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Tech Chat – Battery Basics  
                                   Ken Mortimer    
“Motorcycle batteries, in fact all small wet-cell 

batteries, generally don't last. It doesn't matter how much you 

pay, they are all the same. You might as well resign yourself to 

the fact that you will need a new bike battery every couple of 

seasons, if not sooner.” 

NOT TRUE! But I'm sure you've all heard statements 
to this effect.  In fact a properly prepared and cared for 
motorcycle battery can provide many years of service. I've seen 
seven season batteries still going strong in many cases. 

Most of you are probably aware that how you store 
your small batteries during the off season will have a lot to do 
with their lifespan. But did you note the word "PREPARED" a 
couple of sentences back?  Preparation and initialization of 
small batteries is VERY important and if not carried out 
properly WILL lead to a shortened life and a less than 
advertised output and capacity. 

Here is what should happen; and as you read this, 
think about where you purchased your last battery. 
Companies generally deliver small flooded or wet cell batteries 
to the retailer dry or empty. Some come with the prescribed 
amount of acid, pre-packaged with the battery. Others are filled 
at the store from bulk acid packs. Either way, someone has to 
fill the cells with acid. 

So the first order of business is filling to the level 
indicated on the battery. This cannot be done too quickly. The 
acid must settle and air bubbles need to escape. It usually takes 
some topping up of each cell after initial filling and some time 
has passed.  Now the filled battery must be allowed to fully 
soak BEFORE charging. Manufacturers say a minimum of one 
hour. Longer is better. 

The first charge is a science in itself. Note that the 
battery should NOT become more than luke-warm during the 
charging process. If it does, it is being overcharged and could 
be damaged. Charging should be stopped and the battery 
allowed to cool before resuming the process. Initial charging of 
a new battery should be at a rate of about 10% of the rated 
capacity. Therefore a 24 amp/hour battery should be charged at 
2.4 amps.  

The charger we use at the shop is specially designed 
for use with small power sports batteries. It is idiot proof, (good 
thing) and automatically adjusts the rate as the battery charges 
to full capacity. It begins in a "bulk" charge at relatively high 
amperage until the battery reaches a certain voltage then 
switches to an "absorb" rate and the amperage is lowered. 
When fully charged it goes into a "maintain" state and only 
then is the battery ready to go to the customer. This process can 
take several hours.  Getting back to your last battery purchase; 
do you have confidence that the big box retailer and their staff 
carried out the prep and initial charge as prescribed? 

It is sometimes possible for you to purchase a battery 
and fill and charge it yourself. If you choose this route keep in 
mind that doing so on the first nice day in the spring when you 
are anxious to blow the cobwebs out of the silencers is not such 
a good idea. Filling and quick charging enough to start the bike, 
thinking a fast blast will have the bike's charging system finish 
the task is not the way to go. Although, when faced with a 
battery failure while touring, you may have no other choice. A 
battery installed in this manner will never reach its full 
potential. 

If you are doing it yourself, you will need a charger 
with a two amp setting. Fill and allow the battery to soak. Then 
monitor the temperature from time to time while charging at 
two amps. Overnight is a good idea. Remember that acid must 
be handled very carefully. Safety glasses or goggles, gloves and 
clothes you don't care about are a must when filling the battery. 
Acid burns, can cause blindness; will eat your prized Norton 
sweatshirt the wife got you for Christmas and the fumes are 
flammable. Make certain your charger is UNPLUGGED before 
attaching the leads to your battery. Sparks around charging 
batteries are bad news. It's never happened to me, but I've been 
in shops when batteries have exploded, (thankfully I've been at 
the other end of the shop), and it is a very serious occurrence 
often resulting in injury. At the very least, the battery is ruined 
and there is a mess to clean up. 

When installing your battery be certain to observe the 
post position and the polarity. This is very important with 
vintage machines as often there are no listings in the parts 
books so you are forced to purchase by description and 
dimension. A slight error could be costly. Always attach the 
positive lead first, (unless you are dealing with a positive 
ground electrical system) and don't forget to attach and 
properly route the vent hose if equipped. Failure to do so can 
result in paint damage and seat pad and covering erosion 
depending on where the battery is located. When installing 
anything other than an OEM spec'd battery always check for 
proper clearance between the posts/leads and the bike's frame, 
seat pan, battery cover or box, etc. And when attaching the 
negative or ground lead be conscious of the "other end" of your 
wrench and its proximity to the positive terminal. 

Photo shows a properly installed battery. The wiring is 

tidy and the battery is held securely by the strap. And very 

important: the vent hose is in place and routed correctly. 

 
Testing batteries has changed over the last ten years or 

so and we no longer rely on the "load" test. New technologies 
have been introduced and the most common method of testing 
flooded batteries is with a conductance tester. In fact all the 
manufactures insist on this type of test equipment being used 
for warranty determination. Lifted from the Midtronics brand 
of battery testing and charging equipment website: 
"Conductance is a unique electrical measurement that 
determines the ability of a battery to transmit current through 
its internal structure". These testers work by "probing the 
battery with a small AC current ripple that generates a small 
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AC voltage response". I couldn't have said it better myself. 
These testers provide the user with a good, bad or marginal 
reading based on inputted battery ratings. Some testers will 
indicate if there is a bad cell as well. There is a lot of 
information and discussion regarding the relationship (and 
therefore accuracy) between the conductance test and the 
battery capacity, but suffice to say that this is the current 
method used by nearly all shops and retailers. That said, we 
still use the load tester from time to time, (it's always handy for 
warming your hands) and measuring specific gravity with a 
hydrometer is a very accurate method of determining battery 
condition. A fully charged battery will have a specific gravity 
of 1.275 or higher and remember to check each cell. A six volt 
battery will measure 6.8 volts and a twelve volt, 13.2 or greater 
when fully charged so a basic voltmeter will give a good 
indication as well.  

Now that you have your new, properly filled and 
initialized battery what can you do to prolong its life? Vintage 
motorcycles can be hard on batteries for a couple of reasons. 
The older bikes tend to not have very robust charging systems. 
And riders sometimes tax these systems by adding higher 
wattage lighting or electrically hungry accessories. Plus some 
folks use their vintage machines for generally shorter rides and 
not everyday use. This all adds up to a battery that is never 
being fully replenished. The easy answer is to charge the 
battery between rides. Again, use nothing higher than a two 
amp rate of charge. A very handy addition is a battery tender 
type of charging system. These are available from a few 
different companies and come with a set of leads that are hard 
wired to the bike battery. The leads can be routed 
inconspicuously and the connector hidden under the seat or 
such. The charging unit stays in the garage and after parking 
the bike you make the polarity aligned connection and as easy 
as that, you are charging your battery. This type of charger 
maintains or tends your battery and keeps it fully charged, 
turning on and off as necessary. The rate of charge is usually 
about 1.8 amps so there is no worry of over doing it. 

At the end of the riding season, you should remove the 
battery from the bike. Disconnect, ground lead first, then 
remove and clean the outer surface with baking powder and 
water. Again, don't dress up for the occasion. Some of the crud 
on top of the battery will be corrosive. Put on the safety eye 
wear as well. Fully charge the battery and store in a cool place. 
If you have the tender, use it. If not, periodically charge the 
battery for a day or so at the two amp rate with your regular 
charger. Check to be sure it is not heating up. A charged battery 
cannot freeze so don't be afraid to store it in an unheated 
garage. I've read numerous times that the rule against storing 
on a concrete floor is an old wives tale but I personally keep 
them on a wooden shelf. (Some of those old wives were pretty 
smart so I take no chances...) 

There is much more we could discuss about batteries 
as I haven’t touched on the new “gel” or “absorbed glass mat” 
types but hopefully some of the information will prove useful 
for some of you and I’ll revisit the topic in a future article. 

   kmortimer@persona.ca 
                                                                 .....Ken 

 
TIPS for this month come from John Bakker and Dick 
Cowling. I thank these two gentlemen and remind all of you, 
please keep your technical tips and product reviews coming in. 
You are helping fellow CVMG members by sharing. 

From John in Barrie-Huronia: 
 “Your February column, on installing rubber intake 

boots, brought to mind a trick I employed just a few weeks 
prior while installing the carbs on my Honda CL 350 project. 

Over time the rubber intake manifolds on older bikes 
get very stiff, making it difficult to slip the carb(s) back on. To 
make this a simple task, use a hair dryer to warm up the rubber 
manifold(s), making them soft and flexible, and then a small 
squirt of silicone spray will have those carbs slipping right in. 
If using this technique on a bank of 4 carbs, one may need to 
employ the help of an assistant with a second hair dryer in 
order to keep all the manifolds pliable.” 
 
 Dick sent in several tips from Ganaraska 

 1.  Perhaps the best trick of getting a reluctant 
fastener undone is patience.  As you say, gentle heating is very 
often effective.  A dose of WD 40 and leaving it overnight also 
works wonders.  But on anything that rotates, watch out for LH 
threads.  I remember cutting the threads for an extractor to get a 
flywheel off and finding that it wouldn't work - only to find that 
some fiendish Japanese designer had designed the flywheel 
with a LH thread in a place that didn't need one.  Much cursing 
and more machining. 

2. Getting a reluctant nut in a recess out can be a real 
!@@#$@%$.  In these cases, a nut splitter will not usually fit 
into the recess. I find that drilling longitudinally along near the 
point of the nut and then inserting a tapered punch in the hole 
will split the nut, in much the same way you describe the use of 
a nut splitter. 

3.  Giving the head of a screw or bolt with a good 
sharp thump with a hammer will often break the stiction and 
allow more conventional tools to be used.  Also giving the top 
of a burred Phillips screw one or more sharp taps will push the 
burrs over and partly restore the Phillips cross..   
I've just finishing rebuilding two 1974 Honda 360's which had 
been in a barn for the last 30 years.  You can guess I had some 
fun getting things apart! 

 4.  Piston ring grooves can be easily cleaned with a 
piece of broken ring. 

5.  Whilst on the subject of pistons, it is good practice 
to drill small holes at the bottom of the oil ring groove to aid oil 
drainage - and cut oil consumption.  That's of course assuming 
that the pistons haven' already been drilled. 

 6.  Most good bikers know that copper washers can 
be annealed by heating then up to cherry redness and plunging 
them into water.  But not many people know that aluminum can 
also be annealed.  I've saved many bent brake and clutch levers, 
etc., by annealing them.  The annealing temperature must not 
be too cool or too hot.  To get the part to the right temperature, 
smear it with liquid soap, then heat it gently until the soap goes 
black, then cool the part.  It's amazing what you can straighten 
parts or form aluminum this way.   If required, you can anneal 
the part more than once. 

 7.  I'm quite a believer in J-B Weld, I assume you 
know how you can use it for a hole filler and other uses. 

 8.  I've just finished fixing a broken sidecover on a 
1973 CB 350 Honda, one of the tabs was broken off and 
missing.  I made a new tab from pieces of ABS drain pipe and 
stuck it on to the cover, after the attachment area had been 
cleaned.  The adhesive I used was ABS pipe cement and the 
bond was excellent; no amount of tugging could break the tab .  


