
Compendium for EE♭ bass and brass band 

 

Page: 1 of 15  

© 2016 G Colmer (geoff_colmer@hotmail.com) 

This white paper is a collection (or compendium) of how a certain EEb bass player went about things over a 30 year 

period of playing in England. Some thoughts. Some ideas. Just few bits and bobs thrown together that may help 

budding tuba bass players to become better and, more importantly, enjoy their playing more.  There is no real 

structure to the content of the paper, rather snippets and ideas upon a common theme in the context of brass bands. 

It begins with a little personal history on how he ended up on tuba in the first place. This paper was authored in 

2016.  

More information about the player can be found here: www.musica-orichalcinus.eu 

 

COMPENDIUM for EE♭ bass and brass band 

Preamble 

I do not play anymore. I had played at all levels over a period of roughly 3 decades. 

From school group, onto a small-town 4th section band before eventually 

performing with one of the most famous bands’ upon our blue-green planet. Loved 

it all, you know. One thing I never had on this journey was access to a specialist 

tuba teacher – golly, I wish I had had. The way in which I learnt to play the tuba, 

having initially started on tenor horn, was by picking up advice from very good 

players and other sources, before I committed myself to the bass tuba and applied 

the advice I had received in the best way I could. 

This compendium is intended to capture just some of those things that I picked up 

along the way – my journey. Then, how I approached my own self-development as a 

bass tuba player within a British-style brass band. However, if you can get access 

to a specialist tuba teacher then do so!  

I’ll start by giving a brief history of how I ended up on EEb bass before going on to 

some, hopefully, helpful tuba playing tips – read on. 

In the beginning (tuba-wise) 

Having played the tenor horn (quite well, by the way) for a handful of years I moved 

areas and ended up in a new city and, then, attending the local band’s rehearsal 

one evening. There were no vacancies in their horn section and the only seat 

available was on BBb bass. May be if there had been a horn vacancy then I may 

never have played tuba – now there’s something to contemplate over a pint or two. 

That 2nd tier band handed me a mucky, dented, and what was clearly a poor-

condition instrument. I took it home on the bus to the great surprise of my parents 

as I came crashing through the door late that same night. 

I had left school a year or two prior so had no further access to peripatetic teachers 

to help me understand this thing, this bass, this beast, this tuba. I knew no good 

tuba players to call upon. There was no Internet! Nothing to help me except 

membership of a local library. That weekend I went to the library to do some 

research, but there was so little information, just a line or two providing a 

description of the family of tubas. I was stuck! 
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Early failure and withdrawl to safer ground 

Over the first couple of years on BBb I did struggle. Never made any real progress. 

Got so frustrated that I left the band that had first given me that battered ol’ tuba 

and went to another band that offered me a baritone seat. That return to a smaller 

instrument could have signalled the end of my tuba days, simply because I hadn’t 

a clue how to play the thingy. But the seed had been planted if I could only 

understand it, you see?. Life on baritone was ok, but after a year or so my new 

band was struggling for bass players. I was kindly asked to move to BBb. Again, I 

was offered an instrument which should have been sentenced to the scrap-heap 20 

years before it was given to me. I knew I wanted to do a better job this time around.  

Influences & foundations 

I had a birthday coming up and asked my parents for Black Dyke Mills’ RCA LP 

called “Triple Champions”. I really didn’t know much about the band or its history, 

but colleagues in my new band said that they were the best. Wow! Their bass 

section. Never heard anything like it. Such depth. Such sound. I was completely 

enamoured.   

I immediately decided that “Connotations” (https://youtu.be/6sujOtsvrVk) was the 

greatest work in the history of the world and I just wanted to play like them, like 

that on that track, really like them – but how? - I still had no specialist tuba 

teacher and all I knew was what I wanted to sound like – it was one small step 

forward, though. 

There were one or two good players (& friends) in my new band of similar age and 

similar enthusiasm for their instruments as me. I got to attend the National Finals 

at the Royal Albert Hall and hear such wonderful things and listen to so may good 

bass players. But then someone introduced to the name of John Fletcher. That the 

Philip Jones Brass Ensemble were going to be playing in a local hall where my 

small group of enthusiasts could attend. We attended and…… double wow!  

The dark tuba clouds parted and, here, upon that stage were five 

superb orchestral brass players from London, with a genius on tuba, 

the great JF. His sound. His control. His virtuosity. His amazing on-

stage presence.  - And my admiration of his gleaming tuba. 

I cannot express the lasting impression this one evenings’ quintet 

concert made upon me – it was life changing – and, I shall never 

forget it nor that great man of the tuba, he who is sadly no-longer 

with us. 

I wanted to hear more from JF. So I went to the music section of my local library 

and looked for PJBE recordings and, to my lasting joy, I found one or two. Listening 

to their performance of Malcolm Arnold’s “Symphony for Brass” 

(https://youtu.be/KA8NOCR-AHY) was truly inspiring. John Fletcher’s playing on 

that track was stunning. All I knew was that I wanted to play just like that, just 

like him on that track, really, really.  
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From BB♭ to EE♭ 

The impression made upon me by PJBE and, most particularly, of the style and 

sound of John Fletcher was indescribable. As a very young man (and ignorant of so 

many things) I had just realised that there was more than just brass bands, but 

there was orchestral music. Most significantly, the tuba had a foot in both those 

worlds. Yes, I loved Dyke’s bassy basses, but JF was the pinnacle in my eyes and 

had become my singular aspiration as a player. 

I decided to save, beg, and borrow enough money to buy myself a brand new B&H 

lacquered Imperial bass tuba. It went on order and I told my band that I was 

unilaterally leaving BBb and moving to EEb, even if this meant leaving the band. I 

wanted to play like JF and play in an orchestra on EEb and nothing was going to 

stop me. 

A compromise led to me playing the BBb parts on my shiny new EEb, which I loved 

so dearly. My daily home practice was trial and error to get that Fletch sound – 

hours and hours. I even played along with JF in his recordings, such as his 

rendition of Vaughan-Williams’ “Tuba Concerto”. I gathered helpful comments and 

guidance on tuba playing from wherever I could find them. 

I managed to get myself into a very good symphony orchestra sitting next to a 

wonderful friend, character, and exceptionally good bass trombone player. His 

encouragement and the exposure I got playing as an all-alone tuba, furthered my 

development as an orchestral player. My sound was becoming more Wagnerian and 

less brass bandy each day. Was it time to part-company with banding altogether 

and focus on my orchestral work?     

A funny thing happened on the way…. 

I had decided to leave banding and dedicate myself to orchestral work only and 

handed in my notice at my band. The small group of young enthusiasts within that 

band were beginning to spread their wings – one chap had joined Desford and 

another, on bass, was to join City of Coventry who had recently won the Open at 

Belle Vue. I, myself, was lined up with quite a bit of free-lance tuba work around 

the West Midlands. 

The young guy who had joined City was also playing with the National Youth Band 

of Great Britain. In fact, he had a place on their spring course and was not able to 

take his seat with City until after its conclusion. Unfortunately, this left City short 

in their bass department for a contest and I was asked to provide temporary cover.  

Now, I was intending to leave banding, but up to this point I had never, never 

played with a championship standard band, let alone one capable of winning a 

national honour. The test piece was Vinter’s Spectrum and the stick was Major 

Peter Parks. I knew the Major as the conductor of Dyke and the conductor upon 

“Triple Champions” that album that first inspired me. Here I was, then……well, 

temporarily, I was. 
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I put in a huge amount of home practice before attending that first rehearsal with 

City, the Major, Open Champs, and Vinter. I was rather nervous I can tell you. The 

rehearsal went well until the conductor wanted to hear the bass section on a 

particularly difficult passage of the work. I didn’t realise that the Major’s technique 

involved exposing each individual if he didn’t hear what he wanted to hear in the 

first place. So, the bass section played the passage – poorly, by the way. So, he 

then said “You, play it!”. Each player attempted the passage (not so well) before the 

baton was pointed directly at me and, “I don’t know you, play!”. I did play, and even 

though I was quivering in my boots, I absolutely nailed it. He went quiet. Wiped the 

end of his baton and said, “Ah, another one of my discoveries….”.   

You can image what an impression this rehearsal and his words made upon me. 

We won the competition on Vinter and I really enjoyed the overall experience – far 

more than other contests in which I had performed. I offered City my services 

whenever they may need it, again, in the future. They accepted. 

I was asked to attend the first Peter Parks rehearsal after the competition and, by 

the way, also after the enthusiast had returned from the NYBBGB course. I sat well 

down the ranks in the bass section as I was “…only a guest”. The Major looked 

quizzically at me as he started the rehearsal on Gregson’s ‘Essay’ and then 

announced that he wanted to see the Committee at the interval. 

This meeting went on for some time. When the Secretary immerged, alone, he took 

me aside and said that the Major had asked the Committee why I was not ‘top-man’ 

and the position was mine if I wanted it. I snapped his hand off! 

From this point forward it was both top-class banding and orchestral work for me – 

not just free-lancing on tuba. I did leave City a little later and joined Sun Life Band 

where I played in its fabulous bass section for more than 10 years – now, there’s a 

few more tails to tell.  

I have not told you this story for no reason: I have told you it so that you can 

understand that it wasn’t a smooth journey and there were lots of ups and downs 

along the way. My development and improvement as a tuba player never ceased 

over 20 years or so – I learnt something new every day. The paragraphs below just 

highlight some things that I feel are important – read on, read on!  

Sound 

The first, second, and third rules of tuba playing are sound, sound, and…….. 

sound. 

Your sound will be a function of: (a) your breathing & note production technique, 

(b) strength of your embouchure, (c) your posture, (d) the equipment you are using, 

and (e) your commitment. 

The final one in my list (e) commitment may need some explanation. I have sat 

beside, worked with, coached, and listened to many, many tuba players over the 

years. There was a vast array of talent and experience in there, but the occasional 

flaw that I came across, and which I hated with a vengeance, was a laziness and 
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lack of commitment to sound. A player may 

have had all the talent, equipment, and 

attributes but had a sound that would be 

better off on a headland in dense fog blasting 

out to sea. Please, please, please think about 

the noise you’re making. Spend the practice time, appropriate exercises, and 

choose the right music to play that will improve your sound.    

Posture 

When I started on BBb tuba I was not yet fully grown. I was lifting and handling a 

brute of a thing and didn’t I find out soon enough when I cracked my front tooth – 

twice!. My tuba fell backwards towards me, off its stand which was located off the 

bottom bow knob. It taught me to always to be in physical control of this heavy 

thing. 

Therefore, all you parents out there, be sure that when your little, budding, John 

Fletcher asks for a shiny new tuba, that s/he can physically handle the weighty 

and bulky tuba safely. Not all tubas are huge, so select one of appropriate scale to 

your kid. Violin students can start to play on smaller violins, so let’s take their 

lead, and protect your teeth and lower backs!  

If you take good care of your ‘smaller’ tuba then it should hold its value well 

enough when the time comes and for you to scale-up to a full-sized monster. 

The above paragraphs are not exactly about posture, are they? However, being in 

physical command of your instrument and that your tuba’s size is relative to your 

body’s size is vital in achieving good posture – otherwise you will find it difficult, if 

not impossible. 

What is good posture for a tuba player? 

For me, good posture is where your body’s position and that of your tuba are such 

that: 

• You are unlikely to hurt yourself - now or over the years to come,  

• You can breathe correctly (see section below) without restriction, 

• Your body is not under physical stress caused by holding your tuba wrongly, 

• Your tuba feels comfortable in your arms and you are in command. 

In your personal practice regime begin by choosing a solid & stable chair, ideally 

without arm rests as these can impact on good posture. The chair should be placed 

away from nearby obstructions - preferably there should be 1.5m (60”) of clear 

space around the chair for safety. 

Without your tuba sit down upon your chair. Make sure that the top half of your 

legs above the knee are parallel to the floor. Your knees should be roughly in-line 

with your shoulders which, themselves, should be square to your legs. Your 

backside should be against the back of the chair, but you should not lean your 

back against the chair as this may also restrict breathing.  
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Do not slouch or twist.  

The slope of your back should be vertical or slightly tilted 

forward.  

Already you may be thinking that if you are not fully grown 

then it may not be practical to sit upon a seat as I have 

described. For sure this is a challenge, but endeavour to 

have all your body parts in roughly the right place as best 

you can. 

For a year or two in the early days I sat upon a small, hard, cushion to give me a 

little more height when sat thus ensuring my posture was just so. I was also 

fortunate to play a Sovereign with a John Fletcher lead pipe with Sun Life – the 

mouthpiece was far lower than the ‘brass band’ model, but improved my posture no 

end. 

Once you are sat correctly then lift your instrument onto your lap (or stand). How 

ever you lift it please make sure you do it smoothly and confidently. Avoid over-

exertion and, most importantly, avoid placing undue stress on your lower back. 

This is equally true whether you are young or super-fit or a bit older.  

The tuba should be in-balance as you hold it. There should be no feeling that it 

may topple or slip as you are playing. You should not have to stretch or twist or 

contort to play your tuba when it is in the correct position as you are sat. 

If possible, get someone to hold a long mirror nearby so that 

you can observe your own posture with your tuba. It should 

look natural. It should look comfortable. No body twists or 

unseemly bends. If you were to draw an imaginary line up your 

body’s wind-pipe to the lead-pipe of your tuba then you should 

observe: (a) a nice 90o right angle between your body’s wind-

pipe and your tuba’s lead-pipe, (b) each arm of this right-angle 

should have no kinks or bends in them, eg. the line drawn out of your mouth, 

through your embouchure, into the mouthpiece, and finally into the lead-pipe 

should be straight – or, as straight as it can be. 

To demonstrate why it is important to have straight lines you should try a couple of 

things (without your tuba) but sat in your chair. Sit as I have described and 

breathe as you would if playing. Now, twist your torso, rotating your shoulders 

around to the left-hand side as far as you can. Try to breathe correctly again. See 

how restricted your breathing feels? Now, let’s square your shoulders but place 

your whole back onto the back of the chair and trying breathing correctly. Again, 

you should feel very restricted.  

Therefore, getting sat correctly and your body (& tuba) in the correct position 

directly affects how well you are able to beathe correctly and this, in turn, affects 

how well you can play. It’s worth spending an hour or two to get it just right.  

Having a friend to work with you and make observations along the way will be 

really helpful, too.  
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Breathing 

Volumetrically the tuba is the largest of all conventional brass 

instruments. Your method of breathing is extremely important 

as it is for all brass players, but more so for tuba players 

because of volume. I took my method of breathing very 

seriously because it directly impacted on my overall control, 

sound, intonation, tuning, dynamics, and note production. 

I will not delve too far into this subject except to make reference 

to John Ridgeon’s book, “How do brass players do it”, which 

explains the technical aspects really simply – a ripping good 

read and very inexpensive. I followed JR’s tips and directions on how to breathe 

correctly and found them immensely valuable.  

Now, I could cover circular-breathing, but I won’t as it’s a cheat, even though a 

cheat I used very often. 

Production 

Although note production on a tuba is very closely linked to correct breathing (Mr. 

Ridgeon) I wish to cover a couple things that I focussed upon within my practice. 

“….To start a note one must release the tongue from your pursed lips, as if you are 

spitting something off the tongue and out your mouth…”. It was something like this 

that I was taught when I started on tenor horn – good advice and a fair description 

of note production.  

For the bass tuba we need to move beyond this basic approach to producing a note. 

Much of my practice regime was structured on playing with the best sound that I 

could muster with JF’s sound standard in my head. This included how that note 

started, especially when being asked to play very quietly. To be able to produce a 

quality note very quietly requires a good breathing method and limiting, or 

removing completely, the use of the tongue to start the note. This clearly 

contradicts what I was taught on horn, but let me explain further. 

You can start a note with no tongue. If fact, when I did demonstrate this technique 

to brass pupils, I would play at forté and with percussive accents at the start of 

each note. All this was done without tongue (or spitting) – just breathing correctly 

and pressure which was created by my diaphragm. 

You do not need your tuba to practice John Ridgeon’s breathing method or practice 

using your diaphragm to produce a note. Here, if you said “ha!”, but said it so that 

you accented its starting “h”. The more and more violently you did this, the more 

quickly you exhale, and the more your belly (in my case, a big one) should kick – 

this kick is being induced by your really big breathing muscle, yes, the diaphragm. 

This is the effect that we are going to use to play quietly and start the note without 

any tongue explosion. In opposition, if we said “two!” violently then we hear the 

impact of the tongue. 
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Now you know the feeling of pressure (kick) that the diaphragm can create by a 

violent “ha!”. Let’s make it softer and longer “haaaaaaaa……a” as if lowering 

yourself into a warm welcoming bath tub. Concentrate on using your diaphragm, 

still, as the softer you say the “h”. Try placing a hand on your stomach area – say 

“ha!” then “haaaaaaa……a” softly to ensure the diaphragm is still doing the job. 

When you feel the time is right simply drop “ha” and breathe out using the 

pressure from your diaphragm. Keep practising this without your tuba, and don’t 

worry about all the odd looks you are getting from the people around you in the 

restaurant or office or at the bus stop. 

After you have practised without your tuba for a day or so, it will be time to try it 

with. Warm-up first and don’t rush in. Take the instrument off your chops and say 

“ha!” and “haaaaaa….a” before placing the mouthpiece and push gently with your 

diaphragm and hey presto! In a week or two you will find a lot of benefit, but it may 

take a few weeks or months to be able to use this technique in every work you are 

asked to play. Finally, when it starts to feel natural re-introduce the tongue into 

your note production, but what you should find is that its action is far less 

aggressive and the tongue becomes more a tool for pressure control, rather that 

starting off a note.    

Embouchure 

The embouchure, or that array of muscles around your chops, is delicate. Warming 

up and, more importantly, warming down are essential to avoid muscle strains and 

even bruising. Take great care of your embouchure. 

I went as far as never wet-shaving for years because I felt a little raw afterwards. I 

would also take great care of the rim of my mouthpiece. I would meticulously 

ensure that it remained smooth, free of scratches, and that the plating was wholly 

intact. This attention ensured by embouchure was protected from damage by the 

mouthpiece, itself. 

To strengthen my embouchure, especially after a break when I hadn’t practiced 

every day, I would do particular exercises from Arban’s “Cornet Method”. Not the 

flying around exercises, but the most simple ones in the whole book – see excerpt 

below.  

 

I would set a metronome to a crotchet equals 60, or a tad slower, and, without a 

break, play from exercise no.17 to the end of no.24 at this relatively slow tempo. 

Not too loud. But checking that my note production was good, sound excellent, and 

that each note’s pitch didn’t wonder around. Yes, it’s a terribly boring thing to 

practice, but gosh didn’t it soon strengthen my chops when they needed it. If I 
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needed to work on the outer registers then I simply played it an octave lower or 

higher. This continual set of exercises seems easy, but let me tell you it is far from 

that.  

Mouthpiece 

The choice of mouthpiece is of great importance and will 

impact on the sound that you are producing, not simply 

the premium make of your instrument. For the greater 

part of my career I used a Vincent Bach 24AW. In fact, 

most of the Sun Life Band’s bass section played using this 

model. I found the wide rim very comfortable, but my 

reason for using it was my sound was so much mellower 

than when using other makes and models. For sure, it 

made playing in the upper register more problematic, but 

this was a small price to pay for its clear advantages to 

me.  

Cavity, smavity 

I was given the snippet, “….play the tuba as if you had a golf ball in your mouth.” 

This is a little crude in explanation, but I now understand what they were trying to 

say to me at the time. 

Your tuba sound does not just emerge out of the bell of your instrument. The air 

around the whole instrument, not just the bell, resonates when you are playing. 

Your body, your head, your sinuses, etc., etc., will resonate when you are playing. 

Subliminally you feel that you ‘sound’ better as the air around your instrument and 

your body warmly resonates as you play – hence, may be why instrument makers 

are making thinner and thinner gauge bells and playing is not fun when you have a 

head cold. 

Therefore, it is about the sound out of your bell, 

but it is also about how the sound resonates 

about you and through your body. Increasing the 

void in your mouth as you are blowing helps in 

both of these cases, however, I would liken it to a 

mouthful of soft Highland toffee not a hard golf 

ball.  

I would also like to add that I would not criticise any player for slightly puffing their 

cheeks. The embouchure should remain taught at all times, but an ever so slight 

puffing of the cheeks will help to seal the embouchure to your wide tuba 

mouthpiece and reduce any buzzing (loss of air from sides).       

Third finger 

The tuba is a big fella. Compare it to a tenor horn or cornet. Each bit of the tuba is 

geographically well-apart from its other parts. This includes the three-in-a-line 

piston valves (sorry, never played rotaries). With these valves being further apart, 
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so your fingers need to be spread further apart. Add to this that the piston stroke 

length is far longer and springs more powerful. This clearly means that the forces 

needed to be applied by your fingers to depress each valve is far more. This greater 

spacing does also affect suppleness and speed that your fingers can work, too. 

It is crucial that you strengthen your fingers, especially for valves no.2 and no.3, 

and your overall suppleness. Through a third party I was told of a John Fletcher 

exercise to do this. It is very simple but, I found, hugely effective – see the short 

progression of notes below.  

 

Begin playing this progression slowly. Repeat it again and again with increasing 

tempo, each time getting steadily quicker and quicker. Do not increase tempo until 

your fingers are fluid and the run is neat and clear – slurr or tongue it doesn’t 

really matter too much. This exercise was easy for me to remember and I cannot 

remember a day when I didn’t do this exercise. It took a few weeks to see 

improvement but it did make a huge difference to my playing in the practice of this 

simple little thing. 

For most of my playing career in brass bands I played a Besson Sovereign 981. In 

the early days of practising this progression I was advised by an instrument retailer 

that I knew that Yamaha springs would work in the Besson I had. Allowed to try a 

set of borrowed Yammy springs - I was impressed - immediately I purchased and 

fitted a set.  

Piston valves use compression springs. The free length of the Yamaha spring was 

shorter, but I increased the length to match the ones I was replacing by gently 

pulling at them from each end until the lengths matched. The wire diameter and 

number of coils were very different, but what this all meant after fitting was that 

the new springs felt so much lighter and less hard work when fingering quickly. 

The only disadvantage was that my valves would stick sooner if I hadn’t cleaned 

and oiled them on a regular basis as I should. All in all a simple change for the 

better. 

Jaw dropping 

Playing of very low notes (pedalling) can be, for some, a life-long vocation on tuba. I 

was pretty good at it, especially as I learnt my trade, so to speak, having to play 

some of Shostakovich’s orchestral symphonies, which are often loud and very, very 

low. I have also performed with one or two really amazing players that could pedal 

like no-one could – their sound in the basement was truly unctuous and the 

bedrock of the band. 

Anyway, my approach to pedalling was not to push too much air into my 

instrument. Almost imagine your tuba filled with lovely white ping-pong balls and 
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that you are going to gently push one in as one falls out of the bell at the other end 

as you do so. Don’t push too much air through! – think of the air-flow being wide 

and slow. 

Next, you need to drop your jaw from its normal position 

when playing in the mid  to high register. To understand 

what I mean do the following without your tuba or 

mouthpiece – just you.  Take your left hand’s thumb and 

forefinger and gently hold your chin. Then make your 

embouchure as if you were playing (blowing) normally in 

mid-register. Now, very slightly drop your lower jaw whilst 

maintaining your embouchure. The jaw should drop and 

go slightly backwards (chin withdrawing towards your throat) with your bottom lip 

following. Try this a few times and your finger and thumb should indicate what’s 

physically happening. Once you are happy then pick-up your tuba. 

After a few goes you will find the right amount of jaw drop that will allow you to 

pedal freely – you may find that you have to blow into the lower half of the 

mouthpiece during these first efforts. But do not attempt to play loudly at this 

initial stage – concentrate on quality of sound and not pushing too much air in and 

play only long notes. It may also help to reduce the pressure applied by your 

embouchure upon the mouthpiece, if the pedals don’t come too easily. 

After a bit of trial and error you should soon find it comes. At this time you can 

practice playing louder as you become more confident – even when you are louder 

you should not push too much air through. Once you have nailed ‘louder’ then you 

can try staccato notes and pedal scales et al. 

Vibrato 

I have to spend some time talking about the use of vibrato when playing tuba. If 

you had asked me my opinion in the mid-1980’s then I was dead against it. I 

played with a straight sound as I believed it best, with some conviction, having 

spent a lot of my time in orchestras and wouldn’t be influenced by brass band 

wobbling. How wrong I was! 

To me a brass band bass tuba has to do a greater variety of work than that of their 

orchestral counterpart. The subtle use of vibrato is an effective tool. The playing of 

a melody with warm vibrato is something to be admired. For sure, in my ignorance, 

I thought orchestral brass players played only straight, which is certainly not true, 

but I failed to grasp that or to explore how vibrato could improve my sound in 

particular circumstances. In my later years of playing I did learn and used vibrato 

more and more, something I should have learnt far earlier than I did.    
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The next few sections are about what industry calls ‘asset care’ or looking after 

your tuba. Please always follow manufacturer’s recommendations.  

Use of valve oil 

Over many, many years I must have tried every sort of valve oil there ever was. I 

even remember ordering a special batch of ‘designer’ oil that was mixed by a 

researcher at a famous US university. But, I always seemed to return to using the 

Swiss-manufactured La Tromba (www.la-tromba.ch). 

For me it always provided a smooth glide and it didn’t break-down too quickly. For 

a number of my playing compatriots it was because it smelt nice – do you believe 

it? 

Oil is needed, whatever make and model you decide upon – all part of the science of 

tribology you know. The oil is held upon the ‘rough’ surfaces of the valve and valve 

casing – under a microscope the surfaces are ‘rough’ no matter how shiny they may 

look to the eye. The oil improves the glide of the piston and prevents sticking, but it 

also reduces valve noise, loss of blowing pressure, extends the life of the valve, and 

doesn’t cost the earth. 

I’ve seen players not put any oil on their valves. Seen them polish the valves with 

Brasso. Wipe the valves down with one of those orange dust cloths. Handle them by 

putting their fingers all other the valve surfaces. All these things I would not 

recommend, even if those that do it whole-heartedly believe in it (NB: I am an 

engineer by profession and believe I may speak with some authority, here). 

I would oil my valves when it was needed. This may have been every time I picked 

my tuba up to play, but it was always at least once a week.  

By the way, I occasionally popped a few drops down the lead-pipe and then blew 

very vigorously, which act helped to protect this narrowest part of the tuba’s 

pipework up to the nearby valve set.   

Finally, make sure you oil your valves before a break, ie. when off on holiday and 

your tuba is going to be un-played for a time. This should reduce the risk of 

tarnishing and seizure whilst away. 

Bathing beauty 

This has to be said, so I’m going to say it. You are constantly spitting into your 

tuba. Inside your tuba is a mucky place and one where bacteria will thrive. You are 

constantly handling your baby and placing it over your chops. It is important that 

you keep things clean or it will get smelly and ugly. 

I once bathed an old tuba that I had just been given to play and what can only be 

described as yogurt came out of it when it was washed – urrrrh! 
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I would also add that all the compensating and other sliding joints of your tuba will 

seize if left alone for too long. Therefore wiping away old petroleum jelly and 

refreshing with new should be done reasonably regularly. 

Soaking 

To bath my tuba, done every few months, I would run a bath with warm (not 

scalding hot) water and add a small amount of washing-up liquid until the bath 

was about two-thirds full. This cleaning liquid is a mild detergent and will help to 

loosen anything from the internal surfaces of your tuba that needs it. Do not be 

stupid enough to use any other (stronger) house-hold cleaners as this could cause 

lasting damage to your beautiful tuba. 

Whilst the bath was running I would place a large clean bath towel upon the floor. I 

would remove everything that could be removed from the tuba – valves, slides, 

caps, springs, felts, etc. These would placed upon the towel as they were removed. I 

would take careful note of slide positions before removal, so that it could be 

returned to that position after cleaning. Valves would be laid upon the towel in 

careful order so that they, too, could be returned to the casing from where it came. 

Once everything was off the tuba I would gently lower it into the warm soapy water, 

being careful not strain my lower back in the process. Once in I would check that 

the water level covered the valve casing, topping up the warm water if needed.  

At this time I would ensure that any trapped air in the tuba was removed, ensuring 

that the warm water was within all internal parts of the pipework. This involved 

lifting the tuba from the water and rotating it gently.  – Please take greatest care 

when lifting a tuba full of water. It’s very, very heavy. It’s centre of gravity can shift 

quickly. It’s very slippery – tuba and bathroom floor. Look after your back! If you do 

not wish to do this, or are not capable of doing this, then use a short hose to blast 

fresh warm water into the internals as best you can. 

Now, leave your tuba to soak for 10 minutes or so. After this time I would return 

and lift the tuba from the water, rotate it, and then return it to the water. This act 

would help agitate the warm water inside, remove any trapped air not already 

vented, and help to loosen anything that needed loosening. 

You can add some of the slides to this soak during this process, but do be careful 

to avoid damaging them, adding them last to the bath and removing them first 

before moving or rotating the main body of your tuba. If I didn’t soak them I would, 

however, place some warm water from the bath into the slide – thumb placed over 

each open end of the slide – agitate the water inside vigorously before draining the 

water and repeating.  
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Just so we are clear, when you wish to remove any 

water (or spittle for that matter) from your tuba you 

should rotate it bell-wards (OUT). When I was in mid-

soak in bathing my tuba I was rotating it the other way 

(IN). 

Whilst it was soaking in the bath I would use a nylon bristle flexible brush, 

especially down the lead-pipe, to clean the pipework and casings where I could get 

access. Never force brushes in – use them gently. Never push them in too far. Make 

sure you check the condition of your wire brush before/ after use. Repeated 

bending of the brush’s wire will eventually lead to wire breakage and we don’t want 

to leave a snapped-off brush a long-way down in the internals of our tuba, do we?.   

Valve washing 

Valves were always soaked and washed separately as they are highly prone to 

damage. In the wash basin next to the bath I would soak the valves – without caps 

or felts – as with the main body of the tuba. Every 5 minutes gently agitating them 

in the warm soapy water, and with careful brushing, before rinsing them under 

running water afterwards. 

I would dry them with a lint-free cloth and lay them, in order, upon a clean bath 

towel before re-fitting. 

It is worth rinsing the valve springs under fresh running water, too. 

Draining & drying 

After 30 minutes or so of soaking, and rotating, I would pull the plug and drain the 

bath, whilst rotating (OUT) my tuba of any water inside. Once all the water was 

drained I would use a short hose to place a small amount of fresh water down the 

bell, before rotating (OUT) it and draining that fresh water from the tuba. The hose 

would be used on the valve casing and other pipework in the same manner.   

Now, fully drained, I would lift the washed tuba body from the bath and place it 

upon a bath towel and dry it using another. I would not use the drying towel on the 

inside of the valve casing as this may leave lint in this delicate and seizable area of 

the tuba’s mechanism. A clean lint-free cloth would be passed through each part of 

the valve casing to dry it thoroughly.    

Once fully dry I replaced each slide ensuring it had be bathed and refreshed with 

petroleum jelly. Wipe away any excess jelly after fitting. Any plastic or felt parts 

that looked tired or damaged would be replaced. 

The valves were oiled, fitted with new felts when needed, and returned to their tuba 

home. 
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Above all, take your time. This should take up to a couple of hours. Do it when pets 

and small children are not around. Make sure you avoid damaging your tuba as it 

is so easy to do so during such cleaning. Especially, make sure you take 

precautions and avoid hurting yourself during cleaning. 

For those with a shower only……..well, let’s say I’ve done it with a few modifications 

to the bathing technique. 

In conclusion 

Well that has covered just a few things that I picked up over the years, not all, but 

some pretty important ones I would say. 

Should you have any questions then do email me and I will do my best to provide 

some input.  

All the best. Tuba on! 

 

Disclaimer 

This white paper describes what this player did when playing tuba and does not advise what you should do. That is 

your choice! Things may have changed over the years and it may no-longer be so. Manufacturer’s recommendations 

should always be followed, even if this paper contradicts them. Take care of your tuba and yourself too. If you decide 

to follow what this player did then you are culpable if it goes wrong, but it did work way back then for him, for sure.  


