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Tech Chat                                

   With  Ken Mortimer 

Where the Rubber Meets the Road 
 

There are two topics that are generally taboo on most 

internet motorcycle forums. Because the mere mention of either 

of these items elicits such passionate responses and most often 

leads to heated debate, forum moderators will quickly shut the 

discussions down, even going so far as to ban the initiators. 

And just what could cause people to become so 

argumentative, running for their nasty-face emoticons and 

referring to other forum members in less than “Sunday” 

language terms? 

TIRES  &  OIL are the culprits 

 

I suppose the reason for riders being so polarized in 

their preferred choices for their tires and oil is easy to figure. 

Tires can be difference between life and death for the rider. And 

oil can mean the difference between life and death for the heart 

of our motorcycle, the engine. Tech Chat will bravely dip a toe 

into the wading pool of tires and we'll leave oil for a future 

article. 

There is a wealth of information out there regarding 

bike tires and safety. Contact patch, rubber compounds, tread 

patterns, tube-less vs tube type… The list is practically endless 

for those wanting to take the time and do the research. 

For our purposes I thought a short review of checks a 

rider can make to determine if new tires should be on the 

shopping list would be in order. Especially as the bikes come 

out of winter storage. 

First off to check is tread condition. Most makers 

build “wear bars” into the tread design. When the wear bar is 

flush with the surrounding tread, the tire is considered worn 

out. The Ministry of Transportation in Ontario sets the standard 

for safety certifications at 1.5 millimeters of depth. Remember 

to look all around the tire. And when you are about to make the 

decision to squeeze a few more miles out of your old skins 

think about the fact that the only thing that prevents your tire 

from hydro planing are those tiny grooves to channel away the 

water. Also keep an eye open for unusual cupping or other 

damage.   

Next have a look at the side walls. Cracking or 

“weather checking” is bad news. All tires will eventually 

succumb to age related cracking but long periods of inactivity, 

storage in direct sunlight and harsh cleaning chemicals will 

accelerate the process. Some folks have ways of determining 

the severity of cracking and thusly making their replacement 

decisions. What I can tell you is this: our MTO guidelines for 

safety certificate issue say “sidewall cuts or cracks that are 

deep enough to expose cords” will not pass. And every tire 

company website I visited agreed that no amount of cracking is 

acceptable. Replace the tire. 

 

Also check if your tires are past their "best before" 

date. Most manufacturers emboss a four digit code into the 

sidewall of the tire. It denotes the week number and last digits 

of the production year. For instance the number 3308 would 

show that the tire was made in the 33rd week of 2008. (Prior to 

2000 the code was only three digits and there was no way of 

telling in which decade the tire was made.)   How old is too old 

is up for discussion but 6 or 7 years seems to be the average 

recommendation.  

Checking your tires also gives you an opportunity to 

look over your wheels for loose or damaged spokes. At the 

same time you can inspect for signs of bad wheel seals, 

bearings or brake issues. 

Each rider will have their own ideas on exactly when 

to replace their rubber. As with many things in life, everyone 

has their own risk tolerance level. Don’t forget to consider what 

type of riding you are doing and obviously if you are pushing 

the limits you should take this into account. 

If you have decided that tire replacement is the way to 

go you now have many more decisions to make. .Brand, design 

and size are all to be considered and I recommend taking your 

time when shopping. When buying tires for your vintage bike 

you will find that sizing may need some tweaking. Often you 

will need to convert from the “old” inch designation to the 

metric equivalent. The manufacturers (and often the large 

retailers) all have conversion charts on their websites and in 

their catalogues. 

Don’t forget to buy new tubes and rim tapes along 

with your new tires. Reusing these is false economy in my 

view. And make certain that all are installed by a competent 

person. 

  

CHECK THE PRESSURE! CHECK THE PRESSURE! 

CHECK THE PRESSURE... 

 

Did I hear someone say “check the pressure”?  

There is a story that circulates around the web and in 

many publications that goes like this: some time back Dunlop 

had a major problem with their Touring Elite tire and Honda 

Gold Wings. Many had reported outright failures. They sent 

rep’s to several rallies to check tire condition as they had found 

nothing wrong during factory testing. 

What the rep’s found was a huge percentage of 

underinflated, (a great many being very underinflated) tires. 

Now,  editor Alison may suggest that Gold Wing 

riders are too busy adjusting the volume on their stereos, 

keying waypoints into their GPS or otherwise playing with 

dreaded “gadgets” her airheads don’t have, to be bothered to 

check their tires. But the truth is that many riders regardless of 

brand do not perform this simple task as regularly as need be. 

How often should they be checked? 

Every day before you ride is not too often. Tube type 

tires will gradually loose pressure over time. Temperature 

changes will affect pressure. And loading will also change 

things. 

Determining how much air pressure is another kettle 

of fish. If you have the owners’ manual you can start with the 

factory recommendation and experiment from there. Modern 

tires may require more air than the originals supplied back 

when your machine was new, so a check with the tire maker 

may help as well. All tires will have the maximum allowable 

pressure along with the load capacity marked on the sidewall. 

Remember that under inflation causes excessive heat and leads 

to increased wear.  

Writer and shop owner Dave Richardson, 

(Guzziology), suggests street bikes can borrow an idea from 

racing and look for a 10 percent rise in pressure after a tire is 

fully warmed up. Check your tires cold, (after at least an hour 

of rest out of direct sunlight) and then take a ride. Re-check and 

if the increase in pressure is greater than 10%, more initial 

pressure is needed. If less than the ten points, than the cold 
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pressure is too high. And make sure you cap the stems. This 

will prevent dirt from entering the valve core area. 

So you now have tires you are comfortable with and 

they are inflated to the correct pressure? 

What are you waiting for…lets go riding! 

Ah, wait a sec…maybe you should check your oil first? 

 

 
Many hands make light work – or just get in the way! 

 

Tips and Favourite Products  
  From our editor Alison comes this tidbit:  Next time 

you have to remove a tank and need to pull the fuel lines off the 

petcock(s), put a washer (preferably ss) on the fuel tap before 

replacing the fuel line.  It gives you something to push against 

when trying to remove the line the next time...  it really does 

help. 

  And we are hearing from Dick Cowling again with a 

great addition to the “Tools & Spares” topic:  The only time I 

was stuck for tools and nobody was able to help me was when I 

did not include a vital Allen key in my toolkit.  Many years ago 

I upgraded the screws on the clutch cover on my Vincent-HRD 

Rapide from the original slotted head 3/16" Whitworth to the 

Allen type.  One night the clutch jammed and I needed to get 

the cover off.  I had to leave the bike at a garage and thumb a 

lift home.  So all members who do an upgrade, make sure you 

also upgrade your toolkit, as necessary. 

Dick goes on to say:  I liked the write-up from Dave 

Dobson on removing Bondo, horrible stuff, I prefer to use JB 

Weld.  I'd like to hear about the methods members have 

successfully used to remove rust from inside gas tanks and how 

they've sealed minor leaks.  I've been told that there is a 

compound that is used on aircraft fuel tanks, does anyone know 

the product name and where to purchase a small quantity? 

 

 And this brings me to present the following request to all 

members:    Taking Dick’s lead I’d like to do a full column on 
tank cleaning, sealing and repair. This is a part of most 

restorations and any information we can share will benefit 

many members. There are lots of products out there for these 

purposes but its real life experiences that are needed to help 

folks  make the right choices.  

If you’ve got a technique or found a product that 

works, please e-mail me with the details. If you’ve had bad 

luck, we need to know that as well. I look forward to hearing 

from you.           kmortimer@persona.ca 

                                                         ....Ken Mortimer 

 

  

 

  

 

 

    Yes, bike mirrors leave blind spots too… 

Never change direction without turning your head 

     to make really certain that the coast is clear. 
 


