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This paper provides information to assist in servicing the function locking, steering columns in the C3 Corvette models from 1969 through 1982.  These directions are useful for both standard (non-adjustable) steering columns as well as the tilt & telescoping (T&T) columns.  This paper does not apply to the 1968 Corvette C3 model.

Starting in 1969, to help prevent vehicle thefts, General Motors decided to make two basic changes to the steering columns in all their vehicles.  First, they moved the ignition switch from the dash to a location on top of the steering column up under the brake support bracket.  Second, they mandated that the steering and the transmission shift functions should also be locked with the ignition key.  Unfortunately, making it more difficult for the car thief also makes the servicing of the steering column more complicated for the person(s) doing the servicing.  Hopefully, this paper (and several others that I have authored) will assist working on the Saginaw steering column and make the whole procedure less frustrating.

I would rate this service procedure as moderately difficult since the steering column has to be dropped down out of the dash in order to gain access to the switch(s).  

Before dropping the steering column it is best to first remove the steering wheel since the column will not drop very far when the steering wheel rim hits the car seat.  The steering wheel on most C3 models can easily be removed by disassembling the horn parts and telescope lock (for T&T).  Then remove six phillips head screws that hold the wheel to the hub.

The above is correct except for the following C3 models; all 1976 steering columns, (both standard and T&T) and 1977, 78, and 79 standard (non-adjustable) columns.  These  models have a one piece steering wheel and hub assembly.  They require that you disassemble the horn parts, remove the telescope lock parts (if T&T), remove the steering wheel retainer clip and nut, and use a puller to remove steering wheel and hub assembly.

General Information

There are two different designs of steering column mounted ignition switches.  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.

General Information (Continued)
The headlight dimmer switch was mounted on the floor and was foot actuated from 1969 through 1976.  The switch was moved to the steering column on all C3 Corvettes in 1977 and was actuated by the turn signal lever.  The switch remained on the steering column 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 attaches to the transmission.  On cars with automatic transmissions, the cable pushes the column lever to the full Up position when the transmission is shifted into Park.  With manual transmissions, it pushes the column lever Up when the transmission is shifted into Reverse.   

All 1977 through 1982 Corvettes have a small key release lever next to the ignition lock cylinder on the steering column that the driver has to trip in order to be able to rotate the ignition key to the Off-Lock position.  This later design does not require a back drive cable.  This key release column requires that you install the ignition switch and lock cylinder differently than the older steering columns.
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Instructions for Dropping and Removing the Column

First of all, NEVER just remove the two vertical screws that hold the steering column up into the dash and let the column “hang” by the attachments at the flexible coupling and the two fasteners coming through the dash panel.  Letting the column “hang” in that manner puts very high loads on the steering column lower bearing and can cause it to fail.

Second of all, disconnect the battery before working on the steering column.

If your C3 has a steering column back drive system (all 1969 through 1976 models), you will need to open the hood and look directly under the brake booster.  There will be a lever on the lower end of the steering column with a cable attached to it.  Remove the cotter pin and washer, disconnect the back drive cable from the pin on the lever.  There is also a metal lower column plate (M) attached to the dash panel.  The cable sheath is attached to the plate.  You can leave the cable attached to the plate.  This plate also holds a welded stud and a loose carriage bolt (N) that secures the lower end of the column (J).

If you have a manual transmission, you will find a fairly heavy clutch pedal return spring attached to the plate and to the Z-bar.  You should detach one end of the spring at this time.  Hint!  Detach the clutch pedal push rod from the Z-bar.  This will allow the Z-bar to rotate rearward and take some tension off the spring. 

Next, remove the two nuts (G) and lockwashers (H) that connect the flexible coupling to the steering column flange (F).

Go back inside the car and remove the plastic closeout panel from under the steering column.  Remove the crossover bar and the air conditioning duct that passes under the steering column.  Remove the two nuts (R) that attach the steering column to the outside lower column plate.  Now go back under the hood and pull the plate away from the dash.  You will also find that there are two washers (P) sandwiched between the plate and the dash panel.

Now, go back inside and unfasten the two vertical screws (K) and washers (L) that hold the column up into the dash.  

Make sure on 1976 and earlier columns that you have the back drive lever all the way in the Up position and that it is aligned with the cutout 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 parts.)  Pull back and rotate the steering column so that it will drop and rest on your front seat.

You can now disconnect the two body harness electrical connectors from the column ignition switch.  There are three plastic tabs that need to be depressed in order to disengage them from the switch.  Disconnect the turn signal “harmonica” electrical connector from the vehicle wiring.  Disconnect the electrical connector(s) from the dimmer switch and the cruise control wires (if so equipped).  The steering column can now be removed from the car.

Dimmer Switch Trouble Shooting Chart
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Removing the Dimmer Switch

The lower dimmer switch attachment (closest to the floor) is with a nut.  The nut threads onto a stud.  The lower half of the stud holds the ignition switch in place.  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.

Remove the switch from the column by removing two screws (or a stud and a screw).  Pull 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.  

Back Drive Columns (1969-1976) reach down to the lower column lever and move it all the way Down to its lowest position.  Now rotate the lock cylinder all the way counterclockwise until it stops.  The steering column is now in Off Unlock position.

Key Release Columns (1977-1982) 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 that same Off Unlock position.  You do this by moving the slider all the way to the end of travel to the Accessory position.  It should detent and stay in that position.  If in doubt, the other travel extreme will be the Start position and you should feel a spring return.  Now move the slider two detent positions back from the Accessory position, this will be the Off Unlock position.

Fit the actuator rod into the slider hole and assemble it to the column with the two fasteners.  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.  Reinstall and readjust the dimmer switch if so equipped.

Reinstall the Steering Column

Move the lower column lever back to the Up position (if so equipped).  Carefully slide the lower end of 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.

Reattach the electrical connectors to the ignition switch, turn signal switch, dimmer switch and cruise control (if so equipped.)

Snug but do not tighten the column in place with the two vertical screws up under the dash.  Go back under the hood and loosely install the lower column plate with its stud and washer onto the dash panel.  Also insert the carriage bolt into the plate, assemble the washer to the bolt, and assemble the plate, bolt, and washer to the dash panel.  

Reinstall the Steering Column (Continued)
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 go back inside the car and reattach the nuts to the welded stud and carriage bolt 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 two plate fastener nuts and readjust the column as necessary.  Torque the two vertical column screws to 15 ft-lbs. 

Reattach the AC duct, the crossover bar, and plastic closeout panel under the steering column.  

(If so equipped), place the lower column lever in the full Up position, reattach the transmission backdrive cable (manual transmission in Reverse, automatic in Park).  Fasten the cable to the pin on the lower lever with the washer and cotter pin.  

Reattach the steering wheel, horn and telescope lock parts.  Tighten the steering wheel nut to 30 ft-lbs.

Reconnect the battery. 
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