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If an engine is strong enough to move a tank, Leno figures it's okay.
 
This engine is an AV-1790-5B and it's 
1792 cu. in. It has overhead cams and 
Hemi heads. Since it was designed to 
move a tank, it puts out 810 hp and makes 
1560 ft.-lb. of torque. But you can't just hit 
the local neighborhood NAPA store for 
replacement parts on one of these. 
Fortunately, a fellow by the name of Roy 
Smith has a surplus company in Augusta, 
Ga., and he has piles of them sitting there. 
He probably bought them for 5 cents on 
the dollar, but that's fine with me. There 
are guys who just save things, sort of like 
monks of the Middle Ages. They look at 
something and say, "Someone put too 
much work into this piece of machinery to 
just throw it away." 

Remember, this motor was used in a tank 
that weighed 92,883 pounds--empty. Fully 
armed, the tank weighed 101,775 pounds. 
With 233 gal. of 80-octane fuel in its tank, 
the Patton would travel about 80 miles. 
That's about one-third of a mile per gallon. 

 
We added, among other things, rear 
brakes with vacuum boosters front and 
back, a new starter motor, an entire new 
electrical system, rear springs and an 
electric pre-oiler pump. We even added a 
Ki-Gas system--like many supercharged 
cars use--to inject raw fuel and prime the 
motor before starting. And we have 
mufflers, so we're socially responsible. 

This isn't a car that when you take it apart 
and drop something you hear bink. You 
hear, Clunk! Bang! The engine alone 
weighs 2100 pounds. The car weighs 
9500 pounds--nearly 5 tons, but only one-
twentieth of what the tank weighed. This 
thing is faaasssttt. Best of all, it's hilarious 
to drive. The size is what's the funniest. 
The engine alone is 6 ft. long. The car 
looks like a roadster on steroids. When 
Arnold was on "The Tonight Show," I 
brought it in to show him. I said, "It's the 
Terminator car." He loved it.  
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The engine was originally built under 
license by Chrysler, and cost the 
government $110,000 in 1953. Today, a 
complete rebuild would cost $4500. How's 
that for re-using the nation's tax dollars? 

With the engine handled, we turned our 
attention to getting all of that power down 
to the ground. So we replaced the 
transmission. The one in the car came out 
of a Greyhound bus. It had about 200,000 
miles on it, and it was slipping 
continuously. So I called my friend Dave 
Killackey at Performance Allison 
Transmissions in Azuza, Calif., who 
pronounced, "There's only one 
transmission that could do that job: the 
Allison HD4060 6-speed." We got one 
from GM Powertrain. I wanted the 
transmission geared so that when the 
engine was running at 800 to 900 rpm, the 
car would be moving about 80 mph. This 
is an American car, powered by an 
American tank engine, and the power is 
being put to the ground by an American 
transmission, by Allison. 

I called the folks at Allison and told them 
my needs. They, of course, asked, "What 
vehicle is this for?" When I said it was for 
a car with an engine from a Patton tank, I 
was put on hold. I really thought that 
would be the end of it. But, no, they came 
back and they were very excited. These 
people are engineers and they love 
projects--especially hot-rod projects. We 
took the car over to General Motors' 
Proving Ground in Arizona to get it 
specially calibrated. Steve Spurlin, from 
Allison, knew just what to do. "When we're 
through with it," he told me in serious 
truck-engineerspeak, "it will easily handle 
your duty cycle." 

Since the engine is air-cooled with huge 
fins and cam-driven fans, it's like driving 
with your face in a hair dryer. On the 
coldest day of the year, I'm driving around 
with short sleeves. People think, "Wow, 
what a macho guy." But really, macho or 
not, I have a 100° breeze in my face even 
if it's 30 below. 

This is the only car I've ever had with an 
engine that can actually overcome the 
brakes. You put your foot on the brakes as 
hard as you can and hit the gas, and it still 
pulls. It's ridiculous how much torque there 
is. We had to reinforce the frame because 
it was twisting like a coat hanger. We 
installed a Rockwell 3.78:1 air-locker rear 
end, like you'd use on a huge dumptruck. 
It costs $4200 and it's made of 
"unbreakabillium." With it, we can really 
light up the tires, which travel 11 ft. per 
rotation. 

I have aircraft-engine cars, of course, like 
my Phantom II Rolls with a Merlin V12 
from a Spitfire fighter plane, but this is my 
first tank-engine car. We're branching out. 
Truth is, this is not that different from an 
airplane engine. Except that they didn't 
make a whole lot of gasoline engines for 
military tanks. The first time someone hit 
one with a grenade, the Army brass went, 
"Oh." So tanks went diesel. The Army 
doesn't use Patton tanks anymore, but I'm 
using up those old engines. And now the 
Army has heard about my car. They want 
me to race it against their tank at Fort 
Irwin, Calif. My strategy is simple: Just 
stay out of the way of that gun turret and 
I'll be fine. 
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