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INTRODUCTION


I think drummers are amazing. I’ve been listening to them and watching them now for a long time, having been a fan of pop and rock music since I was a boy. Drummers play the most wonderful, exciting, and complex rhythms. A band without a drummer is like a rocking chair that somebody has cruelly bolted to the floor: while it may appear to rock, it actually doesn’t. And yet drums don’t simply add rhythm to the music we listen to: these apparently primitive acoustic instruments bring drama, warmth, texture, and humanity to it as well.

“Are you a drummer?” the brilliant British drummer Bill Bruford asked me outright when I requested an interview for this book. Other percussionists seemed equally anxious to know whether I played the kit, whether I was one of them or not, as though a non-drummer would not be sufficiently qualified to understand them properly. I can immediately see why they would be so cautious, if not paranoid. A heck of a lot of writing about drummers seems to recycle the same old clichés about these people being crazy, stupid, or somehow so different from their fellow humans that they might as well be six-legged aliens from the planet Zildjian.

No, Bill, I’m not a drummer. But I am a musician as well as a writer, I do know a great deal about music, and I had no intention of writing a book about the insanity or dumbness or weirdness of drummers. Instead I wanted to go deeper and examine what it really takes to be one of them. What kind of person becomes a professional drummer? What qualities do they need? What makes drummers different from ordinary people who don’t use wooden sticks for a living? What sort of kicks do people get out of drumming? I wanted to take the clichés apart, separate the tired old mythology from the truth, and see if I could reach some profound or thought-provoking conclusions about the role of the drummer in a band and in the wider world, as well as the culture, history, and psychology of drumming.

I ended up talking to around forty brilliant professional drummers, plus other important musicians who have worked closely with drummers, and I came away with some great stories and some ideas and opinions that surprised and amazed me. I also found that most drummers are great company: they’re sane, intelligent people with interesting things to say. Whether I was shooting the breeze backstage with Clem Burke of Blondie, having a long chat with Phil Collins, or on the receiving end of a stream of jokes from Nick Mason of Pink Floyd, I had enormous fun. I learned a heap of stuff, too: every single drummer I spoke to had different insights to offer me, which only goes to prove that drumming is a more complex and sophisticated subject than some people would have you believe.

This book is dedicated to drummers everywhere. But it certainly isn’t just a book for drummers: it’s for everybody who loves music, and wants to know much more about these incredible musicians. Take it from this non-drummer—drummers really do rock.
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INTO THE ASYLUM


Imagine this. One day, you’re given the opportunity to be a musician in a band. It’s a really cool band, playing powerful and addictive rock music for an army of appreciative fans worldwide. You’re going to travel the globe and bring pleasure to hundreds of thousands of people, with fans screaming your name and queuing round the block to say hello and touch the hem of your garment. How awesome is that?

Except that there’s a catch. Every night you will be relegated to the back of the stage, all but concealed behind an assortment of hefty, round objects that you are required to whack continually using a pair of wooden sticks. You have to hit a snare drum, a big drum that stands on the floor (appropriately known as a floor tom), a series of other toms, and God knows what else. Oh, yes, and there is a whole array of cymbals that you need to ding and bash and caress as you go. And maybe you should think about striking that cowbell or that other oojamaflip on the offbeat during the second part of the middle eight in the fifth song of the second half.

Meanwhile, your feet are operating pedals to hit the big bass drum in front of you, the one emblazoned with the name of the manufacturer or the name of the band (also known as the kick drum), and to activate the hi-hat, which is a special pair of cymbals on a stand that crash together. You can’t do all this stuff randomly and haphazardly, either: it all has to fit with the music the band’s playing. In fact, it’s your job to keep all the other musicians in time and playing to the correct rhythms. And in case all that isn’t daunting enough for you, let’s say you’re a prog-rock band and several of your numbers are epic twenty-two-minute suites with about fourteen tempo changes in each one, along with several bars of seriously tricky time signatures—like 13/8 (thirteen quavers to the bar) instead of the 4/4 of standard, no-nonsense rock music (four crotchets to the bar).

Your arms and legs are beginning to ache. The sweat pouring down your face, your chest, your arms, and your legs is partly the result of the physical exertion that is required to play your instrument, and partly the result of a profound terror that you’re going to screw up, momentarily forget how one of the songs goes, play one half beat out of place that confuses the bass player, the guitarist, the singer, the backing singers, and the entire horn section and turns a great number into a chaotic cacophony.

On top of all that, while you’re playing, you’re mostly hidden from view; while hundreds of adoring fans are ogling the lead singer and the guitarist, regarding them as the ultimate sex gods, you’re being seriously ignored. What’s more, you have the most enormous collection of equipment to transport from gig to gig, to laboriously set up and take down again. So do you really want that gig? Do you really fancy being a drummer?

Well, somebody has to do it. “What is the most important instrument in a band?” asked a recent online poll on musicbanter.com, an American website where tens of thousands of music lovers chew the fat over their favorite subject. When the dust had settled, the clear winner was the drum kit, with nearly 36 percent of the vote, ahead of guitar (nearly 29 percent), bass (just over 18 percent), and vocals (just over 14 percent). The result confirms that drummers are absolutely vital to modern music.

So it’s just as well, isn’t it, that plenty of people want to be drummers. Thousands of willing volunteers step forward and accept the challenge of playing this monstrously cumbersome instrument, and most of them not only do it well but absolutely love doing it. In many cases, they can’t imagine anything that would give them greater pleasure.

The big question that has bothered me, for more years than I care to remember, is: Why? Why would anybody choose to be a drummer? It was a question that ultimately took me on a long journey, into a long series of concert venues, hotel rooms, and recording studios, as I met dozens of top drummers and tried to get to the bottom of their peculiar, percussive passion.

For some people, there is one quick and easy answer to the big why. This is an idea about drummers that is so powerful, and so deeply ingrained in our culture, that it will not go away. Exactly how this idea arrived in the world is unknown. It may have been conceived in the early twentieth century by a jealous boyfriend who discovered that his girlfriend was sexually attracted to a man who played the drums in a band. It might go back much, much earlier, to a time when a bunch of prehistoric humans noticed, to their intense irritation, that one rogue member of their tribe enjoyed beating stretched animal skins instead of doing something more useful, such as making flint tools or hunting saber-toothed tigers. The idea is this: people who play the drums are crazy. Insane. Nuts. Cracked. Several hit records short of a jukebox.

Plenty of people have occupations that can be regarded as crazy. They risk their lives as stuntmen for the sake of a movie. They rob banks, sell illegal hard drugs, run prostitution rackets, organize vicious dog fights, or produce nasty, exploitative “reality” television shows. But drummers are musicians; they display considerable skill and artistry, drive the rhythms of some amazing pieces of music, and bring pleasure to millions of people. What’s crazy about that?

Well, professional drummers are people who hit things for a living. That does make them bonkers, in one sense at least. And some drummers themselves are willing to accept the diagnosis, though the late British sticksman Cozy Powell may have had his tongue in his cheek in 1989 when he reflected: “I think drummers have an unfair reputation because, let’s face it, first of all you have to be MAD to play the drums! I mean, nobody sane is going to spend their life hitting various objects with two pieces of wood.”

Superficially, Dennis Wilson was a healthy, all-American boy—a tanned Adonis who was the only real surfer and heartthrob in the Beach Boys. But underneath that sun-bleached mop of hair, and the bushy beard that arrived later, the drummer seemed a little too ardent in his enthusiasms, a touch too restless in his quest for adventure and pleasure. Fast cars were raced to the limit and beautiful women were adored and divorced, with the result that hundreds of thousands of dollars disappeared in alimony payments. Ultimately he threw himself into booze and drugs with the same impetuosity he had once reserved for music and sports. An association with the notorious lunatic Charles Manson, who moved in with Wilson in 1968, didn’t help. Fleetwood Mac’s Christine McVie, who had a relationship with Wilson between 1979 and 1981, is said to have concluded that he was “half little boy and half insane.”

Another famous drummer with a reputation as a madman was John Bonham of Led Zeppelin. The case for the prosecution rests mainly on the thunderous sound of his playing, his enormous capacity for booze, and a pattern of irreverent behavior in hotels—the sort of antics performed by a select number of debauched rock stars on tour in the 1970s. The band’s singer, Robert Plant, didn’t help Bonham’s reputation when he introduced him onstage in Los Angeles as “the man who broke every window in room 1019 last night, the man who set fire to his own bed . . .”

Inside the Led Zep entourage, it was well-known that Bonham could become extremely homesick on tour, and that he had a Jekyll and Hyde personality. In Robert Louis Stevenson’s famous story, Dr. Henry Jekyll is transformed into a hideous embodiment of evil by a boiling, smoking mixture of chemicals—and in the drummer’s case, the fun guy people knew as Bonzo would metamorphose into a violent and unpredictable character known as “the Beast” after his yearning for home combined with a large quantity of alcohol. In 1975, he reportedly ordered twenty Black Russians in an LA bar, and after gulping about half of them down he saw a woman he knew from the music industry looking at him and smiling. He went straight over to the woman, punched her to the floor, and told her never to glance at him with that particular facial expression again.

Bonham was also prone to less violent impulses. He once looked outside his hotel in Dallas, Texas, to see a stunning customized 1959 Chevrolet Corvette, and decided he had to have it. He asked a security worker to find the owner and shelled out an extremely generous $18,000 to buy the car on the spot.

He could also be a maniac when he actually got inside one of his many cars. Tony Iommi, Black Sabbath’s guitarist, would often socialize with him, enjoying his company at clubs and parties. “He was a wild character,” Iommi recalled recently, “and he was good fun—unless we went out and he was driving. Then that was bad fun, because he used to get really pissed—drunk—and then drive back.” On one occasion, says Iommi, Bonham had just bought a flash new car—“something like a Maserati. And we were driving the wrong way up this road, and I said, ‘We’re going the wrong way!’” Bonham decided to solve the problem by turning the steering wheel and driving right over a traffic island, so that they would move into the correct lane. “And we got stuck on this island. [He’d] ripped all the bottom of this new car . . . So we had to get out and get a cab and get home. He left it there!”

Peter “Ginger” Baker, too, has been portrayed as lacking the full set of marbles. In 2013, Esquire magazine gave the former Cream and Blind Faith percussionist the title of “the world’s craziest drummer.” Ginger Baker’s crimes are a perfect catalog of vintage rock behavior; they include destroying hotel furniture in the course of practicing his skills, taking heroin to improve his drumming, violently assaulting his bass-playing colleague Jack Bruce, and leaving his first wife to run off with his daughter’s boyfriend’s teenage sister.

The award-winning 2012 film Beware of Mr. Baker revealed that even in his early seventies, Baker was still a redoubtable and fearsome character, a nightmare for interviewers, and still capable of violence. When the maker of the film, Jay Bulger, informed him that he was going to conduct interviews with an assortment of people from Baker’s past, the drummer exploded. “I’m going to put you in fuckin’ ’ospital!” he growled, lashing out at Bulger with a metal walking stick, bloodying his nose—seemingly unconcerned that the whole incident was captured on film.

Sometimes the “crazy” things that drummers do are hilarious. In the summer of 2012, Mick Brown, the drummer with Ted Nugent’s band, made an unusual getaway after playing a gig in the town of Bangor, Maine. Having found a golf cart in the building, Brown gleefully drove off in it, picked up some girls he knew from the audience, and resisted attempts by local law enforcers to apprehend him. The official police report tells the rest of the story: “As [police officers] attempted to stop Brown, he accelerated past them, past a third officer and when a security officer got close enough to stop him, Brown allegedly shoved the officer. At that point two other security officers physically removed Brown from the cart and placed him on the ground. He was arrested. No damage was reported to the cart although two traffic cones were damaged, one still under the cart, significantly so.” The drummer, who had apparently enjoyed some refreshment before his joyride, was charged with operating a vehicle under the influence of alcohol, driving to endanger, theft, and assault, but was released after $4,000 was paid in bail.

A year later, Brown opened up about the incident, saying he loved riding around on golf carts. “The bass player and I do it a lot: we get drunk and we drive around. It’s a lot of fun. Whenever I see a key in one, we hop in and go. It was nothing out of the ordinary.”

That golf-cart episode is reminiscent of the rib-tickling adventures of the late Keith Moon, who had fun with various vehicles, including his own personal hovercraft and milk float. If anyone deserves an award for the Craziest Drummer Who Ever Lived, it is surely Moon, who not only drummed like a man possessed but was the human equivalent of an unstoppable runaway train, with a passion for shocking and destructive pranks. When the Who appeared on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour on US television in 1967, their performance of the song “My Generation” climaxed with the detonation of super-loud explosives in Moon’s bass drum, to the surprise of everybody else in the studio, including the drummer’s bandmates. Moon’s arm was cut by shrapnel from his cymbals, and the explosion caused the actress Bette Davis, another guest on the show, to faint.

Moon was a hyperactive drummer who seemed to be just as hyperactive away from the kit. His passion for destruction extended to blowing up lavatories, and he proudly confessed to bringing mayhem to a hotel in Copenhagen during a Who tour. While he may have embroidered and exaggerated the story, there does seem to have been an incident with a waterbed that he found in his suite. According to his version of events, he decided to have the water-filled bed shoved into an elevator—so it would pop out as a surprise for people on another floor. But the bed burst before it could be taken to the lift, and the gushing water started a disastrous domino effect: after it wrecked the floor of Moon’s room, it poured down and created more damage below. “I ruined three rooms in one fell swoop—one swell flood!” Moonie boasted later.

Theories about the specific mental conditions that Moon the Loon suffered have come thick and fast in the years since his death. He may have had ADD (attention deficit disorder) or, worse, ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) or BPD (borderline personality disorder). Non-medical types called him “barking mad” or, if they were being kind, “eccentric.” “When you’ve got money and you do the kind of things I get up to, people laugh and say that you’re eccentric . . . which is a polite way of saying you’re fucking mad,” he said. “Well, maybe I am. But I live my life, and I live out all my fantasies, thereby getting them all out of my system. Fortunately, I’m in a position where financially I’m able to do it.”

After a while, the naughtiness became driven by his public image; he felt compelled to act up because he was Keith Moon, and people expected it of him. Who guitarist Pete Townshend once recalled that he was in a car with Moon, on the way to catch a plane to take them to the next gig, when the drummer insisted on returning to the hotel where he had stayed the night before. As Townshend explained, “We were late for the plane, and Keith was like, ‘Oh my God, I’ve got to go back to my hotel room.’ We thought he’d left drugs in his room or something. We turned around; we know we’re going to miss the plane and we might be late for the gig. We rush back to the hotel and he rushes in, comes out with the TV set and throws it into the swimming pool, gets back in the car, and goes, ‘Phew, I nearly forgot!’”

The drummer did spend short periods in psychiatric institutions, and Townshend has been searingly frank about his bandmate’s mental health. In a recent documentary about the making of the 1973 Who album Quadrophenia, the guitarist stated: “It was quite clear that Keith Moon was certifiably insane, and if he hadn’t had a drum kit to play with, he probably would have ended up in jail.” Hopefully, that jail would have offered some form of remedial psychiatric treatment. For the real tragedy of Keith Moon is that he was never diagnosed as insane during his lifetime; indeed, it’s likely that his fame, popularity, talent, and public image prevented such a diagnosis from even being contemplated. As the writer Tony Fletcher puts it in his biography, Dear Boy: The Life of Keith Moon, “Clearly, Keith needed psychiatric help. Perhaps if he had been treated and diagnosed . . . when his violent alter ego began emerging from the shadows with alarming frequency, his personal demons could have been confronted, his rage brought under control, his energy harnessed when he was away from his drum kit, not just when he was on it. But how do you convince someone to go to a shrink when he is being hailed as the greatest drummer in rock ’n’ roll history, when he is being lauded as the funniest man of his generation, when he is being held in wide regard as kind-hearted, generous and hopelessly lovable? How do you suggest to such a person that he might not be completely sane?”

When Moon died in September 1978, there was a lot of wishful thinking from fans about him being replaced in the Who by Rat Scabies, the drummer of the Damned, the notorious British punk band. Scabies—whose real name is Christopher Millar—appears to be a perfectly sane individual. However, in the early days of the Damned, he not only displayed a hyperactive style of drumming similar to Moon’s, but also had a Moonish line in destructive pranks. Earlier in 1978, a Damned gig at the Rainbow Theatre in London climaxed with Scabies pouring petrol over his drum kit and setting it alight. In 1979 the band played Wirrina Stadium in the English city of Peterborough, and Scabies repeated the trick. The flames spread across the stage, the fire brigade arrived and turned on their water hoses, and the audience rioted, fighting and smashing windows.

Flaming percussion is not a punk invention, as John Bonham would point out if he were still with us. A frequent sight at Led Zeppelin gigs was the ignition of Bonham’s big symphonic gong, which would be set alight by a roadie using the magic of alcohol. And similar pyromaniac stunts have been performed by other drummers. In the early 1990s, about a decade before he started playing drums with the Flaming Lips, Kliph Scurlock was performing in a punk band at the Outhouse, a famously spartan cinder-block music club in Lawrence, Kansas, when he decided on a whim to enhance the show with some special effects. “My drum set was a 1963 Ludwig kit, or maybe it was 1964, and it was the same kind of silver sparkle set that Ringo Starr played,” he recalled. “I bought it for two hundred dollars from somebody who had had it sitting in their basement forever. It was like, ‘Yeah! Ringo drums! All right!’ Anyway, I thought it would be neat if I set fire to the drums. I was thinking it would be really punk rock. I wasn’t thinking through that these were really old drums, and the wood was probably very dry, and it went up in flames really quick. Some friends and I were able to get the fire put out, but not quickly enough to salvage the kit. It was a bummer, because I loved that drum set.”

Tré Cool of Green Day used to have a habit of torching his drums onstage, when he wasn’t smashing them up. Away from the kit, Cool has followed the punk-rock tradition of hell-raising in other ways. After Green Day won a Moonman award for Best Alternative Video at the MTV Music Awards in 1998, he excited spectators with an impulsive act in Orlando, Florida. During a broadcast interview with the band, he suddenly left the stage and started climbing the metal framework of the big, rotating Universal Studios globe. He sat on the globe for a while, waved to cheering fans, then climbed back down and returned to the interview. Asked why he’d done it, he smiled and was speechless for a while, before explaining: “I hadn’t broke anything for, like, six hours!”

“Crazy” antics like these are rarely evidence of real insanity, and may be attributed to individual drummers attempting to live up to (or live down to) the generalized reputation that drummers have somehow acquired. But sometimes the mental state of drummers is a much more serious business. In 1995, Joey Kramer was due to begin recording a new album in Miami with Aerosmith, the band he had been in since 1970 and whose name he had coined himself. The band was on top of the world, selling millions of records and playing to huge, adoring crowds, and Kramer had succeeded in staying away from drugs and alcohol for nine years. However, after withdrawing from the world and spending alarming stretches of time in bed at home in Boston, he finally flew to Florida to take up his position on the drum stool—and suffered a severe emotional breakdown. Kramer was taken to a mental-health facility called Steps, in Oxnard, California, where he underwent group therapy and gradually found a way through his paralyzing condition. He tells his story with great candor in the 2009 book Hit Hard: A Story of Hitting Rock Bottom at the Top.

The case of the drummer Jim Gordon is much more tragic. Gordon was a six-foot-three-inch giant from California who became an in-demand session player by the end of the 1960s. His CV includes work with many big names, including the Everly Brothers, the Byrds, Glen Campbell, the Carpenters, and the Beach Boys. After playing for the husband-and-wife duo Delaney & Bonnie, Gordon became the drummer for Derek and the Dominos, featuring Eric Clapton. Gordon was one of the drummers on George Harrison’s epic album All Things Must Pass, and went on to work with John Lennon, Frank Zappa, Carly Simon, Joe Cocker, and Traffic. But at some point he began to hear voices in his head, giving him peculiar instructions: they would tell him to go to certain destinations, and they would restrict the food he ate. It was textbook schizophrenia. “The voices were chasing me around,” he explained later, “making me drive to different places. Starving me—I was only allowed one bite of food a meal. And if I disobeyed, the voices would fill me with a rage, like the Hulk gets.”

Gordon’s career as a drummer began to fail as he repeatedly checked into hospitals for treatment, desperate to shake off the inner voices. In 1979 he had to refuse an offer to tour with Bob Dylan. On June 3, 1983, at the age of thirty-seven, Gordon drove to the apartment of his seventy-one-year-old mother, Osa Marie Gordon, in North Hollywood.

When she opened the door, he attacked her, bludgeoning her head with a hammer before finishing her off with a butcher’s knife in the ribs. “I just snapped,” he admitted later. Convicted of second-degree murder (use of the insanity defense had recently been restricted in California law), he received a prison sentence of between sixteen years and life.

In July 1994, ten years into his sentence, Gordon—prisoner C89262 in the California Men’s Colony at San Luis Obispo—was quoted in the Washington Post: “When I remember the crime, it’s kind of like a dream. I can remember going through what happened in that space and time, and it seems kind of detached, like I was going through it on some other plane. It didn’t seem real.” The newspaper said he had associated some of the inner voices with his mother. “My mother, she persecuted me a great deal, I felt,” he said. “And it finally got so bad that I just gave up and got a condominium and just stayed indoors. I didn’t ever go anyplace. That’s when I started hearing voices, and having delusional thoughts and hallucinations, and all of a sudden the crime occurred.” He no longer heard the voices, he said, and was taking the high-potency medication Navane (thiothixene) for acute paranoid schizophrenia. But at a hearing in April 2013, sixty-seven-year-old Jim Gordon was flatly denied parole, having been deemed “a danger to society if released from prison.”

Sadly, Gordon’s isn’t the only case of a matricide in the world of drumming. William Marrufo was once the drummer in the LA Latin-rock band Ozomatli. On January 5, 2005, he suddenly attacked his fifty-eight-year-old mother, Teresa, outside the home where they both lived in Santa Ana, California. After beating her head against the ground, he went into the house, emerged with a knife and two meat cleavers, and slashed and stabbed her to death.

After the attack, Marrufo explained to detectives that he believed his mother had been possessed by Satan. He was later convicted of first-degree murder and appeared to be facing a life sentence, but that verdict was overturned and the thirty-five-year-old drummer was found “not guilty by reason of insanity” and confined in a state mental institution.

Another drummer who suffered from psychological problems was Paul Hester, who played in the Australasian band Crowded House. Although Hester was a life-and-soul-of-the-party type, adored by the band’s fans for his cheekiness and wit, he was also prone to extreme mood swings. This was the boy who had written in an essay at school that he wanted to be “a leading drummer in the world and to have a successful pop group.” But, rather than making him happy, the increasing success of the band in the early 1990s perversely became a cause of discontent. In April 1994, during a North American tour, Hester walked out of Crowded House, leaving the band to play a gig in Atlanta, Georgia, without him. Neil Finn, the Crowdies’ main songwriter, was scathing about Hester in a subsequent interview. “He’s always been a bad-tempered little bastard,” he said. “As much as he’s incredibly funny when he’s up—totally funny and [with] an incredibly gifted sense of humor—the other side of that is very black. We’d wake up on any given day and not know whether we’d find him up or down. He was casting a shadow over the whole organization.”

Hester was frank about his aversion to success, revealing in an Australian newspaper: “I was thinking if things pick up, then we are on a course for world domination. The idea of being the most popular band in the world didn’t appeal at all.”

One day in March 2005, Paul Hester left his home in Melbourne, Australia, to take his two dogs for a walk. He never returned. The next morning, police found his body hanging from a tree in nearby Elsternwick Park. It later emerged that he had undergone years of therapy for depression, he had frequently taken antidepressants, and his relationship with the mother of his two young daughters had just ended.

Is it possible that many drummers are insane or eccentric, to varying degrees, but that their very occupation—the cathartic, stress-relieving act of beating the drums—keeps their craziness or eccentricity in check? Or is it just a coincidence that in the twenty-first century, so many people are using drums for therapy? Most of them aren’t serious musicians who play proper drum kits in real bands: they are ordinary people who spend their spare time playing African-style hand drums in drum circles, groups of like-minded people who find creating rhythms beneficial to their health. There are now thousands of drum circles around the world, with many astonishing claims being made for the therapeutic effects of regularly bashing a membrane stretched over a wooden shell. Drums are regarded as a balm for all sorts of psychological conditions, from ADHD to bipolar disorder and from Alzheimer’s disease to full-on insanity. Drum therapists claim that drumming can improve your self-esteem, heighten your ability to focus on important tasks, increase your ability to listen and learn, and convert negative, destructive tendencies into positive, creative behavior.

Several of the professional drummers I interviewed said that playing drums was a therapeutic, stress-relieving activity. “Drumming, for me, has always been a form of therapy,” said the drummer and producer Butch Vig. “It allows you to release all this energy in a positive way.”

Steven Drozd, multi-instrumentalist in the Flaming Lips, went further. “Drums are my first love,” said Drozd. “I find that if I go for really long periods of time without playing the drums, I get some kind of pent-up anxiety and anger, which I can let loose if I can play on the drum kit. Sometimes, at home, I’ll pull the drums out of the closet, set them up, and beat on them for a while.”

In a recent online confession, an anonymous drummer diagnosed with ADHD shared some insights into the therapeutic benefits of drumming, based on personal experience: “I suspect my ADHD helped draw me towards drumming—I found it suitably maniacal . . . So for years there were no lessons or books or any kind of studious approach—just going hell for leather. Since I was a social pariah it suited me to spend hours daily on the kit . . .”

That could almost be the late Keith Moon speaking. It seems that drums do provide a valuable outlet for some people, and that a certain number of those people are, indeed, mentally unbalanced. This is confirmed by the stories of Moon, Jim Gordon, and Paul Hester, and by those of other, lesser-known drummers whose stories have not been publicized. But we are still talking about a tiny number of people—a minuscule percentage of the millions of people in the world who play the drums. And in the context of global mental illness, this is a drop in the ocean. In 2011, a research project reached some startling conclusions about the mental health of Europe alone. The study—by the European College of Neuropsychopharmacology (ENCP)—found that 38 percent of the population of Europe suffers every year with some kind of mental or neurological disorder, including depression or schizophrenia. That works out at a total of around 165 million Europeans. A 2013 study of children in New York City between the ages of six and twelve found that around 20 percent of them—over 145,000 kids—struggle with conditions such as bipolar disorder, ADHD, or depression. Even the fact that New York children are apparently saner, overall, than the average European is no comfort: mental illness often strikes later in life, so that New York’s 20 percent is likely to rise as the city’s children exchange their diapers and toys for jobs and mortgages.

So if psychological problems are quite common among non-drummers, and not as common as we may suppose among drummers, why does the idea of the “mad drummer” persist? I put the question to Richard Jupp, the apparently sane and sensible drummer with the British rock band Elbow, who since their emergence from Greater Manchester in the 1990s have won a clutch of prestigious prizes, including a Brit Award for Best British Group and an NME Award for Outstanding Contribution to British Music. “I think it’s because we look mad,” he replied. “We look a bit funny, because when you’re behind a drum kit there’s a lot to think about, there’s all this shit going on around you, you’re concentrating and putting all your energy into it, and you start pulling all these faces. You have this intensity, and I think that’s where the look of insanity comes from.

“But also, we’re like kids. You’re surrounded by shiny stuff that you hit to make a noise, and you get all giddy and giggly about it. You see a new cymbal and you’re mesmerized—‘Ohhhh . . . What does that sound like?’—and you immediately have to go over and tap it. You get excited about different woods, finishes, skins, drumsticks . . . We’ve all got that giddiness, and that same look in our eyes.”

Of course, the mass media are to blame, too, for perpetuating the idea of insanity among drummers so entertainingly. When The Muppet Show aired on British TV in 1976, millions of viewers were introduced to Animal, a hairy, berserk drummer who played in a band called Dr. Teeth and the Electric Mayhem. Animal’s intelligence appeared to be extremely limited: his growling communication was limited to simple English phrases or unintelligible shouting, and he took figures of speech (such as the theatrical phrase “Break a leg”) literally. It has been claimed without foundation that Animal, who was designed by the late Muppetmeister Jim Henson, was based on Keith Moon of the Who. Both drummers had heavy, dark eyebrows; however, Animal’s profusion of facial hair also resembled that of a young Ginger Baker or John Bonham. When Jay Bulger was asking famous drummers to appear as talking heads in Beware of Mr. Baker, he tried to get Animal to say a few words, but the Muppet was reportedly unavailable.

Another form of comedy seems to haunt the profession of drumming. For example, one day, a drummer announces that he has had enough of being ridiculed by people who don’t consider him to be a proper musician: he decides he is going to learn to play some “proper” musical instruments. So he walks up to the counter in his local music shop and asks: “Could I have that big red trumpet over there, please . . . oh, and that accordion over there?” The man behind the counter thinks for a while, then says: “Okay, I suppose you can have the fire extinguisher . . . but the radiator’s got to stay.”

The many “drummer jokes” that circulate today highlight a curious mismatch in the public perception of drummers. These jokes have been coined and passed on by musicians for decades, and have since entered the mainstream via word of mouth and the Internet. Just as some Jewish and Irish comedians have often told deprecating jokes about their own kind, so drummers seem happy to tell their favorite drummer jokes, joining in with the laughter. I discussed the subject with one of Britain’s finest rock timekeepers, Simon Kirke, who played with the bands Free and Bad Company. “How do you know when the stage is level?” asked Kirke, quickly providing the punch line: “When the drummer drools out of both sides of his mouth.”

Nick Mason, drummer and cofounder of Pink Floyd, gave me another: “A drummer walks up to the counter and says, ‘I’d like some fish and chips, please.’ And the girl behind the counter just rolls her eyes. And he goes, ‘For fuck’s sake, what’s the matter? Why can’t I just have some fish and chips?’ And she rolls her eyes again and looks up at something above her. He looks up and sees this sign that says PUBLIC LIBRARY: QUIET PLEASE. And so he goes [whispering], ‘Could I have some fish and chips, please?’”

Many of these jokes have the same theme, and it certainly isn’t that drummers are insane. In fact, there is a notable lack in these witticisms of padded cells, straitjackets, and electroshock therapy. What they push, over and over again, is the notion that drummers are stupid, dumb, dim-witted, slow, educationally subnormal. “ ‘Mummy, when I grow up I want to be a drummer,’” recited Nick Mason in the voice of a little boy. “ ‘Don’t be ridiculous, darling—you can’t do both.’”

In a 1989 music magazine, Cozy Powell railed against the widespread assumption that drummers were “a bit thick.” “There are probably a lot of drummers out there who are,” he wrote, “but then there are many who are highly intelligent too—the Simon Phillips of this world. I’ve just been flicking through a drum magazine and they seem to be getting more intelligent all the time. Of course, you’ve got the earthy members of the drumming fraternity as well, like the late Keith Moon and John Bonham, and myself of course; not Brains Of Britain perhaps, but we had and have something else to offer . . . Perhaps all the people I’ve listened to in the past haven’t had such a great education because they’ve always been too busy playing drums. For instance, I got chucked out of school at an early age because I was always arriving late, being tired from gigs the night before . . . my ONLY interest was playing the drums. As far as I was concerned, school was a waste of time because I knew exactly what I wanted to do.”

Even in the noughties, the idea that drummers are mentally inferior shows no signs of going away. As recently as May 2013, more supposed evidence of this “fact” was trotted out for the entertainment of British television viewers. On an edition of the BBC satirical quiz Have I Got News for You, one of the guest panelists, the Reverend Richard Coles—a Church of England priest and broadcaster who was once in a 1980s pop band called the Communards—recalled a memory from his days on the road. “I was on tour with the Style Council once,” he said, “and Steve White, the drummer—lovely chap—was staying in this posh hotel in Scotland.” The hotel had apparently once been a castle and retained some its historic treasures. “And he walked into the library, which was full of books, and Steve White said, ‘Blimey, what a lot of videos!’”

Note that patronizing little phrase “lovely chap,” which seems to be shorthand for “I’d like to make it clear that I’m not being unkind or disparaging about him at all, but he’s a drummer and let’s have a laugh about him nevertheless.”

Aggrieved drummers pour their hearts out on Internet message boards, complaining that the guitarists and euphonium players they jam with harbor nasty prejudices about their musical skills and their mental abilities. “I’m personally appalled at the amount of people who think that no thought whatsoever goes into playing the drums,” moans one. “I’m the drummer in my band, and my bandmates keep on making fun of me because I’m a drummer so I must be stupid,” laments another. “Ask them to play without you for a day and hear how much they suck,” advises a fellow drummer. John Densmore, the intelligent man who played drums in the Doors, was clearly similarly rattled when he spluttered in a 2007 interview that “The drum was the first fucking instrument!”—turning the primitive nature of skin bashing into a positive statement.

One message board recently asked the question “Why do drummers look dumb most of the time?” and attracted some enlightening remarks. One of the contributors echoed Richard Jupp’s insight about “mad drummers,” saying that drummers have so much to think about that they unconsciously make a variety of ridiculous facial expressions as they play. Just as some of these facial contortions can give the impression of madness, a good many of these expressions—such as the wide-open mouth or the protruding tongue—can make drummers look oafish, simple-minded, and comical. This is then compounded by the medium of still photography, which preserves those dumb looks for eternity. “Guitarists, bassists, singers can all be captured easily by the camera,” said one of the commenters, “but drummers are hard. It’s the movement that makes the drummer so beautiful and spectacular to watch, and it’s hard to capture that in a single photo.”

But drummers can consciously aim to look more intelligent, explained another contributor; they can intervene and change the expressions they make when they play: “After having managers and so forth tell me to change my expressions and such while I played, I put up mirrors to watch myself. I concentrated on how I looked while I played . . . It’s become part of the playing . . . It simply becomes part of the nature of the beast when you work on it.”

There is another stereotype about drummers that needs to be examined. Is there an unwritten rule, tucked away at the back of an invisible contract drawn up by an unseen hand, that obliges the drummer to be “the comedian of the band”? Even in a group as chock-full of humor and wit as the Beatles, Ringo Starr quickly acquired the role of clown—as opposed to the clever, acerbic Beatle (John Lennon), the cute, public-relations Beatle (Paul McCartney), and the quiet, deep-thinking Beatle (George Harrison). The image branding was parceled out in a similar way with the Monkees, America’s Prefab Four of the 1960s, with Micky Dolenz ending up on the drums and managing to become the zaniest member of a pretty kooky band.

Of course, there was no contest in the Who: offstage, Keith Moon would dress up as a veritable parade of characters, from a Nazi officer to Queen Elizabeth II, with a silly voice for each one. Paul Hester’s genial personality and sense of fun were frequently at the fore during Crowded House concerts. At the end of a 1987 tour of Canada, a series of pranks between the band and their support act, Chalk Circle, culminated in Hester shedding his clothes and running across the stage during Chalk Circle’s encore. Hester was nicknamed, inevitably, Hester the Jester.

When I asked Nick Mason if he had been “the comedian in the band,” he seemed reluctant to accept the accolade and name-checked his two former Floydmates Roger Waters and David Gilmour: “Well, actually, Roger can be incredibly funny. I really enjoy Roger’s company from that point of view; we can make each other really laugh. And Dave can be amusing.” However, Mason betrayed himself by littering the interview with witticisms. When I asked, “What’s the strangest thing you’ve ever hit with a stick?” he deadpanned: “Erm . . . I can’t remember her name now.” To a question about the relative merits of human drummers and drum machines, he said: “You can’t get a drum machine to be sick over the coats in the cloakroom, and throw a television out the window, can you?” Asked if he had ever been injured as a drummer, he joked: “Yes. By really angry guitar players—‘Shut the fuck up!’”

Chad Smith of the Red Hot Chili Peppers indulged his mischievous sense of humor in 2014 when he challenged the actor and comedian Will Ferrell to a drum battle. It all began when Ferrell, interviewed online, highlighted the physical resemblance between himself and the drummer. The actor took it further by declaring in a video that he actually was Chad Smith, and the drummer responded by telling Ferrell to “stop impersonating me” and by throwing down the drum-off gauntlet. Ferrell accepted and suggested they use the event to raise $300,000 for the charity Cancer for College. Total pledges of nearly $312,000 confirmed that the event would go ahead.

When I spoke to Smith before the drum battle, he delivered a deadpan monologue about Ferrell that was hard to take seriously. “There’s obviously something wrong with him, because he’s impersonating me,” he said. “He says that he is me. But I don’t know if he’s off his medication or a little delusional. I’m concerned for his mental health and well-being, you know, because he is a very talented comedian and actor, and I think he’s great. I look forward to seeing what he’s got,” he laughed. “He’s very famous for that skit on Saturday Night Live where he played the cowbell to that Blue Öyster Cult song, and that’s very funny, so I think that his cowbell skills are in some way going to be incorporated into our battle. But unless he’s been secretly practicing, I don’t think it’s going to be in his favor to go drum set to drum set, him and myself. I’m sure some sort of musical hilarity will ensue, and I’m up for it. It’s for a great cause. But I hope he doesn’t bring any of his children—I don’t want him to be publicly embarrassed or anything.”

The Smith-Ferrell drum battle took place in May 2014 on The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon. The two men, wearing identical backwards baseball caps and Kiss T-shirts, traded jibes and beats behind two drum kits. Most of the beats came from Smith, and most of the jibes came from Ferrell. (“That was cute. Do you play for the Lukewarm Chili Peppers?”) Finally Ferrell picked up a cowbell, the rest of the Chili Peppers ran out onstage to perform Blue Öyster Cult’s “(Don’t Fear) The Reaper,” and Ferrell was arbitrarily awarded a big golden cowbell as a trophy.

Just as there are different styles of drumming, so comedy comes in a variety of shades. In 2011, Premier, “the world’s leading manufacturer of drums and percussion,” announced a series of fifteen special shows in Germany and the UK by Nicko McBrain, the drummer with the British band Iron Maiden. Each date would be An Evening with Nicko—“a night of drums, drumming and entertainment” with this “charismatic figure . . . renowned for his humor, showmanship and live performances.” I met McBrain before he played the final date of the tour, which was at Bush Hall in Shepherds Bush, London. Though highly respected as a hard-rock drummer, he made it clear that the show would not be a “drum clinic,” exactly—a serious session in which drummers demonstrate their skills and pass on technical tips and tricks to an audience consisting mostly of other drummers. “I don’t do drum clinics, I do a drum show,” explained the cheery long-haired Londoner. “I leave the drum clinics to the guys who can really impress people with their prowess on the drum set. The way I’ve always looked at it is, I see these guys and I don’t know what the fuck they’re doing.”

He told me he would be playing a few Maiden songs during the performance and promoting some Premier drums, including the Spirit of Maiden kit, made in his honor. There will also be a good deal of comedy. “There are a few gags that I stole off my old mate Jimmy Jones,” he said.

This was interesting. Jimmy Jones, a veteran British stand-up comic, is often politely described as “outspoken” and “uncompromising” and is known for telling old-fashioned, politically incorrect “adult” jokes about Irishmen, flatulence, and “colored fellas” with “big choppers.”

McBrain had played seven dates in Germany, including Munich, Frankfurt, and Cologne. The German shows had gone well, he said, attracting a combination of Iron Maiden fans and drummers. “But I got into trouble, because I tell a few politically incorrect jokes. Some bloke walked out. He said [adopting a comedy German accent], ‘I do not like zis man—he is homophobic and racist.’ He marched out the venue.” What sort of jokes was he telling? “I talk about this survey that says one in three men in England are gay,” he said, “and I just tell gay jokes. That’s all—there’s nothing meant by it. If you happen to be that way inclined, fine! Leave my bottom out of it, though.”

Back in 1988, McBrain appeared on The Sooty Show, the British TV institution featuring a lovable bear puppet who never speaks to the audience, and his puppet friends, including Sweep and Soo. On the show, McBrain had a drum-off with Sooty and Sweep on their miniature kits. Iron Maiden fans wouldn’t let him forget about it afterward—flocks of Sooty puppets would come flying through the air onto the stage—but Sooty subsequently became a mascot on his kit. The bear also made an unscheduled appearance during the penultimate Evening with Nicko, in Reading, revealed McBrain. “We had a signing session last night, and this guy came up with a Sooty. And I said, ‘Do you know why Sooty doesn’t speak? Because he’s got Tourette’s!’ I animated him and had him saying, ‘You fuckin’ shit-faced bastard!’ Everyone was laughing their bollocks off.” McBrain only realized after the bear’s outburst that there were small children in the audience who perhaps shouldn’t have been exposed to that kind of language, and might now be cruelly disillusioned about their favorite puppet.

During the show that night, McBrain drummed along to some Iron Maiden songs, with footage of the band on a big screen behind him. He talked about Maiden, about Premier drums, and about cymbals and foot pedals. And the jokes came thick and fast, populated by characters including “colored guys” and “queers.” The audience was a mix of Maiden fans and drummers—mostly men in black T-shirts—and some of them roared with laughter. But there were some sharp intakes of breath as well, and expressions that appeared to say, “Did he really say that?”

Before the show, McBrain had told me he usually started a drum solo with a “Max Wall shuffle.” Max Wall was a peculiar British comedian with a long career in the twentieth century, remembered for his lugubrious voice and his comedy walk, which were often accompanied during his stage shows by military-style drumming. “I got off the kit the other night and I was in hysterics,” said McBrain, “because I was thinking of Max and his funny walk, and him saying, ‘Good . . . evening . . .’”

And as McBrain was saying this, it occurred to me that drummers may unconsciously become comedians because their instrument has so many comical associations—which other instruments, such as an electric guitar, don’t. In addition to the Max Wall business, there’s that old tradition requiring the drummer in a house band to punctuate the punch line of a joke, especially a bad one, with a short percussive sequence known as a sting or rim shot. Usually employing two drums and a crash cymbal, this is also known as the “ba-dum-tish.” Millions of people recognize that sound when they hear it, but not a single person, it seems, knows who started it and when. It may well have originated soon after the appearance of the one-man drum kit, in the early days of vaudeville. The ba-dum-tish is now available in a variety of smartphone apps so you can instantly and electronically show your lack of appreciation
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