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There’s an old saying: “You never miss the water until the well runs dry.” This is true. In a 

manner of speaking the windshield wipers on a car are the same. That is, you never think 

about them until you need them, and if they won’t work, you usually don’t have time for 

a repair. As a result, as soon as the rain is over, you go on with all the other things in life, 

never again thinking about the wipers until the next time it rains. Then it’s the same all over 

again. 

The wipers on an old Corvette may not be operated for years at a time, so when they need 

repair, the part and procedures are sometimes difficult to find, especially pertaining to the 

parts under the instrument panel.   

I want to discuss wiper transmissions on 1956 through 1962 Corvettes. The transmissions 

are the devices on the cowl, just below the windshield, where the wiper arms attach to the 

car. These transmissions are driven by wire cables attached to the center drum located 

in the middle of the firewall under the instrument panel. These cables, two from each 

transmission, are stretched tightly to the spool-type drum in the center, and, like so many 

other parts of the early Corvettes, are more easily removed than installed. 

Photo #1 shows a new drum assembly, actually called a plate because it is also used as 

a mounting plate for the wiper motor. The mounting plate fits on the center of the firewall, 

on the engine side, and it serves to support the wiper motor, and to transmit the turning 

power of the motor to the drum, which rotates back and forth under the instrument panel. 

The cables from the wiper transmissions are connected to the drum; one in each of the four 

pulley grooves, and the power from the motor is transmitted to the wiper arms and blades 

through these cables.

Photo #2 shows the drum with one cable loosely connected to it. Notice there are four 

grooves in the drum. Each groove is designed to contain one cable, two cables from the 

right transmission and two from the left. For this article we’ll number these grooves, from 

the firewall down, numbers one through four. The plate pictured is correct for a 1958-62 

Corvette. There is another one for 1956-57 which is similar in appearance; the difference 
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being the angle with which  the shaft passes through the plate as the 1956-57 Corvettes 

had a different slope to the firewall, therefore using a different plate. 

In Photo #3 you’ll see a new wiper transmission for a 1958-62 Corvette. Once again, the 

transmission for the 1956-57 is very similar and is shown in Photo #4. The mounting 

bracket is a different shape, and  the angle of the shaft through the firewall is once again 

slightly different on the early cars. In case you forget which is which, the series and side of 

the car is printed on each transmission. Photo #5 shows the 1958- 62 transmission which 

has a “58” casting embossment on the back- side along with the letter “R” indicating right-

hand side. Photo #6 shows the embossing on a 1956-57 transmission casting, and note it is 

for the left-hand side.

As earlier mentioned, the transmissions are more easily removed than installed. For some 

reason, there is a lack of information on the procedure for installing the transmissions. The 

ST-12 Corvette Servicing Guide doesn’t even mention the wiper transmissions. Even the 

various Corvette Assembly Instruction Manuals fail to show the procedure. (Editor’s note: 

Chevrolet Passenger Car Service Manuals of the era outline the procedure as the design 

was similar, but no specific Corvette procedure was ever published.) 

As mentioned earlier, the cables are positioned tightly around the drum in the center of the 

firewall. Because they’re so tight, they seem almost impossible to reinstall once removed, 

unless you know the secret... 

The transmissions (made by TRICO) are designed to release some additional cable, that is, 

allowing slack in the two cables for the purpose of installation. Then, once the cables have 

been hooked up to the center drum, the transmissions are designed to pull the extra slack 

in the cable back into the transmission providing an extremely tight fit so the wipers will 

work perfectly. Brilliant, how do they do that? Their design is really quite remarkable. 

Have a helper stand on the outside of the car and with the wiper arm removed from the 

transmission shaft, have him/her push down on the end of the shaft. When I say push 

down, I mean push straight down as if to push the shaft back through the cowl of the car. 
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If the wiper transmission is in good working condition, it will move downward against 

spring tension about 1/8”. If your helper releases the force, the shaft will come back up. 

What is happening is: If you look at Photo #7 you’ll see a close-up of the end of the wiper 

transmission where the two cables are connected. Notice the wiper cables are wound in 

two separate grooves. These two grooves look as if they were cut into one piece of metal, 

however they are actually two separate pulleys, which may be turned in opposite directions 

from one another. This action, however, only happens when the transmission is being 

installed. At all other times, the two pulleys are locked together, and operate as one.  

Photo #8 shows the two pulleys separated from each other. This photo was taken while 

I held the shaft down from the upper end.  The pulleys will only stay separated while 

someone applies force against the upper end of the shaft. 

At the same time your helper is pushing down, you’re under the instrument panel pulling 

both cables away from the drum. Pull both cables in the same direction as they will be 

pulled in service. As you pull the cables the two pulleys will turn in opposite directions 

and the cables will extend away from the transmission. You will feel the spring tension 

you are pulling against as you pull the cables. When you feel the extra length, about one 

inch per cable, tell your helper to release tension on the shaft. As the tension is released, 

the two pulleys will lock back together thus allowing extra cable slack for you to hook the 

cables onto the center drum. It’s also possible to do this with the trans- mission out of the 

car while held in a vise. Photo #9 shows two pulleys separated so you can see the teeth 

between the pulleys. These teeth are designed to lock the pulleys just long enough for you 

to hook up the cables. After the two cables are hooked up, the shaft is once again pushed 

downward from outside the car. Automatically, the teeth between the pulleys un- lock, and 

the spring (visible in Photo #9) will twist the pulleys and tighten the cables. The length of 

each cable is designed for a tight fit. This procedure is done for both the left- and right-

hand transmissions. 

Where do I hook the cables? Good question... The four cables are different lengths. The 

center (motor) drum has four grooves, each one specially designed for one particular cable. 
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I have drawn a simple diagram to illustrate the location of each cable end. 

On the right side the cables must cross as shown. The right upper cable goes to the groove 

closest the firewall (groove #1). As you can see it crosses under the center drum and 

attaches in a clockwise direction. The right lower cable goes over the center drum and 

connects to the groove furthest from the firewall

The cables from the left side do not cross over. The upper cable attaches to the third groove 

down from the firewall, and the left lower cable attaches to the second groove down.

I would first attach the wiper motor to the mounting plate, and then hook up the electrical 

wiring to test motor function before attaching the transmission cables. After testing the 

motor, let it come to rest at its full park position. This procedure should bring the center 

drum to ap- proximately the position shown in my diagram. At this time I would hook up 

the cables from each transmission, and again test the operation of the wiper motor before 

attaching the wiper arms and blades to insure smoothness and the ability to park after the 

switch is turned off.  Be certain to check underneath the instrument panel for any washer 

hoses or electrical wiring which may be interfering with the wiper cables. 

These cables can saw through a wire and cause a serious short circuit 

resulting in a fire. Don’t let this happen to you. I’ve seen it more than 

once. Use wire ties to secure wiring, hoses, speedo and tach cables, 

defroster ducts and anything else, which could interfere. 

Sometimes the wiper transmissions are frozen in the operating position and 

the cables cannot be lengthened as described. If this is the 

case the transmission will have to be over- hauled since 

new ones are no longer available. Fortunately, there are 

specialists who do this type of work.
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