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            This is the story of how we begin to remember1

            This is the powerful pulsing of love in the vein

            After the dream of falling and calling your name out

            These are the roots of rhythm

            And the roots of rhythm remain

            Paul Simon, ‘Under African Skies’viii

         

         
            
849Notes

            1 This is the story of how we begin to remember: lyrics to ‘Under African Skies’ by Paul Simon. Words and music by Paul Simon. Copyright © 1986 Paul Simon (BMI). International copyright secured. All rights reserved. Used by permission. Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

         

      

   


   
      
         
xi
            Preface

         

         Late one afternoon in 1999 in New Orleans, I found myself handing out $20 bills to some ace local horn players who were adding parts to an album called Mardi Gras Mambo by the Cuban all-star group ¡Cubanismo!. To Jesús Alemañy, the band’s leader, their playing was never quite right and he kept demanding retake after retake. The group would roll their eyes, check their watches, mutter about having to get home to change before a gig that night, and I would bribe them to stick with it for another fifteen minutes. The problem was that they laid back on the beat with a sensual Big Easy cool. Cubans, on the other hand, generate their sexy grooves by sticking to the task with rigour, the rhythm section meshing together with the precision of a Swiss watch. When we finally got a take that made Jesús, if not entirely happy, at least ready to move on, I took a moment to ponder what I had just witnessed. The album was conceived as a celebration of links between the musical cultures of New Orleans and Havana; both were born in Africa, then shaped by colonial slavery and had borrowed freely from each other over the centuries. How did their rhythmic sensibilities come to be so different? I parked that question in the back of my mind. One day, I thought, I’d look for the answer.

         Having grown up on the North American side of that divide, I’d immersed my youthful self in the holy trinity of blues, jazz and rock ’n’ roll, then added British folk to the mix when I moved to London and embarked on my career as a producer. I always loved the stories behind the music: Elvis shyly asking the Sun Records receptionist how much it would cost to record a demo for his mother’s birthday, Louis Armstrong inventing scat-singing when he forgot the lyrics, James Brown lurking in the crowd at a Georgia roadhouse, watching Little Richard’s every xiimove, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards meeting by chance on a Dartford railway platform … I was also inspired by music’s power to unsettle and outrage authority: Billie Holiday’s shocking rendition of ‘Strange Fruit’; 1950s kids defying parents and preachers to flock to rock ’n’ roll shows; and ‘We Shall Overcome’ empowering demonstrators and infuriating cops during the Civil Rights era.

         Music from over the horizon came to me in flashes: my mother’s Édith Piaf and Carmen Miranda 78s, a bit of flamenco guitar, some African drumming, bouzoukis on the jukebox in a Greek restaurant … As a producer, I never felt limited by genre or style, so when opportunities arose to work with South African, Indian and Jamaican musicians in the 1960s and ’70s, I took them eagerly. The circle widened when I started my Hannibal label in the eighties: Bulgaria, Mali, Hungary, Cuba and Brazil. After forty years in the business, I took a step back and wrote a memoir about music-making in the sixties. I was often asked if the next one would be about the seventies. No, I thought, I’d rather write about the puzzle of that hard afternoon in the Big Easy instead.

         The answers I found involved both Dizzy Gillespie and a 1552 Islamophobic edict by the king of Spain, which seemed like a pretty good start, so I decided to keep going. Along the way I discovered, among many other things, why the Soviets hated Bulgarian women’s choirs, that afrobeat began with a subscription to an American jazz magazine, why so many artists, from Caetano Veloso and Gilberto Gil to Ivo Papasov and Fela Kuti, ended up in prison because of their music, how Frank Sinatra owed his career to a French tango singer from Buenos Aires and why Charles Dickens wrote an angry polemic against a Zulu choir that visited London in 1853.

         This is not an academic book; it travels back in history and across the globe – from Africa to the Caribbean and Latin America and through Europe to South Asia and back – following the circular flows of musical influence and the interconnectedness of cultures. Rhythms get traced back to their roots, then forward to show how they shape so much of the music we all know so well. This journey brings to life the little-known backstories and the personalities at the heart of the process, characters as colourful and unforgettable as the stars of Western popular music.xiii

         Modern technology has been a mixed blessing for music, but it has certainly brought more of it within reach than ever before. Just as knowing the stories behind them can bring sounds to life, hearing the music enriches the stories. Writing this book has expanded my listening – and my record collection – beyond measure. I now hear habanera syncopation, pentatonic scales and notes between the notes everywhere. It may be rash to suggest that reading about music can be as enjoyable as listening to it, but my aspiration for this book is that it will open readers’ minds and ears, as mine have been, to a wider, richer musical world.xiv

      

   


   
      
         
1
            I

            Mbube

         

         Malcolm McLaren was bored. It was 1982 and the glory years of punk were ancient history. Managing his new protégés Bow Wow Wow was turning into a tedious music-business job: promo meetings, tour schedules, B-sides. He tried to liven up the group’s sound by playing them Burundi drumming and Balinese gamelan records, but they weren’t interested. For the album cover, he shot a pastiche of Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’herbe with fourteen-year-old singer Annabella Lwin in the nude. Her mother reported him to the police, but the incident provoked little of the precious tabloid outrage generated by the Sex Pistols saying ‘fuck’ on television.

         At a New York music conference, Malcolm had met Afrika Bambaataa, who took him to a Bronx schoolyard for a Zulu Nation gig. The absence of any other White faces in the crowd made him nervous but the scratching, rapping DJs amazed him. Hiphop was outsider music – just like punk! – and ripe for a well-connected impresario to make his fortune. But that would have been too simple. No, McLaren had to add his own surreal vision to the mix: folk dancing! His antidote to disco would have kids joining hands to ethnic beats remixed by Bronx DJs. He played a clip of Jimmy Stewart singing ‘Buffalo Gals’ in It’s a Wonderful Life to whoever would sit still long enough to watch it. And who would be the face of this musical revolution? Why not Malcolm himself? It was time to bring his light out from under the bushel of management. So what if he couldn’t carry a tune? With his charm, the force of his personality, he could pull it off.

         Malcolm signed a deal with the British Charisma label and enlisted Trevor Horn as engineer/producer. Horn was the perfect partner, a pioneer of electronic pop who, when asked about the possible negative effects 2of computers on music, responded: ‘On the contrary, technology will liberate us from the tyranny of technique!’1

         They took a Fairlight sampler to the city McLaren called the ‘cesspool of nations’,2 recording Dominicans in East Harlem and rappers in the South Bronx. A trip to Appalachia for hoedowns proved fruitless, but back in New York they found a team of ‘double-dutch’ rope-skipping girls from Harlem; Malcolm could see them starring in a promo video. He persuaded ex-girlfriend Vivienne Westwood to open a folk-dance-themed boutique called Nostalgia of Mud, inspired by a line from a play by Emile Augier (‘nostalgie de la boue’), referring to sophisticates’ inclination towards the primitive. But he still hadn’t found the magic beat to set the project alight. Perhaps Bambaataa’s group was on his mind; at some point Malcolm watched a video of Zulu, starring Michael Caine. The sight of thousands of warriors massed along a ridge, spears raised, singing in rich harmonies and stomping out complex rhythms before charging into the British guns at Rorke’s Drift, stirred something in the McLaren breast. ‘That’s a tribe that’s worth meeting,’3 he told Horn. After hearing some tracks of the Zulu wedding music known as mbaqanga, he boarded a flight to Johannesburg.

         In Soweto, where Whites weren’t allowed past sundown, Malcolm dodged police, slept on floors, hung out in shebeens, ‘slept with a few Zulu girls’,4 booked a session with members of seventies mbaqanga outfit the Boyoyo Boys, and sent for Horn. They spent a couple of weeks cutting tracks, took everything back to London to mix and registered the tunes in McLaren’s name. (A music publisher had advanced him £60,000 against composer’s rights on the album, so the songs needed to be credited to him.)

         Their hiphop version of ‘Buffalo Gals’ reached the UK Top Ten, but British kids didn’t respond to the Zulu beat of the follow-up ‘Soweto’, a remake of ‘He Mdjadji’, by Mdjadji Shirinda and the Gaza Sisters. A South African music publisher took note, however, and sued for copyright infringement. McLaren’s mbaqanga-filled Duck Rock LP flopped; to this injury was added the insult of the Earthworks label’s release of Duck Food, a compilation of the original versions of the songs Malcolm had appropriated. The whole shebang, square dance, hiphop, mbaqanga and 3McLaren’s tuneless singing, sank beneath the waves of the American market with hardly a ripple. Duck Food inspired Earthworks’ Indestructible Beat of Soweto series but Charisma lost their shirts. Vivienne Westwood’s ‘Mud’ collection launched her solo career as a fashion designer. McLaren moved on; opera, he decided, would be the next big thing.
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         In the summer of 1984, an unmarked tape featuring those same Boyoyo Boys found its way into the box of cassettes that kept Paul Simon company as he drove from Manhattan to Montauk, Long Island, where he was building a house. Simon’s 1983 reunion tour with Garfunkel had been a triumph, but his latest solo album, Hearts and Bones, hadn’t sold. Over that summer,5 as he pondered his next move, the 1977 compilation Gumboots: Accordion Jive Top Hits Vol. 2 became his favourite driving music. The tracks were all instrumentals and he found himself singing over them.

         The tape sounded oddly familiar, like fifties rhythm and blues from a parallel universe. He figured it was African, but where? When he found out, his first thought (having turned down a Sun City invitation because of the anti-apartheid boycott) was ‘too bad it’s not Zimbabwe’. He asked Quincy Jones’s opinion: ‘Don’t worry about it,’ was the response, ‘it’s not like you’re going out there to cut a track with the white guys!’ Harry Belafonte suggested he clear it with the ANC, but he preferred Jones’s advice. Art, Simon believed, shouldn’t need permission from politics to come into being.

         In February 1985, straight off a flight from London, Simon sat in a Soweto bar with Boyoyo Boys sax player Barney Rachabane as the jukebox pumped out Parliament/Funkadelic. When he explained what he was after, Rachabane protested: ‘Why do you want that old-fashioned stuff?’ He could put together a tight modern band for him, hot as Bootsy Collins and those American funk boys. His guys could play anything! Hux Brown, Jackie Jackson and Winston Grennan, one of reggae’s great rhythm sections, had voiced similar objections when Paul went to Jamaica to record ‘Mother and Child Reunion’ in 1971. But Simon didn’t care about ‘modern’; he liked classic styles, music with the spontaneous virtuosity and deep roots of the doo-wop and R&B he’d grown up with in 1950s Queens. 4

         I first met Paul in the mid-sixties when he was an expat working the British folk circuit. He had developed an affection for English traditional music and was particularly taken with Martin Carthy’s elegant way with a ballad. His good taste served him well: his adaptation of Carthy’s version of ‘Scarborough Fair’ became a famous part of his score for The Graduate. Simon also revered gospel quartets, recording ‘Loves Me Like a Rock’ with the Dixie Hummingbirds and borrowing an invocation from gospel-show preaching for the title ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’. Another old-fashioned melody that caught his ear was the turn-of-the-century Peruvian parlour song ‘El Cóndor pasa’: ‘I thought there was no reason music from another culture couldn’t be popular music.’

         Paul booked Ovation, the Johannesburg studio McLaren and Horn had used three years earlier, and summoned Roy Halee. Halee is Trevor Horn anti-matter, an engineer who loves recording groups live in the studio and produces rich, clear, three-dimensional sounds. Ovation had plenty of isolation booths, but Halee placed Simon and the others in a semi-circle in the middle of the room. Paul hadn’t written any lyrics yet, so they just cut take after take of mbaqanga grooves, looking for a magic feel. The $600-a-day pay scale and Simon’s assurances of fair composer credits had dispelled much of the lingering McLaren-inherited mistrust, but when Halee brought everyone into the control room for the first playback, the atmosphere shifted dramatically. The excited musicians had never heard their music sound so rich, so powerful – so world-class! Paul decided to extend his stay. It wouldn’t be just a track or two, like that trip to Jamaica; he could hear a whole album sounding like this.

         There were hiccups, of course. One accordionist went after Simon with a knobkerrie when asked to repeat the part he’d played correctly again and again. Paul struggled with the extra beats and bars the musicians added when the feeling took them. The more they played, the more intense, complex and subtle the music felt to him. The tracks were so strong, they intimidated him: ‘It took a long time before I had the courage to start writing words over them.’ As a result, he says, some of the Graceland lyrics are ‘the best I ever did’.

         When he heard the accordion flourish at the front of the track that became ‘The Boy in the Bubble’, he knew it would open the album. ‘It 5was like an announcement: you haven’t heard this before!’ Zulu songs often start that way, with mouth-bow or voice in the countryside, then acoustic guitar or concertina as the music migrated to the cities. As a fanfare heralding the birth of the ‘world music’ phenomenon, it was perfect.

         I ran into Simon at a party that autumn in London, where he was recording ‘Homeless’ with the Zulu vocal group Ladysmith Black Mambazo. When he told me what he’d been up to I was sceptical. I owned a few Ladysmith records and had brought a treasured mbaqanga LP back from a trip to South Africa in 1970. In 1982, when my brother urged me to release a Ladysmith album on my Hannibal label, I had dismissed the idea as uncommercial. Now, as Simon talked, I felt the instinctive defensiveness of the aficionado when his arcane enthusiasm starts to become popular (particularly when said aficionado’s label seems about to miss the boat). Paul sat me down next to him, put a cassette in the stereo and – in a room full of chattering guests – proceeded to sing most of Graceland in my ear as the extraordinary backing tracks poured from the speakers. ‘Do you think it will sell?’6 he asked.
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            This music contravenes apartheid’s determination to deny blacks not just a reasonable living but a meaningful identity … [A] rock and roll … of unimaginable vitality, complexity and high spirits was somehow thriving in apartheid’s face.7

            – Robert Christgau on Graceland in the Village Voice, 1986

         

         There is a theory, nicely documented in Leslie Woodhead’s film How the Beatles Rocked the Kremlin, that the boys from Liverpool did more to bring down the Soviet Union than its delusional Five-Year Plans or Reagan’s arms race. A Russian friend told me about his first fifteen seconds of hearing ‘Girl’ on the banks of the Moscow River in 1974: ‘I realised immediately that whatever this music was, it represented the Truth, so everything I had learned up until that moment must be a Lie.’8

         The South African government was initially delighted with Graceland, largely because anti-apartheid organisations were so appalled. The UN placed Simon on a blacklist of ‘sanctions violators’; Howard University’s 6student body voted to condemn the ‘racist’ project. (No one condemned the South African productions of Athol Fugard plays earning rave reviews in London and New York, though they seemed equally guilty of breaking the boycott.) Yet when White South African kids brought home the new Paul Simon album and put it on the turntable, housemaids looked up from scrubbing the floor and said, ‘That’s our music.’ Smug grins were wiped off Boer faces as the world took Graceland and the culture it celebrated to its heart. Liberals were forced into awkward U-turns; no-nonsense activist Hugh Masekela publicly defended it (and would later join the Graceland tour) while one ANC official conceded that it was ‘strengthening the people in their resistance’.9 The UN lifted Simon’s blacklisting in time for the Grammys.

         During their promotional visit to New York for the album’s launch (including an appearance on Saturday Night Live), the nine members of Ladysmith Black Mambazo performed at the Brooklyn home of South African friends of mine. Their voices swooped and crooned, each one part of an elaborate mosaic. In a thrilling inversion of the Rockettes, their legs kicked for the ceiling on a grace note before stomping emphatically on the downbeat. I had imagined I knew their music, but that evening the full glory of its sophistication and strangeness was revealed, hand-in-hand with Graceland’s mass-media ubiquity as the ‘You Can Call Me Al’ video appeared in heavy rotation on MTV. Chevy Chase and Simon enter a pink room; Chase lip-synchs Simon’s vocal while the latter mouths some harmony parts and mimes playing a few instruments. The contrast between the bland White faces, the jokey set and clownish performances and the powerful, exotic rhythms with an emphasis on growling bass notes, both vocal and instrumental, was surreal. When the touring began, Simon showcased not only the album but South African music in general, giving featured spots to Ladysmith, Miriam Makeba, Hugh Masekela and to the backing band. ‘We used Paul as much as Paul used us,’10 said guitarist Ray Phiri. Ladysmith leader Joseph Shabalala called Simon ‘Vulindlela’ – the man who opens the door. The group was invited to appear in Michael Jackson’s Moonwalker video.

         The only non-Graceland artists to benefit from the bull market in South African music were Mahlathini and the Mahotella Queens, a 7combined powerhouse of talent and mbaqanga’s biggest stars. Mahlathini was a ‘groaner’ whose rough, deep tones were known in South Africa as his ‘goat voice’ but marketed to northern hemisphere audiences as the ‘roar of the Lion of Soweto’. France’s Angoulême Festival invited them to headline the 1987 edition and they stayed on to record Paris–Soweto, an album that sold more than 100,000 copies in Europe. Volume after volume of Earthworks’ Indestructible Beat of Soweto compilations – each containing a few Mahlathini tracks – flew out of LP bins.

         If Graceland provided a taste of Zulu popular music, Mahlathini and the Mahotella Queens delivered a full dose of the real thing. The Queens decked themselves out in a stylised version of traditional Zulu garb, with dazzling headgear and brightly coloured skirts a good deal shorter than those worn in Natal villages. On some album covers, Mahlathini looks like a smooth Township operator in dark suit and fedora, but he often appeared onstage in an off-the-shoulder lion skin like the one Louis Armstrong wears in the musically thrilling but otherwise embarrassing 1930 ‘soundie’ Rhapsody in Black and Blue.

         Mahlathini’s harsh voice was a fantastic instrument, eclipsing the sandpaper standards set by Tom Waits or Satchmo himself with its power and musicality. The interplay between him and the Queens is pure African call-and-response while his domineering interjections evoke America’s finest gospel preachers. The Queens’ vocals veered from unison to a Zulu take on the Andrews Sisters, while behind them the Makgona Tsohle Band drove an even more powerful mbaqanga beat than Simon’s rhythm section. For me and for many others, Mahlathini and the Mahotella Queens became the embodiment of South African music during the intense years of the late eighties and early nineties.
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         ‘Intense’ is an understatement. The Thatcher and Reagan governments tried to deflate the Anti-Apartheid Movement that had been active since the 1960s by declaring Mandela’s ANC a ‘terrorist organisation’. But Jerry Dammers and The Specials’ magnificent 1984 single ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ helped breathe life into the cause, as pressure on South Africa continued to build through cultural and sporting boycotts, economic embargos 8and disinvestment campaigns. Two months after Graceland’s release, in October 1986, Congress overrode Reagan’s veto, enshrining sanctions in law and prodding other countries to follow the US example.

         Simon was criticised for avoiding South African politics in his lyrics. ‘I’m not a good “angry” songwriter,’11 he says. ‘It was my job to express the utmost respect for these great musicians by writing the best songs I could. It wasn’t my role to express their anger. I showed another side, where there was laughter, dancing, where life was being celebrated.’ The awed affection Simon felt during those Johannesburg sessions came through loud and clear in the rhythmic complexity and sensuality of the production. The world had heard South African music before, but mostly as novelty; Graceland was mass-market serious, even sexy. A culture that had been infantilised and suppressed was being embraced by a world most White South Africans longed to rejoin. For the fourteen million who bought the record and the crowds who went to the concerts and festivals, musical enthusiasm crossed effortlessly into political sympathy; how could they fail to want Nelson Mandela freed from captivity?

         The anti-apartheid surge climaxed on 11 June 1988 as a worldwide audience of sixty-seven million watched the Mandela birthday concert at Wembley Stadium. Simon and the Graceland musicians weren’t invited; organiser Tony Hollingsworth told me that lingering bitterness within the movement for Simon’s ‘sanctions-busting’ had ruled them out. A galaxy of stars – Eric Clapton, Dire Straits, Stevie Wonder, Peter Gabriel, the Eurythmics, Simple Minds and Sting – set out to unhook Mandela from the ‘terrorist’ tag and succeeded brilliantly. The line-up was a sobering reminder of the mainstream’s aversion to ‘foreign’, though Mahlathini and the Mahotella Queens, Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela were added as afterthoughts – the latter two out of respect for their long association with the movement and the former at the suggestion of music journalist Robin Denselow. Mahlathini’s mbaqanga stood up against the rock phalanx a bit better than did Makeba or Masekela, but most broadcasters cut to news bulletins during the African sets or edited them out of delayed transmissions.

         Horrified right-wing politicians pressured the BBC to drop the concert, but Hollingsworth’s team had made their deals with the networks’ 9entertainment departments and no executive wanted to miss out on the great ratings. Activists chafed against the ‘no political speeches’ rule, but there was no arguing with the concert’s impact. On 11 February 1990, Nelson Mandela was freed from prison and began negotiations with the South African government. Dammers, Hollingsworth and Graceland had together created a ‘Walls of Jericho’ moment. What was actually taking place on the streets of South Africa, though, was very far from what the northern hemisphere audience imagined.
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         Total number of plays for the Buena Vista Social Club on commercial Latin radio in America? Zero. Oh Brother Where Art Thou? (another Grammy winner) on country stations? Likewise, zilch. Once Muddy Waters had played the Newport Jazz Festival and toured Europe, how many Black DJs played his records? Cultures in which these artists blossomed had grown ashamed of such ‘old-fashioned’ music. Their audiences were middle-class and White, radio exposure strictly NPR and BBC. The same was true for the South African phenomenon, only more so; to Mandela’s ANC youth fighting on the streets of Soweto, Ladysmith and Mahlathini represented not just a shamefully acquiescent past, they also represented the enemy.

         In northern hemisphere news reports, street fighting before and after Mandela’s release was shown as Black youth against police and soldiers. But there was much African-against-African violence as well, with the Zulu Inkatha movement pitted against the ANC. Inkatha, created in the 1920s to defend Zulu hierarchies and traditions against both the White man and the modern world, had long received government support as a counterweight to the pan-tribal urban culture that threatened the ‘Homelands’ system. Many Zulus defied tribal politics and joined the ANC, but Inkatha leader Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi insisted that ‘no one escapes being a member [of Inkatha] as long as he or she is a member of the Zulu nation’.12

         Between Mandela’s release and the 1994 elections, more than fourteen thousand South Africans (mostly ANC supporters) were killed.13 Not only did the government provide Inkatha with arms, they tilted regulations 10to help it seize the initiative in the Townships. Knobkerries, traditional Zulu clubs, were protected as ritual objects while all other weapons were outlawed. In October 1992, there was a massive impi (fighting team) march through central Johannesburg in full regalia; non-Zulu gatherings were forbidden. Government agents in blackface were spotted leading Inkatha battalions into ANC neighbourhoods.

         Township residents feared the ‘country’ Zulus, most of whom stayed in hostels on short-term contracts. The migrant workers, in turn, hated the citified isazis (Zulu for ‘clevers’). Rural Zulus were often brought to the city specifically to fight the ANC, having been told it was a threat to their traditional ways and their honour; ANC-led strikes were seen as a plot to keep Zulu men from desperately needed jobs. Mandela and much of the ANC leadership were Xhosa, and for someone from that nation to fall amongst an Inkatha impi during those violent years was often fatal. Mandela, who had learned to respect Zulus and taken part in indlamus (Zulu martial ceremonies) while in prison, wanted to make a deal with Inkatha, but was overruled by the ANC executive committee.

         While liberals in Europe and North America were discovering Ladysmith and Mahlathini, many right-wingers fell under a Zulu spell of their own. Laurens van der Post, Conrad Black, Jimmy Goldsmith, Prince Charles and zoo-keeper/gambler John Aspinall all visited KwaZulu-Natal and counted Buthelezi as a friend; by the mid-eighties, attending Zulu feasts and expressing enthusiasm for the culture had become a coded anti-ANC, pro-apartheid signal. Zulu objections to being subsumed in Mandela’s ‘Rainbow Nation’ put a positive spin on the government’s ideology of ‘separate development’.

         By the mid-eighties, enthusiasm in South Africa for mbaqanga and isicathamiya (the a cappella form in which Ladysmith were the greatest stars) was almost exclusively Zulu. Like the regulars at the shebeen where Paul Simon and Barney Rachabane planned Graceland, ANC comrades preferred American funk and disco. English lyrics were seen as modern and anti-tribal, while tradition-based music played into the hands of the government’s divide and rule strategy. These tensions invaded the Graceland tour: longtime exile and ANC stalwart Miriam Makeba 11resented14 Ladysmith’s presence and cold-shouldered them throughout. Joseph Shabalala took Simon to a feast given by Buthelezi; Paul recalls being uncomfortable with the fierce tribalism – to say nothing of the on-the-spot cattle slaughtering.

         Shabalala insisted he was never anti-ANC: ‘If you sing the truth,15 it is political. We give people back their melodies, their harmonies, and it gives them power.’ But in the wake of the student strikes of the mid-seventies, Township youth had rejected every aspect of tradition, burning down shebeens, smashing liquor bottles and destroying halls where singing competitions took place. Their fury extended to sangomas (tribal healers), many of whom were ‘necklaced’, meaning burned to death inside gasoline-filled tyres. After 1976, Mahlathini and other ‘old-fashioned’ singers had seen their bookings evaporate; a late-eighties Johannesburg concert to celebrate his success abroad drew fewer than a hundred people. Inkatha impis, meanwhile, often wore traditional costume, dancing and singing as they went into battle against the ANC.

         In the decade before the 1976 uprising,16 80 per cent of South African recordings were Zulu despite only 26 per cent of the population being from that nation. Habits die hard: mbaqanga instrumentals were sometimes used as backing tracks for defiant songs by marching students, much to Buthelezi’s distress. His mother, Princess Magogo, was a singer and composer of praise songs, an ethnomusicologist who had instilled in her son a deep affection for Zulu music. As the violence escalated, he used it as a divider, condemning imported soul as anti-African and attacking Zulu musicians who performed anti-apartheid songs.

         Zulu resistance to the modern world and their sense of entitlement goes back centuries, as does the world’s fascination with them and their music. Graceland was not an aberration; it wasn’t even the biggest-ever Zulu-based recording. A few months before Malcolm McLaren began his folk-dance crusade, a remake of one of the twentieth century’s most popular songs hit #1 on the UK singles chart. Tight Fit’s video is a ridiculous bit of camp from a very silly year. But no other piece of world music has ever come close to matching the popularity of this song about a young boy in the KwaZulu bush. 12
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         What is it about the male falsetto? On the greatest live rhythm and blues recordings women in the crowd can be heard screaming when BB King, James Brown and Sam Cooke break their voices. You’ve seen footage of teenage girls fainting when Lennon and McCartney go ‘oooo’ in ‘I Saw Her Standing There’. I share Paul Simon’s admiration for the late Rev. Claude Jeter of the Swan Silvertones, the greatest falsetto singer ever recorded. Is it androgynous sexual bravado, an evocation of orgasm, or perhaps the shamanic imitation of an animal’s cry from a prehistoric hunters’ ceremony? Did the Pharaoh’s eunuchs sing in ancient Egypt? Did castrati remind aristocratic Europeans of our Rift Valley origins? None of these questions is answerable, but we can say that no falsetto vocal has been more widely imitated than Jay Siegel’s on The Tokens’ recording of ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’.

         ‘In the jungle, the mighty jungle / The lion sleeps tonight.’17 That melody originated in a one-take, spur-of-the-moment improvisation during a 1938 recording of ‘Mbube’, a song about a Zulu boy braving lions in the Natal bush. The singer was Solomon Linda, leader of the Original Evening Birds, and he always sang fasi pathi – the falsetto part. Zulu men, more than those of any other southern African nation, left families at home and worked on temporary contracts in the cities; women being such a key part of Zulu musical tradition, falsetto vocals compensated for the lack of female voices in the new urban life.

         Solomon Linda had come to Johannesburg from the remote Msinga Valley, where he grew up with the traditional Zulu vocal harmony known as isigubudu, after the way cattle horns curve inward, touching the body of the animal. Arriving in Jo’burg, he formed the Evening Birds to compete in the singing contests that were a staple entertainment for urban Zulus. Tall and a sharp dresser, Linda added slick footwork and a second bass voice to make his group stand out. The rural Zulu economy is based on cattle; they love singing about herd-boys defying and occasionally ganging together to kill a lion. ‘Mbube’ is such a song.

         Eric Gallo emigrated from Italy to South Africa in the late 1920s and started a business importing hillbilly records. While Whites may have 13had more money, they lacked Africans’ passion for music and Gallo soon built a recording studio and hired Sotho former choirmaster Griffiths Motsieloa as talent scout for his eponymous label. Motsieloa didn’t have far to look: Solomon Linda was packing 78s in the Gallo warehouse.

         Motsieloa felt the first two takes of ‘Mbube’ didn’t do it justice, so he invited the banjo, guitar and piano players waiting for the next session to join in and give it extra energy. On the master take you can hear Linda hesitate before starting his golden descant over those two bassos riffing ‘uyimbube, uyimbube’. The recording was released on the day Hitler invaded Poland. By 1948, it had sold over 100,000 copies and that Zulu vocal style had become known as ‘mbube’.18 The Evening Birds were paid the normal pittance for the session and it never occurred to Gallo – or to Linda – to register the song or to calculate and pay composer royalties. The group became stars, but Linda kept his day job in the shipping room; ‘singer’ was not a recognised employment category for the government pass he needed to avoid being sent back to Msinga.

         Helped by ‘Mbube’, Gallo grew to dominate the South African record industry. After the war, they secured local distribution rights to the American Decca label and, hoping for some reciprocal business, sent samples of their best-selling titles to Decca’s New York office. The box languished in a corner until Alan Lomax, who was working on a field-recording project for the label, took it home to the apartment he shared with Pete Seeger.

         Intrigued, Seeger brought ‘Mbube’ to his group, The Weavers, and ‘Wimoweh’ (Seeger’s mishearing of uyimbube) became their showstopper. It might have topped the hit parade as their follow-up to ‘Goodnight Irene’, but early in January 1952, just as ‘Wimoweh’ reached #6, the House Un-American Activities Committee opened an investigation into The Weavers’ politics. Nervous radio stations dropped it and the group went into a decade-long eclipse.

         A few years later, the cover versions began: Yma Sumac, Jimmy Dorsey and the Kingston Trio among many. In 1960, when The Tokens proposed recording it, the RCA producer insisted it needed an English lyric. Veteran songwriter George David Weiss (‘Wonderful World’, ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love’) turned Linda’s one-line improvisation into the 14central melody and wrote some verses the group hated. Initially a B-side, ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ started getting play in Massachusetts, spread rapidly down the East Coast, then soared like Siegel’s falsetto to #1. The album cover featured a girl in a nightie with a large cuddly lion.

         Over the years, ‘Wimoweh’/‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ has become one of the most-played, most-covered, highest-revenue-generating copyrights of all time, including serial visits to the Top Ten by falsetto-flaunting singers in America, Britain and France. (The stuffed lion reappears in Tight Fit’s 1982 video.) There were, of course, lawsuits. As an arranger of ‘traditional’ material, Pete Seeger earned composer royalties on ‘Wimoweh’ from The Weavers’ and other 1950s versions. Gallo challenged, theoretically on behalf of Linda, although they had no publishing contract with him. They ended up with a share of ‘Wimoweh’ and though Seeger asked his publisher, Howie Richmond, to make sure Linda got a taste, nothing made it past a Johannesburg law office until long after the singer’s death.

         Weiss’s publishers took the view that ‘Lion’ was an entirely new song, a position Richmond and Gallo contested. After years of skirmishing everyone ended up with a share except Solomon Linda. When Disney included it in the score of The Lion King, the sums involved became astronomical. In 2000, Rolling Stone ran an account of the song’s complex history by Rian Malan, scion of a powerful Afrikaner family (whose uncle was behind the ‘arms to Inkatha’ scheme). This helped trigger a sizeable payment to Linda’s daughters, then living in poverty, but the copyright itself remains out of their reach. The endless covers of ‘Lion’ now include versions by Chet Atkins, R.E.M. and the New Zealand Army Band.
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         The Zulu language is vast and complex: 19,000 words (as many as Shakespeare’s English) with eight classes of nouns governing the inflection of verbs and adjectives. Zulu speech is measured and dignified; before urban migration, slang was non-existent as it was considered shameful to speak ungrammatically. Zulu words often end in long vowel sounds, ideal for holding harmonised notes. Music is almost entirely vocal; without the large trees native to Central and Equatorial Africa, drumming has 15less prominence. The roots of the mbaqanga beat lie in the twanging of mouth-bows and the foot-stomps of singers as they celebrate a marriage or intimidate their enemies.

         Like other Nguni peoples of southern Africa, Zulus sing in harmonies based on the mouth-bow’s overtones and, like most cattle cultures, they sing a lot. Zulus mark weddings, births, deaths, feasts, battles and every kind of military ceremony with music. Praise songs maintain tribal memory, and Zulu history, particularly around the turn of the nineteenth century, is worthy of Homer (with footnotes from the Kama Sutra).

         Zulu boys and girls were expected to give each other sexual pleasure and, since penetration was not permitted before marriage, they learned to be inventive. When, in 1787, young chief Senzangakona fell for the gorgeous Nandi at a secluded pool, that he should amahle indlela with her was unremarkable, but they got carried away and she fell pregnant. Senzangakona was obliged to marry her, but she suffered the disdain of his favoured wives. Nandi and her son Shaka eventually moved back to her family kraal, where another chief, Ngomane, spotted the boy’s potential for leadership.

         Shaka’s rise to power, the Oedipal victory over Senzangakona’s impis, his revolutionising of Zulu military tactics and the vast conquests (stretching from the Indian Ocean to the Drakensberg Mountains and from the Tugela to the Usutu Rivers) parallel Napoleon’s roughly contemporaneous career. There were further echoes of the great Corsican as Shaka undermined the power of the sangomas and attracted the fiercest warriors and most original minds from across southern Africa; generals he trained broke away to found the Matabele and Shona kingdoms and conquer lands as far north as Tanzania. The few Europeans to visit his capital were struck by its order and cleanliness (Zulus like to always ‘smell of water’) and by the disciplined displays of his troops. Shaka was also a fine singer and composer, renowned for his punning wordplay; Mahlathini’s and Shabalala’s vocals provide modern evidence of how Zulus relish the sounds and subtleties of their language.

         Apartheid apologists would seize on the movements of groups displaced by Shaka’s campaigns to create myths about the Boers settling a land to which no African nation had an established claim. Portuguese 16sailors, however, had traded with Nguni speakers on the Natal coast since the end of the fifteenth century. By the time Shaka was murdered in 1828 he had turned a scattering of chiefdoms into an empire; Brits and Boers, during the same period, were squabbling over control of the tiny Cape Colony.
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         An alternative view of the American Revolution is that it wasn’t so much unfair taxes that angered the Colonists as the unnerving growth of the Abolitionist movement combined with British reluctance to break treaties and massacre inconveniently located natives. Licking their wounds after surrendering to the upstarts at Yorktown, the British took Cape Town from the Dutch in 1795. If they thought the Boers (Dutch for ‘farmers’) would be more manageable than the obstinate and bloodthirsty Yankees (or have a different agenda), they couldn’t have been more wrong.

         Like many North American settlers, the Boers were religious fanatics in search of an Eden. The Cape was perfect: no jungles (the lyrics of ‘Lion’ notwithstanding), no tse-tse fly, endless stretches of arable land and a climate mild enough for even the weediest Whites to survive and prosper. The fact that, like most such promised lands, it was already inhabited was unfortunate, particularly for the sitting tenants. Cheap labour was essential, but a slave economy worked best with ocean (or desert) between victim and homeland. Malay slaves were imported from the Dutch East Indies, but with limited success. Lascivious behaviour among settlers, sailors, Malays and local Khoikhoi (once known as Hottentots) turned Cape Town into a ‘Sodom’ of inter-racial couples and their offspring, who, centuries later, would constitute a third classification under apartheid, the ‘Cape Coloureds’. The horrified Boers fled up the coast and inland, seizing locals’ land then ‘employing’ them with ever harsher abuse and wage-cheating.

         The British imposed a semblance of the rule of law, honouring (for a time) treaties with defeated kingdoms and allowing Africans to appeal against cruel treatment and non-payment of salaries. Though few colonial officials were seriously concerned with native rights, to the Boers it was an outrage to treat Africans as anything other than the sub-human 17children of Ham. The first Boer martyr was Cornelis Bezuidenhout, killed in 1815 by police after refusing to answer charges brought by his servants.

         British settlers established libraries and a postal system and cherished their connections to the outside world. Boers yearned for isolation, were suspicious of schooling, hated books, banned music and wanted to carry out God’s plan for White domination without interference. Missionaries who converted and educated the locals infuriated them; respecters of African rights, souls or traditions were accused of ‘Rousseau-ism’, much like being called a ‘liberal’ in today’s America. (Archbishop Colenso, persisting in his view that natives who had died without hearing the Gospel were not necessarily burning in Hell, became one of nineteenth-century South Africa’s most reviled figures.) Over the course of the century, the Dutch continued to move north and east, while back in London Parliament debated the cost of chasing them. In 1867, after an African girl spotted a sparkling stone in a creek bed, the argument was settled in favour of pursuit. Cecil Rhodes built railways, first to the vast troves of diamonds and then to the world’s richest gold mines.

         The Boers’ counterpart to Rhodes was Paul Kruger, a man who read only religious tracts and helped found the Dopper Kerk, the most rigidly fundamentalist sect in a culture with plenty of competition. At the dawn of the twentieth century, the inevitable Boer War for control of South African diamonds and gold introduced the world to the concentration camp and the machine gun. Like post-Reconstruction American southerners, the defeated Afrikaners (as the more urban Boers now called themselves) imposed a vicious regime of racial suppression with few complaints from the exhausted victors.
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         Charles Dickens’s response to an 1853 London performance by a thirteen-strong troupe of Zulus was that they should be civilised off the face of the earth.19 ‘If we have anything to learn from these noble savages’, he wrote, ‘it is what to avoid.’ The show, however, was a hit; English audiences loved the powerful singing as the company enacted a wedding ceremony, cooking a meal and preparing for battle.

         18That last part was still very real. When Shaka’s successor massacred Boer leader Piet Retief and a hundred of his party in 1838, ‘Zulu’ – a name no twenty-first-century marketing consultant could better – became a byword for savagery. In 1879 at Isandlwana, a Zulu impi wiped out an 800-strong British regiment, surpassing the Sioux triumph over Custer at Little Big Horn three years earlier; widely reprinted drawings showed warriors with plumed headdresses, tooth necklaces, spears, cow-hide shields and feathered leggings. Like Sitting Bull and the Sioux, Zulus were thrillingly bloodthirsty and box-office gold. (Hollywood’s take on Isandlwana is called Zulu Dawn, stars Burt Lancaster and Peter O’Toole and includes tom-tom drumbeats straight from a Lone Ranger TV show.)

         Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Zulus starred in what Eric Hobsbawm called ‘giant new rituals of self-congratulation’;20 as European powers coloured in the maps, Expositions and World’s Fairs packaged and paraded Africans, South Sea Islanders, Orientals and American ‘Indians’. Crowds swarmed around the mocked-up villages while often ignoring engines, gadgets and streamlined designs in the next aisle. No World’s Fair was complete without a company of Zulus performing impi war dances and singing wedding songs while showing off their finery and their bodies. Astonishing victories over White armies had made them heroes to oppressed peoples; parades at the New Orleans Mardi Gras have been led for more than a century by Black celebrities chosen as that year’s ‘King of the Zulus’. A year before Isandlwana, a Zulu troupe performed in Paris at the Folies Bergère.

         In 1892, a Zulu choir arrived in England for a concert tour. Half the programme was performed in formal dress and featured beautifully harmonised Gilbert & Sullivan and Stephen Foster songs; after the interval, the group reappeared in blankets and headdresses, the women bare-breasted as they sang ceremonial songs. Critics were befuddled:21 some praised the strong, expert singing while deploring the nudity; others thought the ‘civilised’ repertoire nowhere near as interesting as the traditional material; one was apoplectic in his conviction that they must be fakes as no real Zulus would be tame enough to stand onstage in a coat and tie and sing to a hall full of Englishmen. At the Greater Britain 19Exhibition in 1899, De Beers presented a heavily guarded demonstration of diamond-processing; many of the skilled and well-dressed polishers, sorters and clerks were Zulus. In a nearby exhibit, loin-cloth-wearing fellow Zulus acted out ‘primitive’ village life; warriors and polishers no doubt met for a drink after work.

         At the ‘Savage South Africa’ exhibit the same year, military officials still smarting over Isandlwana tried to have the Zulus’ battle dress and martial singing banned, but public demand forced them to back down. The savagery of Africans – missionaries in a cooking pot! – became a cliché of Boy’s Own adventures, cheap novels and history texts. This despite the fact that African warfare had consisted largely of ritual combat until clashes with heavily armed and merciless Europeans demonstrated the quaintness of that approach. As photography and new modes of mass communication brought the sickening reality of the Crimean, Boer and American Civil Wars into the homes of the burgeoning middle classes, savagery needed to be deflected onto ‘un-civilised’ peoples. Darwinism added a twist: if the wealthy nations could no longer claim to be ‘chosen by God’, their material success demonstrated that, in their eyes, they were fitter for survival. The further back on an evolutionary scale colonised peoples could be placed, the more comfortable Europeans and Americans could feel in oppressing them. For some, ‘primitives’ became a repository of the spirituality and connectedness that seemed to be evaporating from the industrialised world. Observers of the throngs around model Tahitian, Sioux or Zulu villages began using the word ‘nostalgia’ to describe a new form of sadness, a discomfort with the headlong pace of urban life.

         The British took their revenge for Isandlwana, carving up the province they named Natal and giving the best land to White farmers. The proven policy of squeezing Africans onto small patches of infertile land, then hiring their desperate menfolk to work for starvation wages was less successful with Zulus: many took one look at a mineshaft and refused to go down. They preferred becoming houseboys, clerks, janitors or wagon drivers (to this day the Soweto taxi business is controlled by Zulus). In rural areas, ‘kaffir laws’ meant agricultural work resembled slavery, including the right of farmers to punish with the whip. In 1906, Bambata 20(McLaren’s Bronx mentor’s hero) led an uprising against unfair taxes and land confiscations; in the suppression that followed, Zulus were hunted down like game.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Protestant missionaries arrived by the boatload; by the middle of the nineteenth century, South Africa was the most God-bothered land in all Creation. Many Africans were drawn to Christianity by the implicit promise of inclusion in a materially successful culture, and by the fact that churchmen tended to treat Africans slightly better than did most Whites. Music, including learning to play a Western instrument, was also an important lure. Getting to grips with the Sankey & Moody hymnal wasn’t difficult; the Bantu people of southern Africa had been improvising harmonies all their lives. As one European (unusually open-eared for the nineteenth century) observed, ‘Many of the native songs … are very intricate compositions, in which the different parts are adjusted to each other with ingenious nicety.’22

         First in the line of evangelical fire was the nation that, two centuries later, would take the lead in political protest and the singing that energised it. Just up the coast from the Cape Colony in the fertile Transkei are the Zulus’ cousins the Xhosa. The two can understand each other’s speech, though isiXhosa is studded with clicks (‘Xh’) borrowed from the region’s original inhabitants, the Khoisan or ‘Bushmen’ (and made famous by half-Xhosa Miriam Makeba’s ‘Click Song’). When mines and factories began recruiting, many Xhosa moved permanently north since the Transkei was too far from the Rand for easy travel back and forth. They took quickly to urban life, loosening their connection to traditional ways; much of Black South Africa’s political leadership has been Xhosa, as have many of the country’s best jazz musicians and popular singers. The contrast between their response and that of the Zulus to the Anglo-Dutch invasion marked South African politics and culture from the start.

         Xhosa monarch Ntsikana embraced Christianity in 1816, composing the hymn ‘Ulu Thixo mkhulu’ (Thou great God), based on a Xhosa praise song. Whites were horrified: ‘insufferable to the musical ear’, ‘little better than a deadened howl’ and a ‘low monotonous native air’23 were a few 21contemporary responses. In fact, it’s a beautiful melody still widely sung, but most missionaries were deaf to African music. Just as the Xhosa were obliged to ‘cast off redness’ (their traditional ochre body decoration) and adopt modest Western dress, they also had to abandon the sliding notes and pentatonic scales of Nguni song and learn to sing like Europeans. A Xhosa expression for conversion to Christianity was ‘to give up dancing’. One Xhosa leader, Nxele, recanted his conversion, urging his people not to ‘pray with their faces on the ground and their backs to the almighty – but to dance and enjoy life and make love, so that black people multiply and fill the earth’.24 He smeared his body in ochre and led 10,000 warriors against the British garrison at Grahamstown in 1819. Captured, he became one of the first prisoners of Robben Island and drowned ‘while attempting to escape’.

         Steve Biko, the murdered founder of the Black Consciousness Movement of the 1970s (a Xhosa, although he never emphasised that aspect of his heritage), described the missionaries’ efforts:

         
            The missionaries stepped up their terror campaign on the emotions of the people with detailed accounts of eternal burning25 … [T]hey argued that theirs was a scientific religion and ours a superstition – all this in spite of the biological discrepancy which is at the base of their religion! … [T]he converted … were taught to ridicule and despise those who defended the truth of their indigenous religion. With the ultimate acceptance of western religion, down went our cultural values!

         

         Xhosa were the first South Africans to confront the contradictions of the ‘civilising’ mission of Christianity. Many learned English, dressed like Europeans, abandoned traditions (notably polygamy) and sang ‘correctly’ in church. The more satisfactory Whites found their behaviour, the more it marked ‘advancement’. But neither social acceptance nor responsible jobs were ever on offer.

         
            
               
                  I turn my back on the many shames26

                  That I see from day to day;

                  It seems we march to our very grave

                  Encircled by a smiling Gospel22

               

               
                  For what is this Gospel? 

                  And what salvation?

                  The shade of a fabulous ghost 

                  That we try to embrace in vain

               

            

         

         wrote Xhosa poet Jonas Ntsiko in 1884. Another African observed: ‘At first we had the land and the White man had the Bible: now we have the Bible and the White man has the land.’27 The divide between Africans seeking White approval and those who had no interest in it found its most vivid expression in music. And with the arrival of a group of Black Americans in 1890, South African music was changed forever.

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘Just our coons,’28 explained the captain of the Confederate gunship Alabama in 1862, following a sensational impromptu concert by the (enslaved) crew at the Cape Town docks during a refuelling stop. Subsequent musical inroads from America were less authentic: by the 1870s, minstrel shows were all the rage in the Cape Colony. Whites blacked up; Xhosa incorporated their traditional music into the minstrel-show format and put on shows for workers from other parts of South Africa. For descendants of Malay slaves, the minstrel tradition continues to this day.

         In post-Civil War America, music had become a cultural battleground. Southern and northern Whites united in their love of minstrelsy, which managed the neat trick of paying tribute to the music of the very people the shows were designed to ridicule. Countering this were the Jubilee choirs, their spirituals a symbol of Black dignity and aspiration. (They were named for the Old Testament’s ‘Jubilee Year’ tradition, in which slaves were occasionally set free.) Though relatively sedate compared to modern gospel music, the singing was inimitably African-American, safe from appropriation by Whites armed with a burnt cork.

         When Orpheus McAdoo brought his Virginia Jubilee Singers to South Africa in 1890, the effect was electric. Here was a group of free Blacks, singing, in the words of a Cape Town critic, ‘as if they were lifting up their voices in praise of God with hopes of liberty’.29 From the 23opening song of their first concert, they resolved the question of how hymns should be sung. As thrilled as Black South Africans were, White churchmen were horrified; the joyful noise of the Jubilee Singers bore little resemblance to the sombre intonations they were teaching. Jubilee singing also, by implication, raised the issue of African languages and Christianity; the flowery cadences of Nguni speech had been hard to reconcile with the staid metres of Anglo-Saxon compositions, but this African-American style was liberating. (As Xhosa composers began merging traditional melodies and language with the structures of Christian hymns, Zulu preacher Isaiah Shembe inserted Christian phrases into shamanic chant while wearing the animal skins of a sangoma.)

         Close on the heels of the Jubilee Choir came Black American preachers from the Abyssinian Baptist and AME (African Methodist Episcopal) churches. Over the next twenty years these new sects, their hierarchies free from White control, gained converts all over South Africa. Many Abyssinian churches practised ‘lining out’: call-and-response singing with roots in West Africa. This could lead – heaven forfend! – to improvisations, the building up of rhythmic intensity, hand-clapping and foot-stomping. Missionaries became alarmed when even their own choirs began to ‘move’, forcing some to permit ‘uniform movements under the control of a conductor’.30 The Catholic Church in Brazil, Cuba and Mexico had responded to similar pressures by tolerating African slaves and indigenous peoples grafting their gods and their music onto Christian saints and rituals. For puritanical Protestants, this was inconceivable. A scene in Malcolm McLaren’s beloved Zulu has missionary Jack Hawkins’s daughter watching dancing Zulu girls suggestively offering knives to their chosen warriors; Ulla Jacobssen’s expression sweetly combines horror and arousal.
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         Zululand, shielded by the Drakensberg mountains, contained little in the way of gold or diamonds and was also barren ground for missionaries; until well into the twentieth century, Christian converts were ostracised, no longer considered members of the Zulu nation. Those who did join a church referred to hymns as iMusic; their own songs were isiZulu, something entirely different.

         24As South Africa’s growing economy inexorably drew them in, gxagxa, a halfway culture of Zulu migrant workers, emerged. Its symbol was the concertina, a good ‘walking instrument’; it was easier to hitch rides if you were playing one and the dialogue between the left and right hands worked nicely with the rolling gait of the long-distance traveller. From the 1870s onwards, Italian and German manufacturers dumped cheap concertinas on the local market, with Africans gravitating to the ‘two-reeds-per-note’ models that mimicked the dense texture of an Nguni male chorus. A striking image from the Boer War is of thirty Zulu concertina players leading a march of 7,000 workers fleeing starvation after the closure of the mines. The intro to ‘The Boy in the Bubble’ evokes this adaptation of isiZulu to the squeezebox.

         Nguni musicians had been dabbling with Western instruments since the sixteenth century, when Portuguese traders first swapped guitars for ivory. Mine overseers employed guitarists for the ‘gumboot’ dance contests which had evolved out of coded foot-tapping, the only way miners could communicate in the deep, waterlogged tunnels. This guitar style was called maskanda, a Zulu adaptation of the Dutch word musikant. Maskanda songs were often epics of Zulu history, accompanied by a strum that echoed rhythms derived from the mouth-bow, with chords alternating between two fundamentals a tone apart in cyclical patterns. The shift to the now-dominant picking (ukupika) style gives us a glimpse of a musical pioneer: John Bhengu, known as Phuzushukela, the ‘sugar drinker’, who developed the percussive arpeggios used to this day in maskanda and mbaqanga recordings. Music is Exhibit A for the ‘Great Man’ school of history; a list could extend from Bhengu to João Gilberto, via Scott Joplin, Louis Armstrong, Carlos Gardel, Oum Kalsoum, Sidiki Diabaté and countless others, originals whose personal styles became accepted as ‘typical’ of powerful musical cultures.

         This growing mastery of Western instruments should have pleased churchmen and educators, but most were aghast, banning all instruments, traditional or modern, from churches and mission schools (with the exception of brass for Salvation Army-type bands). Their problem was rhythm; concertinas, guitars and, later, pianos enabled African virtuosos to adapt traditional dance patterns into high-energy modern 25performances, creating a sensation among their listeners but, from the White point of view, dragging African society backwards towards ‘savagery’.

         To many Africans, the modernity of maskanda made renditions of the same songs by flute, mouth-bow and voice seem quaint and old-fashioned. Clothing kept pace as Zulu women swapped traditional skins for European blankets, symbolising their new power as they took charge in the villages while the men stayed away on longer and longer work contracts. Many Zulu women defied their chiefs, the government and often their husbands by taking domestic work in the Rand. (Houseboy jobs for Zulus had evaporated as White husbands began having second thoughts about leaving their wives at home alone with a retired warrior from an impi with a high White body count.)

         In the decades after the Boer War, governments supported traditional kings and chiefs as a counterweight to the growing urban politicisation and as allies in the policy of keeping work in White areas ‘temporary’. This could cut two ways: Zulu hard-men were known to beat White employers who abused servants, then disappear back into the steep valleys of the Natal bush. The number of those identifying as Zulu grew far beyond Shaka’s old boundaries; the appeal of Zulu music and culture cannot be separated from the proud virile image they conveyed at a time when African men were being systematically emasculated by ever more extreme governments.
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         The hymn sung at the founding convention of the African National Congress in 1912 was ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’. (The White-supremacist National Party was formed two years later.) Composed by mission-educated Xhosa Enoch Sontonga and based on the melody of a Welsh hymn, it is a plea – in Xhosa, Sotho and Zulu – for God to bless the land. With added verses in Afrikaans and English it is now the national anthem. Like many South African hymns, it is set in a minor key; what, after all, did Africans have to be cheerful about at the dawn of the new century?

         The other great song of the period is called simply ‘iLand Act’; it was sung at marches protesting the 1913 legislation assigning ownership rights over six-sevenths of the territory to one-third of the population. 26The contradictions that would eventually put an end to apartheid were all in play in the first decades of the twentieth century. For example, while the government was anxious to keep Africans at a safe distance on Native American-style ‘reservations’, the riches of the Rand were too deeply buried to be extracted by Klondike-style prospectors, so only vast armies of poorly paid Africans would suffice. Despite mine operators resenting having to train new teams every season, Afrikaner ideologues insisted that all Black workers be temporary. As word spread of the harsh conditions and risible pay, recruitment had to stretch further and further afield, turning the Rand ‘Locations’ (miners’ shanty towns) into melting pots of men too far from home for seasonal migration. When White workers got wind of a plan to use low-paid Africans as clerks and managers, they threatened revolution, electing a government in 1924 that was committed to barring Africans from administrative work as well as from the education that would qualify them for it. Africans who’d converted to Christianity were alienated by laws that kept them in thrall to remote tribal hierarchies, sangomas and all. Location housing was often torn down on grounds of sanitation, as if that were the fault of the residents rather than the government’s refusal to install sewers. As one official acknowledged, ‘We cannot afford a wage to make it possible for a [Black miner] to live in an urban area’;31 pay was sufficient only for ‘the bare … necessities of life as understood among barbarous and underdeveloped peoples’.32

         Growing up in the Transkei, Nelson Mandela was taught that to be Christian was to be civilised. Yet he soon discovered that only the Communist Party was prepared to support Black aspirations without condescension or paternalism. With all attempts to ameliorate the harshness of White rule thwarted, music became the expression of African anger, hope, misery and joy. As a pressure cooker brewing a rich and powerful musical culture, South Africa from the 1920s to the 1980s can only be compared to America in the bitter wake of the Civil War.
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         ‘Ndunduma’ is the Zulu word for the dumps piled high with mine waste that dot the landscape around Johannesburg, and it also became the 27name for the mix of music heard in South African cities in the 1910s and early ’20s: guitarists and concertina players entertained on street corners; stockfel bands, raising money for housing, local businesses and bail, played a kind of Nguni ragtime as they marched through the Locations; a high-kicking Sotho courtship dance called famo became a kind of speed-dating craze in the Townships; in Cape Town, Xhosa, Malays and Cape Coloureds danced to three-chord rags with a funked-up vastrap or tiekiedraai beat borrowed from the Dutch; in Durban, the hook from a popular song started the ‘tula ndivile’ beat. Reuben Caluza, king of Zulu vaudeville, brought all these styles together, touring every corner of the land with a show that mixed ragtime, Jubilee-style choral singing, maskanda, slick choreography and silent films. He was a unifier, teaching everyone ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’ and exposing them to one another’s music; his was the ladle that stirred the musical stew that would become known as marabi.

         Women had always been the brewers; many followed the men to town, setting up as shebeen queens in opposition to the government-monopoly beer halls. The halls were sad, impersonal, men-only places; you went there just to get drunk. Shebeens hired musicians to pound away on harmoniums or pianos, with percussion from pebble-filled cans supplying a beat for dancing. In shacks with no electricity or plumbing, hidden behind corrugated iron, down shanty-town alleyways, marabi was born. The relentless three-chord cycle of I–IV–V–I that marks South African jazz to this day became the mould into which anything could be poured: Zulu epics, Sotho chants, Xhosa wedding songs, Christian hymns or Tin Pan Alley pop.

         Since Africans were forbidden to buy spirits, corrupt policemen and poor Whites supplied the brand liquor, though most drank home brew: traditional millet and sorghum beers or a lethal concoction called skokiaan. (Some may recall Louis Armstrong’s 1954 hit of that name, a cover of a shebeen anthem.) Poet Modikwe Dikobe gives us the recipe:

         
            
               
                  Drink my dear33

                  This is pure brandy 

                  Brewed in Korea

                  Bottled in Malay Camp28

                  Delivered by the flying squad 

                  Don’t cough, my dear

                  You’ ll scare the customers 

                  The ingredients are excellent:

                  Methylated spirit, tobacco juice, yeast, marijuana 

                  And, of course, a pint of vinegar

                  For colouring

               

            

         

         To ‘respectable’ Africans, marabi was shameful and low; for everyone else, it was the birth cry of an urban working class. Sex was at the heart of the conflict: many church-going Africans bought into the Victorian ideal of women as chaste and dignified, while Zulu and Sotho girls were often happy to ‘wipe the spears’ of the men after a battle (or a hard day in the mine or factory). And women could take their pick (or name their price): in 1900 there were twelve men to every woman in the Rand Townships, by 1927 six, and in 1939 it was still three. Even censorious observers acknowledged that great music was being created: ‘The atmosphere was obscene,’34 reported Herbert Dhlomo, ‘and yet what naturally talented players the … concerts had! … [M]en who, like tribal bards of old, created beauty they knew not.’

         Marabi evoked the music of wedding feasts back home while its inexorable locomotive beat satisfied the Nguni taste for repetition. During this same era in South Side Chicago and Harlem, African Americans fleeing peonage in the South developed jazz and urban blues, while Pontic Greeks in shanty towns outside Piraeus and Thessaloniki were singing the hashish-infused songs of displacement that became rembetika. Adventurous labels created industries around those forms as well as building catalogues of son in Havana, tango in Buenos Aires, flamenco in Seville and thumri in Calcutta. But since no one in the Locations could afford a gramophone, marabi went unrecorded. Legends grew around Ntebejana, Boet Gashe, Toto, Highbricks and Nine Fingers, but their music has vanished beneath the waves of history.
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         After the ‘black peril’ election of 1929 produced a resounding victory for the Right, the government declared war on marabi culture. Shanty 29towns were razed and shebeens closed; the authorities were determined to profit from their beer-hall monopoly. (Draining joy from city life and turning African men into stupefied drunks were side benefits.) Ragtime and jazz were condemned in the same ‘scientific’ language employed in America – ‘pathological, nerve-irritating,35 sex-exciting’. With such great marketing, the music’s popularity continued to grow. Promoters, many of them women schooled in the hard world of shebeen management, began renting halls for the ‘concert & dance’ evenings that would dominate African entertainment in the 1930s. Bigger stages meant bigger bands; back-alley keyboard virtuosos emerged as orchestra leaders and arrangers.

         Hollywood musicals were the new sensation; kids pooled their pennies so one could watch a film then ‘do’ it for the others from memory, complete with sound effects and songs. Zuluboy Cele’s Jazz Maniacs took in a matinee of Pennies from Heaven, stayed for the second show, then dazzled dancers that night with a great arrangement of the title song. With swing 78s on the market, gramophones made their way into the Townships, with Benny Goodman and the Mills Brothers topping the list of America’s most influential musical exports. The Nguni ear for harmony welcomed challenges and the Mills Brothers’ clustered chords fascinated singers; their influence can still be heard in Johannesburg’s vocal sound. Goodman’s presence would be felt for decades in the clarinet-imitating pennywhistle magicians of the kwela craze, while the best gumboot dancers were avid students of Fred Astaire’s movies.

         For the aspirational, America remained the arbiter; as McAdoo’s Choir had given the green light to Africanised hymns, Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong and Teddy Wilson now linked jazz to glamour, wealth and status. The Black bourgeoisie (or what passed for such in a society in which all were poor) was won over – but they weren’t the only ones. Gangs had always been a feature of Township life; in the early years, Sotho amalaitas wearing conical hats and colourful blankets would surround a victim, covering him with a pale cloth that turned crimson as they beat him to death with clubs. Patterns of conflict were established that would last the century; the Zulu-led Russians (so named in honour of the Crimean War killers of the hated General Cathcart) fought 30pitched battles against the ANC over strikes they felt were unfair to temporary workers. Finger-popping tsotsis in zoot suits and fedoras prowled the Townships, demanding protection money from concert promoters, robbing workers dressed up for a payday night on the town and carrying off good-looking girls straight from the dancefloor. The toughest of these gangs was called, of course, The Americans.

         Peter Rezant’s Merry Blackbirds was the hot orchestra, setting the (Whites-only) dancefloor alight at the 1936 Johannesburg World’s Fair. (Like Chicago in 1893, Johannesburg called its expo site ‘White City’.) The musicians’ prowess and the flashy glamour of the ‘concert & dance’ scene alarmed the government but intrigued many Whites; downtown club owners began hiring Black groups. White players, suffering in the comparison, demanded a colour bar; determined managers resorted to registering band members as busboys, hiding their horns and handing out mops when police appeared.

         One thirties story involves a White orchestra who appropriated the name Jazz Maniacs, then sued Zuluboy for degrading the brand with his unschooled ‘native’ musicians. Cele challenged them to appear in front of the courthouse, where both bands were handed a new arrangement; the Whites struggled but the African Maniacs sight-read it flawlessly. Case dismissed!
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         Progressive Whites, unnerved by swaggering, urban-dwelling Africans in stylishly draped suits, tried to encourage traditional culture while also warning against a return to ‘savage’ ways. Favoured events included Welsh-inspired Eisteddfods, where prizes were awarded for politely arranged Nguni choral singing; officials remained blissfully unaware that many of the songs included metaphors that signified ‘We’re going to kill you bastards’. Zulu writer and activist Mark Radebe championed folk traditions, but had a horror of music that sounded ‘too African’ and believed that assimilation was essential. Well-meaning sponsors sent J. P. Mohapeloa, a Sotho composer who wrote strikingly original choral works combining African and Western harmonies, to music college, but when he returned his compositions were no longer so interesting.

         31Heedless of White approval or disapproval, traditions were alive in the Townships. Hugh Masekela remembered childhood Sundays filled with warrior dances by troupes of Sotho, Venda, Tswana, Ndebele, Pedi and Zulu, as well as gumboot contests of astounding skill. These events served as newcomers’ defence against city-dwellers’ snobbery and condescension. In the countryside, song lyrics warned of innocent youths arriving in ‘iGoli’ (Johannesburg, City of Gold) and being lost to iqilika (alcohol).

         The government refused to build infrastructure for permanent residents, but found money for temporary workers’ hostels. These became homes-from-home for Zulus, keeping them apart from urbanites who mocked them as ‘turkeys’ (since, to them, formal Zulu sounded like ‘gobbling’). The Rand’s lingua franca was now a slang-filled blend of English, Zulu, Afrikaans and Sotho known as Tsotsitaal or Flytaal – gangster-talk or fly-talk. The new argot rubbed comfortably along with multilingualism: Solomon Linda’s discoverer, Griffiths Motsieloa, had made his mark in vaudeville with a recitation of ‘Old Mother Hubbard’ in English, Xhosa, Afrikaans and Sotho.

         The Jazz Maniacs would start their shows with popular American numbers to get the crowd dancing, then move to up-tempo versions of marabi classics; when crowds heard their own songs coming at them from a swinging big band, they went crazy. Encouraged by White jazz buffs, the hottest players dreamed of touring Europe, or even America. One band from Durban called Lucky Stars, whose repertoire consisted of big-band arrangements of Zulu melodies, received a firm offer, but the outside world never got to hear them; ‘Taking aborigines to London or other European capitals has not been very productive of any happy results in the past’36 was the rationale for denying their passport applications.
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         The war that began the day ‘Mbube’ was released transformed South Africa; factories ramping up production brought tens of thousands more workers into the Rand. Hendrik Verwoerd, editor of Die Transvaler (and later, after his Nationalists won the 1948 election, Minister of Native Affairs and ‘architect of apartheid’), was doubly outraged: not only were 32cities now surrounded by millions of Blacks who showed no signs of leaving, but their war effort was against his beloved Hitler.

         Sophiatown had been built for poor Whites, but downtown Johannesburg proved too far and the open sewers too near, so it became ‘Little Harlem’, filled with dance halls, clubs and record shops. As the music scene grew, gangsters with the cash to buy instruments started ‘owning’ orchestras. Musicians could be hired and fired on whims and often got caught up in violent feuds; Zuluboy Cele’s body was found on a railroad track. Alcohol, prison and disease added to the high death toll among musicians.

         The war introduced bands in Durban and Cape Town to Black American servicemen and sailors; playing for these enthusiastic and knowing audiences was a thrill. In 1943, the ANC produced a pageant entitled ‘Progress of a People’, in which South African actors and singers portrayed Joe Louis, George Washington Carver, Paul Robeson and Marian Anderson. The real Robeson responded with an article for Bantu World urging Africans to focus on their own culture and stop chasing after American and European models.

         Nothing showed more clearly how little control elites – White or Black – had over popular culture than the tsaba-tsaba. As outrageous in its time as booty-quivering Jamaican dancehall in the 1980s, tsaba-tsaba involved rubber-legged couples advancing and retreating, with plenty of grinding and grabbing in between. Meaning, roughly, ‘back off!’, tsaba-tsaba swept all before it in the early 1940s; bands had no choice but to play its un-jazzy African rhythms. Meanwhile, the first glimmers of bebop began arriving via Black American sailors, which set Township jazz off on its journey – as in the US – into something for intellectuals, complete with earnest listening sessions and berets.

         1944 saw the formation of the ANC Youth League; Mandela and Buthelezi were both charter members. With African pay still, despite the boom, at 10 per cent of White rates, confrontations with the government escalated; in 1946, 75,000 striking miners were driven back underground at gunpoint. Following the 1948 election, Verwoerd’s Nationalists began constructing their ideal society: all Africans must register as a member of a particular ‘tribe’; racially mixed concerts, plays, church services and 33sex were outlawed; Bantu education was dumbed down so as not to ‘over-train’ the natives; communal farming was outlawed on the grounds it was communistic (undermining the government’s pet chiefs in the Homelands); Black entrepreneurs had to turn their businesses over to Whites (carrying on, if they were lucky, as employees). The Communist Party was the only opposition group not to have separate ‘Black’ and ‘White’ sections, thus proving that race-mixing was a Red plot. Dutch Kerk sermons resembled today’s from Tehran (or perhaps Mississippi): authority must be obeyed, democracy is against God, evolution is a lie, music is sinful.

         Africans, it was claimed, were ‘ill suited to city life’.37 According to White photographer Jürgen Schadeberg, though, ‘Sophiatown was like a Mediterranean city38 – full of life and excitement; colonial Johannesburg was boring and dull … very much behind the times. You couldn’t even get a decent cup of coffee in Johannesburg. Whereas Sophiatown Africans were modern people.’ The new Drum magazine chronicled the excitement: boxing matches, beauty contests, concerts, celebrities, pinups and gossip. Drum journalist Arthur Maimane found that ‘people felt very positive about the future … they did not take the apartheid regime seriously. It was so ridiculous, it couldn’t last.’39
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         In a Zulu marriage, the bride price is often negotiated in song; at the wedding, the two families would try to out-harmonise each other. Before Shaka, war between clans was often averted by ngomas: song-filled competitive martial displays. Shaka himself would mark a victory by belting out a triumphant anthem with his generals in the home of the vanquished chief. Mine overseers began organising ngomas as an alternative to fighting between groups of frustrated workers far from home. In Durban, pitched battles engulfed entire districts in the wake of disputed ngomas.

         By the 1930s, Zulu workers had distilled ngomas into weekly singing contests. Competition bred complexity: nine to a dozen voices singing Wesleyan hymns, traditional wedding songs, minstrel melodies and Tin Pan Alley tunes in complex arrangements, with leads, basses and 34fasi pathi (falsettos) entering at different points in an eight-beat cycle derived from Nguni ritual music. During World War Two, improvised interjections became known as ‘bombings’, after the explosions seen in newsreel footage. Flimsy meeting-hall stages couldn’t stand up to fierce Zulu stomps, so footwork became as intricate as the singing: elegant, delicate steps miniaturised the impi moves and the rapid ‘going home’ tiptoeing of the AME church, or even conjured up the Cakewalk. This style of ngom’ebusuku (night music) came to be known as isicathamiya, after the ‘stalking approach’ used to seduce audiences and judges.

         Zulu warriors were known for their finery, so sharp, colourful, matching suits with white gloves, white shoes, bow ties and a white sash for the leader became de rigueur. Judging was vulnerable to dispute, so the safest solution was to entice an unchallengeable (and neutral through ignorance) White man with food and drink. A tramp was ideal since his clothes would be gratifyingly grubby compared to the participants’. Awarding a goat as first prize was not only of practical use, it avoided overvaluing the White man’s money. This was the world Solomon Linda conquered and that was renamed mbube in his honour.
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         Linda’s Original Evening Birds may have ruled the isicathamiya circuit, but they were barely mentioned in Drum and were never asked to endorse products aimed at the growing African market. Sophiatown’s own harmony sensations, the Manhattan Brothers, became South Africa’s first urban superstars; appropriately, one of the quartet was Xhosa, one Zulu, one Sotho and one Tswana.

         Like the Beach Boys or the Jackson 5, the Manhattan Brothers began as a kiddie act managed by one of the boys’ fathers. Having discovered the group singing on a street corner, Gallo launched them as soon as pressing plants resumed production in 1946; their sound – Mills Brothers harmonies with Jubilee tones and isicathamiya flamboyance applied to circular Xhosa melodies with a Tin Pan Alley middle eight – was perfect for the post-war era. Recording in Xhosa, Sotho, English and Zulu, their sales regularly topped 100,000. They wore custom-made suits from Levinson’s but had to sneak into the exclusive shop for after-hours 35fittings so as not to upset White customers. Police often refused to believe they were stars, forcing them to sing and tap-dance in the station house before releasing them. Baritone Rufus Khoza’s fake American accent was so skilled that he became the only Black South African able to purchase liquor from a store.

         As a thirteen-year-old in New Jersey in 1955, I heard the Manhattan Brothers’ biggest hit ‘Lakutshona iLanga’, re-recorded in English as ‘Lovely Lies’, on Bob Horn’s Bandstand; the kids liked slow-dancing to it, but it never got past #45 on the Billboard chart. I had no idea who they were or where they came from, but something about the harmonies and accents intrigued me enough to buy a copy. I heard The Weavers’ version of ‘Wimoweh’ around that time, but never imagined the two having anything in common. The bland English lyrics – ‘You tell such lovely lies / With your two lovely eyes’40 – had little connection to Mackay Davashe’s brilliant original about a desperate search for a lover in police stations, hospitals, bars, gutters and morgues. Fifteen years later, I produced ‘Davashe’s Dream’, the Brotherhood of Breath’s tribute to this great figure of South African music, and, largely unaware of his history, recorded Rufus Khoza singing on a Dudu Pukwana track in a London studio. The Manhattan Brothers paved the way for a generation of South African stars, but their path to an international career was blocked in the usual way: denial of passports until their moment had passed.
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         Something in the 1950s air made even White South African kids rebellious. Though the government refused to countenance television (so no equivalent of American Bandstand or 6.5 Special), Blackboard Jungle was banned and radio stations wouldn’t dream of playing rock ’n’ roll, teenagers found something on urban street corners to excite their transgressive impulses: kwela. Groups of African pennywhistle and guitar players would perform as passers-by filled a hat with coins, while boys with ducktail haircuts and turned-up collars hung around, intrigued by the sound. The music’s name derived from the way police would shout ‘kwela kwela’ (climb up, climb up) when loading street-corner groups into paddy wagons. (Busking was good cover for dice games.)

         36Township gangs in the 1920s liked to parade, but lacked the funds and training for brass instruments. Northern peoples such as the Tswana and Pedi had always played wooden flutes, so they took easily to the cheap flageolets imported after World War One, and a marching battalion playing whistles made an impressive noise mimicking (or mocking) the colonial soundtrack of brass or bagpipes. Willard Cele – no relation to Zuluboy – revolutionised pennywhistle techniques, placing the mouthpiece at a sharp angle between his teeth and blowing very hard, thereby thickening the sound and enabling him to bend notes.

         Kwela’s chord progressions stuck to the classic marabi I–IV–V–I, with multiple whistles evoking big-band horn sections and a guitar strumming the infectious beat. In a street-corner competition, flamboyance rules, and Benny Goodman’s clarinet solos inspired the best players. In 1956, imagining that kwela might remind British listeners of skiffle, a UK record label made Elias Lerole and His Zig-Zag Jive Flutes’ recording of ‘Tom Hark’ the first South African track to reach a foreign Top Ten. When Ted Heath’s orchestra covered it, clarinets completed the circle, imitating pennywhistles.

         Kwela was perfect fifties crossover music: melodic, bouncy and devoid of overt sexuality. Plus, it was almost always instrumental, so no off-putting foreign words. In a nod to kwela’s legacy, Paul Simon added a pennywhistle solo on ‘You Can Call Me Al’. The hottest players were Lemmy Special and Spokes Mashiyane. In 1965, while working at the Newport Folk Festival, I collected Spokes at the bus station, then recruited a backing band for him among folkies with a vague idea of kwela rhythm. He and the audience didn’t quite know what to make of each other; my most vivid memory of his visit is a jam session in the musicians’ canteen with an Appalachian fiddler, a couple of guitarists and Spokes improvising soaring solos on Celtic melodies.

         He was a quiet, unassuming man who, I later discovered, had won a stunning victory against his country’s racist systems. By the late fifties, Spokes was selling millions of records, the first Black artist to reach deep into the White market. Gallo was galled that he belonged to their upstart rival, Trutone, so when his contract was up they enticed him with a revolutionary concession: royalties! South African labels had always insisted 37that paying percentages to African musicians was somehow ‘illegal’. Spokes’s new deal changed everything; African composers even started registering their songs for copyright. Furious radio stations cut their quota of African records and insisted that Black songwriters were only due half the White rate.

         Newport would have been as shocked by Spokes turning up with a saxophone as it was by Dylan’s electric guitar. But by 1965, kwela was passé and back home Spokes was playing sax jive, the tougher, modern sound of urban South Africa. After the 1960 massacre at Sharpeville, the destruction of Sophiatown and the removal of its residents to the distant South Western Townships (known to all by its acronym, Soweto), who could grin and bounce to pennywhistles?
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         Sophiatown had to die. It had aspired to an American aesthetic as seen through George Raft movies and Weegee photographs; gangsters drove huge convertibles and wore zoot suits while shebeens stayed open till dawn so customers could avoid the curfew police. Naturally, the government found the richness of life there and the fact that there was no clear pass-checking demarcation from neighbouring White areas intolerable. For Africans its memory would live forever. ‘Have you heard the white people say? / Let’s all go to Meadowlands / Our beloved place’41 sang Nancy Jacobs and Her Sisters (in English) about the proposed move to Soweto. Another verse (in Tsotsitaal) was more to the point: ‘We’re not leaving; we’re staying right here / Staying here in our beloved place!’

         Anthony Sampson, the White editor of Drum in the early 1950s, had the wit to hire despite his never having written an article: ‘He used to go at the typewriter the way he played piano. There was rhythm in his every sentence.’42 Matshikiza profiled Sophiatown musicians, actors, boxers and lowlifes in a style that became identified with Drum:

         
            Her first name is Amaren.43 Her second is locked up in her bosom … Her story is as deep as her dark eyes. Her grandpa was an Arab craftsman, sailor, musician and trader who sold black people to white people for calico! He sold mostly tall black people, because 38the taller you were the more calico he got for you. She lives her own young life among a closed circle of unknown [undivulged] friends. But she’s a breeze of an actress, and what a voice! She loves the Rand like liquorice and wants to write a big book … Amaren was dancing, singing and acting professionally at sixteen. She has written a number of ‘jungle’ songs on themes from East Africa, which she remembers from childhood. She has sung some of these over the air. Very emotional, yes, and easily upset; but brimful of life when the occasion arises. Amaren is an unabashed actress.

         

         In 1956, Matshikiza revisited his first creative love, composing ‘Uxulu’ (Peace), a cantata commemorating Johannesburg’s seventieth anniversary. In the wake of this success – and with bulldozers advancing ever closer to the heart of Sophiatown – he created a stage musical based on the tragic life of boxing great Ezekiel Dlamini. Starring Miriam Makeba and the Manhattans, King Kong opened in 1959 at Witwatersrand University, an academic enclave where authorities could not prevent Whites from attending. Filled with Sophiatown characters, music and style, it revelled in the energy of African urban life hidden by apartheid; after-show parties brought together rebellious characters from both communities, forging bonds that endured at the heart of the resistance movement in the bitter and violent years ahead.
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         Since those long-forgotten nineteenth-century tours by Zulu choirs, cover versions of ‘Mbube’/‘Wimoweh’ and ‘Skokiaan’, the US release of ‘Lovely Lies’ and the UK charting of ‘Tom Hark’ were about as much as the outside world had heard of South African music. In 1959, that was about to change; Sophiatown culture, its sophistication still relatively intact, was headed to the northern hemisphere in the form of a movie, a singer, a trumpeter and a stage musical.

         A film-maker from New York named Lionel Rogosin told the authorities he was making a tourist short to promote holidaying in South Africa. The fact that he spent most of his time at the wrong end of Johannesburg seems to have escaped their notice; even the most paranoid Afrikaner couldn’t conceive of a White man in love with 39an African slum. In fact, Rogosin was shooting a drama of life under apartheid with amateur actors, a crew of sympathisers and bootleg film stock. He lied to officials about what he was doing again and again, determined to document the daily outrages he witnessed in his exploration of life in Johannesburg’s African neighbourhoods. Come Back, Africa, shot in 1957 as Sophiatown was in its death throes, was smuggled out, edited in New York and caused a huge stir at the 1959 Venice Film Festival.

         This sometimes stodgy film comes to life in the shebeen scene, when Sophiatown’s most famous singer pops in for a late-night jam session with the regulars. Without realising it, I had heard Miriam Makeba’s voice amid the harmonies on ‘Lovely Lies’; the Manhattan Brothers liked having a girl singer to add colour to their shows, and their choices were astute. One, Thandi Klaasen, went on to form a popular ‘answer’ group, the Quad Sisters, and after she left, they recruited Makeba.

         Miriam spent the first six months of her life in prison, her Swazi mother having been jailed for brewing beer. Her older brother’s record collection included traditional Xhosa music as well as Ella Fitzgerald singing ‘A-Tisket, A-Tasket’, a range that pretty well defined Makeba’s style. Her mother was similarly divided: as a young woman she had dressed in the latest fashions, but later, when she became a sangoma or healer, she hand-stitched her clothes from traditional cloth and went barefoot.

         Makeba had been singing around the Townships for a few years when the Manhattans spotted her. Drum soon put her on the cover and she became a pin-up for Coca-Cola before touring the country with the African Jazz & Variety Show, singing Xhosa folk songs in traditional dress. Back in Johannesburg, she joined the crowd outside the Gallo offices hoping to audition for the (always late) uBaas. Some of the best groups, including Makeba’s Skylarks, were formed during those interminable waits. The first Skylarks line-up was short-lived; Miriam was a demanding leader, firing and hiring frequently and holding the team to the high professional standards she’d learned with the Manhattan Brothers. The Xhosa spin they put on Andrews Sisters harmonies propelled her into stardom, surpassing established glamour girls such as Dolly Rathebe and Dorothy Masuka.

         40Knowing that Makeba’s performance was the high point of Come Back, Africa, Rogosin brought her to Venice, where her stunning looks, powerful voice and the first Afro hairdo ever photographed for an Italian fashion magazine caused a sensation. Within weeks she was in New York, singing at the Village Vanguard and appearing on Steve Allen’s TV show.
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         In 1952, Hugh Masekela’s uncle helped him gain admission to St Peter’s boarding school, where Rev. Trevor Huddleston was headmaster. The school’s founder, Raymond Raines, had spotted his successor at an episcopal retreat outside London. The young priest was startled by the proposal, but the choice was astute; Huddleston became so beloved of Black South Africans that his statue stands today in downtown Johannesburg.

         At Huddleston’s suggestion, Masekela composed a letter to Louis Armstrong that brought a battered trumpet in the post a few months later. Huddleston encouraged a jazz craze at school, with Hugh at its centre; soon the prodigy was leading the Huddleston Jazz Band and joining a short-lived modern jazz surge in South Africa. ‘The government despised our joy,’44 said Masekela. ‘They couldn’t figure out how Africans could still find any pleasure under such harsh social conditions.’

         ‘Natives will be taught from childhood to realise that equality with Europeans is not for them,’45 said Verwoerd, who loathed St Peter’s for its high academic standards. Huddleston was banished from South Africa in 1956, and the school, forced to choose between continuing under Bantu education regulations or closing, opted for the latter. Hugh and the band played at Huddleston’s farewell concert; the funds raised helped establish Dorkay House, a musicians’ centre next door to the Bantu Men’s Social Centre, a hub of Black cultural activity in downtown Johannesburg since the 1930s.

         Destined to follow Sophiatown into the government’s cross hairs was Cape Town’s District Six, a mixed area reflecting the city’s complex make-up: Malays, Cape Coloureds, Xhosa and a few Whites, with a jazz scene centred around the Zambezi Indian restaurant. Masekela, trombonist Jonas Gwangwa (later leader of the music arm of the ANC-in-exile) and sax great Kippie Moeketsi travelled south in 1959 to join 41Dollar Brand’s trio as part of South Africa’s first ‘super-group’, the Jazz Epistles.

         Adolph ‘Dollar’ Brand (later known as Abdullah Ibrahim) was the leading figure in a Cape Town style influenced by Malay Goema music, langarm country dances and complex Xhosa harmonies. The newcomers added Zulu melody, marabi chords and kwela rhythm, helping lay the foundations of a distinctively South African form of modern jazz.
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         Newsreel footage shows a piano being lifted in the jaws of a crane from the ruins of a building and tossed onto the back of a truck, the keys breaking apart and falling into the dust. Thus ended the great era of Sophiatown music as government bulldozers destroyed lives and memories along with buildings.

         Confrontations were multiplying: the 1957 azikwelwa (‘we will not ride’) bus boycott lasted six months and was marked by groups of commuters singing as they walked as much as twenty miles to and from work. The government ultimately repealed the fare increase. Troubadour Records A&R man Cuthbert Matumba recorded protest songs that spread across the country before the authorities could decipher their meanings and ban them.

         In 1958, Black South Africans were stripped of their citizenship and assigned to the ‘Homelands’ of their ‘tribes’, despite many having been born to urban parents from different backgrounds. Training and experience counted for nothing; if a journalist or teacher lost their job, they had to accept menial employment or lose their pass. Arrests involved deliberate humiliation, including a pathological police obsession with penis measurement during strip searches.

         The mounting tension reached breaking point at Sharpeville: on 21 March 1960, a month after British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan’s ‘Winds of Change’ speech to a shocked South African parliament, police opened fire on protesters, killing sixty-nine. The world recoiled in horror; isolating South Africa was suddenly a realistic goal. In January 1961, 156 members of the ANC, including Nelson Mandela, were found not guilty of treason after a five-year trial.

         42As singing became the weapon of choice at rallies, a Port Elizabeth labour leader with a beautiful bass voice named Vuyisile Mini began composing powerful anthems. Mini had been arrested in 1956 after leading a strike and freed two years later; in 1963, he was jailed again and sentenced to be hanged. On the gallows he sang his most famous composition, ‘Watch Out Verwoerd’: ‘Here comes the black man, Verwoerd / The black man is going to get you!’46
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         A London producer heard about King Kong and invited the show for a West End run; under heavy pressure from the British government, South Africa reluctantly issued passports. The cast were thrilled with life outside South Africa from the minute they stepped aboard the desegregated BOAC plane; soon after landing they came to the happy realisation that it was not a criminal offence in Britain to have sex with White people.

         In the wake of Sharpeville, the world was keen to learn about South Africa, but not yet ready for its undiluted music. At least that was the London producers’ excuse for watering down King Kong’s arrangements, making them less African and more Broadway; as their version was the only one recorded, we’ll never know if that was the reason it wasn’t a hit. The show did inspire the Labour Party to organise a massive demonstration outside the South African Embassy that kick-started the Anti-Apartheid Movement, and also opened the door for long runs in New York and London by Ipi Tombi, uMabatha (Macbeth in Zulu), Woza Albert!, Poppie Nongena, Sarafina! and the plays of Athol Fugard.

         The Manhattan Brothers decided to stay. Todd Matshikiza also wanted to remain but found it hard to break into the London music scene. When South Africa refused to allow him back, he settled in Zambia, writing and broadcasting from there until his death in 1968. Bandleader Kippie Moeketsi, who had been badly beaten in a tsotsi dispute just before departing for London, was given electro-shock treatment in an English hospital and never regained the motor control needed to play the saxophone as beautifully as legend assures us he did.

         Makeba, who had opted for Venice with Come Back, Africa over joining the cast of King Kong in London, triumphed in America; audiences 43were enthralled with her striking looks, powerful voice and Xhosa clicks. Masekela, who had been carrying on an affair with her ever since he was a schoolboy, was desperate to follow his friends and his lover out of South Africa. With Huddleston’s help, he secured a scholarship to Juilliard and was reunited with Miriam in New York.

         Lionel Rogosin continued to run the movie house he had founded – New York’s Bleecker Street Cinema – while making subversive documentaries on the side. Trevor Huddleston became a bishop, serving in London’s East End, Mauritius and Tanzania, and was elected head of the Anti-Apartheid Movement in 1981.
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         After Sharpeville, the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) fired their jazz presenters, jettisoned most urban music and built up separate ‘tribal’ services. The newly built Townships included no performance spaces, while ‘rediffusion’ speakers blasted out the radio signal appropriate to each neighbourhood. Fort Hare University, the crucible of African leadership, was reshaped along ethnic lines; Xhosa Mandela and Zulu Buthelezi as classmates became a thing of the past.

         The twisted contradictions of these policies were in evidence at Mandela’s second trial in 1963–4 (which produced the required life sentence). When Africans at the court stamped and cheered for the star prisoner’s appearance in a traditional Xhosa kaross, the government forced him – and his similarly garbed wife Winnie – to change back into Western dress. The only consistency, it seemed, was opting for whatever would be the most inconvenient and humiliating for Black South Africans.

         African attitudes were also conflicted. Anthony Sampson once polled a crowd at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre for guidance about Drum’s editorial content: ‘Give us jazz and film stars, man! Hot dames! … anything American. You can cut out this junk about kraals and folk-tales and Basutos in blankets – forget it!’47

         Mandela kept a balanced view. He is remembered for turning up, during his rare periods of freedom, at Soweto shebeens and dancing the ‘Madiba Jive’ until 4 a.m. In prison, he supported circumcision 44ceremonies for young prisoners over the objections of many in the ANC leadership. Mandela was the son of a Xhosa chief, the sort of leader the government wanted to encourage. Yet he renounced tribal power in favour of the larger struggle, while never losing sight of tradition as a source of strength.

         A towering figure of a different sort was Yvonne Huskisson, the long-serving music director of the SABC; implacably tribalist, she once described jazz as ‘a particularly dirty basin of water’.48 Huskisson ensured that only the most conservative music was played on the various SABC outlets. Africans called her programming msakazo – ‘broadcast music’. She was equally fierce with White playlists, barring rock ’n’ roll and gouging offending tracks in the SABC library with a razor. She tried to steer Boers away from American country music in favour of German schlager, promoting the sounds of Bert Kaempfert and James Last. Her proudest achievement may have been the triumph of isicathamiya and Ladysmith Black Mambazo during the seventies, an uncomfortable fact for those of us who treasure our original Ladysmith vinyl from this period.

         The great ethnomusicologist Hugh Tracey was another awkward figure. His English father had moved to Southern Rhodesia in 1923, when Hugh was a teenager, and he became fascinated with the music of miners and factory workers. By the time he died in 1977, he had released 210 LPs of African field recordings; his archive at Rhodes University in Grahamstown is a researcher’s gold mine. But Tracey was a Huskisson ally, providing scholarly support for her rejection of urban modernity and collaborating with the government’s idealisation of tribal culture.
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         Of the many creation myths for mbaqanga, my favourite involves Todd Matshikiza waking up hung over one morning in 1948 while on tour with the Harlem Swingsters. The sax player started in with a simple riff and the rest joined in, sore heads rendering them incapable of playing anything more complex: ‘We dropped our corn bread49 and got stuck into Gray [Mbau]’s mood … We syncopated and displaced accents, gave variety to our “native” rhythms. We were longing for the days of Marabi piano … It was … [Marabi] but … with a dash of lime.’ Players from 45different bands would jam at Sophiatown’s Odin Cinema, finding common ground in Zulu melodies; this became a laboratory where ways of playing traditional rhythms with an American edge were tested and improved.

         By the early sixties, in the wake of kwela’s strong sales, Gallo and the other labels were taking the ‘native’ music business seriously. With radio restrictions and a lack of performance spaces squeezing the jazz scene and the Bantu Education Ministry eliminating all music teaching jobs, no jazz musician could afford to turn down the payday of a ‘Township jive’ session. Though they raised standards, these virtuosos were often condescending about what they were asked to play. Sax player Michael Xaba’s disparaging epithet, ‘mbaqanga’, denoted a type of simple Zulu dumpling, but as with many insults, it became a badge of pride. ‘It’s a … very strong food,’50 said producer West Nkosi. ‘You don’t get hungry.’

         Mbaqanga had many parents, but the most exotic may have been Jet Harris of The Shadows. On a 1960 South African tour he sold his electric bass to Joseph Makwela, who used the country’s first such instrument to transform the bottom end of African recordings. Drummers responded to its aggressive sound – played with a pick rather than fingers – by moving from kwela’s brushes to sticks, while concertinas were replaced by bigger-sounding accordions.

         Over the course of the sixties, textures evolved as producers got fed up with jazzers’ arrogance and started using rural musicians newly arrived in ’Goli. Andrews Sisters and Mills Brothers harmonies faded; as lyrics focused more on life back home, tenor vocals an octave apart added authenticity. The gentle syncopation of kwela was replaced by the grace-note-and-downbeat Zulu stomp. Worldly Africans professed to hate mbaqanga, but many grudgingly admitted to enjoying it.

         A key figure in its transformation was a street-corner pennywhistler-turned-sax-player from Pretoria named Johannes Hlongwane. He gathered up a team of Sotho garden boys and by the time they arrived in Johannesburg, he had become West Nkosi and his mates were the Makgona Tsohle or ‘Jack of All Trades’ band, which included bass pioneer Makwela and guitarist Marks Mankwane, who had developed an electrified version of ‘Sugar-drinker’ John Bhengu’s ukupika patterns. As 46Gallo’s equivalent of the Motown Funk Brothers, Makgone Tsohle provided backing on hit after hit for A&R man Rupert Bopape, the Berry Gordy of mbaqanga. The elements were now in place for the sound that would dominate the South African scene for the next fifteen years, before Graceland took it to the world.
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         Elias Lerole of ‘Tom Hark’ fame had a brother, a ‘groaner’ known as ‘Big Voice Jack’. Jack was the final piece in the mbaqanga puzzle; his rasping basso connected Nguni listeners to traditional male singing, particularly the imbongi, the praise poet of the royal kraals. It is probably no coincidence that this fiercely masculine sound took off as the government was intensifying its humiliation of African men.

         When Lerole blew out his voice, Simon ‘Mahlathini’ Nkabinde, brother of a member of Jack’s band, Alexandra Black Mambazo (meaning ‘axe’), stepped in. Mahlathini had been earning a living by choreographing isicathamiya choirs for Zulu weddings; he would later hone his mqashiyo style by adding the counterpoint of a female chorus: the Mahotella Queens.

         
            My father died when I was seven and I picked up his voice right up into my neck, right into my shoulders.51 I grew up in the good mood of music. With my parents dead, I had no one to help me with school fees, so I went to work in a 7-UP factory, then as a dairyboy, starting deliveries at 1 a.m. My wrist was broken when I was hit by a car, so the owner agreed to sign my passbook so I wouldn’t be arrested while I looked for another job.

            I loved singing Zulu wedding songs – street corner singing, a cappella – but we were trying to get involved with guitar players. When I talk to people, I talk normally, but when I sing, the voice changes by itself. I didn’t train for it; I can change the tones from my stomach.

            The youth should follow their culture, that’s what I’m singing about. I don’t write songs, I dream, I observe.

         

         At a time when Africans were being forced into soulless identikit Townships, Mahlathini’s songs told of a life where men were heads of 47families and leaders of their communities, in a voice that evoked the history of a warrior nation. His audience identified with his costume changes – from sangoma garb to sharp suits and back again – which evoked Reuben Caluza’s vaudeville shows and the African Jazz & Variety tours. Returning from Europe in 1988 with the first serious money he ever made, Mahlathini bought a cow.

         During the 1970s, as African entrepreneurship in the wider economy was being suppressed, Bopape, Nkosi and other Black music producers created powerful assembly lines; Gallo may have owned the tapes but these promoters managed and booked the artists, controlled the instruments and sound equipment, printed the posters and collected the ticket money. Tours followed the vinyl all over South Africa and into Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Malawi and Zambia. Rival labels copied the Gallo formula; Teal’s house band was the Boyoyo Boys.

         While mbaqanga never set sales records outside South Africa, it remains the most familiar South African style for world music audiences, and not just because of Graceland. Mahlathini’s recordings share a perfectly pitched balance between modernity and tradition with Mali’s Rail Band (featuring Salif Keïta), Dakar’s Super Etoiles (with the youthful Youssou N’Dour), the classic Kinshasa rumba of Franco and Tabu Ley Rochereau and the Golden Era Ethiopiques series. The genius of Mankwane, Makwela and Nkosi was to move the music simultaneously backward and forward, leaving behind the jazzy chords and swing inflections of kwela and sax jive in favour of rhythms and harmonies rooted in the wedding music of rural KwaZulu, while giving the sound a rock ’n’ roll punch.

         Mbaqanga was sung at first in many languages, with different versions of the same song being sent to each Bantu Radio outlet. But the Zulu tracks sold best, partly because Zulus were such avid consumers (of rural-friendly cassettes in particular), and partly because neighbouring peoples were drawn to the Zulu image. Singers from other areas learned the language and the SABC was forced to modify its tribe-specific playlists in order to maintain listenership. Looking back, West Nkosi regretted the music’s Zulu-isation: ‘We made one good solid rhythm that could appeal to all these different tribes.52 And it worked out very well. People could 48come together and start respecting one another.’ But mbaqanga’s universality didn’t last.
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         Isicathamiya, meanwhile, was in decline; talent like Solomon Linda’s was thin on the ground. Recordings in the 1950s and the ’60s had failed to keep up with changes in Zulu culture; longer work contracts meant leaving women to run the household back in KwaZulu while men spent most of the year in urban Locations. The Hanover Brothers singing ‘the hurrying of people in Durban so disturbed him he caught the train back home’53 echoed the government’s position that Africans weren’t meant to live in cities.

         Joseph Shabalala came to Durban from the town of Ladysmith in 1960 in search of work, joining a local choir and taking part in competitions in the evenings. When the choir refused to sing his compositions – and after a prophetic dream – he formed Ladysmith Black Mambazo, honouring Big Voice Jack while boasting that his own group also ‘cut like an axe’. Shabalala set out to transform the mbube world, and he succeeded. Understanding the importance of radio, he taught his group to sing intimately, taking a cue from – them again! – the Mills Brothers. When Solomon Linda died in 1962, Shabalala sent gifts and messages of respect to his family.

         Huskisson and Nkosi, by now the two most powerful figures in South African music, took an early interest. For Huskisson, Ladysmith Black Mambazo were a godsend, revitalising a form she viewed as appropriately rural and tribal, with the flair to draw the listener numbers she needed to keep Bantu Radio afloat. Ladysmith’s repertoire was perfect: officialdom heard the nostalgic rural message while the Zulu audience detected defiance and pride in their invocation of Shaka and other references too subtle for Whites to comprehend. The group connected modern life to the past, linking the sharp-dressed Township wide boy to the elaborately clad warrior and to Isoka, the Zulu rake of legend. After falling out with Mahlathini in 1971, Nkosi became Ladysmith’s producer and manager, finding in Shabalala someone who shared his vision of bringing an mbaqanga edge to mbube. From the early seventies to the early eighties, he and Shabalala ruled the isicathamiya world. 49
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         Marilyn Monroe in that dress breathily cooing ‘Happy Birthday’ to President Kennedy in Madison Square Garden is part of America’s collective memory. Few recall that preceding her on the bill that night was Miriam Makeba singing ‘The Click Song’; it was a safe assumption in 1962 that a New York crowd who loved JFK and Monroe would be fans of the other MM, too.

         On her arrival in America, Harry Belafonte had taken Makeba under his wing. She took a cue from his approach, tacking her Xhosa folk songs towards the slick, rhythmically bland folk of the pre-Dylan era. Other options were probably unrealistic: Americans would have had trouble getting their heads around the idea of such a ‘foreign’ jazz singer and most African Americans had an almost pathological aversion to Africa. (When backing musicians Makeba had sent for landed at Idlewild Airport, at a press agent’s suggestion they disembarked in full tribal regalia. Black baggage handlers recoiled, either ridiculing or fleeing the ‘savages’.) Her arrival, though, did trigger interest in South African folk music: Pete Seeger brought the prisoners’ anthem ‘Shosholoza’ into the canon of workers’ songs, while Ramblin’ Jack Elliott learned ‘Guabi Guabi’ off a Hugh Tracey LP. It also appealed to the opposite end of the music industry: Bert Kaempfert’s hit LP A Swingin’ Safari included ‘Skokiaan’ and a cover of a Lemmy Special kwela tune.

         Changes in Miriam’s life came rapidly. Soon after Masekela’s arrival, they embarked on a tempestuous marriage marked by collaborations, battles, betrayals, reconciliations, divorce and affairs (pre-divorce with others, post-divorce with each other); their passionate connection extended from Sophiatown in the fifties through every decade and across three continents until her death in 2008. Following Makeba’s eloquent speech to the UN in the wake of Sharpeville, she was barred from returning to her home country, even for her mother’s funeral. J. Edgar Hoover considered her to be the devil incarnate and pushed the government to view anti-apartheid activity as subversive and communistic.

         With the FBI discouraging promoters from booking her, she needed a hit. In 1967, with the help of producer–composer Jerry Ragavoy (‘Piece 50of My Heart’, ‘Time Is on My Side’), she turned to ‘Pata Pata’, a song with a long history. It was first sighted in 1941 as ‘Noma Kumnyama’ by mbube group the Dundee Wandering Singers, with lyrics referring to the tsaba-tsaba craze. In 1959, Dorothy Masuka’s ‘Ei-Yow’ sparked a craze for the pata pata dance, in which the man mimics a policeman frisking (or ‘patting down’) the woman. Gallo, anxious for one last hit before Miriam left for Europe, recorded her singing a kwela update of ‘Noma Kumnyama’ under the ‘Pata Pata’ title, but sales were poor. With a few English lyrics by Ragavoy and his sharp production, the new ‘Pata Pata’ reached #7 on the Billboard charts, her biggest American hit. Predictably, the song-writing credits were disputed among Ragavoy, Makeba, her manager Sanford Ross and South African guitarist Reggie Msomi. (Alson Mkhize, leader of the Dundee Wandering Singers, had died in 1961 and was not mentioned in any of the writs.)

         In 1968, Makeba shocked her liberal supporters by marrying Trinidad-born Black Power pioneer Stokely Carmichael. The couple fled the furore, settling in Conakry, Guinea, where President-for-life Sekou Touré gave them a house. Makeba was astonished by the uncompromisingly African music Touré’s government was supporting, blending saxophones, koras and electric guitars. Abandoning the pop-folk style of her years in the US, she made some interesting records with local hero Sekou ‘Diamond Fingers’ Diabate, but the West Africa/South Africa mix never quite gelled.

         Hugh Masekela spent the sixties immersing himself in the American jazz and rock scenes, particularly their accompanying drugs and groupies. With his forceful personality and skilful playing he forged a career, but insisted on becoming musically as American as possible, treating his homeland’s rhythms with the condescension typical of a Sophiatown jazzman. In 1964, Miles Davis told him that ‘if you play some of that shit from South Africa54 … you gonna come up with something that none of us can do. Fuck jazz, man … You know what I’m sayin’?’

         A year after ‘Pata Pata’, Masekela paid a visit to friends in Zambia – including a death-bed reunion with Todd Matshikiza – and took the opportunity to pick up the latest South African hits. In a Los Angeles studio, having begun his new album with Motown covers, he sifted 51through those records for ideas to finish off the project. Finding one particular mbaqanga guitar line he liked, he stretched the riff into a tune and took just two hours to record, overdub and mix it. In a control room filled with marijuana smoke, everyone agreed it should be called ‘Grazing in the Grass’.
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         One Sunday afternoon in 1963, a White South African girl named Maxine Lautré took in a jam session at Dorkay House:

         
            It was the only place in Johannesburg55 where Africans of artistic or literary bent could meet, keep in touch, discuss ideas, and attend various classes. Grubby, a shambles of old papers, cigarette butts, empty bottles and dust, there was nevertheless a tremendous energy alive in the building. Raucous joyful noise invaded you in every corner … it was a window on a world bursting with … artistic wealth but with almost nowhere to give it expression …

            So I saw him on that first afternoon, a tall, almost gaunt … [pianist], dark circles under his closed eyes, mouthing the sounds he would produce in his fingers a fraction of a second later, his hair falling over his brow with the continual sway of his body to the rhythm … Beside him was the ceaselessly moving body of Dudu, the alto saxophonist, cadence after cadence of tearing, vibrant sound pouring forth from deep in his lungs in continually inventive phrases of melody, bouncingly energetic, sometimes shocking, sometimes soothing … always surprising. Seemingly completely engrossed in his creation yet, like a hunter with one ear turned backward … he was very conscious of the piano, the drums. The drums, pitilessly, almost aggressively beating out their rhythm, building up the excitement, the sound so great that you had forgotten whether it was loud or not; you were within it, completely open to it … Now the altoist retired, the trumpeter stepped up … and after a short pause, a moment of suspense, the first long pure note of his solo; the tapping feet of the audience beginning with renewed vigour … I was completely fascinated, swept up by the force of the music, by the obvious rapport between the musicians and the incredible joy and life that was so 52immediately apparent. Such intensity was something I had never really come across before.

         

         This was the Blue Notes, South Africa’s first mixed-race band; the pianist was Chris McGregor, Maxine’s future husband.

         McGregor had grown up in rural Transkei, where his father ran a school even more at odds with the Bantu Education Act than St Peter’s. Chris attended a White academy but spent most of his time with his father’s students. Music was everywhere: school kids learned the alphabet by singing, while their Xhosa mothers were always harmonising, the lines overlapping, weaving together in the staggered cycles that would later inspire McGregor’s compositions. By the time he was ten, he was playing organ for church choirs and sitting in on piano with local dance bands.

         Chris arrived at Cape Town University in 1956; African students had just been banned and many Whites joined the protests. A large crowd of men from the Langa Location marched on Parliament, a peaceful, silent vigil against the new laws; when police blocked them off into a sealed area (the kettling tactic now so popular with British and American police), McGregor joined a group of musicians who snuck in to serenade the crowd. He later helped organise free music classes in Langa Township.

         Sessions at the Vortex Club and the Zambezi introduced him to Dudu Pukwana (alto sax) and Mongezi Feza (trumpet), who would join him and drummer Louis Moholo as the Blue Notes’ core. Onstage, Chris always wore a hat so his lank brown hair wouldn’t give away that he wasn’t a ‘very light’ Cape Coloured. Castle Lager, defying the government by sponsoring jazz festivals, backed a tour by McGregor’s big band with the cream of South African jazz talent. Castle wouldn’t risk bringing the show to a White area, but Maxine was too young to know any better and produced an historic concert in Braamfontein. South African critics were stunned to discover world-class jazz in their midst and puzzled by the White pianist so at one with the Black musicians. From childhood, Chris had never found any conflict between White and Black culture – or, for that matter, among jazz, Township jive and Xhosa traditional music.

         A Blue Notes tour of the Townships organised by Maxine was a nightmare of red tape, harassment, drunken musicians (and audiences) 53and unpaid or stolen fees, but the responses made it all worthwhile. Eventually, though, she and Chris concluded that while he might be willing to risk everything for a musical ideal – even changing his registration to ‘coloured’ – his Black colleagues faced dangers far greater. A Parisian friend of Maxine’s played a Blue Notes tape to someone at the Antibes Jazz Festival, who extended an invitation; flummoxed by this colour-blind pianist, the government opted to give them all exit visas, in the hope they’d never come back.

         Joining the Blue Notes on the bill at Antibes in 1964 (along with Ella Fitzgerald, Horace Silver and Jean-Luc Ponty) was Dollar Brand. Brand had grown up in Cape Town, where his grandmother played piano at the local AME church. His conversion to Islam in the early seventies (and change of name to Abdullah Ibrahim) seems to have only intensified his connection to the Protestant hymns of his youth.

         Brand left South Africa in 1962 for Switzerland, where Duke Ellington heard him in a club and became his champion. When I saw him at the 1965 Newport Jazz Festival, I don’t recall his playing sounding particularly South African, but that may say more about my youthful listening than about Brand’s music (although he did tend to belittle African music in early interviews). But during a Cape Town recording session with former District Six colleagues in the mid-seventies, he recorded ‘Manenburg’, a composition by legendary District Six sax great Basil Coetzee that would become his signature. ‘Manenburg’ is instantly recognisable as South African, rooted in the interface between Wesleyan hymns and Xhosa chant. ‘Grazing in the Grass’ made Hugh Masekela’s fortune but few listeners connected it with South Africa. For most jazz fans, Abdullah Ibrahim’s elegant playing has become the most evocative representation of the country’s unique style. Of the psychic damage wrought by apartheid on both Black and White, Ibrahim once observed that ‘music saved us’.56
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         Many more listeners know Ibrahim’s and Masekela’s music than Chris McGregor’s. I surrendered objectivity the moment I walked into a small club in London’s Chinatown in 1967 and experienced the Blue Notes in 54their prime. I had toured with Albert Ayler and George Russell, but their American avant-garde sound seemed two-dimensional next to the Blue Notes’ avalanche of free expression, gospel, Ellington, kwela, Mingus and what I would eventually learn was Xhosa folk music.

         I wish there was a triumphant story to recount, but the tale is a sad one, with scattered successes, the melancholy of exile, untimely deaths and posthumous praise for reissued recordings. Perhaps their destiny was foretold at Antibes, where the music astonished audiences, promoters and critics but no one knew what to do with them. The European jazz world of 1964 was conservatively hip, wedded to fifties bebop performed in elegant surroundings. With Django Reinhardt long gone and Jan Garbarek still in short trousers, few could imagine jazz sprouting from non-American roots. The Blue Notes’ nightly jams at Antibes’ Pam Pam bar attracted such raucous crowds that the police banned them, while their own appetites for alcohol and unruly behaviour alarmed promoters. The best they could manage was a two-week stint subbing for Brand in Zurich and, after an agonising wait during which they busked on the street, a short season at Ronnie Scott’s in London.

         The decision to base themselves in England made sense at the time: a common language and a community of expatriates, plus the world’s strongest anti-apartheid movement. But the British musicians who cheered their originality grew distant and even hostile when the group settled in and began competing for jobs and girls. The Musicians’ Union refused to make concessions: membership could be granted only after a year of (theoretically unemployed) residence. Most devastating for McGregor was the indifference: ‘That what you do doesn’t really matter to anyone is difficult to adjust to.’57

         My period in the late sixties as their manager and record producer was relatively unsuccessful. I got them a deal with Polydor, but Very Urgent didn’t sell. Frustrated with the indifference of the British jazz world, I began working with Dudu on a ‘rock kwela’ project. We pieced together a makeshift band of Ghanaians and South Africans and cut a few decent tracks. Early in 1970, imagining that things were changing in South Africa, I bought us both plane tickets to Johannesburg; I didn’t know the word mbaqanga before I went but quickly learned it once I arrived.

         55Dudu and I slept in our separate racial enclaves but met every day at Dorkay House or the Bantu Men’s Social Centre, where I played pool and ping-pong and discussed Harold Pinter and Miles Davis with out-of-work actors and musicians. I remember being struck by the shabby dark clothes of the men and women in the bus queues and thinking how interesting it would be when the looped earrings, colourful dashikis and Afro hairdos of the American Black Power movement reached South Africa.

         I brought back a great mbaqanga compilation called Good Luck Motella (Motella being a short-lived Detroit-aspirational Gallo subsidiary) and loaned it to Richard Thompson, saying, ‘Learn this.’ With Simon Nicol, also of Fairport Convention, Richard joined some memorable sessions with an impressed Pukwana. In 2020, Matsuli, a South African label, reissued the tapes I had licensed to Trutone to finance our flights to Johannesburg, plus the ones we made with Richard and Simon when we got back. Dudu and I were convinced we’d failed, but fifty years later they sound great. (Dudu and Chris were very open to the folk-rock I was recording for Witchseason Productions, with Chris adding a wonderful solo to Nick Drake’s ‘Poor Boy’ and Dudu’s sax gracing tracks I produced by Mike Heron, John Martyn and Toots and the Maytals.)

         In 1970, just before I moved to Los Angeles, we recorded the first Brotherhood of Breath album; with its blistering solos, graceful lyricism, powerful rhythms and un-American texture, it has had, over the years, a big influence on European jazz. To Chris, the piano was a drum with notes; the British members got used to McGregor’s way of rehearsing the marabi rhythms in Xhosa-like cycles, learning the charts on the fly as the inexorable beat never stopped for a wrong note; he knew they’d catch it next time.

         Of the Blue Notes’ recording ‘Don’t Stir the Beehive’, McGregor’s brother Tony says it reminds him of ‘a Transkei evening with herders whistling and calling to each other,58 snatches of song and the random rhythms of insects in the thorn trees … I can almost smell the cooking fires and see the sun setting behind the hills in a dusty purple and orange haze. I certainly feel the longing for home that pervades the track.’

         Mongezi Feza, the brilliant, scrawny, half-Xan trumpeter, came down with tuberculosis and was treated with drugs that made him painfully 56light-sensitive and paranoid. Sent to a mental home and dosed with Largactil, he died there in 1975. Bassist Johnny Dyani decamped to Copenhagen, where, after years of heroin addiction, he passed away in 1987. Chris and Maxine moved to the more congenial atmosphere of France, where he continued to perform as a soloist, with occasional tours by a sixteen-piece Brotherhood of Breath. Just prior to a 1990 tour, he was diagnosed with cancer and died within weeks. Dudu kept a band going for years in London before succumbing to a heart attack a month after Chris’s death. Louis Moholo was the only original Blue Note to witness Mandela’s swearing-in as President; he now teaches music in the Townships and performs in South Africa and Europe.
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         By the end of the sixties, the natives were getting restless – the White ones, that is. The government’s refusal to allow ‘Godless’ television meant being excluded from Neil Armstrong’s ‘giant leap for mankind’. The decade-long economic and sporting boycotts were starting to bite, while the now-integrated US Navy had stopped calling at South African ports. Things got so bad that in 1971 the SABC’s highest-rated programme was a radio adaptation of The Avengers; trying to imagine Emma Peel in trousers was becoming a painful distraction for the country’s managerial class.

         The Black population, on the other hand, felt more connected than ever. The end of the British and French Empires had spawned independent nations from Zambia to Senegal. LM Radio, just over the border in Mozambique, was blasting out pop and rhythm and blues; everyone in the Rand could hear James Brown’s Black Power message, while some Sowetans took to wearing their hair long, calling themselves ‘hippies’ and forming rock bands. Inspired by James Baldwin and Miles Davis, writers and musicians were laying the foundation of the Black Consciousness Movement, which sprang to life in 1968, when Steve Biko led a walkout over unequal conditions at a National Student Union conference. The drab clothing I saw on my 1970 visit belied the fact that beneath the surface, the ground was rapidly shifting. Liberals may have been dismayed by the separatism implicit in Black Consciousness, but Biko insisted that ‘the first step is … to infuse [the black man] with pride and dignity’.59 Jazz 57players gave up trying to hustle gigs at White venues in Hillbrow; Club Pelican in Soweto and the Galaxy in Cape Flats became the new hubs.

         In January 1976, to the fury of the Dutch churches, the government launched a pair of TV channels, one for each White language. Boers were afraid superior anglophone boob-tube programming would hasten the decline of Afrikaans; White immigration had soared since World War Two, yet few Italians, Greeks, Jews or Australians were interested in learning the founders’ tongue. Conservatives also worried that Africans would use the new medium to deepen their unnerving connections to the wider world. To counter these trends and placate the Right, the government appointed Dr Andries Treurnicht as Deputy Minister of Education, with a brief to convert half of all African high-school classes from English into Afrikaans. If immigrants could not be persuaded to speak the Boers’ language, the country’s Black population would be forced to.

         On 16 June 1976, police shot twelve-year-old Hector Pieterson during a demonstration against Afrikaans classes; photos of his corpse were seen across the country and around the world. The ensuing uprising plunged South Africa into eighteen years of violence that ended with Mandela’s swearing-in as President. Apollo 11 was the beginning of the end of apartheid.
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            In confidence we lay our cause before the whole world.60 Whether we win or whether we die, freedom will rise in Africa like the sun from the morning clouds.

         

         Nelson Mandela loved this quote from Paul Kruger about the Boer struggle against the British at the end of the nineteenth century. Another pungent line came from Dizzy Gillespie: ‘I want to join your revolution61 … The only thing we had was “We Shall Overcome.” Every time I see South Africa on TV, they’ve got a new song.’ On news broadcasts outside South Africa, police bullhorns and gunshots couldn’t drown out the glorious singing of the crowds. Perhaps, like their forefathers, the government still heard South African harmonies as a ‘cacophonous wail’, but ANC and union leaders knew what a potent weapon they were.

         58With most music venues shut down either by police or by Township youth, churches and streets filled with harmony. Protest songs had evolved from the simple maid’s request of ‘Madam Please’ (‘Before you ask if your children are fine, ask me when I last saw mine’) to newly politicised hymns. ‘Senzeni na’ (What have we done?) was one of the most effective, a moving melody repeated over and over at mass rallies. Yvonne Huskisson complained that ‘an abortive attempt was made by the ANC to insinuate that ordinary Bantu singing “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika” were doing so in support of its aims.’ Eventually, alarmed by the anthem’s power, the government outlawed it. Other absurdities followed, like banning Black Beauty for its title and Thelonious Monk’s ‘Crepuscule with Nellie’ on grounds that its mysterious first word might represent something sexual. A Black classical singer was barred from the SABC for sounding ‘too white’. Ray Phiri, later Graceland’s lead guitarist, was prohibited from staging his musical adaptation of Volpone; the censors couldn’t accept that an African was capable of creating such a thing.

         Hymns about Israelites in Egyptian captivity morphed into undisguised topicality, ‘putting in an AK-47 here,62 taking out a Bible there’, as one veteran of the struggle put it. Rhythms became more aggressive after 1976 as fighters returned from military training abroad, bringing with them the toyi-toyi, a hunters’ chant learned from Zimbabwean rebels. Soldiers in uMkhonto we Sizwe – the ANC’s military wing, known as MK – kept up their spirits during long marches by adapting the Afrikaners’ beloved ‘Marching to Pretoria’ as a toyi-toyi. White policemen would later confirm how terrifying it was to confront huge crowds explaining in harmony and gesture how they planned to kill you.

         At the funerals that took place every Saturday during the height of the struggle, graveside anthems turned each death into a renewed commitment. One comrade observed that ‘we didn’t want the singing to be too sad – it might have demoralised us’.63 Music transformed not only the world’s view of the struggle but the participants’ as well, buoying spirits and instilling bravery. The Nationalists didn’t get it, but even if they had, what could they have done about it?
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         59Another sign that apartheid’s days might be numbered was how White teenagers would black up to sneak into Percy Sledge concerts. They weren’t the only ones mesmerised by the Memphis/Muscle Shoals sound. As American releases were trumpeting Black Pride and emboldening Black leaders, the Atlantic and Stax recordings were transforming the popular musical landscape. The seventies soul surge followed the pattern of swing in the thirties; Sledge was (if such a thing can be imagined) even more popular than the Mills Brothers, while the role of Benny Goodman’s clarinet was taken by Booker T’s organ. Soul music reached deep into South African life, altering the sound of mbaqanga and steering youth towards all things American. African-American performers paid less attention to the cultural boycott than Whites; Wilson Pickett and Brook Benton were among many who toured in Sledge’s wake. Black American stars were accused of political obtuseness, but by going directly to Black audiences were they transgressing any more than Paul Simon a decade later? For the young and hip, soul became the soundtrack of Revolution.

         We saw earlier how, after the 1976 uprising, musical and other traditions were attacked by militant youth for their ties to a ‘sell-out’ past; but a fixation on US alternatives brought its own contradictions, as the pride of early-seventies soul gave way to the get down and party superficiality of disco. Masekela lamented, ‘We’re trapped, man.64 Disco is a social tranquiliser,’ as ANC comrades defiantly embraced its modernity. In 1980, under pressure from business leaders who felt thwarted by their uneducated and demoralised workforce, government attempts at reform included repealing some pass laws and freeing Bantu Radio to play what listeners actually wanted to hear. Ratings-conscious DJs immediately switched from local music to American imports; except in Durban, that is, where Radio Zulu stuck determinedly to isicathamiya, mbaqanga, African bubblegum pop and electrified versions of the ageless John Bhengu’s maskanda.

         Mbaqanga responded to the soul challenge by merging its wedding-dance beat with a machine-generated, four-on-the-floor disco feel and becoming even more Zulu-ised. The most prominent source of old-school mbaqanga was an unlikely hit television series starring the Makgona Tsohle Band as garage mechanics who brought out their instruments 60whenever the foreman wasn’t around. The biggest record sales and tour receipts, meanwhile, were racked up by the Soul Brothers, who ruled the middle ground between mbaqanga and Memphis.

         Few others made a success of touring in the eighties; most venues had disappeared, leaving music fashions to be defined by ever more artificially produced recordings. Traditional elements were fetishised, with overdubbed marabi saxes or maskanda guitar flourishes signalling that roots had not been entirely forgotten. Gadgets that could make a track at once shiningly modern and ‘bulldozer-like’ were irresistible. A&R man Mose Dlamini claimed that Black musicians’ ability to create great tracks in a few takes had deprived them of the benefits of modern hi-tech practices; now they were finally in a position to make records almost as bad as White pop. Tradition was relegated to urban backyards on Sundays, where Tswana, Sotho, Pedi and Xhosa musicians would play for their own people. A market for regional productions still existed in remote areas, but professionalism counted for more than authenticity: Sotho John Moriri became a star by singing mbaqanga in Tswana with Zulu dance steps. Fears of violence and growing support for the boycott brought a halt to touring by Americans and drove multinational labels out of the country; into the vacuum came South African mimics of US styles, such as Brenda Fassie and Yvonne Chaka Chaka.
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         As South Africa tried to maintain control of its ‘near abroad’ by sending the Defence Force to intervene against liberation movements in South West Africa, Angola and Mozambique, the ANC did its best to bring the battle home. After 1976, occasional bombings of power lines were superseded by pitched street battles against the police, the army and the Zulus of Inkatha. Musicians-in-exile, led by stalwarts Makeba and Masekela, performed in newly independent Lesotho and Botswana; South African crowds streamed across the borders to hear their shows. When Botswana’s capital Gaborone became a hive of revolutionary and counter-cultural activity the South African army raided it, moving from house to house gunning down artists, musicians, teachers and scientists as well as activists. Abstract canvasses by murdered painter Thami 61Mnyele were shown on SABC-TV as evidence of the subversive intent of the victims.

         Under the direction of Jonas Gwangwa, Masekela’s former classmate at St Peter’s, MK’s musical arm Amandla toured the world, though the quality of their performances was hindered by a politics-first agenda. Broadcasts into South Africa by Radio MK were often jammed and listening could lead to arrest. Former policeman Paul Erasmus later testified to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission about how he prowled record shops looking for subversive LPs and warning retailers not to stock anti-apartheid foreign artists. One fan was imprisoned for owning a cassette copy of a track by Makeba.

         Another unsettling development for the government was dreadlocks, a border-transcending kinship of Blackness that defied definition or prohibition. Police would react angrily to manifestations of Rasta culture and legend has it that some people were jailed for owning Bob Marley LPs, though his records were actually released locally and sold widely. Some surreal events cut the other way: when mbaqanga-singer-turned-reggae-star Lucky Dube found himself booked at an army camp, he improvised isiZulu insults over his band’s expertly mimicked Jamaican beat while the unsuspecting White soldiers danced and cheered.
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         One evening in 1982, I attended an off-Broadway production called Poppie Nongena. In the previous decade I had seen uMabatha (the Zulu Macbeth) and Sizwe Banzi Is Dead, Athol Fugard’s great play about a man who has lost his pass. I had also endured Ipi Tombi, the ‘tribal musical’ produced by an apartheid supporter featuring cheerful, barely clothed natives. All three were huge successes, although Ipi Tombi was eventually shut down in New York by protests. Poppie wove traditional singing into the true story of a woman married to a man from another region whose family is torn apart by Homelands regulations. The cast were all South African and the evening culminated in a thrilling rendition of ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’, with the audience on their feet, many of them in tears. The English dialogue was interspersed with click-filled asides in Xhosa. It was a stunning evening of theatre, with brilliant singing from Poppie 62(Thuli Dumakude, previously star of uMabatha) and her mother (Sophie Mgcina, a veteran of the glory years of Sophiatown).

         When I discovered they had an invitation from the Edinburgh Festival but no means of getting there, my ambitions expanded from cast-album producer to theatrical impresario. From a week in Edinburgh, we progressed to a five-month run in London’s West End, followed by seasons in Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Chicago and Toronto. I spent long stretches with the cast and director Hilary Blecher. Mgcina still lived in South Africa but the rest had followed the play into New York exile. Poppie’s husband was played by Selaelo Maredi, a Pedi who, as a youth, had been part of a gang that robbed rural jewellery stores. One weekend, he told me, he begged off a raid to attend a family wedding; the police had been tipped off and his mates were all arrested and hanged. Selaelo decided to try another profession. While coaching soccer at a Township youth club, he helped the team present a drama in the community centre and was bitten by the theatre bug. When he, Fana Kekana and Seth Sibanda (also members of the Poppie cast) created an award-winning three-hander, they were invited to an arts festival in Orange County, Southern California. On their first night outside South Africa, after a twenty-four-hour journey from Johannesburg, they left their motel in search of food. Two blocks down the street a police car screeched to a halt and they were thrown against a wall, spread-eagled and frisked. Just to make them feel at home.

         Blecher had created Poppie in a series of collaborative workshops with the show’s cast at Johannesburg’s Market Theatre, a progressive oasis that produced many powerful pieces under Barney Simon’s supervision (including later hits Woza Albert! and Sarafina). I treasure memories of my time with the Poppie company; the ease and wit of the mixed-race cast (White villains being essential) made that period of my life immensely enjoyable. Most nights, I would go to the theatre in time to hear the finale and enjoy the ovations. During the London run Equity, the actors’ union, became our enemy, demanding that Nigerian, Ghanaian or Afro-Caribbean actors fill the roles, despite none of them speaking Xhosa or having any feel for the Xhosa way of singing. Appeals bought time, but eventually we closed rather than succumb to the union’s mindless diktats.

         63The attack that never came was from the Anti-Apartheid Movement itself, soon to be so vociferous in its complaints about Graceland. What, in the end, was the difference between play and record? Both were created in South Africa, with a cast and production team of mostly South Africans, a clear violation of the cultural boycott. Solly Smith, head of the London office of the ANC, was a frequent visitor to the show and once shocked the cast by reciting Voortrekker ballads and recounting the respect his grandfather had for the toughness of the Boers.

         The turmoil in South Africa transfixed liberals in the northern hemisphere while also presenting us with a gift – the exiled musicians, actors, politicians, writers and ordinary refugees who came to live among us. The Blue Notes and the Poppie Nongena company showed me a commitment and an idealism that I treasure still.
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         Sixteen-year-old Johnny Clegg was walking near his home when he saw Sipho Mchunu sitting on a wall, playing a guitar. Fascinated, he persuaded Mchunu to give him maskanda lessons. Thus began Clegg’s journey into the heart of a culture simultaneously local and remote. ‘To be with the Zulus I had to become humble and learn how to behave.’65 He studied the language and became a scholar of Zulu epic poetry.

         Acoustic duets with Mchunu at the Market Theatre in the early seventies evolved into South Africa’s first successful ‘fusion’ bands: Juluka and its successor Savuka. White South African students – and the French – loved their combination of mbaqanga and rock, but timidity about the ‘Zulu sound’ limited their international impact; while African producers were adding ever more bottom to their records, Clegg’s label insisted he not make his mixes too heavy. I met Johnny in London once during the mid-eighties; encouraged by my interest, he grabbed a broom-handle and a dustbin lid and belted out high-kicking Zulu chants to a bemused Sunday-lunch gathering of Brits in a Battersea flat.

         Musical mixing spread; Black musicians hanging around studios met White bands who eagerly recruited their superior skills. Some were even pressed into service on Boer country music; one recalls being astonished at the luxurious treatment – Cape Town by plane! – plus a multiple of his 64normal pay scale for a radio broadcast. The authorities seemed relatively relaxed; their fury was directed more at White singers who protested against the military draft or supported the boycott. An anti-conscription song by Bernoldus Niemand was banned outright, while secret agent Erasmus would later testify about his campaign to destroy the career of White singer Roger Lucey after he stepped out of line with his lyrics.

         South Africa’s military campaigns failed to prevent Angola, Mozambique and Namibia becoming independent majority-ruled nations. In 1989, Prime Minister P. W. ‘Big Crocodile’ Botha handed over the reins to F. W. de Klerk, who, to general bewilderment, un-banned the ANC. De Klerk could see that apartheid was doomed; he also understood that the Boers’ old enemies, the Zulus, could be their allies. While most South Africans considered the Homelands system an unworkable mockery, de Klerk’s promise to make KwaZulu-Natal a quasi-independent state appealed to many Zulus. Whites in Natal, moreover, tended to hold more complex views than most, often speaking a bit of the language and considering themselves ‘honorary’ Zulus. As ANC strikes and demonstrations were being violently suppressed, Zulu marches got permits and arms were given to Inkatha gangs. Evaporation of the broad African audience for isicathamiya and mbaqanga during the 1980s was but a footnote to the greater conflict between forces battling for the soul of the country.

         In the Xhosa traditions that exerted such a strong influence on the ANC, decisions are taken by a council of elders while the praise-singer who illuminates issues at their gatherings doesn’t hesitate to criticise, even mock, the chiefs. Zulus, on the other hand, defer to a powerful king who brooks no dissent. Mandela’s Xhosa reasonableness provided South Africa with the chance to emerge peacefully from two centuries of brutality, while Zulu defiance became one of the few cards left for the Nationalists to play. When Zulu Jacob Zuma was elected ANC leader in 2008 and went on to become President, he introduced media laws restricting the reporting of government corruption and malfeasance and sued the painter of a disrespectful portrait.
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         65Paul Simon arrived in Johannesburg believing that ‘as cold as I am, I can do this privately, no one will be paying attention’. Out, as he imagined, of the spotlight, he created a work that revelled in the contradictions inherent in the developed world’s attraction to exotic music. The gap in values between New York’s Upper West Side and the hills of KwaZulu-Natal was made clear. As Simon sings:

         
            
               
                  She’s a rich girl66

                  She don’t try to hide it

                  She’s got diamonds on the soles of her shoes

               

            

         

         In isiZulu, Ladysmith complains:

         
            
               
                  How does it happen?67

                  Awa, awa, the girls are self-reliant

               

            

         

         ‘Homeless’ evokes sympathy for refugees:

         
            
               
                  Strong wind destroy our home68

                  Many dead, tonight it could be you

               

            

         

         Unbeknownst to anglophones, Ladysmith counters by boasting of gaining respect and revenge, recording in their ancient enemy’s capital:

         
            
               
                  We are the conquerors69

                  We fought the battle in the heart of London

               

            

         

         Simon’s and Shabalala’s vocal tones represent contrasting notions of masculinity. Paul is the consummate ‘new man’ – soft-spoken and reasonable – while Shabalala’s intense nasal timbres reflect the fierceness of his complaints about changes in Zulu society. Mbaqanga and isicathamiya constituted rearguard actions against the loss of traditional male roles in South African society; Graceland’s production enhanced their power even as Simon’s lyrics undercut their meaning.

         Isigqi was central to the Zulus’ resistance to the ‘Rainbow Nation’ ideal. Literally, it means ‘something like sound’ and represents the essence of Zulu-ness: a deep voice, a high step, a resonant stomp, a gesture. Lured to Johannesburg by the isigqi urgency of the Boyoyo Boys, Simon, royal emissary from the Rainbow world, became an unwitting 66Zulu acolyte. Though fewer than half the Graceland musicians were actually Zulu, all knew the semiotic language; you couldn’t prosper as a 1970s Johannesburg session man if you didn’t. Roy Halee’s use of samples and electronic augmentation – a synclavier to deepen the opening accordion flourish, for example – was subtler and more sophisticated, but not fundamentally different from what West Nkosi and the others were doing as they churned out assembly-line mbaqanga.

         The Johannesburg tracks challenged Simon to work harder, to listen more closely, to match their nuances with his own. Paul didn’t need to propel the songs, he could ride them; the powerful playing inspired him to compose the lyrics of a lifetime, ‘the best I ever did’.70 Perhaps this unfamiliar rhythmic terrain freed his right brain to give voice to dreamscapes and uncanny visions of the future (‘the bomb in the baby carriage’). Few fusioneers since have worked so hard to meet an alien rhythm on its own terms, to focus on what they do best and leave the propulsion to the experts. More than any other recording of the decade, Graceland opened Western ears to music from far away. When Simon revisited the album in 2012, the touring show was greeted in London’s Hyde Park by a huge throng. As I walked through the crowd, everyone was singing along, the twenty-somethings and the sixty-somethings; all seemed to know the words by heart.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In 1987, starting to sense victory, the ANC organised a ‘Culture in a New South Africa’ conference in Amsterdam. South Africa-based musician-delegates (the government had given up blocking exit visas by then) were astonished by the level of international support for the Anti-Apartheid Movement; in those pre-internet years, little news of it had trickled past government censorship. Within three years, Mandela was free; 1994 saw his election as President as the ANC swept to power. Peace broke out in KwaZulu-Natal after back-room deals engineered by Jacob Zuma allowed Inkatha to avoid electoral humiliation and gain a few ministerial posts in the ANC government.

         The end of apartheid led to the popping of musical bubbles; after years of struggle, audiences were looking for light relief. When disc 67jockeys Oskido and Christos slowed American house tracks down to 110 beats per minute, lyrics rapped in local ‘vernacs’ could be more easily superimposed and kwaito was born, its tinny sound paying homage to the Casio-driven bubblegum hits of the seventies and eighties. The ANC government was quick to embrace this new musical landscape, inviting kwaito artists to perform at rallies, while Mandela encouraged them to write positive, optimistic lyrics. As the AIDS epidemic spread (and before President Mbeki’s delusional betrayal of those efforts) the government used kwaito to increase awareness of the disease. In tune with their electoral triumph, ANC’s disco trumped Inkatha’s mbaqanga.

         Nor could churches escape the transatlantic onslaught; modern R&B-inflected beats swamped local styles. (Zulu churches, of course, provided the bulk of resistance to electronic keyboards.) African Americans, Oprah Winfrey and Whoopi Goldberg among them, came searching for roots (at the wrong end of the continent). South Africans aspired to be like them, often affecting American accents.

         South African mines once had trouble finding enough cheap labour, but by the 1990s the country was an immigration magnet. Johannesburg filled with Nigerians, Congolese and Kenyans, though their arrival failed to trigger much musical cross-talk; South Africans have never seemed much interested in foreign culture if it isn’t American. In 2008, Township-dwellers (reportedly led by Zulus) rioted against the immigrants, burning down businesses, looting and killing. The apartheid-era practice of enabling the powerful to seize the best land, squeezing locals onto barren margins, then forcing desperate bread-winners into infrastructure-starved shanty towns and poorly paid assembly-line jobs has become a business model emulated the world over.
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         Gallo and other labels tried to follow up the international successes of Ladysmith and Mahlathini, but only the golden voice of Vusi Mahlasela gained any traction outside the country. Artists who might have made an impact were hampered by the over-slick production and cheesy fusion impulses of local producers; music buffs in Europe and North America may have supported political modernity, but few had much time for 68drum machines and synthesisers. Hilda Tloubatla of the Mahotella Queens pointed out how essential music had been in pushing back against apartheid: ‘Then you had to stay an African and be black and never think of being white. But now the young musicians … have taken too much from the Americans.’71

         Enthusiasm for the country’s musical heritage now lies primarily abroad, though the new middle class did enjoy the Market Theatre production of Sophiatown, a nostalgic revue with modernised jive, retro sets and period outfits. Hugh Masekela created Stimela, a stage show based on the trains that brought workers to the mines, which played to genteel audiences, both Black and White.

         Mahlathini’s death in 1999 triggered Gallo’s first concerted attempt to mine the catalogue, which was hampered by having lost most of its master tapes in a warehouse fire. That collectors have been able to hear so much of South Africa’s musical past is due, as in many such cases, to independent archivists. Rob Allingham, an American who grew up in California with matching passions for steam trains and jazz 78s, came to South Africa in the early seventies to work on South Africa’s wonderfully antiquated railways. Between shifts, he went through the Townships buying 78s, 45s and LPs; his vast collection is now the source for most reissues of South African music and his encyclopaedic knowledge graces the booklets. The prime international outlet for the back catalogue has been UK-based Earthworks Records, founded by Trevor Herman and the late Jumbo Vanrenen, South African expats who first met while buying records from workers on Cape Town train station platforms.
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         When Zulu Jacob Zuma replaced Xhosa Thabo Mbeki as leader of the ANC and as President, it completed a transformation in the relationship between Zulus and Mandela’s party. Since Inkatha’s 1994 electoral defeat, more and more Zulus have joined the ANC, worrying some that they could become a dominant force in the organisation. There have been accusations that, like their great-grandfathers who refused to go down the mines, Zulus disdain heavy work, preferring soft jobs and patronage earned by their new party allegiance.

         69City-dwellers have revived the tradition of sending boys to the country to be circumcised, a custom Shaka had ended for Zulus but which Zuma encouraged after politicians of other backgrounds mocked him for being uncircumcised. Traditional stick-fighting also made a comeback among Xhosa and Zulus, while middle-class Blacks began travelling to KwaZulu-Natal to buy beads and trinkets from bemused villagers (who were urged by local leaders and preachers – some things never change – to drop traditional garb and ‘modernise’). Not that such developments had much effect on the broad popular market for music, which remains in thrall to US R&B and hiphop, though Ukhozi FM, the change-resistant Zulu radio station, retains the biggest listenership in the country. Neighbouring Botswana, meanwhile, treats the Xan with the contempt White colonists once showed towards the Tswana, calling them ‘backward’ and corralling them onto reservations.

         When South Africa hosted the 2010 World Cup, the organisers seemed to think that having Angélique Kidjo, a Benin-born New Yorker, Tinariwen from the Malian Sahara and the Colombian Shakira alongside African Americans John Legend, the Black-Eyed Peas and Alicia Keys was an appropriate musical line-up for the opening ceremony. Protests brought a belated invitation for Vusi Mahlasela, but even after their 7-Up and baked-bean commercials, Ladysmith Black Mambazo were deemed too rustic for a global audience of football fans. The closest the world’s mainstream media has come lately to any glimpse of South Africa’s cultural roots were the 1970s pantsula outfits on dancers in a Beyoncé video.

         Invoking roots in today’s South Africa can be a tricky business; youth leader Julius Malema was expelled from the ANC for leading a ‘kill the Boer’ toyi-toyi chant at a rally. He insisted he was simply honouring the crowds who had defied machine-gun-toting policemen with it during the years of struggle, but the claim was undermined by his threats to lead Zimbabwe-style seizures of White farms. Jacob Zuma’s Zulu traditionalism – he married multiple wives – emboldened rural chiefs, who began flexing the power of tribal courts. There has even been a movement to enshrine this reactionary system in South African law. Women’s rights activist Nomboniso Gasa sees it as an attempt to ‘turn rural people into 70subjects rather than citizens’.72 The issues aren’t entirely straightforward: South African jurisprudence can be remote, slow-moving and corrupt, while tribal justice is at least nearby and everyone knows both accused and victim. From afar, we know which recordings we like, but on the ground music is more than an abstraction; it is a powerfully coded representation of social trends and political change.

         In the summer of 2011, I attended a tribute concert to the late Miriam Makeba at London’s Hackney Empire, starring Hugh Masekela. The crowd was primarily expat Black South Africans, liberally scattered with Whites of undetermined nationality. The ingénues hoping to follow in Makeba’s footsteps were Thandiswa and Lira, the cream of a new South African generation. From the opening set by Vusi Mahlasela, all the vocals were strong, while Masekela’s playing was as brilliantly distinctive as ever. The crowd loved all of ‘Mama Africa’s songs and seemed not to mind that the rhythm section was mired somewhere in the American jazz–rock-fusion world of the 1980s, with hardly a flicker of South African feel. When Thandiswa sang ‘Pata Pata’, Masekela got a big cheer for getting down on his knees and chastely miming the frisk. At the slightest hint of isigqi, the crowd roared; they clearly would have leaped to their feet and danced if the band had broken into an mbaqanga step, but that seemed the farthest thing from Masekela’s Sophiatown jazzer mind.

         On a brighter note, the documentary film AmaZulu is set in a high school in a Durban Township that starts each day with singing in the courtyard. The harmonies are pure Zulu, the voices powerful and uplifting, and the refrain translates as ‘bring the weapons’. But in this case, their weapons of choice are books, the students’ own intelligence and their Shaka-like determination.
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         One would think, given Graceland’s dramatic boost to the anti-apartheid cause in the late eighties, that talk of Simon’s ‘betrayal’ might have dwindled over the years. But the release of Under African Skies in 2012, a documentary about the album, triggered a chorus of the same complaints and denunciations, with no one attempting to articulate why Graceland was such a crime while all those theatrical exports were not. Perhaps the 71album’s unspoken transgression was using music of the Zulus, seen justifiably by many in the ANC as their enemies.

         My focus on Graceland risks evoking one of those Hollywood films where a White hero comes to the aid of suffering Africans. That’s Graceland in a nutshell, you could say, with Joseph Shabalala in the role of ‘loyal African sidekick’. Simon, however, has always made it clear he received more than he gave, though he certainly contributed a lot, financially, in credit and in exposure. Graceland more resembles the tale of Township music icon Benny Goodman and his ‘use’ of the talents of Fletcher Henderson, Teddy Wilson and Lionel Hampton to build a swing empire. One can’t say that Ladysmith Black Mambazo, Ray Phiri and the others went on to careers at the same level as those Goodman sidemen, but that has more to do with the era and South Africa’s ambivalence towards its own music.

         ‘You haven’t heard this before!’; that accordion flourish certainly got the world’s attention. But, like the cassette on the drive to Montauk, Graceland’s appeal lay as much in the familiar as the unknown. South African music – be it ‘Wimoweh’ or ‘Homeless’, ‘The Click Song’ or ‘Grazing in the Grass’, ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’ or ‘Manenberg’ – has always caught the northern ear that way: more like our own than any other African music yet alluringly exotic at the same time. Despite the battles over singing styles, Wesleyan hymns struck a deep chord in South Africa, finding echoes in the texture, if not the fluidity, of local harmonies. South Africa is also the only African land to have experienced an Industrial Revolution. Despite the fact that most slaves brought to North America were from kingdoms as remote from Nguni country as Andalusia is from Norway, South Africa evolved a musical language intriguingly resonant of African-American.

         South Africans plundered their conquerors’ music with great sophistication, creating a culture of rich complexity. We, the faraway listeners, have been gifted with the artistry of Solomon Linda, Spokes Mashiyane, Hugh Masekela, Miriam Makeba, Dudu Pukwana, Abdullah Ibrahim, Chris McGregor, Mahlathini, Ladysmith Black Mambazo, Vusi Mahlasela, the casts of Sarafina! and Poppie Nongena, to say nothing of the crowds who defied machine guns and tanks with song while we looked on – and listened – from our northern hemisphere armchairs. 72Even as apartheid-era Africans aspired to the gains of Black Americans, it was the US Civil Rights movement – and the worldwide cause of human rights – that drew inspiration from South Africa and its music more than vice versa.
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            II

            Babalú-Ayé

         

         Humiliation was staring Desi Arnaz in the face. It was 1937, the opening night of his run at a Miami Beach nightclub, and despite the frilly sleeves on their shirts, the bumbling musicians Xavier Cugat had sent him couldn’t tell a clave from the cleavage at the front-row tables. The tepid applause that greeted the opening numbers had faded to near silence; he had to do something.

         According to Desi’s autobiography, an image from his 1920s Cuban childhood came to him in that moment. He was on a reviewing stand beside his father, the mayor of Santiago, watching the carnival street bands known as comparsas parade past. They danced in a line, conguero in the lead and everyone following his rhythm. Arnaz’s problem-solving brain would one day make him the first TV star to own syndication rights to his own hit show and thus one of the richest men in Hollywood. That night, it told him to grab a conga drum, start singing an Afro-Cuban chant and invite the prettiest girl from those front tables to join on behind, hands on his hips; as more and more patrons fell into line, he circled the club – all the while dancing to Latin music’s simplest beat – then led them out onto the sidewalk, startling Collins Avenue traffic as they thrust out a hip or a leg on the final stroke of that 1–2–3–4–cong-Á.

         The next night the club was packed. Desi’s conga line became the talk of Miami, then the talk of New York, and finally, the talk of Hollywood. He was on his way, the latest Latin star to light up US show business in the years before World War Two. Through the soft-focus lens of Desi’s memoir, the Santiago carnival seems like a Cuban version of a Trinidad steel-band parade or a glittering Rio de Janeiro samba competition. But it wasn’t like that at all.

         74Standing beside them on the reviewing stand that day was Alfonso Menencier, the Afro-Cuban ward heeler who delivered the Black vote. He wore an immaculate white suit and straw boater, held a silver-topped cane and looked ill at ease. The barefoot, half-naked bodies passing before them were an uncomfortable reminder of the four short decades since slavery had been abolished in Cuba, of how blockade-running ships had continued to bring human contraband from Africa until the last minute, and that the conga line had originated in the chanting of slaves chained single-file as they were marched to the cane fields, where life expectancy was less than a decade.

         These parades went back centuries to Kings’ Day and pre-Lenten celebrations, when slaves were allowed a fleeting respite from the killing fields. Some onlookers would throw coins and cheer, while others recoiled from something they found ‘savage’ or ‘barbaric’. Before Emancipation in 1886, White Cubans could rest assured that the next day drummers and dancers would be back where they belonged, in the fields and barracones. Modern notions, that these shabbily dressed and very Black revellers were actually fellow Cubans and that some twenties intellectuals were making the case that this so-very-African music represented a national culture, made many Whites (as well as aspirational Afro-Cubans) uncomfortable.

         No one was more uncomfortable than Desidero Arnaz Sr; in 1925, he banned the conga lines, describing his son’s future meal ticket as ‘full of improper contortions1 and immoral gestures that do not belong to the culture of [Santiago] … [E]pileptic, ragged and semi-naked crowds run through the streets … they disrespect society, offend the morals, cause a bad opinion of our customs, lower us in the eyes of foreigners, and, most gravely, contaminate by example the minors … who are carried away by the heat of the display … engaging in frenetic competitions of bodily flexibility in those shameful, wanton tournaments.’ Another prohibition issued by the mayor forbade the use of carnival masks. The idea that Whites in disguise – women, for example – could join the crowds dancing in the streets … well, the possibilities didn’t bear thinking about.
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         75In a photograph of Machito and His Afro-Cuban All-Stars onstage in New York in the early 1940s, a painting of a conguero looms over them. He’s huge, of indeterminate race, with bulging biceps, his hands poised over the head of a phallic-looking conga drum held by a strap at his waist, a precursor of the rock hero with guitar-neck erect in note-bending solo.

         By 1937, the conga drum had already entered the zeitgeist, Cuban revues having popularised it in Paris and London. Desi’s role as Xavier Cugat’s protégé resulted from the bandleader’s search for a good-looking White guy who could both play it and sing. Like Sam Phillips in Memphis fifteen years later, who realised that finding a handsome cracker who could sing rhythm and blues would make him a fortune, Cugat sensed that anglophones were ready for someone sexy but safe to lead them onto the dancefloor and show them how to shake their asses like a Cuban.

         Across the Florida Straits, the island had bowed to tourist pressure and reinstated the comparsas. Time and again, we see local culture reviled and repressed by an insecure bourgeoisie but embraced by outsiders. Grudgingly (and often avariciously), guardians of national culture admit that, well, if foreigners like it so much, there might be something there whose value they failed to recognise. In Cuba’s case, this meant drums. As bars and nightclubs filled with Americans looking for somewhere to drink, gamble and shed their inhibitions, it made sense to bring back the carnival in a more glamorous Rio/Trinidad mode, with formal competitions, cleaned-up costumes and strict policing to make sure things didn’t get out of hand.

         One figure dominated the Havana parades of the late 1930s. Wearing a white tuxedo and sporting a top hat, conga drum strapped on, chanting Yorùbá and Abakuá ritual songs and playing complex rhythms, was Desi’s opposite, the Blackest, most skilful conguero of them all, Chano Pozo.

         While Arnaz’s maternal grandfather had founded Bacardi, Pozo was born in a Havana slum. When his mother died, his father took up with Natalia, who already had a son, Félix Chappottín, the future revolutionary of Afro-Cuban trumpet. Their solar or tenement was called ‘El 76Africa’ and it was as easy to fall into a life of crime there as it was to absorb music. Perhaps it was Chano’s good fortune to be arrested at fifteen and spend a few formative years in a young offenders’ institution where he learned to be charming when it suited. After his release, the owner of El País took a shine to him and gave him newspapers to sell. Soon Pozo was at the heart of the revived carnival scene, the most powerful drummer and loudest singer around, moving from comparsa to comparsa, whichever offered the most money. After falling for a dancer with Los Dandys, he settled on them, chanting ‘I hear a drum, Mama, they’re calling me! Yes, yes, it’s Los Dandys!’2 so it could be heard for blocks around.

         Like Desi, Chano adored women and had a powerful effect on them. He combined menial jobs – shining shoes, selling papers – with a strutting, idle life, wandering through the solares looking for trouble, usually in the form of angry husbands. He liked the fight game and joined World Featherweight Champion Kid Chocolate’s entourage. Pozo became as street-famous as soneros (son singers) of legend, such as Mulenze. Even after starting to make real money, he remained in El Africa, sauntering out to the communal sink in the late morning in a red silk bathrobe, his gold Cadillac parked in front.

         Tourists loved the drum; Afro-Cuban percussion, chant and mockritual dancing became a featured attraction at Havana’s hottest nightclubs. Impresarios conjured up themed shows; Chano starred in Tambó en negro mayor and Batamu (which means ‘drum festival’ in Yorùbá). In the latter he shared the stage with Rita Montaner, a sepia-skinned operetta star who had turned her back on that world to become an interpreter – and champion – of Afro-Cuban music. She took Chano under her wing, convinced of his greatness.

         A Black Cuban would struggle to succeed in those days without help from light-skinned friends, sponsors, mentors or lovers. After Rita and the El País publisher came Amado Trinidad, head of the island-spanning RHC Cadena radio network. He set Chano up with a shoe-shine stand in the station lobby, where he would sing and play his conga, joining conjuntos and orquestas on air, probing the possibilities of blending his powerful drumming with dance bands. But his most important ally 77would prove to be an old friend from the solares who returned to Havana in 1937 like a prodigal son.
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         Miguelito Valdés had grown up on those same street corners. As kids, he and Chano would hustle coins, Miguelito chanting in Abakuá as Chano played the conga. But Valdés was an anomaly in this world, where one of the defining hierarchies concerned the amount of African blood in one’s veins; Miguelito had none.

         Valdés’s mother was Mayan from Yucatán, mistress to a retired Spanish general. His father paid occasional attention, though not enough to lift mother and son out of the solares. Miguelito grew up feeling Black but looking coppery, with high ‘Indio’ cheekbones. He absorbed the ritual chants of the orishas and sang them with the same nuance and commitment as his neighbours. In years to come, he would bring these African gods with him as he ascended to the highest rungs of international show business; in the early years of his fame, he made a point of singing Afro-Cuban religious songs wearing a tuxedo.

         Valdés not only shared Pozo’s mastery of Afro-Cuban rhythm and melody but also had Arnaz’s ability to stay a few steps ahead, outmanoeuvring everyone. Miguelito, though, was devoted to his fellow musicians, opening doors for them, always boosting the music and the players, never turning his back on those who lacked his confidence to move effortlessly through the worlds of business and money, the world of Anglos. Within months of his return from a few years in Panama, he had formed a co-operative of top players and brought them to the Casino de la Playa, a new nightclub where tourists and high rollers drank, danced and gambled. He secured sponsorship from a soap company for a daily radio show and got the band signed to RCA Victor Records.

         Having surveyed the Havana scene, Valdés pulled some of its most brilliant strands into his vision for the Orquesta Casino de la Playa. Cubans had fallen for American big-band swing; imported and domestic groups played it across Havana every night. With one leap, Valdés gave Cuban music a brassy, optimistic, American horn section while also reaching deep into the music of the Afro-Cuban bars and social clubs. This world 78was being transformed by tres player, composer and bandleader Arsenio Rodríguez, ‘El Ciego Maravilloso’ (‘The Marvellous Blind Man’), and his incorporation of the conga drum into his seven-piece conjunto.

         Valdés wanted Rodríguez to join his orchestra, but in 1937, no swanky Havana club would accept a musician that Black. And Arsenio wasn’t just Black in complexion, he was uncompromisingly African in attitude and expression. In contrast to the Cuban stage tradition of bozal accents (think of Stepin Fetchit or Amos ’n’ Andy), Rodríguez’s songs were revolutionary in their use of authentic Afro-Cuban speech. Two years before Billie Holiday recorded ‘Strange Fruit’, Rodríguez wrote (and Valdés recorded) ‘Bruca manigua’, which means ‘brutal white man’. The lyrics combine Spanish with handed-down Ki-Kongo and Afro-Spanish pidgin, proclaiming: ‘Yo son carabalí / Nego de nación / Sin libetá / No pueo viví / Mundele acabá / Con mi corasón / Tanto maltratá / Cuerpo dan fuirí’ (‘I’m Carabalí / Black man of a nation / Without freedom I can’t live / White man finished off / My heart / So mistreated / They kill the body’).3

         A Victor recording team booked three days in a room above the Rumba Club, 15–17 June 1937. Bands and singers came and went. When Valdés’s Orquesta set up at the end of the last day, only six blank discs were left; the three double-sided 78s they produced changed the face of Latin music. Aside from arrangements showing that Cuban dance music could stand toe-to-toe with American swing, these tracks laid down enduring markers for individual performance. The tres, for example, is a particularly Cuban survivor of medieval Arabo-Spanish plucked instruments, with three widely separated pairs of strings on a body that resembles a cross between an oud and a mandolin. Arsenio was the master of this instrument and his playing on these recordings set a benchmark for tres virtuosos to follow.

         The day’s other great solos were by pianist Anselmo Sacasas; with their cascades of octave-spanning arpeggios, they mirrored the octave-apart tunings of the top and bottom string-pairs of the tres. In the impressionistic cadenzas of Latin pianists from Bebo and Chucho Valdés to Eddie Palmieri and Gonzalo Rubalcaba, echoes of Sacasas’s playing that day continue to resonate.

         But the most striking feature was Valdés’s vocals. As far back as the eighteenth century, popular contradanzas had featured sections of 79differing tempi. Late in the evening, when older dancers had retired, codas at the ends of songs provided an opportunity for the Black and mixed-race musicians (Whites weren’t interested in such a lowly and ill-paid profession) to inject a more African feel and for young couples to step more freely and rhythmically. By 1937, these montuno (‘from the mountain’) sections had become a place to shift gears, for instrumentalists to stretch out over a repetitive groove and for soneros to improvise around the song’s theme. Valdés combined operatic lung-power and the attack of an American jazz singer with a deep knowledge of Abakuá and Yorùbá chant and Afro-Cuban argot. We’ll never know if ghostly unrecorded figures such as Mulenze improvised as deftly as Valdés, but singers from Bogotá to the Bronx were transfixed by the Casino recordings; the legacy of Celia Cruz, Benny Moré and Héctor Lavoe starts here.

         In New York that year, Tito Puente was a rebellious teenager ready to reject the Latin culture of his Puerto Rican neighbourhood in favour of becoming a jitterbug champion or a Gene Krupa-style swing drummer. In the Colony Music shop on Broadway one day, he took the Casino 78s into a booth out of curiosity. He bought all three, took them home, listened over and over and started playing along with a set of timbales: ‘They are responsible for what I am today.’4
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         To bring his Afro-Cuban heritage into the music of the Orquesta, Valdés naturally sought out his old friend from the solares. Chano Pozo had begun creating songs, but had neither the musical training nor any idea how to register them for copyright. Miguelito brought him to Sacasas, the group’s chief arranger, who set Chano’s compositions down on paper. Then he introduced him to the Havana office of Peer Southern Music, a publisher that had flourished by copyrighting bawdy vaudeville songs, Appalachian hillbilly ballads, Mississippi Delta blues and Mexican corridos that other companies disdained. Valdés and the Orquesta proceeded to make a series of great recordings of Pozo’s songs.

         With Afro-Cuban drums moving to the forefront of Havana nightlife, other groups were looking for similar material. An encounter at the radio station led to Chano’s first hit as a singer: ‘Blen Blen Blen’ with the 80Havana Casino Orchestra. Like many Pozo compositions, it could be seen as little more than the vocalisation of a drum pattern or a line of doggerel, but Chano had a wonderful sense of melody – of hooks, even – and a talent for fitting rhythm and words together. His use of African phrases took his songs far beyond any US equivalent; America’s shift in the early nineteenth century to breeding its own slaves rather than importing them from Africa meant that by the middle of the twentieth century, few African Americans felt much connection to the lands of their ancestors.

         Fleeing war-ravaged Europe, the post-Diaghilev Original Ballet Russe arrived in Havana in 1941, where it fell apart, unable to pay its dancers. The Tropicana, a spectacular new nightclub in a verdant Havana suburb, commissioned Conga pantera, a lurid pageant featuring stranded ballerina Tania Leskova as a panther and Chano as the hunter. Surreal descriptions are all that survive: conguero Mongo Santamaría up in a tree accompanying the pursuit of the Russian (very White, dressed in black) by the Cuban (very Black, dressed in white), while Rita Montaner and Bola de Nieve sang the narration surrounded by a chorus line of near-naked girls. In this collision of Busby Berkeley-style Hollywood glamour, Diaghilev sophistication and Afro-Cuban sensuality lie the roots of the Las Vegas and Folies Bergère stage shows that define our notions of cabaret spectacle to this day.

         Chano was the first to build a stand for three drums of differing pitches, helping him to meet the challenge of integrating congas into his new orchestra. He brought his step-brother, Félix Chappottín, over from Arsenio’s conjunto to play trumpet, taking the blind pioneer’s ideas and making them bigger, louder, even more African. Hits ensued; at the end of World War Two, his triumphant ‘Pin Pin Cayó Berlín, Pon Pon Cayó Japón’ became an anthem of victory across Latin America.

         Like a later generation of rock heroes, the demands of Chano’s hectic life plus the money to afford it drew him to cocaine and he became known as a huele-huele (‘sniff-sniff’). His visits to the Peer Southern office demanding royalty advances became more frequent and less reasonable; refusal could trigger a furniture-smashing tantrum. Following one tirade, Peer’s man in Havana told his aide to get a gun; when the drummer stormed back the next day, shouting demands and clenching his 81enormous fists, the assistant shot him. He survived with a bullet lodged in his spine largely because the radio station arranged prompt treatment at Havana’s best hospital. Without such intervention, a Cuban as Black as Chano would have stood little chance.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Valdés was having hits, too, the biggest being his version of ‘Babalú’, a song composed by the patrician Margarita Lecuona that borrows snatches of Yorùbá chant and recounts how the owner of a Santería fetish honours this West African god. After RCA sent him on a tour stretching from Mexico to the southernmost cities of Latin America, Miguelito’s photo on the cover of the sheet music was pinned to female fans’ walls across the hemisphere and he became known as ‘Mr Babalú’.

         Desi heard the Valdés recording in New York, incorporated the song into his cabaret act and began calling himself ‘Mr Babalú’, too. Comparing the two versions, it is tempting to assign Valdés the ‘Ain’t That a Shame’ role of Fats Domino, with Desi as Pat Boone. Beyond Miguelito’s clear-eyed authenticity and nuanced singing versus Desi’s eye-rolling mannerisms and broad-stroke vocals, the other great difference lies in the rapid-fire improvisations in the montuno that Arnaz doesn’t even attempt. Valdés’s cascade of Africanisms evokes the orishas in ways even the song’s composer could never have imagined.

         Valdés always had an eye on New York, but Arnaz’s blatant pilferage forced the issue. He and Sacasas arrived in April 1940, ostensibly for a gig at the Riviera club just across the George Washington Bridge in Fort Lee, New Jersey. When the American Musicians’ Union blocked Sacasas’s contract, Miguelito decided to bide his time and wait for a summons from Xavier Cugat, whose Latin orchestra had been a fixture at the Starlight Ballroom of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel since 1932. Valdés turned down offer after offer, forcing the bandleader up to $150 a week, which was a huge sum then. Miguelito earned it, singing five sets a night, filling the house and drawing ecstatic media acclaim.

         His other coup was probably even more painful for Cugat, a self-styled ladies’ man. On opening night, knowing Valdés was a sensual performer, Xavier warned him not to ‘move around’ too much onstage; his pride in 82presenting the star’s New York debut was tempered by concern that he would get upstaged. Miguelito ignored the instructions. Frank ‘Machito’ Grillo once described him as ‘this gorgeous hunk of a man,5 very handsome … The women were crazy … they would not stop screaming … He smiled through it all.’ Valdés didn’t need a whole crowd of women, though, after a glamorous redhead in the front row that night summoned him to her table. Virginia Hill – a constant presence in New York gossip columns, friend to gangsters and mistress of Bugsy Siegel, with a taste for Latin lovers and the money to hold their attention – was too important a patron for Cugat to cross. Before the first week was out, she had given Valdés a diamond-studded watch and $4,000 (which he sent to his Havana girlfriend to buy a house). With Hill on his side, he could ‘move around’ as much he liked and Cugat couldn’t say a thing.

         It can seem quite bizarre for a crowd of wealthy New Yorkers to be so enthralled by songs evoking Afro-Cuban life and Yorùbá religion. ‘Babalú’, the show-stopper (which later became a theme song of I Love Lucy), was, in the words of Cuban expert Ned Sublette, about a ‘smallpox-afflicted, Dahomeyan god who walks with a crutch, attended by dogs who lick the ulcers on his legs’.6 But was this any stranger than millions of White American kids in the sixties lapping up an assortment of British art students singing about hard times in the Mississippi Delta?

         Desi’s light could have been dimmed by the arrival of the real Mr Babalú, but the ever-resourceful charmer was never at a loss. Cast as a handsome Latin football star at an Ivy League college in the Broadway show Too Many Girls, he would run around the corner after the curtain call to his regular club, La Conga, and lead the line. Miguelito may have won Virginia Hill, but Arnaz had his pick of the Broadway and Hollywood starlets who frequented La Conga: Betty Grable, Martha Raye, Diosa Costello (a rising Latina star on her way to Hollywood) and many other beauties fell for him. When Too Many Girls was made into a film, Desi went west; in the cast of Hollywood co-eds, he found his own redhead – Lucille Ball.

         After columnist Walter Winchell dubbed Miguelito Valdés New York’s biggest star next to Frank Sinatra, the Starlight Room was no longer big enough for both bandleader and singer. When a jealous Cugat persuaded 83the director of You Were Never Lovelier to cut Miguelito’s scene from the movie, divorce was swift. Valdés began his own run at La Conga, and business was so good that a number of Midtown nightclubs had to close for lack of clientele. Having altered the course of Latin music with Casino de la Playa, he cut a series of sides with Machito’s band that, with their powerful American brass section and higher fidelity sound, pushed the envelope still further. Miguelito returned to Havana in triumph in 1945 for a celebratory concert at Teatro Martí. Chano and the Orquesta Casino de la Playa accompanied him; backstage, he urged his old friend from the solares to follow him north.
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         Pozo took his time about it, but eventually arrived in January of 1947 and went straight to La Conga, where Miguelito was on a sold-out run. Valdés persuaded the club’s owner to book the conguero and his dancer girlfriend as an opening act. Within a few weeks, Chano had established himself across the city. Down the street at the Roxy Theater, he appeared in Katherine Dunham’s Bal nègre revue and joined the Sunday rumba matinees at the Manhattan Ballroom (where the orchestra would have to start playing and drown him out as he sat centre-stage, skin oiled, chanting and pounding the conga with no sign of stopping). New York’s top Latin stars showed up to back him (for no pay) as ‘Chano Pozo y Su Ritmo de Tambores’ in a series of historic recordings.

         Americans were amazed by Chano. Latin music had been edging into popular consciousness, but mostly as a pace-changing novelty for Hollywood and Broadway. At the Waldorf, Cugat would play a foxtrot to fill the floor, then shift to a tango or a rumba, counting on Yankee pride to keep dancers from retreating to their tables. Americans tended to blur ‘Latins’ (excepting the apparently all-White Argentines) into a cartoonish Mexican-flavoured composite, in which women were sultry and men were moustachioed and either comically unthreatening or schemingly villainous. Desi rattled those clichés with his sexy but wholesome good looks. Miguelito took it further, exciting women as much as Rita Hayworth (originally Margarita Carmen Cansino) was arousing the men.

         84Pozo was something completely different; the intense Africanness of his drumming and chanting and his fierce masculine presence gripped audiences. There was nothing remotely resembling him in African-American popular music. Women didn’t scream for him as they did for his old friend, but many fainted.
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         Due to the wartime ban on shellac, the bebop movement led by Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker and Miles Davis seemed to spring forth fully formed in 1945, at least so far as the record-buying public were concerned. This revolution had, so far, been largely harmonic. Now Gillespie wanted to change the beat; ever since sitting next to the Cuban Mario Bauzá in Cab Calloway’s brass section a decade earlier, he had been fascinated by the possibilities of Afro-Cuban rhythms.

         In 1947, capping two years of growing excitement around the new jazz, Dizzy was booked for a Carnegie Hall concert. He wanted to use the occasion to make a statement featuring Latin percussion, but hadn’t found a conguero flexible and skilled enough to navigate between the 4/4 swing of jazz and Afro-Cuban rhythms. When Bauzá took him to East Harlem to meet the new drummer in town, Dizzy found shaking Chano’s hand was ‘like being crushed between cinder blocks’.7 He had found his man.

         Rehearsals were difficult; Chano struggled with the straight American time, and Dizzy’s rhythm section were nonplussed by the complexity of the Cuban’s playing. For many in the group, the future would lead them far from bebop: pianist John Lewis, drummer Kenny Clarke and vibes player Milt Jackson would later form the sedate Modern Jazz Quartet, while bassist Ray Brown became a central figure in the sort of mainstream jazz that emerged in the fifties as bebop’s antidote. (Rehearsals improved when Al McKibbon replaced Brown on bass.)

         This wasn’t a sideshow. Dizzy later told writer Robert Palmer he considered it the most important thing he’d done. The new music had, after all, been named after his scatting evocation – be-BÓP! – of the sound made by the two ends of a Cuban bata drum. Ever since his childhood visits to the Sanctified Church in South Carolina, Dizzy had been 85fascinated by rhythm. He never wanted jazz to end up where it eventually did: in clubs and concert halls, with no dancefloor in sight.

         Breakthrough came on the band bus. Chano handed out small percussion instruments – claves, bongos, cowbells, güiros – and got everyone playing a different pattern, the beats meshing together like the gears of a watch. McKibbon complained that the idea of playing a drum with his hands was alien – too backward! too African! – but he eventually got his head around it. Stan Kenton had tried this sort of fusion but the Cuban element tended to end up where Latin jazz would in the future – as conga-and-flute frosting on top of a jazz cake rather than a fundamental, danceable part of the rhythm.

         For Carnegie Hall, Dizzy, Chano and arranger George Russell created two centrepieces that sound quite different to what we now think of as Latin jazz: ‘Afro-Cuban Suite’ and ‘Cubana Be, Cubana Bop’. The audience had never heard anything like it. On the recording, the sound of Chano’s voice flutters as it passes through the blur of his hands hammering out a machine-gun fire of blows to the conga head.

         Dizzy’s first studio sessions for RCA Victor (having become the first bebop artist signed to a major label) include the only hit single he ever had: ‘Manteca’. Chano spoke just scraps of English, but he had a great ear and noticed little things, like the way men would greet each other in Harlem: ‘Gimme some skin, man, gimme some grease.’ ‘Grease’ in Spanish is manteca; when Chano approached him with an idea for a tune, he had, according to Dizzy, ‘already figured out what the bass was gonna do8 … how the saxophones were gonna come in … He had the riffs of the trombones; he had the riffs of the trumpets. But Chano wasn’t too hip about American music. I wrote a bridge.’ The other famous track from those sessions is ‘Tin Tin Deo’, another of Chano’s onomatopoeic percussion titles. It, too, became a jazz standard, but would never again be recorded with the powerful foundation Chano gave Dizzy’s band on that session.
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         The success of ‘Manteca’ allowed Dizzy’s agent to book a series of tours – to Europe, to the West Coast (where Chano wowed a Hollywood 86audience that included Ava Gardner, Lena Horne and Mel Tormé) and into the American South. Dizzy and most of his musicians (with the exception of John Lewis, who disapproved of Dizzy’s clowning and hated his attempts to get audiences to dance) were excited by this new line-up. ‘Manteca’ was the show-stopper, often turning into a forty-five-minute jam featuring a long Chano solo complete with Abakuá chants.

         Again and again, the South would prove a stumbling block for Latin music; most Latin orchestras contained a spectrum of skin tones, but southern hotels, restaurants and nightclubs only saw things the binary, ‘one-drop’, American way. (Miguelito Valdés would abandon the Mambo USA tour in the early fifties rather than stay apart from the rest of the band on its southern swing.) Dizzy’s musicians were used to staying in cheap boarding houses in the Black sections of cities, but Chano hated it. When his congas were stolen from a flimsily locked room in North Carolina, he boarded a train for New York, the only place to buy adequate replacements. Once back in Spanish Harlem, he was in no hurry to rejoin the tour.

         Chano’s idea of celebrating was to score some dope. He bought grass from Eusebio ‘El Cabito’ Muñoz, a tough Cuban ex-US Army hustler known for always having spliffs available. Chano and his friends lit up while driving through Central Park and could tell immediately that their tokes were more oregano than sinsemilla. Furious, Pozo drove straight back to the El Rio bar and demanded his money back. When Muñoz refused, Chano decked him with one punch. That night, friends urged him to make peace; El Cabito was not someone to mess with. Chano brushed them off. The next day, he sauntered into the El Rio and put a nickel in the jukebox to play ‘Manteca’. As the opening bars filled the room, Muñoz appeared in the doorway, drew out a pistol and shot Chano through the heart.

         Dizzy and his band, Duke Ellington, Mario Bauzá, Machito, Cab Calloway, Tito Puente, Tito Rodríguez and dozens of other musicians attended the funeral. Miguelito eulogised his friend in Spanish and English. When the body was flown back to Havana for burial, RHC Radio broadcast the pre-dawn arrival time of the plane; fifty vehicles filled with mourners followed the hearse from airport to funeral parlour.

         87When an emigrant dies violently, conspiracy theories back home can easily grow. The conguero’s Cuban rivals were jealous, said some; US musicians resented his impact, said others. A popular notion in the solares was that Chano had offended the orishas by using their music to further his career. Even ‘Cachao’ López, the calm, worldly master of the Cuban bass, insisted to the day he died there were secrets behind the killing he dared not disclose.
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         Latin jazz lived on, of course, in Cal Tjader and Herbie Mann records, in the later career of Tito Puente and in many of Dizzy Gillespie’s own line-ups. Modern jazz drumming was transformed as Cuban rhythms infected, consciously or unconsciously, the wrists of Max Roach, Kenny Clarke, Art Blakey and their successors. Horn players and bass players started syncopating, shifting accents and leaving spaces. But Dizzy couldn’t find another conguero to carry on his project: ‘[A]ll those guys are like babes9 in the woods compared to Chano. On everything I played, he played something that transformed my rhythm … It’s not the same without Chano.’ Bebop settled in nightclubs where tables hugged the stage apron, occupying what might once have been a dancefloor. John Lewis won the debate: modern jazz became a listening music.

         Miguelito Valdés settled in Hollywood with Virginia Hill, who shuttled between him and Siegel. Bugsy was a key player in the transformation of Las Vegas and didn’t seem to have Cugat’s ego problems; Valdés became an early Vegas fixture. He sang for a while with Machito, then his own band, establishing himself in high-end, high-paying venues. By the mid-fifties, big-band touring was no longer viable, but Valdés was too good and too savvy to ever struggle. His style may have grown a bit dated next to Celia Cruz and Benny Moré, but he had a contract with the Hilton hotel chain that kept him comfortable for the rest of his life. When he died in 1978, Latin music was in a down cycle, remote from mainstream consciousness, and his passing brought few memorials or lengthy obituaries. Salsa great Charlie Palmieri insisted that ‘[Miguelito] Valdés is the one responsible10 for elevating Afro-Cuban music to respectability … [He] removed the racist barriers by making the music sound 88exciting with his innovations; his contribution to Latin music may never be equaled.’

         In a neighbouring Beverly Hills canyon, Desi Arnaz and Lucille Ball lived their dual lives, the TV version and the real one. I Love Lucy created the concept of ‘comedic alternate reality’ that lived on in Ozzie and Harriet (and their singing son, Ricky Nelson) and reached its apex with Seinfeld. Arnaz inherited Charlie Chaplin’s mantle as the performer who did the most to seize control of process and proceeds, turning Desilu Productions into a behemoth that virtually single-handedly pulled television’s centre of gravity from New York to Hollywood. He even did the occasional tour with his own Latin band, which, he stated proudly, combined the easy-listening aesthetic of Mantovani and Andre Kostelanetz with a simpler version of the rhythm of Machito (whose sound he found ‘tinny’). I was visiting the set when he guest-hosted Saturday Night Live in 1976. Backstage he was charm itself, happily taking the piss out of himself in sketches and performing ‘Babalú’ with the SNL Band.

         In the late 1940s, the young Elvis Presley would never miss a new release by Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis. The classic explanation of rock ’n’ roll as a meeting of blues and country tells only part of the story; Dean Martin’s Italianate crooning is all over Elvis’s vocal style, false bass and all, to say nothing of the slicked dark hair falling over his forehead. Cuban music is also cited as an ingredient, the basis for rock ’n’ roll’s syncopation, entering America’s musical bloodstream via the left-hand patterns Professor Longhair developed while jamming with Cuban sailors in New Orleans dockside bars. But equally intriguing is a short film used as an opener for Martin and Lewis’s films; watching Desi Arnaz and His Orchestra, I am struck by how Desi’s hair, his stance, the way he holds his conga drum and ‘moves around’ on stage reminds me of Elvis. A lot of America’s musical heritage seems to have taken shape in 1949, in the dark of a Memphis cinema.

         
            [image: ]

         

         When Miguelito Valdés held court at La Conga after the war, he got to know a hustler named Federico Pagani. One night, he mentioned to Pagani that a big dance studio two blocks away, at 53rd Street and 89Broadway, could be rented, cheap. Why not try promoting Latin bands there on Sunday afternoons?

         Midway between Dizzy’s Carnegie Hall concert and Chano Pozo’s death, the trumpeter’s dream of bringing together Afro-Cuban and Afro-American music took shape in this dance hall, soon renamed the Palladium. Great bands, dancers, solos, jam sessions, every colour in the New York City rainbow out on the floor and crowding the bar. No one called it Latin jazz or Afro-Cuban music; it was ‘dancing Latin’, ‘mambo’, ‘cha-cha-cha’, ‘charanga’, ‘casino’, ‘salsa’. The names came and went, but the true legacy of Desi’s conga line, Miguelito’s montuno improvisations and Chano’s clave lessons in Gillespie’s bus could be found on dancefloors like the Palladium’s and reached every corner of the globe.
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         The rhythmic chasm that ran down the aisle of Dizzy’s bus was four centuries old. The Spanish and British colonial empires differed widely in matters of religion, finance, sex, race and slavery … and in how to beat a drum. This latter difference stemmed from a phobia we know only too well – fear of Muslims.

         1492 is considered a watershed date because of Columbus’s ‘discovery’ of the ‘New’ World. But in Spain, the explorer’s feat was but a footnote to the year’s major event, the Reconquista – the expulsion of an eight-hundred-year-old Muslim kingdom from the Iberian peninsula, ‘the moor’s last sigh’ as he looked back over his shoulder at beloved Granada. Columbus believed his destiny was to find enough gold to fund the coming ‘end of days’ battle with Islam. The second expedition to what he insisted would prove a short-cut to the riches of the Orient was manned by a posse of greedy thugs. Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz politely describes them thus: ‘With the Arabs expelled and then the Jews,11 in Iberia there was an excess of nobles and hungry soldiers, prevented from continuing their haphazard life and acquiring enemy lands at the point of a lance, and a bellicose clergy whose intransigence had been exacerbated by the continual struggle against the infidels.’ (Which sounds a bit like America at the end of the nineteenth century, when, after murderously brushing aside the Continent’s original residents all 90the way to the Pacific, we followed the sunset to Hawaii, the Philippines and eventually Korea and Vietnam, with side trips to the Caribbean and Central America, in search of more non-Whites to subdue or kill.)

         When the whistle-blowing priest Bartolomé de las Casas delivered his report in 1552 on how Caribbean natives responded to enslavement by dying or fleeing into the islands’ forested interiors, Charles I decided to follow de las Casas’s advice. Native Americans, he proclaimed, were unsuited to hard labour; better to use Africans.
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         The first slaves brought to the Caribbean were from Senegambia, a short sail down the coast from Cádiz. But they proved almost as problematic as the local Taíno ‘Indians’, rebelling against their owners, refusing conversion to Christianity, fleeing into the woods and, in 1538, sacking Havana. The problem, Charles’s advisors explained, was that much of Senegambia had been converted to Islam. Spaniards, after their eight-centuries-long struggle against the Moors, wanted no part of Africans prepared to die for Allah. A royal decree banned the purchase of Muslim slaves and subcontracted the supply of labour for the empire to the Portuguese, who did their slave-shopping thousands of miles further south and east along the Kongo and Angola coasts. The contrast between the cultures of Kongo and Senegambia (where the British continued to purchase a majority of their slaves for the next two centuries) is as distinct as that between Sicily and Sweden. The arid Sahel region has an elaborate, string-based musical culture; the Kongos’ forest kingdom provided perfect drum frames.

         The Spanish may have suffered from Islamophobia, but their culture has been indelibly shaped by that religion’s eight-century-long presence in their midst. Arabs had been buying Africans for centuries; in the Muslim practice of mukataba, slaves could earn money to purchase their freedom and their children were generally accepted as free members of society (particularly as the father was usually the slave-owner). To many Spaniards, such practices seemed natural and appropriate; in North America and the British Caribbean, slavery was a life sentence and slaves’ children were viewed as a crop. Anglophone owners were as sexually predatory as their Spanish or Arab equivalents, but less willing 91to acknowledge the fact and quite happy to sell their own progeny ‘down the [Ohio or Mississippi] river’.

         British slave owners weren’t afraid of Muslims but they were terrified of drums, convinced (correctly, no doubt) that early slave uprisings in North America had been organised through percussive conversations among plantations. Along with the suppression of drums, African religious practices were labelled ‘witchcraft’ and strictly forbidden. Portuguese sea captains, on the other hand, found that allowing ‘the cargo’ up on deck for an occasional dance was good business, as it reduced the number of prisoners dying from illness or despair. One survivor of the Middle Passage suggested that ‘if there had been no drum on board … not one negro would have arrived alive’.12 Once on land, Spanish owners observed that slaves allowed to preserve languages and customs and share barracks with their own people worked better and lived longer.

         Out of these policies grew the cabildos; centres where Kongos could meet and keep their traditions alive were established from one end of Cuba to the other. Later imports from other regions established their own societies on the Kongo model. In these lodges, drums were built and ‘blooded’, African languages were common parlance and resources were pooled for funeral ceremonies and other commemorations of ties to an impossibly far away homeland. Catholic priests generally steered clear, deeming Africans unworthy of conversion. Thanks to intrepid Portuguese missionaries, however, many Kongos had already been converted to Catholicism, or had at least a rudimentary idea of it, finding convenient parallels between Christian saints and their own gods. In Kongo culture, an even-sided cross symbolised the intersection of earthly and heavenly realms; syncretism came to be widely accepted in Cuba and throughout the Spanish Empire.

         Religion means different things in different cultures. Protestantism demands adherence to a clearly laid-out (and endlessly disputed) belief system. Catholicism, with its emphasis on ritual, was more compatible with (and accepting of) the African way of invoking and pleasing gods, rather than obeying or worshipping them. The Roman Empire, Catholicism’s role model, welcomed conquered people’s deities, building shrines and temples for them in Italian cities.

         92Off days were rare on the plantations, but on certain fiesta days, slaves were allowed to dance and parade and their drums could see daylight. Cuban crowds loved watching these African celebrations, awarding prizes for the best costumes and the most agile dancers. Elections were held for a king, a Rei Momo (after Momus, the Greek god of revelry). The tradition of parading ‘in submission’ on Kings’ Day reached back into Iberian antiquity and to the Roman Saturnalia or Feast of Fools, when the weak became powerful for a day and elected a leader.
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            Havana, maritime capital of the Americas, and Seville,13 its Iberian counterpart, changed year after year, for three centuries, their ships, their people … the pleasures of their joyful souls … But another race spilled forth their passion, pleasure, and art … into the seething brews of Seville and Havana. For centuries, abundant torrents of muscular strength and spiritual spontaneity were extracted from … Africa and taken to white-controlled shores on either side of the Atlantic … Havana was famous for its diversions and libertine behaviour … Songs, dances, and music came and went from Andalusia, America, and Africa: Havana was the centre where they all came together with the greatest heat and warmth and with the most polychromatic iridescence.

            – Fernando Ortiz, La clave xilofónica de la música cubana

         

         Through some bureaucratic sleight-of-hand, Havana remained beyond the reach of the Inquisition. Financially, the Spanish Empire ran on Mexican gold and Peruvian silver, but musically and sexually Cuba set the standard. Havana was a way station, the port where plundered treasure was gathered for fleets that braved hurricanes and privateers to reach Seville. Soldiers and sailors spent months there gambling, whoring, drinking and enjoying the musical accompaniments to those activities. Rhythms, steps and melodies flowed back and forth between Havana and Seville and across seas and over mountains to Veracruz, Caracas, Bogotá, Lima and Buenos Aires, triggering dance crazes everywhere.

         93Black Cubans – enslaved and free – walked around towns, carried arms and often lived something resembling a normal life. When liberated slaves reached Havana, they found Afro-Spanish curros well established in the bars and brothels; this hybrid culture originated in Seville, which had boasted an African population for centuries under Moorish rule. Curros were flamboyant characters in wide striped pants with silk tassels hanging from their hats, puffed-sleeve shirts and gold earrings rattling with charms. Their gait was full of attitude and they wielded the knives at their belts with expert flair. Black sailors and freedmen aspired to the curro look; the ruffles of Latin dance orchestras in the thirties and forties were an homage to these legendary wide boys of old Havana. To this day, Cubans sporting a single left-lobe earring, wearing a broad-brimmed hat and talking an impenetrable slang can be seen striding the streets of Havana.
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         In the latter part of the eighteenth century, the island was transformed by two invasions. First came the British, who occupied Havana in 1762 as part of their Caribbean campaign in the Seven Years War. Madrid had always kept the local economy on a tight rein, with little access to credit and all trade routed via Spanish ports. This interregnum opened Cuban eyes to the joys of Anglo-Saxon debt and financial freebooting as well as trade with North America and the nearby British and Dutch islands, to say nothing of the rest of the Hispanic Empire. It also brought an addictive taste of Cuban tobacco to the wider world. The Spanish regained control a year later, but there was no going back: the number of ships docking annually in Havana soared.

         A quarter-century later, thousands of French refugees arrived. The western end of the neighbouring island of Hispañola had been abandoned by Spain in the early seventeenth century, becoming a lawless haven for pirates and privateers, most of them French. So wealthy grew this no-man’s-land that Paris decided to assert control. With European appetite for sweets and stimulants surging, then-verdant Hay-iti (the Taíno name for the area) became the most profitable outpost of Louis XIV’s empire. A virtuous circle of elevated Parisian tastes, fuelled by 94colonial wealth and the resulting expansion of fashionable demand for sugar and coffee, paid for the indulgences of the Sun King’s court. This required slaves and more slaves, and planters hadn’t the patience to purchase females for breeding, preferring to buy endless boatloads of young men and work them to death. Eighteenth-century Haiti became a hellish outpost, marked by avarice, brutality and White fear at being so outnumbered. It was also a pleasure-loving land where younger sons sent off to make their fortunes tried to recreate the château life of home. Decadence requires a soundtrack, and African musicians were pressed into service to play the English ‘country dances’ (contredanses) that were so popular with the French aristocracy. The history of popular music sparkles with styles born out of failed attempts at mimicry. Brits trying to play American rock ’n’ roll created something fresh, as did Jamaicans imitating New Orleans rhythm and blues, to name but the most obvious and recent of countless examples. In providing the music for French dances, Africans in Haiti planted the seeds of what we now call ‘Latin music’.

         In 1783, literal-minded slaves and mixed-race freedmen had the temerity to assume that the French Revolution’s liberté, égalité, fraternité applied to them. A bloody and ultimately successful uprising ensued, sending French settlers – and as many of their slaves as they could hold on to – fleeing to Santiago at the nearby eastern end of Cuba, to Havana and to New Orleans. The impact of the Haitian Revolution on Cuba’s economy was immense: French planters brought a commercial mindset and the latest techniques for maximising crop yields, while the vindictive boycott against the victorious Haitians opened up a huge market gagging for sugar. Cuba needed more slaves, fast.

         Havana was rapidly transformed into a bustling international port with a far more varied population than the soldiers, sailors, priests, administrators and camp followers of the past. Churches hired musicians and choirmasters, balls, concerts and operas dotted the calendar and there was dancing every night in the bars. Spaniards had always aspired to French sophistication in fashion and amusements, so what locals called the contradanza was already well established as a popular pastime. But Cubans had never heard it played this new, Haitian way. 95
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         The forests of Dahomey have been identified as the beating heart of African religion. Priests and bokors from what is now Benin and western Nigeria are reputed to have extraordinary powers; definitive rituals associated with many African deities, including those known as voodoo, can be found there. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, this region was plagued by war; wars generate prisoners, and prisoners can be sold. Sugar boom demand met West African supply, leading to the arrival in Cuba of millions of Yorùbá-speaking African captives.

         A British traveller in West Africa contended that ‘there is not a more industrious people on the face of the earth’.14 In Cuba, Yorùbá slaves were soon in demand for skilled jobs; many were put to work in mills or plantation offices rather than the cane fields. Yorùbá culture was ancient, highly evolved, urban and, having resisted repeated attempts at conversion and conquest by Islamic rulers from the north, very confident. Muslim influence was nonetheless present: the Yorùbá Creator, for example, is Obatala, a hybrid of Orisha and Allah. In nineteenth-century Cuba, the Yorùbá galaxy of deities merged with images of Catholic saints to form the belief system known as Santería; Lucumí is its ritual language, in parallel with the Roman church’s Latin.

         Santería’s syncretism mirrored the origins of Spanish Catholicism, which endowed its saints with the characteristics of Iberian pagan deities. Santa Barbara’s axe, for example, links her both to pre-Christian European cults and to Chango. Santería also resembled the Franco-Iberian Cathar heresy in its Manichean acceptance of good and evil in all things. Yorùbá orishas are not, however, the dignified, revered figures of Christian traditions. As Ned Sublette points out, ‘Jesus Christ does not get drunk and fall down in the road,15 but Elegguá has been known to.’ This devilish deity is associated with St Anthony and with crossroads. (Perhaps it was Elegguá that Robert Johnson met during his apocryphal midnight stroll.) Ogun, like the Norse Thor, is a machete-wielding warrior-blacksmith, while water goddess Yemaya undulates like the waves when she dances. Babalú-Ayé is the god of sickness (and modern-day guardian of AIDS victims); Ochún, the ‘Yorùbá Aphrodite’, is the laughing patron saint of prostitutes.

         96Cuba became a virtual convention of orishas; each locality had its favourites and all were made welcome in this horrific, endless exile. In the cabildos, ways to honour them and the rhythms appropriate to each ceremony flourished, evolved, collided and merged. In contrast to the secretive Palo Monte of the Kongos, Santería’s colourful array of images and personalities made it the most visible and accessible of Afro-Cuban religions. To this day, it provides Cuban musicians, songwriters and singers with a rich store of rhythms, imagery, turns of phrase, dance steps, hand gestures and costumes.

         In the second decade of the nineteenth century, the quest for slaves was extended east of the Niger Delta to the land of the Carabalí. Their Abakuá societies were even more closed than the Kongos’, resembling a cross between a religious order, a Freemason’s lodge and a protection racket. Abakuá phrases entered Afro-Cuban patois and can still be heard in song lyrics and street jargon: chévere, for example, meant ‘authorised’ but has evolved to ‘cool’, while on the streets of East Harlem, asere now equals ‘bro’ and salsa singers shout ‘Ecua je!’(Get on it!) The Ki-Kongo language, meanwhile, has provided Latin music with countless words hinged on ‘mb’ or ‘ng’, including mambo, tango and bongo.

         Afro-Cuban ceremonial and recreational music was constantly being refreshed by new arrivals, with styles evolving as cultures rubbed up against each other. In the century following the arrival of the Haitians, Cuban music continued to absorb Spanish melodies into the structures of French dances while adding the ever more complex rhythmic patterns emerging from the cabildos. The huge ceremonial drums of the Kongos impressed everyone; eventually, ways were found to incorporate smaller, moveable versions of these behemoths into the music of the cities and the dance bands. These drums would be called ‘congas’, after the land that inspired them.
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         Unlike most Afro-Cubans, few African Americans could, before the arrival of DNA testing, identify where their ancestors were captured. Considering how their forebears were punished for speaking an African language, forbidden drums, barred from practising their religion, and 97how many were purchased not in Africa but in the British Caribbean, this is not surprising. Research has confirmed that a very large portion, particularly those imported early in the process, were from Senegambia and the Sahel, a region where scarce wood was more likely to be used as a neck or resonating chamber for a stringed instrument than for a drum. Many were captured far inland, in what is today northern Mali, where the music of Ali Farka Touré and Tinariwen shows the link between that area’s music and American blues.

         Africans proved musically adept and were soon pressed into service playing at White dances. European fiddles were no problem for virtuosos familiar with the savannah’s bowed instruments and, by adapting the wood, gut and fibre of the new land to recreate the dowel-necked ngoni, they invented the banjo. Forbidden both the drums and the privacy available to Afro-Cubans, North American slaves applied their skills to European instruments. They profoundly altered playing techniques, though it was in vocal music that the ‘imports’ carved out the most striking new forms. Forbidden by their captors to practise Islam or any African religion, they gradually adopted Christianity. Senegambia has a long tradition of singing and story-telling, hence the attraction of Protestantism’s participatory hymns and colourful Bible tales. While Afro-Cubans were adapting their galaxy of deities to Catholicism’s array of saints and expanding the complexities of religious drumming, African Americans were singing at work and singing in church.

         In the West African savannah, it is considered impolite to listen passively; griots expect audiences to interject and encourage as they sing their ancient tales. This cultural connection is obvious today in many African-American churches and it may have influenced the ‘Great Awakening’ religious revivals that ebbed and flowed through White and Black America across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The westward impulse that settled the anglophone New World was energised by Nonconformist desire to escape the heavy hand of staid Anglicanism. Replacing psalms with Dr Watts hymns while adding emotional preaching and speaking in tongues, it all seems parallel to – if not inspired by – aspects of West African culture. The call-and-response patterns of Senegambian group singing invaded White Protestant churches, while 98the melismatic calls to prayer of the region’s muezzins shaped the decorative gospel and blues singing that has found its most exaggerated form in today’s R&B.

         Folklorist Alan Lomax noted that collective agricultural work in West Africa was driven by singing and that these customs crossed the Atlantic to the American South. In Land Where the Blues Began, he describes the futile efforts of White labourers to clear mangrove swamps in the Mississippi Delta, the first major public-works project in the post-Civil War South. When one contractor turned in desperation to the newly liberated Black labour force, the chanting and rhythmic movement of the workers transformed and mastered the job.

         West African balafon players have been known to sit in a busy marketplace and improvise sequences that mimic the voices around them. Blurring the line between instruments and voice is a West African technique clearly present in African-American music, be it Bukka White’s bottleneck guitar finishing a line of sung blues or Louis Armstrong’s leap from pioneering cornet solos to revolutionary scat-singing. Fresh ideas in phrasing and tone passed easily back and forth between singers and instrumentalists, while African vocal textures, from basso growling to falsetto, were a far cry (as it were) from the European desire to maintain a ‘pure’ tone. All this can be drawn in a relatively straight line back to West Africa, but rhythm was another story; North America’s drum-starved musical culture was reconnected to African rhythms through a back door opened by the jokers in this deck of musical cards, the French.
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         In the initial period of colonial conquest, as Spain invaded Central and South America and the Caribbean, and Britain focused on the Caribbean and North America, France’s explorations further north would have an equally dramatic effect on musical history. During a westward push across the Great Lakes by fur traders and missionaries, they came across tributaries of a great river and staked a claim to its watershed. Following the Mississippi downstream, they established the port of Nouvelle Orléans at its mouth, a short sail from Havana. In 1769, after desultory attempts to create a trading centre there, Louis XV persuaded his cousin Charles 99III of Spain to take the Louisiana Territory off his hands; Haiti seemed of far greater value then than the trackless wastes of the American West. Needing a buffer between gold-rich Mexico and the aggressive British, the Spanish king agreed. When Napoleon captured Spain in 1803, he reclaimed Louisiana for France, then quickly flipped it to the young United States for a cool $15 million.

         During its three Spanish decades, New Orleans had changed dramatically. The city’s ‘French’ Quarter consists mostly of Spanish Caribbean-style buildings that replaced the wooden structures destroyed by huge fires in 1788 and 1794. Ned Sublette’s The World That Made New Orleans recounts the growth of a distinctive African-based culture in the city; as the port grew, bars and whorehouses provided the same fertile ground for musical development as they had in Havana. When paranoid Cuba expelled Franco-Haitian refugees for fear of revolutionary contagion, New Orleans welcomed them. Touristic ‘voodoo museums’ and the ‘legend of Marie Laveau’ are but the most superficial legacies of these immigrants. With the Louisiana Purchase, America acquired much more than a vast expanse of territory; once absorbed into the new republic, the port acted as a valve, drip-feeding Afro-Caribbean music into the bloodstream of American culture.

         With little demand for manual labour in the region, few slave ships had docked in New Orleans before the post-1812 cotton boom. Slaves arriving with their refugee owners, plus freedmen who had made their own way there, established a distinct, confident, African-American culture, a blender where Hispanic, Senegambian, francophone, Yorùbá, anglophone, Kongo and even Mexican worlds met and mixed. North American visitors were astonished by New Orleans’ raffish atmosphere, the many free persons of colour there and by the Sunday dances in Congo Square (now Louis Armstrong Park). These gatherings inspired vivid eye-witness reports: the previously unheard sound of African drums, the circle-dancing, the singing, the complex hand-clapping – all seemed very exotic and often quite repulsive to American ears.

         New Orleans and Havana, each in its own particular way, have long refused to conform to Northern European notions of order and progress. The Louisiana port remains a place apart, the ‘Big Easy’ that disdains the 100Protestant work ethic while providing the wellspring for what the world has come to view as ‘American music’.
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         There is a traceable arc in Cuban music, from the arrival of the first Haitian refugees in 1783 to Independence in 1898 (following what Yankees insist on calling ‘The Spanish–American War’, as if Cuba had no part in it). As with so many modernising societies during this period, rural people flocked to the cities, bringing along their music and adapting it to the pace of their new lives. But what was fertilising the nightlife of Havana, Santiago and other Cuban cities was something quite unique, a broad representation of some of the richest cultures from across the African continent.

         In the early years of the sugar boom, Havana added theatres, ballrooms and ‘dance academies’ (which were essentially dating agencies for White men and ‘sepia’ women). The soundtrack to this wide-open society was provided by Afro-Cuban ensembles playing clarinets, trombones and percussion and performing the contradanzas that would eventually spawn the danza, habanera and danzón while injecting progressively more Haitian-African feeling into the music. Young dancers cheered; older ones complained. At least the elders couldn’t blame Black musicians for the shocking arrival of embracing-couple dances; moving to music in pairs was a European phenomenon, imported along with the waltz and mazurka, and something completely unknown in Africa. Across the decades of the nineteenth century, Cuban ballrooms grew freer and more sensual as the island became even more dance-mad than pre-revolutionary France.

         In Europe, Roma musicians had come up with new styles while playing the dominant culture’s music. Afro-Cubans’ impact on French and Iberian forms was even more profound: they completely changed the guitar, for example, from being a plucked melodic instrument to a rhythmically strummed one, while adding a call-and-response coro to ancient song forms such as the décima. African polyrhythms in Hispanic music were ‘caged but not tamed’.16 101
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            The power the black race has over us begins with dance.17

            – La Aurora de Yumurí, 1881

            Africanism is the secret sickness of our social organisation, a great danger to our civilisation.18

            – El Triunfo, 1882

         

         Black women in Cuba could earn their freedom through needlework, prostitution, cooking or attachment to a wealthy man. For Afro-Cuban men, one of the best ways to earn money was by playing an instrument. White Cubans felt a grudging admiration for the musicians who made Cuban feet move so joyfully on the dancefloor. ‘A European musician can play the notes, but he can never give them that air, the rhythm, that flavour a Criollo musician gives them,’19 wrote one mid-nineteenth-century critic. ‘Who does not know that the bass notes of our danzas constitute an echo of African drums?’20 observed another. A classical contrabassist confessed of his inability to decipher a part ‘executed every night … by a Negro who couldn’t read a note’.21

         Fear of Africans kept Cuba from joining the Bolivarian Revolutions that were throwing off Madrid’s yoke from Mexico to Chile. The astonishing French defeat in Haiti had poisoned White attitudes to Black freedom throughout the New World and many Whites were afraid of opening what they saw as a Pandora’s box. For some White Cubans, their African-inflected music was a badge of national pride and defiance of Madrid, possibly even marking a path towards some kind of racial accommodation. For many, though, enjoyment of this music was a source of shame and anxiety.

         When Afro-Cubans were accused of leading the failed ‘Conspiracy of the Ladders’ revolution in 1844, there followed a general rejection of any music tainted with Blackness; Italian opera and Spanish zarzuela boomed. But Cubans soon got bored and wanted their criollo dances back. Continuing to chafe against their colonial masters, they welcomed Black courage and leadership in the Ten Years’ War of 1868–78. One 102embedded US journalist reported that whenever there was a lull in the fighting, wives, lovers and parents would appear as if from nowhere to join the troops for a dance at a clearing in the woods. The ranks, he reported, danced separately, but the races together.

         Despite their defeat, Cubans were proud of the mambís who had fought so bravely and they revered General Máximo Gómez, who led their forces until the bitter end. As the years passed, Afro-Cuban music was embraced more and more widely as a badge of national identity. Recently arrived Spanish immigrants (who mostly sided with Madrid) were derided as patónes: ‘those who dance badly’.
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         The skill and bravery of Black soldiers frightened the Spanish. When the Ten Years’ War ended, they defied their landowning allies by opening a path to Abolition, hoping to get Afro-Cubans on their side. Conveniently, new technology meant less manpower was now required to produce sugar, so Emancipation saved slave-owners the cost of feeding their workforce all year round. Even so, Spanish officials and White Cubans couldn’t get used to confident Blacks in their midst and deployed every means to suppress their culture.

         Free and semi-free flocked to the cities; in the solares, the rhythms and rituals of African nations and Cuban regions blended in the urban cauldron, bringing the strongest to the fore. Seasonal jobs meant that workers returned to towns and cities after the zafra (sugar harvest) with money and time, perfect conditions for musical experimentation. Cubans who had always viewed African culture as something tribal were forced to confront a distinct Afro-Cuban world evolving before their eyes.

         In June 1877, in the Alturas de Simpson (Simpson Heights) area of Matanzas, bandleader Miguel Faílde Pérez conducted what has gone down in history as the first danzón, a truly Cuban form cut loose from the moorings of the contradanza and infused with habanera beats. Danzones had been heard before at ‘candle dances’ in Black neighbourhoods, but Faílde’s big, brassy orchestra brought this sensual dance to a broad audience. His outfit was as loud as a military band, probably the loudest thing anyone had ever heard on a dancefloor. (Shades of Dylan 103at Newport; volume has often matched rhythm as a flashpoint for generational conflict.)

         In its nascent form, danzón involved a roomful of embracing couples connected by long ribbons, all dancing the same pattern, stopping, starting and turning in unison, cued solely by their knowledge of the music. What alarmed parents was the slow tempo, encouraging dancers to bring their bodies close together and lower their centre of gravity. For the young, danzón became a proud Cuban soundtrack in the build-up to the War of Independence (1895–98), defying critics, such as the one who wrote: ‘[Cuban men] express fear and disgust … at the idea of marrying a woman who “has danced a lot of danzas and danzones”.’22
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         The world’s best-known habaneras are the ode to love from Carmen (‘Prends garde à toi!’)23 and the bridge section of ‘St. Louis Blues’ (‘St. Louis woman with her diamond rings’).24 For Americans of a certain age, the list could also include the Dragnet theme and Harry Belafonte’s ‘Jamaica Farewell’. Habanera can be thought of as dum-da-DAT-dah, with a stanza-ending flourish of da-DUM-dah-DAHHH. African-sourced rhythmic patterns can be hard to notate; confusingly for Anglo-Saxons, the clave, for example, extends across two measures and only incidentally lands on a quarter or eighth note. The habanera figure, on the other hand, is contained within one bar, is relatively straightforward to set down on paper and isn’t too difficult for non-Latins to grasp.

         For centuries, along with tobacco and sugar, Cuba had been exporting dance beats. By the eighteenth century, rhythms such as the zaraband and chaconne, branded as lascivious Negro imports when first heard in Seville, had been tamed into polite templates suitable for Bach and Handel. Spanish bufo theatre companies of the mid-nineteenth century embraced the rhythm of the contradanza habanera as a comedic signal for loose Cuban morals and Négritude. Popularised and simplified during its Iberian sojourn, the habanera made its way to Buenos Aires, where, dropped into the Argentine mix like a culture into milk, it grew the rich fermentation of tango. After infecting Mexico, it entered America via New Orleans, where it kicked off a musical revolution.

         104Franco-Haitian refugees had decreed that every fashionable New Orleans parlour must have a piano, and the habanera soon made itself at home in local players’ left hands. It starts with a held first beat, with the next two played more hurriedly, as if to catch up. The right hand can play almost any melody but the feel is transformed by the habanera pattern in the bass. Americans called this ‘syncopation’ and its influence has been felt across every sort of modern music. You hear it in the horn parts on the Bill Haley and Little Richard records that started the rock ’n’ roll revolution – dumm-Dah-da, dumm-Dah-da.

         The great explainer of Cuban music, Alejo Carpentier, put it this way: ‘The black musician was elusive,25 inventing between the written notes … Thanks to blacks, there was a growing hint in the bass lines … of a series of displaced accents, of ingenious and graceful intricacies … that created a habit and originated a tradition.’ Ned Sublette adds: ‘You could call it syncopation,26 though of course African musicians don’t have [that] concept … They had their way of perceiving time, which the European called syncopation.’ What to a Cuban musician was simply an obvious way to make feet move was so alien to non-Cubans that it had to be codified and, for most White musicians, written down. This led to some clumsy stepping on the dancefloor, but it also inspired creative notions of how to render Afro-Cuban feeling in a more linear way. A good example of this is ragtime.
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         Around the corner from Congo Square in New Orleans, the Gottschalk household consisted of a Franco-Haitian refugee mother, an Anglo-Jewish father and their children, including a piano-prodigy son named Louis Moreau, plus the father’s mixed-race mistress and their children. After a childhood revelling in his mother’s songs, the Creole melodies of his Haitian nurse and Sundays at Congo Square, Louis Moreau set off at thirteen for advanced tutelage in Paris. In 1853, at twenty-four, he returned to America as a celebrated soloist and began touring and composing. Extended stays in Puerto Rico, Martinique and eventually Cuba inspired him to create works based on the music he heard in the streets, dance halls and bordellos of the Caribbean. Gottschalk had fallen not just for the 105melodies of Latin America, but for its women as well; musical and sexual adventures would propel him in his constant travels. In 1860, he astonished Havana by mounting an Afro-Cuban extravaganza on the stage of the opera house, bringing a tumba francesa troupe of Haitian-descended drummers, singers and dancers from Santiago to join the orchestra.

         Sandwiched between Caribbean travels were concert tours in America, where he entranced sold-out halls with his habanera-inflected compositions, before dying at forty in Brazil from yellow fever. His stardom wasn’t as spectacular as Liszt’s, but as a composer, his immersion in the folk rhythms and melodies from his side of the world was far ahead of his European equivalents and inspired pianists across the hemisphere, particularly North Americans.
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            French opera and popular song and Neapolitan music,27 African drumming … Haitian rhythm and Cuban melody … creole satirical ditties, American spirituals and blues, the ragtime and the popular music of the day – all side by side in the streets of New Orleans.

            – Alan Lomax, Mister Jelly Roll

         

         Sunday visitors to Congo Square often remarked on how ‘black’ everyone was; no ‘yellow’ or light brown participants at all. Free men of colour and the offspring of Whites and their octoroon mistresses kept their distance from ‘African’ dances; their culture, they felt, was a modern, international one. Before the Civil War, New Orleans boasted three opera houses, and all were dependent on mixed-race and Black patrons. Many of those fashionable pianos were in Creole homes, laying the ground for a keyboard culture that would stretch from Gottschalk through the legendary Tony Jackson, then Jelly Roll Morton and on to Billie Pierce, Professor Longhair, James Booker, Allen Toussaint and Mac Rebennack (aka Dr John).

         But what really engaged every shade of the New Orleans public in the nineteenth century was brass bands. The myriad New Orleans nationalities all celebrated their particular holidays, and each required a parade. Crowds 106loved military pomp; technological advances meant that large brass sections could now play in tune and execute the trills and glissandos that had previously been the province of strings and keyboards. Theatres promoted competitions among trombone and trumpet virtuosos; the latter instrument was the electric guitar of the era (and Louis Armstrong would become its Jimi Hendrix). Marching bands also played for dances, of which there were almost as many in New Orleans as there were in Havana. ‘Tricolor’ balls both evoked and mocked nostalgia for the years of French rule, as well as flaunting the ‘white–tan–black’ mix among the dancers.

         In the left hands of pianists throughout the Mississippi watershed, from the Gulf Coast to the Great Lakes, the oom-pah of low-register brass met habanera syncopations while right hands invoked the rippling fingers of banjo aces from minstrel shows and country dances. Another flourish of influence arrived with the 1884–5 Industrial and Cotton Exposition in New Orleans, where the band of Mexico’s 8th Cavalry Regiment caused a sensation with their stunning arrangements of Mozart sonatas, Sousa marches and Mexican folk tunes, all delivered with a habanera swing. An enterprising publisher created sheet music of the band’s repertoire, with a heavy dose of spelled-out syncopation in the left hand, and it sold as fast as he could print it. By the 1890s, up the river in Missouri, Scott Joplin had begun putting the finishing touches on his immortal compositions built around the ragtime rhythms that were sweeping the country.

         Multiple forces were coming together in New Orleans to create the soundtrack of the first half of the western hemisphere’s twentieth century: popular rags arranged for brass band, the strutting cakewalk rhythm (essentially a form of tango/habanera), the French tradition (via Haiti) of instrumental virtuosity (on woodwinds in particular) and Mexican horn players who fell for the Crescent City and stayed behind after the Expo. Intriguingly, added to this list is the city’s Onward Brass Band and their two-year stint in Havana with the invading US Army, 1898–1900; Onward soaked up many of the island’s musical treasures and incorporated them into their playing.

         When America ended its Cuban occupation, military bands were decommissioned and their brass sold off, usually in New Orleans, where 107the troop ships docked. Cheap, well-made instruments fell into the hands of players with Cuban, Mexican, ragtime and martial beats running through their heads, while ex-slaves from across the southern states were arriving in the city carrying their own rich melodic and rhythmic traditions. Put it all together and, as Bing Crosby sang in High Society, ‘Now you has – jazz, jazz, jazz!’28

         In his Library of Congress recordings, Jelly Roll Morton recalls the turn-of-the-century musical atmosphere in New Orleans. He states emphatically (while idly doodling a bluesy habanera figure with his left hand) that the only pianists who qualified as real ‘jazz’ players were those who had mastered what he called ‘the Spanish tinge’.
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         Cuba’s tortured relationship with its northern neighbour goes back a long way. America developed a taste for Hispanic land-grabs after buying the Florida peninsula from Spain in 1821. A quarter-century later, when newly independent Mexico refused to sell its northern provinces (Texas, New Mexico, Arizona and the southern half of California), President Polk sent in the troops. America would have gladly added Cuba to its booty but the Spanish garrison there was larger than the entire US Army. An envoy arrived in Madrid with an offer of $100 million for the island, but the man’s behaviour was so boorish that the Spaniards refused to consider it.

         After the Civil War, southern planters cast a dreamy eye onto the island where slavery was still a way of life. Many bought plantations there and the scale of investment ramped up after 1878, when Spain confiscated land belonging to rebellion-supporting growers and sold it off cheaply. Policy-makers in Washington were of two minds: on one hand they gave token support to the rebels, hoping to loosen Madrid’s grip, while more conservative elements were appalled by the racially mixed guerrillas and their often Afro-Cuban officers. The US hedged its bets by selling armoured ships and munitions to Spain.

         Some Cubans were intrigued by the idea of becoming a US state, not least as a means of keeping post-Emancipation Afro-Cuban ambitions in check. American culture also caught the popular imagination; 108some wealthy kids came back from US boarding schools with baseball bats, balls and gloves and the sport spread like wildfire, becoming an ‘anti-bullfight’ symbol of defiance. In Matanzas, particularly, everyone loved baseball games; women brought drinks and food and cheered while the game was played – as it is in Cuba today – to the beat of Afro-Cuban percussion. Games were often followed by dances, particularly in Simpson Heights. Danzón and baseball was a hot combination for youth; entire teams would sometimes run off after a dance to fight with the rebels. Spain responded by banning the sport.

         Throughout the last decades of the nineteenth century, musical and political revolutions advanced in syncopated time towards their twin destinies of independence for the island and the flowering of its music. By the time the War of Independence began in 1895, enjoyment of Afro-Cuban music was at the heart of an island-wide spirit in which Black and White fought side by side. Many pro-Independence leaders, though, remained uncomfortable. One charge levelled against Spain was that it had allowed Cuba to become too Black, with former slaves and their offspring dominating trades such as carpentry, tailoring – and music. The struggle for Independence was hindered by some White rebels’ reluctance to ally themselves with the island’s most effective fighting force. And many who admired Afro-Cuban battle skills were quick to join the chorus against the comparsas, not wanting the Revolution to be identified with ‘lewd’ or ‘primitive’ behaviour.

         Such concerns were often echoed by leaders of the Afro-Cuban community (like Alfonso Menencier, Desi’s dad’s ward heeler). Afro-Caribbean writer Frantz Fanon remembers growing up in Martinique in those decades and being taught that everything clean, proper and intelligent was White, while Blacks were sloppy, malicious and instinctual. Even Haitian leaders Toussaint and Christophe had tried to prohibit drums in the interest of ‘improvement’. Supporters of equality believed Black Cubans needed to demonstrate ‘civilised’ behaviour in order to advance. Poet–hero José Martí was the exception, celebrating the island’s racial mix and its African heritage in poems and speeches: We are all Cubans! (Martí’s idealistic proclamation would later be used by Castro’s Revolution to suppress Afro-Cuban culture in the name of collective progress.)

         109As the final war for Cuban Independence began, the US, having crushed the last of the Native American resistance at Wounded Knee, was seeking new conquests. Teddy Roosevelt and press baron William Randolph Hearst pumped up the expansionist hysteria but were held in check by a few crusty New England politicians and pundits who insisted that America was founded in opposition to the very idea of empire. (Native American lands obviously didn’t count.) Plans for a canal across the Panamanian isthmus, though, made Cuba an even more valuable plum, and Hearst’s papers encouraged sympathy for the noble rebels fighting the cruel Spanish.

         On their own, the Cubans had fought Spain to a standstill but lacked the firepower to finish the job; with an excuse provided by what was later found to be an accidental explosion on the battleship Maine in Havana harbour, Roosevelt’s Rough Riders and the US Navy arrived to deliver the coup de grâce. The only thing standing between the island and absorption by the US was that many found the Cuban population too Black, too lazy and too degenerate to qualify as citizens. ‘To be brief and emphatic,29 they are nothing more or less than a lot of half-breed Cuban n——,’ observed one American. ‘To the faults of the parent [Spanish] race, they add effeminacy and a distaste for exertion which amounts really to a disease,’30 wrote another.

         The African-sounding music and general air of decadence in Havana shocked the invaders. ‘[Havana’s] immorality is worn on its sleeve.31 The American visitor may learn more of its vices in a week than he has known about the dark shadows of his home city in a lifetime,’ observed one American, for whom lack of hypocrisy seems to have been the most troubling of Cuba’s sins. An alliance of northern constitutionalists, southern racists and Midwest sugar-beet barons backed the Teller Amendment, which barred America from absorbing Cuba without the approval of both the island’s electorate and the US Congress.

         The occupiers refused to allow rebels to march in victory parades or display the Cuban flag, then set about banning African drums, segregating the army and hectoring Cuban leaders about the need to expunge ‘savagery’ and ‘backwardness’. Mixed-race and Black officers who should have been at the core of the first Cuban government were marginalised 110or cashiered. Occupation officials tried to bar Blacks from voting but post-Emancipation Cuban law was far more colour-blind than America’s and suffrage, though male only, was otherwise universal.

         Reconstruction money flowed to the already wealthy; land promised to soldiers was sold off to rich Americans and White Cubans. As with so many twentieth-century US victories, occupation officials (led by Confederate General Robert E. Lee’s nephew) felt more comfortable with former enemies than with their rebel allies. The Onward Brass Band may have been transformed by their Havana sojourn, but most Cubans were glad to see the back of American marching ensembles; endless parades featuring strict-time marches were among the countless reasons the islanders were fed up with their liberators. The new country’s first free election in 1900 was as big a shock for the US as Labour’s 1945 rout was for Churchill and the Tories; anti-American, ‘independent Cuba’ parties swept the board. Following this electoral insult, America refused to leave until the Cuban Assembly passed the Platt Amendment, giving the US the right to intervene any time it felt the need (or whenever the moneyed classes felt threatened and sent for them). The most enduring legacy of the occupation was the ironically named Cuba Libre, rum mixed with Coke; the Yanks couldn’t take it straight.

         It could all have been different if Cuba’s inspirational leader, José Martí, hadn’t insisted on leading a cavalry charge as soon as he arrived back from exile. His death robbed the country of a vision of how to deal with its two most problematic relationships: with the US and with its Afro-Cuban citizens. Martí had spent fifteen years in New York and Florida. (Nineteenth-century Cuban exiles tended to be anti-imperialist liberals, rather than the most recent half-century’s reactionaries.) He devoted much of his energy to the education of Black and what were then called ‘mulatto’ Cubans living in exile, believing that his country’s future depended on literacy and skills for all. He was impressed by America but fearful as well; its people, he wrote, had ‘at once the characteristics of giants32 and of children’. He knew that getting free of Spain was only half the battle; staying out of the clutches of the Yanquis would be an even greater challenge. 111
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         One positive legacy of the US occupation was the explosion of son. Like many imperial powers, the US believed in stationing soldiers far from home to mitigate corruption, desertion and excessive sympathy with the locals. Regional styles had been gathering steam in the wake of Emancipation and Spain’s ‘strategic hamlets’ policy; now they began spreading across the island via troops and refugees. American capital further stimulated the fluidity of the Afro-Cuban population, with new owners hiring mostly seasonal workers, sending yet more cane-cutters with money in their pockets to Cuban cities at the end of the zafra.

         Son (from sonar – ‘to sound’), which combined the clear-voiced Spanish song traditions of Santiago with Afro-Cuban rhythms, surged out of that city’s streets and cafés, progressing across the island from east to west, absorbing influences as it went. The hilly tobacco country of Oriente, with its small-scale farms, had always been marked by a slightly easier relationship between the races; the music played by Afro-Cubans in their neighbourhoods was more blended with the region’s Spanish heritage than that from the cane fields and dockyards to the west. Resistance to oppression, be it Spanish or American, was stronger at the Santiago end of the island and ‘Oriental’ sones were often political, with coded references to the anti-colonial struggle. Many early soneros also served as the readers who entertained and informed cigar-rollers as they worked. Son, for all the shocking impact of its percussion-driven rhythm, began as a delicate, literate music.

         From our twenty-first-century vantage point, it can be hard to grasp the surprise – mostly delighted but quite often horrified – with which son was greeted. Things we take for granted were then astonishing; like Gillespie’s bass player forty years later, many found the idea of striking a drumhead with the hand horribly alien. Along with anti-comparsa laws, some municipalities enacted regulations requiring drums to be hit, if at all, with a stick.

         Son’s other revolutionary aspect was singing over a dance beat. Custom and lack of amplification meant that in the growth of urban popular music across the nineteenth century, you sat down and listened 112to a singer or perhaps tossed them a coin on a street corner; to hear a vocalist in front of a dance band was an amazing innovation, be it tango canción in Buenos Aires or an American swing band with a crooner. Sensual, pulse-racing beats with great singing on top – it was almost too much excitement to bear, like 1950s American teenagers hearing Little Richard for the first time.

         Adapting its structure from the contradanza, son began with verse and chorus borrowed from Iberian song, then moved to vocal improvisations in the montuno section at the end, which owed a debt to both the wit and spontaneity of the décimas and to African call-and-response. Part of son’s appeal lay in its magpie-like inclusiveness: Taíno and Arawak phrases, quotations from European parlour song, touches of Jamaican mento and calypso-like topicality. Son also had the advantage of being portable; with no bandstand or piano, groups could move from street corner to street corner dodging the police. And always, at the base, that infectious rhythm, propelled by guitar, maracas, güiro and bongo.

         Emanating from Matanzas, Abakuá rumba sessions also established themselves in the solares as cities swelled with new arrivals from across the island. Initially sung in slaves’ original languages, Africanised Spanish gradually became rumba’s lingua franca; a previously hidden culture was flowering into urban popular music. Growing out of the rituals of the Carabalí, rumba was refined in the docklands, where labour was controlled by Abakuá societies. Packing crates straddled and struck like drums and pairs of shipbuilding pegs were used to mark the rhythm; all that was needed were singers and dancers. In the twenties and thirties, the word ‘rumba’ would become a catch-all term for Cuban music; the French, muddling it up with their spelling of cane-distilled liquor, convinced many to write it ‘rhumba’. But in the solares, a rumba was both a party and its percussion-based music, performed by people too poor to own tempered instruments.
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         In the decade after Independence, racial tensions grew. Afro-Cuban bitterness at the collapse of their dreams of equality collided with White paranoia about the ex-slaves’ pride and the soaring popularity of Black 113music. Revived comparsas celebrated Black war heroes and chanted Afro-Cuban grievances; drums were called mambís in honour of the fighters and son was everywhere, on street corners, in bars and cabarets. In a musical Thermidorian Reaction, the once-shocking danzón sounded hyper-respectable, almost White.

         In 1912, frustrated Black Cubans formed their own political party. White Cuba’s panicked response was swift and brutal. Troops massacred Black demonstrators, race-based parties were outlawed, organisers hunted down and summarily killed, their heads impaled on posts. Police raided Santería ceremonies and confiscated drums; dancers were arrested, cafés shuttered, parades forbidden (except for polite masqued White versions, with many in blackface). When labour tried to organise, sugar barons brought in scabs from Haiti and Jamaica. Son was dismissed as a ‘cosa de negros’ and forced back inside the solares along with rumbas and Afro-Cuban religions.

         But, like after the Ladders Conspiracy sixty-five years earlier, they couldn’t keep a good beat down. With Europe at war, demand for Cuban sugar surged and the island’s economy boomed. In 1916, President Menocal’s nephew heard a son outfit called Los Apaches on one of his sex-seeking prowls through a rough Havana quarter. He booked them to play for a dance at the Vedado Tennis Club and the fashionable crowd adored them; they and other sextetos were soon in demand for White dances across the island.

         Anti-American resentment may have helped drive son’s popularity, but American culture also appealed to urban Cubans. When the US Congress enacted Prohibition in 1919, the island was only too eager to welcome pale, thirsty tourists who gave a much-needed boost to the island’s post-war economy. When northern visitors brought with them dances such as the Charleston, Grizzly Bear and Bunny Hug, the Cuban bourgeoisie was forced to concede that dirty dancing might not, in fact, herald the ‘end of Christian civilisation’. (Or perhaps it did, but there was little to be done about it.)

         By the early twenties, son was again omnipresent. Thwarted in their political ambitions, Afro-Cubans focused on survival, religion and music, possibly in reverse order. Thirty years later, descendants of the mambís 114who had led the nineteenth-century battles for freedom were conspicuous by their absence from Castro’s guerrilla army.
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            [Cuban] music should not be sacrificed33 … in attracting the rabble – always disposed to vulgarity and regression – to the call of an African drum … we need to moralise it and not prostitute it.

            – Sánchez de Fuentes, composer

            If you are young,34 black, and poor, your activities are likely to strike the older, whiter, and richer power structure as subversive whatever they may be.

            – John Storm Roberts

         

         Debates in the first quarter of the twentieth century about son, rumba and Cuban culture exposed so many contradictions, ironies, hypocrisies, pretensions and insecurities among different sectors of Cuban society that it is hard to know where to begin. Easiest to mock is the guajirismo movement, which, inspired by the ‘Indio’ revival in Mexico, insisted that Cuban culture was a blend of Spanish, Taíno and Siboney, with nary a shadow of Africa. Sixteenth-century Taíno king Hatuey (who, after being assured Heaven would be full of Spaniards, opted for Hell before being burned at the stake) was suddenly a national hero. Considering how the invaders killed off most of the indigenous population within seventy-five years of their arrival and forbade the few survivors any cultural expression, the sudden reverence for Hatuey bordered on the surreal. Aside from a few words (including ‘tobacco’, ‘hurricane’, ‘canoe’ and the island’s name), what shards of Taíno legacy could still be found lay almost exclusively in the ring dances and rattling percussion instruments adopted by fugitive African slaves who found shelter in the hills and forests with natives. Some have suggested that rumba parties were inspired by the days-long areíto orgies/feasts early invaders witnessed – and often enjoyed – before obliterating the culture that produced them.

         This desperation to deny any connection to Africa is bound up with the island’s complicated bloodlines. Most Cubans are a genetic mix, but 115of which strains? The almost entirely male conquistadores ‘took’ local women as mistresses, wives or slaves; in the early years, these were largely ‘Indians’, but over the centuries the vast majority of Cuban baby-mothers have been partly or entirely African. This inescapable fact tortures the Cuban psyche. Though the island’s view of ethnicity is more nuanced than the Anglo-American ‘one-drop’ attitude, it still leads to convoluted denials about how much African blood courses through the nation’s veins. That Cubans of all shades were revelling in son in the 1920s and moving their behinds like Africans was hard for many to bear. The Ku Klux Klan opened a Cuban chapter.

         Another response was to welcome back Spaniards expelled for opposing Independence and to encourage boatloads of their countrymen to join them; the number of Spanish immigrants in the first three decades of the twentieth century exceeded the total for the entire previous history of the island. Galician peasants were no longer the butt of jokes. One immigrant Gallego farmer was Ángel Castro; he named his Cuban-born sons Fidel and Raúl.

         Left-wing movements throughout Latin America were inspired by the Russian Revolution’s short-lived enthusiasm for ‘music of the people’; progressives duly embraced son as a focus for their resentment of Yankee culture, but soon ran into the same contradictions that marked Stalin’s policies on peasant music. The Left honoured Afro-Cuban contributions to the War of Independence and hated guajirismo but favoured an ideal of ‘elevated’ Black culture as curated by sympathetic Whites. This exposed an uncomfortable twentieth-century fact: many, if not most, progressive movements have been prudish at heart, recoiling from both sensuality and authenticity. The Left found allies among Afro-Cuban leaders; Adelante, the journal of the Black bourgeoisie, insisted that Afro-Cubans must become ‘civilised’ and ‘respectable’ before they could hope for equality. Many sociedades de color held to the most conservative of music policies – strictly come danzón. Some even accused Whites of fomenting the son craze as a trick to hold Afro-Cubans back.

         When anthropologist Fernando Ortiz began researching Afro-Cuban culture he discovered a goldmine of confiscated musical instruments and religious artefacts in the storerooms of police stations as well as inside the 116glass cases of museum exhibits purporting to demonstrate Black ‘primitivism’. Ortiz felt that Afro-Cuban culture was so rich and interesting that he would devote his lifetime to its study; where others heard noise, Ortiz saw art. Son’s bongos and güiros, he contended, were as profound as the drumming in The Rite of Spring. He described Afro-Cuban music as a ‘group of highly original and complex aesthetic combinations of noises, tones, timbres, rhythms, melodies, harmonies, song and dance with universal values’.35

         This was meat and drink to son’s elite supporters, the minoristas. They considered son to be a naturally avant-garde style grown in Cuba’s backyard and relished the bourgeois outrage it inspired, seeing it as a form of modernism that defied a perceived American monopoly on the ‘new’. But they, too, had blind spots; minorista author Alejo Carpentier complained that Afro-Cuban music lacked variation, and it took Ortiz, after years of study, to point out that trance is a key element in African music, that ‘repetition’ is hardly the same as ‘monotony’ and that dancers supply their own variations to a good groove. Ortiz and the minoristas were virulently anti-religion and made no exception for Santería or Palo Monte; myths are myths, be it Islam’s Garden of Virgins, Christ’s Resurrection or Chango’s cross-dressing. Ortiz was a true pioneer; today we salute quests for ‘authenticity’, but in the early 1920s such research was viewed as an eccentric revelling in crudity.

         Gerardo Machado, the most powerful and notorious politician of the 1920s, established a template for Cuban dictator-presidents by paying lip service to progressive values while abetting corruption and playing elites, the Black and the poor off against the middle classes. He shocked the bourgeoisie – and gave son a huge boost – by inviting the Sexteto Habanera, complete with bongo, to perform in the presidential palace, while also encouraging his allies (including Mayor Arnaz of Santiago) to ban drums and comparsas. Machado used coded symbols to woo Black voters, wearing all-white clothing as a nod to Santería and planting a ceremonial ceiba tree near the capital. Percussion-driven sextetos were often booked for late-night lock-ins where politicians partied with light-skinned Afro-Cuban girls.

         Like many dictators, Machado conflated anarchism, communism and the avant-garde, ordering a modern-art exhibit to be closed on grounds 117of subversion. The US opposed him at first, worried that he was, among other things, too Black-friendly, then reversed course in the interests of stability. In 1933, President Roosevelt finally pulled the rug out from under his corrupt rule; Arnaz fled to Florida in a private plane, along with Desi Jr and bags of Machado gold.

         Many Cubans despaired of politics in the turbulent twenties and sought diversions; dancing became, if such a thing were possible, an even greater national obsession. The wealthy liked booking groups too Black for most Afro-Cuban social clubs; the musicians, of course, had to use the back door. Nationalists were in a bind; across the last decades of the nineteenth century, they had flaunted Afro-Cuban music as a symbol of the island’s cultural sovereignty. Once the country was (somewhat) independent, like other Latin republics, they lost interest in peasant roots and craved international acceptance as a sophisticated modern culture. Was Afro-Cuban music a source of national pride or shame? Cultural and political leaders seemed unsure.

         As the twenties neared their end, all these many dilemmas were magically resolved. Black fingers and mouths needn’t be confronted when disembodied music emerges from a wireless radio or shellac disc. Issues that had tortured so many minds were suddenly rendered moot by an explosion of modern media; from one end of the island to the other and across oceans and seas, everyone delighted in – and danced to – the sound of Afro-Cuban son.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            
               
                  Son de la loma36

                  Y cantan en llano

                  They’re from the hill

                  And they sing on the plain

                  – Miguel Matamoros, ‘Mamá, son de la loma’
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