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T HE island of Réunion rises up
out of the Indian Ocean like
the Lost World, only with a

substantial bit of infrastructure
marking its lower reaches.

Deep ravines cut down the steep
green inclines of the volcanic
mound and deposit themselves into
the ocean, the clean blue sea, where
I am sitting, bobbing on my surf-
board at the back of the line-up at St
Leu, Réunion’s most famous and
notoriously located surf break,
which is pretty much perfectly sit-
uated at the mouth of the ravine.

Further up the neck of the ravine
is the local music festival’s main
stage. The topography functions
like a huge megaphone, amplifying
and funnelling the sounds out to us
in the ocean. It’s a perfectly sweet
deal as we bob in the ocean listen-
ing to Sierra Leone-born, German-
based reggae maestro Patrice rip
into his soundcheck. The rolling
basslines work their way up the
point and it’s not long before
everyone is nodding their heads
and surfing the waves with a bit
more rhythm. We all know what
we’re in for. Here begins five days
of Sakifo. Five nights of musical
mayhem on an otherwise quiet lit-
tle island in the Indian Ocean.

Ingredients: take one tropical is-
land in the sun, add sweet reggae
music from all corners of the globe,
mix together vigorously for five
days in little seaside St Leu and you
get Sakifo.

Réunion’s biggest music festival.
Sakifo, literally means, “that which
must happen” in Creole. Upon vis-
iting this island you realise why
this festival must happen. Réunion
is a long way from anywhere — es-
pecially France, which claims the
territory as part of its national
make-up. It’s also the closest First
World country to South Africa.
Without a huge international fes-
tival like Sakifo, the Réunionnaises
would feel very isolated.

“We love going to Réunion and
Sakifo,” says Pedro da Silva Pinto,
front man for SA-based band 340ml.

“It’s like being at home but with
an amazing European-style music
festival in your back yard. It’s like
being in Europe and in Africa at the
same time. Réunion reminds me of
a mashed-up Maputo and Paris.”

But why pay to bring out 340ml,
an SA hip hop act, a dub outfit and

a dark post-electro band from Cape
Town that no one in Réunion has
heard of? Surely they should im-
port the latest and greatest from
the French and European charts?

Thankfully, the Sakifo Festival
endeavours to represent both the
region and the tastes of the average
Réunionnais. Which is why there is
such a large spotlight on reggae,
because, let’s face it, if you moved
from France to a small island in the
Indian Ocean, it wouldn’t take long
before you were into reggae, too.

Festival organiser Jerome Gal-
abert knows that the crowds will

and a few months later we were
flying to a volcano in the middle of
the Indian Ocean to play at the Sak-
ifo Music Festival.”

The first year Sakifo started, the
festival invited 340ml and Max
Normal to open for another South
African, Johnny Clegg. That year
340ml played their fresh, samba-in-
fused, Mozambican-bred ska-and-
dub rhythms on the smaller free
stage, the Massalé, in the middle of
town to rapturous applause.

“Reggae is island music. They
love that shit up in Réunion,” says
Tumi Molekane from Tumi and the
Vo l u m e .

Nowadays the 340ml dub stars
are playing on the main stage in La
Ravine — in front of 6 500-plus hap-
py, smiling people. It’s evident that
as the chief promoter of Sakifo,
Galabert plays a key role in not just
attracting the big guns, but also
developing and nurturing younger
fringe acts that he believes in.

“We’ve played Réunion three
times, now,” says Molekane.

Sakifo’s love affair with Tumi
and the Volume doesn’t end there.
Sakifo Productions have signed the
band with the aim of releasing their
latest album in France, assuring
the band a series of gigs across the
country.

The cash is not huge, but the po-
tential exposure is. 340ml look cer-
tain to follow in their footsteps with
a similar Sakifo deal — especially
considering that both 340ml and
Tumi and the Volume share two
p l aye r s .

“Having an album released in
France is a milestone for us,” says
Molekane. “After being in Europe a
couple of times you get a sense that
the music industry has changed a
lot, and getting your album in
stores is not so easy.”

Yet, it’s still hard to understand
why a predominantly French festival
chooses to put so much time, effort
and support behind SA musicians
who can hardly speak the language,
until you speak to Galabert.

“I love South Africa! I think it is
a brilliant country with huge op-
portunities,” he says. “Like many
places in the world there are lots of
difficulties, but I love the way peo-
ple face those difficulties. I get the
feeling that the story is being writ-
ten every day. I will definitely carry
on working in South Africa. No

matter the language barrier, music
is the language.

“I think there is a special line
between South Africa and Réunion
to reinforce. Réunion is interesting
because it’s a small piece of France
amid all these independent coun-
tries. It can be an advantage. I am
extremely proud if we can take
artists like Tumi and the Volume
and 340ml to France, then Europe,
as well as bringing artists from this
region to Africa.”

“The festival is another gateway
to Europe,” says Molekane. “In
terms of the music, it exposes you
to a different world of music. It’s
dope to see our drummer, Paulo
Chibanga, next to Patrice and kick-
ing it, along with Ismael Lo,
Amadou and Mariam. There’s a
link to West African musicians that
we don’t get in South Africa, unless
you hang out in Yeoville.”

The larger-than-life figure of
Molekane, backlit in blue, steps to
the mic. “Do you want to be a part of
the beat? Say it with me . . .”

The crowd looks up at the big
black man on the microphone and
many a face contorts with a French

frown. They do not answer “I wanna
be a part of the beat” as they should,
probably because the English word
“beat” sounds like the French word
bite (pronounced beet), which
means “dick”. Do they want to be a
part of the bite? Non merci. But they
certainly want to be apart of what
Molekane is delivering, whether
they understand it or not.

“It’s really hard playing for peo-
ple who don’t know your music,”
says Paulo. “You have to be a lot
more engaging in every sense while
you perform.”

We still have some way to go be-
fore our message stops getting lost
in translation. But the future of
Sakifo is certain and SA musos are
set to play an increasingly impor-
tant role.

“Sakifo is a great festival be-
cause of the audiences,” Paulo con-
tinues. “They’re avid music lovers
who aren’t looking for the next best
thing or what’s cool according to
the radio. If you’re good they’ll tell
you and show you, and if you suck
they won’t say anything, they will
just leave to watch someone else
p e r fo r m i n g . ”

Treasure island dub
It’s no Ibiza but Réunion’s
music festival is becoming
a good showcase for
South African musicians,
writes Andy Davis

‘It’s like being in
Europe and in
Africa at the same
time’
come to see Patrice, Nigerian song-
bird Ayo, blind Malian world musos
Amadou & Mariam and French
gangster rapper Joeystarr.

“Many years ago 340ml played a
show at Carfax alongside a band
from Réunion called Zong,” ex-
plains 340ml and Tumi and the Vol-
ume’s guitarist, Tiago C Paulo.

“We liked their [340ml’s] sound
and they liked ours. They were ac-
companied by Galabert and he
spoke to us about a festival he was
putting together. We made the deal

ISLAND STYLE: Tumi Molekane from Tumi and the
Volume, left, and the island of Réunion, above,
provides the ideal location for a festival

ENERGY: 340ml’s Pedro da Silva Pinto
during a performance in Reunion
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