Bunji Garlin – de gyul dem darling

This interview was conducted just after the performance of Buni Garlin, the Godfathers Asylum (Ninja, Scarface, Benjai), Shammi and Gailann backed by the Sensation Band at the 17th International Arts Festival in Marconi Meadows…the place was hype but time constraints lead to the premature end of their energetic performance, their first in New Orleans. 

LV: This is Livication Sounds – right now we’re talking to de man Bunji Garlin aka. Ian Alzarez aka the Hottest Thing in Trinidad right now…also, who else we got?

Bunji: Ninja, Gage, Gailann, Scarface, Benji, Shammi and the Sensation Band, the whole Godfathers Asylum Family, leaving them in some lyrical tragedy

LV: I see you brought Bunji Garlin and “Super Friends”…I saw “Bunji Garlin” on the bill, next thing I know Shammi walks out, I saw Gage, Scarface…and y’all just ripped it and mash it up

Bunji: But, we eh really get to mash it down as we wanted to because the set that we really had planed, we only reached like halfway through the set just now, and the real tunes were now about to come. I mean, you saw the crowd was mashing up already. The whole place mash up, nobody had done it, we come and we fix it….

LV: You didn’t even get to sing Soca Bhangra…

Bunji: Yeah, Shammi didn’t even get a chance to come on stage…(tunes like) Snake Oil, Fete is Fete, Licks,…all these kinda tune…but is all good, because, if I was in someone else’s shoes, from this point of view, I really wouldn’t like to go on there after what we just do…(laugh)…so, if I was in the next band, I’d be happy that the rains come down and cool down the vibe cause the place was fired just now and I thank the Father for blessing we with that vibe to go out there and carry that fire, ‘cause, I mean, from the reports coming in to me, this is the first time in the 17 years (of the Reggae Riddims/International Arts Festival), that a group of Trinidadians came here to do this – so I feel good now to be called an Ambassador to bring the Trinidad and Tobago culture to the MTV2 crew and this crew and that crew, the whole crew, is a nice vibes.

LV: it’s one thing I noticed just before y’all performed, you and everyone else were out in the crowd liming with the Trinis, kissing babies…

Bunji: Yeah, well leh mih tell yuh something, eh…everybody has a different point of view on stardom, and what stardom supposed to be. Some people have stardom as… I goin an do that show, I’ll just lock up in the room backstage whole night. My people come first as my people have me where I am today – so I have to give them that respect, then…that I not too big to come and talk to allyuh at this point in time, I would not be able to deal with everybody, but at least I could say “ay, I see yuh, but I have to go in the back there and catch mih vibes” and it’ll be all good. That’s why I thank God for that vibes again, that’s why I reached so far in the business so fast, because since day 1, I was always a people person, right…I never let this “star” thing get in the way. A next thing too, whenever I move, I see somebody, they don’t have to be my friend, but I see that they have talent and they have no way out, I will stretch my hand as far as it can stretch, to help them. Then once they get in a position after being assisted, aright, the rest is up to you as I could only show you the door, you have to walk through it. Anywhere I go, I make sure and negotiate with my team. I have a strong force with me now, Ninja, Scar, Benjai, Shammi, Gage…he’s not really part of my crew but he’s family.

LV: You’ve done stuff on him on your last two albums, right?

Bunji: Yeah,  He’s not part of de crew, but he’s family

Gage: I’m part of the crew! I’m making myself part of the crew

Bunji: Well, yes; de man say he’s part of the crew so I can’t argue with the man. His producers…Coalition Producers of America..

Gage: Same people who gave you Put Your Hands Where my Eyes can see..

Bunji: Yeah, for Busta Rhymes…they did the song Break Free on this album (Black Spaniard) with Gage and myself – right now, my squad and that squad we like two big families in one – so we doin it like the Godfathers for real.

Gage: Ok, I’m from Brooklyn, Flatbush and my squad is Mental Link, we all together and come together to link mentally, you know. So as far as Godfather’s Asylum is concerned, I consider myself a part of that too because we all working as one. We going to come together as one in the end. 

Bunji: True, yuh done know

LV: We’re blessed with a good listener base here, but they have had far more exposure to reggae than calypso; Can you explain to them what Ragga Soca is.

Bunji: Arright. Ragga Soca is something that evolved from soca. Soca is, Carnival/Festival music with plenty flags and waving…no disrespect to anybody, but there’s no one in the world who could mash up a party like Trinidadians & Tobagonians when you see we hit the stage…there’s nobody who could party like Trinidadians and Tobagonians or West Indians on the whole, so you done know. You have to check out what the vibes is really about to understand it.

Soca now, is something that evolved from calypso which is the traditional form of the (musical) culture of Trinidad and Tobago…calypso was always more political and people don’t want to come to a party to hear politics or what this politician doing. So this is where soca was introduced, by a guy called Ras Shorty I. Soca is short for Soul of Calypso where they fused Indian, African and other rhythms from Trinidad and Tobago – Trinidad and Tobago is multicultural – so he (Ras Shorty I) took all the rhythms of Trinidad and Tobago and made this one music(al form) and called it soca…where the beat is very uptempo and upbeat, it’s to make you dance. The speed, the beat, it’s very close to house and meringue.

Then Ragga Soca, now, which evolved from soca, it’s a fusion between dancehall (reggae) and soca. This generation here, we grew up in Trinidad and Tobago (and were) heavily influenced by reggae and dancehall…it’s not our fault that we adapt to it as that’s all we hearing on the radio from the time we wake up in the morning. So we learnt now how to use that and channel the vibes with our culture and mix the two together. Is a nice vibes, a nice vibes…you need to come and check the vibes, you need to walk with a rag, you need to walk with a flag, you need to walk with a towel, socks, contact lens, anything – throw it in the air and wave….done know, Carnival vibes is real madness.

LV: When you first came on the scene, one of the big tunes I remember you having, Accent Trini Shotta – when you analyze the lyrics of that song…

Bunji: Yeah, double meaning there…

LV: The calypso art form often uses the double entendre.

Bunji: That was what the art form has been about from long, long time ago – always the double meaning; like if you say this, it might sound like this, but what it really supposed to mean is that…BUT it’s all using the same word. In that song, I was talking about mih accent, I mean, in Trinidad and Tobago, when I now started on the scene, I was getting a fight down about being from Trinidad, but I had an accent like a Jamaican and I could flow on a hip hop track and everything. So that’s why I said, leave me with mih accent, but I put it across as if I was talking about a car (the Hyundai Accent), so it’s to catch the meaning, and people like dem vibes, to catch you. So, is a nice scene, is a nice scene right now.

LV: Yeah, I’ve noticed that about a lot of your songs – they have positive or at least meaningful lyrics, and soca in Trinidad has come into a lot of criticism about too much jump and wave, but I was seeing people jumping and waving, without you telling them to do so.

Bunji: Now this is the nice part, the thing about soca is that, instructions in some of the soca tunes is vital but it’s not always necessary to water it down with jump and wave, jump and wave. It’s only normal that if people in a party and they hear a song they like, (they) will react a certain way. So once you keep doing music that people love, it’s automatic that people will jump, wave, dance, run; they would do anything without you having to say it. 

That is what this squad is known for in Trinidad, we could mash up party without telling people to “get something and wave” and who don’t like it, that’s them – I proud to say that we could mash up a party without telling people to jump and wave, and that is how it supposed to be. Music is something that has so many elements so it, there is the lyrical aspect, it has the dancing aspect, everything in it and everybody has their vibes but everybody can’t come with the same one vibes…so if everybody doing jump and wave over here, we will take the lyrical path as everybody in my squad is intelligent and has strong lyrical potential – so that works for us. Soca wasn’t always like that, where you getting heavy lyrics, and now that it in the mix here now, you find the people adapting to it more. ‘Cause the market that we trying to get into, they’re accustomed to heavy lyrics so if you don’t give them what they’re accustomed to hearing, you would not attract them – you have to put some kinda element inside that will catch them. This is what we doing, we stick with big lyrics and people would be like “Wha? Soca could do that” and you will realize a different light about de soca ting now. 
LV: Benjai just walk in…tell me what you bring to the crew…

Benjai: Me? I just bring my own flavour and vibes, yuh know. If you ever open a golf ball, just like how that preng-up there, is so we come together and make that solid unit, know what I mean?

Bunji: This whole squad is like the Government – he (Benjai) is like the Minister of Security…I telling you flat out, anybody who doesn’t know this squad and says something that not supposed to be said, Benjai is a man who will stand up and defend it, right down to the very last. I was always the Warrior Type, who would stand up and oppose you but he would take it over…my boy Ninja now, cool and quiet, collective, copasetic…is a nice vibes, everybody have a nice flavour.

Ninja: I am Renol D aka Ninja and people does get caught up and call me “Flinja”, and “Scarface” and “Benjai” or ‘Bunji” – but they don’t say “Ninja”, people have to understand is Renol D aka Ninja , not Desmond Vallentine Ninja…Renol D aka Ninja…I goin an do a song called “It’s You” or “Ninjitsu”…cause I walk down town (Port-of-Spain) and people be like “wait nuh, dai’se de..dai’se de…is one ah de Godfathers…..who’s that, Bunji?”

Godfathers Asylum: NO!

Ninja: “Dai’se Benjai?”

Godfathers Asylum: NO!
Ninja: “Dai’se Scarface?”

Godfathers Asylum: NO!

Ninja: And I can’t be Shammi neither…it’s Ninja, understand me? Cause of my name too and where I from – Laventille, everybody has it in their mind that when you come from the ghetto, “he can’t reach anywhere and can’t do nothing” – so I prove them wrong and showing them my lyrical capability and putting stamp on their mentality…and the (God)Fathers, they want to get rid ah we, but we guided by the Almighty….so open up their eyes and see, cause what is to be, has to be…you understand? The Almighty ordained the Godfathers family to mash up any party and that is truth coming from Renol D aka Ninja, from Trini.

Godfathers Asylum: Check, check

LV: Now, we’re joined by the lovely Gailann – what do you bring the crew, besides a beautiful smile?

Gailann: Thank you. I’m the therapist in the crew, everyone sings about different topics but my tunes mostly deal with relationships, trying to keep my brothers on track too, yuh done know. The sweetness of my music is different, and as a female in this crew, I am respected and treated like their little sister. 

LV: I have one more question for you – when are you going to win Soca Monarch (Competition)? I see the ladies on top of things this year.

Gailann: True, but the thing about it is, the kinda music I sing is alternative music. I’m not saying that one of these days I wouldn’t get into the jump and wave, but right now, slow n’ groovy, a little samba flavour is my kinda feel right now…so it would be a surprise with the music that I sing now.

LV: True…how did you get Benjai to sing this year?  I did not know Benjai could sing…

Benjai: That move was taken by myself…picture how the Wailers was, before everybody split up, everybody was a unit and they were all lyrically skilled, that’s how we are. In 2003, people were really shocked as it was all type of lyrics you were hearing from the Godfathers.

Bunji: Don’t be shocked by Benjai – he is multitalented. He has had a singing voice forever and he never utilized it that much…but I telling you that he could sing better than he could chant, I could tell you that part. 

Benjai: Is jus a vibes. I love music, whatever vibes hit me when I hear a riddim, I just flow on it, could be chanting, could be singing…from this year on, all kinda ting coming from this unit here, some reggae, some R&B, some chutney but it will all have soca in it.

Bunji: See that man over there? It’s Scar…

Scarface: What they say, I hear allyuh ‘fraid of SARS? Who ‘fraid SARS? Better they be afraid of Scaaaaar…you know what they call me? Scar-Scar-Scar…Scar-Scar-Scar…and right now you know we down by the bar…you know, de gyal dem too bizarre dey sight me from far…

Bunji: Yeah, he’s a foundation member – before this Godfathers ting started, some of the members were from a group called “Schizoflava”…another group that broke out that group is Treason. 

Benjai: That was from 1995-1997.

Bunji: One morning, I decided that the squad was too strong and leh we re-form it…so then we got together as Godfathers Asylum…Scar ride with me, bounced up Benjai at a Carnival in Arima and we drink some Johnny Walker Black…Ninja fell in as well and he, he doh stick. My sister Gailann, I’ve known her forever and she fell in automatic. So right now, the crew put together by the work of the Father and nothing else.

Benjai: It just happened like a vibes and when it happened you know it happen for a reason and it has to stay like that, no matter whatever little differences we might have but everybody still functioning like a unit

Bunji: That’s the good thing about this squad here – everybody might have their little differences, then bam, with two blinks of an eye, that done. I mean, everybody has to seek their personal interests cause you can’t live with a squad forever, but at the end of the day, everybody can come together and have each other’s backs and function like a unit. The Father lend a hand to me, so why I can’t lend my own brother a hand? If I can’t do that, I can’t expect any help from de Father…that’s why we so strong, but at the same time we very week as we still have very far to go.

Topics: real love concert…

Bunji: …with all that now, things worked out nicely, I did a track with Bounty Killer. The Jamaican public open up their doors somewhat for me and my crew, I don’t know how, I don’t know why – the Father alone knows and he (is) in charge of everything and I leave it just like that. So’s it all good…check. 

LV: How did the collaboration come about?

Bunji: The man responsible for that collaboration is Goldfinger from the Golden Kartel, working out of Long Island. He had a track, the Mudslide riddim and he spoke to my manager, Ian Pantin, and said he a track with Bounty Killer. Ian gave him (my) CD and Goldfinger realized that I could handle my stories and suggested that Bunji do a tune with Bounty. 

LV: Big track (i.e.War Combo – Bunji Garlin/Bounty Killer)

LV: Trinidad and Tobago has a wealth of musical talent, but it seems like the music is centered around the Carnival season. What do you think is the potential for more soca music being produced year round?

Benjai: It will happen, you know, it will happen. Right now it’s in the creeping stage. But the DJ’s an dem don’t want to be playing we tunes…

Bunji: …and besides that a lot of the foundation men, lyrically, they don’t operate as fast as we do…we don’t have a constant flow of the music coming. If it is constant, it’s only one or two (artistes) – then if their material gets pushed year round, when Carnival comes around, the tunes washed up. And again, the speed of the music for Carnival, people don’t want to listen to that speed right through. But if they slow it down and make it groovy and nice and make a tune, people would play it…then a lot ah we don’t have time to do that ‘cause after Carnival (in Trinidad), we have to leave Trinidad to tour outside, so with one Carnival after the next, men can only go to the studio in September/October and record new tunes for release in November, December; so they have to hustle and sometimes the music sounds like its hustled, but it’s through no fault of ours. If we had a really strong industry where we don’t have to leave the country to record tunes, but had the thing flowing, the music would be sounding a lot better. …

LV: What can we look forward to in the future? Future collaborations?

Ninja: Nobody knows what could happen tomorrow, but with the strength and health of the Creator, anything is possible. Collaboration with whoever, whatever, whenever…that’s how it is with the Godfathers.

LV: This last album you did a track with Pink Panther…couple years ago, Maximus Dan did a track with Black Stalin…I’d like to see more of this collaboration between younger artistes and ol’ school calypsonians. 

Bunji: The sad thing is that the younger ones willing, but the older ones don’t really want to do it. ‘Cause the vibes so different and some of them are afraid that, if they step into this arena, that they might lose their foothold in that arena, that their generation would reject them…but it’s time for people to realize that, the old side, the young side, it’s all one side…some of the older heads are comfortable where they are and are afraid of change, whereas, we willing to try anything so we have a better chance of survival not only home but abroad. 

LV: What about the tune (Misprint) that you did with Pink Panther.

Bunji: The Panther had find me and we did the track.

LV: One thing I notice nowadays, dancehall (reggae) has gone up in popularity in recent days…what do you think it’s gonna take for soca to get to that level? 

Benj: Prayers , cause only Jah alone know what will happen and at what time. Right now, we at the right level, with the right mind and at the right pace, cause this interview would not have been happening otherwise. So we will keep on doing what Jah give we de vibes to do and just hope for the best. When (the Mighty) Sparrow and dem were singing when they were young, they never knew that we youths would be doing it like how we do now; we don’t know when we reach Sparrow’s age how the youths in that time will be doing their thing, yuh understand? So we just have to take what we get from the Father and by the grace and the strength of the Most High, flip it over and do what we doing..

Godfathers Asylum: (Break out in song) Yeah, we gonna keep on moving and keep on moving and keep on jamming and the dance still ramming …moving…grooving…moving…grooving….moving…grooving…moving…grooving…

LV: What makes soca music special to you?

Ninja: Anybody in the world comes to Trinidad for the first time and catch a Carnival, and witness a Brass Festival, a Soca Monarch or Jouvert, and experience that…they will realize that Trinidad real sweet and the Carnival real sweet…

LV: Thanks for the interview and we wish you all the success in the future…

