Removing Nipples from Carbon Rims

	Occasionally, the need arises to remove the nipples from a wheel with a carbon fiber rim, e.g., a Zipp wheel.  Perhaps you are rebuilding the wheel with new spokes or inserting a PowerTap hub.  You need to exercise special care in removing the existing nipples.  Wait until you have some undistracted time!

	For most wheels, unscrewing the nipples and removing them is easy.  If some fall inside the rim in the process, we don’t worry because either they will fall out in subsequent steps or we can gently bounce the rim until they do.  But, with many carbon fiber rims, you need to use special precautions.  Inside many of these rims is residue from the forming process such as plastic from a molding bladder.  This is of no consequence at all until you mistakenly drop a nipple inside the rim.  The nipple is quite likely to get stuck in the plastic and not come out.  It will rattle, though, and you will experience a great deal of frustration trying to get it out, which may not be possible at all.

	Here’s what I do.  I use a homemade nipple threader such as the one shown below.  Loosen each nipple just enough to take some tension off the wheel.  Then, one at a time, unscrew each nipple a little further until you can thread a nipple threader into the slotted end of the nipple through the back of the rim.  One at a time, transfer each nipple from the wheel to the receiving nipple threader.  You will know that the nipple threader has engaged the threads at the slotted end of the nipple when you can pull on the threader and it doesn’t come back out.  Loosen the nipple and tighten the nipple threader enough that you are comfortable that the transfer is complete.  Then, unwind the nipple completely from the spoke using a spoke wrench on the spoke flats and remove the nipple threader with the nipple attached to it.  When you are reinstalling nipples, once again use a nipple threader so that you don’t accidently drop a nipple inside.  Again, do this when you are undistracted because you don’t want to lose your concentration and make a mistake that could have big consequences.
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