The Trouble With Trombones

By Vern Tegger

The trouble with trombones is, believe it or not, a lot more than Just shoving an expander
through the tubes. 1 was instructed to do this at one shop I worked at several years ago to
quickly get out the trombone rentals. The only problem was, 4 years later, we had to
replace half the student outer slide - tubes because they had become hardened and would
no longer give way to the expander without risk of cracking the tubes. It had been
pointed out to me that the slides had been repaired this way for the last several years.

If you are charging $40 to run an expander through your slides, in my opinion, you are
asking for trouble. I charge $60-95 minimum to service a student model slide (they retail
for $650 - 800 now) by going through the following procedures. Like everyone else in
NAPBIRT who has been a member long enough, I’ve learned these techniques from
many great clinicians. By letting the customer know what is involved for a slide
servicing, no one has ever questioned the price:

1. Chemical cleaning and polishing the inside of the inner tubes.

2. Chemical cleaning and polishing the inside of the outer tubes.

3. Straightening all tubes. '

4. Removing all dents (the problem with the slide is probably that small dent you didn’t
think was it) and burnishing.

5. Aligning the tubes so they are parallel.

6. Aligning the tubes so they are perpendicular (some do not come from the factory this
way).

7. Relieving the stress in the bow and handslide, if needed.

8. Rounding the tubes. :

But wait, there’s more (coming later).
1. CLEANING AND POLISHING THE TUBES

This article is dedicated to our esteemed retiring executive, Chuck Hagler, for without his.
dedication to our industry very little of this information would have been available.
Good Luck, Chuck!

NOTE: THE FOLLOWING PROCEDURES CAN BE EXTREMELY DANGEROUS
'AND SHOULD BE DONE AFTER PRACTICING ON JUNK HORNS. COMMON
SENSE IS ESSENTIAL TO AVOID INJURY: A WHIRLING 3 FOOT ROD IN A
BENCH MOTOR CAN BE DEADLY: KEEP YOUR HAND IN THE EXPOSED
CENTER AT ALL TIMES. WE ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR ANY INJURY OR
DAMAGE AS A RESULT OF THESE PROCEDURES. IF YOU HAVE ANY
QUESTIONS FEEL FREE TO CONTACT ME FIRST BEFORE TRYING.



One fun thing to do with outer slide tubes you’ve had to replace is to cut them open and
see what they look like inside. If the customer has been using a “cold cream” and water
type lubricant for several years and hasn’t had the slide serviced, you’ll find it caked on
so hard that you will have a bit of a tough time scraping the residue at the bottom inside
end of the tubes, even with a solder scraper. Other lubricants aren’t as bad, but they all
end and build up there. The way to a great slide action is to wash and chemically clean
the tubes, get this gunk out, and then polish them. The goal is to get the slide smooth
enough through the preliminary steps that you can tell when removing dents and
alignment are working, not scraping against old food, corrosion, or an accumulation of
old lubricants. The customer may also have put a deep scratch inside the outer tube from
not covering the tip of a trombone rod correctly with the cleaning cloth. There are
different ways that can be used to smooth out the inside of the outer tubes:

a. For student slides, scotch brite or 000 synthetic steel wool on a trombone rod in the

bench motor will provide a smooth finish on the inside of the outer slide while getting

most of that gunk out. Completely cover the tip of the rod and make it snug in the tube,

- then run it through while the bench motor is spinning. Hold onto the rod as you insert it
into the tube to prevent whipping. I usually cover the rod up to the tip with shrink tubing
to avoid damage from “chatter”. After cleaning thoroughly, the slide should not be
scratchy (thanks, Bill Prichart). Thoroughly dry the slide with'cheese cloth and a
cleaning rod (I like a 3 inch square piece completely covering the tip of the rod, chucked
in a vice). For the inner tubes, several technicians have recommended just placing the
inner slide in the chemicals, but the nickel can turn pink on you if you’re not keeping up
on maintaining your solutions. 1 like to use small corks in the end of the tubes and fill
them with the chemical solution. I also polish the insides out with 000 synthetic steel
wool and brush them a detergent solution of half laundery detergent (All or Whisk w/o
perfumes or colors, if possible) and half sudzy ammonia. Use a compressor to blow
them dry or hang them up to dry. If you look through the tubes, they should be nice and
shiny. If not, run a small piece of cheesecloth through to get that stubborn chunk of oreo

“cookie. Do not use too big a piece of cloth or it’ll get stuck! Afterwards I rub the
outsides down with crocus cloth and wipe them off with a cleaner made of 1/3 water, 1/3
ammonia, and 1/3 denatured alcohol (a variation of a consumer magazine window
cleaner). I will also buff the outside of the inner tubes with nickel compound where it
looks or feels rough or if there is corrosion on the plating anywhere, again wiping off
with a cleaner. This is done if the slide looks like it really needs it.

b. For professional slides the preferred method is a piece of clean cheese cloth in a slide
cleaning rod chucked up in the lathe. Norm Benner recommends a 34” 5/16” drill rod
attached to a two inch length of 3/8” nickel rod that is shaped (slotted) to receive a patch
of cloth. (I use a 3 foot slotted brass rod and constantly monitor it’s condition.... you
don’t want these puppies snapping off in your slide: a regular cleaning rod is not as
strong). Be sure to mark it so the tool does not enter the bow. Use only a patch that is
folded once in a triangle and increase the tightness of the patch by winding it around the
rod. Run the lathe at 600 rpm or slower until you get the feel of the process. Oiling the
patch (a medium to heavy key oil should work) makes it work easier. Again, by all
means, practice this on a junk slide. Don’t throw the patch away; you’ll use it for the



final steps. And if you do not have a lathe (I don’t) Allied makes a hohning tool to work
with a variable hand drill. Used with 30 wt. oil, it is aggressive enough to get this hard
stuff out. A leading instructor at one of the schools is against this tool because it can
tend to leave rings in the inside of the outer slide (I'notice it most if you don’t use enough
30 weight). However, many times the slides have been neglected by players over several
years and if it’s this bad the last step, polishing the inside of the outer tubes, will remove
the rings (to be discussed towards the end of this article). Clean the outer slide out with

~ the above laundery detergent mixture and a few drops of Dawn dishsoap. The slide
should then be dried thoroughly with a piece of (cheese) cloth in a cleaning rod.

2. GETTING THE TUBES STRAIGHT

These early procedures are meant to make the dent work on trombone slides as effective
as possible. The first procedure described ways to clean and smooth the inside of the
outer slide tubes and outside of the inner tubes. The next can be, I think, the most
frustrating part of slide repair: slide alignment.

This is a preliminary alignment procedure. Alignment can be pretty much ongoing
throughout the repair to insure that previous work was successful. 1 know many
technicians that have great success with the “cornrow” method of light detection: hold
the tube up to the light and sight down the top of the tube to correct bends, looking for
the “cornrow” of light in the center of the tube. This has never worked well for me. 1
credit Craig Anderson of Allied for sharing with me his method of using a bright,
movable incandescent work light behind the slide and the leveling stone so you can see
the thin ray of light between the leveling stone and the bottom of the tube. Some techs
use two worklights. This does a great job of telling me where the bends are. Before I
describe the procedure there is a tool to check:

There is a chance your stone, steel, or whatever you may be using may not be absolutely
level. A first-rate machine shop used a tool with a digital depth-checker to determine
that a section of our stone was not perfectly level. He was able to show us which parts of
the stone to avoid. This was a great help!

Before we start straightening the tubes it’s a good idea to make sure there is no stress on
the tubes from the bow or the braces: this can make slide alignment extremely
frustrating. Put the outer slide on your stone and if it’s twisted, apply LIGHT pressure to
twist it back. If that doesn’t do it you may be looking at some unsoldering down the
road here. Sometimes this can be remedied by putting two LIGHT sections of a phone
book (or tear one up so it’s light.... impress your mate) and place them on each end of the
slide so they weigh down the ends without ovaling the tubes. Apply heat slowly until you
hear a “snick,” the sound of relieving the stress on the slide tubes. If not, they may be
somewhat press fitted into the bow....you’ll know when the lacquer starts to smoke.

Also notice if the tubes are curving in or away near a brace. If yes to any of these, you
may want to get the tubes as straight as possible if they’re not too bad and unsolder later.
If you can’t get them close, you may have to do the unsoldering now.


















