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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying welcome to Arts and Africa. 
And I 'm also welcoming Richard Vaughan who has joined me in the 
studio to tell me about a recent visit to Kenya - or rather one 
particular part of Kenya. Richard, could you give us some clues 
to help us guess where abouts in Kenya you were visiting? 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Yes, i t was a · town on an island on the East coast of Kenya, 
the legendary home of Sinbad the Sailor and perhaps most 
important, it's generally regarded to be the seat of traditional 
Swahili culture. 

MUSIC - Lamu traditional. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY · 

I never knew Sinbad the Sailor was ever associated with 
Africa so, Ri chard , I 1m afraid I•m none the wiser with your 
clues. · 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Correctly you think how strange to associate a character 
like Sinbad the Sailor with somewhere on the East coast of 
Africa. The town is Lamu and the thing which is special about 
it is that its roots owe more t o Arabic culture than to 
African. Throughout history there's been a very, very vigorous 
trade going on between the East Coast of Africa and Lamu in 
particular and t he territories of Oman, Yemen and even India. 
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The town itself is also extremely isolated from mainland Africa 
which has helped to give it this very strongly Arab flavour. 
When I went there I had to go by light aeroplane, there was no 
road open at the time. The plane took me to an airstrip which 
was on an island to the north of the main town itself and then 
I had to get a ferry across. 

The Arabic heritage i s very apparent just from looking at 
the place. The town consists basically of whitewashed buildings, 
a lot of coral buildings - but perhaps most important is the 
fact that there are many mosques on the Island and there is the 
most exquisite , ornate Arabic carving particularly around all 
the doors and all the windows and so forth. So as soon as you 
arrive, looking at people walking down the streets in their veils, 
with t heir rather lighter, bronzer complexions than most Africans, 
you think: "My goodness , I 've arrived in the Middle East!". 

MUSIC 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now Richard, what is happening with that music? It seems 
t o · be a very happy event. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Yes. Completely by accident, I stumbled across a wedding 
and that sample was a group of men who were banging away on 
percussion instruments as I caught them wandering through the 
streets on this wedding procession. Unlike most weddings, these 
can go on for up to a fortnight and t here is a very, very set, 
rigid procedure as to exactly what goes on every day - the 
preparation of food and the allocation of musical instruments, 
the kind of dances which take place, and so forth. I actually 
managed to talk to a lady who had been through this ritual, a 
lady called Fatma Shapi who was not only born in Lamu, she was 
also married there and she was able to describe to me how the 
men go through the streets, following the bride and groom to 
the bride's house where the couple spend the £irst night together. 
They are followed by a female entourage who play a different set 
of musical instruments and, literally, the entire town can 
sometimes be gathered outside the bride's house, not exactly to 
witness but to "participate", if you like, in the consumation 
of the marriage. A special female guardian has to be appointed 
in order to ensure that the marriage is consumated properly and 
Fatma explained to me that if something goes wrong then this 
woman is there to make sure that things are put right. 

.. 
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FATMA SHAFI 

This woman, who is completely independent, has to make sure that it 
is not the girl's fault - maybe it's the man's fault - that it is not 
taking place. Maybe a man is a bit shy because he knows that so many 
ladies are waiting for him to prove that he is a man. So you see the 
people will be wondering what's happening so the lady will knock on the 
door and ask why it is being delayed . or what's wrong and then the groom 
will come and say: "Well, it's my fault, it's not the girl's fault"D 
Or probably the girl is scared, she is fighting. She literally fights 
sometimes because it 9s very scarey. Most of our weddings are just arranged 
by the parents. She has never seen the man so it is not easy just to 
accept it you know. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

And do they actually try and offer some proof that they've had 
sexual intercourse that night? 

FATMA SHAPI 

Yes, because the blood has to come. Although when I talk to lllf 
western friends they say it doesn't have to come, in every case I know 
the blood comes. As soon as it's finished the bedsheet is taken out and 
it is shown to the people who are there and the groom, after the marriage 
has been consumated, comes out and he calls his people and tells them: 
11 I am satisfied and this is what I am-giving" and he gives something, 
maybe a necklace or something to do with gold, and that is for the bride. 
And as soon as this has been done the women start shouting and screaming 
and banging the drums and the blowing of the siwa and nearly the whole 
area will know that it has been very successfu. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How crucial a role does music play in the proceedings? 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Well, it seems that almost everybody in the town at some time or 
other is involved in either the singing or the dancing, and if they're 
not actually doing that then they will. have some kind of musical instrument 
assigned to them. The men, for example, will improvise one. T~ey will 
turn a bucket upside down and bang a pair of wooden sticks on it. There 
seemed to be a very particular assignation of a certain musical instrument 
to a certain kind of person, according to their sex and their rank in 
society. I asked Fatma Shapi if she .could explain, first of all, what 
instruments it is that the men in. the wedding play. 

FATMA SHAFI 

They use trumpets, drums, they use percussion and this, we call it 
Ngoma - a big wooden thing and on top there is the skin of animal and they 
keep it on the floor and beat it with a sticko At the back the women will 
be following them with a big trumpet and tamborines and they will have cows 
horns with a stick, beating. And they have a Vugo. It's half of a 
cow's horn and inside they have put something like bells and shake them, 
and they make a very loud noise. 



RICHARD VAUGHAN 

It must be very unnerving before you are going to sleep together 
for the first time to have the entire town of Lamu following you through 
the streets rattling away on drums and blowing on trumpets. 

FATMA SHAPI 

That 9 s right, it is. It is very scaring you know. You really feel 
your heart beating and it is very frightening for the bride - more than 
the groomo 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Is this kind of ceremony unique to Lamu or does it take place in 
other towns along the East African coast? 

FATMA SHAPI 

This type of thing has spread. You find that quite a lot of people 
have moved from Lamu to Mombasa and they have been doing these things in 
Mombasa so you find Mombasa people now are doing a few things like this. 
Sometimes in Malindi you can see things like this happening and around 
the _archipelagos off Lamu. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Is Lamu a particularly unique combination of Arabic and African 
cultures? 

FATMA SHAPI 

Yes, very much so. For example, the way the bride dresses you'll 
see nowhere in East Africa except in Lamu. We were all surprised to learn 
where this originates from. Only now we've discovered that it is 
originally from Arabiao As you know, many people of Lamu came from Muscat 
and Oman a long time ago and you see this decoration for the bride only 
in La.mu and Muscat nowadays. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Do you feel now that western influences are destroying this kind 
of culture? 

FATMA SHAPI 

Yes, IYm afraid so. First of all the real indigenous people of Lamu, 
they have really moved and quite a number of people from the islands have 
moved to Lamu. Also people have been travelling a lot, like young girls 
going to study outside. They come back, they want to dress in the 
western style so these things are dying rvm afraid. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

And what about the music? Earlier we saw a group from Mombssa 
which used quite westernised instruments and music which had a strong 
Indian influence~ Do you feel such musical influence is going to destroy 
the traditional kind of instrumentation that we saw at the wedding? 
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FATMA SHAFI 
Yes, I'm afraid so. Because if they really leave their own 

instruments and try to use the western instrument or the Asian instrument, 
that means that at some time there will be nobody to play the old music 
which is really a pity. 

MUSIC - LAMU TRADITIONAL 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Is this still part of the wedding music? 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Yes. This is the music which I came across when the female entourage 
was following the men through the streets. I actually had to get a female 
accomplice to record this bit as I wasn't allowed anywhere near them 
because this was the women's procession. 

MUSIC - LAMU TRADITIONAL 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now Richard, which of the women played the trumpet? 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Now the trumpeter is the one exceptiono . That is the one lone male 
who goes in that entourage and he leads them playing a trumpet and all the 
women follow.· 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

What are the women singing about? 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Well the women were singing the kind of things that the bride ought 
to be doing for her husband after they've got married. I've got a sample 
here. These words were written by a lady of Lamu called Mwana Kupona in 
the last century and they are the kind of words which are still sung 
today and these words are teaching how a respectable young woman should 
keep her husband contento Here's a translat~on. 

TRANSLATION OF YUTENDE WA MWANA KUPONA 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How well is the tradition surviving? 

RICH.ARD VAUGHAN 

Well the fact that it has been so isolated has meant that so .far 
there has been very little westernization on the island. The tradition 
is still very, very clearly delineated and visually the Island has no 
Coca Cola signs, there are no cars on the streets, it has only just been 
connected to the mainland by telephone and so forth. The interesting 
thing is that when I spoke to Fatma Shapi about the wedding tradition - in 
spite of the fact that women seem to have a pretty tough time - she seemed 
rather to regret the fact that eventually westernization will catch up. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How refreshing to hear a woman who, you would have thought, would opt 
for modern things - not regretting the passing of this tradition. 

Well Richard Vaughan I'd like to thank you for taking us on this 
visit to the Island of Lamu on the Kenyan coasto I know you have more 
music for us to hear so 1 711 just remind everyone that I shall be back 
with more Arts and Africa this time next week and say goodbye while the 
musicians of Lamu play the programme outo 

MUSIC - LAMU TRADITIONAL 


