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FIRING ORDER

I
’m writing this on a plane, shortly after 

the 2017 Pickup Truck of the Year, and 

for some odd reason I’m thinking about 

pickup trucks. Go figure. Thinking about 

pickup trucks is not unusual for me 

actually because I have a deep-seated love of 

pickup trucks. Never met one I didn’t like. Even 

the most poorly designed pickup truck still has 

a cargo bed and tailgate.

My first pickup truck memory is of riding in 

the back of my neighbor’s old pickup, which 

had holes in the well-worn wooden cargo bed 

floor. I would look through the holes and watch 

the pavement go racing by, which was pretty 

cool stuff to a seven-year-old. It was cool to ride 

inside the truck too. It had a column-shift trans-

mission, and I was transfixed as I watched my 

neighbor shift through the gears. My neighbor’s 

old truck had zero refinement, but I envied him 

for owning such a cool truck.  

Pickup truck envy hit me hard in high 

school in 1980. My buddy worked on a farm 

and used his earnings from slingin’ manure 

to buy a black ’78 Ford F-150 pickup. Even 

parked next to my other buddy’s ’79 Pontiac 

Trans Am in the school parking lot, the F-150 

held my attention. After all, the Trans Am didn’t 

have a cargo bed and tailgate.   

Another case of pickup truck envy hit hard 

a couple years later. Fresh out of high school, 

I landed a job at an Illinois newspaper. One of 

my jobs was working with the chief mechanic 

to help maintain the newspaper’s fleet of cars 

and trucks, and one of the fleet trucks was a 

’79 GMC 1-ton 4x4 pickup. It was a dark-blue 

regular cab longbed with plain white wheels 

and small chrome hubcabs. The truck was 

used to push snow in winter and was a gener-

al, do-it-all truck in summer. I loved that truck. 

It had a 350ci V-8, automatic transmission, a 

manual shift T-case, and a shockingly spartan 

interior. It was simple and a workhorse. I called 

it Big Jake.

Shortly after high school, I moved from the 

city to farm country, where it seemed that al-

most everyone drove a pickup. Farmers in the 

area referred to 1⁄2-ton trucks as “half a truck,” 
3⁄4-ton trucks as “three-quarters of a truck,” 

and 1-ton trucks as simply “a truck.” I quickly 

learned that a pickup truck is one of the most 

valuable work tools on the farm. It wasn’t long 

before I bought half a truck and thought I was 

the “man about town.” Well, actually the “man 

about farm.”      

 I haven’t been without a pickup truck for 

years, and through those years pickups have 

certainly changed. For example, remember the 

days when a tailgate was just a painted metal 

gate with a latch? Nowadays, some tailgates 

have electric locks, pull-out steps, built-in pro-

tection in areas destined to get beat up, and 

the ’gate opening is damped so it doesn’t just 

loudly drop open like Big Jake’s used to do. 

At the 2017 Pickup Truck of the Year, we 

tested seven of the latest and greatest pro-

duction pickup trucks. It was an interesting 

collection of rigs and even though each had a 

cargo bed and tailgate, each truck had its own 

personality. After a week of testing, we learned 

a lot about each rig, and we’re excited to share 

our findings with you in the “Magnificent 

Seven” story (page 20).

Long live the pickup truck. 

—KEN BRUBAKER

KEN.BRUBAKER@FOURWHEELER.COM

PHOTO: KEN BRUBAKER

Pickup Truck 
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• Magnetic Drain Plug
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707.544.4761
bmracing.com



UNBEATABLE SERVICE, TECH ADVICE, SATISFACTION, AND SELECTION.

Call by 10 pm EST: In-Stock Parts Shipped That Day!
1.800.230.3030 • Tech: 1.330.630.3030 • Int’l: 1.330.630.0230

FIND IT AT
SCode: 1706FW • Prices subject to change without notice. Please check SummitRacing.com for current pricing. Typographical, 
description, or photography errors are subject to correction. Some parts are not legal for use in California or other states with 
similar laws/regulations. Please check your state and/or local laws/regulations. © 2017 AUTOSALES, INC. 

Modular Aluminum 
Front Bumper Kits 
for JK Wrangler
Keyword: AAU Mod Full Alum
as low as $790.97 each

D-SS Dually Side Shooter 
LED Lights
Keyword: RGD Side Shooter
as low as $455.99 pair

Mag-Armor 
Magnetic Trail Skin Sets 
for JK Wrangler
Keyword: SMT Mag Armor
as low as $179.99 set

Ridgelander 
Tonneau Cover Kits
Keyword: UCV Ridgelander
as low as $1,598.00 kit

Baja RS Sport Seats
Keyword: CSU Baja RS
as low as $299.00 each

Garage and Shop Equipment
Whether you’re looking for 
sophisticated equipment like a 
wheel alignment system or simply 
a shop press, Ranger Products 
offers a diverse array of afford-
able shop equipment for you to 
customize your ride.
Keyword: Ranger Products

High Steer Kits 
for Toyota
Keyword: TGI Toyota High Steer
as low as $425.00 kit 

2.5 Inch Lift Kits 
for JK Wrangler
Keyword: TMI 2.5 Coil Kit
as low as $491.14 kit

Regulator A/T UTV Tires
Keyword: TEN Regulator Tires
as low as $184.97 each

In for the Ride of Your Life.
Summit Racing Equipment is the source for parts, tools,
and accessories for everything four wheel drive, and more.
Plus, you’ll get unbeatable service, expert tech advice,
24/7 ordering, and fast shipping.
Millions of Parts. One Source. SummitRacing.com

Shop Press

Gifts, Clothing and Memorabilia
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Magazine Mods!

By now you’ve probably noticed some 

changes to the look and feel of this issue 

of Four Wheeler. Probably the biggest change 

you’ll notice is the perfect-bound binding. 

This method of binding the magazine doesn’t 

use metal staples, and one of the benefits is 

that it allows magazine information, such as 

the month of publication, to be visible on the 

backbone of the book. This feature is great 

for when you want to quickly scan your library 

of Four Wheeler magazines for a specific is-

sue. You’ll also notice that this issue is larger 

in size than recent issues and the paper stock 

is thicker. If you purchased your copy of Four 

Wheeler on the newsstand, you’ll notice that 

the cover stock is also thicker and has a rug-

ged and handsome “grit” finish. 

All of these changes are the equivalent of 

new paint, mud-terrain tires, and body armor 

for your 4x4. Just like upgrades for a 4x4, 

these changes we’ve made come at a price, 

but The Enthusiast Network is committed to 

reinvesting in you by upgrading Four Wheeler 

to enhance your reading experience. We hope 

you like the changes as much as we do. FW  
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Inbox

WHERE TO WRITE

A
ddress your correspondence to Four Wheeler, 831 S. Douglas St., El Segundo, CA 90245 or send 

an email to ken.brubaker@fourwheeler.com. All letters become the property of Four Wheeler, and we 

reserve the right to edit them for length, accuracy, and clarity. The editorial department can also be reached 

through the website at fourwheeler.com. Due to the volume of mail, electronic and otherwise, we cannot re-

spond to every reader, but we do read everything.

Bought my winch right after I bought my 

Jeep Wrangler Rubicon, and I’m glad I did. It’s 

just an inexpensive unit and slower than molas-

ses in January here in North Dakota, but it has 

saved my ass a number of times. You guys 

need to do another winch shootout. It’s been 

awhile.

CHRISTOPHER HAYNES

VIA EMAIL

I like slow winches. It gives me time to pon-

der my next stupid move.

JERRY ERICKSON

VIA EMAIL  

I was in the middle of a long winch pull 

up a slimy hill in Tellico (when Tellico was still 

open), and I had the controller in my left hand. 

I dropped the controller out the window and 

ran over it with my Jeep. My ignorant buddies 

thought that was hilarious.

NAME WITHHELD

VIA EMAIL 

In the Feb. ’17 Firing Order column you talk 

about winches and talk about owning a winch 

for a long time. I’ve owned my Warn for more 

than 10 years, and I will never sell it. Even if I 

get rid of my Tacoma, I will keep the winch and 

put it on my next 4x4. 

MANNY SANDERS

VIA EMAIL

Thanks to everyone who wrote in with winch 

experiences and comments. Although we can’t 

publish every note and comment, we enjoyed 

hearing your winch stories and it’s given us a cou-

ple ideas for future winch tech stories and tests. 

WINCH  
FEEDBACK

Last year, I 

ought a Badland 

2,000-pound w 

nch. My wife and I 

were living in Unicoi, 

Tennessee, which is 

n east Tennessee. 

We went up to the 

mountain two days 

after installing the 

winch to look for a 

place to hunt that 

year. We drove up 

some logging roads and got off-road with my 

’89 Dodge Ramcharger. What a tank. We got in 

quite a ways and started to turn around when 

we discovered there was no four-wheel drive. 

Oh boy. What a long walk that would have been 

if we didn’t have the winch. I told my wife to 

take the strap and wrap it around this tree about 

40 feet away. I pulled the winch cable out and 

hooked it to the strap. Told my wife to get in the 

Dodge and put it in Neutral and steer while I 

operated the winch. Well, the winch pulled that 

truck out from where it was stuck, and we were 

on our way again. On another note, cellphones 

don’t work in that area so that was not an option 

to call someone. However, we are ham radio 

folks, and if needed, we could get in touch with 

someone. Best money I ever spent is on the 

winch. 

JOHN SAKOWICH

VIA EMAIL

Having owned two Warn winches (8274 

and 9.5ti) in 38 years of four-wheeling, mov-

ing them from vehicle to vehicle starting with 

a ’78 Chevy short-wheelbase 400ci standard 

cab 1⁄2-ton full-time 4X4 pickup, through an ’87 

GMC 3⁄4-ton 4X4 Suburban to an ’03 Ford F-350 

FX4 crew cab, I can tell you one thing for sure. 

A winch is the second most valuable piece of 

safety equipment you can own. The most valu-

able piece of safety equipment? Your brain. I’ve 

recovered many rookie and veteran four-wheel-

ers in the backcountry over the years, so many I 

can’t even remember the number anymore. The 

one thing I do remember though, is the giant 

smiles on the faces of those stuck and in trouble 

when I approached them on the trail with those 

big beautiful Warn winches mounted on the 

front of any of my rigs.
MARTY VANCE

VIA EMAIL

I’ve been wheeling for well more than 40 

years, and I’ve seen winches used in many 

wrong ways. I’ve seen guys winch until the 

winch’s motor dies from either overheating or 

a dead battery, I’ve seen the cable snap rollers 

off the fairlead due to ridiculous angled pulls 

(when not necessary), and I’ve seen single line 

pulls in really tough recoveries when a double 

line pull would’ve been much easier on the 

equipment. A winch is a tool, a very wonderful 

tool, and it must be used correctly. I appreci-

ated the “Winching Dos & Don’ts” (Feb. ’17) 

story, which talked about winch safety, another 

important aspect of winching.

JACK HALL

VIA EMAIL  

BY KEN BRUBAKER  KEN.BRUBAKER@FOURWHEELER.COM  
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  » FIRST DRIVE: ALL-NEW 2017 FORD SUPER DUTY

THE WORLD’S LEADING 4x4 AUTHORITY 
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The ’18 Ford F-150 will 

score a new 3.0L Power 

Stroke V-6 (the first-ever diesel 

for the F-150), in addition to 

the new standard 3.3L V-6 

(but same horsepower and 

torque as the previous 3.5L), 

and a new second-gen 2.7L 

EcoBoost. Both are hooked 

to the 10-speed automatic. 

And the 5.0L V-8 also has 

improvements for more ponies 

and torque and also gains the 

10-speed. Spot the new grille 

and other exterior tweaks.

2018 Ford F-150 Gets Performance, Appearance Updates

RPM
AUTOMOTIVE NEWS

BY TORI TELLEM   

EDITOR@FOURWHEELER.COM

✓RANDOM QUOTE: 

“THE EXPANSION OF OUR JEEP LINEUP HAS BEEN AND CONTINUES TO BE THE KEY 
PILLAR OF OUR STRATEGY. OUR COMMITMENT TO INTERNATIONALIZE THE JEEP 
BRAND IS UNWAVERING, AND WITH THESE LAST MOVES, WE WILL FINALLY HAVE THE 
CAPACITY TO SUCCESSFULLY PENETRATE MARKETS OTHER THAN THE U.S., WHICH 
HAVE HISTORICALLY BEEN DENIED PRODUCT DUE TO CAPACITY CONSTRAINTS. IN 
ADDITION, THESE ALL-NEW PRODUCTS WILL REACH NEW CONSUMERS, AS WELL AS 
THOSE THAT HAVE BEEN PART OF THE JEEP TRADITION.” 

—FIAT CHRYSLER CEO SERGIO MARCHIONNE IN A STATEMENT

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF THE MANUFACTURERS  



E-FORCE SUPERCHARGER FOR YOUR

2012 -2016 JEEP WRANGLER 3.6L

PERFORMER CYLINDER HEAD FOR YOUR

1987-2006 JEEP 4.0L & 1976-1990 AMC 4.2L

FEATURES:

• FITS UNDER THE STOCK HOOD

• BOLT-ON INSTALLATION

• SELF CONTAINED OIL SYSTEM

• 50-STATE EMISSIONS PENDING

• EATON® 1320 TVS ROTOR ASSEMBLY

• MINIMAL DECREASE IN FUEL ECONOMY

FEATURES:

• MACHINED FOR DISTRIBUTOR OR COIL PACK IGNITION

• HIGH-FLOW INTAKE AND EXHAUST PORTS

• LARGER REINFORCED ROCKER BOSSES

• 3/4” DECK THROUGHOUT THE HEAD FOR DURABILITY

• MODERN COMBUSTION CHAMBERS

• HELI-COIL® THREADED INSERTS

• SWIRL POLISHED STAINLESS STEEL VALVES

Now you can outfit your ride with an E-Force Supercharger 
and have the peace of mind that you’ll be covered!

For more complete coverage details and a list of eligible 
systems, visit www.edelbrock.com/EForceWarranty

©2017 EDELBROCK, LLC PASSION FOR PERFORMANCE

FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT EDELBROCK.COM
FREE CATALOGS: 800-386-8326 • TECH LINE: 800-416-8628, 7am-5pm PST. M-F.

ALL PARTS LEGAL FOR USE ON PRE-POLLUTION CONTROLLED VEHICLES ONLY.

FOLLOW US ON:

GET UP TO

40%
INCREASE IN 
HORSEPOWER
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RPM

»»That’s Interesting
� Nissan has an online store  

built around its X-Trail SUV. The 

Nissan Xtreme Collection has five 

products “aimed at recreating 

extreme environments anywhere, 

such as a rock to enjoy bouldering 

at home or water drums to recre-

ate a waterfall.” Amazon Japan 

has them at amazon.co.jp.

� The Canadian Automobile 

Association’s Grinding to a Halt, 

Evaluating Canada’s Worst Bottle-

necks is a study of traffic conges-

tion, and Toronto scored 10 bottle-

necks in the list of the Top 20. 

Shoutout to Montreal, with five. 

� Wal-Mart is partnering with 

carsaver.com; kiosks will start 

popping up at Wal-Marts, where 

you can shop, then make an ap-

pointment at a local dealership.

� Answer: 40 years. Question: 

How long has the Ford F-series 

now been America’s best-selling 

truck? Answer: 40yearstough.

com. Question: A website that 

fests the F-series.

� The U.S. EPA is alleging that 

Fiat Chrysler may have VW’d, as 

in possibly used defeat devices 

for passing emissions testing 

and has issued a notice of 

violation. The California Air Re-

sources Board has also issued 

one. Under the microscope are 

’17 Grand Cherokees and Ram 

1500s with the EcoDiesel.

� Ford has added ExxonMobil’s 

Speedpass+ app to its SYNC Ap-

pLink. You can now pay for fuel 

through the app as well as search 

for participating Exxons and 

Mobils.

� Fiat Chrysler is making a $1 

billion investment in its plants 

in Michigan and Ohio. Also, the 

south plant in the Toledo Assem-

bly Complex will build the all-new 

Jeep pickup.

� Polaris has a division called 

Polaris Defense, and that group 

got an order from the U.S. Marine 

Corps for 144 four-seater MRZR-

D4s for the utility task vehicle 

program. 

� The Chrysler Portal concept 

vehicle uses facial recognition to 

identify who is in the vehicle and 

will then switch to the preferred set-

tings, including temp and music.

� Most Wanted Fullsize Truck 

award from edmunds.com? The 

Ford F-150.

� The Nissan Titan won our 

sister Truck Trend’s 2017 Pickup 

Truck of the Year.

� GM has begun testing autono-

mous vehicles on public roads.

� Off-road racer Andy Cohen has 

passed away.

� The Walter P. Chrysler Museum 

has closed down.

� Eco-Hearse—Leverton & Sons 

said it has the UK’s first fully 

electric hearse. It’s a Nissan Leaf. 

The funeral directors are enviro-

friendly—they offer coffins made 

of biodegradable materials.

�Ram 1500 Rebel Black

Special-edition alert: Ram has introduced the Rebel Black, which 

as you’d figure has a theme of black is the new black, like black 

wheels, brushguard, interior details, and more. It’s available as a  

crew cab.



A FULL LINE OF  

SELF-RECOVERY GEAR,  

AND AN EPIC PLACE  

TO PUT IT

Pack the Epic™ Accessories recovery gear— 

you’ll need it. WARN Epic Accessories put  

the can-do in self-rescue. Portable.  

Versatile. Dependable. Epic. Never again  

will you be caught unprepared. From  

durable gloves and a versatile back 

pack, to beefy shackles and reliable  

snatch blocks and tree protectors. The  

distinctive Epic design stands out at the  

end of the day when piles of gear need  

to be sorted out.

EPIC RECOVERIES START RIGHT HERE

Forged steel with E-coat 

finish, for maximum 

strength, durability, and 

corrosion resistance

Kevlar reinforcement with 

synthetic leather provides 

the protection you need

Ballistic material with modular 

interior is built to last. Backpack 

doubles as a winch line damper
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� The new Jeep Grand Cherokee 

will have an Alfa Romeo Giulia 

platform?

� Ford Bronco, 2020, global  

vehicle, and built at Michigan  

Assembly Plant?

� Land Rover hit a record-break-

ing year in 2016 for U.S. sales, 

besting 2015’s record?

� Has Amazon started getting 

patents related to self-driving tech?

� Ram’s delaying the redesign  

of its heavy-duty trucks to save 

some cash?

� Is Fiat Chrysler adding around 

400 dealerships in the U.S.?

� Lyft cofounders think they’ve 

unlocked the solution to ending 

traffic: Specific streets and high-

ways marked as smart lanes? And 

use would have a fee unless you’re 

carpooling, according to a piece 

they wrote for medium.com?

� Paris is banning almost all  

 diesel cars made before 2000?

»»Is It True?

�Random Photo We Dug

“Drove this beauty, an Alfa Romeo Matta. There are only about 

2,000 built between 1952 and 1954. Much better than the 

Fiat Campagnola but also much more expensive! That’s why they 

only have made 2,000. First and Second gears not synchronized. 

Lots of fun.”

—Martin Brink from Holland

�Ford Creates  
Raptor Assault 
Program

If you own a ’17 Ford Raptor, 

you can take advantage of 

the free Raptor Assault pro-

gram at the Ford Performance 

Racing School in Utah. It’s 

teaching owners to take full 

advantage of their Raptor 

via a course that spotlights 

the truck’s abilities on tough 

terrain—think rockcrawling, 

high-speed driving, and side 

hills. Trucks will be provided, 

but you’re stuck with the travel 

and hotel expenses. Learn 

more at raptorassault.com. fw

»»Your Government At Work
� Bridgestone has joined the 

Cummins-Peterbilt SuperTruck 

II program, and the U.S. Depart-

ment of Energy will match the 

tiremaker’s financial investment 

as it engineers prototype tires with 

better fuel efficiency. The project 

is about researching and develop-

ing tech for improving heavy-truck 

freight performance.

� The U.S. Department of 

Transportation has set 10 proving-

ground pilot sites for autonomous-

tech testing. The designees are 

City of Pittsburgh and the Thomas 

D. Larson Pennsylvania Transpor-

tation Institute; Texas AV Proving 

Grounds Partnership; U.S. Army 

Aberdeen Test Center; American 

Center for Mobility (ACM) at Willow 

Run; Contra Costa Transportation 

Authority (CCTA) & GoMentum 

Station; San Diego Association 

of Governments; Iowa City Area 

Development Group; University 

of Wisconsin-Madison; Central 

Florida Automated Vehicle Part-

ners; and North Carolina Turnpike 

Authority.

� A report by the U.S. Depart-

ment of Transportation—called 

“Conditions and Performance” 

report by those in the know—

noted “an $836 billion backlog of 

unmet capital investment needs 

for highways and bridges” and 

“addressing the growing backlog 

while still meeting other needs 

as they arise over the next two 

decades will require $142.5 billion 

in combined transportation spend-

ing from state, federal, and local 

governments.”

� A video has been put out by 

the Pennsylvania Department of 

Transportation to help Pennsylva-

nians drive roundabouts. The state 

has 32 of them, with about 30 

more in process or planned. Learn 

more  penndot.gov/projectandpro-

grams/roaddesignenvironment/ro-

addesign/pages/roundabouts.aspx

� Transportation Research  

Center is behind an all-new 540-

acre SMART Center for automated 

and autonomous testing, and 

$45 million in Phase 1 funding is 

coming from the State of Ohio and 

Ohio State University.

� California’s biggest utility 

companies are looking to spend 

$1 billion on electrification things, 

such as stations that could charge 

a vehicle in 30 minutes or less, 

money for ridesharers who are in 

EVs, and residential vehicle char-

gers, among other technology.



BFGoodrichTires.com/KO2    © 2017 MNA, Inc. All rights reserved.

Power through even the most challenging off-road 

conditions with the BFGoodrich® All-Terrain T/A® KO2. 
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Parts Rack

�MATCHING MATS
Remington Industries now offers automotive floor 

protection under the BFGoodrich Tires brand name. 

You can get floor mats that match the tread on your 

BFG tires! Remington Industries has partnered with 

BFGoodrich Tires and plans to develop other off-road 

automotive accessories as well. INFO: Remington 

Industries, 423/238-3455, remingtonind.com

�JK CARGO
Do you need more storage space 

on your Jeep JK? The TeraFlex Alta 

Cargo Rack can help you pack for lon-

ger trips. It’s designed to increase stor-

age space for extended overland adven-

tures and sits above the spare tire to keep 

the cargo out of harm’s way. The Alta cargo 

rack is available in black and black with silver 

trim. It is said to be compatible with the TeraFlex JK HD carrier 

and tire mounting kit as well as the Mopar JK HD tailgate hinge 

system. INFO: TeraFlex, 801/713-3314, teraflex.com

�OUTDOOR LED
Rigid Industries now offers 110V AC-powered LED scene lights to illuminate indoor and out-

door areas. Each light is said to feature a thermally optimized heatsink, extreme output, and mini-

mal amp draw. The lights are available in 2x2-, 4x4-, and 2x10-inch sizes and are said to project 

a 115-degree horizontal beam spread. The LED lights are available with both black and white 

housings. INFO: Rigid Industries, 855/760-5337, rigidindustries.com

�4x4-PROOF WATCH
Reactor now offers the Gryphon, a hy-

brid watch, which is said to be designed to 

withstand nearly any outdoor situation. Each 

Gryphon features a Nitromid polymer case 

with a stainless steel core. The result is said 

to be a watch with improved durability and 

impact resistance that has the watertight 

capabilities of a fully stainless steel version 

at half the weight. Other features include 

a 10-year lithium power cell, quartz move-

ment, and a depth rating of 200 meters. 

The Gryphon watchband is made from 

nylon webbing co-molded with a silicone 

and natural rubber compound. It’s available 

in black, blue, orange, red, flat dark earth, 

and urban camo. INFO: Reactor Watch, 

800/291-6600, reactorwatch.com FW
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MAGNIFIC

Seven new pickup trucks battle 
rock, sand, mud, and snow 
By The Four Wheeler staff  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: The Four Wheeler staff

Feature

T
HE ’17 MODEL YEAR IS A BIG YEAR FOR PICKUP 

trucks. How big? Well, 2017 is the first 

year in well over a decade that our an-

nual Four Wheeler Pickup Truck of 

the Year competition hosted seven all-new or 

substantially revised trucks. That’s a far higher 

number than average. 

Pickup Truck of the Year (PTOTY) was 

launched in 1989 as a spinoff event from Four 

Wheeler of the Year, which traces its roots back 

to 1974. Four Wheeler began the event as a way 

to introduce, disseminate, and test the latest and 

greatest four-wheel-drive pickup trucks, which 

is a mission that continues today. The reality is 

that if you’re in the market for a new pickup or 

just want to be knowledgeable about the newest 

rigs, you’d have to allocate vast amounts of time 

for visits to new truck dealerships to scrutinize 

and drive each rig. That time commitment just 

isn’t going to happen because you have to work 

to earn a living. Besides, while new vehicle 

dealerships are very accommodating, said deal-

erships are not going to let you have each truck 

for a week so you can drive almost 1,000 miles 

and test them in a variety of off-road conditions. 

This is where we come in. Each year, we corral 

the latest and greatest pickup trucks for a week-

long test doing all that and more.

To qualify for the 2017 PTOTY, a truck had to 

be all-new or substantially revised, have a two-

speed transfer case, a production run of 1,500 

vehicles in the U.S., and be on sale by March 15, 

2017. The 2017 lineup included the Ford F-150 

Raptor, Ford F-250 Super Duty FX4, Nissan 

Titan PRO-4X, Nissan Titan XD PRO-4X, Ram 

2500 Off Road Package, Ram Power Wagon, 

and Toyota Tacoma TRD Pro. Other trucks that 

qualified but were unable to attend during the test 

period were the Chevy Colorado/GMC Canyon 

with the new V-6 engine and the Chevy/GMC 

HD trucks with the new Duramax turbodiesel.  

 During the week of testing, we dissected 

every aspect of each truck. We began by put-

ting each truck on an RTI ramp to measure 

suspension articulation, and then, we pointed 

the trucks to a track to measure acceleration 

and braking. Following that we spent the next 

four days testing in a wide range of specially 

selected terrain that included almost every type 

of wheeling environment. You can read more 

about testing elsewhere in this story. Our panel 

of experienced judges rotated into each truck at 

regular, frequent intervals, and each judge was 

required to record detailed notes in their official 

judging book. Judges also scored each vehicle 

in a variety of areas. The specific testing cat-

egories and the judging procedure are outlined 

elsewhere in this story. In the end, this informa-

tion was used to detect each truck’s strengths 

and weaknesses. 

The 2017 PTOTY was an eye-opener. We 

learned a lot about each rig, and we’re excited to 

share the info with you. Read on to learn what’s 

new with these seven trucks, what works, what 

doesn’t, which vehicle was crowned the 2017 

Pickup Truck of the Year, and much more.

RAM  
2500 OFF-ROAD PACKAGE

FORD  
F-250 SUPER DUTY FX4

TOYOTA  
TACOMA TRD PRO

FORD F-150 
RAPTOR
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ENT SEVEN
NISSAN  

TITAN XD PRO-4X
RAM  

POWER WAGON
NISSAN  

TITAN PRO-4X
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2017 Four Wheeler Pickup Truck Of The YearFeature

7th Place

NISSAN  
TITAN XD PRO-4X

What’s New
N

issan began producing the Titan XD, a truck 

touted to offer a combination of 3⁄4-ton and 
1⁄2-ton traits, with a 5.6L Endurance V-8 gasoline 

engine for the ’16 model year. Unfortunately, a 5.6L 

test unit wasn’t available for the 2016 PTOTY, which 

took place in December 2015, so it qualified for the 

2017 PTOTY. Nissan sent us a ’16 model year Titan 

XD (the ’17 model is largely unchanged) powered 

by the 5.6L making 390 hp and 401 lb-ft of torque. 

The new 5.6L engine shares the same displace-

ment as its predecessor, but is all-new. It’s known 

as the VK56VD, and some of its features include 

direct injection and variable valve timing and lift 

(on intake and exhaust). The engine is mated to 

a seven-speed transmission. Our test vehicle was 

equipped with the PRO-4X package that included 

Bilstein off-road monotube shocks, all-terrain tires, 

electric locking rear differential, skidplates, and hill 

descent control. 

Ramp and Track
The Titan XD traveled 511⁄2 inches up our 20 de-

gree RTI ramp to earn a score of 340 points. At the 

track, the XD’s impressive 5.6L engine propelled 

the approximately 6,517-pound truck from a dead 

stop to 60 mph in a respectable 8.3 seconds (for 

comparison, that’s 1.6 seconds faster than the ’16 

Cummins-powered XD we tested at PTOTY 2016) 

and through the quarter-mile in 16.4 seconds (1.1 

seconds faster than the ’16 Cummins-powered XD 

we tested at PTOTY 2016) at a speed of 86.6 mph. 

The 14.17-inch-diameter front and 14.37-inch-
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WHAT’S HOT: 
Strong power from 

the 5.6L V-8, electric 

rear diff locker, good 

PRO-4X content

WHAT’S NOT: 
Stiff suspension, 

wheelhop in sand and 

snow 

OUR TAKE: 
A lighter, faster Titan 

XD with a lower price 

than a Cummins-

powered XD

diameter rear disc brakes helped to bring the XD to 

a stop from 60 mph in 138.1 feet.  

Exterior/Interior
Judges were just as split about the Titan XD’s 

exterior styling this year as they were last year. 

Some really dug the look and the fact the XD stands 

out from the crowd. “I really like the classy chrome 

badging and stickers,” noted a judge. Another 

said, “I love the exterior look but wish the PRO-4X 

had a taller tire, like the Titan Warrior concept, to 

balance out the visuals.” Others didn’t care for the 

front and rear overhangs, which a judge noted as 

being “unbalanced looking.” Judges unanimously 

took a pass on the Titan Box storage boxes in the 

cargo bed, which all felt were a great idea, but felt 

“clunky and awkward” in use. Inside, the knobs 

and switchgear was well thought out and the learn-

ing curve was short, but the hill descent control and 

rear locker switch were low and hard to reach while 

driving. We appreciated that all the switches could 

be easily operated while wearing bulky gloves. The 

XD impressed everyone with its well-executed stor-

age areas too.     

On-Road
On curvy, undulating roads, the Titan stuck to 

the road surface well, and handling was very good 

for such a large truck. Judges noted that the vis-

ibility from the driver seat was outstanding. Power 

from the 5.6L V-8 was well matched to the truck, 

and it pulled strong on inclines and when asked 

to propel the truck around slow-moving traffic. 

The grumbly exhaust note sounded good too. The 

engine and seven-speed automatic transmission 

worked in harmony, and there was no wanton gear 

hunting. Several judges felt that the XD’s ride was a 

bit on the harsh side—more like a 3⁄4-ton truck than 

a 1⁄2-ton truck. However, at speed, the cabin was 

tight and wind noise was minimal, which made for a 

very pleasant place to be and conversations could 

be held at a normal volume.    

Off-Road
We appreciated that Nissan gave the Titan XD 

PRO-4X a full complement of off-road–centric 

items. These bits combined to make the big XD 

surprisingly capable off-road. The truck crawled 

rocks and climbed waterfalls with ease. Far more 

ease than one would expect from a truck its size 

and weight with a not so great approach angle of 

21 degrees. Four-wheel-drive system activation and 

rear locker engagement and disengagement was 

drama free. In the sand, the XD could be coaxed to 

be a dune carver with the transfer case in low range 

and the transmission in Third gear to keep the 

rpms up. On the trail, we were relaxed knowing the 

PRO-4X’s belly was protected by oil pan, fuel tank, 

T-case, and lower radiator skidplates. The XD did 

exhibit a rougher ride than we expected off-road, as 

well as wheelhop in sand and snow. Some judges 

noted that the hill descent control was a bit clunky 

compared to other trucks in the test. Due to unique 

circumstances and possibly driver error, the failure 

of a part on our preproduction Titan XD tester 

grounded the truck on the last day of our evalua-

tion. Fortunately, it happened at the end of the test, 

which gave us ample time to evaluate the truck on 

the RTI ramp and track and in all on- and off-road 

scenarios. After speaking with Nissan, we don’t 

expect a similar issue on production XDs.

Bottom Line
The 5.6L-powered Titan XD is a great alternative 

for those wishing for a Titan XD but not wanting 

or needing the power or expense of the Cummins 

turbodiesel. With a max payload of 2,523 pounds 

and a max towing capacity of 11,000 pounds, the 

XD is work ready. Best of all, the well-stocked PRO-

4X package helps make the truck capable in a wide 

range of off-road scenarios.

�“I DON’T THINK I’D PAY THE PREMIUM FOR THE DIESEL, THIS IS A GREAT ENGINE.”

Logbook Quotes
�“Make no mistake, this is a fullsize truck.” 

�“I’m digging the integrated gooseneck 
hitch. This truck is ready to work!”

�“Heated rear seats? Yes!”
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6th Place

RAM  
2500 OFF-ROAD  
PACKAGE

What’s New
R

am has introduced the Off-Road Package, 

which is available for crew cab and Mega Cab 

2500s, including gas and diesel powertrains as well 

as long- and short-wheelbase models in all trim 

levels. The package includes a torque-activated 

Anti-Spin Differential, hill descent control (borrowed 

from the Power Wagon), towhooks, a transfer-case 

skidplate, all-terrain tires, specially tuned Bilstein 

shock absorbers, and Off-Road stickers. We’re 

guessing that the Ram 2500 Off-Road Package is 

intended to fill the void between Ram’s heavy-duty 

Cummins-powered diesel trucks and the gas-only 

Ram Power Wagon. Ram is now selling something 

that is great for towing and a bit more capable off 

the pavement. 

Ramp and Track
The Ram 2500 was not designed to be a flexy 

beast, and that fact was proven when it earned a 

score of only 321 on our 20 degree RTI ramp, the 

lowest of the group of seven trucks. At the track, 

the 370hp, 800 lb-ft 6.7L Cummins turbodiesel 

was well matched to the six-speed 68RFE auto-

matic transmission, and it reached 60 mph from 

a dead stop in a respectable 8.5 seconds. The big 

truck also fully hauled the mail down the quarter-

mile in 16.5 seconds reaching a speed of 84.5 

mph. The big Ram slowed from 60-0 mph in 131.8 

feet, which was a respectable third shortest of the 

trucks tested for 2017 despite weighing a hefty 

7,625 pounds according to the manufacturer.   

Exterior/Interior
Some judges felt the exterior look of the Ram 

2500 was “beginning to feel dated” while others 

felt that it was robust and not overdone, and more 

utilitarian and less flashy than some other in-class 

trucks. The front grille design was likened to a “Lite-

Brite” by one judge, and no one can deny that it is 
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WHAT’S HOT: 
Powerful Cummins diesel, 

solid axles, durable and familiar 

platform

WHAT’S NOT: 
Cowboy-tribal–themed interior 

styling, lack of a locking rear 

differential, axle hop in loose 

terrain 

OUR TAKE: 
A capable heavy-duty tow rig with 

decent off-road skills that many 

of the judges would happily take 

home at the end of the day

absolutely slathered in chrome—Ram appears very 

proud of its huge emblems. Tire size on the Ram 

2500 with the Off-Road Package was compliment-

ed by one judge as being “big-truck perfect,” but 

the tire tread of the Firestone Transforce AT tires 

was “flat and uninspired” and just barely what we 

would count as “off-road.” The interior of the truck 

was hit hard by our judges. The Ram 2500 Laramie 

Longhorn interior felt upscale and well-built, but 

the strange tribal-cowboy accents stitched in the 

seats and stenciled on the gauges was off-putting 

at best. We liken it to bedazzling a high-quality 

leather couch with plastic “jewels.” One judge com-

mented that the comically thick steering wheel was 

uncomfortable even just a few minutes into a drive. 

The majority of judges disliked these overdone 

embellishments. Despite this, the consensus was 

that Ram has the interior controls and locations of 

the controls dialed, making them easy to find and 

use. We appreciate the DEF gauge in the cluster to 

help keep the driver in the know on this imperative 

emissions fluid.

On-Road
All in all we were very impressed with the 

torque, ride, and handling of this big truck on-

road. “Very good for a 3⁄4-ton truck, but you still 

get your teeth rattled on some highway transitions, 

potholes, and bumps,” noted a judge. While power 

and torque never seem to lack, fuel economy for 

the truck was disappointing, although second best 

in the test with an average of 14.2 mpg. We were 

impressed by the decent 43.9-foot turning radius 

of the Ram 2500, which helped with parking the 

behemoth in tight parking lots. However, we felt 

the steering could use a bit more power assist 

and one judge called the steering “Heavy to the 

point of fatiguing.” The Ram’s highway power 

and manners generated word applause from the 

judges. “Big, long, steep highway grades? Bring 

’em! At freeway speeds this thing doesn’t even 

think about needing to drop a gear to maintain 

speed. Just build more boost and squirt up the 

road even faster,” noted a judge. Another wrote, 

“Awesome highway vehicle; very well planted and 

steady. Would make a great tow vehicle for getting 

my Jeep to the trailhead.” 

Off-Road
The Ram 2500’s coil-spring suspension rode 

great on-road for a 3⁄4-ton truck but still chattered 

and hopped when traction was lacking, like in 

sand, loose dirt, and snow. The heavy Cummins 

made plenty of power, but the weight definitely 

hurt the truck in the slow stuff causing some head 

toss. The Ram 2500 may have been the only 

truck in the test that lacked a rear locker, but a few 

judges noted that the limited slip (that comes as 

part of the Off-Road Package) was well matched 

to the vehicle’s traction control and kept the big 

truck moving on the trail when on a solid surface. 

Still, since many of the judges noted their prefer-

ence for an actual locking differential. Judges 

loved the large and usable front towhooks. We 

appreciated the truck’s huge amount of ground 

clearance but felt it needed more skidplating than 

just the standard transfer-case skidplate to protect 

its vitals off-road. 

Bottom Line
This is one heck of a capable tow rig that is also 

quite capable off-road. Several of the judges said 

they wanted to take this truck home with them after 

the test. “My choice for a tow rig,” one judge wrote. 

Another said, “It’s probably the one vehicle I would 

choose to drive home and start building.” That’s 

an impressive endorsement from folks who have 

driven a lot of trucks. 

�“LIMITED SLIP AND TRACTION CONTROL WORK WELL TOGETHER IN THE ROCKS.”

Logbook Quotes
�“More sweet, gooey torque than a Cinnabon 

has icing.”

�“Best cell phone holder ever!”

�“This thing shaked and banged on the 
hillclimb like a $5 motel headboard.”

�“If only I had lots of money and a huge 
ranch…”
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5th Place

FORD  
F-250 SUPER DUTY FX4

What’s New 
T

he ’17 F-250 Super Duty is the first-ever 

major redesign of the truck. It has an all-new 

fully boxed frame that is more than 95 percent 

high-strength steel and up to 24 times stiffer than 

the previous frame. The body of the truck is now 

constructed of high-strength aluminum alloy. 

Ford says that the new frame and body combine 

to result in a nearly 350 pound weight reduction. 

The company says it invested the weight savings 

into more robust components that provide more 

towing and hauling capability than ever. Further, the 

redone suspension and steering have features that 

set it above the standard work truck. And of course 

there’s the optional Ford-designed and Ford-built 

6.7L turbodiesel engine that generates 440 hp and 

best-in-class torque of 925 lb-ft.       

Ramp and Track
A fullsize truck isn’t always the best for wheeling, 

but the Super Duty beat others on our 20 degree 

RTI ramp with a respectable mid-pack finish of 358 

points—besting the Ram 2500 and Titan XD. On 

the track, the 6.7L turbodiesel propelled the big 

truck down the track to a 0-60 mph time of only 

7.2 seconds, right behind the First Place Raptor. 

The F-250’s quarter-mile time was just as good, 

with a 15.5-second time and a speed of 89 mph. 

Amazingly, the heavy Super Duty stopped from 

60-0 mph in 138.8 feet, which was even better 

than the Raptor.

Exterior/Interior
The F-250’s exterior is beefy looking, not subtle. 

Some judges felt that the grille bars were too big and 

awkward, while others noted that they were not fans 

at first, but the look grew on them. Because of the 

F-250s tall stature, judges noted numerous positive 

comments on the power retractable running boards, 

which aided ingress and egress. Surprisingly, even 

after a week of off-road testing the running boards 



fourwheeler.com FOUR WHEELER JUNE 2017 29

WHAT’S HOT: 
Huge payload, huge interior, 925 

lb-ft of torque, easy rear-locker 

activation, rear locker works in 

2WD, 4WD, and 4-Hi

WHAT’S NOT: 
Too many interior buttons and 

switches, wheelhop in sand, poor 

approach angle, jarring ride in 

some terrains 

OUR TAKE: 
A very refined, powerful, big truck

remained unscathed and functional. Inside, you’d 

think you settled into an F-150 with the big center 

touchscreen and familiar controls, and that’s not 

a bad thing. The huge rear seat and flat floor gave 

a sense of openness and vaulted ceilings—OK, 

maybe that’s getting carried away, but the inside was 

huge and luxurious. Judges were impressed by the 

textures, colors, and feel of the interior surfaces and 

felt that they lived up to expectations we had of our 

high-end King Ranch tester. The truck was loaded 

with technology, but one judge was astounded by 

the number of interior buttons and controls, so he 

counted ’em. He said the final tally was 125, not 

including the multiple functions of some knobs or the 

many options on the touchscreen or dash. He also 

noted that there were 10 different towing configura-

tions, adaptive cruise control, lane departure warn-

ing, and a host of others. This led him to ask, “When 

is it too much?”        

On-Road 
The Super Duty offers a great seating position 

that adds to outstanding visibility from the driver 

seat. Power generated by the turbodiesel was 

outstanding in every situation and the truck was 

undeniably quick. Handling at speed on curvy 

roads was very good. There’s no doubt that you’re 

in a truck when riding in the F-250, but engineers 

have refined and tuned the suspension for an ac-

ceptable ride that makes older 3⁄4-ton trucks seem 

antiquated. Judges liked the large outside rearview 

mirrors and the outstanding features and func-

tionality of the cargo bed including the bedliner, 

tie-downs, and tailgate step. 

Off-Road
Activating the 4WD system was quick and with-

out drama in both 4-Hi and 4-Lo. We loved that the 

rear differential locker worked in both 4-Hi, 4-Lo, 

and 2WD, and we think the method of activating 

the rear locker (by pulling on a ring that’s part of 

the T-case knob) is very intuitive and easy to use. 

Judges had high praise for the steering system and 

noted “Steering is dialed in to a razor’s edge off-

road” and “Just goes immediately where you tell it.” 

Overall, the F-250’s ride was OK, but it was rougher 

than some other trucks in the test, with the most 

notable being on rocky trails and in choppy sand. 

On washboard roads the tires stayed planted and 

the truck went where we pointed it, though in the 

sand the truck was challenged by rear wheelhop. 

The truck’s poor approach angle of 17.9 degrees 

meant that the air dam spent a lot of time pushing 

sand and dirt. In the snow, the truck handled “ex-

ceptionally well,” and the Michelin LTX A/T2 tires 

did a great job of providing traction.         

Bottom Line
The new Ford F-250 Super Duty FX4 is an awe-

some vehicle. As some said, “It’s a freight train.” 

Designed to be the best freight hauler around, this 

is one fine tow truck, but it’s plenty refined to be 

a daily driver. It’s also decently capable in certain 

types of off-road terrain, making it a good tool to 

have around. We’d love to have an F-250 Super 

Duty around for just about everything but crossing 

the Sahara desert—although we could probably 

tow the entire desert behind it.

�“AMAZINGLY, THE HEAVY SUPER DUTY STOPPED FROM 
60-0 MPH IN 138.8 FEET, WHICH WAS EVEN BETTER 
THAN THE RAPTOR.”

Logbook Quotes
�“A $75,000 truck should ride better than 

this.”

�“I honestly can’t believe how well this thing 
wheels. Total surprise.”
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NISSAN  
TITAN PRO-4X

What’s New
T

he all-new ’17 Nissan Titan is the younger, 

slimmer brother to the Titan XD. The new Titan 

sits on a completely different chassis than the XD, 

is about a foot shorter in wheelbase (139.8 inches 

vs the XD’s 151.6 inches), and is 14.7 inches 

shorter in overall length. The new aluminum 5.6L 

Endurance V-8 engine, which powered our test 

Titan, shares its displacement with the previous-

generation Nissan V-8, but from that point on, it is 

an entirely new powerplant. The new engine deliv-

ers 390 hp at 5,800 rpm and 394 lb-ft of torque (a 

73 hp and 9 lb-ft gain from the previous V-8) and 

uses Nissan’s Variable Valve Event & Lift (VVEL) 

technology that combines hydraulically controlled 

variable valve timing with electronically controlled 

variable valve lift on the intake side to punch-up 

throttle response and power. Direct injection 

technology and a new piston design (with an 11.2:1 

compression ratio, compared to 9.8:1 previously) 

also help provide better overall performance. A new 

seven-speed automatic transmission (featuring a 

fluid warmer) and new transfer case (with a 2.7:1 

low range and 38.9:1 crawl ratio) back up the En-

durance V-8. The Titan’s off-road performance has 

been enhanced with Hill Descent Control, Hill Start 

Assist, and a Brake Limited Slip Differential (BLSD), 

with an electronic locking rear differential. The front 

suspension is a double-wishbone coil-spring de-

sign, and a solid axle with leaf springs brings up the 

rear. We tested the PRO-4X model, which added 

Bilstein off-road shocks and a catalog of additional 

features including 275/70R18 all-terrain tires and 

18-inch alloy wheels.

Ramp and Track
When it came time to get flexy, the all-new Titan 

PRO-4X scored about mid-pack with a RTI score 

of 379. While not terribly bad, it only out-flexed the 

Ford Super Duty and Ram 2500 diesels. The Titan’s 

all-out acceleration performance was better, scoring 

higher in the pack (only being beat out by the Raptor 

and the Super Duty) with a 0-60 mph time of 7.5 

seconds and a quarter-mile time of 16.0 seconds at 

90.7 mph. Braking from 60 mph to a dead stop was 

the best of the bunch at 126.7 feet. 
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WHAT’S HOT: 
Peppy new V-8 with good 

transmission match, very nice 

interior

WHAT’S NOT: 
Locker engaged in 4-Lo only, 

less-than-desirable front 

suspension travel 

OUR TAKE: 
It’s a powerful and comfortable 

truck for the long hauls, with 

better-than-average off-road 

performance

Exterior/Interior
Testers found the body styling “Better pro-

portionally than the XD” and “Not as bulbous, 

porky, and dorky as the XD.” And while it offered 

good towhooks, it only had a front skidplate. Our 

test truck came equipped with a well-equipped 

interior, which included niceties such as seating 

with leather “appointments,” heating in front and 

rear, eight-way adjustability in the driver seat, 

four-way adjustability in the front passenger seat, 

heat and power adjustability in the steering wheel, 

a Rockford Fosgate premium audio system with 12 

speakers, and a coffee maker (just kidding on the 

coffee thing). It did feel like a luxury condo in there, 

though. As one tester wrote, “I rate a truck’s interior 

comforts on how long I can live in it. I could live in 

this Titan for a couple of weeks.” However, the con-

trols for the truck’s systems received mixed reviews, 

and prompted tester’s remarks such as “Buttons 

for things like the rear locker and hill descent are 

low and hard to reach while driving” and “Gauges 

are great, but the center stack info seems like Atari 

technology in an iPad world.”

On-Road
As important as dirt is to us, highway and street 

performance has to be part of the equation too. In 

that respect, the Titan PRO-4X did an admirable 

job. “Powerful engine with great acceleration and 

a real hot-rod sound,” and “The engine/trans are a 

sporty combo and feels peppy.” When it came to 

overall handling, ride quality, road visibility, steering 

and braking feel, the PRO-4X received mostly 

middle-high ratings on the 1 to 10 scales provided 

to our team of testers.

Off-Road
Quite a few test drivers expressed positive 

surprise at the Titan PRO-4X’s off-road capabili-

ties. Remarks such as “The rear locker and plenty 

of power, made this a surprisingly good dune 

scooter” and “This truck did way better than I 

expected” were echoed by others in the group. 

Washes filled with whoops did show a tendency 

for the frontend to dive though, as more than one 

driver pointed out with comments like, “Front bot-

toms out; needs more uptravel or softer bumpstop 

activation.” The group loved the fact that the 

PRO-4X offered an electronic rear locker but not 

that it was only activated when the truck was in 

low range. However, the truck did have extremely 

good hillclimbing abilities when in low range, and 

for its larger size, it turned out to be a very capable 

off-road trail truck.

Bottom Line
If you’ve lived long enough, you know that noth-

ing in life is perfect. That goes for 4x4 trucks too. 

However, we found much to like and little to not in 

the ’17 Nissan Titan PRO-4X. It’s a powerful fullsize 
1⁄2-ton 4x4 pickup that would be easy to live with.

�“THIS THING IS SUPER FUN IN SAND, IT DID GREAT ON 
THE HILLCLIMB, AND TOTALLY KILLED IT IN THE SNOW!”

Logbook Quotes
�“Parking sensor system and cameras 

came in handy on tight trails and for rock 
avoidance.”

�“This truck might be the biggest surprise  
of the week.”
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TOYOTA  
TACOMA TRD PRO

What’s New
T

he Tacoma was all-new for the ’16 model year. 

For ’17, Toyota has introduced the off-road–fo-

cused Tacoma TRD Pro. The TRD Pro adds a variety 

of functional and visual mods that set it apart from 

all other Tacoma trim levels. The TRD Pro package 

includes TRD-tuned front springs with a 1-inch lift, 

a TRD-tuned rear suspension with progressive-rate 

off-road springs, TRD-tuned Fox 21⁄2-inch internal 

bypass shocks, 16-inch TRD black alloy wheels, 

TRD Pro aluminum front skidplate, TRD exhaust, 

projector beam headlights, Rigid Industries LED 

fog lights, a special TRD Pro hood, and special 

TRD Pro badging on the interior and exterior. The 

TRD Pro also contains 4WDemand part-time 4WD 

and all traction features of the TRD Off-Road grade 

including a locking rear differential. The TRD Pro 

is available as a Double Cab shortbed model with 

either a six-speed manual or six-speed automatic 

transmission. Our test unit was equipped with the 

six-speed automatic transmission. 

Ramp And Track
On our 20 degree RTI ramp the Tacoma scored 

a 474, which is a 15 point improvement over the Ta-

coma TRD Off-Road we tested at the 2016 PTOTY. 

At the track, the TRD Pro’s 0-60 mph time was 

8.5 seconds, which was identical to the Cummins-

powered Ram 2500 in this year’s test. The TRD Pro 

completed the quarter-mile acceleration test with a 

time of 16.6 seconds at a speed of 87.1 mph. The 

truck was the second slowest in quarter-mile time 

but rose to mid-pack on the mph it was pulling at 

the finish line. Braking from 60-0 mph was very 

good at 129.8 feet. 

Exterior/Interior
Judges thought that Toyota did a good job with 

the TRD Pro exterior tweaks to make it stand out 

without being gaudy. “Muscular,” “Handsome,” 

and “Timeless” were words used to describe the 

look. Some judges felt that the TRD Pro hood got in 

the way of forward visibility though. Inside, the TRD 

Pro could easily carry four adults or, as we found, 

a week’s worth of water, snacks, and supplies for 

over 10 people. Switchgear and controls were easily 

accessible, though there were a lot of them, and 

we think some could be combined to declutter the 

interior. Overall, the interior was a nice place to be, 

but judges felt that for the price the interior should 
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WHAT’S HOT: 
TRD Pro pack-

age contents, 

outstanding off-road 

capabilities

WHAT’S NOT: 
Uncomfortable 

seats, slightly 

underpowered V-6 

OUR TAKE: 
A great truck for 

those who off-road 

often

have more upscale materials and power seats. “It 

doesn’t feel like a $44,000 truck” is an example of 

comments from the judges relating to the interior. 

Some testers complained about the seats being too 

close to the floor making long highway stretches 

uncomfortable or that headroom was tight, but we 

are a physically varied bunch and some thought the 

ergonomics were fine.    

On-Road
The TRD Pro seemed very content to be on the 

open road and other than a slight push due to body 

roll if going into a turn too hot, the truck felt planted 

and stable on the highway. However, the transmis-

sion kept itself busy on even small hills while trying 

to keep the V-6 engine in its sweet spot and the 

forward velocity at the set speed. Judges threw 

accolades at the TRD Pro for its on-road handling. 

“Sporty,” “Crisp and light,” and “Easy to whip 

around” were some of the comments. You don’t 

often here those words associated with a 4x4 truck. 

The steering also drew kudos, with one judge writ-

ing that it was “Light, controlled, predictable.” We 

did notice some exhaust note resonance at cruising 

speed rpms of 2,200 to 2,500, but it became a 

soothing purr over 3,000 rpm. One annoying thing 

that judges noted is that when the transmission is 

in manual mode, the gear indicator in the gauge 

cluster only shows the gear for a moment and then 

it disappears. We’d love for the gear indicator to 

stay on all the time when in manual mode.       

Off-Road
With Toyota’s off-road racing heritage, we 

expected the TRD Pro to work well off-road. What 

we didn’t expect is how good it actually works. The 

TRD Pro equipment combines to create a truck 

that excels off-road. Engine power is well matched 

to the truck and rather than spinning all over the 

place, the Tacoma hooks up. In open terrain, the 

truck seemed to work better the faster we went and 

we were astonished at how well it worked in the 

sand dunes. By locking the rear differential and us-

ing the manual-shifting feature to keep the engine 

buzzing, the Toyota seemed to literally float over the 

sand. But the TRD Pro is also a capable crawler. 

On rocky trails the truck just flat worked. The rear 

locker, traction control system, good clearances, 

and rugged tires all combined to make the TRD Pro 

almost unstoppable. The majority of PTOTY judges 

are anti-electronic traction control but had to admit 

that the TRD Pro’s Crawl Control is utterly amazing. 

We used the system on our loose-dirt hillclimb and 

were stunned at how well it worked to deliver power 

to the wheels, making a mockery of the hill other 

vehicles were struggling to climb. One judge wrote, 

“Stupid-proof. Low range, rear locked with Crawl 

Control, didn’t have to touch the pedals.”

Bottom Line
The Tacoma TRD Pro is a solid off-road 

performer. Toyota hit the nail on the head with 

the package contents and they combine to make 

a good truck great. For anyone looking at the 

re-emerging midsize truck market and wondering 

what to buy, we don’t think you could go wrong with 

a Toyota Tacoma TRD Pro.

�“LOVE THE TRACTION CONTROL. I CAN’T BELIEVE I JUST WROTE THAT.”

Logbook Quotes
�“Crawl Control works but that doesn’t mean 

I like it.”

�“Fun and tossable at speed.”

�“Rigid driving lights excellent but they 
highlight how underwhelming the stock 
projector lamps are by themselves.”

�“Excellent handling in the sand and snow. 
Overall, a very good off-road contender.”
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RAM  
POWER WAGON

What’s New
A

ppearance and sticker packages do not make 

a vehicle eligible for PTOTY. That said, the ’17 

Power Wagon has a new love it or hate it sticker 

package and a “handlebar mustache” grille derived 

from the Rebel pickup’s styling. So, what’s the 

Power Wagon doing in the 2017 PTOTY? Mechani-

cally, the ’17 Power Wagon is identical to the model 

that won our PTOTY 2015 award. And here’s where 

it gets tricky for the editorial staff. Ram engineers 

have revised the computer programming, changing 

the vehicle dynamics when in Tow/Haul mode, as 

well as giving a major rework of the driving calibra-

Ramp and Track
With solid front and rear axles, four slinky coils, 

and a front sway bar disconnect system, the Ram 

scored an impressive 532 points on our 20 degree 

RTI. While nowhere near the Raptor’s score, it was 

a respectable showing for a 3⁄4-ton pickup. On the 

track, the Power Wagon’s meaty 6.4L Hemi helped 

to propel the heavy Power Wagon from 0-60 mph 

tion when in 4-Lo. Essentially, the throttle tip in, 

transmission shifting, stability control, and other 

factors that actually control how the Power Wagon 

uses its hardware have been monkeyed with. So, 

given the extreme changes in off-road drivability 

and (potentially) performance software calibrations 

can have on a modern vehicle nowadays, we felt 

it was at least worth checking out, so we invited 

Power Wagon back to compete.
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WHAT’S HOT: 
Twin lockers, winch, Ram-

Boxes, and go-anywhere 

ability

WHAT’S NOT: 
Atrocious fuel economy, 

wheelhop and chatter in 

sand, and overall heavy 

feel 

OUR TAKE: 
An almost complete 

balance between off-road, 

towing and hauling, and 

daily driving capabilities

in 9.1 seconds and through the quarter-mile in 16.9 

seconds at a speed of 84.3 mph. The four-wheel 

disc brakes brought the truck to a stop in 140.6 feet 

from 60 mph.     

Exterior/Interior
Almost universally, all testers hated the billboard-

esque “Power Wagon” on the tailgate. We get it, 

Ram—It’s a Power Wagon. You don’t have to hit 

us over the head with the fact. As to the rest of the 

graphics package, some appreciated the throwback 

styling of the vertical side stripes and hood graph-

ics, hearkening to old Dodge pickup packages of 

the ’70s. Still, aside from the mustache grille first 

seen on the Rebel, the exterior styling just felt a tad 

dated next to the sleek F-250, Nissan, and the insa-

no-bulgy Raptor. The RamBox cargo management 

system isn’t new, but it’s still a solid winner, swal-

lowing all our recovery gear in secure, waterproof, 

lockable bins housed in both sides of the bed.

Inside, the interior is admittedly as dated as the 

exterior in that nothing major has changed in the 

past few years. That’s not to say the Power Wagon’s 

interior is a bad place to be. The comfy leather seat-

ing is supportive and there’s plenty of legroom, vis-

ibility, and cup holders for front and rear passengers. 

Ergonomics and functionality of the infotainment 

system, HVAC, lights, wipers, and other controls 

admittedly couldn’t get much better. It’s a smartly 

engineered cabin and just plain works, which may 

be one of the reasons Ram seems reluctant to make 

major changes at this stage in the game.

On-Road
Pillowy-soft ride with good cornering ability, a 

steering feel that’s not too hard and not too light, 

and killer turning ability for snaking into tight park-

ing spots or banging a U-turn are just a couple 

comments of note from the testers. The Goodyear 

DuraTracs do make themselves heard on the high-

way, but with big, generous power-folding mirrors, an 

excellent backup camera system, and no huge blind 

spots of any consequence, you’re able to lull yourself 

into a sense that you’re driving a pickup that’s not 

quite as mountainous as the Power Wagon really is. 

The tall suspension height perches you atop traffic, 

with a huge field of view out the ginormous wind-

shield and side windows so merging doesn’t end 

with a crunch. And in SoCal’s infamous stop-and-go 

traffic, the big brakes haul the heavy Ram down 

from speed quickly and with no drama. One tester 

claimed it “Stops like a much lighter truck.” And as 

for the newly modified Tow/Haul calibration, former 

Four Wheeler Editor Christian Hazel, who spent a 

whole year driving the ’16 Power Wagon long-term 

test vehicle, noticed absolutely no difference.

Off-Road
Yank on that big old-fashioned shift lever and 

thunk the T-case into low range with that solid, sure 

feeling that you’re behind the wheel of a real truck. 

Spin the diff locker switch to engage the rear locker, 

nail the front sway bar disconnect button, and 

ease on into the trail. The newly calibrated off-road 

throttle tip-in offers more control of right-foot inputs 

than previous calibrations, helping you to drive 

more elegantly and avoid jerky vehicle movements 

in really rough terrain. In short, you can drive the 

’17 Power Wagon more elegantly than you probably 

could a ’16 model. And if (that’s a big if, by the way) 

you find forward progress no longer easy to come 

by, you’ve still got a front locker to engage. Just 

spin that dial again and get all four of those chunky 

Goodyear DuraTrac tires pulling you forward. Yup, 

the Power Wagon crawls rocky and undulating, off-

camber loose dirt trails like nobody’s business. The 

Bilstein shocks and spring rates are well matched to 

keep head toss and body rolls to a minimum in the 

slow stuff. And fast whoops and graded dirt roads 

are handled with equal aplomb. The big Achilles 

heel for this vehicle is in sand and extremely loose 

terrain requiring heavy throttle input. In these situ-

ations, the rear axle starts hopping and chattering 

to the point of your fillings rattling out of your teeth. 

Still, for what most people are looking for in an off-

road–capable 3⁄4-ton truck, the Power Wagon over 

delivers. And we didn’t even mention the factory-

installed Warn winch. 

Bottom Line
If you can only buy one pickup, this is it.

�“IF EVERY OTHER TRUCK IS STUCK, THE POWER  
WAGON WON’T BE.”

Logbook Quotes
�“Tailgate badging is for the legally blind.”

�“A wish list of off-road features.”
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Judges Picks

We asked the judges which one of the seven 

trucks in this year’s test they’d most like to 

own and we asked ’em to pony up the reason 

why. Official scoring doesn’t matter here, this is 

all about personal preference. Here’s what each 

judge chose. 

Stuart Bourdon, Jp Technical Editor
Pickup Truck of the Year 2017 was filled with as 

varied a roster of subjects as one could possibly 

hope for. It ranged from the massive Ram 2500 

Cummins to the spry Toyota Tacoma TRD Pro. 

All had their high points, and some had some 

rather low points. However, it was the Ford F-150 

Raptor’s twin-turbo 3.5L V-6 that I found myself 

missing most once the weeklong test was over. 

Although a complicated machine, with as many 

performance options as the latest iteration of 

World of Warcraft, once mastered the Raptor 

provided the best overall performance and a 

thrill-filled ride.

Ken Brubaker, Four Wheeler Editor
I need a versatile truck and the Ram Power  

Wagon fits the bill. It has great towing and hauling 

specs, it’s super nice inside, and it’s packed with 

a slew of features that make it a great off-roader. 

I love the convenience of the RamBox Cargo 

Management System, the locking differentials, 

beefy winch, and front disconnecting stabilizer 

bar. In the market today, the Power Wagon is one 

of a kind, and I want one. Of each color.  

Matt Emery, Dirt Sports + Off-Road Editor
I know, I know. I’m supposed to say that the  Ford 

F-150 Raptor is my choice for Pickup Truck of The 

Year and the one that I’d like to take home with 

me. Don’t get me wrong; the Raptor did every-

thing that a Raptor is supposed to do. It was big, 

impressive, came with all the right parts such as 

Fox shocks and BFGoodrich KO2s to go with the 

long-travel suspension package, a locking rear 

differential, a bunch of drive modes including Hill 

Descent Control, and a roomy interior with good 

seats and ergonomics. The 3.5L EcoBoost engine 

that replaces the old 6.2L does its job and gets 

better mileage, but I kind of miss the V-8. I’m also 

not entirely sold on the 10-speed transmission, 

but the paddle shifters were fun. All in all, a great 

truck, and I enjoyed driving it.

Christian Hazel, 4Wheel & Off-Road Editor
The Raptor was a fun toy and the F-250 really 

impressed me with how comfortable and good 

looking it was. But at the end of the day when the 

chips were down and success and/or survival was 

on the line, it was always the Ram Power Wagon

I turned to. It was ’ol reliable. The St. Bernard 

rescue machine. The only thing it lacked was 

a barrel of brandy hanging under the big Warn 

winch. The RamBox cargo system was stuffed 

with all our recovery gear, the winch yanked out 

the Super Duty in the dunes, the rear hitch pulled 

the Titan XD off the trail. And as for itself, the 

front and rear lockers let it climb like a goat, the 

suspension supplely flexed, and the seat heaters 

and satellite radio kept me cozy and entertained 

the whole time. To me, the Power Wagon has 

become a warm security blanket. Even though its 

styling seems a bit dated, it’s still the most trust-

worthy, reliable, and capable choice by far.

Rick Péwé, Jp Editor
Everybody needs a truck, and when it comes 

down to the one truck that can do it all, the 

Ram Power Wagon excels. While not perfect for 

towing a fifth-wheel camper, it can still do the 

job, just like it can be a contractors rig for the 

worst terrain. It’s big, burly, and has the right 

componentry to ensure that it won’t fail in the 

outback. Simply add a larger set of tires to fill 

the wheelwells and you have one of the best 

out-of-the-box wheelers available. It even still 

has a solid 4x4 shifter on the floor—winner, 

winner!

Verne Simons, Four Wheeler Technical Editor

Picking a favorite amongst the vehicle con-

testants is hard for me. I was surprised by the 

Nissan Titan. It sounds good, its quick on-road, 

and fun to drive off-road, I like the rear locker, 

but its big and the looks leave a lot to be 

desired in my opinion. I love the Ram Power 

Wagon. It’s a 3⁄4-ton factory-ready rockcrawler. 

I want one, but it’s big, thirsty, and expensive. 

The Ford Raptor is amazing. It’s a factory ready 

pre-runner. I want one, but it’s wide, flashy, 

and expensive. The Tacoma TRD Pro is a 

smaller, slightly less rowdy version of a Raptor 

with rockcrawling capabilities approaching 

that of the Power Wagon. If I had to take one 

of these trucks home to drive every day, wheel 

on the weekend, make payments on, and pay 

to fill with fuel, that truck would be the Toyota 

Tacoma TRD Pro.

How We Test ’Em

We began our weeklong Pickup Truck of the 

Year 2017 test in Los Angeles by measuring 

each vehicle’s ramp travel index (RTI) to deter-

mine suspension articulation. We then traveled to 

Auto Club Dragway in Fontana, where we used a 

RaceLogic Performance Box to gather acceleration 

and braking data. From the track we convoyed to 

the desert via paved roads, along the way gathering 

important data regarding ride, handling, and fuel 

efficiency, among other things. For the next three 

days we spent time in every type of driving situation 

you can imagine. From stop-and-go city driving to 

wide open highway. Since our focus in on off-road 

travel, we spent the majority of time in the dirt, 

water, mud, sand, rocks, and snow. Each day of 

driving began shortly after sunup and ended after 

sundown. We traveled to both high and low altitudes 

and we drove in the dark to test lighting. On the last 

day, we made the trek back to the Los Angeles area, 

which completed the test. In the end, we drove 

each vehicle approximately 1,000 miles.

How We Score ’Em

Our scoring procedure utilizes five weighted categories. Here’s the breakdown: 30 percent Trail Perfor-

mance (how a vehicle performs in a variety of wheeling environments and off-road-centric features like 

4WD system operation, tires, traction aids, and so on), 25 percent Empirical (RTI, acceleration, braking, 

price, and so on), 20 percent On Pavement (handling, ride quality, steering feel, and so on) 15 percent 

Interior (instrumentation, ingress and egress, seat comfort, storage, and so on), and 10 percent Exterior 

(appearance, stance, body protection, and so on).

Final Results
Ford  
Raptor

Ford  
F-250

Nissan  
Titan

Nissan  
Titan XD

Ram  
2500

Power 
Wagon

Toyota  
Tacoma

Trail Performance 24.74 17.23 18.72 16.90 16.00 24.87 23.13

Empirical 18.93 17.68 19.11 17.14 15.36 16.25 18.57

On-Road Performance 14.64 12.93 12.47 11.18 12.76 13.58 13.93

Interior 10.39 10.71 9.65 9.21 9.83 10.83 8.77

Exterior 8.86 6.10 5.83 5.35 6.60 7.59 6.33

Total 77.56 64.65 65.78 59.78 60.55 73.12 70.73
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Feature 2017 Four Wheeler Pickup Truck Of The Year

Winner!

FORD  
F-150 RAPTOR

What’s New
F

ord Motor Company will tell you that it invented 

the high-performance off-road truck segment 

with the introduction of the first-gen Ford F-150 

Raptor. Well, OK, we can probably give them 

that. One thing is undeniable: the ’17 model is an 

all-new beast. The new truck has shed up to 500 

pounds of weight through the use of military-grade 

aluminum alloy body panels. It gained horsepower 

and torque. The second-gen 3.5L EcoBoost V-6 

produces 510 lb-ft of torque (up by 76) and 450 

hp (gaining 39) for an increase of 107 percent in 

torque-to-weight ratio and 94 percent in horsepow-

er-to-weight ratio over the 6.2L V-8. Available in Su-

perCab (the 133-inch wheelbase model we tested) 

and a Raptor-only SuperCrew configuration offering 

a 134.2-inch wheelbase, the ’17 Raptor features 

a high-strength steel box frame. The suspension 

system has been redesigned to deliver 0.8 inches 

more wheel travel (13 inches total) in front and 1.9 

inches more (13.9 inches total) in rear. New shocks 

codeveloped with Fox have grown to a 3-inch 

diameter and provide nine-stage bypass damping 

and integrated bumpstops. Most impressive was 

the Raptor’s 30-degree approach, 22-degree 

breakover, and 23-degree departure angles, a 

product of an average 2-inch gain in ride height and 

redesigned front and rear bumper overhangs. Then 

there’s the new 10-speed automatic transmission 

and AWD/FWD combo transfer case with Terrain 

Management. The transmission can be operated 

in manual mode through the steering wheel-

mounted paddle shifters, but in auto mode, it can 

non-sequentially select what it thinks is the right 

gear based on performance needs. The integrated 

AWD/FWD T-case system allows the driver to select 

between five different off-road modes.      

Ramp and Track
On the RTI ramp, the Raptor topped this year’s 

field of tested pickup trucks (and scored higher 

than any new truck we’ve tested in recent memory) 

with a score of 627. On the track, the new Raptor 

did not disappoint either. Say what you will about 
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WHAT’S HOT: 
Powerful engine, lots of 

wheel travel, sharp looks, 

good overall off-road 

performance

WHAT’S NOT: 
Too many electronic 

nannies, overly complex 

drivetrain management 

system 

OUR TAKE: 
The 2017 Pickup Truck  

of the Year

the small-displacement twin-turbo engine, but it 

hauled the fullsize pickup down the quarter-mile 

in 15 seconds flat, topping out at 91.8 mph. Brak-

ing, however, was at the bottom of the group, with 

a 60-0 mph distance of 146.4 feet.

Exterior/Interior
When it came to exterior styling, the Raptor 

received a lot of “likes” from the group of testers. 

Its overall aggressive cut and rake said high-

performance all over it. One tester remarked, “An 

epic redesign! It’s rare that I immediately like any 

new bodystyle, but Ford hit a home run with this 

one.” Another noted, “Looks like something out 

of the Transformer movies.” Positive comments 

concerning the high-clearance bumpers were 

abundant. The interior, however, took some digs 

from the judges. The tiny gear-indicator numbers 

was an especially sore subject, and the steering-

wheel–mounted shift paddles blocked the gear 

indicator numbers for some drivers.

On-Road
The hard truth is that as much as we love being 

off-road, there are often times a lot of on-road miles 

that must be driven to get to the off-road miles. 

So a truck’s on-road manners are important too. 

The Raptor’s on-road performance was blisteringly 

fast and silky smooth, but nothing is perfect. We 

know it’s all about improving EPA fuel-consumption 

numbers, but the auto engine stop-start feature in 

this type of truck was not enjoyed by any. Some 

felt that in auto mode the 10-speed transmission 

didn’t downshift quickly enough or keep the engine 

in its power band better. The exhaust note seemed 

“pretty wimpy” for a truck marketed as a perfor-

mance vehicle. The Raptor did carve the curvy 

canyon roads very nicely, offered excellent ride 

quality on the highway, and the ability to electroni-

cally alter the steering feedback in three different 

settings was well received.      

Off-Road
Off-road activity is the bullseye this truck was 

specifically designed to hit. How did it do? In the 

sand dunes, a judge called it a “fun sand surfboard.” 

It took us a while to figure out how to cancel the elec-

tronic nannies, but once we figured it out, the truck 

became even more fun. Many thought the system 

through which the driver manages the Terrain Man-

agement System was not as easy to use (“too many 

modes, too hard to access” and “overly complex”) as 

it should be. On graded dirt roads, rocky trails, sandy 

washes, and hillclimbs, it performed very well, and 

received glowing remarks. “I honestly can’t believe 

how well this truck wheels. Total surprise,” came 

from one of our most experienced and respected 

testers. Many commented on the fact that the Raptor 

was one of only two trucks in the group that came 

with real off-road tires (BFGoodrich All-Terrain T/A 

KO2s) and how liberating it was to not worry about 

tire damage during our week of testing. The truck 

featured a compliant and flexible suspension, 4.10 

gears, a Torsen torque-sensing limited-slip differen-

tial up front, and an electric locker in the rear that 

came into play in 4-Hi or 4-Lo, all of which made off-

roading in this truck enjoyable. Easily accessible and 

smartly designed towhooks front and rear (which we 

did not have to use) were also a big plus.

Bottom Line
For a truck that appears to be a single-purpose 

vehicle, the ’17 Ford F-150 Raptor performed 

very well in almost every arena of off-road activity. 

It’s powerful, quick, responsive to many types of 

terrain, fun to drive on- and off-road, and despite 

some complexities, it was for many testers in the 

group the vehicle they would most like to have in 

their driveway this year.

�“THE RAPTOR IS THE EQUIVALENT OF AN AMUSEMENT 
PARK THRILL RIDE.”

Logbook Quotes
�“Feels big and wide, but still light, nimble, 

and flexible.”

�“The most fun you can have in a truck with 
your clothes on.”

�“An impressive redesign both visually and 
functionally.”

�“Point wheels, stab throttle, feel the  
adrenalin.”             
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GENERAL

Vehicle/model 2017 Ford F-150 Raptor SuperCab 4x4 2017 Ford Super Duty F-250 FX4 Crew Ca 2017 Nissan Titan PRO-4X

Base price $48,325 $57,455 $45,020

Price as tested $65,825 $75,715 $52,305

Options as tested Equipment Group 802A ($9,345), Exterior 

Graphics Package ($1,075), Hood Graphics 

Package ($900), Foldable Pickup Bed Extender 

($250), Tailgate Step ($375), $17-inch Forged-

Aluminum Wheels ($1,165), Heated Steering 

Wheel ($155), Raptor Technology Package 

($1,950), Stowable Loading Ramps ($595), 

Spray-in Bedliner ($495), Destination Charge 

($1,195) 

Caribou Accent/Ruby Red ($395), Preferred 

Equipment Package 700A, including 6.7L Power 

Stroke V-8, Six-Speed Automatic Transmission, 

LT275/65R20E tires ($8,595), 3.55 Electronic 

Locking Axle ($390), FX4 Off-Road Package 

including Skidplates ($295), Adaptive Cruise 

Control ($740), Fifth Wheel Hitch Prep Package 

($370), Quad Beam LED headlamps ($1,080), 

Blind Spot Info System/BLIS ($540), 20-inch 

Wheels ($1,240), Trailer TPMS/Cust. Placed 

Can ($725), Upfitter Switches ($165), dual extra 

heavy-duty alternator ($0), Spray-In Bedliner 

($495), Heated Rear Seat ($300), Tow Tech-

nology Bundle ($1,735), Destination Charge 

($1,195)

PRO-4X Utility and Tow Package ($1,820),  

PRO-4X Convenience Package ($3,520),  

PRO-4X Luxury Package ($750),  

Destination Charge ($1,195)

ENGINE

Type 24-valve DOHC V-6 32-valve OHV V-8 32-valve DOHC V-8

Displacement (ci/liter) 213/3.5 409/6.7 342/5.6

Bore x stroke (in) 3.64x3.45 3.90x4.25 3.86x3.62

Compression ratio (:1) 10.5 16.2 11.2

Intake/FI High-pressure direct injection and low-pressure 

port fuel injection

Turbocharged/high-pressure common-rail Naturally aspirated/direct injection

Mfg.’s power (hp)/torque (lb-ft) rating @ rpm 450 @ 5,000/510 @ 3,500 440 @ 2,800/925 @ 1,800 390 @ 5,800/394 @ 4,000

Mfg.’s suggested fuel type Regular unleaded Ultra low-sulphur diesel Regular unleaded

DRIVETRAIN

Transmission Ford/GM 10-spd automatic TorqShift 6-spd automatic JATCO 7-spd automatic

Ratios (:1) 1st: 4.70, 2nd: 2.99, 3rd: 2.15, 4th: 1.77,  

5th: 1.52, 6th: 1.28, 7th: 1.00, 8th: 0.85,  

9th: 0.69, 10th: 0.64, Reverse: 4.87

1st: 4.17, 2nd: 2.34, 3rd: 1.52, 4th: 1.14,  

5th: 0.87, 6th: 0.69, Reverse: 3.40

1st: 4.89, 2nd: 3.17, 3rd: 2.03, 4th: 1.41,  

5th: 1.00, 6th: 0.86, 7th: 0.77, Reverse: 4.04

Axle ratio (:1) 4.10 3.55 3.92

Transfer case 44-66 2-spd BW 44-66 2-spd Magna TX91A 2-spd

Low-range ratio (:1) 2.64 2.64 2.72

Crawl ratio (:1) 50.8 50.8 39.0

FRAME/BODY

Frame Steel, ladder-type Steel, ladder-type Steel, ladder-type

Body Aluminum Aluminum Steel

SUSPENSION/AXLES

Front Independent double-wishbone, Fox Racing 

Shox/Ford 8.8-in

Coil springs, heavy-duty gas shock absorbers, 

stabilizer bar/Dana 60

Double-wishbone, Bilstein shocks,  

stabilizer bar/AAM 8.25-in

Rear Leaf-spring, Fox Racing Shox/Ford Sterling 

9.75-in

Leaf springs, heavy-duty gas shock absorbers, 

stabilizer bar/Ford Sterling 9.75-in.

Multileaf, Bilstein shocks,  

stabilizer bar/AAM 9.5-in

STEERING

Type Electrically-assisted power rack-and-pinion Hydraulic recirculating ball Power rack-and-pinion

Turns (lock-to-lock) 3.26 3.8 2.9

Ratio (:1) 17.1 18.5 16.1

BRAKES

Front 13.8x1.33-in vented disc, dual-piston caliper 14.29x1.50-in vented discs, dual-piston caliper 13.8x1.2-in vented disc, dual-piston caliper

Rear 13.7x1.0-in vented disc, single-piston caliper 14.29x1.20-in vented discs, dual-piston caliper 13.6x0.8-in vented disc, single-piston caliper

ABS Four-wheel Four-wheel Four-wheel

WHEELS/TIRES

Wheels (in) 17x8.5 20x8 18x8

Tires LT315/70R17 BFGoodrich All-Terrain T/A KO2 LT275/65R20E Michelin LTX P275/70R18 General Grabber APT

FUEL ECONOMY

EPA city/highway 15/18 N/A 15/20

Observed city/highway/trail 13.4 13.7 13.5

DIMENSIONS/CAPACITIES

Weight (lb) 5,518 7,264 5,684

Wheelbase (in) 134.2 160 139.8

Overall length (in) 220 250 228.5

Overall width (in) 86.3 (mirrors, 96.8) 105.9 80.7

Height (in) 78.5 81.5 77.2

Track f/r (in) 73.9/73.6 68.3/67.2 68.6/68.0

Minimum ground clearance (in) 11.5 8.2 9.8

Turning diameter, curb-to-curb (ft) 43.8 53.0 48.0

Approach/departure angles (deg) 30/23 17.9/22.1 22.8/23.0

Breakover angle (deg) 22 22.6 21.7

GVWR (lb) 7,850 10,000 7,300

Payload (lb) 1,000 3,450 1,620

Maximum towing capacity (lb) 6,000 15,400 9,230

Seating 5 6 5

Fuel capacity (gal) 26 34 26

PERFORMANCE

0-60 mph (sec) 6.3 7.2 7.5

Quarter-mile (sec @ mph) 15.0 @ 91.8 15.5 @ 89.0 16.0 @ 90.7

Braking 60-0 mph (ft) 146.4 138.8 126.7

Ramp Travel Index (points) 627 358 379

2017 Pickup Truck Of The Year: Specifications As TestedTest
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2016 Nissan Titan XD PRO-4X 2017 Ram Power Wagon Crew Cab 2017 Ram 2500 Laramie Longhorn Crew Cab 4x4 2017 Toyota Tacoma Double Cab TRD Pro

$45,970 $51,695 $57,095 $42,760

$53,085 $62,805 $71,170 $44,394

PRO-4X Utility and Audio Package ($1,100), 

PRO-4X Convenience Package ($3,310), 

PRO-4X Luxury Package ($1,510), Destination 

Charge ($1,195)

Power Wagon Package 22P, DOT Certified 

Roadside Safety Kit ($195), Leather and Luxu-

ry Group ($4,995), Convenience Group ($395) 

Tri-fold Tonneau Cover ($545), Rear Window 

Defroster ($195), Power Folding Black Trailer 

Tow Mirrors with Memory ($195), Keyless 

Enter ‘N Go ($195), Center High-Mount Stop 

Lamp w/Cargo View Camera ($345), Uconnect 

8.4 Nav ($500), Power Adjustable Pedals 

w/Memory ($195), Remote Start System 

($245), RamBox Cargo Management System 

($1,295), Spray-in Bedliner ($495), Destina-

tion Charge ($1,320)

Longhorn Package 2FK, DOT Certified Roadside 

Safety Kit ($195), Protection Group ($50), Con-

venience Group ($395), Cold Weather Group 

($95), Fifth Wheel/Gooseneck Towing Prep 

Group ($445), Monotone Paint ($225), Off-Road 

Package ($150), 220-amp Alternator ($100), 

Tri-Fold Tonneau Cover ($545), Anti-Spin Dif-

ferential Rear Axle ($435), 6-speed Automatic 

Transmission, 3.42 Axle Ratio, 6.7L Cummins 

Turbodiesel ($8,700), Rear Window Defroster 

($195), Keyless Enter ‘N Go ($195), Clearance 

Lamps ($95), Center High-Mount Stop Lamp 

w/Cargo View Camera ($345), Wheel-to-Wheel 

Side Steps ($345), LT275/70R18E tires ($245), 

Destination Charge ($1,320)

Glass Breakage Sensor ($299), Paint Protec-

tion Film ($395), Destination Charge ($940)

32-valve DOHC V-8 16-valve DOHC V-8 w/ MDS 24-valve OHV direct injection turbodiesel Atkinson cycle VVT-iW V-6

342/5.6 392/6.4 408/6.7 210.9/3.5

3.86x3.62 4.09x3.72 4.21x4.88 3.70x3.27

11.2 10.0 16.2 11.8

Naturally aspirated/direct injection Multiport sequential EFI Electronic high-pressure common-rail D4S (direct and port) EFI

390 @ 5,800/401 @ 4,000 410 @ 5,600/429 @ 4,000 370 @ 2,800/800 @ 1,600 278 @ 6,000/265 @ 4,600

Regular unleaded Regular unleaded Ultra-low sulfur diesel Regular unleaded

JATCO 7-spd automatic 66RFE 6-spd automatic 68RFE 6-spd automatic Aisin AC60F 6-spd ECT automatic

1st: 4.89, 2nd: 3.17, 3rd: 2.03, 4th: 1.41,  

5th: 1.00, 6th: 0.86, 7th: 0.77, Reverse: 4.04

1st: 3.23, 2nd: 1.84, 3rd: 1.41, 4th: 1.00,  

5th: 0.82, 6th: 0.63, Reverse: 4.44

1st: 3.23, 2nd: 1.84, 3rd: 1.41, 4th: 1.00,  

5th: 0.82, 6th: 0.63, Reverse: 4.44

1st: 3.60, 2nd: 2.09, 3rd: 1.49, 4th: 1.00,  

5th: 0.69, 6th: 0.58, Reverse: 3.73

3.36 3.42 3.42 3.91

Magna TX91A 2-spd BW 44-47 2-spd BW 44-46 2-spd Aisin VF2CM 2-spd

2.72 2.64 2.64 2.57

44.6 35.1 35 36.2

Steel, ladder-type Steel, ladder-type Steel, ladder-type Steel, ladder-type

Steel Steel Steel Steel

Independent double-wishbone, Bilstein 

shocks, stabilizer bar/AAM 9.25-in

Three-link, track bar, coil springs, stabilizer 

bar/AAM 9.25-in

Three-link, track bar, coil springs, stabilizer 

bar/AAM 9.25-in

Double wish bone, TRD-tuned 2.5-in Fox Racing 

internal bypass coilovers, stabilizer bar/Hino 8-in

Multileaf, Bilstein shocks, stabilizer bar/AAM 

9.75-in

Five-link, track bar, coil springs, stabilizer bar/

AAM 11.5-in

Five-link, track bar, coil springs, stabilizer bar/

AAM 11.5-in

TRD-tuned leaf spring, Fox Racing remote-

reservoir shocks/BD22AN 8.75-in

Hydraulic recirculating ball Power recirculating ball Power recirculating ball Power rack-and-pinion

4.6 3.33 3.33 3.64

19 15.58 15.0 17.3

14.17x1.5-in vented disc, dual-piston caliper 14.17x1.54-in disc, dual-piston caliper 14.17x1.54-in disc, dual-piston caliper 10.75-in vented disc, four-piston caliper

14.37x1.2-in vented disc, dual-piston caliper 14.09x1.34-in disc, dual-piston caliper 14.09x1.34-inch disc, dual-piston caliper 10-inch drum

Four-wheel Four-wheel Four-wheel Four-wheel

18x7.5 17x8 18x8 16x7 aluminum

LT275/65R18 General Grabber APT P285/70R17 Goodyear Wrangler DuraTrac LT275/70R18E Firestone Transforce AT P265/70R16 Goodyear Wrangler All-Terrain 

Adventure with Kevlar

N/A N/A N/A 18/23

10.2 10.5 14.2 16.7

6,517 6,669 6,890 4,425

151.6 149.3 149.5 127.4

243.6 237.3 237.4 212.3

80.7 79.1 79.1 75.2

78.4 81.0 77.7 71.6

68.6/68.6 68.6/68.0 68.3/68.2 64.0/64.2

8.8 8.3 7.1 9.4

53.8 47.7 43.9 40.8

21.0/24.5 33.6/26.2 21.8/22.3 35/23.9

20.2 23.5 18.2 26

8,800 8,510 10,000 5,600

2,523 1,510 2,380 1,175

11,000 10,030 17,200 6,400

5 6 5 5

26 31 31 21.1

8.3 9.1 8.5 8.5

16.4 @ 86.6 16.9 @ 84.3 16.5 @ 84.5 16.6 @ 87.1

138.1 140.6 131.8 129.8

340 532 321 474



TOYOTIRES.COM/OPENCOUNTRY



IN EVERY FOREST THERE’S A BEAST.

ANY VEHICLE. EVERY TERRAIN. ALL OR NOTHING.
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on it that functions properly, and is without is-

sue until we are on the coast-side or remove the 

load. At that point, the demon within comes to 

life leaving us to wonder: Will we make it one 

more mile or will we hear the dreaded “bang” 

that off-roaders hate and fear most? We figured 

that instead of waiting until it craters on the 

trail, it would be smarter to take a proactive ap-

proach, get inside, see what’s going on, and fix 

the problem.

If you are unfamiliar with JB Conversions’ 

LoMax 205, here is some info that will give you 

a better understanding of the science behind it. 

The case itself is machined to the same toler-

ances as the original NP205, but it’s made from 

a ductile or nodular iron casting. The LoMax 

design has additional ribbing inside, thicker 

walls adding even more strength to the case, 

while the nodular iron offers a unique combina-

tion of strength, wear and fatigue resistance to 

the finished product. JB Conversions kept the 

case dimensions identical to the original NP205 

T
HERE IS LITTLE DEBATE OR DOUBT THAT 

gear-driven transfer cases have been 

a popular swap for hardcore wheeling 

rigs, and often they have been the choice 

for builders over chain-driven designs for good 

reason. Of the gear-driven options, the NP205 

has been one of the most commonly used cases 

for serious off-road enthusiasts and builders for 

multiple reasons, including their sheer strength; 

the ability to add doublers to cure the inferior, 

factory 1.96 low range ratio; and there’s twin-

stick options and plenty of aftermarket support 

when it comes to finding bearings and seals for 

repairs or rebuilds. It’s a time-tested case that 

has proven to be one that can take a beating out 

on the trail and still hold up through time and, 

occasionally, neglect. 

Our JB Conversions LoMax 205 had begun 

emitting a growling noise and vibration that 

was getting progressively worse. Our 205 is 

fine while under load, 

has an ORD twin-stick 

Rebuilding a JB Conversions LoMax 205 T-case
By Will Morgan  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: Will Morgan

Tech

design to eliminate modifications to drivelines, 

shifters or mounting for those replacing a stock 

unit. One of the biggest advantages of the Lo-

Max is the wider, stronger 3:1 ratio gearset that 

replaces the inadequate 1.96:1 ratio that a stock 

NP205 comes with, making it a worthy swap 

for any build intended for the trails. 

During the transfer case removal process, 

we found a couple of things that could pos-

sibly be contributing factors to what we were 

experiencing as far as the noise and vibration. 

The transmission adapter had come loose from 

the crossmember and the front U-joint on the 

rear driveshaft had seen its last mile. All things 

considered, we knew we still wanted to get 

inside the T-case to see if there was anything 

that could potentially become a bigger problem 

down the road.

After getting the case removed from our 

Jeep, we headed down to Inland Truck Parts 

in Casper, Wyoming. Inland Truck Parts has 

years of experience with 205s, and Shop  

 LOMAX  

205  
 LOWDOWN
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Foreman Chris Cochran was more than eager 

to help us tear into this project and figure out 

what, if anything, was causing this case to 

sound so horrible. As we pulled each gearset 

out and began to inspect them, we were pleas-

antly surprised, yet somewhat puzzled, to see 

that not only did the components appear to be 

fully intact, they were in excellent condition. 

The bearings and races as well as the gears all 

looked like they were freshly installed, giving 

a sense of confidence that this case was func-

tioning and holding up incredibly well. About 

the only thing that stood out as the possible 

culprit and cause of the noise was a very slight 

appearance of engagement and wearing of the 

inner teeth on the inside of the slider rings. 

We completed the rebuild using standard off-

the-shelf NP205 parts. After a short amount 

of deliberation, we also decided to replace our 

Jeep’s driveshafts since the others had seen 

years of abuse. We reached out to our friends 

at J.E. Reel Driveline, and the team built us 

some new ’shafts to finish off the project.

After the rebuild, it was time for a shake-

down run. With equal amounts of anticipation 

and reservation, we loaded up figuring the only 

way to find out if it worked was to put the Jeep 

1. Before we started tearing this case apart we 

wanted to knock the accumlated grime off of it so we 

tossed it into the parts washer for a quick degreas-

ing. Starting with the parts in a clean condition helps 

identify any issues that may be hidden under built 

up grime.

2. With the front bearing retainer and rear output 

shaft/gear assembly removed, we simply had to tap 

the front output shaft towards the rear of the case so 

we could fully remove and inspect it.

3. Here, Cochran is preparing to remove the idler 

shaft from the case before the final step of removing 

the intermediate gear and shift rails along with the 

shift forks, leaving the case completely empty and 

ready for one more cleaning before we began reas-
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5. It is always recommended that when something of 

this magnitude is disassembled, new races, bearings, 

seals and gaskets are used when reassembling the 

unit. These components are among the lowest cost 

items in a transfer case and are the most common 

failure.

6. For those who might want or need the help of a 

good set of step-by-step instructions, JB Conver-

sions has an online PDF that can be downloaded and 

printed so you have a reference guide on-hand during 

the rebuild process.

7. With the new seals in place, the rails and forks 

were installed, all of which had to go together in a 

specific order to allow the poppet balls to properly 

engage with the detent notches on the shift rails

O f i i if  

r i i p i pi
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dy for one more cleaning before we began reas-

mbling our LoMax 205 with the new components.

Here, the components are spread out for a final

pection before the new bearings, 

es, and seals are pressed

o the drive assemblies.

engage with the detent notches on the shift rails.

Once the forks were properly positioned on the shift

rails, we locked them in place with the roll pins.
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8. The input bearing was installed and an external 

snap ring was installed on the input shaft, which also 

helped hold the shaft in place while we installed the 

slider ring into the fork inside the case before install-

ing the output shaft.

9. Next, the needle bearings were installed and the 

rear output shaft was installed onto the rear of the 

input shaft. The rear output bearing housing was 

then bolted down after applying a thin layer of RTV 

sealant and a gasket. Once the bearing housing was 

tightened down the tailhousing was installed using 

the same method and torque specs.

10. With the input and output shafts installed, we 

applied a thin bead of RTV sealant and a gasket before 

mounting the Advanced Adapters transmission adapter.

11. The front output roller bearings and gear as-

sembly were installed into the case followed by the 

rear bearing retainer and front bearing housing and 

flange. All mounting surfaces received a layer of RTV 

and a gasket or new seals.

12. We installed the shift linkage before the flange, 

allowing us a little extra room to work.

13. The poppet balls, springs and caps were rein-

stalled into the case so they could perform their task 

in conjunction with the shift rails.

14. Before any of the bolts were reinstalled they all 

got a dab of red thread lock to ensure we don’t have 

any issues of bolts backing out while out wheeling.

15. Lastly, the inspection cover was reinstalled and 

sealed with the same RTV sealant and a gasket as on 

the rest of our other mounting surfaces.

16. With the rebuild finished and ready to install 

into the vehicle, we have complete confidence we 

should not be experiencing any more issues from our 

transfer case. 

8
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on the road. To our relief, almost all of the noise 

and vibration was eliminated. As we know 

with our types of crawlers, they will never be 

long distance comfort cruisers and since our 

rig is built for the rocks we’re feeling pretty 

good about being able to comfortably run 40 

mph while heading back and forth to the trails. 

Even though nothing stood out within our 205 

as being the sole issue, rebuilding it definitely 

tightened things and was worthwhile since it 

had seen a decade of hard wheeling and was in 

need of some attention. 

Here are some of the highlights of our  

LoMax 205 rebuild. fw

SOURCES
JB Conversions

337/625-2379

jbconversions.com

Inland Truck Parts

307/265-1017

inlandtruck.com

J.E. Reel Driveline

909/629-9002

reeldriveline.com
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UNDER  
PRESSURE

A tire pressure monitoring system for nearly any 
wheeled vehicle
By John Cappa  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: John Cappa

M
UCH TO THE CHAGRIN OF MOST OFF-ROAD 

enthusiasts, tire pressure monitor-

ing systems (TPMS) have been 

around several years. The U.S. 

Government mandated the use of TPMS in all 

light motor vehicles (less than 10,000 pounds) 

sold after September 1, 2007. To many of us, 

the flashing brilliant dash lights and incessant 

annoying alarms of the TPMS has become a 
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y n aftermarket TPMS to 
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SOURCE
ARB

866/293-9078, arbusa.com

1. Installing the ARB external TPMS sensors is easy. 

Remove the valve stem cap and install the small rubber 

seal and locknut, leaving enough threads for the sensor.

2. Each sensor is marked for proper vehicle corner loca-

tion. The sensor is threaded all the way onto the valve 

stem. Check for leaks with soapy water. Lock the sensor 

in place with the nut using the included wrench and flip 

the dust seal up into place. 

3. The ARB TPMS sensors are obviously a little larger 

and more delicate than a standard air cap. In some 

applications, they may stick out too far and could be 

damaged by trail obstacles. They are better suited on 

wheels with tucked-in valve stems if you plan to use 

them off-road. 

4. Each sensor uses a common CR1632-type watch 

battery and sends a radio signal. The ARB TPMS moni-

tor is powered by and plugs into a 12V cigarette lighter/

power outlet. Unlike most factory TPMS systems, 

the ARB unit can be adjusted for optimal pressure, 

high pressure, and low pressure. An alarm activates if 

the tires deviate from the preprogrammed pressures. 

Also, each tire can be set for a different air pressure if 

desired or required, such as varying front and rear air 

pressures to compensate for cargo. 

5. ARB also offers the TPMS kit with traditional internal 

sensors if you don’t like the simple air cap-style sensors. 

The internal sensors require the tires to be partially 

dismounted for installation. 
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SHOWN WITH
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ACCESSORIES

TRAIL RACK 

SHOWN WITH 
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WWW.FABTECHMOTORSPORTS.COM

Hungry for some off-roading this weekend? Then you 

better have the suspension that can take you there and 

back. Fabtech’s full line of Super Duty suspensions 

and shocks has everything from entry level to exotic. 

Get the best, get Fabtech.

• 2” / 4” / 6” / 8” Systems

• 4 Link Conversion 

• 2.5 & 4.0 Coilover Conversion

• Traction Bars

2017 FORD F250 | F350 4WD
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FOLD & GO
to invest in a heavy and expensive bed shell. 

Over the years, we’ve tested an assortment of 

different styles and types of bed covers, and by 

far one of our favorites has been the EZFold 

Soft Tonneau Cover from Bestop. While Bestop 

is mostly known for its Jeep Wrangler soft tops, 

the company has been turning out a few varia-

tions of soft-series bed covers for years.

One of the reasons we like the EZFold cover 

is that it’s extremely easy to take on and off. 

Folding up in just two flips, the leather grain-

textured vinyl cover looks and feels like a qual-

W
E LOVE OWNING A TRUCK. GIVEN THAT WE 

routinely like to haul an assortment 

of gear and bed toys, having a pick-

up simply makes more sense than 

an SUV. The biggest challenge we’ve found 

with our ’08 Toyota Tacoma Double Cab has 

been the lack of covered storage options once 

we fill up the cabin with passengers. While 

daily driving, this isn’t much of a concern. 

However, for longer trips, it was a real problem. 

Since we use our truck to haul a variety of 

items from motorcycles to tires, we didn’t want 

Bestop’s EZFold Tonneau Cover review 
By Ali Mansour  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: Ali Mansour

ity bed cover. Another plus is the above-the-rail 

design, which means there’s minimal bracketry 

as the aluminum frame is built into the cover. 

This greatly lessens the possibility of damage to 

the covers attachment system when compared 

to a below-the-rail setup. 

We’ve had the cover on our Tacoma for more 

than a year now and absolutely love it. It’s easy to 

clean, doesn’t leak, and can come off in less than 

a minute. For those looking for a versatile bed 

cover that’s reasonably priced, we say the Bestop 

EZFold cover is definitely worth taking a look.
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1. The only bolting required for our ’08 Tacoma’s 

60-inch bed were the four rail clamps. Our truck 

was fit with Toyota’s bedrail system from the factory, 

which makes sliding the insert brackets in a breeze. 

We are also able to retain the stock Toyota bedrail 

tie-downs. 

2. With the brackets bolted in place, you can set the 

cover on the truck. The quick-latch system allows you 

to slide over the latches, which can be adjusted to 

ensure there’s plenty of pressure to keep the cover 

in place. 

3. If you just need a little extra room in the bed, you 

can quickly unlatch the rear of the cover and fold it 

SOURCE
Bestop
800/845-3567

bestop.com

(two times) towards the front of the cab. The sewn-in 

strap-and-latch system will prevent the cover from 

coming undone down the road. 

4. Since the cover has an over-the-rail design, 

it’s extremely easy to take on and off. Both sides, 

along with the forward portion of the cover’s 

bottom, are fit with foam padding to provide a 

cushioned mounting surface and sealing from 

the elements. We take our cover on and off a fair 

amount. At some point, we damaged the foam 

bottom on one of the front runners, which allowed 

the cover to leak. A quick trip to Lowes got us 

fixed up with some new weatherstripping, and we 

haven’t had an issue since. fw
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BENT RUBICON 
D44 SOLUTION

T
HE JK WRANGLER HAS ARGUABLY BECOME THE 

most-popular Jeep in all the iconic 4x4 

brand’s history and the addition of the 

four-door Unlimited filled a gap that 

needed to be filled. With the higher sales num-

bers comes more breakage. JKs are typically 

put under more stress, mostly because of their 

G2’s CORE 44 housing is a direct 
swap for a Rubicon Dana 44
By Jake Headlee  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: Jake Headlee

Tech
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overall size and the wheelwell openings. Those 

giant holes are great for stuffing 35s, 37s, and 

bigger under the Jeep. 

Stock, a non-Rubicon JK comes with a 

Dana 30 up front. Rubicon models step up to 

a Dana 44 front as well as selectable lockers 

front and rear. The internal components of the 

Dana 44 are strong, typically the weak link 

is the housing. Bent tubes, broken castings 

and mangled bracketry are common failures. 

That’s where G2 Axle & Gear has jumped in 

with its CORE 44 housing.

The G2 CORE 44 is a beast compared to the 

stock Dana 44. The tube size is bumped up to 3 

inches in diameter with 5⁄16-inch wall thickness. 

All bracketry is laser cut and CNC formed from 
1⁄4-inch steel and comes prewelded for direct in-

stallation. It can use the same 8.5-inch Rubicon 

Dana 44 ring-and-pinion set, the same factory 

Rubicon selectable locker, and bolts right in as 

a replacement. G2 also sells the CORE 44 with 

internals preinstalled and ready to go. Choose 

Side By Side  
Comparison
Both the stock Dana 30 and Dana 44 hous-

ings have the same material dimensions. 

This is how they stack up against a CORE 44:

Tube Diameter
->CORE 44: 3-inch

->Stock: 2.5-inch

Tube Wall Thickness
->CORE 44: 0.3125-inch

->Stock: 0.250-inch

Inner C (ball joint mount)
->CORE 44: Forged steel

->Stock: Cast steel

Bracket Material Thickness
->CORE 44: 0.250-inch

->Stock: 0.1875-inch

Bearing Caps
->CORE 44: Forged steel

->Stock: Cast steel

Additional
->CORE 44 has extra ribbing and gussets to 

reinforce weak points.

->CORE 44 uses G2’s “G-lock” adjuster nut 

system for ease of install and more precise 

bearing setup.

->CORE 44 is available with two different 

bracket arrangements for proper caster: 0 to 

4-inch and 4-inch plus.

->CORE 44 is available as an empty “bare” 

housing or fully assembled with your choice of 

locker, gear ratio, and axleshafts.

->CORE 44 is also available as a direct 

replacement for non-Rubicon JKs, as well as 

TJs and YJs.

between an Auburn ECTED, ARB Air Locker, 

Eaton E-Locker, or the G2 selectable locker. 

Gear choices from 4.10 to 5.38 are available. 

Additionally, the CORE 44 features a unique 

G-lock adjuster nut system. The adjuster system 

allows installers to quickly and accurately set 

backlash without having to remove carrier bear-

ings and replace shims.

Of course, there are other options out there 

if you have a bent Dana 44 housing. Upgrades 

to Dana 60s in various forms (junkyard swaps 

and the like), but keep in mind there are plenty 

of ways to keep your differential from bending 

in the first place. Careful driving is probably the 

biggest way to avoid it. Try not to jump the ve-

hicle or otherwise land hard. However, there are 

times when higher stress is unavoidable. EVO 

Manufacturing, Artec Industries, and G2 all 

make laser-cut truss systems that are designed 

to drop directly onto the stock differentials and 

weld on. A truss system will reinforce the tubes 

and casting to help strengthen the housing. 

Follow the straightforward install of a 

CORE 44 bare housing into a ’16 JK Wrangler 

Rubicon that was brought into Dependable Of-

froad in Anaheim, California, because it had 

an unfortunate meeting with a large and well-

rooted stump.

1

2

3

1. The long side of a differential housing is the most 

likely to bend due to leverage and physics. The 

Rubicon Dana 44 seen here was bent back towards 

the rear of the vehicle, as well as up.

2. When one thing bends, it is likely something else 

bent as well. The upper control arm mounts on JKs 

are significantly stronger than previous generations, 

but it was still no match for a well-rooted tree stump.

3. During impact, the tree stump left a little 

reminder for the vehicle owner. Both tire and wheel 

were no longer usable. 
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4. It’s always a good idea to lay out your parts before 

you take anything apart. Better to find you’re missing 

something or have the wrong parts before you have 

disabled your vehicle. G2 has now put together a sin-

gle part number for each available ratio to get front 

and rear ring-and-pinion sets as well as bearings.

5. Disassembly is relatively easy, just make sure to be 

careful with the wires for the factory electric locker. 

They can be easily damaged if you are not giving 

them any attention.

6. Clean up the factory locker assembly and install 

the new ring gear. When reinstalling the locker actua-

tor, make sure it is lined up properly for installation 

into the new G2 CORE 44.

7. The pinion is installed using a modified bearing 

that slips on. Using an install bearing allows the 

bearing to be easily removed when shims need to 

be changed multiple times to find the right pattern. 

Once the pinion is in place, install the locker and 

ring gear assembly for initial setup. This takes a fair 

amount of dexterity and maybe even an extra hand or 

two due to the adjusters of the G-lock system. Make 

sure to keep the wires of the actuator pointing out so 

they do not get bound or damaged.

8. The G2 G-lock system makes fine tuning the 

backlash a breeze. With the bearing caps snugged, 

a screwdriver is used to adjust the positioning. A 

mechanic with plenty of gear setup experience will be 

able to adjust the system by feel and get it very close 

for initial testing. 

9. The pattern is checked using yellow grease paint. 

The marks show exactly how the gears are meshing 

together and which way things need to be moved for 

optimal engagement. 
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SOURCE 
G2 Axle & Gear

310/900-2687

g2axle.com

10. The locker assembly and ring gear are then 

removed so the pinion shims can either be adjusted 

or locked in with a final pressed-on bearing. Then 

install the engagement sensor. The pin of the sensor 

blocks the pinion, forcing it to be removed so the 

pinion can be removed. 

11. Reinstall the locker, check final pattern adjust-

ment, and lock down the actuator using the original 

factory bracket. During this install, the bracket did 

not conform very well to the new bearing cap it rides 

over. The material it is built from is thin enough, 

however, to allow it to bend as needed and keep the 

actuator from spinning with the carrier. 

12. The technician opted to install the internals after 

the new CORE 44 housing had been hung off the 

control arms of the Jeep. The housing bolts in just as 

the factory unit did, using all the same hardware and 

mounting points.

13. The original steering knuckles bolt onto the new 

ball joints and the original axleshafts slide in. The 

CORE 44 truly is a bolt-in differential replacement.

14. Some of the biggest strength benefits of the 

CORE 44 is the extra ribbing in the casting. The unit 

can take much higher stress levels than the factory 

unit because weak points have been identified and 

rectified. 

15-16. A broken inner-C is rare compared to a bent 

axletube, but it is still a weak point. G2 wanted 

to resolve any potential issues beforehand so the 

inner-C casting of the CORE 44 was significantly 

beefed up. FW
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EZ LYNK

number to get started. But that’s not all. EZ 

Lynk has the ability to data log and then share 

your collected data with a technician—making 

a diagnosis and an impending fix possible with-

out ever having to visit a shop. With the capa-

bility of reflashing vehicle system controllers as 

well, saying EZ Lynk is revolutionary would be 

an understatement. We’re talkin’ diesel trucks 

in this story, but it’s important to note that EZ 

Lynk is available for more than 180 vehicle ap-

plications.

E
XPERIENCING THE PLUG-AND-PLAY NATURE OF 

diesel performance has never been easier. 

In an age where we use our smartphones 

for everything, a new product called EZ 

Lynk Auto Agent couldn’t have come at a better 

time. Thanks to the advent of this technology, 

you can now program, diagnose, and monitor 

your truck via your smartphone. There’s no 

more emailing custom tuning files back and 

forth and no more itty-bitty, easy-to-lose SD 

cards, and you don’t even have to pull the VIN 

Say hello to diesel performance 
smartphone programming
By Mike McGlothlin  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: EZ Lynk and GDP Tuning

Tech

What Is It?
EZ Lynk Auto Agent comes with a pass-

through device that connects to your truck’s 

OBD-II port and creates a Wi-Fi access 

point, which, in conjunction with the free 

Auto Agent mobile app, allows you to wire-

lessly connect to your vehicle using your iOS 

or Android device. Originally only available 

for ’11-’16 Ford Power Strokes and iOS devic-

es, EZ Lynk support has expanded to include 

Android users and ’11-’16 Duramax-powered 

Chevys and GMCs. On either platform 

(Power Stroke or Duramax), end users can 

see gains of up to 200 hp according to PPEI, 

one of the premier tuners and advocates of 

EZ Lynk. In addition to its programming 

and data logging abilities, EZ Lynk also al-

lows you to use your phone as a multi-gauge 

monitor, effectively ruling out the need to 

->“THANKS TO 

THE ADVENT  

OF THIS TECH-

NOLOGY, YOU CAN 

NOW PROGRAM,  

DIAGNOSE, AND 

MONITOR YOUR 

TRUCK VIA YOUR 

SMARTPHONE.”



<|EZ Lynk’s automatic firmware updates provide a major advantage for both the 

tuner and the customer. For example, your tuner detects a problem in one of your 

calibrations that exists across the entire customer base, so your tuner corrects 

the issue and updates every customer’s calibration simultaneously, rather than 

addressing all of them on an individual basis. We can see this type of instant-fix 

technology making its way into OEM applications as well, and we’re told the folks 

at EZ Lynk had the OEs in mind when they designed the system.

|>Without a doubt, EZ Lynk ushers the diesel pickup market into the new age. 

There is no need to relay your truck’s identifying information (VIN, ECU strategy, 

TCM strategy) to your tuner any longer in order to receive a custom calibration. As 

soon as it’s interfaced, the EZ Lynk will automatically recognize your truck, along 

with its factory ECU and TCM strategies. Perhaps the biggest advocates of EZ 

Lynk-based tuning are PPEI and GDP Tuning, which offer calibrations for ’11-’16 

Ford 6.7L Power Stroke mills and ’11-’16 LML Duramax engines. For trucks with 

larger injectors and aftermarket turbochargers or for end users with other specific 

tuning needs, one-off custom calibrations can be created, which (of course) can 

be emailed to the customer and then uploaded directly into the truck.

|>The data logging aspect of EZ Lynk is a great selling point. How many times have 

you experienced an intermittent problem in your days behind the wheel? The kind 

of issues that can surface sporadically and then go away for a week are extremely 

hard for any shop, technician, or tuner to diagnose. By being able to hit the record 

button when your truck acts up, you can capture the exact behavior you would like 

to share with your tuner to diagnose the issue, whether it be mechanical or tune-

related. It not only saves you and your truck potentially lengthy downtime, but it 

also saves your tuner a lot of headache as well.

|>Gone are the days of buying a separate monitor in order to keep a watchful 

eye on your truck’s powertrain vitals. With EZ Lynk, your smartphone effectively 

becomes a multi-parameter gauge (and the EZ Lynk ships with an adjustable 

windshield mount for your smartphone). Just remember that, as on any phone with 

a constantly active screen and a running app, your device’s battery will be drained 

in short order without being plugged into a charger. However, rest assured that 

should your device die or shut off, nothing will change in the performance of your 

truck (you won’t lose power, kill the truck, or fry the ECU).
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purchase an aftermarket monitor (which entails forking over another 

big chunk of money) or A-pillar analog gauges.

How It Works
After you’ve purchased EZ Lynk (along with a support pack) from 

your preferred retailer, you simply download the free Auto Agent 

app (available from the Apple App Store and Google Play 

Store), create an account, and you’ve got access to the EZ 

Lynk cloud. Once you launch the app, all of your truck’s 

information is flawlessly streamed to your device (be it 

an iPhone, Android smartphone, 

or even an iPad). You can navigate 

prepackaged or custom tuning files, 

read and clear DTCs, data log, and 

configure the PIDs you’d most like 

to keep an eye on (rail pressure, pulse 

width, boost, transmission temp, coolant 

temp, throttle position, ambient air temp, 

and dozens more). With this product, ultimate 

convenience is now at your fingertips. FW

Key Benefits of EZ Lynk
->Wi-Fi–compatible tuning

->Touchscreen (everything is performed through your smartphone or 

tablet)

->No programming device necessary 

->Up to 200 hp gains

->Read and clear diagnostic trouble codes

->Hands-free data logging capability: simply send a data log directly to 

your tuner or mechanic from within the application (and record up to 30 

minutes at a time)

->Capable of storing custom calibrations from all of your favorite tuners 

(not just one company’s)

->Automatic firmware updates

->TCM (transmission) tuning included in addition to ECU calibrations 

(for added line pressure, improved torque converter lockup strategy, 

and raised shift points) on ’11-’16 Power Strokes (with support for the 

Allison-shifted Duramax trucks coming soon)

->Adjustable windshield mount for secure mounting of your smartphone

SOURCES
EZ Lynk
ezlynk.com

GDP Tuning
208/359-9939

gdptuning.com

PPEI
337/990-4840

ppei.com
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SAVE 
60%

$499 $4499 

40 PIECE 1/4" AND 
3/8" DRIVE SOCKET SET

Compare 
$9.99

 ITEM 63015/ 61328/62843  
47902 shown

• SAE 
and 
Metric

Compare

$399
SUPER COUPON

$15999
SUPER COUPON

SAVE 
$240

$17999 $17999 

Customer Rating

30", 5 DRAWER 
TOOL CART 

Compare $399 .99 

ITEM   61427
63308/95272 shown

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

Customer Rating

$1299
SUPER COUPON

Compare 
$39.99$1899 $1899 

 HIGH SPEED 
METAL SAW 

ITEM   60568/62541/91753 shown

SAVE 
67%

Customer Rating 4" MAGNETIC 
PARTS HOLDER

ITEM 62535
90566 shown

Compare 
$5. 99 

SAVE 
66%

$299 $2$ 99 
Compare

$199
SUPER COUPON

$1999
SUPER COUPON

$2799 $2799 

SAVE 
51%

Compare 
$40 .99 

ITEM 62435/ 61673 shown 
SNATCH BLOCK

Customer Rating

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

SAVE 
$469

$59999 $59959999 
Wheel kit and 
battery sold 
separately.

420 CC ENGINE

ELECTRIC START

8-13 HRS. RUN-TIME

BEST BUY WINNER 
3 YEARS IN A ROW

76 dB SUPER QUIET

Customer Rating

8750 PEAK/7000 RUNNING WATTS
13 HP GENERATORS

ITEM 68530/69671/63086/63085 shown   

ITEM  68525/63087/63088 
CALIFORNIA ONLY 

Customer Rating

$17499 17499 
Compare 

$369.99

 20 TON 
SHOP PRESS 

ITEM  32879
60603  shown

• Pair of Arbor 
Plates Included

$14999
SUPER COUPON

SAVE 
$453

Customer Rating

12,000 LB. ELECTRIC WINCH 
WITH REMOTE CONTROL AND 

AUTOMATIC BRAKE
ITEM   61256/61889/60813 shown

$37999 $37999 
Compare 

$752.99  

Voted Best 
Winches in 
Quality &
Price

$$29999
SUPER COUPON

$52999
SUPER COUPON

8750 PEAK/7000 RUNNING WATTS

AMERICA'S BEST GENERATOR

SAVE 
$220

SUPER COUPON SUPER COUPON SUPER COUPON

Compare $999

$999
SUPER COUPON

Compare 
$59.98

ITEM 62281/61637 shown

29 PIECE TITANIUM 
NITRIDE COATED

HIGH SPEED STEEL 
DRILL BIT SET 

SAVE 
83%

$1999 $1999 

$1999
SUPER COUPON

$2799 $2799 

 LOW-PROFILE 
CREEPER 

• 300 lb. capacity Compare 
$71.97

ITEM  63371
63372/63424 

69262 shown

SAVE 
72%

$699
SUPER COUPON

Customer Rating

SAVE 
80%

$1199 $1199 

4 PIECE 1" x 15 FT. 
RATCHETING TIE DOWNS

ITEM 63056/63057/60405/63094
63150/61524/62322/90984 shown

Compare 
$34.95

29 PIECE TITANIUM

SUPER 
COUPONSUPER COUPON SUPER COUPON

Customer Rating

SUPER COUPON

SAVE 
62%

Compare 
$15.99

$599
YOUR CHOICE

POWDER-FREE
 NITRILE GLOVES 

PACK OF 100

• 5 mil 
thickness

$799 $799 

SIZE ITEM 

MED 68496/61363

LG 68497/61360

X-LG 68498/61359

Item 
68498 
shown

Customer Rating

$16999
SUPER COUPON

$17999 17999 

17 0 AMP MIG/FLUX 
CORED WELDER 

Compare 
$499.99

SUPER COUPONSUPER COUPON

WE CARRY A 
FULL LINE OF 

WELDING WIRE AND 
ACCESSORIES

ITEM  61888
6888 5 shown

SAVE 
$330

Customer Rating

 1/4" AIR ANGLE
 DIE GRINDER 

ITEM 62439/69945/32046 shown

Compare 
$69.98$1499 $141499 

Customer Rating

$999
SUPER COUPON

SAVE 
85%

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER COUPON

$35499 35499 

SAVE 
$99

Customer Rating

2 HP, 29 GALLON
150 PSI CAST IRON

VERTICAL
 AIR COMPRESSOR

ITEM  68127 shown
62765/ 61489

Compare $439

$

Compare
$33999
SUPER COUPON

• Air delivery: 5.9 CFM @ 90 PSI, 
7.3 CFM @ 40 PSI

• Twin capacitor motor 
for easy start up

• Adjustable handle and 
semi-pneumatic tires 
for easy maneuvering

SUPER 
COUPON
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FREE
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$18999 18999 

SAVE 
$2030

18",7 DRAWER 
END CABINET FOR 
ROLLER TOOL CHEST
ITEM  625 80/68785 shown

Compare 
$2,200  

$

$16999
SUPER COUPON

• Industrial quality all-steel 
construction with precision 
welding

• High-gloss powder coated 
fi nish and treated fasteners 
resist rust

Customer Rating

3-1/2" SUPER BRIGHT

NINE LED ALUMINUM

FLASHLIGHT

ITEM 65020/69052 shown
69111/62522/62573

VALUE

$497 

$9999
SUPER COUPONSAVE 

$169
$17999 $17999 

Compare 
$269

Customer Rating

1 TON CAPACITY 
FOLDABLE SHOP CRANE 

ITEM 69445/61858
69512 shown

• Includes 
Ram, Hook 
and Chain

$15999
SUPER COUPON

RAPID PUMP®

3 TON ALUMINUM
RACING JACK

SAVE 
$100

Customer Rating
ITEM 68052 shown
61386/62248

• Weighs 56 lbs.
• 3-1/2 Pumps 

Lifts Most 
Vehicles

$16999 16999 
Compare 

$259 .99 

#1 SELLING JACKS IN AMERICA
SUPER 

COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

$29999
SUPER COUPON

Customer Rating

SAVE 
$750

$42999 42999 

1000 LB. CAPACITY 
MOTORCYCLE LIFT 
ITEM  69904
68892  shown

Compare 
$1049.99

• Lift range: 
7" - 30"

$599
SUPER COUPON

SAVE 
50%

$799 $799 

3" HIGH SPEED AIR 
CUT-OFF TOOL 

ITEM  47077  shown
60243/60374/67425/69473

Compare 
$12

$999
SUPER COUPON

$1499 1499 

135 dB SUPER-LOUD 
12V AIR HORN  

Compare 
$27.99

SUPER COUPON SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER COUPON

ITEM  40134 

SAVE 
64%

Customer Rating

$999
SUPER COUPON

$1299 $1299 99999 9
Compare $17.98

MECHANIC'S CHOICE SHOP 
TOWELS - PACK OF 50

SAVE 
44%

ITEM    63365/63360  shown

Customer Rating

SAVE 
$138

$7999 $7999 

RETRACTABLE AIR HOSE REEL 
WITH 3/8" x 50 FT. HOSE

ITEM  93897 shown
69265 /62344

Compare 
$198.45

$

$
$5999
SUPER COUPON

Customer Rating

$699 $69

Customer Rating

ITEM  61380
68272  shown

 DUAL CHUCK 
TIRE INFLATOR 

Compare $22 .99 
9999
$499

SUPER COUPON
SAVE 
78%

$899 $899 
Compare 

$14 .97 

9 PIECE FULLY POLISHED 
COMBINATION WRENCH SETS 

SAE
ITEM 69043/63282/42304 shown

METRIC
ITEM 42305/69044/63171

SAVE 
59%

$599
YOUR CHOICE

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

Customer Rating

72" x 80" MOVING BLANKET
ITEM  69505/62418/66537 shown 

Compare 
$17 .97 

SAVE 
66%

$899 $899 $$$599
SUPER COUPON

Customer Rating

SAVE 
$290

$11999 11999 
Compare 

$389.99

6.5 HP  (212 CC) OHV
HORIZONTAL SHAFT 

GAS ENGINES  

ITEM 69727 shown 
CALIFORNIA ONLY

ITEM   60363/69730  

$$9999
SUPER COUPON

$699
SUPER COUPON

Compare 
$10.99

$999 $999 

12 VOLT, 150 PSI
PORTABLE INFLATOR 

ITEM 61740/ 63109
4077/63152  shown

SAVE 
36%

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER COUPON

$3999
SUPER COUPON

SAVE
$60

$5499 $5499 
Compare 

$99.99

Customer Rating

Customer Rating HITCH RECEIVER MOUNT 
FOR WINCHES

ITEM 69106 

C

Compare 
$34.99

SAVE 
85%

$899 $899 C

$499
SUPER COUPON

 AUTOMATIC 
BATTERY FLOAT 

CHARGER 

ITEM 69594/69955
42292 shown  

SUPER 
COUPON

SUPER COUPON

Customer Rating

SUPER 
COUPON



fourwheeler.com68 JUNE 2017 FOUR WHEELER

BUG-OUT BLAZER

W
E’RE NOW BACK TO MAKING GOOD PROGRESS ON OUR ’88 CHEVY K5 BLAZER 

doomsday-survival rig, the Bug-Out Blazer (B.O.B.). If you 

haven’t been keeping tabs, we’ve knocked out some of the 

bigger line-items on our mechanical-survivability check-

list, including the basic & reliable leaf-spring suspension system, mod-

ified 1-ton CUCV axle swap and beadlock wheels wearing 40-inch 

tires. The list still remains long, but this installment gives us a glimpse 

at the light at the end of the drivetrain-tunnel. 

To draw from the library of redneck-analogies cataloged in our 

heads: the struggle of building a highly capable, highly reliable off-road 

rig is like floating a duck boat that’s been ventilated with OO buckshot—you’re 

forever plugging holes to keep the vessel afloat. To us, that’s all become part of the 

fun, but given that B.O.B. is being purpose-built as an ultra-capable life-sustain-

ment vehicle, there’s no room for trial and error with this one. Any component that 

won’t hold up to the thrashing of a lifetime, any component that limits B.O.B.’s 

basic capabilities in any way, and in general, any component that could potentially 

demand you stop doing what you’re doing to deal with it immediately had to be 

Part 7: Crawlin’ slower, crawlin’ stronger with an Offroad 
Design Magnum Box planetary underdrive and NP205 
transfer case swap 
By Ben Battles  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: Ben Battles

Tech

|> Step one in this segment of 

B.O.B.’s driveline-strengthening 

program involved laying hands on 

a good, useable non-slip-yoke, figure-eight-pattern 

GM NP205 transfer case. In New England this isn’t an especially dif-

ficult treasure hunt, and needing to “know someone who knows some-

one” to locate one isn’t a prerequisite—most trucks equipped with the 

205 have long rusted out around their drivetrain parts. 
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given the heave-ho in the name of 100 percent 

(or as near as we could get) “you’re all on your 

own” reliability. Fact: Everything mechanical 

will give up the ghost eventually, but as with all 

of B.O.B.’s modifications, it’s all about stacking 

the deck in our favor with dirt-simple, robust 

and reliable components. 

With the goal of our vintage 1⁄2-ton GM iron 

turning 40-inch tires (without the persistent fear 

of breaking drivetrain components), there were 

some pretty big holes that needed to be plugged 

in B.O.B.’s hull before it saw active duty. Up-

grading the factory 1⁄2-ton axles (previously 

scrapped in favor of a modified 1-ton CUCV 

Dana 60 front and 14-bolt rear in Part 3) was a 

huge step in the right direction. Another poten-

tial ship-sinker that needed to be addressed be-

fore B.O.B. rolled bumper first into the apoca-

lypse was its factory-original, chain-driven and 

aluminum-cased NP208 transfer case. 

The NP208 is a reasonably strong transfer 

case but only to a point. The 208 can be count-

ed on to operate reliably under a stock or mildly 

modified Blazer Suburban or K-series pickup, 

but start adding huge tires, more power and less 

throttle discretion, and all bets are off. Also, 

since it uses a slip-yoke output shaft, losing 

your rear driveshaft means there’s nothing to 

stop the 208 from puking its oil out the tailshaft 

housing. That won’t work for B.O.B.

Luckily, there’s a relatively inexpensive, 

easy-to-swap and positively bombproof alterna-

tive: the New Process 205 (NP205). This fixed-

output-shaft (with most, anyway), gear-driven, 

1

2

3

4

1. Step two was a call to Offroad Design to get 

our hands on the company’s planetary underdrive 

Magnum Box system. The Magnum Box effectively 

remedies the 205’s not-low-enough 1.96:1 low range 

with a much more suitable 5.33:1 range, when both 

Magnum Box and transfer case are in low gear. As-

suming the internals of your 205 are in good working 

order, the Magnum Box kit comes with all the gaskets 

and seals needed to tear into your case and reas-

semble it again.

2. In order to hog out the input-bearing bore to the 

requisite big-bearing-205 diameter of 90mm, the 

case needed to be completely disassembled. Tearing 

down a 205 is not rocket science, but a good repair 

manual would certainly come in handy if it’s your first 

go-around. After making sure all parts are bagged 

’n’ tagged for reassembly, it was off to the machine 

shop. 

3. Opening up the input bearing bore diameter of our 

small-bearing case from 80 mm to 90 mm is a task 

most any machine shop can easily (and inexpensive-

ly) tackle. We had ours carved out at Rod’s Machine 

Shop in Redstone, New Hampshire. If you have a GM 

205 that was attached to a TH400 transmission, an 

SM465 trans in an ’85-’91 K30, a Dodge 205 from 

a five-speed ’89-’93 Cummins-powered truck, or a 

married version of a Ford 205, this is a step you can 

skip as the bearing bore is already 90 mm.

4. Since the case-boring procedure filled the interior 

of our 205 with a metal-chip-infused cutting-oil 

soup, we took our case down to the local carwash 

and blasted it clean with hot, pressurized water. 

For safety’s sake, we also gave the inside a good 

once-over with a magnet to grab any metal chips still 

hiding in there.

cast-iron-anvil of a transfer case is about as 

durable and reliable as it gets, and even though 

most every truck sporting a 205 from the fac-

tory can now be considered an antique, that 

doesn’t stop it from being tossed into the cat-

egory of God’s finest gifts to the off-road com-

munity. Every one of the “Big Three” U.S. auto 

manufacturers used them in various applica-

tions over the years, and just like the venerable 

14-bolt rear axle, there’s still plenty of them out 

there to lay claim to. When we asked Stephen 

Watson, owner of Offroad Design and author-

ity on all things K-series, here was his take on 

the 205: “I think one side effect of the lack of 

design sophistication is the 205’s strength and 

durability. When you don’t have a computer to 

tell you how small you can build something and 

still get away with it, you tend to over-build it so 

it doesn’t break. I think this is something we’re 

losing in today’s trucks. Today’s trucks are built 

great, but you can’t just bolt 40-inch tires on 

them and expect them to live like an ’80s K30. 

The OEs know exactly what they want the truck 
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to do and can computer model everything to do 

it efficiently. And they simply don’t care about 

bolting 40s on their trucks.”

There was no question B.O.B. had to have a 

205, and after a cursory 30-second Craigslist 

search, we found a clean early-’70s GM 1-ton 

example for a couple hundred bucks. However, 

for all of the folklore revolving around its 

superman-strengths, there is one glaring flaw 

to the NP205: its not-low-enough 1:96-ratio 

low range. While wheel speed and momentum 

are great friends to have when you need them, 

some situations require you to slow your roll 

to avoid component damage. In B.O.B.’s case 

with its manual-shift SM465 trans, using the 

“granny-gear” while slipping the clutch and 

doing the three-pedal boogie would be one 

way to compensate, but burning up a clutch is 

not something we want to risk—we’ll hazard a 

guess that RockAuto will not be drop-shipping 

car parts amidst nuclear fallout.

So, what are the options? A lower crawl 

ratio can be had by combining the low-range 

box portion of a full-time NP203 transfer case 

with the NP205 via a Doubler kit from Of-

froad Design. The Doubler system remains an 

excellent gear-reduction option (especially if 

you’ve got the requisite transfer cases kicking 

around), but for not much more money, Of-

froad Design also offers a stronger, lighter, and 

more-compact solution: the Magnum Box. Tak-

ing B.O.B.’s modus operandi of reliability and 

brute-strength into consideration, the Magnum 

Box represented the ideal solution for outfitting 

B.O.B.’s new 205 with more-than-adequate lev-

els of gear-reduction.

Outside of its inherent strengths and multi-

speed gear reduction, one aspect of the Mag-

num Box we honestly appreciate is that it took a 

true off-road enthusiast to come up with a prod-

uct of this caliber and capability. Again, that 

enthusiast would happen to be Stephen Watson, 

owner of Offroad Design, who’s dedicated his 

business to fullsize GM iron like B.O.B. and 

the generations that came before and after. This 

isn’t a chain-store part, there is no outward 

bling factor attached to it, and—consequent-

ly—it does nothing to enhance your street cred 

at the local AutoZone. What it does do, how-

ever, is add bombproof strength and multiple 

crawl-ratio options (see chart) to your NP205 

and it’s not-so-great factory ratio, and it does it 

in a compact, virtually indestructible package. 

All told, it fits B.O.B.s requirements to a T. 

In short, the Magnum Box is a six-gear 

planetary gear-reduction box that can be di-

rectly bolted or adapted to the back of virtually 

any domestic transmission and in front of any 

NP205 transfer case and effectively turns your 

two-speed transfer case into a true four-speed. 

It’s compact, 61⁄4-inch-long aluminum-housed 

construction adds only 34 pounds of weight 

to your 205, making it lighter, shorter, and 

stronger than any other gear-reduction option 

available. One of the highlights of the Magnum 

Box is its massive “Fat Shaft” 205 intermediate/

input shaft, which doubles the strength of a fac-

tory shaft. Another highlight is its super-strong 

planetary gears that can handle an enormous 

5,500 lb-ft of torque input. To sum it up, you’re 

gonna break a lot of other things before you’ll 

put a hurtin’ on the Magnum Box. Tolerances 

are tight, and the build- and component-quality 

exhibited throughout the Magnum Box is very 

impressive. It never left us wondering where all 

the money went.

If you’re thinking about pulling the trigger 

on a Magnum Box and are confused to what 

TRANSFER 
CASE RATIO

NP205 
RANGE

MAGNUM 
RANGE

1.00:1 HI HI

1.96:1 LOW HI

2.72:1 HI LOW

5.33:1 LOW LOW

|> The Offroad Design Magnum Box gave B.O.B. mul-

tiple low range ratio options. This chart details ratios 

and settings. 

5

6

5. The massive “Fat Shaft” intermediate/input 205 

shaft (right) and 90mm input bearing included with 

the Magnum Box doubles the strength of the factory 

connection, creating a safe working-strength to run 

in any of the four available gear ranges. A break here 

would leave B.O.B. dead in the water and result in a 

major trailside wrenching session, which is exactly 

the type of thing we’re looking to avoid.

6. Machined in-house and made from heat-treated 

chromoly steel, we also installed Offroad Design’s 

modified NP205 shift rails during reassembly. When 

used with the Offroad Design Triple Stick Shifter that 

B.O.B.’s getting fit with in the next installment, these 

direct-replacement rails allow you to send power to 

the front wheels only to assist in pulling you around 

tight and tricky obstacles in a pinch—just another 

tool in B.O.B.’s toolbox.

7. With the case completely disassembled, we took 

the opportunity to replace the factory-style vent with 

a 1⁄8-inch pipe-thread 

hose fitting in order 

to run the vent tub-

ing up and out of 

water and mud. We 

also replaced the 

two small sheetmet-

al plugs concealing 

the shift rail roll-pins 

with brass 1⁄8-inch 

pipe-thread plugs to 

make disassembly 

that much easier, 

should we ever need 

to tear into the case 

again. Arrows note 

the location of  

these mods.7

Bug-Out BlazerTech
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you’ll need to sandwich it between the variation 

of 205 transfer case/transmission combo you 

have, a call to the folks at Offroad Design will 

quickly steer you in the right direction. Since 

B.O.B.’s SM465 four-speed manual transmis-

sion originally had a 208 transfer case behind it 

and the requisite 32-spline output shaft from the 

factory, the transmission required zero modifica-

tion in order to bolt on the Magnum Box. If your 

SM465 originally had a 205 case behind it, you 

have a 10-spline output and you’ll need to also 

order ORD’s 32-spline SM465 output shaft and 

adapter in order to mate the Magnum Box.

On the transfer case end, the Magnum Box 

can bolt up to any GM, Dodge, or Ford 205 

using the figure-eight bolt pattern. The 205 

input-shaft bearing came in two diameters: 80 

mm and 90 mm. A new and much stronger 205 

input shaft and 90 mm bearing are supplied 

with each Magnum Box, so if you have a small-

bearing case (like we did) with the 80mm-

diameter input bearing, you’ll need to have a 

machine shop carve out the bore to 90 mm—an 

inexpensive task most any shop can handle.

Stay tuned for the next installment where 

we’ll be bolting on an abuse-proof clutch from 

SPEC, slinging the driveline back up under-

neath B.O.B., installing an Offroad Design 

Triple-Stick shifter for full control over the 

Magnum and 205, welding up a custom transfer 

case/transmission-support crossmember, and 

connecting the dots with a couple high-strength 

driveshafts to get B.O.B. rolling under his own 

power again. fw

8 10

11

9

12

8. Here’s a good look at the heart of the Magnum 

Box and its planetary-gear system. The first step in 

mating the Magnum to the 205 necessitated separat-

ing its two case sections by unbolting the shifter 

plate and unscrewing the six long bolts holding the 

front and back sections together. Fitment is super-

precise, requiring a few “tunks” with a rubber mallet 

to separate and reinstall.

9. Next, we ran a small bead of silicon gasket-maker 

along the figure-eight mounting face of the 205 

(where a paper gasket would normally reside) and 

bolted on the Magnum’s back half, using red Loctite 

on the bolt threads and torqueing them to 40 lb-ft. 

Then, the front portion of the Magnum’s case was 

reattached to the rear (again, with silicon and 40 

lb-ft of torque) and the shifter plate bolted back into 

place (you got it: with a little silicon).

10. Before we mated the Magnum Box/205 combina-

tion to the back of the transmission, we first needed 

to verify that our transmission’s tailshaft did not stick 

out past the housing any more than 1⁄8 inch. If it 

did, we’d have to trim the shaft accordingly to avoid 

contact with the input gear and preloading of the 

Magnum’s bearings. Ours was good to go as-is.

11. Said and done, the Magnum Box/NP205 

combination is almost 3 inches shorter overall than 

the greasy, aluminum-cased, slip-yoke NP208 we 

removed from B.O.B. With the Blazer’s height and 

relatively short wheelbase, we’ll take anything we can 

get to help alleviate driveshaft angles.

12. We ran out of time before we could paint every-

thing, but we mocked up our new Magnum Box’d 

driveline to show you what the finished assembly 

looks like. It’s now worlds stronger, and we have the 

ability drop B.O.B. down into some seriously-low 

crawl ratios. The Magnum uses its own separate oil 

supply (with the option of running either ATF or 80-

90W gear oil) and is fully clockable to accommodate 

driveshaft angles or a flat underside.
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SUSPENSION   2017 SUSPENSION KITS AVAILABLE! CALL US FOR DETAILS ON YOUR RIDE!

LIGHTING 

WE CARRY ALL MAJOR MANUFACTURERS OF SUSPENSION 

SYSTEMS, LEVEL AND LIFT KITS, AND SHOCKS. 

BUMPERS Bumpers/EXTERIOR Winches

XRC GEN 2 
WINCHES – 9500 LBS.

From $299.99 S/B97495

X2O GEN 2 WINCHES
• Waterproof

• Heat reducing end cap

From $399.99 S/B97510

FRONT/REAR
FLOOR LINERS
From $79.99 
WEA445422

Tops And Accessories

SMITTYBILT 
JK ATLAS REAR 
BUMPER
•  Accommodates 

a 37” ti re

•  Manufactured 
from 3/16" cold rolled steel

07-16 Wrangler $999.99 S/B76896

ELITE SERIES FRONT 
BUMPER WITH 
GRILLE GUARD

07-16 JK $766.99 WAR87750

BRAWLER LITE FRONT 
BUMPER WITH 
SHACKLE TABS 
AND BRAWLER BAR 
IN BARE STEEL
•  Features recessed 

buckets to mount 
the factory fog lamps

07-16 JK $639.99 PSC17-59-010-DB

POISON SPYDER 
CRUSHER FLARES
•  Coverage up to 

a 40” ti re

•  Available in Bare 
Steel or Aluminum

From $495.99 Pr. PSC17-05-010

FLAT STYLE FENDER FLARE
• OE matt e black

• 07-16 JK 4 Door

From $619.99 B/W10918-07

RECOVERY STRAPS  

20k lbs 2”x20’ $29.99 Ea S/BCC220

20k lbs 2”x30’ $34.99 Ea S/BCC230

30k lbs 3”x30’  $39.99 Ea S/BCC330

SMITTYBILT D RINGS

Zinc D Ring $12.99 Ea S/B13047

Black D Ring $12.99 Ea S/B13047B

WARN 
MEDIUM-DUTY 
ACCESSORY KIT

$208.99 WAR88900

Interior Accessories

SMITTYBILT BOWLESS TOPS

07-16 JK 2 Dr. $399.99 S/B9073235

07-16 JK 4 Dr. $449.99 S/B9083235

CLOAK EXTENDED MESH TOP

From $59.99 S/B95600

OVERLANDER TENT  

Tent $899.99 S/B2783

Ladder Extension $49.99
S/B2785

BEDRUG FLOOR LINERS FOR JK

From $190.99 BEDBRJK07F2

Now available for CJ-7, YJ, TJ & JK!

SPORT HANDLES

Sport $9.99 Pr S/B769201

Deluxe Sport $14.99 Pr S/B769301

Extreme Sport $19.99 Pr S/B769310

SECURITY 
STEREO 
FLOOR 
CONSOLE 

$99.99 S/B31715

SECURE LOCK 
BOX & SLEEVE
Dimensions: 8.25”x 
9.25” x 3”

Lock Box  $74.99 
S/B2746

Lock Box Sleeve 

$24.99 
S/B2746-01

Extreme Sport Deluxe Sport

WARN 
ZEON 
PLATINUM 
WINCH

From $1499.99 WAR92810

SAVE UP 
TO $900
with purchase of select head units 
together with rear view camera.

Head Unit $3499.99 ALPX109-WRA

Rear Camera $399.99 
ALPHCE-TCAM1-WRA

FAB FOURS FRONT GRUMPER 
• 07-16 Jeep® Wrangler & Wrangler Unlimited JK

From $1430.99 FFIGR1000-1

M-1 FENDER FLARES
•Paintable

• No drill applicati on

• Hardware included

$399.99 S/B17290

EXTANG SOLID FOLD 2.0

From $839.99 XTG83475

RIGID INDUSTRIES 
RADIANCE PODS

Red (Pair) $132.99 RIG20202

From $32.99 EXP120500   

PRO COMP BLACK 
SERIES SHOCKS 
AND COILOVERS

$174.99 EXPZX3024

WE CARRY A FULL LINE 
OF HEADLAMP SOLUTIONS!

DUALLY LED $189.99 pr. RIG20211

LED SPORT LIGHTS

Spot  $139.99 pr. 
EXP76407P

Flood  $139.99 pr. 
EXP76406P

TRAILMASTER LIGHT BARS
7.5 Inch  T/MTM750 $49.99

13.5 Inch  T/MTM135 $79.99

21.5 Inch  T/MTM215 $109.99

50 Inch  T/MTM500 $249.99

SUNRIDER 
FOR 
HARDTOP

Blk Twill $729.99
BST52450-17

Blk Diamond $619.99
BST52450-35

BAKFLIP MX4 TONNEAU

From $899.99 BKI48120

Pro Comp Suspension Kits

2017 F250 4X4 NEW! 4” Stage I EXPK4201B $1124.99

15-17 F-150 4WD  6” Stage I Kit w/ ES Shocks  EXPK4189B  $1782.99

11-16 F-250 4WD 6” Stage I Kit w/ ES Shocks  EXPK4175B  $1124.99
14-16 Chevy 1500 6” EXPK1164B $1683.99

11-17 Chevy 2500 2/4WD  6” Knuckle Kit w/ ES Shocks  EXPK1085B  $1807.99

15-17 Ram 1500 4WD 6” Stage I Kit w/ ES  EXPK2101B $1868.99

07-16 Tundra 2/4WD 7” Stage I Kit w/ ES EXPK5085B $1828.99

07-17 JK 4-Door   3.5” Lift EXPK3100B  $711.99

Rancho Suspension Kits Lift Part # Price

15-16 F150 4WD 6”  RANRS66501B $1542.96

15-16 F150 4WD 4”  RANRS66500B $1542.96

14-16 GM 1500 4”  RANRS66301B $1752.95

Skyjacker Suspension Kits  

07-16 Jeep JK 4”  SKYJK40BPH $642.99

07-16 Jeep JK 2.5”  SKYJK25BPH $451.99

97-06 Jeep TJ 4”  SKYTJ401BPH $570.99

Fabtech Suspension Kits Lift Part # Price

2017 F250/F350 4WD NEW! 4”  FABK2213 $793.95

11-16 GM 2500HD 4”  FABK1055 $1123.99

07-17 GM 1500 w/ Steel 4”  FABK1059 $672.99

Daystar Suspension/Leveling Kits  

07-17 Jeep JK 1.75”  DAYKJ09137BK $159.99

15-17 Jeep Rengade NEW! 1.50”  DAYKJ09168BK $399.99

09-17 F-150 2.0”  DAYKF09124BK $99.99

RIGID INDUSTRIES RADIANCE
20" amber back-light $227.99 RIG22004

RIGID DUALLY 
SIDE SHOOTER - 
LED FLOOD
$284.99 RIG26211

XRC GEN2 FRONT 
BUMPER W/ WINCH 
PLATE - BLACK 
TEXTURED

$699.99 S/B76807

Limited 

Time Offer.
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FREE Truck or Jeep Catalog, Visit: 4WheelParts.com/catalog

TIRES   WE CARRY A HUGE INVENTORY. CALL FOR PACKAGE DEALS!

Accessories

PERFORMANCE   AIR INTAKES, PROGRAMMERS, EXHAUST AND MORE

*Some intake systems and programmers are not legal for sale or use on any pollution controlled vehicle in California or states adopting California emission procedures. Call for more information. 

ORPS & ROCK KRAWLER 
HIGH CLEARANCE SERIES
• Black Series off ers a disti nct look

$582.99 M/F15160

WHEELS   WE HAVE THE HOTTEST STYLES!

Come See Us At:

78 
STORES IN NORTH AMERICA
SERVICE SPECIAL: ALIGNMENTS FROM $69.99*
*Plus Parts (4x4 Vehicles $10 More)

ARCTIC FRIDGE/FREEZER

$799.99 S/B2789

EPS INVERTER GENERATOR
•  2600 Watt  max output, 

2,300 conti nuous

$849.99 S/B2786

DIFFERENTIAL COVERS

From $108.99 
G/240-2031AL

Drivetrain
ª

LOCKERS

From $271.99 PTX1620-LR

GEAR PACKAGES

From $596.96
KITD35D30456TJ

AD
 C

OD
E:

 4
W

LR
06

17

JK OUTLAW EXHAUST KIT
• Axle-back exhaust system

•  Aggressive exterior and moderate 

interior exhaust tone

12-17 JK $499.99 FLW817752

REAR CORE 44 ASSEMBLY
From $3499.99 G/2C4JMR456MP5

FRONT CORE 44 ASSEMBLY
From $4299.99 G/2C4JMFL456MP5

1 CLICK EXTREME TRUCK 
AND TOW BRAKE KIT
•  Includes matching rotors and pads

From $385.96 PSTK1906-36

Dallas, TX May 20-21
Ontario, CA June 10-11
Denver, CO July 8-9

NEW STORES

NOW OPEN! 
Charleston, SC
Sheridan, CO

 Trail Grappler Open Country MT Open Country R/T KO2 KM2 IROK ND RAZR MT Baja ATZ P3 Baja MTZ P3 Sport AT Xtreme MT2

60,000 Mile 
Treadwear Warranty

40,000 Mile 
Treadwear Warranty

NIGHTHAWK LIGHT BROW

Raw From: $179.99
UNDNH1001

Painted From: $229.99
UNDNH1001-PW7

WE DO BRAKES 
ASE Certi fi ed 
Brake Installati on

CALL FOR 
SPECIAL 
PRICING

AFE MOMENTUM AIR INTAKE*
• 07-17 Jeep JK

Pro Dry S $379.99
AFE51-76204

Pro 5R $379.99
AFE54-76204

F5 FLASHPAQ*

$369.99 SCI1845

TRAIL DASH 2
• 2015-16 JK Now Available               

$599.99 SCI42051

MAX ENERGY 
2.0 POWER 
PROGRAMMER
•  Larger backlit screen 

•  Quick & easy navigati on for 
simple installati on/tuning/features 

$349.99 HYP2200

K&N 
AIR INTAKES*
• Guaranteed to gain Horsepower
• K&N Million Mile Limited Warranty 

K/N63-3082 14-17 Silverado 5.3L/6.2L $254.99

K/N63-9039 16-17 Toyota Tacoma 3.5L $251.99

K/N63-1566 12-17 Jeep JK 3.6L $305.99

MAX ENERGY 
2.0 POWER 
PROGRAMMEREVOLUTION CTS2 FOR GAS

•  Performance tuning for 

mileage, towing, daily 
driving and performance

$599.99 EDG85450

 From $242.99 ODY34/78-PC1500DT

ODYSSEY 
PERFORMANCE 
BATTERIES

LRG 112 FADE
Black Sati n Black Milled
Sizes: 20”

From $259.99

LRG 111 CLASSICO
Black Milled/Machined Black
Size: 20” 

From $249.99

PRO COMP 40 VERTIGO
Sati n Black/Dark Gray

Size: 17”, 18”, 20”  

From $175.99

PRO COMP 41 PHASER
Sati n Black/Machine Black 

Sizes: 17”, 18”, 20”  

From $141.99

PRO COMP 85 VAPOR PRO 2
Machined

Sizes: 17” , 20”  

From $356.99

PRO COMP 7036 HELLDORADO 
Flat Black 

Sizes: 17”, 18”

From $141.99

MOTO METAL MO978 RAZOR
Sati n Black Machined
Sizes: 20”, 22”

From $228.99

KMC XD131 RG1
Sati n Black
Sizes: 17”

From $188.99

KMC XD827 ROCKSTAR III
Matt  Black/Machined

Sizes: 17”, 18”, 20”, 22”

From $209.99

METHOD MR311 VEX
Matt e Black or Titanium

Sizes: 16” ,17”, 18”

From $205.99

FUEL OFF-ROAD D572 JM2
Matt e Black

Sizes: 17”, 20”

From $232.99

FUEL OFF-ROAD D551 TROPHY
Gloss Black & Milled

Sizes: 17”, 18”, 20”

From $232.99
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PROJECT AS
A 2017 Super Duty that went from the 
trail to the 2016 SEMA Show
By Drew Riley  editor@fourwheeler.com  Photos: Drew Riley
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PROJECT ASCENSION

T
HESE DAYS THE AUTOMOTIVE AFTERMARKET IS CHOCKED FULL OF 

accessories; some improve vehicle performance and capa-

bility, while others focus on comfort and aesthetics. Judg-

ing by the expansive Specialty Equipment Market Associ-

ation (SEMA) Show in recent years it’s safe to say the automotive 

aftermarket is alive and well and the recession is long gone. As 

soon as the OEs roll out new models, the aftermarket companies 
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race to design, test, and release new products 

to meet consumer demand. From lift kits and 

bumpers, to floor mats and engine upgrades, 

there’s no shortage of options to customize most 

late-model vehicles. An example is the all-new 

’17 Ford Super Duty. We anticipated it would 

be the hot new truck at the 2016 SEMA Show, 

and it was.

Among the companies that showed up at the 

SEMA Show with a new Super Duty was BDS 

Suspension, a full-line suspension manufacturer 

out of Coldwater, Michigan. “The Super Duty 

lift kits have been a staple of our product line 

over the years with the four-link conversion be-

ing a go-to for many truck owners,” says Mike 

Maloney, VP of sales and marketing at BDS 

Suspension. In early September, BDS took 

delivery of a new ’17 F-250, and the team of en-

gineers got to work overhauling the pickup into 

Project Ascension, a capable commuter ready 

for road trips and backcountry four-wheeling 

adventures. With six weeks to build the truck 

prior to the November SEMA Show, the crew 

began taking measurements, prototyping parts, 

and calling around in search of other acces-

sories for the build. The team worked diligently 

to get the truck ready for the show by fitting the 

lift kit, wheels, tires, bumpers, lighting, recov-

ery gear, and storage. With the truck so new, 

parts were hard to come by for the build, as 

many companies were still in the development/

testing phase. 

With Phase One of the build complete, 

the truck was loaded to the brim with dis-

plays and promotional products and driven 

approximately 2,000 miles from Michigan 

to Las Vegas for the SEMA Show. As has 

become tradition for BDS over the years, the 

crew stopped in the wheeling mecca of Moab 

on the way out to hit the trails and test the 

newly built truck, and that’s where we caught 

up with the guys. The truck was wheeled over 

parts of Golden Spike, Hell’s Revenge, and 

7-Mile Rim. BDS Sales Representative Miles 

Henderson piloted the truck out on the trails, 

taking some of the more technical lines. “I’ve 

been impressed with this truck. It’s comfort-

able on the highway and super capable out on 

the trail. The Nittos find traction wherever 

you point them, and the suspension is super 

predictable with the four-link coilover setup,” 

Miles says.

BDS’ Project Ascension is capable and 

practical. We’ll be seeing this truck again at the 

Fullsize Invasion during the 2017 Easter Jeep 

Safari this spring, and we hear there will be 

more mods to the truck, so stay tuned. 

1. The aluminum body and overlanding theme of the 

F-250 inspired the exterior finish of the truck. The 

truck is wrapped with a 3M brushed metallic wrap, 

metallic black up top, and brushed aluminum on 

the bottom with a cosmic blue pinstripe and gray 

graphics.

2-4. Up front, a custom lightweight aluminum 

Fusion bumper is installed. It is built from 3⁄16- and 
1⁄4-inch aluminum plate with a reinforced winch 

plate and D-ring mounts. The bumper is internally 

gusseted, hand TIG-welded, and finished with matte 

clearcoat. Also up front there’s a Baja Designs 

30-inch S8 LED lightbar and a Warn Zeon 12-S 

Platinum winch fit with a Factor 55 ProLink XXL 

winch shackle mount.

5. The rear of the Super Duty is finished off with a 

matching Fusion bumper with provisions for backup 

sensors, D-rings and a pair of Baja Designs S2 Pro 

flood lights.

1

2

3

4

5

->“AS HAS BECOME  

TRADITION FOR BDS  

OVER THE YEARS, THE  

CREW STOPPED IN THE 

WHEELING MECCA OF 

MOAB ON THE WAY OUT TO 

HIT THE TRAILS AND TEST 

THE NEWLY BUILT TRUCK”
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6-7. Ample storage for gear and 

supplies is a must for overland-

ing adventures. To maximize cargo 

carrying capacity a Bestop Supertop 

was added for extra dry storage. The 

team from BDS custom built a bed 

rack and aluminum basket that fit the 

contours of the canvas top and offers 

extra rooftop storage. The basket 

mounts the five Baja Designs XL-R 

Pro LED forward-facing spotlights 

and rear-facing RTL Rear Tail Light.

8-9. The extra altitude comes from a BDS 6-inch 

four-link conversion system with rear springs. Up 

front, the factory stamped-steel radius arms are 

converted over to a four-link setup for improved 

stability, strength, and caster control. In place of the 

factory coil springs the truck is fit with Fox 2.5 Fac-

tory Series coilovers with remote DSC adjusters and 

auxiliary Fox 2.0 shocks. In the rear, there’s a pair of 

replacement Glideride leaf springs, RECOIL traction 

bars and Fox 2.0 shocks. 

6 7

8 9
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AT A GLANCE

GENERAL
Vehicle: ‘17 Ford F-250 Super Duty 

Owner: BDS Suspension

Stomping grounds: Coldwater, Michigan

Build time: Six weeks

DRIVETRAIN
Engine: 6.7L Power Stroke turbodiesel V-8

Transmission: 6R140 TorqShift six-spd auto

Transfer case(s): Stock two-spd

Low range ratio(s): 2.64:1

Crawl ratio(s): 39.1:1

Front axle/differential: Stock, 3.73:1 gears/open

Rear axle/differential: Stock, 3.73:1 gears/electric locker

SUSPENSION
Front: BDS 6-in four-link conversion, Fox 2.5 coilovers 

with remote DSC, auxiliary Fox 2.0 IFP shocks

Rear: BDS GlideRide rear leaf springs, Fox 2.0 IFP 

shocks, BDS RECOIL traction bars

Steering: Stock w/dual Fox steering stabilizers 

TIRES/WHEELS
Tires: 38x13.50R20 Nitto Trail Grappler 

Wheels: 20x10 KMC XD Machete w/ custom rings

MISCELLANEOUS
Lighting: Baja Designs 30-in S8 LED lightbar, XL-R Pro 

spotlights, RTL Rear Taillight, S2 Pro lights

Armor: Fusion aluminum front and rear bumpers

Cool stuff: Warn Zeon 12-S Platinum winch, Factor 55 

ProLink XXL winch shackle mount, Warn Epic shackles, 

3M brushed metallic wrap, Amp Research Powersteps, 

Bushwacker Extend-A-Fender flares, Bestop canvas 

Supertop, custom roof rack, Magellan eXplorist TRX7 

navigation, Roadwire leather seats, sPOD six-switch 

modular system

10

10. Inside, the factory cloth seats were 

treated to custom Roadwire premium 

leather upholstery and the headrests 

feature Project Ascension embroidery.

11. With the suspension dialed in, 

the truck has plenty of room to fit 

38x13.50 Nitto Trail Grapplers. In 

addition to the Nittos impressive 

performance on the trail, the tires are 

a load range E, which is perfect for 

this truck because it will see its share 

of towing. The tires are mounted on 

20x10 KMC XD Machete wheels with 

custom beadlock rings. 

12. Accessing the cab is made much 

easier thanks to a set of Amp Research 

Powersteps.

13. The dash and stereo are left stock, 

while a Magellan eXplorist TRX7 

navigation system helps chart the 

course when the truck gets off the 

beaten path.

14. The stock 6.7L Power Stroke 

turbodiesel with 440 hp and 925 lb-ft 

of torque has no trouble turning the 

38-inch rubber thanks to an Edge Evo-

lution CTS2 tuner that provides several 

performance tune settings.

15-16. A sPOD six-switch modular 

system is mounted to the overhead 

console and in the engine bay to make 

wiring up lights and accessories a 

breeze.

17. Future plans for the truck include 

an intake and DPF-back exhaust (to 

keep it EPA-compliant) as well as Sli-

deZilla slide-out bed tray system, Air 

Lift rear airbags with custom mounts, 

bed-mounted spare tire carrier, and an 

on-board air system. fw
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Feature

Granville Salute

D
UE TO MANY REQUESTS, WE’RE REPUBLISH-

ing some of Granville King’s “From 

The Back Country” columns as space 

permits. These columns ran in Four 

Wheeler from 1984 until Granville’s pass-

ing in 1989 at age 70. Granville was a retired 

aerospace engineer and television screenwriter 

who lived off-grid in a trailer in Baja, Mexico. 

His off-road experiences were many, and his 

storytelling was amusing, riveting, timeless, and 

unparalleled. 
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WHERE TO WRITE

H
ave a 4x4 tech question you want answered in Techline, drop an email to editor@fourwheeler.com  

or message us through our Facebook page at facebook.com/fourwheelermag. All letters become the 

property of Four Wheeler, and we reserve the right to edit them for length, accuracy, and clarity. Due to the vol-

ume of mail, electronic and otherwise, we cannot respond to every reader, but we do read everything.

ed on 15x12 wheels with 2 inches of backspacing 

from a dead stop, even with the tires aired down. 

C-CLIP CONFUSED

Q
I see all these ads for heavy-duty after-

market axles from Currie, Dynatrac, and 

others, but they are C-clip axles. Aren’t C-clip 

axles weak compared to full-float axles? Why 

spend a ton of money and build up a custom 

axle assembly with C-clip axleshafts? Are there 

aftermarket heavy-duty C-clips? Or are C-clip 

axles a lot harder to break than everyone 

makes it seem?
GABE P.

VIA EMAIL

A
You may be a little confused about the dif-

ferent axle types. There are three common 

axleshaft designs found on 4x4 axle assemblies. 

These include the C-clip, semi-floating, and 

full-floating axleshaft designs. C-clip-style axles 

usually have the axle bearings and seals pressed 

into the axlehousing ends. The axleshafts feature 

a slot machined at the end and are slid into the 

housing. They are retained in the housing with 

small C-shaped clips, which are inserted through 

a window in the differential carrier. When a 

C-clip–style axleshaft fails, it can freely slide out 

of the axlehousing, which as you have noted is 

not at all ideal. The vehicle becomes undriv-

able. C-clip axles are generally best suited for 

stock low-horsepower and low-load applications. 

Larger than stock tires, increased horsepower, 

and abusive off-road driving are a bad combina-

tion for C-clip axleshafts. 

A semi-floating axleshaft looks similar to a 

C-clip-style axleshaft, except the axle bearing 

and seal are pressed onto the axleshaft and 

bolted to the axlehousing end with a retainer 

plate. If a semi-floating axleshaft fails, the 

wheel end remains on the axlehousing in all but 

the most extreme failures, however the vehicle 

is usually undrivable. Semi-floating axleshafts 

are the most common rear axle design found on 

aftermarket axle assemblies offered by compa-

nies like Currie Enterprises (currieenterprises.

com) and Dynatrac (dynatrac.com). I believe 

you have confused semi-floating axleshafts with 

C-clip axleshafts. 

Full-floating axle assemblies are generally re-

served for high load capacity applications, such 

as the rear axles found in 3⁄4- and 1-ton trucks. 

Full-floating axles have bearing spindles either 

bolted or welded to the housing ends. These 

spindles and wheel bearings support the weight 

of the vehicle and payload. The axleshafts slide 

in through the hollowed spindles and either bolt 

to or spline into the wheel hub. The axleshafts 

do not carry any of the vehicle weight, they 

only transmit power from the differential to the 

wheels. If a full-floating axleshaft fails, the wheel 

end is unaffected and the vehicle can continue 

on in four-wheel drive or in two-wheel drive on 

the remaining axleshaft if the axle has a locking 

differential. FW

CENTER DIFF DIFFERENCE

Q
What is a central locking differential and 

why do those limey European rigs have 

them and our American ones don’t? What 

gives? What’s the benefit between their system 

compared to our standard 4WD transfer case?

@AGUIJIMENEZ

VIA INSTAGRAM @CAPPAWORKS

A
The center locking differential isn’t just 

a component found on overseas 4x4s. It 

can be found on any 4x4 with both full-time 

and part-time 4x4 transfer case settings. This 

includes some current model Jeep Grand Chero-

kees, the ’17 Ford Raptor, and some GM trucks, 

among others.

A central locking differential is located in the 

transfer case and performs a function similar to 

the differentials found in traditional axles. The 

full-time four-wheel-drive setting is designed for 

use on the street where very little tire slip oc-

curs. When the vehicle is in full-time four-wheel 

drive, there needs to be some differentiation 

between the front and rear axles. The front end 

of a vehicle will take a corner much wider than 

the rear end, therefore the front end travels a 

further distance than the rear end. That differ-

ence needs to be compensated for, and that’s 

exactly where a center locking differential comes 

into play.

Now, when you are ready to hit the dirt, you 

shift the transfer case into part-time 4x4. This 

locks the center differential and makes the 4x4 

more off-road worthy. The front and rear tires are 

able to slip on the loose or slick off-road surface 

to compensate for the difference in distance 

traveled by the front and rear axles.

RAM-ASSIST MOUNTING

Q
For a ram-assist, PSC states that the rod 

ends on the ram should be parallel to 

each other. Mine is mounted similar to the ram 

on the GI Gyp M1008 project truck. Do you 

think this is an issue?

@CANWORX

VIA INSTAGRAM @CAPPAWORKS

A
Installing a ram-assist system on any 4x4 

can be an exercise in patience and creativ-

ity, especially on vehicles with tight engine bays, 

busy front suspensions, and narrow front axles. 

Mounting the ram properly is only part of the 

equation. All too often we see the ram-assist 

hoses mounted carelessly near bumpstops and 

other areas where they can be cut or smashed. 

When choosing a location for the ram you should 

always keep the hose routing in mind. As you 

mentioned, in an ideal world the ram will be 

mounted perfectly parallel with the tie rod that 

it’s attached to. This is not always possible. In 

fact, in most cases it’s not at all feasible, but 

you can usually get pretty close. This was the 

case with the PSC (pscmotorsports.com) ram-

assist on the Dana 60 front axle on our M1008. 

We wanted to keep the ram and hoses out of 

harm’s way, so this was the best location for it. 

The heavy-duty RuffStuff Specialties (ruffstuff-

specialties.com) differential cover provided a 

solid mounting point to weld the ram mounting 

tabs on the one side. On the other we used a 

clamp-on-style tie-rod mount. Although it never 

slipped on us, it’s probably best to either weld 

the clamp-on mount in place or use weld tabs 

for mounting to the tie rod.

Our PSC ram-assist system worked flawlessly. 

The truck was never trailered. We drove it to 

wheeling spots, despite the sluggish 6.2L diesel 

and dismal fuel economy. We had no problem 

turning our nightmarish 40-inch Boggers mount-



Looking for a personalized gift for almost any occasion?

• Upload your own photos
• Design great personalized covers
• Order prints to share or give as gifts

Create your own magazine cover and be a star.

www.myowncover.com

Official Sponsor of

866.533.7706

NEW JK WRANGLER 

COILOVER 
KIT

Rubicon Express 
race-inspired coilover 
conversion kit

 FEATURING FOX SHOCKS

JK WRANGLER
COILOVER KIT



86 JUNE 2017 FOUR WHEELER

June 1-3
What: 8th Badlands Jeep Jamboree

Where: Attica, Indiana

Hosted by: Jeep Jamboree USA

Info: 530/333-4777, jeepjamboreeusa.com

June 1-4
What: 49th SCORE Baja 500

Where: Ensenada, Baja, Mexico

Hosted by: SCORE International Off-Road  

Racing

Info: score-international.com

June 2-4
What: Carlisle Ford Nationals

Where: Carlisle, Pennsylvania

Hosted by: Carlisle Events

Info: carlisleevents.com

June 3
What: Wilderness First Aid Course

Where: Gorman, California

Hosted by: Badlands Off-Road Adventures

Info: 310/613-5473, 4x4training.com

June 3
What: Diesel Pick-Up Powerfest Series 

Where: Lancaster, Pennsylvania

Hosted by: Buck Motorsports Park

Info: buckmotorsports.com

June 3-4 
What: W.E. Rock East Round 2

Where: Warren, New Hampshire 

Hosted by: World Extreme Rock Crawling 

Championship Series

Info: werocklive.com

June 6-10
What: 20th Annual Grand Slam West

Where: Moab, Utah

Hosted by: Grand Slam West

Info: http://gsw.mallcrawlin.com/

June 8-10
What: 10th Top of the Ozarks Jeep Jamboree

Where: Seymour, Missouri 

Hosted by: Jeep Jamboree USA

Info: 530/333-4777, jeepjamboreeusa.com

June 8-10
What: 3rd Tillamook Jeep Jamboree

Where: Tillamook, Oregon 

Hosted by: Jeep Jamboree USA

Info: 530/333-4777, jeepjamboreeusa.com

June 8-11
What: Trucks Gone Wild Summertime Bash At 

Brick’s

Where: Poplar Bluff, Missouri

Hosted by: Trucks Gone Wild

Info: trucksgonewild.com

June 9-11
What: Bantam Jeep Heritage Festival

Where: Butler, Pennsylvania

Hosted by: Butler County Tourism &  

Convention Bureau

Info: bantamjeepfestival.com

June 10
What: Lucas Oil East Coast Series Truck &  

Tractor Pull 

Where: Lancaster, Pennsylvania

Hosted by: Buck Motorsports Park

Info: buckmotorsports.com

June 10
What: Getting Started Off-Road Driving

Where: Gorman, California

Hosted by: Badlands Off-Road Adventures

Info: 310/613-5473, 4x4training.com

June 10-11
What: 4WD Trail-Gear Western Regional Series

Where: Prairie City SVRA, California

Hosted by: Ultra4 Racing

Info: ultra4racing.com

June 11
What: Day 2 Getting Started Off-Road Driving

Where: Mojave, California

Hosted by: Badlands Off-Road Adventures

Info: 310/613-5473, 4x4training.com

June 15-17
What: 25th Drummond Island Jeep Jamboree

Where: Drummond Island, Michigan 

Hosted by: Jeep Jamboree USA

Info: 530/333-4777, jeepjamboreeusa.com

June 17
What: Starting Rock Crawling

Where: Lucerne Valley, California

Hosted by: Badlands Off-Road Adventures

Info: 310/613-5473, 4x4training.com

June 17-18
What: Big Dogs At Budds Creek MX Park

Where: Leonardtown, Maryland

Hosted by: Big Dogs Offroad

Info: bigdogsoffroad.com

June 22-24
What: 20th Penn’s Woods Jeep Jamboree

Where: Bradford, Pennsylvania 

Hosted by: Jeep Jamboree USA

Info: 530/333-4777, jeepjamboreeusa.com

June 22-24
What: 16th Silver Valley Jeep Jamboree

Where: Mullan/Wallace, Idaho 

Hosted by: Jeep Jamboree USA

Info: 530/333-4777, jeepjamboreeusa.com

June 23
What: OAUSA Summer Fest/Field Day

Where: Frazier Park, California

Hosted by: Badlands Off-Road Adventures

Info: 310/613-5473, 4x4training.com

June 23-24
What: 4WD Hardware Eastern Regional Series

Where: Attica, Indiana

Hosted by: Ultra4 Racing

Info: ultra4racing.com

June 23-25
What: Big Dogs Spring Fling

Where: Gore, Virginia

Hosted by: Big Dogs Offroad

Info: bigdogsoffroad.com

June 23-25
What: Carlisle Chevrolet Nationals

Where: Carlisle, Pennsylvania

Hosted by: Carlisle Events

Info: carlisleevents.com

June 23-25
What: Trucks Gone Wild Making Canada  

Great Again 

Where: Waldron, Saskatchewan, Canada 

Hosted by: Trucks Gone Wild

Info: trucksgonewild.com

June 24
What: Summer Mud Bog/Tuff Trucks/Dash  

For Cash 

Where: Lancaster, Pennsylvania

Hosted by: Buck Motorsports Park

Info: buckmotorsports.com

June 24-25
What: Lucas Oil Off Road Racing Series

Where: Tooele, Utah

Hosted by: Lucas Oil

Info: lucasoiloffroad.com

June 24-25
What: Iron Range Offroad Driving School

Where: Gilbert, Minnesota

Hosted by: Iron Range Offroad

Info: ironrangeoffroad.com
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serve the right to edit them for length, accuracy, and clarity. The editorial department can also be reached through 

the website at fourwheeler.com. Due to the volume of mail, electronic and otherwise, we cannot respond to every 

reader, but we do read everything.
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Flashback Aug. ’90:  
Road Testing a “Towering Brute” GMC
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According to the story, most of the mods 

on the GMC were completed by Four Wheel 

Parts Wholesalers over the course of two 

weeks and included a Skyjacker 6-inch lift; 

4-inch body lift; 39-inch-tall, 18-inch-wide 

Mickey Thompson tires; 15x12 Alcoa 

wheels; Smittybilt double-tube bumpers; triple 

Mercury Tube rollbar; Explorer auxiliary light-

ing; Prerun Products tire carrier; and Dupont 

Hot Pink acrylic paint with “at least a mile of 

pinstriping” over the factory GMC paint. 

So what was it like spending two weeks 

with the truck we called “high-riding” and 

“towering brute” in late 1989? We wrote, “It 

wasn’t long before the truck was drawing 

I
n the Aug. ’90 issue of Four Wheeler, 

we “road tested” a customized ’90 GMC 

K1500 pickup that was built by GMC 

Truck for display at the 1989 Specialty 

Equipment Market Association (SEMA) 

Show in Las Vegas. Following the show, GMC 

wanted more 

exposure on the 

truck so the com-

pany offered to 

let us drive it for 

a couple weeks. 

We took ’em up on 

it. Why? Well, why 

not? We wrote in 

the story that we 

were often asked, 

“You must get tired 

of driving these tall 

trucks around all 

the time.” We not-

ed, “Unfortunately, 

the opportunity to 

actually pilot one of 

these things is rare 

for anyone—even 

us—despite the 

fact that we either 

shoot photos or 

write about them on 

a daily basis.”

Those “things” we 

were referring to were 

big, lifted, custom-

ized 4x4s. We called 

’em “custom-built 

monsters” in the story. 

Things were different 

in the four-wheel-drive 

world in the late ’80s 

and early ’90s. This 

was the era of neon shock boots on all four 

shocks at each wheel, super tall lifts, tires that 

were far too large for axle capacity, and eye-

assaulting paintjobs. All very strange by today’s 

standards, but at the time it was hot. So hot in 

fact that truck shows from coast to coast were 

packed with dolled-up rigs fitting the afore-

mentioned description and no one gave ’em a 

second thought.

crowds in supermarket parking lots, insti-

gating meetings with new neighbors, and 

generally instilling the feeling of being a big 

shot.” We summed up our experience with 

the truck by saying, “Driving the street-legal 

monster actually turned into much more 

than an ego boost. As the two-week loan 

period came to a close, the elephantine sus-

pension and steering characteristics became 

second nature to us. Braking was another 

story altogether. No amount of time would 

get us accustomed to what it takes to slow 

down this beast. But we can’t say we ever 

got tired of it.” FW

TRAIL’S END
BY KEN BRUBAKER  KEN.BRUBAKER@FOURWHEELER.COM  PHOTOS: FOUR WHEELER STAFF  

->“AS THE TWO-WEEK LOAN PERIOD CAME TO A CLOSE,  
THE ELEPHANTINE SUSPENSION AND STEERING CHARACTERISTICS 
BECAME SECOND NATURE TO US.”
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