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Car Talk
Tom and Ray Magliozzi

Sister Mary Acerbi to celebrate 50 years of religious serviceCOMING SATURDAY:

Dear Tom and Ray: I 
am a 76-year-old wom-
an, recently engaged to 
an 80-year-old man. We 
are truly best friends 
and agree on every-
thing, except one thing. 
He drives a 2004 Lincoln 
Town Car that we affec-
tionately call the “Pimp 
Mobile.” He won’t fi ll 
up the gas tank until 
the light comes on and 
it pings. I tell him this 
is hard on the fuel pump 
and that I have heard 
you state this. Would 
you please clarify this? 
Our future wedded 
bliss is in jeopardy. We 
both enjoy your radio 
show and your columns. 
Thanks. —  Annie and 
Jack

Tom: Gee, Annie, we 
have mentioned that, in 
our opinion, habitually 
driving a car on empty can 
shorten the life of the fuel 
pump.

Ray: The reason we 
think that is because the 
pump sits inside the gas 
tank, and so it’s cooled by 
the gasoline it’s submerged 
in. Or not cooled by the 
gasoline it’s not submerged 
in, if you never put more 
than two gallons of gas into 
the car.

Tom: By how much 
might it shorten the life of 
a fuel pump? We have no 
idea. It just makes sense 
to us that a pump that’s 
constantly running hot 
will conk out sooner than 
a pump that is properly 
cooled.

Ray: But as long as he’s 
filling the tank complete-
ly when it’s empty, he’s 
probably doing little to no 
damage. And at a certain 
age, you have to worry 
more about HIS pump 
failing than the Pimp 
Mobile’s!

Tom: I’m guessing what 
really bothers you, Annie, 
is the anxiety that comes 
with running precariously 
low on fuel all the time. If 
you’re not someone who’s 
eager to hike fi ve miles 
back to the nearest gas 
station if he miscalculates, 
this can cause a certain 
amount of continual, and 
unnecessary, stress.

Ray: So, we think that in 
the interest of marital har-
mony, Jack should be less 
concerned with how often 
he has to stop for fuel, and 
more concerned with his 
future wife’s peace and 
comfort.

Tom: That may mean 
altering his habits a bit, 
but so what? He’s still a 
young fella. You can’t tell 
me he’s stuck in his ways 
at a mere 80!

Ray: So, instead of 
making this a mechanical 
argument, Annie, if driv-
ing on fumes causes you 
stress, tell Jack that. And 
ask him if, for your peace 
of mind and comfort, he 
would be willing to fi ll up 
the tank when it gets to a 
quarter-full.

Tom: And then you 
can do something equally 
considerate for him. Like 
not swap his Preparation 
H with his Dentu-Creme 
when he’s not looking. 
Have a wonderful time, 
you two!

Got a question about 
cars? Write to Click and 
Clack by visiting the Car 
Talk website at www.car-
talk.com.

Dangers 
of  running 
on empty

Keep your car in safe running condition with these basic steps from AAA

BY MARI SCHUH QUAM    l   KENOSHA NEWS CORRESPONDENT

It’s happened to almost all of us — you’re stuck on the side 
of the road with a car problem. You feel helpless and don’t 
know what to do. Do you take matters into your own hands? 
Or do you call for help? Read on as some experts travel down 
the windy road of car breakdowns.

Tips from a tow truck driver
When trouble strikes, remember these helpful tips from tow truck 
driver Justin Conklin of McDevitt’s Towing in Kenosha. Following 
these steps can get you back on the road before you know it.

1. Get off the road. Pull over onto the shoulder as far as you 
can.

2. Turn on your hazard lights. This will make the situation 
safer and will help the tow truck driver see you better.

3. Don’t delay — call for help ASAP. If you have roadside as-
sistance coverage, call your provider right away. If not, call a 
towing company as soon as you can. “The sooner you call, the 
sooner we arrive,” Conklin says.

4. Tell the towing company or insurance company your spe-
cifi c location. Do not be vague. Exact locations help tow truck 
drivers get to you faster.

5. Call the police if you don’t feel safe — for example, if you 
are stuck in the middle of the road or stranded on the inter-
state at night. The police will stay with you until help arrives. 
Police car lights also make it easier for tow trucks to fi nd 
disabled vehicles.

6. Stay safe by staying put. Avoid the temptation to get out 
of your car. Sit in your vehicle not only until help arrives, but 
until they are ready to service your car, Conklin says.

1. Have your car regularly serviced. 

Check the owner’s manual for your vehicle’s recommend-
ed maintenance schedule. Preventative action can pay off 
down the road, says Nelson Maldonado, assistant fi eld 
manager of AAA Wisconsin.

“Regular vehicle maintenance can help a motorist avoid 
becoming one of the unlucky drivers who end up spending 
part of their summer vacation stranded with a broken-
down vehicle,” he said.

2. Inspect all fi ve tires. That’s right, all fi ve.

Spare tires are often overlooked, according to AAA. The 
spare needs to be in good shape so it’s 
ready when needed.

If you have a spare tire stored under 
your vehicle (common in minivans, pick-
ups and SUVs), check it once a year 
to make sure you can easily get to it. 
Without proper maintenance, rust and 
corrosion can make it diffi cult or even 
impossible to access the spare tire.

Check tire pressure when the car has 
not been driven recently. Use a quality 
gauge to make sure all fi ve tires are 
infl ated to the pressures recommended 
by the car’s manufacturer. This informa-
tion can be found on a sticker on the 
driver’s door, in the owner’s manual or on 
the gas cap door. Recommended pressures for front, rear 
and spare tires may differ.

Inspect the tires’ tread depth and overall condition. Insert 
a quarter into a tire tread groove with Washington’s head 
upside down and facing outward. The tread should cover 
part of Washington’s head. If any area above his head is vis-
ible, consider buying new tires soon. Check the tread depth 
at several points around the tire and across its width, and 
use the lowest reading. Also look for uneven wear, abnormal 
bulges or other damage on the tire treads and sidewalls. 

3. Check and clean the car battery.

Most car batteries last about three to fi ve years. If a bat-
tery is getting old, have it tested at a trusted repair shop 
before a road trip.

Summer heat breaks down car batteries internally and 
speeds up the rate of corrosion on the vehicle’s battery 
terminals. This can lead to insuffi cient electrical power, 
leaving motorists stranded without warning.

Make sure the battery cables are securely attached to 
the terminals. Clean the terminals if there is corrosion. 
Disconnect the cables to clean the hidden areas, too.

4. Replace wiper blades and refi ll washer fl uid.

Without windshield washer fl uid and properly working 
wiper blades, drivers can strain to see through rain, 
insects and grime.

Wiper blades usually last about six months to a year. Check 
wiper blades at every oil change. If the blades are really worn, 
the metal frame can scrape and damage the windshield.

Check your windshield washer fl uid at least once a month. 
Top it off with a solution made to remove insects and other 
debris. Test the washer spray nozzles for proper aim.

Safety fi rst 
When it comes to auto problems when 

driving, the most important thing is 
safety.

“Safety always comes fi rst,” says Nelson 
Maldonado, assistant fi eld manager of AAA 
Wisconsin, which services more than 14,000 
members in the Kenosha area. “It’s not 
recommended that you change your tire in 
an unsafe environment.”

Maldonado says motorists should pack 
safety equipment such as large refl ective 
triangles to make their disabled vehicle 
visible to passing cars.

When panic sets in, drivers can relax 
knowing they’ll be in good hands — help 
is available from towing companies and 
roadside assistance programs at any time 
and any place. Many programs cover 
the person and not the vehicle, meaning 
members can use the service when they 
are passengers or drivers.

Rely on experts
Sure, you want to know what went 

wrong with your car or truck. But don’t 
fret about the source of the breakdown. 
It’s OK to leave that to the experts, ac-
cording to Justin Conklin, a tow truck 
driver with McDevitt’s Towing in Keno-
sha.

 “There’s so much going on with cars 
with their electronics and computers 
nowadays. It’s not as simple as it used to 
be,” Conklin says. “We don’t expect driv-
ers to diagnose their car’s problem from 
the side of the road. That’s what we’re 
here for. It’s our job to help people and get 
them on their way.”

Sign up
Having roadside assistance insurance 

can be a good plan for when things go 
awry on the highway, whether it’s a need 
for towing, battery jump starts or lockout 
service, according to Megan Emerson of 
the Better World Club, which donates 1 
percent of its revenue to environmental 
cleanup and advocacy.

 “The main reason to have roadside as-
sistance is peace of mind,” she says. “It’s 
a very simple form of insurance. Paying 
a yearly premium is worth the savings in 
time, money and hassle if your car breaks 
down.”

Plans vary in cost, services and cover-
age, so read the fi ne print.

What goes wrong
So many things can go wrong during 

daily travels — overheated engines, cars 
in ditches, fl at tires, you name it. Each 
year, AAA receives an average of 29 mil-
lion calls for roadside assistance across 
the country. 

The most common calls involve 
battery-related issues or cars that simply 
won’t start. AAA tests the battery and 
charging system of the downed vehicle 
and can even provide a replacement bat-
tery on-scene, if needed.

Another dilemma is motorists locking 
themselves out of their cars, which makes 
up about 14 percent of AAA’s roadside 
calls. It’s the most common “self-infl ict-
ed” problem. With frantic schedules and 
multi-tasking minds, it can be somewhat 
easy to do. Just make sure you are actu-
ally locked out.

“AAA has had a few situations where 
the contractor arrives to fi nd there is an 
open window that could be used to access 
the door locks,” Maldonado said. “One of 
the most unusual cases was when the con-
tractor arrived to fi nd the member sitting 
in the hatchback of her car, with the side 
doors locked.”

Magnetic key fobs can help prevent 
lock-outs, says Maldonado. The fobs have 
a slot to hide a spare key and can be stuck 
under the car for emergencies.

Many roadside assistance programs 
come to the rescue for motorists who have 
run out of gas. It’s not a common problem, 
but it does happen. Distracted drivers 
don’t realize they are low on gas or they 
have an unreliable fuel gauge. Pain at 
the pump is also to blame, according to 
Maldonado.

“With high fuel prices, some people 
tend to wait longer to fi ll up. This practice 
is counterproductive, though. Frequently 
running the tank too low may result in 
burning out your fuel pump,” he says.

AAA says it’s best not let the fuel gauge 
go below a quarter-tank before refueling.

Do it yourselfers
Experts recommend that motorists use 

their roadside assistance service when 
their luck runs out on the road. After all, 
that’s what it’s there for. But some also 
say that if drivers are in a safe situation 
and are comfortable with changing their 
own tires, for example, they certainly can 
do so.

For such mechanically inclined folks, 
Emerson of the Better World Club says, 
“By all means, don a pair of overalls and 
dive in with a wrench!”

But the go-getter attitude does have its 
limits, as it can’t tackle every situation.

“If you run out of gas on a country road, 
all the technical expertise in the world 
isn’t going to make fi ve gallons of regular 
unleaded appear out of thin air,” she says.
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Justin Conklin is a tow truck driver with 
McDevitt’s Towing in Kenosha. The tow-
ing company is busy year-round, helping 
stranded motorists get back on the road. 
“It’s our job to help people and get them 
on their way,” Conklin says.

FATHER’S DAY SPECIAL OFFER!
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Give Dad a $50 Stein gift card and
get a $5 Stein gift card for
yourself.
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