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If you’ve ever seen or read Roald Dahl’s Matilda, there’s a 
scene where a gluttonous child named Bruce Bogtrotter 
is force-fed a huge chocolate cake by a tyrannical head 
teacher known as The Trunchbull. Bruce ultimately 
triumphs over adversity as, much to his persecutor’s 
disgust, he miraculously manages to finish the entire cake.

An early memory of mine is watching a kid from my 
primary school class eat slice after slice of chocolate cake 
at a birthday party. He helped himself to five substantial 
slices before being violently sick onto the table around 
which we were all sat. I can’t remember when or where 
this was, but only that an adult then proclaimed the sick 
child to have subsequently “ruined the party for everyone.” 
Pretty harsh words in hindsight. I thought it was great. 

Not all birthdays are remembered for being fun and, 
unfortunately, our first birthday as a magazine was marred 
by a particularly unfortunate event. I wish I could say it 
involved excessive consumption of confections, but the 
reality was a bit harsher. We turned up at the office to find 
the windows smashed, door open and the place stripped 
of anything remotely valuable. 

Still, I’d always hoped this particular editorial might 
express what we’d gained after one year and not what we’d 
lost. Whilst we may now have fewer material possessions, 
the lessons we’ve learned and the experiences we’ve 
accumulated are something we’re not looking to part with 
just yet. Despite the setback, this issue was as enjoyable 
as ever to put together and I think that’s testament to the 
meaningful commentary alive and well in the drumming 
community.  

We went to our first trade show in London back in October. 
We were asked so many politely inquisitive questions 
about The Drummer’s Journal that after two solid days 
our voices gave out altogether. It was also nice to be able 
to see people’s reactions to the magazine, and to be able to 
give out some prototype print editions. This is something 
we’re working on for the future. 

So, here’s to year two, and The Drummer’s Journal’s 
tangible assets after one year: a small sponge cake. 

Welcome to Volume One, Issue Five of The Drummer’s 
Journal. 

Tom.

BIRTHDAY

www





“I ’ve a story for you.” Steve’s looking over the top of his glasses and gesturing 
towards a yellow drum set in the corner of his shop. “That’s the most 

valuable set we have, and it almost ended up as landfill.” He relays a story 
involving Louie Bellson, Sammy Davis Jr. and a debt to the IRS in excess of two 

million dollars, a tale that has all the hallmarks of a convincing screenplay. 

SUPPLY 
AND 

DEMAND
A Conversation with Steve Maxwell

Words by Tom Hoare
Photography Camilo Fuentealba
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Occupying the third and fourth floors of a building that 
overlooks Times Square, the crowds in the street below 
seem largely unaware of the shop’s existence. This is likely 

because Steve’s shop is somewhat difficult to find. On what was by 
no means my first visit, still I found myself stood on 7th Avenue, 
squinting gingerly through a once translucent door and into a small, 
darkened lobby. There’s no shop front, just a small elevator bank 
and a sign that reads “Thai massage: floor two.”

Still, Steve Maxwell Vintage and Custom Drums  
has a reputation. The expansive collection of 
vintage, historical and custom kits and cymbals 
is, for many, an international attraction. Whilst 
packed wall-to-wall with equipment that is, 
more often than not, older than most customers, 
the shop is much more than a show room. It’s a 
successful business operating in a climate where 
many have been left unable to compete due to 
pressure from online retailers. 

Out of Steve’s office window, a 20-foot high 
advertisement for a video game that recently became the fastest selling 
entertainment product in history is visible. Two blocks to the south 
there are large, bright billboards on buildings that are attempting to 
sell expensive cameras to people who quite obviously already have 
them. The arching golden logos of multibillion-dollar companies 
who have, traditionally, had questionable ethical orientations are 
prominent. This is an area of the city where land value is cripplingly 
high which makes, provisionally, Maxwell’s existence and financial 
viability seem questionable. Music stores – the independent ones at 
least - have rarely been heralded as purveyors of untold wealth.  

Steve’s an astute businessman with a detailed knowledge about the 
market in which he operates and the products he sells. He’s also 
very personable with a genuine passion for vintage drums. We sat 
down to talk about the economics of owning a shop and what it 
takes to stay afloat.

“Yeah. I have a lot 
of people say, ‘your 
business model isn’t 
supposed to work.’” 
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Steve Maxwell: You want an espresso? You should never turn 
down a good espresso. 

The Drummer’s Journal: Sure, why not. Before opening 
the shop you had something to do with credit cards, right?
Correct - I ran businesses concerned with credit card transaction 
processing. 

So opening a drum shop was a bit of a career change, no?
I’ve been playing drums for over 50 years, and I’ve been a collector 
since my early 20s. I’ve always been steeped in the vintage stuff. 
I lived in Rhode Island in the 1970s and I’d take a bus and make 
the four hour trip to NYC to study with Papa Jo Jones. He used 
to teach at Frank Ippolito’s Pro Percussion. Frank Ippolito’s place 
was magical. Al Duffy, one of the first ever custom drum builders, 
had a corner in the shop and it was a sight to behold. The sense 
of community created because of that shop is something I’ll never 
forget. 

So that’s where the inspiration stems from?
My first store in Chicago started out as me selling stuff out of my 
living room. As the web became a bit more robust, trade increased 
and I opened up a dedicated store. It’s in its 13th year now. About 
five years ago we opened this shop in NYC and I was able to retire 
from my other business. 

Retail can seem romantic – owning your own shop, being your 
own boss. But it’s often a difficult thing to get right. 
For me, going into retail wasn’t that daunting because I ran businesses 
for 30 years that were doing a couple hundred million dollars a year 
in revenue.

So you opened this store in 2008. That was right at the start of 
the financial crisis…
Yeah. I have a lot of people say, “your business model isn’t supposed 
to work.” This is the thing. We’re a niche business focused on a 
speciality.



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

1 0

In what sense?
Take Guitar Center and Sam Ash – they are the 800 pound gorillas 
of the drum shop world. Unfortunately, drum shops which have to 
compete with Guitar Center will likely lose out because they don’t 
have the economies of scale; they can’t compete at such low price 
points.

So being niche means you only carry a few select brands?
That’s not all there is to it but we don’t carry what everybody else 
carries because everyone is beating each 
other to death on the pricing. When 
people are saying, “I want this specific 
set and I want it for the cheapest possible 
price,” that’s not what we do. If one guy’s 
trying to sell a certain widget for five 
bucks less than the other guy, the other 
guy will give you free hardware and free 
shipping, and pretty soon your profit 
margin becomes two dollars. There’s no 
differentiation of service and there’s no 
differentiation of product.

This area has historically had a lot of 
music shops hasn’t it?
It was known as Music Row. It was right 
here on 48th between 7th and 6th.

So how has it changed – there were a 
lot more stores? 
Yes – the street was lined totally with music stores. People say, “oh, 
this is the death of music in NYC now.” Things move and shift, but 
it’s absurd to think that because someone has moved from point A 
to point B that no one’s going to show up anymore.

How have you seen the demand for vintage drum sets change 
with time?
It’s becoming more desirable and more accessible too. Now we sell a 

“I’ve had people walk 
in here asking, “I 
bought these ten 

years ago - what are 
they worth now?” and 
I have to turn round 

to them and tell them 
they’re not real.”
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“When people are saying, ‘I want this specific set and I want it for the cheapest possible 
price,’ that’s not what we do. If one guy’s trying to sell a certain widget for five bucks 

less than the other guy, the other guy will give you free hardware and free shipping, and 
pretty soon your profit margin becomes two dollars.”
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lot of vintage gear to people who own their own studios. Poplar or 
maple shells with rounded bearing edges are quite sought after, as is 
that big fat 60s Ludwig sound. 

Will a player have different priorities when purchasing vintage 
gear as opposed to a collector?
Yes - players will take a vintage kit with modifications because 
it won’t command a premium price and will still have the right 
sound. Collectors, however, want the real deal, total originality, no 
re-wraps or re-cut bearing edges. There are so many instances of 
people getting ripped off with fake gear it isn’t funny.

Fakes?
Pretty much. It’s people palming off refurbished and non-original 
Gretsch kits as Round Badge originals and charging 10,000 bucks 
for drums that are fake. Originals will sell for that. I’ve had people 
walk in here asking, “I bought these ten years ago - what are they 
worth now?” and I have to turn round to them and tell them they’re 
not real.

What is demand like for high-end sets?
It’s big. What amazes me though is that there are major manufacturers 
who are offering ply shell kits for over $6000, which is only $600 
less than a hand made, solid wood, steam-bent kit. I think ply is 
overpriced. $6000 for a ply shell kit? Come on. How did we get 
here? 

How has the way people buy drums changed?
Back in the 1970s people went to a shop – it was the only place to 
go really. Now people go online and buy things there. 

In the UK there were a lot of high-street retailers who went out 
of business last year because of being undercut from online 
stores. People have started using shops to physically look at an 
item before going online and buying it for 20 dollars cheaper…
Part of the issue is that businesses are displaced because their business 
model fails to evolve in light of competition. If you find yourself in 

“I think ply is 
overpriced. $6000 
for a ply shell kit? 
Come on. How did 

we get here?”
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this situation, you need to change your model or, seriously, just think 
about stopping otherwise it’ll ruin you trying to compete. Some 
manufacturers now are thinking, “we’ll sell direct to Amazon”, but 
Amazon will direct people towards their own products before they 
point them towards anyone else’s. It’s just a cannibalisation really. 

Do you think that’s easier said than done though – changing a 
business model? How do you go about that? 
You have to think about differentiation. There’s something called 
sustainable competitive advantage, and if you don’t have that, you’re 
done. Sometimes having a sustainable competitive advantage means 
finding a niche and sticking to it. 

Has the internet helped your business 
as opposed to being a hindrance?
Yes. I don’t worry what anyone is selling 
on eBay, Amazon or who has what 
discounts. I just worry about what I’m 
doing. I have two stores and the website. 
A well run website should be treated as 
a third location – it should absorb the 
same effort as a physical store.

Is there anything you’ve regretted 
selling?
So much stuff you wouldn’t believe. But 
there’re always new things that come 
along.

Do you get the impression that manufacturing is getting more 
difficult? 
Yes I do. I think manufacturing is becoming increasingly difficult 
because you’ve got two forces working against each other:  you’ve 
got markets demanding lower prices and you’ve got manufacturing 
issues, where you can only make things so cheaply. Labour rates in 
China are going up 15-20% per year and it’s going to be impossible 
for the products coming out of there to be constantly cheap. We’re 

“A well run website 
should be treated 
as a third location 
– it should absorb 

the same effort as a 
physical store.”
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starting to find that more and more people are moving production 
back to the US. Five or six years ago if you tried to do that, the unit 
cost would be so high you’d never sell any instruments.

So why has this changed?
A few reasons. Firstly, the desire for the work in the US has gone 

up and, secondly, the cost of production 
overseas has gone up. So we’re at a point 
where making items in the US is favourable 
because you’re not dealing with customs, 
lag times, shipping containers and 
communication barriers. I think there’s 
a push now to control the manufacturing 
process end to end if you can. I went to a 
dealer meeting and someone asked, “this 
brand just introduced a $399 drum set, 
what do we do?” My answer was,  “nothing.” 
There’s a point at which you have to stop 
following the leader – you have to draw a 
line in the sand and move on. And that’s 
what people are doing. It’s painful at first 
because you’re giving up revenue. But as a 
business owner, the question you should 
always ask is, “is this sustainable?” 

So how much would that Louie Bellson set cost me?
It’s not for sale I’m afraid – it’s just too unique. 

“There’s a point 
at which you have 
to stop following 
the leader – you 
have to draw a 

line in the sand 
and move on.”

www

www

www



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

1 5





Extended Footboard Ad 2013 (drummers journal).indd   1 10/8/13   10:35 AM

http://www.dwdrums.com/
http://www.dwdrums.com/


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

1 8

DERIVATIVES
Fugazi’s Brendan Canty
Words by Julia Kaye & photography by Sam Rayner

Calculator watches first appeared in the late 1970s. They 
were pretty unrefined and reliability was an issue for a 
digital technology still in its infancy. Many were really just 

experiments that would have looked quite at home on the set of Logan’s 
Run. Then, in 1985, calculator watches became cool. Sting wore one. 
So did Marty McFly. The resulting increase in demand saw many 
models become mass-produced. Some were still hideously expensive. 
Some were suspiciously cheap. Some were so overly complex that 
they served no real purpose unless you had toothpicks for fingers. 
Inevitably, however, people lost interest and newer technologies took 
over. Calculator watches fell into obscurity - all, that is, except one: the 
1982 Casio-CFX 400. It cost under 50 dollars and pioneered a number 
of features that would go on to become integral in the construction of 
cell phones, computers and handheld devices. It worked without fail 
and left a lasting legacy on the future of technological development. 
It is the definitive calculator watch. 

Calculator watches have little to do with music, and most likely weren’t 
that popular in Washington DC during the 1990s when one of the 
most infamous hardcore punk scenes the world over was flourishing. 
If you’re not familiar with it, imagine a room visibly moist with 
sweat, full of flailing limbs attached to predominantly male torsos, set 
beneath shaven heads.

w w w
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In 1987, Fugazi were a band who emerged from this 
furore to do for independent music what the CFX 
did for LED-based wristwear. Fugazi are regularly 

deemed one of the most iconic and influential bands 
of the last 40 years. They took much of hardcore’s 
raw dissonance and injected rhythmical appeal and 
informed musicality. Their ethical, DIY aesthetic was 
equally as prominent: no merchandise, five-dollar 
tickets and an out-and-out rejection of violence and 
aggressive behaviour.  

Until their indefinite hiatus in 2003, Brendan Canty 
had spent 15 years as Fugazi’s drummer. He then 
worked as a filmmaker and composer before forming 
Deathfix, a band he currently fronts. We met him in 
a windowless basement in Manchester…

Brendan Canty: (Looking at the layers of grime on the 
white, tiled walls) I’ve spent a lot of time in places like 
this (laughs).

The Drummer’s Journal: Is touring different now 
as opposed to when you were 20? 
It’s exactly the same. Fugazi was never a band that 
hired busses; we were always all in a van. If things 
were going very well we got two vans. That was as 
good as it got – and still gets to be honest.

I know you’re a multi-instrumentalist, but how 
was it that you started out as a drummer? 
Honestly, I was 13 and one of my older brothers said, 
“if you learn how to play drums you’ll always be in 
a band, and if you’re in a band you’ll always have a 
girlfriend.” Is that sage advice or what!? 

Is Deathfix the first time you’ve fronted a group?
This is the first time I’ve done it seriously, yeah.

So is life different as a guitarist?
I find the main difference is that, with guitar, I have 
to be a lot more precise. It requires a lot of discipline 
that I wasn’t born with. I don’t think there’s much that 
can take the place of drumming in terms of feeling 
liberated, though. 

As Deathfix is a bit of a departure from what you’ve 
done previously, can you help anticipating people’s 
response?
No I don’t worry about it, you just need to get out there 
and play. You need to get in a van, drive to a town, set 
up, play, pack down and go to 
the next town. You have you get 
out there and meet people. You 
need to do the work. Not just to 
grow audience-wise but to grow 
as a band. That’s important. 

Are you familiar with the 
concept of a Rad Dad?
(Laughs) I’m not but I can guess 
what it is.

So would you class yourself as 
such?
I’d say I’m lucky to have my wife 
really, and I’m just fortunate I 
can spend as much time with 
the kids as I do. They’re all 
teenagers, so I’m seeing a lot of Kanye West these 
days. 

Kanye, huh? I wouldn’t have had you down as a 
fan, I’ll admit…
I think I am – I mean, I’m not a fan of the whole 
package but his music can be quite good. 

Fugazi, 
Philadelphia, 

August 1988 

“We were always 
in a van. If things 
were going very 
well we got two 
vans. That was as 
good as it got.”

w w w
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Kanye has fallen off the respect radar pretty 
comprehensively of late… 
Honestly – it’s because he had a kid and put out a 
record too quickly. Honestly. It happened to Jay-Z too. 
He rushed the record. Good records take time.

Speaking of stature, Fugazi are often thought to be 
a significant band on a number of levels, ranging 
from the music itself to the 
socio-political ethos of what 
you were doing. What do 
you think it meant to you 
personally?
That was a period of 15 
years that’s really vivid in 
my memory. It was very 

meaningful to me and we 
took it very seriously – 
some of my best friends 
in the world are in that 
band. But I don’t know 
if there’s one overarching 
meaning for Fugazi, it 

was more like a collection of 
experiences. With Fugazi we 
always remained true to our 
ideals just by following the 
golden rule: treat others as 
you want to be treated yourself. That’s it – the start and 
finish of everything.

Do you ever wonder what it’d be like with Fugazi 
now?
I do. Things are really different now. There’s more of 
a machine in place today in terms of the way bands 
book shows. That whole system is confounding to me. 

But like the other night in Spain, we played what could 
have been a Fugazi show. I mean, it wasn’t an actual 
squat, but it was pretty close to a squat – we walked in 
and all the people were there with their kids, and they 
were all playing around, then they cleared the venue 
and then they fed us dinner. It’s hard to explain how 
touching that is. They’re the shows I miss. 

What’s the difference 
between a band going on an 
indefinite hiatus and a band 
breaking up? 
Well, with Fugazi the issue 
wasn’t whether or not we loved 
each other, but more that we 
started having kids and our 
parents were dying. Fugazi 
only knew one way to tour, 
which was constantly. Quite 
honestly, I think I needed to 
do other things. I needed to 
make movies and I needed to 
be at home. I think I was in a 
state of arrested development. 
I was trying to get everything 
out of Fugazi; all the meaning 
of my life but it wasn’t working 
for me personally. I have since 

made a lot of movies, a lot of music and raised my kids, 
so now I wish we were playing again. 

Speaking of filmmaking, you’re currently making a 
documentary called The Liberation about the DC 
Central Kitchen and its role in providing training 
and life skills for the homeless, felons and drug 
addicts…

“You need to 
drive to a town, 
set up, play, pack 
down and go to 
the next town. 

You have you get 
out there and 
meet people.”

w w w
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“I was trying to get everything 
out of Fugazi; all the meaning of 

my life but it wasn’t working.”

w w w
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Fugazi gig posters which were 
regulalry handmade.

There are a lot of people who need help in Washington DC and the 
DC Central Kitchen is providing it. I spent three months attending 
a class where they teach victims of the prison system and victims of 
drug abuse how to be professional chefs. It was fascinating to live 
and become friends with people who had spent 27 years in prison, 
or people who had, at some point, killed somebody. There were 
some amazing moments but there were some really hard stories too: 
a mother and child kicked out of their house, roaming the streets, 
living out of a shopping cart and forced into prostitution. Endless 
fucked up stories that, for those involved, were just day-to-day 
existence. Ultimately, it’s not really about cooking. It’s about the 
journey of these people in becoming trusting individuals again. 

As you’re from Washington DC, did making the film change how 
you see the city?
Washington DC is a very, very segregated place. It’s split by the 
Anacostia River. Up until the time I was 20, I had maybe been over 

that river twice. It was a very different place when I was growing up. 
It was very violent. When I started to go over there and meet people, 
you learn not to be scared of going into those neighbourhoods, 
even though you’re told never to go there. I’ve never thought of 
myself as a racist in any way, but you understand that our patterns 
of behaviour are inherently racist. A lot of it is about fear and fearing 
black people. This happens in America – we still broadcast that 
message constantly. So it was a liberating experience for me to get 
past some of those preconceptions and meet real people. 

In those situations where you are immersed in quite emotional 
environments, as a filmmaker do you try to remain detached 
from it? 
I think if you care about something there’s no way you can remain 
emotionally distant from it. I know what you’re saying – you don’t 
want to candy-coat an issue because you like the people too much. 
I get very self-conscious about asking too much of people which 

“It was fascinating to live 
and become friends with 
people who had spent 27 
years in prison, or people 
who had, at some point, 

killed somebody.”

w w w
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isn’t helpful when you’re making documentaries. You have to ask uncomfortable 
questions and I’m not good at that. But I did learn to dig more as time passed. Really 
the process becomes more like how invasive can you get. Generally speaking, people 
will guard themselves initially, but a lot of the time you just need to bridge the gap 
and then people are often happy to talk. 

Are films harder to make than records?
Er… I mean, records are hard to make. I take music as seriously as I do the 
documentaries.

What do you like least about your 
work?
I hate that everything’s done on a 
computer. I’m not a computer fan at 
all. It’s something we have to get past 
quickly but I don’t know how we’re 
going to do it. That’s part of the reason 
I’m on the road - because I sit behind the 
computer all the time. This is coming 
from someone who’s been sitting behind 
a computer for ten years straight; when 
it’s all you do it can become mind-
numbing. Computers are the only way 
people communicate anymore. I mean, 
of course I use the internet, but I don’t 
see how our society is going to make it if 
we’re just sitting in front of our screens 
all the time. 

There was a study recently that 
suggested increased interaction on 
social media leads to increasing feelings of isolation and loneliness.  
For sure, I don’t doubt it. It takes time to have friends – to see them in person, to 
get out of your house sometimes. My solution is to be in a van on the road playing 
shows. I’d recommend it.

“but you understand 
that patterns of 

behaviour are inherently 
racist. A lot of it is 

about fear and fearing 
black people. This 

happens in America – we 
still broadcast that 
message constantly.”
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The Scene: Four well-dressed Yorkshiremen are sitting together at a vacation resort, drinking fine wine. ‘Farewell to Thee’ 
is played in the background on Hawaiian guitar.

MAN #1:  My old Dad used to say to me, “Money doesn’t buy you happiness, son”. I was happier then and I had 
nothin’. We used to live in this tiny old house with great big holes in the roof.

MAN #2:  House! You were lucky to live in a house! We used to live in one room, all twenty-six of us, no furniture, 
‘alf the floor was missing, and we were all ‘uddled together in one corner for fear of falling.

MAN #1:  Well, when I say ‘house’ it was only a hole in the ground covered by a sheet of tarpaulin, but it was a house 
to us.

MAN #2:  We were evicted from our ‘ole in the ground; we ‘ad to go and live in a lake.

MAN #3:  You were lucky to have a lake! There were a hundred and fifty of us living in t’ shoebox in t’ middle o’ road.

MAN #4:  Cardboard box?

MAN #3:  Aye.

MAN #4: You were lucky. We lived for three months in a paper bag in a septic tank. We used to have to get up at six 
in the morning, clean the paper bag, eat a crust of stale bread, go to work down t’ mill, fourteen hours a day, week-in 
week-out, for sixpence a week, and when we got home our Dad would thrash us to sleep wi’ his belt.

MAN #2:  Luxury. We used to have to get out of the lake at six o’clock in the morning, clean the lake, eat a handful 
of hot gravel, work twenty hour day at mill for tuppence a month, come home, and Dad would thrash us to sleep with a 
broken bottle, if we were lucky!

MAN #3: Well, of course, we had it tough. We used to ‘ave to get up out of shoebox at twelve o’clock at night and 
lick road clean wit’ tongue. We had two bits of cold gravel, worked twenty-four hours a day at mill for sixpence every 
four years, and when we got home our Dad would slice us in two wit’ bread knife.

MAN #1:  Right. I had to get up in the morning at ten o’clock at night half an hour before I went to bed, drink a cup 
of sulphuric acid, work twenty-nine hours a day down mill, and pay mill owner for permission to come to work, and 
when we got home, our Dad and our mother would kill us and dance about on our graves singing Hallelujah. And you 
try and tell the young people of today that... they won’t believe you.

ALL:   They won’t!

T H E  D R U M M E R ’ S  J O U R N A L
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“… You’ve heard of The Four Yorkshiremen, right?” Steve’s 
broken off mid-sentence to address the look of confusion 
on my face. “The Four Yorkshiremen,” he continues – “the 

Monty Python sketch?”

“…” 

The pause is like an air horn sounding my ignorance. 

I’m sat opposite Stephen Morris in the corner of a small pub in 
Macclesfield. It’s empty apart from the barman who is noisily 
scrunching up paper and stuffing it into the fireplace. Outside 
it’s bitterly cold. According to the calendar on the wall, winter is 
still a number of weeks away but, as is often the case in the north 
of England, it’s quite likely it never actually left from the year 
previous. 

The north was actually why we were talking about a 1960s sketch 
show I knew nothing about. More specifically, it’s loosely related 
to Steve’s role in two bands that successively changed the face of 
British popular music: Joy Division and New Order. All in good 
time, however. 

To this day Joy Division remain one of the most definitively cult 
bands in UK musical history. Because of this, it isn’t uncommon 
for the band’s legacy to be subject to a journalistic spin of 
deceit, tragedy and financial ruin. There are already numerous 
films chronicling the suicide of Joy Divison’s singer Ian Curtis 
on the eve of their 1980 American tour. There are whole books 
about how the band’s label, Factory Records, ploughed both Joy 
Division’s and New Order’s profits into an infamous Mancunian 
nightclub known as The Hacienda which, due to organised crime 
and incompetence, lost its owners an eye watering amount of 
money. And, there are plenty of column inches devoted to how 
New Order, formed by the remaining members of Joy Division 
following Curtis’ death, have been involved in a somewhat bitter 
legal dispute with former bassist Peter Hook.



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

2 8

“I was trying to 
live the rock n 

roll lifestyle but 
couldn’t afford the 

proper drugs. So 
I stuck to cough 
medicine and dry 
cleaning fluid.”

Joy Division, 
Unknown 
PleasUres, 
1979. Their 
second album 
Closer, (not 
pictured) was 
released in 
1980.

In spite of this, I’d come to talk to Steve because he’s one of the most subtly influential 
drummers of the last 30 years. Joy Division’s departure from the extroverted 
abrasiveness of punk in 1976 was, in many ways, a transition lead by Stephen’s playing 
and his role in the construction and post processing of drum sounds. With New 
Order he composed some of the most iconic programming patterns ever recorded. 
Regardless of how you feel about drum machines, Steve’s work will generally make 
you want to buy one and start fervently mashing its buttons. 

The Macc 

Steve had arrived 15 minutes early and entered the 
deserted pub so quietly that I initially didn’t notice he 
was there. As we talked he sat wrapped in his coat, his 
arms and legs crossed for quite sometime, occasionally 
sipping from a glass of water. In many ways he’s quite 
understated. When he’s talking about himself he sits 
back and stares at the table as he speaks. When he’s 
talking about drums or synthesisers, however, he sits 
forward with a deep-set grin and talks animatedly, 
using his hands to emulate the shapes and sizes of 
different makes or models. 

As a town, I’m not too sure how to describe 
Macclesfield. When I asked Steve to offer an opinion, 
he looked at me blankly and simply said, “crap.” I 
don’t think he truly believes this, though. He’s lived 
in and around Macclesfield all his life – I’m adamant 
it must have some redeeming features.

“It honestly doesn’t.”

“Did you never want to leave?”

“Of course I did. When I was a kid it’s all I wanted to do. I wanted more than 
anything to go to London and get in a band and get on Top of the Pops. But it never 
worked out.” 

I ask why.
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“Well, I didn’t really move to London for a start. In fact, I 
never really did anything I was supposed to; even when it was 
stuff I was telling myself I should do.  I only learnt the drums 
because I was forced into it.”

“So you weren’t particularly studious then?” 

Steve’s lip curls. “No. I got kicked out of school. That’s how I 
ended up with no qualifications. I was trying to live the rock ‘n’ 
roll lifestyle but couldn’t afford the 
proper drugs. So I stuck to cough 
medicine and dry cleaning fluid. 
Well – I did have a bit of acid when 
it was available.” He chuckles 
as if recalling idyllic childhood 
memories of the seaside. 

“I’m not proud of it, but back 
then I thought school was a waste 
of time. I just wanted to be in a 
band. The problem was that when 
we did get a group of lads together, 
everyone always wanted to be the 
guitarist, including me.  To try and 
better myself I borrowed a guitar 
and a book called ‘Play in a Day.’” 
He pauses to crack a smile. “I still 
can’t play anything now and that 
was 40 years ago.” 

Running on Batteries

In the mid 1980s, synthesisers and drum machines were to 
music what shoulder pads and neon clothing were to fashion. 
Their popularity, however, hadn’t arisen out of the blue. In the 
1970s, Sly Stone started using drum machines because he’d 
successfully alienated everyone in The Family to the extent 

where no one was prepared to work with him any longer. 
Crippled by drug addiction and dependency, he found using 
machines to be easier than interacting with other people. This 
inhuman aspect of technology is a critical rhetoric that some 
occasionally espouse today. 

I relay this thought to Steve, and, for a while, he sits opening 
and closing his mouth silently. “I see why people don’t like it – 
for a few of my drummer friends at the time, drum machines 

were like garlic to a vampire. But 
for me, using technology in music 
was never inhuman. The thing 
that used to stress me out was the 
reliability.” 

“Like teething issues with new 
equipment?”

He leans forward, slowly shaking 
his head before it comes to rest in 
the palms of his hands. “Teething 
issues? We had some absolute 
catastrophes.” He describes a 
prominent live TV performance 
that  culminated with Bernard 
Sumner, New Order’s vocalist, 
stood yelling aggressively at a 
broken tape machine live on the 
air. “I remember the crew stood 

staring in disbelief and someone shouting, ‘if he swears one 
more time we’re going off the air!’

“The only thing that never actually broke was our Synare drum 
synth. It got left in a car park overnight in the pouring rain 
after a gig. When I came to pick it up the following morning, 
someone had driven over it. Even after that it still worked.” 
He pauses momentarily. “But now that I’m thinking about it, 

Boss DR-55 ad 
from 1981

“I borrowed a guitar 
and a book called 
‘play in a day.’ He 
pauses to crack a 

smile. ‘I still can’t 
play anything now 

and that was 40 
years ago.’”
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Oberheim DMX ad 
from 1981. 

“There’s a very 
fine line between 
genius and pain 
in the arse. And 
Martin trod it.”

learning how to use them properly was the other issue. The 
first drum machine we used on a Joy Division record was a 
Roland CR-78. When it arrived at the studio, I’d smoked so 
much dope that I was unable to read the instructions. After 
that we got a Boss DR-55 which was a lot simpler.” Steve 
raises his glass of water as if proposing a toast. “It’s a fact – the 
best things in life run off batteries.”

Listening to Steve talk about drum machines is a bit like how I 
imagine it’d be to listen to astrophysicist Carl Sagan explain the 
origins of the universe. You know the person speaking knows 

a great deal more than you could ever 
hope to and there’s something enjoyable 
about this. After a detailed description of 
the Oberheim DMX module and its use 
on New Order’s hit single Blue Monday, 
Steve leans back in his chair and remains 
momentarily quiet. “I had to program 
the Blue Monday bass drum pattern 
because I certainly couldn’t play it. I’m 
not the most technical of drummers.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Not especially. I see a lot of playing 
today that would be more at home in the 
Olympics. Recently I was shown a video 

of a bloke who can play 64ths on his left foot. Yeah? How 
many tunes are you going to get that in? It’s fantastic that 
somebody can physically do it, but for me it has all the appeal 
of doing the shot put.”

“Are you saying people shouldn’t practise?”

“Of course I’m not.” There’s not even a hint of irritation in his 
response. “But the ‘I’m better than you’ mentality is something 
I don’t subscribe to. There’s no measurable scale in terms of 
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Shirlaine 

Forrest 

“When I’m finished 
driving a tank, I get 
filled with a sense 
of relief that the 

thing hasn’t caught 
fire and blown up 

resulting in my own 
agonizing death.”
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what makes someone great. I mean, what scale can you use? Speed? 
Dexterity? Stamina? That seems more like athletics than music.”

“So if you were hiring a drummer, what would you look for?”

“If you can keep a steady beat that’s useful. If you can be aware of 
what’s going on, musically, around you that’s useful too. You can’t 
really ask much more.”

Martin Hannett

One of the most noticeable aspects of Joy Division’s sound is the way 
the drums sit at the forefront of the mix because, as Steve states, “I’d 
think up a fast, dancey drum riff and 
we’d write a song round it.” At the time 
Joy Division were recording their debut 
LP, Unknown Pleasures, technology in 
the studio was rapidly changing due 
to the introduction of digital effects. 
This increasingly accessible ability to 
manipulate ambience and texture was 
something which the band’s producer 
Martin Hannett very much embraced. 

Martin’s reputation swung between 
laidback hippie and borderline 
psychotic. In a way similar to much of 
what is written about Joy Division, his 
death as a result of heroin addiction 
and heart problems has become 
enveloped by a series of romanticised anecdotes about his personality 
and lifestyle. In 24 Hour Party People - a film focusing on Factory 
Records, Joy Division and New Order - Andy Serkis, who had 
previously played Gollum in Peter Jackson’s The Lord of The Rings, 
still declares portraying Martin Hannett to be the strangest role of 
his career. 

Regardless of how Hannett was as a person, he did much to push 
convention on the way drums could sound and, for many, his work  
with Joy Division was the best of his career.

“People often make quite a big fuss about how, for specific songs on 
Unknown Pleasures, Martin made me play each drum individually. 
Usually, I had no idea what we were doing, and Martin sure as hell 
would never explain. Of course, he wanted sounds with no spill or 
bleed – as clean a signal as he could get.

“He wanted a drum machine basically. He was fascinated with 
drums but I think he hated drummers for never being able to play 

well enough. In the studio there was 
always a war between me, the engineer 
and the producer. It was like a gun-
fight. It was only after we’d listen back 
to the recordings that I’d realise how 
good things sounded. There’s a very 
fine line between genius and pain in 
the arse. And Martin trod it.”

Tanks

I’m not sure if it’s because he’s quite 
softly spoken, but by this point in 
our conversation I was starting to 
believe that what I’d heard about 
Steve owning a small collection of old 
British Army tanks to be untrue. One 
thing that is for sure, however, is that 

Steve is good at playing down situations or events. For example, 
there’s a recent video online of Steve introducing himself at a local 
Macclesfield Council meeting to a group of seemingly uninterested, 
elderly faces as “someone who played the drums in a pop band for a 
bit.” I suppose it’s true, but in reality he’s had a successful career in 
music for the last 40 years. Steve has absolutely no ego whatsoever 
which, when coupled with his often abruptly frank responses, can 

make quite bizarre circumstances seem completely normal: “Oh - 
the tanks? I suppose it is a bit strange. I don’t even like tanks that 
much really. But I’ve got a few, yeah.” 

I ask if he feels owning a small fleet of tanks, given New Order’s 
history of legal disputes, breakups and arguments, has ever acted as 
a successful deterrent. 

“You might think so,” he responds, “but in reality, what can I do in 
a tank? I suppose I could do a bit of damage to someone’s garden, 
maybe blow up their house, but then what?” I’m still unsure if this 
question was rhetorical. 

“It’s quite a niche interest is it not?”

“The truth was I wanted a nice classic car, but I ended up with 
a tank. It’s a convoluted story. I’ve had to get interested in them 
really. It’s not like I can take it down to the local garage to get it 
serviced. I mean, they’re rugged all right, but they still require a lot 
of maintenance. They’re on a par with old drum machines in terms 
of reliability.” 

 “So did you buy them off the Army?”

“Yes, the MOD sell them off stupidly cheap. You can get one for 
under three grand.” 

“Is that it? Jesus – they must cost hundreds of thousands to build!” 

“Half a million. Crazy isn’t it? Basically, I like tanks in the same way 
I like sharks – they’re very scary things that you need to respect. It’s 
like going on a rollercoaster. When I’m finished driving a tank, I 
get filled with a sense of relief that the thing hasn’t caught fire and 
blown up resulting in my own agonizing death. They just panic me; 
if I ever take one out I immediately think ‘why the hell did I start 
doing this?!’”

“So why keep doing it?”

“It’s not like that at 
all. We weren’t living 
on the streets – it’s 
not like we stopped 
burying the dead or 

anything.”
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New Order Album 
Artwork:

Movement [1981]

Power, Corruption 
& Lies [1983]

Low-Life [1985]

Brotherhood [1986]

Technique [1989]

Republic [1993]

Get Ready [2001]

Waiting for the 
Sirens’ Call [2005]

Lost Sirens [2013]
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“Maybe I’m still clutching onto those early notions of being like 
Keith Moon.” He laughs. “I’d always wanted to see inside a tank. If 
you go to a museum they don’t let you. And now I see why. When 
you get in it’s bloody awful.”

“Can you imagine fighting a battle in one?”

“No. I’ve heard so many horror stories 
about things that just go wrong on 
exercises, let alone in a war. People 
lighting up fags and the whole 
thing going up, or the brakes failing 
on steep embankments. That’s in 
peacetime. Being shot at doesn’t even 
bear thinking about.” 

I ask how his neighbours reacted when 
he pulled up in his first tank. 

“There’s a guy down the road who 
collects WWII trucks so it wasn’t that 
unusual for them I suppose. On the 
plus side, if there’s ever an insurrection 
we’ll be fine.” 

The Four Yorkshiremen 

Armed rural militia aside, one of the 
things that put Manchester on the 
map in the 80’s was Joy Division, New 
Order and the Hacienda. Some might 
argue it brought the city unwanted attention; the rise of DJs and rave 
culture grew hand in hand with the distribution of ecstasy which, 
in turn, fuelled organised crime and extreme gang related violence. 

The role of the city itself has long been factored into how or why 
people make music. Images of Joy Division sit alongside images 
of Manchester’s housing estates, urban decay and post-industrial 

decline. Music can be very much tied to the environment in which 
it is made, and these places themselves can become embodied with 
meaning. 

“There was a long period of time when I didn’t go to Manchester 
at all. Eventually, when I did go back, it had all changed. I don’t 

feel an affinity for it now. I used to. 
I don’t feel anything for Macclesfield 
now either. It’s getting old.” 

“You’re still here, though. If you don’t 
like it, why stay?” 

“What Tony Wilson did with Factory 
Records was to show that people don’t 
need major labels and that the need 
to “make it” is a myth anyway. You 
can do it yourself. I’m glad we didn’t 
go to a major label and that we stayed 
in Manchester. Tony was a Manc 
through and through. ‘Southern 
bastards, we’re as good as them.’ That 
was the mentality, and it was true.” 

I tell Steve how something that 
sticks in my mind was Peter Hook 
once describing New Order as “a 
bunch of working class tossers from 
Manchester,” and whether he’d be 
happy classifying himself as such.

“I don’t know really. I see what he means. Music was a bit of an 
escape in the sense there wasn’t really anything else to do. When 
you look out of the window and it’s grey and raining – you can’t 
go out so you stay in and write songs. But it’s a way of using your 
imagination, of getting away from a horrible environment. And I 
think drumming can be good for taking you away from things. If 

you have troubles or pressures they can take you away from that, at 
least momentarily, and you can release some pent up aggression. It’s 
like driving a tank – you feel a lot calmer afterwards.

“That said, I feel there’s a lot of mysticism around it. Of course 
Manchester could be rough, but it’s like The Four Yorkshiremen – this 
idea that we rose above this awful poverty and achieved something. 
It’s not all like that at all. We weren’t living on the streets – it’s not 
like we stopped burying the dead or anything. The reality was that 
most people just had boring, mundane jobs and seeing pictures of 
bands in NME looked more appealing. That’s all. So you pack your 
job in, go on the dole and start a band. When punk came along, all 
it really did was give you something to aim for. Before that, if you 
hadn’t been to music school, a career in music seemed ridiculous. 
I’ve never been a fan of self-indulgence, and that’s all drumming 
during that period was. Bill Bruford once described show business 
as ‘legitimised showing off.’ I think he’s right. 

“In the Joy Division documentary that got made there was a lot of 
focus on the terrible socio-political strife and it was overdone. The 
thing is – was the whole punk thing, at its heart, any different to 
what Simon Cowell does now? Getting a bunch of people together, 
calling them the Sex Pistols. Is it contrived if it’s done for the right 
reasons?”

As we stand to leave, Steve mentions he needs to get back to “the 
coalface of writing music.” I quite like that analogy. As a miner, I 
imagine the coalface would have your full and undivided attention.  
Even after you were done working you’d carry traces of it home with 
you, wrought into your skin. Despite this, one thing I can’t envision 
is Steve in a holiday resort reminiscing about the hardship of his 
youth. Besides, he’s not from Yorkshire at any rate.
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“Recently I was 
shown a video of a  
bloke who can play 
64ths on his left 

foot. It’s fantastic 
that somebody can 

physically do it, but 
for me it has all the 
appeal of doing the 

shot put.”
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BETTER 
TO 
TRAVEL
Swing Out Sister’s Jody Linscott
Words By Eric T. Everett

Linscott is a first-call percussionist in the 
truest sense of the word. Her musical 
résumé commands respect and downright 

amazement: Gilmour, Townsend, Palmer, Elton, 
Daltrey and McCartney. She’s at home playing 
stadiums with The Who as much as she is jamming 
with locals in a crowded London pub. Yet, Jody’s 
infectious smile belies the technical prowess 
within.  

Jim Wadsworth’s renowned Nighttown Jazz Club 
is nestled in a cozy suburb of Cleveland, Ohio, 
and it’s here I met up with Jody prior to her 
performance with Swing Out Sister – the Grammy 

award-winning duo of Andy Connell (Keyboards) 
and Corrine Drewery (Lead Vocals). 

As a U.S. citizen, Linscott travelled to London 
on holiday in 1971 and never left. She studied 
bookbinding and took ownership of a conga drum 
that she repaired for someone who left the drum 
behind. Deciding to build her own congas from 
fiberglass and contracting a blacksmith to design 
the hardware, Linscott took up residence as a 
“house percussionist” jamming with local bands 
while waitressing at Dingwalls in Camden Town. 
That’s when she met up with the band Kokomo 
and received her first big break…
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The Drummer’s Journal: When did you join Swing Out Sister in this 
current seven-piece lineup?
Jody Linscott: About five years ago. The band hadn’t played in a while 

previous to that. There wasn’t any drums initially - in fact, I used a little school 
desk for my bass drum.

You enjoy such a close relationship with Andy and Corinne. You seem to be 
an organic member of the band and not a hired hand. 
Well, when you work with somebody over the years it becomes that way. They 
are both great people and we’ve become friends. I tend their home gardens 
(laughs).

You’ve played with rock’s royalty, which is well documented. But, what was 
it like to replace Ray Cooper in Elton John’s band?
I was happy just to get the gig; it wasn’t a question of replacing Ray because he 
did join us at a certain point. I didn’t think about it much – I had a lot to learn.

Regarding The Who’s Tommy and Quadrophenia tours, as well as David 
Gilmour’s About Face tour, did you have the latitude to create your own 
percussion parts?
Mostly, yeah, because a lot of those songs didn’t originally have percussion in. 
The only time anybody ever said anything was Dave Gilmour, and all he asked 
was if I could put a tamborine part in a certain place.  

You really seem to enjoy playing live with every fiber of your being. Do you 
bring a spiritual or philosophical energy to your performances?
I try to. If you love something, you’re in the spirit right away.

Is this the secret to your success?
I just think I’m lucky. You can’t help but smile when you hear great things going 
on around you and you get to be involved.

It’s impressive how you seem to be at home in both big arenas and club 
dates like this one with Swing Out Sister...
But that’s the life of a musician. I love that because it’s very humbling (laughs).

How has your playing evolved?
I actually think I played better when I first began – I’ve expanded in certain ways, 

“I actually 
think I played 
better when I 
first began.”
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Linscott 
with Swing 
Out Sister at 
B.B.King Blues 
Club, NYC, 
2009
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but when you first start something you’re instinctive and 
it’s a wonderful thing. I love knowledge but it’s a double-
edged sword – sometimes it can work against you and 
you fall into patterns. 

Did your gig with the Kokomo (managed by Pink 
Floyd’s Steve O’Rourke) manage to blow the door 
open on your professional career?
Yes, that was my first gig really. But, the first record 
I played on was with Tim Hardin, then ‘Kokomo 1.’ 
Next were Robert Palmer’s two albums ‘Sneaking 

Sally Through the Alley’ and 
‘Some People Can Do What 
They Like.’ Then, came Pete 
Townsend’s ‘Chinese Eyes.’ 

Tell me about your 
connection to Townsend?
Pete was looking to do his 
own thing and he had seen 
me play with Robert Palmer 
at the Roxy in L.A. Someone 
said, “Pete’s looking for you,” 
and I happened to see him 
in New York. I tapped Pete 
on the shoulder and he said, 

“Well, what do you think?” I replied, “Get yourself a big 
band.” He did that eventually – about a year later – and 
he said, “Right, I’ve got it – it’s called Deep End.” We 
only did a few gigs, but it was fabulous. 

After that, the The Who wanted to go out on tour but 
Pete was trying to break away at that time. He told 
Roger Daltrey and John Entwistle that he wouldn’t go 
on tour unless he could take his band, which included 
me. That’s why the ’89 Tommy tour was so big – Pete 
didn’t want to go back to the old The Who formula.

 “it’s a double-edged 
sword – sometimes 

knowledge can work 
against you and you 
fall into patterns.”
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“The Who wanted to go out on tour but Pete Townshend was trying to 
break away - he told Roger Daltrey and John Entwistle that he wouldn’t 

go on tour unless he could take his band which included me.”
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L-R: Jody Linscott, Linda McCartney, 
George Martin, Paul Mccartney



How did you get the Swing Out Sister gig?
They came to a gig I was doing with Hamish Stuart. I used to be in his band for 
a while in London. And, they called me for the ‘Live in Tokyo’ tour around 1990 
which was the first time I worked with them.

Most memorable gig?
Perhaps Quadrophenia at Madison Square Garden with The Who or Dave Gilmour’s 
gigs because he plays such great guitar. 

With whom would you still like to play music?
I’d like to play with bassist Esperanza Spalding – ah, there’s so many people (laughs).

What was your biggest disappointment?
My biggest disappointments are gigs where I make a mistake or flub up something 
if I get nervous.

Are you taking more chances playing your percussion parts?
Our performances always morph – we are taking out less equipment on this U.S. 
tour and that dictates certain arrangements. So, it’s always morphing and always 
changing and that’s what’s so great about this gig – often on other tours you have to 
play the same parts night after night.

How did your knack for building homemade percussion instruments come 
about?
I have been building instruments since I began playing. The first thing I needed was 
a pair of congas, so I built them out of fiberglass, got a blacksmith to make the rims 
and found good skins which I soaked and put on. I still have one; the other one was 
stolen. Those congas are sampled on all the Roger Linn drum machines!

And making your own instruments is something you would advise others to do?
All percussionists should be making there own shakers at least! 

www
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WIN!
In conjunction with TAMA we’re 

giving away a limited edition 
SpeedCobra pedal in black! 

The Speed Cobra’s overwhelmingly fast action is a result of several recently 
developed mechanisms such as the Fastball Bearing and LiteSprocket. Plus, the 

Projector Beater gives your bass drum sound increased projection and richer 
resonance. The recessed footboard angle, combined with the Super Spring, 

allows you to play incredible dynamics and fluid speed without experiencing 
muscle strain. Speed Cobra’s smooth and stable action is based on the Iron 

Cobra’s prominent heritage and allows you to play every possible delicate nuance 
to create your own personal playing style.

To enter, head to thedrummersjournal.com/competition, or click the link below.

Terms and Conditions: The competition is open to anyone in UK, Europe or North America. All entries must be 
received by 28/02/2014. A winner will be selected at random and notified within seven days of the above closing date 
by email. The winner will then have seven days to respond and claim the prize. The winner will be required to supply 

details of a delivery address in the UK, Europe or North America and the prize will be posted out free of charge. 

By entering, you are simply subscribing to The Drummer’s Journal and our monthly newsletter. You can unsubscribe at 
anytime. The Drummer’s Journal will NOT pass on any of your information to any third parties, nor will you receive 

any sort of marketing or promotional emails and materials. 

www
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OMAR 
HAKIM

Constant Velocity
Words by Tom Hoare

Omar’s BMW has been positioned firmly in the 
fast lane for the last 50 miles. The tall buildings 
that lined the highway are now dots in the 

mirrors and the road signs which once bore familiar names 
have become little more than collection of randomized 
consonants and vowels. The needle on the fuel gauge 
drops in intervals so precise it’s more like the hour hand of 

a clock moving steadily round from twelve to six.

www
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It suddenly dawns on me that I have no idea where we’re going. Omar 
mentioned visiting his studio “out in the country,” but in the absence 
of specificity I realise this is a potentially expansive geographical area. 

About 3.79 million square miles to be exact. 

An obstruction ahead: a car is overtaking another at a glacial pace. Omar’s 
foot lurches off the gas in a way that makes the act of deceleration itself seem 
inherently undesirable. Admittedly, he wasn’t having a great day. He’d gone 
to the Chinese embassy to get a visa only to find it was closed, thus making 
his impending visit to China slightly more problematic. I attempted to 
sympathize, but in reality I couldn’t quite imagine flying over the world to 
do clinics or record albums for the likes of Daft Punk. Or David Bowie. Or 
Dire Straits. Or Madonna. You get the picture.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not questioning Omar’s competency behind the 
wheel. He just doesn’t like to hang around - a trait, I imagine, exacerbated 
by his day job. Whereas inactivity is the cornerstone on which my average 
day rests, there are numerous stories of Omar walking into studios to record 
a session, then leaving shortly thereafter having done it in the first take. 
You don’t need to spend a lot of time with him to realise these stories are 
most likely very true. Just listening to him relay his forthcoming schedule, 
underpinned by international travel, made me feel a bit stressed. He works 
very hard. 

Relinquishing dominion of the fast lane, we pull off the highway and coast 
through a small town. “Not far now,” Omar nods, and we follow the road 
as it kicks up and twists into the woods. 

I thought he was joking when he said his studio was a cabin in the forest, 
but it was only when I was stood looking at the small blue house did I 
realize my mental images of Omar running a huge mixing desk from a 
diesel generator might not be too far wrong. He looks offended. “Of course 
it has electricity.” 

We enter into a small conservatory full of garden furniture. Omar instructs 
me not to photograph it. He seems to say everything with a smile so it’s hard 
to tell whether he’s being serious. I oblige, however, lowering the camera 
from my eye to follow him inside. 
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It’s homely. There’s a small kitchen, living room, bedroom and bathroom. 
There’s also a control room and live room, both containing about £10,000 
worth of equipment.  

Omar is sat at his mixing desk. I’m sat at the other side of his studio trying 
not to break anything. 

“I’m working on a new album. I was thinking of 
calling it The Omar Hakim Experience – is that a 
good name do you think?”

“Well… yeah, I do.” 

“Do you want to hear some? I’ll play it on the 
condition you genuinely tell me what you think.” 

“ I’m not sure I’m qualified to…”

“ Just be honest. If you think it sucks, say.”

In my head I run through the scenario of telling 
Omar Hakim I think his album “sucks.” Not that 
I did. But I imagine it not going very well - for 
myself. It’d be a long walk home. At any rate, it likely 
wouldn’t be a good way to kick off an interview with 
one of the industry’s most respected names.  

The Drummer’s Journal: What would you have 
done if I actually told you I thought the songs suck?
Omar Hakim: (Laughs) I’m not sure. 

Sometimes a drummer’s solo albums can be like a “look how well I can 
play” sort of deal.
I’ve never really been into that. I never wanted to make a drummer chops 
record. 

You haven’t actually released that much solo material… 
I put out a record called Rhythm Deep in 1990, and ten years later I did a 
record called The Groovesmith. 

“It was the most 
money I’d ever been 

offered. Put it 
like this: what I 

made with Weather 
Report, I’d make four 
times as much in one 

week playing with 
David Bowie.”
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How were they received?
I think the people that knew me as the drummer for Weather Report 
were disappointed because they wanted a jazzier, fusion type thing. 
Maybe they’re a bit unfocussed.  But I think they represent where I 
was as a musician at the time. 

With this latest record – what prompted that? Why now?
I knew I’d never be an artist in my own right whilst playing for other 
artists. So right now, I feel like I need to do this for myself more than 
anything. I’m excited about people hearing it. 

You seem to have learnt from the best though. I mean, you grew 
up in Queens with some very iconic people. Was there a point 
where you realised who these people were?
It was only when I was older I realised a lot of our neighbours were, 

in fact, thought of as musical legends. When I was a kid they were 
just people I’d see around. John Coltrane and my dad were friends. 
His daughter used to babysit me. I remember going round to John’s 
house and he’d always answer the door with a horn around his neck. 
I remember going to Art Blakey’s house, and driving in Queens and 
seeing Roy Haines mowing his lawn. That was the neighbourhood. 
People like Lenny White, Marcus Miller, Run-D.M.C, James Brown, 
Count Basie (extensive listing of famous names continues).

For some people jazz is the be all and end all – they just want to 
be known as a jazz musician. But you never wanted that? 
I grew up playing jazz but it was never my aspiration to be known 
as a jazz drummer. Yes I’ve made jazz records that I’m very proud of, 
but I knew from a young age that being typecast as a musician was 
what I did not want. 

Can you remember your first paid session?
Wow (lengthy pause). I do actually. It was for my junior high school 
teacher who was a guitarist. I was 14. It was the first time I’d been in 
the studio. In fact, I still have that record somewhere. 

Was that not weird because he was your teacher?
Not really. I think it was cool of him to have the confidence in me.

People may know you as the drummer for Weather Report. When 
you joined that band you were 22 and by that time they’d already 
put out ten albums. They were very, very successful. Were you 
apprehensive about that? 
I think I was too excited to be apprehensive. I felt prepared – I wasn’t 
nervous. I had a lot of confidence. I have people like Miles Davis to 
thank for recommending me for the gig really. 



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

5 1

Omar Hakim, selected discography:

David Sanborn, as we sPeak [1981]

David Bowie, let’s DanCe, [1983]

John Scofield, still warm [1986]

Weather Report, Domino theory [1984]

Miles Davis, tUtU [1986]

Sting, Bring on the night [1986]

Omar Hakim, rhythm DeeP [1989]

the trio of oz [2010]

Daft Punk, ranDom aCCess memories [2012]



As far as referees go, Miles Davis isn’t a bad one. 
Right. 

How important was Weather Report in shaping 
your career?
Very important. I’d already landed some great gigs 
before that, but joining Weather Report was the first 
time I was in a band where I needed to use everything 
I knew about the instrument. It was about groove and 
the use of funk and how it relates to jazz. I had to 
call on fusion, odd time signatures, hand percussion 
and African and Latin rhythms. I needed the sheer 
power you play with rock and R&B. I had to bring 
everything to the table. 

I read that you turned down gigs with David Bowie 
to join Weather Report… 
It’s true. Just after I joined Weather Report, I got a 
call from Nile Rodgers who was producing David 
Bowie. I show up at the studio and we make a record 
called Let’s Dance. That was the first time I’d been on 
the world stage with a world-renowned pop star. The 
drums were such a big part of that record. I’ll never 
forget the first time I heard it; I was on my way to a 
Weather Report gig in the back of a taxi. It came on 
the radio and I couldn’t believe how good it sounded. Then I got a call 
from David: “you wanna do the tour?” It was the most money I’d ever been 
offered. Put it like this: what I made with Weather Report, I’d make four 
times as much in one week playing with David Bowie. 

So why did you say no? 
I did think about it – quitting Weather Report, but not for long. I actually 
sat down and thought, “who played drums for David Bowie?” I could only 
name Dennis Davis. Then I asked myself who played drums for Weather 
Report and a flood of names swept in: Chester Thompson, Narada Michael 
Walden, Peter Erskine (another extensive listing of names continues). I knew 
when Weather Report was over, it’d be worth more than the money I’d 

“I got a call in the 
early 80s from someone 

who said, “there’s 
this girl in New York 
who’s putting a band 

together, do you want 
the gig?” I declined. 

That turned out to be 
Madonna.” 
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“You couldn’t 
overdub - you had 

to play it right from 
beginning to end. 

There was no fixing 
mistakes. You make 

a mistake it’s on the 
record. There you go. 

Enjoy it.” 

Omar’s set up for 
Jennifer Lopez’s this  

is me...then, 2002 

www
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make with Bowie. 

And was it?
Definitely. 

Was that a hard call to make – to turn Bowie down?
No. I knew I was making the right choice. It was like playing at the top of 
your lungs every night. 

Have there been other significant sessions you’ve not taken that you 
wish you had?
Not really – I mean, I was always very busy. I got a call in the early 80s 
from someone who said, “there’s this girl in New York who’s putting a band 
together, do you want the gig?” I declined. That turned out to be Madonna. 
But then I did go on to play in her band for about eight years. 

As a session musician, how would you say your job has changed over 
time?
When record sales shifted and recording budgets got slashed, the ability for 
artists to pay for musicians was hindered. Plus people could begin to afford 
their own home studio. So there was a wave of commercial studios that 
folded – some famous ones like The Hit Factory in New York.

Was it ever touch and go career wise?
I think for a lot of people it was. For me, it was just, “get a drum machine 
and learn how to program.” I’m pleased I did. It kept me afloat. 

You mentioned The Hit Factory – now it’s very expensive apartments. Is 
that saddening to see, because you cut a lot of records there?
It is, yeah. I spent a lot of time there, even as a kid. I used to go there after 
school just to hang out with the chief engineer, Ed Sprig. One day, I turn 
up and Stevie Wonder is there. He’s making a record called Songs in the 
Key of Life. Ed introduces me, slaps a pair of headphones on me and puts 
me in the booth next to Stevie. I was freaking out. Afterward, he asked me 
to play a bit, so I did and he offered me a job in his band. I couldn’t believe 
it. I was ready to drop out of high school right there and then. The next 
day I went back and Stevie pulls me aside. He says, “I didn’t know you were 

Weather 
Report 

press kit 
photo, 

1985
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only 16, I can’t take you out of school.” I was heart broken; I was totally 
ready to be a high school drop out. After I finished high school he did 
actually hire me for some sessions though, so I guess it worked out. 

How was it trying to break into the New York session scene as a kid? It 
must have been hugely competitive?
Back then there were no sequencers and computers. You got together in the 
room and you had to learn the music and play it right. You got your skills 
together. You couldn’t overdub the drums - you had to play it right from 

beginning to end. There was no fixing mistakes. 
You make a mistake it’s on the record. There 
you go. Enjoy it. So all the drummers of that 
time period, Harvey Mason, Steve Gadd, Steve 
Jordan, these guys would go in a studio and just 
get it right. That is who I was up against. That 
is no joke for an 18-year-old kid trying to break 
into the session scene. As a session musician, 
you’re asking a contractor to hire you instead of 
someone else. Microphones and analogue tape 
decks didn’t lie. 

Do you feel sentimental about that?
I feel grateful for the experience but I don’t 
miss calibrating tape decks or the sound of a 24 
track, two inch tape changing because the oxide 
is wearing off.  Splicing tape was a nightmare. 
So was remembering which piece of tape was 
which. From that standpoint I love digital 
recording. But, when a lot of the commercial 
studios closed, the social scene went too. 

Recording sessions were social events; you got together with your friends 
and you ordered food. You talked crap and laughed. And the laughs made 
for good records. That’s what I miss. 

You’ve played on a few records that are quite significant – Brothers 
in Arms by Dire Straits was the first record to come out on CD, for 
example. What does a session mean to you once it’s done? Is it just 

“Harvey Mason, 
Steve Gadd, Steve 
Jordan, these guys 

would go in a 
studio and just get 

it right. That is who 
I was up against. 

That is no joke for 
an 18-year-old kid.”

rhyhm DeeP, 
1989
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another job?  Do some hold deeper meanings?
Wow. That’s quite tough to answer. In one respect, as a professional 
musician, that’s what they are - jobs. You do a session and then you move 
on. But every now and then one blows up when you’re not expecting it. For 
every record that’s a smash I’ve played on ten others no one has ever heard 
of. But those few, those are the ones that do stop and make you think. Like 
the Daft Punk record, there was no way I saw that coming. 

I don’t buy that for a second – that you didn’t see the Daft Punk album 
being huge. You must have known. 
Honest. It was probably because we did the 
sessions a year before it came out. It was only when 
I kept hearing it everywhere when it was released 
that I realised how big it had become. It’s cool to 
walk through the park or whatever and see people 
dancing to Get Lucky, or to go to the grocery store 
and Let’s Dance comes on. It’s trippy, you know?

Well, not really. Anyway – the Daft Punk thing 
must have appealed to you. 
Yeah, big time. When I got the call I thought I’d be 
playing  a V-Drums type set-up, but they were like, 
“no, it’ll be acoustic.”

Is there a criteria that has to be met for you to 
take a job, in terms of what a client is proposing?
I definitely don’t just take any sessions. I like to do music I enjoy. I ask 
people to send stuff over so I can hear it first. That’s definitely a criteria. 
Sometimes a client might fly me out, like with the Daft Punk stuff, but I 
mostly do all my work from here now. And some decent pay doesn’t hurt 
either (laughs).

What constitutes decent pay?
Get outta here, I can’t answer that! 

“For every 
record that’s a 

smash, I’ve played 
on ten others 

no one has ever 
heard of.”
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A call to arms! 
Well, technically it’s not if you believe the pen is 
mightier than the sword. And it’s pens we’re after. Or 
pencils, brushes, crayons, and cursors.

If you’re a writer or an illustrator we’d love to hear 
from you. Get in touch at thedrummersjournal.com.

Illustration by Dc Turner: make more stUff, have more fUn.

thedrummersjournal.com




NEIL, TRAVIS 
& JOEY

Antagonism and the Internet
Words by Kevin Sawyer

Illustration by Kirsty Cassels
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One of my favorite pastimes is watching drum 
videos online. I typically spend a half hour every 
day clicking myself through a rabbit hole of 

interviews, drum solos, gear reviews and video lessons.

However, the enjoyment turns to frustration once I read 
what drummers say to each other. There’s an ugly and 
unfortunate trend occurring whereby YouTube commenters 
fall into one of three camps:

The Neil Peart Party: Typically older and never without a 
set of Roto-Toms, these drummers consider the lengthy, 
intricate, technically precise drumming of Neil Peart to be 
the be-all-end-all of percussion perfection. They marvel 
at dizzying displays of proficiency and scoff at meat-and-
potatoes drummers like Ringo and Meg White. These 
drummers are also the most likely to own a gong.

The Travis Barker Brigade: Fiercely loyal to their favorite 
tattooed drummer, they deify the amped-up, fast-
paced, high-energy, in-your-face punk-rock approach 
to drumming. These iconoclasts abhor traditional jazz, 
distrust anyone over 30, and favor flamboyant wraps and 
finishes. They gravitate towards the implied authenticity of 
punk rock as a “purer” drumming style. They also probably 
have bloodstains on their drumheads.

The Joey Jordison Junta: “Where’s your double bass pedal? 
I thought you said you were a drummer.” You’re likely 
to hear comments like that in this crowd, which elevates 
the unyielding, machine-gun-style battery of Slipknot’s 
drummer as the ultimate illustration of musical mastery. 
These drummers won’t take you seriously until you can 
blast off 32nd notes between your feet without breaking a 
sweat. Their motto? Take no prisoners. (Whatever you do, 
don’t let on that you’re a vegetarian.)

The problem with these three camps is that they’re all 
correct—and they’re all wrong. Neil, Travis, and Joey are 
worthy of our collective praise. Young students would do 
well to study them; their talent is undeniable. But there’s an 
inherent danger in idolizing one drummer—and therefore 
one drumming style—above all others. Music making 
becomes a twisted competition, rather than the diverse and 
unifying force that it really is.

All Kumbaya aside, this divisive “you’re either with us 
or against us” mentality has a negative effect on us as a 
community of drummers. To understand why, we can look 
to the work of a distinguished professor, anthropologist 
and pastor named Paul Hiebert.

Bounded Sets and Centered Sets

An interesting concept sprung up in religious and 
sociological circles during the 1970s. While doing 
anthropology research intended for missionaries, Paul 
Hiebert developed two contrasting concepts that are used 
to define membership within a group: bounded sets and 
centered sets.

In a bounded-set, the prevailing philosophy is exclusion 
and inclusion. Members define themselves as “insiders” or 
“outsiders” of a group based on the adoption of specific 
beliefs and actions. Think of this kind of boundary as a 
wooden fence that separates a flock of sheep from predator 
wolves. There is a rigid and overt separation between the 
two groups. 

The problem with a bounded set is that if you offer a 
differing opinion or challenge certain beliefs, you’re kicked 
out of the group. There’s no room for questioning or for 

rolling stone Cover, August 
2000. [Left to Right, Mark 
Hoppus, Travis Barker and Tom 
DeLonge]
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“Think of vaudeville 
drummers picking up fly 
swatters to emulate the 
swishing of tap-dancing 

shoes. Gene Krupa 
creating the modern hi-
hat stand. Keith Moon 
packing his bass drum 
with actual explosives 

for a truly show-
stopping finale.”

having complex beliefs. So how can an up-and-coming 
drummer with obscure or untraditional influences stay 
positive amidst the noise and the venom of YouTube video 
comments?

The alternative to this binary, black-or-white type of 
thinking is a centered set mentality. In a centered set, 
membership is defined by orientation toward or away 

from a central reference point. 
Superficial differences and 
disagreements aren’t nearly as 
important, and questioning core 
beliefs isn’t a cause for expulsion 
from the group.

In other words, whether you 
think Joey Jordison is better 
drummer than Neil Peart isn’t 
nearly as important as the fact 
that all drummers are working 
toward the shared goal of 
becoming better musicians. 
This philosophy unites all under 
one umbrella, beginners and 
pros alike, regardless of genre, 
influences, style, or personality.

Hiebert’s research was intended 
for religious missionaries, 
not drummers, but there is 
an obvious parallel here. The 
bounded set mentality is alive 

and well in our drumming community - just read the 
YouTube comments or eavesdrop in the drum room of 
your local Guitar Center. Allegiances are fierce, boundaries 
are clear, and woe to the drummer who suggests otherwise.

www
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Rush circa 
1979. [Left to 
Right, Alex 
Lifeson, Neil 
Peart and 
Geddy Lee]
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But these groups with a bounded set mentality, by their 
nature, exclude outsiders and limit innovation. They are 
self-referential, relating only to others within the group. 
Their circle becomes smaller and smaller as outsiders are 
discredited or ignored. These groups lose the opportunities 
to hear alternate perspectives and ideas. They emulate only 
each other, until originality and innovation are snuffed out 
of existence.

The YouTube commenters who blindly insist on the 
supremacy of their favorite drummer can miss out on 
an incredibly rich fount of tradition and inspiration. By 
allowing the cult of personality to dominate their discussion 
of drummers, drumming styles, and drumming gear, they 
create sharp divisions that separate rather than unite.

Periodically, trailblazing drummers define their own 
approaches and create something new. Think of vaudeville 
drummers picking up fly swatters to emulate the swishing 
of tap-dancing shoes. Gene Krupa creating the modern hi-
hat stand. Keith Moon packing his bass drum with actual 
explosives for a truly show-stopping finale.

None of this would have happened had the individual 
drummers simply mimicked the agreed-upon practices 
of their group. Instead, they rose above expectations and 
crossed boundary lines to create something new. The entire 
drumming community has benefited from their refusal to 
play inside the box.

I think its time we move beyond the bounded set mentality 
of, “my favorite drummer is better than your favorite 
drummer,” and into a centered set mentality of, “we all love 
drumming and want to improve; let’s see what we can learn 
from each other.”

Re-Orientation

Hiebert’s centered set model is more productive and more 
realistic. All drummers work toward a common center: 
achieving mastery of expression via our instrument. It 
doesn’t matter whether we can play a 16-note triplet with 
one foot, or split up a double-paradiddle across a range of 
toms, or pull off perfectly executed flams with Swiss-like 
precision. It doesn’t even matter whether we think there are 
26 or 40 drum rudiments. Those things don’t define us as 
drummers. What truly defines us is our orientation toward 
the love of drumming, and the constant drive to be better.

We drummers need to break out of the bounded set mentality 
that flourishes in YouTube comments. We need to adopt a 
centered set mentality and delight in our similarities, not 
isolate ourselves because of superficial preferences. We need 
to learn from all drummers, not fall into specific camps of 
“insiders” and “outsiders.”    

And we need to restructure the arguments around our 
favorite drummers. Rather than focusing on who’s the best, 
we should respect each other’s individual preferences and 
see what we can learn from our friends’ idols.    

By doing so, we can expand the potential for our progress. 
We can become better educated and well-rounded 
drummers. After all, what’s more important than knowing 
that you can competently and confidently perform in any 
musical setting?  

That’s something that Neil, Travis, and Joey—and all of 
their fans—can agree on

www

Slipknot circa 2008. Joey Jordison 
third from left.
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The Drummer’s Journal is a free, independent magazine. 
Ultimately we exist due to the support of our readers, 
contributors and advertisers, whose encouragement and 
dedication helps create a magazine, as drummers, we’re 
proud to call our own. If you want to be involved, featured 
or affiliated then get in touch. 

Should you wish to head to the website and donate, your 
contribution will go towards creating the next issue. 
To show our appreciation, we’ll give you a credit in the 
magazine so everyone may bask in your generosity.
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CONSTRUCTIVE
CRITICISM

SJC Custom Drums
Words by Tom Hoare

Photography by Skot Lindstedt

There are drips of blood on the carpet where 
Mike Ciprari’s septum hasn’t quite healed 
properly. Outside, the rain heaves, rattling 

off the roof of the SJC factory and punctuating a 
potentially awkward situation. 

w w w



Danny Poulin, SJC’s Brand Manager, is 
standing uncomfortably, explaining why the 
person I’d driven for five hours to interview 

has gone home. “A couple of days ago Mike had 
surgery on his septum but we thought it would’ve 
healed by now.” Danny gestures at the floor. “He was 
here, but it bled so much he couldn’t talk properly.” 
Admittedly, this is a problem – as an interviewee the 
ability to communicate your thoughts and opinions 
is quite important.

Luckily for Mike, the company he founded alongside 
his brother Scott Ciprari do not pride themselves on 
offering succinct medical advice. They build custom 
drums – the type that make unforeseen complications 
seem very trivial. 

In many ways that’s a gross understatement. What 
started out as two high-school kids making drums in 
their grandma’s basement has evolved into a company 
who are one of the most prolific and recognisable 
names in the industry today. More remarkably, this 
has all happened in a little over 10 years. 

SJC’s workshop is located in the small and unassuming 
town of Worcester, Massachusetts. From the outside, 
there’s little to set it apart from many of the other 
neighbouring industrial units. Inside, however, it has 
the Tardis-like ability to appear much bigger than it 
looks, organised with an efficiency of which Henry 
Ford would’ve been proud. Except here there’s no 
automated assembly line. Each and every drum set is 
completely custom made by hand.  

Independent manufacturers are often caught between 
a number of conflicting ideals, being required to 
make unique instruments in a short time frame whilst 

ensuring the end product remains competitively 
affordable. By all accounts, SJC seem to have struck a 
balance based on their output and the ambitious and 
innovative nature of their work. This isn’t to say there 
haven’t been problems, however. Sat at a table with 
Danny (who now looks less awkward) and Bryan 
Rushton (Head of A&R), we discussed the trials and 
tribulations of life at SJC. Without Mike.  

The Drummer’s Journal: Is it nostalgic when you 
look back on the early days of the company? Or 
are you glad to see the back of that? 
Bryan Rushton: Yeah, absolutely, given 
that it did start off in a basement. Mike 
particularly is very nostalgic about that. 
We still have drums in the shop that 
were made there, and I know he has a 
speaker from an old stereo system that 
he won’t throw away because it was 
from that basement. 

How important has the Warped Tour 
been in shaping SJC?
Bryan: Very important. I don’t want to 
peg us as a Warped Tour company, but 
we have a lot of drummers in that scene. 
It is a huge part of us; that’s where our 
drums get seen every summer. That’s 
where our core demographic has been, for sure. 

Was there ever a worry that you might become 
typecast as a company? 
Bryan: We’ve never had a specific genre that we 
wanted to make drums for. We did kind of fall into 
the Warped Tour scene, but we’ve also made a ton 
of jazz, hip-hop, metal and country style kits. The 
Warped Tour is just like a big picture frame which 

“You come in 
most days with 
a smile on your 

face. And a 
Red Bull in 
your hand.”
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“How many times have you walked into a music shop and the sales 
assistant doesn’t want to give you the time of day? It makes you feel 

uncomfortable. That’s exactly what doesn’t sell a product.” 
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showcases a lot of our work, but at the end of the day, 
we’re a custom company - we’ll create anything. 

Danny: At the same time though, it’d be wrong to play 
down our involvement in Warped Tour as it brings 
together a ton of bands and they travel on a global 
scale. The amount of people it reaches is unreal. 

Are SJC are one of the biggest 
independent manufacturers 
around now? 
Bryan: I think in the custom 
market we’re not too far off. 

What has driven that growth?
Danny: We have a unique 
position where the company 
started out with a very close 
connection to its customers and 
that’s what we’re quite proud of. 
The first orders we ever got were 
from people who saw Mike’s set 
which was made by his brother 
Scott. Mike took this set on 
tour with his band No Trigger 
and other drummers asked if 
he could make them one. We 
want people to be a part of it, 
it’s never just been like, “here’s 

your drums; off you go.”

How would you describe innovation in the 
drumming industry?
Bryan: Truthfully, I think it’s an industry that hasn’t 
been traditionally innovative. I’m not saying there 
isn’t a lot of innovative stuff happening, more that it’s 
driven by certain companies which, considering how 

many there are in total, isn’t that many. 

Do you think people can occasionally harbour a 
purist mentality to drum building – that there is 
one way and one way only that is correct?
Bryan: I think initially there was a bit of scorn 
concerning SJC’s approach given we do things a bit 
different. After 13 years most of that’s gone away now. 
There’s always the heckler in the crowd. We’re just 
doing what we’re doing and, fair enough, it can’t be 
for everybody. I feel like we do get pigeonholed a bit. 
Yes - we can do a crazy glitter kit with insane colour 
badges, but we can also do a vintage mahogany jazz-
style kit better than anyone else.

How’s the working environment, as everyone here 
is either family or close friends, right?
Bryan: It’s one of those things – it can be quite hard 
sometimes. It’s finding the line between, “this is your 
job so do it,” and, “I don’t want to be mean to you 
because we’re friends.” A lot of people say, “don’t work 
with family, don’t work with friends.” That’s maybe a 
bit over the top. Sure, it gets dramatic, but at the end 
of the day everyone is here because they want to be. 

Danny: Right now we’re restructuring the office, 
operations and the management style. It’s going to 
help growth for everyone here, but the point is all the 
brains in this building are on the same page. There’s 
no animosity. It’s all for the company as a whole. If it’s 
a business, it has to work. 

Bryan: It often goes person to person, based on the 
way certain people can take it, but like Danny said, 
it’s about the drums and if your ego gets damaged 
along the way, well, you’ll survive. Most of the staff 
have been here for a long time, so there is a lot of 

“We were presented 
with a lot of ideas 

like, ‘you guys should 
make a drum set with 
fireworks coming out 
of it,’ or, ‘you should 
have drums that light 

on fire.’ No. That’s 
not what we’re into.”
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blood, sweat and tears that go into this. There’s a lot of emotional 
investment in this company. So yeah, tempers do flair but it’s all out 
of respect for what we do. So you come in most days with a smile on 
your face. And a Red Bull in your hand. 

It isn’t early days in the sense you’re no longer a rocky start up 
anymore…
Bryan: We have proper protocols. We have systems in place that 
we’ve built up over the years about how things get done. So it is a 
well-oiled machine. We just rearranged the shop to create a better 
flow and make things more efficient. And that’s what keeps you 
moving forward. People put in a lot of hours to get all the stuff done. 

Would you ever consider doing something like outsourcing 
production? 

Bryan: No. I think we’re pretty true to our roots having created this 
brand over the last 13 years. I think that would cheapen it slightly. 
It’d be more of a step backward for us. 

How do you envision the company changing as you get older?
Bryan: I work in five-year plans and so for the next five years I see 
us growing just as we have been. We just hired a new Operations 
Manager who is letting us increase production without decreasing 
quality. The main thing we want to do is decrease turn-around time, 
so we can get drums out to customers quicker. 

What are the most challenging aspects of running the company?
Bryan: Long hours. I sleep with my eyes open and my phone next to 
my bed. I come in here at 5am. And a lot of things you just have to 
figure out for yourself. 

Danny: For me I feel a huge portion is keeping the branding 
consistent and high quality. Our representation at trade shows and 
festivals has to be the best it can be. 

As a company – do you really want someone to have a kit for life?
(Silence) Danny: I mean, I want someone to buy a drum set and 
feel like it’s going to last them forever, but in reality, people’s 
tastes change. Also, because we’re a custom company, I feel some 
people don’t always make the best choices for what they truly want. 
Obviously, we’ll build what you want, but we’ll advise you and if we 
think something is a bit much we’ll try and tell you. I don’t want 
someone to order a totally crazy kit with 20 different colours or 
wraps and for them to regret that; we want to make them something 
timeless. I see drums on tour that have been out there for 12 years. 

Left, Danny Poulin. Right, Bryan Rushton.
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“Or to look at it from 
another perspective, 

where do you stop? Do 
you cut down your own 
tree? Then take it and 
shave it into smaller 

parts? Do you mine your 
own iron ore and then 
refine it to make your 

hardware?”
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And at the same time, we’ve made more than five kits 
for the same person.

What do you think sells a drum kit to someone?
Bryan: There are so many factors. The length of time 
it takes to make; the branding. Transparency - we’re 
very open about the whole process and customer 
service cannot be understated. Accessibility - it’s not 
just about making high quality products; it’s about a 
connection you establish with a customer. Yes, a quality 
product is important but it means very little without 
the appropriate 
support. 

Danny: How many 
times have you 
walked into a music 
shop and the sales 
assistant doesn’t want 
to give you the time 
of day? It makes you 
feel uncomfortable. 
That’s exactly what 
doesn’t sell a product. 
I’ve had people call 
up here and apologise for calling because they think 
they’re disturbing us.  Why are you sorry? This is what 
I do – it’s my job to answer your questions. 

You guys made a TV show about SJC?
Bryan: Yeah. We did a couple of pilots for a network 
called Halogen. The show was called DrumHeads. 
We did six episodes where we made drum sets for 
different customers and charities. 

So you just let them in to film what they wanted?
Bryan: Pretty much.

Did you have any reservations about that? The 
only example I can think of is the Metallica 
documentary Some Kind of Monster, where a lot 
of people felt like they didn’t need to see Metallica 
bitching about each other in the studio. It ruined 
the band for a lot of people. 
Bryan: We were cautious of it initially. We did it 
because it helped us reach a lot more people. We were 
presented with a lot of ideas like, “you guys should 
make a drum set with fireworks coming out of it,” 
or, “you should have drums that light on fire.” That’s 

not what we’re into, 
so retaining control 
was important. 
Mike worked as a 
producer on the 
show.  

Danny: When you 
start hating someone 
based on what you 
see on a reality show 
it’s probably going a 
bit deep. That’s not 
what we wanted.

Bryan: Right - we didn’t want it to get nauseating. 
There was a theme in the show about the relationship 
between Mike and Scott and how they don’t get along 
so if they were having an argument in the shop they 
filmed it. But we wanted to keep the focus on the 
drums – what we’re creating. 

I have a couple of things here that people have said 
about SJC. Can I read them out to you? 
Danny: What kind of things?

“Jesus – I’ve had lengthy 
conversatIons about the 
sIze of the sparkles on a 

sparkle fInIsh kIt.”
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Criticisms people have written in forums and stuff – I’d just quite 
like you to respond to them.
Bryan (Sitting forward): Sure, let’s hear it. Actually, we should 
get Chris – our Operations Manager – in for this. (Shouts) Chris. 
CHRIS! (Chris enters and sits down.)

Ok, here’s the first anonymous comment about SJC:  “When I 
look at some of the SJC staff and see they’re in their twenties, I do 
wonder if they’re as meticulous as others. Where did they learn 
their craft, what is their background beyond the fact some of the 
staff members seem more into BMX?”
(Muted laughter from around the table) Chris: Ok – I’ve a degree 
in Mechanical Engineering. I have a partial Master’s in Mechanical 
Engineering and a Master’s in Business Administration. I’ve been 

a quality manager and consultant for very large companies such 
as HP, Apple and Microsoft. I know about manufacture. The guys 
building the drums are all carpenters who’ve had their own carpentry 
businesses. The amount of combined drum building experience we 
have in our team is unreal. We have people who have worked for big 
drum companies and have come to us because we’re at the cutting 
edge of what can be done. Youth doesn’t always equal inexperience. 
Does that answer that?

Yeah - I’d say so. So you left some pretty prosperous jobs to work 
at SJC? 
Chris: I took a 50,000 dollar pay cut to come and work here. 

That must have been a tough call, no?
Chris: Yes, it was an extremely hard decision. I was in engineering 

and I was going to be at the executive level of a very large company 
before 30. But I hated it there. There was no passion and it was 
totally driven by profit. I worked absolutely crazy hours and I was 
miserable. So now I still work crazy hours but at least I’m happy. 

OK – here’s the second critique: “The materials used, such as 
Keller shells, are widely available and thus the products could be 
viewed as paint-by-numbers drums with a high mark-up.”
Chris: Yes – we do use Keller shells. But we use them because they’re 
the best shells on the market. If you want us to create our own shells 
we could, but we’d have to charge more money because it costs more. 
Or to look at it from another perspective, where do you stop?  Do 
you cut down your own tree? Then take it and shave it into smaller 
parts? Do you mine your own iron ore and then refine it to make 
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your hardware? Companies aren’t usually vertically integrated like 
that. You harness the best capabilities of other companies who, in 
turn, do the same to get the lowest price to give the customer a 
better product. We don’t mark-up the drums incredibly – no one’s a 
millionaire here.

Danny: (Who has been quietly seething with rage) The painting by 
numbers thing – that… that… what we love doing is pushing the 
boundaries of design. There is years of innovation, craftsmanship 
and technique put into letting these kits sing and look beautiful. It 
could not be further from painting by numbers. Have you seen some 
of the custom wood burning work that comes out of this workshop?

Yes, I’d agree…
Chris (interjecting): If you were to listen in to the conversations 
we have about how our bearing edges are shaped, there is so much 
deliberation. Jesus – I’ve had lengthy conversations about the size 
of the sparkles on a sparkle finish kit. When I’m on the phone to 
paint manufacturers and I’m describing what we’re making they’ll 
say, “I don’t think that’ll work - it’s never been done.” We’re creating 
finishes that they think are impossible.

So you think…
Bryan (interjecting): It’s not like these claims are totally unwarranted 
– we do listen to people and take on as much feedback as possible. 

Everyone’s opinion is worth something, even if it’s not what we 
think. 

OK… (lengthy pause) So would you say…
Chris (interjecting): Is that all you had for the negative comments?

I’m afriad so.
Chris (sounding mildly disappointed): Oh. Well that’s a good thing I 
guess.

w w w
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SUBSCRIPTIONS/
NEWSLETTER

Like what you see and want to be kept abreast of recent happenings? Sign up to our newsletter and we’ll send 
over exclusive updates, developments and insights concerning the next issue, as well as any other matters 

occupying our small brains. We’ll also personally email you the completed issue on the day of release.

Have your say on the magazine by heading to https://www.facebook.com/TheDrummersJournal or by 
tweeting us at @drummersjournal. Alternatively, you can peruse our wares or get in touch through the 

website http://thedrummersjournal.com. 

We’ll always respond.
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A MOMENTOUS 
EXPERIENCE

Words and Illustrations by Ben Martin

How might our encounters with the world shape our playing? What 
if, by being mindful of our encounters within the world of music, and 
with the every day world at large, we could find interesting nuances to 

exploit in our development as musicians?
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Mindfulness has become a respected 
technique in the world of cognitive 
psychology. It is a meditative approach 

to psychological self-care and is derived from 
Buddhist teachings. This ancient philosophy 
has been applied through research to become 
a proven scientific system designed to enhance 
well-being and self-awareness. It involves paying 
attention on purpose to the present moment and 
approaching your own psyche with curiosity and 
kindness. Rather than trying to battle with your 
conscience to see the world how you want to 
see it, a mindful approach advocates seeing and 
accepting the world, and your emotive response 
to it, as it actually is. With this in mind, we could 
achieve the following:

• The ability to select where we want our 
attention.

• A reduction in self-persecution.

• An ability to foster acceptance towards our 
everyday sense of self.

Mistakes

From the perspective of the musician, 
mindfulness could mean not putting too heavy a 
focus on ‘getting it right’ during the processes of 
learning, practising and performing. Rather than 
promoting an attitude of perfectionism, it may 
be healthier to accept our limitations. 

It is my view that, with a certain attitude, 
drumming can be a very immersive experience. 

The focus of attention can shift from what we 
are physically doing to something closer to a 
meditative state. In fact, there are many 
parallels between mindfulness and 
drumming when the activity is 
treated as an experience rather 
than an exercise. 

Mindfulness involves seeing 
‘failure’ as an integral part of 
the learning process. Every 
time we make a mistake, 
mess up, or have difficulty 
with something, we have the 
opportunity to acknowledge a 
moment where we have stepped 
out of automatic pilot and find 
ourselves in a stark instant of reality. 
This is, in fact, a good thing and we 
should take the time to acknowledge 
where we are; an awareness of our mistakes 
can lead us down new creative avenues, helping 
us to learn faster, create stronger associations 
with the coordination required, and boost our 
dopamine and serotonin levels in the process. All 
from an acknowledgement of the moment.

Moments

Any type of musical performance is ripe for 
experimenting with this concept. Solo practice 
is also a great opportunity to explore how your 
experience of life can influence your playing. 
Think of a venue that you have regularly played 
in. Every time you visit the venue, you strengthen 

Insight can 
often disolve any 

self prescribed 
restrictions
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your awareness of the place. What goes on 
there before and after the doors open, the 

staff, the sound engineer, what kind of 
food and drink you might expect to 

consume that day, if anything at 
all. Also, the place might bring up 
memories and emotions for you. 
Do you associate it with being 
nervous, angry, excited, elated, 
etc?  What is the best experience 
you ever had there and what is 
the worst? 

Although asking yourself these 
questions won’t directly affect your 

playing, it might strengthen your 
awareness of the sort of conditions 
conducive to a good experience. This 
will be different for everyone and we 

can attempt to improve our experiences 
and therefore our playing by being aware 

of this. This is not to be confused with the 
creation of rituals or superstitions.

Whilst playing, try considering what each piece 
means to you. Perhaps it has a certain tone or 
energy which triggers a personal association. You 
might associate this with events happening in 
your life when it was written. It might be that, 
in thinking of these things, you promote a subtle 
change to the sort of dynamics or phrasing that 
underpin your performance. Although subtle, 
perhaps your awareness of these emotive triggers 
allows you the ability to express your part in the 
piece better. You will already be doing this on 
some level, but this sort of self awareness can be 

an added bonus and amplify your playing in a 
positive way. 

It is very likely that only you will notice the 
subtle changes to your playing, but over time it 
will enrich your experience and your style will 
develop accordingly. Perhaps while travelling to 
a gig or rehearsal you might want to take some 
time to become aware of your breathing and 
any physical sensations in your body. Let your 
mind examine in a curious way, any aches and 
stresses; if your mind wanders at any point, at 
the moment of realisation, you can simply guide 
it back to a fuller awareness of your body. Try to 
gently breathe and relax, while also being aware 
of what you can see around you and what you 
can hear.

Being relaxed while you play the drums is one 
of the hardest techniques to achieve consistently. 
If your body is relaxed, then your mind can 
relax, and since this is where the performance 
really comes from, it makes sense to put as little 
in between your imagination and your physical 
performance as possible. 

Over analysis and 
self-critisism can 
lead to robotic-esque 
performances

w w w
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SHOP
The Drummer’s Journal shop 
is now open for business.
Should you fancy upgrading your wares, we’ve designed a 
range of quality t-shirts which are to be found nowhere else. 
Each shirt comes with a sense of deep-seated satisfaction. 
Every purchase helps support the magazine too.

V I S I T  T H E  S H O P

http://thedrummersjournal.bigcartel.com/
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