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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with "Arts and Africa". 

MUSIC: NYAME NNE WIADZE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

First b'cast: 21.11.86 

The rhythm of The Teml?()s led by E.T.Mensah in "Nyame Nne Wiadze" . I've recently 
had the pleasure of spending the afternoon in the company of that grand old man of 
Ghanaian music. We've already broadcast a part of the conversation that we recorded 
on that day - a very relaxed occasion in the home of his daughter in the north of England. 
One thing that came over clearly was that E.T.Mensah hasn't only achieved success as 
a trumpeter and band leader especially of The Teml?()s. His talent for organisation has 
contributed to his career and the careers of many other musicians. He arranged the 
music for his band, acted as driver when they toured and was the founding member of 
Ghana's Musicians Union back in 1954 - even if it didn't have a long life. Recording 
facilities in the 1940 ' s and '50s were absolutely basic: he told me studios could be 
nothing fancier than a cocoa shed and there was no multi-mic balance - just one 
microphone with trumpet and drums and bass playing as quietly as possible so that the 
microphone didn't overload or drown the singer. But our conversation began further 
back than that, back to E.T's first musical memories. 

MUSIC: NYAME NNE WIADZE 

E.T.MENSAH 

During the colonial days when Empire Day was being celebrated the Police Band 
and Regimental Band, would play March Pasts for all the schools to go around. When 
they finished the band would continue to play around the town and then I would be 
following the band until I got lost as many children do. Sometimes our mothers would 
go and find us and beat us and spank us. (Laughter) SO during those days playing of 
these instruments made an impression on me. The first instrument I liked was the flute, 
I liked the flute too much, so I joined the Fife Band at the Government School, that 
was in 1932, when I was about 12 years old. And then in 1934 I started to study 
alto saxaphone, I started to play with a band. 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

What band was that? 



( 2) 

E.T.MENSAH 

The Accra Orchestra. Then we formed The Rhythmic Orchestra in 1936 and then I 
shifted on to a combo croup. We called it Shebo-Shebo, 'Share and Share Alike'. From 
that combo group we were able to form the Tempos Band. 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

And when you joined the Accra Orchestra and the Accra Rhythmic Orchestra which 
I remember. When we were children we listened to it. What sort of music did you play, 
I can't remember exactly what kind of music. 

E.T.MENSAH 

We played conventional music because studying the trumpet, saxaphone etc., you 
have got to use tutors , so we study how to read the music. During those days we got 
Keith Prowse from Landon to supply orchestra sheets. Sometimes we got waltzes, quicksteps, 
rumbas, carioca. But if we came to highlife it was not orchestrated, everybody put 
in his bit. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now who did you entertain with that kind of music? The elite? 

E.T.MENSAH 

The elite. They would come to the dance with tailcoats and bow ties and top hats, 
copying exactly the whiteman ' s way of dancing. 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

Had you, when you were playing with those bands, learnt to play the trumpet? 

E.T.MENSAH 

No, I started to learn the trumpet in 1940. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So you were then playing the flute or the sax? 

E.T.MENSAH 

From the flute I went on to the clarinet, from the clarinet I went to alto sax 
and then from alto sax I went to tenor sax, and then I studied the trumpet in 1940. 

MUSIC: MUNSURO 

ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

Now, were you earning your living playing with those bands? 
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E.T.MENSAH 

Each performance I got one shilling and sixpence, 18p a:1d I was glad, I used it 
to buy lozenges! 

ALEX TETrEH-LARTEY 

But when you grew up, when you grew up to the stage where you had to earn a living 
for yourself what did you do? 

E.T.MENSAH 

I st11died pharmacy and I was earning my living from pharmacy. Then I broke from 
the C',overn:nent, I formed my own store and from the profits of the store I was able to 
form th2 Te:n!?()S Band. That was how we r;tc?.rtt~d. 

ALEX TETrEH-LARTEY 

And the fa,..::t that you had a separate means of livelihood perhaps helped you to 
keep your interest in music? 

E.T.MENSAH 

In fact the store was the studio where the band practised. Then, later on, I 
bought a night club called Paramount. It was there that I played with Louis Armstrong 
when he came to Ghana. That was 1956. 

ALEX TETrEH-LARTEY 

I remember that occasion very well when a lot of excitement was caused when the 
two of you played together as if you were in competition. 

E.T.MENSAH 

Yes. Louis Armstrong was playing the trumpet one stave higher. He was playing 
the trumpet like a clarinet and he was wet from top to toe, soaking drenched in 
perspiration. I saw exactly Yhat the music in America was, I saw that one has got to 
put everything into music . 

ALEX TETrEH-LARTEY 

I understand your father also had some influence on your musical career . 

E.T.MENSAH 

Well the point is, my father didn ' t want much, but he got a cheap guitar and he 
fiddled with the strings and one song he plays Yaa Ponsah, that's all, he couldn't play 
anything else so I just got in love with that song. 

ALEX TETrEH-LARTEY 

Well, now about your Tempos Band. You travelled a lot with that band didn 't 
you? 



( 4) 

E.T.MENSAH 

Yes. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

To many parts of Africa? 

E.T.MENSAH 

West Africa, yes. When my recordings came out and people showed interest then 
I thought of turning my band into a professional one. In those days pay for Civil 
Servants was very cheap, a clerk was being paid about £2.00, between £2.00 and £4.00 
a month and when my recordings came out the fees per player went a bit up so I bought 
two cars. I started touring and we went to Nigeria I found it necessary to give the 
boys overtime, so on the average, instead of £4.00, a player was getting between £40.00 
and £60 . 00 per month. We went to Nigeria when there were juju bands but the only band 
which played like the Tempos Band was the late Bobby Benson's. Through my tours we 
were able to make the band professional and to make some development but each time I 
came back to Accra we had lost engagement or we had lost the seat of our regular 
engagement which means that if I could stay for two or three months all the money I'd 
brought would all be eaten up and we'd get stranded. So if I couldn't get engagements 
it meant I had to plan to go on tour. That was how it continued and we were able to 
cover ail West Africa. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But in addition to the extra money your band was making , the fact of touring itself 
was a bonus wasn ' t it? 

E.T.MENSAH 

Yes, I liked the touring very much because it enabled me to meet new friends and 
robe happy with new environments. You start with, say, Lagos in Nigeria. You see 
their dress is completely different, their habits are different; you get to Benin, an 
entirely new set of people; you get to Sapele, a new set of people and when you cross 
over and get to Iboland, Onitsha you meet different kinds of people; you get to Calabar, 
entirely different people. So the tour was fascinating to me. 

MUSIC: CALABAR 0 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And that recollection of the time E.T.Mensah and his Tempos Band spent in Calabar 
concludes this second programme spent in the company of Ghana ' s King of Highlife. 

!. 
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Earlier this year, in a ceremony here in London to acknowledge his stature in the history 
of West African music it was announced that an E.T.Mensah Award is to be presented annually 
to a Ghanaian musician who has made a special contribution to the music of Ghana. A 
British travel agent and a record shop have combined to award free travel to the United 
Kingdom and provide engagements during the visit. What a happy way to recognise E.T's 
achievements. As you ' d expect it ' s his music that ' s going to round off today ' s programme. 
Until we meet for more "Arts and Africa" next week this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying 
goodbye. 

MUSIC: CALABAR 0 


