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Introduction
Island Sounds in the Global City

Ray Allen and Lois Wilcken

The sounds and sights of Caribbean culture permeate New York
City’s diverse neighborhoods, from Manhattan's Washington Heights
to Brooklyn’s Crown Heights, from the barrios of the south Bronx
to the streets of south Queens. In the 1990s New York City boasts
the largest and most diverse concentration of Caribbean people in
the world. This is not surprising, for the city has been a center of
Caribbean migration since significant Puerto Rican, Cuban, and
West Indian communities were established in Manhattan during
the early decades of this century. The Caribbean population grew
rapidly during and after World War Two with the in-migration of
large numbers of Puerto Rican citizens. Following the 1965 Immi-
gration Act, increasing numbers of Jamaicans, Trinidadians, Hai-
tians, and Dominicans settled in central Brooklyn, the south Bronx,
parts of Queens, and upper Manhattan. Today well over two mil-
lion New Yorkers (approaching one-third of the city’s population
by many estimates) trace their lineage to the Caribbean Islands.
The “Caribbeanization” of New York, as Constance Sutton points
out in Caribbean Life in New York City (1987, 15-30), has wrought
profound changes in the city’s economic, political, and cultural land-
scape. Moreover, New York has emerged as a Caribbean crossroads
in two important respects: first, as a geographic center of interac-
tion among peoples from different island backgrounds; and sec-
ond, as a gateway between the islands and mainland America. Rela-
tively inexpensive airfares and telecommunications links have fa-
cilitated, in Sutton’s words, a “continuous and intense bi-directional
flow of peoples, ideas, practices, and ideologies between the Carib-
bean region and New York City,” and generated a “transnational,
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socio-cultural system” (Sutton 1987, 20).

Nowhere is this transnational crossroads phenomenon more
apparent than in the realm of popular music. Internationally rec-
ognized as the center of contemporary Latin and West Indian mu-
sic, New York’s connections to Caribbean music reflect an ongoing
process of cultural exchange that is nearly a century old. Spurred
by the advent of radio, the proliferation of commercial recordings,
and the immigration of influential musicians to New York City, tra-
ditional Caribbean styles became increasingly influenced by Ameri-
can jazz and popular music of the 1920s. Meanwhile New York had
emerged as a major commercial center for recording, broadcast-
ing, and staging performances of “ethnic” popular music. Latin
themes were evident in turn-of-the-century vaudeville and popular
song, and by the 1920s Trinidadian calypsonians like Wilmoth
Houdini and Cuban instrumentalists like Alberto Socarras were
gracing the stages of New York’s theaters. In 1930 Don Azpiazu’s
Havana Casino Orchestra brought authentic Cuban dance music to
Broadway. By the late 1930s, New York-based Afro-Cuban innova-
tors Machito and Mario Bauza were fusing the mambo and Latin
percussion with African-American big-band jazz instrumentation
and swing arrangements.

Over the past thirty years, increased Caribbean migration to New
York City further stimulated the musical mix. With an unparalleled
network of recording companies, radio stations, and performance
venues, New York City rose to prominence as a world center of
Caribbean jazz and popular music. Salsa, based on the further blend-
ing of Cuban dance music and African-American jazz, became the
primary expression of New York’s “Nuyorican” (New York-born in-
dividuals of Puerto Rican heritage) culture during the 1960s and
1970s. Soca, a fusion of Trinidadian calypso and African-American
soul, appeared in Brooklyn and Port of Spain during the 1980s,
while steel bands became an integral part of Brooklyn’s Labor Day
Carnival celebration. Haitian konpa (mini-jazz) and the Domini-
can merengue, performed by electric, horn-driven ensembles, be-
came the favored music in many New York Caribbean clubs. Younger
Latin, Haitian, and West Indian players consciously continued to
fuse modern jazz idioms with traditional island rhythms. Today,
many prominent Caribbean players remain based in New York,
where a vigorous musical interchange continues unabated.

The scholarship devoted to Caribbean music in New York has
been, until recently, surprisingly thin, given the intensity and diver-
sity of activity. Several valuable works provide an introduction to
New York’s Latin music scene (Roberts 1979; Boggs 1992; Glasser
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1995), but the popular traditions of more recent Caribbean immi-
grants from the Dominican Republic, Trinidad, Jamaica, and Haiti
remain unexplored, and little comparative work has been under-
taken.! How Caribbean-New Yorkers use their musical traditions
to express a sense of group identity, or to mediate intergroup ten-
sions in the modern, multicultural urban setting, remains to be ex-
plored.

With this in mind the Institute for Studies in American Music at
Brooklyn College organized a symposium focusing on the relation-
ship of Caribbean popular music and cultural identity in New York
City. Held in April of 1995, and titled “Island Sounds in the Global
City,” it brought together scholars, musicians, and promoters rep-
resenting a broad spectrum of New York-based Caribbean styles.
Highlights of the conference are presented in this volume. They
reveal a rich musical landscape that is only beginning to be under-
stood and appreciated.

Several salient themes emerge from the essays that follow. As
Ruth Glasser points out in the lead article, conventional models
that view urban ethnic communities as monolithic and insular, and
ethnic music practices as isolated, old-country transplants, are sim-
ply not valid when applied to the experiences of New York’s Puerto
Rican migrants or the city’s more recent Caribbean immigrants.
Class, religion, region of origin, and skin color can divide any given
ethnic or national group and lead to a multiplicity of musical tastes
and practices. For example, issues of class and skin hue placed limi-
tations on where and what Puerto Rican musicians could perform
in New York. Class, skin color, and religious preferences, argues
Lois Wilcken, all contributed to the ambivalent reception Haitian-
American folkloric troupes received in New York. Ray Allen and
Les Slater note that well-to-do West Indian New Yorkers often dis-
missed steel pan music as crude and undignified.

Noting the dynamic, fluid nature of the Caribbean-American ex-
perience, Glasser argues for an interactive approach that stresses
mutual exchange of musical ideas and practices among groups. The
New York-based Puerto Rican musicians she studied frequently
mixed styles and repertories with Cuban-American and African-
American players in uptown dance halls and downtown clubs. Juan
Flores’ study of the Puerto Rican contributions to New York’s hip
hop scene reveals a long history of cultural synthesis between the
city’s black and Puerto Rican peoples. While most musicians en-
joyed strong support within their own community, many sought to
“cross over” to wider audiences for artistic recognition and finan-
cial gain. Glasser, Allen and Slater, and Don Hill note that as early
as the 1940s, Greenwich Village clubs offered a variety of Latin and
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West Indian musicians an opportunity to perform for white and
black North American audiences. Gage Averill’s study of the Hai-
tian popular band Tabou Combo reveals that the ensemble con-
sciously marketed its sound for diverse New York and international
audiences, while Wilcken’s Haitian folkloric troupes often included
non-Haitian performers, and played for mixed audiences.

Transplanted Caribbean musics do, of course, continue to serve
as markers of in-group solidarity and pride within specific commu-
nity settings. Dominicans in Washington Heights think of meren-
gue as their music, while El Barrio’s Nuyoricans identify most closely
with salsa. Brooklyn's Trinidadian community trumpets its calypso
and steel pan music, while the borough’s Jamaican residents claim
reggae as their most significant artistic achievement. But more of-
ten than not these musics serve the dual functions of defining a
group’s uniqueness, while creating a dialogue across ethnic bound-
aries and helping to negotiate relations between different cultural
groups or between a minority group and the dominant culture. As
Philip Kasinitz notes, Trinidadian calypso and Jamaican reggae are
both components of Brooklyn’s West Indian Carnival, yet each car-
ries an island-specific connotation. Averill suggests Tabou Combo’s
distinctly Haitian style is purposely laced with Latin and African-
American elements to appeal to Haitian and non-Haitian listeners.
Paul Austerlitz notes that many New York Latin dance bands play
both merengue and salsa, often for the same audience.

Austerlitz’s discussion of Dominican merengue, titled “From
Transplant to Transnational Circuit,” underscores another critical
point. Many of the best Puerto Rican, Dominican, West Indian, and
Haitian musicians came to New York to take advantage of the city’s
sophisticated media resources that their home islands lacked. Their
recordings sold to Caribbean-New Yorkers, to island audiences back
home, and eventually to markets across Latin America, Europe, and
Africa. New York, still home to much of the Caribbean recording
industry and to large communities of transplanted migrants, re-
mains a pivotal link in this transnational network, offering musi-
cians, in Averill’'s words, a “global audience for their music.” More-
over, as Averill, Austerlitz, and Peter Manuel note, within this new
international arena, issues of musical taste and social identity be-
come increasingly complex, as they must be negotiated across
transethnic and transnational lines.

This collection of essays is by no means the definitive inquiry
into Caribbean music in New York. None of the case studies pre-
sented here of Puerto Rican, Dominican, Trinidadian, and Haitian
traditions profess to chronicle the full richness of musical activity
within these respective New York communities. The contributions
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of musicians from Cuba and Jamaica are mentioned only in pass-
ing, while those from other smaller islands such as Barbados, the
Bahamas, and Martinique are not covered at all. And perhaps most
significantly, our decision to focus primarily on popular music (a
category of styles that rely on mass media and commodification)
led to the obvious exclusion of many domestic and sacred music
practices. This emphasis accounts, as well, for the relative absence
of women musicians and composers in this compilation. Women
from many island cultures are only beginning to emerge from their
homes and places of worship—settings in which they often lead
musical activity—into the more public arena of mass marketing
and mediated music. A comparative study of women’s roles in the
musical practices of Santaria, Vodou, and related Afro-Christian
traditions in New York, could, for example, easily fill a companion
volume.

Our goal is to raise issues concerning the relationship of music
and social identity that will stimulate further research in New York’s
Caribbean communities and in other urban centers like Miami,
Washington, Toronto, and London, where large numbers of island
people have settled. Intensive local and comparative study of these
scenes will reveal much about the nature of the diaspora process
and the increasing influence of Caribbean music and culture around
the world.

The editors wish to thank Carol Oja, outgoing director of the
Institute for Studies in American Music, and Antonio Nadal, chair
of the Caribbean Studies Program at Brooklyn College, for their
assistance in planning the 1995 “Island Sounds in the Global City”
conference, and their editorial advice in preparing this manuscript.
Thanks also to Nancy Hager of the Conservatory of Music and Vir-
ginia Sanchez-Korrol of the Department of Puerto Rican Studies at
Brooklyn College, as well as to Kathleen Krotman and Celeste
Sanchez, for their conference support. Editorial suggestions from
John Storm Roberts, Jeffrey Taylor, Stephen Stuempfle, Laurie
Russell, John Suter, Lucia McCreery, and Michael Sumbera are
greatly appreciated.

The “Island Sounds in the Global City” conference was made
possible by a generous grant from the New York Council for the
Humanities. Additional support for the conference and prepara-
tion of this volume came from the Recording Industries Music Per-
formance Trust Funds, the Wolfe Institute for the Humanities at
Brooklyn College, and a Brooklyn College President’s Resource
Grant.
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NOTE

1. The most thorough survey of Caribbean music to date is Peter
Manuel’s Caribbean Currents: Caribbean Music from Rumba to
Reggae (1995). See pages 72-94 and 241-243 for commentary
on Latin and other Caribbean music in New York City. Other
recent publications that offer useful background on Caribbean
music, with occasional references to the diaspora include works
by Austerlitz (1997) on Dominican merengue; Averill (1997) on
Haitian popular music; Stuempfle (1995) on Trinidadian steel
pan music; Guilbault (1993) on Antillean zouk; Hill (1993) on
Trinidadian calypso; and Wilcken (1992) on Haitian Vodou.
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Buscando Ambiente

Puerto Rican Musicians in
New York City, 1917-1940!

Ruth Glasser

People and their cultures perish in isolation, but they are born
or reborn in contact with other men and women, with men
and women of another culture, another creed, another race.
If we do not recognize our humanity in others, we shall not
recognize it in ourselves.

Carlos Fuentes (1992)

On July 14, 1930, The New York Times reported that the country’s
rate of unemployment was at least twenty percent, and rising fast.
On this day, eight and a half months after the stock market crash,
the newspaper also showed that Prohibition had cost the United
States government $960 million over the past year, in enforcement
proceedings and loss of alcohol tax revenues. Just as Americans
continued to drink during Prohibition, those who could afford it
continued to seek amusement during the Great Depression. Singer
and bandleader Cab Calloway remembered that:

there were breadlines everywhere and near riots in New York.
Everybody was angry with poor old Herbert Hoover. Every-
body except people in the entertainment world, I guess. It’s a
funny thing, when things get really bad, when the bottom falls
out of the economy, that’s when people really need
entertainment...Jazz was swinging, the theaters on Broadway
were cleaning up, and in Harlem the nightclubs, speakeasies
and jazz spots were packed every night. (Calloway and Rollins,
1976, 71).
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Calloway was in a good position to know. Newly installed in
Harlem’s Cotton Club, he was earning about fifty thousand dollars
a year. Variety reported that the club itself was the most profitable
in New York City, netting a clear four hundred thousand dollars in
its previous season.

That summer, the entertainment emanating from New York City
seemed boundless. Three Rudy Vallee orchestras were playing on
each Cunard Cruise ship, while the famous crooner himself had
just acquired the first sponsored network radio show. Composer
Cole Porter’s “Love for Sale” had been banned from the airwaves
for its overt references to prostitution, but many of his other songs
were skyrocketing to popularity on Broadway. Vaudevillian Molly
Picon was the headliner at the Palace Theater. And with a flip of the
dial, highbrow New Yorkers could hear some of the first live radio
broadcasts of full-scale operas.

On July 14, 1930, still another musical event was taking place in
a Manhattan recording studio. While this event would never be
noticed by most of the United States population, it would prove
momentous to speakers of Spanish in New York and Latin America.
On that day, a Puerto Rican group led by Manuel “Canario” Jiménez
recorded Rafael Herndandez's “Lamento Borincano.” Canario and
his two guitarists, maracas and clave players received about twelve
dollars apiece for their efforts.

The modest fee notwithstanding, this song had a value that ex-
tended far beyond its measure in money. Just as Gorney and
Harburg’s “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime” (1932) became a vir-
tual theme song for the Depression, such was “Lamento Borincano”
for Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-speakers. More than any other
song, this inexpensively made, apparently simple bolero would em-
body the essence of this era and the hard times it brought for many
Latin Americans in both the United States and their homelands. Its
basic guitar and percussion sound, its story of a peasant who goes
to town to sell his crops but comes home empty-handed, brought
tears to the eyes of Spanish-speakers throughout North, Central
and South America.

Though it was composed and recorded in New York, “Lamento
Borincano” also became a lasting, hugely popular anthem for Puerto
Ricans back on the island. While the island was essentially a colony
of the United States, many Puerto Ricans carved out a national iden-
tity in one of the few spheres available to them—the cultural. Songs
that spoke to their experience, composed by their own compatri-
ots—songs like “Lamento Borincano”—became emblems of this
national cultural identity.
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Rafael Herndndez. Photo courtesy of Rafael Portela.

Despite its emotional and practical significance to Boricuas at
home or abroad, Puerto Rican musical production remains nearly
as invisible to North American audiences today as it did to their
counterparts of the 1930s. Just as Puerto Rico exists in the minds
of North Americans, when they think of the island at all, as a kind
of netherworld, not quite Latin America, but not quite part of the
United States, people in the English-speaking world have generally
given little thought to the immense cultural wealth produced by
Puerto Ricans. Indeed, they have had little opportunity, for while
innumerable books and articles in English dissect social problems
among Puerto Ricans, there are few which describe their history or
artistic expressions.?

Puerto Ricans in general, and Puerto Rican migrants in particu-
lar, have been found more often in the pages of crisis-oriented con-
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temporary studies than in those of historical works. In fact, schol-
ars casting backward for an explanation for the persistently low
socioeconomic status of many Puerto Ricans have often blamed
this problem on an ostensible cultural deficit within the group it-
self. Glazer and Moynihan’s 1963 contention that the Puerto Rican
heritage is “weak in folk arts, unsure in its cultural traditions, [and]
without a powerful faith” still finds its adherents thirty years later
(Glazer and Moynihan 1963, 88). Indeed, as problems multiply in
North American inner cities, there has been a recent academic and
popular revival of this blame-the-victim approach (see Chavez 1991).

Ironically, works by ethnomusicologists and music critics on Latin
popular music often reinforce this impression by taking Puerto
Rican music out of its historical context, a context that properly
includes an explanation of what happens to cultural expression
within a colonial society. Unwittingly, such writers make Puerto
Rican music the loser in an ahistorical Darwinian scheme that
closely parallels social science condemnations of Puerto Ricans as
a failed ethnic group. To them, Cuban music survived and flour-
ished because it was the fittest. It is as if there were no political and
cultural hierarchies between colonies and neocolonies, organized
first by Spain, later by the United States. It is as if there were no
shared history to explain the similar development of musical forms
in different parts of Latin America, or the dominance of one set of
sounds over another.

The dynamics of musical production and consumption, however,
have everything to do with these political and economic colonial
structures. Bolstered by United States penetration into Latin
America, North American phonograph companies recorded largely
in Cuba and Argentina. From the early twentieth century, this was
the “Latin” music marketed throughout the world. Genres such as
the rumba and the tango enjoyed enormous popularity in large part
because of the marketing muscle of North American companies.

Since the cultural dimensions of Puerto Rican colonial and mi-
gration history remain largely unexamined, it has also become a
truism that popular Latin music in New York equals Cuban music,
even though Puerto Ricans have for many years been among the
field’s most prolific performers and composers. Many popular and
scholarly assessments suggest that Puerto Rican musicians have
left their own ostensibly meager musical resources behind and
“merely” adopted Cuban sounds. Puerto Rican musicians in New
York City during the 1930s “imported” Cuban music and were
“strong in the hybridizing wing” (Manuel 1988, 46). Their own music
becomes more or less a footnote to the history of the rumba and to
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subsequent popular Cuban genres. A description of the collection
of contemporary Latin sounds known as salsa, for example, asserts
that “stylistically its backbone consists of Cuban dance music” (Rob-
erts 1979, 89).3

Such assertions undervalue the contributions of Puerto Rican
musicians not only as laborers, but also as creators. The music and
history of composers like Rafael Hernandez and groups such as
Canario’s, for example, are fascinating in their own right, as is the
interwar period when such artists wrote and played many songs of
lasting beauty—within the context of the massive displacement and
migration of their compatriots.

Both Rafael Hernandez and Manuel “Canario” Jiménez were, in
fact, part of that very working class exodus. Hernandez, the son of
Afro-Puerto Rican tobacco workers from the island’s northwest
coast, followed the pattern of many of his compatriots by migrat-
ing to San Juan and later to New York City. Like thousands of Puerto
Ricans, he fought in World War One, suffering the indignities of
racism as well as the honor of performing in a prestigious army
band. When he came to New York, it was to work in factories, res-
taurants, and other menial occupations, while practicing music on
the side. Many of his most famous and beautiful songs—including
“Lamento Borincano”—were composed on the street corners and
in the taverns of El Barrio, East Harlem.

Similarly, Canario’s musical career was shaped within the con-
text of a working-class life. A teenage stowaway who later became a
merchant marine, he alternated his seafaring trade with music.
When he joined Rafael Herndndez's Trio Borinquen in 1925, for
example, he performed between voyages. As for many musicians,
Canario’s economic and artistic motives were inextricably inter-
twined. Canario became most famous as the performer of the
Afro-Puerto Rican plena, a coastal music he had never heard while
growing up in the island’s mountainous regions. When he met a
group of plena musicians in New York, however, he recognized the
genre’s potential for popularity. Canario’s prior record company
connections allowed him to promote a sound with which he had
little emotional connection.

Such stories show us that ethnic identity is vastly more compli-
cated than it appears on the surface. An examination of the day-to-
day experience of such music making encourages us to reevaluate
the structure of ethnic history in general, and the place of ethnic
cultural expression within it. Unfortunately, contemporary writings
about Puerto Ricans and other ethnic North Americans, whether
negative or positive, often reflect or rebel against the paradigms set
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up by earlier thinkers. Thus, they do not transcend previous mod-
els to consider these other possibilities.

Scholars such as Oscar Handlin, for example, writing before the
1960s, had portrayed American ethnic communities as disorganized
and unhealthy settlements reflecting the abrupt uprooting of Old
World, rural peoples. Their problems, he felt, were solved within a
few generations through assimilation and the dissolution of the eth-
nic enclave (Handlin 1951). In contrast, the subsequent works of
historians such as Sanchez-Korrol (1994), Yans-McLaughlin (1977),
Vecoli (1964), and others have argued that these ethnic communi-
ties were highly organized environments in which family and com-
munity life reflected a coherent set of values, though not necessar-
ily the stereotypical American ones of individualism and economic
success through upward mobility. Portraits in recent ethnic mono-
graphs show music taking place in intimate gatherings within a
strictly ethnically-based community setting. Their depictions of
closely knit settlements, utilizing cultural activities for both ethnic
and economic sustenance, constitute a reaction against earlier por-
trayals of immigrant cultural disorganization.

Such recent contributions have been crucial to a more
three-dimensional portrait of ethnic life, especially for Puerto Ricans
and other groups that have been ranked low in what Micaela di
Leonardo calls “the ethnic report card system” (1984, 96). How-
ever, while such approaches bring us important new information
and insights, they are also problematic. Just as Handlin praised the
pastoral paradises that the immigrants had ostensibly left behind,
modern historians romantically recreate such utopias in urban ar-
eas in the United States. Contemporary monographs that appar-
ently argue against Handlin frequently follow him in presuming
that “healthy” ethnic communities preserve an unspoiled and uni-
form Old World folk culture, exist within bounded geographical
territories, and have little interaction with members of other groups.
Moreover, they suggest that consensus means stability and that dis-
agreements, divisions and change within a group of ethnic Ameri-
cans indicates a community in crisis.

Evidence from both the Old World and the New World, however,
suggests that such assumptions lead to serious distortions of the
ethnic experience, with implications not only for the past but for
contemporary societies as well. In recent years, for example, schol-
ars have rejected simplistic rural-to-urban migration paradigms,
acknowledging the variety of regional and class backgrounds from
which ethnic Americans have come. Historians such as Rudolph
Vecoli tell us that Italians, for example, thought of themselves as
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Genoese or Calabrian back in the Old Country and only merged
under one national umbrella in the United States. Such an observa-
tion would seem to be a promising beginning for a study of the
subjectivity and plasticity of ethnic identity and its cultural compo-
nents.

Unfortunately, while ethnic historians have begun to recognize
the fragmented and constantly changing nature of the ethnic expe-
rience in economic, political and social terms, they frequently draw
the same tired conclusions in the cultural realm. Historians now
acknowledge the multi-faceted and ever-evolving economic, social
and political reasons for immigrant and migrant movements, but
persist in viewing music of the ethnics’ homelands as an unmedi-
ated and uncontroversial folk sound shared by the entire commu-
nity, faithfully reproduced in the United States. They do not investi-
gate the relationship between the variety of regional, class, politi-
cal, religious and other backgrounds of ethnics from the same na-
tional entity and their perceptions of national identity or their con-
struction and use of forms of cultural expression such as music.

Historians are generally content to take both ethnicity and eth-
nic cultural expression as givens, as the by-products of a common
national identity, the automatic offshoots of the economic and so-
cial spheres presumably underlying them. Uncritically adopting the
nostalgia of their informants, for example, chroniclers of Latino
music in New York City often evoke a mythically cohesive commu-
nity that preserves and produces authentic music. Within such a
framework, constant infusions of “genuine” music made by “real”
ethnics in their own neighborhoods are ultimately diluted and com-
mercialized by musicians catering to non-Latino audiences in the
“Anglo” sections of the city. As in many other portraits of ethnic
cultural life, Latinos within this framework had two choices—to
remain “ethnic” (i.e. “Latin,” in itself a dubious category) or to be-
come “Americanized.”

Such unquestioned assumptions not only rewrite the ethnic ex-
perience within history, but impose value-laden models on contem-
porary ethnic life as well. These scholarly assumptions are often
reflected in a popular media that tells people in the United States
and other countries that they must choose between assimilation
and cultural preservation. To avoid internal or external conflicts,
and to be economically and socially successful, they must ally them-
selves with one racial or ethnic category. As a Yugoslav writer has
recently pointed out, however, the culprits in interethnic strife are
not multiculturalism or overlapping identities themselves but strat-
egies of “ethnic cleansing,” which are “forcing the creation of new
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identities that ‘are so much narrower, more parochial, and less
flexible’”(Denitch 1993, 21). Moreover, it is apparent that economic
difficulties often provoke conflicts between peoples who previously
coexisted peacefully.

Anthropologists Fredrik Barth (1969) and Micaela di Leonardo
(1984), historian David Whisnant (1983), ethnomusicologist
Adelaida Reyes-Schramm (1975), and sociologist Felix Padilla (1985)
suggest, however, that rather than indicating the deterioration of a
community and its cultural practices, the constant evolutions of
ethnic identity and spheres such as music are normal historical
processes. Within any living society, ongoing intra- and inter-ethnic
negotiation and reshaping of cultural forms in dialogue with mate-
rial conditions are the stuff of which national and ethnic identities
are made and remade. Indeed, I concur with Eric Hobsbawm and
Terence Ranger’s contention that tradition itself often amounts to a
set of conventions from a variety of sources, agreed upon by a
self-defined group of people, that are frequently redefined in mo-
ments of rapid social transformation (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983).

Puerto Ricans on the island and the mainland did not adopt Cu-
ban music wholesale to the detriment of their own traditions, but
incorporated it into an ever-evolving repertoire of available cultural
materials. In New York, where Puerto Ricans lived among a con-
stellation of constantly changing ethnic groups within a protean
social environment, this process accelerated and perhaps became
more acutely meaningful. The diverse collection of Puerto Rican
migrants who found themselves living, sometimes together and
sometimes apart, in New York City did not unite behind a common
ethnic identity represented by agreed-upon institutions and cultural
symbols. Instead, they formed a range of organizations and debated
over appropriate cultural programs and representative repertoires.
They exchanged forms of entertainment and ideas about its pur-
pose among themselves as well as with members of other ethnic
groups.

Puerto Rican communities in New York were neither ethnically
inviolable nor disintegrating, and their cultural choices were far
broader than an “ethnic” or an “American” identity. The musical
trajectories of many Puerto Rican performers bear this out. Rafael
Hernandez’s groups played and recorded Cuban habaneras, Colom-
bian bambucos and a host of other Latin American genres. Others
worked for recording studios as session musicians, playing behind
a spectrum of ethnic groups.

Sometimes such trajectories were more a matter of constraint
than of choice. Afro-Puerto Rican musicians such as Augusto Coen,
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for example, found their careers limited by the racism of the North
American entertainment industry. Like many black Puerto Ricans,
this Ponce-born trumpeter was barred from work with the
lighter-skinned Latino “relief” bands, groups that played between
white American orchestras at elegant midtown clubs and hotels.
Unlike their lighter-skinned compatriots, Afro-Puerto Rican musi-
cians could not play with the popular white swing bands of the era.

On the other hand, such constraints funnelled Coen and his col-
leagues into new creative channels and musical combinations. As
reading musicians who were well-trained in Puerto Rico’s munici-
pal bands, these Afro-Puerto Ricans were eagerly grabbed for black
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Augusto Coen (front, standing with baton) and his Golden Casino Orches-
tra. Photo courtesy of the Centro de Estudios Puertorriquerios, Hunter
College, CUNY.

shows on Broadway and by some of the finest African-American
ensembles of the day. Coen himself had opportunities to play with
Duke Ellington, Noble Sissle, and Fletcher Henderson. After spend-
ing a few years in the band of Afro-Cuban flutist Alberto Socarras,
Coen formed his own group, Augusto Coen y Sus Boricuas. The
bands of Socarris and Coen drew upon their members’ apprentice-
ships with African-American ensembles, becoming possibly the first
groups in New York to combine jazz and Latin music.

Whether through choice or constraint, musical subcultures of-
ten exist side by side or within a dominant culture, with varying
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degrees of exchange and mutual influence. Examples of the com-
plex dynamics inherent in such diffuse expression quickly emerge
when one scrutinizes musical production and its social, political
and economic context.5 North Americans between the World Wars
were usually oblivious to the rich Spanish-language musical pro-
duction going on in their own country—unless it was danceable.
Most Puerto Ricans, however, were conversant in the popular main-
stream styles and artists of the period, and even used them as a
point of reference for their own. A 1930 ad in New York’s major
Spanish newspaper, La Prensa, for example, billed the popular Cu-
ban singer Antonio Machin as “el Rudy Vallee cubano,” that is, the
Cuban Rudy Vallee.® Clearly, imbalanced power relations between
groups and countries can have subtle cultural correlatives although
musical expression is not reducible only to this interpretation.

Music is a compelling subject of study precisely because it is si-
multaneously a material and symbolic phenomenon. As Raymond
Williams and William Roseberry suggest, “cultural objects are em-
bedded in a process of creation and reception such that cultural
creation is itself a form of material production, [so] that the ab-
stract distinction between material base and ideal superstructure
dissolves in the face of a material social process through which
both ‘material’ and ‘ideal’ are constantly created and recreated”
(Roseberry 1989, 26). Songs such as “Lamento Borincano” or, for
that matter, “Love for Sale,” are, concretely speaking, the mediated
products of the entertainment industry. Musicians are workers pro-
ducing tangible products, and music itself often follows trade routes
and is made up of concrete mixes that we can trace. A musical analy-
sis of “Lamento Borincano,” for example, would show the influ-
ences of Italian opera, Puerto Rican mountain music, and Cuban
popular sounds.

And yet music is not reducible to its commercial and genealogi-
cal dimensions. By musicological standards, there was nothing par-
ticularly Puerto Rican or folkloric about “Lamento Borincano.”
Nevertheless, many Puerto Ricans immortalized it as a profound
expression of national consciousness. The symbolic importance of
this song forces us to re-examine the causal relationship between
music and the social, political and economic conditions intersect-
ing with it. Although musical production is dependent upon the
conditions of what I hesitatingly call this larger setting, it also pos-
sesses its own internal dynamics. The lives of musicians are simul-
taneously based in economics and aesthetics, and their production
is both symbolic and concrete. They span both sides of this tradi-
tional causal divide and thus provide a significant case study with
which we can re-evaluate our preconceptions of what produces what.
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In many cases, musical forms actually serve to articulate and even
define social distinctions, a point nicely illustrated in Manuel Pefia’s
(1985) study of music among Mexican-Americans in Texas. At the
same time, music is unpredictable and can often transcend social,
economic and political conditions and class, racial, ethnic and geo-
graphic barriers that its audiences cannot.

There are many ways in which Puerto Rican music, or indeed
any ethnic music, both relates to other spheres and yet creates its
own. For example, while tens of thousands of Puerto Ricans settled
in New York prior to World War Two, this migration in no way
equaled the one following the war. And yet it was precisely this pe-
riod between the world wars that produced the most fervently pa-
triotic Puerto Rican music by the most beloved Puerto Rican popu-
lar composers of this century. Moreover, many of these songs, such
as Hernandez’s “Lamento Borincano” and Pedro Flores’ “Sin
Bandera,” were composed in New York City.

There were ironies in such music’s relationship to other ethnic
sounds, which seemed mainstream by comparison. During economi-
cally desperate times, as we have seen, Cab Calloway was earning
one thousand dollars a week. But Calloway’s theory regarding the
direct relationship between hard times and entertainment is foiled
when one remembers that Canario and many other artists were
probably earning thirty dollars or less in the same week that
Calloway pocketed his thousand. In any given time, as well as over
time, ethnic musical production is multi-layered and subject to a
range of influences. The songs made by Rafael Hernandez, for ex-
ample, were as embedded as those of Cole Porter in the recording
and publishing industries’ organization of production and distri-
bution, and yet they were marketed to vastly different audiences
and yielded very disparate rewards to their composers.

The way Puerto Ricans made meaning of their music and musi-
cians, and how they decided what was an authentic or traditional
expression, varied between social groups as well as individuals, al-
ways in a dialectic with the concrete conditions under which the
music was produced. Music in Puerto Rico was subject to foreign
and commercial influences as well as differences in race, class, and
regional development, and in New York it continued to be protean,
shaped according to situation and evolving through time. Rather
than serving as a unifying force in a dividing or dissolving United
States ethnic community, music itself was an ongoing source of
diverse definitions for Puerto Rican ethnic identity and an arena of
contention. Just as the music they created and were exposed to was
complex and mediated, so were the responses to it of people with
varying and ever-evolving ideas about their cultural identity. On
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the island blacks and whites, upper and lower classes danced to the
same mixes of Spanish, Cuban, Puerto Rican, European and North
American ballroom music—in separate clubs. As expatriates in New
York, some Boricuas celebrated their Latino identity and the wealth
of musical forms it embraced. Other Puerto Ricans, both working
class and elite, complained of the lack of a truly “pure” national
music.

During the early decades of the twentieth century, both Puerto
Rico and New York witnessed disputes and disagreements among
ethnic musicians, audiences and industry personnel as to what was
authentic Puerto Rican music and what ought to be recorded and
played at live events. The plena, for example, was rejected by white
elites in Puerto Rico because of its black proletarian origins, Afri-
can percussion, and satirical lyrics. But when Canario adopted and
recorded the plena in New York, the genre began to gain more wide-
spread acceptance. The presence of Canario and other light-skinned
musicians and the group’s use of more melodic and fewer percus-
sion instruments changed many Puerto Ricans’ perceptions of the
music. At a safe distance from Puerto Rico, the satirical lyrics were
no longer as biting and topical. Nostalgic and lost among a sea of
other ethnic groups, New York’s Puerto Ricans were also eager to
adopt forms of music they could call their own.

Such histories show that the ethnic cultural experience is often a
highly subjective and plastic one, within which ethnic peoples indi-
vidually mold their collective identities, drawing from a broad rep-
ertoire of cultural forms.” This experience draws upon the ongoing
contact between the old country and the new, a phenomenon that
historians often overlook. It is particularly vital, of course, in the
case of Puerto Ricans, for political, economic, and geographical
reasons.

Puerto Rican music, like any living cultural form, was always
subject to a mix of influences on the island as well as in New York
City. North American and Puerto Rican musicians, for example,
have for a long time been aware of the existence of each others’
music, and neither they nor their audiences have been as reluctant
to accept its hybridization as ethnic histories generally lead us to
believe.

Just as Puerto Rican music between the world wars was diverse,
alarge collection of different people helped to bring it into concrete
form. These included composers, performers, audiences, local mer-
chants and clubowners, record company executives, and that most
elusive of all figures, the ethnic intermediary, an individual who
served as a cultural broker between Puerto Rican musicians and
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the New York music industry. As Howard S. Becker and other soci-
ologists of cultural production would put it, art is a social activity
and “whether we speak of the collective acts of a few people...or
those of a much larger number...we always need to ask who is act-
ing together to create what events” (Becker 1982).

This team of players, however, did not perform on a level play-
ing field. Many of the forces producing such new and diverse com-
binations of music, including economic pressures upon musicians
and a North American near monopoly on the production of com-
mercial entertainment, have been anything but benign or in the
hands of Puerto Ricans. In pre-World War Two New York (and for
that matter, up to the present) Puerto Ricans worked within a mu-
sic business they did not control. At the same time, musicians and
audiences made choices that reflected their own intertwined eco-
nomic and aesthetic motives and musical and social relationships.
Puerto Rican composers and performers crafted their own words
to these “foreign” musical genres and prided themselves on their
ability to please a wide variety of dancers and listeners. Likewise,
audiences were proud of their musical compatriots who were suc-
cessful in their careers. Rather than feeling a sense of anger and
ethnic betrayal when Puerto Rican musicians began to play with
the Catalan Xavier Cugat or the North American Paul Whiteman,
their compatriots, who generally lived in the same neighborhoods
and worked in the same daytime jobs, felt that these musicians were
bringing credit to Puerto Ricans as a whole, as well as money and
new sounds into the community. Canario’s musicians did not de-
spise him because he adopted the style and songs of others and was
not as talented as they were. They were glad his hustling abilities
brought them work.

Musical production had its own nuances in the more technical
spheres. Influenced by economic downturns or international prob-
lems that cut off supplies of materials and artists, record produc-
tion was also tremendously affected by changes within the medium
itself. Ethnic recording had its own particularities. During the De-
pression, for example, when other types of record sales plummeted,
Spanish-language discs stayed steady and even flourished. Never a
dramatic sales area for companies even in the best of times, ethnic
records continued to do what they had always done: they provided
a means for manufacturers to sell phonographs to homesick United
States migrants and immigrants. The rise of radio, which drasti-
cally affected mainstream record sales from the mid-1920s, had little
effect on those ethnic groups toward whom few programs were
geared at that time.
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The history of Puerto Rican music in New York City is thus a
history of infinite crossovers and variations on a theme. It is a his-
tory that reflects the conditions surrounding it and yet escapes them.
Puerto Ricans have defied scholars’ long-standing categories by
popularizing folk music and folklorizing popular music. In-depth
study of this music within its social and historical context is both
enriching in its own right and has a lot to teach us about the dy-
namics of ethnic musical production in general.

NOTES

1. Portions of this article are adapted from Ruth Glasser’s “Intro-
duction: Buscando Ambiente,” My Music Is My Flag: Puerto
Rican Musicians and Their New York Communities, 1917-1940
(1995, 1-12).

2. A notable work, and still sadly enough, the exception, is Vir-
ginia Sanchez-Korrol's From Colonia to Community: The His-
tory of Puerto Ricans in New York City (1994).

3. This is not to suggest that the overall history of Cuban popular
music has been adequately covered, especially in English. Aside
from brief references to the rumba era of the 1930s, chronicles
of Cuban music in New York usually focus on its development
from the 1940s to the present. Nevertheless, enthusiasts of Cu-
ban music have at least some resources to turn to.

4. See, for example, Roberts (1979), Salazar (1981), and Leymarie
(1994).

5. Mark Slobin and Richard Spottswood (1985), for example, ana-
lyze the eclectic career of an early twentieth century Jewish mu-
sician, noting his not atypical “inter-ethnic popular culture con-
tact” and “fluency in two parallel, related, yet complementary
ethnic styles.”

6. Advertisement, La Prensa (New York City), 13 June 1930.

7. diLeonardo’s The Varieties of Ethnic Experience (1984), particu-
larly Chapters Four and Five, have been instrumental in help-
ing me to draw such conclusions based on my own research in
New York and Puerto Rico. So has my multi-ethnic musical
research and organizing in Waterbury, Connecticut, shared and
interpreted with Jeremy Brecher.
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Representations of
New York City in Latin Music

Peter Manuel

Urban migrant cultures are now recognized as dynamic, syncretic
entities in their own right, rather than derivative, transplanted out-
posts, miniature replicas of ancestral homeland models, or inher-
ently marginal hybrids. New York City’s Latino society is exemplary
in this respect; Latin New York, once an isolated enclave, has be-
come the single most important center of urban Spanish-Caribbean
culture and of Latin music as well. Meanwhile, the ancestral home-
lands themselves have in many respects become cultural, economic,
and political satellites of the United States and especially of New
York. This process has involved demographic factors (the emergence
of a critical mass of New York Latinos in the 1960s), economic ones
(the dominance of North American capital), and—of greatest inter-
est here—cultural ones, including a new sense of ethnic and
socio-geographic identity among New York Latinos.

In recent decades, our understanding of Latin New York has been
immeasurably aided by scholarly studies, from the ethnographies
of Oscar Lewis (1968) and Ruth Glasser (1995) to the theoretical
insights of Juan Flores (1991; 1994). This essay will illustrate how
song texts, from the earliest period of migration to the present, con-
stitute emic documents articulating the growth of New York Latin
culture, both in its broad stages and in many aspects of its affective
nuances. Of course, one must exercise caution in trying to “read
off” cultural history and social reality from song lyrics.
Word-oriented folkloric genres like Puerto Rican jibaro music, which
constituted a rich oral literature, have declined in recent decades,
and in dance musics like salsa and modern merengue, song texts
are relatively unimportant elements. Moreover, only a minority of
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Latin music song texts produced by the New York community speak
explicitly of the urban experience. Finally, the song lyrics that do
become accessible beyond the immediate local community (includ-
ing to relative outsiders like myself) are those that have been medi-
ated and conditioned by the commercial entertainment industry,
which exercises its own idiosyncratic influences and pressures.

Nevertheless, a substantial number of song texts do address the
New York experience. If they constitute only a minority, it is a sig-
nificant minority, and their content can be seen to reveal much about
popular attitudes and experiences. Moreover, while driving rhythms
and brilliant arrangements are of greater importance than lyrics in
dance music, many song texts do become memorable,
long-cherished, and uniquely influential classics of Latin culture,
the most celebrated examples being songs of Rubén Blades like
“Pedro Navaja.” Crooners in the shower sing lyrics rather than bass
lines, and songs are recalled and indicated by evocative, text-derived
titles rather than technical criteria (with prosaic exceptions like
Pérez Prado’s “Mambo #8” proving the rule). Hence, song texts, with
certain qualifications, can indeed be taken as significant and heu-
ristic expressions of lived social reality.

Latino scholars and journalists have commented on several fea-
tures of contemporary song lyrics, and aspects of the New York
presence—especially ghetto life and Nuyorican identity—have been
tangentially discussed by a few writers, especially César Rondén in
his magisterial El libro de la salsa (1980). Here I will focus on the
ways that song texts over the decades portray a changing concep-
tion of New York in relation to other locations in the sociomusical
landscape of the Caribbean Basin. Lyric depictions of New York
can be seen to represent stages, viewing the city initially as a lonely
outpost, then as a troubled homeland and cultural epicenter, and
lastly, in a more subtle fashion, as one of several lodestars in an
increasingly diverse, international, and postmodern musical
soundscape.

“Island in the City”
New York as an Immigrant Qutpost

The Latino community that developed in New York from the turn
of the century was overwhelmingly Puerto Rican until the late 1970s,
when massive Dominican immigration changed the subculture’s
complexion. Accordingly, as Ruth Glasser (1995) and others have
shown, by the 1920s New York had come to play a significant role
in the evolution of Puerto Rican music, due in part to the presence
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of the recording industry, the acute sense of ethnic self-conscious-
ness felt by migrants as being simultaneously painful and creatively
stimulating (see Flores 1991, 16), and the presence of leading art-
ists, especially composers Rafael Hernandez and Pedro Flores, and
bolero and plena singer Manuel “Canario” Jiménez.

The commercial recordings of Puerto Rican music that became
widespread from the 1920s were mostly produced in New York,
whose small but concentrated barrio communities constituted natu-
ral markets. As the Nuyorican population grew exponentially from
the 1940s, more and more songs dealt directly or indirectly with
the experience of migration. Although historically remote, the mu-
sic of this period is relatively rich in chronicling urban life, since
text-oriented folk genres like jibaro (campesino) music and tradi-
tional plena (a topical, mostly urban syncretic folksong genre) were
still flourishing, and most recordings were conducted in New York
rather than on the island (Glasser 1995, 50).

The most salient feature of these songs’ lyrics is their documen-
tation of an initial stage—the migrant stage—in which New York is
clearly an outpost, while the island (in this period, Puerto Rico)
remains the spiritual and psychological home. In the early decades
of the record industry, one indication of this orientation was that
the vast majority of songs recorded in New York dealt with island
rather than mainland life (Spottswood and Diaz Ayala 1989),
whether out of habit or a sense that New York was a soulless place
about which little could be sung. Such songs included Hernandez’s
classic hymn to the impoverished homeland, “Lamento Borincano,”
written in New York in 1929 (see Glasser 1995, 163ff), portraying
the decline of jibaro life and of the island’s fortunes in general. From
the late 1920s, however, boleros, plenas, and jibaro songs (seis,
aguinaldo) started to address life in the Yankee metropolis. Never-
theless, most of these songs remained oriented toward the island in
one way or another, just as Puerto Rican music in New York re-
mained at this point essentially a transplanted island music.

In the 1940s, the New York-based mambo bands of Machito and
Antonio Arcafio were invoking the city’s glamour and excitement in
titles like “Mambo a la Savoy” and “Conozca a New York” (“Get to
Know New York”). For most migrants, however, the quotidian real-
ity of urban life was far from glamorous. As dispossessed peasants
poured into New York, they developed an entire subgenre of jibaro
songs that chronicled the vicissitudes of life in the metropolis. Their
songs speak, often with poignant humor, of brutal winters, of get-
ting lost for days in the subway, or of the difficulties encountered
from not speaking English:
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Yo vine por Nueva York
porque yo me imaginaba

que aqui se hablaba

el Inglés aligual que el Espafiol
pero me dijo un sefior

“no, tu estas muy equivocado
cuando quiere bacalao

tiene que decir co'fi’”...

en qué apuros me veo
cuando llego al restaurant

al decirme “Wha’ you wan?”
les senalo con el dedo.

I came to New York because I thought

that they spoke as much Spanish as English;
but here they told me

“No you're quite mistaken

When you want bacalao

you have to say co’fi’"[codfish]...

I feel so ridiculous in the restaurant

when they ask “Wha’ you wan’?”

and I have to point with my finger.!

Other songs—especially sentimental boleros—conflate nostalgia for
the patria with longing for a beloved left behind, as in Pedro Flores’
classic “Bajo un palmar.” Several aguinaldos depict the yearning
for distant relatives, which became particularly acute at Christmas
season, when family gatherings (often with aguinaldo singing) are
customary.

Some songs portray the adversity of New York life as unbear-

able, such that the narrator laments selling his plot of land in order
to migrate. In Ramito’s “Yo me quedo en Puerto Rico,” the singer
resolves to return to Puerto Rico, even if it means dying in poverty:

¢Quién fue el que me dijo a mi
que me fuera a Nueva Yor’?

el ambiente era mejor

y diferente de aqui

pero yo que he estado alli

si hay que criticar critico

alli solo se ve un pico

el del Empire Sta’



Representations of New York City in Latin Music

Yo no dejo mi batey
y yo me quedo en Puerto Rico.

Yo me fui por tiempo breve
para el tiempo de invierno
vivir alli es un infierno
atropella’o con la nieve
¢Quién a decirme se atreve
que deje el terrufio chico

y abandone el abanico

del astro sol borinquefio?
Vivir alla no es mi empefio

y yo me quedo en Puerto Rico.

Dios guarde me Borikén

llena de amor y de alegria

donde se da la yautia

el yame y el panapén

Vivir aqui es un Eden

eso yo lo justifico

aqui a nadie perjudico

Me como lo que me sobre

No me importa que muera pobre
si yo me quedo en Puerto Rico.

Who was it who told me to go to New York,

that it was better there, and different from here?

Now that I've been there,

if there are things to criticize then I'll say so.

All you see is the peak of the Empire State Building.

I won't give up my sugar mill, I'm staying in Puerto Rico.

I went for a short visit, during winter.

It’s hell living there, tramping around in the snow.
Who would dare tell me that I should give up my little
plot of land and abandon my hand fan

of the Puerto Rican lodestar?

Living there is not for me, I'm staying in Puerto Rico.

God protect my Borinquén full of love and happiness
where you can get yautia, yame and panapen [local foods].
It is like living in a Garden of Eden here.

I tell you, I don’t harm a soul here,
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I eat whatever food is left over.
I don't care if I die poor, if I stay in Puerto Rico.?

Another classic articulation of the same sentiment is “Yo Vuelvo
a mi Bohio,” “I'm Going Back to my Shack,” by El Jibarito de
Adjuntas (ca. 1951):

Si yo vine a Nueva York
con el fin de progresar
si all4 lo pasaba mal
aqui lo paso peor

Unas veces el calor

y otras el maldito frio

a veces parezco un lio
por la nieve patinando
€so no me esta gustando
yo me vuelvo a mi bohio

I came to New York hoping to get ahead,

But if it was bad back home, here it's worse.

Sometimes it’s hot, and other times freezing cold.
Sometimes I look like a bundle sliding around on the snow.
I don't like this, I'm going back to my hut.?

In such songs, the portrayal of New York is unambiguously nega-
tive, as a cold and harsh outpost to which migrants are driven by
poverty. Puerto Rico, although impoverished, remains the warm,
lush, spiritually endowed patria, the cristalino manantial (pure
mountain spring),* the site of the heart and soul, of the beloved, the
family, and the traditional culture that provides meaning, coher-
ence, and beauty to life. Thus, while Rafael Hernandez’s “Pura
Flama” depicts the narrator sampling New York women of various
ethnicities, it is only in Puerto Rico that he can find love (see Glasser
1995, 145-46). While not mentioning New York, the innumerable
patriotic boleros and jibaro songs of this period that eulogize Puerto
Rico’s beauty can be seen as counterpoints to the barrio chronicles,
implicitly celebrating the island as an antipode possessing every-
thing that New York lacks. At the same time, the songs dealing with
migrant life conflate with another island song category, namely, the
many nostalgic songs (such as “Lamento Borincano”) romanticiz-
ing the pre-modern, pre-capitalist, rural past, and lamenting the
alienation and impersonality of modernity and the decline of jibaro
life.> Similarly, a jibaro song like Chuito’s 1974 “La Mujer en Nueva
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York” (“The Woman in New York”), bewailing the alleged moral
decline of migrant women, reflects a broader Latin American and
Caribbean male discourse about the negative effects of urbaniza-
tion on women. This discourse would include not only certain Do-
minican bachatas (see Pacini Hernandez 1995, 164), but also colo-
nial-era calypsos like Tiger’s 1937 “Maraval Girls” and literary works
like René Marqués’ play La Carreta, which dramatizes the moral
and economic ruin of a Puerto Rican migrant family (see Aparicio
i.p., ch. 8).

New York: The Troubled Homeland

In other songs dealing with life in New York, the narrator por-
trays a more positive and pragmatic attitude. Such songs can be
seen as representing a second stage of the New York Latino experi-
ence, in which the migrants adjust to city life and begin to gradu-
ally detach themselves emotionally from the island homeland. In
his 1936 plena “;Qué vivio!” (“What a way of life!”), Canario (Manuel
Jiménez) celebrates his ability to live off welfare in the city:

No me voy, no me voy, no me voy de Nueva York
Aqui me pagan la casa, me dan ternera con papa
y carne de lata, que es un primor.

I won't leave, I won't leave, I won't leave New York.
Here they pay my rent and give me veal and potato
and canned meat, which is terrific.®

In a similar vein, Ismael Santiago’s 1967 plena, “La Metrépolis,”
relates:

En esta metrépolis se critica la vida
pero si nos vamos volvemos en seguida...
soy puertorriquefio y quiero mi islita
pero yo no critico donde gano la vida

ya no me arrepiento el traer a mi familia
porque mi barrio es mi segunda islita
como cuchifritos aguacates y china

y una borinquefia es mi mejor vecina

People criticize life in this city,
But if they leave, they come back right away...
I'm Puerto Rican and I love my island
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but I don't criticize where I earn my living.

I don't regret bringing my family here anymore
because my barrio is my second little island.
Here I eat cuchifritos, avocados and oranges

and a Puerto Rican woman is my best neighbor ’

A 1929 plena, “En la 116” (“On 116th St.”), depicts the narrator
enjoying the movies, learning some English, and having a Puerto
Rican sweetheart next door.®! However, even if these songs portray
their protagonists adjusting to life in their new surroundings, many
of them retain a clear orientation toward the island. “jQué Vivio!”
and “La Metropolis” are unpretentiously worldly in their practical
and material rationalizations for staying in New York, which, in
the latter song, is identified not as home, but merely a place where
the singer earns his living. What makes New York tolerable is not
its intrinsic qualities, but the ways in which it is a miniature Puerto
Rico—"“my second little island”—with Puerto Rican foods and neigh-
bors. Meanwhile, “En la 116” concludes by relating how regional
island loyalties continue to condition migrant life:

Pues yo como soy de Ponce y ella es de Mayagiie’
su madre a mi no me habla, pues con su hijo yo me casé.

Because I'm from Ponce and she’s from Mayagiiez
her mother won't talk to me, since I married her daughter.

Since the late 1960s, songs about the Puerto Rican migration
experience have become less numerous and significant. Islanders
have continued to migrate, but what has become more common is
what Juan Flores has described as a circulatory process in which
Puerto Ricans travel back and forth on the “air bus” (“La guagua
aérea,” in the words of Luis Rafael Sanchez) over the “blue pond” of
the Atlantic (Flores 1991, 17). While monolingual islanders still have
difficulty in Anglophone New York, equally common is the phe-
nomenon of Nuyoricans or long-time migrants having forgotten their
Spanish—willfully, in some cases—as whimsically dramatized in
Sonora Poncefia’s “Un jibaro en Nueva York”:

Me refiero a los hispano’

que lleganse [unclear] a Nueva Yo’
y al tirarse del avién

se le olvida el castellano
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ayer me encontré a Mariano
un jibaro de Jagiiey

que al montarse en el subway
le pregunté como estaba

“I don” know wha’ you say”

I'm talking about the Latinos

who come to New York

and as soon as they get off the plane
they forget their Spanish.

Yesterday I ran into Mariano

a jibaro from Jagiiey

getting on the subway.

When I asked him how he was

he answered,

“I don’t know what you say.”®

Meanwhile, as the island itself has become more modernized and
Americanized, migration to the mainland has become less traumatic
and jarring.

The Dominican Invasion

While Puerto Rican migration has declined in numbers and im-
portance, it has been succeeded by a massive wave of immigrants
(legal and otherwise) from the Dominican Republic. Driven by
ambition, poverty, political repression, and fascination with the “gran
manzana,” roughly a half million Dominicans have settled in New
York since the latter 1970s, revitalizing upper Manhattan’s Wash-
ington Heights (“Quisqueya Heights”) and altering the character of
the city’s Latino population. In the process, the Dominican meren-
gue brought by the newcomers has become widely popular among
Nuyoricans and even in Puerto Rico itself.

Several Dominican merengues address the migration experience,
often in terms quite similar to earlier Puerto Rican songs. Some
merengue texts chronicle the hardships of New York barrio life,
with its pervasive crime, drugs, and impersonality. In “Nueva York
es Asi” (“That’s How New York Is”), La Patrulla 15 sings:

Papé quiero irme a Nueva York para vivir un chipito mejor
porque con este jornal no puedo sacar a mi novia a bailar.

Father, I want to go to New York to live a bit better
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because on this salary I can't even take my girlfriend out
dancing.

After borrowing some verses from a 1950s bolero (“Sin un Amor”),
the singer goes on to describe the crime, the cold, the inaccessibil-
ity of the city’s beautiful women, the temptation to break the law
and the consequences of doing so, and the constant danger (for
illegal immigrants) of being apprehended and deported. The cho-
rus warns:

Nueva York no es asf, no es como me imagina
quédate en tu pais que ahi si es verdad que hay vida.

New York isn't like this, not like I imagined.
Stay in your own country,
because it’s true that there’s a life there.!®

In a more positive vein, such songs as Ramon Orlando’s “Nueva
York No Duerme” (“New York Doesn’t Sleep”) extol the city’s dyna-
mism and excitement. Others present New York as a land of oppor-
tunity, from which the enterprising migrant can return “para’o”—
in style, well-heeled, well-prepared.

Todos e felicitaron cuando vino del lado
vino con siete maletas...
para’o, el hombre lleg para’o, para’o, para’o...

Everyone congratulated him when he came
from the other side.
He came with seven suitcases, he arrived in style.!!

By the mid-1990s, New York has become the first home to so
many Dominicans that its vicissitudes, rewards, and fast pace—at
once hectic and exhilarating—can be described in a matter-of-fact
way, as in the song “Un Dia en Nueva York” by Los Hermanos
Rosario. The lyrics to this song begin with a by-now familiar la-
ment:

Para yo [sic] vivir aqui no ha sido facil
en un apartment en pleno Bronx

si no es un tiroteo, la sirena

cuando no es una ganga, es un “hold-up.”
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It hasn't been easy living here

in an apartment in the middle of the Bronx.
If it’s not gunfire outside, it’s a siren,

or if it's not a gang, it’s a hold-up."?

In characteristic merengue style, however, the subsequent lyrics are
light and glib rather than poignant, describing the narrator’s busy
and stimulating daily routine, and punctuated by the refrain “;Qué
vacilén!”—loosely, “What a party!”

A few merengues, like earlier jibaro songs, focus on the fate of
the displaced campesino—here, the rustic bumpkin from Cibao
Valley—in the urban jungle. Wilfrido Vargas’ “El Gringo y el Cibaefo”
is representative, facetiously portraying an argument between a con-
descending Yankee and a fiercely patriotic Dominican who loves
his cassava and chicharrones (fried pork rinds):

Un cibaeno en Nueva York discutia con emocién
con un trompetista gringo la razén

de su desvelo por su tierra y su regién

El gringo nunca se entendia cémo aquel dominicano
querria dejar a Manhattan para regresar a su tierra,
San José de las Matas

Defendia a Nueva York aquel gringo colorado

y oiga que el dominicano defendiendo su Cibao
(Gringo:) yo vivo en Santo Domingo, pero déme la razén,
no compare tu pais, ni siquiera con el Bronx,

jamaés con el Bronx

(Cibaeno:) No me ponga ningun Bronx de punta
comparicién te lo cambio por el casave...

(G:) Very upset mi buen sefior usted debe comprender,
que en tu pueblo no ha sofia’o un Empire State
nunca no ha sofiao tener un Empire State

(C:) ¢Qué me importa el Empire State?

No vaya creer que es demasiado,

Te voy a cambiar en el menomento [monumento]
que hay en la entrada de Santiago

(G:) {Viva la Quinta Avenida, viva Rockefeller Center!
si te monta’ en el subway vera’gozar a la gente
...right here, siento aqui happy, I feel really good,
cruisin’ in the street, with my favorite girl,

riding through the park, through Central Park...

(C:) Que en Nueva York no se goza mucho,
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no hombre no embrome usted alla se goza bailando meren-
gue con mi copa de cherche...

A Cibaefio in New York was arguing

with a gringo trumpet player,

about the Cibaefio’s concern for his country and his region.
The gringo couldn’t understand why the Dominican
wanted to leave Manhattan to return to his home,

San José de las Matas.

The pink-skinned gringo defended New York,

while the Dominican defended his Cibao.

(Gringo:) I live in Santo Domingo, tell me now

don’t compare your country with mine,

not even with the Bronx, never with the Bronx.
(Cibaefto:) Don't talk to me about the Bronx,

I'd rather have some cassava.

(G:) [I’'m] very upset, my good sir, you must understand.
In your village they've never even dreamed

of having an Empire State Building,

never even dreamed of it there.

(C:) What do I care about the Empire State Building?
Don't think it’s so special.

I'll trade it for the monument in the entrance to Santiago.
(G:) Long live Fifth Avenue! Long live Rockefeller Center!
If you go on the subway you'll see people enjoying
themselves...right here, I feel happy, I feel really good,
cruisin’ in the street, with my favorite girl,

riding through the park, through Central Park...

(C:) In New York you can't really have fun,

don't kid yourself.

[In Santo Domingo] you can have fun dancing merengue,
drinking cherche... '3

Such lyrics continue the tradition of songs about the New York
experience from the perspective of the Spanish-Caribbean immi-
grant, although with somewhat distinctive nuances. For one thing,
the typical Dominican musical vehicle is the manic and ironic me-
rengue, rather than the wistful bolero or poignant aguinaldo. Fur-
ther, in these songs, as in the realm of Dominican music as a whole,
there is little romanticization of the idyllic homeland; rather, the
lack of sentimentality accords with the traditionally weak sense of
Dominican nationalism (Black 1986, 7), and also, to some extent,
with the prevailing pragmatism and light cynicism of the present
era—a topic to which I will return.
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Salsa: the Voice of the Barrio

With the emergence of salsa in the mid-1960s, depictions of the
New York experience enter a qualitatively new stage. In the salsa of
this period, the barrio is the new center of gravity, and the ancestral
homeland is remote, imaginary, and in many respects irrelevant.
On the most mundane level, this shift in orientation is due to the
fact that by the late 1960s, most Nuyoricans were second-generation
migrants raised in the barrio. Meanwhile, as salsa acquired a char-
acter distinct from that of a transplanted island music, New York
became a more dynamic and internationally influential center for
Latin music than provincial San Juan, or, for that matter, Cuba,
which was by now isolated by the United States embargo. Above
all, the period 1965-78—the heyday of “classic” salsa—witnessed a
dramatic and unprecedented celebration and valorization of
Nuyorican identity. In this period, salsa emerged as the voice of
barrio youth with all their restless, alienated energy and exuberant
optimism. As with the sense of “double consciousness” said to ani-
mate much of African-American culture, much of salsa’s freshness
and vigor derived precisely from the unique Nuyorican
self-conception. Although marginalized in the barrio, Latino youth
saw themselves as uniquely empowered to lead Latinos throughout
the continent toward a new and glorious destiny. It is precisely this
animating ideology, rather than stylistic differences, which came to
distinguish salsa from what Rondon calls the “ingenuous and pro-
vincial” Cuban guarachas and sones from which it evolved (Rondén
1980, 64).

With salsa, Latin music became self-consciously rooted in New
York as never before. Fania Records’ 1971 promotional film Our
Latin Thing rendered this identification explicit, juxtaposing con-
cert footage with scenes of barrio street life. Several songs hailed
New York as the crucible of Latin music. In “Salsa en Nueva York,”
Tipica Novel (a charanga group) sang of the city as the “cuna del
ritmoy sabor” (“cradle of rhythm and flavor”), and in “La Batalla de
los Barrios” (“The Battle of the Barrios”), the group portrayed the
city’s boroughs vying for the distinction of producing the best salsa.'*
Willie Colon devoted an entire song, “Nueva York” to expressing his
ambivalent fascination with the city:

Nueva York, paisaje de acero,

no sé si te odio, no sé si te quiero

Cuando estoy contigo me siento inquieto por largarme
Cuando estoy lejos loco por mirarte



36

Peter Manuel

Nueva York, selva de concreto

Mi corazén guarda el secreto, en tus labios latinos

Yo vi por primera vez las tradiciones de mis abuelos

Mégica ciudad de suefios dorados, capital de desilusiones
No sé cémo ni por qué me llevo embrujado,

Donde quiera me recuerdo de Nueva York...

Nueva York, ciudad palabrera, locura valiente, belleza turbia
Millones de seres juntos se sienten solos

Cuéantos desventurados que no retornan...

New York, landscape of steel,

I don’t know if I hate you or love you.

When I'm with you I want to flee,

when I'm away, I'm dying to see you.

New York, concrete jungle, my heart keeps the secret.
In your Latino lips, I saw for the first time

the traditions of my grandparents.

Magic city of golden dreams, capital of disillusionment
I don’t know how or why you bewitch me.

I remember New York everywhere...

New York, verbose city, valiant madness, clouded beauty,
millions of people together feel lonely.

How many lost souls never return...'

In Conjunto Libre’s “Imagenes Latinas” (“Latin Images”), New

York is the site of the creative confluence of Latin American Indi-
ans, Blacks, and Hispanics, who merge to forge a new race with a
common destiny. The conception of New York as the center of Latin
music was similarly explicit in songs like “El Mensaje” (“The Mes-
sage”) recorded in 1975 by the New York-based band of Bobby
Rodriguez:

Te traigo un mensaje...

Es que yo tengo la clave de este ritmo guaguancé...
sonido moderno de la isla del encanto

Yo le canto a mi Puerto Rico y a Los Angeles también

A Venezuela y Santo Domingo...

I bring you a message...

It's the clave of the guaguancé rhythm...

The modern sound from the enchanted isle [Puerto Rico].
I sing to my Puerto Rico, and to Los Angeles as well

to Venezuela and Santo Domingo...'¢
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Here, the new sound is identified as the guaguancé (a traditional
rumba style), depicted as coming from Puerto Rico (its Cuban ori-
gins being at this point essentially irrelevant; see Manuel 1994).
Salsa is thus ambiguously linked to tradition, and to Puerto Rico,
but it is essentially created in and disseminated from the new cen-
ter of gravity, New York City, to the rest of the Latin world (exclud-
ing Cuba, which would be like bringing coals to Newcastle). And
indeed, Venezuela, Colombia, and other regional sites have become
new centers for salsa, which, in its classic period, evolved from be-
ing the defiant expression of local barrio alienation to the favored
dance idiom of all urban classes.

Of particular prominence during this period were the song texts
of Rubén Blades and Willie Colon, which examined barrio life in all
its vitality and perversity. Although variously dubbed “salsa
consciente” or “protest salsa,” many such songs might in retrospect
be called “gangster salsa” for their colorful portrayal of the violent
and sordid underside of ghetto life. While Blades’ “Numero Seis”
was a light-hearted complaint about waiting for the subway, more
typical were songs like Colon’s “Calle Luna Calle Sol,” which paints
a portrait of ghetto malevolence and danger. Similarly, “Juanito
Alimana” depicts a rapacious and fearless hoodlum; “Juan
Pachanga” (1977) exposes the inner emptiness and vapidity of a
narcissistic dandy. “Pedro Najava” (1979), the most textually rich
and musically innovative of all, presents a sort of existential snap-
shot of barrio life—one of “eight million New York stories”—in which
a guapo and a hooker shoot each other:

...Y créanme gente, que aunque hubo ruido, nadie salié
No hubo curiosos, no hubo preguntas, nadie lloré.
Sélo un borracho con los dos muertos se tropezé

cogio el revélver, el punal, los pesos y se marché.

Y tropezando, se fue cantando desafina’o
el coro que aqui les traje y da el mensaje de mi cancién:
“La vida te da sorpresas, sorpresas te da la vida, jAy Dios!”

And believe me folks, even though there was a noise,

nobody came out to look.

There were no curious onlookers, no questions, no one wept,
just one drunk, who stumbled over the two corpses,

pocketed the revolver, the dagger, their money and walked on.
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And as he stumbled, he sang, out of tune,

the refrain that I'm bringing to you

and that’s the message of my song:

“My goodness, life is full of surprises, isn't it?""’

These lyrics, despite salsa’s primary function as dance music, en-
joyed extraordinary popularity; “Pedro Navaja” alone inspired a long-
running Puerto Rican play, critical essays, and other songs (see
Arteaga Rodriguez 1988, 28-29), while “Juan Pachanga” became
the name of a Queens salsa club.

Of particular interest is the way that such songs situate New York
City as the center of an emergent, international Latino culture. On
one level, as Arteaga Rodriguez observes, they could be seen as per-
petuating the tradition of machismo and guaperia found in old Cu-
ban sones and the 1950s plenas and bombas of Rafael Cortijo
(Arteaga Rodriguez 1988, 22-24). The difference in terms of social
geography, however, is not merely that salsa songs were set (whether
explicitly or implicitly) in New York rather than in Havana or
Santurce. Rather, the distinguishing feature of salsa’s sabor was
the self-consciousness with which it dramatized the urban experi-
ence. Although the barrio depicted was on one level marginal, in
other respects it was, as Rondén notes, “the fundamental element
which served to unite and identify the totality of Latin music in this
century” (Rondén 1980, 110). By 1970, most of the population of
the Spanish Caribbean Basin had become urban, and lumpen bar-
rio life had become a new sort of international norm, however in-
herently peripheral to the economic mainstream. Salsa
self-consciously captured this sense of marginality and linked it to
a spirit of international Latino unity and mobilization. Thus, while
Rubén Blades situated his “Pedro Navaja” specifically in New York,
he clarified that he intended such songs to be “the folklore of the
city—not of one city, but of all the cities in Latin America” (Marre
and Charleton 1985, 80).

New York in the Global Soundscape

From the vantage point of the mid-1990s, the heyday of classic
salsa looks like a unique period. Today, New York salseros no longer
entertain the heady and messianic faith that their music will serve
as the voice for a united international Latino renaissance. Accord-
ingly, New York is no longer celebrated as the unique epicenter of
Latin music. By the mid-1980s, indeed, the sociomusical configu-
ration that lent such vigor and optimism to barrio attitudes and to
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salsa had changed dramatically, in ways that are subtly reflected in
the presence—or absence—of New York City in Latin music texts.

One aspect of the new situation involves the very success of salsa,
which, as predicted in songs like “El Mensaje,” did indeed spread
throughout the Caribbean Basin. Since Caracas, Cali, and other
regional cities have come to host their own lively salsa scenes, New
York can no longer claim to be the towering beacon of the salsa
world; rather, in terms of market, creativity, and ideology, it is merely
one center among several. Given the unprecedentedly international
nature of the genre, there are fewer songs devoted to specific sites
like New York (aside from merengues narrating the immigrant ex-
perience). Those that do exist are as likely to commemorate other
cities (e.g., “Cali Pachanguero”), and may be written primarily to
boost audiences on the tour circuit (just as the 1940s plena band of
César Concepcion devoted songs to Puerto Rican towns on its own
smaller circuit).

Meanwhile, international popularity notwithstanding, salsa it-
self no longer enjoys the centrality it formerly held within the New
York Latino community. If classic-era salseros envisioned their
music as the dominant and integrating medium for Latino identity,
the mid-1990s situation is characterized by what Juan Flores calls
“an ever-broadening field of expressive practices” (1994, 90). Spe-
cifically, this would include the merengue boom, the ongoing attri-
tion of Nuyorican would-be salsa fans to rock and hip hop, and,
lastly, the emergence of Latin rap. The last might be in a position to
serve as a new voice of the barrio, for its playful delight in Spanglish
and urban hybridity place it at the cutting edge of postmodern sub-
cultural expressivity. Latin rap pieces like Latin Empire’s “En mi
Viejo South Bronx” (sardonically invoking the sentimental
mid-century bolero “En mi Viejo San Juan”) could provide a fresh
musical expression of New York life in music. Similarly, one of the
few invocations of New York in contemporary salsa consists of an
English-language, rock/rap-style “shout-out” to the boroughs by La
India (Linda Caballero) in her “Llegé la India.”'® However, Latin
rap remains a marginal genre, with little airplay in New York. More-
over, as Flores has observed, New York Latinos have yet to gain
prominence in the field, which instead remains dominated by a
remarkably international set of Chicanos, Central American immi-
grants, and Puerto Rican islanders (Flores 1994, 95-96).

In a subtle, yet ultimately more significant sense, the decline of
references to New York City in Latin music since the 1970s reflects
a dramatically changed socio-political ambience. The social-realist
songs of Rubén Blades and Willie Colon were expressing more than
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a titillating fascination with gangsters. Rather, they were linked,
whether explicitly or implicitly, with a sense of political activism
and optimism. Within the United States the late 1960s and early
1970s was a period of rising economic expectations, a vigorous youth
counterculture, the Civil Rights movement, and successful
Nuyorican mobilizations by the Young Lords. Throughout the hemi-
sphere, the left, however ferociously repressed, was actively chal-
lenging North American imperialism. Salsa songs chronicling bar-
rio life were intimately connected to this sense of activism, ideal-
ism, and optimism. People like poet, salsa lyricist, and Young Lords
leader Felipe Luciano envisioned salsa not as escapist entertain-
ment but as an invigorating street music obliging Latinos to con-
front their social reality and, ultimately, to change it."”

Subsequent decades saw the defeat of the Latin American and
Caribbean left, the fizzling of the counterculture and Civil Rights
movements, the collapse of international socialism, and the renewed
impoverishment of minorities and the lower classes by a trium-
phant Reaganism which remains undiluted, as of the mid-1990s.
Accordingly, the fervent and sanguine idealism and social realism
of classic salsa have given way to the glib ribaldry of merengue and
what classic-era salseros regard as the slick sentimentality of mod-
ern salsa romdntica (not to mention the nihilistic machismo so com-
mon in hardcore rap). References to New York City, or to lived so-
cial reality in general, find little place in modern Latin dance mu-
sic, whose sole aim seems to be to divert rather than to mobilize or
educate. As the morale and standard of living of minorities decline
in the New World Order, the barrio and its problems seem to have
disappeared both from song texts and from the concerns of the state.
It remains to be seen if some new or reinvigorated form of Latin
music, in tandem with a revitalized socio-political assertiveness,
can again promote a sense of active engagement with the vital is-
sues of contemporary urban life.

NOTES

1. “Un Jibaro en Nueva York,” Ansonia SALP 1537, recorded by
Baltazar Carrero, reissued 1975. A partial text of El Gallito de
Manati’s “Culpando el Subway” (“Lost on the Subway”) is found
in Manuel (1995, 66). These two songs, and the text cited
below, “Yo me Quedo en Puerto Rico,” are in ten-line décima
form. Thanks to Edgardo Diaz for his assistance in translating
some of the songs cited in this work.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

“Yo me Quedo en Puerto Rico,” Artilleria 1030, recorded by
Ramito (Florencio Morales Ramos). This recording appears to
be an unauthorized compilation of earlier releases.

Cited in Cortes, Falcon, and Flores (1976, 125-26).
Cf., e.g., “Besando a Puerto Rico” (Ansonia SALP 1463).

Listen to, for example, Ramito’s seis “Puerto Rico Cambiado”
(Ansonia 1492), the Trio Vegabajefio’s guajira-style bolero “Ven
Jibaro Ven” (Ansonia 1482), and Julito Rodriguez’s “Besando a
Puerto Rico” (Ansonia 1463).

The text is presented in full in Glasser (1995, 183-84).

“La Metrépolis,” Ansonia SALP 1444, composed and recorded
by Ismael Santiago.

“Enla 116,” Harlequin 2075, recorded by Los Reyes de la Plena,
1989.

“Un Jibaro en Nueva York,” on Navidad Criolla, INCA JMIS 1066,
recorded by Sonora Ponceria, 1978.

“Nueva York es Asi,” Gema GCD-040, recorded by La Patrulla
15.

“El Hombre Llegé6 Para’o,” Canela 409-2T, recorded by Pocho y
su Cocobanda, 1995.

“Un Dia en Nueva York,” Karen 10793-0169-4, recorded by Los
Hermanos Rosario, 1995.

“El Gringo y el Cibaefio,” Karen KLP 87, recorded by Wilfrido
Vargas, 1984.

“Salsa en Nueva York” and “La Batalla de los Barrios,” TTH
TR-121, recorded by Tipica Novel, 1988.

“Nueva York,” Fania 4XT-JM-00535, composed and recorded
by Willie Colon, 1979.

“El Mensaje,” Vaya V5-43, recorded by Bobby Rodriguez, 1976.

The full text of “Pedro Najava” is found on “Ruben Blades: The
Best,” Sony CDZ-80718, recorded by Ruben Blades, 1979. For
full texts of most of the songs mentioned in the previous para-
graph see Rondén (1980, 104, 313-16), Duany (1984), and
Arteaga Rodriguez (1988). See also Randel (1991) and Cortes et
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al (1976) for further discussion of these songs and their rela-
tion to the spirit of the decade. Recordings of Colon’s “Juanito
Alimafa” and “Calle Luna Calle Sol” are found on “Vigilante,”
Fania JM 610, 1983, and “Willie Colon: Su Vida Musical,”
Profono TPL-402,1982, respectively.

18. “Llegé la India,” Soho SHEC 80864, recorded by La India (Linda
Caballero).

19. See Felipe Luciano’s statements in Marre and Charleton (1985,
80-83).
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From Transplant
to Transnational Circuit
Merengue in New York

Paul Austerlitz

A car speeds down a Manhattan street, blasting flashy Latino saxo-
phone riffs and pulsating drums. Merengue, the national music of
the Dominican Republic, has become an integral part of New York
City’s contemporary soundscape. Surveying the social history of
merengue, this essay contrasts the music’s modest presence in New
York in the 1950s with its current high-profile state.!

Traditional notions of migration invoke visions of displaced in-
dividuals forging new lives in alien environments. Lifeways of the
home society are maintained, but they are out of place in the new
setting (Basch et al. 1994, 3-4). Reyes-Schramm’s and Qureshi’s early
studies of immigrant music cultures apply this perspective to
ethnomusicology, regarding immigrant expressions as “transplants”
of musical traditions from home societies (Reyes-Schramm 1989;
Qureshi 1972, 38). The transplant model is useful when home and
host societies are isolated from one another.? While such condi-
tions might have been prevalent in the past, transnational capital-
ism and the information revolution mandate new approaches. Re-
mittances, high rates of return migration, and telephone links fash-
ion inextricable networks between host and home societies, which
coalesce into what Rouse calls “single communit[ies] spread across
a variety of sites,” or “transnational migrant circuit[s]” (1991, 15;
also see Basch et al. 1994; Glick Schiller et al. 1992; Marcus 1986).
Merengue in New York began as a transplant and became a
transnational circuit.
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Dominican Merengue

The terms merengue (Spanish) and mereng (Haitian Creole) refer
to related but stylistically distinct dance musics performed in sev-
eral Caribbean countries, including the Dominican Republic, Haiti,
Venezuela, and Colombia. Progeny of such European forms as the
contradanza, Dominican merengue emerged during the mid-nine-
teenth century as elite, European-derived dance music became
tinged with Afro-Caribbean elements. After a period of popularity
in Dominican ballrooms, merengue was rejected by cosmopolitan
upper-class Dominicans because of its African influences and sug-
gestive dance style. The rural Dominican masses, however, adopted
merengue, infusing it with even more African elements and per-
forming it on instruments local to the various regions of the Re-
public. This practice gave rise to several stylistically distinct regional
and rural variants of Dominican merengue.

Early twentieth-century merengue tipico cibaerio, or rural meren-
gue of the Cibao (north-central) region, was performed on the but-
ton accordion, the tambora drum (played with a stick in the right
hand and the palm of the left hand), the metallic giiira scraper, and
sometimes, the alto saxophone. It was dance music played primar-
ily at recreational dances, cock fights, and brothels. Accordionist/
singer/composers Francisco “Nico” Lora and Antonio “Tofio” Abreu
were the architects of twentieth-century merengue tipico cibaefio,
which served as the basis for subsequent nationally and interna-
tionally diffused merengue styles. To counteract United States he-
gemony during the 1916-24 occupation of the Dominican Repub-
lic, Cibao composers of European-style concert music such as Juan
Francisco “Pancho” Garcia and Julio Alberto Herndndez drew upon
rural merengue as raw material for a nationalist music. In a paral-
lel move, such salon musicians as Luis Alberti combined merengue
tipico cibaefo instruments and rhythms with jazz-tinged North
American big-band music.

Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo rose to power in 1930. Like
the European Fascists, Trujillo understood that expressive forms
can serve as vital symbols for a nation-state. In 1936, he brought
Luis Alberti’s band, renamed Orquesta Presidente Trujillo, to the
Republic’s capital city to perform jazz-tinged big-band arrangements
of merengue cibaefio at high-society balls. Trujillo required all the
country’s dance bands to perform newly composed merengues prais-
ing himself, and the mass media became an important channel for
the diffusion of merengue. A rural, orally-transmitted regional
(“folk”) music performed primarily by the lower strata of society
thus became an urban, mass-mediated commodified (“popular”)
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form and a national symbol associated with the elite but accessible
to all social groups. Other than Luis Alberti, the major exponent of
this national merengue style was Super Orquesta San José, directed
by Papa Molina and featuring Joseito Mateo (the “King of Meren-
gue”) on vocals and Tavito Vasquez on alto saxophone. In addition
to championing big-band merengue, Trujillo encouraged the trans-
formation of accordion-based merengue tipico cibaefio (which came
to be known as perico ripiao—ripped parrot) from a regional genre
into a national symbol.

Trujillo espoused a Hispanophilic, racist sense of national iden-
tity that rejected overtly African-influenced culture. Many Domini-
can rural musics associated with African-derived religious practices
were thus poor candidates for symbols of Trujilloist national iden-
tity. None the less, Trujillo considered merengue cibaefio appropri-
ate as a national symbol, in spite of its African influences, because
of its historical acceptance by the Cibao upper class and its lack of
association with African-derived rituals.

A Transplanted National Music

Trujillo implemented an isolationist foreign policy; international
travel and contact with the outside world were closely regulated.
Fearing that Dominican musicians would not return, the dictator
rarely allowed them to perform outside of the country. Because of
this isolationism and a lack of recording opportunities in the Re-
public, Dominican merengue developed differently abroad than it
did at home.

The first Dominican musician to leave was bandleader Billo
Frémeta, who emigrated to Venezuela in 1936 (Alberti 1975, 75)
and founded a remarkably successful group called Billo’s Caracas
Boys. Singer Alberto Beltran moved to New York City in the late
1950s to work with the well-known group La Sonora Matancera.
Although he was primarily a bolero singer rather than a merengue
specialist, Beltran popularized such merengues as “El Negrito del
Batey” and “Compadre Pedro Juan” among New York Latinos. Luis
Kalaff worked in Puerto Rico in 1956 and moved to New York City
in 1958, performing accordion-based merengue tipico cibaefio first
at hotel shows and later at nightclubs for dancing (Kalaff 1990).
Also in New York, Negrito Chapuseaux and Rafael Damirén formed
a group that specialized in an “Americanized” merengue featuring
piano and maracas (Roberts 1979, 45), while Josecito Romén and
Napoleon Zayas formed authentic merengue big bands. Merengue
gained popularity among New York City Latinos, and by the late
1950s it had found a permanent, although small, place in the reper-
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tories of New York’s Latin bands (Roberts 1979, 146; del Castillo
and Arévalo 1989, 48).

Piano accordionist Angel Viloria moved to New York City in 1952
and established the single most successful merengue group outside
of the Dominican Republic (Kalaff 1990). In spite of its name,
Conjunto Tipico Cibaefio, Viloria’s group did not perform tipico
Cibao-style merengue. While its instrumentation of accordion, saxo-
phone, and percussion was evocative of rural merengue, the
Conjunto was modeled primarily on Luis Alberti’s cosmopolitan
sound. Like Alberti, Viloria utilized the piano accordion rather than
the button accordion typical of rural merengue. The piano accor-
dion was not suited to execute the percussive variations of the tipico
merengue, but its chromatic capabilities lent themselves to Alberti’s
jazz-influenced style. Viloria’s use of the tenor rather than alto saxo-
phone also set his band apart from merengue tipico cibaefio. Most
merengue groups in the Republic conformed either to the model
set by salon bandleaders like Alberti or rural musicians like Nico
Lora. From a stylistic point of view, Viloria’s group was notably
dissimilar; a transplanted music, merengue was developing differ-
ently in New York than in its native environment.>

The Dominican community in the United States was small in the
1950s, and Viloria’s audiences were predominantly Puerto Rican.
As singer Joseito Mateo puts it, “it was the Puerto Ricans who origi-
nally brought merengue to popularity in New York, who gave their
hand to merengue” (Mateo 1986). Mateo recalls that Puerto Rican
men often attended dances to meet women, and that merengue
dancing facilitated their quest. Merengue is danced in the ballroom
position, and while couples may limit their physical contact to the
arms, they may also press their bodies close together, making amo-
rous contact. Mateo feels that this style made merengue appealing
to Viloria’s Puerto Rican fans in New York:

El merengue es “musica de ventaja,” que da chance poder
abrazar la mujer sin estar cometiendo nada malo...Para los
dominicanos, es diferente:...el merengue es de figuraje, para
la gente figuriar, para la gente estar bailando suelto. Pero los
puertorriquenios prefieren el merengue lento, para ellos bailar
pegaditos (Mateo 1986).

Merengue is a music with which one can take advantage [of a
woman]; it gives you a chance to embrace a woman without
doing anything immoral. For Dominicans, it is different:...they
dance merengue with figures and turns. But Puerto Ricans
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like slow merengue, so that they can dance very close together
(author’s translation).

Viloria’s merengue hit “La Ligadura” (“The Connection”) refers
simultaneously to the music’s legato (connected) saxophone riffs
and to the physical connection that men and women make while
dancing.

Angel Viloria. Photo courtesy of Ansonia Records.

While the transnationalization of popular culture makes obso-
lete Turnstall’s argument that “the media are American” (1977),
Latin-Caribbean music long radiated from the United States. Salsa
promoter George Nenadich is on the mark: “everything happens
through New York: music, fashion, food;...merengue became popu-
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lar in the outside world through New York” (Nenadich 1990). Trujillo
held an iron grip on all aspects of the Dominican economy, includ-
ing the music industry, which stressed live radio performances rather
than recording. The paucity of recording opportunities for
merengueros in the Republic limited the international exposure of
music from the island. On the other hand, Angel Viloria’s record-
ings on Ansonia Records were widely disseminated, and his trans-
planted music became the best-known manifestation of merengue
outside of the Dominican Republic.

Viloria was especially popular in Cuba, where merengue became
associated with Carnival. This vogue resulted in the development
of Eduardo Davidson’s pachanga, a new Cuban genre that combined
merengue-style percussion rhythms with dance steps borrowed from
the guaracha (Orovio 1991).* In Haiti, radio broadcasts and occa-
sional tours of bands from the Dominican Republic generated au-
diences for Dominican merengue. However, it was Angel Viloria
who established merengue in Haiti, as a local recording engineer
remembers: “That thing hit like a bomb. The Haitians loved the
merengue because it had a lively beat for dancing. They were doing
it in every nightclub...” (H. Widmaier in Averill 1989, 104). Meren-
gue became so popular in Haiti that it exerted a formative influ-
ence on the development of konpa, contemporary Haitian popular
music (Averill 1989, 104-105). Moreover, Trujillo’s use of merengue
as propaganda may have inspired Haitian dictator Duvalier to make
similar use of konpa. The cleavage between merengue in New York
and at home is underlined by the fact that although Viloria was the
top merenguero internationally, he was not especially popular in
his native land. Because he was based in New York City, Viloria
gained greater international exposure and exerted greater interna-
tional influence than did merengueros based in the Dominican
Republic.

Merengue and the Dominican Diaspora

After Trujillo was slain in 1961, Dominican-based bandleader
Johnny Ventura incorporated salsa elements and a rock n’roll-in-
fluenced stage presence into a new, faster merengue.® In 1965, the
United States again invaded the Dominican Republic. The period
following the occupation was characterized by mixed feelings about
this powerful neighbor to the north: on the one hand, the United
States represented modernization and democracy; on the other
hand, it had violated Dominican sovereignty. Ventura’s merengue
expressed this ambivalence, fusing rock and salsa with traditional
merengue, thus providing a native alternative to the encroachment
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of transnational popular culture.

In the decades that followed, the Republic and the United States
forged stronger links. Dominican President Balaguer’s courting of
North American capitalism led to foreign domination of all major
private sectors of the Dominican economy. For example, from the
1960s through the 1980s the Gulf and Western Corporation invested
so heavily in the Republic that some called the country a “company
state” (Black 1986, 8-10). Beginning around 1965, changes in United
States immigration law, combined with repressive political poli-
cies, unemployment, and high inflation in the Dominican Republic
caused massive out-migration of Dominicans to New York City and
Puerto Rico, Venezuela, and elsewhere. By 1990, close to 900,000
Dominicans were estimated to be living in New York City (Moya
Pons 1995, 436). United States dollars earned by Dominican immi-
grants and sent to the Republic played an increasingly important
role in the Dominican economy. Georges estimates that by the mid-
1980s, remittances accounted for ten percent of the Dominican GDP
gross domestic product almost equaling the earnings of the country’s
chief export industry, sugar (Georges 1990, 236). During a reces-
sion in 1990, a Dominican leftist concluded that the national
economy was “kept alive thanks to the remittances sent by Domini-
cans living abroad” (Isa Conde in Féliz 1990, 13).

Merengue became central to Dominican life in the diaspora, and
also found fans among non-Dominicans. In the early 1960s Primitivo
Santos became the first Dominican bandleader to settle in the United
States in the post-Trujillo era. Santos stayed with a fairly conserva-
tive style of merengue all through the 1960s and 1970s, neglecting
currents of change. After living and working in New York for over
twenty years, Santos moved back to the island in 1985. Interest-
ingly, it was only immediately before his move that he began to
utilize contemporary merengue innovations. Although Joseito Mateo
never made a permanent move to New York, he worked there steadily
from 1963, when he sang with Luis Kalaff at Club Caborojefio. In
1967, Mateo, Alberto Beltran, and Primitivo Santos brought me-
rengue to Madison Square Garden for the first time; Mateo regards
this as a rite of passage symbolizing the arrival of merengue as an
international phenomenon (Mateo 1986). A New York-born Domini-
can, Johnny Pacheco, who had led Latin bands in the City since the
early 1960s, introduced merengue to many Latin Americans in the
United States. While he specialized in salsa, Pacheco included the
merengue “Los Diablitos” on his 1973 LP Tres de Café y Dos de Aziicar.
Other salseros began to record merengue, and by 1976 merengue
had reached a level of popularity among New York Latinos that
was surpassed only by salsa (Rondén 1980, 29).
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The growth of New York’s Dominican community spawned me-
rengue groups native to the City. The premier merengue band to
come out of New York was Millie, Jocelyn y los Vecinos (Millie,
Jocelyn, and the Neighbors). Led by siblings Millie and Jocelyn (lead
singers) and Rafael (lead trumpeter, musical director, and arranger)
Quezada, they started as amateurs in 1973, playing informally at
neighborhood parties. Two years later the group turned professional
and recorded its first LP. Millie Quezada remembers that in those
early days, Los Vecinos provided “Dominican Yorks” (as Domini-
can New Yorkers were known on the island) with a link to their
mother country:

The nostalgic effect—that’s the reason that Los Vecinos were
formed. We really were very nostalgic. We didn’t have any of
the language or anything. And so, we kind of were trying to
keep our roots, and out of that, the group was born. It was
really out of a need, not only us, but the people in our neigh-
borhood, to kind of stay in tune with what was happening
with our music and with our cultural background in
general...That’s why we called the group Los Vecinos [The
Neighbors] (Quezada 1990).

Dominican author Canelo agrees that merengue in New York’s
Dominican community is the single most important “physical-cul-
tural” link that ties it to the Dominican Republic (1982, 33). Millie,
Jocelyn y los Vecinos began to gain popularity outside of New York
City in 1982, with hits in the United States, the Dominican Repub-
lic, Colombia, and Panama. They continue to be active, and main-
tain a high level of popularity.

Aside from Millie, Jocelyn, y los Vecinos, the two most success-
ful merengue bands to emerge in New York referred to their home-
town in their names, possibly as a marketing strategy. La Gran
Manzana (The Big Apple) was notable for its innovative use of syn-
thesizers and its inclusion of Haitian materials. The other group,
called New York Band, performed Latin American romantic baladas
and Trinidadian soca-influenced merengues. It featured four sing-
ers, each with his/her own solo vocal style. As creative artists, New
York merengue musicians participated in the development of con-
temporary Dominican music. However, their styles did not differ
qualitatively from the styles of groups in the Dominican Republic;
like the Dominican economy, merengue had become transnational.



52 Paul Austerlitz

The Transnational Merengue Circuit

During the 1970s, merengue innovators in the Republic took the
style farther down the path upon which Johnny Ventura had placed
it—the music became a site for the domestication of outside ele-
ments. When disco became popular, merengue incorporated disco
rhythms and drum machines, and when Latin American romantic
baladas became popular, merengue utilized balada-type melodies
and arrangements. Konpa, rap, Central African soukous, and other
internationally-diffused popular musics also influenced merengue.
Salsa promoter Nenadich attests that this vibrant new merengue
sound became popular internationally during a period when salsa’s
popularity had ebbed:

What happened was that around 1978, salsa was going through
a total downfall. Sales came to a stop, and it became boring
and repetitious. And merengue came in with such flair and
such excitement. And the artists were completely different and
it revived the generation. Plus, it was something new for the
new generation of Latinos that were listening to tropical [Latin
Caribbean] music. It was sort of like a light that came into
the darkness (Nenadich 1990).

By the mid-1980s, merengue had usurped salsa’s position as New
York’s number-one Latin dance. The Village Voice proclaimed that
“besieged by merengue...salsa is going through hard times”
(Fernandez 1986, 18), and Tinie magazine reported that “a new
merengue craze heats up the dance scene” taking up “a slackening
interest in salsa” (Cocks 1986). Merengue's popularity among non-
Dominicans was often credited to its easy-to-learn dance style. Af-
ter taking a whirl on the dance floor, New York’s Mayor Koch said
that “[t]his is the one dance that you can do from the moment you're
born” (in Cocks 1986). As in the 1950s, the sexual element contrib-
uted to merengue’s popularity—7ine magazine noted that “part-
ners can press hips close enough to grind grain” (Cocks 1986).

Promoter Nenadich asserts that New York served as a conduit
for merengue’s popularity all over Latin America and beyond, point-
ing out that “during that time period, when salsa was falling, it also
fell across the sea. In Spain, it just died. And when merengue came
in [to New York], it came in with the same kind of flair in Europe,
in Japan, in South America” (Nenadich 1990). Merengue’s incorpo-
ration of sundry musical styles played an important role in making
the music appealing to new audiences. Balada elements likely ap-
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pealed to South American audiences, while rap and disco influ-
ences attracted New York City Latino youth. Bandleader Juan Luis
Guerra proclaims that:

El merengue esté a punto de convertirse a una musica que se
da oir en todo el mundo, por primera vez por eso: ahora esta
mas facil a la gente a oirlo, sobre todo a los extranjeros (Guerra
1986).

Merengue is in a position to become a music heard through-
out the world now, because now it is easier for people to lis-
ten to it, especially for foreigners (author’s translation).

Merengue’s international popularity grew in spite of, rather than
through the efforts of, the established New York City Latin music
industry. This industry failed to actively promote merengue, partly
because it felt that the Dominican Republic is not a lucrative mar-
ket (Nenadich 1990), but also because the Puerto Ricans, Cuban-
Americans, and Italian-Americans who dominated the music busi-
ness did not have a nationalist interest in promoting Dominican
music. Some have charged that the New York’s Latin music indus-
try actually worked against Dominican music. For example, Do-
minican deejay Willie Rodriguez claimed that the powerful New
York Latin music company Fania “boycotted” merengue, not only
in New York City and Puerto Rico, but even in the Dominican Re-
public (Rodriguez 1986, 17). One non-Dominican music promoter
in New York City (who wished to remain anonymous) said that “we
don’t manage any merengue artists; tropical [Latin Caribbean] music
is still divided in this sense.” Perhaps referring to misunderstand-
ings between New York promoters and merengue musicians, he
added that “we used to book merengue, but due to mishaps, we
closed it down.” To some Dominicans, merengue’s international
success represented vindication of this situation; Rodriguez said
that merengueros are “guerrillas of the music, who go to Puerto
Rico and place a bomb in the places that they play” (1986, 21).

Merengue’s popularity among non-Dominicans resulted in the
founding of merengue bands by non-Dominicans. I played the
saxophone with non-Dominican (as well as Dominican) merengue
bands in the New York metropolitan area for several years. When
performing with a Central American band in the early 1980s, [ was
struck by the popularity of Dominican music; dancers were sparse
when we played Honduran and Salvadorian cumbias, but they filled
the floor as soon as we began a merengue. During the early 1980s,



54 Paul Austerlitz

Puerto Rican bands in Connecticut specialized in salsa. The bands
did not keep pace with recent developments in Dominican music,
and the few merengues in their repertories were often “oldies” dat-
ing to the 1950s. By the late 1980s, however, most Connecticut Latin
bands specialized in merengue, duplicating the latest innovations
of Dominican music.

Merengue and Transnational Identities

A German politician, irritated by the independent style of guest-
worker communities, once complained that “We called for work-
ers, and we got people” (Grasmuck and Pessar 1991, 208). As
Grasmuck and Pessar note, “labor is not comparable to the other
commodities that are exchanged on a global scale” (1991, 208).
Migrants are part of the transnational economy, but they negotiate
circumstances and forge multiple identities according to their own
agendas. The transnational merengue style that Johnny Ventura and
Wilfrido Vargas created played a significant role in the develop-
ment of contemporary “Dominicanness” both in the diaspora and
on the island. Like the Nigerian musicians that Christopher
Waterman has written about, merengueros are culture brokers:
“[Plositioned at important interstices in heterogeneous urban soci-
eties, they [culture brokers] forge new styles and communities of
taste, negotiating cultural differences through the musical manipu-
lation of symbolic associations (Waterman 1990, 9). The domesti-
cation of world musics within the rubric of an avowedly Domini-
can merengue rendered the music’s aesthetic space into what
Paredes calls a “border-zone,” or “sensitized area where...cultures
come face to face” (Paredes 1978, 68).

Merengue is a prime marker of ethnic identity for Dominicans in
New York City. As one Dominican New Yorker explains, “We're very
proud of our merengue. I was dancing merengue since I was two
years old. At the same time that I learned to walk, [ was learning to
dance merengue” (in Echevarria 1991). I once asked a Dominican
teenager in New York what kind of music she likes. She answered
that she liked “American” music. I pressed, asking her whether she
cared for Latin music: salsa and merengue. She answered that salsa
was not much to her liking but that “of course I like merengue. 'm
Dominican.” My impression was that although merengue was not
her preferred style, she considered it a patriotic duty to speak well
of the national music.

Connections between Dominicans in New York and those in the
Dominican Republic are so pervasive as to have strongly influenced
Dominican identity, even on the island. In addition to the economic



From Transplant to Transnational Circuit: Merengue in New York 55

dependency, a “psychic dependency” between Dominicans in the
two places generated mania for emigration (Grasmuck and Pessar
1991, 16); Dominicans came to say that island-dwellers are “loco
para irse,” or “obsessed with the idea of emigrating” (Bray 1987,
64). Grasmuck and Pessar encountered a poignant expression of
Dominican transnational identity in a photograph sent by a rural
Dominican woman to her husband in New York, who had supported
his family through remittance dollars for many years. In order to
express the well-being of the family and its debt to the father, the
woman dressed her sons in borrowed suits and traveled to the near-
est city to have the photo taken in a studio. The family posed in
front of a backdrop of the Brooklyn Bridge (Grasmuck and Pessar
1991, 7).

Identifying with both the Dominican Republic and the United
States can be disorienting. Former Dominican President Balaguer
once called diaspora Dominicans “los dominicanos ausentes” (“ab-
sent Dominicans”). Millie Quezada claims the physical absence ex-
tends to a feeling of being lost between two cultures. “Balaguer has
called us absent Dominicans,” she explains, “we’re kind of in
nowhereland. I feel that we, as Dominicans living outside, are more
Dominican because we kind of miss the homeland” (Quezada 1990).
Noting what she considers an identity crisis among New York-born
Puerto Ricans, Quezada sees Dominicans facing similar problems:

Third and fourth generation of Puerto Ricans have lost, are
losing, their language, are losing their heritage. They're going
through some kind of turmoil about who they really are, they
are Americans or they are Puerto Ricans [sic]. That’s going to
happen with the Dominicans (Quezada 1990).

She continues, affirming the role that merengue plays in shap-
ing cultural identities on the cusp of the transnational circuit:

We're trying to do something to keep what we have, because
to lose your identity is kind of, it’s kind of rough. Living in the
United States is, you don't belong here, and you're not there,
so you're kind of in limbo...We make a point of keeping the
music and of telling the people who we are. We can survive
here. Not just survive, but make something of ourselves, and
at the same time, be proud of who we were, where we came
from. It’s a big deal for us (Quezada 1990).
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But Quezada does not consider the music a static repository of
“tradition,” trusting instead that its use of non-Dominican elements
will render it relevant to life in the United States. She extends this
hope to non-Dominican Latinos as well as to Dominicans:

[By incorporating these influences] we are trying to...capture
the generations of Hispanics that are kind of being lost to
rock, to other kinds of music. We want them to kind of keep
looking for their roots. We're hoping that continues, and so
we're trying to rescue them. To keep the youth (Quezada 1990).

While merengue does represent pan-Latino identity to some non-
Dominicans, my experiences indicate that this is less true in New
York City than in Puerto Rico, Connecticut, and the midwestern
United States. In New York, ethnic boundaries between Latino
groups are tightly drawn, and merengue most often marks Domini-
can rather than pan-Latino identity. When I was beginning to per-
form in New York Latin bands, a Puerto Rican friend once said,
“Look across the street there, see that building? That’s a Dominican
building; almost everyone that lives in there is Dominican.” Like
most English-speaking New Yorkers, I was unable to distinguish
the various Hispanic groups. I asked, “How do you know?” He an-
swered, “Well, it’s hard to say, exactly; they are just different [from
us Puerto Ricans]. For one thing, they are always playing those me-
rengue records.”

Merengue’s high profile on the global stage has bolstered its vi-
ability as an enduring national symbol in the Republic as well as
among Dominicans in the diaspora. As Quezada puts it:

I think that [Dominicans] are very proud to know that me-
rengue has escalated into what it is today because, first of all,
it makes the country known, because people want to know
where is our music coming from, so it's a way of advertising
the country. And also, I tend to think that they kind of feel a
sense of pride to think that their music has been able to be
assimilated by other countries. You know, that’s not some-
thing that happens quite often (Quezada 1990).

Merengue is part of the fabric of New York. Like the histories of
mambo and salsa, the story of merengue in New York tells of an
“implosion of the Third World into the first” (Rosaldo 1988, 85,
cited in Rouse 1991, 17). As a Finnish-born New Yorker whose life
has been deeply touched by performing and researching meren-
gue, I can attest to the force of this implosion.
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NOTES

1.

This paper draws on materials found in the author’s recently
published work, Merengue: Dominican Music and Dominican
Identity (Austerlitz 1997). The author gratefully acknowledges
the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research,
which supported field research in the Dominican Republic in
1990-91 and 1995.

Such isolation is rare. Even European immigrants to the United
States in the early and middle twentieth century influenced mu-
sic in their countries of origin. For example, the Finnish immi-
grant community in the United States played an important role
in the development of popular music in Finland. Contrasting
Boasian “old ethnicity,” which was developed in studies of rela-
tively isolated, homogeneous societies, with border-zone “new
ethnicity,” developed in studies of contemporary pluralistic so-
cieties, Bennett (1973:3-4) argues that their difference may be
attributable as much to epistemological shifts in academia as
to changes in human behavior. Goldberg notes that border-zone
immigrant identities were celebrated already in 1916, when
Atlantic Monthly writer Randolph Bourne called for United
States citizens to “make something out of this trans-national
spirit instead of outlawing it” (in Glick Schiller et al 1992:212).
However, jet-age travel and the information revolution have
caused fundamental changes, to the extent that the current situ-
ation is qualitatively different from that faced by earlier mi-
grants.

However, Viloria’s group was not unique; groups with piano ac-
cordion and saxophone frontlines also existed in the Domini-
can Republic.

The Cuban pachanga was different from the pachanga that de-
veloped in New York City in the early 1960s. The latter took its
name from the Cuban pachanga, but was stylistically related to
the cha-cha-chd and charanga rather than to merengue (see
Thompson 1961).

Arranger Luis Pérez played an important role in forging these
innovations.
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Recapturing History
The Puerto Rican Roots of
Hip Hop Culture!

Juan Flores

Word has it that Machito, the father of Latin jazz, was learning
how to breakdance at the age of seventy-five, shortly before his death
in early 1984. The great Cuban bandleader who for decades stood
at the juncture of Caribbean and African-American musical expres-
sion must surely have recognized an exciting new stage in the dual
heritage he had made his own. For break and rap rhythms, with all
their absorption of intervening and adjoining styles, remain
grounded in African musical expression. They are further testimony
to the shared cultural life of African-descended peoples in New York
City, which for the past generation, at least, has centered on the
interaction of Puerto Ricans and African Americans.

The proximity of the two groups is perhaps more striking today
than ever before, especially among teenage youth. Aside from some
studies of language convergence, the voluminous literature on eth-
nic relations in the United States includes no sustained treatment
of the interaction between Puerto Ricans and African Americans in
the United States. Perhaps the “pop” ascendancy of hip hop cul-
ture, which stems directly from this interaction, will provide a
needed impetus.

The intellectual antecedents of this association predate Machito,
dating back to the early 1900s, when the first contingents of Puerto
Ricans began arriving in New York. They were mostly artisans, with
a high level of political education, and many were black. Though
Cubans and other Spanish speakers were their most immediate
co-workers, African Americans were already a significant presence
in their neighborhoods and work places. One of these very early
arrivals was Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, who came to New York in
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the late nineteenth century. Unknown to many, he was Puerto Rican,
and in fact dedicated the first period of his immigrant life to the
Cuban and Puerto Rican struggle against Spanish colonialism. Early
on in this century he moved up to Harlem, there to become one of
the foremost scholars of the African diaspora. His contribution has
been memorialized in Harlem’s Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture.

Another black Puerto Rican pioneer, who came to New York in
1917, was Jesus Colén. A longtime journalist and revolutionary ac-
tivist, Colén in his literary sketches and political campaigns stressed
the common historical and cultural experience of Puerto Ricans
and African Americans. Writing in the 1940s and 1950s, he was the
first Puerto Rican author to publish a book in English, and the first
to describe in psychological detail his experience of American rac-
ism (Colén 1961).

An early admirer of Jesuis Colén was the Puerto Rican novelist
Piri Thomas, and here we draw closer to the contemporary world
of hip hop. Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets (1967), a work of
autobiographical fiction in the style of Richard Wright’s Native Son
and Claude Brown’s Manchild in the Promised Land, masterfully
probes the complex and not always harmonious relations between
African American and Puerto Rican youth in New York City. Here,
in scenes set in the 1950s, we witness a young Puerto Rican saying
the dozens and hanging out with his black friends; from them he
learns that, according to the color code operative in the United
States, he is black and had better start liking it.

With such hints of a longer historical trajectory in mind, it is to
this period of the late 1950s and the 1960s that the origins of
present-day hip hop culture must be traced. The spectacular sur-
face of Broadway and Hollywood would have one think of West
Side Story and Blackboard Jungle, the scenes of gang wars, drugs,
and juvenile delinquency. A more circumspect account would re-
call that these years saw the dawning of the second-generation black
and Puerto Rican communities in New York City; this was the time
when the first offspring of both migrations, many of them born and
raised in New York, were settling into their new situation. African
Americans and Puerto Ricans comprised then, as they do today, the
two largest nonwhite groups in the city. Both came from largely
rural backgrounds, lived in the same or bordering neighborhoods,
attended the same schools, and together occupied the most deprived
and vulnerable place in the economic and cultural hierarchy: they
were the reserve of the reserve.

Small wonder that young African Americans and Puerto Ricans
started liking the same kinds of music, doing the same dances, play-
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ing the same games, and dressing and talking alike. Their common
experience of racist exclusion and social distance from their
white-ethnic peers drew them even closer together. In groping for a
new idiom, young Blacks and Puerto Ricans discarded rural trap-
pings and nostalgic “down home” references, but retained the Afri-
can rhythmic base and improvisational, participatory qualities of
their inherited cultures. In so doing, African-American and Carib-
bean peoples came to recognize the commonality of what seemed
to be diverse origins.

One such intersection of the popular cultures was evident in
rhythm-and-blues music of the late 1950s. Although both Fats
Domino and Bo Diddley had already infused Latin and Caribbean
beats into their influential rock 'n’ roll sounds, New York was really
the site of direct black and Puerto Rican musical interaction. Here
street-based groups like the Harptones and the Vocaleers, and hugely
successful acts like Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, combined
black and Latin members. The music, though basically African-
American rock 'n’ roll, included subtle mambo rhythms and other
Afro-Caribbean features. The Latin influence was even stronger in
the boogaloo craze led by Pete Rodriguez, Joe Cuba, and Joe Bataan
during the late 1960s (Roberts 1979, 166-170; Salazar 1992).

Of course this analysis of commercial recordings takes into ac-
count only the “studio version” of what thousands of young Puerto
Ricans and African Americans were singing in the streets,
schoolyards, and hallways. Starting in the late 1950s and extending
through the 1960s, vocal group rhythm-and-blues (or doo-wop) pre-
vailed in the same neighborhoods that later gave rise to rap music.
While the two vocal traditions exhibited stylistic differences—most
notably rap’s favoring of melodic chant over group harmonizing—
vocal group rhythm-and-blues clearly prefigures rap musical prac-
tice in significant ways. The early street versions of both styles were
performed by small vocal ensembles that alternated lead singers
and employed minimal (if any) instrumental accompaniment. And
like rap, vocal group rhythm-and-blues was a form of black urban
music that was accessible to young Latin musicians, as a recording
of Totico y Sus Rumberos singing “What’s Your Name” illustrates.
It's a “doo-wop rumba,” and as Totico and his group recall, it fits
perfectly.

The rap music that emerged in the late 1970s belongs squarely in
the blues-derived, African-American tradition which relies heavily
upon verbal dexterity in English. Yet similarities to Puerto Rican
vocal styles are worth noting. Recital of Puerto Rican décimas and
aguinaldos involve methods of improvisation and alternation much
like those typical of rap performance, while the tongue-twisting
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(trabalengua) style of some plena singing is an even more direct
antecedent. Perhaps more importantly, just as with vocal group
rhythm-and-blues and rumba, there is a fascinating “fit” between
Puerto Rican clave and characteristic rap rhythms. One of the ear-
liest Puerto Rican rappers, Rubie Dee (Rubén Garcia), who started
off in street music as a conguero and a lover of salsa, illustrated this
congruence to me. Dee, the Puerto Rican emcee from the Fantastic
Five, was one of the first to rap in Spanish, while his brother Or-
lando composed bilingual “Spanglish” rhymes for the Funky Four.
Other Puerto Ricans including Charlie Chase (Carlos Mandes) of
the Cold Crush Brothers, TNT (Toméas Robles), and KMX Assault
(Jenaro Diaz) were veterans of New York rap’s early street days.

Graffiti-writing, the visual expression of hip hop culture, also
reflects strong Puerto Rican influences. Although the best known
early subway graffiti artists were from different national origins,
many, including Lee Quifiones, Mono, and Doc of the now legend-
ary Fabulous Five group, were Puerto Rican (Castleman 1982, 2-
17; Hager 1984, 59). In 1972, when City College sociology student
Hugo Martinez organized the first formal association to promote
gralffiti, the United Graffiti Artists, his initial members were almost
entirely Puerto Rican (Castleman 1982, 117; Hager 1984, 25-27).
Color and ecological aesthetics also come into play, as Norman
Mailer suggested in 1974 when he described early New York graffiti
art as “a movement which began as the expression of tropical peoples
living in a monotonous, iron-gray and dull brown brick environ-
ment, surrounded by asphalt, concrete and clangor.” Mailer goes
on to suggest that graffiti “erupted biologically as though to save
the sensuous flesh of their inheritance from a macadamization of
the psyche, save the blank city wall of their unfed brain by painting
the wall over with the giant trees and pretty plants of a tropical rain
forest” (Mailer 1974).

Equally significant are the Puerto Rican contributions to the art
of breakdancing. According to pioneer breaker Dennis Vazquez (the
original “Rubber Band Man”), the early 1970s “up-rock” style danced
to James Brown'’s “Sex Machine” and Jimmy Castor’s “Just Begun”
was a key innovation in the development of breakdancing (Vazquez
1983). The speedy footwork, elaborate upper-body movement, and
daring dips in up-rock rested on a formative background in rumba
and mambo, and was to some extent also anticipated by the Latin
hustle. Many of the early Bronx breakdance crews including the
Rockwell Association were made up of Puerto Ricans, and when
young African Americans began moving on to other dances in the
late 1970s, it was Puerto Rican breakers who rejuvenated the style
(Hager 1984, 81-90). The Rock Steady Crew, one of the most ac-



Recapturing History: The Puerto Rican Roots of Hip Hop Culture 65

complished breakdance groups of the 1980s and featured in the hip
hop documentary film Style Wars, was composed almost entirely of
Puerto Ricans. Input from other sources having more to do with
African-American experience—martial arts, the jitterbug, tap danc-
ing, and African social dance—has been duly noted, and the perfor-
mance styles of James Brown and Frankie Lymon were of course
key models. But the impulse toward a radical change in the physi-
cal center of gravity in popular dance and toward a “break” in the
formalization of couple dancing seems to follow largely from de-
velopments in Latin dance styles.

TWI Crew, breakdancing on the Upper West Side, early 1980s.
Photo by Mdximo Colon.

Such, then, are a few of the many forerunners and early mani-
festations of the triple-form style called hip hop. Of course this is
not to suggest that rap, graffiti and breakdancing are not qualita-
tively new modes of cultural practice. On the contrary, the innova-
tions brought to each area of popular expression are substantial
indeed. Gaining a sense of historical background is mainly impor-
tant in counteracting the dominant media’s portrayal of these prac-
tices as stylistic novelties that sprang suddenly from thin air. Rather,
all aspects of hip hop belong to the ongoing traditions of African-
American and Puerto Rican experience, and to their convergence

and cross-fertilization in the New York setting.
e o o o
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Given this history it is surprising, and indeed troubling, that New
York-based, Puerto Rican artists have not played a more prominent
role in the burgeoning of commercial rap music in the 1980s and
the emergence of Latin rap in the 1990s. Ironically, when rap went
big-time in the mid-1980s, signs of Puerto Rican presence were all
but erased. Of course they were there, even in high-profile groups
like the Fat Boys, Cold Crush Brothers, and Master Don and the
Def Committee, but their invisibility and anonymity as Puerto Ricans
were complete; only a fraction of the public had any idea of their
background. Needless to say, they were still very much there in the
streets, and continued to contribute to the history of the genre un-
der its rapidly changing conditions. But in the public eye, trained
as it was on commercial film, video and concert fare, they were
hidden in the woodwork, their historical role as co-creators totally
occluded.

Charlie Chase, a pioneering Nuyorican DJ who began his career
as a bass player in Latin dance bands, is a case in point. DJ Charlie
was the musical foundation for the Cold Crush Brothers, the first
rap group to be signed by CBS Records following a stellar appear-
ance in the first hip hop movie, Wild Style. But as a Puerto Rican in
a cultural scene heavily dominated by African Americans, Chase
found it advantageous not to emphasize his Puerto Rican heritage;
initially he employed a strategy of camouflage. During live perfor-
mances he remained inconspicuous, seated toward the back of the
stage, mixing his tapes and records, while the black MCs domi-
nated the show out front. Occasionally, unknown to his crew and
listeners, Chase would sneak a Latin record with a funky bass line
into the mix. But rapping in Spanish, he recalls, was a rarity in the
mid-1980s, especially in rhymes that were distributed on records
and tapes. “A lot of people [Latinos] were doing it [rapping in Span-
ish] underground, but they couldn’t come off doing it, they couldn’t
make money doing it” Chase recalls. “The people that did it, did it
in parties, home stuff, the block, they were the stars in their ghetto”
(Flores 1992). As rap music reached new commercial heights in the
late 1980s, popular stars carefully avoided any usage of Spanish or
references to anything Puerto Rican (or Latino) in their song lyrics.

Then, when “Latino rap” burst onto the scene in 1990, the whole
situation changed, or so it seemed. Mellow Man Ace went gold with
“Mentirosa” in the summer of that year, and Kid Frost’s debut al-
bum Hispanic Causing Panic became the rap anthem of La Raza.
Gerardo (“Rico Suave”) took his place as the inevitable Latin rap
sex symbol, and El General established the immense popularity of
Spanish-language reggae-rap in barrios here and all over Latin
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America and the Caribbean. Suddenly Spanish and the Latin sound
were “in,” and it was not long before high-profile performers like
Queen Latifah and Nice & Smooth began sprinkling salsa and
Spanglish into their recordings. The door opened in the other di-
rection, too, as Latin groups as diverse as El Gran Combo, Wilfredo
Vargas, Manny Oquendo’s Libre, and Los Pleneros de la 21 let their
guard down and added rap numbers to their acts. The breakthrough
was so intense and so far-reaching that, by late 1991, the Village
Voice was already referring to Latino rap as the “Next Big Thing,”
marking off “a defining moment in the creation of a nationwide
Latino/Americano hip hop aesthetic” (Morales 1991, 91).

Such hyperbole aside, the pop emergence of bilingual rap has
signalled a major opening, as the “multicultural” generalization of
rap’s reference and idiom finally extended to the Latino popula-
tion. Rap thus goes on record as the first major style of popular
music to have effected this musical and linguistic crossover, even
more extensively than the Latin jazz and Latin R & B fusions of
earlier generations. And coming as it did in times of loud public
alarm over “America’s fastest-growing minority” and a burgeoning
“English-only movement,” Latino rap assumes a crucial political
role as well. Not only does bilingual usage become common prac-
tice in rap vocabulary, but Spanglish rhyming and the interlingual
encounter have even become a theme in some of the best-known
rap lyrics such as Kid Frost’s “Ya Estuvo,” Cypress Hill's “Funky
Bi-lingo,” and Latin Empire’s “Palabras.”

For the New York-based Puerto Ricans, for whom hip hop had
long been a way of life, this victory has turned out to be Pyrrhic at
best. Most obviously, none of the Latino rap superstars are Puerto
Ricans from New York: Mellow Man was born in Cuba and raised
in Los Angeles, Kid Frost is a Chicano from East L.A., Gerardo is
from Ecuador, El General is Panamanian, and Vico C and Lisa M
are Puerto Ricans from the island. What Puerto Ricans there are,
even in breakthrough Latino acts like Latin Alliance, are still
backgrounding their Puerto Rican identity in deference to some
larger, more diluted ethnic construction. The leading Nuyorican rap
group chose the name “Latin Empire” over “Rican Empire,” reflect-
ing the group’s desire to situate itself in an increasingly multicultural
hip hop landscape.

Yet Latin Empire clearly sees its mission as reinstating the his-
tory and geography of the New York Puerto Rican contribution to
hip hop and counteracting the sensationalist version perpetrated
by the media. In more recent numbers like “El Barrio,” “Mi Viejo
South Bronx,” and “The Big Manzana” the group journeys deep
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into New York’s Puerto Rican neighborhoods.

Tracing the transition from the gang era to the emergence of the
“style wars” of hip hop, Latin Empire’s members tell their own sto-
ries and dramatize their constant juggling act between black and
Latino and between island and New York cultures. In a new rhyme,
“Not Listed,” they underscore the particular Puerto Rican role in
rap history and counter the false currency given new arrivals. They
end by affirming these ignored roots and rescuing the many early
Puerto Rican rappers from oblivion:

Y’all need to see a médico

but we don’t accept Medicaid

we don'’t give no crédito

we only give credit where credit is due

we got to give it to the Mean Machine

and the other brothers who were out there
lookin’ out for Latinos some kept it up

some chose other caminos

but we can't pretend that they never existed
cause yo, they were out there, just not listed.

Latin Empire. Photo by Mdximo Coldn.

With all their hunger for recognition, Latin Empire also feel the
burden of responsibility for being the only Nuyorican rap group
given any commercial play at all. Its members realize that, being
synonymous with Puerto Rican rap, they are forced to stand in for
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a whole historical experience and for the rich variety of street rap-
pers condemned to omission by the very filtering process that they
are confronting. A prime example for them of the “not listed” is the
“right hand hombre” mentioned here, MC TNT. Virtually unknown
outside the immediate hip hop community in the South Bronx, TNT
is living proof that hard-core, streetwise rhyming continues and
develops in spite of the diluting effects and choices of the managers
and A & R departments. Recently Latin Empire MC’s Puerto Rock
and KT have incorporated TNT into many of their routines, and his
rhymes and delivery have added a strong sense of history and po-
etic language to their presentations.

TNT (Tomas Robles) was born in Puerto Rico and came to New
York at an early age. But childhood in the rough neighborhoods on
the island figures prominently in his raps, as in this autobiographi-
cal section interlaced with samples from Rubén Blades’ “La Vida Te
Da Sorpresas”:

Este ritmo es un invento

cuando empiezo a rimar le doy el 100 por ciento
no me llamo Chico, o Federico

donde naciste? Santurce, Puerto Rico

cuando era nifo no salia 'fuera

porque mataban diario en la cantera

esto es verdad realidad no un engano

mi pae murio cuando yo tenia seis afios

la muerte me afecté con mucho dolor

pues mi mae empaqueté y nos mudamos pa’ Nueva York
cuando llegué era un ambiente diferente

pero no me repenti, segui para frente

y por las noches recé a Dios y a la santa

porque en mi corazén el coqui siempre canta.’

This rhythm is an invention

when I start to rhyme I give it 100 percent

my name isn’t Chico, or Federico

where were you born? Santurce, Puerto Rico
when I was a boy I didn't go outside

because they were killing in the quarry every day
this is true reality not a hoax

my father died when I was six years old

his death caused me a lot of pain

well my mother packed up and we moved to New York
when I arrived it was a very different atmosphere
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but I didn't regret it, I moved ahead
and at night I prayed to God and the holy mother
because in my heart the cogui frog always sings.

At age twenty-seven (when interviewed in 1992), MC TNT was
already a veteran of Spanish rap battles, still “unlisted” and waiting
for his break yet still working on his rhymes and beats. His style is
close to the tradition of Puerto Rican plena music, since like that of
the master pleneros his work is taking shape as a newspaper of the
barrios, a running ironic commentary on the everyday events of
Puerto Rican life. When talk of referendums and plebiscites to de-
termine the political status of Puerto Rico monopolized public dis-
course, TNT had some advice for his people to contemplate:

Puerto Rico, una isla hermosa

donde nacen bonitas rosas

platanos, guineos y yautia

Saz6n Goya le da sabor a la comida

y ¢quién cocina mas que la tia mia?

pero el gobierno es bien armado

tratando de convertirla en un estado

es mejor la dejen libre (asociado?)
Cristobali Colén no fue nadie

cruzé el mar con un bonche de salvajes
entraron a Puerto Rico rompiendo palmas
asustando a los caciques con armas
chequéate los libros, esto es cierto
preguntale a un cacique pero ya esta muerto
¢cémo €l descubri6 algo que ya esta descubierto?
Boriqua, no te vendas!

Puerto Rico, a beautiful island

where there are pretty roses

plantains, bananas and root vegetables

Goya seasoning gives the food flavor

and who cooks more than my own aunt?

but the government is well armed

trying to convert it into a state

it’s better to leave it free (associated?)
Christopher Columbus was nobody

he crossed the sea with a bunch of savages
they entered Puerto Rico destroying the palm trees
terrifying the Indian chiefs with their weapons
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check out the books, this is true

ask one of the Indian chiefs but theyre already dead
how could he discover something already discovered?
Puerto Rico, don't sell yourself!

Like other Latino peoples, Puerto Ricans are using rap as a ve-
hicle for affirming their history, language, and culture under condi-
tions of rampant discrimination and exclusion. The explosion of
Spanish-language and bilingual rap onto the pop-music scene in
recent years bears special significance in the face of the stubbornly
monolingual tenor of today’s public discourse, most evident in the
crippling of bilingual programs and services and in the ominous
gains of the English-only movement. And of course along with its
Spanish and Spanglish rhymes, Latino rap carries an ensemble of
alternative perspectives and an often divergent cultural ethos into
the mainstream of social life in the United States. The mass diffu-
sion, even if only for commercial purposes, of cultural expression
in the “other” language, and above all its broad and warm recep-
tion by fans of all nationalities, may help to muffle the shrieks of
alarm emanating from the official culture whenever mention is made
of “America’s fastest-growing minority.” Latin rap lends volatile fuel
to the cause of “multiculturalism” in our society, at least in the chal-
lenging, inclusionary sense of that embattled term.

For Puerto Ricans, though, rap is more than a newly opened win-
dow on their history; rap is their history, and Puerto Ricans are
integral to the history of hip hop. As the young Puerto Rican rap-
pers testify in conversation and rhyme, rapping is one among many
social and creative practices that express their collective historical
position in the prevailing relations of power and privilege. Puerto
Rican participation in the emergence of hip hop music needs to be
understood in direct, interactive relation to Puerto Rican experi-
ence in gangs and other forms of association among inner-city youth
through the devastating blight of the 1970s. Puerto Rican hip hop-
pers are the children of impoverished colonial immigrants facing
even tougher times than in earlier decades. They helped make rap
what it was to become, just as they played a constitutive role in the
stylistic definition of graffiti writing and breakdancing.

What is to become of Latino rap, and how we appreciate and
understand its particular messages, will depend significantly on the
continuities it forges to its roots among young Nuyoricans. Recov-
ering this history, explicitly or by example, and “inventing” a tradi-
tion divergent from the workings of the commercial culture, repre-
sents the only hope of reversing the instant amnesia that engulfs



72 Juan Flores

rap and all forms of emergent cultural discourse as they migrate
into the world of pop hegemony. Charlie Chase, TNT, and the other
Puerto Rican rappers were pioneers not only in some nostalgic sense
but helped set the social meaning of rap practice prior to and rela-
tively independent of its mediated commercial meaning. That for-
mative participation of Latinos in the emergence of rap is a healthy
reminder that the rap attack, as David Toop argued some years ago,
is but the latest outburst of “African jive,” and that the age-old jour-
ney of jive has always been a motley and inclusive procession (Toop
1984). And as in Cuban-based salsa, the Puerto Rican conspiracy in
the present volley shows how creatively a people can adopt and
adapt what would seem a “foreign” tradition and make it, at least in
part, its own. I close with a little rhyme by MC Ruby Dee (Rubén
Garcia), a snatch of poetry from the South Bronx that Machito surely
would have appreciated:

Now all you Puerto Ricans you're in for a treat,
cause this Puerto Rican can rock a funky beat.

If you fall on your butt and you start to bleed,
Ruby Dee is what all the Puerto Ricans need.

I'm a homeboy to them cause I know what to do,
cause Ruby Dee is down with the black people too.

NOTES

1. Portions of the first half of this article are taken from the author’s
initial publication on Puerto Rican hip hop culture (Flores 1987).
Portions of the second half are taken from more recent writ-
ings on Latin rap music (Flores 1994; Flores 1996).

2. Lyrics to TNT's raps were recorded during a personal interview
with the author in July, 1992.
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“I Am Happy Just to Be in
This Sweet Land of Liberty”
The New York City Calypso Craze
of the 1930s and 1940s

Donald Hill

American music devotees of the post-World War Two generation
know calypso as a style of West Indian music that was popular in
the 1950s. The name Harry Belafonte comes immediately to mind,
for he, along with a host of other North Americans, popularized the
style in the United States. But older aficionados may recall calypso
as a popular style that flourished in New York in the late 1930s and
1940s. During this period Trinidadian calypsonians played in Man-
hattan clubs, cut records aimed at a North American clientele, and
appeared on local, national, and international radio broadcasts. This
first calypso boom in the United States lasted roughly from 1935 to
1947, when a generation of New York-based West Indians devel-
oped calypsos that began to differ from their Trinidadian counter-
parts. This essay will focus on this initial calypso craze, exploring
how Trinidadian calypso became part of the fabric of North Ameri-
can popular music, reaching a diverse audience of white and black
New Yorkers as well as West Indian listeners.

The roots of West Indian calypso stretch back to the Carnival
celebrations of Trinidad. There African-style call-and-response sing-
ing, accompanied by dense percussion, became an integral part of
late nineteenth-century Carnival activities. By the turn of the twen-
tieth century more lyrical, textually oriented calypsos began to evolve
in Carnival arenas known as tents. These tent calypsos, character-
ized by witty satire and biting social commentary, were eventually
carried north by Trinidadian emigrants bound for New York City
(Hill 1993, 64-114).
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Early Recording of Calypso for the
West Indian Market

Throughout the early decades of this century New York City’s
West Indian community remained culturally distinct from its Afri-
can-American neighbors (Watkins-Owens 1996; Lewis 1981), but
relatively small in size.' Not surprisingly, most of the calypsos re-
corded in New York from the 1910s through the mid-1930s were
not marketed to the city’s West Indian immigrants, but exported
back to Trinidad and South America.? As early as 1912 George Bailey
(a.k.a. “Lovey”) brought his band from Trinidad to New York to
record West Indian songs for the people back home. Lionel Belasco
followed, recording as a piano soloist and with his band. In the late
1920s Wilmoth Houdini, touted as the “Calypso King of New York,”
recorded with Belasco’s orchestra and emerged as the dominant
West Indian vocalist. West Indians Sam Manning, Walter Merrick,
Johnny Walker, and Phil Madison also recorded during this period.

Until the late 1930s only a few recordings mention New York or
North American themes. Sam Manning’s 1928 recording “West In-
dian Man and American Woman” was especially interesting, and
clearly marketed to both African Americans and West Indians be-
cause it played to the stereotypes each had of the other. Manning, a
Trinidadian who was really more of a stage performer than a
calypsonian, did appeal to both West Indian immigrants in New
York and to black Americans, and often performed in Harlem stage
reviews. But other singers and musicians recorded few songs in
this vein. For the most part, calypso recordings in New York con-
cerned life in Trinidad. The calypsos recorded by Houdini, Walter
Merrick, Belasco, and Cyril Monrose, with their old fashioned Ven-
ezuelan-style string band accompaniments (popular in Trinidad
since the 1890s), are a marvelous document of early twentieth-cen-
tury Trinidadian Carnival music.® Their songs, however, had little
appeal to North Americans.

Calypso for North American Audiences

During the early years of the Depression few West Indians immi-
grated to the United States; rather it is likely that many returned
home. But the resumption of economic activity spurred a second
phase of West Indian immigration to the United States that began
in the late 1930s and lasted through the mid-1960s, when immigra-
tion laws changed (Kasinitz 1992, 24).* Around 1935, just prior to
this second wave of immigration, calypsonians turned their atten-
tion to North American topics, and the New York calypso boom
was underway.



76 Donald Hill

In Trinidad, Carnival was the driving force behind calypso and
the music remained close to its folk roots. But in New York City,
recordings, radio performances, and club appearances worked to-
gether to spread the popularity of new calypsos which exhibited
few connections to Trinidadian Carnival. Even those calypsos that
may have originated in Carnival tents took on lives of their own
once they reached New York, thus signaling a fundamental change
in the nature of calypso outside Trinidad, as the music evolved into
a form of popular entertainment aimed primarily at North Ameri-
can listeners.

In 1934 Gerald Clark, a Trinidadian guitar and cuatro player who
had originally immigrated to the United States intent on attending
medical school, formed a band called the Caribbean Serenaders.
The ensemble soon hosted a Sunday afternoon radio show on radio
WHN in New York. “The chief appeal of the Caribbean Serenaders
directed by Gerald Clark is that they’re different” wrote a reviewer
for Variety, 13 February 1934. Prophetically, the observer went on
to state: “the band belongs in a class drinking restaurant, if not
already thus engaged.” Calypso was poised to move into a broader
arena.

Later in 1934 Decca and the American Recording Company (ARC)
brought fresh talent from Trinidad to record in New York City. The
Roaring Lion (Rafael De Leon) and Atilla the Hun (Raymond
Quevedo) headed the new wave of calypsonians. Tiger (Neville
Marcano), Beginner (Egbert Moore), Executor (Philip Garcia), Ca-
resser (Rufus Callender), Invader (Rupert Grant), and others fol-
lowed throughout the 1930s. According to Hollis Liverpool it was a
great thrill for these singers to come to the United States,’ the “sweet
land of liberty,” as the country is called in a calypso recorded by the
Duke of Iron (Cecil Anderson) with Gerald Clark’s orchestra:

I am happy just to be,

in this sweet land of liberty.

Standards of living here,

is much higher than anywhere.

With Mr. Roosevelt at the head,

American people bound to eat bread.

For who pays the rent when you ain’t got a cent?
And who gets you meat when you have none to eat?
Now where can you roam when you ain’t got a home?
Oh where can you flee to a land that is free?

USA!®
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Lion and Atilla gained status when they returned home and told
countrymen of their encounters with the entertainer Rudy Vallee
and even with President Roosevelt. “Up to this very day,” Hollis
Liverpool continues, “you ask Lion about it, he will tell you that the
major thrill in his career was [the] coast-to-coast radio [broadcast]
singing with Rudy Vallee on stage.” Lion and Atilla sang of their
encounter with Rudy Vallee, tenor singer and orchestra leader, in a
1938 recording:

We were making records for the Decca Company,

when we were heard by Rudy Vallee.

Well he was so charmed with our rhythmic harmony,
he took us in hand immediately.

“You boys are wonderful,” by Rudy Vallee we were told.
“You must throw your voice to the whole wide world.”
And so you should a see the Lion and me,

with Mae West and Rudy Vallee.”

Bing Crosby and Rudy Vallee joined the calypsonians in the studio
for some of their early New York recordings.

The Trinidadian singers who came to record in New York City in
the mid-1930s began to write and perform a few calypsos focusing
on North American, rather than Trinidadian, subject matter. Popu-
lar recordings paid homage to American singers like the Four Mills
Brothers, praised the great African-American boxer Joe Louis, be-
moaned the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby, and warned of
Hitler’s danger to the world. These new calypsos reflected the
Trinidadian singers’ growing interest in the life and culture of the
United States, as well as their desire to reach a broader, non-West
Indian audience.

The number of recordings recounting the exploits of boxer Joe
Louis reveal the deep admiration West Indians held for the black
American legend. In one rendition recorded near the end of the
great boxer’s career, Lord Beginner intones:

The Brown Bomber as the world’s renowned,
really defended his crown.

He won the people of every place,

he made a name for the colored race.

He represented his country,

faithfully and fearlessly.

He even joined the army,

and gave them money generously.?



78 Donald Hill

By far the most influential recordings made in 1937 were
Caresser’s “Edward VIII” and Atilla’s “Roosevelt in Trinidad.” The
former song chronicles King Edward VIII's 1936 abdication from
the throne of Britain in order to marry a North American divorcée,
Wallis Simpson:

chorus:
It’s love, love alone,
that caused King Edward to leave the throne.

We know Edward is noble and great,

but love caused him to abdicate.

Oh, what a sad disappointment,

was endured by the British government.

On the tenth of December [sic] we heard a talk,

that he gave the throne to the Duke of York.

“I'm sorry my mother is going to grieve,

but I cannot help, I'm bound to leave.”

Lord Baldwin tried to break down his plan,

he said, “Come what may,” the American.

We got the money, we got the talk,

and the fancy walk just to suit New York.

“And if I can’t get a boat to set me free,

well, I'll walk to Miss Simpson across the sea.”

He said, “My robes and my crown is upon my mind,
but I cannot leave Miss Simpson behind.

They could take my throne, they could take my crown,
but leave me and Miss Simpson alone.”

Let the organ roll, let the church bell ring,

good luck to our second bachelor king.®

Atilla’s “Roosevelt in Trinidad,” commenting on the famous Ameri-
can president’s visit, sold well and did much to popularize calypso
among white audiences in New York and elsewhere in the <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>