










pull tight – not allowing the coiled cable to do its 
job, the switch will not activate. And, sadly, I’ve 
seen rigs with the breakaway cable neatly coiled 
around something on the trailer because it is ei-
ther too troublesome to hook up or the owner just 
doesn’t know why it is there.

Fig. 6  This owner didn’t want to deal with his emergency 
brake system and simply tied his brake cable around the 
frame. An invitation to a disaster.

It all seems rather confusing, and there doesn’t ap-
pear to be a consensus to the correct way to connect 
the breakaway switch system. The DOT regula-
tions will be satisfied as long as the trailer finally 
stops, but in my personal opinion (as a rather me-
chanical guy) the breakaway switch should engage 
at the very moment of any hitch failure, which im-
mediately puts on the trailer brakes, bringing you, 
your family, and your trailer to a screeching but 
safe stop. That said, it is your trailer, and you need 
to take all factors into consideration and make the 
decision that is best for you.

Fig. 7  Look closely at this set up. The dealer did a very 
nice job weaving the emergency brake cable through 
the trailer’s safety chain. One thing is for sure; this emer-
gency brake cable will never work in an emergency!

Is there a wrong way?
Yes, anything that interferes with the ability of the 
safety cable to pull the pin out of the breakaway 
switch before the chains are drawn to their fullest is 
the WRONG WAY. One of our club members had 
a trailer set up by a local (California) dealer whose 
installer apparently thought it was cool to thread 
the thin wire through one of the chains, and then 
connect it to the chain’s hook. It was a tidy instal-
lation and clearly the safety cable could never drag 
on the ground or get caught anywhere. However, 
having the cable in the chain and terminating at 
the chain’s hook meant that the emergency brake 
could NEVER do its job, putting our dear member 
at great personal risk!

At the very least
Even if you are unsure which is the best setup for 
you, at the very least you should check your safety 
cable to ensure that is in good condition and your 
breakaway switch is hooked up to your tow vehicle 
so the pin can pull out of the breakaway switch in 
the event of a hitch failure. Don’t overlook this im-
portant safety feature and these points:

1) Do not route the cable through your chains.

2) It is ideal to have the breakaway cable go to its 
own pad eye somewhere on your tow vehicle bum-
per (see Fig. 3).

3) You can test your breakaway system by pulling 
on the cable to disengage the pin from the box. If 
the cable breaks, this is a good time to find out, and 
it obviously needs to be replaced immediately. If the 
cable is fine, re-install the pin right away by simply 
pushing it all the way back in the way it came out. 
(If your trailer is equipped with disk brakes, you 
will hear a humming sound when the pin is pulled 
out and the brakes engage.)

4) Do not leave the pin out for any length of time. 
When the pin is out of the switch box, your trailer’s 
batteries are directly connected to your brakes. Ex-
tended removal time of the pin can drain your bat-
teries and possibly cause damage to your brakes.

5) Do not use your breakaway switch as a parking 
brake. It is not designed for this purpose.

6) In the extreme event that you unhitch your trail-
er on an incline, forget to set the chocks, and your 
trailer begins to roll, the breakaway switch cable 
pin can be pulled out – your trailer will come to a 
dead stop. 



Something to remember in an emergency
Regarding #6 on the previous page, I was at an Air-
stream rally where an owner unhitched on a mild 
slope and failed to first chock the tires. When the 
coupler cleared the ball, their 25’ Airstream rolled 
back about ten feet before coming to stop just 
short of the trailer behind them. While the break-
away switch should never be used as a permanent 
brake, here’s a great example of when a quick tug 
on the breakaway cable would engage the trailer’s 
brakes bringing the runaway trailer to a halt. The 
good thing is that when you are un-hitching you’re 
always standing near the trailer hitch where the 
breakaway cable is readily available.

Fig. 8  You can get a good idea of where and how to 
hook up your breakaway switch by checking the relative 
lengths of the breakaway cable and the safety chains 
when they are both drawn tight.

Other things to consider
If you believe, as I do, that the breakaway switch 
should engage at the moment of any failure, here 
are two additional items regarding the hook up your 
cable:

1) The breakaway cable should become tight 4˝ to 
5˝ before the chains are drawn tight (See Fig. 8) – 
correctly installed, the cable will pull out the switch 
pin before the chains tighten.

2) The breakaway cable should be routed so that it 
does not snag, get caught, or inadvertently pull out 
the pin when making either full right- or full left-
hand turns.

Final decision
Again, you must make the final decision of how to 
set up your breakaway system based on all factors 
noted here such as your trailer load, vehicle braking 
system, typical driving conditions, your driving ex-
perience, and what you’ve gained from this article. 
Set your breakaway cable properly and hopefully 
you will never need to use it!
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