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By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Keith Waithe:

Keith Waithe is one of Guy-
ana’s most talented sons. He 

burst onto the scene in the sev-
enties and has made remarkable 
progress since then. As a young 
musician Keith excited the 
imagination of many Guyanese. 

His ‘Macusi 
Singers’ became 
a household name 
in Guyana and the 
Caribbean. The lilt-
ing tunes played on 
his fl ute broke new 
ground in Guya-
nese music and the 
recordings that fol-
lowed led to an even 
greater appreciation 
of his music.

Keith was born in 
Shell Road in Kitty 
in Georgetown, 
Guyana. He was the 
eldest of four boys. 
His mom was Eula 
Alberta Daniel and 
his dad was Darnley 
Vanherberth Waithe. 
Keith attended 
Smiths Church 
School in George-
town. He did well in 
school and showed 
an inclination for 
music. This led to an 
apprenticeship with 
the Guyana Police 
Force Band. But the 
fl ute was not his in-
strument of choice.

Keith says, “My 
teacher was my dad. 
He taught me the 
trumpet. I wasn’t 
great at it but it 
opened my eyes mu-
sically. The appren-
ticeship with the Po-
lice Band taught me 
the basics.” Keith 
acknowledges the 
impact of his teach-
ers from those early 
days. There was Mr. 
Mentore and Mr. 
Harewood who both 
helped him with his 
academic work and 
were supportive.

   There was 
another teacher that 
Keith cannot forget. 
He was Mr. Rudder 
who administered 
punishment with the 
cane. “Mr. Rudder 
didn’t mess around. 

He was the caneman,” 
says Keith. Keith ar-
rived at the Police Band 
as a disciplined and 
hardworking student. 
He took his studies 
seriously and in 1973 he 
won a place at the Royal 
School of Military 
Music in England. This 
opened a new world of 
possibilities for Keith.

He was to spend 
three years at the Royal 
School of Military 

Music impressing his 
teachers and fellow 
students alike. When 
did Keith realize that he 
could play the fl ute? He 
says that he played the 
trumpet only briefl y in 
the Police Band because 
there was no vacancy 
for a trumpet player. 
Keith turned to the fl ute 
instead. It was not an 
easy transition. “It took 
me a week to get a sin-
gle note,” he says.

Keith pays tribute to 
his great aunt, Princess 
Skeete, who was always 
supportive. Keith says, 
“When she heard the 
news that I won a 
scholarship she thanked 
the Lord and said that 
her prayers had been 
answered.”

It was Princess 
Skeete that took Keith 
to the Salvation Army 
where he refi ned his 
skills in the trumpet and 
the coronet. When he 
left for England he was 
a Corporal in the Police 
Band. At the Royal 
School in London Pro-
fessor George Crosier 
gave Keith advice that 
was to change his musi-
cal style.

After observing 
Keith for some time 
Professor Crosier told 
him that if he changed 
his lip formation it 
would dramatically 
change the quality of his 
music. Keith took Pro-
fessor Crosier’s advice. 
It required long hours of 
practice. He says that for 
three months he couldn’t 

play a note. He had to 
get back to basics. They 
include rhythmic and 
scaling exercises and 
cord progressions.

But he did not give 
up. After many months 
of practice, and several 
performances, Keith 
became one of the best 
overseas fl ute and jazz 
player. He also had the 
best jazz band that was 
known for its improvisa-
tions as well. Keith says 
that he really immersed 
himself with the music 
of the period. Professor 
Crosier must have been 
mighty pleased!

Keith returned in 
1976 to Guyana. The 
plan was for him to be-
come Director of Music 
in the Police Band. But 

it did not happen that 
way. There were forc-
es over which he had 
no control and Keith 
returned to England. He 
is proud of his four chil-
dren. He is happily mar-
ried to Jan Parnell and 
he describes her 
as the rock in his 
life. Keith says 
that she loves to 
cook Guyanese 
dishes that add to 
the excitement in 
their lives.

Keith has 
put his talents 
to good use. He 
has worked as a 
Community Arts 
Offi cer in the 
London Borough 
of Ealing. Over 
the years, he has 
planted skills 

that have enriched the 
lives of many in the 
Borough and indeed in 
wider London. Keith’s 
involvement was rec-
ognized when he was 
awarded a scholarship to 
study at the University 
of Surrey.

He described this as 
an amazing experience. 
His studies touched on 
continuing education 
and he was able to teach 
in a number of schools 
in West London. Keith 
said that he wanted to 
learn how to improvise. 
In order to do this effec-
tively he went to India.

He spent fi ve months 
in Mumbai and Delhi, in 
1979, and learned Indian 
scale, taal, and rhythms. 
He said that playing In-

dian instruments such as 
the table or sitar would 
call for improvisation at 
some stage. Keith also 
visited Nigeria to learn 
African drums. His band 
‘the Macusi players’ 
fused the various forms 

of music and Keith was 
in a class by himself. 
He was only among a 
handful of persons that 
was so accomplished 
and versatile.

Keith has performed 
with the prestigious 
BBC Symphony Or-
chestra in 2009.  Keith 
currently devotes his 
time at the University 
of Guyana where he is 
the Artist-in-Residence. 
This is as a result of 
an initiative by the 
Vice-Chancellor of the 
University, Professor 
Ivelaw Griffi th. The 
last Artist-in-Residence 
was the Guyanese poet 
Martin Carter, over 20 
years ago.

A portion of Keith’s 
assignment is to develop 

projects for youths. 
One innovative proj-
ect is for to students 
paint to Keith’s 
music. The images 
have proven to be 
brilliant.

Keith is inspired 
by a number of 
personalities. On 
the top of his list 
Mahatma Gandhi 
for his spiritual-
ism. According to 
Keith, “Gandhiji 
has been an im-
portant person in 
my thinking. He 
has inspired me 
to think about the 
rainforests and I 
composed a piece 
based on it.”

Another in-
fl uential person 
in Keith’s life is 
Mahalia Jackson 
who sang at the 
inauguration of 
President John 
F. Kennedy. Bob 
Marley’s ‘Re-

demption Song’ 
sends a powerful 
reminder for jus-
tice everywhere 
and Keith has even 
composed his own 
version of the Mar-
ley’s classic.

Keith wants to 
do more in Guyana 
to spread his mu-
sic to embrace all 
peoples. He wants 
young people to read 
more and to stay 
close to the green 
land of Guyana. 
Keith has eight new 
compositions to 
be released soon. 
His latest album is 
‘The Very Best of 
Keith Waithe’ and 
his website is www.
keithwaithe.com. He 
also has a Wikipedia 
page.

Keith Waithe is 
a credit to his craft 
and to musicians 
everywhere. He uses 
his fl ute to make 
beautiful music 
and to bring people 
together. We are 
grateful. Best wishes 
to the maestro 
Keith Waithe for a 
long and successful 
career.

The Flute is his Voice!

ABOVE:
The irrepressible 
Keith Waithe   

LEFT: Keith Waithe 
with his band at 
the Diaspora 
Engagement 
Conference, 
sponsored by 
the University 
of Guyana. 


