
DRILLING HEAVY MACHINERY

The Definitive Technical Guide to Atlas Copco T4W Drilling 
Rigs: Engineering, Performance, and Operational 
Excellence
Published: April 20, 2025  |  Index ID: #276

In the high-stakes world of mineral exploration, water well construction, and geotechnical engineering, the Atlas 

Copco T4Wstands as a titan of industrial reliability. Originally developed under the Ingersoll Rand brand before

becoming a flagship product of the Atlas Copco fleet (and eventually transitioning into the Epiroc line), the T4W has

defined the standard for truck-mounted, top-head drive drilling rigs for decades. This article provides a

comprehensive technical analysis of the T4W series, examining its mechanical architecture, hydraulic systems, and

its enduring relevance in the modern drilling industry.

The Evolution of a Legend: From Ingersoll Rand to Atlas Copco

The T4W was designed to bridge the gap between light, mobile units and heavy, stationary mining rigs. Its primary 

appeal lies in its mobility-to-power ratio. Mounted on custom-built crane carriers, the rig can navigate rugged

terrain while housing a power pack capable of driving deep-hole hammers and high-pressure rotary bits. The

transition from the Ingersoll Rand era to the 2005-2016 Atlas Copco iterations brought significant upgrades in

electronic controls, engine efficiency, and pull-back capacities, evolving from the standard 50,000 lb models to the

high-performance 70,000 lb "Deep Hole" configurations.

Primary Industrial Applications

While the T4W is versatile, its engineering is specifically optimized for:

•  Water Well Drilling: Capable of reaching deep aquifers through varied geological formations using both mud 

rotary and DTH (Down-The-Hole) methods.

•  Mineral Exploration: Used extensively for reverse circulation (RC) and general exploration drilling.

•  Quarry and Blast Hole: While often larger than dedicated blast hole rigs, the T4W’s mobility makes it ideal for 

specialized large-diameter blast holes.

•  Geothermal Well Construction: Its ability to handle long strings of heavy drill pipe makes it a favorite for 

geothermal energy projects.

Core Mechanical Components and Power Systems

The performance of an Atlas Copco T4W is a function of its three primary systems: the deck engine, the air

compressor, and the hydraulic circuit. These components are integrated into a single "Power Pack" that must

operate in extreme temperatures and high-dust environments.

Engine Dynamics: CAT vs. Cummins

The T4W typically utilizes a deck-mounted diesel engine to provide the necessary torque for the hydraulic pumps

and the CFM (Cubic Feet per Minute) required by the air compressor. Most modern or rebuilt T4W units feature one

of two powerhouses:

1.  Caterpillar C-13/C-15 Series: Known for high torque rise and exceptional durability in high-altitude 

operations. The C-13 units often provide approximately 380-440 HP, depending on the specific rig configuration 



(e.g., the 2007 Deep Hole 70k model).

2.  Cummins QSK19: Frequently found in later models like the 2016 T4W, the QSK19 is a Tier-compliant engine 

delivering upwards of 600-750 HP, essential for driving 1250 CFM compressors at 350 PSI.

Air Compression and Flush Technology

The heart of any DTH rig is its compressor. The T4W typically utilizes Ingersoll Rand (IR) HR2.5or similar high-

pressure screw compressors. For effective drilling, the compressor must maintain high uphole velocity to clear

cuttings from the borehole.



Compressor Model Type Standard Airflow (CFM) Operating Pressure (PSI) Application Suitability

Standard Pressure 900 - 1050 350 Shallow to medium water 
wells

High Volume (HR2.5) 1250 350 Deep hole and large 
diameter drilling

High Pressure 1050 500 Hard rock specialized 
mining

Hydraulic Architecture and Pullback Systems

The T4W's capability is often defined by its pullback rating. In the drilling industry, pullback refers to the maximum

force the rig can exert to lift the drill string and casing out of the hole. This is critical when encountering high friction

or when the hole depth increases the total weight of the drill pipe.

The 70,000 lbs Pullback Advantage

Standard T4W units were often built with a 50,000 lb pullback capacity. However, the Deep Hole (DH)variants—

such as the 2005 and 2007 models mentioned in technical data—utilize a reinforced mast and heavy-duty hydraulic

cylinders to achieve 70,000 lbs of pullback. This is achieved through:

•  Regenerative Hydraulic Circuits: These allow for faster head travel during rod changes while maintaining 

maximum force during the pull.

•  Twin-Cylinder Feed Systems: Distributing the load across dual cylinders prevents mast twisting and ensures 

linear force application.

•  Heavy-Duty Feed Chains: Designed to handle the tension required to lift 70,000 lbs plus the dynamic loads of 

stuck pipe scenarios.

Mathematical Model: Pullback Requirement Calculation

Engineers determine the necessary pullback using the following basic formula:

P<sub>req</sub> = (W<sub>p</sub> &times; L) + W<sub>c</sub> + F<sub>f</sub>

Where:W<sub>p</sub>: Weight of drill pipe per foot (lbs/ft)L: Depth of hole (ft)W<sub>c</sub>: Weight of the 

hammer/bit and stabilizers (lbs)F<sub>f</sub>: Friction factor (varies based on borehole fluid and wall stability)

For a 1,500 ft hole using 4.5" pipe (approx. 18 lbs/ft), the static weight alone is 27,000 lbs. Adding a 3,000 lb 

hammer and accounting for a safety factor of 2.0 to overcome friction, a 50,000 lb rig is near its limit, whereas a 

70,000 lb T4W  provides the necessary overhead for safe operation.

Carrier and Chassis Engineering

The T4W is typically mounted on a 6x4 or 8x4 Crane Carrier. Unlike standard commercial trucks, these chassis

are engineered with a low-profile cab to allow the drilling mast to sit horizontally over the truck for transport. The

integration of the rig and the carrier involves a complex Power Take-Off (PTO) system or, more commonly in the

T4W, a dedicated deck engine that makes the drilling unit independent of the truck's drivetrain.

Stability and Leveling

During operation, the rig must be perfectly level to prevent hole deviation. The T4W utilizes four heavy-duty



hydraulic outriggers (jacks). In the 2007 T4W Deep Hole models, these jacks are often oversized to support the

additional stresses of the 70k pullback mast.

Comparison of Technical Specifications: 2003 vs. 2016 Models

Analyzing the evolution of the T4W through the provided data snippets reveals a trend toward higher air volume

and modernized engine platforms.



Feature 2003 T4W (50k) 2016 T4W (70k DH)

Deck Engine Cummins (Early Series) Cummins QSK19

Compressor 1250 CFM / 350 PSI 1250 CFM / 350 PSI (High Eff.)

Pullback 50,000 lbs 70,000 lbs

Pipe Handling 30 ft Pipe / 31 ft Travel 30 ft Pipe / Range 2 Compatible

Carrier Crane Carrier 6x4 Custom Heavy-Duty Carrier

Control System Manual Hydraulic Overlays Electronic/Hydraulic Hybrid

Operational Workflow: A Field Guide

Operating an Atlas Copco T4W requires a rigorous adherence to procedural safety and mechanical sequences.

Below is a high-level operational workflow for a standard drilling cycle.

Step 1: Site Setup and Stabilization

1.  Position the rig over the borehole marker.

2.  Deploy hydraulic jacks to level the rig. Use bubble levels or electronic inclinometers to ensure the mast will 

be 90 degrees to the horizon.

3.  Raise the mast using the dual hydraulic lift cylinders. Ensure the mast locking pins are securely engaged.

Step 2: The Drilling Cycle (DTH Method)

•  Initial Spudding: Lower the top-head drive and engage the DTH hammer. Slowly introduce air to clear surface 

debris.

•  Rotation and Feed: Balance the Weight on Bit (WOB) and the rotation speed (RPM). For hard rock, a lower 

RPM with higher WOB is generally preferred.

•  Monitoring Cuttings: Observe the discharge. If cuttings stop, immediate action is required to prevent "sticking" 

the bit.

Step 3: Pipe Addition

1.  Break the joint using the hydraulic breakout wrench.

2.  Retract the top-head to the top of the mast.

3.  Use the onboard pipe carousel (typically 7-rod capacity) to swing a new 30 ft rod into position.

4.  Thread the top-head into the new rod and torque to specification.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Failures

Even a machine as robust as the T4W can encounter downtime. Technical writers and engineers categorize these

into three primary domains: Air, Hydraulic, and Structural.

Failure Mode Analysis Table



Symptom Probable Cause Technical Solution

Loss of Pullback Power Hydraulic pump cavitation or bypass 
valve failure.

Inspect pump inlet filters and test 
relief valve pressure settings.

Excessive Compressor Heat Oil cooler blockage or thermostatic 
valve failure.

Clean cooling fins; replace oil 
separator elements.

Mast Vibration Misaligned feed chains or worn slide 
pads.

Tension chains to OEM specs; 
replace Nylatron slide wear plates.

Engine Power Drop Turbocharger lag or fuel injection 
timing issues.

Check ECM error codes; inspect air 
intake for restrictions.

Strategic Market Analysis: Rebuilt vs. Used vs. New

The T4W is unique in that it maintains an exceptionally high resale value. A Rebuilt 2005 T4Woften performs

identically to a newer model because the core chassis and mast design are so fundamentally sound. Buyers often

look for "0-hour rebuilds" where the engine, compressor, and hydraulic pumps have been replaced or

remanufactured to factory standards.

Factors Influencing Purchase Decisions:

•  Total Hours: As seen in the data, a 2007 model with 5,400 hours is considered relatively low-use for this class 

of machinery.

•  Regional Compliance: Newer models (2016+) are necessary in jurisdictions with strict Tier 4 Final emission 

standards.

•  Ancillary Equipment: Inclusion of mud pumps, water injection systems, and auxiliary winches significantly 

impacts the value of the T4W package.

Concluding Technical Synthesis

The Atlas Copco T4W represents a pinnacle of mechanical synergy. By combining the massive air output required

for DTH drilling with the structural integrity of a 70,000 lb pullback mast, it addresses the most demanding

challenges of the drilling industry. The transition from the 2003 models to the high-output 2016 versions

demonstrates a commitment to power density—fitting more horsepower and air volume into a mobile, truck-

mounted footprint.

For the technical operator or fleet manager, the T4W remains a gold standard. Its modular design allows for the

rebuilding of key components, ensuring that a rig manufactured in 2005 can still compete on modern job sites in

2026 and beyond. Whether utilized for essential water well construction in developing regions or for intensive

mineral exploration, the T4W’s engineering continues to drive the industry forward through a combination of brute

force and refined hydraulic control.
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