
The Complete Malaise Era Car Buying Guide
Your Essential Reference for Purchasing 1973-1983 American Automobiles
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Introduction & What to Expect {#introduction}

Why Buy a Malaise Era Car?

Affordable entry into classic car ownership

Historical significance - witness automotive transformation

Undervalued market with appreciation potential

Simpler technology than modern cars, easier to maintain

Unique styling that's gaining appreciation

Realistic Expectations

Performance: Expect 0-60 times of 9-15 seconds for most models

Fuel Economy: 15-25 MPG typical, some achieve 30+ MPG

Reliability: Varies wildly by model and maintenance history

Parts: Generally available but quality varies significantly

Values: Still affordable but rising for desirable examples



Best Models to Consider {#best-models}

Excellent Choices (Recommended for Beginners)

Ford Fairmont/Mercury Zephyr (1978-1983)

Why Buy: Reliable Fox platform, good parts availability, decent performance

What to Look For: V6 or V8 models, avoid early 4-cylinders

Typical Price Range: $3,000-$8,000 for good examples

Investment Potential: ⭐⭐⭐

Dodge Omni/Plymouth Horizon (1978-1990)

Why Buy: European engineering, excellent fuel economy, surprisingly durable

What to Look For: GLH or Shelby versions for performance, avoid early automatics

Typical Price Range: $2,500-$12,000 (GLH models command premium)

Investment Potential: ⭐⭐⭐⭐

Buick Regal (1978-1987)

Why Buy: Comfortable, reliable, turbo versions available

What to Look For: Grand National/T-Type models, avoid early V6 engines

Typical Price Range: $4,000-$35,000+ (Grand National)

Investment Potential: ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ (Grand National)

Good Choices (For Experienced Buyers)

AMC Eagle (1980-1987)

Why Buy: First crossover SUV, unique 4WD system, ahead of its time

What to Look For: Later models, service records, 4WD functionality

Typical Price Range: $5,000-$15,000

Investment Potential: ⭐⭐⭐⭐

Chevrolet Monte Carlo (1978-1988)

Why Buy: Classic American style, comfortable cruiser, SS versions available

What to Look For: V8 models, SS packages, avoid early V6 engines

Typical Price Range: $4,000-$18,000 (SS models)

Investment Potential: ⭐⭐⭐



Ford Mustang II (1974-1978)

Why Buy: Saved the Mustang nameplate, King Cobra versions collectible

What to Look For: V8 models, King Cobra package, Ghia trim

Typical Price Range: $3,500-$15,000

Investment Potential: ⭐⭐⭐

Models to Avoid {#avoid-models}

High-Risk Purchases

Chevrolet Vega (1971-1977)

Why Avoid: Catastrophic engine problems, severe rust issues

Exception: Cosworth Vega (rare and valuable despite problems)

Ford Pinto (1971-1980)

Why Avoid: Safety concerns, rust problems, poor reputation

Exception: Very late models with improvements

Cadillac Cimarron (1982-1988)

Why Avoid: Poor execution, reliability issues, damaged brand reputation

Exception: None - avoid entirely

GM X-Body Cars (Citation, Phoenix, Skylark, Omega)

Why Avoid: Severe reliability problems, poor build quality

Exception: Very late models with Iron Duke 4-cylinder

Proceed with Extreme Caution

Chrysler/Dodge/Plymouth with Lean Burn Systems

Issue: Complex, unreliable electronic systems

Solution: Ensure system has been properly converted or maintained

Early Fuel-Injected Models (1975-1980)

Issue: Primitive systems, expensive to repair

Solution: Verify system functionality before purchase



Common Problems by Manufacturer {#common-problems}

General Motors

Carburetor Issues: Computer Command Control systems problematic

Transmission Problems: THM200 transmission failures common

Engine Issues: Early V6 engines underpowered and unreliable

Electrical: Faulty ignition modules, alternator problems

Ford Motor Company

Rust: Severe rust issues, especially rear quarters and rocker panels

Emissions: EGR valve problems, vacuum line failures

Transmission: C4 and C6 automatics generally reliable

Engine: 2.3L Lima engine timing belt failures

Chrysler Corporation

Electrical: Chronic electrical problems, especially ignition systems

Rust: Severe rust problems, worse than GM or Ford

Transmission: Automatic transmissions generally reliable

Engine: Slant-6 engines very durable, V8s variable quality

American Motors Corporation

Parts Availability: Limited, expensive when available

Rust: Severe rust issues due to poor rustproofing

Electrical: Simple systems, generally reliable

Engine: AMC V8s durable, 6-cylinders adequate

Inspection Checklist {#inspection-checklist}

Exterior Inspection

 Rust Check: Inspect rocker panels, wheel wells, door frames
 Panel Alignment: Check for accident damage or poor bodywork
 Chrome/Trim: Verify condition, replacement can be expensive
 Glass: Check for cracks, especially rear windows
 Tires: Uneven wear patterns indicate suspension problems



Interior Inspection

 Seat Condition: Vinyl/cloth condition, foam deterioration
 Dashboard: Cracks common, especially in sunbelt cars
 Electrical: Test all lights, radio, air conditioning
 Carpets: Check for water damage, mold, excessive wear
 Door Panels: Sagging, tears, missing trim pieces

Mechanical Inspection

 Engine: Oil leaks, unusual noises, smooth idle
 Transmission: Smooth shifts, no slipping or harsh engagement
 Brakes: Pedal feel, no grinding noises, even stopping
 Suspension: No excessive bouncing, clunking noises
 Exhaust: Check for leaks, catalytic converter presence

Documentation Check

 Title: Clear title, no liens
 Registration: Current registration
 Service Records: Maintenance history if available
 Emissions: Verify emissions compliance if required
 Recalls: Check for outstanding safety recalls

Current Market Values {#market-values}

Budget-Friendly Options ($2,000-$5,000)

Chevrolet Chevette (decent examples)

Ford Fairmont (basic models)

Plymouth Horizon (standard models)

AMC Spirit/Concord

Pontiac Sunbird

Mid-Range Classics ($5,000-$15,000)

Ford Mustang II (V8 models)

Chevrolet Monte Carlo (V8 models)

Buick Regal (non-turbo)

AMC Eagle



Dodge Omni GLH

Premium/Collectible ($15,000+)

Buick Grand National ($25,000-$50,000+)

Ford Mustang King Cobra ($15,000-$25,000)

Pontiac Trans Am ($20,000-$40,000)

Chevrolet Camaro Z/28 ($18,000-$35,000)

Plymouth 'Cuda (late models) ($25,000+)

Market Trends

Rising: Performance models, low-mileage examples

Stable: Basic transportation models

Declining: High-mileage, poor condition examples

Parts Availability Guide {#parts-availability}

Excellent Availability

Ford Mustang II: Huge aftermarket support

Chevrolet Camaro/Firebird: Strong GM parts network

Ford Fairmont: Shares parts with Fox Mustang

Good Availability

GM A-Body: Monte Carlo, Cutlass, Regal - decent GM support

Chrysler B-Body: Fury, Monaco - adequate parts supply

Ford Panther Platform: LTD, Marquis - good availability

Limited Availability

AMC Products: Specialized suppliers, higher costs

Chrysler F-Body: Volare, Aspen - limited but available

Import-based: Omni/Horizon - some European parts needed

Poor Availability

Chevrolet Vega: Very limited, expensive

Ford Pinto: Declining availability



Unique Models: Pacer, Gremlin - specialty items only

Restoration Resources {#restoration-resources}

Online Communities

MalaiseMania.com: General malaise era discussion

ClassicCarRestoration.com: Technical articles and forums

Manufacturer-specific forums: Most models have dedicated communities

Parts Suppliers

National Parts Depot: Ford parts specialist

OPGI: GM parts, good A-body support

Restoration Specialties: Trim and rubber parts

Rock Auto: Good for mechanical components

Technical Resources

Factory Service Manuals: Essential for serious restoration

Chilton/Haynes Manuals: Good for basic maintenance

Online Databases: AllData, Mitchell - professional information

Professional Services

Carburetor Rebuilding: Specialized shops increasingly rare

Upholstery: Many shops can handle period-correct materials

Paint/Body: Standard restoration techniques apply

Investment Potential Rankings {#investment-potential}

5-Star Investment Potential ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐

1. Buick Grand National - Already appreciating rapidly

2. Ford Mustang King Cobra - Limited production, growing interest

3. Pontiac Trans Am - Smokey and the Bandit nostalgia

4-Star Investment Potential ⭐⭐⭐⭐

1. AMC Eagle - Crossover pioneer, unique history



2. Dodge Omni GLH - Performance variant, enthusiast following

3. Chevrolet Monte Carlo SS - NASCAR connection

3-Star Investment Potential ⭐⭐⭐

1. Ford Fairmont - Fox platform significance

2. Buick Regal Turbo - Forced induction pioneer

3. Chrysler Cordoba - Personal luxury car revival

2-Star Investment Potential ⭐⭐

1. Chevrolet Malibu - Decent but common

2. Plymouth Volare - Some variants interesting

3. Mercury Monarch - Ford twin, less recognition

1-Star Investment Potential ⭐

1. Chevrolet Chevette - Too common, little interest

2. Ford Granada - Bland reputation

3. Dodge Aspen - Quality reputation issues

Quick Reference Charts {#quick-reference}

Reliability Rankings (1-10 scale)

 

Model Engine Transmission Electrical Overall

Ford Fairmont V8 8 7 6 7

Dodge Omni 7 6 5 6

Buick Regal V6 6 7 5 6

AMC Eagle 7 6 7 7

Chevrolet Monte Carlo 6 6 5 6

Chevrolet Vega 2 5 4 3

Performance Expectations



 

Model 0-60 mph Quarter Mile Top Speed MPG

Buick Grand National 6.0s 14.0s 125 mph 17/25

Ford Mustang II V8 9.5s 17.0s 110 mph 12/18

Dodge Omni GLH 8.5s 16.5s 108 mph 22/30

AMC Eagle 11.0s 18.5s 100 mph 18/23

Chevrolet Monte Carlo 10.5s 17.8s 115 mph 15/22

Maintenance Costs (Annual, Average Condition)

Budget Models: $800-$1,200/year

Mid-Range: $1,200-$2,000/year

Performance Models: $2,000-$3,500/year

Rare/Exotic: $3,500+/year

Final Buying Tips

Do Your Research

Join model-specific forums before buying

Read period road tests for realistic expectations

Understand the specific year changes and improvements

Budget Realistically

Factor in immediate repairs (usually $1,000-$3,000)

Plan for ongoing maintenance costs

Consider storage and insurance costs

Buy the Best You Can Afford

Condition matters more than specific model year

A good "lesser" model beats a poor "desirable" one

Factor in your mechanical skills and local shop availability

Documentation Matters

Service records add significant value

Original window stickers and manuals are valuable

Provenance can make ordinary cars special



This guide is based on current market conditions and historical data. Values and availability can change
rapidly in the collector car market. Always have any potential purchase inspected by a qualified mechanic
familiar with the specific model.

Last Updated: June 2025 Version: 1.0


