
n Part I of this article (Auto
Laundry News, August
2006), we discussed in

detail the choices detailers have in
wheel cleaning products. We paid
particular attention to the danger-
ous chemicals that many 
of these products contain and
explained the hazards they present
to both the wheel being cleaned
and the detailer doing the cleaning.
A discussion of the pH scale and
two excerpts from actual Manu-
facturer’s Safety Data Sheets
(MSDSs) served to underscore 
the need to pay close attention to
the content of wheel cleaning
products, to know their effects, and
to use them in strict accordance with
manufacturers’ directions. That set
the stage for actually getting some
work done!

NOW  LET’S  CLEAN  
THE  WHEELS!

Selecting a wheel cleaner is just
the first step in the process. Once
you’ve made your choice, you still

have to work efficiently — yet
effectively — to get the wheels
clean and move on. There are,
however, right ways and wrong
ways to clean wheels. 

Cool and Wet
I have seen various methods

detailers try in cleaning wheels,
and some are not good at all. A
major reason for damaged wheels
is the need for “instant gratifica-
tion.” Many detailers just want to
spray a product on and rinse it off
— and they expect to have wheels
that look like new. This is one of
the main reasons detailers choose
extremely harsh wheel cleaners
and then barely dilute them. They
figure the stronger the chemical,
the better the wheels will come
out. 

They also spray wheel cleaners
on a very hot wheel. We all know
that heated cleaning is better than
cold cleaning, but in the case of
wheels, a cool, wet wheel is what
you need to begin with. The heat
and dryness of a wheel will make

the cleaner react far quicker and do
its damage much faster. Also,
because some detailers want to
rush through the job, they spray all
four wheels at once and let the
product sit on them. This will also
quickly lead to etched and dam-
aged wheels. 

Agitation
Some degree of agitation is

needed to release all of the brake
dust on a wheel. There are many
great wheel brushes available to
help get into very tight areas and
give the wheel a “like new”
appearance. You can also choose
from a selection of toothbrushes,
Christmas tree brushes, wide-head
wheel and tire brushes, and other
brushes that will agitate the dirt and
grime and help the wheel cleaner do
its job. Most of these brushes have
bristles that are stiff enough to
remove brake dust, but soft enough
not to scratch the wheel. You never
want to use a brass-bristle brush or
a stiff nylon brush on any wheel,
regardless of how dirty it is. 
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Below: The “tools”
needed to do a great
job. These are some
of the brushes that are
used in wheel
cleaning.

Above: Wearing the correct protective goggles and gloves while
cleaning wheels is mandatory. 
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Method
To start, make sure you are

wearing eye protection and gloves.
This is mandatory. No matter how
safe a product is said to be, you
never want to run the risk of it
splashing in your eyes or soaking
into your skin. Allow the wheel to
cool and make sure it is wet. If
steam is still being emitted from
the wheel, then the wheel is still
too hot to spray cleaner on it. 

Once the wheel has cooled
enough, spray plenty of cleaner on
it. Don’t be stingy. At this point
you should have a very safe 
cleaner at a very safe dilution, so
spraying more cleaner on the
wheel now is actually better. It is
okay to let the product dwell for
about 30 seconds — but don’t let
it dry. You should already have
your assortment of brushes with
you at this stage. Do not walk
away to find the brush you need,
answer the phone, or get distract-
ed in any other way. Even a safe
cleaner can eventually do damage
to the wheel if you let it sit there
too long.

HOW  CLEAN  
CAN  YOU  GET  IT?

Some wheels and some cars will
pose more of a challenge than oth-
ers will. Wheels with many nooks
and crannies and those on cars that

throw off tremendous amounts of
brake dust are the hardest to clean.
Many wheels these days have
exposed lug nuts and the brake
dust seems to embed itself inside
the hole where the lug nut sits,
making it very difficult to remove.
Also, some wheels have a major
portion of the inside of the wheel
visible. If this portion is not suffi-
ciently cleaned, the entire wheel
will still look rather poor even if
the outside is cleaned very well. 

This is where a bit of patience is
called for — along with some very
specific brushes, continuous agita-
tion, and a generous amount of
wheel cleaner. Sometimes — if
the customer is willing to pay for
it — you can remove the wheel
and really give it a thorough clean-
ing. By removing the wheel, you
will be able to get to the back of
the wheel and also deep into the
lug nut cavities to remove all the
brake dust. When this is done 
and the wheel is re-installed on 
the vehicle, its appearance is 
generally like new. 

With some of the newer specif-
ic brushes available, you can make
the wheel look almost as good as
if you removed it and did all the
extra work. For example, the small
toothbrush with the tiny bristles on
one end can reach deep into the
lug nut cavities and brush away
the brake dust. The Christmas tree

brushes come in various sizes and
the eyelet brush will reach deep
into the back sections of the
wheels. Then, use a wider brush to
clean the outer surfaces and the
tires.

Sometimes wheel cleaning is
about choreography. It’s a con-
stant ballet of spraying cleaner,
switching brushes, keeping the
wheel wet with water, and check-
ing to see if it’s getting clean. It’s
okay to spend 2, 3, or possibly
even 4 minutes per wheel. How-
ever, when a wheel starts eating up
7 or 8 minutes of your time or
more, additional charges have to

Below: Even the
inside of the wheel
looks perfect because
it was taken off the
car for cleaning. 

Left: Use a small bristle toothbrush to get into the
lug nut cavity while the wheel is off the car. 

Above: The wheel is
taken off the vehicle
so the inside part can
be better cleaned.
This wheel will have a
brand-new look when
re-installed on the
vehicle. 


