The Lambeg Drum

Creating Ulster’s unique traditional instrument
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'Few other 1nstrum’%nts can match theEL‘&m-beg drum for size ané;-sheervolume
This i impressive percussion instrumen unlqueto the ProerCC of Ulster, and is no
~ made anywhere else Itisin fac largest double sided 1 rope tensmn drum in the

- and is thought to be the loudest folk i instrument on the planet! The Lambeggtum‘isﬁ

: perhaps most usually assoc1atedtW1th the O-range tradltlon, where it is o

hlstoncal ev1dence documentmg this pecuhar percussion instrument. However,;'
€ m)(suque surroundmg its invention and creation has given rise to many ¢ d'H"ereno
% stories and folklore, which have become as much a part of the Lambegdru iming "
tradltron as the music 1tself o ST e

Ther_e are several dlfferent theorles surroundmgthe orlgms of the Lambeg drum %
3 One such theory that explams the tltle Lambeg suggests that the drum ms‘ﬁh&t
Ay - builtin the v1llage of Lambeg, near Llsburn - : i

Another popufar theory is that the drums were ﬁrst beaten_w_lth canes at ameetrhgm :
Lambeg in the 18705 Lambeg drums are tradmonallg beate‘n"mth curved Ma‘llacc' T

or Bamboo canes, as opposed to ball- headed sticks. -

“Some argUe that the drum was first mtroduced by contmenj_:eth 1lham1te soldlers m
~ the summer of 1690, and that the drum was played: by these tr00ps WhllSt camped Q;t
Lambeg en route from Carrrckfergus to the Battle of the Boyne T
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Another promment- story in Lambeg foIklore connected to the B,atﬂe of the Boyne _' ., T

ng Wﬂha:rns drumm.er boyhad faﬂen asleep after eatlng a suppcr con51stmg of brea,d
_An op’pol‘tuhis..trc \X/Een flew down -and began to peck at the crumbs Iymg onthe .
drum head TFus ﬂo‘i&eciﬁsed J:he boy to wake from hrs slex:pﬁrst in T.ime-to dlsc-over -

Second-generation Lambeg Drum maker, Dennis Morrow, in his workshop. All the Lambeg drum
making processes detailed in this booklet are Dennis’s preferred methods and techniques, handed
down to him by his father, William Morrow.




At the very start of the drum making process,
suitable White Oak boards are selected. A suitable
board needs to be at least 12 feet long by 13 or 14
inches wide. Each board is checked for defects in
the grain of the wood which could potentially cause
the timber to crack when they are bent into shape.

The edges of the oak boards are straightened
with a jack plane.

One of the oak boards (half of the drum shell) on a piece of equipment called the “centre”. This custom
made implement allows the board to be curved into the drum shape. The board is soaked in water until
it contains sufficient moisture to allow it to be bent under pressure around “the centre.” Each half of the
drum needs to remain on the drum centre for a minimum of three weeks in order to retain its shape.




Removing hoop timber from steamer. (Note how the end is tapered
or “scarved.”) The timber is extremely hot and needs to handled with
gloves to protect the hands.

Starting a flesh hoop on the “wheel’, another custom-made piece of
equipment. For all the hoops, the timber is taken straight from the
i - . - steamer and turned on the wheel, then clamped and held in position
“Scarving” the oak centre hoop timber. e b e L e S S . : 4 with G clamps. Speed is of the essence when turning timber on the
This process ensures that the two ends f o e A= ’ - wheel, as the wood is more maleable or supple whilst it is still hot and
of the timber merge neatly after being e A7 A : ; g ' e : fresh from the stecamer. The cooler the timber gets, the harder it is to
bent into shape. _ o T <] R ' manipulate into shape.




'

Clamping hoop timber to the wheel.
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The two scarf ends of the hoop are nailed together and left on the wheel -
for some time for the wood to retain the circular shape.

A lot of pressure required to bend
the timber around the wheel!

Close up view of the two scarf o ¢ j T s -, R e i Sy 3 - 4
~ joints coming together. - — i gt e L e | ; : Sometimes ts in the timber cause the wood to break instead of bend!




lticr a sufficient period of time, the hoop is removed from the wheel
and the two scarf ends are glued, clamped and nailed. Brass nails are
traditionally used in drum making, as steel nails tend to oxidise and
cause a blue discolouration to the appearance of the wood. ..
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The two halves of the drum shell ready;for'j(;inting.

The centre héop_xs fitted to one half of the shell. The diameters
of the shell and centre hoop are checked. This drum’s dlamcter
is 3ft Y inch. This is the prefered size of shell, as any increase i
diameter larger than this makes it more difficult to find suﬁia
quahty goa ins to match to the drurn '

A cabinet scraper is used to remove any blemishes on the shell.

The two halves of the shell joined
and centre hoop attached.




The finished shell, with centre hoop and brace hoops clearly

The mouth hoops are attched to the shell and the edges are S5 : visible. The shell of the drum is then sealed with a very light
“trued” or levelled. ; coating of varnish, then it is ready for painting.




This picture shows William Magowan,
professional drum and banner painter in

his “Brush Creations” studio in Garvagh,
Co. Londonderry. The area to be decorated
is primed with a special coating, then acrylic

: paint is applied to the shell of the drum.

: {:ﬁrace hoops are bored using a red-hot poker. The holes are
e-drilled, but the poker seals the grain of the timber to ensure that
e rope passes through freely without any undue friction.




The goat skin is set on a special board to be smoothed
out before being “lapped” onto the flesh hoops. Hoof
glue is applied to the flesh hoops and the skin is then
lapped around them and fastened with copper tacks.
Goat skins from female “nanny” goats are prefered for
drum heads, as they tend to be a lighter and cleaner
skin, making them easier to work with than a male

or “Billy” goat hide.

A finished brace hoop is
given a light coat of varnish.

Hoof glue (made from cow hooves) is a natural wood
working glue traditionally used in all aspects of Lambeg
drum making. It has remained so through the years
despite the development of modern poly-ureathene glues.
Hoof glue, unlike modern glues, can be be unfastened
after setting by applying heat to make it melt. The glue
comes in the form of solid granules, which are then melted
in a glue pot over the pot-bellied stove as shown above.

Freshly lapped skins are inspected
for any potential flaws.




Here Dennis is finishing off the “buffs” of the drum. Buffs play
an essential part in achieving the required level of tension in the
drum heads. Modern Lambegs have fifteen buffs per drum to
ensure the even distribution of tension around the drum head.
These buffs are made from industrial belting, although in the
past buffs were made from leather.

The finished Lambeg

drum, fully assembled.

The ropes used for tensioning

Lambeg drums are traditionally made

from hemp with some linen woven in to add

strength and durability. Approximately 27 metres of

rope is required to thread through the brace hoops and buffs
to secure and tighten the drum heads.
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