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Introduction 
 

As much as I hate to say this, some new/used car dealers and individual/private sellers will lie 

when selling a vehicle.  One of the common lies is “the vehicle has never been in an accident.”   

Being in the business of assessing vehicles for their Diminished Value or DV, (a vehicle’s loss of 

value after being in a collision then repaired), I occasionally have a DV client who did not know 

their vehicle had been in a prior accident.  This compelled me to write my book, “Signs of a 

Wreck”.   Two separate married couples came to me with concerns about their cars.  One 

couple found out from their insurance agent after they purchased a dealer certified 2003 XJ8 

Jaguar that it had recently undergone $14,000.00 in auto body repairs.  The local Jaguar 

dealership had advertised the Jaguar as a dealer certified vehicle (most certified pre-owned 

programs include at least a 100-point inspection of the vehicle, and if problems are found, the 

factory-trained technicians should fix it or disqualify the car from the program).  During the 

process of insuring the Jaguar, they discovered the salesperson had failed to disclose a 

CARFAX Report that clearly disclosed a Kentucky Police Report on 8/05/2008 of having 

“Moderate Damage.” The couple’s attorney referred them to me to inspect the Jaguar and 

prepare a report of my findings for a lawsuit against the Jaguar dealership. The attorneys filed 

for discovery of the Jaguar file and this is when the Jaguar dealership finally admitted to having 

prior knowledge of the CARFAX Report documenting the vehicle’s damage history. I purchased 

an AUTOCHECK Report on this Jaguar and it was reported as: “left front impact with a fixed 

object.” (See Discovery definition on page G1)  

 

The other couple had purchased a 2005 Lexus ES330 from a local Chevrolet dealership and 

within weeks, they were involved in an accident where they were rear-ended.  This couple came 

to me for a Diminished Value assessment.  While assessing the Lexus for its Diminished Value, 

I discovered that the Lexus had also been damaged in the frontend.  When I questioned the 

Lexus owners if they knew it had been previously damaged in the frontend, both husband and 

wife were dumbfounded!  My rough estimate of the total repairs was about $7,000.00. 

While purchasing the 2005 Lexus ES330 from the local Chevrolet dealership, the wife 

specifically remembers asking the salesperson if the vehicle had ever been in a wreck.  The 

salesperson assured her that it had not.  Now, with my background, a Chevrolet dealership 

selling a low mileage (26,773 miles) Lexus ES330 is a red flag to me.  There are sister 

dealerships (multiple chain group of dealerships) that swap cars around, however, in this 

particular case, there was no history that the car was swapped.  I then suspected the Lexus 

possibly came from an auto auction or was traded from another dealer.  Had you seen what I 

observed when I inspected both cars, you would understand my next statement.  The prior 

repairs made to both cars was so obvious that any professional with a trained eye in the 

business of buying and selling of used cars could not miss the “Signs of a Wreck”. 

 

The Lexus CARFAX Report showed the Lexus was first registered as a lease vehicle in Virginia 

on 10/15/2004, with 24 miles on it.  Then it was sold at a Florida auto auction listed as a fleet 

vehicle on 01/09/2007 with 25,198 miles on it. The report showed the vehicle status, serviced 

maintenance inspection completed 1/15/2007 by South Carolina Cadillac dealership.  On 

7/24/2007, it sold again at auction in the Southeast Region listed as a dealer vehicle with 26,590 

miles on it.  On 7/30/2007, the CARFAX report shows that it was inspected in North Carolina, 

and passed emissions inspection. On 10/09/2007, this couple took possession of the vehicle.  

The frontend damage history did not show on the CARFAX Report and that really got my 



curiosity up.  I went to the local state DMV Office and requested a special database search on 

the Lexus’ prior damage history.  What the DMV Report showed was only the recent repairs of 

$9,344.85 reported by the insurer paying the claim from the rear end accident, whereas the 

frontend damage was not reported in the DMV database.  I also purchased an AUTOCHECK 

Report, which to me contained less information than the CARFAX Report, about this Lexus. 

 

If the first original owner wrecked the Lexus, there should have been an insurance claim on it 

and it should have shown in DMV database.  I recommended to the owners of the Lexus to 

obtain a “Certificate of Title” search from the North Carolina Department of Transportation, 

Motor Vehicles Division to verify all transfers of the vehicle.  The Certificate of Title search 

showed the paper trail on how many dealers this car passed through.  

 

What the CARFAX and the AUTOCHECK reports could not show on this Lexus was the total 

amount of the five transfers without registration.  It’s important for you to know that the vehicle 

has to be registered for CARFAX and AUTOCHECK to see it.  THIS IS NOT CARFAX’S  or 

AUTOCHECK’S FAULT.  CARFAX, along with AUTOCHECK are not able to report dealer 

transfers.  Now, the DMV Certificate of Title search showed the first dealership to register the 

Lexus was the South Carolina Cadillac dealership, which had it from January 2007 to March 

2007.  The next dealer, a South Carolina Honda dealership, had it from March 2007 until July 

2007, and then sold it at an auto auction to a North Carolina used car dealer in late July 2007.  

This used car dealer then sold it to another North Carolina used car dealer and this used car 

dealer then sold the Lexus to the Chevy dealer on 8/17/2007.  Finally, the Chevy dealer sells 

the Lexus to my clients on 10/09/2007.  It sounds crazy and I swear it’s the truth!    Now 

because of the amount of time (4 months) the South Carolina Honda dealership had the Lexus, 

I‘d bet that the Lexus was wrecked when the Honda dealership had it.  The reason why I think 

this is that this particular dealership was a sister dealership with a Lexus dealership in its family, 

and could have easily transferred the Lexus there.  They obviously chose not to, as they 

wouldn’t be able to give it a clean certification.  Instead, there was an in-house repair done to 

bypass disclosure for damage, so the dealership paid for repairs and did not file a claim with an 

insurance company to keep it hidden, and quickly unloaded it at the Southeast Auction.  

 

Because of the lies told to consumers and used car dealers, I designed this book to be simple 

and yet informative.  Both consumers and used car dealers will have a better understanding 

about what to look for when purchasing a used vehicle and how to recognize “Signs of a 

Wreck”.   Once you read my book and look at the examples of photos enclosed in this book, 

you should be able to avoid purchasing a vehicle with prior damage history.  One more thing I 

would like to say, if you have chest pains, you would not go to a dentist for help, would you?   

My advice to you is to find someone who specializes in “Pre-Purchase Inspections” and have 

the vehicle you are looking to purchase inspected thoroughly.  On the other hand, go to an auto 

body shop if you suspect the vehicle you purchased has been in a prior accident, not a 

mechanic.  For those consumers considering purchasing a vehicle from a “body shop and/or 

rebuilder” you may reconsider your decision after looking at the many examples of photos in this 

book that shows “Signs of a Wreck”.  For those of you that have had prior body shop repairs, 

this book should help you determine if your vehicle has “Signs of a Wreck”.  Thank you for 

purchasing my book and I sincerely hope that “Signs of a Wreck” will help you avoid buying a 

“used vehicle that has been in a prior accident.”  

 

 



Foreword 
 
I've read Danny's handbook on identifying prior damage to a motor vehicle, and think it should 

be required reading for all automobile/truck dealers who sell used vehicles. As Danny notes, the 

vast majority of all dealerships are owned and managed by honest, ethical and hard-working 

individuals. In addition, in the vast majority of cases, it is never the intent of the dealership to 

intentionally sell or offer for sale a vehicle that has sustained prior damage. Not only must one 

consider whether an optimal repair was made but also whether the vehicle is safe and 

structurally sound. 

Additionally, common wisdom dictates that a vehicle with repaired damage is worth less than an 

identical one that has never sustained damage. Accordingly, the unknowing buyer may be 

paying more for the vehicle than what it would subsequently bring upon resale when that 

damage is discovered. Good and honest dealers believe in the golden rule, and this handbook 

can help prevent an honest mistake that could lead to customer dissatisfaction, regulatory 

action or even serious litigation. I believe having this handbook and making note of Danny's 

hints and clues can save individual purchasers of used vehicles hundreds or thousands of 

dollars and inordinate amounts of aggravation, discontent and negativity. This is a must-read for 

dealers and consumers alike! 

 

James L. (Jim) Edwards, CAE, ARM, AU 

President of the Professional Dealers Institute 

(Former Chief Staff Officer) Carolinas Independent Automobile Dealers Association  

Harrisburg, NC  
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Disclaimer  

 

This book is designed to provide general information and insight with regard to the subject 

matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher and author are not engaged 

in rendering legal counsel or legal services. If legal and/or other expert advice and/or 

counsel/assistance are required, the services of a competent professional should be sought.  

 

The purpose of this book is to educate consumers and auto dealers to avoid unknowingly 

purchasing a damaged repaired vehicle. The author and publisher shall have neither liability nor 

responsibility to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused or allegedly to 

be caused directly or indirectly by the information contained in this book. When in doubt, seek 

legal advice from your attorney.  

 

As you read this book, you will have the opportunity to examine and consider in great detail 

numerous examples of damaged repaired vehicles that clearly show “The Signs of a Wreck.”  

The examples are explained as accurately and simply as possible, to better educate auto 

dealers and consumers so they may avoid purchasing a damaged repaired vehicle and to help 

legal professionals determine if an expert is needed. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part 1 --- Buyer Beware 
 

New- and Used-Car Dealers 

You should be aware of all car dealerships. Regardless of their size and appearance, from small 

“buy-here pay-here” shops to large dealerships, use caution when buying a used vehicle from 

them. Many consumers lack the funds to acquire a late-model used vehicle and/or have credit 

scores that are too low to obtain traditional financing. In those cases, the only alternative is for 

the consumer to seek out those dealers who not only sell the vehicle but also provide financing. 

Given the fact that buyers who purchase vehicles from these dealers are viewed as a “high 

credit risk,” an unethical dealer might be tempted to sell a buyer a previously damaged vehicle 

without proper disclosure. Be very cautious of these types of sellers. 

  

As an industry expert, along with other professionals in the industry, I recommend that buyers 

ask dealers if they are a member of the appropriate professional trade association, such as the 

National Automobile Dealers Association (NADA) or the National Independent Automobile 

Dealers Association (NIADA). Dealers who choose to be a member of a professional trade 

association must subscribe to the association's Code of Ethics. While this is not a guarantee 

that the dealer will practice ethical behavior when selling you a vehicle, his or her membership 

in the respective professional trade association should provide you, the buyer, some degree of 

comfort when conducting business with that dealer. Remember to do your homework—check 

these dealers out and watch for Signs of a Wreck. (To view the Codes of Ethics of these Associations, visit 

http://www.nada.org and www.niada.com.) 
 

Body Shops 
 

Body Shops/rebuilders that sell used cars are the most likely place where a buyer could end up 

acquiring a total-loss-repaired or flood-repaired vehicle without knowing it. A total-loss-repaired 

or flood-repaired vehicle could possibly provide safe and useful transportation, disclosed or not, 

but there is really no way for the buyer to know. Improperly repaired vehicles, disclosed or not, 

can be a safety risk—and the buyer may pay far too much for the vehicle. Any disclosed rebuilt 

vehicle that sells for more than rough Black Book wholesale value is too much. 

 

Internet Sellers 
 

Consumers should be very cautious of all Internet sellers, especially when the price is well 

under the value of the “clean” NADA Guide value or Kelly Blue Book value. And, if you choose 

to purchase an out-of-state vehicle, you should consider retaining the services of companies 

that provide pre-purchase inspections (PPIs).  
 

Individual Sellers 
 

Beware of individuals who may have several cars in their yard for sale. They could be selling 

vehicles for a used-car dealer, and they could be total-loss-repaired vehicles. 
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Problem Cars – Title Washing 

Problem cars such as the Lexus discussed in the introduction have undisclosed damage and 

repair or could have a salvage title. Salvage titles are assigned to cars that are deemed a total 

loss by insurance companies. A salvage title can be extremely difficult for an individual to have 

reassigned, yet dealers can do so when transferring vehicle registrations from state to state. 

“Title washing” is an industry term for the unethical practice of hiding a vehicle’s history. 

Salvaged or not, it seems to be a common practice by unethical dealers. 

Consumers can do an AUTOCHECK or CARFAX VIN check to track a vehicle's history, even if 

the vehicle is moved to another state—as long as it’s registered. Once a vehicle has been 

branded and that information is reported to AUTOCHECK and CARFAX, it remains in their 

records, no matter how many states it's sold in. The title may no longer indicate severe damage, 

but a vehicle history report will. "Washing" a title doesn't wash away computer records. Keep in 

mind that title-washed vehicles are sold by individual sellers as well as car dealers. Don't 

assume that because you are purchasing a car on a lot that its title hasn't been washed clean. If 

you can, obtain a title guarantee, in writing, from the dealer. This should not be difficult if the 

seller is a reputable dealer. 

Auto Insurers 
 

Auto insurance companies DO NOT report every damaged vehicle to AUTOCHECK and 

CARFAX. There is an information database that auto insurers report damage claims to—but 

consumers are not allowed access to this information. I have tracked vehicles that were        

supposedly declared a total loss by auto insurers only to find MANY of these vehicles with clean 

titles. So when the person who is trying to sell you a vehicle claims that AUTOCHECK or 

CARFAX shows the vehicle without a damage history, you should still have a qualified person (a 

Pre-Purchase Inspector) look the vehicle over before you make the purchase. 

 

The owners of the Jaguar and Lexus wish they had done that now. (See the Glossary for AUTOCHECK 

and CARFAX disclaimers.) 
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Part 2 --- Outside Inspection 
 

Walk-Around Inspection 

When you are inspecting a vehicle from the outside, the first thing you should do is a general 

walk-around inspection of the vehicle. Look for signs of body repair and “paint mismatch or color 

variance.” I want you to “sight the body.” Sighting is one of the best ways to see if the body 

panels are straight or not. Squat down behind the rear bumper of the vehicle and look down the 

side, all the way to the front of the vehicle. Repeat the same process from the front bumper   

looking down the side to the rear of the vehicle. Poor body repairs will show up in the quarter 

panels, doors and fenders as having a “wavy” appearance. 

   
 
Color Variance or Mismatched Paint 
 

At some point in time we have all looked at a vehicle and wondered if the vehicle had been 

wrecked before because there was a mismatch in the paint due to color variance. Depending on 

the amount of sunlight and the angle you are viewing the vehicle, a color variance in the paint 

may be obvious or may not show up at all. 

 
The photos below are of a gray 2007 Honda Odyssey that shows, in my opinion, noticeable 

color variance. I was fortunate to be able to photograph the van both on a cloudy day and on a 

sunny day to show you how lighting may change the way we see a color variance. On both 

days, the color variance was noticeable. Look closely at the next two photos and see if you can 

recognize the color variances in the gray paint. 
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The color variance in the paint is at the top edge of the fender to the “windshield pillar.” The 

painter “blended” the front doors, but he did not blend the paint onto the windshield pillars. 

Blending means to paint onto the next adjacent body panel so that a color match occurs. The 

painter DID NOT blend the paint onto the windshield pillar, so a mismatch of paint or color 

variance has now occurred.  

 

                            Cloudy Day                                                        Sunny Day 

    

The rear bumper does not match to the rear quarter panels, either; this is because of 
“prior repairs” to the rear-end of the Honda. 
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Keep in mind that vehicle manufacturers may even have some color variance in their bumper 

covers when they are matching paint to the front fenders or to the rear quarter panels. Many 

vehicle manufacturers have companies supply them with pre-painted bumper covers, and a 

color variance will occur that way. So we should not jump to the conclusion that the vehicle has 

been damaged just because the bumper covers are not the exact color of the original paint. 

Paint Finish Defects  
 

Sunlight can also hide other defects in the paint such as dirt, fisheyes, orange peel, pinholes, 

runs or sags, as well as sand scratches in the paint finish. Look for paint tapelines and paint 

overspray on parts that should not have paint on them. I highly recommend inspecting the 

vehicle under adequate florescent lighting when looking for any paint defects. 

   Dirt                                                                   Fisheyes 

    

Orange Peel                                                        Pin Holes 

    

    Runs or Sags                                                      Sand Scratches 

    
 
Orange peel is a common effect seen on many new vehicles, do not assume that a 
vehicle has been damaged when you see orange peel.  
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Paint Flaking 

 

Paint flaking or cracking occurs generally on a replaced bumper cover. When you see this, it 

means the replacement bumper cover was not properly prepared for refinishing or painting. A 

simple thing like a stone hitting the bumper cover can cause the clear coat to begin to flake or 

crack off from the bumper cover.  

 
Look closely at the pictures below and see the clear coat flaking off the edge of this bumper 
cover.  
 

 
 

Here is a close-up view. 
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Paint Overspray 
 

The photos below are of overspray that occurred when the painter did not properly “mask” the 

vehicle. When you see paint overspray on vehicle parts, most likely there will also be “shoddy 

repairs” made to the vehicle. 

 
                    Paint on Outside Window Seals                    Paint on Lower Left Windshield Molding 

    

 
Tapelines 
 

“Tapelines” are a buildup of paint against the masking tape during the spraying process. 

Tapelines can be obvious even to the untrained eye. You might find tapelines inside the fender 

edges under the hood, doorjambs of the quarter panels and trunk lid openings. A very good 

painter will take extreme pains not to have tapelines and overspray. So do not look for tapelines 

or overspray only in the areas I have mentioned. 

                 Paint on Quarter Glass Rubber                Tapeline Inside of Quarter Panel Doorjamb 
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