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BAND INSTRUMENT REPAIR CLINIC                                 
JANUARY 14TH, 2017 

JOHN’S TOP 10: 

1. Before you do anything, ask yourself, “WILL THIS 

DAMAGE THE INSTRUMENT?” If the answer is YES, 

MAYBE, or I’M NOT SURE, it’s time to visit your 

repair shop 

2. It is easy to turn a quick fix into a very costly repair.  

3. Everything should be reversible.  

4. DON’T use duct tape, super glue, epoxy, rubber bands, 

or WD-40.   

5. Plumber’s tape or string is great, use it on tenon or 

neck corks, to close off water keys, or hold a loose 

solder together. 

6. Soldering seems easy, but it really isn’t - please leave 

this to your repair tech. 

7. Tools are great, but if you don’t use them correctly 

they can cause significant damage - be careful. 

8. Don’t hesitate to call your repair tech, we’re willing 

to help and can sometimes talk you through a repair 

by phone.  

9. Knowing your terminology helps your repair tech. 

10.Before you do anything, ask yourself, “Will this 

damage the instrument?” If the answer is YES, 

MAYBE, or I’M NOT SURE, it’s time to visit the repair 

shop. (Yes, it is on here twice for a reason!!) 

TOOLBOX ESSENTIALS 

 Screwdriver (small flathead 

with a thin tip, Phillips head 

are rarely used but good to 

have too) 

 Mouthpiece puller 

 Spring hook 

 SMOOTH jaw pliers 

 SMOOTH jaw needle nose 

pliers 

 Arbor, also called a 

mouthpiece truer 

 Razor blades  

 Emery board 

 Ruler or straight edge 

 Plumber’s tape 

 Mouthpiece brush 

 Snakes for brass 

instruments 

 Hetman valve oil 

 Slide grease 

 Leak light 

 Ferree’s Corrosion Cracker 

 Feeler gauge 

 Porting tool 

 Water key spring tool 

 Thread locker 

 Mouthpiece cleanser 

 Scotch-Brite for metal (red) 

 Raw hide mallet (to be used 

gently) 

 Strips of fine sandpaper 

 Water key cork assortment 

 Synthetic pad assortment 

 Zip Ties 

 Felt assortment for brass 
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Regular style water key

Cleaning the instrument 

 Most of the problems you will see are caused by a dirty instrument.  

 I recommend doing a full cleaning every 6-8 months, at the very least cleaning the mouthpiece 

and leadpipe once a month. 

o Remove caps, valves and slides, remove felts from valves, put all but the felts in bath with 

warm soapy water. Use a snake on all tubing.  Use scotch bright on tubing, if needed. Apply 

valve oil to valves and slide grease to slides and threads, put it all back together. 

 Oil and grease valves and slides regularly! An easy way to keep your instruments working. 

o I prefer Hetman Valve oil #1 for new instruments, #2 for most used instruments, and #3 for 

older instruments that may have worn valves. 

o Bach Slide grease works very well, the consistency keeps tubes airtight, but allows them to 

move freely with just enough grab. 

o Hetman medium or heavy key oil with needle applicator is excellent for Amado water keys, 

loud springs, and any kind of linkages. 

o Use valve or key oil for Amado water keys (shown below) to prevent from sticking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Make sure valves are in the correct order, since they only work one way. On most instruments 

the number will face toward the mouthpiece. Valve guides must click into place. 

 The felts in the valves determine how much air goes through the tubing. Incorrect size felts will 

affect sound quality. 

 

  BRASS REPAIR 

Amado water key
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Stuck Mouthpieces 

Use your mouthpiece puller on stuck mouthpieces  very easy to fix. 

 Loosen the tightening screws so the tool can fit on the mouthpiece. The bottom anchors 

should securely fit against the leadpipe. 

 Tighten anchors against mouthpiece and then start expanding the puller by using the 

tightening screws. As the puller is expanded you should soon hear a metallic click and the 

mouthpiece will be free. Sometimes it takes some pressure. 

 If it’s really stuck in there, don’t force it, you’ll damage the instrument. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Use the arbor (mouthpiece truing tool) and a mallet to remove dents on a 

mouthpiece shank. Sometimes just forcing the arbor into the mouthpiece 

is enough to remove dents. Be careful not to force the arbor too far into 

the mouthpiece, which can flare out the shank.  

 Keep a supply of water key corks, you’ll only need a few of each size 

since they force fit in.  

 Water key springs are not easy to replace. If the spring anchors are long 

enough put them on the saddle opposite the water key hole. Push the 

key into position and insert the screw. This can be very tricky.  If the 

spring is broken or it’s too difficult to get back on, you can use plumber’s 

tape to seal the hole. 

USE A MALLET TO REMOVE 

DENTS IN A MOUTHPIECE 
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Stuck Slides 

 Stuck slides can be tricky, and trying to force them out can cause significant damage. You can 

GENTLY tap slide tubing while pulling with your hand if you feel confident. Your tech can 

usually take these out quickly. 

 The second valve slide very commonly gets bent from leaving music in the case or taking a hit 

on the slide. GENTLY pull the 

second valve slide to straighten the 

valve casing so the valve moves 

freely again.  You can sometimes 

use the third or first valve tuning 

slides to get more leverage. Do this 

very gently, it probably only needs 

to move a little for the valve to 

move freely again. 

 Trombone slides sometimes just 

need a good cleaning to slide 

freely.  

o To clean a trombone slide, 

take out the inner slide and 

place both slides in warm 

soapy water. Use a snake on 

the outer tubing. Be careful 

to avoid denting the slide.  

 Trombone slides can be 

“sprung” meaning the inner tubes are angled too far 

out or in. The inner tubes should slide into the 

opening of the outer tubes, as pictured on the in the 

first picture above. The picture on the above right 

shows a hand slide that is sprung outward, they can 

be sprung in or out. Hold the inner slide as shown 

Pull tuning slide 
towards bell 

very gently and 
the second 

valve should 
work again.
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near the bracing and gently, and I must stress gently, pull or push them in the right direction to 

remedy this. This is a delicate procedure and as with most instrument repair, you can cause 

bigger problems if you are too aggressive. 

Restringing Rotors 

Restringing a rotor can be tricky and must be done 

correctly. The images on the right show the correct way to 

tie a rotor. 

1. First make sure the string is going through the hole on 

the lever closest to the paddle.  

2. Loop the string over the rotor. Thread through the stop 

arm screw and rotor.  

3. Pull down around the stop arm screw and loop back up. 

4. Thread back through rotor and stop arm screw. Tighten 

the screw.  

5. Pull the string around the rotor. 

6. Insert string into the hole on the lever near the screw. 

7. Wrap the string around the screw and underneath itself. 

8. Tighten the screw. The valve should work properly 

now. 

 Use an oil with a needle applicator to oil both spindles 

on rotor valves, shown to the left.  A heavier weight oil 

like Hetman Medium or Heavy key oil works great, rotor oil works as well. 

 Additionally, valve oil can also be applied through tuning slides to help the 

rotors move freely.  

 Rotor valves need to line up correctly with the markings on the 

back plate shown to the right in the first photo. Alignment will 

affect the sound quality. The rotor should line up with the marking 

when it is in the open position and pressed down. Adding or 

removing bumper material will put this in the correct position.

PHOTO FROM GUIDE TO BRASS MUSICAL 

INSTRUMENT REPAIR BY CHRISTOPHER BLUEMEL 
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Woodwinds have more moving parts than brass and many parts that rely on each other to 

function. Different things can cause problems and sometimes there are multiple reasons for a 

problem. 

Tips & Tricks 

 Swabs should be used every time the instrument is played.  Removing excess moisture out 

of the instrument decreases the amount of moisture that can be absorbed into the pads, 

which can damage them.  I prefer swabs over pad savers. The pad savers just absorb the 

moisture and sit there; while swabs completely remove the moisture from the body of the 

instrument. 

 A clean mouthpiece will help keep the instrument from getting dirty inside. Washing with 

lukewarm water (never hot as this can warp the mouthpiece), and using non-abrasive soap 

or toothpaste will keep the mouthpiece clean.  

 You CAN put on too much cork grease. When too much is applied, the grease will work its 

way under the cork and eat at the glue. Just a little bit is needed when it’s getting difficult 

to put on.  

 Generally, keep an eye on all screws/rods and pads to make sure nothing is falling out. 

 Closed pads such as G# and Eb on saxophones tend to get sticky and stay closed. Some 

pads just make a sticking sound, although they don’t stick. Put a dollar bill, pad paper, or 

fine grit sandpaper, 400-600, with tape on the back, (making sure the sanding side is facing 

the tone hole) between the pad and tone hole. Close the pad firmly and pull the material 

out to keep most pads from sticking. 

 

  WOODWIND REPAIR 
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Springs 

 A common problem with woodwinds is a spring that has come off its cradle, which means 

the key cannot move on its own. Look for a piece of metal that looks like a needle - usually 

attached to a post as shown in the picture. The spring should be sitting in the cradle as in 

the second picture. If it is not in the cradle, as shown in the first picture, use your spring 

hook to push or pull the spring back on the cradle.  

 

Corks 

 Key corks are mostly used to quiet keys and will not change the way the instrument plays. 

However, on some instruments the cork is used to close a secondary key rather than 

adjustment screws. In this case, it is best to bring it to a tech, but in an emergency, you can 

attach a cork that is close to the correct size so the instrument functions correctly until you 

can get to a repair tech. Sometimes tape or a piece a paper can work too. 

 Neck corks and tenon corks can usually be easily replaced. If you don’t have cork, you can 

use plumbers tape or string to build up what’s left, so the mouthpiece or clarinet joint will 

fit properly. Some suppliers sell precut corks that you can apply and sand down to the 

proper size. 

 All sorts of things can cause leaks, and usually the problem is the key above the one used 

to play whichever note is not working. Bent keys sometimes can cause leaks and simply 

straightening them out can fix the problem. If isn’t too badly bent, you can sometimes 

straighten the key with your hand by pushing or pulling it in the direction it needs to go. 
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The keys can break, so you need to be careful! Remember to ask yourself if what you are 

doing will damage the instrument!  

Pivot Screws & Hinge Rods 

 As you can see from the photo, pivot screws and hinge rods are very different.  

 Pivot screws are usually on longer keys. They screw into the post and into the key. If they 

are too tight, the key will bind. Slowly back out the screw and operate the key at the same 

time; as soon as it springs back on its own, it’s good to go.  

 If a key is visibly bent, sometimes, if possible, straightening it out can fix the problem, 

though the pivot screws might also be bent, which will also cause the key to bind. 

 Hinge rods go through the key and if the key is binding in this case, it is either bent or 

dirty. If it’s possible to remove the rod, clean it with alcohol and reoil it and it will 

probably work again. If it’s bent, you’re better off bringing it to your tech. 

Pads 

 Pads are difficult to replace, and really should be done by a tech. The tone hole needs to 

be flat, the key cup needs to be flat, and when you put the pad into the key cup with glue, 

it needs to be heated up and “floated” to close on the tone hole correctly.  

 If a pad falls out and you are not able to make it to your repair tech, a synthetic pad will 

work in a pinch. Remove the old pad, find the size that fits best; it should be a snug fit.  

Remove the adhesive backing on the new synthetic pad and place in pad cup. Press the 

key down to make an impression on the pad and it should be ready to play. This is only a 

TEMPORARY fix; bring it to your tech to have a real pad installed. 
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Saxophones 

 The adjustment screws, 

shown in the picture, on 

the F# key, control both 

the Bb bis key and the 

G# key. When pressing 

the F key down it keeps 

both keys closed. On most 

saxes, the G# key opens 

when the low notes, C#, B, 

and Bb are played. If that 

opens those notes won’t 

play. To fix this, back the screw out to where it is not touching the key. Then tighten the screw 

to where it just touches when the F key is pressed. Playing a D, push the G# key, and if the 

tone changes, you can continue to 

adjust the screw. Be careful not to over 

tighten or the saxophone will not play 

correctly.  

 The octave key can be a tricky 

mechanism. The octave key that is on 

the neck needs to open when the 

octave key is pressed with the left 

thumb. When the player pushes the 

octave key and G key down, the key 

on the neck needs to close and  the 

secondary octave key needs to open. If the octave 

key is not closing properly, adjust the key by 

holding the lower part of the neck key and gently 

pushing the part where the pad is or vice-versa, 

whichever way the key needs to move. 

Octave key lower part 
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 Low Eb/C touch pieces sometimes get bent and hit 

each other, causing the keys to not move freely. 

Usually the Eb can be straightened by hand so that it 

doesn’t hit the C key. 

 

 

 The left hand table can also get bent; usually the low 

Bb key is too close to the others, and needs to be straightened, 

by gently pushing it down.  

 

 The neck does not need grease. It should be a dry fit. Grease 

here can attract dirt and dust. 

Flutes 

 Head joint corks can 

sometimes get 

positioned in the wrong 

place. The flute rod 

usually has a line on it, 

and when inserted in the 

head joint, the line 

should be right in the middle of the embouchure plate opening as shown.  If not , you can push 

or pull the cork to the right spot. If it won’t stay in place it probably needs to be replaced. If it’s 

too small, a layer of plumbers tape can help it seal and stay in the right place. 

 Flutes are very sensitive and 

the adjustment screws are 

very important. They help 

close secondary keys when 

another key is pressed. You 
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can usually see which key is supposed to close another and once you determine where the 

problem is, you can adjust the screw. If you over adjust, the main key won’t close and you still 

won’t be able to play. Turn the screw, less than an eighth of a turn each time, keep checking to 

see when the key is closed.  

 The G# key 

shown here, 

commonly gets 

bent, and makes 

it so that key or 

surrounding keys 

won’t close. 

 The screws on 

the trill keys are 

sometimes too 

tight, causing the 

keys to bind. Slowly back out the screw until the keys move freely. 

 Tenons on the flute need to be clean; this will make it easier to assemble the flute. 

 

Clarinets 

 The bridge key is where a lot of problems start on the 

clarinet. The bridge key needs to close the 1 and 1 Bb 

and allow the lower ring pad to close. The cork can 

sometimes get knocked off when it is being assembled; it 

is essential to press the second ring key down when 

assembling. A piece of cork, the thinnest you have, can 

be applied to the underside of the bridge key. This can 

fix the problem, but adjustments might be needed. 

 If the second finger pad isn’t closing, holding the pad 

down and pushing on the bridge key can get these to 

close together.  
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 When the ring key on the lower joint stays open, holding the bridge 

down and then pushing the lower key down should move the bridge 

pieces to where they both close at the same time.  

 The side Bb on the upper joint commonly gets 

bent, preventing the key from closing correctly. 

Using your SMOOTH jaw pliers, you can 

straighten this key out . Usually it just needs to be 

moved enough so it doesn’t hit the key next to it.  

 There is an adjustment screw on the throat A key. 

If this screw is in too far, it will prevent the A key 

from closing and the clarinet won’t play. The 

screw can be backed out, as long as it still opens the Ab key.  

 The left hand levers on the lower joint sometimes get bent and can be 

straightened out using the smooth jaw pliers. 

 Remember that wood swells and shrinks; avoid extreme temperature 

changes. If joints get stuck, it’s best to bring it to your tech. 

 When the E/B key is pressed, it needs to close the F/C key. If it’s not closing, you can hold the 

crow’s foot and press down the low F/C key until they close together . Be careful not to go too 

far and make the low E/B stay open. If that happens, hold the low F/C key down and push the 

crow’s foot up. 

 

 

Low F/C Crow’s foot 

Low E/B 
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Double-reed instruments 

 Double reed instruments are very touchy, and you can cause significant damage. It is usually 

difficult to find the problem, so it is best to bring it to your repair tech.   

 

Wrap-up 

Must-have tool 

 A Bobcat mouthpiece puller is an essential tool to have! Get on 

amazon, Woodwindbrasswind.com, or other online supplier 

Key Suppliers 

 J. L. Smith, www.Jlsmithco.com – They have peel and stick pads for 

woodwinds, peel and stick corks for brass. Precut key corks, precut 

neck and tenon corks. Felts for brass. Various tools, full “Director’s kits” 

expensive but has everything you’ll ever need. 

 MusicMedic, www.musicmedic.com precut tenon and neck corks, 

some good articles for repair, though can be more technical. 

 Ferree’s https://www.ferreestoolsinc.com all sorts of tools, rawhide and 

canvas hammers are sold here 

Books 

 Band Instrument “Quick Fix” Repair Solutions – Written By Gregory Biba 

 Stuff Band Directors Need to Know: A Practical Repair Guide For 

Everyday Problems – Written By Melody L Choplin 

 

http://www.musicmedic.com/
https://www.ferreestoolsinc.com/

