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0s1 bands who tough it out for (wenty years in the modern music
* | | industry would be happy getiing the occasional video on MTV2 and
playing mid-size summer tours. Being able to demand top-notch support from
(heir label, aulomatic interest from the press, and rabid fandom from the pub-
lic...well, thal’s a rarefied position indeed. a*

Not only do, The Red Hot Chili Peppers fall squarely in thal second group,
(hey've relained their artistic integrity and sheer creative edge a?fmg (he way.
This was made abundantly clear to Modern Drummer this pas January, when
Chili Peppers drummer Chad Smith invited us into his home to listen to a hatch

of songs from their upcoming album, Stadium Arcadium If the tracks we
heard were any indication—and there’s no reason {o believe they re
nol—1his album is going (o be a monster.




%, pread across two discs and twenty-eight songs, the Chili Peppers’
new opus shows a band maturing in all the right ways—and retain-
ing enough youthful energy to give a band two decades their junior a
good fright. As Chad points out, this is largely guitarist John Frusciante’s
statement. With startlingly unique six-string solos on almost every track,
played through a kaleidoscope of tones and timbres, Stadium Arcadium
is an absolute milestone for the band, a masterly web of cool ideas,
slamming beats, and intense lyrical concerns. It's also a very live-sound-
ing collection, the result of the band attempting to record basic tracks all
at once, in the same room. Eventually Frusciante moved his amp into an
adjacent room, but he, Chad, and bassist Flea continued ripping it up just
a few feet from each other, proving that the wisdom of the past can still
inspire the magic of the future.

As for the drumming, well, fans of Smith’s way argund a ghost
note and old-school rock thunder won't be disappointed—
but they might be surprised. Our ears perked up .
right from the get-go, as Chad's upside-down
beat on “Readymade” added a whole other
vibe to the cut—and still made musical 4
sense. And by the way, he played the
crap out of that Bonham/James
Brown concoction. Elsewhere,
skewed disco beats (no kid-
ding) and Chad’s usual
flair for mid-tempo, dig- ¢
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ging-in-the-dirt snare/kick/hat explosions bring back the
old heat. At one point we turned to see Chad, sitting on his
family-room rug, eyes closed, head-rocking along to the
music like a kid deep in sleep, dreaming of being on stage
with Led Zeppelin in Madison Square Garden. Two sec-
onds later, we noticed we were head-rocking too and
didn't even realize it. That’s what music is supposed to do.

The secret to the Chili Peppers’ success is really no mys-
tery at all. When real artists get together to make noise in
the spirit of brotherhood, communication, and truth-seeking,
amazing things can happen. The individuals in this band
have certainly gone through some heavy stuff, and they are
definitely not the people they once were. But they've
retained their respect for each other, and haven't let star-
dom deplete their well of real old-fashioned inspiration.

Chad has added to his own suitcase of musical ideas by
continuing his interest in playing on projects outside of the
Chili Peppers. Notably, he’s been acting as home-studio
owner/drummer/producer on ex-Deep Purple singer
Glenn Hughes' new album. In fact, we can hear Glenn in
the next room doing vocal overdubs as we conduct the
interview. Perhaps even more telling, Chad also recently
finished recording the new Dixie Chicks disc. Smith might
have been called in to “just be himself” on the neo-coun-
try superstars’ latest offering, as producer Rick Rubin
assured him, but you know he left that whole situation with
some interesting new experiences and skills.

We begin our interview wondering if Chad is aware of
his particular strengths as a drummer, and what he feels
he brings to new musical situations.....




Chad: Well. I wouldn’t say I'm really
good at anything. [laughs] I do feel that I
have my thing I do. my own style I guess
you could say. Before, T would try to
change my style depending on who I was
playing with. T still do that a little, like with
Glenn Hughes: “I can get some of my
Keith Moon in there!” When I do that I feel
like I'm overplaying, but he's like, “No, 1
love it,” so I must be making him happy.
And those are my roots.

But I found it interesting going from the
Chili Peppers record to the Dixie Chicks
record, which T did right after. It's com-
pletely different music, but that’s when I
noticed that I kind of have this thing I do.
It’s clean—not clinically precise, but T try
to hit hard, play with dynamics, and play to
the song—though that’s probably just from
years of playing and trying to be a good

musician.

The other thing is recording: I used to

listen back to takes and one would be good
and the other three would be all over the
place, whether it’s the time, or playing the
wrong thing, or getting red light fever—
playing nothing like you play, or not being
in the moment. I don’t feel nervous any-
more. I'm no Jim Keltner—not every take
sounds like a record—but I do think I'm
getting better. I used to cringe years ago.
There’s some stuff on Mother’s Milk...]
loudly strike up a conversation with some-
body when that thing comes on. [laughs]
“So! Did you see that game?!” But I'm get-
ting more consistent in that way.
MD: Is it also about understanding what
you want to get across on a song, rather
than simply, “I'm in a rock band, so I need
to rock™?
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Chad: Absolutely. It could be about
changing the sound. Like this song we
were doing yesterday: Hearing the song
before I played anything on it, it sounded
like a Beatle-y, Ringo-ish thing. I'm not
going to sound like Ringo—nobody does—
but I might put more dampening on the
drums, or change to a bigger snare drum,
because [ felt that the song would benefit
from that sound. And it kind of makes you
play differently when you change things.
Part of this is about engineering, but some
of it comes from you.

So that’s a big part of it now: being sen-
sitive to what you think, and to the artist as
well. The drums are such an important part
of the song. You have to play with confi-
dence. You have to own the drums, man.
Because if you're unsure about things, the
mic’ will pick that up. If you make a mis-
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make it big! If you're a bear, be a
1 that mistake. If T mess up, I do it
twice. Now it’s a part. [laughs] And some-
times you make a mistake and you're like. 1
didn’t mean to play over the bar, but it
sounds really good.
MD: Lately you've made it a point to
showcase some of the players you were
inspired by growing up, such as the studio-
legends feature you spearheaded in this
month’s issue, as well as the clinics you've
been doing with Deep Purple drummer Ian
Paic
Chad: Growing up, I would never in a mil-
lion years think I"d be making records with
Glenn Hughes or doing drumming events
with people like Bad Company’s Simon
Kirke and lan Paice, and having them say,
“I really like the way you play.” That’s
amazing to me. The cool thing is, the
young people who enjoy what I do and
come out to see me might not normally be
exposed to players like them. I think it’s
important that they learn the lineage. |
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wouldn’t be doing what I'm doing if it
wasn’t for this guy or that guy, and there’s
millions of them that I'd be able to say that
about. And from a purely selfish stand-
point, it’s an excuse to hang out with my
heroes and ask them what it was like being
on the Starship jet or whatever, or to hang
out with Jim Keltner and just soak it up. 1
love that stuff.

MD: What do drummers most often get
wrong when they're trying to rock. or be
funky?

Chad: You can’t really #ry to be anything.
You have to do what the music calls for,
but first and foremost you have to be your-

- self. You ha like Stewart Copeland

or Phil Collins. and you know when you
hear them that it’s them. Even if they play

different kinds of songs, or with different
people. their personalities still come
through. That’s the pinnacle. The individu-
ality of any instrument is what makes peo-
ple latch onto a song and what makes them
like it—or dislike it. At least you're getting

“You have to play with
confidence. If you're
unsure about things, the

il pick that up.

Al

a reaction. There's nothing worse than,
“It’s okay.” I don’t want to be “okay.” If
you believe in it, people pick up on that. |
think our band has a sound, we make a
statement.

People tend to focus on the heavy metal
guys with the fast double bass chops, but
there’s great guys in every genre of music.
Some people are like, “Oh, I don’t like
country music.” Well. go listen to Hank
Williams or George Jones or Merle
Haggard. That drumming is authentic and
soulful and moves people and makes those
songs great. Those blues guys, like Buddy
Guy—Hendrix wanted to be those guys. It
all comes from somewhere.

I'm not saying there’s not new guys
doing it, but I try to go back to Chuck
Berry and early guys like that. I can’t play
like a really good country player. But I can
incorporate what their thing is, how they're
approaching the music and the feeling. It's
really about copping the feeling. It's like
when 1 was younger. I'd listen to Led




Chad Smith

fter nearly twenty years playing with
the same group of musicians, you can
bet Chad Smith knows singer Anthony Keidis,
bassist Flea, and guitarist John Frusciante
pretty darned well—as musicians and as
people. So what's at the root of their famous
musical telepathy?
“We've known each other a long time,”
Smith says, “and it's an interesting dynamic.
It's kind of changed as we've changed as

-‘,:,

people. | think I'm the most different of all of
us. They have closer tastes and likes and
outlooks on life. | grew up in the Midwest,
and they grew up in Hollywood, so maybe
that's some of it. But | don’t ever feel left out.
Before, we'd all party and hang out, but now
everybody’s got their lives—you know, mar-
ried with children. And it's fine, it's natural. |
don't feel like | have to play golf with Flea or
meditate with John to feel connected. We
respect ourselves as people and as musi-
cians, and we know that we have something
special that we do together. When John left
the band and came back, we realized, for
whatever reason, these four people are sup-
posed to be playing together. Obviously, with
all the material we have on this new record,
we still have lots of stuff between us.
[laughs]

“Flea and | rarely talk about music,” Chad
adds, somewhat surprisingly. “Even when
we play, we just naturally know what each
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other is going to do. He might say, | wrote
this part and it's this tight funk thing, or we
might make suggestions ahout each other's
parts. But most stuff is unspoken. And Flea’s
in a great place now. He lives in Malibu and
he surfs and he's got a great lady. And he's
such a great musician. Forget about the slap-
rock-funk-bass thing; he's justincredible,
and melodic, and keeps his own time,
without relying on the drummer. And

that's inspiring.

"Anthony is smart and funny,” Chad con-
tinues, “and he's gotten really great at find-
ing the essence of a song. He's changing and
growing. And he’s really fun to be around.
He's a great entertainer—though | always
have to cue him. [laughs] Again, we don't talk
about music very much.

“John Frusciante is the most incredible
musician I've ever known,” Chad insists, with
ohvious sincerity. “He just breathes, sleeps,
and eats music. He knows everything about
every type of music, a walking encyclopedia.
That's inspiring. When we show up at
rehearsal, | have to be on my toes, because
John's coming in with like six great ideas.
And his guitar playing on this album...it's the
guitar album. Not in a loud rock guitar way,
but there’s a solo on almost every song. John
is getting his on this one. [laughs] He's so
into every aspect of playing and recording.
And he's a sweet guy, like my little brother.”

Zeppelin and Van Halen records, and I'd
play along, and it was like T was trying to
be that guy. T can’r be that guy, but T want
to try to get into that vibe of what he was
doing.

MD: What’s the easiest way to make a
musical companion feel comfortable?
Chad: With the Dixie Chicks we had like
eight people tracking at once. Luckily it
was all talented people. like Mike
Campbell from Tom Petty’s band. But I
was coming in cold. In situations like that,
you go with your gut feeling almost all the
time. This was straight-ahead pocket.
Every song has its right tempo, especially
to sing to. If the singer has to rush or drag,
you’re screwed. So I always make sure that
when we’re cutting something, Anthony
sings to it.

Besides that, make a good vibe, make
sure everybody’s happy to be there, and
talk. It"s very social. You want everyone to
be comfortable, because if they’re comfort-
able, they're going to play relaxed. You
can’t come in like, “Hey, I'm the man!”
You just have to serve the song and do
what they want you to do.

[ didn’t play anything that I didn’t think
was right, but because they wrote the
songs, they had a vision, and T had to
respect that. In our band, we write every
thing together, and I know where it came
from—though I'm always willing to try
anything. You can’t get your hairs up if
somebody wants to change something. You
won’t know unless you try it. It might be
the stupidest suggestion. You know, “Do
something on the toms.” I'm a drummer
guy, so I go right to the hi-hat. You have to
be open. Rick Rubin’s really big about
that: “Tt might suck, but just try it for me, I

just want to hear it.” And you never know

what Kind of doors that opens creatively.
Don’t be stuck on this really cool part you
came up with at home and really want to fit
in somewhere. You have to be open.

MD: Did you find yourself playing differ-
ent kinds of grooves with The Dixie
Chicks? They’re not ultra-traditional.

Chad: No, they're not, and on this record
it kind of sounds southern California,
Sheryl Crow-ish. But I did some waltzes!
didn’t say it, but I was thinking, I don’t do
foxtrots. [laughs] The last time T did that
was seventh grade dance class. But they're
cool songs...there was this Irish-sounding
thing too. But I surprised myself a little.




Want to know more about Chad’s drumkit priori-
ties? Read what pops into his his mind when
asked about some of these famous drummers.

And it’s great having new challenges.
Going in, I was a little nervous. Not that I
thought I wouldn’t be able to do it, but it’s
just like going to a new school; everybody
wants to fit in. But Rick was like, “They
want to rock up a little bit. You’d be good,
come on down.” So when I was preparing
to bring my drums down there, I was like,
“What should I bring?” And Rick was like,
“Just be you, I want you to sound like
you.” Which was really cool, a nice com-
pliment actually.

MD: Did you study up on their records?
Chad: I probably heard one or two of their
songs, but I didn’t go back and research
them. You have to bring your own thing to
the table. If they wanted it to be like these
older records, they would have gotten the
old guy. Unless that guy’s dead [laughs]
and you’re replacing him specifically to

sound like him. But that would be like me
wearing a suit or something. I don’t wear
suits. It won’t sound right, so get the guy
with the suit.
MD: Let’s take the different elements of
the drumkit and talk about any obstacles
you’ve had to get past in your development
as a drummer. Let’s start with the hi-hats.
Chad: For me, the kick, snare, and hi-hat
are the holy trinity of the drumkit. With
rock and funk, the hi-hat is the thing that
the most notes are played on, and it’s the
lead timekeeper on the kit. Plus there’s so
much personality you can get out of it, not
only the dynamics, but the rhythms that
you play, and what you can do with your
foot—closed, not closed, in between. It has
so many possibilities. '

[ was a real rock player growing up, a
real basher, so my hi-hats used to be really

big and open and sloshy all the time. In
1982 I played in a group in Detroit called
Pharaoh that had some the best players in
the area. I was twenty years old and I knew
the leader’s son from high school, so I got
picked for the band. The other guys were
like, “This guy’s a hack, man,” these very
accomplished North Texas State guys. But
the percussionist was Larry Fratangello
from P-Funk, and Larry kind of took me
under his wing. He was like, “Here’s some
Tower Of Power records, learn how to play
this.”

Larry and I would ride together to
rehearsal every day, and we’d listen to all
this great music in the car. He turned me
on to a lot of funk stuff, and he explained
the way that those guys would play the hi-
hat—the dynamics, when to open it up
right before you go to the chorus, and barks
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Chad Smith

and accents you can do with it. Before, |
was banging away on it like it was just
another cymbal. He also taught me when to
do a fill, when not to, how to use toms in
my beats, how to think of the kit as one big
instrument, keeping time, listening—just
musical stuff. I think [ was a drummer up
until then, and then I became a musician.
He’s a first-call percussionist in Detroit
now and teaches a lot.

MD: The snare drum.

Chad: The snare drum is the most recog-
nizable voice in the drumset. Like, if it’s
Stewart Copeland, you’d know it from the
snare sound. I used to really analyze snare
sounds. I'd go back and listen to those
drummers and those records that I love
from the early *70s, like lan Paice, and
they had that kind of tight, more jazzy tun-

7

ing. Bonham’s snare drum was tight,
although it was a big drum. And I like that.
But I couldn’t get that sound because I just
didn’t know how to do it, and T had these
bigger drums. ;i

I think once [ got into the metal drums
and the brass drums and the smaller sizes, T
found my sound. When we did Blood
Sugar Sex Magik 1 used mainly this 5"
Black Beauty. When you find a drum that
sounds really good, it makes you play bet-
ter. The snare is the drum you’re playing
all the time. That’s the backbeat, that’s
what people are dancing to, and that’s what
the band hears. It’s what pushes the track.

When I got in the Chili Peppers, we were
doing a lot of fast, funky stuff, like James
Brown on speed. And in order to really cut
through, and because of the way I played




Chad Smith

with ghost notes, [ used a Pearl free-float-
ing piccolo drum, which wasn’t bad.
Really cutting. But there wasn’t a lot of
body to it, so I settled on a 5" drum, and
that seems to be versatile enough. I like
just a little higher pitch, and the smaller
drums give you that. So that’s kind of
where I'm at right now. On the Glen
record, which is more rock, I ended up
using a bigger drum, a 6". I used that on
the Dixie Chicks album too.

MD: With ghost notes, do you find that it’s
best if you're not thinking too much about
them?

Chad: Yes. I hardly think about it at all.
IU’s just really an extension of how I play a
groove. Unless I'm really trying to articu-
late those notes, then I would think about
it. But in general, just playing a straight 2
and 4 groove, I don’t think about what my
left hand is doing in between. I don't know
if it’s a good thing or a bad thing, it’s just
being natural. I just like the way that
sounds. Sometimes Rick will say, “What’s
all that? You’ve got to cut that stuff out.” I
understand what he means, because some-
times it can be too much. It all has to be in
the context of the music.

MD: Something I’ve been thinking of late-

ly in my own playing is finding certain fills
that I might just retain for a particular song.
Because my tendency is not to plan things,
which I'm trying to change a little. So now
maybe I'll do a variation on one basic fill,
rather than just splattering different ones
all over the place. Do you think about that?
Chad: At first I'm just thinking about
coming up with a part that will comple-
ment the other instruments or the vocals,
not so much the variations. Then, going to
the second chorus doesn’t necessarily mean
you have to play more, but rather give the
impression that it’s a bigger deal this time,
maybe leading into the solo. You want to
let people know, Here comes the solo!
That’s exciting. It’s about building the
song and trying to keep it interesting for
the listener. Something new happens, and
hopefully you can do it without being dis-
tracting. That’s the only issue: You don’t
want to step on anybody.

I’m not a Neil Peart all-thought-out kind
of guy. I'm more like you, I just kind of go
for it and see what happens. When you’re
recording, you can go back and listen to it,
and you might think, “Hmmm, maybe I
should do less” or “maybe 1 should do
more” or “maybe I can serve the same pur-

The Chili Peppers’ new studio album, Stadium Arcadium, is & double, placing it
among a special group of rock epics that are busting with so many ideas, a normal
disc won't hold them all. For his Modern Drummer Listeners Guide, Chad Smith
shared his list of favorite double albums, as well as the ones he gravitates to for

special” occasions

The Beatles, White Afbum.. The Who,
Quadrophenia... The Clash, London
Calling...Led Zeppelin, Physical
Graffiti... The Rolling Stones, Exife On
Main Street. Kiss, Alive

Johnny Cash,
The Carpenters, Mozart, Black Sabbath

Peter Gabriel
Marvin Gaye

James Brown

Pink Floyd
Hendrix

Frank Sinatra

Sex Pistols

Humble Pie
Van Halen
Rush

The Strokes



Chad Smith

pose with just one snare shot,” and leave
some space. And that tension makes it
exciting. Just from being in the studio and
having experience with that, I think I've
become pretty good at that.

Sometimes it’s about playing as musical-
ly as you can, but then at other times it’s
about just rocking out and the raw excite-
ment of playing something that’s kind of
off the wall. That can be really cool too,
because you get, “Wow, that dude’s really
going for it.”” I like that too. I like people
who take chances.

MD: What about tempos? At this stage, are
they still an issue?

Chad: I'm the one that makes sure the
tempos are right. I've got this little Tama
metronome thing. That way the guys are
confident that the tempo’s right. You can
end a lot of arguments with that. And then
they feel confident when they’re playing it,
even if they’re thinking, “This feels slow
tonight,” which sometimes happens when
you play live every night. Maybe I laid
around all day in the hotel: “Oh, this is too
fast.”” No, this is where it is.

MD: I had a strange experience with tem-
pos recently at a gig. I thought there were a
couple songs that I started off too slow. So

after the show I was going to apologize to
the guitar player, but before I could he was
like, “It was a really good show tonight.
The tempos seemed really on.” And I'm
thinking, “Okay, I'm not going to say what
I was going to say.” =

Chad: You never know, man. It is a weird
physical phenomenon. When you play
every night on tour, and you’re like eight
months in and you keep playing the same
songs, they can really get a little out of
whack. Taping is great, if you can stand to
listen to it and take the time to go through
the tapes. The songs that I don’t start, if
Flea or John are a little off, I can look at
them and kind of give them the old, This is
where it's at. 1 try not to make it too obvi-
ous, but it’s all part of playing live, which
is great. Otherwise you have to play with a
click. Screw that.

MD: Another thing I struggle with is
“jumping on the train,” you know, when
the drums come in after the song starts, and
doing it without affecting the tempo, espe-
cially with slower songs.

Chad: Yeah, absolutely. It’s harder to play
slower tempos in general, just to make
them feel confident and solid. Anybody
can play fast. You can get away with it.
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The more space, the harder it is.
MD: You don’t always want to have a hi-
hat thing going in those situations, so I try
to keep some part of my body moving in
time.
Chad: I think your body should be moving
all the time. It teaches your limbs to talk to
each other, and to do the same thing in cer-
tain grooves. I do the same thing when I'm
getting ready to count something off. I'm
not stiff. [ get everything moving. I think
it’s just like revving your engine. You
don’t want to stop cold and then step on the
gas. So, yeah, I would move something—
your head, your neck. You don’t have to
look like you’re air drumming back there,
just get into the feel.
MD: Can you recall any difficult musical
lesson you had to learn on a gig?
Chad: 1 did a session with Fishbone, and it
was with Billy Bass, who was the bass
player for P-Funk for a long time. So it was
three bass players: Flea, Billy Bass, and
Norwood. And it was me, a percussionist,
three guitar players, a keyboard player,
horns...there were like ten people. This
was at a studio in Venice. I was in this
upstairs loft space where the drums were,
which was kind of odd. Everybody was on
the floor and I was upstairs looking down
on them. There was no ending to one par-
ticular song, it was just like a fade-out. So
I'm playing and everyone’s rocking, and
we get to the end of the song, so I stop
playing. Billy Bass looks up and goes,
“What are you doing?! Don’t you ever stop
until I stop!” And I was like, “Oh, shit!” I
was really chastised, in front of all these
people. He really let me have it. 1 was
embarrassed. Flea is looking at me like,
“Man...look at Billy Bass, don’t screw
around.” And believe me, the next track we
did, there was a twenty-minute ending, my
friend. The tape ran out. [laughs]
MD: You mentioned in the liner notes of
Greatest Hits And Videos that the band
would hopefully be remembered for more
than just “the socks.” Ideally, what would
you like to be remembered for?
Chad: That we played music that was from
our hearts, and that we were honest and
passionate and that we are music lovers....
And that we persevered and stayed togeth-
er twenty-plus years. That’s a long time for
a band to do what they do and still be rele-
vant. We're very fortunate.
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