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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my dearest mother, Josefina B. Santana, for her power, patience, tenacity, unshakable faith, and total conviction. She was a lover of truth, and I feel her energy now more than ever. Thank you, Mom — I love you eternally.
Your prayers worked.
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	Josefina Barragán
	José Santana






Mi historia comienza con un desfile.


My story starts with a parade.


But really, we could start at any point in my life, and that would be cool. It’s like the set list for a Santana concert. You could just rip it up, throw it in the air, then put it back together. Anything you start or end with can work, really. It’s all the same circle, and it all connects.


There are a lot of chapters to my story. There are a lot in anyone’s life. But my life has three parts. There’s my musical journey; there’s my being a son, brother, husband, and father—what I call domestic rhythm; and there’s the spiritual dimension, the invisible realm. They are woven together tightly—the physical and the spiritual, the seriousness and the humor, the sacred and the earthy. So is this book.


I know you want to hear about the Fillmore and Woodstock, and you will. And about the ’60s, the ’70s, and of course about Supernatural and the awards shows and everything that’s happened since then. I will give it all the correct, complete hug: my past teachers, my divorce, my new marriage, my being molested as a boy—all of it.


There is my childhood in Mexico and the trip we made from Autlán to Tijuana with my mom, sisters, and brothers. My dad teaching me violin and sending me my first electric guitar from San Francisco. My sisters sitting on top of me, forcing me to listen to Elvis. The family moving from Tijuana to San Francisco, where I learned English and began my life in a new country as a dishwasher.


This book is not a discography or a year-by-year chronicle of the rock group Santana’s every show. All that is for another time and another book. This book is not his-tory, it’s my story. In telling my story, I know that what I remember is a choice I have. There is such a thing as divine rationale: I call it celestial memory. In fact it’s anyone’s choice to look back and see the past as beauty and blessings. I think ice cream can taste sweeter when I look back on tasting it, and even the air can feel better in the lungs. I also celebrate honesty and the details that tell the stories of my life.


My goal was to make this book multisensory, to make it read the way my mother’s home cooking tasted. Interesting but also delicious. Not crass, and not boring.


The food I love from Mexico, the clothes and the colors and the music, it’s all still alive for me. I still smell the inside of the strip clubs in Tijuana and backstage at the Fillmore Auditorium in San Francisco. I see the people, I smell the weed. I feel the guitars I played in my hands and can hear the sounds each of them made. I’m so grateful for all these memories.


That parade I mentioned? That is not one of my memories. I don’t remember it because I wasn’t there. The day of the parade was when my father and mother met for the first time as adults. That’s when it all began for me.


My mom would tell me that it was five in the afternoon—the sun was getting low, and everything looked golden, as it does at that time of day. All of a sudden she heard this commotion out on the street. This was in her hometown—Cihuatlán, in the Jalisco province in Mexico, on the Pacific coast. It was around 1938, when Mom was still living with her family. Her name was Josefina Barragán.


My grandfather—her dad—was complaining, “Oh, it’s that diablo Farol.” They called my dad El Farol. It literally means “lantern” and was a nickname they gave him because of a song he used to sing and play.


“What are you talking about?” she said. “It’s him—José Santana.” My mom had run into him once when she was a little kid and he was a teenager. Her ball landed between my dad’s feet, and she ran over to get it. “Boo!” he said. “Hey, little blond girl, your hair is straight, like corn silk.” And she ran away.


More than ten years later, my mom parted the window curtains and saw a group of people walking down the middle of the street with José in the lead—and all the town’s prostitutes following him. Everyone was laughing, making music, and singing. The man who would become my father was holding up his violin bow like it was a flagpole, and a pair of panties and a brassiere were hanging from it. The mayor was next to my dad, and there were other musicians, too. The town priest, who was really pissed off, was following them and trying to throw holy water on everyone. They’re all making this incredible barulla, this racket. The way my mom told it, I got the feeling that these guys had been carrying on all night and through the day and were just so full of themselves, drunk and wasted, that they decided to take the party into town. It was such a small town, anyway. Everybody was looking at this spectacle and shaking their heads.


The mayor just adored my dad. He loved musicians and their lifestyle, so who’s going to tell them they can’t sing and play in the streets? Most people liked my dad—he was charismatic. He was born in Cuautla, a small town around three hours inland, and, like his father, he had become a musician. He had moved to Cihuatlán for the work—playing in symphonies and in bands that played popular Mexican songs. Don José, they called him.


In 1983, after my son, Salvador, was born, I visited that part of Mexico with my dad. I met a lady there who told me, “Carlos, I grew up with Don José. We were from the same generation. I want you to know that you might be recognized around the world. But here Don José is the Santana that counts.” My dad just looked at me. I smiled and said, “Hey, that’s fine with me.”


Not everybody felt that way in Cihuatlán—not the priest, and definitely not my mom’s dad. He didn’t like José because he was a musician and especially because he was a real Mexican, a Mexican mestizo. You could see the Indian blood in him. He was dark in complexion and proud of it. But his name—Santana, or Santa Anna—came from Europe. Saint Anne was Mary’s mother, Joseph’s mother-in-law. Jesus’s grandma. Can’t get much more Catholic than that.


My mom’s family was lighter-skinned, European. I once saw my family tree, and there’s some Hebrew on that side of the family—there were many Jews who came over from Spain to the New World after 1492. We Santanas ate pork, but my mom had some strange rules about food—what we could and couldn’t eat and when; foods that couldn’t be eaten at the same time. Some of that could have been handed-down kosher stuff.


The Barragáns lived on a hacienda. They owned horses and stables and had people working for them. All my dad had was his violin.


That didn’t stop my mom. She used to tell me, “When I saw your father at the front of that crazy parade I knew that would be the man I would marry and leave this little town with. I had to leave. I didn’t like the smell of the ranch; I didn’t like men who smelled like horses and leather. But your father did not smell like that.”


José and Josefina met up and fell in love. She did not get any blessings from her father. They eloped on a horse; Dad just stole her away. Her family came looking for them, and a friend helped hide them in Cihuatlán. Then they ran off to Autlán, where they started our family. Mom was eighteen, and Dad was twenty-six. I was born a few years later, the middle child of seven.


I never found out exactly what the parade was about, what unholy event they were celebrating. My father never spoke about his younger days. He never spoke much about anything, really. It doesn’t matter. I love all parts of their story: the sex and the religion and the humor. It shows Dad’s supreme sense of charisma and mom’s supreme conviction. It shows them coming together, and it shows what they gave to me.


From my mom I have this rage and fury to make things right. In all the pictures I’ve seen of my mom as a little girl, she has an intensity of focus about her, almost like she’s angry—between angry and committed. At a very young age she questioned everything. She even questioned the Bible. “I need to know: I don’t just accept something,” she used to say. Her character was definitely made out of steel.


My dad was strong, too, but he was romantic. He loved playing music. I can remember how he would put his chin on the violin, slowly, as if it were the shoulder of a woman. Then he would put the bow on the strings with his eyes closed. All women belonged to him at that moment. He played from the center of his heart.


Dad lived to play, and he played to live. That’s what musicians are meant to do. He played what was asked of him for work—polkas, boleros, mariachi music. But he was a pure melody guy at home. His favorites were the songs of Agustín Lara, who was the Cole Porter of Mexico—many of his songs were in the films of the time. He wrote the song “Farolito,” which my dad loved to sing and was how he got the nickname El Farol. Since he played Lara’s music for himself at home, that’s the first music I heard. That and “Ave Maria.”


This book was written to honor my dad and all the other musical heroes who left their fingerprints on me—my “Who’s your daddy?” list. Lightnin’ Hopkins, Jimmy Reed, and John Lee Hooker. B. B. King, Albert King, and Otis Rush. Buddy Guy, Jimi Hendrix, and Stevie Ray Vaughan. Gábor Szabó, Bola Sete, and Wes Montgomery. Miles Davis, John and Alice Coltrane, and many, many more.


I’m proud to say that I met almost all of them and was able to shine in their light and feel a connection with them through the music they shared with the world. I looked straight into their souls and I saw me, and because I love them, I love me. A lot of people spend their lives in such a hurry that when they die, life’s going to seem like one big blur. But the times I spent with Stevie Ray or Otis or Miles Davis—I can just freeze that moment right now in my brain and get in it and tell you what they were wearing, what we said to each other. Every moment is still very clear—they’re some of the memories that you’ll find in this book.


When I started creating this book, it wasn’t easy. It was like looking in the mirror first thing in the morning before you get a chance to get yourself right. I told myself I’d have to give myself another mantra: “I’m not afraid to dance in my own light.” And I’m not.


I used to be a very intense, compulsive person. I was always angry because my ego had convinced me that I was hopeless and worthless. I was playing hide-and-seek with myself. I remember a long time ago in Mexico someone asked me, “What are you most afraid of?” I told him, “Disappointing God.” Now I realize there’s no way I could disappoint God because this isn’t an issue to him. It’s only an issue for my ego. What is an ego except something that thinks it’s separate from God?


When I could understand that, I was like a snake shedding its skin. The old skin was guilt, shame, judgment, condemnation, fear. The new skin is beauty, elegance, excellence, grace, dignity. More and more I’m learning to bless my contradictions and my fears and transform them. More and more I want to use my guitar and my music to invite people to recognize the divinity and light that is in their DNA.


That’s the story behind the stories, the music inside the music. John Coltrane called it A Love Supreme. I call it the Universal Tone, and with it ego disappears and energy takes over. You realize that you are not one alone; you are connected to everyone. Everybody’s born with a way to receive the Universal Tone, but very few allow it to give birth to itself. Most people abort it with things that are more important to them, such as money or fame or power. The Universal Tone is outside of me, and it’s through me. I don’t create it. I just make sure I don’t get in its way.


Marvin Gaye was once asked, about his album What’s Going On, “How did you create such a masterpiece?” He said, “I just did my best to get out of the way and let it happen.” My wife, Cindy, tells me that Art Blakey used to talk to her about drumming and tell her that the music comes “straight from the Creator to you.” He used to say that a lot, and his music felt that way. Real musicians know that real music arrives like that. It doesn’t go to you—it goes through you.


It’s the same thing with John Coltrane, Mahalia Jackson, Bob Marley, Dr. Martin Luther King—all the message givers. I’m really grateful that I was able to hear so many of their sounds live. Some people are put on this planet to help elevate consciousness, and through them come the sound and words and vibrations and music. It has nothing to do with show business or entertainment. It’s not elevator music—it’s elevating music.


That’s the Universal Tone doing what it does. Suddenly the music compels people to go against what they thought was aesthetically solid for themselves, and what used to fit so well then feels really uncomfortable, like shoes that have become too tight and can’t be worn anymore. It raises people’s consciousness and stops the static so they can hear the forgotten song within. Their molecules are changed so they can stand outside the realm of themselves and outside of time. They can stand in a forever now.


I have been fortunate to see how universal the Universal Tone really is. It’s such an incredible thing to be known worldwide, to be a point of connection between so many people. I accept being a conduit. I accept that grace has chosen to work through me as it wants to, and I also accept the gifts and awards and accolades and royalties that come with it.


I didn’t always feel that way—I didn’t have the confidence that would make me feel comfortable carrying the Universal Tone. I had to learn that from being around other musical shamans and spirit givers, people like Herbie Hancock and Tito Puente, B. B. King and Wayne Shorter. Watching how they rise above the fame-and-stardom thing while their feet never leave the ground. How they accept the nice hotels and first-class seating and awards shows along with the late hours and fast food and early wake-up calls and sound problems. How they serve the music and carry the Universal Tone.


I met a beautiful couple in Saint Louis not long ago who had given away a lot of money to help people who badly needed it. The wife said something that knocked me out: “It’s a blessing to be a blessing.” Those words were perfect. They said what’s been inside me for so many years, even when ego, shame, and guilt have gotten in the way.


I’m just one man. I have feet of clay, like everyone else. I like ecstasy and orgasm and freedoms and all the kinds of things I can afford now, but I am very, very guarded with myself. I keep my darkness in check. Most of the time I try to get the best out of myself by being gracious and consistent and humble, not obnoxious or rude or cruel or vulgar.


Then suddenly: damn it, I blew it again. I had a temper tantrum. I got knocked out by my own ego and said or did things without thinking. Said something wrong to somebody I care for. Before, I did not know that anger is just fear with a mask. Now I know that, and I know I have to move on. Take a deep breath, forgive myself—get back to the Universal Tone.


People know me as much for being a spiritual seeker as for my music. “Cosmic Carlos,” “Crazy Carlos”—I know what people say, and I have no problem with that. I’m the guy who talks about light and luminosity and always wears dead people on his shirts and jackets. Many people put people on their clothes. In my eyes John Coltrane, Bob Marley, Billie Holiday, Miles Davis—they are inspirers and igniters, finders of blessings and miracles. They are all immortals, still alive in an eternal now. And they make me look good—try them on for yourself.


“Cosmic” to me means being connected. From the place where I am, where I am blessed to be, I have been able to see how we’re all connected. When people call me cosmic or crazy I take it as a compliment and say, “Well—behold. My craziness is working. How’s your sanity doing?”


If people really want to know me, they shouldn’t stop there. They should know that I’m always going to become better and that it took me a long time to realize it’s time to stop seeking and start being. The spiritual goal I was looking for wasn’t something that was far away, at the top of some mountain—or even a few feet above that. It is always right here, in the here and now, in my spirit and music and intentions and energy. I’m constantly hoping to use my energy and blessings for the highest good, to do things and say things and play music that all resonates on the same frequency—the Universal Tone.


When you put out a certain music and energy, you never know whom it will hit and who will be shining with it. Sometimes I’m sitting down to eat and just about to put a fork in my mouth, and someone says, “I’m sorry to disturb you . . .” and they have a story to tell me. Or they want me to sign something or have a photo taken with them. At that point, food really is not important.




Friends will be eating with me sometimes when this happens, and they’ll ask me how I deal with it. I’ll say, “Look, man, where are we right now?”


“Uh . . . in a restaurant.”


“Okay. And you know who’s paying for this food? They are. And that nice car outside that’s waiting for us? They helped me get that, and they’re paying for the gasoline, and the house I’ll be driving to after I eat, and I wouldn’t be here eating if it weren’t for them. So if they want to take a picture, hell, take two.”


I put the fork down, I make eye contact with the people who come up to me, and I listen to them. I’ll give them a hug if it’s appropriate.


It’s about accepting a role that I have been chosen for and learning when to make myself available—and when not to. One time in Philadelphia I was stopped on the street by this guy who started hustling me. “Hey, ’Tana! Is that you? No, you ain’t ’Tana, are you? Wait: yes, you are! Well, now, looka here, now—that’s you, right, ’Tana? Man, I got all your shit, ’ Tana—the records and the CDs, the eight-tracks, the cassettes, and I just got some DVDs.” This was definitely before iPods. “I know you’re going to help a brother out with the rent now, right ’Tana?”


I told him that my name is Santana, not Santa Claus, and that maybe he should have paid his rent first. I walked away, but that name followed me—to this day there’s a few friends who still call me ’Tana. I’m cool with it. We talk about how some things are “’Tana stuff” and some stories are “’Tana stories.” My assistant, Chad, calls me ’Tana, and my friend Hal asks for the Tanaman when he calls the house.


Sometimes it’s about knowing when to leave, like the time a guy came up to me with his wife after a show at Madison Square Garden wanting me to stand next to her for a photo. “Come on, honey, get close to Carlos. Closer! Okay, now kiss him.” I was like, “Hey!” and got away.


That’s a little too close, thank you. Once in Paris, a hotel door-man was telling me how each of his children had been conceived to Santana music and started to run down a list of all the kids and all the songs. I thanked him before he went too far. That’s all a little too much connection for me—I’m not that universal.


I told myself that this book should be healthful, healing, elevating, informative, raw, honest, and elegant. It should absolutely be entertaining, in a form that anyone, especially my children and family, can read and enjoy, laugh with and understand. There’s so many funny things I’ve experienced that I feel I have to share—experiences that prove God has a sense of humor.


I like to laugh, and I love stories, and I wanted all that in this book, too. One of my favorite stories is about a man who is so successful at business that all he can do is make money, and everything he does or touches keeps making more money, but the more money he makes the more depressed he gets, and he can’t figure out why. A friend tells him about this one special guru who has the secret to happiness and lives in a cave at the top of a mountain way across the ocean—where they always live, right? It was a long, long, expensive trip—on a plane, then a boat, a taxi, a horse, and then on foot. He spends weeks and weeks and finally finds the right mountain and climbs to the cave and goes in. Slowly his eyes adjust to the darkness, and he sees an old man with a long beard meditating—deep, deep, deep. Like, just buzzing. He waits and waits for the guru, and finally the old man opens his eyes and looks at him. “O Wise One, I’ve come a long way,” the pilgrim says. “What is the meaning of all this, of existence?”


The old man just smiles and tilts his head toward a sign by his feet. The pilgrim looks at it—it’s hard to see in the cave. The sign says HOKEY POKEY. He’s thinking, “What? Huh?” He looks back at the guru and says, “Hokey pokey?”


“Yup. That’s what it’s all about.”


The lesson is a simple one: you have to have fun with your existence. At some point you have to stop taking things seriously and personally and getting all stiff, which only paralyzes your creativity and vitality.


I can tell you what I didn’t want this book to be about—I didn’t want it filled with any regrets, remorse, or guilt. You can read other books for that. A friend told me something I kept in mind in writing this: when you go through hell—your own darkest night of the soul—don’t take pictures to show to your friends. Someone else said, “Don’t cry when you see your own movie.” It all makes sense to me.


When somebody would ask me how I want to be remembered, I used to just shrug that off and say, “Me importa madre”—I don’t give a damn. But now I say, as someone who consciously and unconsciously is doing things to inspire people to aspire, this book is about accepting the responsibility to raise consciousness in others and to express my supreme gratitude to everyone, every spirit who has guided my life and given me the chance to acknowledge these gifts and share them. It’s through them that I’d like to be remembered.


And as for what I’ve learned: be an instrument of peace. Be a gentleman at all costs. Enjoy yourself—have fun with your existence. Learn to listen to your inner voice and don’t overdose on yourself. Keep your darkness in check. Let music be a healing force. Be a real musician: once you start counting money before notes, you’re a full-time wannabe. Put your guitar down and go outside and take a long drink of light with your eyes. Go walk in the park and take off your shoes and socks and feel the grass under your feet and mud between your toes. Go see a baby smiling, go see a wino crawling, go see life. Feel life—all of it, as much as possible. Find a human melody, then write a song about it. Make it all come through your music.


Welcome to my story—welcome to the Universal Tone. Vamos a empezar.
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	(Clockwise from top left) Irma, Laura, Tony,
me, Lety, and Jorge in Autlán, 1952.
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	Maria, 1959.





I believe I grew up with angels. I believe in the invisible realm. Even when I’ve been by myself, I’ve never been alone. My life has been blessed that way. There was always someone near me, watching me or talking to me—doing something at the right time. I had teachers and guides, some who helped me get from one place to another. Some saved my life. When I look at the whole vortex of things that happened in my life, it’s amazing how many times angelic intervention came through various people. This book is because of them and is written to acknowledge them. It’s about angels who came into my life at the point where I needed them the most.


Bill Graham, Clive Davis, and my high school art teacher, Mr. Knudsen. Yvonne and Linda—two friends in junior high school who accepted me and helped me with my English. Stan and Ron—two friends who gave up their day jobs to help me get a band together. The bus driver in San Francisco who saw me carrying my guitar and made me sit near him to keep me safe when his route went through a very rough part of town. Musicians I played with who were my mentors—Armando, Gábor, and many, many more. My sisters and brothers, who helped me grow up. My three beautiful children, who are so wise and are now my teachers. My mom and my dad. My beautiful wife, Cindy.


I believe the world of the angels can come through anyone at any time, or at just the right time, if you allow yourself to move the dial on your spiritual radio just a little bit and hold it at the right frequency. For that to happen, I have to avoid making my own static, avoid ego rationalization.


People can change the way they see things by the way they think. I think we are at our best when we get out of our own way. People get stuck in their stories. My advice is to end your story and begin your life.


When I was just a kid, there were two Josefinas in our home. One was my mom, and the other was Josefina Cesena—we called her Chepa. She was a mestiza, mostly Indian. Chepa was our housekeeper, but she was more like one of the family. She cooked, sewed, and helped my mom raise all us kids. She was there before I was born. She changed my diapers. When my mom would try to spank me, I’d run behind Chepa and try to hide in her skirt.


When moms are pregnant, they spank harder and more often. When I was little, it seemed like my mom was always pregnant, and Chepa protected me from a lot of whippings. She was also the first angel to intervene on my behalf.




Things were already hard for my family. Dad and Mom had been married ten years, and he was traveling more and more to play his music and make money. Autlán did not have enough opportunities for a professional musician, so he started to travel for work and was gone for months at a time. You can tell his travel schedule by looking at his children’s birthdays. Starting in 1941, every two years another child was born. My three older siblings were all born in late October. The other four of us have our birthdays in June, July, and August.


When my turn came, Dad decided another child was one too many. The family was struggling financially. “Go over there and cook the tea,” my dad had said to Chepa when he found out my mom was pregnant again. He had gone out and come back with this bag of tea that was toxic and meant to induce an abortion. I’m not sure how many times that happened before I came along, but I know that in total my mom was pregnant eleven times and lost four of her babies. After Antonio—Tony—then Laura and Irma, I was the fourth to come along.


“Boil this thing, and I want to see her drink all of it,” my father told Chepa. But she knew my mother did not want to lose the child. When he wasn’t looking Chepa pulled a three-card monte—substituted one tea for another. She saved my life before I was even born.


It was my mom who told me this story—twice, in fact. The second time, she forgot she had told me and was totally surprised when I told her I knew. It could not have been an easy thing for her to do. Can you imagine telling your child that he was almost aborted? Or that he was almost called Geronimo?


I was born on July 20, 1947. My dad wanted to name me Geronimo. I would have loved it, personally. It was because of his Indian heritage—he was proud of that. I think it was the first and only time my mom put her foot down about our names and said, “No, he’s not Geronimo. He’s Carlos.” She picked the name because of Carlos Barragán Orozco, who had just died. He was a distant cousin who had been shot in Autlán. I had light skin and full lips, so as a child Chepa used to say, “Que trompa tan bonita”—what beautiful lips. Or they would just call me Trompudo.


I’ve seen my birth name listed in some places as Carlos Augusto Alvez Santana—who the hell came up with that? My given name was Carlos Umberto Santana until I dropped the middle name Umberto. I mean, Hubert? Please. My full name now is simply Carlos Santana.


Many years later my mom told me that she had a premonition of what kind of person I would be. “I knew you were going to be different from your sisters and brothers. All babies grab and hold on to the blanket when the mother covers them. They pull on it until they have a tiny ball of lint in their little hands. All my other babies would rather bleed than open up their fists and give it to me. They’d scratch themselves first. But every time I would open your hand, you let it go so easily. So I knew that you had a very generous spirit.”


There was another premonition. My mom’s aunt, Nina Matilda, had a head of hair that was totally white, white as white can be. She would go from town to town selling jewelry like some people sell Avon products. She was good at it, too—a very unassuming old lady who would show up on people’s doorsteps and open up a bunch of handkerchiefs containing all this jewelry. Anyway, Nina Matilda said to my mom after I was born, “This one is destined to go far. El es cristalino—he is the crystal one. He has a star in him, and thousands of people are going to follow him.” My mom thought I was going be a priest or maybe a cardinal or something. Little did she know.


People ask me about Autlán: what was it like? Was it city or country? I tell them, “You know that scene in the movie The Treasure of the Sierra Madre when Humphrey Bogart is in a shootout in the hills with banditos who claim to be Federales? And one of the banditos says, ‘Badges? We don’t need no stinkin’ badges!’”


That’s Autlán—a small town in a green valley surrounded by big, rugged hills. It’s actually very pretty. When I lived there in the early ’50s, the population was around thirty-five thousand. Now it’s around sixty thousand. Only recently did they get paved roads and traffic lights. But it was more together than Cihuatlán, and that’s what my mom wanted.


My memories of Autlán are those of a child. I was only there for my first eight years. At first we lived in a nice place in the middle of the busy town. To me, Autlán was the sound of people passing by with donkeys, carts—street sounds like that. It was the smell of tacos, enchiladas, pozole, and carne asada. There were chicharrónes and pitayas—cactus fruit—and jicamas, which are like turnips, big and juicy. Biznagas—sweets made from cactus and other plants—and alfajor, a kind of gingerbread that’s made with coconut. Yum.


I remember the taste of the peanuts that my dad would bring home, still warm from being roasted—a whole big bag of them. My brothers and sisters and I would grab them and crack them open, and he’d say, “Okay, who wants to hear the story of the tiger?”


“We do!” We’d get together in the living room, and he’d tell us a great story about El Tigre that he would make up on the spot. “Now he’s hiding in the bushes, and he’s growling because he’s really hungry.” We would start huddling close together. “His eyes are getting brighter until you can hear him go . . . roar!!”


It was better than television. My dad was a great storyteller—he had a voice that triggered our imaginations and got us involved with what he was saying. I was lucky: from as early as I can remember I learned the value of telling a good story, of making it come alive for others. It permeated me and I think later helped me in thinking about performing music and playing guitar. I think the best musicians know how to tell a story and make sure that their music is not just a bunch of notes.


We lived in a few different houses in Autlán, depending on how Dad was doing bringing in the money. There was one that was on a little run-down parcel of land in between other houses—my dad probably got a deal on that because he had friends. The best one was more like a house with a number of rooms and a big yard with a working well. There was no electricity or plumbing—just candles and an outhouse. I remember this house was closer to the ice warehouse than the others. The ice was stored in sawdust to keep it from melting, and we could go get it anytime and bring it home.


From Autlán to Tijuana and even San Francisco, it seemed like we never had much space. We usually had just two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a living room. Mom and Dad always got their room, and the girls got theirs, so we boys would sleep on the couches or in our own room if things were going well with Dad and the money.


I guess my dad must have been doing pretty good when we started in Autlán. Tony and I, and later Jorge, shared a room. But there were compromises. The roof was a little rotten, and I remember getting ready to fall asleep one night when suddenly there was a thud. My brother Tony said, “Don’t move—a scorpion just fell, and it’s next to you.” Next thing I heard was the creature skittering across the floor, running away. Man, that was a creepy feeling.


A sound that is really beautiful is the plop of mangos falling down when they’re ripe. They’re big, red, and they smell really beautiful. I would play in the yard, which had mango and mesquite trees, and there were these chachalacas—little birds that are a cross between a pigeon and a peacock. They’d wake us up in the morning because they can be so loud.


That yard had a dried-up well, and for some reason when nobody was looking I decided to throw some little baby chicks down there. Tony saw me and said, “Hey, what are you doing?” and I started climbing down to go get them, and he grabbed me before I hurt myself. “Hey! Don’t go in there, stupid. It’s really deep.” We covered up the hole later on to make sure nothing bad happened.


I don’t think I was a troublemaker—I was just a normal, curious kid. I knew right from wrong. The yard had this old wall that I didn’t know was starting to fall apart. It had all these vines on it, and one day I started pulling on them to get at the seed pods. I’d open them so the seeds, which each had little parachutes, could go whoosh and fly away. I was really enthralled with them, so I kept pulling on the vines until suddenly part of the wall collapsed and landed right on my feet, tearing up my huaraches and smashing my toes.


My feet were bleeding, and I was scared to death that my mom was going to beat me because the huaraches were brand new and I had destroyed the wall. Everybody was looking for me for a long time. Chepa finally found me hiding under my bed. “Mijo, what are you doing there?” She saw my feet and gasped. She told my mom, who felt really bad that I was so afraid of her that my first reaction was to run and hide. She didn’t spank me—that time.


Life at home was about living by Mom’s rules. She was the disciplinarian, the enforcer. It was her house, and she was in charge. Dad was gone most of the time, so it was just us kids and our mother, and she could be real intense. My mom and dad were not really good at showing affection and demonstrating their love—to us or to each other. Of course we honored our mom, but she was not the huggy-bunny kind.


Looking back, I realize that she was learning to be a mom while doing all the mom stuff and Dad was learning to be a father—and a husband. My parents did the best with what they had and who they were. They didn’t have any formal education. I don’t even know how they learned to read or write. They taught us, by example, that you make your own way. “Maybe we don’t have much in the way of education or money, but we’re not going to be ignorant or dirty or lazy.”


Mom had a modest beauty about her. She was tall, and her style was elegant but not lavish. She didn’t like extravagant stuff—but she never wore anything that made her look cheap or desperate. We kids saw how she carried herself—she walked differently from the way most other women walked. Even when we were very poor, you could tell she came from a certain kind of upbringing, some kind of privilege.


My mom had a system with us kids. We all had roles, starting from an early age. “Today you two will clean the beds and the floor, and you two will do the dishes and get the pots and pans clean. Tomorrow you guys’ll switch. And when you sweep I want you to straighten up and make your back look like that broom—straight. Put your spine behind it, and don’t just move that dirt around; get rid of it. When you wipe the dinner table don’t just smear it, clean it up. Get a hot, hot towel so the steam can wipe out the germs. I don’t want any mugre, any filth. We’re poor, but we’re not filthy poor. No one is going to embarrass the family or embarrass the name Santana.”


It was amazing. She could tell if we were putting our backbones into it, and if we didn’ t—pow! We would get it. Now we appreciate what she did, because she created a certain thing that all my sisters and brothers and I have—a pride in what we do and in our family. But back then it was tough. My mom was really intense to live with. We were both the same kind of intense. She questioned everything, and so did I.


I remember one time she was angry at me for some reason, and I just took off. I must have been all of five or six years old. I left the house, pulling this little toy crocodile on wheels behind me. I wasn’t crying or sad, I was just exploring and getting away from Mom, thinking about avoiding the rocks with my crocodile and not hitting certain lines in the pavement. I got involved with people in the market and the horses passing by. I was also thinking, “This is really cool—I can put a distance between my angry mom and myself for a little bit.”


When my sisters found me, they ran up to me. “Weren’t you afraid, being by yourself? Didn’t you get lonely or scared?” Truth is, I didn’t have time to think about it. I think I was born living in the now, not being concerned with what’s up ahead. I think that experience planted a seed in me so that in years to come I wouldn’t limit myself or be so self-absorbed with fear. I would feel welcome walking into new and strange places, like, “Oh, I’m in Japan!”—and my eyes would get bigger as I would start noticing the beautiful temples. Or, “Oh, I’m in Rome; look at this street; look at that one!” and I’d be off exploring.




When you’re a child everything seems new and wonderful—even the scary stuff. I first saw a fire when the local supermarket burned. Apparently even back then somebody wanted to collect insurance, so he burned down his own store. I had never seen flames so big. The sky looked red and everything.


Another time I saw a man almost die when he was badly gored by a bull. I must have been five or six. I remember a bunch of men walking through town with posters announcing a bullfight. That weekend my mom dressed me up, and we went to the Plaza del Toros, which was on the other side of town from our house. I walked in the parade at the start of the event—marching to the pasodoble next to this little girl who was also dressed up. Years later I was able to tell Miles Davis that he and Gil Evans got it right when he did “Saeta” on Sketches of Spain. That’s the tempo and feel at the start, when everyone walks around the ring.


You only have to see a few bullfights to know that when most bulls enter the ring they run to the center and look around, snorting and angry. But that day a bull came in and just looked at the toreadors. He was cool, like a fighter sizing up his opponent—like Mike Tyson before he had money. Then he ran. But he jumped over the fence, and people were leaping out of their seats and running for their lives!


They somehow got the bull, opened the gate, and led him back into the ring. He went running into the middle again and stopped and just stood there, still saying, “Okay—who’s got the guts to come and deal with me?” One bullfighter stepped up with his red cape, but this was no idiot bull—he wasn’t going for the color. He was going for the guy. The bullfighter got too close, and one of the bull’s horns got him right in the side. They had to distract the bull so they could rescue the man. The guy lived. I don’t know what happened to the poor bull.


I remember when I started going to Autlán’s public primary school, the Escuela Central. There were paintings of all the Mexican heroes on the walls—Padre Miguel Hidalgo, Benito Juárez, Emiliano Zapata—and we began to learn about them. I liked the stories about Juarez best because he was the only Mexican president who had worked in the fields as a peasant and was a “real Mexican”—that is, part Indian, like my dad. My favorite teachers were the best storytellers: they would read from a book and make it all come alive—the Romans and Julius Caesar, Hernán Cortés and Montezuma, the conquistadors and the whole conquest of Mexico.


Mexican history is a hard subject to talk about now, because as I grew up I quickly learned that it’s pretty much been a merry-go-round of everybody taking turns raping the country: the pope, the Spanish, then the French and the Americans. The Spanish couldn’t beat the Aztec warriors with their muskets, so they spread germs to kill them off. I could never swallow that one. The history I was taught was definitely from a Mexican perspective, so I was curious about this country up north that was founded by Europeans who took it away from American Indians and then from us Mexicans. To us, Davy Crockett got killed for being in a place he shouldn’t have been to begin with. The next thing you know, Mexico lost all its territory, from west Texas all the way up to Oregon. All that originally belonged to Mexico. From our perspective, we never crossed the border. The border crossed us.


Our awareness of America was through its culture. My mom wanted to get away from her hometown because she saw a world of elegance and sophistication in the movies of Fred Astaire and Cary Grant. I learned about America from Hopalong Cassidy, Roy Rogers, and Gene Autry. And Howdy Doody. I would learn a lot more later through the music, but first it was through the movies. In Autlán there wasn’t a proper theater, so the people used to wait until nighttime and hang a big sheet across the middle of a street and project the movies on it, like a drive-in without the cars.


I’ve always been conflicted about America. I would come to love America and especially American music, but I don’t like the way America justifies taking what didn’t belong to it. On the one hand, I have a lot of gratitude. On the other hand, it can piss me off when it puffs up its chest and has to say, “We’re number one in the world, and you’re not!” I’ve traveled the world and seen many other places. In many ways, America’s not even in the top five.


I was not a great student. I didn’t enjoy the classes. I got bored very quickly and had trouble sitting still. As a child I never wanted to sit and learn things that didn’t mean anything to me. At recess time, I was allowed to go home for lunch. It was a long walk, and I liked doing that, though one time I remember going back home to find that my mom had prepared some chicken soup, even though it was hot outside. I said, “I don’t want to eat soup.” Of course, like any mom, she said, “Eat it; you’re going to need it.”


When she turned her back, I grabbed a whole wad of red chili powder that was on the table and dumped it in the soup. “Mom, I made a mistake. I wanted a little bit of chili, but the whole thing went in there!” She saw right through that. “Eat all of it.”


“But Mom . . .” So I ate it. Man, I got back to school fast after that!


I was young and could be foolish, but I was always learning, especially out in the world. In Autlán, I was old enough to understand that my father was a musician, that he made a living playing the violin and singing. My dad played music that was about functions. It was music to celebrate by—we need some happy music, music to raise our glasses to. Can’t have a party without some polkas to dance to. Music to help someone serenade his girl, to get her back after he messed up. Music to feel sorry for yourself—cry-in-your-beer music. I could never stand that last kind of music—there’s way too much of that in Mexico. I love real emotion and feeling—I guess you call it pathos—in music. I mean, I love the blues! But I don’t like it when the music is about whining or feeling sorry for yourself.


I got to know the kind of music Dad liked—Mexican popular music of the 1930s and ’40s was his bag. Love songs that everyone would hear in the movies, and the ballads of Pedro Vargas, a Cuban singer who was really big in Mexico—“Solamente una Vez,” “Piel Canela.” He’d play those melodies with such conviction, slow them down, either by himself at home or with a band in front of an audience. It didn’t matter. But he knew a wide repertoire of Mexican music—he had to. Mexican music is basically European music: German polkas—oompah, oompah—and French waltzes.


By the late 1940s, around the time I was born, corridos—history songs and all that macho cowboy stuff, including mariachi music—started to push away all the other music. My dad had no problem with that. He would play the mariachi standards that everyone knew. He would get dressed up in those costumes and the wide-brimmed hats. That’s what people wanted to hear; that’s the music that got you paid to play. It’s like so many fathers and sons—he had his music, and I had to have mine.


But that came later. In Autlán I was too young to really appreciate what my dad’s being a musician meant for us. Later on I found out that he was supporting not only our family but also his mother and a few of my aunts—his sisters—with his music. His father, Antonino, was also a musician, as was Antonino’s father before him. They called them músicos municipal—municipal musicians—and they played in parades, at civil functions, and were paid by the local government. Antonino played brass instruments. But he developed a drinking problem and could no longer function. Then he dropped out of the picture. I never met him—the only thing I ever saw of my dad’s father is in a painting. There he looked like a real, real Mexican Indian: he had a large nose, his hair is all messed up, and he was standing with a band and playing a córneo, a small French horn. That’s the look of Mexico for me, the real Mexico.


My father never talked about those things—not then, not really ever. He was one of ten children, and they grew up in El Grullo, a small town halfway between Autlán and Cuautla, where he was born. We only visited a few times, when my mom wanted to appease my dad. I remember my grandma frightened me—her silhouetted shadow on the wall, cast by the candlelight, scared the hell out of me. She was sweet as pie with my dad, but with us and my mom she was a little guarded.


That’s where we met our cousins—my aunt’s kids. My siblings and I may have been from a small town, but we were city kids compared to them. They were country, country, country—which meant that we got a real education. They would say, “Come here; see that chicken? Look in her eyes.”


“Why? What’s wrong with her eyes?”


“She’s going to lay an egg!”


“What?”


I didn’t even know chickens laid eggs. Sure enough, the chicken’s eyes got wide, it started clucking, and all of a sudden—pop! Out came this steaming egg. I was like, “Wow!” Not until we visited my grandparents did I experience that or the sound and smell of cow’s milk when it hits the bucket. There’s nothing like it.


It came to a point one afternoon when nature was taking its course and I had to go to the bathroom. I was used to toilets or an outhouse, but I didn’t see any around. So I asked my cousins. “See those bushes?” they said. “Do it right there.”


“No—outside? Really?”


“Yeah, right there beside those bushes. Where else?”


“And how do you clean yourself?”


“Leaves, of course.”


I was like, “Uh . . . okay.”


So I was over there doing my business. The next thing I knew I felt this wet, hairy thing touching my booty. I turned around and got the fright of my life—it was a pig’s snout, and he was snorting and trying to eat my stuff! I was like, “Aaaah!!” I ran out of there with my pants still around my knees, trying to get away from that hungry pig, and all my cousins and brothers and sisters were laughing so hard they were falling over. They didn’t warn me to be careful of the pigs and do your business fast, because that’s what pigs love to eat. It was enough to make me stop eating bacon.


When I was seven years old, our family was as big as it was going to get, and things began to get really tough. We were seven kids—from thirteen-year-old Tony down to baby Maria, plus Chepa and a small dog that looked like a white mop and had no name. Some guy had asked my mom to hold it for him and never returned to get it back. My dad was working harder than ever, trying to keep money coming in for food, and he started to leave for longer periods. I missed him all the time; everyone did. When he would come back home, we all wanted to be with him, especially my mother. But they would fight—about money and about women.


Through the eyes of a child, I saw only the fighting. They would yell at each other, and I hated that, because I loved my dad and my mom. I didn’t understand the reasons behind the behavior, and I didn’t know words like discipline and self-control. Hearing them fight when I was a child was like looking at a book with words and pictures, and you get a general idea from the pictures but you can’t read what’s written to get the full meaning.


All I knew is that they would go at it, and then my dad would leave and come back at four in the morning with a bunch of musicians, and he’d serenade my mom from the street outside. You could hear them coming, and all of us would wake up. My dad would stand right in front of our window and play the violin and start singing “Vereda Tropical.” It was their make-up anthem. Like B. B. King, my dad never sang and played at the same time, ever. He’d sing the lines—“Why did she leave? You let her go, tropical path / Make her return to me”—and then to bring it home he’d embellish the melody with the violin.


We’d watch my mom, and if she went to the window and opened the curtains, we said to ourselves, “They’re going to be all right, thank God.” It was beautiful, and we kids felt relieved. “Okay, they’re going to keep it together.” That happened a number of times.


Some of their loyalty to each other I think came from experience, from learning to get past the rough stuff. When they were first married my mother couldn’t cook at all. She’d been raised on a ranch with servants and cooks. When she first tried to bring him food, my dad was rough. “I work really hard. Don’t waste any more money, and don’t ever bring me this crap again. Go next door and ask the neighbor to teach you how to cook. Go ask somebody.”


My mom did that. “I swallowed my pride,” she told me. The neighbors said, “Don’t worry, Josefina, we’ll teach you. You put grease in here and then a little piece of tortilla, and when it turns a certain color, then you can put the chicken in.” My mom eventually became one of the greatest cooks ever.


Still, in the first years of their marriage, sometimes my mom would take her babies and go back to Cihuatlán. This happened a few times, until my grandfather said, “Look, this is the last time. If I’m going to take you in, you need to stay here. But if you’re going to go back with him I don’t want to hear about him mistreating you. You need to make a choice.”


My mom made her choice—she stayed in Autlán.


After a few years my dad was in better graces with my grandfather, who invited the whole family to come to his ranch. At one point, my mom told me, her father asked my dad to join him and his workers in a big room, and they all gathered around.


My grandfather was going to play a joke on my dad. “José, would you like a coconut?”


“Sí; gracias, Don Refugio.” Don Refugio was what they called my grandfather.


He gave my dad a big machete and a coconut. “Okay, go ahead,” he said. My dad didn’t know how to hold the knife, so he started hacking at the thing, making a mess, and everybody started laughing. My mom immediately saw what her father was doing. She stepped up and said, “Don’t do that, José. You’re going to cut your fingers. You’re a musician.” Then she opened my father’s instrument case, grabbed the violin, and handed it to my grandfather. “Okay, now you play a song,” which of course he couldn’t do.


Everybody was stunned, you know? In that culture at that time, you never questioned your parents. But she didn’t like what her father was doing and wanted to make a point. My mom was really different.


It was years before we kids could piece together the story of her family. My mom would open up now and again and give us a little information, such as the fact that she was one of eight kids and that she grew up with her grandparents. It was common in Mexico: some children were sent to live with their grandparents for a while, then they’d come back home. She never told us why she was the one in her family who was sent away, but from an early age my mother was strong-willed and would speak her mind. I think her grandmother enjoyed hearing her opinions and allowed her to say things and spoiled her a little, so that when she came back home and tried to do that she’d get into trouble. Plus she wasn’t the center of attention anymore.


My mom did mention that her father was well-off, and that after her mother died—this was in the early ’50s, when I was still very small, so I don’t remember my grandmother at all—my grandfather didn’t know how to keep things together. He started lending money to people who couldn’t pay him back, which was something his wife would never have allowed. She had been in charge of the family’s finances. That’s what I heard from my mom. What I heard from other people is that my grandmother died from some intestinal problem that developed because she found out that her husband had a child with one of their maids. From then on, everything went downhill, and my mom was at war with her dad and his new lady.


Later I learned from my mom that my dad was not an easy person to live with, either. He was very old-school in his way of being a husband. My mom told me what he said to her when they decided to get married: “You’re never going to get a ring, or a postcard, or flowers, or something special on birthdays or Christmas.” He pointed to himself and said, “I’m your present. As long as I come home to you, that’s what you get.” I was like, “Damn, Mom! That’s a little intense. Would you still do it all over again?”


“In a breath. I always wanted a real man. He’s a real man.”


My mom never rolled with any man other than my dad. She only danced with him maybe seven times, if that. But she never danced with another man, either. And he never got her a ring. I don’t understand that, and I’m sure a lot of women today would scratch their heads. But most women I know didn’t grow up in that generation or in that culture or experience what she did.




My sister Laura told me years later, when she had a beauty shop in San Francisco, that my mother was there having her hair and nails done, and the women were talking. This one lady is going on about her rings: “See? I got this from my first husband, and I got this from my second husband.” Someone said, “Hey, Josefina, we notice you don’t have a ring.” She looked at them and said, “I may not have a ring, but I still got my man.”


In Autlán, it seemed my dad could not help but play around—he just loved women, and women loved my dad. He was a charismatic man, and he had a way with women. He knew his music had an effect on them—any good musician knows that and can see it. I notice it. If you play from your heart, as my dad would, it can sweep women off their feet. You don’t even have to be good-looking, man: just play from the right part of your heart, and women are transported to a place where they feel like they’re beautiful, too. He was part of a very macho generation. You showed how much of a man you were by how many women you had.


Of course that didn’t square with my mom. She did not buy into that excuse, and it caused problems between them. She took the fight outside the house, and she didn’t care who knew it.


One evening around six or seven my mom yelled, “Carlos, come here!” She started cleaning me up, combing my hair. “Where are we going?” I asked.


“We’re going to church.”


“But it’s not Sunday.”


“Don’t talk back.”


Okay, we’re going to church.


So she’s ready, I’m ready, and we headed out of the house like it was on fire. My feet were barely touching the ground she was walking so fast. We passed the church and kept going. “Mom, the church is over there.”


“I know.”


Okay.


Two or three blocks later we suddenly stopped outside of a store. We waited outside until the last customer left and the lady behind the counter was by herself. My mom went in and said, “My name is Josefina Santana, and I know you’re messing with my husband.” Then she grabbed the long, beautiful braids this woman had, pulled her right over the counter, got her on the floor, put her knee on her neck, and started beating the crap out of her.


You know, when you go to a boxing match it sounds so different from hearing people getting beat up on TV. It’s so different when it’s happening right in front of you—you never forget it. Then when it was over Mom walked out, grabbed my hand, and we walked back just as quickly. My mom was strong. Of course my dad heard about what happened and came home and they fought. I mean really fought—he shut the door to their room, and it was terrible. We kids were all scared. We could hear everything and couldn’t do anything about it.


Years later my mom told me stories that were kind of brutal. She didn’t need to tell me—I remembered hearing those sounds and not being able to do anything about them. I’d say, “I don’t know why you stayed with him so long.” From what I learned later, there were mainly two things that set things off for my dad—my mom getting jealous and her getting between him and his family. My dad loved his mom and his sisters and provided for them when he could. But my mom felt he had his own family to take care of, and sometimes when a letter would come to my dad from them my mom would open it and start arguing with him. He’d get angry because she was opening his mail and getting into his stuff, and bam! That door would slam shut again and we’d hear the fighting.


One time after we moved to Tijuana, Tony came home for something that he forgot and witnessed the whole thing going on. But by that time he was old enough to do something. He kicked in the door and picked up my dad from the floor so that his legs were dangling in the air. They were looking at each other eye to eye. Our dad was tight in his arms, and Tony said, “Don’t you ever touch my mom like that again.” Then he put my dad down slowly and walked out. It got really quiet in there. That was my brother Tony.




The last time any of that happened was in San Francisco. Dad came near Mom, and she grabbed a big black frying pan. “No, José. We’re in America now,” she said. “You try it and you’re going to get hurt.”


I think the cycle of violence has to stop, and it’s up to each of us to do all we can to stop it. So much violence comes from fear and ignorance, and from that word I truly hate: macho. Because macho is fear—fear of being too “feminine” and not being man enough, fear of being seen as weak. It can be like the worst virus, an infection that starts in the family and goes out into the street and spreads through the world. Violence has to be stopped where it starts—at home.


To be honest, I once hit a woman.


When I left home for the first time I moved in with a woman who had two children, and we got into it one night. She got a little crazy, then I did too, and I tried to avoid the argument but the next thing you know we’re throwing punches at each other.


To this day I ask myself why I didn’t just walk away. It wasn’t complicated. I had four sisters and my mom at the time. Now I have an ex-wife, a new wife, and two daughters—I would not want anyone to treat any of them like that. In fact, I don’t want anyone to treat anyone like that, male or female. As men, we are given power, but with that power comes responsibility. I think that’s something that should be part of the curriculum in schools—how to treat yourself and others.


For me it happened that one time, never again. That was enough for me to see what was happening, how I was going down a path of false, macho bullshit. Knowing it happened in front of my girl-friend’s two children made me sick to my stomach. It made me think back to when I was a child in Autlán and the way I felt when I would hear my dad hitting my mom.


I still wonder how much of my dad spilled into me. In so many ways I can thank my dad for being an example of what I should and should not do.




My mom never stopped getting upset when she thought about women messing around with my dad. I remember another time when she was boiling water to throw on this lady. Chepa wrestled it away from her and made sure she didn’t end up in jail. With my mom, when jealousy took over, she didn’t have the benefit of thinking about her children. She just wanted to beat the crap out of any woman who came between her and her man. I’m sure when we left Autlán, the whole town breathed a sigh of relief—definitely the women.


The end result was that my dad stayed away from Autlán more. He was making less and less money in the towns around Jalisco, and he didn’t like Mexico City, so he started to travel farther away, as far north as Tijuana, on the border of the United States. It was the mid-1950s, and Tijuana was a big party town with lots of work for musicians. He’d be gone, and then we’d get a letter with some money and sometimes a photo. One he sent showed him standing next to Roy Rogers and Gilbert Rolland—a Mexican actor who was making it big in Hollywood back then. I used to carry that picture of him in my back pocket all the time. I’d be riding around on a bike, take it out and look at it, and show it to everybody. “Just look at it,” I’d say. “Don’t touch it; you’re going to rip it, man.”


Dad’s career was not stable. Sometimes he got together a group, and they would travel caravan-style to a hotel gig for a few weeks—a large group of eight or nine. Many times he was on his own. He’d take a bus into a new place, find the musicians, arrange a trio or quartet, and play in the town square. They would go to various restaurants and ask if they could play inside or outside or go from table to table. Or they might find the best hotel in town and ask if it was okay to come in. “No, sorry—we already have a band playing tonight.” Or, “Yeah, okay, no one else is here; come on in.”


That’s how they did it back then. No posters or advance promotion, no ticket sales, no box office. All the business was done on the spot—asking the tourists for fifty cents or a dollar per song, asking the restaurant to feed the band if everyone was happy. Then it was back to a couch at one of the musician’s homes or back on the bus. “This place seems to be a little slow. Should we try Tecate? Maybe Nogales?” Then it was back on the bus again.


That’s how my dad made his money—he asked to play. I really admire the fact that he was able to build a career that way, to bring in the money and feed us. It wasn’t easy.


After a while it seemed like he was always gone. When we were in Autlán, it got to the point that my dad would be gone for months and months at a time. Years later, when I’d hit the road with Santana and people would say something about the time I was gone away from my family, I’d say, “Nah, it’s not so crazy.” I would go on the road for four or five weeks at a time when my kids were growing up, but that would be the most that I would do. I learned from what I experienced in Mexico. I think I was pretty balanced compared to what my dad did.


At one point a year had gone by, and suddenly my dad had come back, and I was so happy and proud. He’d take me with him when he went riding through town on his bicycle, and he let me ride on the back, grabbing hold of his belt—he’d wear this thin golden belt, very fashionable at the time. I loved the way he smelled. He’d use this Spanish soap called Maja. I can still remember that scent to this day.


I was so proud—he’d be waving at people, and they would greet him like he was a returning hero. “Oh, Don José!”


“Hey, how you doing?”


Every few minutes someone would stop us. “Do you remember me? You played my quinceañera!” Or someone would say, “You played my baptism!”


“Oh, yes, of course. Please give my best to the family.”


“Oh, Don José, thank you. Can we take a picture?”


I learned early on that I had to share my dad—with my family, his work, and his fans. All us kids knew this. My sister Maria told me that after someone would stop to say hello, she would ask my father, “Do you know that person?” His answer was, “No, but saying that makes them feel good.” I always remembered that about my dad. It was part of the eulogy I read at his funeral in 1997.




*   *   *


When I was eight, we hadn’t seen my dad in almost a year, and we had gone from living in the middle of Autlán to living in the worst neighborhood in the area, just a few blocks from the edge of town. It was a small two-room place filled with cooties—that’s lice. It also had chinches—bedbugs—and pulgas, or fleas. When a letter containing a big check came from my dad, my mom had had it. It was time to leave Autlán.


It was almost like Dad was trying to get rid of us: “Here’s some money for rent and maybe buy a stove or something.” My mom took the letter to the middle of town, where all the cab drivers hung around. She knew a guy named Barranquilla, who was close to my dad. She told him that she had received a letter from José telling her to give Barranquilla some money to drive the family up to Tijuana. “He told me to pay you half and that he’ll pay you the rest and more when you get us there. Take this money and pick us up on Sunday, okay?”


Of course, Barranquilla thought this was weird, since my dad never said anything to him. He asked to read the letter. My mom acted as if he were out of his mind. “No! You can’t read this—you crazy? There’s personal stuff in here!”


So this is Thursday or Friday. My mom started selling off everything she could—furniture, whatever we had. She got together a little bit of food and money for the trip, enough to pay for the gasoline. On Sunday, she got us all up and made sure we were washed, dressed, and looking good. Barranquilla brought the car around, and it was like a big tank—one of those big American sedans you smelled before you saw. My sisters, brothers, and I—our eyes were really big, wondering. “Where are we going, Mom?”


“We’re going to your dad,” she said. I think only Tony and Laura knew before that morning that we were leaving.


My mother put my four sisters, my brothers, Chepa, the dog, and me in the car, got in, and said, “Nos vamos.” It was five thirty in the morning. We were heading for a man we hadn’t seen in a year. We had enough money for a one-way trip and no guarantee we would find him. I remember looking out the back window and watching the town get smaller. We headed east out of town. West would have taken us to the coast, and the east road went for a while and then forked. One way went to Guadalajara, and the other way went left, toward El Norte. That was the road that led to all sorts of possibilities, the promise of a good life—El Norte. Tijuana? Who cared that it was on the Mexican side of the border? To my mom, Tijuana was America. We were going to join Dad, and we were going to America. That was the road we took.











CHAPTER 2


[image: image]


Me in grade school, 1954.


In Tijuana, very early in the morning, when the sun was just coming up, I would walk to school. Just outside of town I would see a line of people — Indios, mestizos—walking like they were in some religious procession, going up into the hills, where they could get red clay. They’d take chunks of clay home, where they’d mix it with water and shape it into two-feet-high figurines, about as tall as from your elbow to the end of your fingers. They’d let them dry, then paint them white and add other details, and there! You’d have the Virgin of Guadalupe—the patron saint of all Mexicans. She would look really beautiful by the time they were done.


They’d take the statues into town to sell to tourists or anyone near the cathedral in downtown Tijuana—Our Lady of Guadalupe. Or they’d walk between the cars in the middle of the road, the way they sell oranges and stuff like that. People would buy the statues, take them home, put flowers or candles on them, and start praying from the heart to these little figures. Who’s to say whether their prayers were answered? Just days before, they had been nothing more than some red clay up in those hills.


When I arrived in Tijuana, I was a Mexican kid like so many others. I was just raw material, man. I didn’t have much hope to go anywhere or get any higher than I was. Everything that I became began to crystallize in that border town—becoming a musician and becoming a man. Miles Davis used to compliment me in a way he understood. “You’re not the little Mexican who walks around with his tail between his legs apologizing for being Mexican and asking permission to get a driver’s license.” That kind of validation and approval has meant more to me than anything.


Here’s something else Miles told me: “I’m more than just a little guy playing some blues.” I feel the same way. I’m all the animals in the zoo, not just the penguins. I’m all the races, not just Mexican. The more I develop spiritually, the less nationalistic I am about Mexico, the United States, or anywhere else.


I am sure a lot of people get pissed off. “You’re forgetting your roots. You’re not a Mexican anymore.” But I am still working out my own identity, crystallizing my existence, so that I can be more consistent in saying I am proud to be a human being on this planet, no matter what language I am speaking or what country is collecting taxes from me. I came from the light, and I’m going to return to the light.


Those statues of the Virgin had a very special look to them—you could recognize them right away. After Santana hit it big and we began to tour the world, I would come across those Virgins in America and in Europe—even once in Japan. Somebody had been to Tijuana and bought one and brought it home. It was like seeing an old friend again.




The trip from Autlán to Tijuana took place in August of 1955, just after my birthday, and we traveled for almost five days. It took a long time to get there because not all the roads were paved. I remember that each of those days felt like a week. It was hot, and we were cramped against each other in the car, and it didn’t get much better when we stopped. Barranquilla was crabby and grumpy, complaining the whole time. My mom would say, “I ain’t got time for that, you know? Take it up with José.”


There weren’t any hotels or motels along the way, and even if there had been, we didn’t have money for anything but gas. We slept in the desert under the stars, worried about scorpions and snakes. The food ran out. So every time we stopped somewhere, Mom would try to buy something that we could eat. We had to eat at truck stops, where the food was horrible. I have never smelled or tasted beans that were so rancid. How can somebody screw up beans? I still can’t understand that—it’s like messing up granola. There were these ugly frijoles, and we kids were getting sick left and right. So we drank a lot of Kern’s canned juices. I can still taste that sandpaperlike sap. To this day I don’t want to see another one of those juices ever again.


I can still hear the music from the radio on that trip—especially Pedro Vargas. He had the baddest trumpet players at the time—they could play high and clean, like Mexicans. All his songs were romantic. What they were really about was sex.


We came to a big river, and we had to put the car on a raft that was just a bunch of planks. Then people would pull the rope from the other shore to get us across. I remember Barranquilla told us there had been rain upriver the night before and that the river was going to swell up, so if we didn’t leave right then it’d be another three days before we could even think of getting across. Man, it was scary. The water was already starting to get rough, but my mom decided we had to go.


We got into Tijuana around two thirty in the afternoon. Mom had the return address on my dad’s letter. The car pulled up, and my brother Tony remembers that he and my mom got out of the car alone and told us to wait. My memory is that we all stumbled out of the car, tired, hungry, and cranky. Either way, I know we all needed baths badly. Mom knocked on the door, and nobody answered. She knocked again, and a woman answered. It was pretty clear, as I look back on it, that she was a prostitute.


To be honest I didn’t know what a prostitute was, or a floozy, or anything like that. I didn’t even know the words yet. Later on I would figure it out. But she looked like something the cat dragged in, and I knew enough to know that she wasn’t someone like my mom. My mom carried herself very differently.


This woman started screaming at my mom. “What do you want?” My mom stood up to her: “I want to talk to my husband, José. These are his children.”


“Ain’t no José here.”


Bam! She slammed the door. My mom just broke down crying. I still feel it in my gut. Mom was crying and getting ready to leave and give up, and we were all wondering what would happen to us. We could see it in each other’s eyes.


It was time for another angel to appear—someone in the right place at the right time, guiding us and saying, “Don’t quit.” This time it came in the form of a wino who was lying next to the building, asleep. He woke up because of all the commotion and asked, “What’s going on?”


“I’m looking for my husband, José, and this is the only address I have,” my mom said.


“You got a picture of him?”


She showed him a photo, and he said, “Oh, yes. He’s inside.”


So Mom knocked on the door again. The lady came out again, screaming. And this time all the screaming woke up my dad. He came out, and I was the first thing he saw. Then he saw everyone else, and I saw his face starting to look like a bowl of M&M’s. I mean, all the colors in the rainbow: red, blue, yellow, green. His face went through all the emotions and all the colors.


Dad grabbed my mom by the arm and asked, “Woman, what are you doing here?”




“Don’t grab me like that!” And they started into it.


I’m amazed every time I think about the pure, steel-like conviction my mom had. She would not be deterred, even when her friends and family told her that she was crazy to do this, that she didn’t know what was going on in Tijuana. “You’re crazy—what if he doesn’t take you back?”


“Oh, he’s going to take me back. If he’s not, he’s got to look me in the eye and say that—and look in his children’s eyes.”


Dad got hold of somebody he knew and found a place for us to stay. They were building a house that didn’t have any windows or doors yet, and it was way up in the worst part of town, Colonia Libertad—ghetto, ghetto, ghetto. That neighborhood is still there. We had gone from the ghetto in Autlán to the ghetto in Tijuana. At first my dad wasn’t staying with us. My mom was pissed. He would come and visit us and bring a bag of groceries, but he would only stay for a short time.


Eventually Dad left the other woman, and we were all together again. Later on we started moving up, living in better places with electricity and plumbing, but I remember that the summer of 1955 was so hot we couldn’t even sleep. We were tired and cranky all the time. We had no money at all. We were hungry. There were fields nearby filled with big tomatoes and watermelons, and at night we kids would go and gorge ourselves. I think the owners looked the other way because they knew we were hungry.


My mom and all the other ladies in that part of Colonia Libertad did their washing using water from one particular well. They would haul these big cubas—laundry tubs filled with dirty clothes—and work those washboards. The well was so deep that the water had a sulfuric smell to it. One time I suddenly realized something: we didn’t have plumbing—we should have plumbing. If we did, Mom wouldn’t be washing clothes outside, using dirty water. I said, “Mom, someday when I grow up I’m going to get you your own house and a refrigerator and a washing machine.” She just kept washing and patted me on the head. “That’s nice, mijo, that’s really nice.”




“Hey! Don’t dismiss me like that,” I was thinking. “I am going to do it.” Of course I didn’t know then how I was going to do it; I was still just eight years old. But I made a promise—to my mom and to myself. As it turned out, it only took fifteen years. It felt so good when it came to be in 1970. I did it with my very first royalty check from the first Santana album. Even after everybody took a cut—the accountants, managers, lawyers—there was enough to keep my promise. I know it made her and my dad really happy. That was the first time they started looking at me like I wasn’t so crazy after all. They thought I had lost it after smoking all that weed and hanging around the hippies. To this day I can’t think of them in their own house in San Francisco without thinking about that disgusting well. It still feels good that I was able to come through.


Despite the circumstances, it was actually a nice transition from small-town Autlán to Tijuana. It was new, exciting, and different. I have great memories of learning to play marbles. My brother Tony taught me; he was really good with them. They looked like diamonds to me—I used to hold them up to the sun and look at them sparkle.


The tastes of Tijuana were a change from those of Autlán, because as I started to grow up my tastes were changing, too—from sweet to savory. There was pozole, a stew that my mom always ate when she was pregnant—that and tamales. There was mole sauce—which is like chocolate, just not sweet—and pipián sauce, more orangey and made from pumpkin seeds. Man, she could stretch the chicken with those sauces. She was great with shrimp and chiles rellenos, which are fried with cheese inside and batter outside—very few people know how to make it so it doesn’t get soggy and weird. My mom had that down, and she was an expert with machaca—shredded beef with eggs and so much spice that you’d get a good heat going. Wash it down with agua de Jamaica, which is made out of hibiscus petals and tastes like cranberry juice, only better.




I also remember that I started hearing more music than I had ever heard before. Right across the street was a restaurant with a very loud jukebox. It sounded like we were just one room over. That was the summer of Pérez Prado—“Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White.” He was Cuban but moved to Mexico. A lot of Cubans came over, and they’d record and get big in Mexico City, then humongous all over. Those mambos sounded so good. It was like an ocean of trumpets.


In the middle of the 1950s, Tijuana was a city with two sides to it—depending on which way you came into town. If you were American and drove south, it was Fun City, another Las Vegas. It had nightclubs and racetracks, late nights and gambling. It’s where the soldiers and sailors from San Diego and all the actors from Hollywood went to party. Tijuana had nice hotels and five-star restaurants—like the one in the Hotel Caesar, where they invented the Caesar salad.


For those of us heading north into town, Tijuana might as well have been the United States. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t crossed the border. There was a flavor of America, and a lot of Americans were always there, walking down our streets in nice suits and new shoes, making us think of what it was like just across the border.


The streets of Tijuana were not like those of Autlán. Autlán was the country as far as the ways people thought and treated each other were concerned. Tijuana was the city, and you could immediately feel a difference. People were drunk, angry, or upset about something at all times of the day. I soon started to learn that there was a way to walk those streets—a different kind of walk. Without disturbing anybody, you could project an attitude of “Don’t mess with me.” You don’t want anybody to mess with you there. When I got older and people would tell me about tough neighborhoods in Philadelphia or the Bronx, I would say, fuck that. That ain’t nothing compared to Tijuana. There’s a code of survival there that you learn very quickly.




You realize it’s true what they say—don’t mess with the quiet ones. They were the most dangerous. The ones that shot off their mouths—I’m going to do this or do that—they didn’t do shit. I also learned you didn’t want to mess with the Indians or mestizos. The cholos and pachucos might pull a switchblade. But those Indians would whip out a machete and could chop up a body like it was a banana.


I saw it almost happen one time just after we got to Tijuana, right outside of church. The machete hit the ground when one guy missed chopping another guy’s leg off. Sparks flew off the street when the blade hit it. You don’t forget stuff like that—the sound or the sparks. It was scary. Next thing, the police came over and started shooting in the air to break up the fight before the men did some damage. I realized that this was not a movie. This was real life, man. I also learned that very seldom was the fight about money; it was almost always about a woman.


I don’t remember being hassled at all in Autlán. We kids had to fight more in Tijuana. The good thing was that it was more about bullies than gangs. The gangs would come later, after I left. Bullies used to pick on me, and looking back on it I see that it wasn’t personal. It was just that ignorance is ignorance, and the hood was nasty. I had to be able to know when to walk away and know when to hold my ground so they didn’t keep piling up on me. I learned that if they thought I was crazier than they were, they would rather go around me. A few times I had to do that—fight and act crazy. It got to the point where I would find a rock that was the size and shape of an egg, and if things got weird I would put it in between my fingers and get ready to punch.


At the time I looked a lot different from the way I look now. I had fair hair and was light-skinned, and my mom dressed me like I was a little sailor kid. I mean, come on—of course I was going to get into fights. One time I got to school—Escuela Miguel F. Martinez—just after my mom had spanked me for some reason, and I had a lot of anger in me. Sure enough, some guy said something like, “Look at this guy! You can tell his mama dresses him.” I had the rock in my hand, and I nailed him hard! Everybody was standing around, waiting to see what he was going to do. I was looking at him like, “I hope you try to do something, because I’m ready to die.” There’s two kinds of desperation: one is born of fear and one is born of anger, and in the one born of anger you just don’t want to take it anymore. I forget his name, and I didn’t realize then that he was one of the street bullies. He never bothered me again.


The thing is, he was right—my mom was dressing me. I used to tell her, “I’m getting beat up in school; you got me in short blue pants and stuff. This is like saying, ‘Come and get me.’”


“Oh, you look so nice,” she’d say.


“Nice? You’re dressing me like a choirboy. Mom, you don’t understand.”


“Shut up!”


Once my mother wanted me to wear some pants I didn’t like. She got angry and said, “You’re like a crab. You’re trying to straighten everybody else out, but you’re the one who always walks crooked.” That stayed with me. I said to myself, “I’m no crab, and now there’s no way I am going to wear those pants.”


It took a while to convince my mom, and I talked to my dad to help me out. Slowly they came around. They were so involved in trying to make it to the next day, so concerned with food and getting the washing done—it wasn’t like we sat down to break bread and talk about these things. All of us kids had stuff like that to deal with, and we just had to get through it.


It was toughest on Tony. He was a teenager and new to town. And he was dark-skinned, but I was fair-skinned and had light hair back then. When we would go out together, they really picked on him a lot. “Hey, Tony, how much do they pay you?” He didn’t know yet to ignore them. He’d say, “Who pays me for what?”


“Aren’t you babysitting that kid?”


“No. He’s my brother.”


“No, he ain’ t—look at you. He doesn’t look like he’s part of you!” They’d start laughing, and he had to answer them somehow, and the fists would start flying.


The worst that happened was a few years after that, when Tony got hit in the head with a hammer in some street brawl. He told us that he could have avoided it, but his friend wanted to come home the same way they had gone into town, back on the same street where they had gotten into an argument with some guys. He survived, but that was what it was like. Welcome to Tijuana.


I’m glad I’m not the oldest in my family. The ground was tested by Tony, Laura, and Irma before I came along, and whatever was going on with Mom and Dad, Toño—that’s what we called him—got the brunt of it. He got the main bruises because my mom and dad didn’t know yet how best to deal with kids. He was like my buffer and second father and has always been in my corner—my first defender and my first hero. I’ll always be so proud of him.


I love my family, man. They’re all so different, each one of my sisters and brothers. Laura, she was in charge when my mom and Tony weren’t around, since she was the oldest girl. She was like the scout and would be the first to check things out when we moved into a new place—very curious and mischievous. She was an instigator, too, like, “Let’s cut school and go get some jicamas!” Or “Let’s go pull some carrots out of the ground and eat them!” Like I needed convincing. “Sure, okay—sounds good to me.”


I remember one time Laura decided to get some candy on credit from a store, and she shared it with all of us. When my mother found out about it, there was hell to pay—for all of us. I wasn’t even there when all this went down, but when I got home there was another beating waiting for me. That was what Laura was like—a troublemaker and fearless! Irma was more introverted than Tony and Laura, more on her own planet, and she also was the first of us kids to get into music. She told me that she used to peek into the room where our dad would be practicing his violin until he said, “Venga”—come here. He started teaching her songs and some piano, how to read music. She was a natural.




In Tijuana, the rest of my sisters and brothers were all small and growing up—Leticia, Jorge, and Maria. I didn’t get as much of a chance to babysit or take care of them, as Tony and Laura had done for me. I feel especially bad for Jorge that I wasn’t as much a big brother for him as Tony was for me. He would have to figure out a lot of things on his own. After we left Autlán, I was either out on the streets or hanging with Dad.


From the moment we got to Tijuana, we started to learn to survive another way, too—it was time for all of us to go to work, to start supporting the family. All hands on deck, you know? I give the credit to my mom and my dad for all that. They implanted in us some really no-nonsense, hard-core values and morals. You never borrow or beg. What doesn’t belong to you, you don’t take. What’s yours, you fight to the death for it.


One day when my father woke us up, he had with him a couple of boxes of Wrigley’s spearmint gum and a shoe-shine box. He gave half the gum to Tony and half to me, and he gave the shoe-shine box to Tony. “Go down to Avenida Revolución, and don’t come back till you sell all of it,” he said.


Avenida Revolución was our Broadway, the center of downtown Tijuana, where the bars and nightclubs were and where all the tourists went—American and Mexican. Tony and I would go up to them, selling gum and shining shoes. That was really the beginning of my introduction to American culture. It was the first time I saw a black man—a really tall dude with big feet. I just stared at the size of his shoes while polishing them. I began to learn a few words in English, and I learned to count. “Candy, mister?” “Ten cents.” “A quarter.” Fifty cents, if I was lucky.


We would get just enough money to take the bus, so we had to make enough money to pay for our inventory and supplies plus enough to ride home and get there the next day. Sometimes we ended up walking because we had no bus fare—like the time Tony got a huge fifty-cent tip on a shoeshine and we decided to take the rest of the day off. We were rich for an afternoon, watching a movie and eating candy, but we forgot to save something for the ride home. The next day, it was back to the same schedule—wake up early, help out at home, go to school, take the bus downtown, and sell, sell, sell—help Mom and Dad with the rent.


I think I did miss out on a certain part of my childhood, as many kids do. In the first ten years I was with my first wife, Deborah, I would sneak into toy stores and buy little figurines, action figures. Thing is, a few years after that, in 1986, I was hanging out with Miles’s drummer, Tony Williams. He started his career as a teenager, and I saw that his house was full of toys that he got from Japan—the first Transformers and all that. He saw me looking at them, and I said, “It’s okay; I do the same thing.”


“You do?”


“Yeah. What’s this one do?” Suddenly it was not the same guy who played at Slug’s with Larry Young and John McLaughlin or who drove Miles’s band in the ’60s. It was, “Oh, man, look at this!”


I’ll tell you, that was a revelation to me. I think Michael Jackson was like that also. There was part of us that missed out on being a kid, and we didn’t wean it out of our systems till much later. After a while, you grow up and put the toys away, but for a while that child needed to be expressed. I’m sure Deborah must have thought I was a peculiar dude.


What I went through was what all we Santanas went through. Everybody worked. After we were old enough to take care of ourselves, Chepa left (plus we couldn’t afford her anymore), and Mom needed help to run the house, clean, and cook. So Laura and Irma helped Mom at home. All of us did whatever we needed to do to make the rent and get the food on the table. That part of my childhood I’m really proud of—nobody ever complained or asked, “Why do I have to do this?” or anything like that. It was just understood.


We moved a lot during those first two years—it felt like almost every three months we moved to another place in Colonia Libertad. Then we moved across the Tijuana River, which runs right through the middle of the ghetto and into the United States, to a small place on Calle Coahuila, in Zona Norte, a neighborhood that was a little better. Two years after we came to Tijuana, we moved to Calle H. These were bungalows, almost like a trailer park. I was ten years old, and I noticed people around us had little black-and-white TVs. We kids used to sneak around to the neighbors’ houses and stand on our tippy-toes, peeking in their windows until—snap!—they closed the curtains. That’s how I discovered boxing. It was funny—I remember every few months there was a matchup between Sugar Ray Robinson and Rocky Graziano—on TV, in the headlines. And there was my first hero hero: Gaspar “El Indio” Ortega.


Ortega was a welterweight and was the first boxer to come out of Mexico and go all the way up. His hometown was Tijuana, so as you can imagine the whole place talked about him and supported him. We followed every one of his fights, especially the one in ’61, when he fought Emile Griffith and lost. It didn’t matter—he was our hero.


Ortega was one of the first boxers to be very evasive in his fighting. He knew how to bob and weave. Years later I got my chance to meet him—he was living in Connecticut then and had to be in his eighties. He was proud of his fights, but he was proudest of one thing. “You know what, Carlos?” he told me. “I still got all my teeth. They never knocked them out.”


I can still remember those fights, watching them and getting down on my knees and praying for Ortega and for Sugar Ray. “Don’t let them beat him,” I would say and squeeze my eyes shut. That’s when I really learned to pray from the gut—when I first began to realize that God might be listening.


If it had been up to my mom I would have been doing my praying in a different place. As usual, my mom was diligent and relentless—“You’re going to do this and you’re going to do that.” One time she decided I had to go to church and learn to be a monaguillo, an altar boy. It’s all about ritual and regalia, learning where to be at the right time, grabbing the book when you’re supposed to. The very first time I was in a mass, there was this other boy who was training me—he had done it, like, five or six times—and I remember he was a jokester.




At one point this guy started cracking up. Then I started cracking up, and the more we got to laughing the angrier the priest got. Then the next thing I know, all the people in the church started laughing, too. I didn’t know what was so funny—I was just trying to keep it together. Then the priest picked up the chalice, and I tried to pass him the book at the same time—“Okay, here it is; now read it.” The boy didn’t tell me exactly what I needed to do—I didn’t know you’re not supposed to give it directly to him. You’re supposed to put it in a certain place, and he’ll pick it up.


After the mass, the priest gave me a smack in the head. Of course that put a damper on my wanting to go to church ever again. I was thinking, “If you’re going to be with God, aren’t you supposed to be merciful and nice?” That priest single-handedly separated me from the church right there and then. I mean, what’s wrong with smiling and laughing in church? Are these not the things that God wants us to be doing—enjoying ourselves? I remember the Bible stories—the Flood; God asking someone to sacrifice his son. “Your God is an angry God; he’s a jealous God,” things like that. Come on, that’s not God—that’s Godzilla. I think God has a sense of humor. He has to.


I learned a few things in church—just the other day I made the gesture of a blessing onstage, like the one a priest would make over his sacred chalice, before I took a sip of wine. We were in Italy, so I figured everyone there would get what I was doing—the sign of the cross, hands like they’re praying, look up to heaven before raising the glass, which these days is usually Silver Oak Cabernet. I didn’t think it was sacrilege. I think any kind of spiritual path should have some humor.


Still, my mom persisted and persisted—two years after I got smacked in the head for laughing in church she was still trying to get me to go back there. She dragged me to confession at five in the afternoon. “We’re going there, and you’re going to tell the priest your sins.” I was twelve at that point. “What sins, Mom?”


“You know what I’m talking about!” She wouldn’t let go of me, and she had a strong grip. I’m young and I’m pissed, and I’m feeling guilty because you’re not supposed to be angry at your mother—that’s enough sins right there!


So we went to the church, and the little door opened, and I went in. I heard this voice on the other side of the wall say, “Go ahead, tell me your sins . . . go ahead . . . go ahead!” I didn’t know what to say, so I finally thought, “The hell with this,” and I ran out. My mom was so pissed. I told her the story of being smacked as a choirboy and reminded her that she didn’t want to hear about that. I told her that if God can hear me, I’ll talk with him directly, and that’s it. “You can make me do a lot of things, but you can’t make me do this, because I won’t do it.”


Nothing infuriated my mom more than her children standing up to her. That really pissed her off, and for some reason I was the only one who would argue with her. Everybody else just tucked in and took it. I was getting bigger, but she still would try to beat me. She was right-handed, and by then I had figured out that when she grabbed the belt—or extension cord or anything she could find—to swing at me, if I ran toward the left she would hit nothing but air. My sisters and brothers would start cracking up, which only made her angrier. I would get out of her grip and get out the door like a jackrabbit.


I would run away—I did it three times in Autlán and at least seven times in Tijuana. Then my brother Tony would have to come find me and bring me back. “When are you going to stop doing this?” he would say.


“When she stops hitting me.”


“You just don’t know the stuff she’s going through.”


“Yeah, but she doesn’t have to take it out on me!”


I remember wandering around Tijuana after one fight. It was Christmastime, and I was looking at window displays—little trains and toys and puppets, all that stuff. For years after that, every time I saw Christmas decorations those feelings would come up. All that anger and frustration I had toward my mom stayed with me.


My mom had her own special relationship with God, her own way of getting him on her side. When she needed something for the family, or when she thought something needed to happen, she would sit in a chair, cross her legs, fold her arms, and put all her focus on something far away. You could feel the determination. As kids, we got to know that look of supreme conviction. It was like, “Uh-oh, get out of the way—Mom’s doing that thing.” If we got close, we could hear her saying to herself, “God is going to give me this.” It was like she was willing a miracle to happen. “I know this will happen. God will make it happen.”


They weren’t big things: money for food, a better home for the family, health stuff. One time my youngest sister, Maria, was having trouble conceiving a baby. She had polio as a child, and her husband had just undergone an operation for testicular cancer. It looked like it was just not going to happen. Every time we would visit, my mom would be in her chair, folded in on herself, with that look of 100 percent determination, talking to God, until she told my sister, “You should adopt a baby, and as soon as you do you’re going to get pregnant.”


“Mom, what is wrong with you?” my sister said. “I can’t get pregnant—a bunch of doctors told me.”


“Yeah? What do they know? They’re not God. Do what I tell you.” Maria went ahead and adopted a baby boy, Erik, from a Mexican mother and German father.


A year later I was in Dallas at a festival with Buddy Guy and Miles Davis. We were all in the hotel lobby, and a phone call came in—“Paging Mr. Santana!” It was my wife, Deborah. “You’re not going to believe this, but your sister is pregnant.”


“Which one?”


“Maria!” She called her baby Adam—we all called him the miracle baby.


My mom would go to church in the middle of the week, when everybody was making confession, and bring a couple of big bottles of water. She patiently waited for the last person to finish, then she would go up to the confessional, and the priest would say, “Yes? Would you like to confess?”




“No, Padre, I’m all right now, but can you bless these bottles of water?”


“The holy water’s over there.”


My mom would say, “I’m sorry, Padre, I don’t want that water for my kids. Está mugre—that’s dirty. It’s filled with everybody’s germs and sins. No. Bless this for me. It’s for my kids.”


Then she would bring those blessed bottles home, and suddenly she was like, “Mijo, how you doing?” Touching us, running her hands over us. “Hey, Mom, you’re getting me all wet!” That’s the way she approached her beliefs and how she went through life. She did things that made sense to her, for the family, with no sense of doubt or shame. When she decided on something, we knew not to get in her way—we didn’t expect her to explain herself, and we didn’t expect her to get lovey-dovey.


I think my mom went through her life hiding a lot of pain. She had my dad to deal with, and she lost four babies. She rarely opened up, and I’m not sure she ever addressed those things consciously. In her solitude, when nobody was looking, she might have licked her wounds and cried for the children who died. But she never shared her suffering with us. She knew the difference between self-pity and its opposite—healing herself and moving on, restoring herself by looking at her suffering in the right light.


The last time my mom got pregnant in Tijuana she got really ill. I remember I was around eleven. We were living in a place where we used a packing crate as a front step to get into the house, and my mom slipped on that, fell down, and lost the baby. The ambulance came and took her away.


My mom told us later that when she woke up in the clinic there, she got the feeling that this was not a place to get better but a place to die. Nobody was paying attention to her or the other patients. People were dying to the left and right, and she could feel life leaving her. So she pulled out the lines and tubes and whatever they had in her, got up, walked home in her robe, and fucking fought for her life. She was not going to die in that place. She was not going to die at all.




My mom was alone through a lot of this. Because of the culture and who my dad was, she could not lean on him for help. In Spanish we say, “Ser acomedido”—be accommodating, make yourself useful. Don’t be a bump on a log. If you see that you can pitch in and help, do it. Even if you’re a man, it’s okay to wash your own dishes—you’re not gimped, you can help your partner. But that never happened. She was on her own.


It made her strong and independent. But I think it also made her harder than she needed to be. I remember not long after she lost the baby, she was outside talking to a neighbor, and I heard her mention my name. You know how you hear your name in the middle of someone else’s conversation and your ears prick up? I heard my mom say, “Carlos es diferente.” She saw me looking and told me to come to her.


She told me, “Sentarte,” so I sat down on her knee as she wanted me to. Suddenly—pow!—she smacked me right across the side of my head. She did it so hard my ear was going eeeeeee, just ringing! I jumped up and was glaring at her with my mouth open. I just looked at her and she looked at me, and she said, “If you could, you would, huh?” Which meant, “If you could slug me, you would, right?” I just looked at her like, “Don’t ever do that again.” Then she looked at the neighbor. “See? The other ones don’t do that.”


That was cruel and that was ignorant. I wasn’t a toddler anymore. Why would she do that? Just to make a point with the neighbor—am I a guinea pig or something? I think part of the reason for it may have been her anger against my dad, and she took it out on me. He showed a blatant favoritism toward me. Maybe she was jealous; I don’t know.


The ringing in my ear was still going on minutes later. Something had broken between my mom and me that would take years to heal. She and I became rivals. I would buy her a house, but I would not invite her to my wedding. Not until Salvador was born did I start letting my mom back inside my heart and my psyche.


Yes, I was hardheaded. Just as she was. I guess “hardheaded” is the best way to describe it, or you can call it conviction. I’ve read that a person’s cells continue a pattern of emotion from one generation to another, that you can inherit a pattern of resentment or remorse. You can try to stop yourself from doing certain things, but you wind up asking yourself, “Why did I just say that? Why did I do that? Why can’t I stop myself?” That’s one reason I read spiritual books—to get answers that can help me separate the light, compassion, and wisdom from behavior patterns. It can be scary—it’s like letting go of something that is ugly, but it’s who you think you are.


When I became a dad, I let my kids know I loved them all the time. I still tell them, “You don’t need to audition for me. You passed the audition when you were born. I was there when you came out, all three of you, and you opened your eyes. You passed the audition.” The rest—how you’re going to use what has been given to you—is up to you. And I’m not afraid to say, “Come here, man, I need a big old juicy kiss and a hug. I need a second hug because the first one is just courtesy and the second one is long and ahh . . .” It can get mushy.


Everything changed with my mother when Salvador was born. All of a sudden, she was hugging him as a mother does. It surprised all of us. It changed me, too, and started to give me a stability that I didn’t know I had lost. I could be anywhere in the world at any time, and I would pick up the phone and call Mom: “Hey, how you doing? I’ve been thinking about you all day.”


“Yeah, I know,” she would say. “Because I was asking you to call me.”


Validating my parents was not easy, and it took a lot of work. Part of it is constantly correcting the psyche, freeing myself from what has been put upon me by other people, including my parents. There’s nothing like being in a moment of clarity to let all that stuff fall way. But the worst thing you can say is, “Hey, I forgive you.” I made that mistake just one time. My mom looked at me with this expression and said, “What do you have to forgive me about?”


“Oh, nothing,” I replied, and I changed the subject. In that one look I got her point of view. I didn’t have anything to forgive her for. Not when I had so many things to thank her for.


Around 1956, just as my dad’s father did with him, my father decided it was time for me to learn an instrument. He never really told me what motivated him to get me started, but I knew. Part of it was a family tradition, and part of it was to have something else that could put food on the table. Also he loved keeping me busy. I know he had tried to get Tony to play an instrument, but it just wasn’t part of my brother’s constitution. Tony had a mechanical mind and was really good with numbers. Laura was not inclined that way, either. Irma liked to sing, and Dad was already teaching her songs. Now it was my turn.


I remember the first time my father pulled me away from my brothers and sisters to show me something about music. “Ven aquí,” he said, and he took me out to the backyard. The sun was setting, and everything looked golden. He very carefully opened his violin case, took the instrument out, and put it underneath his chin. “Hijo, quiero mostrarte algo”—I want to show you something. “Estás viendo?”—Are you watching?


“Sí, Papa.”


Then he started pulling the bow across the violin very slowly, playing these little sounds, and out of nowhere a bird flew down and landed on a branch right next to us. It was looking at my dad, twisting its head, and then it started singing with the violin!


I was thinking, “Damn!”—or whatever word I had in my head when I was nine years old. He kept playing and looking at me, watching my reaction, not looking at the bird. They traded some licks for a while, then he stopped, and the bird flew away. My mouth was just hanging open. It was as if I suddenly found out my father was a great wizard like Merlin, and now he was going to teach his son how to communicate with nature. Only this wasn’t magic—it was music.




“Si puedo hacer que un pájaro, puede hacerlo con la gente, sí?”—If I can do this with a bird, you can do this with people—got it?


“Sí, Papa.”


I was nine when my dad put me in a music school that I went to every day after regular school. Originally I wanted to play saxophone—but I would have had to learn clarinet for a year first, and I was young and wanted to shout and scream! My dad tried to teach me to play violin, but it was too difficult. Then he tried to get me to learn the córneo, the same instrument my grandfather had played. I hated the taste of brass on my lips, but at the same time it was my dad. I couldn’t say no, so I tried to stick with it—I really did. After he finished teaching me what to do with my lips and the fingering, and how to clean the instrument with brass cleaner, eventually he realized that I didn’t have a love for the horn, so we went back to a small violin—three-quarter size.


My dad was my primary teacher. He would show me a melody and have me play it over and over. “Slow it down!” he would say. “Again, slower!” That used to drive me bananas, but it not only made me remember the mechanics, it also imprinted the music in me. I was learning tunes such as the William Tell overture, Beethoven’s Minuet in G, von Suppé’s Poet and Peasant overture, Hungarian gypsy music, Mozart, Brahms—all with sheet music. I was a clever fool. I learned to memorize a melody and pretend I was reading it. My dad would be busy shaving or doing something and see me looking at the paper. Years later I was in the studio, and Joe Zawinul saw me figuring out some music—“Do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti . . .” He laughed. “Oh, you’re one of those!”


I would say to myself that I would show my dad how good I could be and practice a song so I knew it cold. “I’m going to learn this.” Stroke, stroke, stroke. Again—stroke, stroke. “Got it, here he comes . . .” I’d play it for him, and he’d say, “Bueno, campeón.” He’d call me “champion.” “You really know this one. Now here’s one for tomorrow.” Man. I thought I was going to get a reprieve, maybe some time to go play with the other kids, hang out with Tony, or play hide-and-seek with Rosa from down the street because I heard she was okay with kissing and stuff like that. But I couldn’t get ahead of him. By the time I finished the lesson everyone had gone home.


My dad knew how to be effective with music, how to own it—and that was maybe the most valuable thing he taught me. It helped to realize on my own that the violin could be a very demonstrative instrument, very emotional. I realized how to put my finger on the string and how much pressure to put on the bow so it had personality—stroke, stroke—then add a little more tension, like you’re nudging somebody awake. “Mmm . . .” Nobody can teach you how to develop a personal expression. The only way is to work it out with yourself in your room. The most my parents were able to do was ask me to please just close the door.


My dad was a good teacher, but he wasn’t necessarily gentle. He would push me, and then the shouting would come, and I would start crying. I don’t mean to be melodramatic, but the salt from all those tears started discoloring part of the violin. I just wanted to try to please my dad, and in my mind it all went together—the way the wood smelled, the way the strings sounded, the feeling of frustration.
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