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Salsa is one of the most popular types of music listened to and danced to in the United States.
Until now, the single comprehensive history of the music--and the industry that grew up around
it, including musicians, performances, styles, movements, and production--was available only in
Spanish. This lively translation provides for English-reading and music-loving fans the chance to
enjoy Cesar Miguel Rondon's celebrated El libro de la salsa.Rondon tells the engaging story of
salsa's roots in Puerto Rico, Cuba, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela, and of
its emergence and development in the 1960s as a distinct musical movement in New York.
Rondon presents salsa as a truly pan-Caribbean phenomenon, emerging in the migrations and
interactions, the celebrations and conflicts that marked the region. Although salsa is rooted in
urban culture, Rondon explains, it is also a commercial product produced and shaped by
professional musicians, record producers, and the music industry. For this first English-language
edition, Rondon has added a new chapter to bring the story of salsa up to the present.
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Salsa, published here in English for the first time, is a transnational and pan-Caribbean history of
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For this edition, Rondón, a Venezuelan journalist, writer, media personality, and salsa fan, has
added a new chapter that brings the story up to the present. It is the only book-length and
systematic study of the production, performances, styles, movements, and musicians within
salsa music, not only in New York but also in Puerto Rico, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and
Venezuela.While reggaeton and other fusion musics may have replaced and displaced salsa
music as the central sonorous expression of many Latino Caribbean communities in the United
States, salsa remains a symbolic popular discourse that is still profoundly meaningful for many
U.S. Latinos. More interestingly, salsa music, now globalized, has become an exotic discourse
that triggers new intercultural spaces on the dance floors of studios, ethnic festivals, parks, and
nightclubs. It is time to introduce this foundational book to the United States and to the wider



English-speaking world.Salsa has been resignified and globalized and has struggled to keep its
connections to the local Latino communities from where it emerged. Of course, there is a sense
of loss because so many of the “big” salsa stars that Rondón examines in this book have died:
Tito Puente, Ray Barretto, and Celia Cruz, among others. The musical and cultural losses
embodied in the deaths of these musicians are considered in the new section written by Rondón
for this translation. Of course, we can still enjoy the recordings of these figures, and in this
sense, their music is immortal. However, it is also true that their physical absence from the stage
creates new spaces for the younger generations who will, naturally, forge their own styles and
their own musical identities.The Book of Salsa reminds us how far we have come in the study
and understanding of salsa music, particularly in the United States, where salsa music
continues to trigger the intellectual curiosity of many scholars and aficionados. As a Venezuelan,
however, Rondón offers his readers a unique Caribbean vantage point. First, he discusses the
role of Cuba in the production and diffusion of salsa and Caribbean music overall, and he
provides a critical look at the common Cuba-centric view of Caribbean music held in the United
States. Rondón suggests that Cuba is often seen as the center of Caribbean music not only
because so many cultural and artistic expressions found a common origin in Cuba but also
because Cuba historically had the appropriate infrastructure for Cuban music to develop more
fully. He argues that Venezuela likewise became an important site for salsa production and for
musicians in the late 1970s, given its national resources and strong oil economy. In the new
chapter, Rondón speaks to the importance of the Buena Vista Social Club phenomenon of
recent years and the need for musicians of an older generation to be visible on stages all over
the world. Rondón criticizes the policies of the Cuban government that impeded the
dissemination of the old Cuban traditional music, such as the son. At the same time, he explains
why Cuban music has been historically central to the development of salsa music in New York,
without undervaluing the national meanings of other musical genres of the region, including the
Dominican Republic, which is so typically ignored in discussions of Caribbean music.Second,
Rondón addresses the question, much debated in the United States, of whether salsa music is
more than just old Cuban music. Rondón, for instance, courageously and riskily situates Celia
Cruz outside the salsa style. He lucidly shows how her musical style and repertoire were truly a
return to the Sonora Matancera performance style in Cuba. Yes, she brought this repertoire and
style to the U.S. musical industry and inserted herself into the Fania salsa circuit, but this does
not mean that she herself performed the new New York style of salsa; rather, Rondón says, she
continued to reproduce and reinvent the old Cuban classics she knew so well. This agrees with
Celia’s own past public statements to the effect that salsa music did not really exist, but that it
was old Cuban music recycled by the U.S. industry. In her case this truly was the case, but Celia
was not the only singer and performer who represented salsa in the United States.Third,
Rondón strongly argues that salsa was created in New York, was characterized by the use of
trombones (as in Eddie Palmieri’s orchestra and influenced by Mon Rivera), and evolved in the
1960s from the Cuban big-band music and sound to the smaller ensembles that performed



barrio salsa. Rondón discerns a meaningful and important shift from a Cuban music of
entertainment to a music rooted in the ethnic and working-class experiences of Puerto Ricans
and other Latinos in the New York barrios. Thus, Rondón defines salsa:This novel music had
three chief characteristics: (1) the use of the son as the main basis for its development
(especially in the long and aggressive montunos); (2) arrangements that were modest in terms
of harmonies and innovations but markedly bitter and violent; and (3) the imprint of the
marginalized barrio. This was music produced not for the luxurious ballroom but for hard life on
the street. Music no longer aimed to reach a general audience. Now its only world was the barrio,
the same barrio where salsa music would be conceived, nurtured, and developed. That is where
it all started.This barrio life, according to Rondón, was truly transnational. His descriptions of
how the challenges and difficulties of barrio life were shared by Latinos in New York as well as by
poor Venezuelans in Caracas or by Puerto Ricans in San Juan explains the transnational
circulation and successful reception of this music that was working-class in its origins.Because
The Book of Salsa was originally published in 1980, some historical contextualization may be
helpful. While the book’s very palpable critique of the music industry reflects a Latin American
political stance that was typical of the 1970s, Rondón’s assessment continues to carry weight
today. Rondón’s strong anti-imperial critique of the United States as a political presence in the
Caribbean, whether through military intervention in the Dominican Republic or through the
presence of pop music on television and radio, also reflects the ideologies of many Latin
American intellectuals and cultural workers that were prevalent in the 1970s. Rondón
accordingly views the authenticity of salsa music as a true expression of the spirit of a people,
particularly of an oppressed minority in the United States. While nowadays a number of writers
have demonstrated the complexities and contradictions of progressive popular music—which, in
order to be distributed successfully, does have to be integrated into the industry’s capital circuits
of power and distribution—Rondón’s passion for establishing the authenticity of salsa versus the
industry’s capitalist agendas is extremely pertinent today. While the complexity of the
relationship between musicians and the industry that produces, records, and distributes their
music is well known today, the sense that a specific musical style or trend does speak to a
particular community of listeners is not effaced by that knowledge. That salsa was a popular
music created by, listened to, danced to, and enjoyed by most Caribbean peoples speaks to the
urgency that salsa embedded in its early years during the 1970s and even through today.That
salsa music was produced, as Rondón points out, by musicians who were perhaps not formally
trained but who played by ear indicates the lack of access and resources that Puerto Rican
working-class musicians in the United States, for example, faced and surely still face in today’s
world. The roughness, lack of sophistication, and unpolished sound of the salsa of Willie Colón,
Ray Barretto, Héctor Lavoe, and others is measured, then, not as a deficiency—that is, against
the more bourgeois values and standards of elite music—but as an outcome of the
socioeconomic marginalization experienced by that community. At the same time, obviously, the
music spoke to listeners in the larger urban community in New York as well as to larger



Caribbean cohorts in other barrios throughout the region. Rondón’s strong criticism of the
industry, and particularly of the entrepreneurs and producers who sat behind their desks without
studying or taking into consideration what listeners identify with, are still valid in today’s music
world. Rondón provides numerous examples of the failures of many recordings that were
produced with only capital gain in mind rather than the authentic musical, social, and cultural
values of the music or the musicians who produced it. In this sense, Rondón’s use of the term
“authentic,” or “true,” cannot be easily dismissed as a nostalgic return to the 1970s. It should,
rather, be valued as a central criterion for assessing the impact of popular music throughout the
various historical periods of its development. Salsa emerged and became national and
transnational in a musical world now different from what it was in the 1970s, so while salsa may
no longer be “authentic” in the way it was, it has now shifted to become a global music, one
mediated mostly by the industry’s dictates and by a fusion of diverse musical styles and genres.
Andy Montañez’s Salsaron, for example, illustrates new experimentation by older salseros with
reggaeton interpreters.Other significant topics that Rondón discusses in this book include the
historical emergence of salsa music in New York City; gender issues in salsa addressing lyrics
and individual female singers, including Celia Cruz and La Lupe; the importance of the sonero;
the circulation of musicians and music between New York and Puerto Rico and other Caribbean
countries; the matancerization trend; and the tensions between the traditional or “typical” (mostly
older Cuban music) and modern or avant-garde forms. Also documented are the numerous
groups, singers, and styles of salsa music that developed in the 1960s and 1970s, with a focus
on the diverse instrumentations, arrangements, lyrics, and performance styles that emerged.
Ultimately, to be sure, Rondón writes about all of the salsas, for he embraces the heterogeneous
styles and performances of the myriad groups categorized within salsa, from New York to
Venezuela, from Cuba to Puerto Rico, and even from the Dominican Republic to
California.Regarding the work of translating the book, all of the inevitable editing and
adjustments that a translator must make were undertaken with the goal of not jeopardizing the
style or content of the book. To honor the importance and consistency of the Spanish musical
terms, including those for instruments and musical forms, such as son, tumbadora, charanga,
rumba, and others, those terms were left in the original Spanish. When necessary, we noted and
defined certain terms at their first appearance in the book in order to clarify for the reader their
technical meanings. In addition to musical terms, cultural and social terms such as “barrio” and
“sabor” were also left in Spanish. Neither “neighborhood” nor “ghetto” does justice to the
semantic importance of the term “barrio” in Spanish for the working-class and poor Caribbean
Latino communities.I am pleased to offer readers The Book of Salsa. For helping to make it
possible, I thank, first of all, Jackie White, who spent countless hours during the last two years
working with me on the translation. Her passion for and commitment to the specificity of each
phrase and the clarity of the expression were a true inspiration to me. Many thanks also to editor
Elaine Maisner and the staff at the University of North Carolina Press for their interest in the
original proposal and for their sustained support and hard work. I am also of course indebted to



César Miguel Rondón himself and to his wife and agent, Floralicia de Rondón, for their generous
assistance, for prompt answers to questions and queries, and for their enthusiasm throughout.
My appreciation also to Marisol Berrios Miranda, who helped clarify musical terms and
definitions in Spanish. Finally, my profound love and appreciation to John, my husband, and to
Gaby and Camila, our daughters, for the patience, love, and understanding they have shown to
me throughout the years, and to our new son, Alejandro, for the gift of life once more.One : Salsa
Zero: The 1950sThough located on Broadway and Fifty-third Street, an area famous for music
and theater, the Palladium, an immense ballroom capable of holding a thousand couples on its
dance floor, was in decline by 1947. It seldom filled to capacity as fewer and fewer white couples
went there to dance the fox-trot, tango, and some of the old swing, the popular swaying rhythm
that was easy on the feet and ears of its audience. At that time the Palladium’s manager, a man
named Moore, faced the challenge of turning the situation around and attracting dancers back to
the ballroom. He contacted Federico Pagani, one of the city’s most important promoters of
Caribbean music, who was then the director of his own band, the Conjunto Ritmo. Moore felt that
the solution was to be found in drawing in the Latino community, even though he feared a
different problem could result: the blacks also would come down to Broadway with, in his mind,
all of their bad habits, knives, and unbridled impulses.By 1947, only one black Latin orchestra—
Machito and his Afro-Cubans—had made its way into those venues of Broadway populated by
white and predominantly Jewish dance audiences, and it did so with comfort and prestige. This
orchestra had performed for several seasons at the Concord Hotel in the Catskills, and it had
been able to please all audiences. In the midst of the bebop boom, Machito and his Afro-Cubans
had had the luxury of merging Cuban rhythms with the harmonies and phrasings of avant-garde
jazz. The result was the famous, and misnamed, “Latin jazz,” a direct creation of Mario Bauzá,
musical director of the Afro-Cubans and, as he himself put it, “father of the newborn.”Moore
talked with Pagani and Bauzá. They agreed that Machito was the ideal alternative, the perfect
solution for bringing the Caribbean to Broadway. But the risks were still high: the “lowlife,” no
matter what, would be the dancing audience. Believing that this could jeopardize a great
opportunity for Latin music, Pagani suggested proceeding carefully and taking serious
precautions. Their idea was to open a club, a special club that would offer Sunday afternoon
dance concerts for the Hispanic community. Mario Bauzá christened it the Blen Blen Club.“Blen
blen” was the name of a successful musical composition by Chano Pozo, an extraordinary
Cuban percussionist who, while playing with Dizzie Gillespie’s band, had revolutionized the
rhythmic and percussive concepts of the jazz trends of bebop. Pozo had been close friends with
Bauzá ever since Miguelito Valdez had introduced the two of them in New York, and it was
Bauzá who then connected Pozo and Gillespie. Pozo had no objection to giving the new dance
club the name of his composition, and so this meaningful name brought together, albeit briefly,
the best of jazz with the best music of Cuba. Given that the New York community was basically
Puerto Rican, it was somewhat odd that Cuba was the one country to impose its dance rhythms
and dominate the scene.The first dance matinee succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. The



Palladium once again filled to capacity. For the first time ever, Latin orchestras were the stars,
not the uncomfortable warm-up acts they had been reduced to by U.S. promoters of that era.
The essence of the music was no longer hidden; the dancers perfectly deciphered the hidden
codes of the authentic Caribbean dance, and the musicians, finally, could let themselves go. It
took only a couple of weeks for the promoters to realize that the Sunday dances were not
enough. They extended the Blen Blen Club hours to include Wednesday nights, and within a
year, the Palladium was devoted exclusively to Afro-Cuban music.Machito’s orchestra, founded
by Mario Bauzá in 1941, set the standards. It represented a perfectly fluid convergence of all the
qualities that enlivened the city. Leader of the Cuban musicians in New York, Bauzá had arrived
in 1930 as a member of the Azpiazu Orchestra, the same band with which the very famous
Antonio Machín had performed. For ten years, Bauzá had worked with the most diverse and
important jazz orchestras, developing his own styles and trends. In 1941, after leaving Cab
Calloway’s band, he started one of his own. Now Bauzá called on his childhood friend, Frank
Grillo—known as “Machito”—and asked him to fuel the project and serve as its public image. It
was “the most beautiful marriage ever,” as Bauzá recalled, “each one had his own place, one on
top and one on the bottom.” From its first recordings, his orchestra influenced others, not only in
the United States, but also in Cuba with such hits as “Sopa de pichón,” “La paila,” and “El
ninche.”In 1943, Machito’s sister, Graciela, a former member of the Anacaona all-female
orchestra that had achieved success in Havana, joined Machito’s band. Following their lead, all
the bands in and outside New York that performed Afro-Cuban rhythms attempted to wed jazz
with Caribbean music, a synthesis that would reach its heights during the 1950s in those same
ballrooms of the already all-important Palladium.Once the Palladium became wildly popular, it
had to find orchestras that could match the sound and quality of Machito’s Afro-Cubans. An
audience was already in place and, more importantly, so was a venue where good music could
be developed. The first orchestra to share the stage with Machito during the Blen Blen Club
dances was the Picadilly Boys, a small band led by Tito Puente, who was also playing timbales
for Brazilian Fred Martin at the Club Copacabana. Puente, a graduate of the prestigious Juilliard
School, added other musicians to the ensemble soon after it began playing the Palladium. The
Picadilly Boys quickly became Tito Puente’s Orchestra, a band of such renown that it
established its own standards and following. In the mid-1950s, Puente was already known as the
King of the Timbales, a recognition not only of his very special style of playing the instrument but
also of his unique and effective way of bringing Afro-Cuban music into his arrangements.The
Palladium thus became a musical empire thanks to three orchestras—Puente’s, Machito’s, and
the other Tito’s, Tito Rodríguez’s. Rodríguez was an extraordinary Cuban vocalist who broke with
the modes and influences of Cuban singing and went on to become the most famous singer in
the Caribbean. He began singing in a trio founded by his brother Johnny. He then worked his
way through the diverse styles popular in the 1930s and 1940s. His first important gig in the
United States was with the extraordinary band of Noro Morales, a virtuoso pianist who formerly
had played with the orchestra of Chiquito Socarrás.Singing in Morales’s orchestra, Rodríguez



began to polish his style with phrasings that eventually became classics in the articulation of the
son1 and the guaracha. By the end of 1946, when La Conga cabaret reopened on Broadway
and Fifty-second Street (where the Casablanca would later be located), a musical duel between
Machito’s and José Curbelo’s orchestras was announced. Curbelo, an experienced Cuban
pianist who came from a long line of distinguished musicians, understood the importance of this
challenge and bolstered his band with the two Titos, Puente and Rodríguez. This was the first
and only time those two performed together, and soon after they took off in different
directions.Tito Rodríguez decided that it was time for him to form his own band. He began a
small septet that subsisted in the modest and seedy clubs along and above Harlem’s 110th
Street, in what was already called the Latino barrio. As with the Picadilly Boys, once the Blen
Blen Club had taken over the Palladium, Rodríguez’s septet had the wonderful opportunity to
play there. Rodríguez began playing short sets, insignificant fillers. His voice, however, already
had something subtle and probing, an allure that was bound to captivate any audience. While he
had less formal knowledge of musical theory, especially in comparison with Bauzá or Puente,
Rodríguez was obsessed with perfectionism—everything had to be in its place, in tune, on the
beat, and above all, performed with sufficient sabor,2 a special musical nuance or flavor.
Because of this, when his septet became a full orchestra, a so-called Latin big band, Rodríguez
considered himself an equal to Puente and Machito and was ready to challenge them. His band
had the necessary power, and his voice was an unstoppable driving force. During this golden
age, the Palladium became the site of many live recordings, and Rodríguez was the star of most
of them. These recordings are still in circulation, and there is not a single one that does not
deserve the praise of the most demanding music lovers.In the 1950s, with its sophisticated jazz
fusions, the New York sound had already diverged a little from its early Cuban influence.
Although Cuba remained the center of Caribbean music, Puerto Rico and Venezuela, two
countries with their own unique musical traditions, began to provide powerful alternatives that
struck a further blow to Cuba’s dominance. The sole aim of the New York musicians had been
first to emulate and then to surpass the Cuban sound. This ambitious goal was achievable
because in the Cuba of the 1950s, Fulgencio Batista’s own extravagant administration
encouraged the cultivation of the most diverse musical forms and styles. The influence of the
Cuban charangas3 of the previous decade—as performed by Melodía del 40, La Ideal, Belisario
López, and, primarily, Antonio Arcaño and his Maravillas—was still evident in the euphoria that
had been unleashed by Enrique Jorrín, violinist and director of Orquesta América. His new cha
cha chá rhythm had been fully developed by José Fajardo and his Stars and even more so by
the very important and extraordinary Orquesta Aragón from Cienfuegos. Meanwhile, the bland
and weak rumba, written especially for elite white audiences, continued to be performed by the
Havana Cuban Boys, under the direction of Armando Oréfiche, and by the less sophisticated but
more effective Casino de la Playa, which succeeded due to the extraordinary voice of Miguelito
Valdez.Moreover, these jazzlike styles had been perfectly Cubanized, mostly because they had
been primarily influenced by Pérez Prado, who achieved his glory in Mexico during the 1940s,



and not by Machito, who was performing during that same period for mostly Jewish audiences in
New York. Jazzlike styles were also heard in the orchestras of Armando Romeu and Bebo
Valdez, and it was Valdez who created the batanga rhythm that later was attributed to Benny (or
Beny) Moré. Meanwhile, the bolero had gained considerable prominence through a new style
known as “feeling,” widely developed by such composers as César Portillo de la Luz, José
Antonio Méndez, Luis Yánez, and the duet of Piloto and Vera. The basic structure of all these
styles was the son, and twenty years later it would inform the best of Caribbean salsa music.
During the 1950s the son was widely disseminated by such orchestras as the Sonora
Matancera, in the reigning voice of the always impressive Celia Cruz; by Chapotín, with the great
Miguelito Cuní, who extended the best innovations and trends of Arsenio Rodríguez; and by the
famous Tribu ensemble, which served as a foundation for Benny Moré’s vocal and stylistic
expressions.The Cuban influence also hovered around Venezuelan music. Cuba’s La Casino
Orchestra, for example, was perfectly mirrored in Billo’s Caracas Boys, directed by the
Dominican Luis María “Billo” Frómeta. Since the end of the 1930s, Frómeta had set the dance
standards for the Venezuelan middle class. On the other hand, Luis Alfonzo Larrain’s avant-
garde approaches, richly experimental in rhythm and melody, were taken up by two young
musicians, Jesús “Chucho” Sanoja and Aldemaro Romero. Romero can be credited with
exporting his influence back to Cuba and also to the jazz syntheses of New York. Likewise,
Venezuela developed the Cuban son through its various performative styles in the more
traditional ensembles, such as the conjunto, septeto, and sonora, as in the Sonora Caracas
founded by Carlos Emilio Landaeta, also known as “Pan con Queso” (bread and cheese). Since
the bolero singers used the same inflections characteristic of the performers of “feeling,” the
Venezuelan flavor was detectable only in the songs of Alfredo Sadel and in the joropos of Adelia
Castillo, a well-established international star at the time. For instance, Sadel’s version of “El
cumaco de San Juan,” an extraordinary merengue from Caracas composed by Francisco Delfín
Pacheco, became an unequaled hit in Havana. When Caracas held its Carnivals, so highly
reputed throughout the Caribbean, only the Cuban rhythms, performed by local bands or by
bands specifically hired for the Carnival, provoked any noticeable enthusiasm among the
dancing audience.Yet, during this period so completely dominated by the Cuban influence, one
modest but rousing Puerto Rican band managed to assert elements of a distinct sonority: the
Combo of Rafael Cortijo. That combo, with a singer named Ismael Rivera, was not at all seduced
by jazz, and its music, therefore, was in no way open to Americanization. Likewise, though they
had great respect for the Cuban son, they kept its influence at a distance. Their main focus was
the bomba and the plena, rhythms they used with confidence and flair when they performed at
the Palladium for the first time. The rest of the music in Puerto Rico, however, absorbed the
diverse influences of Cuba and the United States without any resistance. The principal music of
local quality focused on the old, traditional bolero through which Pedro Flores, Rafael
Hernández, and Bobby Capó continued to display their mastery. Otherwise, Puerto Rican music
consisted of jazz-band orchestras, son conjunto ensembles, and combos that continued to pay



a profound and deserved debt to Ignacio Piñeiro and his classic Septeto Nacional.Clearly, Cuba
was the beginning and the end of Caribbean popular music, even though the musical
expressions that emerged from Cuba were later enriched by New York, Caracas, and Puerto
Rico. Mexico also contributed, since we cannot forget that Pérez Prado, Mariano Mercerón, and
Benny Moré himself achieved their grandeur in the Aztec capital. This is not to affirm that Cuba
alone possessed the most valuable and interesting rhythms among the various Caribbean
countries, but simply to acknowledge that Cuba successfully combined all the necessary
conditions to make itself the musical center of the Caribbean.Given the overwhelming reception
of the son in the 1920s—a son that by the 1930s was already considered legitimately Caribbean
and not exclusively Cuban—it would have been very difficult to develop and impose globally
rhythms that were not identified with the son. Previously I highlighted Cortijo as the notable
exception that confirms the rule, and even he always finished off the bombas with montunos
through which Ismael Rivera distinguished himself with his very popular style of improvisation.
Because of the popularity of the son, the Colombian cumbia was relegated to the status of folk
music, like many of the black rhythms of the Venezuelan coast. For example, the gaita marabina
was listened to only during Christmastime in Zulia, and the dazzling merengue from Caracas
similarly was condemned to a virtual, early death after the arrival of the splendorous and lavish
jazz bands. The presence of the Cuban sound was, therefore, clearly inescapable.Years later the
definition and meaning of the Cuban influence would provoke a range of opinions that, in most
cases, served to rally political interests. For example, in the name of a misunderstood
nationalism, salsa was accused of being a foreign influence, because it was basically Cuban. In
its place, musical expressions emerged that, although authentic and folkloric, met the conditions
necessary to make them fully popular, that is, representative of the tastes and tendencies of the
people. Pop and folk music are not necessarily the same thing; each follows distinct, perhaps
parallel lines, but they are not identical ones. The Cuban influence that began virtually with the
onset of the twentieth century—with the first recordings and with the influence of radio
distribution—affected only pop music, not folk music. For many generations Venezuelans had
identified with the southern tango, and now, for example, they turned to it to a greater degree
than the joropo or galerón in order to sing about the circumstances of their everyday lives.From
a shortsighted and egotistical perspective, all of this was considered cultural treason. Yet, this
identification with other musical traditions occurred, of course, because the popular culture of
the continent, and especially that of the Caribbean, has so many common elements that an
important and highly noticeable similarity surfaces among them. If the son rapidly overstepped
Cuba’s Oriente province to take over Havana and, within no time, the whole Caribbean region, it
did so because it possessed characteristics that could absorb and represent those shared
elements. A similar case would occur with salsa fifty years later. Since the people that inhabit the
region are basically the same, each of the musical forms that they identify with, that sing to their
realities, has to be similar to the others.I do not know of any authentic, popular music that has
not crossed national boundaries in Latin America. Therefore, in the case of Caribbean music, it



does not make sense to speak about “transculturation” because this term implies a relationship
between two or more cultures that are different from each other. This is not at all the case on our
continent: our popular culture has a common origin, and it has been maintained and developed
under the same conditions in all of our countries. In one way or another, it continually flows into
common, albeit unique currents. It is true that there is a “Cubanness,” just as there is a
“Venezuelanness” and a “Mexicanness,” but each scarcely overshadows the deeper bond that
unites us. On the contrary, far from separating or unsettling us, these particular identities have
become the extraordinary instruments through which our shared expressions are enriched.
Simply put, this is the fundamental virtue that characterizes the fabulous music of the Caribbean,
and we consider any of its music legitimately our own.The Latin jazz band, then, as its name
suggests, was dedicated to performing Caribbean rhythms. It was made up of a rhythm section,
in which the piano and the bass were central, and the traditional sections of saxophones,
trumpets, and trombone, although Tito Rodríguez, for instance, eliminated the trombones. The
only variation was in the percussion, where a trio made up of tumbas (or congas, as they are
better known in the United States), bongos, and the timbaleta (a set of timbales) replaced the
conventional U.S. drum kit.The bongo had been indispensable since the early septets, since in
them the bongo alone, strengthened by the beats of the clave, constituted the only rhythmic
base. The tumba, an instrument originally unrelated to the son, was incorporated into the
conjunto ensemble by the blind tres player Arsenio Rodríguez. In the late 1930s he invented this
structure of the conjunto that revolutionized the future development of the son. Chano Pozo, who
was not only a master musician but also an authentic composer with multiple talents, also
brought the tumba into jazz styles in a unique and direct way. Once Tito Puente established his
orchestra, the third element, the timbal, was used as a simple instrument to join the isolated
section of the tumba and the bongo to the rest of the band. The purely Cuban timbal, which used
to be relied on more extensively for performing the danzón, became merely an addition to the
conventional drum kit in this new, Americanized musical expression. In Mexico, Pérez Prado had
assigned one musician to move seamlessly from the timbal to the drum set, while the conga
player also was responsible for keeping the beat. Even in Cuba, when jam sessions integrated
the improvisational elements of jazz, musicians such as Guillermo Barreto began to use the
timbales according to U.S. jazz methods, rather than those of the Cuban danzón. Yet it was in
New York, where the jazz band acquired its true configuration, that the timbal was definitively
modified. This was the direct result of Puente’s pioneering work, which made him known
throughout the entire Caribbean and, undoubtedly, the most influential of all timbaleros for
decades to come.The son conjunto, whether configured as septet or a sonora, still disregarded
the timbal, a tendency that lasted without major changes well into the salsa of the 1970s. The
timbal was basically used in the charanga or traditional orchestras, where the combination of
tumba and paila remained unchanged. In the face of the new tendencies imposed by jazz
bands, the charanga was the only ensemble that managed to retain the traditional role of the
Cuban timbal, partly because of its reinvigoration through the cha cha chá. Orquesta Aragón,



with its vocalists perfectly in tune and always in unison and its delicate but captivating,
melodious style, remained an irreplaceable favorite. Farther north, in New York, Gilberto Valdez
had already founded his own charanga orchestra, the first ever to originate inside the United
States. This orchestra exerted a profound influence on Dominican Johnny Pacheco and on
Puerto Rican Charlie Palmieri, two musical personalities who led the charanga fever that took
over the city just a few years later.In November 1958, José Fajardo and his Stars (among them,
Ulpiano Díaz, timbal; Tata Güines, tumba; Pedro Hernández, violin; Elio Valdez, violin; and
Alfredo “Chocolate” Armenteros, trumpet) traveled to New York City. Fajardo had been hired to
play at a private dance at the Waldorf Astoria: then-senator John F. Kennedy was running his
political campaign, and the colorful and exotic music of flute and violins was considered quite an
attraction for his guests. But Fajardo’s visit, as one would expect, stirred much more interest in
the Hispanic community than among the Democratic politicians. The Palladium’s manager at the
time was Catalino Rolón, a very skilled promoter since the days of the mediocre Catalan
musician Xavier Cugat. Rolón had also worked with the great comedian but less talented singer
Desi Arnaz. He approached Fajardo and offered him an informal session in Broadway’s famous
ballroom. The Cuban flutist agreed and performed with his star musicians the night before their
return to Cuba. Aníbal Vásquez, a first-rate music lover and superb dancer, recorded part of that
night’s performance, and I consider my copy of that tape as one of the most valued treasures in
my collection.The whole musical community was together that night at the Palladium, and the
music had nothing to do with the jazz of the big orchestras. Fajardo performed sones, but they
barely resembled the ones usually played by the conjuntos of the city. Even the charanga style
was radically different from Palmieri’s and Pacheco’s renditions of “Duboney” and from the
earlier antecedents played by Gilberto Valdez. Fajardo performed danzones (a magisterial
version of “Fefita”) and the cha cha chá (the classic “Bodeguero” of Orquesta Aragón,
composed by Richard Egües, Fajardo’s longtime rival on the flute). To close, he performed the
“Bilongo” by Rodríguez Fiffe, a composition that ever since that night has become a “must” in the
repertoire of all orchestras, including those that lived through the salsa years of the
1970s.According to witnesses, Fajardo’s performance that evening set off the New York fever for
the Cuban charanga, the same musical style that led to the pachanga a few years later. The
pachanga, in turn, dominated the first years of the next decade. Curiously, that decade began
scarcely two months after this famous New York dance concert, when, on January 1, 1959, Fidel
Castro, having defeated Fulgencio Batista’s dictatorship in the Movement of July Twenty-sixth,
entered Havana with his guerrillas. Castro established the first Communist government in the
hemisphere, a political fact that radically divided the global situation of Latin America. Music,
which like any art reflects social conditions, would manifest the fullness and significance of this
event. Musically speaking, things would never be the same.1. The son is Cuba’s most popular
and traditional syncretic music and dance form. It emerged as improvised verses accompanied
by the tres (a six-stringed guitarlike instrument), and it brings together Spanish and African
musical elements. Later, it developed two sections: one song by the solo singer and the second



sung by a chorus. During the 1920s, the son was performed by ensembles called conjuntos
(sextets or septets) that gave it greater visibility and popularity.2. Sabor literally means “flavor” or
“taste” in Spanish, but in the context of Latino popular music it is an untranslatable term that
refers to an undefinable quality in a musical performance, a unique sense of style and rhythm,
an edge and passion that allows listeners to identify with the music.3. The Cuban charanga was
an ensemble that emerged in the early twentieth century as a derivation of the traditional wind
orchestra. It included the flute, violin, piano, bass, timbal, and guiro; later it added the congas,
more violins, and singers. It usually performed danzones and the cha cha chá after the
1950s.Two : The 1960sTwo important factors of the Cuban revolution shaped the development
of Caribbean popular music. First, the blockade imposed by the United States and the
Organization of American States closed the doors to an island that had long served as an ideal
site for the convergence of all of the region’s musical tendencies. From then on, this music had
to function outside Cuba. Secondly, the migrations of many Cuban musicians, especially to New
York, considerably changed the way that musical forms had been handled. The Sonora
Matancera left with Celia Cruz, and the same happened with Fajardo, although most of his
original stars remained on the island. Arsenio Rodríguez also reestablished himself in New York,
along with Vicentico Valdez, Rolando Valdez, and Miguelito Valdez. During the first half of the
1960s, this list of relocated musicians grew considerably.With all the big bands at the height of
their popularity, New York easily absorbed this new avalanche of musicians and influences from
Cuba. The pachanga style, created by Eduardo Davison, was wisely adopted by the big bands,
and the music that developed between 1960 and 1963 bore the imprint of that beat, the last
rhythm to leave Cuba. During a time full of confusion, anticipation, and fear, with thousands of
Cuban musicians leaving the island and with Venezuelan, Puerto Rican, and Dominican music
lagging, Tito Rodríguez established himself as the reigning musician. No one else was able to
take up the baton. More than Machito’s or Tito Puente’s, Rodríguez’s orchestra dominated the
fusion of jazz and Caribbean rhythms, while, with ample eloquence and skill, he went on to
become the best singer of the pachanga and the absolute leader of the entire Caribbean
expression. Using the popularity of the pachanga to draw in larger audiences, he significantly
enriched his music and reinforced his repertoire with notable Cuban classics that had acquired
important sentimental value after the embargo. Through an interesting modification based on the
stellar format established by Pérez Prado, the mambo, likewise, became one of his fortes. To top
it all off, Rodríguez’s voice was suave enough to sound new, but it also had the vigor and
mischief needed to get even the young “tough guys” to dance. In this transitional period, the
musical scene needed an icon, and Tito Rodríguez was the only one fully capable of playing that
role.Nineteen sixty-four may be the year that best marks the decline of the pachanga and, with it,
the big bands that performed it. The powerful Palladium, which had served as the springboard
for all trends and successes, suffered a blow so devastating that it led to its demise in just a few
years: the ballroom’s liquor license had been suspended. But this was only one of the factors
that led to the pachanga’s undoing, for the lack of a stage does not always imply the



disappearance of the performance. Worse, then, Machito and his Afro-Cubans, the pioneers of
this movement, decided to retreat to a safer place, the world of U.S. jazz that had always
guaranteed them economic survival. And even Tito Puente, who had never been much of a jazz
musician, decided to take the middle road and mold his orchestra to the new tastes that were
being imposed.Confronted with the loss of the big clubs, the public had to return to the modest,
local clubs, where a band with more than twelve musicians was not only uncomfortable but
considerably unwieldy. This cleared the way for the charanga orchestras—smaller bands that
did not require as much sound equipment or space as the big bands—and a great proliferation
of charangas followed. These groups managed to take on the stylistic diversity initiated by
Fajardo, yet they rarely achieved the vitality and quality of his original stars. Lasting only two
years, this charanga fever barely caught on enough to sustain the splendor and spectacle of the
city’s Latin music. Nineteen sixty-six saw the culmination of the crisis, and we can begin to
speak of the emergence of the new sounds that led to the fullness of salsa. Before going ahead
with that fundamental object and theme of this book, it would be wise to examine some of the
elements, musical and otherwise, that were decisive factors in this rupture.In 1964 the Beatles
arrived in New York. In less than a year, this British quartet had totally revolutionized the world of
international pop music. Incorporating black rock from the 1950s, the Beatles developed a
musical expression that superseded its models and was incredibly attractive. The importance of
the Beatles in 1964, however, went beyond the music itself. Financed by the most astute and
ambitious publicity campaign ever known, the Beatles were the representatives of a new,
international movement—a youth movement that formed a powerful and influential
counterculture in Europe and the United States.President Kennedy had been assassinated the
year before, Lyndon Johnson was beginning to increase the U.S. military presence in Vietnam,
and the beatnik movement on the California coast was already characterized by protest and
rebellion. On the opposite side of the country, in the Southeast, blacks, inspired by Malcolm X,
were forming protest groups. Their willingness to make their rights known, even through
violence, gave rise to the feared and admired Black Power Movement. Meanwhile, the U.S.
Latino community was increasing in number, an increase that in some ways would make Latinos
an equally important factor in social and political decision-making. In the Southwest, César
Chávez organized the farmworkers, and in the Northeast, Puerto Rican youth organized
themselves into the Young Lords, a group that was remarkably similar to the Black Panthers. In
the Caribbean, U.S. marines invaded the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela was instituting
democracy while still fighting both leftwing guerrillas and economic sabotages from the
right.During this period of instability and change, music gave way to the overwhelming influence
of international pop. On the radio, the Beatles displaced guarachas, and some Latino youth
abandoned Spanish in order to babble in an English that no one understood. The turbulence of
this decade came at a very high cost. The great Venezuelan orchestras dissolved, and in Puerto
Rico, Rafael Cortijo’s important band was forced to leave the musical scene. New York, which
had replaced Havana as the center for the cultivation of all Caribbean music, found itself



undergoing thousands of abrupt changes until, finally, the sounds of the past had lost all of their
relevance. If the 1950s had been a time of splendor and bounty, the 1960s were the complete
opposite: confusion reigned and there was no place left for nostalgia.The major U.S. record
companies, which are generally part of even larger communications monopolies that include
news agencies, film studios, and television networks, decided abruptly to cut all ties that would
suggest any connections with the old Cuban presence. Remember that under Batista, Cuba had
been the ideal paradise for U.S. tourists who traveled to the island to do as they pleased, and
this required the communications empire to create a certain image of Cuba, one that would
breathe life into that Antillean paradise. Cuba was a marvel, Ricky Ricardo (Desi Arnaz) used to
say in the very popular television series I Love Lucy. That same spirit extended to the ballrooms
where the U.S. middle class danced to cheap imitations of rumbas performed by orchestras with
questionable skills. People in the United States have been consistently characterized as seeing
the world outside their borders the way they want to see it, not the way it really is. To them, Cuba
was nothing more than a palm tree under which a most beautiful mulatta offered rum to a white,
U.S. male who was enjoying life and also—why not?—the mulatta herself. Cuba was the
Tropicana and casinos and that was that.When the Cuban revolution declared itself Communist
and Kennedy, after the Bay of Pigs, considered it the foremost enemy of the United States, the
image of Cuba as a tourist’s paradise had to be radically revised. To replace Cuba and its music,
the United States turned to Brazil, a country that was then shifting its samba into the bossa
nova, a palatable beat that allowed U.S. singers to perform in the same old ways. Why hadn’t the
U.S. industry previously targeted Brazilian music? Why did it wait until Cuba was closed off? The
answers are neither in the music nor in the artists that produced it. The only possible answer lies
in that huge machinery that controls popular taste, a machine that functions like an octopus
pointing to both paradise and hell. Once Cuban music was banned, Caribbean musicians in
New York and in the other countries of the region had no other option but to surrender to playing
the mixed forms that allowed them to survive. With the world demanding pop and with the old
Caribbean sound prohibited, it was as if music were thrown over a cliff and left to tumble to a
slow death, as decreed by the magnates of mass culture.In 1963 Tito Rodríguez traveled to
Venezuela with his orchestra, and once again they took over the Carnivals. They next released a
record titled En puerto azul, which included a wonderful version of “La pollera colorá.” Months
later, they returned to Venezuela to play for the last time with an orchestra that brought together
such musicians as Israel “Cachao” López on bass, Marcelino Valdez on tumba, René
Hernández on piano, Bobby Porcelli and Mario Rivera on saxophones, and Tony Cofresí and the
Panamanian master Víctor Paz on trumpets. After playing a couple of dances in Caracas
(probably at the Hotel Tamanaco, the most important venue of Rodríguez’s local successes), the
orchestra dissolved. Tito understood perfectly well that, given its aspirations and characteristics,
his band would not continue to find the necessary backing in an environment battered by so
many outside forces.Once in New York, Rodríguez decided to sing boleros exclusively, and so
he put together a violin orchestra and recorded Inolvidable, the album that would become his



biggest recording hit. For an audience that had surrendered to the invasion of European and
U.S. music, Rodríguez offered the only acceptable outlet for those particular, tender love songs
that can only be rendered in Spanish. Young people alternated between records of the Beatles
and those of Tito, and the latter were always the better choice for Saturday night parties. But this
Tito, whose boleros provided further evidence of his extensive musical abilities, was different. He
was now a figure who hardly evoked the old glory of the Palladium, those golden days of New
York music in which he had been a performer of the first rank. Tito the bolero singer was able to
penetrate the closed sectors of the Latin American middle class, a sector that never identified
with Caribbean rhythms because of its hang-ups and ridiculous sense of sophistication. But the
Tito who achieved a truly long-lasting significance and became a factor in shaping popular taste
was the Tito of the dance and the pachanga, of “Mamagüela” and the mambo, the very Tito who
would never compromise. Rodríguez’s shift in direction, then, confirmed the crisis. He knew how
to move with the times; since the pachanga form was already dead, there was nothing else for
him to do.The Alegre label, an arm of a very modest Latin recording company, had been able to
publish some of the music that was still floating around New York. It primarily recorded
charangas, especially those of Johnny Pacheco and one band or another that tried pitifully to
jump on the bandwagon of fusing jazz and Caribbean beats. Despite some successes, these
bands never measured up to those of earlier years, when everything seemed so much easier.
Now, with the breath nearly knocked out of the charanga and the big bands attacked by
incessant changes, Alegre released a rather strange album by La Perfecta, a modest band
directed by Eddie Palmieri and made up of two trombones, piano and bass, and tumba and
bongo. Eddie’s older brother, Charlie, was the pianist and in charge of composing and arranging
most of their repertoire.For the first time the trombones, as a distinct and self-contained section,
became a key sound in the Latin world of New York. Eddie Palmieri, however, did not initiate this
style; he only adapted it. In Puerto Rico, Mon Rivera, singing the bomba with comic, roguish
twists full of social irony, had already established the trombones as the only fitting
accompaniment to such rhythms. Even so, the Palmieri variation would come to define the sound
of salsa music from then on. Eddie made the trombone sound bitter, with a peculiarly aggressive
hoarseness. Ignoring the conventional roles established by jazz bands, Palmieri used a skeletal
section, a maximum of two trombones that under no circumstances echoed the sound
structures built by the great orchestras of the mambo period. This difference shockingly altered
the ears and expectations of music lovers. Music stopped being glamorous and became feisty.
Where once there was pomp, now there was violence. Things had definitely changed.Eddie
Palmieri was a musician raised in New York, specifically in the Bronx where Puerto Ricans had
formed numerous enclaves. His early influences are more jazz-related than Caribbean, and the
latter, in any case, came through Bauzá’s Afro-Cuban jazz. Indeed, Palmieri’s North American
elements continued to be more pronounced and more important. Since the big band was a
useless dream by now, the initial possibilities for Palmieri were reduced to two particular formats:
the son ensemble (in which the distinct nuance is delivered by the trumpets, not the trombones)



or the flute-and-violin-based charangas. Eddie rejected both possibilities, since both were weak
imitations of past sounds rather than compelling formats for sounds of the future.Besides, the
Latino community in New York was now motivated by very different interests. The entertaining
spirit of the Palladium was replaced by the social and political violence of the Young Lords, and
music, in one way or another, had to reflect that change. There was no longer a Cuban model to
be followed. The rest of Caribbean music was diluted by bland Spanish versions of the powerful
U.S.-English pop, and it would take a few more years for salsa to be officially launched. Despite
all of this, Eddie Palmieri was already playing the role of a lone pioneer by mapping out the
territory.Even before the 1960s ended, the Caribbean region and the Caribbean communities in
New York were filled with trombones. They were also being filled with a still-nascent but urgent
sound. This novel music had three chief characteristics: (1) the use of the son as the main basis
for its development (especially in the long and aggressive montunos); (2) arrangements that
were modest in terms of harmonies and innovations but markedly bitter and violent; and (3) the
imprint of the marginalized barrio. This was music produced not for the luxurious ballroom but for
hard life on the street. Music no longer aimed to reach a general audience. Now its only world
was the barrio, the same barrio where salsa music would be conceived, nurtured, and
developed. That is where it all started.Three : Salsa’s the ThingFor most of the renowned and
prestigious Caribbean musicians of the 1950s there was no such thing as salsa. To them, it was
merely old Cuban music played with some innovative touches. To the Cubans particularly, who
by the second half of the 1970s had reestablished contact with the larger Caribbean community,
the onslaught of salsa was seen at the least as a gimmick and at the worst an outright attack. To
them, salsa was a sham. But the ultimate insult to salsa was that many of the musicians who
depended on it for their survival denied its value as an authentic cultural expression. Some
argued that salsa was only a commercial label created merely to bolster sales. Added to this
was the view of salsa’s gratuitous enemies who considered it an imported style and, thus, a
passing fad. Meanwhile this label, so harshly debated on all sides, was racking up sales,
spawning musical performances that filled the most unlikely venues, and triggering the most
diverse reactions. Clearly, something important was happening: the fantastic frenzy of salsa was
invading the Caribbean, and its invasion was forceful, persuasive, and undeniable.Popular
music, produced and disseminated by the record industry, always gets put into commercial
boxes that never do the music justice. Backed by advertising strategies, the industry routinely
sets out to manufacture tastes, styles, or fads that, in turn, will support a steady stream of
records. Because of this, a twentieth-century history of Latin American popular music becomes
little more than a list of never-ending trends: the tango of the 1930s, the mambo and bolero of
the 1940s, the cha cha chá of the 1950s, the twist and bossa nova of the 1960s, the rock and
romantic pop ballads of the 1970s, then disco music, and on and on. The industry depends on
these pop trends. Popular music, in turn, depends on the industry, since the music cannot
survive if it does not keep up with technological advances. But let us be honest: the one does not
suppose the other. The record album is only a tool, never the ultimate object. Therefore, even if a



history of popular music were documented through record production rates, let us not confuse
those record albums, which are products of the industry, with the music they contain. In other
words, trends affect the industry but not the music itself, because truly popular music is always
beyond categories and labels.Furthermore, since popular music has a natural tendency to
change, it (unlike folk music) is continuously evolving, and its changes are inevitable and
necessary. Of course, if that same music is developed and distributed through recordings that
follow the dictates of the industry, then any innovation becomes a trend, part of the hype used to
increase sales. A consumer society has to maintain demand, and this is where marketing comes
in. While all pairs of shoes have the same features, if new styles were not created to justify new
models, there would not be enough demand to sustain an industry that depends on mass
consumption. Something similar happens with the recording industry, except that it works with
artistic forms, and this fundamental difference has significant implications.In the case of salsa,
then, it is crucial to distinguish between the trends created by the industry and the more intrinsic
values and meanings that the music holds. While the trends are clearly powerful, it is the music
that deserves to be studied and discussed. Is salsa truly an evolutionary stage in the
development of Caribbean popular music, or is it nothing more than an advertising gimmick? If it
is true that salsa is only old Cuban music slightly altered through particular arrangements, then
its artistic value is inconsequential. If salsa is nothing more than a commercial label, then it has
little importance and does not constitute authentic popular music. While this book does deal with
the central role of the recording industry, it attempts to emphasize more the social and cultural
values of salsa. I am convinced that there is something of intrinsic cultural importance at the core
of salsa beyond the trends and the marketing. It is more than old Cuban music, more than a
mere label, and much more than an expendable style of arranging music.Salsa was born in the
Latino barrios of New York where the youth began to use it as the only music capable of
expressing their everyday lives. They lived the ups and downs of international pop culture,
listening to rock music and absorbing the values disseminated by U.S. advertising, while
desperately straddling authenticity and assimilation. The New York barrio, enclosed in the
cultural center of our times, was a secluded world full of local codes and behaviors that
somehow withstood the onslaught of the outside world. New York Latinos came from the
Caribbean, primarily from Puerto Rico, although the 1960s already had seen an increase in
Dominican, Panamanian, Colombian, and Cuban immigrants. Together they formed one
community with shared cultural roots. The music produced by that community was, simply put,
Caribbean, and the son, which had characterized the region from the first decades of the
century, became its principal form of expression.While all of the popular music developed and
known in the Caribbean during the first half of the twentieth century emerged from the barrios,
there are some significant differences between those earlier barrios and the particular one that
produced salsa in the 1960s. The former were part of smaller cities where, without the economic
and social vertigo that now characterizes our major urban centers, life still followed the rhythms
of the country. There was a minimal, nearly insignificant distance between those placid cities



and the small country towns. The music played in those barrios was equally capable of
representing both urban and rural worlds. In Caracas, for instance, the people who danced to
the Billo’s also danced to the rhythms of a song such as “La burrita de Petare,” whose lyrics were
much more rural than urban. A similar example comes from Havana, where the Trío Matamoros
had a hit singing, “al que siembra su maíz, que se coma su pinol” (the one who sows the grain,
gets to eat the flour).During the 1940s, the first expressions of an exclusively urban sound were
beginning to be heard, but only here and there. This sound was heavily indebted to U.S. jazz
orchestrations of the time, which came from outside the barrio. The first audiences for Pérez
Prado, who had been so successful in Mexico, were members of the middle class who found his
music sufficiently sophisticated and lofty, and in Cuba, the leading orchestras never performed
for the barrios. The Casino de la Playa, for example, a considerably “Americanized” orchestra,
always played at the parties and dances of the “blanquitos” (the white upper class), delighting
them with all the propriety such venues required.Even Mario Bauzá commented on the
embarrassing tendency that ruled the orchestras of the time: bandleaders felt they had to hire
“white and pretty” musicians rather than “black, ugly” ones. Bauzá noted, for example, that the
bongo player of the Casino de la Playa orchestra always sat behind the rest of the band in order
to make himself less conspicuous to the audience. (All of this occurred despite the fact that
Miguelito Valdez was forever arguing that he could not imagine a dance band without a strong
rhythmic presence). In New York, Machito’s Afro-Cubans played predominantly for white Jewish
audiences, as did the renowned Noro Morales, and this contributed to their being so highly
regarded. While the barrio could give them authenticity and power, it could never accord them
such prestige.Our popular music has yet to be studied as well as and in the depth that it
deserves. For the most part, its critics have been journalists from the entertainment world more
interested in the love lives of singers than in the real value of their music. While jazz and other
U.S. musical expressions are seen as the epitome of music in the twentieth century, Caribbean
popular music has been relegated continually to second or third place. It is assumed that value
resides only in the United States, and so Latin American music becomes important only if and
when it resembles the music of the North. Journalists are responsible for this skewed standard.
Critics praised Tito Rodríguez because, unlike most of the other Caribbean singers, he was
“serious and elegant”—“he knew how to speak and how to behave on stage”—but also, and
chiefly, because he was accepted by U.S. audiences. He had been on television, and his name
appeared alongside those of other great figures in international music. Yet, these facts do not
amount to much when we assess the real value of Tito Rodríguez as a popular singer. That he
had been the first singer wholly accepted by the Venezuelan middle class (a privilege that
Rubén Blades would share twenty years later) is a minor fact compared with his popularity
among the people. But those who write about music have been interested only in Tito
Rodríguez’s social class, not the popular attributes of his style.On the other side of the spectrum,
trained musicologists have disdained popular music. To them only “art” or “highbrow” music has
any value, while folk music, with its imperfections, is interesting only because it preserves a



supposed purity. In the case of Venezuela, for instance, a relationship has been established
between the “Cantata criolla” by Antonio Esteves and the songs sung on the open plains during
the milking of cows, songs recorded by some zealous anthropologist. At the same time, the gaita
zuliana is dismissed as vulgar and superficial and is considered to have scant musical value
because it is performed for ordinary people drinking beer in the discos of Maracaibo.Highbrow
or art music, by definition, has little or nothing to do with popular sentiments. Granted, since folk
music represents the most ancestral traditions of a particular people, it hardly can be expected
to reflect contemporary feelings. If it did this, it would risk denying its own nature and negating its
own value. Nor can a musician become, by will or decree, a creator of folklore. While folk music
is open to those who may or may not become authentic interpreters of it, it can never be created
by individual or random composers. A popular musician or an art musician can start with folkloric
elements, but the value of the finished work will be measured by its success as popular or art
music exclusively, not as folk music. The transformation of any folklore is a slow process that
requires the test of several generations and the development of particular customs and
circumstances. Popular music, by contrast, responds to urgent social pressures and is tested
over a matter of days. Although it may be nurtured by folklore, it will always take place on a
different plane and follow a fundamentally different rhythm of change.Popular music drifts amid
the flux of ever-shifting criteria. It eddies about, from the comments of a chronicler who is
worried about the types of roses that José “Cheo” Feliciano gave away at a concert, to the
opinions of experts who suggest Ismael Rivera is more authentic than Tito Puente because
Rivera is darker, and since drumming is black music, the darker the musician, the better. All of
this is cloaked in a pitiful discourse that compares our music to that of the United States. By
these standards Machito is better than Cortijo, because Machito uses richer and more
interesting arrangements, because he uses some jazz and Cortijo does not, and because
Machito is, to be blunt, less of a hick.Meanwhile nobody writes about why Felipe Pirela had a
larger following than José Luis Rodríguez. Or why Aldemaro Romero’s orchestra, which was
musically outstanding and a wonderful representative of the best avant-garde of its time, could
not compete for popularity with Eddie Palmieri’s paltry trombones coming out of the back
alleyways of the South Bronx. Rather than seeing popular music from such a narrow
perspective, we must analyze it in its global context and by taking into account the community
that produces and enjoys it. In the long run, this community is what really matters. The music
itself can be of extraordinary quality, but if the public who receives it does not wholly identify with
it, then the music will not ring true.Therefore, to understand salsa requires an understanding of
the cultural and social milieu in and for which it was created. Ignoring this aspect leads to a very
weak analysis that can be dismissed easily. If we do not take into account the barrio that
musically exploded during the 1960s, we will not understand the gap between Tito Rodríguez
and Willie Colón. We will be unable to explain why Colón acquired so much cachet when his
music, examined through a strict musical lens, is of noticeably lesser quality than that produced
earlier by Rodríguez. Salsa implies the barrio, and that accounts for the difference. The barrio



defines its value; everything else is peripheral.The music produced during the 1950s was
basically defined by spectacle. During those years, Havana was a city of carefree parties, full of
clubs and cabarets where U.S. tourists freely spent their dollars. The music, of course, had
popular roots, yet the frenetic nature of a city that lived only to party meant that the music would
not end up where it started. It was paid for by foreigners, and the singers sang just for them. The
lyrics were safe, infused with a “blackness” made palatable for the tourist, as in the style of
“Juancito Trucupey.” At the Tropicana everything revolved around glamour, and the authentic
barrio could never make itself felt there. The prestigious Palladium in New York followed suit and,
to a lesser degree, so did the Casablanca in Caracas, as it filled with well-dressed dancers
during Carnival. There was good music, true, but the popular element was clearly mediated.This
glamorous air disappeared in the 1960s once the great orchestras began to decline and the
great cabaret called Havana was closed to the wider public. The ostentation and extravagance
of that period were replaced by the violence and bitterness of a particular type of life—that of the
barrio. Modest orchestras emerged, full of young, inexperienced musicians who had not been
formally trained; the musical quality declined; and the rousing sounds of the previous decade
were lost. The singing, however, was much more authentic, and the urgent and piercing sounds
of the barrio were expressed through dissonant trombones and the violent stomp of montunos. It
could not have been otherwise. It no longer made sense to sing a mellow Cuban cha cha chá.
Life in that part of the city was not smooth, nor could its music be. There was simply no way
music could go on being “delicate,” elegant, or refined.During the period from 1965 to 1970, a
confusing time of musical trial and error, the presence of the barrio was glaringly obvious. In the
next chapter we will see how the influence of international pop music led to hybrids such as the
boogaloo and how the old jazz fusions became jam sessions full of unruly sounds that frantically
grasped at new forms of expression. We will also see how all of these experiments gradually
transformed the Cuban son until it became the form par excellence of the new music.
Throughout this process, the barrio was the unifying thread. The lyrics recovered an authenticity
that had been lost at the expense of glamour. The arrangements, far from being aesthetic
displays, tried more and more to reproduce the sounds of the street and the boisterous noises of
everyday life. Musicians, who were no longer artists or stars, emerged as ordinary but popular
figures who went from the street to the stage, without posturing or fanfare. They were not always
outstanding, but they never failed to represent fully everyone who shared with them life in the
barrio.Of course, this process was messy and, like any period of transition, subject to myriad
variables. Salsa was not yet defined as such, and according to most experts, it was but the final
step into the decadence that followed the glory of the big bands and the splendor of the
cabarets. During these years, however, a very interesting and important phenomenon took
place: the rudimentary musical expression born in New York was quickly embraced by the
barrios of large Caribbean cities. It happened quite spontaneously and outside the control of the
media and its publicity. This occurred because the Latino barrio of New York resembled the
barrios of the Caribbean. Both had their share of misery and marginalization, and in both



violence and cynicism were constants. The Latinos from New York felt the need to identify with
their culture as a way of contesting the pressures from the outside. Those in the barrios of
Caracas felt the same need. With the radio playing the Rolling Stones and the television
broadcasting U.S. programs, they lacked a cultural expression that represented them. As their
situations were the same, so was the solution. It did not matter, then, if the music was not of the
highest quality, as long as it spoke to their everyday life.This is why Willie Colón is better than
Machito, and why Los Dementes are better than the Billo’s. It is surprising to see how the
unassuming music of a twenty-year-old pianist called Ricardo “Richie” Ray spread through the
most diverse barrios in the Caribbean. It is equally surprising that it did so without the backing of
any major advertising firms at a time when the media insisted on a rigid definition of styles and
tastes, particularly those imposed by international pop. This example of a countercurrent against
the media empire of our time reveals the definite value of salsa. While the singer Sandro needed
a publicity machine to popularize his spastic movements and the droning serenade of his voice,
Joe Cuba had only to play “La calle está durísima” (“The Street Is Bad”) to become highly
praised and respected throughout the barrio. This is all the more striking since at the time he was
considered un tumbador de mal gusto (a crass tumba player), and he never received the
attention of the major media much less that of the entertainment press.Obviously this newly
emerging musical expression, not yet officially called salsa, was much more than the old Cuban
music. The Cuban son that unified the Caribbean was its basic tool, but this proved to be a
virtue, not a defect, and fortunately, the music was no longer fueled by pretentious egos. The
barrio that unified and reflected the Caribbean people became salsa’s stage, and in the barrio
unfounded insults came at a cost.At the beginning of the 1970s, the musical expression born in
New York reached its first level of maturity. All of the experiences of the preceding five years
converged into a perfectly defined form with unique sounds and characteristics. At this point, the
record industry that produced Caribbean music in New York had been relatively efficient. It had
moved on from its first, amateurish recordings to ones that were more sophisticated and more
clearly professional. This influenced the development of salsa, because now there was an
industry of some importance that could impose conditions on the music.By 1975, salsa music
was recognized as “salsa,” and the musical trend that developed around it led to phenomenal
record sales. The famous salsa boom took off, and while this meant that the music was widely
disseminated, it also created confusion that detracted considerably from the value of the music.
The first condition that the boom imposed on this music was the use of the term, “salsa.” The
product needed to sell, and one of the first rules in marketing is to deploy a concise and effective
term with which the product can be identified. The term itself was the least important part of the
music, and, in this, the detractors of salsa were partially right: the term is just another label. It is a
mistake, however, to fall into the trap of advertising and identify the content of the music with the
name that arbitrarily represents it.As the Venezuelan scholar Eleazar López Contreras aptly
stated,One has to take into account how helpful it was for the waltz or for jazz to have a name,
although we recognize that these and other rhythms or musical styles would exist on their own,



without the need for a label to identify them. The name is purely a convenience (although today it
has become a commercial necessity). As to the use of salsa as a name for that expression, we
can say that it is like any other term—like fire, flavor, sugar—and just like the olé in flamenco,
since these terms represent something animate, alive, this music easily could have been called
by any of those other terms.Nevertheless, the publicity that created fads and took over trends
won the battle, at least for the moment; the word “salsa” became more prominent than the music;
and (although we could have done without it) a discussion about the origin of the term ensued.
The Cubans, who had mistakenly interpreted the expression as a passing fad that robbed them
of their musical patrimony, alleged that Ignacio Piñeiro long ago had coined the word “salsa” in
his classic tune “Echale salsita,” released at the end of the 1920s. In New York, opportunists
boasted of having coined the term out of nowhere. Commercially speaking, the term was first
used in Venezuela when Federico and his Combo released their record Llegó la salsa in June
1966. And Phidias Danilo Escalona, the disc jockey on Radio Venezuela, had popularized salsa
and bembé for years through La hora del sabor, the first radio program exclusively focused on
the music that was revolutionizing the Caracas barrio. Back in New York, Félix “Pupi” Legarreta
was among the first to use the term on one of his charanga albums, and the ever-trendy Lebrón
Brothers had released a record called Salsa y control. The term, however, took on even greater
importance in 1975 when the Fania Company, the record empire that took over and controlled
the commercial boom, released its film, Salsa. Still it bears repeating that all of this is significant
only if we approach salsa from the perspective of the industry and overlook the value of the
music’s artistic and cultural meanings. This musical expression came to be called salsa and not
bembé, and it is a waste of time to prolong this debate.Having examined the term and accepted
the inevitability of marketing and its hype, everyone moved on to the possible definitions of
salsa. I remember many irate Cuban musicians who protested that there was no substance to
the salsa beat. Many argued that “in order for a rhythm to exist, it must have a musical notation,
and salsa does not.” The problem with this was that salsa never pretended to offer itself as a
specific rhythm, just the opposite. To fully represent the convergence of the contemporary urban
barrio, it fused all of the rhythms that had gathered at those cultural crossroads. Salsa, then,
does not have a particular notation, nor does it need to have one. Salsa is not a rhythmic pattern,
nor is it a simple style that takes on a defined beat. Salsa is an open form capable of
representing all of the musical tendencies that came together in the urban Caribbean
experience of the times. That is, again, the barrio was its only defining mark.In this light, it would
be absurd to think that salsa emerged from some scrupulously new music. The barrio implies an
amalgam of traditions, a wide spectrum where one easily can find a tango and a Mexican
ranchera, a gaita or a cumbia, a son or a guaguancó, yet each of these forms retained its
specificity. José Alfredo Jiménez, the ranchera singer, could never be considered a salsa singer;
however, Joe Quijano’s salsa version of “Echame a mí la culpa” is markedly salsa. The same can
be said about the traditional Argentinian tangos once Ismael Miranda sang them. Likewise,
Carlos Gardel never sang salsa, but salsa definitely sang him. One has to keep in mind that we



are talking about popular music, an expression that responds to the shared characteristics and
demands throughout this region. There, no gaps are unbreachable, the connections are tight,
and the bridges are unique, permanent, and, above all, always wide open.Of course, salsa took
on certain Cuban characteristics to the extent that the Cuban son served as the central form
behind it. But this represented only one of its facets, not its totality. It is imperative to distinguish
between the salsa that emerged spontaneously in the barrios and the salsalike expression that
was later commercialized and made trendy. When that occurred, the musical arena was not
equipped to address all of the demands of the industry. More and more music had to sell, and
there were not enough orchestras, not enough musicians, not enough arrangers, and ultimately,
not enough composers to satisfy those demands. In addition, the radically barriolike character of
salsa hindered the superficial and glamorous touch-ups that every commercial trend requires,
and when those touch-ups were added, the original expression became devalued.In order to
satisfy the demands, the record entrepreneurs opted for an easy solution: since salsa followed
the son, they reached back to the Cuban son that had been so famous in previous decades,
especially now that Cuba had been closed by the embargo and nobody would claim copyrights.
The old Cuban repertoire was plundered, and, thanks to the industry and consumer demand,
the salsa that was being widely sold and distributed limited itself to drawing on Cuban music of
the 1940s and 1950s. What developed from this has come to be called the matancera style, a
variant of salsa that in no way can be confused with the authentic expression that was born in
the contemporary barrio with its eyes on the future, not on the past. It was not wrong to record a
classic hit now and then, but within the matancera style, only the old music made any sense.
While it reaped commercial benefits, the matancera style ended up virtually negating the values
of the true salsa. This explains why the Cubans, who never understood the difference between
the trend and the music, felt they had been made fools of publicly. And when it comes to the
matancera style, they were right.But let us focus on a very important detail: before the salsa
boom, this music moved easily and freely within the barrio. The media did not pay much
attention to it, the journalists and experts rejected it, and the rest of the population—that sector
that never takes into consideration the concerns of the working class—totally ignored it. At this
juncture, salsa was not subject to definitions or classifications: it was not trendy, and therefore it
was not worthy of being part of the cultural industry. Performers could sing just as easily a new
son or an old bolero or move from one musical extreme to the other, without having to worry
about the senseless restrictions that would be imposed later. Authenticity was the defining
characteristic of this music, and the name salsa did not even exist. Once the boom arrived, it
took that authenticity away. Singers became stars, and the music had to be marketed under
particular trends or styles that were invented overnight. The industry, rather than taking care of
salsa as an authentic expression, began to busy itself with dressing it up in the trendy forms of
the moment. Thus, Tito Puente, Machito, and Celia Cruz became part of salsa, along with Billo,
Los Melódicos, and Los Corraleros del Majagual. All Caribbean music was conflated as salsa,
and obvious nonsense, such as “Pérez Prado is the old salsa” and “Daniel Santos is the prophet



of salsa,” circulated. Eddie Palmieri and Oscar D’León were thrown together with Damirón and
Leo Marini. This created something like a flea market where, because everything was worth the
same price, everything was a bargain.The commercial boom may have erased a great part of
the essence of salsa, but it never destroyed it altogether. The boom did allow for an
extraordinary diffusion of this music, and so, despite the industry’s gimmicks, the true expression
of the barrio survived. After the initial vertigo, what remained upright was the strong and
permanent music. This book is concerned with that vertigo, but even more so with the wonderful
popular music that endured all possible trends.Four : The New York SoundOne of the greatest
assets of the Cuban son is its permeability. Its form is open to enrichment and to absorbing
diverse types of popular music while remaining solidly well defined. The young New York
musicians quickly recognized this. They realized that the invasion of (international) pop music
had to be integrated into their own expressive style and that the son was the best tool to make
that fusion happen. Thus, from pop to the son, the boogaloo emerged as the first hybrid that
marked the difference between the old Caribbean music and the new barrio style. Already by
1966, Pete “El Conde” Rodríguez, a previously unknown pianist, had produced the first
successful boogaloo, “Micaela,” a son full of new and unusual phrasings. It was noticeably
strident and upbeat, with lyrics that moved easily between English and Spanish. In addition to
Rodríguez’s boogaloo, Ricardo Ray recorded “Jala, jala.” Like the orchestra led by Rodríguez,
Ray’s band was small and unpretentious and also characterized by the sounds of two brilliant
trumpets. In the preceding year, Ray Barretto had recorded his famous “Watusi 65,” which
reached audiences well beyond the conventional Latin market. This son was not labeled as a
boogaloo, yet it fully embodied all the rules and traits of that beat. It transformed the rigid,
traditional clave (measure) into a new form much closer to rock than to the son, but without
losing its essential montuno feel. While the watusi retained the dual rhythms based on a four-
beat measure, it lost the sense of hidden malice that characterized the Caribbean clave. In this
way, the son became flat and thus acceptable to mainstream U.S. listeners. The two watusis by
Barretto are good examples of this. Indeed, “Watusi 65” was nothing more than the reprise of a
similar theme Barretto had recorded the year before. Other examples include “Bang, Bang,
Bang,” by Joe Cuba, which also made it to the U.S. national hit parade, and all of Carlos
Santana’s Latin rock hits that came out of California two years later.In this period of transition
many felt a desperate need for change. Because musicians also felt compelled to diverge from
the traditional paths, every new rhythm sounded equally good. Therefore, we must not
overemphasize the role of boogaloo and its later development, Latin rock, in locating the origins
of the real salsalike expression. Rather, we should take the boogaloo only as a point of
reference, since as a discrete, singular beat, it lacked substance and consequence.When Pete
Rodríguez sang his famous phrase, “I like it like that,” in “Micaela,” he was building a bridge
between the music and the listeners (both Latino and Anglo) who were obsessed with the
dominating forms of pop. Record producers eventually used this crossover tendency to tap into
diverse and even antagonistic markets. Rodríguez, however, approached it in a more modest



way. Coming out of the barrio during those turbulent times, he was more attracted to the new pop
style than to Caribbean music. Even so, he wanted to create a barrio music that would draw on
the characteristics of pop without sacrificing important nuances of the Caribbean tradition. For
this reason, he never gained much popularity among U.S. listeners but only among the Latino
barrio youth who made him their most important icon. This was his chief virtue: he never lost
sight of the people who really mattered.Ray Barretto was the opposite. While he was born in a
Latino sector of New York, he had become a musician in Germany while serving in the military.
There, and in contrast with most of his contemporaries, Barretto began with jazz and then
moved on to Caribbean styles. During the early 1960s, Barretto recorded for Latin UA (the Latino
subsidiary of the powerful U.S. company United Artists). He recorded Caribbeanized versions of
the greatest hits of international music. However, when the charanga fever hit, Barretto decided
to ignore the general U.S. audience and to enter fully into the Latino market. He thus achieved
his first hit with the Charanga Moderna, which was ten years ahead of the salsa sound. Barretto
added the defining pair of trombones to the established mix of violins and flutes, an addition that
Mon Rivera and Eddie Palmieri were already developing. Barretto’s charanga ensemble also
introduced the first son with a New York theme and with a title that even included the word salsa:
“Salsa y dulzura.”The watusi was, therefore, a simple variation in the historical development of
the “modern charanga,” one of those spontaneous but short-lived movements that emerged
during this period of musical experimentation. The record executives, however, thought
otherwise, and for many years they believed that “Watusi 65” represented the best of Barretto.
While many U.S. teenagers partied to the rhythms of this tall, famous Afro-Latino musician, such
songs as “Salsa y dulzura” and “La juventud de Borinquen” never made it outside the barrio.
Barretto’s true importance is that, as a conga player, he gave continuity to the barrio style he had
refined in his Charanga Moderna. This was evident by the second half of the 1960s when he
began to record under the Fania label, and fortunately at this point the company did not try to
merge these two markets. Clearly, the fever for flutes and violins had ended, and the traditional
charanga style was no longer viable or pertinent. Therefore, Barretto took on the structures of
the Cuban son that Johnny Pacheco had defined with his new tumbao technique, added the
trumpet sounds that had made Richie Ray and Pete Rodríguez so successful, and transformed
his Charanga Moderna ensemble into an orchestra with an amplified sound.This began a very
important period for both Barretto and salsa. Already freed from hybrids such as the boogaloo
(inextricably associated with the watusi and later the shingaling), the son began to be played
fluidly, without the unnatural tendencies or new fashionable styles that had been forced on it. As
a result, all of Ray Barretto’s records from this period represent a son that is fully barrio music,
and the repertoire is eclectic. It includes both new and old music, both socially angry and
traditionally sensual lyrics. Yet, in the midst of this ample repertoire, the son had acquired its
unique style—a style marked by marginalization, ghetto roots, and barrio logic.This same basic
analysis of Ray Barretto applies to another conga player who also grew up in the Latino barrios
of New York: José Calderón, better known as Joe Cuba. Cuba was the founder and face of the



famous sextet that carried his name. Here I want to point out that, unlike the big bands that had
an average of fifteen musicians, none of the bands that emerged during this transitional period
ever had more than twelve members. Remember that the grand venues—the only ones that
could afford to hire big bands—had lost their glory. Now music was performed in small and more
modest clubs. Palmieri and Richie Ray did well with eight musicians each, while Joe Cuba used
only six. The first two members of his sextet included Jimmy Sabater and Cuba himself, playing
a combination of timbales and congas. This combo would become a classic one in the New York
sound and in the later sounds of salsa. The other three musicians played the vibraphone (which
gave Cuba’s sextet its unique sound), piano, and bass, respectively, and the singer was none
other than the inimitable José “Cheo” Feliciano.Of all the groups using English lyrics in order to
penetrate the U.S. market, Cuba’s was the best. In some cases, and imitating Pete Rodríguez,
Cuba mixed both English and Spanish. In his most famous song, “El pito,” for example, he
combined two refrains: “Así se goza” (this is the way to have fun), alternating with the whistling of
the musicians, and “I’ll never go back to Georgia, I’ll never go back.” In other tunes, he was the
first to sing exclusively in English, as in his most renowned numbers, “Bang, Bang, Bang,” “Yeah,
Yeah,” and “Push, Push.” This approach, coupled with the unique sound of his band, made Joe
Cuba one of the most important musicians in the early days of the New York sound. In the long
run, however, what secured his popularity was the other music that he recorded alongside his
strident and “gringolike” experiments. Together with Eddie Palmieri, and at a sufficient distance
from Ray Barretto, Cuba was one of the first to develop a son that directly addressed the barrio.
The small size of his band forced him to use the vernacular, particularly the constant use of caló,
or barrio slang. As I mentioned previously, his successful “La calle está durísima” became the
slogan for that new style, and his original version of “El ratón” became the first great hit of the
salsa industry’s boom. In addition, his performance of Jimmy Sabater’s “Alafia” served as a
defining piece for the new, irreverent figure who made music from and for the barrio:Alafia,
alafia, alafiaI feel luckyBecause I was born a chocolate color.After “Hanging Out,” “Bailadores,”
and “Estamos haciendo algo bien,” with the release of his best-selling “Bang, Bang, Bang” in
1967, Joe Cuba and his sextet had reached the height of their most important musical period.
Yet in this same year, the group lost Cheo Feliciano and, with him, any clear musical direction.
The remaining musicians decided to perform only U.S. music, and this turned out to be a fatal
mistake for them. Since pop music in English had served only as a tenuous point of departure
once the barrio sound became legitimized, audiences began to dismiss any style that did not
come out of the Caribbean context.Curiously, most of the musicians who had helped to solidify
the New York sound during the second half of the 1960s began to lose popularity among the
same audience that originally had praised them to the point of fanaticism. Pete Rodríguez
shared Joe Cuba’s fate. While Rodríguez was justly considered the founding father of the early
New York boogaloo sound, after the release of his first four records—I Like It Like That, Ay qué
bueno, Latin Soul Man, and Pete Rodríguez Now—he found it difficult to maintain his leadership.
Richie Ray was luckier. For him, the (Caribbean-pop) fusions were only a necessary stage in this



transitional period. In addition to his extraordinary “Jala, jala,” he recorded such songs as “Cabo
E” and the already classic “Lo atara la araché,” which included virtually no U.S. elements.
Moreover, Ray’s virtuosity and the effective style of his singer, Bobby Cruz, gave his band both
the validity and the vitality to outlive the passing trends. By the end of the 1960s, when the salsa
sound had proven itself, Ray changed record companies. He left the Alegre label, where he had
recorded his first albums with the prestigious producer Pancho Cristal, and moved on to Fania
Records, the same label that would establish the first great empire of salsa. In doing so, Richie
Ray ensured his own survival.Barretto also managed to stay afloat after the boogaloo wave
subsided. As I noted earlier, his orchestra had embraced the salsa sound well before the
boogaloo fever began to die down. Because of this, Barretto was the only one to achieve
genuine staying power. The rest of his contemporaries—such as Johnny Colón (who had in fact
recorded “Boogaloo Blues”), Joey Pastrana, and the Lebrón Brothers—fell into anonymity once
the true salsa took off. Even someone like Tony Pabón, whose La Protesta orchestra had the
sound most steeped in the barrio, could not weather the force of this changing tide. After the
transition, once salsa’s virtues imposed themselves, only the most defined styles survived.As
already stated, since the son had become flat and neutralized, the boogaloo arose as a way of
penetrating the international pop scene. It had its heyday to the extent that it was identified as
the major trend of the moment, able to capitalize on the sounds already sown by other styles.
Having taken over at the end of the decade, it was precisely that opportunism that led the
boogaloo to its demise. Again, since this was a period of transition, we need to remember that
the boogaloo was a single variant, and not the only one that musicians were exploring. Jazz also
made its mark, although it did so in a less pronounced way and with less commercial success,
musically speaking, and the influence of jazz proved richer and more fruitful. This was due, first,
to its inherent characteristic as a music open to experimentation but assured enough to
dominate the diverse trends it encountered. Secondly, Caribbean musicians of the past decade
had been borrowing from jazz to develop their traditional cadences. For example, Mario Bauzá’s
Afro-Cuban jazz and the important achievements of Chano Pozo fed into the work of such
diverse figures as Cuban tumba players Mongo Santamaría and Armando Peraza and virtuoso
Puerto Rican percussionist José Mangual. Later, Santamaría became more identified as a U.S.
musician and lost his Caribbean connections. Nonetheless—allow me to emphasize—the
tendency to use jazz elements had little to do with the authentic popular expressions that
ultimately led to salsa.The true influence of jazz on salsa was found elsewhere: not so much in
Bauzá’s Cuban jazz but in Cachao López’s music, and less so in Chano Pozo’s showy style than
in the rhythms established by Tata Güines. This salsa wanted to remain closer to Cuban music
than to the New York sounds being heard around the corner. I state this not to diminish the
Cubanness in Bauzá’s, Pozo’s, or Santamaría’s music, but to emphasize that the jazz inflecting
the guajeo styles of the mambo and the montuno was much closer to the Cuban styles. Younger
musicians, therefore, felt free to use the son for jamming in creative and open ways. The “Jam
Session Latino” emerged and led to the famous jam sessions of the Tico, Alegre, Cesta, and



later, the most important Fania All Stars. All of these ensembles, however, were made up of the
same musicians. The idea was to get them together in one venue—generally in the clubs in
Greenwich Village—in order to record all of the music that they would create throughout the
night. Those recordings documented something very unique: these were not the fine and
carefully polished sounds of the big bands of the previous decade, but the new sounds of an
irreverent and somewhat piercing, chaotic expression.While these sessions were very important
for the eventual emergence of salsa, their musical experimentations had little impact on the
larger public. In most cases, the musicians immersed themselves in musical forms only to satisfy
themselves, without considering that the common listener was unfamiliar with their secret codes.
In addition, the jam sessions did not encourage dancing, and from a Caribbean perspective, any
music that is not danceable is not very meaningful. Though this may sound radical, I mean only
to point out that, while the value of music does not exclusively reside in its danceability, popular
music can never totally ignore its connection to dancing.To reiterate, these jazzlike jamming
sessions became a kind of closed workshop in which the musicians experimented as they
wished, inventing many of the sounds that would later develop into salsa. In other words, these
sessions represented an outpouring of very rich music, but to say that they were the most
important or ultimate expression of this period of transition would be to undermine one of the
true values of authentic popular music: the mutual support of the community. From this
perspective, the hybrid form of the boogaloo had a more profound impact on the salsa of the
next decade than these jam sessions did. Even for the musicians, the jam sessions were nothing
more than exploratory workshops. Indeed, after jamming together, often at small nightclubs, the
same musicians would head to the studios to perform and record the music that truly captured
the support of the public.The musicians at the time were thus very versatile, willing and able to
experiment on a continuous basis. A clear example is Joe Quijano, a veteran Puerto Rican
singer who embodied the spirit of the times. Heavily criticized by the old guard, Quijano was
immediately embraced by the young musicians who thought of him as an ideal bridge for any
experimentation. With a particularly irreverent style full of phrasings and inflections that lay
between the Cuban “feeling” approach and the conventional poses of U.S. balladeers, Quijano’s
recordings of pop classics already suggested a salsa style. He participated in the jazz-style jam
sessions and in small ensembles; he sang boogaloos and boleros; and he performed traditional
guarachas as well as the updated Nuyorican son. That is, Joe Quijano clearly exemplified the
current musical scene, when musical traditions were succumbing to the pressures of a spicy,
vigorous music that was continuously on the attack but not always of the highest
quality.Displaced by the boogaloo and jazz-style jamming, the big-band masters struggled to
survive and to maintain their past prestige. Most of those musicians refer to these years with
bitterness, defining them as the end of good music and the beginning of a chaotic sound that
treated the son carelessly. Indeed, these years were extremely hard and agonizing for them, and
it is painful to listen to their later recordings. For example, the last New York recordings of
Arsenio Rodríguez (the “Marvelous Blindman”), one of the great geniuses of Caribbean music,



have nothing in common with his earlier works from Cuba. While he was directly responsible for
many of the later innovations used in salsa, he ended up having to record a very mediocre
boogaloo. The shift from the fabulous “Me boté de guano” to the flat-sounding “Hang on Sloopy”
is particularly disheartening. Arsenio’s case was not unique, and many of his compatriots were
also trying to survive in exile; yet because of the tres player’s important musical capital, his
demise was even more lamentable.Most of the percussionists, however, rapidly moved into jazz,
especially once Chano Pozo and Mongo Santamaría had opened those doors. Other musicians
—trumpeters, violinists, piano players, saxophonists, and singers—were kept waiting on the
sidelines as the new-sounding son took over. Tito Puente’s orchestra was the most important
bastion for these Cuban musicians. “The King of the Timbal” did not dissolve his orchestra, as
did Tito Rodríguez, nor did he migrate into jazz, like Machito. Instead, he accepted the challenge
of trying to stay afloat in these times of shifting and ill-defined Caribbean cadences. To that end,
Puente recorded with Celia Cruz and with Vicentico Valdez, and he hired veteran Cuban
musicians for his orchestra, all in an attempt to recapture the long-lost image of the previous
decade. It was, however, the figure of La Lupe, a curious Cuban singer little known on her own
island, who enabled Puente to do well despite these disastrous times. Her singing added the
irreverent, unruly, and mischievous style necessary for Puente to rise above the initial chaos of
the new music. In fact, La Lupe was the one woman who reigned supreme in that unstable and
awkward musical period. When Tito Puente’s orchestra appeared onstage to accompany La
Lupe’s singing, they revolutionized the musical scene. Somehow, they both prolonged the showy
and meticulous Cuban tradition and brought in that other element—the piercing and partly
careless song of those on the margins, full of the cunning and gestures that the orthodox
Caribbean song would never allow.With La Lupe, that is, the big-band sound was able to
approximate the sound of the barrio. Had she sung the same cuts in the style of ten years earlier,
she would have gone unnoticed. Audiences would have branded her as a crazy, screaming, and
offensive singer (indeed, some journalists at the time described her in those very terms).
However, La Lupe appeared at a time when the refined glamour of the 1950s already had faded
and the violent and irreverent style of the barrio was taking over. While not wholly identifying
herself as a salsa singer, she was able to adopt many of salsa’s characteristics. I am not
referring to La Lupe’s “show” in itself, with her shoe-throwing and striptease innuendoes. Rather,
I call attention to the ways in which she articulated the music—her ability to convey the joyful
disorder of guarachas, bombas, sones, and boleros and to create a bridge between one era and
the next. After Tito Puente let her go, La Lupe went out on her own, becoming the principal
producer of records with such titles as Reina del soul latino and La yiyiyi, a battle cry that
allowed her to imbue the boleros with her own personal dramas. In the 1970s, however, once
salsa music was firmly established, La Lupe found herself in a vacuum. The transition that she
had effected was complete, and she no longer had a useful role to play. Nonetheless, “Qué te
pedí,” “La Tirana,” “Puro teatro” and her version of “Adiós” have a secure and privileged place in
any serious record collection.In the middle of the 1970s, Caracas was well known for holding the



most popular carnivals in the Caribbean. The street celebrations may have paled in comparison
with the emotion and spectacle of those in other cities of the region, but in the evenings, the
hotels filled their ballrooms with paid mulatta dancers, and the audiences enjoyed the best
orchestras of the time—orchestras that came from New York and Puerto Rico. Rafael Cortijo and
Ismael Rivera were routinely invited, and Mon Rivera, with his tongue twisters, also frequently
appeared. Even Pupi Legarreta, who in exile reinvented a charanga ensemble of high quality
and popularity, showed up in the small clubs of the east side, where audiences applauded his
skill on the violin. The local orchestras, while smaller than those from abroad, were on par with
them in terms of musical qualities. For example, Aldemaro Romero was already recognized as
one of the true masters of Caribbean music, and Eduardo Cabrera, the virtuoso Cuban pianist
and famous arranger for Benny Moré’s orchestra, had lived in Venezuela for some years.
Together with Porfi Jiménez, Chucho Sanoja, and the spectacular timbal player Frank
Hernández, known as “El pavo,” these musicians led dynamic bands that were just as
competitive as those from the north.This situation changed drastically once the big New York
bands fully adopted the new musical techniques. Soon, smaller bands—ensembles with as few
as eight or ten musicians—started joining the scene. They performed a sound that young
Venezuelan music lovers had referred to as salsa long before it had been identified as such by
those in New York or the Caribbean. The middle class also succumbed to the invasion of pop
culture and abandoned the old orchestras, so much so that even the good Venezuelan
orchestras virtually dissolved overnight. The musical field opened up then to the popular sectors
and to the youth who clamored to hear Eddie Palmieri, Ray Barretto, Richie Ray, and Joe Cuba.
More clearly and precisely than in any other Caribbean country, in Venezuela salsa music truly
had become popular music. It was considered a local expression performed for the unique
delight of the residents of the barrio.In 1967, when Caracas celebrated its fourth centenary, the
city welcomed the best salsa bands of the time. The popular radio stations embraced them and
aired their music widely, but the other stations that catered to the youth with so-called modern
music ignored the salsa recordings. In the context of Latin American underdevelopment and the
cultural inferiority complexes that it gave rise to, the term “modern” here refers to those products
created by or for U.S. and European audiences. Thus, what is “modern” is usually not something
recognized as intrinsic to Latin America. That “exquisite” music, sung in English, of course, now
was confronted by this other music, one more rooted in the local, more compelling, and more
flavorful but dismissed as “the music of monkeys, for monkeys” (vulgar music for the riff-raff).
Salsa, then, with all the ups and downs of its beginnings, was already imbued with very
important social and cultural meanings: it meant that the barrio had a music of its own.That
same year, Eleazar López Contreras published a news article in the journal Venezuela Gráfica in
which he defined the musical moment as such: “Caracas is divided into two sectors: the East
and the West. This is a musical division, as well. The East likes the ‘ye-yé’ music of the electric
guitar, discos, mini skirts, and long hair. The West is more tropical. Its barrios are more humble
and, therefore, closer to what is idiosyncratically ‘Latin.’” Months later, Contreras published



another article written for a luxurious set of recordings issued to commemorate the 400-year
anniversary of Caracas. In Venezuela, pop music was called surf music as a result of the first
beatnik movements in California. The title of the article itself, “Surf vs. Salsa,” reaffirmed the
dichotomy between the foreign culture and the local. While foreign pop music forced the middle
and upper classes to falsely assimilate a series of values simply because they were new and
foreign, salsa music, by being relevant and spontaneous, became the best representation of the
new popular sentiment. The youth from the Catia barrio who fully identified with Eddie Palmieri in
“Busca lo tuyo” never adopted any posturing. It was not at all foreign or alien for them to sing the
coded lyrics “el niche que facha rumba . . . lo atara la Araché” or those of “The Street Is
Bad”:We’re meeting at 6 P.M., don’t forget to be thereI have a lot to tell youIt’s not for nothing, the
street is bad.Fortunately for all who live in those corners of the world, the barrio is the same—
each one is identical to the others and yet somehow unique. Barrio unity is real, spontaneous,
and natural, and the conditions that shape everyday life there are the same. Anyone from any
barrio can walk the streets of the Caribbean with the joy that comes from a sense of belonging;
therefore, everyone from the barrio identified with this music. To have dismissed this music as “a
thing of monkeys,” as vulgar music of the riffraff, or, more sadly, as “imported music” was an act
of cultural uprooting that inevitably undermines the authentic essence of national identity and the
trueness of popular sentiment.On the east side of Caracas, Los Darts were singing the Beatles
songs in Spanish, with ridiculous translations of “oh baby” as “oh nena,” or “come on, come on!”
as “vamos!” which never fit the rock rhythms very well. At the same time on the west side, in the
middle of their songs, Perucho Torcat of Los Dementes and Federico and his Combo Latino
proudly included the barrios of La Pastora, el 23, Catia, Los Magallanes, and Petare by name. In
those neighborhoods the people danced and sang to the music that made them feel good. As I
suggested earlier, amid all of this, orchestras like Billo’s and Los Melódicos were obviously out
of place. Their music was Caribbean, but it could scarcely reflect the new scene in the barrios.
Their music placated its audiences; it lacked any power or energy. The everyday youth could not
identify with music that they labeled gallega, or foreign. In fact, while Los Dementes never
hosted any gala dances in the luxurious venues on the east side, Billo’s was consistently
performing in country clubs for the quinceañera parties of well-to-do girls. When defining a
cultural world is at stake, moving easily from one social situation or locale to another can
become a trap or appear to be a trick of demagoguery. Furthermore, it is impossible for the
music of the rich to equally speak to the poor. If it does, then it must fail at some level, for it ends
up belonging nowhere. The authentic Venezuelan salsa groups were never accused of trying to
accommodate the rich, and from my perspective that virtue should be valued highly.In 1964,
while attempting to change the old charanga into a son ensemble, the Dominican musician
Johnny Pacheco also established a new label of his own in order to produce and distribute his
own albums. “Fania,” an old son sung by Reinaldo Bolaños, was among the first songs included
in this new repertoire, and one that would become very famous during the height of salsa. Its
lyrics were also highly coded:Ehhhhh, Pa’ goza!!!!!!!Aro macaguáFaniá.Pacheco liked the name



so much that his first record with his “new tumbao” appeared under this new label, Fania. At first
it was difficult to launch a new label, since Tico and Alegre were so firmly established and since
United Artists increased the competition with a “Latin” category of its own. The Fania Company
was established with the help of Pacheco’s lawyer, Jerry Masucci, a well-known U.S. fan of
Caribbean music. Even so, people from that time have said that Pacheco initially had to use his
own car to deliver records and that he personally made sales calls to record stores. He ran the
company virtually from his own home.Two years later, once Pacheco’s own music had made
some initial gains for Fania, Pacheco and Masucci, who were now partners, decided to sign new
artists, beginning with Larry Harlow and Bobby Valentín. These two figures quickly became
stars, not only of Fania but also of salsa. Harlow, a Jewish American pianist with vast experience
in rock and jazz, had lived for some years in Cuba, where he had developed a passion for the
son. Valentín was a young Puerto Rican trumpet player who incessantly wrote new
arrangements for traditional music. Both musicians were swept away by the boogaloo, so their
music pales when compared with that of Ray, Rodríguez, and Joe Cuba. Nevertheless, Harlow’s
music began to move in other directions. Encouraged by Pacheco, who realized early that the
son was the only viable alternative, Harlow tried to move back and forth between the new
sounds and traditional Cuban music, thus aligning himself with the style of Arsenio Rodríguez.
Harlow’s first singer was the Cuban Felo Brito, who made his way to New York as a dancer in
José Fajardo’s orchestra and never returned to the island. With Brito, Harlow remained in
second or third place, but the next year, when Ismael Miranda joined Harlow’s band, that
situation changed. With his unique singing style and baby face, the teenager from the Manhattan
barrio known as Hell’s Kitchen quickly gained popularity. Miranda sang using the phrasings and
gestures typical of the barrio idiom, so that even a mediocre cut, such as the boogaloo “El
exigente” made it big because it was part of the trend. However one looks at it, Fania was
making headway in the recording world: Pacheco was selling well, Harlow was increasing his
popularity, and the recent addition of Ray Barretto and his orchestra to the Fania group injected
new life into the company.Later that same year (1967), Fania signed a fifteen-year-old trombone
player who eventually became one of the most important figures in salsa. Born in the South
Bronx, in another crowded Latino barrio of New York, Willie Colón was discovered by Pacheco.
Pacheco also introduced him to Héctor Pérez, a young singer from Ponce, Puerto Rico. Together
they formed an orchestra that, according to everyone at the time, was one of the worst
ensembles in the history of Latin music. Still Colón capitalized on the paradigms established by
Palmieri, Mon Rivera, and Barretto’s Charanga Moderna. Although he was no virtuoso, Colón
played first trombone in a combo of two trombones, piano, bass, and full rhythm section. All of
the musicians in the combo were young unknowns who had only the most basic musical training
or who learned by ear. Following his manager’s advice, Pérez changed his last name to Lavoe,
and thus the first album they recorded identifies him by his stage name. That album, Willie
Colón: El Malo, was of terrible quality, riddled with glaring deficiencies, and . . . a total
success.This success caused embarrassment and discomfort among many orthodox Caribbean



musicians, yet it is a phenomenon that merits serious analysis. From its initial stages, salsa was
characterized as music of the barrio. It was the first full systematic expression that urban Latinos
identified with and claimed as their own. Given its collective nature, its musical quality was
necessarily uneven and often deficient. Furthermore, the young men who sang the music that
they felt belonged to them were not always musicians in the traditional sense of the word. As
aforementioned, few of them were formally trained, and most of them played by ear; they were
motivated more by their determination and gut than by experience and wisdom. This
phenomenon, when seen from the traditional point of view of rigid musical criteria, would not
merit any acknowledgment or praise. Yet, as I argued earlier, it is inappropriate or unproductive
to judge popular music by rigid, formal standards. Despite Colón’s untrained and untuned
trombone, he did offer his people a culturally valid music because it was one they could identify
with, one that authentically represented them. Willie Colón wrote and sang his “El malo” number
for all of those in his generation, for all of those who, like him, had not been raised in the
pleasantries of good manners or in a world of finely crafted and polished music:There’s no
problem in the barrioFor the one who’s called The Bad OneIf they say it isn’t meI punch their
faces as a gift.Following the success of Harlow, Valentín, and Colón, the Fania Company
decided to sign almost all of the unknown bands emerging from the New York scene. Taking a
cue from Pacheco’s orchestra, Fania also recorded such veteran Cuban singers as Ramón
“Monguito” Sardinas and Justo Betancourt. Fania continued, as well, the now-established
tradition of the jam sessions by creating its All Stars, a group that was the best of the best but,
granted, because of the musicians it brought in from other labels. It could do this without risk
because it was now a well-established company within the industry. Indeed, by the end of the
decade, and despite the advantages of Tico and Alegre, Fania had become the only label able
to boast a catalog of authentic salsa music. When the 1970s took off, this fact proved significant.
Fania would be, par excellence, the recording company of salsa music, and the boom that it
produced would be both its achievement and its undoing.Five : Our (Latin) ThingThe Cheetah
was more like an enormous barn than a ballroom. While it had a great location on Fifty-second
Street—the area featuring the most famous clubs of the golden age of jazz in the 1950s—it was
set up in the most rudimentary way for dancers and spectators alike. Apparently, the Cheetah
had been used previously for a variety of activities, from warehouse to gym, from roller-skating
rink to arena for dance marathons and contests. Since the mid-1960s, however, it had become a
regular spot for Latin dancing, offering wild parties where, for one small price, the average music
lover could hear several orchestras in a single night. More importantly, the Cheetah is significant
in the development of salsa because of a single Thursday night—August 21, 1971. It is no
exaggeration to say that that evening was historical, for not only was that the night the Fania All
Stars performed together for the second time, but in order to celebrate the event, a group of
filmmakers recorded the performance.Two major productions documented that evening: a four-
album set that Fania recorded and the film Nuestra cosa latina (Our Latin Thing), directed by
León Gast. Earlier in this book, I argued that as early as 1965 to 1966 a new musical expression



with all of the characteristics of salsa already was circulating. After the summer of 1971,
however, that expression acquired all the vigor and impetus needed for it to expand into the
Caribbean and Latino communities in the United States. Those two documents began that
push.Three years earlier when the company had brought its stars together, it had intended only
to offer a super salsa-styled jazz jam session, not to produce music for large-scale consumption
by dancers uninspired by jazz. Besides, so many of the guest musicians in the first Fania
session had been the foundation for the Alegre and Tico All Stars as well that the first Fania All
Stars session produced only two albums of a quality significantly inferior to the jam session
recordings that had come before. By the time of this second session, however, the Fania label
already had some figures with sufficient capital, in terms of both record sales and popularity.
More importantly, some of these musicians were totally new to the scene and had nothing to do
with the old Latin expressions that had developed in New York. If we analyze the meaning of this
second reunion, then, it is not too much to say that the authentic Fania Stars were born at the
Cheetah event.At the helm of the orchestra was Johnny Pacheco, the co-owner of Fania who
already had recorded twelve albums under the label, half of them in the new modality of the
conjunto. Next to the Dominican Pacheco, Ray Barretto was the most senior Fania star, and he
had abandoned the schemes of the modern charanga completely, producing seven albums in
the new style. The third star was Ricardo Ray, a virtuoso Puerto Rican pianist who, along with his
singer, Bobby Cruz, had moved to Fania from the Tico-Alegre monopoly. In addition, Fania
acquired more power from the presence of two of its best sellers, Larry Harlow and Willie Colón,
both born into the world of Fania. The final members capping off the group were two Puerto
Rican orchestra leaders, Bobby Valentín and Roberto Roena, who succeeded in developing
their own original musical approaches under the wing of this relatively new company.In this way,
the Fania All Stars were formed as a fusion of the best bandleaders and singers from seven
orchestras, complemented by some individual veteran musicians from the New York scene. The
company executives wisely decided to promote their major record-selling stars on a larger scale.
This was the radical difference between the 1971 Fania All Stars session and all other preceding
ones. The main objective of those earlier jam sessions was to release musical impulses that
could not be explored in commercial recordings, and this produced a music that did not
necessarily invite dancing. Thus, the record Our Latin Thing is a common item in any salsa
lover’s collection, while the recordings of the Tico, Alegre, or Cesta Stars are mostly in the hands
of collectors or more serious salsa aficionados.Most importantly, we need to explore the master
strategy of Fania, which was to produce a commercially viable record without eliminating the two
key components of a jam session—its spontaneity and the freedom of the musicians to play and
sing whatever they were enthused about. This is where the quality of these four albums resides,
all of which were recorded in a single night.The mixing of promotion and jam session
(commercialism and musical experimentation) succeeded for relatively simple reasons. On one
hand, jamming with mambo rhythms—more or less in the earlier style of Cuban musicians
during the time of Cachao López, or of the New York musicians under Machito—successfully



kept the jazz from taking over, as had happened previously. On the other hand, the performance
of pure sones and guarachas allowed the style of the Fania singers to stand out. These jam
sessions thus had little to do with the old ones common to the city, and the sones, as a whole,
were totally new—they were salsosa (salsa-style). In other words, the 1971 jam session had the
benefit of combining salsa with jamming in a more balanced way, without the jamming being
overly complex or the guarachas rigidly confined to the schemes of son, montuno, mambo, and
a closing. This was why a jamming piece like “Ponte duro” aired successfully on many
commercial radio stations, and why a savvy music lover could truly enjoy Fania’s version of the
old Cuban son “Macho cimarrón.”The golden age of salsa music began at this point when the
record companies successfully combined what executives thought impossible: a spontaneous,
freewheeling, and accessible music of high quality that was also highly profitable. (Unfortunately,
this experience occurred only once.) Previously during recording sessions of Caribbean music,
the idea of spontaneity and sales had been seen as contradictory. A musician inside the studio
recording an easy and commercial record was limited to a couple of simple riffs and not allowed
to improvise fully. This explains why so many of these recordings seem mechanical and cold,
and why it is commonly believed that “any orchestra sounds better live than in a recording.” The
other extreme is represented by recordings in which the musicians experiment so much that only
other musicians and expert listeners can understand what they were trying to do. The Fania
session of 1971 managed to avoid both pitfalls: it created a spontaneous, fresh, and accessible
musical sound. It had, one could say, the perfect touch.The BandThat night at the Cheetah, the
Fania All Stars presented an orchestra that both embodied and came to define the basic
structure of most salsa bands, past and future. The percussion section, for instance, was heavily
indebted to the models set up by Cachao in the Cuba of the 1950s: a fundamental trio of conga,
timbal, and bongo, with the occasional addition of maracas, guiros, and claves, played by the
singers. But there was a notable difference: keeping the tumba as the base of the rhythm
reflected the influence of Arsenio Rodríguez, who had created the inseparable tumbabongo pair.
Also, while the old Cuban players usually alternated between the timbal(es) and the jazz drum
set, salsa bands did away with the U.S. drum set almost completely. In the tradition of the old,
charanga orchestras, the guiro seemed irreplaceable. In fact, as the roles of Panchito Arbeláez,
Gustavo Tamayo, and Rolando Valdez illustrate, those orchestras always included a musician
whose only job would be that of scratching the guiro. Given the smaller size of most salsa bands
(from eight to ten musicians), the guiro was only occasionally called for, and then the singer
would play it. The formerly important clave underwent a similar fate. All of the music that
developed from the son revolved around a rigid structure with the clave determining the beat,
and the validity of the rhythm was set by its measure. Given a lack of trained musicians and the
difficulty of maintaining the beat, the salsa orchestras avoided the use of the claves. Thus, only
the maracas maintained a regular presence in salsa bands, not only because they are less
demanding, but also because they have been the special instrument of the singer ever since the
old tradition of the Cuban septets. Indeed, it has been said that a salsa singer without the



maracas is like a man without a leg.Given its plenitude of singers, the Fania group of 1971 had
no problems distributing those three percussion instruments. Even so, its All Star orchestra
evinced the very central role of that other percussion trio: the timbal-tumba-bongo. That night at
the Cheetah, the orchestra introduced Ray Barretto as the tumba player, Roberto Roena on the
bongo, and Orestes Vilató on timbal. Vilató, a veteran Cuban timbal player and the only timbalist
as versatile and fast as Tito Puente, had been a regular in Barretto’s band. Despite their
indisputable talents, these three musicians could hardly be considered the best performers on
their respective instruments. Barretto, with an excessively Americanized style, could not match
the sound of such Cuban masters as Tata Güines or Carlos “Patato” Valdez. In addition,
especially in the New York scene, the tumba playing of Tomás López Sr. was much more popular
and captivating. Yet, given the need for name and face recognition, clearly only Barretto could
play the tumba in an orchestra as ambitious as Fania’s in 1971. With the exception of Mongo
Santamaría, who never belonged to salsa, only Barretto could bring that degree of visibility to
the stage. Secondly, Barretto’s diverse musical experiences, in modern charanga, jazz, and the
new styles of the “salsa-son,” allowed him to take on the challenges and the possibilities that
such an orchestra presented.The choice for bongo was less evident. Roberto Roena became a
member of Fania because he was the only bongo player who was also a bandleader. Although
he was considerably less proficient than many of his contemporaries, Roena’s talents as a
superb dancer made up for his deficiencies on the bongo. He had been a dancer in Cortijo’s
band, and one day when their regular bongo player did not show up, Roena had to fill in on the
bongos in the middle of a set. Roena, however, was one of the most studious and intent
musicians in the Latin music scene. Since he had become a bongo player by chance, he was
well aware of his own limitations, and his achievements were the result of dedication and effort.
Roena always took pride in his instrument; he was meticulous about his performances,
corrected his mistakes, and polished his musical skills. On top of this, Roena’s true sense of
musicality flowed spontaneously and allowed him to lead an innovative and experimental
orchestra despite his lack of formal musical training. As a result, Roena’s first performance with
the Fania All Stars of 1971 contributed to the group’s success. His solo in “Ponte duro,” while
neither spectacular nor classic and worth preserving, fulfilled the All Stars’ musical goals and
satisfied the most demanding music lover.Finally, as to the timbales, the reason for the selection
of Orestes Vilató is perhaps the least evident of the three. The logical choice was Tito Puente;
but Puente was a primary star under the Tico label, so his inclusion was out of the question.
Other names, such as Willie Rosario or Orlando Marín or Kako or Jimmy Sabater, surfaced, but
a host of musically extraneous factors excluded them as well. Sabater, the most important
among them and the only timbal player who, without having led a band, garnered as much
popularity as Puente, was also a regular of Joe Cuba’s group under the Tico label and likewise
rejected. So, the Cuban Vilató appeared to be the best and only choice. Despite having less
name recognition, Vilató was a much better timbalist than the others mentioned, and his many
years of playing with Ray Barretto made it easy for Vilató to coordinate the percussion section in



the Caribbean tradition. Furthermore, because Barretto and Vilató knew each other well, they
could more easily incorporate Roena, the less experienced percussionist among them.The
brass section was fully responsible for the creation of what salsa lovers call “the New York
sound,” that is, the combination of trombones and/or trumpets. Never saxophones. The addition
of trombones was the direct result of Mon Rivera’s influence and of the unique and compelling
sounds created later by Eddie Palmieri and Willie Colón. It would be no exaggeration to say that
the trombone is the brass instrument most central to salsa music. In Venezuela, for instance,
after the fabulous success of La Dimensión Latina, one of every three bands that emerged
depended exclusively on the trombones. By 1977, when many groups were experimenting with
more avant-garde sounds, the trombone had become irreplaceable as the foundation of salsa.
The overwhelming popularity created by the Conjunto Libre of New York is a good example. In
any case, let me now describe the three trombonists in the 1971 Fania All Stars.Barry Rogers, a
U.S.-Anglo musician, played first trombone. Rogers was one of the most spectacular trombone
virtuosos ever known. He had learned the tricks to the montuno during the old days of Eddie
Palmieri’s La Perfecta. He also had long enjoyed prestige in the world of jazz-rock as the star
soloist of the exceptional band Dreams. That Rogers can be considered the best U.S. salsa
trombonist is significant when we note that other U.S. musicians on the order of Tom Malone,
Mike Gibson, Mark Wenstein, Sam Burtis, Keith Oqueen, and Lewis Khan have all played
trombone in the salsa scene. Among all of them, this “gringo” trombonist, with his long hair and
glasses, ironically became one of the best trombone players in the history of Caribbean music,
and he was integral to the primary brass section of the Fania All Stars.A young Puerto Rican
who had recently arrived in New York as a freelance musician played second trombone. His
name was Reinaldo Jorge, but little was known about his previous performances. Jorge’s
superior abilities as an instrumentalist did not take away from the fact that a number of other
New York trombonists deserved a shot with the Fania All Stars. For the producers, however, this
was not a concern, since the real stars were the singers, and then the percussionists. Even
Barry Rogers, the best of the brass players, was never a household name among the dancing
audience. Thus, the choice of Reinaldo Jorge did not hurt the band’s popularity.Paradoxically,
Willie Colón, the only star in the brass section, played third trombone. As a very young musician
(then only 19 years old), his skills were limited. Still, he was both the most famous and the most
important idol brought up in the Fania family. Without any major musical aspirations, Colón
continually experimented with two or three styles. He recorded more than ten significant solos,
and while none of them is particularly exceptional, none disappoints. Simply put, Willie Colón did
not undermine the vigor of the brass section; rather, his presence was important and vital for the
Fania All Stars of 1971.As mentioned before, one of the principal traits of salsa bands is their
small size. More for economic than musical reasons, the old, spectacular big bands gave way to
smaller bands that resembled sextets and octets. So, despite the “super band” or “show
orchestra,” the Fania All Stars retained the structure of the smaller band. Had Fania of 1971
attempted to reproduce the spectacular style of a Machito or Puente orchestra, it never would



have become a valuable example of the predominant band at the time, nor would it have
achieved its importance as the salsa group par excellence. This explains why Fania reduced its
brass section to six instrumentalists in two trios of trombones and trumpets. By now,
saxophones had been officially excluded, and the trombone had become the representative
sound of salsa. (Given that, it would be interesting to explore why salsa did not also do away with
the trumpets.)A case in point is Johnny Pacheco. Since the final decades of the 1950s, the
Dominican musician had been playing to the popular tastes, with his finger on the pulse of the
New York Latino community and their musical preferences. Pacheco was not an outstanding
instrumentalist; in fact, while he tried his hand at everything, he never stood out on any one
instrument. Yet he was always an excellent bandleader and a complete musician who
possessed one of the most important talents in this trade: a sense of sabor. To be honest,
Pacheco’s albums are rightly open to criticism, but they will always stand out for that particular
element—which, contrary to popular thought, is very difficult to achieve—sabor. Given
Pacheco’s unwavering sense of sabor, he was able to move easily among all styles and popular
tastes, whether as flutist, singer, or conga or timbal player. When the fever for charanga
ensembles was sweeping the country, Pacheco put together one of the most popular charangas,
and it was precisely his sabor that contributed to its success. In that band, Pacheco played the
flute. Despite his significant limitations as a flutist, his band was not only able to compete with
the best charanga groups, but it remained one of the greatest in the New York scene. I stress this
because we all know that a charanga band without a great flutist is destined to fail. Nevertheless,
even without great technique as a flutist, Pacheco achieved much because of—and only
because of—his sabor. Sabor, as we all know, can create miracles.
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Jaime Cruz, “very informative. bought the book and also on kindle.  /  read kindle”

Anto R., “although the Spanish version remains superior.. Very accurate and well written,
although the Spanish version remains superior.”

Angel TORRES PILGRIM, “Five Stars. Good buy and prompt delivery. Thank you!”

Alex Schamenek, “My go to YouTube app for Android. This is by far the best Android YouTube
app, much better than YouTube's own app.For one, you can download almost all of the videos,
even ones where the unloader doesn't want you to be able to watch. (Read below) And you can
download on manyThere are a few annoyances however, snd that's why it deserves the 4 star
rating. It doesn't multitask video playing, although I suspect that's Google's fault. Android
"multitasking" is a lie. The organization of the videos is not very well developed.But it's fairly
reliable.Hint: Use this in conjunction with the Soul Player app, the best video playing app I've
found so far.When you come across a video that YouTube says you can't watch on mobile
devices, either touch the green down arrow or the maximize button on the video screen. They
both do the same thing: bring up the download screen. From there you can download and
sometimes play the video anyway. In fact, sometimes the green arrow doesn't show up. Press
the maximize window button.  You can download from there.”

Loco Sonador, “A Good Historical Overview with some fun stories..... I read this book in it's
original Spanish version, so I can't comment on the translated English version now available.
The Spanish version was an entertaining read with a "Sociological Perspective" about the rise of
Salsa in the 60's and 70's mostly focused on the artists on the Fania label - which is considered
the "Golden Age" of Salsa Music. If you're a fan of that era, it's definitely worth a read. It'll bring
back lots of memories. I only gave it 4 stars because the author, as has been pointed out by
other reviewers, was a little loose with the facts and sometimes gets some of the details wrong.
Although overall he gets the gist and spirit of the music and the times right. The other thing is
that the author refers to Venezuela quite a bit, his home country, when this story is really more
about Puerto Ricans in Puerto Rico and New York who were the real stars of this music (besides
Celia Cruz of course). But, cut the dude some slack, he's proud of his home country like
everyone in the Caribbean is... (Que viva Colombia !Carajo!) Highly Recommended to fans of
Old School Salsa.”

Miguel Osorio, “A very good book (probably the Salsa Bible) detailing the History of .... A very
good book (probably the Salsa Bible) detailing the History of the Salsa Music since the 20's,
30's until the eighties, with references to musicians, groups, origins and focused on the main
countries from which the salsa music originated...in New York. It explains why it was originated in



NY and goes through what happened and why, expalining the influences of son, bogaloo,
guaracha, jazz and lots of other rhythms which contributed to the creation of a unique style
which is heard and danced worldwide.”

Edgar Macias P., “The best book about the history and evolution of Salsa Music. The best book
about the history and evolution of Salsa Music”

Joe560, “Referencia obligada para conocer la historia de la Salsa. Es una referencia obligada
para conocer la historia de la Salsa. Su autor es una autoridad en la materia. No logré conseguir
la edición en español a un precio razonable y realmente me daba igual en inglés.”

M,G, “Ok. Ok”

oappelm, “Fantastic book, telling the story from cradle to grave. Fantastic book, telling the story
from cradle to grave! I know, the story is still being written but I am sure you know what I mean.”

The book by César Miguel Rondón has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 29 people have provided
feedback.
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