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Project Targa Florio 
AutoWeek transforms Fiat's X 1/9 into a '$12,000 Porsche eater 
By George D. Levy 

It began on a sharp-edged day in 
February, the location being the unfor
giving wilds of New Jersey some wayward 
direction from Montvale, home of Fiat's 
U.S. headquarters. We were on a photo 
shoot for the introduction of Fiat's Turbo 
Spider, trying to bring back pretty piC
tures though the horizon offered little 
more than typical New Jersey bleak. Gray 
sky, way earth and a mucky frosting of 
gray snow. 

And it was getting late. The sun was 
clearly giving up on its bright task, 
seemingly a/l too willing to let another 
dismal micf..winter day slide into a dreary 
sunset. There was precious little time left 
to shoot any photos and, worse stili , Tony 
Ciminera, Fiat's public relations chief, 
and I were having no luck finding sites 
even remotely picturesque. 

Ciminera was driving the Turbo Spider. 
I was driving an X 1/9, a very speCial 
X1/9 it turned out, a car originally con
structed for use by Gilles Vi IIeneuve, one 
of Fiat-.Ferrari-Lancia's most visible 
spokesmen, for use during the North 
American Grands Prix. At first it appeared 
little more than a cosmetic dress-up of 
Fiat's mid-engine wedge, P7 tires seem
ingly the only modification from stock of 
any perfolTl'lance consequence. The en
gine was completely stock and, being as 

There were no clues 
this X 1/9 would prove 
anything but common. 

it was an early 1980 model without fuel 
.njection, acceleration was on the gentle 
side. Ride, too, seemed as stock. There 
were no clues to suggest the "Gilles" 
X 1/9 would provide anything but 
common transport. 

We had just traversed an inviting 
stretch of twisty road, albeit, at a waddles 
pace behind some chugging delivery 
trUCkS, when Ciminera stopped, motioned 
me to puB alongside and suggested I try 
and make a clear pass at the just-passed 
twisty bits at a brisker pace. 

Was he crazy? The sun was fast 
fading. There was' no scenery the least 

. bit" photogenic anywhere in sight. Why on 
earth would he suggest we spend some of 
our last few precious minutes in the sun 
on a joy ride in an X 1/9? 

At feast, I thought, I can try and hurry 
to forestall the impending gloom. As the 
speedometer crept toward 60 MPH, up 
came the first bend. Still accelerating, 
foot to the Fiat's floor, the car simply 
changed direction with the flow of the 
road. No tire squeal. No dramatic change 
in attitude. Just a g-force jostling in 
direct correspondence to the turns in the 
road. 

Now it made sense, sunlight or no sun
light. Here was an X 1/9 with relatively 
minor modifications capable of cornering 
speeds superior to any sports car under 
$20,000. More than that, it was fun. No 
sawing at the wheel or white-knuckle 
heroics necessary here, the car simply 
responding as any decent mid-eng~ne 
sports car should. And as if that weren't 
enough, the increase In cornering power 
seemed to extract almost no compromise 
in ride comfort, an all too typical trade
off. 

A faintly sour expression crossed e im
inera's face as we began enthusing about 
the X 1/9, the Turbo Spider all but lost in 
the shuffle. It dawned rather suddenly 
uon us that an X 1-/9, an attractively 
priced sports car at $9,000, might be 
made a superior value at, say, $1 2,000-
the price of the base car plus a few 
choice modifications. 

We impressed our sentiments upon 

Ciminera who, If soured by our waning 
interest in the Turbo Spider, was fast be
coming excited with our proposal of an 
X.1/9 project. At first, it was suggested 
we merely adopt the Gilles car, with free 
license to additionally modify the car in 
any way we saw fit, but we had reser
vations. Being a carbureted model, it 
lacked the power and finesse of an in
jected unit, the difference in horsepower 
alone being some 9 HP. Instead, we se
cured a 1981 X 1/ 9 with fuel injection 
(now standard across the board). 

'For those unf~mi l iar with the develop
ment of the X 1/9 over the past few 
years, we might interject that it is much 
improved over the product offered even 
as recently as two years ago, a fact not 
well reflected on the sales charts. A five
speed transmission and fuel injection for 
what is now a 1.5-liter engine, as well as 
a general upgrade in the quality of as
sembly work and materials, have made 
the X 1/9 more of a performance car, a 
better highway runner and a much im
proved product in general. Unfortunately 

for Fiat (and a number of enthusiasts who 
are overlooking a good thing) , the X 1/9's 
less grandiose past reputation has kept 
most recent versions from being given 
the attention they deserve. 

Of more concern to us is to what de
gree our X 1/9 project, dubbed Targa 
Florio as an allusion to what may have 
been the last great road race, meets or 
exceeds its design criter~a, the objective 
being to modify a new X 1/9 in such a 
way as to improve handling, aesthetics 
and liveability with only minimal compro
mises in price and ride comfort. 

With regard to price, we felt we could 
afford to spend $3,000 in modifications 
without causing the car to become any 
less of a value, price increases here being 
shrewdly matched with performance in
creases to make (hopefully) our $12,000 
X 1/9 a superior value to a Fiat dealer's 
$8,997 stock offering. What other car for 
anywhere near the price combines mid
engine design with a targa roof panel? 
And no sports car in th~ U.S. can match 
the X 1 /9's fuel economy (26 MPG, BC-

AutoWeek's Project X 1/9 in finished form (top); shaving tires the hard way to avoid 
contact with the 'front fender (middle, left) prior to bending the front fender lip to avoid 
chafing the tires (middle, right); metalsmith Ron Fournier'S flared fender In the fabrica
tion process (bottom, left) and the final result of his handiwork (bottom, right). 

cording to the EPA), regardless of price. 
in short, the X 1/9 has several major . 
features which jointly or separately make 
it a unique automobile. AU we had to do 
was enhance these features to best ad
vantage. 

Our first concern was handling; As the 
orlglnaLsuspension work on the' GiUes ' 
car was done by Electrodyne, Inc., in the 
charge of Dave Painter, Electrodyne's 
national marketing manager and resident 
X 1/9 racer, so it was to Dave and Elec
trodyne we went to discuss a slightly 
revised version of the Gilles suspension. 
It was decided that whatever was done 
would not be allowed to significantly 
deteriorate ride quality or suspension 
travel, though a minimal redUction in 
ground clearance might be tolerated. 

As it comes to the U.S., the X 1/9 
actually sits rather tall in its intended 
saddle, its suspension geometry compro
mised by jacking ride height up to prop 
the bumpers to legal level. Worse, its 
stance is actually a bit higher at the front 
than the back-great for radiator cooling 
but an invitation to high-speed wander, 
one of the X 1/9's few problems. 

To remedy the situation in a more gen
teel manner than simply chopping springs . . 
the spring perches at both ends of the 
car were relocated downward on the 
X 1 /9,'s strut suspension, thus lowering the 
car by about an inch while maintaining 
close to original spring travel. At the 
front, threaded spring collars were in
stalled to allow some manner of ride
height adjustment. Usable adjustment Is 
approximately 1.5-lnches. Additionally, 
front roll center was reduced (almost al
ways a desirability) by relocating the 
X 1/9's spindle higher on the struts. 

Stock ~pring rates were retained, as 
our exercise was intended to culminate in 
the best street suspension we could as
semble with a minimum of machine work 
and cost, and a minimum deterioration 
in ride quality. Up front, we were forced 
to replace the stock springs with units of 
smaller dia~eter, but equal rate. A five
eighths.-inch front sway bar was added, 

The X 119 has several 
features which make it 
a unique automobile. 

along with a .75-inch bar out back. From 
the factory. the X 1/9 is delivered with no 
sway bars. 

Our final modification wa$ among the 
most elaborate, that being the installation 
of Koni 'shocks. Normally, shock fnstalla
tions; even on MacPherson strut cars; are 
little more than a few hours work, but 
Rat, in-an example of decidedly finite 
wisdom (for our purposes anyway), has 
gone to sealed struts in the last few 
years, making shock changes an oily 
chaltenge. What to do? Frorrfthe havens 
of pre-wrecked cars, otherwise referred 
to as junkyards, one must procure " 

, through any legitimate means possible a 
set of pre .. '78 struts, a bolt-in replace
ment save for the necessity of a pair of 
fabricated strut-top spacers for the rear. 
Total cost should be under $75. These 
early struts are of the cartridge type, al
lowing for easy replacement. We chose 
Konis largely because they worked so 
well on the Gilles car, plus we'd f:8ther 
pay a little more (quite a bit more, actual
ly) up front and never have to worry 
about replacement again than to use 
something more expendable. 

The total bill for the suspension pack
age put a sizeable dent in our $3,000 
budget, leaving a lasting impression of 
some $715, not includ ing the price of 
the old struts nor whatever money might 

Continued on Page 16 
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Project Targa Florio 
Continued from Page 11 
be fetched by selling the new ones. 
Machining fees are also not included, but 
these should cost no more than $100. 
Somewhat aghast at our expenditure, we 
leaned on Electrodyne to lop off about 15 
percent to AutoWeek readers interested 
in duplicating the package, making the 
price for the Targa Florio suspension 
somewhat more attractive. Actually, when 
you consider the shocks account for more 
than half the price, it seems less frighten
ing still. Complete installation instructions 
are included with the kit if purchased at 
Electrodyne, or separately-for the price 
of a SASE-from us at our Detroit ad
dress. 

A good suspension means little without 
proper wheels and tires, our selectio~ ?f 
13 x 6-inch Morna wheels (15-mm positive 
offset to avoid clearance problems) ringed 
with 195/55 Pirelli P7 R'allys proving to 
be good choices. These particular tires 
are not yet available in the States, Pirelli 
just now finishing up the design. But 
they're a perfect choice for the X 1/9 be
cause they have exactly the same ci r
cumferences as the X 1 /9's stock tires, 
resulting in no change in effective gear
ing, no speedometer error. The P7s are 
also about as sticky as any street tire 
commonly available. 

Out on the racetrack 
we found the X 1/9 

to be a delight. 

In terms of price, the wheels are $116 
each while a price for the tires, under
standably enough, has yet to be an
nounced. A good guess would be in the 
vicinity of $250 apiece. We'll fudge here 
and count the tires as a $600 set, that 
being the price most mail-order tire deal
ers are likely to charge. 

Our total bill now nearing $2,000, we 
decided to replace the stock steering 
wheel with a Mama Mario Andretti model 
(in keeping with our Italian theme), re
place the stock headlamps with Carella 
H4 units and add a set of Carella 
crystal fogs. These additions added just 
under $300 to the total bill. 

It was at this point we decided to give 
our handiwork its first test, meeting Paint
er at Electrodyne's Alexandria, Va., base 
for a drive down to Summit Point Race
way. Just short of the track, on a road 
just meant for the Fiat, we were pushing 
the car through some tight turns when the 
right front tire snagged an inner fender 
lip, the result being a nearly ruined P7. 
One down, four to go (Pirelli, thankfully, 
had sent us five tires). Apparently, with 
two people on board and the front sus
pension screwed down as low as it could 
go, the rig,ht front WOUldn't clear the 
front fender lips in sharper turns. For 
reasons yet unexplained, the left side 
never even hinted of a problem, but the 
right side most certainly did, necessi
tating minor lip-bending as a remedy-no 
more rubbing problem. 

It was quite a relief that the situation 
could be remedied so quickly and easily, 
one of our primary design criteria being 
that the car should require no major body 
surgery to accommodate decent size 
wheels and tires, nor should there be 
clearance problems of any kind. If only 
barely, we have succeeded. 

We also began to get smug about how 
marvelously we'd succeeded in preserv
ing the X1/9's relatively good ride, the 
only deterioration we'd incurred being the 
result of the wider tires (more contact 
areas, hence more bumps to contact) and 
the swaybars, the latter causing the in
dependent suspension at each corner to 
become more inter-dependent. The last 
thing we wanted was race-car handling 
with a steam-roller ride, preferring instead 
the most optimum compromise set-up for 
the street. 
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Alas, out on the race track we found 
the car to be a delight, its general bal
ance only a bit upset by moderate under
steer in extremely tight turns. Cornering 
speeds were quite high in general, yet 
ride quality even on the track was quite 
good. We did say the suspension set-up 
was a compromise-it always is-and on 
some of Summit's bumpier turns, the rear 
suspension would bottom out 
occasionally, upsetting our smugness 
and signaling a need for revised spring 
rates if the Targa Florio were a race 
car but no cause for alarm in a 
suspension designed primarily for 
street use. 

For a bit of fun we tried running the 
Targa Florio around Summit on three 
different sets of tires-all Pirelli-ranging 
from stock 165170 P3s, through the P7s, 
lastly trying some all out P7 racing slicks. 
It was almost hard to believe the trans
formation from set to set. The P3s proved 
quickly to be no longer capable of keep
ing up with the suspension, the Targa 
Florio's otherwise good turn-in character
istics and neutral cornering torn asunder 
in a scrabble of understeer. The P7s 
seemed almost ideally suited to the sus
pension, allowing an entertaining spread 
of cornering attitudes with the available 
power. As might be expected, the P7 race 
rubber provided the most traction. Too 
much. Except for the sharpest turns, 
negotiating Summit became solely a 
steering exercise, the accelerator being 
kept firmly pressed to the carpet. With 
the race tires, there's simply more sus
pension than engine. 

After a thorough thrashing, we headed 
back the 500 miles or so to Detroit, the 

X 1/9 making the transition from race car 
to highway runner without becoming 
ruffled in any way. Cruising along at a 
steady 75 MPH, we noted a reduction in 
sensitivity to cross-winds (ride attitude 
now being nose down) as well as the 
X 1/9's good fuel economy. Our mileage 
was not extracted in the most gentle way, 
yet the Fiat's fuel economy never dipped 
below 30 MPG. 

Once in Detroit, we sent the car over 
to our friends at Marketing Corporation 
of America (MCA), the folks responsible 
for the McLaren Mustang program and 
Mercury's Cosworth Capri (Auto Week, 
1/5/80). MCA was selected largely be
cause in its employ is one of the best 
metal men in these parts, Ron Fournier, 
whose past includes stints with Roger 
Penske and A.J. Foyt. In the near future, 
Fournier will become an author as well 
as a craftsman. A book on his expertise 
due to be published by HP Books in the 
near future. 

We asked Fournier to exercise his own 
judgment in trying to conjure up a few 
small tricks to improve, quickly and at 
minimal expense, the X 1 /9's appearance. 
What he chose to do was to add a bit of 
a brawny look to front and rear wheel
wells, the modifications in front being a 
simple continuation of the front spoiler 
ending in a slight flaring of the wheel 
well's leading edge. At the rear, the entire 
quarter between the door and wheel well 
has been swept out and down sl ightly, 
lending the aspect of a bareknuckled 
stance to the entire car. Also, Fournier 
took the opportunity to replace the stock 
plastic side air intakes with blend-in 
metal scoops-a great improvement. As a 

Jim Plegue ph&tos 

last touch, Fournier mounted the Carella 
fogs inset in the grille on a vertical line 
with the X 1 /9's bumper-mounted turn 
signals; not the most effective or well
protected place to put fog I ights on an 
X 1/9, but one of the prettiest. 

Once the metalwork was completed, we 
turned the car over to new MCA cast 
member, Brad Spitz. Responsible for all 
paint work, we told Spitz we wanted to 
enhance the X 1 /9's black metallic factory 
finish with Martini & Rossi-type racing 
stripes. Spitz obliged, even going so far 
as to stripe the Targa Florio's hardtop to 
match the stripes running across the 
targa bar. Between Fournier's body work 
and the paint work done by Spitz, the 
X 1/9 gained more of a distinctive look 
than we had hoped, yet without any seri
ous trade-off in practicality. 

As a last touch, we coaxed Ciminera 
into contacting Bertone coachworks for a 
new set of seats and door panels finished 
in Ultrasuede, a material Bertone had 
used as an option fabric in European and 
Japanese X 1/9s. Soft, yet grippy, it is a 
bit more attractive than the original up
holstery. Better automotive upholstery 
shops should be able to reproduce the 
effect at reasonable cost. Yet a better 
idea might be to spend reupholstery 
dollars on old-style X 1/9 seats, these 
being considered by some superior to 
later style seats. These are about your 
only choices, as it is extremely difficult 
to find aftermarket seats that will fit in an 
X 1/9 and still leave room for people. 

Havi ng run out of budget at $12,000, 
the only basic item we've yet to install is 
a decent sound system, something we 
expect to get to in the near futu reo With 
the general state of the auto market, you 
could probably talk your friendly neigh
borhood Fiat dealer to throw in an AM-FM 
cassette player at no extra cost. We plan 
something a little more special than a 
factory unit, however, a system we hope 
to put together with our friends at Miah, 
Inc. of Ohio. 

Now that our budget really is 
exhausted, drained of every last dollar, 
we've had a chance to simply drive the 
car and enjoy its newfound capabilities. 
What we've created is a car no sports 
car anywhere near its price can match 
in handling. It is entirely legal, its engine 

No sports car near its 
price can match the 

Project X 1/9's handling. 

not being subject to any modifications. 
Gas mileage has a pleasant affinity for 
30 MPG and driveability is unchanged 
from stock, which is to say excellent. 
And the roof comes off, causing the car 
to already be heavily scheduled for 
summer vacation use. 

Perhaps best of all is the X 1 /9's mid
engine design which, when combined 
with our suspension and tire changes, 
lends a race car quality to its handling, a 
clean, precise finesse at the limit which 
makes cornering in almost any attitude 
not only attainable, but extremely satisfy
ing. We even managed to impress Bill 
Scott with our efforts. Scott, whose racing 
schOOl is based at Summit Point, took the 
car for several tours of the circuit and 
came back smiling. 

We're smiling too. With the help of 
Electrodyne, MCA, Chris Carey of the 
X 1/9 Registry International (an Oakland, 
Calif.-based club an X 1/9 enthusiast 
would probably want to be a member of) 
and, of course, Fiat and Tony Ciminera, 
our $12,000 mid-engine, targa-topped, 
fuel-sipping Porsche eater is a reality. 
Now if we only had about 20 more 
horsepower ... 

Watch this space. Sometime this sum
mer we will. Even if it pushes our total 
price to $15,000, will there be any ~ 
reasonably priced production car ·~D&.. 
that can keep up? \. 
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