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   The idea of a band needing to prove itself after more than  four decades of existence seems ridiculous, 
doesn’t it? However − whether it was acknowledged out loud or not – it was the position Little Feat found itself 
in when it returned to the studio to lay down an album of all-new material for the fi rst time in nine years. The 
loss of founding member Richie Hayward to liver cancer in 2010 was a blow to the band, and even though 
Gabe Ford had assumed the drum seat with a blend of courage, grace, and talent for live shows, he had yet to 
do the deed in the studio. Meanwhile, there was the simple math involved: how long can a band pull off being 
true to its soul while still evolving its sound – and avoid becoming a greatest hits-playing cliché of itself?
   In the case of Little Feat, 43 years ain’t no big thang. The dozen cuts on their new Rooster Rag are full of 
piss and vinegar and all the other elements that have always been stirred into Feat’s sonic gumbo. From the 
opening raunch of Mississippi John Hurt’s “Candy Man Blues” (quite possibly the fi lthiest song Little Feat 
has ever recorded – in the nicest of ways) to percussionist/vocalist Sam Clayton leading the band through the 
way-cool blues blow of “Mellow Down Easy,” the energy never lags. Guitarist/vocalist Paul Barrere brought a 
tune to the session that he’d co-written with the late Steve Bruton; multi-instrumentalist/vocalist Fred Tackett 
contributed four songs; and not only did Gabe Ford prove the limitlessness of his rhythm palette, he co-wrote 
“The Blues Keep Coming” with Feat co-founder Bill Payne. And perhaps the biggest news of all was vocalist/
keyboardist Payne teaming up with legendary Grateful Dead lyricist Robert Hunter on four new tunes, includ-
ing the title cut. 
   Ken Gradney’s nasty bass nestles deep into the pockets of Ford and Clayton’s grooves; Tackett milks the juice 
out of all sorts of things with strings (and his trumpet); Barrere’s slide guitar work is as greasy as ever; Payne 
continues to have a keyboard answer for every musical question. Add in musical guests such as Larry Camp-
bell on fi ddle and Kim Wilson on harp and great things can’t help but happen. Simply put: Rooster Rag is one 
of Little Feat’s best. Bill Payne and Fred Tackett were kind enough to share some time with us recently to talk 
about their latest success. 

by Brian Robbins

BILL PAYNE:

Bill Payne was on hand for the birth of Little Feat 43 years ago 
and is still there – the remaining member of the original quartet 
that included singer/guitarist Lowell George, drummer Richie 
Hayward, and bassist Roy Estrada. Payne’s keyboard work 
has always ranged from classic sleeve-gartered barroom piano 
to free-ranging organ jams – as indefi nable yet immediately 
recognizable as the classic Little Feat sound itself. While Payne 
has always been a songwriter, Rooster Rag fi nds him pairing 
up with Robert Hunter for the fi rst time. The results are impres-
sive – and true to the Little Feat vibe. 
My conversation with Bill focused on the Feat family and the 
writing process – with some moments of rooster-fearing gospel 
mixed in.   

Hittin’ the Note:  Bill, it really feels like Rooster Rag is the 
documented proof of Gabe Ford’s drumming talents. Even 
though he’s been behind the kit and touring with you for 
going on three years now, I think a lot of people needed a 
studio album to seal the deal for them.  

Bill Payne:  Absolutely – Gabe did himself proud. To put it 
mildly, I think Gabe Ford really put his stamp on this record.

Was Gabe the logical choice to step in right from the begin-
ning? There were probably a number of drummers who 
would’ve been interested in the berth …

You know, playing in a band, it’s not a case of hiring every 
hotshot you can fi nd; it’s personal: “Is this person going to be 
part of the family?” 
   The truth is, Brian, Gabe was Richie’s drum tech for two and 
a half years … and for the fi rst two years, I didn’t even know he 
played drums! (laughs) We were in Florida, and I was outside 
the venue before our gig when I heard somebody playing the 
drums. I said, “Who the hell’s that?” It was Gabe.
   We knew we got along great with Gabe as an individual – we 
had to prove it to ourselves if he was the right drummer for the 
band. Gabe told me, “Look, I can’t play like Richie.” And I told 
him, “I don’t think you should try to.”
   Richie Hayward co-signed this choice 100%. We had it set up 
with Richie that the door was wide open for him if things got 
better so that he felt like coming back. And Gabe was ready to 
go back to being Richie’s drum tech, as well. Everybody felt 
the same way.

I like the idea of keeping it in the family – it’s a great vibe. I 
guess one could say that the newest member of the family – 
or extended family, anyway – is lyricist Robert Hunter. Was 
writing songs with him a longtime dream or goal of yours? 

Well … no! (laughs) I mean, I never even thought about it. I’ve 
always loved his songs, but I never thought, “Gee, I hope I can 
write with him sometime.” 
   While we were working together, I had to pinch myself a 
couple of times, thinking, “It’s one thing to have written all 
those great songs with Jerry Garcia … but to have written an 
album with Bob Dylan?” (laughs)

How did the process go – Robert’s lyrics fi rst or the music?

Three out of the four songs on this record were based on him 
sending me lyrics. At one point Robert said, “Why don’t you 

kick start it this time and send me some music?” That was for 
“Way Down Under” – a really bouncy song, fun to sing with 
really quick lyrics.

And are there more songs in the can?

Yeah … ten that we’ve done so far and out of those, it’s prob-
ably half-and-half as far as music to him or lyrics to me fi rst – 
we divided it pretty well.
   Writing with someone is an interesting relationship. In this 
case, I feel like I know Robert in a lot of ways, and in a lot of 
ways I really don’t. 

I’ve always thought of him as a painter of big, big pictures.

What I was literally doing with Robert’s lyrics was scoring 
them. I’ve scored things before. I don’t look at his lyrics as 
what he’s trying to say or what they mean – it’s the phrases that 
pop out that are important to me. I found that what he wrote 
inspired me to do certain things. 
For instance, in the song “Rooster Rag”: “Tubal-Cain was the 
god of fi re/he got doused – fi rst good rain.”  I read that and I’m 
hearing some gospel chords, you know? 

(At that point, I realize that Bill is handy to a piano, as he sud-
denly breaks into song and treats me to some “Rooster Rag” 
gospel as preached by the Right Reverend Payne. He pauses 
after a bit.)

   I was infl uenced on this record by Levon Helm – that kind of 
bold, American sound. In fact, I was playing Richard Manuel’s 
piano when we were recording. (Bill plays more piano and 
sings another line or two, then stops.) It’s not about perfection – 
it’s about believability. (More piano; another pause.) It really is 
like church music: “We’ve got a meeting going on; we’re doing 
something here – people gather ‘round!” (A few more bars of 
piano.) 
   That was the vibe that Hunter set up. At the end, when he’s 
talking about “No excuses; no regrets” – and to “Leave this old 
world a better place,” I wanted that to be one of those intimate 
moments that grabs you by the collar and pulls you in, you 
know? Larry Campbell’s fi ddle adds to that vibe, as well.

Oh, man … Larry’s like the caulk between the planks, the 
way he fi ts in with all of you.

Well said, Brian – I agree.

Well, it’s a tribute to you as a co-writer – and to Little Feat 
as a band - that Hunter can write with you and the result 
sounds like … well … Little Feat. (laughter)

Absolutely − there’s something warm and inviting about it … 
I think that’s the terminology I’d use in regards to this record. 
There’s some depth to it; you can listen to it many times and 
still discover new things.

Best of all, it sounds like you’re still having fun, Bill.

As long as we’ve been doing it – Lowell George and I formed 
this band in 1969 – it is still fun; it still transports me some-
place. To walk on stage and share something that’s been a life-
time of development and is still developing. I still have a great 
passion for this - and the other people in this band do too.
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FRED TACKETT:

It took a couple of days for Fred Tackett and me to connect – 
which, in its way, only added to my appreciation of the guy. Fred 
has always come across on stage as laid-back and light-hearted, 
but fi erce as a badger when it comes to the groove at hand. It 
turns out Fred’s landline at his CA home had been out for a few 
days, unbeknownst to him: “I fi nally realized I wasn’t getting a 
lot of phone calls. It was blissful ignorance for a while.” And 
then he laughed – just the way I expected he might.
   Fred and I discussed some of his tunes on Rooster Rag, the 
pain of the key of E and the great Levon Helm.

Hittin’ the Note: Congratulations on this album, Fred. It was 
worth the wait.  

Fred Tackett: Thanks, man. It’s been too long since we were 
able to get in the studio, you know? You get into working and 
traveling all the time and the idea of writing songs and doing 
the shows … I couldn’t even do that when I was a young guy! 
(laughter)
   We’ve been releasing live albums, which is easy to do, as 
you’re generating one every night … but after a while, fans were 
saying, “Enough of the live albums; how about some new stuff, 
man?” 
   But it all worked out well: Billy got involved with writing with 
Robert Hunter; I had some songs I was working on; Paul had a 
song with Steve Bruton. Steve’s no longer with us, so it was re-
ally poignant to be able to do that one – “Just a Fever.”

The whole album has a great live feel.

Yeah, we recorded in Johnny Lee Schell’s studio, which Kenny 
had been telling us about for years – it’s a beautiful little spot. 
You’re all sitting right next to each other, no headphones; once 
you get used to it, you’re just sitting there jamming with Johnny 
right next to you with the board.

I love that vision – everybody right there.

Absolutely. Kenny’s been telling us for years about sessions he’d 
been involved in at Johnny’s place. We fi nally went over and 
checked it out.

And fell in love.

Yeah, man – you got it. (laughs) We did the album in three or 
four sessions in between tours. We were comfortable with the 
space and Johnny’s such a great engineer … and musician, of 
course. He did this cool stuff on that song of mine − “There’s a 
Church Falling Down” − that sounded like 1930s and ’40s Paul 
Robeson: (sings in deep voice) “Oooohhhh …Johnny – you’re 
going deep, man!” (laughter)

I remembered the original “There’s a Church Falling 
Down” from the album you did a few years back with your 
son Miles and Dominic Genova. I liked it a lot, but this ver-
sion is something else. That bottomless drumbeat of Gabe’s 
that brings it in will make the hair stand right up on your 
arms.

Oh, yeah – Gabe is a fantastic drummer and just a fantastic per-
son. You know, for those years that he was Richie’s drum tech, 
he sat just three feet away from him every night and watched 
him play. I think the way the band plays and the style of our 
music just kind of permeated into him. 
   Gabe’s a young rocker, but he’s a Miles Davis freak as well. 
There’s a group of us out there that consider Miles Davis to be 
the man, you know? Gabe’s uncle Robben Ford played with 
Miles … Gabe’s got all that stuff inside of him and it’s cool.
Hey − do you know Ron Holloway, the sax player?

Oh, for sure.

Yeah − Ron’s sat in with us a lot. I’d love to do an album of jazz/
funk/soul tunes with Ron and my sons. I love playing with him.

Another great Gabe moment is on your song “Jamaica Will 
Break Your Heart” where he leads the charge into the tem-
pest at the break.

That’s right. I told him, “Just do your thing and we’ll play a 
groove on top of it.”

“Jamaica” feels like it’s telling a story on a couple of differ-
ent levels: there’s this “boy meets exotic girl” thing going on 
− and then there’s the bigger picture of what’s happening to 
the island and its culture as the tourism money fl ows in. 

Yeah, but it’s not a simple deal – the money keeps a lot of people 
working, too. For a long time, Jamaica meant James Bond to 
people (laughs); now it’s all Bob Marley and reggae, you know? 
The resorts are hiring a lot of people and doing good things – but 
at the same time, the Rasta culture that’s lived there has to make 
room for the new developments. It’s a messed-up scene.

You can feel that confl ict and the tension in the jam – there’s 
a lot of drama there. I noticed that you built in a lot of “off 
ramps” for jam opportunities throughout the album.

Oh yeah – there’s a lot of live potential in these songs.

I’ve always enjoyed your vocals, but you sound so comfort-
able on this album.

Well thanks, man. Paul and I do our little duet show whenever 
we get a chance, which gives me a chance to sing more. Practice 
always helps. (laughs)

“Salome” is a Bill and Robert Hunter tune, but I wanted to 
ask you about your mandolin part on that.

Oh, I like that song – it’s got kind of a Cajun thing going on.

And your mandolin is chugging along in that groove − 
everybody’s in that same dit-dit-dit groove: the cadence of 
the vocal, even the guitar solo.

Yeah, it’s an infectious groove. And let me tell you something: 
it’s in the key of E – do you play?

Yeah, I do. My old fi ngers have to work hard in E on the 
mando.

Then you know what I mean, man. That’s a really long song 
and it hurts! I’ve gotten used to it, but the fi rst few times, I said, 
“This is painful!” D or G is a lot easier. (laughs) I’m not too 
proud to put a capo on.

And on Paul’s “Just a Fever,” he’s got this big ol’ greasy, 
electric trance blues thing going on while you’re playing 
mandolin.

Yeah – you’ve got this little mandolin against this totally outra-

geous electric guitar. We discovered that over the years: I’d be 
standing there testing the mandolin during soundcheck and Paul 
would start playing a Jimi Hendrix riff or something. (laughter) 
Everybody would follow him, so I’d join in on the mandolin. It 
gives crunch to the riffs, you know? Adds to the attack.

The vocal trade-offs on “One Breath At a Time” are cool. 
How did that develop?

We’d been playing that song on the road before we recorded 
it – experimenting with it – and I wanted to get Sam involved. 
One day it occurred to me that you could trade those lyrics off. 
One of the things I always loved about the Band was the way 
that different people would sing different verses, you know? 
Levon might sing one, and then Richard Manuel or Rick Danko 
… I thought maybe we could have this little conversation going 
between me and Sam − which developed into a three-way thing 
with Paul. What I imagined was three guys standing on a corner, 
just shooting the shit.

It’s interesting that you mentioned Levon Helm and the 
Band – Bill did as well. I know Larry Campbell from Le-
von’s band plays on the album …

Larry’s such a great guy and a great musician.

Maybe we should end things here with a Levon memory.

Oh, sure. You know, Paul and I were so lucky that we got to play 
with Levon and Larry and those folks at the Old Town School 
of Folk Music Benefi t we did back in October. We opened the 
show and then got to be with everybody on stage at the end for 
“The Weight” … I couldn’t believe it, man. It was incredible.
   That was the last time I got to talk to Levon, as it turned 
out. I’ll never forget it: just as we were walking off the stage, 
he turned to me and gave me that big ol’ grin. Levon said, “It 
doesn’t get any better than this, Freddy.”

(www.littlefeat.net)


