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Scope of the ‘International Journal of Carnival Arts: Steelpan, Calypso and Mas’ (IJCA)        
www.steelpanconference.com/journal 

 
The ‘International Journal of Carnival Arts; Steelpan, Calypso and Mas’ (IJCA) provides an expansive 
platform on which to report work on steelpan, calypso and related carnival arts.   Authors are responsible 
for the content of their work and ownership of their material and for seeking permission to report the 
work from their own establishments. Confirmation of approval for the sharing of material should be 
submitted with the paper. IJCA conforms to high ethical standards, and published papers will have been 
subjected to peer-review.  

IJCA aims to provide clear, invigorating and comprehensible accounts of early and 
contemporary research in steelpan, calypso and carnival arts.  It unifies aspects of steelpan activities 
within the carnival arts and welcomes both academic research and the work of grass roots practitioners 
of the pan yards, calypso tents and mas camps. Its coverage spans both more abstract research as well 
as applied fields, and welcomes contributions from related areas including metallurgy, acoustics, new 
technologies and software, databases, steelpan forms, advances and performances, arts and crafts, 
movement, costumes, archiving, social commentary, music, history and development of calypso, 
extempo, soca and related genres and pioneering work of artists (biographical or otherwise), and the 
development of carnival arts globally. The journal strives to strengthen connections between research 
and practice, and in so doing enhancing professional development and improving practice within the 
field of carnival arts.  

Material in the journal remains the property of authors. Papers in the journal are open access 
for group sharing and interaction, and do not reflect the editors’ views or ownership. 
 
Why publish in the IJCA? 

• Much of the history of carnival arts – steelpan, calypso and mas – are oral. Statements are often 
based on personal views and the memory of individuals. This journal provides a forum for 
diverse views to be expressed and, in doing so, consensus may eventually be derived that 
reflects a more accurate history of carnival arts. 

• Academic papers in carnival arts are published in highly specific and inaccessible journals that 
are outside the realm of the general carnivalist. We anticipate that this journal will allow authors 
of such papers to adapt some of their work for the more general audience of this journal where 
grassroots enthusiasts can learn and appreciate the broader aspects of this field. 

• Postgraduate students are doing tremendous work on various facets of carnival arts and will 
continue to publish their work in well-established recognised journals for their own career 
development. We envisage this journal could be used by such students to draw attention to their 
valued work and to make it more accessible to the general public. 

• The grassroots workers of steelpan, calypso and mas who drive the development of these 
artforms are often excluded from direct publication of their valuable work. This journal 
provides an informal, cost-free means to get their work aired and brought to the forefront of 
enthusiasts. 

• Some of the legends of carnival arts – for example steelpan pioneers such as Anthony Williams, 
Sterling Betancourt, Cyril Khamai, Lennox ‘Bobby’ Mohammed, Alfred Totesaut and Peter 
Joseph – are still active and possess a wealth of information. Such individuals contributed to 
key stages in development of steelpan. They may be interviewed in pieces for this journal, and 
their incisive contributions thus brought to readers.   

• We are encouraging all to write and capture a holistic view of carnival arts and not to feel 
intimidated by language and grammar - papers will be edited with their consent and brought to 
the attention of a global audience.   

• Initially the journal will be published biannually – first and last quarter of the year  but will be 
responsive to change.  
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Types of Papers:  

i) Original Full-length papers - usually 3,000 - 7,000 words. 
ii) Short Communications - up to 3,000 words. 
iii) Research Papers e.g.  carnival arts studies, hypotheses and analyses. 
iv) Reviews - e.g. of relevant books, exhibitions, films etc. 
v) Request for an opinion - an author who wishes to share views on a subject. 
vi) Letter to the Editor – queries or comments on published papers. 
vii) Historical - e.g. carnival in rural town or on a pioneer of carnival arts. 
viii) Social anthropological studies on carnival. 
ix) Personal Experiences of aspects of carnival.  
x) Reports of carnival archives. 
xi) Technological developments e.g. in sound, acoustics, new material for mas etc. 
xii) Erratum – From Volume 2, IJCA will include a designated Erratum page(s) to 

correct any errors of the previous volume.  However, this represents an important 
part of the feedback, and a mechanism for the informed criticism of papers in IJCA. 
Because much of the history of carnival arts relies on the memory of individuals, 
information may be skewed towards the interest and exposure of an individual. By 
readers submitting comments and corrections on controversial topics, eventually 
consensus may help to point to the most likely scenario.    

 
Requirements for Submission 
 
Cover Letter: 
All submissions should be accompanied by a covering letter briefly stating the significance of 
the work and agreement of author/s and institute for publication. Please also submit the names 
and affiliations of all authors, including the contact details of the corresponding author.  
 
Preparation of a paper for submission (see detailed guidelines 
https://www.steelpanconference.com/  - see Journal.) 
 
Most of the process outlined below is standard procedure but is provided to try to maintain a 
level of uniformity of papers within the journal. The Editors have opted to use ‘Elsevier -
Harvard (with titles) Style’. Briefly this follows the format below:  
 
Title: A succinct representation of the paper. Use font 14, Times New Roman. Capitalise each 
word. Centralised, and keep to about 40 words without abbreviation.   
 
Author Name1 – Size 14 – Bold 

1Institute/Company/Band’s Name and Address - Times New Roman – size 12  
Add- telephone, email address of the corresponding author. 
 
Abstract:  
Should be informative and self-explanatory, briefly present the topic, state the scope of the 
paper, indicate significant results and point out major findings and conclusions. The abstract 
should summarise the manuscript content in less than 500 words. 
 
Key Words: Size 11. This follows the Abstract and consists of a list of Key Words (4-10) and any 
abbreviations used in the text. 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2 – DECEMBER  2020 

   

 IV 

Text: A) Research Papers (B) Reviews and other articles:    
                                                                                                      

A)  Introduction:  
This should set the tone of the paper by providing a clear statement of the study, the relevant 
literature on the subject, and the proposed approach or solution. The introduction should be 
general enough to attract a reader’s attention from a broad range of carnival arts disciplines 
and should lead directly into the aims of the work. 
 

Description of the work: 
This section should provide a complete overview of the design of the study.  Detailed 
descriptions of materials or participants, comparisons, interventions and types of analysis 
should be mentioned. However, only new procedures need to be described in detail. Previously 
published procedures should be cited, and important modifications of published procedures 
should be mentioned briefly.   
 

Findings and Discussion: 
This section should provide evidence that supports the conclusion of the study, while 
speculation and detailed interpretation of data should be included in the Discussion. 
 
Acknowledgements:  
Acknowledgment of people, grant details, funds, etc may be included under this section. 
 

B) Reviews and other articles:                                                                                                         
The Abstract and Introduction should follow the above guidelines, however, for the remainder 
of the paper, authors may devise their own headings and subheadings to follow a chronological 
order of work presented.  
 

References in text:                                                                                                                                                              
Published or accepted manuscripts should be included in the reference list. Meetings, abstracts, 
conference talks, or papers that have been submitted but not yet accepted may be cited as 
‘submitted for publication’, ‘personal communication (abbreviate as ‘per. com.’)’ or 
‘Proceedings of the meeting’. References in the text should be listed by the first author’s 
surname followed by year of publication, for example, Brown,1990. or if several authors as 
Brown et al.,1990. Multiple citations should be separated by semicolons eg. Brown, 1990; 
O’Connor, 1995. 
 
The following are examples for the reference list/bibliography to be included at the end of the 
paper:  

Book reference:  
Hocking, C., 2005. The story of the Bridgewater Carnival from 1880 to 2005. The Bridgewater 
Educational Press; Somerset.  
 
           Article reference: 
Ramtahal, Kumaree, Kumar, Marilyn, 2016. Documenting and Archiving the Ramleela Legacy 
in Trinidad: Practice and Prospects. Caribbean Library Journal, 4, 41-61.  
 

Conference: e.g. Shah H.N., 2016. The Fusion of Steelpan with other Art Forms in the 
21st Century. Proceedings of the 6th International Biennial Steelpan Conference. London, 7-
9th October 2016.  

 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2 – DECEMBER  2020 

   

 V 

Tables: 
These should be designed as simple as possible. Each table should be numbered consecutively 
using Arabic numerals and supplied with a heading and a legend at the top of the table. Tables 
should be self-explanatory without reference to the text. The same data should not be presented 
in both table and graph form or repeated in the text.  
 

Figures: 
The preferred file formats for photographic images are TIFF and JPEG. 
Begin each legend with a title (below the figure) and include sufficient description so that the 
figure is understandable without reading the text of the manuscript. Information given in 
legends should not be repeated in the text. Label figures sequentially (e.g. Figure 1: .....) and 
cite in the text as Fig 1.  
 
Process after Submission for Publication – Reviewers, Report & Proofs. 
The figure below illustrates the process that takes place once a manuscript (MS) is submitted 
to IJCA. It shows the interaction between the Senior Editorial Board and the Editorial Board. 
Once the review process has been completed, a member of the Senior Editorial Board will send 
a letter to the corresponding author informing them of the outcome, and if required, detailing 
suggestions to improve the MS. The senior board member will then liaise with the author to 
finalise the MS and prepare it for publication.  
 
 

 
 Disclaimer: The content on this site, including reports, analyses, images and opinions are 
contributions by the named authors and are based on sources they personally acknowledge and 
cite that are believed to be accurate and reliable when submitted. The editors of 
the International Journal of Carnival Arts make no representation of warranty of any kind as 
to the accuracy or completeness of any information provided and accepts no liability for any 
damage or loss resulting from errors, inaccuracies or omissions affecting any part of the 
content. Articles may be reprinted on condition that acknowledgement of the original source is 
made.  
 
 
 
 

 
              

            
The International Journal of Carnival Arts (IJCA) is published in London by Haroun N. Shah 

and Laila M.N. Shah under the umbrella of an IJCA Editorial Board
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Foreword 
 
The COVID-19 Lockdown, Carnival Arts Finds Innovative Ways to Rebound.  
                                                                     
As Carnival Rhythm and final refinement of Calypso tunes, Mass opulence and Steelbands line 
up in preparation for Carnivals in 2020, the SARS-CoV-2 Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic 
plunged the world into a health crisis. One has to go back 100 years (February 1918 - April 
1920) to draw on a parallel with the current cataclysm when a virus ushered in a world-wide 
pandemic. This was another flu virus named H1N1 which infected over 500 million people, 
about a third of the world's population at that time. Because travel was less amenable then, the 
virus was transmitted via voyages across the seas and occurred in four successive waves. To 
put this year’s COVID-19 into perspective, incessant global travel and exchange of goods 
meant that only a few countries escaped the wrath of  COVID-19. Lock down became the norm 
from March 2020 to slow transmission of disease; concomitantly science and public health 
experts gather the pieces to understand the virus and experiment with therapeutics and 
preventative measures. The economic and social impact has been immense with the loss of jobs 
across all sectors, and art in all its shapes and avenues struggled to showcase creativity and 
maintain its central role in society. Communities draw heavily on Arts and Culture as a form 
of revenue; London’s thriving theatres and concert halls alone accounting for billions of 
pounds. The Artists, particularly Street Artists, many of whom are self-employed, have not 
qualified for income support and are desperately trying to find ways to remain solvent.     
 
Those of us in the UK can only draw on our experiences here and project on similar experiences 
across the world, where to save the Arts Industry from collapse, the British government 
announced a £1.57bn emergency support package on 6th July for the culture sector. The Culture 
Secretary Oliver Dowden stated: “We do not yet know how the money will be divided but the 
government’s priority is to preserve its “Crown Jewels”  
(see: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-53302415).  Early indications, based 
upon communications with local government ministers, are not positive for the Caribbean 
Carnival Arts Community and most artists believe that little of this funding will trickle down 
in their direction. However, this has not dampened their spirits and Artists have been prolific, 
live streaming a flurry of online events throughout the UK and around the globe during this 
unprecedented period of history.   
 

This volume of the IJCA is therefore devoted to innovative endeavours in which some 
Carnivalists have found ways to continue working during lockdown whilst still 

continuing to perform at the highest level. 
 
Teaching, meetings, functions, workshops, podcasts, videocasts, musical practise, social get-
togethers using Teams, Zoom, Facebook, Skype, WhatsApp or other platforms have become 
second nature, even for many who previously used mobile phones solely for telephone calls. 
And as the audiences grow, so too are the range of activities diversifying.  
 
Lectures and informal presentations continue. For example, both the UK’s Windrush 
Foundation and the Equiano Society have been doing a series of Zoom lectures through 
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weekly/biweekly, presentations on a broad range of topics such as the history of Lord 
Woodbine or Hansib’s 50th anniversary of publication of its wide spectrum of books, 
magazines, newspapers etc. on the Caribbean, and are reported in this volume. Calypsonians 
have been using this period to make their voices heard and complementing some of these 
presentations and national meetings with instinctive satirical lyrics while paying tribute to our 
heroes in poetry and song. Others have resorted to taking to the airwaves to hold in-depth online 
workshops in the artform, breaking down calypso rhythms into its component parts and 
teaching each strum on a weekly basis to a global audience, while simultaneously recounting 
the history of their unique artform.  
 
Steelbands around world have streamed various online concerts and giving audiences insight 
into their practise sessions. Some have conducted workshops while others have held open gigs 
in which new members may participate. Some others have used the short breaks during 
lockdown to take their pans to the homes of the ill and elderly and tried to reach new audiences 
who hitherto may not have seen a steelband live. Many of the recipients are in their mid-80s -
mid-90s and are grateful to have the company. In addition, following stringent COVID-19 
guidelines, it has been possible to meet and casually ‘interview’ some about their recollections 
of carnival arts. Indirectly, this adds enormously to our knowledge of the subject and provides 
a platform for lifelong practitioners to express some of their views which has remained latent 
for years.  
 
Carnival is the pinnacle of expressive art cultures of the Caribbean and trying to showcase this 
live under lockdown presented the ultimate challenge for organisers in the diaspora. Trinidad 
& Tobago having just missed the lockdown, held their carnival on 24th-25th February 2020 in 
the traditional manner. In fact, it was the last major festival to have taken place before 
lockdown and therefore offered no footprint to model a virtual carnival. The first major carnival 
in the diaspora to meet this challenge was Toronto. Immortalised in the Mighty Sparrow’s 
“Toronto Mas” (https://mightysparrow.bandcamp.com/track/toronto-mas) and with over a 
million participants annually, this carnival which began in 1967 is now North America’s largest 
street carnival. The organisers, under its CEO Aneesa Oumarally, had a huge reputation to 
preserve and with less than three months to organise their first virtual carnival, provided an 
outstanding show to the world – (see  https://www.torontocarnival.ca/virtual-carnival/ ) that 
was live streamed  between 1st July - 3rd August, 2020. 
 
It was then London’s turn to showcase its Virtual Carnival and this was captured by various 
groups and carnivals within the city such as the Hackney Carnival, which replaced the live 
parades with online archived performances.    
(see- https://www.timeout.com/london/things-to-do/hackney-carnival-at-home).  
 
Britain’s premier summer event is the Notting Hill Carnival, drawing in audiences of over 2 
million over the Bank Holiday weekend 29th -31st August. The organisers had less than four 
months to develop an online programme and felt they owed it to their supporters to come up 
with something extraordinary. This phenomenal odyssey is passionately narrated by the CEO, 
Matthew Phillip in this volume. For the first time both CEOs in London and Toronto 
communicated to support each other - a significant milestone in the history of Carnival in the 
diaspora.   
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Notting Hill Carnival 2020: Access All Areas 
 
Matthew Phillip 
CEO - Notting Hill Carnival  
Email: matthew@nhcarnival.org 
 
Abstract 
 
For over 50 years Notting Hill Carnival has been uniting an empowering community both 
locally and beyond. From its humble beginnings, Notting Hill Carnival has become the largest 
community led carnival in the world. Notting Hill Carnival is in the hands of the people and 
this year we faced the ultimate challenge of being unable to gather on the streets to celebrate 
our Carnival. 
 

Now, more than ever, it's important to keep the spirit of Notting Hill Carnival alive, giving an 
outlet to the thousands of people that spend all year creating incredible costumes and music for 
Europe's largest event. We have a full programme of online activities taking place on August 
29th, 30th and 31st. 
 

This year’s unique Notting Hill Carnival has been filmed over a month-long period. This 
collaborative process brought together artists, sound systems, steelbands and mas bands of the 
Carnival community who make Nothing Hill Carnival so amazing every year.  There will also 
be live performances and local food and drink sessions to bring the taste of Notting Hill 
Carnival to your homes. 
 

Carnival is such an important part of people’s lives and a key celebration of Caribbean culture 
that welcomes all, and as such is inclusive and diverse, we all have a responsibility to our 
community and pioneers to honour that tradition. We also have a responsibility to protect the 
black community and our elders by respecting social distancing and taking carnival away from 
the streets for this year. So, the team at Notting Hill Carnival Ltd have been working on an 
alternative for 2020. This year we may not be able to come together to celebrate on the streets 
of Notting Hill, but we can all still come together to celebrate one of the world's greatest 
cultural events online via our website (www.nhcarnival.org). 
 

Another ‘first ’this year is that all the profit from the sales of the Notting Hill Commemorative 
Brochure will go toward supporting St. John’s Ambulance, (a long-term partner of NHC made 
up of volunteers) and Carnival Arts Development Fund. You can also donate via our website 
too. Proceeds from the sales of our limited-edition Carnival Essential Boxes from Craft Rum 
Box will also go toward supporting these two causes.   
 

On behalf of myself, the Board, our Advisory Council and the team here at Notting Hill 
Carnival Ltd, I hope you have an amazing time safely celebrating the spirit of Notting Hill 
Carnival 2020 at home this August Bank Holiday Weekend!  We look forward to welcoming 
you back to the streets of Notting Hill in 2021.  
 

   (From: Foreword, Matthew Phillip, Notting Hill Commemorative Magazine, Page 5)   
 

 
Key Words: Notting Hill Carnival 2020, Virtual Carnival in Lockdown, Access All Areas, Live 
Performances, Calypso, Mas, Steelband, Sound Systems, Food & Drink Sessions, Event Report.  
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Introduction 
 

The report below is an account of Notting 
Hill Carnival’s first ever digital carnival 
imposed upon the community by the Covid-
19 pandemic. Up to February 2020, there 
was a feeling of optimism that the 
coronavirus infection may subside in the 
early summer and enable the traditional 
street carnival to procced for its 54th year. 
However, on 23rd March 2020 the country 
went into full lockdown and Notting Hill 
Carnival (NHC) organisers had to quickly 
reconsider an entirely new strategy to retain 
a form of carnival in a virtual format. As 
news of the impending cessation of NHC 
reached the public in May, there was a 
considerable undercurrent of defiance from 
intransigent supporters to go ahead with 
some form of a street carnival. Thus, in the 
midst of intense planning, the organising 
team had to simultaneously gently persuade 
unyielding supporters to stay off the 
carnival parade route and experience NHC 
as a virtual event in their homes. To achieve 
this, the planning team needed to be astute 
and devise something extraordinary while 
also trying to devise a programme that 
could“sit alongside the real Carnival when 
it returns to the streets”. The task ahead was 
colossal; a programme had to be devised 
that mimic’s NHC and be fresh, vibrant and 
inspirational. Suggestions to simply 
showcase previous carnivals over the Bank 
Holiday weekend (29th -31st August 2020) 
were considered dull and unengaging for 
viewers who spent a lifetime in carnival.  
The small team, supported by volunteers, 
needed to respond to this monumental 
challenge within four months and were 
required to be creative, industrious, daring 
and innovative and took on the prodigious 
task to showcase a brand-new carnival with 
contemporary material to cover the full 
breath of NHC in mas, steelpan, calypso, 
sound systems, dancing, food and drink. In 
addition to the Tabernacle, some of 
London’s most iconic venues such as the 
Royal Albert Hall (e.g. steelband), Abbey 
Road Studios (Calypso and other UK acts), 

the Theatre Royal Haymarket (e.g. mas, 
UK/international artists) were successfully 
sourced to record performances. As early 
targets were achieved, the momentum in the 
team seemed boundless and was equally 
matched in fervour by an increasing group 
of co-sponsors who rallied to support the 
ideas being generated. Support also came 
from Kensington and Chelsea Council, 
Westminster Council and the Greater 
London Authority. 
 
The report below can be conveniently 
divided into three phases; (A) The pre-NHC 
preparations (B) Virtual NHC - 29th - 31st 
August and (C) Post-Carnival Analytics 
output data.  
 

A. The pre-NHC preparations  
 
In March 2020 as the Government puts the 
country on lockdown, a flurry of online 
debate and meetings began about whether 
or not NHC should go ahead. Indications 
from government sources were that no 
large-scale group gatherings or festivals 
were likely for the summer and so a virtual 
carnival was now almost certain. Planning 
for lockdown content began and the aims 
and depth of the programme began to 
unfold. There was much confusion and 
uncertainty and this caried over into April. 
As more bands began to cease preparations 
for a traditional carnival, a decision was 
firmly in place by May that NHC is “Not on 
the Road”. May and June would be 
intensive months of work with staff 
working from early morning to mid-night 
daily.  
The report below gives a monthly 
breakdown of activities, the challenges of 
Access All Areas (AAA) and the roles of 
different teams and partners.  During this 
period the team even decided to take on the 
audacious step to create its first Notting Hill 
Commemorative Magazine (see Figure 1a -
1c). Throughout the years of NHC, St. 
John’s Ambulance with its team of 
volunteers has been supportive of NHC. It 
was proposed that the profit from the sales 
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of the Brochure would go toward 
supporting St. John’s Ambulance and the 
initiation of a new Carnival Arts 
Development Fund. This colorful and well-
illustrated 100-page Magazine remains a 
collectable souvenir and copies are still 
available - www.NHCarnival.org. The 
content pages (Figures 1b and 1c) 
emphasised its depth of coverage. One 
article, on the ‘History of NHC  ’by Mia 
Maugé is reproduced below to give an 
indication of the type of papers that are 
included among the hundreds of high-
quality images that traverses the Magazine. 

 
The History Notting Hill Carnival,  
Carnival is so much more than just a 
party; we have a rich heritage that 
deserves to be acknowledged. 
 

The late political activists and broadcaster, 
Darcus Howe once said:                
 “if there weren't race riots in Notting Hill I 
don’t don't believe that we would have had 
the Notting Hill Carnival. If it wasn't for the 
murder of Kelso Cochrane carnival 
wouldn't have happened.” Kelso Cochrane 
was a 32-year-old and Antiguan-born 
carpenter, and aspiring lawyer, living in 
Notting Hill at a time when racial tensions 
were high. He died after a racially 
motivated attacked on Southam Street (off 
Golborne Road) Notting Hill on May 17th 

Figure 1a (left). Front cover of the first 
Notting Hill Commemorative Magazine. 

Figures 1b (right top) and 1c (right 
below) - contents pages highlight the 

broad range of topics covered. 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2 – DECEMBER  2020 

   

 7 

1959 (today a plaque marks the spot). His 
murder had a huge impact on race relations. 
Reportedly, there were over 1200 attendees 
at his funeral. Many of whom came to 
demonstrate solidarity and a show of 
defiance against racism locally. Activism 
was stepped up to Whitehall when it was 
felt that the investigations into the murder 
was complacent and allegations of a police 
cover up began to circulate (the case is 
unsolved to date). Rab Butler, the Home 
Secretary, made an appeal for witnesses in 
Parliament and went on to launch a public 
inquiry into race relations. Much activity to 
ease racial tension within the Notting Hill 
area preceded Cochrane's murder, leading 
to a children's street fayre organised by 
local resident and community activist 
Rhaune Laslett. Laslett is reported to have 
said of her community and her event “We 
felt that although West Indians, Africans, 
Irish and many other nationalities all live in 
a very congested area, there is very little 
communication between us”. If we can 
infect them with a desire to participate, then 
this can only have good results inverted 
commas. It was this small community 
children’s street fayre back in the mid 
1960s that would morph into what we now 
know as Notting Hill Carnival.  
Claudia Jones, a human rights activist based 
in London, put on BBC broadcasted 
indoors “Caribbean Carnival” at St Pancras 
Town Hall back in 1959. She is widely 
credited with planting the seeds for carnival 
in the UK by doing so.  
An appetite for the indoor Caribbean 
Carnival was fed by Trinidadian husband 
and wife booking agents Edric and Pearl 
Connor who along with many partners 
including the West Indian Gazette (which 
was founded by Claudia Jones) began 
promoting indoor events in halls dotted 
around 1960s London. 
In 1966 the first outdoor festival took place 
in the streets of Notting Hill. A local 
resident and social worker Rhaune Laslett - 
a Londoner of North American and Russian 
descent = organised an event for local 
children.  

With over a million expected visitors over 
the August Bank Holiday, London’s NHC 
is second only to Brazil's Rio carnival in 
size  
An established community activist with 
history of addressing easing intercultural 
tension in the area since the violent race-
riots of the 1950s, she (Rhaune Laslett) set 
out to include the local West Indian 
residents in her event.  
Rhaune invited well-known steelpan player 
Russell Henderson, who was accompanied 
by his steelband members Sterling 
Betancourt, Vernon ‘Fellows  ’Williams, 
Fitzroy Coleman and Ralph Cherry.   
The band was already popular among the 
Caribbean community, having been 
regulars at the indoor Carnival events. As 
Laslett had intended, many local Caribbean 
residents attended, and her version of an 
outdoor multicultural community 
celebration was a huge success: the first 
event saw Henderson’s steelband weave its 
way through Portobello Road as a trail of 
locals spontaneously gathered and danced 
in the street to the sound of steelpan, the 
first Notting Hill Carnival was officially 
born. 
 
Today’s Notting Hill Carnival  
Notting Hill Carnival is still proudly a 
community led event, its ever-increasing 
popularity over the last five decades has 
seen it become the wonderfully diverse and 
vibrant event it is today. With over a million 
visitors expected over the August Bank 
Holiday, London’s NHC is second only to 
Brazil's Rio Carnival in size, and is now one 
of the globe's largest annual arts events. 
NHC is considered to be the largest street 
event in Europe  
While Notting Hill Carnival is rooted in 
Caribbean culture, with its Windrush 
Generation influence remaining strongly 
evident, it is at the same time 
characteristically ‘London - today's modern 
London. 
Uniquely NHC is the only full-scale 
Carnival in the world to feature multiple 
static sound systems - a feature introduced 
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in 1973 by the then NHC organiser Leslie 
Palmer MBE. 
There are live performances too, the first 
stages were organised by Wilf Walker in 
1979, chiefly featuring reggae and punk 
bands. Wilf  ’early life stage featured 
performances from emerging talents Aswad 
and Eddie Grant, who both went on to 
become two of the UK's biggest musical 
exports. 
In the 90s hip hop legends like Jay Z, Lil ’
Kim and Busta Rhymes all performed on an 
NHC live stage, more recently the likes of 
Stormzy, Wiley, Craig David, Giggs, Major 
Lazer, Mr Eazi and Stefflon Don, 2018 saw 
the launch of the ‘Wilf Walker Community 
Stage ’in  
Emslie Horniman's Pleasance Park, a stage 
dedicated to giving a platform to emerging 
talent predominantly from the local 
community.  
NHC live stages and ‘trucks  ’(floats) also 
hosts performances from British-based 
calypso artists like Alexander D Great and 
De Admiral, as well as internationally 
known soccer artists like Bunji Garlin and 
Machel Montano. 
(From Mia Maugé, Notting Hill 
Commemorative Magazine, Pages 24-27) 
 
(B) Virtual NHC - 29th - 31st August 
The Virtual NHC was streamed over four 
separate channels from 6pm - Midnight 
29th August and 9am - 11pm Sunday & 
Monday 30th & 31st August and was 
entirely free. This required pre-registration 
and information on how to do so was 
widely disseminated and available through 
www.NHCarnival.org. 
Current and past performers of NHC were 
generous in their support for the event and 
came out and recorded under strict COVID-
19 guidelines at the various venues and 
times allotted to them. These included a 
plethora of artists such as:  
 
 
 
 
 

Calypso and Soca: 
Alexander D Great, Brown Sugar, Batch, 
Clivus, D’Alberto, De Admiral, Dansa, 
DeeVine, Divette’s, G-String, Helena B, 
Latoya, Masterlink, Ms Desire, Muffinman, 
Nigel Isaacs, Rev B, Soca Kidd, Sunshine 
& Nadiva, Triniboi Joocie, 
 
Mas: 
Burrokeets, Calabash, CAPCA, Cocoyea, 
Colours, D Riddim Tribe, DUKA, Ebony 
Mas and Designers Tiffany Thompson and 
Edrahil Lucifer, Elevate, Elimu, Flagz, 
Flamboyan, Funatiks, Gemz, Genesis, Hot 
Waxx, IDF, Island Mas, Jamaica Twist, 
Karnival, Mahogany, Mangrove Mas, 
Mania, Saga Boys, Soca Massive,The Bride 
Outreach,Tempo Mas,Tropical Fusion, 
Urban Touch,Vibrance.   
         
Sound Systems: 
Arts-A-Light, Channel One, CMC Matrix 
and Solution Sound, Disco Hustlers, Disya 
Jeneration, Gaz's Rockin Blues, G T Flex 
Roadshow, KCC & The Rockin Crew, King 
Tubby's, Latin Rave-Street Jam, Love 
TKO, Mark Ross, Rampage, Rough But 
Sweet, Seduction City, Sir Valdez, Saxon 
Sound System and Volcano. 
 
Steelpan and Samba: 
Ebony, Mangrove, Metronomes, Nostalgia, 
Panash, Pan Nation, Panectar, Real Steel, 
Reading All Steel Percussion Orchestra, 
Stardust, Steel Pan in Motion, St Michael’s 
and All Angels, UFO and Brazilian bands, 
Baque De Axe and Tribo. 
 
(C) Post Carnival Analytics output data. 
The information captured is comprehensive 
and is simplified using an extensive array of 
graphs, pie-charts, histograms. Apart from 
one example, they are not included in this 
paper but can be readily accessed via the 
link - https://doc.secondscreenldn.com/-
PUBLIC-USE-NHC-ACCESS-ALL-
AREAS-2020-REPORT-LG2FNzg1SiqM 
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Notting Hill Carnival: Access 
All Areas 

Post Event Report 
 
Sources: Official Social Channels, 
YouTube, Mobile App & Websites 
(Second Screen). 
 
Introduction 
 
2020 has been a challenging year for NHC. 
In the interests of public health its 
traditional live format was put on hold, the 
challenge was to create a celebration of 
NHC to take place over the August Bank 
Holiday Weekend. Accepting our 
responsibility to the community it was also 
felt necessary to have a community 
engagement plan in place including non-
event stewarding. 
Tasked with re-imagining Carnival NHC 
with it’s partners, NHCL set about building 
an ambitious and unique experience which 
resulted in streaming over 50 hours of brand 
new content. We could not recreate 
Carnival, but we were determined to 
celebrate Carnival and bring many of its 
unique elements to people in the digital 
space. Bringing people together to connect 
over their love of the music, the food, the 
culture and the experience from the comfort 
of their own homes.  
 
Health & Safety   
    
When NHCL were in the planning stage of 
'Access All Areas' the country was in the 
depth’s lockdown due to the COVID 19 
Pandemic. Filming commenced in July 
when many people were working from 
home and restrictions were slowly being 
lifted. There was an understandable 
nervousness from NHCL staff and 'Access 
All Areas' participants about being in an 
unfamiliar environment with people outside 
their social bubbles. It was important to 
work with a reputable Health and Safety 
management company to ensure that all 
involved in the project adhered to the 

guidelines set by the UK Government. This 
also helped to reassure everyone involved 
that their health and safety was at the 
forefront of the production. 
      
Gallowglass Health and Safety LLP were 
appointed by Notting Hill Carnival to 
provide health and safety advisory services, 
including the production of a COVID- 19 
Risk Assessment for the film shoot at the 
Royal Albert Hall, Kennington Film 
Studio, The Tabernacle, Theatre Royal 
Haymarket, Abbey Road Studios and 
Dimensions Studios. 
      
NHCL worked with World Fixer Limited 
(WF) to deliver all aspects of the filming. It 
was the responsibility of WF to ensure that 
all of the COVID- 19 arrangements are 
implemented for the film shoots for Access 
All Areas, WF worked closely with the 
NHCL team to ensure that filming locations 
were a safe environment. 
 
In advance of any filming the NHCL team 
communicated to the performance units 
taking part in the filming of 'Access All 
Areas' the precautions to migrate the risk of 
COVID 19. These included a pre location 
Heath questionnaire and contact details for 
everyone requiring access to the filming 
location, numbers of participants in each 
performance until were also restricted. 
      
On arrival at the filming location all staff, 
crew, and performers signed in, used hand 
sanitiser, and had their temperature taken. 
All staff, crew, and performers were briefed 
on social distancing and reminded to 
sanitise their hands frequently with the 
hand sanitiser provided. Face masks were 
worn at all times unless performing. 
      
Any person found not following the 
procedures would be told to leave the film 
shoot. Due to the clear communication from 
the onset and the corporation of all those 
involved in filming there was no need for 
this to happen. 
 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2 – DECEMBER  2020 

   

 10 

 
 
AAA Partners 
      
Let’s Godo | Redbull Music | Spotify | 
Facebook Instagram | Twitter | Google Arts 
and Culture | Samsung | Universal Music 
Group | Warner Music Group | Atlantic 
Records | The Royal Albert Hall | Abbey 
Road Studios | Island Records | Second 
Screen | Digicel | Grace Foods | Bbc 1xtra | 
Capital Xtra Getty Images | Great Fete 
Weekend 
      
Digital Comms Report  
     
The COVID Effect   
    
May 2020 saw the board decide to take 
NHC of the street, and to create a digital 
alternative. The first decision taken was to 
hold the date July 19th for announcement 
day. Which would give us a 2 month 
window to deliver. As the process 
progressed it became evident that from a 
digital perspective we had to be prepared to 
be largely reactive as opposed to proactive.  
 
 
Unprecedented times made it impossible to 
foresee what was ahead. 
      
 
 

 
 
Our Objectives 
      

• To keep the public away from the 
NHC footprint and surrounding 
areas  

• To ensure our partners present NHC 
with authenticity and respect 

• To drive traffic to our partners joint 
activities 

• To drive traffic to our online content 
over the weekend                                             

• Continue to achieve positive media 
coverage 

 
     
  
Our Approach 
      
Recruit a content creator - all eyes would be 
on our digital presence. It was essential to 
improve on the quality of content. 
      
Create a timeline/calendar (of course we 
had to be flexible with this).  
Ensure online integration with partners 
Clear messaging around going digital in 
2020 
  
      
 
 

Figure 2.  First public announcement of a new approach to present carnival due to the 
lockdown caused by the COVID 19 Pandemic 
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MARCH - Lockdown   
 

Government puts the country on lockdown. 
Online debate about whether or not NHC 
should go ahead begins. Planning for 
lockdown content is created. The aim to 
entertain and educate  
our social media audience whilst at home 
for lockdown with the following content - 
Heritage, food, fitness, makeup tutorials, 
poetry, children’s zoom parties, mas band 
and sound system profiles along with plans 
to use all major music platforms to provide 
playlists and mixes from the NHC road DJs 
and sound systems. We begin to reach out 
to the community for content around our 
ideas. Towards the end of the month a few 
mas band announce their withdrawal from 
NHC 2020. One such announcement lead to 
much confusion, when a few Instagram 
accounts with large followings 
misunderstands and share the news that 
‘NHC is cancelled’. NHC put out a 
statement to clarify that NHCL were still 
planning as usual. 

 
 
 
 
                                                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

APRIL - On or Off The Road? 
#GoodVibesOnly 
      
Online debate about whether NHC should 
go ahead intensifies and more mas bands 
begin to withdraw from participation. With 
planning still going ahead, NHC Comms. 
introduces the hashtags #GoodVibesOnly 
to keep our audience upbeat during 
lockdown and the uncertainty that Covid 
has brought. At the end of the month, NHC 
recruits a content creator to work with the 
Head of PR & Comms. A strategy for the 
coming month is created and 
implementation begins.  
https://www.instagram.com/tv/B_XVFQD
AeNW/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link 

MAY - NHC Not on the Road 

By May we needed no ambiguity when 
announcing the Board’s decision to take 
NHC off the streets and to create an 
alternative online experience. A clear 
statement was posted on social media and 
also circulated to the media via our PR 
Company. 
 

 
 
 
                                                           

Table 1 
 

Instagram insights for 
announcement on 18th March 

2020. 

Table 2 
 

Instagram 
insights 

for 
statement 

on 7th 
May 

announce
ment of 
decision 
for NHC 
to not be 

on the 
streets 
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NHC Comms met with Getty to secure an 
official photography partnership. The 
agreement would include (amongst other 
benefits) free access to images to populate 
the 2020 website redesign, resolving an 
issue that has been problematic since 2018. 

JUNE - BLM & Block Parties - 
#NHCAtHome 

It became evident by June that we would 
have to ramp up messaging around staying 
at home. Block parties were taking place 
nationally, and we had to actively detach 
NHC from what was taking place, this 
wasn’t helped when Evening Standard 
quoted a senior Metropolitan Police Officer 
describing the block parties as a 
“countdown to Notting Hill Carnival”. We 
introduced the hashtag #NHCAtHome, and 
with a clearer understanding of what NHC 
2020 online was going to look like, we were 
able to put a plan in place for social media. 
     
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1VGe
G1SPNltab1mtztpUnfvApT5X-
fF3Lk6skwBH0aQU/edit 
 
In reaction to the block parties we created a 
‘capsule campaign  ’targeting the ‘block 
party demographic  ’by increased social 
media engagement with specific media 
outlets and by providing our PR company 
with an additional media list and requesting 
they increase activity around keeping 
media outlets like LinkUp, The Shade 
Borough and Gossip TV updated along 
with pitching stories. They allocated a 
dedicated staff member, and the campaign 
continued up until Carnival weekend. 
      
By June the world had processed and was 
reacting to the murder of George Floyd 
back in May, and NHC Comms displayed 
solidarity with the BLM movement.  
 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBTSp25A
B9n/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
     

June also saw the beginning of the process 
to produce an NHC magazine. NHC 
Comms worked closely with the publishers 
to ensure inclusion of messaging and 
authenticity of voice. NHC Comms 
provided images from independent 
photographers and Getty images, as well as 
written copy. Work on the magazine would 
continue until the end of July. 
     
  
JULY - LAUNCH 
      
Having already worked with Second Screen 
to update the existing website, NHC 
Comms provided Second Screen with 
content for the new microsite 
https://aaa.nhcarnival.org/ including 
images donated by Getty. 
      
Early part of July was spent making sure all 
messaging and authenticity of voice was 
accurate for the promo. Working with the 
production team we wrote a brief and script 
for the promo. The promo was used for the 
online announcement to inform NHC’s 
social media audience and the media of 
Notting Hill Carnival 2020: Access All 
Areas. Prior to announcement day (16th 
July) the promo was teased on social media 
and was also Press released and an 
embargoed video was distributed to media 
by PR company. The ‘launch’ resulted in a 
huge spike in social media engagement, 
media interest and sponsorship interest. 
      
Mid-July NHC recruits a dedicated Twitter 
manager 
Launch video here 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CCtXg3ZA
HaQ/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link 
      
Coverage here 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tAd
bstvRhlerNVb- 
Tz_uMCMCC0exA4OwawucZVwkLX0/e
dit 
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July also saw Spotify and NHC partner. 
NHC Comms met with the Spotify comms 
team once a week to again ensure 
messaging and authenticity of voice with all 
integrated digital activity and promo. 
                                                         
NHC Comms wrote briefs for hosts, and 
also briefed them in person at the studio to 
ensure they were well informed and 
equipped to represent NHC accurately and 
authentically during recording for AAA 
and also on their own social media 
accounts. 
 
With the slogan “Our Duty To Protect Our  
Community” NHC social media focussed 
on the stay at home messaging throughout      
the month, with emphasis on merch 
(essentials box, magazine and tees), as well 
as the weekend’s content, with host and 
artist announcements, and a food 
competition. Instagram also featured IGTV 
takeovers from Alexandra Burke at home 
and Fiona Compton at home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NHC Comms wrote briefs for hosts, and 
also briefed them in person at the studio to 
ensure they were well informed and 
equipped to represent NHC accurately and 
authentically during recording for AAA 
and also on their own social media 
accounts. 
 
 
 
With the slogan “Our Duty To Protect Our 
Community” NHC social media focused on 
the stay at home messaging throughout the 
month, with emphasis on merch (essentials 
box, magazine and tees), as well as the 
weekend’s content, with host and artist 
announcements, and a food competition. 
Instagram also featured IGTV takeovers 
from Alexandra Burke at home and Fiona 
Compton at home. 
   
 
 
 

Figure 3 
 

6000mm x 760mm 
NHC 2020: AAA 

Banner displayed in 
RBKC Town Hall 

Square 

Figure 4 
 

Samsung UK 
YouTube Total views 

for below vids 
315,300  

(at Sept 2020) 
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Figure 5 
 

Notting Hill 
Carnival: Access All 
Areas: Official 8K 

Trailer  
Samsung UK. 

Figure 6 
 

The Tastes of 
Notting Hill 

Carnival with Levi 
Roots 

Figure 7 
 

The Sounds of 
Notting Hill 

Carnival 
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AUGUST - Merch, Samsung, Digicel & 
AAA Goes Live #NHCAtHome - Our 
Duty to Protect The Community   
 
NHC Content creator designed NHC t-
shirts, AAA posters, flyers and a banner 
(6000mm x 760mm) to be displayed in 
RBKC Town Hall Square (see image 
below). Posters were displayed in 200 
estates across RBKC and WCC, and leaflets 
were also distributed to residents of both 
boroughs. 5k leaflets were also given to 
NHC Community Engagement Team for 
local distribution in the run up to and over 
Carnival weekend. 
 

 

  
Mid-August saw NHC Comms collaborate 
with Samsung to create a launch campaign 
for the new Samsung phone and NHC 2020: 
AAA. NHC Comms again ensured 
authenticity of voice, by working closely 
with the Samsung PR team, giving careful 
guidance and direction, and involving a 
selection of people from the Carnival 
Community to appear in the campaign. 
NHC Comms team also connected UK soca 
artists with Samsung to feature their music 
in the campaign. The campaign consisted of 
a series of mini-films shot with the 
Samsung phone capturing Carnival 
costumes, Brazilian bands and the food of 
NHC. The videos launched Notting Hill 
Carnival 2020: Access All Areas with a live 

Figure 8 
 

The Costumes of 
Notting Hill 

Carnival 

Figure 9 
 

Notting Hill 
Carnival: Access 

All Areas – 
Sunday Main 

Stage, 
Getty Images  
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countdown on the Piccadilly Circus screen 
(the largest screen in the UK) directing 
viewers to enjoy NHC from home. NHC 
Comms managed this relationship to 
deliver an integrated and strategic social 
media campaign alongside the release of 
the videos. This activity caused a spike in 
social media traction and increased media 
interest.    
     
NHC Comms wrote briefs for hosts, and 
also briefed them in person at the studio to 
ensure they were well informed and 
equipped to represent NHC accurately and 
authentically during recording for AAA 
and also on their own social media 
accounts. 
 
With the slogan “Our Duty To Protect Our 
Community” NHC social media focused on 
the stay at home messaging throughout the 
month, with emphasis on merch (essentials 
box, magazine and tees), as well as the 
weekend’s content, with host and artist 
announcements, and a food competition. 
Instagram also featured IGTV takeovers 
from Alexandra Burke at home and Fiona 
Compton at home. 
      
Ambassadors 
 
NHC social media featured popular IG Live 
takeovers from Fiona Compton and from 
Alexandra Burke. 
PR Company secured interviews with 
Fiona Compton, Rudolph Walker (in 
Trinidad and on ITV), 
 
 
Residents 
 
In addition to the print promotion of AAA 
and stay at home messaging, NHC was 
reactive to residents who emailed or 
engaged on social media.   
 
 
 
     

RBKC WCC GLA 

NHC Comms had regular weekly meetings 
with our funders for updates and to ensure 
some integrated social media took place.
     
  

Partners 

DIGICEL - BLACKWELL - GRACE - 
SPOTIFY - SAMSUNG - ROYAL 
ALBERT HALL - GETTY - ABBEY 
ROAD - TWITTER - FACEBOOK - 
GOOGLE ARTS - LETS GO DO - GREAT 
FETE WEEKEND 

Carnival Community 
 
NHC Comms shared NHC assets with the 
community either by WhatsApp or email to 
increase awareness of NHC digital 
activities and improve relationships. 
 
Examples of positive feedback from 
partners: 
From Taylor Herring (Samsung’s PR 
Team) 
“Just ahead of the weekend I want to say 
thank you for all your hard work and 
support over the last few weeks. It’s been a 
great journey and we are super excited for 
this weekend.” 
 
All of the performers, artists and musicians 
that you connected us with are incredibly 
talented and amazing to work with. 
 
Please do extend our gratitude to everyone 
on your team.  
 
Samsung have also asked me to share a 
thank you note to you all: 
 
A note to our collaborators. 
 
“Wow. It is the word which we keep saying 
in our remote offices, with our teams, 
partners and with friends. Just... wow! 
Thank you for allowing us to be part of this 
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journey and sharing your passion with us 
so openly. We are thrilled with what has 
been created and that really is down to you 
guys and your hard work. We are so 
pleased with the response and the real 
celebratory feel which we see coming 
through from our communities.  
Please keep in touch with us and enjoy this 
weekend, here’s hoping the sun shines.” 
Thanks from Tom, Briar and Amy, and the 
entire Samsung team.” 
From Spotify 
 
“Hello NHC, 
I just wanted to send congratulations on 
behalf of Spotify for a fantastic weekend of 
online shows. 
Saf and I (and many people in the team) 
watched A LOT of content over the 
weekend. It was incredible to see the 
variety of stuff you guys managed to pull 
together. Those sets ups in Grenada and 
Trini have got us hankering for a holiday 
soon. 
We saw some strong activity on the 
microsite, on the hub on Spotify, and on 
playlist use.  We'll be keeping the site live 
for another week or so I think and adding a 
few more bits and pieces. Today we added 
a takeover of Soca Classics from Kes. 
When the dust has settled, we should get a 
catch up. It would be great to know how 
things have gone your side, and where you 
might like to see things go in the future. 
2021 be good to us!!” 
 
Access All Areas Community 
Engagement. 
 
Our Approach 

• Crowd management activities early 
engagement by Community 
Engagement Team 

• Community Engagement Team 
responsible for advising visitors to 
the area that Carnival was not taking 
place and to signpost them to the 
online experience.   

• Train / Tube stations in the area to 
be monitored 

• Areas within the normal Carnival 
footprint to be monitored  

• Crowd gatherings to be registered 
using online data capture mapping 
tools  

• Location of large-scale residential 
parties will be registered using 
online data capture mapping tools 

• Location of all street / Sound 
System locations will be registered 
using online data capture mapping 
tools  

• Location of illegal Street Trading 
(Food & Alcohol) will be registered 
using online data capture mapping 
tools 

      

Summer in the City  
      
After months of lockdown and a relaxing of 
social distancing many young people felt 
frustrated with the lack of social 
opportunities in London. This saw a rise in 
un-licensed music events (UME) and 
although still in the midst of a pandemic 
UME’s started to appear all over London. 
     
  
The NHCL PR and Comms team addressed 
this with the messaging around staying at 
home. UME were taking place nationally, 
and we had to actively detach NHC from 
what was taking place, this wasn’t helped 
when Evening Standard quoted a senior 
Met officer describing the block parties as 
a “countdown to Notting Hill Carnival”. 
We introduced the hashtag #NHCAtHome, 
and with a clearer understanding of what 
NHC 2020 online was going to look like, 
we were able to put a plan in place for social 
media. 
      
In reaction to the UME we created a 
‘capsule campaign’ targeting the ‘UME 
demographic’ by increased social media 
engagement with specific media outlets and 
by providing our PR company, Outside PR, 
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with an additional media list and requesting 
they increase activity around keeping 
media outlets like LinkUp, The Shade 
Borough and Gossip TV updated along 
with pitching stories. They allocated a 
dedicated staff member, and the campaign 
continued up until Carnival weekend.
      
By June the world had processed and was 
reacting to the murder of George Floyd 
back in May, and NHC Comms displayed 
solidarity with the BLM movement. 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBTSp25A
B9n/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_lin  
 
Training and Community Engagement 
As there was no Carnival taking place, 
therefore no event we decided to change the 
terminology for stewards and call the teams 
Community Liaison. 
      
NHCL provided 50 Liaison personnel, all 
of whom had worked on previous Carnivals 
as part of the Community liaison 
deployment. All of the team were local and 
very familiar with the community which 
was imperative if they were to defuse 
potential issues that may arise from UME, 
food stalls setting up or protests. 
 
Mackenzie Arnold Group (MAG) provided 
200 stewards who worked  in synergy with 
the NHCL team. 
      
The ethos behind the Community Liaison 
when dealing with members of the public 
was to: 
      
Engagement ▶ Explain ▶  
Encourage ▶ Escalate 
 
The liaison teams were fully briefed on 
‘Rules of Engagement’ 
      
Explain - teams will stress the risks to 
public health and to the NHS. Educate 
people about the risks and the wider social 
factors. 
      

Encourage - teams will seek compliance 
and emphasise the benefits to the NHS by 
staying at home, how this can save lives and 
reduce risk for more vulnerable people in 
the community. 
     
Explain - the Community Liaison teams 
are engaged to help communicate with 
members of the public that Carnival has 
unfortunately been cancelled due to 
government guidelines in relation to 
COVID-19. 
      
If necessary, explain that the early 
engagement is to ensure that potential 
actions do not potentially compromise 
future Carnivals events 
      
Advise individuals that NHCL have 
worked with the Carnival Community to 
produce an online Carnival event, Access 
All Areas, showcasing various aspects of 
Carnival. Individuals can access it using the 
Carnival App or via the website 
www.nhcarnival.org 
     
  
Escalate - Community Liaison teams will 
escalate potential issues to the Control 
Room for stakeholder review / assistance 
and further action if required. 
 
August Bank Holiday Weekend 
      
In normal circumstances the ELT (Event 
Liaison Team) would be organised by 
RBKC and would have representatives 
from all of the agencies involved. However, 
as there was no event but there was a need 
for logging information collated by the 
Community Liaison teams and partners but 
not for a fully operational Event Liaison 
Team. 
      
A Liaison Team (LT) operated from the 
Tabernacle with representatives from 
MAG, RBKC, WCC, Met Police and TFL. 
This was a very much scaled back operation 
although the rhythm of the room followed 
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that of ELT over a normal Carnival 
weekend with hourly updates. 
 
LT was managed by MAG and 
incorporated a comprehensive mapping 
system to monitor the Community Liaison 
teams over the weekend. The Tabernacle 
Theatre was set up in following HSE 
guidelines to protect from the risk of 
COVID 19.  
 

This included: 
 

• Desk setup taking into account 
social distancing 

• Premedical questionnaire for all 
working in LT with temperature 
checks on arrival  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Names of staff given in advance 
• Guest viewing area 
• No refreshment provided - all staff 

to bring their own lunches 
• Extra cleaning 
• A one-way system 

  
MAG provided a Cloud based incident 
reporting system, which allowed staff to 
record identified incidents within the 
Carnival footprint. This included: 

• Online Mapping 
• Incident Recording Information 

from the mapping tool can be shared 
with all Stakeholders 

• Incident Reports will automatically 
be shared with the agreed 
Stakeholders, with records retained 
post event 

   

Figure 10 
 

MAG Mapping at 
the Tabernacle 

Figure 11 
 

LT at the 
Tabernacle 
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The LT was supposed to be operational 
from 0930 - 2030hrs, however it shut early 
on the Sunday and Monday as the footprint 
was very quiet and the anticipated activity 
over the weekend, UME, protests did not 
really materialise. The proposed ‘Million 
People March’ gathered about 250 people 
at Notting Hill Gate but they quickly moved 
on the march towards Hyde Park. 
      
The reports back from the teams on the 
ground was that of good natured 
interactions with the local community. The 
feedback from the police was that if they 
did attend an incident that the Community 
teams were already there and dealing with 
the situation so there was no requirement to 
escalate. 
  
We feel that the weekend was a great 
success helped by the joined up approach of 
working vis OSPG, the strong comms from  

 
 
 

NHCL and all agencies to stay at away from 
the area, an alternative Carnival offering to 
the community via Access All Areas, the 
cooperation and support of the Carnival 
Arts Arenas as well as the boots on the 
ground with the Community Liaison teams 
pre-weekend and over the August Bank 
Holiday. 

 
  
  
Source: WWW.NHCARNIVAL.ORG 
(SQUARESPACE) 
Data Set From 17th August To 15th 
September 2020 (28 Days)  
    
 
C) Post Carnival Analytics Output Data. 
This was taken from a large number of 
sources      
     
YouTube, Global Reach: Demographics 
Viewer Age 
 
The data from Twitter is sown as an 
example. Full details are available on: 
https://doc.secondscreenldn.com/-
PUBLIC-USE-NHC-ACCESS-ALL-
AREAS-2020-REPORT-LG2FNzg1SiqM

 
      
      

Figure 13 
Community Liaison Team  

Figure 12 
Community Liaison Team with Carnival 

Artist ‘Bubbles’ 
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TWITTER: 
DATA SET FROM 5TH AUGUST TO 2ND SEPTEMBER 2020 
    
Instagram     
  

 

 
 

Figure 14 
 

Google Arts & 
Culture Page! 
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Cyril Khamai’s Commentary on the Early History of Steelpan in One 
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Introduction
 
San Fernando, designated the industrial 
capital of Trinidad and Tobago grew out of 
a scenic sixteenth century picturesque 
hamlet, filled with history, exuberance, 
creativity and innovation that contributed 
significantly to the evolution of steelband.  
 

 
Under their ‘Past & Historic’ Trinidad and 
Tobago Steelband section, Islands 
Research list a total of 282 steelbands, of 
which the majority (126) were based in the 
South-Central region, with San Fernando 
being the focal point; fervently gripped by 
innovations of steelpan from its inception.  

             
              

                
               
                

             
                
                 
              

             
              

               
             
               

               
                 

                
               

    

             
              

                
               
                

             
            

               
               

            
               

             
              

            
               

                
                
               

           

             
              

                
               
                

             
               

               
               

            
               

             
              

            
               

                
                
               

           

Abstract
Veteran pannist, Cyril Khamai vividly recalls the ‘Era of Experimentation’ in the 1940-50s 
when the transition from Tamboo Bamboo to a plethora of rhythmic percussive shards, biscuit- 
drums-bands and eventually the steelpan as we know it today was in progress. Growing up in 
San Fernando, Trinidad and Tobago, Khamai played a key role in this development and notes 
that fundamental steps in the evolution of the steelpan took place in San Fernando and the 
South. This strongly challenges the northern centric dogma of steelpan development with the 
firm convictionnthat San Fernando and the South of Trinidad matched the capital, Port of 
Spain, every step of the way and at times were ahead of their northern counterparts. 
Followed by a period of quiescence between 1939-1944 imposed by World War II, the VE/VJ 
celebrations of 1945 witnessed a resurgence of fledgling steelbands and carnival activities 
in both cities, although there is a marked absence of published work covering the South. 
Khamai emphasised the frequent two-way steelpan traffic between the regions with hardly a 
week going by without exchange of aficionados between cities. This is manifested by the 
inclusion of Theophilus Stephens and Belgrave Bonaparte, two steelpan virtuosos of the 
South, to join the Trinidad All- Steel Pan Percussion Orchestra (TASPO) to perform at the 
Festival of Britain in 1951. He singles out TASPO’s trip as a watershed moment and a 
quantum leap for steelpan, not only in the development of the instrument but also for its 
colossal social and artistic impact in San Fernando and Trinidad and Tobago as a whole. 
Key points raised by Khamai have been independently corroborated from other sources.
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(see link: 
http://www.seetobago.org/trinidad/pan/zsp
hsbtt.htm#southzone).  
 
This charming, costal town, that straggles 
around the base of San Fernando’s 600-foot 
stunning Naparima Hill, came into the 
spotlight in Europe in 1595, when Sir 
Walter Raleigh descended upon it in search 
of the mythical city of ‘El Dorado’ (Hill, 
1993). Known to the Amerindians as 
‘Anaparima (‘single hill’) and a sacred 
place of worship for the South American 
Warrahoon tribe (SocaWarriors.net. 2009), 
the then Spanish Governor, Don José Maria 
Chacón, named the town ‘San Fernando de 
Naparima’ in 1792, in honour of 
‘Fernando’, the infant son of Carlos III, 
King of Spain. Just prior to this, Chacón in 
his 1783 ‘Cedula of Population’ awarded 
land grants to incoming Catholic settlers to 
develop the country. Many sugar 

plantations were established in the 
Naparima plains surrounding San Fernando 
and the town began to grow (Hill, 1993). 
With the British capture of Trinidad in 
1797, they began to refashion San Fernando 
from an old Spanish colonial-style town 
that was developing at the waterfront to a 
more industrial area to boost the coffers of 
the ‘mother country’ (Figure 1).  
Sugar cane production was dominant with 
> 270 sugar mills in Trinidad and Tobago 
by the early 1800s. With the 19th-century 
industrial revolution taking place in 
Europe, new technologies in sugar 
production (e.g. vacuum pan, centrifuges 
etc) began to reach the colonies. In San 
Fernando, this led to the construction of the 
highly productive modern Usine, Ste. 
Madeline Sugar Cane Factory, which at its 
peak became the largest sugar cane factory 
in the world (Besson, 2018). Fuelled by 
wealth derived from the export of 53,000 
tons of sugar by 1882, new industries 
sprung up such as cacao cultivation and the 
petroleum industry which attracted an 
influx of new workers who settled in San 
Fernando and South Trinidad (Hill, 1993).  
 
San Fernando’s Burgeoning Oil Industry 
and the Availability of Oil Drums. Cyril 
Khamai’s Family’s New Home and Early 
Days. 
 
With the abolition of slavery in 1834, full 
freedom for the recently emancipated 
enslaved took another four years of 
‘apprenticeship’ on the plantations. Sugar 
cultivation, hitherto concentrated mainly in 
northern Trinidad began to move south, 
toward the fertile plains of Caroni and 
Naparima where train lines also linked up 
with the sugar cane factories. Around this 
time, the British began to bring in 
indentured labourers from South Asia to fill 
the vacuum left by the exodus of slaves 
from the sugar and cotton plantations.  In 
1845, the first ship filled with indentured 
workers from India arrived in Trinidad. 
Over the years 144,000 would settle until 
indentureship terminated in 1917 

Figure 1a (above) - Magistrate’s Court and 1b 
(below) - City Hall. Well maintained old 
colonial buildings that add to the beauty of the 
city today. Taken by the author in 2013. (See 
TriniView.com). 
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(Samaroo, 2006). Among these would be 
Khamai’s paternal grandparents who 
arrived as indentured labourers and settled 
in the East Indian community of Pepper 
Village, located in the heartland of the 
sugar belt of Trinidad. His grandparents 
spoke only Hindi, though his father, 
Durham Khamai also learnt Patois and 
English. Durham’s marriage to Emelia 
Emmanuel, herself of African ancestry 
would have been quite gallant for the time 
when the mixing of ethnic groups was 
disesteemed. The social pressure on their 
marriage eventually led to their separation 
when Khamai was just five and his sister, 
Theodora four years older. World War II 
arrived and because of Trinidad’s 
burgeoning oil industry and Britain’s 
arrangement with United States, American 
bases at Chaguaramas (1942) and Waller 
Field (1941) were established (Martin, 
2017). This inevitably led to the creation of 
new posts and a major component of the 
workforce was immediately enticed and left 
the sugar industry for these better-paid jobs 
supporting American bases. This exodus 
from the plantations created shortfalls in 
sugar production and was a serious blow to 
sugar manufacturers. It was during this 
unsettling period that Durham Khamai took 
his two young children to San Fernando, 
spurred on by a friend who offered him a 
job at Stephen and Todd Stores on High 
Street, San Fernando and who also helped 
him to find a home on Chacon Street. 
Durham was an accomplished tailor and 
decided to set up his own business. After 
just a few months he moved his family to 
the adjacent road, Quenca Street, where he 
acquired adequate space to run his business 
and also make it their permanent home. 
Cyril Khamai attended San Fernando Boys’ 
R.C. School, a renowned primary school 
that was established in 1890 and based at 
the prestigious Harris Promenade. He loved 
his new neighbourhood which he found 
welcoming and exciting. Quenca Street led 
directly into Queen Street and the spacious 
elegant King’s Wharf and Seafront. There 
were several early eighteenth-century 

buildings including its Railway Station 
with its Victorian cast iron structure and 
several grand hotels. The bus terminal was 
also sited at King’s Wharf that added to the 
hustle and bustle of his new home. The 
young Khamai was absolutely ecstatic with 
his new surroundings and he felt his future 
would be shaped here, but just how, he was 
unsure at the time.  
 
Cyril Khamai’s Introduction to Steelpan 
Tuning and Experimentation 
The follow up to primary school education 
from a renowned school such as San 
Fernando Boys’ R.C. is usually entry to a 
secondary school or an apprenticeship with 
a tradesperson. Cyril Khamai showed 
interest in neither but was instead motivated 
by a curious new hobby. Opposite to his 
home lived an East Indian youth who spent 
hours every day hammering tins such 
grapefruit juice, milk or paint tins which he 
collected in the streets daily, especially at 
gas stations. The inquisitive young Khamai 
made friends with his neighbour and 
instantly took a keen interest in his 
activities. Everyday after school the pair 
collected tins together after which he 
looked on intriguingly while his friend tried 
tuning three notes on the tins to the pitches 
of ‘C’, ‘D’ and ‘E’. Khamai recollects that 
the notes did not sound exactly the same on 
the various tins and tried his hand at tuning 
himself. He remembers his friend being 
impressed by how quickly he learnt and 
how precise his notes sounded on various 
tins. Their yardstick was to play ‘Mary Had 
a Little Lamb’ and assess their success 
aurally. While Khamai became 
increasingly fascinated by these ‘bizarre’ 
activities, his friend seemed to be gradually 
losing interest and accompanied him less 
frequently, leaving Khamai to continue 
experimenting alone. When Khamai’s 
mother, Emelia heard of his endeavours she 
was incensed and criticised her husband for 
bringing up their son as a ‘vagrant’.  
Khamai was sure his father would take note 
and either persuade him into training as a 
tailor in his business or find him a job 
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through one of his friends. To his utter 
astonishment, his father not only listened to 
him and allowed him ‘to explore his hobby’ 
but went further. For his birthday on 13th 
December 1939, Khamai was given a larger 
red painted tin which made him feel sure 
that his father saw something in his vision. 
He described this as the turning point in his 
life and he never looked back; he was sure 
he found his forte and envisioned a life in 
steelpan music. In hindsight, he was unsure 
how this would happen because the 
steelpan, as we know it today, was then far 
away from the direction it would take.  
He was now on his own and being free to 
experiment, he created two additional 
notes, ‘F’ and ‘G’ and was able to play Lord 
Caresser’s (Rufus Callender) calypso, 
‘Fire, Fire in Port of Spain’.  On this larger 
‘birthday’ steelpan he tried to play 
‘MaryAnn’ (by Rafael de Leon, aka “The 
Roaring Lion”) but found that a note was 
missing. He simply tuned a new note that 
would allow him to complete the entire 
melody and in so doing inadvertently added 
a ‘B’.  
These diligent pioneers followed basic 
scientific experimental principles in the 
long process of steelpan development. 
Initially, they established clear objectives 
of what they wanted to achieve using 
discarded tins or drums. The pair then 
experimented using various methods to 
achieve their goal and then measured their 
success - in this case being able to play a 
complete ‘simple’ song. The next step 
would be to expand the range of notes to 
play more complex pieces.   
Khamai was well aware that the number of 
variable parameters were immense. For 
example, he noticed that among the tins he 
was tuning, correct fundamental notes 
displayedvaryingpitch and frequency due to 
differences in the gauge and type materials 
used to make the various tins. However, 
undaunted,  Khamai and the steelpan tuners 
of South Trinidad persevered during World 
War II between 1939 and early 1945 when 
Carnival activities were suspended. 
Attempts were made to have outdoor 

carnivals in Port of Spain, but these were 
quickly immobilised by the police and 
many participants incarcerated (Stuempfle 
1995). Similar attempts in San Fernando 
were quickly suppressed by an ever-
vigilant police force that Khamai 
considered to be very harsh towards pan 
players. This period of economic 
depression brought on by the war, 
paradoxically “forced a creative idleness 
on some of the urban young men” (Hill, 
1993) - perhaps in the same way that Covid-
19 appears to be doing (see papers in this 
volume of IJCA).  
 
The Era of Experimentation, Rhythm 
Markers, Transition to the ‘Biscuit-
Drum Band’.   
The transition from Tamboo Bamboo to 
steelpan began in the mid-1930s and was a 
gradual process using an assortment of 
metal fragments and containers, especially 
with the larger biscuit tins, being used to 
augment the bamboo (Hill, 1993).  

Soon the sound of the bamboo stems being 
struck with sticks was drowned out by the 
metal, especially the brake drum which 
overpowered all metal objects (see Figure 
2, Johnson, 2011, Chapters 2-3,). 
Khamai reminisces about these ‘Biscuit-
Tin Bands’ as they began getting very 
competitive and rivalries became intense in 
cinemas such as Empire, Gaiety, Globe and 
Rivoli where competitions were held. He 
recalls that initially a typical band would 
have only one of these 3-note drums and 
would be backed up by 15 or so percussive 
pieces including even dustbin lids. Their 

   
      

  
     

 

       
        

        
   

       
        

       
   

Figure 2. A typical mid-1940s percussion - steelband 
with an assortment of tins and drums that Cyril Khamai 
would have played in during carnival. Courtesy- Kim 
Johnson.
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criteria were based upon very assertive 
calypso rhythms with all players in 
impeccable time and creating a warm, 
sensual sound. At some point they would 
pause abruptly and allow the sound of the 
ping pong to take over for a few minutes. 
The player would perform very simple 
pieces after which the rhythm section 
would take over again. Khamai declares he 
was always mesmerised by how snappy the 
changes took place, yet he could never see 
any obvious signals being passed to 
indicate the changes. Outside of the 
competition, singing and chanting often 
accompanied these bands that included 
percussion instruments such as drums, an 
assortment of biscuit tins and the inevitable 
‘bottles and spoons’. An authentic 
recording posted on YouTube of ‘The 
Roaring Lion’ (Rafael de Leon) in February 
of 1940 was the very first recording of a 
steelband (Hell Yard Steel Band). The 
variety of metal pieces used to create the 
rhythms is clearly heard between the 
intervals. Khamai states “there is no doubt 
about where the ‘Engine Room’ came from 
and why I now mostly play a scratcher 
today!” 
see link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continu
e=142&v=GsM1hiR8QYk&feature=emb_title 
 
Khamai concurs with The Roaring Lion, 
that the name ‘Steelband’ began appearing 
between  1942 to 1943 - up to then they 
were called a ‘Biscuit Tin-Band’ and was 
dominated with tins from the Bermudez 
Biscuit Factory. The Roaring Lion noted 
that about this time a new type of biscuit tin, 
‘Sunrise Biscuit’, became available in 
Trinidad and this led to the first major 
change in sound. These tins were about 
twenty inches high by about fifteen inches 
in diameter and had a deeper sound. These 
were used to create the sound of a bass 
while the lighter kerosene pitch-oil tin was 
used as a Tenor Steelpan or Ping Pong. This 
more embellished range of percussive 
pieces were often referred to as ‘Biscuit 
Drum-Band’. 

Post-War Carnival Celebration - 
Steelpan in the Streets 
When VE (Victory in Europe Day, 8th May 
1945) and VJ (Victory over Japan Day, 15th 
August 1945) arrived, the government 
granted a two-day temporary lift on banned 
parades imposed during the war. 
Celebrations in San Fernando were 
rapturous and took place in several parts of 
the town. This had a dual effect of bringing 
all corners of society onto the streets for the 
greatest street parties even seen in the city. 
Some danced in costumes, some waved 
flags and others struck any solid material 
they could find to keep a rhythm with these 
new experimental steelbands, who were 
playing in the public for the first time and 
inadvertently reintroducing carnival after 
its long hiatus. Steelbands were still only 
able to play simple nursery rhymes and a 
few bars of calypsos but the bottles (usually 
square gin bottles) and spoons and a 
growing assortment of metallic fittings 
filled the gaps. It is commonly believed that 
these events took place only in Port of 
Spain, however, Khamai states 
emphatically that San Fernando celebrated 
this landmark event and he was among the 
many who participated. This island-wide 
celebration was emphasised by Stuempfle 
(1995) who states that by VE and VJ, 
“Steelbands were already prominent in 
locations as far apart as Cedros, San 
Fernando, Princes Town, Chaguanas and 
Sangre Grande”. They “were also 
important because they reaffirmed and 
expanded the cultural connection between 
street celebration and Steelband 
performance. Steelpan emerged as a form 
of Carnival music, but it soon became 
expected at festive occasions” Stuempfle 
(1995). In an interview with Cyril Khamai 
in 2018, Sullivan stated “New advances in 
steelpan tuning were taking place in all 
parts of the island, many in areas such as 
San Fernando that was largely populated 
by East Indians” (Cyril Khamai, per.com., 
Sullivan, 2020). 
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Cyril Khamai’s Recollections and 
Involvement with Some of the Earliest 
Steelbands in San Fernando. 
 

    
   

   
    

    
   

   
    

     
  

   
   

      
  

     
     

   
  

   
   

  

 
Rather than the convex shape, Mannette 
experimented with sinking the drum into a 
concave shape which turned out to be his 
“eureka” moment. He called this drum 
‘Barracuda’, after ferocious barracuda fish, 
because he considered it “the baddest drum 
in Port of Spain”. (needs citation) A 
common practice then was to ‘show off’ a 
new invention to your friends and foes. 
Mannette, who lived in the Woodbrook 
neighbourhood of southwest Port of Spain 
ventured out of his ‘territory’ in 1945 to 
Duke Street on the east side of  Port of 
Spain  to announce his new steelpan. Sadly, 
he was beaten up and his steelpan taken 
away; though, ironically, this led to his 
epiphany. To replace his confiscated 
instrument Mannette turned toward the use 
of the larger 55-gallon oil drum which were 
available in abundance and without 
realising it, in 1946, set the benchmark for 
the future.  

According to Khamai, news of this 
breakthrough reached San Fernando almost 
instantaneously and oil drums began 
disappearing overnight from places where 
they stood idle the day before. The first 
steelbands of San Fernando would include 
a mixture of oil drums and assorted bin and 
tin drums. Khamai’s memory of its impact 
in San Fernando and the excitement it 
created is vivid and embedded in the 
narratives of the numerous steelbands he 
recalls below. He states, “its members were 
nearly all unemployed, came from the 
poorest strata of society and with little or 
no income, hustled to live; begging, 
gambling, paying cards and ‘Whe Whe’ 
(see1 footnote elbow). They often took to 
crime and violence and were snubbed by 
the higher strata of society”. But with 
restrictions removed at the end of the war, 
steelbands started to reorganise themselves 
and the first recorded steelbands began to 
make their appearances in San Fernando. 
Table 1 shows some of the steelbands that 
became established in the city while Figure 
3 shows their approximate location and 
time. Khamai refers to an additional epoch 
he calls the ‘Rubber Stick Era’ in 1947/48 
when rubber from cars or bicycle tyres were 
used to wrap around the playing end of 
steelpan sticks to introduce a more mellow 
sound—this adaptation rapidly became a 
routine feature.  Coffee Street soon became 
the hub of activity and is immortalised by 
the diaspora in many ways such as clubs 
abroad being called ‘Coffee Street’ and 
‘Coffee Boys’. Andy Narrell, as arranger 
for Skiffle Bunch Steel Orchestra (1999, 
2000) also encapsulated the location with 
his composition “Coffee Street”; earning 
the steelband a place in the 1999 Panorama 
Finals 
 

(see link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_fKnt
nlIYTQ&ab_channel=UniversityofNorthT
exasCollegeofMusic.  
 
Footnote 1Whe-whe, the Trinidad version of an Old 
Chinese number game of Chinapoo that was illegal but 
played daily by the poorer classes of society. 

The VE/VJ celebrations of 1945 paved the 
way for a period of remarkable innovations 
in steelpan. The end of the war led to a 
surplus of oil drums which were then being 
used for a range of storage purposes 
because of their size and durability. These 
included their use as garbage containers, 
frequently seen at petrol stations or as 
dustbins in schools and colleges (see below 
Rogues Regiment). Up to this point, 40- 
gallon drums were being used to create 
steelpans. The standard practice was to 
pound the drums from below to produce a 
convex surface which was then stabbed 
with a broom handle to create three to four 
notes. It is generally believed that the 
person who first produced notes on such a 
steelpan was Winston ‘Spree’ Simon. 
When the young Elliot ‘Ellie’ Mannette 
tried to copy this process, he failed but 
remained undeterred (see link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=23Bp5 
9xfAUw&ab_channel=SmithsonianFolklif 
e).
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A few steelbands that Khamai had direct 
input into or keenly followed are discussed 
below:  
 
Pearl Harbour - 1945. 
The establishment of Pearl Harbour as San 
Fernando’s first Steelband is unequivocal. 
As early as 1940, Rudolph ‘Fish Eye’ 
Ollivierre from Hell Yard Steelband, Port 
of Spain had given a four note Ping Pong to 
the teenager Meadow Williams after a short 
visit to the capital with Julian ‘Tall Boy’ 
Benjamin. Although war restrictions 

allowed percussion and string instruments 
such as bottle and spoon, violins, chac chac, 
maracas and cuatros, the playing of a 
steelpan was prohibited. Meadow and ‘Tall 
Boy’ found a space to create a new band on 
Mucurapo Street, obliquely opposite 
Johnstone Street, at the site of the Strand 
Cinema. This was a precarious area at the 
time where rival gangs carried out street 
fights against each other and with the 
police. The panyard’s large adjoining lanes 
and alleyways connected to Paradise 

 

Figure 3. (Top). Map showing Coffee Street (pink) and 
adjoining streets where many key steelbands were 
located from 1945 to the 1960s. The scenic Naparima 
(San Fernando) Hill from which the city began to emerge 
in the 1700s dominates the landscape. Cyril Khamai 
home is indicated by the red.    
 
Figure 4. (Right). Panoramic view of San Fernando 
from the top of Naparima Hill. The city is built around 
its foothill with Coffee and Carib Streets that houses 
most of the steelbands located to the south of the Hill in 
the mid-1940s. The Gulf of Paria is to the west of the 
city (photo,2018 - L.M.N. Shah). 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2 – DECEMBER 2020 

   

 30 

Cemetery, which rebels used frequently to 
escape skirmishes. 
When formally established in 1945, Pearl 
Harbour was comparable to the steelbands 
of the period which comprised about 15 
players. Typically, a band would be led by 
a Captain and would comprise two lighter 
biscuit tins (ping pongs for the melody) 
while rhythmic bass sounds would come 
from two heavier biscuit drums and three 
‘bomb’ kettle drums. Usually there would 
also be two buglers and four to five iron and 
metal percussion pieces along with at least 
one flag waver.    
The young Meadow Williams was 
appointed leader of Pearl Harbour and can 
be seen in early photos of the band (Clifton, 
2012).  Some of the key players listed by 
their sobriquets included ‘Dollar’, ‘Tall 
Boy’ (Julian Benjamin), ‘Cross Eye’, 
‘Black Fred’, ‘Preddie’ and ‘Panther’ 
(Arthur Theodore), (Seon, 1979). A rarity 
for this period, San Fernando had already 
recorded its first female pannist, Veda 
Samuel who was self-taught using 
Meadow’s steelpan in his absence and 
played on the streets of San Fernando in 
1945 (Clifton, 2012). Both Khamai and the 
author, Donald Seon (1979) wholly 
acknowledged the leadership and musical 
skills of Meadow. He was often able to steer 
the steelband away from hostility and 
worked hard to maintain its integrity. He 
was farsighted, resourceful and made 
frequent trips to Port of Spain to keep 
abreast of developments. Meadow 
generously credits Julian `Tallboy’ 
Benjamin as “the man behind it all” who 
started the steelband movement in San 
Fernando and South Trinidad (Clifton, 
2012). Among their players who would go 
on to excel in other steelbands were John 
Patterson, Lincoln Pascal, Kelvin Williams 
and Cyril “Nick” Boxill who later played 
with ‘Teenage Symphony’, ‘Q. T. Minors’, 
‘Sea Bees’ and ‘Guinness Cavaliers’ (Table 
1). Bobby Mohammed in turn played at 
Boxill’s funeral on 2nd November 2011 to 
acknowledge his contributions. As a 

steelband they had several thousand 
followers during carnival processions.  

 
Bataan - 1946  
This band was formed soon after Pearl 
Harbour and around the same time as ‘Free 
French’ (see below) and was named after an 
island in the Philippines that was captured 
by the Japanese in the World War II. It was 
first located in Champs Billiard Saloon on 
Upper Marryat Street where the Ali family 
ran their business (Figure 5). But the space 
loaned to them was soon needed by the 
proprietors and after just a few months, the 
band relocated to central Coffee Street, 
behind the site of the old Ice Factory and 
obliquely opposite to where Skiffle Steel 
Orchestra is today (Figure 6). The 
steelband’s leader was Herman ‘Teddy’ 
Clark who Khamai remembered as the 
foremost ‘Bad-John’ of the South. Its close 
location of just about 500 yards from Free 
French steelband led to frequent scuffles 
among members.  Author, Donald Seon 
(1979) was a member of this steelband and 
has given much credit to one of its 
members, - ‘Billy,’ as a pannist - which is 
strongly questioned by Khamai and is 

Figure 5. Upper Marryat Street where 
Bataan started.  San Fernando Hill to the 
top. Links Carib and Coffee Streets. 
(Photo, L.M.N. Shah, 2016) 
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discussed below.  Khamai describes Teddy 
as a very competitive and sound player with 
fresh ideas. He drew on notions from many 
pannists perhaps including Billy. Khamai 
says he considered joining Bataan and 
followed the development of the band 
closely and frequented their Coffee Street 
panyard but he had never seen Billy1 there 

(see footnote).  
Bataan comprised fifteen to sixteen 
members and practised conscientiously 
under their gifted captain, who had soon left 
the band for personal reasons. The band’s 
Vice Captain, Norman ‘Youth’ Curtis was 
a worthy successor and he worked 
diligently to change the band’s status as 
hoodlums. He invited members of the 
public to visit and meet band members and 
was especially supportive of youth 
activities, earning him his nickname. His 
endeavours led him to meet many middle-
class businesspeople and soon the band was 
playing at some of their parties. For the first 
time, players were being paid as musicians. 
Seon argues that he should have equivalent 
status to Mannette and Spree (Seon, 1979) 
for his substantial work to steelband 
development and for breaking down class 
barriers in the community. It was therefore 
not surprising that the band drew thousands 
of revellers on the road for carnival 
especially during ‘last-lap’; the closing 
stages of carnival on Tuesday.   
 
 
1Khamai believes that Billy’s full name was ‘Billy 
White’  

 
Free French - 1946 
Khamai recalls the original name of the 
band as ‘Snow Boys’ followed by the 
‘Cross of Lorraine’ under the leadership of 
Emile “Zola” Williams. There was another 
steelband in the capital with the same name 
and this soon gave way to the new youth 
band at the corner of Coffee and Drayton 
Streets in 1946 christened ‘Free French’ 
(Figure 7). While each band was led by a 
single flag waver, Free French was escorted 
by three, - and on J’Ouvert morning they 
added a ten-foot pole with a lighted ‘Cross 
of Lorraine’ (symbolic of their former 
name) that switched on and off 
intermittently as the band paraded. Led by 
the enormously talented Theophilus “Theo” 
"Black James" Stephens, his brother 
Selwyn and a pool of extremely gifted and 
ambitious teenaged players such as Radcliff 
Benjamin (later went to Holland), Errol 
‘Blocka’ Phillip (later went to the UK), 
Emile ‘Zola’ Williams and many others, 
they soon became the pride of Coffee Street 
and San Fernando and were a magnet for 
drawing in other players and bands to this 
street. One of those attracted was the young 
and aspiring steelpan player and tuner, 
Cyril Khamai.  
During a visit to Free French’s panyard in 
1946, Khamai could not resist having a go 
on their ping pong and played a few pieces 
that were outside Free French’s repertoire. 
Stephens, still inside his house, realised 
there was a stranger in the panyard, looked 

Figure 6. Bataan moved to Coffee Street 
directly opposite to where Skiffle Steel 

Orchestra is located today. 
(Photo, L.M.N. Shah, 2016) 

Figure 7. The corner of Coffee and Drayton 
Streets – home to Free French where Khamai 

first met Theo Stephens in 1946. 
(Photo L.M.N. Shah, 2016). 
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out of their window and shouted, “who is 
playing this?” He then came outside to greet 
him. Khamai recalled that after a brief chat, 
they both realised that they had much in 
common. Both attended the same school 
(San Fernando Boys' RC), started playing 
steelpan at a similar age and shared a deep 
passion and love for the instrument. 
Stephens invited Khamai to join Free 
French as he saw this was an opportune 
moment for both of them. For Khamai it 
was his first formal membership of a 
steelband. Free French were getting 
prepared for the first steelband competition 
at King’s Wharf in 1946 and wanted to 
assemble the most proficient band. They 
rehearsed intensively with Stephens 
frequently calling on Khamai to assist him 
with arranging and tuning. The band took 
first place convincingly and this led to an 
upsurge of interest in Free French beyond 
the city and well into the South. Khamai 
stayed with the band for two years and 
amicably parted company in late 1948.  
Just on the opposite to Free French on 
Coffee Street, a group of teenagers were 
trying to start a new band they called the 
‘Young Destroyers’. They needed an 
arranger, player and tuner and appealed to 
Khamai to join them (see ‘Melody Makers 
below).  In the meantime, as the news of the 
victory of Free French spread and the status 
of the band grew, they were visited by many 
in the South and from Port of Spain. Among 
them were the immensely brilliant Belgrave 
Bonaparte from the up and coming 
Southern Symphony, in La Brea. Bonaparte 
and Stephens attained such heights that they 
would soon be called up as part of a group 
of twelve to represent Trinidad and Tobago 
at the Festival of Britain in 1951. Khamai’s 
view was that while this was a great 
accolade for the band and city, the pressure 
to prepare for TASPO’s visit abroad stifled 
experimentation within the band at a critical 
period and decided it might be a good time 
to move on.  
TASPO’s return to Trinidad in late 1951 
had the greatest conceivable impact on 
steelpan, both in terms of inspiring future 

development and in its acceptance by all 
sections of Trinidadian society. Fresh with 
new ideas from the trip, Stephens, like 
Khamai wanted to move ahead and decided 
to start afresh. He was keen to show his 
competitive side and secretly decided he 
would enter for the all-island’s Musical 
Festival in 1954. 
Free French had set a new standard for 
steelbands in the South and enthused a new 
generation of pannists. The success of 
TASPO inspired a vision for pan players 
beyond the confines of its homeland and 
stimulated many to travel to new lands in 
search of a brighter future. Soon after their 
success in 1954, Stephens (see Southern All 
Stars below) and Blocka Phillips (Band 
Master of Free French) decided to travel to 
London in 1955. Other TASPO members 
such Sterling Betancourt and Philimore 
‘Boots’ Davidson were already laying the 
foundation for the development of 
steelbands in Britain. Winston “Spree” 
Simon’s return performance tour of 
England also helped to reinforce the work 
of the London diaspora.  
To Khamai’s surprise, Stephens decided to 
join the Royal Air Force (RAF) in England 
and not only became a helicopter pilot but 
also had the opportunity to study music 
during his training. He left the RAF in 1958 
and with Gerald Forsyth OBE starting a 
comprehensive programme of ‘Steelband in 
Schools’ project, returned to London in 
1960. Stephens too began teaching steelpan 
in schools and stayed on for seven years. He 
held steelpan tuning workshops and many 
of the Britain’s top steelpan tuners today 
such as Toussaint Clarke (Rainbow Steel 
Orchestra) were his students. During this 
period, he was reunited with Khamai and 
with Leonard (former Pan Am North Stars 
pannist). They performed in London and 
Zurich and did many gigs together. 
Stephens was offered to transfer his 
teaching skills to schools in San Antonio, 
Texas and did so for a few years. A few 
years later, he moved to New York, drawn 
by the presence of formidable pan players 
and the birth of the New York’s Labor Day 
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Carnival. While his legendary work in 
London was recognised, sadly, plans to 
bring him back to London to receive a 
prestigious award coincided with his 
untimely death (6th April 2001). 
Seon (1979) summed up the contribution of 
Theophilus “Theo” "Black James" 
Stephens’ work by the following: “Free 
French could have competed with honours 
against any band in Port of Spain. South 
steelpan-men, once regarded as well 
‘below par’ in the standard of steel band 
music have made meteoric progress in this 
form of culture. The pupils had at last 
attained the standard of their masters” and 
began taking their musical skills around the 
world.    
 
Royal Air Force -1946 
King’s Wharf, San Fernando had many 
elegant Victorian buildings including the 
Railway Station and San Fernando 
Abattoir. Unusually, the band named Royal 
Air Force Steelband comprised players 
whose daytime jobs were butchers who 
worked at the King’s Wharf, Abattoir. 
There was insufficient work to keep them 
fully employed, so being on the seafront 
they were employed as fishermen. They are 
often cited as the first steelband in San 
Fernando but both Khamai and Seon (1979) 
refute this in favour of Pearl Harbour. 
Khamai also contends that this band was 
initiated by Billy White (see above Bataan) 
who was a member of the Royal Air Force 
and also a butcher.  This was a small band 
of about twelve players, but they remained 
a popular band at carnival and were fondly 
referred to as the ‘Wharfies’.  They drew in 
hundreds of followers during carnival 
parades, especially for ‘last-lap’ because 
they terminated at their panyard in the 
spacious King’s Wharf area. Unlike other 
bands who were stopped precisely at 
midnight by the police, the Royal Air Force 
steelband seemed to have had more 
freedom and played on well after midnight 
without intervention from the constabulary.      
 
 

Melody Makers -1948.  
Cyril Khamai’s brief sojourn with Free 
French and his move to Melody Makers on 
the oppositive side of Coffee Street, had the 
most profound impact on his life as a 
pannist. Restricted by the rigid imposition 
placed upon TASPO and Theo Stephen’s 
rigid adherence to the guidelines, Khamai 
found new freedom with the young band, 
then known as ‘Destroyers’, whose 
Captain, Radcliffe ‘Bakes’ Baker (Clifton, 
2014), who.  literally handed him the reins 
to experiment as he wished. Khamai made 
many new friends such as Neville ‘Bolvin’ 
Sandy, Carlton ‘Screw punch’ Wallace, 
Cyril Boxill, Carlton “Musman” Lynch, 
Clive Alexander, and several Chinese 
players such as Esmond Chinapoo. 
Unlike his former band, there was a large 
surplus of oil drums with which to 
experiment. At that time, it was customary 
to have a number of pans that would be used 
for playing different tunes and they were 
swapped as needed for the repertoire. Free 
French had given some pans to Melody 
Makers, but they were nine-note diatonic 
steelpans without harmonic accidentals. 
Khamai began creating a steelpan with the 
basic notes he already knew but left several 
blank untuned notes on the steelpan. As he 
played different pieces and came upon a 
note which he needed, he would tune one of 
the blank notes to enable him to play the 
tune. Periodically, he would solo for the 
band and invite members to call different 
tunes for him to play. Again, as soon as he 
stumbled upon a tune that lacked a note, the 
recital would end, and he would return to 
trying to tune another blank note to 
complete the piece. Nobody, including 
Khamai, realised what he had achieved but 
they we all very proud of him.  
During 1950, he first met the legendary 
Ellie Mannette merely through a casual 
introduction. TASPO (see Impact of 
TASPO in San Fernando and the South) 
began fund-raising for their upcoming visit 
to London in 1951. One of their fund-
raising concerts was at the 1920-built 
Empire Cinema at 10 Penitence Street, San 
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Fernando. Anyone involved with steelpan 
at the time attended this show, including his 
friends in Melody Makers. TASPO 
excelled with their new pans. They received 
a thunderous applause at the end and stuck 
around momentarily to mix with players 
from San Fernando and also sign 
autographs. Khamai recalls that the stage 
was packed with people trying to reach 
TASPO’s members. He was talking to 
friends in the audience when he was 
touched on his back and summoned to look 
toward the stage. His friends from Melody 
Makers were gesticulating frantically to get 
him to come on stage to meet TASPO 
players, but he declined. Soon he had 
another tap on his shoulder, this time it was 
from the prodigious figure of Ellie 
Mannette who was brought over by his 
friends from Melody Makers. Khamai 
recalled feeling very humbled and self-
conscious as he was always a very private 
and unassuming person who disliked 
attention. He thought it gracious of 
Mannette, who was regarded as a deity at 
this time, to even take the trouble to come 
over to him when his attention was being 
sought by so many. Being so nervous, all 
Khamai could say was “why don’t you 
come to our panyard to see our pans?” As 
it was now very late and dark, Mannette 
smiled and said, “how about tomorrow at 
10am before we return to Port of Spain?” 
Khamai remembers not being able to sleep 
that night, wondering why he made this 
gesture. But sure enough, Mannette 
appeared right on time and the ever-
punctual Khamai was there to greet him. 
They talked a little about the band and 
steelbands in San Fernando. By this time, 
nearly all band members had arrived and 
Khamai proceeded to show him his prized 
steelpan and was planning for the whole 
band to entertain him for his thoughtfulness 
to visit. He invited Mannette to play his 
steelpan, but Ellie stepped back and instead 
beckoned Khamai to play. Khamai recalls 
that Mannette stood in front of him and he 
distinctly remembers the look of utter shock 
on Ellie’s face as he went from one piece to 

another, showing the wide range of tunes 
they could now play on a single tenor. 
Khamai recollects that Mannette’s only 
comment was that “your steelpan with 23 
notes has more than mine” and left saying 
“there is nothing here I can teach you – well 
done”, then walked away.  
As soon as he left, band members lifted 
Khamai on their shoulders and began 
tossing him to and fro into the air with 
pride. News of this feat reached all corners 
of San Fernando with various exaggerated 
statements such as “Ellie Mannette was 
silenced today by a Melody Makers pan-
man”.  One of the visitors who came to see 
Khamai’s steelpan was the well-known 
brass band player Carlton ‘Watty’ Watkins, 
leader of the Watty Watkins Orchestra. He 
played a few tunes on his saxophone and 
invited Khamai to do the same. Khamai 
remembers the shock on his face as he made 
the comment “I have played all over 
Trinidad at fetes and with many steelbands 
but this is the first time I have seen a fully 
chromatic steelpan”. Khamai explained 
that he had no idea what was meant by a 
chromatic steelpan at the time and asked 
him. He said, “you not only have all the 
white notes on the piano, but you have the 
sound of the black keys as well – man you 
are a genius!” 
Khamai notes that Mannette’s approval of 
his steelpan led him to experiment with 
other pans, but being based on Coffee 
Street, they were frequently harassed by the 
police and commented that “you needed to 
be quite brazen and astute to deal with the 
situation” during a raid. He recalled once 
during a police raid in their panyard that he 
was held and questioned by the police. He 
confidently shrugged off the officer’s hold 
on him and said, “Let me go, I have no idea 
what you are talking about - I have never 
seen a steelpan in my life - all I am doing is 
walking through the panyard to get home” 
and he walked away unscathed. A few 
others, who were less assertive, were taken 
away by the police; but by the next police 
raid, they too gained the confidence to walk 
away.  
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Khamai was undeterred and continued 
experimenting. By Carnival 1950, he and 
Sando introduced the first bass pans, 
comprising five drums to harmonise with 
the additional notes of his new tenor pan. 
During the carnival parade, they were 
playing his arrangement of the Bing 
Crosby’s 1948 version of ‘Now is the Hour’ 
when band members became very 
emotional with the beautiful sound of their 
pans and decided to change the crude name 
of ‘Destroyers’ to something more 
melodious. The name ‘Melody Markers’ 
was coined on the road that day.  Khamai 
had reached the pinnacle of his 
performance with this band, whose 
members were extremely kind, loyal and 
trusted him implicitly, but still wanted to 
move forward.  
Khamai fondly recalls working with Sando 
was particularly keen on working with base 
pans. Khamai remembers him being quite 
short (just over five feet) and stocky but 
was strongly built. He worked at the Battoo 
Bros Bus Garage and boasted his strength 
came from lifting the heavy vehicle parts. 
Khamai continues “Sando would carry the 
bass on his neck both days of carnival and 
would collapse with pain on Ash 
Wednesday but he continued from one year 
to next until he moved to Morvant, Port of 
Spain and joined Tokyo Steel Orchestra. At 
about the same time Khamai joined Rogues 
Regiment. Cyril believes that Sando was 
the “Bassman” (in meh Head) in the Mighty 
Shadow’s 1974 classic.   
 
Rogues Regiment -1950  
With TASPO’s return to Trinidad in late 
1951, social change began to take place 
rapidly in various parts of the island. San 
Fernando was no different. The perception 
of the steelband was now altered and 
college boys and white middle class youths 
were now keen to join and start new bands 
such as Teenage Symphony and Q.T. 
Minors (Table 1). One morning while 
walking to Coffee Street, Khamai was met 
by a group of white youths who requested 
him to come and see their pans which they 

had purchased. As predictable, Khamai 
obliged and arrived at their panyard in 
Broadway (now Independence Avenue). 
They were soon disappointed by his 
comments that all the pans they purchased 
were poor and needed re-tuning. The band 
had only just moved from Leotaud Street to 
Irvin Park, Broadway and was founded by 
the white businessman, Dick Espinet. He 
was introduced to some of the members 
such as Lynch Wilfred, Burke, Dick Jones, 
Carl Jones, Ralph Shah and the Charles 
brothers.  
Khamai was implored to undertake the job 
of tuning and making new pans to assemble 
a full steel orchestra. Khamai vividly 
recollects the enthusiasm of the youngsters 
who looked up to him for leadership. 
Without realising it, he was soon not only 
their tuner, but their tutor and arranger of an 
“all-white” steelband! They felt they 
needed to create a gangster image to go 
with their steelband and decided to call the 
band ‘KKK Steel Orchestra’ without 
knowledge of what this acronym stood for 
except that it was associated with violence 
and fear. When they told Khamai their 
plans he yelled out in laughter and advised 
them against this. Still aiming to capture the 
hoodlum image the name was replaced by 
‘Rogues Regiment’ and became a hugely 
popular band at carnival and throughout the 
year.  
When asked at his 86th birthday party 
celebration ‘Nice One Cyril’ (Spark, 2018) 
what his friends thought about this when 
they saw him with such a band on Carnival 
day, he promptly replied “they didn’t see 
him”. He continued, “the white youths were 
all quite tall - 6-foot steelpan players while 
I was a mere 5 foot, 3 inches. They hid me 
in the middle of the band where I could not 
be seen”. He said their enthusiasm was 
infectious and described an incident that 
illustrates this, which in hindsight amuses 
him but was unsettling at the time. The band 
had run out of money and needed to replace 
two old drums. One member innocently 
noted that he saw two new drums inside the 
heavily fortified grounds of St Joseph’s 
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Convent, Harris Promenade being used as 
dustbins. He stated he had a plan to 
‘replace’ the two school’s drums with their 
defunct pans. The Convent’s grounds were 
well lit, but working at midnight with a few 
members they successfully achieved the 
manoeuvre unnoticed. When Cyril arrived 
the following morning for practise, they 
were so delighted with their operation, they 
were celebrating with Carib beers being 
jubilantly circulated. Soon they were 
interrupted by the presence of a police 
squad. When questioned, the ‘project 
leader’ being certain nobody had seen them, 
angrily retorted “why are panmen always 
picked upon by the police when you have no 
evidence?”. The police, almost giggling, 
said but “we do have evidence” and showed 
them their black painted pans. Khamai said 
they all laughed as the pans they left at the 
Convent still had the name of the band 
‘Rogues Regiment’ painted with their 
yellow painted lightning bolt symbol of 
‘Zeus’. The two Presentation College boys 
who ‘acquired’ the pans, Russell Dobson 
and Carl Jones were held but released 
without charge.  Khamai noted that a few 
years earlier they would have been fined or 
imprisoned, but the less aggressive stance 
of the force was now evident. The police 
were able to find humour in the incident and 
simply took the two acquired drums, 
leaving the band with their old pans.    
After nearly 70 years, many players from 
‘Rogues Regiment’ have remained genuine 
friends with Khamai and have kept in 
contact with him. Even at the current time, 
one ex-member of Rogues tuned and gifted 
him a new pair of double tenor pans to use 
during COVID-19 lockdown Numerous 
delightful messages were sent to him at the 
‘Nice One Cyril’ event from different parts 
of the world where many still actively gig 
(Spark, 2018). Khamai took on a major 
challenge to lead a white steelband at a time 
when racial barriers were not crossed and 
was criticised harshly for “pandering to the 
white man” by some of his peers. He said 
that he has reflected on this over the years 
and has no regrets and would do so again if 

needed. To this day, he believes that 
steelpan music has the power to break down 
barriers in all sections of the community 
and should be used more frequently in this 
direction. He often congratulates London’s 
Mangrove Steelband for having the 
heroism to take their steelband twice into 
Gaza to bring some joy and respite to the 
destitute Palestinians there despite huge 
opposition. He proudly played with 
Nostalgia Steelband outside the Houses of 
Parliament on the eve of the war on Iraq to 
voice opposition to the Labour Party’s 
decision to invade. Similarly, he applauds 
the work that Bowie Sonnie Bowei in 
Nigeria is doing in using steelpan as a tool 
to help educate and desegregate tribal 
problems (Bowei, 2020). His two-year 
experience with Rogues Regiment was 
memorable and broadened his scope for the 
next phase of his career in Europe.      
 
Hatters -1949 
Unlike many bands, the group started as a 
mas band called U.S.S. Hatters but were 
soon keen to include a steelband. They 
contacted Khamai and he recalls discussing 
this with Theo Stephens at Free French. 
Theo’s brother, Selwyn Stephens overheard 
the conversation and decided that he would 
move there to support this mas band. He 
secured a few pans and started practise. 
Soon the prefix was removed, and they 
became known only as ‘Hatters’. Khamai 
says that the first phase of the band’s 
history was short-lived but it was 
resurrected later on and grew to make a 
great impression on the steelband 
movement of Trinidad and Tobago with the 
arrival of the late Steven Achaiba, the ex-
Guinness Cavaliers bass player who joined 
the band in 1968. Interestingly, Achaiba 
began his early steelband career playing 
melodies on trays of tuned milk tins and 
won the prestigious Auntie Kay’s Radio 
Trinidad’s talent competition. He became 
the captain of Hatters in 1970, and led it to 
a Panorama victory in 1975, with the largest 
steelband ever assembled for a panorama 
competition. In 1974 and 1976, the band 
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placed second, in all cases playing calypsos 
by Alwyn Roberts, “Lord Kitchener”, 
whom he idolised. Under his leadership, the 
band recorded three LPs in 1975. The 
young Ken “Professor” Philmore, at aged 
fifteen, was a member of the band in 1974 
where his skills as an arranger took root. 
 
Southern All Stars - 1953. 
The Music Festival of Trinidad and Tobago 
in 1952, held at the Roxy Theatre was still 
part of a composite musical festival, with 
steelpan being one of the categories as it did 
previously in 1948. Steelbands from Port of 
Spain swept away the opposition to take the 
first three places, with Boys Town Steel 
Orchestra winning the Hope-Ross 
Challenge Cup with their delightful 
performance  of ‘Under the Marabella 
Bridge’ and ‘You Are My Heart's Delight’. 
Fresh from the success and extraordinary 
visit to Britain with TASPO and filled with 
new ideas, Khamai recalls his first meeting 
with Theo Stephens soon after TASPO’s 
return in December 1951. Khamai declares 
that it was so poignant that he vividly 
remembers it, nearly 70 years on. TASPO’s 
visit opened up new vistas for steelpan and 
he remembered that Stephen’s character 
was entirely transformed. Suddenly, their 
horizons were so expanded and infectious 
that they passed this euphoria to local 
players. They questioned steelbands not 
having their own independent music 
festival and decided they will change the 
format by setting the bar at the highest 
possible level to impress the judges and 
society for recognition and change. 
Stephens felt he could not do this from 
within Free French but needed a fresh start 
and so founded a new steelband he called 
Metronomes, but this was short-lived. He 
wanted better players and therefore started 
‘Southern All Stars’ on Carib Street, just a 
few minutes’ walk from his old band and 
also close to Bataan on Coffee Street. Carib 
Street is a very small street that is known 
throughout the island for its historic “Carib 
House” (Figure 9), Power Station etc. This 
street connected to Coffee Street through 

several points such as Upper Marryat Street 
and Upper Hillside, which housed other 
steelbands (Figure 3). Carib Street began 
accumulating steelbands that could not be 
housed on the much-cherished Coffee 
Street and remains so to today.  
Stephens had his mind resolutely focused 
on taking on the big bands of Port of Spain 
in the  second Music Festival of 1954 and 
worked prodigiously toward this goal, 
enticing players from Free French 
including the Lalsingh brothers, Angus, 
Steve and Kenrick, Alan Bishop, Neville 
Aming, Ali Bocas, Ramsaroop, 
Harold Boodoo, Alan Hunt and Kenneth 
“Heads” Baptiste to join him.  Kenneth 
‘Heads’ Baptiste to join him. They were 
soon joined by the young and gifted, 
musical prodigy, Nerlin Taitt (see Rhythm 
Stars below; Dacks, 2010, Johnson 2008) 
who, with his brother, Cedric left Sea Bees 
to work with Theo Stephens. Southern All 
Stars rendition of ‘Anna’ won them first 
place, and Stephen’s skills were further 
revealed by him taking 3rd place in the Solo 
Competition.  
With Stephens’ departure from Trinidad in 
1955, the space and many of the 
instruments were contested by previous 
members who wanted to start a new band 
on the Carib Street site. There was 
acrimony among past and present members 
with the former members gaining 
precedence and starting the new band 

Figure 8. San Fernando’s historic ‘Carib 
House’ of 1832 at the North Western corner of 
Lower Hillside and Carib Street, an area that 

attracted numerous steelbands. 
Photo: Camille Shah Allan, 2013). 
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‘Antillean All Stars’. One member of the 
band, Ishmael “Luxy” Zackerali moved the 
remainder of the band to Claxton Bay and 
so saved this inimitable steelband from 
dissolution. Today, 67 years on, Southern 
All Stars is the only steelband seen on the 
streets of San Fernando during both days of 
carnival (Martin and Funk, 2018, Shah, 
2020). ‘Luxy’, its current arranger, 
symbolically pauses the band on Coffee 
Street, (site of the radio station, Trinidad 
and Tobago’s ‘Rediffusion’) directly 
opposite to the original panyard of Southern 
All Stars, and plays for thirty minutes in 
honour of Theo Stephens and this 
incredible steelband that became the pride 
and joy of San Fernando. This may have 
been the launch-pad for the legendary 
Bobby Mohammed and Guinness Cavaliers 
in the early 1960s (Shah, 2008, Wright, 
2011).   
 
Rhythm Stars (1956 -57)  
With spirits vastly elevated in San 
Fernando by the success of Southern All 
Stars at the Music Festival, South’s 
representation in TASPO and their soloists 
competing with the very best, a group of 
avant-garde pannists set out to explore new 
frontiers in steelpan. They were based at the 
back garden of Mr and Mrs Neamath 
Shah’s residence at 117 Coffee Street, 
opposite Rivoli Cinema. Khamai joined this 
group and did some of the tuning, but the 
musical arrangements were left to the 
young and aspiring Nerlin Taitt who 
previously played with Sea Bees and 
recorded with Southern All Stars (Figure 8). 
By this time, Nerlin (sometimes spelt 
Nerlynn, Nearlin or in Jamaica, Lynn) was 
already an accomplished pianist, played 
cuatro with parang groups and guitar with 
the formidable instrumental band, the 
‘Dutchy Brothers’. Nerlin, referred to as 
one of the “most skilful panmen to come 
out” of San Fernando (Kangalee, 2008), 
harnessed these wide-ranging skills into 
steelpan and began composing music for 
Rhythm Stars. He demonstrated his 
virtuosity by winning the 1956 Music 

Festival Tenor Steelpan soloist 
competition. The band did not practise 
regularly but their pans were kept in pristine 
condition by their bass player Ulric 
‘Bounce’ Regis, a boxer who later became 
heavyweight champion of Trinidad and 
Tobago 
(https://boxrec.com/en/proboxer/33862{lin
k}. Cyril Khamai was a member of this 
astonishing steelband. and recalls seeing 
the genius of Nerlin Taitt at work -  both in 
tuning and with innovative musical 
arrangements. Other band members 
included Selby, Ezkell Mike, Lynford 
Mike, Ken Braithwaite and Nerlin’s brother 
Cedric Taitt. Some members of the eminent 
‘Duchy Brothers Orchestra’ often joined 
the band along with the up and coming 
Bobby Mohammed. 
When the band practised, they were simply 
incredible and used their sessions to 
experiment, particularly with the rhythm 
pans. Khamai, and the Shah family who 
lived next to the panyard, can recall several 
original compositions that Taitt composed 
but were never played outside the panyard. 
For some 18 months they carried on 
experimenting and then decided to play on 
the road for carnival in 1957. When the 
band went out at 6am onto Coffee Street for 
J’Ouvert they took the public by surprise 
and initially people simply looked on. But 
as soon as they began to move down Coffee 
Street their music was so riveting that 
crowds began pouring into the band and had 
followed them on the full carnival parade 
route and back to their base.  Monday was 
highly successful and news of this “new 
sounding band” reached the attention of 
other bands. Tuesday started off on an even 
higher note as the public were now 
expecting something even better as was the 
custom for a Tuesday Carnival, and they 
were not to be let down. The band showed 
more confidence on its second day and 
lifted their performance even higher but this 
time they struggled to navigate the crowded 
streets. They were often obstructed by other 
steelbands, so they were unable to reach 
near their panyard until about 10pm as ‘last-
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lap’ began. About 50 yards from their 
panyard, they were completely barricaded 
off by an approaching steelband, more than 
four times their size, whose members began 
pushing them aggressively off the road. 
They attempted to break through by holding 
their pans aloft and trying to find gaps to 
pass but they were pushed, beaten and their 
instruments maliciously damaged. 
Members of the band tried to run for safety, 
but many sustained serious injuries and 
ended up needing hospital treatment.  
A few members returned to the panyard on 
Ash Wednesday, very dejected, some with 
assorted bandages, their heads drooping 
low, almost on the brink of tears and 
surveyed what was left of their steelband. 
My grandparents were aware of what had 
happened and because they knew the 
band’s members, went over to try to offer 
words of comfort and support (per.com. 
H.N. Shah). However, these gestures were 
ineffective and this band, which had so 
many gifted players, so much sparkle and 
bright prospects, never practised again. 
While the unique sounds of Rhythm Stars is 
so firmly embedded in Khamai’s mind and 
that of my family, history has forgotten 
Rhythm Stars (per. com. C. Khamai and 
H.N. Shah). Khamai would soon leave the 
shores of Trinidad permanently in 1957 
while Taitt would take his talent for 
composition and innovation to Jamaica and 
use the rhythm of his beloved steelpan to 
create a new sound for Jamaica; the birth of 
Ska, Rocksteady and later Reggae (Johnson 
2008). In subsequent interviews in Jamaica 
and Montreal, he fondly recalls his life in 
San Fernando and his involvement with Sea 
Bees, Southern All Stars and even the 
Dutchy Brothers but he never mentioned 
his own Rhythm Stars which held so much 
promise but was deceived by a quirk of fate. 
For Khamai, he takes a more pragmatic 
view and describes these as the experiences 
of early steelband activities. For him the 
sounds of Rhythm Stars have been indelibly 
etched in his mind and he looks back upon 
it as part of the history of steelpan which led 

to many of its players seeking new horizons 
overseas.  
 
The Dilemma of ‘Billy’ in San 
Fernando’s Steelband Progress to 
Ascendancy. 
 
Seon (1979) attributed a great deal of the 
success of these steelbands from the mid-
1940s in San Fernando to the steelpan 
player named “Billy” who came from John-
John, Post of Spain in late 1944. He 
commences with his animated evaluation of 
him by suggesting Billy’s hometown as a 
criterion for being proficient - he hails from 
“John-John, an area renowned for 
producing some of the best steelpan-men in 
Port of Spain and the whole of Trinidad.” 
He continues to adulate him but questions 
his real motive for moving to San Fernando 
and states: “In Port of Spain, Billy was an 
outstanding pan man. Why did he settle in 
South? No one could guess. We didn’t 
bother to check his character for he was a 
butcher who was regularly employed in the 
abattoir at “Kings Wharf”, San Fernando. 
Billy was a pioneer who left his home to 
instruct and lead the junior pan-men in 
South, but we find it unusual for a person to 
depart from his home, from all his friends 
who loved him, and from the bright city 
lights to live in a rural district. Billy could 
have been employed at the time in Port of 
Spain, work in general, being difficult to get 
then. The position was worse for a pan-man 
who was looked upon as an outcast. 
Another reason that might account for his 
absence was that he had been evading a 
warrant for an alleged crime. Crime was 
not foreign to his environment, and pan-
men were regarded as criminals and 
treated with much suspicion. It was not 
unusual for the police to apprehend 
steelband-men merely for the fun of putting 
them in distress.” Seon (1979) was not 
aware of what Billy did but empathised 
with him because there is overwhelming 
evidence that most steelpan players at the 
time were harassed by the police for no 
apparent reason and continues “Perhaps 
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the law operated to give them protection in 
the cells or in prison. In their minds they 
(pan-men) were at war with those 
responsible for imprisoning them for 
offences they did not commit.” He glorifies 
Billy’s departure from his home in the 
following lines: “As Billy gathered his 
bundle of clothes, he remembered his 
“pan”, a ping pong with three or four notes 
that he brought along. This was the first 
time that a steelband instrument was seen 
or heard in South.” He is very defensive of 
Billy’s opponents who were not impressed 
by his performance and labels them “old 
stages”, who claimed that they had 
authority on music, denounced this modern 
form of music. Their criticisms were that 
they could not hear any melody from the 
beating of the pan, but they could distinctly 
hear intolerable noise, which, in their 
opinion, was deafening and tasteless.” 
Seon’s view was that the “younger 
generation was different, for they loved and 
adored the steelpan music from its 
inception. Billy was encouraged by this 
gesture and was delighted to have the 
opportunity to improve, and this developed 
his talent to such a degree, that it made him 
the pioneer of steelband music in South. 
The rhythmic tunes that he would beat out 
on the pan fascinated us. It was a pleasure 
to hear the melody in ‘Mary had a Little 
Lamb and ‘Alan Ladd this Gun for Hire’, a 
song from a film in the movie in which Alan 
Ladd played the leading role. Billy was a 
genius of pan music of that era. He devoted 
long hours to mastering his art which was 
‘par excellence’. His friends and 
contemporaries emulated his finesse to 
such a degree that their standard improved 
with amazing rapidity.” There are different 
views on Billy’s untimely death and 
although gang wars were common at the 
time, Billy’s was the first recorded street 
death through steelband clashes in San 
Fernando. Seon ends with “Billy was so 
fearless that he toyed with death, and as a 
result was killed by a blow in the head from 
a rival steelband-man. Among south pan-
man, especially, Billy remains a legend.” 

Khamai utterly refutes Billy’s contributions 
to the development of steelpan in San 
Fernando or the South and rejects the 
martyr status portrayed by Seon (1979). 
Khamai instead suggests that that San 
Fernando was a sanctuary for many pan-
men on the run from the police for crimes 
they committed in the capital. Khamai 
declares that Billy was just another one of 
those who was on the run and this was 
demonstrated by his strenuous efforts to try 
to maintain anonymity by withholding his 
full name. One philanthropist, ‘Tanty 
Maria’ who lived on Drayton Street (off 
Coffee Street) is known to provide food and 
help for panmen who fled Port of Spain 
(per.com. Leon ‘Foster’ Thomas, 2020).  
Khamai concurs with Seon (1979) that 
Billy (who Khamai knew as ‘Billy White’) 
was indeed a butcher and worked at San 
Fernando’s abattoir at King’s Wharf, a five 
minute walk from Khamai’s home. They 
also agrees that the first steelband in San 
Fernando was Pearl Harbour based on 
Mucurapo Street. But Khamai argues that 
Billy did not arrive in San Fernando until 
late 1945 (also confirmed by Clifton, 2012), 
and being a butcher, joined another new 
steelband in San Fernando based at the 
abattoir called Royal Air Force Steelband, 
not Pearl Harbour. Before his arrival in San 
Fernando, Billy played a bugle and Khamai 
believes that Billy learnt to play this while 
at the Royal Air Force.  Interestingly, this 
was confirmed in an interview by Hollis 
Clifton with Pearl Harbour’s captain 
Meadow Williams in 2011 in which he 
described an incident in which the first 
female pan player, Veda Samuel was heard 
playing a ping pong on Harris Promenade 
and Billy was playing his bugle – he states 
“Billy was the Bugler” (Clifton, 2012).  
Because of his background, he may have 
been instrumental in the band being named 
the Royal Air Force Steelband. However, 
the greatest source of contention by Khamai 
is that Billy brought and played the first 
steelpan in South and that Billy was a 
“pioneer of steelband music in South.” 
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Khamai said he never saw Billy play a 
steelpan but met him frequently at Free 
French and there he would join the band 
playing a bugle.  
Khamai remarks that there was so much 
experimental work on steelpan taking place 
at the time it would be unlikely that one 
individual would solely influence 
development. He cites, for example, the 
pioneering work taking place on the other 
side of the city in Mon Repos by Nerlin 
Taitt and the Lalsingh brothers, Angus, 
Kenrick and Steve who later founded San 
Fernando’s legendary steelband, Sea Bees 
who had some of the largest ‘Sailor Bands’ 
the South ever witnessed at carnivals (Table 
1).  
Khamai further states “it was not to do with 
the skill of playing a pan but more to do 
with tuning which Billy was unable to do”. 
With regard to Billy being a steelpan 
virtuoso this did not exist then because a 
ping pong only carried three or four notes 
which limited them to a few nursery rhymes 
as acknowledged by Seon (1979). Many, 
including children, had already mastered 
these tunes so it is doubtful that “The 
rhythmic tunes that he would beat out on 
the pan fascinated us” (Seon, 1979). 
Khamai also challenges the way Billy sadly 
died. Billy was spotted by a rival gangster 
from Port of Spain who had been one of the 
persons he was evading. Billy and his 
adversary argued vehemently, and Billy 
was attacked with a knife and died before 
reaching San Fernando General Hospital. 
The incident had a huge impact on the 
community in San Fernando because they 
had not experienced something of this 
severity before. This led the police to step 
up their vigilance and persecution of 
steelpan-players, leading to unprovoked 
arrests, abuse and imprisonment.    
 
 
 
 

The Festival of Britain, San Fernando 
and the South Extolled the Genius of 
Theophilus Stephens and Belgrave 
Bonaparte.  

The idea to hold an exhibition in Britain in 
1951 was conceived by the UK’s Royal 
Society of Arts in 1943 and was aimed at 
commemorating the centenary of the Great 
Exhibition of 1851 held at the ‘mythical’ 
Crystal Palace. The then Labour 
Government, appointed Herbert Morrison 
to lead a new initiative. He began by 
holding a series of displays in the field of 
arts, architecture, science, technology and 
industrial design, under the title ‘Festival of 
Britain 1951’. (Forgan, 1998; Gooden, 
2011). Mindful that the concept came from 
the Royal Society of Arts, Morrison, 
although an MP, took great care to focus on 
the artistic and scientific concepts and 
excluded any political bearing from the 
event. The exhibition was of no 
consequence in promoting Trinidad and 
Tobago but instead was to host a festival “to 
give the people (of Britain) a feeling of 
successful recovery from the war's 
devastation as well as promoting British 
science, technology, industrial design, 
architecture and the arts” (Festival of 
Britain, 1951). Its budget of £12 million 
came mainly from the government and was 
not earmarked for overseas support. 
Initially, Hell’s Gate Steelband from 
Antigua had planned to go. The Trinidad 
and Tobago Steel Bands Association had 
decided to send a representative steelband 
to the festival, but a short-sighted 
government refused their request for $6,000 
(BWI$) support for the trip. Both Sterling 
Betancourt (founder of Nostalgia Steelband 
in 1964) and Cyril Khamai vividly recalled 
this moment of despair, when people who 
were hitherto indifferent, recognised the 
prospects and worked selflessly to ensure 
that the trip would materialise. Prominent 
among these were socialist politicians: 
Albert Gomes, Bhadase Maharaj and 
Edwin Lee Lum. A band was quickly 
assembled under the leadership of the gifted 
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Barbadian musical director Lt Joseph 
Nathaniel Griffith. Drawing on the skills of 
Tony Williams and Ellie Mannette initially, 
he radically reshaped the many ideas 
around; using multiple pans to include more 
notes into one coherent format to produce a 
novel orchestra which was able to play a 
rich and exciting repertoire.                     
TASPO then embarked on a fundraising 
mission around Trinidad and the public 
responded generously, especially when 
hearing steelpan being played like never 
before (TASPO Steelband; see link: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TASPO_(Ste
elband). Concerts took place in cinemas 
around the country, one of which was at the 
Empire Cinema, San Fernando. Khamai 
recalls hearing TASPO’s twelve-member 
band there for the first time and being 
dumbfounded by this new sound. This also 
led to his first meeting with Ellie Mannette 
(see above Melody Makers).  
 
The Legacy of TASPO upon the 
Steelband Movement in San Fernando. 
 
Khamai still beams to this day when talking 
about TASPO’s preparations and departure 
from Trinidad in 1951 and nothing brings 
more excitement and emotional expression. 
He likened this to the maiden voyage of 
Apollo 11 astronauts to the moon in 1969. 
For players who found traveling into Port of 
Spain or vice versa at that time such an 
onerous journey, the idea of being on a ship 
in the Atlantic Ocean for nearly three 
weeks, on the way to the ‘mother country’, 
was difficult to comprehend. Little did they 
know that many of them would be doing 
similar journeys in the decade to come. 
Khamai describes the atmosphere leading 
up to TASPO’s departure as ‘electric’, one 
of sheer excitement with panyards buzzing 
with anticipation. Even though competition 
for a place in the squad was fierce, he said 
nobody begrudged those who were selected 
from the registered bands and viewed it as 
a triumph for everyone. All of TASPO’s 
fundraising performances were met with 

considerable support and enthusiasm and 
after each event, people lined up to express 
their good wishes for the trip. He vividly 
recalls their departure on 6th of July 1951, 
adding “San Fernando looked like a ghost 
town on that day”. Anybody who had a 
vehicle took a packed human passenger 
cargo to Kings Wharf, Wrightson Road, 
Port of Spain (near Hyatt Regency Hotel 
today) “to give their heroes a memorable 
send-off”. Khamai recalls seeing hundreds 
of well-wishers and very emotional scenes 
as the team boarded the French liner, San 
Mateo carrying their pans aloft with loud 
cheers as each member passed the gate. 
Details of their journey and their highly 
successful tour, including their ground-
breaking performance at London’s South 
Bank the 26th July, 1951, have been 
reported by several authors (see e.g. Blake 
(1995), Cuffy, 2013, Johnson, 2011, 2013).  
 
The most popular pastime of steelpan 
players in San Fernando were their frequent 
visits to the cinema, especially the morning 
shows referred to as ‘10am’. Equally 
important as the film was the newsreel from 
Britain, ‘Pathé News’ that preceded every 
film. With television still to reach the 
Caribbean, Pathé movingly covered events 
from around the world and among those 
recently seen was the arrival of the S.S. 
Empire Windrush. The BBC reporters 
boarded the ship and interviewed Lord 
Kitchener and invited him to sing his 
epochal masterpiece ‘London is de  
place for me” - see link:  

Through this newsreel, pan players were 
able to follow TASPO’s tour of England 
and France and this aroused great 
excitement and applause at cinemas. Thus, 
when TASPO returned on 12th December 
1951 their success was already fervently 
anticipated and would light up a generation 
as members narrated their personal 
accounts of the trip. Crucially, one of 

 

 
 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QD 
H4IBeZFM&ab_channel=BritishPath% 
C3%A9.

Laila Shah
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TASPO’s members, Sterling Betancourt 
stayed back in London and this would prove 
a crucial link between Trinidad and London 
for artists in the future.  Soon steelpan 
players such as Khamai and countless 
others (some mentioned above) would join 
Betancourt and help to sow the seeds of 
Trinidad and Tobago’s Carnival in London; 
Notting Hill Carnival which today boast an 
attendance of over two million.  
Khamai notes that the adolescent, innocent, 
immature, naïve pan players of the 1940s 
were transformed overnight into a new 
persona, recognising that what they were 
doing was meaningful and they began to 
shed the gangster culture. In society as a 
whole, steelband and their musicians were 
now less feared and social mobility was 
evident for the first time. The financial 
support so desperately needed was 
forthcoming as businesses began to look 
favourably on them with sponsorship of 
steelbands now on the horizon (Johnson 
2011, 2013, Stuempfle, 1995).    
Trinbago, initially nervous, as 
demonstrated by the lack of commitment to 
TASPO by the 1950 government, began to 
look outward with a new and more assertive 
position. The next global event would be 
the 12-day World Scouts Jamboree in 
Britain in 1957. Spurred on by the success 

of TASPO, Trinidad and Tobago were not 
only keen to send a troop, but astonishingly, 
wanted to assemble a steelband for the 
event. San Fernando’s King’s Wharf which 
housed Royal Air Force Steelband in 1945-
1948 (see above Royal Air Force 
Steelband) also had two jetties with the 
Scouts Troops, 3rd Trinidad Sea Scouts and 
1st Presentation College Sea Scouts, both of 
whom were contending for places. Kenn 
Shah (from 1st Presentation College Sea 
Scouts and Presentation College) had the 
advantage of prior tuition with several 
steelbands, including tuition with Cyril 
Khamai at Rhythm Stars and was selected 
as a member of the newly formed “Happy 
Wanderers Steelband”. Their departure 
from the same wharf as TASPO on Sunday 
13th July 1957 on the Italian liner, S.S. 
Surrento, was an even bigger fanfare than 
TASPO’s send-off 6 years earlier. Being 
teenagers, entire families and friends came 
to bid farewell and to add to the emotion, a 
steelband appropriately played Dean 
Martin’s 1953 hit “Torna A Surriento’ - 
‘Come Back to Sorrento’ as the ship left the 
shores of Trinidad. The opening ceremony 
of the 12-day Jamboree at Sutton Park, 
Warwickshire, England took place on 
Thursday 1st August 1957 and the ‘Happy 
Wanderers Steelband’ played the popular 
piece of the time, ‘The Happy Wanderer’ 
(popularly known as ‘Valderi-Valdera’) to 
some 33,000 participants. During the 
remaining days, these teenage ambassadors 
were swamped with visitors from over 85 
countries who flocked to see and also try 
their hand with these ‘new musical 
dustbins’.  

Figure 9. Kenn Faiz Shah (left) and four 
members of the Trinidad contingent at the 
opening parade of the World Scouts Jamboree 
on 1st August, 1957. The event  was opened 
by Prince Phillip and Prime Minister, Harold 
Macmillan. The ‘Happy Wanderers 
Steelband’ played ‘Valderi-Valdera’ 
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With audiences around the world taking an 
interest in steelpan, Trinbagonians began 
looking for opportunities abroad. Pannists 
began to migrate across the globe, 
especially to cities where they had contacts. 
Khamai’s friends brought him to the UK to 
tune their pans in Cardiff, Wales in 1957. 
He eventually became their tutor and 
arranger before moving to London and 
travelling to some 35 countries around the 
world as a pannist (Spark, 2018a,b). His 
close friend, Theo Stephens left Trinidad in 
1955 for London where his career took new 
and interesting directions. Large numbers 
would migrate during this decade to 
Canada, the United States and Britain. 

Overseas communities began to consolidate 
with cricket serving as a tool to unite West 
Indian communities in England - but even 
these cricket matches ended up as carnivals 
with Lord Kitchener leading some parades 
(Williamson, 2006).  
During this period, nearly all major 
steelbands began to explore new horizons, 
not knowing what surprises lay ahead. As 
an example, Tripoli in 1967 was selected to 
perform for three weeks at the Trinidad and 
Tobago and Grenada Pavilion at the 
World's Fair (Expo '67) in Montreal, 
Canada. The steelband went on to tour with 
the celebrated American pianist, singer and 
actor, Władziu Valentino Liberace between 

Figure 10. TASPO’s members transporting their pans out of compatriot Eric Connor’s basement 
flat in London in 1951 for a performance. The black painted Victorian corrugated iron railings and 
steps are a unique feature of different parts of London and looks identical to Cyril Khamai’s 
basement flat; suggesting TASPO may have stayed close to him. (Photo- courtesy Kim Johnson). 
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1968 - 1972. The band was nominated for a 
Grammy under the name ‘The Esso 
Trinidad Steel Band’ in 1972 in the Best 
Ethnic or Traditional Recording category, 
which was won by Muddy Waters. 
(per.com Leon Foster Thomas and Michael 
Kernahan, who was an original member). 
The band performed at some of the leading 
concert halls such as Carnegie Hall, Radio 
City Music Hall, and the Hollywood Bowl 
and appeared on ‘The Ed Sullivan 
Television show’, alongside some of the 
most formidable artists of the time. 
 
Often during tours abroad, pannists would 
leave their home steelband. In some 
instances, this led to dissolution of the 
steelband on its return home, such as with 
Guinness Cavaliers’ trips to Canada and the 
United States. According to Khamai, 
steelband members being lured away 
during tours were integral to their career 
development.  He believes his career and 
experiences would not have transpired in 
such an incredible way if he did not take the 
chance “to follow his dream”. But 
importantly, he feels that movement creates 
opportunities for new members to develop. 
He continues, “band leaders should take a 
pragmatic view, this is a natural process 
and helps the career development of 
individuals”. He also feels it helps to 
establish two-way interaction between 
Trinbago and its diaspora. He again cites 
TASPO’s success being due largely to the 
hospitality of compatriot Eric Connor who 
acted as their chaperon in London, with his 
basement flat becoming both a ‘hotel’ and 
panyard for members. (Figure 10). 
Connor’s warm hospitality and 
understanding of the significance of their 
stay in the UK allowed TASPO to gain 
maximum benefit during this mission. 
Khamai has hosted numerous visitors to 
London over the years and sees this as an 
important contribution to “spreading the 
gospel of pan to new audiences.” Notting 
Hill Carnival is very fortunate to enjoy the 
presence of a Carnival Village that is 
opened throughout the year and  provides a 

delightful ambience for gatherings. Today, 
the diaspora has developed their skills to 
such a professional level that nearly every 
steelband in Trinbago’s Panorama finals 
accrue a significant number of overseas 
players, as far away as Japan. Khamai 
considers this as a “significant progression 
and again a triumph for TASPO’s 
legendary mission”. 
A final question put to Khamai was his 
views on whether calypso and steelpan 
should try to stay linked or develop 
independently. He had very strong views 
and pointed out that it was the calypsonians 
who laid the foundation for Notting Hill 
Carnival to take root in 1966. When the S.S. 
Empire Windrush docked at Tilbury on 22nd 
June 1948, among the passengers were the 
calypsonians Lord Kitchener, Lord 
Beginner and Lord Woodbine. The latter 
was also a proficient pannist who went on 
to mentor the world-renowned Beatles (see 
James McGrath, this volume). These 
calypsonians were joined by many others 
and laid the foundation for TASPOs visit to 
London three years later. But going back to 
its roots in Trinidad, he reaffirmed that the 
steelpan evolved in response to calypso and 
should remain inextricably linked to secure 
the long-term future of both artforms. 
Roaring Lion, David Rudder, Lord 
Kitchener, Mighty Terror, Mighty Sparrow 
et al. devoted much of their lives to 
promoting steelpan and he hopes that 
Panorama will continue to mandate that 
bands play a calypso/soca rendition for 
competition. He continues “the strong 
melodies of these bygone calypsonians are 
not there today” but applauds the 
persistence and brilliance of current 
arrangers such as Duvone Stewart and 
André White to use current calypsos/soca 
for Panorama. Even though the melodies of 
most current calypsos are “thin”, he 
admires the skill of these arrangers “to dig 
deep” in order to produce masterpieces for 
these competitions which in itself is a 
challenge and adds a new dimension to 
steelpan.   
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Author’s Conclusion 
 
Cyril Khamai narrates his experience in 
steelpan in San Fernando through this 
remarkable period of history (1940s - mid-
1950s), in part through his personal 
experiences but more in the context of 
capturing the spirit, innocence, contention 

and jubilation that was shared in his 
beloved corner of the island. (He ends every 
performance by playing Calypso Rose’s 
"Gimme More Tempo” to emphasise his 
point). Other periods of Khamai’s life have 
been reported previously (Martin 2013, 
Funk and Martin, 2018, Spark 2018a,b). 
Other periods of Khamia’s life has been 
reported previously (Martin 2013, Funk and 
Martin, 2018, Spark 2018a,b). Most of this 
history is oral and therefore prone to errors. 
Interviews of this nature are usually 
conducted as a one-off session and can be 
subjective and skewed. So much depends 
on the mood, temperament and alertness of 
the subject at the time and how well the 
interviewee functions during the session. 
Ideally it should be conducted over several 
sessions with reasonable intervals but often 
the interviewer is inhibited by only limited 
access. In the current work, fortunately 
there were no constraints on visits to this 
gifted, eloquent steelpan pioneer whose 

memory at 89 is absolutely impeccable. 
Thus, it was possible here to ask the same 
questions, phrased differently on separate 
occasions to access concordance, especially 
in areas of contention such as the narrative 
on ‘Billy.’ Remarkably with Khamai, 
incoherence was almost non-existent.  
Listening attentively to Cyril Khamai’s 
commentary on the early history of steelpan 
in one corner of Trinidad and extracting the 
captivating accounts of Johnson (2011, 
2013) Blake (1995) Cuffy 2013) et al. in 
other parts of the island, the single, most 
poignant event that propelled steelpan to 
the global stage is unequivocally TASPO’s 
discovery journey of 1951. It is hardly 
surprising that Khamai evokes the analogy 
with Apollo 11 1969 mission. TASPO did 
not simply perform at a momentous 
Exhibition of Cultural Arts in Britain, these 
pioneers went on a mission to demonstrate 
the ingenuity and novelty of a nation, that 
was set to break away from colonialism, 
and stamp its presence in the world. They 
did so in the most humble and dignified 
way by stunning their audiences with their 
discipline, commitment and spectacular 
music from ‘rusted oil drums’. TASPO’s 
mission inspired a generation to take their 
talent to Europe and North America and 
these very humble pioneers are the same 
individuals who initiated the largest 
carnivals on the planet today such as 
London’s Notting Hill Carnival, Toronto’s 
Caribana and New York’s Labour Day 
Carnival. It is the firm conviction of this 
author that the 6th July 1951 should be 
written into the history books of  Trinidad 
and Tobago in a meaningful way – this day 
should be called “TASPO’s Day” and 
should be celebrated annually near the 
Hyatt Regency Hotel, on Wrightson Road, 
Port of Spain with steelbands from around 
the world performing to mark the day and 
place that proved to be the launchpad for 
steelbands to the world.    
 

 
 

Figure 11. The Docks: Wrightson Road, Port 
of Spain where TASPO and Trinidad and 
Tobago’s ‘Windrush Generation’ departed 
on liners such as the S.S. Antilles,  S.S. 
Flandre, S.S. Surrento, bound for the UK in 
the 1940-70s - the suggested site to celebrate 
TASPO’s Day’ 
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Table 1. Steelbands from 1945 – 1955 in San Fernando with brief notes where known.  
 

Steelband Panyard Notes 
Antillean All Stars 
 

Carib Street  Formed from the old Southern All 
Stars. Famous for the largest 
Sailor Bands of between 1,500 -
2,000.  

Bataan -island in the Phillipines 
captured by the Japanese in the 
war 11 

To the back of the old ‘Ice 
Factory’. The main entrance was 
at Medine Street while the front 
opened through a tiny alleyway 
on to Coffee Street (opposite 
where Skiffle Steel Orchestra is 
today) 

2nd steelband in San Fernando. 
1946 -Formed in “CHAMPS’ 
Billiard Saloon on Upper Marryat 
Street. Moved to  Coffee street – 
site of the Ice Factory in 1946. 

Black Swans  Javis Street 1956 
Black Knights 
 

San Fernando 
 

Formed by previous players from 
Bataan and Pearl Harbour.  

Blue Angel  Carib Street  Formed in 1994 by Stokely Jack 
Broadway Syncopators 
Later ‘Broadway Hatters’ (from 
the horror film, ‘Hatter’s Castle’. 

San Fernando Broadway.  
Later renamed Independence Ave 

Late 1945. For carnival 1946 their 
band was called “Reckless Sailors’ 

Chocolate City Coffee Street and Cipero Street Not known  
Cosmonetts Cipero Street Not known  
Cross of Lorrain Coffee Street  Later ‘Free French’. 
Destroyers  Coffee Street and Upper Marryat 

Street  
Forerunner to ‘Melody Makers’.  

Dolphins Steel Orchestra Blitz Village, Pleasantville Not known 
Euphonics Unknow  Not known 
Eight Army  Steelband North Road  Not known 
Free French 
The first band in San Fernando to 
gain national recognition. Winner 
of the 1954 Music Festival 

Corner of Coffee Street and 
Drayton Street. 

Theophilus "Black James" 
Stephens (member of TASPO) 
Well known mas band‘The Last of 
the Red Men’; ‘Timber Jack’ 1946 

French Metronomes 
Formed by Theo Stephens with a 
group from Free French initially 
called Metronomes. 

Carib Street  As more Free French players 
joined Stephens, he called the 
band French Metronomes. Later 
became ‘Southern All Stars’. 

Fonclaire 
Gained a formidable presence in 
the 1970s with Rudine Austin as 
arranger. From the mid-1980s it 
was led by the distinguished 
Professor Ken Philmore and 
reached many panorama finals.  

Corner of Fonrose and Claire 
Streets . Now at Pan Theatre, 65, 
Dottin St, San Fernando. 
 

Formed in 1965 by a group of 
young football players, its impact 
was immediate. International jazz 
musician and steelpan virtuoso, 
Leon Foster Thomas, now at 
Florida Memorial University, was 
a member on the band until 1999.  

Gondoliers Steelband 
 

Maryatt Street, originally Black 
Street 

Bobby Mohammed, founder 
member in 1950s. 

Guinness Cavaliers,  
San Fernando’s best-known 
steelband globally. Led by gifted 
musical prodigy, Lennox ‘Bobby’ 
Mohammed 

South Street, Mon Repos, 1961 
 

National Panorama winner, 1965, 
1967 and three times runner up 
under Bobby Mohammed - 
youngest ever arranger to win 
Panorama at 22.  

Hatters  
Good mas band too – First band 
to play King Sailors in the South 

After its collapse, it was reinstated 
in 1966 at Keate Street. Later 
moved to Lady Hailes Avenue.  

Selwyn Stephens -Theo’s brother 
started Hatters in 1949 -1960. 
Later in 1967, after Guinness 
Cavaliers won Panorama again, 
Steve Achaiba called into restart 
the band at Keate Street.  

Harbour Lights King’s Wharf  1947 
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Harlem City unknown  unknown 
Hillside Symphony  Corner Upper Hillside Street and  

Carib Street. Back of Rivoli 
cinema 

Grew out of Coffee E.C. Boys 
School. Later Liam Teague started 
with this band. 

Hoytonians Vistabella Forerunner to Skiffle Bunch. Ken 
Philmore was a member in 1978. 

Indonesians Steelband 
 
 

Presentation College founded in 
1930. The steelband was initiated 
in 1948 when the College moved 
to La Pique, off Coffee Street. Its 
strong Roman Catholic doctrine 
and social acceptance of steelpan 
at the time prevented the band 
from developing. Members joined 
other bands such as Rogues 
Regiment to follow their passion. 

Originally, the College was named 
Saint Benedict’s College. In 1948 
the name was changed with the 
new management of the 
Presentation Brothers. Cyril 
Khamai considers this to be the 
first College Boys Steelband and 
tutored many - see text, Rogues 
Regiment.  
 

Japan  Jarvis Street  Short-lived - Forerunner of ‘Rising 
Sun’.  

Kalomo Kings Pleasantville 1977 – Ken Philmore, a member. 
Little Carib Steelband Carib Street  1949. 
Maestro's Steel Band  
 

Skinner Street 
 

Cyril “Nick” Boxill, Angus 
“Stranger” Lalsingh, Steve and 
Kenrick Lalsingh brothers who 
were among Theo Stephens’s most 
loyal and proficient players.   

Mayo Starliff unknown Cyril “Nick” Boxill – founder. 
Arranger Vic Lange 1949. 

Melody Makers 
Mas band – ‘Mexican Fiesta’. 
Leader Radcliff stated that  
“the majority of bands emerged 
from the bowels of Free French 
and Bataan.” (Hollis, 2014) 

Coffee Street  Elected as the leader Radcliff 
Baker in 1948. Cyril Khamai, 
tuner/arranger. Some members 
were: Sandy Neville, Carlton 
brothers, Clive Alexander and 
several Chinese players including  
Esmond Chinapoo.  

Motown  Navet Road 
 

Started from Melody Makers to 
form Valley Boys.  

Metronomes  
Originall called the ‘Chimes of 
Metronomes (1952 -1956) 

Rushworth Street Formed by Theo Stephens in 1952 

New Wave Dottin Street unknown 
Olympians Steel Kings unknown unknown 
Pan Glow Steel Orchestra San Fernando Street, unknown 
Panville Boys Howard Street  unknown 
Pearl Harbour Steelband Mucurapo Street 

 
Formed in early 1945.First 
Steelband in San Fernando – 
Donald Seon labelled them -the 
‘Bad Johns’ of the city. 

Dixicola Pentagons Short Street Late 1960’s 
Q.T Minors Rushworth Street College Boys such as Kenn Shah, 

Ansel Wong, Herman Ramnarine  
Rising Sun 
Later on United Circle because of 
Circular Road  

Jarvis Street 
 

1947   
2nd carnival rubber sticks  

Rhythm Stars 
 

117 Coffee Street  Started in Fyzabad, moved to 
Coffee Street in the mid-1956. 
Among the members were Cyril 
Khamai, Nerlin Taitt and his 
brother Cedric Taitt and the Mike 
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brothers, Ezkell and Lynford. 
Selby and Ken Braithwaite 

Rogues Regiment 
Played ‘American Indians’ 

Irvin Park, Broadway Started as Tropicana 1952 Led by 
Russell Dopson. Nearly all white 
band including college boys. 

Royal Air Force Kings Wharf, San Fernando 
 

1st San Fernando steelband, 1945 
(or earlier). (see Tobago Website). 
But Donald Seon and Cyril 
Khamai named them as 4th band in 
San Fernando in 1946.   

Sando Organnette unknown unknown 
Sea Bees 
Nerlin Taitt and the 3 Lalsingh 
brothers; Angus, Kenrick and 
Steve; regarded as some of the 
pioneers of steelpan - from the 
biscuit tin to the steelband  

Skinner Street, Mon Repos 1950 -1963. The largest and most 
popular sailor band at carnival 
with > 1000 participants. Nerlin 
Taitt grew up with the Lalsingh 
brothers and experimented a great 
deal with Angus Lalsingh.  

Scarlet Symphony Marabella  unknown 
Silhouettes   Sponsored by Frank De Boehmler 
Silvertones Legion Street  Some of the most beautiful 

sounding pans in Trinidad - a 
musical festival judge commented  

Sounds   Cyril ‘Nick’ Boxill 
Southern All Stars  Carib Street  Formed and led by Theo Stephens 

in late 1953. Included their own 
calypsonian ‘Lloydie’ and Alan 
Hunt from Bataan and Selwyn 
Stephens, Ramsaroop, Ali Bocas 
and Harry Boodoo, Alan Hunt etc 

Southern Fascinators unknown unknown 
Southern Marines Marabella Highly successful steelband .  
South Steelband Pioneers unknown Cyril ‘Nick’ Boxill 
Southern Symphony La Brea Belgrave Bonaparte – member of 

TASPO 
Snow Boys  Coffee Street  3rd Steelband in San Fernando. 

Subsequently became ‘Cross of 
Lorraine’ and then ‘Free French’. 

Southland Symphony Sutton Streets unknown 
Sundowners Mount Moriah Road Popular band in San Fernando that 

lasted until 2004 
Ste. Madeleine Steel Orchestra   unknown unknown 
Steel Vibratones unknown unknown 
Teenage Symphony 
 

Prince Albert Street Band leader ‘Nick’, members such 
as Kenn Shah were college boys,  

Texaco West Stars  Springvale Well known in San Fernando  
Texas Mon Repos unknown 
Third World unknown unknown 
Tropical Melody unknown unknown 
Tropical Hearthbeats Lewis Street  Housed by Steve Achaiba’s home 
Tropicana  Leotaud Street  Started by Dick Espiinet in 1952 
True Tone   
Twilite Symphony  Battoo Lands With the Twilite Drive-in cinema.   
United Circle  Circular Road  Came out of Rising Stars  
Valley Harps Navet Road Highly successful steelband 
West Stars  Springvale Later sponsored by Texaco 

 
Data compiled from Cyril Khamai’s interview and from the following sources: 
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• The Steelbands of Trinidad and Tobago  
http://www.seetobago.org/trinidad/pan/nsphsbtt.htm 

• Goddard, George. (1991). Forty Years in the Steelbands: 1939 - 1979. 
• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TASPO_(Steelband) 
• Seon, Donald. (1978). Southern Steelband and South Panmen (unpublished 

monograph; 55 pages). Source; Bobby Mohammed.  
• Thomas, Ross Jeffrey. (1992). Forty Years of Steel: An Annotated Discography of 

Steel Band and Pan Recordings, 1951-1991. 
• My Panyard: http://www.mypanyard.co.uk/Home-contact.html 
• Lennox ‘Bobby’ Mohammed – handwritten notes from interviews in 2013, 2016 and 

2018 by Laila M.N. Shah. (see Appendix 1) 
 
     NB. Steelbands in bold are discussed further in the text. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 1. A handwritten supporting list 
of steelbands from San Fernando and the 
South that covers the era 1950s - 1960 
from Bobby Mohammed - obtained in 
2013. During this period Mohammed 
began to assemble his own steelband and 
took great care to add the sponsors. 
Information from this list was also used to 
compile Table 1.  
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Abstract  
 
The Abstract below is from the Plenary Lecture titled “Lord Woodbine, The Calypsonian and 
Panman, Mentor to The Beatles” given by the author on 11th October 2014 between 13.30-
14.30  and was used to introduce the work of Lord Woodbine and the Beatles to  participants 
at the 5th International Biennial Steelpan Conference. University of East London, Strafford 
Campus, London. E15 4LZ.  
 
Harold Phillips (1929-2000), better known as Lord Woodbine, was a Trinidadian Calypsonian, 
steelpannist, bandleader and music promoter. After serving in the RAF, Woodbine performed 
on a tour of Jamaica with fellow Calypsonian Lord Kitchener. In 1948, with Kitchener a fellow 
passenger, Woodbine arrived in England on Empire Windrush. He toured with various bands 
around Britain and soon settled in Liverpool, where he remained for the rest of his eventful 
life. From the early 1950s to the mid-1960s, Woodbine played in a series of steel bands, and 
was also a central figure in promoting steelpan music in North West England. . For most of his 
time in Liverpool, music was an evening pursuit for Woodbine, whose day jobs included 
working as a lorry driver, railway engineer, coal deliverer, shopkeeper, builder, and decorator. 
No recordings of his musical performances are known to exist. Yet, Lord Woodbine’s influence 
on popular music remains considerable, and not only for his role in the early promotion of 
steelpan and Calypso in Britain. Amongst the many admirers of Woodbine’s steel bands in 
Liverpool were the young John Lennon and Paul McCartney, to whom he became something 
of a mentor after they first encountered him around 1958. Although Woodbine is mentioned in 
many accounts of The Beatles’ early years, coverage of his significance to the young band has 
usually been limited to how he helped them as a musical promoter in Liverpool, and later 
accompanied them on their first trip to Hamburg in 1960. Yet, Lord Woodbine – whose 
sobriquet denoted his recognition as a Calypsonian – was the first singer Lennon and 
McCartney would meet who actually performed his own compositions. Moreover, their first 
encounters occurred in the late 1950s, a period when Calypso was an emerging subgenre of 
considerable interest to many young British musicians seeking new influences. Lennon’s first 
composition, written before he first met Woodbine, was titled ‘Calypso Rock’ (1957); one of 
only two LPs owned by Lennon in 1959 was a Lord Kitchener compilation (Lewisohn, 2013, 
p.326, 797-8). While clear Calypso influences on The Beatles’ work may be few, they are 
nonetheless there in certain compositions, as McCartney has pointed out. However, the 
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significance of Liverpool’s various black music scenes in relation to the young Beatles is a 
topic seldom mentioned (let alone seriously considered) in the dominant literature – most of 
which is authored by white men (a category into which this researcher also falls). Although 
Woodbine was The Beatles’ closest and best-known link with Liverpool’s various black music 
scenes, he was not the only black Liverpudlian musician to play a significant role in their early 
career, and this lecture will also outline the roles of other musicians from the Liverpool 
8/Toxteth area in relation to The Beatles, including Vinnie Tow/Ismail, Gerry Gobin, and The 
Chants. Drawing on the author’s own interviews with key musicians and witnesses, the lecture 
will address both the complexities and delights of researching Woodbine’s eventful life, as well 
as discussing some of the challenges in establishing the recognition that the late musician’s 
talents and generosity deserve.  
 
 
Key Words: Lord Woodbine, Harold Phillips Beatles, Liverpool, Trinidad, Musician, Vinnie 
Ishmael, Hamburg, Eric Williams 
 
Introduction 
   
When the S.S. Empire Windrush docked at 
Tilbury on 22nd June 1948, among the 
passengers were the calypsonians Lord 
Kitchener, Lord Beginner and Lord 
Woodbine. Both Lord Kitchener and Lord 
Beginner were already well-established 
calypsonians in Trinidad and soon found 
their feet in London and continued to build 
on their success in their new home. In 
Kitchener’s case triumph was 
instantaneous, singing his acclaimed 
“London is the place for me” to BBC 
reporters live before he even disembarked 
following weeks of travel across the 
Atlantic Ocean. By contrast, Lord 
Woodbine came on a different mission, 
having fought for the mother country in 
World War II, he returned from Trinidad 
unsure of his future and soon left London to 
explore a new life in Liverpool. But like his 
fellow calypsonians, he too soon returned to 
his artistic roots and brought calypso and 
steelpan to a new audience. His 
monumental work with the Beatles remains 
largely unknown to the Caribbean 
community and was addressed here as part 
of a series of online lectures by the 
Windrush Foundation during the Covid-19 
lockdown. The interviewers are Arthur  
 
 
 

Torrington and Burt Caesar of Windrush 
Foundation. 
 
Arthur Torrington:   
I would like to first introduce Burt Caesar - 
he's our host for this evening, and I'll let him 
have his chance to say something. 
 
Burt Caesar: 
Thank you Arthur. So when Harold 
Adolphus Phillips arrived at Tilbury docks 
on June 21 1948 aboard the SS Empire 
Windrush and then set foot on the soil of 
this green and pleasant land as William 
Blake described it in his famous poem 
Jerusalem. It was the second occasion in 
that decade, the 1940s that Harold Phillips 
had done so, like three quarters of the nearly 
500 passengers on board the SS Windrush, 
he was a military veteran of the Second 
World War, which had ended, three years 
previously in 1945. He had seen service in 
the Royal Air Force. As with his Caribbean 
comrades he'd survived being in harm's way 
to help protect the UK, and to gain a heroic 
victory over Nazi Germany. So the men and 
women who descended that gangplank on 
that late spring morning in 1948, were not, 
immigrants in the sense that that term is 
now understood. They were British Empire 
patriots. Ready for peacetime service to the 
so called ‘Mother Country’, which was 
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reconstructing itself after the terrible 
depredations of an epochal battle against 
fascism. In a sense, they were no different 
from say settlers who'd move to London 
from the far-flung islands of the Hebrides 
or the Shetlands to the north, or others from 
Gibraltar, and Malta at the southernmost tip 
of Europe. They hailed from the Western 
Hemisphere. 'Welcome home,' 500 pairs of 
willing hands proclaim the banner headline 
of the London Evening Standard. Harold 
Phillips was one of four Trinidadian 
troubadours who arrived on the Empire 
Windrush. There was Aldwyn Roberts, 
better known as the calypsonian Lord 
Kitchener. The third calypsonian was 
Edward Moore, who signed on to the title 
of Lord Beginner. And the fourth was a 
ballad singer, Mona Baptiste, who Bill 
Haren talked about very insightfully in this 
series about a month ago. Unlike most of 
his fellow war veterans Harold Phillips, did 
not stay for long in London. He moved to 
Liverpool. After a short detour to 
Wellington, Shropshire (where he worked 

as a machinist at Wellington Industrial 
Hostel), Harold moved to Liverpool where 
he remained until the end of his life. 
Liverpool, of course, the second oldest 
black settlement in the UK with residents 
from Africa, Arabia, South Asia and of 
course, the Caribbean. 
Harold Phillips story reads like a picaresque 
novel venturing from his place of birth, 
Laventille, Trinidad at a young age, criss-
crossing seas and oceans with uncommon 
daring and an eager spirit pitching into 
show business, collaborations and 
entrepreneurial associations, which brought 
joy, and entertainment to post war Britain, 
a narrative which stretches from outrageous 
and courageous boyhood to a sad and tragic 
end. 
I want to welcome Dr James McGrath, who 
is a Senior Lecturer in History at Leeds 
Beckett University. James is one of the first 
chroniclers to give focus to this full and 
remarkable life of Lord Woodbine, Harold 
Phillips. We also welcome Harold’s 
daughter, Carol Phillips, tonight. 
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Burt Caesar: 
James. How did you come to the story of 
Harold Adolphus Phillips particularly his 
connection to the Beatles, before they 
became the legendary ‘Fab-Four’ when 
they were popularly known in Liverpool as 
Woodbine's Boys? 
 
James McGrath:   
Growing up as an autistic child, The Beatles 
were always a tremendous fascination to 
me. Some years later, I was able to write my 
PhD on the work of John Lennon and Paul 
McCartney. I was especially interested in 
the role of Liverpool itself: where the 
Beatles came from, and how the city 
continued to influence their work, including 
Lennon and McCartney’s lyrics and music 
as solo artists. I spent many very enjoyable 
days working in Liverpool, especially in 
Toxteth library, during my research. I was 
also fortunate to interview many people in 
the city who had themselves been part of 
the local music scenes.   
I began to hear about a whole dimension of 
the Beatles history and legacy which had 
previously been overlooked. And this was, 
of course, the contribution of numerous 
black musicians in Liverpool to the origin 
of the Beatles, and how they were 
supported in countless ways by a variety of 
musicians – and most extensively, the 
gentleman we're here to talk about tonight, 
Harold Phillips, Lord Woodbine. 
 
Burt Caesar:   
Tell us how your research proceeded since 
those early days.  
 
James McGrath: 
I completed the PhD 10 years ago 
(McGrath, 2010). But since then, I've 
continued to be very interested in the story, 
history and the legacy of Lord Woodbine, 
and I've continued to interview various 
people. So this has been the subject of a few 
conference papers and articles (see e.g. 
McGrath 2012, 2014, 2016). And, as I'll 
talk about more as we go on. I'm very 
grateful for the generosity of a number of 

friends in Liverpool, in particular Liverpool 
8 or Toxteth as it's also known, because 
without their help, I couldn't have done this 
research. 
 
Burt Caesar:  
But tell us about this this moniker, as I 
recall them as the Silver Beatles. That was 
their official title, but why were they known 
as ‘Woodbine's Boys’, so perhaps you can 
start by telling us what year did Harold 
Phillips, meet John and Paul. 
 
James McGrath:   
Harold Phillips, Lord Woodbine, led and 
managed the All Caribbean Steelband. 
They would regularly play at a club in 
Liverpool 8 called Joker's, on Edge Lane. 
And it was noticed by Woodbine, and also 
another pannist, Gerry Gobin that there 
were often two young white teenagers in the 
audience, paying very close attention to 
what the musicians were doing. Those two 
youngsters were John Lennon and Paul 
McCartney. They were then in their late 
teens, and this was around 1958. The first 
detailed descriptions I saw of this appeared 
in Tony Henry’s 1998 profile of Lord 
Woodbine for The Observer (2nd August 
1998). However, as readers from Liverpool 
will be aware, the many links between Lord 
Woodbine and the young Beatles were 
already well-known within Liverpool itself.  
 
 
Before I read the Observer piece in an 
online archive, I had already heard from a 
friend who was a musician in Liverpool, in 
the 1980s, that it was often said in 
Liverpool, that the Beatles very first 
manager had been a black gentleman who 
still lived locally. Now, my friend, musician 
Peter Mills, he didn't know the name of this 
person. But he said, this is something you 
will hear in Liverpool -- that before Brian 
Epstein,  the Beatles were managed by a 
black gentleman. And this turned out of 
course, to be Harold Phillips, Lord 
Woodbine.  
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When we talk about the term ‘manager’, 
some commentators have said, Where's the 
evidence of that contract? There probably 
wasn’t one, but the thing is, they were 
called the young Beatles were known as 
Woodbine Boys in Liverpool 8 because 
they were around each other so much. They 
played in his club  Additionally, Woodbine 
was absolutely key to the Beatles going to 
Hamburg 60 years ago, this summer. John 
Lennon said that the “Beatles were raised in 
Liverpool, but grew up in Hamburg”. Lord 
Woodbine, literally took them there; he 
drove them there. And so he had an 
important role in supporting them 
professionally and helping them to get 
bookings. And what's less known, but what 
we'll be talking about more as we go on, is 
Lord Woodbine’s own musicianship and 
role as a Calypsonian. 
 
Arthur Torrington:   
He was, in a sense, the first composer-
singer that they met, because everybody 
else in the Liverpool scene were playing 
covers. In fact, there's a famous quote from 
someone who knew them. He said, John 
and Paul had two ambitions. One was to 
learn to play R & B and the other to be 
famous. Well we know they achieved the 
second. Tell us about the first quest for 
them to master the chords and the spirit of 
R & B. 
 
James McGrath:    
 
Another key way in which Liverpool’s 
various music Black music scenes helped to 
shape the Beatles’ sound was through a 
Somali-Irish musician in Liverpool. His 
name is Vince Tow, who later changed his 
name to Vince Ismael. Vince was the leader 
and guitarist of the band “Vince and the 
Volcanoes”. So this was between 1959 to 
1962. And Vince (aka Vinnie) became a 
good friend of many musicians. John 
Lennon and Paul McCartney were 
informally tutored by Vinnie, this would 
happen in various pubs quite informally. 
And it was Vinnie who taught them how to 

play Chuck Berry chords. Vinnie Ismael 
taught the young John and Paul Chuck 
Berry riffs that they were struggling with. 
So fans of the Beatles will know that Berry 
was a major influence on their song writing, 
and they also recorded various covers of his 
songs. So Vinnie was the kind of friendly 
mentor to them. I have some quotes on 
some slides to go into more detail.  
 
Arthur Torrington:   
But as well as Vinnie having this very 
crucial role in showing them chords from 
Chuck Berry, they were a guitar band – four 
guitars and it was Lord Woodbine, who said 
to them, you need some percussion.  
 
James McGrath:   
Yes, that's correct. At the time they just 
couldn't find a drummer. Actually, because 
drums being quite cumbersome and often 
quite expensive instruments, drummers 
were harder for bands to find. But 
Woodbine employed them to play in his 
club before they had a drummer. But yes, 
you're correct. He insisted that they would 
need a drummer in order to go to Hamburg 
first.  
 
James McGrath:   
First slide: So what we have there is an 
image of the young Harold Phillips, Lord 
Woodbine, I think this was taken in the late 
1940s. 

 
At this point, it's very important for me to 
say that as a white person, who was not 
from Liverpool, and wasn't born, when 
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these events took place, my research is due 
enormously to the insights that have been 
very kindly shared with me, a number of 
people (see slide above). In particular, 
thank you to Carol Phillips, and Hudson 
Phillips. Lord Woodbine's daughter and 
son. Thanks to Arthur Torrington and to 
Burt Caesar, for helping to arrange this 
event. And also the people who kindly let 
me interviewed them; a mixture of 
musicians, witnesses, and fellow 
researchers, especially Derek Murray, Val 
Wilmer, and David Bedford. 
 
So, to move on to the next slide, there's an 
important image, which I'd like to share 
which shows a bit of background to Harold 
Phillips' life. He was born in 1929, in 
Laventille, Trinidad. He joined the RAF 
underaged at 14 in 1943. So, as Burt was 
saying earlier on this importance of the role 
of the Patriot, this young man from 
Trinidad at the age of 14 took his brother's 
passport with him in order to pass as being 
a little older.  

 
The image here shows us Harold Phillips in 
the RAF, where he eventually became I 
think a flight engineer for. Within this time, 
he was stationed in Burtonwood in 
Lancashire 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RAF_Burto
nwood). So the Liverpool connection? 
Burtonwood was not too far from 
Liverpool. So the northwest of England 
connection for Harold Phillips began at a 
very early stage, during his years serving in 
the RAF. And Harold spoke of these 

experiences in interview with him, 
conducted by journalist Tony Henry 
(author of the Observer piece) broadcasted 
on Radio Merseyside in 1998. Harold 
described his schooling in Trinidad at the 
time, and he emphasised how at school 
everyone was taught in Trinidad about the 
importance of England as the so-called 
Mother Country. He described how, in 
history lessons, the big stories would be 
about the royal family, the Tudors and 
Stuarts etc. So in Trinidad, the educational 
system Harold received served a very 
colonial agenda, with the realities of what 
had been experienced within slavery totally 
glossed over. William Wilberforce was 
heralded as an Englishman who ended 
slavery, but there was no mention of how 
Britain had profited from slavery for 
centuries, nor of the exploitation, poverty 
and suffering it caused to generations and 
generations of enslaved people. So here's an 
outline of Lord Woodbine's musical 
background (see slide below). One 
important thing to know is the name Lord 
Woodbine. The sobriquet ‘Lord’ was a 
mark of respect given amongst 
calypsonians. It's often said that the name 
came because Harold used to smoke 
Woodbine cigarettes, though in fact, he 
didn’t. The name Lord Woodbine refers 
directly to his musicianship. One of his 
original calypsos had been based on various 
characters who were named after cigarette 
brands, and the lead character was called 
Woodbine. So that's where Harold Phillips’ 
title Lord Woodbine comes from. It is a 
direct reference to the fact that he was a 
singer songwriter calypsonian.  
So after the war, by 1947, Harold had 
returned to Laventille and he began 
working as a calypsonian, in a role a little 
like that of a busker. He would perform his 
own calypso and would improvise on 
guitar, usually playing on street corners. 
There you got kind of a junction of more 
than one audience who could hear his 
songs. These compositions would be 
improvised based on news stories of that 
day. The same year 1947, Lord Woodbine 
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toured Jamaica with Lord Kitchener. And in 
1948, Lord Kitchener and Lord Woodbine, 
Lord Beginner, and Mona Baptist all 
travelled on Empire Windrush and arrived 
in Britain on 22nd June 1948.  
 
In England, Phillips continued his work as 
a musician, he led and toured with two 
bands. One was ‘Lord Woodbine, and his 
Trinidadians’ and slightly later, a band 
called ‘Cream of Trinidad’. This featured 
on vocals Helen Agoro Phillips, who would 
become Harold's wife. They married in 
Liverpool in 1949. In the 1950s, Harold 
formed the ‘All Caribbean Steel Band’, and 
this was very important band because it 
featured Winston Spree, Simon, also from 
Port of Spain, Trinidad. Winston Spree 
Simon was one of the major pioneers of 
steel pan music. And part of my research on 
the Beatles included looking at influences 
from the from the Avant Garde, and from 
figures like John Cage. In the 1950s, Cage's 
compositions would use household objects, 
like a bucket of sand or an empty bath, in 

order to make music. It's rarely stated in the 
way that I think it ought to be that what 
Cage was doing had all kinds of parallels in 
what was going on was steel band music in 
Trinidad.  
 
Harold Phillips, as well as being a very 
accomplished tenor pannist, he also used to 
make steel pans or steel drums, as they're 
also known. He did this using bamboo 
wood (Tamboo Bamboo) and oil drums. So 
he began doing this in Trinidad and 
continued when he was in Liverpool. He 
was a calypsonian, a music promoter and 
also a very talented steel pannist played the 
tenor pan. And I said earlier, it was around 
1958 that he got to know the young Beatles, 
in particular, John and Paul, and I have a 
few quotes coming up that will put that in 
some context.  
But as Burt and I emphasised earlier on, 
Lord Woodbine was the very first singer 
songwriter that John Lennon and Paul 
McCartney would ever meet. I think that is 
quite an important accolade really. So yes, 
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there are lots of bands in Liverpool in the 
late 50s. Even more so in the early 60s. But 
those bands relied on covers. They didn't 
perform their own songs. The Beatles were 
unusual in that they gradually began to do 
that. But the first singer songwriter they met 
in Liverpool, the first musician who 
performed his original compositions was 
Lord Woodbine. And now when we talk 
about Calypso, there are all kinds of 
dimensions to it as an oral tradition, as part 
of folk and protest traditions more broadly, 
and as a way of commenting on 
contemporary events including politics. 
Calypso had a real edge to it, that was really 
lacking in mainstream music of the time. 
Woodbine was singing, improvising 
calypsos about, for example, the tensions 
caused in Liverpool by the arrival of 
American soldiers in the late 50s and early 
60s. Meanwhile, the Beatles were still 
addressing only very basic themes, as in  
'Love Me Do' or 'She Loves You'. Whereas 
Woodbine was part of a more audacious 
tradition. So Calypso is a way of telling 
news through songs, as well as telling 
stories, using humour, and presenting 
opinions and experiences. Now that's core 
to folk music in lots of traditions and lots of 
ways. But it's interesting to think of how 
Lord Woodbine was doing that 10 years 
before the Beatles sang 'I read the news 
today, oh boy,' before the Beatles began to 
sing about contemporary events.  
 
Lord Woodbine drove the Beatles to 
Hamburg in August 1960.  On their first 
night there, playing at the Indra nightclub, 
Woodbine took the stage before them as a 
kind of warm-up act and performed some of 
his own calypso before the Beatles then 
went on. So at the time, he was actually 
ahead of them in lots of ways, as a musician 
who had previously toured himself, and was 
also a promoter. He was very generous to 
them as well. Back in the late 50s, when he 
was performing at Joker’s club and 
Jacaranda coffee bar, there had been some 
tension. Woodbine's colleague Gerald 
Gobin (another member of the All 

Caribbean Steel Band), commented, ‘what 
are those two white teenagers doing? You 
know, they seem to be watching what we're 
doing and it was beginning to feel sort of 
exploitative, but Woodbine became quite 
sympathetic to them. And so he supported 
them, literally. As this continued, he was 
still working as a musician. He formed a 
band called the ‘Rhythm Calypso Boys’, in 
1961. I think this was one of the very first 
occasions when steel pan have been 
combined with electric guitar, in a band. So 
again, just in that detail of combining 
instruments that hadn't necessarily been 
brought together before, again, Lord 
Woodbine was something of a pioneer. 
Obviously, the Beatles would do similar 
things later on, most obviously, perhaps 
with the sitar, and how the sitar could be 
incorporated into their existing sound. But 
Woodbine was a figure who was sort of 
doing this anyway. And he continued to 
perform calypso quite regularly in and 
around Liverpool until I think around 1980.  
 
So, Burt, you mentioned in the 
introduction, the photo of the young Harold 
Phillips in 1948. I think this is the photo in  

 
question. This was at the South Clapham 
Deep Shelter. Harold is the young man on 
the left standing. The photo was taken in 
1948 when he first arrived. And he wasn't 
in Clapham for long. He went to work as a 
machinist at the Wellington Industrial 
Hostel in Wellington, Shropshire. He was a 
tremendously hard-working individual with 
a spectacular range of talents. He was a 

Courtesy Windrush Foundation 
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barman, he managed a nightclub, he briefly 
owned a nightclub. He was a lorry driver, 
he was a railway engineer. He was a 
carpenter and he also later taught carpentry 
skills to youngsters in Liverpool. There's 
something intrinsically compelling about 
his talents, and also how generously and 
readily he would share these talents.  
 
In this image, Lord Woodbine is seated 
third from the left. From left to right, the 
gentleman with the beard is Allan Williams, 
Woodbine's business partner. Allan was a 
good friend over the years to Harold, but 
there were tensions between them. And it 
does seem as if Allan might have taken 
some of the credit away from Lord 
Woodbine in some ways. Allan wrote an 
autobiography in the 1970s, and Harold was       
very upset about this autobiography and 
how he had featured in it. Harold felt Allan 
had taken all the credit for that role in the 
early Beatles work. It’s quite intriguing that 
he should feel that, because he is, in fact 
mentioned throughout the book. So to 

consider that actually, his contributions to 
the Beatles legacy was far more than what 
was already said is quite an intriguing 
matter. The slide shows next Alan 
Williams, his wife Beryl. Then next to Lord 
Woodbine (seated) and to the right, Stuart 
Sutcliffe, The Beatles bass guitarist and an 
extraordinarily talented painter, who 
tragically died at the age of 21. Next, in the 
centre, a young Paul McCartney; to his 
right, George Harrison; and then Pete Best. 
This was a photograph taken at Arnhem 
military cemetery, Oosterbeek on the way 
to Hamburg. So that's a photo of him with 
the young Beatles, who had just become the 
Beatles from the previous name, Silver 
Beatles.  
 
 
 
 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2 – DECEMBER 2020 

   

 62 

Okay, so I've talked a bit about Lord 
Woodbine's musicianship. But let's see a 
quote from one of the Beatles. This is from 
Paul McCartney, writing in 2002. Here's 
what he said. "The big factor about 
Liverpool was it being a port, you could get 
so many different ethnic sounds: African 
music, maybe, or calypsos, via the 
Liverpool Caribbean community, which I 
think was the oldest in England. With all 
these influences from your home, the radio, 
the sailors, the immigrants, Liverpool was a 
huge melting pot of music. And we took 
what we liked from all that."  So, a very 
distinguishing feature of the Beatles work 
was their readiness to explore further 
musical traditions. So Indian music became 
a major influence by George Harrison. 
Avant Garde techniques of composition 
where recorded sound itself becomes an 
instrument; from Europe, India, obviously 
American R & B. The number of R & B 
covers that the Beatles performed well 
before they started performing their own 
songs, their act consistent nearly entirely of 

R & B numbers. They were great admirers 
of Elvis Presley, but they rarely covered his 
work, sometimes, Buddy Holly. But mainly 
it was Chuck Berry, and Little Richard. As 
mentioned earlier, another black Liverpool 
musician Somali Irish guitarist, Vinnie 
Ismail, helped the Beatles to master those 
chords.  
That quote from McCartney, that line at the 
end, Liverpool was a huge melting pot of 
music. And we took what we liked from all 
that, I suppose one of the various responses 
we could have to that quote is that it may 
exploitative. But it's important to remember 
that in the case of Lord Woodbine and 
Vinnie Ishmael, they did very generously 
give to the Beatles. So I think that in some 
ways to say that they were exploited by The 
Beatles might be too negative way of 
looking at it. It was more like a free sharing 
of ideas between fellow musicians. But this 
thing that the Beatles had of incorporating 
new songs and new directions, this began in 
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Liverpool, and it began in Liverpool 8 also 
known which as Toxteth and essential to 
what was going on there was the work of 
black musicians, including Lord Woodbine.  
 
Okay, here's an additional perspective, 
which is important to consider alongside 
the previous quote from Paul McCartney. 
Ferdinand Dennis, a Jamaican author and 
journalist, interviewed black families in 
various parts of the UK for this book which 
was published in 1987. Here is the 
transcript of something that's from an 

interview in Liverpool that said. So this was 
a black Liverpudlian perspective on the 
Beatles. "The Beatles, we've got no time for 
the Beatles around here. They’re just 
another example of the white music 
industry ripping off Black Music. Where do 
you think the Beatles learned their craft? 
They come up from Penny Lane Way. (see 
reference to ‘Penny Lane’ by Starliff Steel 
Orchestra of Trinidad - arranged by Ray 
Holman - 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IRFV
_fRnRjM&ab_channel=IsDePanInMe 
There are no nightclubs up there. They 
learnt it around here in Liverpool 8. John 
and Paul were taught to play the guitar by a 
Trinidadian guy, "Woodvine". That's how 
it's typed in the book. "He used to own a 
nightclub that played stateside music. He 
was a musician himself. John and Paul used 
to hang around him. That's where they 
picked up their style from. Nobody ever 
mentions Woodvine, nobody!" Now 
obviously there an error there. It's typing as 
"Woodvine" rather than "Woodbine", but I 
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think it's fairly clear, who is being spoken 
about. I don't know if the transcription 
misheard. But to continue the quote,  
 
So the journalist Ferdinand Dennis replies 
to this interviewee I told him I was unaware 

of the Beatles Toxteth connection. "That's 
the way they, white people, want it" said 
Shaun the interviewee, "Scratch most white 
surfaces, and you'll find an exploited black 
man below the surface." (Dennis, 1988). So 
again, that's a very important Liverpool 
perspective on the Beatles. And now, it's 
hard to see it. And so, the reason why I think 
this is so important is because well, there 
are many reasons. But first of all, the 
contribution of talent and time and 
generosity, that these people, these black 
musicians, of Liverpool 8, and there were 
there were many of them. I can mention 
more as we go on. It's not acknowledged in 
the official narratives of The Beatles. If you 
read the main biographies, Lord Woodbine 
will be mentioned, but is usually mentioned 
as in terms of his role in helping them to 
book performances. He's mentioned along 
with photographs and having accompanied 
them to Hamburg, which was absolutely 
vital in their development as musicians. 
Lord Woodbine, it was pretty much his idea 
to take them there because Woodbine had 
already been in Hamburg, visiting members 
of his former steel band, he suggested to 
Allan Williams, why don't we take the 
Beatles over there? So it's problematic that 
the main books about the Beatles which are 
authored by white men like me, they don't 

acknowledge Lord Woodbine's 
musicianship. So one thing I've tried to sort 
of emphasise is that Lord Woodbine, you 
know, he had a very, very significant 
history of his own by the 1960s as a 
musician to songwriter.  
 
Here's an image of Vince and the 
Volcanoes. The caption says Rialto 
ballroom 1962.  In the centre, playing 
guitar, that is the young Vinnie Ismail. He 
was a mixed-race musician. The other 
members of his band were white, but 
because of racism within Liverpool at the 
time, it was very difficult for Vince and the 
Volcanos to get bookings outside of the 
Toxteth area. The Rialto Ballroom was 
right in the centre of Toxteth, Liverpool 8. 
 
Vinnie Ishmael and his manager, George 
Roberts, very kindly spoke to me quite 
extensively when I was researching my 
PhD (McGrath 2010). Here's what George 
Roberts said. George himself had a very, 
very distinguished past as a music promoter 
within Liverpool. That he was also the 
manager of Adrian Henri, the poet and artist 
from Liverpool who became associated 
with the Liverpool poets, also Roger 
McGough, and Adrian Henry and Brian 
Patten. 
 

George had an important role in the local 
music scenes, but George's point was the 
Vince and the Volcanos were never able to 
get the success they deserved because of the 
racism within the music industry. But what 
he said about the young John and Paul was 
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this "Lennon and McCartney had two 
passions. One was R & B. The other was to 
become famous. They would never have 
got that sound if they hadn't turned up in 
Liverpool's black district." George 
described to me how he would often 
witness at a club called the Starline, on 
Windsor Street, Liverpool 8. This is where 
a lot of musicians would spend time 
together in Liverpool. Vinnie would show 
them these chords, including new ways of 
tuning the guitar.  

 
George Roberts continued, "Vinnie Ismail 
freely shared his expertise with other 
musicians, including Lennon and       
McCartney. He taught them Chuck Berry 
riffs. John found it difficult. My main 
memory of John with Vinnie was [John 
saying] 'show me this show me that'" 
Vinnie was eager to show a friend. 
 
So you'll be noticing a pattern here. I don't      
think that Vinnie Ismail knew Lord 
Woodbine, personally, and that they were 
part of separate scenes because at that time, 
Lord Woodbine is more involved with steel 
pan, whereas Vinnie's band was R & B. So 
they played at different venues. But the 
interesting thing is, although they were 
quite separate, the witness statements, the 
recollections are parallel, we see the same 
pattern of the young John and Paul, 
showing tremendous interest in local 
musicians, but in particular, local black 
musicians. And there are other others. I 
could mention. The guitarist Odie Taylor, 
who used to play at the White House Pub 

on Duke Street. Again, whenever Odie’s 
band were playing, the young John and Paul 
would be there in the audience. Another 
Liverpool 8 band called The Chants, who 
were performing from 1962 to 1965 – and 
on one occasion they were backed by the 
Beatles. The Chants were a five part 
harmony group, and it didn’t go unnoticed 
that three part harmonies of John, Paul and 
George seemed to have developed 
noticeably after they first saw The Chants. 
 
 
 
 
Okay, I'm going to move on now and talk 
about the Beatles and black culture more 
broadly. In the photo below, the gentleman, 
3rd from the right, is, as you'll probably 
recognise, the then Prime Minister of 
Trinidad and Tobago, Dr. Eric Williams. 
Now this photo was taken in January 1966. 
It was I think, an official photograph taken 
by Noel P. Norton, while two of the Beatles 
were on holiday in Trinidad. 
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Left to right we see John Lennon with 
Cynthia, his wife; Erica Williams (the 
Prime Minister’s daughter); Eric Williams 
himself;  Maureen Starkey, and her husband  
 
Ringo Starr. You can easily find this photo 
and several others of the visit online. But 
again, there's very little mention of this in 
the official biographies of The Beatles. And 
I find it interesting just that link with 
Trinidad. So, Lord Woodbine was the first 
Trinidadian that they met. But there's a kind 
of ongoing relationship with Trinidadian 
culture. The Beatles decided very early on 
in their professional career that they would 
not be photographed with politicians 
because obviously that could lead to all 
kinds of manipulation.  
However, they made a very interesting 
exception in 1966 by being photographed 
with the Prime Minister of Trinidad and 
Tobago, Eric Williams. Dr Williams was a 
very important historian. In the 1940s, his 
research had argued that British historians 
and British culture at large had drastically 

over overestimated the role of William 
Wilberforce. Eric Williams argued that 
slavery ended less because of Wilberforce 
and the British anti-slavery movement than  
 
because of the ways in which it was 
becoming politically and economically 
unviable – and key to this had been various 
uprisings of enslaved people. Williams 
discussed how it wasn't so much an act of 
kindness on the part of Britain to abolish 
slavery; he argued that slavery was no 
longer so financially lucrative for Britain. 
Eric Williams; connections with the Beatles 
are very intriguing, and there's a lot 
research still to be done on this. I'm sure 
that in Trinidad, there will be documents in 
the Eric Williams archives, that might give 
more detail on this meeting. 
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Another photo by Noel P. Norton, official 
photographer to Eric Williams. On the left, 
Erica Williams, then Williams himself on 
the right John Lennon and Ringo Starr. I 
don't have seem to be able to recognise the 
gentleman in the middle, but perhaps 
someone else will. 
 

 
So here in what looks like quite a casual, 
intimate chat with Eric Williams and John 
Lennon (below). What were they talking 
about? We can only imagine, but I wonder 
if Lennon would have mentioned his 
connection with another Trinidadian friend. 

Okay, here is a photo that I really like. Burt 
mentioned earlier on that in 1998, as part of 
the 40th anniversary celebrations of 
Windrush, Harold Phillips and his wife, 
Helen, on the left, they met the Prince of 
Wales   I just love seeing the expression on 
Harold Phillips’ face here. It doesn't look     
too deferential to me. He looks full of 
confidence and authority. It was at this 
exhibition, which I think was in St. James's 

Palace. It was on this occasion that Harold 
saw the photo that used earlier on from the 
Clapham South shelter. He saw that photo 
and recognised himself from the image. 

 
Here is the last published photo of Harold 
Phillips, as far as I’m aware. It featured in 
the Observer newspaper in August 1998, 
accompanying a fascinating article by the 
journalist Tony Henry, who I mentioned 
earlier. So I'm not the first person to 
research this. Tony Henry did fantastic 
work in interviewing Lord Woodbine and 
many of his friends and peers in 1998.  
(Henry, 1998). 
 

 
 
 
 
        
                                                                                                    

Courtesy Windrush Foundation 
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Here is quite a different contribution to 
Liverpool and indeed, to British culture 
made by Harold Phillips. This is a statue by 
the sculptor Arthur Dooley. It's known as 
the Black Christ. And this shows the statue 

on the wall of Princes Park Methodist 
Church in Toxteth. The model for this 
statue was Harold Phillips, who was a 
friend of Arthur Dooley. This statue was 
taken down and cleaned and restored, I 
think five years ago.  
 

 
I've talked quite a bit about Liverpool black 
culture and the Beatles. And this image 
shows the Beatles in 1969 with Billy 
Preston. The gentleman at the keyboard is 
the late Billy Preston, an American 
keyboardist and singer, who was a 
longstanding friend of the Beatles. They've 
known each other since first meeting in 
Hamburg in 1962. Now the Beatles and 
Billy Preston that is an interesting 
relationship, because there was only one 
occasion in the Beatles worked post-EMI 

(Electric and Musical Industries) and in all 
the official Beatles releases, those featured 
some quite distinguished musicians but 
none were credited on the labels or sleeves, 
other than producer George Martin. Jazz 
saxophonist Ronnie Scott played on ‘Lady 
Madonna’, Eric Clapton played on ‘While 
My Guitar Gently Weeps’, but those 
musicians were never actually credited in 
the sleeve notes, let alone on the label. 
 

But what we can see here is the single of the 
Beatles song ‘Get Back’ from 1969. This 
release was credited to the Beatles with 
Billy Preston. So, the only time the Beatles 
ever shared official credit with another 
musician, it was with an American black 
keyboardist. Billy Preston played on 
various tracks on the albums ‘Let It Be’ and 
‘Abbey Road’. He also collaborated with 
John Lennon and with George Harrison on 
their solo releases. And if you look at the 
original film, ‘Let It Be’ on the film of the 
Beatles recording that album. The film was 
released in 1970. Billy Preston is present, 
but it is not as prominent as I might have 
hoped. I was looking forward to seeing 
more and hearing more of Billy Preston. 
But the good news is, there's going to be a 
new film, as you probably know, directed 
by Peter Jackson, using the same film 
footage and the same documentary 
material. There is a lot of footage of the 
Beatles playing with Billy Preston. I really 
hope we can see some more of that when 
that film is released next year.  
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Here is another a connection between John 
Lennon and Trinidad. The figure shown is 
Michael de Freitas, also known as Michael 
Abdul Malik, and indeed Michael X: a 
London-based Trinidadian civil rights 
campaigner who ran an organisation known 
as the Black House, which was very 
controversial in various ways. The slide 
shows Michael de Freitas (or Michael X, 
Michael Abdul Malik) with Yoko Ono, and 
John Lennon in January 1970.  

 
The poster that you can see is an advert for 
Lennon’s then new single ‘Instant Karma.’ 
Now, John Lennon and politics, there's a 
lot, a lot to be discussed there. It wasn't until 
he left the Beatles in September 1969 that 
Lennon began to explore radical politics. 
He’d done the peace work with Yoko Ono, 
just celebrating and advertising this idea of 
peace. I think that was a tremendously 
important campaign; the wit and creativity 
with which Ono and Lennon did this, and 
the humour that was involved. That was in 
spring 1969, but they then moved on to 
more confrontational politics. And the first 
major cause that John Lennon espoused 
after leaving the Beatles that was to support 
Michael X and the Black House. Lennon 
and (Yoko) Ono donated money to the 
Black House. Along with Muhammad Ali, 
they auctioned off various personal items 
(their recently cropped hair), with the 
proceeds going to the Black House. There's 
an interesting background to this 
connection between Michael X and John 
Lennon. In 1969, then known as Michael X, 

he went into the Beatles Apple offices and 
asked to see John Lennon and I don't think 
he was able to meet him there and then. But 
he had a message for Lennon and that 
message was, this is to be found in a 
biography of Michael Abdul Malik from 
the 1970s. The message that Michael X 
wanted to pass on to John, was the Beatles 
have stolen the music of black musicians in 
Liverpool, consciously or not. And now 
you owe us something. So, that is the most 
confrontational example that I'm aware of, 
of the Beatles actually being challenged on 
this topic. Why they didn’t ever say more 
about this aspect of their history? I don't 
know, I'm uncomfortable with the fact that 
they didn't say more about how black 
musicians in Liverpool have been such a 
part of their beginnings. And I suppose it 
should be said that they were rarely asked 
about such things. But I'll be interested to 
hear other people's views on that.  
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Abstract  
 
Rhythm in Calypso – Ten Calypso Guitar Strums is an examination of the guitar strums used 
in calypso. Each strum is given a name, described, and placed into a broad musical context. 
Notated examples and YouTube video link demonstrations are included. The paper seeks to 
redress the imbalance in published academic and popular works which present calypso as a 
literary genre and instead place more emphasis on the music and how to play it. The paper 
stresses the importance of using rhythm as the departure point for the understanding and 
appreciation of what makes calypso unique. It also challenges the calypso music community 
to develop the vocabulary to examine the many decades of calypso music at a granular level 
and to create pedagogical language and texts that will complement the oral tradition of learning.  
 
 
Key Words: Rhythm, calypso, guitar strums, guitar chords, African roots, Eastern-Caribbean Calypso 
styles,  
 
 
Introduction  
   
Calypso is an eclectic musical genre with a 
long history dating back over two-hundred 
years (Cowley, 1996). While there are 
many books on calypso, publications 
devoted to analyzing calypso music and 
describing its rhythms are scarce. 
Described by many as storytelling in song, 
a reference to the griot tradition of West 
Africa - calypso’s lyrics have been well 
documented. Calypso social and political 
history has been written; the biographies of 
many of the most famous calypso singers 
are available and their works celebrated. 
Here and there you will find references to 
the music in this body of literature as well 
as comments on calypso melodies and 
musical form. None of the above 
documentation on calypso – lyrics, social 
history, artist profiles – gives you a clear, 
concise look at the music or an 

understanding of what makes calypso truly 
distinctive: rhythm. It is here that calypso’s 
true character is revealed; play a bar or two 
of a calypso rhythm and it is instantly 
recognizable. This is not to diminish in any 
way the importance of the many inspiring 
stories in calypso lyrics, the 
accomplishments of its famous proponents 
nor the outstanding melodies for which the 
genre is known. Calypso music, seen 
through a rhythm lens, also reveals a 
connectivity across the Eastern Caribbean 
English-speaking islands (plus mainland 
Guyana) that is profound - apart from the 
shared political, economic and social 
spheres. Within calypso and Caribbean folk 
music you recognize the region’s deep and 
close ties of the mutual use of African-
derived rhythms, how we express them and 
how we improvise on them. Particularly, 
musicians of the English-speaking Eastern 
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Caribbean from Guyana up to Antigua 
share a rhythm vocabulary. 
 
The dearth of literature on calypso music 
means that learning to play calypso is a 
challenge for music students and amateur 
players (Aqui, 1999, Tung, 2007). Calypso 
remains largely an oral tradition, handed 
down from musician to musician and/or by 
listening to and studying recorded work. 
The term “calypso” has become 
meaningless for any serious analysis of the 
music; it is used too much as a blanket term 
to loosely refer to decades of any music out 
of Trinidad and the Eastern Caribbean, 
regardless of the actual genre, Carnival-
related or otherwise. There is an urgent 
need for calypso musicians and arrangers, 
especially of the older generation, to come 
forward in dialogue and continue to 
identify, describe, and contextualize all 
aspects of the music. A general conflation 
with soca, the popular contemporary 
offshoot of calypso, also adds to the 
confusion.  
 
I have found it helpful to separate the 
calypso’s development roughly into four 
eras:  
 
1. Traditional/Folk (pre-1900)  
2. Vintage (1900 – 1950)  
3. Classic (1950 – 1975)  
4. Contemporary (after 1975)   
 
The many different styles of calypso have 
not been formally identified and named, 
leaving room for misunderstanding and 
confusion when trying to discuss the music 
beyond the superficial. There is no 
standardized vocabulary for the various 
musical components of calypso music, a 
requirement for an art form to be passed 
down and rich details of its character 
retained. Calypso’s vocabulary of rhythms, 
the very essence which gives calypso its 
unique sound, remains obscured by a focus 
on its lyrics, melody and the social and 
political dimensions of the genre. This lack 
of words to describe the various 

components of calypso music makes it 
difficult for a professional calypso 
musician, composer and arranger, whether 
interacting with other Caribbean or non-
Caribbean musicians and singers, 
professional or amateur. Communication is 
challenging when no adequate words are 
available.  
 
To teach calypso, musicians revert to 
vocally sounding out (scat singing) or 
communicating musical ideas by playing 
them on an instrument. This paper suggests 
names for the various calypso guitar 
rhythms and relates the stories behind the 
names. The intention is to encourage the 
adoption of a basic standard musical 
vocabulary – to identify, describe and 
contextualize the component parts of the 
music expressed through rhythm.  In 
preparing this paper I initiated a dialogue 
with several musicians, music composers, 
arrangers and choreographers. Their 
willingness to contribute their ideas and 
knowledge on the subject has been 
humbling. My assumptions of calypso 
rhythms were either validated, refuted, or 
augmented and the results I have set down 
here. Several individuals have felt that it 
was not possible to write down the special 
“feel” of calypso. I agree in part but counter 
that because “feel” cannot be taught on 
paper, it should not prevent us documenting 
and teaching what can. “Feel” is advanced 
studies. My aim is to assist the teaching of 
calypso music and ensure a new generation 
of musicians and singers have the tools to 
understand the art form and keep calypso 
relevant. 
 
The calypso art form peaked in the 1950s 
and 60s. Older Caribbean musicians will 
presumably have a better memory of the 
different rhythms found in classic and 
vintage calypso. Younger musicians tend to 
"socarize" everything – that is what they 
know. Non-Caribbean musicians who 
usually read music notation well, will 
understandably still have to work to get the 
right "feel" to give the music its full flavour 
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and charm. It is all about rhythm. Calypso 
is dance music. The guitar provides an ideal 
instrument to approach calypso rhythms. 
With a guitar you can express many of the 
rhythms in calypso and simultaneously set 
down the chords and forms used. The 
guitar’s popularity and relatively easy use 
by beginners makes it a good choice. The 
collection of ten rhythm guitar patterns 
shown here are taken from calypso’s 
Traditional, Vintage, Classic and 
Contemporary (soca) music repertoire.  
 
These strums are Caribbean Creole drum 
and dance rhythms which have been 
adapted for the guitar. Bearing mind that 
Caribbean drum rhythms are multi-layered 
constructs, reducing them to one instrument 
naturally poses difficulties. The guitar 
strums shown here approximate the ideas 
executed by a drumming / percussion 
ensemble. The drum remains the signature 
voice of rhythm. The ten guitar strums are 
a cross-section of common patterns 
featured in calypso repertoire and are by no 
means complete. They are many variations 
of the ten and the ever-evolving nature of 
the art form continues to produce 
innovations and reinterpretations of older 
strums. 
 
‘RHYTHM IN CALYPSO - Ten Calypso 
Guitar Strums’ is a set of fundamental 
rhythm guitar strums that will give 
musicians and composers the instructions 
to confidently play and compose various 
types of calypso music. They are dance 
rhythms which offer a range of stylistic 
approaches, tempos, attitudes and moods. 
The body moves differently to each. Each 
one has a story to tell and each one gives 
insights into the history of calypso music.  
 
Rhythm is paramount. Rhythm dictates our 
emotional response on the deepest level and 
determines how we feel and move to the 
music - how we dance. These relatively 
simple one- and two-bar patterns are 
historical artifacts, preserved pieces of 
voluminous quantity of African drum 

rhythms, survivors of the Middle Passage 
and the Caribbean reassembling of African 
identity through music. This evolution in a 
colonial setting has bequeathed a variety of 
Creole musical genres – salsa, plena, 
cumbia, rhumba, son, meringue, et al. and, 
in this case, calypso guitar rhythms. Most 
of these guitar strums can be traced back to 
a specific place or time. Because of the 
complexity of the material’s history that is 
almost impossible to fully reconstruct, 
provenance provided cannot be stated 
beyond doubt.  
 
 
II 
 
The music we call calypso has its 
beginnings in the 1780s on the sugar and 
cocoa plantations surrounding Port-o-
Spain. Sung originally in French creole or 
patois as entertainment performed by 
enslaved workers, calypso or kaiso can be 
divided roughly into two streams: one, a 
slow-tempo narrative or storytelling form 
and the other a faster, participatory dance 
form. This early music borrowed freely 
from the Creole and African music 
traditions of the land – French Creole belé, 
Kalenda (stickfighting) music, Yoruba 
Orisha sacred music, African Saraca and 
Big drum or Nation dance music, Bongo 
funerary music, Venezuelan folk, 
Caribbean folk and British folk ballads and 
sea shanties. By the end of the 19th century, 
with its popularity spreading to the 
emerging middle classes, calypso began to 
be sung in English. Many early calypso 
singers or chantuelles were attached to the 
various Carnival band, leading the parade 
revellers in song. Over time the practice of 
singing calypso in preparation for the 
Carnival celebrations paved the way for the 
establishment of “calypso tents” - 
makeshift performing venues catering to a 
seated audience. The first formal calypso 
tent to advertise and charge admission was 
Chieftain Douglas (Quevedo, 1983). Two 
forms dominated the narrative style of 
calypso compositions: single tone and 
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double tone. The first was usually a simple 
4-bar call-and-response song or a quatraine 
while the second usually took a 16-bar form 
in a minor key called sans humanité, in 
reference to the recurring refrain at the end.    

In the Vintage period of calypso - the first 
half of the 20th century - the impact of radio 
and the establishment of a vibrant West 
Indian diaspora community in Harlem, 
New York played a big role in changing the 
instrumentation and arrangements of the 
Carnival calypso music which had in the 
previous century included various single-
head drums, boxes, bells or gongs, scrapers, 
banjos, chac-chacs, fiddles, guitars, fifes, 
harmonicons, triangles, and infinity of cow-
horns (Cowley, 1996). The accompaniment 
to the early narrative style of music in the 
calypso tent consisted of cuatro, chac-chac, 
boom bass and a conga drum. The Vintage 
period saw the adoption of the standard 
American 5-piece jazz combo instruments 
featuring guitar, piano, upright bass, drum 
kit and clarinet or sax (Allen, 2019). A 
larger orchestra ensemble also established 
itself adding violins, trumpet, flute and 
Latin percussion – congas, clave, maracas. 
Calypsonians singers and musicians 
travelled back and forth from Trinidad and 
other islands to the USA, bringing back 
new ideas and influences from Tin Pan 
Alley, Dixieland music and other popular 
American dance music genres. In the 
Caribbean, calypso continued to grow and 
spread in popularity in Trinidad and 
neighbouring islands during this Vintage 
period, producing some greats proponents 
of the art like Wilmouth Houdini, Atilla the 
Hun, Lord Executor, Roaring Lion, and 
many more.  

The early double and single tone forms 
expanded as calypsonians adopted and 
adapted old kalinda songs from the 1870s 
and 1880s1, e.g. ‘Juve Barre Oh’, ‘Conga 
Bara’, ‘Joe Talmana’, and folk song 
melodies from neighbouring islands. A 

 
 

good example of this kind of inter-island 
exchange is ‘Rum & Co-Cola’, an iconic 
calypso from Trinidad which became a 
huge hit in 1945 for the Andrews Sisters, 
spending ten weeks at the top of Billboard's 
U.S. Pop Singles chart. Originally 
composed by Lord Invader (Rupert Grant) 
and Lionel Belasco, ‘Rum & Coca-Cola’ 
was brought back from Trinidad in 1943 
and copyrighted in the United States by 
American entertainer Morey Amsterdam 
(co-star on the Dick Van Dyke Show), 
listing himself as the lyricist and Jeri 
Sullivan and Paul Baron as musical 
composers. The melody had been 
previously published as the work of band 
leader and composer Belasco titled 
‘L'Année Passée’, which was based on a 
folksong from Martinique. In turn, 
‘L'Année Passée’ used the same verse 
melody as Barbados’ popular folksong 
‘King Ja Ja’ from the 1880s. Belasco, who 
was born in Barbados in 1882, would have 
been familiar with this version. 
 
Several examples of folk songs adapted to 
become popular calypsos are noted by early 
calypso proponent Atilla The Hun.2 A 
version of ‘Sly Mongoose’ from Jamaica 
was sung by Houdini in the African 
Millionaires calypso tent in 1921; 
‘Everytime I Pass’ from St. Lucia, sung in 
1909 by Fitzie Bone-eye; ‘Brown Skin Gal’ 
from Grenada and sung by King Radio in 
1944; and ‘Murder in the Market’, a 
Barbadian folk song from the 1880s sung 
by Houdini in 1922 under the title ‘Payne 
Dead, Payne Dead’. He later recorded it as 
‘Stone Cold Dead in the Market’. Later, a 
version by Ella Fitzgerald became 
immensely popular in the United States in 
the 1940s. 
 
The 1950s international calypso popularity 
“craze” had its beginnings in the pre-WWII 
Harlem Renaissance where one-quarter of 
the black population came from the West 
Indies. The Harlem diaspora and the 
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relationships forged between Caribbean 
musicians and black American jazz and 
popular dance musicians standardized 
calypso’s use of combos and orchestras or 
big bands featuring a brass section.  Early 
band leaders / arrangers like Lionel 
Belasco, Gerald Clarke, Claude ‘Fats’ 
Green (from Panama), Walter Merrick (St. 
Vincent), Gregory Felix (Puerto Rico), and 
Daphne Weeks contributed to New York’s 
lively music scene. Calypso singers like 
Wilmoth Houdini, Sir Lancelot, Macbeth 
The Great, Duke of Iron, La Belle Rosette. 
Lady Trinidad and others were featured 
(Allen, 2019, Chapter 3). 
Post-WWII began a Classic calypso era that 
saw its popularity explode in North 
America with many top American artists 
dabbling in the genre. By the late 1950s 
calypso was eclipsed by the surge of 
American interests in its homegrown music 
- blues, jazz, R&B, gospel, C&W and most 
of all, by the arrival of Rock & Roll. 
While calypso’s popularity declined 
internationally, the music continued to 
dominate popular tastes in post-WWII 
Trinidad and Eastern Caribbean, producing 
some of the finest examples of the genre in 
the hands of scores of composer/singers and 
musicians. With the gaining of 
independence from the British in the 1960s, 
calypso was now fully established as the 
national music of Trinidad & Tobago. This 
Classic period of the 1950s through the 
1960s represents arguably the most fertile 
period of the genre.  
 
In the 1970s, with increased globalization, 
the arrival of television and the growing 
Indo-Trinidadian influence, calypso 
evolved as a new generation of artists 
sought new audiences locally and 
internationally. By the mid-1970s a new 
contemporary dance style of calypso 
emerged called soca, a term coined by one 
of its early proponents Lord Shorty 
(Garfield Blackman) and meaning “the soul 
of calypso”. Soca has subsequently 
diversified in style to include influences 
from dub, reggae, chutney, disco, funk and 

pop. Eddie Grant, a Guyanese-born British 
pop star based in Barbados, played a big 
role in changing the soca sound into in the 
1980s to a more contemporary mode with 
his ICE label’s innovative production and 
arrangements, bringing Barbados into a 
more prominent role as a producer of the 
genre. 
 
III 
 
A cuatro, ukelele or similar stringed 
instrument can be substituted for the guitar 
when playing the ten strums shown below. 
The levels of difficulty vary from beginner 
to advance, not necessarily in the order 
presented. It is critical to note that when 
playing calypso guitar strums you should 
always try to feel the underlying 2-beat 
pulse of cut time found in nearly all 
Caribbean dance music genres. A simple 
back and forth sway or rocking of the body 
establishes the 2-beat pulse against which 
you are creating syncopated strums and 
locks you into the groove.  
 
The written music examples shown here 
were kindly transcribed by Michael “Skel” 
Redman, a veteran Toronto-based musician 
and arranger who has worked with most of 
the top calypso and soca artists – from 
Sparrow, Calypso Rose and Ras Shorty I to 
Roy Cape and Red Plastic Bag. He has 
transcribed two versions – a simple 
rendering and a more advance and 
musically precise one. The note shown on 
the staff and triad chords here are purely 
illustrative. The open and barre chords you 
use in your playing will naturally have a 
different sound and that can affect the 
version of a chord you may choose – open 
or barre chord. 
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The ten guitar strums shown below are: 
 

1. Banana or Tin-ni-neh 
2. Postman 
3. Temne 
4. Kalenda 
5. Conga 
6. Latin 
7. Cowbell 
8. American or Universal 
9. Guyanese 
10.  Creole 

 
 

 
1. Banana / Tin-ni-neh    

 
Banana or Tin-ni-neh strum is the default 
calypso strum. This strum is used by all 
calypso musicians in some way and is the 
most common. It can be heard in calypso 
music from all the eras and in all the 
territories of the region where calypso is 
found and where it inspired local versions 
or combined with local traditional music to 
produce related forms, e.g. mento in 
Jamaica and brukdown in Belize. A notable 
feature in this 1-bar pattern is that it never 
plays any of the two downbeat pulses of the 
2/2 bar, i.e. the downbeats at the beginning 
and middle of the bar (the same 2-beat pulse 
I referred to earlier and to which you are 
moving). 
 

BANANA OR TIN-NI-NEH STRUM  
 
The strumming hand technique for nearly 
all calypso strums is based on a down-up 
fanning action of eight beats per bar shown 
here in the first diagram:  
 
 
Figure 1        ǁꭉ↑↓↑ꭉ↑↓↑ ǁ 
   
 
The fretboard hand technique alternates 
between pressing the strings firmly and 
relaxing or dampening the strings to 
articulate the rhythm. Pressing and letting 
up of the fingers starts on the first note and 
ends on the last of each of the two 3-note 
phrases. In this strum you hear calypso’s  
 
direct connection to mento and ska. The 
main accent comes at the end of each 3-note 
phrase and before each down beat, creating 
the syncopated forward push that 
characterizes the strum. Banana/Ti-ni-neh 
strum plays well at most tempos but 
becomes more difficult to articulate beyond 
110 bpm.  
 
Banana/Ti-ni-neh strum YouTube video 
link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nqq0
L3fZ6tg 
 
Figure 1a 
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2. Postman  

 
The Postman strum is named after Eugene 
Phillips, a prominent guitarist who played 
with Sparrow’s Troubadours in the late 
1960s who became well known for his 
rhythm guitar playing. Also called the “old 
man” strum, it is probably the second most 
recognizable calypso guitar strum and is 
usually used for slow or medium tempo 
songs, especially storytelling songs or 
“calypso tent” songs. The 1-bar pattern can 
be divided into two – the first half with a 
strong triple time feel and the second in 
duple time. This combination of time 
signatures – duple and triple – in one bar is 
typical of African polyrhythms. Its 
rhythmic character resembles a traditional 
Creole drum and dance rhythm from 
Tobago called the Tobago Jig.  
 
 

 
POSTMAN STRUM  
 
The strumming hand technique alternates 
between the triplet in the first half of the bar 
and reverts to a duple feel in the second 
half. The third upbeat of the opening 
“triplet” is accented and clipped, as is the 
last note in the bar.   

 
                             
  Figure 2                ǁ↓↓↑↓↑↓↑ǁ 
 
The fretboard hand technique alternately 
presses down and lets up or dampens the 
strings in tandem with the 2/2 or two pulse 
count. Press down on the first and second 
beats of the triplet (first half of the bar) and 
relax to dampen the third beat of the triplet 
figure. Press down at the middle of the bar 
and release for the end to dampen the final 
8th beat or quavers. This creates a breathing 
action on the fretboard and allows the finger 
muscles rest time.  Note that in the second 
example the 3-note figure is shown not as a 
triplet but a syncopated phrase. The exact 
rendition varies depending on the “swing” 
or feel the player imparts.  
 
 
 
 Figure 2a 

 
 
 
Postman strum YouTube video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sLzrZ-
hx5o8&t=72s      
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3. Temne  
 
Temne strum is a bouncy, medium tempo, 
2-bar strum that has connections to popular 
American dance music of the 1920s and 30s 
– the Charleston and Ragtime – giving it a 
retro feel. A version of Tenme was a 
popular strum for early 20th century 
Barbadian minstrels, as it allowed the 
singing popular American songs “calypso” 
style. It also has prior references to the old 
Saraca (Thanksgiving) drumming 
traditions and Big Drum / Nation Dance of 
Grenada, hence the name chosen. 
 
TEMNE STRUM    
The strumming hand technique follows the 
standard eight-beat fan action with more 
emphasis on the cut time pulse downbeats 
than previous strums shown.   
 
Figure 3   ǁ↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑│↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑ǁ 
 
The fretboard hand technique also 
alternates pressing down and letting up or 
dampening the strings on the two and four 
of a 4-beat count, giving it a back 
“backbeat” emphasis like you hear in 
reggae. You may recall that it was Nerlynn 
Taitt, a guitarist born in San Fernando, 
Trinidad who moved to Jamaica and 
became a pioneer of music. 
 

 
Temne strum YouTube video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=39p1o
FEYszo 
 
 
 

4. Kalenda       
  
Kalenda strum comes from the drum music 
played to Kalenda or Stickfighting or 
Sticklicking (Barbados), the traditional 
Trinidadian Carnival-associated martial art 
involving two opponents armed with batons 
or sticks (bois). Forward- leaning, 
aggressive and relentless, Kalenda strum 
pushes the dancer to move as if part of an 
army of marchers. It has a uniform, heavy 
down beat roughly articulated as a gallop or 
rumble of many feet.  This kind of rhythm 
would have been uses in the drumming that 
accompanied cannes brulées processions, 
the torch-carrying bands that first appeared 
on plantations at nighttime sorties to 
extinguish cane fires, but later became part 
of the early j’ouvert morning Carnival 
parade celebrations. This is “road march” 
calypso rhythm! Kalenda strum can also be 
a wild, bare-knuckles, rollicking musical 
last lap or finale. 
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KALENDA STRUM    
The strumming hand fans eight beats, 
stressing the first and forth, basically 
moving to the pulse of the 2/2 cut time 
signature. The upbeats immediately after 
each accented downbeat are dampened. 
Kalenda strum must be played with a rough, 
scrapping action across the strings to give 
the short 2-note phrase a muffled, rumbling 
effect. The sound of galloping feet.   
 
Figure 4              ǁ↓↑ ꭉ ꭉ ↓↑ ꭉ ꭉ  ǁ 
 
The fretboard hand pressing down the two 
stressed downbeats, following the 2/2 pulse 
but lets up immediately to clip the 
following upbeat. 
 
Figure 4a 
 
 
Kalenda (or Kalinda) strum YouTube video 
link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kKcW
GCHmkNg&t=783s 

 
 
      
 
                                          

 
 

5. Conga 
 
Conga calypso strumming pattern come 
from the steelband’s “engine room”, its 
drums and percussion section. The rhythm 
is played with mallets on the pair of congas. 
The congas were adopted by calypso from 
Cuba early on and were traditionally played 
by hand. Incorporation into the steelband 
percussion required the use of mallets to 
match the louder volume of the larger 
ensemble of steel drums. Smaller combos 
still retain the conga hand technique. A 
typical steelband engine room has iron, pair 
of congas, cowbell/s, and a large scraper. In 
the last two decades the engine room 
section of the steelband has detached as a 
stand-alone performing ensemble and are 
called riddim sections. Typical riddim 
sections add to the line-up a large bass 
drum(s), timbales, boulas, djembes and 
vocal chants, and of course - choreography.  
 
 
 

 
The Conga strum is a medium to fast dance 
rhythm. It propels you forward like any up-
tempo dance rhythm. It is uplifting, 
celebratory and ecstatic. It is a classic 
Carnival dance rhythm and road march 
calypso strum. This is the “flag woman” 
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rhythm, the leader of the masquerade band 
whose larger-than-life movements and 
spirit of abandon is reflected in the conga 
strum. The elated and floating high feeling 
is achieved by accentuating upbeats 
throughout the 1-bar pattern. 
   
CONGA STRUM   
The strumming hand technique uses the 
standard 8-beat fanning action, stressing all 
the upbeats except for the last.  
 
Figure 5                  ǁ↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑ ǁ 
 
The fretboard hand presses down on the 
first two beats, relaxing to clip the second 
and third upbeat. The last downbeat of the 
8-beat fanning strum is also stressed, 
creating a drop feel before the start of the 
next bar. These are a few popular versions 
of this strum. The more common uses a 
stress downbeat at the middle of the as was 
as the last, giving more emphasis the up-
down feel. 

Figure 5a 
 
Conga strum YouTube video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V8KH
GQjGfh8&t=37s 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
6. Latin  
 

The Latin calypso strum is a popular up-
tempo calypso dance or  
Carnival parade road march rhythm. It 
serves as an alternative to the Conga strum. 
It is one of the calypso strums that has 
carried over into soca music of the 1980 - 
90s. Latin is more controlled, flirty, perky, 
seductive groove or jump-up dance. The 2-
bar pattern based on the 2:3 Cuban clave 
figure.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
LATIN STRUM   
The 8-beat strumming hand technique 
accents downbeats in the first bar and 
upbeats in the second - allowing for a 
variety of combinations. The basic version 
looks like this: 
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Figure 6    ǁ↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑│↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑ǁ 
 
The fretboard hand emphasizes the pattern, 
pressing the strings to emphasize the 
downbeats played in the first bar and the 
upbeats of the second bar, while letting up 
or dampening the strings between the 
accents. 
 
Figure 6a 
 

 
 
Latin strum YouTube video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hdlx
n7qvmI 
 
 
 
 

7. Cowbell  
       

Cowbell strum is another rhythm pattern 
that comes from the steelband orchestra’s 
engine room or drums and percussion 
ensemble. Trinbagonian master drummer 
Tamba Gwindi notes that the cowbell 
pattern was originally played on a bongo 
drum in an earlier era of combos in the 20s 
and 30s, complementing the conga drum 
pattern. Played on the guitar, it is best used 
as a medium and up-tempo presentational 

type of strum. It creates a sustained sense of 
drama or attention for the other parts of the 
music be featured, e.g. melody or or othe 
instrument parts. It has a deliberate 
repetitiveness intended to generate tension 
or create a holding pattern in support of an 
accompanying part. It is not exclusive to 
calypso, in that a similar less articulated 
versions can be heard in Pop, Folk, C&W, 
even Bluegrass music.  It plays well using 
open strings to generate a sustained, ringing 
feel. On one level, its inspiration comes  

 
 
from the family of trance rhythms used in 
traditional African religious drum music of 
the Americas - Orisha, Vodou, Candoble 
and Santeria – used to invoke spirit 
possession. The effect, as with the omele 
drum part in Shango rhythms is hypnotic, 
an aural form of the kind of mind-altering 
states that strobe lights or other types of 
intense rapid, repetitive visual stimuli will 
create. As with all calypso, it is played in 
2/2 or cut time 
           
COWBELL STRUM      
The strumming hand fans the usual eight 
beats – rapidly alternating two beats on the 
low strings, two on the high. This strum 
requires very even fanning action with 
slight turns of the wrist to make alternate 
contact with the high and low strings. 
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Accents are minimal. It is the contrasting 
sounds of low- and high-pitched strings that 
gives this deceptively simple rhythm its 
distinctive character. 
 
Figure 7                 ǁ ↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑ǁ 
 
The fretboard hand in this strum can add 
rhythmic emphasis to the backbeat or 
emphasize the down beat at the beginning 
each bar or every other bar to create a 
walking bass part figure. The Cowbell 
strum is good alternative the Postman, as it 
works well at slower tempos and in 
narrative songs where a dramatic mood can 
be created by a simple musical 
accompaniment. 
 
 
Figure 7a 

 
 
Cowbell strum YouTube video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7_SM
oVfSuYs 
 
 
 

8. American or Universal   
 
The American or Universal calypso strum 
is a simplified version of Conga strum and 
effective for slow and medium tempos. This 

strum pattern became popular in the United 
States during the 1950s and subsequently 
used in many contemporary R&B and pop 
songs. It became the default calypso strum 
for musicians outside the Caribbean. Other 
top American entertainers from the 50s 
dabbled in the genre, including Ella 
FitzGerald, Pete Seeger, Nat Cole, 
Kingston Trio, Burl Ives, actor/singer 
Robert Mitchum, and of course, calypso 
pop idol Harry Belafonte, who went on the 
become the first artist to sell over a million 
LPs with his “Calypso” album.  
 
There is a traditional Mande (Mandinka or 
Manding) Caribbean drum rhythm that has 
a similar rhythmic construct but is played 
with a jazzy swing, giving it a quite 
different and far more complex sound. 
 
 

 
 
AMERICAN / UNIVERSAL STRUM  
The strumming hand technique fans eight 
beats, accenting two downbeats, two 
upbeats and a final downbeat. Although 
close to the Conga pattern on paper, the 
opening downbeats of the bar produces a 
very different feel. The result is a less 
syncopated, more restrained version of 
Conga. American or Universal rhythm 
makes prominent use of the dotted quarter 
note. 
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Figure 8                 ǁ↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑ ǁ 
 
Figure 8a 

 
American / Universal strum YouTube 
video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HGQy
hVr4-eQ&t=1090s 
 

9. Guyanese 
 

Guyana is the continental cousin of the 
West Indies, an English-speaking South 
American country with whom the islands 
share strong cultural ties: music, food, 
education and legal system, language, 
spiritual, economic, and family. Guyanese 
strum is an up-tempo calypso dance 
rhythm.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
The “feel” sits somewhere between the wild 
abandon of the Conga rhythm and the 
steady, rumbling march of the Kalenda.   
Guyanese strum is full of joy and energy 
but expressed in a more controlled way than 
Conga. It comes from the Guyanese Kwe-
Kwe drumming and dance tradition, a 
joyous pre-marital celebration. Conga, 
Guyanese, Kalenda and Latin are all up-
tempo calypso rhythms with different 
origins, attitudes and different dance 
movements.  
 
GUYANESE STRUM  
The strumming hand uses the standard 8-
beat fan. Although similar in feel to Conga, 
it has a stronger down beat accents, with a 
strong emphasis on the middle of the bar. It 
is a 2-bar pattern. The fretboard hand 
presses down on the beginning of each bar 
and releases or dampens the strings on 
middle of the bar.                             
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  Figure 9     ǁ↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑│↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑ǁ 
 

 
Guyanese strum YouTube video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H9Vf        
95Ua28E 
 
 
     10. Creole 
Creole calypso strum is from the French 
Caribbean, adapted from the zouk and 
cadance guitar patterns of the French 
Antilles.  
 
CREOLE STRUM The strumming hand 
uses the standard 8-beat fan. It is a 2-bar 
rhythm and has stronger downbeats at the 
beginning and middle of the bars. It is 
commonly played at brisk tempos – 120 
bmp and up.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
Figure 10    ǁ↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑│↓↑↓↑↓↑↓↑ǁ 
 
The fretboard hand presses down on the 
same accents as the strumming, 
emphasizing the pattern and releases or 
dampens the strings all other beats of the 
bar. French Creole influence on calypso 
goes back to the genre’s origin. Like the 
Latin strum, it is another calypso strum 
used in soca. 
 
Figure 10a  
 
Creole strum YouTube video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H9Vf
95Ua28E 
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Conclusión 
 
These ten calypso strums give you the tools 
to play the vast majority of calypso 
repertoire. As you would expect, each 
rhythm guitar player have their own 
favourite pick of strumming patterns and 
find ways to create variations. The 
Banana/Tin-ni-neh, Postman, Kalenda and 
Conga strums should be considered 
essential calypso strums which can be used 
to play almost any calypso, in some case 
substituting for others show here. You can 
also use a combination of strumming 
patterns within a song, provided they 
complement each other.  
The names chosen for the strums represent 
a direct source: drum/dance tradition for 
Kalenda, Conga, Temne; the sound or 
instrument for Banana/Tin-ni-neh, 
Cowbell; and nationality or language for 
the American, Guyanese, Latin and Creole. 
The Postman is named after a famed 
guitarist. 
A final caution: DON’T SOCARIZE!! 
Immerse yourself into each rhythm and 
internalize the specific attitude of each one. 
This comes with regular practice. 
Repetition is a fundamental aspect of 
learning rhythm and the more time you 
devote to repeating these rhythm “mantras” 
the more they reveal their secrets. Do not 
forget to move your body to the pulse or tap 
your foot while you play a rhythm. Body 
movement is an essential part of 
experiencing the power of rhythm. Practice 
and perseverance will allow you to develop 
the right emotional frame when you attempt 
to vary the rhythm and eventually, to 
improvise.  
 
Finally, his paper aims to draws attention to 
the fundamental role of rhythm in music, 
especially dance music. The power of 
rhythm is equal to the power of melody and 
harmony, and more fundamental. Although 
calypso is described as a kind of storytelling 
 

 
 
 
in song, and it does indeed come with a 
strong tradition of storytelling, this is not 
what makes it unique.  It is the rhythm. The 
strumming of the guitar, cuatro or ukulele 
is the closest a student can come to 
capturing the unique rhythms of calypso on 
one instrument. It does not give you the 
complete picture of the many-layered 
rhythms of calypso; however, besides the 
drum, the guitar (or similar stringed 
instrument) remains the best option to begin 
learning how to play calypso.  
 
The photographs below capture some of the 
live performances in Ontario I have done 
using the guitar rhythms outlined here. 
Some are with pan, some drums and one a 
meeting with the legendary Calypso Rose.  
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“Hansib’s current catalogue speaks eloquently of the range and quality of its 
publications, many of which would never have made it to the bookshelves 

but for Arif ’s willingness, indeed wilfulness, in taking commercial risks 
to make this happen.” 

 
                            Sir Shridath Ramphal, Commonwealth Secretary-General (1975-1990)  
 
 
Key Words: Hansib, Arif Ali, 50 years of publishing, Indo-Caribbean, Black & Asian Press, 
Notting Hill Carnival. 
 
Hansib Publications Limited, affectionately 
Hansib, is undoubtedly Europe’s leading 
and largest black publishing house that 
grew out of the political and visionary 
aspirations of its founder, Arif Ali, nurtured 
by his family and supported by the visible 
minority communities in the United 
Kingdom. 
 
But you would be hard pressed to read 
anywhere of the status or achievements of 
Hansib or its founder, Arif Ali. ‘Black’ 
publishing seems to be limited to people of 
African heritage or ancestry, negating the 
contributions made by people of Indo-
Caribbean heritage, like Arif. Nothing new 
to Arif himself as this was just one 
additional layer of the challenges he faced 
in his battle with his own community as 
well as the British state.  
 
Being from Guyana, his riposte to not being 
a true ‘Caribbean’ was to boast of being 
South American, a country not an island 
and having a greater land mass than all the 
other islands put together. In fact, he 
visually distanced Hansib from the 

prevailing practices by conflating the 
words, West Indian, into  one,  Westindian. 
 
That is how he dealt with these challenges; 
he never took umbrage or wasted time in 
fighting battles that he knew were false and 
of no consequence to his mission. Arif was 
confident in what he wanted, the journey he 
had to take and the alliances he needed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
He was unique in many ways – his snub of 
traditions, defining his sartorial style as the 
Nehru shirt and Yattings, Guyanese 
creolise for sneakers. He was proud to 
justify his unlaced trainers as the 
consequence of not wearing any shoes 
traversing the dirt roads of Leguan since 
birth resulting in his feet not having the 
proper contour to fit into leather shoes. 

 
The most radical, controversial and 

combative of the black press. 
 

The Times 
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Whether based in truth or another irreverent 
tongue in cheek, a Nancy story, no one 
would know.  
 

It had the desired effect. Not wearing a suit 
or leather shoes at major functions. A visual 
statement and assertion of pride in who he 
is. Defined by himself, not by others. He 
was neither the Windrush Generation nor 
the Fatel Rozack Generation. 
 

For me, this epitomises the personal drivers 
that characterised Arif’s odyssey, his 50 
years of travel that I have had the privilege 
to intersect at various times and stages – a 
competitor as Editor of Grassroots 
Newspaper, a fellow combatant with the 
Black Liberation Front, an officer of the 
Greater London Council purchasing 
advertising space in his publications, 
Committee member of the Caribbean 
Advisory Group to the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office chaired by Herman 
Ouseley and then Baroness Scotland, 
pretend courtesans to the Leader of the 
Libyan Revolution bumping into each other 
in a Tripoli Hotel lobby, a recipient of his 
largesse and political support in the 
governance of the Carnival, Curator of his 
Hansib Community Awards ceremonies 
and, finally, Associate Editor of Hansib, 
preparing manuscripts for publication. 
 

In each of these roles, I have seen Arif close 
up. Negotiator, Presenter, Instigator, Agent 
Provocateur, Comforter, Manager. The 
qualities that enabled him to make Hansib 
survive its 50 years.  
 

Founded in 1970, Hansib has been steadfast 
in reflecting and chronicling the struggles 
and achievements, the turmoil and 
frustrations, and the hopes and dreams of 
Britain’s ‘visible minority’ communities. 
Since the publication of its first title in April 
1971, Hansib has published magazines such 
as West Indian Digest, Root Magazine and 
Asian Digest; newspapers such as West 
Indian World, Caribbean Times, Asian 
Times and African Times and hundreds of 
books dealing with Caribbean, Asian and 
African communities throughout the world.  

 
“Hansib is not only a publishing house, 

it is a movement.” 
 

Lord Boateng of Akyem & Brent 
 

 
In 1997, the three weekly national 
newspapers (the three Hansib’s ‘Times’) 
were sold enabling Hansib to reinvest and 
focus solely on book publishing.  
 

As we celebrate and commemorate 50 years 
of publishing, a Golden Jubilee, Hansib can 
boast a catalogue of over 250 published 
books and specialist titles covering a wide 
range of subjects including literary, creative 
and critical writings and studies as well as 
its signature Nations Series; Coffee Table 
books, to mark milestones and 
anniversaries of Caribbean nations. 
 

Hansib Publications is proud of its success 
in providing an outlet for the many voices 
that remain unheard; the latent talent that 
cannot get beyond the portals of established 
publishers; the personal narratives that are 
testimonies of struggle, survival and 
success; and the theses challenging current 
orthodoxies. With a growing network of 
international distributors and sales outlets, 
these voices are now available in 
bookshops, libraries, centres of learning 
and specialist outlets.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But what distinguished Hansib is not just its 
impressive catalogue but its role as 
incubator and  community hub, champ-

“He has been pivotal in keeping the 
minority communities in Britain 

informed about news from a 
Caribbean/African/developing world 
perspective, not too be found in the 

newsprint available. He is the ultimate 
wheeler-dealer, whose drive is always 

to get things done”. 
                                                         

Lord Ouseley 
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ioning and supporting organisations and 
community initiatives in the belief that a 
strong community, contributing to the 
common good, will reap rewards and 
benefits for all of humanity. This 
engagement with and campaigning for 
minority communities included bursaries 
for talented individuals, legal advice and 
interventions, donations, sponsorship, 
recording and celebrating the achievements 
of individual activists, apprenticeships and 
work placements. 
 

  
“Hansib have been an invaluable asset to 

the British education scene simply because 
their product offers history and culture 

that has long been ignored or overlooked 
by mainstream outlets in the UK”. 

 
Prof Mark Christian, Lehman College, 

Dept of Africana Studies, CUNY.  
New York. 

 
 
Its offices in Fonthill Road became a central 
communal combative space for activists 
and organisations to network, get free legal 
advice and enjoy the obligatory Lime, 
complete with premium brandy and gossip. 
Internationally, Hansib also played crucial 
roles as instigator, critical friend and 
partner in courting over 13 Caribbean 
nations to encourage and sometimes, shame 
them into being more robust and engaged 
with the struggles of their Diaspora in the 
UK.  
 

Hansib led the way in brokering alliances, 
supporting community developments and 
agitating for an equal place on the social, 
cultural and political landscape of British 
society. Two instances, years apart best 
illustrate the importance of these 
interventions. 
 

In 1975, the black community was reeling 
from the consequences of the Holiday 
Magic bubble – a notorious pyramid 
scheme that enticed black investors to 

contribute £1,500 to sell goods with an 
investment return of 50%, supported by 
over 40 finance companies willing to grant 
loans to back the investment. 
 

Financial losses were great among the 
communities all over the UK, made worse 
with devastating personal consequences 
with 68 suicides and deaths and over 619 
suffering serious breakdowns and mental ill 
health. 
 

Arif did not hesitate to act and called 
meetings of the community, setting up local 
Committees to press for redress. By 1979, 
over £16 million had been recovered.  
 

Never shy of using his personal influence 
and media outlets to seek redress, promote 
excellence or secure resilience and stability 
of the community’s seminal platforms, Arif 
threw the full weight of his media titles, 
staff members and his engaging personal 
style into the defence and development of 
the Trinidad inspired Carnivals in the major 
cities of the UK, smoothing over 
sensitivities, conflicts and personal 
agendas. 
 

In the major cities where there are 
numerically significant numbers of 
Caribbean settlers, you will find a Carnival 
being celebrated, having developed as an 
instinctive desire to recreate a favoured 
cultural practice from back home. The pre-
Lenten festival in Trinidad was the 
dominant influence in how each city 
introduced its Carnival, fashioned by their 
demographics, national identities and 
activists. 
 

Whether it is Leeds, Manchester or Notting 
Hill, the Carnival that surfaced was a 
refashioned, re-interpreted and re-imagined 
version of what happens in Trinidad. 
Extremes of performance culture, not as a 
single art form but as an integrated 
framework for live performances, as 
ensemble, band or individual, in the pubic 
realm with a diversity of art forms 
involving the human body, space and time  
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– Music, Mas, Movement and Mayhem. 

Notwithstanding its spiritual, political and 
secular roots, these Carnivals in the urban 
metropolises of the UK became rooted in 
the cultural landscapes of their cities by 
mediating the dominance of their 
Caribbean nationalism with local traditions 
and practices, battling their local authorities 
over conditions of use, grant-aid and traffic 
management orders and coping with 
competing interests from within the 
Caribbean diaspora.  
 

And over the 50 years of Hansib’s 
existence, it has been instrumental in 
representing, supporting and building each 
Carnival from year to year and enforcing 
unity among the communities of interests 
involved in the governance of the Carnival.  
 

Arif used his media platforms as a 
campaigning outlet, his personal 
relationship with community leaders to 
broker partnership working and used his 
funds to fill funding holes. Hansib had a 
national reach and this enabled Arif to 
engage with Carnivals in Birmingham, 
Leicester, Cardiff, Manchester, Leeds, 
Wolverhampton and High Wycombe. 
 

For more than 10 years, Hansib sponsored 
T-shirts for Notting Hill Carnival and 
printed brochures for that Carnival plus 
Leeds and Leicester. Each Carnival 
benefitted from free publicity in all his titles  
and Notting Hill in 1985 benefited from 
free use of Fonthill Road as its Carnival 
Office, leading to accusations that year that 

the Carnival should be renamed the Hansib 
Carnival. 
 

This not far from the truth as it was 
Hansib’s staff, Esmond and John, that 
carried the burden of event management, 
publicity and transport and its was Hansib 
that flew a large inflatable helium balloon 
within the Carnival footprint. The first time 
such a feature was seen.  And it was Hansib 
that enabled two of the Caribbean’s 
foremost entrepreneurs to support the 
Carnival – Neil Prendergast and Jo Whitter. 
And it was Hansib that produced and 
printed the Carnival brochure. 
So, it is not surprising that the Carnivals 
during this period felt like a Hansib 
Carnival. 
 

But little known is Arif’s intervention in the 
many disputes over the governance of 
Carnivals, working with the major leaders 
to dampen dissent and broker sound 
working partnerships at all levels. It was 
Arif who responded to community requests 
to arrest any further media exposure to the 
impasse between competing leaders from 
Trinidad and Barbados; each with their own 
Committee seeking to run the Carnival. 
 

In its 50 years, Hansib and Arif  have 
played major roles in the development and 
survival of the UK’s local communities, 
campaigning for respect and equality, 
supporting individuals and organisations 
and taking their cases on the national stage 
through his newspapers. 
 

Behind each campaign, New Cross Fire, 
Black History Month, GLC’s Anti-Racist 
Year, Oval 4, The Sus Law, Roy Sawh, 
Rudy Narayan, Deaths in Police Custody, 
Firebombing of mosques, Anti-Apartheid – 
you will find an imprint of Hansib. Whether 
it was the forthright protestations of Roy 
Sawh (From Where I Stand) to the in your 
face editorials of Arif, Hansib was fearless 
in speaking out. In getting their hands dirty 
by taking over the management and 
development of the Carnival. In standing up 
to the petty politicising of community 

With a man of so much power and 
clout, he never gave the appearance 
that he was better than you. On the 

contrary, he is a most accessible man. 
He acutely understood the need for 

African, Caribbean and Asian unity. 
He embodied that spirit. 

 
Lord Simon Wooley 
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leaders. In brokering those with money and 
political influence to contribute. 
 

Roy Sawh and Arif Ali we often referred to 
as the Guyanese Mafia and Arif, himself as 
The Guyanese Buddha. Not accolades that 
either of them embraced but whether 
Mafioso, Buddha or Coolie, this bare footed 
Indian from Leguan came to England and 
changed the landscapes he traversed to 
make it a better place for all of us who 
follow in his footsteps. 
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Appendix 1: 
 

The Equiano Society and the Windrush Foundation celebrated 50 years of Hansib 
Publications and Arif Ali’s Service to the Caribbean Community on Sunday 6th 

December 2020 via Zoom. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Arif Ali (Alexander D Great, copyright 1/12/2020 PRS) 
Resident Calypsonian Alexander D Great composed a piece 
especially for the occasion. The lyrics, ‘copyright 2020 
PRS’ are below:  
 
Born 1935 in Danielstown, British Guiana  
He walked the dusty roads of Leguan just in his bare feet. 
Refusing leather shoes, unlaced sneakers became his 
fashion 
He wore no suit, just a Nehru shirt, very neat. 
At 22 he left home to travel via the Canaries 
Through Spain, Italy and France ending up in London town 
When he arrived at Victoria Station he had no money 
But refused to let that situation get him down. 
 
Arif Ali is the founder of Hansib Publications 
Serving the interests of quite a few Caribbean nations 
Reflecting their successes, as well as airing their 
frustrations 
This man deserves a great many standing ovations. 
 
Arif worked on the buses and became a hospital porter 
Where he met a young nurse who later became his wife 
In 1966 he started up his own greengrocers 
That entrepreneurial spirit guided his whole life. 
His shop also sold newspapers from the English speaking 
islands 
Connecting the diaspora within Great Britain 
From 1971 publishing several newspapers 
Reflecting our stories, which needed to be written. 
 
Fifty years supporting the UK’s local communities   
On vulnerable issues which Arif set out to protect 
Like Deaths in custody, Black History Month and the New 
Cross Fire 
In which he campaigned for understanding and respect 
His work in carnival cannot be over-estimated 
Sponsoring and providing heritage merchandise  
Through his newspapers, magazines and media platforms 
He assisted this great art form’s exponential rise. 
 
Mainstream publishers mostly ignored Caribbean writers 
So Arif Ali made this his own personal pilgrimage 
In 1997 he sold off his newspaper business 
To publish books on Black and Asian heritage. 
Committee member of several important Advisory Groups 
With people like Baroness Scotland and Herman Ousley 
He has now produced two hundred and fifty brilliant titles 
Let’s Celebrate Hansib’s Golden Anniversary.    
 

Below: Calypsonian Alexander D Great 
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Abstract 
The Covid-19 pandemic presents unprecedented challenges for all corners of society but for 
the solitary, ailing, elderly resident and those lacking modern communication devices there is 
more anxiety and anguish. For such residents who are still reeling from the aftermath of the 
Grenfell disaster, the loss of Notting Hill Carnival (NHC) this year has exacerbated their 
misery. Here a project, involving a steelpan performance, was devised around one of NHC’s 
iconic warriors who lives in a basement terraced flat. Steelpan was used to allay his phobia of 
stepping out of his home during the first Covid-19 lockdown. So successful was this initial 
experiment, that a similar format was taken to a ground floor dwelling of a multiple storey 
housing block where one of the occupants was bedridden. The sound of Calypso and Steelpan 
was blissful and brought the patient out of her bed, but its impact went beyond the confines of 
their home. Rapturous applause emanated from the balconies of adjoining buildings following 
each tune and many of the residents subsequently came to the occupants’ home to personally 
thank them for the impromptu ‘concert’. Several stated that they had not been out of their 
homes since lockdown commenced five months earlier and to have ‘Caribbean music delivered 
to their homes’ was cathartic. Spurred on by the triumph of these two performances, a more 
daring project was proposed and as before was largely spontaneous. NHC was approaching 
and because large public gatherings were prohibited, plans were to have a digital NHC to be 
broadcast on the actual carnival days, 29th -31st August. Many of the elderly NHC residents felt 
excluded because they did not have the capability to view these online events. This prompted 
the hosting of a mini-Notting Hill Street Carnival in which these residents could play steelpan 
and celebrate an event they have done annually for over 50 years. The impact of these projects 
and the possible direction it may take during Covid-19 is discussed.  
 
Key Words: Notting Hill Carnival, Covid-19 Lockdown, Steelpan, Calypso, Outdoor performance, 
Elderly Residents, Digital Carnival, Street Carnival, Mental Health, Grenfell. 
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Introduction  
 
The fire of the Grenfell Tower Block on 
14th June 2017 in which 72 residents 
tragically passed away left a void in the 
lives of the North Kensington community 
that still painfully throbs.  The remains of 
the burnt-out shell of this towering, forlorn, 
high-rise block remains draped in white 
with its symbolic green heart amidst 
ongoing public enquiries that continue to 
reveal one of neglect and disregard for the 
mainly minority ethnic occupants (Figures 
1a and 1b). Grenfell stands in the heart of 
Notting Hill Carnival (NHC) community 
and they responded munificently in their 
support, holding church services and 
candlelit vigils from 2017 to continue to 
pay their respect and remember its victims. 
During the ensuing years, all bands at the 
NHC carry symbolic green hearts and pause 
at 3pm for a minute’s silence on both days 
of carnival. But this tragedy did more than 
show up inequalities in one of the most 
affluent boroughs in the world; it revealed 
the extent to which society turns a blind eye 
to social and mental issues and cries for 

help from a corner of society who worked 
industriously but are stigmatised as ‘drop-
outs and dependents of state handouts’. The 
tragedy revealed just the opposite, residents 
were well-educated, hard-working, 
independent, dynamic people who carried-
out key jobs in the City of London.  
Grenfell is typical of the problems 
encountered in urban tower blocks that 
arose from the 1960s. The construction of 
these High-Rise Tower blocks began in 
1951 in Harlow, Essex to replace the 
crumbling and unsanitary 19th-century 
dwellings that were destroyed in Britain 
during World War II (Bayliss, 2014). The 
rationale was that Towers Blocks built with 
open public space would have the same 
population density as the standard terraced 
house with its small private garden and 
would be cheaper to build and more 
attractive for residents. Their excellent 
views made them attractive initially, 
however, due to their challenging 
deadlines, complicated construction 
practices were rushed, and many tower 

Figures 1a-1b. Grenfell Tower inferno on 15th June 2017 (left,1a) and its current view (right, 1b), 
draped in white with its prominent symbolic green heart. (From Wikimedia Commons, free media 
repository). 
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blocks experienced structural decay as a 
result. Roofs leaked, concrete columns 
suffered spalling, steel corroded, and damp 
penetrated the buildings (Currie et al. 1987; 
Davey, 2009).  The problems were 
exacerbated by planners replicating the 
designs across the country to speed up the 
building of more urgently needed homes 
(Dunleavy, 1981). In the interest of speed 
and frugality, safety regulations were often 
breached, as in the case of the 24-storey 
Grenfell Tower and, along with poor 
maintenance both in the building and in the 
open spaces, social problems began to 
intensify. Police were now being called 
frequently to deal with vandalism, break-
ins and muggings. Lifts, often unhealthy 
and defaced, broke down frequently and 
became unsafe to use alone (Power, 1987). 
Apart from the catastrophic loss of lives, 
Grenfell simply revealed what residents of 
most High-Rise Blocks had been enduring 
for decades but as revealed during the 
public inquiry, had little sympathy from 
government and all complaints from the 
Grenfell Tower Residents were ‘brushed 
away’ as being a “nuisance” (Booth and 
Wahlquist, 2017; BBC News, 2017). Many 
of the social problems were predicted 
(Rosen, 2003) and some of these building 
were described by Hanley as ‘slum in the 
sky’ (Hanley, 2012). 
 
 

Sparked by rising levels of crime and 
growing unpopularity, city planners turned 
toward the building of housing estates and 
novel marketing strategies such as ‘face-
lifts’ and new amenities were later 
introduced to change the image of these 
buildings that were very unpopular with the 
public, particularly the up-and-coming 
youths who took a different view (Wayne, 
2007). In recent years, some council or ex-
council High Rises in the UK have become 
popular with young professionals due to 
their excellent views, desirable locations 
and architectural designs, and now 
command high prices (Boughton, 2019). 
However, while these are affordable to the 
more affluent professional, the Caribbean 
Community in the Notting Hill area who 
live in close proximity to some of these 
burgeoning dwellings, feel increasingly 
isolated, depressed and disconnected with 
their local community. These problems 
appear to have increased significantly with 
the arrival of the Covid-19 pandemic and 
particularly during the subsequent 
lockdown that began on 23rd March 2020. 
We felt that Calypso and Steelpan music 
may be one medium with which to start to 
breakdown the divide of such communities, 
reach out to the destitute and rejuvenate 
individuals. We started with a simple 
experiment, in one of the homes of NHC’s 
most popular and iconic figures over the 
years, which developed in totally 
unforeseen directions.   

Figures 2a-2b). The welcoming atmosphere of the Tabernacle (left, 2a) and Yaa Centre (right, 2b) that are 
open to the public all year. Apart from housing the nation’s premier steelbands ‘Mangrove’ and ‘Ebony’, 
numerous artists are constantly at work; e.g. ‘Wire Sculpture of Carl Gabriel or Mas of Allyson Williams 
(2b). Residents of the NHC community meet here regularly to socialise and attend events.  
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2) Introduction to the Project. The project 
reported here set out to explore the 
plausibility of uniting such communities 
through Calypso and Steelpan. Initially, 
information was collected on several 
residents who live in the NHC community, 
were involved in NHC for decades and 
planned to participate on 30th - 31st August 
2020. All residents were between mid-
eighty to mid-ninety and met through the 
social activities organised by the Carnival 
Village Trust (e.g. the weekly ‘Coffee & 
Cake’ pensioners gathering) at one of their 
two elegant venues, The Tabernacle (see 
Figures 2a and 2b). All such meetings were 
terminated with the introduction of the 
lockdown from 23rd March 2020 due to 
substantial increases in Covid-19 
infections. At this stage, most people were 
optimistic that the spike in infection rates 
would subside, NHC 2020 would take place 
and held on to this belief to motivate 
themselves through this solitary and 
challenging period. However, news of the 
suspension of NHC 2020 left them  
distressed. Visits to some of these residents 
revealed that many were now in a state of 
panic for fear of the virus striking them 
down if they left their homes. Following 
weeks of isolation, many had not stepped 
outside their front door, were perpetually 
petrified, lonely, despondent and were 
bordering on detrimental mental health 
issues. They now felt excluded from the 
community that they were so much a part of 
until this pandemic arose. The lack of a 
mobile phone, WiFi connection or any 
electronic devices, now considered a 
necessity for communication, aggravated 
their anxiety and made them feel even more 
alienated. Something needed to be done to 
alleviate their fear and because Caribbean 
music is so strongly engrained in their lives, 
a project was conceived to bring Calypso 
and Steelpan to their homes.  The project’s 
trajectory was envisioned in different 
phases based upon the information derived 
from the Case Studies of residents below:  
 

3) Case Studies: 
1). Resident 1, Cyril Khamai, 45A Lynford 
Road, London, W9 3LX. Lives alone in a 
basement flat in the NHC area. When 
lockdown commenced on 23rd March 2020, 
he became fearful of going out and 
remained a prisoner in his own home. He 
relied heavily on his telephone landline for 
communication; resisting all efforts to 
accept a mobile phone.  The few who spoke 
to him at his front door observed his failing 
health and there was much concern in the 
NHC community. His hyper anxiety about 
going out was surprising since he showed 
considerable resilience following major 
surgery in Spring 2019. However, he 
suffered a relapse and endured another 
major operation, spending three months in 
hospital recuperating. He was left very 
weak and struggled to walk with a Zimmer 
frame and because he lived alone, he was 
transferred to a Care Home to convalesce. 
Against the wishes of his medical team, he 
discharged himself in July 2019, far earlier 
than recommended. NHC, at the end of 
August was looming and he was worried he 
may be barred from participating in 
carnival 2019 and so slipped away 
unnoticed and went back to his flat. He was 
then given an appointment for a full check-
up on Thursday 22nd August just prior to 
NHC on 25-26th August but did not attend 
the clinic for fear that if there were any 
issues, he may be barred for even going to 
look on at the carnival. It took another 4 
months to obtain an appointment. He was 
given limited home help of 30 minutes daily 
except on weekends when he was left to 
fend for himself. He relied exclusively on 
this 30-minute slot to get minimal shopping 
but no amount of encouragement could get 
him to cross his front door once Covid-19 
lockdown began in March 2020. 
 
2) Resident 2, Joseph and Merle Charles 
live on ground floor flat at 74 Cambridge 
Road, Flat 1, NW6 5FL, one of the 
numerous dwellings on a large housing 
estate. This couple recently moved from 
their nearby old home to this new apartment 
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at Cambridge Road and were still settling 
in. Joseph first arrived from Trinidad in 
November 1960 and a month later took up 
a job as a conductor and later as a driver 
with British Rail whom he stayed employed 
with until retirement. Merle came soon after 
Joseph to England to train as a nurse and 
continued working until she became 
bedridden earlier in the year but not from 
Covid-19. Both are long time committed 
carnivalists; Joseph making his own 
costumes and playing with the late NHC 
pioneer Lawrence Noel from the inception 
of NHC. They rarely miss a carnival event 
but unlike others listed here were pragmatic 
in dealing with Covid-19 issues especially 
because of Merle’s long career in the 
National Health Service and also as a health 
visitor to many in the community. Sadly, 
with NHC approaching, she remained 
bedridden and was being nursed by her 
husband.  

 
3).  Resident 3 (anonymous) is a religious 
catholic sister who lives on the 3rd floor of 
a church compound 4-storey building. Like 
all sisters of the church, she lives in a 
modest single room with very basic 
amenities. She is 86 and arrived in London 
from Trinidad in the 1960s. She has worked 
tirelessly among the London Caribbean 
community for over five decades, serving 
the church while carrying out daily visits to 
help the frail and needy at their homes or in 
hospitals. The admission of a member of 
the community to a hospice would see her 
offering palliative care, prayer and support 
for the immediate family. She has actively 
taken part in the organisation and execution 
of NHC from its inception and spends a 
great deal of time at the Carnival Village 
(Figure 2), rarely missing any of its cultural 
events. She is considered an undisputed 
pillar of the community who is rarely found 
relaxing at home. However, once the 
Covid-19 lockdown began on 23rd March, 
her life changed profoundly to complete 
isolation in her room. She was left on her 
own, with not even a visit from others in 
adjoining rooms. This change of behaviour 

occurred because residents were warned 
they were vulnerable because of their age 
and, some in cases their underlying 
afflictions. She was extremely lonely, ate 
minimal food which in general was 
delivered. From being highly energetic and 
industrious, all her daily exercises ceased as 
did her demeanour. When first visited two 
months after lockdown as part of this 
appraisal, she was extremely delicate, 
emotional and fearful of stepping beyond 
her apartment for fear of contracting the 
Covid-19 virus. 

 
4).  Resident 4 (anonymous) is 85 and 
began building mas from his teenage years 
in Port of Spain, Trinidad. He and his 
British wife have lived alone in Notting Hill 
since their children moved away some ten 
year ago. His arrival in London in the 1960s 
drew him directly into the West Indian 
stronghold of North Kensington where 
daily skirmishes were taking place between 
British Far Right groups and the new 
residents of the Borough. He jokingly 
commented that it felt like ‘home from 
home’ having been brought up near a 
panyard in Laventille, Trinidad that 
engaged in frequent violent clashes with 
other steelbands and which ‘demanded his 
services’. He has lived and worked in the 
same vicinity since his arrival and has 
participated in every NHC, most commonly 
as a mas builder. His ties to Trinidad are so 
resolute that he spends time alone there 
annually while his wife remains contented 
to stay back in London and carry on with 
her hobbies such as gardening and painting. 
The arrival of lockdown did not appear to 
significantly cause them major concern. To 
the contrary, they are both so sociable and 
entertaining that their home provided a 
retreat for many friends. During lockdown, 
Calypso and Pan music are played at very 
high  decibel levels with alcohol being 
copiously consumed in accord with a 
typical ‘Trini Lime’. However, the 
cancellation of NHC and the closure of 
Piarco Airport, Trinidad to non-nationals, 
caused him great unease. His wife remained 
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quite indifferent, but she too began to get 
increasingly uneasy as her home became a 
frequent party venue that may be infringing 
some of Covid-19 guidelines.  

 
5).  Resident 5 (anonymous) lived with her 
husband and even though both are near 
ninety, prior to Covid-19, they were 
extremely active. They walked several 
miles daily and participated in a large 
number of cultural events and are avid 
readers and collectors of Caribbean 
literature. The pandemic affected them 
quite differently. He reacted as if life was 
normal, travelling freely on the 
underground and buses without a face mask 
and with little regard for social distancing. 
Conversely, she became a recluse, scarcely 
passing the front door except for a few 
essentials from a shop, just a few doors 
away. This has led to paranoia within the 
household and both have taken up separate 
bedrooms after more than 50 years of 
marriage and are almost living separate 
lives. She is particularly worried that his 
unnecessary daily journeys around London 
is putting her health at risk from Covid-19. 
Fortunately, neither have contracted the 
virus, but she at least continues to live in 
fear with a few rare visits to immediate 
family.   

 
6).  Resident 6 (anonymous) lives in a Care 
Home but visitors including her family 
were not allowed. They are able to speak by 
phone and although there were few deaths 
at her Care Home, she was also well aware 
of the high numbers of deaths being 
reported daily from Covid-19 elsewhere. 
She was well aware that families were not 
being allowed to spend their last moments 
with their loved ones and this distressed her 
tremendously, but she appeared more 
concerned about the viral infection itself. 
Her children were involved in a steelband 
and she never missed a carnival until her 
illness. She was aware that there might be 
no Notting Hill carnival in 2020 but even if 
there was, she was unlikely to see any of it 

as her Care Home was off the carnival 
route.  
 
7). Residents of a street (Hillside, NW9 
ONE); a cul-de-sac on a steep hill with a 
tiny round-about at the top. This is a close-
knit neighbourhood that gathers annually to 
see in the New Year with a bonfire, party, 
fireworks and Steelband.  Many residents 
live alone and are vulnerable but during 
lockdown were more fearful of the 
increased level of burglaries than Covid-19; 
the later perhaps being given some 
assurance by the presence of Public Health 
England in their neighbourhood. Some 
residents are connected via a WhatsApp 
group so that assistance can be requested  
from others. The street’s residents’ mirrors 
London by its multiracial community, but 
all are aware of NHC because of the 
presence of steelpans and occasional 
garden parties with calypso and steelpan 
music on the street.    
 
 
 
 
Outcome: 
 

1) Performance involving Case Study 
of Cyril Khamai, 45A Lynford 
Road, London, W9 3LX: 

 
Our unannounced arrival at Cyril’s home 
on the 9th May with 5 steelpans coincided 
with the warmest and sunniest day of the 
year. He was happy to hear the sound of 
steelpans in his living room but looked very 
apprehensive, when, claiming to take 
advantage of the wonderful weather, we 
began moving the pans outside his front 
door where there was small paved patio 
area, that connected to street-level via 4 
steps. As we played, Cyril joined in using a 
scratcher, taking great care to sit inside his 
front door (Figure 3a). He then switched to  
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playing pan (a dudup), but still inside the 
front door (Figure 3b). Soon he moved 
further forward as his confidence grew  
 
 

and continued to play the 
dudup, but came to the edge of the door 
(Figure 3c). Then after some 40 minutes, he 
walked out gingerly and began playing a 
double tenor, at first tentatively (Figure 3d) 
before feeling more at ease and playing 
more assertively (Figure 3e). We played 
many of his favourite pieces especially 
older calypsos such as ‘Old Lady” and 
hymns such as ‘The Old Rugged Cross’ and 
joined him on some pieces of his repertoire 
which he amassed over the years. 

Eventually we recorded ‘Happy Birthday’ 
for one of Nostalgia members whose 
birthday was a week away. Because Cyril 
has lived in the neighbourhood for over 50 
years, he is well known to residents of 

Lynford Road and they warmly greeted him 
and paused to listen to the music as they 
passed by. Neighbours on the above floors 
and adjoining buildings peered out from 
their windows and joined passersby to sing 
‘Happy Birthday’ to the accompaniment of  
the pans, and assuming it was Cyril’s 
birthday. We interchanged instruments 
during the two-hour session, and it was 
evident by the end that Cyril’s fear of being 
outdoors had been markedly transformed.  

3a 3b 

3c 3d 

3e 

Figures 3a-3e. Cyril playing percussion (3a) inside his home, then 
rhythm, using a dudup, at first very tentative (3b), then gaining more 
confidence (3c). After about 40 minutes he plucked up the courage 
to step outside his front door to play a double tenor albeit very 
cautions (3d) and within a few minutes becoming very assertive (3e).   
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Our hope was that he would now sustain 
this and this he did with remarkable resolve 
in gradual stages. The following day he 
ventured out, first holding on to the side rail 
and walking up the 4 steps to the road level, 
then held the fence to steady himself. 
Having gained the courage to stand outside 
his front gate for an hour, he plucked up the 
courage to take his first walk along the road, 
holding steadfastly to the well-kept black 
painted wrought iron fences along the 

pavement. A day 
later this walk was 
extended to the 
entire block and 
soon repeated 
twice daily, 
eventually without 
holding the fence. 
By the start of the 
following week, 
he began doing his 

own shopping again and soon began 
travelling on buses around London, using 
as many as 5 different buses in one day as 
his confidence grew.  
Without doubt this unrehearsed session 
outside his home on 9th May spurred him on 
to play his pans again and in doing so, 
rebuilt his confidence. News soon came that 
all steelbands were required to record 
several pieces for a Virtual NHC that was 

scheduled for broadcast between 29th -31st 
August. Cyril immediately voiced his 
interest to participate in this and joined 
Nostalgia for practice in June/July to 
prepare for our recording slot on 1st August 
at the Tabernacle. Each band was restricted 
to 15 members because of the limited space 
and the need to social distance and Cyril 
was in the group of 15 who recorded with 
Nostalgia Steelband (right, Figure 4a, and 
playing a Scratcher, left Figure 4b).  
 
The remarkable success of this initial 
experiment led to Portobello Pavilion, a 
legacy project of Tim Burke, a prominent 
local cultural activist who passed away in 
2018. This Arts Council England funded 
project provided the resources for a second 
phase proposed by Lynda Rosenior-Patten 
for an extended, more audacious project to 
take Calypso and Pan to several homes and 
venues on a single day; 23rd August, one 
week before the scheduled Virtual NHC. 
Lynda’s Roving Carnival Band proposal 
formed part of an annual community 
initiative titled “Get to Know Your 
Neighbour”, brainchild of local resident 
and cultural activist Iteah Masai. Several 

Figure 4a and 4b. 15 members of Nostalgia 
Steelband (bottom, 4a) recording their 
pieces at the Tabernacle for the Digital 
Notting Hill Carnival on 30th- 31st August. 
Figure 4b (top) shows a very self-assured 
Cyril Khamai with his favourite percussive 
piece, a scratcher, recording with Nostalgia.  
 

Figure 5.  Promotional flyer for 
the event; Art Council England 
project ‘Get to Know Your 
Neighbour’ Lynda Rosenior-
Patten.  
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venues were targeted for live performances 
where elders were able to socialise and 
enjoy a special Carnival Lunch. The 
pamphlet above (Figure 5) was used to 
promote the event and listed an ambitious 
programme. However, because of the 
nervousness provoked by Covid-19, 
performances in the area needed to be 
negotiated on the day. For example, the 
normally responsive traders to steelpan and 
calypso music in Portobello Road Market 
disapproved our presence and we played 
instead directly opposite to the Portobello 
Road Market.    
It is important to note that the original 
project concept had been further developed 
as part of the Portobello Pavilion initiative 
whose remit is to look after the legacy of 
community engaged arts practice in North 
Kensington and enable local residents to 
make and take part in creative activities.  
Several of the venues proposed including a 
Care Home, a single dwelling home and a 
Convent were barred on the day. Instead the 

project commenced with a performance on 
the celebrated Portobello Road where NHC 
was initiated by Russell Henderson in 1965. 
The performance at Portobello Road took 
place between 1- 3.30pm and was warmly 
welcomed by local businesses, visitors and 
customers. The colourful and vibrant 
Portobello Road and its connecting streets 
(Figure 6a) are described as the world’s 
largest antique market with its 1000 dealers 
and market stalls. They are normally filled 
with commotion, vigour, excitement and 
hustle and bustle but through all the noise 

and turmoil, the sound of various steelpan 
players busking is usually audible (Mash, 
2014). During lockdown few shops were 
opened due to the lack of 
visitors/customers. However, there was a 
lull in activity towards the end of August 
and crowds started returning due to a 
relaxation of Covid-19 guidelines. Our 
performance drew crowds who seemed 
startled to hear music being played in open 
spaces again (Figure 6b). Cyril was by now 
sturdier and enjoyed playing so close to 
where he lived in London in the 1960s and 
where he played in the early days of NHC. 
Our focus for this project was on the gig 
that followed next. 
 

2) Performance 2; involving Case Study 
residents Joseph and Merle Charles, 74 
Cambridge Road, NW6] and anonymous 
Case Studies 3 and 4. 
 

Following our gig on Portobello Road, the 
group then moved to its 2nd venue with the 
aim of performing at two more before the  

 
end of the day. However, what unfolded at  
the next venue was so astonishing and 
unexpected, that the residents of the two 
other homes (anonymous Case Studies 3 
and 4) were invited to this ground floor flat 
at 74 Cambridge Road, NW6 5FL. People 
were returning to London again and 
indications were that the heavy traffic on 
the roads would not have made these two 
additional gigs implausible. For the couple,  
Joseph and Merle Charles, this visit was 
kept a surprise with Joseph being told only 

Figure 6a (left) shows the colourful Notting Hill and Portobello Road where NHC was conceived. The group 
(right, 6b) performing on Portobello Road Front: Calypso (Alexander D Great) and Debra Eden (Pan Diva) 
and (back) Nostalgia members  
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an hour before our arrival. Merle was very 
ill and bedridden and had just come home  
 

following 10 days in an Intensive Care 
Unit. Our plans were to play outside their 
home but Charles sited the group on his 
back garden/patio area where visitors could 
sit with the group directly facing them. This 
area backed on to a large open courtyard 
with blocks of apartments opposite and on 
both sides. Above the patio area, the 
balconies of the other floors overhung. As 
before, we took 3 tenor pans (one of which 
doubled up as second pan), a double tenor, 
a dudup (which was hung on a rack to 
enhance its sound) and an electric guitar 
which Alexander D Great played to 
accompany his singing. We were told that 
Merle’s two favourite pieces were 
‘Amazing Grace’ and ‘Bridge Over 
Troubled Water’. Charles opened the door 
to Merle’s room (at the rear of the flat) so 
that steelpan sound would reach her. At 
first, we played very quietly, mindful of 
Merle’s condition but equally worried 
about how their neighbours, who were not 
informed about this, would take to us 
disturbing their Sunday afternoon - even 
wondering whether water would be thrown 
on us from their balconies. But as soon as 
we finished our first piece, to our utter 
shock and astonishment, a rapturous and 
spontaneous applause came from the 
balconies above, ushering us to carry on. To 
our delight Merle summoned Charles to 
help her out of her bed and she came and sat 
on a chair with the other invitees. She was 
physically very weak, but her warm and 

appreciative smile led Alexander D Great 
into singing David Rudder’s “Calypso” to 
which we all, including Merle joined in a 

few bars. She only had the strength to stay 
for one more piece and asked us to play 
‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ which lasted 
about 10 minutes. As we came to the end of 
this piece there was now an even more 
pronounced applause coming from the 
residents of the adjacent and opposite 
buildings, who had by now gathered into 
their balconies. Merle was taken back to her 
bedroom looking much brighter and 
cheerful and must have realised that her 
humble dwelling had now become the focus 
of attention of this entire compound. She 
beckoned us to play loudly so that she could 
hear all of it and with the exuberance and 
inspiration of the neighbourhood we had 
the various balconies, with its huge multi-
ethnic occupants, dancing to some of 
Kitchener’s iconic gems, ‘Pan in A Minor’, 
‘Bees Melody’, ‘Toco Band’ etc, mixing 
Calypso and Pan and adding popular 
melodies for the audiences on the balconies 
which prolonged the party longer than 
planned.  
After about 2 hours, we began to slow down 
and started packing the pans into the cars, 
parked just outside of Charles and Merle’s 
home. Some of the neighbours came down 
to personally thank us and even pleaded 
with us to come back and repeat the gig. We 
left by 6.30pm but Joseph later called to say 
that during the evening and the following 
days he met neighbours whom he did not 
know, knocking on their front door to thank 
them and, now understanding that his wife 

Figure 7. Calypso, Steelpan and Percussion; NHC residents gathering at the ground floor apartment of the 
Charles’, 74 Cambridge Road, NW6. Taken at the start of the evening. The balconies of the housing blocks 
are visible in the distance and would soon be filled with supportive onlookers who cheered after each piece.  
 
 
 
 
 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2– DECEMBER  2020 

   

 104 

was unwell, offering their support. We 
departed, feeling euphoric and wondering 
how this came about. We won’t sure of its 
impact yet as it was not our intention to treat 
this as an experiment but left feeling that 
something magical happened that 
afternoon, exactly what we were unsure.     
 
3)  Performance 3; Hillside a 50-house 
neighbourhood and Case Study (1-6). NHC 
and Trinidad and Tobago’s 58 years of 
Independence.  
 
The feedback from the Charles’ during the 
following week was blissful with 
neighbours continuing to knock at their 
front door and express their gratitude for the 
“mini-concert”. They noted the positive 
effect it had on Merle’s health. For them if 
nothing further happened, they were 
contented as they felt NHC was brought to 
their home. However, for many senior 
residents in the Notting Hill community 
there was great anxiety.  They were now 
aware that NHC would be screened as a 
virtual carnival event between 29th - 31st 
August and wondered how they would see 
the performances. Sunday 30th August 
would have been the first day of NHC and 
in previous years they would have been 
dressed up and ready to dance or look on at 
the parade of the bands. Their exclusion 
from any form of participation because they 
had no WiFi nor any means to view the 
event added immensely to their misery. All 
attempts to find a venue such as a local 
church, school, the Tabernacle, Yaa Centre, 

Community Centre or even a Care Home 
right up to the evening of Friday 28th 
August were unsuccessful.   
 
There needed to be a solution and the 
confidence of the last weekend at 
Cambridge Road provided the impetus to 
stage another improvised event to 
accommodate some of the diehard patrons 
of NHC. The plan envisioned was to have a 
mini-NHC as a street party but adhering 
strictly to Covid-19 guidelines as many of 
these individuals are vulnerable. We began 
by dropping leaflets (with contact details; 
WhatsApp, Email, Mobile phone) through 
the doors of each of the 50 houses on 
Hillside, in North West London on the 
evening of 28th August and asked for 
comments. The note read “Covid-19 has 
prevented our Steelband, Nostalgia from 
taking part in this year’s Notting Hill 
Carnival – (which will be Virtual) – so to 
celebrate it, how about us having a mini-
Notting Hill Carnival – from about 1pm on 
Sunday 30th August”. We will play some 
music on our steelpans in our driveway – 
while maintaining strict social distancing 
while adhering rigidly to Covid-19 
regulations. The weather promises to be 
dry. If you have no objections, see you on 
Sunday afternoon’.  
 Receiving no negative responses 
from the neighbourhood, the youngsters of 
25 Hillside began to decorate the front of 
the house on Sunday morning; colouring in 

Figure 8a. Trini 
flag by 8 year old 
Amaya Faso-Shah 
  

Figure 8c. Mini-NHC. Left to Right; Cyril 
Khamai, Vernon Thomas, Joseph Charles, 
Mateen Arghandehpour (partially hidden)  
and Haroun Shah)  

Figure 8b. Flags (T&T), Nostalgia 
and balloons hung across the street 
to usher in this street carnival. 
 

8a 8b 8c 
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pictures and flags in red, white and black to 
add to the celebration of Trinidad and 
Tobago’s 58th Independence anniversary.  
The highlight was a line, tied from the top 
front bedroom of the house to a lamp post 
in the street that bore the national flag and 
Nostalgia Steelband’s NHC flag along with 
red balloons (see Figures 8a - 8c). This 
made the location highly visible from the 
bottom of the hill and directed everyone to 
the mini roundabout where the small group 
including Cyril Khamai were going to play 
pan for the next three hours. Over 50 
neighbours gathered and they were 
assembled into family bubbles and socially 
distanced by our group members. We began 
by paying tribute to the Grenfell victims as 
we would have done at NHC. As before the 
band played “Bridge Over Troubled Water” 
to mark the occasion and explained the 
significance of the Grenfell Tower disaster 
to the community. They listened intently to 
the music and applauded enthusiastically 
after each refrain. For Nostalgia, playing 
this piece has added meaning as the band 
played this as a combined band with 
Southern All Stars in San Fernando, 
Trinidad during carnival 2018 (see Shah, 
2020), (Figure 8d). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bROw
bZM1Y5U&feature=youtu.be&ab_channe
l=GabrielleHeyse-Moore).  
The band then played a number of popular 
tunes that the neighbourhood would be 
familiar with and especially melodies that 
were uplifting such as ‘Somewhere Over 

the Rainbow” and hymns such as “How 
Great Thou Art” in calypso tempo. They 
sang along and danced and when they were 
fully involved, we unleashed a number of 
popular Calypsos such the Hammer, 
Lorraine, Sugar Bum, Drunk and 
Disorderly along with a number 
Kitchener’s classics. We took short breaks 
to serve Corn Soup and carnival snacks. 
During this short break, neighbours came to 
look at the pans and were keen to learn 
more. One Irish family who played music, 
were keen to learn more about the 
instrument. They were flabbergasted when 
the group played a few Irish songs by the 
Dubliners including ‘Danny Boy’ and a 
‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’.   
We ended at 6pm with Cyril doing a medley 
on the double tenor and backed with only a 
dudup and scratcher. He played a number of 
oldies including classics by Vera Lynn to 
songs from ‘My Fair Lady’ such as “Get 
Me to the Church on Time” with great 
sparkle and dexterity. The neighbours knew 
he is near 90 but urged him on for one final 
tune. He delightfully ended the musical part 
of the day with his signature piece ‘Nice 
One Cyril’ (Figure 8e). The remainder of 
the evening convened indoors and ended at 
2am. During this period, they were also able 
to see some of the virtual NHC on a large 
screen, toasted the Nation’s 58th birthday 
(Figures 9a and 9b) and celebrated the 
power of pan in bringing an entire 
neighbourhood together. Sunday 30th 
August was very much in the mind of all 

8d 8e 

Figure 8d shows the group at the start of the evening and Cyril (Figure 8e) closing with ‘Nice One Cyril’. 
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because this would normally be the first day 
of NHC.   
 
Discussion    
 
The absorbing and therapeutic power of 
Calypso and Steelpan music are irrefutable. 
Here it may be argued that those involved 
from the Case Studies were already brought 
up in a carnival culture and being lifelong 
aficionadas, the positive outcome was 
predictable. However, it should be pointed 
out that they were the minority at the three 
events; by far the larger audiences were the 
passersby and residents in the vicinity. At 
Performance 1, Cyril had previously done 
the groundwork as his neighbours had little 
choice but to get involved in pan. They 
were already aware of his pioneering work 
and involvement with NHC. He is held in 

such high esteem and regard that he is given 
total freedom of expression in this 
community. He commented in a recent 
interview that if he was rehearsing for a gig, 
he tended to tune his double tenor pans in 
the evenings, up to 11pm.  Residents were 
curious and often came to see what he was 
doing as the sound of his tuning hammer 
reached the opposite end of his street. He 
would invited them to see him working and 
then play a few tunes. When asked if he 
wasn’t worried that he will upset his 
neighbourhood by hammering a pan so late 
at night, his response was that if they did 
not hear him tuning his pan, they would 
come over to see him to ensure he is well. 
Because of his pan and his passion for 
carnival, he ended up knowing most of the 
residents of his street. But interestingly, it is 
the very instrument that means so much to 
him that enabled him to break his phobia of 

Figure 9a. Members of the group who played 
for this neighbourhood Carnival. The back row 
includes many veterans of NHC; the front row, 

a younger generation of pannists. 
 

Figure 9b.  A toast to 58 years of independence 
of Trinidad & Tobago and an end to a glorious 

street carnival. 
 

Figure 10b. Typical layout of a modern 
housing complex in London (offered by 
Notting Hill Genesis) with large green spaces, 
and balconies, some with common corridors. 
common. 

Figure 10a. Layout of the area played at 74 
Cambridge Road, NW6 on Sunday 23rd August 
2020. The balconies are equal to seats in a 
theatre and maintains good social distancing. 
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the outside world during the first lockdown 
of the pandemic and allows him to now live 
with less fear, while being cautious of 
transmission and the need to strictly adhere 
to guidance. He continues to gain 
confidence and is now doing gigs again. 
Because he plays pan, it was possible to 
draw him out of his home, but it remains to 
be seen whether a similar approach could be 
used to restore the confidence of other 
residents who are not musicians but love 
music.   
 
By far the biggest surprise came from 
Performance 2 and the ramifications of this 
largely impromptu get-together during 
Covid-19 confinement are enormous and 
leaves one to speculate how far this may be 
taken. Music has long been known as a 
powerful tool for communications but here 
the implications go beyond this level. The 
steelpan was designed from the onset by its 
pioneers, to not only create such 
invigorating harmonious melodies but to 
transmit its sound well beyond the confines 
of its performance area without electronic 
amplification. It should therefore be no 
surprise that residents in other residential 
block adjacent to the Charles’ home were 
able to hear the music of just 5 steelpans 
over 100 meters away.  
The diagramme above (Figure 10a) shows 
the layout used on 23rd August and the area 
that served as an improvised stage within 
the location of balconies around the 
buildings. This layout is now commonly 
seen in most urban cities and are often 
designated as ‘High-Density Residence’. 
These provide an opportunity to take music 
to large Tower Blocks, Housing Estates and 
areas of Social Housing. Because these 
building generally have balconies and 
corridors (see e.g. Figure 10b), they can 
take the shape of modern amphitheatre with 
steelbands and artists performing in the 
courtyards while the players themselves 
have adequate space to retain social 
distancing. Here, three tenors, a double 
tenor and a suspended dudup carried its 
sound for such long distances, a larger 15-

member band,  as used for the Virtual NHC 
recording for 2020  will reach most of these 
sites and being outside will not disturb non-
participating residents. At the Charles’ 
residence, not a single complaint was 
received from his neighbourhood, an 
encouraging sign for the future.  
The fact that the Charles’ home was on the 
ground floor was perhaps significant. Had 
it been another floor, the impact may not 
have been the same. This was not one of the 
planned venues and was only selected 
because Merle Charles is an NHS nurse and 
was bedridden. This spontaneous diversion 
to bring Calypso and Pan to the home of a 
couple who are themselves passionate 
followers of this artform, was serendipity. 
Doctors, nurses, ambulance workers, 
administrative and all staff who worked in 
the National Health Service (NHS) were 
applauded weekly during lockdown by the 
public to show the high esteem in which 
they were held for putting their own lives at 
risk, working under the most extenuating 
conditions during very long gruelling hours 
to ‘protect the nation’. Merle belongs to this 
faithful group, having spent all her working 
life in Britain in the NHS but also going 
beyond the call of duty and working to 
support the Caribbean community. Now 
nearly fully recovered, she stated that the 
impact of the music and song on her health 
was so fulfilling she would be keen to 
explore new ways to take this further, 
perhaps in Care Homes and specific 
hospitals. With Covid-19 set to stay around 
for some time, novel methods are needed to 
cheer up long stay patients or residents on 
the High-Rise Blocks who live alone and 
are frequently lonely. This method may be 
one way to approach this problem and a 
means to get Steelpan and Calypso better 
appreciated.  
We were exceedingly fortunate to get away 
with an unprepared visit to the Charles’ 
home at Cambridge Road, but transferring 
such activities to other residential buildings 
will require more planning. It may require a 
number of prearranged steps to ensure the 
event does not end in disappointment. In 
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some cases, approval may be needed from 
the local council for example for a street 
party or from the Housing Association 
responsible for a particular building. If 
granted, we believe a site visit ahead of the 
performance will be beneficial to secure the 
most appropriate area and undertake 
necessary risk assessments, especially if 
any power cables are to be used. It would 
be beneficial to take at least one instrument 
to test the acoustics and ensure that the 
music can reach as many residents as 
possible on the site. We were exceedingly 
fortunate at Cambridge Road to be directly 
under the first-floor balcony which helped 
to contain the sound before the wind took it 
in the direction of other buildings. Parking 
and easy access to the agreed area is vital as 
this can have a huge impact on setting up 
and dismantling equipment. Ground floor 
performance areas are the best but may not 
always be available and adjustments and 
good forward planning will be beneficial. 
Events such as birthdays or wedding 
receptions are easy to cater for because they 
already have a purpose. However, if the aim 
of the project is purely artistic viz. to spread 
the sound and mystique of Calypso and 
Steelpan to wider audiences, it is necessary 
to have a repertoire that covers familiar 
pieces to get the audience engaged while 
mixing in Calypso and Soca to facilitate 
interest. Assessment of the performance 
should be objective for funded projects and 
feedback is essential. These can be done in 
a number of simple ways, even recording 
the applause from another balcony. We 
believe projects such as the ‘Cambridge 
Road’ performance is fundable because it 
has direct aims, objectives and measured 
outputs and may be tailored for specific 
venues during Covid-19 confinement.  
  
Conclusion: 
The Kobe Steelpan Carnival, Japan was 
broadcasted globally in 2019.  
(https://whensteeltalks.ning.com/events/ko
be-steelpan-carnival-2019-japan). The 
advert read: “Come and listen to the music 
made by the fascinating steelpans, 

percussion instruments made from an (oil) 
drum, during the largest West Japan 
steelpan event \"KOBE STEELPAN 
CARNIVAL\". The event was started by the 
victims of the Great Hanshin earthquake in 
Shin-Nagata 17 years ago as a small 
pageant to show everyone the progress of 
ongoing restoration as well appreciation for 
their support and dissemination of a new 
culture. Today, it is one of the principal 
musical events in West Japan. The advert 
continues “Come and enjoy summer's 
reverberations and steelpan's tones with us, 
when we will gather the steel orchestras 
from across Japan and make Sumakaigan 
full of playful music!” 
Nostalgia Steelband took a keen interest in 
this and hosted a Japanese PhD student, 
Yoko Kimura, Nagoya University between 
2000 -2005 who came to study 
anthropological aspects of Notting Hill 
Carnival and, in particular, the impact of 
steelpan and carnival on the mental and 
physical health of a community that are 
socially disadvantaged yet domiciled in one 
of the most affluent boroughs globally. In 
Japan’s case, the City of Shin-Nagata was 
devastated by an earthquake. Every form of 
enticement was attempted to pull this 
community out of its grief and depression 
and get them to socialise and back to work, 
but all attempts failed. A last effort was 
made to introduce a Steelband in an open-
air concert in the centre of the town. The 
effect was transformative. The vibrant 
music of these Japanese steelbands finally 
saw the community revitalising and starting 
to build back their daily lives.  Nostalgia 
brought Dr. Kimura to its 2006 steelpan 
conference to present her work on this 
monumental project that steelpan had in 
reinvigorating an entire town (see  
https://www.steelpanconference.com/ in 
2006). We believe Steelband and Calypso 
can impart similar energy into the Grenfell 
Community and NHC residents who are 
experiencing considerable distress during 
the Covid-19 pandemic and replicate what 
took place in the city Shin-Nagata 17 years 
ago. 
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Abstract  
North Tyneside Steelband (NTSB) was formed by Dave Edwards in 1989. He acquired his 
skills under the tuition of the late Gerald Forsyth and transferred it to his new post at Woodlawn 
Special School, Whitley Bay. Fuelled by enthusiastic allies, success was almost instantaneous, 
and the band grew exponentially in stature. Having attained charity status in 1996 and 
implementing a sound management structure, NTSB expanded its repertoire and was soon 
performing nationally and internationally; entering various competitive and non-competitive 
musical festivals and steelpan competitions. Members cite amongst its most memorable events, 
the Wickerman Festival Schools Proms at the Royal Albert Hall (2003, 2008), their three visits  
to the Cudrefin Festival, Switzerland, The Millennium Dome, the Steelpan Conference, the 
BBC Young Folk Awards and a UK busking tour. 
NTSB was the umbrella host for the ‘Steelbands North Project’ (now, Northern Steel Network), 
which facilitated pan education across the North East, networking with guest tutors including 
Earl Rodney, Tony Charles, Scott Sincler, Brent Holder, Delphina James, Dudley Nesbitt, 
Chris Storey and Marlon Hibbert. We have established a Young Leader’s Programme which 
enabled teenagers to work in schools. Many have pursued careers in pan and continue to spread 
its unique sound, teaching and performing across a broad compass. Consequently, there are 
now hundreds of school children playing pan across the region. Many NTSB pannists have 
played at the UK’s Panorama with bands such as Stardust, CSI, Ebony and Pan Nation, 
inspiring future generations to enter the national/international event. Several players have 
competed in the Trinidad Panorama finals with bands such as Phase II and BP Renegades, 
whilst our younger pannists, as part of Northern Steel Orchestra, won the UK’s Junior 
Panorama in 2015. Jenny Gilberg, representing NTSB, won the UK’s Pan Explosion 2008 and 
Pan Clash 2013 competitions. NTSB presented their work at the 7th International Biennial 
Steelpan Conference, London, October 2018 and along with four other steelbands performed 
at its accompanying steelpan concert. NTSB then began a year of celebrations in 2019 to 
commemorate its 30th anniversary, producing its 5th CD and documenting its portfolio.  
In common with other steelbands, NTSB now faces formidable challenges brought on by the 
constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic and has been experimenting with novel methods to 
retain resilience. This paper describes some of these measures against a background of its 
history in the North East, an area that is inherently devoid of the large Caribbean infrastructure 
that are prominent in other large cities in Britain.     
 
 
Key Words 
North Tyneside Steelband, Newcastle, Steelband, Woodlawn North School, Gerald Forsyth, 
Dave Edwards, Music Festivals, Panorama. 
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Introduction 
History of Newcastle upon Tyne 
The City of Newcastle upon Tyne is a 
metropolitan borough within the county of 
Tyne and Wear, in North East England, 
some 300 miles from London. Historically a 
part of Northumberland, it is situated on the 
north bank of the River Tyne and dates back 
to the Roman conquest of Britain with the 
building of its first bridge across the River 
Tyne ca. AD120. The area possessed the two 
key criteria for success, resources and 
access to the sea for export of products. 
Thus, its coal reserves, coastal location, 
shrewd innovative engineers and scientists 
propelled this burgeoning municipality to 
the forefront of the Industrial Revolution 
(1750-1850). Ship building and steam 
trains,  
which were the beating heart of the era, kept 
Newcastle at the cutting-edge of 

development and the city was credited with 
numerous inventions such as the steam 
turbine and the Davy Lamp (Fulford et al., 
2019). Industrial expansion led to a huge 
influx of workers and the population rose 
from 87,784 in 1851 to 266,671 in 1911, 
with city status being granted in 1882 
(Marshall, 1997).  
See: link:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_N
ewcastle_upon_Tyne 
 
Newcastle’s industrial heritage, wealth and 
dynamic shipyards left its mark on the city 
and led to many grand buildings being 
erected over the millennium. It soon became 
known as one of the most iconic cities in 
Britain and continues to modernise, 
switching to a new economy in which Arts 
and Culture feature prominently. 

The Tyne Bridge, one of Newcastle’s most 
imposing landmarks, is located near to the site 

of the original Aelian Bridge. 
 

Modern Newcastle; Quayside and River Tyne, 
with the Gateshead Millennium Bridge and 

Tyne Bridge where North Tyneside Steelband 
often performs. 

The medieval 
fortification in 
Newcastle 
upon Tyne.  
Built on the site 
of the fortress 
that gave the 
City its name. 
The most 
prominent 
structure is the 
Castle Keep 
(top left). 

. 
 
 

The 300-mile stretch between Newcastle in the North-    
     East and London and the great cities of the north. 
Inset – Newcastle upon Tyne and its suburbs 
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Post War Britain and Immigrants from 
the Caribbean 
 
The post war economic depression of the 
1930s saw a decline in heavy industry and 
manufacturing and disquiet in the 
population as unemployment increased in 
the city. World War II (1939-1945) 
exacerbated the crisis and left all Britain 
urgently needing help to rebuild a ruinous 
country. The government turned towards the 
British Commonwealth for cheap sources of 
labour (Harris 1993) and Parliament passed 
the ‘British Nationality Act’ in 1948, 
allowing British Commonwealth 
immigrants to settle and work in the UK 
without previous restrictions (Dabydeen, 
2010). Compassionate calls were made to 
the West Indies and advertisements were 
placed in Caribbean newspapers such as the 
‘Trinidad Guardian’, inviting locals to come 
to Britain under a new scheme that provided 
cheap transport and jobs in the mother 
country. Many former Caribbean 
servicemen returned to Britain in the post 
war period with the hope of rejoining the 
Forces while others journeyed in search of a 
new future. The first wave of immigrants 
arrived on board the Empire Windrush at 
Tilbury Docks, London on 22nd June 1948 
(BBC News, 2012, British Pathé News,  
 
1948) and among them were calypsonians 
Lord Kitchener (Aldwyn Roberts), Lord 

Beginner (Egbert Moore) and Lord 
Woodbine (Harold Phillips). 
Many of the Windrush Generation searched 
for employment in London while others felt 
London was saturated and began moving 
out to the large cities of the north such as 
Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Sheffield 
and Birmingham. Lord Kitchener for 
example lived and worked in Manchester 
while Lord Woodbine moved to Liverpool 
where he soon began to tutor and mentor 
the Beatles, teaching them to play steelpan 
and guitar (McGrath, 2014, & this issue). 
Years later  (Peach, 1986)  wrote “African-
Caribbean communities are present 
throughout the United Kingdom's major 
cities, the UK Census identified the largest 
concentration in London followed by 
Birmingham, Manchester, Bradford, 
Nottingham, Coventry, Luton, Watford, 
Slough, Leicester, Bristol, Gloucester, 
Leeds, Huddersfield, Sheffield, Liverpool 
and Cardiff (Thomas-Hope , 2008). 
Newcastle is notably absent from this list 
and may be due to the high level of 
unemployment fueled by the decline of 
heavy industry  
 
West Indians domiciled in London had 
reached nearly 350,000 (~4.2% of the 
regional population) with between ~90,000 
to 15,000 distributed between West 
Midlands to the South West by the 1980s. 
By contrast, the entire North East had a 
mere 1,200 (`0.05%). Table 1 taken from 
Peach (1986) and provided by H.N. Shah 

Princess Buildings located within the central Conservation Area of Newcastle Upon Tyne within the 
Quayside area of the City (left) and Theatre Royal (right). From Team Build Construction.   

https://www.teambuildconstruction.co.uk/newcastles-most-iconic-buildings/ 
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for this paper, shows a breakdown of the 
distribution of Caribbean migrants in 
Britain during this period. 
 

Table 1. Distribution of the Caribbean Migration in Britain post-Windrush                          
 

Region British Caribbean 
population 

Percentage of 
region's population 

Percentage of British 
Caribbean 
population 

England 591,016 1.1% 98.7% 
London 344,597 4.2% 57.6% 

West Midlands 86,794 1.5% 14.5% 
South East 34,225 0.4% 5.7% 

East 33,614 0.6% 5.6% 
East Midlands 28,913 0.6% 4.8% 
Yorkshire,  The 

Humber 23,420 0.4% 3.9% 

North West 23,131 0.3% 3.9% 
South West 15,129 0.3% 2.5% 
North East 1,193 0.05% 0.2% 

 
Peach (1986). British African-Caribbean people; From 
Wikipedia, 
See link: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_African-
Caribbean_people 
          
Newcastle’s More Liberal Approach to 
Immigration 
West Indians were traumatized by the huge 
racial problems they encountered in all 
cities where domiciled and felt vulnerable 
and unwelcomed. Lord Kitchener had 
missiles thrown at him during 
performances in London whilst Lord 
Woodbine had to defend himself from the 
shebeens and Liverpool’s Toxteth race riots 
and eventually perished in a fire at his home 
on 5th July 2000. In the capital, West Indians 
were callously attacked and murdered in 
North Kensington, site of today’s Notting 
Hill Carnival. It was out of this unrest that  
the Caribbean carnival arose in 1965 - as 
means to bring harmony and to connect 
communities (Boyce Davies, 2007, 2011, 
Hinds, 2008); a pattern that was adopted 
subsequently in northern cities such as 
Leeds, Manchester, Nottingham, etc. 
 

 
 

Superintendent Koi O' Larbi 
proudly standing in front West 
Indies House - Sailors Hostel 

(above) and its sixty-bed ‘Sailors 
Hostel at 14-16 Lovaine Place being 

advertised (below) 
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It would be interesting to speculate how 
Newcastle may have coped if it had been 
the recipient of large numbers of Caribbean 
or African immigrants. Indications are that 
the populace might have been more 
empathetic, since the city took a strong 
stance against xenophobia as early as the 
late 18th and 19th centuries.  Officers of the 
Colonial Office, worried about the 
treatment of Black sailors, stated: ‘We think 
it’s about time that the people of this 
country began to treat the coloured 
community as fellow citizens, rather than 
intruders and aliens, as they have been 
inclined to do so in the past.’ Shields Daily 
News, 28 June 1841. Even though black 
men served in the British Armed Forces in 
World War II, they were unwelcomed in all 
cities and were generally refused rented 
lodgings. By contrast, Newcastle’s 
administrators were printing leaflets and 
sending them to British ports in 1941 
welcoming them to the city to stay in places 
such as its sixty-bed ‘Sailors Hostel at 14-
16 Lovaine Place, which even had a black 
superintendent at its helm (see above). 
These good relations enable a second hostel 
to be established in North Shields in May 
1942. The Colonial Office briefly 
considered Newcastle as headquarters for a 
West Indian shipping pool, arguing that 
“racial tensions were not as strong there as 
in other port cities” (Fryer 1984, Rose, 
2001, Creighton, 2008) provided by H.N. 
Shah for this paper. 
 
Newcastle’s Steelband Development-1989 
 
Caribbean workers brought their music and 
culture to Britain’s major cities, such as 
London, Manchester, Leeds and 
Nottingham following World War II. With 
the arrival of calypsonians Lord Kitchener, 
Lord Beginner and Lord Woodbine in 1948, 
soon followed by the Mighty Terror, Lord 
Invader, Roaring Lion et al. along with 
pannists such as Sterling Betancourt, 
Russell Henderson, Gerald Forsyth, Selwyn 
Baptiste et al. post-Windrush and post-
TASPO,  calypso and steelpan music began 

to emerge as a new artform in Britain 
(Cowley, 2008, 2018, El-Houni, 2020, 
Leeds Mas Media, 2018). However, this 
was only developing where the Caribbean 
migrants had critical mass and artists of the 
Caribbean diaspora had settled. 

  
   

   
     

    
    

 
  

   
       

  
  

    
     

   
   

  
   

    
  

  
 

   
      

    
    

    
  

  
   

   
    

   
    

  
  

  

  
   

  

If Newcastle wanted to get involved and for 
example establish a steelband or take an 
interest in Caribbean music, the challenges 
were daunting, as the city had no Caribbean 
infrastructure to call upon. The resources 
required to initiate such a project were 
formidable. Steelpan tuition is largely 
taught by rote and transmitted aurally, much 
like in traditional folk music, and the early 
notation does not follow the same logical 
pattern, as with conventional instruments. 
The lack of an existing Caribbean culture in 
the area, meaning that there were neither 
steel pans to play nor tutors to pass on the 
music, was a formidable obstacle. Even if 
the teaching skills could be acquired by 
travelling to another city and spending time 
to become adept, instruments still needed to 
be obtained. Well-tuned instruments are not 
off-the-shelf purchases and are crafted by 
hand and need to be specifically made to 
order. Once acquired, tuning and 
maintaining instruments demands specialist 
skills that were also not available in the 
North East. Yet, against all the odds, steel 
bands started to emerge in the Newcastle 
area. The first recorded band was set up in 
1989 at Chillingham Road Primary School, 
Newcastle, led by pan tutor Ken Patterson 
(now known as Chilly Road Band and led 
today by Paul Fletcher). Also in 1989, a few 
months later, a fledgling steel band emerged 
at the coast at Woodlawn School, Whitley 
Bay, and continued to develop and flourish 
over thirty years, competing and 
performing at high levels in some of 
Britain’s premier music venues, such as the 
Royal Albert Hall, London. Operating 
almost independently, North Tyneside 
Steelband (NTSB) enlisted two of the UK 
top steelpan tuners, Dudley Dickson 
(Ebony Steel Band, London) and Toussaint 
Clarke (Rainbow Steel Orchestra, Bath), 
but their arrangements, performances and
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repertoire are the result of years of 
unyielding, dedicated and spirited 
teamwork. The history of North Tyneside 
Steelband is one built on total enjoyment 
and passion for steelpan music, aspiration, 
friendship and audacious adventure and 
was initiated by a visionary leader, Dave 
Edwards, in 1989. But every good leader 
needs a passionate team and Dave has been 
ably supported over the years by a vibrant 
team of enthusiasts who find absolute 
fulfillment and inspiration in the sound of 
this melodic and harmonious instrument. 
The history of this steelband is told initially 
through Dave’s own words (Edwards, 
2009) and subsequently when the band held 
a year of celebration to mark its 30th 
anniversary. 
(see documentary - 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVnzg
cph_Uc). It is punctuated with comments 
by members who joined Dave to transition 
the band as the “Powerhouse of the North”. 
The band was introduced and elevated 
further by the Organiser of 7th international 
steelpan conference in October 2018 to the 
“Colossus and Pride of the Britain” (Shah, 
2018). The journey of this band, from Dave 
Edwards’s initial introduction to the 
instrument to its rise to ascendency, is 
described below through its performances. 
Some of the virtual activities undertaken to 
retain the spirit of the band during the 
suspension of normal activity as a result of 
the 2020 coronavirus pandemic are also 
described. 
 
 
Dave Edwards and Gerald Forsyth; 
Humble Beginnings and the First Decade 
of Pan. 
Fate led Dave Edwards into steelpan. He 
became a teacher at a residential school 
with the Inner London Educational 
Authority (ILEA) in the late 1980s. Half of  
the job was to start a steelband. Gerald 
Forsyth, who was appointed as ‘Steelband 
Organiser for the ILEA’ in 1978, had done 
such a thorough job of initiating steelbands 
in schools that nearly all London schools 

had a steelband at that time. Dave’s was one 
of the few secondary schools in London that 
didn't have a steelband but had a mandate to 
do so. He not only needed to establish a 
steelband but, as a steelpan was a new 
instrument for him, he also needed to learn 
how to play it. He travelled into London 
half a day weekly, to the ILEA Music 
Centre for tuition. He recalls the class being 
very mixed, with about a dozen music 
teachers with different levels of experience 
and competency; some like him were 
complete beginners. Though he did not 
know it at the time, his tutor was the 
legendary Gerald Forsyth. Forsyth himself 
left Trinidad for London in 1962 as an 
accomplished pannist and jazz pianist and 
began playing pan in London with 
TASPO’s Philmore ‘Boots’ Davidson and 
Sterling Betancourt (Stuempfle, 1995, 
TASPO). He was soon joined by well-
known pannists such as Zigilee 
Constantine, Eamon Thorpe and Desmond 
Bowen; Davidson and Betancourt would go 
on to form the UK’s first steelband, 
‘Nostalgia’ in 1964. In 1969, Gerald 
Forsyth set up the first school-steelband in 
Islington Green School, London, and 
became its teacher Forsyth et al. 2001). He 
was then appointed as the first peripatetic 
‘steelband music tutor’ for any school in 
London and worked energetically to get as 
many schools interested. Through him, 
steelband became an instant success in 
inner-London’s schools, after which  
similar projects spread throughout London 
and the Home Counties. By 1990, he was 

A relaxed Gerald Forsyth at an ILEA school’s 
panyard where he made and tuned pans in the 

1980s. 
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responsible for steelpan being part of the 
curriculum in hundreds of schools across 
London. Dave would have met Gerald 
Forsyth, when he was now more settled in 
London. Hence it is no surprise that Dave 
had such admiration and respect for him, 
regarding him as a competent musician, 
“not just on pan” and noted that he “had 
tremendous charisma”. 
 
A Steelband is born in Whitley Bay in 
England’s North East. 

Having spent two years in London, Dave 
moved to a new job in Whitley Bay, North 
East England, at a special state school for 
boys and girls aged 2 to 18. He was so 
engrossed in settling into his new job and 
home, he didn't think very much more about 
steelpans for a couple of years. Through 
another leap of faith, his new head teacher, 
who was always on the lookout for quirky 
projects, said to Dave “Why don't we get a 

steel band started?”. Soon Woodlawn 
School would be teaching steelpan, 
courtesy of a small grant that came from the 
council for youth services. This was soon 
extended to an after-school club for young 
people from any school within the Borough 
and practise was held once a week. With 
increased interest in this mysterious 
instrument, the project was extended to an 
adult education programme in Whitley Bay, 
that was taught at Woodlawn School. Dave  
 

was thrilled with this extended programme 
as he felt that even thirty years ago steelpan 
was being used for inclusion and 
integration in the community. Being led by 
a special needs school, it gave the school a 
real sense of pride as they were drawing in 
mainstream school children to an activity 
led by them. This also provided a new 
experience for both groups which led to 
what was then called ‘Woodlawn North 
Tyneside Steelband.’ Dave commented 
“And it's about the time we made our first 
TV appearance and had our first residential 
trip to Birmingham to be on ITV children's 
programme. After a couple of years, the 
activities of the band took off - it just grew 
organically. I never thought of this before. I 
just thought we were gonna teach a few bits 
of music we might play for an assembly or 
for a concert or a church fete or something 
like that occasionally. But as soon as word 
got around in the community, people 
wanted us to play. We played at churches. 
We played in one or two places like 

David Edwards leading the ‘Woodlawn North Tyneside Steelband’ in 1990 at Woodlawn School.  
The colourful painted pans was the work of London’s pan tuner, Tony Charles. 

Performance at Tynemouth Station 1997 
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Sainsbury's, which gave us some of the 
original funding. And it just mushroomed 
very quickly - we were playing for things 
like Caribbean evenings.” 
 

 
Among his early recollections, Dave 
highlights the three-day Cumbrian tour in  
1997 as a crucial event for giving 
confidence to the young band, which had 
shortened its name in 1993 to ‘North 
Tyneside Steelband’ (NTSB). The band 
travelled there for three successive years to 
promote cooperative fashion and products 
as part of the Little Billy Fane Roadshow. 
Billy was a comedian and NTSB performed 
alongside his acts at three different hotels. 
 
Over the years NTSB continued to grow 
and develop and became a highly sort 
after performing band. Some of its 
memorable performances are described 
below: 
 
Millennium Dome, London, 2000 
The band was invited to perform as part of 
the year-long celebrations at the 
Millennium Dome, London, which was 
opened to the public on 1st January 2000. 
 
National Youth Arts Festival, Devon, 
2000 & 2002 
In 2000, NTSB travelled to Devon to 
participate in the National Youth Arts 
Festival. Band members enjoyed the whole 
raft of activities at this festival which 
included music, art, drama and workshops. 
Each participating group joined in with the 
activities of the other groups and forged 

long-lasting friendships. The week-long 
event ended with a huge parade and a 
massive communal party which everybody 
enjoyed.  NTSB members enjoyed this 
Festival so much and made such good 
friends that the band repeated the 
experience two years later. Dave cites their 
performance at the Helipad on the seafront 
at Ilfracombe as one of his most memorable 
gigs. 
 
BBC Young Folk Musician of the Year 
Semi-Final, 2001 
The band reached the semi-final of this 
BBC competition, the only steel band to 
make the cut. 
 
Great North Run performances 
Every year, about 50,000 people take part 
in this iconic half marathon from Newcastle 
to South Shields, raising massive 
sponsorship for local and national charities. 
The band has been part of the run for about 
twenty years, and the players take great 
pride in supporting this event.  

 
 
 
Music for Youth Schools Proms, Royal 
Albert Hall, London, 2003 & 2008The  
 
150-year-old Royal Albert Hall is 
considered one of Britain's most treasured 
and distinctive Victorian splendors. Apart 
from the annual Proms, some 400 concerts 
are held in the main auditorium annually,  
 
 
 

NTSB performing en route at the Great 
North Run 2014, won for the first time 
by Sir Mo Farah CBE. 

A summer Coop Fashion Tour in Cumbria, 
hosted by Little Billy Fane, 1997 

NTSB performing en route at the Great North 
Run 2014, won for the first time by Sir Mo 

Farah CBE. 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2– DECEMBER  2020 

   

 118 

                                                                
including classical, rock and pop concerts, 
ballet, opera and film screenings with live 
orchestral performances. Therefore, to be 
given the opportunity to perform in one of 
the unique concerts halls in the world was 
an awe-inspiring experience for the entire 
steelband.  
 
In a series of live interviews, some of the 
players summed up their experiences by the 
following: “...playing at the Royal Albert 
Hall was incredible - just to play at a venue 
that grand was amazing. I have never been 
in a theatre so beautiful. The stage we had 
was amazing as well, as we moved, we were 
surrounded by people …” Several parents 
travelled with the band and took premier 
box seats, complete with fake tiaras, and 
had an excellent view of the stage and 
described NTSB performance as 
“absolutely awesome”. One band member, 
just thirteen at the time, described it as a 
“dream come true ...absolutely incredible… 
just phenomenal”. He described at first 
being underwhelmed when going into the  
 
 
 

hall but then looked up and it took his 
breath away – “it just went on and on and 
was so huge - unbelievable”.   
 
Buskathon, 2006 
 NTSB has always been a proactive band, 
looking to the future in inventive ways. A 
group decision was taken to embark on a 
UK busking tour to raise funds for a new 
minibus. The band drove all the way to 
Land’s End to start off the tour and played 
at several major UK cities: Bristol, Bath, 
Birmingham, Sheffield, Leeds, York, 
Newcastle and Glasgow, finishing with a 
guest performance at Largs Regatta, on the 
West coast of Scotland. Later that year the 

Group shot of the band at Land’s End at the 
start of their ‘Buskathon’ 2006. 

NTSB competing in the National Music 
For Youth heats, Birmingham Symphonic 

Hall 2013 (left) 

  
   
      

       
   

North Tyneside Steelband making its 
debut performance at the world-
renowned Royal Albert Hall in 2008 - 
(Left) band members at the front (Top) 
group shot pre-performance in 2008
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band purchased its new minibus and a 
trailer.  
 
Blue Peter - 2009 
A small group travelled down to London to 
take part in the iconic BBC children's TV 
programme, 'Blue Peter'. The performance 
was screened on national television, putting 
NTSB well and truly on the map. 
 
Cudrefin, Switzerland, 2009, 2012 AND 
2014    
The tiny beautiful lakeside town of 
Cudrefin in North West Switzerland is 
home to a steelband festival that began in 
the mid-1990s. The three-day programme 
on Lake Neuchâtel provided an idyllic 
setting, renowned for its local fried fish and 
great steelpan music. NTSB has 
participated three times in this festival, in 

2009, 2012 and 2014, often as the only 
representative from Britain. Many 
members of the band have made reference 
to the wonderful experience here, 
especially in 2012, when they were joined 
by Mangrove Steelband from London.   
 
TASPO, London, 2011 
On 6 July 1951, the Trinidad All Steel 
Percussion Orchestra (TASPO) left 
Trinidad for England on the SS San Mateo. 
Carlton "Sonny" Roach fell ill and was left 
behind in Martinique. The orchestra 
performed at the South Bank, London, on 
26 July 1951, as well as elsewhere in 
Britain and in Paris. TASPO returned to 
Trinidad on 12 December 1951, the only 
exception being Sterling Betancourt, who 
stayed in London. Betancourt has been 
vitally involved in building up Notting Hill 

(Left) Lakeside performance at Interlaken 2012.  (Right) The lakeside town of Cudrefin, home to 
the Swiss Annual Steelband Festival city Bern, on tour in Switzerland in 2012 

(Left) On stage at Cudrefin Steel Band Festival 2014. (Right) group photo in the historic capital 
city Bern, on tour in Switzerland in 2012 
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Carnival. (Wikipedia (2020) / George 
Goddard (1987) Forty Years in the 
Steelbands: 1939-1979) In 2011, NTSB 
was honoured to be asked to participate in 
the 60th anniversary celebrations of the 
arrival of steelpan in Britain. Several bands 
took turns to perform at London’s South 
Bank 
 
The Wicker man Festival, an annual music 
festival in the style of Glastonbury, was 
started in 2001 and was held in southern 
Scotland. With a wide mix of musical acts 
to suit everyone, the spectacular finale of 
the festival was the midnight burning of a 
giant 30 ft (9.1 m) Wickerman. NTSB 
performed two sets at the festival, one of 
which was on the main stage. 

 
Great Exhibition of the North at the 
Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, 
Gateshead, 2018 
The Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art is 
a major international centre for 
contemporary arts, situated on the south 
bank of the River Tyne, and was opened in 
July 2002. Both banks of the Tyne here 
have seen major renewal projects and 
NTSB has performed at several venues. The 
Gateshead Millennium Bridge (fondly 
called the 'Winking Eye Bridge') can be 
seen in the foreground. NTSB's 
performances here can be considered as 
significant, fusing art/culture and the city’s 
powerful engineering past and bringing a 
new artform to the public. Just a short 

distance away is the neighbouring Tyne 
Bridge. Like the Millennium Dome on the 
Greenwich Peninsula in London (where 
NTSB has also performed), the 'Winking 
Eye Bridge' was built to usher in the 
beginning of the third millennium and 
opened in 2001, a completely new bridge 
spanning the River Tyne between 
Gateshead and Newcastle. The exhibition 
in 2018 was an 80-day celebration of the 
cultural legacy and creative production of 
the North. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
North Tyneside Steelband at the 7th 
International Biennial International 
Steelpan Conference, 19th - 21st October 
2018. (Shah, 2018) 
 
The series of International Steelpan 
Conferences began in 2006 with its main 
objective to foster interactions between 
academics and grassroots pan players. 

Wickerman Festival 2013. Giant 30ft Wicker 
Man built by local craftsmen Trevor Leat 

and Alex Rigg. 
 

Performing outside the Baltic Centre for 
Contemporary Art (above) and a group shot 
on the famous Gateshead Millennium Bridge 

(below) 
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Organiser, Haroun Shah states “Many 
academics write extensively about steelpan 
but have little understanding of the 
enormous depth of the instrument. 
Conversely, many brilliant grassroots 
pannists have only scant knowledge of the 
history and profound impact of the 
instrument outside their panyard”. The 
organisers envisaged that there would be 
benefit in bringing both groups together as 
a one-off experiment and a proposal put to 
the Vice-Chancellor of University of East 
London in 2005 was met with approval for 
the first meeting in 2006.  
The event was funded and attended by 
representatives of Arts Council England. 
One of the speakers at this meeting was 
Gerald Forsyth who also ran a workshop, 
teaching complete beginners to play his 
favourite, Joseph Kosma’s 1945 ‘Autumn 
Leaves’ in a three-hour slot; which he of 
course achieved. One could visualise Dave 
Edwards attending this class and being 
enthralled by the beautiful sound that 
emanated from Forsyth’s simple but 
delightful arrangement.  
These conferences have retained its central 
goal over the years but evolves in response 
to audience suggestions. Thus, in 2010 it 
was expanded to include the music 
associated with pan, Calypso and Mas, to 
encompass carnival, where steelbands 
originally attain their platform in 1946. In 
response to participants’ suggestions, the 
conference was moved into the heart of the 
Notting Hill Carnival in 2016 at the historic 
grade 11-listed building, The Tabernacle 
(Denny, 1993).  Founded in 1869 as a "non-
sectarian Church of Christ” and built in 
1887, the Tabernacle played a major 
protective role in shielding Caribbean 
immigrants during the race riots of the 
1960s. No longer a place of worship, the 
Tabernacle is held in the highest esteem by 
artists and renowned bands such as The 
Rolling Stones and Pink Floyd have used 
the venue.  For the Caribbean community in 
Britain, the Tabernacle is the epicentre of 
carnival arts and houses one of the UK’s 
foremost steelbands, Mangrove. NTSB’s 

invitation to perform at the 7th International 
Biennial International Steelpan Conference 
emanated from their appearance at 
Mangrove’s Blockorama in 2017. 
 
The conference in 2018 was packed with 
presentations and workshops during both 
days but additionally hosted two separate 
evening concerts on the Friday (Calypso 
/Soca) and Saturday (steelband). NTSB's 
presentation at the conference took the form 
of a poster titled ‘North Tyneside 
Steelband: Past, Present and Future’, see 
link: https://www.steelpanconference.com/ 
(Gilberg, 2018). 
 
For the steelpan concert, NTSB were one of 
five steelbands that performed, which 
included: the Cambridge University 
steelband, ‘CUSPS’, ‘St Michael & All 
Angels Steel Orchestra’, ‘Mangrove 
Steelband (accompanied by dramatic 
soprano Anne Fridal) and ‘Extempo 
Steelband’ from Switzerland.  It was an 
unforgettable event and many members 
have cited this among their most cherished 
memories with NTSB. When NTSB started 
its 30th anniversary celebrations,  
 
Dave Edwards commented “We wanted to 
pull out all the stops for our 30th year with 
a fun-filled and ambitious year of activities 
for all members of the band to enjoy. We 
started off with a visit to the Tabernacle for 
the International Biennial Steelpan 
Conference and really enjoyed playing 
alongside Mangrove Steelband ….as well 
as attending various lectures before 
whizzing back to Newcastle”. 
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Harambee Pasadia, 2019 
Harambee Pasadia is a four-day camping 
extravaganza that takes place in Country 
Durham. NTSB members have enjoyed 
participating in the event because of its 
broad musical depth, which involves 
performers of Afro-beat, jazz, reggae, funk, 
Latin music and fusions of music found in 
the African diaspora. It brings steelband 
music to audiences who are already musical 
but perhaps have not been able to get a 
close-up experience of the full breadth of a 
steelband. Apart from performances, NTSB 
delivered workshops and were well 
received.  

 
 

 
Steelbands North Project, Young  
Leaders, Northern Steel Orchestra and 
Northern Steel Network 
 
In 1999 NTSB, as the leading band in the 
North East and an established registered 
charity, was approached by a group of 
tutors with an ambitious idea to expand 
steel pan provision across the whole of the 
North of England. The Steelbands North 
Project, as it was known, was hosted by 
NTSB and ran between 2001 to 2003, with 
major funding provided by Youth Music. 
The project had a particular emphasis on the 
training of a new generation of pan tutors to 
take pan playing forward and was a great 
success. It featured a series of concerts 
across the region and the manufacture of 
three sets of steel pans, at the now defunct 
Swan Hunter Ship Building Yard. These 
were probably the first instruments made in 
the region and are still being hired out today 
to schools and education authorities. The 
project brought pan to new audiences 
totalling over 8,000 and many of the 
schools involved went on to form their own 
bands. NTSB continued to manage some 
regional activities after the project ended. In 
2015 the project was revived to establish 
the Northern Steel Orchestra, which gave 
competent young pannists from across the 
region an opportunity to play at an 
advanced level. The orchestra achieved 

Left) Dave Edward’s retirement party at the Linskill Centre, 2014. Group shot of past and present 
players (photo courtesy of Peter Gilberg). (Right) Mangrove Blockorama 2017, Powis Square (off 

Portobello Road and to the side of the Tabernacle (not in view). 

NTSB headline performance at 
Harambee Pasadia, May 2019 
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stunning success by winning 2015 UK 
Junior Panorama, the first time ever a group 
from outside London had won. The 
following year, all regional activities were 
successfully transferred to a newly formed 
regional charity, Northern Steel Network, 
with trustees drawn from several bands 

 
 
 
 
Musical Direction Team 
It’s safe to say that all players in NTSB see 
Dave Edwards as the ‘Father of Pan’ in the 
North East. He has nurtured each and every 
player over the years and genuinely 
inspired them to be the best they can be. 
Dave's impending retirement presented yet 
another challenge for the band. The solution 
was the establishment of a Musical 
Direction (MD) Team of senior players. 
There are definite pros and a few cons to 
player led initiatives, but this process has  

 

proved to be incredibly important to the 
continuing success of the band. Each 
member of the MD Team has contributed 
different skills and ideas, which has been 
good for the development of the band. The 
past five albums are proof of this 
development. The current team consists of 
Karina Atkinson, Jenny Gilberg, Michael 
Darling, Hannah Betham and Kieran 
Finney, whilst previous members have 
included Claire Falcus, Grace Paul and 
Amy Coulson. Although fully retired from 
tutoring NTSB, Dave is certainly no 
stranger to rehearsals and will always be a 
mentor to the band. 
 
Music Festivals and Competitions 
Spring is always an exciting time for 
Northern Steelbands, with regional and 
national competitions to enter, such as the 
local Ryton, Tynedale and Wansbeck 
Music Festivals, as well as regional heats of 
the Music for Youth competition. These 
competitions are open to groups and 
soloists on all musical instruments and over 
the last few years steel bands have been 
making a strong impact. NTSB's Jenny 
Gilberg worked closely with Wansbeck 
Music Festival to create an entire steel pan 
class and said it had been great to see that 
judges with classical music backgrounds 
were genuinely impressed by the high level 
of musicianship and the versatility of the 
instrument. NTSB has enjoyed 

Musical Direction team member and 
Training Band Tutor, Hannah Betham 
leading a workshop December 2019 

(Left) Musical Direction team member and Training Band tutor Kieran Finney with Tynedale 
Festival winners 2018. (Right) Ryton Music Festival 15th March 2020. 
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considerable success at all of the regional 
festivals, winning an impressive array of 
trophies and titles. 
The 2019 Wansbeck Music Festival was 
both a memorable and a sad event for 
NTSB and music in the region, because the 
Festival, after having provided a service to 
musicians in the Wansbeck region for 115 
years, had announced its closure for 
financial reasons. NTSB had again entered 
several youth bands and was very proud to 
win all of its categories, with player 
Matthew Wade winning the U16 solo 
trophy (Gilberg, 2020). Previous solo 
winners from NTSB had included Kieran 
Finney and Tamsin Reed.  
In its last performance before the first 
national lockdown in 2020, NTSB's U18 
band performed at Ryton Music Festival 
playing an arrangement by players 
Matthew Wade and Grace Henderson. 
As well as NTSB’s success in band and 
ensemble competitions over many years, 
one NTSB player has had success as a 
soloist in two national competitions. In 
2008, Jenny Gilberg entered and won the 
British Association of Steelbands Future 
Development Forum (BASFDF) 9th Pan 
Explosion Soloist Competition held in 
Croydon, London. The competition 
involved playing a set piece. She recorded 
the following in an interview: “…. after 
talking a fair bit to Dudley and Toussaint 
Clark, our pan tuners, in 2008, they 
suggested I enter Pan Explosion 
competition, which I did.... I didn't really 
know what to expect - it was really daunting 
going down, not really knowing anyone or 
the whole London scene. And I was really 
well received which was nice and yeah, like 
I feel very, very lucky. I just went and did 
my own thing. And it was completely 
different to everyone else down there. And 
it paid off ...” (Joseph, 2008). 
 
 

Three years later, in 2011, Jenny entered 
another solo pan competition in London, 
Pan Clash, finishing as runner-up. In 2013 

she entered again and won the title. Pan 
Clash was developed by the Steel Pan 
Agency and is a competition for soloists, 
with a focus on improvisation. NTSB hopes 
more players will venture into solo 
competitions. 
 
UK Panorama, Trinidad & Tobago 
Panorama, World Steel Band Festival 
(Trinidad) 

Although there are several steelband 
competitions in countries where there is a 
critical mass of bands, Panorama stands out 
as the most decisive, riveting and absorbing 
spectacle and the one that defines 
hegemony. It was contrived in Trinidad and 
Tobago in 1963 and annually the top bands 
compete fiercely for supremacy, with the 
winner becoming the pride of the nation.  It 

Pan Clash Champion 2013, with judge 
Kyron Akal 

Alice 
Adams and 
Jenny 
Gilberg; 
Panorama 
Champions 
2019,  
BP TT 
Renegades. 
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is perhaps one of the most breath-taking, 
open-air extravaganzas in the world of 
music and visitors fly in by the tens of 
thousands annually for the climax of the 
competition. So successful is the event that 
the model has been adopted in all of the 
English-speaking Caribbean, the USA, 
Canada, the UK and in some European and 
Asian countries. However, the Trinidadian 
Panorama competition remains the pre-
eminent steelband competition in the world 
and being able to participate represents the 
pinnacle of one’s dreams in the world of 
steelpan (per.com H.N Shah). 

 
 
Former band members Wendy Brown and 
Gail Forster were the first NTSB players to 
travel to Trinidad, competing in the 2000 
World Steel Band Festival (with BWIA 
Ebony, who were placed 4th) and 
subsequently in several TT Panoramas 
(with Phase II Pan Groove). In 2009, former 
member Lizzie Lowe also ventured to the 
pan mecca (also competing with Phase II 
Pan Groove). Of the current players, Jenny 
Gilberg has been playing regularly in 
Trinidad since 2010 (with Courts Sound 
Specialists of Laventille, San Juan East 
Side Symphony, Curepe Polyphonics and, 
since 2012, with BP TT Renegades), and in 
2018 she was joined by Alice Adams. In 
2018 and 2019, the pair were fortunate to 
experience the ultimate experience of 

winning with BP TT Renegades, something 
for other members of NTSB to aspire to.  
Small groups of players from NTSB have 
been travelling down to London to 
participate in the UK Panorama 
competition since the late 1990s, playing 
with Ebony Steel Band, Stardust Steel 
Orchestra and CSI Steel Band and, most 
recently in 2019, a large group played with 
Pan Nation (including several taking part in 
their first UK Panorama). So fulfilling was 
the latter that it was celebrated as part of 
NTSB's 30th anniversary at the BAS awards 
in December 2019, a delightful experience 
that was shared with past members, 
supporters and special guests from Pan 
Nation. 
 
30th Anniversary Celebrations 2019 
Maintaining a steelband for any period of 
time is a considerable feat and depends on 
many factors including having a stable and 
secure facility, enormous goodwill, a 
dedicated and enthusiastic group and being 
able to sustain the band financially through 
grants, gigs or some form of sponsorship. 
While school bands generally have 
instruments and a protected venue, their 
success depends largely on supportive 
heads and passionate and committed tutors. 
Such bands face additional challenges as 
inevitably membership is transitory as 
students progress in their careers and move 
on to new schools. NTSB enjoys a good 
working relationship with North Tyneside 
Music Education Hub, including some 
financial support and collaboration on joint 
events. Many renowned bands, even in its 

Northern players with Pan Nation Steel 
Orchestra 2019 

Group shot of NTSB at the BAS Awards in 
Dec. 2019 celebrating their 30th 

Anniversary 
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homeland of Trinidad and Tobago, rise to 
great heights but fail to sustain themselves 
and dissolve. For a steelband that started 
from very humble beginnings in 1989, 
NTSB is proud of its journey to its 
twentieth anniversary in 2009 and marked 
this watershed moment with a concert at the 
Whitley Bay Playhouse in the Spring of 
2010. Band members were overwhelmed 
by the public’s warm response and consider 
it as a remarkable achievement that the 
band could amass such a following that the 
concert was overbooked two months ahead 
of schedule.  
 
To have moved on another decade and 
reach 30 years as a steelband is an even 
greater landmark and NTSB therefore 
decided to celebrate this milestone 
throughout 2019: 
 
 This included taking the band abroad on a 
Dutch tour, including a performance at 
Rotterdam Carnival, recording their 5th CD, 
putting on a special 30th anniversary concert 
before concluding the celebrations with a 
big blow-out party and a trip to the BAS 21st 
Annual Awards ceremony in December at 
London’s Holiday Inn. 
 
 
        
 

Rotterdam, Netherlands, 2019 
 
The Summer Carnival (Dutch: 
Zomercarnaval) is an annual event in the 
Belgian city of Kortrijk and the Dutch city 
Rotterdam. Unlike London’s Notting Hill 
Carnival that is inspired by the Trinidad 
carnival, these festivals mimic the Carnaval  
of Latin America and the Cape Verde 
Islands. Over the years it has grown 
significantly, and the Rotterdam carnival 
attracts nearly a million visitors annually. It 
is a five-day festival that celebrates the 
cosmopolitan diversity of Rotterdam, 
where artists from various cultures, 
backgrounds and lifestyles meet, interact 
and co- create new cultural expressions 
performing in many places of the city 
centre. In July 2019, NTSB set sail with a 
22-piece band (its largest international 
touring band ever) and some parent 
supporters and performed in what turned 
out to be the hottest recorded temperatures 
the country had ever experienced! Fresh 
from the ferry, the first performance was at 
Efteling Theme Park, the perfect opening 
activity, and of course they crammed in 
many rides in between sets. Next was a day 
busking in the historic city of Delft. The 
tour was finished off with a set as part of the 
opening ceremony for Rotterdam Carnival. 
The only regret was having to leave the next 
day to catch the ferry home. 

(Left) Edson Angus, recording ‘NTSB 30’ album at Ginger Studios in 2019. (Right) Musical 
Direction team member and Precious Metal tutor Karina Atkinson backstage at the Whitley Bay 

‘Playhouse’ Theatre, 2016. 
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NTSB 30th Anniversary Concert at The 
Saville Exchange 
 
In the months leading up to the concert a 
dedicated team of players and committee 
members spent hours going through old 
archives, photos and documents as well as 
interviewing present and past members of 
the band and managed to gather sound bites 
and videos which they were able to make 
into a 20-minute documentary. The 
documentary itself is an important record of 
NTSB's history and gave band members an 
opportunity to briefly express some of their 
sentiments. This can be viewed as a 2-part 
documentary on NTSB's YouTube channel  
and Facebook@NTSteelband. See link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVnzg
cph_Uc 
 
 

Confronting the Challenges of 
Lockdown 2020 - Impact on Members 
The year 2020 has been challenging for all 
globally. For NTSB, it’s been particularly 
repressive because it followed a dynamic 
year in 2019, celebrating the 30th 
anniversary. NTSB has a mixture of players 
in the band, many of whom have been 
playing together for between 10 and 20 
years, including about ten new young 
players and a similar number of older adult 
players. All faced new uncertainties in 2020 
as a result of COVID-19. NTSB decided to 
respond by making a conscious effort to 
continue with activities. Instead of stacking 
the pans away in cases and waiting for the 
pandemic to end, NTSB distributed as 
many of its pans as possible to its players to 
enable them to continue to play music. 
Through online facilities such as Zoom and 
Skype, NTSB kept in touch with its players 
through a weekly 'lime' and games and 
quizzes. A notable achievement was the 
project to record a lockdown video. The 
tune selected was ‘Lovely Day’ as a tribute 
to the late, great, Bill Withers who sadly 
passed away earlier this year. His beautiful 
rendition of ‘Lovely Day’ is also one of the 
band’s all-time favourites. A practice video 
was made of the melody along with a drum 
track to enable players to shoot their own 
home videos which were then submitted to 
Paul Thompson, their sound engineer, who 
edited the music, and Nat Bradley, their 
digital marketer, who edited the video and 

(Left) NTSB performing at Rotterdam Carnival outside of Centraal Station. (Right) Group shot 
Rotterdam tour July 2019. 

Performance Band on stage at 30th 
Anniversary concert, Saville Exchange, 

October 2019 
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graphics. The finished production involved 
20 players, including some from the adult 
band. Lovely Day -  
https://youtu.be/PzH3oN17zz 

 
During the easing of restrictions, the band 
was able to organise just one rehearsal, as 
its regular meeting place remained closed, 
and was booked for just one gig, but it is 
planning to resume socially distanced 
rehearsals as soon as legally possible. 
Another key aspect of the band's success is 
its financial stability, built on several years 
of intensive gigging in the noughties, when 
the band was regularly putting on over 70 
performances per year. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

. 
 
NTSB was registered as a charity in 1996 
and is run by an experienced board of 
Trustees, many of whom are players. 
Considerable time has gone into long-term 
planning to ensure the band remains 
financially buoyant to meet its many duties. 
Like all steelbands in the UK, income from 
performances ceased in 2020. Many bands 
have suspended all activities, but there is a 
feeling of optimism within NTSB that years 
of good planning will ensure sustainability. 

(Bottom left) Training Band Summer 
2019. (Bottom right). Grace Henderson, 
Tynemouth Food Market, Tynemouth 

Priory 2019 

Still from the Lovely Day Lockdown video May 2020 
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2020 - and the Future - Can the 
Arts Rebound? 
The lockdown caused by COVID-19 has 
confounded the entire sphere of arts and 
culture and several groups, who have been 
buoyant for decades, have fallen into 
insolvency. While Arts Council England 
has been able to support some well-
established organisations against 
liquidation, many others have dissolved 
irreversibly. Added to the financial 
hardship, being unable to meet for practice 
and gigs has left moral low among most 
groups. The camaraderie and social 
interaction experienced by these gatherings 
that have been expressed so eloquently by 
members of NTSB in its documentary are 
now severely strained as reliance on online 
communications become increasingly 
critical. We are undoubtedly facing the 
most challenging period of our time and 
with little indication of when it will be safe 
to work freely again; it will demand huge 
internal strength and communal support to 
subsist. 
 
Newcastle and the North East have had 
generations of success amidst turbulent 
periods of strong industry. While its 
innovators gave hope and success, it 
subsequently declined due to external 
factors. But this experience has built up an 
innate resilience and has made its citizens 
creative and industrious to find solutions to 
deal with each crisis. This intuitive 
fortification will be needed again as the city 
reshapes itself post-COVID-19. The 
dwindling of its natural resources and 
concomitant loss of its heavy industry, has 
progressed the city toward more reliance on 
its historical past, culture and arts. NTSB, 
with three decades of a strong presence in 
the North East, is determined to hold 
steadfastly to its hard-fought groundwork 
and infrastructure and look into innovative 
ways to stay at the leading edge of this 
artform which we have nurtured, 
developed, gained community confidence 
and built up a strong portfolio.    

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

(Top) Musical Direction, team member 
and tutor Michael Darling, Harrogate 

Christmas Market. (Immediately above) 
Precious Metal, Whitley Bay Light House 

Matthew Wade, Wansbeck Music 
Festival Solo U16 Champion, March 

2019. 
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Dave Edwards, Retirement Party 2014 

(Left) Wedding, Newcastle Vermont Hotel 2019 (Right) Durham Hot Air Balloon 
Festival 2018. (Below) Commonwealth Celebration, Tyne Theatre, 2018. 
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Abstract  
 
In this paper I give a brief account of how I conducted the research in my PhD thesis, my 
methodology, motivations and conclusions.  In my work, I explore Carnival as intangible 
cultural heritage, and the oral subculture of British Caribbean Carnival, which preserves and 
transmits this in the U.K. today. 
Here, I also discuss my work as part of the team who delivered ‘Carnival in a Box’, a digital 
Carnival experience of curated video parades, galas, and activities, which was developed as a 
response to the cancellation of Carnivals in 2020 due to Covid-19 restrictions (2020).  
 
 
 
Key words: Orality, Bakhtin, Ong, British Caribbean Carnival, Intangible Cultural Heritage, 
Horned and Devil Mas, Grenada and Carriacou. 
 
 
Introduction 
Presenting your research is a daunting 
prospect for any new researcher, especially 
when your work challenges accepted 
theoretical orthodoxies, and, by extension 
the work of other colleagues. My recently 
completed thesis does just this. Decoding 
Twenty First Century Carnival, examines 
the role of orality and the oral tradition in 
British Caribbean Carnival, whilst 
challenging established perceptions of 
Carnival and masquerade. 
In this article, I give an overview of my 
research, the motivation for my work, and 
the key themes which have emerged as I 
have conducted this undertaking. My 
research challenges the almost universal 
application of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of 
Carnival and the Carnivalesque (Bakhtin, 
1968). I propose s instead alternative and 

additional theoretical frameworks which 
could be applied to Carnival, specifically, 
orality and the work of Walter Ong (2012). 
I argue that Caribbean Carnival is an 
intangible cultural heritage, and not solely 
a relief from social tensions, a party or 
artistic performance as it is often described. 
I explore the retention of African 
masquerade in contemporary British 
Caribbean Carnival, and use this to examine 
the role and use of orality by Carnivalists in 
the U.K. Most importantly, using orality 
allows me to develop alternative 
interpretations of Carnival, outside of those 
provided by Bakhtin’s theoretical 
framework.  
The arrival of enslaved Africans on the 
Caribbean islands are known facts, and 
therefore I am able to use historical 
descriptions of African masquerade written 
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by Edward Long (1774) and Hans Sloane 
(Sloane,1688 cited in Williamson, K., 
2008), to establish a timescale of orality. I 
argue, therefore, that the intangible 
cultural heritage of enslaved Africans can 
be traced during a time period of 
approximately three hundred and fifty 
years. 
 
Regarding my own positionality as a 
Black British Nigerian academic, I feel 
that it is important to state that I am not 
using the retention of African 
masquerading traditions as an attempt to 
claim Caribbean Carnival as an African 
cultural expression, nor dismiss other 
cultural influences. Any such assertion 
would lack credibility because of the 
obvious impacts of enslavement and 
creolisation on Caribbean culture.  
However, it is clear that African 
masquerading traditions, have shaped, and 
remain influential in the Caribbean 
Carnival. Therefore, the focus of my 
research is the role of orality in preserving 
and transmitting these retained African 
masquerading traditions in contemporary 
British Caribbean Carnival.  
I am regularly challenged about how little 
time I have spent looking at creolisation in 
Caribbean Carnival and masquerade. 
However, my defence is that the academic 
descriptions of creolisation, for example in 
Burton (1997), focus largely on the 
acquisition of European culture, the 
Europeanisation of the African. As a result, 
Carnival is often described as the imitation 
of Lenten festivals by enslaved Africans, 
without any recognition of the African 
culture brought by the enslaved themselves. 
Looking for clear and indisputable 
examples of retained African cultural 
heritage in British Caribbean Carnival is 
rather like trying to unscramble an egg. The 
heritage of the many African nations 
enslaved in the Caribbean, along with the 
other cultures of indentured labourers and 
which have been present in the Caribbean 
region for centuries, and which migrated to 
the U.K. presented many challenges. This 

led me to focus much of my research on 
Grenada and the Grenadian diaspora of 
Carnivalists here in Britain as eighty-two 
per cent of the island’s population is of 
African ancestry, and therefore any retained 
African cultural practises would be more 
evident. In examining Carnival as 
intangible cultural heritage, I also use the 
semiotic theory, and the work of Stuart Hall 
and Roland Barthes, to examine the 
codified messages in Mas, and the 
importance of orality in knowing how to 
decode these messages. Lastly, I introduce 
the concept of fluid orality, where orality 
and literacy to co-exist and allow the 
participation in a dominant literate culture 
and an oral subculture simultaneously.  
When beginning my research five years 
ago, I was surprised at how little academic 
work exists about Carnival in Britain, 
outside of the notable works by Farrar and 
Connor (2011), Holder (2017), Ramnerine, 
(2007) and Ferris and Tompsett (2007) and 
Alleyne-Detmers(2005). These studies 
focus on particular locations, notably 
Notting Hill Carnival and Leeds Carnival. 
In my work I wanted to take a n holistic 

Figure 1. Egungun shrine (external), Lagos 
Island, 2018.  

Tola Dabiri, personal collection. 
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view of Carnival across the country, to 
establish patterns and commonalities. 
Therefore, it was necessary to conduct a 
large number of interviews (forty-one) to 
collect the evidence needed for my 
research. 
 
This year, in addition to concluding my 
thesis, I also managed the delivery of a 
digital Carnival production, ‘Carnival in a 
Box’, a digital response to the cancellation 
of Carnivals everywhere. A description of a 
digital project may seem at odds with a 
paper about orality. However, it has been 
argued that the development of information 
communication technologies (ICTs), has 
led to the resurgence of orality in society, 
and the perceived importance of text to 
reduce (Hartley, 2012). Ong (2012) 
described this development as ‘secondary 
orality’, which although in displaying some 
of the characteristics of orality, is 
dependent on and underpinned by literacy. 
Although Ong’s analysis of digital media is 
true, I believe that Carnival in a Box allows 
the Carnivalists (who self-selected and 
contributed their videos for curation), a 
form of voice, through the expression their 
culture and art.  
 
Carnival in a Box - A Digital 
Carnival Experience. 
It seems paradoxical in this year of no 
Carnivals, of empty Mas Camps and quiet 
streets, that the voice of Carnival has rung 
out loud and clear, through the many digital 

channels and productions which have tried 
to fill space usually occupied by Carnival 
on the road. Carnival in a Box was one of 
these programmes (Carnival in a Box, 
2020). With funding from Arts Council 
England’s Emergency Fund, I managed a 
team which developed and delivered the 
project which ran from May to October 
2020. Our aim was to produce a Carnival 
experience which could be enjoyed at 
home. The idea of a Box was inspired by 
the constant supply of boxes which were 
bringing us all supplies during lockdown. 
The Box also referred to an idea about 
being inside an holistic Carnival 
experience. ; Some years ago, we had 
discussed how we would like to develop a 
totally immersive, digital Carnival 
experience, and Carnival in a Box is our 
first step towards making that a reality. We 
developed a bespoke site to house our 
digital products (carnivalinabox.co.uk). 
The Carnival in a Box team crowd sourced 
videos of Carnival performances, which 
were edited into eight parades and galas. On 
our featured artist page, we also celebrated 
the work of exceptional Carnival artists and 
designers   including Carl Gabriel and 
Hughbon Condor. For non-Carnivalists, we 
also provided a range of Carnival arts 
videos and activities including how to make 
costumes, simple backpacks and 
performance makeup, and colouring sheets 
to support wellbeing and mindfulness in 
children and adults. We also took another 
step in realising our ambitions for an 

Figure 2. Still images of the video ‘The Carnival in a Box’ animated logo.                                           
Copyright Carnival in a Box 2020 
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immersive experience, by developing a 
prototype augmented reality application 
(app.); a video of it working can be seen on 
the Carnival in a Box website; some of the 
still images are shown in Figure 2. We plan 
to expand these exciting developments with 
another Carnival in a Box project in 2021. 
The team who developed Carnival in a Box 
were established artists (Rebecca Tortora, 
Mark Osborne, and Ashley James Brown) 
and emerging artists (Niamh Caulfield 
Lynch, Lana Hughes and Tex Royale). 
Andrea Hayes and I managed the project 
and associated administrative tasks.  
 
We look upon the site as a collaboration 
between us and the Carnival artists who 
provided us with the footage. We received 
contributions from thirty-two Carnival 
artists and bands, and we maintained a 
relationship with sixty-five artists and other 
stakeholders throughout the project, with 
regular newsletters, Facebook, and other 
social media posts. We used a very 
democratic approach, as we invited 
contributions from any Carnivalists, either 
as solo performers and designers, Carnival 
bands and musicians, and also from leaders 
of whole Carnivals. For example, the New 
Carnival Company on the Isle of Wight sent 
videos from a previous Mardi Gras 
Carnival, whilst Cowley Road Carnival in 
Oxford and Huddersfield Carnival, and St. 
Paul’s Bristol shared footage from their 
2020 virtual Carnivals which had been 
broadcast online.  
In taking this approach and allowing any 
Carnivalist to self-select the videos which 
they wanted to be included, we believe that 
Carnivalists have represented themselves, 
to have their own voice in our Carnival 
‘Box’. In addition to self-selection of 
materials by the artists we kept our editorial 
policy as light-touch, and accepted videos 
shot on mobile phones, cameras and 
professionally produced, although our 
preference was for raw footage of 
performances rather than slick promotional 
films. We accepted that this would mean a 
compromise in the quality of the video that 

we received. For videos with poor sound 
quality, we used calypsos from Alexander 
D Great, and soca from Pax Nindi and 
music from Robert Smith.  We strongly 
believed that accepting videos from 
everyone would ensure that the project was 
completely inclusive, and this was more 
important than producing footage which 
had high production values but excluded 
many contributors. As a result, all forms of 
Carnival performance, art and culture 
currently practised in the U.K. can be seen 
on the Carnival in a Box site, and British 
Caribbean Carnival. Mas, Pan, Calypso and 
Soca are well represented. Unfortunately, 
we did not receive any videos of traditional 
Mas, and very little South American 
Carnival. 
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The Carnival in a Box site was launched 
with our first parade on August 24th 2020, 
and we released our final illuminated 
parade on October 31st 2020, Hallowe’en.  
During this time, we produced four gala 
performances; four parades; six featured 
artists interviews; seven art activities; and 
our Black Lives Matter statement featuring 
a powerful Calypso and pioneering videos. 
The site has had over nine thousand visits 
so far, and we hope to keep it accessible for 
the foreseeable future, although sadly no 
new content will be added. We are planning 
to create another Carnival Box in 2021, 
which we hope will create more 
opportunities for interactions between 
Carnivalists and audiences, more art 
activities and workshops, and our further 
developments in augmented reality. We 
have learnt valuable lessons from the 
challenges that we encountered this year. A 
significant challenge that we encountered 
was the very short time scale. We had to 
plan, develop and deliver the whole project 
within six months, to meet with the 
conditions of our Arts Council England 
grant. Also, although crowd sourcing 
yielded great results, we found that a 
disadvantage of this approach was that the  

 
amount and subject of the videos submitted 
was unpredictable, and so we needed a very 
flexible approach in the curation of the 
parades and videos. Although we planned 
to end accepting videos for curation before 
the launch of the project, in reality we 
continued to accept footage almost until the 
end of the project in October. The breadth 
of Carnival performance, arts and music on 
display in Carnival in a Box, is heartening. 
The Carnival community often appears 
fragmented, but in Carnival in a Box, a 
wide representation of Carnival can be 
found. 
We would love to have stayed longer! We 
hope that Carnival in a Box was at least a 
small splash of colour and excitement in 
this very bleak year, and made a positive 
contribution to keeping the spirit of 
Carnival alive.  
Although the development of Carnival in a 
Box was informed by the knowledge that I 
had gained during my research, it differs 
significantly from the aims of my PhD. The 
‘voice’ of Carnival in a Box is found in the 
ability of Carnivalists to select materials 
which form a digital representation of 
Carnival, without any direct contact with 

Figure 3. The Carnival in a Box site homepage.                      Copyright Carnival in a Box 2020. 
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Carnivalists. In my research, on the other 
hand, the ‘voice’ is a physical as well 
conceptual, and very much based within the 
interactions between Carnivalists, the oral 
personal communications which transmits 
and preserves the intangible cultural 
heritage of Carnival.  
 
I argue that orality is essential and central 
to Carnival. I will now go on to discuss my 
thesis, Decoding Twenty First Century 
Carnival – Orality and British Caribbean 
Carnival in greater detail below. 
 
Decoding Twenty First Century 
Carnival – Orality and British 
Caribbean Carnival  
In my thesis I ask four research questions. 
These are firstly, is there is a functioning 
oral subculture in British Caribbean 
Carnival? Secondly, is the orality used and 
why? Thirdly, whether the oral tradition is 
used for the preservation and transmission 
of intangible cultural heritage? Finally, can 
we see Ong’s descriptions of oral cultures 
in British Caribbean Carnival groups? 
Using the findings of my research project, I 
am able to answer all of these questions, 
proving that orality continues to play an 
important role in Carnival in Britain.  
 
Some notes on language 
In my thesis I describe Caribbean Carnival 
in the U.K. as British Caribbean Carnival, 
to reflect the impact of British culture and 
multiculturalism on the masquerading 
traditions which arrived in Britain during 
the post-war Windrush-era migration. 
Throughout my research, I capitalise 
Carnival. This is because in doing so I refer 
to the entire phenomenon of Carnival, the 
intangible cultural heritage, art, 
performance, as opposed to Carnival day or 
Carnival arts. I use orality to describe the 
act of oral transmission of information, of 
speaking, listening and memory. I use oral 
tradition to describe what information is 
transmitted from person to person in this 
way. I argue that this distinction is 
important as it the people of Carnival who 

are preserving and transmitting their 
intangible cultural heritage, and without 
this oral transmission, I contend that, this 
heritage, and the ability to understand it – to 
decode it - is at risk. 
 
Literature Review  
I consulted a wide range of books and 
journal articles during my research, a 
selection of which I briefly discuss here.  
I have already highlighted the paucity 
academic work that has been published 
about British Caribbean Carnival. 
Therefore, I had to turn instead to 
Caribbean academic studies, where there is, 
in contrast, a large amount of published 
work about Trinidad Carnival, it’s history 
and traditions. In my research I used the 
work by notable scholars such as Errol Hill 
(2007), Rex Nettleford (2003), Richard 
Schechner (2004), Claire Tancons (2012), 
Milla Riggio ( 2004, 2015) and Hollis 
Liverpool (2001) to inform my thinking 
about the development of Carnival. When 
exploring African masquerading and 
culture during enslavement, I consulted 
Edward Long (1774), Hans Sloane (1688), 
Thomas Thistlewood’s diaries (1750 -1786, 
in Hall, 1989) for historical descriptions, 
and  Ashie-Nikoi (2007), Richard Burton 
(1997) Handler and Bilby (2012) for 
contemporary analysis. Finally, I use the 
work of Stuart Hall (1997), Roland Barthes 
(2009), and Jacques Derrida (1982) and 
others, in my discussions about semiotics. 
However, my work is underpinned 
throughout by the work of Mikhail Bakhtin 
and Walter Ong. 
 
Methodology  
I use ethnographic research methodology, 
grounded theory and hypothesis coding to 
collect and analyse the data collected from 
interviews and participant observation in 
the U.K. and Grenada. As I discuss 
throughout this paper, my exploration of 
British Caribbean Carnival is firmly rooted 
in the people who make Mas and go on the 
road, the Carnivalists themselves and their 
culture. My methodology, ethnography, (a 
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subset of cultural anthropology) reflects 
this.  
 
In this year, where there has been a global 
resurgence of Black awareness and power, 
the entrenched negative and misleading 
narratives around Caribbean and African 
history and culture are being radically 
reassessed. I hope that my research will 
contribute to this fight. 
 
Speaking Up – my motivation to conduct 
my research. 
I will begin this section by discussing my 
reasons for taking an unconventional 
approach to Carnival scholarship. This 
arose not from academic curiosity, but from 
my personal observations of Carnival. 
Carnivalists face great challenges to ensure 
Carnival’s continued survival in the U.K., 
without compromising its cultural integrity 
as a valid and recognisable cultural 
expression and not solely street theatre, 
performance or tourist attraction as it is 
often categorised. 
 
Central to my reason for undertaking a 
Carnival research project at all, was my 
desire to explore what I perceived as a 
disconnect between how Carnival was 
described to me by policy makers, some 
academics and cultural institutions, and 
how this contrasted sharply with what I had 
observed myself during my years of 
working with Carnivalists. How the 
Carnivalists I know describe their own 
culture and performance to me, differed 
greatly from the descriptions of the non-
Carnivalsits described above. It was why 
these two opposing views of Carnival had 
developed at all, and what continues to 
perpetuate this conflict that interests me. I 
believe that Bakhtin’s theory of Carnival 
and the Carnivalesque are at the root of 
these differing interpretations, as I describe 
below. 
 
Other motivating factors for me are access 
and participation to arts  

and heritage. I have worked in the cultural 
sector for many years, managing projects 
and initiatives such as Carnival in a Box, 
which are intended to take culture to 
inaccessible and diverse communities.  It is 
confusing that although Carnival reaches 
these very communities, its culture 
continues to be undervalued, and its 
importance dismissed. Observing this, I 
have to also ask questions about the value 
and purpose of culture, but more 
importantly for my research I have to ask 
the question, whose culture is seen as 
valuable and whose culture is seen as 
important? It is clear that contemporary 
British Caribbean Carnival, is not valuable 
or important, and I examine the 
manifestations and impact of this on 
Carnivalists and orality in depth.  
 
My longstanding interest in orality and 
Carnival as intangible cultural heritage is 
also a great motivation for my research. 
This began when I managed the Carnival 
Archive Project at the UK Centre for 
Carnival Arts in 2011. Having also written 
about orality and Romanis in my 
undergraduate thesis, I was fascinated to 
observe orality at work in Carnival, and the 
juxtaposition between oral preservation and 
the formal archiving practises which were 
being introduced. It was also during this 
time that I began to question the creolised 
explanations of the Mas and its origins 
which dominate Carnival discourse, and to 
consider instead the presence of retained 
African and other cultures in traditional and 
contemporary masquerade. This was the 
starting point for my research in 2015, 
when I began work on my doctorate.  
And lastly, I was motivated by my desire to 
learn about what role Carnival performs for 
Carnivalists, and particularly what 
messages and codes were stored within 
Mas, and how to recognise and understand 
these. In my thesis I discuss the layers of 
interpretation which exist, and how these 
codes and messages have lost all practical 
significance and have become instead 
semiotic signs. I argue that recognising 
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these signs can provide important 
information about the history of the Mas 
and the enslaved Africans who took it to the 
Caribbean. 
Like many PhD candidates, my research 
project began to feel interminable at times, 
and I often felt that I had lost sight of my 
original intentions in embarking on my 
studies. However, the motivations that I 
describe here were able to enthuse and re-
enthuse me during these challenging times 
and continue to motivate me now. I believe 
that I am only starting to address the 
questions raised above. This work has 
barely begun. To date four key themes have 
begun to emerge which are, Bakhtin’s 
theories; orality; intangible cultural 
heritage; and semiotics. I will discuss these 
further in the section Speaking Out, below. 
 
Speaking Out – Key Themes in my 
Research 
During my research I explored four key 
themes. The first theme was the role and 
impact of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of 
Carnival and the Carnivalesque, as set out 
in the influential work, Rabelais and His 
World (Bakhtin, 1968). The second theme 
was the role and importance of orality in 
contemporary Caribbean Carnival culture 
in the U.K, and the work of Walter Ong. 
The third theme was Carnival as intangible 
cultural heritage. The last theme was 
semiotics, and an early discussion around 
the identification of, and ability to 
understand the codes in Mas. Although I 
spent some time examining the first theme, 
Bakhtin, the remaining themes were 
examined together throughout my research 
because I contend that orality preserves the 
intangible cultural heritage of Carnival, and 
its meaning which are analysed in semiotic 
theory. I developed a terminology which I 
used when discussing these themes. In my 
research I distinguish between the terms 
orality and the oral tradition. Orality is the 
mechanism of transmitting and preserving 
information orally using speech, from 
person to person. The oral tradition is the 
intangible cultural heritage of Carnival, 

which in turn preserves and transmits 
specific pieces of information. In my thesis 
I use the metaphor of tracks and trains, and 
passengers. Orality is the tracks, the oral 
tradition is the train, the specific pieces of 
information such a Mas character or pan 
melody, are the passengers. Although Mas 
bands in the U.K. contain a diversity of 
ethnicities and players, it is still possible to 
see orality at work and in some examples of 
retained African masquerade traditions, 
such as the Sensay, Mokos and Moko 
Jumbies, and I argue strongly Jab Jab, as I 
will discuss later in this paper (Dabiri, 
2018). I will now discuss my examination 
of Bakhtin’s theories in the section below. 
 
Speaking Truth – Challenging and 
Extending the Theories of Mikhail 
Bakhtin 
I began my research, like many Carnival 
scholars, with Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories as 
set out in his influential work on Rabelais. I 
divide Bakhtin’s theoretical approach into 
his theory of Carnival and his theory of the 
Carnivalesque. Carnival, as described by 
Bakhtin, is a time of excess, gross realism 
and sanctioned misrule. Bakhtin’s theory of 
the Carnivalesque describes a subversion of 
norms, a temporary challenge to the 
established order and sanctioned misrule 
that occurs during Carnival time. I argue 
that whilst what is witnessed on Carnival 
day can be described by Bakhtin’s 
descriptions of Carnival, it is his theory of 
the Carnivalesque which is more 
problematic. Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque is 
widely applied, and is often used as an 
explanation of Carnival, particularly by 
non-Carnivalists. I argue strongly 
throughout my thesis that Carnival is not 
the Carnivalesque; Carnival is richer and 
more complex than the Carnivalesque to 
which it has been reduced (Dabiri, 2018). 
The influence of Bakhtin’s theories of 
Carnival and the Carnivalesque influence 
the perception of Carnivalists and their 
culture in the minds of policy makers, 
funders, academics, the police and security 



International Journal of Carnival Arts VOL 2– DECEMBER  2020 

   

 142 

services, and cultural institutions, as can be 
seen in the evidence I collected. 
I heard the influence of Bakhtin’s theories 
when I interviewed representatives from a 
range of organisations including Arts 
Council England, The Victoria and Albert 
Museum and the Local Government 
Associations. All of the interviewees’ 
responses reflected Bakhtin’s interpretation 
of Carnival and the Carnivalesque and 
contained phrases such as ‘world turned 
upside down’, ‘freeing yourself’ ‘it brings 
people together’.  These descriptors 
differed greatly from those used by British 
Caribbean Carnivalists who responded with 
words such as ‘ancestors’, ‘tradition’ and 
‘heritage’. But it is often forgotten that 
Bakhtin was not writing about Carnival; in 
fact, Bakhtin, the literary theorist was 
writing about Rabelais’ comic novels 
Gargantua and Pantegruel (Rabelais, 
1532:1534:2006), and their descriptions of 
strange and festive lands. I would say that 
the Carnival that I witnessed in the Koln 
region of Germany, more closely resemble 
Rabelais’ descriptions and Bakhtin’s 
analysis, than can be said of British 
Caribbean Carnival. 
 
I argue that the widespread application of 
Bakhtin’s theories has negatively impacted 
British Caribbean Carnival, and is part of 
the development of a misconception of 
Carnival as only a party, or as performance.  
Other interpretations of Carnival, I contend, 
are given little credence. In addition to his 
theories about Carnival, Bakhtin’s theory of 
the chronotope (a specific place and time 
where events take place, Vice, 1997), 
further contributes to this picture of 
Carnival. The chronotope restricts Carnival 
to Carnival day itself, and ignores its 
continuing importance of Carnival all year, 
to the British Caribbean Carnivalists who 
make it.  
 
I believe that the influence of Bakhtin’s 
theories has led to development of policies 
and interventions which restrict and control 
the phenomenon of Carnival and the 

Carnivalists. I describe these policies as the 
centripetal forces which encircle and distort 
Carnival. Carnivalislts and Carnival need to 
demonstrate a bewildering amount of 
attributes to gain the support needed for 
Carnivals to take place at all. Carnival must 
be art but not heritage; heritage but not art. 
It must attract large audiences but deliver 
the lowest crime and disorder rate of any 
other public event. It must create revenue 
from tourism and be financially viable, but 
not expect access to any of the income 
generated. There are just a few of the 
contradictions that Carnivalists must 
navigate in order to go on the road.  
 
On balance, it can also be argued that to 
some extent, Bakhtin’s theories have been 
used to fill a gap in knowledge that exists 
about Caribbean Carnival outside of the 
Carnival community. British Caribbean 
Carnival culture often appears closed, 
guarded, and difficult to navigate. 
Therefore, in some respects Bakhtin has 
become an easy, if incomplete, short cut to 
understanding Carnival. I believe that as 
Bakhtin describes Carnival as it is 
observed, and orality can be used to 
describe Carnival from the inside, as it 
experienced by Carnivalists. 
 
For the reasons that I have outlined above, 
it is necessary to challenge and extend 
Bakhtin’s theories, to achieve a more 
accurate understanding of British 
Caribbean Carnival.  There are a range of 
alternative theoretical approaches which 
could be used to develop an alternative 
interpretation of Carnival, including 
history, ethnography and art history. 
However, in my research I have used orality 
in order to gain a greater understanding of 
Carnivalists and their intangible cultural 
heritage, and I discuss this further in the 
section Finding Voice below.  
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Finding Voice - Orality, Ong and 
Intangible Cultural Heritage 
As I discussed, I am using orality as an 
alternative theoretical framework for my 
research, and I am looking at residual 
orality in British Caribbean Carnival, where 
some characteristics of oral cultures remain 
within literate, post-industrial societies. 
 
The dominance of Bakhtin’s theories 
outside of the Carnival community as 
discussed earlier, have not only distorted 
the importance of Carnival to the culture 
and identity of Caribbean people, but also 
to Carnival’s potential to act as a bridge 
between the disrupted histories in the 
region and the African diaspora. In my 
research I argue that Carnival is a repository 
of the intangible cultural heritage, which 
has been preserved and transmitted using 
orality. The data which I collected from my 
interviews with respected Carnivalists 
including Arthur France, Colin Prescod, 
Ruth Tompsett and Alexander Loewenthal 
(aka. Alexander D Great) provided the 
evidence that supported this view. None of 
my Carnivalist interviewees described 
Carnival using Bakhtinian terms, but 
instead described Carnival as tradition, 
heritage, ancestor worship and ritual. 
 
Caribbean Carnival fits into the definitions 
of intangible cultural heritage as set out in 
the UNESCO Convention for the 
Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (2003). The convention defines 
intangible cultural heritage as ‘the 
practices, representations, expressions, 
knowledge and skills – as well as the 
instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural 
spaces associated therewith – that 
communities, groups and in some cases, 
individuals recognize as part of their 
cultural heritage’ (UNESCO, Article 2, 
2003). UNESCO has developed five 
domains of intangible cultural heritage 
which are; oral traditions and expressions, 
traditional craftsmanship; performing arts; 
social practices, rituals and festive events; 
knowledge and practices on nature and the 

universe. It is clear that Caribbean Carnival 
and masquerade can be identified in the 
domains of traditional craftmanship; social 
practice and ritual; performing arts; and as 
I discuss in my research, oral traditions and 
expressions. Unfortunately, as the 
government in the U.K. has not ratified the 
UNESCO convention, and there is no 
requirement to safeguard intangible cultural 
heritage, and therefore neither Carnival, nor 
its oral traditions have protection.  
 
Ong’s work, Orality and Literacy (2012), 
is invaluable in my research, in particular, 
it provides a comprehensive examination of 
orality and oral cultures. However, Ong’s 
work also presents some challenges. 
Firstly, the work is Western in its focus, and 
promotes the importance of literacy. 
Although Ong writes sympathetically about 
orality and oral cultures, he is steadfast in 
his belief that societies must progress from 
oral to literate cultures if they are to develop 
higher thought and scientific progress. I 
disagree with Ong strongly on this point, 
and I argue that orality has and continues to 
be an effective mechanism for the 
transmission and preservation of 
information and knowledge within oral 
cultures. Ong’s affection for oral cultures 
contrasts with Marshall McLuhan (1969) 
and Julian Jaynes’ (2000) comments about 
the superiority of Western culture and 
inferiority of oral cultures. It also necessary 
to acknowledge that the work is outdated, 
because Ong’s death in 2002, meant that he 
was unable to fully assess and include the 
impact of the development of ICTs on 
orality, literacy and society. However, there 
have been attempts to address this omission 
the in the revised anniversary edition edited 
by John Hartley in 2012. These caveats 
aside, Ong provides a robust framework for 
the identification and analysis of oral 
cultures, which I used extensively in my 
research. Orality and oral cultures are found 
throughout British Caribbean Carnivals, 
and can be seen in Mas camps, workshops, 
rehearsals and musical performances, 
where instructions and apprentice style  
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learning is used to transmit and preserve 
information, within close knit groups with 
strong family ties.  
 
Ong writes that oral cultures often contain 
and ritualise conflict, as can be seen in the 
frequent disputes and extremely 
competitive environment of British 
Caribbean Carnival. Most importantly for 
my work, Ong discusses how orality is used 
to preserve and transmit the intangible 
cultural heritage of Carnival, as ancestor 
worship, rituals and tradition, in the stories 
of people and Carnivals past, the 
unchanging Carnival route, Mas characters, 
dances, music and songs, which invoke 
powerful memories. And indeed, the 
preservation and transmission of 
information orally manifests in the ability 
of Carnivalists to store and repeat 
information stored in memories, can also be 
seen in British Caribbean Carnival, and is 
an essential skill. However, within the 
wider, literate society, orality is viewed 
with suspicion, and often challenged as an 
unreliable repository of information, 

Liverpool (2001) writes that unless 
corroborated by text based or 
archaeological evidence, members of oral 
cultures and their oral testimony are often 
ignored.   
 
This places British Caribbean Carnivalists 
at a disadvantage when discussing the 
importance of Carnival with the funders, 
policy makers, police and security services 
and cultural institutions, where, as I discuss 
below, the understanding of Carnival is 
heavily influenced by Bakhtin’s theories. 
From my data gathered from interviews 
with the cultural and policy organisations 
which control the environment within 
which Carnival takes place, with the 
exception of the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund, there is very little recognition of 
British Caribbean Carnival as  intangible 
cultural heritage, or awareness of the need 
to safeguard this repository of culture and 
knowledge.  
 
To test my hypothesis that orality can be 
used to preserve and transmit intangible 
cultural heritage reliably and accurately, I 
use two different case studies. Firstly, I 
trace the occurrence of horned and Devil 
Mas in Jamaica, Grenada and Trinidad, and 
secondly and the traditional Mas of 
Grenada. I use these examples of preserved 
intangible cultural heritage, to establish a 
timeline for orality of over three hundred 
years, leading from the masquerade of the 
earliest enslaved Africans in the Caribbean 
to the streets of Britain. However, I must 
clarify I am not proposing that all 
contemporary Carnivalists are knowingly 
performing African masquerading rituals, 
or that these rituals have remained intact 
and unchanged.  Rather, that these rituals 
(or remnants of these) have become instead 
semiotic signs which can be followed, but 
have lost their original meanings, and have 
been shaped by the environments of 
enslavement, colonisation, and migration 
(Dabiri 2019). I discuss the development of 
Mas as semiotic signs later in the section 
Show and Tell below. 

Figure 4. Making Carnival Mas Camp, 
West London, where many 

characteristics of oral cultures described 
by Ong, including apprentice style 

learning and close kinship ties. August 
2018. Tola Dabiri, personal collection 

 

Tola Dabiri, personal collection 
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I selected horned and Devil Mas as my first 
case study because it is an example of how 
creolisation and the belief of 
deculturisation of enslaved Africans have 
become the accepted discourse around 
Carnival and allowed Bakhtin to dominate 
Carnival theory. It is widely argued that 
horned and Devil Mas are representations 
of the Christian Devil, which appeared after 
the emancipation of enslaved Africans. 
However, in my research, I cite a number of 
references of the appearance of horned Mas 
characters before this time. These include 
the writings of Hans Sloane in 1688, and 
Edward Long in 1774. In the journal article 
Running John Bull: The Provenance of a 
Masquerade in the Lesser Antilles, Nicholls 
(2009) describes the performance of horned 
and Devil Mas by enslaved Africans as part 
of the pre-emancipation Christmas 
festivities. Although notable Carnival 
scholars such as Milla Riggio (2015), and 
some horned and Devil Mas players 
themselves place the appearance of horned 
and Devil Mas after the emancipation of 
enslavement, like Nicholls I believe that 
there is credible evidence that this 
masquerade was performed during 
enslavement, and as such is an example of 
retained African culture in Mas. I do not 
believe that the horned and Devil Mas 
characters such as Jab Jab and Jab Molassi 
developed solely as the representation of 
the Christian Devil, but are, in fact, a 
continuation of a masquerade which has 
been preserved and transmitted using 
orality. In my research I explore several 
possible origins of this Mas, including the 
Epke masquerade of the Efik in South 
Western Nigeria, and the Yoruba horned 
deities of Esu and Oya. I argue strongly that 
horned and Devil Mas is intangible heritage 
which has been preserved and transmitted 
using orality for over three hundred years, 
and has developed during this period into 
semiotic signs, which now represent the 
preserved culture of enslaved Africans. 
Other examples of this which I include in 
my research are the Dominican Sensay and 

Grenadian Shortnee, However I am at the 
very beginning of my journey, and I expect 
to discover much more. 

 
My second case study of orality is the 
traditional Mas of Grenada and the 
Grenadian diaspora in the U.K. In order to 
explore the preservation and transmission 
of intangible cultural heritage in 
contemporary British Caribbean Carnival 
culture, I conducted field research on 
Grenada and Carriacou. My aim was to 
assess whether traditional Mas in Grenada 
is preserved and transmitted within the 
Grenadian diaspora who take part in British 
Caribbean Carnival. During my stay on the 
islands, I conducted interviews and 
undertook participant observations with 
Grenadian Mas groups and band leaders. As 
eighty-two per cent of the Grenadian 
population is of African descent, it was also 
an opportunity to assess the retention of 
African masquerade and culture still 
present in Grenada. Although 
geographically small in size, Grenada is 
home to a wonderful variety of Mas, such 
as Viecoux, Shortnee and Jab. Much of this 
masquerade I argue, contains retained 
African masquerade traditions such as 
Yoruba Egungun, and the Ekpe masquerade 
of the Efik peoples. It is evident that orality 
is essential to the preservation and 
transmission of the traditional Mas of 
Grenada, as very little written information 
about it exists, outside of the work of late 

Figure 5. In Veicoux costume! St. 
Marks Parish, Grenada. Tola Dabiri, 

personal collection. 
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Nelly Payne (1999). Despite being a 
modern nation, which embraces literacy, 
technology and education, Grenada 
provides ideal environment for the 
continued survival of orality. During my 
stay I observed that Grenadians are rooted 
to their families and their land. These close 
kinship ties and close-knit communities 
allow orality and the intangible cultural 
heritage of Mas to retain a great strength 
and survive, although there are also 
concerns about safeguarding and the 
influence of other cultural influences. 
 
Carriacou and its tradition of Big Drum and 
Nation Dance, by contrast, has been the 
subject of many academic studies including 
those of Lorna McDaniels (1998) and 
Edwina Ashie-Nikoi (2007). Big Drum and 
Nation are the preserved intangible cultural 
heritage of Africans enslaved the island 
since the eighteenth century. Big Drum has 
preserved not only the heritage of the 
enslaved Africans, but also knowledge 
about the ethnicity of the enslaved for their 
descendants. Big Drum and Nation Dance 
is still performed in the nation order in 
which the enslaved arrived on the island 
which is Kromanti, Arada, Igbo, Congo, 
Mandingo, Chamba, Banda and Temne 
(Ashie-Nikoi, 2007). Carriacou and Big 
Drum are important examples of the 
retention of African culture during 
enslavement, which have been preserved 
and transmitted using orality. Big Drum 
and Nation Dance demonstrate the 
resistance and resilience of the enslaved, 
and challenge the beliefs held by Craton 
(1995) and others, that African identity and 
culture were completely lost during the 
trauma of enslavement, or were absorbed 
into the homogenisation of creolisation.  
 
The data that I collected during my field trip 
demonstrates the continued importance of 
orality in the transmission and preservation 
of Mas in Grenada, and that traditional Mas 
continues to retain African masquerading 
traditions, In my the final part of my thesis 
I examine orality in British Caribbean 

Carnival and I use semiotic theory to 
discuss the its importance of orality in 
decoding Mas, and I discuss this further in 
the section Show and Tell below. 
 
 
Show and Tell – Orality, Semiotics and 
British Caribbean Carnival 
In the concluding part of my thesis, I 
examine the role of orality in contemporary 
British Caribbean Carnival, and how it is 
used to preserve and transmit intangible 
cultural heritage. I discuss British 
Caribbean Carnival is a residual and not a 
primary oral culture, which exists as a 
subculture within the literate post-industrial 
British society. I describe how I use my 
findings from my research trip to Grenada, 
and my interviews and participant 
observation with Grenadian groups in the 
diaspora in the U.K. to I also use semiotic 
theory to explore how orality is the key to 
understanding and interpreting Mas and 
how I observed orality in action. However, 
what I observed was not solely the 
transmission of traditional Mas, but also 
how orality is used to transmit the living 
culture of contemporary British Caribbean 
Carnival. Oral theorists such as Ong (2012) 
and Finnegan (2012) describe orality and 
literacy as constant states, that is to say that 
orality and literacy are on a progressive 
continuum. Ong goes further writing that 
developing literacy skills psychologically 
reshapes the mind and thought patterns 
entirely. However, I disagree with Ong on 
this point, and I propose instead a state of 
fluid orality, where people can move in and 
out of orality as required.  
 
Carnivalists in the U.K. function 
successfully in highly literate 
environments, and many achieve 
educational and professional success. 
However, when with their Carnival bands, 
they use orality and the oral tradition. This 
does not fit the assumptions of Carnivalists 
as illiterate and incapable of higher 
analytical thought, as proposed by the 
theorists above, rather, I argue, that they 
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can exist in two states, orality and literacy, 
at the same time.  

  
During my visits to Mas camps of the 
Grenadian diaspora, when I asked about the 
of traditional Mas, three categories of 
intangible cultural heritage were discussed, 
all of which represented the traditions and 
experiences of these Carnivalists, as 
Grenadians, British Caribbeans and Black 
British. The first response was that 
traditional Mas is played by the band as 
closely as possible as it is in Grenada 
(intangible cultural heritage as 
Grenadians); the second category was a 
hybrid of British Caribbean and traditional 
Mas (intangible cultural heritage as British 
Caribbeans); and lastly no traditional Mas 
at all but a deep connection with Grenadian 
heritage (intangible cultural heritage as 
Black Britains). 
 I represent these categories in Figure 7.  
 
 
 

Below, The Ripples of Grenadian Mas.  
(Grenadian Mas / green; British Caribbean 
Mas / gold; Black British Mas / red). 
 
Figure 7: The Ripples of Grenadian Mas 

 
In the final part of my thesis, I return again 
to the question of the differing 
interpretations of Carnival, and what this 
means to our understanding of what is being 
preserved and transmitted. I use semiotic 
theory to discuss decoding the Mas, and the 
representation and social codes; Roland 
Barthes (2009) and Jacques Derrida (1982) 
on sign systems, to explore this. I conclude 
that our ability to interpret the semiotic 
signs of Mas are dependent on our 
proximity to it, and our use of orality, in 
other words, the closer we are to traditional 
Mas, the more about its retained African 
culture is understood, and conversely the 
further away we are the less can be 
understood.  
 
 
 
I summarise this in ‘The Ripples of Mas’, 
where each ripple represents a form of 
engagement with Carnival, and how I 
assess the ability of the people in that ripple 
to understand all of the semiotic signs in 
contemporary British Caribbean Carnival 
(see Figure 8).   
 
 
 

Figure 6. Shortnee Players, 
Calabash Carnival Club, 

Notting Hill Carnival 2018.  
Tola Dabiri, personal 

collection. 
 

Figure 6. Shortnee Players, Calabash 
Carnival Club, Notting Hill Carnival 

2018.  
Tola Dabiri, personal collection. 
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• Caribbean Carnivalist, green/centre 
– all aspects of the Mas are 
understood /decoded  

• Mas player / Carnival artist, 
red/second ripple – most aspects of 
Mas are understood /decoded. This 
group include Mas players who are 
not of Caribbean heritage 

• Carnival enthusiast, blue/ third 
ripple – some aspects of the Mas are 
understood /decoded  

• Carnival party-goer, purple/ fourth 
ripple – very little Mas is 
understood /decoded  

• General public, pink/ fifth ripple – 
no Mas is understood /decoded 
unless mediated through the media 
or someone from one of the other 
categories 
 
Figure 8: The Ripples of Mas 

 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
This paper is a brief overview of my 
research to date. My thesis has taken over 
five years to complete, in four countries and 
three continents, but I feel that I have barely 
started! Orality is important because it not 
only preserves and transmits traditional 
Mas, but also because it allows British 
Caribbean Carnivalists to talk about their 
own culture and history in their own words. 
Orality allows us to challenge the 
reductionist and inappropriate application 
of Bakhtin’s theories alone, ensuring that 
we create a more accurate picture of 
Carnival and of the Carnivalists who make 
Mas and keep its stories alive. 
I will end this paper as I ended my thesis 
with a phrase that I have written many times 
during my research, as I continue to pursue 
this challenge 
 
‘Carnival is not the Carnivalesque. 
Carnival is richer and more complex 
than the Carnivalesque to which it has 
been reduced. This  cannot be repeated 
often enough.       
                (Dabiri, 2020). 
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