
 

Fred Emory Smith 
 

Fred Emory Smith started playing the piano at the age of four. By 
the age of eight he started composing for the piano and competed in the 
national Yamaha piano competition “I can compose, too!” winning first 
place with the song “Freddie’s Blues” in 1993. Between 1994-1997, Fred 
was a member of the Phoenix Boys Choir under the direction of Harvey K. 
Smith.  
  

During high school, Fred performed with the Corona del Sol 
marching band, steel band and percussion ensemble. He was also the 
assistant principal percussionist for the Phoenix Youth Symphony 
Orchestra. During this time Fred entered the “Young Musicians 
Competition 2002”, receiving first place for a marimba concerto, earning 
the “Clotilde Otranto” award. He performed this marimba concerto with 
the Phoenix Symphony Orchestra. His drum corps experience included 
playing snare with the Arizona Academy in 2001, Santa Clara Vanguard 
Cadets in 2002, and the Santa Clara Vanguard in 2003-2005. 
 

He now attends the Berklee College of Music, studying film scoring 
and music business. He composes for orchestra, string quartets, choral, 
jazz, rock, and percussion ensembles. He is also a studio drummer for 
many Berklee ensembles. Recently, Fred wrote an indoor drumline show 
that has been published by Key Poulan Music. Past instructors and 
teachers include: Jim Casella, Murray Gusseck, Dustin Schletzer, Jim 
Ragsdale, Jonathan Steele, Glen Crosby, Robert Chavira, Ralph Hardimon, 
Larry Finn, Jackie Santos, Dom Mojo, J.B. Smith, Josh Gottry, Scott 
Werner, Chris Evans, Mark Sunkett, Dwight Brewer, Armand Quillintine, 
Bob Kaufman, Bob Tamagni, and Don McDonnell. 

 

 
What caused such an early interest in the piano? 
    My mother started me on the piano when I was four and have been at it ever sense. 

Although in recent years I have been more focused on percussion and composition than 

anything else. 

 

 

Practicing/Rehearsing: Is it/was it something that was fun for you 
so you just kept doing it or was is something you felt driven to do? 
    I remember when I was a kid, my mother would make me practice the piano everyday 

or I wouldn't be able to play outside. I hated it then, but now I thank her for it. But later 

on, when I started to really pick up music that's all I wanted to do, I had no other 

ambition that was as strong as this. I really felt a bit of both to your question. Sometimes 

I feel very inspired to practice other times I have to remind myself that I love doing this. 

Either way I always take one day out of the week to relax, go see a movie and not think 

about practicing. I find that it keeps my sanity if I do it this way. 

 



 

Was it a goal to always excel in music or was it something that just 

"happened?" 
    Earlier on I think is was more of a hobby, but during jr. high and high school I really 

started to expanded my abilities and wanted to learn more and more. During that time I 

figured out that this was something that I really wanted to do and I'm still fighting the 

good fight! 

 

 

VD Contest: Was the outcome a little slanted because of your 

experience with Gusseck through Vanguard?  
    Oh yes!! Murray and I are splitting the winnings. Actually I think there were nine 

judges that had no idea of who was who. So I think everything was legit. 

 

There was a lot of controversy when SCV decided to play match grip in 

2005. Having been part of it what's your opinion? 
    It was about time!!!! I loved it. It was kind of funny being on tour and the only two 

questions that I got from people was "how do you like the match grip thing?" or my 

personal favorite "Why did you switch, I think it looks stupid!" 

    I feel that drumming is drumming no matter how you slice it. If it was up to how good 

it looks than you are missing the point of music entirely! People often ask why I drum the 

way I do (after they ask me the whole match grip question), and I tell them that I drum 

how I would drum if I sat in front of the kit. I wouldn't change my approach just because 

the head of a snare drum is cranked ungodly high. To me that makes no sense. 

 

 

So you have the same technique throughout the various sticked 

instruments? Snare, set, etc.? Grip and stroke/stick movement are 
always constant? 
    Pretty much, its all natural. Surfaces may change but finesse stays the same. I have 

found that technique can be defined with two characteristics: timing and dynamics. 

Dynamics can encompass a range of motions anywhere from touch (finesse) to volume. I 

tend to keep things simple and rely on my own ears and feelings to judge how I play (or 

compose). 

 

 

You're a well-versed percussionist and musician, what is your favorite 
type of music to compose? To perform? 
    I love writing for large orchestra. Orchestration is key. I love performing a lot of 

different styles of music. I love playing jazz music; recently I've been recording for a lot 

of rock/ folk-rock groups. I also love performing orchestral music, mostly 

romantic/impressionistic and contemporary composers. 

 

 

Are there many, if any, similarities between arranging for an indoor 
percussion ensemble and a large orchestra? 



    I believe that orchestration is a battle in which both fight pretty strait forward. Once 

ideas form into sketches, the next logical steps is to figure out how to make is sound great 

with the instruments you got. I'm not saying this is the only way to compose; it's just an 

example. Now putting notes on a stave is very easy to do, but to setting it to instruments 

with the right octave, tone, color, articulation is where the similarities shine. It is all to 

common to blow through this process and pretty much anyone can hear when it's not 

working, so I think that is by far the biggest similarity between the two. 

    I feel a great sense of awareness to instrumentation and fluidity of music when 

composing. I believe that everyone is responsible for each and every note that an 

individual performs and I have great respect for performers who demonstrate this 

ambition. Composing specifically for that particular instrument is a stepping-stone for 

performers to execute a great sense of musicianship. 

    I think one difference between indoor and orchestra is that, in my experience, I tend to 

think more visually with indoor than with an orchestra. Synesthesia is an exception, 

however, I believe that programming is an essential part to both compositional idioms. 

Many prolific composers never thought much of programmatic music, Brahms for one, 

but I love it.  

 

 

Regardless of what a person's musical goals are, is there an advantage 
to being multi-facted? Or should a person focus on a particular 

instrument or field and become great in that area? 
    I'm learning that one of the only ways to stay on top of the music industry is to be 

extremely multi-faceted. I feel it is very important to understand as much as you can, but 

at the same time, when you are learning different things to not neglect the intricacies of 

your field of study. Meaning, take the time to learn something well, and not blow off a 

couple other things just for the sake of being multi-faceted. 

 

 

Through the various types of performances, instruments, 

compositions, etc., Is there anything, concerning technique or 
principal, that lends it to all music studies or at least what you have 

been involved in up to this point? 
    Passion is by far the most influential emotion, in human nature, that you can bring to 

the music only if your heart and mind set are ready. Not far behind is the ability of 

relaxation. It can act as a stress test and a reliever. Relaxation helps me become focused, 

but more importantly, focused in the moment. To many times I'm worried of what I need 

to do next that I miss the now. Let the later come later and worry about it later. 

 

 

Would another situation where this would apply be, for example, 3rd 

bass shouldn't have an anxiety attack if he/she misses a note? A 
musician shouldn't have an overwhelming sense of defeat if they can't 

accomplish something immediately? 
    Absolutely not. When performing you are in a position of entertainment, and as such, 

will hold a high standard of execution. I was suggesting that once your mind set focuses 



on what's to come your importance to the now has greatly diminished. One of my favorite 

phrases that Murray Gusseck frequently uses to describe this exact issue is "passive 

awareness". I'll let you try and figure that one out. 

 

 

Your "I Compose Too" composition: How has your creation process 
changed or your approach matured from "Freddie's Blues" to 

"Relativity" and "Billy Goat's Milk?" 
    I'll tell you something that has stayed the same, I always sing the parts. I feel that I am 

more of a melodic writer, in a sense that I tend to use my voice as a compositional tool to 

help guide me through the process. 

    Something that is changing with me is my understanding of all the nuisances for 

writing in a particular style, instrument, or voice. I feel that this is a necessity for 

understanding composition. 

 

 

Depending on a person's particular experience and knowledge in 

music, most drums aren't considered melodic, singing also helps with 

marching percussion (a cadence, on-field, show music, what have 
you)? 
    You bet your bottom dollar. Sometimes we need to use are imaginations when dealing 

with a single pitched instrument but the process is flawless, in my humble opinion. I also 

use my hands to check myself, just to make sure it feels good to play. 

 

 

Berklee College of Music – Film Scoring and Music Business 
Why Berklee? 
    My piano teacher back home in Arizona had went there and recommending that I look 

into it. I've heard of Berklee before and liked the fact that it is a contemporary school 

with lots of diverse fields to get into. 

 

What, specifically, is included in film scoring/music business studies? 
    It's a dual major so I'm taking the long way out. Film scoring focuses on the dramatic 

application of composition to picture. We learn about the whole process of movies and 

understand their importance, we learn the equipment to synch music to film and learn 

various techniques of orchestration, and we also learn about music editing. 

    There are three tacks in the music business major at Berklee and I'm on the 

entrepreneurial track focusing on business start-ups. I feel that it is important to 

understand how to promote yourself as a musician. 

 

 

After college what do you hope to do? 
    I'm planning on going to graduate school for film scoring or possibly composition. Not 

exactly sure where yet. I do have a pretty ambitious goal and that is to write for drum 

corps, I would like to write for both the horns and percussion. 

 



 

What would you like to achieve that you haven't so far? 
    I would love to score a feature film. That would be a great achievement. 

 

 

Through your music career so far is there anyone or anything that has 

helped you greatly? 
    I'm going to say my family. They have greatly supported me throughout my life. My 

dad taught me, at a very young age, to follow your dreams and work hard to get them. 

    I love talking with students who are passionate about music because it really 

stimulates great dialogue and you learn so much from one another. Being supportive is a 

great way to help achieve friendship in this field (I firmly believe in networking with 

other musicians, this can completely help your success). Also another thing that helps me 

is to completely get immersed into the scene, whether it's going to concerts, listening to 

cds, attending a clinic, or playing with a group of guys. This really gets you inspired. 

 

 

Would something as simple as OSU's drum pad club also serve this 

purpose of networking and possibly inspiring (as in does it necessarily 

matter who or what it is, so long as you enjoy it? - but also, does it 
have to be enjoyed [going back to: you sometimes have to remind 

yourself that you really enjoy doing this])? 
    When the going gets tough…well, you know the rest. Practicing can sometimes be a hit 

or miss depending on who you are. I know I've had days where I thought I couldn't get 

there it or I just wasn't getting better. That's when this phrase comes to your attention 

and helps you get re-motivated. 

    Networking is a chance to meet people and hopefully to develop livelong friendships 

with them. The drum club would be a great start to communicate with people that have 

similar interests with you. 

    Networking can be a fickle thing; I would like to think that your attitude should be the 

first and foremost characteristic of your intentions. Don't worry what things our of your 

control will happen to you, if anything worry about yourself and what you can control. 

 

 

Past/Present Instructors: Is there one who stands out? Who 

influenced you the most? 
    My high school choir teacher really helped my find my passion for music. He really 

inspired me to really listen to what the music is saying and how I can channel that into 

my own understanding. Josh Gottry, private percussion instructor. He forced me to think 

of percussion with a more musical approach. I learned a lot about expression and quite 

honestly a good work ethic. 

 

 

Have there been any instructors you didn't particularly care for? 
    I do try and get the most out of what anyone is teaching me. I may have differences 



with others but I do listen and try to understand what they are saying. 

 

 

Do you feel it's important to "get along" with an instructor? 
    I feel that it is much more important to get inspired from that person. Love of music 

can create bonds with others that you thought you could never have. With that being said 

you don't need to try to "get along", the common bond will see through more clearly than 

you could ever ask for. 

 

 

For those who might have some friction between themselves and the 

instructor, how should the situation be handled? 
    Really ask yourself if this is a good environment to be in. What is the sole purpose for 

both you and your instructor? If the answer is not for the passion of music, than you have 

so explaining to do. Does he/she inspire you? 

    I understand that in high school, you can't just walk away from your teacher, so try 

and have a positive outlook. Always leave your ego at the door and try to remember that 

you don't know it all. I've had instructors that yell, kick, and scream to get you to 

understand things and the best advice I can give in that situation is to get to the core of 

what they are trying to say and block everything else out. I would imagine that you would 

feel much better and come out more knowledgeable than before. 

 

Influence/Ideas for "Billy Goat's Milk" 

 
How long did it take to compose? 
    I've worked on it here and there for about a total of three weeks. 

 

 

Was it written for the sole purpose of the contest? 
    Actually no, I started to write is as the warm-up for the Vanguard drumline's '05 

season, but it ended up not working. Then for this contest I started to revise it and polish 

it up. 

 

 

Do you ever write for the sole purpose of (hopefully) being published? 

Or are things written for a specific performance and then become 

published? 
    I wrote "Relativity" for Key Poulan publishing company and I'm going to be doing 

some arrangements of his marching band pieces for indoor marching percussion. But I 

also do things out of my own pleasure, but that is getting harder and harder to do sense I 

would like to be a composer for my career. 

 

 

Is it difficult or are you concerned with the level of difficulty of a 

composition (when not being written with a specific ensemble in mind) 
when you're creating it? Concerned that others may or may not be 



able to play it? 
    That was something that I have been trying to figure out for a long time. How do you 

know something is going to be playable or is this going to be too easy? I do try and 

accommodate both aspects of this question and help give a variety to the performer for 

technical practice as well as just some fun, cool stuff to play. 

 

 

Is it wise or have you considered writing the same piece at various 

talent levels, keeping the overall integrity the same, so that those who 

might not be as advanced can also enjoy? 
    You know I haven't thought of revising for different talent levels. I guess I'd have to 

give it some thought. I'm very busy and I don't think it would be wise considering I'm 

trying to balance composing and school. 

 

 

For "Billy Goat's Milk" there is an optional cymbal part. How do you 

feel about a cymbal line being on the field? Is it necessary? If so, why 
is the cymbal part optional? Shouldn't things be written so that every 

section is important? 
    I made it optional just in case a school did or did not have a cymbal line. I love the 

idea of a cymbal line. It adds so much to the overall piece, everything from the big 

impacts to the very light and delicate moments. 

 

 

Sheet music and CD's always seem to fall into the same dispute of 

consumers claiming the product is over priced and the artists stating 
they're being justly compensated for their music. "Billy Goat's Milk" is 

$5, is having a reasonable price so all can enjoy something you worry 
about? 
    I'm definitely not at all worried about five bucks. As for Tapspace, I consider it much 

more of an honor more than anything else. They have been great to work with and are 

putting out great stuff from their catalogue. 

 

 

A breakdown of "Relativity" 
 

Clip 1 – Relativity begins as an arrangement very much about the 
front ensemble. The battery comes in with little clips to spice it up. 

How do you ensure that when the drumline comes in the pit isn't over 
powered or that the drums don't take away from what's being created 

by the pit (from an arrangement standpoint)? Is this especially difficult 
when applying this physically (in rehearsal, outside of virtual 

drumline)? 
Listen: http://lotpatrol.com/lp/interview/fsmith/Relativity_clip1.mp3 



 

    In this section, I came up with the front ensemble parts long before the battery entered 

my mind. With the marimbas playing an ostinato and the vibes with the melody, it was 

very interesting to see how the battery shaped this whole section into a more flowing 

rhythmic idea than an accompaniment to the pit. During this point in the show when the 

melody is introduced, it really does take a while for it to sink in and that's where I think 

the battery comes to help give much more color, shape, and really sense of weight to the 

music. A constant acceleration of motion is the ultimate goal to this piece. 

    I haven't seen the drill that the high school is doing yet so I'm not sure how they will tie 

it with the music. 

 

 

Clip 2/Krackus – Having marched SCV and having played Krackus on 
more than just a few occasions, the similarity between Relativity and 

Krackus (in the clips), is that just coincidence or is there more to it 
than that? 

Listen: http://lotpatrol.com/lp/interview/fsmith/Relativity_clip2.mp3 
Listen: http://lotpatrol.com/lp/interview/fsmith/krackus_audio_clip.mp3 

 

    Well first off let me say, I love Krackus and it was such a blast playing it. But I didn't 

have that tune in my head when I was writing for Relativity. Although, I did learn a lot 

from Murray, as well as Jim, from a composition stand point (as well as many other 

things). I tried really hard to understand where they were coming from and how they did 

certain things, very well I might add, that enhanced the musicality of a piece or a 

transition, etc. Those kinds of things I tried to really pay attention to. 

 

 

Clip 3 – Probably the grooviest part of the piece. Again the pit is really 
carrying it here. What makes it great is the battery unison (1 &a e&a 

?). How do you work to find the perfect blend of technicality and 
musicality? Blending the ideas of the melody and what a drumliner 

might find to be a "pretty sweet lick?" 
Listen: http://lotpatrol.com/lp/interview/fsmith/Relativity_clip3.mp3 

 

    This was a lot of fun to work on. The first thing I did was set my synth to a loop and 

jammed out for an hour. I sat down, pressed play, and sang whatever rhythm that came 

to my head. Then I just transferred what I did with my voice and put some sticks in my 

hands. I think this process fused musicality and the technical aspect very well. 

    When I was at Arizona State for a semester, my private teacher told me how to solo as 

a musician and not as a drummer. He said, "You need to solo how a trumpet player or a 

sax player would, no more of this rad-a-tat-tat business." Needless to say this completely 

changed my life as a performer and as a composer. 

 

 

Clip 4 – Though blended together seamlessly the two segments of this 
clip are very different comparatively. When you have to opposites 



(first half – last half of clip) when do you decide to merge the two 

together instead of completely making them two separate items 
(ending at the first half of the clip, then beginning a new part of the 

show)? With what feels like two very different emotions being 
conveyed does the title Relativity apply here? What is the ultimate 

goal of such a dramatic change? 
Listen: http://lotpatrol.com/lp/interview/fsmith/Relativity_clip4.mp3 

 

    Starting off I knew that I wanted to have no breaks in this piece. So I tried to find ways 

to elude to stopping points but really there wouldn't be any. This piece is referenced to 

Einstein’s theory of relativity, and this section is the start of time dilation as (it) enters a 

black hole. This is a transformation of music through science. The music has not passed 

the point of no return just yet, so I made one final reference in this new section with the 

ostinato pattern in the beginning of the piece, played by the marimbas (which happens 

later on in this section). This show is a process of change and transformation. 

 

 

Clip 5 – See clip 4 

Listen: http://lotpatrol.com/lp/interview/fsmith/Relativity_clip5.mp3 
 

    This particular section is a complete departure from the rest of the show, and this is 

the very essence of reaching past the black hole. No one knows what's beyond a black 

hole, so I tried to use my imagination to create a scene for the last segment of the show. I 

wanted something completely different than what was given in the past; I needed 

something that stops the madness. It's kind of like being in a hurricane and finally 

reaching the eye of the storm and all you see is the beautiful sun and sky. It is beauty and 

mystery, something that no one has seen before. 
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