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 In “Feel Like Going Home,” the first film in the seven-part documentary series 

for PBS entitled Martin Scorsese Presents The Blues: A Musical Journey, director 

Scorsese states the following about Othar (Otha) Turner, one of the last living proponents 

of the southern fife-and-drum tradition: 

It’s a miracle that Otha’s fife and drum ever made it all the way to northern 
Mississippi, because before the Civil War, slave drums were banned throughout 
the South. And if you were caught with a drum, you could be put to death…. 
When you listen to the fife and drum, the presence of Africa is unmistakable. 
Something was kept alive in this music. These rhythms were carefully preserved 
and passed down, generation after generation, through slavery, through Jim Crow, 
right up to the present. It was an act of survival.1 

 
Martin Scorsese is, of course, not a scholar of the blues, but is his dramatic statement 

about Othar Turner and fife-and-drum music mere hyperbole, or is there something more 

to it? Is the presence of Africa “unmistakable” in this music, and was the preservation of 

this music an “act of survival?” Certainly other scholars of American traditional music 

have made similar claims that this music descended from African roots, and that it can be 

found throughout the African Diaspora. Others, however, have described this tradition as 

merely a syncretic mix of many styles that resulted in a re-Africanization of the fife-and-

drum musical style in the southern United States.2 As is the case in many debates about a 

verifiable regional lineage of a certain style of music, there is not a clear-cut definition as 

to the heritage of fife-and-drum music of the southern United States. This paper will trace 

the possible African progenitors of the southern fife-and-drum tradition, as well as its 

roots in military band music in the United States and analogues in other regions outside 

                                                
1 Martin Scorsese, dir. 2003. “Feel Like Going Home,” Martin Scorsese Presents the 
Blues: A Musical Journey, DVD. Columbia/Legacy C7D55808. 
2 John Storm Roberts, Black Music of Two Worlds: African, Caribbean, Latin, and  
African-American Traditions (New York: Schirmer Books, 1998), 54-55. 
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of Africa, in an attempt to investigate these claims more fully. From an organological 

standpoint, this paper will describe both types of drums used in these ensembles, the 

snare and bass drum, as well as the process of cane fife construction. Also from this 

standpoint I will investigate corollaries among other flute and drum ensembles from 

Africa and the Caribbean. In addition, this paper will provide an overview of previous 

studies of southern fife-and-drum music, as well as provide an historical background via 

the biographies of some of the major figures in this tradition. I will also investigate issues 

of performance practice in fife-and-drum music, contexts and occasions for the music, as 

well as attitudes toward the musicians and their sociological place within their 

communities. 

The tradition of African American fife-and-drum music first received scholarly 

attention in the early 1940s, though the music probably came into existence around the 

time of the Reconstruction. This music, played almost primarily by African American in 

the southern United States, features a cane fife, up to two snare drum players, and a bass 

drum, which play polyrhythmic dance music for festivals or picnics. Musicians such as 

Othar Turner,3 Ed Young, Sid Hemphill, and Napoleon Strickland found subsequent 

                                                
3 Othar “Otha” Turner was of the most important modern proponents of the southern fife-
and-drum tradition. He was born in 1908 east of Jackson and Canton, Mississippi, in 
Rankin County, and spent nearly the entirety of his life in Gravel Springs, Mississippi, 
near the towns of Senatobia and Como, and about an hour from Memphis. He worked on 
the railroads in the Midwest at an early age before returning to Mississippi. Turner spent 
the rest of his life working as a sharecropper and subsistence farmer, which he felt was as 
or more important than his musical output. Turner formed his own group, the “Rising 
Star Fife and Drum Band,” which featured many of his family members, including his 
daughter Bernice. Turner’s band consisted of four pieces: fife, two snare drums, or 
“kettles,” and a bass drum. Years later, Scorsese used the Turner’s song “Shimmy She 
Wobble” for the soundtrack to his 2002 film Gangs of New York, and subsequently 
featured Turner in his aforementioned blues documentary series. Turner released his first 
full-length album of fife-and-drum music, Everybody’s Hollerin’ Goat in 1998 at the age 



Davidson 4 

acclaim not only through documentary films that featured their music, but also regionally 

at picnics and folk and blues festivals in and around northern Mississippi. Interest in this 

music grew steadily as the main proponents of the tradition gradually passed away, 

though only a few scholars have made studies of this music, such as Alan Lomax, David 

Evans, Bengt Olsson, and George Mitchell. With the exception of Evans’s work on the 

subject, many of these studies focus on a small group of musicians and tend not to give a 

comprehensive account of the history of the tradition or its variants. Unfortunately, no 

full-length study on this music has been written while these musicians were alive, and an 

ethnographic study would be difficult to undertake without a vibrant, living tradition 

within the region. While the future of this music remains uncertain, there are a number of 

historical sources that can be investigated in order to get a sense of its context and place 

in musical history. 

Alan Lomax made the first recordings of fife-and-drum music in Tate and Panola 

Counties in Mississippi in 1942, and made subsequent trips to the region thereafter. 

George Mitchell went to this region in 1968 and made recordings of another group. In 

1969, Evans began his fieldwork on fife-and-drum bands and found fife-and-drum groups 

outside of Tate and Panola Counties, in the adjacent counties of Marshall and Lafayette, 

Mississippi. In 1972, Bengt Olsson discovered a group in Fayette County, Tennessee, 

near Marshall County, and found that the tradition existed recently in Shelby and 

                                                                                                                                            
of 90. This recording was subsequently named one of the “Essential Blues Albums of the 
Decade” by Rolling Stone magazine. The next year he recorded another album, this time 
with musicians from Senegal, Africa, which was entitled Otha Turner and the Afrossippi 
Allstars: From Senegal to Senatobia. Turner received a number of honors and awards 
near the end of his life, including a National Endowment for the Arts Heritage Award 
(1992), Smithsonian Lifetime Achievement Award, Mississippi Delta Blues and Heritage 
Festival, and the Charley Patton Lifetime Achievement Award. Turner died in 2003 at the 
age of 94. His daughter Bernice died within the same day at the age of 48. 
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Lauderdale Counties, near Memphis. Mitchell also found a fife-and-drum band in Talbot 

County, Georgia, near Missouri, which Evans subsequently recorded in 1970.4 Renewed 

interest in fife-and-drum music came in the late 1990s, with the re-release of a number of 

Alan Lomax’s recordings by Rounder Records entitled The Alan Lomax Collection, and 

culminating in Martin Scorsese’s aforementioned documentary, which included an 

interview of Othar Turner that was made by blues guitarist Corey Harris, with narration 

by director Scorsese. Unfortunately the rekindling of interest in fife-and-drum music 

came at a time when the tradition had become nearly extinct. 

Lomax discovered the fife-and-drum groups while on a recording trip to 

Mississippi in 1942, after he had heard about a group led by Sid Hemphill, a blind 

musician from Senatobia, in the hills of northern Mississippi. Hemphill, who was born in 

Como, Mississippi in 1876 to a musical family, was proficient on nine instruments, 

including fiddle, quills (four- or ten-hole cane panpipes), fife, guitar, mandolin, drums, 

and the organ.5 He was also an instrument maker, and made his own fiddles, drums, fifes, 

and quills. Hemphill and his group, which included Alec Askew, Lucius Smith, and Will 

Head, recorded examples of fife-and-drum music, quill-and-drum music (a panpipe 

variant), and string band music for Lomax on this trip, many of which were later released 

as part of David Evans’s Afro-American Folk Music from Tate and Panola Counties, 

Mississippi. Lomax returned to this area on two different occasions, and 

subsequently met Jessie Mae Hemphill, Sid Hemphill’s granddaughter, who had 

taken up the bass drum in the ensemble. Lomax visited the Mississippi Delta area in 

                                                
4 Evans, “Black Fife and Drum Music,” 163. 
5 Jared Snyder, “Fife and Drums.” in Encyclopedia of the Blues, ed. Edward  
Komara (New York: Routledge Press, 2006): 323. 
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1959 while on a recording trip for Atlantic Records. Lomax recorded the brothers Ed, 

G.D., and Lonnie Young, on fife, snare and bass drum respectively, as well as Lonnie 

Young’s son, Lonnie Young, Jr., on the snare drum. Lomax recorded three songs that 

were released by Atlantic as part of their Southern Folk Heritage Series.  

Alan Lomax also found fife music outside of Mississippi, in the Georgia Sea 

Islands. While his initial trip to the region was in the 1930s, his recordings from this 

region were not made until the 1960s. This fife in this music was not used as a solo 

instrument alongside drums, but rather as a complement to southern-gospel-style vocal 

singing with banjo and handclapping. Lomax released his recording of the song “Beulah 

Land” on his Georgia Sea Islands album in the early 1960s. 

The roots of the fife-and-drum ensemble tradition in the southern United States 

are varied and hard to pinpoint with any certainty. The most obvious point of origin 

within the United States is the American military band experience of African Americans 

beginning in the seventeenth century. However, musical variants of fife-and-drum music 

that bear a more striking relationship to the black southern tradition are found in many 

areas of the Caribbean, including Jamaica, and Nevis and St. Kitts in the Leeward Islands 

of the West Indies. Much of these musics can be traced to various regions of Africa, 

including Ghana and Mali in West Africa, as well as the Sudan. 

Some of the earliest accounts of the pairing of the fife and drum in what would be 

considered typical of the fife-and-drum ensemble can be found at the time of the 

foundation of the Old Swiss Confederacy in 1291. According to the history of the 

Kentish Guards Fife and Drum Corps, a fife-and-drum militia that has been active in 

Rhode Island since 1774:  
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The first time that they were used together in a form which we would recognize as 
“fife & drum” was in Switzerland. The Swiss had won their freedom in 1291, and 
had become famous for the bravery and excellence of their military. The needs of 
extended marches and camp life encouraged the development of fife and drum 
music in the 1400’s. The rest of Europe took notice of this military musical form 
at the climatic Battle of Marignano (near Milan, Italy) in 1515. 
 
The Germanic Principalities adopted this military music in the 1500’s and 1600’s. 
The French employed Swiss mercenaries in the 1600’s and 1700’s, who used their 
fife and drum music and influenced the rest of the French Army. During the reign 
of Queen Anne of Great Britain the English Army had become very disorganized 
and undisciplined. The Hanoverians (George I) who succeeded Queen Anne in 
1714 reorganized the English Army, requiring the troops to march in step to 
proper military music. Thus fife & drum music was adopted by the British 
military (except for the Scottish regiments). This was the model, which the 
English colonists in North America followed in forming their military 
organizations.6 
 
This European history of fife-and-drum music traveled with the colonists to the 

New World, and encountered African slaves along the way. African drums and dancing 

were banned in the New World colonies throughout the United States and Caribbean 

soon after African slaves arrived. The major fear of the colonists was of slave 

insurrections, and large gatherings of Africans were prohibited. The English scientist and 

explorer Sir Hans Sloane noted while in Jamaica that the African slaves “formerly on 

their Festivals were allowd [sic] the use of Trumpets after their fashion, and Drums…. 

But making use of these in their Wars at home in Africa, it was thought too much inciting 

them to Rebellion, and so they were prohibited by the Customs of the Islands.”7 Aside 

from social gatherings and the problems that might arise therein, of particular concern for 

                                                
6 Author unknown, http://www.kentishguards.org/fifendrumhistory.htm (accessed March 
14, 2009). 
7 Sir Hans Sloane, A Voyage to the Islands of Madera, Barbados, Nieves, S. Christopher 
and Jamaica, with the Natural History of the of the Last of Those Islands…. (London: 
printed by B. M. for the author, 1707-1725,) I, lii. Quoted in Dena J. Epstein, Sinful 
Tunes and Spirituals: Black Folk Music to the Civil War (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1977), 58-59. 
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the colonists was the amplitude of trumpets and drums, and their ability to communicate 

at great distances. Furthermore, the drum symbolized a heathen African heritage of which 

the missionaries and colonists did not approve. According to Richard Cullen Rath, “the 

Europeans knew drums were powerful tools, but could not quite comprehend how this 

was so.”8 Many provisions were made to outlaw such instruments. In Barbados the 

following decree was made: “Whatsoever Master… shall suffer his Negro or Slave at any 

time to beat Drums, blow Horns, or use any loud instruments, or shall not cause his 

Negro-Houses once a Week to be search’d, and if any such things be there found, to be 

burnt… he shall forfeit 40 s. Sterling.”9  

Similar stentorian measures were taken in the United States. As early as 1695 

there was a law passed that banned the assemblage of Negro slaves, though it soon 

expired, and would not re-emerge for a number of decades.10 After the Stono Insurrection 

in 1739, in which nearly one hundred slaves revolted against their masters, resulting in 

the death of sixty whites and thirty slaves, South Carolina passed the Slave Act of 1740. 

This act banned dangerous weapons such as wooden swords, as well as the use or 

possession of drums, horns, or other loud instruments that could be used to signal other 

slaves for a similar revolt.11 Additional laws were passed through the end of the 

eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth centuries, particularly in southern states, that 

prohibited slaves from gathering to drink and dance or to play drums or dance after 

sundown. 

                                                
8 Richard Cullen Rath, How America Sounded, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2005), 79. 
9 Quoted in Dena J. Epstein, Sinful Tunes and Spirituals: Black Folk Music to the Civil 
War (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1977), 59. 
10 Epstein, 59. 
11 Epstein, 59. 
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While these louder instruments were outlawed in slave society, they were 

particularly useful in military service; in fact, the only musical outlet for African 

American drummers and horn players was in the military. At the beginning of the 

seventeenth century all servants regardless of race or status were required to undergo 

military training, and every company had a fifer or bugler, and a drummer.12 Slaves, who 

learned military instruments such as the fife, drum, and trumpet, were welcomed into the 

militia as essential musicians. By the middle of the century, however, fears of slave 

uprisings led to laws that exempted nonwhites from military service; they could only 

participate in a non-combat capacity such as music. In 1723, an act was passed in 

Virginia that stated, “Such free Negroes, Mullatos, or Indians, as are capable, may be 

listed and employed as Drummers or Trumpeters....”13 During the Revolutionary War the 

Virginia Act of 1776 stated specifically that black men “shall be employed as drummers, 

fifers, or pioneers.”14 Similarly, during the Civil War slaves similarly were allowed to be 

fifers, drummers, and occasionally buglers in the Confederate Army.15 Many southerners 

brought their slaves with them to the front to act as body servants, as in the case of 

General John B. Gordon, who used his slaves as a fife-and-drum band. Dena Epstein 

hypothesizes that the use of these musicians in a military capacity seemed to indicate 

three possible explanations: a lack of able-bodied men, a lack of competent musicians, 

and a remnant of the long tradition of black military musicians in England.16  

                                                
12 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (New York: W.W. Norton  

and Co., Inc., 1971), 42. 
13 Epstein, 119. 
14 Southern, 74. 
15 Southern, 234. 
16 Epstein, 119. 
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As many as thirty runaway African American slaves, many of whom were from 

Charleston, South Carolina joined the Hessian forces during the Revolutionary war. A 

number of these men were employed as drummers or fifers. German military bands were 

considered by most Europeans to be the best in the world during the eighteenth century. 

These groups played a virtuosic style of music called “Janissary” music, which had been 

derived from Turkish military music. It featured several large drums, tambourines, reeds, 

and high-pitched flutes.17 In Germany, Africans were the preferred musicians for this 

style of music, particularly for their drumming skills. In contrast, the traditional fife-and-

drum bands that the English and American militaries used did not necessarily require 

virtuosity on the drums, a fact which Richard Rath believes “provides an explanation for 

why men skilled in African drumming traditions found such ready positions in Hessian, 

rather than in English or American regiments.”18 In these latter British-based regiments 

the drums were used to send loud, simple coded field instructions through rudimentary 

drum patterns, which did not require a lot of skill on the drums.19 

According to David Evans, the present-day African American tradition of fife-

and-drum music did not diverge from its white counterpart until the Reconstruction.20 

However, the music was becoming popular among African Americans, and the roots of 

the southern tradition of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had begun to 

take hold. One of Jefferson’s slaves at Monticello, Isaac, described an interracial fife-

and-drum team that played at the Governor’s Palace in Richmond during Jefferson’s term 

                                                
17 Rath, 95. 
18 Rath, 95. 
19 Rath, 95. 
20 Evans,  
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as Governor of Virginia.21 In the 1750s, fife-and-drum bands led parades for the election 

of slave “governors” in Hartford and Wallington, Connecticut.22 Holiday festivals such as 

Militia Day, also called Muster, or Training Day, were widely popular showcases for 

military music, including fife. Eileen Southern states that it is probable that “many a 

black fifer ‘picked up’ the skill of playing his instrument on these occasions.”23 Fifes 

were also used in ensembles from New Orleans that included tambourine, triangle, banjo, 

and Jew’s harp. This music was generally performed in a festival atmosphere to 

accompany jigs, reels, and Virginia breakdowns, particularly in Congo Square, one of the 

most famous examples of an area where drums were not banned in the U.S.24  

There are a number of regional variants of the fife-and-drum band in the 

Caribbean that have very similar musical characteristics to the African American 

tradition of the southern United States. John Storm Roberts recorded a West Indian fife-

and-drum ensemble performing what Roberts refers to as a quadrille, a type of square 

dance for couples that was popular in the nineteenth century at the court of Napoleon I, 

and later in England.25 In her article on the St. Lucian Kwadril, Jocelyn Guilbault notes 

that French and English colonists insisted that the black citizens learn European notions 

of order through quadrille evenings in order to eliminate the sensuality and lack of 

                                                
21 Epstein, 120. 
22 David Evans, “Black Fife and Drum Music in Mississippi,” in Afro-American Folk 
Arts and Crafts, ed. William Ferris (Boston: G.K. Hall and Co., 1983), 164. 

23 Southern, 42. 
24 Paul Oliver, Savannah Syncopators: African Retentions in the Blues (New York: Stein 
and Day, 1970), 20. 
25 "Quadrille," In The Oxford Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed. rev., edited by Michael 
Kennedy, Oxford Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t237/e8223 (accessed March 
14, 2009). 
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emotional restraint in the music and dance of the local population.26 Blacks, in turn, used 

this form of music to identify themselves with upper-class values and white privilege. 

Roberts noted that this music was a blend of both African rhythm and European 

form, the result of which “is extremely un-European.”27 This ensemble also included a 

triangle that played a rhythmically fast, ostinato pattern that is similar in some respects to 

timeline instruments in West African drumming. This particular West Indies fife-and-

drum recording included short, largely non-melodic phrases on the fife, with a lot of 

overblown notes and resultant squeaking. The drums and triangle, both of which played 

every eighth note in a measure, provided accents on specific beats (“ONE,” “TWO,” 

“THREE-AND,” “FOUR”). The drum also typically included a roll on the “and” of four 

that served to accent the downbeat of the subsequent measure. The tempo of this music 

was also much faster than was typical of the music in the southern U.S. 

Verna Gillis recorded this music in San Pedro de Marcoris in the Dominican 

Republic in January 1976. The piece that she recorded was a ten-minute long song called 

“Mummies,” which was music for mummers’ dramas at Christmastime. According to 

Gillis, this tradition had been brought to the Dominican Republic in the 1920s when 

blacks from the islands St. Kitts and Nevis, which had been colonized by the British, 

came to work.28 This particular recording features fife, kettle drum, bass drum, and 

triangle with the voice as the solo instrument. The texts of the mummers’ dramas, of 

                                                
26 Jocelyn Guilbault, “A St. Lucian “Kwadril” Evening,” Latin American Music Review 
6/1 (Summer 1985): 33. 
27 John Storm Roberts, Liner notes, Black Music of Two Worlds from Africa, Middle East, 
West Indies, South America and the USA, compiled and annotated by John Storm 
Roberts, Ethnic Folkways Records FE 4602, 1977. 
28 Verna Gillis, Liner notes, Cradle of the New World: Music from the Dominican 
Republic, vol. 3, recorded by Verna Gillis, with Ramon Daniel Perez Martinez, Ethnic 
Folkways Records FE 4283, 1976. 
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which there are perhaps nine different stories generally about death and rebirth, are 

passed down through oral tradition, as is the music. The main singer, sixty-five-year-old 

Theophilus Chilverton, feared that the tradition would soon die out because, according to 

Gillis, “the children of these immigrants from St. Kitts and Nevis don’t speak English, 

and there is a dwindling English-identified population.”29 This particular recording, while 

the snare accents the same beats as previous fife-and-drum recordings, does not feature 

the same sort of polyrhythmic activity as other traditions. The bass drum generally plays 

on every beat without any preferential accents, and the single snare drum plays a 

rhythmically simple phrase. Also, the fife’s melody, though it consists of short melodic 

phrases as in the other examples, is more similar to a triadic jig melody than it is to a 

melody based on a pentatonic scale, as in the case of the southern African American 

music. Similarly, Alan Lomax’s recording of a quadrille from these islands also does not 

exhibit complex polyrhythmic activity. The melody is also similar to the recording made 

by Gillis, and is melodically dissimilar to the pentatonic melodies in African, U.S., and 

other Caribbean variants. It is possible that this music reflects the influence of Anglo fife-

and-drum tradition more than any sort of Africanisms, as can be found in other areas of 

the Caribbean and United States. Interestingly, Richard Waterman posits that the 

situation of African slaves in the U.S. made it so that their former African polyrhythmic 

heritage was largely lost:  

In the main African percussion instruments disappeared, and with them the 
multiple-metered polyrhythms so characteristic of African music. The offbeat 
phrasing, which requires merely a dependable percussion beat as a point of 

                                                
29 Verna Gillis, Liner notes, Cradle of the New World. 
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departure, became attached to simple rhythmic patterns represented by European 
time signatures.30 

 
To be sure, percussion instruments largely disappeared in the U.S., but polyrhythms 

remained in the African American music, including that of the fife-and-drum ensemble. 

However, it is the music of St. Kitts and Nevis that seems to have lost these polyrhythmic 

qualities and gained distinctly more European musical traits. 

Samuel Charters recorded a fife player named Joseph Green in 1958 at Lisbon 

Creek, Andros Island, in the Bahamas. Green performed two songs for solo fife, “I Drink 

All the Rum and Never Get Drunk” and “Bad Woman.” Charters stated that, “Although 

the flute and the fife are little used in the Bahamas today both instruments were at one 

time very popular in the isolated settlements…. In the Grant’s settlement the quadrille 

and the schottische are still danced, and the flute is often used to accompany these older 

dances.”31 Green’s performance was on a new metal fife with a mouthpiece like a modern 

piccolo and without keys. Charters noted that both pieces were still used for dancing in 

the settlement, and that they seemed to be of English origin.32 

In 1954 George Eaton Simpson recorded Jamaican “John Canoe,” or Jonkunnu, 

music in Kingston that featured a fife-and-drum band. The “John Canoe” mummers’ 

ritual is a traditional type of masquerading, drumming, and dancing that takes place 

during the Christmas season, which their masters were compelled to give them by rule of 

                                                
30 Richard A. Waterman, “Hot Rhythm in Negro Music,” Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 1/1 (Spring 1948): 29. 
31 Verna Gillis, Liner notes, Cradle of the New World. 
32 Samuel B. Charters, Liner notes, Music of the Bahamas: Instrumental Music of the 
Bahamas, volume 3, recorded and edited by Samuel B. Charters, Folkways Records FS 
3846, 1960. 
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law.33 The masqueraders, who wear outlandish costumes and either crowns or animal-

head masks, are accompanied through town by a band that consists of two drummers and 

a fife player. Occasionally there is also a man playing a scraper made from an animal’s 

jawbone. According to Simpson, “One of the drums is slightly larger than a “rattling” 

(snare) drum, the other drum is of the same type except that it is smaller in diameter and 

taller. The second drum is approximately twelve inches across and eight inches high. 

Neither drum is factory made.”34 The origin of the name “John Canoe” is disputed, but 

Simpson gives a number of possible sources, from a memorial to a John Conny who was 

a celebrated tribal head on the Guinea coast, to a corruption of the words gens inconnus, 

which means unknown people because of the masks.35 John Canoe music has also been 

found at Christmastime in eastern North Carolina.36 

John Canoe music is continuous and without vocals, and bears a striking 

resemblance to U.S. fife-and-drum bands in its allegretto tempo, use of polyrhythms, and 

the fife’s short rhythmic repeated melodies limited in pitch content to three or four notes 

spanning an interval of a fifth. The snare drum in Simpson’s recording plays an all 

eighth-note pattern (eight beats of eighth notes to a measure) that are in turn accented on 

specific beats, namely “one,” “two,” “three-and,” “four.” A rattle accents the “ands” of 

each beat (e.g. one AND, two AND, three, AND FOUR AND). Melodically the fife’s 

two measure-long three-note phrases are antecedent-consequent, and tend to emphasize 

the tonic, third, and fifth of a major triad. Another fife-and-drum recording from the 

                                                
33 Olive Lewin, “Jamaica,” in Music in Latin America and the Caribbean ed. Malena 
Kuss, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 326. 
34 George Eaton Simpson, Liner notes, Jamaican Cult Music, recorded in Kingston by 
George Eaton Simpson, Ethnic Folkways Library FE 4461, 1954. 
35 George Eaton Simpson, Liner notes, Jamaican Cult Music. 
36 Oliver, 23. 
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island of St. Ann’s exhibited similar traits both rhythmically and melodically as the music 

in Simpson’s recording, with accents on the same beats and two separate melodic phrases 

that are varied in ornamentation throughout. The music does vary, however, depending 

on which character is being represented musically at a given moment.37 

Nearly every account of fife-and-drum music both in the United States and in the 

Caribbean references this music’s African heritage: Alan Lomax wrote that, “This Panola 

County fife-and-drum music was not an antique, it was Africa come to life in America”38 

and furthered this inference in his film The Land Where the Blues Began: “All through 

the north Mississippi countryside, the fife and drum bands call the folks to summer 

picnics, looking like the Spirit of ’76, Afro-American style.”39 Robert Nicholson added 

another less-nuanced description of the African-ness in this music: “Rhythm instruments 

rang out different tempos, combining to create polyrhythmic dance beats, an African pre-

Phil Spector wall of sound.”40 However, few scholars mention a specific region in Africa 

where this music may have come from, if such a point of origin even exists. 

John Storm Roberts makes reference to the existence of similar ensembles in 

West Africa, most notably on the coast of Ghana and Sierra Leone. However, Roberts is 

quick to acknowledge that this type of origin-hunting is less important than the 

understanding of syncretism in the music:  

                                                
37 Lewin, 326. 
38 Alan Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began,(New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 
343. 
39 Alan Lomax, American Patchwork: The Land Where the Blues Began. Produced by 
Alan Lomax, distributed by Jane Balfour Films, Ltd. (overseas), Pacific Arts Video  
(home video #PBS 260), and the Association for Cultural Equity, 1981. 
40 Robert Nicholson, Mississippi – The Blues Today! (London: Blandford, 1998. New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1999), 91. 
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This underlines the importance of not blindly attributing everything found both in 
Africa and in the Americas to an African root; both in Africa and the New World, 
these bands appear to have been derived from the European and Revolutionary 
War fife-and-drum bands. They are in fact not direct African survivals but further 
examples of a re-Africanization” of European material through inherited and 
African-derived attitudes to music….41 

 
 In the film The Land Where the Blues Began, Alan Lomax states in his narration 

over a scene of Mississippi fife-and-drum music, “And always musicians are surrounded 

by dancers, and improvise with them, as they do here in Mississippi, and here in Africa.” 

At this point the film cuts to a scene of an African transverse flute player and drummers 

in a festival scene with dancing. He does not make an explicit reference to where the 

footage came from, though the credits list the film as “The Drums of Dagbon,” 

improperly attributed to director Reiner Moritz, (the documentary was actually directed 

by Dennis Marks).  

The footage to which Lomax refers is of a Bamaaya performance by the Dagbamba 

people of northern Ghana. Bamaaya, according to oral tradition, was a religious musical 

performance for the land god Tingban(a) in order to pray for rain. The ritual entailed 

men dressing in women’s clothes who marched toward the head priest amid drumming 

and requested to be accompanied to the place of their god. It is said that their vigorous 

dancing caused the god to take pity on the “women” and caused a great amount of rain to 

fall. The name Bamaaya came from the gratitude of the people of the rain that they 

received. Presently this music is performed during funerals, festivals, and other national 

celebrations, and use historical, topical, or religious themes that reflect the social and 

                                                
41 Roberts, Black Music of Two Worlds, 55. 
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cultural beliefs of the Dagbamba people.42 Another possible interpretation of the origin 

of Bamaaya was that it was a dance that was used to ward off mosquitoes.43 Men wear 

Mokura (agbatoro) – a skirt worn around the waist, and Zupliga – a head turban, 

(perhaps due to the heavy Islamic influence in the region) hat, or other headgear. Also 

worn are chogla, which are secondary rattles worn around the ankles, in the case of the 

video made small pieces of metal that are woven together with string.44  

The Bamaaya ritual in the film shows a processional of dancers and musicians. 

Talking drums (lunsi) lead the procession, followed by two kettle drums, and a 

transverse fife/flute, called a Kalambo. This flute is about 12” long and 1” in diameter. 

In this case the mouth hole is approximately an inch from the end of the flute, which is 

closed, and there are four holes at the other end, which is open. As the procession stops 

and the dancers begin to dance in place, the drummers remain in formation as the fife 

player moves among the dancers and plays to them. Also in this performance are aspects 

of drum worship that are common throughout Africa. Members of the audience who are 

not participating in the dance pay homage to the musicians by sticking money to the 

drummers’ sweaty foreheads. Musically the tempo of Bamaaya music is quicker than 

many of the Caribbean or U.S. variants and does not feature the fife in as primary a role 

as in these other areas. 

The music of the African American fife-and-drum bands is similar in many 

respects to these Caribbean and African variants. The fife generally plays short, repeated 

melodic phrases, largely based on minor or major pentatonic scale. In most cases fife-

                                                
42 Alexander Akorlie Agordoh, African Music: Traditional and Contemporary. New 
York: Nova Science Publishers, 2005), 124. 

43 Dennis Marks, “The Drums of Dagbon,” Videocassette, Third Eye Productions, 1985. 
44 Agordoh, 124. 
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and-drum music of the United States tends to favor rolled snare drum patterns that are 

reminiscent of military drumming. However, this drumming would be classified as 

“hotter” than military drumming. The term “hot” in relation to drumming is derived from 

West African tribesmen and refers to drumming that is rhythmically compelling.45 This 

drumming is not as complex polyrhythmically as West African drumming, however, 

particularly in comparison with Bamaaya music. 

The song “Jim and John,” performed by the Young brothers, was recorded by 

Lomax in the summer of 1959. In addition to the typical fife-and-drum ensemble with a 

single snare, one of the drummers adds vocables based on the minor pentatonic scale that 

the fife plays. The snare drum rolls a sixteenth-note cyclical pattern that divides each 

individual measure into three parts, with two sets of three eighth notes followed by two 

more eighth notes. The snare accents the beats “ONE-two-three, ONE-two-three, ONE-

two” in this pattern. The bass drum largely accents the major beats within this division of 

the measure. Ed Young plays a fairly regular melody that spans more than an octave and 

is based on a minor pentatonic scale. It typically begins at the upper tonic in the octave, 

touches upon the third above, and proceeds downward across the pentatonic scale. 

Othar Turner’s song “Tango Twist” features a similar rolled sixteenth-note snare 

drum line, which both snare drums play, that divides the measure, as in Ed Young’s song, 

into sets of eighth notes 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2. However the division of the measure is not 

consistent throughout the song; at the beginning of the song the rolled accents fall on 

three and four, but shift to accent beats one and two by the middle of the song. The bass 

drum alternates between accenting each beat, to imitating the snare drum, to accenting off 

                                                
45 Waterman, “‘Hot’ Rhythm in Negro Music,” 24. 
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beats not played by the fairly regular snare drum phrase. There is not a distinguishable 

regular pattern to the bass drum, but rather it seems that the rhythm played is largely 

improvised within the context of the song. The result is a continuously shifting rhythm 

throughout the song. Turner plays a fairly regular melody of short phrases that alternate. 

The main phrase largely features the tonic and minor third of a minor pentatonic scale, 

and the consequent phrase revolves around the third, fourth, and fifth scale degrees. 

Napoleon Strickland’s46 version of “Shimmy She Wobble,” later released on 

Mississippi Delta Blues Jam in Mississippi, contains many familiar traits of the fife-and-

drum tradition. The title of the song is a generic reference to the way one dances to the 

tune, and is applied to a number of different songs. Martin Scorsese used a version of this 

song by Othar Turner in his film Gangs of New York (2002). In all of the versions of 

“Shimmy She Wobble” that I came across I found only one version by Strickland, but 

five by Turner in different contexts and with different ensembles. Turner’s versions 

featured such ensembles as the Afrossippi All-Stars, which featured musicians from 

Africa, and his own Rising Star Fife and Drum Band, in both festival and studio contexts. 

All of the versions by Turner were melodically and rhythmically similar, regardless of 

context, with very minimal melodic phrases on the fife. This limited melodic material 

could be attributed to Turner’s age at the time of these recordings, all of which were 

                                                
46 Napoleon Strickland (1924-2001), nearly twenty years Turner’s junior, became another 
famous figure of fife-and-drum music. He was born in Como, Mississippi, where he spent 
most of his life. Strickland was also proficient on the guitar, harmonica, and diddley-bow, 
a homemade one stringed instrument. Alan Lomax filmed Strickland and later used the 
footage for his “The Land Where the Blues Began” documentary for his American 
Patchwork series for PBS. Strickland was so popular within his home region that his 
hometown named an official “Napoleon Strickland Day.” In the mid-1980s, Strickland 
was involved in an automobile accident that forced him to retire from music and enter a 
care home in Senatobia, Mississippi. 
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made when he was nearing ninety years old. Strickland’s version is melodically more 

complex and employs many more pitches within the pentatonic scale on which the song 

is based. Also in this version the bass drum also plays a randomly shifting pattern, but 

does not echo the snare drum’s rhythm as had been the case in Turner’s “Tango Twist.” 

The fife, however, is not only played in combination with drums, as evidenced in 

Lomax’s 1959 recording of the song “Joe Turner” played by fifer Ed Young and Hobart 

Smith, a white banjo player who had never met Young prior to this recording session. 

According to Lomax, finding a suitable black banjo player in Williamsburg was difficult 

for Lomax during this trip, so he asked Smith with whom he had previously been 

acquainted.47 Lomax, in effect, constructed this mixture of race for the purposes of the 

recording. The music of Joe Turner is unlike many of the fife-and-drum tunes described 

previously. The fife does not play short and rhythmic melodic cells, but rather the longer 

melody of this particular popular song, copyrighted in 1915 by W.C. Handy. 

Fife-and-drum music in the southern U.S. shares with its counterparts in the 

Caribbean and Africa, as well as from its former military heritage, another important 

aspect. It, like these other variants, is used for picnics, festivals, or other celebratory 

occasions, just as mummers’ music in Jamaica and the Dominican Republic and 

Bamaaya music of the Dagbamba people is used. The bands in Mississippi play at large, 

generally all-black community picnics on holidays such as Labor Day and the Fourth of 

July, as well as for the Black Masons in late July.48 David Evans noted that one man in 

Senatobia sponsored picnics that would run the entire weekend. There would be “dancing 

                                                
47 Alan Lomax, Liner notes. Southern Journey: Velvet Voices – Eastern Shores Choirs, 
Quartets, and Colonial Era Music, The Alan Lomax Collection vol. 8, Rounder CD 
1708, 1997. 
48 Evans, 165-166. 
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to fife and drum music on Friday night, a baseball game Saturday afternoon followed by 

more music and dancing, another ball game on Sunday, and more music and dancing 

Monday afternoon and evening.”49 These picnics could attract hundreds of people from 

all over the region. 

 Othar Turner also sponsored picnics at his farm, though they tended not to last the 

entire weekend. Turner explained, “The picnic starts at one o’clock on Saturday and goes 

until twelve that night. That’s the end, because when twelve rolls up, the Sunday takes 

over. That’ll be the end of that. That’s the close-out, see. We don’t have drum playing on 

Sunday.”50 Furthermore, Turner insisted that his group end every performance with a 

religious song: “We play the blues, and we plays church songs. Our closing song, we’ll 

always play when we close, I don’t care what we play, our closing song, we plays a 

church song. We plays ‘When the Saints Go Marchin’ In,’ ‘Glory Hallelujah,’ that’s it.”51 

 Fife-and-drum music is one of the main highlights at these gatherings because it 

excites the crowd and incites them to dance. The musicians march into the picnic in a 

processional style, similar both to military marching and the aforementioned Bamaaya 

ritual. The march is generally led by a dancer who faces the musicians and walks 

backwards into the picnic. The fife is the first instrument in the ensemble, followed by 

the snare drum(s) and the bass drum. The musicians themselves dance when they play, 

swaying rhythmically, and occasionally, as in the case of the fifer Ed Young, bend down 

close to the ground. The fifer also occasionally sings a few lines of text during particular 

                                                
49 Evans, 166. 
50 Ferris, 177. 
51 David Evans,, Bill Ferris, and Judy Peiser, Gravel Springs Fife and Drum, VHS,  

dir. Bill Ferris, Memphis, TN: Center for Southern Folklore, 1972. 
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songs. Members of the crowd gradually join the dance, generally dancing alone, while 

other spectators shout encouragement at the musicians. 

Sometimes these dances, after it gets very late and much liquor has been imbibed, 

can become very sexually suggestive. Alan Lomax attended some smaller picnics in 

Mississippi in 1978 where Napoleon Strickland performed. He recounts the experience of 

the picnic with its sexually-tense dancing coupled with drum worship:  

He takes the rim of the bass drum between his legs, touching his crotch to it, and 
his pelvis rotates in little moments of intercourse…. Then things really heat up. 
Nap and his two young drummers dance entwined, face-to-face, their thighs 
interlocked, their hips rocking and bucking. Nap is behind one of the lads, 
symbolically screwing him from the rear, touching him.52 

 
Soon after the dance reached this level of excitement, a man insisted the Lomax stop 

filming in order to avoid any misunderstanding that this event was “a homosexual 

orgy.”53 Lomax understood the concern and made note that all-male dancing in this 

manner was not uncommon in Africa, and that mixed-couple dancing was rare around the 

world aside from Europe and its related countries.54 

The Construction of the Cane Fife and a Study of the Drums Used 

 The traditional fife as it is historically defined is a small cylindrical transverse 

flute made from a single piece of wood, or bamboo, with six finger holes. The fife has a 

narrow bore that makes it shriller and louder than a regular western flute.55 The fife that 

is played in African American fife-and-drum music it the South is homemade from cane, 

with a natural node at the end of the fife where the mouth hole is located. Modern fifes 

                                                
52 Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, 341. 
53 Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, 342. 
54 Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, 342. 
55 Howard Mayer Brown, et al, "Fife," in Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/09610 (accessed 
March 8, 2009). 
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can also be made of metal, as in the case of the player from the Bahamas that Samuel 

Charters recorded in 1958. Metal fifes, however, are less typical in these variants of the 

fife-and-drum tradition, of which the African American style is a variant. 

Othar Turner provided both visual and written documentation of his fife-making 

procedures. Turner learned to play and make the fife at the age of thirteen. He had 

previously learned to play the drums, but became transfixed with the fife after he saw 

some old fife-and-drum players. He was essentially self-taught on the instrument, with 

some advice and exposure to the repertory from his elders. He later recalled: “So I just 

kept a tuning and tuning and blowing and tuning. The more you do a thing, the more 

perfect it comes to you. The more I tried, the better it come to me. And so I tried and tried 

and I learned it.”56 In the documentary “Gravel Springs Fife and Drum,” Turner 

demonstrated his method of construction. He explained his method of finding the right 

cane: “You judge the length you want you cane – you going to make your fife a foot, or a 

foot and so many inches long. A two-foot cane is really too long to blow. It’s best a foot 

or so, I reckon. And your cane should be a medium size around. Too large a cane and you 

can’t tune it.”57 Once he found an adequate specimen, he stripped the leaves off with a 

knife, a procedure that he referred to as to “dress it down.”58 Turner took an initial 

measurement of the cane by clasping his fist around one end of the cane and extending 

his thumb outward. He placed his other thumb against the extended thumb and clasped 

his other fist around the cane. He would then mark the place on the cane where the outer 

edge of his inner fist was, and cut the cane with a knife. At that point Turner smoothed 

                                                
56 Ferris, 177. 
57 William Ferris, “Othar Turner, Cane Fife Maker,” in Afro-American Folk Arts  
and Crafts, ed. William Ferris (Boston: G.K. Hall and Co., 1983), 178. 
58 Ferris, 178. 
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off the newly-cut edge with a knife, testing its smoothness with his lips. Turner marked 

with a knife the place for an initial mouth hole three to four inches from the end of the 

cane. Turner built a small fire in a water pail using grass and twigs, into which he placed 

a metal rod. Once the rod had heated properly, he burned through the cane at his initial 

mouth hole with the red-hot poker. He also used the poker to push through the middle of 

the cane in order to clear out any obstructions. After he had cleaned out the cane, Turner 

marked and burned out the finger holes.59 The Gravel Springs video does not show how 

Turner measures where the holes should be, though Turner explained this aspect of fife 

making in his interview with William Ferris:  

You space your fingers on the cane, see, to see what distance apart to make the 
holes. I measure mine with my fingers. I know exactly what distance to go. That’s 
the way I do it. Then I take me a pencil and I mark right there where my finger’s 
at. Then when I go to burn the holes in the cane, I get right at the center of that 
place where that black mark is. Now you got to line your holes up – straight up 
and down that piece of cane.60  

 
 Although the fife traditionally is made with six holes, Turner makes his fifes with 

only five. Turner explained: “I never use but five holes in a cane to blow it…. But it’s 

quite natural that some people that blows a cane needs more holes to blow than I do. See, 

what I blows, they can’t blow.”61  

According to Turner, Napoleon Strickland, on the other hand, did use six holes in 

his cane. Alan Lomax documented Strickland’s process for cane fife making in both his 

book The Land Where the Blues Began and in the film documentary of the same name. 

Strickland’s procedure of construction did not differ from Turner’s in any substantial 

way. Strickland would hold the flute at a natural playing position and lick where he 

                                                
59 David Evans, Bill Ferris, and Judy Peiser, Gravel Springs Fife and Drum. 

60 Ferris, 178. 
61 Ferris, 178. 
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would blow the instrument. He then would burn that hole. He followed this same 

procedure when marking and burning the finger holes. He would place his fingers at a 

natural position, mark the place with spit, knick the wet places with a knife, and then 

burn the holes at those places. Lomax’s reaction to Strickland’s technique is revealing, 

however: “Here we witness black magic. No micrometer, not even a ruler or a pattern, 

has controlled the tuning of this fife. The finger holes are simply set a comfortable and 

familiar distance apart, where his fingers naturally fall when he’s playing.”62 Lomax 

continues his invocation of black magic once Strickland has begun playing on his newly 

constructed flute: “[Strickland] puts it to his lips and begins to blow mellow notes. Jim 

and John are soon running their eternal race up and down their African scale. Again black 

magic! If you know it, you can call up the spirits of your ancestors four thousand miles 

and three hundred years away. Your fingers fall in the right places along the cane, and out 

comes music even the Pygmies would applaud.”63  

This “African scale” to which Lomax refers is simply a pentatonic scale, and 

certainly not limited to Africa. The fife has a five or six note range that, depending on the 

fife maker, is generally confined to the pentatonic “blues” scale. Turner noted that one 

could only play in two ranges on the instrument, “high” and “low.” These terms refer to 

whether or not the fifer overblows the instrument to make it voice in a higher octave.64 

Also possible on the instrument are chromatic notes that come from “false fingerings,” in 

which the player does not completely cover a given hole, or moves his fingers around on 

the hole while blowing a note, thus changing the pitch of that particular note. Many fifers 

                                                
62 Alan Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, 344. 
63 “Jim” and “John” refer to characters in a folk song that Strickland was playing at the 
time that he made the cane fife. Alan Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, 344. 
64 Martin Scorsese, dir. 2003. “Feel Like Going Home.” 
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from any of these traditions use the fife’s limitations, particularly its propensity to 

“squeak,” to their own advantage. These extra-musical noises become part of the 

vocabulary of the instrument, and should be considered in any organological study of the 

instrument. 

The drums used in this music are Western marching band drums, and stem from 

their use in military bands through the Civil War. Although drummers currently buy 

mass-produced drums from companies such as Ludwig, they formerly made them 

themselves. Sid Hemphill was an instrument builder as well as a musician, and Alan 

Lomax witnessed a number of instruments that he had made in his shed including large 

drums. David Evans wrote that he owned a bass drum with rope-tightened cowhide heads 

that had been made at the end of the nineteenth century by a man in Pope, Mississippi.65 

It is probable that earlier fife-and-drum groups used drums that were tightened by ropes, 

as the rod-tension style of drums did not appear until the early twentieth century. 

The drums are played standing up as in marching band processions. The 

drummers hold the drums by way of leather straps placed around their necks. Unlike 

contemporary marching band snare drums that are played with the heads parallel to the 

ground, however, the players in these fife-and-drum bands hold the snare drums 

vertically, with the heads perpendicular to the ground, and hit the heads from the side 

with two drumsticks. In this sense the drummers play the snare drums in a similar manner 

to the way in which marching band bass drums are played, or side drums from military 

bands. The two kettle drums are in theory tuned an octave apart. According to Jacqueline 

Cramer-Armony and Joan Robinson, the bass drum is the fundamental part of the “Big 

                                                
65 Evans, “Black Fife and Drum Music,” 165. 
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Drum” tradition throughout St. Kitts and Nevis. This European bass drum served as an 

acceptable alternative to the African big drum.66 The bass drum players use either 

standard bass drum mallets to beat the heads, or couple the mallet with a stick that 

enables the drummer to elicit two different types of sounds from the drum. 

Although the drums are typically store-bought, the manner in which the heads are 

kept taut comes from an older time. According to Othar Turner, the drummers use fire to 

heat and tighten the drum’s heads, rather than the tuning lugs that are standard on store-

bought drums:  

You know, when the dew atmosphere falls, them drums get slack. But you’ve got 
to keep a good tight drum to put out the right sound so you can hear the music. So 
you make a little blast of fie to tighten them heads, just like when the sun shines, 
see. But when the atmosphere is damp, a drum will swing. So you build your fife 
and hold your drum to the fire, turn it around, rub them heads good, and tap them. 
You can hear that drum popping, tightening all the time. When it gets tight, see, it 
changes the tune of the drum. And you can play on it all day and you’ll never bust 
it, but if you got a slack head, you’re not going to hear it too good and you’re 
going to bust it.67 

 
Turner gives no reason for the use of fire as opposed to the tuning lugs on the drum, but 

most likely it is a remnant from older drum tuning traditions. Furthermore, heating the 

drums by way of fire gives a more uniform tension to the head, whereas tuning a drum 

with the tuning lugs requires more time and skill, as snare drums typically have at least 

six tension rods with two lugs on either side of the drum, each of which must be tuned in 

concert in order to get a good sound from the head. 

                                                
66 Jacqueline Cramer-Armony and Joan Robinson, with contributions by Victoria Borg 
O’ Flaherty and Fidel O’Flaherty, “St. Kitts and Nevis,” in Music in Latin America and 
the Caribbean ed. Malena Kuss, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 388. 
 
67 Ferris, 174-175. 
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 Alan Lomax recalled another remnant of the way in which people thought of the 

drum in his book The Land Where the Blues Began. He recounted a conversation about 

the auditory range of a drum that he had with ninety-year-old Lucius Smith, who played 

with Sid Hemphill for many years: 

A.L.: Where did you get that drum? 
L.S.: Got it from Loudon and Loudon [Ludwig and Ludwig Drum Company], up in 
Indiana. Come out of Indiana. We put in the order and they made this drum. 
A.L.: How far could you hear it beat? 
L.S. (judiciously): Well, now, a drum supposed to be heard a mile to the inch. This 
drum’s thirty-six inches big, so it’s supposed to be heard thirty-six miles. But since 
there’s so much electric in the air, you can’t hear um far as you used to. 
A.L.: Tell me that again, I don’t quite understand. 
L.S. (more emphatically): I said drums supposed to be heard a mile to the inch. This 
drum’s supposed to be heard thirty-six miles. But since there’s so much electric in the air, 
it catch the sound, can’t hear it like you used to. Fifty, sixty years ago – can’t hear it like 
you used to. The electric all everywhere knock the drum sound down.68 
 

Drums are of primary importance in the ensemble, and many times spectators will 

urge the drummer to “make the drum talk it.” This statement refers to both the traditional 

African “talking drum,” as well as the rhythms that the drummers play, which emphasize 

the syllables of texts of popular tunes in their repertory.69 There is also evidence of drum 

worship during fife-and-drum performances. Alan Lomax was surprised at the presence 

of this phenomenon, which he had never seen before in the United States. He witnessed a 

man approach the drums and with a wide stance began to salute the drum. He noted that 

the pelvic salute to the drum was an everyday gesture in music of the West Indies: “There 

when a woman has danced her move out, she approaches the drums with her knees wide 

and squats briefly on the face of the lead drum or swishes her skirt across it.”70 Unlike 

African traditions, however, this form of drum worship is not based on cult or religious 

                                                
68 Ala Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, 336-37. 
69 Evans, 167-168. 
70 Alan Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, 340-41. 
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practices. According to David Evans: “Although such behavior is strongly reminiscent of 

certain African and West Indian cult practices, it should not be assumed that such 

possession by drumming in Mississippi was of a religious nature, even though it could 

probably be described as a religious experience.”71 

In conclusion, it is obvious that there are general musical commonalities 

throughout many of these variants of the fife-and-drum tradition, within both the fife’s 

melody, and drums’ rhythms. In the case of the fife’s melody, short, repeated and varied 

melodic cells serve less to provide an actual melody that can be remembered, but rather 

as both a means of heightening tension in the music, particularly with the shrill range of 

the fife, as well as to provide an extra musical layer of repetition in the music. Tempi 

may fluctuate from region to region, or for that matter, from version to version of a 

particular song, depending on the context and occasion of the recording. Aside from 

whether the performance was recorded at a festival or as an isolated event, it is also 

important to note at what time in a given festival or picnic it was recorded, and what the 

general atmosphere of the crowd and musicians was at a given moment in the 

proceedings. One of the interesting aspects of this study is that the notion that areas 

where drums were banned were more likely to lose their Africanisms, particularly with 

regard to interwoven polyrhythms. However, the U.S. fife-and-drum tradition retained 

this rhythmic complexity, while St. Kitts and Nevis did not. It is important to note that 

the discussion of these regional variants is based upon a limited number of recordings 

that were available at the time of this study, and further research with a larger body of 

musical examples might produce more solid, or even vastly different, conclusions as to 
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the musical nature of the regions. Each song discussed thus far not only reveals fife-and-

drum variants throughout different countries and regions, but as in the case of the music 

in the United States, variants from ensemble to ensemble that reflect the musical 

tendencies of the individual players. 

The dispersion of this music throughout the southern United States and the 

Caribbean is also important to the study of fife-and-drum variants. The notion that this 

diffusion reflects the African diaspora in a given region is not surprising. However, this 

music’s European origins makes its Africanization in a number of different countries at 

around the same time a notable phenomenon. Scorsese’s statement, then, that in the U.S. 

fife-and-drum tradition the preservation of these rhythms was “an act of survival” is 

indeed off the mark. It is more likely that these rhythms were “heated-up” versions of 

military music, with the heat being provided not only from collective memory of those in 

the United States coupled with musical inventiveness, but also from the cross-fertilization 

from the Caribbean through New Orleans and the rest of the Gulf Coast. Furthermore, the 

musical context of these fife-and-drum groups is a another important factor to take into 

account. All of these fife-and-drum variants share the context of their respective 

occasions. Each is performed as celebratory music, often times in a processional, or a 

march, setting, with the occasional inclusion of varying forms of drum worship.72 

The question then is not “are there African elements in these regional variants?” – 

of course there are; the more important question is how these Africanisms manifest 

themselves in the music, and also what other factors come into play that are of 

                                                
72 Of what little information that exists on Caribbean groups, there is no documentation, 
particularly visual documentation, of the music in the Caribbean to base any statement as 
to the role of drum worship in that region. 
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importance; in other words what makes these variants different while still retaining 

fundamental similarities aside from obvious instrumentation. Perhaps Richard A. 

Waterman said it best in his assessment of the attempt to attach African influence to other 

musics:  

And this leads to the greatest lesson of all, that was learned by ethnomusicologists 
in the course of the Africanisms controversy, the lesson that any attempt to deal 
with the dynamics of musical culture, without reference to the complete kit of 
anthropological tools for dealing with the dynamics of culture in general, is 
almost certain to prove unsatisfying, frustration, and – what’s worse – a plain 
waste of time.73 

 

                                                
73 Richard A. Waterman, “On Flogging a Dead Horse: Lessons Learned from the 
Africanisms Controversy,” Ethnomusicology 7/2 (May 1963): 87. 
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