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FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK
Eugene Novotney

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
Chris Tanner

EUGENE NOVOTNEY is a percussionist, composer, and 
scholar who has been involved in the steelpan movement in 
the United States since 1982. He is Professor of Music and 
Director of Percussion Studies at Humboldt State University 
in Arcata, California, where he directs the Humboldt State 
Calypso Band. He has received the Humboldt State Univer-
sity Outstanding Professor Award and the California State 
University Wang Family Excellence Award for his lifetime 
commitment to music education.
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CHRIS TANNER is the founder and Director 
of the Miami University Steel Band in Oxford, 
Ohio, and the Chair of the Miami University 
Department of Music. He is the author of 
The Steel Band Game Plan, and serves as 
President and founding member of the 
National Society of Steel Band Educators 
(NSSBE).

I am pleased to welcome you to The Steel Times, Volume 
2, Number 1. We now have one full year of The Steel 
Times under our belt, and we could not be more pleased 

with the positive feedback. It remains our goal to create a 
resource of practical and useful information for steelpan ed-
ucators, and to advance the archive of scholarship regarding 
the steelpan art-form. We are proud of our efforts, and we 
rededicate ourselves to providing you with an outstanding 
journal that is current and vital. As always, we welcome your 
feedback and your contributions.

This issue of The Steel Times pays homage to one of the 
most important figures in steelpan history, Ellie Manette. 
Ellie’s passing in August of 2018 left a large void in the steel-
pan world, and certainly, Ellie’s contributions to the steelpan 
art-form cannot be overstated. In this issue, we feature 
Ellie’s obituary, written by ethnomusicologist and Professor 
of Music at the University of Washington, Shannon Dudley. 

Shannon’s writing puts Ellie’s lifelong contributions in a his-
toric context, and also, pays respect to one of the greatest 
steelpan masters of all time.

Ellie’s obituary is followed by a series of tributes from his 
students and apprentices that were compiled by Emily 
Lemmerman, who also led the charge in selecting and 
soliciting the contributions. Contributors to this landmark 
article include Chanler Bailey, Alan Coyle, Rob Davis, Carolyn 
Hendricks, April Moncrief, Keith Moone, and Glenn Rowsey. 
Their words provide a genuine and fitting tribute to a true 
master of his craft, and even more, reveal Ellie Mannette as 
a real person who cared for others and shared his life’s pas-
sion with them. I am eternally grateful to Emily Lemerman 
for spearheading the effort to make this wonderful tribute 
happen.

This issue also features an article by Dr. Andrew R. Martin, 
reviewing the 7th International Biennial Steelpan Confer-
ence, held on October 2018 in London, England. Andrew’s 
article provides great insight and detail, and is an excellent 
introduction to this conference for the American audience. 
This edition also includes a brief interview with Dr. Larry 
Snider from the University of Akron regarding his thoughts 
on four questions steelpan education in the United States. 
As the founder of one of the longest standing steelband 
programs in the country, Larry’s answers reveal his both 
experience and his vision for the future.

In the time that has passed since our last edition of The 
Steel Times was published, we have lost another giant in 
the steelpan world - Dr. Clifford Alexis. Like his early men-
tor Ellie Mannette, Cliff was a true leader and visionary in 
the world of the steelpan, and his influence on steelpan 
education in the United States was profound and enduring. 
Although Cliff was known to most as a builder and tuner 
of steelpans, he equally loved composing, arranging, and 
performing, and did so right up until his last days. And to 
anyone who ever experienced it, his iron playing was noth-
ing short of legendary. The next issue of The Steel Times 
will be dedicated to Cliff’s memory, and I send my deepest 
condolences to Cliff’s friends and family.

In closing, it continues to be my privilege to serve as the ed-
itor of The Steel Times, and I welcome your comments and 
your criticisms. Together, we can shape the future of The 
Steel Times, and make our NSSBE journal a vital resource for 
years to come.

If you have something that you would like for us to consid-
er for publication, you can contact us directly through the 
NSSBE website. 

Please enjoy this latest edition of The Steel Times.

Welcome to the first edition of The Steel Times in 
2019. I would like to express, on behalf of our 
Steering Committee, my heartfelt thanks to Editor 

Eugene Novotney for his dedication and hard work in craft-
ing a professional-quality publication, in all aspects. As we 
move forward, we envision The Steel Times as an important 
and vital means of sharing information among our mem-
bers.

I also wish to thank our contributors to this issue, and in 
particular those who shared intimate reflections of Ellie 
Mannette. As Andy Narell did in our previous issue, these 
individuals pay homage to their mentor and friend; their 
words provide great insight into Ellie’s character.

We have just completed our second annual Professional 
Conference on the campus of Miami University in Oxford, 
OH. Once again, steel band educators from across the na-
tion convened to meet each other, develop and strengthen 
connections, share best practices, see the latest products 
and publications from vendors, and witness memorable per-
formances. Thanks to all our presenters and panelists: Yuko 
Asada, Chanler Bailey, Patty Dee, Matt Dudack, Anthony 
Hailey, Emily Lemmerman, Andrew Martin, the Walnut Hills 
High School Steel Band, under the direction of Mike Wen-
deln, and the incomparable Liam Teague. 

Our goals in 2019 are to increase membership, to identify 
new topics and contributors for this journal, and to prepare 
for the 2020 Professional Conference. Our Society is small 
but strong. How will we grow? What new initiatives will we 
pursue to advance our mission? These questions will be an-
swered not only by our dedicated leadership team, but also 
by our current – and future – members. As NSSBE finds its 
footing in the next few years, I anticipate strong and steady 
participation from the steel band community – a community 
filled with people passionate about pan.

Regards,

Chris Tanner
President, NSSBE
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Steel pan pioneer Ellie Mannette passed away on 
Wednesday, August 29th, 2018, in Morgantown, West 
Virginia. He was 90 years old. Mannette was arguably 

the most influential pan tuner in the world, both for the 
quality of his instruments and for his willingness to teach 
and share. The trajectory of his career paralleled the trajec-
tory of the instrument—from humble barrack yards, to the 
status of Trinidadian national culture, to a respected place in 
schools and universities internationally.

Ellie Mannette was born on November 5th, 1927, in the 
village of San Souci on Trinidad’s northern coast, and at an 
early age he moved with his family to Port of Spain. There, 
in 1939, he may have participated in the carnival masquer-

ade of Alexander’s Ragtime Band (Narine 2018), sometimes 
cited as the first steelband. In any case this mock orchestra 
of metal containers would have been an inspiration to Ellie, 
who around the same time formed his own band, Oval Boys 
(named for the cricket stadium across the street from his 
barrack yard on Tragarete Road). Oval Boys was the root of 
the legendary Invaders steelband, whose instruments set 
the standard for everyone else in the 1940s and 1950s.

In the competitive culture of Port of Spain steelbands, even 
Invaders’ rivals could not deny the superior sound of Man-
nette’s instruments, which were known as the “harps.” One 
pan in particular, dubbed the “Barracuda,” was so famous 

in 1947 that jealous members of Tokyo steelband broke 
into Invaders and stole it. They hung it from a tree in the 
John John neighborhood and dared Invaders to come get it 
back. Ellie turned his attention to building a better pan and 
soon came up with his low tenor, commonly known as the 
Invader tenor. This was the first fully chromatic steel pan, 
and it is the preferred instrument to this day for some solo-
ists, including Andy Narrell, Ken “Professor” Philmore, Tom 
Miller and Gary Gibson. (The “thirds” tenor, favored by Liam 
Teague and Ray Holman, is a variant of the Invader.)

Ellie was a fine musician himself. Ray Holman remembers 
him wearing a safari-style pith hat while leading Invaders 
on the road at carnival in the late 1950s. “I hearing that 
man playing this iron. The rhythm of Invaders was a unique 
rhythm, you know. I ain’t know what he did on that iron, 
but it used to give a certain feeling to the music” (quoted 
in Dudley 2008 p.65). In later life Ellie enjoyed playing the 
triple guitars, mostly in intimate settings, weaving together 
melody and chords in deep mellifluous tones.

His love for the instrument drove him to innovate and learn. 
He claimed he was the first to wrap his mallets in rubber 
to get a better tone out of the pan, and most people agree 
he was the first to sink the pan in a concave shape instead 
of convex. Working as a machinist helped him understand 
metal, but he had much to learn about music. The pattern 
of notes in his Invader tenor was very asymmetrical, for 

example, and over the years most pannists came to prefer 
Anthony Williams’ 4ths and 5ths tenor. Ellie’s knowledge of 
scales and chords continued to grow, though. In 1951-52 he 
played and tuned under the direction of Lt. Joseph Griffith, 
a St. Lucian police band director who led the Trinidad All 
Steel Percussion Orchestra (TASPO). In the late 1950s he 
tuned pans for the U.S. Navy Steelband and brought home 
books about music notation and theory (Holman 1998).

Armed with this knowledge, Mannette designed pans of 
greater musical logic and symmetry. He conceived of his 
double seconds, with their complementary whole tone 
scales, as two pairs of augmented chords (Narell 2018b). 
His triple cellos were tuned in complementary diminished 
chords, and tenor basses in four complementary augmented 
chords. He took meticulous care with the sound of every 
note. “He pored over miniscule details, constantly experi-
menting, making small adjustments, searching for the per-
fect sound,” remembers Andy Narell. “His instruments set 
standards for balance, warmth, and accuracy that put him in 
a class by himself” (Narell 2018a).

Mannette’s influence was magnified by his willingness to 
share and teach. This generosity distinguished him from 
other tuners, who tended not to share their secrets. Rudolph 
Charles recruited him to build instruments for Desperadoes 
on Laventille hill in the East. Junior Pouchet, a schoolboy 
from the Western neighborhood of Cocorite, got a tenor 
pan from Ellie Mannette and went on to form Silver Stars, 
one of the first middle class steelbands. As journalist and 
anthropologist Kim Johnson notes, “[Ellie’s] way of making 
pans became the first globalized way, the first way you’d 
find all over the country, from people he taught, from bands 
whose instruments he made, and from people trying to 
copy him” (quoted in Zraick 2018).

Mannette also collaborated with middle class artists, in-
cluding dancer Beryl McBurnie and her Little Carib theatre, 
where Invaders performed as early as 1949. As they attract-
ed middle class followers in their Woodbrook neighborhood, 
Invaders helped to dispel the steelband’s stigma of vulgarity 
and danger.

In the late 1950s Mannette’s collaborations began to take 
him outside Trinidad. He developed a relationship with the 
U.S. Navy Steelband after Admiral Daniel Gallery attended 
Trinidad carnival in 1957 (Martin 2017, p.30-31), and travelled 

ELLIE MANNETTE
Shannon Dudley

“He was supremely 
confident of his craft and 
proud of what he had 
accomplished, but he had 
an endearing enthusiasm 
for discovery. He will be 
missed and remembered 
by pan people all 
over the world”

Ellie Mannette
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in the following years to tune for the navy in Puerto Rico 
and South Carolina. Meanwhile the fortunes of Invaders 
declined when many of their best players left to form Starlift 
steelband in 1962. In the post-independence era of Panora-
ma competitions, therefore, Invaders did not shine as they 
once had. 

In 1967 Ellie made the decision to move to New York City. 
He was invited there by social worker Murray Narell to help 
continue the work of a young Antiguan pannist named 
Rupert Sterling, whose steelband program had become 
a big attraction for youths on the lower east side (Funk 
and Martin 2018). In New York Mannette began a lifelong 
relationship with Murray’s son, Andy Narell, who went on 
to become one of the most innovative and recognized steel 
pan players in the world through his fusions of Caribbean 
music and jazz. He also began to build relationships with 
music educators.

One of Mannette’s early partners in music education was 
Jimmy Leyden. Ellie built pans for Leyden’s steelband at 
Horace Greeley High in Westchester, New York. By 1980, 
when I first met Ellie through Horace Greeley graduates 
at Oberlin College, he was tuning for a number of school 
bands in the East and Midwest. Beginning in 1985, Ellie 
teamed with Jimmy Leyden and the Narell brothers, Andy 
and Jeff, to run the Haystack Steel Drum Summer Workshop 
in Cannon Beach, OR, where he began to teach Americans 
how to tune. Among the graduates of this program were 
tuner Dennis Martin and educators Barbara and Neal Porter, 
who helped to foster a network of school steelbands in the 
Pacific Northwest.

The final phase of his life’s work began with a move to 
Morgantown, West Virginia in 1992, where, at the invitation 
of West Virginia University percussion professor Phil Faini, 
Mannette founded the University Tuning Project. In Morgan-
town he took on WVU music students as apprentices, built 
and sold pans, and trained a whole generation of American 
tuners, including Chanler Bailey, Alan Coyle, Rob Davis, Dar-
ren Dyke, Eric Fountain, Emily Lemmerman, Keith Moone, 
Ryan Roberts, Glenn Rowsey, Billy Sheeder, and others. His 
organization eventually changed its name to Mannette Steel 
Drums and became independent of the university.

In 1999 Ellie Mannette received the National Endowment for 
the Arts’ National Heritage Fellowship in recognition of his 
“artistic excellence and … contributions to our nation’s tradi-
tional arts heritage.” Among his accomplishments, the NEA’s 
website notes that he worked with more than 350 school 
steelband programs. Following this honor Mannette re-
turned to Trinidad and Tobago for the first time in 33 years 
to receive the government’s Chaconia Silver Medal in 2000, 
as well as an honorary doctorate from the University of the 
West Indies. In 2003 he was inducted into the Percussive 
Arts Society’s Hall of Fame.

My mentor in pan was Cliff Alexis, who played his own role 
in the international progress of pan. That said, the first steel 
pan I ever heard was an Ellie Mannette tenor that Andy 
Narell played at Berkeley High School in 1977; and the first 
pans I played were a set of his cellos at Oberlin College. 
I also met Ellie a few times. He was supremely confident 
of his craft and proud of what he had accomplished, but 
he had an endearing enthusiasm for discovery. He will be 
missed and remembered by pan people all over the world. ·
Shannon Dudley is a professor of ethnomusicology at the 
University of Washington, Seattle, where he directs the UW 
steelband. He is the author of Music From Behind the Bridge: 
Steelband Spirit and Politics in Trinidad and Tobago.
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(Top Left) Ellie Mannette with 
friends and students at the National 
Endowment for the Arts’ National 
Heritage Fellowship Awards Ceremony 
in Washington, D.C. in 1999, (Top Right) 
Hillary Clinton ad Ellie Mannette at 
the National Endowment for the Arts’ 
National Heritage Fellowship Awards 
Ceremony in Washington, D.C. in 1999, 
(Middle Left) Ellie Mannette, (Middle 
RIght) Ellie Mannette with friends and 
students at Mannette Steel Drums, 
(Bottom Left) Ellie Mannette tuning a 
steelpan.
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A COLLECTION OF TRIBUTES
Emily Lemmerman

EMILY LEMMERMAN

This is a collection of reflections and tributes written for 
Ellie Mannette by those of us who studied the art of 
building and tuning pans with him during his decades 

in West Virginia. Ellie’s influence on and contributions to the 
birth and development of the art form are huge and cannot 
be understated, but it was his dedication to teaching us that 
will carry his legacy into the future.

In an artform in which proprietary skills (like tuning) were 
often closely guarded, Ellie was, from very early in his life, 
passionate about sharing his gift. This foresight and gener-
osity of spirit was also born out of an acute sense of his own 
mortal limits. Ellie would often speak of his inevitable death, 
and he was determined that his (ever-accumulating) knowl-
edge would not die with him. In later years, Ellie seemed 
satisfied that he had achieved this—when he’d tell us the 
artform was now in good hands, he meant ours.

I often describe tuning as “doing calculus with hammers on 
a piece of functional sculpture.” There are only a few tuners 
in the world precisely because this endeavor is difficult and 
nuanced. Because of Ellie’s training program, we were able 
to, as a community, develop a language for the work and, in 
such a collaborative setting, stand on each other’s shoulders 
as well as his. He built this community to carry on his voice, 
and through this, we each share a piece of him.

Our relationship with Ellie and each other went far beyond 
the walls of our shop. We were all drawn to the artform from 
different places—we all have our own origin stories, and we 
have all had different professional trajectories. We all found 
Ellie because we love steel drums, but we also found, in this 
community he created in Morgantown, a deep love and re-
spect for this man and a bond with each other through him.

It was impossible not to feel like you were a part of some-
thing important when you were in a room with Ellie. There 
was an electricity in his charisma that was exciting and 
inspiring and would fill up a whole space, whether it was in 
the workshop, in his living room, or at Carnegie Hall. It was 
like being aware that something historical was happening, 

and being able to appreciate in that moment that you were 
part of it.

We were with him through many iterations of his busi-
ness—from the University Tuning Project, Mannette Touch, 
Mannette Steel Drums, and its current form, Mannette 
Musical Instruments. We all loved Ellie dearly, like family, and 
however scattered across the world we all are now, we share 
a unbreakable bond through our experience with him. Some 
of us have left the field entirely, some of us now run our own 
steel drum business, some of us still work for MMI, but we 
all feel this bond, and strive in our lives and work to make 
Ellie proud. We all share a deep gratitude for this shared, 
life-changing experience, and are struggling with this loss.

The first time I stepped foot in the Invaders panyard, where 
Ellie’s family home once stood, I felt like I was standing on 
holy ground. The first time I stood on the grandstand to per-
form Panorama in the Savannah, I looked out into the crowd 
and saw thousands of people whose lives were touched 
by this thing that had become so important to me person-
ally, and I was moved to tears. The first time I tuned for 
Panorama in Trinidad, I was overcome with pride—I felt like 
I was bringing a piece of Ellie back to his home, that I was 
part of an extraordinary, meaningful circle. Ellie has given 
me the gift of leading an extraordinary, meaningful life. 

This year, 2019, is the first time in a decade I’ll be in Trinidad 
and not call Ellie from the Savannah. This is the first year he 
didn’t call me at 12:01 am on my birthday, tickled to be the 
first to wish me congratulations. I’ll never play another duet 
with him, I’ll never give him another hug, I’ll never hear him 
again say my name. This will be a year of hard firsts.

But there is magic in my life, and I am forever grateful to 
Ellie for introducing it to me. And though we all will miss 
terribly his distinctive, singular voice—we each carry a piece 
of it forward, and there is comfort in that. ·
Emily Lemmerman builds and tunes pans for her company, 
Barracuda Steel Drums, based in Austin, Texas.

(Top left) Ellie Mannette and Emily Lemmerman, (Bottom left) Emily Lemmerman, Ellie Mannette,
and April Moncrief, (Top right) Emily Lemmerman and family with Ellie Mannette, (Bottom RIght)
Ellie Mannette, Emily Lemmerman, Chanler Bailey, and April Moncrief in the Invaders Panyard in
Woodbrook, Port-of-Spain, Trinidad.
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CHANLER BAILEY

Twenty-seven years.  

Nearly every single day for the past twenty-seven years, I 
have been beside Ellie Mannette. The impacts that Ellie has 
had on my life are so numerous and deep and far reaching, 
I don’t think I can capture it in words. To say he was my 
teacher, mentor, friend, family and father can’t convey the 
depth of my relationship with Ellie. After such a span of time 
and experiences, there are many things that I cannot yet, 
and don’t wish to, share in writing.  
 
I first met Ellie around 1990, when we received our first set 
of instruments from him at West Virginia University and I 
began playing steel drums. As I was finishing my college 
years, Ellie and Kaethe George had moved to Morgantown 
and the University Tuning Project was starting to form. Ellie 
said to me “Why don’t you come downstairs and learn how 
to make this thing?”  Alan Coyle and Carolyn Hendricks had 
just started to learn from Ellie and I was so enamored with 
the instrument that I thought this was something that I real-
ly wanted to try. I had no concept of the direction that this 
decision would take my life. 
 
With Ellie, I have been able to meet and interact with the pi-
oneers and legends of this art form, educators and perform-
ers of today, and children and students who are its future. 
I’ve been able to travel extensively to assist Ellie with lec-
tures and symposiums. I’ve learned, from Ellie’s perspective, 
the development of the art form and how he came about 
making the contributions that he has made. I’ve watched 
Ellie’s skills, process, and teaching evolve and refine. I’ve 
washed his car, built more stands and Cello/Bass legs than 
I care to count, helped develop and ultimately ran the 
business of Mannette Steel Drums. And, I have developed 
my own building and tuning skills throughout. I thoroughly 
believe in and subscribe to the concepts of the sound that 
he has developed through his lifetime. 
 
I see so much that he has given to the art form, to me, and 
to my family. Staying with Ellie has been a choice I have 
continued to make throughout the years. I use the lessons 
(both steel drum and in life) that he has taught me and ap-
ply them to all aspects of what I do: in building and tuning, 
performing, and teaching my steel bands. Ellie always said 
that he expected each of us to develop our own sound, our 
own process and to make changes for the better. I believe 

that. I also believe that the roots of knowledge never stop 
growing, especially when the person you are learning from 
never stops learning himself. 
 
I thank you, and I miss you Ellie Mannette.

Chanler Bailey builds, tunes, and teaches pan through his 
company, CB Panworks, based in Morgantown, West Virginia.

ALAN COYLE

As I was completing my Master’s studies I was fortunate to 
have Ellie Mannette come to Morgantown to start an ap-
prenticeship program. His first semester on campus was my 
last semester of school. I contemplated getting a Doctorate 
but decided on getting the “Doctorate of Ellie Mannette” 
instead. During the first few years of the University Tuning 
Project a core of apprentices began to take shape. Most 
were students at WVU but a few came in from different 
parts of the country. Ellie had spent time training people 
before, but this was the first time he had full-time apprentic-
es working with him every day. He was dedicated to sharing 
his knowledge and we were dedicated to mastering his craft 
and gaining his approval. He became a fatherly figure to 
us. Ellie’s enthusiasm and passion were infectious. He was 
truly obsessed with his craft and was determined to see his 
quality of work live on through his students. He gave his 
time to us freely, always encouraging us while quietly hon-
ing our attention to detail. A natural teacher, he would break 
down difficult concepts into manageable subsets. There is 
so much complexity in the core concepts of shape, tension, 
and metal thickness. Because everything is connected, every 
angle, every note placement, every spot of this geometrical-
ly challenging unit needs to be shaped as close to perfect as 
possible. My favorite quote from Ellie is “The only thing that 
is 100% about a steel drum is that nothing is 100%.”

After spending 5 ½ years as Ellie’s Head Apprentice and 
right-hand man I decided it was time to break out on my 
own. By standing on his shoulders I was able to see areas 
where we could and should make micro adjustments to the 
process in order to move the artform forward. Twenty-six 
years later I am still learning.  He succeeded in passing his 

(Top) Alan Coyle, Ellie Mannette, Carolyn Hendricks, and Chanler Bailey, (Bottom Left) Chanler Bailey and Elie Mannette,
(Bottom Right) Ellie Mannette sharing dinner with friends and students.
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Ellie was certainly highly intelligent and a visionary. The 
note pattern for the triple guitars [cellos] occurred to him 
in a dream, and he simply woke up and wrote it down. But 
that’s not the most important thing. His lesson for us lies in 
not accepting that what’s happening in your environment 
must be the model for you, and in never accepting that your 
work is as good as it can be. A person’s concept of “good” 
can wither, or become stale, or be simply a reflection of 
what other people think. Greatness lies, in part, in being 
able to discard what is unimportant, be continually motivat-
ed by what really matters, and become open to the wider 
universe of possibility. If we can do this, we can become 
receptive to the truths that lead to innovation, whether it be 
new inventions, or new understandings of what matters in 
the world, or better paths in life.

Rob Davis builds and tunes pans for Mannette Musical 
Instruments, based in Morgantown, West Virginia.

CAROLYN HENDRICKS

I had the privilege of being one of Ellie’s earliest apprentices 
at WVU. A “young white girl” (Ellie’s words) who wanted to 
learn to make steel drums from a true master of his craft. 
Learning from Ellie was an educational experience like no 
other; his expertise, passion and grace were not only lessons 
in steel drum craftsmanship but also great life skills. While I 
had to retire from the craft due to physical issues, many of 
the lessons learned from Ellie remain. 

Twenty-five years was not long enough to know Ellie Man-
nette. While I count it a privilege to have worked under his 
tutelage for ten of those years, I count it pure blessing to 
have been a friend for all 25 years. Although I had to give 
up making and tuning pans, Ellie never turned his back on 
our friendship. Whether it was just a text or quick phone call 
just to check up, or a dinner at Bob Evans or Cracker Barrel, 
each encounter was special. Although life got in the way of 
seeing him more, I will forever miss his friendship, encour-
agement, charm and hugs; I will also miss him saying my 
name with his typical Ellie flair. One could not have known 
Ellie Mannette and not have been changed by him on some 
level. I am grateful to God that our paths crossed and I know 
that we will see each other again. 

Carolyn Hendricks now works in the veterinary field in 
Morgantown, West Virginia.

vision to myself and others. I hope he was proud of what 
we at Coyle Drums have been able to accomplish over the 
years. 

Alan Coyle builds and tunes pans with his company,
Coyle Drums, based in Pensacola Florida.

ROB DAVIS

Ellie created things that didn’t exist before, and he also ar-
rived at improvements and innovations that built upon other 
people’s work that turned out to be transformative. It didn’t 
matter that no one around him had ever accomplished a 
particular thing, or even if the people around him were 
telling him that something was impossible, or worthless, 
or that something was beyond him. He thought carefully 
about what might be the best thing to do, and he simply 
tried it. This was sometimes at significant cost to himself, 
as, for example, when he was thrown out of his house after 
his apparently bizarre decision to turn down a prestigious 
scholarship to study abroad and instead return home to 
continue his involvement with the nascent steel drum. There 
were times when he was literally homeless. But something 
kept driving him, because he had a sense that he was on a 
truly good path - a right path - and that was enough.

You could catch sight of the mind that could summon that 
kind of perseverance when he would ask his oft-repeated 
rhetorical questions, as he critiqued the instruments we 
made in his shop: How good is good? What’s your concept 
of good? That kind of mindset can inform us on the ques-
tion of how people can arrive at innovations and transfor-
mative improvements. In fact, it can show us a way forward 
in many different areas.

When a person doesn’t care what the common understand-
ing of “good” is, or how something is supposed to be done, 
or what everyone around them is doing, true greatness 
can come forth out of humanity. A person can be the first 
among their family or friends to abandon a life of abuse, or 
to reject cruelty. A person can deduce that gravity affects 
the flow of time. A person with no formal musical training 
can help devise a new musical instrument. How good is 
good? What’s your concept of good?

(Above) Rob Davis, Eric Fountain, Ellie Mannette, and Keith Moone  
(Below) Ellie Mannette and Carolyn Hendricks
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APRIL MONCRIEF

I was one of the many students who had the privilege 
and honor to study under Dr. Ellie Mannette. Ellie touched 
countless lives of people from all around the world, and his 
list of accomplishments are endless, but I would like to talk 
about the kind of person he was and what he meant to me. 
In the 19 years that I knew Ellie he became like family to me. 
Ellie’s strong passion for the art form and desire to pass his 
knowledge on to future generations changed my life and 
set me on the path I am now on. He strove for perfection 
and wanted his students to take the art form beyond what 
he did. He instilled that drive for perfection and standard of 
excellence in me. Ellie was also truly thankful and grateful to 
his students for dedicating their lives to the art form, often 
shaking his head with a grin saying “why do you want to 
do this, it is so difficult!” Beyond his desire to train the best 
tuners and builders, he also truly cared for us as individuals, 
on a personal level. Ellie was always quick with a word of 
kindness and encouragement, and was also quick with a 
criticism when necessary. He was always pushing us to do 
better, because he truly believed we could. I will miss the 
way he would walk through the shop calling out to his stu-
dents by last name in his lilting Trinidadian accent, the way 
he would playfully give me a hard time and loved it when 
I gave it right back to him, laughing his distinctive ornery 
laugh. I will miss his phone calls out of the blue just to see 
how I was doing, the sound his guitars drifting through the 
shop while he played “My Way” or “Yesterday” while singing 
along, the stories of his life growing up in Trinidad and later 
traveling across the country starting steel bands. I will miss 
how he always let me know how proud he was of me and 
how much he loved me. Thank you, Ellie, for believing in me. 
Thank you for letting me be a part of your life. This world 
is a better place having had you in it. You will be terribly 
missed. Love Always, Moncrief  

April Moncrief works out of her home shop tuning
handpans in Slatyfork, West Virginia.

KEITH MOONE

Ellie was a true pioneer in pan. His contributions to the art 
form will never be forgotten and those of us who are in-
volved at any level should strive to propel pan even further. 
This sentiment was always a priority of his. I became aware 
of this after becoming his apprentice in 2005. Working with 
Ellie over these several years has given me a deeper respect 
and appreciation for pan and his tutelage enabled me to 
make a passion my life.    

I saw Ellie as a wise elder toward the later years I spent 
with him. All of us who were around him gladly helped with 
running errands and doing small chores around his house. 
And it was during these encounters with him that I had the 
honor of getting to know the man that Ellie was outside of 
his iconic status. He was a legendary man and will forever 
be my mentor.

Keith Moone builds and tunes pans for Mannette Musical 
Instruments, based in Morgantown, West Virginia.

GLENN ROWSEY

All the technical aspects of crafting a quality pan can be 
measured and written out step by step but a quality pan 
cannot be crafted from those words and numbers alone; 
you need an Ellie. Whether I was sinking the pan, shaping 
the pan, grooving the pan, tuning the pan, buffing the pan, 
or blending the final notes after chrome, the most important 
lesson hammered into my skull was to NEVER be satisfied 
with my work. At the end of the day you look at the results 
and ask yourself “how can I make this better?” That’s what 
Ellie asked himself after he unknowingly tuned his last note.
 
In hindsight there is a very important lesson that was not on 
the syllabus, a lesson for the master and the apprentice. It 
can be seen in Ellie’s work too- his teaching us made him a 
better tuner. The final and most important step in mastering 
any subject is to teach it, and in doing so Ellie was forced to 
vocalize secrets that only his hand and hammers knew. The 
more he taught us the more he learned. An important lesson 
for all.
 
I can make a very long list of things learned from Ellie but 
I can also take credit for teaching him a thing or two. Most 
notably the sharp eleven. He was deeply in love with the flat 
five so once he understood and successfully voiced a chord 
with a #11 he exploded into a million tiny pieces. For a scary 
moment I thought I had actually killed the 80+ year old man 
with a chord tone. 80+ and learning jazz theory. Pretty sure 
there’s a lesson to be learned there as well.
 
Glenn Rowsey builds and tunes pans for his company, 
Rowsey LLC, based in Morgantown, West Virginia. (Top) Ellie Mannette and April Moncrief, (Bottom) Glenn Rowsey and Ellie Mannette.
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THE RHYTHM OF THE STEEL
Eugene Novotney

I took this photo somewhere in Woodbrook,
Port-of-Spain, Trinidad on Carnival Monday 
afternoon in 1993. It is a classic moment in time.

I love that the player just used whatever was at 
hand to sound the iron rhythm. It reminded me of 
the stories of the spirit and the energy of the early 
steelbands, and it certainly caught my full attention. 

So whenever I play traditional steelband music 
from Trinidad, I remember this photo, and I try 
to channel the energy and spirit of this unknown 
player grooving—the rhythm of the steel. ·
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This past October 19–21 marked the convening of the 
7th International Biennial Steelpan Conference, held 
in London, England. The conference subheading was 

“Empowering the Youth to Lead the UK Transformation 
of Carnivals: Celebrating the Windrush 70” and featured a 
broad spectrum of concerts, workshops, research papers, 
research posters, and lectures, all focused on the Carnival 
arts of calypso, mas, and steelpan. The conference was host-
ed by the Tabernacle, Carnival Village, Powis Square in the 
Notting Hill area of London and was sponsored by, among 
others, The Carnival Trust, Arts Council England, Pan Podi-
um, and the British Association of Steelbands.

The conference began with several film screenings, some 
in celebration of the 70th anniversary of the Windrush 
Generation—a label given to Caribbean immigrants who 
come to the UK from 1958–1971. The conference featured 
many concerts and featured a wide variety of steelbands 
from across the UK and Switzerland. Performances includ-

ed Mangrove Steel Orchestra (London), St. Michael and All 
Angels Steel Orchestra (London), Cambridge University 
Steel Pan Society (Cambridge), Nostalgia Steel Orchestra 
(London), North Tyneside Steelband (Newcastle), Extempo 
Steelband (Switzerland), and several individual steelpan 
player performances. Additionally, Ebony Steel Orchestra 

CONFERENCE REVIEW:
7TH INTERNATIONAL BIENNIAL
STEELPAN CONFERENCE
Andrew R. Martin, Ph.D.

Andrew Martin, Ph.D., is Professor of Music at Inver Hills 
College where he teaches courses in music history, music 
analysis, percussion, and Caribbean studies. He is the author 
of the books Steelpan Ambassadors: The US Navy Steel 
Band 1957-1999 and Steelpan in Education: A History of the 
Northern Illinois University Steelband. Since 2011, Martin has 
written a semi-regular newspaper column “Pan Worldwide” 
in the Trinidad Guardian.

“Fridel said it best 
during the performance 
noting, ‘the pan and 
opera are two parts of 
the same tradition and 
I believe they should 
work together as much 
as possible.’ Like many 
steelbands in the United 
States, steelbands in 
the UK are constantly 
striving to expand the 
roles and collaboration 
between steelpan 
and western classical 
music, and this was on 
display throughout the 
conference weekend.”

(London) performed separately with Extempo Steel Or-
chestra in a related event. The conference did an excellent 
job of incorporating steelbands with a diverse range of 
skills and abilities and conference attendees were able to 
experience steelbands ranging from beginner bands playing 
rote learned music to advanced student bands to diasporic 
heritage bands to professional-level well-rehearsed mod-
ern bands. Musical repertoire throughout the conference 
celebrated the full range and history of steelband and 
conference attendees heard arrangements of Caribbean 
island favorites in an educational setting, several compelling 
arrangements of pop/rock tunes (especially from the North 
Tyneside Steel Orchestra), Panorama arrangements, and a 
number of jazz/Latin arrangements featuring soloists.

Perhaps the most compelling performances of the entire 
conference, however, featured dramatic soprano singer 
Anne Fridel singing the Habanera aria from George Bizet’s 
opera Carmen with the Mangrove Steel Orchestra. Fridel is 
a Trinidadian-born opera singer well-known throughout the 
UK, Caribbean, and Europe, and her rendition of Carmen 
at this conference combined a full steel orchestra and was 
sung to a standing ovation. The steelband performed the 
arrangement created by Mangrove’s panorama drill mas-
ter, Leon ‘Foster‘ Thomas and Fridel said it best during the 
performance noting, “the pan and opera are two parts of 
the same tradition and I believe they should work together 
as much as possible.” Like many steelbands in the Unit-
ed States, steelbands in the UK are constantly striving to 
expand the roles and collaboration between steelpan and 

Members of the St. Michael and
All Angels Steel Orchestra perform 
(Cyril Kumar on Scratcher)
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western classical music, and this was on display throughout 
the conference weekend.

Day one of the 7th International Biennial Steelpan Confer-
ence focused on calypso and mas, and was highlighted by a 
plenary lecture by Dr. John Cowley an independent schol-
ar based in the UK. Cowley is perhaps best known for his 
landmark text “Carnival, Canboulay, and Calypso: Traditions 
in the Making” and his presentation here focused on the 
roots of calypso in Britain during the first half of the twenti-

eth-century. Cowley’s research, among other things, dis-
cussed the many connections between the recording indus-
try in the UK and the United States during the 1900s–1950s, 
and their fascination with calypso. The day was capped 
off with an all steelband concert headlined by Swiss steel-
band Extempo. This is the second consecutive conference 
in which a swiss steelband has headlined the International 
Biennial Steelpan Conference and marks the continued col-
laboration between steelbands in the UK, Switzerland, and 
all of Europe.

The final day of the conference was an all steelpan affair 
and presented ten different steelpan-related lectures and 
papers. These spanned a variety of steelpan related topics 
and presenters represented a cross-section of scholars, 
students, community members, and professional musicians. 
Shareen Gray, a steelpan educator from the Steelpan Trust 
and Steelpan Agency, led the conference presenting her 
work using steelpan with those who have disabilities, special 
needs, learning disabilities and difficulties.

One of the main themes of the 7th International Biennial 
Steelpan Conference was youth participation and devel-
opment and several students presented research. Anna 
Lawrence, Ph.D. student at Cambridge University, presented 
a paper titled “Out of Pain this Culture was Born: Appropria-
tion vs Appreciation in the Steelband Movement” in addition 
to directing a performance of the Cambridge University 
Steelpan Society. Lawrence’s research sparked many inter-
esting and provocative questions regarding the conflicting 
roles non-diasporic steelbands in academia face in their 
daily existence. This was followed by Euan Lloyd-Taylor of 

Middlesex University who presented his research calling for 
a broader use/introduction of steelpan into the Music and 
Arts curriculums of UK universities. Two other university 
students, Laila Shah and Aisha Goodman, presenting a pa-
per chronicling their experience playing with the Mangrove 
Steel Orchestra as a lens to view the UK diaspora steelband 
scene.

Current Fulbright scholar and director of steelbands at 
Chicago Youth Symphony organization Malika Green Coletta 
shared her work and research on steelpan pedagogy, 
such as best practices and education through discovery. 
Dr. Andrew Martin presented his study of steelbands in 
higher education throughout the world and the various 
implementation strategies used and to foster these steel-
bands. Nestor Sullivan, leader of Pamberi Steel Orchestra of 
Trinidad presented research focusing on the role of youth in 
steelpan, including tools for teaching musicianship, arrang-
ing, and band administration. The conference also featured a 
panel discussion comprised of the above presenters focused 
on the theme of the declining presence of steelbands on the 
road in Carnivals throughout the globe.

The keynote lecture for the steelband portion of the con-
ference was delivered by Leon Foster Thomas. A talented 
drummer, pannist, arranger, band leader, and musician 
Thomas’s lecture offered insight into the role of steel-
pan within the music industry. The Trinidadian Thomas is 
currently based in Miami and works often in the Caribbe-
an, USA, and UK. As a professional musician of interna-
tional stature his insights into steelpan’s role in the music 
industry were particularly pertinent to the theme of the 
conference and he used his lecture to summarize the his-
torical perspective of other pannists such as Andy Narrell, 
Othello Molineaux, the late Ken “Professor” Philmore, and 
several other key players.

The 7th International Biennial Steelpan Conference was, in 
all, a major success and conference organizers, chief among 
these was Dr. Haroun Shah, made every attempt to further 
and support the important work of steelpan scholars and 
practitioners in the UK and beyond. In addition to the con-
ference weekend, a youth steelpan development workshop 
featuring several of the conference presenters was held the 
week following the conference on October 27 and confer-
ence organizers have plans for even more extensive youth 
input and collaboration for future conferences. Plans are 
also in the works to publish the proceedings of the confer-
ence in a Caribbean Carnival journal hosted digitally by the 
Carnival Village so stay tuned for more information when it 
becomes available. The 8th International Biennial Steelpan 
Conference is schedule for October of 2020 and interested 
steelpan scholars and steelband directors would be wise 
to plan to attend what is sure to be another important and 
inspiring conference. ·

“Musical repertoire 
throughout the 
conference celebrated 
the full range and history 
of steelband”

Keynote Lecture by Leon "Foster” Thomas.

Members of Mangrove Steel Orchestra performing.
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1
Eugene Novotney: When was your first experience with 
steelpan education in the USA, and what struck you most 
about that experience?

Larry Snider: I guess you could call it “education” or curios-
ity. I saw my first steelband as a kid on the Ed Sullivan Show 
on black and white TV! I remember telling my mother, “Look 
at those guys playing on trash cans.[!]” Incidentally, Cliff 
Alexis was in that National Steelband from Trinidad that I 
saw, and of course, I did not know him then.  
                                                                          

2
EN: From your perspective, what has changed the most in 
steelband education in the USA since that first experience to 
now in the present day?

LS: The amount of companies that have sprouted up that 
make pans in the US. It is hard for novice buyers to know 
what is good and what is not.  

3
EN: What are the most significant differences between 
steelband education in the USA and steelband education in 
Trinidad today?

LS: Many steelbands do not go into the history in the US. 
History and respect are important and vital in this day and 
age. Pan is a lifestyle in Trinidad. Learning by rote. It is still a 
novelty in many places in the US.

4
EN: Where do you see steelband education in the USA 
headed in the future?

LS: Contemporary music. Famous composers are now writ-
ing for “classical” pan. For example, International/US con-
temporaries like the SO Percussion Group are collaborating 
with the Pulitzer Prize winning composer, David Lang, who 
is writing steel pan parts in his experimental/contemporary 
music. The Tuesday Musical Association in Akron now spon-
sors a Classical Pan competition that awards $1500 to the 
winner each year. · 

FOUR QUESTIONS WITH LARRY SNIDER
Eugene Novotney

Dr. Larry Snider is a Distinguished Professor of Music and the Director of Percussion Studies at 
The University of Akron in Akron, Ohio. Founded in 1980 by Dr. Snider as one of the nation’s first and 
foremost collegiate panorama-style ensembles, the University of Akron Steel Drum Band holds the 
distinction of being one of the longest standing steelband programs in the United States. 
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