|l & |

£

Upon its 20" anniversary, we examine the life
and times of Pontiac’s star-crossed two-seater

Text by Paul Zazarine Photography and illustrations from the Paul Zazarine collection

The debut of the Ponticc Fiero was one of the
most anticipated new car introductions of 1984,
Only the Corvette got more ink from the automo-
tive press, and while the Corvette has survived the
test of time, the Fiero's star blazed for five short
years before if was exlinguished.

How a car that held so much promise and
failed in the marketplace is a story of compro-
mise, cost cutting and the resulting defects that
ptagued product gudlity. It's also the story of o
group of deeply dedicated engineers who pas-
sionately pursued the Fiero's transformation from
spurious commuter car to true sports car, only fo
see it ferminated just as it was finally becoming
the car they infended from the start.

The Fierc began as the "P-car” project in GIM's
Advanced and Experimental design sfudio in 1979,
a redction to the second Arab Oil Embargo. GM
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Pontiac and GM officials pose with a pre-
production design mock-up of the Fiero. its
overall design features would change slightly
for production, but the mid-engine, two-seat
foundation was set.

wanted a small commuter car to compete with the
imports. After a full-sized clay had been approved,
it was handed over o Pontiac in April 1980,

Known as the "Pegasus,” the project came
under the design supervision of John Schinella
and the engineering of Hulki Aldikacti. On May
4, 1982 GM gave approval fo sell the two-seater,
but not before the engineering budgetf had been
deeply slashed. The name Fiero was chosen, too.
Transtated from lialian, it means “very proud.’

With just a $400 million budget, Aldikacti and
his team were forced to scramble to save the
Fiero. To cut costs, Aldikacti borrowed the Che-
vette's SLA front suspension and steering, while
the MacPherson strut rear suspension came from
the Citation. In essence, the X-car front suspen-
sion and transaxle were furned 180 degrees and
modified for the Fiero's mid-engine, rearwheel-
drive architecture. The seat hardware came from
the Sunbird and even the Firebird contributed the
outside rear view mirrors,

Since part of the sell to GM was ifs role as a gas-
sipping commuter car, the ron Duke four-cylinder
engine was used. Rated af 92 horsepower, the Iron
Duke used a Rochester single-barrel throftie-body
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fuelinjection sefup and was hooked fo ¢ four
speed monual box (auternatic was optional) und
a 4.10:7 cxie. Ponfioc claimed 5C mpg at 50 mph.

If the Fiero’s hardware was uninspiting, the
assembly process was revolutiondry for G in
that it used o "mill and drill” space frame, bolt-on
Endura plastic body panels and a mid-engine
layout. The Enduraflex composite nad first been
used on the 1968 GTO and absorbed minor
lknocks and never rusted. Fiero was the first to
use it for a complete body skin and would win an
award from the Industrial Designers' Association
for innovation and styling.

Ynen fhe Fierc was infroduced on Sepiember
12,1983, it caugnr the atfention of consurmers and
auto journalists. The press raved about the styling,
innovative assembly process and interior. They
overlooked the engineering compromises and
lack of power, prognosticating that confinuous
improvemenls wouid solve these weaknesses.

The 1984 Fiero came in three model variations:
ihe base coupe, the SE and the Indy Fiero, which
was o replica of the Indianapolis 500 Fiero pace
car. The Indy Fiero came with special emblems,
seats, and an aerodynamic body package, All
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1984 cars were equipped with the 2.5L T8I four-
cylinder engine,

Accolades for the new Fiero came from ail
quarters. f was included in the prestigious “Ten
Best Cars of 1984” by Car and Driver magazine
and finished second to the Corvetie for Motor
Trend’s “Car of the Year” award. When the model
year was over and sales were lallied, the Fiero
had sold more than 135,000 units. Pontiac pre-
dicted the Fiero could sustain the sales mark
each year - a promise that would come back to
haunt the Exciternent division,

Fiero Production
1984 - 1988
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Death Of A Sports Car - The Inside Story

Pontiac delivered a V-6 in 1985, the L44. It was
one of GM's ubiquitous 60-degree, 2.8L multi-oort
fuekinjected engines. The L44 delivered 140 horse-
power, a stout 170 Ib-ft of torque and could be
mated fo a Muncie fourspeed fransmission, This
power feam boosted the top speed to 125 mph
and slashed two seconds from 0-60.

In 1985, the GT also was infroduced, It used
the 1984 Indy pace car's aero package and
transformed fhe Fiero info more of o sports car.
It also was faster than the Toyota MR2 and cost
only half as much as a Corvette, But even with the
addition of the T, sales fook o serious tumble fo
just over 75,000,

The GT's styling was revised in 1986 with a fast-
pack rear deck and side pillars. A Gefrag/Muncie
S-speed was added fo V-6 models halfway through
the year. Sales rebounded, too, by more than
8,000 over '85.

Few changes were made for 1987. The LR8
four-cylinder's oiling system was improved and
outputf was boosted to 100 horsepower, thanks to
da new ram-funed manifold and o distribuiorless
ignitien. The base coupe’s front and rear fascias
were facelifted and the SE also received the gero
package. Sales had now dropped fo one third of
1984's numbers. Pontiac afiributed this “squeeze”
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The yellow one’s advantage comes from
the red one. And vice versa.

WE BUILD EXCITEMENT

to “the entry of new nameplates info the two-seat
market”

The major changes made fo the 1988 Fiero
were foo little and too late. GM had invested $30
million into the 1988 Fiero's suspension {(money
that was commifted when sales were siill sirong),
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replacing the offihe-shelf Chevette and Ciiation

parits with new scrub and kingpin geomelry that
had shorier spindies, longer A-arms and ¢ 28mm
stabilizer bar. The Fiero's rear got a new subframe
with a tri-link design that allowed for specific tun-
ing of each component.

This new sophisticated suspension completely
changed the Fiero’s handling, adding a crisp
and nimble agility that the X-car parts couldn't
produce. Another major improvement was the
addition of vented disc brakes. The SE model was
discontinued and replaced by the Formula, which
shared the GT's performance package but not its
heavier body.

The Fiero finally delivered on the promise first
hinted at in 1984, but weak sales, strong competi-
fion and crippling insurance premiums (as high as
$5,000 in some states), coupled with the reputation
for fires, did the car in. Pontiac decided to drop Fiero
at the end of the 1988 model year, and final orders
for the car were accepted during April of 1988,

The last two Fieros to roll off the line were given
away fo employees on Aug 16, 1988. Then the
lights were turned off in the plant, the glorious
crusade was over and the proud Fiero died an
undignified death.
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