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The Night I Lost My Brakes (and Found My Method)

It was eleven o'clock at night on the western slope of Colorado's Cumbres Pass. | had 78,000 pounds
of lumber strapped to a flatbed and a schedule that was already shot to hell. The fog was thick
enough that my high beams just bounced back at me, and the grade was steep enough that | could
feel the weight of the load pushing against the back of the cab like a bully looking for a fight. I'd been
driving mountains for years by that point, but something about that night felt different. Maybe it was
the cold. Maybe it was the fatigue. Whatever it was, | did what I'd always done: | started riding the

service brakes.

Three miles in, the pedal went soft. Not a gradual softening over time—I'm talking about one pump
felt normal, the next one sank toward the floor like | was pressing into a sponge. My stomach dropped
faster than the truck was descending. | pumped again. Nothing. The truck started picking up speed,
and | could smell the acrid stench of burning brake linings curling up through the vents. That smell is

something you never forget. It's the smell of your options disappearing one by one.

My mind raced through everything I'd ever been taught about runaway descents. Downshift? Already
in the wrong gear. Stab the brakes? Nothing left to stab with. The runaway ramp was two miles
ahead, and | wasn't sure I'd make it. That's when something surfaced from deep in my memory—
something an old driver had told me years before: "Let the engine do the work, kid. The engine
doesn't get tired." | flipped the engine brake switch to high, manually grabbed a lower gear, and
prayed.

The engine roared like an animal waking up angry. The RPMs climbed into the yellow band, and | felt
the truck actually slow—not from friction, not from brake shoes against drums, but from compression
fighting back against gravity. The engine brake caught the load and held it. | wasn't stopping. But |

wasn't accelerating either. For the first time in what felt like hours, | exhaled.
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| rode the engine brake the rest of the way down that mountain. | didn't touch the service pedal once
in the final five miles. When | finally reached the bottom and pulled onto flat ground, my hands were
shaking, but my brakes were cool. | got out and walked around the truck. The drums were warm to
the touch, but not hot. Not destroyed. I'd made it down one of the nastiest passes in the Rockies

without using the service brakes for most of the descent. That night changed everything for me.

| realized something that night that nobody had ever taught me in any company orientation or CDL
training class: your service brakes are not your primary stopping tool on a mountain. They are your
backup. Your emergency reserve. The engine brake is what keeps you alive, and the stab-braking
technique is how you use the service brakes without killing them. That's not what the textbooks say,
and it's sure as hell not what most trainers tell new drivers, but it's the truth. I've spent the years since

that night proving it on every grade from the Smokies to the Sierras.

This book is about what | learned, what | proved, and what | want every driver to know before they
find themselves at eleven o'clock on a mountain with a pedal that goes to the floor. I'm not going to
repeat myself, and I'm not going to pad this thing with filler. Every chapter earns its place. If | say
something once, it's because that's all it needs. You're a professional driver, and you deserve a manual

that respects your time and intelligence. Let's get into it.

Why This Book Has No Repetition

I've read too many instructional books that treat the reader like they have amnesia. The same point,
rephrased three different ways, spread across two chapters, like the author got paid by the word.
That's not what you're going to get here. Every chapter in this book covers ground that no other
chapter covers. When you finish Chapter 1, you won't see its material again in Chapter 3. When |

explain something, | explain it once, and then | trust you to remember it.
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This isn't just a stylistic choice. It's a structural promise built into how the book is organized. The
Introduction tells my story and lays out the core philosophy. Chapter 1 explains the physics of why
your service brakes fail when you rely on them. Chapter 2 teaches you the engine brake system and
how to use it as your primary stopping force. Chapter 3 gives you the stab-braking method with
precise timing and rhythm. Chapter 4 covers what to do when things go wrong—recovery, not
prevention. Chapter 5 shifts from technique to identity: how you become the kind of driver who

doesn't just survive mountains but masters them.

Each chapter assumes you absorbed the previous ones. There's no circling back to re-teach a concept
"justin case." If you need to revisit something, you know where to find it. But while you're reading
straight through, you'll get nothing but forward momentum. That's how | was taught to drive down a
mountain, and it's how | decided to write this book. No brake riding. No redundancy. Just what you

need, when you need it.

The One Truth Every Driver Must Accept

Here is the truth that sits underneath everything else in this book: you are not in control of a mountain
descent because you have good brakes. You are in control because you know how to manage
momentum. That's the shift. Most drivers think about descending as a braking problem. "l need to
slow down, so | press the pedal." That logic works fine on flat ground. On a six-percent grade with

forty thousand pounds behind you, it's suicide dressed up as common sense.

The mountain doesn't care about your pedal. It doesn't care that you have brand-new brake linings or
that your company just did a full drum replacement last month. The mountain has gravity, and gravity
has time, and time will turn your service brakes into smoke if you give it the chance. The only thing
that beats gravity on a long descent is a system that manages the truck's speed without depending
on friction alone. That system is the engine brake combined with disciplined, surgical use of the

service brakes only when necessary.
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| want you to accept something right now, before we go any further. Your service brakes are a backup
system on steep grades. They are not the main event. If you're driving a mountain pass the same way
you drive a city street—tapping the pedal every time the speed creeps up—you are burning through
your safety margin and you don't even know it. The method I'm going to teach you flips the script. The
engine brake becomes your constant, your anchor. The service brakes become the tool you reach for

sparingly, precisely, and with respect for what they cost to replace.

What You'll Gain (and What You'll Stop Doing)

By the time you finish this book, you're going to have a method. Not a collection of tips, not a handful
of "good ideas" you heard from another driver at a truck stop. A method. A repeatable, reliable way to
descend any grade—steep, winding, long, short, loaded, empty—with your brakes cool and your heart
rate steady. That's the first thing you'll gain: predictability. You'll know exactly when to stab, exactly
how long, and exactly when to let the engine brake carry the load. No guessing. No panic. Just

rhythm.

The second thing you'll gain is money in your pocket. Brake jobs are expensive, and they come more
often when you cook your linings on every descent. Drivers who use this method replace brake shoes
and drums a fraction as often as drivers who ride the pedal down every mountain. I'm not going to
quote you statistics here—the specific numbers depend on your equipment, your routes, your loads—
but | will tell you this: I've gone years between brake replacements on trucks that run mountain routes

full-time. The economics speak for themselves.
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You'll also gain something harder to measure but impossible to miss once you feel it: confidence that
isn't based on luck. There's a particular kind of calm that comes from knowing you can handle
whatever the mountain throws at you. Not because you're brave, but because you're prepared.
Because you have a system. I've watched drivers transform from white-knuckled survivors into
relaxed professionals, and the difference isn't talent. It's technique. This book gives you that

technique.

What you'll stop doing is just as important. You'll stop riding the brakes unconsciously. You'll stop
panicking when the speed climbs five miles per hour above your target. You'll stop replacing brake
components twice a year. You'll stop dreading the mountain passes on your route and start seeing
them as just another part of the job—a part you've got handled. That shift doesn't just change your
driving. It changes how you feel at the end of a shift, how you sleep at night, and how long you stay in

this career.
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Chapter 1: The Physics

of Panic — Why Your
Service Brakes Are
Your Enemy
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The Heat Cycle That Kills Brake Linings

Every time you press the brake pedal, you are converting forward motion into heat. That heat does
not disappear. It soaks into the brake drum and the lining. When temperatures climb past 600
degrees, the binding resins that hold the lining material together start to break down. The surface of
the lining begins to glaze over—it hardens into a glassy, slippery skin that no longer grips the drum

the way it should.

Now consider what happens on a six percent grade that runs for seven miles. If you hold steady
pressure on the pedal, the temperature does not plateau. It climbs relentlessly. By the halfway point,
your drums have expanded outward, pulling themselves away from the shoes. You are now pressing
harder to achieve the same stopping force, which generates even more heat. This is a feedback loop

with one outcome: the brakes stop braking.

| have pulled drums off trucks that came down the mountain with a driver who thought he was doing
fine. The lining looked like polished obsidian. The drum surface had heat-checking—tiny cracks
running across the face like a shattered windshield. That drum was no longer round either. It had

expanded so much it warped. That driver spent two thousand dollars on an avoidable brake job.

The physics here is unforgiving. Kinetic energy rises with the square of your speed. Double your
descent speed, and you have four times the energy to dissipate. Your brakes are rated for a specific
gross vehicle weight and a specific speed range. Exceed either, and the system cannot shed heat

faster than you are pumping it in. The brake components literally run out of thermal capacity.
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What most drivers do not understand is that brake fade is not a single event. It is a progression. Stage
one: the pedal feels normal, but the truck does not slow. The lining has glazed and the friction
coefficient has collapsed. Stage two: you push harder, and the pedal travels further. The drum has
expanded. Stage three: fluid boils in the lines if you have a hydraulic system, or the air pressure drops

dangerously low with an air brake setup. By stage three, you are in serious trouble.

| want you to picture the brake shoes pressing against a drum that is growing larger by the second.
The shoes have to travel further to make contact, which means they reach the end of their stroke
sooner. On an air brake system, this translates directly to higher air consumption per application. Run
out of air on a descent, and the spring brakes lock up. Now you are stopped dead on a mountain

grade with hot brakes and no way to move the truck to a safe spot.

The real tragedy is that all of this is preventable. The heat cycle only kills your linings if you let it. The
drum only expands if you feed it continuous friction. The real villain on a mountain descent is not the
steepness of the road—it is the myth that steady braking equals control. It does not. It equals

destruction.

The "Burning Off" Myth

Somewhere along the way, a dangerous piece of advice took root in the trucking world. It goes like
this: ride the brakes lightly on the way down to burn off moisture or to keep them warm so they are
ready when you need them. | have heard this from drivers with twenty years of experience. | have

heard it from trainers. And every single time, it makes my jaw tighten.
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Let me be blunt. Riding your brakes to dry them out or warm them up on a downhill grade
accomplishes exactly one thing: it begins the heat cycle | just described before you have even reached
the steepest section. You are trading a hypothetical moisture problem for a guaranteed overheating
problem. Moisture on the linings will evaporate in the first normal brake application at the top of the
grade, and it certainly will be gone by the first stabbing application. You do not need to ride the pedal
to make that happen.

The keep them warm logic is just as flawed. Brake linings generate their best friction when they are
within their normal operating range—roughly 200 to 400 degrees. When you drag the brakes lightly,
you are pushing them into a temperature zone where the resins begin to soften but never fully cure. It
is like trying to bake a cake at 200 degrees for twice as long. You do not get a cake. You get a mess.
And with brake linings, you get a surface that is neither cold nor fully bonded—a surface that will fail

unpredictably when you finally ask it to do real work.

| once followed a driver down a long grade in West Virginia who had his brake lights on for the entire
four miles. Not flashing. Not pulsing. On. At the bottom, he pulled into a rest area and | pulled in
behind him. | walked over and asked if | could check something. He agreed. His brake drums were
radiating so much heat | could feel it three feet away. He thought he had been careful because he
never hit the pedal hard. The truth was that his careful approach had destroyed his stopping power

more thoroughly than hard braking ever could.

The origin of this myth probably comes from older drum materials or from advice about keeping

brakes dry in wet conditions before descending. But the technology has changed and the grades have
not gotten any friendlier. Riding the brakes does not prepare them for a descent. It pre-exhausts them.
It is like a boxer running five miles before stepping into the ring—only this boxer cannot call a timeout

when his legs give out.
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When you ride the pedal, you are also sending a false signal to any driver behind you. They see a
constant glow of brake lights and assume you are nervous, unpredictable, or unaware of the grade.
They cannot distinguish between a light drag and an emergency stop. You remove their ability to read

your intentions, and you increase the chance of a rear-end collision on an already hazardous stretch of

road.

Drop the myth. Brakes are not a space heater for your drums. They are a precision tool. Treat them

that way.

The Psychology of the Stomp - Why We Overbrake

Maria was thirty-four years old, new to mountain driving, hauling a flatbed of pressure-treated
lumber down a winding grade in the Oregon Coast Range. The road was dry, the load was secure,
and her truck was in good mechanical condition. But within three minutes of starting the descent, her
heart was pounding and her right leg was tense. Every time the speedometer crept two miles per

hour above what felt comfortable, she pressed the brake pedal. Not a stab—a push. A hold. A plead.

What Maria was experiencing was not a failure of skill. It was a failure of instinct. The human brain is
wired to react to acceleration as a threat. When the truck gains speed on a downhill, the primitive part
of your mind interprets that as falling. It wants to stop the fall immediately. Your foot moves to the
brake before your conscious mind has finished calculating whether the speed increase is actually

dangerous. This reflex saved our ancestors from cliffs. It kills truck brakes.

The stomp reflex creates a specific pattern: brake, release briefly when the fear subsides, then brake
again the moment speed returns. The pattern becomes rapid and irregular. The brakes never cool
between applications because the intervals are too short. The driver feels busy, feels in control,
because they are constantly doing something. But the something they are doing is the exact wrong

thing.
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Overbraking has a psychological cost beyond the mechanical damage. It locks the driver into a
reactive mindset. You become a passenger to your own fear, responding to every fluctuation instead
of anticipating what the road will demand. Your attention narrows to the speedometer. You stop
scanning ahead. You stop listening to the engine. You stop feeling the road through the seat and the

wheel. All that exists is the number on the dash and the voice in your head screaming slow down.

The antidote to this panic is not willpower—it is understanding. When you know, with absolute
certainty, that your engine brake can hold a 40,000 pound truck at a safe speed on a six percent grade
without any service brake input, the fear loses its grip. The speedometer needle becomes information,
not accusation. Maria did not need to try harder to stay calm. She needed to understand that the
acceleration she was fighting was not the enemy at all. It was the natural behavior of a truck under

gravity, and it was well within the engine brake's ability to manage.

There is also a social dimension to overbraking that few driver trainers discuss. VWhen you ride with
another driver or when you know your company monitors speed, there is pressure to appear cautious.
Stab-braking can feel aggressive even though it is safer. A driver who stabs firmly and then releases
completely looks less "careful" than one who maintains constant light pressure, even though the
second driver is systematically destroying the equipment. Overcoming the fear of looking reckless

requires confidence in your own knowledge.

The stomp reflex is not a character flaw. It is the factory default setting for a species that evolved on
flat ground. But you are not driving on flat ground. You are guiding eighty thousand pounds down a
slope where physics makes no allowances for instinct. Recognizing the reflex is the first step to

overriding it.
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The Secret of Momentum Threshold

Every truck, on every grade, with every load, has a speed at which the force of gravity pulling it
downhill exactly balances the resistance pushing back—engine braking, aerodynamic drag, and
rolling friction. | call this the momentum threshold. Above this speed, the truck will accelerate until
something intervenes. Below this speed, the truck will decelerate on its own. At the threshold speed,

it holds steady like a gyroscope.

Finding your threshold is not complicated, but it requires a brief moment of faith. At the top of the
grade, with your engine brake on and the correct gear selected, take your foot completely off the
service brake and the accelerator. Let the truck descend. Watch the speedometer. In the first few
seconds, the speed will climb. This is where the faith comes in—you must resist the stomp reflex | just
described. Let the speed climb. Within fifteen to thirty seconds, the acceleration will taper off. The
needle will settle into a range where the truck is still moving downhill but not gaining speed rapidly.

Thatis your threshold.

For a typical loaded tractor-trailer on a six percent grade with the engine brake on high, the threshold
might be 35 to 45 miles per hour in a lower gear. Your numbers will vary depending on weight, grade
steepness, wind conditions, and the specific engine brake system on your truck. But the principle

holds constant: there is always a speed where the forces balance. Your job is to find it and stay near it.

Understanding the momentum threshold changes the entire geometry of a mountain descent. Instead
of a battle where you are constantly fighting gravity with friction, the descent becomes a
management task. You are not trying to stop the truck. You are trying to keep it within a band on either
side of the threshold. When speed drifts above the band, you intervene with a single firm stab. When
speed drifts back down, you wait. The service brakes are no longer your primary tool. They are a trim

tab—a small correction to a system that is already nearly stable.
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Drivers who do not understand the threshold live in a constant state of intervention. They brake at 42
miles per hour. The truck slows to 38. They release. It creeps back to 42. They brake again. This
pattern might repeat twenty times on a single grade. Every one of those brake applications adds heat
to the drums that never dissipates. The driver finishes the descent with hot brakes and frazzled

nerves, having done far more work than the road required.

A driver who understands the threshold brakes maybe three or four times on the same grade. Each
application is deliberate. Each release is complete. The drums cool between stabs. The driver finishes
the descent with brakes that are warm but not hot, and nerves that are steady. The difference is not

talent. It is knowledge of a natural equilibrium that was always there, waiting to be used.

The momentum threshold is the line between panic and control. Once you learn to see it on any
grade, you will never descend the same way again. The mountain becomes a partner in the descent,

not an opponent. That is not poetry. That is physics working for you instead of against you.
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Chapter 2: The

Engine Brake as Your
Primary Stopping
Force
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How the Air Mounted Compressed Engine Brake System Works

The engine brake is not a mysterious black box strapped to the top of your motor. It is a deliberately
engineered system that changes the very job description of your engine. When you flip that switch on
the dash or let off the throttle with the brake engaged, you are telling the engine to stop being a
power source and start being an air compressor. The pistons are still moving, the crankshaft is still

spinning, but the goal is no longer forward momentum. The goal is resistance.

On most modern diesel engines, the air mounted compressed engine brake uses a combination of
compression release and exhaust backpressure. Here is what that means in plain terms: as the piston
rises on the compression stroke, the cylinder builds pressure. In normal operation, that pressure
would then push the piston back down on the power stroke, continuing the engine's rotation. But with
the engine brake activated, a solenoid opens the exhaust valve right at the top of the compression
stroke, releasing that compressed air before it can do any useful work. The energy that went into
compressing the air is now wasted, and that wasted energy drags against the engine's rotation. That

drag is your stopping force.

The sound you hear—the loud blatting, the rumble that echoes off canyon walls—is that compressed
air being released into the exhaust system. It is not noise for noise's sake. Every pulse of sound is a
cylinder's worth of pressure that did not go to the wheels. The more cylinders you have, the more
pulses of resistance per revolution. A six-cylinder engine engaged on all six is effectively saying no to

the crankshaft's desire to keep spinning, six times every two rotations.
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Some systems also use an exhaust brake component, which restricts the flow of exhaust gases out of
the engine. By closing a butterfly valve downstream of the turbocharger, backpressure builds up in
the exhaust manifold. That backpressure pushes against the pistons as they try to push exhaust out,
adding a second layer of resistance. Combined with compression release, you are attacking the
engine's rotation from both sides: inside the cylinders and inside the exhaust path. This dual action is

what gives a properly functioning engine brake its real power.

Now, here is the critical piece that many drivers misunderstand: the engine brake does not work well
across the entire RPM range. It is not a switch you flip and forget. The strength of the braking effect is
directly proportional to engine speed. The faster the engine is turning, the more compression strokes
are happening per second, and the more resistance each one generates because the piston is moving
faster against the compressed air. A V-8 engine brake at 2,100 RPM might generate 400 to 500
horsepower worth of retarding force. That same engine brake at 1,100 RPM might only generate 150

horsepower. That is a massive difference, and it explains why gear selection matters so much.

Your service brakes, on the other hand, do not care about RPM. They care about friction material
against drum, and as we established, they fade quickly under sustained use. So the whole strategy of
mountain descent becomes clear: keep the engine in a gear that keeps the RPM high enough for the
engine brake to do the heavy lifting. If you are descending in too high a gear, the RPM drops, the
engine brake gets weak, the truck runs away, and you reflexively reach for the service brake pedal.

That is the failure chain. That is how good drivers end up on the shoulder with smoking drums.

The air mounted compressed engine brake is your primary stopping force on a grade. Primary. Not
secondary, not backup, not nice-to-have. The physics of thermal fade destroy your service brakes
within minutes of sustained use. The engine brake can operate continuously for the entire length of a
mountain descent without degradation. It does not overheat. It does not glaze. It does not fade. The

only limit is your willingness to keep the RPM in the working zone and trust the system.
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The RPM Sweet Spot — Keeping the Engine in the Power Band

Every engine has a range where the engine brake is most effective. For most heavy-duty diesels, that
range sits between 1,800 and 2,200 RPM. Above that, you are approaching the governed speed and
risking engine damage. Below that, the braking horsepower drops off sharply, and you will feel the
truck start to run away from you. Your job on any descent is to keep the tachometer needle parked

right in that green zone, and if it strays, you correct with a gear change, not with the brake pedal.

| learned this the hard way early in my career. | was coming down a long grade in California with a
heavy load of produce, the engine brake switched on, and | kept having to stab the service brakes
because the truck wanted to accelerate. | kept thinking the engine brake wasn't strong enough for the
weight. What | eventually realized—after a more experienced driver watched me and laughed—was
that | was in ninth gear when | should have been in seventh. The RPM was barely touching 1,400,
and the engine brake was producing maybe a quarter of the stopping force it was capable of. The

system wasn't failing me. | was failing the system by not giving it the RPM it needed.

The sweet spot is not just about RPM number, though. It is also about how the engine sounds and
feels at that speed. When you are in the right gear, the engine has a steady, controlled roar. It sounds
like it is working, not lugging. The truck settles into a consistent speed, maybe gaining one or two
miles per hour over a quarter mile on a steeper section, then leveling out on a shallower section. That
consistency is your confirmation that the engine brake is governing the descent. If the truck is
accelerating smoothly and continuously, your RPM is too low or your gear is too high. If the engine
sounds like it is screaming and the tach is near the redline, you need to upshift or use a light stab to

temporarily reduce speed. But do not panic-redline unless you are truly overspeeding.

Brake Less, Control More: The Art of Stab-Braking and Engine Braking for Safer Mountain Descents
Page 19



Brake Less, Control More: The Art of Stab-Braking and Engine Braking for Safer Mountain Descents

One specific mistake | see drivers make is lugging the engine in too high a gear because they are
afraid of the noise a lower gear produces. Yes, a Jake Brake at 2,100 RPM is loud. On some roads,
there are noise ordinances, and you need to be mindful of that. But noise ordinances do not override
the laws of physics. If you have to choose between a noise complaint and brake failure, you choose
the noise and you live to apologize later. Most local ordinances are written to accommodate legitimate

safety needs anyway.

The other mistake is constantly shifting because the RPM moved 50 points away from the ideal. The
sweet spot is a zone, not a single digit. If you are at 1,900 and the grade steepens briefly, let the RPM
drift up to 2,100 before you decide to grab another gear. The engine brake's strength increases with
RPM, so a slight increase in speed often self-corrects because the retarding force grows. Conversely,
if the grade flattens slightly and RPM drops to 1,700, the braking force decreases and the truck will
accelerate until the RPM rises again. The system has a natural equilibrium point, and your job is to

choose the gear that places that equilibrium point exactly at your target descent speed.

For new drivers still getting a feel for this, | recommend starting a descent one gear lower than you
think you need. It is far easier to upshift and increase speed than it is to slow a runaway truck that has
already built momentum. Descending at 30 miles per hour in a lower gear with the engine brake
holding steady feels slow and safe, and itis. You can always speed up later when you have confirmed
the engine brake is holding the load. What you cannot do is undo the heat damage from riding service

brakes for the first two miles of a five-mile grade.
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The Brake Switch Dance — When Letting the Engine Do the Work
Fails

There is a specific moment on a descent when everything feels wrong. The engine brake is on, the
switch is lit, but the truck is gaining speed. It is not a slow creep upward. It is a steady, undeniable
acceleration. Your instincts will scream at you to reach for the service brake pedal. | want you to pause
—just for a second—and recognize that this moment is not a brake failure. It is a message from the

truck. The message is: you are in the wrong gear.

If the engine brake is engaged and the truck is accelerating, the retarding force being generated is
simply less than the gravitational force pulling the truck down the grade. Gravity does not care about
your switch position. It only cares about mass and slope. To increase the retarding force, you must
increase the RPM. To increase the RPM, you must select a lower gear. Thatis it. That is the entire logic
chain. The switch is not broken. The engine brake did not suddenly weaken. The combination of gear
ratio and engine speed is producing insufficient resistance for the conditions, and the only correct

response is a downshift.

This is the brake switch dance in practice. You are monitoring your descent speed. You see the needle
climbing past your target. You verify the engine brake switch is on high—most systems have two or
three stages, and high engages all cylinders. You glance at the tachometer and see it is at 1,600 and
still dropping as the truck speeds up? Wrong gear. You need to downshift. You do not need to touch
the service brake to accomplish this, though a quick stabilization stab might be warranted if you are
approaching a curve or a speed limit threshold. But the actual correction—the thing that fixes the

problem permanently—is selecting a lower gear.
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Some drivers get confused here because they think the engine brake should automatically slow the
truck down regardless of gear. That expectation comes from driving on flat ground, where even a
weak engine brake will bring an empty truck to a crawl. On flat ground, gravity is not adding energy
to the system. On a six-percent grade with 80,000 pounds, gravity is adding enormous energy every
second, and a weak engine brake at low RPM simply cannot keep up. The math is unforgiving. A fully
loaded truck on a steep grade needs every cylinder firing resistance at a high cycle rate. Half-

measures do not work.

The other side of the dance is knowing when to upshift. You are not trying to descend at the lowest
possible speed. You are trying to descend at a safe, controlled speed that keeps the engine in its
working range and keeps traffic flowing reasonably. If you are in a gear that has you at 2,200 RPM
and the truck is actually slowing down, you might be over-braking. That is less common than under-
braking, but it happens, especially on shallower grades or with lighter loads. In that case, upshift one
gear, let the RPM drop, and see if the truck stabilizes at your target speed. The goal is equilibrium, not

maximum braking.

Here is a concrete rule | teach every driver | mentor: if you find yourself using the service brakes more
than once every thirty seconds on a descent, your engine brake setup is wrong. Either the gear is too
high, the engine brake stage is too low, or you have not fully committed to trusting the system. Go
back to the basics. Lower gear. Verify the switch. Let the engine do its job. The service brake is for
emergencies and intermittent speed correction during the stab-braking rhythm we will cover in the

next chapter. It is not for managing the descent mile after mile.
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Downshifting Without the Clutch — A Survival Skill

There is a technique that separates drivers who are comfortable on mountains from those who are
merely surviving them. It is the ability to downshift a non-synchronized transmission without using
the clutch. | am not talking about grinding gears or forcing the shifter. | am talking about matching
engine speed to road speed so precisely that the transmission slides into the next gear smoothly and

silently, even under load. On a mountain descent, this skill is not optional. It is survival equipment.

Here is why it matters. When you are descending a grade and you realize you are in the wrong gear—
too high, RPM too low, truck accelerating—you need to downshift. If you push in the clutch, you
disconnect the engine from the driveline. For that moment, the engine brake is providing zero
retarding force. Zero. The truck is completely freewheeling, and on a steep grade, it will accelerate
rapidly during that gap. By the time you complete the shift and re-engage the clutch, you may have
gained five or ten miles per hour, and the engine RPM may now be above the safe range for the lower

gear you selected. This is how drivers lose control during shifts.

The clutchless downshift solves this problem by never interrupting the connection between engine
and wheels. Instead of using the clutch, you use the throttle. The process works like this: remove your
foot from the throttle completely. Apply light pressure on the shifter toward the lower gear you want.
The transmission will resist. Now, briefly blip the throttle to raise the engine RPM. At the exact
moment the RPM matches the correct speed for the lower gear, the shifter will slide into place
without force. You have to feel for that moment—it is a subtle release of resistance, a soft slotting

motion. No grinding. No jerking. Just a clean downshift.
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The physics behind this is called rev-matching. Every gear has a specific engine speed that
corresponds to a given road speed. When you are in eighth gear at 35 miles per hour, the engine
might be turning 1,500 RPM. In seventh gear at the same road speed, the engine would need to turn
1,900 RPM. The transmission will not let the shifter move into seventh gear until the input shaft
speed matches the output shaft speed for that gear ratio. By blipping the throttle, you spin up the
input shaft to the right speed, the synchronizers or sliding clutches align, and the gear engages. No

clutch needed.

This technique takes practice. | recommend learning it on flat ground first with an empty truck. Get a
feel for how much throttle blip is needed to move from one gear to the next lower gear at various
speeds. You will develop muscle memory for the timing and the pedal pressure. Eventually, it
becomes automatic. You will think | need seventh and your right foot will blip the throttle without

conscious thought while your hand guides the shifter home.

On a mountain descent, clutchless downshifting means you can drop a gear while the engine brake
continues providing retarding force throughout the entire maneuver. There is no gap. No surge of
acceleration. No moment of panic. You stay in control, and the truck responds immediately to the
increased RPM and the stronger engine braking that comes with the lower gear. This is how
experienced mountain drivers maintain composure on long, technical descents. They are never

disconnected from the driveline. The engine brake is always working.
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For automated manual transmissions, the logic is slightly different but the goal is the same. Most
modern automated transmissions will perform rev-matched downshifts automatically when you
request a lower gear in manual mode. Trust the system, but monitor it. Some automated
transmissions will refuse to downshift if the engine speed would exceed a safe limit. If that happens,
you must use a brief service brake stab to reduce road speed enough to allow the downshift. That is
the one scenario where the service brake legitimately precedes the gear change. But the principle
remains: the engine brake is primary, the downshift is the correction, and the service brake is the

temporary bridge when automation needs it.
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Chapter 3: The Stah-

Braking Method -
Precision Without
Waste
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The Three-Second Stab - How to Apply and Release

Priya's tanker was a full 80,000 pounds of fuel snaking down through West Virginia. Every half mile,
another switchback. Every switchback, another stab at the pedal. But something was off. Her co-
driver, a quiet veteran named Doug who rarely said much, finally looked up from his logbook. "You're
doing it too often," he said. "You're not letting the truck run." She had been stabbing every time the
speedometer ticked up by three miles an hour. The rhythm was frantic. The brakes were working

harder than they needed to.

Here's the core of the stab-braking method: a single, full application of the service brake for exactly
three seconds, followed by a complete release. Not two seconds. Not four. Three seconds gives the
linings enough contact time to scrub off a meaningful chunk of speed without building the heat that
comes from prolonged friction. You count it out. One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three-one-
thousand — off. Your foot comes away like the pedal is hot iron. No lingering. No trailing pressure. No

"just a little more" to be safe.

What makes this work is the purity of the application. You're not modulating. You're not feathering.
You're committing to a full, firm press — brake pedal to the floor in one decisive motion — and then
releasing entirely. Modulation is the enemy of this technique because partial pressure gives you the
worst of both worlds: you're generating heat without generating maximum stopping force. A half-
pressed pedal might feel like control, but it's actually just slow-cooking your drums while barely

slowing the rig.
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Doug had Priya practice on a flat stretch first. "l want you to feel the difference between a stab and a
ride," he said. She pressed and held for a count of three, then released. The truck's nose dipped hard,
then settled back as the suspension unloaded. "That dip is your friend," Doug told her. "That's the

weight transferring forward, putting bite into the steer tires. You get that on every stab. You get none

of that when you ride." He was right. The difference in braking authority was immediate and obvious.

On the next descent, Priya started counting. Three seconds on, full release. The engine brake took
over in the gap, its deep rumble filling the silence between stabs. She noticed something strange: the
truck wasn't accelerating as fast as she'd feared during the release windows. The engine brake was
holding it back enough that she had time. Her earlier panic-stabbing had been based on a false
premise — that if she didn't brake immediately and constantly, the truck would run away. The engine

brake was already preventing that.

The three-second rule does something else that's easy to miss: it standardizes your braking into
measurable units. You know exactly how much speed you dropped on each stab because you know
exactly how long you applied force. If three seconds at full pedal drops you from 55 to 45 on a six-
percent grade, that becomes your baseline. Now you're not guessing. You're operating with data.
When the grade steepens to seven percent, you might see b5 to 47. That's your new number. You

adjust your timing between stabs accordingly, but the stab itself doesn't change.

One trip later, Priya came down the same grade without Doug in the cab. She counted her stabs. Four
total, evenly spaced, with long gaps of pure engine braking in between. At the bottom, she pulled into
the brake check area and put her hand near the drum. Warm, but not hot. Six months earlier, that
same drum would have been too hot to touch. "Three seconds," she said out loud to no one. "That's

all it takes."
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The 10 MPH Recovery Rule - When to Stab Again

Once you release the brake after a three-second stab, the truck will begin accelerating again. Gravity
doesn't clock out. The question is: when do you stab again? Most drivers answer wrong. They stab
when the speedometer hits their target speed, or worse, when it creeps one or two miles per hour
above it. That's how you end up stabbing every fifteen seconds like Priya did, turning a controlled

descent into a frantic, overheated scramble. The right answer is counterintuitive: you let it run.

The 10 MPH Recovery Rule is simple. After each stab, you allow the truck to accelerate up to ten
miles per hour above your desired descent speed before you apply the next stab. If you want to
descend at 45 miles per hour, you don't touch the brake again until the speedometer reads 55. Not
47. Not 50. Fifty-five. That ten-mile-per-hour window is your recovery zone — the space where the

engine brake does all the work and your service brakes get complete rest.

This feels wrong at first. Every instinct screams at you to rein it in sooner. Ten miles per hour over your
target feels reckless, especially on a steep grade with curves ahead. But here's what actually
happens: the truck's acceleration between 45 and 55 is not linear. The engine brake is fighting gravity
the whole time, and its effectiveness increases with RPM. As the speed climbs toward 55, the engine
brake is working harder against the pull of the hill. The final five miles per hour of that recovery

window come slower than the first five. You have more time than you think.

| learned this rule the hard way, running empty down a long Arizona grade where | kept stabbing at
48 because 45 was my target. By the bottom, I'd stabbed eleven times and my brakes were smoking.
The next trip, same grade, same load, | let it run to 55 before each stab. Four stabs total. Drums were
warm but not smoking. Same descent, same truck, same target speed. The only difference was the
size of the recovery window. Eleven stabs versus four. That's the difference between replacing brake

shoes at 80,000 miles and replacing them at 200,000.
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There's a rhythm that emerges when you trust the recovery rule. The stab drops you from 55 back to
45 in three seconds. Then silence. The engine brake hums. The truck gradually climbs from 45 to 48,
then 50, then 52, then 55. The whole cycle might take twenty seconds, thirty seconds, even longer on
a mild grade. Your job during that window is simple: watch, wait, and do nothing. Your foot hovers but

doesn't touch. The discipline is in the waiting.

Some drivers ask: what if the grade is so steep that the truck accelerates to 55 in five seconds instead
of twenty? That's not a recovery window problem — that's a gear selection problem. As covered in
the engine brake chapter, if you're gaining speed that fast, the engine brake isn't in its effective RPM
range. You need a lower gear. The 10 MPH rule assumes you're already in the correct gear for the

grade. If you're not, no amount of stabbing will save you.

The recovery rule also prevents what | call brake chain reaction — the sequence where one early stab
leads to another and another because you're constantly chasing a speed you never let the truck reach
naturally. Break the chain by letting the truck run its full window. Ten miles per hour is not dangerous
if your engine brake is strong and your gear is right. It's barely a margin at all on a six-percent grade

with 80,000 pounds. But it's enough to turn a frantic descent into a controlled one.

The Rhythm of the Road - Reading the Grade

No two descents are identical, but every descent has a cadence. Once you've internalized the three-
second stab and the 10 MPH recovery window, the skill shifts from technique to reading the road.
You're no longer thinking about your foot — you're thinking about the mountain. How steep is this
section? What's the curve radius ahead? Is the grade about to kick up or flatten out? The answers to

these questions determine your rhythm, and the rhythm is what keeps you off the brakes.
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Grades are rarely uniform. A descent that starts at five percent might steepen to seven percent for
half a mile, then ease back to four. If you're stabbing on a fixed interval — every twenty seconds, say
— you'll either over-brake on the flat sections or under-brake on the steep ones. The stab itself stays
the same. What changes is the time between stabs. On a five-percent grade with a full load, you
might get thirty seconds of recovery between stabs. When that grade jumps to seven percent, you
might get only twelve. Recognizing that transition before you're in it is the difference between

proactive control and reactive scrambling.

Curves add another layer. Coming into a sharp curve at 55 miles per hour feels different than coming
into it at 45, even if both speeds are technically within your control range. The recovery window

tightens around curves because your margin for error shrinks. A good rule of thumb: treat every curve
as a miniature grade steepening. If you were planning to stab at 55, stab at 52 instead when you see
a curve approaching. You're not abandoning the 10 MPH rule — you're adjusting it for geometry. The

physics of the stab don't change. The timing does.

The weight of your load also shapes the rhythm. A fully loaded tanker descends differently than an
empty flatbed. The heavier the load, the more momentum you're carrying, and the faster you'll
accelerate during the recovery window. That means your stabs come closer together with heavy loads
and spread further apart with light ones. But there's a twist: a heavier load also puts more weight on
the drive axles, which increases the effectiveness of the engine brake. The engine brake bites harder
when the truck is heavy. So the net effect is smaller than you'd expect. Heavier load means faster

acceleration but stronger engine braking, and those two factors partially cancel each other out.
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| once followed a driver down Wolf Creek Pass in Colorado who had clearly never learned to read
grade transitions. Every time the slope eased from steep to moderate, he was still stabbing like he
was on the steep section. His brake lights flickered constantly, even on the flatter runouts where
gravity barely pulled. By the time we reached the bottom, the smell of hot brakes was thick enough to
taste. He'd been fighting a mountain that wasn't even pushing him anymore, simply because he never

adjusted his rhythm to the road under his wheels.

Learning to read the grade means using your eyes further down the road. You're not looking at the
pavement twenty feet in front of your hood — you're looking at the terrain half a mile ahead,
estimating where the slope changes by reading the cut of the hillside and the angle of the guardrails.
You can see a grade steepening before you feel it in your seat. That half-mile of visual warning is your
cue to shorten the recovery window, to bring your stabs a little closer together before the truck tells

you it needs them.

Over time, this rhythm becomes unconscious. You stop counting seconds and start feeling the truck's
relationship to the hill. The engine brake's pitch changes, the speedometer needle moves, and your
foot knows when to move without conscious thought. That's not intuition — it's trained pattern
recognition. The mountain speaks a language of slope and curve and load, and your stab rhythm is

simply how you answer.

The One-Brake-Pedal Touch - Avoiding Modulation

There's a habit | see in almost every driver who's new to stab-braking, and it's the hardest one to
break. They stab, they release, and then — right at the end of the release — their foot drifts back
toward the pedal and gives it a tiny, almost unconscious press. Not a stab. Just a brush. A whisper of
pressure that doesn't slow the truck but does drag the linings against the drum. They don't even
know they're doing it. Their co-driver might not notice either. But the brakes notice, and so does the

heat building silently inside the drum.
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The discipline of stab-braking rests on a single, non-negotiable principle: the brake pedal is either
fully engaged or fully released. There is no in-between. When your foot is on the pedal, it's pressed
firmly to the floor. When it's off the pedal, it is completely off — resting on the floorboard, not
hovering, not touching, not ready. Any deviation from this binary creates modulation, and modulation

is the slow death of stopping power on a mountain grade.

Why is modulation so damaging? Because when you apply partial pressure, you're generating friction
without generating enough clamping force to significantly slow the truck. The brake shoes are kissing
the drum, creating heat, but doing almost nothing to control speed. It's the worst possible scenario for
heat management: all the cost of braking with none of the benefit. A fully engaged brake at least
justifies its heat by scrubbing off real speed. A modulated brake just cooks the linings while the truck

keeps rolling.

The one-pedal-touch rule also simplifies your decision-making in ways that reduce mental load.
When the pedal is a binary switch — on or off — you never have to ask yourself "am | pressing hard
enough?" or "should | press a little more?" Those questions disappear. The only question that remains
is "has it been three seconds?" After that, your foot comes off and stays off. The clarity of that binary
decision is what makes the technique sustainable over a six-mile, eight-percent grade with curves
and crosswinds and traffic. You don't have the mental bandwidth for modulation, even if modulation

worked — which it doesn't.

I've watched drivers who think they're stab-braking but are actually doing a modified version of the
ride. They press firmly for a count, then ease off gradually instead of releasing instantly. That easing-
off period — even if it's only one second — is modulation. The linings are still making contact, the
heat is still building, and the engine brake isn't getting its clean window of undiluted operation. The
release has to be as decisive as the application. Snap on, snap off. The abruptness feels mechanical,

almost harsh, but that harshness is what preserves your brakes.
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There's a simple self-check for this. After a descent, ask yourself: did my foot touch the brake pedal at
any point when | wasn't consciously counting to three? If the answer is yes — even once — you've
modulated. That one touch didn't ruin your brakes, but it's a leak in the system. Leaks become habits,
and habits on a mountain become smoke. The goal is zero unplanned pedal contact for the entire

descent. Every touch is a stab. Every stab has a count. Everything else is the floorboard.

The payoff for strict one-touch discipline shows up at the brake inspection pit. VWhen you pull the
drum and see linings with even wear and no glazing, when the mechanic tells you the shoes have
another 50,000 miles in them, when you realize you haven't smelled hot brakes in months — that's
the proof. The mountain tested your discipline on every curve, and your right foot answered with

exactly one response each time: full on, full off, no negotiation.
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Chapter 4: Recovery

and Redemption -
When Things Go
Wrong
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The First Sign of Fade — What It Looks Like and What to Do

Carlos had been running this stretch of the Grapevine for years. Northern California, loaded with a
reefer full of produce, the kind of haul that pays the bills and keeps the wheels turning. He knew the
grade, he knew his truck, and he knew better than to ride the brakes. But that afternoon, he got
comfortable. The engine brake was chattering away in the wrong gear, and instead of downshifting,
he started feathering the service pedal. Just a touch here and there. Nothing dramatic. Ten minutes
into the descent, the first thing he noticed was the smell. It hit before the pedal did. A hot, acrid scent
drifting through the cab, like clutch smoke but sharper. He rolled down the window, and the air
rushing in carried the unmistakable odor of cooking brake linings. That smell is never a mystery. It
means your drums are heating up past the point the lining material was designed to handle, and the
resins that bind the friction material together are starting to break down. You're breathing your own

brake shoes disintegrating.

The second sign came thirty seconds later. He tapped the pedal for his usual speed check, and it went
deeper than it should have. Not to the floor, but noticeably further than the firm engagement he
expected. That extra inch of travel is the first physical indicator of fade. As the drum expands from
heat, the brake shoes have to travel further to make contact. Your foot reads the story before your
brain processes it. The pedal that normally pushes back with a solid, steady resistance suddenly feels
vague, almost soft. Carlos described it later as pressing a boot into wet clay. There was no bite, no
crisp grab. Just a sinking sensation followed by a delayed, weak response. If you've ever felt that
spongy give under your foot on a descent, you've already entered the early stages of brake fade. The

question isn't whether it's happening. The question is what you do in the next ten seconds.
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The third sign, the one that turns a bad situation into an emergency, is increased stopping distance.
Carlos stabbed the pedal harder, holding it longer, trying to knock ten miles an hour off his speed. The
truck barely responded. Where a firm three-second stab should have scrubbed speed efficiently, he
got a sluggish, dragging deceleration that took twice as long to achieve half the result. The drums
were so hot, so expanded, that even full pedal pressure couldn't generate effective friction. This is the
point where drivers start to panic. They press harder. They hold longer. They forget everything they
know about letting the engine brake do the work, because instinct screams at them to stop the truck
right now. And that instinct, left unchecked, is what pushes a truck from manageable fade into

complete brake failure.

The immediate corrective action, the one Carlos took because he'd been trained well even if he'd
gotten sloppy, is counterintuitive: get completely off the service brakes. Right now. Take your foot off
the pedal and do not touch it again until you've fixed the underlying problem. The moment you feel a
spongy pedal or smell hot brakes, your service brakes are no longer a reliable tool. Pushing them
further will only generate more heat, expand the drums more, and finish off whatever friction material
remains. Instead, engage the engine brake to its highest setting. If you're already running the engine
brake, as Carlos was, drop a gear. And if dropping one gear doesn't slow you down enough, drop
another. The goal is to let the engine brake wrestle the truck's speed back under control while the
service brakes cool passively. No stabbing, no feathering, no touching the pedal at all for at least

thirty seconds to a full minute, depending on the grade and your speed.
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That passive cooling period is critical. Brake drums don't need active intervention to cool down. They
need time and airflow. Every second you're off the pedal, ambient air is moving across the drum
surface, carrying heat away. The linings, if they haven't completely glazed over yet, are cooling back
toward their effective temperature range. Metal contracts. The shoes regain their proper clearance.
You can't speed this process up. There's no trick, no shortcut, no technique that cools brakes faster
than simply not using them. The engine brake, meanwhile, is doing exactly what it was designed to
do: converting your forward momentum into engine compression work, bleeding speed without
generating a single degree of extra heat in the wheel ends. This is the moment when everything from
the earlier chapters stops being theory and becomes survival. The engine brake isn't your backup. It's

your rescuer. Let it work.

If your speed stabilizes or starts to decrease on engine brake alone, you've bought yourself time. Once
you've gone a full minute without touching the service pedal, and the smell has started to dissipate,
you can test the brakes with a single, brief stab. Not to slow the truck. Just to feel the pedal. If it's firm
again, you've recovered. If it's still soft, you're not out of the woods yet. Stay off the service brakes,
continue descending on engine brake only, and start looking for a safe place to pull over. A soft pedal
after a full minute of cooling means the fade is deep. The drums may have glazed, and the linings may
have permanently lost some friction capability. You can still get down the mountain, but you need to
do it without relying on service brakes at all, which means the engine brake must be in a gear low
enough to hold your speed on its own. If it can't, then you're heading toward the decision point that

the next subchapter addresses: when to use the runaway ramp.
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The Runaway Ramp — When to Use It (and When Not To)

Let's get one thing clear before we go any further. A runaway ramp is not a failure. Using one does
not make you a bad driver. I've known drivers who would rather risk rolling a truck than face the
paperwork and reputation hit of taking a ramp, and that mindset has killed people. The ramps exist
because even the most skilled driver, following every technique in this book perfectly, can encounter
conditions that overwhelm the available braking. A sudden mechanical failure, a brake line rupture, a
misjudged grade from an unfamiliar route, an unexpected load shift. The ramp is an engineered safety
net, not a confession of incompetence. If you need it, take it without hesitation. The cost of using a
gravel bed is a tow truck and some embarrassment. The cost of not using one, when you should have,

is measured in lives.

The decision to take a runaway ramp hinges on one question: can the engine brake alone hold or
reduce your speed for the remainder of the grade? If the answer is no, or if you're unsure, you don't
have time to debate. Speed builds exponentially on a steep descent. Ten miles an hour over your
target becomes twenty, then thirty, in a shockingly short span. If you've already experienced
significant brake fade, as described in the previous subchapter, and your engine brake in its lowest
available gear isn't arresting your acceleration, your window for taking the ramp is closing fast. Most
ramps are spaced at intervals on major grades, with signage giving you advance warning. Read those
signs as part of your pre-descent scan, even if you don't plan to use them. Know where the next one
is. If you're past the last ramp and things go wrong, you have no remaining options except the terrain

itself, and the terrain is not forgiving.
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There's a specific set of conditions that makes the ramp decision unambiguous. First, your service
brakes have faded to the point where a full stab produces no meaningful deceleration. Second, you're
already in your lowest safe gear, meaning you can't downshift further without over-revving the
engine. Third, your speed is increasing and will continue to increase based on the grade and your load
weight. If all three of those are true, point the truck at the ramp, commit fully, and do not attempt to
steer around it at the last second. Half measures on a runaway ramp are dangerous. The gravel bed is
designed to absorb the energy of a fully loaded truck at speed. It will stop you, often violently, but it
will stop you. Let it do its job.

Now let's talk about when not to take the ramp, because the opposite error is also dangerous. I've
seen drivers panic over a momentary speed increase, something well within the 10 MPH recovery
window from Chapter 3, and swerve into a ramp unnecessarily. That creates its own risks: a sudden,
uncontrolled stop in deep gravel that can damage the truck and cargo, and the hazard of entering the
ramp at an awkward angle. If your brakes are functional, and you have gears left to drop, and your
speed is not running away from you, the ramp is not the answer. The answer is to re-establish control
using the engine brake. Downshift. Hold your lane. Let the truck find its equilibrium speed. Panic-
driven decisions, just like panic-driven braking, make a manageable situation worse. The ramp is for

when you've exhausted every other tool in your kit. It's the final backup, not the first reaction.
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One more scenario worth addressing: the partial runaway. This is when you're not accelerating out of
control, but you're also not confident you can maintain safe speed to the bottom. The brake pedal is
soft, the engine brake is working but barely holding, and you're watching the grade signs with a knot
in your stomach. Maybe you passed the last ramp two miles back, or the next one is still five miles
ahead. In this situation, you have one move left, and it's the move most drivers don't think of until it's
too late: use the engine brake harder. If you're running the engine brake on high and the truck is still
creeping up in speed, you're in too high a gear. Period. The solution, if road speed and engine RPM
allow, is to slow the truck enough to grab a lower gear, even if that means a brief, controlled
application of what's left of your service brakes to drop the speed down just enough for the
downshift. | know, | just spent a whole subchapter telling you to stay off fading brakes. But in the
partial-runaway scenario, where the alternative is losing control entirely, a single, short stab to drop
five or six miles an hour so you can get into a lower gear is a calculated risk worth taking. Get the
gear, get back off the pedal, and let the engine brake stabilize you. That one stab might be the last
thing your service brakes ever do on that descent, and that's fine. Their job in that moment is to buy

you the downshift, nothing more.
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The "I Messed Up" Protocol — Recovering from an Overbraking
Spiral

There's a moment in a bad descent when you realize you've made a string of small errors that have
compounded into a serious problem. You started the grade one gear too high. You didn't engage the
engine brake until you were already above your target speed. You got nervous and started stabbing
the service brakes too frequently, shortening the recovery intervals from the 10 MPH rule. Each
individual mistake was survivable on its own. Stacked together, they put you in a spiral where the
brakes are getting hotter, the truck is gaining speed, and your margin for error is shrinking with every
passing curve. Danielle hit this exact spiral on Route 33 in Virginia, coming down the east side of the
Shenandoah range with a flatbed of steel beams. By the time she recognized the pattern, her brake
pedal was traveling to within an inch of the floor, and the engine brake, running in ninth gear, was

barely holding 55 when she needed 40.

The protocol, the step-by-step exit from an overbraking spiral, starts with breaking the cycle
immediately. Stop whatever you're doing with the service brakes and do not touch them again until
you've executed the next steps. The spiral feeds on heat, and every additional brake application is fuel
on that fire. Simultaneously, downshift. If you're in ninth, go to eighth. If eighth won't hold you, go to
seventh. Do this one gear at a time, letting the engine brake catch the truck's speed on each
downshift before determining whether you need to go lower. Danielle dropped two gears in quick
succession, from ninth to seventh, and the engine brake's roar filled the cab as the RPMs climbed. The
truck started to slow. Not dramatically, but it stopped accelerating. That's the first victory. You don't
need to be decelerating quickly. You just need to stop the speed from building. A stable speed, even if

it's higher than you'd like, is a manageable situation.
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Once the engine brake has stabilized your speed, the next step is to find a place to pull over. This is
non-negotiable. You've overheated your brakes to a dangerous degree, and even if they cool partially
during the remainder of the descent, you don't know what damage has been done to the linings and
drums. You need to inspect them with your own eyes and hands before you continue. Look for a pull-
off, a scenic overlook, a wide shoulder, any legal and safe place to stop completely. When you find it,
use the engine brake to slow the truck as much as possible while still moving, then apply the service
brakes gently and only at the very end to bring the truck to a full stop. Set your parking brake.

Breathe. You're out of immediate danger.

Now comes the inspection. Walk around to each wheel end, but do not touch the drums or hubs with
your bare hands. They may be hot enough to cause serious burns. If you have an infrared
thermometer in your cab, use it. If not, hold the back of your hand a few inches from the drum. Radiant
heat will tell you whether they're still dangerously hot without risking contact. What you're looking
for is any visible cracking on the drum surface, any signs of glazing on the brake shoes if you can see
them through the inspection slot, and any fluid leaks around the wheel seals that indicate the heat
has damaged the hub. If you see smoking grease or oil, the wheel seal has failed and that wheel end
needs service before you drive anywhere. If everything looks intact and the drums are merely hot

without visible damage, you can proceed after a cooling period.

That cooling period should be a minimum of twenty to thirty minutes. | know drivers hate waiting.
Loads are on a schedule, appointments have to be made, and time is money. But brake drums retain
heat for a surprisingly long time, and putting a hot drum back into service on another descent, even a
mild one, risks pushing it right back into the danger zone. Use the time productively. Walk the rest of
the way around your truck. Check your load securement. Call your dispatcher and let them know
you're delayed for a safety reason. Eat a snack. The mountain will still be there when your brakes are
cool, and you'll descend the rest of it safely instead of gambling with equipment that's already been

pushed past its limits.
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When you're ready to roll again, the first thing you do is check the engine brake function while you're
still parked. Engage it on high, listen for the distinct change in exhaust note, and confirm you can feel
the backpressure through the driveline. Then, and this is the part most drivers skip, choose a gear at
least one full gear lower than the one you used when you first entered the grade. Danielle had
started in ninth. After her cooling stop, she descended the remainder of Route 33 in seventh, engine
brake on high, and never touched the service pedal once. The truck held at a steady forty-two miles
an hour all the way to the bottom, and her brake drums were cool to the touch when she pulled into
the receiver's lot two hours later. That's the protocol in action: break the spiral, stabilize with engine
braking, pull over, inspect, cool, and restart with a gear you know will hold you. It's simple, but it
requires the discipline to admit you made a mistake and the patience to fix it properly instead of

rushing back into the same conditions that caused the problem.

The False Sense of Security — Electronic Stability Systems

Modern trucks come with an alphabet soup of electronic aids. Electronic Stability Control. Roll
Stability Control. Collision Mitigation. Adaptive Cruise. These systems are engineered to intervene
when the vehicle approaches the limits of control, applying individual wheel brakes or cutting engine
power to keep the truck upright and in its lane. They've saved countless lives, and I'm not here to
argue against them. But there's a problem that nobody in the sales brochure wants to talk about, and
it's this: electronic stability systems can mask developing brake fade until the situation is far worse
than you realize. The very thing that makes them effective in a sudden emergency makes them
dangerous in a long, steady descent where the real enemy isn't a single loss of control but a gradual

accumulation of heat.
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Here's how the masking effect works. You're on a grade, managing your speed with the engine brake
and occasional stab-braking per the method. But you've gotten a little lazy. The stabs are coming
more frequently than they should. The cooling intervals are too short. On an older truck without
electronic intervention, your brake pedal would be getting progressively softer, giving you that clear,
tactile warning that fade is approaching. But in a truck equipped with an electronic stability system,
the computer is actively monitoring wheel speeds, lateral acceleration, and brake pressure. If it
detects that your braking isn't producing the expected deceleration, it can increase hydraulic or air
pressure to the affected wheel ends, compensating for the fade you're causing. The pedal under your
foot might still feel firm because the system is boosting pressure beyond what your foot is actually
commanding. You keep driving, thinking everything is fine, while the computer is silently working

harder and harder to overcome brake components that are getting dangerously hot.

The moment the truth comes out is brutal. Electronic systems have limits. They can compensate until
the brake linings are completely glazed or the drums have expanded beyond the range that even
maximum system pressure can bridge. When that threshold is crossed, the fade reveals itself all at
once. One moment you have what feels like normal braking. The next moment you have almost
nothing. It's not a gradual transition like the spongy pedal Carlos felt. It's a cliff. The system that was
hiding the problem from you has now exhausted its ability to help, and you're left with brakes that
have been cooked far longer than you would have allowed if you'd been getting honest feedback from
the pedal. This is not hypothetical. I've talked to drivers who swore their brakes were fine right up
until they weren't, and the common thread in many of their stories is a truck with recent-generation

electronic stability control.
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So what do you do about it? You drive as if the electronic systems aren't there. That doesn't mean
disabling them. It means never relying on them to tell you the condition of your brakes. Your brake
management decisions should be based on the same sensory inputs the older generation of drivers
depended on: the smell of hot linings, the sound of the engine brake, the feel of the truck's weight
shifting on the grade, and the timing of your speed changes after each stab. If you're following the
stab-braking method correctly, the electronic stability system should never need to intervene in the
first place. It should be a silent passenger, a backup for emergencies you didn't cause, not a crutch for
technique you're not applying. Use your nose, your ears, and your sense of the truck's momentum.

Those sensors are more honest than anything Bosch or Bendix ever put on a CAN bus.

There's another dimension to this. Some electronic stability systems will actively apply the service
brakes on individual wheels to correct what they perceive as instability, even when you haven't
touched the pedal. On a long descent with a crosswind or uneven road surface, the system might be
making small, repeated brake applications without your knowledge or consent. Each one generates
heat. Individually, the heat is negligible. Over twenty miles of grade, with the system triggering
dozens or hundreds of micro-corrections, the cumulative thermal load can be significant. The drums
get warmer. The linings start to degrade. And you never felt a thing. If you're going to rely on an
engine-brake-first philosophy, you need to be aware that your truck might be working against you in
ways you can't perceive. Pay attention to the dashboard indicator that shows when stability control is
active. If you see it flashing frequently on a dry road with good traction, the system is either overly
sensitive or you're carrying speed into curves in a way that's provoking it. Either way, it's a signal that

something is adding heat to your brakes without your foot's involvement.
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My recommendation, and it's a strong one, is to treat any descent long enough to require deliberate
brake management as a pure manual operation. Turn off the adaptive cruise if your truck has it. Let the
engine brake handle the speed control in its intended RPM range. If your truck has multiple engine
brake settings, use the highest one the grade demands. And above all, trust your own judgment over
the computer's silence. The absence of a warning light doesn't mean your brakes are cool. The firm
pedal doesn't mean your linings aren't glazing. The electronics are advisors, not pilots. You are the
one who feels the weight of thirty tons pushing you down the mountain, and you are the one who

lives with the consequences if that weight gets away from you. Drive accordingly.
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Chapter 5: Identity

Shift - Becoming a
Momentum Master
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The Driver Who Never Rides the Brakes — How It Changes You

Susan came off the mountain and didn't feel tired. That was the moment she realized something had
fundamentally changed. For twenty-two years, descending a grade meant arriving at the bottom with
aching shoulders, a stiff neck from leaning forward, and the faint tremor in her right leg from hovering
over the brake pedal for miles. Now she'd just piloted eighty thousand pounds down a seven-percent
grade in Montana and felt like she'd been sitting in her living room. Her co-driver, a kid with three
months' experience, looked over at her with an expression somewhere between confusion and
admiration. "You barely touched the brakes," he said. Susan shrugged, but inside, something clicked
into place. She wasn't the same driver who'd white-knuckled that same grade a year ago. The truck

hadn't changed. The mountain hadn't changed. She had.

That's the threshold every driver crosses when they stop seeing the descent as a battle and start
experiencing it as a conversation. The mountain speaks through its grade and its curves. The engine
brake answers with its steady growl, holding you in the pocket. And your service brakes — when you
use them at all — are a quiet punctuation mark, not the whole sentence. This shift isn't technical. You
already have the techniques from earlier chapters. This is about identity. You stop being a driver who
reacts to speed and start being a pilot who manages momentum. The difference sounds subtle, but it
changes everything about how your body sits in the seat and how your mind processes what's

happening on the road ahead.
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Think about how you used to approach a grade. Your eyes would find the brake pedal before you even
reached the crest. Your foot would already be hovering, tense, ready to stomp the moment the
speedometer needle crept past your comfort zone. That posture — physically leaning into the dash,
mentally bracing for a fight — is the posture of someone who believes they have to wrestle forty tons
into submission. A momentum master sits differently. Back against the seat. Hands loose on the
wheel. Eyes scanning far ahead, reading the road's story before it unfolds. You're not bracing because

you're not fighting. You're steering through a descent that the engine brake has already secured.

The identity shift also changes how you hear your own truck. Before, every creak of the chassis and
every whine of the driveline on a grade sounded like a warning — something about to fail, something
you needed to control. Now, with the engine brake holding steady and the stab-braking rhythm
keeping your service brakes cool, those same sounds become information, not alarm bells. You can
distinguish between the normal vibration of a Jake Brake doing its job and the subtle harmonic change
that suggests you need to drop another gear. You're not reacting to noise; you're listening to a
machine you understand. That calm is not false confidence. It's earned knowledge, built on descents

where you proved to yourself that the method works.

This also changes your relationship with other drivers who haven't made the shift yet. When you see
a truck ahead of you riding its brakes down the grade — the intermittent puff of brake dust, the faint
smell of hot lining wafting through your vents — you don't feel superior. You feel a quiet recognition.
That was you. You remember the exhaustion, the fear, the false belief that constant braking meant
responsible driving. Now you want to tell them what you've learned, but you also know that the
identity has to shift before the technique really sticks. A driver who still believes their service brakes
are their primary defense cannot execute a three-second stab correctly, because their foot will never

fully release on step two.
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The practical result of all this is something unexpected: you start enjoying descents. Not in a reckless,
thrill-seeking way, but in the way a skilled carpenter enjoys a complex cut. The grade becomes a
problem you know how to solve, and solving it well brings a deep, professional satisfaction. You
descend with precision because precision is what the situation demands, and you've become the kind
of driver who delivers precision without panic. Your reputation on the fleet radio shifts. Other drivers
notice you don't show up at the bottom with smoking brakes. Dispatch notices you don't call in with
fade-related delays. You become known as the driver who handles the mountains differently, and that

reputation follows you into better runs, better equipment, and better peace of mind.

The Pre-Descent Ritual - What You Do Before the Grade Matters
Most

Every safe descent begins on flat ground. | learned this from a driver named Tomas, who had three
decades without a single brake-related incident on some of the worst grades in the western United
States. | asked him once what his secret was, expecting some nuanced technique about RPM or gear
selection mid-descent. He laughed and said, "By the time I'm going downhill, all the important
decisions are already made." That sentence rearranged my whole approach. The descent itself is not
where you figure things out. It's where you execute a plan you built before the truck ever pointed
downhill. The pre-descent ritual is not superstition and it's not busywork. It's the deliberate series of
checks and decisions that determine whether the next twenty miles will be boring and uneventful —
which is exactly what you want — or a cascading series of corrections that put you behind the curve

before you've gone a thousand feet.
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The first step is confirming your engine brake is functional and set correctly. This sounds obvious, but
complacency kills more drivers than inexperience ever will. Before you reach the crest, engage the
engine brake on a level or mild incline and feel for the distinct deceleration — that firm, mechanical
resistance that tells you the compression release is doing its work. If it feels weak or inconsistent, you
need to know that now, not when you're already committed to the grade. Check your engine brake
selector switch. Is it on high? Low? Medium? The setting needs to match the grade you're about to
face. A seven-percent descent demands full engine braking, not the second-stage setting you used
for that gentle downgrade in Ohio two hundred miles ago. Match the tool to the job before the job

demands the tool.

Gear selection is the next piece, and it's where even experienced drivers make fatal errors. The gear
you choose at the top of the grade is the gear you're married to for the majority of the descent. You
can downshift without the clutch, as described earlier, but every downshift on a grade is an
interruption — a moment where momentum control passes from the engine brake to your
transmission and back again. You want those interruptions to be minimal or, ideally, not necessary at
all. So before the nose of your truck drops over the crest, ask yourself honestly: is this gear low
enough to hold my target speed with engine braking alone? If there's any doubt, drop one more gear.
You can always upshift if you're too slow. You cannot undo a runaway that starts because you entered

the grade in tenth gear when you should have been in eighth.

Cruise control is the third checkpoint, and it needs to be off. This isn't negotiable. Cruise control on a
descent will attempt to maintain speed by any means available, and on steep grades, that can include
downshifting at the wrong moment, cutting engine braking, or applying service brakes without your
input. More than a few drivers have been surprised by their own truck accelerating on a grade
because cruise control decided it was time to shift gears. Turn it off at the crest. You are the pilot, not
the computer. Your right foot is the only cruise control you need on a descent. The same goes for any
adaptive or predictive cruise systems that modern trucks might be equipped with — override them,

disable them, or confirm they are completely off before the grade begins.
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Load stability is the last check that too many drivers skip. A load that shifted slightly on the climb can
become a load that violently unbalances you on the descent. If you're hauling a flatbed, this means
walking around at the pull-off and checking your straps and chains. If you're sealed in a dry van or
reefer, it means mentally reviewing how the load was distributed when you picked it up and whether
the climb might have compacted or settled the cargo unevenly. A top-heavy load that leans just a few
degrees on a curve can be the difference between a stable descent and a catastrophic rollover. You
don't need to be paranoid about it, but you do need to be certain. The pre-descent ritual is not about
fear. It's about certainty. When you know your engine brake is functional, your gear is correct, your
cruise control is off, and your load is stable, you can commit to the grade with the calm focus that a

momentum master requires.

Teaching Others Without Being a Lecture — The Mentor Mindset

Mentoring is not the same as teaching. Teaching gives information. Mentoring gives context. When
you've internalized the momentum master identity, you'll naturally want to share it with the drivers
around you — especially the new ones who are still gripping the wheel too tight and riding their
brakes down every grade they meet. But lecturing doesn't work. I've watched veteran drivers bark
instructions at rookies in truck stop parking lots, and I've watched those same rookies nod politely and
then go right back to their old habits as soon as they pulled onto the highway. The method is not the
problem. The delivery is. A mentor plants a seed, waters it, and doesn't stand over it yelling at it to
grow faster. The mentoring mindset requires patience, brevity, and a willingness to let other drivers
discover the truth on their own timeline — with just enough guidance that the discovery doesn't cost

them a set of brake drums or worse.
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The most effective mentoring moment | ever witnessed happened at a rest area outside Donner Pass.
A driver named Elena was sitting at a picnic table, visibly shaken, her rig still ticking from the heat of
the descent she'd just finished. Her service brakes were smoking faintly — the acrid, unmistakable
smell of roasted lining. Another driver, a older woman with gray hair pulled back in a tight braid,
walked over and sat down on the bench opposite her. She didn't open with a lecture about engine
braking or stab technique. She said, "That smell takes me back about twenty years. First time | came
down this pass, | thought my truck was on fire." Elena looked up, and something in her expression
softened. She wasn't being judged. She was being met. That simple act of shared experience opened

a door that no technical explanation could have pried open.

From there, the older driver offered exactly two pieces of actionable information — no more. She said,
"Next time, drop one gear lower than you think you need at the top, and let the engine brake do the
heavy lifting. You can always upshift if you're going too slow." That was it. She didn't explain
compression release mechanics. She didn't detail the three-second stab rule or the ten-mile-per-hour
recovery window. She gave Elena the very first step in the identity shift: choose a lower gear and trust
the engine brake. Everything else — the nuances, the rhythm, the full method — could come later,
after Elena had experienced one descent where she felt in control instead of terrified. A mentor gives

the next step, not the whole staircase. The staircase you build yourself, one descent at a time.

There's also an important lesson in what you don't say. When you're mentoring another driver, resist
the urge to compare their performance to your own. Sentences like "Well, | never ride my brakes" or
"If you'd just do what | do" shut down learning instantly. They put the other driver on the defensive,
which is the opposite of receptive. Instead, frame everything as a shared problem that you once faced
too. The mountain doesn't care which driver is more experienced. It presents the same physics to
everyone. Your job as a mentor is to help another driver see the physics more clearly, not to impress
them with how clearly you already see it. Humility is not weakness in mentoring; it's the only way to

be heard.
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The long game of mentoring is that you're not just teaching a technique. You're shaping an identity.
The driver who learns to manage momentum on their own — through their own experience, with just
enough guidance from you — will own that knowledge in a way that a lectured driver never will. They
will become a momentum master themselves, not because someone told them to be, but because
they felt the difference on a real descent with a real load and real consequences. And then, one day,
they'll be the one sitting down next to a shaken rookie at a rest area, offering nothing more than a
shared memory and one piece of good advice. That's how the identity spreads. Not through manuals
or training videos, but through drivers who remember what it felt like to be afraid, and who offer a

hand instead of a speech.

The Long-Term Payoff — Fewer Repairs, More Confidence, Safer
Miles

I've run the numbers on my own equipment over the years, and they tell a story that any fleet owner
or owner-operator can understand. Before | committed fully to the method I've described in this book,
| was replacing brake linings roughly every ninety thousand miles on my drive axles and every
hundred and ten thousand on my trailers. Those are not unusual numbers in this industry, because
most drivers ride their brakes down grades and replace linings as a routine operating expense. After |
shifted to engine braking as my primary and stab-braking as my only service brake input on descents,
my lining replacements stretched to over two hundred thousand miles on every axle. The math isn't
complicated. Fewer stabs means less heat. Less heat means less wear. Less wear means fewer shop
visits and more miles generating revenue rather than eating maintenance costs. But the financial

savings, real as they are, are not even the most important payoff.
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Confidence on a grade is worth more than a brake job. The driver who dreads the mountains — who
feels their stomach tighten every time they see a six-percent grade warning sign on the highway —
carries a cognitive load that affects every mile of their trip, not just the descent. They're fatigued
before the grade even starts, mentally rehearsing worst-case scenarios. They drive slower on flat
ground because they're conserving energy for the battle ahead. A momentum master, by contrast,
processes a mountain descent as just another part of the route. Not a threat to be survived, but a
condition to be managed. That mental bandwidth, freed up from fear, goes into better scanning, better
decision-making, better awareness of traffic and weather and road conditions. The safety benefits

cascade outward. A calm driver is a safer driver, period.

There's also a reputational payoff that accumulates quietly over a career. Fleets talk to each other.
Load planners remember which drivers come down the mountain without incident and which ones
call in with brake fires or fade-related delays. Insurance underwriters, after enough claims, start to
notice patterns too. A driver who internalizes the momentum master identity builds a record of clean
descents that translates into tangible professional advantages: preference on mountain runs (if you
want them), more trust from dispatch when you make a judgment call about weather or road
conditions, and occasionally even better equipment because the fleet manager knows you won't
destroy the brakes in six months. Professional respect in trucking is earned mile by mile, and every

safe descent is a deposit in an account that pays out in better opportunities.
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The longest-term payoff, though, is the one you feel at the end of your career. |'ve talked to retired
drivers who still flinch when they remember a grade they nearly didn't make it down. The fear doesn't
always fade with time. It sits in the back of the mind, a permanent resident. A momentum master
retires without those ghosts. You remember the descents, certainly — the snow on Monarch Pass, the
fog through the Siskiyous, the heavy load down Cabbage Hill — but you remember them as problems
solved, not traumas survived. There's a deep satisfaction in looking back at millions of miles and
knowing you did every descent the right way, with the skills you built and the identity you earned. You
didn't just survive the mountains. You understood them. You worked with them. And you taught

others to do the same.
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Conclusion: The

Mountain Is Never
the Same - But You
Are
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Final Reflection

There's a moment on every descent that used to define me. The tightening in my chest when the
grade steepened. The jolt of adrenaline when the speedometer crept higher than | wanted. The
reflexive reach for the service brakes, as if they were the only thing standing between me and
disaster. | don't feel that anymore. Not because the mountains got smaller, and not because | got

lucky. Something changed inside the cab, and it changed inside me too.

When you first learn this method, it feels mechanical. Three-second stabs. Ten-mile-per-hour
windows. RPM ranges and gear selections. You practice it like a drill, counting seconds in your head,
watching the tachometer, waiting for the engine brake to catch. It's all numbers and timing. But at
some point — and you won't notice exactly when — the numbers disappear. The rhythm sinks into
your bones. Your foot moves before your brain gives the order. The engine brake becomes an

extension of your intention, not a tool you're operating.

The descent becomes a conversation. The mountain speaks through the grade, the curve, the weight
of the load pushing against you. Your engine brake answers in a steady, confident tone — not

shouting, not straining, just present. And when you do touch the service brakes, it's a whisper. Three
seconds of firm, clean pressure, then release. No panic. No dragging. No apology to the drums. Just a

precise statement: I'm here, I'm in control, and then I'm back to listening.

That shift — from fighting the mountain to conversing with it — is what this whole book has been
building toward. The physics gave you the foundation. The engine brake gave you the voice. The stab-
braking gave you the discipline. But now, at the bottom of a dozen descents where you never once
smelled burning brake lining or felt the pedal go soft, you realize something deeper has happened.
You're not just a driver employing a technique. You've become someone who doesn't need to fight

gravity anymore. Someone who can trust the method, trust the equipment, and trust themselves.
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| remember the old way. White-knuckling down a grade, riding the brake pedal like it was a security
blanket, convincing myself that constant pressure meant constant safety. | didn't know then that | was
cooking my own brakes, glazing the linings, expanding the drums, setting myself up for the exact
failure | was trying to prevent. | didn't know | was screaming at the mountain when | should have
been listening. That's what this method undoes. It replaces the scream with a conversation. It replaces

fear with rhythm. It replaces the desperate grip with an open hand on the wheel.

The strangest part is what happens on the flat road afterward. You'll be cruising across Kansas or
Nebraska, miles of nothing in every direction, and you'll notice you're calmer behind the wheel than
you used to be. The confidence you built on the mountain doesn't stay on the mountain. It follows you
onto the interstate, into the truck stop, through the weigh station. When you know you can handle the
worst a six-percent grade can throw at you, the rest of the job starts to feel different too. Smaller
stressors lose their grip. You've proven something to yourself that can't be unproven. The mountain

made you, and now you carry that making wherever you go.

Every descent is different, and that's the beauty of it. The mountain is never the same twice —
different load, different weather, different traffic, different rhythm. But you bring the same method, the
same identity, the same quiet confidence. You don't have to relearn it. You don't have to fight for it. You
just step into it. The engine brake rumbles its familiar note. Your foot remembers the three-second
dance. The truck settles into its gear like it was born there. And you descend — not as a victim of

gravity, but as its partner.
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The Invitation

So here's my challenge to you. The next time you're at the top of a grade — a real one, the kind that
used to make your stomach tighten — do the whole thing without riding the brakes once. Not one
second of dragging. Not one partial press because you got nervous. Commit to the engine brake as
your primary stopping force. Select your gear before the descent begins. Let the truck roll. Let the
RPMs climb into their sweet spot. Let the engine do what it was designed to do. And when the speed
builds to the point where you need to intervene, give it one clean three-second stab and release

completely. Then go back to listening.

Feel what happens in your body when you do it. Notice the absence of that constant tension in your
right leg. Notice how your breathing stays steady. Notice how your eyes scan the road ahead instead
of fixating on the speedometer. Pay attention to the moment at the bottom — the one where you used
to exhale like you'd survived something. Now it's just another part of the run. You're not relieved

because you're not afraid. That's the difference. That's the method working.

After that one descent, go back to your mental record of all the descents you white-knuckled before.
Compare them. Not the technical details — you already understand those from the earlier chapters.
Compare how you felt. Compare how the truck responded. Compare what your brake drums looked
like at the next inspection. Compare what your body carried into the next hour of driving: the old tight-
shouldered exhaustion versus the new quiet readiness. The method works because it respects
physics, and physics doesn't negotiate. But the method also works because it respects you — your
capacity to learn, to adapt, and to become something more than a panicked operator of heavy

machinery.
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There's a phrase | hear sometimes from drivers who've been doing this a long time: "You don't drive
the truck; the truck drives you." It's meant to describe that feeling when everything clicks, when the
machine and the road and the driver become one seamless thing. That's not magic. That's mastery.
And mastery is available to anyone willing to trust the principles, practice the technique, and let go of
the old fear-based habits. The mountain doesn't care whether you master it or not. It's just there,
doing what mountains do. But you care. You care about your safety. You care about your equipment.
You care about getting home. And that caring, channeled through this method, is what transforms

you.

One descent. That's all I'm asking. One descent where you don't default to the service brakes, where
you let the engine brake hold the weight, where your stabs are deliberate and your releases are full. If
you've read this book, you already know everything you need to know to do it. The physics are in your
head. The anatomy of the engine brake is in your understanding. The timing of the stab is in your
muscle memory. The recovery protocols are in your back pocket. The identity shift is waiting. All that's
left is the doing. One descent. See how it feels. See who you are when you reach the bottom. | think
you'll recognize yourself — but a version of yourself that's been waiting in the cab this whole time,

ready to take the wheel.
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About the Author

Keith Alan Rahn has spent decades behind the wheel of a commercial truck, hauling everything from
flatbed steel to refrigerated freight across every major mountain range in the lower forty-eight. His
credentials come from pavement, not a classroom. The Rocky Mountains, the Cascades, the
Appalachians—each range taught him something different, and each descent sharpened his

understanding of what keeps a rig under control when gravity wants the final say.

In 2019, Rahn was named a Highway Angel by the Truckload Carriers Association for his actions
during a highway emergency in Pennsylvania. He encountered a crash scene where an impaired driver
was attempting to re-enter traffic after causing a serious collision. Without hesitation, Rahn
positioned his truck to block the roadway until law enforcement arrived, preventing further harm. That
recognition confirmed what his fellow drivers already knew: Keith Alan Rahn is the one you want

nearby when things go sideways.

The safety instinct that guided him that night runs deeper than professional training. Years before,
Rahn lost his daughter to a drunk driver—a tragedy that reshaped his purpose and turned highway
safety from a job requirement into a personal mission. Every mile he drives, every technique he
teaches, and every word of this book carries the weight of that loss. He cannot bring her back. But he

can help other drivers avoid the kind of accident that takes someone else's child.

Rahn still drives full-time. He is not a consultant, a trainer-for-hire, or a retiree writing from memory.
He wrote this book in truck stop parking lots, between loads, because he has watched too many
drivers—young and veteran alike—descend mountains with bad information and false confidence.
The method in these pages is not theory. It is what he uses every day to get his truck, his freight, and

himself home safely.
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Brake Less, Control More reveals the essential techniques of stab-braking and engine
braking to navigate steep mountain descents safely and confidently. With insights
drawn from years of experience, Keith Alan Rahn teaches drivers to master their
vehicle's momentum, ensuring fewer repairs and enhanced control on challenging
grades. Embrace the art of descent and transform your driving approach, turning fear

into mastery on the road.

Keith Rahn



WHEN THE GRADE GETS STEEP
YOUR DECISIONS .

Steep descents don’t forgive mistakes.

Brake Less, Control More delivers the knowledge,
techniques, and mindset professional drivers
need to stay in control on mountain passes

and steep grades.

INSIDE YOU'LL LEARN HOW TO:

e Use engine braking to keep speeds in check

* Read the road, the grade, and the conditions
* Choose the right gear—before you need it
o Manage heat and avoid brake fade

e Build better habits for every descent

e Make smart calls that protect your load,
your truck, and your life
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"READERS ARE SAYING:

€ £ “This book should be in every driver’s cab.”
— J. R., 28 years over the road

“Clear, practical, and real-world advice.
It’s already made me a safer driver.”
— M. K., Owner-Operator

“Keith Alan Rahn explains it the way drivers think.”
Straight talk that sticks.”
— D. L., Fleet Safety Manager
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of experience behind the wheel of a

tractor-trailer. He has logged more than

two million miles across North America

and knows that control isn’t just about

skill—it’s about judgment. 9 "7819637745287" >




