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Here we are. Two years old. In some ways, it feels 
like it’s come around pretty quickly. Apparently, 
we’ll soon be developing an aggressive interest in 
zoo animals and the alphabet. Learning hats on. 

In terms of age, I was recently offered a rather 
sobering thought. The average lifespan of a 
magazine is five years. So proportionally, in 
magazine years, that makes us about 40. By this 
rationale, we should be expecting our midlife 
crisis at some point during the next six weeks. 
It’s said you don’t know you’re having a midlife 
crisis until you’re thoroughly in its grips. In some 
senses, I can imagine this to be true. 

The Drummer’s Journal does not employ a huge 
staff. In fact, to say it employed any staff at all 
would be bit of a stretch. So we’re in debt to those 

who dedicate their time and creativity to produce 
something we hope is meaningful and relevant. I 
say this as when we speak to people in interviews, 
what always comes across is the passion and the 
importance that this instrument plays in their 
lives. I’ve yet to meet the person who says, “yeah 
I play an instrument, but for absolutely no reason 
at all.”

So when, for the first time, we were faced with 
the rather stark decision whereby we might have 
to put the magazine on hold, we had to do some 
soul-searching. Thankfully, the feeling that you’re 
doing something worthwhile – the same reason 
many people probably chose to play an instrument 
or do anything creative – was enough to make us 
wholeheartedly keep going.

The reason we were faced with such a decision was 
not an unhappy one. It was quite the opposite. 
When you’re presented with a unique opportunity 
you absolutely have to take it. In this case, we saw 
the relocation of a fairly important desk jockey a 
full 180 degrees across the earth. It made things 
pretty uncertain for a while. Can you still make a 
magazine with 9,000 miles of separation? We’ll let 
you decide that. 

For us, it’s certainly made being able to introduce 
Volume Two, Issue Eight of The Drummer’s 
Journal all the more satisfying. Major tantrum 
avoided.  

Enjoy,
Tom

BIRTHDAY
THE
SECOND
Volume Two, Issue eIght





It all sounds a bit ominous. “The place is like 
nothing you ever seen,” I’m told. There’s a pause 
as the stranger sat next to me struggles to interpret 
exactly what something I’ve never seen would look 
like: “It’s like… it’s like… Narnia.”

The description takes me by surprise. “Narnia?”

“Going into that shop is honestly like going down 
the rabbit hole.”

“So it’s like Wonderland then?”

“What?”

“Alice goes down the rabbit hole into Wonderland. 
Narnia is from....”

“Well whatever, but just wait until you meet the 
owner. He might actually be a wizard.” And with that, 
a bit like a character from such stories, this person I’d 
known for all of 120 seconds upped and left.

I’d never heard anyone compare a drum shop to a 
fantastical alternate reality before, but it certainly 
served to ignite my curiosity. So a few weeks later, I 
boarded a train heading to Sunderland to visit what 
is reportedly the smallest drum shop in the world. 

WILLIE’S 
DRUM 
SHOP
Proprietary Information with Will Wright
Words by Julia Kaye & photogrpahy by Shaun Thubron
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Sunderland Music, or as it’s known locally, Willie’s Drum Shop, is on 
a small street near the city centre, nestled in between a guitar shop 
and a Chinese takeaway. There’s no sign above the door, and the only 

window is plastered with posters for local gigs which serve nicely to obscure 
the shop’s contents. The blue paint has started to peel off the shutters and 
from around the window. If drum shops were ever made illegal and had to 
operate like a speakeasy, I like to think this is exactly what they’d look like.

I learnt three things from my visit, all of which suddenly made me 
sympathise with the strange person I’d sat beside on the bus some weeks 
ago. First, the shop is indeed tiny. It is actually difficult to move without 
the risk of knocking something over. Drums, cymbals, pedals and all sorts 
of hardware are just piled up on all sides. Second, Will, the owner, is one 
of the nicest people you’ll ever meet and has an almost supernatural ability 
to recall any fact about any drum set ever made. Lastly, once you’re inside, 
time does seem to stand still and you could lose days sifting through the 
hoard of trinkets and vintage gear. If at some point a talking lion did pop 
up, it’d actually be pretty unremarkable by comparison. 

The Drummer’s Journal: I heard about the shop and I thought it 
sounded excellent…
Will Wright: Well, have you heard from whoever told you about it recently? 
They still could be in here somewhere, buried!

I think they are probably ok. Thanks for the concern though. 
No problem. I mean, space is at a premium in here. It’s like New York! Just 
piles of drum kits stacked up like skyscrapers!

So you’ve had a busy week?
Well, for this time of year it hasn’t been bad. I’ve lined two or three nice 
things up for the ‘morra – if everybody sticks to the plan, it should be a 
good day (chuckles).

What are your actual opening hours then? You just seem to be here all 
the time!
I’m here from 10am until 6pm everyday except Sunday.
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“It’s funny watching some 
people. Usually they look 
about with a big smile and 

then just say something 
like, ‘my god you’re a bit 
overstocked aren’t you?’” 



What do you do on your day off?
Anything and everything that my wife can think of! The week’s shopping, 
anything that needs doing round the house. To be honest I just like to sit 
down and recharge my batteries. It does get a bit hectic in here sometimes.

How long have you been open for?
I’ve been here, oh, 25 years now, and the old shop was just round the 
corner. I was there for seven years, so I’ve been doing it for, my God, (emits 
contemplative sigh) 32 years now.

What made you want to start a shop?
I was originally in a band. It was the late seventies then, so everyone was 
in a band, it was the law (laughs). I was doing a little wheeling and dealing 
here and there… 

All legal I hope?
(Splutters) aye of course, man! I played in all the local pubs and clubs. There 
was a local community of drummers, and I’d always hear, “does anyone 
have so and so I can buy?” So I went in with the bass player from the band 
and started selling drums. He went his own way eventually (sighs, with 
what I thought was a slight hint of remorse).

Did you fall out or something?
What? No, no, I was talking to him about 20 minutes ago actually! He 
started his own big, successful PA company. I stuck with the drums and the 
shop. But we’re still in touch after 30 odd years!

How would you describe the shop?
It’s two small rooms basically. And it’s top to bottom full of stuff – drums, 
spares, everything; it’s an Aladdin’s cave really. It’s not a big, flashy shop 
with lights and men in suits.

“Lights and men in suits?” 
Well, of course we have lights! But just not the sort that flash on and off 
and that. And it’s just me here usually and I’m certainly not wearing a suit. 
We don’t have any of these £3000 kits on display either. Instead, I’ve got 
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boxes and boxes full of nuts just from the 1950s alone, and pretty much 
every other decade. Pedals, snares, cymbals and cases by decade too, from 
the ‘50s right up until the modern ones. 

I did hear you have some sort of supernatural ability to find the most 
obscure spare parts for people…
I do keep a tremendous amount of spares that’s true, bits and pieces, odd 
pieces of metal, and over the years I’ve got a bit of a reputation as pretty 
much having any spare part you might ever need. And even if I haven’t 
got it in, give me a couple of days and I’ll get it for you. People always say, 
“how do you even find anything in here?” It’s 
true that you can’t see the wood for the trees 
sometimes, but when you’ve been in your own 
shop for 25 years you know where everything 
is! Put it this way, I couldn’t afford to put any 
weight on because I wouldn’t be able to get 
into the back room otherwise! But within 
this shop, we’ve probably got 40 to 50 second 
hand kits too. The only thing I haven’t got is 
a set of congas, but I’ve a set coming in next 
week so there you go!

What made you want to sell second hand 
and vintage gear as opposed to the shiny 
new stuff?
I’d rather sell six £400 kits instead of waiting 
for one person to buy a £3000 kit. I mean, 
you’ll never get rich doing this, but as long as the fire is on and there’s 
something in the fridge, I’m happy. I’ve never been into big flashy things. I 
keep saying, the most important thing you can buy as a drummer will cost 
you about £1.99 and that’s your drum key. So many drummers are terrified 
to have a go at tuning drums. What fools people is just how simple it is. 
Just get a decent drum head, then tighten up the lugs until you get a sound 
you like. That’s it. Do the top, do the bottom. Take 30 minutes and just 
sit and play around with it. You’ll soon find what sounds you do and don’t 
like. There’s no wrong way to do it. Just get your drum key and go for it.

“Put it this way,              
I couldn’t afford to 
put any weight on 

because I wouldn’t be 
able to get into the 

back room otherwise.”



“We’ve a theatre 
which would be  
perfect but they 

haven’t allowed any 
bands back since 
the bloody Boom 
Town Rats tore 

out the first three 
rows back in ‘80s.” 
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Saying that, I had a customer in here recently who had a Remo Pinstripe on 
the bottom of a £600 snare drum and said it wouldn’t tune. I was thinking, 
“wait – this guy’s been playing about five or six years,” and he says, “I’m 
struggling to get a good sound out of this snare,” and I said, “you’ve a skin 
on that’s about ten times heavier than it needs!” So we put a snare skin on 
the bottom and it was perfect.

How do people usually react when they come into your store for the 
first time?
Oh yeah, it’s funny watching some people. Usually they look about with a 
big smile and then they’ll usually just say something like, “my god you’re a 
bit overstocked aren’t you?” 

Is finding things ever a problem for people?
(Laughs) I always ask people if they’re after anything specific because it’s far 
easier for me to find it than it’ll be for the customer! And a lot of people are 
just like, “can I just look around for half an hour?” so I’ll just have a cup of 
coffee and let them get on with it. There is so much stuff in here, and even 
sometimes I think that, “wow, it’s getting quite full.” But what I usually get 
is people saying, “wow, this is like the drums shops of old.” Especially the 
older drummers, the younger ones just seem fascinated. We’ve not lost a 
customer yet!

So you’re from Sunderland?
Seaham, actually. It’s about five miles south of here, but I moved to 
Sunderland 40 years ago, so I suppose I’m a townie now!

How would you describe Sunderland?
It used to be heavily industrial. At one time, Sunderland had one of the 
biggest shipbuilding yards in the country. Most of that’s gone now, as have 
the coal pits. Nowadays it’s mostly known because of the huge Nissan 
factory. There’s quite a big student population too, but like a lot of northern 
cities, a lot of the shops are derelict.  

How about the music scene?
Nightlife-wise, there’re plenty of gigs, but the one thing we do lack is a 



decent sized place for people to play. So we’ve pubs that’ll take about 200 
people and then the Stadium of Light which takes about 40,000. So you 
can see the problem there (laughs). We’ve a theatre which would be perfect 
but they haven’t allowed any bands back there since the bloody Boom Town 
Rats tore out the first three rows back in the ‘80s.

Have you ever sold anything with a nice story attached to it?
Good god you’ve got me thinking now… (deep contemplation and associated 
noises). Do you remember an old British drummer called Eric Delaney? 
Well, he used to get in here a couple of times a year. Sadly, he passed away 
five years ago. Before his funeral, his wife and daughter came in. They 
wanted to buy two pairs of sticks, to put a pair in the coffin with him and a 
pair on the grave. I said, “of course, and there’s no way I can charge you for 
these, but if it was up to me, I would put both pairs in his coffin because if 
he breaks a stick while he’s up there he’ll kick up a hell of a fuss, you know 
what he was like.” And we all had a good laugh about that. He played 7A 
Vic Firths. He was a lovely bloke. Still humping gear about well into his 
80s, mind. But a real cracking guy, yeah. And we had Roger Taylor’s son in 
once, and, my god, he’s a dead ringer for his dad. I had to look twice, I was 
like, “what on earth are you doing here?!”

“Here’s how to tune 
a drum: get a decent 

drum head, then 
tighten up the lugs 

until you get a sound 
you like. That’s it.”
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Can you remember what he bought?
He bought some Vic Firths.

Model?
5B.

Can you remember what everyone buys?
Well, I do have a good memory for that sort of thing, yes.

How has the internet affected the shop?
I’ve never been into computers to be honest, I’m a real Luddite. I much 
prefer to see people face to face. Much easier. I used to see lots of Ludwig 
400s and 402s, but it’s not often I’ll see one now, and I think that’s because 
everyone fancies themselves as a bit of a wheeler dealer, what with eBay and 
whatnot. I do get people who come in and say, “I can get this online for this 
much” and I’m thinking, “yeah you might, but there’s nothing better than 
having it in front of you and knowing what you’re getting.”

Have you heard of Black Friday?
Oh have I! There’s been hell on over here! The police have been called to 
some shops! Some poor woman had her arm broken by someone as she was 
trying to get hold of a TV. Just madness (sighs with disbelief).

Is it something you’d ever consider for the shop? Black Friday at Will’s 
Drum Shop?
Well we can only fit about four people in at once so I don’t know how well 
it’d go down (laughs). And if people started fighting in ‘ere… I hate to think 
what’d happen with all this gear everywhere.

You could hire some security. Keep the crowds in check.  
Oh heavens no, if we had a big guy at the door then no one would get in! 

Do you have any advice for people in retail?
Do a good deal. Don’t rip people off! And then they’ll come back. You need 
to have a reputation to think of. Recently, I part exchanged a ride cymbal 
from a customer who had bought it from me 23 years ago, so after all those 



years I had this cymbal back in the shop. I thought that was great. Plus I 
could remember selling it to him the first time!

Have you ever had any strange requests?
I tell you what is odd, the stuff you find in bass drums. Unbelievable! You 
know people put things in bass drums to dampen the sound and that? 
Well, one time I had a bass drum come in that came stuffed with pink flip 
flops, all still new and in their packaging. I’ve still got few pairs left actually. 
For a while we were giving a pair away with every drum kit sold (laughs). 
The other thing was breezeblocks! I mean, who 
is putting breezeblocks in their bass drum?! One 
time there was an expensive sleeping bag, which 
I actually managed to sell on to a friend of mine. 
So that wasn’t too bad. 

Do you do repairs?
Oh yeah! About 15 years ago I went down to 
Premier and did a course to become a product 
specialist. You had to build your own snare drum, 
put all the fittings on, everything, so I said to the 
guy running it, “listen, if you want to go for a 
coffee break, I could knock about six or seven of 
these out for you by the time you get back!”

Is there anything you’ve regretted selling?
Oh… the first year I was open we had this 
beautiful American Gretsch kit. Absolutely 
mint, 13”, 16”, and 22” in bright white, die cast hoops and not a mark 
on it. We sold it for £200 (emits a painful sort of howling noise followed by 
laughter). I shudder to think what that’d be worth now. But the way I look 
at it, as long as it went out for more than it came in for, that’s fine with me. 

What’s the most rewarding part?
Probably when people ring in to say that they’re really happy with their 
purchase. That’s what it’s all about. I think someone said if you can find 
a job you’re happy with you’ll never work a day in your life. And I don’t 

“One time I had a 
bass drum come in 
that was stuffed 

with breezeblocks. I 
mean, who is putting 

breezeblocks in 
their bass drum?”
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consider this work. I’m here doing something I like. I meet old friends, 
new people and at the end of the day hopefully you can go home with 
some money in your pocket. But that’s what it’s about. Keep them happy, 
it keeps me happy. I’ll never be a millionaire, but as long as I can go home 
and there’s something to eat, then it’s been a good day.

I’ve heard you described as a wizard… 
A what? A lizard? 

(Audibly louder) a wizard!
Say it again, still too quiet.

(Shouting) A WIZARD!
Oh, a wizard? Well, I’ve certainly been called worse (laughs). Sometimes 
people will come in and say, “I don’t suppose you’ve got one of these?” and 
I’ll put my arm in the desk and pull it out, and the look on their face is 
like, “how did you know that was there?” And I just know. Being here for 
25 years has a lot to do with that, mind. And I imagine most people have 
some sort of room or garage where the worst thing someone could ever 
do is come in and tidy it up. But nowadays the word is “legend” isn’t it? I 
do get called a legend by people quite a bit. I’m not really sure what that 
means. I mean, I think Buddy Rich is a legend, but certainly not me. Oh, 
hang on, I can just see someone coming across the road with a cymbal so I 
think they’re coming here. 

I’ll let you go then. It’s been great talking to you, Will… I think you’re 
a legend. 
Remember that if you’re ever in the North East the kettle’s on!  
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Chicago. Getting here was a struggle. Getting home was even worse. But what happened in 
between made it all worthwhile.

The itinerary was ambitious. From the time the plane touched down in Chicago, we would 
have five hours – almost to the minute – before we were required to be back on a plane 
heading out again. The marvels of online flight comparison websites made our schedule 
economically irresistible. Unfortunately, they also made it practically unfeasible. “Idiocy” was 
how a colleague chose to express their opinion. In hindsight they were undoubtedly correct.

Having never been to Chicago before, we opted to accomplish as many activities as possible. 
One was to eat some Chicago deep dish pizza. Another was to see a large, stainless steel, 
jelly bean-shaped sculpture in the city centre. Luke, the photographer, also wanted to visit a 
specific shop where he could purchase some patterned socks, despite it being inconveniently 
located in a region that was effectively Chicago’s version of the Bermuda Triangle, given that 

no transport, public or otherwise, seemed to go anywhere near it.

We also had another appointment. 

JIMMY
CHAMBERLIN 

Father of a Pommel Horse Champion
Words by Tom Hoare & photogrpahy by Luke Douglas
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I never had access to MTV growing up because our TV 
only had four channels. Because the dog had decimated 
the remote, we actually only had one, as nobody was 

ever prepared to get up and adjust the set manually.

One day at primary school, a kid in my class proudly 
announced he now had SKY. This was a pretty big deal 
back then. No one had 
SKY. Naturally, there were 
rumours he was lying. So 
after school, the class (all 
ten of us) piled round to his 
house, and sure enough, 
there was a satellite dish 
obscuring most of the 
front facing exterior wall. 
Besides trying to call his 
bluff, the other big draw 
was that everyone knew 
a subscription to Rupert 
Murdoch’s politically 
corrupt conglomerate 
included Music Television. 
So we sat down to watch, 
and as a result, the first 
music video I ever saw was Tonight, Tonight by The 
Smashing Pumpkins. It scared me, and I vowed I’d never 
watch MTV again. 

The drummer, I would later learn, was a guy called Jimmy 
Chamberlin, and I remember thinking just how weird 
looking he was. The whole band looked weird to be honest 
– a bunch of people you’d hope not to meet on a dark night.

We’d arranged to meet Jimmy at noon in a restaurant near 
his office in central Chicago. “Shocking food but reliably 

quiet” was how Jimmy described it, and upon our arrival, 
this description proved wholly accurate. It was indeed empty 
and the waitress greeted us with a look of mild surprise. 
We’re shown to our table and sit for a while admiring the 
remarkably beige décor, also noting the strange absence of 
any natural light.

Not long after, Jimmy 
arrives. He administers 
a crushingly strong 
handshake and listens 
with a sort of bemused 
expression as I explain 
the nature of our visit to 
Chicago. “It’s a shame 
you’re not here for longer,” 
he smiles, “but you can put 
a lot of miles on quickly in 
this town.”

Literature

I’d read a lot about Jimmy, 
namely because there’s a 
lot out there about him 

to read. In the mid ‘90s, The Smashing Pumpkins were 
certainly one of, if not the biggest band in the world. “1994, 
that’s when I remember it getting pretty crazy,” nods Jimmy. 
“If any one of the Pumpkins walked down the street, we’d 
get mobbed. We were on the side of busses, on billboards, 
on park benches. We were on The Simpsons. We were all 
over the place. My profile as a drummer increased because 
our live shows were like drum clinics. I mean, there was 
no holding back. What you hear on those early Pumpkins 
records, that was as good as I could play. I was at the top of 
my game.”

“In terms of a 
textbook drumming 

career, did I check all 
the boxes? Yeah. I got 
the magazine covers, 
the signature gear, 

the successful band.” 
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The Smashing Pumpkins also had another reputation. 
“Intense,” Jimmy offers, “everything was very, very intense. 
That’s just how we worked. And yeah, I suppose eventually 
that took its toll.”

Following some intense browsing, I discovered there are 
three overwhelming themes that frequently reoccur in 
Jimmy’s interviews. The first is how he’s regarded as one of 
the world’s most influential musicians. The second is how 
he’s now CEO of a tech company in Chicago called Live 
One Inc. The third is that he once battled with substance 
addiction. “That’s usually what journalists want to go with 
when they write about me,” he sighs. “‘Former drug addict.’ 
I think that’s just how people see me. It was a long time 
ago. I don’t know why it’s still a big thing.”

Back in the mid ‘90s, there was one drug in particular that 
made a lot of headlines. Once associated with the AIDS 
epidemic in the ‘80s, heroin became purer and considerably 
cheaper. In 1996, Trainspotting, a story of drug addiction 
and urban poverty in Edinburgh, was released and became 
one of the year’s most successful films. Pulp Fiction, also 
released in 1996, dealt with similar themes of heroin 
addiction and received severe criticism from those that 
believed the film glamorized substance abuse. The fashion 
industry also went through a phase where several designers 
offered collections called ‘Heroin Chic,’ the most notable 
examples of which were a series of Calvin Klein ads featuring 
Kate Moss looking very, very tired. If you’ve ever fancied 
looking into just how fucked up the fashion industry is, 
that’s a good place to start. 

In a strange way, despite having never met or spoken to him 
before, I thought I knew quite a lot about Jimmy. When 
he sat down at the table, I actually realised that this was 
untrue. I just knew a lot about what people had written 

Photo by
Juha Luomala



about him, and there’s a distinct difference. Still, I wasn’t 
here to dispel any myths or set any sort of record straight, 
or to drag up his past and parade it around as a sort of 
clickbaited cursor trap. There was no agenda as such. I’d 
just come to talk to a person I’d first seen playing drums on 
TV twenty years ago.  

Prison City

At the table, Jimmy 
studies the menu. “I’m 
honestly not too sure 
about this,” he warns, 
“we should have gone 
for pizza. There’s a great 
spot round the corner. 
It’s so good you can get 
mugged for it. Plus, you 
could have ticked off two 
things at once then: the 
interview and pizza.” He 
had a point.

We opt to stay, largely 
because the images which 
accompany the menu’s 
entrées bring a fun 
element to the ordering 
process, turning it into a game where you have to guess what 
the picture is actually of, given that it’s incredibly pixelated. 

“We’ve enough time I think,” Jimmy states, looking at 
his sizable watch, “but I’ve a meeting at three back in the 
office.” This makes me think two things: “it’s nice he’s put 
aside this much time,” and “we’re supposed to be back at 
the airport by then.” 

Jimmy is from a small town called Joliet just south of 
Chicago. “It’s known as Prison City because it has two 
huge prisons,” he grins. “Statesville Prison and The Joliet 
Correctional Centre. Those places are like the Academy 
Awards of crime: Charles Manson, John Wayne Gacy, 
Richard Speck. The most egregious people you can imagine 
have all been in there.

“It didn’t really impact 
on local culture though. 
I was raised a Catholic 
and went to church a 
lot. I was an altar boy 
for a while, so I think I 
was a good kid. I was 
into science, history and 
geology. I suppose when 
I got older things maybe 
changed a bit. Joliet was a 
tough place, full of tough 
characters, so you had to 
be able to hold your own. 
Thankfully I’d discovered 
I was quite good at 
drums, and had just 
the right ratio of people 
encouraging me to those 
who were trying to put 

me down. It helped me, that combination of frustration 
and inspiration. It drove me forward.

“I wanted to be a drummer because I liked the idea that 
as an artist you can give something back, you can make 
things for other people. My dad worked on the railroads 
for most of his life. When he retired, he went to work at 
another railroad, not for the money, but just so he could 

“Drummers would 
come up to me and 
say ‘Jimmy, you’re 

the greatest,’ and as 
flattering as it is to 

have someone tell you 
that, I’d be thinking, 

‘I’m absolutely not. I’m 
not even close.’”

Photo by: Kiku Fukuzumi
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“When I play 
with my jazz 

quartet, I’m the 
fourth best 

player on stage.  
I like that.”

www

www

pass on some of the wisdom he had. To me that’s the point 
of art, the point of music – people need to be able to take 
something away from it or it’s irrelevant.” 

The Art of Economics

Jimmy has absolutely enormous hands. This is a pretty 
weird observation, granted, but they’re honestly like 
shovels. It’s hard not to notice them because he sits with his 
arms extended and his hands face down on the table like a 

magician about reveal something 
spectacular in his palm. Due to 
a thought process I can’t explain, 
I get an image of Jimmy holding 
a drumstick and it resembling a 
match. Not that I was about to tell 
him this, because I then imagine 
one of those hands repeatedly 
hitting me in the face. 

I remember being told by a music 
teacher in school that your first 
hope of becoming a talented 
musician came down to the size 
of your hands. Small hands were 
good because they were likely to 
be more dexterous and nimble. 

So it’s reassuring to know that when your gut instinct says, 
“that is an insane generalisation, how can you legally teach 
that?” you are not wrong. 

Jimmy’s career in music has spanned three decades and, 
during this time, the way people consume music has 
changed immensely. CD sales boomed and declined. Peer-
to-peer file sharing began. iTunes launched. YouTube and 
streaming services followed not long after. MTV changed its 

Photo by: Gilbert Blecken



programming from ‘music’ to ‘not music.’ So, regardless of 
hand size, I’d say he’s well placed to answer a few questions 
about it. 

“What do people mean when they say the music industry 
is in decline?” I ask.

“I don’t know. I don’t think it is. It’s like saying the forests 
are in decline.”

“Isn’t the Amazon being absolutely pillaged?”

“Well, yeah I suppose it is. What I meant was, even if you 
chop down a few trees, there are always new ones growing. 
It still remains a forest.” He sits in contemplation for a 
few seconds before continuing. “Maybe that’s not the best 
analogy. But, saying that, I think the environment in which 
art is created is more fertile than ever.”

“I think you’ve pulled that back. Well done.”

“Yeah, I thought I’d made a mess of that for a second.” He 
laughs. 

“So you’re saying it’s better now to be a musician compared 
to thirty years ago?”

“Well, it’s not necessarily better. But there’s certainly 
more opportunity. Recording equipment back then cost 
thousands of dollars. Today most new laptops or tablets 
come with a version of it bundled on for free.”

“So does that mean being able to record music yourself 
makes it better?”

“No, of course not. But it at least presents you with the 

opportunity to record it. I had to live in my car to save up 
the money we needed for studio time.”

“Where did you shower?”

“What?” 

“Where did you shower when 
you lived in your car?”

“Friends’ apartments.” There’s 
a pause. “I’m so sick of hearing 
people complaining about 
streaming, or that no one is 
buying records.”

“Aren’t you CEO of a company 
whose business model involves 
streaming content?”

“Yes.”

“Well then you would say that, wouldn’t you?”

“Right. I can see how that might come across as a bit biased,” 
he grins, “but I honestly think there’s more opportunity 
now than ever. I mean, when I was young and wanted to 
learn how Ian Paice did a drum fill, I’d stick my thumb 
on the record and slow it down. Now with YouTube, you 
have all this information at your fingertips. Nobody knew 
how Buddy Rich played his bass drum, there was no GoPro 
footage of it. The top drummers of today, take Steve Gadd 
for example, now it’s like, ‘do you want to watch a video 
of Steve Gadd’s left foot or right foot?’ There’s probably a 
video out there of Steve Gadd making an omelette.”

“People want to 
believe that I’ve 

this side to me, this 
Charlie Sheen that’s 
lurking back there 
somewhere waiting 

to burst out.”

www

www
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“I bet Steve Gadd makes a good omelette.”

“Yeah, I bet he does.”

“How about the potential to make money as a musician? 
How has that changed?”

“There’s an art to economics. If you want to lay the 
foundations to produce more art, then you need to 
understand exactly what you’re doing financially. A company 
will not do well if it doesn’t understand the market in which 
it operates. If you can’t manage finances, plan and execute 
on that plan, then it’s game over career wise. Rock music in 
particular is underpinned by economics. From an industry 
perspective, success in rock means volume sales. With jazz 
or classical music, it’s not like that, it’s more to do with 
legacy and transformative experience. So I think it depends 
on what type of musician you want to be. For example, I 
play in a jazz quartet. Last Friday, we played to about 30 
people. Does the fact there was no economics attached to 
that make it any less relevant? Not to me.”

“But perhaps that’s because you weren’t depending on that 
gig as a source of income?”

“I see what you’re saying.” Jimmy pauses for a second. “Back 
when the Pumpkins were big, people used to constantly ask 
me, ‘what would you be doing if you weren’t playing for 
10,000 people tonight?’ I’d be playing some dump for free 
because that’s what I do. I didn’t start doing it because I 
wanted to live in a big house, I did it because I wanted to 
play the drums. I don’t care if it’s a cliché or not. It’s true.”

Self Doubt 

“Are you guys going to leave a Yelp review of this place?” 

Jimmy asks, grinning through his pork sliders. I look at my 
macaroni cheese with crushing disappointment. I hadn’t 
eaten in what seemed like an age and there’s a limit to the 
number of complementary  bags of dry roasted nuts you can 
get away with asking for inflight. “Yeah, that’s the not the 
best you could have done here,” he states, sympathetically 
eying my ramekin of pasta.
 
The conversation turns to Chicago, and Jimmy can’t 
believe we’ve never been before despite growing up several 
thousand miles away on another continent. “Well,” he 
states, “you know there’s nowhere like the US, right? There 
was an old fort near here called Fort Dearborne. There’s a 
huge building now where it used to be, but there’s a little 
plaque on it which commemorates some soldiers who were 
attacked and killed by Native Americans in the 1800s. It 
neglects to mention that we went on to cleanse the entire 
Native American population. It’s a strange thought that 
these huge events in US history weren’t actually all that 
long ago.”

“Do you read a lot of history?”

“There’s a great book I read recently about the Americas 
before Columbus. It talks about the Incas and how 
sophisticated their society was. And we just wiped them 
out. They developed their own GM corn, for Christ’s sake. 
That’s how advanced they were. It’s amazing when you 
think about it.” He pauses. “I feel a bit old talking about this.”

“Do you consider yourself ‘a bit old?’”

Jimmy sits back and laughs. “To be honest, I look better 
now at 50 than I did at 35. I’m on the school board now 
and I’m definitely the squarest there. Everyone is drinking 
wine. They all think I’m super boring.” 

“I’ve got an identity behind the 
drum set, for better or for worse. I 
certainly think that what I play all 

starts to sound the same.”

www

www

Jimmy Chamberlin Complex (2005)



T H E  D R U M M E R ’ S  J O U R N A L

2 9

www

“I feel like I’ve completed 
a good portion of the 
healing cycle around 
a lot of the stuff that 

happened. I don’t say that 
lightly. It’s taken a long 

fucking time.”

www

Photo by: Kiku Fukuzumi



How Jimmy saw himself was something I was interested 
in. In the back of my mind, I was still a bit unsure why 
he’d actually agreed to be interviewed, beyond the fact that 
we’d put in the request. He didn’t have any new records or 
products out to push. Most of the questions we asked him 
about his CEO position at Live One he answered pretty 
briefly before bringing the conversation back to drums. I 
also wondered how he perceived his own success with the 
Pumpkins, and to what extent he felt like it had come to 
dictate his current identity.

“I’m just proud of what I’ve done really, and what’s 
happening in my life. I’m happy to talk about it. I haven’t 
always felt that way, but I’m comfortable now, with 
everything that’s happened. I’ve been speaking at tech 
conferences and universities. I think it’s nice to be able to 
talk about things. Maybe it goes back to what I was saying 
before about passing things on. Maybe I’ve reached that 
stage!” He grins. 

“Are you a perfectionist?”

“When it comes to me, yeah, I think I am. I’ll play a 
rudiment or pattern until I can own it.”

“So how do you feel when you look back on your 
achievements?”

“I’m really proud of what the Pumpkins did. And that 
absolutely includes some of the records that got a bit of a 
hard time by critics and fans. For the most part.”

“‘For the most part?’”

“I’ve got an identity behind the drum set, for better or for worse. 
I certainly think that what I play all starts to sound the same.”

“This is a genuine concern of yours?

“Absolutely. I mean, of course it’s important to have your 
own identity as a musician, but I think you can wear it out.”

“So did you wear it out?”

“I think it wore me out. When Billy [Corgan] and I got 
back together as The Smashing Pumpkins to do Zeitgeist in 
2007, it’d been seven years since our last record. During that 
time I’d done lots of other things, including my own record 
as the The Jimmy Chamberlin Complex. When I got back 
into trying to play Pumpkins music, I found I didn’t make 
the same choices, musically, that I used to. I had to go back 
and listen to a lot of songs and almost relearn how to play 
like that again, because I felt as a musician I’d  moved on. 
My relationship with music just became really awkward. 
Every time I’d go into my studio to play, I’d be thinking, 
‘what am I doing here? Was that just an intro to the next 
hit song? Am I writing here?’ There was always an agenda. 
So I just stopped playing. I had to stop. But there’s stuff I 
hear on records where I just cringe.”

“In terms of your own playing?”

“Yeah. I just had a different outlook back then. My life was 
a lot different, what I wanted to accomplish was different.”

“What did you want to accomplish?”

“I wanted to be the best I could be. And in terms of a textbook 
drumming career, did I check all the boxes? Yeah. I got the 
magazine covers, the signature gear, the successful band.”

“And that wasn’t fulfilling?”
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“It could have been, for sure, but the point came where 
I wasn’t able to see the value of repeatedly going out and 
playing a better version of the song I played last night. I 
mean, is a live show supposed to be a business card for your 
album? Is the idea to play better than you played on the 
album? So then I started to think exactly what it was I was 
offering people. Am I trying to make money? Am I trying 
to placate audiences so they’ll listen to something new I’ve 
made?” Jimmy pauses and there’s silence for a few seconds, 
which makes me think these questions are directed at me.

“No, this is all just rhetorical,” he smirks, before another 
brief silence ensues. “It became easy for me to be in the 
Pumpkins because it was of me. Sometimes, drummers 
would come up to me and say, ‘Jimmy, you’re the greatest,’ 
and as flattering as it is to have someone tell you that, I’d be 
thinking, ‘I’m absolutely not. I’m not even close.’” 

“So how about now?”

“My goal now is to be a better bebop drummer. That’s what 
I practise. When I play with my jazz quartet, I’m the fourth 
best player on stage, and I like that. It feels like a challenge, 
like I’ve got lots to learn. But in a rock context, as much as I 
love what rock has given me, there’s not really much I think 
I could do anymore.”

Being Prolific

In a similar vein, I was also interested in how Jimmy viewed 
his own media profile. 

“I had quite an interesting conversation with my son the 
other day,” Jimmy states. “He collects coins right - he’s eight. 
He asked me, ‘how do you get on a coin?’ So I said, ‘you 
have to do something great, you have to be a President.’ So 

the conclusion we came to was that everyone should live 
their life like they’re trying to get on a coin. If everybody 
lived his or her life like that, everything would be cool.”

“Did Stalin not appear on the Soviet Ruble?”

There’s a pause. “Yeah, he probably did. Ok so it’s not 
a watertight idea but I think as a principle it works. He 
started being nice to his sister at least.” 

“Do your kids ever Google you?”

“Yeah. They have done.”

“Is that not odd that your entire life has been documented? 
It’s out there for people to read about?”

He replies with a question. “Well surely you have documents 
of your life too, photos and things?”

“Yes, but I suppose they’ll only really tell anyone what I 
looked like at a given time. But with you, we could go 
online now and find out what your thoughts were, or what 
people thought of you, in 1993, for example. Is that not strange?”

“It’s not weird for me because I’m so used to it. But I think 
it’s certainly weird for my kids, yeah. I can’t hide from it. 
You’ve got to take it for what it’s worth, the good and bad.

“Certainly in the West, journalists like to latch onto 1996, 
my dad dying, my drug addiction and the death of Jonathan 
Melvoine. No one is concerned with the fact I’ve been able 
to move on, do other things and actually have a fulfilling 
life. I’m not anything like that person who is written about 
on the internet. And I’m not just saying that. When my 
wife and I had our first child in 2002, I quit drinking, I 

Right to Left: 
Jimmy Chamberlin, 
D’arcy Wretzky, 
Homer Simpson,
James Iha,
Billy Corgan.
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quit doing any type of drugs. We’ve raised our kids for 12 
years with no escapism at all. And people want to believe 
that I’ve this side to me, this Charlie Sheen that’s lurking 
back there somewhere waiting to burst out, and it’s just 
not. Not doing that has everything to do with my success 
now, and I don’t mean having a lot of money; I mean being 
able to wake up and go to my job and enjoy what I do. 
There’s an honesty in my relationship with everything in 
my life now, including my past, that I didn’t have before. 
Before, when I’d see or read articles about myself as a drug 
addict, that I’m a bad person, all this incredibly hurtful 
stuff, it’d make me just try and escape from it further and 
it’d usually cause more damage. 

“Today, I feel like I’ve completed a good portion of the 
healing cycle around a lot of the stuff that happened. I don’t 
say that lightly. It’s taken a long fucking time, but I feel like 
I’m now in a position where I can start to give back. I’ve 
chosen to learn from the mistakes I’ve made. And it’s time 
to give some of that back, especially in a way that resonates 
with young people. I feel really strongly about that. 

“But still the stuff that’s written about me now, people will 
talk about me being a tech CEO, and it’ll be like, ‘former drug 
addict turned CEO Jimmy Chamberlin’ or, ‘Chamberlin, 
who was fired from the Smashing Pumpkins...’ I mean, that 
was like 20 years ago. Is that really still relevant? I mean, 
there is all sorts of information about me out there. My son 
is a pommel horse champion. Why not include that?”

I absolutely didn’t mind missing the flight back. Stood 
at the ticketing desk, I thought about my own, private 
assumptions I’d made about him and how they turned out 
to be untrue. I’d thought he was going to be quite serious 
and potentially quite egotistical. Part of me thought we’d 
just end up talking about Live One and the importance 

of what they’re trying to do. I thought he might not want 
to talk about The Smashing Pumpkins, and that doing 
so might even make him mad. In hindsight, the fact I’d 
actually thought all of this seems a bit bizarre. In this 
respect, assumption can be just as bad as ignorance.

I found it genuinely encouraging to talk to Jimmy. Not in 
a self-help group sort of way, but I just got the impression 
that he was pretty sincere. I think what he said about 
learning from your mistakes is right in that it’s one of the 
most important things you can do.

After the interview, we went outside to take some photos. 
Jimmy pointed out various landmarks and talked about 
them. When three o’clock came, we said our goodbyes. 

“Is that true, what you said about your dog eating the TV remote?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re right to say we looked weird though - the Pumpkins 
I mean. We were a bunch of freaks really. I think we 
genuinely scared a few people.” 

www
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A family member recently moved into a house 
that’s located near a large British Army 
training centre. It’s a mostly rural area with a 

small village at its centre. There’s a local butcher and 
baker. There’s a pub which looks out onto the village 
green where the local cricket team plays. It’s pretty 
idyllic, and the Army’s presence, given that the actual 
centre is shrouded in woodland, is unnoticeable, so 
much so that when I first visited I was totally unaware 
there was any Army facilities at all. And so sat in the 
house one morning, I got quite a shock when I could 
hear what distinctly sounded like machine gun fire. 

As there appeared to be no mention of any sort of 
viral outbreak or looting of canned food on the news, 
I had to resort to the rational task of asking a family 
member exactly why there was escalating live arms 
fire within close proximity. 

“Firing ranges.” A reassuring consultation of a map 
indeed showed this to be the case. Across a large tract 
of land about half a mile from the house, the words 
DANGER AREA are written in red, along with a 
dashed line denoting its perimeter. It’s here where the 
majority of new British Army recruits undergo their 
basic training to become soldiers. 

The drum has strong militaristic associations which 
go back thousands of years. Today, although the use 
and application of musicians in the Army may have 
evolved, music and tradition remain a fundamental 
part of life in the armed forces. 

The British Army is now the biggest employer of 
musicians in Europe and I was keen to understand 
exactly what this entailed. I set out with a number 

of somewhat naïve assumptions of what life must be 
like as an Army musician, largely because I struggled 
to rationalise how a career as a musician sits alongside 
a career as a soldier, especially given the UK’s 
involvement in two extensive military campaigns 
over the last ten years.

Corporal Matt Kilcoyne, a drummer in the Corps of 
Army Music, helped clear a few things up.

The Drummer’s Journal: What was it that initially 
made you want to join the Army?
Corporal Matt Kilcoyne: My father was in the Royal 
Air Force Music Services, so I was encouraged to play 
from quite an early age, that’s what spurred me on to 
join the Army. I’m still here 18 years later. 

So you joined specifically to be a musician?
Yes. About 99 percent of Army musicians join with 
the sole intention of becoming a musician.

Today, what would you say your main purpose as 
an Army musician is?
Currently, I’m in a contemporary band which is 
completely different to anything I’ve done in the last 
18 years. 

In what sense?
All I’m playing at the minute is kit, which is great. But 
traditionally, I could be called upon to play timpani, 
xylophone, glockenspiel, and side drum. Traditional 



military bands are much more diverse. Also, with that 
you’ll be expected to march with your instrument. 
Except with the drum set, obviously. 

Currently you’re a Corporal, 
is that correct?
Correct.

Does that give you authority 
to boss your band mates 
around?
(Laughs) Well, I’ll just say 
that the rank system for 
musicians is the same as it is 
in the rest of the Army.

What sort events are you 
playing? For troops? 
All sorts. I’ve played 
in Officer’s messes and 
Sergeants’ messes. I’ve been 
out to Afghanistan playing 
music for the troops on the 

ground and also played at lots of Afghanistan’s F.O.Bs.

F.O.Bs?
Forward Operating Bases.

Where specifically in Afghanistan were you deployed?
I was deployed to play music for the front line troops 
at Camp Bastion, and all around Afghanistan.

How do you get around in Afghanistan with a 
drum kit?
Helicopter. We’d fly out to an F.O.B, play, back on 
the helicopter then play somewhere else. 

Being in Afghanistan, could you visibly see the 
impact music can have? 
Yes, absolutely. When you’re playing for people who 
are involved with front line operations, for example,  
you can see it gives them a release for an hour or two.
That’s very rewarding. As a soldier, having time to 
relax and just listen to music is important. 

So how did your experience of Afghanistan compare 
to that of someone in the infantry for example? 
I’m only speaking from my own experience here, but 
my last tour was a lot different to what an infantryman’s 
tour would be like. Mine lasted three weeks because 
we were travelling round and playing so much, but 
bands can be out there for three, four or five months. 
I went to many more places and camps than usual. 
An infantryman would go to a main base, then an 
F.O.B where they can stay for an entire tour. So I got 
to see more of Afghanistan, though not necessarily on 
the ground if that makes sense. 

Could a musician be deployed as a soldier to a 
combat zone? 
Everyone in the Army is a soldier, first and foremost. 
But at the moment, I’m deploying as a musician. We 
regularly have Army musicians who will volunteer to 
go back to Afghanistan and do a certain job, to be a 
driver for example, then come back six months later 
and pick their instrument back up. 

And what about your role outside of conflict zones?
Right, our other job is what we refer to as KAPE.

KAPE?
Keeping the Army in the Pubic Eye. So, for example, 
we recently played at the Bournemouth Air Show 

“When you’re playing 
for people who are 

involved with front 
line operations, you 
can see it gives them 
a release for an hour 

or two. That’s very 
important.”
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in front of about 3,000 people, which was a really 
great experience.

What’s the most memorable gig you’ve done?
For me, it’s when we played at the Invictus Games, 
and I managed to meet Dave Grohl and Taylor 
Hawkins because The Foo Fighters had also played. 

What did you do before you joined the Army? 
I played in a pop band doing pubs and clubs and that 
sort of thing. 

How does being an Army musician compare to that?
The main difference is I have a guaranteed wage every 
month. As a civilian musician, that’s something you 
can’t always depend on. Plus I get dental care, medical 
care and a pension. 

I read somewhere that the Army is one of the 
biggest employers of musicians in Europe…
That’s true. I’ve done 18 years so it’s a career for life 
really.  That’s likely why. 

So you had to audition initially? How competitive 
is it?
Yes, it is competitive, especially to get into a 
contemporary band. But it’s like any other exam or 
interview, especially nowadays. I remember being 
nervous, yeah. 

And how was your experience of going through 
Basic Training?
My basic training lasted eight weeks. It’s longer now 
for new recruits, about 14 weeks I think. It’s certainly 
a challenge. It’s all about fitness. You don’t touch an 
instrument; it’s all about becoming a soldier.  

The time it takes to prepare someone to be a soldier, 
compared to preparing to be a musician, seems so 
short by comparison. Prior to the audition, you’ll 
have spent years learning an instrument, but you 
only get eight or 14 weeks to become a soldier…  
Well, Basic Training is very intense, but it needs to be. 
On the flip side, it’s also very rewarding once you’ve 
been through it and I genuinely mean that. But Basic 
Training is just the start, you’re constantly learning 
new things and skills. 

How is your career as an Army musician affectd by 
your abilities as a soldier?
Although you are expected to play at a certain 
standard, it’s true that your career isn’t entirely judged 
on how well you can play. There are other factors to 
consider, too. 

Such as?
Leadership potential and decision-making ability.

Contemporary bands are something the Army has 
adopted only recently, right?
Yeah.

Are there songs you can and can’t play? 
Well, we still have a rank system within the band, so 
we have a Bandmaster and a Band Sergeant Major 
who will have a say on what we do or don’t play. But, 
as a process, deciding what to play can be as simple as 
the vocalist saying they want to do a particular piece, 
or we might be required to play something specific 
for a certain performance. 

And what about the pay?
Yeah, it’s good. 

CPL Matt Kilcoyne, photographed 
at The Royal Military School of 
Music, Kneller Hall, Twickenham



“The main difference 
is I have a guaranteed 
wage every month. As 
a civilian musician, 
that’s something 

that you can’t always 
depend on.”
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Go on…
Well, if you take an orchestra for example, I can’t 
see the principal percussionist earning more than 
£30,000 a year. What I’m earning, with benefits such 
as housing and medical, it’s considerably higher. 

So do you have any time to practise?
Yes, the Royal Military School of Music has specialised 
teachers who are at the top of their game. So my 
playing has vastly improved since I joined, without 
a doubt. I’m still going for lessons at the moment, so 
the opportunities to learn are always there. 

Do you ever get to play original material?
That’s something we are going to do in the future. 
There are three contemporary bands in the army at 
the moment. I believe some of them have written 
some of their own music, and it’s our intention to do 
the same.

Is there a rivalry between bands?
Er… no, well…, no not really. Erm, yeah. There’s no 
rivalry. We’re all friends.

Are you sure?
Well… I mean, ok, maybe there’s a bit but it’s all 
friendly (laughs).
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YOUR DRUMS 
AREN’T DEAD

Restoration and its Discontents

Words and Photos by Joe Cox
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My local drum shop, Scheerers Music in Leeds, was 
amazing, so when it suddenly closed down after 143 
years in business it was a huge shock. I found myself 

missing those hours killed in the shop, drinking tea and hitting the 
same drums that I hit the day before. They said I wasn’t a pain, but 
I probably was. Experimenting with gear after their closure came at 
a cost and meant that to try something, you had to have possession 
of it. I suddenly ended up with mountains of drums and cymbals, 
which would rarely get an outing. 

I started to get into vintage gear when I found a 1960s gold ingot 
Hayman kit at the back of a local shop. I instantly bought it, not 
even knowing what it was or how it would sound. Even the staff 
were surprised. It was in a right state and my Dad thought I was 
mad. But I got stuck in and had a go at restoring it. Luckily it came 
out great, so I gigged and recorded it constantly. Ever since, I’ve had 
a passion for vintage drums, especially the British ones. After playing 
Beverley and Arbiter drums on a few studio sessions, suddenly my 
eyes and ears were open. It just seemed natural to become obsessed 
with a drum company which was originally based only 60 miles 
away from my house. I think I’ve since owned 15 Beverley kits.

Education was changing a lot when I was at school in Leeds. 
Whilst I’m not trying to make out that I had a hard time growing 
up, I remember having to choose at the age of 12 what subjects 
we wanted to pursue, and ultimately what career path to go down. 
Luckily for me, the only subject I wanted to push was the only class 
that I didn’t routinely get sent out of: music. In hindsight, I suppose 
I was the class Muppet, and when I left school I struggled to find 
work. Because music was all I wanted to do, I continued to gig 
relentlessly whilst doing internships anywhere that would have me: 
magazines, press companies, music labels, festivals and venues. 

During this time, I also became a Dad, which gave me even more 
to prove, especially since I was only 17. When people used to ask,  
“when are you going to get a real job?” I think they struggled to 
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see the difference between working your ass off and just earning 
money. Before I started offering my restoration services, I worked 
everywhere I could on casual hours whilst rehearsing with my old 
band three or four days a week. I didn’t earn a single penny, but that 
gave me the drive I have today. 

It took a few years to find the voice I needed, but starting Joe 
Cox Drums definitely got me there. Specifically, I fell in love with 
the process of restoring drums that had 
been deemed written off. I found they 
could be brought back to life and still 
be more preferable than anything else I 
could pick up on the market. 

People say vintage gear is unreliable. 
In the right hands, this isn’t the case. 
I’ve seen more modern hoops and lugs 
crack in half than any of the older ones. 
I probably couldn’t break a Premier die 
cast hoop if I tried. 

I’ve got 16 kits currently lying 
around in my workshop waiting to 
be done up. Once a kit is restored, I 
want it out there getting played as soon 
as possible. That’s what gives me the 
most satisfaction. I’ve had to verbally 
fight to save kits going to ‘collectors’ 
who will keep beautiful drums locked away in a dark and damp 
garage never to be played. I’m really not into that. So it may seem 
contradictory when I say I’ve 16 of them, but I can only work so fast 
and the process is very labour intensive. Last year, I read an interview 
with Steven Adams from The Broken Family Band, who succinctly 
explained how they all kept up their day jobs during the course of 
the band, despite their success. I can relate to this sentiment a lot 
and, similarly, know a lot of bands in the same situation. 

“I’ve had to verbally 
fight to save kits 

going to ‘collectors’ 
who will keep 

beautiful drums 
locked away in a dark 

and damp garage 
never to be played.”
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I also have a day job alongside running Joe Cox Drums where I 
photocopy documents and deliver mail in a music college. I love the 
contrast of work. I’ll be working on a dull printing job, and then 
have to run off to meet one of my favourite drummers in my lunch 
break because they need a snare serviced. After work I’ll go home 
and service the snare, then meet them for lunch again the next day 
to return it, then go and watch them play that night. 

People often ask why I don’t do restoration full time. In all honesty, 
I think doing so would actually compromise what I do. I’d be putting 
myself first and turning something I enjoy into something that’s 
responsible for paying a wage. I don’t want to have to compensate 
by selling t-shirts and other merch to help pay my rent. I love going 
back into work at 8am on a Monday morning with filthy hands 
from all the rust from that weekend. Don’t ask why, because when I 
think about it I don’t actually know.
 
I guess I see restoration as an obsession, like a bigger and harder 
version of collecting Pokemon cards, but with so many more 
obstacles than just pocket money and how close your house is to 
the local corner shop. And instead of having a full scrap book of 
shiny Charizard and Blastoise cards, the thrill comes from pulling 
the kit out of a disused garage in Lincoln, bringing it back to life and 
passing it on to someone new. 

Joe Cox lovingly restores drums at his workshop in Leeds, UK. You can 
discover more at joe-cox.com

http://joe-cox.com/
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Daru Jones is someone who makes you want to make more of an 
effort. He’s very sociable. He dresses impeccably. He’s punctual. 
Polite. He eats well. He shops in store. He has things in common. 

He’s successful. He’s funny. Eternally optimistic. He’s good at everything. 
Liked by everyone. He’s been here. He’s been there. He gets free clothes. 
Free food. People wave at him in the street. He waves back.

I thought we weren’t going to get on. 

Daru Jones: Have you ever been to a vegan restaurant before?

The Drummer’s Journal: I think this is the first time ever. I didn’t know 
you were vegan.
Well, I’m only vegan sometimes really.

That doesn’t sound right. “Sometimes”?
Yeah, I keep going back and forth between vegetarian and vegan. But I 
keep breaking the rules, man. I’m trying to get back in shape! But when 
you have catering on tour it’s so hard. 

I can only imagine... 
I mean, there’s everything you could ever want. And I just can’t not eat it. 
But I’m back on track (laughs).

Waiter: Do you want to order some drinks?

Sure, I’ll have a coffee.
Waiter: Great, what kind? 

Just a regular coffee I guess? 
Waiter: And is that with soy milk or almond? 

… you can milk almonds?
 (The waiter is now looking at us suspiciously and begins to back away slowly) 

Daru: Man. You’ve really never been to a vegan place have you? Photo by: Kmeron

Photo by: MONO
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No. Can you order something for me?
Really? Just get this. It’s just a veggie burger. And it has this stuff on that’ll 
taste like bacon.

(Waiter attempts again to take orders. Daru asks to hold on to the menu in case 
he wants to order more.)

Aren’t you on a diet?
A man’s got to eat! Besides I’m flying out tonight 
on tour with Jack [White]. 

How does it feel knowing you’ve a big tour 
coming up?
I mean, usually it’d be exciting but I’m not sure 
how I feel about this one as we had a tragedy 
on tour back in October, with the sudden death 
of [keyboardist] Isaiah Owens. He was a unique, 
good-hearted person, as well as an amazing 
musician. So it’s not going to be the same without 
him. It was just a real shock. But I think it’s right 
to get back on the road again. But we’ll miss him 
for sure. A real one-of-a-kind.

(The food arrives) Wow that actually tastes like 
bacon. I can’t believe that. 
See, I told you not to worry. 

Is it true you actually iron the clothes you’re going to wear for that day, 
every morning?
Yeah. 

How do you even have time?
I just like to look neat, man. I always have.

You’re from Detroit?
A small city outside of Detroit really. You been to Detroit? 

“There’s two 
things you can 
learn from any 

drummer – what 
to do and what 

not to do.”
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“Is It true you 
Iron your clothes 

every mornIng?
Yeah. 

how do you even 
have tIme?

I just like to look 
neat, man.”
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No. I’ve seen 8 Mile, the Eminem film.
At the time, it was actually like that, yeah. I’m serious. Because the auto 
industry was dying, people were leaving. A lot of people.

It has a good hip-hop scene though, right?
Yes, but a lot of people have moved away though. You want my salad?

I thought you were trying to be healthy!
Yeah, well...

How old were you when you moved away?
I was about 16 when I started coming to New York to do music. 

Was there no music-based work around Detroit?
I just had some good opportunities that presented themselves in New York 
is all. My sister and I were in a band and we won a contest put on by some 
major labels.

Your parents are musicians too?
Yeah, they play organ and piano, so I grew up in church watching them 
play. I’ll always be thankful for that. 

What do you get growing up as a church musician that you don’t 
otherwise get?
You get a real good sense of timing. For me, it also taught me how to 
embrace positive energy and play from my heart and soul. It teaches you 
how to connect to the music. 

Did you always want to be a musician?
My two big things were drums and basketball.

So what made you choose drums?
The first time I heard jazz. After that, I knew I just wanted to play music. 

(Waiter arrives with Dessert menu)

Daru: Yes! The cookie sandwich here is insane! You want one? I’m getting one. 

I think I’m good, but thanks. So when did you get into hip hop?
When I was in school, all my friends were into artists like NWA and Public 
Enemy. Later, I got into music composed by Dr Dre and DJ Premier. I 
became fascinated with the whole production aspect. I mean, I was brought 
up on gospel music and everything outside that was considered secular.

Dr Dre especially deals with themes that would definitely be considered 
unchristian, so how did that sit along side your beliefs?
It’s true that hip hop, especially in the early days, wasn’t all that positive 
in terms of its lyrical content. I just learned to tune that out really, the 
profanity especially. That’s why I gravitated towards the production and 
programming side.

Were your parents disproving about hip hop?
Yeah. Well, my dad was a bit more supportive because he wasn’t totally 
immersed into the church, so you’d get into his car and you might hear 
Michael Jackson. You’d never hear that with my mom. 

Is it true that it costs about $10,000 to clear a sample?
Yeah, it can cost that much. Of course, back in the day no one cleared 
anything. But on the flip side it’s made hip hop grow. There’s the mainstream 
but it’s also healthy underground. Of course, all the pioneers are just like, 
“hip hop’s dead.” 

And you’d disagree?
Yeah, of course. The truth is it’s just different. In some ways things are a 
lot better. Instead of using samples, producers will hire a real musician. 
Also, because hip hop artists are now on the roster at mainstream festivals, 
especially in Europe, they perform with a backing band and not just a DJ. 
So now it’s good in the hood for musicians (laughs). 

I read an article recently about people saying disparaging things about 
hip hop as a genre because of its commerciality. 
Yes, it has become commercial but hip hop has always been about image 
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and lifestyle. I suspect the real reason why people say it’s dead is similar to 
why some jazz musicians might say that you’re not a real musician unless 
you’re playing what they’d consider to be jazz.

Similar in what respect?
It’s a level you’ve got to reach. It’s a craft that you have to study and learn, 
so by comparison this makes other things where you might not have to do 
that seem easy. A lot of iconic jazz musicians didn’t have a formal schooling, 
they couldn’t just go and study at Berklee, they had to learn the hard way, 
by themselves. Personally, I don’t really see music like that. Playing jazz 
doesn’t automatically make you a good musician. 
You have mediocre jazz musicians just like you 
have mediocre rock musicians. It’s the same in hip 
hop. It’s the same everywhere.

What’s the ultimate drum break?
Anything that Clyde Stubblefield played on. But 
it’s not just his playing, it’s the way it was recorded, 
the tuning of the drums, the patterns, all just 
amazing. Even the way they got that sound. It’s 
classic. Some of the best drums ever recorded, 
period. Aw wow! (Daru’s cookie arrives) Can you 
take a photo of me with this?

Are you one of those people who Instagrams 
pictures of food?
Yeah, I’m sorry. 

What is that in the middle? Is that ice cream? 
It’s peanut butter frosting.

I’m still going to ask you questions while you eat that. 
Ok.

How did your involvement with Jack White get started?
(Through a mouthful of cookie sandwich) It came about via a producer and 

“It’s never about 
me. I don’t think 
I have an ego like 

that. I’m passed 
that stage.”
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“A lot of iconic 
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didn’t have a formal 
schooling, they 

couldn’t just go and 
study at Berklee, 
they learnt the 

hard way.”
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rapper from Detroit called Black Milk. I was in his touring band at the time. 
Jack heard some of his stuff and wanted to collaborate. So it got set up and we 
flew down and recorded some songs. We also performed at his label, Third 
Man Records, and there was a song titled Losing Out where I had a drum 
solo. Jack’s a drummer too so he was really into it, so I guess I did something 
that he thought was cool. A few months later his team reached out to me. 

Have you ever thought why Jack picked you 
specifically?
Besides my drumming style, I think he wanted 
to add that hip hop undertone to his music. If 
you listen to The White Stripes, someone could 
rap over some of those songs. And I know that 
I’m there to do what the music tells me that I 
should do. It’s never about me. I don’t think I 
have an ego like that. I’m past that stage.

Did you go through that stage?
Yeah, I spent years like that. There’s two things 
you can learn from any drummer – what to do 
and what not to do. If you want to be able to pay 
your bills, you’ve got to cut that stuff out really. 

What would you give your cookie out of ten? 
9.5. Wasn’t big enough. 

Do you have an endorsement with Adidas? 
Well, I do some work with them. They send me stuff here and there.

Free clothes?
Well, it’s the same as any other endorsement; it’s not just free stuff. They see 
that I’m out there. I’m active and I can give them exposure (yawns). Man 
that cookie has made me feel tired. I was up watching movies last night too. 

Did you watch anything good?
Yeah, I saw Birdman. It’s good, you need to watch it.

Photo by: David James Swanson
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I haven’t been to the movies in ages. 
Aw man, I love going to the movies. I watched one about a woman with a 
sex addiction recently. It was a good movie.

… what sort of movie was it?
Nah man, it wasn’t that sort of movie! It was genuinely good. I can’t 
remember its name though. 

(Gesturing at Daru’s knuckles) Where did you get some of these 
formidable rings?
A company called GoodWood, made in Brooklyn. 

It’s like a knuckle-duster! 
(Daru Looks at the phone being used to record interview) Is that the original 
model? First generation? 

Yeah. 
(Bursts out laughing) Man, I can’t believe it still works. 

It wasn’t that long ago… 2007… 
That’s eight years ago! And you use that to record interviews? 

Yeah, it’s reliable! I left it out all night in the rain once. I only realised 
the next day because I could hear it ringing outside. 
Man you need to upgrade (laughs).

(Becoming slightly defensive) What time did you say your flight was?
Yeah, yeah.  

www



Daru Jones as 
illustrated by Beth 
Jorgensen
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Future Drums
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ORIGIN 
STORIES

A conversation with Ihan Haydar
Words By Tom Hoare
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Everyone has a story about how and why 
they started out playing drums. More often 
than not, it involves cookware being used 

in a context that is distinctly un-culinary. I’m one 
of those people who could happily bore you to 
tears, reminiscing about dragging all the pans out 
of the kitchen cupboards and relentlessly hitting 
them with wooden spoons. Unfortunately, I was 
a teenager at the time and this behaviour isn’t 
considered socially acceptable.   

Although it’s a nice sentiment, hitting pots and 
pans isn’t the actual reason you’re likely a drummer. 
At some point, as a toddler, almost everyone will 
have struck a pan or something metal with some 
sort of stick. You did this not because you were a 
budding musical genius, but because, as a child, 
it’s one way of conceptualising the world around 
you. It introduces you to the notion that your own 
actions are having an effect on your surroundings, 
which is exciting. 

It’s also likely the two-year old you enjoyed 
repetition. If you’ve ever tried to sit through an 
episode of the Teletubbies, you’ll know exactly 
what I mean. The same shit happens time and 
time again. For an adult it’s excruciating, but for 
a two year old, Teletubbies is the equivalent to 
watching The Shawshank Redemption: it’s the 
best thing they’ve ever seen.

I wish I could say I first encountered Ihan Haydar, 
drummer for Danish pop band L.I.G.A, because 
of my encyclopaedic knowledge of Denmark’s 
music scene, but unfortunately I’d be lying. The 
reality was much more mundane, a couple of 

sentences on a social media platform which, by 
chance, caught my attention. What followed, 
however, was one of the most remarkable stories 
I’ve ever heard about why or how anyone became 
a drummer.

I remember hearing about the outbreak of the Iraq 
War when I was in school, and I like to think that 
I was young enough to justify not comprehending 
what this actually meant. There were however, 
many others who knew exactly what was about to 
happen. One of these people was Ihan’s father, who 
took it on himself to seek asylum for his family. 
Ihan grew up in Baghdad and lived there until the 
coalition invasion in 2003. She’s now one of the 
most recognisable musicians in Denmark. What 
happened in between is pretty extraordinary.

The Drummer’s Journal: Where are you 
currently, actually in Copenhagen? 
Ihan Haydar: I am! It’s where I live. 

What’s the music scene like? 
There’s lots of rock and punk rock. Denmark’s not 
a big country but there’s lots of things going on, 
certainly with music. 

I saw you performed with Mike Mangini and 
Gavin Harrison recently? 
Yeah, it was awesome, I couldn’t really believe it to 
be honest. I think I was one of the only girls there, 
and I was performing. I did a clinic and spoke 

with the audience a little bit. Mike watched my 
clinic and he was really kind. So it was nice. 

Is the goal to become as recognisable as that?
Definitely. My band L.I.G.A are quite big here 
in Denmark, but all our songs are in Danish. So 
in the future, we’re going to use English lyrics, 
which will hopefully reach more people. We want 
to go out there and try our luck in Europe.

Can I ask you about growing up in Iraq?
Of course. What do you want to know?

Where in Iraq did you live?
Baghdad. 

How old were you when you left Iraq?
I was ten. And now I’m 21. So it was 11 years ago.

That’s when the Iraq War was starting? 
Yes. My dad came here to Denmark about three 
years before we did. But he took the long way. 
He walked from country to country. He was 
captured six times and sent back to Iraq, where 
he got tortured. So on his seventh try he made 
it to Denmark and was allowed to stay here. So 
then three years later my mum, my two brothers 
and me, we were able to take a plane and come 
and join him. He’s an incredible man. He could 
tell you a lot of stories. And he can show you his 
scars from where he was tortured. I mean, you’ll 
get goose bumps, it’s crazy.

So your father walked all the way from Iraq to 
Denmark, to seek asylum? 
Yes. There are groups that will walk from country 
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to country, but then when you run out of money, 
you can just get left behind because other people 
cannot afford to support you. 

Was he trying to get to Denmark specifically?
No, but he was in Germany when he ran out 
of money and got dropped by his group. But in 
Germany they couldn’t grant refugees permission 
to include their families, so he could have stayed, 
but we couldn’t join him. His plan, the reason for 

his journey, was to get his kids out 
of Iraq. So he continued on, by 
himself, to Denmark. And when 
he arrived in Denmark, they took 
really good care of him. So I’m 
really grateful for everything he 
did and went through. I can’t 
really describe it. 

What was your life like in Iraq 
as a kid?
I mean, I had a good childhood, 
and my parents did everything to 
see that we had a good life. We 
were not rich but we were not 
poor either. But I was a kid, so 
I did not worry about anything, 

but my parents did, a lot. I mean, my dad was in 
the military; he was forced into the military for 
14 years. And then it was only after that, when 
he could finally get out, that he met my mother. 
During this time, he’d seen enough to know that 
Iraq was not going to be the right place to stay. 
He knew that as long as Saddam Hussein was in 
power, it would be increasingly dangerous. And 
in the end, he was totally right.

“I knew that 
if I didn’t go, 
if I didn’t try, 

then I’d regret 
it for the rest 

of my life.”
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Can I ask how you feel about what’s happened 
in Iraq because of that war?
Well, we have family who have been killed in that 
war, but we also have family who have survived 
and are still in Iraq, and I think about them a lot. 
We can’t visit them. I haven’t seen them for over 
ten years now. The war changed everything. It’s 
hard to describe. It’s still a very dangerous place.

So you had to learn 
Danish?
Yes, Danish and 
English, both at the 
same time.

How many other 
languages can you 
speak?
Danish, English, 
French, Arabic and 
Kurdish because 
my mum is from 
Kurdistan in 
northern Iraq. So 
I can speak five 
languages. 

And did you have 
to take a citizenship test when you first arrived 
in Denmark?
Yes, I had to do it only recently actually, when I 
became 18. It takes so long here in Denmark to 
get citizenship. I’m still waiting. And there are so 
many tests. 

What do they ask you about?

They’re really hard. A lot of Danish people actually 
cannot do them. In high school, our class had to 
do one for fun and only four students passed. But 
I studied a lot and I passed the real one. So in one 
year or so I should receive my Danish citizenship.

When you were in Iraq, did you encounter any 
western music?

No, not at all, so 
when I arrived 
in Denmark, it 
was suddenly 
everywhere. 

What music do you 
remember hearing 
when you arrived?
Robbie Williams. 
I just loved Robbie 
Williams. He was 
peaking then, in 
about 2003. It was 
very hard for me to 
get used to rock and 
pop, because all my 
life I’d only heard 
Arabic music. 

And what introduced you to drumming?
I just went into the music room at school one day 
and started to mess around on the drums. And 
then I just kept doing that, practising and trying 
to learn something to impress my friends. 

Did you tell your parents?
I’m Muslim and none of my family play music. 

My parents wanted me to be a doctor, so when 
I told them I was playing the drums and getting 
quite good at it they told me to stop. So I could 
only play at school. 

And you didn’t want to be a doctor?
No, I wanted to be a drummer. Even though I 
couldn’t get lessons, I was taking it seriously, I was 
teaching myself. 

So then you entered a talent show, is that right?
Yeah, that’s sort of true. It was a big competition 
for bands and my entire high school was there to 
watch, along with lots of other people. So there 
were ten bands, but at the last minute one band 
cancelled. Because I’d helped organise it, I was 
told to go on and fill in the time by playing drums.

You hadn’t prepared anything?
No, nothing at all. But I thought, “why not? I will 
maybe not get to do this again so I’ll do it.” So 
you know the song Wipeout?

By The Surfaris?
Yeah, I had that on my phone, so I played it 
through the speakers and just jammed along to it. 

And how did that go down?
I won (laughs).

Did you win anything?
No, not really. But a few days later I found 
out that it had been recorded and uploaded to 
YouTube. Shortly after that, I got a call from one 
of Denmark’s biggest producers asking if I’d be 
available for some work. 

“My father walked 
from Iraq to 

Denmark to seek 
asylum for us. He 
was captured six 

times and tortured. 
On his seventh try 

he made it.”
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What sort of work?
He asked if I wanted to be in a band which would 
represent Denmark in the Eurovision Song 
Contest. So I said yes. 

And what did your parents say?
They said no (laughs). They didn’t know what the 
Eurovision Song Contest 
was really, and it was in 
Azerbaijan that year.

So how did you end up 
going?
I told them I was going on 
a school trip. But really I 
was going to Azerbaijan 
to perform on Eurovision. 

How did they find out 
you’d gone?
They saw me on TV. My 
brother knew, and he 
switched on the TV so 
they could see. Apparently 
they got quite a big shock. 

I can’t even imagine…
It was good because they 
saw that I wasn’t just in a garage band, but that I was 
doing professional work. I mean, Eurovision is huge; 
120 million people watch it. That’s a big show. 

No kidding that’s a big show! I can’t quite 
believe your parents had no idea… 
I know, right? But, I knew that if I didn’t go, if I 
didn’t try, then I’d regret it for the rest of my life. 

“My parents didn’t know 
what Eurovision was. So 
I told them I was going 

on a school trip. 
how dId they fInd out 

you’d gone?
They saw me 

performing on TV.”



And I would have, because now I know that if I 
had not done that, then I wouldn’t be here now, 
because that started my career really. 

Because no one in Europe likes the UK, we 
usually do pretty badly. Plus everyone always 
says the voting is very political…
I’m sure that’s not true about the UK…

No it is, I promise you.
Ok, well my impression was that, among the 
contestants, there’s nothing too political going 
on, everyone is there just to have fun. But there 
are certainly political themes, and one of those 
is definitely the voting. And I think that’s sad, 
because it’s such a beautiful experience. It was 
definitely one of the best days of my life. 

So when you got back, what happened?
I spoke to my parents and said I was serious about 
being a drummer, and they said, “ok, you should 
do it.” So then I got my first drum kit.

I’m sure your parents enjoyed that…  
I couldn’t believe I had one of my own so I really 
did just play nonstop. They threatened to kick me 
out I played so much. 

I still can’t believe you got to Azerbaijan… what 
was the next step?
So I came back to Denmark and I began to work 
with the producer. He knew two boys who made 
music and wrote their own songs and needed a 
drummer, so I met with them. I started recording 
drums to their songs and we became good friends.  
So we recorded some demos and then after about 

half a year, we were offered a deal at Universal 
Denmark. So we released three singles, which got 
a lot of radio play. Then we released an album that 
did well too, then we got nominated for an award,  
Best Danish New Act, and we won that, too. 

Was that an MTV thing?
No, that one wasn’t to do with MTV, but I 
suppose it’s a Danish equivalent. We did actually 
get nominated for an award by MTV, but we 
didn’t win that. I mean, we’ve only been doing 
this for one year so I think it’s a good start.

Yeah, I’d say that’s a pretty good start. So you 
must have you heard one of your own songs on 
the radio?
Yeah. It’s incredible, but a little strange! I also 
heard an interview we recorded on the radio, 
which was very weird, hearing your own voice. 
But it’s always fun. 

So what’s happening next with L.I.G.A – am I 
saying that right?
Er, no not really. 

Sorry my pronunciation is terrible…
It means league in English, I think. Well, we’re 
recording a new album, it’ll be out next year, and 
we’re currently nominated for three awards at an 
awards show called the GAFFA awards, so that’s 
going to be fun. But it all seems a long way off, 
we’re just at the beginning.

It seems you’ve become a role model in 
Denmark, am I right?
Yeah, I mean, we’ve been through a lot. I am a role 

model I suppose, and when I tell my story, people 
listen to it. I’m one of few female drummers here. 
So I do get people who say, “my daughter plays 
music because of you. My son plays music because 
of you.” And that’s really inspiring for me to hear. 
Definitely. 

So do you have any plans to break Europe and 
then America?
Well, I mean that’d be nice, wouldn’t it? I think 
realistically it’d be very hard, but then again 
nothing comes that easily, so we’ll just remain 
optimistic (laughs).
 
I read that you do karate? 
Yeah, I’m almost a brown belt, that’s the one before 
black. But I had to stop because I was doing more 
and more music and just didn’t have the time to 
do both. 

Have you ever had to use your karate in real life?
No! Which actually sucks as I’d love to try! But 
it’s pretty quiet here and there’s not much trouble.

You’ll be able to use it in America…
(Laughs) Well I’ll look forward to that. 
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Over the past seven issues, 
I have explored concepts 
including, timing, pattern 
recognition, instinctive 
counting, technical expression, 
mindfulness, the subconscious 
and muscle memory; all of 
which I consider to be subtle 
but essential parts of a modern 
drummer’s repertoire.
Developing creative ‘awareness’ is no less important than practising 
rudiments or coordination exercises to improve our technical ability; 
it only adds to sharpening our approach and self-understanding. In 
essence, realising what drives us from within aids our ability to play 
and perform on the drum set. 

We need to balance self-awareness with our technical prowess in 
order for it to become anything more than a theoretical concept.

What is balance to a drummer?

Drummers are poised to react; the very nature of our instrument 
requires us to not only sustain momentum and carve out rhythmic 
structures, but also to continuously assess what we are doing by 
listening and reacting to our musical surroundings. Balance is 
evident when we are performing to the best of our ability, without 
struggle and without the need to over-analyse our performance as it 
happens. It is a combination of utilising all our skills and theoretical 
knowledge, to arrive at a point of action where our reactions are 
perfectly tuned into the present, moment by moment.

I have identified three distinct categories, under which reactivity 
can be incorporated into musical performance: technical response, 
musical response and decision making. By developing a greater 
awareness of our reactions, we might then be closer to achieving a 
more malleable approach and adopting more adaptive methods of 
performing, thus developing a sense of balance.

Technical response

If you have ever marvelled at the freakish speed of drummers 
‘competing’ in online sponsored events, you will no doubt be aware 
of the concept of ‘fast hands’. By this, we mean a fine-tuned nervous 
response, giving the drummer the ability and freedom to manipulate 
the drum sticks at speeds far beyond the point of comprehension. If 
you don’t have fast hands, then you could be forgiven for thinking 
you are out of luck. However, muscle response is all about balance. 
If you can find the natural balance between the sticks, your hands, 
the velocity of the hit and the drum’s rebound, you are much closer 
to achieving mastery of speed.

I am not suggesting one particular stick technique is better than 
another, rather, that no matter how you hold the sticks, it is possible 
to become aware of how these balance in your hands and therefore 
become better positioned to play in a more adaptive way. This doesn’t 

just apply to mastery of speed but also to the subtlety, loudness and 
range of tone achieved, all of which can be vastly improved through 
attention to balance.  

In essence, you are allowing the stick to do the hard work while you 
act as a guide. 

Musical response

Knowing how you feel in any given moment and how the music you 
are playing can affect the decisions you make is important. What 
does your band’s musical style mean to you?  If you have found your 
musical tastes at times in conflict with the rest of your bandmates’, 
you will understand how frustrating it can be to be outnumbered 
in the creative process, where you would opt to take a different 
direction. However, this could also be viewed as an opportunity to 
bring your own particular musical style to the mix and learn new 
styles and disciplines that are perhaps outside your comfort zone. 
Finding such a balance could well lead to a positive outcome, adding 
to your own repertoire and giving your band the edge it needs. 

Most musical styles are defined by the types of rhythm being 
played. So, if you are an amazing blast-beat drummer seemingly at 
loggerheads with the rest of your band who are all jazz musicians, 
to make your mark you might decide to venture into bebop; the 
chances are that the results will be, at the very least, an interesting 
experiment. At best, it might ultimately set your music apart.

Decision making

Having faith in your choices and sensitivity to the musical situation 
will improve your confidence and the chance of creating a meaningful 
connection with the audience and the music. 

Finding a balance between the analytical and creative processes can be 
difficult. For example, when learning a new beat, you may stop half-
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way through with a feeling that what you have been doing sounds 
wrong or was incorrect in some way. This comes about due to the 
amount of information that needs to be processed when learning a 
new drum pattern. At some point the analytical mind calls a halt to 
proceedings, in order to appraise what has just happened before it 
can move on. One way around this problem is to attempt to ignore 
what you have just done, with the assumption in mind that if you 
are still playing you are on track. In essence, focusing on the future 
and not on the past. Once you have done this a few times, your 
mind will automatically relax and focus on memorising your new 
skill in a more holistic fashion.

This example illustrates how strong the pull to analyse our performance 
can be. During a performance this can be a huge problem; our 
anxiety to do a good job, the situation we find ourselves in and the 

complexities of the music all strive for our attention, leaving very little 
room for creativity and enjoyment. At its worst, your mind can give 
up completely and your concentration will wander away, often seeking 
solace in something banal, such as what you intend to eat for dinner. 

The only real way around a potential mind-block is preparation and 
experience. Taking the time to centre yourself before a performance 
(again, finding a state of internal balance) will also be of benefit. 

So, in order to gain a more balanced approach to playing the drums, 
we must first hone our ability to observe our habitual responses. 
Our feelings, thoughts and behaviours are intrinsically reactive. Our 
thoughts give rise to feelings, determining our behaviour before 
feeding this information back to the brain. This happens so quickly 
(milliseconds), that we are largely unaware of the process. When 

pausing to observe how fast this process really is, it is possible to 
intercept our thoughts and resultant feelings, thus allowing us to 
choose how we respond. Whatever path you may take in musical 
direction, in order for this process to become apparent in your 
composition and performance, you must develop the ability to 
respond and balance your physical output with your cognitive 
workings. Being able to do so will hopefully push you in a new, 
positive direction.

Ben Martin is a drum tutor based in Glasgow, Scotland. You can keep 
up with his blog here.

“Knowing how you 
feel in any given 
moment and how 
the music you are 
playing can affect 
the decisions you 

make is important.”
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