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By Mike Magda

When driving a new GMC Syclone,
you have 10 keep reminding yourself:
“It's only a truck. It's only a truck."

One quick look in the rearview mir-
ror confirms that, yes, there is a pick-
up bed béhind you. But the Syclone
just doesn’t ride, and especially
doesn’t drive like a truck. It's more
like a sports car.

For the past few years, automotive
pundits have proclaimed that com-
pact trucks will be the ‘‘sports cars of
the '90s.” Thus, the term ‘“'sport
truck” grew in popularity and accura-
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The Syclone iIs a solid low-13-second
performer at the dragstrip. We
turned a best of 13.25 at 98.68 mph
on a hot, muggy day. The same
truck, with a tune-up and GMC engi-
neer Kim Nielsen at the wheel, later
recorded a 13.01 at over 102 mph.

cy. Truckswere easy to personalize,
taking on a wide range of sporty
characterizations. Owners, especial-
ly those in the Sun Belt states; ex-
pressed themselves with the sleek
Euro look, innovative and colorful
graphics, ear-shattering stereo sys-
tems, convertible tops and low
stances. They always drew attention
and admiration, but the hot, new
trucks also lacked the one element
that would truly put them on the
same plateau as the sports car: per-
formance. |

With the Syclone, GMC has taken
the most significant step of any man-
ufacturer in transforming the pickup
into a true sport truck. The utility
function of a pickup was hardly a fac-
tor when GMC developed the Sy-
clone. This truck will never see a
stack of 2x4s or a load of gravel in
the bed (payload capacity is only 500
pounds). Instead, street performance
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was its sole motivation. Engineers
lowered the ride height, softened the
springs, tightened up the steering,
designed a stunning and functional
ground-effects package, added
pavement-hugging tires, and most
important, installed a potent. turbo-
charged, all-wheel-drive.powertrain.

The results are impressive: The
Syclone is as quick, if not quicker,
than a ZR1 Corvette overthe quar-
ter-mile. It's probably the hardest
launehing American-built vehicle ev-
er to come off-any showroom floor.
While Syglone can holds its own
against just about any sports car on
the dragstrip, it will not keep up with
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the best two-seater on the road
course or slalom. The Syclone will,
however, outhandle any other pickup
on the market.

We spent a hot, muggy day at Mi-
‘lan (Michigan) Dragway with the Sy-
clone and a group of engineers from
GMC and PAS, a Detroit-based
small-volume manufacturer. of auto-
mobiles that helped develop the Sy-
clone. We ran a best of 13.25 at
98.68 mph, while GMC engineer Kim
Nielsen clicked off a 13.22 at 99.55.
On a cooler day two weeks earlier,
Nielsen ran a 13.06 at 100.44. Two
weeks after our test session, the

same Syclone was given a tune-up.
Nielsen then ripped off a stunning
13.01 at just over 102 mph.

The Syclone gets its neck-snap-
ping acceleration from a turbo-
charged 4.3-liter Vortec engine and
an all-wheel-drive foundation. This is
not a 4-wheel-drive system in the tra-
ditional truck sense. The heart of the
Syclone’s drivetrain is a full-time, sin-
gle-speed, viscous-coupler-
equipped, Borg-Warner transfer
case. |
The engine is assembled at GM’s
plant in Romulus, Michigan. It gets
8.35:1 hypereutectic pistons (com-
pared to 8.5:1 cast pistons in the
standard Vortec) and a new split
manifeld. The engine is then hot test-
ed and shipped to the PAS plant in
Shreveport, Louisiana, where it's fit-

" _ted with port fuel injection, reconfig-
|.ured cast-iron exhaust manifolds, a
 front-mounted exhaust crossover

tube, a Mitsubishi - water-cooled tur-
bocharger, an intercooler and a Cor-
vette LO8 throttie body.

Motivating the Syclone is a turbo-
charged, port fuel-injected, 4.3-liter
Vortec engine. The production mod-
els will have a more aesthetic look
with different intercoolers and
plenums.

“The Syclone’s powerplant is rated
at 280 horsepower at 4400 rpm with
a peak torque output of 360 Ibs.-ft. at
2800 rpm. That's a 75 percent in-
crease in horsepower over the stock
Vortec engine, and GMC officials
predict the Syclone will get better
gas mileage because of the port fuel
injection.

The engine is mated with a Cor-
vette 700R4 automatic transmission
and the Borg-Warner transfer case.
The tranny has a calibration unique
to the Syclone, and the viscous cou-
pler is set up for a 35/65, front/rear
torque split. The powertrain module
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Here’'s how the exhaust crossover
tube is positioned.

effects package was designed by Bill
Davis, GM’s chief designer for small
trucks. The panels are RIM plastic
and are attached with a unique fast-
ener. The body modifications are
functional, as well as aesthetic.
Wind-tunnel tests were conducted,
and the Syclone. measured a lower
drag coeffecient than a stock GMC
S-truek.

How does it all add up? The Sy-
clone is-without a peer when it
comes to street performance. It is
unquestionably the most exciting
truck to drive. on asphalt.

You'll_ never forget the first time

tial. Don’t bother shifting the auto-
matic manually. The Syclone’s ECM
is programmed with a fuel cutoff at
about 4400 rpm with a tolerance of
200 rpm. No matter how careful an
eye you keep on the tach; there's al-
ways a chance the fuel will be cut off
unexpectedly and starve the engine.
We were turning 60-foot times of
1.81 seconds, but our brothers at Hot
Rod magazine once clocked an in-
credible 1.71-second time. This truck
launches just as hard as most Super
Stock cars equipped with slicks.
Stopping the Syclone is no prob-
lem once you cClear the traps. The 4-

The Vortec is backed up by 700R4
transmission that is identically pre-
pared to the Corvette models and a
Borg-Warner single-speed, full-time
transfer case.

is then sent to the GM assembly
plant in Shreveport for installation in-
to the Syclone.

The chassis i$ equipped with the

same front differential and axles a&
the Safari AWD van. The rear10-boft
GM axle is equipped with a limited-
slip differential. The rear axle hous-
ing also gets different backing plates
that work with the 4-wheel, anti-lock
brake system. Both differentials-are
equipped with 3.42:1 gears:
Suspension compenents were
chosen from GM-inventory to save
cost. The rear leaf springs and the
front torsion bars have softer spring
rates than standard or heavy-duty S-
trucks. A 32mm anti-sway bar is used

up front, but an anti-sway bar was«+"

not designed for the rear. Bilstein
shocks are at all four corners.@as are
16x8 aluminum wheels wrapped with
special compound 245/50x16VR
Firestone Firehawk tires. The sus-
pension and tire changes result in a
ride height 22 inches lower than a
stock GMC Sonoma.

The Syclone’s interior was up-
scaled to complement the perfor-
mance increase. Standard features
include air conditioning, pewer win-
dows/door locks, cruise control, tilt
steering and tinted glass. The frames
from the stock seats are reconfig-
ured to add more support. A lumbar
air bag was also installed before the
seats and door panels were recov-
ered with a fabric unique to the Sy-
clone. A new center console was
tooled for the Syclone, but costs
were kept down by using the Cor-
vette shifter. The analog gauge pack-
age was adapted from the Pontiac
turbo J-car, but the numeral fonts
were changed to match the GMC let-
tering. A leather-wrapped steering
wheel finishes the cab.

The Syclone’s distinctive ground-
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you torque-load the Syclone’s tranny
and Jaunch off the starting line with
turbocharger cranking close to 14
pounds of boost. The body rises up
a couple of inches as the revs come
up to stall speed. When the Christ-
mas tree turns green and you pop
the brake pedal, the Syclone leaps
out of the hole like a truck with a mis-
sion. The rearend dips down as the
axle starts to wrap slightly. Some-
times there's a sharp tire bark as the
rear _tires break loose momentarily,
but the Syclone rarely leaves any no-
ticeable rubber tracks. As with any
front-wheel-drive vehicle, there’s no-
ticeable torque steer under heavy ac-
celeration. But it’s ever so slight with
the Syclone. Most of the steering
correction off the line is in response
to the driver losing sight of the track
because his neck has just been
stretched a few inches.

Before your eyeballs return to their
sockets, the Syclone shifts into sec-
ond. The tranny is calibrated to shift
at about 4200 rpm, which is great for
CAFE and emissions but doesn't let
the engine perform to its full poten-

wheel ABS works efficiently with a
minimum amount of pedal feedback.

We didn’t have a.chance to test
the Syclone’s road-handling capabili-
ties while at the dragstrip. We used
a few patches.in the shutdown area
for an impromptu slalom course.
Steering response was better than
maost trucks, however, not on the
same par as other highly touted
sports cars. Remember, the Syclone
is still a truck. There were conscious
efforts by the GMC and PAS engi-
neers to upgrade the steering and
handling, but they had to work with a
3500-pound vehicle that has an atro-
cious 64/36 front/rear weight distri-
bution.

The interior changes were wel-
comed. Seats are more supportive
and adjustable than stock S-truck
models. The sports-car-influenced
gauge cluster doesn’t seem out of
place when installed into the truck
dash. The S-truck dash has always
been more user friendly and aestheti-
cally pleasing than the push-button,
rotating-disc nightmare found on its
bigger brothers in the C/K series.



We like the muscular, yet aero-
dyamic look of the Syelone. The
monochromatic blagk treatment ex-
udes a maverick personality befitting
the quickest and baddest truck on
the market.

So far we have no complaints with
the Syclone, especially since it is
such a stunning.surprise. it's much
more than what GMC hinted when
rumors of the truck first surfaced.
Even more impressive is the fact that
the Syclone can go faster with just a
few minor modifications. This first
change could be made in the engine
management system. More power
can easily be generated if the turbo-
charged Vortec.is allowed to unwind.
A rgprogrammed PROM chip for the
ECM. could-add a little more spark
advance and fuel, allow a higher tur-
bo boost, and most. impartant, efimi-
nate the rev-limiter safety function.
The exhaust can be-opened up with
a larger, Corvette-style catalytic con-
verter. (There is no muffler on the
single-tube exhaust system.) The
transmission could use.a higher stall
speed with higher shift points.

The changesdon’t need to bé ma-
jor. Although it has been fitted with a
turbocharger, the Syclone’s Vortec is
still basically a truek engine. It has a
lot of low-end torque and not much
breathing capacity or longevity in the
5000-rpm band. But by opening up
the engine to around 4500-4800
rpm, quarter-mile times.could easily
dip into the low 12s.

Inside, the Sy-
clone features
reboistered and
reupholstered S-
truck seats, a
leather-covered
steering wheel
and a custom
center console
that houses a
Corvette shifter.

A price had not been established
for the Syclone at press time. GMC
is trying to keep it under$25,000.
Only one option will be available: a
sunroof. Don't worry about the price
tag skyrocketing from dealers goug-
ing buyers, the way they did with the
ZR1 Corvette. The Syclone is not a
limited-edition truck. GMC will pro-
duce as many Syclones as the public
orders. So there shouldn't" be any
outrageous ‘‘dealer premiums” add-
ed onto the sticker price.

Now we're waiting to get behind
the wheel of another Syclone to test
its handling Qver canyon roads and
to log a few hundred miles of every-
day driving. Until then, we're begin-
ning to wonder if*GMC really knows
what it has greated. First reactions
might be tentative. Do trucks really
need this much power-and handling?
The truth is, sometruckers want per-
formance on the same plateau as a
sports car. They like the looks and
persona of a truck, but don’t care for
the Spartan, utilitarian amenities in-
digenous to trucks. Also, there are
some performance drivers enticed by
the street-sleeper possibilities of a
boulevard rocket wrapped with a
truck skin.

There is a place for the Syclone in
today’s truck and high-performance
markets. And _if some classy sports
cars-aren’t displaced by the GMC in-
vasion, the Syclone’s winds are po-
tent enough to blow off their doors.
Just remember, it's Only a truck. HT

The Syclone
dash has been
upgraded with
the gauge pack-
age from the
Pontiac turbo-

charged J-car.

GMC SYCLONE

BODO DIIOP......cohecvisinsivosisaes $25,000 (est.)
i BRSNS s s 6 ) N/A
& e M s RN < A R o none
ENGINE
FYDD coiivisermminiine I asateise 90-degree V6
Displacement (cu. in./liter)........... 262/4.3
Bore x stroke (in.)....ccccceeevevnnnen. 4.00x3.50
Compression ratio........cccoceveeeeeeereseenns 8.0:1
Fuel Delivery ................ port fuel injection,
intercooled turbocharger
Net horsepower............. 280 @ 4400 rpm
Net torque (lbs.-ft)........ 360 @ 2800 rpm
TRANSMISSION
TDID concibiosssmsaiesshiientll 4-speed automatic
RO i 1st: 3.06:1, 2nd: 1.63:1

3rd: 1.00:1, 4th:; .70:1
Reverse: 2.29:1

ANEO TRRD. . I 3.42:1
Transfer Case...ite..............siissdtll-time,

single-speed
SUSPENSION

Front.............double A-arm, torsion bar
Rear . ... live axle, leaf springs

STEERING
LA A power-assisted
recirculating ball
Tumns, lock-to-locka..............cdH0-......3.75
ORI ..o 13/16.0:1 variable
Turning radius (ft.) e e vegnee 18.4
BRAKES
Rt S RS 10.5-inch disc
RAEPY........cocoossiBoveecosasonsrace 9.5-inch drums
ANL-IOCK. ... -WHEEN
WHEELS
PYDO ...cccoconneeonndlBreecosesscerossoncess aluminum
S0 (Nl i i s, 16x8
TIRES
IRDID ottfhecinivessoacintntinghs Firestone Firehawk
SIBE....cccovariconioneesgiiirientiioess 245/50x16VR
DIMENSIONS
Wheelbase (if.) ..........cccccooibreernnenneas 108.3
Overall Iength (in.) ..., 178.2
Qverall width (in.) ...cieneeeninnnnns 64.8
Overall height (iN)........cooveerirneriiannnas 60.0
Track F/R (in).....csske.......57.78/58.00
Curb weight (Ibs?)....00.... e 3525
Payload capacity (Ibs.).........ccccccueee... 500
PERFORMANCE TO SPEED
0-30 MPh (SAFY.....autheecccoceeeseiorcensosansss 1.7
0-40 MPh ISOCERIERTRR-......cccveeveeiseen@D
0-50 MPN (SO, ..o neeeeeenennnens 3.6
0-60 MPN £86C.)...... 0. .ccoceeeervieressssnens 4.9
0<£70 MDD (SOGC.) cudlll:--ooeoceeseevseossassnsanes 6.5
O-SAph (SR .........................8.D
1/4-mile (sec./mph)............ 13.01/102.25
STOPPING DISTANCE
SRS FTE.) . ceniassoss st ousossssioussmvusnssaotioiiy 41
LN S [ARNET SRR S 144
MILEAGE
EPA hwy./cCity (MPQ).eeeenreerirnnenciinanes N/A
Test mileage (MPQg) ... . cosmssnreeeeeenn. N/A

Performance speed and stopping tests were
conducted by Motor Trend magazine using
the fifth-wheel electronic test equipment. The
quarter-mile time was recorded at Milan
(Michigan) Dragway and is not corrected for
altitude.
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