
Winter Cycling Tune Up 
By Ben Malmquist 

 
Being in the southern United States, we have the opportunity to pedal our bikes day in, day out 
for 365 days of the year. Some of us, though, prefer to wait out the winter off of two wheels and, 
like Punxsutawney Phil, only emerge when we’re good and ready. Whether you’re the latter, the 
former, or somewhere in between, now is a great time to give your bike a thorough tune-up. 
 
You may be daunted by the sound of that, but a tune-up is nothing to be afraid of. And while not 
everyone is mechanically-inclined to do the actual repairs that may be needed, we can all learn 
to inspect our bikes and notice when a problem may be developing. Knowing when your bike 
will be in need of service can allow you to plan for repair costs (that creak costs how much?!) 
and should make you more confident riding, which can translate to more smiles. 
 
Before we get into any of the steps of inspecting and tuning up your bike, make sure you have 
the proper tools. While many of the tools I’ll list can probably be found on that multi-tool you 
keep in your seat bag or hydration pack, when you’re at home, a set of full-size tools will make 
life much easier. You probably have most of these already, but these can all be purchased for 
under $100 at most retailers. 
 

 Allen wrench set (metric 2mm-10mm) 

 Screwdriver set (Phillips and flat) 

 Adjustable wrench 

 Pliers 

 Box wrench set 

 Chain oil 

 Degreaser 

 Rag 

 Pump 

 Chain checker 
 
Now, a helpful first step - especially after a wet and gritty winter - is to clean your bike. For our 
purposes, it doesn’t have to be spotless, but getting the bulk of the grime off will help 
immensely. Use a mild degreaser like Simple Green or dish detergent to wet the entire bike 
making sure to pay close attention to the drivetrain (chain, derailleurs, cassette, crankset). 
Some scrubbing may be required with your rag or an old toothbrush. Rinse the bike with a low-
pressure spray of water (high-pressure can force water into the frame and bearings). 
 
Now that your bike is clean, you should have an easier time doing the following: 
 

 Check the length of your chain with a chain checker. We use the Park Tool CC-2, which 
will tell you whether you have one ride or one season left in that chain. Other chain 
checkers only tell you if the chain is good or bad. 

 If you’re re-using your old chain, make sure to let it dry out from the wash and then lube 
it. Drip one drop of lube on each roller (the little cylinder between each gap in the chain 
link) and wipe any excess off with a rag. 

 Spin your wheels and look for any side-to-side wobble or up-and-down “hops”. Either of 
these may indicate you need hub adjustments or wheel truing. 



 Inspect your cables and housing for any kinks, cracks, rust, fraying, or other damage. 
Cables tremendously influence how your bike shifts and brakes; and they are relatively 
inexpensive to replace. If you see any problems, replace them. If they’re still good, 
adding a drop of chain lube where the cables enter housing will keep them moving 
freely. 

 Check your brake pads for excessive wear or contamination. Most brake pads have a 
notch molded into them. If the pad is worn flat so the notch is no longer present, it’s time 
for new pads. 

 Check tires for wear and damage. If you have worn a bald, flat spot on the tire, it’s time 
to replace. Also, winter can bring salt, ice, and damaged roads. All of these can easily 
nick or gouge the rubber of a tire and you might not notice until cleaning the bike. If there 
is any significant damage, replacing them now will save you from being stranded away 
from home when the tire fails. 

 Lubing any bolt threads and derailleur pivots with a drop of chain lube will prevent 
corrosion and should be done after every wash. This is also a good time to inspect those 
components for cracks or other damage. 

 Most handlebar grips are rubber and easily cleaned. But some grips and most bar tape 
will be worn and soiled from the prior year. Replace these and your hands will thank you 
for the season to come. 

 
If you know how to fix any of these yourself, you might just need to pick up some parts from 
your local bike shop. Otherwise, bring your bike to the shop; most places will give you a free 
and accurate estimate in person.  
 
Finally, if you are interested in learning to work on your bike yourself, the Re-Cyclery offers a 
monthly Bicycle Assembly and Repair course. Contact ben@tripsforkidscharlotte.org for more 
information. 
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