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Samite Mondano lives in an ordinary two-story white house on an ordinary street in Ithaca, N.Y. His home doesn’t stand out from the homes around it. His screened-in back porch is littered with trinkets that wouldn’t look out of place in anyone’s house. A row of porcelain figurines march single file on a windowsill. Arranged on a table, clear blue jars reflect the sunlight on this rare sunny Ithaca afternoon. And up in the corner, hanging like a wind chime, is an instrument shaped like a curved banjo with cotton strings.


The model gives a small insight into the life of the man who lives inside. In the basement of his home, Samite keeps a professional recording studio. Its walls are covered with colorful African tapestries. Wooden flutes, bongos and hand-sized instruments that resemble xylophones surround a massive, electronic mixing consol.


“When I do music, I just don’t do African music,” Samite says. “I do Samite music.”

Samite (which is the name he uses as a musician) is in fact a world-renowned African flute player. He came to live in Ithaca in 1987. In 1982, he became a political refuge in Kenya due to widespread violence in his native country of Uganda. After honing his skills playing with jazz bands in Kenya, he met his wife, Joan Mulondo, who happened to be born in Ithaca, N.Y. Now, he lives in upstate New York.  


Samite has short-cropped hair and a thin stubbly beard. It’s a striking difference from the cover of his last CD, Tunula Eno, where a full crop of dreadlocks cover his head.


“It’s just hair,” he says, with a smile. “It’ll grow back.”  

Tunula Eno, Samite’s fifth album, is a beautiful record in the long tradition of African music. The album is thick with earthy rhythms and repeating melodies layered one-on-top-of-another. Songs seem to be pulled in several directions at once while Samite’s soulful voice sung in his native language of Luganda, gives the music its solid base.  

Even though audiences may not be able to translate what Samite is saying, the emotional impact, he says, is the same.  

“People can tell when it’s a happy song or a sad song,” he says, scratching the back of his head. “They understand the message, even if they do not understand the words.”  


The album made it to #2 on the College Music Journal charts. It was hailed as a triumph and pulled in praising reviews.


But the album also has an air of sorrow alongside its success. While recording it, Samite’s wife was suffering from a terminal brain tumor. When the cancer took away Joan’s ability to speak, Samite would look into her eyes to hear the things she wanted to tell him. “Tunula Eno,” the mournful title track of the album, was written about this time.  


“In the mornings, when she had the most to say, I would ask her to turn and look at me, because her eyes could speak what her mouth could not,” Samite writes in the liner notes of the CD.


Sometimes when June was feeling strong enough, she would come down to the home studio in the basement, and listen to new songs or additions he had made to the album.  


“During the time she was sick, music helped very much to bring us together and help us deal together with the sickness.”


June passed away in January of 2003.

Despite tragedy, Samite continues to make music that strives to embrace people all over the world. Musicians for World Harmony, an organization founded by Samite, follows this creed – to spread hope and peace to distressed peoples through music.

Last winter the organization travelled to Uganda and Kenya. There they visited orphanages filled with children, many of them suffering from AIDS and struggling with disabilities, and played music for them. The group also visited refugee camps, encouraging local musicians to join them to spread their message of hope.

Samite’s mission through Musicians for World Harmony isn’t only to provide temporary relief to the towns the group visits, but to encourage lasting harmony between different cultures, some of whom are in the middle of civil conflict within their own counties. The way to make this a reality, Samite says, is to encourage peace through the common language of music.  

“It’s sometimes an intangible vision,” says Maria Mallon, a board member of  World Harmony. “But Samite tries to make it tangible. He’s one of the most dedicated and committed musicians I’ve ever met.”

Mallon accompanied Samite on his 2005 trip to Africa. There, she says, the focus and the underlying value of the organization became all the more clear.

“In war, birds stop singing,” she says. “There’s a whole loss of hope in these children that we visit. The main objective [of this program] is to find hope.”

She tells a story about three girls that she met in Soroti, Uganda. The girls had been child soldiers of the Lord’s Resistance Army, a para-military/religious group, operating in Uganda since 1987. They were kidnapped at the age of eight, raped and forced into a life of violence. The girls managed to escape and were taken in by Action Against Child Abuse and Neglect in Soroti.  

When the AACAN was visited by World Harmony, the girls they were able to reveal the things that they had been through, things they might never have been able to talk about, says Mallon, by composing them into a song.

“There’s a sense of extreme hope after sharing music with these kids,” she says.  “You can just see it in their eyes. That’s why we do this.”

In the basement of his home, Samite plays his kimballa. The kimballa is a small traditional African instrument, flat and made out of wood, about the size of a dictionary.  It’s like a xylophone, expect that the musician, holding it in his hands, plays it with his thumbs.  

As he plays, Samite’s head sways from side to side, his eyebrows press together in astute concentration. A repeating and subtle melody fills the air and, for a moment, it’s as if Samite is the only person in the room. Like he’s been taken somewhere else by the music he’s playing.  

When he opens his eyes, the spell breaks and I’m reminded of one of the reasons that Samite plays music, what he has done for years and what he is doing at that moment – sharing it with strangers.  

Samite’s latest CD, Embalasasa, was released February 28

