From: “The Book of Salsa” by César Miguel Rondón

P3 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.

The Cuban charango  was an ensemble that emerged in the early twentieth century as a derivitation of the traditional wind orchestra. It included the flute, violin, piano, bass, timbal, and quiro; later it added the congas, more violins, and singers. It usually performed danzonnes  and the cha cha cha  after the 1950s.

P5 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 Chapotin, with the great Miguelito Cuni, who extended the best innovations and trends of Arsenio Rodriguez; 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 Maria “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 cunjunto, 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 Delfin 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 deduced 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 a 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 National.

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 fold music, like many of the black rhythms of the Venezuelan coast. For example, the gaita maribina 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 of 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 Rodriguez, 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 indeispensible 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 blink tres  player Arsenio Rodriquez. 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 danzon, 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 this timbal was definitely 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 a 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 cha. Orquestra 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 Diaz, timbal; Tata Guines, 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. Anibal 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 cunjontos 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 Orchesta Aragón, composed by Richard Egües, Fajardo’s longtime rival on the flute). To close, he performed the “Bilongo” by Rodriquez 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 pachango 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-sisth, 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.
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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.

