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LIVING THE HIGH LIFE IN GHANA 
 
by Roger Janes* 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in Issue 5, Summer 1992, of the magazine OK Music, 
published by the late Chris Dell, and in the Summer 1996/97 edition of JazzChord.] 
 

 
 
Roger Janes on trombone: a romantic dreamer about the roots of all the different 
sounds that colour our lives...PHOTO CREDIT ANN GARBUTT 
 

 have always had a deep interest in African pop music, having listened to the 
music of people like Ray Lema, Dudu Pukwana, Mory Kante, Hugh Masakela, 
and E T Mensah. Besides the obvious links with the more traditional forms of 

jazz and blues, I enjoy the “back and forth” influences of reggae, New Orleans, R&B, 
Latin American, Afro-Cuban and ska, seemingly jumping from continent to 
continent. So when I got the chance to accompany Brett and Sheila Lockyer to Ghana 
for a reunion with Sheila’s family, I jumped at the opportunity to visit the home of 
Hi-Life music. I was not disappointed.  
 
The music scene in Accra, even though smallish, has enough history to warrant a 
special visit. After being in California for three weeks playing Dixieland at the 1992 
Sacramento Jazz Jubilee - a stronghold for West Coast revival jazz - I was ready to 
hear some different rhythms. But I don’t think I was prepared for the reality waiting 
for me in Ghana. 
 
I remember the first taste of heat that I had when leaving the plane in New Guinea a 
few years back. It’s the same in Africa: you are hit with the feeling that you are there. 
It’s like walking into an oven. The experience will never leave me. When you visit 
Louisiana you know that the history of music and the climate are one. I’ve always felt  
________________________________________________________ 
 
*The Sydney trombonist Roger Janes has led his own band at Balmain’s Unity Hall 
Hotel on Friday nights for 21 years. He visited Ghana in July, 1992.  
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that a lot of true folk music does not travel well. Seeing the great ambassadors of 
world music – Louis Armstrong, Bob Marley, Toots, Muddy Waters, Flaco Jiminez 
and others - one can be transported to the world that inspired them, but they are the 
greats and few and far between. I have, along with many of my friends, been a 
romantic dreamer about the roots of all the different sounds that colour our lives, 
and treks to all the Meccas become the essential element of discovering these 
treasures. 
 

 
 
Seeing the great ambassadors of world music, such as Louis Armstrong (above) 
and Muddy Waters (below) one can be transported to the world that inspired 
them…BOTH PHOTOS COURTESY PINTEREST 
 

 
 
Immediately I got off the plane in Accra the tempo of the place explained what Hi-
Life music was all about. It’s a mixture of laid-back friendliness plus an enterprising 
attitude which our Western culture lacks because of our comfort and safety nets. 
Sure we have problems but, if you’re down in Africa, you’re really down! 
 
The guy at the customs asked me what was in my case and when I told him it was a 
trombone he asked: “You a musician?”  
 
“Yes,” I said. 
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“Then go through man!” he beamed at me, and it was like this all the way. The 
Ghanaian people love music more than any race of people I’ve come across. 
Everywhere you go cheap, homemade sound systems blast out reggae and Hi-Life 
music. Houses, shops, marketplaces demand that you feel the spirit. Loud bass and 
distorting treble colour your day and, after a while, your metabolism slows down 
almost to a halt and the heat gets to you. You only do what cannot be put off till later, 
and you doze off at every possible opportunity. 
 
For the next month I experienced Ghanaian culture first hand, and I’ll never hear 
African music in the same way again. It’s like listening to it for the first time; all your 
preconceived ideas about what it is are shattered. Record producers place their 
stamp on the mixing of bands even in the alternative catalogues that we listen to. I 
remember as a kid, I would hear the local dance band in the church hall in Noble 
Park, and from a block away you could hear the bass drum. Then, as you got closer, 
each instrument would slowly assert itself until, when you reached the back of the 
hall, the band would have found its own balance from the musicians listening to each 
other. I felt this way in Ghana. 
 
The first time we played at the Picadilly Club with a local band I was in shock. All 
they tell you is Hi-Life in C or B flat, whatever, and just start. Luckily they had a 
trumpet and sax player so we picked up some idea of the ground rules. In 1968, when 
I first recorded with the Olympia Brass Band from New Orleans, it was the first time 
I heard an authentic band live; all of a sudden I had to forget what I had picked up 
from records. Well, it was the same in Ghana. I’ve heard a hell of a lot of records, but 
the actual experience of playing in a band in a local club is rather hard to explain. 
 
All of a sudden it was my turn to solo and off I went - just do it and hope for the best! 
The rhythm section - I’ve never, in my experience, felt that pulse except maybe with 
the late drummer Stewart Speer. The drummers are the most unrelenting I have ever  
 

 
 
Janes had never, in his experience, felt that pulse except maybe with the late 
drummer Stewart Speer (pictured here)... 
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heard - no prisoners taken! That’s all I remember, it was like someone else was doing 
it. An old sax player said to me after the session, “You know it takes 40 years to learn 
to play Hi-Life - then you’re dead!” 
 
The bands that we heard and played with had different names: Sweet Vibrations; Soft 
Winds; Jimmie’s Jazz but, as in the Sydney jazz scene, the same faces kept coming up 
with different guys leading the bands or horn sections, and I had no time to keep 
records of who was who. 
 
Hi-Life seems to be an officially neglected music in Ghana. The Cultural Department 
concentrates on the tribal aspect of their culture. I met one of the heads of Ghana 
Broadcasting who sang The Saints with us one night, and I asked him about the 
music they had in the archives. Where are the trombonists? He explained that most 
of the records were on acetate and probably broken and he didn’t seem to care. Yet 
they put money into the colleges teaching “traditional culture”. I felt rather sad that 
the old Hi-Life players were virtually ignored in their own country. 
 

 
 
Janes (on left on trombone), pictured here with Tom Baker (centre on cornet) and 
Paul Furniss (right, on clarinet)… 
 
One of the most famous Hi-Life bands The Ramblers is still going, but they didn’t 
have a gig in the month that I was there. Most of the bands we heard were playing for 
around $10  a man, if they were lucky, and I’m not so sure that all of them even 
owned their own instruments. E T Mensah is still alive and putting together 
memorabilia so that will be a great source of archival material. Unfortunately I 
missed out on meeting him, as people don’t seem to get around to really doing things 
in Ghana unless you really push them and I felt that, as it was my first visit, I should 
hold back a bit. 
 
Next time I’ll go more prepared to bring back some permanent record of what we do. 
In the meantime I have some videos, plenty of photos, and tons of great memories. 


