David Rogers, co-founder Jumbie Records
My route to world music—as a composer, jazz saxophonist, and a founder of Jumbie Records—started when I was in college.  All the other saxophonists at the University of Michigan were learning clarinet or flute.  Instead I jumped at my first opportunity to travel to West Africa and study the talking drum.  
I first lived in Ghana on that college trip, and later, for two years, with the family of master drummer Dolsi-naa Abubakari Lunna.  The length of that stay helped me find my own rhythms  -- within the dust and rain storms that swept over (and through) my thatched hut.  I studied the lunna talking drum and its drum language with Dolsi-naa.  He would take me on long trips to other villages for festivals and chief’s funerals.  As my playing improved, he let his nephews bring me along on their gigs to play.
The sound of the lunna brings the Dagbamba people together for celebration, for mourning, for telling history, for praising the very old and welcoming the very young.  Studying it shaped my understanding of the role of music in culture, as much as it shaped my conceptions of rhythm, time, and tone.  It was this social power of music, and a shared attraction to musical diversity, that would later cement the friendships, with Mark Stone and Raul Rothblatt, that are the foundation of Jumbie Records.

My own exposure to diverse cultures actually started much earlier in life.  I was born a white kid in the Bible Belt, but my childhood was anything but monochromatic.  My dad was a political science professor who had fallen in love with Southeast Asia as an Army intelligence officer in the 1960’s.  When we were kids, he took my brother and me to live for two years in the rice-growing villages of Malaysia and Indonesia where he had written his Ph.D. thesis.  We heard gamelan orchestras, watched all-night shadow puppet dramas, and read comic book versions of the Hindu epic myths. Later, back in Missouri, my brother and I would play Hindu heroes Bima and Arjuna, then switch to being Batman and Daredevil.

Each summer we left the Midwest to live with our mom in the teeming diversity of New York City—one year my brother and I were the only two white kids in our summer camp.  Mom was pursuing filmmaking and writing, and exposed us to the world of art:  opera, foreign films, and—when I started playing saxophone—the best jazz clubs in the world. 

These experiences shaped my own music from early on.  When I started composing in high school I loved jazz composers like Charles Mingus and Duke Ellington, but was equally fascinated by astronomy and physics.  I wrote a composition for jazz quartet based on the Second Law of Thermodynamics (“in any closed system, disorder will increase”).  After my trip to Africa, in college, I started broadening my rhythmic framework to incorporate the sounds I had heard in Ghana.

After my two years of living in Ghana, and studying with Dolsi-naa, I returned to the U.S. and started a band with a college friend, Mark Stone, called Imaginary Homeland.  Hearing both drums and native fiddles in Ghana made me want to seek out the connection between African percussion and rural string music.  The music I wrote for Imaginary Homeland was a blend of African and Appalachian fiddle styles, with Ghanaian xylophone and talking drum.  
Soon thereafter, we founded Jumbie Records, joined by composer and cellist Raul Rothblatt.  Today, Jumbie Records is producing concerts, acting as an agent for our artists, and planning our next round of CD’s.  We are also linking back to the traditions our artists draw on, by sponsoring a new music festival in rural Ghana, and raising money to preserve the 800-year-old Sossa Balla, the historic xylophone of African emperor Sundiata.  As we bring new music to new audiences, Jumbie Records also hopes to root it in a powerful shared experience, much like the experience of music that I felt in Ghana.
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