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How many of you, nationals or foreign-born, have reached

Sangster Airport in Montego Bay, Jamaica to be serenaded by
folk singers with songs like “Island in the Sun” and “Kingston
Market”? Many of these classics were written by Irving
Burgie, long considered one of the greatest composers of
Caribbean music, whose songs have sold over 100 million
records by artists throughout the world. He is the cre-
ator of such world stan-
dards as “Day-O” and
“Jamaica Farewell” and
the author of the national
anthem of Barbados.

Although he was born in
New York, Burgie, who cele-
brated his 79th birthday on July
28, was raised by his mother
Viola Burgie, originally from
Barbados. They lived in the
Brooklyn borough’s West
Indian community where he
was exposed to the vibrant cul-
ture of the Caribbean. He
attended the University of
Arizona, studied music for five
years at the Julliard School in New York and graduated from the
University of Southern California in 1949.

In 1954 he made his New York City debut at the Village
Vanguard under the name of “Lord Burgess.” As a young musi-
cian just out of college he began breaking himself in as a per-
former and writing material for his act, much of which was slant-
ed toward the Caribbean. It was around this time that Harry
Belafonte’s agent obtained some of Burgie’s material and he got
“the call” and was told that his music would be used for the

“Colgate John Henry Comedy Show” radio program. Based on the qual-
ity of this material, the focus of the show changed to a Caribbean theme.
As Mr. Burgie recalls, “It was a big smash, and right after the show we got
together and did the recording, and it was the biggest hit that they’d ever
had at that time. It was the first album to sell a million copies.”

This recording was Harry Belafonte’s debut album, Calypso, which
was released by RCA in 1956. The album was number one on the Bill-
board charts for 32 consecutive weeks. Mr. Burgie had written eight of
the 11 songs featured on this album.

What followed was an illustrious career as a songwriter. “I followed that
up with two more albums; Belafonte actually recorded 34 of my songs in
all,” notes Burgie. Two additional records came out within a five-year peri-

od: Belafonte Sings of the Caribbean and Jump Up Calypso. These
albums reached the top of the charts all over the world.

As a Cherry Lane (ASCAP) songwriter, Burgie has not been
inclined to be a performer in the live setting, which is why he can
now at this stage in his career take the time to release a solo proj-

ect, T he Father of Modern
Calypso. In the 1950s,
Burgie recalls, “At that
time me being a performer
didn’t make too much
sense. I had the hottest
performer in the world at
the time singing exclusive-
ly my songs. I became
known as a writer. And
the songs are still
popular—I have been living
off of them for 45 years.
My copyrights are still
bringing me in royalties
from all over the world.”

When reflecting on the
genesis of his songwriting

career, Burgie puts a realistic spin on his craft: “I started out studying the
theory of music and then I became interested in singing. I went to Julliard,
I studied there for two years. I was a voice major at that time. I don’t think
a person can start out in life saying ‘I am going to be a songwriter’— if
you are into something, you just go ahead and see where your talents
take you. I was a young man of 31 years old when I did my first songs.
And the music is a sort of a thing that you never know what is going to
be your forte when you start out. In writing, I didn’t use an instrument, I
could read and write music. I was taught to write and I took musical dic-

THE BEAT VOL. 22 #6, 2003 31

IRVING 
BURGIE
THE F A T H E R  O F  MODERN  C A L Y P S O  

By Justine Ketola 

On his new cd, Burgie has r
ecorded many

of his songs tha
t have become Caribbean

classics. 
Burgie’s songs were a big part of Belafonte’s
breakout album in 1956.
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