Dngny Prepfor Towing

Braking, fow bars and the wiring connection

must be properly handled

Joel R. Donaldson
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As any seasoned
motorhome owner will
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be towed safely. Sadly,

products ready for brakingisanim-  specify that towed

safe dinghy towing loads in excess of 1,500
right from the pounds should have
factory. independent brakes
Thus,

it's up

toyou

(and CONTROLLERS
per- FOR DINGHY
haps a BRAKE SYS-

knowledgeable
towing equipment
dealer) to get the
job done right.

26 m MotorHome Towing Guide

TEMS DIFFER;
THIS ONE USES
ELECTRONIC
SIGNALS.



and safety breakaway
systems.

Although a diverse
range of dinghy brak-
ing-systems is market-
ed, all aim to perform
essentially the same
task: to apply the
dinghy’s brakes in
tandem with those
on the motorhome.

The approach used
by U.S. Gear with its
Unified Tow Brake is to
use electronic signals
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control unitin the
motorhome allows
the motorhome driver
to apply brakes manu-
ally if desired.

Other products in-
clude one that utilizes
a self-contained power
pack that temporarily
attaches the dinghy’s
brake pedal. This pack-
age usually contains
an air compressor, air
cylinder and control
circuitry. Most models

motive power for the
cylinder usually sup-
plied either by the
motorhome’s existing
air compressor (if air
brakes are present) or
an add-on electric com-
pressor. A signal from
the motorhome’s brake
lights is often used to
control operation of
the cylinder, although
intertia-sensing control
boxes are sometimes
used instead. One vari-

ates, the dinghy forces
the drawbar to move
forward, and the ding-
hy’s inertia is used to
operate a flexible cable
connected to the brake
pedal or to move a
master brake cylinder
that pressurizes the
dinghy’s brake lines.
Self-contained sys-
tems generally have
asignificant edgein
ease of installation, but
there’s also something

generat- to be said
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motor- an unob-
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brake pedal. As the
electronic signal varies
with motorhome decel-
eration, the amount

of brake-pedal pull
varies in concert, for
variable braking.

The system includes
avacuum pump in the
dinghy vehicle that
maintains full power-
brake performance. An
actuation lever on the

sensor in the dinghy
that automatically
applies the brakes
without any direct sig-
nals from the motor-
home; in some cases,
aradio link or control
wire is used to receive
braking signals from
the motorhome.

Other systems use a
removable air cylinder
to push the pedal, with

uses an electric linear
actuator in lieu of an
air cylinder, thereby
dispensing with the
need for a compressed
air supply.

Finally, a few sys-
tems use the move-
ment in a special hitch
drawbar as the motive
power to operate the
dinghy brakes. As the
motorhome deceler-
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so the installation of a
supplemental braking
system at the same
time may not represent
much additional effort.

The
Motorhome/
Dinghy Link

n essential ingre-
dientin safe dinghy



AS AN ALTERNATIVE,
YOU CAN INSTALL AN
EXTRA PAIR OF LAMPS
ON YOUR TOW VEHICLE
INDEPENDENT OF ITS
ELECTRICAL SYSTEM.

towing involves a solid,
properly designed-and-
installed mechanical
linkage between the
motorhome and towed
vehicle. Since towbars
and motorhome-hitch
receivers both tend to
be robust, tried-and-
true designs, the most
critical variable in this
link is the towbar base-
plate. Different brands,
models and years of
dinghy vehicles require
different baseplates
and installation proce-
dures, so proper selec-
tion and installation
are essential.

Installing a base-
plate typically entails
very specific procedures.
For example, fitting
Blue Ox baseplates on
three popular dinghy
models, the Saturn
VUE, Honda CR-V and
Suzuki Grand Vitara,
requires different steps.

Installing a base-
plate (Part No. BX3317)
on the VUE is relatively
simple, requiring only
some minor drilling,

as well as temporary
removal of the head-
lights. Due to the vehi-
cle's shape, the base-
plate’s two attachment
points are located
atanon-

of the bumper cover-
ing, headlights and
easily accessible front
fascia panels as well
as some minor drilling
(see page 32). Like the
VUE, the vehicle’s

standard design also
distance mandates
from the use of
each an adapter
other, re- .. fofitthe
quiring the in- tow bar.
stallation of an On some
adapter to fit One-wAy vehicles, the
the tow bar. ~ DIOPESPREVENT  hacapate instal-
. ELECTRICAL -
Toinstalla lation process
FEEDBACK.

baseplate (Part can be more
No. BX2232) on the intricate. For example,
CR-V, the bumper the air dam may need

covering (fascia)

must be temporarily
removed. Some minor
drilling is required and
the bumper, covering
and/or grille may also

require some trimming.

Installing the Grand
Vitara's baseplate (Part
No. BX3516) is a bit
more involved, requir-
ing temporary removal

to be trimmed or the
factory-installed belly
pan may require either
trimming or permanent
removal. Fortunately,
these requirements

are described in the
manufacturer’s fitment
charts — hopefully
eliminating any unplea-
sant surprises at instal-
lation time. Today’s

28 m MotorHome Towing Guide

baseplates do a good
job blending into

the exterior lines of the
dinghy vehicle.

Dinghy Wiring

O ne of the most
important aspects
of dinghy prep involves
connecting the wiring
between the two vehi-
cles. Tail, brake and
turn signals on the
back of the dinghy

are required in all 50
states and all Canadian
provinces, so this isn't
a step that you can
overlook. (Neither side
clearance or backup
lights are required, and
are rarely used.)

The most common
source of dinghy wir-
ing confusion revolves
around differences in
the way the turn-signal
lights are wired on
various cars and motor-
homes. Some models
are wired to supply



turn-signal power to
the same bulbs that
are used for the brake-
lights (commonly re-
ferred to as a 4-wire
system), while others
use separate amber
bulbs for the rear turn
signals (a 5-wire sys-
tem). Note that 4- and
5-wire systems are used
on both motorhomes
and cars, so any one of
four different solutions
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plied to the rear bulbs.
Since no electricity can
flow backwards through
a diode, it also prevents
power from the mo-
torhome from being in-
advertently introduced
to any other circuits in
the automobile.

Many late-model
vehicles are equipped
with on-board diagnos-
tics that continuously
check for proper opera-

bulb is then connected
directly to the motor-
home, eliminating any
connections to the ve-
hicle’s existing wiring
harness. Naturally, this
modification isn't for
the squeamish, since it
usually involves drilling
a large hole in the tail
lamp reflector. Fortu-
nately, special snap-in
sockets are available
that make this job
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mobiles equipped with
amber turn signals,
the new socket is typi-
cally installed behind
the red brake lamp
lens instead.

In situations where
modifications to the
dinghy’s original wiring
either aren't desirable
or practical, a set of
removable towing
lights often provides
a workable solution.
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THE KARGARD SHIELD, FROM BLUE OX, ATTACHES TO THE TOW BAR AND ADDS YET ANOTHER LEVEL OF DINGHY
PROTECTION TO GUARD AGAINST POTENTIAL DAMAGE FROM ROAD DEBRIS.

may be needed for any
particular application.
Adapters are readily
available to electroni-
cally match the wiring
systems of the dinghy
and motorhome.

The traditional
method of wiringup a
dinghy vehicle involves
the use of steering dio-
des. These diodes func-
tion as one-way gates
to the flow of electrici-
ty, allowing power from
either the motorhome
or vehicle to be sup-

tion of the turn-signal
and brakelight bulbs.
Unfortunately, the
introduction of after-
market steering diodes
into the vehicle’s wiring
can “fool” this diag-
nostic function, typi-
cally causing it to give
false warnings about
burnt-out bulbs.

For this reason, it is
becoming more com-
mon to modify each of
the vehicle’s tail-lamp
assemblies to accept
a separate bulb. This

somewhat easier. Since
the new socket takes
up considerable space
behind the lamp as-
sembly, care must be
taken in selecting a
location for the new
hole that avoids socket
interference with any
other objects behind it.
Note that most
states allow the turn
signals to be either
red or amber in color,
but only permit the
brakelights to be
red. Thus, on auto-
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Most of these prod-
ucts are affixed with
magnets, although
some models can be
equipped with suction
cups or hook-and-loop
fasteners (ideal for use
on plastic or fiberglass
surfaces). A cable is
then snaked across the
vehicle to the connec-
tor at the motorhome
hitch receiver.

In some cases, the
cable is semi-perma-
nently routed inside or
underneath the vehicle,
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ADDING LARGE RUBBER FLAPS AT THE REAR OF A MOTORHOME WILL MINIMIZE
TOWED-VEHICLE DAMAGE FROM DEBRIS, DIRT AND GRIME KICKED UP BY COACH TIRES.

allowing the lights to
be quickly removed
and stowed inside the
trunk. Several compa-
nies offer wireless re-
movable towing lights,
thereby eliminating
the need for this cable
altogether.

Although many
motorhomes come
with a factory-installed
4- or 5-pin connector,
there are situations
where a different con-
nector is necessary.
Some dinghies equipped
with an automatic
transmission must be
equipped with an elec-
tric lube pump, which
requires a connector
pin for 12-volt DC
power (and ideally, a
separate connector pin
for ground, in order to
avoid drawing excessive
current through the ex-
isting one). Also, some
auxiliary braking systems
require connections to
the motorhome, fur-
ther upping the con-

nector-pin count.
Ideally, the industry-
standard connection
scheme should be ob-
served when installing
this new connector, so
that it can also be used
when towing boats,
ATVs, horse trailers, etc.
Unfortunately, since
there is no industry-
wide standard for wire
color codes used in
automobiles, another
hurdle in dinghy wiring
involves identifying
the proper wires for the
stop, turn and tail lamps
(as well as a suitable
ground connection).
If you've had the fore-
sight to purchase a
service manual for your
particular vehicle, this
can sometimes be
accomplished by visual
inspection of the wire
harness. More often
than not, it involves
connecting a test light
to each suspected wire
in order to match it
with the corresponding

bulb. Note that on
4-wire systems, the
same wire may be "hot”
when either the brake
or one of the turn sig-
nals is operated.
When splicing
diodes or other connec-
tions into the vehicle’s
wiring harness, it is
particularly important
to use top-quality con-
nectors or splices. In
order to prevent any
chance of corrosion,
all connections should
be waterproof. Heat-
shrink tubing works
very well for this pur-
pose, as does self-vul-
canizing plastic tape.

Dinghy
Peculiarities

Some manufactur-
ers have very spe-
cific restrictions on how
to prevent damage to
the transmission or
transaxle. For example,
Suzuki recommends
starting and rewving the
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dinghy engine every
200 miles to recirculate
transmission oil. Obvi-
ously, the owner
should observe these
rules scrupulously.
When in doubt about
the restrictions for your
particular vehicle, read
the owner’s manual.
Note that overfilling the
transmission prior to
towing is not an effec-
tive way of circumvent-
ing these precautions,
since the problem isn‘t
caused by lack of suffi-
cient oil but rather by
lack of oil circulation.
Another vehicle-
specific consideration
is that towing some
dinghies with the igni-
tion switch in a position
that allows the steering
column to remain
unlocked also leaves
power applied to vari-
ous electrical circuits.
Over the course of a full
day of towing, this can
lead to significant bat-
tery drain. While the
best strategy for deal-
ing with this problem
varies considerably by
model, most fixes in-
volve temporarily un-
plugging one or more
fuses from the vehicle’s
fusebox prior to towing.
Naturally, this im-
poses the additional
need for remembering
to replace these fuses
prior to driving the ve-
hicle. A more conven-
ient (albeit involved)
arrangement is to con-
nect the offending cir-



cuit through an could lead to
owner-added significant
switch, allow- damage, the
ing these use of a check-
circuits to be list is strongly
made tow- recommended.
ready by the Finally,
mere flip of while towing,
a switch. it's important
Some older to occasionally
dinghy vehicles pull over and
(pre-1997) are stop to visually
equipped with inspect the
amechanical condition of
speedometer/ ONCE THE PROPER BASEPLATE IS INSTALLED, THIS CLEAN-LOOKING SETUP the dinghy,
odometer IS ALL THAT REMAINS WHEN THE TOWED VEHICLE ISN'T HOOKED UP; tow bar, safety
combination COOLING DOESN'T SUFFER. chains and
that accumu- avehicle thisold is form. Since forgetting dinghy lights.

lates mileage while
the vehicle is being
towed. There's no way
to alleviate this —
Remco once offered an
electric speedometer
disconnect, but it was
phased out as newer
vehicles stopped requir-
ing such alteration —
but the resale value of
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unlikely to be affected

much by the extra
towing mileage.

AFew

Towing Tips

reaking camp
tendstobea

distracting time, with
many chores to per-

to perform any of
several dinghy towing
preparation tasks —
disengaging the park-
ing brake, shifting the
transmission and/or
transfer case into neu-
tral, unlocking the
steering column, in-
stalling the dinghy
braking system, etc. —

Even with a good
backup monitor system
and/or mirrors, it's

not always possible

to spot problems from
the driver’s seat, so
the loss of five minutes
of driving time is cer-
tainly a small price

to pay for a safe, un-
eventful trip.
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