

 
 


        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

How to 
Back Up 
a Trailer 

. . .AND 101 OTHER THINGS 
EVERY REAL GUY SHOULD KNOW




Kurt Anderson 







[image: 9781598694932_0004_001]




Copyright © 2008 by Kurt Anderson 
All rights reserved. 
This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any 
form without permission from the publisher; exceptions are 
made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

Published by 
Adams Media, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc. 
57 Littlefield Street, Avon, MA 02322. U.S.A. 
www.adamsmedia.com

ISBN 10: 1-59869-493-6 
ISBN 13: 978-1-59869-493-2 
eISBN: 978-1-44051-498-2

Printed in Canada.

J  I  H  G  F  E  D  C  B  A 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
is available from the publisher.

Readers are urged to take all appropriate precautions when undertaking any how-to task. Always read and follow instructions and safety warnings for all tools and materials, and call in a professional if the task stretches your abilities too far. Although every effort has been made to provide the best possible information in this book, neither the publisher nor the author are responsible for accidents, injuries, or damage incurred as a result of tasks undertaken by readers. This book is not a substitute for professional services.

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

—From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the 
American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations 

Interior illustrations by Eric Andrews.

This book is available at quantity discounts for bulk purchases.
For information, please call 1-800-289-0963.







This book is dedicated in loving memory of my father, Bill Anderson, who left this world a few years back. He is still with me, though . . . and no doubt laughing, in his good way, when I’m being a knucklehead about one thing or another.



Miss you, Dad.



William “Bill” Anderson. 1941–2004 
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INTRODUCTION 

Here’s a shocker: Guys don’t know everything. In fact, when it comes to supposedly “innate” guy knowledge, a lot of us feel like we’re holding a weak flashlight in a big, dark garage, just trying to figure out how to open up the damn overhead door.

We stand, as the saying goes, on the shoulders of geniuses. Our mechanically ingenious fathers and grandfathers left us a world of complicated machinery in their wake, willing us an incredible amount of “should-know” technical detail, on everything from electricity to ballistics to physics. Along with the practical stuff, we also inherited arcane yet still-powerful rules of sportsmanship and hard-nosed etiquette, with nuances and intricacies as unfathomable as three-fork place settings. But those geniuses didn’t leave us a guidebook—or even an instruction manual. No wonder we feel lost from time to time.

It’s hard to admit this, especially if you’re a guy. We like and admire those handy types who can fix a shoulder-stalled car or rewire a faulty light switch, those practical men who know how to clean a fish and make a smokeless fire to cook it over. We want to be like them, to have that natural confidence that shows through so plainly, even when— maybe especially when—things start going to hell.

Well, nobody is born knowing how to shuffle cards or fillet a fish, and even the most experienced mechanic was probably baffled the first time he changed oil. Unless, of course, someone showed him the way first. And if there was nobody there to show him the way, he went ahead and figured it out all by himself. In an increasingly busy world, and one in which fathers are not always around, learning stuff yourself sometimes seems like the only option.

Well, learning things the hard way can be both entertaining and memorable. Yet I’ve suffered enough broken bones and bruises on my ego to realize that sometimes the hard way is, well, just hard, with no redeeming value. It doesn’t hurt to take a little advice now and then, because this isn’t stuff we’re born with.

But it is stuff you should know.

This book is a guide into the world of real guys, a fascinating place full of hidden secrets and clever solutions, a world that everyone, man or woman, should at least visit from time to time. I’ve learned these things on the water and in the garage, from strangers and friends and, most importantly, from my dad. I’ve been lucky—I’ve known some incredible people. They’ve shown me some incredible stuff, and I’ve learned a few things on my own, too.

Still, it hasn’t always been a smooth ride. In the following pages, you’ll see plenty of ways to screw things up, even when you think you know what you’re doing. There are a couple ways to deal with these failure— you can cover them up and hope nobody notices, or you can have a good laugh and share your misfortunes with your buddies in the hope that they’ll avoid the same mistakes. And if you’re really proud of your screw-ups, I guess you write a book about them.

The truth is, there are many specialists in today’s world but few general handymen. And while nobody will fault you for not knowing how to power up a nuclear reactor or finding all the loopholes in your 1040, you’ll be judged by a different standard when the car stalls, the house goes dark, or—God forbid—the keg quits working. It is here, on the shoulders of dark roads and the basements of old houses, that the tips in this book will become invaluable.

There are no all-knowing men. None. Not your mechanic nor your electrician, not even the old codger that lives down the road, eking out a living by repairing lawnmowers (well, he’s probably pretty close). Sometimes, just being able to share your misery is the first step toward walking out of it. In these pages, you’ll see that there are plenty of those mistakes to be made—I’ve gone ahead and explored a good majority of them. They might not be fun at the time but they sure are a learning experience. And they make for some interesting stories.

So lean back, crack open a beer, and we’ll . . . what’s that? No bottle opener? Hell no, don’t put it back.

We’ll get her open for you.


SECTION 1

General 
Automotive 


1 Operating a Stick Shift 

A stick, or standard, transmission, offers quite a few advantages over an automatic transmission. They get better gas mileage, allow you to operate at higher RPMs for extra power, and if driven correctly, will significantly extend the life of your brakes. Most importantly, though, they’re just plain fun to drive.

But we’ve all seen it: a jerking, screeching car, usually piloted by an overanxious teen. The car lurches forward, brake lights flash, and the car stutters, shakes, and finally stalls. Bad enough for a socially conscious teen, but downright mortifying once you’ve moved into the smug ranks of adulthood.

The key to avoiding “dumping the clutch” requires remembering one very simple rule: You’re going to make a complete and utter ass of yourself the first few times you drive a stick shift. No matter who you are, or what you drive, you’re going to look like a moron. I’d lay ten to one every driver on the NASCAR circuit dumped the clutch on their first drive. Granted, some of them were probably only six years old at the time, but nobody has an untarnished record.

Once you’ve accepted this, you’re free to find the “sweet spot” on your stick shift. This is simply the magical point where the clutch engages the transmission, when pressing the gas pedal actually makes the car go somewhere instead of just revving the engine. Finding this spot is the only difficult part about driving a stick shift.

The key is practice. A new BMW in the dealer’s parking lot isn’t exactly ideal; a hayfield or deserted parking lot, coupled with an older vehicle with a worn clutch, will make the initial stages much easier. Start with the car turned off and in gear, the most common situation for a parked car with manual transmission. Push the brake (middle) pedal in with your right foot, then depress the clutch (left pedal) all the way to the floor with your left foot. Once the clutch is fully depressed, the car will act like it’s in neutral, hence the “brake-first” philosophy.

Start the engine with the clutch in and the vehicle in first gear. First gear is almost always all the way to the left and up. You may want to run through the gears before you start moving, keeping the clutch depressed at all times. Try slowly releasing foot pressure until you feel the RPMs fall off. The car may even shudder a little. Press the clutch back in, then repeat the process until you know exactly how far you can let the clutch out before it goes into this “pre-stall.” That’s it; that’s the sweet spot, the point at which your right foot must make that brave journey from brake pedal to gas pedal.

So do it.

Press the gas (lightly!) just before the sweet spot, then let up on the rest of the clutch and add more gas as needed. If the car shudders and seems like it’s going to stall, press in on the clutch, then slowly let it out again and apply a little more gas.

Assuming you haven’t crashed into anything and haven’t killed the motor, you should be rolling along. Now you’ll need to either stop or shift up into the next gear. To stop, just push in the clutch and then the brake. To upshift, accelerate until the motor is revving a little higher than you’d normally hear in an automatic transmission. Take your foot off the gas, then press in the clutch and shift into the next highest gear (in this scenario it’s second gear, you animal). Let out the clutch again and press down lightly on the gas. First gear is always the most difficult; subsequent shifts are a lot easier, since the car’s momentum keeps the engine from stalling.

You’ll quickly learn that a stick shift is a much more interactive vehicle than an automatic transmission, which of course is part of the fun. Listen to the motor to determine when to shift. If the engine revs too high, shift into a higher gear; if it acts sluggish, or seems like it might stall, downshift a gear.

If you need to stop suddenly, press in both the clutch and the brake at once. Pressing just the brake will stop the car, but it will also cause the car to stall. Gradual stops or slowdowns are best accomplished by working your way down through the gears, letting out the clutch at each gear. This allows the transmission to slow your car, saving wear on the braking system.

Leave the car in first gear when you park. If you leave the car in neutral, and don’t apply the parking brake, it will roll on even the slightest incline. Leave it in first gear, and set the parking brake as an added precaution.

That’s it. Give yourself a little bit of practice, then take that stick shift on the road and give it a try. If nothing else, rush hour traffic will be a lot more exciting.

2 Roll-starting a Manual 
Transmission Car 

A stalled manual transmission car with starting problems doesn’t necessarily have to be jump-started or fixed on the spot. Unlike an automatic transmission vehicle, a stick shift can be roll-started. All you need is a little bit of juice in the battery, a clear stretch of road, and a little help.

Hook your car up to another car with a tow strap, turn on the key, and put the transmission in second gear. Leave the clutch in, and have the towing car pull you until you reach a speed that would normally be a little too high for second gear, then “pop the clutch,” that is, let the clutch out at once. The car will jerk as the transmission is engaged, which should cause your engine to turn over and start. Make sure you push the clutch back in right away and apply gas. Lacking another vehicle, have a helper or two push you.

The target speed depends on the specific engine size and gear ratio of the stalled vehicle, but a general rule of thumb is a target speed of ten to twelve times the gear you’re in. If you’re going a lot faster than you normally would for the gear you’re in (e.g., forty miles an hour and you pop the clutch in second gear) you’re going to get one hell of a jolt, and might even ruin the transmission. It’s always best to err on the low side. If the car sputters but doesn’t start, just press the clutch in and try it again at a slightly higher speed.

Once it starts, press the clutch back in and signal to the vehicle pulling you to stop. Once it stops, move forward just enough to take slack out of the tow strap, and then put the car in neutral, set the parking brake, and disconnect the tow strap.

If you had a dead battery, be sure to keep the car running for at least ten minutes so the alternator can recharge the battery. If it wouldn’t start because of a mechanical or electrical problem you’ll need to get it fixed right away—or spend the rest of your life parking on hilltops.

3 Changing a Spare Tire 

It was getting dark, and the railroad grade was utterly deserted. My girlfriend, who would later become my wife, was sitting in the passenger seat. It was a bumpy ride to begin with, but it got a lot worse when the front tire suddenly sprouted a railroad spike. I pulled onto the shoulder and killed the engine, then sat there watching the cloud of hungry mosquitoes on the other side of the windshield.

“Well,” she said. “Under five minutes?”

“Maybe,” I said. I drove in rough country then, and had gotten rather quick about my tire changes. But this was my dad’s truck, on loan, and I wasn’t sure where everything was. “Probably more like ten.”

Hah. In the dark, finding and assembling the jack alone took at least twenty minutes. Simply releasing the spare tire, held tight to the frame under the body of the truck by some mechanism I still don’t understand, took an hour. By the time I finally got everything together, I discovered the mechanics must have cranked up the air wrench the last time the tires were rotated; I nearly ripped a back muscle trying to loosen the lug nuts. When the most stubborn of the six finally let go it went all at once, sending my knuckles smashing into the rim.

Did I mention the mosquitoes? There was blood everywhere, all over my hand, running down my wrists and onto the tire iron. Should have been easy pickings for the little vampires. Obviously my eyelids were more tempting; I nearly smacked myself in the head with the tire iron when I tried to swat at one particularly persistent little bastard.

My future wife picked this moment to stick her head out the door. I could see the question on her lips—What’s taking so long?—but she never actually asked it, just took a long look at me and then slowly retreated back inside the cab. Considering what I looked like, kneeling there with a tire iron gripped in one bloody fist, it probably seemed like the best option.



In some locations, there is no such thing as a cell phone signal. Those are the same places where it’s usually many miles to the nearest service station. Faced with a long walk through dark and unfamiliar country, a few minutes kneeling in the dirt to change your own tire can seem like a downright bargain.

First, locate each component of your tire-changing system. Every car should have a jack, tire ratchet or iron, and a fully inflated spare tire. If the spare tire isn’t someplace obvious, such as under the carpet in the trunk, it’s probably held in place underneath the car by a cable. Obviously a dark railroad grade isn’t the optimal place to locate these things; your driveway on a Sunday afternoon is a little easier.

Experiment with the ratchet and jack until you can tighten/loosen or lower/raise each one, respectively. Many times the ratchet also operates the jack—there’s usually an instruction manual in the spare-tire or jack holder. The ratchet may come in two pieces, with a long “socket bar” that slides through the ratchet.

Mechanics often overtighten lug nuts to prevent liability issues, sometimes far past required levels. Since you’ve got everything out, pop off the hubcap and try to loosen one of the lug nuts. If it won’t turn, try sliding a section of metal pipe over the end of the ratchet handle. This is called a cheater pipe, and the technique can be used on any wrench or ratchet to increase leverage. If the lug nut turns with the cheater pipe, be sure to stash the pipe somewhere in the car, preferably next to the jack.

If the lug nuts still won’t turn, bring your car into the dealer or a mechanic and ask them to loosen the lug nuts to an acceptable pressure, somewhere around 150 foot-pounds of torque. The exact number should be in your owner’s manual. Of course, you’re better off too tight than too loose, but it’s no good being stuck somewhere with a flat tire that you can’t change, either.

Long spans between tire changes can basically weld lug nuts in place. A little penetrating oil—or in a pinch, a splash of cola—will usually loosen rusted lug nuts pretty quickly. Measure the pressure in your spare each time you check the other tires, since long periods of inactivity can bleed the air out. Having a can of inflatable tire sealant is always a good idea, although they make repairs more difficult at the tire shop.
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Use a length of pipe to increase leverage for stubborn lug nuts.

Now that you know where everything is, understand how to operate the jack, and have a functional spare tire, go ahead and relax. You probably won’t get a flat the rest of your life.

However, if you still manage to stick something pointy in one of your tires, make sure you find a safe, level place to change your tire. Hopefully this means a parking lot, but it’s often the shoulder of the road. If this is the case, turn on your hazard lights and keep your feet out of the highway. Always turn off the engine and set the emergency brake.

Slide the jack under the axle or jack plate next to the flat tire, making certain it’s seated firmly so it won’t slip. Pry off the hubcap with the flat end of the socket bar or tire iron, and then use the ratchet to slightly loosen each of the lug nuts, but do not remove them. Then jack up the tire, remove the lug nuts (a hubcap works great to hold them), and slide the tire off. Put the spare on, and then start the thread on each lug nut with your fingers. Use the ratchet to tighten each lug nut until the tire starts to spin, then lower the jack for the final tightening.

You’ll want to drive slowly at first, making sure there’s no wobble in the tire. You’ll get the hang of it in no time, especially if you practice first. Soon enough you’ll be able to change a tire in five minutes.

Well . . . maybe ten.

4 Changing Brakes 

“Well,” I said when my buddy sat down next to me, “how’d it go?”

He shook his head. “Not good.”

We were in a sports bar, just about to watch the game, but when the waiter came over he ordered a glass of water. We were college-poor, but not quite at water-drinking levels yet. I knew then that it was a lot worse than not good. “How much they get you for?”

He sighed. “Six hundred.”

I just about spit my beer out of my nose. “Six hundred bucks to change your brakes? Did he put in titanium-plated pads?”

“I dunno,” he said, sipping his water. “Maybe.”

He didn’t even know it was a joke. Not just my titanium quip, either—he didn’t how much of a joke it was to pay somebody $600 for a job that usually takes a few hours and costs less than $100 in supplies.



Brakes last an average of about 20,000–40,000 miles, depending on how and where you drive. For some drivers, this can mean changing brakes as often as every year—an expensive proposition.

Car mechanics are, by and large, a good bunch of people, but they’re out to make a buck like anybody else. They will overcharge you for anything even remotely complicated. The good news is changing brake pads isn’t complicated, and it doesn’t take much in the way of tools, either.

In almost every car and truck, disc brakes are now the norm. The design is simple—imagine holding up a bicycle and spinning the rear tire. You want the tire to stop, you press your thumb and forefinger on each side of the tire, using friction to stop the tire from spinning. With disc brakes, your thumb and finger are the pads (discs); the spinning bicycle tire is the rotor (a dinner plate–sized metal disc attached to the axle, just behind the actual car tire). Your hand is like the caliper, which holds the pads in place and squeezes the rotor.

In many vehicles, the front brakes bear the majority of the braking duties and are consequently the only ones that need to be replaced. Some newer vehicles have computerized mechanisms that distribute more braking power to the rear tires, in which case you’ll probably have to replace all four sets.

Jack up the car and remove one of the front tires. You’ll see the caliper perched on the top half of the rotor. Most calipers are held in place by two long bolts, usually with a star- or hex-indent head, located on the backside of the rotor. Loosen and remove the two bolts, then carefully remove the caliper from the rotor—it’ll slide off. Don’t twist the caliper or let it drop—the brake lines could break or crimp.

Check the rotor for grooves or wear; it should be smooth. If your car was shaking when you braked, you’ll need new rotors no matter how they look: The shaking is caused by a warped rotor, which can be hard to spot. Simply remove the rotor—you may need to beat on the back side with a rubber mallet or piece of two-by-four. Worn rotors can be “turned,” which means the metal is ground smooth by a mechanic. Or, you can simply replace the warped or grooved rotors with new ones. They slide right onto the hub. Be careful not to get any grease or dirt on the new (or repaired) rotors.

Next, remove the old pads (two per caliper, one for each side of the rotor) and snap in the new brake pads. Replace pads one at a time, using the other side as a template to make sure you put them in the right way. Use large pliers or channel locks to gently open up the inside of the calipers again—the pressure of the braking system tends to close up the pads when they’re not pressing on the rotor. At this point you may have some brake fluid spill out onto the floor, so be sure to have a drain pan positioned under the brake fluid reservoir. Again, be careful not to get grease or oil on the pads. Slide the caliper back over the rotor.

Insert the two long bolts and retighten the caliper, then replace the tire and retighten it. You must replace brakes on both sides of the car in one sitting; replacing only one side can cause the braking system to fail. Once all the brakes are replaced, go for a slow test drive on a level road. If you hear metal scratching you probably put the brake pads on the wrong way (yup, I’ve done this). Just take the tire off and put them back in the right way—the metal tabs will score the rotor.

Pads and rotors can be bought at any auto supply store (pads are about $15 to $25 per tire, rotors about $25–$50 per tire). All you need to tell the clerk is the make and model of your vehicle, plus the year it was made. Time-wise, figure on spending an hour per tire, maybe twice that the first time you change them out.

That’s it. After the test drive, go out and celebrate the hundreds of dollars you just saved. And save that glass of water for the morning after.

5 Fixing a Flat Tire 

Tires come in two basic varieties: tubeless and, uh, tubed. Don’t be overwhelmed by the technical language; the difference—and this is a shocker—is the presence of an inner tube.

An inner tube is a rubber bladder on the inside of the thick outer tire. Tires with inner tubes are most common in farm and utility vehicles, which tend to suffer more flats than street vehicles. Almost every car or truck tire is tubeless, as are wheelbarrow and riding lawnmower tires. Tubeless tires are generally tougher to fix yourself, but by no means impossible. If there’s any doubt, look on the sidewall of your flat tire. The presence of an inner tube is clearly marked.

Patching Inner Tubes 

You can patch inner tubes with a simple repair kit available at most auto part stores. Remove the valve core, a piece of threaded metal inside the valve stem (where you normally inflate the tire) with valve pliers; if there’s any air left in the tire, it’ll come rushing out all at once. Sometimes a pair of thin needle-nose pliers can be substituted for valve pliers.

Now slide the flat edge of a crowbar over the rim and under the inside edge of the tire—not the inner tube. If you pinch the inner tube you’ve just doubled your work, as they’re flimsy and puncture easily. Push the crowbar down, which will open up a gap in the tire. Then, using either another crowbar or a large screwdriver, move down the arc of the rim and pry up another section of tire. Working a section at a time, move down far enough with the second crowbar so that the original one doesn’t slide back over the rim. Once you reach the halfway point things get a lot easier.

Once the tire is off the rim, reach inside and slide the inner tube out. If you can’t see the puncture, just add a little air to the inner tube, then mark the leaky hole with a marker or grease pencil. Really small holes can be located by pushing the inflated tube into a trough of water and looking for bubbles.

Sand the area around the puncture with a scuffing plate or sandpaper, then apply the patch from the repair kit and clamp it into place. Burn the rubber patch on, allow it to cool, and reinflate the tube to confirm the patch is working (you’ll need to temporarily reinstall the valve core). Deflate the inner tube, and then carefully slide it back inside the tire. Make sure you match up the valve stem with the hole in the rim.
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Getting the tire on and off the rim is usually the toughest part of any tire repair job. Work a section at a time, using one crowbar to hold the tire in place and the other to pry up another section of tire.

Now, working in reverse, use the crowbars to pop the tire back underneath the rim, again being careful not to pinch your newly repaired inner tube. Once the tire is back over the edge of the rim, coat the edges with dish soap, then reinstall the valve stem and air it up. The tire will expand outward, then pop when it seals. The dish soap helps lubricate the rim, helping the tire slide up to form a bead.

Patching Tubeless Tires 

Tubeless tires involve a slightly different approach. If the leak is coming from the sidewall—the side of the tire—then the tire is ruined. Large holes, caused by things such as railroad spikes, will also send your tire to the scrap heap, no matter where they are in the tire.
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