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Setting-up a Pipe Corps 
By Andrew Fuller 

 

 

 

 

The 78th Fraser Highlanders Pipe Band (from Ontario, Canada) competing at the 2007 World Pipe 
Band Championships with 30 pipers.  

 

  



Setting up a Pipe Corps Page 2 
 

 

Contents 
 

INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................................... 3 

59CLbL¢Lhb hC ά{9¢¢LbD-¦tέ ................................................................................................................ 3 

UNIFORMITY OF EQUIPMENT ................................................................................................................. 4 

SELECTING EQUIPMENT .......................................................................................................................... 4 

Bags ..................................................................................................................................................... 5 

Blowpipe/mouthpiece ........................................................................................................................ 5 

Blowpipe Valves .................................................................................................................................. 6 

Photo 1 ............................................................................................................................................ 6 

Photo 2 ............................................................................................................................................ 7 

Chanter Reeds ..................................................................................................................................... 7 

Drone reeds......................................................................................................................................... 9 

Chanters .............................................................................................................................................. 9 

SETTING INDIVIDUAL INSTRUMENTS .................................................................................................... 10 

Joints and slides ................................................................................................................................ 10 

Bag .................................................................................................................................................... 11 

Chanter.............................................................................................................................................. 11 

Chanter & chanter reeds ................................................................................................................... 11 

Setting Drone reeds .......................................................................................................................... 12 

{9¢¢LbD ¢I9 άa!{¢9w {9¢έ ................................................................................................................. 15 

PREPARING THE PIPE CORPS FOR ENGAGEMENTS, CONTESTS ETC ..................................................... 16 

TUNING (AT PRACTICE, ENGAGEMENTS, CONTESTS ETC) .................................................................... 17 

SUMMARY ............................................................................................................................................. 21 

RECOMMENDED READINGS .................................................................................................................. 21 

 

  



Setting up a Pipe Corps Page 3 
 

ά.ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻƴŜέ 

ά{ǇŀǊƪƭƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴǘŜǊǎέ 

άFull-sounding ŘǊƻƴŜǎέ 

ά!ŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ note ƛƴǘŜǊǾŀƭǎέ 

ά²Ŝƭƭ ǎŜǘ ŀƴŘ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ǇƛǇŜǎέ 

ά9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ƘŀǊƳƻƴƛŎǎέ 

ά{ǘŜŀŘȅ ǘƻƴŜέ 

INTRODUCTION 
The above comments are the sorts of things that Pipe Majors want to see on their judging sheets at 

the end of a contest. Regardless of the grade a particular band is in, degrees of these descriptions 

can be achieved if some basic processes are implemented and followed. 

The intention of this article is to provide some information for all pipers. It also speaks directly to 

those who are either responsible for tuning the pipe corps, or to those who wish to take that 

responsibility on.  

NotwithǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƎŀŘƎŜǘǎ - which in some instances can make life easier - the task of 

setting a pipe corps, in theory and practice, remains the same. It still presents a number of 

challenges and is often made unnecessarily difficult by a lack of system, maintenance and planning 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ōŀƴŘΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ. It is frustrating to see a pipe band deny itself a better sound (and overall 

performance as a result) when a lot of the problems it experiences can be easily avoided. For 

example, all the research and development that manufacturers do, all the claims they make about 

performance, the money that a band spends on products, and the practice a band does can all be 

wasted if the maintenance and management of the instruments is inadequate. 

 

$%&).)4)/. /& ȰSETTING-UPȱ 
Before beginning, it is necessary to define what this means when referring to a pipe corps.  

Ψ{ŜǘǘƛƴƎ-ǳǇΩ describes the process that begins with a focus on individual instruments and then goes 

right through to setting the entire pipe corps as one chorus. Some of this requires skill and 

experience (which can be developed over time), however a lot of the process is also about 

maintenance and due care of instruments. 
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UNIFORMITY OF EQUIPMENT 
Every instrument in the band should receive close and equal attention, for they are all equal 

components that combine to determine the overall sound. Uniformity is the key. 

A pipe corps that is uniformly equipped (reeds, bags etc) stands a better chance of achieving (and 

maintaining) a unified and tuneful sound. This is because the variables have been reduced. In 

contrast, a ΨƳƛȄŜŘ ōŀƎΩ ƻŦ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ going to increase the number of variables and the potential 

of encountering unison-tuning problems.  

It is a challenge to make a group of individuals all think about and perform the music in an identical 

way, and also control their instruments in the process. By comparison, it is relatively simple to 

ensure they are all at least using the same equipment and maintaining instruments. To further 

illustrate this point, it is akin to the same reason why a band wears a uniform ς in order to look the 

same. So, with this in mind, it makes sense that all pipers should use the same types/brands of 

reeds, bags and chanters in order to improve the likelihood of each component of the pipe corps 

sounding the same, in addition to looking the same.  

Bagpipe pǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǾŀǊȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ on sound, quality 

and performance. Certain reed types and designs (for chanter and drone) have their own 

characteristics in terms of sound and performance. The tools and materials that are used in the 

production of products also influence behaviours. In addition to this, the characteristics and 

performance of products will vary according to the playing conditions (cold, wet, hot, dry, humid etc) 

that present, so it pays to have all pipers in the corps using the same types/brands of reeds, chanters 

and bags in order to minimise the risk of drastic variations in pitch etc.  

In short, before you even think about tuning instruments, elevate your starting point by using the 

same equipment. 

SELECTING EQUIPMENT  
Economics can be a factor, however it is worth noting that unsuitable or ill-chosen equipment can 

also lead to additional and unforeseen costs. This is something to consider in great detail at the time 

of selecting equipment for the pipe corps. ¢ƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ άŦŀƭǎŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅέ Ŏŀƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǇƛǇƛƴƎ 

as well. I strongly recommend that samples of products are tested over a period of time that is 

sufficient enough to allow for performance to be adequately assessed and measured before a bulk 

purchase is made by the band. Be sure to use controls and test equipment in various conditions (hot 

weather, wet weather, playing duration etc). It is also important to consult with peers who may have 

experiences with certain products. Not surprisingly, most manufacturers will claim that their 

products are the άbestέ on the market, so go for an external viewpoint from someone experienced 

with the product(s). 

  



Setting up a Pipe Corps Page 5 
 

Equipment selection should consider the following (in no particular order): 

Bags  
o Select a product that is suited to our climate. Sheep skin bags, for example, leak in 

hot and dry climatic conditions (like South Australia) and are not recommended, 

whereas synthetic bags do not need to be seasoned and are, on the whole, reliable 

in our climate.  

 

ü Most brands of synthetic bag types are also fitted with/can adapt to 

moisture control systems. But note that a moisture control system is only 

effective when it is fully understood and properly maintained.  

ü Ensure that you select products that have been tried and tested over a 

worthwhile period.  

ü Consulting with an experienced and competent person is often more 

effective and informative than reading a sales pitch on a 

ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊΩǎκǊŜǘŀƛƭŜǊΩǎ website. 

 

o Match the size of each bag to the size of each player. Pay attention to the arm 

length and height of each player when selecting bags.  This is all about creating 

comfort by tailoring an instrument to a body shape and sƛȊŜΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ 

reverse and ask people to play an instrument that causes poor posture, discomfort 

and straining e.g. head tilted back/forward, bag diameter too big for arm etc. The 

instrument should ΨƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ-ǳǇΩ ǘƻ the player. 

 

 

Blowpipe/mouthpiece  
Fatigue can be a problem for pipers. {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ άǇƛǇƛƴƎ ŦƛǘƴŜǎǎέ, but it can 

also be caused by poor instrument set-up. In addition to ensuring that all pipers are conditioned to 

play for reasonable periods of time, endeavour to make the instrument as air-efficient as possible, 

starting with ensuring that the airflow into the bag is as smooth and effortless as possible. 

Some pipers complain that their reeds are too hard. Before you assume that the reeds are the issue, 

just make sure that all the effort ƛǎƴΩǘ being wasted on having to force air into the bag (through a 

blowpipe with a narrow bore), rather than out of the bag (through the reeds). It is a common 

problem caused by narrow bores in mouthpieces and blowpipes.  

o Ensure the overall length of the blowpipe matches the player ς i.e. that their head is 

level and there is no strain on posture whilst playing. Tailor the instrument and 

make it a comfortable fit for the player. 

 

o Ensure the bore diameter of the mouthpiece and blowpipe is as big as possible. This 

will encourage a free flow of air with minimal restriction. Some generic ΨƻŦŦ-the-

ǎƘŜƭŦΩ ōƭƻǿǇƛǇŜǎ and mouthpieces have very narrow and straight bores (not 

tapered/conical), especially some older models. Ideally, the blowpipe should be a 

slight conical bore that opens to a diameter that is about 0.5mm - 1mm inside the 

outer diameter of a rubber flap valve (see Photo 1). You will be amazed by how 
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much a couple of millimetres difference can increase the rate and volume of air-flow 

into your pipes.  

 

o Select a mouthpiece that has a wide bore and adjust the length of it to suit the 

player.  

 

Blowpipe Valves  
o Use a conventional/Ωold fashionedΩ style of rubber flap valve. They are about the size 

of a 5 cent coin. (See Photo 1.) 

 

o Avoid using small valves (see Photo 2 .), often with an insert that goes into the 

bottom of the blowpipe. They reduce the diameter of the exit point. The selling 

point of such products is the ΨǇƭǳƎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀȅΩ/low maintenance aspects, however I 

would recommend you focus more on the efficiency of the air flow when making 

your selection because no matter how wide the bore of the blowpipe is, the exit 

point is what governs the degree of airflow restriction. Bigger is always better. (See 

Photo 2.) 

 

 

Photo 1 ς Wide bore at bottom of blowpipe with conventional flap valve attached.   



Setting up a Pipe Corps Page 7 
 

 

Photo 2 ς Note the size differences between the άƭƛƭΩ aŀŎέ ǾŀƭǾŜ ŀƴŘ the ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ΨŦƭŀǇ 

ǾŀƭǾŜΩΦ The difference in sizes of bores behind each respective valve (refer to Photo 1) 

represents a significant difference in airflow efficiency. 

 

Chanter Reeds 
o Where possible, buy at least twice as many reeds as you have pipers in the corps in 

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 sub-standard and therefore create more problems. 

 

o {ŜƭŜŎǘ ǊŜŜŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ Ǌƻōǳǎǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎǘŀōƭŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ Ψōƭƻǿƴ-

ƛƴΩΦ wŜŜŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ easy to blow straight out of the box tend to deteriorate a lot 

quicker and are not as stable. Unreasonable/regular rŜŜŘ ΨǘǳǊƴƻǾŜǊΩ will cost you 

more money and also detract from the overall sound/performance of the band (less 

stability and poorer tone). 

 

o Avoid being directed by corps players in terms of what they think is the ΨƛŘŜŀƭΩ reed 

strength for themselves. Consult with them, by all means, but ensure that you have 

the final say. Strength is only one aspect to consider. It is surprising how many 

people can easily manage to play a reed strength that they initially had objections 

to. The reed should never be ŀ ΨƎǳǘ ōǳǎǘŜǊΩ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ as strong as possible so 

that it keeps the player working to maintain the same pressure. If a reed is too easy 

it can allow too much scope for variations (over or under-blowing) because the reed 

has no clearly detectable optimum pressure. Reeds that can be blown by an 

asthmatic sparrow that has had one of its lungs removed are for straight out 
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learners who are just starting on the pipes. They are not for corps players in your 

band. Your pipers need to be steered and progressed through to reeds that promote 

stability and better tone. Weaker reeds generally do not sound good, nor can they 

be controlled and blown steadily by the majority of players in all situations. They are 

also much more sensitive to temperature and moisture levels because they consist 

of weaker cane. Having an easy reed is not necessarily a worthwhile ambition and 

has a raft of downsideǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǊ ƻǳǘǿŜƛƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƳŦƻǊǘΩ ŦŀŎǘƻǊΦ 

 

o Where possible, deal directly with reed makers when ordering. This makes it easier 

to make enquiries and get to the bottom of any issues you might be havingΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ōŜ 

afraid of contacting reed makers directly if you have any issues or queries to discuss. 

In most instances, reed makers accept this as part of the caper and often appreciate 

the feedback. It is retail after all ς i.e. the customer is the top priority. 

 

o ¦ǎŜ ŀ ΨƳŀǎǘŜǊΩ ŎƘŀƴǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ŀƭƭ ǊŜŜŘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŝƴǎures that there is a control on all 

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 

ŀƴŘ ǾƛōǊŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇƭŀȅΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ άŎǊƻǿέ όǿƘŜƴ ōƭƻǿƴ ƻǳǘǎide the chanter), and 

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. The top hand 

ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ΨǘƘƛƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǎǘŜŀŘȅ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

double-ǘƻƴƛƴƎ ΨCΩΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŜŘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ 

vibrate more freely because more of it is being encased and clamped by the reed 

seatΦ 9ƴǎǳǊŜ ǊŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǿŜŜǘ ǎǇƻǘΩ ς 

where the reed balances and sounds free. This is where the reed wants to balance 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ IƛƎƘ Ψ!Ω ŀƴŘ [ƻǿ Ψ!ΩΦ hƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇƻǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘΣ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ 

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. 

 

o NEVER allow pipers to squeeze, lick, shave or do anything else to a chanter reed. The 

less the reeds are handled or tampered with, the better. Oil from the skin will clog 

ǘƘŜ ŦƛōǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŘǳƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŀƭƛǾŀ ǿƛƭƭ ōǊŜŀƪ Řƻǿƴ 

the integrity of the fibrous material which will significantly shorten the lifespan of 

the reed. 

 

o All chanters MUST be capped when the pipes are stowed away. Use a plastic cap ς 

there are several on the market, some made locally. Note that certain types of 

wooden chanter caps will draw moisture from the reed because 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 75% of the tone-generating components on your 

instrument. With this in mind, it makes sense to be very particular and fussy about the type of reeds 

you select and how they are set-up. 

 

o Unless the band is at a high level of performance and has expertise across the corps 

to effectively manage cane reeds, I recommend selecting a synthetic drone reed that 

has as few moving parts as possible. The simpler, the better. 

 

o Select a brand that is well established and has been on the market and widely used 

for some time. Aim for a drone reed that produces a pleasant, full, rounded and 

bright tone.   

 

o Consult with your peers and seek advice from experienced players. Most 

experienced players test new products as they enter the market and will have some 

insight across an array of products. 

 

o Whatever reeds you select, keep it uniformed across the corps.  

 

 

Chanters 
o Chanters MUST be tested extensively before any bulk purchases are considered. 

Most reputable manufacturers/suppliers will offer a sample chanter (or more) for 

testing. 

 

o Chanters should be purchased as ŀ άƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǎŜǘέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ, or at least be the 

same make and model if purchased on an as-needed basis. 

 

o The best brands are the products that are well known and widely played around the 

world today.   

 

o Plastic chanters tend to be more suited to lower-grade bands. They need 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 Band (Grade One, NZ) competing in the Street March element of the 2008 

New Zealand Championships. 

SETTING INDIVIDUAL INSTRUMENTS 
Now that we have selected bags, chanters and reeds, the next step is to set-up each instrument in 

the band to function at its optimum level. The bagpipe would have to be one of the most unforgiving 

instruments there is, so things like maintenance are essential. Every component on a bagpipe has an 

effect on the sound and performance of the instrument, therefore even the slightest problems can 

have big consequences. The steps below are basic things you can do to ensure your pipes are in 

order.  

Joints and slides 
o A wind instrument must not leak air from areas that should be airtight. This seems 

an obvious statement to make but loose joints and slides are a common problem. In 

addition to the 4 air outlets that produce the sound (3 x drones, 1 x chanter), there 

are another 15 junctions/connection points that can potentially leak air if not 

maintained. The drones need to be sealed tubes from top to bottom. Loose joints 

that rock or wobble back and forth will allow air to escape and cause instability and 

inefficiency. Firm and smooth joints that are airtight and glide up and down with 

ease are the goal. To test, cork one end of the drone and try 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/loose. Any leaks must be 

addressed as a priority otherwise you cannot hope for stability, much less achieve it.  
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Bag 
o Remove the drones and chanter, leave the blowpipe in and cork all the stocks. Fully 

inflate the bag to its absolute limit and test that it is airtight. Repair/replace if need 

be. This test should be undertaken regularly, especially before a band event. It only 

takes a few minutes to do and can save you from 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 regularly to ensure proper 

tension at all times.) 

 

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

 

o Ensure chanters are kept clean and regularly checked for dust, grime and any other 

foreign particles. Such things will reduce the size of note holes and/or interfere with 

the air stream inside the bore of the chanter, and will therefore alter the note(s) in 

question.   

 

o Clean any dirty note holes with a cotton bud or match stick. DO NOT use metal tools 

or any objects that are harder than the material of the chanter. The inside bore 

needs to be kept clean also. Use a feather to remove dust etc from the bore. 

 

o Chanter tape must be in good condition, clean and securely fastened to the chanter 

(no loose ends or sliding pieces). Replace tape as it wears and/or loses its 

adhesiveness. DO NOT use common varieties of άǎǘƛŎƪȅ ǘŀǇŜέΦ This product is made 

to be used once ς it is not designed to be removed and then refastened, or handled 

regularly - therefore it is difficult to adjust because it tears and frays so easily. It is 

also cheap and therefore 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 good auto accessory retailers). 

 

o The joint on the chanter must be firm and airtight. There should be no rocking or 

wobbling, nor any chance that the chanter might come loose and fall out.  

 

Chanter  & chanter reeds 
o Purchasing reeds can be a raffle ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻǊ ǿƘƻ ǘƻ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ŦǊƻƳΦ 

Reeds do not come with an expiry date - when perhaps some of them should - and 

can therefore sit on a shop shelf indefinitely (and dry out). Go direct to the 

manufacturer where possible or deal with a reputable retailer who is primarily 

dedicated to selling quality products for pipe band instruments, not tartan tea 

towels, [ƻŎƘ bŜǎǎ aƻƴǎǘŜǊ ŘƻƭƭǎΣ ά¦Ǉ ¸ŜǊ Yƛƭǘέ ōǳƳǇŜǊ ǎǘƛŎƪŜǊǎ, shortbread etc.   
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o More often than not, it is better to select reeds for individuals in your pipe corps 

rather than have them tell you what they want. A trap that some fall into is 

focussing on reed strength (where as easy as possible is the ambition) rather than 

quality of tone. In lower-grade bands, it is often better to guide people towards the 

reed strength you believe they can handle in order to achieve the best 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 climatic variations. 

 

o Reeds should be selected considering the following criteria: 

 

Á Balance ς the άǘǊǳŜƴŜǎǎέ of the scale. Note intervals, up and down the scale, 

are relatively accurate without any glaring problems. 

Á Tone - clarity & brightness. The top and bottom hand notes should sound 

(and feel) bright and vibrant.   

Á Strength ς stability & life span are also key areas.   

 

o Set your pitch (seat the reed) where High A and Low A want to balance with each 

other. At this point you have an accurate octave interval. Use a tuning device if need 

ōŜ όōƻǘƘ !Ωǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ǘƘe same reading on the meter when they are 

matched). Ensure you are blowing as steady and consistent as possible. Then do 

whatever you have to do to the rest of the notes in order to get them harmonic and 

in-tune with the drones (e.g. taping or undercutting the tops of the holes).  

 

Setting Drone reeds  
o /ƻƴǎǳƭǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

 

o Apply waxed hemp to reed seats. Remove any rubber sleeves that may be on the 

reed seats ς ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ΨƎƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

reed is vibrating/being played. Also replace any thick-gauge hemp that is sometimes 

provided on certain reed types - this 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 come loose) and tie-off 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 

ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƭƻƻǎŜƴŜǎǎ ƻǊ ΨƎƛǾŜΩΦ 

 

o 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 each other; the bass will 

naturally take a bit more air ς due to a bigger blade and aperture - but 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 and error 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 balanced ς strength and tone. 

 

o Drones (tenors) should be matched 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 ς depends on reed type) adjustments can be made to match the 

reeds. Naturally, you want drone reeds that are balanced together so they all move 

as one when/if the air pressure varies. You also want similar tones that will 

compliment and blend together, not compete, and both tenors tuning in the same 

position on the tuning pin. Differing strengths (demands for air) will send drones in 

ŀƭƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

variables. Practice, persist and LISTEN. 

 

o The tenor drones should tune 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 

you can make this space, the boƭŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ΨŦǳƭƭΩ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴƻǊǎ 

tune low on the pins it means this chamber space is small and therefore the sound 

ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎǘƛŦƭŜŘ ƻǊ ΨǘƘƛƴΩΦ {ǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ ȅƻǳǊ 

reeds are set flat and are probably taking too much air. 

 

o The top tuning pin on the bass drone should always be on, or about 1mm ς 2mm 

above, the hemp line. Look at any of the top bands or solo pipers and you will see 

ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ΨƎƻƭŘŜƴ ǊǳƭŜΩΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƴ ƛǎ ǎƘƻǊǘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǳŦŦŜǊ ΨǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ-ƛƴΩ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ 

also severely compromise the tonal quality of the bass. Make it a non-negotiable 

rule in your band - on or above the hemp line at all times. 

 

o Remember, the drones represent 75% of the tone-generating components of your 

instrument. They are 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 

ǘƘŜ άǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀέ ƻŦ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ band. Aim for quality. 

Apply the above process to EVERY instrument 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 that has merely been assembled and a set that has been properly 

set-up to perform at their peak. 

/ƘŜŎƪ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŎƻǊǇǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ΨŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘǎΩΦ 

Ensure you have total and autonomous control over what is happening to all 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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ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ŦŀǊ ƻǳǘǿŜƛƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

mere spectacle of playing it. 

 
PiǇŜǊǎ ƻŦ ά{C¦έ ό{ƛƳƻƴ CǊŀǎŜǊ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tƛǇŜ .ŀƴŘ ς Vancouver, Canada) tuning-up at the 
άǿƻǊƭŘǎέΦ 

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 are fully exposed - as they should be. 

 

  

http://members.home.nl/lumeij/gallery1.html
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3%44).' 4(% Ȱ-!34%2 3%4ȱ 
Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άaŀǎǘŜǊ {Ŝǘέ ƻŦ ǇƛǇŜǎ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǳƴŜ ŀƭƭ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǇǎΦ Ensure 

that every note on the scale harmonises with the drones. The scale must have correct harmonic 

intervals for the overall ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘǊǳƭȅ Ψƛƴ ǘǳƴŜΩΦ hƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƻƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ in tune with the Tonic 

(Low A) the remaining 8 notes will need to be assessed for trueness. This is easier than it may seem, 

as each note will either be: 

¶ SHARP (ŀ ΨshrillΩ, ΨstrainedΩ, ΨpiercingΩ ǎƻǳƴŘ) 

¶ IN-TUNE (harmonic/in-tune/complimentary with drones, ΨtunefulΩ & ΨpleasantΩ to the ear) 

¶ FLAT (ŀ ΨdullΩ, ΨsaggingΩ, ΨtiredΩ ǎƻǳƴŘ) 

If all else fails, trial and error and the process of elimination will show the way. Move some tape and 

see if the note improves or gets worse against the drones. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƻ ΨǎŜǘΩ each chanter in the band begins. There is quite literally no room 

for interpretation here, each note is either in tune with the drones ƻǊ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘΣ ǎƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƴƻǘŜ ƛǎ 

given your full attention. No other musical instruments are afforded room for interpretation 

regarding tuning on notes. The pipes are no different. All nine notes on the chanters must be 

together and also compliment the drones overall.  

 

                                      Strathclyde Police striking-up during their contest build-up. 

 

http://members.home.nl/lumeij/gallery1.html













