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THESE HANDY, PORTABLE BOOKS are designed to be the perfect traveling companions. Whether you’re traveling within a tight family budget or feeling the urge to splurge, you will find all you need to create a memorable family vacation.

Use these books to plan your trips, and then take them along with you for easy reference. Does Jimmy want to go sailing? Or maybe Jane wants to go to the local hobby shop. The Everything®Family Guides offer many ways to entertain kids of all ages while also ensuring you get the most out of your time away from home.

Review this book cover to cover to give you great ideas before you travel, and stick it in your backpack or diaper bag to use as a quick reference guide for the activities, attractions, and excursions you want to experience. Let The Everything®Family Guides help you travel the world, and you’ll discover that vacationing with the whole family can be filled with fun and exciting adventures. 
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Dear Reader, 

Prepare yourself for a family trip to remember. Whether you own an RV or are considering renting or purchasing one, this book can help you make your trip worry free and full of wonderful memories. My family has been RV traveling for more than fifteen years, starting from the time my eldest child was just a toddler. We have found it to be a fun, economical, and memorable way to travel. From the beaches of southern and central California, to the cornfields of Iowa, we have traveled throughout the United States and Canada. I’ll share with you all of my tips and checklists for planning and enjoying any RV trip, whether close to home or farther afield. You’ll have the chance to get close to nature, or to see your favorite theme park from an entirely new angle.

Having traveled in several different RVs over the years, from a fold-down trailer to a large motorhome, I’ll help you plan for your individual needs, both now and in the future. From budget travel to luxury accommodations, today’s RVs have it all. So sit back, and let me help you get started on your best family vacation ever!
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Top Ten Advantages
 of Traveling by RV 

1. Traveling by RV can save you lots of money over the cost of airplane tickets and hotel room rates.

2. You get to sleep in familiar surroundings, in your own bed, every night.

3. Kids can take along more activities to keep them occupied, and they’ll be less likely to get bored and whiny during long trips.

4. Even during peak travel season, when nearly every motel and hotel is posting a “No Vacancy” sign, you will always have a place to sleep.

5. No more dealing with grimy service station restrooms— you’ve brought your own portable restroom with you.

6. Your pet can usually travel with you, saving money on boarding fees and eliminating heartache and anxiety for you and your pet.

7. By cooking in your own kitchen and on your own grill, you will save money you’d otherwise spend eating out.

8. You’ll get closer to nature; most natural parks have camp grounds that let you enjoy the natural world up close and personal.

9. You can set your own schedule, and you won’t be tied down by airline schedules or held up by time-consuming security requirements.

10. You meet some of the nicest people when traveling by RV.
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Introduction 

From the early days of this country, the desire to travel has been an important part of the American character. For years, RVs have been a part of that wanderlust, especially as roads have improved and more leisure time has become possible.

RVs have become more affordable and larger over the years.  As advances in automotive technology have changed the automotive industry, so, too, has the RV industry been transformed.

Some skeptical travelers may be leery of jumping into RV travel. If you are an old movie buff, you may remember the 1954 movie starring Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz titled The Long, Long Trailer. This comedy follows a newlywed couple as they buy a 30-foot travel trailer and set off on a cross-country trip to their new home and his new job. Their misadventures make for a funny and entertaining movie, but they don’t really show the true side of RV travel. In fact, this movie should be mandatory viewing for all RV travelers as a guide to what not to do in an RV.

In these days of long lines at airports due to increased security requirements, RV travel is becoming more appealing to those who prefer not to be tied down to any schedule other than their own. For the most part, you can come and go as you please and see parts of the United States and the rest of North America that few others will ever see. With an RV, you can get close to nature on the beach or in the mountains, or you can play tourist in the middle of the big city. There are few places you can’t go in an RV. 

Traveling in an RV is the perfect way to see the country and appreciate the beauty we are surrounded by. Rather than just flying over the Grand Canyon, you can spend your time seeing it up close and in person.

RV travel is also the perfect way to reconnect with your family. Families with children find that the hours they spend on the road are the perfect time to talk, something that is often overlooked in our stressful, busy lives. Single travelers find it a great way to see the country on their own terms and without a lot of pressure. Older families and empty nesters find RV travel a great way to fill the time that is freed up when children grow up and move away. It is also a great way to visit far-flung children without intruding too much on their space—after all, you’re bringing your space with you.

RV travel is affordable for most, and an RV is available to fill almost any need and desire. Even in times of increased fuel costs, RV travel remains very affordable when you compare it to most other ways of traveling.

If you’re still not sure RV travel is right for you, rent one for a weekend or a week and give it a trial run.



CHAPTER 1 



Welcome to 
RV Travel! 

ACCORDING TO the Recreational Vehicle Industry Association, nearly one in twelve U.S. households that owns a vehicle also owns an RV. That accounts for nearly 7 million households that are RV owners. In a University of Michigan study, the “typical” RV owner is forty-nine years old and married. Of Americans over the age of fifty-five, a full 10 percent are RV owners, while the largest group of RV owners by far is the baby boomers (35–54 years of age). As the baby boomers age, the percentage of RV owners who are over fifty-five, and the total number of RVs on the road, should increase substantially. Older owners typically have more disposable income and time to travel.

Finding Your Travel Style 

What is your travel style? Do you crave luxury or love roughing it? Are you trying to get closer to nature, or to just get away? Do you like sleeping on a comfortable bed every night but get tired of eating in restaurants for every meal? If you answered yes to the last question, then RV travel will be a great fit. A closer look at different travel styles will help you find the perfect rig for your family.

Back to Nature 

If your idea of the perfect vacation is getting away from civilization and communing with nature, then RV travel is ideal for you. A foldup trailer is compact enough for most wilderness areas. You achieve the closeness to nature of sleeping in a tent without having to sleep on the hard ground or worry about heavy rain forming a river through the middle of your tent. You will be able to keep your clothing and food sanitary, dry, and out of the elements. With the additional storage your trailer provides, you will be able to extend your vacation or spend less time restocking in the middle. You will also have room for all the fishing, hunting, or hiking equipment you need.

If the great outdoors is not your cup of tea, RV travel is still a great way to travel. Most large cities have suburban RV parks that are no wilder than your own backyard. Your RV becomes your home base for exploring museums, sightseeing, or even just escaping the weather.

Pursuing Your Passions 

Are you a bird-watcher? Is square dancing your passion? Are you a big NASCAR fan? Using your RV to combine your vacation and your pursuit of these interests is a perfect fit. An RV will get you close to the action. If that rare species of bird can only be found in the hour before the sun comes up, you will often only have to step out the door to greet nature.

Square dancers are able to merge their love of travel and dance by planning group events, meeting in RV parks that provide places to dance. Many areas of the country have “Camping Squares” square dance clubs that plan outings on a monthly basis, combining an RV getaway with dancing and providing fellowship with others who share your interests. Many privately owned parks have a clubhouse or recreation hall that can accommodate several squares at once. Some groups even own portable dance surfaces that they can transport to events.

Some people who travel a lot for their jobs have found RVs to be the perfect home/office on wheels. Rather than dealing with uncertain comfort and cleanliness of strange motel rooms, they can sleep more comfortably and work more productively.

The Road to Adventure 

RVs can take you from the mountaintops to the seashore and almost everywhere between. An RV specially outfitted for cold-weather camping can take you on ski trips to some of the finest ski areas in the country. A smaller truck camper can take you into some of the more remote wilderness areas. Just make sure you have your fishing equipment ready, and be prepared to be awed by the splendor of Mother Nature.

For those who are adventurous—but only up to a point—there are several companies that offer guided RV tours to some exotic locations. These types of tours are great for exploring Mexico, for example. The guide leading each tour will be on hand to keep you safe and, in case of problems, to get any help needed. Breakdowns in a foreign country, especially when you don’t speak the language, can be a frustrating and expensive experience. Being part of a group can help prevent problems.

Living in Luxury 

The wonderful thing about RV travel is that it can appeal to almost anyone’s travel style. If you only want to travel in luxury, you can find RVs that will fit your need. On the high end of price and appointments, there are luxury motorcoaches that give the feel of a fine hotel suite.

These upper-end vehicles can rage from $250,000 to $500,000 and even more. Most are custom-built on a bus platform and feature wood trim and upgraded carpet and tile. Three to four slide-outs provide them with an exceptionally roomy feel. Kitchens are fully equipped for serious cooking, and these rigs come with loads of storage underneath. Many people who own such luxury RVs also pull a trailer that holds an additional vehicle for transportation while they are at their destination.

Some RV parks and campgrounds cater especially to these upscale travelers. They provide resort-style amenities that may include spas and extra-large paved sites. The fees at these resorts are high to encourage the upscale traveler and to discourage families with children.
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RV is short for recreational vehicle and is used interchangeably for all types, from foldup campers to luxury bus conversions. Many RV owners refer to their RV as a rig. Some even give them names, but that is a personal preference.

The RV Lifestyle 

The RV lifestyle can be anything you want it to be. You can travel full-time, explore the wilderness, visit family, escape harsh weather, or even work your way around the country. Once you become an RVer, you will find that you have joined a club populated by very diverse group of people who all have one thing in common—they like to travel.

Another great thing about RVing is that you can pick your own schedule. If you want to stay in one place for a week (and you have the time from work), you can. If you stay one day and decide to move on, nothing is holding you back.

Learn the Lingo 

As with most hobbies or lifestyles, RVing has its own language. Listen in on a group of experienced RV travelers and you may feel as though you have just gone to a foreign country. Don’t worry; you will pick it up readily, as most RV owners are more than willing to share their experiences with you. Ask a question and you will get an answer. Try to attend at least one RV show. Pick up all the literature and information offered. If any classes or seminars are offered, take them if possible. Talk with the dealers, and don’t be afraid to ask questions—the more knowledgeable you are, the more enjoyable your RV travels will be.
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RV owners have a language of their own, and a new RV owner may find it confusing at first. Most RVers are very friendly and more than willing to share their experiences with you. Take any advice that sounds unsafe with a grain of salt, and check with an expert before trying it.

A Front Porch Neighborhood 

Do you miss the days when everyone in the neighborhood spent more time out on the porch visiting with the neighbors than inside watching TV? RV travel naturally lends itself to getting outside and socializing. Space limitations inside the RV can make the outdoors more appealing. In any RV park or campground you visit, you will be living with a group of people who share your interests and values. It is not unusual to see RVers out socializing around a campfire and sharing stories of travels or tips to make travel better. Campgrounds that welcome families with children usually have a playground and often have a pool. Many RVers have found long-lasting friendships and treasured traveling companions along the road.

The Joy of the Open Road 

No matter what the initial reason for choosing RV travel is, in the end it usually comes down to a love of independence and a dislike of being at the mercy of others and their schedules. With RVs, you can avoid the long lines and waits in airports. You don’t have to worry that you have accidentally packed some contraband that will set off the security detectors. When you travel in an RV, you will not spend precious time searching for a clean restroom or a decent restaurant. It will be easier to stick to a special diet if it is needed. Every night you will get to climb into a familiar bed rather than a hotel room bed of questionable comfort or cleanliness. You can eat when you want, where you want, and you can eat at your leisure.

If you find you don’t like the area you’re in, or you are not pleased with the campground, you can just pack up and go. You won’t have to live out of a suitcase, feeling frumpy in perpetually wrinkled clothing. You will have to make your own bed, but you won’t have to worry about hiding your valuables from housekeeping staff who may be less than honest.

You can choose to visit wilderness areas and commune with nature or spend your time in the big city. If you spend time shopping, you will be able to carry a lot more souvenirs in your home on wheels than you would in your suitcase, and you will be able to get them home with fewer hassles than you would on an airplane.
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The Internet has become a great tool for RV owners trying to find groups of RV owners who share their interests. Just search on the term “RV” or “RV Travel,” and your search will yield hundreds of links to sites with information for RVers all over the world.

RV travel can help foster family togetherness and bonding. It can be an effective method for getting your children out from in front of the television or computer screen. It is a great way to visit family without wearing out your welcome or being relegated to sleeping on the floor or the lumpy sleeper sofa.

Rent or Borrow for a Trial Run 

You have decided that RV travel is for you. Great—but then another dilemma arises. How do you decide which RV or RV type is the one that will best meet your needs? Would a motorized RV be right for your family, or would the best choice be an RV that you can tow behind a vehicle? How big of an RV do you want? How many beds will you need? Buying an RV is a major investment, and you will want to avoid buyer’s regret. While careful and informed shopping is important, actually taking a trial run in an RV will give you great insight into your family’s needs when it comes to RV travel. 

If you have a willing friend or family member, you may be able to borrow their RV for a short weekend trip. Ask them what they like best about their rig and what they would change if they had the opportunity.

Borrowing an RV may not always be possible. The next best option would be to rent an RV. The RV rental business has exploded over the past few years as families have found it to be a great way to take a fun and hassle-free family vacation without the initial large or ongoing financial outlay of buying an RV. RV rental is also a great option for people who have limited time to travel and don’t feel they want to buy an RV when they may only use it two weeks out of the year. You may also want to consider renting if storage is an issue. In some crowded urban areas, RV storage fees may be prohibitive.

Renting an RV is almost as easy as renting a car. There are more than 500 national chain outlets that specialize in RV rentals. Additionally, many local dealers offer RV rentals as a part of their services. Another fairly recent addition to the RV rental market is rental RV fly-and-camp vacation packages.

Most rental companies carry a wide variety of motorized RVs for rental. Overall, motorized RVs are the most popular recreational vehicle to rent. Some also rent towable RVs such as foldup trailers, travel trailers, and fifth-wheel trailers. When you rent a towable trailer, you will be responsible for providing the tow vehicle (it will need to be rated for towing). If it is not equipped with a tow hitch or the larger mirrors that are needed for towing, you will have that additional expense of making your vehicle tow ready.

Most RV rental companies can also provide a package that provides the necessities for your vacation, including dishes, pots and pans, and toilet chemicals. You will be responsible for providing linens, and—of course—food and snacks will be your responsibility. Be prepared for the cost of fuel; RVs do not get the same type of gas mileage as your family car.

Challenges for Families 

Families like RVs come in every shape, form, and size. Families with young children will have much different needs than families with older children or teenagers. Families with school-aged children will often be limited in travel opportunities by school and activity schedules. (On the other hand, some families with children travel on a full-time basis by homeschooling their children.) Reservations for camping spots close to popular family attractions may be difficult to get during peak travel times around school breaks. Unfortunately, many RV park operators also raise their rates during these popular travel times.

Not all RV resorts welcome children, nor do all your fellow RV travelers. Though RV parks cannot specifically refuse to take campers with children, they will often make it less than desirable if they prefer adult patrons only. Look for those parks with amenities such as playgrounds, lifeguard-supervised pools, and activities specifically geared to the younger set. Parks with these features listed usually welcome children. Additional features you will probably find appealing when traveling with children are onsite laundry facilities and game rooms. The weather is never guaranteed, and children usually hate to be cooped up. For the sake of your sanity, it is nice for them to have a place that offers rainy-day diversions.

Space is always an issue in RVs, and this is especially true when traveling with small children. Babies always seem to come with a lot of stuff: cribs, high chairs, strollers, diapers, and toys. While you cannot bring every baby item you would normally have at home, you can try to keep things under control.

If you are traveling with a baby, a car seat is a necessity and a stroller is very desirable. Try to find a combination stroller/car seat. The bottom wheeled portion folds up compactly while you are traveling with the baby in the car seat. When you get to your destination, the car seat attaches to the wheeled portion and becomes a stroller.

Another concern with a very small child is sleeping accommodations. A full-size crib is not practical in an RV because of space considerations. In the never-ending line of baby accessories, you should be able to find a foldup travel bed that will accommodate your little one until she is big enough for a real bed.
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When shopping for a bunkhouse floor plan in a travel trailer, pay particular attention to the weight ratings for the bunks. They can vary from 100 to 200 pounds, depending on the manufacturer. Bunks that are rated for 100 pounds may not meet your future needs with a growing family.

If you have older children when you get your first RV, or if you are looking to move up to a larger trailer, there are many RV floor plans that are great for families. One very popular innovation over the past few years has been the introduction of the bunkhouse floor plan to travel trailers. Most travel trailer manufacturers have at least one model with bunkbeds. Depending on the length of the trailer, there may be two, three, or four bunks. In most floor plans, the bunks are on the opposite end of the trailer from the “master” bedroom, if there is one. This layout provides additional privacy for the parents.

If you are traveling with very young children, safety can be a big concern. You will not have a fenced yard to prevent them from wandering out into traffic. While most speed limits in parks are less than 10 miles per hour, RVs are large vehicles with some sight limitations, especially when backing up. You will need to keep a close watch on young ones to prevent injury. If you are camping in wilderness areas, a young child could wander off in a few moments and run into danger.

You will need to childproof the inside of your RV in much the same way you would a home. Install safety latches on all cabinets. Turn down the temperature on your water heater to prevent scalding. Move any dangerous chemicals and medications to high areas that the child cannot reach. Install covers over electric plugs to prevent electrical shock and keep electric heaters out of reach of small fingers that can poke through the grill.

Traveling in a motorhome is no different than traveling in a car. All passengers need to follow seat belt laws for their own safety. Children under four years of age should travel in an approved car seat and should never be allowed to wander unrestrained in a moving vehicle. While one of the great appeals of motorhome travel is that a passenger can use the restroom or prepare a snack while traveling down the freeway, that is never advisable. Motorhomes come equipped with seat belts on not only the front driver and passenger seats but also on some living or dining area seating. If additional seat belts are needed for passengers, the dealer can add them on request.

Children who are old enough to understand and handle them correctly should be taught the location of fire extinguishers and how to use them in the event of a fire. They also need to be shown how to use the emergency exits. A fire drill should be a part of every family vacation. If you were taking a cruise, you would have a lifeboat drill before you set sail. Make fire drills a habit, and if you have a real emergency, everyone will be prepared.

In an RVIA study of RV owners, respondents said that bringing the family closer together, having new experiences, and teaching respect for nature were some of the important benefits of family camping.

Challenges for Special Needs 

With the popularity of RV travel increasing, especially among people over the age of sixty-five, it is inevitable that some travelers will be physically disabled in some fashion. While a physical disability may increase the challenges and in many cases the cost for these groups of travelers, many disabled travelers are finding that RV travel is a wonderful option for their needs.

With a specially adapted recreational vehicle, most disabled travelers will find it as easy to get out on the open road as other travelers. Disabled travelers often find they have more travel options with their own specially equipped RV than with other methods of transportation and that travel is more comfortable. For one thing, they will be able to eliminate most worries about nonaccessible bathroom facilities; they have their own traveling bathroom. They have the reliability of a comfortable bed adapted for their needs and the storage space to bring along any necessary adaptive aids. Disabled travelers who depend on wheelchairs for mobility are severely limited when traveling by air. They are at the mercy of airport and rented wheelchairs at their destination. If they need a motorized chair, their options are even more limited. The cost of transporting or renting a motorized chair can be prohibitive.
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The Handicapped Travel Club was formed in 1973 to help support and encourage RV travel for people with a wide range of disabilities. They hold rallies and get-togethers in various parts of the county, and they also publish a newsletter listing RV campgrounds with accessible facilities.

For travelers who require oxygen for health reasons, air travel is again very difficult. They will not be able to carry their own tanks on the plane (due to federal safety regulations), and they will have to purchase or rent equipment at their final destination. Most insurance plans do not pay for medical equipment for travel. Most medical equipment causes difficulties for air travelers, especially with the heightened security regulations that are in effect. For many travelers with disabilities or chronic medical conditions, travel has just become too difficult. Travel in a specially adapted RV could be just the thing to keep them on the road. According to the RVIA, besides the ordinary amenities, additional modifications that can be made to RVs can include the following:

• Wheelchair lifts or ramps 

• Lower kitchen counter and cabinets 

• Wider entrances 

• Roll-in showers 

• Conveniently located controls 

• Longer faucet handles 

• Roll-under sinks 

• Brighter lighting 

By traveling in an accessible vehicle that also provides accessible living space, the disabled traveler is able to focus on the trip rather than the disability and the need to find accessible accommodations. 

Many RV campgrounds have adapted their facilities to meet the needs of disabled travelers. Accessible campsites will have wide, flat, and paved sites. This type of site makes it much easier to use a wheelchair lift, wheelchair, scooter, or walker. Many campgrounds also have made laundry facilities, restrooms, showers, and camp stores completely accessible.

There are several RV manufacturers and after-market companies that can make the modifications that are needed to make an RV handicapped accessible. Play-Mor Corp. is presently the only RV manufacturer that builds RVs for the physically challenged from the ground up.

Staying in Touch 

You might ask, why do I need to stay in touch? I just want to get away from it all. Even so, there will be times when you will need to communicate with the world outside your RV, and with today’s technology it is easier than ever.

Most campgrounds and RV resorts will have at least a pay phone. That may be all you need if you are just calling home to check messages. If, however, someone needs to get in touch with you for a personal or work-related emergency, a pay phone would not meet your needs.

Some private RV parks offer telephone service along with the standard hookups for water, power, and sewer. Your RV will need to be wired for phone service to use this service. This can also be a very expensive options as there may be an initial fee for hookup with high daily fees and long-distance rates.

Fortunately, in this age of advanced technology, it is much easier to stay connected. Cell phones seemed to be made to order for RV travelers. Cellular service now covers all but the most remote areas of the United States, plus Canada and Mexico. If you are planning on spending much time in more remote areas, satellite phone service is another option, though a much more expensive one. Some plans offer a tiered service, where you are only charged satellite rates if cellular is not available. Once you are back in a cellular service area, you are automatically switched back to the lower priced service.

The monthly service charge for nationwide cell phone coverage is fairly reasonable. Most offer free nights and weekends, so if you time your calls well you should not have to worry about going over your “minutes” and incurring per-minute charges.

Having a cell phone can also help you get online, though the connection speed will probably be much slower than other methods of connecting to the Internet.

Connecting Online 

If you are not online yet, you are now in the minority, as more than 50 percent of the U.S. population is able connect to the Internet. Computers and RVs seem to be made for each other, especially for keeping in touch.

Computers 

You will need a computer. Desktop models are not really practical for an RV because of their size and weight. Laptop computers, on the other hand, are ideal. They are compact and portable. You can use one while parked to surf and download e-mail, and while traveling (passengers only, not drivers!) to read and respond to e-mail (offline), utilize mapping software, read e-books, and even watch DVDs. Over the past few years, laptops have become much more affordable as well as more powerful and compact. Shop around and you will find the ideal laptop for your needs. Be sure that it has a modem installed that will enable it to connect to the Internet.
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If the campsite you are in does not have a phone line, don’t despair. More and more RV resorts offer limited access for campers. Common areas such as activity rooms, laundry rooms, and offices are all possible areas where a phone jack may be available for you to connect. Be courteous and limit your time online. Read and respond to your e-mail offline, then connect to send.



CHAPTER 2 



What’s in Your 
Budget? 

BEFORE YOU START TO LOOK AT RVS, you first need to look at your budget. Can you pay cash for an RV, or if you are borrowing, how much can you afford to pay monthly? If you start shopping armed with those numbers, you can then narrow down the options that are available in your price range. You should have a down payment of at least 10 percent of the cost of the rig in cash. And you will also need to factor in some additional costs that will be added to the actual sales price.

Financing an RV 

RV loans are easy to find, but it still pays to shop around. Most RV buyers are considered good risks because they tend to be older with higher incomes and very often they are purchasing an RV as a second home.

Most RV dealers offer some type of financing, and these are worth looking into. You may find special rates and rebates not available through institutional lenders. When considering dealer financing, watch out for unexpected fees, such as extended warranties or loan insurance. You can say no to these fees. If they are overly pushy, just get up and walk out—that will usually change their tune. Read the loan paperwork carefully for prepayment clauses. If you should sell or trade in the RV before the loan is paid off, you may be hit with an unexpected fee.

Check also with your bank or credit union for financing, as interest rates may be slightly lower for established customers. Loans from these institutions normally do not have prepayment fees or require loan insurance.
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With the wide availability of home equity loans and lower interest rates over the past few years, many people are using the equity they have built in their homes to purchase an RV. If you are looking into this financing option, remember that equity is based on the difference between the amount you still owe on the primary mortgage and the assumed resale value. If the housing market declines, you may find yourself with a negative equity on your home.

Costs of RVs 

RVs can range in price from under $5,000 for a basic foldup trailer to more than $500,000 for the most luxurious Class C motorhome. Within each class of RV, you’ll find wide variations in price. The final price will depend on a variety of factors, including:

Size of RV: Travel trailers can range in size from 12 to 35 feet. In general; the longer the trailer, the higher the price.

Manufacturer: Some manufacturers build for the luxury market, and some build for the budget market. The differences are usually found in the type and grade of carpeting, quality of cabinets and woodwork, and standard amenities. Products by higher-end manufacturers, such as Airstream, hold their value well and will depreciate less.

Number of slideouts: Slideouts add additional living space, but they also add to the cost of construction due to the added weight and electronics needed for the slide mechanism. It is not uncommon to see up to three slideouts on the bigger trailers and motorhomes.

Options: Every year, RV manufacturers come out with more options for their products. From satellite dishes to washer/dryer combinations, an almost endless list of options is available. While they may be tempting, they can quickly add up and put the final price out of your budget.

Appliance upgrades: Many manufacturers will offer appliance upgrades, such as the addition of an icemaker to the standard refrigerator freezer, or a convection oven rather than the standard oven. Once again, this is something you will need to consider. Look back at your travel style. If you plan on cooking outdoors most of the time, an upgraded oven may be unnecessary.

Optional floor plans: Most manufacturers provide a wide selection of floor plans in their most popular sizes of trailer and motorhome. If you are a family with more than one child, you should look at models that feature a bunkhouse sleeping arrangement. You get more sleeping space in less floor space, saving on length, weight, and price.
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Besides driving up the price of your RV, optional accessories can drive up its weight. Excess weight reduces fuel economy, increases engine and tire wear, and can even be downright unsafe. Choose optional equipment carefully and leave off anything you really don’t need.

Quality of construction: It usually goes without saying that quality will come with a higher cost. Shop around and look at all the RVs in your price range, and buy the best-quality RV you can afford. Check the consumer reports, the RV magazines, and the Web sites for RV enthusiasts for reviews. Don’t be afraid to crawl underneath the vehicle to look for signs of shoddy construction.

Tow vehicle: If you do not have a vehicle capable of towing the travel trailer you purchase, you will need to add the cost of a new vehicle to the final price of the trailer. Depending on the price of the tow vehicle, you may decide that a motorized RV (motorhome) would meet your needs.

Model year: RV manufacturers, just like automobile manufacturers, bring out new models every year. When the new models come into the showrooms, the unsold rigs from the previous year are often reduced in price to help them move out. Find out when the new model year arrives and look for your RV then. You may save yourself a lot of money by buying last year’s model.
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If you own a small or compact car that you plan on using as a tow vehicle, you will probably be limited to looking at a foldup trailer. Don’t be discouraged: Foldup trailers are great for the beginning RV owner. They are generally easy to sell when you are ready to move up to a larger rig, and they hold their resale value if well cared for.

Dealer: Buying an RV is a lot like buying a car: It pays to shop around. If you live in an area with several RV dealerships, you can comparison-shop over a few days to get the best price on what you want. If you have some time and access to the Internet, you can comparison-shop online. It may be worth your while in savings to order an RV from a dealer in another city and travel there to pick it up. You may also be able to use a lower quote from an out-of-town dealer as a bargaining chip with your local dealer. Most RV dealers are willing to negotiate the price. Getting the initial sale can mean a customer for service, after-market purchases, and future upgrades.

Factory buying: Some RV buyers have bypassed the dealer completely and bought directly from the manufacturer. Savings are impressive, but not all manufacturers offer this option. The one downside is that you will have to go to the factory to pick it up yourself and financing options may not be available. For cash buyers, this could be either a windfall or an opportunity to upgrade and stay within their budget.

Tax Advantages 

If you decide to finance the purchase of an RV, you may be able to deduct some or all of the interest payment for the loan on your federal income tax return. Under IRS regulations, you can deduct your home mortgage interest payment on your main home or your second home. They define a home as a house, condominium, mobile home, house trailer, boat, or similar property that has sleeping, cooking, and toilet facilities. To qualify for the interest deduction, the debt must be secured. A secured debt is defined as one in which you sign an instrument (such as a mortgage, deed of trust, or land contract) in which the home is put up as collateral.

Your main home is the home where you ordinarily live most of the time. You could then treat your RV as a second home, as long as it is not rented out during the year. You do not have to use the home during the year to designate it as your second home for tax purposes.

Depending on the amount of the loan, this can be a fairly sizable deduction. The rates of RV loans are not based on home mortgage rates but are more closely tied to the rates you would get on a manufactured home. The interest rate is generally higher and for a period of ten to fifteen years instead of the typical thirty-year note for a site-built home and land.

Remember that, unlike a home, an RV will depreciate in value over the time you own it. Much like a car, it will begin depreciating the minute you take delivery of it from the dealer. In all likelihood, the amount of interest you are able to deduct from income tax will not offset the amount that your RV will depreciate. Don’t purchase an RV as an investment; purchase it for the enjoyment it will give you.
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For more information on your eligibility for deducting the interest on your RV loan, check with the Internal Revenue Service and ask for a copy of IRS Publication 936, “Home Mortgage Interest Deduction,” and Publication 523, “Selling Your Home.” Both are available by calling the IRS at [image: 1] 1-800-829-3676 or by going online at [image: 2] www.irs.gov.

New or Used?

One of the decisions you will need to make when buying an RV is whether you should buy new or used. There are advantages and disadvantages to both that you should be aware of.

The first consideration is price. A new RV will cost more. A new RV will depreciate quickly over the first couple of years, much like a new automobile. A two-year-old motorhome could save you 30 to 40 percent over a similar new model. A travel trailer of the same age could help you realize savings of 20 to 25 percent.

Buying a used RV does mean that you will not have a choice of floor plans, accessories, or color schemes. Although, with careful shopping, you may find a used RV that is very close to your ideal.

When buying used, you may be at the mercy of the previous owner’s lack of maintenance, so it is in your best interest to look over a used RV very closely. If you are considering a motorized RV, it is not unreasonable to ask to have a mechanic you trust look the vehicle over. While it is illegal, there are still reports of finding used vehicles where the odometer has been tampered with. An experienced mechanic can usually detect this kind of chicanery. If you are friendly with an RV technician, then you will have another advantage. An RV technician will be able to check out the RV systems that are not related to the drivetrain. It is very disheartening to take your first outing in your new (to you, at least) used RV and find that you need to replace the air conditioner or that you have serious plumbing leaks. If you are lucky, you may be able to get some type of warranty on a used RV, but it most likely will not be of the scope of a warranty on a new RV.
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A motorized RV will depreciate at a faster pace than a towable RV due to the wear and tear on the engine. A motorized RV with a diesel engine can be expected to get more miles from its engine, so it would most likely hold its value for a longer time than a gasoline-powered RV.

Places to Look for Used RVs 

There are many places you can find used RVs, some better than others. Check out several to get a better idea of prices and conditions of the various rigs available.

RV Dealers 

Most RV dealers take trade-ins on new RV sales. This is good business for the RV dealer who is looking for another stream of revenue. One advantage of buying from an RV dealer is that the rig should have been checked out mechanically and structurally before being put out on the lot for sale. This is one of the few places you may have a possibility of getting even a limited warranty.

Bankruptcy Sales 

When an RV dealership files for bankruptcy, the units left on the lot are often put up for sale at a bankruptcy auction. All RVs in inventory, both new and used, are usually included in the auction. This type of auction can be a hit-or-miss event for the prospective RV buyer. Prices may be very good, but if bidding is active, prices may be higher than the units are actually worth. Don’t bid on an RV unless you have done your homework and you know the average selling price of a similar used RV from a dealer. Avoid auctions where you are not allowed to physically inspect the RV prior to the start of bidding. Auctions are best for the more experienced RV buyer and not for the novice.

Estate Auctions 

Estate auctions are very different from bankruptcy auctions. Estate auctions are generally held when a family member dies or when an older adult is downsizing to move to some type of assisted living or retirement home. Very often, these older adults are no longer able to use their RVs and have no family members who care to take them on. You may find a good deal on a barely used RV at one of these sales. Professionals in the field who take a percentage of the overall sale as their commission run most estate sales. They are well versed in how to price items to sell. Check your local newspaper for announcements of any estate sales; often the ads will highlight the availability of items like RVs. As with any used RV, be sure to check it out completely, and if possible, have an RV mechanic or technician look at it before you buy.

Online Auctions 

You can buy almost anything on eBay, and that includes RVs. Online auctions are very popular, but for a high-priced item such as a motorhome you should be very careful when dealing with this or any online auction site. With an online auction, you will not be able to see, touch, or test-drive the RV until the auction is over. If you have buyer’s remorse, you generally have very little recourse. Buying an RV through an online auction is similar to buying from an individual. You may get a great price but no warranties. Do your homework before you bid on any RV from an online auction.

Repossessions 

You may find a good deal in an RV that has been repossessed by the bank or finance company. Check out the newspaper for announcements of sales of repossessed goods. You can also contact banks and financing organizations that may specialize in RVs and let them know you are interested in learning about RVs if they become available.

Classifieds 

Your local newspaper will often have RVs listed for sale. The RVs for sale by private sellers are often much more of a bargain than those from a dealership. The private seller does not have to pay a commission. If the owner has taken good care of the RV and is good about keeping records, you may get a better record of maintenance through a private sale than with any other type of sale.

Former Rental RVs 

Companies that rent RVs replace their fleets on a regular basis and, as a consequence, sell the used RVs. Some rental companies will provide a warranty when they sell these RVs. Purchasing a used RV from a rental company can be risky for the buyer. These units have been driven by many different people and may have been very abused during their time as rentals. Most rental companies will provide routine maintenance while they own the vehicles (you don’t make money if it is in the shop), but the rigs are still at the mercy of the customers who drive them.

How Much Is Enough?

Visit any RV show and you will usually find the biggest crowds and most excitement around the “luxury” RVs. Built on a bus chassis by companies like Monaco, Newell, Bluebird, Marathon, and Provost, they are the mansions of RV travel. You will find glove leather seating, Italian marble baths, and the most up-to-date accessories you will find outside of a luxury hotel. Unfortunately, their price tag also matches that of many mansions. Unless you are lucky enough to be born rich, to inherit a fortune, or to win the lottery (with a very large payoff), these RVs are fun to look at but not for the average family traveler.

Find the most suitable RV for your price range and camping style and you will enjoy your travel experiences much more. If you buy more RV than you can afford, you may find you don’t have the money to use it. If you buy an RV that is too big, you may find that you are limited to camping in higher-priced RV parks and cannot stay in some national and state parks that get you closer to nature for a bargain price.
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Slideouts that have become very popular in motorhomes, travel trailers, and even foldup campers can be difficult in some campgrounds with narrow sites. Do you want to pay extra for a wider site, or even pay for two sites? These are all things to consider as you shop for your RV.

Cost Savings of RV Travel 

Family RV travel will save you money over almost any other form of travel, while providing the comfort, versatility, and adventure you crave. Even factoring in the initial cost outlay of the RV, a family of four can realize savings of 50 percent or more over other types of vacation travel.

A budget cruise for a family of four can run $3,500 to $4,000 for a week. Add spending money, tips, and costs of getting to and from port to that, and you are going to spend some serious cash for a week of fun. No doubt about it, cruises are great, but for ongoing fun that you can experience every weekend if you like, nothing beats RV travel.

Ways to Save Money 

There are many things you can do after you buy your RV to keep your costs down.

Maintenance 

A well-maintained RV runs better and cheaper. RVs are big and weigh a lot, and consequently gas mileage suffers. It is not unusual to get fewer than 5 miles per gallon of gas. If a motorhome engine or tow vehicle engine is not well maintained, gas mileage can suffer even more. You should be sure that this maintenance includes tire and tire pressure checks before every trip, especially when traveling in extremely hot or cold weather. According to information from the Bridgestone/Firestone North American Tire and Recreational Vehicle Safety Education Foundation, four out of five RVs in one survey had at least one underinflated tire. Nearly 40 percent of RV users say they go six months or more without checking their tires, even though tires in good condition can lose between 1 and 2 pounds of inflation pressure per month. Besides being a safety hazard, improper tire inflation can severely affect fuel economy.

Campgrounds 

You can save money if you choose your campground carefully.  A campground off the beaten track with fewer “extras” can help keep costs down. If you are on a cross-country trip, you might consider some low-cost or free camping options for your overnight stays until you get to your final destination. If the only thing you need is  a place to park your RV for sleep, paying for a full night in an RV park does not make much sense. Many places allow overnight parking, including rest stops, grocery and department store lots, some municipal parks, and some government-run parks. When parking on private property, always ask for permission, especially as some municipalities have ordinances against overnight parking of RVs. Your best bet may be to try to find this type of overnight parking place outside the big city. Small towns and rural areas often have fewer restrictions.

Planning for High Fuel Prices 

The combination of few miles per gallon and high fuel prices can be a killer. To save some money, try to travel during off-peak times. Fuel prices always seem to rise just before Memorial Day and drop off again after Labor Day, so planning a trip during other times of the year can cut down your fuel bill. If your travel times are governed by the schedules of school-age children, you still have some options. Certain areas such as Texas traditionally have lower gasoline prices (due to lower fuel taxes). Keeping your vehicle well maintained will also help keep fuel economy at its peak.

If you are pulling a high-profile trailer with a car or van, you might want to invest in an air deflector for your vehicle. These deflectors can help ease the wind resistance you encounter while driving down the highway.

When it is time to fill up, lower prices can often be found off the beaten track. Travel centers on major highways often charge more—especially if they are the only game in the neighborhood open twenty-four hours a day. One consideration is that you may be able to park overnight at these travel centers (along with the truckers) with better security.

Unexpected Costs 

The sticker price on that new or used RV is only the beginning of the money you will spend to become an RV traveler. There will always be some unexpected costs you will encounter when purchasing an RV. Be prepared for these and it will help prevent buyer’s regret and allow you to fully enjoy your purchase.

The first expenses you will have are the fees for taxes and title. Just as with automobile purchases, these fees will vary depending on the state you live in. Even if you buy your RV in a state with lower taxes, you will still need to pay the fees required by the state you claim residence in. Property (your home) is usually the standard by which residence is gauged, so you won’t be able to register your RV in another state just because the fees are lower.

Insurance is also a necessity for your RV. Shop around for rates. Many companies will give you a discount if you give them all your business (home, auto, etc.), but be sure you are getting the specialized coverage an RV needs. Standard automobile insurance usually excludes living in a vehicle, and you could end up with a very expensive surprise if you have to file a claim. Certain companies specialize in RV insurance coverage, and they will be able to provide insurance that is adequate for your needs.
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