
C H O OSE YOUR TRUCK FO R

C O M FO RT AND FOR PRO F I T.

By JOHN BAXT E R

Eve ry tru ck has a diffe rent job to do. Fi g u ri n g
out what your tru ck will do is the fi rst step in
spec’ing a tru ck that will meet your comfo rt

and business needs. 
Yo u’ll need to pick the right specifications for th e

sleeper size and wheelbase, choose the right combi-
nation of power and fuel efficiency and match the dri-
vet rain components for your tru ck ’s application.
M u ch of what you will select is just as dependent on
g e o graphy as freight. For exa mple, tru cks running in
the city may need a shorter wheelbase and a smaller
s l e e p e r, while highway tru cks may re qu i re higher
h o rs e p ower to maintain speed and the right geari n g
and aerodynamics to cut down on your fuel bill.

The second part of spec’ing is proper design. Yo u
and your sales person need to design your tru ck so th e
p a rts wo rk together and meet the bridge fo rmula and
other legal re qu i rements. You need to be able to turn
c o rn e rs without having the cab side extenders hit th e
t ra i l e r, but also need to be able to close the cab-to-
t railer gap for efficient highway cruising. You need to
e n s u re you can cruise at the right rpm and sta rt on
the st e e p e st hill yo u’ll encounter with a full load. All
this ta kes proper engineeri n g .

The final piece of the spec’ing puzzle is spec’ing fo r
resale, says Jim Say re Sr. of G.L. Say re Peterbilt and

I n t e rnational. The real price of a tru ck is what it cost s
n ew, minus what you sell it fo r. Often, paying a little
m o re initially pays back a lot more at resale, giving
you a free ride in extra luxury or with extra perfo r-
mance in the meantime.

Many tru cke rs think about engines and hors e p owe r
when th ey consider buying a tru ck, but since most
h i g h way tru cks are home and office for ow n e r- o p e ra-
t o rs, taking special time with the cab and sleeper is
i mp o rtant. Still, that doesn’t mean you should ove r-
spec those elements, says Larr y Hess of Midway
Tru ck Service of Bethel, Pa., a We st e rn Star dealer.

“ M o st tru cke rs don’t re a l ly need an 82-inch sleep-
e r,” Hess says. “My favo rite for running over the ro a d
is the 68-inch. Regional applications can run 40- to
5 0 - i n ch sizes. A 60-inch is too small for ove r- the ro a d ,
but 80-90 inches is ove rkill. Common sense has to
p reva i l .”

An ove rsized sleeper may also limit your tru ck ’s
m a n e u ve ra b i l i t y. “The length of the vehicle is dicta t-
ed by where yo u’re ru n n i n g ,” says George Steiger-
walt, a salesman at Freightliner of Philadelphia.
Regional opera t o rs might run a 230- to 24 0 - i n ch
wheelbase, but if yo u’re running long-haul you might
run one 265 to 280 inches long, which means a set -
fo rwa rd axle. If making delive ries within a met ro p o l i-
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tan area, “maneuve rability is always a function of
w h e e l b a s e ,” says Steigerwa l t .

It usually pays to spec the pre m i u m - l evel interior fo r
an on-highway tru ck, says Mike McColgan, tru ck
re m a rketing development manager for Vo lvo Tru cks
No rth America. For exa mple, a buyer of the Vo lvo
V N 780 can save $500 to $600 by choosing the Signa-
t u re interior instead of the Elite, he says. “But the lost
value at the time of resale is $1,500 or more ,” McCol-
gan says .

O ther popular specs include: 
CONDO SLEEPERS . O w n e r- o p e ra t o rs also like to

spec tru cks with raised ro o fs, common in fl e et team
o p e rations. 

LONGER NOSE. “The ow n e r- o p e rator cust o m e r
seems to like the long nose, 13 2 - i n ch BBC cab like
the Freightliner Coronado, Ke nwo rth W900L and
Peterbilt 37 9 ,” Steigerwalt says. The squ a re snouts
and classic st yling don’t perfo rm as well aero d y n a m i-
c a l ly but tend to bring more money at re s a l e .

B IG BORE ENGI N E S . Up rateable 14- and 15 - l i t e r
engines are wo rthwhile, especially at resale, “unless
weight is cri t i c a l ,” Say re says. But make sure you spec
the components to go with the engine, or the upra t e-
ability will be wo rth l e s s .

Vehicle height is critical in spec’ing. Make sure to
specify low pro f ile rubber if you must clear low
b ridges. And don’t get the idea you can adjust ri d e
height with your air suspension. “If your suspension
is out of spec, you mess up the dri veline basics,”
S ay re says. 

A n other large issue is frame rail specifi c a t i o n .
“Wheelbase dictates frame ra i l s ,” Steigerwalt says .
“ Fo l l ow the manufacture r’s guidelines. It doesn’t pay
to skimp .” Say re’s experience is that “the manufac-
t u rer dictates the correct frame gauge based on th e
wheelbase. A 379 Peterbilt will norm a l ly have a 5⁄16 -

i n ch frame, but move up to a 3⁄8 a fter the wheelbase
re a ches a certain length .”

Still, th e re may be choices available, depending on
h ow customized the tru ck make r’s manufacturi n g
p rocess is. Hess says, “I recommend 1⁄4- i n ch rail fo r
d ay cabs, but with a sleeper one size larg e r, use 5⁄16-
i n ch .” Strong rails offer safe handling and a bet t e r
ride. 

Should you specify aerodynamic devices, or buy a
m o re aerodynamic body st yle, like a Century Class,
Pete 387 or Ke nwo rth T2000? Surp ri s i n gly, as with
so many other aspects of engineering a tru ck, the best
a n s wer is that it depends on how you will use th e
t ru ck. “Ae ro tru cks ve rsus the traditional designs can
i mp rove fuel economy 5-10 perc e n t ,” Say re says. But
all those extra aerodynamics may not help you much
if your tru ck sits in tra ffic or climbs hills all day. And
you may pay for that at resale because conve n t i o n a l
designs tend to retain their value bet t e r. 

“ Fuel economy is imp o rtant to all tru cke rs, espe-
c i a l ly in the days of high diesel fuel prices. If yo u’re
n ot running an aerodynamic model, such as Ke n-
wo rth’s T600 or T2000, you can still select some fuel-
s aving options for other tra d i t i o n a l - st yle tru cks ,” says
Ke nwo rth’s Steve Gilliga n .

“ O w n e r- o p e ra t o rs would also be wise to consider
l ow-maintenance components, like Mack ’s Un i M a x
f ront axles, which fe a t u re unitized wheel hubs th a t
a re perm a n e n t ly sealed with synth etic grease, elimi-
nating maintenance cost s ,” says Tom Davis, Mack
m a rketing manager for highway products. 

“In the final analysis, befo re you buy you need to
d et e rmine the best balance of comfo rt, fuel economy,
resale value, and perfo rmance based on your specifi c
needs and operating enviro n m e n t ,” Gilligan says .

OW N E R- O P E RATO RS WOULD ALSO BE WISE TO 
C O N SIDER LOW-MAINTENANCE COMPONENTS .

H IG H WAY SPECS. The highway trucks included in the
spec listings represent the products from each manufac-
turer that are most popular with owner-operators for over-
the-road uses. Consult a dealer for information on other
models; contact information is available on Page 6. 


