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To the Reader
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[image: Image]his book was inspired by On the Road, the novel by Jack Kerouac. For Kerouac, the vitality of the human spirit was explored from the back of an open-bed produce truck or chewing the fat in an overnight stop in a one-horse town in which anything or absolutely nothing would happen. Each day was a quest for meaning. The characters found at otherwise mundane Edward Hopper-style truck stops inspired novels. There was allegory everywhere.

If this sounds exciting, we suggest a little homework. Read On the Road. The story has nothing in the way of how-to information for the modern RVer, but instead paints the richness of a lifestyle that goes where the road takes you. The travels are the story: long, smooth belts of blacktop and strangers with tales to tell; the sweet smell of the pines and the sparkling stars; crowded cities and dingy gas stations.

As an RVer you can create your own stories on the road, as we have. For a week or two, or for the rest of your life, your RV can take you where you want to go. Today, instead of bouncing in the back of a truck or hopping a train, you can discover the soul of America (or Canada) from comfortable motorhomes, fifth-wheels, and camping trailers.

In Kerouac spirit, this book is dedicated to the growing legions of RVers who pursue their dreams and search for the real meaning of life. We’re on the road again.


Introduction
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[image: Image]cross North America and beyond people live, camp, retire, play, and adventure in motorhomes and travel trailers. In our RV we are freed from the nine-to-five shackles. We don’t squander Saturdays at the mall or spend Sundays mowing the lawn. Instead, we venture where the road takes us. If we want to stay, we stay. If we want to leave, we just drive to the next place that catches our attention. The road suggests romance. Freedom emanates from each horizon.

As writers, our work can be done anywhere. Our laptop computers provide all the support of a corporate office. We stay in touch with the world with our cellular phone and pagers. No matter where we are, we sleep in our own bed each night—cats purring at our feet. Our RV is home.

Like us, you can pilot your own rig—be it a road-worn forest-green Volkswagen van or a $450,000 shiny silver Newell coach complete with glove leather seats and an Italian marble bathroom. An RV of any sort provides opportunity to explore the beach, the city, or the wilderness—the choice is yours.

You waken to a breathtaking sunrise and, over a cup of steaming coffee, ask your companions, “Should we drive two hundred miles to the Grand Canyon, bicycle the back routes, explore a museum, or try out that cute little taco bar down the street? Or, should we lie back in the sun, take it easy, catch up on reading and painting, commune with nature, and leave the adventures until tomorrow?” If your rig, your enthusiasm, and your budget allow, you can make these liberating decisions on a whim, taking only the changing weather into account.

Home is the highway for millions of active RVers who pilot their vehicles across the continent. To add substance to this claim, consider the Good Sam Club, a widely promoted RVer’s camping organization, which boasts more than one million member families. Since many RVers and most casual campers are not members of the Good Sam Club, the actual number of RVers on the road is difficult to determine. Of course, there are also the millions of people who own minicamper vans and small self-contained trailers. More than thirty million campers visit national and state parks each year. The number of people enjoying (and cooking in) their RVs, campers, and trailers boggles the mind.

The number of RVers swells each year. People sell their traditional homes to take up where Bob and Bing left off in Road to Utopia. Others search for what’s left of the mythical Route 66 where Jack Kerouac found the diversity of spirit that defines America. Many long for the great outdoors. Some simply seek an easier, less expensive way to live. A few just want to try their luck fishing in hidden streams. For whatever reason, more people are living, exploring, and vacationing in RVs than ever before.

[image: Image]

No Stereotypes, Please

Forget all the stereotypes about RVers. People of all ages, political persuasions, and activity levels enjoy life and travel in RVs. No matter what your income or interest, if you’ve ever thought of getting away or seeing the country, then you are a prime candidate for RV life.

Come. We’ll help you take those first steps to freedom and adventure. With a fully equipped RV and a little bit of “I need a change in attitude” you’re ready for the best time of your life. This book can help you make a decision on the right road and RVing lifestyle for you.
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Why You Need This Book

As you peruse these pages, you’ll find no cheerleading on the wonders of living in RVs. Instead, we’ve put together a practical guide to help you first decide if you even want to be an RVer. Once you make that decision, this book can then assist you in choosing the right options for your personal life on the road.

In spite of the flexibility and freedom of RVing, the lifestyle entails idiosyncrasies. As RVers, you should know the whole story about the advantages and the anomalies of living on the road. For those with this knowledge, the problems in RVing are few and the rewards are many.
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It’s Not All Romance and Adventure

We obviously enjoy RVing or we wouldn’t continue to spend our time on the road, but not everything in RVing comes out easy, inexpensive, or romantic. We learned this lesson and the ins and outs of RVing the hard way—through trial and error.

Ten years ago, with fingers crossed, we bought a used thirty-one-foot Class A motorhome that seemed well appointed. We longed for freedom from the stresses of our previous corporate existence as managers in software companies. After stocking the fridge with too many perishables, we hit the road.

Luckily, our choice of RVs proved reasonable. The selection was entirely subjective, as we didn’t know a good value from a lemon. It turned out that we had paid only 15 percent too much for the motorhome (not bad considering the rip-offs we’ve seen since then). Most important, the rig was in reasonably good mechanical shape. Even so, it wasn’t love at first drive.

The stresses didn’t fall away—they changed. On the highway, the coach seemed less stable than expected. Driving something the size of a bus took its toll on our nerves until we got the hang of maneuvering around the city. Later, we learned that a fifth-wheel trailer would have better met our traveling style, but when we started we had no idea of the tradeoffs or options available to us.
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Things Change
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Throughout this book we mention products and contact numbers as examples. Do not construe this as an endorsement of a best buy or a superior brand. We’ve enjoyed positive personal experience with many of the products we mention, but there is no way we could have tried all the products on the market. By the time you read this book, new products will have developed. Thus, we keep much of our advice generic for all RVing generations. You should look at our advice as a place to start, not as the final word.

Although we have tried to be comprehensive about basic options and considerations for RVing, we may not have identified the best of the current models or products because things are constantly changing in the RVing world. Something new on the market may supersede our suggestion or mention. Our advice: Shop ’til ya drop! Pay attention to the RVing magazines. Getting the right rig, accessory, element, component, gadget, subsystem modification, or service at the right price takes work on your part, but in the long run, the research will save you money and make RVing that much more entertaining.

We spend mornings on the phone looking for the best price on something we’ve had our eye on for a long time. You should too. Saving money is only part of the equation. It’s the fun of getting the best deal, buying the best brand, or getting truly expert advice and subsequent proficient installation that are part of RVing. And, while we would like to think of ourselves as camping experts, maybe there’s something you know, or something that, with a little research, you will learn that we don’t know. If you want to share these insights with us, feel free. You can almost always reach us by sending e-mail to kimbaker@aol.com.





Knowing nothing about RV camping, on our first night on the road we almost made the dangerous decision to camp at a remote rest stop in central California. This was a bigger mistake than you might think, as armed robbery is not unheard of at rest areas. Luckily, before we stopped for the night, we stumbled on a tiny campground in the hills, also by accident, with inexpensive rates and great people. It was one of those great semiprimitive camps that aren’t in any of the guidebooks. We naively anticipated that all the RV parks in our life would be like that one. Friendly. Inexpensive. Full of interesting people. We learned otherwise. Many parks were expensive. Others were crowded and noisy. The park managers often seemed crabby instead of accommodating.

The ensuing weeks brought other discouraging surprises—mostly associated with handling, cleaning, maintaining, and fixing the motorhome. Our adventures encompassed leaking valves at a noxious dump station, stinky LP gas tanks, and a transmission overheating in the middle of the desert. In between, we had fun and met people who showed us the ropes. Eventually we figured out what we should have known before we started and began to confidently enjoy the freedom and entertainment of RVing.
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The Book We Wish We Had Had

Now we consider ourselves relatively “old hands” on the road (well, not that old). Based on our experience and the advice of full-timers and campers we’ve met through the years, we wrote The RVer’s Bible to be the book we wish we had had when we first started RVing. We lay it on the line, so you can decide whether the RV lifestyle suits you. Before you plunk down a chunk of change and pack up a relatively comfortable conventional lifestyle, read this book. With the information herein, we could have saved money and spent more time enjoying life on the road instead of worrying about the motorhome. We present the good, the bad, and the ugly facts about RVing that can help you make informed decisions about the best rig, camps, and traveling style for your RVing adventures.

We want people to be safe and happy in their homes on wheels. No matter what your preference for travel in your RV, this book can help you avoid the (often expensive and sometimes dangerous) mistakes we made when we started out. Our goal is simply to help you get more enjoyment from your own RV lifestyle.

We’ve tried to cover the most important aspects of purchasing, maintaining, driving, exploring, and living in a recreational vehicle. We provide the experience-based information that simply isn’t available from dealers and camping guidebooks. This book also provides answers and ideas for experienced RVers who may be considering a change of rigs or looking for money-saving tips. As in RVing, there is something for everyone in this volume.

Whether you are considering full-timing in a highliner or weekend trips in a rented van conversion, we think this book will make your foray into RVing more satisfying. We hope you enjoy the trip through these pages.
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Chapter 1
The RV Lifestyle
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[image: Image]eople have always been wanderers. The human need to explore stems from prehistory, when our nomadic relatives roamed the savanna. Wanderlust abides deep in our souls, as does our need to return to the forest, the mountains, and the open air—or the open highway, for that matter. The way we explore the environment simply changed over the years: from traversing the African deserts in bands, to adventuring across the American plains in wooden wagons, to roaming the continent in Winnebagos, Bounders, Airstreams, and Marathons.

Even if just for a weekend, the need to “get back to nature” drives us all. Exploration characterizes our heritage. Freedom and independence are central tenets of our culture. And fantasies of escape beckon us when we are stuck in rush hour or working overtime in the gray cubicles of Fortune 500 towers.

What better way to flee the doldrums of everyday life and get back to our roots than taking to the road in an RV—a home on wheels that can go (almost) anywhere without leaving behind the creature comforts of civilization? RVs serve as well for quick weekend getaways as they do for alternatives to a home on Mulberry Street. (Yes, Kim once lived on a street of that name.) In RVs the compromises prove minimal—we can see it all and have it all. In RVs we carry our technology with us on our return to a simpler life.
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The Early RVers 

RVing history parallels America’s love affair with the automobile. As early as 1905, during the heyday of the Model T, folks considered car camping a standard form of recreation in America. By 1910, Abercrombie and Fitch featured pages of car-camping supplies in their catalog. Canvas tents and telescoping apartments were adapted to the early autos and trucks. By the 1920s and 1930s campgrounds included facilities that would rival the best modern RV parks, including movie theaters and dance halls. In the 1920s, RV manufacturers started building fully enclosed, self-contained vehicles with beds, kitchens, and bathrooms. Wiedman, a major builder of the period, had models with Pullman-style interiors, complete with wicker chairs and wood trim. They even offered options of refrigerators, cookstoves, chemical toilets, and showers. All this could be had for about $1,000.

The Tin Can Tourists, the first RVing club in America, was founded in 1919. By the 1930s it had more than two hundred thousand members. Until the 1950s the association published guides and ratings of campgrounds and facilities.
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RVers Today 

Modern RVers follow the traditions of freedom, leisure, and independence that characterized the Tin Can Tourists. The stereotypes depicting modern RVers as retired tightwads are largely incorrect. The people who take to the road in RVs are as diverse as the melting pot of personalities called Americans (and Canadians).

Yes, retirees compose a major segment of today’s RVing population, but the RVing population also includes traveling businesspeople, entertainers, families, baby boomers, professionals, pet lovers, entrepreneurs, nature seekers, and weekend vacationers.

According to Go Camping America, a national club that promotes the outdoor lifestyle, more than twenty-five million Americans use recreation vehicles each year—and the numbers continue to swell. We took our first extended trip in a large motor-home while we were in our early thirties. Typical of the new breed of RVing couples, we joined the professional couples and families on the road that compose the fastest-growing segment of the RVing world.

In recent years, we’ve enjoyed meeting more RVers like the family from South Africa that rented an RV in San Francisco and set out to see the United States in a summer. This RVing family of four explained their love of the road and lamented the impossibility of such a lifestyle in their native land due to varying road quality and security concerns. The children spent hours choosing routes, looking for campgrounds from the Trailer Life and Woodall’s camping guides. They wanted to go everywhere and see everything. The RV park at Disneyland was next on their itinerary. They asked us which rides to head for first. They assumed that as native Southern Californians we would certainly be fully versed in such information. Since then, we have traveled to the RV park where they stayed and learned that walking through Disneyland in the summer is a lot more difficult than maneuvering our thirty-five-footer through downtown Los Angeles.

RVers are people of all ages and interests. Tired of crowded airports and anonymous hotels, the new RVers want to see the country between their destinations. Many enjoy the advantages of taking their children (and pets) along for the adventure. The baby boom generation that once sneered at RVing has traded status-seeking in their BMWs for the fun, comfort, and adventure of an RV life on wheels. As one optimistic RV tour director described it, “This is a growth industry that hasn’t even begun to grow. These [baby boomer] kids are going to love RVing even more than their parents!”

The myth of the typical RVer has been dispelled in our travels over and over again. Yet, in spite of their differences, RVers identify with one another. This camaraderie is one of the “typical” things among RVers. Another involves RVers’ shared satisfaction in being able to be home wherever they go. At every camp new friends meet. People often offer to barbecue an extra steak while sharing a story of adventure. Each tiny town reveals a fresh vignette of life to ponder, to cherish, to remember. In each town “typical” RVers pause to tell you about their favorite stops.
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Our Lifestyle on the Road 

Like the typical RVer, the RV lifestyle is a myth. As with most RVers, our RV lifestyle belongs to us. We use our RV to escape the drudgery of city life and the stress of deadlines. We write our books and our magazine columns with the laptop computer in our rig. Samantha, Kingsley, and Onyx (our cats) go everywhere with us. Sunny occasionally teaches seminars at local colleges (she has a Ph.D. in education and computers). Kim (he has an M.A. in art) sells his paintings at regional art galleries. Snug in the captain’s chairs of our truck, with our thirty-two-foot fifth-wheel securely in tow, we search for gold at the end of the rainbow. We haven’t found it yet, but we know we’re close.




Tip: The Places to Go for RV Supplies
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When looking for RV supplies, the first place people send you is Camping World, the large RV/camping superstore chain that offers everything from RV engine rebuilds to insect balm (seven kinds). We mention the stores not because they paid us off (they didn’t), but because they are the most logical place to go when in need of almost any camping or RV equipment. Camping World is a convenient national chain for RVers. Its stores are located adjacent to freeway offramps in most large cities, which makes the stores easy to find. They typically have plenty of parking spaces for big rigs too. Inside, you’ll find everything for the modern RVer, from obscure battery isolators to RV-compatible toilet paper. Camping World’s catalog even provides maps to its outlets. And, if you can’t get to a store, you can order most of the items by mail. Call 1-800-626-5944 for a free catalog. It’s a must have.

Another good source of RV supplies is the Camper’s Choice catalog. Just call 1-800-833-6713 for your free copy. We also use RV Direct. Call 1-800-438-5480 for a catalog. Other suppliers advertise in Motorhome magazine and Trailer Life. We provide information for contacting these magazines in the resources section at the back of the book.

Of course, there are RV supply stores around the country that compete with Camping World, and these are often equally well stocked and may have lower prices on some items. If you need to find the RV supply stores and repair shops near your camp, look under Recreational Vehicles in the Yellow Pages. Remember, many products for RVers are available for lower prices at the supermarket or discount stores—so don’t just assume that Camping World or one of its competitors is always the easiest and cheapest place to go, even though these stores usually offer the most comprehensive range of supplies.





When we’re RVing, anxiety and ambiguity evaporate, except when the fuel gauge reads “low” and the road sign warns, “Next Services 85 miles.” Our RV offers a ticket with no particular destination. We just go when our hearts tell us to move or the weather indicates imminent snow that might bind us to South Dakota until a spring beginning next July. (Should this happen to you, make sure you’re ensconced in an RV with thick insulation and a powerful heating system.)

We favor a part-time, middle ground for our RVing lifestyle. We typically live in the RV for a few months each year. When our wanderlust wears thin, we return to our house-based routine. Then, when we feel the growing dormancy in an unchanging domestic environment, we get extra cash by selling off the unnecessary goods that seem to accumulate in house-based life and pack up our rig for the next outing.

Sometimes we travel great distances just to see the country. We stay a night or two at each spot. Occasionally, we strike gold at a small, inexpensive rural campground with majestic trees, great fishing, and the friendly folks who are the treasures of our RV lifestyle. We tend to forget the schedule when we find one of these havens. Instead, we inquire about the monthly rates on the space. Other times, we spend a large sum to stay a week in an elegant urban campground with complete facilities and enjoy all the restaurants, attractions, and culture a city has to offer.
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Build a Life of Your Own 

Our on-again, off-again RV lifestyle may not be what you imagine as heaven. Each RVer boasts about different advantages and satisfactions—that’s what makes the lifestyle interesting. RVers embrace disparate goals for RVing. That’s the whole point: to be who you want to be and to go where you want to go. While some RVers stay put for months or maybe even years, others move from town to town, never staying in a place two nights in a row. Some, like us, work on the road, others only play. Some seek companionship in dense parks, others covet solitude in open air.

Maintaining the rig, setting up camp, and stocking supplies are the commonalities of RV existence. Beyond that, every RVer innovates a personal approach to life on the road.
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RVs Have Everything, Including the Kitchen Sink 

The diversity of people on the road thrives because of the range of RV options. Modern RVs come equipped with just about everything necessary to live comfortably—for a weekend or forever. RVs are completely furnished, some tastefully. Most units include all the major appliances you’d find in a middle-class home, including the microwave. You can even find rigs with washers, dryers, dishwashers, and trash compactors. The level of luxury is limited only by your budget.

Of course, we can’t imagine that Jack Kerouac ever thought of traveling in modern RV style—with washer, dryer, trash compactor, ice-maker, microwave, and dishwasher. Whether Jack would have done it this way or not, you need to decide for yourself the level of RVing that fits your needs and your lifestyle. Do you prefer a unit with a lower payload rating but the ability to carry more consumables for a longer drive? Do you long for the back roads where others dare not go—or is the esprit de corps of an RV caravan with hundreds of rigs traveling the interstates your idea of heaven? Do you want a small rig that travels well on weekends or do you want a coach that will become your home for months at a time? Before you fantasize about clean air and freedom, let us tell you what you can expect when traveling or living in an RV.

[image: Image]


Dollars, Direction, and Desire: The Three Lifestyle Factors in RVing 

In an RV you can enjoy a country club lifestyle complete with full electric and water hookups, heated pools, hot tubs, sports courses, ballrooms, activity directors, and world-class restaurants. The prices parallel the range of amenities. When you long for nature, try one of the thousands of public parks throughout the continent. Scenery and sunsets. Wildlife and wildflowers. Wind rustling through the trees. And if this sounds too tranquil, there’s always the adventure of boondocking—camping free in “primitive” sites at rest areas, beaches, parking lots, deserts, or fairgrounds.

Although your options are unlimited, three factors influence your lifestyle on the road: dollars, direction, and desire. Of these, the dollars in your bank account dominate your choice of rigs, the length of your trips, and your range of campground and travel options.

If you want to live on a limited budget, you’ll probably also limit your driving. Budgeting RVers learn to find free parking areas, such as grocery store parking lots (when this is legal) or side roads off the main highways. If living inexpensively is one of your RVing goals, Chapter 22 presents many options for saving money, making money, and budgeting on the road.

Although the ability to live cheap in beautiful (or not so beautiful) surroundings tops the list of advantages commonly associated with RVing, the RV lifestyle also offers the option of taking any and all luxuries with you wherever you go. For a price, you can park next to world-class golf courses with views of the ocean and the facilities of the best resort spas.

Luxury RVing is called highlining in road lingo. The highlining set cruises the interstates in bus-sized RVs. Typical luxury coaches cost over $200,000 and feature glove leather upholstery, floor lighting, and Italian marble floors, not to mention powerful diesel engines, bus-chassis construction, and stop-on-a-dime airbrakes. The highlining set stakes out memberships in the most expensive campground chains. The parks feature every amenity—from spas to Spagos. If highlining fits your budget, unlimited options emerge. You can explore all the places the budgeting RVers cherish—and also indulge in the places they can’t afford. Highlining options appear throughout the book.

Beyond considering the budget for your lifestyle, you’ll need to choose a lifestyle that fits your desire to socialize, work, relax, or hibernate. We experimented with everything from luxury RV living to a macaroni-and-cheese lifestyle and found each to be enjoyable for different reasons. You’ll also need to decide on the directions you want to go on your trips. What places do you want to see? What comforts do you demand? How often should you move? What surroundings soothe your soul? The answers are all in the type of RVer you want to become.
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Vacationer, Part-Timer, or Full-Timer? 

There are three general types of RVers on the road: vacationers, part-timers, and full-timers. Vacationers take to the road for weekends and weeklong trips. Part-timers and full-timers spend more extended time living in their rigs.

Vacationers typically take to the road for two or three weeks once or twice a year to relax and see the sights. They also make weekend trips as the urge hits them. Vacationers are the most likely RVing group to have family and friends piled in the rig. Sleeping arrangements may be cramped, but fun tops the list of objectives—not comfort. Many vacationers rent their RVs. (Chapter 5 covers all the ins and outs of RV renting.)

Many vacation-oriented RVers prefer self-contained camper shells or small popup travel trailers pulled behind four-wheel-drive sports utility vehicles, trucks, or vans. These small rigs provide the flexibility to go anywhere and the comforts of a bed while offering the “open-air” feeling of more primitive camping in tents and sleeping bags. Other vacationing RVers (and even some full-timers) choose self-contained van conversions and small footprint motorhomes (under twenty-four feet in length). These small self-contained units provide most of the amenities found in larger motorhomes, although in cramped quarters. Further, these rigs can park in the many national, state, and regional parks that don’t allow larger motorhomes and fifth-wheel trailers.

The Advantages of RV Vacations

People gravitate toward RVing as a vacation option because they want to get the full advantage of their few weeks away from the grind. Vacations that depend on planes, trains, and motels often regress into the endless repetition of packing, unpacking, checkins and checkouts, long lines, and mediocre food in high-priced restaurants. The search for clean restrooms dominates the quest for solace. At the end of the day, nerves frazzle as the search for comfortable, affordable accommodations eclipses all other struggles. Once lodging materializes, all you have to do is unload the car. Tomorrow, the sequence repeats itself.

RVing, on the other hand, offers the possibility of a vacation with freedom of movement and travel at a relaxed pace. On an RV vacation, you roam only where you please, without rigid schedules. Eat when and what you want. Sleep each night in your own bed.

The exponential growth in the number of RVing vacationers proves the popularity and appeal of such vacations. However, if you think an RV vacation means economy, think again. If you don’t already own your rig, RV vacations can be quite pricey. Renting and supplying a self-contained vehicle may cost as much as (or more than) a vacation in a swanky resort. Still, the convenience, flexibility, and relaxation can far outweigh the lack of economy.

Part-Timers and Full-Timers

If you take to the road in an RV, you’ll meet many part-timers and full-timers who “live” in their RVs for extended periods. The difference between part-timer and fulltimer is only the length of time these groups spend in their rigs and coaches. Parttimers include people like us who live on the road a few months a year and then return to a house-based lifestyle when the traveling urge is satisfied. Other part-timers enjoy extended vacations in their RVs a few times a year. Some of these RVers rent their rigs to vacationers when they’re not in use. The rental fees may even pay the mortgage on some rigs, although as with anything else, the tax man cometh for the profit.

Some part-time RVers, known as “snowbirds,” maintain traditional homes in colder climes in the northern and central United States and Canada. When the snow falls, these flocks head south and spend the winter months in the sun. Some snowbirds bring motorhomes or trailers. Others simply rent, borrow, or reoccupy units that are semipermanently parked in warmer territory. Many RV parks in snowbird regions stand empty all summer. By November the no vacancy signs forbid those without reservations. In Apache Junction, for example, only a few miles to the east of Phoenix, more than two hundred thousand RV-based snowbirds show up every winter—more than quadrupling the population of this desert burg almost overnight. Countless other cities like this in Florida, California, and Arizona cater to the folks in their homes on wheels.

Full-timers are the most committed RVers—many have given up home-based living altogether and spend most (or all) of their time in their homes on wheels. In 1988, the television news show 20/20 estimated that two hundred thousand families, mostly over the age of fifty, considered themselves full-timers. Today, there are likely many times more. Full-timers may follow the snowbirds or park all year in one spot. Fulltimers consider themselves a separate breed and their lifestyles bespeak their individuality. Fully dedicated to life on the road, many full-timers enjoy retirement and travel, but others work on the road and prefer the freedom and comfort provided in an RV.

Full-time RVing is not a way of life for everyone. Even avid RV vacationers and part-timers find that more than a few weeks in a rig breeds discontent. Some people feel cooped up, even in the largest motorhomes, and especially when inclement weather abides. The goal for full-time RVing should be a different lifestyle, not a harder one.
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Try It Before You Decide 

How do you know if you are a vacationer, part-timer, or full-timer—or if RVing fits your needs at all? Well, if your idea of fun involves staying in a nearby resort, checking into a hotel once, and spending all of your time at poolside, then an RV may not be for you. If, on the other hand, your idea of travel includes seeing people and places, spending some time in quiet, rural settings and some time in bustling cities, an RV may be just your ticket for a carefree vacation. Also, if you need to travel with small children or pets, RVing offers decided advantages. Of course, your feelings about travel also depend on whether you hit the road for a few weeks a year or live on the road. If you’re considering part-timing or full-timing, you need to start with an extended vacation before you decide whether the RV lifestyle meets your needs.




Tip: Homeless?
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For those low on resources, RVing may offer an alternative to homelessness. And no, we won’t bring this topic up again, but even an old, broken-down RV beats sleeping in a car, shelter, or doorway.








Have You Heard the One About the Travelling Salesman?
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Davis is a dyed-in-the-wool, blu-pin-stripe-suited businessman. He’s a top performer who represent exclusive lines of golf clubs around the country. But you’ll never find David on an airplane. Instead, he drives a thirty-two-foot Pace Arrow motorhome from city to city to sell his wares. When we asked why he preferred travelling in his coach instead of using a first-class airline ticket. David recounted the crowded airports, stressful schedules, greasy food, and uncomfortable hotel beds. Before he discovered RVing, David laments, he never saw the country or the people. Now, rather than waste days at a tired motel, he enjoys sleeping in the familiar sorroundings of his RV and cooking his own food. And David is not alone on the road. Many businesspeople are giving up the lure of Frequent Flyer Miles in order to take their home (and families) with them on their treks to clients and customers.





Before you buy an RV for any purpose, rent or borrow one to learn about the lifestyle and the features you want. Choose a model that matches your desires. Use the rig for two weeks or more. Drive it. Camp in diverse parks. Learn the ins and outs of packing, cooking, fueling, and maintaining the rig. Get comfortable with plugging in to park electricity and running the rig in the wilderness on its own power. Until you’ve tried an RV, there’s no way to tell if you’ll be awe-inspired with the freedom or fettered with claustrophobia.

Full-timing or extended stays in an RV may sound intriguing to you. Before you “move in,” however, try a month on the road. Don’t take your friends, unless they’ll be part of your permanent entourage. Try driving on diverse highways. Try getting into various types of parks. Make all your meals on the road for a couple of weeks. Take the RV into the city. After three or four solid weeks you should be able to tell if full-time RVing is a lifestyle you want to pursue. Then look into buying the rig to fit your lifestyle. Not before. Of course, before you move into your RV, you’ll have to make many decisions. You’ll need to give up furniture, house, and other “large” possessions—and the proximity of your house-bound friends and family.
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Realizing Your RVing Dreams 

Although the romance of the road beckons to many, commanding an RV enfolds negatives as well as positives, just like life in a house or apartment. Unpredictable breakdowns happen. So do undeniable pleasures. The mixture of driving, camping, relaxing, and adventure that makes RV life a wonder for us may be too routine, too adventurous, or incompatible with your ambitions. If you don’t take time to understand what you really want from RVing, your RV dream may never be realized.

We want everyone who reads The RVer’s Bible to come away with an objective understanding of the lifestyle, its freedoms, options, risks, and responsibilities, be they owners of a two-month-old, $500,000 bus-style rig or a banged-up trailer that’s a literal “hovel on wheels.” As you read on, consider how the advantages apply to you, your lifestyle, and your companions—be they family, friends, pets, or the next-door neighbors. Then, after matching rig and traveling style to your needs and dreams, get on the road—and let your own RV lifestyle emerge.


Chapter 2
So Many Choices: The Many Kinds of RVs
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[image: Image]Vs are not created equal. Manufactured by such companies as Fleetwood, Newell, Bluebird, Winnebago, Airstream, and Teton, RVs come with a variety of options and floor plans that may astound those who have never shopped for a rig. The largest rigs are literally the size of a bus. The smallest rig we know of is the Guppy, a fold-out sleeping trailer the size of an oversized Volkswagen bug.

RVs can be divided into two general categories: those with an integrated powertrain (engine and transmission) and those without an engine, which must be towed by a vehicle that provides the driving power. The ones with integrated powertrains are called motorhomes. RVs that must be towed are called trailers because they trail a tow vehicle (which can be a car, truck, van, or sports utility vehicle, depending on the size and type of trailer).

Within the categories of trailer and motorhome, RVs come in many flavors: Motorhome categories include Class A, Class C, van conversions, pickup-based campers, and custom vehicles. Among trailers you’ll encounter travel models, park models, pop-ups, and fifth-wheels. Within these categories there are even further options. Travel trailers and motorhomes may expand and contract with slide-out rooms. Trailers that travel in half-height format (great for reducing wind resistance) can be raised to full height at camp. Small vans come equipped with all the comforts of home, but in very cramped quarters. At the large end you’ll find forty-five-foot motorhomes with the square footage and amenities of upscale apartments.

Short and long RVs serve different masters. Shorter RVs are more useful for wilderness sites and national parks (many of which have restrictions on RVs over twenty-four or twenty-eight feet). Shorter rigs may or may not be more economical in terms of fuel and maintenance, depending on their construction and where you take them, but usually a smaller rig is easier to drive and tow than one of the big rigs. Alternatively, although you may not be able to camp in the wilderness because you can’t get there, if you command a long rig—maybe with a slide-out or two—you can delight in the life and luxury of an apartment on wheels. You may even enjoy a full-sized bathtub, if that’s important to you.

In addition to a variety of lengths to suit all traveling preferences, RVs also come in all price ranges. What you’re paying for in an RV is not always apparent on the surface. In general, you pay more for larger, longer RVs. You also pay more for solid construction. Thus, a smaller, well-built RV may cost more than a larger, low-end unit. We cover some of these differences in this chapter.

For the uninitiated, learning of the wide range of RVing options often expels any preconceived notions about RVing. Sometimes the options breed confusion. In the next pages, we’ll introduce you to the these options to help you clarify your own priorities. If there is any RVing blood in your veins, you’ll likely be able to match one or more of these RVs to your budget and desires.
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Trailers for Sale or Rent … 

Many of the first recreational vehicles were trailers. Developed soon after cars became common, trailers provided a vacation option to replace the rented cabin or motel stay. A stay in camp was still much less expensive that a motel or hotel. Since the first generation of trailers had no sewage systems, camps provided showers and toilets (they still do).

Essentially a trailer is a box on wheels. Manufacturers add the basic ingredients of an apartment—cooking facilities, a bathroom, storage space, a bed, and a living area for sitting and dining. Because trailers are passive vehicles without an engine, they require a tow vehicle. The trailer’s braking system is controlled by a connection to the tow vehicle’s braking system. If you already own a car or truck with the muscle and design to work as a tow vehicle, you’re all set once you add the right hitch and a few wires and check out the mechanical safety of the car/trailer combination. RV trailers come in a variety of formats, including pop-ups, travel trailers, and fifth-wheels.
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Tip: Trailers Versus Mobile Homes
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What’s the difference between a mobile home and a travel trailer? Mobile homes, also called manufactured homes, usually remain stationary after their initial placement. Dismantling and moving an assembled unit is about as easy as transporting a two-story brick house. Travel trailers, on the other hand, can be carted around the country with abandon and are built to stand up to the stress of rough travel on unimproved roads. Mobile homes are not RVs, but RVs are mobile. Mobile homes are not.





Pop-Up Trailers

Pop-up travel trailers, some of them self-contained, are the smallest, lightest trailers. The smallest pop-ups, such as those by Coleman, are a compromise between tent and RV camping and offer an easy way to get started on RVs. They are cheaper than standard RVs and because of their light weight can also be towed by the average family car. They often have canvas sides and resemble a tent on a small flatbed trailer. Many RVing families prefer pop-ups as sleeping quarters when visiting state and national parks and recreation areas. Most large automobiles can serve as tow vehicles for these units with only a few modifications.

In seasonable weather, the best pop-ups provide many of the comforts of a “real” trailer or motorhome but have the open-air feel of a tent. Pop-ups take up only as much space as a car and can be stored in an extra parking space or a garage. Coleman, which makes about a third of the pop-up campers, first introduced its line in the late sixties, but sold the entire business to Fleetwood several years ago. Fleetwood and other manufacturers have been steadily upgrading and expanding the Coleman concept.

The typical pop-up trailer has a cable-operated mechanism for lifting a hard (aluminum or plastic) roof. Double or queen-sized beds slide out from both ends and are usually supported with metal rods placed between the floor of the bed and the trailer frame. The walls and the roof over the beds are made out of canvas, although some manufacturers coat it with vinyl. There are also hard-sided pop-ups that cost more and are heavier. Some of these are hard to distinguish from small travel trailers.
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Pop-up trailers are the least expensive RVs. They are often preferred by families that want the feeling of camping and the comfort of a real bed.

The newer pop-ups have a steel frame with an aluminum skin. The floor is made of a single sheet of oriented strand board, a manufactured wood, and is covered with vinyl. Equipment can include indoor and outdoor lighting, gas stoves, sinks, propane furnaces, air-conditioners, water heaters, showers, and toilets.

Maneuverability of the smaller trailers is very good, and in many cases there is full viewing over and around the trailers while towing. Interior size while set up is remarkably large, especially compared to the towed size.

Pop-Up Trailer Prices

Pop-ups range in price from a few thousand dollars for a serviceable canvas-sided unit for family camping to over $20,000 for one of the self-contained, solid-wall units with galley and bath facilities.

The least expensive pop-up and folding trailers offer minimal (or no) livability features. They are literally folding tents. The mid-priced units may offer manual water pumps, portable toilets, a propane stove, and maybe an optional heater. Some offer power converters as an option. The high-priced pop-ups may provide amenities similar to those of travel trailers—but without as much storage. Some of the more expensive pop-up designs are actually travel trailers that collapse for easier towing.




Tip: List Price
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Unless otherwise mentioned, all prices are approximate list prices at the time of writing. You may be able to negotiate substantial discounts or package deals, purchase a demo, or buy used for a substantially lower price tag. Then again, inflation may take its toll—so use the information as a rough guide only.





Travel Trailers

Travel trailers, as opposed to the smaller, more portable pop-ups, come in a variety of sizes from a small bedroom on wheels to the equivalent of a large apartment with all the amenities and multiple slide-out rooms. Large travel trailers (and fifth-wheels, discussed later) fare as well in their role as a vacation home on wheels as they do as a permanent “camp” on a rural piece of property.

Travel trailers are built close to the ground, so the overall height is lower than that of a Class A motorhome, even though the interior height is similar. Ranging in length from ten to thirty-five feet, travel trailers must be pulled by a properly rated tow vehicle (truck, heavy-duty car, or other appropriate vehicle). Length figures for trailers include the length of the toeing tongue. For that reason, knock off about three or four feet from the manufacturer’s length to determine the interior length.

Unless towing the smallest units, the tow vehicle must have a special load-distributing hitch and other special devices designed to control the sway of the trailer, because the load is all behind the tow vehicle. Trucks are the most common tow vehicles for large travel trailers, although utility sports vehicles, including Jeeps, Broncos, and Rangers, many with four-wheel-drive options, have recently emerged as popular tow vehicles for mid-size travel trailers. The combination of sports utility vehicle and travel trailer provides the flexible living options of a motorhome with a wilderness access capability not available in most other RV rigs. Some full-size cars equipped with towing packages are able to tow small and mid-size travel trailers.

The range of trailer construction and amenities runs from simple to opulent. Most travel trailers under fifteen to eighteen feet accommodate one couple comfortably and can sleep a family of four, sometimes six, on a vacation. A small trailer is a little too cozy for full-timing, although we’ve met happy couples at campgrounds or boondocking doing just that! Walkable space is determined by the amount of interior square footage that can be, well, walked. This negates space temporarily employed for appliances, but the “footprint” for convertible beds (when put away) is included in the equation.
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A travel trailer is separate and separable from the towing vehicle. You park a travel trailer, detach the car, truck, or van, and have convenient transportation for errands, seeing the sights, or side trips. Modern travel trailers have floor plans that resemble small apartments.

Most larger trailers handle two couples or more people with aplomb, depending on the kind of sleeping quarters incorporated in the floor plan. Some floor plans even provide multiple bedrooms. There are still a few manufacturers that produce “bunkhouse” -style trailers that feature sleeping quarters for an extended family or gang of construction workers. In most modern trailers, which come fully furnished, the living area couch converts to yet another bed.

Travel Trailer Price Ranges

You can probably pick up an older, very well worn, but functional trailer for a grand or two. (You can get one for less, but probably wouldn’t want it.) New trailers are priced from the very low five figures and up. The Airstream, Teton, and Fleetwood’s Avion trailers are among the most luxurious and expensive.

The Low-Cost Travel Trailer (Less than $15,000)

Generally, the least expensive travel trailers are small rigs with Spartan interiors, low-quality fabrics, and basic appliances. You’ll get a propane stove but no microwave. A basic bathroom, maybe with a shower, and a convertible couch/bed for additional campers or company visiting. Compact trailers are perfect for a weekend’s fishing in a remote location, assuming you have a four-wheel drive suitable for the task. There are expensive, small trailers decked out for extended wilderness stays, but among less expensive rigs, you’ll be limited to a simple electrical system and basic plumbing. If a bathroom is included it will be nearly child-sized. If such a rig has separate rooms, you may wish to check the soundproofing by tapping on walls; check also the rig’s equipment and built-in insulation to be assured of its ability to keep you warm or cool as needed. (Read Chapter 6 
to learn how to further inspect the vehicle.)

Low-end travel trailers typically have wood frames and “stick and staple” construction. Insulation will be minimal, if present at all. Aluminum siding is the norm. Expect some rough edges on the cabinetry on a low-end trailer and expect artificial wood and paneling. Appliances may be manually operated, as opposed to automatic. For example, you might have to light the water heaters or pump the water on your own.

The Mid-Priced Travel Trailer ($15,000 to $30,000)

In mid-priced trailers, the tradeoff is among construction, living space, and amenities. Shorter rigs in the upper price bracket include more amenities and better construction. Longer models are more basic, but large enough for families to live in for extended periods. Many trailers in this price range are perfect for a full-timing couple or a family’s summer vacation exploring Colorado and the Rockies. Full-timers will find these rigs comfortable for reaching remote state parks and for day-to-day domestic existence.

Most mid-priced trailers offer wood and aluminum framing. The walls are typically laminated and insulated with fiberglass or polystyrene. Exteriors may be aluminum or fiberglass. The fabrics will be higher quality and more durable than those of lowerpriced trailers. Some genuine wood may be used in the interiors, although most of the paneling will be artificial. Some mid-price trailers offer attractive windows and brass hardware in the galley and bathroom areas. The appliances will also be better quality.

The Highliner Trailer ($30,000 and Up)

The most expensive trailers tend to include (as you’d expect) the most amenities and quality appliances. They also offer larger storage capacities for camping without power and water hookups. But more important than the larger microwave and extensive sound and video system, the construction is completely different. Instead of corrugated sheet metal exteriors, you’ll see shiny stainless metals (à la Airstream) and fiberglass. You’ll see laminated walls in some units and real wood cabinets throughout. The upgrades to all interior elements are extensive. For example, instead of a foam mattress, you’ll get real bedsprings. Thoughtful storage arrangements are de rigeur. Insulation of these units sets them apart from their lower-priced cousins—making it possible to camp in the tropics as well as the Arctic. Expect quality finishing, attractive interior design, tight construction joints, and better bundling and routing of electrical wires and plumbing. Some models offer leather upholstery as an option. Expect composite countertops (such as Corian) as opposed to laminates.
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The flat top. A new kind of trailer has appeared on the market. (At least it’s new as far as we know.) To avoid wind problems and make the rig more compatible with ordinary garages and carports, the top collapses onto the bottom, making for a significantly shorter profile.

Such a trailer is completely suitable for full-timing and will have a longer life span than less expensive models, even if you haul it around the globe a couple of times.


Note: The upgraded construction increases weight and thus a powerful tow vehicle is a must for handling the longer versions of such RVs.



Trailer Advantages

Trailers are generally the least expensive RVs, assuming that you don’t go out and spend $40,000 on a tow vehicle to pull your “money-saving” trailer.

Trailers have a long life span, assuming you buy a quality unit. With some new carpet and interior refinishing, a 1970s-era Airstream is as viable an RV as a modern unit.

Once it is parked and set up, you can leave the trailer and head off to the supermarket for supplies or to see the sights.

Floor plans are highly flexible, as the floor plan is not dictated by the driver’s cab as in a motorhome or by the “upstairs bedroom” as with fifth-wheels.

A trailer can be towed with almost any vehicle, unlike a fifth-wheel, which requires a correctly configured pickup truck.

Trailer Disadvantages

As trailers’ length and height increase they become increasingly difficult to manage on windy roads and on grades.

Large trailers are difficult to tow, as everything from a cross-breeze to the passing of a tractor-trailer can affect the stability of the trailer. This shift in velocity and control will affect the tow vehicle as well. (Chapters 10 and 15 describe several mechanical options for avoiding the instability.)

Issues to Consider

Towing a vehicle, especially a large, heavy trailer, takes practice. Try driving such a rig before purchase and, with expert help, match the tow vehicle’s abilities to handling such a load. Optional stabilization and gearing equipment may be required, as mentioned in Chapter 10.

Trailers hold their value better than do motorhomes because there’s no drivetrain to wear out.

With other kinds of RVs, you can access 115VAC house current through a generator (which may be optional), but no trailer we know of is internally equipped for such a unit. A standalone generator is an option, albeit a noisy one.

Add $200 to $600 for equipping your tow vehicle with an appropriate hitch. (The $600 figure is for vehicles that require suspension modifications in order to mate with your trailer; $250 is more typical.)




Tip: What’s a “Park” Model Trailer?
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When looking at ads, going through price lists, and hitting the classifieds, you may encounter a trailer describe as a park model. Sounding like something worthy of hauling through Yellowstone (and cheap when acquired used), a park model is really closer to a mobile home. Yes, you can tow it, but it’s really designed to stay in one place most of the time.

A park model is more durable than a mobile home, as the manufacturer assumes owner may move it occasionally. It differs from a travel tailer in that it provides as much interior space as possible without regard to lane width and turning radii—key concerns to those hauling travel trailers. Full-timers who perch for extended stays often choose a durable park model for the space and amenities, generally available at a lower cost than a comparably equipped travel trailer. They drive carefully (and infrequently) to a new town, city, or burg.





Fifth-Wheel Trailers

Unlike travel trailers and pop-ups, which are hitched to the back of a car, van, or truck, a fifth-wheel mounts to a special device in the bed of a pickup truck. Fifth-wheels have an extension on the front of the trailer box that extends over the tow vehicle and a horizontal plate that looks like a wheel that rests on the tow vehicle for support. This plate is where the fifth-wheel unit gets its name. This hitch arrangement requires a compatible tow vehicle, usually a specially equipped, full-size truck or a custom tow vehicle. The hitch places the load in the center of the tow vehicle instead of behind. The broad mount is similar to that of a tractor-trailer rig and is considered more stable by some people, resulting in less trailer-driving-the-car effect (also known as the tail-wagging-the-dog effect). Because the fifth-wheel’s hitch resides on the top of a truck bed, the front of the trailer portion can be used as living space. In fact, on most fifth-wheels the area above the towing hitch is the “upstairs master bedroom.”

Fifth-wheel trailers (measured from front extension to rear bumper) range in length from twenty-one feet to over forty feet and are similar in range of features to the larger travel trailers. Fifth-wheels offer a wide range of floor plans, including multiple slide-out rooms as options. The units are generally spacious. In terms of functionalism, like trailers (and motorhomes), fifth-wheels range in construction and features from plain and functional to truly luxurious.

Because a fifth-wheel is pulled by a full-size pickup truck, larger units can be safely towed and a roomy fifth-wheel with a slide-out or two is much like an apartment in terms of interior footage and livability. We saw one at an RV show with an option for a second bathroom! A fifth-wheel is usually easier to drive than a car/trailer arrangement because of the strength of the fifth-wheel’s hitch. A small fifth-wheel accommodates two couples. A long model with convertible sleeping quarters can accommodate a large family or group of buddies.




Tip: Tax Deductions
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At this writing, interest on an RV can be written off as you would the mortgage on a second home! Check with the IRS for current details and restrictions.





Fifth-Wheel Price Ranges

Excluding the separate tow vehicle, new fifth-wheels are priced from $20,000 and up. You can break the $100,000 barrier with a large, richly appointed unit. The construction and features of fifth-wheels are similar to those of travel trailers in the same cost categories.

The Low-Cost Fifth-Wheel (Less than $20,000)

Really more like an inexpensive trailer that uses a hitch to a pickup instead of a trailer-type hitch, these rigs are easier to handle than a similar trailer. They may offer more interior square footage as well. Construction will likely be a combination of steel and wood framing with aluminum siding. Expect interior construction similar to that of the low-cost travel trailers. Some use of fiberglass and insulation may be found in the best of the low-priced fifth-wheels.

The Medium-Priced Fifth-Wheel ($20,000 to $45,000)

If you’re looking for a fifth-wheel shorter than thirty feet a number of options are available in this price range. As with trailers, longer length at a lower price means fewer amenities and lower-quality construction. Well-constructed, insulated rigs are available within this price range.

The Highliner Fifth-Wheel ($45,000 and Up)

Built more strongly than most houses to take the stress of the road, the finest fifth-wheels are long affairs with slide-out rooms. Most include the amenities of a well-equipped apartment (including washer, dryer, and trash compactor) as well as such self-containment features as a generator with its own fuel supply (separate from that of the tow vehicle) and ample storage. The construction of these quality rigs parallels that of expensive travel trailers and motorhomes.
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Fifth-wheel RVs are often considered more stable to tow than similarly equipped travel trailers. A fifth-wheel mounts on the towing pickup truck much as a semi-trailer connects to a tractor unit.

Fifth-Wheel Advantages

Floor plans are spacious in large rigs, since there is a lot of square footage, even without a slide-out section.

Like trailers, fifth-wheels have long life spans, since there’s no engine or transmission to wear out as with a motorhome.

Unhitching the pickup provides transportation to stores and for sightseeing.




Tip: Artistic License
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Safety advocates have long worked toward demanding a special license for drivers of RVs. They feel that drivers of such rigs require training and testing similar to operators of large tractor-trailer rigs. Whether such training and licensing is a good idea is up in the air, but at this time no bills have been successfully put in place in any state or at the federal level.





Fifth-Wheel Disadvantages

Requires a pickup truck with a powerful engine, if you don’t already own one. Some modern pickups with high and narrow beds may not be compatible. We haul our monster with a truck equipped with a turbodiesel engine. You must add the cost of the tow vehicle to the total price of the rig. This often makes fifth-wheels more expensive than comparably equipped motorhomes.

Easier to handle than most travel trailers (at least that’s the popular point of view), but still subject to the effect of high winds.

Issues to Consider

It takes a powerful pickup truck to successfully haul a heavy fifth-wheel unit. It’s easier to match the truck to the rig than the other way around.

Like trailers, fifth-wheels hold their value better than do motorhomes.

A quality hitch adds about $850 to the purchase price including installation. You may also want to replace the pickup truck’s fold-down tailgate with a mesh-type unit that provides less wind resistance. This improves gas mileage and handling in high winds. (Save the original tailgate, in case you should want to sell the truck later.)
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Motorhomes: The One-Piece Home on Wheels


Ranging in size from modest units less than eighteen feet in length to the units reminiscent of the Graf Zeppelin, motorhomes include a drivetrain and living quarters. Available in a broad range of lengths, floor plans, and options, a motorhome is a complete living and traveling environment on wheels. Unlike trailers and fifth-wheels, a motorhome is set up so that the driver shares the same space with passengers in the living space of the coach (all wearing seat belts, please). Together, all members of the party can converse, snack, and otherwise amuse themselves with videos, games, or watching the scenery as the miles tick off.

Complete with drivetrain (engine, transmission, steering, and so forth), motorhomes are considered easier to drive than most trailer rigs. Motorhome prices start in the low five figures and can nearly breach the $1-million mark if built on a full-size bus chassis. Motorhomes range from the short and Spartan to the long and elaborate. They are the quintessential RV—everything from engine to icemaker in one gorgeous box.

Obviously, a drivetrain-equipped unit has significantly more components than a trailer, but owning a trailer doesn’t free you of potential mechanical maintenance troubles. Tow vehicles have maintenance requirements similar to those of the drivetrain of a motorhome.

Motorhome Prices

The motorhome price range is much broader than that of towable units. At the low end are units built on a light truck chassis with modest livability features. At the high end, the sky’s the limit.

The Low-Priced Motorhome (Less than $50,000)

The least expensive new motorhomes come in two flavors, utilitarian and fancy, but small (short). On such rigs, a generator compartment may be provided, but the generator is optional. You may find well-equipped rigs in this price range, but since length equals room, they may be restricted in interior space, as the operating cabin (the driver’s seat) eats into the living area.

Low-end motorhomes offer livability features comparable to those of low-priced travel trailers. The construction varies. On low-end units you may find some wood reinforcing the frame, although unlike trailers, all modern motorhomes have some steel or metal framing. All low-end motorhomes are gas-powered. Expect the units to be built on a basic frame and chassis. Cabinetry will feature plywood and paneling construction, with the occasional laminate for a “real wood” feel.

The Mid-Priced Motorhome ($50,000 to $150,000)

This price range nets you a long, fully equipped, roomy motorhome with fewer compromises as the price moves upward. Personally, we’d recommend a well-constructed and adequately equipped twenty-eight-footer with all metal cage construction and antis way bars over a forty-foot rig that handles badly in the wind because the suspension’s design was compromised with the additional length.

Some mid-priced motorhomes are diesel-powered. Some offer rear cameras and monitors as an option. Expect increased use of laminates and real wood and higher-quality appliances, as on better-quality travel trailers.

The Highline Motorhome ($150,000 and Up)

Luxurious: That’s the only way to describe the highline motorhomes. These are the rigs of the rich and famous and those lucky enough to have the money. Built to the standards of a bus, they incorporate airbrakes, superior suspension systems, extensive insulation, electronic readouts for every system on the rig (some even offer satellite navigation systems as an option), and a quality diesel engine, usually mounted aft, as on the buses used by the city transit system. Expect such options as rear cameras and monitors for driving safety, leather upholstery and the best fabrics, marble or Corian counters, gold-plated bathroom fixtures, Jacuzzi tubs, security systems, crystal light fixtures, and raised ceilings, as well as slide-out rooms, quality fabrics, and home-style appliances. These rigs can go without hookups for weeks on end. These are houses on wheels and cost as much as if not more than many traditional homes. Naturally, to make an appropriate impression, if you tow a car behind one of these rigs, it should be a Mercedes or a Jaguar.

Motorhome Advantages

With proper loading and a quality coach, a motorhome is the easiest rig to drive. Plus, you can access all systems while on the road and even sleep while in motion, although we don’t recommend it in case of a panic stop or traffic accident.

Upper-line models offer more amenities and luxury than any trailer or fifth-wheel we’ve encountered so far.

This is an all-in-one purchase. There’s no worry about incompatibilities between tow vehicle and rig. The generator—if included or added—even shares the rig’s on-board fuel.

Motorhome Disadvantages

The “helm” takes up at least eight feet of space that becomes essentially useless when in port. (We kept the cat’s litter box in the well of the passenger’s compartment when docked.)

Because of the height of the rigs, storage is often a problem with the larger units, especially if your home-based community doesn’t allow motorhomes in the street and you live in a home with a standard garage. (This problem plagues the largest travel trailers and fifth-wheels as well.)

Motorhomes can be expensive, depending on the configuration selected. State sales tax and registration fees can be stunning on a highline rig. You may choose to buy in a state where the fees and taxes are low.

There is fast erosion of resale value, as potential buyers consider the condition and wear on the drivetrain of a used unit. A “high-miler” motorhome is a tough sell unless the price is right.

A motorhome requires that you bring a tow vehicle for easy grocery runs, or the complete unhooking of the rig for a trip into town or to see the sights. Alternatives include bicycles and motorbikes.

Issues to Consider

If the motorhome breaks down, you may be forced to camp at Motel 6 while the rig is repaired.

Motorhomes longer than twenty-two feet may be unable to camp in some national parks, and private parks may have limitations on the longest rigs as well. Or there may be a limited number of spaces for long rigs and all of them rented.

Roomy, extra-wide models (more than ninety-six inches wide) are officially banned in some states, although so far we’ve never noticed the local highway patrol, tape measure in hand, scrutinizing an extra-wide vehicle. If your plans include extensive in-state camping, check with the highway patrol for local regulations and then choose to abide by or ignore them.
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The Classes of Motorhomes 

Besides the general issues to consider regarding motorhomes, there are several classes of motorhomes to be aware of during your review of RVing options. After reading this section and visiting an RV lot or two, you’ll be able to name these rigs with no more than a glance!

The Class “A” Motorhome

Like the biggest and best-equipped trailers and fifth-wheels, Class A motorhomes are a home away from home for the adventurous weekender and the dedicated full-timer bent on intimate exploration of the continent without seriously compromising the comforts of home.

Class A motorhomes are generally the largest and most expensive type of motorhome (except for bus conversions). The models range in size from about thirteen-thousand to thirty thousand pounds gross vehicle weight, from twenty-eight to forty-five feet in overall length, and average from nine to ten feet high. The units come in various widths and some include slide-out rooms. Motorhomes are generally a box on wheels with all the comforts of home inside. They are frequently constructed on custom undercarriages or on a three- to ten-ton truck chassis. It is easy for the passenger to move from the passenger seat to the back of the coach. The most expensive motorhomes are shaped like buses. In fact, some are actually converted bus designs.
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The best Class A motorhomes, like the one shown here, provide spacious livability and superior stability on the road.

Larger Class A rigs come equipped with a spacious (for an RV) shower/bath, queen-size bed, and a galley that rivals that of a land-based apartment. Dual air-conditioners keep you cool while massive fuel tanks provide a flexible five-hundred-mile range between filling stations. Some big rigs even feature washer and dryer, basement storage, and built-in television monitors with room for a roof-mounted satellite dish. No in-park cable hookup? Look to the stars for entertainment!

A Class A is a true mobile home on wheels. Larger units offer every amenity possible in an RV, including a true queen-sized bed and a bathtub of sorts.

A quality Class A—one with adequate suspension systems for its size—is the easiest full-size rig to drive as no towing is involved.

Because Class A is the most expensive RV format, many buyers will opt for a short model or forgo Class A completely and buy a fifth-wheel or trailer arrangement.

“Extended” Class As are difficult to drive over bumpy roads and in the mountains. They can be especially problematic on Mexico’s back roads as the rear of the coach grinds on the pavement of uneven thoroughfares.

If you just want to drive around after reaching your destination, you’ll need to tow a car or take a bike along for general transportation. Driving and parking the large rigs in town is problematic.

Buses and Bus Conversions—the Ultimate Class A Motorhome

Some technically Class A motorhomes are called buses or bus conversions. While there are old Greyhounds made over into coaches (and best avoided for the most part), the bus models we’re talking about are built as luxurious RVs on a bus chassis (or something similar) and were never intended for public transit. The bus models are the most stable and long-lived RVs on the road. They are also the most expensive.

Should you need a new engine or drivetrain component, better have your pennies saved. But if you want the biggest, most stable, and most custom rig possible, you can buy a bus unit with everything from a center-island cooktop and gas range to a round king-size bed and full-size Jacuzzi spa.

These motorhomes are literally mansions on wheels—although a bit smaller than Tara. Makers include Monaco, Newell, Bluebird, and Marathon. Aside from the price tag, the upside includes more room inside than most couples will know what to do with and an awesome stability that allows safe travel in windy and wet conditions. The tall profile also allows for true “basement storage,” since the storage area was built into the chassis to carry luggage.
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Bus-style RVs are mansions on wheels
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The interiors of high-end motorhomes offer opulence as well as functionalism

These are the best rigs for highway travel and safety. Even though they are either a full-sized bus or close to it, the high-quality suspension and drivetrain make them reasonably easy to handle.

There is adequate engine power for towing almost anything while fully loaded.

They have beautifully rich interiors with every amenity possible.

They have superior security with better locks, window braces, built-in alarms, and even floor-mounted safes for stowing valuables. An anti-intrusion alarm system may be standard.

The price of the rig is a problem if you aren’t ready to invest the mid to high six figures in your rig. Some advice before you buy a used bus to save money: If your state allows it, check the vehicle’s history. Some buses have been around the world multiple times. Is that 101,765 on the odometer real or does it reflect turnover at 999,999 miles plus 101,765 miles?

A really big, loaded-down bus eats fuel. While its huge tanks hold enough to creep across a continent, when it’s time to tank up, the bill can be scary.

Repair bills for major drivetrain components will knock your socks off! (Imagine a bill for transmission replacement in the five figures!)

Older bus and bus conversion rigs (avoid those with Grateful Dead stickers) may be had for reasonable prices, but when the bill is tallied for neglected maintenance, a promising bargain may become a mechanic’s dream and an owner’s nightmare.

The Class “C” Motorhome

Class C motorhomes are generally smaller and less expensive than Class A motorhomes. The size typically ranges from ten thousand to eighteen thousand pounds gross vehicle weight, from twenty to thirty-one feet long, and from about nine to ten feet high. Basically, a Class C is any motorhome that has a custom motorhome body mounted on a conventional vehicle chassis. Typically, Class C motorhomes are built on a vanfronted commercial truck chassis. Class C motorhomes can also have pickup truck front ends, or even a Cadillac front end. We once saw a Class C based on a diesel tractor!

In general, Class C motorhomes look like an extended van or truck from the front with a big box for the living quarters extended to the back. The driver compartment is similar to that of a van, with an overhead sleeping or storage area above the driving compartment. The passenger can move from the passenger seat to the back of the unit with slight difficulty getting around the engine hump.
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A Class C motorhome is essentially a very large van with the top and back replaced with the motorhome living quarters. The main Class C sleeping accommodations are usually above the driving cab area and in the rear. Some floor plans feature convertible sleeping areas in the dining/sitting area.

The Class C is intended mainly for weekend warriors making forays to the nearest rural fishing hole, although some people manage to turn well-built units into full-timing rigs. Class C rigs often feature sleeping accommodations in a compartment above the driving cab. They offer larger living accommodations and bathroom dimensions than the micro motorhomes, but nothing on the scale of the largest Class A rigs.

Most Class C floor plans offer ample sleeping accommodations for vacation adventures with a small family or two couples. The rigs accommodate four full-size people easily. Two additional children (for a total of six persons) can be accommodated in convertible facilities on most units. Class C full-timing is limited by storage and weight capacities. However, if you travel light, you can live in a large Class C as easily as a mid-sized Class A. Compare Class C rigs to small Class A rigs before you decide on the best value for your needs. A Class C is often a better overall value—especially if storage and walking space are not priorities for your RVing travels. If a Class C makes more sense pricewise, compare each rig’s weight capacity to make sure you’re comparing vehicles of equal capacity and strength.

Class Cs are usually easy to drive, although the largest models, when heavily loaded (four adults, provisions, and liquids), are sluggish as the added weight pushes the drivetrain to its limits. (The largest Class Cs may reach thirty-one feet in length and are, in our opinion, grossly overweight and typically unstable when loaded.)

The Class C is generally easy to drive.

The Class C generally costs less than its Class A cousins.

Unlike a thirty-two-foot Class A, a small Class C can be parked almost anywhere you want to camp without attracting attention.

The Class C is easy to overload, as these rigs are built on modified van or truck chassis.

The longer units often prove unstable on highways.

One of the main sleeping compartments is over the cab. This area can get warm without air-conditioning in the summer. Those with physical disabilities may find climbing into this niche awkward—and thus should look into a longer, rear-bed configuration. A second convertible couch-to-bed is usually available without the climb but must be made up routinely for nighttime/ daytime use.

Micro Motorhomes

The original micros, built on a small truck chassis, are a thing of the past. We mention them not because we recommend them (we don’t), but because you may encounter micros on the used RV lots. They are tempting for the budget-minded as they’re priced very reasonably because they are slow movers. Manufacturers stopped making them because the small truck chassis used for these rigs couldn’t handle the weight. These compact RVs are similar to Class C motorhomes but are built on a lightweight truck chassis and are generally smaller (eight to nine feet high and around six thousand to ten thousand pounds gross vehicle weight). The units drive a lot like a passenger van with an extra eight hundred pounds tied down to the roof. Micros offer many of the amenities of their larger cousins, the Class A and Class C motorhomes, but on a much smaller scale.

Some micros feature sleeping arrangements similar to those of the Class C motorhome. Their light weight and reasonable fuel economy make them economical to take on long trips. Further, most micros fit into standard, full-size parking spaces at carports and garages. As with van conversions, their diminutive size brings easy handling and maneuverability as these units lack the height profile of larger rigs. But a small engine weighed down with living quarters means slow acceleration. Micros are especially easy to overload and some, when completely empty of people, provisions, and liquids, are already at or above their rated maximum weights. The federal government has been threatening to clamp down on this problem, and it looks as if most manufacturers have taken notice by moving to Class C configurations on a heavier chassis and van conversions.

Micros are best for two adults who don’t mind the intimacy of such a living arrangement. (It helps if you’re under five and a half feet tall.) Convertible beds may be assembled in the vehicle to sleep one more than one couple, although this is a very chummy arrangement.

Small footprint allows the micro to be parked in a space about the size of a van.

Built on a small pickup truck chassis, these units may be overweight with two adults and a six-pack of Pepsi. Micros are potentially dangerous, with an overloaded suspension and a tall vertical profile for such a small footprint chassis, seriously compromising handling.

Micros are very cramped inside. Cooking in the midget-sized galley may be more work than fun. The bathroom, storage, and living facilities are all on a Lilliputian scale.

For boondock camping, the small tanks and fuel supplies limit the number of days you can survive in the wild without hookups.

Taking showers in those rigs that offer them involves contortions coupled with water conservation.




Movies for RVers
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RVing is often depicted in the movies as a romantic alternative to real life. Remember the hordes of ragtag RVers who escaped the alien warships in Independence Day or the motley group of nuclear survivors in Mad Max? Then there are films that feature struggling families residing in travel trailers or custom travel vehicles, including The Client and The Last Starfighter. Consider these other RV features on your next trip to the video store:

Lost in America: 1985, Albert Brooks, Julie Hagerty. Two burnt-out executives quit their jobs, raid their substantial savings account, and jump in an RV in search of America (or something like that). This parody ends on a downbeat note, but then it is a comedy and Julie Hagerty’s character’s little gaming problem is what ends this on-the-road epic. The RV scenes look like fun, and making that “freedom sandwich” (orange cheese on white bread, naturally) while driving is Albert Brooks’s character’s idea of the freedom of the road.

The Blues Brothers: 1980, John Belushi, Dan Aykroyd. Hardly a zenith in moviemaking, seeing the enraged country-western band pompously sink their RV into the swamp is almost worth the rental price, plus you get to see an orange Ford Pinto station wagon meet its demise on the same ticket!

Harmony Cats: 1980, Kim Coates, Jim Byrnes. A country-western band tours in an RV with “Harmony Cats” prominently painted on both sides. The encapsulated listing pretty much sums up the plot: “A concert violinist sheds his classical training for down-home fiddling with an unlikely country music group.” Need we say more? Does have some good interior views of a 1970s Class C motorhome with poorly maintained walnut interior.

Spaceballs: 1987, John Candy, Rick Moranis. Possibly the first real challenge to Plan Nine from Outer Space as the worst film of all time. Much of the action takes place in a warp-speed Winnebago. (We assume they keep the O2 tanks in the much-vaunted basement storage.) It’s Mel Brooks’s worst effort. On second thought, forget we even mentioned it—even though the Winnebago as a starship was a cute idea.
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