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Front and center!
A comprehensive guide to front end upgrades.

When it comes to building a tri-five, everyone likes to 
spend money in places that you can see. That dressed-
up LS3 under the hood, an all-new interior, or fresh, 
shiny chrome.  Almost anyone can justify spending 
the cheese on these types of things everyone notices 
when they walk up on a car. But what about the pieces 
underneath, the things you can’t see? You know, the 
things that make the driving experience and the car as 
a whole that much more enjoyable for the operator? 

This is where the topic of front end upgrades comes 
into play. And all too often, when I talk to people about 
front end upgrades, the response generated is generally 
one of three things:

“My car doesn’t need it. It drives just fine.”

“I can’t afford a bunch of fancy parts.”

“Best thing I ever did to my car!”

Let’s address these responses individually to start this 
conversation…..

“My car doesn’t need it. It drives just fine.” This will 
always be a very subjective point to make. Chances are, 
no matter who you are, your definition of “just fine” 
and my definition of “just fine” are likely two different 
things. I’d argue the fact that multiple manufacturers, 
hundreds of builders, and thousands of consumers 
simply can’t be wrong. The problem is, most people 
aren’t afforded the luxury of a back to back test drive 
with an upgraded car to see what an immense difference 
these upgrades can make to the car that “drives just 
fine.” I’ve personally taken the Pepsi Challenge with the 
upgrades discussed. Between my dad and I owning 6 
wildly different variations of '55s, as well as the time 
spent in the shop at Woody’s Hot Rodz, the back to back 
drives time and time again have given me the insight 
I share here. For example, the difference between my 
fresh, all stock suspension setup on my sedan delivery 
and last year’s giveaway car was absolutely staggering. If 
I could’ve drove with my eyes shut, I would have sworn 
I wasn’t even in the same type of car. 

“I can’t afford a bunch of fancy parts.” And where I 
can sympathize with this in the sense that not everyone 
can afford top-of-the-line tubular control, Wilwood 

brakes, and billet coilovers, there 
are plenty of options that are 
affordable for even the lower-line 
hobbyist that can make a drastic 
improvement to these cars, and I’ll 
address options for multiple price 
points as we go.

“Best thing I ever did to my car!” 
I can’t do anything more than 
simply agree with this. Out of every 
aspect of these cars that actually 
affects drivability, the front end 
is the biggest place that GM left 
something to be desired, in my 
opinion. And just like comparing 
the stock 235 to a modern LS3, 



it’s the passage of time and the knowledge 
accumulated that goes into modern engineering 
that has yielded us all these options. 

So, to better understand these upgrades and 
their respective purposes, we’ll go ahead and 
break down a few of the biggest areas that 
typically need tended to on these cars.

Disc Brakes: Our cars weren’t designed with 
modern speed limits in mind, and the brakes 
are one of many places that it shows. Simply 
put, there’s a reason every single car and truck 
produced nowadays has disc brakes on it. The 
design of a modern disc brake setup provides 
better fade resistance than drums ever thought 
of, and slowing a 3500+ pound car from 
highway speed is no small task and will be 
where the drums typically show their weakness. 
Where a drum/shoe setup typically has more 
surface area when it comes to clamping, the 
fade factor makes them less effective in every 
scenario. From a safety standpoint, this is a no-
brainer, on the front of the car at the very least. 
In the same vein, disc brakes will require an 
upgrade to a dual master cylinder, which will 
prevent catastrophe in the event of a brake line 
failure by not depressurizing the entire brake 
system. On top of being a good safety-minded 
upgrade, every disc brake kit out there upgrades 
the bearings to taper bearings, which are hands 
down better equipped to the task of modern 
highway speeds, and will last tens of thousands 
of miles longer than the original ball bearing 
setups. Serviceability also shines with the discs, 
as there’s a heck of a lot less to disassemble in 
order to do a simple pad change.  And with many 
front kits starting under $300, it’s an option that 
even those on a tight budget can consider.

Additional caster:  On an almost daily basis, 
I’m consistently asked, “why would I upgrade 
my control arms?” or “what’s the difference 
in these control arms with added caster?” To 
better explain the question, we need to fully 
understand what caster actually is, and how it 
affects the way a car drives. Caster is the angle 
at which the spindle is mounted vertically. 
Negative caster would be the top of the spindle 
further towards the front of the car than the 

bottom, and positive would be the top further towards the back 
of the car then the bottom. Caster directly affects the steering 
system’s ability to re-center, and therefore controls how truly 
the car tracks down the road. On a Tri-Five, the caster will 
generally wind up very close to zero, as it was designed this 
way to keep steering effort down in the days of these cars being 
manual steer, at least for the most part. The result is a car that 
is easier to steer, but doesn’t return the steering wheel to center 
as easy, which causes the car to track poorly, or track worse 
than it would if the caster were corrected, even on the tightest 
of steering systems. This symptom is only accentuated when 
coupled to power steering, and steering effort is even more so 
reduced. This is exactly why most control arm options you see 
available have anywhere from 4-6 degrees of positive caster 
built into them. And now my second point earlier in this article 
comes into play here: “But I can’t afford a set of tubular control 
arms!” Have no fear, CPP makes an offset cross-shaft for factory 
control arms that adds 2 degrees. Where the offset cross-shafts 
don’t obtain quite the full effect of the tubular control arms, at 
less than a hundred dollar bill and a couple hours of labor, it’s 
still a noticeable difference, and one of the best upgrades you 
can possibly make to your car.

Sway Bar: If you’re a continuing member of The American Tri-
Five Association, you likely read about the sway bar install last 
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