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FORD MICHIGAN PROVING GROUNDS

Ford’s Michigan Proving
Grounds is an expansive 3,880
acres with a huge five-lane-
wide, five-mile oval track for
high-speed asphalt testing.
Additionally, the facility has five
miles of gravel roads and over
45 acres dedicated to vehicle
dynamics testing. Much of the
new capability at the MPG has
come about through a 15 mil-
lion dollar investment Ford has
made in renovating the facility
to handle testing duties that

were previously completed at
its Arizona Proving Grounds. 

One of the most famous
stretches of the MPG is Silver
Creek where Ford has built two
of the roughest sections of con-
crete obstacles known to man.
The first section consists of
seemingly random peaks, val-
leys, bumps and dips about 4 to
8 inches in height that are
designed to be driven across at
40 mph to simulate the most
adverse conditions one might
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LIKE MOST OF YOU, IN ADDITION TO THE MANY E-MAILS WE RECEIVE, WE GET A LOT
OF JUNK E-MAIL HERE AT THE BUCKAROO OFFICES; OFFERS RANGING FROM ENLARG-
ING BODY PARTS TO LOW-COST EXOTIC WATCHES COME TO MIND. WE ALSO GET
SOME REALLY COOL STUFF, LIKE THE E-MAIL I RECEIVED A FEW WEEKS AGO INVITING
ME TO FLY OUT TO DETROIT A WEEK BEFORE THE MASSIVE SEMA SHOW IN LAS VEGAS,
NEVADA. NORMALLY I MIGHT PASS ON TRAVELING SO CLOSE TO ONE OF THE BIGGEST
EVENTS OF THE YEAR, BUT AS I READ ON, I REALIZED THAT THIS WAS AN EVENT WE
SHOULDN’T MISS, AS IT WAS AN OPPORTUNITY TO DRIVE A VARIETY OF FORD SUPER
DUTY PICKUPS ON FORD’S NEWLY IMPROVED MICHIGAN PROVING GROUNDS (MPG).
YES, THE GUYS AT FORD WERE WILLING TO TURN MEMBERS OF THE MEDIA LOOSE IN
THEIR TRUCKS ON THE VERY SAME ROADS AND TRAILS USED FOR DURABILITY TEST-
ING; I, FOR ONE, COULD NOT RESIST.

Ford’s nearly 4,000-acre Michigan Proving Grounds is a huge campus

with testing facilities for the entire Ford product line, including our

beloved diesel-powered Super Duty.
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With some trepidation, this media member enters the mud pit (A), but his

F-250 Super Duty pulls him through with no problems, even with the mud

up to the bumpers (B).



truck over the hill. Now it was my turn; as they
waved me on, I dropped the transfer case
into 4Lo and mashed the loud pedal to power
up and over the challenging terrain; applause
ensued.

With the gnarly parts behind me, I contin-
ued the rest of the way on the trails around
the loop established for this outing. At the
end of the loop, I was pleasantly surprised to
find a mud pit, thick and deep, but the Super
Duty plowed right through with a constant
application of power—the powerful pickup
kept churning while moving forward. As a
matter of fact, the Ford representative along
for the ride could tell I was having so much
fun that he let me run the mud pit two more
times—what a blast, and what a truck!

After thrashing through the mud, my next
experience would be the payload compari-
son, where we drove F-250s and compared
those to the Cummins-powered Dodge Ram
2500, each loaded with 2,500 pounds (sand
bags) of ballast in the truck beds. I began the
comparison in an F-250, which drove up and
down grades throughout the proving
grounds without a problem or hesitation. The
Super Duty did everything asked of it in fine
fashion and with plenty of available power to
pull the hills and big brakes to stop the rig on
the down side with the heavy, 2,500-pound
load. Before departing the loaded Super
Duty, we also traversed the aforementioned
Silver Creek durability testing sections. The
ride was certainly rough and in more rugged
terrain than the average diesel trucker will see
in normal operation, but the big Ford felt
under control in both the 20 and 40 mph
speed sections.

I then switched trucks into the diesel-pow-
ered Dodge Ram Mega Cab 2500 with a
2,500-pound payload. The Dodge felt more
skittish across the Silver Creek 20 and 40 mph
sections, but this could be attributed to the
smaller standard tires and wheels, as well as
the longer wheelbase of the Mega Cab con-
figuration. Back on the pavement, the Dodge
pulled the grades as though it didn’t know
the 2,500 pounds was back there, but when it
came time to stop, the Dodge did not pro-
vide the same level of confidence I experi-
enced with the Ford. 

Before returning to the next series of tests,
I was given an opportunity to drive an F-250
test mule through an 8-inch-deep gravel pit
that was the length of a football field to show
off the 4WD capability of the truck. I was
totally amazed that you could start and stop
and even change directions in the gravel
without getting stuck. The truck did exhibit a
lot of wheel hop in the gravel, and at times
required feathering the throttle in an attempt
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find anywhere. This accelerated
wear and tear tests vehicle
dynamic stability and puts a ton
of abuse on these trucks. The
second section is slower, but no
less challenging, with rows of
horizontal and diagonal
mounds spanning each half of
the lane. The spacing and
height of the mounds vary and
are designed to upset the chas-
sis as the vehicle is driven across
these obstacles at 20 mph.

Upon arrival, media mem-
bers were divided into groups,
and then shuttled to one of
three areas—off-road, towing or
Super Duty construction. My
first session was the off-road
course, and the constant rain
the prior evening and the early
morning drizzle made for per-
fect off-road conditions. Half of
us test drivers were ushered
into an F-250 with the FX4 pack-
age, while the other half was
guided into F-250s and Dodge
Ram 2500s with 2,500-pound
payloads. I was assigned to a
white F-250 with the plush King
Ranch option package and
Western-style leather interior.
Once I climbed inside and
adjusted the seat, pedals and
mirrors, I was off following the
group through the off-road
trails around the proving
grounds.

Even with the mild tread pat-
tern of the optional 20-inch
Goodyear Wrangler AT/S tires
fitted on the F-250, the pickup
had little trouble climbing up,
down and through the wooded
trails. On one occasion, I had to
back up and get a better run at
a steep muddy incline that was
heavily slick and rutted from the
previous night’s weather and all
the trucks before us, but once I
gave the 6.4-liter Power Stroke
diesel enough throttle, it
climbed the hill with ease. One
section of the course was cov-
ered in thick and sticky, clay-like
mud requiring the inexperi-
enced off-road driver in front of
me to make several attempts at
the steep incline. Finally, the
Ford representative hopped in
the driver’s seat and got the

01. Running the Silver Creek 40mph section with an F-250 is rough, but the truck was never completely out of

control. 02. The 20mph section of Silver Creek is extremely difficult on any truck, including the Super Duty.

However, the Fords are tuned here to handle it, and they handle these conditions well. 03. The F-250 has no

problem navigating the gravel pit, even with a 2,500-pound payload. Don’t try this at home, or you may have to

pay a rather large towing bill, but it’s good to know the capabilities of these trucks.
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to keep it under complete control, but it
made it, which is more than could be said
for some rigs. It was an impressive 4WD dis-
play of ability.

The next stop was back to the tech cen-
ter where engineers were on hand to
explain and illustrate what makes a Ford
truck “Built Ford Tough,” which is more
than a slogan to the engineers responsible
for the design and build quality of Ford
trucks. A bare F-450 chassis was on display
and was brightly painted to accent the var-
ious components of the chassis that are sig-
nificant and work together to make one of
the strongest foundations available in a
consumer, non-commercial truck. Details of
the powerful 6.4-liter Power Stroke diesel
engine as well as the new five-speed
TorqShift automatic transmission were also
discussed, as was the class-leading axle
capacities and available gearing selections.
The massive-sized Super Duty cooling sys-
tem was also on display, and there were
interesting looks at such items as leaf
spring bolts and motor mounts, which
showed how competitive pieces failed and
how the Ford products held up under the
same controlled Ford test procedures.

We were then introduced to the special
60th Anniversary F-150 and Super Duty spe-
cial edition trucks as well as the Harley-
Davidson F-150 and Super Duty models. A
cool new feature we were able to test was
Ford’s new optional back-up camera sys-
tem. The system uses a small color LCD
monitor integrated into the rearview mirror,
and displays the rearview image from the
camera. The best thing about the display is
that it overlays green, yellow and red dis-
tance indicators onto the image to help you
gauge distances from your truck to a trailer
or an obstacle. It also has a dashed black
line down the center of the screen that will
make it easier to back up under the receiv-
er of your trailer in perfect alignment. I tried
the system and loved it—it is easy to use
and works great every time.

Next was the towing session where I
would take turns driving an F-450 towing a
fifth-wheel trailer loaded to 20,000 pounds.
As expected, you could definitely tell the
weight was behind you, however, the Super
Duty was still able to pull the weight up the
grades without too much of a strain. The F-
450 brakes performed excellently when it
came time to stop, inspiring confidence in
braking, especially considering the extra
20,000-pounds behind us. 

I then drove a single rear-wheel F-350,
and the comparable Chevy 3500, both tow-
ing 10,000-pound loads. Driving the Ford

04. When stripped of all its exterior sheetmetal, the F-450 chassis is a great-

looking mix of components. This is where the performance difference is built in,

even if your truck won’t come with the brightly colored chassis. 05. Here, Ford

engineer Don Ufford explains the chassis attributes that make a Ford truck

“Built Ford Tough,” as well as the massive cooling fan and system capacity. Such

componentry is impressive. 06. Using a cutaway version of the 6.4-liter Power

Stroke diesel, Ford engineer Rick Renwick explained the many facets of this

new engine. The engine makes more power while producing lower emissions.

One aspect is the dual exhaust gas coolers and up to 60 percent exhaust gas

recirculation that is used to meet emission requirements. 07. Renwick also

shows off the impressive internals of the TorqShift torque converter and the

transmission planetary gear arrangement. Traditionally, these can be problem

areas under severe use, which is why Ford has spent so much development on

improved dependability. 08. Different axle housings are used in each of the F-

Series Super Duty models—with the smallest for the F-250 and the largest F-

450 that uses a square-tube housing configuration. Ford offers the largest selec-

tion of gear ratios in the heavy-duty consumer truck class.

04 05

06 07

08



81DB / FEBRUARY ’08  80 DB / FEBRUARY ’08

DIESEL EVENT

and Chevy back-to-back showed very little
difference in towing capacity or pulling
grades, as either truck has the power to pull
these loads up a hill. But, again, the brakes
were the difference—the Ford instilled confi-
dence, as both the integrated electronic
brake controller and the brakes performed
great, even after a full day of hard driving by
media types. The Ford TorqShift transmission
would hold a gear after the downshift, while
descending a hill—when in the tow/haul
mode—which was a very nice feature and will
help make the brakes last longer and ensure
you have more brakes available when need-
ed. The transmission on the Chevy would not
hold the gear and allowed the truck to accel-
erate while coasting downhill, even when in
the tow/haul mode, unless you put the trans-
mission in its manual mode and used the tap-
up/down shifting, and then it would hold the
selected gear.

We could see that Ford’s continued
investment in its Michigan Proving Grounds
would prove a great success, as its purpose-
built conditions are far more severe than con-
sumer vehicles would be expected to tra-
verse. This continuous testing enables the
engineers to load their test vehicles to fail-
safe standards, thus ensuring that the Super
Duty (and Ford vehicles) deliver on their
promise. In our opinion, there’s no doubt that
these conditions will enable the Ford engi-
neers and product planners to continue offer-
ing new features on their trucks that are “Built
Ford Tough.” This bodes well for future Ford
products in the years to come. DB

09. Side by side, it is easy to see that the Ford Super Duty trucks have

the largest cooling system capacity, boasting 8.1 gallons of capacity

while the Chevy and Dodge come in with 6.6 and 5.9 gallons, respec-

tively. 10. This Harley-Davidson Edition Super Duty had Ford’s new

backup camera system installed. We used the system to back up to a

simulated trailer hitch. It worked great every time. 11. The backup cam-

era system uses a small LCD monitor integrated into the rearview mir-

ror that is only visible when the truck is in reverse. Notice the green,

yellow and red distance zones and the black dashed centerline integrat-

ed into the display. These are sure to make hooking up your trailer easi-

er, faster and less frustrating.

Even towing 20,000 pounds, the F-450 has no problems with hills or turns, even in the wet conditions we
experienced the morning of our tests. Although not planned, weather conditions provided an added chal-
lenge that these Ford trucks handled with ease. 
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My muddy test truck poses for a photo on the

grass after the mud pit, so you might better

appreciate the conditions in which we tested

these trucks.
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