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I purchased my organ (Figures 2 & 3) in 1994 from Mr.
MacKinnon’s son.  The organ sat for a number of years and the
plastic tubing had turned to oil and soaked the Wurlitzer unit
valves. After rebuilding the unit valves and retubing the organ, it

played well but I was not satisfied with a couple of physical fea-
tures of the organ. The vacuum pump exhausted to the inside of the
organ. The exhaust was quite warm and raised the temperature sig-
nificantly inside the case, which, in turn, affected the stability of
the pipes. 

The vacuum pump is mounted on top of the hinged end of the
pressure reservoir. This required that a flexible vent be made to get
the hot exhaust air outside the organ case. Aluminum was used to
fabricate a duct, which was attached over the 6" x 3/8" exhaust slot
on the vacuum box.  Leather was attached to the aluminum and the
inside of the organ case (where a similar size 6" x 3/8" slot was cut)
which allowed the vacuum pump box up and down movement
without obstructing the exhaust going outside the case (Figure 4).

The motor turning the take-up spool was powered by a one
speed A/C motor that did not allow for adjusting the tempo of the
roll. A DC motor with a variable speed control replaced the AC
motor. The speed controller is located on top of the organ case
where it isn’t seen but can easily be reached.

Also, a new blower box was built and a variable speed DC
motor replaced the AC motor allowing more flexibility in supply-
ing pressure for the pipes. A push button was installed on the side
of the organ and connected to the rewind tube from the tracker bar
to permit the roll to be re-wound at any point during the playing of
the roll. A few other minor adjustments were made and the organ
now plays quite well.

Figure 4. The revised venting of the vacuum pump to the outside of the
organ case. 
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Open wooden pipes, usually vio-
lins, are generally tuned by
adjusting a thin metal slide with-

in a slot cut into the the end of the pipe.
In some organs, there are one or more
pipes that were made too short, and are
already tuned as flat as they can be with
this slide.  Such a pipe presents a prob-
lem if it is still sharp to the rest of the
organ (mine was), or the organ is to be
tuned to a lower pitch or in a different
temperament (Equal, Meantone, etc.).

My own Raffin 31er had a violin
pipe that had been made too short, and
had a piece of thin cardboard glued
across the open end, blocking about 1/3
of the opening, in an attempt to bring it
down to correct pitch.  It was over 20
cents sharp relative to A=440, although
the rest of the organ was tuned 15 cents
sharp (probably A=444; other Raffin
owners say their organs are tuned sharp).
This cardboard piece was so neatly cut
and glued that it may have been a facto-
ry job.

I needed a way to make this pipe
longer, without doing anything ugly that
could not be reversed.  My solution is not
pretty, but can easily be removed or done over
in neater fashion (Figure 1).

Sliding pipe sleeves are commonly used
to tune metal pipes in church organs.  It seems
odd to fit a metal sleeve to a wooden pipe, but
why not?  I carefully measured the pipe's

sides in millimeters, added one or two
mm for the bend creases, and laid out a
pattern on a piece of thin sheet alu-
minum.  Brass or copper would look
better and may be more springy, but
aluminum is what I had on hand for a
first try.

Rather than try to make an airtight
seam, I simply let the sleeve carry on
the tuning slot already cut into the
upper side of the pipe, as shown in the
photo.  Bending the two free sides
inward (before slipping onto the pipe)
gives enough friction to hold the sleeve
in place.

Sliding the sleeve back and forth
on the pipe, I quickly got it in tune.  I
may do the job over in brass for better
aesthetics, but it works fine as it is.

Note that string-voiced pipes part-
ly rely on the side slot to increase the
rich stringy harmonic tones.  If the orig-
inal tuning slide is set all the way to the
pipe top, then the slot is gone.  My
added sleeve restores the slot effect,
while lengthening the pipe to the
required pitch.

Tuning Sleeves for Wooden Pipes

Mike Knudsen

Figure 1. A new tuning slide on a mitered pipe in a 31-note
Raffin hand organ. 


