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TRUCKERS & SELF-DEFENSE, PART 1

ROAD
WORK
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A
mos Phillips flipped on his 
right-turn signal and eased the 
brakes as he pulled his truck off 
Interstate 15 and onto the Exit 
80 offramp at Fort Hall, Idaho.

It was Sept. 2, 2018 — the day before 
Labor Day — and the 64-year-old truck-
er was “empty,” having hauled a load of 
railroad crossing parts from Missouri to 
a receiver 15 miles south of Fort Hall in 
Pocatello, Idaho.

Multi-state drives like the one he had 
just completed were part of what Phil-
lips enjoyed most about his job — see-
ing the country. Originally from Peoria, 
Illinois, he’d been to every state in the 
Lower 48, save for Oregon, in his 30 
years as a trucker. There were hassles, 
of course, but the travel and the free-
dom of the road suited him just fine.

Phillips navigated his 2000 Freightlin-
er Cascadia into the T P Gas & Truck 
Stop on the Shoshone-Bannock Tribes’ 
Fort Hall Reservation, backed into one 
of the long, narrow spaces, and took 
himself off the drive line. It was a pleas-

ant evening, with temperatures in the 
70s, so Phillips decided to walk to the 
nearby Fort Hall Casino to try his luck at 
the blackjack tables.

A few hours later and $100 poorer, Phil-
lips walked back to his sleeper cab. He 
doesn’t drink alcohol because of his Type 
2 Diabetes, so he clearly remembers fall-
ing asleep listening to the Willie’s Road-
house channel on SiriusXM satellite radio.

Around 2:30 a.m., Phillips awoke 
with a start to the sounds of a young 
man forcibly breaking into the cab of 
his truck. The intruder, holding rocks in 
both of his clenched fists, demanded 
money. Before Phillips could react, the 
man attacked.

“When he came at me, I didn’t really 
think he would do it,” Phillips said. “After 
he started, all I could think about was 
getting him the hell off my truck.”

The plan to do so very well might 
have involved the Ruger Security-Six 
revolver Phillips had previously carried 
for self-defense, but he stopped carry-
ing it in his truck after he was told that 

truckers are prohibited from possessing 
firearms by federal law — an all-too-
common misconception.

So instead, Phillips, who stands 5 feet, 
10 inches tall and weighs 200 pounds, 
tried to get at the man’s eyes. Not know-
ing if he was successful (and still under 
attack), Phillips then grabbed onto the 
attacker’s “privates” and pushed him 
out the door with his feet. The man ran 
off into the night.

The beating was heinous. Phillips 
was hospitalized at Portneuf Medical 
Center for three days following the at-
tack, followed by another four days of 
hospitalization back home in Missouri. 
He was left with a broken nose, a bro-
ken cheekbone, a seizure-inducing 
blood clot in his brain and thousands of 
dollars of medical bills for which he had 
no insurance.

Phillips’ trucking company, Missou-
ri-based JWE Inc., sent a driver to Idaho 
to pick up his rig. The driver found two 
bloody rocks that the Fort Hall Police 
Department had left in the cab.

behind the wheel
Like most long-haul truck 

drivers who have driven for 
several years, Jerry Drolshagen, 
of Wisconsin, has faced some 
harrowing situations on the 

road, and off of it.



IN A NUTSHELL
For a variety of rea-

sons, it’s difficult for over-
the-road truck drivers to protect them-
selves with firearms:

• While no exact figure exists, the 
majority of trucking companies, includ-
ing virtually all the mega-carriers like 
Swift Transportation, Schneider and 
C.R. England, prohibit drivers from car-
rying firearms.

• Even if a driver has his or her em-
ployer’s permission (or is willing to break 
company rules), that driver still has to 
contend with a mishmash of laws that 
vary dramatically from state to state. 
Breaking the gun laws in a state like 
New Jersey, for example, can result in 
substantial prison time.

• Many shippers and receivers, and 
nearly all nuclear facilities, Indian reser-
vations, military bases and international 
ports, prohibit firearms.

• Lastly, there is the persistent-yet-un-
founded belief that truckers are federally 
prohibited from carrying firearms.

At the same time, truck driving is one 
of the top 10 most dangerous profes-
sions, according to the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.1 The number of total 
fatal injuries in the category of “truck 
transportation” was 599 in 2017, the 
last year with complete data available. 

While the majority of those fatalities were 
the result of vehicle accidents, seven of 
them were homicides, with five of those 
seven being the result of shootings.

A December 2016 survey on truck-
ers and personal safety by Overdrive 
Magazine found that 76 percent of re-
spondents have felt they were in danger 

while parked, delivering 
or driving, while 35 per-
cent reported having 

been forced to use a form of self-de-
fense while truck driving.2

Despite the dangers, truck driving is 
also one of the most vital occupations in 
the country according to analyst Steve 
Tam, vice president of ACT Research.

“If for some untoward reason we were 

to shut the trucking industry down,” he 
said, “the U.S. economy would literally 
come to a grinding halt. Probably within 
less than a week.”

If you look at the dollars and cents of 
it, Tam said, about $1 trillion in freight is 
shipped in the United States on an annual 
basis. Trucking handles about 80 percent 
— $800 billion — of that total. In terms of 
weight, more than 16 billion tons of freight 
are shipped each year, which amounts to 
a little over 11.5 billion tons being moved 
around the country by truck.

“And as much as we love the rail-
roads,” Tam said, “I don’t know about 
you, but I don’t have a rail siding coming 
up to my house. Or my Kroger. Or my 
Walmart. Or anyplace that I go to get the 
stuff I need. I am entirely dependent on 
the trucks’ ability to deliver that freight.”

The sheer necessity of the truck-
ing industry is something most people 
overlook, according to Cody Willey, a 
26-year-old driver with Brady Trucking, 
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Delivery dilemma
Even if a driver’s company allows 
him or her to carry a firearm for 

self-defense, many shippers and 
receivers do not allow guns on 

their properties.
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of Vernal, Utah. He said truckers are “the 
red blood cells of the country,” willing to 
go anywhere, 24/7, no matter what.

“Unfortunately, there’s a lot of parts of 
this country that are not doing well,” he 
said. “But they still need groceries. They 
still need clothes, school supplies and 
fuel for their cars. So, truckers are still 
going there.”

SEEKING SAFETY
It’s hard to pinpoint where a truck 

driver is most vulnerable. While most 
pickups and deliveries take place in 
urban areas, over-the-road drivers rou-
tinely travel through rural areas where 
help is nowhere near.

Consider the case of Tony McCoy, 
who found himself the victim of arson 

in August 2017. The lease operator 
had stopped at a small truck stop at 
Mile Marker 5 on I-93, just north of the 
New Hampshire-Massachusetts state 
line. He went inside to update his iPad 
with the complimentary Wi-Fi. When 
he came back outside, he found that 
someone had torched his $250,000 Vol-
vo truck.

“I don’t know why someone would do 
that,” the Georgia native said. “I’m African 
American. You hardly ever see [someone 
like me] driving a truck. I survived. The 
truck didn’t. But it was insured.”

Major cities with their out-of-control 
crime issues give truckers pause too. 
Four years ago, North Carolina-based 
Gary Harrison was driving out of down-
town Chicago on the Skyway around 

8:30 a.m.
“There was a small car in front of me,” 

said the GMX Inc. company driver. “An-
other car passed me and got next to it. 
I saw a semi-auto come out. Filled the 
other car with bullets.”

Harrison said the shot-up car 
bounced off a concrete wall to its right, 
then veered across both lanes. The side 
of the car was “all bullet holes and bro-
ken glass” and he could see the driver 
slumped over behind the wheel.

“I called 911,” he said. “They asked if 
I knew the mile marker and didn’t seem 
that surprised about it [after he gave 
them that info], which got me thinking 
that [the shooter] could have taken me 
out too because I was a witness.”

Rest areas have their own set of is-
sues. Company driver Jerry Drolsha-
gen was using the bathroom facilities 
at a rest area four years ago when a 
man kicked in the stall door. Drolsha-
gen, who goes by the CB handle “Gun-
smith,” produced a pistol and sent the 
man running. The small firm that Drol-
shagen drives for allows firearms.

“I have no idea what he was after,” 
said the 57-year-old Wisconsin native. “I 

didn’t give him the chance 
to explain himself.”

Shippers and receiv-
ers are routinely located in 
less-than-desirable areas. 
Former driver Guy Smith, 
also of Wisconsin, found 
this out the hard way when 

he was mugged early in his career 
around the age of 25.

He was delivering at a secured ware-
house and facing a window of delay time. 
He wandered across the street to get a 
sandwich and was attacked in broad 
daylight in the parking lot of a conve-
nience store. The muggers knew he was 
a driver because they watched him pull 
into the facility from across the street.

“I got beat up pretty bad,” said the 
55-year-old. “It’s the main reason I start-
ed carrying a pistol. Once you get your 
ass kicked and get robbed, you know 
you never want that to happen again.”

And as for the hundreds of truck stops 
that dot the landscape? The Petro’s, 
Flying J’s, Love’s, Pilot’s and scores of 
independents? They aren’t exactly safe 
harbors either, as Phillips can attest.

Beaten to the edge of death
The gruesome aftermath of 

the 2018 attack on truck driver 
Amos Phillips is a graphic 

illustration of the serious risks 
truckers face in their travels.



5 5  JANUARY 2020    RESPONSIBLY ARMED AMERICANS    www.USCCA.com

THE PARKING ISSUE
The trucking industry has long suf-

fered from a lack of safe parking. With-
out a parking spot, drivers are forced to 
make do with freeway ramps and aban-
doned lots, putting them at increased 
risk of accidents and crime.

And now with government-mandated 
electronic logging devices monitoring 
hours of service, much of the flexibility 
of the past has been taken away. Driv-
ers can’t advance a load one minute 
past their allotted 11 hours of daily drive 
time, even to find a parking spot, with-
out risking steep fines.

“[A lack of] parking is an epidemic in 
our industry right now,” said Lewie Pugh, 
vice president of the Owner Operator In-
dependent Driver Association (OOIDA). 
“If you have to stop, you have no choice 
now. Congress is going to have to step 
up and do something about it. This is 
beyond the private sector.”

Congress did address the issue in 
2012 with the MAP-21 highway bill that 
included “Jason’s Law,” named after 
35-year-old truck driver Jason Riven-
burg, who was shot dead for $7 while 
parked at an abandoned South Carolina 

S elf-defense options for professional truck drivers is a topic that 
has been suggested by dozens of our readers over the years 
and one that we’ve kicked around in more editorial meet-

ings than I could count. On its surface, the subject seems pretty 
simple, but as many of you already know, there’s a lot to unravel 
here. With every question our Customer Engagement advisors 
forwarded from a frustrated truck-driving member, every email we 
received from a concerned family member of a trucker or every 
conversation we had with exasperated over-the-road drivers on 
the USCCA Concealed Carry Expo floor, we felt a greater urgency 
to provide the answers our readers were looking for.

What you’re holding in your hands right now is the result of 
many months’ worth of effort to address those questions as 
thoroughly as possible — or at least one quarter of it. This ar-
ticle is the first installment of a four-part series on truck drivers 
and self-defense. The next three installments will run in the Feb-
ruary/March, April and May/June 2020 issues, and we can’t wait 
for you to see everything we’ve put together.

In this first piece, Dorsey Kindler peels back the onion and 
exposes all of the layers of this very complicated issue. He thor-
oughly explains the safety difficulties truck drivers face on a day-

to-day basis and details why there are few simple answers when 
it comes to viable and legal self-defense options for truckers.

In Part 2, Kindler reveals what life on the road is really like 
— from the allure and freedom of cross-country drives to the 
loneliness and separation from families that many truckers face 
to the compromised positions drivers often find themselves in 
regardless of how many precautions they took. Part 3 is an up-
date on the current laws affecting trucker safety and the legis-
lation efforts that could impact drivers in the future. We wrap up 
the series with some proven safety suggestions from lawyers, 
long-time truckers, trucking company owners, self-defense ex-
perts and more.

While this series was built with truckers in mind, there are a 
lot of takeaways here for anyone who is serious about self-de-
fense. You’ll find anecdotes on situational awareness, state-to-
state travel with firearms, conflict avoidance, the intricacies of 
self-defense law, vehicle security systems and much more in 
these stories.

So, sit back, buckle in and enjoy the ride. We’ve got the 
hammer down, a full tank of go-go juice and nothing but open 
roads ahead.

10-4, TRUCKERS. YOU’RE COMING IN LOUD AND CLEAR.
JARED BLOHM, MANAGING EDITOR
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gas station. The inclusion, championed 
by Rivenburg’s widow, Hope Rivenburg, 
required the Department of Transporta-
tion to address the national truck park-
ing shortage at public and private facil-
ities along U.S. highways.

The first Jason’s Law truck parking 
survey released in 2015 found that most 
states lacked truck parking capacity, 
especially states along major corridors 
with high truck volumes, such as I-95, 
I-40, I-80, I-10 and I-81. A second study 
is set to be released by early 2020, but 
according to Pugh, such studies are 
pretty much worthless.

“I don’t know how many meetings I’ve 
been on since I came on to OOIDA,” he 
said. “It’s the same problem. The gov-
ernment does research and studies but 
never does anything with the informa-
tion. We need to pour pavement. Just 
somewhere to park the trucks.”

Florida truck driver Desiree Wood has 
taken up the mantle of parking activist 
since her friend Hope Rivenburg took a 
step back to focus on her young chil-
dren. Wood attends meeting after meet-
ing in an attempt to spread the message 
to anyone who will listen.

“We don’t expect our armed service 
members to go fight a war for us and 
then go fend for themselves at night,” 
she said. “Truck drivers serve this coun-
try every day. And they deserve a place 
to stop and sleep where they won’t be a 
sitting duck.”

THE BIG TICKET
It was a lack of safe parking that led 

to Wood becoming the victim of another 
trend plaguing the trucking industry — 
cargo theft.

On July 3, 2018, she was hauling a 
load of Campbell’s Soup from North 
Carolina to the Miami Publix distribu-
tion warehouse. Knowing there was lit-
tle parking in South Florida, she called 
it a night in West Palm Beach, close to 
where she lives.

Wood carefully parked her truck at 
a closed Winn Dixie and went home 5 
miles away to get some sleep. When she 
got back to her truck a little after 3:30 
the next morning, she was shocked to 
find her $13,000 trailer and its $65,000 
in cargo gone.

“The tractor was sideways,” she said, 
“and had been yanked out of the way 

of the trailer that weighed close to the 
maximum allowed with 43,000 pounds 
of soup product. They attempted to 
steal my tractor too, but my [electronic 
logging device] prevented it.”

DNA swabbed from the tractor’s fifth 
wheel led Palm Beach Police to 53-year-
old Guillermo Arteaga, who was charged 
with larceny of $20,000 to $100,000, 
burglary of an unoccupied conveyance 
and grand theft of a motor vehicle.

“Law enforcement told me dealing 
with cargo theft is a full-time job in South 
Florida alone,” Wood said. “These rings 
are very sophisticated.”

Indeed, a Quarter 1 2019 analysis by 
CargoNet found that trailer burglaries 
were becoming the preferred method of 
cargo theft.3 It’s a pattern that continued 
into the second quarter, which saw an 
estimated total of $22.9 million in cargo 
stolen across the United States and Can-
ada.4 California, Florida and Texas were 
the top three states for such crimes.

COMPANY POLICY
Considering the high-value loads and 

frequent trips to crime-ridden areas, it 
would seem logical to arm over-the-road 

“CONSIDERING THE HIGH-VALUE LOADS AND FREQUENT TRIPS TO CRIME-RIDDEN AREAS, IT WOULD 
SEEM LOGICAL TO ARM OVER-THE-ROAD TRUCK DRIVERS. BUT VIRTUALLY ALL MAJOR TRUCKING 

COMPANIES PROHIBIT FIREARMS OUTRIGHT, AND IT’S DIFFICULT TO GET A REASON WHY.”
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truck drivers. But virtually all major truck-
ing companies prohibit firearms outright, 
and it’s difficult to get a reason why.

Swift Transportation, J.B. Hunt Trans-
port, Schneider, CRST International, 
Knight Transportation, C.R. England 
and US Xpress did not reply to inter-
view requests. Representatives of the 
American Trucking Associations (ATA), 
an organization that represents the in-
terests of these large firms and others, 
declined to be interviewed.

Sara Edmondson, the safety officer for 
medium-sized Great Plains Transporta-
tion out of Fargo, North Dakota, was will-
ing to go on the record, however.

“Every trucking company has some 
sort of variation of safety officer,” she 
said. “If a customer is looking at us 
to haul freight, and we have no safety 
structure? It’s a no. The same goes for 
poor safety records. We’re not going to 
get that business.”

Edmondson said that if her compa-
ny doesn’t comply with rules and reg-

ulations, it could lose its Department of 
Transportation number and go out of 
business.

“A lot of my job is writing reports,” she 
said. “What was the cause of the acci-
dents we were in? And then attacking 
those causes and trying to eliminate 
them. Every time a driver leaves our 
yard, risk assessment is involved.”

When asked why her company bans 
firearms, she mentioned the liability is-
sues the company’s drivers face travel-
ing between all of the lower 48 states. 
But she didn’t elaborate beyond that.

A commonly held belief is that trucking 
companies would be uninsurable if they 
were to allow drivers to carry firearms, but 
Matt Van Syoc doesn’t believe that is the 
case. He’s a broker with Indiana-based 
insurance firm Marvin Johnson & Associ-
ates, which holds a policy count of 4,000 
and $70 million in premiums.

“When we do our underwriting ques-
tions, we never have to ask about fire-
arms,” he said. “We fall back on the 

policies of the motor carrier. If they have 
a policy in writing that states you have 
to have a permit and use your weapon 
responsibly? That’s up to the employer, 
the motor carrier.”

Drolshagen has a less charitable ex-
planation. He believes the reason large 
trucking companies ban firearms is that 
they treat their employees so poorly. (It’s 
true that the annualized turnover rate at 
large carriers — fleets with more than 
$30 million in annual revenue — stood 
at 83 percent, according to recent ATA 
reports.5)

Drolshagen also has a standing bet 
with anyone who will take it: $1,000 cash 
to the first person who can point to the line 
in the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regu-
lations Pocketbook that bans firearms.

So far he’s kept his money.

OTHER WEAPONS
Of course, firearms aren’t the only 

way a truck driver can fend off a burglar 
or would-be attacker. Tire thumpers, 

IF YOU CARRY A GUN YOU DO!

(205) 415-5000
WWW.THEBELTMAN.NET

BELTMAN GUN BELTS are handmade from two layers 
of the highest quality leather for firmness and durability 
and will easily support the weight of a full-sized 
firearm and accessories. Widely regarded as the Gold 
Standard in gun belts, with incredible attention to detail 
and edged to perfection, these belts are suitable for 
concealed carry or competition ... or when you just want 
to look sharp! Available in three widths and a variety of 
hides including Bullhide, Horsehide, Shrunken Bison, 
Shark, Elephant and Alligator.  Starting at $69.95.

DO YOU NEED A GUN BELT?
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cans of wasp spray, tasers and pocket-
knives are used by truckers as self-de-
fense weapons with varying degrees of 
success.

Jerry McDowell, a 78-year-old former 
iron worker, keeps his old iron-working 
hammer in the door of his truck, just in 
case. He also kept a tomahawk in his 
cab until a police officer who had pulled 
him over told him to get rid of it.

“I bet you’re going to tell me you use 
this for work,” the officer said.

The problem is, in the eyes of the law, 
many of these alternatives 
are no different than using 
a handgun in self-defense. 
No matter what tool is used, 
an act of deadly force in 
self-defense — and any use 
of knives, blunt-force tools 
and guns would fall under this category 
— should be legally justifiable. Self-de-
fense expert Massad Ayoob perhaps 
puts it most succinctly: “Deadly force is 
justified only when undertaken to pre-
vent imminent and otherwise unavoid-
able danger of death or grave bodily 
harm to the innocent.”

Less-lethal alternatives to firearms, 
such as tasers and pepper spray, aren’t 
deadly force but must nonetheless only 
be used when legally justified lest the 
user find him or herself charged with as-
sault. [Editor’s Note: While wasp spray 
might fall under the “less-lethal” catego-
ry, it is a terrible, and perhaps deadly, 
idea to use a product designed to kill 
insects to protect yourself from a violent 
attack. Pepper spray is a much more ef-
fective and legally defensible less-lethal 

self-defense option and barely more ex-
pensive.]

“Before you take physical action,” 
said Attorney Adam H. Rosenblum, “you 
really have to think about if you’re truly 
acting in self-defense or getting swept 
up in the emotions of the moment. What 
one individual might consider self-de-
fense, a prosecutor or judge might view 
as aggression.”

Rosenblum cited the recent example 
of Daniel Eric Orchard, a truck driver 
arrested in Laredo, Texas, for spraying 
insecticide in a motorist’s eyes after a 
road-rage incident. The 48-year-old was 
charged with assault for the incident.

“There can be a fine line between de-
fense and offense,” Rosenblum said.

FEDERAL PROTECTION
It’s “absolutely ridiculous” to Willey 

that there is no federal law protecting 
truck drivers who wish to keep a fire-
arm in their cab, especially drivers with 
hazmat endorsements, such as himself.

“We are already fingerprinted and 
passed FBI and TSA checks,” he said. 
“We’re tracked everywhere we go with 
ELDs. We need to be medically certi-
fied every couple of years, or every 
year, depending on your health. We’re 
subjected to some of the most frequent 
random drug and alcohol testing. Hon-
estly, how much more could you pos-
sibly do to prove we’re upstanding cit-
izens?”

Willey pointed out that drivers of ar-
mored cars are allowed to carry fire-
arms.

“I’m sure there are some wild ex-
ceptions,” he said. “But, in reality, how 

tool for the job
Truck driver Jerry 

McDowell, of Texas, 
carries a hammer in the 
door of his truck for odd 
jobs and self-defense.



much money are those guys carrying 
around? A couple hundred thousand 
dollars’ worth? I’ve hauled loads of 
Victoria’s Secret. What’s the retail 
value on that? It’s not heavy, and it’s 
packed floor-to-ceiling, front-to-back. 
That’s not a cheap store.”

FORCED RETIREMENT
As for Phillips, he can be found 

these days at his home in Missouri by 
the Lake of the Ozarks, wrenching on 
two Willys Jeep Pickups.

He lives off disability and his wife’s 
income because he can no longer 
drive truck. His doctor said he had to 
be seizure-free for five years before 
getting his Commercial Driver’s Li-
cense (CDL) reinstated. By that time, 
he’ll be nearly 70 years old.

“For the most part, he retired me, 
whether I wanted to or not,” Phillips 
said of his attacker.

A suspect, Stormy Adakai, was 
eventually arrested by tribal police. At 
the time of publication, he has plead 
guilty and is awaiting sentencing.

Phillips feels strongly that things 
would have turned out differently had 
he been carrying a firearm.

“There’d be no issue anymore,” he 
said. “I’d have used it.”
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