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R E S T O R A T I O N E S S E N T I A L S

1989 Chevrolet Corvette
(C4)

Factory-Correct Restoration Guide
RestorationEssentials single-year guide · Model year 1989 only · Covers the 1989

Corvette coupe and, where offered that year, the convertible

KEY FACTS AT A GLANCE

•  Model year covered: 1989 only. This guide does not cover other C4 years except where a difference from
1989 is explicitly noted.

•  Production: 26,412 built. Base price at introduction: $32,045.

•  Engine: L98 350 Tuned Port Injection, 240 hp; 245 hp on coupes with the 3.07 axle.

•  Transmissions: 700R4 4-speed automatic or ZF 6-speed manual (new).

•  Headline: The ZF 6-speed arrives; the digital dash bows out.

•  Structure: uniframe with SMC/plastic body panels; hatchback coupe and convertible.

SAMPLE EXCERPT — full guide available at the link on the cover sheet
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1. What makes the 1989 Corvette C4 different

•  The ZF 6-speed manual replaced the Doug Nash 4+3 for 1989 — the single biggest drivability change of the early

C4 run. A 1989 manual car is a ZF car; there is no factory 4+3 1989.

•  The FX3 Selective Ride and Handling adjustable suspension was introduced in this period (offered on 1989 cars

with the Z51 program) — actuator-equipped Bilstein shocks are a 1989-forward service item. [Fitment by RPO

code; verify on the car's option label.]

•  1989 is the last year of the digital 'Atari' instrument cluster. The analog-style redesign arrives with the 1990

interior.

•  The 4+3's departure ends the early-C4 manual era: shifter, console, and driveline parts for 1989 manuals are

ZF-specific and do not interchange with 1984-88 manual cars.

2. Engine notes: 1989

The L98 TPI continued at 240 hp (245 hp on 3.07-axle coupes) with the D-port 113 heads. Restoration focus shifts to

the driveline: ZF 6-speed service (dual-mass flywheel behavior is a known ownership topic — diagnose before

condemning the gearbox), and FX3 actuator function where fitted.

3. Production and rarity: 1989

26,412 built. Production totals and base prices in this guide follow the published C4 production record; special-edition

and option-level take rates are printed only where a marque source documents them for this year.

The C4 platform in brief

The fourth-generation Corvette replaced the C3's separate frame with a hybrid 'uniframe': a steel rail structure

combined with the windshield and B-pillar frames, wearing non-structural body panels molded from sheet-molding

compound (SMC) and plastics. There is no traditional frame-off restoration on a C4 — the body does not lift off the

way a C3 body does. Panels are bonded as well as bolted in critical areas, so bodywork on these cars is panel

replacement and bonding craft, not metal finishing.

Suspension is independent all round: forged aluminum front control arms and a multilink rear, both on transverse

fiberglass leaf springs. The steering is rack and pinion. Four-wheel disc brakes are standard across the run covered

here, with ABS standard from 1986.

VIN, RPO, and build documentation

Every C4 carries a 17-character VIN; the engine code in the VIN is the first authentication check (the LT5 in 1990

carries its own engine code, distinct from the L98). The RPO (Regular Production Option) label — the option-code

sticker fitted to the car — is the second: suspension packages (Z51, Z52, FX3 where fitted), axle ratios, and special

editions are proven from the RPO list and the build sheet, not from badges or seller claims. The National Corvette

Museum holds build documentation for Bowling Green cars and is the standard first stop for paperwork.

Restoration sequence for an early C4

1.  Document first. Photograph the VIN plate, the RPO label, and every casting and date code before disassembly.

On a C4, paperwork and codes carry the value.

SAMPLE EXCERPT — full guide available at the link on the cover sheet
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2.  Structure before cosmetics. Inspect the uniframe rails, firewall, and B-pillar areas for cracking and prior repair

— a known early-car inspection point — before any paint work.

3.  Electronics honestly. The 1984-89 digital cluster, early engine-management hardware, and brittle 1980s

connectors are rebuildable by specialists; budget for them rather than discovering them.

4.  SMC bodywork with the right materials. Use SMC-compatible repair materials and bonding procedures;

steel-body habits crack these panels.

5.  Weatherstrip and targa seals. The full-car weatherstrip program and the removable roof panel seals are the

difference between a dry car and a mildewed one; replace as a set.

6.  Cooling discipline. Early C4s run hot in traffic by design margins of their era; a correct restoration verifies the

full cooling stack (radiator condition, fan operation, debris between radiator and condenser) rather than

masking heat with parts swaps.

Common faults by system

•  Digital cluster (1984-89): failed displays and backlighting; specialist rebuild is the standard cure.

•  Cross-Fire (1984 only): throttle-body sync and manifold-lid vacuum leaks dominate.

•  TPI cars: injector degradation on modern fuel, MAF and cold-start circuit faults on the early systems.

•  4+3 manual (1984-88): the overdrive unit is the service item; diagnose it before the gearbox.

•  ZF 6-speed (1989-90): dual-mass flywheel noise is character until proven failure.

•  SMC panels: stress cracking around mounting points; repair with SMC-correct materials.

Sources consulted

•  Chevrolet Corvette (C4) production record — model-year production totals, base prices, and year notes

(Wikipedia's sourced production table, checked against the marque references below).

•  CorvetteForum C4 Technical FAQ / Tech Summary — model-year changes and milestones, including the 1986

aluminum-head changeover and the 1989 ZF introduction.

•  Motor Trend — 1984 Car of the Year coverage and the C4 engineering-change retrospective (TPI 1985;

convertible and aluminum heads 1986; Selective Ride and 6-speed 1989; new interior and ZR-1 1990; Callaway

B2K as an RPO, 1987-91).

•  The RestorationEssentials 1984-1990 C4 range guide — the content base this single-year guide was split from;

year facts were re-verified against the sources above before printing.

•  National Corvette Museum and NCRS references — documentation and judging standards for the generation.

A note on numbers: factory literature, period tests, and marque historians occasionally disagree. Where a figure could

not be verified for this specific year, this guide omits it rather than borrowing a neighboring year's number.

Drivetrain service notes

The small-block in this car — whichever induction system sits on top of it — is a conventional pushrod 350, and

bottom-end service follows standard small-block practice with factory torque sequences and a factory service manual

open on the bench. Where this generation departs from habit is everything bolted to the engine: electronic engine

management, serpentine accessory drive hardware shared across the run, and emissions equipment that a judged car

must retain complete. Photograph every vacuum hose route and wire run before teardown; the 1980s engine bay

rewards documentation and punishes memory.
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