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Kwesi Kankam remembers sitting silently in 
the Lehigh University football locker room 
before a game, his fellow Mountain Hawks 

hyping each other up as kickoff grew nearer, and 
realizing he was out of place.

“Everybody was rowdy as hell, and I’m really chill in the cor-
ner by myself,” Kankam, who records as Kwesi K, recalls. “I 
was thinking, something is wrong here.”

Until that point, Kankam’s life had propelled itself. Of Gha-
nian descent, he was born in Alaska, where his father worked 
on an oil pipeline until Kankam was two years old, and then re-
located the family to Ohio. Growing up in Columbus, and then 
Toledo, Kankam excelled in multiple sports, and eventually 
accepted an offer to Lehigh University to play running back.

Despite receiving playing time and even scoring touchdowns 
for the team as a freshman, he realized it wasn’t working.

Living with 
a Little More 
Soul

“I loved high school football, but NCAA Division I was a 
different beast, and my heart wasn’t in it,” Kankam says. “I 
manned up, got all the courage I could muster, and told my 
coach it wasn’t a fit for me.”

The backlash was considerable: Kankam’s coach accused 
him of quitting when the going got tough, and his father cut off 
communications, causing Kankam to miss an important student 
aid deadline and miss registering for classes.

He returned to Toledo and refocused himself, deciding he 
wanted to take classes at a local college and eventually get back 
to Lehigh to study architecture. He achieved the goal after one 
semester, but faced life, for the first time, without having it laid 
out for him by someone or something else.

“I had lost all my football friends and a lot of other people, 
and was kind of a loner in this architecture program,” Kankam 
says.

To fill some of his time after classwork, Kankam began 
playing more guitar, a hobby he had picked up in 8th grade but 
was never encouraged to pursue. During a semester abroad in 
Barcelona, he suddenly found that his talent warranted a larger 
audience than just himself and some friends in a dormitory.

“I ran out of money and was busking on the streets, and 
people actually stopped and listened, and gave me money,” 
Kankam says. “I sang for the first time and was actually sur-
prisingly not nervous. I thought I was just taking up space in 
the park and people were instead telling me things, like that I 
had a warm voice.”

Kankam’s music is often compared to that of singer-song-
writers like Jack Johnson and Jason Mraz. However, his inclu-
sion of elements of the different genres he listened to growing 
up adds “a little more soul” to his music, as his website says.

Kankam returned to the states with a new passion for music. 
By the time he graduated from Lehigh in 2011, he was play-
ing shows in the Lehigh Valley and had started recording his 
music.

After trying his luck at shows in the up-state area, he de-
cided to move to Philadelphia to pursue his passion for music in 
a more promising cultural center.

“I arrived in Philly in March 2012, the same night I was 
stupidly trying to release my first EP ever, without having 
Internet,” Kankam recalls, laughing. “So I actually went to 30th 
Street Station because it was the only place I knew that had Wi-
Fi. It was super slow but worked.”

The music caught on. Before long, Kankam was playing 
shows in city venues like The Grape Room and Fergie’s Pub, 
and suburban locations like Milkboy. His reputation grew from 
there, and Kankam held back-to-back-to-back tours from fall 
2012 to spring 2013. In between, he worked with well-known 
Philadelphia producer Charlie Patierno on a full-length album, 
due out this November 5th.

To help pay the bills, Kankam, who lives in Philadelphia’s 
Manayunk neighborhood, found work at ‘feine through an 
online help wanted ad. At the Conshohocken shop, he found an 
inviting, arts-friendly customer base who was supportive of his 
musical career.

“Daniela [de Souza, ‘feine owner] is great, she’s a big pro-
ponent of Conshy, and is always trying to help out local artists. 
It’s a really cool environment,” Kankam says.

However, with his music being licensed for programs as 

popular as ESPN’s ‘First Take,’ his first professionally record-
ed album on the way, and another tour starting in November, 
Kankam’s time as a face around town might be growing short.

To find out more about Kankam and hear his music, visit 
kwesikankam.com.

Kankam’s instruments of choice include an acoustic guitar and warm, 
soulful voice. 
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Kankam has a wide variety of his music available for free-streaming at 
kwesikankam.com. 
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Kwesi K Customers of ‘feine coffeeshop at Fayette Street and 9th Avenue may 
recognize barista Kwesi Kankam. But they might not know about his budding 
music career, which has taken him on tours and landed his work on ESPN. 
Photo courtesy of Kwesi Kankam


