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First They Must Be Composers 
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Introduction 

This paper proposes to examine the involvement of children in the business of calypso singing. The 

calypso, Trinidad and Tobago’s unique song-dance complex, is an art form which is dominated by 

adults; caters to the listening tastes of adults; and voices its themes, concerns and interests in very 

adult terms. It makes few allowances for children, barely sparing a thought for the suffering child. 

Our calypso, defined in calypsonian The Mighty Duke’s classic, “What Is Calypso” (1968), as “an 

editorial in song of the life that we undergo”, reflects the vulnerability of children in the adult world 

where they are victims of casual or calculated brutality, neglect, psychological or sexual abuse, and 

so on (Regis 1989). Instances of horrendous brutality towards children have barely been the subject 

of calypso. The most remarkable instance of this neglect was the near total dismissal in calypso of 

the rape-murder of schoolgirl Shakuntula Hardeo which, by a tragic irony, happened in 1979, The 

Year of the Child. as declared by the United Nations. Shakuntula’s tragic fate evoked little response 

in calypso beyond Short Pants’ “The Year of the Suffering Child”. Scrunter’s “Take the Number” 

(1980) mentions the case by way of warning young girls against accepting lifts from strangers, but 

the couplet “You cannot see what hiding behind the wall/because Hindu priest raping school 

children and all” ignited a storm of controversy as Hindu organizations protested against the 

demonization of one of their holy men who was a major suspect in the affair. The neglect of the 

child in calypso, then, highlights the marginality of children within a society where, to quote 
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Antiguan-born Jamaica Kincaid, “being a child is one of the definitions of vulnerability and 

powerlessness” (32).  

 

Children in Calypso 

 

Despite this, in recent years there has been a drive to involve children in the business of calypso 

performing. The social dynamic which requires children to participate in an art form that to a large 

extent marginalizes them derives from the thinking that children are the culture bearers of the 

future and they need to be introduced to the practice of calypso at an early age. This paper 

examines descriptively the outcome of the decades-old initiative towards involving children in 

calypso performing. Underlying all of this is my concern with what I see as the potentially harmful 

practice of limiting children to the role of performers of other writers’ songs instead of encouraging 

them to be composers. In calypso, the old adage that children are seen but not heard is still 

operative. Many of the children who are inclined towards the art form assume the limited roles of 

performers, overly dependent upon a few highly talented and industrious writers whose combined 

work has seriously reduced the multi-vocality and range of perspective and address which gives the 

calypso its peculiar attractiveness. 

 

The phenomenon of child performers in Calypso dates to the 1940s when Auntie Kay (Kathleen 

Warner) featured child performers on her radio programme. Warner’s initiative was revolutionary in 

the context of a period when the calypso was perceived as a lower-class form of dubious 

legitimacy, and the calypsonian was perceived, in the words of political scientist Gordon Lewis, as 

“the court jester of the society, tolerated with bemused condescension for the period of Mardi Gras 

only” (221). With the granting of constitutional independence in 1962, Trinidad and Tobago 

entered the community of nations as a sovereign state. The need for this small two-island nation to 

declare its uniqueness and capitalize upon its viability in the international tourist marketplace 

coincided with the perpetual need for a national identity which could reconcile the cultural 

differences in a multiethnic society that is simultaneously stratified and plural. To the nationalists 

who came to power in 1956 and led the country to Independence, Carnival and the carnival arts 

which have enjoyed a long tradition of practice seemed to be a suitable place to begin the 

nationalist project of unifying the disparate groups. This took the form of a state endorsement of 

the Carnival and the carnival arts which had developed independent of, and at times antagonistic 

to, the superstructure and the mainstream. A logical extension of this thinking was the outreach to 

the school system. This outreach had many attractive features including the responsible and 

structured transfer of skills to the young population, a transfer which promised to guarantee the 

perpetuation of the carnival arts.  

 

The school, then, was perceived as a useful cradle for cultivating the carnival arts. Principals, 

however, were under no compulsion to participate in these activities and participation was the 

choice of the administrators, staff and parents of individual schools. By the 1970s, the discussion 

about the involvement of the education system in the business of Carnival gathered momentum 

and inspired the Carnival Development Committee (CDC), an agency of the then Ministry of 

Education and Culture, to stage a national Junior Carnival parade and national junior calypso 

monarch competition in Port of Spain in 1976. In 1979, these competitions blossomed, thanks, in 

part, to the growing involvement of the schools and perhaps, even moreso, in response to the 

declaration of The Year of the Child. This gave further impetus to the debate.  
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Veteran journalist Therese Mills, clearly thrilled by the unprecedented spectacle of the 50,000 

costumed children, mostly of primary school age, who flooded the streets on Carnival Saturday, 24 

February 1979, endorsed the idea of children being involved in the masquerade:  

 

…our cultural traditions have taken their rightful place in our national life. If we 

want to keep it that way there is nothing better we can do than pass over this 

rich heritage into the hands and hearts of our children. But we have to do it the 

right way (20). 

 

Her concern with the safety and integrity of the child echoed throughout her article. Extending her 

vision beyond the street spectacle, she reflects as follows: 

  

Ideally, children’s involvement should provide a vehicle for widening of the 

imagination and development of the many artistic skills that carnival tends to 

promote, for example design, craftsmanship, use of colour and material whether 

of fabric or aluminum, and of course the appreciation of musical skills via 

steelband and calypso (20). 

 

She was disturbed, however, by the thought that the business of mas making was left to teachers 

and parents, with children playing a passive role; she was more disturbed by the rumour that 

professionals were encroaching on what should have been the domain of the school. By the mid-

1980s, all of Mills’ fears were realized and, at present, it is now standard practice for children to 

feature merely as costumed bodies and as well-rehearsed voices.  

 

In 1983, the role of carnival arts in the education system was addressed at an international seminar 

on the social and economic impact of the Carnival hosted by the Institute of Social and Economic 

Research (ISER) of the St Augustine campus of the University of the West Indies. American 

anthropologist Dan Crowley strongly opposed the introduction of Carnival in schools, partly on the 

following grounds:  

 

Kids by their nature don’t much like school. The idea is well, let’s teach the 

carnival and have them dance and make costumes in school, and this will make 

them love school. Oh, no! It will make them hate carnival (222). 

 

He then offered his own solution to the business of training children in the practices: 

 

I have come out in favour of doing things the old way, the Trinidadian way, and 

that is, to integrate the children into the activities of the homes that bring out the 

masks… 

 

Be taught, because your tradition is to learn and you have people in your family 

or your immediate world who know how to teach you, and are willing at least to 

let you watch. This is the best kind of education there is. Better than any school 

system. The oldest and most durable in the world (224). 
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Disagreeing with Crowley, educator and educational administrator Claudia Harvey argued that the 

formal content of Carnival could be useful in curriculum enrichment and delivery. After explaining 

how the positives can be employed, she addressed the vexing question of the negatives: 

  

When we are looking at what carnival teaches us informally, I think it will be a 

mistake to examine the negative aspects and say no to children’s involvement in 

carnival. I think we need very critically to examine what carnival really means and 

if there are negatives as there are negatives in life, to use them to teach children 

to critically appraise the negatives while they critically embrace the positives. I 

think that is probably the message of the informal education that carnival can 

offer (234).   

 

Significantly, most commentators do not engage fully with the involvement of children in calypso. 

Harvey noted the educational potential of the art form as a revolutionary means of transmitting 

socially acceptable values:  

 

I am wondering if we teach music and language through the medium of the 

calypso, if we teach social commentary through that kind of media—if this may 

become more attractive to students, if history may cease to be dry and text-

bookish and become something a little more alive (231-32). 

 

I suspect that most of the commentators shy away from the truth that the Calypso can be earthy 

and can be the site for all kinds of contestation. The traditional debates about censorship of songs 

which are perceived as libellous, scandalous, obscene, derogatory, violent and drug-glorifying may 

underlie the reluctance to openly endorse introducing the Calypso into the school curriculum. This 

was dramatized in 1996 when the Ministry of Culture, prompted by then Director of Culture, Dr 

Hollis Liverpool, aka, The Mighty Chalkdust, proposed the introduction of the Calypso into the 

primary school curriculum. Satnaryan Maharaj, secretary general of the Sanatan Dharma Maha 

Sabha, objected because of the “racist attitudes of some leading calypsonians who have expressed 

support for the PNM over many years”.  

 

Calypsonians and Calypso are not culturally values [sic] neutral. The values of our 

wayward urban youth are sometimes imitated from calypsonians, and for the 

Government to make it compulsory to forge links in Calypso between the young 

and inexperienced and the successful exponents of the art is a dangerous 

departure from the traditional principles of the Hindu community (TG 17 Dec 

1996: 3).  

 

The UNC administration beat a hasty retreat on the issue (TG 18 December 1996: 3) and the plan 

by which Chalkdust sought immortality as an administrator came to nought. What was interesting 

about this retreat on the part of Chalkdust is that as early as 1977 he had published a long research 

paper “Carnival in Trinidad and Tobago: Its Implications for Secondary Education” which theorized 

that the carnival arts could be of great value in pedagogy. Interestingly, Liverpool, one of the 

prominent calypsonians of the contemporary period, did not make much mention of the Calypso in 

his research and we do not know of his response to the ministry’s retreat.  
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While the Calypso was denied an official place on the curriculum, it occupies an unofficial place in 

the hearts of many stakeholders in the school system. As with the other carnival arts, its practice is 

dependent upon the enthusiasm of teachers, parents and students who combine to keep its 

practice alive in schools. The annual Junior Calypso monarch competition is in no way diminished 

by the non-inclusion of Calypso on the curriculum. It occupies a prominent place on the calendar of 

national junior competitions which enjoy corporate sponsorship and the blessing of the Ministry of 

Culture and the Ministry of Education. Since the 1990s, too, the National Action Cultural Committee 

(NACC), the cultural arm of the National Joint Action Committee (NJAC), has directed its 

managerial expertise and its considerable energy and enthusiasm into the development of child 

calypsonians with the Calypso Jewels and Calypso Pioneers competitions. The concert series Stars 

of Tomorrow and the Generation Next tent provide a performing stage for adolescents. Caribbean 

Prestige Promotions, which pioneered the International Soca Monarch competition, targeted the 

young stars and youngsters in a national junior soca monarch competition.  

 

All of this activity has resulted in the emergence of young performers. Although this has been 

acclaimed as a positive development, sadly, their emergence and the upsurge of interest in schools 

have not had a positive impact on the market for Calypso among young people. It was once 

popularly believed that young people generally opt for whatever is dominant in the international 

pop music scene, but after persons reach the age of 40 they discover a hitherto dormant love for 

the Calypso. The extension of the calypso stage into the primary and secondary schools was meant 

to wean young people away from the non-national forms of music which normally dominate the 

national airwaves and into an appreciation for our national music. This nationalistic objective has 

not been achieved. Calypso audiences and aficionados are still generally in the middle-age range 

but their numbers seem to have dwindled rather than increased as was perhaps expected in the 

1970s. By now, the 1970s outreach to schoolchildren and those of school age should have 

generated an audience far more sizeable than the present. 

 

What is more significant is that the initiatives of the National Carnival Commission (NCC), the 

successor to the CDC, the NACC and Caribbean Prestige Promotions have not produced 

calypsonians to any appreciable degree. Few of the child stars have graduated into successful adult 

performers and among these we can number Relator, calypso monarch of 1980; Machel Montano, 

junior monarch of 1984 and Young King 1991; and Natasha Wilson, junior monarch of 1985. 

Machel and Natasha are the two most popular graduates of their class, Machel far more so than 

Natasha. The majority of their peers and successors have not made an impact on the adult calypso 

stage.  

 

Machel and Natasha deserve close attention. He is the accomplished product of expert marketing 

strategies. He began performing at age seven but first came to national prominence in 1984 at age 

nine when he won the Junior Calypso monarch title with an Ashford Joseph composition 

“[Following the Footsteps of] My Teacher”. This success took him to calypso stages in the USA 

where he hobnobbed with Kitchener and Sparrow, the titans of the modern Calypso. Then in 1986, 

his handlers commissioned wizard ghostwriter, Winsford Devine, to compose “Too Young to Soca” 

and “I Love My Country” and thrust the 11-year-old Machel into the calypso tents. “Too Young to 

Soca” anticipates the objections of the public to the spectacle of a child performing in an adult 

space during hours when it was reasonable to expect that he would be asleep, but Machel’s 

handlers countered by cautioning that he would appear at the tent only on weekends. His 
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successful debut and season climaxed with a Dimanche Gras appearance. Since then, Machel has 

been guided to the Young Kings title, to being the star of his own band, and has long become the 

face and voice of dancehall soca. More importantly, he has served as a model for many other 

aspirants, the latest being Aaron Duncan, the six-year old national Junior Monarch of 2010. 

 

Machel’s achievements in 1984 may have prompted the parents of Natasha Wilson to have her 

follow in his footsteps. In 1985, she won the national junior crown with the controversial 

“Reincarnation Wish” which was embroiled in controversy because of its suggestion that the 

African protagonist prefers to be reincarnated as the Indian Other. Neville Hilton-Clarke, a senator 

of African ancestry, voiced his horror at the song and at its success: 

 

I am astonished, indeed appalled at the choice of Natasha Wilson as Junior 

Calypso Carnival Monarch of 1985. I surmise that it was as if you, and others of 

your ilk, which often happens in this society, had found at long last in the form of 

an innocent child, a major ideological spokesperson to mouth the philosophy 

which lies hidden deep within the veins of your respective “democratic” hearts 

(Express 12 March 1985: 9). 

 

Despite this, Natasha seemed well prepared to be the female version of Machel and the fact that 

The Mighty Sparrow became her patron and sponsor augured well. Sparrow was responsible for 

“One Day” (1987), the song with which she performed at his tent, on weekends only, and she duly 

made her way to the Dimanche Gras stage where the National Calypso monarch competition is 

held. Natasha, however, never, ignited the public’s consciousness in the way Machel has. In 1990, 

she performed the nationalistic “Sweet TnT”, a song which enjoyed success that July as a source of 

consolation to the citizenry which was traumatized by the abortive Muslimeen coup. She has 

largely disappeared from the Trinidad calypso stage although she continues performing abroad. 

 

Children of calypsonians have enjoyed mixed fortunes in the calypso business. The Calypso, as said 

before, was not seen as a space for little children and it was only in the 1970s, when the calypso 

became somewhat respectable, that the children of calypsonians were introduced to the world of 

calypso composition and performance. Among the earliest of these was Princess B, daughter of The 

Mighty Bomber, who entered the calypso gayellegayellegayellegayelle in 1976 when women were staking out their 

interests in what was a male-dominated world. She excited a good deal of interest with her “One 

Little Popo”, which signalled that one of the “five little popos” mentioned proudly by Bomber in his 

prize-winning “Joan and James” (1964) was coming of age. Alas, this was not to be, and by 1979 B 

had disappeared, although she did make it on three occasions to the Calypso Fiesta, the qualifying 

completion for the Calypso Monarch title. Her brother, Clifton Ryan Junior, joined the army and 

seems to have contented himself with participating successfully at the annual competition staged 

by the soldiers.  

 

Abbi and OC Blackman, the eldest children of Lord Shorty—reputed father of some 21 children—

were introduced to the adult world of professional performing in 1979, significantly the last year 

before Shorty retreated with his family to the forests of Piparo to begin a new life as Ras Shorty I. 

Abbi’s “Young and Moving On” was an instant success in her debut year, 1979, and she won the 

Calypso Queen crown; OC’s “Keep on Dancing” was also a crowd favourite. OC migrated to the 

USA in the 1990s but Abbi, who remained in Trinidad, has faded out of the spotlight. The 
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dependence upon her father has limited her to the role of performer and his death signalled her 

immediate and absolute decline. Isaac, a younger sibling, has crossed over into reggae and has 

made a name for himself internationally with his “To the Ceiling” (2006).  

 

Lady Wonder and Shirlaine Hendrickson enjoyed a long apprenticeship as backup singers for their 

father, Allrounder, and have graduated to become important personalities at the traditional calypso 

singing events, in particular, the Calypso Queen competition staged by the National Women’s 

Action Committee, an agency of the NJAC. Other successful centre-stage practitioners are Kernal 

Roberts, son of The Grandmaster Lord Kitchener, who functions as a songwriter for Machel; Jervae 

Caesar, son of the Puppet Master; and Nesta Boxill, son of phenomenal songwriter, The Merchant. 

Some calypsonians, like Pink Panther, have encouraged their children, sons in the main, by 

featuring them in concerts and on recordings, but without great success. Stalin has tried to interest 

his son Shaka in Calypso and has written songs for them to record together. Khafra Rudder has 

followed his father David into the world of music making rather than calypso but thus far has not 

established himself as a household name. The early success of Shawn Bailey, son of The Shadow, 

was halted by an unfortunate incident from which he is only now recovering. 

 

Richard, Andrew and Heather McIntosh, the offspring of Short Pants, constitute a special group. As 

children, they participated in school and national competitions where they all won titles. In the mid-

1990s, Short Pants wrote “Ah Pushing Dem” which responds to those critics who felt that he was 

pushing his children into the activity that meant so much to him. The song explains that in a 

Trinidad of increasingly ethnic competitiveness, the Calypso is the heritage of the Afro-Trinidadian 

and so the calypsonian sees it as his responsibility to encourage his children in this direction. 

Despite this, Short Pants, a career teacher and administrator, did not encourage calypso performing 

to the detriment of other professional career development and his children have gone on to careers 

outside of the Calypso. Heather, a graduate summa cum laude of the University of the West Indies, 

is the only one to have continued in the business of calypso and, even so, sings songs composed by 

her father. In 2010, she offered the song “Luta’s Advice” which purports to explain a redefinition 

and reinvention of herself as calypsonian. Unfortunately this song contains the traditional Short 

Pants melody and concerns with a slightly uptempo beat. 

 

The obvious reason for the failure of the children of calypso to follow successfully their parents into 

the world of performing is that artistic talents are not always passed on or inherited genetically. 

Children of stellar performers are given a very difficult model to follow. Talent such as Shorty’s or 

Rudder’s is rare and it is demanding too much to require their offspring to follow in their footsteps 

unless they too are especially talented. Also, the hardships endured by practising calypsonians can 

persuade them to seek more rewarding career paths for their children. I suspect, too, that despite 

growing up in the homes of practising calypsonians, the children are not involved in the business of 

composing; they are simply given songs to sing. The transfer of skills advocated by Crowley simply 

does not work in calypsodom. 

 

My own pessimistic view of the contemporary scenario is that the school competitions as they are 

organized and judged at present are working against the development of calypsonians and 

ultimately against Calypso. The dominance of sophisticated adult-composed songs discourages 

young composers who cannot compete successfully against their peers performing songs 

composed by some of the top talents in the business. Young children should be encouraged to 
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compose their own songs rather than perform those composed by adults. Too much attention is 

paid to the presence on stage of young performers and not enough attention is paid to the fact 

that they are merely voicing songs written to a large extent by adult composers. One major casualty 

of this practice is the children’s perspective on things important to them. Children may have their 

own views on the well-publicised tragedies befalling Akiel Chambers, Sean Luke and Hope 

Arismendez, all victims of rape and murder, as well as of Amy Anamunthodo, victim of physical and 

psychological abuse leading ultimately to murder, and of Tecia Henry, the eight-year old child who 

was found buried head down a few yards away from her mother’s home. It might be interesting to 

hear how children feel about the punishing Secondary Entrance Assessment with which they are 

faced at age 11 or 12.  

 

Another problem with school competitions as constituted at present is that they cultivate the 

dependence upon adult composers to such an extent that even young intelligent adults at tertiary 

institutions feel compelled to await the songs from their writers. In 2009, for example, Kizzie Ruiz 

performed, with outstanding success, “Class Language”. This song composed by Christophe Grant, 

one of the three top calypso composers, questions “how language does change with class”. Most 

aficionados hailed the song and the artiste but my concern is that Kizzie, who is an instructor in 

Communication at The University of the West Indies, St Augustine, must know that there is a class 

dimension in the way language is used publicly, and even if Christophe Grant raised the issue she 

should have been able to add something from her professional training. That she did not instances 

the dependence that young performers have on their adult composers.  

 

My own view is that the decline in the numbers of composers is responsible for what I see as a 

decline in the quality of Calypso overall. Whereas some argue that the song is the important 

element rather than the singer and that there is nothing inherently wrong in having a teacher 

write for his/her charges by way of encouragement, I think that the absence of a generation of 

composers has been the price we have paid for allowing adults to dictate the standard of school 

competitions. The historical record reveals that ghostwriters have always been present and in some 

cases composing immortal calypsos. Ghosts are needed at present because the pressures of having 

to compose new songs every year are too much for the supposedly average calypsonian and even 

moreso for those stars whose trajectory takes them into the metropolitan orbit between Carnivals. 

What is clear, though, is that through the years the numbers of singers who were wholly 

dependent upon ghostwriters were comparatively small; now the reverse is disturbingly true.  

 

Further, the listening public is denied exposure to a wide range of song style, theme, rhythm and 

the elements which have given the Calypso its peculiar appeal. There is clear evidence that the 

current Calypso is lacking the flavour and flair of bygone years. I offer this as an important but 

overlooked reason for the decline in the Calypso. The main attraction in Calypso is now the prize 

money and composers have decided from experience that a particular kind of song is almost 

guaranteed the rewards and so compose with this in mind. Young people and their elders simply 

seize the main chance and require the handful of composers to write what are thought to be prize-

winning songs for them, ignoring completely the fact that the Calypso thrives on variety of 

expression, rhythm and, above all, theme.    

 

One positive note to all this is that most of the major composers are in their fifties and seem in no 

immediate danger of slowing down. Another even more positive note from my perspective is that 
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the welcome presence and continued activity of younger traditional composers, including Kurt 

Allen, Brian London, Marlon B and Ninja, as well as a cadre of young composers of ‘socaspasms’, as 

those songs are called derisively by some traditionalists, indicates that the damage being done at 

schools is not likely to result in the immediate exhaustion of the art form. Some young composers 

have emerged in spite of the attrition at the school stage and this is a signal that the spirit of calypso 

is still very much alive.  

 

The Calypso is an organic artistic response to the phenomenal world. Art which is nature’s gift can 

be nurtured in children. Children experience the world in unique ways and should be allowed to 

voice their experiences and perceptions. Over the past two decades, Trinidad and Tobago has been 

traumatized to some extent by several sensational murders of young children, and the absence of 

children’s perspective on these murders is disturbing; especially since adults claim to be initiating 

them into an art form which editorializes local—as well as regional and international—events. Put in 

pamphleteering terms, we need to have children speak to us and to themselves in their own voice. 

Allowing the art form to be perceived as a commercial arrangement will deny the public the 

sincerity of those voices which sing out from deeply felt passion. Developing the talents of children 

will be more meaningful and sustainable than allowing them to be mere voices for songs 

composed by adults.  
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