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 Introduction

This is a collection of
articles as originally published in Today’s Family magazine. The
first three articles were published under the name Wi$e $hopper;
after that the name was changed back to Con$umer Wi$e.

These articles
amazingly hold a lot of merit today.

If only more of us had read these and
followed the suggestions to be a wise shopper or consumer wise…
perhaps we’d be better off today….

–Valerie Hockert



Your Next
Car: Lemon or a Peach?

By Valerie Bellis with Keith Bellis

There is probably no
doubt that next to your home, your biggest expense is the car you
buy and drive. The payments, sales and license taxes, insurance and
maintenance costs all add up. When you are on a budget, the idea of
buying a car can be a drain on more than just your savings. It’s
really a mixed bag of emotions, isn’t it? You may be looking
forward to having a new car; it’s fun to shop around and think
about driving this one or that one. When reality sets in and it’s
time to get down to the business of buying and owning that car—those
daydreams begin to look a little bleak.

The problem I had with buying a car was
simple education. I realized that I just didn’t know enough about
what it takes to select the right vehicle. It takes a willingness
to spend time and patience shopping around. It takes a little
research and the right questions. If you are shopping for a car,
these first steps will go a long way toward the final selection of
the right one for you.

New versus
used. The appeal of a brand new car hot
off the assembly line is great. New car looks, new car smell, new
car cost—wait! The bubble just burst. If you are one of the lucky
ones who have no problem with the idea of new car costs and upkeep,
well, go no further. This article isn’t for you. So what’s the big
deal? Money, plain and simple. It costs a lot to own a new car
these days, especially a family-sized automobile. New cars
depreciate in value as soon as you drive one off the car lot. In
the next two years that depreciation gets worse. There are a lot of
folks who buy a car new and end up selling or trading it in on
another within that two year period. They fear the depreciation
will greatly lessen the trade-in value of their car, if they wait
longer than those two years. They’re right! That’s exactly what
happens.

Now, I know I’m upsetting
a few car dealers telling you this. I wouldn’t for the world cut
into their profits—or would I? I didn’t buy a new car. With the
budget I’m on, I simply cannot afford one.

Let’s look at buying a used car. And no, I
do not mean a car that is ten years old and is rusty from bumper to
undercarriage. My father recently traded in his 1900 Oldsmobile for
a beautiful Mazda 926. It’s a 1990—one year old—and he got a great
deal on that fine car. With trade-in (his had been a new car and he
wanted to get all the trade value he could on his 1990 Oldsmobile)
he financed $5,000 for the Mazda, plus he purchased an extended
warranty which covers practically everything on the car—for $100.
Now that’s a deal.

Where you might begin is with the consumer
reports and guides available to the public. These reports and
magazines do not accept advertising. There is no incentive for
favoring one vehicle over another, except the unbiased and thorough
research put into the evaluation of practically every car on the
market today. These reports rate the costs and reliability of motor
vehicles, from trucks to sports cars. They are priceless for the
information they provide the consumer. You’ll discover which car
runs the best, uses less gas, has great handling power, as well as
overall history of reliability and workmanship. The best part is:
both new and older cars are listed.

Insurance is another plus when buying a used
car, depending upon the model you choose. Insurance costs will be
lower overall for any used car, however you'll expect the following
breakdown to be true for the type of vehicle you buy: Expect to pay
the lowest in insurance for a used truck, a little more for a
four-door sedan, more yet for a two-door coupe and the most for any
sports or specialty vehicle.

Sales taxes will be lower for a used car and
so will the yearly license taxes.

The main detractor in buying used cars is
the potential in maintenance for an older car. Mileage is another
concern. Many people believe it's best to steer clear of a used car
for these reasons alone. If you are willing to look hard and
research well and ask all the questions you should ask, these valid
reasons for not buying a used car do not have to worry you.

Time to start shopping. After you’ve read
through the consumer guides and you’ve discovered are reliable and
would like to drive, the next step is to hit the car lots or the
classifieds. It is a very good idea to bring some assistance with
you, if it’s available. If you have a friend or relative who has a
good eye for cars, or at least is skeptical and not afraid to ask
questions, all the better for you. Having someone with you when you
go looking will give you better confidence, and two heads are often
better than one. If you must shop on your own, make a list before
you go. On your list you should have all the information that’s
important for the car you’re looking for, and all the questions you
will want to ask about the car: What is the mileage? Who drove the
car and how far every day, and over what terrain? What kind of
maintenance history does the car have? What kind of major repairs
were there, if any—and are the repair records available? Were there
any accidents? How old are the tires, the brakes, the hoses and all
major parts? With the answers to these types of questions, you
should begin to get a pretty good idea of what kind of car you’re
looking at.

You will, of course, want to test drive the
car. It is not enough to simply drive the car around the
neighborhood for a few minutes. The owner will probably want to
accompany you, so let him or her know that you want to take the car
out for a thorough fifteen to twenty minute drive over different
kinds of streets: neighborhood streets, highways and the freeway.
Drive at increasingly higher, yet safe and legal speeds. After such
a test drive you should get a good feel for how the car rides and
handles. And equally important, how comfortable you are driving the
car. I once bought a car that I test drove for only a short time
only to discover later that the seating arrangement—no matter how I
adjusted it—was uncomfortable for me. For as long as I drove that
car, I regretted buying it. Not because it wasn’t a good and
reliable vehicle—it was. But I could never quite get comfortable in
the car. I never forgot that, and to this day, I’m careful about
test driving for comfort as well as all the other factors.

All right. You’ve found the car (or at least
greatly narrowed the field of choices) you’d like to buy. What’s
next?

It depends upon whether
you’re buying from a dealer or private party. Buying from the
dealer usually means you’ll pay more than if you buy from a private
party. This should not detract from a really good car choice,
however. There are advantages to buying from a dealer, such as
careful maintenance records kept, and warranties available. Yes,
you can obtain warranties on a used car and from both the dealer
and private seller. Oftentimes the dealer is able to offer you a
better and longer warranty. The key to remember about warranties is
this: The original factory
warranty that was given with the car
stays in effect for the life of the warranty. If the factory
warranty was “five years of 50,000 miles,” then it makes no
difference how many owners the car will have; the warranty is in
force until one of those conditions is met. The problem comes in
with the extended
warranty. If the previous owner had
purchased an extended warranty and then sold or traded the car to
the dealer, that same extended warranty becomes void upon that
transaction. However, the dealer can offer you a new extended
warranty. There are several kinds of such warranties available, and
the dealer will offer them to you, if you ask about them. These
warranties depend upon what the dealer is authorized to offer for
the type of car you are considering. With a car that is not too
old, you may be able to purchase an extended warranty and still
have the benefit of the original factory warranty in force. The
money
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