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Guide to Cleaning Your Motorbike
It is difficult to describe the joy of riding a bike to someone who doesn’t understand. Yes, 
there is the speed and all the sensations associated with handling a powerful motor slung 
between two wheels through a series of bends; there is the joy of feeling the wind in our 
faces and the sun on our leathers. Riding a bike is what it is. But, with the joys of riding 
a motorbike comes the slightly more mundane task of having to clean it once in a while. 
Love it or hate it, cleaning our bikes is something that has to be done. If it helps a little bit, 
then learning to love cleaning your machine will not only make you better at it, but will 
prolong the life of your bike; cleaning your bike is not just about making it look nice and 
shiny but also is an important requirement for keeping your machine properly roadworthy 
and safe. Learning to love the cleaning process will also mean that you will get into the 
habit of following the same process every time - and this makes it easier to find those little 
things that deteriorate and need to be dealt with before they become an issue.
Treat your bike cleaning as a mini service

Stay out of the sun
You might have thought that a nice sunny morning would be the perfect time to shine that 
lovely chrome with your shirt off. Sorry, but sunshine can dry detergents onto bodywork 
before you have a chance to rinse them off which can cause streaks. 
Likewise, don’t clean your bike straight after an outing when the engine will still be hot - 
cold water on a hot engine can be disastrous.

Be prepared
It sounds obvious, but there are a number of things you’ll need to do and get together 
before you start cleaning your motorbike. Firstly, remove any accessories that you won’t 
want to get wet; GPS units, soft luggage, tank bags for example. Next, you’ll need to get 
all your cleaning products ready; a bucket of warm water, soap or detergent, insect and 
tar remover, degreaser, WD40, brushes for the big and the very small bits, tyre cleaner, 
polish (paint and metal), rags, a selection of rages (preferably cotton or microfiber) and a 
chamois.
So no sponges. No sponges because they collect grit as you drag them across the 
paintwork and they create small scratches in the surface. Rags aren’t perfect but they are 
better than sponges.
Also make sure you have set aside enough time. With practice, your cleaning routine will 
get quicker, but if you have new bike or is it your first clean for a while then put aside a 
couple of hours.
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Careful with paintwork 
There is a big difference between polish and wax. Polish contains abrasive ingredients 
whereas wax has none - use polish for tired or scratched areas and then wax it. So after 
cleaning, you polish then wax. There is more on this later.

Elbow grease 
Be prepared for hard work. While some surfaces of your machine will be relatively delicate 
and will need to be treated with care, others will need some elbow grease. You’ll need 
some tough brushes to get into the smallest crevices of your alloy wheels where brake 
dust and road dirt seem to collect the most. One of the best tools for this is a regular 
radiator brush which can be bought for just a few dollars. Make sure you have at least two 
of them in your cleaning kit.
Practice will mean that you’ll end up with a variety of rags and brushes for various parts 
of the bike. As well as the radiator brush, many riders will use an old toothbrush (or even 
a new one!) for the really tight places.
Remember that cleanliness is not only skin deep! Leaving dirt and crud inside your fairing 
and caked around your engine nooks and crannies when the outside is shiny clean is not 
doing the job properly. 

Don’t ignore your chain
Some bikes (especially BMW’s) have shaft driven final drives so this section isn’t relevant 
to them. But if, like most bikes, you have a little old-fashioned chain then be aware that 
you need to treat it with a lot of respect. Not only is this piece of engineering genius 
the best transmission invention available, it also gets very dirty. Lightly covered in oil, it 
attracts all sorts of grit and muck from the road - all of which are bad for it. There is an 
erroneous myth which says that you shouldn’t clean your chain. But it is erroneous. You 
must clean your chain! 
Use a light brush and soap (not degreasant) to clean your chain. When you’ve got as much 
of the muck from it as possible, make sure that you lube it. Cleaning and lubing the chain 
will increase its life and will prevent friction and corrosion.
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Forks
You’ll know that your forks work hard to absorb the bumps in the 
road and that the polished chrome surfaces manage to attract 
road dirt very easily. It is important that although they need to 
be kept clean, you don’t apply chrome cleaner to them - the 
chrome surface is only very thin and will quickly wear away with 
an aggressive cleaner. Use a cotton cloth to wipe away any dirt 
and take care to wipe the tops of the seals to ensure that there is 
no detritus that will ruin the seals and/or pit the chrome surface 
of the forks themselves.
They may not look great, but the rubber gaiters used in the past 
will preserve the fork seals - if you’re a regular commuter and 
don’t have USD forks, then a pair of gaiters might be a very wise 
investment.

Exhaust Pipes
If you’ve bought a four cylinder motor with four shiny exhaust headers that elegantly 
sweep away to the rear can, and you want to keep them as bright and pristine as the 
day you bought the bike, then be prepared for some work. Some people like the ‘patina’ 
brought on by heat and general exposure to the elements, while others hate it. If you’re 
one of those people then be prepared.
The slightly golden colouring and black spotting that will appear over time, can be 
removed with patience and determination. There are chemicals on the market for getting 
the colour back to the original, but the black spotting will require the oxidised metal to be 
removed by using stainless steel polish. It will be hard work but it can be done. 
As for the exhaust itself, be careful not to get water/cleaning fluid inside the exhaust can. 
If your bike hides the exhaust header pipes beneath the bodywork and out of sight then 
don’t ignore them. Dirt and muck will cake the pipes and cause extra heating and potential 
corrosion. Do everything you can to get inside the fairing and get your radiator brush to 
work!

Swingarm
The presence of the chain usually means that the swingarm will collect more dirt than other 
areas of the bike. If yours is painted or polished then it can stain using usual shampoo/
soap. Make sure that you water your cleaning mixture down more than usual for this part.
Before using any soap, however, apply the degreaser and work it in well with the radiator 
brush. A flexible brush will also give you access to all the twists and turns of the shock. 
Wax when you’ve finished the cleaning.
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Windshield cleaning
Your screen is the part of the bike that everyone 
sees first. It is the one part of the bike that, 
when properly clean, will do most of the work 
when you want to sell the bike. Firstly, make 
sure you have a clean cloth before you start - 
the oily rage that just cleaned the swingarm and 
the underbelly is not going to make a good job 
of your screen and is likely to leave scratches 
and smears that will never be gotten rid of. 
You can use a usual car shampoo/cleaner but 
make sure that you don’t let it dry in the sun or 
you’ll be left with an unsightly residue that will 
be even harder to remove next time out.

Be Wary of Solvents on Screens
Be aware that some solvents are particularly unkind to motorcycle screens - if left on too 
long they can cause cracks around the fixing holes where the screen is fixed to the fairing. 
There are gel cleaning agents that are much kinder to screens and will also soften dried-
on insects rather than you having to try to rub them off with a cleaning cloth. Treat your 
screen with care. 

Don’t Leave your Bike Wet 
It stands to reason that you don’t put your bike away in the garage when you’ve come 
back in from a trip in the rain. The hot engine will turn any dripping water into steam 
which will then manage to settle in places that you really don’t want them too. Fuse boxes 
are a favorite place for hot steam to condense and cause little rust spots to appear. 
Likewise, you should never clean the bike without drying it as best you can. It’s not only 
the water that will stain whatever surface it lies on (usually the bottom of your wheels), 
but soap usually contains copious amounts of salt which will settle nicely on exposed 
metal parts and do their best to corrode the surface. You have been warned. 
If you’re not sure that you’ve dried it properly with a well-rinsed micro-fibre cloth or 
chamois then either leave it out in the fresh air for a while - this will dry off the remaining 
damp parts more quickly than putting it away in the garage - or take it for a quick spin 
around the block to blow water out of any hidden places before putting it away.
Finally, make sure that you don’t drop you chamois or cloth on the floor. If you do then 
immediately relegate it to cleaning only the partners car or the garage door. A damp 
dropped cloth will pick up more abrasive pieces of grit than you’ll ever see - and you’ll 
never get rid of them!
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Removing tar spots
The bane of any biker that loves his or her machine (so most of us?) are tar spots.  Newly-
laid road surfaces are the most common reason for these little black spots appearing all 
over the front of our bikes. If you see them, then try to remove the as quickly as possible 
- if your regular cleaner won’t do the job then try using a chain cleaner. Make sure you
rinse all of it away afterwards and then apply was to help preserve the lacquer. Speed is
of the essence.

Protective Rubbers
The very nature of rubber, which is flexible and usually thin, means that it needs to be 
looked after. Thankfully, motorcycle rubbers are designed to be used more than once, but 
they do need to be looked after if you’re going to keep them for as long as possible. Hoses 
and pipes made of rubber will eventually crack - the material simply breaks down over 
time. Soaping them removes dirt and opens up pores in the surface which cause them to 
break down. Eventually, they will have to be replaced. 
To extend the life of the rubber parts on your bike use a colour refresher product - this will 
seal the pores and keep it flexible. It will also look good. 
Cleaning the rubber will also alert you to any problems - if a rubber fork gaiter has split 
then water and grime will get inside and be held against your fork seals causing them to 
fail more quickly than they usually would. Check for rubber failure before it is too late.

Understand Brake Discs 
The nature of steel brake discs is that every 
time we brake we cause tiny particles of 
the steel and brake pad material to wear 
away and expose fresh new steel on the 
discs. These tiny pieces of matter are 
almost imperceptible to the eye, but the 
tiny particles can fly off and stick to other 
parts of the bike. These can cause rust very 
quickly.
Likewise, your discs can get a thin film of 
rust very quickly after being in the wet. This 
shouldn’t be considered a problem and it will 
disappear very quickly when you ride again.
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Protective Rubbers

Metal Damage
We usually think that the plastic parts of our motorbikes are the most vulnerable to 
damage - screens, bodywork etc. But be aware that exposed metal parts can also attract 
attention and suffer damage or corrosion from a variety of sources. Underside metal parts 
will attract dirt - dirt which likes to stay moist and so become a major source of corrosion. 
You not only need to remove the dirt, but you need to dry the affected parts. These are 
usually the parts that no one sees.
A motorbike has an unhealthy attraction to flying insects and this is another area for 
concern. While we’ll happily spend hours cleaning them from our bodywork, we should 
also make a point of cleaning them from any exposed metalwork. While they are unlikely 
to cause dangerous corrosion, the fact that they contain enzymes and amino acids means 
that they can scar any metal or lacquered surfaces. You should attempt to remove them 
as quickly as possible.

Using the Right Equipment
At a guess, you should be able to buy all the cleaners you need for only $50. For a $5000 
bike, this shouldn’t seems like a big outlay. As a start, you’ll need the following;

• Motorcycle shampoo

• Mixture of valeting cloths

• Engine de-greaser

• High-gloss motorcycle wax

• Auto Glym silicone-based solution

• Tar/bug remover

• Radiator brush

• Toothbrush

It is recommended that household cleaners are not ever used on your motorbike. They are 
invariably more aggressive than your bike finish is designed to accept and so will cause 
damage.
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Ideal Cleaning Procedure
A good rule of thumb is to put the bike on the center stand (if you have one) with plenty 
of space around it. Give it a rinse with a hose to make sure it all wet before you start to 
clean. Focus on the front and rear ends as the spinning wheels concentrate the dirt in 
these areas.

a side stand then wheel the bike forwards for half a wheel and repeat the process.
When you’re cleaning the wheels, take a good look at the tyres; check for cracks and 
bumps. Check for nails or anything else stuck in the tread. 

UNDERSIDES
Once the wheels are done, move to the underside of the bodywork, engine and swinging 
arm. Again, these are areas that attract a lot of muck from the road and, although not 
always seen due to full fairings, the can become major areas for rust if not treated properly.

BOTTOM UP
Once the bike is dripping wet then you 
can start the cleaning. Experience will say 
that you should start at the bottom and 
work your way up. If you’ve a spray wheel 
cleaner then liberally coat the rims and 
spokes and wait for a couple of minutes 
before brushing the worst of the dirt away. 
Remember that wheels are subject to brake 
dust and, in the case of the rear wheel, chain 
lube. They can get very dirty. When you’ve 
done with the brush, rinse the wheels with 
the hose once again. If you’re on a center 
stand then simply spin the wheels around 
and repeat for the other half. If you’ve only 

FAIRINGS AND LIGHTS
These are the pretty bits of the bike. These are the parts 
that you the rider can see and which everyone on the 
sidewalk will notice. At this point you should work from 
the top down so that the dirty water is always running 
on the unclean parts. Take your time in removing the 
bugs and the tar spots  and be careful to work the 
polish and the wax. 
Ideally you should have a couple of buckets and be 
prepared to refill them. Again, take your time to clean 
each panel and, after one go over an a rinse, repeat the 
process. 
If you’re going to be waxing your bike then remember 
to do small areas at a time. Apply the wax and wait until 
it has dried before moving your clean cloth in small 
circles to work the wax into the surface. 



Ideal Cleaning Procedure
Cleaning your bike should be a pleasurable experience with an even more pleasurable 
outcome. If you’ve not put your bike through a proper clean before then be aware that 
subsequent sessions will never be as hard as that first one - your bike will never be as 
dirty again.

FINALLY, WE OUGHT TO REPEAT A COUPLE OF THINGS TO AVOID.
Pressure washers - anyone over a certain age will remember the joy of first using a pressure 
washer on a bike and how long it was before they could get the engine to start again. Not 
to mention the fact that the engine itself was probably half full of soapy water. They might 
not have such a deleterious effect on a modern motorbike, but pressure washers are not 
very subtle. You should learn to enjoy the tactile pleasures of cleaning your motorbike. 
Treat your motorbike gently; it’s not a car.
Direct Sunshine - polishing and waxing a bike is best done indoors or at least out of direct 
sunlight. Cleaning products dry quickly in the sunlight and become unmanageable. The 
results are always better in the shade.

Love your bike and learn to love keeping it clean. Learn to look for 
the little things that might spell a problem and learn to clean with 

patience and with an attention to detail.

This free guide was made by the expert team of Cheetah Motorsport. Find 
the best motorcycle’s accesories and appareal at 
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