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THE IMPRESSIVE TALE THE IMPRESSIVE TALE ofof HIGHTAIL HIGHTAIL

 Our pages are often dedicated to the opulent marvels 
that grace America’s highways. In this feature, we take you 
in the shop as Eugene Oregon’s Aaron Newman shares of his 
fascinating journey to be a sole proprietor of Hightail Custom 
Coach. Converting a vintage fleet-duty platform to be that 
of the highest standard of luxury, comfort, technology, and 
mechanical dependence is a magnificent undertaking. In this 
feature, Newman offers insight into the many aspects that go into 
a premium conversion and how he has made his mark as being a 
master craftsman who brings new life to old coaches.Scan here

to see more
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As simple as making a frame may 
sound, all of the mitre work had to 
be perfect to line up seamlessly.”
 Newman recalled a stage 
in life where he went to used 
bookstores and flea markets on 
a hunt to buy every issue of Fine 
Woodworking which he could 
find. The old-world craftmanship 
piqued his interest and he would 
often sneak out to his shop at night 
to hone his craft. His critical eye 
was developed, as he would identify 
flaws in his work that was otherwise 
praised by anyone providing a casual 
examination.
 Citing his new passion as 
something he wanted to focus upon, 
Newman removed himself from 
university and, after a brief stint 
crafting aluminum, the twenty-
four-year-old was offered a position 

to install cabinetry at Legendary 
Coach.
 “Legendary (Coach) 
belonged to my friend’s dad. They 
needed help and I came aboard to 
install cabinetry in their custom 
coaches. Pushing five years in, we 
all got hit with the economic crisis 
of 2008. I was one of the few spared 
from being laid off, which did a lot 
for my pride and motivation. Just 
knowing my talent and offering 
was appreciated enough that I 
remained part of the team during 
such a delicate time meant a lot and 
I considered having been kept on to 
be a real accomplishment,” Newman 
recalled.
 Uncertain times may not 
have meant a lay-off, but hours 
were cut back at times. There was 
a decrease in ongoing demand for 

million-dollar custom coaches and 
Newman knew he might have too 
moonlight to provide for his young 
family. “One of the managers at 
Legendary offered to put me in 
touch with his friend to do some 
shop work on the side. He took me 
along and I met Larry Oberfoell 
who owned Paradise Coach 
Interiors.
 “Larry had a small shop 
and, at that time, it was pretty 
much just him. He was taking on a 
major conversion, and he knew he 
needed help. The first time I met 
him, he gave me a key to his shop 
and allowed me to work evenings 
and nights, so I could keep things 
going with Legendary. Often, I’d go 
in there for the evening or at night0 
when Larry had gone home after his 
day’s work. 

ever met
 “I did not go to university 
right out of high school. I stayed 
on with him and we built some 
houses but I new that kind of work 
and labor was not what I wanted 
to do long term. I enrolled into the 
University of Oregon and studied 
political science. In my second year, 
I started questioning what kind of 
career I was going to get with that 
degree and weighing it against the 
massive debt I was accumulating,” 
Newman shared. Experiencing life 
as a broke student was the catalyst 
in re-introducing him to the art of 
being a craftsman and a passion was 
ignited.
 “It was coming up to 
Christmas and my brother and I had 
no money. He was an artist, while 
I had done my woodworking. We 
decided that he would take a canvas 
and create a piece of art for both our 
mother and grandmother. Building 
the frames was my responsibility so 
I went and bought some nice cherry 
wood and went to it. I really enjoyed 
the work and the attention to detail. 

 About a hundred miles 
south of Portland is the city of 
Eugene Oregon which is home to 
a man who is modesty by nature, 
but who resonates to the fullest 
volume with a desire to provide the 
finest example of converted coach 
available. Anyone lucky enough to 
see his work knows its in a league of 
its own. How did a precision eye and 
craftsmanship develop to the highest 
standard? For this third-generation 
Oregonian, a father’s legacy paved 
the road for a passion to be realized 
and old buses to blossom into rolling 
pieces of industrial art.
 “My father was a very 
talented wood worker and, 
unfortunately, he passed when 
I was quite young. Our family’s 
garage was full of a wide variety of 
wood working tools and I’d pass 
the time by going out and teaching 
myself how to use them,” Newman 
reflected. With the passage of time, 
the young man’s mother developed 
a relationship with a new fellow 
who had a concrete business. At the 

age of thirteen, Newman started 
working for him making forms 
and finishing concrete. By the end 
of his time at high school, he had 
progressed to doing foundations and 
general carpentry work,” Newman 
shared.
 When asked about the 
source of his drive and perspective, 
his answer was innate. “My mom 
has been on her own since the age 
of fourteen and she has always been 
self employed. Her abilities as a 
seamstress are in a league of their 
own and this special talent of hers 
resulted in people flying into Eugene 
from all over the world to have her 
do their alterations. She made sure 
our upbringing was the best it could 
be and her strength through thick 
and thin was admirable. I credit 
her for the drive and attention to 
detail I have as well as the spirit of 
self reliance and not being afraid to 
just believe in yourself, and go for it. 
Her lessons and standards paved the 
path for my career. To me, she’s the 
pinnacle of human achievement and 
the most impressive person I have 
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Pride and Perspective

 The team at Paradise had grown in numbers, but 
Newman was still the youngest of the group. “I was the 
youngest by a good twenty years. YouTube was just coming 
out and I thought it would be a great opportunity to walk the 
public through our project so people could understand more 
about what went into a conversion like this. 
 “I was doing most of the cabinetry and flooring in the 
bus, so I started taking video diaries and posting them online. 
As soon as we hit the internet, the clips started getting hits and 
the phone started ringing. It seemed like every new call we got 
was from someone who had seen the videos online, it was a 
powerful tool,” Newman recalled.
 Crediting the YouTube efforts for securing other 
impressive projects including the Willmore Flxible (to be 
featured in an upcoming issue), the work came in but the young 
craftsman started developing concern for how certain aspects 
were being executed. “Larry and I started having disagreements 
on how things should be done. At that time, I was looking 
through a lens that framed him as being too much of a cowboy. 
At that time, I was critical because I saw Larry as being a 
remarkably skilled guy who was also the king of improvision. 
Meanwhile, I thought we could have planned things out 
better to become more efficient and produce to an even higher 
standard.
 “I had it in my head that we could have taken the 
company to the next level and become a more legitimate 
enterprise if we operated more by a strategic playbook. Larry 
didn’t want to make any changes because the work was coming 
in, and people were happy. Things got to the point where I 
looked in the mirror and saw myself as being the black sheep of 
the group. I had my vision for how things were to be done and 
part of me felt like we had a complacent environment which 
was capable of doing better.”

Two Tickets to Paradise

 “I was still a kid at the time 
and there were many aspects of the 
working environment which I found 
very attractive. I was able to work 
on my own, with instruction on 
what needed to be done. Frequently, 
Larry sought my opinion for how 
to tackle different situations which 
were presented during the build. 
The variety of tasks was also very 
appealing as, with Liberty, roles were 
very defined. The cabinet maker 
only made cabinets. The installer 
only installed, and the floor guy only 
looked after the floor. Meanwhile, 
with Larry, I got to try my hand at 
every aspect of the interior build.”
 Newman’s side-gig with 
Larry seemed like a paradise of its 

own and he ended up campaigning 
for a more permanent position; “I 
hounded him for a job, and he took 
me on. During this tenure with 
Larry, I got more and more involved 
with working on older buses. From 
Prevost and MCI to Eagle and even 
fiberglass bodied RTS buses, we did 
it all,” Newman shared.
 Paradise was approached by 
proprietors of a steel manufacturing 
company to build the prototype for 
a high-end race car trailer. “I was on 
the design team and this company 
had everything they thought they 
needed to be a player in that market, 
they just needed a platform to start 
from. I was one of the leads on that 
program and, when the prototype 
was done, they offered me a job to 
come and work with them to further 
develop the race trailer program.

 “I was there about a year and 
a half and had helped them generate 
their first sales when the phone 
rang one day. It was Larry. He had 
a project coming through the door 
he thought I would get passionate 
about and he sent me a picture. It 
was an old bus that was to be taken 
right down and given a luxurious 
conversion. After sizing things up, 
I couldn’t understand why someone 
would want to put so much money 
and so many resources because 
the job was going to be a major 
undertaking. Everything checked 
out, and the project was for real, so I 
decided to re-join Larry for a second 
stint at Paradise and tackle the bus. 
The subject was a 1947 GM 3751 
which would later become known as 
the famous Renner Bus.”
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Hightail, Humility and  
the High Road

 Newman decided to resign 
so he could start an enterprise of 
his own and run it his way. Leaving 
Paradise as shop manager during 
a time that Larry had taken a step 
back from the operation, one of the 
clients orchestrated his coach to 
remain with Newman to finish.
“That was Andrew’s 1952 Flx, which 
is your cover feature for this issue. 
Once it was out of paint, instead 
of it going back to Paradise, he 
wanted the project to stay in my 
hands. It came to my shop as the 
first project for Hightail Custom 
Coach when we opened in 2019. The 
journey since has been challenging, 
rewarding, and also humbling.
 “The perspective I developed 
during my time at Paradise tricked 

me into thinking I knew more 
about the business than I did. Since 
I’ve been on my own, I’ve grown to 
respect Larry’s ability to scramble 
in the pocket and improvise. With 
these old buses, you have to be able 
to adjust, adapt and improvise. We 
are in the business of taking designs 
from over seventy years ago and 
turning them into a vehicle that 
is beyond anything they were ever 
meant to do.
 “When doing the 
conversions we do, suppose you have 
the best plan in the world; you can 
have the most expert team working 
from the most accurate floor plan, 
you can have all of the engineering 
schematics and drawings you can 
imagine, you could even have a 
crystal ball show you how everything 
should look in the end and, even 
with that immaculate plan, you’ll 

only get yourself about 70% there. 
There is no way around it. 
 “Larry was a bit older and a 
bit wiser when it came to accepting 
this, as his mind is almost geared 
specifically toward the moment 
and looking around the room to 
determine what he could do at that 
time, with the tools and resources he 
had. At the time, I didn’t understand 
or appreciate it like I do now because 
it took me going into business for 
myself to have it all sink in. We lost 
Larry a few months ago. Working 
at Paradise and being a pupil of his 
was a privilege. Knowing what I 
know now, he provided lessons and 
opportunities which I only continue 
to value more, and more, with the 
passage of time.”
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The Hightail Standard

 “Doing the finest quality of 
work and craftsmanship satisfies 
me. Grain matching through a 
door or seam is quite standard. 
However, getting sequenced 
sheets of vivid grain and matching 
them throughout the coach takes 
everything to the next level. If 
someone enters any of our coaches 
and studies the interior, they will see 
the grain on the left side of the bus 
matches the grain on the right side 
of the bus. To do this right takes 
remarkable skill and precision, but 
this is what our clients get when 
dealing with Hightail,” Newman 
shared.

period correct. Flxibles also 
have limited head room and you 
can’t “build down”. This affects 
our ability to do duct work 
with lighting and wiring, so we 
have to become very creative to 
deliver these needs in a classy 
way that meets our standard.
 “The parlour coaches 
are easier. They have more bay 
space and more head room but 
customer expectation remains 
the same. Vintage buses are 
different because you are concerned 
with the appearance of the bus in 
a different way. If someone sees 
three roof airs and a fan and some 
awnings attached to a Prevost, that’s 
acceptable. If you see those on a 
vintage bus, it takes away from the 
appearance of the rig.
 “The entire restoration 
project is magnificently different 
than that of a car. If you want to 
restore an old Mustang, there is 
an entire industry built around 

 Noting that he is a very 
detail-oriented person, Newman’s 
avant-garde standard is meant to 
impress the curiosities of those 
who take time to study the many 
premium aspects of fit and finish to 
projects baring his namesake. “I find 
it very rewarding when people have 
to look over our work several times 
to digest just how many points of 
detailed perfection we aim to deliver 
with our work.”
 Noting that each vintage 
bus platform presents their 
own conversion idiosyncrasies, 
Newman’s experience is obvious. 
“The Flxibles are the hardest to 
convert. Everything is tight and 
compact when it comes to adding 

the different systems. They have 
this series of frame rails that run 
along the length of the bus which sit 
above the floor height, so you have 
a sunken aisle down the middle and 
raised portions on the sides. That 
is very challenging to overcome, as 
problems are created when it comes 
to plumbing and tank location. 
Presenting a larger challenge is 
that this design severely limits the 
floorplan layout options. 
 “Vintage Flxibles sit quite 
low to the ground and they do not 
afford us a lot of space. More often 
than not, we cut off the skirt to 
install a storage or plumbing bay 
and then have to modify that skirt 
so it can be hinged and still look 

restoring a Mustang. There is an 
entire industry and infrastructure 
for that. This doesn’t exist for the bus 
guys. I have to hope I can find a bus 
in a field with an owner willing to 
part it out or I have to get out my 
English Wheel and start bending 
metal to make it myself.”
 As for the price tag attached 
to a project, the sky can be the 
limit. “Interior work can start as 
low as $130,000. With these buses, 
they’re about 5 times the size of 

a car and people can quickly go 
through substantial six figures 
doing a show quality restoration on 
a coupe convertible. Bus parts and 
components are bigger, stronger and 
require more resources. We have 
had clients start with a budget, only 
to have it augment as part of the 
journey because they find enjoyment 
in pushing the envelope with new 
ideas, as we work our way through 
the project.
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The Complete Package and 
The Road Ahead

 When Newman broke into 
the industry, the norm was that 
conversion companies would only 
focus on providing one aspect of 
service. “In the past, it would be 
recommended that the owner had 
the bus mechanically fit to the 
level they wanted before it came 
in for coach work. This meant a lot 
of owners were flying blind and 
dealing with different people, often 
strangers, when it came to satisfying 
engine, mechanical and suspension 
work.
 “Now, I have a system in 
place where we can fly out to see a 

 “Any perspective buyer 
should really evaluate true cost when 
deciding between two old buses as 
candidates for a restoration. If one is 
$8,000 and looks ‘meh, okay’; while 
the other one is $20,000 and looks 
good, solid, and cared for, take the 
$20,000 bus. In the long run, you’ll 
save a lot of money and stress. The 
DIY conversion community is strong 
and growing, but we cater to higher-
end clientele with the resources to 
afford the best in comfort, class, and 
finish.
“People are always going to want to 
travel, and we provide a premium 
way to do so. My passion is 
designing systems that work well 
and look great and are a pleasure to 

bus or bus carcass for a client, size 
up what needs to be done and offer 
an idea of what all will be involved. 
Then, from transporting the vehicle 
to our shop where we will streamline 
and facilitate entire mechanical, 
engine, electronic, interior and 
painting requirements to spec. This 
funnels all of the contact just to our 
shop and greatly saves the client 
from the anxiety and consternation 
of having to deal with a variety of 
different entities.”
 Noting he will accept a bus 
in any condition, Newman’s turn-
key offering isn’t cheap, but they can 
do it all. When asked about his feel 
for the ongoing market demand for 
his services, the craftsman was quite 
candid.

use and to be around. I love the vintage buses as a canvas for 
such.
 “Having said that, I don’t know what the future 
holds, and I have to remain able and willing to pivot. I’m in 
business to provide for my family and we need the phone 
to ring. If the tides turn and converting Sprinters is where 
it’s at, then we will be there. If it requires us to be diverse 
by offering mobile interiors, that’s fine too. On whatever 
platform is desired, it’s up to us to deliver the client’s wishes 
to the highest standard – the Hightail standard.”

Vintage Motor Coach would like to thank Aaron for his time 
and support developing this piece. Sincere and modest by nature, 
working with Aaron was an absolute pleasure and we look 
forward to covering some of his future projects.


