
TIRE AND WHEEL CHOICE ... 
by Mr. Tech, 6-16-2009 

 
Tire and wheel choice.   From Duncan Wood, 6-16-2009 
  
Everywhere you look as a car driver, somebody wants to sell you tires. 
  
They would love to sell you wheels, too - to spice up the image of your 
ride, and the profit margins on them are phenomenal for the seller. 
  
As a Mini driver, you will be pleased to know you are immune to the 
onslaught of persuasion. No need to change a thing. Just keep your tire 
tread deep at minimum 5mm. 
  
Here’s why:        Let’s get wheels out of the way first. 
  
If you ever came to sell or trade your Mini and it had non-standard 
wheels, a look of puzzlement would drift across the face of any 
experienced buyer, who might venture the awkward question, "By the 
way…where are the stock wheels?" Then again he might keep his mouth 
shut and just offer a mysteriously low price. 
  
The reason is that you own an icon. 
  
In the same way that a bridegroom should not wear a gorilla suit, or 
Jimmy Carter’s face may never appear on a dollar bill, it would be a 
mistake to put Homie-Child Glitterball wheels on your Mini. Its 
authenticity would be compromised. 
  
There are also mechanical reasons. When the steering of a car is turned, 
the standard wheels swivel around but do not crunch the tire into the 
car’s own fender. That’s one. Secondly, the distance apart of the front 
wheels bears a deliberate relationship to the distance to the rear wheels, 
(the "wheelbase.") When aftermarket wheels are used, they are often 
made with a large "offset" to make them stand out the arches for an 
aggressive look, as you see on a bigfoot. This totally blows the chassis 
and steering geometry of the car and can make it riotously or lethally 
unpredictable in the wet. Wet grip depends on teamwork between all four 
wheels. Imagine a football team with four players in the wrong 
positions. Grip also goes to hell in a handcart in the dry. Not so much on 
a straight road, but any road with roundabouts would show up its 
weaknesses with a vengeance. 
  
Ever noticed how NASCARs are all suspiciously about the same size? 
And the wheels never stick out the arches. And the drivers are living 
longer these days. One type of track to race on, one set of wheel-to-
ground size relationships.  That’s it. 
  
Now tires. 
  



Tires are best looked at from the point of view of who makes them, not 
necessarily by brand, but WHOSE origin they come from.  

 Pirelli are Italian, softer, stickier, more grippy for performance, 
shorter life and easier to puncture, it is said. These days, though, 
tires with a nail in them tend not to lose air and they stay safe. 
You hear a ticking noise when you drive with a window open and 
you get them plugged at Wal-Mart for $10. 

 Michelin are French, harder, not bad grip, very long life. 
 Firestone/Bridgestone are American/Japanese, very much 

general purpose, in the middle. 
 Goodyear, American, general purpose again really. 

Outside of these lie a thousand variants that I would not touch with a 
barge-pole. 
  
Maxxis is a US economy brand where the tires get made in China. I once 
had a set on a Lexus 400 and they were fine, but only because they were 
free of charge. 
  
Let's put it this way, if you wouldn't want surgery on your body done 
with a kitchen knife, don't have four pencil erasers on a sports car. 
  
Looking at Mini Coopers on British roads, they have been sold new with 
Dunlop, Goodyear, Pirelli, possibly whosever price per thousand pieces 
was best on the day, but only Pirelli are mentioned in the handbook, I am 
assured. 
Now, a Mini is a very small car and the eternal concern is, whatever the 
weather is playing at, not to go under the wheels of a semi or a Ford F-
series or into the bushes. 
  
When a car gets wide wheels and tires, which a Mini has compared to 
a Daewoo or Hyundai of similar weight, it becomes more susceptible to 
aquaplaning on a wet road. 
  
The term "aquaplane" is a word with ancient Latin origins, meaning three 
things: 
1. Spin off road 
2. Hit a tree 
3. Kill occupants 
In practice these three concepts are more or less inseparable. 
  
When the car in question is as light as a Mini, there is so little weight to 
press the tires thru rainwater that the point where a skid occurs comes 
along sooner. 
  
In essence, when the weather is bad, a tire immediately becomes a water 
pump. 
  
In order to keep contact with the pavement the rolling pattern of rubber 
blocks on the tire has to scoosh water away pretty fast, or aquaplaning 
begins very quickly. 
  
To give you an idea, if the rainwater on a road is one quarter inch deep, a 
205 width tire as on a mini, rolling at 30mph has to pump aside 4.6 
gallons of water per second, just to keep grip. 
  



If the tread blocks are worn away so that the tire grooves are not so 
deep, the pumping efficiency of the tread is reduced. If you have 1/8" of 
tread left instead of 1/4" your tire's pumping efficiency is down just over 
50%. 
  
That's why I recommend tires that are sticky, keeping plenty of tread, 
and changing them early. If you get dead, only your pension fund will 
celebrate. 
  
My LR3 runs Pirelli Scorpions, and despite the sideways forces of 6000 
lbs in weight, it takes corners like a subway train. 
  
  
If you want your front tires to last well, never turn the steering wheel 
unless the vehicle is actually moving. The miniscule speed of parking 
makes all the difference here. Big improvement. 
  
Lastly, having your tires at the right pressure is a big deal to avoid wear 
and crashes. Measure them in your garage in a morning when they are 
cool and none have been in the sun. And use an American air pop-up 
guage, not a Chinese digital estimator. 
  
  
Hope you're all safe and having fun. Sorry for missing your next meet. I'll 
be there in spirit. 
  
Best Regards, Mr. T. 

 

 

 
 


