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ILLUMINATED ACTIVATOR FOR AN
INTERNAL VEHICLE TRUNK RELEASE
MECHANISM

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

In general, the present invention relates to release mecha-
nisms for automobile trunks that enable the trunk to be
opened from inside the trunk. More particularly, the present
invention relates to the activation mechanism of such inter-
nal trunk release mechanisms.

2. Description of the Prior Art

Every year, many children accidently become locked in
the trunk of an automobile. Unfortunately, some of these
children die from suffocation, hypothermia or hyperthermia.
In many modern automobiles, the automobile has a trunk
latch that is operated by an electric solenoid. Such automo-
biles have buttons on their dashboards or in their glove box
compartments that enable the trunk of that automobile to be
opened without a key. Children playing in an automobile
may accidently or purposely press the trunk release button
and open the trunk of that automobile. Once the trunk is
open, that child or another child can climb into the open
trunk and pull the trunk closed. Once inside the trunk, the
child becomes trapped and cannot escape until the trunk is
again opened by another person.

Recognizing the hazards of the problem, numerous inven-
tors and companies have engineered trunk latch mechanisms
with safety releases. Accordingly, the prior art is replete with
different types of trunk latching mechanisms that enable a
person to open an automobile trunk from within the closed
trunk.

When an automobile trunk is closed, the interior of the
trunk is very dark. Accordingly, a child can easily become
disoriented within a locked trunk. Such a child may not find
the release mechanism within the trunk. If a child cannot
find and/or use the release mechanism in the darkness of a
closed trunk, then the release mechanism serves no useful
purpose.

Internal trunk release mechanisms exist for the one time
in a million that a person becomes locked in a trunk. This
means that for most people, the internal trunk release
mechanism will never be used. However, the trunk of an
automobile is used thousands of times to hold a countless
number of other objects. An internal trunk release mecha-
nism must be accessible so that a child can find it in the dark.
However, the internal trunk release mechanism cannot be so
obtrusive that it interferes with the normal usage of the
trunk. For example, many people put things in their trunks
that are unsecured. This means that these objects move
around in the trunk of the automobile as the automobile is in
motion. A trunk release mechanism can not be positioned in
a manner that enables a moving object to contact the trunk
release mechanism and accidently open the trunk of the
moving automobile.

A need therefore exists for an internal trunk release
mechanism that can be readily located in the dark, readily
operated by a small child yet is resistant to accidental
activation. This need is met by the present invention as
described and claimed below.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is an automobile trunk latch sys-
tem. The system includes a latching mechanism that is
selectively positionable between a locked condition and an
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open condition. The latching mechanism is opened either by
a mechanical lever or an electric solenoid that is coupled to
the latching mechanism, wherein the lever or solenoid is
capable of selectively opening the latching mechanism. If
the latching mechanism contains a solenoid, an illuminated
switch is provided within the automobile trunk. The illumi-
nated switch is electrically connected to the solenoid,
wherein, when activated, the illuminated switch causes the
solenoid to open the latching mechanism.

If the latching mechanism is operated by a mechanical
lever, the handle of the lever is made to be illuminated. The
handle can be either internally illuminated or photolumines-
cent. As such, the latching mechanism can be easily iden-
tified and operated in a dark locked trunk.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a better understanding of the present invention, ref-
erence is made to the following description of exemplary
embodiments thereof, considered in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a fragmented view of a child locked in the trunk
of an automobile that is equipped with the present invention
internal trunk release mechanism;

FIG. 2 is a front view of one preferred embodiment of an
illuminated activation button in accordance with the present
invention;

FIG. 3 is a schematic of an embodiment of the present
invention; and

FIG. 4 is a front view of an alternate embodiment of the
present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention is an improved trunk release
mechanism that enables a small child within a locked
automobile trunk to open the trunk latch. Referring to FIG.
1, a child 10 is shown locked within the trunk 14 of an
automobile 12. On a hot summer day, such a child could die
in as quickly as ten minutes if the trunk is not opened.

The trunk 14 is locked closed by a trunk latch mechanism
16. As is typical with many modern automobiles, the trunk
latch mechanism 16 contains an electrical solenoid 18 that
opens the trunk latch mechanism 16 when activated. This
enables the trunk latch mechanism 16 to be opened remotely
by a switch in the passenger cabin of the automobile 12 or
by a hand held remote keyless entry device.

The present invention is an improved internal trunk
release mechanism. The improved internal trunk release
mechanism includes a large activation button 20 that faces
the interior of the trunk 14. The activation button 20 is
illuminated. Accordingly, when a child 10 is locked in a dark
automobile trunk 14, the large illuminated activation button
20 becomes the immediate focus of attention. The illumi-
nated activation button 20 serves two purposes. Primarily,
the purpose of the illuminated activation button 20 is to draw
the child’s attention so that the child 10 will touch the
illuminated activation button 20 and open the trunk latch
mechanism 16. Secondly, the large illuminated activation
button 20 provides a small degree of illumination to the
interior of the trunk 14. Accordingly, a child 10 will not
become frightened from being trapped in the dark. As such,
the child 10 is less likely to panic and cry. With the light
provided by the illuminated activation button 20, a child 10
can see his/her surroundings and can readily move himself/
herself close enough to the activation button 20 to touch the
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activation button 20. A child 10 locked in the trunk 14 of an
automobile is therefore not required to feel around in the
dark for a way to escape.

The illuminated activation button 20 is coupled to the
circuitry of the electric solenoid 18 within the trunk latch
mechanism 16. Accordingly, as soon as the activation button
20 is contacted, the trunk latch solenoid 18 is activated and
the trunk 14 of the automobile opens.

An illuminated activation button 20, in an otherwise dark
trunk 14, would attract the attention of a child 10. However,
a child 10 may not know that they should touch the illumi-
nated activation button 20 to escape from the trunk 14.
Referring to FIG. 2, it will be understood that to help induce
a child to touch the illuminated activation button 20, an
indicia 22 can be printed on the face of the button 20. The
indicia 22 can be any image that is determined to prompt a
small child to touch that indicia 22. For example, the indicia
could be a smiling face. However, in the shown
embodiment, the indicia 22 is the image of a hand. A child
sitting in the darkness of a locked trunk would be induced to
place his/her hand against the illuminated image of the hand,
thereby opening the trunk.

A large button in the trunk of an automobile can be
inadvertently contacted by objects in the trunk that move
around as the car is in motion. To prevent the trunk from
inadvertently opening, the illuminated activation button is
configured to resist inadvertent contact. Referring to FIG. 3,
it can be seen that the illuminated activation button 20 is
comprised of a main contact plate 24 that is recessed within
a protective housing 26. The protective housing 26 is
cylindrical in shape, thereby defining an external wall with
a height H. The main contact plate 24 is set inside the
protective housing 26 a predetermined distance from the
edge of the protective housing 26. As such, should an object
fall against the illuminated activation button 20 within the
trunk, that object would most likely fall across the edge of
the protective housing 26 and would not contact the main
contact plate 24. Accordingly, the inadvertent contact would
not trigger the opening of the automobile trunk.

In FIG. 3, it can be seen that the main contact plate 24 is
held above an electrical switch 28 by a spring 30. When the
main contact plate 24 is depressed against the bias of the
spring 30, the main contact plate 24 activates the electrical
switch 28. The electrical switch 28 is coupled to the elec-
trical solenoid 18 within the trunk latch mechanism. When
the electrical switch 28 is triggered, the electrical solenoid
18 is activated and the automobile trunk opens.

The illumination sources 32 within the activation button
20 and the electrical solenoid 18 are both connected to the
power supply wiring of the automobile. The illumination
sources 32 are coupled to the trunk lid switch 33, which is
used to activate the courtesy light in the trunk. Accordingly,
the illumination sources 32 are only lit when the trunk is
closed. Accordingly, the activation button 20 will remain
illuminated and functional for as long as there is power in
the battery of the automobile. The illumination sources 32
within the activation button 20 can be incandescent bulbs.
However, to prevent a drain on the automobile s battery, the
illumination sources 32 are preferably low power light
emitting diodes or other low power light sources.

As has been previously mentioned, many prior art trunk
latch mechanisms contain electric solenoids that control
their operation. The illuminated activation button can be
retroactively added to many of these prior art systems.
Alternatively, the illuminated activation button can be
manufactured as part of a new trunk latch mechanism.
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However, not all automobiles have trunk latches that are
activated by electrical solenoids. Rather, many automobiles
have mechanical trunk latches that can only be activated by
the physical turning of a key. The prior art contains many
different types of internal release mechanisms for such trunk
latches. These trunk latches are commonly opened by the
pushing or pulling of a mechanical lever. With such prior art
release mechanisms, a child must locate the handle in the
darkness of the trunk and have the knowledge to turn or push
that lever in a certain direction in order to open the trunk.

Referring to FIG. 4, an alternate embodiment of the
present invention is shown. The shown embodiment is a
mechanical system containing a trunk latch mechanism 40
and an activation lever 42 that is used to open the trunk latch
from within the automobile trunk. The activation lever 42 is
operated by turning the handle 44 of the activation lever 42
in the direction of arrow 46.
In the shown embodiment, the activation lever 42 is
fabricated from a photoluminescent plastic. Photolumines-
cent plastics (i.e. glow-in-the-dark plastics) act as photoca-
pacitors. The plastic absorbs light energy and slowly
releases that light energy over time. Most automobile trunks
have courtesy lights that light when the trunk lid is lifted.
Even though the courtesy light may be lit for only a short
time, the light energy from the courtesy light will be
absorbed by the photoluminescent plastic of the handle 44.
Accordingly, once the trunk is closed, the activation lever
will glow for at least several minutes. The length of time that
the activation lever 42 will glow depends upon the compo-
sition of the photoluminescent plastic, the mass of the plastic
and the amount of light energy absorbed by the plastic.
A guidance indicia 48 can be present on the activation
handle 44. The guidance indicia 48 can be anything that
would entice a child to touch the handle 44 and move that
handle 44 in the proper direction.
It will be understood that the various figures described
above illustrate only two embodiments of the present inven-
tion. A person skilled in the art can make numerous alter-
ations and modifications to the shown embodiments utiliz-
ing functionally equivalent components to those shown and
described. All such modifications are intended to be
included within the scope of the present invention as defined
by the appended claims.
What is claimed is:
1. In an automobile having a trunk, an automobile trunk
latch system for opening the trunk from within the trunk,
comprising:
a latching mechanism that is selectively positionable
between a locked condition and an open condition;

an electric solenoid coupled to said latching mechanism,
wherein said solenoid is capable of selectively altering
said latching mechanism between said locked condition
and said open condition;

a push button within the automobile trunk, said push
button having a face surface that is light emitting and
an indicia that is disposed on said face surface, said
push button remaining lit within the trunk when the
trunk is closed, said push button being electrically
connected to said solenoid, wherein, when activated,
said push button causes said solenoid to change said
latching mechanism into said open condition.

2. The system according to claim 1, wherein said push
button has a face surface that is light emitting and an indicia
is disposed on said face surface.

3. The system according to claim 1, wherein said indicia
is the image of a hand.
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4. The system according to claim 1, further including a
protective housing that surrounds said push button, thereby
preventing said push button from being inadvertently acti-
vated from within the trunk.

5. The system according to claim 4, wherein said push
button has a peripheral edge and said protective housing
includes a cylindrical wall that surrounds said peripheral
edge and extends a predetermined distance past said push
button.

6. In an automobile having a trunk and a trunk latch that
locks the trunk closed, an assembly comprising:

a release mechanism located within the trunk for opening
the trunk latch;

a push button that must be manually pressed to activate
said release mechanism, wherein said push button
emits light into the trunk when the trunk is locked
closed and;

a protective housing that surrounds said push button,
thereby preventing said Push button from being inad-
vertently activated from within the trunk.

7. The assembly according to claim 6, wherein the trunk
latch contains an electrical solenoid that opens the trunk
latch when activated, and said push button is an electrical
switch coupled to the electrical solenoid that selectively
activates the electrical solenoid.

8. The assembly according to claim 6, wherein said push
button has a face surface that is illuminated from within the
push button and an indicia is disposed on said face surface.
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9. The assembly according to claim 8, wherein said
indicia is the image of a hand.

10. The assembly mechanism according to claim 6,
wherein push button has a peripheral edge and said protec-
tive housing includes a cylindrical wall that surrounds said
peripheral edge and extends a predetermined distance past
said push button.

11. A method, compromising the steps of:

providing a release mechanism within an automobile

trunk that has an activation device, wherein said release
mechanism opens the automobile trunk when said
activation device is manually manipulated from within
the auotomobile trunk;

internally illuminating said activation device within the

automobile trunk so that said activation device emits
light when the automobile trunk is closed; and

providing an indicia on said activation devices to entice a

child to manually manipulate said activation device.

12. The method according to claim 11, wherein said step
of illuminating said activation device includes providing
electric light sources within said activation device.

13. The method according to claim 11 wherein said step
of illuminating said activation device includes forming at
least a portion of said activation device from a photolumi-
nescent material.

14. The method according to claim 11, wherein said
indicia is an image of a hand.
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