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Only a Stranger at Home

Who Are the Key Players in the Pink Floyd Story?

 


 


 


The characters in our story are many and diverse . . . but ten of the most important parties in the forty-year-plus pageantry of success and tragedy that is the Pink Floyd Story are listed below.

This list does not include Floyd wives, girlfriends, or children; the band members have always worked hard to protect their private lives, and since their family lives don’t seem to have impacted PF’s work that much, we will also focus on the music.

The dramatis personae are presented in relative order of their joining (the) Pink Floyd or working with them.

Nick Mason, Drummer

Born in Birmingham, England on January 27, 1944, Nicholas Berkeley Mason grew up around the things that would eventually become his lifetime obsessions: music, film, art, cars, and motor racing.

His father Bill was a documentary filmmaker and, shortly after Nick’s birth, moved the family to Hampstead, a well-to-do section of London north of the central area. While the rest of the men who would eventually become members of Pink Floyd were raised middle-class, Mason grew up in an upper-middle-class environment.

Amid failed attempts at learning the violin and piano, Mason began playing drums in the late 1950s. He met his future wife, Lynette (Lindy) Rutter, at prep school in Surrey in 1957.

A gifted illustrator with a sense of humor and a head for the absurd, Mason developed an interest in drafting and architectural illustration. His grasp of mechanics was good, and he would often draw odd machines and contraptions (see the cover of Relics for proof).

Mason was impressed when he met the cynical, slightly older, street-smart Waters at London’s Regent Street Polytechnic College in 1963.Forty-six years later, the two remain friends in spite of differences and occasional estrangements.
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The first four-man lineup, captured in a 1966 photo used on the cover of Uncut’s November 2001 edition.



A year after meeting Waters, who at this point was playing guitar, Mason joined him in a fledgling beat group, Sigma 6, along with bassist Clive Metcalfe and guitarist/pianist Rick Wright. Two singers, Juliette Gale and Keith Noble, fronted the six-member combo. Mason was the first member of the band to have a car (an Austin van). As a result, his presence was that much more valued.

From the very beginning, Mason’s style owed much to jazz, and he never developed the propulsive Ringo Starr beat group drum style favored by other pop groups. Despite a fairly rudimentary technique, Mason’s use of space and tension separated him from other pop and rock drummers of the time.

The group eventually reorganized into the Abdabs in 1965, minus Noble, Gale, and Metcalfe. Guitarist Bob Klose’s entry pushed Waters to bass, and Chris Dennis joined for a short time as singer. Soon he left, and Waters’ Cambridge acquaintance Roger “Syd” Barrett replaced him, singing and playing twin leads with Klose, who left in 1965.

A name change followed, and the Tea Set began forging their own sound, a mix of jazz, blues, and British rock. Soon, the now four-member group would have a new identity: the Pink Floyd Sound.

Mason is not often credited with playing a significant part in the development of the Floyd’s music, but his non-rock-style drumming allowed Waters to veer into a lead bass role, Barrett to create all sorts of rhythmic, percussive guitar runs, and Wright to lay down washes of ambient keyboards without having to worry about hewing to a steady four-four heartbeat.

As the group developed, through the early 1970s, into a singular, fairly progressive act, Pink Floyd’s recordings and stage work became more informed by but less dependent on improvisation. Therefore, Mason had to adapt his style. His somewhat sleepy, trademarked slow tempo, present on much of Dark Side, became a cliché, and he struggled to come up with new ideas for Roger Waters’ increasingly conventional material.

By the early 1980s, Mason had lost much of his confidence as a drummer, and for the next ten years he didn’t feel fully comfortable behind the kit. Nonetheless, he remains the only member of the Floyd to appear on all of the group’s albums.

Like Rick Wright and David Gilmour, Mason found that Roger Waters’ late-1970s assumption of near-complete creative control of Pink Floyd left him time, and ideas, enough for solo projects. He produced several acts in the 1970s, including Gong, Robert Wyatt, Steve Hillage, and even the Damned (see “We’re Only Ordinary Men”).

Working with interesting but more obscure jazz-rock figures Wyatt and Carla Bley, Mason recorded Nick Mason’s Fictitious Sports in 1981, and duetting with former 10cc member Rick Fenn, he released an album and two soundtracks in the mid-1980s.

In the early part of the decade, Mason and Lindy, who’d given birth to two daughters, divorced with some difficulty. The Floyd’s drummer soon married Annette Lynton, with whom he has two sons. Mason’s involvement in Pink Floyd, and his various business ventures, most having to do with automobiles (as discussed in “Pile On Many More Layers”), have made him an extremely wealthy man.

Oddly enough for a drummer who rarely troubled himself with songwriting, Mason is the only member of the group to write books. He’s released two of them, one (Into the Red, 1998) a collection of photos and essays on classic cars, the other (inside Out, 2004) an entertaining and nearly always truthful personal history of the Floyd.


Rick Wright, Keyboardist

Born just north of London, in Middlesex, on July 28, 1943, Richard William Wright grew up listening to classical music and jazz. A multi-instrumentalist, he picked up piano, guitar, saxophone, and even trombone at a fairly early age.

At nineteen, Wright enrolled in Regent Street Polytechnic—future school of Nick Mason and Roger Waters—but did not enjoy being an architectural student. He did, however, enjoy his time with Juliette Gale, a singer he met around this time.

Gale and Wright worked together in Sigma 6, a beat group formed around the Regent Street Poly axis, and even after the group lost several members, the two lovebirds stayed together. They married in 1964, and their marriage lasted through 1982, producing two children.

In 1965, Wright went off to Greece for a short period, with his keyboard role assumed by Patrick Leonard, an instructor at Regent Street Polytechnic.
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This fold-out French magazine, Les Rockers, dates from 1967. Inside, Syd Barrett admits that his favorite current bands are the Beatles and Cream.



Wright was, in some ways, Pink Floyd’s square peg in a round hole (although all five members found that pop stardom did not agree with their constitutions or their artistic aims). The oldest member of the Floyd, Wright was also said to be the crankiest and certainly was the least comfortable with both R&B and straight rock. A classicist at heart, he showed no little disdain for the trappings of show business and did not enjoy what he saw as a low-intelligence factor in the world of popular music.

As a musician, Wright was happy to move in the direction of free improvisation, which he may have felt was more genuine than the kind of dance music other bands on the circuit played. An improvisational context also gave Wright an opportunity to work out his classical and jazz influences.

Even considering Barrett’s singular guitar playing, Wright was viewed as the band’s musical force in the early days. His keyboard colorings provided a lot of the magic on The Piper at the Gates of Dawn, and his excellent, if delicate, voice worked well in tandem with Barrett (on “Astronomy Domine” and “See Emily Play,” among others).

Given the opportunity by Syd Barrett’s departure to become a key songwriter for the band, Wright found that writing lyrics was a real problem, and his bandmates gave little encouragement to what he did produce. Instead of pushing himself as a possible frontman, Wright folded his musical ideas—many of which were simply sublime—into an uneasy three-man compositional partnership with Roger Waters and David Gilmour.

Wright continued to sing, teaming with Gilmour on classic tracks like “Echoes” and “Breathe,” although he rarely took solo vocals, apparently bruising fairly easily from criticism (especially from Roger Waters). The irascible bassist decided, perhaps rashly, around the time of Wish You Were Here to sing more of his own material, a decision that crowded Wright out. Gilmour’s emergence as the group’s sonic architect also may have pushed Wright into a feeling of irrelevance.

It would not be fair, however, to blame Gilmour or Waters for all of Wright’s late-seventies artistic drought and personal problems. As a member of a famous and wealthy rock band, Wright had opportunities to work at his own pace that most musicians would have killed for. Instead, like other rockers in his generation, he sank into lethargy, musical solipsism, and cocaine addiction.

His solo album, 1978’s Wet Dream, is a rather soggy affair, burdened by its lite jazz pretensions and lack of any musical tension whatsoever. His second solo project, Broken China, did not come until 1996 and was seen as an improvement for its fusion of classic Wright keyboard textures and more “modern” production.

Roger Waters kicked Wright out of the group in 1979. The break had been coming for some time, and the final straw was Wright’s refusal to give up his vacation time to do keyboard overdubs. Waters wanted The Wall finished ahead of schedule in order to collect a hefty bonus from Columbia Records, and saw Wright’s refusal as an act of sabotage.

Perversely, though he booted Wright—working into the settlement a clause that the keyboardist could never rejoin—Waters allowed him to stay in the band as a work-for-hire session man for the Wall concerts. Following this, Wright left the Floyd, even though the general public did not become aware of the break until 1983.

The post-Waters Floyd regrouped in 1986 to record A Momentary Lapse of Reason, and Wright unofficially rejoined. For their second album without Waters, 1994’s Division Bell, Wright was a full-time member again and even took a lead vocal on “Wearing the Inside Out.”

He and his second wife, Franka, divorced in 1994 after ten years of marriage. Wright later married Millie, with whom he had a son.

Wright remained an inventive, if somewhat airy, keyboardist, recording and touring with David Gilmour, but a 2006 Later with Jools Holland BBC2 appearance singing “Arnold Layne” with Gilmour on guitar showed that his once-lovely voice had lost much of
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Afterword by Ginger Gilmour

I met David Gilmour in Ann Arbor, Michigan in October 1971.

Every year the University of Michigan held a four-day rock and roll festival, and Pink Floyd was one of the headline acts. My partner Roger Pothus and I had three boutiques in Ann Arbor and were regularly given backstage passes. It happened that one of my closest friends, Morpheus, had just returned from England during which time he had befriended Chris Adamson, one of the Floyd’s roadies. He had tickets and encouraged us to come with him to experience their music. It turned out that evening was to open the doorway to some of my dreams.

As I stood speaking to one of my customers backstage, David approached and said, “Hi. I am David.” I looked at him but before I could respond both my boyfriend and Morpheus joined us. Being a shy person in these circumstances at the time, I introduced myself and everyone else and then left them chatting. The next three days were spent taking the band and roadies to various events until they had to leave Ann Arbor to continue their American tour. Our time together—that is, David’s and mine—has become a mythological story of romance ... a story that may, one day, be told.

Our last moments were spent having lunch in my favourite Chinese restaurant before he was to leave. David’s departing words were that if I ever chose to leave my relationship, then to please call him.

Over the previous years I had wanted to leave my relationship and move to New York, but hadn’t. This experience put me into a deep review. Two days later, I decided to go into my future, to follow my dream, whether it was to be with David or not. I called him; we met at the airport and from thenceforth we didn’t leave each other’s side, except when he was on stage.

At the time I had no idea of what led me from one moment to the next except to trust a feeling deep within. Now at sixty years of age, on reflection of my life, it seems that a guiding force has always placed me within environments and experiences of beauty and creativity.

It was so when I met David and continues to be so now. At that time, not only was I involved with fashion and modeling but I was also about to embark on a career as an actress in an Easy Rider-style movie as the lead female.

In my decision to go to New York, I left that all behind me as I stepped onto the plane and entered the world of Pink Floyd. For me, the beauty they created became my safety net within the storm as well as an inspiration. In addition, the love that David and I shared was a dream come true, the depth of which is something we all, as human beings, have in common, once our power to dream is activated.

During the course of the band’s last few weeks in America, David asked if I would like to come to England. As a teenager cruising on the weekends at Arby’s, I used to put on what I thought was an English accent. I dreamed of Merseyside and the Beatles. I have often wondered if this was a premonition ... or did I manifest David into my life with the wish?

I cannot say, but this was a very special moment of change—to live in England and be with my Prince Charming—though a rock-and-roll life was not what I had expected. Fortunately, the Floyd had a philosophy that valued what was private, special, and human.

Our life at home was normal, i.e., caring for each other, our friends, and our family, as well as being creative. David’s family became my family away from home, and over time I grew very close with the other wives, especially Juliette Wright. Everything was a big learning curve; this was my first time in a different culture, different bacteria, a different sense of humour—really a different language—but what an exciting adventure! My only real hardship, as I can recall, was the size of the fridges; they were the size of an American dishwasher. There never seemed to be enough room for all the groceries.

Four years passed. Then, on July 7, 1975, we married. It was a rather spontaneous affair with a few friends as witnesses in the Epping registry office. Equally, our reception was short and sweet at our local pub, for David had to be at Abbey Road Studios; the Floyd were working on Wish You Were Here.

The whole day was magical. We had each other and our marriage was a symbolic gesture of our commitment and celebration of heart. This quality between two individuals is what continues to matter to me more than what any of us might have or might “do.”

Upon entering the studio, Roger approached David silently and asked him to look at the person sitting on the couch in front of the mixing desk. It was Syd, pear-shaped and hairless. Apparently, the drugs he was on within the clinic induce this type of behaviour, that is, to shave all facial and body hair, including the eyebrows, head, arms, etc. It was this that inspired some of the imagery for the The Wall

As I look back upon this phase of my life I most remember magical concerts, and moments of the sound of David’s guitar drifting through the air, rather than their albums. Having said that, I most often still listen to Meddle (especially “Echoes”), Wish You Were Here, and “Comfortably Numb.”

One of the group’s most memorable concerts was in Cincinnati. As the sun set into a swirl of pink, lavender, and deep blue, from far behind the stage and above the large Marlboro and Winston billboards, our tour airplane, with lights flashing, came toward us!

The sound of the low-flying plane over an unsuspecting audience created such a burst of emotion of release that we were all taken within a bubble of great stillness and calm. As the soft notes of “Sheep” began, individual puffs of smoke filled the air, deepening the colours of the approaching night. As the mist drifted across the air, large parachute shapes of sheep descended, floating into the audience.

For me, this is just one moment of many which the Floyd created for us all to share. It is said that when beauty marries with stillness and all become one, in our unique difference true magic appears. In this instance, it appeared through the art of creativity within those concerts and our lives. I feel honoured to have been a participant in the magic of Pink Floyd. Needless to say, we did have many challenges within the rock-and-roll life, but the beauty always won.

I feel this is very important to emphasize when telling the band’s story, for it is a microcosmic part of the bigger story of us all. Dr. Werner Engel, president of the Jungian Society in New York, came to one of the concerts. His comment to me was, “Ginger, I do not know whether you would agree with me, but what we seek through meditation, your husband’s music achieves through transforming chaos into harmony though beauty.”

This I now understand as the basic key to harmony in a world of chaos. I do not know whether the Floyd would agree, but I do know that it happened that way for many of us. This is what their music offers, in my opinion, and is why it speaks to so many over so many years. Their music carries an archetypal message of transcendence.

Through the last forty years I have been graced to meet many great philosophers and teachers who have opened the doorways to my own conscious creativity. My time within the Pink Floyd afforded me many examples of creativity inducing an experience of unity and beauty among many. It touched the very nature of my soul, which probably allowed me to survive in what sometimes were very harsh conditions.

Now through my teachers I have been inspired to become and create beauty through my own innate talent as an artist. I was never without a creative energy—it was often expressed through the care of my children and home—but it was my destiny to awakened, to be more than I WAS. Thus I have come to realize that we are all creators of our stories . . . and another chapter is just beginning for me through the art of creating beauty.

 


I ask, 
WE ALL KNOW THE IMPORTANCE OF FOOD AND WATER 
TO SUSTAINING LIFE, 
BUT DO WE KNOW THE IMPORTANCE OF BEAUTY?

 


Ginger Gilmour was born with the “soul of an artist. ” 
For the, first half of her life she expressed her nature 
Through her family, marriage, and the caring of her children, 
While quietly, silently, the “soul of the artist” 
Took in colour, shapes, movement, music, and the beauty of Life. 
Now within her newly created Artistic Center in England 
She gives herself the freedom to be . . . 
“The soul of the artist. ” 
www.gingerarl.net
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Pink Floyd has inspired many books, some glossy and jammed with photos, others crammed with gig information or intense philosophical and/or psychological analysis of the band.

Here are a few books on the Floyd that the author recommends. (All publishers are of U.S. editions unless otherwise noted, and the editions are the latest for which we have record.)
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Boyd, the Floyd’s first producer, talks not only about Syd and the band but also about his experiences in London’s psychedelic underground. His experiences with the Floyd do not constitute the entire book, but the overall story is fascinating.
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Manning, Toby. Pink Floyd: The Rough Guide. London: Rough Guides, 2006.

The Pink Floyd book to have if you’re choosing just one ... besides this one, of course.

 


Mason, Nick. Inside Out: A Personal History of Pink Floyd. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2005.

In this, the closest thing to a full inside story, Mason—as usual—sits on the fence about his bandmates, but does so in a charming and entertaining way. Great photos.

Miles, Barry, and Andy Mabbett, Pink Floyd: The Visual Documentary. London: Omnibus Press, 1994.

This volume, initially published in the early 1980s, is the first book that most Pink Floyd fans saw about the band. Necessary for its firsthand stories of the early days, it’s been through several reprints.
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Nicholas Schaffner’s Saucerful of Secrets, a delightful narrative history of the Pink Floyd’s first twenty years.



Palacios, Julian. Lost in the Woods: Syd Barrett and the Pink Floyd. London: Boxtree Publishing, 2001.

Controversial for its intimations of Barrett’s thoughts, this is a thoughtful examination of the causes of his breakdown.

 


Povey, Glenn, and Ian Russell, Pink Floyd in the Flesh: The Complete Performance History. New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 1998.

If you care at all about the band’s live history, this is the next book you should find.

 


Reisch, George. Careful with That Axiom, Eugene! Pink Floyd and Philosophy. Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 2008.

This philosophy publisher has collected works from sixteen writers on the subtext and deeper meanings of Floyd songs.

 


Schaffner, Nicholas. Saucerful of Secrets: The Pink Floyd Odyssey. New York: Dell Publishing, 1991.

An excellent telling of the band’s story by a musician and writer who had the pleasure of following the Floyd from the late 1960s until his premature death shortly after this book was published.

 


Taylor, Phil. The Black Strat: A History of David Gilmour’s Black Fender Stratocaster. New York: Hal Leonard Corporation, 2008.

Gilmour’s guitar tech tells all. Rich in photos and guitar-geek details.

 


Thorgerson, Storm. Walk Away René: The Work of Hipgnosis. New York: A&W Visual Library, 1978.

Thorgerson and Po Powell’s Hipgnosis design studio grew up with Pink Floyd, and several stories about the band are included in this very hard-to-find trade paperback.

 


————, and Peter Curzon. Mind over Matter: The Images of Pink Floyd. London: Sanctuary Publishing, 2003.

Stories of Thorgerson’s work on most of the Floyd’s albums. As you would guess, it’s fascinating to look at, too.

 


Watkinson, Mike, and Pete Anderson, Syd Barrett, Crazy Diamond: The Down of Pink Floyd. London: Omnibus Press, 2007.

This is generally viewed as the best bio of Barrett.
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