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Breakaway switches: the critical link 
between you and your trailer.
Roger Siminoff, WBCCI #2945
(As first appeared in Airstream Life magazine, 2015)

The weather’s clear, road conditions are good, and 
you’re going along at 60 mph, enjoying your road 
trip. All of a sudden you hear a loud “bang.” Some-
thing’s wrong. Your truck is handling differently, 
and the rear view mirror reveals that your trailer has 
broken loose and has slipped back on its chains.

You now have an out-of-control 6,000-pound silver 
monster breathing down your neck. Can you stop 
it? Will it stop you? Or worse? Your safety and what 
happens in the next 30 seconds depends on many 
things, particularly the settings of your breakaway 
switch and when it activates your trailer brakes.

Life vests, air bags, seat belts, oxygen masks, and 
breakaway switches all fall in the same category 
of things you will probably never need, but if you 
do, they could make the difference between life and 
death. Although statistics show that trailer-related 
deaths are low, it is still prudent for you to take your 
breakaway switch seriously. Unfortunately, there is 
a great deal of controversy about the right way to 
hook it up.

Airstream trailers (and most other travel trailers) are 
equipped with a device called a breakaway switch 
that is used to electrically engage the trailer brakes 
at the moment the switch is activated. The break-
away switch is a small box that is typically attached 
at or near the base of the tongue lift or somewhere 

on the forward portion of the trailer’s A-frame. The 
switch has a set of simple single-pole contacts that 
keep the circuit open (not active) when the pin is 
inserted in the switch. The pin is attached to your 
tow vehicle by a safety cable that tightens and pulls 
the pin out of the switch if the trailer moves back 
beyond the length of the safety cable. Once the pin 
is removed, the contacts close and the trailer’s full 
battery power is applied to the trailer’s brakes.

Fig. 1  The breakaway switch is designed to stop your 
trailer in the event of a hitch failure. If the ball’s stem 
were to break, or the hitch came off the ball, or the re-
ceiver’s pin were to break, as the trailer moved back 
the cable would pull the pin from the breakaway switch 
which would activate the trailer’s breaks.

Fig. 2. Luckily, the tow vehicle was just getting under-
way when it hit a bump. The latch was accidentally not 
engaged and the coupler came off of the ball causing 
the trailer to swing widly by the chains forcing a pit ma-
neuver on the tow vehicle. The breakway switch was 
threaded through the chains, could not activate, and did 
not stop the trailer, which smashed into the tow vehicle 
when the tow vehicle stopped.

Breakaway switches are designed to protect you, 
your passengers, your trailer, and anyone or any-
thing around you in the event of a catastrophic fail-
ure of the tow hitch. Will it happen? Hopefully not, 
but unfortunately it can. Here are some potential 
failures:
1. The hitch pin loosens and falls out, resulting in 
the entire trailer hitch coming free from its recep-
tacle in the tow vehicle.

2. The coupler lock is either missing or comes loose 
allowing the lock to open and the coupler to pull up 
from the ball when hitting a road bump.

3. The nut on the bottom of the ball comes loose 
resulting in the ball assembly pulling free from the 
hitch.

4. A severe jolt or shock load ruptures the ball’s 
neck or coupler and allows the trailer to come free 
from the hitch.

5. The hitch assembly disconnects from the tow ve-
hicle due to a weld fracture, rust, or prior damage.



6. Severe wear of the coupler (from not using grease 
on the ball) allows the socket to pull free from the 
ball on a bad bounce or jolt.

7. The bolts come loose from an aftermarket tow 
hitch that is bolted to your tow vehicle frame.

8. Inadvertent use of the wrong size ball.

9. Incorrect connection of the coupler to the ball; 
e.g., the coupler latch was down preventing the 
coupler from fully engaging on the ball.

10. Structural or mechanical failure of a critical 
hitch part.

Should any of these or other failures occur, the key 
question is – and there seems to be a wide range 
of opinions – “Exactly when should the breakaway 
switch engage; at the moment of any failure or only 
when there is full separation of the trailer from the 
tow vehicle?” And, that leads to the next important 
question, “What is the right way to hook up your 
breakaway switch?”

If there is a failure, you need to consider exactly 
when the cable will tighten, pull out the pin, and ac-
tivate the trailer’s brakes. Here are two scenarios: 

1) Full Separation. You’re driving at highway speed, 
there is a catastrophic failure of your hitch, and you 
trailer drops back causing the chains to tighten with 
such a snapping force that they either break or tear 
the pad-eyes from your vehicle, and full separa-
tion occurs. If your breakaway cable was separate-
ly connected to your tow vehicle, and not woven 
through your chains (which just broke away), the 
trailer brakes will activate, and hopefully the trailer 
will come to a stop somewhere, somehow, with-
out damaging itself or something or someone in its 
path. If the breakaway cable was connected to your 
chain’s hook, and the hook pulls free of the tow 
vehicle preventing the breakaway switch from en-
gaging, your trailer and its surrounds are destined 
for severe damage, and the potential exists for a fa-
tal injury to folks in the tow vehicle or to innocent 
bystanders.

2) Partial Separation. Let’s again assume that you’re 
driving at highway speed, the tow mechanism fails, 
the trailer falls back on its chains, but the trailer 
stays hooked to your tow vehicle. The breakaway 
switch may not engage if your cable is too long, 
is the expandable coil type, is woven through the 

chains, or is otherwise not properly connected. You 
now have a dangerous situation with an out-of-
control 6,000-pound monster breathing down your 
neck. If you jam on the brakes, you’re in trouble. 
The trailer could slam into your tow vehicle caus-
ing it to abruptly turn sideways and go out of control 
with the trailer still attached as seen in Fig. 2. You 
might argue that your trailer brakes are still con-
nected (hopefully) through the electric cable and 
the trailer brakes would come on. However, most 
brake controllers allow for a slight delay between 
when the tow vehicle’s brakes are applied and when 
the trailer brakes engage. Great for general towing, 
but very dangerous in this situation where the tow 
vehidle will stop first, but the trailer won’t!

After asking the above questions to several trailer-
savvy folks at a breakfast one morning and getting 
an array of answers, I decided to turn to trailer pro-
fessionals to find what I hoped was the “right” an-
swer. Here’s what I learned:

Airstream
Mike Goetz, Owner Relations Representative of 
Airstream at Jackson Center, Ohio said:

“To my understanding [the brakes should engage] 
when there is a full separation. Obviously a lot de-
pends on the hitch set up of the tow vehicle. Our 
service manager said that a breakaway switch is 
just that; it’s designed to engage when there is a 
break away from the hitch. It should not come into 
play unless there is a disconnect.”

Mike went on to say, “We install the switch to the 
manufacturer’s specifications,” and he suggested 
that I contact the manufacturer directly so they 
could tell me “exactly what their component is de-
signed to do.”  So, I turned to the manufacturer of 
the switch used by Airstream ...

Bargman and Tekonsha (Division of Cequent 
Performance), Pete Darling, the Technical Director 
told me:

“Our switches are a preventative device intended 
that if the trailer separates, the switch will come on. 
The DOT spec, while vague, requires that if a trailer 
has electric brakes, it must have emergency brakes. 
My personal opinion is that it should engage only if 
the trailer breaks away completely.”

Peter’s response about what the “device is intended 
to do” led me to find out what the trailer manufac-



turers association thoughts were on the subject, so 
I contacted NATM.

National Association of Trailer Manufacturers 
(NATM), Russ Moore, Technical Director of NTM 
reported that:

“Our technical committee recently examined this 
complex area very closely in connection with its 
periodic review of the NATM Guidelines for Rec-
ommended Minimum Manufacturing Practices for 
Trailers Under 26,000 Lbs. GVWR. It concluded 
not to recommend any specific lanyard length for 
breakaway systems because there are just too many 
variables or factors that a trailer owner should con-
sider when making that decision, such as expect-
ed load, driver experience, type of vehicle brake 
system, and applicable law, to name just a few. 
After noting there is no ‘best practice’ or across-
the-board federal standard on breakaway system 
specifications of this type, the Committee felt it 
would be best to leave the decision on that issue 
up to the trailer manufacturer and owner as long as 
the trailer ultimately complies with all applicable 
state and federal laws governing breakaway system 
performance.”

His comment that there were “too many variables” 
was disturbing, and since everyone pointed to the 
Department of Transportation regulation I thought 
I’d take a closer look at what DOT had to say.

The Department of Transportation (DOT)
Could not get to talk to anyone but their docment 
Part 393,43, Parts and Accessories Necessary for 
Safe Operation requires that:

“Recreational trailers must be equipped with an 
automatic stopping device that fully engages the 
trailer’s brakes in the event the trailer becomes sep-
arated from the tow vehicle. Specifically, the law 
states: 
a) Towing vehicle protection system. Every mo-
tor vehicle, if used to tow a trailer equipped with 
brakes, shall be equipped with a means for provid-
ing that in the case of a breakaway of the trailer, 
the service brakes on the towing vehicle will be ca-
pable of stopping the towing vehicle. [This means 
that the TOWING vehicle must be able to stop.]

And further goes on to state:
(d) Breakaway braking requirements for trailers. Ev-
ery trailer required to be equipped with brakes shall 
have brakes which apply automatically and imme-

diately upon breakaway from the towing vehicle. 
With the exception of trailers having three or more 
axles, all brakes with which the trailer is required to 
be equipped must be applied upon breakaway from 
the towing vehicle. The brakes must remain in the 
applied position for at least 15 minutes.”

The term “breakaway from the towing vehicle” is 
not clear here. Does it mean the hitch broke and the 
trailer brokeway from the tow vehicle but is still 
attached to the tow vehicle by its chains, or that 
the vehicle being towed fully separated and is no 
longer connected to the tow vehicle? With no de-
finitive answer, I turned to a local expert and other 
providers of trailer services for input:

Trailer Barn, Paso Robles, California.
Aaron Montgomery of the Trailer Barn – a promi-
nent industrial trailer sales, parts, and service com-
pany said:

“I’d prefer to have the breakaway switch activated 
when the trailer fully breaks away from the tow ve-
hicle. I don’t know about the system on Airstream 
trailers, but if the brakes came on immediately, the 
trailer’s wheels could lock up and cause the trailer 
to skid.” However, he went on to say, “I do know 
of a case where someone was towing a car-trailer 
hauling a Porsche along Highway 101 in Ventura, 
California and went over some severe bumps which 
caused the coupler to come off of the ball. The trail-
er stayed connected for a few seconds and banged 
into the back of the tow vehicle causing handling 
problems that finally forced the tow vehicle into a 
one-eighty [180°] spin. At that instant, the chains 
broke away from the tow vehicle, the trailer brakes 
came on, but it was too late; the trailer and Porsche 
found their way over an embankment and were 
destroyed. The driver was unhurt.” Aaron added, 
“Maybe in this case, having the brakes come on 
early would have dragged the tow vehicle to a halt 
and saved everything.”

Dexter Axles
Aaron Montgomery’s comments about trailer 
brakes possibly locking up at towing speed inter-
ested me, so I contacted Dexter, the manufacturer 
of the axles on our Airstream trailers. Dexter’s Jim 
Miller told me: 

“The brakes on our axles will not lock up the wheels 
and cause a skid with the trailer at towing speed in 
normal dry-road conditions. The brakes are specifi-
cally designed not to be a lock-and-slide design.”



Then, I was curious what other trailer manufactur-
ers recommend.

Pace Trailers
Pace uses ESCO breakaway switches, and while 
Pace does not build travel trailers, the emergency 
breaking issues are basically the same. Page 29 of 
Pace’s installation manual reads:

“Connect the pullpin lanyard to the tow vehicle so 
that the pullpin will be pulled out before all of the 
slack in the safety chains is taken up. Do NOT con-
nect the pullpin cable to a safety chain or to the 
hitch ball or hitch ball assembly. This would keep 
the breakaway brake system from operating when 
it is needed.”

Their comment that “... so that the pullpin will be 
pulled out before all of the slack in the safety chains 
is taken up” makes an awful lot of sense to me.

One more opinion
One of my close friends is a retired shop teacher 
who taught trailer construction at a high school in 
California’s farm country. He said that he instructed 
his students to position and connect the breakaway 
switch cable to be “just loose enough to allow turns 
but tight enough to activate the switch at the mo-
ment of any hitch failure.” (He is also the one who 
recently bought the new Pace Trailer mentioned 
above, and he made it a point to show me their in-
structions.)

So, what is the correct way?

Fig. 3  The right way. Here you can see the breakaway 
(white) cable going to a separate pad-eye on the bum-
per of the tow vehicle. There is just enough slack in the 
breakaway cable to allow full movement when turn-
ing the truck and trailer, but if the hitch were to fail, the 
breakaway system would tighten and pull out the switch 
pin before the chains tighten.

I have become obsessed with looking at the set up 
of breakaway switches on trailers I see on the road 
as well as those at campgrounds, and it is clear that 
there is little consensus on the right way to hook up 
the breakaway switch cable. I know of dealers who 
thread the cable through one of the chains and ter-
minate the attaching point at the chains’ hooks. But 
if the chains break away from the tow vehicle or if 
they stay intact but the breakaway cable is longer 
than the chains, the breakaway switch will never 

Fig. 4  The owner of this 22’ or 23’ trailer made an easy 
decision. Not only did he NOT use a lock in his hitch 
latch, but he fully disconnected his brake cable (out of 
site between the propane tanks).

activate. Some installers put the cable through the 
chains and terminate the cable at the tow vehicle’s 
pad-eye (where the chains’ hooks attach). In this 
case, if the pad-eye ruptures, the breakaway cable 
will also pull out, and the switch will never acti-
vate. Some owners purchase the coil-type expand-
able cable so the cable stays out of the way until it 
is pulled tight. If there is a failure and the chains 

Fig. 5  Expandable brake cables can prove to be dead-
ly. The hand on the far right is holding the expandable 
brake cable to it’s almost-fully extended point proving 
that the emergency brake system would never activate if 
the trailer broke away and the chains were pulled tightly 
against the tow vehicle.



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!
 

Roger Siminoff is WBCCI member #2945.  He and his 
wife Rosemary have travelled extensively in their 27’ 
Flying Cloud, and they promote a line of unique prod-
ucts for Airstream owners that can be seen at:

 www.seeyoudowntheroad.com


