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These are instructions on how to change transmission fluid in 3rd generation (2003-2006) Dodge 

Ram 1500 (mine is a HemiSport package with the 545RFE 5-speed auto tranny, 2WD, short bed, 

quad cab). The procedure is pretty generic and so I hope people can apply this to other 

cars/transmissions. Additionally, this was my first time doing the tranny oil change and I hope 

that if this is your first time as well, you will learn from my mistakes and do a better job… 

 

I did some reading before I got enough guts to do this myself, and in hindsight it wasn’t that bad. 

I’m confident that anyone with mild aptitude for mechanical devices can change transmission and 

save some cash for other things (such as cheap prostitutes). In any case, I trust Amsoil 

wholeheartedly and so I bought their synthetic ATF+4 equivalent transmission oil at somewhere 

around $100 for 16 quarts. Right there you will notice they have a procedure on how to do an oil 

change (PDF). And so I used that process as my baseline. I’m pretty much going to stick to it with 

the addition of some pictures and personal comments. Unfortunately, at the time of this writing 

(March 2006), Amsoil (Wix) have not yet made the filters for this particular tranny. And so I had 

to go with the dealer equivalent - about $55 - for both filters (yes there are two, a screw-in and a 

flat type). 

 

There are 2 types of oil changes you can do with your transmission. A regular pan drop – where 

you remove the pan on the bottom of the transmission, change the filter, and add new oil, and 

then there’s the extended flush procedure. This is where in addition to the pan drop, you also 

remove the oil that is not in the pan – that is, the oil inside the torque converter. Overall, the oil 

is split about 50/50 between what’s in the pan and what’s in the rest of the transmission. Unlike 

changing the engine oil, however, this process gets pretty dirty – it is very likely you will have red 

tranny fluid just about everywhere when you’re done: 

 



 

 

For this reason, I laid a huge plastic sheet under the truck before I proceeded with the oil change. 

You can get a bunch of them at Home Depot in the paint department (known as drop cloth, but 

cheap plastic stuff).  

 

OK – so here’s what the transmission pan looks like before you take it off. It is held in by fifteen 

M6-1 bolts of grade 9.8 (more on this later): 

 



 

 

There’s oil in there, if you just take the pan off, it will go all over the place. The key is to loosen 

one particular corner more than the others so that most of the oil can flow out of it first. Also, due 

to the sealing properties of the silicone gasket, the pan will be stuck to the transmission to some 

degree so mild force may be required to take it off. I slowly wedged in a small flat head screw 

driver to pry off one of the corner – BE CAREFUL – the transmission case is aluminum, which is 

very soft, and you can easily damage it if too much force is used. Once you get it in there, it 

should look something like this: 

 



 

 

Once the pan is off, you will want to remove the two filters. The screw-in-type cylindrical filter 

just unscrews, and the other flat filter is held in place with a hex bolt. When you take these off, 

more oil will come out, so have the pan underneath: 

 



 

 

One comment on the flat filter - there are two different filters (although they look the same from 

the top) – one for 4x4 models and the other for 2WD models. In the 4x4 version, the large 

opening on the bottom of the filter stands off higher to accommodate a deeper transmission pan. 

So make sure you check this BEFORE you are ready to close everything out. In my case, I told 

the dealer what I needed, I even gave him the VIN, and guess what – they gave me the wrong 

filter version, which leads me to: 

 

 Mistake #1 – Check all your filters (and other stuff) before you put them on 

 Lesson Learned #1 – Dealerships are still very incompetent, do not trust them. 

 

If you don’t do this, you will be like me – all of a sudden you will have Turrets Syndrome because 

you’re under your truck with silicone on the pan and it is 20 minutes before the dealership Parts 

Department closes for the weekend. I cleaned off the ATF RTV (silicone) super fast before it had 

time to start drying and drove to the dealership to swap filters. They were pretty apologetic and 

even threw in a new tube of ATF RTV Sealant for free! 

 

Flat filter screw 

Screw-in filter 



So back in my driveway I’m getting ready to do this again…  

 

As you will find out, the flat filter came with an O-ring seal. You need to first remove the old one 

and it is pretty hard to do because it’s lodged in the transmission: 

 

 

 

Again, be extremely careful removing it as aluminum is super soft here and will absorb even very 

little pressure – see a very small notch I left immediately to the left of the seal. Something like 

that isn’t a big deal – but I’m glad I stopped before putting way too much force on this. In 

hindsight, I recommend gripping the O-ring from the inside with some sort of a hook to remove it 

– some mild force may be required as will putting in the new seal. I used a small wooden block to 

softly tap in the edges of the new O-ring. Make sure it seats properly before putting the flat filter 

into it. And most definitely do NOT put the O-ring on the filter and then install the filter. This will 

not properly seal and will cause damage to the transmission. 

 



Remember to clean off the old silicone seal from the edges of the oil pan AND the transmission. It 

is recommended to use sharp plastic or wooden edge to do this, but since I didn’t have one of 

those, I used a blade. Just remember to be careful not take off more than the old seal – if you 

have a few scratches here and there, it’s OK, nothing to worry about. This is what my pan looked 

like after about 30 minutes of cleaning: 

 

 

 

When you clean the pan, notice that there’s a magnet in the corner – it is designed to attract 

small metal particles that float around your transmission. You will need to clean it off as well. 

Seeing very fine particles is normal tear-and-wear part of transmission operation, but you should 

most definitely not see anything larger than 1mm in size. Here’s the picture of my dirty magnet: 

 



 

 

Once you are ready to re-install the pan (make sure the filters are in place) apply a line of ATF 

RTV Sealant (basically black silicone) to the pan. Remember that BOTH surfaces (the pan and the 

tranny) must be clean and free of oil, dirt, and water before you do this. This is kind of hard on 

the transmission side since small amount of oil drips out indefinitely once the pan is off. So just 

have a clean towel handy right before you put on the pan to clean off the oil that might have 

gotten on the edges of the transmission. Also – I know they have special chemicals (see local 

auto parts store) to prepare surfaces, but I used a cloth slightly moistened with gasoline. Yes – 

gasoline will remove just about anything; including oil, silicone gaskets, semen, and dirt (you will 

still need to clean gasoline off with yet another clean cloth when you’re done). 

 

When you apply silicone, as tempting as it may be – do not use too much of it - less is more. For 

this type of seal, use a bead size of about 3mm in diameter. There is a groove in the center of the 

oil pan rail around the outside (the part that contacts the transmission) – apply the sealant to this 

grove. Be sure to go around each bolt hole as well. And when you cover the pan, I recommend 

slightly spreading the sealant so that it goes outside of the grove in both directions – this way 



when it contacts the transmission, the whole area will be protected from leaks. Remember, you 

have about 10 minutes to do this or otherwise the sealant will begin to cure and not properly 

adhere to the surfaces. The picture below shows what I mean, BUT note that I took this picture 

before removing excess silicone, so what you see, is actually TOO MUCH gunk – keep it less than 

this: 

 

 

 

Now you are ready to re-install the pan. Remember in the beginning I mentioned something 

about the bolts being M6-1 of grade 9.8? Well… this brings me to the fun part of the exercise. I’ve 

never in my life used a torque wrench for anything and pretty much “eye-balled” stuff, and let me 

just say that this method worked very well for me as I’ve never had any problems or stripped any 

bolts. Being that this is the newest vehicle I’ve owned to date, I had a desire to do everything 

right – including properly torquing the bolts. Armed with the Internet, I’ve found an online service 

manual (PDF) for the whole darn car. On page 2071 you will find the specification to use 105 in-

lbs (~9 ft-lbs) of torque on these bolts: 

 



 

 

Which, of course, brings me to: 

 

 Mistake #2 – Use common sense. 

 Lesson Learned #2 – Sometimes manuals put in wrong values, screw the torque wrench. 

 

While re-attaching the bolts in a crisscross pattern, I snapped the head of my 5th bolt. Now, I, 

again, found that I have an extremely bad case of (temporary) Turrets Syndrome as I’ve recited 

the whole adult vocabulary several times over in about 5 seconds. Here it is: 

 

 

 

There are several ways to deal with this problem, and I was actually in a pretty good spot 

because the bolt was at the through-hole mounting point. Home Depot and AutoZone (or other 

auto shops) sell some version of a tool used to remove these things. One popular method 



includes drilling a very fine hall in the bolt and then using a reverse-threaded conical screw to 

extract the bolt: 

 

 

 

As I started drilling this sucker, I was extremely worried because, (a) the diameter of the bolt 

was very small (about 4mm) meaning that I could miss the center and damage the transmission 

case, and, (b) I could break off the drill bit inside the bolt further complicating the situation. But 

as I found out, the bolt actually came out the other side as I started to drill through it (thanks to 

through-hall mounting point). Needless to say, I was extremely overjoyed and decide to continue 

this project the next day.  

 

After I went through the whole process of cleaning and reapplying the sealant in the morning, I 

found myself ripping the head off yet another bolt! This brings us to: 

 

 Mistake #3: - Don’t let and engineer do mechanic’s work. 



 Lesson Learned #3 – Making same mistakes is unwise. 

 

At this point I was extremely pissed, not really knowing what the heck the problem was. Also the 

bolt was in a non-through-hall location where the engine connects to the tranny and so I couldn’t 

remove it the same way as before. However, I remembered seeing left-handed drill bits at 

AutoZone and after another trip to the store and a couple of hours - I was able to remove this 

one as well. I took a step back and decided to research this a little bit. From Wiki I found that,  

  

“…bolts usually have a hexagonal head with an ISO strength rating (called property class) 

stamped on the head. The property classes most often used are 8.8 and 10.9. The number 

before the point is the tensile ultimate strength in MPa divided by 100. The number after 

the point is 10 times the ratio of tensile yield strength to tensile ultimate strength. For 

example, a property class 5.8 bolt has a nominal (minimum) tensile ultimate strength of 

500 MPa, and a tensile yield strength of 0.8 times tensile ultimate strength or 0.8(500) = 

400 MPa. Tensile ultimate strength is the stress at which the bolt fails (breaks in half). 

Tensile yield strength is the stress at which the bolt will receive a permanent set (an 

elongation from which it will not recover when the force is removed) of 0.2 %. When 

elongating a fastener prior to reaching the yield point, the fastener is said to be operating 

in the elastic region; whereas elongation beyond the yield point is referred to as operating 

in the plastic region, since the fastener has suffered permanent plastic deformation.” 

 

What this basically means is that the original grade 9.8 bolt M6-1 bolt is rated to be somewhere 

between 8.8 and 9.5 ft-lbs (depending on plating) before plastic deformation takes place. If you 

ask me, manufacturer’s recommendation to use 9 ft-lbs on these bolts is pretty darn close to 

what they are mechanically rated at. Further looking into this on the information-super-highway, I 

found out that in other vehicle, such as BMW and Fords, it is common to use around 4 to 5 ft-lbs 

of torque for oil pans. Remember, even if you don’t rip the head off the bolt, you really don’t want 

to over-tighten it because this will warp the pan in-between the bolt locations and allow the oil to 

leak through at those points. You really need to get the torquing of these things pretty darn close 

– not too light, and not too tight. I found out that it is actually customary to turn over the pan 

once it is off and slightly tap on its perimeter with a soft-headed hammer to remove possible 

warping that may have occurred in the past.  

 

At this point I said to myself, “To hell with the torque wrench,” and bought myself 15 grade 8.8 

stainless steel M6-1 bolts of similar length. I REALLY didn’t want to do this again as this was the 

FORTH time I was applying the darn RTV sealant. And now – I did what I should have done the 



first time – finger-tighten the bolts first, and then use common sense coupled with a small wrench 

to make them just snug. And I didn’t even strip any more bolts this time around! Avoid this: 

 

 

 

Assuming you didn’t do anything of this bolt stripping and got the pan back onto the 

transmission, you are now ready to add the fluid. The dealer service manual doesn’t say anything 

about letting the RTV sealant cure and just says to add in the oil. Well, remembering my very 

recent luck with this manual, I didn’t follow that instruction and allowed about three hours (at 

temp of 50F and about 70% humidity) for the sealant to cure. It is possible that some of the 

silicone was squeezed inside the pan when you re-installed it. Letting it cure will basically solidify 

(or dry) it a bit so that it doesn’t separate from the rest of the seal and float somewhere inside 

your transmission - nothing like a piece of rubber clogging your cooler or worse a hydraulic line 

deep inside the tranny. It usually takes overnight for this to fully adhere to the surfaces.  

 



Adding the required amount of oil (5.5QT in my case, 6.5QT in 4x4 models) into the transmission 

dipstick hole in the engine compartment completes this exercise. If you don’t want to get the rest 

of the oil from the torque converter, you are done. Turn on the car, run through all the gears a 

few times in different combinations, drive around the block a few times to let the engine/tranny 

warm up and then check the fluid. If you have too little fluid in there, it will shift funny – hard, or 

at higher RPMs, or the gears may slip. Don’t drive like that – add more oil, but do not overfill. 

Remember to check your transmission oil with engine running and transmission in neutral gear 

(use e-brake to prevent rolling).  

 

I decided to go down the oil flush route which basically requires you to open up transmission line 

to the cooler (located in front of the vehicle) and drain the oil from there. Locate these two hoses 

that go to a small cooler (radiator) on the passenger side near the headlight: 

 

 

 

In the Ram, the top line is the input (hot) line into the radiator from the transmission and the 

bottom is the output (cold) from the radiator into the transmission pan. You will need a special 



tool to remove these connectors – I paid $10 for the set of 5 of varying sizes. To remove the hose 

– attach 3/8” tool on the metal part of the cooler tube and slide it towards the rubber hose. It 

should go inside the hose collar and unclip it from the metal tube easily sliding off (requiring 

minimal force). You can disconnect the top connector and just aim the hose into a bucket to 

collect the old oil, but this may get pretty messy since it’s a short hose and plus leave some small 

amount of old oil in the system. Alternatively, you can do what I did and actually disconnect the 

bottom line and attach a three-foot 3/8” hose to it aimed into a drain pan. This ensures that all of 

the oil is totally removed from the system: 

 

 

 

And this makes it really easy to control where the oil flows: 

 



 

 

Once you have everything positioned, you are ready to turn on the engine and use the pump 

inside the transmission to get rid of the old fluid while adding the same amount of new oil into the 

dipstick hole above the engine. I was expecting a real fast gushing – but to my surprise, the flow 

rate was extremely slow when I first turned on the engine. Once the engine and tranny warmed 

up, it took a good 2 minutes to get a quart of oil out. Know your total transmission fluid capacity 

so that you can know when you removed all of the oil from the vehicle. In the case of the Ram, 

15 quarts are required for a full flush and I got it pretty close, although I did have to add another 

quart after everything was put back together (buy a couple of extra quarts for this reason).  

 

Congratulations – you have completed your first transmission oil change! …And hopefully without 

any of my screw-ups.  
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