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More than 20 years ago, Dorothy Wilkie saw  
les Ballets Africains perform the danced drama  
Mali Sadjo here in Philadelphia. Inspired by the 
djembe drum and the dancing, she never forgot that 
performance. She began to dream of how the entire 
Kulu Mele African Dance and Drum Ensemble might 
travel to Guinea to learn the piece directly from 
members of that famed ensemble. What a dream! 
Forty and fifty years ago, when they began their 
own journeys, Kulu Mele founder Baba Crowder and 
elders Dorothy and John Wilkie sought out their own 
teachers, purposefully piecing together educations in 
African drum, dance, culture and meaning. Visits to 
Ghana, Guinea, Cuba and elsewhere profoundly affected 
them. Their travel deepened connections with 
homeland master artists, allowed immersion in particular 
cultural contexts— and expanded the terms through 
which new generations here in Philadelphia explore 
expressive and cultural possibilities. They have truly 
“passed the torch,” training hundreds of dancers and 
drummers. This trip extended possibilities even further. 

In December, fourteen Kulu Mele members 
spent ten days in Conakry, Guinea, studying 
with M’Bemba Bangoura, Mariama Touré, and 
others. Producer Pam Hooks, photographer Gabe 
Bienczycki, and writer Clare Croft were also on 
the trip, and they documented the journey on a 

blog (www.kulumele.org). This may be the first 
time that an African dance ensemble from the 
United States has had the opportunity to travel 
to the African continent for intensive study.

Shortly after returning, Kulu Mele came to 
the Folklore Project to share travel stories with 
a rapt audience of community members. In talking 
about their experiences, Kulu Mele artists were 
transported back to Guinea. Completing one anothers’ 
sentences, emotion welling up—the feeling was 
palpable.  The excerpts included in these pages and 
Gabe’s photos give you some idea of this historic 
adventure made possible by a grant from the Pew 
Center for Arts and Heritage, through Dance 
Advance and the Marketing Innovation Program.

Dorothy Wilkie: As soon as we came out of 
customs—it was 3:00 in the morning. M'Bemba Bangoura, 
the master drummer who worked with us, taught us, 
and arranged our trip, had the drummers playing.

Ama Schley:  In the parking lot.
Dorothy Wilkie:  And then, the Kulu Mele dancers 

wouldn't stop dancing. So M’Bemba said, "It's time to 
load up now. We gotta get the suitcases in the van, 
you come on."  I said, "Well, you're gonna have to 
stop the drums, 'cause they're not gonna stop!”
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Ama Schley:  Nope. If they 
still playing, we gonna still dance!

Payin Schley: As soon as you 
get off the plane, you hear drums. 
I'm like, "Is that a radio?"  M'Bemba's 
steady laughing, "I got something for 
you guys."  And we're like, "Well, 
c'mon y'all, we gotta hurry up!"  

Dorothy Wilkie: That first day they 
took us to the compound. They had 
food for us. Everybody got situated. 
And then, we came back around noon, 

ate lunch, and we started right away 
on meeting the choreographers and 
starting our rehearsals. And then we 
changed again, and then they took 
us to a dundunba, which is a festival, 
you know, in the community, and that 
was—that blew everybody's mind. 

Baba Crowder: And that's what 
I was speaking about. In a dundunba, 
you have to play correctly; you 
have to dance correctly. It's not a 
family that you just become a part 

of—you have to be a part of it. 
And that's where it was. And the 
spirit comes out, and the dancers 
dance, and the drummers drum.

Amma Young: The 
drumming was very spiritual.

Baba Crowder: And strong!  It's 
unbelievable. It's really unbelievable. 
‘Cause — like I was speaking about, 
some of us, in our days when it 
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don't go with the expectation, like, 
"How much can I get, how much can I 
get?"  You give, so whatever comes your 
way, comes your way. And that just got 
reinforced over and over and over and 
over and over again. I mean, I got kind 
of sick on the trip at one point. We 
all kind of got touched at some point. 
But, it was just so amazing. I felt ill, but 
I didn't wanna not do my part. And 
everybody was like, "You're good? What 
do you need, what do you need?"  And 
then we each had a chance to kind 
of watch over each other. And those 
moments are given to us as tests, to 
kind of see how strong these bonds 
are, and how strong the family can be. 

Ama Schley:  This trip brought 
me more close than, you know, 
than how I already felt or how I 
was to these members here. 

Tamara Thomas: We take so 

much for granted. I mean, sharing 
ourselves, emptying ourselves to 
be filled up again. I mean, from the 
beginning to the end, we take so much 
for granted, You know, for me— the 
idea of it being spiritual—it's because 
it was real. On the last day, when we 
went to the airport, it was kind of 
emotional kind of separating from the 
master teachers, from Mari Touré and 
Yamussa. And, so some of the people 
who we befriended when we were 
there accompanied us to the airport. 
And our flight wasn't until 3:00 in the 
morning and I think Ama came outside 
and was like, "Yamusa." And he's—how 
old is Yamusa?  He's probably in his 
seventies. But he has a spirit of a young 
man. He rides a motorcycle; he doesn't 
wear a helmet. He moves! I mean, his 
energy—he would dance, and you 
wouldn’t even believe it, because you 

can see his youth, his vigor. He got out 
of his bed and came to the airport 
to wish us a safe journey. It was that 
important. We had no idea he was 
coming, you know, because we had 
said our goodbyes earlier that day, and 
it was hard, you know, "See you next 
time," you know. "This is not it." But 
for some reason, it is one of those 
memories that really struck me, that we 
were his children, we were his family. 
That was a remarkable moment.

Ama Schley:  He was filled 
up. He was out there with tears in 
his eyes. Of course I was crying.

Amma Young:  You didn't want 
to leave. You didn't want to leave 
them there. We know they don't 
have much, but they all gave us gifts! 
They found a way to give us all gifts. 

Ali Wilkie: We have to go back!
Dorothy Wilkie: Yeah, we have 

to go back. Because, well, we didn't 
have enough time to do the whole 
play. We got a excerpt from the play. 
And so, hopefully we can go back 
to get the other half. But we have 
enough to present the beginning. 
You’ll see the story in the dance 
and the music. It was a trip of a 
lifetime. And it is just the beginning. 
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To learn more about 
Kulu Mele and their 
trip, visit their blog 
http://blog.kulumele.org


