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TRANSP%”E&‘)EF TERROR:

How to avoid trailer-towing disasters

Story by Dave Luebben
Illustrations by Sherline

ecently, traveling up a
mountain on an interstate
highway, 1 came upon the

barely recognizable remains of
a loaded trailer. It had come dis-
connected from its hitch, jumped
a guardrail and been smashed to
smithereens.

Engineers from manufacturing
companics tell chilling stories of
trailer owners’ mishaps and danger-
ous practices. Consider trailers so
overloaded that tires are squeezed
half flat and trailer tongues bend
under the weight. Shimmying
trailers fishtail down the highway
with their tires squalling in agony,
while trailers with their aloofl noses
pointed 15 degrees up in the air
can't make proper contact with
their too-high hitches. And black
trailers with no running lights loom
ahead in the night as frightfully as
Darth Vader.

Manv circuit artists tow trail-
ers, ranging from small two-wheel-
ers 1o huge, fifth-wheel gooseneck
versions. On the surface, it seems
simple enough: Find a trailer that
doesn't appear too large for vour
towing vehicle, attach it with a
decent trailer hitch and drive hap-
pily off into the sunset. But in real-
ity, this scenario is loaded with
insidiously deceptive perils. Or, in
plain English, you'll live 1o regret it
— if you're lucky.
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Conversation J
overheard 4
between two

trailer owners

“I may have a tovque .

prroblem. ™
“Engine?” i

“Wo, fug nuts. Found
lonse ones when the sway
sterrted. ™
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Swaying results from any
number of loading, rig-
ging and driving mistakes.
Very sarious, it easily can
- put your tow vehicle into a
T wild, out-of-control slither
. across both lanes and
beyond. If it starts to occur,
slow down immediataly.
Then get off the road as
s00n as possible to deter-
mine the cause and cormect
the problem.

“You check weights*”

“Wo, I hawe a weight-distributing
hitch. ™

“Still ought fo check fongue weight
and gros combined weight. Are your
trailer brakes surge or electrict”

“Electric with a new breakauway
swwitch. Gool i when I hed the transmis-
sion cooler installed. ™

Does this all make sense 1o you?
If not, you might need more infor-
mation hefore charging down the
road pulling a trailer — even if vou
have done it before, It gets compli-
cated in a hurry, and the limited
space of this article only permits
hitting the high spots, But the Web
sites mentioned in this story and
in the accompanving list will point
vou in the right direction,

Logically, you could start with
a knowledgeable professional in
the field, perhaps someone at a

|':|1L;|Iil11:d trailer dealer. Bue if that

person knows his or her stuff, you
are likely to become mired in jar-
gorn., 50 learn some terminology
first. Let's start with a few keyv defi-
nitions related w some weighty
subjects.

Base curb weight: A vehicle's
weight, including a full fuel mnk
and its standard equipment.

Cargo weight: The weight of
a wvehicle's passengers and cargo
(doesn't include the base ouwrb
weight).

Payload: A vehicle's allowable
weight of cargo and passengers.

Gross vehicle weight (GVW)*:
The base curh weight plus the
cargo weight.

Gross axle weight (GAW)®:
The total weight placed on an axle
on the vehicle or wrailer.

Gross  combined — weight
(GCW)*: The weight of the loaded
tow vehicle plus the weight of the
loaded wailer.
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Tongue weight*: The p
amount of the trailer's weight
transferred 10 a ww vehicle |
through the trailer tongue or
gooseneck.

Breakaway Switch: A
device that  automatically
applies electric brakes if the

trailer suddenly separates

o

from the towing vehicle.

Gross T

er Weight

* Vehicles andfor trailers
are raded. For P.:J‘]'Htpllﬂ G VWR stands
[or Gross Vehicle Weight Rating. These
ratings are found on the vekicle or
trailer and showld never be exceeded,

Think twice
before you get hitched

Mo, it isn't only about pick-
ing out a trailer hitch. There is a
vital and inseparable relationship
between the trailer and the tow-
ing vehicle, as well as the gear
required to marry them. Let’s look
at trailers first.

Besides the capability of the
towing vehicle. two factors influ-
ence trailer size. What is its capac-
ity in cubic feet and how much
weight will it hold? Just because
a trailer accepts your cargo’s bulk
doesn't mean it will carry the ton-
nage of all that stuff. One trailer
manufacturer reported that a cus-
tomer complained his trailer was
only half full when the tongue
bent and the dres flattened. It
seems the weighty cargo totaled
13,000 pounds in a trailer rated
for 3,000 pounds. Undoubtedly,
the load was only slightly more
dense and thick than the wailer
owner's head.

Following is a table showing
classifications of trailers by Gross
Trailer Weight {GTW). This mea-
surement not only provides a max-
imum weight for trailer and load,
but also is used to rate hitches.
These standard classifications are
used by both trailer and vehicle
manufacturers to assist in your
matchmaking.
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But cargo weight and space
are not the only factors. How this
weight relates to and affects the
towing vehicle and other compo-
nents is also important. All the
weight  definitions  listed above
come into play, and each pant of
vour system has maximum ratings.
S0 axle weight affects the tires, and
the trailer's total loaded weight has
a bearing upon both the hitch's
towing capacity and the maximum
tongue weight. That in tum has a
critical relationship 1o the owing
capacity of the ball. “The leg bone's
connected to the knee bone,” and
on and on.

For more information, uy the
tailer loading and towing guide,
available free as a PDF download
from Sherline Products, Inc., www,
sherline.com/Imbookl.pdl.  (The
URL is case sensitive, and the
final character before the PDF is
the mumeral 1.) Sherline manufac-
tures scales for determining tongue
weight (usually 10 to 15 percemt
of gross trailer weight), another
critically important factor as vou
attempt to wed the trailer 1o the
towing vehicle. But the guide goes
far beyond that and is a compre-
hensive reference to most impor-
tant issues involved with trailer
towing,

One way to evaluate qual-
ity when purchasing a trailer is to
look for the following National
Assoctation of Trailer Manufactur-
ers (NATM) decal. The association
works to improve the trailer indus-
try through the promotion of com-
pliance with federal regulations
and selected industry standards.

Juried Art Fair Featuring

100 Artists [J 10 Categories
Fabulous Artist Hospitality

Art on the Square

For application information,
www. artonthesguare,com

P.0O. Box 236881
Balloville, IL 62223

G618-234-86285




Give me a brake

Every state sings ils own song
about brakes, with some requir-
ing brakes on trailers over 5.000
pounds and others beginning at
1K), S0 you need to check legal
requirements with the Department

Electric brakes are commonly
used for utility trailers but not on
boat trailers, as they are subject
o water damage and corrosion.
Instead, hydraulic surge brakes
are typical. In both cases, federal
law dictates that any trailer requir-
ing a brake system must also have
a breakaway system to activate
brakes if the trailer separates from
its towing vehicle.

Can you pull
vour weight?

Smaller cars can pull light-
weight trailers. But as you near

of Motor Vehicles in each state
that you plan to travel through,

The 43rd Annual

0ld Flonide -
Celebration

op the Ants

Downtown Cedar Key, Florida

Apnil 21-22, 2007

(Application Deadline February 15, 2007) ,
$10,000 cash, $9,500 purchase awards || !

Qunied Show  Waxinum 150 Exkibitons |
Fee: $125.00 Space: 10'X10’ |

For Information & Application Contact
Nancy Christians
Cedar Key Festival Committee
PO Box 298 - Cedar Key, FL 32625
(352) 543-5400
www.cedarkeyartsfestival.com

2,000 pounds, only full-sized cars
like the rear-wheeled Ford Crown
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Victoria or Mercury Marquis
should be considered. Larger trail-
ers require a large truck or SUV,
Other factors, such as engine size,
tramsmission, hbrakes and  rear-
axle gear ratios, are also impor-
tant. Dealers can order vehicles
with special towing packages that
include upgraded radiators, trans-
missions, batteries and other cus-
tom items, such as weight-distrib-
uting trailer hitches.

Leaning due to unéven koading of
heavy items can cause fishtailing and
create handling problems during tumns.

Manufacturers assign vehicle-
towing capacities. Two informa-
tion sources are www.lrailerlife.
com/output.cfmrid=42175 and
www.campinglife.com/ towrating.
Study these and other recom-
mended sites o determine which
vehicle-trailer  combination  is

right for you.
On the road

Obviously, the trailer’'s addi-
tional weight and wind resistance
significantly reduce miles per gal-
lon. In addition to safety, that is a
E'I"EHI. reason Lo reduce VORLT ThiRr-
mal speed. At today’s gas and die-
sel prices, the savings reallv add
up.

Unless you have done it
before, driving with a trailer can
be a challenge, so vou might want
to practice some before you set
out two hours late to your next
show. This is particularly true
when it comes to backing up vour
rig. The first time you try, it can
be as awkward as the old routine
of patting your head and rubbing
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In addition to causing swaying, a
J0-mph crosswind can blow you off
the road.

your stomach. Everything is back-
wards. If vou want the trailer o
go to the left, turn the steering
wheel 1o the right.

There is a trick that works
every lime. Ignore the driving
instructor's rule about hands at
1 o'clock and 2 o'clock on the
steering wheel, Slide ‘em righi
on down to 8 and 4, and grab
the wheel inside. That automati-
cally reverses things, and vou can
cast a glance over your shoulder
and twurn the wheel in the direc-
tion you want the trailer 1o go.

Tricky, huh?

Call toll-free

Stay safe

Face it, when you tow a trailer,
you are really operating two vehi-
cles at once. So it follows that gen-
erally about twice as much can
go wrong. Inversely, it isn't a bad
idea to allow twice as much stop-
ping distance and cut your speed
considerably, The proper loading,
balancing and securing of cargo
is also critical for safety. And pay

attention to the preparation of

both the trailer and tow vehicle,
and have them regularly inspected
by a professional.

On a justcompleted 2,200-
mile road trip, I made an informal
survey and noted that 46 percent
of all trailers observed were com-
mitting one or more dangerous
infractions. The most common was
failure 1o crisscross safety chains.
Nondlevel hitch connections, over-
loads, uneven loads, shimmying
and lack of rear lights were also
prevalent.

Be careful out there! ©

mnmwﬂ

ﬂwwﬂuﬂ:&
mml

mmmmm
interactive towing guide)

towing and trailer guide)

www lake-link.comodgetruck
fipstip.cfm PTruckTipiD =5 (Dodge
towing checklist)

W You Never Look Bﬂck'
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909%5 of trailer SIZES.
98@%B of customizing OPTIONS.

100% of uses for WORK & PLAY!

)23 or visit us on the web at WWw.wellscar Jgo.com
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