Sherpa Enterprises of Toronto, Canada, makes an elegant-looking set of electronic drums—at least from a distance.  I’ve never seen one in the flesh, only on the printed page and at the company’s website.  For obvious reasons, the Sherpa pads are manufactured with Alesis modules in mind, if not in actual body.  The Alesis DM5 is the only module mentioned in the product literature, and it comes standard with a complete system purchase.  No indication of how any of Sherpa’s components works with other modules seems to be readily available.  But, on the surface, they seem appropriate for testing with the Yamaha DTXpress module (DTXPU).  The rubber Sherpa pads fall within the same basic design category as the Yamaha pads (notwithstanding significant differences), and the DTXPU is at roughly the same price point as the Alesis DM5.

theory    What intrigued me most about the Sherpa kit when I first learned about it was the 11-inch SP63STPP snare.  Not only is it advertised, like all of the Sherpas, as easier on the joints than standard rubber pads; it is also a true dual-trigger pad, as opposed to the traditional rubber Yamaha/Roland/Pintech “stereo” pads that feature one or two ribbon switches (FSR) for the rim.  As such, it requires two inputs.  But the double output isn’t just a quirk; it’s integral to the snare’s real claims to fame—positional sensing (or as Sherpa calls it, “tone shift”) and a combination of velocity crossfading and sound stacking (“pitch bend/layer”), features usually associated more with modules at a certain level of sophistication than with pads per se.  Users of the Alesis DM5, which does not offer any of these features, clearly stand to benefit from the Sherpa pad, but so might those who own Roland/Yamaha modules that require mesh/mylar heads to access them or that implement them partially, if at all.  

Sherpa’s strategy to achieve these effects is crosstalk—the very thing that most manufacturers would like to control out of existence, and for good reason.  Pads triggering each other relentlessly are a nightmare for e-drummers.  But the negative characteristics of piezos also have their favorable potential.  The first time that I heard my kick trigger react to itself, creating an odd-sounding echo, I began to wonder whether it would be possible to harness double-triggering, or even unruly crosstalk, to create a kind of delay or reverb with a simple local turn of a knob.  If the guitarist (the drummer’s natural enemy) has feedback at his beck and call, why not us?  I digress.  With the SP63STPP snare, Sherpa claims to redeem crosstalk from being just another dirty word in the e-drummer’s lexicon.  

hardware    When Philip Hamilton of Sherpa sent me the snare to review, the first thing that I noticed was that it was missing the sensitivity boost switch supposedly responsible for the layering effect.  Philip informed me that the latest version of the pad dispenses with the switch because most drummers tended to keep it on all the time.  The extra one or two inches that this pad has over its largest competitors makes a big difference; at this point only the new Yamaha DTXtreme IIS boasts a larger rubber snare.  Those who’ve struggled mightily to strike pay dirt within the confines of an 8-, 9-, or even 10-inch pad will appreciate the increased real estate.  The pad feels softer than the rubber that I remember, but I’ll leave that judgment to others more familiar with the territory.  The rim is certainly more forgiving than the rubber ones in my experience, and the white plastic underbelly seems durable enough.  The pad comes equipped with what Sherpa calls its “universal mounting system,” which is much like the multi-clamps that we all know and love.  Though it should keep a firm grip, with tilt, on any mount that comes its way, in my installation (Pearl DR-80 rack, Roland L-rod, and PC-08 clamp), it didn’t hold the drum as steady as a traditional snare stand would.  The resulting slight wobble on the rack definitely made a difference in the snare’s performance with the Yamaha module, as discussed below.

programming    Two basic steps are necessary to program the snare: (1) Leaving the head unconnected for the time being, plug the rim into the module and adjust the sensitivity so that it won’t play unless hit with moderate velocity; then unplug the rim and connect the head, adjusting its sensitivity so that tracking gradually fades from the center to the rim.  When both outputs from the Sherpa are connected to their respective inputs, the two sounds should vary in balance by position and velocity.  The head voice predominates at the center, depending on the strength of the hit, and the rim voice gains strength toward the pad’s circumference (at least on the far side), subject to the volume and gain settings permitted by the module and preferred by the user. 

The effect is a little tricky to produce through a Yamaha DTXpress module, which permits slightly less fine-tuning for sensitivity than most other modules on the market.  Some pads from companies other than Yamaha sound too brash through it, and others don’t make enough noise.  At first, the Sherpa snare seemed to occupy the middle ground--the head (or pad) output registering a little on the hot side, slightly shortchanging the lower end of the dynamic range, and the rim a little on the reserved side.  After much tinkering, my best results came with head trigger settings as pad type, misc 5; gain, 55; minimum velocity, 32; velocity curve, loud 2; rejection parameters, 0.  For the rim, I ended up with pad type, DT snare (of all things), and otherwise identical trigger parameters.  The volume for the head was 127 and for the rim, oddly, 50.  None of these settings, however, are etched in stone; I can imagine other results if starting from scratch.  The DIP (“attenuation”) switches for both inputs on the back of the module ultimately stayed in the default position, though much of my earlier playing had them set high at some cost to low velocity.  I was able to get a dynamic range on the snare that encompassed several levels on Yamaha’s numerical scale, from 20 or so through the 40s to the 80s, and finally, at a reasonably high velocity, to the ultimate of 99.  Sensitivity was not perfect—a pot between the pad input and the module might have made the curve a little less severe with the DIPs set high—but it seemed passable.  

Note that the lack of any rejection was an open invitation to crosstalk from other pads on the rack, but my priority was to audition the snare through the Yamaha DTXpress without interfering electronically with its immediate response.  Placing the snare on a separate stand would obviate any such problems, but mounted on a rack, the snare might require some compromises in trigger settings in the heat of battle.  In my case, with the Yamaha module, the stand was obligatory anyway.

performance with the dtxpu   Given the relative tameness of the rim when triggered by itself, I was surprised at how much influence it had on the sound at the center of the drum.  In fact, I had to reduce its volume to compensate.  One welcome effect of striking the rim was the hint of crosstalk lingering from the snare voice—the faintest trace of a strainer vibrating--which made it sound all the more realistic.  The rim also has a definite sweet spot, directly at 12:00; under the drummer’s chin, it may be either muted or subject to triggering inconsistencies.  During my audition using the DTXPU, the vibrations caused by hitting the drum toward the rim opposite the clamp disrupted the integrity of the crossfaded sounds on double- and single-stroke rolls, creating strange delays and chokes.  But when I placed my knee under the snare to brace it, the offending artifacts completely disappeared.  When perfectly stable and correctly programmed, the body of the pad is capable of adding color to voices that would otherwise seem stark-naked out of the DTXPU.  Furthermore, programming both pad and rim with the same voice (e.g., “baryrim”) produces an interesting phasing effect that sounds like it might have been produced in a studio, if not in software or a module. 

performance with the ddrum4 module    Comparison of the Sherpa’s performance through the Yamaha and ddrum4 modules was telling on multiple fronts.  As expected, the ddrum’s analog triggering handled the snare with far more finesse.  It put to shame the Yamaha’s ability to extract both body and detail from the rubber pad.  Fast sticking that lagged noticeably through the DTXPU came across with flying colors through the ddrum.  No amount of twiddling with the Yamaha’s on-board effects could compensate for the depth that ddrum’s multisampling could reach almost effortlessly.  The surprise was that the ddrum also eliminated the triggering anomalies of the snare when mounted on the rack.  Interestingly, the snare’s gain, as measured on the ddrum’s sensitivity bar graph, failed to reach the peak, even with the knob pushed to its limit.  Nonetheless, the ddrum was able to extract more volume out of the snare, without compromising low-level detail, than the Yamaha.  

The ddrum snare input, however, completely overpowered the rim input, even at the Sherpa’s far edge where the rim sound dominated with the Yamaha, though neither module was able to extract a rim signal on the near edge.  Clearly, the Sherpa snare’s kinship with Alesis does not transfer in any simple way to other modules.  Of the two modules in this test, the ddrum clearly emerged as the winner, though, to be fair, by price alone, it should have, in every possible category.  But the comparison shows that some of the difficulties that the snare encounters are not necessarily of its own making.  

conclusion    The SP63STPP snare pad comes as advertised.  For the purposes of this trial run through the Yamaha DTXpress module, I kept the sounds simple and distinct to detect their interaction as clearly as possible.  Even so, the results were pleasing.  Much more is possible, however, if all of the Yamaha’s resources come into play.  For instance, the pad’s inherent qualities, in conjunction with the DTXPU’s ability to either layer or velocity-crossfade two sounds, could bring as many as four voices to the mix.  These voices could be chosen either to approximate the positional/dynamic response of an acoustic snare or to create an altogether hybrid-sounding drum not otherwise found in nature. 

The fact that the Sherpa was not manufactured for automatic compatibility with a Yamaha module, however, would explain why the match is not necessarily made in heaven.  The entry-level Yamaha, if not all of the modules in Yamaha’s past, is sensitivity-challenged.  As I said earlier, installing a potentiometer between the pad’s output and the module’s input might very well improve the Sherpa’s performance with Yamaha electronics, allowing it to capture more dynamic range.  Rubber pads by nature cannot duplicate the subtlety of mylar or woven-heads, but the Yamaha module often complicates the issue by creating an elevated gain plateau with pads not its own.  Some of this problem undoubtedly affected my experience with the SP63STPP, but not enough to obscure its finer points, especially when secured from vibration.  Personally, I think that Yamaha would do well to consider adding a more elaborate sensitivity control for each input on the DTXPU.  Experience with the ddrum module confirms that the Sherpa’s troubles when rack-mounted may well lie at Yamaha’s door.  Recommended parameters from Sherpa for various modules besides the Alesis DM5 would certainly help consumers, but I’m not sure that in-house testing with a range of modules would be in the company’s best interests.  Maybe restoring the sensitivity boost switch would mitigate some of the incompatibility issues that this snare might face in unfamiliar circumstances. 

The SP63STPP snare is a well-built, well-designed product.  If Sherpa offered it as a simple dual-zone or mono pad, it would still be a welcome addition to many e-drummers’ arsenals.  The ingenious idea of incorporating tone shifting and pitch bending into the pad itself by manipulating crosstalk, however, raises the value, as well as the stakes, much higher.  At this point, its perfect mate appears to be the Alesis DM5, but the potential certainly exists for it to branch out.  Potential buyers with other modules should consult the company, however, before pulling the trigger.

