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African drum beat comes to Oshkosh 
parishes
Musician studies different ways to give voice to praise

By JoAnne Flemming
Compass Correspondent

Oshkosh drummer Mark Powers is on a mission to study percussion instruments in different parts of the world.

He spent two and a half months last fall in Ghana, West Africa, studying drumming techniques. 
Since his return in December, those techniques have enriched liturgies at St. Mary Parish in Omro and St. Raphael Parish in Oshkosh. Powers also brought back two dozen, handcrafted African drums. These included djembe, hand drums carved with traditional symbols. The ones he presented to the parishes include Ghanaian symbols for God Omnipotent.

Powers started playing drums in fifth grade, in his native Bayfield, where he was intrigued by the drumming he heard at Native American powwows. After graduating high school at age 16, he attended music school for two years in Minneapolis. While in Minnesota, he met a Ghanaian who introduced him to drumming from his country. Because of that friendship, Powers became determined to go to West Africa.

Realizing that goal took 10 years.

In the meantime, he moved to Oshkosh, where he set up a downtown studio. Besides giving percussion lessons, he plays with various bands. African drumming has been included in the music which the band, Revelation, plays at St. Raphael's Lifeteen Masses and with what the Ruah Trio performs weekly for St. Mary's Sunday Masses. Powers belongs to both groups.

He has also developed three programs he does as artist in residence at parochial and public schools:

• "Hands Around the World," an introduction to percussion instruments from different countries.

• "Junk Jam," lessons in music performed on such non-musical devices as garbage cans, brake drums and buckets.

• A West African program that centers on Ghana.

Because of a student's mother, he became involved with the music group at St. Mary. St. 
Raphael's group includes area musicians, both Catholic and non-Catholic. Powers is not Catholic but "is definitely interested" in the church.

When he set out on his long-awaited journey to Ghana last October, a percussion professor from Appleton's Lawrence University directed Powers to places where he could study drumming: these included the villages of the Ewe and the Ga tribes.

His first stop was with the Ewe at Kopeyia, the village which is the home of the Dagbe Cultural Center. While the center does not hold formal drumming classes, it "is a destination for Western percussionists," Powers said.

The Ewe, he explained, have a several styles of drums, built with staves and resembling different sized and shaped barrels. They are played with two sticks, or with one stick and a hand.

Powers learned how to make various tones on the drums, but said he also learned how drumming permeates Ghanaians' lives. While drums are played for social occasions, they are also used for events such as funerals. He joined a group that performed for a hospital opening. Drums can still be used for communication, but not as much today as in the past.

While studying at the Dagbe Center, Powers often heard someone running through the village playing double iron bells: one high, one low. These were gakogui, he was told, and they served as newspapers. The different tones announced the times and locations of events, usually funerals.

When Powers later visited the Ga people along the Ghanaian coast, he heard bells played while fishermen dragged in their nets. He learned that the music made from these banana leaf-shaped bells kept people motivated at their work.

He said the Ga region is known for "talking drums." These are shaped like hour glasses, with tops and bottoms connected on the outside with strings. In playing them, a drummer squeezes the drum under his arm to contract the strings and change the instrument's tone as he hits it with a curved stick. The resulting changes in tone are supposed to be like "inflections in the human voice," Powers said.

However, a "talking" drum speaks only to the village chief and, since the place where Powers was visiting had no chief, drumming was forbidden.

Even though he couldn't play any Ga drums, Powers talked with a master drummer about hand drumming techniques. These include different strokes resulting in slap tones, open tones, bass tones, light finger and palm tones. Combining these tones creates various rhythms.

Besides drums, Powers studied other percussion instruments. He explained that, musically, any instrument struck to produce a tone is considered a percussion instrument. This includes the xylophone he discovered in northern Ghana. While similar to a Western xylophone, it had gourds hanging from its bars.

He traveled around the country by tro-tros, small European vans used as public transportation. He described them as "really smelly, really dirty." They were over-packed. It wasn't unusual, he said with a laugh, to sit next to a woman with "live chickens between her legs." He was also careful to not stay out after curfew, since he had heard stories about head-hunters looking for errant Americans.

Powers plans to continue to study hand drumming. In May, he will spend three weeks in Puerto Rico learning conga drumming. Early next year, he will spend a month in Thailand. He also wants to study drumming in India and South America.
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