


Shem Tupe Andayi (also known as Shem Tube) lives in a small 
house with a tin roof in Bunyore, Western Kenya.  The surround-
ing hills, crowned by sacred glacial boulders, roll down to Lake 
Victoria. The River Yala traces their valleys. Its banks are home to 
a disproportionate number of Kenya’s great guitarists.    

Music has taken Shem across Kenya, throughout the region, and 
even briefly to Europe. But he always returns to Bunyore, where 
he was born in 1938. For two days in May 2016, I sat with Shem, 
his wife Jessica Andayi, and a rotating cast of family and friends, 
recording music and stories about the unique acoustic style he 
helped define. 

“When I was young I used to go to the old ladies’ houses and 
take their flour sieves. The wires I used to make guitar strings, 
and with metal on the two sides of the sieve, we made guitars,” 
Shem said. “I used to accompany George Mukabi when I was still 
young. I just wanted to learn how they play those guitars.”



By all accounts, Mukabi invented the style called Omutibo – a 
single guitar played like three, bouncing along to a traditional 
Luhya rhythm. It was rural acoustic dance music for funerals and 
celebrations. 

Mukabi, a brilliant man with violent tendencies, was murdered 
in a fight with his in-laws in 1963. A generation of Kenyan gui-
tarists, including Shem Tupe, emulated and further developed 
Mukabi’s country acoustic style, contributing to the develop-
ment of the urban electric sound of Benga.  

In 1968, Shem traveled by rail to Nairobi to record for Diplo-
ma Records. The Kenyan record companies, largely owned by 
Indian and Middle Eastern merchants, recorded the music of 
the Kenyan countryside and distributed it throughout Eastern 
and Central Africa. Artists were paid a one-time recording fee. 
There were some big hits, but no royalties. 

Shem started out playing country Omutibo, but with his neigh-
bor Justus Osala Omufila on second guitar and Enos Okola play-
ing percussion, he expanded the sound. All three sang.

“I added one person, then another. Then we were three and we 
called it a band. We played a Fanta bottle, an iron bar, and two 
guitars. We already had Mwilonje Jazz Band, Sumiland Jazz 
Band and Jordan Jazz Band, so we decided to name it Abana Ba 
Nasery (Nursery Boys) Band.” 

Shem played the estates and dance halls of African (as opposed 
to colonial) Nairobi, regularly shifting his sound and lineup to 
satisfy modern tastes. He went electric when Congolese music 
invaded in the 70s. At times he even switched over to straight 
dance Benga.  But his signature is the intricate, interlocking 
double guitar sound he created with Justus Omufila, cycling in 



Shem Tupe and son in Bunyore, Kenya, 2016.



beautiful swinging rhythms around the steady bottle beat, and the 
gorgeous three-part harmonies of Abana Ba Nasery. 

Easily-pirated cassette tapes destroyed the Kenyan record business 
in the 80s, and Shem’s career slowed. A series of chance encounters 
brought a reformed Abana Ba Nasery to England in 1991, where 
they played and recorded a fusion album, and toured throughout 
Europe. But more and more, Shem found himself back home in 
Bunyore. “Most musicians die without marrying. As for myself, 
I was disciplined and that is why I have stayed up to this age. If 
you are a married musician, it’s good when you come home after 
performing. Your wife will welcome you with much respect and 
in the long run God is going to bless your family.” 

Perhaps because of this relationship, Shem has lived a remarkably 
stable life for a guitarist of his generation. He is the only artist I 
met who kept copies of his original recordings. He even owns a 
few master tapes, having leveraged his fame to force producers to 



give him a stake in his own music. It was these tapes and 
records that Shem presented, preserved in plastic bags and 
fraying newspaper, at his home in May 2016. 

I promised to digitize a selection of the 45s in the US and 
return the battered records to Kenya. I’ve only succeeded in 
the first part. After digitization in Oregon, the records were 
insured and shipped to Atlanta, where a friend was going 
to carry them to Shem in Kenya. But they disappeared at a 
regional post office in Georgia. 

We intend to make the best of this terrible situation. Shem 
never received royalties for the old songs he recorded, and 
he’s now struggling to support himself and his extended 
family. 

We’re releasing the digitized versions of Shem’s lost 45 col-
lection as a benefit album. The songs we present on this re-
lease have never been reissued outside of East Africa and 
feature some of his earliest recordings. They have been re-
stored and remastered directly from Shem’s collection of 
original 45s. All of the proceeds from this release will go 
to Shem Tupe and Enos Okola, the surviving members of 
Abana ba Nasery. 

We can never replace these lost records, but we can support 
and thank Shem for the joy he’s brought to so many of us 
around the world.

-Cyrus Moussavi, 2016.



Side A:

“ORATSIA OWAMAKANGA”  
Shem Tupe, Justo Osala, Enos Okola

“IMBILIKONG’O IMAL’LE ABANDU”  
Justo Osala, Joel Atemba, John Ram

“TOBIAS WAMULEKHA” 
Justo Osala, Shem Tupe, Enos Okola 

“KHWAKOSA SINA”  
Justo Osala, Shem Tupe, Enos Okola

“WESIMBIA OMURWE”  
Justo Osala, Joel Atemba, John Ram 

Side B:

“WILIAM MAYOYE WEFWE”  
Shem Tupe, Justo Osala, Enos Okola

“EKASI YOBWIBALI”  
Justo Osala, Shem Tupe, Enos Okola 
“NAMULIA AYILENI WANGU”  

Brown Amukhoye, S. Tube, J. Osala 
“LIKOND LIANA MUNDIKA”  

Shem Tupe, Justo Osala, Enos Okola  
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