious events, strict authenticity standards

Specialty Equipment Market Association (SEMA)

Website: sema.org

Focus: Aftermarket parts and services

Benefits: Industry connections, technical resources

Make-Specific Clubs

Chevrolet:

National Corvette Restorers Society (NCRS)

Classic Chevy Club International

Tri-Five Chevy Association

Ford:

Classic Thunderbird Club International

Vintage Thunderbird Club of America

Ford Galaxy Club of America

Chrysler:

300 Club International

Plymouth Owners Club

Forward Look Network

Technical Resources

Publications:

Hemmings Classic Car Magazine

Old Cars Weekly

Cars & Parts Magazine

Restoration Magazine

Online Forums:



Jalopyjournal.com (Traditional hot rods)

H.A.M.B. (Hokey Ass Message Board)

Make-specific Facebook groups

Reddit r/ClassicCars

Professional Services Directory

Restoration Shops: (Research thoroughly before committing)

Get multiple quotes for major work

Visit facilities in person

Ask for customer references

Verify insurance and licensing

Specialized Services:

Chrome plating shops

Upholstery specialists

Engine rebuilders

Transmission shops

Paint and body professionals

Final Checklist for 1950s Car Buyers

Before You Buy

 Research the specific model thoroughly
 Set a realistic budget (purchase + restoration)
 Arrange financing if needed
 Plan storage and work space
 Connect with clubs and specialists
 Consider insurance options (agreed value policies)

During Purchase Negotiations

 Complete professional inspection
 Verify all documentation
 Check VIN and engine numbers
 Test drive if possible



 Negotiate based on actual condition
 Plan for transportation home

After Purchase

 Immediate mechanical safety check
 Arrange proper storage
 Begin documentation system
 Join relevant clubs
 Plan restoration priorities
 Establish relationships with suppliers


