1972 455HO
TRANS AM

The performance car that stuck it in the ear of the environmentalists and Washington

OIt’s hard to be humble when you’re driv-
ing a 455 cubic inch Trans Am. You know
there’s not much on the road that can catch
you. And there’s not much that would even
try.

It’s all a moot point anyway, because
every time you punch your right foot
through the carpeting and lay the shaker
hood scoop over against the right side of
the hole in the hood, there ain’t nothing
around that’s gonna argue about it. So you
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wimps.
By Scott Stevens

just cruise and enjoy. It’s the beginning of
KOTR, a syndrome that strikes most
drivers of the hottest of hot cars. It’s King
Of The Road syndrome. You know what
you've got. You don’t have to prove it every
five minutes. Soyou can afford to be cool. Of
course, if the situation does arise where you
need a little extra, you have confidence in
your machine. You know your machine
will handle anything that could confront
you.

That’s the type of confidence a 1972 Fire-
bird Trans Am will inspire in you. This was
a special car even among the special cars.
The standard 455 HO engine in every
Trans Am was a transitional powerplant
halfway between the station wagon va-
riety 455 and the Super Duty 455 that
would debut in 1973. In addition, it bridged
the gap between the high performance 400
cubic inch engines of 1969-70 and the Su-
per Duty 455. So it played an important



Big cube 455 HO mill was built to closer
than standard tolerances on the as-
sembly line. Output was rated 335 horse-
power (gross), 310 (net) at 4800 rpm. Tor-
que checked in at 480 1b./ft. (gross) and
410 (net) at 3600 rpm. Engine used round
port Ram Air IV heads.

role in Trans Am history and, in retrospect,
was one of the best engines ever to power a
Trans Am.

The 455 was released for duty in Fire-
birds in 1971. The standard version was
rated 325 horsepower at 4400 rpm. The top
option and standard on the Trans Am was
the 455 HO (LS5) which rated 335 horse-
power at 4800 rpm and 480 Ibft of torque at
3600 rpm. In’72, the auto industry went to
SAE net horsepower ratings instead of the
gross rating used previously. By the new
rating system, the 455 HO still rated 310
horses and 410 Ib/ft. of torque at the same
rpm ratings. To get net ratings so close to
gross ratings meant that Pontiac engi-
neers were very conservative initially, and
such high ratings are extremely impres-
sive. Anytime you can get over 300 horses
and 400 foot-pounds of torque to the rear
wheels, you've got a piece of machinery
that can play hardball.

All the HO engines were select-fitted on
the assembly line to get better matching of
tolerances. That means that all these
engines were semi-blueprinted right at the
factory. The HO cam with 288 degrees in-
take duration and 302 degrees exhaust
duration was fitted to these engines along
with the Ram Air IV heads with their
round exhaust ports and special combus-
tion chambers. In all, a potent package.

As an editor on the staff of another car
magazine in 1972, we had a shot at road
testing a ’72 Trans Am with the 455 HO
engine. The car was blue with white stripes
and we had to wait months to get it. But the
wait proved to be worth it. The car was a 4-
speed model, with 3.42 gears, air, and
power everything. Of course, the Bird also
had all the standard Trans Am suspension
pieces.

To put this car into perspective, remem-
ber that 1972 was right in the middle of the
government regulation period where
safety, emissions and safety were the pri-
orities of the day, not high performance. It
took a lot of guts on the part of Pontiac
managment to continue to market an all-
out balls-to-the-wall high performance car
like the Trans Am in 1972.

We took the test car to Raceway Park in
Englishtown, NJ for a series of baseline

A superb handler for its day, the Trans
Am could generate .83g on the skidpad,
corner hard without noticeable body
lean, and punched easily into a throttle
oversteer condition.
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Shaker hood with functional cold air was the hot setup for any musclecar. It
was an instantaneous recognizable symbol of performance.
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Stock performance of 14.58 seconds at 98
mph in the quarter wasn’t good enough
for us so we took the car to our good
friend, and pizan, Nunzi for one of his
special super tuneups. Trans Am then
ran 14.04 at 104 mph.
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runs to find out what it could do in stock
trim. The car ran a best of 14.58 seconds at
98 mph. Today, that’s like being shot out of
a Shuttle Launch booster. In those days,
coming off the musclecar era, it seemed
slow. So we took the car to Nunzi’s Automo-
tive in Brooklyn, NY for one of his super-
tunes. Nunzi rejetted the carb, recurved
the distributor, put in a set of colder plugs
and better points and set initial timing.

The changes made an unreal difference
in both performance and driveability. The
car was smooth and powerful at low speeds.
There was no need to slip the clutch to get
underway from a stop. The engine ran
smooth and clean. Back at Raceway Park,
the car really really came alive. It made
run after run in the low 14s with a best of
14.04 at 104 mph. That sports fans, is
cranking on. Our supposition at the end of
the day was that a set of 1.65 rocker arms, a
set of headers, and 3.90 gears would have
made the car mid to low 13 second
machine.

Of course, during our whole test period,
the Trans Am handled better than any
other American production car of its time.
Sitting on coil front and leaf rear springs,
the Trans Am handled in a way that belied
its humble underpinnings. Baseball bat-
sized front and rear sway bars were fitted—
a fat 1.250-incher up front and a stout
0.875-incher at the rear. Tires were F60-15
fiberglass belted fatties on 15x7 wheels.

The car was unflappable in a somewhat
brutal kind of way. It could blast through
any corner dead flat with nary a trace of
body roll, and developed .83g on our skid-
pad. The Trans Am always gave us the
impression of being a fantastically power-
ful steam roller of a car that could mash flat
anything that might dare get in its way.
That KOTR syndrome again.

Inside the car, we found an always
welcome interior. The simulated engine
turned dashboard was a nice touch and the
full instrumentation made you feel like a
: | realdriver.The fat Formula steering wheel
. St ek y | was also a must and our test Bird had it.

o ’ e . ; Our only objection with that test car was
that the bucket seat back angle wastoo bolt
upright for a sporty car. We complained
that there should have been some provi-
sion for back rake angle adjustment.

One thing the *72 Trans Am packed, like
every one before or since, was headturning
power. Our blue test rig had cool white
stripes and, along with the various shaker
hood scoops, spoilers, air dams, pipes,

The Nunze knew how to dial in a win-
ning combination by rejetting the carb,
recurving the distributor, cutting initial
timing and running colder plugs. Nunzi’s
still doing his thing at the same old
stand.
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wheels, and other paraphernalia made
quite a package rolling into Pizza City.
Despite how much we liked our test car,
and the good report we wrote on it, sales of
" Trans Ams continued to plummet, along
with sales of every other performance car
that still existed in 1972. Just 1286 Trans
Ams were built in 1972. You can imagine
the meetings going on on the 14th floor of
the General Motors Building in Detroit
when the subject of the Trans Am came up.
Several top executives wanted the car
dropped entirely on the grounds that it was
not economically feasible to build a car
with such low volume, and that the car had
become something of an anti-social symbol.
It was a time in which the country was
moving into the environmental era whole-
heartedly and a 455 HO Trans Am just
didn’t fit in anymore. It was a dinosaur
almost begging for extinction. Besides, the
Norwood, Ohio plant where the car was
built had been on strike for many months
with no end in sight. In fact, the strike was
one of the reasons that there were so few
1972 Trans Ams built and why we had to
wait so long for our test car. So there was a
faction at GM management who wanted to
get out from this problem as quickly as
possible. Luckily for us, the other faction
prevailed.[J

Potent Poncho was a double head
turner. Heads turned once on account of
the sharp exterior with stripes, spoilers,
air dams, pipes, wheels and other
goodies, and turned again when the car
went about blowing almost everything
else into the weeds.

455 HO Trans Am bridged the gap be-
tween the high performance 400-cube
mills of ’69-"70 and the mighty Super
Duty 455 of ’73-74. Tricked out with a set
of 1.65 ratio rocker arms, headers and
3.90 gears, the otherwise stock TA could
burn up the quarter mile in the low-to-
mid 13s.
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