
 

Here something you donôt see every day.  My 

coach parked at 10,200 feet in front of Mt. 

Elbert (over 14,000) at Twin Lakes, Colorado. 

TOM and CINDYôS  

1973 GMC MOTOR HOME 
  

 

 

INTRODUCTION ï I really gain a lot of 

enjoyment from my 73 GMC motor home, even 

though I fondly refer to her as, ñthe money pitò.  

Since the time I was a teenager, I have always 

dreamt of one day building a street rod.  How I 

ever ended up with a ñ12,000 pound antique hot 

rod, with plumbingò
 1

, is one of those life 

mysteries. 

 

In my opinion, the a major engineering defect, in 

theses coaches, which were by the way were 

ahead of their time, is the inadequate dash air and 

heating system.  This issue has been a contestant 

battle since I acquired my coach in 1999.  

Residing in Western Colorado it is always a 

challenge to keep cool in the summer and warm in the winter.  Our summer days are generally in 

the high 90ôs and mid-winter days quite often do not reach 50 degrees.  I have found that when 

temperatures exceed 82 degrees the dash air does little in the comfort area.  While the system 

does provide a lot of heat, the lack of vents above your feet can make winter driving 

uncomfortable to say the least.  Because I do not enjoy the cold weather, we try to take a mid-

winter trip to Mexico in the motor home so that I can warm my feet up.  The ten hours or so it 

takes us to get to Phoenix is not a lot of fun driving with a blanket wrapped around your legs and 

feet.  We have made summer trips lasting as long as, six weeks in our coach.  Because of the lack 

of adequate dash air, we try to reach our daily destination no later than two oôclock and this 

sometime means that a five a.m. departure is not uncommon. 

 

I have found the internet to be a good resource in gathering information for maintaining and 

upgrading our coach.  I believe that I have read every possible article about the GMC motor 

home dash air and heat system and have tried every trick in the book.  While many do improve 

the air situation, the system still misses the mark, in my opinion. 

 

During my travels in the GMC, I constantly am amazed at the interest others have in these classic 

coaches, as most GMC motor home owners will testify to.  I really enjoy answering the many 

questions and talking about these units.  One thing I always tell non-owners is, these coaches 

were ahead of their time, but still they are more than 30 years old and so are most of the airliners 

in use today.  In the early seventies, microwaves were just about non-existent, CD changers, 

LCD TVôs with build in DVD players, and GPS navigation were for the most part not even in 

invented.  So, the ultimate challenge is, bringing the GMC motor home into the twenty-first 

century.  Heeding my own observation, I decided it was time to bring the dash air and heat 

system into the twenty-first century, I though long and hard about how to go about doing this. 

Finally, one day it occurred to me, why not look up some of my street rod buddies and visit with 

them.  Their rods are a lot older than mine and they my have some good ideas.  Well, as it turns 



 

Here is my daily driver.  1971 GMC Jimmy 

purchased in 1973.  Is this my original GMC motor 

home, or what?  My other passion is, boating at 

Lake Powell. 

out, several suggested replacing the air and heat 

system with ñnew 21
st
 Century technologyò. One 

owner had recently installed an air and heating 

system in his street road that was manufactured 

by, Vintage Air in Texas and was extremely 

pleased with the unit and thought it would work 

great in a GMC motor home.  As I said earlier, the 

internet has been a good resource for me, and 

Vintage Air happens to have an outstanding web 

site (vintageair.com). 

 

I have done numerous up-grades to my coach over 

the years, other than documenting the cost 

associated with each up-grade; I have not done 

much else. Which bring us to this article.   

Following is a journal of the various elements 

encountered with the installation of Vintage Airôs cooling and heating system.  Bear in mind that 

I am not the fastest ñwrench manò in the world, and a seasoned mechanic could surely complete 

the various tasks much quicker.   

 

NEW DASH AIR AND HEAT ï With a little apprehension this project began by removing the 

old unit.  My first step was to remove the grill, electric supply lines, hoses and vacuum lines that 

are attached to the unit.  I had lost my R-12 charge during the final trip of the year and was not 

worried about the pressure in the lines.  The removal process was not too difficult and was 

accomplished in about two hours.  I was amazed that two of the bolts attaching the unit to the fire 

wall required a helper because of nuts on the inside of the fire wall, does not say much for, ñmass 

productionò. 

 

After removing the unit I proceed to the interior and began the total removal of the dash board.    

As is the case with most of my past up-grades, one thing always leads to another.  I decided since 

this is going to be so much work, why not do some major dash board improvements?  So, in 

addition to covering the installation of a new dash air system, the dash board overhaul will also 

be covered herein. 

 

Removing the instrument cluster and surrounding area is not to big a deal, takes an hour, or so.  

Removing the main dash and underlying duct work is a pain.  The main problem is removal of 

the sheet metal screws below the windshields.  Since the work is taking place out-doors, removal 

of the windshields is not an option.  I was able to remove about half of the screws using a 

flexible shaft screw driver and a modified Phillips that was heated and bent.  There are many 

areas of the attaching flange that are broken and will need some type of repair.  To remove the 

remaining screws, I cut around the screw head using a flex shaft and small cutting tool with my 

Dremel.  I worked off and on over a two day period removing the main dash and hopefully will 

come up with some sort of idea that will speed up the re-installation. 

 

 

 



 

 

Here is what started this whole project.  Vintage Airôs, Gen II Super Cooler System: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vintage Air suggests mounting the new 

evaporator inside the vehicle against the firewall.  

There is no room in a GMC Motor Home to do 

this without major modifications.  The unit works 

entirely on re-circulated air. There is adequate 

space to mount the new unit at the same area as 

the factory evaporator.  I created a design for a 

new housing box that mounts to the outside of 

the firewall that will protect the evaporator from 

the elements and use the existing air re-

circulation openings for air movement.  The 

design was taken to a local metal fabrication 

shop for construction.  It was built out of 

aluminum.  

 

Vintage Air provides everything necessary for 

the system including four dash air louvers and 

two defrost vents.  I decided to use the existing 

dash vent openings.  To do this required modification to the existing air delivery system.  The 

two ducts that are pop rived to the existing air delivery system were removed and modified. 

This is a view of the top of the unit.  Four large air vents and two smaller 

defrost vents. 

Front of the housing box for the Vintage Air 

heating and cooling system 



 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The system installation process now begins.  My original design for the evaporator box required 

some minor modifications in order to provide adequate clearance for the wiper arm mechanism.  

After securing the box to the firewall with sheet metal screws, the Vintage Air system was 

placed inside.  In order to service the unit in the future, a hole was cut in the left side of the box. 

This allows for the installation of the hose connections.  The unit is serviced on its side then 

rotate to the proper position and bolted to the fire wall.  Access to the bolts is tight and requires 

an extension and swivels.  Because of the location of the unit it was not necessary to replace the 

AC. hoses. However, nine inch extensions were required for each of the two AC hoses.   The 

original end fittings were re-used.  One of the things I like about the design of the system is that 

it does not rely on a vacuum source to operate. 

 

On to the fun part, charging the system and see if everything comes into place.  I took the motor 

home to a local shop for leak testing and charging with R-134 A.  Leaks in the system were 

found in the two line extensions that I had fabricated; retightening with new ñOò rings solved 

that issue.  Houston, ñwe have a problemò.  Even though the system was fully charged to Vintage 

Air specs, not much cool air came out of the dash vents. After further investigation it was 

determined that the heat control servo would not close and we had both cold and hot air at the 

same time.  A quick call to Vintage Air product support revealed that the problem was associated 

with grounding.  There are three ground wires in the system.  During the installation I had 

Duct before modification. 

Duct after.  The hole was filled with 1/8 inch 

plastic secured with silicone adhesive.   A new 

hole was cut to accept a modified Vintage Air 

duct.  The lower duct is floor heat. 

An overview of the rear of the dash panel with Vintage 

Air ducts mounted in dash. 



 

grounded all three to the same spot on the fire wall.  This does not work with their design.  After 

I separated the ground wires the system worked like a champ.  After several summer road trips 

under my belt I can call the long and intensive effort to convert to a Vintage Air system a total 

success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NEW INSTRUMENT PANEL ï The existing panel has seen a tough life.  The PO did some 

epoxy patching of several damaged areas on the back.  Because of the previous damage and 

repair efforts, it does not fit well.  So I decided that since the entire dash board is out of the 

coach, why not up grade?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is what it looks like behind the dash board.  Lots of wires and stuff, I am sure glad that I tagged the wires 

during the removal process.  There were a lot of ñbulletò holes the PO had in the fire wall.  To eliminate air 

infiltration, the entire dash and the sides of the cock pit were covered with foil faced insulation.  The insulation 

also helps lower the noise level.  The two boxes in the center of the fire wall are the cross over connections for a 

new speaker system. 

The system in place.  The access hole on the left is for service access.  The 

aluminum cover for the front of the box is removed and also provides service 

access. 



 

I have seen several quality instrument panel upgrades. But, unfortunately they are a little high 

priced for my budget.  I decided to do my own upgrade that generally follows the existing 

configuration.  My first step was to prepare an accurate template.  Using my AutoCAD abilities, 

a full scale drawing of the existing dash insert was created.  This was some what of a trial and 

error endeavor.  By using the template as a base I was able to reconfigure the instrument panel to 

suite my needs. 

 

Major changes to my new instrument panel include: 

 

1. Change out the fuel, oil, temp and voltage cluster.  I found a new ñquadò cluster that 
closely matches the speedometer cluster.  The nice thing about the new cluster it comes 

with a voltage gauge. 

 

2. Eliminate the ñtail taleò cluster and replace with individual pilot lights.  I also eliminated 
the park and door ajar lights.  They have never worked and I can get along with out them. 

 

3. Incorporate new temp controls for the new heat and cooling system. 

 

4. Include dash fan and air compressor switches on the new panel. 

 

5. Replace and relocate the washer toggle switch with a momentary switch. 

 

6. Add a GPS unit. 

 

7. Replace the steering wheel. 

 

The base material for the new panel is ¼ inch high density fiberboard.  The fiber board may not 

be the best material but, it is easy to work with when you do not have good woodworking skills 

that I do not process.  After cutting the fiberboard with a gig saw a trial fit was made to the base 

panel.  It did not fit as well as I wanted so, I used a power sander to remove some material to 

create a better fit. Because of the configuration of the base to which the instrument panel is 

attached, 1/8 inch filler strips were glued to the back with contact cement. 

 

Since I am going to do all the work myself, and still maintain some cost controls I decided to 

cover the panel with countertop laminate.  I chose a stainless steel material that contrasts nicely 

with the black gauges and switches.  Since I have done some laminating in the past, affixing the 

cover was fairly easy. 

 

I liked the style of the existing dash labels, and wanted to incorporate them on my new panel.  

After a little head scratching, I located a trophy shop that made me new labels that are attached 

with epoxy. 

After carefully double checking that the existing opening in the base panel that I wanted to use 

were in the proper location, holes and cutouts were made using my router, dremel tool, and drill.  

The template that I created was attached to the instrument panel using masking take and served 

as a guide for the cuts. 

 



 

I attached the new instrument panel to the base using allen head machine bolts.  Not being a big 

fan of sheet metal screws, ñthread sertsò were used in the existing steel instrument panel base. 

 

Since I did not keep precise track of my time spent building the new instrument panel I estimate 

that a total of 60 hours were invested, including running around town for materials and creating 

the template. 
 

 

This is the end result of my instrument panel upgrade.  New quad cluster, GPS unit, heat and air controls, and 

new steering wheel.  Also I constructed a new lower instrument panel that holds: an air pressure gauge, inside 

and outside air temperature, and a graphic equalizer for the sound system. 

 

Another key element to my dash upgrade is the installation of a LCD/DVD player, and CD 

changer.  As was the case with the instrument panel, I used ¼ inch high density fiber board and 

covered it with a small layer of padding and vinyl.  The glove box was removed and the new 

components were installed in its place.  Who needs a small glove box, when you have all that 

storage behind you? 

 


