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LOCAL HERO

 a 
t Fort James, Antigua there are willow trees 
and beach bars, the allure of history and the 
lure of sunset, stretches of white sand and 
an infinite expanse of rolling blue sea. There 
might also be a Short Shirt sighting.

Short Shirt, born Leroy Mclean Emmanuel, is easily one 
of the calypso greats, even if, given to Muhammad Ali-like 
swagger, he does say so himself:  “I only think I lost the 
crown one time (and) I defeated myself.” 

The record shows, of course, that he was defeated a few 
times but one can understand his boast, given his record 
15 wins in Antigua and Barbuda’s annual Calypso Monarch 
competition, seven Road March titles, several Caribbean 
Calypso Monarch wins and Hall of Fame/Legends 
recognition by the likes of the Sunshine and International 
Soca Awards. 

Bottom line, Short Shirt is a legend in this calypso 
game. And Fort James is his creative space. Though his tape 
recorder is always with him wherever he goes – just in case 
– Fort is where he and his Muse rendezvous.

Short Shirt and other boys from the Point community 
may not have had much growing up, but after school and 
on weekends they did have this pristine stretch of beach. 
“I still come here,” says Short Shirt, now 70 and marking his 
50th year in calypso. It’s not as quiet as it once was, but he 
can still hear the birds sing, still stare out over the water, still 
feel the call of the Muse-ic.

Fort is where Short Shirt and I meet to talk as Antigua’s 
Carnival, which he once declared in song “…the Caribbean’s 
most colourful summer festival” nears, and as he reflects on 
his time in calypso and where it all began. 

‘Calypso King of the World’, Sparrow, who travelled to 
Antigua earlier this year to help fête Short Shirt at a 50th 
anniversary gala, was young Short Shirt’s first idol. “Sparrow 
was my target,” he tells me. “I was aiming at the best.” 

Lucky for him, he could back up his strut (“I feel like I’m 
a champion”) with talent – talent seen early on when he 
would plunk out tunes on his homemade guitar, or dance 
on the sidewalk drawing a crowd. It took a little while 
though and a little help for that talent to break through. ll

For fifty years Antiguan Short Shirt has been at the top of his game as one of the 
finest Calypso artists the Caribbean has ever seen. Joanne C Hillhouse met up with 

the man himself to discover what makes this legend so special 
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first-cousin Shelly Tobitt, one of the great scribes of 
Antiguan and Barbudan calypso. “I think the period of 
collaboration with Shelly produced something unique,” says 
Paget Henry, Antiguan and professor of Africana studies at 
Brown University in the US. 

Despite the fact that they went on to have a creative 
falling out and haven’t worked together in a good long 
while, Short Shirt agrees that “Shelly’s a master”, and that 
they made some magic together.  

“He know me, he know my ability, he know my range; 
what he’d do for me, he couldn’t do for other people,” Short 
Shirt explains. He describes Shelly as a conscious writer with 
a good sense of melody; and that combination of conscious 
writer, conscious artiste, and musical sense, produced some 
danceable, songs that have resonance to this day.

“He just imbued a sort of awareness in a lot of the 
people in our community at the time,” says Valerie Harris-
Pole who was responsible for heading up the Short Shirt 
50th anniversary committee. “He was speaking on behalf of 
all of us and the things he was saying were so profound, it 
just struck a chord in you.”

Stanley Humphreys of the 1980s Push and Pledge era 
was another major creative collaborator; and then during 
his dalliance with gospel music in the late 1990s to early 
00’s there was the influence of pastor Weldon Jarvis.

It’s important to note though that while Short Shirt 
often refers to himself as the vessel for the message, he 
was never just someone’s mouthpiece: not only has he self-
penned some of his catalogue; even when other writers 
were involved, the creative process was a partnership and 
the philosophy underlying his music was clear. 

“People need to care about other people and do the 
best they can, knowing that nobody is going to be here 
forever,” he says. Sure this has the perspective of age and 
hindsight, and there are songs of the playful, saucy, or 
even snarky and strident variety that don’t neatly fit this 
categorisation. But if you sift through Short Shirt’s lyrics, 
that aching for humanity, that identification with the down 
trodden (and defiance in the face of oppression), that 
Biblical sense of fair play, that leaning toward unity and a 
social utopia recurs: “lament o my soul, ah crying for this 
cruel world…when will the poor no longer hunger, when 
will mankind be truly free… Exploiting, oppressing, less 
freedom, more suffering, I wonder how we survive… press 
on, press on, don’t give up…because their smoke, it will not 
last forever, it’s blowing in the wind... ”

Mali Olatunji, a fine arts photographer and Short Shirt 
fan who lists Illusion, Lamentation and Pledge among his 
favourites, says of these works, “They’re just beautiful; 
they’re on point; they’re timeless… cross country, cross 
national, cross world.”

And he makes a good point, because there is universality 
to Short Shirt’s songs, elevating them above the petty 
partisan politics that occupies many latter day calypsonians.

“Calypso is a vehicle that people need to use to 
motivate and build…and educate (the masses),” he asserts. 

As for repercussions, and there were repercussions, that 
didn’t stop Short Shirt. “When you’re conscious,” he says, 
“fear don’t get in your way…if you have something to say, 
you have to say it.”

On stage, Short Shirt is in his element; charismatic, fleet 
footed, fearless, towel around his shoulders, voice soaring, 
and tickling the audience every now and again with his 
trademark “brrr!”. 

Add the pulsating music and lyrics you could sink your 
soul into – whether they’re about politics, love, some social 
ill or a social character – and you have the total package.

“A great artiste has the ability to articulate within his/
her art form a wide variety of slices of life and also to 
reproduce their complexity, their subtleties, their extremes 
and their middle ranges,” Olatunji says, making it clear that 
to his mind Short Shirt does just that and at the same time 
makes you want to move your hips.  Patricia Tully from the 
Antigua Festivals Office agrees. “you have the greatest time 
of your life (dancing to a Short Shirt calypso)… and yet all 
his calypsos are as relevant today as they were back then.”

These days the husband to wife Esther, and father of 10 
is also grandfather to 15 including nine year old Prince Short 
Shirt, the U.S. Virgin Islands wunderkind who’s already a 
junior king in his own right. “The genes is right in him,” Short 
Shirt boasts proudly. “Make water come ah me eye the first 
time (me hear him).” He played a sample and broke down 
his grandson’s performance like this; “he sing the notes full 
volume, and he cutting the notes clean, and he attacking 
the music. He takes the full value of the note.” 

He could be talking about himself. l
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Lucinda

 1976
Short Shirt

 1978
Benna Music

 1979
Kangaroo Jam

 1980
Summer Festival

 1982
Push

1987
J’ouvert Rhythm

Short Shirt’s 50th anniversary celebrations 
culminated with a concert on August 1st during 
the heart of Antigua’s Carnival (LIAT Presents We 
Are the Ones) Were you there? We’d love to hear 
from you if you were. Email your memories to editor@zingmag.net.  A 
documentary, book, and magazine about Short Shirt are all in progress.

“In the ghetto I was born, in the ghetto life must go  
on …” Short Shirt sang once upon a calypso. 

As a ghetto youth, he would have seen his dad work 
hard to make a life at sea as a fisherman, a life Short Shirt 
himself briefly and reluctantly tried his hand at after leaving 
Boys School. He knew his mother had gone to make life 
overseas while Ma Pinky, his strict “no benna on Sundays” 
grandmother, raised Short Shirt and three siblings. And he 
perhaps envisioned his talent as his ticket out.

Though he still makes his home in the Villa/Point 
community, music did take him places. At the invitation of a 
cousin, he flew to the U.S. Virgin Islands to begin singing on 
the club circuit… and clean up the bar during the day. But his 
real platform was waiting for him right here at home. It was 
on his return to Antigua that, after a bit of a bumpy start – 
eliminated the first year, second runner up the second year 
– the man they would later call, simply, the Monarch, won 
his first crown in 1964. A word has to be spared here for the 
creative relationship that netted him this and three more 
crowns before decade’s end.   
“Marcus (Christopher) met me when I came back here,” 
Short Shirt explains. “I think he discerned my ability and 

one day he said he could work with me.”
But easily his most significant creative 

partnership was the one that followed, with 

Clockwise from below: Short 
Shirt racks up win No.13 in 
1988. The proud grandfather 
with his nine year old grandson 
‘Prince Short Shirt. 1964 BWiA 
presentation to Lord Short Shirt
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