Plastic coat-hooks like
these (above) are
notoriously incapable of
supporting much more than
a hankie by themselves.
Reinforce their adhesion
using a screw, however,
and they suddenly seem
tailor-made as caravan

ATTACH TO A CARAVAN'S WALLS

Attempting to fixanything toa caravan’s walls is a tricky job,
undertaken neither by the ham-fisted nor the faint-hearted.
Michael Clear outlines his tried and tested lines of attack

By hook or

y Crook...

s we live in the computer age, itis
hardly surprising that computers
feature heavily in the design and
manufacture of modemn caravans.
Each component is positioned
menculously at the planning stage and the walls
and floor constructed o accept these fittings at
the anchor points set into them. You will gather
from even the mostcursory examination of a car-
avan that its outside is usually aluminium,
sometimes glass reinforced plasnc (GRP), and
inside, some sort of non-metallic sheet, usually
viery thin plywood is used. These two matenals
represent the slices of bread in a sandwich,
Between them is the filling and, just like a sand-
wich, this can be varied to suit the individual
caravan. During manufacture, the ready-cut out-
side is laid face down and sprayed with adhesive,
Wooden hattens are positioned w provide both
rgidity and anchor points for cupboards and the
spaces filled with polystyrene slab. The whole lot
is then respraved with adhesive before the pre-
shaped laver of plywood is pressed on to the
adhesive, o finish the sandwich. Needless o say,
both inside and outside layers are pre-cur by com-
puter controlled machines.

During acaravan’s construction, cupboards are
usually fixed to the floor and the walls added nest.
Onee the cupboards have been anchored o the
battens in the walls, the ends can be added and,
finally, the roof.

Understanding a catavan’s construction can
explain why itis so casy o screw a coat hook into
the inside wall ofa caravan, only to find it pull our
almost immediately: [ never fix anyvthing to the
walls of my caravan, either inside or out, unless it
cannot be avoided. Nevertheless, there have been
twooccasions when | had nooption but to pierce
the ouside skin of the caravan,

If you really must screw into an inner wall (above) it's best
to use self-tapping or twin-thread coarse-thread screws



Thee first was to put a row of studs along the side
o accept a pocker-apron for the swning, and the
second was to fit three awning eves oanchor the
awning frame o the caravan, | put the fissteye in
with pop-nvers and then decided w put the ather
rwo in with self-apping screws, There is little to
choose berween these two methods although pop-
rivets make a permanent fixture, wheneas screws

an be removed. | never pre-dnll holes for self-p
screws, but push and screw in one operanion,

| like pop-rivers; they are so positive and pull
up very tight. Their imitation, perhaps, is the
relarive weakness of both the innerand outer sur-
faces of camvans when it comes tosupportng any
real weight. They pull through thin aluminium
or phywood all too casily.

It 15 possible w obtain hollow, threaded pop-
rivets for use where a component needs to be
occasionally unscrewed. 1 have only used them
very mrely, however,

Ifa pop-nverdoes pull our, it leaves a large hole
o fill and chis can be messy oo hide, 1 have done
this, in the past, by mpping or pushing the
aluminium gently back into positon and then fill-
mg the hole with Amildite using a dnnking straw,
The resin is kaded into the straw and then blwn
intoy the hole. Aftersetting, itcan be dissunsed with
twouch-up paint,

However, | have found a superb epoxy prod-
uctcalled QuikSrecl, which looks like a cvlindnical
plug, You cuta piece off the lengrh which contains
both components and roll it in vour hands fora
minute or s0. As it warms and becomes pliable,
vou push itinm the hole and smooth icoffwitha
puttyv-knife. The resin can be either painted or

Thee trusty rivet gun. These rivets make for a permanent
fisture whereas screws can always be removed later

Sandwich break: wood, aluminium and polystyrene are the key ingredients of a typical sandwich-construction caravan wall

Use short, large-tiameter, coarse-threaded, countersunk screws when affixing something as heavy as this shower-head

‘If  use a screw in
the outside skin, |
put Araldite behind
the fitting in a belt
and braces approach.

When fiiting awning rail press-studs like these (above),

simear a litthe mastic on the threads to prevent water ingress

In case you dicn’t know, this is a small drawer knob,
complete with integral screw: ideal for light weights only. ..

...such as on the hack of a washroom door. Anything
heavier than a bath-robe will probably damage it, though

drilled and screwed with a self-apping screw with-
in 15 minutes. It doesn't go as soft and runny as
other resins [ have used, and sticks resolutely ma
vanety of surfaces. Filling unwanred screw holes
in the outer skin is alwavs one of myv DY night-
mares but QuikSteel seems m be the answer.

If 1 have used a screw in the outside skin, as in
the case of the apron studs, | have always put
Araldive behind the firting as well. This warer-
proafs the fixtures and acts as a belvand braces
back-up. | don'tbelieve in leaving things ochance
and make no apology for taking precautions, |
woild tar rather put a dab of eposey resin behind
afang stud on the outside of the caravan when |
serew iton, than ot it and discover rot through
warer ingress ara later dace. This fear is always at
the back of my mind and perhaps explains my

great reluctance o drill holes into the outer skin
of my carmvan’s body pancls

Lam similarly reluctant toput screws intminner
walls, but for a different reason. The inner @

DECEMBER 1998 PRACTICAL CARAVAN 39



ATTACH TO A CARAVAN'S WALL

Substantial towel rails like this (above) need equally substantial screws to affix them successhully to inner caravan walls.

waill of most caravans is made of three millimetre
plywood bonded o polystyrene which, intum, is
bonded to the outer skin. The only effecove hold-
ing marenal is the phywood, and with just three
millimetres of it, [ think it is expectinga lotof the
matenial o screw heavy loads on it Ifthere s
nooption but wscrew something on w the inner
wall = say, when fiting a shower bracker —then
you should use a coarse thread screw, either self-
tapping or twin-thread. Sizes six and seven are
probably the maost useful.

Since the thickness of caravan walls rarely
exceeds 25mm, or one inch overall, | never use
serews longer than 18mm or(L75inch. Any screw
used in the intenior wall is only going o bite into
shallow plywood, bevond which is only poly-
styrene, so short screws are ideal. However,
coarse-threaded, shor-lengeh screws of suitable
diameterare notreadily available, whereas 18mm
(0.75 inch} serews of this rype are found easily,

I boughta selection of boxes of suitable screws
from Screwfix Direct, enough to last me for sev-
el vears. T'he vast mnge 1s superb, but postage
costs are such thar you'd be berter placing a larg-
erorder thanis really necessary. | bought pop-nvets
and push-fir 1 2v connectors, as well as screws.

Needless tosay, with the amount of condensa-
tion which can oocur in o caravan, it pays to buy
stminless sieel sorews. These are only slighthy more
expensive than the bnghr-finish, zinc-plated rype.
In the end, it comes down to not just whart is
available, but o what suits the pocker.

There is very little use for the conventional
wondscrew in caravins. | have only ever used them
once, in the brass version, meonc M and impenial
BA sizes. Each version has itsown distinct thread.
Becausc of this, | am carcful wkeep the rwosenes
well apart to avoid ome-wasting efforts orying to
put the nut of one on to the thread of another!

1 find M and M5 memnc screws are useful sizes,
asare 2BA and 4BA. Available lengths vary but
this 15 not a problem as they can easily be cut to
stze with a small hacksaw. M4 is slightly larger in
diagmeter than 4BA, and M5 a litde larger than
2BA. Heads of machine screws come in either
slotred orerossheaded versions, according o indi-
vidual preference. | have used these o fic coar

Machine screws and washers help prevent holders like this
(above) from pulling through the thin interior woodwork

‘Since the thickness
of a caravan’s walls
rarely exceeds
25mm, orone inch,
NEVEr Use SCrews
longer than 18mm’

hiooks or intermal partitions and to hold borde-clips
inside the cupboards. 1fyou fit washers underthe
nus, they won the pulled through easily. The dis-
advantage of using machine screw is the visibilicy
of the nuts and washers on the other side of the
paration or cupboard. However, as these are not
always obvious, unless vou look behind, this isa
smull price o pay for really solid anchomge. | know
anything secured with a machine screw stands a
better chance of staying in place, come what may!

The most obvious and important addicional
item any caravanner might want to fix is a fire

extnguisher. These varyin type and size, butare
unlikely owesigh more than a couple of kilograms,
Nevertheless, although the ideal position for
an exringuisher might appear to be the inside
of the kirchen area, I would rry -t lonk for
another location so that the wall does nothave
bear undue weight.

If it really must go on the wall, nse the largest
diameterseli-apping serews that will go through
the fixing holes of an exungusher bracket, such
that countersunk heads are used in countersunk
holes and pan heads on flar holes. Artention to
details like thisensures the bracket fits snugly and
tghtly. L have seen small mwlplug caviey door fix-
ings used as an altermative to screws, in order to
secure a fire exnnguisher.

The small size just fits into the cavity before
it pulls dight. Remember though, that there is
lesss than one inch of cavity when vou use any fom
of caviry fixing. Whatever the location or the
method of anchorage, it is important that the
extinguisher is held firmly in place.

Towel rails are another popularadditon; indeed,
I have two in my caravan. The bathroom rmil is
fairly convennonal and doubles up as a grab-
handle. Itis held securely on o the inside of the
partition wall with screws. The other is on the
dresser, by the doorway,

It consists of two cup-hooks, abour 40cm aparr,
screwed into the end of the dresser witha length
of plastic-coared curtain wire, each with an eye
screwed into the end, stretched berween the
hooks. It is light in weight but can hold tea-
towels and hand wwels mostefficently, Itscheap,
! T have described dhis mil in detail, mwshow thar
professiona-ooking results can often be achieved
with extremely simiple and inexpensive ideas.

A large washroom mirror sits on the inside of
the outer wall, its brackers held in place with a
coating of Evostik behind them, wogether witha
selection of small self-tapping screws,

When [ replaced the original shower head,
| used short, large dinmeter, coarse-threaded,
countersunk screws for the shower bracket.

When adding coar hooks, the choice of design
and means of fixing 15 wide and bewildenng, but
adhesive backed hooks are not really suitable for
caravans. My tp is to avoid the inner wall ac all
costs and use machine screws to attach hooks
which you want wsupport heavy ooats, | have put
a couple of plastic coat hooks on to the end of an
overhead cupboard with a couple of screws, and
they are really useful for hanging up keys.

Light-load coat hooks can be stuck on o the
back of the washroom door. | used two small
drawer knobs with integral screws which, by
design, won't hold much. They are ideal for
hanging a dressing gown or sponge-bag up, though,

Secunng addinonal iwems to a caravan is really
only a matter of common-sense based upon an
understanding of how the caravan is constructed,
It goes without saying that puncturing a caravan’s
outer skin, forwhatever reason, 15 a nsky business
and should be undenaken with some caution,

Always cover yourself by adding Araldite to
screws, and, ifyou have any to hand, a anny blob
of waterproof mastic on a screw’s thread should
help prevent any moisture getting through and
rotting the wood behind.

Betrer prevention now, than cure later. &
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