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Preface 

This dissertation topic began as a small writing project for a class. The 

subject matter was of enough interest to find publication as a cover story in the 

Percussive Arts Society periodical, Percussive Notes.1 This was a small article 

covering mainly biographical material on the vibraphonist Cal Tjader. Through 

the small amount of research in creating the article, I came to the conclusion that 

Cal Tjader was of more importance in the history of American popular music than 

writers of the subject matter indicated. The conclusion doesn’t come from just 

some percussionist’s infatuation with a vibraphonist, but more from the 

“placement” of Tjader’s accomplishments in the scope of time, location and 

personnel associations.  

Cal Tjader’s role in the development of 1950s jazz has been given little 

attention. Many Latin jazz musicians and critics acknowledged him as a major 

figure in this regard, but he is largely ignored in formal historical studies. Most of 

the writing about jazz in the 1950s showed a romantic view of black musicians 

primarily from the East Coast, and scholarship tended to focus on biographical 

concerns and personal issues, rather than nuanced musical analysis. Tjader’s 

legacy also suffered from a tendency in earlier criticism to portray white fifties-era 

West Coast jazz players as musicians who did not play “true” jazz. The critical 

writings on 1950s jazz thus tended to paint a simplistic picture of black versus 

white musicians and an unrealistic battle for jazz dominance.  

                                            
1 Ian Rollins, “Cal Tjader: Fusion Pioneer,” Percussive Notes (December 2006). 
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This dissertation will confront such a simplistic picture by addressing the 

impact of a third group of musicians, largely ignored by conventional jazz 

histories, who nevertheless played a crucial role in 1950s jazz’s incorporation of 

musical influences from the Caribbean. Many Afro-Caribbean musicians either 

influenced or worked with Tjader. As a result and because of his role as both a 

San Francisco native and a white player of Swedish descent, Cal Tjader’s career 

in particular presents multiple layers for semiotic analysis. 
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Literature Review 

Due to the limited materials available on Cal Tjader, preliminary study on 

this writing project required extensive and varied research tools. The 

methodologies and materials employed for research included iconographic 

analysis; interviews conducted by myself and from other sources; book, journal 

and periodical authorship; discographies; musical transcription; and musical 

analysis.  

With a focus on the 1950s, a generalized history of America was needed. 

For this there were numerous works, but the most significant resource was David 

Halberstam’s The Fifties.2 This eight-hundred page overview, written by a 

Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist, covered standard historical topics of politics, 

technology, economics, and human rights. He also managed to place an equal 

amount of importance on popular culture as a reflection of the stresses imposed 

by the country’s achievements as a world power. Halberstam’s writing style was 

also helpful, employing anecdotes that weaved directly into important historical 

events.  

As a more localized musical overview of historical information, Ed 

Morales’ book The Latin Beat: the Rhythms and Roots of Latin Music from Bossa 

Nova to Salsa and Beyond provided a broad perspective of any music labeled 

within the restraints of the term “Latin” in American music.3 There is minor 

                                            
2 David Halberstam, The Fifties, Random House Publishing (New York, 1993). 
3 Ed Morales, The Latin Beat: The Rhythms and Roots of Latin Music from Bossa 

Nova to Salsa and Beyond, Da Capo Press (Cambridge, 2003). 
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mention of Cal Tjader, though brief Morales’ comments on Tjader articulate the 

magnitude of his contribution. 

Another important source for the time period and location of my study was 

West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960 by Ted Gioia.4 The book 

both covers the broader topics of West Coast Modern jazz and the San 

Francisco scene, and boasts almost eleven consecutive pages of written 

information on Cal Tjader, more than any other general source. This resource 

was invaluable for discovering other information sources and possible interviews. 

Other helpful sources included Max Salazar’s Mambo Kingdom: Latin Music in 

New York5 and Ned Sublette’s Cuba and its Music: from the First Drums to the 

Mambo.6  

A discography was needed to understand the development of Tjader’s 

interests in Latin music styles. The Internet-based “Jazz Discography Project,” 

developed and maintained by Nobuaki Togashi, Kohji Matsubayashi, and 

Masayuki Hatta, included extensive information on many jazz record labels and 

artists. It includes recording session dates, album release dates, musicians, and 

catalogue numbers for original releases as well as re-releases and compilations. 

Researcher/collector Duncan Reid (cited ahead) confirmed that the discography 

was well maintained and accurate. The use of this information helped trace the 

                                            
4 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 

of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998). 
5 Max Salazar, Mambo Kingdom: Latin Music in New York, Schirmer Trade 

Books (New York, 2002). 
6 Ned Sublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo, 

Chicago Review Press (Chicago, 2004). 
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pilgrimage of musicians who travelled between the East and West Coasts, thus 

identified loopholes and inconsistencies found in biographical information from 

other sources.  

Many of the artists discussed in this document were largely omitted from 

history books; it thus became necessary to work extensively with both existing 

and newly created oral history materials. My quest involved finding anyone with 

any kind of connection to Cal Tjader: this included musicians who performed with 

him at any time in his life, family members, and other members of the music 

industry, such as album cover artists. It was difficult to locate many informants; 

some were deceased. Thus, existing interviews by earlier researchers were of 

significance. At times I sought to interview the writers of the other interviews for 

additional information. Some interviews of importance included Poncho Sanchez, 

Bayardo Velarde and Armando Peraza, percussionists who performed with 

Tjader throughout his career. The information provided by these individuals was 

invaluable as a resource for further checking the inconsistencies in other 

sources.  

Iconography was also important to my analysis. One source of enormous 

help was the book Jazz Cultures by David Ake.7 Although the writing produced 

few direct sources of information, the connotations of the images created through 

album cover art/photography or press release materials reflected biases and 

perceptions by both creators and consumers. Interpreting iconography in this 

                                            
7 David Andrew Ake, Jazz Cultures, University of California Press (Los Angeles, 

2002). 
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fashion could reveal insights about target audience, visual representation of 

music, attitudes through dress and posturing, and moods created through 

lighting, color and surroundings.  

For the purpose of this study, the most useful resources are the writings 

on Latin music and its impact on American popular music styles. Much of this 

scholarship occurred within the past ten years, showing a trend against the 

formerly accepted notion that jazz was created through African-American music 

styles mixed with European styles.  John Storm Roberts, Steven Loza, Max 

Salazar, Ed Morales, and several other authors cover the argument for a strong 

Latino representation in their books. However, many of these sources do not 

adequately demonstrate the direct link between what is already called “Latin 

music” and the many other popular styles associated with American music. John 

Storm Roberts, for example, wrote two books8 centered on the argument that 

most, if not all, of Twentieth Century American popular music owes much to 

Latino music. Roberts supports his argument with biographical and regional 

material and a historiography based on discography, but his discussions move 

quickly from one artist to another with little information based on thorough fact 

checking. This dissertation seeks to address this issue by deriving information 

from numerous sources of information with as much historical accuracy as 

possible. 

                                            
8 John Storm Roberts, The Latin Tinge: The Impact of Latin American Music on 
the United States. 2nd ed. Oxford University Press (New York, 1999), and John 
Storm Roberts, Latin Jazz: The First of the Fusions, 1880s to Today. Schirmer 
(New York, 1999). 
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None of the preceding sources include the most important factor, which is 

a thorough analysis of the music itself. I found my own musical transcriptions 

essential in understanding the importance of Cal Tjader’s experiments in fusing 

Latin music styles and jazz in the small combo. My transcriptions show how early 

experiments contributed to a synthesis of Afro-Cuban rhythmic patterns and 

quotes with jazz formulas and harmonic progressions. As a result, they reveal 

that the experimentation of Cal Tjader’s combo in the 1950s made a major 

contribution to an Afro-Cuban and salsa formula in subsequent decades.  

Through the use of these various sources I was able to compile data, 

which supports my argument that Cal Tjader’s importance as a musician and 

bandleader in the history of American popular music deserves more nuanced 

and central consideration. Sources that conflate Latin music and musicians have 

thus tended to neglect Tjader. Conversely, if the topic is modern jazz or West 

Coast musicians, he is overshadowed by many of his peers.  

Tjader does not fit within the simplified labels of earlier jazz historiography. 

Though neglected by prior histories, Tjader was vital to the development of 

fusion, rock, Latin rock, Latin jazz, and modern jazz, among many other genre 

defining labels (including an influence in modern electronic music genres).  
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Introduction 

It seemed historically unlikely that in the 1950s a Swedish-American 

named Cal Tjader would be a major participant in a musical revolution fueled by 

the incorporation of Latin music and jazz. The Latin style that inspired Tjader 

utilized Puerto Rican, Cuban and other Caribbean musicians living in New York. 

Geographic location and ethnicity were against him. Even Poncho Sanchez, who 

had worked in Tjader’s group in the last years of his life, was an outsider, as a 

Mexican-American musician developing an interest in Caribbean music. Ted 

Gioia, author of West Coast Jazz, stated that Tjader was not easily labeled due 

to a potpourri of musical influences that spanned cultural boundaries - all this in a 

decade when segregation was a way of American life.9 

In 1964 Cal Tjader promoted a new style of music to audiences across 

many radio formats. This style came from a rich tradition starting with the big 

band collaborations between Chano Pozo and Dizzy Gillespie in the 1940s, the 

small combo instrumentation of George Shearing, and the traditional rumba of 

Cuba. Rhythm and blues, jazz, and Spanish language stations played tracks 

from a new album entitled Soul Sauce, and a word for the style emerged from the 

title: Salsa. The title track was a huge hit, requiring that Tjader play it for every 

performance until his death in 1982. This album was the third instance in which 

the word salsa was used as a stylistic descriptor, but this was the moment when 

the genre definition attained predominance over the term Azucar, which 

                                            
9 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 99-100. 
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originated from the New York Latin musicians and most prominently Eddie 

Palmieri.10  

Cal Tjader’s 1960s success with the Latin jazz combo was developed 

through more than a decade of experimentation with various musicians who had 

careers on both the East and West Coast jazz and mambo scenes. These 

musicians were pivotal to the formation of a small combo derived from the New 

York mambo big bands.  

Tjader’s mixed-race combos were developed in a period of heated political 

and social changes in American human rights. State government laws slowed the 

federal government’s abolishment of Jim Crow segregation, and more than a 

century of racial thought hindered the process of equal treatment for individuals. 

Tjader’s group was an anomaly in a strained social environment. Not only was 

this group important to the development of a new sound and style, but it was also 

a marker that American music cannot be placed in simple dichotomies of East 

and West, bebop and modern or white and black. Thus, the first chapter 

addresses the prejudices associated with the entertainment industry in the 

1950s. 

On May 5, 1982, Tjader died while on tour in the Philippines. Though he 

never spoke highly of himself, or his place in the world of music, stating, “I am not 

an innovator, I am not a pathfinder – I am a participator,” it is clear that he was, in 

                                            
10 Max Salazar, Mambo Kingdom: Latin Music in New York, Schirmer Trade 
Books (New York, 2002), 256. 
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fact, a progressive, forward-thinking, open-minded musician whose 1950s and 

1960s albums helped to break down barriers formerly restricting jazz creativity.11  

                                            
11 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 104. 
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Chapter One 

Entertainment in the 1950s 

America in the 1950s was an economic and scientific super power created 

by a quick recovery from the stresses of World War II. These stresses involved 

devoting every available resource the country had at its disposal; rationing of 

materials, every healthy man fighting, every available woman working, and 

technological and scientific advances designed purely for winning a war. Many 

other countries, once considered powerful, were weakened by these stresses, 

allowing the United States to surpass the European powers. This economic 

prosperity caused a boom in the middle class and created a physical landscape 

of suburban living. Soon after the war, Alfred and Bill Levitt realized that returning 

veterans were interested in home ownership. They developed the first suburban 

neighborhood, Levittown. It was the formula adopted by housing developers 

throughout the country for creating affordable housing.12  

Suburban neighborhoods created a physical alternative to the inner city, 

serene and peaceful compared to urban life. Since the Industrial Age, the inner 

city had been physically divided by contrasts in economic status and race.13 In 

this post-World War II period, white middle class families moved outside of the 

city, leaving the poor in old buildings within the cities. War rationing was replaced 

by disposable income, and the suburbs became a prime location for new 

businesses that were franchised across the nation. Henry Ford’s assembly line 

                                            
12 David Halberstam, The Fifties, Random House Publishing (New York, 1993), 
134. 
13 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 3-6. 
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concept was not only a welcome idea for the building of houses, but it was 

applied to the food industry as was evident with the development of the fast food 

restaurant franchise, McDonalds.14  

The new television industry felt an obligation to show the ideal American 

life through programs like Father Knows Best and The Adventures of Ozzie and 

Harriet. Many Americans viewed these television families as models for the life 

that they should be living. Even Lucy and Ricky Ricardo moved from the city to 

the suburbs as a television reflection of the changing American lifestyle. In 1950, 

television sales doubled the total amount of all sets sold previously, selling 9.7 

million units. By 1959 sales reached 67 million.15  

 Conventional histories have a tendency to discuss racial injustices 

through the experiences of African-Americans, but this tends to dismiss or 

downplay the plight imposed upon other races. On June 3, 1943 eleven Anglo 

sailors on shore leave in Los Angeles claimed they were attacked by Mexican 

pachucos.16 Over two hundred servicemen chartered twenty cabs into the heart 

of Latino East Los Angeles for the purpose of retaliation. Any males with a Latin 

surname, sometimes identified by their zoot suits, were beaten and stripped of 

their clothing in the streets. The police accompanied this mob into East Los 

Angeles and participated by arresting the beaten males. In one of numerous 

instances, a mother arrived at the police station to pick up her seventeen-year-

                                            
14 David Halberstam, The Fifties, Random House Publishing (New York, 1993), 
156. 
15 Television History: The First 75 Years, accessed online December 27, 2008, 
http://www.tvhistory.tv/facts-stats.htm 
16 Young gang members of Mexican-American origin. 
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old son, who had been there for more than three hours, only to find him still 

naked and bleeding.17 

This essay acknowledges the plight of the African-American community, 

but goes further, to suggest that any person in America who displayed ethnicity 

through language, speech inflection, or skin color tended to be treated with 

disrespect: disrespect that could turn as virulent as the enforcement of Jim Crow 

laws. Even though the Zoot Suit Riots occurred almost one decade before the 

time period of this article, the ferocity of their violence confirms that race in 

America implicated not just black and white, but brown as early as the 1940s. 

The riots and their aftermath impacted relations between races for years. The 

riots also imply that the nature of racial intolerance in California was comparable 

to the South. 

The television industry, which was based in New York, had to 

accommodate the diverse viewpoints of the nation. The Supreme Court was 

working towards eradicating segregation initiatives that dated back to the Civil 

War, and the Justices knew their decisions on reversing Jim Crow laws might 

elicit a violent and turbulent reaction.18 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka 

was the case that unequivocally reversed “separate but equal” laws.  

                                            
17 The police arrested over six hundred Chicanos and nine servicemen. Eight of 
those servicemen were released without charge and the other received a small 
fine. The riots were deterred, not by the local government, but by the armed 
services, which banned all servicemen from shore leave. 
18 David Halberstam, The Fifties, Random House (New York, 1993), 420. 
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Music Crosses the Color Bar 

The marketing strategy of the entertainment industry separated intended 

audiences by race and culture. A prime example of such separation was the use 

of the terms “race records” and “hillbilly records”; which date back to the early 

twentieth century. In Jim Crow Memphis, Sam Phillips sought to use the 

commercial recording industry as a means of promoting black music to white 

audiences.19 Even before his discovery of Elvis Presley, Philips’ early recording 

of Ike Turner’s hit song “Rocket 88” was one of the first Rock and Roll 

recordings.20 Sun Recording Studio’s later success with white artists implied that 

popular music was capable of eroding 1950s discriminatory attitudes; the 

increased accessibility of black music to white audiences would lead to other 

forms of integration. Phillips was primarily a businessman, but his economic 

foresight made him a leader in the development of racial integration through a 

young audience.  

Sam Phillips was aware that white audiences were interested in race 

records, but social pressures precluded strong sales. Presley, the “white man 

who sang like a black man,” was the solution to Phillips’ equation, and Elvis’ first 

radio interview proved Phillips was correct in his assumption. This interview by 

disc jockey Dewey Phillips, asked one question pertaining to the high school 

                                            
19 Ibid., 457. 
20 Richie Unterberger, Allmusic.com 
http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=11:kbfpxqegldde, accessed 
December 27, 2008. Allmusic.com 
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Elvis attended. Because of the separation of race by high schools, Elvis’ race 

was inevitably proven.21 

Television and Race 

Amos ‘n’ Andy, the long-running radio program from the 1920s, became a 

television show with production values only surpassed by I Love Lucy a few 

months later in 1951.22 The show used an unprecedented four cameras, also 

used later by I Love Lucy. The use of this number of cameras proved that 

advertisers and television executives alike initially supported both of these 

programs. Before the Amos ‘n’ Andy television appearance, the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was already 

protesting. Amos ‘n’ Andy put African-Americans in professions that would have 

never been seen by any white American before: doctors, lawyers, business 

owners, and managers. Unfortunately, it also resounded with stereotypes of 

conniving unintelligent individuals.  

This protest against Amos ‘n’ Andy by the black community was related to 

the show’s rocky beginnings. The radio program was performed by two white 

actors imitating blacks and evoked the racist caricature of minstrelsy traditions. 

RKO even released a film version, Check and Double Check, of the radio show 

in 1930 in which the actors and creators, Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll, 

performed in blackface. The film was such a success they were asked to make 

subsequent movies, but the actors refused, feeling that the first film was in bad 

taste and decency. Two cartoons were also produced which portrayed the 

                                            
21 David Halberstam, The Fifties, Random House (New York, 1993), 461. 
22 Ibid., 197. 
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characters as African-American, but also included the signature large white lips 

associated with blackface minstrelsy. The controversy surrounding the Amos ‘n’ 

Andy characters were best summarized by the broadcast historian, Elizabeth 

McLeod: 

While minstrel-style wordplay humor was common in the formative years 
of the program, it was used less often as the series developed, giving way 
to a more sophisticated approach to characterization. Correll and Gosden 
were fascinated by human nature, and their approach to both comedy and 
drama drew from their observations of the traits and motivations that drive 
the actions of all people: while often overlapping popular stereotypes of 
African-Americans, there was at the same time a universality to their 
characters which transcended race... Beneath the dialect and racial 
imagery, the series celebrated the virtues of friendship, persistence, hard 
work, and common sense, and as the years passed and the 
characterizations were refined, Amos 'n' Andy achieved an emotional 
depth rivaled by few other radio programs of the 1930s.23 
 
The NAACP bulletin published these words about the show in 1951: 

1. It tends to strengthen the conclusion among uninformed and prejudiced 
people that Negroes are inferior, lazy, dumb and dishonest. 

 
2. Every character in this TV show with an all-Negro cast is either a clown 

or a crook. 
 
3. Negro doctors are shown as quacks and thieves. 
 
4. Negro lawyers are shown as slippery cowards, ignorant of their 

profession and without ethics. 
 
5. Negro Women are shown as cackling, screaming shrews, in big-

mouthed close-ups, using street slang, just short of vulgarity. 
 
6. All Negroes are shown as dodging work of any kind. 
 
7. Millions of white Americans see this Amos 'n' Andy picture of Negroes 

                                            
23 Elizabeth McLeod, “Amos ‘n’ Andy – In Person: An Overview of a Radio 
Landmark,” http://www.midcoast.com/~lizmcl/aa.html. (accessed March 21, 
2009). 
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and think the entire race is the same.24 
 
In this period, because of the extremely sensitive court cases concerning 

racial segregation and the power of the exponentially expanding television 

format, the African-American community kept a close watch on media portrayals. 

Advertisers were likewise afraid of an association with an African-American show 

that included negative stereotypes for white and black audiences.  

The Jack Benny Show also included a central African-American figure. 

Although it first aired on television in 1950, the program did not receive the same 

negative response as Amos ‘n’ Andy. The character of Rochester, played by 

Eddie Anderson, was so well loved after beginning on the radio program as a 

Pullman, where he first appeared on March 28, 1937, that he became a 

permanent staple as Benny’s valet. One significant difference between 

Rochester and the Amos ‘n’ Andy show was that a black actor always performed 

his character. The Jack Benny Show also minimized ethnic affiliations. Jack 

Benny was Jewish, yet changed his last name when moving from vaudeville to 

radio and thereafter made no connections to this lineage. Rochester’s 

subservient role was also minimized through equal respect and duties with Jack 

Benny, usually one-upping the character in verbal and physical battles.   

I Love Lucy followed Amos ‘n’ Andy, including the same large production 

values, and further revealed the complexities of 1950s racial stereotypes. The 

show was initially planned to be called Lucy and Ricky, but television executives 

believed Desi Arnaz was too “ethnic” to receive billing alongside the Caucasian, 

                                            
24 Mark Freeman, “Amos ‘n Andy: Past as Prologue?” 
http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/question/oct05/. (accessed March 21, 2009). 
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red-headed Lucille Ball. Thus, I Love Lucy became the acting title. Before this 

title-change, CBS executives refused to produce the show. In fact, the noted 

song composer Oscar Hammerstein stated after the initial pitch, “Keep the 

redhead but ditch the Cuban.”25 When informed that Arnaz’s inclusion was not 

negotiable, he proclaimed, “Well, for God’s sake don’t let him sing. No one will 

understand him.”26 Hammerstein’s statements articulated the executives’ notion 

that the public would not believe a white woman could be married to a Cuban 

when, in actuality, she was.27  

Despite the concerns of CBS, Arnaz and Ball managed to maintain 

creative control, to the point that a letter was sent to the entire staff of CBS from 

Alfred Lyons, the head of Philip Morris (the major advertising sponsor), simply 

stating, “Don’t fuck around with the Cuban.”28 Much like advertiser concerns with 

Amos ‘n’ Andy, there was reluctance to show support for a show that implicated 

current racial conflicts. Arnaz’s ability to regain creative control did not eradicate 

the stereotype associated with a Cuban; Ricky Ricardo was hot headed, quick-

tempered and passionate. The stereotype was as great as any shown on Amos 

‘n’ Andy. One major difference was that Ricky Ricardo lived in a white 

community, while Amos ‘n’ Andy was a visual portrait of ‘the other side of the 

tracks’.  

The entertainment industry was also an arena for political dispute. Joseph 

McCarthy was ready to attack popular media as revealing evidence of 

                                            
25 David Halberstam, The Fifties, Random House (New York, 1993), 197. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 200. 
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Communist infiltration, and thus a legitimate concern for national security. 

Tapping into the fear of change created through a strengthening Civil Rights 

movement, McCarthy created a salable, parallel fear of Communism. This led to 

a politically charged atmosphere throughout the media industries. 

1950s marginalization of ethnic minorities and McCarthy’s threat of 

subversive labeling were powerful tools for political control. Hence, those who 

were both ethnically and artistically marginalized were invisible in the political 

spectrum and far more vulnerable. Musicians, persons of color, and other 

minority or underground social groups were ignored, blacklisted, or even erased 

from public consciousness. Simply because of her association with a fictionalized 

interracial culture, Lucille Ball, the most popular television entertainer of the 

1950s, wound up on the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) list. It 

was alleged that this was because she registered as a Communist before World 

War II, but in fact, it was because her program, with its blurring of ethnic 

stereotypes, was seen as subversive and anti-American. 

As the young television industry fought for economic survival, radio 

experienced similar transformations and pressure. Thanks in part to the 

formation of Broadcast Music Incorporated (BMI) in 1939; by 1950, recordings 

had become an acceptable means of distribution across airwaves. The American 

Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP), which was dominated 

by Broadway composers, had previously maintained total ownership and control 

of publication, limiting radio to live music broadcasts. As television took over 

serial productions, radio became a much more essential option for music 
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distribution. This enhanced economic role and visibility coincided with the advent 

of a young audience, disposable income and the invention of the transistor. 

Transistor radio 

Texas Instruments released the first portable transistor radio in November 

1954, just in time for Christmas.29 Texas Instruments’ Research and 

Development department was not well suited for the task of creating the device, 

but succeeded through support from a company named IDEA. Ed Tudor, the 

president of IDEA, saw the transistor radio’s potential as a life-saving device in 

response to Cold War fear of Russian nuclear attacks. After Texas Instruments 

had sold 150,000 units by Christmas at the hefty price of $49.95, other American 

manufacturers followed suit with releases of their own models. Within a short 

time Japanese companies introduced smaller models that were aesthetically 

pleasing, and far cheaper.  

The influence of this simple commercial entertainment device on the 

American household was staggering. With the rise of Rock and Roll, parents 

were granted their home entertainment while teenagers roamed freely without 

wires. Radio stations targeted this young audience, catering to rebellious 

individuals beyond the tight censorship and limitations of television. Disc jockeys, 

such as Alan Freed, played music with much less race-based oversight 

compared to other media formats, and young people were free to listen without 

the watchful ear of repressive elders.  

                                            
29 Texas Instruments Online, 
http://www.ti.com/corp/docs/company/history/timeline/semicon/1950/docs/54rege
ncy.htm, (accessed December 27, 2008). 
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Anglo Dominance in California Entertainment Industries 

Due to the popularity of television, radio was able to find new 

programming formats that catered to young audiences, but the film industry saw 

little change. Because the American Federation of Musicians banned black 

musicians in film recording orchestras, the West Coast recording industry found 

an influx of white musicians.  

The preponderance of white musicians on San Francisco’s Fantasy 

Records shows this uneven bias in West Coast jazz. The brothers Max and Sol 

Weiss found profit in successful recordings that centered on Dave Brubeck, 

whose modern sounds contrasted the earlier 1940s Dixieland recordings that 

dominated the West Coast. The Fantasy label created the West Coast modern 

sound, which unfortunately became a source of confusion among critics and 

other jazz musicians throughout the 1950s as jazz always seemed to take on an 

evolutionary path. The modern sound was contested through the intercourse of 

criticism and writings that fought over the course of art and popular music, and 

race was a source of such criticism.  
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Chapter Two 

East and West in 1950s Jazz Criticism 

Discussions of 1950s jazz tended to coalesce around dichotomies of East 

Coast and West Coast styles that defined an opposition between bebop and cool 

jazz, and in consequence, distinctions between white and black performers 

associated with each of these coasts. These distinctions are simplistic and 

misleading: bebop and cool, and white and black musicians are found on both 

coasts. Yet, these dichotomies did exist, created not so much by the performers, 

but by music industry criticism. This chapter explores the evidence contained in 

two influential publications in the 1950s, Down Beat and Time magazine. Time is 

a valuable source as it was a popular magazine during the 1950s. 

In this decade, as jazz declined as a popular dance form, musicians and 

critics sought to reposition the music as “art” on par with European musical 

traditions. The debate over jazz’s status as “art” had occurred in previous 

decades, but the 1950s brought an influx of new jazz styles, which reignited the 

question.30 As part of this general strategy of legitimization, Down Beat’s editorial 

policy also created a dichotomous relationship between jazz musicians located at 

the extreme East and West coasts of America, focusing around the cities of Los 

Angeles and New York. This rhetorical dichotomy permitted critics to argue that 

certain “white” jazz styles, reflecting the direct influence of classical music, were 

thus more credible “art.” Critics, musicians and other writers on the subject of 

jazz extended the dichotomous categorization to include contrasting style 

                                            
30 See the discussion of Hugues Panassié later in this chapter as an example. 
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definitions and associations. West Coast jazz was claimed to exemplify the “cool” 

style as the East Coast would exemplify bebop.31 East Coast bebop players 

contrasted the West Coast “cool” players’ intellectual approach with aggressive 

virtuosity. Although these categories were treated as if concrete, in fact they were 

simply rhetorical positioning. Ted Gioia, for example, quotes an unidentified West 

Coast musician who stated that West Coast jazz was whatever the East Coast 

critics said it was.32  

Race was used as another marker of difference between the two coasts. 

As was the case throughout 1950s popular culture, race-based opportunities 

were created through the availability of jobs. For example, the movie industry and 

the associated musicians’ union in Los Angeles did not accept black players. 

Racial inequalities also shaped critical perspectives, such as that of the French 

critic Hugues Panassié, who considered West Coast jazz to be inauthentic 

precisely because its players were white. Yet, as a devotee of the “classic” New 

Orleans jazz of Louis Armstrong, he also dismissed the East Coast-associated 

bebop as “a form of music distinct from jazz.”  

Similarly, Leonard Feather’s “blindfold tests” featured jazz musicians 

attempting to stipulate what “real” jazz was. Such simplistic statements reveal the 

degree to which jazz in the 1950s was thought of as a kind of evolutionary 

process, a vision of history as revealing the “winners” and “losers” of some 

                                            
31 It is interesting to observe that these same dichotomous sorts of 
categorizations have been replicated in later black music. The differences 
between the Coasts is exemplified today rap music. 
32 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 360. 
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contest. Such arguments about rhetorical definitions were an attempt to prove 

ownership. There were exceptions to such dichotomous categorization, but the 

crucial fact was that simplistic categories were created.  

Not only critics but also noted musicians seemed to internalize these 

same categorical stereotypes. West Coast jazz musicians, such as Dave 

Brubeck, were considered by critics to be practitioners of a white-dominated 

popular music, not on an artistic par with the revolutionary practices of the East 

Coast. Early 1950s readers’ polls from Down Beat also reveal a bias toward 

white musicians and the West Coast; conversely, the critics’ polls showed a 

greater interest in East Coast musicians, and musicians themselves were aware 

of this bias.33 A well-known anecdote describes the lengths to which musicians 

would go to gain East Coast critical support. In 1941, Stan Kenton’s manager, 

Carlos Gastel, drove the jazz writer Dave Dexter from his New York office to the 

band’s gig in Balboa, California.34  

Jazz criticism also espoused higher artistic priorities than those assigned 

to other popular criticism. Jazz critics were not paid well, nor courted by record 

companies, advertisers, and celebrities, nor did they act as paparazzi. Rather, 

they claimed to prioritize artistic integrity; and so it became essential for them to 

identify “markers” of that integrity.  

These debates over legitimacy explain the concern amongst critics as to 

the pedigree of the performers or the music they performed. The West Coast 

                                            
33 Ted Gioia, for example, claims that critics favored the East Coast because 
most of them resided in New York. 
34 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 146-7. 
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scene was perceived as dominated by white musicians with college degrees, 

while the East was romantically portrayed as a world of black players who were 

born with genius, or working their way to greatness through playing in the clubs. 

In such a critical climate, issues of “ownership,” “authenticity,” “realness” and 

certain cultural identities were contested or assigned. 

Throughout the period, one group managed to dominate both Down Beat 

readers and critics’ polls, The Modern Jazz Quartet (John Lewis, Milt Jackson, 

Ray Brown, and Kenny Clarke). They emphasized playing new and legitimating 

venues for jazz, such as colleges and concert halls. They were also leaders in 

legitimizing jazz by performing classically influenced music, even going so far as 

to play with classical ensembles and instruments.35 John Lewis composed most 

of the music for the group, and the style involved classical compositional ideas. It 

was counterbalanced by Milt Jackson’s heavy leanings toward blues and bebop 

improvisation. Thus, the Modern Jazz Quartet exemplified both the intellectual 

and the virtuosic aspects of the West and East Coast dichotomy. 

Many other jazz musicians, especially West Coasters, incorporated 

instrumentation formerly found in classical music, song titles alluding to classical 

forms (such as Dave Brubeck’s “Rondo á la Turk”), and compositional ideas that 

strayed from the blues progression or the thirty-two bar song form. Critics 

                                            
35 Thus, the MJQ, like the Miles Davis/Gil Evans experiments later released as 
Birth of the Cool, and the “Third Stream” experiments of Gunther Schuller, were 
attempts to combine the improvisatory effects of jazz and the forms and 
procedures of Eurocentric classical music. “The Third Stream” thus sought to 
legitimize jazz by linking it to the classical tradition. 
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responded to these experiments favorably, claiming such efforts propelled jazz 

toward a legitimate art form beyond popular music status.  

On the other hand, with the exception of the Modern Jazz Quartet, critical 

legitimacy was largely denied to the black jazz musician, as was revealed in a 

survey of the early career of Charles Mingus. Though he received formal musical 

training in Los Angeles, Mingus did not find success on the West Coast. The 

unions were segregated, allowing white musicians the best jobs. Even as an 

adept classical bassist, Mingus was denied orchestral opportunities.36 He only 

found critical success in collaboration with East Coast musicians and 

aesthetics.37 

In 1951, perhaps in response to having been denied opportunities, Mingus 

penned a letter to Down Beat in which he asserted an argument for jazz 

legitimacy as comparable to the classical music tradition.38 Although Mingus’ 

statements were often contradictory, on this occasion he argued that 

terminologies should be erased, because jazz and classical music were of 

comparable value. He also believed any popular music was art.39  

In this letter Mingus inadvertently reinforced a mainstream perception that 

assessed musical value against the criteria of white classical music’s hegemony. 

By comparing jazz to the European classical tradition, Mingus sought to be a 

voice for a new “face” of jazz, one that included white musicians or others, who 

                                            
36 Eric Porter. What is this thing called Jazz? African American Musicians as 
Artists, Critics, and Activists, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 
109. 
37 Ibid., 111. 
38 Ibid., 103. 
39 Ibid. 
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did not seem to come from the “seedy underbelly” of large cities. Although 

Mingus was angry about white Americans’ reactions to black music, 

paradoxically even his own argument in this letter implicitly situated classical 

music as the standard of high art.  

By the mid-1950s, Mingus could argue that white musicians from the West 

Coast had stolen fame, money, and a rich musical legacy from black jazz 

musicians. A survey of Down Beat magazine in this decade reveals that white 

musicians received negative criticism mostly from black musicians and critics, 

and black musicians typically criticized white musicians; otherwise, they were 

largely the beneficiary of the music industry’s assumption of popular culture’s 

perspectives on race and value. 

In a Leonard Feather blindfold test published June 15, 1955 in Down Beat, 

for example, Mingus sarcastically complimented Shelley Manne, saying Manne 

had finally “found out what jazz is.”40 Mingus was equivalently negative in 

response to a Brubeck recording: 

This makes me mad, because it’s not jazz, and people are calling this kind 
of beat jazz. Dave Brubeck gets the same beat. And it’s leading Lee 
[Konitz] to think this swings, because Desmond has made it like that, and 
they call it swing… It’s like five dead men, this record. No stars, man. They 
shouldn’t ever have released it. Not release it – they shouldn’t even play 
like that! 
I think these cats hate jazz, but for some reason they’ve convinced the 
public that this is jazz. I don’t know what to do about it, unless cats like 
Bird and Diz – well it’s too late for Bird – change their music and call it 
something else. ‘Cause if they play jazz, I don’t play jazz, and neither does 
[Oscar] Pettiford!41 

                                            
40 Ibid., 119. 
41 Mingus knew he was outspoken, and sometimes realized the error of his 
statements, as shown in “An Open Letter to Miles Davis” published in the 
November 30, 1955 issue of Down Beat: “Yes, Miles, I am apologizing for my 
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As an active participant in the Civil Rights Movement, Mingus in this 

review (and elsewhere) situated injustices within the music industry with wider 

patterns of racial discrimination. White artists who achieved a greater level of 

respect than musicians of color who should have received a “genius” status 

angered him; in effect, he perceived them to be the victims of “separate but 

unequal” status. Mingus’ attitude toward white jazz musicians was referred to as 

“Crow Jim.” This was a reverse discrimination by black jazz musicians who felt 

white musicians must stay away from the style. Cal Tjader responded to Mingus’ 

Crow Jim attitudes in a 1957 Down Beat article: 

The real tragedy is Crow Jim. I’ve been told that Charlie Mingus makes an 
open point about not playing with white musicians. I don’t understand that. 
When I was learning drums, I was living in the Fillmore district of San 
Francisco, and I used to play with an all-colored band. Now, maybe I was 
an intruder, but I wasn’t aware of it. For me, it was a great thrill just to sit in 
at a jam session. Sure, we knew things weren’t perfect, and social 
conditions could have been better, but we were doing our part, indirectly, 
just by playing together.42 
 
Tjader’s comment comes from the perspective of the white artist that 

doesn’t understand the pressures put on artists of color. It is important to note 

                                                                                                                                  
stupid “Blindfold Test.” I can do it gladly because I’m learning a little something. 
No matter how much they try to say that Brubeck doesn’t swing – or whatever 
else they’re stewing or whatever else they’re brewing – it’s factually unimportant. 
Not because Dave made Time magazine – and a dollar – but mainly because 
Dave honestly thinks he’s swinging. He feels a certain pulse and plays a certain 
pulse which gives him pleasure and a sense of exaltation because he’s sincerely 
doing something the way he, Dave Brubeck, feels like doing it. And as you said in 
your story, Miles, “If a guy makes you pat your foot, and if you feel it down your 
back, etc.” then Dave is the swingingest by your definition, Miles, because at 
Newport and elsewhere Dave had the whole house patting its feet and even 
clapping its hands.” 
42 Harvey Siders, “The Latinization of Cal Tjader.” Down Beat (August 9, 1966), 

23. 
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that his comment was equally unjust, as compared to Mingus, in a time period of 

extreme racial pressure. Similar patterns of racial bias are revealed in the 

November 8, 1954 issue of Time, which included the magazine’s first full article 

on jazz, and whose cover portrayed the face of jazz as that of the white West 

Coast pianist Dave Brubeck. It was a striking confirmation that musicians were 

only participants in others’ agendas.  

Despite the fact that numerous black and white musicians wrote jazz 

reviews, the most visible critical voices were white non-musicians. Many of these 

critics praised East Coast jazz aesthetics, yet while there was critical respect for 

black bebop artists; popular consensus enjoyed the accessibility of the Cool 

sound and modal jazz.43 By the end of the 1950s, this disconnect between 

listeners and critics proved to be futile attempts at restricting a definition of jazz. 

Time magazine’s decision to make Brubeck the poster child of jazz thus reflects 

the magazine editors’ reinforcement of 1950s racial and stylistic biases. Nat 

Hentoff, who was then editor of Down Beat, articulated this subjectivity by stating, 

“(Brubeck) was respectable enough for Time because he had studied with 

(Darius) Milhaud, was a favorite among collegians – and was white.”44 

The Time article was published shortly after Charlie Parker’s death on 

March 12, 1954, and although the article did not mention Parker explicitly, it 

contained an implicit attack on Parker’s own lifestyle and music. Brubeck was 

heralded as the new face of jazz legitimacy, thereby portraying bebop as an 

                                            
43 This is evidenced as Dave Brubeck’s Time Out had a single (Take Five) that 
sold more than one million copies. 
44 John Gennari. Blowin’ Hot and Cool: Jazz and Its Critics (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2006), 165. 
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illegitimate short-lived fad. Grandiose statements by Time proclaimed the West 

Coast sound as the next step in the “evolution” of jazz. A review of a live 

performance by saxophonist Paul Desmond described him as “off on a flight that 

may take him into Moorish arabesques or old English folk tunes or Confederate 

Army songs.”45 It is extremely telling, and consistent with these patterns of racial 

and stylistic bias, that this statement omitted African elements entirely. Similarly, 

Brubeck’s atypicality was emphasized: 

Brubeck is as untypical in the jazz field as a harp in a Dixieland combo. In 
a business that has known more than its share of dope and liquor, 
Brubeck rarely drinks, and, after seriously and philosophically considering 
the possible value of mescaline, rejected the whole idea. While itinerant 
musicians are apt to dally with the belles along the way, Dave is happily 
married and has four children (a fifth is on the way). Although a shady 
background was once almost essential to the seasoning of a real-life 
jazzman, Dave spent his youth playing nursemaid to heifers (cows, not 
unattractive females) and earned his first money ($1 a Sunday) playing 
hymns in a school. Characteristically, Dave has several priests among his 
friends, including Boston’s Father Norman O’Connor, who used to play the 
piano in a dance band himself.46 
  

 The writer also reinforced the contrast between Brubeck’s lifestyle and 

music in terms of audience reception: “Not everybody likes Brubeck’s intense, 

quiet music; a lot of Bourbon drinkers still prefer the wilder, louder jazz that 

thrives on full bottles.”47 Even the writer’s short historical summary employs 

terminology with strong “primitive” connotations: 

By now, the birth and growth of jazz have become American folklore. The 
critics like to call it “music of protest”: it started with slave chants, work 
songs, blues, gaudy Negro funeral parades in New Orleans – those noisy 

                                            
45 “The Man on Cloud No. 7.” Time 64, no. 19 (November 8, 1954), 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,857657,00.html. (accessed 
March 22, 2009). 
46 Ibid.  
47 Ibid. 
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expressions of bravado in the face of death by such greats-to-be as King 
Oliver, Sidney Bechet and Louis Armstrong who blatted their way from the 
cemetery playing High Society or Didn’t He Ramble. New Orleans jazz 
moved to Chicago, where a crowd of delighted white musicians pounced 
on it, adding a few refinements and “protested” mostly against bad gin.48 

 
The omission of bebop and the delegitimization of more “intense” styles is 

revealing of critics, not musicians’ attitudes: Brubeck did not write this article, nor 

did he seek to steal jazz from the black community. Nevertheless, the timing of 

the article, in the same year as Parker’s death and the NAACP’s pivotal win in 

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, would seem to imply a white mainstream 

backlash against the black community. Civil Rights victories and the complex 

semiotics with which they were portrayed in popular media, confirmed the 

complex public perceptions of race, value, black identity, and jazz.  

                                            
48 Ibid. 
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Figure 2.1: Time Magazine November 8, 1954, Volume 64, Number 19. 

Brubeck’s band of the period was comprised of all white musicians; a kind 

of “white” bias in the cover art convey this message with drawings of white hands 

playing instruments. The bright red and pastel blues further develop the focus of 
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the article’s premise that jazz has moved out of the dark, dingy bars and into the 

“sunlight” of artistic respectability. It is friendly and inviting, comfortable and 

unthreatening. 

 
Figure 2.2: Joe Morello, Paul Desmond, Dave Brubeck and Gene Wright 

 
Yet, as I have said, musicians themselves tended not to employ these 

stereotypes: in fact, Dave Brubeck and many other white bandleaders, such as 

Cal Tjader and George Shearing, incurred numerous racist critiques through their 

use of integrated bands. Brubeck recalled a cancellation of twenty-three of 

twenty-five southern college dates in 1960 because of the presence in his 
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integrated band of bassist Eugene Wright.49 The industry was not concerned 

simply with a black man performing; in fact, the industry was capable of dealing 

with all-white or all-black groups, because such could still be perceived as 

“segregated.” In contrast, integration—a black man performing alongside a white 

man—raised objections. For example, Brubeck was forced to cancel an 

appearance on the Bell Telephone Hour television program around 1960, 

because the program’s producers objected to the presence of Eugene Wright.50 

The proof lies in the fact that the replacement for Brubeck’s integrated band on 

this particular program was Ellington’s all-black big band.  

Bebop, Charlie Parker and California 

Bebop provided new opportunities for advocates to claim “art-music” 

status for jazz, in fact using its inaccessibility to mainstream audiences as 

evidence of this “legitimacy”. Even West Coast jazz benefited from bebop’s anti-

establishment associations, by presenting a new jazz alternative that 

emphasized commercial success. Cool jazz centered on simpler melodic solos 

and a heavier emphasis on groove. Audiences on the west coast welcomed 

bebop, but only as a New York fad. The questionable New York association of 

bebop was further reinforced by Charlie Parker’s notorious West Coast visit. 

During his California trip in 1945-6, Charlie Parker was already heavily 

addicted to any drugs he could find. Because of this, many anecdotes state that 

                                            
49 Keith Hatschek and Shan Sutton. Brubeck Oral History Project. From 
University of the Pacific Holt-Atherton Special Collections, Quicktime 
http://library.pacific.edu/ha/digital/brubeckoralhistory/brubeckoralhistory.asp 
(accessed April 14, 2008). 
50 Ibid. 
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Parker’s performances in California had few attendees, yet there was in fact 

considerable critical interest in his innovations.51 However, although Parker’s 

sound was fresh for New York, California audiences, as opposed to critics and 

musicians, found trouble understanding his style. Howard McGhee, a Los 

Angeles-based bebop trumpeter, discussed Parker’s 1945-6 stay in California, “I 

once read a write-up that said that people walked out after every group. That’s 

bullshit! They just stayed there and listened, to see what was going on.”52  

By contrast, white jazz musicians associated with the movie and television 

industry dominated Los Angeles. The West Coast cool jazz sound was smooth, 

bright like a sunny day, and welcoming. Here was a music that had an entire 

entertainment industry on its side, even more powerful than New York because 

of the ubiquity of its sounds and players on movies and television soundtracks. 

1950s debates regarding the definition and associations of jazz styles 

occurred because popular media (including the critical establishment) were not 

capable of recognizing complex, contradictory, or overlapping definitions. The 

contestations over jazz were a conglomeration of ideas over a music genre that 

critics felt must have one definition through evolutionary process. Particularly in 

this decade, the sheer diversity of individual artistic approaches meant that the 

“branches” of the jazz tree grew in multiple simultaneous directions, more than 

ever before.  

                                            
51 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 20. 
52 Ibid., 21 
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Chapter 3 

Mongo Santamaria, Armando Peraza and Willie Bobo: The Impact of the 

Afro-Cuban Diaspora 

Jelly Roll Morton stated in 1938 that jazz must have a Latin tinge. At the 

time he was referring to the Spanish habanera style, influenced by Afro-

Caribbean music that had made its way through Cuba, and whose rhythms 

appeared in his own compositions.53 Such compositions included New Orleans 

Blues and The Spanish Tinge.54 Just a few decades later, Mario Bauza (April 28, 

1911 – July 11, 1993), a Cuban immigrant who had settled in New York, would 

be another pivotal figure in the influence of Cuban musical styles in American 

popular music.55  

Bauza moved to New York in 1930 working as a trumpeter, but gained 

prominence by 1933 as a musical director for Chick Webb’s orchestra. Bauza, 

much like other Cuban musicians in 1930s New York, worked with Latin groups 

and African-American swing bands, such as his collaboration with Cab Calloway 

in 1938. In 1940, Mario Bauza and Francisco Grillo, also known as Machito, 

formed a Latin group called Machito and His Afro-Cubans. This group mixed 

Latin music with jazz styled solos.  

Bauza was a well-rounded musician who was capable on clarinet, oboe 

and trumpet, having played in orchestras and popular music groups. He was 

                                            
53 Jelly Roll Morton, The Library of Congress Recordings, Alan Lomax, Rounder 
CD 1898. 
54 Ibid. 
55 John Storm Roberts, Latin Jazz: The First of the Fusions, 1880s to Today, 
New York (Schirmer, 1999), 66. 
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most noted for his arrangements integrating jazz improvisation and harmony with 

Cuban music. As a director, his greatest contribution was as a talent scout 

through which Afro-Cuban musicians were given performance opportunities in 

New York. This position allowed him the opportunity to bring promising young 

musicians to fame. He convinced Cab Calloway, for example, to hire a young 

Dizzy Gillespie, and in 1946 introduced the conguero Chano Pozo to Gillespie.56 

This introduction was of particular importance. 

His (Pozo) arrival was unnoticed by the bebop community, but not by the 
Latin musicians. He had been a big deal in Havana ever since he 
appeared in a show called Conga Pantera at the Sans Souci cabaret in 
1940, and had already composed a series of numbers that brought him 
both money and fame.57 
 
Pozo’s tenure with Gillespie was cut short when he was shot and killed in 

Harlem, but his contribution as a conguero in jazz was instrumental to the 

development of a new Afro-Cuban contribution to American popular music. 

Mongo Santamaria (born April 7, 1917), a Cuban percussionist who first arrived 

to New York in 1948, spoke of Pozo’s influence as of even greater significance: 

Dizzy Gillespie had a lot to do with the popularity of the conga. He 
included Chano Pozo in his band and started to develop things like 
Manteca, Tin Tin Deo and others. You can’t say how great the 
Gillespie/Pozo relationship was. The importance is blurred a little. You 
accept the conga now, but it was only bongos and timbales at one time. 
Pozo did it.58 
 

                                            
56 Charley Gerard, Music From Cuba: Mongo Santamaria, Chocolate Armenteros 
and Cuban Musicians in the United States, Praeger (Westport, Conn., 2001),12. 
57 John Storm Roberts, Latin Jazz: The First of the Fusions, 1880s to Today. 
New York (Schirmer, 1999), 70. 
58 Arnold Jay Smith, “Mongo Santamaria: Cuban King of Congas.” Downbeat, 
April 21, 1977, 20. 
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These dark-skinned percussionists had been raised in a multi-ethnic 

situation whose racial prejudices were not as simple as American Jim Crow laws. 

In the Jim Crow regions and era, blacks were treated with an equal, legally 

binding intolerance, and American cultural arbiters tended to ignore the notion 

that African culture was a part of the nation’s history. Likewise, black musicians 

did not receive the same economic rewards as white artists. The Elvis Presley 

phenomenon, cited in Chapter 1, is an example.  

In contrast, and despite light-skinned Cubans’ own racist tendencies, there 

was some abstract recognition of the African presence in Cuban music and 

culture. This quasi-legitimacy was reinforced after World War II when American 

tourists sought out Afro-Cuban exotica. Armando Peraza (born May 30, 1924), 

an Afro-Cuban percussionist who had relocated with Santamaria to New York, 

described a contrast between Cuban and American racial perspectives: “The 

African-American mulatto here in the United States says, ‘I’m black.’ In the Latin 

community it’s not like that. They want to pass. And they’ll tell you, ‘No, no, no. 

Me, African? No, no, no.”59  

Thus, although there was pride in being a black “African”, there was a 

division between the races. Mongo Santamaria proclaimed the discrimination in 

Cuba was similar to the American South: 

The San Souci (nightclub) then was like Texas – discrimination. The band 
had to go around to the kitchen to get in. We couldn’t mix with the 
customers. And you never saw one black face in the audience. Most of the 
audience every night was American. When I was young I would never see 
those things. I would play with the kids and we never cared, light or dark. 

                                            
59 Charley Gerard, Music From Cuba: Mongo Santamaria, Chocolate Armenteros 
and Cuban Musicians in the United States, Praeger (Westport, Conn., 2001), 15. 
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When I got into the profession, I played with everybody and they had to 
use me because I was good.60 

 
Thus, although Cuba’s racial attitudes were as complex and unequal as 

America’s, Santamaria viewed America as a place with greater opportunity for his 

skills. He stated, “They (light-skinned Cubans) don’t care. As far as they’re 

concerned it (the black musician) was the ‘nigger who drinks, chews tobacco and 

plays.’”61 He encountered such prejudices amongst African-Americans as well, 

“When I came here in the 40s, I used to walk with my drums (congas) and they 

would laugh at me. ‘Monkey music’ they called it. Ironically, the drum was 

accepted by the white Americans before the blacks.”62 African Americans had 

thus internalized mainstream Jim Crow prejudices, and viewed such instruments 

as a signature of African primitivism. The congas were thus a symbolic target for 

racial intolerance. 

These internally contradictory and paradoxical perspectives on race 

played out in the terminology and gradations of Afro-Cuban identity in 1930s and 

1940s America. Cab Calloway, for example, referred to Mario Bauza as “Indian,” 

a term relating to the West Indies, while some African-American musicians saw 

the Afro-Cuban performers as a link to a drumming heritage otherwise 

unavailable.63 

Though Cuban immigrant musicians were subjected to the same Jim Crow 

laws as African-Americans, there were still language barriers and religious 

                                            
60 Arnold Jay Smith, “Mongo Santamaria: Cuban King of Congas.” Downbeat, 
April 21, 1977, 20. 
61 Ibid., 48. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
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differences between the two minority groups. Nevertheless, Afro-Cuban 

musicians still believed job opportunities were better for them in the United 

States, and would continue to relocate seeking better racial situations.  

Armando Peraza, another Afro-Cuban percussionist, stated that his 

experience in Latino Central America in 1948 was profoundly different than New 

York: 

Mexico was a paradise for us (Santamaria and Peraza) as Afro-Cubans. 
At that time racism against black people did not exist in Mexico. Mongo 
and I never felt so free in our entire lives. Now that we had experienced 
respect and total acceptance as men, we did not want to go back to Cuba 
and have to deal with the racism that unfortunately existed in everyday life 
and especially the music business at that time.64 

 
Still, despite Jim Crow, New York was viewed as a place of great 

opportunity, not least because black American musicians in jazz were role 

models for Afro-Cuban musicians. The latter saw Duke Ellington and Louis 

Armstrong as musicians who had transcended the racial limits of segregation. 

They believed that jazz provided a model of freedom through music.  

Armando Peraza and Mongo Santamaria thus followed the trail opened by 

Mario Bauza and first walked by Chano Pozo; from the world of Latin dance 

groups into modern jazz, their specific vehicle was the marketability of Afro-

Cuban drumming. The new and exotic nature of these instruments in jazz elicited 

a response among Americans that was not afforded in Cuba. Santamaria, for 

example, described what he saw as the excessively conservative nature of 

Cuban music: 
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Those old people in that movie Buena Vista Social Club, they’re 90 years 
old. They never had any chances. They grew old, and nothing happened. 
One time in Cuba there was a problem with color. I used to play good, 
yeah. But one band, they were white people. They used to call me to 
make a recording. But they didn’t want me in the band on stage. That’s 
what it was like in those days. You worked good and everything, but you 
never had any chances. In the nightclubs and everything there was too 
much discrimination. That happened in many places. But today you have 
white and black together. That band Irakere was whites and blacks 
together, and they didn’t have any problem. That problem was eliminated. 
A lot of things in Cuba the American people don’t know about. But I was 
born over there. And I saw many, many things, in the nightclubs, many 
things that were happening over there.65 

 
In contrast, the conga was a new and exotic instrument when Pozo 

introduced it to American audiences in 1946. Santamaria stated:  

There was no congas except for what they saw in the movies with 
Miguelito Valdes or Desi Arnaz. The way people learned here was to listen 
to Cuban records. Then when we came here, they used to listen to me 
and to Patato who I brought to the United States.”66  
 
The use of congas even in Cuban music had been limited. Santamaria 

stated: 

In Cuba, when they put the conga in an orchestra or charanga, the 
conception was to keep time and fill out the rhythm. Here, after Chano 
Pozo started to do a show with the congas, the conception became 
different and they started to put the congas up front. When you played 
congas in Cuba, they put you together with the bass, piano, timbales or 
bongos. I remember when I started with Tito he said, “No, no, come on,” 
and put me right up front because it was like a novelty for the people.67 

 
The addition of congas to the large jazz ensemble was problematic at first, 

creating conflicts in rhythm and groove. Santamaria elaborated on this: 

You can’t say how great the Gillespie/Pozo relationship was. The 
importance is blurred a little. You accept the conga now, but it was only 

                                            
65 Mongo Santamaria, Interview by Charley Gerard, New York City, July 1999. 
66 Norbert Goldberg, “An Interview with Mongo Santamaria.” Percussive Notes, 
July 1984, 57. 
67 Ibid. 
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bongos and timbales at one time… Chano gave ideas to Diz – the bottom. 
Al McKibbon was the bass player then. He told me they couldn’t get it 
together at first. It is important that the bass player and the conga player 
coordinate. Chano couldn’t speak English. That made it even harder 
because McKibbon couldn’t speak Spanish. It was a musical thing that 
brought it off.68 

 
Santamaria’s description provides one explanation for the percussionist 

moving to the front of the ensemble. Another example is that of Tito Puente (April 

20, 1923 – May 31, 2000), whose role as a percussionist leading a prominent 

Latino band required a downstage placement. 

Tito’s group played for a primarily Latino audience, so the mere presence 

of the drums was not itself the source of novelty appeal. Willie Bobo, a New York 

percussionist from Spanish Harlem, realized that, in contrast, much notoriety 

could come from playing to mixed or all white audiences, who would have 

presumably experienced Afro-Cuban percussion as novel and exciting. As the 

balance of this document will make clear, the Pozo/Gillespie collaboration, the 

activities of Mongo Santamaria, Armando Peraza, and Willie Bobo, and the 

experiments of Cal Tjader were all, ultimately, significant in the development of a 

Cuban/jazz fusion. Santamaria stated: 

He (Chano Pozo) was the most known conga player in the world. You 
know why? Because he was playing with Dizzy Gillespie. He was exposed 
to everybody. I used to play with Tito Puente at the Palladium, and the 
people who knew me were the people in Manhattan – nobody else! When 
I went with Cal Tjader, I played in the universities, concerts with Nat King 
Cole, with Count Basie, playing everywhere. Six months later the people 
knew me better than in the seven years with Tito Puente.69 

 

                                            
68 Arnold Jay Smith, “Mongo Santamaria: Cuban King of Congas.” Downbeat, 
April 21, 1977, 20. 
69 Ibid., 56. 
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In the balance of this document, the main focus of which is the successful 

late-1950s East/West “fusion” style of Cal Tjader, I will suggest that Santamaria, 

Armando Peraza and Bobo made an irreplaceable contribution to vibraphonist 

Cal Tjader’s musical and commercial success. Tjader’s visibility in turn propelled 

their careers beyond the prior economic limitations of primarily Latino audiences. 

Santamaria, as the eldest and most reserved of the three, was able to open 

doors, as had Bauza and Pozo, for the younger and more aggressive 

personalities of Peraza and Bobo.  

Mongo Santamaria 

Mongo Santamaria’s knowledge and affection for Brazilian and Afro-

Cuban drumming were a direct result of his upbringing. He was born Ramon 

Santamaria Rodriguez in 1917 and lived in the Havana barrio called Jesus Maria. 

Mongo stated, “It was about 95% black, a working-class people who worked on 

the docks.”70 Nevertheless, these childhood surroundings, in the context of the 

depressed Cuban economy, amounted to a relatively entitled upbringing.  

Mongo was proud of his African ancestry, having been told as a child that 

his grandfather was from the Congo, and the drums were a large part of his 

childhood: 

In the neighborhood where I came from we had all kinds of music, mostly 
from Africa. We did not leave it alone; we changed it our way. The music 
we made dealt with religion and conversation. The drum was our tool and 
we used it for everything.71 

 

                                            
70 Mongo Santamaria, interview, Smithsonian Institution Jazz Oral History 
Program, 1996. 
71 Arnold Jay Smith, “Mongo Santamaria: Cuban King of Congas.” Downbeat, 
April 21, 1977, 19. 
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Though the correlation to Africa was strong, it would be a mistake to 

assume that Afro-Cuban music was simply a replication of African music. On the 

contrary, music had always evolved on the island.72 Although there are 

similarities and retention, there are explicit departures from its African origins. 

One example is the use of the highest pitched drum as the lead improvisor 

compared to the West African use of the lowest pitched drum. As a child in the 

black neighborhoods, Santamaria learned much about folkloric drumming and 

the religious music of Santeria, an integral part of that syncretic religion.  

Class associations produced tension in his musical upbringing: his mother 

wanted him to learn violin, because orchestral strings were a symbol of upper 

class society. In fact, Cuba’s 1940 constitution forbade racial discrimination, and 

orchestras were required to integrate.73 This opened new avenues for social 

opportunity, as the Afro-Cuban played alongside white Cubans.  

My mother wanted me to play the violin. She would send me to the 
academy when I was a kid to learn the violin, but I was really intrigued by 
percussion. I would go to school to learn but the problems, which filled my 
mind, were those of percussion, and that’s the way it was. I kept on, kept 
on, kept on, and I dedicated myself to percussion formally.74 

 
In contrast, the use of congas in Cuba was not prevalent until the 1940s. 

This was due to a previously enacted restriction on rumba music by political 

                                            
72 “The changing nature of Cuban music was revealed when new musicians from 
Cuba found the older styles being played and were surprised by the lack of 
innovation in American Latin music.” Charley Gerard, Music From Cuba: Mongo 
Santamaria, Chocolate Armenteros and Cuban Musicians in the United States, 
Praeger (Westport, Conn., 2001). 
73 Ned Sublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo, 
Chicago Review Press (Chicago, 2004), 478. 
74 Mongo Santamaria, interview, Smithsonian Institution Jazz Oral History 
Program, 1996. 
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forces on the lower class. Eventually, rumba music and the associated drums 

permeated other musical instrumentations, thus creating new styles.75 Much like 

the United States’ history of discrimination, such governmental actions did not 

quickly alter the attitudes of a society that lived through generations of racial 

intolerance. Because the drums were available in more venues, Cuban music 

changed drastically and a large body of young Cubans studied the instruments. 

Santamaria was a part of that generation. 

You had to be a good bongo player to play. So I began to feel good with 
the bongos, and I got so excited about them. They spoke to me so 
strongly that nobody had to teach me or anything. There was a guy named 
Chicho (Clemente Piquero) who played with Beny More for a while. 
Chicho was a phenomenon. I never saw anyone play like him, not from 
Africa, not from Cuba, not from anywhere. I would go with Chicho and play 
the tumbadora and also repique. I would play everything because I 
learned a lot from Chicho – because he could play everything.76 

 
Santamaria worked his way through the Cuban club scene, including work 

in tourist heavy hotels like The Tropicana. In 1948, he traveled to Mexico by way 

of a group known as The Black Diamonds. An illness in Mexico called his friend 

Armando Peraza to his side and this dynamic drumming duo found their way to 

New York through a tour with The Black Diamonds. 

                                            
75 Ned Sublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo, 
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Armando Peraza 

Santamaria’s younger associate Armando Peraza was born in Havana in 

1924. Peraza’s father died of pneumonia when he was three, and his mother 

died by the age of seven. The child lived with relatives, but was essentially living 

on the streets by the age of twelve. His upbringing thus took place within the 

lowest financial conditions of Cuban life:  

I was sleeping on the street. I grew up with a lot of violence. I was raised 
in the sections of Havana called Lawton and La Víbora, and lived behind 
the baseball stadium. I had the privilege of playing with all the greatest 
Cuban baseball players. My father was the architect who designed the 
stadium, but he passed away. Then I wound up in the dirt and suffered a 
lot.77  
 
By the age of seventeen he had started working at clubs located in 

Marianao Beach, performing dance music, rumbas and Abakúa drumming.78 His 

first professional performances were with Alberto Ruiz, a singer who popularized 

a new style of singing the Bolero. The group was Conjunto Kubavana and 

Peraza played congas: 

In those days the charangas and conjuntos didn’t have congas. A conjunto 
consisted of bongo, a couple of trumpets, guitars, voices and guiro. It was 
Arsenio Rodriguez who made these important changes. There was a 
black fraternal society that organized a show with Arsenio that I attended. 
He came out and said ‘yo tengo un nuevo mambo’ (I have a new mambo). 
That new mambo included his brother Quique on conga, a pianist and 
three trumpeters. Cuando arrancaron esa gente era un monstruo! (When 
they hit it was monster!). So, Arcaño began to use a conga with his 
charanga.79 
 

                                            
77 Jesse Varela, “Sonaremo’ el tambo: the life and times of Armando Peraza.” 
Latin Beat Magazine, April 2004. 
78 The Abakua is a secret Afro-Cuban mens fraternal organization. 
79 Ibid. 
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Although Peraza’s first role in the group was as conguero, he gained 

attention as the bongocero, which at the time was the dominant percussion 

position, because of the bongos’ emphasis as the focal improvisatory instrument. 

The conga was also a comparatively new addition in Cuban mixed ensemble 

music.  

When I started with Kubavana I was the conga player. Then I saw Patato 
[Carlos Valdez] play with Sonora Matancera at Academia Martibelona. 
Then Cándido Requena, the original bongo player, left Kubavana to 
organize his own group. So I brought Patato in to play conga and I picked 
up the bongo.80 
 

Peraza’s involvement with Kubavana lasted between 1944 and 1947. During this 

period, he became acquainted with Mongo Santamaria, who was playing with the 

group Conjunto Matamoros. Santamaria eventually also worked with Chano 

Pozo’s Conjunto Azul:  

Mongo used to like to hear me play the bongo. He came from a fine 
family. His father was a big politician in Barrío Jesús Maria and got him a 
job as a mailman. Mongo was also well versed in the Yoruba religion. I 
wasn’t that inclined toward it. I participated in rituals, but I never 
concentrated on that music.81 
 
Peraza did not leave Cuba until 1948. His departure resulted from a visit 

to Santamaria’s mother, who told Armando that Santamaria was ill in Mexico 

City. Peraza stated that he left to take care of Santamaria.82 Peraza realized that 

this was a moment of opportunity, as emigrating from Cuba to Mexico was easier 
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than moving to the United States.83 While living in Mexico, he worked as a 

bongocero, with Santamaria on congas in The Black Diamonds.84  

Peraza loved Mexico because of its comparative racial tolerance and the 

positive reception of Cuban music there: 

The Mexican people really embraced Cuban music and dance and they 
loved to dance Mambo, Cha-Cha and Rumba. Largely the Cuban baseball 
players and boxers that traveled regularly between Cuba and Mexico 
during the 1930s and 40s brought the music and dance of Cuba to 
Mexico.85 
 
Santamaria and Peraza thus found a racial, and more importantly, music 

status that was unavailable in Cuba. Their abilities sonically propelled the drums 

to the front of the ensemble, a performance emphasis found in Afro-Cuban 

folkloric drumming but very unconventional to American audiences. This change 

of ensemble setup thus echoed Chano Pozo’s earlier impact in highlighting the 

Latin percussionist in American music. Peraza stated: 

During our stay in Mexico, Mongo and I brought another dimension to the 
bandstand that they had never seen before. We were the young Turks of 
our time, and we brought the percussion section to prominence in our 
music because of the skill, excitement and showmanship we brought to 
the stage.86 
 
Their tenure in Mexico City was short, about six months according to 

Peraza. They moved to New York, where they began working at the Havana 

Madrid and met Willie Bobo (to be discussed ahead), who was “just a kid back 

                                            
83 “After waiting for a temporary visa to leave Cuba, I arrived in Mexico City, and 
by this time Mongo was feeling much better.” Armando Peraza. Interview by Ian 
Rollins, September 2007. 
84 “While in Mexico City, I also played with different Mexican groups and also 
recorded several movie soundtracks for the Mexican cinema.” Ibid. 
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then and he used to hang out with Mongo and me. He would run and buy food for 

us.”87 

Peraza and Santamaria spent about seven months touring with Slim 

Gaillard, who claimed to have been born in Santa Clara, Cuba (though most 

likely in Detroit, Michigan).88 Gaillard was wildly successful with his nonsense 

songs (using a slang he called “vout”) and popular musical stylings. At the end of 

their tour with Gaillard in early 1950, Peraza was stranded in San Francisco. 

Because he could not speak English, Peraza’s survival depended upon help from 

the Spanish-speaking community, and though the racial prejudices of San 

Francisco were strong, Peraza’s percussion skills continued to open doors: 

So I went to the Palomar Ballroom. As I was going inside, the security 
guard stopped me and told me I couldn’t go in. I was told black people 
weren’t allowed. But there was this guy at the door named Noel Garcia, 
who was playing conga in the band. He said, ‘That’s Armando Peraza’ and 
invited me in. I sat in with the band. After the dance, Noel asked Gallegos 
to split his salary with me and invited me to stay at his place.89 
 
Peraza also found opportunity at a club called Ciro’s, where he worked 

busboy duties. During this time, Dave Brubeck and Cal Tjader were performing 

together at the club and Peraza was able to initiate a relationship with Tjader of 

playing and teaching bongo drumming.90  

Nevertheless, despite his musical visibility, Peraza’s ethnicity kept him out 

of the American Federation of Musicians. His only salvation was his reputation 

                                            
87 Jesse Varela, “Sonaremo el tambo: the life and times of Armando Peraza.” 
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88 Armando Peraza. Interview by Ian Rollins, September 2007. 
89 Jesse Varela, “Sonaremo’ el tambo: the life and times of Armando Peraza: 
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90 Ron Crotty. Interview by Duncan Reid. November 15, 2006. 
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and musical ability. Because the union forbade integrated bands, Peraza was 

paid “under the table”. An example of the difficulty faced by Afro-Cuban 

musicians of color was his experience playing with one of the few union Latino 

bands in San Francisco: 

It was Jesse (a band member) who told Merced (the leader) that he didn’t 
care if I was black. What he knew was that when I played, people liked it. 
It got so heavy Jesse told Merced that if I didn’t play in the band to not 
bother showing up. So they solved it by Jesse paying my wages 
separately. You cannot imagine the discrimination I went through in those 
early years.91 
 
Eventually, Santamaria and Peraza were forced to leave the United States 

when their visas expired in 1951. Santamaria went back to Cuba to wait for his 

residency papers and Peraza left for Tijuana.92 But they both eventually made 

the same journey to New York and California. 

Willie Bobo 

The experiences and heightened 1950s visibility of Afro-Cuban 

percussionists like Santamaria and Peraza are mirrored in the professional 

career of Willie Bobo, who was born William Correa in Spanish Harlem, New 

York to Puerto Rican immigrants on February 24, 1934. His father worked two 

jobs, including one as a tresero. “My father played a stunted instrument, like a 

guitar but a little smaller. He worked as a musician on weekends and had a day 

job.”93 Bobo’s childhood friend Popi Torres, who later became a prominent New 

York Latin musician, described Bobo’s interest in drumming as a child: “He and 

                                            
91 Jesse Varela, “Sonaremo’ el tambo: the life and times of Armando Peraza: 
Part Two.” Latin Beat Magazine, May 2004. 
92 Armando Peraza. Interview by Ian Rollins, September 2007. 
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Negrito Pantoja (Victor Pantojas) were always banging on bottles and cans. 

Willie played bongos on the Seventh Avenue train and people gave him money. 

He never went to school.”94  

By the time he was a teenager, Bobo practiced drumset, congas and 

timbales, and began work as a band boy for the New York group Machito and His 

Afro-Cubans. 95 This was useful because it allowed him access to clubs and a 

close relationship with the band; sometimes he played bongos at the end of the 

night. Because of this close association he was able to work with José Budet, 

Johnny Segui, and Marcelino Guerra, all musicians of prominence in New York’s 

Latin music scene.  

In 1948 Bobo crossed paths with Mongo Santamaria and Armando Peraza 

as they were on tour with The Black Diamonds. Santamaria became Bobo’s 

teacher during the few months of his New York tenure. When Santamaria 

returned in 1950, Bobo continued his apprenticeship and served as, “Mongo’s 

English interpreter… In return he showed me the different shades of sounds the 

drum was capable of producing.”96 

In the summer of 1952, while Santamaria was playing with Tito Puente 

and Bobo was the band boy, bongocero Manny Oquendo upset Puente by 

recording with another musician. Oquendo eventually left the band in 1954 and 

this became an opportunity for the young Bobo. Santamaria stated: 
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Tito got mad at Manny, me and Bobby (Rodriguez) because we helped 
Vicentico Valdes record Plazos Traicioneros for Seeco Records. Manny 
left and Tito needed a bongocero… so I suggested Willie Bobo. At first 
Tito said no because he thought Willie was crazy. After two hours I 
convinced Tito to hire him. Tito said okay, but you’ll be responsible for 
him. Tito’s first night with the Puente band was a Wednesday at the 
Palladium, the contest night. Willie, all excited, arrived early. When it was 
time for the band to play, Tito had not arrived yet. So Willie walked up to 
Tito’s timbales, called out Mambo Inn and the band began to play. 
Halfway through the number Puente walked in, saw Bobo drumming and 
stood by the stage until the tune ended. Puente looked at Bobo and said 
‘you haven’t even started yet and you’re already trying to take over my 
band.’97 

 
The duo of Bobo and Santamaria performed and recorded with Puente 

from 1954 to 1957. Bobo became the timbalero when Puente played vibraphone, 

performed timbale duet solos, challenged Puente on stage, and sang. This 

experience confirmed Bobo’s interest in the enhanced visibility and income 

available to a bandleader.  

Bobo’s close relationship with Santamaria led to connections with 

Armando Peraza, and, in turn, a chance to work with George Shearing. As an 

outsider (English, white, vision-impaired), Shearing, like Tjader, provided an 

opening to a listening audience beyond the Latino community. Shearing stated: 

It was from the Machito orchestra, Al McKibbon, Armando Peraza and 
Willie Bobo that I learned what Latin music was about. After I had heard 
Machito I wanted to record Latin music. But the opportunity did not appear 
until I met Al McKibbon… who had learned from Chano Pozo while both 
were in Dizzy’s band… For my first Latin recording, The Shearing Spell 
(1955) I depended on Peraza to select the Latin sidemen. It was Armando 
who called my attention to Willie Bobo.98 
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Working with Anglo-Americans 

Anglo-Americans, George Shearing and Cal Tjader noticed the work of 

these three percussionists with Machito and Tito Puente. The popularity of the 

mambo craze throughout the late 1940s into the early 1950s captured the 

attention of non-Latino recording artists. During Tjader’s tenure with Shearing in 

New York he frequented Latin clubs and took notice of Santamaria and Bobo in 

Puente’s group.  

Shortly before leaving Puente, Santamaria and Bobo were asked by 

Tjader to join his group. Santamaria stated, 

We (Bobo and Santamaria with Puente’s band) played San Francisco’s 
Club Macumba. One night, Willie, Bobby Rodriguez and I sat in with 
Tjader and the audience went crazy. They loved us. After the gig, Willie 
and I played several Cuban rhythms for Tjader. We taught him 6/8 time 
(Rumba Colombia) and we explained it to him until 6 AM. Everywhere we 
played after that, Tjader was in the audience watching us.99 
 
Santamaria’s and Bobo’s relationship with Puente waned and they 

eventually left in 1957. Santamaria stated, “Willie, Bobby and I recorded with 

Tjader, and Tito got mad when the album came out.”100 They let Tjader know of 

their availability and Tjader immediately asked them to join his group. 

Tjader mentioned he was going to reorganize his band in six months and 
would love to have us. In the meantime Willie and I organized a band with 
Ray Coen, Chombo Silva (who appeared on a Tjader recording), and 
Marcelino Guerra which Frederico Pagani baptized ‘El Conjunto 
Manhattan.’ In March, 1958, ‘Manhattan was hot so I told Willie I was not 
going to join Tjader. Willie became upset. The next day Willie called me to 
say that Tjader was forming a new group and that our plane tickets were 
on the way. I broke up ‘Manhattan’ and went to California with Willie.101 

                                            
99 Mongo Santamaria, interview, Smithsonian Institution Jazz Oral History 
Program, 1996. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Ibid. 
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Santamaria, Peraza and Bobo moved beyond the Latin bands into mixed 

race ensembles at a time when acceptance of such groups was beginning to be 

feasible in the United States. Their work with Tjader propelled their careers to 

new levels, yielding equal billing on album covers and numerous recording 

sessions. By the 1960s all three were recording solo albums. Later, Peraza, 

among his numerous credentials, worked as Carlos Santana’s conguero for 

twenty-five years. Through their opportunity to work with Shearing and Tjader, 

Peraza, Santamaria, and Bobo were the successors to the Pozo/Gillespie 

Cuban-American popular music synthesis that would propel salsa, Latin Jazz and 

Latin Rock. 

 The culmination of this period of development, 1959, was a pivotal year for 

modern jazz. The experiments of Miles Davis and Bill Evans in the realm of 

modal jazz found through the album Kind of Blue supplanted the long-standing 

tradition of bebop and fast chordal soloing. In the same year, John Coltrane 

moved away from the bebop tradition following a bebop magnum opus, Giant 

Steps. Dave Brubeck looked toward contemporary classical ideas, and Latin 

music styles provided another route for new trends in modern jazz. The work of 

Santamaria, Peraza, and Bobo throughout the 1950s would culminate in a live 

album with Cal Tjader that mixed all of the modern jazz concepts into one pivotal 

concert in 1959. Thus, some of the greatest albums in jazz history occurred at a 

time when experimentation capped more than a decade of similar concepts. 
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Chapter 4 

Pivotal Jazz Recordings in 1959 

1959 was a pivotal year in several artists’ careers, bringing Cal Tjader’s 

live preview concert for the 1959 Monterey Jazz Festival, Miles Davis’ Kind of 

Blue, the Dave Brubeck Quartet’s Time Out, and the sessions for John Coltrane’s 

Giant Steps. Hard Bop, considered by 1950s writers on jazz as a natural 

evolutionary transition from bebop of the late 1940s, found its apotheosis in Giant 

Steps. Hard bop was an extension of bebop’s preference for solos based on 

chordal improvisation, sometimes referred to as a vertical rather than horizontal 

thought process behind soloing. This structural process moved away from the 

traditional Eurocentric viewpoints on melody toward a progressively complex 

series of chord progressions that served as the basis for soloing. Most of the 

groups performing in the bebop realm were part of a smaller group of individual 

instruments, unlike the previous big band incarnations of multiple instruments 

playing lines together. The music also differed from previous eras in that tempos 

were much faster. Also, harmonically dense melodic improvisation allowed for 

greater displays of virtuosity.  

Bebop’s faster tempos and greater chordal complexity facilitated claims 

that jazz “evolved” toward a greater consciousness, but 1950s stylistic 

diversification led to arguments about what was considered jazz. By 1959, jazz 

writers had difficulty assigning simple stylistic tags to individual artists who 

crossed the boundaries of hard bop and cool jazz.  



Texas Tech University, Ian Rollins, August 2009 

 

56 

Although cool jazz was associated with West Coast artists, its first 

appearance as a descriptor for a counter-bebop approach emerged in the title for 

Miles Davis’ and Gil Evans’ New York collaboration, Birth of the Cool. Simplistic 

distinctions between Cool and Bop were further complicated by the stylistic 

evolution in collaborations between these two artists and by the release of 

diverse albums in their careers. Though jazz writers expended much effort in 

seeking to define and categorize different artists, such labels were certainly not 

the concern of musicians, whose appreciation of stylistic diversity was 

exemplified in the work created at the end of the 1950s by John Coltrane, Miles 

Davis, Dave Brubeck and Cal Tjader. 

Giant Steps (Atlantic 1311), recorded in 1959, produced the quintessential 

example of hard bop. Most tempos, except for the track Naima, are extremely 

fast. Naima, a ballad, represents a special circumstance as Coltrane recorded 

this track from a December 2, 1959 date with the rhythm section from Miles 

Davis’ Kind of Blue sessions: Wynton Kelly on piano, Paul Chambers on bass, 

and Jimmy Cobb on drums. All other Giant Steps tracks feature Chambers, 

Tommy Flanagan on piano and Art Taylor on drums. The December date, along 

with a previous November 24 session including the same personnel, also yielded 

the tracks for his subsequent album, Coltrane Jazz. Not only the music contained 

within Giant Steps but even the cover of the LP confirm hard bop’s ideals of 

intensity, strength, and high intellectual demands (see figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1: John Coltrane, Giant Steps album cover 

The album cover shows a hard blowing Coltrane, up close, eyes closed 

and with an intense ferocity. The low camera angle emphasizes the saxophone 

(which is slightly blurred from its close proximity to the camera). The left hand, 

controlling the instrument, is centered and also close to the camera, emphasizing 

his physical mastery over the object. His hand is so large that it overpowers the 

photograph. A white light shines from above directly onto Coltrane and his horn, 

as though lighted from the heavens. It also portrays playing in a stage setting. 
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The spotlight emphasizes the fact that he is the only one in the picture. It is a 

direct allusion to the mastery found within the music.  

 
Figure 4.2: Miles Davis, Kind of Blue album cover 

There is not only darkness in the title for Miles Davis’ Kind of Blue, but 

also through the album cover. Many critics consider the album to be one of the 

greatest jazz albums ever made. In Amazon.com and Rolling Stone end-of-the-
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century polls, it was voted one of the ten best albums in any genre.102 The album 

was a departure in that it heralded in a new era with modal jazz. Although 

Milestones preceded this album, it was unique as an album that relied heavily on 

modal experimentation. Kind of Blue was recorded shortly before Coltrane’s own 

Giant Steps, and yet Coltrane was a member of Davis’ group. Giant Steps 

seemed to many critics and musicians to be the grand finale for bop, and Kind of 

Blue ushered in the new modern jazz sound. This album was released four years 

after Time’s proclamation of Brubeck as the innovator of the modern jazz sound.  

Another noteworthy characteristic of this album is the inclusion of famed 

pianist Bill Evans, a white pianist with classical training. One composition on the 

album, Blue in Green, is an Evans composition. In comparison to Davis’ letter to 

Down Beat written a few years earlier, Davis’ views on jazz and who is capable 

of playing it is a sharp contrast to this personnel change, and helped leave 

behind decades of preconceived notions about “what jazz is.”  

Dave Brubeck’s Time Out (Columbia CL 1397) was recorded in the same 

year as Giant Steps. It received negative criticism from Columbia for its 

experimental nature.103 The most noticeable change in earlier musical formulas 

was the use of odd and complex meters. It further reinforced the common critical 

claim that “Brubeck doesn’t swing.” Take Five, Paul Desmond’s only composition 

on the album, written solely for the purpose of giving a drum solo to Joe Morello, 

is one of the most recognizable jazz songs in history.  
                                            
102 Eric Nisenson, The Making of Kind of Blue: Miles Davis and His Masterpiece. 
St. Martin’s Press (New York, 2000), ix. 
103 Steve Huey, Time Out, review on Allmusic.com, accessed December 27, 
2008, http://allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=10:jzfqxqtgld6e. 
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Other songs on the album allude to Classical music forms with titles: Blue 

Rondo a la Turk and Kathy’s Waltz. The atypical forms, meters and titles 

contained on Time Out caused anxiety within Columbia Records, questioning 

how such an album is marketed. The album’s unusual and experimental nature 

expanded jazz’s rhythmic palette, and was a significant impetus in the re-

conceptualization of jazz as art music. 

 
Figure 4.3: Dave Brubeck Quartet, Time Out album cover 

The comparison of artwork from several influential albums of this period 

reveals changing conceptions of how to market jazz. The experimental nature of 

the disc was signaled by its cover, a painting created by Neil Fujita, who was 

Director of Design and Packaging at Columbia records from 1954-1960. Fujita 
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was a fundamental influence on the reconception of album cover art in the 

1950s:  

When I got to Columbia, there was the beginning of some idea of album 
cover art but it was still just type and maybe a photo of the artist and some 
shapes arranged in an interesting way. That was the first concept of album 
cover art. Actually the first examples of album cover art that I can 
remember were on children’s records, because they might have included 
a painting or something else to illustrate the idea. But I think I was the first 
to use painters, photographers and illustrators to do artwork on album 
covers.104 

 Fujita was explicit about the connection he saw between jazz and abstract 

visual art, saying, “Jazz called for abstraction, a certain kind of stylization, using 

modern painters. Classical was different; we might have used more photography 

for those records.”105 When asked about his own painting for Time Out he said:  

Before I did Dave Brubeck’s [Time Out, featuring] “Take Five,” somebody 
said that the group was returning from a tour of Asia. I had recently 
returned from the service with armed forces intelligence in the Western 
Pacific and I had been through East Asia, the Philippines and Calcutta, so 
I borrowed some colors and shapes that seemed to go with the mood.106 

The painting strays from standard notions of jazz as a purely African-

American heritage, utilizing bright colors and modern painting to convey the 

modern sound of the music. Fujita’s role in the music industry shows how little 

importance was given to the actual artists’ ideas about the packaging of their 

music, yet the art was bright and colorful, a picturesque ideal of the West Coast 

sound that critics so loved to describe and differentiate from the dark East. 

                                            
104 Steven Huller, Waxing Chromatic: An Interview With S. Neil Fujita, 
http://www.aiga.org/content.cfm/waxing-chromatic-an-interview-with-s-neil-fujita, 
accessed December 27, 2008. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid. 
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In comparison, the emphasis on Time Out is more on the structure of 

compositions, while on Giant Steps there is reliance on improvisation. As a 

result, the average untutored listener can comprehend more easily what is 

happening on Brubeck’s recording, compared to Coltrane, which requires an 

informed understanding of jazz to appreciate its worth.  

These three albums are considered to this day to be the greatest in jazz 

history, released at the end of an experimental era that fought to find a non-

existent evolutionary process. The experimentation of post-War musicians came 

to fruition at the end of the decade, destroying the preconceptions of a West and 

East Coast sound, Cool and Bop musicians, and white versus black. As all of 

these artists were at some time classified under such terms, they played into 

every aspect of opposing generalities created by critical forces.  

Cal Tjader’s experimentations in Latin music created yet another pivotal 

album in 1959 that is the culmination of a decade of experimentation. Much like 

the previously mentioned artists, his contributions directly influenced later genres 

like Latin jazz, boogaloo, rock and salsa. This album did not receive the high 

praise of the previously mentioned recordings, but it’s similar in the fact that it is 

the culmination of a decade of experimentation. 
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Chapter 5 

Cal Tjader’s Afro-Cuban Impact on the West Coast 

Cal Tjader was born Callen Radcliffe Tjader, Jr. in St. Louis, Missouri on 

July 16, 1925. His father worked as a dancer, musical director, and producer in 

vaudeville and his mother was a pianist. Because of this Tjader’s musical training 

began early, and at the age of four he worked with his parents as a tap dancer. 

Soon afterward, the family moved to the West Coast to open a dance studio, and 

Tjader’s interest in rhythm moved toward the drums. By the time he entered high 

school he was already playing in local Dixieland bands, which were common on 

the West Coast.107 

On December 7, 1941 Tjader won a local Gene Krupa drum competition 

and quickly returned home to tell his parents the good news; unfortunately this 

was overlooked because it was the same day that the Japanese attacked Pearl 

Harbor. Like many young Americans he wanted to enlist in the armed forces, and 

his tenure in the Navy lasted from 1943-1946 in the Pacific theater.108 This was 

common among numerous other musicians during the time period, and similarly, 

on his return he went to college through the GI Bill.  

Tjader studied music and education at San Jose State College and San 

Francisco State College. This is where he met a young Paul Desmond and 

eventually other musicians from across the bay at Mills College where he was a 

                                            
107 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 100-1. 
108 John Storm Roberts and Barry Kernfeld: “Tjader, Cal(len Radclifee, Jr.), 
Grove Music Online ed. L. Macy, accessed 5 December 2005, available from 
www.grovemusic.com; Internet. 
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part of the Brubeck Octet and Trio as their drummer from 1949-51.109 This 

relationship, time period, and geographical base of operation coincided with the 

opening of a new club in San Francisco called The Blackhawk, a small place that 

held about three hundred people. It was important in that it attracted the best jazz 

musicians in the United States, and it was the source of many live recordings. It 

was located at the corner of Turk and Hyde Street in San Francisco’s Tenderloin 

District. Brubeck’s trio held a residency there playing as many as six nights a 

week. His octet, comprised of interested college musicians from Mills and San 

Francisco State, played on Sunday afternoons, and other groups played on other 

nights, including one led by Tjader. This collaboration with young college 

musicians at a premier jazz club in the city allowed them to experiment beyond 

the standard conventions about jazz, such as with the West Coast interest in 

Dixieland. During the summer months Tjader’s group was more extensively 

featured. These early relationships proved beneficial for Tjader just a few years 

later, as he would return to San Francisco from New York to record for the 

Fantasy label. This was available because of his relationship with Desmond and 

Brubeck. 

In 1953, Tjader moved to New York to perform with George Shearing’s 

group. Shearing and Tjader found interest in Latin music through the mambo 

craze in New York and the famed club, The Palladium. Their interest in Latin 

music included the addition of Al McKibbon on bass and Armando Peraza on 

                                            
109 Richard S. Ginell, “Cal Tjader Biography,” AMG All Music; accessed 11 
December 2005; available from www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll 
?p=amg&sql=11:rqf4zfa7ehak~T1; Internet. 
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percussion. Although Tjader’s tenure with Shearing was short-lived, it was 

undoubtedly due to his first session work as a bandleader for the young Fantasy 

Records, started in 1949 by the brothers Max and Sol Weiss in San Francisco, 

California. The label was acquired from Jack Sheedy-through the collection of 

unpaid debts-who was the owner of a San Francisco label entitled Coronet 

Records. The label’s repertoire consisted of the “old” sound of Dixieland that 

permeated the West Coast. Sheedy’s last attempt at reviving his label involved 

recording a new artist by the name of Dave Brubeck. Before Sheedy could make 

a profit from Brubeck’s modern sound, he ran out of money and relinquished his 

master recordings to the Weiss Brothers, who also owned a pressing plant.  

George Shearing, an English pianist who had used vibraphone as a 

standard instrumentation in his combos, had a major impact on Tjader’s musical 

development. Shearing went through several vibraphonists and multi-

instrumentalists before Tjader, and asked him to join the group after hearing him 

with the Brubeck trio.  

Born blind, George Shearing started playing the piano at the age of three. 

His formal musical training was limited at best; he only studied at the Linden 

Lodge School for the Blind between the ages of 12-16. He did not attend college, 

even though he was offered numerous scholarships, opting instead to work in 

nightclubs for five dollars a week. After joining The Claude Bampton Dance 

Band, an all-blind band sponsored by England’s National Institution for the Blind, 

he met jazz critic Leonard Feather who hosted him on the No. 1 Rhythm Club 

BBC radio show in 1937. Shearing was a popular artist throughout the rest of his 
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tenure in England, including winning the Melody Maker poll as top British pianist 

for seven consecutive years between 1940 and 1947. On Feather’s advice he 

moved to New York in 1947, and it coincided with his adoption of a unique and 

successful ensemble instrumentation that included a balance between 

vibraphone, guitar, and piano.  

Although many of his hits included the frantic pace and chordal ideas of 

bop, the timbre was smooth, intentionally avoiding the signature bebop sound of 

the saxophone. Soon after hiring Tjader, Shearing also began experimenting with 

Afro-Cuban instrumentation and rhythms, by adding a sixth member to his quintet 

on Latin percussion. Cal Tjader would borrow this instrumentation in his later 

experiments with the Fantasy label.  

By 1953, Shearing had an all-star New York rhythm section comprised of 

Al McKibbon on bass, and the great Latin percussionists Armando Peraza, Willie 

Bobo and Mongo Santamaria. This sparked Tjader’s interest in Latin music. 

Because he was in New York he was able to witness the great Latin bands of the 

time. These groups were seen at The Palladium, New York’s premier spot for 

Latin music. Such artists included the famed Machito, Noro Morales and Tito 

Puente from whom Tjader would eventually steal his percussionists. Shearing 

confirmed Tjader was a key influence upon his new instrumentation: 

Cal was a natural born musician, and, as I’ve stated many times before, a 
rhythmic genius. He was a major part of the quintet’s move into playing 
more Latin material, because he just loved those Latin rhythms.110  
 

                                            
110 Derrick Bang, “A Few Words About Dr. Funk,” The Official Site for Vince 
Guaraldi; accessed 12 December 2005; available from 
www.vinceguaraldi.com/biography.htm; Internet. 
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Various authors have suggested contrasting reasons for Tjader’s move 

back to San Francsico. John Storm Roberts claimed that Tjader left for steady 

work at the Blackhawk.111 Ted Gioia stated in his book West Coast Jazz: Modern 

Jazz in California 1945-1960 that Cal had a six-month stint in San Francisco at 

the Macumba Club utilizing a mambo quintet.112 Another motive for his move 

may have been simply that he was tired of Shearing’s heavy touring schedule. I 

believe Tjader left because he could record for Fantasy as a bandleader. His first 

album was recorded before he left for New York, and it was released in 1953. 

Shortly thereafter, he returned to San Francisco. Regardless of the reason, the 

most significant result was that Tjader’s time with Shearing provided a new 

avenue for Latin musicians in the recording industry.  With the Blackhawk as a 

working venue, and the newly formed Fantasy as a means for distribution, Tjader 

was poised for success.  

Tjader’s first session was held in the Fall of 1951 as a 10” album for the 

Galaxy label, an affiliate of Fantasy. Eventually released in 1953 as The Cal 

Tjader Trio, the disc featured Jack Weeks on bass, and pianists Vince Guaraldi 

and John Marabuto each playing four of the eight tracks. Tjader played not only 

vibraphone on this release, but also added drums and bongos. Although it was 

never reissued as a 12” album, The Cal Tjader Trio is significant in that it was 

both Tjader’s debut as a leader and Guaraldi’s first studio recording. Cal Tjader 

                                            
111 John Storm Roberts, Latin Jazz: The First of the Fusions, 1880s to Today, 
Schirmer Books (New York, 1999), 97. 
112 Ted Gioia, West Coast Jazz: Modern Jazz in California, 1945-1960, University 
of California Press (Los Angeles, 1998), 101. 
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was a major influence on the development of Guaraldi’s career and they 

maintained a performing relationship throughout the 1950s and 1960s.113  

                                            
113 Vince Guaraldi is best known for his soundtrack work on the Peanuts 
television specials. 
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Chapter 6 

Cal Tjader’s Latin Experiments of the 1950s 

Following The Cal Tjader Trio and his departure from Shearing’s group, 

Tjader conducted three recording sessions in New York in 1954. One of his 

earliest releases from these sessions was the album Ritmo Caliente (Fantasy LP 

3216), released in 1957. The development of Tjader’s fusion of Afro-Cuban and 

jazz music can be traced through this album and two others, 1959’s Concert by 

the Sea, Volumes 1 (Fantasy LP 3295) and 2 (Fantasy LP 3341), and 1964’s 

commercially successful Soul Sauce (Verve V/V6 8614).  

Ritmo Caliente “Hot Rhythm” 

Ritmo Caliente was an eclectic venture showcasing instrumentation 

similar to that employed during Tjader’s tenure with George Shearing: an 

emphasis on rhythm section instruments and the inclusion of Afro-Cuban 

percussion to the quartet of drums, bass, vibraphone and piano. Saxophone and 

flute were also included on many tracks. The album drew from three recording 

dates: the first set in San Francisco on March 6, 1954; the second in Los Angeles 

on March 25, 1954; and the third in New York City on November 11, 1955. An 

analisys of each track conveys the experimentation of the album.  

The jazz pianist Ray Bryant wrote Cubano Chant, the first track. This was 

recorded on the last session in New York and featured Jerome Richardson on 

flute, Manuel Duran on piano, Al McKibbon on bass and Armando Peraza playing 

conga and bongos. Duran and Richardson were West Coast natives while 

Peraza and McKibbon, who had both been members of Shearing’s group, were a 
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part of the New York Latin and jazz music scenes. Due to Tjader’s short tenure 

with Shearing in New York, he was able to utilize talents from both coasts, 

picking the best musicians for his sessions. This track is a prime example of 

Tjader’s experiments with merging Afro-Cuban music and jazz, as it was 

eventually the work of three separate sessions that did not culminate into one 

succinct piece.  

Cubano Chant is recorded in three sections, each having contrasting 

qualities. The first section features Tjader on timbales while the flute plays the 

melody and the piano accompanies (see figure 6.1).  

 

 
Figure 6.1: Cubano Chant introduction. 
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After the entire head is played once, there is a slight pause, which is an edit, and 

the second section begins with a drum jam.114 The jam seems to be an 

impromptu improvisation, and fades without a composed ending. During the jam, 

Tjader plays the mambo bell under a bongo solo accompanied by a folkloric 

rumba conga (see figure 6.2).  

 
Figure 6.2: Mambo bell pattern. 

Overall, the style is in the vein of Cuban street drumming, because it is highly 

improvised and sounds like a captured moment of jamming in the studio. 

The third section starts with a conga tumbao, borrowed from mambo, and 

a rhythmic vamp played by vibraphone and piano. The bass plays a rhythmic 

pattern borrowed from the Afro-Cuban drumming of rumba guaguanco (see 

figure 6.3).  

 
Figure 6.3: Cubano Chant tumbao, third section introduction. 

Richardson’s flute is not heard during this section, supporting the inference that 

each section might have been recorded at different times and possibly different 

locales. The only percussion used is timbales and congas; the drumset is absent. 

Though most Latin tunes at this time employed simple diatonic chord 

                                            
114 A “head” is the main theme in a piece of music. 
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progressions, Cubano Chant’s solo changes are reminiscent of the standard jazz 

“rhythm changes” common in 1950s jazz.115 (see figure 6.4)  

 
Figure 6.4: Cubano Chant solo chord progression. 

                                            
115 “Rhythm changes” are a popular 32 bar chord progression loosely based on 
George Gershwin’s song, I Got Rhythm. 
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Although the tune is played with an even-eighth note feel, the chord progression 

alludes to the harmonic language of swing; thus, it combines two musical 

traditions. The composition successfully merges three musical resources: Afro-

Cuban rumba drumming in the first two sections, as well as New York mambo 

with the rhythmic tumbaos and straight-ahead jazz through the chord 

progression.  

Goza adds the pianist Eddie Cano, a Los Angeles native with a career 

profile similar to Tjader’s, including interest in synthesizing Latin musical styles 

and jazz. On Goza, Tjader’s role is on timbales with Peraza maintaining the 

tumbao on congas. The composition is in a standard popular music two-section 

format with the first section employing a simple chord progression, as with most 

mambo music in the period, and the second section introducing a more jazz-

influenced chord progression. The relatively short tune, lasting less than two 

minutes, features only Cano in a short solo lasting less than two choruses. The 

feature for Cano shows Tjader’s unselfish attitude toward band mates, and 

further points toward Cano’s potential as a solo artist.116  

Panchero Mambero, another track from the Los Angeles session, features 

a first solo by Tjader on vibraphone. The composition follows a simple mambo 

and evokes elements of the characteristic Shearing sound with vibes and piano 

doubling the melody. Peraza maintains a conga tumbao throughout (see figure 

                                            
116 With almost half of the tracks devoted to this quartet, the March 25 date was 
possibly a project devoted to the creation of an album with Cano as the band 
leader. 
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6.3). Following Tjader’s solo, a short melodic montuno transitions to the piano 

solo (see figure 6.5).  

 
Figure 6.5: Vibraphone montuno pattern. 

A moment captured by the studio microphones actually reveals the 

synthesis of jazz and Latin elements in this recording: Tjader is heard dropping 

his mallets on the dampened bars of the vibraphone as he moves to the timbales 

during the short piano solo, before moving back to the vibes to play the head and 

finish the song.  

Alegres Timbales assigns writing credits to Tempest Storm, a famous 

1950s burlesque performer, perhaps because this is more of an informal studio 

jam than a true composition. The track fades in with what appears to be an 

improvisation, fading out with just enough time to notice that Tjader’s excitement 

has caused a breakdown in tempo.  

The next track, Richard Wyands’ Mambo Moderno, starts with Al 

McKibbon playing a descarga-inspired bass introduction (see figure 6.6).117  

 
Figure 6.6: Mambo Moderno bass introduction. 

  

                                            
117 A “descarga” is a jam session. 
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Tjader stays on timbales throughout the tune while Jerome Richardson is 

featured in his first true flute solo on the album. Particularly interesting here is 

that the head of the tune is played in straight time, but when Richardson enters 

with his solo, he swings the eighths rather heavily. This tune shows the 

differences between jazz and Latin musicians through the changes in how the 

rhythm is subdivided. After a few seconds the eighth note straightens out just 

enough to maintain the integrity of the Latin percussion groove. Tjader’s and 

Peraza’s drumming again alter the feel of the eighth note, and the other 

musicians follow throughout the rest of the piano solo. The rhythm section 

players manipulate the balance between ‘straight’ and ‘swung’ eighths with great 

specificity, gradually and very subtly moving from the triplet-based swing of the 

head through a gradual ‘straightening’ of the eighth-note values. There is no pre-

composed ending as the head fades. 

Afro Corolombo gives songwriting credit to Tjader. Rhythmically, the 

composition relates to the folkloric rumba style known as Columbia: Tjader 

provides the 6/8 bell (see figure 6.16) pattern associated with the Yoruban-

influenced rumba, while Peraza maintains the conga patterns associated with 

Columbia. In another layer of allusion, Richard Wyands’ maracas imply a native 

Indian sound over the African-influenced drumming. Richardson improvises 

simple flute melodies over the complex drumming. Although the track is credited 

to Tjader, the entire track is built upon Peraza’s improvisation skills as there is 

really not a head to the song.  
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The next tune is Eddie Cano’s title track. As with earlier pieces, this tune’s 

principal arranging strategy is the use of rhythmic unison lines, a reference to 

Shearing’s jazz-based approach. While the piano introduces this piece with some 

melodic material, the focus is on Peraza’s bongo solo. The tune fades without 

any reprise of melodic content by Cano, who maintains a simple montuno, while 

Tjader again plays timbales. This is most likely because it was the best take 

within the allotted time for recording, but the ending probably fell apart. This 

shows that Fantasy was known for producing numerous recordings, whether 

good or bad. 

Lamento de Hodi, the sole composition credited to Jerome Richardson, is 

also more balanced in regards to formal structure, perhaps because it is also one 

of the three tunes recorded on the latest date (over a year later than the first two 

sessions) in New York. Tjader again opts for timbales. 

Mambo Inn was recorded in Los Angeles. The absence of Jerome 

Richardson on this date means that Tjader needed to fulfill melodic duties. On 

this track Tjader plays the melody on vibraphone while moving to timbales for the 

piano solo, a formula which exactly duplicates Panchero Mambero (also 

recorded on the same date).  

Buhuto (Nanigo 6/8) gives writing credits to Al McKibbon, and was 

recorded in New York following the same formula as Afro Corolombo: the flute 

improvises over a conga-heavy Nanigo with Tjader on cowbell (see figure 6.7). 
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Figure 6.7: Nanigo. 

The bass maintains a one-chord vamp, and the short minute-and-one-half tune, 

seemingly lacking a conventional song form, fades. Afro-Corolombo should be 

credited to Peraza as composer due to this being a percussion solo.  

Alegres Congas gives songwriting credits to W. Frumkin, an imaginary 

figure, and is a pure drum jam between Tjader and Peraza. Much like Alegres 

Timbales it has no structure and fades well before the jam had ended. It is overall 

a better performance than Alegres Timbales.  

Mueve la Cintura was written by Tjader and shows the Shearing influence, 

doubling the melody with vibraphone and flute. The addition of conga tumbao 

and piano montuno reveal Tjader’s later influence upon pianist Vince Guaraldi. 

Richardson takes the first solo on flute. As with a number of other tracks which 

appear to originate as studio jams, Mueve la Cintura fades without a restatement 

of the head and during the middle of a conga solo. The fact that many of the 

songs on this album are incomplete attests to the experimental nature of Tjader’s 

group. 

The jazz standard Bernie’s Tune ends the album and provides the most 

effective blueprint for Tjader’s future success in merging jazz and Afro-Cuban 

music. Though the standard is typically performed as a fast swing, Tjader plays it 
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with even eighths and a conga tumbao. Wyands’ piano solo employs octaves, 

implying a Cuban montuno style of piano playing, and he plays a portion of the 

head in unison with Tjader, adding more chord tones and at times fashioning a 

montuno.  

This album prefigured subsequent experiments that would propel Tjader to 

new level and gain him status as a major figure in Latin jazz – one of the few 

without any ethnic relationship to Hispanic culture. This interest became the 

source for a new genre of music and the starting point for future endeavors in 

jazz and rock music. 
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Concert By The Sea and Concert By the Sea, Volume Two 

 
Figure 6.8: Concert by the Sea album cover. 

The synthesis represented by the experiments of Ritmo Caliente came to 

a much more sophisticated realization in a concert performed by Tjader’s 

ensemble as a preview for the Second Annual Monterey Jazz festival, on April 

20, 1959. The promoter/disc jockey Jimmy Lyons booked the group on an 

advance performance for the festival. They were scheduled to play at 1:00 AM 

following such superstars as Billie Holliday, Dizzy Gillespie, Sonny Rollins and 

Gerry Mulligan.  

The timing of this preview was especially useful, given the high level at 

which Tjader’s group was operating. The band included Mongo Santamaria on 

percussion, Willie Bobo on drums and timbales, Al McKibbon on bass, Lonnie 
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Hewitt on piano and Paul Horn on horns. (Vince Guaraldi had left shortly before 

they played at the festival in 1959.) The resulting concert was recorded and 

released by Fantasy on two separate LP’s as Concert by the Sea and Concert by 

the Sea, Volume Two, and featured a blending of styles and a wide range of 

approaches from Dixieland to standard ballads to fast-paced Afro-Cuban drum 

jams.  

The first track is Doxy. This Sonny Rollins standard starts with a two-beat 

rhythm and a piano introduction by Hewitt (see figure 6.9). 

 
Figure 6.9: Doxy. 

Bobo plays drumset, while Santamaria’s congas are absent. Tjader takes the first 

solo and Hewitt takes the next one. Bassist Al McKibbon then takes a melodic 

solo while Bobo maintains a simple backbeat on hi-hat. In keeping with the 



Texas Tech University, Ian Rollins, August 2009 

 

81 

generally “straight-ahead jazz” style of this version, Tjader plays the head out 

with a standard tag.  

Afro Blue, a composition by drummer Mongo Santamaria, begins with him 

playing a short introduction in an Afro-Cuban 6/8 Columbia. McKibbon joins in 

while Bobo plays a simple 3/4 brush pattern on the snare drum, and Tjader 

follows with the opening melody, on vibraphone, doubled by the piano (see figure 

6.10).  

 
Figure 6.10: Afro Blue. 

Flutist Horn takes the first solo while Tjader moves to play the Yoruban 

Columbia 6/8 bell pattern. As Tjader continues on the bell, pianist Hewitt 

gradually shifts from comping to a solo. Hewitt effortlessly transitions his solo 

back to a comping pattern, in turn opening space for Santamaria’s congas.118 His 

ability to produce extremely loud slaps on the drums shines, emphasizing his 

particularly powerful technique through the solo. Tjader plays the head out, again 

doubling the piano. 

The third track, Laura, is a ballad. Consistent with jazz approaches to such 

tunes, the track includes Bobo on brushes, and Hewitt, McKibbon, and Tjader 

                                            
118 “comping” is an improvised accompaniment. 
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producing melodic improvisation. Horn takes his first true solo of the night on 

saxophone, the focus of this instrument confirming Tjader’s interest in the great 

saxophonists of the period. The tune ends with a short closing break by Tjader 

after he solos. 

The next track, Hewitt’s tune Walkin’ With Wally, is in a blues-inflected 

idiom similar to Ray Charles’ music of the same period. Bobo is again on 

drumset in Santamaria’s absence, and Horn’s first solo is pure bop over a half 

time blues progression. Tjader takes the next, multi-chorus solo, sticking to 

blues-related licks. Hewitt solos after Tjader, with more explicit blues inflections, 

while McKibbon moves into a higher register on the bass. Hewitt’s is the longest 

solo of the three and effortlessly segues into call-and-response “fours” with 

Tjader and Horn.119 To close, the head is repeated in the piano while Tjader 

‘comps.  

The next track, the ballad We’ll Be Together Again, is a feature for Horn’s 

flute work, with Bobo playing brushes on drumset, while Tjader and Santamaria 

sit out. ‘Round Midnight is another ballad feature, this time emphasizing Hewitt in 

a piano trio format, while Tjader, Horn and Santamaria sit out.  

Love Me or Leave Me, another Tin Pan Alley standard, has Tjader playing 

the head over a medium-tempo swing. This time, Horn and Santamaria are 

absent and solo emphasis goes to Tjader, who incorporates a mixture of bebop 

and blues in his lines. Hewitt follows with single-note marcato style soloing over a 

gradual increase in tempo. Such a concept is another nod towards Afro-Cuban 

                                            
119 “Fours” refers to short improvisations that are traded among various 
musicians at four measures in length. 
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ideas for creating intensity. Tjader and Hewitt then close by repeating the 

opening section of the head twice, with a short eight-bar bass solo between the 

two.  

Tu Crees Que, a composition by Santamaria, is based upon a simple two-

bar chord progression. The most interesting aspect is Tjader’s use of a montuno 

pattern on the vibraphone (see figure 6.11). The use of various percussion and 

melodic montunos on this instrument demonstrate Tjader’s unique importance 

and influence on later vibraphonists, such as Gary Burton and Dave Samuels.  

 
Figure 6.11: Tu Crees Que vibraphone montuno. 

Santamaria and Bobo provide a unison drum break that cuts through the loud 

ensemble dynamic. Following a short flute solo by Horn, Santamaria moves from 

congas to bongos for a quick solo, while Tjader and Hewitt cease comping, 

leaving harmonic motion to be defined by McKibbon’s bass, which maintains the 

bass tumbao over complex rhythmic activity. Santamaria counts off a closing 

drum break, and Tjader plays the short head once through to end the piece. 

S. S. Groove, another Tin Pan Alley composition, employs a two-beat in 

the first section and a swing feel in the second. After Tjader’s introductory 

statement of the head, Hewitt takes the first solo, with Tjader following. Tjader 

ends his solo with a vamp, and Hewitt comes back in with a blues-inflected solo 
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over the two-chord vamp. Tjader then reprises the second section of the head 

and finishes with one final statement of the first section. 

The next track, the Dizzy Gillespie composition A Night in Tunisia, was a 

classic of the period, especially for Latin ensembles. Tjader’s Monterey 

performance is in a medium tempo mambo, and this arrangement, for a small 

combo, breaks new ground in re-conceiving a big-band-associated work. After 

Tjader’s initial solo, Horn again solos on flute. Hewitt takes the third solo, 

employing cluster chords in a style similar to that of many Latin jazz pianists, 

though his efforts in this direction lack the bravado typically exhibited. Bobo then 

takes his first solo of the concert on timbales, accompanied here only by bass, 

congas, and Tjader on bongo bell (see figure 6.12). 

 
Figure 6.12: A Night in Tunisia. 

 Tjader then drops the bell to create a short transition section on vibraphone, and 

in turn leads to a small restatement of the head. 

The most relaxed and rubato track of the album is Gershwin’s Bess, You 

Is My Woman Now, which showcases Tjader’s skills as an interpreter of a classic 

melody. The tune is played simply and in a straightforward manner. 
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The next track, Lover Come Back To Me, is another Tin Pan Alley song, 

and in contrast to Bess, You is My Woman Now, showcases this band’s ability to 

transform familiar pieces with exciting new rhythmic realizations. It opens as a 

fast mambo with Santamaria playing a tumbao over the head with Tjader. Bobo 

takes a timbale solo while Tjader and Hewitt play break sections in a similar vein 

to stop time. In the absence of other solos, the overall performance functions as 

a solo feature for Bobo.  

The last song, simply entitled Tumbao, was originally recorded on the 

Ritmo Caliente album, and starts with Santamaria playing the tumbao at a faster 

tempo than the original recording. The focus is on Santamaria’s conga solo. 

Halfway through the solo, Bobo and Santamaria play a unison pattern as a way 

to segue from 4/4 to 6/8 (see figure 6.13). 

 
Figure 6.13: Tumbao transition. 

Despite the rhythmic sophistication of the above transition, the 6/8 lasts only a 

very short time, and they move to a double-time 4/4. Santamaria ends the solo 

with a short guaguanco, which signals a unison rhythmic pattern, followed by 

Tjader on vibraphone, who plays the head out, ending the piece. 
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Though Concert by the Sea was favored by critics for its imaginative re-

workings of jazz and Latin standard tunes and styles, it is under-appreciated as a 

showcase for the power of percussionist Mongo Santamaria, and as an example 

of his central role in musical innovations which historians have more commonly 

attributed to Tjader alone. Without Santamaria and Bobo’s presence, the 

performance would still have been a highlight for Tjader, but without the influence 

of a fusion between jazz and Afro-Cuban music. 

Latino 

Although Willie Bobo and Mongo Santamaria were not quite household 

names, Tjader understood that their presence on his recordings would provide a 

sense of novelty and authenticity that would set his albums apart from other Cool 

Jazz artists of the period. Such authenticity was also shown through album cover 

art, denoting the sidemen in large type. One example is the cover for the album 

Latino (see figure 6.14). 
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Figure 6.14: Latino album cover. 

Latino was released in 1960, one year after the two albums entitled 

Concert by the Sea, Volumes 1 and 2.120 There are many performers listed on 

the Latino cover, including the featured Vince Guaraldi, Willie Bobo and Mongo 

Santamaria. With the exception of Guaraldi, this is the same group that had 

performed for the Monterey recording. Latino, along with the Monterey concerts, 

                                            
120 Eventually re-released as the Monterey Concerts, the show was actually a live 
recording of the “preview” concert for the Monterey Jazz festival on April 20, 
1959. 
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is a prime example that Bobo and Santamaria left Tito Puente for greater fame 

and fortune. The other performers were not a featured part of Puente’s group. 

With Tjader, they were treated as performers of equal importance and status. 

Tjader played to larger audiences of different ethnicities, whereas Tito Puente 

played for a mainly Hispanic audience. Within one year they were known to a 

larger demographic compared to their seven years spent with Tito Puente. 

Tjader’s group became a starting point for many other artists, including Poncho 

Sanchez and Vince Guaraldi, each having lucrative solo careers. 

All these musicians were featured on the album cover because they had 

all been part of Tjader’s breakout performance at the 1959 Monterey preview 

concert.  

Although the music on the disc itself clearly recognizes the new 

commercial and creative possibilities of a Latin-jazz synthesis, the disc’s 

packaging caters to much cruder stereotypes. The artwork is loaded with 

“Mexican” symbolism. The caricatures are wearing sombreros and zarapes, and 

moustaches adorn all of them. Although two characters are playing instruments, 

they in no way resemble the actual real-life musicians.  

The image portrays the band on the road. A chicken and a pig are part of 

the baggage. The eagle with the snake in its mouth perched atop the flag pole is 

particularly significant because this is a symbol, drawn from Aztec heritage, 

which appears on the Mexican flag. 

This image of Mexico with music that has no Mexican influence surely 

shows that Tjader had an audience in the West that was Hispanic, and California 
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had a large population of people of Mexican descent. It was a non-threatening 

design for rising middle class Anglo-Americans, and conveyed to this group that 

Hispanic culture was accessible to them.  

Cartoons, although mainly intended for a young audience, usually include 

subtle jokes that can only be understood by adults. Any foreign element to the 

music contained within is downplayed by the artwork on the cover. In the west, 

the Mexican-American populace had adopted a music traditionally taken from the 

Caribbean, moved to New York, and relocated to California.  

Despite the caricature contained in the cover art, it conveyed a deeper 

truth: both the music on the disc and the term “salsa” itself would traverse back to 

the East by way of Cal Tjader, much like the bus traveling across this cover.  

Soul Sauce 

In the wake of the Concert by the Sea recording’s success, and a much 

higher and more lucrative commercial profile on the West Coast, by 1964 Tjader 

was able to move from the Fantasy label to Verve. The latter company’s greater 

financial resources allowed him more generous budgets and better production. 

The presence of Creed Taylor as resident producer/engineer was particularly 

compatible with Tjader’s experimental goals: Taylor was a driving force for the 

introduction of bossa nova to America and the first person to produce a bossa 

nova album played by U.S. musicians. Soul Sauce, released in 1964, sold over 

100,000 copies, a significant “hit” for a jazz album. It appeared on Billboard’s top 

50 albums of 1965 and the top 20 list on radio stations across the country.  
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By 1964, Tjader felt sufficiently prepared with his jazz-Latin synthesis to 

create an entire album, Soul Sauce, using the inspiration of Latin grooves. The 

title track, originally a product of the Dizzy Gillespie/Chano Pozo collaboration 

which was a forerunner of Latin jazz, had been released on prior albums, but the 

1964 version, as a result of both timing and external details, was so great a hit 

that Tjader was virtually required to play it on every concert for the rest of his 

life.121  

The tune’s opening statement is a quick sixteenth-note phrase performed 

on vibraphone. Its realization as a cha-cha-cha, and the addition of a vocal call 

during the opening statement, certainly enhanced its popular accessibility. After 

the head, a two-bar riff is repeated over a C7, the piano takes over with the 

standard cha-cha-cha pattern for a G minor-C7 progression (see figure 6.15)  

 
Figure 6.15: Cha-cha-cha comping pattern.  

Tjader follows with a short solo and ends with a repeat of the opening statement 

before fading out.  

Other noteworthy elements are the constant vocal calls by Willie Bobo 

over the song and a loud quijada122 resounding on the first beat of every 

                                            
121 In Tjader’s later years he referred to it as “the national anthem.” Poncho 
Sanchez, Interview by Ian Rollins. 
122 A quijada is a dried out mule jawbone. When struck, the teeth rattle for a short 
period of time. The synthetic form of the quijada was created by the Latin 
Percussion Company and has now assumed the title of vibra-slap. 
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measure. Taylor’s and Verve’s greater production resources are revealed by the 

more extensive use of reverb and multi-tracking. 

Afro Blue, another staple of Tjader’s repertoire, is played differently than in 

the Monterey version: here, the Afro-Cuban rumba 6/8 bell pattern is performed 

throughout the track on guiro, which serves to lighten the bright and harsh sound 

that a cowbell might impose (see figure 6.16). 

 
Figure 6.16: Columbia with guiro playing cowbell pattern. 

The third track, Pantano, is named after the Pantanos de Centla of 

Southern Mexico, located within the state of Tabasco, a subtle allusion to the hot 

sauce bottle on the album cover. The tune is an early example of the style which 

became known as boogaloo, as it would be popularized by former Tjader 

sideman, Mongo Santamaria in his 1963 version of Herbie Hancock’s 

Watermelon Man.  

The next track is a bolero version of the standard Somewhere in the Night 

(see figure 6.17). 
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Figure 6.17: Somewhere in the Night bolero pattern. 

 Whereas, on earlier recordings of standard ballads, Tjader tended to retain jazz 

conventions, the addition of the bolero here maintains the unity of the album’s 

Latin conception.  

After a standard mambo aptly titled Mooramoor Mambo comes the track 

Tanya. The groove again foreshadows boogaloo and incorporates in the solos 

numerous blues licks.  

The next track, Leyte, is primarily interesting because of its 

autobiographical allusion to Tjader’s Navy service. It is also a ballad played over 

a bolero. 

Spring is Here is another Tin Pan Alley ballad set to a bolero, just like the 

aforementioned Leyte. Tjader’s interest in ballads worked smoothly against the 

slow tempo of boleros.  

Joao, a slightly faster-paced bossa nova, adds tambourine playing in a 

style close to the Brazilian pandeiro, and highlights the similarities between 

bossa nova and samba patterns. 123 This is logical, as the song’s titular 

dedication is to bossa nova specialist Joao Gilberto, and to the rich harmonic 

complexity of bossa novas.  

                                            
123 The pandeiro is a Brazilian tambourine and a part of the Samba school of 
instruments found in Carnival celebrations. 
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The next track is another version of Soul Sauce, which omits the earlier 

version’s quijada and Bobo’s verbal shouts. The use of female voice on the shout 

of “Wachi Wara” de-emphasizes the Afro-Cuban flavor and may have been a nod 

to mainstream radio broadcasts. Likewise, Monkey Beams references the new 

boogaloo style that would soon permeate California’s film and television industry.  

Ming is the only track that employs traditional jazz rhythmic approaches. 

This is the longest of all of the tracks at almost nine minutes in length, averaging 

almost three times longer than the others. This was due to the lengthy solos 

found so often in modern jazz. 

The last track is a blues-inflected riff on top of a mambo aptly titled 

Mamblues. This track was first recorded in 1954 and released on the album 

Mambo with Tjader, where the original recording utilized the talents of an entirely 

Latino group. The blues-inflected song had also been released on the previously 

mentioned 1961 album, Latino.  

Most of the songs in this album were mostly recorded on previous albums, 

sometimes more than once. They show the culmination of over a decade of 

experimentation, producing an album that was by all means a “greatest hits” for 

over a decade of work on Latin jazz.  

This inspired the phrase uttered by Willie Bobo in the recording session 

that led to the new genre-defining word, “salsa.” As the album cover implies, the 

famous Tabasco bottle associated with Louisiana relates the music to the 

beginnings of jazz (see figure 6.18).  
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Figure 6.18: Soul Sauce album cover. 

It reminds us that jazz was influenced by numerous world sources, and Tjader’s 

experiments only accentuate something that was around since the inception of 

jazz. 
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Conclusion 

The enormous reach of new media technologies during the 1950s, such 

as the transistor radio and the television, propelled the careers of new artists and 

musical creativity. These changes also affected the direction of radio 

programming. As the acceptance of black music invaded the expendable income 

of the teenager, and rock and roll became the new popular music, jazz was 

available as an art form available for experimentation.  By the end of the 1950s 

artists such as Miles Davis, Dave Brubeck, and Cal Tjader redefined the 

definition of jazz. It was no longer contested as white or black and East or West, 

and Tjader’s group was a part of the breakdown. It was integrated beyond the 

scope of black and white, and employed musicians from both coasts. As critics 

complained and the United States fought to integrate the nation, Cal Tjader 

calmly recorded and experimented without any intention other than to create a 

fusion of Afro-Cuban music and jazz.  

Throughout the course of audio recordings, there have been defining Latin 

moments, usually referred to as fads. There is not a single moment in this 

timeline where Latin influence cannot be seen, yet the breadth and scope of 

discussion on the subject matter is usually not integrated into the “black and 

white” system of historiography.  

This document is not meant to simply justify the importance of Cal Tjader’s 

individual inclusion in jazz historiography. The past decade has produced an 

increase in jazz writings that finally recognize the scope of Afro-Carribean 

influence on American music; with this study, I hope to add a justification for a 
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more comprehensive inclusion of Latino influence in studies of the development 

of American jazz. More than just an occasional collaboration between Chano 

Pozo and Dizzy Gillespie, a mambo craze, or the bossa nova, the Latin influence 

has always been an integral part of jazz since its inception.  Cal Tjader plays a 

crucial role in this development by providing an integral musical influence upon 

the careers of the musicians who followed after Chano Pozo, respecting Pozo’s 

accomplishments and carrying the torch through the course of the 1950s.   

Cal Tjader is the ultimate role model for 1950s jazz as he employed every 

characteristic of what makes it uniquely American, and is a model of the truly 

integrated group. He portrays an American art form that is syncretic beyond a 

simple dichotomy, but rather a triad.  

Most informed musicians would state that the term “Latin” is a vague 

description for a body of styles that reaches across numerous countries found in 

both hemispheres. As stated previously, Tito Puente referred to the music by its 

stylistic associations, such as cha-cha-cha or mambo. These references also 

include styles that were developed in America and thus the “Latin” designation 

pushed the inclusive influence of Afro-Caribbean music out of the way for 

decades of debates with primary concerns based in racism. The addition of the 

term “Latin” to jazz has distorted the importance of Latino influence in the 

development and creation of what is defined as jazz. It is an oversimplification 

and in many ways served racist goals, and by recognizing the limitation of the 

definition, we can recover the history of Latino influence in American music.  
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The influence of Latino culture in this country cannot simply be 

categorized as a subset of the term ‘African’. New Orleans, considered the 

birthplace of jazz, is a highly syncretic locale. As a major shipping port located at 

the mouth of the Mississippi river, it is representative of centuries of interrelated 

changes in style that are as important to the course of jazz as African-Americans 

are to its creation and constant evolution. 
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Appendix A 

Interview with Armando Peraza  

September 10, 2007 

ARMANDO: Hello Ian. I look forward to answering your questions. My responses 

will not be hearsay but my own first person point of view. 

IAN: Can you discuss why you left Cuba for Mexico? 

ARMANDO: In 1948, Mongo Santamaria left Cuba for Mexico to accompany a 

dance troupe named The Cuban Black Diamonds, starring a husband and 

wife duo named Paulito y Lillon. While performing in Mexico, Mongo 

became very ill. I was still in Cuba at the time and since he and I were 

good friends, I went to visit his mother to find out if she had heard from 

him. She informed me of his illness, at which time I decided to go to 

Mexico to see if I could help him. After waiting for a temporary visa to 

leave Cuba, I arrived in Mexico City and by this time, Mongo was feeling 

much better. He encouraged me to stay and join the Black Diamonds, 

where he would play congas and I would be on bongo. While in Mexico 

City, I also played with different Mexican groups and also recorded several 

movie soundtracks for the Mexican cinema. Mexico was a paradise for us 

as Afro-Cubans. At that time, racism against Black people did not exist in 

Mexico.  Mongo and I never felt so free in our entire lives. Now that we 

had experienced respect and total acceptance as men, we did not want to 

go back to Cuba and have to deal with the racism that unfortunately 
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existed in everyday life and especially the music business at that time. 

After staying for 6 months in Mexico, we left for New York City, along with 

the dance troupe and a world champion Cuban boxer named Kid Gavilan. 

IAN: What occurred during your short tenure in America? Why did Mongo and 

yourself leave the United States? 

ARMANDO: After we were in the United States for 7 or 8 months, Mongo left to 

go back to Cuba to obtain his residency visa. I stayed in the U.S. with 

bandleader Slim Gaillard and we traveled the country and wound up in 

San Francisco, where Slim owned a jazz nightclub named Bop City. I then 

went back to Mexico, where I stayed in Tijuana for 3 months while I waited 

for my residency papers. While there, I played with several Mexican bands 

along with Xavier Cugat's orchestra. I will always have a special place in 

my heart for Mexico and her people. They took me in and treated me with 

love and respect and I will always be grateful. 

IAN: What was the music scene like in Mexico? Did they enjoy ‘musica 

tropicale’? 

ARMANDO: The music scene in Mexico at that time was wonderful but Mexico 

has always been a country that loves music and dance. There was of 

course the traditional Mexican music of the Mariachi but since this was 

post World War II, they were really into the big band music of Glen Miller, 

Count Basie, Duke Ellington and the Dorsey Brothers. They enjoyed 

tropical music as well. 
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IAN: What was the relationship with Mexico and Cuba? It seems that during the 

1940s and 1950s many Cubans went to Mexico. 

ARMANDO: Mexico and Cuba have always enjoyed excellent cultural, economic 

and diplomatic relations. The Mexican people really embraced Cuban 

music and dance and they loved to dance Mambo, Cha-Cha and Rumba. 

The music and dance of Cuba was brought to Mexico largely by the 

Cuban baseball players and boxers that traveled regularly between Cuba 

and Mexico during the 30's and 40's. During our stay in Mexico, Mongo 

and I brought another dimension to the bandstand that they had never 

seen before. We were the young Turks of our time and we brought the 

percussion section to prominence in our music because of the skill, 

excitement and showmanship we brought to the stage. After Mongo and I 

left for the States, Perez Prado arrived in Mexico and performed and 

recorded many of his famous songs and albums. His band consisted of a 

Cuban percussion section, Cuban vocalists and the rest of the band 

consisted of excellent Mexican musicians. Perez loved Mexico, lived the 

rest of his life there and died in Mexico City. Also, as a side note, the city 

of Veracruz, Mexico, due to it's close proximity to Cuba, has always had a 

large Cuban population. You can see this mix of the Cubano/Mexicano in 

the physical features of the Veracruzanos and hear it in the music of this 

region of Mexico.   
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IAN: Why did Tjader leave Shearing and move to San Francisco? I also heard 

that he did not enjoy travelling as Shearing’s group did extensively and 

this impacted his decision to move back to San Francisco.  

ARMANDO: I don't know first hand about Cal Tjader wanting to stay close to 

home but I do know for a fact that he left Shearing because he wanted to 

start his own band. This was especially true after working on the album 

Los Ritmos Calientes in the mid 1950's. That record was originally was 

supposed to be my album, since I had selected the music and musicians 

for it. Unfortunately for me, the album was too good and the music 

company decided to give it to Cal. I am certain that race and the marketing 

angle of a Caucasian Latin Jazzer was the reason why. During that era in 

America, the record companies could make more money and have an 

easier time marketing an album if a White guy fronted the record or band. 

Later in the 1960's, when Fantasy Records gave Cal his own record 

company and since Cal had always felt guilty about what happened to me 

with the "Ritmos" album, he signed me to the label and recorded an album 

titled "Wild Thing". He selected all the music and musicians for that album, 

although I was able to add two of my own compositions to it so I could 

earn some money on royalties. 
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Appendix B 

Phone Interviews with Poncho Sanchez  

February 11-2, 2007 
 
IAN: How did you meet Cal? 

PONCHO: Was playing with a band called Sabor. It was run by a saxophonist by 

the name of Danny Sanchez. It had three horns and a rhythm section. 

They played mostly funk and a little of the West Coast Latin music, 

Mongo, Bobo, etc. We were playing at a club called The Press Club. This 

was predominantly a Latino club, but there was one white guy with a hat, 

glasses, and a cigar. I was 23 years old at the time. The guy said I sound 

great and bought me a drink. He said he was a personal friend of Cal 

Tjader’s and he was going to mention me to him. The group started 

laughing about it in disbelief. About a week later Cal was playing at a new 

club on Redondo Beach called the Lighthouse. It featured jazz. The guy’s 

name was Ernie Stills. He was at the club talking to Cal about me when I 

walked into the place. He pointed at me and I went down the stairs to 

introduce myself to Tjader. Tjader let me sit in that night. I made sure not 

to drink that night at the bar. Tjader’s conguero was Michael Smith. Dick 

Bird on drums, John Heard on bass. I played a tune and got a solo on it. 

Then Cal asked me to stay up on the rest of the set. I did four more tunes 

with him. One of the tunes was one that had not been recorded yet. Cal 

told him to lay off when the breaks were coming. I knew the tune because 

I had seen him so many times live, it freaked him out. He went “whoa”. He 
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does that. I gave him my name and number. At this time I got laid off from 

the aluminum plant. My oldest son is Monguito and youngest is Tito. About 

a week went by and he called me to play for a week at the Ambassador 

Hotel in Coconut Grove. This was a big place I had never been before. 

Then he asked me to play another date after that at Tom Hamm’s 

Lighthouse in San Diego.  

IAN: Did he still play a lot of old tunes? 

PONCHO: Ya, he mixed up the old and the new. He had to play Wachi Wara 

every night. He hated that tune. He used to call it the national anthem. He 

played Manteca, Leyte, etc. So I played the first set and he gave me a hug 

and kissed me on the cheek and said I sound like a young Mongo 

Saantamaria. That’s when he asked me to join the band. It was perfect 

timing since I just got laid off from the aluminum plant. I recorded about a 

dozen albums with him and got the Grammy with him. I was in the 

Philippines with him when he died. It was horrible. I couldn’t deal with it 

cause he was my musical father. He wanted to go to the Philippines more 

than anybody in the band. That was the third attempt for him to try and go. 

The first time was when he got the heart attack. The third time the doctor 

OK’d him to go. He had recovered from a heart attack about eight months 

previously. He wanted to go so bad because he was a medic that fought 

on the beaches there. He had to fly in a bed on the plane. He couldn’t 

sleep. He took his family and he never took them on these trips. He 

wanted to see the beach where they had the statue of Macarthur. As a 
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medic all he did was run around on the beach shooting guys with 

morphine. He would shoot people up until he ran out of morphine. Blood 

everywhere. That’s why Cal wrote those songs about the Phils. Leyte, 

Mambo Moorador. He was only 17 when he was on that beach. His mom 

had to sign for him to get in to the service. Before this time he won a Gene 

Krupa drum contest for the Bay area. He won the contest and came home 

excited only to find that when he entered the house his family was 

listening to the radio saying that the Japanese had just bombed Pearl 

Harbor. Shortly after he signed up for the war. When he revisited the 

beach they said he cried for some time. He wasn’t looking good on the 

trip. Before we left his lips and fingers were blue. I told him he don’t look 

good. I loved him and was very worried. I was naïve. I was from the 

neighborhood. The only travel I’ve only had was with Cal. He didn’t like to 

travel. He stayed in the Northwest. I never went to New York with Cal 

Tjader. I would beg him to go to New York. He would say to me there’s 

twenty conga players in line waiting to sit in. 

IAN: Do you think that he always had that attitude about New York? 

PONCHO: Oh ya. It’s a rat race. It’s a hassle. He went back to the hotel after the 

beach. The doctor was called that night. He was real grouchy and he was 

always a sweetheart. It was out of character for him. They sent president 

Marcos’ private physician to see Cal. The hotel was a top rated hotel. 

Guys with white gloves. We were very comfortable, but Cal was sick. The 

doctor was a woman. She looked at him for four minutes and said he had 
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to go to the hospital immediately. Cal didn’t want to go. They took him out 

into this massive lobby and we were all walking out with him and he said “I 

would rather be playin Wachi Wara than sittin in this damn chair.” We got 

him to the hospital and it was hot and muggy everywhere. The facilities 

were nothing like here. We were waiting and they had tons of doctors on 

him. He had been in there about an hour and an alarm went off. He had a 

heart attack. About twenty minutes later they wanted to put a hole in his 

neck for establishing an airway. His heart stopped beating for fifteen 

minutes. I said doesn’t that mean he’s a vegetable. They weren’t for sure, 

like he’s in a coma. During the coma he had another heart attack. They 

came out again and said that if he comes out of this he would be a 

vegetable. We went back to the hotel. We couldn’t believe this was 

happening to us. There was a local band at the hotel asking us to sit in. 

The last thing I wanted to do was play. I felt bad, because nobody knew 

what was goin on. Most people thought the concerts were still goin on. 

The concerts were sold out at the big center which had the Thrilla in 

Manila. I sat in, but I didn’t know what I was doin. We couldn’t sleep all 

night. I was worried. The next day he was pronounced dead. It was close 

to Cinco de Mayo. They had on the news an announcement about 

returning tickets. The news had a picture of him. Cal was in this Neptune 

society where they cremate you. He didn’t want any flashiness. Over there 

was like in Mexico. When somebody dies you do all kinds of crazy shit. 

They were forcing their traditional rituals on him. We wanted to go home 
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early, but the travel season had sold out airlines. It was hard to get out. 

They almost sent him home in a military cargo transport. Cal ended up 

flying home with us in the luggage part of our plane. The family was 

freaking out for the twelve hour flight. We were all very upset. The plane 

ride was a nightmare. We arrived in San Francisco. Cal’s brothers were 

there. Younger brother Curry Tjader played drums with the Baja Marimba 

Band. His older brother was there too. I left to catch my flight to LA. I was 

alone on that flight. I was very depressed. That’s when I realized that I lost 

more than my musical best friend, but my job, too. Concorde wanted me, 

but the band wasn’t good enough yet. I had to pay my guys on those gigs 

without taking anything home myself. About six months later I did my one 

contract recording for Concorde.  

[Question lost in recording pertains to Mongo Santamaria and Willie Bobo’s 

reasoning for leaving Tito] 

PONCHO: Benny Velarde is still alive. He has throat problems. He was still 

looking good. Luis Miranda lives in Las Vegas. He was using local guys in 

San Francisco. Cal went back to New York to see Tito Puente’s group. 

Mongo was playing congas and Bobo playing bongos. Armando played 

with Shearing. Cal saw them in Tito’s band. He asked them to join his 

band. One time I was talking to Mongo. Mongo got Bobo the bongo gig, 

but started as the band boy (roadie). The crowd would want Tito to play 

vibes so Bobo could play timbales. Tito was incredible, but Willie had his 

own thing. When Tito played vibes, Willie played timbales. Cal loved Tito’s 
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band and they were both good friends. When Mongo was telling the story, 

Mongo said, “Willie told me Cal wanted us to join the band. When Willie 

say ya, I say no.”  

IAN: I saw in some interviews with Mongo, people asked why would you leave 

Tito for Cal? Mongo said that there was a larger audience 

PONCHO: There may be some truth, but Cal was playing small venues too. Cal 

didn’t play any large festivals until I was with him. The Monterey concerts 

were small. They were in a little concert hall in Monterey. The concert hall 

was actually near Pebble Beach. Clint Eastwood was mayor of that town. 

That concert hall was about 400 pushing it. Now it’s some kinda cultural 

center for the rich folks. There could be some truth to fryin bigger fish for 

them. They were probably tired of the New York thing too. There were 

only one nighters. Here they were doing three gigs in one night. They 

probably wanted a jazz audience where Tito didn’t. Cal just loved them 

and that meant a lot. They moved out with their families. Mongo shortly 

thereafter started his charanga bands with Fantasy. Bobo played timbales 

in that group. They got in a argument and Willie left and did his own band. 

He hit it big with Spanish Grease on Verve. The charanga died out and put 

the horns together and signed with Columbia with Watermelon Man. He hit 

it big on the AM dial. He found La Lupe who did all the background 

laughing and singing on the records.  

IAN: It seems that some albums covers had Mexican oriented cartoons. Why did 

this occur? What is your take on the Mexican influence? 
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PONCHO: Look for the artist name. It’s probably the same guy that did them. I 

asked Cal. It’s been such a long time I don’t remember. The take I get on 

that is that in those days, especially in California, nobody knew about that 

music. Cal was mostly popular in the west. It was the first small band that 

could play jazz and latin jazz. He started that whole style. Fantasy didn’t 

know about Cuban and Puerto Rican music. They probably hired an artist 

that was probably a friend or someone from the area. The only thing this 

guy knew was Mexico. The stuff we have out here. He went for that flavor. 

In those days, a white guy wouldn’t know anything. They were cute and 

kinda cool, but it had nothing to do with Cuban music or New York. One of 

the funniest ones was the latin concerts with the bullring with the band in 

the middle and the bull watching the band. The people in the audience 

included somebody giving the finger, a sign that says Nixon go home, 

another sign that says US go home, a woman showing her tits. I 

remember thinking when I was a kid that it was nasty stuff. Years later I 

thought Cal was ahead of his time letting people do that on the album 

cover. 

IAN: How much say did he have in that? 

PONCHO: Probably not much. Usually I don’t care what is on my album cover. 

Sometimes I would want something specific. We’re into the music. The 

cover doesn’t mean much. Maybe every fifth record I’ll put my two cents 

in. I really don’t care. I think Cal was the same. Cal had a good sense of 
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humor and probably saw the art and said it looks funny and took it. Check 

out the artist name. 

IAN: There was a 1957 Down Beat article where he made a statement to the 

effect that Latin music was simple and he preferred bop. 

PONCHO: Back in those days it was simple. Nowadays the arrangements are 

elaborate and deep. There are so many different types of bullshit now. 

Then there’s the hardcore bands with heavy arrangements. Francisco 

Torres is a great arragner. Bands haver to rehearse that shit. Back in 57 it 

was very simple and bebop was the thing to play if you want to look like a 

musician. Musicians considered that the shit. I could see him sayin that in 

57. I never asked him about that. The latin music was simpler, but with Cal 

he made the small combo hip by taking jazz tunes and making them latin 

or vice-versa. The music was more hip to play. 

IAN: The quintet setting seemed out of the ordinary. 

PONCHO: In those years there were only big latin bands. Cal was ahead of his 

time. Salsa wasn’t even a word yet. It was called mambo, cha-cha-cha, 

musica cubano, or musica tropical. They had the big mambo bands, but 

Cal doesn’t get credit for putting it in this small format. He made it hip with 

a jazz approach, making it more sophisticated. I think Cal should get more 

credit for that. All of his musicians were credit. 

IAN: This small ensemble created more freedom. 

PONCHO: They fuckin’ played their asses off in this setting. Everything was 

natural in those days. No synthetic heads. They would have to play the 
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shit out of them. They would have to tune them constantly. Bobo told me 

one time about a gig with Cal where one of the conga lugs poked a hole in 

the bongos from a drunk. Bobo said in the old days we would poke holes 

in the head with a cigarette or cigar so the head wouldn’t tear. The head 

lasted a couple of months. They would slam a cowbell on the ground to 

get the buzz out of the bell or change the tone.  

IAN: Throughout your life have you noticed any issues with your background 

compared to Caribbean players 

PONCHO: I’m a Chicano. I was born in Laredo, moved to LA when I was three. 

For me, I taught myself to play. I listened to the records when I was a kid. 

My Chicano friends listened to oldies or rock. I never liked the Beatles or 

Stones. I didn’t buy that stuff. I bought the soul stuff. My friends thought I 

was crazy for learning congas. When I first started I went to the park in LA 

and on every Sunday there’s guys playing at the park, there’s even Puerto 

Rican guys out there. I saw thirty guys banging on all kinds of shit and 

drinkin’ and smokin’ weed. I played for a little while and got tired of that 

shit. Further up on the hill there were some Puerto Ricans and Cubans 

playin’ up there and I liked all the rumba they were playin’. Then I asked if 

I could play with them. A guy asked if I was Cuban or Puerto Rican. I said 

I was Chicano and the guy said Chicanos can’t play congas. I stayed and 

watched them play. I went next week and tried again with the main 

drummer guy. Some guy lefft his drum, a quinto, and I jumped in and 

started soloing and they let me play for about fifteen minutes. The guy 
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said your father or mother must be Cuban or Puerto Rican or something. I 

said I’m a Chicano. Man, you’re the only Chicano I ever heard play like 

that. There was some truth to that because few Chicanos could play that 

stuff or cared to play it. I remember later when my group played at the 

Village Gate in New York for the first time and Tito, Patato, Manny, all 

kinds of our heroes were there. They wanted to see if these Chicanos 

from LA could play. They weren’t there to be friends; they wanted to see if 

the Chicanos could play. I only had two albums out by that time. They sat 

there and liked what they saw and heard. They already judged us before 

they heard us. They liked it and I became friends with all of them. I’m good 

friends with Eddie. It took a while to get there. I had to fight for it. Really it 

is their music, not ours. Latin jazz belongs to all of us. If you’re an 

American, it’s yours. Latin jazz started when Dizzy met Chano. It belongs 

to America. It’s American. I’m proud of that being an American. Cal was 

traveling in the Midwest with Bobo and Mongo and Hewitt. They were in a 

station wagon and stopped at a hotel for the night. It was late and they 

were tired. The guy said the white guys could stay, but the two Negros 

couldn’t stay. Cal said many times that happened and would stay on the 

other side of the tracks where everybody could stay. He said one time that 

they weren’t black, they’re Cubans. And let them stay. This was before 

Castro so it was usually okay. Some drummers like Peraza couldn’t speak 

English. They would be on their own in a hotel by themselves. Peraza ate 

ham and eggs all the time because it was the only thing he could order. 
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These guys have their own horror stories. Myself I had a little bit of it, but 

those older guys had it worse. 

IAN: Cal and Tito were friends, but were there issues with Cal being a white guy 

playing their music. 

PONCHO: Cal would call himself a gringo. Cal didn’t play second fiddle to any of 

those guys. He was the best vibes player in that realm. He was melodic, 

but the other guys were rhythmic. They gave him a hard time for his 

drumming. He admitted to me he played like a gringo on congas and 

timbales. He played his own way. He comes from a vaudeville family. 
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Appendix C 

Phone Interview with Bayardo “Benny” Velarde  

July 17, 2007 

IAN: How did you meet Cal? 

BENNY: Cal was playing in 1950 with Shearing in New York at the Birdland. It 

was right across from the Palladium in New York. Mostly Latin bands like 

Tito Puente, Rodriguez, Machito were playing there. He said the band 

would go check out the Latin music there. And, Cal told me that when he 

came back to San Francisco, he decided he wanted to form a Latin jazz 

quintet, which in those times was called Afro-Cuban jazz in New York. He 

got some local musicians like the Duran Brothers, Manny Duran and 

Charlie Duran. The Duran brothers were good friends of mine because I 

had worked with them before around the city. So they called me up and 

told me Cal was thinking of forming a Latin jazz quintet and he wanted to 

hear me play. So I said fine. I went to play the audition and he liked the 

way I played so he asked me to join the group and I said ya. That is how 

we started.  

IAN: You played mostly congas with him at first? 

BENNY: When I started I played congas, but timbales was my main instrument. I 

said, look Cal if you want to get the quintet better you should have a 

conga drummer and let me play timbales. He didn’t even know what 

timbales were so I showed him what they were. During those times, 

especially on the west coast, nobody knew much about timbales or 
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anything like that. Like I said, my main instrument is timbales even though 

I know how to play congas and bongos.  

IAN: You grew up in Panama.  

BENNY: I was born in Panama and stayed in Panama until I was fifteen years 

old.  

IAN: What was the music like in Panama? 

BENNY: It was very good. At those times it was during WWII. And, a lot of Cuban 

musicians used to go to Panama. It was good money for the Cuban 

musicians because of the war. Miguelito Valdez, Perez Prado used to play 

there. [Many Cuban singers were named here, but I was not sure what he 

was saying.] In those times they would get paid $1000 a night in Panama.  

IAN: So, there was great interest in Caribbean music. 

BENNY: Ya, you know the difference (similarity) is that we all speak similar 

language (dialect) in Panama, Santo Domingo, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. 

[He mentions something about Nicaragua, not quite understandable.] 

IAN: So, when you were fifteen you moved straight to San Francisco 

BENNY: Yes, me my mother and my brother.  

IAN: Why did that move occur? 

BENNY: In Panama marriage was like a very sacred thing. My mother wanted to 

divorce my father. We were not rich and we were not poor either. My 

mother had a reputation because my brother became minister of 

education in Panama. So, she wanted to divorce my father for what 
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reason she never told me. So, the only way that she could do it was to 

move to the United States. 

IAN: When were you born? 

BENNY: September 6, 1929. 

IAN: So, let me do the math. You met Cal at the age of… 

BENNY: I was about 19. It was 1952 or 53. I played with him for almost four 

years. 

IAN: What kind of venues did you play with Cal? 

BENNY: We played mostly nightclubs and we did a couple of jazz tours. One of 

the clubs at the time was Arombe [Not sure about the name of the club]. It 

was at one time the Blackhawk, I don’t know if you ever heard of it. All the 

great players at the time used to go to the Blackhawk. When we were not 

traveling it was the place for the band. 

IAN: What kind of crowds did you play for? What was the ethnic background? 

8:50 

BENNY: Well, the quintet really caught on. And, every place we went we would 

pack the place. We used to go to a place in Los Angeles call Sardie’s Jazz 

Land. The first place was a very small club, but then they moved across 

the street. It would hold about 150-200 people. And, a lot of stars came to 

hear us. [Difficult to understand at this point.] There used to be a radio 

show that would broadcast across the land, from the west coast to the 

east coast. We used to play some Latin ballrooms and people would 

dance to our music.  
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IAN: Were the Latin ballrooms an integrated crowd? 

BENNY: Yes, yes, yes.  

IAN: What were the issues here involving segregation? 

BENNY: We had some problems because at the time one of our conga players 

was mulatto. We were playing a club in Las Vegas. We were playing with 

another group of black singers. The black singers when they were on 

break would have to go straight up through the kitchen. They wouldn’t 

even let them out on the floor. My conga player friend, Luis Miranda, he 

would walk around the club. So, one night I remember we were sitting at 

the blackjack table and Luis came over and sat by me at the table. Then 

the floor manager came over and stopped the dealer from dealing cards. 

And, he came over to me and asked if the black man was with me, and I 

said he was Cuban. He said, well then its okay since he’s Cuban. And, the 

dealer started dealing again. 

BENNY: I had an experience like that after I left Cal. I formed my own quintet. 

And, I started playing in the clubs. At that time it was the Copacabana. 

When Cal broke up our group it was late 1956 or 1957. So, the rest of the 

band decided to form a group. And, there was music all over on the 

Broadway strip in San Francisco. It was about five blocks long. And, all 

you could hear was music. So, we opened at the Copacabana. So, I met 

this Cuban singer, dancer and fell in love. I took a break from the club and 

went to Cuba to marry this lady. So, I went to Miami, thinking I could do 

something in Miami. Nothing happened. So, I decided to go back to San 
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Francisco. So, the owner of the club said, why don’t you form a group and 

you can stay at the club. So, I hired a black guy to play with me at the 

club. [The name was stated, but I couldn’t comprehend it.] He was a vibe 

player and he was a great vibe player. I had a Panamanian piano player 

[again, name was not easy to comprehend.] The club was doing really 

good, we used to pack them in all the time. I was there for about ten 

years. One day we were asked to go play in Las Vegas. They said, by the 

way, you have to get rid of the two black guys. I told them no. If they don’t 

go we won’t go. And so, we didn’t go.  

IAN: What was the crowd like as far as ethnicity in Los Angeles and San 

Francisco. 

BENNY: Well, the Copacabana had everybody. They were just there to dance. 

You had black, white, Latino, Italians, you know. They used to come there 

to dance. And, we never had a problem. That was funny because in those 

times there was a lot of racism around. So, in this club, that never 

happened. 

IAN: I was wondering what you think about Cal’s statement in a 1957 Down Beat 

article that he would rather play straight-ahead instead of Latin. Latin was 

simplistic. 

BENNY: I don’t know, because I wasn’t with him at that time. He formed our 

quintet because he loved the Latin rhythms. So, when he said that 

statement I don’t know why he said that. Maybe he was having problems 
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with the new group. When I was playing with him he never said nothing 

like that. 

IAN:  Describe your personal relationship with Cal. 

BENNY: We were very good friends. I remember he called me up when Vince 

Guaraldi died. Vince was a good friend of mine, too. After I left the group 

and I would go see him, he would invite me to play a few tunes with him. 

We were always good friends.  

IAN: The quintet instrumentation. He seemed to be doing this with Shearing…. 

BENNY: Shearing was playing with Armando Peraza. Armando Peraza was the 

conga drummer with Shearing. In his quintet he started playing straight 4/4 

jazz. Sometimes before the endings he would play two, three or four Latin 

tunes and Armando would come up and play congas. So, that’s how he 

started the sound of Latin music. He [Cal] wanted to be a part of that 

scene; he fell in love with it. That’s as far as he told me. 

IAN: How do you feel about his influence on Latin music at the time? Do you 

think that he helped to bring to a wider audience? 

BENNY: [Phone connection was lost and this is where it resumes.] He became 

very popular after he was getting written about and discussed. We started 

traveling after that.  

IAN: So, you traveled a bit with him. I heard that Cal left Shearing because he did 

not like to travel much. 

BENNY: the first trip started in LA, then we went to Detroit, then we went to (?), 

then Baltimore, then Washington, then New York. We used to travel for 
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two or three weeks and that was it. Then we came back and that’s when 

the Blackhawk hired the band.  

IAN: So, did this travel occur because he wasn’t getting enough locally? 

BENNY: No, no, no.  

IAN: Could you tell me anything about Max and Sol Weiss, Fantasy records? 

BENNY: Cal started playing with Dave Brubeck. He did a couple of 45s and then 

he was asked to do an LP with them.  

IAN: What’s your take on the Mexican slant on the album covers? 

BENNY: Most of the Latin people living in San Francisco were Mexicans. I don’t 

know why. 

IAN: I had an assumption that the Mexican covers would appeal to a wider 

audience, that maybe people of other ethnicity had related Caribbean 

music with Mexico. 

BENNY: No, no, no. One tune named Lucero became very popular, so that’s not 

the case. 

IAN: Did you learn much from Tjader about the music business? 

BENNY: No doubt about that. I learned because he was very professional. I 

learned about respecting the music because it was part of our lives. He 

showed me a lot about showmanship. When you’re on the stage you 

perform the best that you can. Professionalism, I learned all those things 

from Cal. At that time I was starting in the music business. I played before 

with local Mexican and Chilean (?) bands. It wasn’t the most professional 

thing, so I learned a lot. 
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IAN: I noticed in Fantasy’s sessionography he was alternating sessions with a 

Latin group and a straight-ahead group.  

BENNY: After he broke up our group, he went into the mode that Shearing was 

doing, where he would play jazz for the first thirty minutes or whatever, 

and then he would call up the Latin guys for the rest of the night.  

 


