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by Karen Schlosberg 

MAY 988 

T
'ERRY Williams is the drummer in Dire Straits. This may 
sound like a simplistic statement, but it's surprising how 
many people need prodding to identify the person behind 

the distinctive, powerful rhythms driving one of the most success-
ful bands in the world right now. Probably only an un-rock-star­
like character trait-he's unpretentious and prefers to use his tal­
ent to enhance the music rather than himself-and a geographical 
accident ofbirth-he'sfrom rural Wales rather than an urban cen­
ter-have kept Terry from being mentioned with the usual list of 
rock 'n' roll drum greats; his skill goes without question. 

Williams, 38, has been playing professionally for more than 20 
years. He is a self-described instinctive drummer who plays for the 
joy of the beat, and his crisp, incisive, and dynamic style has devel­
oped through years of playing everything from basic rock 'n' roll 
to jazz-fusion to lounge music. 

A member of Dire Straits for just over three and a half years, 
Williams joined up with Mark Knopfler and crew almost immedi­
ately after a year-long stint touring with Meat Loaf for the 1981 LP 
Dead Ringer. Most cognoscenti of post-punk New Wave rock 'n' 
roll, however, probably first heard Williams' name and his drums 
with Rockpile, the quasi-legendary aggregation that started as sep­
arate-but-identical bands backing equally quasi-legendary musi­
cians Dave Edmunds and Nick Lowe. The band evolved into a 
short-lived and usually brilliant unit that lasted for roughly six 
months before breaking up. Lowe has called the outfit "the band 
most likely to, who never did. "Indeed, the importance of Rock­
pile-in all its incarnations-can't be measured in dollars, but in 
spirit: The band's strong influence was, and still is, purely musical 
rather than commercial. 

Williams was recruited for the fledgling Rockpile by fellow 
Welshman Edmunds, with whom he had worked and touredprevi­

ously. Williams had been drumming with Man, afree-form Welsh 
musical institution, for roughly five years and ten albums. Man 

finally broke up, and Williams left the Welsh rock scene he had 
been a part of for ten years. (He still lives in Wales, however, with 
his wife and two children.) 

In addition to regular band work, Williams has done a wide 
variety of sessions for musicians rangingfrom the Everly Brothers 
to Tracey Ullman, including post-Rockpile efforts from both 
Edmunds and Lowe and, of course, the Private Dancer sessions 
Dire Straits did with Tina Turner. Through it all, Williams has 
kept true to his instincts, keeping his style as simple as possible, the 
better to provide a solid foundation for the band. "1 don't sing, 
and I don't do drum solos, " he has said. That's his philosophy in a 
nutshell. 
KS: When did you start playing? 
TW: When I was 14, I got an Ajax drumkit for Christmas. I had 
never played the drums before. My father tried: I had piano les­
sons-useless-and guitar lessons-useless. 
KS: He really wanted you to play something? 
TW: He didn't really want me to. I was just interested in music. 
Rock 'n' roll was the thing. I wanted to be involved in it, but I 
didn't know whether I could play an instrument. I tried, and noth­
ing happened. Piano-forget it. Bass-forget it. Trumpet-that 
was pathetic; I couldn't even blow a note on it. 

On Christmas Day, my dad said, "If you're not in a group in six 
months, the drums go back." It was as easy as that. So I had to dig 
out Dad's records and play along. The first one I ever pulled out 
was Fats Domino's "My Girl Josephine." It was all just snare 
drum, which was good and dead easy. I got into rock 'n' roll 
through my father's records of Fats Domino, Jerry Lee Lewis, 
Presley, and stuff like that. And I had to get a group; I saw these 
guys playing guitar in school, and I said, "Let's try a band." It was 
a great incentive. 
KS: Did you have any drum lessons at all? 
TW: No. My dad sort of said, "This is a cymbal, this is a snare 
drum, that's the bass drum, and they all go together." I had a 
rough idea, because I was brought up in a musical family. My 
father's a professional musician, so I'd seen how drummers play. I 
used to go to watch his band all the time. And at that time-when I 
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