A MUSICAL LEARNING JOURNEY TO MAYARO
A bus full of talented musicians and Commonwealth Resounds! personnel from eight
different Commonwealth countries set off from Port of Spain on Wednesday 25th
November. They travelled together through fascinating, diverse areas of Trinidad to the
community of Mayaro, where they planned to run workshops and give performances to
the community.
The musicians and others involved were Eugene Skeef ( South Africa), Zagba Oyortey
(Ghana), Keith Waithe, Deo Persaud, Shiv Nandan, Marlon Adams and Richard Stephen
(Guyana), Smokey Burke (Barbados), Claudio Kron (Brazil), Sarah Ndagire (Uganda) Alison
Cox, Martin Wess, Joe Richards and Kit Downes (UK) and Kamla Rampersad de Silva
(Trinidad).
Our excellent driver Martin from Route 2 Transport had prepared carefully for the trip,
and with much foresight and inspiration had provided a microphone with a long lead plus
a good supply of cold refreshing drinks in the bus. This microphone was the catalyst for an
amazing sequence of musical and educational experiences which no‐one could have
predicted.

The journey was two hours long. All musicians had their instruments and workshop
materials with them, ready to greet the Mayaro community. The weather was fine, and
spirits were high. Two or three of the Guyanese musicians in the bus began to drum
spontaneously for sheer pleasure. Others joined in, and before long there was a terrific

pounding energy in the bus, interspersed with laughing and shouting as the musicians
improvised together.
The drumming was exhuberent and dynamic. Some musicians had softer instruments or
wanted to use their own voices. This is where the microphone came into its own. Keith
Waithe suddenly started to add his special vocal gymnastics to the drumming texture –
the microphone enabled everyone to hear this. Then Keith began to play his flute, using
sounds and colours from the Guyanese rainforest interspersed with jazz rhythms.

Eugene Skeef demonstrated on the udu some beautifully evocative ideas from his South
African heritage. The little percussion pattern he shared with Keith Waith, Kit Downes, Joe
Richards and the drummers was inspired by the positive, anti‐racist ethos of Buxton
Fusion (based on Deo Persaud's story of how their cultural integration is a creative answer
to the inter‐ethnic hostilities prevelant in Guyana). Eugene’s exercise was based on a
fusion of African and Indian mnemonics (bols in classical Indian percussion). This is a
device of actually vocalising the percussion patterns to make it easier to learn and retain
them. At the back of the bus Claudio Kron was trying out a Brazilian rhythm against the
rhythm of the Guyanese drummers. Later on, Alison Cox (who was looking after Eugene’s
precious udu for him whilst he played other instruments) joined in playing soft sounds on
the udu. Even our photographer Martin Wess, a non‐musician was handed an instrument
and encouraged to join in!

Sarah Ndagire from Uganda, sitting at the front of the bus then decided to sing. She stood
up, took the microphone and, facing the other musicians, taught them how to play
rhythmic patterns and motifs from Uganda to accompany her song. She sang a moving
song about a woman in Uganda undertaking her daily work and was warmly applauded.
The musicians had now been in the bus for one‐and‐a half hours. Zagba Oyortey (who had
been dancing at the front of the bus) suggested that we might stop at a nearby beach for a
rest. This suggestion was greatly welcomed!

We stopped at the lovely Manzanilla beach. There were few other people around. The sea
was warm, blue and inviting, and several musicians splashed in it. The beach was fringed
with tall coconut trees. One of the Guyanese musicians, Richard Stephen, decided to shin
up the tall straight tree trunk and knock down cocunuts for us all! We were amazed at his
agility, skill and expertise! He borrowed a savage‐looking machete from a local and sliced
the tops off for us to drink. This was a new experience for many of us!!

The final lap of the journey took us half an hour. We arrived at Mayaro Community Centre
and were able to relax and enjoy lunch before the workshop participants arrived.
Joyceline Abraham made us very welcome, and the delicious lunches were carefully
prepared for us by Malloo's Catering

A class of tiny children arrived excitedly for the workshop. We were all delighted to see
them. Eugene Skeef and Joe Richards immediately finished their lunch and went to begin
working with them

These lucky children and their teachers were then treated to a spectacular musical feast
run by not just one – but by FOUR expert international project leaders – Eugene Skeef,
Claudio Kron, Sarah Ndagire and Keith Waithe who were supported by the excellent group
of Guyanese drummers Buxton Fusion, plus all the other musicians present.

It was a pity that more children and others from the Mayaro community could not be
present to benefit from the workshops with these brilliant musicians, but Eugene, Sarah,
Claudio and Keith were all delighted by the lively response from the young children.

Everyone thoroughly enjoyed themselves during the four short workshops. The teachers
who brought the children also joined in wholeheartedly, and encouraged the children
when necessary. At last it was felt that the children had had enough, and we all gathered
together to say thank you and goodbye to one another.

A photograph of everyone involved in the project was taken framed by colourful banners
specially designed for the occasion

After this had finished, the Commonwealth Resounds! team climbed back into the bus for
the journey back to Port of Spain. On the way home, Smokey Burke set the tone for the
return journey by speaking about the cultural history of Barbados and gave us an insight
into the different kinds of rhythms in the country. This inspired the musicians to find out
more about one anothers’ cultures. Each person in turn took the microphone and spoke to
the rest of the group about their lives, musical interests and cultural characteristics. This
was a quiet, reflective journey where we gazed out of the windows at the passing villages
and communities – and listened very carefully indeed to whoever chose to speak to us.

This wonderful musical learning journey proved to be one of the highlights during The
Commonwealth Resounds! for the musicians involved.
We were all very moved and excited by the events of the day and feel that there is much
potential here for cultural development in Trinidad. The bus journey gives musicians of
different levels of experience and different cultural backgrounds time to interact and
learn from one another. The place of arrival is where they work together with children or
other members of the community and can transmit their skills to different people.
Learning journeys of this kind could be promoted by Trinidad as a real opportunity for
visitors or tourists not only to take a sightseeing tour, but also to learn something of
Trinidad’s musical culture – and to learn some practical musicial skills themselves. We
should very much like to try some further experiments of this kind – ideally involving
experienced musicians from Trinidad and from The Commonwealth Resounds! plus a
group of enthusiastic tourists!
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