
Fiero V8 Restomod - Professionally Built 

 

For health reasons, I find myself having to part with my pride and joy: a 

professionally built “Design 1 Systems” Fiero Restomod.  

 

After a lot of research, I selected a Design 1 Systems (D1S) Fiero GT with a NorthStar V8 

engine and matching Cadillac Automatic Transmission as my primary target at the start of this 

project in the summer of 2014.  D1S cars have a great reliability reputation and were always built 

with automatics.  Their Fiero GT touring model was my perfect target car.  The slight flaw in this 

plan was that very few of these vehicles ever came up for sale. 

 

According to Keven Leslie (owner of Design 1 Systems), less than 50 D1S Fieros were partial or 

total D1S Factory builds.  These cars were generally built between 1999 and 2007 … D1S 

Factory builds struggled with pricing due to their exceptional focus on design, engineering, 

quality and build detail.  Factory pricing from D1S were generally in the $35,000 plus range 

depending on the level of modification necessary to support the engine output.  Base touring cars 

were in the 300 horsepower range and performance models over 400 horse power. 

 

For example: D1S NorthStar Fieros employed  the original Cadillac engine mounting system 

using a uniquely redesigned solid mount engine cradle and the two standard Cadillac upper “dog 

bone” support mounts that are attached to an elaborate in car bracing system.  This high quality 

engine mount arrangement was not cheap to design, test, fabricate, or build in limited quantities. 

 

Kevin Leslie, the owner of D1S, also figured out how to modify pre 1996 Cadillac electronics 

computers (engine management system) including a quick shift performance mode for the 

transmission.  There are many horror stories on this subject from other non D1S NorthStar 

conversions.  The Cadillac chip has over 50,000 lines of code that needs some modification to 

fool the engine management system into thinking it is still in a Cadillac.  The Fiero does not have 

traction control, ABS, stability control, and several other sensory inputs the Cadillac chip is 

relying on for information. 

 

As I stated earlier, this was a long search.  I finally found a D1S Fiero GT Touring candidate in 

Columbus, Ohio at a dealer in the fall of 2015.  The car only had 29,000 original engine miles: 

the original engine started with 50 miles, since the initial D1S factory based restoration in 

approximately 1999, a solid no rust frame, good body & paint, nice wheels, a clean no accident 

title and was in excellent mechanical condition (engine, transmission, suspension, brakes, 

steering etc.).   
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As an added bonus, I later found out this was Kevin Leslie’s personal car between 1999 and 

2004 with P0001 as its D1S production frame number (this should add to its value). 

 

Design 1 Systems cars retain stock Cadillac motor mounts, include engine cradle modifications, 

a high volume fuel pump, an HD axle set, A/C hoses, an exhaust system with a catalytic 

converter and Muffler, an air cleaner, a torque strut mount system, a modified shifter and cable, a 

tranny oil cooler and lines, an engine oil cooler, and a power steering pump modification. Breaks 

are also substantially improved with over size Corvette front disks and break balance 

adjustments front to rear. 

   

… Now for the down side of this project: the AC did not work, the tires needed to be replaced 

due to age, and the interior needed to be completely redone: including new due wipes on both 

side door glass windows. Additionally, the stereo and speakers needed to be replaced, the 

exhaust system needed to be rebuilt and many of the standard Fiero systems needed significant 

attention.  All work that a decent home mechanic could likely do. 

 

After a lot of negation, I got the initial purchase price down to approximately $10,000 plus tax 

and fees.  This transaction took place in October of 2015.  Given the quality of the mechanically 

modified base car this was an extremely good purchase. 

 

Over the next eleven months, I have spent another $5,000 plus on parts & outside labor and 

approximately 200 hours of my time in the garage.  This initial effort produced a 90% complete 

restoration that was drivable, good looking and very satisfying.  

  

At this point, I still had to detail the car and fix some odds and ends but the basic project was 

close to complete.  The car was very useable for short or long trips and a lot of fun to drive. 

Future expenditures included: additional improvements to the interior (leather seats, new visors, 

and carpeting); some additional lighting improvements; and other things I discovered as the 

journey went on … like I said, the project was maybe 90% complete.  

Here are some pictures of the “almost” finished product:  
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This is an excellent example of a Fiero Restomod by almost any standard of measurement! 

Note the custom tunable SuperTrapp exhaust system. 
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                                       1985 Fiero GT North Star … 85FGTNS. 

 

The 32 Valve aluminum block double overhead cam Cadillac NorthStar V8 (300HP).  Both 

intake and exhaust heads were ported and polished at the time of the original build. 
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The restored interior, including leather seats, new floor mats, new visors, and new stereo system. 

 

The switch on the consul is for sport mode on the transmission. 

 

So let’s begin the rest of the restoration journey and talk about the breakdown of the additional 

$4,500 and 200 plus hours I spent on the car by the end of 2015. 
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Step 1: One of the first things I did was replace the tires and get the front and rear realigned.  

The Fiero can be adjusted at both ends and incorrect settings severely affect tire life and 

handling.   This Restomod uses 225 50 R 16s in the front and 245 50 R 16s in the rear; both on 

American Racing Chrome 16 by 7.5 inch rims.   

 

Step 2: The second thing I did was to replace the radio and two front speakers.  Original 

equipment Fiero stereo components are 30 years old and technology has improved greatly since 

that time.  I also bought 4 head rest speakers to complete the system but waited to install these 

until I rebuilt the seats.  Total cost for a rebuilt Pontiac Firebird stereo disk radio and the 6 

speakers was $350; I chose this radio because it matched the Fiero décor including the radio 

front plate size, face color, gray knobs, Pontiac logo and the red interior dash lighting.   

 

The radio came from ReplacementRadios.com and the front speakers from Kenwood (I used 

KFC-415C 160 Watt 4-inch by 10-inch two-way speakers).  I found these speakers on Amazon 

for less than half the price quoted else ware.  The head rest speakers were a whole story in 

themselves; I wrote a separate headrest speaker article that is on the Michigan Fiero Club 

website. Please read this article before you replace the original Fiero seat speakers; long story 

short you need 8 ohm headrest speakers that when wired in parallel will produce 4 ohms to 

match the original Fiero wiring.  Failure to adhere to this spec will eventually destroy most 

factory spec radios.  The average 3.5 inch by 1.75 inch round speakers found in stores are 4 ohm 

(2ohms net in parallel) and will overload the built-in amps on all but the very high end 

aftermarket radios. 

 

Step 3: The “Fiero Store” supplied new visors, new floor mats, dew wipes (door window seals) 

and a bunch of other miscellaneous parts.  The dew wipes (inner / outer side door glass seals) 

project was a very labor intensive effort.  You have to take off the inner door panels on both 

sides to get to the dew wipes and a special tool from Rodney Dickmans Auto Acc’s is almost a 

necessity. There are two screws on each side that are access blocked by the window.  Without 

this tool or something similar, you will have to remove and reinstall the side window glass … 

adding a lot of additional labor. 

 

Check out our Michigan Fiero Club Tech Section (on our web site) for a very detailed 

description of the dew wipes replacement process.  This article will make the job much easier! 
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While I had the doors apart, I cleaned and re-lubricated the electric door locks, the electric 

window mechanisms and the remote mirror mechanism.  The damaged outer door seals (dew 

wipes) really messed up these systems by allowing rain water and dirt to be poured over these 

mechanical and electrical system components. 

 

Step 4: The next project was the exhaust system.  D1S used a tunable custom SuperTrapp 

exhaust system with both a glass pack and a diffuser package placed back to back on each side.   

This system was fabricated from SuperTrapp parts and requires some real effort to remove and 

replace.  I talked with two different guys at Pegasus Auto Racing Supplies in Wisconsin (the 

only U.S. distributer of Super Trapp replacement parts).  Bob and John were very valuable 

resources for the disassembly, modification and reassembly of this unique exhaust system.  I 

spent several hours with a die grinder and other tools to remove the old glass packs and the 

rusted diffuser cones. 

I then measured several times and cut once, the new replacement core glass pack assemblies to 

get them to fit into the existing Stainless Steel (S.S.) muffler cones.  I also had to unwrap and 

trim the Fiberglass blankets on the replacement cores.  The 24 diffuser disks (12 on each side) 

and the 2 end caps are S.S. so they could be cleaned up and reused. The twelve S.S. mounting 

screws (6 each side) were toast and had to be cut, removed and replaced.  After several days of 

effort and a parts bill of about $600, I had a new much quieter exhaust system.  I also repainted 

the whole system with silver high temperature header paint from the local auto parts store. 

 The system still has a V8 growl, but most of the sound goes behind the car and is not intrusive in 

the passenger compartment.  Normal cabin conversation is comfortable and the stereo is pleasant 

and functional.  The head rest stereo speakers are almost a must in this arrangement. 

 

Step 5:  The next major project was the leather seats from Mr. Mikes in Florida.  I had no 

experience rebuilding seat foam or re upholstering leather seats.  I took my time, followed the 

instructions with a few modifications for additional comfort and finished this project in about 6 

casual days in my basement during the winter.  I had the TV on and the coffee mug full; the 

results were very positive in terms of both looks and comfort.  This step also included 

replacement of the 4 existing 10 ohm Fiero headrest speakers with new 8 ohm high quality 

headrest speakers … again read the tech article on our Michigan Fiero Club web site.   

One of our Fiero Club members had done this same re-upholstery project on his car and added 

additional seat cushion depth and lumbar support.  I followed his lead and was very pleased with 

the result.  In a stiffly sprung sports car, the seat becomes part of the rider / passenger comfort 
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system as does the tire sidewalls and the spring rates.  Attention to detail is a must in a project 

like this if you want to tour comfortably in the finished result. The cost of this part of the 

restoration was $800 and “a lot” of personal labor. 

   

These pictures show the results of the interior remake: 

 

 

Step 6:  Ah yes, the AC system …  D1S uses a Cadillac compressor, a unique crossover pipe, 

and Fiero / GM components for the rest of the system.  They also converted to the new D134 

refrigerant used in all modern systems.  When I bought the car I was hoping some seals were bad 

and I could get away with maybe a new dryer, new seals and some new refrigerant.  This was not 

to be.  I had to have an outside expert replace literally every active component and switch in the 

system except for the seals (they were just fine).  The total cost of this effort was $1,200 

including a two year warranty and was done by an excellent mechanic:  

 

I’m now driving with a very functional air conditioning system which is a must in this car.  In 

order to improve engine compartment cooling D1S removed all the engine compartment 

insulation and opened up the air flow around the engine.  The secondary effect is a warmer 

passenger compartment … nice in the winter but not a blessing in the summer. 

 

 

Step 7:  As was mentioned earlier, many of the existing Fiero systems needed attention.  I spent 

about $300 in parts to repair the mechanics of the hidden lights and the trim lighting, refurbish 

the interior, get the windshield washer to work, replacing the windshield wipers, get the bell 

warning system to work, adding new plugs for the Garmin GPS and cell phone recharging, 
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adding a fan switch for non AC use, adding a headlights up option switch, replacing seat trim 

and hardware, and a host of other detail items that go in to a project car of this type. 

 

Step 8:  Involved improving the front lighting.  I began by replacing the two existing Halogen 

sealed beam headlights with United Pacific LED Conversion Headlights model number 31297.  

These headlights have a polycarbonate lens and draw approximately 75% less power than the 

original style lights.  Low beam is much brighter and has a better sight pattern.  High beam uses 

4 very bright LEDs.  No modifications were necessary, these lights are a direct replacement, use 

the existing wiring, are DOT approved, and make a big difference!  The downside is the price: 

they cost $200 dollars each or $400 for two; shipping was free from Summit Racing Equipment 

in Ohio.  Installation took about two hours including initial headlight alignment. 

 

I also spent another $40 at O’Reilly Auto Parts on Sylvania ZEVO 1157 LED front driving / turn 

signal lights and a new EL12 Novita Technologies Heavy Duty Flasher.  The new flasher 

accommodated the lower current draw of the 1157 LEDs.   Total front lighting costs were $450. 

 

Step 8 is the last step in the initial restoration; further steps were in the works, but the car 

was approximately 90% complete.  

 

Many of our Fiero club members contributed valuable advice and in some cases inexpensive 

parts from their collections.  I compensated them for the parts at the price they asked; all at a 

fraction of what the new parts would have cost.  Some just asked that I make a donation to the 

club treasury. 

I read a number of articles from our tech section and wrote several of my own to keep the tech 

process ongoing.  Without this help this project would have taken much longer and cost more. 

 

  Here are some additional pictures taken in late June of 2016: 
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The Fiero design still looks reasonably new after 30 plus years. 
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This rear view shows off the custom exhaust system and the lines of the car. 

 

 

Less than 32,000 miles since the original Restomod restoration by Kevin Leslie, owner of Design 

1 Systems). 
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A clean front compartment that still needs a little detailing. 

 

A final view of a very nice Restomod. 
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All this work amounted to about $5,000 out of pocket and lot of personal labor 

This brings my initial investment to about $15,000 ($10,000 plus $5,000).  This cost is well 

below what it would have cost to have all this work done with outside labor and materials. At 

this point, I have a custom sports / GT touring car that is very fast, reliable, comfortable, and a 

blast to drive. 

 

Improvements, further developments, and maintenance costs from 2016 to 2026 are detailed in 

the following descriptions.  The odometer was reset to zero at the time of the initial D1S 

restomod conversion (probably sometime in calendar year 1999) and showed 29,077 engine 

miles at my time of purchase in the fall of 2014.   The odometer reading at the end of the initial 

restoration in the fall of 2016 was 30,279; and the current engine mileage in the spring of 2026 is 

40,900 miles.  The base chassis had 15,000 original miles at the start of this project and was 

originally purchased new by Kevin Leslie’s mother in late 1985. 

 

The following is a list of further improvements and maintenance items that this car has had done 

to it over the last 9 years: 

 

         9. 1987 center consul gauge cluster and wiring harness 

             from 1986 Fiero GT (club member purchase)                              $ 60 

10. LED tail lights                                                            $161 

11. Fire Extinguisher (required in many shows)    $35 

12. Optima battery (May 2019)     $239 

13. Driver side headlight motor     $141 

14. New boot for rear inner axle     $420 

15. Camber adjustment and 4 wheel alignment   $224 

16. Second optima battery (03/09/2023)    $297 

17. Special optima battery charger (03/09/2023)     $93 

18. Replace front ball joint and refresh front suspension   $570 

19. New high performance tires (03/29/2024); original  

tires were 8 years old and needed to be replaced  

for safety reasons due to age.      $856 

20. Front and rear alignment (03/29/2024)    $150 
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21. Wheel spacers and wheel offsets (04/02/2024): see  

separate article on our web site.         $27 

 

Total additional expenditures since initial restore:          $3,273 

 

Total 10 year ownership costs ($14,485 + $3,273):         $17,758 

 

 

So what is this car worth?  Hagerty Insurance told me “Design 1 Systems” cars in excellent 

condition (like this one) are typically insured in the $25,000 to $30,000 range. This seems 

fair given the high level of design and engineering. This car comes with a 3 inch binder 

detailing all improvements \ receipts to the car as well as a disk from Kevin Leslie (Design 1 

Systems owner) with all his personal modification detail.   

 

Owning a unique ride is part of the car experience.  A lot of people have a late model sports car 

that depreciates substantially each year, costs a fortune to insure and is expensive to maintain.  

The Fiero Restomod classic car that I put together is rare, can be fully insured for about $900 per 

year, and should be able to be easily worth some ware in this range.  A stock 1988 Fiero GT in 

top condition is currently valued at $30,000 by Hagerty Insurance.  This Restomod out performs 

a stock 1988 Fiero GT by a very wide margin in terms of speed, handling, comfort, stopping and 

drivability.   

 

Maintenance costs have been light on this G.M. based car with only 40,705 current miles on the 

new engine and matching transmission; most of the basic mechanicals were also new at the time 

of the rebuild / restomod conversion.   

I have also enjoyed showing off the car at local shows and Cruse-Ins; it always draws a crowd, a 

host of questions and many positive comments.  Did G.M. really build a mid-engine sports car 

with this kind of power?  How fast is it, really?  Does it handle?  What a sleeper!  What a very 

unique car!  This car has won several best in show awards! 

 

If you already own or think a Fiero Restomod (or Fiero Classic Car) is in your future, consider 

being part of the Michigan Fiero Club … the experience will be worth it. 
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The Michigan Fiero club can help you with information (we have an extensive technical library) 

and advice on the development, maintenance and enjoyment of your Restomod or classic Fiero.  

These resources were invaluable to my restoration efforts on this car and my Traditional Classic 

Red 1985 GT 4 speed manual that I previously restored. 

I am a member and former president of the Michigan Fiero Club. We have many members that 

are skilled automotive engineers, development people, and build technicians … some of our 

members are even GM engineers that worked on the original development of the Fiero.  These 

guys were very helpful in my restoration efforts. 

 

We also have a rich event schedule that will put you in touch with a great group of fellow Fiero 

enthusiasts.  Our club is both car enthusiast and socially oriented.  We enjoy each other’s 

company and have a lot of fun at our Club events, road trips, breakfast gatherings, and once a 

month general dinner meetings! 

 

Check out the rest of our Michigan Fiero Club web site and join us … If you don’t have a Fiero 

we will help you find one; Restomod or Traditional Classic. 

 

The Pontiac Fiero is currently one of the best values in the Classic Car Market … begin the 

journey! 

 

 

All the Best  /  Roger Fagnani 

 


