
Feature

A Little Modern, a Little Traditional . . 

by Ingrid Thorstensen 
a whole lot of joy

“I’ll see you when you get there, if you ever get there, see you when you get there…” As I am walking 
into the school yard at Selogilwe Primary School in Parys I can hear that the pit has already started their 
sectional with a bit of retro ‘90s Coolio. The children are playing different sizes of marimbas and steel 
drums, they are all singing, and most of them are dancing along. The pit tutor is everywhere, up in front 
conducting, over at the bass marimba reestablishing the rhythmic pattern, and over at the steel drum to 
help out the soloist who is forgetting some notes. I sit down in the shade and watch the rehearsal unfold.

Young pit player in the Parys field band. 
(Photo: Aleksander Braathen)

 This rehearsal is happening in a field 
band within the Field Band Foundation 
(FBF) in South Africa, operational since 
1997. The FBF is a life skills organization 
that teaches life skills through the medium 
of music and dance, and manages 48 field 
bands in townships across the 9 provinces 
of South Africa. The field bands were 
originally based on the American marching 
band and drum corps tradition, and each 
band has over 120 members divided 
between dance, marching percussion, pit 
percussion, and brass (usually instruments 
in G). In the South African townships 
there is often little infrastructure and few 
activities for children and youth outside 
of school hours. The FBF provides a safe 
arena for children ages 7 to 21 years old, 
a creative outlet, dedicated tutors, and a 
whole lot of fun!

“After school and going home, I was doing 
nothing. Field Band helped me make new 
friends, that is how it changed me.” – FBF 
member, 14.   

    These field bands are unlike the 
marching bands I played in growing 
up in Norway, or the wind bands I 
taught during my student teaching 
assignment when I was at University 
of Wyoming. Gone are the chairs, 
the music stands, and the endless and 
messy piles of sheet music. Instead 
there are dusty school yards in the sun, 
a truck that arrives for the rehearsal 
with instruments that everyone can 
use (and that are packed away at the 

end of rehearsal), and music learned almost 
exclusively by ear. 

 This approach to learning 
music allows the tutors in the FBF 
to focus on other aspects of playing 
than reading the sheet music, such 
as movement and performance 
exuberance. The tutors often teach 
current music, songs that the field 
band members would hear on the 
radio, and each field band chooses 
their own repertoire. They arrange 
and teach the songs by ear, often 
using complex rhythms and musical 
ideas. Each field band also tends 
to play songs from the local cultural 
traditions, such as the Zulu song 
Amavolovolo or Miriam Makeba’s marabi-
jive hit Pata Pata from Soweto in 1967. 
With 11 official languages, South Africa has 
a lot of diversity and a very divided history. 
These songs give field band members a 
chance to learn about and connect with the 
traditions of a different culture than their 
own through the music.

 One of the highlights of each year in 
the FBF are the National Championships, 
bringing together over 1500 field 
band members for a competition in 
Johannesburg. The journey from the school 
yard rehearsal space to the FBF National 
Championships is a long one, with only 12 
field bands advancing from the Regional 
Championships. Those 12 field bands, once 
they took the field at a football stadium in 
Soweto, Johannesburg on February 20th, 
really showed the audience what they were 
capable of! The repertoire was a mix of 
traditional South African tunes and more 
modern compositions, often mixed together 

in the same show. Selections included 
Conquest of Paradise (by Vangelis), I 
Dreamed A Dream (from Les Miserables), 
and All About that Bass (by Meghan 
Trainor), all performed with energetic 
dance moves and the FBF signature South 
African flavor. 

A field band rehearsal in Durban, KwaZulu-
Natal. (Photo: Aleksander Braathen) 
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The interest in current musical trends was also obvious in the 
choreography of each band. While most of the dance sections 
chose to incorporate some traditional dance moves, every single 
choreography in this year’s Championships included the Nae Nae!

 So, from Norway to South Africa, what brought me here? 
The project that I’m currently working on is called PULSE, and it 
is an FK Norway exchange between the FBF and the Norwegian 
Band Federation. (FK Norway is similar to the US Peace Corps.) 
While Norwegians work in South Africa for a year, tutors from 
the FBF spend a year in Norway studying music and teaching 
in Norwegian school bands. Our main project aim is to extend 
practical knowledge to the music tutors in our organizations about 
how musical activities can be a tool for health promotion and 
social inclusion of people from cultural minorities or living with 
disabilities. 

 We support our work by using a holistic perspective of 
health, which focuses on physical, mental, and social well-being 
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. When we talk 
to members during a rehearsal or a competition, they tell us about 
how playing music creates stress relief, helped them find friends, 
and makes them feel happy. Regardless of whether or not they 
are playing traditional songs or modern compositions, the main 

feeling the members are left with is joy. And if that isn’t good 
health, I don’t know what is! 

“There is more to life, you can be rich and grumpy 
but you can have nothing but a trumpet and be 

the happiest man there is.” – FBF tutor 

 If you’re interested in learning more about the Field Band 
Foundation or want to listen to some of the music the field 
bands play, you can go to www.fieldband.org.za. For more 
information about the PULSE project, please visit our blog www.
pulsestrongertogether.com

Ingrid Thorstensen is from Trondheim, Norway. 
She has a BM in Music Education from University 
of Wyoming, and an MA in Music Therapy from 
University of Limerick, Ireland. She is currently 
working for the PULSE project in South Africa. 
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The finished product and the winning field band at the 
National Championships, Blouberg field band from the 

Limpopo province. (Photo: Ingrid Thorstensen) 

Joy! Dancers in the Durban field band at a rehearsal. 
(Photo: Ingrid Thorstensen) 
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Need information about your membership? 

Contact NAfME Member Services at 
1-800-336-3768 or  

MemberServices@nafme2.org.

www.nafme.org


