
elbows, and there’s no glove box or trunk,
although there is a coin holder. 

Wherever Leno drives the Tankrod,
he’s the star of his own comic book. As we
roar down the driveway, he yells, “Here we
go—two crime fighters off to save the
city!”

The cooling fans waft a 180-degree
furnace blast at our faces, and the V-12
backfires on every lift like Wyatt Earp
unloading his six-guns. The 8900-pound
car pulls up an on-ramp like, well, like a
tank. Flooring the gas pedal speeds up
deafness but won’t get the engine to rev
any faster. The sumo-size pistons and
connecting rods simply won’t be rushed.
The Continental likes 1500 rpm, will
grudgingly rise to 2800 rpm, and that’s
that. Let the transmission change its
gears to go faster. 

From lock to lock there are 11 revo-
lutions in the steering, so any turn begins
a few car lengths in advance. Threading
through traffic takes nerve; although the
ride is relatively calm, the big frame can
buck a few feet in either direction over a
bump. People accustomed to driving a
school bus from the back seat will feel
right at home. 

The Tankrod wasn’t always this
pleasant or reliable. On one of Leno’s
first trips after buying the car, a loosely
secured oil line blew off. The engine dis-
gorged the entire oil sump onto the
freeway. All 17 gallons. The 300-pound
crankshaft seized solid. Wrecker drivers
took one glance at the car and drove on.
Another engine was secured, and Leno’s
crew spent seven weeks rebuilding the
car and improving its electrical system,

brakes, and suspension.
Later, Leno replaced the overwhelmed

bus transmission with a six-speed Allison
automatic. Instead of 2 or 3 mpg, the
Tankrod’s mileage rocketed to about 5.
“You know,” says Leno, “it’s Southern
California. You want to do what you can
for the environment and everything . . .”—
he spots a gas station—“Hey, let’s throw
in a quick hundred.” Climbing out, we both
step carefully lest we liquefy a limb on the
exhaust pipe.

Back in Barstow, the Army invites the
whole group to shoot off a few rounds. The
120mm computer-controlled cannon can
track targets while the tank is in motion
and calculates trajectories based on every
conceivable variable: wind velocity, baro-
metric pressure, the current state lotto
jackpot. Simply aim the red crosshairs in
the gunner’s digital video sight between
your enemy’s toes and FOOOM! the
armor-piercing sabot—a 10-pound finned
rod of ultra-hard depleted uranium that
moves at 5480 feet per second—won’t
scrape the fungus. It will, however, punch
a baseball-size hole through a stack of
manhole covers, so you don’t want to just
wave it around. 

The race? The tank got creamed when
Leno blazed an unofficial, hand-timed
12.99-second quarter mile. Hey, it
wouldn’t be a Hollywood pitch without a
predictable ending.                                ■

DECEMBER 2004 www.CARandDRIVER.com     127

Powertrain Leno M1A1
Tankrod Abrams

type Continental AV-1790-5B Lycoming-Textron AGT-1500 
SOHC 24-valve V-12 twin-compressor turbine

displacement, cu in (cc) 1792 (29365) —

power, bhp @ rpm 810 @ 2800 1500 @ 3000

torque, lb-ft @ rpm 1560 @ 2400 3940 @ 1500

redline, rpm 2900 26,600

lb per bhp 11.0 90.3

oil capacity 17 gallons 18 quarts

replacement engine $65,000 $500,000 

labor, hours 48.0 2.5

transmission Allison 6-sp auto Allison 4-sp auto

shifts feel like a Cadillac’s a concussion grenade

Goodyear G286/G647 7 forged steel road wheels 
Unisteel RSA; F: 245/70R-19.5, per side, double-pin rubber 

wheels and tires R: 385/65R-22.5 padded tracks

0—30 mph 2.4 15.5

0–60 mph 6.2 —
1/4-mile @ mph 14.7 @ 93 32.1 @ 39 

1000-foot slalom, mph 36.2 17.5

top speed, mph 140, maybe more 39

fuel economy, mpg 5 0.6

inflicts pain with hot exhaust pipes 120mm smooth-bore cannon

runs away using celebrity charm smoke generator

Best in test.
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■ The late-night laugh king only looks small
next to his Tankrod. He recently redid the inte-
rior, although it still looks vintage, with its huge
dials and magneto levers. The big hand lever is
the parking brake.
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