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Tombébs Corner

How to Have a "Ball" with Your Banjo

The components of the TimbrTronic tone ring system, disassembled

What a great instrument we play. It's not
only fun to delve into a new Bluegrass or
Oldtime tune, but the instrument itself
offers so many possibilities for experi-
mentation and discovery. What other
instrument can you take apart and put
back together with different components
to get different sounds? | can think of a
few, but my point is that the banjo is ver-
satile and each one has a wide range of
adjustability. Of course the drum head of
a banjo imparts its unmistakable banjo
tone, but the type of head and what you
stretch that head over makes for a vari-
ety of sound possibilities.

The Tone Ring

In a conventional banjo the part of the
drum that makes contact with the head is
usually called the tone ring. Some simple
banjos are just wood or metal hoops

without a separate piece to call a tone
ring. Banjos with or without tone rings
can sound nice, but when they have
separate tone rings, the possibility exists
to alter the sound by installing a different
ring.

While changing a tone ring in a regular
Hook-and-nut style banjo is possible, it's
not convenient, and therefore not too
practical. Especially since changing a
tone ring often also involves re-
machining it's mating part, the rim.

So far this doesn't sound like too much
fun. But wait- there is a banjo out there
that makes such switches easy and even
fun. Let me explain Nechville's Cyclo-
tronic tone rings and some of the possi-
bilities that are now possible for banjo

players.
(Continued on page 2)
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sound with a single helically threaded
flange ring that raises the tone chamber
(tone ring and rim assembly) into the head,
thus tightening it. The helical turning motion
that is required to tighten the head makes
the rim also turn, (unless there is a Teflon
strip provided for low friction between these
parts). The mechanism Nechville uses for
ileliminating turning friction and for mounting
#of the tone ring is called the Cyclotronic
System. If you imagine what I've heard of
called a "cyclotron", with electrons chasing
around a big circle and smashing into each
other, you might see where | got the name
for this series of ball bearings or "tone
spheres". These tone spheres roll

around between the tone ring and the rim.
There is a metal cap on wooden rims to
prevent the balls from digging into the rim.
This design allows for easy tightening of
the Helimount's head while the tone ring
mounts in a completely non-dampened
way. Nechville has summoned maximum
benefit from the old ball bearing by use of
its rolling mechanical advantage in combi-
nation with its non damping properties al-
lowing maximum resonance and great
tone from the tone ring.
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The TimbrTronic Tone Ring mounted on
rim with Cyclotronic tone Spheres

Now for the fun part. Follow the progres-
sion of ideas here. The tone chamber of
most popular traditional banjos have a 3-
ply maple rim mated to a heavy Bronze
tone ring. Nechville offers the same combi-
nation, but utilizes a thin strip of Teflon
between the rim and turning flange to keep
the tone chamber from turning. The next
idea was to eliminate the Teflon strip, and
use the rolling tone spheres between the
rim and tone ring. The benefit to this de-
sign is easier head tightening and more
brilliance of tone.

The parts are placed inside the Helimount
frame, and everything is tightened up with
the wrenches.

The same rim and set of rolling spheres
2| can now support other types of tone rings,
and even those that have no side skirt,
Hence revealing the open architecture of
the Cyclotronic system.

How fun! Now you can use a more com-
pact tone ring, made out of a variety of
materials. Not only does it look cool, but
something about that openness of the side
makes for a banjo you can hear very well in
ajam.

The assembled banjo with TimbrTronic tone
ring installed. Note how you can actually
see the tone spheres.

Owners of Helimounts can now take sev-
eral pounds out of their banjos without
loosing volume by using a wood tone ring
mounted "Cyclotronically”. If light weight is
a serious consideration, consider using
Delrin or ceramic tone spheres in place of
the normally used chromium steel balls.
Delrin is softer and may absorb or dampen
some of the tone rings vibrations, but |
have intermixed them in various concentra-
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The Cyclotronic System

To understand the "Cyclotronic" system,
you must know that it was designed specifi-
cally for Nechville's Heli-mount banjos. The
Heli-mount departs from traditional banjo
design by accomplishing a proper banjo

TimbrTronic with mix of
Delrin and Steel tone spheres.

tions for enhancing "dryness" of sound and
keeping weight down. Ceramic Spheres
are much more expensive, however are
light and perform brilliantly in the Heli-
mount.

New Options

Nechville never
stops coming up
with fun new ideas
for players. Our
quest for lighter
weight and richer
sound has contin-
ues with Cyclo-
tronic-mounted
rosewood tone
rings capped with
a titanium top
edge. The result-
ing tone is inter-
estingly brilliant
and mellow at the
same time. Now
add the ceramic
tone spheres, and
you have a ma-
chine that will lift
you up into orbit.
How about adding
an engineered a
Tony Pass block style rim? or perhaps a
Mahogany or a Corean rim? It would be fun
to try a 3-to-one ratio of Delrin to ceramic. It
would also be interesting to see how few
tone spheres could be used and what ef-
fect it had on the sound.

The Helimount is the only banjo adaptable
to such a variety of re-thought tone cham-
ber components.

Our TimbrTronic designs and Hybrid ban-
jos are offered through banjorev.com
(www._banjorev.com), if you'd like to take
advantage of any of our ongoing Banjo
Revolution research, Or want to request a
guote on a special project, contact us at:
tom@nechville.com (www.nechville.com),
or give me at call at: Office - (952) 888-
9710 or Cell - (612) 275-6602.
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