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Bio-summary:  
 
My full name is Kai Sieh Eckhardt-Karpeh de Camargo and I am a musician who holds a 
degree from Berklee College of music followed by a performance history of an estimated 
2500 concerts in five continents over the course of 30 years.   My principle instrument is 
the bass guitar and I have lend my sound to 200+ recordings.  I have taught master 
classes and clinics in some of the world’s top schools for contemporary music including 
the school I graduated from. Currently I hold a teaching position at the Jazz School in 
Berkeley, CA and I am an honorary faculty member of the Subbulakshmi world music 
institute in Chennai, India.  I continue to perform internationally in various settings 
ranging from small ensemble to big band.  For the last 10 years I have been partner in the 
LLC Garaj Mahal, a US based world music ensemble which has released 7 albums since 
2000.  (Please refer to the attached biography for more information on my career 
background).   
 
Unusual Life-story 
 
The key to my involvement in World Music dates back the experience of growing up 
in two places:  Germany and Liberia, West Africa.   
It is the ability to find the common denominator in a world of clashing cultures, 
religions and social class orders that helped set the stage for my current disposition 
in life,  which remains open minded, tolerant and respectful while staying rooted in 
the soil of universal principles.  
 
To illustrate this I would like to share a few stories from my life: 
Born to a German mother and a Liberian father in 1961 my upbringing was rather 
unusual, marked by a high level of complexity stemming from the problems my 
parents had to face holding on to a love rejected by most of society.  Being bi-racial 
in Germany 12 years after the end of WW II presented considerable challenges 
which I met at a young age by developing a high level of adaptability and flexibility.    
 

 
My parents Martin Sieh Karpeh and Magdalene Eckhardt 



I was raised by my mother during the first six years of my life in the small 
picturesque German town of Bingen on the Rhine river in what was then West-
Germany.  We lived in a small 2 bedroom apartment and I had everything I needed.  
Our home was clean and I was relatively oblivious to the social problems my mother 
faced until the day I was taken out of first grade in Germany to re enter first grade 
in Monrovia, Liberia the home of my father.   I was rejected by my maternal 
grandparents and my mother broke all ties with her parents in favor of taking care 
of me.  Rejected by society we both moved to West Africa to join my father.   Below 
a juxtaposition of the two cities where I attended elementary school. 
 
 

                 
 
                         Bingen, Germany                         Monrovia, Liberia 
 
 
It is true that children possess an astounding degree of flexibility when it comes to 
adapting to different circumstances.  And so my playground changed from the clean 
well monitored sandbox in Bingen to the the African bush, where I roamed around 
with a gang of Liberian kids who used to call me “the white boy”.   
During these early days, long before discovering music I understood just how broad 
the scope of human experience could be.  At the early age of six years, I experienced 
how one could dine at the family table eating Schnitzel und Kartoffelbrei with fine 
silverware and the next moment gather on a dirt floor around a bowl of rice and 
fufu, the whole family eating with their fingers.   Quite naturally so.  
Despite the staggering poverty I experienced at close range during my school days in 
Liberia, my extended African family and my school mates where people filled with 
vitality and joy sporting great sense of humor, being deeply connected to their land, 
to their stories, to their unique spirituality.    
Every day around sunset the drums sounded from the village playing until it was 
pitch dark.  Sometimes a scary parade of masked shamans would pass by our house, 
furiously dancing to the trance evoking rhythms.  I was particularly scared of “Long 
Devil” a 12 foot tall shaman with horns dancing on stilts surrounded by a group of 
drummers, beating up clouds of dust as they plowed their way through the streets of 
Monrovia in the dense humidity of the early afternoon.    Dusk lasted for only 10 
minutes as the sun plunged straight down in a vertical line.   
 
          
                                      



 
 
 

                                               Liberian sunset 
 
 
During the rainy season it rained so hard that you could see sheets of water 
dropping to the ground as if being poured out of  buckets dropping masses of warm 
water onto the red earth soaked with iron ore, turning streets into raging streams,  
sometimes washing away parts of the road and submerging unsuspecting cars.   
Once I remember  the rain turning our front yard into a natural swimming pool 
filled with brown muddy waters.  I enjoyed my self, taking a swim in the brownish 
soup until a baby crocodile joined in, gliding through the warm waters like a semi-
submerged submarine.  I discretely went back inside before the mother would 
appear.  And then one day everything changed again…. 
 
 

                                                     
 
 
My parents loved each other dearly but could not manage to overcome their 
cultural differences.  My father was firmly embedded in the ways of Kru society, a 
multi-ethnic tribal people with a polygamist way of life.  As a result of him being a 
world traveler, I have countless half siblings spread in many countries and some of 
them have done very well for themselves  like my sister Enid who is currently vice 
president of  Disney corporation, or my brother Martin who is chairman of surgery 
at Beth Israel hospital in New York City.  
My father Martin Sieh Karpeh  was  the son of  Kru chief  Robert Karpeh.  After 
receiving his doctorate abroad,  he became president Tubman of Liberia’s  personal 
physician and was later on appointed  Minister of social welfare under president 
Tolbert.     
 
 
 



 
 
 
Because of my dad’s social  prominence and his number of offspring, I saw him 
rarely.  In Liberia he was a public figure revered for his volunteer work in treating 
the poorest people at almost no charge.  He was known as the 50 cent doctor because 
that is what he charged from those who had no access to healthcare.  It is important 
to give something was his motto.  Sometimes he would take me to a remote village in 
the Liberian Bush and a procession of people would form, following us around the 
village singing and dancing before my father would enter one of the straw huts to 
care for a patient.   His social standing was in contrast to the complexity of his 
relationship to my mother.   
One evening I witnessed him  breaking out in tears  as he begged my mother to join 
him and the “sisters” to become part of Kru society. But my mother’s Lutheran 
Presbyterian background stood squarely in the way of such a proposal and thus 
their union fell apart,  leaving  my mother half stranded in Monrovia, unable to 
return to Germany where all ties to her family had been severed.   
She managed to survive by taking a job at the family planning clinic in Monrovia 
educating Liberian women to the merits of birth control.   Some of the women from 
the village would show up pregnant after giving the pill to their husband or even 
burying it in the ground as a form of Ju-Ju, the local witchcraft.  
                              

 
 
      Lutheran Presbyterian                                 Juju  
 
 
At the age of 10, with a passport around my neck I entered the Boeing 707 leaving 
my mother and father and Africa behind.  The year is 1970, the destination 
Frankfurt, Germany.  
In terms of education, Liberia was a one way street.  There was a window of 
opportunity for me  to get a solid German education after being  placed into foster 
care.    I loved my foster parents dearly as they had been my baby sitters during the 
early days in Germany when my mother was working night shifts as a midwife in 
the city of Mainz.   
 



 
 
 
My foster parents where already in their late 50s when I joined them.  Jakob Urban, 
my foster dad,  was a veteran of the German Wehrmacht  who found himself 
captured by the Russians and sent to a concentration camp where he spend 4 years 
of his life.   Upon his release at the end of World War II, he re-united with his wife 
and daughter and swore to spend the rest of his time on Earth making amends for 
the evils of the regime he had supported.   He was known as the to-go-to address for 
foreigners who needed a signature of sponsorship when applying for a visa to study 
in Germany.   
My father, the Liberian medical student had previously received his papers to study 
in at the University clinic in Mainz as an intern, where he met my mother who was 
working as a midwife.   For Jakob Urban and  his wife Klara, adopting a  “black 
child” came naturally and they treated me like their own son of flesh and blood.   
 
From the age of 10 to the age of 22 I lived with my foster parents who gave me food 
and shelter and provided me with a solid high school education leading to my 
graduation from German High school in 1980 as one of the top 3 students in 
academic achievement.   
I was the only child of color in my school and I majored in social studies with 
emphasis on the social dynamics leading to the emergence of the Third Reich.  In 
preparation I visited the concentration camp of Dachau and watched extensive 
uncensored  film  footage from the Nation’s archives.   
 
Being raised by an ex soldier of Hitler’s army presented me with considerable 
internal conflict as I grew older, but my foster father was so impeccable in his 
dedication to my well being that he won my complete trust over time.  His wife was 
equally loving and had everything I could have hoped for in a loving family, 
minimizing the agony of separation from my birth parents.  
 
 

                                                      
                                                                        
 
                    Me as a young boy together with my German foster Parents.  



 
 
 
 
In the year 1973, I showed the first interest in playing drums and guitar and in  the 
year 1975  a bass guitar was given to my by a school mate who asked me to join his 
band.    Without access to formal training the instrument was primarily used as a 
way to vent life’s frustrations and to escape into a different world.   I played for 
hours at a time by myself without knowing what I was doing.  
My friends loved what I came up with and soon I found myself playing rock in a 
teenage band.   Back at home I returned to a way of playing that featured a 
distinctly African sound.  Long dragged out grooves in 6/8 over one chord was my 
favorite music.   Music then became my constant companion.   On the radio I 
listened to everything from Brit Rock to AFN (American Forces Network) all the 
way to German folk songs with their distinctive “Oompah” sound.   I  also spent a 
lot of time drawing.  I was always good in art, sports and the humanities.  My 
weakness in school was math, chemistry and physics.   
 

               
A drawing I made as a teenager of the city of Stockholm with pencil and watercolor.   
 
Various types of sports activities were my other passion besides music:  I had a 
great time playing soccer, being part of a track team and racing canoes on the Rhine 
river.   The most success I ever achieved was in the discipline of diving.   As early as 
1972 I  became junior champion in the one and three meter board disciplines.  
Diving was a sport as lily white as it gets and a “negro” was unheard of in those 
camps.   To this day as you can see in the Olympics…this hasn’t changed.  
More than once I encountered old Nazi coaches during competitions who would 
laugh loudly when I had the misfortune of a wipeout.   Winning that competition 
meant a lot to me back in the day and I slowly phased myself out after a few serious 
injuries.  



 
 
                                      

                
 
 
Kai in mid air curling up for a 2 ½ somersault forward from the 3 meter board at 
the ESWE “Hallenbad” in Wiesbaden.   
 
1980 was the year of my graduation from German high school and the draft was on.   
There was no way on earth I was going to join the German army and so I opted out 
as a conscientious objector.  This meant being evaluated by the military.  
During my evaluation I was asked the question:  “What would you do if an attacker 
would try to rape your girlfriend and you had a gun.   Would you use it?” My 
answer was: 
“A distinction has to be made between an organized attack by an army and the 
single event presented here.  In the army I have to follow orders to kill and have no 
choice.  In the event of a single attack other options are open to me such as bluff, 
distraction and in some cases retreat.   It is also possible to avoid getting into the 
situation to begin with.  Not so in the army under command….” There were many 
more questions of that nature, but I was well prepared after studying handbooks 
and consulting with my teachers about the procedure.   
 In the end I was qualified to serve my country as a social worker.  I could pick 
between cleaning up the streets, working at a rest home for the elderly or caring for 
handicapped children.  I chose the latter.    Over the next 18 months my job was that 
of a nurse’s assistant at the Children’s Neurological Institute in Mainz/Germay.  My 
job included caring for 6 severely  handicapped  children at a time from 7 am to 2 
pm in the afternoon.  A typical work day included preparing meals, playing with the 
kids, changing diapers, helping with medicine, going on outings and keeping the 
premises clean.   
 



 
 

                        
 
 
 
             Kai caring for one of  his favorite kids  at work station in Mainz.   
Silke would never walk or talk but she was a natural comedian with a joyful spirit.  
 
 
Being back in Germany full time did not prevent me from staying in touch with my 
mother who I had left behind in Liberia.   After a few years she married a dutch 
captain at sea who had steady work in the tropics.   His travels took him to other 
countries where him and my mother lived for several years at a time.  During 
vacation I was able to go back to West Africa and visit the Countries Ghana and 
Senegal.  At that time I developed an interest in the African drum, the instrument 
my father used to play.    The picture below shows me next to the gentleman who 
handmade 2 sabar drums for me at a village near Dakar Senegal.  I flew back to  
Germany with these fine instruments and they became part of  my band’s gear.  
 

                                     
 
In 1983 after completing my work as conscientious objector I left Germany to enter 
Berklee College of music on a student visa from the United States.   The next five 



years where marked with intense studying and ensemble activities ranging from 
tranditional jazz bands to funk.  Summers were gigggin and travel months to earn 
extra money  in order to continue studying at Berklee until graduation in 1987.  
This was the time I first scored engagements with internationally known musicians.  
All gigs came by way of recommendation through friends and colleagues.    
 
 

  
 

1. With Alphonse Mouzon in Germany 1986 
2. With Vinnie Colaiuta at Ryles in Boston 1987 

 
My first true world music experience outside of American Jazz was the enigmatic 
and colorful Bob Moses.   Known through his innovative drumming and his 
participation in the early Pat Metheny group featuring Jaco Pastorius,  
Bob founded the Boston band “Mosamba” presenting an  ecclectic mix of afro-beat 
mixed with funk and  reggae,  infused by the Native American spirit as Bon paraded 
into the audience in  regalia sporting an impressive feathered  head piece while 
sprinkling glitter on the audience.  Billy Martin f rom Medeski Martin and Wood 
was in the band and so was “the Fuze” the unique guitarist David Fiuczinski who 
was also half German and half Afro-American.   Bob Moses used to say about us: 
“At one point I had two Afro-Deutsch in the band: The know how to groove and 
they show up on time for rehearsal”.  
 



                                                 
                                                                                                                                                          
On stage with Bob Moses at the Western Front in Cambridge.   
 
The year of my graduation was 1987 and producer Phil Ramone handed over my 
diploma.  This also the end of my student visa and I would have to return to 
Germany even though the USA looked much more promising professionally.   I 
applied for a teaching position at Berklee and was accepted my Rich Appleman into 
the Bass department.   The same week a phone call came from guitar master John 
Mclaughlin who announced his arrival in Boston to audition me.  I was 
recommended by Gary Burton, my improvisation teacher.  And so it came to pass 
that I chose the gig over the teaching position and went on to travel the world with 
one of the greatest trios in the history of music.  (Those are not my words but the 
words of the critics who evaluated our live record: “Live at the Royal Festival Hall 
1989”.    John’s schooling and the extensive world traveling completely changed me 
from the inside out as I was not only introduced to odd meter music, but also to 
Eastern thought and the counting system of Indian classical music called Konakkol. 
Trilok Gurtu our percussionist was a master in that field and I felt as if I was in 
school all over again… 
                              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
                                The John Mclaughlin Trio 1989 
 
 

                     
 
 
 
                                End of part one…to be continued.  


