Brake/Clutch Bleeding 102

By Mark Shively

Vacuum bleeders sometimes are more troublesome than efficient. Other times they work well. The old school way to bleed is to allow the master cylinder to purge the system of air. This may be slow at times, but effective. 

To begin, flush the existing brake/clutch fluid from the reservoir. Pump it through the lines to the bleeder valves. Flush thoroughly until you see new fluid exit each valve. Start with the closest bleeder valve and work away from the master cylinder, to the next furthest valve. 
To flush, pump the lever a few times and hold the lever in as if bleeding the line. Open the bleeder valve wide open and leave it open. Begin pumping until you see fresh fluid at the bleeder. When you see fresh fluid, hold the lever in on the last pump and tighten the valve. Pump the lever and crack the valve for a quick bleed. Repeat for all bleeders. You may not need to bleed the system after the last valve is flushed. 

If bleeding is necessary, start with the bleeder furthest from the master cylinder and work towards the master cylinder (just the opposite of flushing). 

If master cylinder needs purged of air (rare) do the following: adjust the master cylinder so it is as level as possible on the handlebar. Remove the reservoir cap and top off fluid to proper level. Very, very, slowly pull the brake lever in while monitoring the inlet/outlet ports in the bottom of the reservoir (machined holes). Release the lever slowly, alternating lever pulls of about 1-2mm, and full pulls. The shorter pulls seem to purge air best. Look for air bubbles to rise from the ports. Repeat until no air is seen and/or lever feels firm.

If no air is seen, pull the lever in and let it return quickly by releasing it from your fingertips. It should snap back under the tension of the plunger spring. Repeat this several times while watching for air bubbles. Switch between the two methods described above: slow short pull method and long quick release method. 
When no air is observed, the master cylinder is purged of air. Be patient, this may take several minutes. If no air is observed and “brake” lever feels soft, bleed lines until lever feels firm. Clutch levers should feel soft. Synthetic brake fluids may result with a softer than normal lever feel. Old rubber brake hose may result with a softer feeling lever due to expansion of the hose from age. For best results, use braided steel brake lines and DOT 3 or 4 brake fluids.

Tip: Shake or gently tap brake hoses with a tool to send residual air up the lines to the master cylinder.


Note: Clutch levers are not intended not pump-up to a firm feel. 
