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A doc entitled A Brief
History of Calypso in An-
tigua has been sitting in draft
on my hard drive for a while.
The recent passing of Ca-
lypso Joe moved me to return
to it, reflecting on where Joe,
enduring and yet overshad-
owed, fits in to that history. 

One story that speaks to
me as an artist and arts advo-
cate is that Joe, born 1948 in
Johnsons Point, had the good
fortune to have a principal,
Cuthbert Philip, who saw po-
tential and nurtured it. He
bought three guitars for the
village primary school and
put Joe in charge of them,
and the rest is history. There’s
a lot more that would have
shaped Joe as an artist –
things he spoke of in his
TEDx Talk in 2015 – but sus-
tained exposure to the arts in
school cannot be underval-
ued. And yet somehow we
manage to undervalue it.

From this root, Joe,
writer and composer of all
his songs, debuted in the ca-
lypso arena in 1969 with ‘We
shall overcome’ and ‘Antigua
on Fire’. The following year,
1970, Calypso Joe snatched
the Road March title (An-
tigua’s first, official, non-im-

ported Road March) with the
classic ‘Bum Bum’. A lesser
known fact is that he placed
second that year in the
Monarch competition with
‘Review’. And then came the
breakthrough year, 1971,
when he claimed the crown
with ‘Educate the Youths’
and ‘Recorded in History’ be-
fore going on to place third in

the Caribbean Calypso
Monarch competition. 

As quoted in the news
from Wadadli Pen, Joe be-
came “the only individual
not named Swallow or Short
Shirt” to win the crown in the
1970s. Swallow became a
giant of the art form after his
breakthrough in 1973 with
‘March for Freedom’ and

‘Push Ya Push Dey’. He is one
third of the Big Three (ar-
guably the king of the road,
while Short Shirt, a 15-time
King beginning with his first
win in 1964 with ‘No Place
Like Home’ and ‘Heritage’, is
nicknamed The Monarch,
while Obstinate, became The
Undefeated after pulling off a
hat trick – 1981 ‘Indepen-
dence’ and ‘Fat Man Dance’,
1982 ‘Coming down to talk to
you’ and ‘Elephant Walk’,
and 1983 ‘Antigua’s True He-
roes’ and ‘Children Melee’ –
before retiring on top). 

It wasn’t easy for even
stellar artists with classic
tunes of their own – e.g.
Franco, Destroyer, and per-
sonal favourite, Latumba.
Yet, for one year, Calypso Joe
punched through, writing his
name into the annals. 

Comedy Hype on
YouTube recently quoted
comedy legend Redd Foxx as
saying, “When 20 years from
now they mention the
Emmys, my name won’t be
(there)…it means that I’m
eliminated from the history
of my profession…it’s like I
wasn’t here.”

Look up the annals of
Antiguan calypso, you’ll see
that Styler was the first King
in 1957 (with ‘Water Wet Me
Bed’ and ‘Don’t Back Back on
Me’), and Obsti won his first
crown in ‘58 (with ‘Dance
Dance Dance’ and ‘Obsti will
sing Again’). But will you
find early stalwarts like Bot-
tle? Or Chalice’s ‘Nightmare
Party’ of the early 80s? Will
anyone not around during
the 70s know Shelly Tobitt to
be one of Antigua and Bar-
buda’s greatest writers?
Okay, maybe; but what isn’t
recorded in history may well
be forgotten with time. 

Joe’s now classic ‘Life of
a Negro Boy’ did not win him
the crown in 1972 but it was
a crowd favourite and for
him, as a result, a favourite
Carnival memory. But mem-
ories are fickle.

I’ve done what I can to
document some of our liter-

A Brief History of
Calypso in Antigua

Bottle

CREATIVE SPACE spotlights local art and culture. It is written by Joanne C. Hillhouse. Read the
extended edition with extras at jhohadli.wordpress.com 



WWeeddnneessddaayy,,  DDeecceemmbbeerr  22,,   22002200

TTHHEE  DDAAIILLYY OObbsseerrvveerr

PPaaggee  1177

ary culture on the Wadadli
Pen site. Among the data-
bases in development on the
site are song lyrics and song-
writers. I believe this record
matters, so I add to it incre-
mentally as I pick up bits of
information here and there.
In that time, only two song-

writers have volunteered
verifiable evidence that they
wrote a song, submitted
lyrics, or claimed a song I
might have credited to some-
one else. I work with them
(and encourage submissions
of this kind) because I believe
the record matters.
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Mara Dover of Willikies Village, St. Phillip’s, Antigua having
made sworn deposition that Policy No. 078100302 issued by
Sagicor Life Insurance Company and assumed by Sagicor Life
(Eastern Caribbean) Inc on her life has been lost and having
made application to the Directors to grant a duplicate of the
same, notice is hereby given that unless objection is raised within
one month of the date hereof, the duplicate policy asked for will
be issued.

Dated: December 1, 2020 
By Order

Althea C. Hazzard
Corporate Secretary

SAGICOR LIFE (EASTERN CARIBBEAN) INC


