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Introduction

Long ago, in the Prehistoric Era (before World War II), American cars were real “dinosaurs”—huge, heavy and definitely slow. If you wanted to travel fast in American Iron, you had to buy an old Ford and build yourself a hot rod. If you wanted it to look fast, you had to add some “Kalifornia Kustom” accessories.

Dearly departed Oldsmobile changed all this in ’49 by dropping its powerful Rocket V-8 into a dressy new small-bodied car called the 88. In addition to inspiring the first rock-and-roll record, the Rocket 88 proved that Detroit could build hot rods, too. It was the beginning of the “muscle car” concept, though a long way from what would come later on.

The term “muscle car” has no strict definition, especially if you consider the more modern variety. Some muscle cars are small, some are large. Some have a four-cylinder engine or a V-6, and some have a V-10 (though the V-8 is predominant). Some do the quarter-mile in under 12 seconds, and some need over 17 seconds to cover the same distance. Some are as plain as they can be and some carry all kinds of decorations.

It is probably best to think of muscle cars as “factory hot rods.” They are cars that the factory modified to go faster and look different than the cars they are based on. A true muscle car will go much faster than its progenitor. As far as the appearance changes go, they can be very subtle (such as a Chevy Z11), or outrageous (such as a Plymouth Superbird), as long as they make the muscle car stand out in the enthusiast’s eye.

The years between ’64 and ’72 are regarded by most to be the Muscle Car Era. The ’49 Olds 88 was the first step towards that period. Chrysler took the next step with its 300 Letter Car—the first production automobile to put 300 hp in the hands of John Q. Public.

Suddenly, Detroit was talking “high performance” and getting seriously involved in NASCAR stock car racing. By 1957, Chevy and Chrysler were offering engine options that delivered one horsepower per cubic inch. Some Chevys and Pontiacs could have mechanical fuel injection, while Ford was toying with superchargers. Chrysler experimented with EFI. Dual-quad and tri-power carburetor setups were popping up in all kinds of cars.
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1965 CHEVROLET CORVETTE STING RAY 427

Automakers soon discovered that winning stock car races on Sunday brought more customers into the showroom on Monday morning. To qualify their high-performance parts as “stock” equipment, the car builders had to sell a certain number of the parts to customers. Since this was taking place shortly after Cornell University’s famous study on auto safety, a combination of factors was raising eyebrows. These factors included an increase in highway fatalities, some headline-making auto-racing accidents and heavy promotion of speed and performance.

Things were almost getting out of hand—or at least the government thought so. There was talk in Washington of stuffing safety regulations and advertising bans down Detroit’s throat. To prevent such official action, the Automobile Manufacturer’s Association got the automakers to sign on to a self-imposed ban on the advertising of high performance and racing involvement. All factory support of NASCAR teams and drag racers was supposed to stop.

From that point on, factory backing of motorsports was strictly an “under-the-table” effort for the next several years. Since racing wins still sold cars, some automakers continued to funnel speed equipment to enthusiasts, but the really hot hardware was available only through the parts department—not in the cars that sat in the showroom.

Things continued this way for about four years. Big V-8s and multi-carb setups were available, but only in larger, heavier cars. These cars were powerful and, with some tweaking, did well in drag racing at that time. However, in strictly stock form, they were best suited for blasting down the new superhighways, rather than covering the quarter-mile.

Some interesting developments took place at the same time. For instance, soon to be “trademark” muscle car features like bucket seats, four-speed gearboxes and floor shifters (which actually reflected the ’50s interest in foreign sports cars) became available in sporty domestic models. The four-seat Thunderbird even had bucket seats and a center console as standard equipment. This was a clear sign that the muscle car image was starting to shape itself between ’58 and ’61. By 1959, Pontiac had designed its famous “8-lugs,” one of the first styled rims.
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1967 DODGE CORONET R/T

The mid-’61 release of the Super Sport package for the Chevy Impala was another muscle car milestone. The term Super Sport came from racing and the dealer-installed kit included heavy-duty underpinnings, SS emblems, special tires, “spinner” wheel covers, sintered metallic brakes and a tach. Though available on any Impala, the trick setup at the time was to put it on a car with Chevy’s 409 big-block V-8. In stock form, with a single four-barrel carb, this motor delivered up 360 hp. With bolt-on items, that could be raised to about 1 horse per cube.

By this time, Detroit was off to the races again and the AMA ban was history. The big Cadillacs and Lincolns that formerly led the cubic-inch race were no longer players. Chevy, Ford, Pontiac, Plymouth, and Dodge were the forces to be reckoned with and it wouldn’t be long before Buick, Mercury, and Oldsmobile got sucked into the high-performance whirlpool. Chrysler continued to offer the Letter Car for a few years and the Thunderbird managed to blend performance with luxury in a related-but-different market niche.

The high-performance cars of ’62-’63 were mainly large machines with even larger engines: 409 Chevys, 421 Super-Duty Pontiacs, 426 Max Wedge Dodges and Plymouths, and Ford Galaxie 427s. The Z11 Chevys and monster Mopars tended to be Plain-Janes with bench seats and bottle cap hubcaps, big-block V-8s, and very business-like stick shifters. The Pontiacs and Fords looked more like street cars, but with hood scoops and wheels that hinted at their special nature. These cars certainly had lots of muscle, but Detroit hadn’t quite gotten around to packaging it up in factory hot rod style.

As the pace of the racing picked up, it didn’t take a genius to realize that small cars with big engines would go faster that big cars with the same engine. By ’63-’64, Pontiac was stuffing Super-Duty “mills” into Tempests and Tempest Safaris (converted to rear-drive of course), and Ford countered with its legendary 427-powered Fairlane-bodied T-Bolts. Chrysler had the Dodge Dart to stuff full of wedge and Hemi motors. Burning rubber was becoming the national pastime and it was ’57 all over again—but better!

Then came the “Goat” … the Gran Turismo Olomogato … the GeeTo … the Tiger. This one snuck out of the factory to make waves on Woodward Avenue. Some Pontiac engineers who were into racing and a dragging PR guy named Jim Wangers envisioned a factory hot rod that they could take out at night to whip the Plymouths and Fords in local stoplight grand prixs. It was the Rocket 88 theme all over again, but with a catch. General Motors had a corporate restriction about selling a midsize car with a 300-cube “big-car” engine. But Pontiac boss John Z. DeLorean winked and his tire-frying engineers created a package for the Tempest LeMans that included a souped-up version of the Bonneville’s 389 V-8.

The GTO wasn’t exactly an engine option. It was like the original Super Sport package, except with the engine added in. The GM brass didn’t notice this mid-season sleight of hand and the GTO took off, carving out a new market category called muscle car. Like we said, it was not just an engine, it was an American sports car with buckets, badges, bolt-ons, and a V-8 that packed much more power than a midsized car needed for grocery getting. With sales around 32,000 cars for a half of a year, the GTO lit the fuse for a dynamite new era in American motoring.

Timing was part of the GTO’s success, since about the time the car came out, GM ordered all of its divisions to get out of racing again. While GM was bowing out of NASCAR, Ford was pushing its “Total Performance” program and very happy to take up the slack. Mopar had its “Race Hemi” engine all set to dominate the field, which it did until it was finally outlawed. As in the past, all the hardware had to be “legalized” for competition by selling a certain number of cars with the same parts to John Q. Both Ford and Chrysler began to follow the GTO path, creating muscle cars to put the special equipment in.

What followed was a glorious ’65-’66 period in which one manufacturer after another tried to outdo each other while playing GTO copycat. Chevy created cars like the SS 396 Chevelle and the Nova SS, not to mention awesome big-block versions of the Corvette. Dodge kicked things off with the hot Coronet and the beautiful Charger fastback and soon made such cars available with a “Street Hemi.” Ford’s Fairlane became its GTO fighter with up to 7 liters of V-8 underhood. Hot Mustangs started a new niche for muscle pony cars. (Carroll Shelby stepped in to heat up the Mustang even more than the factory dared.) Mercury shoehorned big engines into its Comet and had a very serious factory-backed drag racing team. Plymouth turned to its Belvedere intermediate to create models like the GTX and Satellite that offered big blocks up to the Hemi.
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1971 FORD MUSTANG MACH 1

The car wars weren’t just corporate battles, either. Buick and Oldsmobile, which were once regarded as hotter rides than a Pontiac, found themselves losing sales to their cousin, which had managed to nail down third place on the sales chart. Both came up with neat answers to the problem. The Skylark-based Buick GS was a more glittery muscle car with a few more cubic inches, while the Oldsmobile 4-4-2 (the model name meant different things at different times) was simply one of the best muscle cars to be had anywhere.

From mid-’64 until ’66, Ford had one muscle-related market niche pretty much all to itself, but by ’67 other automakers had their pony cars ready to go. Chevy launched the Camaro, Pontiac followed with the Firebird, and Mercury cloned the Cougar. Plymouth’s Barracuda had appeared at the same time the Mustang did, but never quite made it big in its “big window” format. It raced successfully, but just never sold well until later.

As the new “ponies” hit the showrooms, they were merchandised over a wide market spectrum and each brand had a heated-up version to compete with the sizzling Mustang GT. During ’67-’68, these smaller new high-performance models stole the spotlight, since they offered the same engines used in midsized muscle cars in a smaller, lighter-weight package. The Camaro SS 396, Mustang SCJ 428, and Formula 400 Firebird were wild and wooly street racers.

In the ’68-’69 period, two new trends evolved in the muscle market, as engines and options continued to grown hairier thanks to intense competition. Some mid-sized supercars like the Endura-nosed GTO and the fastback Ford Torino began to look more like their pony car counterparts. Plymouth introduced the bargain-basement Road Runner, which soon inspired cars like the Dodge Super Bee, GTO Judge, and Ford Falcon-Torino. Engines continued to grow larger, with many now over 400 cubes and, while fuel injection and multi carburetion began to disappear from GM models, new ram-air-induction systems were devised to keep up the power level.

During these years, the auto industry experienced the first direct government intervention, with seat belts required by some states in the ’61-’63 period and federal safety mandates kicking in by ’66. The handwriting was on the wall and, by the dawn of the ’70s, insiders understood that it was basically all over for muscle cars. Almost as if in reaction to the clouds darkening over the segment, Detroit used the period from ’70-’72 to build some of the all-time ultimate muscle cars.

Mopar’s “Winged Warriors”—the Plymouth Superbird and Dodge Daytona—got the ball rolling, with a bit of help from the GTO Judge. A restyled Camaro proved more popular than ever and the Mustang line shook the streets with its “Boss” models and Mach 1s. Dodge and Plymouth entered the pony-car parade with a new Dodge Challenger and a reconstituted Plymouth sportster now dubbed the ’Cuda. Chevy’s Chevelle got a neat-but-not-drastic restyling and some massively strong engine options. Midsize and sports-compact Mopars cars were offered with Hemi V-8s, and these cars turned out to be rarities and great investments.

If the muscle car niche was going to die, it was going to go out swinging some of the best hardware to ever roll down the pike. The 455-powered Hurst/Olds, the Buick GSX Stage 1, the Trans Am 400 H.O., the LS6 version of the Chevelle SS 454, the Plymouth GTX 440 Six-Pack, the Mustang Boss 429, the Cougar CJ-R, the Hemi ’Cuda, the Hemi Superbird, the Hemi Charger S/E, and the Ram Air IV Pontiac GTO were all among ’70 models that could do the quarter-mile in the 13s at well over 100 mph!

A new player, American Motors Corporation, also got into the muscle car arena starting around ’68 and continuing through the end. As a small, struggling outfit, AMC had to depend on fantastic creativity to carve out order in a neck-and-neck sales race. Cars like the AMX 401, the Rebel “Machine,” and the Hurst SC/Rambler were great budget-priced performers that earned the admiration of a youth-oriented generation.

With the move to unleaded fuels in ’71, the heyday of high-performance started to fizzle. The following year, American car engines no longer required high-octane gasoline. Compression ratios were lowered and the octane content of regular gas was lowered to the point where owners of older high-compression cars began to worry about using them. The insurance companies gave the muscle cars the second part of the one-two punch by raising rates for high-performance models so high that most young drivers could no longer afford coverage.

If muscle cars were truly factory hot rods, there were still some around in this era, but the rules had just changed. Plymouth’s Duster 340 (and its cousin the Dodge Demon) were truly factory-modified versions of production models, as were the last of the Nova SSs or the Ventura GTO. It’s probably true that they were not as out-of-the-box fast as earlier muscle models, but they had the technical and visual upgrades needed to qualify, plus some could be insured at reasonable prices. The Hemi survived for a while, and Pontiac struggled to keep things going as late as 1974 with a truly awesome Super-Duty engine for Formula and Trans Am Firebirds.

After 1974, it was clearly “all over.” Detroit wasn’t dumb and kept making “lick-‘em stick-‘em” cars that looked like muscle cars with bucket seats, floor shifts, stripes, decals, hood scoops and catchy model names. These qualified as factory customized cars, but they were not genuine factory hot rods. Some had big-cube V-8s, but with power-robbing pollution hardware and stuffy exhaust systems they could hardly get out of their own way. In addition, the very same engines were used in regular family sedans.

For quite a long time, it appeared that there would be no more muscle cars as Detroit had to spend all of its money developing systems to meet ever-tightening safety and air-quality regs. And since much of this work was done in a rush, the results were often less than satisfactory. There were horribly complicated devices that may have worked in a laboratory, but failed on the street. A GM employee who purchased a new ’76 Nova could not get it to run right and took it to the Tech Center where he worked. His engineer buddies went over the new car and made a list of over 250 problems!

Eventually, the tides turned. Perhaps the growth of the computer age helped, but by the mid-’80s, performance cars began to rear their heads again. The redesign of the Camaro and Firebird in 1982 and the renaissance of the 5.0-liter Mustang in the same year marked a turning point and the beginning of the Gen II Muscle Car Era. This was strictly a Ford and GM movement at first as Chrysler was planning to drop V-8 engines in 1986. But Gen II development eventually reached the point where non-V-8 muscle cars became a reality. High-tech advances in turbocharging made it possible to build four-cylinder cars and V-6s that ran as fast as the V-8s of earlier times. Later, Chrysler would turn to a V-10 to power its Viper, which is a true modern muscle car by any measure.
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1970 PONTIAC GTO JUDGE

Musclecar Field Guide is a quick-reference guide to more than 175 of the top muscle cars of all eras. Each entry provides a capsule rundown about a specific car that includes historical facts and product information. This is followed by a table that tells the reader what the cars cost when new and gives certain specifications such as wheelbase, length, weight, engine size, horsepower, 0-to-60 mph performance, and quarter-mile performance. There is also a MCFG “ballpark” estimate of the value of each car in top condition. Estimating prices is a very inexact science, and cars are ultimately worth what a buyer is willing to spend on them, but these figures are meant to provide an estimate based on past sales of these great cars.

Also included is a unique “He Said/They Said – We Said” commentary on each car. The “He Said/They Said” quotes are taken from contemporary or expert sources and sum up their informed opinion of each car. The “We Said” statement is a sentence or two stating our own impression, which may agree with or differ with the first opinion.

Because of the “building-block” nature of many muscle cars, the information presented in different charts may vary slightly. Some give the as delivered price (ADP) of the car. In some cases, this may be the original price of the base model, and in other cases it may be the manufacturer’s suggested retail price (MSRP) of the muscle car version. In other cases, where we located an old article about the car, we are giving the as tested price (ATP), which we think better reflects what most people paid for such models. Of course, the ATP includes the cost of options on the old magazine’s test car.

Many listings have explanatory notes in brackets, so you will know which version of the car we are providing information on. These indicate such things as the specific engine that was in the car used to determine performance numbers. Most estimates of current prices are based on a magazine that we publish called Old Cars Price Guide. However, we have done some additional research on rare models and desirable engine options.

As you can imagine, the amount of information we can pack into a book of this size is limited. However, we want to let you know that Krause Publications produces additional books and magazines on the topic of muscle cars. Should reading this guide lead you to seek additional information, please visit www.krause.com to preview our full product line.
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1968 AMX 380

1968 AMX 390

AMX meant “American Motors Experimental.” The first steel-bodied American two-seater since the ’57 T-Bird started as a prototype in ’66. The non-running glass show car proved AMC could design a car with pizazz. AMC’s youth-image muscle car hit showrooms two years later.

Dateline Feb. 24, ’68: The AMX bowed to the press in Daytona and at the Chicago Auto Show. Neat machine! Even the 225-hp 290-cid base V-8 made the two-seater fly. The one-step-up 280-hp 343 V-8 was nastier, but the AMX “390” was the real muscle mill.

A 97-inch wheelbase helped trim the AMX 390 to 3,205 lbs. That gave the 315-hp mini coupe a 10.8 lbs.-per-hp ratio. Top speed was an estimated 122 mph. In February 1968, Craig Breedlove piloted an AMX to 106 world speed records. About 50 special red-white-blue “Craig Breedlove” edition AMXs were sold.

Reclining bucket seats, full carpeting, woodgrain interior trim, and E70-14 Goodyear Polyglas tires were standard. Also included was a four-speed gearbox and H.D. suspension. AMXs built in ’68 had a metal dashboard plate bearing a special serial number from 000001 to 006175. The first 550 cars, built in ’67, lacked this feature. The ’68 production total was 6,725 cars.
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MCFG Says: $20.5K, but extra for a “Breedlove.”

They Says: In March 1968, Car and Driver said, “This is no Rambler, you guys. It is—to quote a sensitive and eloquent artist friend from the West Coast—“one son-of-a-bitch motorcar!”

We Says: “Rump-rumps like American muscle, but wants to be driven, too. Most enjoyable on twisty Wisconsin roads. Goes, stops and turns like a real sports car.”
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1968 JAVELIN SST 390

1968-‘69 JAVELIN SST 390

The SST was Dick Teague’s handsome answer to the Mustang and Camaro. With the right engines, it became a real musclecar. AMC expert Larry G. Mitchell says the AMX 390 was made available in Javelins. “This engine doesn’t show up in factory literature because it came out so late, but it makes sense. It was just a question of taking the engine from this pile or that pile.”

Car and Driver featured the very first Javelin 390 in March ’68. “Its long suit was handling,” said the writer. “It felt very much like a British sports car.” Of six cars tested— Javelin, Camaro SS, Mustang 2 + 2, Cougar, Barracuda and Firebird 400 HO—the SST handled best.

The ’69 Javelin was mostly unchanged. Styling treatments were improved and a few mechanical features were upgraded to create a better product.
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MCFG Says: $17K (add 20% for Go-Package; add 30% for Big Bad package)

They Says: Motor Trend called the ’68 Javelin tops in the sports-personal class, saying “The most significant achievement for an all-new car and the most notable new entry in class.”

We Says: “Don’t smirk, Doug Thorley—one of the biggest names in drag racing—campaigned a Javelin funny car, and another ran in NASCAR. The ‘Jay 390’ is a sleeper!”
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1969 AMX 390

1969 AMX 390

The ’69 AMX had few changes at first. Power train availability was the same as ’68. The desirable “Go-Package” cost $233 on the 343-powered cars and $311 on those with the 390. The option included E70 redline tires on 6-inch rims, a handling package, power disc brakes, Twin-Grip differential and over-the-top stripes.

The mid-year “Big Bad” option packages came in wild colors. Although the Big Bad package was only $34, sales were limited to 284 orange, 283 green, and 195 blue copies. A Hurst Competition Plus shifter for the Borg-Warner four-speed manual transmission was added to the options list at the same time as the Big Bad package. It cost $205.

The most interesting and sought-after AMX of all was the AMX SS. Only 52—or by some reports 53—AMXs were sent to Hurst for drag racing “legalization.” The AMX SS 390 was topped by a pair of 650-cfm Holley four-barrels on an Edelbrock aluminum cross-ram intake. Doug’s Headers and other modifications resulted in a conservative advertised output of 340 hp. The suggested retail price of $5,994 seems a steal today, but was nearly twice the regular sticker price in ’69.
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MCFG Says: $20.5K (add 25% for Big Bad; add 200% for SS)

They Says: In ’69, Drag Racing Magazine said, “Contrast is represented by the 140 mph speedo in the new AMX. Economy Ramblers were only capable of 90 mph.”

We Says: “140 mph probably isn’t enough. These cars are really fast with the 390 stuffed under the hood. Prices are climbing fast, too.”
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1969 SC/RAMBLER

1969 SC/RAMBLER

In ’69, AMC hooked up Hurst Performance Products to create the SC/Rambler (“Scrambler,” get it?). Simple formula: Small rogue hardtop + big V-8 = Fast. Hurst thought up the idea and AMC bought into it.

The 390/315 V-8 was linked to a B-W four-speed with Hurst shifter. A 3.54:1 axle with Twin-Grip differential took up the rear. The hot little car had a power-to-weight ratio of 10.03 lbs. per hp, putting it in NHRA F-stock class. The factory estimated low 14-second quarter-miles at 98 mph. Road Test magazine did even better.

In addition to power, the screaming SC/Rambler included a big ram-air scoop, fat dual exhausts, a column-mounted Sun tach, Bendix front discs, blue-finished five-spoke 14 x 6-in. mags, trim rings, and red-striped Goodyear tires. The plain-looking gray vinyl interior had red-white-blue headrests. These colors were carried in several variations.

The first 500 cars built had red center body-side panels and thick blue horizontal racing stripes on the hood, roof, and deck. A blue arrow pointed towards the scoop, which had large letters spelling the word “AIR” and calling out the engine size. This was the “A”-type graphic treatment. A second batch had new “B”-type trim with a mostly white exterior with narrow red and blue stripes. A third batch of cars reverted to the type-A trim with fewer elements. The A-finished cars seem to be the more common of the 1,512 built.
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MCFG Says $18.5K

They Says: MuscleCarPlanet.com says, “This was not your Grandma’s Rambler, as quarter-mile times were reported in the low 14s at over 100 mph.”

We Says: “Looks like a neat toy and many toy versions were made. You don’t see the real ones very often and even a ratty original will pull down 6 grand.”
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1970 AMX

1970 AMX

“We made the AMX look tougher this year because it’s tougher this year,” heralded ads for the ‘70 model. A new
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