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’76 GMC Serria 1 ton Pickup 
Ignition Failure – Troubleshoot & Repair 

© Eugene Hansen July 2005 
 In this article we will troubleshoot an ignition failure: Scenario – Ignition turned to the “On” 
position, will not turn off, unable to extract key, automatic transmission, tilt wheel and outside in the 
sun, 95 degree day and on a holiday.  Tools needed: small flat screwdriver, #1 & #2 Phillips 
screwdrivers, snap-ring pliers, steering wheel puller, column compressor, 2 probes (can be 2 small flat 
head screwdrivers or combination of the two), ¼ & 3/8ths socket sets, - with 7/8 socket, Battery pliers 
or 7/16ths and ½ inch wrenches, (Your Basic Auto Kit).  This auto “should” use a 1426 ignition. Using 
a standard 5 depths and 6 spacing, B-50 (C) keyway on the Ignition and B-51 (D) for the doors we did 
not work on the doors with this vehicle.    Disconnect the Battery!  Lets check things out! 

 
1st the front tires were straight the steering will 
should also be straight (but when turning the 
steering wheel level the front wheels did not 
change enough to tell).  

 
2nd the key is turned in the ignition cylinder and 
“frozen” in position. 

 
3rd Vehicle is in fact in park so the cylinder is not 
trapped, by being in gear. 

 
4th this auto has a Tilt Wheel, the column is loose 
but it is straight so it should not be binding the 
linkage. 

 
Possible culprit could be the starter switch 
activator rack. It could also be a defective 
Ignition cylinder due to a failed wafer spring 
retainer. (Only time and labor will tell). 

 
Use a small flat screwdriver and pry out the horn 
pad from the center (it is a press type fitting). 
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Remove the 3 Philips Screws from the Horn cup.  

 
There is a plastic spacer on the underside for 
insulating power.  This is half of the horn switch.   
As the horn pad is pushed it presses against this 
cup to make contact to the spring plate. 

 
Spring plate below Horn cup (the second half of 
the switch this is the energized portion).  If the 
power is still connected it is almost impossible to 
remove this without the horn going off.  Pay 
attention to the direction of the plate to retain the 
proper tension when reinstalling it. 

 

 
Yellow arrow points to the spring loaded contact 
button.   

 
View of contact button notice the spring and tab 
for locking into the turn signal canceling cam.  At 
this point we can determine that, we are not the 
first to tear into the column.  The button was not 
locked into place by the tab. 

 
Remove the steering wheel Nut.  You may have 
to hold the wheel (because the cylinder was 
turned and allowing locking pin to be retracted 
from the locking plate so the wheel may turn). 
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Note the timing mark on the shaft for the steering 
wheel (nut is removed) no mark on the wheel 
casing itself. Also remember the wheel was turned. 

 
Using a Steering wheel puller pull the wheel from 
the shaft (DO NOT try to yank the wheel off).  
You may create more problems if you try to 
“yank” the wheel off.  

 
Wheel off shaft, look over the locking plate and 
the tower on the turn signal canceling cam make 
sure they are not damaged.  The tower gets fragile 
with age. 

 
1st Problem Found! The retaining clip is not 
seated into its slot. If you would have “yanked” 
off the wheel on this one the lock plate may have 
sprang out along with the wheel (then you would 
have had to find the retaining clip). 

 
Use the #1 Phillips Screwdriver to remove the 
Hazard button. 

 
Continue to remove the retaining clip (I did not 
need to use the compression tool to do this 
because it was not seated in its proper slot). 
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Lock plate removed, here we have the turn signal 
canceling cam.  Notice the locking tab is in good 
shape and unbroken. 

 
This is a view of the backside of the Lock plate.  
Notice the notches for the locking pin.  Some 
lock plates are not covered with the plastic cover. 
 

 
Turn Signal Harness, Orange arrow is the turn 
signal lever, Yellow arrow is the retracted locking 
pin.  Turn the lever to the right to access the 3 
screws to be removed. 

 
Turn signal lever screw removed.  This vehicle is 
equipped with cruise control so the lever also has 
wires coming from it.  Carefully ease it free of the 
harness (lever only). 
 

 
The lower screw is hidden behind the shaft.  
Remove the 3 screws to release the Turn Signal 
Harness. 

 

 
Screws removed (3). You can pull the turn signal 
lever just clear of the casing, but be careful the 
wires for the cruise control are not very strong.  
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Remove compression spring.  

 
Check for loose bearings and or broken parts. 

 
Using an “L” shaped probe gently pull the Turn 
Signal Harness out of the column until it clears 
the shaft.  (Don’t pull out any farther than 
necessary). 

 

 
2nd Problem found.  Tailpiece on cylinder is 
disconnected and binding.(red arrow).  Orange 
arrow is pointing to location of missing key 
buzzer switch.  Yellow arrow is pointing to the 
slot for the cylinder retainer.  Note both sides of 
the slot are the same color retainer not visible.  
The cylinder may be shoved too far into the 
housing.  Blue arrow is pointing out that, this is 
not a retaining bolt style vehicle. 

 

 
Close-up of the retainer slot.  Use a small flat 
screwdriver and “gently” pry the cylinder out to 
see if the retainer will show in the slot. 

 
As pressure was applied the cylinder popped out.  
The previous Technician had installed and glued 
or wedged in a 1428 ignition.  How it stayed in as 
long as it had is a mystery.  Note this is an 
aftermarket Ignition – No code.  With the Ignition 
removed it would not turn (faulty retainer?). 
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1426 Ignition started into column. 

 
Notice the color difference on both sides of the 
slot the lighter color being the cylinder case, the 
darker color being the lock retainer. The lock 
retainer is a piece of hardened metal shaped into a 
curve to fit in to the slot that the small flat 
screwdriver is pointing out.  Also notice the 
tailpiece does not go all the way across the gap at 
the back of the lock.  At this point the key was 
able to turn the Ignition back and forth from ACC 
to Start with no problems. ☺ Problem Solved ☺. 
 However, the column was also loose so 
we shall continue with the teardown and repair 
that problem also.  *****Warning *****  
If you do not feel comfortable or confident to tear 
into the column farther, reassemble the column 
by following instructions on page #17 and refer to 
a Shop to be repaired properly.  Those of you that 
would like to learn how to repair the Starter 
Activator Rack and tighten the loosened steering 
column.  Please continue thru the long and 
PROFITABLE procedure.  It normally takes 
about 2 hours from start to finish.  (Some may do 
it faster, but I like to take my time and make sure 

I do it correctly).  Now that we have the cylinder 
turning, let us assume that the ignition is not 
engaging the start properly, (not springing back 
from the start position) or not turning far enough 
to the start position.   

 
Insert a small flat bladed screwdriver and depress 
the cylinder retainer, remove the cylinder and set 
to the side. 

 
Remove the kick panel to access the Wire harness 
under the dash. (You need all the slack you can 
get).  Unplug the main connection. 

 
By unplugging the harness so you can slide the 
plug between the mounting tabs, you can gain 3-4 
inches of slack. 
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Additional tools needed: Pivot Pin Puller, Vice 
Grips 4-6 inches,  #3 Phillips, Plastic (or not 
marking) Mallet, on this one a E8 external Torx 
socket (some have a 12 sided headed bolt).  I 
have also used a ¼ inch socket to tighten these, 
but it is best to use the correct tool.  
 

 
Remove these 3 Machine screws from the housing.   

 
Screws and lock cylinder removed.  Notice the 
race for the bearing.  Most of these deteriorate 
with age so be careful. 

 
Ease out the wire harness to allow movement. 

 
Using your Vice grips remove the tilt lever. 

 
Set the turn signal harness back into the housing, 
and ease out the entire assembly. (You have more 
room with the turn signal harness in the housing 
to allow it to slip over the shaft. 

 
Carefully ease the housing over the shaft and 
allow it to hang down.  Be observant to make sure 
now parts drop and roll under the seat. (It is 
defiantly easier to put back together if all parts 
are found).  ☺ 
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If you have a digital camera this would be a good 
point to take a picture so you can refresh your 
memory if the customer distracts your attention. 
Take pictures on both sides of the column. 
 

 
Green arrow points to the locking pin.  Yellow 
arrow is pointing to 1 of the paired pivot pins (1 
on each side).  Teal arrow is pointing to the 
plastic gear and assembly take careful note how 
this goes together. 

 
Close up of gear assembly, notice the wire spring. 
Also note this is the “key removal” position.   

 
Reverse side of the column. 

 
Using a #3 Phillips screwdriver insert into the 
square hole on the spring cap, push in and turn ¼ 
turn CCW this is a very heavy spring.  This 
spring is the tension for the tilt. 

 
Notice the tabs on the sides of the spring cap.  
This spring will be covered in thick grease so 
have a place (other than the dash or seat) to place 
it.  (Or you may have an “Irate Customer!” ) 
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This is the hole you just took the spring out of, at 
the bottom is a pin for the spring to seat on when 
reinstalling. 
 

 
Close up of spring and gear assembly.  Red arrow 
points to the notch for the locking pin (top hook 
on spring).  Blue arrow points to the spring 
retaining bolt (bottom hook on spring).  Yellow 
arrow points to the gear, pay close attention to the 
way the spring fits into the slot on the gear.  
Green arrow points to a piece of tin that is 
basically a dust shield (I have trouble putting this 
back in correctly almost every time ).  

 
Remove spring retaining bolt, I was able to use 
my driver with the bit out (1/4 inch socket). 

 
Notice how this spring does multiple functions at 
the same time: retracts locking pin, applies spring 
pressure to Ignition cylinder and helps align the 
starter activator rack.   

 
Using your snap ring pliers remove this ring. 

 
Slide the shaft out of the column (saves chasing it 
later).  

 
The shaft can only be inserted from the right, 
does not need timed (it can slide in the gear only 
1 way). 
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Remove and inspect the plastic gear (I have only 
seen 1 of these with stripped teeth), the gear fits 
in the “Off” position with the big tooth in the 
notch.  Notice the tin shield (yellow arrow)    

 
Remove the locking pin & remember how it fits! 

 
Locking pin and spring retaining bolt, notice how 
the locking pin has the groove cut to allow the 
gear to clear it. 

 
Remove the dust shield (I keep forgetting this). 

 
Pivot Pin Removal tool (Snap-On J316?) this is 
not a warranted tool so be careful you don’t break 
it (does not come with instructions). 

 
Left and right side Pivot pins  

 
Hand-thread the bolt into the pivot pin (do not use 
a wrench) the pins are already threaded.  
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Holding the bolt with a wrench / pliers / vice-
grips tighten the nut to remove the pin (notice the 
position of the cup). 

 
Pin removed from the right hand side. 

 
Repeat for the left side pivot pin. 

 
Thread tilt lever back into the hole (pull back on 
spring loaded lever to release the tilt jaws), with 
the lever pulled with one hand, you need to work 
the front hub off the shaft.  Remember you still 
have wires running thru the housing and the hub.  
Also note you have to put it back on in the same 
way. 

 

 
Some times this is a tough nut to crack!  Here we 
see the end of the rack (Green arrow).  (Red 
arrow) shows the Pins that the “teeth” of the tilt 
jaw clamps onto, to hold the steering wheel in the 
position most comfortable to the driver.  When 
the hubs slides off the shaft watch for any bearing 
to fall (nasty little buggers they are, are hard to 
find under the seat!) depending on how worn out 
the bearing pack is, you may need to replace it. 
Most times I have been unable to remove the 
bearings and race until I have pulled the hub.  
From this point you can remove the Rack from 
the column and inspect it for damage. 

 

 
This is generally the broken part when the 
ignition cylinder has been determined to be in 
proper working order (I have had the starter relay 
switch go bad also, we will cover that in another 
article). 
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Here we see the under side of the bottom portion 
of the column.  We have removed the rack but 
you can see the guide (Blue arrow).  (Orange 
arrow) shows the pin for the tilt spring.  (Yellow 
arrow shows where 1 of the Torx bolts is located.  
 

 
Looking down the column you can see the guide 
(black arrow) and the end of the rod (blue arrow) 
that the rack fits over. 
  

 
  

 
The Red arrows point to the Torx E8 external 
socket head bolts that NEED to be tightened.  Use 
lock-tite if you have it for these bolts. 

 
Notice the amount of threads remaining on this 
bolt (shiny end), there should be about ½ inch of 
threads holding the hub on. 
(At about this time the customer will be asking 
if you are done yet?  Tell him,” sure, do you 
remember how it came apart?”☺)  Now the 
Fun begins! 

 
Set the rack over the end of the rod in the column 
resting on the guide.   

 
Guide the shaft into the hub.  Align the rack thru 
the square hole in the hub (easier to say then 
show or do).  Pull back on the tilt lever, work the 
hub back down over the knuckle and rack and 
lock it into place with the tilt lever released.  
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Make sure the rack is resting on top of the flat 
spring on its guide. 

 
Check the shaft for the bearings if any are 
missing due to wear replace the bearing pack or if 
you can get them to stay in the race use grease to 
hold them in place. 

 
Align the pivot holes (note the rack straddles one 
of the pivots, this helps to keep it hooked on the 
linkage rod). 

 
Remove the tilt lever.  Start a pivot pin into each 
of the holes. 

 
Using the non-marring hammer tap the pivot pins 
back flush to the column. Do the same for the left 
side of the column. 

 
Insert the outer bearing race and retainer. 
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Insert the drive shaft into the column from the left 
side. You will have to turn it to align for the gear. 
 

 
Insert the locking pin into its hole with the cutout 
(groove) down.  Install the dust shield  (yellow 
arrow). 

 
Install the gear by “timing it” to the drive shaft 
the locking pin and the rack.  The big tooth fits 
into the notch on the rack. 

 
Slide the shaft thru the Gear. 

 
Install snap-ring onto the end of the drive shaft, 
locking the gear in place. 

 
Hook the top of the spring into the slot on the 
locking pin. 

 
Insert the looped part of the spring into the gear.  
Notice in the picture I have forgotten the snap-
ring.  
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Secure the end of the spring with the spring 
retaining bolt, careful you can over-torque this.  

 
Insert the Tilt Spring into its hole and make sure 
you have the end over the pin. (This raised pin 
holds the spring in place) 

 
Using your #3 Phillips compress the tilt spring 
and shove the cap into the hole then turn ¼ turn 
clockwise to lock in place.  Careful this is a 
Heavy spring. 

 
You should have something like this the hub 
should be secure.  If you want to test the tilt now 
would be a good time.  Insert the tilt lever and 
pull back on it.  The shaft should spring to the up 
position.  Next pull on the lever and shove the 
shaft down to the lowest position and release the 
lever it should lock in position.  If not binding 
anywhere, pull back on the lever and center the 
hub and release the lever. 

 
With the turn signal harness still in the housing, 
slide it over the shaft, while doing so align the 
locking pin into its hole. 
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With the housing over the Hub, check over your 
locking pin, bearings and retainers, no wires are 
kinked or crimped. (Notice the tape on the Cruise 
control wires – we were not the 1st ones in this 
column).   

 
Make sure the locking pin is extended it will stick 
out about 3/8ths of an inch, and it is spring-
loaded. 

 
Install and tighten the three #3 Phillips head 
machine screws, securing the column housing.   

 
Install and tighten the tilt lever handle. 

 
Gently pull the wires back down the column and 
plug them back onto their brackets and then the 
ends into each other. 

 
Check to make sure wiring is secure and then 
reassemble the kick panels (vary from each model 
of vehicle so I did not show them). 
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************************************* 
This is where we will join back with the ignition 
replacement and reassembly. 

 
Make sure the retainer is visible in the slot.  Turn 
the key to make sure there is no other binding 
present. 

 
Ease the turn signal harness down into position.  
Do not force the wires you may need to pull them 
down into position from below. 

 
Install the 3 screws mounting the turn signal 
harness.  Install the turn signal lever with the 
single screw.  

 
Install hazard-warning button. 

 
Slide on the compression spring. 

 
Install the turn signal canceling cam. 

 
Align the lock plate to the wide groove on the 
shaft.  Then slide it down the turn signal 
canceling cam “horn tower” carefully these are 
fragile with age.   

 
Start the retaining ring over the steering column 
shaft. 

 
Work the retainer over the splines so it will clear 
the steering column compressor. 
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Using your steering column compressor, depress 
the column until you can see the groove for the 
retaining ring.  Then tighten a little farther about 
1/8th of an inch extra to allow room to seat the 
retaining ring. 

 

 
Seat the retaining ring.  Notice this groove (blue 
arrow) the previous technician forced the lock 
plate down the shaft, which also contributed to 
the column failure, due to the retaining ring not 
being in the proper slot.  By allowing the entire 
column to be dependant on the steering wheel nut 
and the excess slack in the column.   

 
Remove your steering column compressor and 
make sure the retaining ring stayed in place. 

 
Install the steering wheel (align your marks so the 
steering wheel is straight to the wheels) 

 
Install and tighten the steering wheel nut. 

 
Insert the spring contact button for the horn. 

 
Install the spring plate. 

 
Install the horn cup with the cutout centered over 
the horn pad. 
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Install the 3 screws that fasten the horn cup. 

 
Install the horn pad.   Check over your work. 
Connect the battery and see if it starts. Make sure 
your key turns to the start position and returns to 
the ACC position, the turn signals work, the 
steering wheel unlocks and allows full range of 
motion.  The steering wheel locks up when the 
key is removed.  Collect your money and Smile 
you did it again. 
☺☺Make Money☺       ☺Be Happy☺☺ 


