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Drumming Opens a Doorway into a World of Miracles 

 On the AZ Rhythm Connections website, founder Frank Thompson stated:  I believe that music 

impacts the soul and spirit of those who participate in and with it.  

 In his basement office, surrounded by the hourglass shapes of djembe drums and log-like djuns, 

Thompson told me his work with drumming and community had opened him to a world of miracles. 

“My favorite memory is when I started reaching out into the health and wellness field and [met] 

a woman who was a very, very sick cancer patient,” Thompson said.  “This woman was bald… scarf… 

frail… needles still in the arm from having to take medicine, and she came down and was with us every 

week for four to five months. She pulled me aside one day and said, ‘You know what? This is keeping me 

alive.’ 

“Then she didn’t show up for maybe a year.”  Thompson’s dark eyes grew thoughtful under his 

broad-brimmed hat. “I saw her at Race for the Cure… full hair, full health.”  

Smiling, he added, “You get accustomed to working in this world of miracles. But that one was 

particularly powerful. You know there is special work going on here.” 

Thompson founded AZ Rhythm Connections over 20 years ago in an attempt to bring the joy of 

rhythm and percussion to any and all events where rhythm is welcome, according to his website. Several 

of the drumming events Thompson hosts focus on people living with or recuperating from cancer. 

People recovering from chronic illness, Thompson said, need the sense of belonging and community 

that drumming can give. 

Joy Glaser, a 27-year cancer survivor who has been drumming with Thompson for over nine 

years, emphasized the positive impact that drumming has had on her life.  

“Drumming for me is like sex,” she said.  “When you’re doing it, everything disappears. No 

pain… everything is perfect.” 

Glaser added, “It’s not about drumming like we’re going to perform. It’s drumming for fun, and 

you won’t find anything more fun than banging on a drum.” 

Thompson hosts a monthly drum circle as part of First Fridays at the historic Ice House in 

downtown Phoenix. The drum circle is free and open to the public  and attracts a variety of performers-- 

from hoola-hoopers to fire, capoeira, and belly dancers—in addition to a regular crew of over thirty 

drummers. Most people who trek out to the Ice House, like Glaser, just want to have a good time in an 

accepting environment. 



“It’s like my one night of all out fun,” said Sheila Dobson, a dancer recovering from chronic 

illness who attends the circle every month. “The rest of the time I’m working, running a business, and 

taking care of two teenagers. This is like the one night I get to let loose.” 

Dobson affirmed the healing powers of drumming and community.   

“This drumming and dancing somehow connects everything,” she said.  “There’s some impact 

that vibration has on the human body and psyche beyond what we can explain at this point.  

“There’s something very primal and very important about it for us as human beings and 

communities,” Dobson added. “I think that if we had a drum circle in every community that people 

would be happier, and they’d get along better.” 

Thompson started the monthly drum circle after a businessperson in the community asked him 

to get involved with First Fridays. Thompson agreed on one condition: the circle had to be every month 

at the same time, rain or shine, no matter what, so that people would know that it was there.  The drum 

circle started at Melrose Place and grew to involve hundreds of people, according to Thompson. 

“It started with that commitment to do it every month,” Thompson said. “From there, the 

community builds itself. People self-select in. It’s not cliquish. Everyone is making a contribution without 

judgment.  Folks who are looking for something different… if it’s about how well I can drum or how 

great a musician or is it about me being the best dancer… ” 

He paused. “Not what we do. We are open for everyone and that gives people a sense of 

purpose and a sense of one another because they choose to be there.” 

Thompson first experienced the magic of drumming when he walked into a city festival in San 

Diego in the 1990s.   

“I knew I had a life choice to make right then,” he said.  “I had to keep working and things with 

family and all that responsibility, but I knew that that drum circle was life changing.” 

With over 25 years of experience in corporate management, Thompson looked to combine his 

passions for teambuilding and music.  AZ Rhythm Connections—whose motto is “Keep to Your Beat: Live 

to Play and Play to Live”-- focuses on four major areas: team building, hand drumming teaching for 

adults, rhythm for health and wellness, and teaching residences and group facilitation, according to the 

website.  The organization creates the revenue that Thompson then uses in part to create free events 

for the community as part of a “community gifting commitment.” 

Part of that commitment involves bringing rhythm and percussion to at-risk youth as a way to 

“interact and interface with each other in a non-judgmental way that’s creative,” according to 

Thompson. 

“When you walk into these other worlds, and the kids are willing to let their defenses down… 

it’s a really big deal, and it makes our community better,” Thompson said. “One of the reasons they are 



at risk is because no one’s there.  Kids who are always defensive… and all of a sudden, they are a singing 

a song together.” 

He laughed. “This could be a group of teenage BOYS. But that’s the majesty of music and giving 

kids a place to be safe and to play.” 

Often, people will tell Thompson that they’ve always wanted to drum but never got around to it. 

Thompson encourages all who need a place to be or a way to express themselves to give drumming a 

try. African drumming classes are available from 7-9 p.m. on Wednesday nights in Tempe or Friday 

evenings in Scottsdale. 

“Using recreational music gives people an opportunity to express themselves and be with 

others,” Thompson said. “It’s very healing.” 

 

 

 

 


