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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello and welcome to "Arts and Africa". This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
and today's programme presents one of the big personalities of West African 
music. · 

MUSIC 

EIYE TO MA BA KOWE KE - Chief Ebenezer Obey. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

If you've identified that as the music of Chief Ebenezer Obey you're 
dead right, but the musician who's going to be telling us about his career 
is the producer of. Obey's album, 1 Miliki Plus' and many others that we'll 
be hearing from today. He's Jo Mensah, best known in Nigeria but born 
in Ghana and interviewed there on a recent visit. Patrick Quarcoo 
welcomed him back home and asked the recording star of the sixties and 
early seventies what he's been up to lately. 

JO MENSAH 

I took on myself a very interesting project and that is breaking my 
friend, Chief Ebenezer Obey, into the international scene. I've b~en 
involved with his work, producing and re-aligning his mode of performance 
to suit the international market and I think that has been so successfully 
done that judging from the very successful tours (I 1 ve taken him to Europe 
a couple of times) he has become a very formidable concert st~r at the 
moment. He used to be just a prolific Nigerian composer and a great 
juju musician, let's say the king of juju music, but today due to the efforts 
we have made over the years with him he is to be counted as a very 
formidable concert artist as well. 

MUSIC 

SINGING FOR THE PEOPLE - Chief Ebenzer Obey. 
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JO MENSAH 

I lived with my late Dad in Takoradi and he had an organ and I kept 
banging on it. There were times that he was so cross with me because I 
would be playing highlife instead of church songs, instead of hymns, and 
that is where my first contact with music came about. I was going to 
become an architect, I attended the Polytechnic Institutein Takoradi and · 
after finishing my City and Guilds finals I wanted to continue but this 
music thing kept coming back and it was so easy for me. In my senior 
years I was the entertainment prefect in the school and I played and I sang 
and everything. I remember very well in Takoradi there were some gentlemen 
from the BBC who. recommended me to Mr. Adjeipong when he was forming the 
very famous Broadway Band and I remember they encouraged me to start 
singing, al though I was on my way to London to complete my archi tectual 
studies. Then Adjeipong came back with offers I could never refuse. 
He gave me such a big salary, he bought clothes for me, shoes for me, 
everything. So I decided to give it a try. I remember very well these 
Europeans called me the 'Star of Hope' and I was still a little kid.· That 
was how I got into music. Somehow my parents didn't see too kindly to 
that after so much of an education just to become what they used to call 
'a band boy'! (LAUGHS) 

PATRICK QUARCOO 

It m~st have been pretty hard on you but you found .your way somehow 
to Nigeria. What happened? 

JO MENSAH 

Yes.at that time there was a gentleman in-Ghana, his name is ·Chief 
Bill Friday, he's one of the greatest trumpeters I've ever come acrossf 
sombody I really admire. He lured me into going to Nigeria so I just ran 
away to Nigeria. That was the first time I had left for anywhere outside 
of my home. I was about 14 years old then and I had to play with the older 
man and big women who came to listen to us. 1 found it very strange because 
I was used to my student days with my teenage friends and I almost decided 
to return to Ghana but for Fela Anikulapo Kuti whose one of my best friends. 
He wasn't a professional musician then but he usually came to where I was 
singing. There were times Fela would carry me shoulder high after I had 
finished singing and would just be so proud to see a young lad of my ag~ 
doing what I was doing and for Fela 1 s sake I stayed in Nigeria and 
Nigeria became my second home - and in fact my first home as far as music 
is concerned. 

MUSIC 

DON'T SAY NO - Chief Ebenezer Obey. 

JO MENSAH 

As a matter of fact my best friends in my life are all in Nigeria 
because you know you make your best friends in your teenage years. My 
best friends are all people in high places now and people in government, 
people all over Nigeria. They all happen to be my best friends, musicians 
like Victor Uwaifo who I happen to be very close to for years, Sonny 
Okosuns, King Sunny Ade are friends and I can say all the top guys there, 
one way or another had some admiration since I started so early. I remember 
King Sunny Ade once telling me that I had been a very big influence on 
him at some time. I was really flabbergasted. I could not believe that 
I could be an influence on King Sunny Ade. I was very proud of it. (LAUGHS} 
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JO MENSAH 

At~lade had once told me that I almost interfered with his schooling 
because he had to run away from -school to come and listen to me sing. (LAUGHS 

PATRICK QUARCOO 

Well, Jo, you did also carry highlife to the United States of America. 
How did people take it there, what happened there? 

JO MENSAH 

Yes, in the initial stages it was~•t so easy. But I should pay 
tribute once again to Nigeria. When I went to the States it was the 
Nigerians who were either studying there or living there who were the 
nucleus of my fans, who were the base of my support and anywhere I played 
they treated me like Elvis Presley or James Brown and this also influenced 
the other Americans to come with them and enjoy the highlife music •. It 
wasn't easy because little was known about African music in the popular 
vein.· Of course they-knew of Michael Olatunji then, Drums of Passion and 
other things but they hadn't heard too much of African music especially 
when you use instrumentation - trombones, saxophones and so forth. It was 
very new to the Americans. This was before Hugh Masekela came and became 
very popular so we had to do the pioneer work: And not only that, I was 
producing a radio programme on Columbia University which is still running 
now, it's in either its fifteenth or sixteenth year. This was where I had 
an expos'e of African music and African things which we called "The African 
Show". On this station I did a lot to educate the people about African 
music and especially about highlife music and today I should say that with 
proper harnessing and.proper p:~pmotion highlife stands a very good chance 
in the US along with the other -popular music of the area. 

PATRICK QUARCOO 

Now you 1 ve been settling down now for some time. What do you think 
about the <;urrent highlife theme now? 

JO MENSAH 

Actually I'm not yet settled in Ghana. I'm hoping that one of these 
days I will. ·r come veryaften. It's where I re-align myself and go back 
to the US and continue work. But for what r~ve seen here so far, the kind 
of highlife that is played today in Ghana is not the ·kind of highlife which 
was being played when I was becoming a musician basically because most of 
the giants of this music have gone outside Ghana so for the young musicans 
coming in, everything is so hurried. In the instrumentation you find only 
guitars and percussion and things going so it has taken highlife into the 
very, very old days of Kakaiku and all those guitar bands. But I should say 
that there is a lot more creativity today than before. For the lack of 
these, the ability of young musicians to read music, to write music, to do 
all those things that the initial people were doing, this is not allowing 
them to take in too much foreign music, it's making them create more in 
the traditional vein which is good. But·a lot more has to be done on 
the production and on the music side, a lot more has to be done. You 
can.always excel your own self. The groups that are playing today are in 
too much of a hurry. Their songs are different because their lyrics are 
different, because the rhythm is different but their standard of playing 
is the same. African music especially, needs to grow. We have too much, 
just too much to leave it so simple. 
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MUSIC 

SINGING FOR THE PEOPLE - Chief Ebenezer Obey. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Jo Mensah has been talking about his career to Patrick Quarcoo and 
we've been hearing tracks from Chief Ebenezer Obey and his musicians (and 
amongst the musicians I:really must single out Simeon Adeleke on the talking 
drum, backed by Sikiru Adepoju) on albums produced by Jo Mensah. 

There 1 ll be more news, views and personalities in 11Arts and Africa" 
at this time next week. Until we meet again this Al~x Tetteh-Lartey saying 
goodbye~ 

MUSIC 

SINGING FOR THE PEOPLE - Chief Ebenezer Obey. 


