


James Gadson is one of the most recorded drummers in
the history of R&B and popular music, appearing on over
500 gold records and hundreds of Motown sessions, A
true iconic timekeeper, James is one of those drummers
that even if you don't know his name, you've heard
him play on some of your favorite songs. Working with
everyone from Marvin Gaye to Morah Jones, Aretha
Framklin to Justin Timberlake, Paul McCartney to Beck,
Gadson’s prolific livelihood easily spans six decades, His
performances on Bill Withers's hits “Use Me™ and “Lean
On Me,” or the Jackson 5's "Dancing Machine™ remain
some of R&EB's most revered drum tracks.

How many times have we heard Cheryl Lynn's mega-
hit “To Be Real": arguably the biggest hit of the disco
era. Or Diana Ross's “Love Hangover," and danced
awkwardly while trying to look cool? Okay, so I'm talking
about myself, but that's Gadson we're dancing to. The
great Jeff Porcaro, when asked about his right-hand
technique, simply gquoted "Gadson” Steve Jordan
also names James as a major influence. More recently,
indie champion Beck featured James double drumming
with Joey Waronker, and incidentally, both Gadson and
Waronker appeared on Paul McCartney's album Chaos
and Creation in the Back Yard., Currently working on
his upcoming solo release featuring his infectious feal,
griginal songwriting and unexpected lead-vocal skills,
James Gadson is launching yet another chapter im an
already remarkable and inexhaustible carger.
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Jawnes Gadson: Yes, Dl | akso played in dum and bugle cops
wihen | was young, back in Kansas City, Missoun. My fathar waes
a professional dramemer but he didn realy want me o go into
music. He bought ma a comet and | played thal in high schoal,
bt it wasnt iy thing. | liked to sing, even at a young age. | sang
in vanous groups, including a doo-wop groug called The Caepaels
wihio ot signed 1o & recond deal, bt my maother wouldn't let me go
on tha road! Then when |was 17, 1 joined BeAir Force, wich was
good Tor iy disciplinary nesds. Unbeknownst to me, the whole
time | was in the serdce, my brother had kearmed ko play e guila
and head 2@ working band. When | got back, he ket me in the band
and at first, | sang lead. The bass player kel the band and the
chrunmen alsn played bass, so e took owver that chair and that's
whan | began playing drumes. | e o ged il together pretly quickdy
theangh, 50l practiced all day. We got some gigs, that helped oo,
and ended up I_-.Ll'.'-:_iillg o Florida, Thene waas sometiing about
fhest place, 50 | stayed fhere for sbout 2 month and | subbed for a
drurmemear in a r|i'a'|l1||_:||_|L| lhzrez. Thal drumemer ended up teling The
Bicnighters shout me and | iraveled o Nassau for our first gig

JG: Yaah. | didn'l even have a Bi-hal yel? Jusl a kick, snare and
rack tom and played the shuffles with just that. Hank Ballard liked
mmy singing and b wesed o kel re open up e show. He: wanted
o take me to Motown, becauss he knew Bamy Gordy. | ended up
on a vear lour wilh him, Hioweseer, The scheduls was oraey and
nonesdy, they used to diee real fast and it scamd mo—oven lumesd
Tz csar oveir @ Tenw timees, 50 | wias just nenvous. They used to cal
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e The Cobra, ‘cause | never shapt! Bul, fhoey were great playens
and | leamied a ol ‘caase they wens ko Colirame, but we'd play all
kindz of differsnt styles.

JE s of course, but working with that band really hedped me
dievelop rmry doustke-lime: shuffie. |aao think they lked me over olhor
drumimers because | wasn't fancy | planed e and kept tsmpe—|
just played what they wanled, After & while though, 1 got tired of e
rosacd a0 | wend back io Kansas City and enokel up playing in a ciub
on a cockial gig, which & whene | leamed 1o play and sing all e
standards. At that time, ongan fios woene becoming popular, &0 |
began playing Sose gigs. They really helped me with my jae: organ

chops. | ended up ressding Bhe gresst ongan players: Jimmy Smith,
Jimry MoGnff and Jack McDuff. In later weans, | plyed on Seve

Wilazrson's mesond, which also featured Joey DeFrancesco

JG: | hed some fiends from Kansas Gy who had treveded ol
Ihuene with thesir wocal group. One night, | 2w them on “The Desan
Martin Show™ and | though, “Wiow - Bhesy'd become famous."™ They
called me and ssd. “Come on out™ Kind of ke a dare, aclualy, 50
| did. When | god here, | found Bxat | couldn't play their pop style
of music, S0 it didn’ work out with them, which hurd e, Bul § was
thee bast thing for re, really | had been playin' jazz gigs—fast bebop
shuff where the tfempo was up hem [lBps oul very quick Swing
pattern|

| think they liked me over other drummers because |
wasn't fancy. | played time and kept it simple-

| just played what they wanted.

JI3 N e cowrse of that, yes. But the
pop and REE thing =il eluded me. |
then gaot the opportunity o play with a
cat named Chares Wiight and probanly
gt fired about five times! | just coulkdn't
get thal stufl ol firsl, and he saikd, “Just
play time; just quarer notes and no
fil=" | did thal and it hedped me leam
te shyle. Becamsse hae had me playing
straighber, | kended 1o gel bored, S50

added 16ths on the top and | think that's
b | besgan deakaping iy owin thing

AG: That goes back o the doo-wop
shuff: Chyde MoPhatler of The Dafers,
Billy Ward & The Dominoes, The
Coasters—all those guys in the early
5l | resally Bked. | think becauss | was
a singer first and learmizd Bom doo-won
when | began playing drums | innately
had a cerain sensilivily or singers. |
tater found out that this was a huge
advantage with the ks who wens
hinng me.

JG: Righl, | knesy how ey Dreathed,
g0 that was a plus Tor i, The firsd
hil reconding session that | playesd on,
when | came bo Calilomis, was Dy
a band ralled Dyke & The Blazers,
calied “Funky Walk.” AL thal time: | was
nio James Brown's drummers, so |
tried to mimic thern on bl rack, By
Ihal G, | was in the Watts 103%d
Strest Rhythm Band and the leader,
Charkes Whight, didn't ike that we wens
makin' hit records somewhone clse
Bul, we bexd e freedom to do what
we waned outside of thal band, One of
the: hiregs we agreed on when | joined
103rd St was that | could b oo of Bhe
lzad sngers, but it was knda out. Oine
tirne, we were an the mad ogening for
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I'd stay up all night.and be ready the night before a session,

‘cause they'd have everything written out, and in detail too.

The Temptations and their hit “Loveland” is one | sang lead on
and coewrole-of coursa, didn’t gel anmy credit for that either. When
wiee i it live, hewould put the hom section in ool of me and the
gudiance cmddn't e me singing

JG: Yes, il did. | wrote a thing called “What Can You Bring Me,”
which he ended up changing the rhythm o, Well, | just found oul
last year thal Fobert Paimer ended up havin’ a hit record with that
song-and | didn'teven know, | found out becawuse | was getting B
chacks whin somebody had samphked somethin’ from it Back e
| et koo muuch aboul the business

JG: | mel Bl through Chares af a Watts Band mehearsal. We
kecame fiands, and laler on, after leaving e Watts band, | wenl
an thee road with Bill, supporing hs hit “Ain't Mo Sunshine,” which
wias produced by Booker T. Eventually, the rest of the Watts fwythm
sachion jined ws. Bl had begun working with Ray Jackson on
snme things beforehand, so for his second atburn, we all played
on thal cne

J | was expeirmentings you can Sl il is hiss Sore [3rF overons
| wars playin’ anound with thal groowe one day and e bass player
came up with a nff, off of what | was playing. The 16th nobe hi-hat
thing was kind of the calalyst for the rest of thal groove. Al=o, the
groowe on “Kissing My Love” was somedhing | came up wilh, when
the original shullie idea wasn't workin'. There's more to the story

about the development of those songs, which | won't get into now
| talk aboud it in iy upcoming Book that Fm working on.

Ji3: Yes, 'm wrng i, s about my e and ry expaniences in [he
ndustry. | el stores about my lime, both in and out of the: shudio,
anout all the greal playens ['ve worked with and how | came 1o be
a shuclio musician.

Jiz 1 did three records wih him and quite a few Selowson
sopearances and tours. Camens and Ludwigs were the drums
| was using. After the first recording, the Cameos got stoken 5o |
want back o using the Ludwics that | used wilh The ‘Watt's Band

We used fo rehearss &l the time on e esd and thal's how “Lse
W™ canne shout. | was expeimantng with riytims and we'd play
off each other. As time want on hough, | f2it kind of threatensd,
beacawse it was becoming more apparent that Bill wanted to go in
& differant direcion. Right around el ime, | got calked 1o wonk at
Motown studics in LA and staned meating all the cats that 'd been
admiring and lslening tof | noticed thal they were all reaxding chans
ard my reading wasn'l guile whene it should be, so | began getling
soime books 1o wiork on.

JG: Drum riwtiim books. | canl remembar the nermnes af them,
bt because | plewed trumpet in high school, | aleady knew Be
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In the ‘B0s, a lot of us felt our work threatened due to artists using

drum machines in place of live drummers.

basirs of reading— just needed to get my chops up. I'd stay up 3l
night and be: ready the night belone a seasion, ‘cause theyd ]
enverything written oul, and in detail too. | woulkd have to read those
charts ‘cowse some producers did read, some didn'l, and [ wanbed
Ity b prepared. Oflen times they would end up telin’ me whal to
plany sy

JG: On the: Manan Gaye situation, it was a 9 a.m. call and the
misic was |ate. | fell strange sitting around doing nothing and
getting paid, so | started playin’ a groove, like "Boom Bloom.
Room, boom, boom” You know, guarler note, resl, quarber
note, rest, Ihree quarter notes. The bass player, Chuck Rainey,
slarted grooving wilh me and the producer came oul, yelin,
“Kieep guing, keep going!” That's how that tune started out Moy
on “Dancing Maching,” actually a mistake saved me. | added a
hass-drum rhythm to what was already wiitlen, and when the
producer, Hal Davis, heard what | played, everything got quiet. |
thowghtl, “LE ah, I'min troubhe,” | just knew theny were gonna fire:
e, Instead, he said, “Hey, can you do that again?!l” And thal
mistake: kined af became the sigrature Bok!

15 Mo, that wes done &t Parmmount Studios. Hal Davs slso
prociuced that, and oflen Bmes, he liked o gel awsy from e
Mctoem shudios. . and get away from the writars! Bud, in general,
working at kotown wias realy great for me; | eamed &0 much. Ve
wene doing three Sessions a day ond | was 50 busy in Ihe Siudo. I

o

was forlunate that | didn't have ko go on the mad, which suied me
al et fime. | learmied how o overdub thens. | began geting calls io
overdub drurs on something that had already been recorded. The
production was already linal, but ey juesl waanited another dnem
fecl Bul akso with Motown, we'd be tracking all day, and many
fimes the sheet music didn't esen have he name of the arist on
it. I'd ofien find out laber who it was, and these wone LUinion dates!
Fiut the whaols thing of naming who played on what frack was not
always acrirate—that's & whiok: other thing.

J Yeah, | Think so, although they really wanted o produce
me as & singer, becawse of the single “Lovekand.” At this point
| was more focused on drumming, as I'd become discouraged
a5 a snger. One of the first hit reconds | played onowas far The
Miraclas, afler Smokey Robinson had left the band, called Do
il Rakw” Freddie Parren produced thal record and they had
already tracked drums with a 16th-nate thing in the groove, but it
wasn't the feal he wanted, 5o 1 ended up on that. After thad, | did
& ot of shulf with Freddie, when he becams independent. Soms
al the big records we did together included 1 Will Survive,”
Glora Gaynar's big hit; "Heaven Must Be Missing An Al by
Tevares; "Reunited” by Peaches & Herb: The Sylver's “Boogie
Fever,” “Shake Your Groove Thing™ and many mors

JG: That was great-he was magnificent. Many tmes | was Just
the: baen of S in the shedio, He'd ask me lo kke him over ko the



drurms and b would i e drems up hirmsed], He kness hos o ged
himsaif from the drums 1o the control room, and his console was in
Braslkz. Hi bad lokal condied, | sqaw him o a tansier iom 16-track
tape o .24 track. wss mpressive towabch himowork. He woulkd ask
for cerlain thindgs when we workesd, il maindy £ w33 3 fes thing
that e wanted from me.

JG: Yeah, one of the LinnDrums, | was lold, was me. They
hiadd sampled me and loaded my sounds info the chips for that
machine and | avanbually fownd this oul from the repair guys
oud in the [San Femanda] Valley, who worked on LinnDrums.
I also had guys come o me and sy, “Hey, | did 8 sesson
with you last week.” But it wasn't me. | knew that! | remembar
Hert Albart saying o me that | needed bo kzam programming
bast At that tire, there was confusion between the Union and
drummaers reganding 3 drum rmachines. o the ‘805, & ol of
Lz feltt our work th ':z‘ duse to artists using drum machines
in place of live dremmers

JG It was in the ater 'O0s. What happened was Bobby Watson
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the bass player from Rufus, came by my

house one day and asked me f lwanted 0. There's a certain physical aspect of sin
sand yoes immedalody, | slafed drummem alEG 5

g Lo Japan
guing to Japan ‘cause they really lked my
work on the mecords ey hesed, and ey
loved e music over there. Of course now
ITILSIC Sems 10 e corming Tull crole. Take
Adele for example, her songs inspire other
arlisls o cover her songs, Bee whal used
to hapeen in the past Music ssems o be
Huilrg brack o thal e sound and using e
drurmmears.

M3 Thal was ke his Hyrn B My Sool
album, produced by Ethan Johns. it was
a big mecond in Burope: and | got o weork
tere, &fter that release. Jim and | fracked
at the saeme Brree Tor soeme of The ones
Jim has been very helpful to me—especialy
i|||r;_|-:_‘|._1-:_:i|'-_',' rrez I sorme of the companies |
endorss. Af that time, for the Cocker session,
| s wesineg rrny O Pesans [197 3 Pesarl doumes
wiput the boffom heads, used on many of
Tz Mlolcreen A lesca hits Jarmes plhayed on,
also used on recant albums for both Beck
and Paul MoCarney]

G | think it was an EQ thing. They had me
Lk thve bl off 1o cpd 3 mdre dinescl, i
sound. | think it was also so they could add
WAL |'|'|F!:|- weared, later an.,

JG: Thank you, hiz's & Bebzeslic singos, | hink becuse | sing nyset
| czan feel their phrasing more easily and al=o feel whare they 8ke
thair brealhs, which is imporanl For Justing swhen be payed he
piann and sang, | could fell what would fit and compliment that.
Take Amstha Franklin for inslance, | think the meason meny of hoe
ey reconds wene a0 great was because she played when she
sang, and e musicans could mlale o thal Bul because I'm a
singer, | think it's realy helped me &3 a drummer. There's a centsin
phiysical aspadt of singng that | think dnenmers also share. Like
using breath as 8 gauge o svoid iensing up. Breath control is very
impariant.

ing that | think

are. Like using breath as a gauge to
avoid tensing up. Breath control is very important.
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Having chops is great, but you need to
learn the very basics of what rhythm is.

J03: That's true and there's a place for that. Youw see this wilth some
young drummens, really incredible players, Bt how many of thim
can pocket? Mz eeen gone o concerts wihers the drummen was so
busy, | diedn't even know what the singer was singing. I'm nol sure
by he got ey wilh that

J3: | think having chops is greal, but | Bhink you nesd to leam e very
basics of whal fwihm i That's what drumming &-iF's about rnythm
Lazsam hes biasics, not just the mechanics, Listen io the feel of wial the
drummers am doing, not just their technical slufl, For me, becauss
| czarme: fiom & jaez background and when | was introduced o R&B,
| had io lsam @ whiole ather weany of playing. The rmast impartant part
of it was pocket Thals whal | gof from Chares WighL. It was very
hasic, simple patiems. At first it was boring, bul | got the vibe of it and
Ihat wias the lesson.

JG: That's =0 nice, no, | Sdn't know thalt. He was incredible, just a
tolal natural

MG Yes. Oh man, he's phenomenaHnly a greal afist ve
nover seen anybody lke this. He gets info a characler and
actualy becomes hat characier—so suthentic. | highly recommend
erveryone ko check him out. He's bad, Also, working with Beck, he's
ancther really Ralenied cal, very adventurous and cresabve. Ve id
a1 bunch of abuff in dfisrent fime signatures and he's always thinkin®
outside of thi box. He: plays many diffarent instruments and his
song ideas wers very, very inbzesling. In some ways, s o
working with Meartey: just extremely creative and insgiring. Paul
ke wihiat he wanted befors we even went in; we had ko be on il
right away. Paul is very quick-witted. | gol ko ask him how he came
up wilh his song esterday,” and his answer jokingly was, “Well,
vesterday, she had nice lega.” was like thal

Ji3: | didd a record with Swesd Pea Anderson, from the band
Was, Mot Was, produced by Keb Mo, so thats coming out
Az, | heard an intendiew recondly thal Ouestiove did, speaking
about the upcoming album by [XAngelo and | played on some
of that. A few months ago, | did some work on Kelly Claskson's
Christmas album as well, [As we're rapping up hes ntenaew,
Jarmes gelts & call from Ziggy Mardey's management, ko do s
et record, as will 35 a call from Corinne Baidey Rae.] 'm also
working on my first solo record and doing a lot of singing and
playing. Mow I'm brying o Sigure out how Lo ol foar rme. When
I'm wriling, i’z different ‘cause I'm a singer firsl. S0 some of (e
signature grooves thal | may be known for, I'm now inyng to
figure aul how they might fitin rmy music. And. I'm finally working
o & hook about rmy lile in the music business. I'm excited to be
writing and o do my own thing. -
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