Dear Trailer Sailor,

One of the most overlooked investments many boat owners have is their boats trailer. While most owners only take a quick glance at the owner’s manual after taking delivery of their boat they do not realize that trailer maintenance and setup is a crucial part of having a fun day on the water or in some cases not making it to the boat ramp at all.  

Within the trailers owners manual there is an inspection list with many items that will need to be greased, inspected or tighten on a regular basis.  In most cases the unseen items are what can turn out to be the most troublesome. Rather than quote the owners manual word for word lets review the most common maintenance items on your trailer and see how they could affect your weekend outing if not properly attended to.

1. Wash your trailer: When washing the trailer do it systematically and take your time doing so. This is an excellent time to visually inspect the under carriage, brake line fittings and brake drums, if equipped on your trailer. As you work your way around the trailer use your free hand to lightly push or pull on items such as trailer uprights, fenders or winch stands to check for tightness. Always be on the lookout for loose fitting hardware. Remember a lot of bouncing and vibration takes place as your trailer moves down the highway and this can loosen most types of fastening devises.  

2. Tire pressure and tire wear: Just like your automobile tire pressure can be the difference between a smooth or unpleasant ride to the boat ramp. The difference in a few pounds of air from one tire to the next or from side to side can make a large difference in fuel economy and tire wear. If you have ever wondered why your trailer seems to bounce down the road, chances are one or all of the tires are not properly inflated. By checking the air pressure on a routine basis (monthly) you are one step closer to a safe and worry free trip to the local boat ramp or the long awaited vacation resort a few hundred miles away. 

3. Proper lighting: This is one of the most important safety inspections you can make on your trailer. How many times have you been motoring down the highway after sunset and notice just in front of you a boat and trailer with the running lights flashing and flickering? And, this is just the ones that are working. It is often taken for granted that if one taillight is working properly then the boat can be seen by the driver following behind. The type of lighting failure described above is not only dangerous it is easily and inexpensively resolved. To replace the running/brake light bulbs on your trailer probably cost the average owner less that five-dollars to complete. To clean the light bulb sockets install the new bulbs and clean the trailer light connector at the hitch probably takes less than thirty minutes to complete from start to finish. The point being, it only takes a few minutes of preparation to travel safely during the nighttime hours so why take the chance.  

4. Tie down straps: A good start to any weekend outing is when a boat owner, his vehicle, boat and its trailer all arrive at the same location and at the same time. One of the largest misconceptions in boat towing that a boat by itself weighs enough to hold it securely on the trailer while riding down the highway. Part of this assumption is true or that is until it becomes necessary to set the brakes in an emergency situation and this is when the trailer becomes a launching pad for the boat rather than a means of transporting it. Don’t be convinced that a boat tie down strap is only used to prevent a boat from sliding backwards or from bouncing around on the trailer because this is far from the case. Check your owner’s manuals (boat and trailer) for the correct tie-down locations on your boat and trailer.

5. Safety chains: Very few owners are aware that not only are safety chains required in most states they should also be crossed under the trailer coupler for maximum performance. Safety chains and the use of an emergency brake cable (supplied on most trailers with brakes) are the only means of controlling and stopping your boat/trailer should it become detached from the vehicle while it is moving down the highway. 

6. Trailer weight: One of the biggest misunderstandings most owners have is load capacity. For the most part a boat’s trailer is only designed, specified and manufactured to carry your boat and a reasonable amount of loose gear. They are not designed or intended to transport excess cargo such as, but not limited to, gas grills, small fishing boats with outboard or an assortment of windsurfers. These are just a few examples that come to mind. Trailers for the most part are built for a specific brand and model of boat. If ever in doubt about your trailers carrying capacity a quick review of the manufacturers capacity label located on the forward portion of the trailer will relieve any concerns you may have.   

7. Tongue weight: I am sure at some point we have all seen a vehicle slowly and carefully moving down the highway in an odd manner. In this particular case what you quickly begin to notice about this bizarre driving style is that as the operator begins to accelerate the rear of the vehicle begins to sway back and forth. When he slows down the rear of the vehicle settles down and the driver continues on at a slow pace. This, not so uncommon event, is known to most Trailer Sailors as fish tailing. What most drivers don’t understand is that this nerve-wrenching and dangerous means of transporting a boat is normally caused by improper tongue weight. In most cases the type of swaying just described takes place when the boat or its cargo has been set to far aft on the trailer therefore as is moves down the road it is attempting to lift the rear of the vehicle off the ground. It is not set in stone for every boat trailer but the average tongue weight for a Hunter boat should be at or close to seven percent of the total boat weight. This can be accomplished by moving the winch stand forward or aft on the trailer tongue to achieve the desired weight.

8. Wheel bearings: If there was ever an item that needed to be maintained to the letter it is the greasing and annual maintenance of your trailers wheel bearings. For the Trailer Sailor, more weekends have been spoiled by that unpleasant grinding sound coming from the center of the wheel hub on a trailer. Why? Because it can only mean one thing and that is the bearings are dry of grease, over heating and about to stop turning. What is even worse is this only happens at night on a lonely highway and during a holiday weekend.  The good news is it can be partially avoided by installing and using bearing buddies, if you do not already have them, and following a diligent maintenance schedule. One of the few down falls with bearing buddies is the inner/rear bearing may not receive the proper amount of lubrication if the bearings are not packed properly in the beginning. This is why it is recommended that all bearing be removed, cleaned and repacked (including the hub) on an annual basis. By following these simple suggestions you will greatly improve your chances of trouble free travel and increased fuel mileage.    

By following these simple recommendations we feel that your time spent traveling to and from your favorite boating site or taking that annual family vacation can be made more pleasant and enjoyable for the entire family.   

Hunter Marine

