Settingup a Pipe Corps

By Andrew Fuller

The78" Fraser HighlanderRipe Bandfrom Ontario, Canadjcompeting at the 20@ World Pipe
Band Championshipwith 30 pipers.
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INTRODUCTION

Theabovecommentsare the sorts of thingthat Pipe Majors want to see on their judging sheets at
the end of a contest. Regardless of the gradearticularbandis in, degrees of these descriptions
can beachievedf some basic processes are implemented and followed.

The intentionof this articleis to provide some information for all pipers. It also speaks directly to
those who are gher responsible for tuning the pipe corpsr to those who wish to take that
responsibility on.

Notwithd G F Yy RAYy 3 | f £ -2hichinXdtie ihQancedariri@® $fé Sasier the task of
setting a pipe corpsin theory and practice remains the samelt still presents a number of
challengesand is often madeunnecessarilyifficult by a lack of systegrmaintenanceand planning
GAGKAY | 0l ytis@ustrafintid 96k pigeNdinddenyitself a better soundand overall
performance as a resultvhen a lot of the problemst experiencescan be easily avoided-or
example, d the research and development that manufacturers do, all the claims they rab&ut
performance,the moneythat a band spendsn producs, and the practicea band doescanall be
wastedif the maintenanceand managemenof the instrumensisinadequate

$ %&) . ) 4)IETTINGRPSGO

Before beginning, it is necessarydefine whatthis means when referring ta pipe corps

W{ S ddi_aagcHbes the process thaeginswith a focus orindividual instrumentsand thengoes

right through to setting the entire pipe corpss one chorusSome of thé requires skill and
experience (which can be developed over timehowever a lot of the process isalso about

maintenance and due care of instruments.
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UNIFORMITY OF EQUIPMENT

Every instrument in the band shoulegceive close and equalattention, for they are all equal
components thatombine todetermine the overall soundJniformity is the key.

A pipe corps that is uniformly equippdteeds, bags etcytands a better chance of achievi(and
maintaining a unified and tuneful sound. This is because the variables have been reduaced.
contrast, a YA ESR o0 3Q gifg tdhtrelzs thidynBngbér ofivariableand the potential

of encounteringunisontuning problems

It is achallengeto make a group ofindividuals all think abouand perform the music inan identical
way, and als control their instrumentsin the process By comparisonit is relatively simple to
ensure they are all at least using the same equipmaml maintairng instruments To further
illustrate this point, it is akin to the same reason whigaad wears a uniform ¢ in order to look the
same. S, with this in mind,it makes sense that all pipers shouldeute sametypes/brands of
reeds, bags and chgers in order to improve thdikelihood of each component of thgipe corps
soundingthe samein addition tolooking the same

Bagpipe lR RdzOG & oA ff @I NB RSLISYRAY3 2yonsduhdiqualitk S Y
and performance.Certain reed types and designfor( chanter and drone) have their own
characteristics in terms of sound and performandée tools and materialthat are used in the
production of productsalso influencebehaviours In additionto this, the characteristicsand
performanceof productswill varyaccording to theplayingconditions(cold, wet, hot, dry, humid etc)

that present so it pays to havelbpipers in thecorps using the samtypes/brands ofeeds chanters

and bagsn orderto minimise the risk oflrasticvariations in pitch etc

In short, kefore you even think about tuning instruments, elevate your starting pbinusingthe
sameequipment

SELECTING EQUIPMENT

Economics can be factor, howeverit is worth noting that unsuitableor ill-chosenequipment can
also lead to additionaand unforeseencosts. This is something to considegreat detail at the time
of selecting equipmentfor the pipe corps¢ KS G KS2NE 2F aFrfasS S02y2Ya
as well.l strongly recommendhat samples ofproducts are tested over a period of tinthat is
sufficient enough tallow for performance to be adequately assessatl measuredefore a bulk
purchase is made by the banBe sure to useontrols andtest equipmentin various conditions (hot
weather, wet weathey playing duratioretc). It is also important to @nsult with pees who may have
experiences with certain productdNot surprisingly, mast manufacturerswill claim that their
products are thedbest on the market, so go for an external viewpoint from someexperienced
with the product(s)
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Equipment seledbn should @nsider the following (in no particular order)

Bags
0 Select a product that is suited to our climate. Sheep skin bags, for example, leak in
hot and dryclimatic condtions (like South Australiaand are not recommended,
whereas gnthetic bags do not need to be seasoned and are, on the whole, reliable
in our climate.

U Most brands of synthetic bag types are alsofitted with/can adapt to
moisture control systemsBut note that amoisture control system is only
effective when it igully understood angroperly maintained.

U Ensure that you select products thathave beentried and tested over a
worthwhile period

0 Consulting with an experienced and competgogrson is often more
effective and informative than reading a sales pitch ona
Y |y dzF | DK NBlBWmRiEeS NI &

0 Match the sizeof each bagto the size of eacliplayer. Pay attention tdhe arm
length and height ofach player when selecting bags This is all about creating
comfort by tailoring an instrument to a body shape ani 5§ S® 52y Qi R2
reverse and ask people to play an instremh that causespoor posture discomfort
and straining e.g. head tilted back/forward, bd@metertoo big for arm etc The
instrumentshould¥ Y S | -dztiAMBeplayer

Blowpipe/mouthpiece

Fatigue can be a problefor pipers.{ 2 YSGAYSa AG A& OF dzaSPutdaéan | f
also be causedly poor instrument seup. In addition to ensuring that all pipers are conditioned to
play for reasonable periods of time, endeavour tokaahe instrument asair-efficient as possible,
starting with ensuring that thairflow into the bagisas smooth and effortless as possible.

Somepiperscomplainthat their reeds are too hardBefore you assume that the reeds are the issue,
just make surethat all the effort A & ¥fefh§ wasted on having tforce air into the bag(through a
blowpipe with anarrow bore) rather than out of the bag (through the reeds)It is a common
problemcaused by narrow bores in mouthpieces and blowpipes

o Ensure theoveralllengthof the blowpipematches the playeg i.e.that their head is
level and there is no straion posturewhilst playing Tailor the instrument and
make ita comfortablefit for the playet

o Ensure the bore diameter of the mouthpieaad blowpipeis as big as possibl€his
will encouragea free flow of airwith minimal restriction. Somegeneric W 2the¥
AaKSt FQ arid2nuthpiedSshave very narrowand straight bores (not
tapered/conical) especially some older modelgleally, te blowpipe swould be a
slight conical bore that opens to a diameter that is ab@bmm- 1mm inside the
outer diameter of a rubber flap valvgseePhoto 1). You will be amazed bigow
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mucha couple of millimetres differenceanincreasethe rate and volume of aiflow
into your pipes

0 Selecta mouthpiece that ha a wide bore anddjust the lengthof it to suit the
player.

Blowpipe Valves

0 Use a conventiona®ld fashionedxstyle of rubberflap valve They areabout the size
of a 5 cent coin(See”hoto 1.)

0 Avoid usingsmall valves(see Fnoto 2.), often with an insert that goes into the
bottom of the blowpipe Theyreduce the diameter of the exit pointThe selling
point of suchproducts is the WLJ dz3  FlofuRnairtdinande Gspest however |
would recommend you bcus more orthe efficiencyof the air flowwhen making
your selectionbecause n matter how wide the bore of the blowpipe is, the exit
point is whatgoverrs the degree ofairflow restriction. Biggeris alwaysetter. (See
Photo 2.)

Photo 1¢ Wide bore at bottom of blowpipe with conventional flap valve attached.
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Photo 2¢ Note the size differences betwedhe ¢ f A f Q al Qe OBV DIF IR FRI |
@ t e Gifference in sizes of borebehind each respective valve (refer to Photo 1)
represents asignificantdifference in airflowefficiency.

Chanter Reeds
0 Where possible, bugt leasttwice as many reeds a®u have pipers in the corps
order to ensure a better chance of getting the reeds you need for your pipers.
Ordering a bare minimum number might see you being forced to issue reeds that
are substandard andherefore create more problens.

o {StSOG NBSRa (GKFdG INBX NRoOdzald Sy2daAaAK GKI
Ay Qd wS S Basytoiblkiw siraight M of the box tend to deteriorate a lot
quicker and are not as stablélnreasonable/regular$ SR W {i duN3oat It ND
more money and also detract from the overall sound/performance of the biess
stability and poorer tone)

o Avoid being dicted bycorpsplayers interms ofwhat they think is the® R Séefl Q
strength for thenselves Consult with them, by all means, but ensure that you have
the final say.Strength isonly one aspect to consideit is surprising how many
people can easilymanage to play a reed strength that they initially had objections
to. The reedshould never bé  Y63ddail S NX) 0 dzis sthorig asifésxidkb R 0 S
that it keepsthe playerworking to maintain the same pressure. If a reedois easy
it canallow too mwch scope fowariations @ver or undefblowing) because the reed
has no clearly detectable optimum pressurBeeds that can be blown kgn
asthmatic sparrow that has hadone of itslungs removed are for straight out
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learnerswho are just starting on the pipes. They aret for corps playersn your

band Your pipers need to be steered and progressed through to reeds that promote
stability and better toneWealer reedsgenerallydo not sound good, nor can they

be controlledand blown steadilyby the majority of players all situationsThey are

also much more sensitive to temperature and moisture lebelsause they consist

of weaker caneHaving a easyreed is notnecessarilya worthwhile ambition and
hasaraftofdownside G KF G FI N 2dzigSAIK (GKS WwO2YTF2

Where possible, deal directly with reed makerken ordering This makes it easier

to make enquiriesind get to the bottom of any issues you might be hading5 2 y Qi ¢
afraid ofcontacting reed makers directlyyibu haveany issues or queride discuss

In most instances, reed makers accept this as part of the capeioftenappreciate

the feedbacklt is retail after alk; i.e. the customer ithe top priority.

PasS I WYl adSNR OKI y ( 8rathataherd 8 a dontrolfori all NB S
reeds that are issued. The chanter should be played directly in the mouth and
attention paid to the balance of each reed being tested. A good reed will feel free
FYR @AONI Yyl (2 LIXIe&z KI @Siddthexhinng)yaAd a ON
have a bright and pleasant sound when played in the chanter. Pay particular
attention to the positioning of the reed in the chanter. A reed that is pushed right
down into the reed seat will make the chanter sound stifled and dull.tdperand

gAff fa2 0SS WIiKAYQ YR dzyaidSrkrRe Ay Y2
doubleli 2y Ay3 WCQO® Ly GKA& LRaArAdGAz2yz (KS
vibrate more freely because more of it is being encased and clarbpdtie reed

sea® 9y adzaNBE NBSRa NB &aSFGSR Ay | Ig2&aAdi
where the reed balances and sounds free. This is where the reed wants to balance
0SG6SSy 1 A3K W' Q IYyR [28 W Qd hyOS GKA
reeds are tested the same. Measure the height (how much of the reed is above the
seat) and test all reeds the same. This will put another control in place regarding
pitch and balance of each reed.

NEVERIlow pipers to squeeze, lick, shave or do anytl@Eisgto a chanter reedThe

less the reeds are handled or tampered with, the better. Oil from the skin will clog
0KS FAONBA 2F (GKS OFyS YR YIS Al Rdzf f
the integrity of the fibrous material which will signdiatly shorten the lifespan of

the reed.

All chanters MUST be capped when the pipes are stowed away. Use a plastic cap
there are several on the market, some made locally. Note that certain types of
wooden chanter caps will draw moisture from the reed &ase they are dry and
porous, and should be avoided for this reason alone.
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Drone reeds

When you think about it, the drones represent 75ffothe tone-generating components on your
instrument.With this in mind, it makes sense to be very particular andyfadmutthe type ofreeds
you selectand how they are setip.

0 Unless the band is ahighlevelof performanceand has expertise across the corps
to effectively manage cane reedsrecommend selecting a synthetione reedthat
has &few moving partas possibleThe simpler, the better.

0 Select abrand thatis well established and fsbeen on the market and widely used
for some time.Aim for a drone reed that produces a pleasafull, rounded and
bright tone.

o Consult with your peers and seek advice from experienced playdisst
experienced players test new products as they enter the maaket will have some
insightacross an array of products

0 Whateverreedsyouselect keep it uniformedacross the corps

Chanters
0 ChantersMUSTbe tested extensively before aryulk purchases are considered.
Most reputable manufacturers/suppliers will offer a sample chanternfare) for
testing.

0 Chantersshould bepurchasedag & YI G OKS R & S (jdr at leaste3es LJ2
same make and modélpurchased on aasneeded basis

0 The bestbrandsarethe products that ae well known and widely playeatound the
world today.

o0 Plastic chanters tend to be more suited to lowgade bandsTheyneed to handled
and cared for like any other precious musical instrument. In some cases they are
more fragile than wooden chanters and should be handled appropriately.
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Auckland & District Pipe Bandstade OneNZ) competingn the Street March elemst of the 2008
New ZealandChampionships

SETTING INDIVIDUAL INSTRUMENTS

Now that we have selected bagshantersand reeds, the next step is to sep each instrument in

the bandto function at its optimumevel Thebagpipe would have to be one of the mbunforgiving
instruments there is, so things like maintenance are esseidigdrycomponent ona bagpipe has an
effect on the sound and performance of the instrumettiterefore even the slightesproblemscan

have big consequence$he steps below are basic things you can do to ensure your pipes are in
order.

Joints and slides

0 A wind instrument must not leak afrom areas that should be airtighThis seems
an obvious statementip makebut loose joints and slides ascommonproblem. In
addition to the 4 air outlets that produce the sound (3 x drones, 1 x chanter), there
are another 15 junctions/connectiopoints that can potentially leak air if not
maintained.The drones need to be sealed tubes from top to bottdmose joints
that rock or wobble back and fortwill allow air to escapand causeinstability and
inefficiency Firm and smooth joints thadre airtight andglide up and down with
easeare the goalTo test, cork one end of the drone ainy to either suck or blow
air through. If the air column shifts at all, it is likely that the joint is not airtight, or
the bush (the sound hole at the top of the drone) is leaking/lodse.leaks must be
addresseds a priorityotherwise you cannot hop#or stability, much less achievit.
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Bag

o Remove the droneand chanter leave the blowpipe iand corkall the stocksFully
inflate the bagto its absolutelimit and test that it is airtightRepaifreplaceif need
be. This test should be undertaken regulagpecially before dand event It only
takes a fewminutes to doand can save yofrom a lot of trouble. (Note: rubber
sleeves, like the types fitted to the Ross bag, will shrink and expand in different
weather conditions. The hose clamps must be tested regutarlgnsure proper
tensionat all times)

Chanter
o Chanters are to be handled as if they were made of glass.

o0 Ensure chanters are kept cleand regularly checkefbr dust, grime and any other
foreign particles Such thingsvill reduce thesizeof note holesandor interfere with
the air streaminside the bore of the chantegnd will thereforealter the notgs)in
guestion

o Cleananydirty note holes with a cotton bud or match stick. DO NOT uséaiteols
or any objects that ardiarder than the material oflte chanter.The inside bore
needs to be kept clean also. Use a feather to remove dust etc from the bore.

o Chanter ape must be in goodondition, clean and secureliastened to the chanter
(no loose ends or sliding pieces). Replace tape as it wears aiakes its
adhesivéess DO NOT use commorarieties ofd & (i A O | Bhispiioduci® inakle
to be used once it is not designed to be removed and then refastened handled
regularly- therefore it is difficult to adjustbecauseit tears and frays soeasly. It is
also cheap andherefore deteriorates quickly due to handling and oils from your
skin. Use a good quality medical tape that is waterproof, or car detailing tape
(available at most gooduto accessory retailers).

0 The joint on the chanter must bérm and airtight. There should be no rocking or
wobbling, nor any chance that the chanter might come loose and fall out.

Chanter & chanter reeds
0 Purchasing reeds can leeraffleA ¥ &2 dz R2y QiU (Y26 6KSNB 2
Reeds do not come with aexpiry dde - when perhaps some of them shouland
can therefore sit on a shop shelf indefinitefgnd dry ouj. Go direct to the
manufacturer where possibler deal with a reputable retailewho is primarily
dedicated to selling quality products for pig band instruments not tartan tea
towels,] 2OK bS&da az2yaidSN) R2f t dshortiiréadekc., SNJ Y A f
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0 More often than not, it is better to select reeds for individuaisyour pipe corps
rather than have them tell you what they wanf trap that some fall into is
focussingon reed strength(where as easy as possibie the ambition rather than
guality of tone. In lowegrade bands, it is often better to guide people towards the
reed strength you believe they can handle in order to achidwe thest possible
chanter sound. Too many weak reeds in a pipe corps will cause additional stability
and tonal problems because they are less stable and more susceptible to pressure
and climaticvariations.

0 Reeds should be selectednsidering thdollowing criteria

A Balancegthe & (i NHzSoftiSescalé. Noténtervals up and down the scale
are relatively accurate without any glaring problems.

A Tone - clarity & brightness The top and bottom hand notes should sound
(and feel) bright and vibrant.

A Srength ¢ stability & life spanare also key areas

0 Set your pitch(seat the reedwhere High A and Low A want to balance with each
other. At this point you havan accurate octave intervadlse a tuning device if need
0S 060620K ! Q& & KandzieRding\d Ite ametBrNdheih Khey are
matched).Ensure you are blowing as steady and consistent as posSida
whatever you have to do to theest of the notes in ordeto get them harmonic and
in-tune with the dronege.g.tapingor undercuttingthe tops of the holes

Setting Drone reeds
o /2yadzZ G GKS YIydZFl OlGdzNBENDRA AyadNHOGA2ya

o Apply waxed hemp to reed seats. Remove any rubber sleeves that may be on the
reedseatx i KS& KI @S (22 YdzOK W3IAGBSQ I yR LINE
reed is vibating/being played. Also replace any thighuge hemp that is sometimes
provided on certain reed typesthis does not allow for minor seating adjustments.
Bind hemp on firmly (so there is no room for it to compress and therefore allow the
reed to comeloose) and tieoff the loose end by looping through the previous loop
that went on.

o Firmly seat reeds in the drones. The reed needs to be set in the seat with no chance
of it coming loose. There should be no wobbling or looseness of the reed when it is
in place. Once the reed is seated, place your finger on the top of the reed and test
F2N) Fye f22aSySaa 2N waigsSoo

0 The aim is to have all drone reeds balanced in terms of air consumption (strength)
and tone. The tenor reeds can be balanced to match eachrptine bass will
naturally take a bit more ai¢ due to a bigger blade and aperturéout can still be
matched quite closely to the tenors.
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o Drones should run as efficiently as possible without tending to stop with pressure
variations. Careful trial andrror via minor adjustments of the bridle will achieve
this. It may take time but be patient and keep trying. Test drones against each other
(by mouth) after every adjustment to ensure they are balangstrength and tone.

o Drones (tenors) should be mateth for tone. Test by blowing air through each
individual drone (in your mouth) and listen for discrepancies in tone, pitch and also
feel for strength variations between the tenor drones. Bridles and also the tuning
plug (if applicable; depends on reed tyg) adjustments can be made to match the
reeds. Naturally, you want drone reeds that are balanced together so they all move
as one whenl/if the air pressure varies. You also want similar tones that will
compliment and blend together, not compete, and botmeées tuning in the same
position on the tuning pin. Differing strengths (demands for air) will send drones in
Fff RANBOGAZ2Yya ¢KSy az2vySz2ySqQa LIXIle&Ay3d
variables. Practice, persist and LISTEN.

0 The tenor drones shodltune above the hemp line on the tuning pins (when played
with the chanter). This maximises the size of the chamber above the pin (inside the
top section of each drone). This chamber acts as a resonating chamber. The bigger

LINJ

you can make this space, thetbdlR SNJ | YR Y2NB WTdzZ t Q (GKS B2

tune low on the pins it means this chamber space is small and therefore the sound
gAff 0SS alATESR 2N WikKAyQo {{dloAftAle ¢
reeds are set flat and are probatiiaking too much air.

0 The top tuning pin on the bass drone shoalevaysbe on, or about 1mng 2mm
above, the hemp line. Look at any of the top bands or solo pipers and you will see

GKA& Aa F W3I2f RSY Nz SQd LFAVRSLINRGE $¥a

also severely compromise the tonal quality of the bass. Make it anegotiable
rule in your band on or above the hemp line at all times.

0 Remember, the drones represent 75% of the tayenerating components of your
instrument. They a just as important as the chanter, and have a big say in the
quality of the overall chanter sound (and the overall band sound). Being extremely
fussy about drones, as a minimum, is recommended and encouraged. They provide
0KS Gdzyo NBf f | ébar®l. AimIc2 gimfite. F 2 NJ & 2 dzNJ

Apply the above process BVERYhstrument in the pipe corps. You should be happy with every set
of pipes in the corps, to the point where you would enjoy playing them yourself. There is a huge
difference between a set of pipes thaas merely been assembled and a set that has been properly
setup to perform at their peak.

/| KSO1 AyaidNdHzySyida NBIdzZ FNIe& FyR RAaAO2dzNF 38 02

Ensure you have total and autonomous control over what is happenirdj the instruments in the
corps. You can never be too pedantic in this regard. The importance we place on the quality of the
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mere spectacle of playing it.
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Note how all the tenor drones are tuning on, or above, the hemp lines here. We can also

see that the top pins on all bass drones dtdly exposed- asthey should be.
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http://members.home.nl/lumeij/gallery1.html
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LG A& NBO2YYSYRSR GKFU F aaladSNI { SG¢ Br3urelLdA LIS

that every noteon the scaleharmonises with the drones Thescalemust have correctharmonic

intervals for theoverallA y & 4 NHzY Sy 4 G2 068 ( NYzf &in tdeWiththeZ6SQ d h

(Low A) the remaining 8 notes wikked to be assessed for truene34iis is easier than it may seem
aseachnote will either be

 SHARRI shHlQWtrainedQiercing? & 2 dzy R
1 IN-TUNEharmonidin-tune/complimentarywith drones,#inefulC® ‘Pleasanfio the eal)
 FLATl dudMQWaggin@4redQ & P dzy R

If all else fails, trial and error and the process of elimination will show the Mraye some tape and
see if the nte improves or gets worse against the drones.

¢tKA&d A& 06KSNB (e&cBechantirin thé BuytEe§ins. THere M4aitd lite@ally noroom
for interpretation here.each note iither in tunewith the drones2 NJ A 1 Qa y2aG3x &z
given your full attention. No other musical instruments are afforded room for interpretation
regarding tuningon notes The pipesare no different. All nine notes onthe chanteis must be
together and als@ompliment the dronesverall.

Strathclyde Police strikingip during theircontestbuild-up.
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