What to look out for - Bodywork 


* Look along each side for ripples and uneven surfaces on doors and wings

* Check for colour differences that look like a harlequins trousers

* Watch there's no filler in the roof

* Peel back the sealing rubbers around the front and rear screens and side windows, badges and door handles for a build-up of overspray

* A badly fitted wing or door won't line up with the panel next to it. Compare it to the other side with a pen or key

* Panels like the skin of an orange mean badly applied paint. Peely surfaces with runs down them come from cheapjack repairers

* Poke around under the bonnet for for flaking paint, twisted metal and signs of filler or black underseal

* Open the boot and look for signs of overspray, kinked metal or accident damage.

Spotting a decent motor is all about looking at the visible surfaces. Take your time and look for detail, going over every panel in turn on your hands and knees. Don't rush your inspection and open all the doors, bonnet and boot and look round the sills, shut-faces, hinges and slam panel. Pull off any trim or rubber seals and look for welding seams, different colour paint and general nastiness. Bodgers don't usually care about the bits you can't see.

Small craters or swirly scratches under the surface of the paint mean the car's had a quick blow-over. Paint runs under bumpers and grilles point to a hasty respray and wavy panels that look uneven mean they're hiding clods of filler. Squat down on you haunches and look along both sides of the car. It's the best way to check for clumsily fitted panels and badly bodged wings and doors.

Don't inspect in rain or twilight. Cars are like houses - most people only take in a small amount of detail when they see them for the first time. Dodgy paint repairs and badly matched colours show up better at night. If you're inspecting in the evening, get the seller to take the car to a brightly lit petrol station or put it under a sodium street light. You'll be surprised what you see. Make these basic bodywork checks on every car you inspect.

What to look out for - Interior 

* A shiny steering wheel or gearknob are pointers to a hard life and a monster mileage

* Look at the digits in the odometer. Are they level, crooked, scratched or marked? Check the screws that hold the instrument binnacle in place. Have they been taken out?

* A frayed backrest or seat squab are sure signs of mammoth miles.

* Check the headlining above the driver's seat. If it's discoloured with grime, dirt or a halo of yellow nicotine, someone's been living in the car.

* A worn and scuffed driver's sill area means starship mileage.

* Scuffed kick-plates down by the pedals mean the car's seen plenty of action.

* Scratched load areas on estates and hatches could mean rep's samples or builder's bricks.

* Cheap seat covers hide a multitude of sins. Lift them up.

* If the ignition, door and boot keys are all different, the car's had its locks changed and could be stolen recovered.

Because an interior is the most expensive part of a car to recondition, it's often the most telling. Bodywork can be resprayed, wheels repainted and bumpers and grilles replaced. But if the driver's carpet is worn through, the whole floor carpet has to be replaced, and that's big money. Same thing with seats. A whole new seat cover is £:300 territory, which is why they rarely get replaced.

So if you want to see how worn a second-hand car is, start with the interior. Look for things like shiny gearknobs and steering wheels, frayed and threadbare seats, discoloured headlinings and tatty seat belts. All mean your prospective purchase will have covered 100,000 miles-plus. Low mileage cars have mint interiors, monster milers don't.

A useful interior trick is to pull out the driver's seat belt and let it go. If it rewinds smartly, the mechanism's not worn. If it doesn't ravel itself up, it's seen plenty of use and the mileage is likely to be on the huge side. Check too that the belt's not worn, frayed or fluffed along its edge. A sagging or worn through driver's seat means that car's been round the world a couple of times. And it's the same story with floppy window winders, loose switches and grubby sun visors.

There's a clear relationship between the condition of the interior and the actual mileage a car has covered. Don't be fooled by a glossy paintbooth-fresh exterior. Spend some time checking out the interior and you'll know what the real mileage is.

If the cabin's tired, don't underestimate the cost of interior repairs. Retrims cost thousands, not hundreds, and a simple cigarette burn on a seat squab could mean a bill for £:500. The seller might make light of a few scuffs, tears and burns. Make sure you don't.

What to look out for - Engine 

* A reconditioned engine is a strong selling point but make sure there's a bill to confirm the work

* An engine on its last legs will have an oil pressure warning light that winks

* Low oil level on the dipstick is a sign of neglect and problems to come. Black and dirty oil means the thing's howling for a service

* If there's a white sludgy stuff on the inside of the oil filler cap, the head gasket's blown

* Start the engine from cold. Any metallic rumbling or knocking means it's time to Foxtrot Oscar

* Watching the tailpipe. Clouds of oil-burning blue smoke mean it's shot

* Turn the ignition on and check the oil pressure light works. If it doesn't, the bulb's either been disconnected or it's blown

* Watch engine temperature. If the gauge shoots up quickly and the electric fan cuts in, she's going to blow, Jim

* A whistling noise means the turbo's on the way out. White smoke when you boot the throttle means the same

You can tell a lot by just listening to and looking at an engine. And you don't need to be an engineer. Simple things like ticking, knocking or clattering are dead giveaways. If it's shaking and vibrating like a blender on idle, all is not well. And if it's weeping oil from its gaskets, big bills beckon.

Make sure you listen to the engine hot and cold. When it's cold, the oil won't have had a chance to circulate, so it's a good time to listen for death-rattles. And when the engine's hot, the oil will have thinned, so it won't be quietening things down. Terminal noises come from the bottom of the engine, while less life-threatening come from the top.

If you hear a knocking from the sump, it's the big-end or crank, which means an engine rebuild. A slapping noise from the middle of the engine means worn pistons, bores or both. Again, it's an engine-out job. A light tinkling from the very top can just be tappet adjustment, but a distinct and rhythmic ticking means your cam and/or followers are shagged. A fit engine should be quiet on idle and on the road. If you can hear any metallic noises at all, either inside or outside the car, leave it alone.

What to look out for - Write Offs 

* Look at the roof for signs of filler and repairs

* Check that all the doors close properly and the shut-lines look right

* Watch for overspray on window rubbers, under the bonnet, and on seat belts, carpets, door handles and locks

* If it's a late car and had plenty of paint, be suspicious

* Check under the bonnet that there's no fresh paint or signs of twisted metal

* Check under the boot carpet for signs of flaking paint and distorted metal.

One of the worst used car nightmares is to get tucked up with something that's been badly damaged and badly repaired. Every year half a million cars are written off in the UK in crashes, and a huge proportion go back on the road, stitched together by frowsy backstreet garages. Inadvertently buy something that's been stuffed in a past life and you'll not only find it's almost impossible to sell later, you could also be driving round in a death-trap.

And backstreet bodgers who weld together several different cars, known in the trade as cut 'n' shuts, aren't doing anything illegal. Believe it or not, there's no legislation that says you can't sell a written-off car and, get this, you don't even have to tell the buyer about its murky past. Only if a car's unroadworthy do stitch-up merchants risk the wrath of the law, and then it'll only be a tiny fine.

Always, always check that your planned purchase isn't listed on the insurance industry database as a write-off. Ring Equifax HPI or the AA Car Datacheck. With your registration and chassis number, they'll be able to tell you if the car's listed as having had a bad smash. The cost is around thirty quid and worth every penny.

But it's not infallible. Plenty of cars slip through the net and never get listed on the Condition Alert Register. The best defence is also to ring or write to the previous owner as listed on the V5 registration document. Ask them if the car's ever had any serious accidents. If they tell you the awful truth, just walk away.

What to look out for - Stolen Cars 

* Lots of old bills and past MoTs are a sure sign of proper ownership

* Moody sellers will want to meet you in lay-bys and car parks

* If the VIN plate is missing and there's no V5, run a mile

* If the car's very cheap, be suspicious

* If you're in any doubt, ask the police. They may be able to run the car through the Police National Computer

* If you don't trust the seller, don't trust the car

* Watch sellers who insist on cash

* Don't be afraid to ask the seller for some form of ID

* If the car's worth more than the seller's house, run away

As the law stands, you can go out quite innocently, inadvertently buy a stolen car and face losing both it and the money you paid. Good title always stays with the insurance company, so they can quite legally tow your car away, sell it, bank the proceeds and leave you high and dry.

Which is why ending up with a stolen motor is the worst nightmare of all. Especially since every year half a million cars go missing and only a small proportion are ever recovered. Some get broken up for parts and some get exported, but huge numbers go back into the system with false plates and chassis numbers. They're then advertised in the small ads and bought by private buyers.

If you buy from a dealer, you're safe, because the responsibility is his. But if you've bought privately, you don't have a leg to stand on. And there are plenty of private buyers who have unwittingly bought stolen cars, never know they're hot and then quite legitimately try to sell them. Buy one of these and you still risk losing everything. So the first thing you should do when you approach any private deal is establish good title. Always call Equifax HPI or AA Datacheck, who should be able to tell you if all the details check out, but also verify the chassis and engine numbers yourself against the V5. Look for VIN numbers that have been tampered with and engine numbers that have been ground out. And while you're at it, hold the V5 up to the light to make sure it's got a watermark. Some forged V5s can be very convincing.

What to look out for - Dodgy Mileage 

* Diligently check all documentation to establish a consistent mileage pattern

* Ring up the previous owner and ask the mileage when the car was last sold

* Clocked speedos often don't work properly. Watch that the needle moves smoothly and doesn't jerk or stick

* Ask yourself if the condition is consistent with the mileage. Compare it with a similar mileage car. If you're not sure, walk away

When it comes to used motors, mileage is all. And that's why, when you buy one, you have to make 100% sure that those little digits on the speedo haven't been twiddled. Because a warranted mileage doesn't just give you peace of mind, it'll help enormously when you eventually come to sell

The brutal fact of the matter is that there are thousands of well-intentioned private sellers out there who innocently believe the mileages of the cars they're selling are genuine. But statistically we know a huge proportion are not. They could be the third or fourth owners, blithely unaware that the car was clocked when it was just a year old.

Most private buyers are quite happy to take the seller's word that the mileage of the car they're about to buy is genuine. This isn't enough. Make sure you come away with a written declaration from the seller that the mileage is kosher. If he wavers at all, walk away, because deep down inside he knows it's probably wafty. Also get the name of the previous keeper on the V5 before you buy and talk to them about mileage. They too might give you a written declaration that the mileage is true.

Then, when you actually own the car, you can get copies of old MoTs, bills and servicing invoices to support the mileage. And when you come to sell you can put in your ad in three-foot letters that the mileage is 110% accurate, proper and genuine. Not only will it help the car sell for more money, but you won't lay yourself open to the charge of supplying a clocked car. If you don't verify your next used car's mileage, you'll just be inheriting someone else's mistake.

What to look out for - Final Checks 

Ownership

Before you hand over any lolly, satisfy yourself that the bloke who's selling the motor actually owns it. If you buy something stolen or cloned, you lose the lot. So check chassis and engine numbers, and get some ID from the seller.

Plod

If the deal feels at all wafty, don't be afraid to nip down to the local nick and ask the desk sergeant very nicely to check the car's not on the hot sheet. If there's any doubt at all, leave the whole thing well alone.

HPI

When you're at the last furlong and ready to do the deal, HPI the car. This is a must. For less than thirty quid - you can pay by credit card - HPI or AA Datacheck will tell you if it's stolen, cloned, written off, owes finance or belongs to a leasing or rental company.

Inspection

There's no dishonour in having the car inspected by the AA, RAC, Green Flag or ABS. It might take a bit of time and cost ?150, but think of the money you could lose. Dealerships can check a car over as well, but the established inspection outfits are better and offer a guarantee.

Last owner

Always speak to the last owner before you take the plunge. His name and address will be on the V5. Simply run it through Directory Enquiries. If they're not ex-directory, you'll get the number. If not, just drop them a line. You'd be surprised how willing people are to chat about their old cars.

Service history

After you've perused the service history, make a note of the last servicing garage. Ring them up and ask to speak to the Service Manager. He should have a computerised record of what's been done to the car and might be able to fax you some old invoices. The more you know, the better armed you are.

First appearances

Do you really like the person selling the car? Is the house a compost heap and the garden a scrapyard? If the seller's dirty, smelly and disorganised, chances are he won't have put his all into looking after the car. As a rule of thumb, rough people and rough cars go together. 

Doing your sums

Are you sure the money's right? Have you compared enough prices? Have you looked at the guides? Have you checked what other cars are up at? Do you really know what you're doing? The car may be a spanker but if you pay mad money you'll regret it forever.

Good title

Insist the seller puts down on paper that the car is free from all finance, loans or liens, and that he has good title. That way you've covered yourself if it's still on HP and he doesn't pay the balance off. Signed declarations can be very useful in court.

Extras

Understand the deal. Is he throwing in a fresh MoT, a service? Is the tax included ? What about the stereo, the Mo-Mo steering wheel and the alloys? It's not unknown for sellers to rob the car bare between doing the deal and you paying for it.

