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REED MAINTENANCE FOR THE BELLOWS BLOWN SMALL-PIPE

Before attempting any adjustment of either the chanter or drone
reeds, first of all check that the pipes themselves are in good playing
condition. This means checking that the bag is properly dressed and
airtight to begin with and then that the bores of the chanter and
drones are clean and well oiled. Check that the drone slides, tuning
beads, and end stoppers are oiled and airtight, and that the key pads
on the chanter are also oiled and 100% airtight. Oryness and lack of
airtightness are the major cause of poor performance in the pipes and
when corrected usually lead to a drematic improvement in reed tone and
stability. If however, there is no improvement in the playing of the
reed after servicing the pipes, then the following information may be
of some help.

CHANTER REED

The main problems are listed as followus:-

1) It is too hard and requires too high a pressure to play comfortably.
2) It is too _soft and closes up with the slightest increase of
pressure.
3) It produces false notes in the scale.
4) 1t is playing at the incorrect pitch, i.e. too high or too low
on the required pitch.
5) It is prone to sgueaking. .

The remedies for these faults are:-

1) Too hard - Squeeze the blades together by means of the wire bridle
and/or scrape the blades to thin and soften them.

2) Too soft = Squeeze the blades opeh by mesans of the wire bridle and/
or cut a little off the top of the blades.

3) False notes - Check that there is 2 plug of cotton wool at the
Bottom of the bore and insert a #" piece if missing. Try
adjustment of the bridle and a combination of scraping and trimming
the tip if that fails. Usually it is better to replace the reed
in bad cases.

4) Incorrect pitch - Pinching the blades together by means of the
bridle will raise the pitch and opening them will lower the pitch.
Scraping the blades will also lower the pitch and trimming the
tip back will raise the pitch. As these processes affect the
playing pressure and tone of the reed -~ take care.

5) Squeaking - This is either caused by air leakage which requires
P.V.A. glue to be applied to the reed sides and wrapping or the
reed being too hard (see above).

The individual tone of any reed can be altered by any of the
above methods or combination of them, but as each reed has its ouwn
playing characteristics, there is 2 limit to what can be done to
change it. Before ruining what may Le a good but average reed, try
fitting 2 neu one to see if you can get what you require from that.



DRONE REEDS

I am referring to adjustments of my own hybrid metal body and

cane tongue reeds that I have developed recently. However, some of
the methods can be applied to other types of reed with success.

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

The main faults are as follous:-

Too hard - Playing at too high a pressure

Too soft - Tending to shut off when being played.
Incorrect pitch - Drone slide unable to tune in drone

Instability - Wavering in pitch with double toning.
Poor tone - Sounds windy or is unsatisfactory in some other way.

The remedies:-

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

Too hard - The cane blade can be closed by holding the blade
against the metal body and passing a flame quickly over the
base of the tongue next to the uwrapping. It should sound
easily uhen sucked through the staple end.

Too soft - Flick the blade back until it plays correctly.
Apply heat if this method is not effective.

Incorrect pitch - Sharpen the pitch by extending the wrapping
up the blade to shorten it. Lower the pitch by unurapping the
thread and therefore lengthening thereed tongue. The pitch can
also be lowered by melting a small piece of beeswax onto the end
of the blade or by scraping the base next to the wrapping.
Having done this you may have to cpen or close the tongue by
flicking back or heating to make it sound at the right pressure.

Instability - Usually caused by dirt betueen the blade and

reed body and can be cured by inserting a piece of paper betueen
the blade and body and pulling it out under pressure. If

this does not work, try burnishing the back of the blade with

a screwdriver shank. The blade may need to be replaced if
gither of these remedies do not work.

Poor tone -~ Check for air leakage on the wrapping by holding

the blade closed and sucking through the staple end.

Seal with P.V.A. glue or shellac if necessary. If after trying
any one or a combination of the above methods, there is no
improvement in tone, try reversing the blade or rubbing it

down on fine abrasive paper and retying it. Blade replacement
may once again be the final soclution.

Ross Bagpipes C.R. 3:83



DRONE REEDS with BRASS BODY and CANE TONGUES
David Bailey

It was once said that the drones of Northumbrian bagpipes ought to sound like
a swarm of bees. This was achieved by using small bore reed cane, which
although sounds mellow and sweet, is prone to fluctuation in tone, when bag
pressures gre increased or decreased, and are in need of constant adjustment
during the first 5-10 minutes of playing.

This problem was overcome by the use of all metal drone reeds with either
brass or copper bodiss and brass or steel tongues. However, this gives an
extremely metallic hard sounding note, which although relatively constant
in pitch, can be loud and not pleasing to everyones' ear.

A compromise is reached by using metal bodies and cane tongues which gives a
sweet, mellow, quiet, constant note., The manufacture of such rseds is not
particularly complicated but is "fiddly". The use of jigs greatly eases the
process, briefly descrioed as follouws:-

24/26 Gauge brass or copper sheet is used and cut to the following sizes:-

A A
Z%navsaws d?’ a( ! G D
b a fznny 9ﬂ1ﬂ1 A/M”' Aﬂnnt
C
b Lbmm 2Emm 4¢CZnn1 45 mm
.......... Y -
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Using a piercing saw or tin snips carefully cut towards the centre alsng the
indicating dotted lines, but leave 2-3mm of metal at the centre. Soften
(anneal) the metal by heating to “"cherry" red and allow it to coal naturally.
The long section now needs bending into a U shape, This can be bent arcund

a former and squeezed against the former to yive an exact outside width of 4mm
for the large G and D reeds, and25mmfor the small d’ and g’ reeds, :

fite shallows
taper



The end marked by the sizes in the above sketch needs rounding off so that it
will fit into the drone. Round off just enough of its length to achieve a
secure fit once wrapped with hemp. This can be done around a small silver steel
bar or drill or something of appropriate size using pliers.

Fold up the end flap, trim it to size and
solder all joints to ensure an air-right
fit. File down and clean up the drone body.

P
/"

The top edges, against which the cane beats, will need filing flat, then

rubbed even truer on a board of medium grade wet and dry paper and finally fine
wet and dry. 1t is. advantageous to polish the beating surface to a2 high shine
but keep it flat.

Preparation of the cane tongue 1s difficult in that the cane splits easily and
careful handling is necessary. For those who attempt toc manufacture their own
chanter reeds, the off-cut from the back of the cane can be utilised for the
drones i.e.

dﬂd//“f o 7‘7/7
reacd /4

it e

M 2 neet

1f a long knife blade is used to slice straight doun the cane across the cutting
line, then both pieces of cane can be usefully employed.

further trim the cane into approx.
Smm and 3mm pieces.

The bottom edge now needs flattening by rubbing a wet and dry or fine glass
paper and finally burnished by rubbing on a hard surface to give a shine on
the beating surface and ensuring its flatness.

A long slice is taken with a sharp blade to form s very delicate thin wedge
Llege



Cut the thin end, to form a point that will fit comfortably onto the metal
body. i.ee

Finally begin to wrap waxed hemp thread around the round end of the reed body
until it will fit snuggly into the drone and continue wrapping the thread
into the drone and continue wrapping the thread around the cane reed. The
tongue may need gently flicking epen until a small gap exists betuween body
and tongue.

Then try out the reed. If it is low in pitch and adjustments by the sliding
drone cannot reach the necessary pitch, then wind one more thread wrapping
around the tongue. Repeat if necessary,

Rlternatively, if the pitch is too high a reversal of the above is necessary.,

If the reed shuts off or is not steady, flick it open a little more, but be '
careful, It may also help by using one of the superglues and attaching a small

weight i.e, solder. This will steady the beat but lowsr the pitch and is

frequently necessary on large reeds, but not on small ones.

I will be only too pleased to answer any enquiries by post, provided an S.A.E.
is enclosed

D. Bailey
12 Wedmore Rd, Westerhope,
Newcastle 672580












