
1 
 

Jason Bailey 

Prof. Bernard Cooper 

Nonfiction Workshop 

September 14, 2015 

All for the Love of Rock and Roll 
 

 I love the sound of a bass drum. A big boom, a thunderclap you can feel right in your gut. The 

squeak of the pedal as the mallet strikes the head. I’m partial to the shimmering sounds of cymbals (I 

used to call mine “sex” cymbals. Get it? Get It?!) I would work the pedal to the high-hat like a throttle, 

opening it ever so slightly to fit the groove, more gap for more funk. The ride cymbal was just what it 

sounded like; tap a beat like a locomotive running down the tracks. The crash cymbal did just that; the 

perfect exclamation point for a wicked fill, or to end a song on a bang. For those fills, the tom-toms 

brought rolling thunder to ooh and aah the crowd. Lastly, there was the snare drum. With coiled steel to 

shape the sound, the snare was the loyal soldier of this percussive battalion. Give me a pair of 2B 

drumsticks—maximum weight for maximum power—and it’s an amazing feeling, like driving a tank. 

 What do you call a guy who hangs out with musicians?  A drummer. 

 Drums were always around growing up. My Dad played music, so the drums were in the house 

before I was. We had a music room, downstairs, and it was a place of wonder. What was once just a 

square space of concrete, insulation, and 2x4’s became my Dad’s—and later, my—place of escape. A 

piano against one wall, a couch against another, drums in the corners, and amplifiers circled a 

microphone. The walls were a gallery of Dallas Cowboy Cheerleader posters, a Roger Rouse fight poster, 

and a giant National Geographic World Atlas. Beer cans from around the world lined the room like a 

fence. My Dad would spend hours down there, drinking beer, playing guitar, and singing classic songs 

from Charley Pride and Hank Williams. (Oddly, my Dad preferred Jr., while I stick with Sr.) When we had 
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company, everybody would end up in the music room, on the couch and old kitchen chairs, laughing, 

drinking, and singing. 

Why do drummers keep their drumsticks on the dash?  So they can park in 

the handicapped spaces. 

 I would love to tell you that I was some sort of child drumming prodigy, playing “Wipeout” 

before I could walk, but that’s not the case. There was a little miniature drum kit down in the music 

room, with a peace sign on the tiny bass drum, that I would bang on from time to time, but as a kid, my 

heroes were not Keith Moon and John Bonham; my heroes were Godzilla and the Hulks, both Incredible 

and Hogan. 

 Of course, that all started to change when I became a teenager. Huey Lewis became less hip and 

more square as I discovered and fell in love with heavy metal and hard rock. The blistering guitars, 

outrageous vocals, and hard-hitting drums were perfect for me. I was shy, unathletic, and unpopular 

with Coke-bottle glasses. I was an only child, with few friends, and was invisible to girls. The music spoke 

to me, much the same way comic books and monster movies once had. Soon, instead of rushing down 

to the corner store to check out the latest adventures of Batman, Thor, and the X-Men, I was spending 

my time at Henry J’s Tapes & Records and Pegasus music and buying everything I could find from 

Metallica, Dokken, and my favorite band, KISS. I was seeking out and digging more obscure, 

underground bands like Anvil, Crimson Glory, and Tarzen. I became one of those fans that reads all the 

lyrics, all the liner notes, even the thank you’s. I paid attention to who wrote what, what musician used 

which gear, where the albums were recorded, who produced it, everything. I studied every detail of 

every album cover (Did you know that when you turn the Dio logo upside down, it says “Devil”? It’s true, 

try it!). 
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 You know what you call a musician without a girlfriend?  Homeless. 

 Another important change was happening at this time. Of course, as a boy turns into a man, the 

hormones kick in, and the pistons of puberty are pumping overtime. Icky girl germs are replaced by 

thoughts of girls, girls, girls. Hot for teacher, crazy about the girl next door, all we think about is sex and 

love and rock and roll. I didn’t know much about the first two, but I knew plenty about the third, and I 

knew that girls loved music, too. I wasn’t blind, and I wasn’t stupid; I saw how the girls in my class fell in 

love/lust with Jon Bon Jovi, Bret Michaels of Poison, and Axl Rose. I’d seen the black & white footage of 

girls screaming their heads’ off for The Beatles on Ed Sullivan and losing their minds for Elvis Presley. I 

imagined those same girls, in class and around the world, screaming for me. Rock and Roll was my ticket 

out of nowhere, from invisible to invincible, from nobody to somebody. I wanted in. 

 How many guitarists does it take to change a light bulb?  Six. One to change it, five to say they could 

do it better. 

 I dabbled in guitar, but couldn’t get the hang of it. I fantasized about being a lead singer, center 

stage, but had no band in my basement to front. I even thought about being a bass player, simply 

because bass players were in demand. Everyone wants to be a singer, guitarist or drummer, no one 

wants to be the bass player. Sorry, but it’s the truth. My buddy Steve even ended up being in something 

like five bands simultaneously, because he played bass. The most direct line to stardom, for me, was the 

drums. I was still somewhat of a beginner, but had banged around on the drums in the music room 

enough to know the basics, and could keep a beat. In that sense, I had a head start and was already part 

of the way there.  

 My best friend Ben had developed a passion and hunger for rock around the same time as I had. 

Every weekend, we would watch Headbanger’s Ball on MTV together, and Metal Edge and Hit Parader 

became our bibles. He asked for, and received, a guitar for Christmas one year. Clearly, it was our 
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destiny to become the next legendary rock band, Wyld Stallyns-style. Getting right to work, we knew we 

needed a name. There’s lots of great band names in rock, like Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden, and Rush. 

There’s also lots of shitty names, like any band that’s named after one member of the band. It’s bad 

enough when they’re named after the singer (e.g., the aforementioned Bon Jovi, Dokken, and Dio) 

worse if it’s the guitarist (Vinnie Vincent Invasion, Michael Schenker Group) and just plain stupid if it’s 

the drummer (Bonham, featuring John’s son, Jason). More recently, as options for band names have 

band names,dwindled, band names have gotten worse. Bowling for Soup? Red Jumpsuit Apparatus? 

Ugh. 

 Anyway, back to our band. We scribbled down pages and pages of band names, and after 

carefully weighing the pros and cons of such worthy contenders as Victor Victim (?) and OmniKnight 

(surprised no one’s snatched that one up…), we decided on Ratatac. You know, like Rat Attack, only 

cooler! Now, it’s not enough to have a great name, you need to have a great logo. Your logo is going to 

be on album covers, t-shirts, patches, buttons, you name it, for years or even decades to come. We 

wanted something iconic and majestic looking. Something our fans would be proud to wear. Something 

they would draw on their notebooks, and spray paint on walls. We wanted something like KISS with the 

lightning bolt ‘SS’s, like AC/DC with the flash in the middle, or like Metallica with the barbed ‘M’ and ‘A’ 

on the ends. Ben was a better artist than I was, but we ended up using my design. Why, I’ll never know. 

 Ratatac? More like ridiculous! 
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 Next, we came up with a mascot, to be like our version of Iron Maiden’s “Eddie”, to appear on 

album sleeves. Named Ricky Rat, he was basically Mickey Mouse with an eye patch and a denim vest. 

Ben got the idea to someday get a custom, three-sphere shaped guitar to parody the famouse Mickey 

“head” image. (Had we ever gone anywhere with these gimmicks, I’m sure Disney’s lawyers would have 

been all over us!) We made up stage names, which I don’t remember but I’m sure were quite stupid, we 

talked about what our mansions and pools were going to look like, we practiced signing our autographs, 

and, oh yeah, eventually got around to learning our instruments. Before too long, we were writing songs 

of dubious quality and recording them into my little tape deck’s condenser microphone, down in the 

music room. It was in that magical space that future smash hits such as “The Stalker” and “Maximum 

Overdrive” came to life. While these songs never took their rightful place on the radio along side 

“Stairway to Heaven” and “Highway to Hell”, we were young and full of hope. 

Did you hear about the drummer that locked his keys in his car? Took him an hour to 

get the bass player out. 

As we lost interest in Hair Metal and became obsessed with Thrash and Punk, Ratatac evolved 

(really, there was nowhere to go but up) into The Knobs. I came up with the name, and I thought it was 

perfect. Like any good punk name, it eschewed grandiosity for self-deprecation, as in “You are dumber 

than a doorknob!”. It was musical, recalling the knobs on an amp or a stereo. Lastly, it was vulgar and 

gross, like the knob of a…you know. (Fun Fact: I didn’t know this at the time, but I later learned that 

when Led Zeppelin performed in Germany, they used the name “The Knobs” after protests from 

Countess Von Zeppelin!) Around this time we actually became a real band, not just a two-piece, when 

two neighborhood kids, Aaron and Marc, joined on bass and second guitar, respectively. Lacking a 

proper singer, I handled most of the screaming from behind my drum kit. After making beautiful noise in 

the music room, we would feast on ramen and make big plans for the future. 
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What’s the difference between a coffin and a keyboard? The corpse is on the 

inside of the coffin. 

 It was in The Knobs, however, that I first encountered two of the many obstacles standing in the 

way of Rock and Roll dreams, and indeed in the music business in general. 

 The first was the notorious “Yoko Ono Effect”. One or more guys in the band will have a wife or 

girlfriend who is always getting in the way, or getting in his ear. At its most basic, she’s always nagging 

him, tearing him away from practice and rehearsals, or guilt-tripping him for not spending time with her. 

At it’s worst, she’ll try to get involved in band decisions, or will tell the guy he’s too good for the rest and 

he should move on. If you’re a guy who’s been in bands, and you’ve never had a Yoko, it’s probably 

because you were the one seeing Yoko! Before long, resentment sets in, and your band is on borrowed 

time. Marc had a girlfriend (How dare he!) who was always wanting him around (How dare she!) and 

she became our Yoko. Sometimes he would make up excuses, but Ben would see his van outside of her 

house. (Which reminds me of another Wannabe Rock Star Rule; one guy should have a van. I had the 

basement and the microphones, Marc had the van.) The writing was on the wall, and it didn’t say “The 

Knobs.” 

 The second obstacle is getting your bandmates poached by other bands. Every band has a star, 

and ours was Ben. While I was an average at best drummer and singer, Ben had developed into an 

amazing guitarist. He had started hanging out with a co-worker of his, Scott, who was also a musician. 

Scott was older than us, and was a very talented guitarist and songwriter. He turned Ben on to some 

obscure bands from the Seattle area like Mudhoney and Green River, and the two were soon talking 

about putting together a band. At first, Ben was going to pull double duty in The Knobs and this other 

band (which would become Dorian Gray, great name for a band) with my blessing, but the writing was 

on the wall, here, too. They really had something going, and eventually made their way to Seattle, which 
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by that point was the musical center of the universe. Bands like Nirvana and Pearl Jam were selling 

millions of records as part of the Grunge movement. 

 If this sounds like losing your girlfriend to another guy, it kind of is like that. There’s feelings of 

rejection, disappointment, embarrassment, self-doubt, jealousy, anger, betrayal, all of it. You have to 

pick yourself up and start all over. Having said all that, I have no hard feelings towards Ben and Scott. 

Quite the opposite, in fact. They’re both short-haired Dads now, with beautiful families, and would 

probably tell you that they didn’t make it. As far as I’m concerned, though, they did make it. They made 

it to Seattle, they made it on stage, they made it onto tape, and they made great music. I love those 

guys, and couldn’t be prouder of them both. 

What’s the last thing a drummer says before getting fired? “Hey guys, wanna try some of the songs I 

wrote?”—told to me by Shaw Wilson, drummer of Grammy-nominated BR5-49 

Christian Heavy Metal sounds like a contradiction of terms, like jumbo shrimp. Yet, I did a tour of 

duty rocking hard but rocking righteous in the band Jacob’s Ladder. I’ve never been much for organized 

religion, but I believe in God, say my prayers, and had no problem with trying to spread a positive 

message. Besides, I really wanted to be in a band. We never did get a bass player, and our singer, Bryan, 

only set foot in the music room once or twice, leaving me to handle vocals in rehearsals, with my good 

friend Kory on guitar. Kory and I had been friends for a long time, and we had a lot of fun making music 

in that room. 

Kory had turned me on to a lot of good Christian artists such as Whitecross, Believer, and 

Tourniquet. I liked a lot of those bands, but I have to go off on a bit of a rant here. You know that store 

brand soda-pop that you can buy? You got your cola, your diet cola, root beer, orange, and so on and so 

forth. When you get to their versions of Mountain Dew and Dr. Pepper, they always have cheesy knock-
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off names like Mr. Thunder and Morning Mist. The Christian hard rock scene at the time was a lot like 

that. For example, Whitecross sounded uncannily like RATT, and Barren Cross were all but an Iron 

Maiden tribute band. The only thing missing was the corny TV commercial. “Like Metallica, but hate the 

angry lyrics? Than try Deliverance; The Christian Alternative! TM” The rest of the guys loved King’s X, but 

we didn’t really sound like them. If I were to describe our sound, I would call it Melodic Hard Rock. 

The group was my first time experiencing a simple truth that exists in many, if not most, bands; 

the drummer doesn’t really get a vote. Starting with the name, Jacob’s Ladder, which I never liked. It 

reminded me of the Huey Lewis song, or a children’s book (“This is Jacob. Jacob has a ladder.”), not edgy 

at all. I suggested “Chalice”, thinking of how God had sent the Knights of the Round Table on a quest, 

and wasn’t that what the band was doing, in a musical sense? Plus, it sounded cool. Alas, it was not to 

be. I drew a cross with roses and thorns wrapped around it, and even put Romans 5:8 or something on 

it, but no one was impressed. Kory had in image in mind for the album cover of light emerging from 

clouds. I thought that sounded really lame, like the inside covers of those songbooks in the pews at 

church. (To be fair, maybe that’s what he was going, for.) When it came to songwriting, forget about it. 

Full pages of lyrics were discarded at a glance, and I remember Kory referring to one of our songs as 

“that one I wrote.” despite it having a completely different structure and tempo than when he brought 

it to me. He had a good riff, but I really thought it was my fills that made the song special. I usually 

deferred to the guys, as the group was really their vision, down to the Christian message. I was just 

happy to be playing. 

The first—and only—time that Jacob’s Ladder ever performed anywhere other than the music 

room was at Kory and Bryan’s church. I wasn’t using my own drums, which is a lot like using someone 

else’s shower for the first time; it’s foreign, confusing, and a little intimidating. This kit didn’t even have 

a snare! We played “Enter Sandman” by Metallica and “Sweet Leaf” by Black Sabbath, and I was further 
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reminded of my unimportance when I heard Bryan singing the lyrics. They had been changed, which was 

news to me, to stuff like “Enter Light” and “I love you, Jesus”. I guess we couldn’t really sing about weed 

in a church. Pastor Lee stormed in and shut us down a few songs in, pointing and yelling. Whether those 

guys had not really gone through the proper channels or what, I don’t really know, but I wasn’t really 

bothered. I thought it was pretty rock and roll of us, and a part of me probably enjoyed pissing off a 

pastor. 

What’s the difference between a large pizza and a musician? A large pizza can 

feed a family of four. 

Throughout all these stops and starts, I would occasionally play a few songs with my Dad down in the 

music room. I soon realized I had more fun playing music with him than anyone else, and I made that my 

focus. We had that kind of chemistry that can’t be learned, and can’t be manufactured, you either have 

it or you don’t. If he was going to change tempo or go into a bridge or a chorus, he didn’t have to 

communicate it with me, I just knew. I knew. Our sound really took off when I started to sing, too. As I 

mentioned, I had sang before, but it was always there simply wasn’t anyone else. Now I was really 

dedicating myself to the craft and trying to improve. Dad would sing lead on most songs, me on some 

others, but we really shined when we harmonized. We would play oldies by Jerry Lee Lewis and The 

Everly Brothers, and country songs from Alan Jackson and Dwight Yoakum. Before long, we started to 

make a name for ourselves around town. We played bars, parties, hunting camps, even a street dance in 

Radersburg. We usually played for free  beer and food, which is another important lesson in the music 

business; Do Not Expect To Get Paid. I myself made a grand total of twenty dollars in my entire music 

career. 

                                            *Special Celebrity Guest Appearance* 
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 We may have been making a name for ourselves, but the truth is, my Dad was already a name, 

without me. Our last name being Bailey, and having picked up the nickname “Beetle” when he was in 

the Army, everyone in Helena knew Beetle Bailey. He was outgoing and personable, and was well known 

to pick up the guitar and entertain everyone at parties and bars. One bar my Dad used to like, especially 

during hunting season, was Edgar’s in Marysville. If you’ve never been to Marysville, it’s basically a 

sawmill and a bar. The post office is actually in the bar. The owner, Edgar, was a friendly, Mr. Magoo 

looking little old guy, who was almost blind and deaf. Edgar may have been unaware that rock and roll 

had ever happened, even Elvis. His jukebox was filled with old time country like Hank Snow and Bill 

Monroe.  

 One day, Neil Young came into Edgar’s. Yes, that Neil Young. When Young asked the Jurassic 

Edgar if he knew who he was—a guitar player and singer, Neil explained—Edgar replied that he didn’t, 

then asked him if he knew Beetle Bailey, who also sings and plays guitar. At least in Marysville, MT, my 

Dad and I were bigger than Neil Young! 

“Turn out the Lights, the Party’s 

over…” 

 My music career ended the same time my family did. When I was 20, my parents divorced, and 

it was an ugly one. My Dad was a good man, but he had his demons, and could do some really awful 

things. My poor mother had put up with a lot over the years, and when she left, my Dad went into a 

really dark place. I tried to support him as best I could, even moving back in with him, but he soon 

became out of control and impossible. I moved in with some friends of mine that were attending the 

University of Montana in Missoula, and left my drums behind for good. For a year, I had no 

communication with my Dad or his side of the family. The next time I saw him, he was in a hospital bed, 

in a coma. He had wrecked his motorcycle. 
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How many singers does it take to screw in a light bulb? Just one. He holds it in place and lets the world revolve around him. 

 My Dad and I played together one more time after the accident. Our friend Jimmy was throwing 

a party at his place, way out in the boonies outside the ironically named Opportunity. I hadn’t played in 

years, and was kind of “volunteered” for this performance, and was not at all comfortable with it. I 

warmed up, if you can call it that, by drinking Hamm’s beer and listening to my Uncle Jim’s old 8-track (!) 

of KISS’s “Destroyer” at my Grandmother’s house nearby. When I got to the gig, everything was already 

set up, including my drums. Now, any drummer will tell you that when it comes to your drum set up, an 

inch might as well be a mile. Your whole routine, style, and cadence are completely thrown off. My 

Dad’s wheel chair was parked behind me, and I had to turn my head awkwardly to see what he was 

doing. He had suffered severe respiratory damage in the wreck, complete with a hole in his throat from 

surgery, and because of nerve damage, he attached his guitar pick to his fingers with electrical tape. I 

could barely see him or hear him, my drums were set up wrong, and I was rusty from lack of practice. I 

thought we sounded horrible, and I was pissed. Pissed at myself for sounding bad, and pissed about 

performing on short notice. 

 Months later, my family gave me a gift. It was a couple of photos of us performing, from that 

night, in a frame. I learned a very important lesson; humility. I realized I had let my ego ruin what should 

have been a shining moment. 

Not Fade Away 

 Dad and I finally had our great musical moment in an unlikely form, when I took him to see a 

Buddy Holly tribute show at the Dennison Theater on campus. In our playing days, Buddy was by far our 

favorite, and there were more songs of his than any other artist in our sets. It was on songs like “Maybe 

Baby” and “Oh Boy” that we really got to show off those vocal harmonies we had worked so hard on, 

and here they were being brought to life on stage right in front of us, by a performer who looked and 
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sounded like the genuine article. I’ll never forget the look on my Dad’s face that night; he was wide-

eyed, and lost in the moment, really feeling the music. He said later that it was the best concert he had 

ever seen. Coming from someone who saw the real Simon and Garfunkel as a teenager in the sixties, 

that’s high praise indeed. 

 I’ll always treasure our love of music. When Dad was in his second coma (how many people do 

you know that survived even one, let alone two, comas? My Dad was tougher than a two dollar steak!), I 

brought my MP3 player to the hospital and one earbud apiece we listened to Dion, The Beach Boys, and 

of course Buddy Holly. He would move his mouth, move his head from side to side, and move his eyes 

beneath his eyelids when a familiar song would kick in. At his memorial, I played those old songs, and 

still think of him when I hear them.  

 I’m proud of the music we made together, and I’ m proud of the music I made with all my 

friends all those years ago. I’m okay with not being a rock star. I had a lot of fun, and learned a lot about 

music, art, love life, and family. I’m still an artist, and I’m still pursuing my creative dreams, this time 

with pen and paper instead of drumsticks and a mic. 


