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For Dad






The drummers are the ones who change everything.

—Art Blakey

As the drummer, it wasn’t my job to be out front; I needed to hang back. I don’t have to be in the light. The world don’t have to see me. I don’t need glory. People bought the records. They already feel me.

—Howard Grimes
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Glossary

Drums are simple but they have their own complex jargon. This book is meant for all readers, not only drummers, so here are the basic terms of art used within, with recommendations for further reading.


	bass drum/kick drum:

	the biggest and lowest-tuned drum in a kit, almost always played with a mallet mounted to a foot pedal (though not always; see chapter 7). Some drummers play in a double-bass configuration, which can mean either a two-foot pedal playing one bass drum or a kit with two whole bass drums, played with both feet (see chapter 13).

	brushes:

	originating in jazz like so many drumming breakthroughs, these have outward-fanning wires instead of hard tips like drumsticks, allowing for quieter play and the familiar scratching texture when literally brushed across the snare head.

	crash cymbal:

	accent cymbals ranging in size from ten inches to twenty inches or more, thinner than the other cymbals for maximum vibration and volume. Some drummers use mini-crashes known as splash cymbals that can be as small as six inches wide.

	
downbeat/backbeat:


	the typical rock drum pattern alternates between a bass drum hit on the first and third notes of a four-note measure—the “one” and the “three”—and a snare on the “two” and “four,” boom-bap-boom-bap. The downbeat is that beginning hit on the one, the backbeat is its echo—but more broadly, the backbeat is the heart of rock and roll, the steady sound that defines its particular rhythm.

	drum beat/groove:

	the repeating rhythmic pattern that a drummer plays in a song. Famous ones include those in “Be My Baby” (see chapter 2) and “Funky Drummer” (see chapter 8), which were borrowed by other drummers and sampled by DJs for decades.

	drum set/drum kit:

	a configuration of drums and cymbals, measured in “pieces,” meaning number of drums. The modern combination of bass/snare/toms/cymbals took root in the World War II era and evolved from the older trap set (see chapter 1), which featured more sound-effects equipment, including wood blocks (hollowed-out pieces of wood with slits used as percussion instruments) and pinched cymbals. Whatever your arrangement, the instruments are played with drumsticks, of course—wooden dowels cut to varied specifications of width, length, and shape.

	fill:

	any brief diversion from a central rhythm, typically during a transition in a song, i.e., going into a chorus. Think of Phil Collins’s drum entrance on “In the Air Tonight” or Dave Grohl’s many snare-and-bass detonations in “Smells Like Teen Spirit.”

	ghost notes:

	quiet taps on the snare drum in between backbeats, to add texture and rhythmic complexity.

	
hi-hats:


	two opposing cymbals mounted on a foot-pedal pole, often right next to the snare, basically a mechanized version of marching-band cymbals. Hit with sticks, they sound different depending on whether they’re open or closed and are used for timekeeping. Typically these cymbals are fourteen inches wide.

	ride cymbal:

	a relatively large, heavy cymbal often used for timekeeping, like a pinging alternative to hi-hats. Typically twenty inches wide, in a huge variety of alloys and thicknesses producing sounds from “dry” (less vibrational) to more crashlike. Playing a ride’s bell, the dome in its center where the cymbal mounts to its stand, produces an even more pointed, contained sound.

	rim shot:

	a hit in which the drumstick makes simultaneous contact with the head and the rim, the metal hoop that holds the head in place. The result is a louder, more pointed sound.

	roll:

	a sustained sound achieved by a rapid succession of drum hits. There are single-stroke rolls and double-stroke rolls, depending on whether you alternate one or two hits on each hand. A press roll (the one you hear when someone says, “Drumroll, please”) requires loosening the fingers and wrists so that you control the sticks’ quick bounce off the head.

	snare drum:

	the smaller, sharper-sounding partner of the bass drum, mounted on a stand somewhere near the seated drummer’s knees. “Snares” are adjustable wires (originally animal fibers) mounted to the underside of the drum that rattle against the bottom drumhead when it vibrates—the source of that snap that we call a backbeat.

	stick grip:

	how a drummer holds their sticks, usually either matched grip (with both hands holding the stick in the same way, with fingers curled around and thumb on top) or traditional, in which the primary stick is held at an angle running between the thumb and middle fingers of the left hand (see chapter 5).

	toms/tom-toms:

	mounted, tuned drums with no snares. The name comes from the supposed Native term for a drum, but the etymology and source of “tom-tom” is hazy at best, racially insensitive at worst. Every drummer knows what a “tom” is, so I use that.









Introduction We Are a Part of the Rhythm Nation


You love this music—we all do. “Rock and roll” is a cliché phrase now and maybe always was, but the words still conjure rebellion, volume, speed. Guitars, likely. A specific song, whether “She Loves You,” “Eruption,” “Billie Jean,” or “Good Rockin’ Tonight” (Wynonie Harris’s version, please). This great mongrel music was born humbly, from the natural melding of country, rhythm and blues, soul, and gospel in the postwar United States, and somehow it upended the global marketplace, the entire range of human expression. As I write, it’s going on a century since the forever-elusive “first” such recording, and we all still cherish music that sprang directly from that source. Even if you only pay attention to contemporary hip-hop, R & B, classical, or jazz, your tastes have been formed by the decades-long, mid-twentieth-century rhythmic revolution that we collectively refer to as “rock and roll.” That descriptor was one of many that marketers and DJs applied, but it’s apt that this one finally stuck: this music has stayed in motion ever since.

What set rock and roll apart from all previous pop music, and what it borrowed from all those Black and poor-white traditions, was the insistent presence of a “big beat,” one of its other early labels. When jazz musicians like Lionel Hampton or Louis Jordan (a favorite of James Brown) accentuated a straight snare backbeat on the two and four, they hit upon something new, something alive. Direct. Rocking.

Drums gave rock and roll its energy, motion, volume, and rhythm, and they are the source of much of its innovation. Other instruments have obviously been formative: the electric guitar, the electric bass, synthesizers. But “the drums”—one person sitting behind a snare and toms, a larger upturned foot-powered bass drum, and a set of cymbals—preexisted them all. That setup (or, since the 1970s, a programmed digital re-creation of it) is the last vestige of the jazz age in pop music, and it has outlasted even the guitar as the crucial instrument of the twenty-first century, a bedrock element for Paul Whiteman, Muddy Waters, and Beyoncé.

So why is rock and roll history so often told as a procession of singers and guitarists, or the occasional impresario-producer? Why shouldn’t drums and drummers get a chance to be the main characters of this story for once, after shaping it continuously for so long? Everyone already loves Jimi Hendrix, so let’s hear about Mitch Mitchell and Buddy Miles. Imagine Bruce Springsteen without Max Weinberg, Elvis Costello without Pete Thomas, or the Band without Levon Helm. How about the outsize personalities and soloists who, for better or worse, became celebrities on par with other bands’ lead singers: Keith Moon, Ginger Baker, Neil Peart, Tommy Lee, Lars Ulrich. Or the unsung heroes, inspiring waves of musicians without receiving the credit they deserve, like Benny Benjamin, Uriel Jones, and “Pistol” Allen at Motown, and their brilliant equivalents at local song factories worldwide.

That’s the historical ambition for this book. Drummers were essential architects of a profound cultural change, and it’s overdue to celebrate them as the transformative musicians they are. I’ve chosen fifteen representative players to tell the story of rock and roll’s evolution from Delta blues to hip-hop, and though they’re all incredible musicians whose playing I adore, this is not my ranking of the fifteen greatest rock and roll drummers, or even necessarily my list of personal favorites. You could write a similar book about fifteen different people without sacrificing the spirit of it, which is simply a tribute to the richness of drumming talent in the world, a richness I hope is reflected in this book’s inclusion of many other players beyond the “core fifteen,” though certainly too few.

In the main subjects and throughout, I tried to balance famous names and obscure, mainstream artists and transgressive ones; any halfway-comprehensive history of rock and roll should include both the Beatles and Bad Brains. Those groups might not have much in common beyond a superlative influence on other musicians, but like most important bands, they were quartets anchored by brilliant drummers who happened to be the dependable, musically supportive personalities of the group (chapters 4 and 11, respectively). If we tell the history of this music as if drummers are the protagonists, we find throughlines we might otherwise miss: technological breakthroughs for the studio and stage, the R & B influence on country music (chapter 6), the African influence on art rock (chapter 7), and key moments when this music grew louder, heavier, or faster.

But the truth is that this book reflects my own biases and preoccupations about what matters in this music, and not just because I’m a single listener. Drums have always been fundamental to my idea of rock and roll—the two very nearly arrived simultaneously in my life.



At age nine in 1994, my bowl-cut head was filled with “alternative rock” radio and MTV hip-hop, an utterly average suburban musical diet for the time. I loved music but it seemed distant, like the weather. It happened to you, through media personalities with long hair or bouncing cars, and came fully packaged to the store and TV.

Then I saw a simple black Ludwig kit at a church fundraiser concert, the first drum set I’d ever registered up close. The sight of those drums at that age transformed my relationship to the music I loved. Drums no longer seemed incidental to it. I saw their relative size and volume, their stateliness and complexity—gleaming and contoured like a hot rod. The epiphanies would come later: understanding the essential role that drums play in any band, their ability to steer and redefine a song as much as or more than anyone onstage. That night in church, I simply couldn’t believe how cool they looked. For my tenth birthday a few months later, my parents gave me drum lessons.

Every Monday I biked a few blocks for a thirty-minute lesson with a renowned teacher who happened to live in my neighborhood. Grant was a Berklee College of Music grad, a pro-level musician who preferred raising his kids and teaching in a home studio to grinding out a life on the road as a working drummer for hire. That was our gain as Baltimore-area percussionists. He was as comfortable teaching a retired mom who’d never played music as he was training an eighteen-year-old kid for their conservatory audition. I spent eight years happily going to that studio, learning stick rudiments and kit patterns of increasing complexity from books with titles like Percussive Elements and The Updated Realistic Rock Drum Method.

Home was where the devotion truly took root, though, first with a little plastic practice pad and eventually an entry-level white kit inherited from my uncle after his own short-lived drumming ambitions fell through. I set them up in our unfinished basement utility room, under a single bare lightbulb and a six-foot ceiling, surrounded by cinder block walls and stuffed between overfull metal storage shelves. I played for hours at a time. The sound rang through all that cheap metal around it. Once, coming home from school after years of this, I heard my little brother messing around with the kit in my absence and realized you could easily hear the drums from the street. My poor family.

Adolescence is largely a matter of learning how to obsess, and drums were my whole world for years. Obsessively reading credits in liner notes, obsessively reading interviews in Modern Drummer, obsessively buying new sticks and heads (and lusting after the more expensive cymbals) at the music store on our main street. I wanted to know as much about the drums as I could, to play them as well as humanly possible, to grasp the range of available influences.

Drums and drummers were fundamental to my own relationship to rock music and my understanding of it. When I heard a new song, I followed the drums, and if I came to love a band, I wanted to know who played the kit. I loved the Beatles of course but my true taste as a teenager ran to Zeppelin and the Who—I liked John Bonham’s pounding fills and I lived for the Jackson Pollock slashes of Keith Moon. If you split the difference between them, you basically get Neil Peart of Rush, another inevitable object of my awe. Peart played wildly complicated parts with mathematical precision and turned rock drum solos into massive virtuosic displays. I ate it up; still do. Same with Ralph Molina’s beguiling work with Neil Young and Crazy Horse, so simple but so commanding, and Jaki Liebezeit’s clockwork grooves for Can. Contemporary music didn’t lack for great players, either: Soundgarden’s Matt Cameron, Janet Weiss from Sleater-Kinney and Quasi, Jimmy Chamberlin from Smashing Pumpkins, Dave Grohl from Nirvana and Foo Fighters, Jack Irons from Red Hot Chili Peppers and Pearl Jam, Questlove from the Roots, and certainly, I felt at the time, Carter Beauford, the Dave Matthews Band’s one-man engine room, a funk drummer cocooned in a Neil Peart kit. Not to mention the innumerable rap and R & B beats that filled the radio and video countdown shows, many of which were created by funk and soul players I came to love years after first hearing their work chopped up: Clyde Stubblefield and Jabo Starks, Bernard Purdie, James Gadson, Zigaboo Modeliste, Greg Errico—an endless list. To me, every one of the above is rock and roll as surely as Kurt Cobain or Prince or Janis Joplin, and I took them just as seriously.

When my taste finally evolved beyond radio and arena acts, I fell hardest for Yo La Tengo, the New Jersey indie institution whose cover songs and acknowledged influences pushed me past canonized classic rock and on to The Velvet Underground & Nico, Nuggets, Big Star’s Third, Gene Clark, Sun Ra, and a million other artists and records. Yo La Tengo cover an immense musical range—scuzzy punk, light country, lounge instrumentals, tender ballads—and their drummer, Georgia Hubley, plays it all without ever calling attention to her talent. (Her lone “drum solo” in the band’s voluminous discography is a seconds-long studio goof on their first rarities collection.) She didn’t hit hard or sing loudly. But her musical sense was so personal and expressive, her feel was so steady no matter the song, and she had a fragile low alto that cracked the heart on loud rockers and tearjerkers alike. Yo La Tengo sent me to the internet and the CD store with a deepened understanding of how much more I needed to hear. Here as always, drums were my entry point to new music, my framework for understanding it. They were the very reason for my curiosity.



Years after I gave up musical dreams for literary ones, I was in Venice, California, at the height of summer for the most exciting assignment of my life: two days in the studio with Stax Records legend Booker T. Jones, an architect of contemporary soul as a keyboardist, bandleader, and producer. I was profiling him for a newspaper arts section as he oversaw a session for an indie rock singer. When we spoke during breaks in recording on the first day, Jones mentioned that his own band now included Steve Ferrone, who played for twenty-five years in Tom Petty’s Heartbreakers until Petty’s tragic death in 2017.

I loved hearing that more than he could have imagined, because the other gift I received for my tenth birthday was a copy of Wildflowers, the recently released Petty album and the first to feature Ferrone. During those first months of total immersion into drum lore and practice, I played Wildflowers constantly, absorbing Ferrone’s (I swear) hip-hop-influenced beat on “You Don’t Know How It Feels,” in which he hits no crash cymbals and plays no fills, and the propulsive “You Wreck Me,” which he carries along on a machine-perfect hi-hat rhythm.

On the second day in Venice I walked into the studio expecting to see the same musicians as the first. Instead, I pushed open the soundproof door and faced broad shoulders and a bald head that were instantly identifiable to me thanks to years of idle YouTube searches for “petty heartbreakers live.” That day was a session for Jones’s own record, with his own band. I shook the drummer’s hand and introduced myself as the guy from the newspaper, and in his charming Brighton accent he said to come in and make myself at home, ask away, and come and go as I pleased. That’s how, twenty-five years after playing Wildflowers over and over like it held the commandments of proper musicianship, I ended up literally sitting at Steve Ferrone’s feet while he played old Stax classics with Booker T. Jones.

First they tried “B-A-B-Y,” which Jones arranged for Carla Thomas while still in college in 1966. The song doesn’t sound complicated—melodically it feels weightless—but it took Ferrone a surprisingly long time to find the exact feel. The finger-snapping groove is built around a circular, repeating bass pattern on Jones’s Hammond B-3 organ. At first the drummer sat with both sticks clutched in one hand and his eyes closed, listening to Jones play that pattern on a loop, until he slowly brought in his bass drum, snare, and hi-hats in perfectly laid-back formation. It was an entirely different feel than the heavy-footed rock he played with Petty, a laid-back Motown-style song, and once he locked in to that, Ferrone finally rode the track and Jones closed his deep eyes, smiling as the keyboard line rolled on.

We spoke during a break and Ferrone told me about being a lonely Black kid in a 1960s seaside town in southern England. But he said that his love for music was first kindled back in the tiny, grimy Brighton clubs of his youth, where he saw, most memorably, the Who when they were just a hopped-up young singles band touring Britain on a loop. Steve Ferrone, whose drumming I valued for its firmness and solidity, spent his youth captivated by the same boundlessly energetic guy whose playing had most enchanted me thirty years later, Keith Moon.

Eventually he joined the Average White Band, a globally successful Scottish funk group, then went to America, where he became a studio and backing drummer for Chaka Khan, George Harrison, Mick Jagger, Duran Duran, the B-52s, Whitney Houston, and dozens of other stars before joining the Heartbreakers. On his drum stool, Steve Ferrone had gone from mod Britain to the heights of the LA studio world, and a long-running membership in one of the defining American garage bands (Petty’s own preferred description of the Heartbreakers’ style). And now the tragedy of Petty’s untimely death in 2017 had brought him into the orbit of another historically significant collaborator, Booker T., whose career predated even the Who’s.

A player like Steve Ferrone is why I think of drums as the binding agent of rock and roll. They hold great songs together and they define my whole conception of the music. That’s why I’m inclined to write an entire book about the people at the back of the stage, the musicians who often go uncredited, who play no melodies, who sit all night between the amps. The archetypal rock star wields a microphone, a guitar, or both. Relatively few drummers end up on Rolling Stone covers, or as the subject of biographies, documentaries, and tribute dinners. But you can learn everything that makes rock and roll great by studying the people who make its rhythms: its diversity, its energy, its humor, its power, and the evolution of its many sounds and styles. This book is a group portrait of fifteen such people, but truly it’s a tribute to all of them.







1 SAM LAY Integrating the Blues


He was born in 1935, when the hard times were hardest, so the congregation at Sam Lay’s family church clapped with force on Sunday mornings. The church was sanctified gospel: they sang with ardor, shook tambourines, and even had a drummer who sat behind a bass drum and snare, the only two pieces they could afford. From his first days, Sam Lay heard a dense symphony of hands, jingles, and oompah beats in that impassioned Black community, a dense, rapturous thicket of rhythms where the tempos shifted with the holy spirit and parishioners naturally clapped just out of sync. This was Birmingham, Alabama. A fine place to start a history of rock and roll.

That year, the biggest pop song in the United States was Fred Astaire’s “Cheek to Cheek.” In September, Frank Sinatra recorded for the first time. In 1935, the best-known drummer in the United States was Chick Webb, whose swing orchestra ruled Harlem’s Savoy Ballroom and who just that year hired an unknown girl singer named Ella Fitzgerald. Webb had a spinal condition from childhood that left him hunched and partially paralyzed, but he was a bravura soloist and a dashing, glowing showman. Leading his band from center stage, Webb commanded a bespoke trap kit with a huge upright bass drum, wood blocks, suspended cymbals, and hanging Chinese-style tom-toms with tacked-on bottom heads. Webb didn’t invent the drum set or solo—more than twenty years earlier, Buddie Gilmore had wowed international audiences while touring with James Reese Europe, the United States’ first Black orchestra composer and leader. But Webb’s innovative setup and prominence on the bandstand expanded and defined the very shape of the instrument.

Notably, Webb was a formative influence on Gene Krupa, whose solo on the 1937 Benny Goodman hit “Sing Sing Sing” established the standard for wizardly soloing and technique—and made him internationally famous. Krupa even partnered with the Slingerland company and established the modern shape of a drum set: he designed a kit with no wood blocks or other vaudeville gewgaws, and with varyingly sized tom-toms he could tune on the bottom as well as the top for extra tonal control. Slingerland and Krupa strengthened their mounting hardware for good measure, and suddenly the old ad-hoc timekeeping trap set was replaced by a powerhouse instrument that could be walloped loudly and customized infinitely. “Sing Sing Sing” wasn’t only a fun dance tune, it was the sound of a musician setting his instrument free.

Which is all to say, Sam Lay grew up with the drum set. He came of age alongside its gradual rise to prominence as a central instrument in American music. His adolescence overlapped with the heavenly postwar era of rhythm and blues and he entered adulthood as another son of 1935, Elvis Presley, became its avatar.

Lay wanted to be an athlete, a sprinter like Jesse Owens. But he loved music and seems to have been born for the drums even if he never touched a pair of sticks as a kid. He was routinely censured for banging rhythmically on his school desk. When he went to church, he sat by the drummer and watched, stomping or slapping along. And he heard the wild echoes of the hands and tambourines swirling around him.



Like millions of Black Southerners of his time, Lay went north. He arrived in Cleveland in 1952, the year that local DJ Alan Freed produced and hosted the Moondog Coronation Ball, the first all-day live rock and roll festival. It was also the year of Little Walter’s debut solo single, “Juke.” Walter was already known as the innovative genius of blues harmonica after years as Muddy Waters’s sideman, and “Juke” was a star turn for his groundbreaking, growling sound, achieved by cupping a microphone around his harmonica and exploiting the natural distortion from amplification. “Juke” was in a major key, catchier and less haunted than Muddy’s Delta-born folk blues, and crucially, it had the great Elgin Evans on drums. It turned Little Walter into a star.

Lay worked in a steel factory and would drop into a wine bar called the Shack after his night shifts. He came to know the house band, a trio called the Moondog Combo, which he described as “drums, an old Silvertone guitar, and an upright piano that was so old, it had a gurgly sound to it. It sounded like they got it from under the Pacific Ocean.” The Moondog group assertively played jazz, no newfangled boogie or R & B, which was an old-fashioned attitude even in the mid-1950s. In 1955 Lay was brave enough to get onstage and play drums with them, his destiny finally fulfilled. And by that point, he was already looking outside the Shack for other music options. On just his second excursion to the nightclub Gleason’s, he caught a performance by Little Walter.

Lay seemed drawn to that electrified mouth-harp sound, and who can blame him? Among all instruments, none captures human breath so intimately, even indrawn gasps. His first paying job in music came with Tommy O’Neil, another blues harmonica player, and Lay lasted five years as a drummer in Cleveland before moving to the music’s headquarters. The song titles told the legend: Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup sang the “Chicago blues,” Jimmy Rogers was “Chicago bound.” Robert Johnson’s mystic songbook included “Sweet Home Chicago.” Every immigrant group in the country—and generations of Black Southerners—found their way to the massive hub on Lake Michigan, hauling their music along. Rhythm was as fundamental to Chicago as beef or big business, and the basis of its celebrated jazz, blues, gospel, and polka. In 1947, a male vocal group called the Five Blazes buzzed, “If you ain’t in Chicago, please won’t you pass the word? / This boogie-woogie here is the finest you ever heard.”



That song, “Chicago Boogie,” was an early release on Aristocrat Records, one of innumerable independent labels that emerged in the postwar period when a preponderance of jukeboxes required new product, any product, to satisfy the young. A two-year recording freeze had been enacted during the war to preserve shellac, but that was long over. The plastic now flowed freely, the country’s radio infrastructure had never been stronger, and Black musicians were pouring into Northern cities. Within a few years of opening, Aristocrat was bought out by a minority partner, the Polish immigrant and nightclub owner Leonard Chess, who changed the label name to Chess Records and started running around Chicago’s blues club scene with a tape deck in hand.

By the time Sam Lay arrived in the Windy City in 1960, Chess had already altered the course of music history by signing a series of epochal figures in blues and rock and roll: Muddy Waters, Sonny Boy Williamson, Howlin’ Wolf, Etta James, Bo Diddley, and Chuck Berry, to name only the most famous ones. From an unprepossessing row home, 2120 South Michigan Avenue, Chess and his artists completed the blues’ transition from the country to the city to the marketplace. Waters’s career began when he was recorded by Alan Lomax back in 1941, as a toiling rural Mississippian. His music then was in a distinct folk tradition: he played guitar without amplification and his songs, like all his contemporaries’, were creative variations and reinterpretations of old tropes and images. It was music full of heartbreak, trains, and devils, and it could be boastful or whimsical or terrifying. He moved to Chicago soon after and his art evolved to meet the city setting. He switched to an electric Telecaster, developed a commanding stage presence, dressed nattily, and hired a full band. Country blues was strictly a collector’s and obsessive’s music by then, but electric blues—Chicago blues—was nightclub stuff, with a driving rhythm and an urgent emotional strain. In their humble confines on Chicago’s “Record Row,” home to other significant labels like Vee-Jay, Chess Records captured this new sound on tape with greater success than anyone else in the city.

Lay moved to Chicago with his pregnant wife and picked up work with the slide guitarist Hound Dog Taylor, an emblematic electric bluesman who started, like Waters, in the Mississippi Delta. Taylor told him how to contact one of Chess’s major clients, Little Walter, so soon Lay went down to Walter’s regular club, where he learned that the legend was looking for a drummer. When Walter asked him to sit in one night, Lay was floating. When Walter then asked him to join his band, Lay recalled, “I didn’t even want to get paid.”

Lay became more than just a bandmate. He moved with his wife into Walter’s house, then became his idol’s default musical director, scaring up musicians for weekend gigs and managing the band’s schedule. Walter was already reeling from the alcohol addiction that would eventually destroy him. Keeping a band together was a challenge when he played so infrequently, but in only a year Lay played with Walter throughout Chicago and on brief trips to New York, New Jersey, Michigan, Iowa, and Missouri. This was nearly a decade after “Juke,” and five years after Walter’s Chess labelmates Bo Diddley and Chuck Berry made his straight twelve-bar blues instantly passé with their rollicking tempos and storytelling. Walter’s gigs weren’t glamourous. The band carried five people and a drum set in a single car, arrived at one rough-and-tumble joint or another, and played from 9 p.m. to 2 a.m., five forty-minute sets with twenty-minute breaks in between.

On top of it all, Walter was undependable, seemingly hell-bent on self-destruction. Lay was at home one night when word reached him that his bandleader and landlord had suffered a gunshot to the knee—technically self-inflicted, since Walter’s own weapon discharged during a fight. Lay couldn’t convince him to go to the hospital, and the wound grew worse over the next few days. Even when it healed, Walter could never bend his leg the same. He’d play or ride in the car with it stretched out before him. Lay had a kid now. This wouldn’t do.



Howlin’ Wolf’s very name spoke to his legend—not man but beast. He came into this world named Chester Burnett but by adulthood he needed a handle to match his appearance: he stood well over six feet, with a massive, looming frame filled out from decades of fieldwork. “Take me, baby, for your little boy / You get three hundred pounds of heavenly joy,” Wolf sang on one of his trademark songs. And that voice—it could howl of course, but also coo, roar, moan, rap, and bark, even within the same line. He sang like he was pacing inside a cage.

Wolf may have played up his animal physicality, but as Sam Lay found, he was a model employer. The singer gladly swiped Lay from Walter when the drummer expressed his discontent, and the partnership was formative for the younger man. Wolf paid his sidemen $15 a night and even took out their taxes—an unheard-of benefit for the Chicago club milieu. As a young man, Wolf had been a part-time conservatory student, and he promoted his band members’ musical education. Sam considered him a father figure. “And he treated my wife the same way,” he added. “When you needed him, he was there. I don’t care what you needed him for, he was there. He was just really a big pet.”

Unlike his brief and tumultuous tenure with Walter, Sam recorded voluminously with Wolf, nearly forty songs. Speaking of their group’s early-1960s sessions, Wolf’s longtime guitarist Hubert Sumlin later said, “We wanted to take this thing somewhere new, but we didn’t wanna stray too far from our roots. Mostly, we was trying to get as lowdown and dirty as we could. We’d sit there and talk about the song—is this going to be somebody telling a story, who did this, who did that, did somebody kill somebody? You gotta think about what you saying and it better fit.”

The Michigan Avenue Chess studio was just one room, with the drums cordoned off by what Lay called “a pig pen” for sound control. Master songwriter Willie Dixon’s baby grand piano sat in the corner and the other instruments found space as needed. It wasn’t state-of-the-art; the major labels in Los Angeles, New York, and Nashville had more expensive equipment and classically trained instrumentalists at hand. But Leonard Chess and his co-conspirators steadfastly played to the strengths of their artists and captured the unique ambience and attack of Chicago blues.

Both qualities were on display in Howlin’ Wolf’s 1961 single “Shake for Me” / “The Red Rooster,” on which Sam Lay displayed as much musical range as anyone in the band, his boss included. He added a busy, syncopated pattern to the former, with Latin-sounding tom hits and pings on his ride cymbal. On the latter—a whisper of a song with an eerie back-porch aura—he was a model of percussive subtlety, adding only the slightest implication of a pulse on his snare while Sumlin and Wolf ad-libbed around him like circling buzzards. The Rolling Stones may have taken their name from a Muddy Waters song, they may have made a pilgrimage to the Chess studio to record a track named for its address, but they covered “Rooster” for one of their earliest singles, using its other title, “Little Red Rooster.” (Charlie Watts, usually the model of swing, gave the song a much more prominent, stiff backbeat.) Not only that, the Stones brought Wolf to national American television by inviting him to perform when they made an appearance on Shindig! Lay wasn’t onstage with him for that, but he stayed with Wolf for years and recorded as a session man at Chess when they weren’t out on the road.

This was steady work, but the life of a blues musician was nevertheless filled with dangers. Wolf’s foremost touring area was still the South, and he loved to antagonize his audiences. At a fundraiser concert in Memphis, playing on a bill with Muddy and B.B. King, Wolf played his lascivious hit “Spoonful” while performing erotically with an actual wooden spoon. He also delighted in whipping well-heeled white kids into a frenzy, like the band’s frequent hosts, the Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity at Ole Miss. No wonder Mick Jagger had such an affinity.

Wolf carried a gun when he toured but always left it with the night’s club owner so he wouldn’t get caught with it. Sam carried his own snub-nose .38 and never handed it over to anyone. You just never knew about the clientele at these places, or even the club owners and promoters. And what if somebody came for Wolf, his friend and employer? But it cut both ways. When Sam once neglected to wear a white shirt and tie for a gig, his boss told him, “I’ll be by tomorrow morning to pick up my fine.” Wolf arrived at Lay’s boardinghouse and found his drummer outside, cleaning the pistol on the front porch. The singer, perhaps the most fearsome physical specimen in all of American music, said hello and kept walking.



The years with Wolf were when Sam Lay made his reputation. The Chess and Chicago blues scenes didn’t lack for great drummers, including Muddy’s longtime rhythm man Elgin Evans, heavy-grooving Fred Below, and versatile Odie Payne. Notably, Lay played more quietly than any of them. That’s according to Corky Siegel, another long-standing Chicago harmonica player who met the drummer in the mid-1960s and continued to play with him for five decades. Lay’s unique ability, his contribution to the drums and to rock and roll, Siegel told me, was “playing the full dynamic range all the time,” from pitter-patter taps to big hard backbeats.

“He was so drawn in by the music and what he was doing,” Siegel said. From years of lessons and school band practices, I can say that this is the opposite of how drummers, or any young musicians, are typically taught to play. Most often we’re told to listen, to try to hear the whole band around you. But Siegel, a longtime teacher and band director, explained, “When you’re so focused on your own expression, your peripheral vision becomes very acute. You don’t want to listen, you want to hear. You want to keep your dynamics moving.”

That last piece is essential. “Dynamics” are the peaks and valleys of a player’s volume, a measure of their expressive range. By focusing on his own playing, Lay ensured that he kept it interesting moment to moment—he never coasted. Siegel has played alongside anyone’s list of the best blues drummers over his career, but he considers Lay the greatest of all for the sense of life in his playing, which the drummer achieved through his wrists. His bulky body held still while his hands danced like water drops on a hot skillet.

Lay’s defining accomplishment is the so-called double shuffle, always played at speed. Lay said he was influenced by the old “train beat” heard on countless country tunes, epitomized by W. S. “Fluke” Holland’s jaunty, energetic snare on Johnny Cash songs like “Orange Blossom Special.” But Lay’s shuffle was different. His double tap wasn’t achieved by alternating hands hitting the drum repeatedly, it was one hand touching the drum on both the initial hit and as it pulled away, like the backbeat and its shadow. Or like dozens of sanctified gospel congregants’ claps landing just the slightest bit apart from one another. That’s what he loved about it.

He was not the first artist to find rhythmic inspiration in the Black church. “I was brought up in the Holiness church,” said the drummer and vibraphonist Lionel Hampton, whose big-band–era composition “Flying Home” was one of the first pop songs to feature a snare backbeat instead of a thumping bass drum to keep the tempo. “I’d always try to sit by the sister who played the big bass drum. Our church had a whole band, with guitar, trombone, and different drums. That sister on the bass drum would get happy and get up and start dancing up and down the aisles, and I’d get on her drum: boom! boom! I always had that beat in me. That heavy backbeat is pure sanctified.” Rebert Harris, early leader of gospel stalwarts the Soul Stirrers and the primary influence on his successor in that role, Sam Cooke, once claimed to have invented what he called “delayed time.” “I’d be singing half the time the group sang,” he explained, “not quite out of meter, but enough askew to create irresistible syncopations.” Lay did the same to the drums, enlivening the blues by keeping it breathlessly speeding along. Electric guitars and amplified harmonicas raised the blues out of the Delta, but the muscle and flair of drum parts like the double shuffle brought them into the realm of pop.



Corky Siegel was part of a younger generation of white blues players who had grown up idolizing Chess artists and eventually earned their respect; others included guitarists Ry Cooder and John Hammond Jr., and harmonica player Charlie Musselwhite, and that’s not even accounting for the hordes of blues-loving British young men who eventually reintroduced it to American youth. One acolyte, a drummer from Michigan, was so obsessed and resource-lean that he took a pilgrimage to Chicago and headed first for the Lay house to meet his idol with nineteen cents in his hand.

The supportive couple fed him and let him sleep over. This devoted soul, James Osterberg, eventually left drums behind to sing as Iggy Pop, but Sam remained his hero because of his kindness and his individuality. Lay introduced Pop to many other Black bluesmen in Chicago, and the younger man remembered, “their music was like honey off their fingers. Real childlike and charming in its simplicity. It was just a very natural mode of expression and lifestyle.” Pop smoked his first joint while in Chicago, near a waste treatment facility by the Loop, and had a vision impelling him to play his own “simple blues” based on the Lay and Chess model. His first real success finally came in 1969 with the Stooges, whose exact brilliance was to approximate the sound of Chess music being played in a sewage plant.

Of all these light-skinned devotees, Paul Butterfield brought a wild new power to his instrument, summoning a furious noise on his harmonica through an overblown amp. In early 1965, Lay and bassist Jerome Arnold left Wolf to join the Paul Butterfield Blues Band. “We was looking at the money part of it,” Lay said later. The new job guaranteed four gigs a week with no travel, and $20 per show instead of $12 after taxes.

Butterfield and Mike Bloomfield, the white guitarist who came aboard shortly after Sam, were mining blues history with utter seriousness and knew exactly what it meant to share a drummer with Wolf and Little Walter. For the group’s first single, they put Sam on vocals above his own double shuffle, singing Muddy’s “Got My Mojo Working.” He was simultaneously the oldest, most “authentic” bluesman of the group and its liveliest presence—a traveler from the revolutionary past and a reminder of its recency. This mixed-race Butterfield band was no tribute act, and they had an outsize impact on other musicians. Drummer Levon Helm later wrote that he and the other members of the Hawks, soon to be the Band, came to visit Chicago in 1965. “We loved what they were doing because we were leaning in the same direction,” Helm wrote. “Muddy, Sonny Boy, Slim, ‘Blue’ Bland. The idea became to take this music—electric R & B—and build something new with it.” The Butterfield group also took the Hawks around Chicago and introduced them to bluesmen like Otis Rush and Howlin’ Wolf, who were heroes to road-dog roots musicians like Helm and his cohort.

“There was something about that energy. This wasn’t Boston or Harvard Square,” Joe Boyd told me, comparing the Butterfield band to the more genteel, middle-class urban folk scene at the time. Boyd, an American, would later become a famed producer for British acts like Pink Floyd and Nick Drake, but at this early point in his career he was a stateside concert promoter. “These were working-class white kids who came by their blues by a slightly different route. It was grittier, rawer, than, say, John Hammond Jr.,” the white blues guitarist whom the Hawks recorded with that year.

Lay left the Butterfield Blues Band in 1966, before the group played Woodstock and other iconic stages, but his brief tenure was auspicious. At the 1965 Newport Folk Festival, which Joe Boyd helped produce, they overlapped with another blues- and rock-obsessed white boy in a state of unceasing brilliant creation. This was Bob Dylan’s third Newport. In 1963 and ’64 he was heir apparent to Woody Guthrie and the favorite son of folk-scene shaman Pete Seeger. His hard strumming, smears of harmonica, and confrontational voice were a match for his spectacular emotional reach: heartbreak ballads and silly dream spiels, love songs and vividly accusatory social statements. In 1965, he still joined other artists in acoustic settings throughout the festival, but Dylan’s own headlining set was performed with the Butterfield Blues Band backing him up, and it redefined his career and the entire concept of artistic independence in pop music.



The festival took place in late July 1965, right as Dylan returned from his first trip to England. In March he released the LP Bringing It All Back Home, with its full-band chug-a-lug blues journeys and R & B guitars. And right before Newport, the United States’ home base for folk music, he released “Like a Rolling Stone,” his next frontal assault on basic convention, this time the accepted length and syntax of radio singles.

The decision to perform with the Butterfield band was made almost on a whim, and the group practiced only minimally the day before. The afternoon performance was not a triumph of improvised genius, either; the infamous boos that greeted Dylan’s snarling new affect could very well have been directed at Bloomfield’s constant stabs of piercing lead guitar or the poor sound mix. The electric set lasted only three songs, including an instrumental blues jam. Then Dylan stomped offstage frustratedly before returning for a brief, pointed solo acoustic encore: “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue.”

The legend of Newport ’65 holds that it was Dylan’s first betrayal, the inaugural act of artistic defiance by a singer who came to live by them: “Dylan Goes Electric!” But that doesn’t explain why Billboard, who called the festival “a resounding success—artistically and commercially,” lauded both Dylan and Seeger’s sets as the high-water marks of the event. And Dylan had already displayed his plugged-in direction on record.

The truth was, Dylan was like most young “folkies” born in 1941: his first love, well before dust bowl traditionals and Child Ballads, was early rock and roll like Jimmy Reed and Little Richard. His first public performances were on piano, pounding out rock songs with fellow teenagers in Minnesota. People commented on the percussiveness of his piano playing, which may account for his flawless taste in drummers for sixty-plus years. In those early days, while still in high school, Dylan told a friend, “When you hear a good rhythm and blues song, chills go up your spine… you want to cry when you hear one of those songs!” “Going electric” for Dylan meant reconnecting with those influences and that energy and turbocharging them with a brain full of amphetamines, Rimbaud, and A Hard Day’s Night. He called the record Bringing It All Back Home, after all.

“The kids were calling out for him to do the songs that meant something to them, like ‘Masters of War’ and ‘With God on Our Side,’ ” recalled Joan Baez. “They were reaching out to him, and he didn’t care. He just wanted to rock and roll.”

Dylan’s model for that style was Chess and its classic era, and for this one short set, his public debut as a bandleader, he had Howlin’ Wolf and Sonny Boy Williamson’s drummer playing behind him. “Maggie’s Farm,” the group’s opener, had a double-shuffle feel—the emphasis of its rhythm is on the upbeat rather than the down. “Like a Rolling Stone,” their second song (the title of course a Muddy Waters nod), was Dylan’s newly released opus, six minutes of soulful, anthemic rock with a woozy swirl of instruments and a shout-along chorus. Lay’s steady blues focus belied a wide-ranging musical taste that encompassed jazz and country, and he considered “Rolling Stone,” which he’d heard on the radio without knowing who sang it, to be “one of the prettiest songs [he] ever heard in [his] life.” The first time a live audience ever heard it, Sam Lay was on drums.

Lay’s relationship with Dylan lasted one more song, the title track to Highway 61 Revisited, released later that year. It’s one of the simpler compositions on a record with multiple epics, just a straightforward blues shuffle about divine retribution on the famous road that cuts through the Mississippi Delta. Needless to say, Lay’s shuffle is a masterclass, insistent yet measured, and he adds one of the album’s great comic moments as well by blowing a toy whistle on the intro. This song was Dylan barging his way into American musical history, rewriting the Bible on the route that took Muddy north. Sam Lay was there in the drum chair, a direct contact to the sacred past and a cartoon sound effects man in one.

Decades later, when the Chicago chapter of the Recording Academy awarded Lay a Legends and Heroes Award, Dylan sent him a telegram, reading in part, “It’s so well deserved. Walter, Wolf and Muddy, they must have known it, too—that you’re second to none—your flawless musicianship and unsurpassed timing, a maestro with the sticks and brushes.”



Lay left the Butterfield band but he didn’t leave the blues. He worked regularly with Otis Spann, Muddy’s longtime pianist and a Chicago institution in his own right, and with Lightnin’ Hopkins, Magic Sam, Jimmie Rodgers, and countless others. Rare for a drummer, he even became a bandleader, starting the Sam Lay Blues Band in the mid-1960s. By then he was a majestic figure of his own—he had held down dozens of classic tracks, created his own calling-card groove in the double shuffle, and, in his phrase, integrated the blues audience with Butterfield. By the end of the decade he was playing the Fillmore and elsewhere on bills with groups like Sly and the Family Stone, and had begun wearing a magician’s cape when he took the stage. Smiling and perpetually energetic, he was a live-wire presence in more ways than one. He still carried his gun, and one night around this time, during a gig with Otis Spann, it discharged midsong and shot off one of Lay’s testicles.

In 1969, Muddy Waters released Fathers and Sons, a two-LP mix of studio and live tracks recorded with a band that, per the title, matched blues elders (Muddy and Spann) with young guns. The age difference was mirrored by a racial one as well, since the tyros—Butterfield, Mike Bloomfield, and Booker T. & the MGs bassist Donald “Duck” Dunn—were white. (The album cover underlined the point with a cartoon riff on Michaelangelo’s The Creation of Adam, featuring a Black, bearded God reaching out from the clouds toward a sunglasses-wearing white man in repose.) Lay was on drums for Fathers and Sons, but he didn’t fit snugly into either of the title camps. He was ten years younger than Spann and more than two decades younger than Muddy, but he wasn’t quite a contemporary of his erstwhile bandmates or Dunn. He was a veteran bluesman at this point, a Black innovator of the genre who had played on some of the defining Chess releases, but he was still only in his mid-thirties and an active presence in contemporary music. Just as in the Butterfield days, Lay was the connective tissue.

Fathers and Sons was all classic blues, most of the songs Muddy’s own, and Lay’s utter confidence with this music comes across no matter the style or feel. Again, he never hits hard. On “I Love the Life I Live (I Live the Life I Love),” which sounds like a roaring engine, he avoids a typical one-two-three-four beat. He leaves huge spaces around his bass drum and cymbal hits, filling the gaps with flashes of snare. The classic swing-band drummers kept time on the bass drum, then the postwar rhythm and blues boom moved the emphasis to the hi-hat and ride. But Lay, as heard here perfectly, was focused on the snare and its many possibilities. He kept the drum tightly tuned and made it the central character in his shuffles, including a masterful, record-closing live version of “Got My Mojo Working,” here as always the greatest possible showcase for the double shuffle.

As if to illustrate his stature among younger players, he was joined for the track by younger drummer Buddy Miles, cofounder with Bloomfield of blues-rock band the Electric Flag and soon to be a collaborator with Jimi Hendrix in Band of Gypsys. Fathers and Sons became Muddy Waters’s bestselling album and set a precedent for a run of Chess releases in the early 1970s featuring the label’s blues legends in London backed by starstruck British disciples.

In his bands and across a half century in the blues business, Sam Lay was the bridge and the lovable instigator. Iggy Pop, long after achieving rock and roll immortality, still recalled Sam’s inspiration, and his couch: “He was my original ‘I wanna be him.’ ”







2 HAL BLAINE The Sound of California


In 1957, Hal Blaine was a trained, buttoned-up professional musician who had spent years circling the country playing drums behind singers in dark nightclubs. At the moment he was touring with a bubblegum doo-wop group, the Diamonds, four Canadian guys whose signature hit “Little Darlin’ ” was a half step from Alvin & the Chipmunks. He had every right to look down on this stuff, but his job was to put it out flawlessly for people who paid for dinner and a show.

When the Diamonds went into the studio to record their next single, it went without saying that Blaine wouldn’t play a role; record-making was a separate ecosystem from concert touring and performing, patrolled and controlled by separate authorities. But Blaine was already curious about jumping to the other side, into studio work. He was pushing thirty. How long was he going to inhale a different city’s cigarettes every night? Especially when he knew the recording life was steadier, cushier, and better paying. He knew, for example, all about Earl Palmer, the New Orleans legend who took his place on that session with the Diamonds.

Palmer grew up as a child dancer in his family’s traveling act and made his way as a solo performer on the Chitlin’ Circuit of Black-owned venues during the era of segregation. He was already a jazz drummer of note before fighting in World War II, but when he returned from Italy, rhythm and blues was the rage, and the rest is rock and roll as we know it. He played on “The Fat Man,” “Tutti Frutti,” “Tipitina,” and perhaps the era’s exemplary single, Fats Domino’s “I’m Walkin’,” where his relentless snare and supple right foot practically invented rock and roll drumming as an art form. Palmer shepherded the new attitude into the mainstream as surely as Elvis, if less visibly. He claimed to have developed his style while trying to keep pace with Little Richard’s manic right hand on the piano.

Palmer was new to LA at the time but had played on a few instant classics of the growing teen-focused market, including Sam Cooke’s “You Send Me.” Talking with Hal Blaine, an East Coast Jewish son of immigrants, Palmer took him for a guy who really hustled, a bit of a mouth but humble and hardworking. He was no overeager line-jumper, either. He’d paid his dues and could really play. Palmer was sold. He said he’d recommend Blaine for sessions he was too busy to take, and those came up often; there were more teenage record buyers every year. Record-making wasn’t slowing down, and there weren’t enough drummers in town who could play with a proper rock and roll feel. Palmer respected anyone who could manage the work. Maybe by following along with this master, the upstart Blaine would have a personal connection to the guy who created the mold. Oh, and another thing.

“I ain’t gay or nothing,” Palmer remembered, “but Hal Blaine was a good-looking guy. I’m sorry, but Hal had pretty eyes.”



He was born in Massachusetts in 1929, named Harold Simon Belsky. His parents were Russian, off the boat. They moved to Hartford, Connecticut, when he was seven, where Mr. Belsky worked right across the street from the State Theatre, a premier big-band venue. Young Harold would accompany the old man downtown and line up at the box office, clutching a lunch from his mother and a quarter from Dad. Usually, he was first through the door, and starting at 9 a.m. the crowd watched a stage show, a feature film, cartoons and pulp serials, and another stage show to close it all out. That’s where he first saw professional musicians and the drama of show business: lights, curtains, music, shining instruments, the great jazz standards. His background bore no resemblance to Earl Palmer’s, or Sam Lay’s, but jazz was still the shared language of working musicians at that time, and the backdrop of their youth.

Harold was smitten with drums above all, and his older sister Marcia agreed to buy a kit off their deaf neighbor for fifty dollars. A snare, a bass drum, a hi-hat, and one little splash cymbal mounted to the bass. A rusty old set. Marcia, a secretary, dutifully paid off one dollar a week, changing the trajectory of pop music.

His father suffered for years from bronchial sickness, and in 1944, when young Hal was fifteen, doctors prescribed a move west. Their family made plans to relocate to San Bernardino, California, in the fall. The would-be showman would suddenly be three thousand miles closer to Hollywood, a genuine Southern Californian. But before he left, fate had one more formative gut-punch in store for Hal, as he now called himself.

It was July 6, and Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey was in town. The circus tent held nine thousand attendees and was coated in gasoline-treated paraffin for waterproofing. When a fire started, it spread rapidly, feasting on the explosive material. Before long, people were being pulled from the wreckage of the collapsed and burning tent. Hal Belsky, soon to be Hal Blaine, was among the brave Samaritans rushing back into the flames to rescue their neighbors, but even with their efforts, more than 160 people died. It went down in infamy as the Hartford Circus Fire, the deadliest event in Connecticut history.
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