














SUPER TRANS AM

perature was 230 degrees, and the oil tem-
perature was 270. Time to go for broke.
Accelerating through the gears, an imag-
inary Porsche Turbo came up to race. As
we approached 160 mph, the Porsche was
wound tightly, clawing for its last few mph,
while the Super Trans Am was just starting
to pull in fifth gear with its tach needle
down around 5500 rpm. At that point, the
dyno sheet indicates there is 611 bhp on
tap, about 300 of which is needed to main-
tain 160 mph. That means there’s about
300 horsepower left for acceleration; the

phantom Porsche disappeared from view.

The seatback kicks your back hard to
about 180 mph. At that point, the available
power is declining, the drag is tremendous,
and the acceleration that’s left is undetect-
able through the seat of your pants. In fact,
the cockpit is actually quite serene. The en-
gine noise is blasting out the tailpipe into
the wake, and the transmission whine bare-
ly registers on your consciousness. Only
the wind roaring through the displaced
side glass disturbs the peace. (The high
pressure inside the cockpit versus the low

i

pressure of the air flowing so rapidly out-
side the car forces the side windows off
their sealing surfaces.) It's necessary to
steel oneself mentally not to jerk the wheel
should one of the windows blow out.
Staying on course is surprisingly easy,
despite an 8-mph wind blowing about 45
degrees across the nose. Pontiac’s aero
package seems to have excellent stability

Gale-Force Powerplants

® Remember the days when people
would gather around a new car and throw
up the hood to admire the engine? En-
gines used to be an art form. Bugatti.
Duesenberg. Miller. A few brilliant de-
signers could sculpture powerplants the
way Rodin handled bronze bodies.

There’s a fellow in Azusa, California,
whd's trying to bring that art back.

“In marine engines I was in hog heav-
en. Because I could do anything I wanted,
dress the engine any way I wanted with
components, be as artistic as possible—
you know, do what I call exterior
decorating.”

Gale Banks, a 41-year-old California
hot rodder, puts a great deal of effort into

tured, try to get a flowing look to my en-
gines. Because the customer with a

one, an entrepreneur, and he likes to open
the hatch and show his business partners
what a nice-looking engine he’s got.

“I'm trying to do something that's

brothers died and the late Harry Miller
went out of business. The exterior of the

on the interior. It should speak power.”
Speak power. Well, Gale Banks and his
engines do that. You wander around his
large, 21-person, brightly lit, spotlessly
clean little factory with a feeling growing
in your gut like, whnn, somebody’s
rammed you with an ax handle: how long
has this been going on!?! Here's the twin-
turbo C/D Super Trans Am. Over there’s
a twin-turbo big-block Trans Am for an-
other customer who's aiming at 250 mph.
On the street. And in the middle of the
floor is the man’s own Trans Am, a
smooth-tired, Roman-nosed thing with a

induction tract. The engine produces
1500 horsepower. The car should do 300
mph at Bonneville, Banks calculates.
“I've always been interested in stream-
lining. It's efficient mechanically. And

styling his high-performance engine con-
versions. “I try to make them look sculp-

$150,000 twin-engine boat is not a gear
head. Not a mechanic. He’s a professional
in some other field, and a very successful

been missing since the Duesenberg

engine should denote what's happening

twin-turbo porcupine and ice cooling of the

I've always been interested in speed-trials
cars and distance applications, as a build-
er and now as a designer.”

Well, aren’t many of us? But Gale
Banks has made it pay. He started this
madness as a high-school student. On the
surface he was into electronics, winning
prizes for science-fair projects, “but on
the side I had this California hot-rod hob-
by, which in the Fifties was a viable thing.
I mean, everybody had a hot rod. If you
didn’t have a hot rod, girls didn’t look at
you. We often wondered if their sex or-
gans were not directly connected to their
ears, because, you know, you'd hit the
pipes and they'd all turn around .. .”

At Cal Poly he made an assiduous ef-
fort to pursue the devious workings of lit-
tle electrons, but electronics seemed stat-
ic compared with the dynamics of
mechanical engineering. Switching ma-
jors led him to a job with the Los Angeles
Department of Water and Power. “1 re-
signed at the same ceremony that I got
my five-year pin. I like engineering, but I
like automobiles even more. So in 68 1
pulled the pin. I wanted to have fun.

“1 opened a litde storefront speed
shop, a California speed shop, which at
the time was going out of business. My to-
tal capitalization, after I'd built things I
needed, like the counter, was $1100.”

But smog regulations turned him off

automotive engines during most of the
Seventies, a period when Banks Engi-
neering became highly successful in the
world of powerboating. The experience
of building durable marine competition
engines has translated directly into his re-
newed interest in automobiles.

“You could not find anything that tears
up an engine like running it in a boat. You
know, in a boat they go out and fire-wall it
and go to Bimini! And the shock loads
you get are just unbelievable. The endur-
ance factor is a real challenge. So, really,
making a 200-mph automobile engine is
nothing.”

Gale Banks the man reminds you quite
a lot of his engines. Big. Solidly built.
Complex, an achiever, but well man-
nered. You have the comforting feeling
that he’s doing everything right. Some
people can turn out first-rate work in a
dirty warren of a shop, but Banks's is
immaculate.

He does have a messy, unfinished of-
fice. Never seems to spend any time in it.

A refreshing thing in the automotive
aftermarket: Banks has a notable tenden-
cy to speak well of others. His conversa-
tion is laced with references to people he
admires, even to some who he says are
“sort of a role model for me.” He comes
across as a happy man, relaxed, with a
friendly, courteous, open manner. He
seems instantly ready to stop his own
train of thought to listen to a visitor’s. Itis
no wonder he has built up quite an old-
boy network of industry friends and influ-
ential, loyal customers.

This 200-mph magazine stuff, he
hopes, is one day going to lead to an actu-
al automaking operation. Something pat-
terned after Shelby’s—one of the men he
greatly admires—"but with all-Yankee
iron.” He has been turning out these in-
credibly hot Trans Ams and Z28s for over
ayear and has now formed a second com-
pany, American Turbocar, to market the
machines and the array of tough chassis
components he's developed. If some-
body came along with the bucks, he says,
he’d love to do his own Chevy heads,
mavbe even his own engine, from scratch.
“Iknow just whatI'ddo .. ."

You can be sure that, whatever form it
took, it would look right. —Pete Lyons
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under the circumstances. The suspension
also does its share by smoothly absorbing
the bumps; this we found amazing, consid-
ering the chassis was calibrated for maxi-
mum adhesion at much lower speeds.

As the radar position flashes by, the ta-
chometer reads 6600 rpm. Lifiing off, the
Trans Am slows quickly. The brakes are
hardly necessary in the mile we've allowed

for deceleration. The radar gun reads 196
mph, which sounds terrific to us, but Banks
is disappointed. He wants nothing less
than 200. The man starts dialing up anoth-
er 2 psi on the boost knob.

Since we're stopping so comfortably, we
move the radar gun three-tenths of a mile
farther away from the starting point to al-
low a longer run. We also seal the pilot in
his capsule by taping the windows, because
they're obviously disturbing a lot of air.

The next run is a duplicate of the previ-
ous one, except that just as the needle

passes 6600 rpm, it suddenly plummets.
The rear view is promptly filled with
smoke. The engine is blown and the car is
momentarily on fire, but it rolls to a safe

halt. We later find that a 34-cent distributor

bushing has come adrift, allowing exces-
sive spark advance and enough detonation
torip open the San Andreas Fault. One cyl-
inder is ripped completely out of the block,
and a flailing connecting rod knocks a win-
dow into the opposite side big enough to
stick your fist through.

While surveying the smoldering parts,

600 Horsepower You Can Live With

® Squeezing 611 bhp from 350 cubic
inches of small-block Chevrolet V-8 is not
particularly difficult—provided that one
is willing to forgo low-rpm performance,
cold drivability, a smooth idle, and a muf-
fled exhaust. But Gale Banks hasn’t for-
gotten about these qualities; instead, he
agrees with us that they're essential in a
streetable G'T machine. The fact that his
engine has a certain amount of civility and
611 horsepower is what makes it special.

Two Rajay E-flow turbochargers gen-
erate most of the power, requiring only a
mild contribution from the rest of the en-
gine. Each wrbo inhales through a low-
restriction K&N filter and exhales into a
cast-aluminum plenum chamber. The
carburetor secreted inside the plenum is
a sealed 800-cfm four-barrel, built by
Holley to Banks's specifications. The car-
buretor’s metering circuits are supple-
mented by additional nozzles that squirt
fuel into all four barrels above 6 psi of
boost. Fuel is supplied by a Carter me-
chanical pump that, in turn, is fed by two
Holley 110-gallon-per-hour electric
pumps located near the fuel tank. To

minimize noise and wear, the electric
pumps only operate above 2 psi of boost.
The carburetor feeds the pressurized
mixture to a modified Edelbrock Torker
intake manifold chosen for its conserva-
tive port design. The resulting blow-
through configuration minimizes engine
height and the length of the air-fuel mix-
wre’s path 1o the combuston chamber,

The twin turbos and their waste gates
are mounted on exhaust manifolds fabri-
cated from forged-steel tubing. Spent .
gases empty out of the turbine housings
into two 3.0-inch exhaust pipes, which
merge into a single 3.5-inch pipe under
the floorpan. The flow is quieted by a
Chrysler Imperial muffler, modified by
Banks for reduced back pressure (no
more than 2 psi at peak power) and im-
proved sound quality. Two 3.0-inch
tailpipes complete the exhaust system,

At the heart of the maze of plumbing is
a stoutly built small-block Chevrolet V-8.
Banks starts with a blueprinted, heavy-
duty truck block with four-bolt main bear-
ings. A Chevrolet forged-steel crankshaft
spins inside, connected by Carrillo rods
to forged-aluminum pistons.

Banks chose 1970 LT-1 cylinder heads,
because their design has heat risers and
modest port sizes, two factors critical to
street drivability. Both the ports and the
combustion chambers are polished to im-
prove flow and reduce hot spots. TRW
stainless-steel valves are fitted, along with
Banks valve springs, 1.6:1 needle-bearing
rocker arms, and special pushrods. Banks
has his own camshaft design, which uses
0.54 inch of lift and about a 304-degree
duration. Variable-duration valve lifters
attenuate the valve action at low and me-
dium rpm.

Champion gold-palladium spark
plugs, fired by a Stinger ignition system,
light off the mixture. A water-injection
system is activated above 4 psi of boost to
help control detonation; in addition, the
centrifugal spark advance is limited to 28
degrees. The total system may seem com-
plex, but there’s nothing simple about
combining 611 bhp with tractability in a
street engine. —CC
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