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REPLACING/ADJUSTING IGNITION AND DIMMER SWITCHES ON CORVETTE C3 STEERING COLUMNS

The following information is valid for replacing and/or adjusting ignition and headlight dimmer switches on Corvette C3 steering columns from 1969 through 1982 models.  To help prevent vehicle theft the ignition switch was moved from the dash to a location on top of the steering column up under the brake support bracket starting in 1969.  Unfortunately, making it hard for the car thief also makes it hard for the person servicing these switches.

I would rate this service procedure as moderately difficult since the steering column has to be “dropped” down out of the dash (with the steering wheel resting on the seat) or the steering column can be removed entirely from the car in order to gain access to the switch(s).  

General Information

The standard (non adjustable) steering column ignition switch works in the opposite direction from the T&T steering column switch.  Although either switch will connect to your vehicle wiring harness, the switches are not interchangeable.  However, the adjustment procedure is the same.

The headlight dimmer switch was mounted on the floor from 1969 through 1976.  It was placed on the steering column in 1977 and continued through 1982.

On 1969 through 1976 Corvette columns there is a lever on the lower end of the steering column (out under the hood, just under the brake booster.)  It is connected to a cable that runs to the transmission.  We call this cable the back drive cable.  If your car has an automatic transmission, it activates when you shift into “Park.”  If it is a manual transmission, it activates when you shift to “Reverse.”   

1977 and later Corvettes have a small key release lever next to the ignition lock cylinder that the driver has to trip each time the ignition key is rotated to “Off-Lock”.  This later design does not require a back drive cable.

Dropping the Column to Gain Access to the Ignition and Dimmer Switches

First, disconnect the battery.

If your C3 has a back drive, remove the cotter pin and disconnect the back drive cable from the lever on the steering column.  Next, remove the two nuts and lockwashers that connect the flexible coupling to the steering column flange.  If you have a manual transmission, remove the clutch pedal push rod spring from the plate on the dash that holds the back drive cable.  This plate also holds a welded stud and a carriage bolt that holds the lower end of the steering column.  

Dropping the Column (Continued)

Now, remove the lower dash panels, the crossover bar, and the air conditioning duct from  under the steering column.  Disconnect the two nuts that attach the steering column at the floor.  Now go under the hood and pull the lower column plate (or back drive cable plate) away from the dash.  With the back drive column you should now see a slot in the dash that should align with the lever on the column and allow the column to slide back inside the car.  Now, go back inside and unfasten the two screws that hold the column up under the dash.  

You should now be able to carefully lower the column somewhat to clear the speedo/tach cluster.  Make sure on 1976 and earlier columns that you have the back drive lever all the way up and that it is aligned with the slot in the front of dash.   Now pull the column straight back, disconnecting the column flange from the two flexible coupling bolts.  (You may need an assistant out under the hood to help disengage the bolts.)  This will allow the column to drop so that the steering wheel will rest on your front seat. 

With the column resting on the seat, you should now be able to reach the screws and nuts on the side of the column that hold the ignition switch and the dimmer switch.  

Removing the Dimmer Switch

Disconnect the electrical connector.  

The lower dimmer switch attachment (closest to the floor) is with a nut.  The nut threads onto a stud.  The stud holds the ignition switch in position.  If you are not going to work on the ignition switch make sure that you only remove the nut and do NOT loosen the stud otherwise you will have to adjust the ignition switch as well.  Now remove the screw on the upper part (steering wheel side) of the switch.  You can now disengage the dimmer switch from the actuator rod and remove it.

Installing and Adjusting the Dimmer Switch

Insert the dimmer rod into the switch.  Loosely install the screw in the upper attaching hole and snug the nut on the stud.  Force the switch up into the dimmer rod to remove lash and tighten the screw and nut to 35 in-lbs.  Check the dimmer switch function by actuating the turn signal lever.  You should hear a sharp snap.

Removing the Ignition Switch    

On cars equipped with column mounted dimmer switches, the dimmer switch will have to be removed first and then the ignition switch.  Follow the above procedures to remove and reinstall the dimmer switch.

Disconnect the electrical connector and remove the switch from the column by removing two screws and pulling the switch off the column actuator rod.  You may need to twist the switch 90 degrees to get it off the actuator rod.

Installing and Adjusting the Ignition Switch

In order to correctly install the ignition switch it is necessary for you to place the column lock cylinder in the “Off Unlock” position.  

On back drive columns, reach down to the lower column lever and move it down to its lowest position.  Now rotate the lock cylinder all the way counterclockwise until it stops.  This will be the “Off Unlock” position.

On key release columns, just rotate the lock cylinder all the way counterclockwise until it stops.  DO NOT actuate the key release lever.  This will place it in the “Off Unlock” position. 

You now need to place the ignition switch in "Off Unlock" position.  You do this by moving the slider all the way to the end of travel (“Accessory”) where it should detent and stay in that position.  If in doubt, the other extreme will be the "Start" position and you will feel a spring return.  Now move the slider two detent positions back from the “Accessory” position.

Fit the actuator rod into the slider hole and assemble it to the column with the two screws.  Lightly push the switch down the column (away from the steering wheel), to take out lash in the actuator rod, and tighten the mounting screws.  Caution should be exercised to prevent moving the switch out of the “Off Unlock” detent.  Tighten the screws to 35 in-lbs.  Reconnect the electrical connector and reinstall and readjust the dimmer switch if so equipped.

Reassemble the Steering Column

Move the lower column lever back to the up position.  Carefully slide the column back through the dash hole.  Insert the column flange onto the two flexible coupling bolts (the bolts are different sizes so the flange will only go on one way.)  Tighten the nuts and lockwashers to 20 ft-lbs.

Snug but do not tighten the column in place with the two screws up under the dash.  Install the lower column plate with its stud and carriage bolt.  Now check the alignment of the flexible coupling pins in the column flange slots.  They should be central.  You may need to move the lower column and outside plate around in order to make the pins central.  Then reattach the floor fasteners and torque to 10 ft-lbs.  Rotate the steering wheel 90 degrees and again visually check if the flexible coupling pins are central in the flange slots.  Loosen the floor fasteners and readjust the column as necessary.  Torque the two vertical column screws to 15 ft-lbs. 

 Reattach the AC duct, the crossover bar, and lower dash panels.  

With the column lever all the way up, reattach the transmission backdrive cable (manual transmission in “Reverse”, automatic in “Park”) if so equipped.  Reconnect the battery. 
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