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Introduction 

Neither dirt nor oxidation materially affects the strength and service life of 
aluminum. Cleaning and surface care are usually necessary only for the sake of 
appearance. 

 
Aluminum, unlike most other metals, takes care of itself. Exposed to air, it 
combines with oxygen to form a tough, transparent protective oxide coating. 
Aluminum is therefore often used without surface treatment. When the surface is 
treated, and aluminum can be treated or “finished” in more ways than any other 
metal, further protection is provided. 

 

All the finishes, including the non-finished or bare, may be kept clean and bright with 
mild soap and water alone.  However, if cleaning has been postponed too long and 
the dirt is especially tenacious, a more aggressive cleaner and cleaning technique may 
be required. In such cases, best results are obtained when the cleaner and cleaning 
technique are matched to the soil and finish involved. 
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I Aluminum Finishes 
 

A. Non-Finished (Bare): 
 

Non-Finished (bare) surface is simply the metal’s own self-produced oxide layer. It is thin 
but tough, transparent, tenacious and protective. Bare finishes vary in appearance 
depending on the fabrication technique. The texture may be smooth and mirror-like, 
embossed with a stucco look, wood-grain or other patterns. 

 
With time, the surface of this finish may darken and discolor. Near the sea, it tends to 
turn grey; in the cities and near factories, it tends to turn brown or black. 

 

B. Anodized Finishes: 
 

Anodized finishes are extra thick oxide coatings produced by an electrochemical treatment. 
The thickness of the anodic layer can vary from 0.05 mil to more than 1.5 mil. 

 
The anodic layer may be transparent or integrally colored. In both cases, the metal’s 
natural luster will be visible. Or the anodized layer may be impregnated with lubricant, 
wax or both. When anodized aluminum is to be used architecturally, it is sometimes given 
a clear organic coating for protection against alkaline building products during 
construction and to facilitate cleaning afterwards. Anodizing substantially improves 
aluminum’s resistance to weathering. 

 

C. Chemical Conversion Coatings: 
 

Chemical Conversion Coatings are coatings generally treated by chemical means alone. 
They are thinner and less abrasion-resistant than anodic finishes. Most often they are 
used as a base for paint. Occasionally, conversion coatings are used as final surfaces for 
products and utilitarian structures. Conversion coatings may be clear or colored gold, 
grey, golden brown, green or blue-green. 

 

D. Painted Finishes: 
 

Painted finishes are organic coatings of various kinds applied to the surface of aluminum. 
In the plant, paint is applied over conversion coatings. In the field, paint or organic coating 
(lacquer) may be applied to any weathered aluminum surface or to a clean, grease-free 
aluminum surface after it has been roughened mechanically or treated with suitable 
wash primers. 

 

E. Porcelain Enameled Finishes: 
 

Porcelain enameled finishes are ceramic coatings which have been fired permanently 
onto the surface of the aluminum. Porcelain finishes are very hard, impervious to soils, 
acids and alkaline. These finishes come in many colors with smooth-textured surfaces. 

 

F. Plated Finishes: 
 

Plated finishes are produced by electro-depositing one or more different metals on 
aluminum. Gold, silver, copper and chromium are often used. Plating metal is deposited 
directly onto the aluminum and sometimes an intermediate metal is used. 
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G. Laminated Finishes: 
 

Laminated finishes are produced by bonding a thin layer of wood, cloth, plastic or a 
combination of these materials and possibly others to the surface of aluminum. The care 
and cleaning required by the laminated surface is that required by the facing material. As 
there are different laminates in use, cleaning procedures cannot be described here but 
must be found by careful testing and consultation with the manufacturer. 

 

II. Simple Finish Test 
 

H. Non-Finished (Bare) Aluminum: 
 

A steel needle or similar pointed tool is used to prick the metal’s surface. If the metal is 
easily marked, and if the scratch is no broader than the tool’s point, the aluminum is 
“bare”. If the metal is rubbed with a rubber eraser, the metal may lighten in color and the 
eraser may darken. 

 

I. Anodized Aluminum: 
 

If a clean surface is rubbed with an eraser and neither the color of the metal nor the color 
of the eraser changes, the aluminum has been anodized. If either changes, the aluminum 
is bare. 

 
If the eraser test is not conclusive, as it may not be perfectly clean, the needle test may be 
used. Aluminum oxide is hard and glassy. Considerable force will be necessary to penetrate 
it. The scratch will be wider than the point of the needle and the sound of the scratch will be 
audible. Anodized aluminum is sometimes given a clear organic coating. This can be 
detected with the needle test or by scratching a small area with a knife-edge. 

 

J. Conversion Coatings: 
 

The eraser test should show no change. Penetration by the point of a needle should not 
be too difficult. Scratch marks will be somewhat broader than the tool’s point. 

 

K. Painted Aluminum: 
 

All paints, even the hardest baked-on paints, are soft compared to metallic and 
anodized surfaces. Paints have a plastic, gum-like texture. This can be detected with 
the needle test. 

 

L. Porcelain Finishes: 
 

These finishes will resist penetration by the point of a needle almost to the breaking 
point of the needle itself. These finishes are very hard. 

 

M. Plated Finishes: 
 

Gold and silver are soft metals and are easily scratched. A deep scratch will reveal the 
pale grey of the base of the aluminum as the precious metal plating is usually very thin. 

 
Other plated metals can often be identified by their non-aluminum color. They may also 
be harder to penetrate and thicker than gold and silver, but fine slivers can sometimes 
be removed with a sharp tool. This cannot be done with any of the other finishes except 
some brittle paints. 
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Chromium plating is identified by its hardness and silvery brilliance. Chromium plating 
tends to be porous and when not maintained, oxygen enters the pores and produces grey 
specks. 

 

III. Cleaning Aluminum 
 

N. Common Sense Cleaning Rules: 
 

1. Match Cleaner to Finish: 
Mild hand soap and warm water may be safely applied to any of the aluminum 
finishes. Steel wool, strong acids and abrasive cleaners should never be applied 
indiscriminately (though in their place, strong cleaners used correctly are highly 
effective). 

 
2. Make a Spot Test to be Sure: 

A few moments invested in testing a cleaner on an unobtrusive portion of the finish is 
a good insurance against major disappointment. Use the same concentration and 
technique planned for the entire job. Let the cleaner remain in place for some time, let 
it dry, and then inspect for stains. Test lacquered and painted finishes for softening 
and possible dissolution. 

 
3. Watch Cleaning Frequency: 
Where optimum appearance is desired and frequent cleaning is necessary, use 
mild cleaners. Abrasive cleaners can wear away the hardest finishes. 

 
4. Follow Manufacturer’s Directions: 
Cleaners should not be applied indiscriminately. Varying concentrations and 
temperatures or extending the time to which the finish is exposed to the cleaning 
agent, all in an effort to speed cleaning, may produce disastrous results. 

 
5. Do Not Mix Cleaners: 
The resultant mixture may be harmful to aluminum finishes and hazardous to the user’s 
health. 

 
6. Avoid Drips and Splashes: 
Cleaners that are harmless to some materials may damage others upon contact. 
Remove run- downs as quickly as possible. 

 
7. Do Not Vary Cleaner Concentration: 
In most instances, increasing or decreasing cleaner concentrations from that 
recommended by the manufacturer leads to highly unsatisfactory results. 

 
8. Avoid Extreme Temperatures: 
Heat accelerates chemical reactions. The cleaner may become over-active or its solvent 
may evaporate before job is done. In either event, the metal may be streaked or stained. 
On the other hand, cleaning should not be conducted at very low temperatures. Low 
temperatures reduce chemical activity, possibly stopping the action of the cleaning 
agent entirely. For best results, outdoor cleaning should be conducted on mild, cloudy 
days or in the shade. 

 
9. Watch the Clock: 
Cleaner product contact time should not be estimated but carefully timed. The 
manufacturer’s directions should be closely followed and prolonged contact avoided. 

 
10. Remove Cleaner Thoroughly: 
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Water-based cleaners should be rinsed with clear water after which the area is 
permitted to air dry or wiped dry with a clean cloth. Cleaners containing wax, oil or 
silicones are to be removed with a clean dry cloth. Traces of cleaner, wax, oil or 
silicones should not be left in cracks or corners. 

 

O. Cleaners and Techniques: 
 

Aluminum Cleaners are arbitrarily divided into the following five groups: 
 

1. Mild Soaps, Detergents and Non-Etching Cleaners: 
Mild soaps, detergents and non-etching cleaners that can be applied with bare hands 
may be used for cleaning aluminum finishes. Detergents too strong for the hands, 
such as some automatic dishwasher detergents, should be spot-tested first. Some of 
these can bleach paint and discolor non-finished and anodized aluminum. 

 
Non-etching cleaners are alkaline or acid-based formulations mixed with inhibitors, 
which permit the cleaners to remove soil without attacking the metal or the finish. The 
nature of these chemicals, their strengths and the time they should remain on the 
work vary from cleaner to cleaner. Some mixtures may irritate the skin on contact. 
Rubber gloves or a long-handled fiber brush should be used. After cleaning, the 
aluminum should be thoroughly rinsed with clean water and dried. 

 
2. Solvent and Emulsion Cleaners: 
Solvent and emulsion cleaners, while generally mild in their action, are more effective 
on stains and soils than cleaners in the first group. These may be used without 
difficulty on bare, anodized, conversion coated and porcelain-like aluminum. When 
used on painted (and lacquered) finishes, solvent and emulsion cleaners should be 
spot-tested first. The wrong solvent containing emulsion can remove many of the 
paints and clear organic coatings (lacquers) used with aluminum. 

 
Both mild cleaners and the solvent-emulsion cleaners will remove dirt and some stains. 
They will not, however, restore the appearance of aluminum that has weathered too 
long or remove heavy grime encrustation. For these advanced conditions, a more 
aggressive cleaner and technique is required. 

 
3. Abrasive Cleaners: 
Abrasive cleaners will restore weathered aluminum and remove most stains and 
grime. These cleaners are manufactured and sold under various generic descriptions 
including; polish, cleaner, cleaner-polish, wax polish, metal brightener, scouring 
powder, etc. Their effectiveness on various soils and darkened aluminum depends on 
their formation and vigor of application. 

 
Abrasive cleaners contain abrasives to which water, oil, wax, silicones, soap, acid or 
alkaline may be added either singly or in a combination. The abrasives cut away the 
dirt and surface oxidation; the soaps, acids and/or alkaline clean. Traces of the wax, oil 
or silicones remain behind after the compound has been added or removed. They 
provide luster and a small measure of surface protection. 

 
Abrasive cleaners containing fine grit or polishing agents may be used with care on all 
aluminum finishes. Care is necessary because even the finest polishing agent is an 
abrasive and prolonged rubbing may dull a bright, speculated finish in time or cut 
through thin gold or silver-plating. For the ultimate in speculated finishes, the metal 
must be buffed. 

 
Household cleaners often contain coarse abrasives. They should never be used on any 
surface other than porcelain with caution. 
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Cleaners containing moderately coarse grit may be used freely on porcelain finishes 
only. All other finishes require considerable caution. Moderate abrasives can dull a 
bright finish in a relatively short time. 

 
Cleaners in this group are often used to remove heavy soils and oxides prior to final 
cleaning and polishing with a fine-grit cleaner. When this is done, the abrasive cleaner 
must be thoroughly removed before the polish is applied. Otherwise, a few grit 
particles may find their way onto the final cleaning pad and produce noticeable and 
possibly permanent scratches. 

 
Applied to bare aluminum, moderate abrasives produce a finely scratched, light 
grey surface. The scratches are easily blended into a matte or satin finish by 
working the abrasive in the direction of the grain. 

 
Steel wool acts as an abrasive when rubbed against a finish. When applied to 
aluminum, all the steel particles left behind must be removed or the particles will rust 
and leave stains. Stainless steel wool is therefore preferred. 

 
Abrasive cleaner-polishes are applied to a clean cloth and rubbed over the soiled area. 
Polishing with a clean, dry cloth follows this. Cleaner-polishes leave a thin wax-like 
coating which give additional protection. However, this film inhibits the adhesion of any 
subsequent paint or lacquer that may be applied. If the aluminum is to receive an 
organic coating, do not use a cleaner-polish unless cleaned with a solvent first. If the 
cleaner-polish contains silicones, even solvent cleaning may not assure good adhesion. 

 
Large areas may be cleaned with help of power-driven polishers and buffers. Caution 
must be used to make certain the high speed of the wheel’s edge doesn’t cut into 
the finish and that pressure is kept moderate to avoid overheating the finish. Wheel 
pads and gloves should be changed frequently to make certain abrasive particles do 
not clump-up and dig into the work. 

 
Coarse abrasive cleaners are sometimes used to prepare anodized surfaces for painting. 
Pressure should be light to avoid deep scratches which may be visible through the 
paint. 

 
Coarse and moderate abrasive cleaners are sometimes compounded with active 
chemical cleaners. The combination produces a fast-acting cleaner that must be used 
with care. Bare aluminum is sensitive to chemical-based cleaners, which may etch the 
finish if permitted to remain long. 
Anodized aluminum may develop white blemishes if chemical cleaners remain in place 
too long. 

 
4. Etching Cleaners: 

Etching cleaners are normally added to water and applied to heavily weathered 
and soiled bare aluminum. They should be applied with caution as they remove 
small quantities of metal each time they are used. These cleaners are not normally 
used on painted, plated, anodized or conversion coatings. 

 
There’s a number of proprietary etching cleaner formulations on the market 
and each manufacturer’s directions for concentration, exposure time and 
safety should be carefully followed. 

 
 
 



 

9 | P a g e   0 6 / 2 0 2 2 d d   

The general procedure with these solutions is as follows: 
 

Prepare the mixture, if need be, as directed on the container and apply it carefully 
with a sponge or brush to an area no larger than can be kept wet. The cleaner is 
permitted to remain in place the recommended time, then thoroughly flushed-off 
with cool water. When this has been accomplished, the next area is treated and so on. 

 
Whether the etching cleaner is first applied to the top or the bottom of the aluminum 
to be cleaned depends on its size.  Comparatively small areas such as storefronts and 
truck sides are best cleaned from the bottom up.  Etchant drips will affect already 
cleaned aluminum far less than they will aluminum not yet cleaned. When large areas, 
such as tall buildings are to be cleaned with an etching cleaner, it is best to start at the 
top.  Etchant drip will, to a large extent, be isolated from the metal by the soil on the 
building surface. 

 
Using a fine abrasive such as pumice or fine stainless (00 or 000) wool or an abrasive 
nylon pad to rub wet metal during the etching procedure may increase cleaning 
speed. The pumice may be sprinkled on a wet cloth or on an abrasive pad. 

 
For uniform results, the metal should be grease-free before the water-based etchant 
is applied. Each area must be rubbed equally and soak periods must also be similarly 
timed. After the etchant has done its job and has been thoroughly washed away, the 
metal surface may be slightly frosty (an appearance somewhat similar to that 
produced by caustic etching). 

 
Using hot water for final rinse may increase the drying speed of trucks and smaller 
aluminum products. Small parts may be rinsed in methyl alcohol and water. 

 
5. Special Cleaners: 

 
Special cleaners include steam, rotary, wire brushes and abrasive blasting. They are 
considered special because they require more than hand equipment. 

 
Pure steam may be applied without excessive caution on bare, plated and 
porcelain aluminum finishes. Steam jets should not be brought too close nor held 
too long on paint. Anodized or conversion coated finishes may soften, lose 
adhesion, blush or craze if overheated or exposed very long. 

 
Adding chemical cleaners to steam increases its speed and efficiency but introduces 
the question of compatibility. Spot tests should be made. If this is not practical, it is 
best to clean with caution (decrease exposure time and increase length of stem 
nozzle distance to surface). Do not vary cleaner concentration form that 
recommended by the manufacturer. Doing so may produce deleterious effects. 

 

When a cleaner is added to the steam, the cleaned part must be washed down in 
clean water prior to drying. 

 
Power-driven wire brushes may be used to clean aluminum when other methods fail. 
This is a time consuming and drastic cleaning method. It requires skill and experience 
as careless handling of the brush can readily damage the aluminum surface. 

 
A disc type brush with stainless steel or German silver wires of usually No. 35 
Birmingham gauge is used. The trick to an unmarred finish is keeping the bristles 
vertical to the work and just lightly touching. The brush is moved slowly and evenly 
over the entire surface. 
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Power-driver stainless steel wool or abrasive impregnated nylon pads may be used in 
place of the brush. Abrasives may or may not be added to the pads as desired. To 
produce sheen on the metal’s surface, the pads are lubricated with soapy water, oil or 
grease. 

 

Abrasive blasting produces a roughened, matte appearance on aluminum surfaces by 
removal of metal and sometimes used on new work as a mechanical finish. The 
resultant texture of the metal is dependent on factors such as the type and size of the 
abrasive, air pressure and position of the nozzle in relation to the aluminum surface. 

 
Because the roughened surface fingerprints easily and retains dirt, a coating is 
usually employed to preserve the appearance of the abrasive blasted metal. 

 
Clean, fine abrasives applied with relatively low air pressure, should be suitable for 
removing heavy dirt deposits or for preparing aluminum surfaces for painting or 
repainting. The abrasive used should not be reclaimed form previous use to clean 
other materials. Abrasive blasting should be used with caution on thin sections of 
aluminum since distortion of metal may occur. 

 
 

IV. Care & Cleaning of Architectural Aluminum Products 
 

P. Pre-Installation Practices; On-Site Aluminum Damage: 
 

Damage can be reduced and the need for extensive storage periods eliminated 
by means of a controlled delivery schedule. 

 
1. On-Site Storage: 

 
Whenever possible, all aluminum architectural products should be stored at a stable 
temperature, indoors or protected form wind-blown rain, combustion products and 
construction dust. 

 
When this is not possible, non-packaged or non-wrapped aluminum may be safely 
stored in the open. The parts are placed on edge, above ground and separated 
sufficiently to allow free airflow passage. 

 
Kept distant from smoke and construction fallout, occasional rainfall will do no harm. 
If storage is longer than a day or two, a sheet of plastic or tarp should be raised over 
the metal. The sheet should not touch the aluminum, as there must be sufficient 
space to encourage air movement. If a tarp is used, make certain it has not been 
treated with fungicides containing heavy metal or chlorides. 
 

If the aluminum has been packed in ordinary paper or cardboard, the metal must be 
moved indoors into a stable temperature or the wrappings must be removed. 
Otherwise, moisture may form inside the package. Once inside the water will not 
come out by itself. Caught in the rain, ordinary packaging material will be thoroughly 
soaked and remain wet for days. Wet wrapping should be removed immediately. 

 
If these precautions are not taken, the metal may be water stained. Some cartons are 
marked with dyes and ink that could run and stain when wet. 
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Q. Installation and Care: 
 

During installation, the aluminum must be protected from building fallout (wet plaster, 
mortar, dust, paint, welding splatter, etc.). Wet plaster and wet mortar should be removed 
immediately and the soiled area washed down with clean water. Solvents should be used 
to remove oil-based paints before they dry. Muriatic Acid (hydrochloric) used for cleaning 
brick must be prevented from dripping onto the aluminum. Should this happen, the acid 
should be immediately washed off with clean water. 

 
Sometimes aluminum is sealed in a plastic bag if the part is to be mounted in an 
exposed area. The bag is later cut free and mastic is applied to seal the joint between the 
aluminum and adjacent construction. 

 

R. Protective Coverings: 
 

Doors, door frames and similar aluminum members that will be installed and are 
serviced before the building is fully completed are often shipped to the site protected by 
pressure-sensitive tape and/or strippable plastic coatings. 

 
These protective coatings should be left in place as long as possible. If necessary for 
installation, small areas may be removed to install clips, bolts and other fasteners. 

 
However, once the job is done the strippable coating should be removed. Time, heat and 
especially sunlight can degrade them and make them increasingly difficult to remove. If 
they cannot be easily stripped, they are best removed with the aid of solvent. Force should 
be used very cautiously to avoid damage to underlying metal. 

 
On some construction jobs, a protective coating or shield is advisable after the aluminum 
has been installed. Indoors, any compatible pressure-sensitive tape, plastic sheeting or 
heavy Kraft paper treated for compatibility with the aluminum may be used. Outdoors 
the protection must be waterproof and airtight to prevent the entrance of water and 
condensation inside the protection. A simple alternative for outdoors is a wood barrier. It 
can be pitched to shed water and the free flow of air will prevent condensation. 

 
Heavy grease is also useful as a protective coating measure when wood or paper is not 
easily installed. Any clean commercial grease may be used. It can be applied by hand or 
with a wood paddle and removed the same way. Final cleaning may be done with a 
clean cloth and solvent. For large areas, steam cleaning may be used. 

 

S. When to Insulate: 
 

Aluminum should not be placed in direct contact with wood fiberboard or any porous 
material that may absorb water and cause corrosion. 

 

When such contact cannot be avoided, an insulating barrier between aluminum and the 
porous material must be installed. The type of barrier depends on the porous material 
and in the case of chemical treatment, the chemicals used. Seasoned or green wood, 
treated or untreated and other absorbent materials may be satisfactorily insulated from 
aluminum by painting them with two coats of aluminum house paint and sealing the 
joints with caulking compound. Use only treated wood that has been preserved with 
pentachlorophenol (5% minimum concentration), creosote and zinc napthanate. 

 
Aluminum is compatible with some stainless steel alloys, chromium, zinc and small areas 
of white bronze. Where permanent contact with other metals cannot be avoided, the risk 
of galvanized corrosion can be greatly reduced by painting the other metal at the contact 
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area with zinc chromate followed by two coats of non-lead paint such as aluminum paint 
or a single layer of heavily-bodied bituminous paint. When dissimilar metal cannot be 
painted, the aluminum may be given an insulating treatment. As an alternative, a strip of 
plastic or a similar insulator may be used in place of paint. 

 

In severely corrosive atmospheres and high moisture areas, the edges of the dissimilar 
metal joint may be sealed with compatible building mastic or caulk. 

 
Architectural aluminum should not be positioned in the path of water drainage from 
copper and other heavy metals. When this cannot be avoided, the heavy metals should 
be painted to prevent contamination of the aluminum. 

 
 

T. Care After Installation: 
 

Once the building is up and/or windows are installed and in use, aluminum cleaning 
is a simple routine, easily handled by the superintendent and crew. 

 
Architectural aluminum is cleaned the same as all other finished aluminum parts and 
fabrications. The frequency of cleaning is determined by the desired appearance of the 
aluminum and atmospheric conditions (i.e., rainfall, smog, heavy condensation, etc.). 

 

U. General Cleaning Tips: 
 

Aluminum that is in direct sight at ground level and immediately higher is cleaned most 
frequently. Less obvious areas are cleaned less frequently. Building exteriors at elevations 
above everyday view are in some cases never cleaned. 

 
Several pitfalls should be avoided in cleaning architectural aluminum. One is the human 
tendency of cleaning personnel to use aggressive cleaners that work much more rapidly 
than mild cleaner. The other is the tendency of scouring brass, bronze and stainless steel 
with harsh cleaners. Another belief is that substituting an occasional application of heavy 
duty cleaner in place of mild cleaners that are used more frequently can reduce cost. 

 
1. Mild Cleaners: 

 
Aluminum that is lightly soiled or which must be kept spotless and cleaned more 
frequently should be cleaned with a mild cleanser. Mild cleaners include most soap 
and detergent that can be applied with bare hands or commercially prepared non-
etching cleaners. These may be used as often as required on all aluminum surfaces. 

The soap and detergent products are added to water and applied with a soft cloth or 
sponge. Afterwards, they are removed with a clear water rinse. The non-etch cleaners 
must be applied directly by the manufacturer. They should not be used on sun-
heated metal or on cold days as streaking may result. Cleaners should not be mixed 
and should not be permitted to remain on metal longer than specified. Non-etch 
cleaners are removed with a clear water rinse. 

 
Should the mild cleaners fail to provide satisfactory results, solvent and emulsion 
cleaners may be tried. 

 
2. Solvent and Emulsion Cleaners: 

 

Solvent and emulsion cleaners are particularly effective on oil and grease stains and 
other types of soils. Some of these cleaners contain solvent or emulsion that have the 
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ability to soften and dissolve certain paints and clear organic (lacquer) used on 
aluminum. To preclude finish damage, all solvent and emulsion cleaners should be 
tested on a small area. Cleaners are generally applied with a clean cloth and removed 
the same way. Remaining residue can be washed off with mild soap and water. 

 
Both solvent and emulsion cleaners are mild in their actions. They will remove dirt 
and some stains. They have little effect on weathered aluminum and heavy grime 
encrustation. Such conditions require more aggressive cleaners. 

 
3. Abrasive Cleaners: 

 
Abrasive cleaners may contain water, oil, wax, silicones, soap, acid or alkaline in 
addition to the abrasive from which this class of cleaners obtains their name. As to the 
effect these cleaners have on aluminum varies with the compound and the 
aluminum’s finish. It is important that an abrasive cleaner be spot-tested carefully 
before use. 

 
Abrasive cleaners are sprinkled on a clean, damp cloth and applied to the metal with 
a light rubbing action. Another clean cloth is then used to remove the spent polish. 
Some of the wax or silicone contained in the cleaner remains behind to protect the 
metal somewhat. The manufacturer’s directions must be followed closely. 

 
Steel wool or nylon pads, alone or with abrasives and/or wax or soap added, may also 
be used as an abrasive, but steel wool particles may rust and cause stains. 

 
Areas too large for hand cleaning may be cleaned with the aid of power-driven pads 
loaded with abrasive cleaners. Care must be exercised to avoid scratches. 

 
4. Etching Cleaners: 

 
Etching cleaners are more rapid and effective on certain types of soils and some 
weathered aluminum finishes than hand-applied abrasive cleaners. In some cases, 
etching cleaners may produce more pleasing results. Etching cleaners are aggressive 
and should be applied cautiously and not excessively. Cleaner concentration 
application time and safety precautions suggested by the manufacturer should be 
followed carefully. 

 
When used to clean building exteriors (one floor or the entire building), it is best to 
begin at the top of the area and work down. The solution is applied to a small area at 
a time with a sponge or brush. Drips should be avoided and wiped up if possible. 

 

Rubbing the work surface with fine stainless steel wool or an abrasive nylon pad 
can increase etching cleaner effectiveness. A fine abrasive may be added to either 
of these tools. All areas must be rubbed equally well to produce an evenly cleaned 
surface. 

 
Each area is washed down with clean water as soon as cleaning is completed. The 
etchant should not be permitted to remain on the area longer than directed. Work 
should be confined to the shady side of the building or done on cloudy days. 

 
5. Special Cleaners: 

 

Special cleaners include steam cleaners and power-driven wire brushes. Steam, with 
or without a cleaning compound, is especially useful for grease or oil-based soils in 
large areas. The wire brush is useful for large areas that have weathered heavily. Pure 
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steam may be used with moderate caution on all finishes, except painted finishes. 
With finishes, thought to be painted, a small area should be spot-tested first. When a 
cleaner is added to the steam, spot-tests should be made on all finishes before the 
entire area is cleaned. 

 
With or without cleaner, the steam jet is brought a foot or so from the work and 
moved slowly from side to side. The jet should not be permitted to strike one small 
area for any length of time as that spot might be overheated and adversely affected. 
When cleaned with steam alone, no further treatment is required. When a cleaning 
agent is included, the surface must be thoroughly washed down with clear water 
after cleaning. 

 
Power-driven wire brushes remove metal and must therefore be used with care if the 
work surface is not to be marred. Stainless steel wire or German silver wire brushes 
(usually No. 35 Birmingham gauge) are used. The bristles (kept vertical to the work) are 
moved slowly and evenly over the entire surface. 

 
 

V. Protection After Cleaning: 
 

The frequency and cost of cleaning can be reduced by the use of commercial waxes and 
other clear coating formulations that may preserve good appearance of the cleaned 
aluminum for appreciable lengths of time. Perhaps as much as a year or more, depending 
on the coating material selected and severity of the environment. 

 
In addition to extending the cleaning cycle, such materials may subdue or eliminate 
streaks, stains and other discoloration that may remain after cleaning. 
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Reference Chart  

Matching Cleaners to Finish 

 
 
 

  

  

MILD <-----------------------------------------------------------------------> AGGRESSIVE 

  ABRASIVES   

Finish Type 
Mild Soaps, Detergents 

& Non-etch Cleaners 
Solv.   

Emul. 
Moderate 

Duty 
Heavy 
Duty 

Clean 
Polish 

Steel  
Wool 

Etch   
Clean 

Spec. 
Clean 

Bare S S U U U U T T 

Bare Satin S S S* U U S* T T 

Anodized S S S* T U S* U T 

Chemical 
Conversion 

S S T U U T U T 

Painted T T T U U U U T 

Plated S S T T T T T T 

Porcelain S S S* S S* S T T 

 

CODE: S = Normally safe - should not damage finish 

 T = Spot-Test before using 

 U = Not usually used – may damage finish 

 *  = Rub lightly in direction of grain, if visible 

  

NOTE: The information in this table is provided merely for quick reference. In general, the 

mildest cleaners should be tried first and then more aggressive cleaners used only if 

necessary. 
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Products for the Care of Aluminum 
 

The following list of proprietary products for the care and cleaning of aluminum has been 
provided by member companies of the Aluminum Association, and is included merely as an aid 
in identifying such products and the categories described in the text. No attempt has been made 
by the Association to evaluate their effectiveness, nor does listing here constitute an 
endorsement. The list is not to be considered all- inclusive; other products equally suitable for the 
intended purposes may be available. The responsibility for the selection, determination of 
suitability, and proper use of any cleaning or coating product is left to the user. 

 
 

Protective Coatings 

Clear Organic Coatings (lacquers) 
A-140  M&T Chemicals, Inc., P.O. Box 471, Rahway, NJ 07065 
Alum-Protect  Arcal Chemical, Inc., 223 Westhampton Ave., Seat Pleasant, MD 20027  
Cee-Bee A-6  McGean Chemical Co., Inc., 9520 E. Cee Bee Dr., Downey, CA 90241 
CV-268  Technical Coatings Co., 1085 Allegheny Ave., Oakmont, PA 15139  
DULAC Lacquer  Maas & Waldstein Co., 2121 McCarter Highway, Newark, NJ 07104 

29/SYNCRL Lacquer Y-247 
DuPont 1234/Dupont RK 935 E.I. duPont de Nemours & Co., Inc., Wilmington, DE 19898 
FF-111  Magnus Division, Economics Laboratory, Inc., Osborn Building, St. Paul, 

MN 55102 
IRILAC 1000/1001  Richardson Company, Allied-Kelite Products Div., 2400 E. Devon Ave., Des 

Plaines, IL 60018  
No. 0284-002  Parr Inc., 18400 Syracuse Ave., Cleveland, OH 44110 
No. 590-C-280  Cook Paint & Varnish Co., 1412 Knox Ave., Kansas City, MO 64116  
No. 6214  Interchemical Corp., 228 McWhorter St., Newark, NJ 07105 
No. 8018-V  P.D. George Co., 5200 N. Second St., St. Louis, MO 63147 
UL-11780  PPG Industries, Inc., 1 Gateway Center, Pittsburgh, PA 15222 

 

Strippable Coatings 
Army Cocoon (AXS 1756)  R.M. Hollingshead Corp., 16th & Mickle Sts., Camden, NJ 08105  
COPEEL Liquid Plastic  Maas & Waldstein Co., 2121 McCarter Highway, Newark, NJ 07104 

OH-465 
L235 Aluminized Peelac  Andrew Brown of Koppers Co., Inc., 5900 S. Eastern Ave., Commerce, CA 
#0539-002 Peel Cote  Parr, Inc., 18400 Syracuse Ave., Cleveland, OH 44110 
Peel Filmite, Zip-it  DuBois Chemicals, DuBois Tower, Cincinnati, OH 45202 
SC-100  Magnus Division, Economics Laboratory, Inc., Osborn Building, St. Paul, 
MN 55102 Technicote B-6016  L.J. Kissling & Son, 5-53 49th Ave., Long Island City, NY 11105 

Aluminum Blue Spray 

 

Protective Tapes (plastic) 
Chasekote 750/Royston  Royston Laboratories, Inc., 128 First St., Pittsburgh, PA 15238  
 Greenline 
340/343/Scotchrap  3M Company, Building 224-56, 3M Center, St. Paul, MN 55144 
No. 900  Kendall Company, Polyken Sales Division, 309 W. Jackson Blvd,  
  Chicago, IL 60606 
Trantex  Johns-Manville, Dutch Brand Division, 7808 S. Woodlawn, Chicago, IL 

60619  
Tuck 90T/Tuck 330  Technical Tape Corporation, 242 North Avenue, New Rochelle, NY 10801 

 

Mastic Coatings (bituminous) 
Bitumastic Super Service  Koppers Company, Organic Materials Div., Koppers Bldg., Pittsburgh, PA 

15219 Black 
#700-3436 Storm King  Parr, Inc., 18400 Syracuse Ave., Cleveland, OH 44110  
 Aluminum/#700-3426 Storm King Black 
Roskote Black Mastic 612XM  Royston Laboratories, Inc., 128 First St., Pittsburgh, PA 15238  

                      Tenkote Aluminum Blue Kool Seal, 8001 Franklin Blvd., Cleveland, OH 44102 
Label Aluminum Red Label, Roof & Gutter Patch 
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Waxes and Wipe-on Coatings 
Aluma-Care  Coricone Corporation, 550 Frontage Rd., Northfield, IL 60093  
Beautiflor Liquid Wax  S.C. Johnson & Son, Inc., Carnu Street, Racine, WI 53405 

No. 5951/Wax Emulsion/Wax-Plate 12 
Dupont 7 New Car Wax  E.I. duPont de Nemours & Co., Wilmington, DE 19898 
X-OL  Turco Products, Division of Purex Corporation, Ltd., Wilmington, CA 90749 

 

Oils 
Alfe-100, Nox Rust X-201  Daubert Chemical Co., 1200 Jorie Blvd., Oak Brook, IL 60521  
Alox 318  Alox Corp., 3943 Buffalo Ave., Niagara Falls, NY 14302 
Ferrocote 366  Quaker Chemical Corp., Elm & Sandy Sts., Conshohocken, PA 19428  
Kensol APO-2  Witco Chemical Corp., 77 N. Kendall Ave., Brandford, PA 16701  
Mobilarma 245  Mobile Oil Corporation, 150 E. 42nd St., New York, NY 10017 
Rust Prevent 101, JAO-6  DuBois Chemicals, DuBois Tower, Cincinnati, OH 45202  
Type R/Type D  Penetone Corp., 74 Hudson Ave., Tenafly, NJ 07670 
WD-40  WD-40 Company, 5390 Napa St., San Diego, CA 92110 

 

Cleaners 

Mild Soaps and Detergents and Non-etching Cleaners 
Aerowash  BASF Wyandotte Corporation, Wyandotte, MI 48192 
Aluma-Clean  Coricone Corporation, 550 Frontage Rd., Northfield, IL 60093  
Aluminum Cleaner HC-22  Klenzade Products, Div. of Economics Labs, Beloit, WI 48192 
ARCAL 101  ARCAL Chemicals, Inc., 223 Westhampton Ave., Seat Pleasant, MD 20027 
Cascade/Ivory Liquid/  The Procter & Gamble Co., P.O. Box 599, Cincinnati, OH 45202 

Ivory Snow/Joy/Thrill 
Cee-BeeA-69m/Cee-Bee A-13/ McGean Chemical Co., 9520 East Cee Bee Dr., Downy, CA 90241  
 Cee-Bee 280 
Clepo 83-M  Frederick Gumm Chemical Co., Inc., 1280 Wall Street West, Lyndhurst, NJ 
07071 Fantastik  Texize, Div. of Morton Norwick Products, Inc., P.O. Box 368, Greenville, SC 
29602  
Fels Soap Granules  Fels & Co. Div., Purex Corp., 73rd & Woodland Ave., Philadelphia, PA 19138 
Fleetline JC4/JC5/111/204  Oakite Products, Inc., 50 Valley Rd., Berkeley Heights, NJ 07922  
Flow  Dubois Chemicals, Dubois Tower, Cincinnati, OH 45202   
General Surface Cleaner  Fruehauf Division, Fruehauf Corp., Detroit, MI 48232 
Glim  Babbit Products, Inc., Lakeville, CT 06039 
Lux Liquid/Swan Liquid/  Lever Bros. Co., 390 Park Ave., New York, NY 10022  
 Dove Liquid/Dishwasher All 
Magnuwash/NZL/155-X/1156/  Magnus Division, Economics Laboratory, Inc., Osborn Bldg, St. Paul, MN 

55102 921-X3 
Melo-Mighty  Klix Chemical Co., Inc., 551 Railroad Ave. South, San Francisco, CA 94080  
No. 203 Aluminum Cleaner  Solventol Chemical Products, Inc., Romulus, MI 48174 
#840-1691 Purg-All  Parr, Inc., 18400 Syracuse Ave., Cleveland, OH 44110 
 Penesolve 5/Power Cleaner/ Penetone Corp., 74 Hudson Ave., Tenafly, NJ 07670 

Powertone 
Pex Liquid Detergent  Peck’s Products Co., 610 E. Clarence Ave., St. Louis, MO 63147  
Ridosol/Ridoline 53/57/357,  Amchem Products, Inc., Ambler, PA 19002 

P3 Almeco 18, 19, 36 
Spray Nine  Knight Oil Corp., 251 North Comrie Ave., Johnstown, NY 12095  
Super 815, 815MX  Brulin & Company, Inc., P.O. Box 270-B, Indianapolis, IN 46206  
Texolite 100/584  Texo Corporation, 2801 Highland Ave., Cincinnati, OH 45212  
Trail-R-Wash  Kool Seal 8001 Franklin Blvd., Cleveland, OH 44102 
Vari-Kleen, Spray White  Richardson Company, Allied-Kelite Products Div. 2400 E. Denon Ave., Des 

Plaines, IL 60018  
West Glo  West Chemical Products Inc., Orchard & West Sts., Long Island City, NY 

11101 
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Solvent and Emulsion Cleaners 
Airshow GR1  Brulin & Company, P.O. Box 270-B, Indianapolis, IN 46206 
Actusol/Super-Mul, Expedite, DuBois, Div. of Chemed Corp., DuBois Tower, Fountain Square, 
               Zolu, Lectro-SAF   Cincinnati, OH 45202  
Cee-Bee R-677/Cee-Bee C-50 McGean Chemical Co., 9520 East Cee Bee Dr., Downey, CA 90241  
Clepo 8-S  Frederick Gumm Chemical Co., 1280 Wall Street, Lydnhurst, NJ  07071 
468/Emlon  BASF Wyandotte Corp., Chemical Specialties Div., Wyandotte, MI 48192 
Inhibisol/Old Salt Degreaser/ Penetone Corp., 74 Hudson St., Tenafly, NJ 07670  
 Navee 42/Navitone 
Ke-Sonic/Ke-Sonic C  Richardson Company, Allied-Kelite Products Div., 2400 E. Devon Ave.,  
  Des Plaines, IL 60018  
Magnusol 728/Magnus 729 Magnus Division Economics Laboratory, Inc., Osborn Building, St. Paul, MN 55102 
Oakite 11  Oakite Products, Inc., 50 Valley Rd., Berkeley Heights, NJ 07922 
TEXOL 147  Texo Corporation, 2801 Highland Ave., Cincinnati, OH 45212 
Tri-Ethane  PPG Industries, One Gateway Center, Pittsburgh, PA 15222  
Turco Solv/Kwik Solv  Turco Products, Div. of Purex Corp. Ltd., Wilmington, CA 09749 
W64 C C1  The Sherwin Williams Co., 101 Prospect Ave. N.W., Cleveland, OH 44101 

 

Abrasive Cleaners (moderate duty) 
Ajax  Colgate-Palmolive Company, 320 Park Ave., New York, NY 10022 
Bear-Tex  Norton Co., Troy, NY 12181 
Bon Ami  Standard Household Products Corp., 51 Garfield, Holyoke, MA 02721  
Cee-Bee Polish 15  McGean Chemical Co., Inc., 9520 East Cee Bee Dr., Downey, CA 90241  
Comet  The Proctor & Gamble Company, P.O. Box 599, Cincinnati, OH 45201  
Scotch-Brite Brand  3M Company, Building 224-56, 3M Center, St. Paul, MN 55144 

3-Dimensional Abrasives 
Senior Creme Cleanser  Penetone Corp., 74 Hudson Ave., Tenafly, NJ 07670 
Temp  DuBois, Division of Chemed Corp., DuBois Tower, Fountain Square,  
  Cincinnati, OH 45202 

 

Abrasive Cleaners (heavy duty) 
Brillo/Cameo/Dutch  Purex Corp., Ltd., Wilmington, CA 90749 
Cee-Bee Major Clean  McGean Chemical Company, Inc., 9520 E. Cee Bee Dr., Downey, CA 90241  
Delete  The Drackett Company, 5020 Spring Grove Rd., Cincinnati, OH 45232 
Triumph  Arcal Chemicals, 223 Westhampton Ave., Seat Pleasant, MD 20027 
Zud  Rustain Products, Fair Lawn, NJ 97410 

 

Abrasive Cleaner Polishes (moderate duty) 
Aircraft Polish 851  Brulin & Co., Inc., P.O. Box 270-B, Indianapolis, IN 46206 
Klad Polish  R.M. Hollingshead Corporation, 16th & Mickle Sts., Camden, NJ 08105 
Sanitex  Texo Corporation, 2801 Highland Avenue, Cincinnati, OH 45212 

 

Abrasive Cleaner Polishes (heavy duty) 
Alumin-Nu Paste  Nu Steel Company, 1712-16 South Ashland Avenue, Chicago, IL 60608 
Fast Cut Rubbing Compound The Sherwin-Williams Company, 101 Prospect Avenue N.W., Cleveland, OH 
44101 Rubbing Compound/White  E.I. duPont de Nemours Company, Inc., Wilmington, DE 19898 

Rubbing Compound 

 

Etching Cleaners (mild) 
AC-266  The Sherwin-Williams Co., 101 Prospect Ave. N.W., Cleveland, OH 44101  
Albrite-Medium  Turco Products, Div. of Purex Corp., Wilmington, CA 90749 
Aluminum Cleaners NST & NSS Oakite Products, Inc., 50 Valley Rd., Berkeley Heights, NJ 07922  
Aluminum Metal Brightener Kool Seal, 8001 Franklin Blvd., Cleveland, OH 44102   
Aluminum Jelly  Woodhill Chemical Sales Corp., Cleveland, OH 44105 
Cee-Bee B-55  McGean Chemical Company, Inc., 9520 East Cee Bee Drive, Downey, CA 
90241 Chemidize 740  Richardson Co., Allied-Kelite Products Div., 2400 E. Devon Ave.,  
  Des Plaines, IL 60018  
CLEPO Even Etch  Frederick Gumm Chemical Co., 1280 Wall Street West, Lyndhurst, NJ 07071 
Deoxidine 670/Ridoline 409/420  Amchem Products, Inc., Ambler, PA 19002 
Dual Brite No. 35  Ross & White Company, 50 W. Dundee Rd., Wheeling, IL 60090 
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Magnubond HTL/853/800-X/ Magnus Division, Economics Laboratory, Inc., Osborn Bldg., St. Paul, MN 
55102 844-X 

PL-998  Penetone Corp., 74 Hudson St., Tenafly, NJ 07670 
Rust & Scale Solvent,  Brulin & Co., Inc., P.O. Box 270-B, Indianapolis, IN 46206  
 Brulinbrightener 481 
Special Aluminum Brightener Fuehauf Division, Fuehauf Corporation, Detroit, MI 48232 
Tart, Prepare  DuBois, Div. of Chemed Corp., DuBois Tower, Fountain Square,  
  Cincinnati, OH 45202  
Van Glo  BASF Wyandotte Corp., Chemical Specialties Division, Wyandotte, MI 
48192 

 

Etching Cleaners (aggressive) 
AC-77  Brulin & Co., Inc., P.O. Box 270-B, Indianapolis, IN 46206 
Aluminum Brightener 18  Richardson Co., Allied-Kelite Products Div., 2400 E. Devon Ave.,  
  Des Plaines, IL 60018 
Aluminum Etchant 33/34,  Amchem Products, Inc., Ambler, PA 19002  
             Ridoline 34/35, Alumiprep 33 
Alum Surf Prep/ML 48,  Arcal Chemicals, Inc., 7320 86th Ave., Seat Pleasant, MD 20027  
 Brightener/Weld-O 
Clepo 30-R  Frederick Gumm Chemical Co., Inc., 1280 Wall St. West, Lydnhurst, NJ 
07071 
Dyna Brite A-612  DuBois, Div. of Chemed Corp., DuBois Tower, Fountain Square,  
  Cincinnati, OH 45202  
Mr. Aluminum  National Solvent Corp., Cleveland, OH 44256 
Penesolve 1009/Penetone 901-A/  Penetone Corp., 74 Hudson St., Tenafly, NJ 07670  

Lumabrite HD 
Phos-It  BASF Wyandotte Corp., Chemical Specialties Div., Wyandotte, MI 48192 
Target  Lehigh Valley Chemical Co., R.D. 4, Easton, PA 18042 
TEXO 223  Texo Corporation, Cincinnati, OH 45212 
617/88-AL/88-XL/89-B  Magnus Division, Economics Laboratory, Inc., Osborn Bldg., St. Paul, MN 
55102 Oakite 160/360L  Oakite Products, Inc., 50 Valley Road, Berkeley Heights, NJ 07922 

 

 
 


