RVs & Campers

dummies

A Wiley Brand

Select the RV or camper
that fits your travel needs

Pick the perfect spot that
fits your camper

Take charge of maintaining
your RV or camper

Christopher Hodapp
Alice Von Kannon







ummies

A Wiley Brand






[ ~ "~ Y

060

RVS &
Campers

by Christopher Hodapp
and Alice Von Kannon

dummies

A Wiley Brand



RVs & Campers For Dummies®

Published by: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774, www.wiley.com
Copyright © 2021 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey
Published simultaneously in Canada

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except as permitted under Sections
107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without the prior written permission of the Publisher. Requests to
the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River
Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Trademarks: Wiley, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, Dummies.com, Making Everything Easier, and related
trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc., and may not be used without written
permission. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc., is not
associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: WHILE THE PUBLISHER AND AUTHOR HAVE USED THEIR BEST
EFFORTS IN PREPARING THIS BOOK, THEY MAKE NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT TO
THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETENESS OF THE CONTENTS OF THIS BOOK AND SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ANY
IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. NO WARRANTY MAY
BE CREATED OR EXTENDED BY SALES REPRESENTATIVES OR WRITTEN SALES MATERIALS. THE ADVICE AND
STRATEGIES CONTAINED HEREIN MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR YOUR SITUATION. YOU SHOULD CONSULT WITH
A PROFESSIONAL WHERE APPROPRIATE. NEITHER THE PUBLISHER NOR THE AUTHOR SHALL BE LIABLE FOR
DAMAGES ARISING HEREFROM.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department within
the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002. For technical support, please visit
https://hub.wiley.com/community/support/dummies.

Wiley publishes in a variety of print and electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some material included with
standard print versions of this book may not be included in e-books or in print-on-demand. If this book refers to
media such as a CD or DVD that is not included in the version you purchased, you may download this material at
http://booksupport.wiley.com. For more information about Wiley products, visit www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2021938286
ISBN 978-1-119-79034-1 (pbk); ISBN 978-1-119-79035-8 (ebk); ISBN 978-1-119-79030-3 (ebk)
Manufactured in the United States of America

10 987 654 321


http://www.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
https://hub.wiley.com/community/support/dummies
http://booksupport.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com

Contents at a Glance

Introduction..................... 1
Part 1: Getting Started with RVs and Campers............... 7
cHAPTER 1: Joining the Cavalcade of Rolling Nomads........................... 9
cHAPTER 22 Surveying the Wide World of RVsand Campers .................... 25
cHAPTER 3: Decisions, Decisions: Knowing What YouNeed..................... 55
Part 2:BuyingYourRV.... ...l 73
cHAPTER 4: Fittingan RVintoYourBudget ............coviiiiiiiiiiiiiin... 75
cHAPTER5: Doing Your Homework ...t 85
cHAPTER6: Dealingwith Dealers. ... ... e 99
cHapTeEr 7: Adding a Tow Vehicle to Your Trailer.............. oot 111
cHApPTER 8: Getting Hitched and the Alchemy of Weight ...................... 127
Part 3: Taking Your First Camping Trip ...................... 139
cHAPTER 9: Stocking Up on Accessories: What Your RV Didn't Come With....... 141
cHAPTER 10: Packing forthe Road ....... ... . o i 159
cHAPTER 11: Driving, Parking, and the Dread of BackingUp .................... 173
cHAPTER 12: The Shakedown: Your MaidenVoyage ..., 193
cHAPTER 13: Setting Up Your Campsite . . ..o e 209
Part 4: Understanding How Your RVWorks................. 227
CHAPTER 14: Electrical Systems . ... 229
cHAPTER 15: Water World: The Wonders of Plumbing ......................... 247
CHAPTER 16: The Propane Gas System. . ... ... 279
CHAPTER 17: Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning........................ 301
Part 5: Tackling Some Advanced RV Topics ................. 313
cHAPTER 18: Storage and Old ManWinter ... ... ..o it 315
CHAPTER 19: TOW, Tow, Tow Your Toad: Towing Your Car Behind Your

MOtOrhOME . .o e 333
cHAPTER 20: Boondocking and Living offthe Grid. ............. ... ... . ..., 343
Part6:ThePartofTens......................................... 357
cHAPTER 21: Ten Potential RV Catastrophes and How to Avoid Them............ 359
CHAPTER 22: Ten Smartphone Apps You Can't Live Without .................... 369
CHAPTER 23: Ten Great Attractions Just off the Highway .................... ... 375






Table of Contents

INTRODUCTION ... e 1
About ThiS BOOK. ... ..o 2

Foolish ASSumptions. . ...t i e 3

lcons Used iNnThiSBOOK .. ....ovvun i e 4

Beyond the BoOK. ... .ot 4
Whereto GofromHere ... 5

PART 1: GETTING STARTED WITH RVS AND CAMPERS ..... 7
cuaerera: JOiNing the Cavalcade of Rolling Nomads ............ 9
Everybody's Doing It ... ...t 10
Weekenders and vacationers ...........c.cooiiiiiiiiiin... 11

Snowbirds andretirees. . ... . 12

FUll-timers. . oo 12
WOrKamPers. . oo 14

Road scholars. ... .. 15

Going green and living offthegrid............... ... ... ..., 15

Glampers o 16
International tourists ...... ... i 16

The SongoftheOpenRoad. ... ...ttt 18

“Intrepid autoists” . ... . 18

Getting scientific ... 19

President Eisenhower and the Interstate Highway System ...... 20

The Road LessTaken ........ oot 21

caerer 22 SUrveying the Wide World of RVs and Campers. ... 25
MOtOrhOMES ..o e 26

Class Amotorhomes. ... ..ot 29

Class B Motorhomes. .. ..ot 34

Class Cmotorhomes. .. ..ot 37

Towables. . ... 41

Toy haulers or sport utility trailers .. .......... ... oo ... 44
Lightweights . ... o 45

Teardrop trailers . ... ... 46

Off-road trailers. .. ..o 47

Pop-up trailers. . ..o 48

Fifthwheels ... 51

TrUCK CamIPerS. o o ettt et et e e et 53

Table of Contents vii



cuaeer3: Decisions, Decisions: Knowing What You Need ... . 55
To Pull or Be Pulled, ThatIsthe Question...............covvu... 56
Go big or go home: Opting for a motorhome or fifth wheel. . .. .. 57
Space Odyssey: How Much DoYouNeed? ....................... 60
Travelingwith kids. . ... .o i 64
Travelingwithpets ....... . i 65
Working fromtheroad......... ... i 67
Honestly Assessing Amenities. ....... ..o iiiinnan. 68
Fireplace . ..o 68
Washeranddryer ... ...t 68
Dishwasher. .. ... 70
PART 2: BUYING YOURRV.............. 73
cuaerera: Fitting an RV into Your Budget........................ 75
New or Used: The Wide World of RVs. . ...t 75
Buyingused ...t 76
BUYING MW . . .ot 77
Taking Outa loan . ....oou i e 78
Expectingthe Unexpected....... ... iiiiiiiiinn, 80
Thetaxmancometh.......... oo it 80
INSUIraNCe ... 81
R0 = =< P 82
CHAPTER 5: Doing YourHomework ................................. 85
Working on Your Short List .........oo oo 85
Getting to know the majorplayers......... ..., 86
Considering smaller RV makers. ..., 86
Zeroing in on the RVs you're interested in..................... 90
Finding Resources You Can Trust . .......viieeenneeennneenn, 90
Thelnternet . ... ..o i 92
Booksand magazines............ i 94
RV SNOWS. ..o 96
CamPErOUNGS ottt et e e e e e 96
Factory tOUrS .ot e 97
CHAPTER 6: Dealing withDealers.................................... 99
Gettingthe Layoftheland ......... ... i, 99
Choosing an RV Dealer: Giant and Nationwide
orSmalland Local....... ... 101
Following the Rules of the Road: Tips for Working
withRVDealers ... e 104
Worrying Over Warranties . . ..ot 106

viii Rvs& Campers For Dummies



caerer 7. Adding a Tow Vehicle to Your Trailer ............... 11

Choosing Wisely. . ... 112

Finding Your Vehicle’s Tow Ratings. . ...........cooiiiviiiin.. 114

Shopping foraTow Vehicle .......... ... i i, 116

Understanding truck sizes ..., 117

Cab and bed configurations. . ....... ...l 121

Considering optional features. . ..., 123

cerers: Getting Hitched and the Alchemy of Weight ... 127

Getting to Know Your Trailer Hitch. .......... ... .. . o 128

The hitchreceiver ... ... . o i i i 129

What's what on the trailerhitch ............................ 130

Trailer hitchsizes. ... i i 132

Weight-carrying and weight-distributing hitches .. ............ 133

Weighing YOUr RV . ... e 134

PART 3: TAKING YOUR FIRST CAMPINGTRIP............... 139
cuaeero: Stocking Up on Accessories: What

Your RV Didn't Come With ............................ 141

The Bare Necessities. . ... 143

Wheel chocks . ... 143

Leveling blocks. . ..ot 143

Water hoSesS ..o 144

Sewer drain hoses and accessories ...............ccovienn. 145

Electrical cables and accessories. ...t 146

Gozintas, gozontas, anddogbones ........ ... ... ... 149

BasiCtools. ..o 151

Expendables. ... ... 154

FUNEXEras. ... 156

cuaerer10: Packing fortheRoad................................. 159

Following Some Basic Packing Tips. . ..., 160

Packing a First-Aid Kit ... ... e 161

Finding Fun Storage Hacks. . ...... .. 162

Plastic storage totes . ...t 162

Hooks and Command strips ..........coiiiiiinneeennn.. 163

Shelf and drawer caddies. ..........cooiiiiiiiiiiii i, 164

TeNSION Dars. ... 165

Stackable cabinet organizers............ ... il 165

Packing Your TUXedO . ...ttt 166

Kitchen Aid: Packing Food and Utensils......................... 168

Kingoftheroast ...t 169

Food safetyandstorage. ........coooviiiiiniiiiinnennn.. 170

Table of Contents ix



X

cwaerer 11: Driving, Parking, and the Dread

of BackingUp............................. 173
Preparing to Pilot Your Own Private Battleship .................. 174
Drafting a copilot. . ..o vv e 174
Practicing until you can't practiceanymore .................. 176
What's Your Clearance, Clarence? Knowing How Big
You Are Before You HittheRoad ........... ... ... .oiiinnan. 179
Backup Plan: BackingUp LikeaPro.............cooo it 181
Getting from Point A to Point B Stress-Free ..................... 182
Paying attentiontoyourspeed...........ooviiiiiiiiin... 182
Keepingyour distance ..........c.ooiiiiiinniiiinnenn.. 185
Steeringyouright .. ... o 185
Coming to a stop: “Trailer brakes first!” . ..................... 187
Handling hills ... ... o 190
cuaeer 12 The Shakedown: Your Maiden Voyage.............. 193
Taking Your Shakedown Cruise. ..........iieiiiinneennnn 194
Whither do we wander? Deciding wheretogo................ 194
Getting setto set UpP CampP. . v vt i e 195
Knowing whattocheck......... .. .. oo, 196
Findinga Campground. . ... ...ttt 201
Knowing your OptionsS. . .. ..o vt 202
Making reservations . ....... ..o 206
Checking in. .. 207
cuaerer 13: Setting Up Your Campsite............................. 209
Pulling into the Campground and Finding Your Campsite ......... 209
Onthe Level: Leveling YOur RV . ... ...t 211
Levelingsidetoside ... 212
Unhitching your trailer from your tow vehicle ................ 212
Leveling fronttoback....... ... oo 214
Connecting Your Utilities ... 215
Electricity. . oot 215
Water. ..o 217
SOl . Lt 218
Propane. ... e 218
Making Life Comfortable ...... ... ... i 219
Openingyourslides ......... i 219
Getting TV ServiCe . ..ot e 219
Communicating with the outsideworld. ..................... 221

RVs & Campers For Dummies



PART 4: UNDERSTANDING HOW YOUR RV WORKS....... 227

cuarrer12: El€ctrical Systems ... 229
One RV, Two Kindsof Power ...........cooiiiinniieiiinnn. 230
What RunsWhat ... 232

Engineorchassissystem ........cooviiiiiiniiin i 232
The 12VDC house power system. .......cvvivineinnennn.n. 233
ShOrE POWET . .o\t 235
Convertible Electricity. . ....ovie e e e 238
The Fuse Panel. .. ... .. 239
T2V fUSES. oo 239
120V circuitbreakers ... ... o i 240
GeNEratOrS . .ttt e 241
Power oUtpUL. . ..ot e 242
Weight. .o 243
FUBL o 243
NOISE . oo 243
Maintenance. ....... ... 244
SO CUNIEY ot ettt e 245

cwaerer 1s: Water World: The Wonders of Plumbing ........... 247
Understanding How Water WorksinanRV...................... 248
Using the Freshwater System ...........o i, 250

Gettingfreshwater........ ..ot 250
Getting to know your waterheater.......................... 257
Dealing with the Wastewater System........... ... ... ... .... 260
Getting down and dirty with your RVtoilet................... 260
Checking your holding tank monitor ........................ 262
Emptying your wastewatertanks .......... ... . oL 263
Washing out your blackwatertank.......... ... ... ... .... 272
Caring for and feeding your blackwatertank ................. 276

cuarrer16: The Propane Gas System............................... 279

Understanding the Basicsof Propane .......................... 280
Knowingwhatitruns ...t 281
Getting to know your propanetank......................... 286

KeepingYour Tanks Full . ...... ... . i 293
Determining how much propane you haveleft ............... 293
Filling up your propanetanks ............cooviiiiiinn... 294

Locating Leaks . ..o e 297

Table of Contents xi



cuaerer 17: Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning ........ 301

Starting withtheBasics ... 302
AWNINES. ettt e 302
Rooftop fans. ... 303

Depending on Your HVAC System. .. .....coiviiiiinne e 304
Air conditioners and heat pumps ... 304
Propane furnace ....... ...ttt 307
Hydronicheating. ... ..o 309

Trying Alternative Heating Methods. ............ ... .. ... .. 309
Electricspace heaters....... ...t 310
Propane space heaters..........c.couviiiiiiniiiiinnennnnn.. 31

PART 5: TACKLING SOME ADVANCED RV TOPICS......... 313
cuaerer 13: Storage and Old Man Winter ......................... 315

Winterizing and Storing Your RV. ... 316
Step 1: Housecleaningand more .......... ..., 318
Step 2: Away goes trouble down thedrains .................. 321
Step 3: Dealing with the waterheater ....................... 322
Step 4: Dumping your wastewatertanks. .................... 322
Step 5: Evicting the lastof thewater. ........................ 322
Step 6: Dosingyour drains. . ...ttt 324
Step 7: Beware the phantommenace ....................... 324
Step 8: Taking careof oddsandends........................ 326

Pulling Your RVoutof Storage. . ......oovvviinii i 327

Wintertime RVINg. .. ... e 328
KeepingyouandyourRVwarm ...........cooviiivinnennn.n. 328
Keeping water from freezing.......... ... ..o, 330
Using helpful cold weather accessories...............ooun... 331

cuarter 19: TOW, Tow, Tow Your Toad: Towing Your

Car Behind Your Motorhome......................... 333
Considering Your Towing Options . .........couiveiiinnnennn. 334
Flat tOWINg ..ot 334
ToW dOIly. .. 338
Cartrailer .. ..o 338
Considering the Vehicle You're Towing . ..., 339
cuaerer 20. Boondocking and Living off the Grid................ 343
This Land Is Your Land, This Land Is My Land:
Finding a Placeto Boondock . ... 344
Attending to the Necessitiesof Life ............ ... .ot 349
POWermeup ..o 350
Water: Finding it, storing it, conserving it, dumpingit.......... 352

Xii RVs& Campers For Dummies



PART 6: THEPARTOFTENS........ ..., 357

CHAPTER 21:

CHAPTER 22:

CHAPTER 23:

Ten Potential RV Catastrophes

and How to Avoid Them............................... 359
Destroying Your Jack. ... et i 359
Watching Your RigRoll Away . .. ... 360
Tanglingwith Wildlife . ... oo i 360
RUNNINg ON EMPLY. ..ot e 361
Causing Your Own Power Failure ...... ... .o, 361
Dancingonan Uninsured Ledge. ..........ooiiiiiiiniinn. 362
LosingYourOwn Trailer. ... ... 363
Flooding YoUr Rig. ..ot e e e 363
Swarming Nightmares ... i 364
LoSiNg It Al oo 365
Ten Smartphone Apps You Can’t

LiveWithout............................................ 369
GOOEIE MaPS ottt 369
COPIlOt GPS. oo 370
ROAALIIPPEIS .« et e 370
GasBuddy . ... 371
Allstays Camp and RV . ... 371
RA CamPiNg .o vttt 372
SKySafari ..o 372
AcCUWeather .. o 373
RV Pocket Reference. ... ... .ot 374
Ultimate RV Checklist ... ... e 374
Ten Great Attractions Just off the Highway ....... 375
National Route 66 MUSEUM . . ...ttt 375
Custer Battlefield Museum ... ... . .. i 376
The Thing .. e e 377
Cahokia Mounds State HistoricSite . ......... ..., 378
Meteor Crater. . ..ot 378
Wisconsin Dells .. ... e 379
Pedro's South ofthe Border ... ... ...t 380
Wall DruUg oo 380
Solvang, California. ... ..o 381
Star Trek Original SeriesSetTour. ..., 382
.............................................................. 383

Table of Contents  Xiii






Introduction

ne afternoon in late summer of 2020, our friend and neighbor Lora

knocked on our door to tell us out of the clear blue sky that she was selling

her house and everything in it and hitting the road in an RV. Her teenage
daughter had gone off to college earlier in the year. Their huge five-bedroom
house was way too big, way too expensive, and way too empty for a woman living
all by herself to maintain. So, she sold it in the midst of the real estate boom of
COVID-19, and she held a huge garage sale to get rid of her unneeded furniture
and a lifetime of assorted accumulated stuff.

It all happened so fast that we couldn’t quite believe it. Later that week, she pulled
into our driveway with the used Class C motorhome she’d bought and christened
“Big Betty.” She was headed first for Salem, Massachusetts, a place she’d always
wanted to see, with her two giant sheepdogs, her small auxiliary dog, and a cat.
A small party formed in the rain in our driveway, friends and neighbors seeing her
off. Lora is a pretty, upscale sort of lady, gregarious and caring, and she’d seen
many of us through some major crises. The entire neighborhood hated seeing
her go.

There was no route she intended to follow, no trail leading her to some destina-
tion, no deadline to get anywhere by some specific date. The five of them —
Lora and her four furry companions — were going out to see the country; meet
new people; discover new cities, villages, and landscapes; and go wherever her
whims and Big Betty carried her. With no more mortgage payment, property
taxes, insurance, homeowner’s association fees, utility payments, lawn care, or
other assorted home maintenance to pay for, suddenly being on the road meant
she could afford this lifestyle almost indefinitely. “I’ll try it for a couple of months
and see if I like it,” she cheerily said as she left town. As of this writing, Lora has
been gone almost eight months, and she’s still traveling.

When history books get written about the 21st century, we suspect there will be a
big fat asterisk at the natural demarcation point of the year 2020 — before COVID
and after COVID. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to come up with a single
event, industry, or activity that wasn’t dramatically altered by the national and
global shutdowns that accompanied the COVID-19 pandemic. That included the
world of recreational vehicles (RVs). The RV business had already been enjoying
an uptick in sales and interest for several years, but when every other form of
vacation travel shut down because of pandemic restrictions, RV dealerships sold
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out of nearly everything on their lots in record time, and parks and campgrounds
in all 50 states were packed solid. And in 2021, the RV industry anticipated manu-
facturing well over half a million new trailers, motorhomes, and campers — the
highest annual number in recorded history.

We may know our friend as Lora, but her name is Legion, to paraphrase a famous
parable, and she is many. More than 11 million American households own an RV
today, and over a million Americans are living in an RV full-time. It’s for Lora
and all those other new, first-time RVers like her that we decided to write this
book.

With so many millions of people of all ages setting out on their first RV vacation
each year, our goal is to give you enough knowledge that you won’t feel over-
whelmed by the vocabulary, the equipment, and the written and unwritten rules
of the road. Whether you’re planning to take the occasional weekend adventure,
or you’ve got itchy feet to go and keep right on going, owning an RV should be a
fun experience. But to keep it fun, there is a lot to be aware of before you even set
foot on a dealership’s parking lot and even more when you take your first trip. All
the things we learned the hard way are in this book, in the hope that you’ll never
panic and just keep on rolling.

About This Book

2

Shopping for and camping in an RV is supposed to be fun, so we want you to feel
informed and confident from the first time you enter a dealership to the time you
leave on your inaugural camping trip. In this book, we acquaint you with the types
and sizes of every RV imaginable — what they’re called and what makes them
ideal or unsuitable for your situation. We help you decide whether your rig should
tow or be towed, and we even tell you what a toad is. We arm you with RV driving
tips and explain the mystic forces of weight distribution. You get the lowdown on
your RV’s systems for power, gas, heating, and air conditioning, and we even give
you the straight scoop about water and poop.

By the time you finish this book, you’ll be able to hitch up, hit the road without it
hitting back, and set up camp like you’ve been doing it for years. Most important,
we help you decide whether the RV lifestyle is for you — whether you intend on
camping for a few weeks a year, living on the road full time, or something in
between.

RVs & Campers For Dummies



Because of the way this book is laid out for beginners, seasoned RVers may think
there’s nothing here for them. But there’s a use for it you may not have consid-
ered: Perhaps you’re the captain of your rig, the master of all you survey from the
throne of your driver’s seat. But if you’re traveling with a spouse, a friend, a part-
ner, or perhaps your teenage kids who don’t know how your RV operates, we hope
you’ll pass this book to them before your next big trip. Life on the road is so much
easier when you have a helping hand or two to keep things running smoothly. If
you don’t have the time, patience, or opportunity to teach your traveling compan-
ions how to operate or troubleshoot your RV and its systems, let us do it for you!

There’s a practical side to sharing this book with your traveling companion, too:
Unexpected accidents can happen on the road. RVers and campers frequently seek
out the perfect spot in the wilderness, far from civilization. But no one is inde-
structible or entirely bulletproof. If something were to happen to you as the prin-
cipal driver and your traveling partner had to take over the steering wheel
suddenly, they would need to know the basics of how everything in your rig works.

Within this book, you may note that some web addresses break across two lines of
text. If you’re reading this book in print and want to visit one of these web pages,
simply key in the web address exactly as it’s noted in the text, pretending as
though the line break doesn’t exist. If you’re reading this as an e-book, you’ve got
it easy — just click the web address to be taken directly to the web page.

Foolish Assumptions

RVs & Campers For Dummies starts from scratch, as though you know almost noth-
ing about RVs, so we make a couple of presumptuous assumptions:

3 We assume you're toying with the notion of having an RV of your own, or at
least renting one to see if you like it.

3 We assume you've at least owned your own automobile and know how to
drive, but we don't assume you've ever towed anything in your life.

3 We don't assume you know your Class B from your fifth wheel or your fresh
water from your black water (and trust us, you don't want to mix them up).

¥ We don't assume you're mechanically inclined or that you know which end of
the hammer gets used for installing screws.
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Icons Used in This Book

TIP

o
T
TECHNICAL
STUFF

©

REMEMBER

WARNING

Throughout this book, you’ll find icons (little pictures in the margin) that will help
you spot material of special interest. Here’s a guide to what the icons mean:

Anything marked with the Tip icon is a bit of advice that’s handy or helpful to
know, like a shortcut or a practical suggestion to save you time, effort, money, or
a headache. Owning your rig makes you part of the rolling confraternity of fellow
RVers, and we all like to share our hard-won tips and experiences “for those who
may follow.”

The Technical Stuff icon points out interesting information but not essential to
understanding the subject at hand. If you’re in a hurry, you can skip anything
marked with this icon.

The Remember icon marks stuff you probably should commit to memory or at
least write on the back of your hand.

Anything marked with the Warning icon is important enough to warrant either a
“Don’t do this!” or “Be sure to. . ..” We probably learned it the hard way, so you’re
the lucky beneficiary of our bungling.

Beyond the Book

4

In addition to the material in the print or e-book you’re reading right now, this
product also comes with some access-anywhere goodies on the web. Check out the
free Cheat Sheet for a quick rundown of the different types of RVs and campers,
tips on renting an RV, advice on what you can and can’t do in rest areas, and
information on where to come for free. To access the Cheat Sheet, go to www.
dummies .com and type RVs & Campers For Dummies Cheat Sheet in the Search box.

Visit our Facebook page at www.facebook.com/rvsfordummies for updates,
videos, tips, tricks, and more.
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Where to Go from Here

Like all For Dummies books, ours is designed so you can read it from cover to cover.
(We always advise everyone to buy one copy for every bathroom.) Or you can head
straight for the topics you’re most interested in — use the table of contents and
index to find what you need.

If you’re looking at motorhomes, you won’t need to read Chapter 7 on tow
vehicles. If you’re already familiar with the various types of RVs that are available,
Chapter 2 may bore you to smithereens. If you climb into your rig, turn on the
power, and nothing happens, sit down at the picnic table and thumb your way to
Chapter 14 about electrical systems. It’s your book now, so use it as you see fit!
There’s a lot of information stuffed into these pages.

Finally, before we jump in, a word of caution about this or any other book about
RV ownership: Never make a potentially expensive purchase based solely on
something you read in a book or online. Depending on your personal circum-
stances, investing in an expensive RV may very well be the biggest purchase you’ll
ever make, with the possible exception of a house. We know everybody has their
moments of weakness and susceptibility to pretty looks and a smooth line of
patter, and your first RV can be a lot like your first teenage romantic crush: The
heart wants what it wants. But throughout this book, we repeatedly urge you to
avoid impulse buying and do lots of research before you hand over your hard-
earned cash. You'll be glad you did. Happy travels!
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Getting Started
with RVs and
Campers



IN THIS PART ...

Discover the world of recreational vehicles (RVs) and life
on the road.

Learn the difference between a trailer, a motorhome, a
fifth wheel, and more.

Choose the rig that's right for you, factoring in size,
shape, arrangement, and price.



IN THIS CHAPTER

» Becoming an American nomad

» Finding your kumpania

» Getting your kicks on Route 66

Chapter 1

Joining the Cavalcade
of Rolling Nomads

hey’ve been known by different names over the last hundred years: camp-

ers, caravans, tin cans, trailers, Winnebagos, motorhomes, and RVs. There

are teardrops and minis, pop-ups and tagalongs, fifth wheels and toy haul-
ers, and motorhomes as small as vans and as big as buses.

When we were growing up, camper was the word for a shell on a pickup truck,
while recreational vehicle (RV) was strictly something with its own engine, like a
motorhome, and no single word fit everything you could camp in. Nowadays, both
words are used more loosely. We had to pick one, and in this book, we chose to use
RV as the best overall term for anything with wheels that you can eat and sleep and
have fun in, including motorhomes, trailers, fifth wheels, and truck campers.

So, what sort of people have an RV? People just like you — and almost anybody else.
Identifying a cross-section of RVers in order to define some “average” owner is as
futile as trying to nail Jell-O to a wall. RVs are owned by campers and glampers,
nomads and full-timers, homeschoolers and gig workers, loners and families,
retirees and newlyweds, weekend warriors and tailgaters. Super-rich, middle-class,
and flat-broke campers park side-by-side in campgrounds every day and then sit
around each other’s campfires and share in the fellowship of RV life.
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All the other chapters in this book are the how-to’s of RVing, from buying to
boondocking to plumbing. But this first chapter is an overview of who’s RVing,
why they’re doing it, and what effect it’s having on the culture. Friends and fam-
ily, even acquaintances, ask us all the time, “What kind of people go RVing?” And,
more commonly, “Why would you even consider living full time in an RV?” In this
chapter, we try to answer both.

RVing is wrapped up with the romance of the open road. Sooner or later, the
majority of RVers you encounter will say that they hit the highway because they
wanted to actually see and explore the country around them. So, we talk about
how and why those highways came about, why Route 66 is such a big deal to
RVers, and why the United States, in particular, really is the land of the RV.

Everybody’'s Doing It

10

Perhaps life on the road as a modern nomad sounds like an exciting adventure
you’d like to attempt. Or maybe you want to take your kids on one last great
adventure as a family before your oldest goes off to college. Or if you're older,
maybe you want to bond with your grandkids by exploring the country together.
Maybe you just saw a magazine photo of a couple gazing out the back window of
their RV at the morning sunrise over a bucolic brook and started wishing it was
you instead of them.

Despite a commonplace media image of RVers as either a vast platoon of elderly
retirees or out-of-work, flinty nomads chasing day-labor jobs like the Oakies in
the 1930s, the truth is that RVers come from every age, income, education level,
and socioeconomic status.

Whether they intend to use an RV only for a couple of getaway weekends a year,
live in one year-round, or anything in between, everybody has their own very
personal reason for buying a trailer or motorhome. Over the years, we’ve heard
these reasons most often:

¥ You fondly recall a wonderful summer trip to the Grand Canyon as a child,
when your family borrowed your uncle’s motorhome.

¥ You're getting close to retirement age and suddenly that three-bedroom
house seems like way too much expense and responsibility to hang onto
anymore.

¥ You despise the four months of cold weather and shoveling 10 inches of
partly cloudy off your front stoop every time it snows, but you otherwise love
your sticks-and-bricks home the rest of the year.
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¥ You realized during the COVID-19 pandemic that you really can work from
anywhere with a Wi-Fi connection, and you'd like to see the rest of the
country.

¥ The idea of waking up to a new and different view outside your window every
morning seems too romantic for your soul to pass up.

In short, there as many reasons as there are people, and there are literally millions
of RV owners on the road today, chasing their dreams and loving the lifestyle.

If statistics are your thing, chew on these: A recent study found that RV ownership
has increased over 62 percent since the year 2001, and the record 11.2 million RV-
owning households are split almost evenly between those over and under the age
of 55. The biggest increase was among 18- to 34-year-olds, who now make up
almost a quarter of the market. An incredible 9.6 million more households intend
to buy an RV within the next five years. And among existing owners, 84 percent of
18- to 34-year-olds said they intend to buy another RV in the next five years, while
78 percent of them would prefer to buy a new model instead of used.

In the following sections, we walk you through the main groups of people who are
RVing these days. Don’t see yourself in one of these categories? See yourself in
more than one? You’re not alone!

Weekenders and vacationers

The biggest group of RVers you’ll find on the road are the weekenders and vaca-
tioners. The industry says that the majority of RV owners are these types of camp-
ers. Most are still working for a living, and loads of them have families. They live
in traditional houses, condos, or apartments year-round, but they use their RVs to
get away for short breaks.

Because of that, the traditional travel trailer is generally designed and constructed
for occasional use, and that’s partially why you see such a wide range of options
and prices for them. Because of that wide financial spread, you should probably
look upon a weekend travel trailer and a well-equipped one for full-time living
with two very different levels of expectation in price, quality, features, and lon-
gevity. What you choose should be dictated by how you intend to use it. (We give
you lots of information about picking and choosing a rig to best suit your needs in
Chapters 3, 4, and 5.)
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Snowbirds and retirees

There’s no denying that a substantial number of RVers on the road are seniors 55
and up. They make up about half of all RV owners in the United States. Like
migrating birds, seniors have been fleeing from wintertime weather since the
dawn of time, or at least since the founding of Miami Beach and the invention of
the umbrella drink. These snowbirds, as they’re commonly called, flee their chilly,
snowy, northern states to Florida, Alabama, Texas, and the other Gulf states east
of the Rockies, or Arizona, New Mexico, and Nevada in the West. In fact, a big
swath of Canadian snowbirds cross the border every year in their RVs to head for
the very same places. That’s why you hear a lot of ehs in Tucson every January.

The explosive sales of RVs has helped make warm-weather chasing a truly mass,
mobile movement. But unlike the snowbirds of old who bought timeshares or
vacation homes, RVs give them the ability to go wherever they like. Retirees like
waking up to a new view out the front door every day, too, and RVs represent free-
dom of mobility and travel that airplanes and timeshare contracts can’t offer. And
retirement generally means there’s more discretionary time and money than an
average family has.

Throughout the warm-weather states, there has been a growing clamor for elab-
orate and huge luxury RV resorts. They often have hundreds of RV parking spaces
to accommodate the largest motorhomes, fifth wheels, and other rigs, with full
hookups. The best ones have pools, shops, restaurants, social rooms, laundry
facilities, and much more. Prices are high, but most offer monthly rates for
extended stays. And if you get sick of being in your RV after a while, many also
offer small one-bedroom cabins or villas for rent or purchase.

Full-timers

The number of RV owners who choose to live on the road 365 days a year is grow-
ing dramatically. According to the RV Industry Association (RVIA), 450,000 people
were living in RVs in 2010; as of 2021, that figure is over a million. RV manufactur-
ers have responded by offering models with as much living space as possible,
using slide-outs that expand when you’re parked. More and more rigs are equipped
with residential-grade appliances like refrigerators, dishwashers, and washer/
dryer units — items that would have only been found in the most expensive units
until recently. The largest fifth-wheel trailers and motorhomes feel more like a
house than an RV.

On the other hand are “minimalist” full-timers in vans and Class Bs, with varia-
tions in between. Our parents once wisely cautioned us against being owned by
our possessions. Singles and empty-nesters alike can feel overwhelmed by the
costs, daily care, and maintenance of a house. Yet, a 25- to 40-foot-long home on
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wheels can be kept neat and orderly with a minimum of effort and expense. It can
be incredibly liberating.

Living perpetually on the road is a big commitment to change. It comes with its
own challenges, and much of that stems from the problem of establishing a legal
domicile (a permanent mailing address for everything from health insurance to
filing taxes and voting). RV-friendly states like Florida, South Dakota, and Texas
make it simpler to establish a legal domicile, but in most cases, you have to visit
your home base at least once a year to stay legal.

Escapees RV Club (www.escapees.com) is a major provider of services for full-
timers, like mail forwarding and roadside assistance. Their Xcapers group within
the club is geared to helping full-timers. They even have their own annual gath-
ering each year, called Convergence.

Traveling workers and the gig economy

Internet connectivity and a smartphone in everybody’s pocket has nurtured the
gig economy. If you can work from home, it doesn’t matter where home is, and
the COVID-19 shutdowns brought that sharply into focus. Home can just as easily
be a place on wheels wherever the Wi-Fi works.

There’s no sense in denying that living and working in an RV can be a very attrac-
tive choice for economic reasons, regardless of someone’s age. On the road, we’ve
met plenty of twentysomethings who wanted out of Mom and Dad’s house, and an
RV was the only way they could afford it. We’ve encountered several folks who
inherited an RV, and living in it seemed more attractive than paying for an over-
priced apartment. But whatever the reason they started, these RVers eventually
decided they loved it and had no intention of “escaping” the road and returning to
an anchored life.

Women on the road

The original RV full-timers were people following a mobile job. But the newest
full-timers in the RV landscape are the growing number of women. We’ve talked
with women RVing alone, single women, as well as widows and divorcees who are
either childless or empty-nesters. The lure of the adventure of the open road is
common, and the ongoing development of lighter, towable trailers and smaller,
easier-to-maneuver motorhomes has made it far less daunting for anyone to
indulge their dream.

Sometimes the women we talked to had been unhappy, trapped in a little apart-

ment and an unfulfilling 9-to-5. But more than a few we’ve met found them-
selves trying to care for a 3,000-square-foot house with a big yard, and couldn’t
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figure out why they were doing it. A 30-foot universe is a universe that can be
handled. A condo or even a retirement community is an option, but it can seem
like a retreat from life, with more potential for loneliness.

This was the situation with Lora, our friend and neighbor, the first person we per-
sonally knew who told us, with no warning, that she was selling her large subur-
ban house and most of the stuff in it to hit the road in an RV. Lora is a bright,
happy woman with all sorts of choices. She wasn’t destitute or desperate when
she made this one. And this is the ultimate point — most of us are out here RVing
because we want to be. We want to see the world and experience life on a higher
plane. We’re living a fun life that’s much cheaper than the old-style suburban
house, car, and 9-to-5 job. We’re here, out on the road, because we’re nomads by
nature. And when we pull up stakes to move on, we don’t ever say “goodbye,” we
say, “See you down the road!”

Workampers

The sudden about-face in the economy in 2020, compelled millions of Americans
to change their lifestyle dramatically almost overnight. Sales of RVs to people no
longer able to afford their homes, or who have become work nomads pursuing
jobs in the gig economy, are also at an all-time high. For a big group of retirees,
day-to-day living on a paltry Social Security check is nearly impossible. As full-
time RVers, they can subsidize their retirement by seeking part-time jobs and
traveling to wherever the work is. Many RVers pick up jobs as campground hosts,
Amazon workers, seasonal tourist attraction or resort employees, and sugar beet
harvesters in Nebraska and North Dakota (or other agricultural jobs).

For many years, Amazon has employed thousands of transient workers (many of
them retirees) living in trailers, who chase seasonal warehouse jobs across the
country. The Amazon CamperForce program arranges for campground sites so
these temporary workers have a place to park their rigs while working for several
months at a time. Wages are low, hours are long, and the work itself can be tedi-
ous and exhausting, but Amazon’s appetite for workers is inexhaustible. It’s
entirely possible that the box that arrived this morning with your favorite tea, a
bargain box of soap bars, and a Frisbee for the dog was packed by a CamperForce
RVer.

More and more companies are beginning to realize the benefits of these types of
mobile employees. Some openly prefer older workers, who tend to be more
dependable. Workers on Wheels (www.work-for-rvers-and-campers.com) and
Workamper News (https://workamper.com) are two websites for connecting
RVers and employers. They let you subscribe to a free daily email newsletter with
job listings and opportunities.

PART 1 Getting Started with RVs and Campers


https://www.work-for-rvers-and-campers.com/
https://workamper.com/

