
5th Wheel Towing Guide 1

5th Wheel Towing Guide

5th Wheel Towing
Guide

Downloaded from
www.strongadvocates.com

by Aydin & English

UNDERSTANDING THE
ESSENTIALS OF A 5TH WHEEL
TOWING GUIDE

Embarking  on  a  journey  with  a  fifth
wheel  trailer  represents  a  significant
step  up  in  the  world  of  recreational
travel.  Unlike conventional  bumper-pull
trailers,  fifth  wheels  offer  superior
stability,  increased living space,  and a
towing experience that many seasoned
travelers prefer. However, mastering the
art  of  towing  a  fifth  wheel  requires  a
thorough  understanding  of  the
equipment, physics, and safety protocols
involved. This comprehensive 5th Wheel
Towing  Guide  will  walk  you  through
everything  you  need  to  know,  from
selecting the right truck to maneuvering
your rig with confidence.

What Makes Fifth
Wheel Towing
Different?
The  fundamental  difference  between  a
fifth wheel and a travel trailer lies in how
the  weight  is  distributed.  A  fifth  wheel
hitch sits in the bed of a pickup truck,
connecting to a kingpin on the trailer.
This  design  places  the  pivot  point
directly over the rear axle of the towing
vehicle, distributing weight more evenly
across  the  truck's  chassis.  This
configuration  provides  a  lower  center  of

gravity  and  significantly  reduces  sway
compared  to  bumper-pull  trailers,
making for a more controlled and stable
towing experience.
Another  key  distinction  is  the  turning
radius.  Because the hitch is located in
the  truck  bed,  a  fifth  wheel  can  turn
much tighter than a travel trailer. This is
particularly  advantageous  when
navigating  campgrounds,  gas  stations,
or tight mountain roads. However, it also
demands  awareness  of  the  truck  bed
clearance to avoid contact between the
trailer and the cab during sharp turns.

Selecting the
Right Tow
Vehicle
Before you can even think about hitching
up, you must ensure your truck is up to
the task. The single most critical factor
in fifth wheel towing is payload capacity,
not  towing  capacity.  Many  trucks  can
pull  massive  loads,  but  they  lack  the
payload to handle the pin weight of  a
fifth  wheel.  Pin  weight  is  the  portion  of
the trailer's weight that presses down on
the  hitch  in  the  truck  bed,  typically
ranging from 15% to 25% of the trailer's
total weight.
To determine if  your  truck is  suitable,
follow these steps:

Locate the payload capacity
sticker on your driver's side door
jamb. This number represents the
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maximum weight your truck can
carry, including passengers, cargo,
the hitch itself, and the trailer's pin
weight.
Weigh your fully loaded truck at a
public scale to get an accurate
baseline.
Subtract the weight of all
passengers, gear, and the hitch
from the payload capacity. The
remaining figure is your available
pin weight allowance.
Choose a fifth wheel whose
expected pin weight falls within
that allowance.

For  most  larger  fifth  wheels,  a  heavy-
duty  truck  is  essential.  The  half-ton
segment has made strides with models
like  the  Ford  F-150,  Ram  1500,  and
Chevrolet Silverado 1500, but these are
generally  limited  to  smaller,  lighter  fifth
wheels. For anything over 8,000 pounds,
a three-quarter-ton or  one-ton truck is
the  safer  and  more  practical  choice.
Diesel engines are highly preferred for
the i r  to rque ,  exhaus t  b rak ing
capabilities,  and  fuel  economy  under
load.

Choosing the
Right Fifth Wheel
Hitch
The hitch is the critical link between your
truck  and  trailer.  Several  types  of  fifth
wheel hitches are available, each with its
own advantages:

Fixed Hitches: These are simple,
reliable, and generally the most
affordable. They sit in the truck
bed and cannot be moved without
unbolting them. They offer a solid

connection but take up significant
bed space.
Sliding Hitches: For trucks with
short beds (typically less than 6.5
feet), a sliding hitch is essential. It
allows the hitch to slide rearward
on a track during sharp turns,
preventing the trailer from
contacting the truck cab. This
mechanism can be manual or
automatic.
Puck System Hitches: Many
modern trucks come pre-drilled
with a puck system in the bed.
These hitches drop directly into
the pucks, offering a clean, low-
profile installation with excellent
stability. They are becoming the
industry standard for heavy-duty
trucks.
Gooseball to Fifth Wheel
Adapters: Some truck owners
prefer a gooseneck ball for a
completely flat bed. Adapters are
available to convert a gooseneck
ball into a fifth wheel connection,
though purists often find these
less stable than a true fifth wheel
hitch.

When selecting a hitch, consider weight
capacity  first.  Always  choose  a  hitch
rated  for  at  least  as  much  as  your
trailer's  GVWR  (Gross  Vehicle  Weight
R a t i n g ) .  P a y  a t t e n t i o n  t o  j a w
mechanisms as well. Double jaw designs
securely grip the kingpin from two sides,
reducing chucking and movement at the
connection point.

Hitching Up
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Properly: A Step-
by-Step Process
Connecting  a  fifth  wheel  trailer
incorrectly  can  lead  to  a  catastrophic
separation. Follow this procedure every
s ing le  t ime  to  ensure  a  secure
connection:

Back your truck toward the trailer1.
so the kingpin is positioned
directly under the hitch head.
Ideally, aim for the kingpin to be
slightly forward of center in the
hitch.
Lower the landing gear until the2.
kingpin is slightly below the hitch
jaw level. This allows the trailer to
ride up slightly as you connect,
ensuring solid engagement.
Engage the trailer brakes via the3.
breakaway switch or a manual
brake controller override.
Slowly back the truck until the4.
kingpin fully engages the hitch.
You should hear a solid clunk as
the jaws close around the pin.
Test the connection by pulling5.
forward gently with the trailer
brakes still engaged. The truck
should move forward, and the
trailer should not detach.
Verify the hitch handle is in the6.
locked position and insert the
safety pin or lock.
Attach the safety chains, crossing7.
them underneath the gooseneck
or kingpin area. These provide a
backup connection in case the
hitch fails.
Connect the breakaway switch8.
cable to the truck. This is a vital
safety device that applies the
trailer brakes if it separates from

the tow vehicle.
Connect the electrical umbilical9.
cord and verify all lights and
signals are working.
Raise the landing gear completely10.
and perform a final walk-around
inspection.

Weight
Distribution and
Setup
Proper weight distribution is paramount
for  safe  fifth  wheel  towing.  An
improperly  loaded  trailer  can  lead  to
instability, poor handling, and excessive
wear on tires and suspension. The goal is
to achieve a balanced load where the pin
weight is between 15% and 25% of the
total trailer weight, with the majority of
the remaining weight centered over the
trailer axles.
Load heavier items such as tools, water
(if traveling), and camping gear directly
over  the  trailer  axles.  Avoid  placing
excessive  weight  at  the  rear  of  the
trailer,  as  this  can  cause  dangerous
sway. Inside the truck bed, keep items
low  and  secured.  Heavy  cargo  placed
high in the bed can negatively affect the
truck's center of gravity and handling.
Once loaded, take your rig to a public
scale. Weigh each axle individually. The
front axle of the truck should not be too
light,  as  this  reduces  steering  control.
Ideally, the front axle of the loaded truck
should  weigh  close  to  its  unloaded
weight plus the weight of passengers. If
it  is  significantly  lighter,  you  may  need
to  adjust  your  loading  or  consider  air
bags or helper springs to level the truck.
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Driving
Techniques for
Fifth Wheel
Towing
Driving  a  fifth  wheel  rig  demands  a
different  mindset  than daily  commuting.
Here are essential techniques to master:

Acceleration and Braking:
Accelerate gently and smoothly.
Anticipate stops far in advance
and brake early. Engine braking
(using the transmission to slow
down) is your best friend on
descents. Modern diesel trucks
with exhaust brakes make
descending steep grades
manageable and safe.
Turning: Remember that the rear
of the trailer cuts in sharply during
turns. Swing wide to the right
before turning left, and vice versa.
Use your mirrors constantly to
monitor the position of the trailer
relative to curbs, signs, and other
obstacles.
Lane Changes: Signal well in
advance and check your mirrors
thoroughly. The length of your rig
means you need more space to
complete a lane change. Avoid
sudden movements.
Backing Up: This is arguably the
most challenging skill. Practice in
an empty parking lot before
tackling a campground. The
golden rule is to put your hand at
the bottom of the steering wheel
and move it in the direction you
want the trailer to go. Small,

gentle inputs are far more
effective than large steering
corrections.
Pulling into Gas Stations: Look
for truck stops or stations with
easy access and open layouts.
Avoid stations with low canopies,
tight corners, or inadequate space
to navigate.

Essential Safety
Checks Before
Each Trip
A pre-trip  inspection  should  become a
ritual  before  every  journey.  This  5th
Wheel  Towing  Guide  recommends  the
following checklist:

Inspect tire pressure and condition
on both truck and trailer. Under-
inflated tires generate excessive
heat and can fail catastrophically.
Check all lights and turn signals.
Verify the hitch is securely locked
and the safety pin is in place.
Ensure safety chains are properly
crossed and secured.
Test the breakaway switch battery
and connection.
Inspect the kingpin and hitch head
for wear or damage.
Check the landing gear for proper
operation and ensure it is fully
raised.
Verify the trailer brakes are
functioning by testing them with
the manual brake controller.
Check all cargo doors, windows,
and vents to ensure they are
closed and secured.
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Understanding
Trailer Brakes
and Controllers
Fifth wheel trailers are heavy, and your
truck's brakes alone are not sufficient to
stop the combined mass safely. Trailer
brakes  are  mandatory  on  all  but  the
smal lest  trai lers.  Modern  brake
controllers are sophisticated devices that
synchronize the trailer brakes with the
tow vehicle's braking system.
Proportional  brake  controllers  are  the
standard  today.  They  apply  the  trailer
brakes in proportion to how hard you are
stopping  the  truck.  This  provides
smooth,  natural  braking  that  is  far
superior to older time-delay controllers.
Many  modern  trucks  have  integrated
brake  contro l lers  bui l t  into  the
dashboard, which communicate directly
with  the  trailer  via  the  factory  wiring
harness.
Adjusting  the  brake  controller  gain  is
important. The goal is to apply enough
trailer braking power to assist the truck
without  causing  the  trailer  to  drag  or
lock up. A common method is to drive on
a dry, level road at around 25 mph and
manually  activate the trailer  brakes.  If
the trailer brakes are set correctly, you
should  feel  a  firm,  controlled  stop
without  the  truck  dragging  the  trailer.

Maintaining Your
Fifth Wheel

Setup
Regular maintenance extends the life of
your equipment and keeps you safe on
the  road.  Lubricate  the  hitch  jaws,
kingpin, and all moving parts according
to the manufacturer's schedule. Inspect
the trailer frame, suspension, and axle
components  for  cracks  or  corrosion.
Keep  the  electrical  connections  clean
and free of corrosion. Service the trailer
brakes  annually,  including  inspecting
brake  shoes,  magnets,  and  wiring.
Tires deserve special attention. RV tires
often  age  out  before  they  wear  out.
Replace  trailer  tires  every  five  to  seven
years, regardless of tread depth. Always
carry  a  spare  t i re  and  the  tools
necessary  to  change  it,  as  roadside
assistance  on  a  fifth  wheel  can  be
expensive  and  slow.

Common
Mistakes to
Avoid
Even  experienced  towers  can  fall  into
bad habits. Here are the most common
mistakes to avoid according to this 5th
Wheel Towing Guide:

Overloading the truck's payload
capacity. This is the number one
mistake and the most dangerous.
Ignoring tire pressure. Under-
inflated tires on a heavy rig are a
recipe for blowouts.
Neglecting to test the breakaway
switch. A dead battery means no
emergency braking.
Forgetting to raise the landing
gear fully. Dragging it can damage
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the gear and the road.
Towing with the fresh water tank
full. Water weighs over eight
pounds per gallon, adding
significant weight.
Making sudden steering or braking
inputs on slippery roads.
Failing to account for the rig's
height at low clearances.

Parking and
Campground
Arrival
Arriving at  your  campsite  should  be a
calm, planned process. If possible, scout

the site before attempting to park. Look
for  obstacles  like  trees,  rocks,  and
uneven ground. Use a spotter with clear
hand  signals  or  a  two-way  radio.  Pull
through sites  are ideal  if  available,  as
they eliminate the need to back up. If
you must back in,  take your time and
make  small  corrections.  There  is  no
shame in pulling forward to reset your
approach if it does not look right.
Once  parked,  level  the  trailer  side-to-
side  using  leveling  blocks  under  the
tires,  then  front-to-back  using  the
landing gear. Lower the stabilizer jacks
to reduce movement inside the trailer.
Connect to shore power and ensure the
electrical  polarity  is  correct  before
plugging  in  your  appliances.

CONCLUSION


