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My friend Gilbert was a drummer with a vision: to lead his very own big
band, his way. He invited me to join his group at its onset, during the sum-
mer of 1981. I accepted, mostly because of my fondness for him, and part-
ly out of my enthusiasm for playing saxophone. I was only 14 at the time,
but that decision has had a profound effect on me and the course my life
has taken ever since.

Gilbert rushed the beat like nobody’s business—partly out of youthful
inexperience, but mostly out of genuine enthusiasm. And he didn’t exactly
have what you’d call straightahead jazz chops. But that didn’t matter to us.
He held it together. He held us together. He led a great band and he treated
and paid everybody fairly. Gil made it fun. And he always sprung for
beer—even though we were all well underage, even when we broke his
rules and fought among ourselves and made the music feel like work.

It was because of Gilbert that cats wanted to play, and stay, in the
Outcasts.

Gilbert was an orchestrator on a grand scale. No arranger or composer
of music—he couldn’t even sing—he was a true leader who brought
together friends from each side of the tracks for more than just gigs, but
also matches of four-square, Euchre and football, not to mention rebelling
against authority and subverting established social norms. There was a
good reason why he named us the Outcasts. He loved our quirks and
encouraged all of us to wear our individuality proudly. 

The Outcasts were, and still are, Gilbert’s band. He died young in
1994, but the band lives on, just as he would have wanted it. His powerful
presence, a source of true inspiration, continues to be felt, even in his
absence.

Reading over Ken Micallef’s cover story for this issue (see page 26) on
drummers Jeff “Tain” Watts, Lewis Nash and Matt Wilson, I’m reminded
of Gilbert and his way with an ensemble—not just because he was such a
fine drummer-bandleader, but because of the atmosphere of camaraderie
he created around him, because of his sheer magnetism. Not long into the
article, I started to get a sense of just how fun it must be to hang out with
these three ambitious guys, all of whom have their own visions and lead
their own bands while managing to keep their egos in check. 

Drummers. Too frequently they get a bad rap they don’t deserve. But
let’s face it, we need them, and we like being around them. And, in the
case of my friend Gilbert, and departed legendary bandleaders such as Art
Blakey and Mel Lewis, we sometimes miss them, too. DB

First Take

Drummers With Vision

By Ed Enright

Jeff “Tain” Watts, Lewis Nash and Matt Wilson: an atmosphere of camaraderie
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By Ken Micallef // Photos by Jimmy Katz

JEFF “TAIN” WATTS 
LEWIS NASH

MATT WILSON

FOLLOW 
THE 
LEADERS
The history of jazz drummers as leaders is illustrious if not

particularly long-lived. Often relegated to “drummer
only” or “non-musician” status by ignorant fellow musi-

cians, jazz drummers have conquered the odds to create music
easily on par with that of any instrumentalist. Such
drummer/leaders as Max Roach, Elvin Jones, Art Blakey, Chick
Webb, Gene Krupa, Buddy Rich, Kenny Clarke and Mel Lewis
forged the paths that today’s stylistically well-versed, multi-
instrumental, compositionally adept drummers follow to
advance their own art.     

Surrounded by the vintage drum sets of such legends as
Rich, Krupa, Jones, Sonny Greer and Louis Bellson (and many
more) found at Steve Maxwell Vintage and Custom Drums in
New York, three of today’s premier drummer/leader practition-
ers sat down this summer to discuss their art, their drumming
and their place in the lineage of the great drummer/leaders who
preceded them.

“Someone has to act, someone has to write and someone has
to direct,” Lewis Nash says. “We’re stepping behind the cam-
era.” Matt Wilson and Jeff “Tain” Watts share his attitude. All
have released albums as leaders, worked with a diverse cadre of
musicians and toured and developed numerous recent projects. 

Nash is perhaps the most recorded jazz drummer of his gen-
eration, with sides as far ranging as Tommy Flanagan, Joe
Lovano, Willie Nelson, Kenny Burrell, Betty Carter and Oscar
Peterson. Most recently, Nash co-led The Blue Note Seven, and
he is an ongoing musical director at Lincoln Center. His solo
albums include Rhythm Is My Business and Stompin’ At The
Savoy. His fourth CD as a leader includes his current quintet and
is set for an early 2010 release; he can also be found on upcom-
ing CDs from the Dizzy Gillespie Alumni All-Star Big Band
and Dee Dee Bridgewater. 

Wilson’s latest quartet album, That’s Gonna Leave A Mark
(his eighth as a leader), follows work as a leader with Arts and
Crafts, Carl Sandburg Project, Futurists, Trio M and sideman
work with Joe Lovano, Charlie Haden’s Liberation Music
Orchestra, Marty Ehrlich/Ray Anderson Quartet, Elvis Costello,
Jane Ira Bloom, Lee Konitz and Myra Melford. 

Watts, after long stints with the brothers Marsalis (he depart-
ed Branford’s group in mid-2009), recorded his first solo effort
with 1991’s Megawatts, followed 10 years later by such well
received albums as Citizen Tain, Bar Talk and, most recently,
Watts, which documents his signature compositions and his

DRUM
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mad sense of humor. Watts also appears on
upcoming releases from Odean Pope (Odean’s
List), John Beasley (Positootly), a live CD with
Pat Martino and one from David Kikoski
(Mostly Standards). 

Lists, credits and factoids say little about the
raw talent, wisdom and skill each of these men
brings to bear on the jazz world at large. Their
grasp of history is sure, their views on bandlead-
ing challenging, and their camaraderie and joy in
discussing their craft obvious. Most definitely,
it’s time to give the drummer some.

DownBeat: Why did each of you pursue
becoming a leader and not remain a sideman
only?
Lewis Nash: For me, it was seeing and talking
to people like Max Roach, Elvin Jones, Art
Blakey, even Billy Higgins—who, though he
didn’t compose, led with what he was doing.
Those people have influenced all of us to have a
certain stature at the drums and be able to dictate
certain things from the drums. All of us have
ideas, things we jot down and file away, and
because we’ve played with so many different
people as sidemen, we get a lot of ideas from all
these different directions. 
Matt Wilson: That’s why it makes for interest-
ing bandleading, because we play with so many
people. And the big picture presentation can be
different because we are thinking about so many
elements in the music, including groove.
Jeff “Tain” Watts: I came up with these dif-
ferent groups mostly playing original music. I
didn’t have a very long apprenticeship with
older musicians to do a lot of interpretation with
standard repertoire; I just started to accumulate a
lot of original music. I started doing gigs and
Branford signed me to Sony. Then I always
found myself at a balance between being some-
body in the band playing and trying to have a
musical presentation. There are people who
come out to see you play, so I have to remind
myself to take a drum solo. You’ll look up in the
middle of the gig and people will be looking at
you for some drum excitement! [laughs]
DB: What significant events contributed to your
growth as leaders?
Nash: After a while there are certain things you
want to express, and you’re not able to express
them in any other situation, so you’ve got to cre-
ate a situation. Sometimes I would be the leader
in a situation where I wasn’t playing my
arrangements or musical repertoire. Maybe I
was the musical director, and since you have a
leader’s mindset you know how to pull the ele-
ments together and make the performance come
off. When leading, you’re thinking of a lot of
different things ...
Watts: ... the program ...
Nash: ... pacing of the set ...
Watts: ... things that don’t have anything to do
with music!
Nash: Sometimes you have to pull the band
back with the drums: “OK, let’s go a different
place!”

DB: Does all of that somehow make you a better
drummer?
Nash: Maybe all of that makes you a better
overall musician moreso than making you a bet-
ter drummer. 
Wilson: You think about some classic big band
drummers—maybe it was a different vibe,
maybe their presentation was more about that.
Maybe someone like Louie Bellson or Chick
Webb, they still really cared about the music. 
DB: What else contributes to your evolution as a
leader?
Watts: You’re in all these situations playing for
different bandleaders who are making decisions
about repertoire and about presentation. You get
all these little lessons: How to make sure that
everyone is on the bus at the same time. Get a
room list so you can call the bass player if he
oversleeps. And it’s all in there whether you are
actually going to be a bandleader part time or
full time. I just began accumulating music, and I
got a deal, and part of that is trying to sell the
record that you made. I’m into documenting
compositions and putting together a set of music
and looking at the people and trying to shape a
set to make them feel a certain way.
DB: How do you gauge an audience like that?
Watts: Sometimes I just look at the types of
people or age groups. If I’m playing my music,
I’ll choose a piece that might strike a familiar
chord with an older crowd, for instance. There’s
a traditional jazz crowd that you can play a whole
set of jazz to, but unless there’s something that’s
right down the middle or a blues or something
really swinging, they won’t be fulfilled. 
DB: So, Jeff, you wouldn’t bring out Zappa-
esque material like “The Devil’s Ring Tone: The
Movie” from Watts for a roomful of geezers?
Nash: I like the way you put that. [laughs]
“Hmmm, we have a bunch of geezers out there
tonight!”
Watts: There’s a lot of old hippies out there,
too, some deadheads. You have to feel them out.

I try to get the different food groups together in
the first few tunes, maybe something exciting,
something swinging, something with a groove
and go from there.
Wilson: I don’t change my sets, really. I just
feel that if it is presented well, and you balance it
out, if it’s honest it works. Dewey Redman
would play all kinds of music in one night, and I
want to do the same thing. You can play free,
play a standard, play a Gershwin or an Ornette
Coleman tune, you can mix it up.
Nash: You don’t play down to an audience. But
if you’re on a jazz cruise, for example, they
don’t want to hear something adventurous, they
are not the typical jazz fan who likes creative
improvised music. The jazz party scene comes
from a New Orleans style, and if you’re the least
bit adventurous even playing bebop that audi-
ence might get a little annoyed. So in that
instance it’s advisable to take into account who
is in the audience. 
Wilson: You can play accessible music, but if
it’s not personal to the audience, they’ll feel
neglected. Then you are alienating them. It all
depends on how you embrace those folks and
feel that energy.  
DB: Lewis, how do you lead or control the band
from the drum chair, as you mentioned?
Nash: You can’t really control music. You’re
directing the band. You might initiate, and what
happens after that is a group thing. You might
want to nudge it one way.
Wilson: Dewey used to say, “People sound
their best playing with me.” If you can allow
somebody to go some place and you’re not
controlling it, that’s great. As a leader, if I try to
put someone in an environment, I don’t have to
say anything to them. They know how to play
their instrument. You trust them. Dewey
always said, “Find people you love to play with
and pick the music.”
DB: But is there a way to lead the band from the
drumset?

From left: Wilson, Watts and Nash play vintage kits that once belonged to jazz legends Joe Morello, Elvin Jones
and Kenny Clarke, respectively, in the museum section of Steve Maxwell Vintage and Custom Drums. 
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Watts: It’s a feeling. You think, “Is this the
right time?” “If there’s a vamp at the beginning
of the tune, how long will the vamp be?” And
from the drums you’re shaping the vamp, you’re
breaking it down, deciding how long to play on
the vamp, and then you cue a little thing to stick
the melody or whatever.
Nash: If you’re not doing it the same way all
the time, the other musicians are going to have
to look to you. If you play a different feel than
what you usually do, or if you play brushes
instead of sticks, or if you play Latin rather than
straight time—that tells them. And often the
band will take the music places you never
thought of.   
Wilson: A great band just seems to go. That
trust factor is there when it’s all aural. Musicians
get nervous when they have to look for things.
It’s how you shape the music—they’ll know
where to go.
DB: What else prompted your goals as leaders?
Better money?
[loud, side-splitting laughter]
Watts: There’s a rim shot! 
DB: Better playing situations?
[more laughter]
DB: Compositional expression?
Nash: Well, that is a big one for me.
Watts: Yeah, for me, too.
DB: So, leader money isn’t better than sideman
money?

Nash: Often it’s better or at least on par, but
sometimes you have to take a loss as a band-
leader to get your music out there. 
Wilson: And there is the satisfaction, too, in get-
ting people to come out and having them leave
satisfied.
Watts: Fooled ’em again!
Wilson: That is why Art Blakey did it. He loved
it. He wanted to play. There is the satisfaction
that you pulled it off, you did it.
DB: Which drummer/leaders had the biggest
impact on you?
Nash: At different stages, different guys influ-
enced me. Max Roach was probably the most
important because he was different, he was dar-
ing, he was playing in 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11, and he
would do things without piano. He was putting
the drums front and center and saying this instru-
ment can be as expressive and make as much
music as any other instrument. 
Wilson: There was a Jack DeJohnette record I
really loved, Album Album. I still love all those
ECM records and his New Directions records
with John Abercrombie. That was a pivotal
moment for me. Album Album was cool, just the
way it was put together. I asked Jack once about
the energy in his right hand, and he took his stick
and just hit the floor tom. It was like a nature
show: The birds flew and the elephants started
charging. Then he sat down and played, and his
energy was unbelievable. 

Watts: For me, just seeing somebody like Billy
Cobham and his command of the band, and
playing all this intricate stuff with power and
writing all this music. There’s music on
Crosswinds that people are trying to do right
now. This is prior to my “jazz education,” but
then each one of these guys has a lesson in their
presentation. Like Art Blakey, he truly wasn’t a
composer, but he put such a big stamp on the
band just from swinging it that hard. He and
Elvin [Jones], their interpretation of Afro-Cuban
rhythms is so strong that it has influenced how
Cubans and Africans play the drums. 

So Art in how he commanded the group;
Elvin, his conception of the beat and how he
could play very straight things but then also play
very abstractly. The conviction of Elvin’s whole
thing is so strong that the band trusts him. And
Elvin’s demeanor was so cool. You’d see him on
the gig and he would be so nice and direct and
cool with you. You’d think, “Elvin really digs
me.” Then he’d see just some dude and he’s like,
“What’s up, man!” Elvin was nice to everybody!
[laughs] So I should be nice, too. Then Max
Roach controlling the band a whole ’nother way
with a different focus. He had all these fine lines
and different contexts for presenting music and
framing the drums. And Tony Williams, up to
the end he was really focusing on composition.
DB: What did you ask the masters when you had
the chance to hang with them?
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Nash: You thought, “Maybe I can steer him to
talk about something,” but you didn’t start ask-
ing questions right away.
Watts: But cats do that now, right? Cats jump
in there like it’s an interview or something. [in a
helium voice] “So, Elvin, why did you ...?” That
just doesn’t feel right.
Nash: You learn from those guys by being
around them and observing them. Once I was on
a tribute concert to Art Blakey with Elvin Jones.
At the sound check, Elvin’s over there and I’m
thinking, “I’m onstage with Elvin Jones!” Later,
Elvin was talking about this shuffle we were
playing that night, discussing the left hand back-
beat. He said, “You don’t really have to lift your
arm up too much, just a nice snap with the
wrist.” I’m listening real intently. Then that
night on the concert, Elvin’s elbow is way up
above his ear! 
Watts: He set you up!
Nash: Yeah. And he had a huge grin on his face!
DB: How do you keep a working band together?
Nash: You want to work enough times through-
out the year to make sure that the band has a
consistent sound. If you’re going to be a band-
leader you have to think about the sound you’re
trying to project. You may have to use different
players, but they should still be part of the group
sound. It’s about your vision, but that doesn’t
dictate everything they do.
Wilson: You choose guys you love. Lewis and
I tussle over Terrell Stafford. But you trust
somebody else coming in and that they will be
fine, too.
DB: Lewis, you told me once that a musician
could be a total head case but if he brings some-
thing special to the bandstand ...
Nash: These guys know what I am talking
about!
Wilson: Sure!
Nash: Everybody doesn’t have to be normal.
You need a little craziness sometimes. 
Watts: A little flavor.
Nash: A guy might not show up on a gig, but
you’re happy when he does!
Watts: Once Elvin was really late to a gig, but
Coltrane waited and didn’t play anything. And
after the set, he said, “That’s Elvin Jones. Now
you understand why we waited.”
DB: What is your recording philosophy when
cutting sides as a leader?
Nash: I am so focused on the music, I leave the
recording to the guys who are turning the knobs.
There’s a group of engineers, historically, who
have been attracted to recording this music, and
they’re not making a lot of money, either.
They’re like us. But we know them, and we
know they do it partially for the love of the
music. They’re a part of our vibe as well. I try to
remember those engineers who really got my
sound on someone else’s date: Jim Anderson,
David Baker, James Farber, Catherine Geller.
Watts: It’s like another bandmember.
Wilson: Matt Balitsaris has produced and
recorded my records on Palmetto at his studio in
Pennsylvania. If you’re a painter or a plumber,

you don’t deal with electricity. You trust them
just like you trust musicians.
DB: Who are the unsung drummer/leaders?
Nash/Wilson/Watts: Victor Lewis. Ralph
Peterson Jr. Chico Hamilton had great bands,
and he’s still playing. Joe Chambers. Louis
Hayes. Al Foster. Jimmy Cobb and Ben Riley
are still leading. Ed Blackwell was like a scien-
tist when it came to music and the drums.
Dannie Richmond is another one. And Roy
Brooks.
Wilson: I love Billy Hart’s Enchance. And
Oshumare. That’s a bad record. And younger

guys like John Hollenbeck writing all this crazy
stuff. Tyshawn Sorey is taking chances.
Watts: And Dafnis Prieto.
DB: Do we need more drummer/leaders?
Nash: If they feel it, go for it. Things will hap-
pen naturally. Drummers are hearing a lot of dif-
ferent things now, so they will bring something
else when they become bandleaders.
Wilson: It doesn’t have to be either/or. Andrew
Cyrille makes great records. 
All: Yeah.  
Watts: It’s going to be a whole ’nother thing.
These young cats will beam some drums up! DB
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