

[image: image]





[image: image]




Car Basics

Kevin Elliott






[image: image]

Contents

[image: image]



Cover



Title Page



Introduction



Basic Maintenance



Recognising key components and parts



How to top up fluids



How to disconnect and remove the battery



Checking tyre condition



Replacing windscreen wiper blades



Checking the lighting system



Replacing a headlight and sidelight bulb



Replacing an indicator/brake light bulb



Replacing a broken door mirror



Fitting a new petrol cap



Freeing frozen and rusted door locks



Repairing windscreen chips and scratches



Repairing bodywork damage



Cleaning the interior



Cleaning the engine



How to buy cheap parts for old cars



Summary



Car Safety and Security



Alarms



Security devices




Airbags and passenger protection systems



Seat belts



Child seats



Fire



Other security measures



Summary



Mot Tests



When and where are MOT tests conducted?



What is tested in an MOT test?



Basic checks for the test



What to do if your car fails its MOT test



Summary



Breakdowns and Accidents



What to do in the event of a breakdown



Breakdown emergency kit



Dealing with a flat battery



Changing a wheel



Dealing with a flooded engine/running out of petrol



Dealing with overheating



What to do in the event of an accident



Exchanging details/drawing a sketch



Accident emergency first aid



Summary



Legal Paperwork



Registration document



Driving licence



Motor insurance




Excise duty



SORN



MOT



Summary



Buying a Car



Choosing a second-hand car



What to look out for



Getting your car inspected



Vehicle history checks



Finance



Dealing with salesmen



Buying at auction



Summary



Selling a Car



Preparing your car for sale



Advertising your car



Doing the deal



Summary



Useful Contacts



Glossary



Searchable Terms



Acknowledgements



Copyright



About the Publisher






[image: image]

INTRODUCTION
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If car ownership – or potential car ownership – is new to you, there is an awful lot you will want to know about the subject before you jump in at the deep end and buy a vehicle. Even if you are one of the many people who have been driving for a while, you may still want to know more about the subject.

[image: image]

If you want to modify your car, maximise its capacity or enhance its practicality, the following chapters will give you the advice you need.

Owning a car can be a scary proposition at times: it is all very well while everything is running smoothly, but what would you do if a headlight bulb stopped working or a red light on the dashboard came on and glared at you, spelling O-I-L? Does the thought of having to deal with the salesman at your local dealer scare you or do you sometimes wonder what you would do if you broke down? The book you have in your hands will lead you through all these predicaments – and more – with honest, practical and sensible advice and clear guidance.

[image: image]

Whether you are young or old, male or female, a novice or an experienced motorist, there is always something new you can learn about owning and driving your car.

This book is not intended to be a heavyweight, hands-on guide to fixing your car – there are plenty of manuals available covering individual models that do that – but we will show you how to undertake basic tasks such as changing the battery, fitting new light bulbs, checking the fluids and changing a wheel. Basically, we cover all the essential information you need to keep your car on the road, but nothing as complex or demanding as doing your own servicing or major maintenance.

[image: image]

It doesn’t matter if your car is new or old, large or small, this book will help you run it better.

What we will also show you is how to go about buying a car – either new or second-hand; how to prepare, present and sell a car; and everything in between. Collins Gem Car Basics also includes where and why your car should have an MOT test and how to get it to pass; a guide to all the legal paperwork that you need when you own a car; safety and security; and what to do in the unfortunate event of an accident.
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BASIC MAINTENANCE
[image: image]



If just the thought of lifting up your car’s bonnet scares you, don’t worry – many other drivers feel exactly the same. Although there is no need to take a crash course in mechanics or understand in detail how your car’s engine works, by knowing the basics you can allay your fears and prevent or even fix minor problems.


TIP: Know the location of the fusebox and all important fluid filler caps on your car. This will help you to avoid costly errors.
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RECOGNISING KEY COMPONENTS AND PARTS

No matter what type of car you have, the key components under most bonnets are nearly always located in similar positions, simplifying recognition should you change vehicles.

Under the bonnet

With front wheel drive cars (where the power from the engine is directed to the front wheels), the engine will almost certainly be mounted transversely across the engine bay. Inrear wheel drives (power is directed to the rear wheels) and four wheel drives (power is distributed to all wheels), the engine will be mounted longitudinally, or front to back in the engine bay. The radiator will be mounted at the front of the car, though an exception is the old style Mini, where it is found at the side of the engine bay.


Key to pictures opposite


	engine oil filler cap

	engine coolant filler cap

	brake fluid reservoir

	windscreen washer reservoir

	power steering reservoir

	alternator (only visible on upper picture)

	radiator

	fusebox and relays (only visible on lower picture)

	engine oil level dipstick

	air filter

	battery (only visible on upper picture)
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Transverse engine. This type of engine layout is common to front wheel drive cars.
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Longitudinal engine. You will see this engine layout in rear wheel or four wheel drive cars.


The brake master cylinder (this takes the force applied to the brake pedal and distributes it evenly to all four brakes) will almost always be mounted on or near the bulkhead between the engine bay and passenger compartment, and the engine oil will nearly always be added at the top of the engine.

 

Although the radiator contains the coolant (anti-freeze mixed with water needed to maintain the engine’s operating temperature without overheating or freezing), most cars have an opaque plastic reservoir to allow you to see the level of the coolant and this coolant reservoir may be some distance from the radiator itself. In older cars, the coolant is added directly into the top of the radiator.

Around the car

It may sound obvious, but make sure you know on which side of the car the fuel filler cap is located; this will make life easier when refuelling. If your wheels have locking wheelnuts, ensure that you know where the key is in case of punctures, and that it is always kept in the vehicle, where you need it.


TIP: Never open the radiator cap when the engine is hot, otherwise you could easily burn or scald yourself.



Additionally, make sure that your car has a jack and wheelbrace; a previous owner may have removed them, and if you are stranded at the roadside with a flat tyre, then that is definitely not the best time to discover that they are missing.


Key


	exhaust pipe

	tyre inflation valve

	fuel filler cap

	alloy wheel locknut

	reverse light

	indicator light
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If blue smoke is obvious at the exhaust pipe, the engine is most likely worn and burning oil. White smoke on start-up is usually not a problem; this often means that there is condensation in the engine which is burning off. Black smoke is a sign of an over-rich fuel/air mixture and may damage catalytic converters. In all cases, these are signs that there is a problem.


Warning signs

Regular servicing should mean you won’t experience problems with the braking system, which is one of the crucial safety elements of any car. Most vehicles have warning lights to alert you to certain faults, such as a faulty handbrake, worn brake pads or low brake fluid level. However, you can pre-empt any faults by noting how the foot brake feels when you push on the brake pedal. If the pedal seems spongy or soft, makes noises or causes the car to pull to one side when in use, consult a garage immediately.

[image: image]

Blue smoke at the exhaust pipe indicates that the engine is most likely worn and burning oil.


[image: image]

Dashboard lights indicate an array of different warnings and faults, depending on the model.


TIP: It is worth reading your car’s handbook in order to familiarise yourself with all the warning lights on your dashboard.



The handbrake may also be referred to as the parking or emergency brake and is independent of the main foot braking system. It is most often a hand lever that activates either the front or rear brakes mechanically through a series of cables. These cables can become slack or snap. Even if there are no warning indicators, as a driver you can often tell if the tension feels different when you apply the handbrake. If the amount of travel (leverage) exceeds that specified in your car’s handbook, then the handbrake will need adjusting. Never simply ignore a loose handbrake.
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HOW TO TOP UP FLUIDS

There are many engine components that require fluid of one type or another. Over the next few pages, we describe how simple it is to check the fluid levels and top up if necessary.


FLUID TOP-UPS DOS & DON’TS


[image: image] DO check the fluid levels, for every engine system that requires fluid, at least once a month – especially before setting out on a long journey.

[image: image] DON’T check fluid levels when your car is on a slope – you will get a false reading.

[image: image] DO remember to replace the cap every time you fill up or check the levels. You don’t want fluid evaporating or leaking out all over the engine.





Engine oil

Oil lubricates the moving parts within an engine, prevents corrosion and helps to keep the engine cool. If the oil level drops too low, an engine will quickly wear internally and serious damage could result.

 

It is a good idea to check the oil level periodically, especially before a long journey. With the engine cold and the vehicle on a level surface, locate the engine oil dipstick [A] and remove it. Wipe it clean, replace it and remove it once again, checking that the oil level is between the upper and lower level markings [B]. Add new oil at the filler cap if required, wait a minute or so for the new oil to drain to the sump at the bottom of the engine and repeat the procedure with the dipstick until the oil level is at the upper mark.

 

After time, the oil becomes dirty and loses some of its lubricating ability. While adding fresh oil will help, an oil and filter change is recommended at least every 6,000 miles by most manufacturers.

[image: image]
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Add oil gradually, constantly re-checking the level once it has drained through.


Coolant

The fourth most common cause of breakdowns is overheating, something the coolant is supposed to prevent. Usually the reason for overheating is not the coolant itself, but an associated problem, such as a holed radiator, stuck thermostat, failed water pump, an electric fan that has ceased working or a coolant leak. Occasional topping up with coolant is normal, but if it’s a frequent occurrence there is often a leak somewhere. If you cannot spot one at the front of the car, either from the radiator, engine or a hose, check the exhaust. If water persistently drips from the tail pipe, or white smoke doesn’t clear, the head gasket may have failed. A trip to a garage will be imminent if this is the case!

[image: image]

As well as preventing the water from freezing in winter, anti-freeze in the coolant helps the engine to run cooler. Check the coolant level frequently, and in winter add the recommended amount of anti-freeze [A]. As with oil, check the coolant level before long journeys. The coolant reservoir [B] will have minimum and maximum levels. Fill the reservoir to the ‘maximum’ level with the maker’s recommended water/anti-freeze mix. If you drive an older car, it may not have a coolant reservoir, in which case the coolant is added directly into the top radiator tank.

[image: image]

Fill the coolant reservoir to the ‘maximum’ level marker with a water/anti-freeze mix.

[image: image]


Power assisted steering

Many, though not all, cars have power assisted steering these days. You may not realise there is a problem with this until you hear a hissing noise as you turn the steering wheel or if the steering becomes notchy or juddery. With luck this will just indicate that the power steering fluid level is low. If this is not the case, then the power steering system may be damaged, leading to the steering becoming harder and harder to operate.

[image: image]

Different types of systems use different fluids, though most operate with automatic transmission fluid. To add fluid to the system or check the level, locate the fluid reservoir [A]. Some will have maximum and minimum level markings on the outside of an opaque reservoir, while others will have a dipstick inside the cap. Some reservoirs are part of the power steering pump, which transfers the fluid to the power steering system components. Add transmission fluid when needed and top up to the correct level [B], taking care not to overfill. This varies depending on the particular model, so follow the instructions given in the car’s manual.

[image: image]

More new cars now have electric power assisted steering (EPAS) systems, which use an electric motor to provide additional directional control. The EPAS system is gradually replacing the hydraulic steering system, as EPAS does not require engine power in order to operate.


Brake fluid and clutch fluid

The brakes are probably the most important components of a vehicle, but they won’t work without brake fluid. As the brake pads wear down the fluid level drops accordingly, but needing to regularly top up will indicate a leak somewhere. For example, if brake slave cylinders within the brake drum leak badly, you’ll notice brake fluid seeping from the bottom of the drum on the inside of the wheel. Brake pipes themselves can also leak fluid, or the brake master cylinder can leak either externally or, more difficult to spot, internally.

[image: image]

The brake fluid reservoir is most often found on the master cylinder, which is almost always mounted on the bulkhead between the engine and passenger compartments. Topping up the fluid is simply a matter of locating the reservoir [A], removing the cap and adding fluid[B] to the specified level, usually marked on the outside of the opaque reservoir [C].

[image: image]

Some cars have hydraulically operated clutches (your handbook will tell you if this is the case). If so, the clutch fluid reservoir will probably be located alongside the brake fluid reservoir. Locate and fill as necessary.

[image: image]


TIP: Brake fluid is poisonous and corrosive to paint. Remove drips from skin or paintwork with plenty of water immediately.




Manual and auto transmissions

The transmission of a vehicle, commonly referred to as a gearbox, is used to select a gear to suit engine speed either manually or automatically.

 

Whatever type of transmission your car has, it needs lubrication. In the case of an automatic, transmission fluid is a necessary part of the transmission’s function, so needs regular checking. Consult your car’s handbook for the exact location of the gearbox filler plug, as well as the type of transmission fluid to use.

[image: image]

To check the automatic transmission fluid level, the engine should first be warm, preferably after a short drive to pump fluid through the transmission. With the engine running and the gear selector in ‘park’ or ‘P’, locate the dipstick tube [A] and remove the dipstick. As with the engine oil dipstick, markings will indicate the upper and lower limits of fluid level [B]. Wipe clean and replace before removing again to check the level.


[image: image]

If topping up is required, most automatic transmission fluids are sold in bottles with plastic tubes extending from their caps, which makes filling through the dipstick tube easy. Recheck the level after topping up.

 

If your car has a manual gearbox, checking the oil will invariably mean accessing the underside of
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