Replacing a Sealed Wheel Bearing

All vehicles have wheel bearings. And sooner or later, those bearingswill have to be
replaced.
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The squeal coming from the front end of your higld-&erman sport sedan is
embarrassing. Not only do passersby do double thkesvhen you recently gave your
boss a ride across town, he couldn’t hear his leefip ring. So you

drop a handful of C-notes for a complete brake fdterward, though, that squeal and
vibration are still there. What gives--did you geped off? Probably not. More likely,
it's time to roll up your own sleeves and swap sarne worn or dry front wheel bearings.

Unlike typical American rear-drive cars, Europeandels generally employ permanently
sealed front wheel bearings. (Same goes for jumitadvery front-wheel-drive vehicle on
the planet, but that’s a story for another dayg3éhbearings don't get inspected as part
of a brake job because they don’t reside insidéhtheof the brake rotor and can'’t easily
be removed with just an index finger. Rather, titermounts on a hub that contains the
pressed-in wheel bearing. Because it's all oneepittis sealed bearing hub assembly
can't be serviced. Once you've diagnosed a baccansing potential hearing loss and a
rough, grinding sensation that sends shivers thralg entire body of the vehicle, the
whole unit must be replaced.

That's actually a good thing because you don’t hawdeal with individual bearing races
the way you do when servicing a two-piece cagexb(edlled tapered) front wheel
bearing. And there’s no annoying cotter pin to de#h. (Watch for an upcoming
Saturday Mechanic discussing these types of bea}iAdso, replacement sealed bearing
hubs come prepacked with grease from the manutaatuwre often than not, so there’s
less mess. What's bad is that sealed wheel beagpgslly cost more, generally require
more disassembly of driveline components, and ragyire a hydraulic press to remove
and install.
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But the bearings are important, so don’t put off jibb. Of all the components that hold
the wheels onto your car, it's the hardened-stémlelbearings that are subjected to the
most stress. When a car is moving, they allow theeds to spin on their axles (and resist
lateral forces during turns) while being poundedipyand-down suspension movements.
Even when a car is stopped, the entire weight@¥#hicle--minus the wheels and tires--
is bearing down (no pun intended) on the wheelibgsarrollers. So while a certain
amount of play is necessary for normal operatioopgr bearing preload adjustment
(how tightly the bearings are installed under reais critical.

The wheel bearings keep friction to a minimum. Wh#é drag there is, however, builds
up plenty of heat. To stay cool and slippery, whessrings need to bathe in heavyweight
grease all the time. This prevents metal-to-meiatact. When bearings do dry out, the
most common symptom is a high-pitched squeal. Wwedittended for a long period of



time, this situation can lead to bearing seizui-@m extreme cases--wheel separation
from the vehicle.

And there’s another reason for all that lube. Iphd&eep moisture out of the bearing. Oil
and water don’t mix, right? The heavy wheel-beagnepse stays put so water can’t
penetrate. That's why the wheel bearings on rolytimemersed boat trailers need
extreme maintenance. What about dirt? Wheel beaang generally sandwiched
between a spring-loaded rubber seal (back sideeofvheel) and a dust cover (front side
of the wheel) that keep out road grime.

Straightforward Swap

If you're not working on a lift and using air togpkbe first step is to crack the lug
nuts/studs loose by hand while the wheels areastithe ground. You can then raise one
front wheel at a time or the entire front end, depeg on the heft of your hydraulic jack
and stands. With the wheel off, unbolt the bralkgesg slide it off the brake rotor and
secure it with a wire coat hanger. Never let thavigdorake caliper hang by its rubber
hose.

(1) Remove the brake caliper and hang it from someeamient place with wire (like a
coat hanger) to keep the rubber hose from beingadath
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BRAKE DISC

(2) The brake disc needs to be separated from thesbule repeatedly tapped the
mating area with a hammer to break up corrosiodnDivork.

And there’s another reason for all that lube. Iphd&eep moisture out of the bearing. Oil
and water don’t mix, right? The heavy wheel-beagnease stays put so water can’t
penetrate. That's why the wheel bearings on rolytimemersed boat trailers need
extreme maintenance. What about dirt? Wheel besang generally sandwiched
between a spring-loaded rubber seal (back sideeofvheel) and a dust cover (front side
of the wheel) that keep out road grime.



DUST COVER

(3) We had to pry the dust cover from the hub to gétespindle nut. Some vehicles
leave this nut exposed; don’t go looking for thessmg cover.

The next step is to simply pull the brake rotortb# hub. Only sometimes it's not that
simple. You may need to remove the setscrew thdstibe brake disc to the hub. This
screw was installed as an aid on the assemblpbf@re the wheels and lug nuts were
mounted. Problem is, after years on the road,¢hensrusts itself and its components
together. Luckily, you probably don’t have to req@ahis screw after you've destroyed it.
The lug nuts and wheel will hold the parts in placee you've reinstalled them.



BRAKE
B DISC

(4) Ultimately, we needed to drill out the retainiregscrew to separate the disc from the
old hub. It's usually not necessary to replace it.

No matter how you try to loosen this screw, chararesyou’ll round it off. But not to
worry. Remove the entire hub assembly with therrattached and drill out the screw on
a drill press. No drill press handy? Then drill the screw while everything is still on the
car.

To get the hub off, remove its dust cover if thisrene. Then be prepared to beg, borrow,
steal or buy the giant-millimeter socket requirediaosen and tighten that massive
axle/spindle nut holding the hub assembly ontcsthiadle. If you don’'t have a
megacapacity impact gun at your disposal like vag plian on using a pipe at least 4 ft.
long over a 3/4-in. breaker bar to achieve enoogiue to manually crack 'er loose, and
to get to the proper bearing preload during reabserfley, we've been in the trenches,
too. Sometimes you do what you gotta do.

How do you keep the hub from spinning while youmgng to loosen the axle/spindle
nut? You could briefly reinstall the brake caliperd have a helper step on the brake
pedal while you stand on your breaker bar and @eyou could prevent hub rotation
with a pipe or other leverage bar jammed betweenltngs, or with a large screwdriver

or other device stuffed into the brake rotor capManes. One way or another, you must
remove that nut and be able to torque it back &z ,sphich may be as much as 300 Ib.-ft.



(5) Torque the spindle nut to the car manufacturgrécswhich is probably pretty close
to using all of your weight standing on the far efidhe flex handle.

Prep and Replace

With the old pieces off, wipe the spindle clean amake sure it's shiny and polished
everywhere with no signs of bluing from excessieathlf the old wheel bearing really
did seize, it could have taken the spindle out witm which case, you'll now be into
your ride for some big bucks for a new spindle, too

Next, slide the replacement bearing hub assemlilgfdts box and check for any
installation instructions that might apply to ygarticular vehicle. Match the new
bearing up to the old in every respect to make guseindeed, the correct part.
Confident with your purchase? Then slather songhfreheel-bearing grease on the
spindle and slide the new bearing hub home. Totigespindle nut.

The last step of preparation is often overlookéeaming the inside mating surface of the
brake disc where it seats on the hub. Rust andlauiid

up here over time. Problem is, it can cause lateraut of the rotor once mounted,
leading to brake-pedal pulsation and other problédhsick a wire wheel in a drill and
clean this area thoroughly. Spread on some antisgimpound or at least some grease
for future ease of disassembly. Next, remount ¢hery caliper, wheel and lug nuts/studs.
Run the lugs home by hand to seat their taperegshiaghe wheel’s holes. With the car



back on the ground, torque the lug nuts/studs ¢c 8pth a torque wrench in a star
pattern to prevent warping the brake rotors.

Last step: Drive, and listen to the sound of thgiree-without the squeal of the wheel
bearings.



