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• Steam Bent - Coming Full Circle •
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As far back as the Civil War, companies like Noble & 
Cooley used a steam bending process to create drum 
shells. Noble & Cooley manufactured the “Contract Drum” 
for the Union Army–a single-ply, steam-bent drum made 
of Ash or Tulip Wood. The 16” diameter by 12” deep field 
drum was standard issue for the Union Army.

In 1895, the Leedy Manufacturing Company was 
established and manufactured single-ply, steam-bent 
snares, toms and bass drums using Maple, Mahogany, 
and Walnut. Under new ownership in 1929, it went on to 
produce the highly-coveted “Broadway Standard” snare 
drum.  STEAM-BENT SHELL IN THE PROCESS
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Other legendary builders soon entered the single-ply, 
steam-bent market. Ludwig & Ludwig and Slingerland 
produced some of the most revered drums of the 
twentieth century. Slingerland’s “Radio King” snare 
became world famous when Gene Krupa started playing 
it, and Ludwig’s “Super Ludwig,” “Super Sensitive,” and 
“Universal” steam-bent models entered the market in 
the 1920s. Although steam bending built phenomenal 
drums, it required a significant amount of skill and the 
process was too difficult and time-consuming to build 
large quantities.

Things began to change in the 1930s. To keep up with 
the increasing demand for drums, manufacturers started 
building multi-ply shells. Ply shells were cheaper and 
quicker to produce, which held true until the introduction 
of Computer Numeric Control (CNC) machines. CNC 
technology, coupled with other advancements in steam-
bending processes, have changed the speed and cost 
of manufacturing steam-bent shells.

Advancements in technology have enabled builders 
to come full circle, returning to the production of single-
ply, steam-bent shells for snares and entire kits. With no 
glue or cross lamentations to interfere with the sound of 
a tone wood, steam-bent shells produce purer tone and 
resonance. This means better projection and clarity of 
tone, as well as longer sustain.

Once confined to a few domestic woods, steam-bent 
shells can now be made from a wide variety of domestic 
and exotic species. Builders create shells using domestic 
wood such as Ash, Birch, Cherry, Elm, Maple, Myrtle, 
Oak, and Walnut. Exotics species include Bubinga, 
Canarywood, East Indian Rosewood, and Mahogany.

Previously, luthiers used a wide variety of tone woods 
to create different sounds, while historically, drum 
builders only used Maple, Mahogany, Birch, or Walnut. 
With advancements in technology and processes, 
modern drum builders are now able to explore a variety 
of exceptional tone woods in an effort to optimize the 
sound performance of drum shells.

Steam-bent drum builders use a variety of tone woods 
to produce drums with a diversity of sound that were 
unachievable with previous manufacturing methods. 
Using CNC technology, perfect cylinders with varying 

shell thicknesses can be produced quickly. At Doc 
Sweeney Drums we’re using this technology to produce 
steam bent shells with no re-rings. Eliminating re-
rings reduces the glue used in manufacturing, thereby 
enhancing tone and resonance performance.

Sound performance is further enhanced with the use 
of light-weight aluminum lugs and bracket hardware. By 
reducing the overall weight of the shell and hardware, 
we now have drums that more closely produce the 
inherent sound of specific woods. Light-weight steam-
bent drums are designed to optimize resonance and 
tone.

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the sound 
performance of different tone woods, Doc Sweeney has 
launched a research project led by a doctoral student in 
Audiology. Identical size shells of select species with the 
same bearing edges, hardware, and heads—tuned with 
the same tension—are being tested in a university lab. 
We plan to expand this testing to examine the sound 
profile of different bearing edges.  

To date, only a few builders have capitalized on the 
productivity improvements created by new technologies 
and manufacturing processes; but others will follow. 
Price points of steam-bent drums will become 
competitive with their high-end ply shell counterparts. 
More drummers will soon have the opportunity to own 
a modern version of a drum built with a method used 
to create a world-class drum like Slingerland’s original 
“Radio King.” 

14”x5” DOC SWEENEY BUBINGA

14”x5.5” DOC SWEENEY ROSEWOOD W/ PURPLEHEART

14”x5.5” DOC SWEENEY ROSEWOOD


