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            When the guns turn meek

            Kuduro will still speak

            ’Cause a voice can make bullets seem weak.

            —Bruno M, ‘Já Respeita Né’
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         I guess I must have got distracted by those Bruno M lines, because I didn’t even register the bus slowing and parking on the side of the road, amid an exuberant green. I didn’t notice when we crossed the Svinesund canal, separating Sweden from Norway, over the new bridge built across the Iddefjord and baptised with the same name as the old one beside it: Svinesund. I would have liked to have seen it, this being my first time visiting the northern lands, but couldn’t help falling asleep. We’re 113 km south of Oslo and 180 km north of Gothenburg, where last night at the Way Out West festival a crowd of well mannered blond Swedes danced frantically to our blended Kuduro, house and tropical techno, as if it were the last August of their lives, and as if the cities of Luanda and Lisbon were not so distant and unknown.

         The door opened and two police officers, both in plain clothes, with badges round their necks, boarded the vehicle. The man, tall and blond the way only a Viking can be, introduced himself to the passengers. I don’t recall his exact words, but my mind immediately went back over the reply I’d practised dozens of times just in case I were to come across border officers at any point on the three and a half thousand kilometres I had covered since Lisbon. I was travelling without a passport, having lost it somewhere in a hotel in Paris, a few weeks earlier. A nightmare which, at the time, had forced my band Buraka Som Sistema to cancel a series of engagements, because in addition – since misfortune always brings a plus-one to the party – I am an Angolan citizen. When you are an ordinary Angolan citizen, the last thing you want is to lose your papers. I’d give anything for it to have been my phone, or the suitcase with my clothes, my laptop, just not the passport, as this meant travelling to Luanda, finding a handler, paying an expediting fee and then praying to Kianda, our Saint Iphigenia, for her to bless the computers of the Angolan Migration and Foreigners Service for the system not to fail.

         And I prayed now, I prayed to Saint Elesbão and to Saint Benedict that I would not falter, I prayed for my voice not to fail me when my turn came to present my papers, for the lie I’d prepared for the occasion to come out convincingly. But it did not. I showed my residency card and the blond man looked at it suspiciously, asked for my passport. I lied, saying I had it in my suitcase. The other officer, a brunette who looked like she might be a professional judo player, joined us. Apparently I was the only person on the bus with a suspect document – I’m sure no other foreigner with a residency card issued by the Portuguese Immigration and Borders Service had ever crossed that border before.

         The blond man, who could easily have been in our audience the previous night, asked me to go fetch my passport, instructing the driver to open the luggage compartment. The two officers escorted me to my suitcase, and in those few metres I even considered turning back and telling them the truth: confessing that the passport I had to show them was an old expired one, so devastated by time that nobody in their right mind would ever allow me passage with a document in such a condition. Not only had it expired back when the Angolan revolutionary Jonas Savimbi was still alive and wreaking havoc, but the space for a photograph was occupied by what now looked more like a painting by the impressionist master Willem de Kooning.

         My legs trembling, but with the most confident attitude I’d ever boasted, I held out the passport, just like that, ‘rotten-faced’, as the Angolans say, and my bold and irresponsible gesture must have set off every alarm in those two officers’ heads. Only a madman – or a really first-rate criminal – would attempt to cross the whole of Europe by bus and train with the threadbare excuse that he’s a musician in a Lisbon band and that he was due to play a concert that night at one of the continent’s most iconic festivals of electronic music. I wouldn’t have believed it myself if I had been in their position.

         The officers invited me to retrieve my luggage and accompany them to the nearest police station for questioning. I didn’t say a word, I felt the sweat forming on my brow, my mouth dry, heart pounding. I was sure any sudden movement would make me throw up.

         Nobody had asked me to turn missionary, to travel the world from the slums of Luanda like a Mormon Elder, spreading the gospel of kuduro – a musical genre born in the intersection of house, techno and kizomba in the late 1980s, when the Angolan civil war was at its peak and the youth desperately needed something that could help make sense of the chaos surrounding them.

         The two officers hadn’t exchanged a word since they had got into the car, and with so much silence, I did consider explaining myself, somewhere between begging for my freedom and telling them the truth, the whole truth. But what truth? What good would it do for me to explain kuduro to them? In any case, I’m sure the two officers would not have been interested in my truth. I kept my mouth shut and fixed my eyes on the landscape – this might be my last chance to see Scandinavia. I would give anything to be alone, able to lose myself in that green and think freely.

         2

         Everything will be OK. I repeated this mantra to help me bear the silence inside that car. I will be able to prove I’m a musician, a ‘cultural agitator’ – as the Portuguese journalists like to characterise me. Travelling without a valid passport is not wise, but I’m not trying to fool anyone. I’m just a non-musician musician, a singer-poet, trying to make it to Oslo. If I start my statement with this confession, they might set me free, on time to make it to the festival. History is crammed full of musicians living on the edges of the law, who use their careers as a front, and get up to all sorts behind the curtain. I didn’t want to give in to the paranoid thoughts that were forming in my head, but the possibility of being mistaken for a drug trafficker was starting to seem likely. To what other activity could African musicians arrested crossing a border without papers be applying their talents? Everyone knows how hard it is to make a living from music. My own mother, however happy she is to see her son following his dreams, if asked about the sort of life she’d like me to lead, I’m sure would give a reply involving a desk and a nine-to-five schedule. That’s what mothers are like, always wanting the best for us.

         The moment I realised I was being taken to an airport, my heart began to beat easier. I thought I was going to be deported. ‘Rygge’, I read in the neon that hung from one facade. The blond Viking man hurried to open my door, reached over and pulled me out. I offered him no resistance. I was too tired to struggle and I allowed him to exercise his authority over me as if I were a child, or maybe even a criminal. He put his hand on my head so that I might avoid hitting it on my way out. And I would have appreciated his care, had I been brought there under any other circumstances.

         At that moment, all I wanted was to put an end to that humiliation, and I turned to the police officers to ask about my belongings. ‘Don’t worry, just keep walking,’ was their only response. It was immediately after my question that I felt the touch, a light push to my back, the first of several that would be repeated whenever I slowed down. I still don’t know whether the touch is to maintain speed or whether it is common procedure for the police whenever they are escorting suspects to the station. People were watching us and, as a way of showing you’re doing your job, nothing beats a little shove to make a point. It must be protocol, one of those protracted guidelines fulfilled to the letter, which was repeated over and over, even after we had walked through the door to the building, and even inside the station, a place so sterile it looked more like a tax office.

         The faces of the officers we walked past were almost as grey as the walls. I was led briskly to a door, where I was asked for my papers. I handed them to the blond Viking at the same moment the judoka was opening the door to a room, and, employing the same pleasant gesture they’d used to convey me from the car, with a push to my back, she invited me to go in. I ignored it, I knew that brusqueness of hers was part of the game. They wanted to test me, to see how far my air of serenity could go, my haughtiness even, as if I were so sure that it was all just a mistake and I’d soon be free to continue on my way.

         The room was just as you would expect: grey, no windows and a chicken-coop light on the ceiling. It smelled new, like a building only recently completed. The floor was the same colour as the walls, in a material I was unable to identify. It didn’t matter to me. My eyes were fixed on the single piece of furniture against the far wall, whose ends connected the two side walls. It might have been a desk, and was too hard to be a bed – I nonetheless, since there were no chairs, decided it would be a bed and lay down. There was nothing else for me to do. My fate was now in the hands of the Scandinavian gods and, since I was well aware that divine interventions are never particularly speedy, I closed my eyes.

         But my mind refused to shut down. I couldn’t avoid running through answers in my head in case the officers asked me what had brought me to Norway. I can start by saying I’m an artist. An Angolan expatriate, an artist-expat, and what makes me jump out of bed and travel the world, cross borders, even without valid documents, at the risk of running into the police and landing up in a Norwegian jail, is a need to meet the other. It’s the only exercise I know how to undertake that will allow me to materialise into words, not too many of them if possible, what I know about myself. My name, for example, says more about me than any adjective, and I didn’t even know its exact meaning. Imagine what it’s like for a five-year-old kid to accept that they have a strange name when the other members of his family had, for the most part, names inspired by Catholic saints. At a moment when most kids were obsessed with finding out where babies came from, all I wanted was to be told the origins of my own name, given an explanation as to why I hadn’t been assigned a simple, neutral Gustavo or Felipe? I never got an answer. Some old guys back in the day used to tease me, singing a song by this guy called Luís Kalaff, a merengue singer from the Dominican Republic.

         I only know how to whistle one refrain from my double-f namesake, the one they’d assault me with whenever they heard my name. ‘La Mecha, La Mecha, Ai Maria …’ And that’s it. But whatever the old guys in Benguela thought, I know that the ‘La Mecha’ we knew is actually performed by Tabito Pequero, the second vocalist in Luís Kalaff’s Los Alegres Dominicanos – The Happy Dominicans – and it’s the track that opens the record El Rey del Merengue, released in 1962. To this day, I wonder whether my ending up in music was influenced by the name I bear. I’m not one of those people who believes in destiny, but I can’t help smiling at an odd coincidence. The old Kalaff was a prolific composer, who put his name to more than two thousand compositions, some of them covered by giants of Latin music, like Fernanda Villalona’s El Niño Mimado, as well as by the most romantic ex-goalkeeper of all time, Julio Iglesias. Not bad for the son of a humble Dominican woman, Dona Bernavelina Pérez, and Juan Kalaff, a Lebanese merchant who, at the age of fourteen, when he was working as a carpenter, made his first guitar out of the remains of an instrument he’d found on the street. A trajectory almost biblical in outline, since it was on this guitar that his son began to spread the gospel of merengue, of mangulina and of bolero from Santo Domingo to the world.
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         The Viking and the judoka came into the cell, him two steps ahead of her. I stood up and he gestured for me to sit back down. I obeyed. The judoka watched my movements and only when she saw my backside at rest did she move away from the door, leaning back against the wall. That woman intimidated me. I didn’t expect, I didn’t need her to smile at me, but after I’d surrendered without a fuss, she really could loosen her shoulders a bit and grasp that I didn’t represent the slightest threat to the national security of the kingdom of Norway.

         ‘We can’t find anything on you,’ said the Viking. I suspected he wasn’t anticipating any response from me, so I kept quiet. ‘We tried to consult the Portuguese police and there’s no record of your name,’ he went on.

         ‘I’ve never committed a crime,’ was my reply.

         ‘We think it’s strange there’s no record of you anywhere,’ he continued. I thought it didn’t seem so hard to understand that if the Portuguese police had no record of me, that could only be a good sign, surely? I chose to say nothing, and just asked: ‘Can I go?’ The judoka joined the discussion with a categorical ‘No’.

         The Viking and I both turned towards her, both surprised, though not for the same reasons. What had surprised me was the fact that she’d spoken at all, finally! ‘Since we don’t have access to the Portuguese Immigration and Borders Service database, we can’t let you go,’ the Viking added.

         I brought my hands to my head, and the judoka, suspecting that I was about to lose my shit, flip out, kick the furniture, launch my closed fist in the direction of the Viking’s imposing jaw, rend my garments, shout, cry, or whatever – I have no idea how far her imagination could have gone – peeled her back off the wall and positioned her feet diagonally, slightly further apart than the breadth of her shoulders, her arms down, the heel of her back foot raised just a few millimetres off the ground, her knees slightly bent and curved chin pointing at her chest. If I got up, or made any sudden movement right then, I was sure I’d get a thump in the mouth.

         But there was no need, the Viking’s words had already caused more damage than any blow the judoka could have inflicted. If she’d touched me, I suspect I wouldn’t even have felt the impact, so numb had those words left me.

         ‘I’m booked for a concert in Oslo, I need to get onto that stage,’ I told them. The stage, that inhospitable planet I learned to call home.

         I turned back to the two officers, who were still just standing there gawping, waiting for the true confessions of an illegal immigrant. Maybe my calm was giving me away. I couldn’t stop thinking my performance might be lacking in drama, kind of like when we get up onto the stage and address the crowd with lines like: ‘You’re the best audience in the world, nobody parties like you guys,’ the kinds of words that every audience in the world is tired of hearing, but that doesn’t stop them applauding and yelling for more. Besides giving them details of the festival in Oslo, I didn’t know what else to say to the Viking and the judoka that hundreds of other illegal immigrants hadn’t said before. Please let me call my tour manager or take me to the festival. They looked at each other and moved towards the door. It crossed my mind to invite them to come up onto the stage with me, even though I know it’s not the best place to watch a concert, but it’s where I feel safe. I have nowhere else to be. You could even shackle my ankles if you think that’s appropriate, if it brings you some peace of mind. Then I’ll be all yours, I promise. Arrest me, throw me out of your country, send me back to Africa if you think that would be the outcome that would satisfy you. But for now, release me, so that I can go work.

         
            *

         

         The officers left the cell without even looking at me. Maybe I should have done more than profess my innocence. I could expand on what kuduro is about. Present the right story, with a better introduction, something like:

         ‘And in the beginning was the ndombolo.’

         That was how this story really ought to start.

         Just ask the Langas, the Zaïkos, as we call the Congolese people who migrated to our country, bringing a high sense of fashion and fantastic music. Music from Franco Luambo Makiadi, the king of the Congolese rumba, who along with Zaïko Langa Langa and under the leadership of the great Jossart N’Yoka Longo, would come to inspire the birth of many of our musical groups, like Os Jovens do Prenda and Os Kiezos, round about 1960 in Angola. And I discovered it all in one of Africa’s largest open-air markets: Roque Santeiro.

         Pepetela once wrote: ‘If they haven’t got it at Roque, it’s because it hasn’t been invented yet.’ Those words from one of the fathers of Angolan literature summarise what for me, and for many of my contemporaries, is the essence of that most fascinating and yet most intimidating of spaces in the city of Luanda. Ever since its establishment in the mid-1980s, Roque Santeiro has always been more than a market, it was the heart that pumped life into Luanda’s economy and, up to a point, the country’s.

         My own baptism into Roque happened thanks to my cousin Tininho, my first idol. To this day I hold him in the same regard as my most esteemed philosophers and poets. He was responsible for my discovering a taste for mixtapes. BASF cassettes were our favourites. We spent afternoons on end sitting beside the radio, recording the perfect selection that, as a general rule, we would give to friends or girls. ‘Never underestimate the power of a mixtape in the game of seduction,’ Tininho used to say. Then he would add, ‘A cassette with just the right selection, nowadays, is worth as much as Shakespeare’s sonnets and, like photographs, songs perpetuate moments whose shelf life is not defined by time.’

         One sunny Saturday afternoon in 1989, we went to Roque to buy BASF cassettes and, as soon as we had got out of the car, my eye was caught by the sea of people spreading out as far as the horizon. ‘Welcome to the biggest open-air store in Africa,’ my cousin said to me. ‘Within these five hectares, under zinc sheeting, something like five football pitches, there’s about seven thousand registered stalls and loads of others operating “illegally”,’ he said, regaling me with those stats he always liked to share. ‘You know how many people work here?’ he asked. I wrinkled up my nose and tossed the number ‘two thousand’ into the air. He laughed and asked me to pay attention to the sound, to the noise that covered Sambizanga hill, a sound of which I’d never heard the like before, the sound of a giant pressure cooker on the boil.

         ‘That’s the noise of thousands of traders and customers keeping the wheels of the economy rolling,’ he said. As we passed through the food area, the smells of just-made manioc funge and moamba palm oil were dancing into the sky. Around the stalls, everything was for sale: home furnishings, household appliances, shoes, French perfumes, sex, cars, car parts, stereos, school textbooks, medicines, building materials, Scotch whisky, designer clothing, made-to-measure clothing, coffins assembled while you waited, Brazilian weaves, Indian weaves – everything. The video clubs were screening the latest American action movies. And between the stalls, the sea in Luanda bay. ‘Awesome sight, huh?’ Tininho sighed.

         Roque was strategically positioned just a few kilometres from the port of Luanda, and it was widely known that the containers destined to supply the city’s trade never ended up going through customs. At the height of the civil war in the early 1980s, even those products intended for humanitarian aid used to end up at Roque. The market mirrored a post-colonial Angola. It did have a picturesque side, festive and colourful like any local market in an African city, but it was also the stage for racial, political and regional tensions brewing in silence within our society. Boavista Popular Market was the official name, ‘Roque Santeiro’ was the nickname coined after a Brazilian TV soap that livened up Angolan family evenings in 1985. With all his knowledge about our history, even my cousin couldn’t explain why the name stuck. ‘Perhaps people wanted to forget what happened here, and a new name associated with more joyful memories was necessary,’ he said, knowing that I would immediately ask him what happened here. I did, and he fell silent for a minute and looked over his shoulder as if the people around us were listening. He moved closer, lowering his voice. ‘This place was the stage for mass executions that followed a split inside the MPLA government in May of 1977.’ Tininho tapped my shoulder and added, ‘It’s still an open wound. Avoid talking about 1977 in public.’ And then it was my turn to fall silent.

         
            *

         

         Being in that market was like being in a musical. At first, everything seemed chaotic, but once inside, everyone knew their choregraphed steps and the only way to survive it was to dance along to ndombolo like your life depended on it. This music genre and dance style from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) – present in our culture thanks to the large community of Zairians, who, for decades, helped to make Roque Santeiro what it is – are believed to be the staple cassava meal, the central pillar, the foundation that serves as the basis for all kuduro’s other dance steps, starting with the ndombolo walk which took me forever to master.

         In the ndombolo, the whole body dances, in a swaying of smooth and gentle hip movements in women, quick and irregular ones in men. Kuduro’s ndombolo steps flow from the Congolese’s footwork, accelerated to match the rhythmic and theatrical demands of our genre. We call it the ndombolo walk, and I learned its basics from the dancer Heráclito Aristóteles, better known as ‘ATM’, a reserved man who didn’t talk much, and who insisted on telling jokes only the Angolans in the group would understand. We did two concerts with him, at the start of 2007. The first was in Lisbon, at the Musicbox, a small club where the people who had come to see us filled the place beyond the legal capacity. That concert served to refine some of the details for the launch tour of Black Diamond, our debut album, before the first date in London, at the Hoxton Bar & Grill, the very next day. I remember ATM showing up at Lisbon Airport dressed all smart as if he were going to mass, his trousers starched, shirt buttoned up to his neck, and a black blazer that was a couple of sizes too big for him. He had even brought along a family-size suitcase, which weighed more than anything else in the backline. When we asked what he was transporting, he admitted he was carrying food – sausages, hams, salt-cod – at the request of some Angolan friends living in London. We had to pay for excess baggage.

         On arrival in London, Branko, Riot and the crew headed for the queue for EU citizens, leaving us non-Europeans behind. The first person they checked was Andro, Blaya followed, and ATM and I were seen at the same time at different desks. After the customary questions – ‘And what do you do?’, ‘And how long do you intend to remain in the United Kingdom?’, and all that – the border officer welcomed me to London and, just as I was about to retrieve my documents and head down to baggage reclaim, I saw ATM looking downcast and being sent to wait in a side area reserved for passengers in irregular circumstances. I felt for him. More than anyone else in the group, I knew that desolate feeling well.

         I walked over to try to find out what was going on, but I was intercepted by a policeman who informed me I wasn’t allowed to be in that area once I had crossed the border. I pointed at ATM and said we were travelling together and that I was just trying to find out why they weren’t letting him through, seeing as we had the same kind of visa. The policeman nodded and turned around. An embarrassed ATM admitted that he had been prevented from entering because they’d spotted an item on his record involving some situation with the police in Northern Ireland. A young Heráclito Aristóteles, who at the time had migrated to Ireland, had once got involved in a bar brawl and was arrested, spent the night down at the station and, the following day, still stunned from the previous night’s events, decided to leave the realm of Elizabeth II and move to Lisbon. Ever since, each time he has travelled to the UK, he has been stopped at the border for questioning before being allowed in. And that was what had happened. Thanks to the gods of ndombolo, ATM was not deported. Later on that evening, when we finally got on stage, he was another person. Knees slightly bent, moving his legs from outside to in, in a syncopated fluctuation, alternating the weight onto and off his planting foot, at a rhythm of 140 BPM in a movement that created an illusion that ATM’s legs had an extra elasticity and could flout the very logic of motor coordination. His dance was cathartic to him and us. He brought great joy to the crowd of partygoers who filled Hoxton Bar & Grill to watch Buraka.
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         I knew from the start that our role would not be merely to showcase our individual talents to the world. Alongside that, we would need to cast a light on the musical genre itself, and on the city that bred it – Luanda. But also on the city where we were based and which, owing to historical circumstances and geographic location, represented the ideal place for absorbing, processing, transforming and disseminating kuduro like nowhere else – Lisbon. However, we realised the world turns much more slowly than our senses are able to grasp. There weren’t many journalists willing to embrace a narrative divided into four separate points: Buraka–kuduro–Luanda–Lisbon. They asked us to simplify, to disseminate the narrative’s strongest points, which means, briefly: talent, a genre and one city. Lisbon was the weakest link, at least to the foreign journalists we encountered in the early years, when we were still trying to sell them the idea of Lisbon as the most African city in Europe. They frowned and spat, preferring to buy Luanda instead. So much more exotic, mysterious, dangerous, even sexy to some, than the worm-eaten old city of seven hills.

         Hearing kuduro at a party for the first time is an experience that leaves no one indifferent. From child to old man, from humble monangambé to lofty governor, passing through the civil servant, the emigrant in the diaspora, mothers from the Organization of Angolan Women or local women hawking their wares on the street. Hear a kuduro playing and there’s no way for you not to tap your feet. Even the actor/musician/comedian Jamie Foxx agreed. I saw a clip of his stand-up special I Might Need Security on YouTube describing the moment he heard kuduro for the first time. While he was in South Africa filming the Muhammad Ali biopic with Will Smith, he went to a club. The locals warned him that around midnight, the dance floor would be overtaken by something he’d never experienced before. A liberating beat that would bring everyone into the middle of the room, entirely stripped of any prejudices, surrendering themselves to kuduro, as if it were the day of the Last Judgement. I used to show that clip of Jamie Foxx to everyone sceptical about buying my enthusiasm towards kuduro. To me, it was the best dance music ever made, something that was saving the lives of the youth of my country, and if an Oscar and Grammy-winner was impressed by it, how could the international press turn a blind eye and fail to understand just how revolutionary that genre was? I felt responsible. I could have been serving in the military but made it out of the country before I was called up. I wanted to use that privilege and shout – Angola had something to say. We couldn’t just be ruled out of the dance music culture. And when Pitchfork, The Fader and the British Fact Magazine decided to look into what was happening in Luanda and Lisbon by writing about kuduro and my band, alongside the great names of the global electronic music scene, it meant the world to us. I felt we were not invisible any more.

         5

         But I can’t talk about kuduro until I’ve told these officers about Luanda, the city that created it. The war and the resilience of its people. For me, kuduro is a by-product of all the dramatic events that took place in the city and shaped the country, ever since the civilians rebelled against the Portuguese colonial power on 4 February 1961 in what was later called the ‘Katana Revolution’ – among them a priest called Manuel Joaquim Mendes das Neves, from the archdiocese of Luanda, who helped and blessed the revolutionaries. Neither did the group assigned to the uprising pass up the blessings from the witch doctors who washed them with roots and mystical ointments. Many of the participants believed that such rituals sealed up their bodies, making them unbreachable by bullets. The rituals didn’t have this effect, but they did fill the men with courage and confer a spirit of brotherhood on them. As legend has it, hours before the attack, the group chosen to carry out the action swore an oath after swallowing a fifty-centavo coin: those who survived the offensive would look out for the families of the deceased once the revolution had succeeded. An oath that many still complain is yet to be kept.

         The close to two hundred revolutionaries, led by Neves Bendinha, Paiva Domingos da Silva, Raúl Deão, Domingos Manuel Mateus and Imperial Santana, left Luanda’s poor musseque neighbourhoods early in the morning of a Saturday, with katanas in their hands, ready to free Angola from the oppression of the Portuguese colonisers. One of these groups ambushed a Military Police patrol, neutralising the four soldiers and taking their guns and ammo. They attacked the São Francisco Fortress, but their attempt to free the political prisoners failed. Other targets included the PIDE prison in the São Paulo neighbourhood and the prison of the 7th Squadron of the Public Security Police (PSP), where more political detainees were being held. They likewise attempted to occupy Angola’s official broadcaster, a radio station emitting state propaganda. Forty Angolans died in these actions, and the Portuguese side lost six police officers and an army corporal. The priest Manuel Joaquim Mendes das Neves was arrested shortly after that Saturday and sent to the Aljube prison in Lisbon, where he remained until the place was closed in 1965, finally dying in 1966. At first, the Portuguese state believed the 4 February uprising to have been an action orchestrated by Patrice Lumumba, prime minister of the newly independent Congo-Léopoldville. But however sympathetic he might have been to the idea, and however much he might have dreamed of an Africa freed from European rule, Lumumba could not have masterminded the revolt, as he had been killed in January of that year in Lumumbashi, at the hands of a rifle squad under the command of rebel leader Moïse Tshombé, with the involvement of Belgium, the United States and the United Kingdom. The 1961 attacks were actually organised by Angolans linked to a variety of fledging political movements who were then taking their first steps.

         Sambizanga, Cazenga and Rangel were the neighbourhoods out of which the 4 February uprising was born. The kingdom of red earth, on the far side of the ‘border’ – the name given to the limits of the tarmac city – was the cradle of the ‘Katana Revolution’, and it is no surprise that those are the places where the most exciting kuduro music is created. Art made by the descendants of the fifty-centavo revolutionaries, people who should be benefitting from the promises made to their forefathers who lost their lives to the cause. Those artists’ goal is not to hear their music played on the radio or in the most talked-about clubs of the day. Their sound is too raw for that, too wild, and they have no intention of polishing it up and making it more accessible. It is music for consuming out of informal ‘open window’ kiosks, at yard parties or via YouTube, in the candongueiro minibuses painted in white and blue, which circulate the city, covering for the country’s chronic lack of public transport.
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         ‘The best way of drawing the true portrait of Angolan society is sitting inside a candongueiro,’ my aunt Beatriz used to tell me, who was herself a candongueiro driver, described by a TPA journalist as ‘the only woman in a world dominated by men’.

         My mother’s youngest sister, Aunt Beatriz – who we called Tia Bia – was always a woman ahead of her time, or perhaps just another Angolan woman who was a mistress of the art of survival. In the 1980s she was a soldier and a police officer, and in the 1990s she became the owner of a snack bar. In 2000 she took the wheel of a candongueiro.

         It was she who told me that the candongueiro business had started to become fashionable around 1986, when Luanda’s traditional public transport was in decline – caused by poor management, maintenance problems and progressive deterioration of the streets.

         As the civil war in the country’s interior intensified, Luanda became a place of refuge for those who were more affected. The city grew dramatically. The musseques were expanding seemingly arbitrarily, in total disorder, and the existing transport networks didn’t cover the whole suburban area. Immediately, in obedience to their entrepreneurial spirit, anyone who had their own vehicle saw a business opportunity.

         Unlike most of the city’s candongueiros, in which you could only hear kuduro and kizomba, the speakers of the HiAce driven by Tia Bia only played sembas from the olden days. Ruy Mingas, Artur Nunes, David Zé. Singers who gave voice to the Angolan people’s aspirations, who sang our pain and our yearning for freedom.

         ‘Blessed be they who sacrificed themselves and fought for change,’ I remember hearing my aunt saying, as if in prayer, when I was accompanying her on her favourite route, from the airport to Baleizão.

         A lot of the candongueiros would drive packed to impossibility, with the radio full volume and disrespecting all the traffic rules defined by the highway code. ‘Benguelense, d’you know that the history of transport here in Luanda is a perfect metaphor for understanding the Luandan people?’ she asked me, but gave me no time to reply. ‘First came the owners of light vehicles, who’d gotten tired of giving people lifts and so started charging five hundred kwanza per ride, those old kwanzas, the ones from back in the days of the one-party regime. But their cars, just like Luanda itself, started to get too small with the arrival of so many people and so then came the flatbed trucks – still an Angolan classic today – where it’s best we don’t even count how many people get on them. They’re a menace! It wasn’t till the 1980s that you started to see nine-seater minivans in circulation as taxis, the ones that came from Belgium, from Holland and West Germany. You hearing me, Kalaf? After those, it was almost the end of the 1980s before our Toyota HiAces started to invade our roads – or those things we optimistically think of as roads – becoming the official vehicles for business. This thing can handle whatever you throw at it, potholes, dirt tracks, the lakes of rain and, most of all, the beatings you take on the roads. There’s no motor better suited to Luanda than a Toyota HiAce. It’s like the Luandans: however worn out everything’s gotten, and with the road no better than a beaten earth track, they keep on going.’

         My aunt’s story amazed me. Not for the analogy or for the facts in themselves, but because I don’t think I had ever heard her speak so much while she was driving. Like a lot of the candongueiro drivers, my aunt Bia used to drive her routes without showing the least facial expression, almost in a meditative state, seemingly pure and oblivious to all the day-to-day tensions of the Luandan traffic, a Zen mistress, immune to the questions that afflict regular mortal drivers.

         It’s the conductors who do have a voice, shouting the taxi’s destinations with the effectiveness and volume of the most committed broker on the Wall Street Stock Exchange. But they don’t call ‘buy’ or ‘sell’, they’re shouting ‘Going to …’ your destination yelled with lungs full of air, wherever, always announced quickly and twice over: ‘AIRPORT AIRPORT’; ‘MUTAMBA MUTAMBA’. It’s the conductors who take the kwanzas for each route, folding the banknotes in half, between index finger and ring finger, beneath the middle finger, thus forming a wad of bills that is neatly ordered, by value. The conductor doesn’t have a designated seat. Well, actually no one does. The van, which was designed by Japanese engineers, was conceived for carrying nine passengers, but the ‘Angolan engineers’, in order to maximise profit, transformed it into a vehicle with sixteen seats, all of them intended for the customers, leaving the young conductor contorting himself in the space between the back of the front passenger seat and the knees of those passengers in the row behind.

         In addition to playing semba, my aunt’s candongueiro was also an exception because its windows didn’t contain any writing. It didn’t have any popular wisdom, religious sayings or references to the crew she belonged to, as you usually see in those vehicles.

         It’s a given that, for the development and expansion of kuduro, at a time when that kind of music wasn’t welcome on the radio or at bourgeois yard parties, the Roque Santeiro market and the candongueiros that drove around the capital played a crucial role, not only in keeping kuduro alive but also in elevating it to the category of official soundtrack to the city streets. Except in Tia Bia’s candongueiro.
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         The officers entered my cell again. I stood up and looked at them without fear, ready to risk everything for the love of music. It had crossed my mind before that something like this was bound to happen one day. I’ve challenged festival security guards in the past, real bruisers, who would have broken me in half in other circumstances. Still, since I had a microphone in my hand, I disrespected their authority and shouted at them to let the most over-excited fans up onto the stage.

         The officers changed their line of questioning. They asked me if I was seeking asylum in Norway. I shook my head. They asked me when I arrived in Europe. I smiled. ‘1995.’

         On the list of my greatest torments, the troubles caused by the police hardly register compared to those provoked by consulate employees. Now, them I am afraid of, it gives me a chill just thinking about them. Whenever I need to request a visa, on the night before a trip to the consulate or embassy I have nightmares. In the morning, I always put on sober clothes, the kind nobody who saw them would think belonged to someone who lives off kuduro. I always show up a couple of hours before my appointed time, with the bearing and the outfit of a worshipper at his first communion.

         My friends tell me to marry and put an end to my embassy visits. But getting married for papers? The idea had occurred to me, of course, and there was even one candidate, Sofia, with golden hair and the loveliest sway to her when she danced. If I didn’t know she had been born in the Lisbon suburbs of Rio de Mouro, I would have said she was one of those Benguela women, Angolan but of Portuguese origin, who when independence finally came on 11 November 1975, had simply forgotten to return to Portugal. But that wasn’t how I had always imagined it … And in these matters I’d like to be as tackily old-fashioned as possible. Take my future bride off to someplace beautiful, get down on one knee, pull the engagement ring out of my pocket and ask her to take my name and put up with me until our final breath. These words or others, improvised in the moment, with pauses, hesitations, hands sweating, voice serious and legs wobbling. (That’s why we kneel, lest the devil steal away our balance.)

         ‘Let me go – please – I’ve got to go work.’

         The Viking shrugged and left the room without giving me an answer. The judoka went with him. But before the door closed she turned and said, ‘Well, you should have thought of that before crossing the border without a passport.’

         At that moment everything became clear. The look in the judoka’s eyes said it all. The problem wasn’t really my having hopped from Sweden to Norway without a passport, the problem was my sheer nerve. I wasn’t fleeing from a country at war, even if it was suffering great deprivations after one war of independence and another civil one. Our civil war, to a certain extent, had ended on the afternoon of 22 February 2002, near Luio village on the banks of ​​the Lungwebungu, in the south-west of Moxico province, when Brigadier-General Simão Carlitos Wala, Angola’s youngest general at the time, commanded the troops that defeated Jonas Savimbi in what would come to be known as Operation Kissonda.

         At no point did I raise the fact of being a war refugee, which must have led them to think I was pompously posing as a cultural ambassador trying to come in through the back door. I didn’t pay some pirate to carry me across the Mediterranean, I paid for my trip using a Visa card with my name on it.

         ‘I know my freedom troubles you,’ I shouted. And even if nobody heard me, it felt good to clear the lump in my throat; the same lump I had felt the first time I faced a border officer.

         
            *

         

         ‘What is the purpose of your visit?’

         ‘Vacation.’

         ‘Where are you going to be staying?’

         ‘At my father’s house.’

         ‘How much money have you brought with you?’

         ‘It’s enough for the cab, I think. Around fifty thousand escudos.’

         It was 1995 and I’d just arrived in Lisbon. The border officer stopped leafing through the pages of my passport and looked up, fixing his eyes on mine. I gave him a smile. He looked back down at my visa, set my passport to one side and asked me, while he had a word with the inspector, to wait for him next to a wall, where there were already some other passengers from my flight, along with two Eastern European women and a Brazilian lad, maybe in his twenties. At that moment it didn’t occur to me that I was running any risk of being denied entry and sent back to Luanda. I didn’t even think that, in the eyes of those border police, a seventeen-year-old guy who’d just landed in Lisbon with a tourist visa almost certainly would not be going back to his country – he’d have to be crazy. News of the civil war in Angola must have been making headlines in all the papers. I was not a refugee, I had not come to claim political asylum, but right there in my tourist visa, those must have been the words that shouted the loudest. That was the moment I realised that there’s nothing scarier than an African crossing European borders. ‘Hide your money, hide your daughters, the blacks are invading our backyard!’ When they see us approaching the window, I can hear their thoughts as we hand the border police our third-world passports. Those were my first hours in Portugal. I lost count of how long I waited before I was taken to a windowless room where I found a police officer behind a desk, leafing through the empty pages of my passport with the impatience of someone who’d seen hundreds that morning alone. When he finally turned his eyes on me, I was already sitting down. He repeated the same questions the border officer had put to me. He asked my father’s profession.

         ‘Doctor.’

         ‘Is he coming to meet you?’

         I nodded and he, looking at the page with my tourist visa, made a sound, a long hmmmm, as if he already knew what my answers to his next questions were going to be. That sound was a way for him to find his balance, perhaps courage, to make me one more number in the growing stats of African immigrants who were arriving every day at the borders of the European Union. If they had some way of locking the borders, they’d do it, I have no doubt. From my perspective, at that moment, they could go ahead and lock them. I would have given anything not to have had to leave Angola. It would even have been a relief to get sent back. I knew I wasn’t welcome. It would have been a relief for everyone, even my father. I’m sure he would have preferred me not to be in Portugal. We barely knew each other. Ever since he left Benguela for Coimbra, the news I received from him was in letters and occasional phone calls. The letters were always addressed to my mother, who, after reading in silence through the things that related only to the two of them, would then read the few paragraphs addressed to me. I don’t remember when I received or sent the last letter; I must have lost interest, and he stopped bothering.

         The inspector picked up one of the stamps, paused for a second and then hammered the page. I was free to enter Europe.

         I walked briskly through the Arrivals terminal and spotted my father near the automatic glass doors, where I could see the ‘Exit’ sign. I was taking broad strides but it felt as though I were running, not into my father’s arms, but out of that place. I had just arrived in Europe and already all I wanted was to run away.

         But I kept on going towards my father, towards the faint picture I retained of him. I had always wondered if I’d know how to react at that reunion. I even wondered, during the journey, if we would recognise each other. Maybe it would be easier for him to recognise the features of mine that were, or had once been, his own. I would have to make a much greater effort, since the only image I had of his face was from my parents’ black-and-white wedding photographs, from 1975, a time and country that no longer exists. The access I had to these few photographs was limited too. Only occasionally, in the most acute phase of my childhood curiosity – a phase in which I inundated my mother with questions about ‘When is he coming back?’ – my father – and ‘What did he look like?’ – did she, in an attempt to calm me down, go to fetch the photographs. She used to do this when she no longer had the patience to explain my father’s absence. Off she’d go to fetch the album of their wedding photos and tell the story of the family and of the characters who appeared in those pictures.

         Thirteen years had gone by since I had seen him. I felt doubly foreign, not only because I’d just landed in a foreign land but because between me and my parent there was a gulf like the Strait of Gibraltar, where you could only hope to glimpse the opposite bank on an occasional cloudless day. I smiled when he saw me. He then lifted his hand and pointed to the end of the Arrivals corridor, away from the crowd holding signs and flowers and the folks waving gleefully to their relatives coming out through the door behind me. We both dashed, trying our best not to stumble on the pieces of luggage crossing our path. Then he paused, opened his arms, and I threw myself at him. My heart was drumming fast. He grabbed my shoulders and held me away. I wished it could have been longer. Thirteen seconds more, at least, for the number of years we had stayed apart. He touched my head, and I noticed we were the same height. His lips stretched slightly, but not enough to expose his teeth to me. He then wrinkled his forehead, took a parking ticket out of a pocket and grabbed my trolley. As we sprinted to the exit, he kept rambling about what he would have to pay for the car park and that he could have filled the tank several times over with that small fortune. ‘This is not Angola, where a litre of gasoline is cheaper than a bottle of water,’ he said, and I wondered where the Angola was he was referring to, because the country I had just left was far from affordable.

         Just outside the airport, apropos of something I no longer remember, my father said, his two hands firmly on the wheel and eyes on the road, with the banal expression of somebody describing the state of the weather to break the silence in a group: ‘My days in Lisbon are just home-work-home. I don’t have friends.’ I wondered how a man could live without friends. What sort of relationship could he and I hope to build? Bearing in mind that, in my almost eighteen years of life, I had no memory of having lived under the same roof with him at any time, this admission made me shudder. I felt sorry for us, for the chasm there was between us, which neither one of us had had the patience, or the courage, to cross.

         Maybe I gave up too quickly. I didn’t try all that hard, I wasn’t planning to stay on Portuguese soil very long. In my mind, I’d be hanging around only until Jonas Savimbi and José Eduardo dos Santos came back to the negotiating table and were persuaded that peace was more beneficial to them both. As soon as the guns fell silent in Angola, I wouldn’t stay a minute longer. Europe was not for me. Who would want to live there when you had a country like Angola at peace?

         
            *

         

         In those first two years, such questions troubled me. I couldn’t believe how we – us Africans – preferred to waste the best years of our lives in Europe, putting up their buildings, cleaning their houses, frying their burgers. Wouldn’t it be better to take that strength to a place that, even if it weren’t our own, was the one that first saw us come into the world, that was at least inhabited by – and belonged to – a majority of blacks like us? Of the fifty-four African countries, I thought, there was surely one that would shelter us for as long as the rival forces of MPLA and UNITA failed to reach an agreement. A country that didn’t live under the constant threat of a civil war, one that, however small, would be grateful to take us in and would give us the opportunity to contribute to their economy. Any one of them, anywhere but the countries in Europe. These were the thoughts that occupied my mind in those first two long years in Portugal. I developed such a great aversion to the country that I didn’t even unpack the suitcase I’d landed with.

         There I was, feeling like a refugee, an exile, an emigrant … All words whose meanings I hadn’t known until Savimbi became convinced that there had been fraud in the 1992 elections and my mother – who had seen Angola gain its independence and who knew the hearts of the warlords better than I did – fearing for my life, took the first opportunity to send me to Lisbon. I don’t blame her, she’s a mother: I suspect any Angolan mother would have done the same in her place. I can’t imagine how agonising it must have been for a mother in a situation like that, seeing her son growing up with the certainty that one day he’d have to go off to war, not knowing if he would ever come back.
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         Like a lot of Angolan teenagers in the diaspora, I received my musical education in a kizomba disco, though calling it a disco hardly does the place justice. For years, those clubs had fulfilled the role of cultural centres, the only location that allowed us to be ourselves. Within those four walls, until the sun rose, we stopped being immigrants, we stopped being scholarship students with our annual uni fees in arrears, stonemasons’ assistants, busboys, night-time security guards or simply unemployed people malingering on some distant relative’s sofa. We were just Angolans dancing to songs that were made by us, for us and about us.

         In the late 1990s, Lisbon was living through the dawn of electronic music, with raves pretty much everywhere, the epicentre of the movement being the area that stretched from Avenida 24 de Julho to Alcântara. For us, the Angolans, who’d always been given to running wild, it was more than evident that we were not going to be satisfied just with our kizomba nights. It was only a matter of time before we would set foot inside Alcântara-Mar – in those days Portugal’s cathedral of dance music, with endless queues at the door – where the actor Robert de Niro was once denied admittance, and from where the Formula One driver Ayrton Senna, grabbed by the trousers, was almost thrown out for bad behaviour. That’s what the 1990s were like. Music and the way we consumed it were changing. Perhaps to compensate for the fact that they weren’t offering the BPM needed to seduce their audience, the architects of the African nightclubs tried to supply what they understood to be the African response to the rise of house and techno, which dominated a large part of the country’s nightspots.

         The kizomba clubs became the cradle of kuduro, the only place you could hear the music genre that Toni Amado baptised with his song ‘Amba Kuduro’, since there was no radio station that dared play it. In Lisbon, no DJ or dance music producer took any interest in the genre. The retailers refused to distribute it; most of the city’s cool DJs only stocked up at stores like Bimotor and Question of Time, and I’m certain that none of the cool kids of electronic music in Portugal would ever have considered, even under the influence of drugs, buying music in the Praça de Espanha market, which until very recently was the only place you could acquire kuduro records.

         As far as I recall, even the DJs of African origin who were surfing the wave of techno and house weren’t interested in what was happening in the universe of kizomba, not even when they played records by the New York duo Masters at Work, who fused their Puerto Rican origins with Chicago house music. Our local African DJs and producers in Lisbon looked at our own rhythms, at the African ones closest to them – from Duo Ouro Negro, Bonga and Dani Silva, the beats from the Sintra Line, from the dishes of muamba and cachupa – and did nothing with them. Despite those rhythms being familiar, they didn’t feel they could bring them to the dance floors of Alcântara-Mar, Kremlin or Kadok. However, there was space for house and techno in the African clubs. The DJs were not shy about playing house music there. They made it work in their sets alongside kizomba, zouk and batida.

         I’m sure I still have one of the Ku Mix series, with classics like Sebem’s ‘Felicidade’ and Snap!’s ‘Rhythm Is a Dancer’. Out of that series, it’s the third volume that is DJ Amorim’s masterpiece. The first was released in 1997, and, if it hadn’t been for kuduro, the DJs of the African music universe probably never would have ventured into releasing projects like these. DJ Amorim was the pioneer, and the success of these compilations helped to solidify his status as god-of-the-booth at Mussulo, the most important African disco in Lisbon in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Their ‘ladies’ night’ Wednesdays were legendary, as were Sundays, the hardest night to get in: that was the favourite night of all those famous Africans who lived in Lisbon, whether footballers, musicians, politicians, businessmen or building developers. Sunday was the big day at Mussulo.

         The first time I went into the basement of number 5d Rua Sousa Martins, in Picoas, it was thanks to DJ Beleza, a short, pot-bellied man from Amadora, a white guy, or rather, a ‘bollycao’, like the sweet bun – that’s what we call whites who are into black culture: white on the surface, chocolate-black on the inside. Born and raised in Amadora, a municipality on the outskirts of Lisbon famous for its large African community, dating a light-skinned black girlfriend from Benguela, what else would you expect?

         I had just moved to Lisbon, and was in that difficult adolescent phase, when I went to do a few odd jobs at another African disco in Marquês de Pombal to earn a bit of change. Beleza was the resident DJ. There was nothing extraordinary about the place; it’s not even there any more. It was a modest sort of space, where the old Angolan guys used to go to drown their nostalgia in whisky, to the groove of Paulo Flores’s ‘Cherry’, in the arms of some of the most beautiful women Lisbon had ever seen.

         In my country-mouse innocence, I was constantly so entranced by those daughters of the moon that I took to hanging out in the space even on my days off. ‘Dude, don’t give yourself away,’ said the always sensible bartenders, those in-house psychologists, keepers of the most awkward secrets that the small hours in Lisbon produced, secrets which, if ever told, would have made the devil himself blush. Those women, in my eyes, took on the same prominence as a monument erected in the middle of a roundabout. They were beautiful, but it wasn’t only their beauty that hypnotised me. I rarely heard them say more than half a dozen words: ‘Whisky and Coke,’ when I was taking their orders, ‘More ice,’ or ‘Got a light?’ What I was very familiar with were widely smiling lips and their teeth gleaming like mirror-balls. That and the swaying of their hips when they danced the kizomba. And how they danced!

         We Angolans all know that discos aren’t the best place for dancing. It’s yard parties and weddings that you go to if you really want to show your moves. But that club wasn’t just the sanctuary for our African fifty-somethings shipwrecked in Lisbon on a sea of whisky and dazzling women, it was also the place where the best kizomba dancers Lisbon had ever known chose to dance before going to end their nights, inevitably, at Mussulo.

         Of all the women I saw blessing that dance floor, the one who danced best was neither black nor African; it was Sofia, the blonde from Rio de Mouro, the one who suggested we get married in order to resolve my passport drama. My fellow bar staff never tired of calling me a fool for having turned her down. ‘Man, she’s so pretty,’ they’d tell me, as if I were blind. To me, it wasn’t Sofia’s physical beauty that made her special. It was the way she danced, like a goddess, capable of making men who were the most mediocre of dancers, like me, look like Mateus Pelé do Zangado. Memory allows me a little exaggeration, but the truth is that she, in her fathomless generosity, did me the honour of having her in my arms while I lost my way in even the most elementary of steps. Sofia made the simple base in two seem a moment of magic.

         DJ Beleza must have noticed how entranced I was by that blonde girl and, out of solidarity, or just curious to see where my entrancement would lead me, invited me to Mussulo, because that’s where Sofia and the most gorgeous African women in town would be headed. He knew Sofia was way out of my league, and I was bound to come out of the story with my heart shattered into little pieces.

         I suspect I must have disappointed him, because the moment I found myself inside Mussulo, Sofia automatically stopped being my focus and I concentrated on the musical journey DJ Amorim was laying on for me. The African nights were no longer reduced to just the sweet beats of the kizomba; there was another, nervier sound that demanded space on the dance floor, and no one remained unmoved. People would be gripped by a euphoria, a feeling like a birthday or New Year’s Eve. A circle would open up in the middle of the dance floor and the most gifted dancers took turns, each flashier than the one before them. The 4/4 hard-hitting disjointed beat coming out of the speakers, raw and fast-paced, was infectious, and got every living soul in the building moving to the groove.

         Mussulo was the sanctuary for musical celebration, where Angolans would make their pilgrimage every blessed weekend, to restore old friendships and retrieve, through dance, the cultural identity of a people haunted by a civil war that had amputated our lives and our ability to dream.

         Mussulo was to transform my relationship with music forever. At that moment, some time in the first half of the 1990s, the decade when Lisbon became my nation-city, hearing kuduro was a discovery. For the first time, my fear of the foreigner’s stigma stopped being so serious and I came to accept it, just the way one might come to speak a second language – the language that, besides the one we use to communicate with the world, exists and rests within us, manifesting itself only when we dream. Kizomba, and everything that existed in its universe, was this internal language, something I kept inside me and shared only with those who, like me, lived between worlds. Jazz, rock, electronic music and hip hop – these were all the musical languages I adopted in Lisbon, and which I added to the one that had already resided within me for as long as I remember existing.

         I discovered myself through music; it was with music that the colour of my skin came to be a predominant factor in my self-affirmation. Prior to that awareness-raising, the term ‘black music’ didn’t even exist in my lexicon. It took my settling in Lisbon to begin the journey through what I thought I knew about myself, and what others thought they knew about me. Identity came to be synonymous with survival, and kizomba and kuduro were its secret soundtrack.
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         My first months of 1997 (the year the Colombo mall opened) were spent standing in queues for the SEF – the Foreign and Borders Service. I had come into the country on a tourist visa, but, as a return to Angola was proving impossible, I had no option but to wait through the small hours outside the SEF in the São Sebastião da Pedreira neighbourhood, the first Lisbon address I ever memorised.

         The year 1997 would prove to be unforgettable. Not because Lisbon unveiled those hundred and twenty thousand square metres of commercial property in Benfica, but because it was the year Portugal’s true colours became visible to me. The severe, serious tone the inspectors used for addressing us no longer impressed me. That year I stopped being afraid of getting deported, being ashamed of the stigma of illegality, and with this, I began to notice the people around me and, in a way, to respect and cherish the tragic condition that united us. We were all foreigners, mostly black, Africans who spoke other languages, possessors of different customs and experiences, different stories.

         I also earned my first wage in 1997, doing the same thing all the lads of my age and from my ethnic group were doing: working in construction. Working as a bricklayer’s mate is slave labour and only served to provide an honest wage for my most urgent needs.

         I felt like the song ‘Letter from the Labourer’ by Dog Murras was my biography. Murras humorously recounted the mishaps experienced by Angolans who worked construction sites in Lisbon, grappling with the difficulties of managing the high cost of living in Portugal and helping the family back in Angola, and whenever I held a shovel, his verses played in my head.

         The construction work was hard, badly paid, and the first chance I got, unable to bear the humiliation inflicted on me by an illiterate racist foreman any longer, I traded it in for the kitchen of a restaurant in a shopping mall. Carrying buckets of cement up scaffolding and frying chicken teriyaki for less than four euro an hour gave me a very real perspective on Europe. The kind of integration African immigrants were experiencing still makes me wonder about the extent to which Portugal has come to terms with its colonial past.

         What made me hopeful was seeing the way the shopping malls were changing the cultural fabric of the big urban centres. Without those places, we probably wouldn’t have the kizomba we have today. A quick lap of the food court of any shopping mall is enough to confront us with the number of young people of African origin working in restaurant chains. And what do they listen to? Kizomba, kuduro, hip hop. Thereby turning spaces like Colombo, whether it likes it or not, into something that more closely resembles the diverse cultural and social realities that inhabit the suburbs of greater Lisbon.

         
            *

         

         Aside from the African clubs, part of my own musical education happened in Bairro Alto in the old Lisbon. During my first years in the city, I placed myself, day in, day out, on the corner of Travessa da Espera with Rua da Barroca, a place where I ended up meeting the people I established most of my musical complicities with, when music became more than a hobby. Firm as infantry soldiers on the battlefield, united by a single cause, the struggle against a common enemy: boredom. The younger ones, out of respect for those before them who had fleshed out the manifesto, were the first to arrive, filling up the main arteries of that small neighbourhood, which not only presented itself as a place for good nightlife but was an incubator for many ideas and projects from this urban culture in which my life is now totally submerged. The older ones did not witness the emergence of this youth with a huge amount of indulgence. The neighbourhood, while democratic, respected the idea of class and naturally had well-defined hierarchical divisions. We, the younger ones, while we did feel we could speak, also knew you need to grow in order to show up and have a voice.

         At that moment, the city was getting ready to host Expo ’98. As a result, Lisbon nights exerted a gravitational pull, attracting people of all kinds. Everyone was seduced by the city’s potential, which was apparent from the way a considerable number of preppy-boys from Linha were there cheek by jowl with tourists and youths from the suburbs. It was irresistible. We were welcoming in Expo ’98. Everything suggested that the city was going to be the next (and maybe better) Barcelona, facing out onto the Atlantic and speaking English with a better accent. From that moment, the city has only continued to become more cool. The preppy-boys no longer wear the same fringes that used to give them away at several kilometres’ distance. Today they sport the same haircuts as the suburban lads, and dress the same way too – courtesy of the cool shopkeepers on Rua do Norte. They use the same slang and take an interest in the same things. The foreigners I see today aren’t tourists; they speak Portuguese and behave like friends come to visit from far away, a legacy of the Erasmus programme. The weekdays in Bairro Alto were my favourite. The DJs mostly played records they enjoyed to a handful of listeners like me, who barely could afford more than one drink at the bar but were loyal to the music. We never approached the booth, requesting a song and a genre, like the weekend clientele. We simply accepted whatever the selecta was willing to serve us, and every time we walked into a bar and saw DJ Johnny behind the turntable, we knew it would be a feast. He was in his early thirties and was considered a Bairro Alto living legend. A five-foot-three Bantu god, with small eyes and dreadlocks tied at the nape of the neck. With his signature red Gauloises dangling out of his mouth and wholly immersed in the groove, that’s how we would find him: unaware of the long ash hanging on the tip of his cigarette, dancing like a child who has just received a new toy.

         We became close around the time he was evicted from his shared apartment and moved back in with his parents. He asked me to help out with the move, but instead of taking his belongings to his folks’, we drove around the city, dropping the sofa, TV, the Technics turntables and Vestax mixer at friends’ houses. They all shrugged when they looked at his record collection. ‘More than five thousand pieces of vinyl are not something to be taken lightly,’ he said, adding that his parents made it clear that he wasn’t allowed to bring more than a suitcase with him. I offered to be the custodian of the collection, which also came with a good handful of books and music magazines like Straight No Chaser and DownBeat, and records, lots of records of all genres and for every taste. Johnny is an old-school type of DJ. While a large share of the records was electronic music, a lot of drum and bass, a lot of reggae, some house, techno, there was also quite a lot of jazz from all eras, and a respectable collection of hip hop, as well as (and hence perhaps one of the reasons for our friendship) an admirable collection of pre-Independence Angolan music. During that time, I spent hours in libraries searching for anything Angola-related, and at record shops, listening to and reading the liner notes of the rare vinyl records I couldn’t afford to buy. Still, I felt the urge to study those songs. To me, they were pieces of a big puzzle, the coded language that would allow me to understand the place and the people that gave birth to me. Just try to imagine what it’s like to live thirsty for this kind of information, and suddenly you get handed such a diverse and eclectic library of sound. What more could you wish for? One day, browsing through the jazz section of Johnny’s collection, I came across the New York Art Quartet album released on ESP-Disk in 1965. The cover caught my attention because the art chimed with José Rodrigues’s illustrations for the anthology Poesia de Angola, the only book that travelled with me to Portugal. At the time, free jazz was foreign territory for me, until Amiri Baraka appeared reciting the poem ‘Black Dada Nihilismus’. He sent me travelling from that bedroom on the Costa do Castelo de São Jorge to Harlem, there to stumble upon James Baldwin and see my life changed for ever.

         Johnny was the first cosmopolitan black man I met in Lisbon. Through him, I gained access to people and places and was respected – or at least looked at with curiosity. I had just turned twenty-one when he first took me into Lux, the trendiest disco in the city, opened the previous year, in Santa Apolónia, just by the Tagus river. The fact it was the first time I went into that club would barely be worth a mention, were it not for that day having started at the beach. On the way back – since Lisbon summer days are long! – we went to enjoy the last rays of the sun at the Adamastor viewpoint in Santa Catarina, the ultimate meeting place for hedonistic Lisboetas. Many were just heading off to get dinner. Others, committed bohemians like us, were leaving the viewpoint for a bar crawl through the narrow streets of Bairro Alto. By the time we’d noticed the lateness of the hour, the available alternatives were not very convincing, and that was when Johnny suggested, ‘Let’s go to Lux.’ If it hadn’t been the fashionable venue of the moment, the place to be, a world-class nightclub created by Manuel Reis, Lisbon’s iconic nightlife impresario, the proposal wouldn’t have seemed strange. I asked if he was sure, pointing at the way we were dressed, flip-flops, shorts, scuffed T-shirts and with traces of saltpetre around the edges of our foreheads. Johnny smiled and we got into the first cab that appeared before us. We arrived to find a mass of people crowding around the door, and a line to get in that stretched all the way across the parking lot. We approached the door, Johnny and the doorman exchanged glances and, suddenly, to my amazement, I saw this sea of people move aside to let two sand-covered black guys, two Angolan monangambés, pass through.

         Those were days of discovery, and Johnny, whom I met randomly at Chiado metro station, welcomed me like a distant cousin visiting the city – yes, he was the city-mouse and I, the country-mouse. From my corner I watched his steps, constantly on a tightrope between the sublime and the preposterous. I didn’t know many men like that, strange creatures who make it to fifty without ever going beyond fifteen. Who carry with them an eternal childish chaos, at once expansive and taciturn. In my own way, I followed his steps. I didn’t talk much, which some people found strange. I was closer to the idea of an acolyte, who sinned only in thought, abstaining from alcohol and other substances, and that must have unnerved people. Johnny, who never relinquished his joint, was one of the few who never made jokes about my squareness. At least not to my face. I think he even respected me for living among so many temptations and remaining unshakeable in my choice not to use drugs. One time, to make me feel better, he showed me a Morgan Heritage song, ‘Don’t Haffi Dread’, and explained that I didn’t have to rock dreadlocks or smoke ganja to be part of the pack.

         Those temptations never went away. And if, for other people, musical trips called for lighting blunts and doing lines of coke, for me the trip, the real joint, was the sound, the music my band made, the combination of grime dubstep and kuduro. Something I was never great at putting into words but which, when it was coming out of the speakers in a club, sent me soaring.
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         Since poems were not going to pay the rent, I’d gone off to work at a fast-food restaurant in the Saldanha mall in 1998.

         My favourite customer was Kalunga Lima, son of the Angolan revolutionary and novelist Manuel dos Santos Lima. He introduced himself as a movie director. I would later learn, in the conversations we would have over the months he spent in Lisbon before leaving for Luanda, that this was his fourth incarnation at the very least. Before this, he had been a soldier in the Canadian army, a diving instructor and literature teacher in Saint Lucia, in the Caribbean. Since it is never too late for a man to learn, he had gone back to school, he told me, while he waited for me to prepare him a chicken teriyaki and some tuna temakis. He enrolled in the International School of Film and Television (EICTV), in San Antonio de los Baños, Cuba, an institution that the Colombian Nobel laureate in literature, Gabriel García Márquez, had convinced Fidel Castro to establish. He’d already heard amazing stories about the place, including about the visits paid by Steven Spielberg, George Lucas, Robert Redford and Steven Soderbergh to that oasis of Latin American cinema. On one of his visits to the School of Three Worlds, or the School of All Worlds as it’s also known, Francis Ford Coppola didn’t only talk about art and cinema but also made a point of inviting the whole school to eat a pasta al pomodoro he’d cooked himself. I asked if he had been there at that point, and Kalunga just smiled. The answer was irrelevant. I was totally fascinated by this man’s life, I admired his courage, I wanted to be like him. And he, perhaps recognising in me the same concerns he had felt in his own youth, encouraged my poetic impulses and offered me advice: ‘Read five books a week, travel to all the countries you can.’ He talked of simple things, but, for a kid who had given up everything to be a poet, seeing a black man who was so worldly, with so much knowledge, and yet still accessible, put my uncertainties to rest. I’ll never forget the time he turned to me, very serious, and advised me to ‘not make babies too early’. He was telling me to think about how much time I would need to travel the world, alone. Words I carry with me to this day.

         
            *

         

         It was at number 1, Avenida da Liberdade, on the corner with the Glória funicular, at the Palladium shopping centre, that I met one of the men who taught Lisbon to go out at night: Zé da Guiné.

         The year was 2000 and he was visibly worn down, multiple sclerosis having reduced him to a shadow of the great Pepel god I’d heard he used to be, beloved of legions of women of every colour and class, and envied by cultured, powerful men. Zé da Guiné had barely finished fourth grade when he was brought to Portugal by the soldiers fighting in the Guinea-Bissau War, he told me, when we became close, in the long conversations we had when we were practically neighbours. But that evening I met him, he was still Zé da Guiné to me, the legend! It was Johnny who introduced us. When we went to meet him, we found him kitted out like a 1920s golfer: a shirt with a collar, bow tie, tweed jacket, waistcoat, balloon trousers in the same fabric as the jacket tucked into knee-high socks. On his head, an ivy cap, or paperboy’s cap. The golf club had been replaced by a cane to help him move about. We liked each other at once.

         Zé da Guiné was the greatest Lisboeta I’ve met. His stories about the city amazed and entranced me. I recognised aspects of Johnny in him, and perhaps the two of them saw something in me that was pretty familiar too. It was only years later that I identified what united us, when Johnny and I were hardly speaking: a sadness as big as the world, never verbalised, a mourning we each carried out in our own way. Zé da Guiné, losing the use of his legs and his friends, barely left the house, some people even thought he’d died. Johnny shut himself up on the street, struggling with ghosts only he could see, and I, the orphan of a living father, wandering adrift, seeking a place to call home. We recognised this sadness in one another, though we never exchanged a word about it. Not even when the three of us, inspired by Johnny’s desire to prove he didn’t need ‘gatekeepers’ to leave his mark on the city, went in search of a seedy club that needed a new concept. Zé da Guiné remembered he knew a Guinean impresario who had a kizomba disco in Alcântera and who, having tired of quarrels between unruly customers, was prepared to let the place out. Zé felt the opportunity represented a swansong, his last chance to solidify his legacy, to leave a mark of his own. And I, with nowhere else to be, went along for the ride.

         We arrived at the agreed time, midnight. The club was rammed, Guineans and Cape Verdeans were dancing, holding each other tight, lulled by the rhythm of Livity’s ‘Bia’ in the voice of Grace Évora: ‘nhá coraçon ta na balance, ê só pamodi bó, Bia Bia Bia, bó tem ki comprende …’ And before we reached the ‘yeah yeah yeah’ at the end of the verse, we heard a gun, two sharp terrifying shots. Then screaming, panic. We were all running for our lives, barrelling through anything in our way. Amid the chaos, I spotted Johnny out the corner of my eye, being carried by the current of people pouring out towards the exit, the only one we remembered existed, the front entrance. Nobody remembered to look at the signs identifying emergency exits. Our ears were buzzing with the sound of fear, a sound I was quite familiar with, a sound you never get used to, even when it’s happening on the occasion of an Angolan New Year’s Eve celebration. The last time I felt it so close was in 1992, when MPLA bullets and UNITA bullets lashed the facades of our houses in what came to be known as the War of the Cities. I remember one lone bullet that for years remained embedded in our living-room wall, an anonymous black spot amid a vast immaculate white. It hardly matters who fired that bullet. As long as it remained in that wall, I saw it as a monument to our shame. Yes, that sound was quite familiar, it would never leave me, and it would always give me chills.

         Those two shots took the life of a young man of Cape Verdean descent, the victim of a jealous ex-husband, who couldn’t accept the sight of his ex-wife in another man’s arms. On the street, our hearts still in our throats, we saw Zé da Guiné appear out of the crowd, grim-faced, as if returning from a battlefield. Neither Johnny nor I dared to ask what he had seen, but his face said it all. He put his hand on my shoulder and, from his silence, I understood that it wasn’t just a man’s body that lay dead in that space. The dreams of a return to the thrill of nightlife had collapsed onto that floor too. He seemed defeated. Zé da Guiné: one of those musical men who don’t come along very often. He wasn’t a musician, he was a song, beautiful as can be, whose words not many people know any more, but whose melody many others will continue to whistle, for a long time yet.

         It was the last time I saw him on his feet and out of the house.

         11

         In the room, the judoka continued to eye me suspiciously, studying my movements in search of some gesture that might tally with the verdict she had already formed about me from the moment I first handed her the lapsed passport. Any movement, however tiny – scratching the back of my neck, rubbing an eye – any sign that, instead of clearing me, might condemn me. We were like two gladiators ready to launch into a fight to the death. Like Chuck Norris vs Bruce Lee in that last bout in the Rome Colosseum, in The Way of the Dragon. The blond Viking, meanwhile, seemed more accessible. He might try to disguise it, but his diligent-policeman appearance couldn’t hide the fact that he’d surely enjoyed some raves in his free time. The lack of facial hair and a fedora does disqualify him from being one of these hipsters I might see in Shoreditch sipping a macchiato. But with his cheery face and an American Apparel neon hoodie on, it wouldn’t be hard to imagine him spending unforgettable summers in Ibiza, attending every edition of the International Music Summit, hopping between Playa d’en Bossa and Avenida 8 d’Agost, swearing eternal loyalty to Pacha’s two cherries. The two of them left the room again and, this time, it was for longer.
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         At the turn of the new millennium, I decided to pursue music full time. Back then, museums by day and concerts at night was my recipe for combatting my status as an illegal African. When I didn’t have the correct papers, my destinations of choice were the Serralves museum in Porto and the golden triangle of art in Madrid. As soon as I got off the train at Atocha station, I’d launch myself into the Prado, Thyssen-Bornemisza and Reina Sofía museums. Inside those buildings, surrounded by masterpieces of painting, I was looking not for inspiration but rather for a place where I would feel less of an immigrant. In those days, Madrid was also on the hip-hop circuit, a couple of steps ahead of Lisbon which, up till then, had not been visited by a single international rapper. Only Gabriel O Pensador, the Brazilian, had ever trodden Portuguese soil. I loved the morning bustle in Buen Retiro Park, the Saturday afternoons shooting the breeze in La Latina, dusting off my Portuñol with the locals while sitting on the kerb. I learned how to compensate for my lack of Spanish vocabulary by speaking Portuguese with a Cuban accent from the time when our Caribbean comrades were there helping Angola with the war effort. But my pilgrimage wasn’t limited to the capital. Cataluña was the logical destination. At that time, the Sónar festival had already managed the feat of transforming Barcelona into the mecca of electronic music in Europe. The feeling I got on my first visit, in 2004, was of having finally found the city to which I’d like to emigrate.

         In 2005, my bandmate Branko and I went to a small presentation at an event organised by the Red Bull Music Academy, who had decided to invite some of their former students to present brief showcases in one of the corridors of Barcelona’s Centre de Cultura Contemporània, home to Sónar by Day ever since it was first held in 1994. Some of my musical heroes were going to play in that year’s line-up, and the first stop was in fact the festival’s opening party, at 122 Carrer dels Almogàvers, the address of the Razzmatazz, one of the city’s most iconic clubs, located in the industrial part of El Poublenou. The night was to be opened by the US artist Diplo, who the previous year had released the fascinating ‘Florida’ on Big Dada, one of my favourite English labels, a sister label to the alternative and innovative Ninja Tune.

         The set Diplo treated us to travelled the beaches of Miami and Rio de Janeiro, revealing the first musical signs of what we would come to identify as the ‘global dance music’ movement. Something that began unexpectedly in the favelas and ghettos around the world but which, up till then, had not found the right ambassadors to present it and defend it in conventions dedicated to dance music. This man, who signs the legal name Wes Pentz, made a point that night of clarifying that sacred genres would no longer exist, everything was going to get mixed up and be transformed. That’s what baile funk had done with Miami bass, and freestyle popularised by the 2 Live Crew, 69 Boyz, Egyptian Lover and Trinere. And the 2004 free mixtape Piracy Funds Terrorism that M.I.A., the most iconic refugee on the planet, and Diplo made together showed us how big this music movement could be.

         The world of music, as we knew it, would not be the same. A few years earlier, Napster had been sued and lost millions of dollars in the courts against the giants Metallica and Dr Dre. Pandora’s box was opened and it became hard to identify what was legal and what wasn’t, distinguishing the pirate from the legitimate. And M.I.A., with that mixtape of hers, presented most of the vocals of her delayed debut album with a melange of different music genres: reggaeton, dancehall and crunk mashups. She was embracing these dichotomies and showing us the way. The new rule was to have no rules and Ms Mathangi Arulpragasam was now applying guerrilla tactics to seize ownership of everything, even her own songs, which her label was jealously guarding to release on a record. It was pure piracy, and it thrilled us.

         I thought I saw M.I.A. on the stage of the Razzmatazz club, appearing alongside Diplo with her hoodie hiding her black hair, but only for a few moments. Perhaps she had come to check out the audience’s reaction to those songs and see if they would be ready for her debut concert at Sónar by Night. Seeing her, a mysterious shape hidden under a hoodie, I remembered ‘Banana,’ and the thirty-six seconds of music that were the most important for my own understanding of what could be done with the information I had in my luggage when I landed in Lisbon in 1995.

         The first two lines we heard in the ‘Banana’ skit interlude/manifesto that open Arular are ‘Insha’ Allah! Refugee education number one’, followed by the syllables ‘Ba-Na-Na’, thus describing the way refugee children who can’t speak English learn the language of the country that receives them. These were the classes that the young M.I.A. began to attend after leaving her father, her childhood innocence and her hometown, Jaffna, the main city in northern Sri Lanka, which in 1619 was transformed into a colonial port when the Portuguese occupied the peninsula, before it passed into the hands of the Dutch and, thirty-nine years later, of the British, in 1796. Later came the bloody civil war, from 1983, between the government and the various separatist groups in the north, including the main one, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam.

         The night at the Razzmatazz, however, had one last surprise in store for us. While the French group TTC, up on the stage, were spouting the lines of their ‘Dans le Club’, the first single taken from Bâtards Sensibles, I ran into Diplo in the middle of the dance floor and congratulated him on the baile funk tracks that had made up his set. He seemed surprised to hear me commenting on Brazilian music. At the time, the rest of the world mostly knew bossa nova and samba, but not funk carioca. I made a point of explaining the affinity that exists between those countries who share Portuguese as an official language. We weren’t just familiar with baile funk, we were also able to identify some of its artists and, of course, understand the meaning of the lyrics. I talked to him about kuduro too, which he’d never heard of before. At that moment I felt compelled to re-enact one of the music industry’s most hackneyed clichés, the moment when a wannabe musician pulls a demo with his songs out of his pocket. And that’s what I did. Perhaps that gesture of mine seemed forced to him. Myspace had already come into our lives but I felt as though repeating that classic move would be the most natural thing in the world. The CD I gave him included a few songs produced by our Enchufada label, among them a rough version of ‘Yah!’ and some other random songs. I believed, optimistically, that Diplo might listen to them, like them and pass them on to Will Ashon, founder and head of A&R at Big Dada – who would be astonished and offer us a contract with the label. That wasn’t exactly what happened, but dreaming never killed anyone, and in the small hours of that Thursday morning, I made my way down Las Ramblas a happy man.

         On the Saturday night, M.I.A. performed at Sónar Park, with all her subversive euphoria. The young Tamil woman came on stage ready to conquer the world, and she had some musical bombs in her arsenal, like ‘Galang’, ‘Pull Up the People’, ‘Bucky Done Gun’ and ‘Fire Fire’. The plan of attack was to present a minimalist concert inspired by performances by artists from the electroclash scene and the Canadian Peaches, with one DJ, one backing vocalist and a cyclorama backdrop showing graphic motifs taken from the album cover and other stencils that evoked images relating to the northern Sri Lanka guerrilla war. Tanks, weapons, tigers – a lot of tigers – emphasised the content of the lyrics spat into the mic.

         The following year we did not receive an offer from Big Dada or Ninja Tune. We did, however, get a message from Diplo and a phone call from M.I.A. I don’t know who exactly had told her about kuduro, but the music had intrigued her to the point where she picked up the phone and dialled the number she found on the Enchufada website. She was working on some new songs and she wanted to fly to Luanda to collaborate with the kuduro producers, DJ Znobia especially. Diplo had already written to us via Myspace, from Rio de Janeiro. He had found a group of Angolan kids who’d told him about kuduro again and shown him videos on YouTube, which had reminded him of our conversation at Razzmatazz. He was ready to meet us in Lisbon and to have us give him an intensive course in the music that was about to open the world up to us.

         Those first three nights in June resonate within me still. Barcelona was young and musically more interesting than Lisbon. The only reason I didn’t move to the Iberian peninsula’s most vibrant and international city that very month was because I noticed something that bothered me: Barcelona had everything, except black people.
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         I was woken, disoriented, by another of the judoka’s delightful nudges. For a moment, I considered telling my story from the beginning – the extended version – connecting the Angolan diaspora in the Lisbon suburbs with Portuguese colonialism and our civil war involving South Africa, Cuba, the USA and Russia that ended six years ago, in 2002. But I hesitated. They seemed impatient. Instead, prudence led me to offer them the pocket version: ‘Buraka Som Sistema, that’s what brought me here,’ I said, my expression sincere.

         I’ve considered giving up several times already. No one enjoys being humiliated every time they need to request a visa. But I can’t stop thinking about my bandmates, Blaya of Brazilian nationality and Andro, Angolan – both of whom share the same immigration status as myself – and the disappointment that Branko and Riot, the two Portuguese members of the group, might have felt. They didn’t expect this kind of red tape when all we wanted was to escape the invisibility of creating dance music from that basement in the quiet neighbourhood of Campo de Ourique. I think about the crew who devote all their time – on the stage, in the studio, and on video sets – to shaping everything we make musically. I think about their families, for whom they aren’t around most nights because they are with us, giving oxygen to the ideas over which we are conspiring. I think about all the people who fill the concert halls whenever we visit their cities, the ones who buy the records, the ones who pay for tickets to see us. Not being present, not making an all-out effort, is a kind of betrayal. I’m trying not to be overdramatic. I’m well aware of my privilege. Kuduro artists such as Tony Amado, the kid who saw Jean-Claude Van Damme’s Kickboxer and had the epiphany to create our music genre, doesn’t get to tour Europe, so I shouldn’t complain. He was the one who got inspired watching the Belgian actor dancing drunkenly, moving his body without moving his hips, which seemed stuck to the sound of Beau Williams’s ‘Feeling So Good Today’, side by side with a couple of Thai girls. That scene lit some kind of light bulb and, using the rhythmic pattern of that electronic thing we called ‘batida’, he rushed in inspiration to his synthesiser, producing the song ‘Amba Kuduro’, practically in a single sitting, giving birth to the genre, and the dance, of kuduro.

         For me and my bandmates in Lisbon, apart from Praça de Espanha market, the internet was the place that allowed us access to the latest kuduro. YouTube wasn’t all that popular at the time, so we spent hours scouring forums like Canal Angola, and annoying relatives and friends who lived in the country with requests to send us music, instrumental stuff preferably. I say ‘annoy’ because in 2005, internet in Angola was still coal-powered, and uploading a song took hours. Everything that reached us was in MP3 format. I still listen to them, pretty distorted now, and if one of the Norwegian officers brought me a suitable player, I wouldn’t waste my time on verbal explanations, I’d just get them listening to music. Os Lambas’s ‘Comboio’, perhaps.

         While they listened, I would ask them to picture a basement in Campo de Ourique with tiny booths, four individuals sharing a computer, a sound coming out of the NS-10 monitors – piercing for being so compressed – seeping through the gaps in the doors and ventilators, climbing the building’s walls. I would ask them to pay attention to the vocals of Bruno King and Nagrelha, spitting endless coded rhymes in an obscure slang, twisting and stretching the Portuguese language to its limits, with verbs and adjectives I’d never heard before. The words of the two MCs sound as if they’re coming from a sub-machine gun on a New Year’s Eve back in 1980. But most striking of all, nothing we hear on this song was made with the intention of pleasing Western dance music listeners. Some might have called it ugly, distorted, or even poor quality, and that was precisely what made that whole package so brilliant. That’s what fascinated my bandmates and me. I would ask the officers to watch the video as well. ‘Comboio’ has the best kuduro video of all time, directed by Hochi Fu, who is to Angolan kuduro what Hype Williams, the US direct or who defined the visual aesthetic of rap during what were to be its golden years, is to American hip hop. The energy conveyed by the video is raw, urgent and colourful, an accurate portrait of what Luanda was and still is. Something no video director had ever managed to translate into images until Hochi Fu came along. The ‘Comboio’ video makes us believe that Os Lambas and the director were a match made in heaven.
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