Retensioning An Existing Wheel

	Once you have acquired the skills to build a wheel, you have also learned how to correctly retention an existing one.  You may very well have more occasions to do that than build new wheels.  The majority of wheels are under tensioned, even new wheels on good quality bikes.  Assessing their condition and correcting it, if required, is worth your time.  An incentive to doing this is the realization that the efficiency of your bike and your speed will improve, possible by a lot.  I see it all the time.

	To tension a wheel, you are basically jumping into the middle of the steps for building a wheel, but there are a few differences.  One has to do with an installed tire.  A high-pressure clincher tire can slightly reduce the tension on the spokes from the pressure that is partially pressing inward on the rim.  It is not obvious that this would be the case, but I have measured tension reduction of as much as 10% resulting from a clincher tire on a road bike inflated to, say, 125 psi.  You want to set your spoke tension when this inward force is absent.  Removing the tire or letting out all of the air is not necessary.  Just letting a little of the air out will quickly reduce the pressure to where it is not a factor.  The much lower pressure from mountain bike tires is inconsequential.  Although tubular tires are sometimes inflated to extremely high air pressures, tubulars create no inwardly-directed force, so reducing their pressure is not needed.   

  	Begin by ensuring that the wheel is laterally true so that your ensuing tension measurements will be accurate. It’s very likely that you will need to lubricate the nipples if they do not turn readily.  If you are tensioning a rear wheel, determine the average tension measurement of the drive-side spokes and then loosen and tighten adjacent spokes on the drive side to bring each spoke as close as possible to the average, i.e., even out their tensions.  Then, begin adding tension to the drive side spokes by using a four-sided spoke wrench to minimize the possibility of rounding out any of the nipple flats.  As you get near the target tension, check your dish and correct it as needed.  Then even out the tension on the non-drive side.  Then stress relieve the wheel and retrue as needed. 

	A front wheel is handled the same way.  If it is a disc wheel, the left side will have higher tension, so start with it.  If the wheel is symmetrical, you can pick either side, but I think it is a good procedure to even out and tension one side at a time and then do the other.  It is possible that the wheel might be slightly out of dish to start with, so don’t assume that the starting tension on both sides will be the same.  
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