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Have a look at the first photo – can 
you see what’s wrong on my Aston? 
It’s there, staring right at us. Not 

recognizing it could hurt your wallet, your 
Aston, and potentially even you. I’ll give you 
a clue – one tyre is down an alarming 10 psi. 
But can you even tell which one? Which of 
the four tyres shown here is at the correct 
pressure of 38 psi?

If you guessed C you’re right, but it was 
nothing more than a good guess. They were 
48 psi (A), 33 psi (B), 38 psi (C) and 28 psi 
(D). You had no way of knowing by just 
looking.

Aston Martin began fitting Tyre Pressure 
Monitoring Systems (TPMS) to all its Gaydon-
era cars such as the DB9, Vantage, DBS, Rapide, 
Virage and Vanquish. The early cars were fitted 

with a system from SmarTire, and the later 
models used Beru. These were the early days 
of TPMS (circa 2004) as a leading-edge safety 
feature for high performance sports cars. The 
keyword there is ‘safety’.

This leads me onto a pet peeve I have with 
some owners’ comments I read in the online 
forums. Inevitably someone will post about 
the TPMS warning light coming on, signaling 
an issue. They will dutifully check their tyre 
pressures manually, discovering that they 
are normal, and surmise there is a problem 
with the sensor or system, asking the group’s 
advice on how to ‘defeat the warnings’ to just 
make them go away. I don’t get this approach. 
If your airbag warning light comes on, is your 
first instinct to remove the bulb to make the 
warning go away, or to diagnose and fix the 
airbag that may someday save your life?

What You Don’t Know 
Can Hurt You by Steve McEvoy

Can you spot the problem in this picture?

Which tyre is at the correct 38 psi ‘Check Tyres’ warning light
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They might argue that they ‘can tell’ if their 
tyres are at the correct pressure by just looking 
at them, and the TPMS is unnecessary. I say 
BS. My example above should make it clear 
that it’s difficult to spot a pressure issue with 
a low-profile high-performance tyre unless 
the tyre is entirely flat and it’s too late. Aston 
recognized this issue and went to the trouble 
to fit a TPMS to keep you safe.

I have a challenge for you. Walk out to 
your Aston after reading this and use your 
manual tyre pressure gauge to check all four 
tyres’ pressures. I will bet your car won’t be at 
exactly the right tyre pressures (36 psi front, 
38 psi rear for my DB9). Were yours? Were 
they off by 2 psi? 5 psi? More?

Incorrect tyre pressures have many 
negative effects on a car. Low pressures can 
lead to poor gas mileage, irregular tyre wear, 
and poor handling. Uneven pressures (side 
to side) cause poor handling. If you’ve been 
driving with very low pressure, you have 
probably already done considerable damage 
to the tyre’s internal structure, making it 
unsafe even if repaired and re-inflated. A very 
low-pressure tyre that overheats and fails at 
highway speeds destroys the tyre, potentially 
damages the alloy wheel, and could cause an 
accident. Replacing a damaged tyre needs 
to be done in sets, so you’d be looking at 
replacing at least two $350 tyres (plus towing 
to a shop, mounting and balancing). If the 

alloy wheel gets damaged that’s even more 
expense. And if you were going 100 mph 
when the tyre failed, you’ll also need a new 
set of knickers!

I implore you, when your Aston develops 
an issue with the TPMS, put your efforts into 
repairing it, not defeating it.

The TPMS is simple enough. Each wheel 
has a tyre pressure sensor mounted in it as part 
of the air valve assembly. They continuously 
monitor the pressure and temperature of 
each wheel, transmitting the information 
wirelessly to a central control unit in the car. 
Each sensor broadcasts a unique ID so the 
controller knows which wheel is which and 
can ignore signals from other cars. 

The four sensors send their signals to a 
central TPMS control unit mounted in the 
car. In turn, it communicates with the rest of 
the car’s electronic systems and can turn on 
the ‘Check Tyres’ warning light.

Aston fitted the early model cars with the 
SmarTire brand of sensors and controller. It’s 
disappointing that it doesn’t show the specific 
tyre pressures on the dash display. Our only 
clue is the ‘Check Tyres’ warning message. 
If that is lit, we must stop and then check 
the separate control unit display (located 
in the trunk or under the passenger’s dash) 
to determine which tyre has an issue. A 
coloured LED will tell us if it’s the Red, Green, 
Blue or Yellow sensor. These correspond with 
the colour bands fitted to the air valves on  
each wheel.

You may have already spotted the Achilles 
heel in the system – the TPMS sensors in each 
wheel are battery powered. Like any battery, 
they won’t last forever. The ones in my 2005 
DB9 lasted about 13 years. When the battery 
finally dies in a sensor it stops transmitting. 
The TPMS control unit detects that the wheel 
isn’t sending any information, turns on the 
‘Tyre System Fault’ warning light and flashes 
the appropriate LEDs so that you know it’s a 
problem with communication to the sensor, 
not a problem with the tyre pressure. You 
should manually check the tyre pressure to be 
sure and then move on to fixing the sensor.

Manually checking tyre pressure

The tyre pressure sensor is part of the valve 
stem

SmarTire sensor disassembled to show battery

SmarTire TPMS controller
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Unlike a digital watch, you cannot just 
replace the battery in a TPMS sensor. You 
must replace the sensor entirely and then 
‘train’ the TPMS controller to talk to the new 
sensor, which requires special equipment. 
Replacing the sensor requires removing the 
road wheel and dismounting the tyre. Aston 
isn’t helping here either – the cost of the 
SmarTire replacement sensors is ridiculously 
high at $380 each! And if you have one 
sensor fail, you can expect the batteries in 
the other three are also near the end of their 
lives. I would recommend you replace all 
four at the same time when you are in the 

shop. You are looking at a ridiculous $2400 
expense to replace all four sensors at a main 
dealer (ouch!). Undoubtedly therefore some 
owners try to defeat the system rather than 
repair it.

You might be thinking that you can save 
a few dollars by circumventing the Aston 
dealership and buying the SmarTire sensors 
somewhere else. Alas, the SmarTire company 
was bought out by the Bendix company back 
in 2010 and now the only source for the 
official sensors is Aston Martin.

An alternative to replacing with the 
official SmarTire brand sensors could be a 

Autel TPMS sensor TPMS using sensors in valve caps

lower cost aftermarket sensor. These generic 
sensors (like ones from Autel) can ‘clone’ 
the signal from the original sensor, looking 
and working exactly like the original sensor, 
and may not require the TPMS controller 
to ‘learn’ them. This could potentially be 
done at an independent specialist or even 
a well-equipped tyre shop. If you did this 
preventatively (maybe once the car is 10 
years old and the original sensors are still 
working) and time it when you are getting 
new tyres fitted (so there is no extra charge 
for the tyre dismounting and balancing), 
the cost could be as little as $150 total. This 
would be the approach I would take.

If you wanted to entirely abandon the 
original TPMS fitted by Aston there are 
aftermarket systems you can add that link 
to your smart phone. The simplest of which 
are just special tyre valve caps that transmit 
via Bluetooth to an app on your phone. The 
cheapest of these can be found on Amazon 
for under $50 for a set of four. I cannot attest 
to the quality or reliability of these systems, 
but something is better than nothing.

My advice is to regularly check and adjust 
the tyre pressures on your Aston (at least once 
each season, not just with the annual service). 
And between those manual checks count on 
your TPMS to keep you safe. 


