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Road King’s Driver of the Month

A Special

In or out of his rig,
Barry Owens recognizes
no barriers.

bt Cimdly Hazen and Milice Freeman

hen Barry Onwens groes o work,

he bazses his wife and two little

girls good-bye. Then, he rolls his
wheelchair onto the handicapped hift,
rides up to his cab and wheels past the
fold-up bunk, He lifts himsell neatly onito
the driver's seal, scoures his clair, and
pushes buttons that raise his scat todr-
ving level and stow the lifr. He turmns tihe
key, grasps the hand comtrols and pulls
his 18 whesker onto the rmoacd

It was a truck accident in 1951 that
pinched Barry's spinal column and left
him a paraplegie. "1 was five miles from
home when the brakes locked and 1
rolled the cab” Barry remembers. He
was engaged at the time, and he and
Kathy were marnied when he was
released from the bospa

They invested his 330,000 worker's
compensation settlement in a small
metel near Collierville, Tenn., & small
town south of Memphis near the
Mississippi border. But Barry snon
missec] being on te moad. "l can't stand
b sit around,” he says. 1 probably could
hinve fovmnd 5-|'.l|'|1l."ﬁ'|.i|!1£'. casker, My daddy
pot killed in a truck. ... Trucking is what
I've alverys dome, [enpow it

He aid '|~'.'.1r:.’t|:. H el 1|1.l: ahie wiolld
Taige the mvotel, I 1985, he b lu|.',|'|?. i
"hotshot™ and began delivering light
kgl ||.|1'.|;||.1|_Lr.'.'- evperitiidly ot
el R o et ina |'|:&';.':’ rig. *1 wisuld
b bunel b gt my LML eow k.-.'l.'El I.I':!lil'.E
wht Twas doing,. | fgured U just get
back into trucking.”

Rarton Truck Center in ?'.I.ﬂrl.]'lhll.
helped him achieve his goal, " conldn’t
have dione 1 without themn 1 hesd to bene
the trock to take the test.” Barion worked
@ cheal sovthat if he couddn't et has lioense
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they'd take the truck back, It was abig
IMYESTITRENE D |"-"||'|'C".' oan .J,1'I'I.,1:.‘|'\:"

For the CDL test, Barry had to go to
Washwille. His rehabalitation center pro
vided the paperwork detailing his physa
cal capabilities. Besades driving, he had 10
demonstrate that he could get into and
ot ol the cati. Then, his evaluators tested
all of his equipment. “They ve got ta be
thorough to ket sermeone like me drive”

Sance earming his CDL three years ago,
Barry has logged some 220,000 miles.
Like oaheer drivers, he umdergoes a phys-
cal every two years with an allovance for
s h1r|-:1||._l.|1 I addition, the wanver on
his CIIL = upckated every bwo veams.

“All the states are red lenient, e sas
“In Missourd omee time, | pulled into a
wergh station, The trooper said, "We're
niol poeng b harss you. We just want fo
wee by v do i) 11 really shocks folks
that 1'm m a wheelchair and doing this.
Fverywhene | ot takes mie a linde lomnger
becanse everyboxdy kes o check out my
truck. Sometimes I'll get in and ouwt 10
timis just showing people, Everybody’s
been real positive”
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The lift needs clearance when he
parks, but thanks to an automatic
transmission and hand controls,
Barry handles his rig with ease,
Daughters Mollie (above, right) and
Katie regard the truck as a big toy.

Still there have been some wnpleasan:
experiences. Although a driver theoreti
-_..lI}:.' [ p|;|i,||,'i tey ddeliver o Boewd, 0 L.l.h'ul:l:i'.l:.'
a dock crew will expect the driver to Lail
gate the freight. When Barry encounters
this situation, he pays the dock croew well,
amd b listens o them grumble, “This is
somcthing that needs to be changed in
the industry. We're drivers, not general
kb, e 1nsists

He sormetimes must make other
acooimmiaclations o his condsion. ™[ can
sleep in my truck, bat | get a moted room
to wse the restroom and shower.
Soametimes 105 hird o find & mote with
handicapped moms.

Hiz goal s bo e a dedicated run. “Timi
wildcattin now, I might haul hurnitrne
tohay andd steel tomarros [ have to look
feer o losaed commangg back. 115 hard om me




because ['ve got to pet a motel 1o clean
up.” he says, With an establishid route he
says e won't need to bunt for a motel in
a strange aty

Bus Barry dosesn't brosod ower the diffi
cubties. “Tdo it all for them.” he says, talk
g atsovit his wile and s two dacphiers,
Mollie, 7, and Katie, 5. “Being handi-
capped B whatever vou make it 1 look ai
il &5 an moonvenicnioe,

T still do anything that 1 did before 1
got haurt, [ can't rum a marathoa, but 1 ory
to do anvthing I did belore, | get
depressed, but people who walk get
e too, 1 ey ot b dwetl on shat |
can t do | by bo Dgure out was of doing
webiad | want to da”

He can da maost of the basic tsks: tip
over the hood, check the oll and even
crawl under the cab. The only thing he
cani 1 do s achust his brakes, His brother,
ity abso chrivess o trock, does thit every
weekend. As for breakdowns, Barry
'h.q'.;ih a mabile |1!':q.-' v 1 his coband
trackes his ok every 2000000 rrales

Recently, he traded his single-axle fora
LK) I-::,-|:|||:|- wr with nederm rears [ wes

custom modified by Handicap
Unbimited of Memphis for Barmy's nesds.
Two doors were cut inio the rear driver’s
pane to acoomimodate the air-powersd
chair lift. Controls on the lift and the
doo b of his cab provide sy scoess.
This is important 1o Barry, for his pre
viows truck had a hormernade litt that was
autside the caly amd awloward o wse, The
driver’s seat in the new one has an air
cushion which adjusts the 2eat level w

Barry can mwe i and out of his wheel-
chair. Hand levers on the steering col
umn operale the accelerator and beake
podals. The fold-up bunk, television,
VCER and mobile phone provide some of
the comiboris of lvome.

Altogether the truck represents an
inveitrrent of $90. 006, which Barton
saalid on eneroars terms withoul a prodi,
e save, The Bt and cab conversons cos
SEU, and the Allizon Workd autormatic
transmission cost 527,000, Barry has
publed wp o 48,000 pounds with . "I
cost e a bt of money, but this is soame
thing | can doy” he notes with pride

Like mast ownerfoperadors, Barmy sas
that what b [ikes most about trocking is
the independence, but for him the wornd
has a special meaning. "When I'm
behind the wheel of that trudk, I'm oo
handicapped. i just ac vl as andwody
else going upand down that higheas?”
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