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Interviewer: Good morning!  

Interviewee: Good morning!  

 

Interviewer: I’m going to interview you in the relation to our project “Francophone 

African Oral History”  

 

* M – Interviewer 

   S – Interviewee 

 

M (introducing) – Fiston, this interview is about collecting information for archives. 

We will be collecting information about the lives Congolese musicians, from both the 

DRC and Congo Brazzaville, who live and play Rumba music here in Britain.  So, my 

first question is where and when were you born?  Where did you grow up and how 

was life there?  Which school did you go to and any other places you’ve been? 

 

F – Thank you for your question, Big Brother.  I think the project you’re doing is a 

very good one.  I was born in Kinshasa in 1958.  My father was a musician.  He was 

called “De Puissant” and was playing in “African Jazz”.  I grew up in “Linguala” 

area.  I am a guitarist.  In “Linguala”, we were fortunate to learn to play guitar well 

because there we had elders to whom we were very close and who used to play music 

in the city, in bars and night clubs.  They were playing Jazz and many other different 

types of music.  We were with them all the time and they would often teach us how to 

play guitar.  That’s how we became good guitarists.  Have I answered your question? 

 

M – You studied at INA.  Which subjects did you study? 

 

F – At INA I studied music.  During my time at INA, the focus was on music 

instruments, because, for many people joining INA, only meant learning to sing and 

play guitar.  When given a choice, students weren’t choosing any other musical 

instruments as their main option.  That was why the school imposed that we first learn 

to play some other instruments, regardless of our individual options.  For me, guitar 

was my main option, but I had to first learn to play “Tuba”.  “Tuba” is a massive 

instrument that produces bass sound.  I studied playing this instrument and later used 

that knowledge to improve my guitar playing.   

 

I would say that I got a lot out of INA and it made me become who I am today, a good 

musician.  In addition, I socialised a lot with my dad’s friends, such as Maproko, the 

late Mesme, Bosme.  They liked me very much and always wanted to be with me, 

calling me “Petit De Puissant” all the time.  Although I learnt music at INA but 

spending time with them gave me much more practical experience. 

 

M – When did you actually start your music career? 

 

F – I started my music career in 1973.  I started playing in concerts as such at the age 

of 15.  I started in a local orchestra in my area, called “Zike Lomama”.  After that, I 

joined another local orchestra, very well known in Linguala, called “Uga”.  I was 



there with the late Tonton Jacques, Joe Falo, Segeka, who later became Choc Star’s 

soloist.  I also played in another local orchestra in Linguala, called “Soweto”.  In 1977 

I scaled up a bit and joined “Kanako Shiplike Bango”, which was Tonton Butche’s 

orchestra, I don’t know if you know him.  Nenin Tchako, Fataki and some others also 

played in “Kanako” orchestra but had all already left when I joined.  During my time, 

Debaba, Djodjo and Joli Mubiaya were also there.  I know Joli Mubiaya as a guitarist.  

He was my attendant while I was the soloist.  So, to me it was quite a surprise when I 

found out that he had developed to become a singer.  After “Kanako” I went to “Poto 

Tale”, wile Debaba and Djodjo went to Viva LaMusica.  to “Poto Tale”, also called 

“Cabaret”, was Pere Bifalo’s orchestra.  I was there with Carlito, Maraille, Papa Fioti, 

even comedians like Gadiadia, Kabamba (Masasi), Mangwau, Mario Sombo and 

many more that I can’t remember the names. 

 

M – When you say “Cabaret”, what does it actually mean? 

 

F – Cabaret Liyoto was created by Pere Bifalo who was a Belgian missionary.  He 

had a brilliant idea to build a venue and put in music equipments so that small 

orchestras, with limited resources could go and use.  The idea was that, such 

orchestras, whenever they plan to have a concert, they would book the Cabaret and its 

equipments in advance, hold their concert there and pay back a small percentage of 

their earnings afterwards.  He then introduced a competition scheme.  This scheme 

was used by many groups, including Wenge, “Le Petit Poisson’s” group,Oka, and 

ourselves who were actually the champion of that place, with Mareille, Papa Fioti, 

Vengene and others.  Many other orchestras used these facilities, “Chico Star”, “Sans 

Suffis”, etc.  These facilities became a trigger for the success of many of the well-

known groups.     

 

It is a shame that today no one seems able to do something like that again in Congo.  

Because, Congo, as such, is a country of music.  But, in Congo today, you only hear 

about those selfish musicians who can only think about themselves.  What they don’t 

realise is that, if they weren’t born Congolese, in Congo, you wouldn’t have known 

about that music, and so, couldn’t play it.  Congo is full of talented musicians.  They 

are born every day.   

 

You may not have seen them yet, but I have.  There are great musicians there who 

have never had the opportunity to play in good orchestras.  So, Pere Bifalo’s idea was 

a very good one.  It helped many great musicians to bring out their talents and expose 

them to the public.  I only wish that some wealthy individuals will have the will to do 

something similar one day.  This will help a great deal many of the young talented 

musicians today.  If you look into our music history, you will realise that every 

generation has brought its own style.  Every single one.  But now, with current 

generation, our music has become stagnant and remained the same for many years.  

This is because in the old days, you would see people like Papa Wemba, always 

playing with musicians of his generation, close to him in age, like Fanfan De 

Molokay, Asperant, etc. 

 

M – We will come to that later.  For now, let’s stay with your own music history.  

After “Poto Tale”, where did you go? 

 



F - After “Poto Tale” I went to “Vieux Madiata”, in Bisengo Orchestra in Barumbu.  

This was a great learning curve.  After that I was recruited by Mulele, the then maire 

of the borough of Maluku, to play Bayeke traditional folklore music in his orchestra 

called “Olonoya”.  This was a style of a particular interest to me since I was a student 

at INA.  This orchestra was well known all around “Le Plateau De Bateke” area.  In 

“Le Plateau De Bateke” you had all Bateke people, from DRC, Congo Brazzaville 

and Gabon.  After“Olonoya”, in 1986, I joined Mareil and we created “Rumba Rail” 

Orchestra, with Gloria, Stino, Richacha, Itchari, Fale-Fale, Touchana, Misha-Misha, 

Edosha, Lay Bunda, Lengas, Mbenga Wa Mbenga, Jojo, etc.  That’s how we created 

“Rumba Rail” and produced the famous artwork “Dwekele”.  I was a key player in 

there and was known under the name of “Fils a Papa”.  After that we went to Japan.  

Japanese people got very interested in me, particularly because I could speak 

Japanese.  There is a well known Japanese guitarist called “Chima” who can play 

guitar in Congolese music.  If you go to play music in Japan and need an attendant 

“Chima” is your man.  It was me who taught him to play Congolese music.  “Chima” 

would often come to “Rumba Rail” concerts in Kinshasa.  I would then teach him to 

play some of my songs and he would play them very well in concerts.  Other Japanese 

artists were very impressed.  As I am talking now, I send my greetings to all of them:  

Chima Son, Rio Son, Dayeske, Konichwa.   

 

M – What about your path from “Rumba Rail” to who you are now here in Britain?  

You were already a great musician in Congo.  When and why did you leave Congo?  

And how did you end up here in Britain? 

 

F – I had a Japanese friend called “Itamisa”, who used to play “Lokole”in “Rumba 

Rail”.  He wanted us to do a research on Congolese traditional music.  He came to 

Congo in 1990, following our trip to Japan.  He asked me to go to Kenya in the first 

instance.  He would then send me a ticket to join him to Japan from there so that I can 

work with him on his research project.  We then started our long trip together, from 

Kinshasa to Kenge, Idjofa, Ilebo.  From Ilebo, the trip became more challenging than 

we had anticipated.  We thought we would easily take the train from there to Kananga 

via Kamina, but when it finally arrived, it was extremely full.  We had to get in 

through the windows.  En route, between Kamina and Kananga, the train had to stop 

because it had run out of fuel oil.  We stayed there a full week.  I felt sorry for the 

Japanese guy who clearly had had enough.  When we finally arrived in Kananga he 

told me that was the end of the journey for him.  He asked me to continue the rest of 

the journey on my own.  He said he is going back to Kinshasa and fly to Japan from 

there.  He would then later on join me in Kenya.   

 

I continued the rest of the journey on my own to Kenya via Uvira and then Burundi.  

In Burundi I was surprised to hear Congolese music everywhere.  It was just like I 

was in Congo.  That’s when I realised how influential Congolese music was in other 

countries.  In Kenya I knew no one. Once, as I was just walking around, I saw a group 

playing religious music.  I noticed they had a guitar there, but no one was using it.  

Using my little Swahili learnt in Burundi, I approached one of the guys in the group 

and asked him why no one was playing the guitar.  As soon as he looked at me he 

immediately asked if I was Congolese.  I confirmed I was and could play guitar.  He 

then asked me to give it a try.   

 



When I started playing they were all very impressed and asked me to join them.  They 

gave me accommodation and started paying me every week.  Soon after that, I 

became known everywhere in Nairobi.  There was also another successful and well-

known Congolese artist there, called Sanga Mapangala, who had an orchestra called 

Virunga.  In fact, he comes here often.  He is known at international level.  He also 

became interested in me and once asked me to play guitar for him.  When I finally did 

play with him, everyone was very impressed.  He asked me to join his group and 

there, I became even more successful.  Soon after that, Sanga asked me to join him 

and his group on a tour here in Britain.  It was when we came here that I decided to 

stay.  But Samba and I are still in touch.  I still play guitar for him whenever he comes 

here.  And I also play in some of his records. 

 

M – What were you thinking then, in terms of your career as a musician, when you 

decided to remain here?  What did you think your future would be like in a foreign 

country? 

 

[HE DOES’T SAY WHAT HAPPENED TO THE RESEARCH PROJECT 

WITH THE JAPANESE GUY WHO MADE HIM GO TO KENYA] 

F - First, when I came here, I found that Congolese musicians, like Fogis, who where 

playing our music here, associated themselves with other nationalities, and their style 

was therefore no longer exactly the Congolese style I knew.  I soon realised that, with 

my knowledge and experience of the Congolese traditional music, this was an open 

field for me to enter and explore.  So, to start off with, I thought about starting a 

group.  Fortunately, when I came I met Koko Anana, who used to play with Evoloko.  

The two of us created a group with some white guys.  That group was made of 

Vincent, Lutman, Martima, who was the attendant while Vincent was the soloist, 

Karim played bass, Daniel played drum computer, a Zimbabwean singer called Buba, 

and Nikens.  It was a strong group.  However, we weren’t really making any progress.  

We will play one day, and people are happy, but the following day they will have 

forgotten all about it.  So, I needed to step back a bit, think and meditate about it.  I 

then had an inspiration.  I realised that, in Congo, we played music to satisfy a 

particular public.  But the public here is different.  It isn’t made of only Congolese 

nationals, like back home, but of many different nationalities and cultures.  So, the 

question was how I could create a music style that would satisfy all the communities 

around me.  This has now become my research. 

 

M – So, at this point of your career, you are doing a research on how to bring to your 

music a style that will satisfy all the communities living in England?  In other words, 

you do not think that Congolese music has a great impact in this country?  Also, can 

you please tell me what you think is the impact of Congolese music in African 

communities here in Britain. 

 

F – I think, when we play our music, people like it.  They do enjoy it, but it’s only 

when they are in a happy mood.  It is not the type of music you’ll enjoy when you are 

feeling sad, depressed or melancholic. It has not always been like that.  For instance, 

during the time of Grand Kalle, our music was different.  That’s why most Europeans 

prefer that music instead because they can sit down and listen to it, even if they are 

not dancing.  But our music today is all about dancing, even when you are sad.  But 

good music should really please those listening to it, regardless of their mood, happy, 

sad or angry.  Today our music isn’t like that anymore.  Now other African musicians 



have successfully adopted our old style and incorporated it into their own music.  We 

need to understand that music should not always be about dancing.  We need to get 

people back into listening to us, to our music.  To do this, we need to make good 

music that people will be happy listening to, not only for dancing and dancing and 

dancing. 

 

M – You’ve referred to the old-style music by Grand Kalle, Wendo, Franco, Tabu 

Ley, etc.  In Congo we have two Rumba schools, one of Grand Kalle and one of 

Franco.  But today’s musicians seem to have totally moved away from the two styles 

and are doing something else and may have uprooted Congolese music in the process.  

They are changing Rumba into something else. 

 

F – Yes, you may be right.  In my opinion, it is because the old generation of 

Congolese musicians was part of intellectual elite, able to link theory to practice.  

They had the mastery of musical chords.  Now, such knowledge no longer exists in 

our music.  Also, our public’s appreciation of music has followed this trend due to 

lack of set criteria or standards against which quality can be assessed and evaluated. 

Look at Nico for example.  He used to play one rope guitar.  That style made people 

like Manwaku, and most of today’s style.  Look at Franco and his life.  He also started 

with one rope guitar style, but he later changed to a two-rope guitar to create his own 

style.  He then changed to three, and to six.   

 

He was a genius, to think and act like that.  In my case, I am from Nico’s school.  But 

when I became a guitarist and understood guitar, I started to carefully listen to 

Franco’s music to try and understand how he switched from one style to another.  He 

was really a genius.  Most Europeans can’t play this type of music.  But there was a 

white guy, Bill Alexander, who used to play with Nico.  You should try to listen to his 

music.  This guy used to play just like we do.   

 

Some other musicians, like Rosa and Nico, were even adopting his style.  This was 

the beginning of what we call today Nico’s style.  But Franco is different.  Of course, 

he started with that style, but he later moved away from it.  Unfortunately, today’s 

musicians do not think about developing our music in the same way.  Their styles are 

all the same.  Where as, in the old days we had individual styles.  You could easily 

identify Manuaku from other musicians just by listening to different music styles.  But 

now, there is no difference between Wenge and other groups.  You can’t tell who’s 

who any more.  They are all the same.  And this is our biggest failure. 

 

M – The public think that you, Congolese musicians in Europe, in spite of having had 

the opportunity to study, you are still not capable to break through, apart from Papa 

Wemba and his Viva La Musica at one point.  And particularly now that musicians 

from Kinshasa do not come to Europe any more because of the new phenomenon 

called “Combatants” (Congolese diaspora around the world assaulting officials and 

musicians from Kinshasa for support the current political regime), we thought you 

would take advantage of the situation to make yourselves and your music known here 

in Europe. 

 

F – You know, music cannot progress on its own.  It needs a layer of support 

mechanism.  Even if you are a good musician and have produced an excellent piece of 

music, how will it get known?  Maybe only some of your friends will know about it.  



Otherwise it will need to go somewhere where it can be presented to the wider public.  

This is our biggest problem.  We do not have promoters.   

 

Even when Europeans contract us sometime to come and play, it’s only about 

satisfying their public.  It’s never about promoting us and our music.  For someone to 

invest time and money to promote a musician, they will first need to calculate the risk 

because they have no way of knowing in advance if the public will like you or your 

music.  But, if Congolese themselves could play that role and promote Congolese 

musicians our music could progress.  Jamaicans for example have done it.  There are 

Jamaican promoters who have worked to promote their music.  But, we do not have 

such individuals from the Congolese community.  We are only musicians and we play 

for whoever pays us.   

 

There are many musicians here, and it is not that easy to break through.  There are 

many challenges of administrative nature to overcome.  It is not like in Congo where 

it’s easy to break through.  There it’s only a question of money.  You only need to pay 

journalists and you will be broadcast as you wish.  But you can never do that here.  

So, there are procedures to follow and we have no one who can take it on.  People 

who do this are those who have properly studied and understood the system.  I don’t 

think Congolese here will have the time and the drive to go and study such a subject.  

That’s what makes us stuck, but we’re making some efforts to overcome it.  For 

example, I play with a European group.  You never know what can happen one day. 

 

M – So, what happened to your first group, the one you created with Vincent and 

others? 

 

F – It ended. 

 

M – And after that, where did you go? 

 

F – After that we created a group called “Zong Zing”, where I play now.  In fact, I did 

not create it.  “Zong Zing” was created by English people.  It started with one guy 

who needed people to go and play somewhere on a regular basis.  He asked me to find 

other musicians who can join me to go and play there regularly.  I then contacted 

Foguis and one white girl, Emily, and Jany.  We selected some religious catholic 

songs, went and play them there.  I was surprised to notice that people like and 

enjoyed them very much.  They even asked us to bring guitars for next time.  And 

when we played guitars, again, they were very pleased.  They then decided to set it up 

as a proper group and produce concerts.  That’s how the group started. 

 

M – And those people you started with, are they still there? 

 

F – No, we have some new people.  Foguis and Emily are no longer there.  But Jany is 

still there.  We now have Zaya, Micky Joe, Jay, who plays bass, Papy, the soloist.  So, 

we have two soloists, Padou Machine, the drummer, a Tanzanian guy called Saidi and 

a young boy, a great dancer, called Antoine.  Antoine is a Congolese boy born and 

grown up here.  He is able to mix European dance styles and Congolese “Ndombolo” 

and produce a great show. 

 



M – What’s been your biggest audience here in Britain when you go and play like 

that?  

 

F –We’ve played for a big audience several times.  We played at “Hackney Pire” 

[PLEASE CHECK THIS.  NOT SURE I GOT IT RIGHT], at “Festival Hall”, at 

“Comedia” in Brighton, at “Africa Oye” [AND THIS ONE], and in fact, on the 22nd 

of this month we’re going to play there again.  So, we’ve played at many great 

festivals. 

 

M – Apart from those festivals, have you done a tour of England? 

 

F – Yes, we’ve actually been around all of England.  We’ve played in many English 

towns. 

 

M – Since you started your music career, how many albums or tracks have you 

produced? 

 

F – Yes, I produced an album in “Rumba Ray” and another one while I was playing in 

the Bayeke traditional folklore music orchestra.  But I now want to produce another 

one here.  It’s been a while since I wanted to produce one, particularly as I have a 

music studio here, so I do have all the facilities to produce to produce albums.  What 

has stopped me so far is the fact that I am not sure what sort of music I should be 

producing here.  I have seen many musicians here who have produced music that has 

since remained in their closets.  I do not want to fall in that trap.  The fact is that I live 

here in a multicultural society, with people from all over the world.  So, I need to 

produce something that would satisfy as many of them as possible.  I do not want to 

produce something that will remain in my closet.  That’s why I have hesitated so far.  

But you will soon see my album, and my music will appeal to many community 

groups living hear. 

 

M – Have you already started this album or it still a plan? 

 

F – I have already started, almost finished in fact.  I only now need to bring in singers 

and other people to play different instruments.  And those people I will bring aren’t 

only Congolese, but also musicians from other communities, Indians, Jamaicans, etc, 

to reflect the make up of our society. 

 

M – Will Rumba still remain the root of your music? 

 

F – Yes, the root of my music will always be Rumba, but I will add to it the British 

culture. 

 

M – Do you have a guitar there?  And if you do, can you please briefly play for me 

something from the time you were in “Rumba Ray”? 

 

F played something for 3 minutes. 

 

M – Here in England, which ones are Congolese musicians that, in your opinion, 

genuinely represent Congolese music? 

 



F – For me, the first genuine Congolese musician I can think of here in England is 

Fanfan.  He has kept OK Jazz or Franco’s style alive.  I see him regularly and learn 

that style from him.  It is a part of our inheritance and I would not want to see it 

disappear. 

 

M – Anyone else? 

 

F – Apart from Fanfan, I often play with Safro.  We in fact have a concert together 

scheduled on 25th of this month.  There is also Mongo Ley.  I also play with him 

sometime. 

 

M – When Congolese musicians from back home, like Koffi, come here on a tour, do 

they normally bring their groups, or do they call on local Congolese musicians to play 

with them? 

 

F – We normally play with them.  The last time Eddie came to play here I 

accompanied him as a soloist.  We play with most of them when they are here, but 

now it has ended as they don’t come any more. 

 

M – We’ve now reached the end of our interview.  My last question is about the 

future of Congolese music.  How do you personally see it? 

 

F – The future of Congolese music is in danger.  I don’t know the root cause of this, 

but I know it is in danger.  It needs our government’s input, otherwise we will all 

loose.  We are continuously being striped of.  Soon there will be nothing to take.  

There will be nothing left for us.  It is now time to reorganise our artists and our 

music, because it is a Congolese music and doesn’t belong to one or some individuals.  

Because of this, it is a government’s duty to look into and reorganise it.  It’s part of 

our identity and we shouldn’t lose it.  Can you imagine that, when I was leaving 

Congo, I was saved from border harassment of another country just because I was a 

Congolese musician!  This shows that our music was highly regarded and respected.   

 

M – Ok, this is the end now.  Is there anything else you’d want to say or a word of 

advice to the young generation of Congolese artists? 

 

F – My advice to them is that they should carefully look into areas of music business 

where we have not succeeded and where our efforts have stopped, so they can start 

from there and correct whatever needs to be corrected.  Particularly, arriving late at 

concerts is regarded as normal by most Congolese musicians back home, but it is not 

the case here.  It is quite the opposite and young Congolese musicians here should 

remember that.  For a concert scheduled at five for example, they should already be 

there at four to organise the venue and their equipment.   

 

I have witnessed a situation where a three-hour concert was due to start at five and 

most musicians arrived at eight.  They did not understand that everything had been 

programmed in advance and that the venue was to close its doors soon after.  It was 

very embarrassing.  People concluded that Congolese have no respect for the time.  

This sort of behaviour spoils things for all of us.  Being good musician is not enough 

to succeed.  We also need discipline in what we do.  Even if your music is very good, 

if you are unreliable, people will not do business with you.  They will prefer to go for 



other people, even if they aren’t equally good.  That is my advice.  Let’s get rid of our 

pride and be serious in our work.  Music is not a joke as many people may think.  

Music is my work, I raised my family with music, I do everything with music.   

 

M – Thank you very much. 


