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01 The Making of “Diablos Del Ritmo”

I first laid eyes on a Colombian record in 2006, in
Montreal, Canada. I was offered a copy of “Come
se Hace? Ah!”, an excellent compilation released
by Discos Fuentes in the mid-1970s containing
Wganda Kenya’s “Shakalaodé,” a Colombian
version of Fela Kuti’s “Shakara,” which I included
in my African DJ sets. Not the most original idea
for someone trying to diversify, you might say,
but it sparked an interest in Latin music and the
desire to find more.
Pictures of Colombian music shops I had seen
years ago, whose walls were completely covered in
African record sleeves, had anchored themselves
in my mind, and I was now secretly hoping to
find a mixture of Colombian music influenced by
African grooves. I began scouring the Internet
and discovered blogs that dealt with vintage
African music still popular in the picturesque
cities on Colombia’s Caribbean coast, Cartagena
and Barranquilla. I then contacted the bloggers
to inquire whether they would be interested in
exchanging vinyl records. The response - mostly
from Barranquilla - was positive, and a few days
later, I had already received a “most wanted” list.
Music from Nigeria especially seemed to be very
much in demand.
A month later, I had managed to get half of the
wanted tunes. But when I was asked which
records I would like in return, I found myself in a
dilemma since I did not have a clear notion of the
scale or depth of what was out there. As a result,
I sent a list of “obvious” artists: Michi Sarmiento,
Afrosound, Wganda Kenya and Julian y su Combo,
to name a few, with the latter particularly rousing
my curiosity. Additionally, the magazine, Wax

Poetics, had published an article about Colombian
music, co-written by Will Holland, with a two-page
spread featuring a multitude of record covers. And
although I had no idea what those records were
actually all about, I scanned and sent the pages to
my new trading partners in Colombia.
I arrived in Cartagena, the birth place of the
mighty Discos Fuentes, in March 2007. My
luggage? African records. Two hundred 7-inch
singles and around 100 LPs.
Until then, except for macabre tales about
drug cartels, Pablo Escobar against Los Pepes,
government forces fighting the Farc guerrilla
group and a dose of kidnapping, I didn’t know
much about Colombia. Sadly, the image I just
pictured is the impression held by most people
about that country. So yes, I have to admit that I
was a little tense.
I had been to many different places on many
different continents but I cannot remember seeing
anything as beautiful and as warm as ‘La Costa,’
with its indescribable human warmth. I didn’t
understand much of what was said around me, but
the aura, the positive energy, the kindness of the
people of the region is so addictive that you have
to fall in love instantly with the Caribbean coast.
Cartagena was nice with all its little restaurants
and cafeterias around Getsemani, the beautiful
old town surrounded by that impressive antique
mural and its exclusive lodges, but eventually
one does end up feeling like a tourist. And since
that was not the feeling I was craving, I decided
to continue to Barranquilla where collectors where
expecting me.
I arrived at the bus station and I could see blogger
and African record collector Fabian Althona

waving with a Michi Sarmiento record. On our way
towards the city center, Fabian told me he thought
someone was playing a prank on him - he didn’t
believe I actually existed!
We arrived at Fabian’s home and I pulled out the
records I had brought. I must admit that I was
somehow surprised by the kind of excitement around
the record player - goosebumps all over the place and
guys seriously grooving, something I didn’t experience
during my trips to Africa. “I have been listening to
some of these songs since my childhood,” said Fabian,
“but I had no idea who the artists were. The sound
systems on the Caribbean coast want exclusive, sole
ownership to the music and, to make sure nobody
would ever be able to recognize it, the original covers
were thrown away and the label stickers were drawn
over. For example, this (Congolese) song, “Ya Nini” by
Orchestre Veve, is known here as “La Mencha” - that’s
the name it was given since we didn’t know the original
title. To hold the original record now is an amazing
feeling.”

What struck me immediately was the fact that Fabian
and his brothers were not listening to the song from
the beginning. Instead, they would place the needle
towards the end of the track. When I asked what they
were doing, they replied, “We are looking for ‘la caida’
(the fall).”
Also termed “el despeluque,” ”la caida” is the precise
moment when Kenyan, Congolese or Nigerian songs

switch in rhythm and mood. In some cases, the lead
guitar would disappear, leaving some space for
multiple rhythms guitars to zigzag between bass line
patterns that had also suddenly changed while the
percussion would sometime intensify. In other cases,
the bass would completely disappear, leaving the
guitars to perform the trick. The return of the entire
ensemble, which is often punctuated by a ferocious
guitar riff or horns appearing out of nowhere, would
mark the end of “la caida” and a signal to get back into
“rolling mode.” These are just two of the most frequent
manifestations of the caida, which would vary greatly
depending on the music’s country of origin. It is a
phenomenon which spreads from West to Southeast
Africa via the Congo.
This “break,” for a lack of a better word, had
originated from the practice of Congolese bands in
the 60s to leave some space for the singer to entertain
and communicate with the audience. It is also simply
a change of speed in the middle of lengthy songs
that have been rolling and grooving for a while. The
“picteros,” the DJs of the Colombian Caribbean coast,
would only play “la caida”, which can last up to four
minutes. Once “the break” is over, the picótero would
check the reaction of the crowd and if they asked for
more, he would just lift the needle and place it back
to the beginning of “la caida” as often as the dancing
(and drinking) clientele demanded. Every opportunity
would be used to advertise the fact that the song being
played is exclusive to that particular sound system.

After a week, I had managed to collect a good portion
of the records from the Wax Poetics magazine spread,
but I was frustratingly unable to find someone
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that would take me a few levels deeper. I wanted to
find sounds I didn’t even know existed. Some serious
education was clearly needed.
My luck changed one day while walking through
the center of Barranquilla, which has astonishing
similarities with an urban African market. In the
middle of the chaos of loud music, frenetic taxis,
delicious smells of arepa (ground corn dough), fresh
fruit juice stands and everything else that adorned the
area with a healthy folkloric aura, I saw a guy walking
briskly with a record under his arm. I stopped him
before he was swallowed by the city’s labyrinth. After
a short introduction, I explained that I had come to
Colombia with a substantial parcel of African records
and asked whether he would be interested in some.
We arranged to meet the very same evening. He asked
what sort of music I was looking for and I gave him a
rough idea. “I see what you want, I will try my best,”
he replied.
We set up the portable record player on the beautiful
veranda of the rundown, cockroach-infested hotel
I was staying in. The guy had brought a small bag
containing twenty or so records which he started
pulling out one by one, flipping them around and
pointing to the precise song you are supposed to listen
to - and so I did. The first was “Mambo Loco” by Aníbal
Velázquez followed by “Sabroson,” composed and sang
by Roberto de la Barrera. That was the day I met
Carlos Estrada, who would end up finding half of the
songs for this compilation.
Despite his young age, Carlos, a walking encyclopedia
for African and Latin music, knew Barranquilla’s
musical scene very well, and started selflessly taking
me right to the heart of a city that has to be considered

the mecca of tropical music. I was introduced to sound
systems and nightclub owners, record collectors,
DJs, musicians and journalists. The good news: most
were interested in trading records that would have
otherwise remained out of reach. Carlos also took me
to the now legendary Discolombia record shop (see
Felito Records article) where I ended up buying a good
thousand 7-inch singles. Another place you would
have to check if visiting Barranquilla is Jacob Vargas’
music shop, Almacen top Musical, located on Carrera
41 # 41-13. But don’t spend too much time in the shop
itself. Ask Jacob to take you to his apartment. If there
is quality stuff floating around, you´ll find it there.
The day I left Barranquilla, Carlos, in all his generosity, came to help me pack all the goods I had
snapped up and even arranged for a “puerta puerta,”
an effective and affordable intercity taxi service. While
we waited for the cab, I noticed a group of gentlemen
standing in the shade paying little attention to us.
Carlos informed me that they were, in fact, some of
Barranquilla’s most senior picóteros. “They wanted to
see what you look like,” he joked. As soon as he spoke
on that note, one of them started walking towards us,
and I recognized the guy on the cover of the record
‘Salsa Picotera’ - Dagoberto Hernandez from the picó
‘El Coreano.’ He said: “We just wanted to tell you that
we appreciate what you are doing. Bringing these
African records here means a lot to us and you are
continuing a tradition that we thought had been lost.”
What was I supposed to say to such a statement?
To find out that somewhere in South America, African
music from the 1970s, very much neglected in its
country of origin, was being embraced by a young
generation of Colombian music connoisseurs, was a
revelation.
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I realized that the records I had brought into “La
Costa” were not merely bait for procuring Colombian
music, but had served to enrich a whole musical
community. Here the music is shared, and the vinyl
will get played until is completely worn out.

On July 20th, 2007, I was only a few days into my
second journey to Colombia in the quaint town of
Santa Marta feasting on a pargo rojo (red snapper),
a traditional gastronomic delight, when I get a
call from Carlos: “Hermano, there is an important
music competition at “El Taboga” tonight and I’m
participating. It starts in a few hours and you need
to come!” I finished my lunch, jumped on the next bus
and two hours later, I was there.
Some of the most important collectors participating
in this contest included Fernando Martinez from
Mexico, Alejandro Valencia from Bogotá, Segundo
Martinez from Sincelejo, Roberto Chi from Santa
Marta, Toti Corrales from Soledad, Eduardo Castro
from Soledad, Alvaro Matos from Barranquilla,
Alonso Jiménez from Barranquilla, Toño Flores from
Barranquilla, Florentino Flores from Barranquilla,
Ramiro Castro from Baranoa, Dagoberto Hernandez
(Picó El Coreano), Alex Aleman (Picó El Timbalero)
and Mauricio Melendez (La Troja), just to name a few.
The collectors had to select an African, a Cuban
and a Salsa track. Being taken into account are the
condition of the vinyl record, rarity of the song, and
overall quality of the musical performance.
Aguardiente flows as one collector after another

makes his way to the DJ booth to hand his records
to the legendary resident DJ, César Hernández, who
then plays the chosen track. If the record skips? Minus
points! Prominent background noise? Minus points.
The judges were Donaldo Garcia (record dealer), Jose
Pacheco (record dealer), Jose Marenco (journalist) and
Dairo Yepes (manager of El Taboga).
Sometimes a collector will submit a track that he
believes is genuinely exclusive only to see other
collectors pulling it out of their bags and rubbing it in
his nose. At around 3 in the morning, the competition
showed no sign of ending. I had had my manageable
amount of aguardiente and my ears had given up. The
blasting sound coming out of the picó had knocked me
out.
I had been asleep for maybe four hours when I got a call
from the reception: “Some guys are here with records.”
We traded a few and when they were about to leave, I
asked them if they knew who had won the competition.
“Carlos Estrada,” they smiled, “with a song you gave
him”. Carlos, became the youngest collector to ever
win the competition. I was told that the $200 prize
money he had received was immediately invested
in more aguardiente. The tunes Carlos had selected
that night didn’t go unnoticed. In particular, “Que Yo
Suei,” a Latin track by the legendary Orchestre PolyRythmo de Cotonou, made a serious impact. That’s
when I started getting an avalanche of requests from
“la crème de la crème” of the region’s record collectors
and dealers and, in exchange, I received some of the
best tropical records Colombia had produced.
I didn´t only make friends in Colombia, there is
another side to the coin. Few weeks later, while
back in Germany, I received an eerie phone call with
a warning that some people in Barranquilla were
planning to mug me in case I decide to travel back to

Colombia. “you are bringing “valuable goods”, he
continued. I called Carlos and explained what just
happened and he calmly put things in perspective:
“Picós have been playing particular African songs
for 25 years. Few knew the title of the song or
the name of the band. You arrive here, knowing
nothing of all this, and suddenly those records
are floating around. Many tracks have lost their
exclusivity and some will obviously dislike you
for that. Additionally, winning the competition
has annoyed some people - before it was always
the same group of people that won. The guy who
called is probably a picótero trying to scare you,
hoping that you won’t come back, at least not with
records.”
I have returned to Barranquilla at least once a
year since 2007 and this compilation here is a
distillation of the music I found during the last
six years. It is meant to showcase the astonishing
musical diversity that exists in Colombia as
well as to present the musical fusion that was
happening in that country.
While Part.1 concentrates mainly on obscure
Colombian music influenced by African,
Caribbean, and just very funky music, Part.2
presents the superbly danceable tropical sound of
northern Colombia.
The reputation of Colombia has been changing in
recent years and music has played an important
role in this. Excellent compilations on World
Circuit, Soundway and Vampisoul have generated
a healthy curiosity and interest.
Cumbia, a genre neglected for decades, has
become a worldwide phenomenon, consequently
making way for the first-ever European tours

by legendary Colombian musicians like Aníbal
Velázquez, Michi Sarmiento and Son Palenque.
The word is spreading - and it is spreading fast.
As the Colombian tourist boards advertise so well,
“The only danger when you travel to Colombia is
that you might want to stay.” So true!
For these liner notes I’ve received the support of
some of the most knowledgeable people in the field
of Colombian music: Peter Wade, writer of the
“bible,” Music, Race and Nation: Musica Tropical
in Colombia and filmmaker Lucas Silva, founder
of Palenque records, who wrote an amazing essay
about the influence of Africa on Colombian coastal
music. Responsible for interviews, picture scanning
and other “operations” are photographer Jolly
Urquia, bass player William Consuegra and DJ
Carlos Estrada. Translations and additional information by Evelyn Raetz a.k.a. “Miss Guaguanco” and
photographer Edna Martinez. All texts have been
edited by Vikram Sohonie and proofread by Ananya
Jahanara Kabir.
Written by Samy Ben Redjeb
September 11th, 2012 in Frankfurt
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As the country coped with a changing system, the
sense of empowerment blanketing transatlantic
nations, particularly those with a deep connection to Africa, gave rise to a cultural awakening,
translating into an era of enlightened musical innovation. Colombian music thrived and entered
its golden age. In particular, Barranquilla, the
country’s coastal gateway, stood as a mecca for
experimental sounds and the new musical movements that changed the country’s artistic landscape forever and continue to have a global impact
today. The styles of Cumbia, Vallenato, Porro,
Champeta, black and coastal rhythms allied with
the frenzy of Colombia’s vibrant and unpredictable Caribbean port city. At the heart of this cultural revolution was the “picó” (from Pickup), craft
sound-systems of the Caribbean coast;
roaming street clubs dedicated to mobilizing the
rawest and funkiest music of Africa, Haiti and the
rest of the transatlantic black world.
While the 1950s and ‘60s witnessed the pinnacle of
folklore music - the days of the great orchestras of

Lucho Bermudez and Pacho Galan, the new ‘70s
movement was born out of powerfully connected
African roots. Innovative musicians backed by
progressive producers were keen to knock down
the social barriers of a stratified country and
breathe new life into the endless arteries of Colombian music. Legendary musicians, “picóteros”
(picó DJs) and extraordinary music producers are
now protagonists of a bygone time - the golden
age of the vinyl record - in which records labels
flourished as prosperous entities, publishing music at a phonetic pace. They included Discos Tropical, Fuentes, Felito Records, Codiscos, Machuca
and many more who governed the psychedelic
and coastal music scene in Colombia, skyrocketing their reverence to cult proportions amongst
collectors and music lovers alike worldwide.

The quest to return to roots opened pathways
to new cultures never explored before, allowing
something far less conventional to evolve from
folk and traditional roots music. Songs were not
only humorous and lively, but mixed languages,
mingling African, Spanish and English dialects
as well as rhythms from a multitude of origins.
Resistance, protest and controversy inevitably
accompanied these vast transformations, but
time has all but vindicated its pioneers. Musicians like the outstanding guitarist, Abelardo
Carbono, Michi Sarmiento, Dolcey Gutiérrez
Orchestra, Aníbal Velásquez and a great deal of
more obscure bands, over the course of 15 years,
recorded the most eminent music in the history
of Colombia.
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The 1970s remain one of, if not the most defining
global decade of the past century. Social injustice
was stifled, liberation movements triumphed, economic alliances battled, old orders were no longer
left unchallenged and the rich cultures of the Atlantic experienced cross-pollination. Latin America, and especially Colombia, was certainly not immune from the sweeping new winds of change. The
arrival of the modern age shook the foundations of
a semi-feudal system deeply entrenched into Colombian society by colonialism and perpetuated by
its remnants.
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Hell-bent on reinventing themselves and breaking ties
with the folk musicians who preceded them, the challenges faced by a generation of musicians should not
be underestimated. Through tightly-strung perseverance, they not only reinvented Colombian tradition
but reached the zenith of musical creativity. These
tectonic cultural shifts of the 1970s have been disregarded for over 20 years. Colombians, too, have collectively turned a blind eye. Only today is a concerted,
successful effort being made to rediscover such a lush
era through compilations like the one you are holding.
After years of darkness and very little written about
this fascinating story, the legacy of Colombia’s musical
apex has not only captivated contemporary audiences
in Latin America, but Europe, the United States and,
to a lesser extent, Japan, have all indulged in its tropical
allure as well. Perhaps it has simply been one of the
best kept secrets of Colombian popular culture in the
20th century.
By the early ‘70s, African music began to arrive to
Cartagena and Barranquilla, brought by travelers,
aviators, sailors and all those who worked in the seafaring industries of the two major port cities. Barranquilla and Cartagena received a heavy traffic of cargo
ships from around the world, allowing African records
to penetrate the private collections and cultural conscious of a ripe urban melting pot.
Cartagena basked in its role as the center of folk but
was soon replaced by Barranquilla, where record labels
had a strong, concentrated presence. From the 80’s,
Cartagena would become the headquarters of Creole
Champeta while Barranquilla led the way in psychedelia and folk. These two cities, merely an hour’s
drive from each other, became focal points of
Caribbean and African music in the Americas.

The preceding decade was, however, the era of
“Salsa Dura” (Classic Salsa), Richie Ray, La Sonora
Matancera, Latin hippies and Woodstock. Musicians
like Ramiro Beltrán and Abelardo Carbono grew up
inspired by foreign artists such as Prince Nico Mbarga
(Nigeria), Ernesto Djédjé (Ivory Coast), Shleu Shleu
(Haiti) and Franco (Congo). These musicians formed
the intermediate generation between the great Cumbia, Porro and Gaita orchestras and Champeta and
Salsa.
A sailor from the ‘70s, Freddy, elaborates upon the
commerce-driven cross-cultural connectivity of the
day: “I landed in France in May, 1978. I had a few
days of rest and, together with some African friends
from the ship’s crew, we decided to travel to Paris. We
went to a place filled with “Guadalupeños” (people
from Guadeloupe) where Orchestra Olokun de Zaire

had a show. I had never heard that music and at first,
I thought the songs were way too long plus the pace
at which people were dancing was much slower than
Salsa - a music I’ve always liked. But when I got the
pace, oh man... you should’ve seen me! The next day we
went to a record shop and bought quite a few albums of
African music - and that is how It all began.”
At its core, this is a story of intersecting destinies
across fantastic geographies and spontaneous meetings that awoke the linkages of a dormant diaspora.
African records changed the story of Caribbean music
by acting as seeds a fertile ground - the heritage of African culture in Colombia - lusts for. Rhythms such as
Cumbia, Mapalé, Chalupa, Son de Negro, have deep
African foundations. In fact, Colombia is home to the
largest black population in the Hispanic world - and
second only to Brazil in Latin America - with about
12 to 14 million African descendants within its borders. Moreover, the “Picós” played their indelible role
by turning these pieces of African culture into classics of Colombian music culture and symbols of the
culture itself. Additionally, on the Caribbean coast,
there lie “Palenques” (also known as Cimarrones),
sheltering towns - San Pablo, Rocha, Maria la Baja
and a host of others - that consist almost exclusively of
liberated black rebels that fled slavery. These important nuclei of African ancestry have birthed rhythms
such as Bullerengue, Sexteto, Pajarito, and Tambora,
to name just a few. The most celebrated “Palenque”
remains, without a doubt, San Basilio de Palenque,
home to the most prolific musicians and empowered
musical dynasties.
Calixto Ochoa describes San Basilio, its rhythmic traditions and customs in his song, “Lumbalú”:
Jose Valdez / Play the marimbula / When there is a
funeral in Saint Basilio/ Lumbalú Lumbalú /

Teresa has died, Teresa have a rest/with ‘pechiche’
and ‘llamaró’ / the drums are playing now / the dance
has started in Palenque / ‘Batata’ plays the drum /
Celebrating its ending / Lumbalú Lumbalú /
In St. Basilio the one who dies says goodbye with tambó (with the drum) / Lumbalú !!
Jose Valdez Simanca was one of the best marimbula
players in the town. The marimbula - a wooden box
with a metal strip - is a bass-like instrument of African
origin. “Lumbalú” or “Dance of the Dead,” is sung in
the creolized Palenque language, a delicate mixture of
old Spanish and the Congolese-Angolan languages of
Kikongo and Kimbundu. “En San Basilio el que muere
se despide con Tambo” (“In St. Basilio the dead ones
say goodbye with the drum”), sings Calixto. Indeed,
the vigils in Palenque last nine days to the rhythm
of drumbeats, lead by “Batata,” the Lumbalú council
chief and father of the Valdez Salgado dynasty, a lineage of traditional drummers. In essence, Palenques
acted as cultural proxies for the proliferation of African music.
In a similar vein, the Champeta followers, known as
“Champetuos,” were musical pan-Africanists. In their
festivals, the only songs heard were from almost all of
black Africa mixed with local songs and melodies from
the English and French Caribbean. Congolese and Nigerian albums were the most coveted and comprised
some of the first African musical references in Colombia: Stukas, Miriam Makeba, Tabu Ley Rochereau,
Sam Mangwana and many others.

Haitian albums from 1972 were actually the first
“Afro” records to arrive in Barranquilla, but people
were under the impression that they were of African
origin. Songs by bands such as “Coupè Cloué,” “Shleu
Shleu,” and “Ti Paris et sa guitare” are today classics
and a must-have among old school music lovers.
Victor Conde, DJ of the famous “El Conde” picó sheds
light on the subject: “Haitian music was the first to
come to Cartagena. I remember the first one I got - “El
Mamaguey” (Plein Callé by Trio Select de Haiti) - it
was brought to me from the Bahamas by my friend
Luis Guerra. We got going with African music through
the song “Maye” (Man Di Manman Man Kalé Mayé by
Robert Loyson) which I found in the city of Barranquilla. It had been brought directly from Africa by an aviator who lived in ‘Quilla (a local reference to the city).”
The specific instance in which African music first
made its way into Barranquilla has been examined
thoroughly, with several competing theories offering
an explanation. One account attributes its import to
the aviation industry connections between Colombia
and central Africa. In the early ‘70s, the ColombianGerman airlines, Scadta, sold its fleet of aircraft to
Mobutu Sese Soko, then president of the Congo.
Nestor Corrales, an aviation engineer and delegate of
the Commission of Technicians and Mechanics, had to
travel to Congo to repair the old planes that had been
sold. From his trips, he brought a record entitled Mekua Mu Muraku by Orchestre Vox Africa. It eventually ended up in Cartagena and was “baptized” as “El
Indio Mayeye.”. He sold the vinyl to the picó “El Sibanicu,” which blew away the competition in those days.
Exclusivity was extremely important since dancing
party-goers who wanted to hear the song again had

no choice but to follow the picó who possessed the only
issue of the vinyl, wherever it went. To secure exclusivity the picós owners would burn or throw away the
original record cover and paint over the label sticker.
The picoteros renamed African records using local
names: The song “Sweet Mother” of Prince Nico Mbarga turned into “El Pijama de Mi Abuelo,” and “Shakara” of Fela Kuti became “Shakalao.”
“Piconemas” - the nuances of picó DJs - still identify
vintage tracks by only their wonderful local names:
“El Maye 45” “La Vaca Paria” (The cow that recently
gave birth), “El Mago Parrandero” (The Party Wizard)
and so on.
In Barranquilla, collector fever and competition is, in
fact, ferocious. Every year, contests continue to take
place to determine who has the best exclusive song.
A contestant has even more leverage if their one and
only track is from an African album. Some exclusive
tunes sell for upwards of a thousand U.S. dollars. In
fact, a prominent collector from Santa Marta sought
out an album for such an extended period of time that
when he finally found it, he exchanged the record for
his own taxi.

An unseen cultural supply chain connected major
African cities to Colombia’s Caribbeans cities - Onitsha and Lagos to Palenque; Sao Tomé and Luanda
to Cartagena; Kinshasa and Nairobi to Barranquilla
- through music without knowing it. As an album
was released in Africa, the people of San Basilio de
Palenque or Soplaviento were dancing along to its
rhythms only a few short years later. Consequently,
Prince Nico Mbarga took on godlike status. His por-
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trait can be found everywhere, from the alleys of the
Bazurto market in Cartagena to neighborhood barbershops. And, Highlife, “baptized” on the coast as
“Nova,” grew so strong in Colombia that it managed
to leapfrog Salsa and Vallenato in popularity. In this
way, African capitals and the Caribbean coast were
linked since the early 70s through vinyl records and
music.
A style that left a lasting impression on the coast was
Igbo Highlife, produced in the southeastern Nigerian
city of Onitsha by the label, Roger All Stars. Artists
such as Oriental Brothers and their singer, Sir Warrior, Ikenga All Stars, Oliver de Coque, The Peacocks
and the legendary Super Negro Bantous are real objects of veneration by the coastal audience. Oriental
Brothers fused the Highlife style with Congolese guitar techniques into a style called “Ikokiliwo.” Masters
of Highlife-animist roots, Oriental Brothers and Sir
Warrior are true deities in the pantheon of African
Champeta.
Congolese Soukous, in particular, remained king in
poor neighborhoods and the Barranquilla Carnival.
Musical life in Barranquilla is built around its annual carnival in which record labels prepare their best
material for its maiden public release. Competition is
fierce and the song that becomes a hit in the carnivals
enjoys life-long success while the best orchestra wins
the grand prize of “El Congo de Oro” (Golden Congo).
Incidentally, Joe Arroyo won a staggering 19 times.
Records from Congolese artists Mbillia Bell, Bopol
Mansiamina, Lokassa Yambongo, Pepe Kalle & Empire Bakuba and Diblo Dibala strongly influenced the
music scene of the coast the moment they had broken
into its urban centers. South African music, locally
known as “Bocachiquera” because the first records

arrived via Bocachica, an island north of Cartagena,
enjoyed a strong following as well. Soon, the music of
Kenya, Benin, Ghana and nearly all of black Africa
had found an embracing market in Colombia.
In this compilation, one can hear a kaleidoscope of all
the African influences the coast absorbed and the degree to which these very influences blended with local
styles. For instance, “Amampondo,” a classic of South
Africa’s Miriam Makeba, reworked by singer Amina
Jiménez (a.k.a. Myrian Makenwa), an Afro-Funk tune
arranged by the great Ramiro Beltrán, musician and
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singer of Cumbia Siglo XX, while “El Caterete” by
Wganda Kenya covers a song by the group, “Les Martiniquais,” of Martinique.
It should be emphasized that nearly all the beloved
groups along the Africanized Caribbean coast of Colombia enjoyed virtually no major international exposure, which only goes to show that DJs and general
audiences of the era were of an especially discerning
persuasion, demanding the most “exclusive” tunes.
Now, three decades later, Western audiences are only
just having their aural palettes whet by the discovery of this music. The Champetuos, one of the poorest and most marginalized communities on the coast,
were also decades ahead in acquiring a taste for what
is now part and parcel of the phenomenon of “world”
music.

Not long passed before the dominating influences of
African and Afro-Caribbean music transferred from
street parties and communal festivals to the recording
studios. Record labels of varying size and clout began
producing numerous covers in Spanish and were driven by an urge to sell songs that were often difficult to
license. Several entrepreneurs, music lovers and collectors travelled to Africa, Jamaica and Guadeloupe
to find the tunes that would become the unmistakable
standard of the Afro-Caribbean repertoire adorned by
groups such as Wganda Kenya, Son Palenque, Abelardo Carbono and other artists in this compilation.
Humberto Castillo, director of production for the label, Machuca, also ventured overseas and returned
with thousands of records that remain anthems along
the Caribbean coast today. Others went abroad and

brought what are now eternal classics that act as a
historical reference for Chamepta. As a result, the key
players of the day, Felito, Discos Tropical and Discos
Fuentes, decided to capitalize on the hysteria for the
African sound and published a variety of African albums with songs licensed in Europe.
When Discos Fuentes entered the fray, composer Isaac
Villanueva created the group Wganda Kenya, and, in
doing so, established the heavily cross-pollinated Afrosound style, which covered tunes from Africa and the
Antilles. Wganda Kenya assembled the finest musicians of its era with band leader, Fruko, choir duo
Joe Arroyo and Wilson Manyoma , “Pantera” on the
trombone and Jorge Gaviria taking the reigns on the
trumpet. Through unique technique and skill muddled with the mastery of original versions of African
and Antillean songs, Disco Fuentes’ flagship band had
fine-tuned the art of covering to the point where the
resulting style took on an identity of its own. In 1976,
just four years after Fela Anikulapo Kuti released
“Shakara,” the song “Shakalaodé” was in Colombia’s
stores, showcasing Wganda Kenya at its very best.
The iconic label had also succeeded in challenging the
economic divisions endemic to Colombian society and
upsetting the privileged minority by introducing Caribbean music to the capital, Bogotá, and Medellín, a
mountainous city fervently dedicated to time honored
traditions of Tango and music from its outskirts that
resistively sounded the alarm at the oncoming tropical
wave. During the late ‘60s and ‘70s, Cali, Bogotá and
Medellín saw demonstrations against Salsa, Vallenato
and tropical music. Bogotá’s high society elites condemned Vallenato as a symbol of the poorer classes.
Over time, these barriers began to diminish considerably, but social boundaries and class prejudices have

always shadowed the history of music in Colombia.
During the colonial era, Spanish historians perceived
Cumbia as a lustful dance in which “black people maliciously seek to sleep with women” (Juan de Castellanos, Spanish chronicler). The story of Colombia’s African revival, and its accompanying soundtrack, form
but one prism through which the portrait of race and
class divisions can be understood in what is today
Latin America’s third largest economy.

Meanwhile, in Cali, the powerful orchestra of
Julian y su Combo took shape. Julian Angulo was
a native of the Guapi village in the Cauca department, located at the mouth of the river Guapi on the
Pacific coast. The area is populated by descendants
of African slaves brought to work in gold mines and
Cimarrones who had fled slavery and found shelter
in the jungles of the Cauca. The lineages of both can
be traced to the Bantu linguistic belt covering central
and southeastern africa, and to some areas of the
mandinka empire. Coexisting traditions and customs
of several African ethnicities defined the traditions
of Julian’s town, thereby propelling each culture to
threw its weight behind the construction of a common
folklore. Guapi stands as the birthplace of Currulao
and many variants of the traditional rhythms of the
south Pacific deeply imbued in Julian Angulo’s style,
which some have dubbed “Salsa Pacifico” (Pacific Salsa). After leaving his hometown, the immaculate guitarist travelled to Cali, where he formed his orchestra
and recorded few LPs for the label, INS. It is said that
when Julian, being left-handed, started practicing
his guitar, he simply turned around his instrument
without bothering to reposition the strings. With a
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pronounced African style, at times, and driven
by ambition, Julian is remembered as a restless
musical innovator without borders, a genius filled
with ideas and an expert on native folklore. Legend has it that Julian died in Cali in the mid-’90s
by choking on a fish bone while having lunch.

The founders of Discos Tropical, Discos Machuca
and Felito Records, prominent figures that had
built, branded and sustained the new cosmopolitan
sound of Colombia in tumultuous and uncertain
political times, passed away, sealing the industry’s fate. New forms of digital recording arrived
and analog sound studios disappeared, bringing
an era of sequencers and mechanized sound.
Music, like any art form, takes many turns. It is
only a matter of time before a latent movement
chronicles a new chapter in the annals of Colombia’s cultural history. How fortunate we are that
the truest creations of the past three decades have
been empowered once again to the delight of all
music lovers. In a prospering country that encapsulates centuries of transatlantic culture and history, the rhythms of the future can only hold many
more surprises.
Original Spanish text by Lucas Silva,
July 9th, 2012 in Bogotá
Translated by Jolly Urquia;
Editing & additional writing by Vikram Sohonie

(Track 3, 9 and 14 - Part 1)
1975 witnessed the birth of the Machuca label, which
occurred almost by accident as Rafael Machuca, its
founder, never initially thought of involving himself
so deeply into the music business nor was he aware
of the important role he would come to play within it.
A native of Barranquilla of humble beginnings, a
student of law and business administration, an intellectual, a leftist, an avid reader and a cosmopolitan
thinker, “Doctor” Machuca was a well known lawyer
and tax auditor of the national tax and customs office,
passing down orders for tax audits of local companies.
When faced with the task of organizing a party for
his boss and finding a Vallenato group to play for the
event, his brother-in-law, Humberto Castillo, recommended that he seek musicians on the corner of 72nd
street, where struggling artists often rendezvoused
as they awaited work. Machuca hired the Caraballo
Brothers, merely one of thousands of unknown Vallenato groups in the coastal area. Far from what was
expected, their show began in Barranquilla, continued
onto Santa Marta and finished in Bogotá. Machuca,
inspired by the success of

the show - and a few drinks - promised the Caraballo
Brothers a recording deal as well as management of
their musical career despite having no experience in
the music industry. After consulting Castillo once
again, they put together their first single, “Corazón
Anhelante” (Yearning Heart), at the Discos Tropical
studios with the legendary sound “architect” Eduardo
Dávila. Machuca made use of his expertise as a taxman and “blackmailed” all the companies in charge of
the production to get them to provide their services
free of charge, avoiding all tax auditing work. The
studios, pressing factories and printers all worked for
free. The very first production pushed the career of the
Caraballo Brothers into an arena of success.
Soon, Machuca began devoting himself entirely to
musical production and began a new period of his life
with great enthusiasm, recording Juancho Polo Valencia, Alberto Pacheco, Aníbal Velásquez, Alejo Durán,
Ramiro Beltrán, Cumbia Siglo XX, a series of lesser
known artists and groups created in the studios in the
spur of the moment, such as El Grupo Folclórico, La
Banda Africana, Samba Negra, Le Groupe d’Abélard
(of Abelardo Carbono), Apocalipsis and Los Diferentes. Machuca was not only the executive producer,
he attended the recordings and intervened when he
felt necessary. He was not a musician but his tastes
and natural instincts guided him. Castillo coordinated
productions and the label launched records with increasing speed, transforming itself into a thriving
business.
Over time, Machuca became obsessed with the idea
of becoming a composer and went on to compose several songs that his artists would then have to record.
The formerly famous lawyer and tax auditor had completely replaced his past life of mingling with the upper crust of society - meeting senators and spending

time at social clubs - for a new life where he found
himself amongst the less privileged classes, recording
out of the ordinary music. “The doctor has gone crazy,”
his friends said. His wife and mother were not best
pleased with Castillo for having introduced their husband and son to the music business.
Between 1976 and 1977, Machuca launched his first
big success - “La Nalga Pégale” (Beat the Buttocks)
- recorded by Cumbia Siglo XX with a young Ramón
Beltrán on vocals, son of Pedro “Ramaya” Beltrán. The
song was a cover version of J.B. Sopphrian’s “Pédale”
from Guadeloupe, an exclusive hit of El Isleño picó.
The more the Machuca label produced, the more
psychedelic and ambitious it became, producing music
of all styles, including Boleros, Cumbias, Salsa, Guarachas, African, Champeta, Afro-Funk and psychedelic
folklore. Today, their records of La Cumbia Siglo
XX, Pedro “Ramaya” Beltrán, Abelardo Carbono and
Myrian Makenwa, among others, are legendary productions. Machuca’s sound was a transforming experience that knew how to stimulate the senses. He was
an absolute pioneer of the psychedelic wave engulfing
Afro-Caribbean music, fusing Afro styles and Cumbia alongside seriously funky beats. Far more styles
emerged than are possible to classify.
At its peak, Machuca’s label made a significant
amount of money, but, with shifting tastes and the unpredictable nature of the music industry, tough times
forced a return to his earlier profession as a lawyer
and tax auditor.
He took an interest in weaponry, keeping more than
eight revolvers in his house, and erotic poetry, writing songs and poems to fill his time. After 18 years
of managing his self-made label, Machuca fell victim
to cancer and died. The story of Rafael Machuca and

his eccentric exploits tells of one of Colombia’s most
atypical and peculiar record companies - a defining
pillar of Afro-Caribbean psychedelia. His productions
have come to represent the roots of Champeta and set
the pedigree standards for Afro and Costeño (coastal
music) avant-garde. Ultimately, Discos Machuca was
sold to Discos Fuentes for 10 million pesos (about 5600
U.S. dollars today).
Written by Lucas Silva - July 14th, 2012 in Bogotá
with the support of Humberto Castillo (Cartagena)

(Track 4 - Part 1) and (Track 3, 8, 12, 15 and 17 - Part 2)
In 1949, the second phonographic company of Colombia, “Discos Tropical”, was established in Barranquilla by Emilio Fortou Pereira, the son of a French
immigrant and an electronic engineer specializing in
communication infrastructure. Born in Santa Marta
on the 16th of April, 1929, Fortou began life as an
engineer during the Second World War, working with
Colombia’s then national airline, Avianca, as a supervisor for aerial radio communications.
Later, he opened an independent business offering
technical services to broadcasters, consequently winning him contracts to build equipment for Colombian
radio networks Emisoras Unidas and La Voz de Santa
Marta. An entrepreneurial pioneer in his
own right, this “Samario” (a person born in Santa Marta) of
French and Sephardic (Iberian-Jewish) roots founded
the first recording studio
guided by the philosophy of
capturing and controlling
the modern sounds that were
redefining the country’s ethnomusical sphere.

His plunge into Colombia’s burgeoning music industry
came about during the installation of self-built communication equipment for “La Voz de Santa Marta”
when, one night, Julio Sanchez Trujillo, the owner
of the station, suggested Fortou start a vinyl record
pressing plant since none existed in the country. Even
Disco Fuentes’ recordings followed the conventional
economic approach of the day - creating the raw product at home and manufacturing the finished item
abroad.

Presented with a catalog of manufacturers of pressing
machines - which fortunately contained the same San
Francisco-based business with whom Trujillo had an
import agreement for spare radio parts - Fortou placed
the order. And, in December, 1948, the first pressing machine arrived and was promptly installed in
the garage of his house. After three months of experimenting with the unfamiliar technology, he realized
the records being churned out were of a subpar standard. “To run a business, you must know it thoroughly,”
Fortou noted as he made the decision to assume a
three-month job as a laborer at a record factory in the
United States to learn the manufacturing process in
its entirety. Upon his return, a trained Fortou made
modifications to the machines and started work - and
so began the Discos Tropical era. The name of the company emerged from conversations with his wife and

friends. A great deal of inspiration is also drawn from
the tropical character of Barranquilla, a city characterized by its Matarraton and palm trees that looked
magnificent when Barranquilla was considered the
“Golden Gate of Colombia.” Indicative of its origins,
the company logo included a palm tree, whereas the
logo of its competitor, Disco Fuentes, had the clock
tower, an obvious landmark of Cartagena.
His first record, “El Toro de Plata,” was composed by
Gustavo Rada and interpreted by “Bovea y sus Vallenatos” but never released because of its poor recording
quality. Disco Tropical’s first major hit was “Pachito
Eché,” the fourth record promoted by the incipient
company. Interpreted by Orquesta de Alex Tovar and
recorded in the Nueva Granada de Bogotá radio station,
this recording cost the label 5,000 Colombian pesos, an

astronomical sum at the time that was more than
offset by its sales. For the remainder of recordings,
Fortou’s house in the neighborhood of El Prado was
always used along with his own recording studio,
where equipment was mostly built by the man himself. During its entire existence, Discos Tropical was
operated as a small business, never adopting a formal
business management structure in spite of handling a
big part of coastal music and, as a result, did not survive the passing of its founder. Today, Discos Tropical
has been incorporated into Disco Fuentes.
(Fortou, 1987; Pelaez y Jaramillo, 1996)

The name “Felito” was constantly around me while I
was in Barranquilla, especially since I was spending a
good part of my time in the dust-filled, hot-as-hell first
floor of Discolombia, the record warehouse and music
shop of the Butrons, located in the very heart of the
city. A powerful tropical sun was constantly beating
down on the shop’s metal roof, generating extreme heat
on the floor just beneath, the very spot where hundreds
of thousands of records and I were trying to survive the
microclimate of the place. A huge ventilator was doing
its best to give us some relief but it only swirled more
dust and shuffled around even more hot air.
The slightly cooler ground floor was the emporium of
Shane Butron, the manager of the store and the grandson of Don Felix Butron, founder of Felito records.
Shane, in his typically nonchalant way, would be seen
fixing, screwing and dismantling every piece of equip-

ment he got his hands on, using the same screwdriver
for all operations. The shop, located on calle 37, No.
41-27, would be the first place you would want to visit
if looking for vinyl records around the Colombian Caribbean coast. The deals are fair and Shane will not
only try to get you what you are looking for, but will
also show you where Barranquilla´s best “limonada”
is made. I met Shane´s father, Felix Butron Marceles,
now owner of Felito Records in Barranquilla, to license
my favorite track of the label, “Cumbia San Pablera,”
and to discuss the legacy of the label.
Interview with Felix Butron Marceles:
One of the earliest, and probably the first company,
to start producing music in Barranquilla was Discos
Eva, in 1952, under the guidance of Mr. Gabriel Zuñiga. Their officers were located on Calle 44 and Carrera
41 in what was then the city center, but today the area
is a park called “Los Locutores.”
Gabriel Zuñiga, along with the founder of the Discos
Tropical label, Emilio Fortou, pioneered the music
industry here in Barranquilla. There were, of course,
differences between the two music moguls. Zuñiga
was “cutting” live - engraving the music onto an acetate disk as the band would play - with one microphone, one channel. With every mistake, the acetate
had to be replaced until a flawless session could be
captured. You could see the relief on everyone’s face
when that was finally the case. “That’s it. This was the
good one!” they would cheer. Sometimes there could
still be a handful minor mistakes but they would keep
it if the “flavor” (el sabor) was good.
Emilio Fortou, on the other hand, owned the only
pressing plant of the region, which made a huge difference. He literally had no competition. Few years

into the business, Zuñiga sold all his production rights
to the owner of Discos Carrizal, Mr. Antonio “el turco”
Esper. Fifty years later, these records remain strong
in the memories of the people of Barranquilla and still
very much in demand.

you’ve got!” my father said. Victor and Esnelda start
singing tunes called “El Pollerón” and “Mujer Ajena”
with Fernando Perez backing them with a guitar
which was totally out of tune. Don Felix didn’t appreciate the half hearted guitar but he compromised: “Ok
look, we will do the recording, but I will have to make
some arrangements.” Hugo Molinares, the art director
of the company, was talked into coming onboard and
commissioned to work on four songs on the fittingly
titled album, “El Pollerón” - some of its songs became
real hits. It was recorded in full at the Felito Studios,
which had opened their doors in the late 70s. Before
then, we would book the Discos Tropical and Discos
Sonolux studios. The mastertapes were sent to Medellín and Bogotá to be manufactured into vinyl records
before being distributed by Discos FM and, following
FM’s closure, Discos Victoria.

Then there was Felito Records, another important
label.Felito was an “open door” for artists with different sounds who were looking for backing. My father,
Don Felix Bourton, an open minded person not afraid
of taking risks, founded the label, providing opportunities to artists with an unordinary, experimental
sound. He had a soft spot and an open ear for musicians.

Unfortunately, our adventure with Conjunto Son San
was short lived. Fernando Perez was stubborn with
respect to arrangements, he didn’t want us to change
them in anyway. He was abusing his guitar under the
delusion that everything sounds OK. Despite Hugo’s
arrangement and the success it brought, Fernando refused support for future productions and that’s one of
the reasons why Conjunto Son San sank into oblivion.
Their members were from Palenque in Bolivar, a region that has contributed immensely to our folklore.
Since we had had an impact with that kind of music,
we became the obvious choice for the artists from Palenque.

Cumbia San Pablera (Track 13 - Part 1)
So one day, three guys show up: Victor Valdez, Fernando Perez and Esnelda Teheran. They were a trio
but didn’t have a band name yet. They arrived at our
offices unannounced but it didn’t matter - Don Felix
welcomed them anyway - that was his nature.
“So sing something for me sons, show me what

April 15th, 2010 in Barranquilla
Interview by Samy Ben Redjeb

Sound engineer of Discos tropical,
Machuca and Felito records
Calle No. 38, formally known as Calle Caldas, located
in the center of Barranquilla between avenue 43 (formerly 20 de Julio) and avenue 44 (formerly Cuartel),
is the street you´ll want to visit if you are looking for
sugarcane juice or records. You can be sure to find the
biggest hits of Fruko y sus Tesos and Latin Brothers
relatively quickly and in good condition. If you are
looking for the rarer stuff, don’t bother checking the
crates. The sellers themselves are true music lovers and
might have kept the most collectible music resting in
the shade, waiting for a good trade or, in some cases,
for the right offer.
One day, one of them played a burned CD compilation of his favourite tunes and that’s when I was hit by
Myrian Makenwa’s music. Nobody at that time could
tell me who the artist was but my compañero, Carlos
Estrada, knew the tune and told me not to worry - “I’ll
get you that plate”. A few months later, I was
holding the record.

Released on the great Machuca label, he cover didn’t
hold information about the musicians, so finding this
mysterious singer with the amazing voice was going
to be a task. Most of the people we asked about Myrian Makenwa responded with huge question marks
until someone advised us to contact Eduardo Davila,
Barranquilla most important sound engineer and the
men behind Discos Tropical, Felito and Machuca’s recordings.
Interview with Eduardo Dávila:
My career as a sound engineer started in 1950 with a
radio station called La Voz de Barranquilla (The Voice
of Barranquilla) where I worked until 1960 before
joining Radio Libertad for eight years. That’s where I
first met Emilio Fortou Pereira, the founder of Discos
Tropical, from Cartagena. He had seen me recording
some very amateurish shows, but somehow, he liked
the way I was working. One day I got a call from Fortou saying: “I want you to work with me, come here
and I will teach you the secrets of sound.” This is how I
started working at Discos Tropical.
He gave me a week of classes and taught me how
to work with a two-channel Ampex recorder - the
simplest piece of equipement. My first session was
a school choir - easy enough, I thought. What they

didn’t tell me was that the choir was backed by 56
musicians; the whole orchestration; soprano, baritone,
strings, piano... you name it. The studios of Discos
Tropical were huge, measuring about 50 meters (164
ft) in depth by 14 meters (46 ft) in width.
Totally equipped with a grand piano, a simple piano,
two organs, drum kit, a few Telefunken and Neumann
microphones with an overwhelming reception, it was
the best studio on the coast for a long time, but nowhere near what was available in Europe or in the
States. The Colombian peso was not worth much then,
and apart from Disco Fuentes, very little competition
existed at that point in time, but the costs of production were high. Records had to be made affordable
due to generally low income, so you can picture the
situation. Anyway, it was in this studio that the song
“Wasamayé” was recorded. It doesn’t mean anything.
Back then, we used to love giving imaginary names to
songs just to make it sound more exciting.
The Myrian Makenwa’s project was also recorded at
the same studio.
April 15th, 2010 in Barranquilla
Interview by Samy Ben Redjeb

Amampondo - Myrian Makenwa (Track 3 - Part 1)
Myrian Makenwa is the stage name of Amina Jiménez,
who now lives in Los Angeles. She won acclaim in Barranquilla for singing on a huge track called “El Africano,” performed by Calixto Ochoa.
The producer of Discos Machuca, Rafael Machuca, a
lawyer by trade, was a proper “melomano” (music lover).

He reserved special praise for south african singer
Miriam Makeba and was interested in recording an
LP made up of Colombian version of Makeba´s works
and asked me to put a band together. As a vocalist it
was clear to me that it had to be Amina. Back then she
was a young singer, living in Soledad on the Atlantic
coast, performed Cumbia with the orchestra of Pacho
Galán and with Pedro Ramaya’s band – ‘Cumbia Moderna de Soledad’. That’s the band I selected for the
project.
Pedro Ramaya Beltrán and his son, Ramiro Beltrán,
were on percussion and virtuoso Abelardo Carbono on
guitars. The Tropical Studios were booked and I was
on the mixing desk. The whole recording was suppose
to take one day, but Amina was nowhere to be found,
so the band made sure studio time was still put to
good use by rehearsing. When Amina finally arrived
on the second day, the band knew the songs well and,
as a consequence, the whole album was recorded, on
two channels, in more or less one take. That’s how the
Myrian Makenwa project came to be, in 1979.
Interview with Amina Jiménez a.k.a Myrian Makenwa
It took us two years to finally find Amina Jiménez.
The good news came through Aníbal Velázquez´s
bass player, William Consuegra: “Amina is landing in
Barranquilla in few days and I’ve already set an appointment for an interview” - which took place at
Amina´s house in Barranquilla.
I started performing when I was a teenager with my
mother and my sister, Rosa, who were the guitarist and the vocalist of our quartet (respectively). We
started performing at family parties and smaller
events, just for fun. One day I got spotted by one of the
members of La Sonora Dinamita who asked if I would
like to be their backing vocalist. Few weeks later, I

was on tour in the United States and Central America
with one of Colombia’s most prestigious bands.
Those were the days when the sound systems were
playing lots of African and Caribbean music. Some
had amazing success. As a result, some important
costeño (a term for people living on the Atlantic
coast) producers travelled to Europe to buy licenses
of records they wanted to press and release here. But
it didn’t work out since piracy was taking its toll.
One guy in particular, José Arismendi, was pirating
heavily - he had warehouses full of stuff. He would
take an original record, send it to Medellín, have it
reproduced, pressed, color labels sticker on and ready
to be sold - for cheap. To stop this, Machuca and Discos Tropical decided to stay here in Barranquilla and
record African songs as close as possible to the original using talented local musicians - “con el sabor de la
costa” (with the ‘flavor’ of the coast). It is within such
a context that the idea for “La Extraordinaria Myrian
Makenwa” was born.
The whole project was recorded in some kind of studio
set in a living room with no comfort whatsoever. It
was extremely hot and all the musicians had
all taken off their shirts. Since they were all
eager to leave that “inferno” as soon
as possible, I was surrounded

by a group of musicians concentrating in a way I had
rarely seen in Colombia. They wanted to record the
whole LP in one take and get out - and they did. As
for me, it wasn’t an easy recording since I didn’t understand any of the lyrics, so I had to improvise and
ended up making my own version out of it. I met with
Rafael Machuca the next day to collect my money and
that was it. I didn’t hear a mention of that record
again... until today.
June 13th, 2012 in Barranquilla
Interview by Carlos Estrada and William Consuegra

El Caterete - Wganda Kenya (Track 1 - Part 1)
Shakalaodé - Wganda Kenya (Track 9 - Part 1)
La Cascada - Pianonegro (Track 4 - Part 2 )
Isaac Villanueva had finally settled in his hometown
of Barranquilla after spending a good part of his life
working for Discos Fuentes in Medellín. We called him
to set up a meeting for an interview, but his response
was fierce: “You journalists always ask the same boring questions. It’s such a waste of time!” We tried, unsuccessfully, to convince him that we sought information about his more obscure works. Luckily, journalist
Fausto Perez came to our rescue and offered to provide
an interview he had done with the legendary producer
a few years ago - a time when the media had not yet
bored him to death.
Isaac Villanueva, sales executive, artistic director and
regional director of Discos Fuentes, was born in Piojó, a
town in the Colombian Caribbean region, in 1938. His
father was a bombardino player (similar in appearance to the tuba, but smaller). Isaac, who got in touch
with music at a tender age, developed an excellent ear
and became one of Colombia’s most important musical
composers. The majority of his songs were turned into
hits by outstanding Colombian interpreters.
Interview with Isaac Villanueva:
“I had just turned 14 years old when I started to
work here, in Barranquilla, at a record store and distributor’s office. My first boss was José María ‘Curro’
Fuentes, the younger brother of Antonio Fuentes. The
store was run by a lady, and I was just cleaning the
vitrines and helping to sell and pack records. It was
there that I had the most direct contact with the mu-

sic because the most popular musical masters of that
era - Pacho Galán, Crescencio Salcedo, José María
Peñaranda and others - frequently came into our
store. The proximity to these gentlemen stimulated
my will to compose. It was back then that I started to
write. I showed my first composition to my mentor, Pacho Galán. It was a Guaracha called “En el Duro” and
I composed it for ‘Curro’ Fuentes. Pacho listened to it
and congratulated me. At 16 years old, Curro took me
with him to Cartagena to help with the recordings for
his company, Discos Curro. He also made me a salesman in his store, La Múcura, and helped me so that I
could study at night time. Curro!! - what a great guy!
Later I registered in La Escuela de Bellas Artes
(School of Fine Arts) and studied one semester of
music. Due to lack of time, I left the academic world
and dedicated myself to work. I quit my job at Curro,
looking for a fresh start. In Barranquilla, I began the
distribution work of Gabriel Zúñiga’s Discos Eva, with
whom Aníbal Velásquez was recording. It was the
end of the ‘50s and I continued with my activities as
a composer.
Some time later, I received a tempting offer from Discos Fuentes to manage their sales in the whole Atlantic region. I accepted without hesitation and started
to work there on January 29th, 1964. From then on,
my way of life improved significantly. I established
myself as a composer, managed the distribution in
Barranquilla and was involved in public relations between the label and some important artists - Andrés
Landero, Juancho Polo Valencia - making sure things
were going smoothly for both sides.
From Juancho I have countless anecdotes to tell because he was the most difficult of them all. He always
had an excuse not to record. Sometimes he arrived
without his accordion at the studios of Discos Fuentes
and, when asked about his instrument, his reply

would be frustratingly relaxed: “I left it in Fundación
(a town in Magdalena).” We lost a whole day trying
to organize a replacement instrument. Other times he
arrived completely drunk or without his repertoire.
He was a super complicated man. One time we had
to threaten him with legal action if he refused to comply with his contract. But once in the studios, in front
of the microphone, no one could stop him. He starts
to play, with his eyes closed, and the guy was gone.
No matter how many signals we gave him from the
control room, the old Juancho Polo just kept on doing his thing. Many of his songs were improvised in
the studio. Juancho Polo was a real phenomenon. He
received 3,000 pesos for each recorded song. That was
a good sum in those days - but he spent every peso on
alcohol. For the recording sessions, we always had to
make sure a crate of beer was close by. He died a poor
man in the end!
I got to know Joe Arroyo in 1972, during a presentation he did with his band, La Protesta. Back then,
Fruko was preparing a new LP and had some disagreements with Piper Pimienta, his main vocalist. I
had a feeling that Joe would fit well given the characteristics of the band. Once his presentation with La
Protesta had finished, I approached him, presented
myself and told him about my intentions. ‘It would
be my pleasure,’ responded the guy, ‘but I will have
to ask Mr. Leandro Boiga (director of La Protesta), for
permission.’ That’s what he did. One month later, Joe
Arroyo was rehearsing some songs with Fruko y sus
Tesos in Medellín. He had no problems adapting to
the band and became an immediate star singer. The
first big hit he had during his era at Discos Fuentes
was “El Ausente.” Recommending Joe Arroyo to Discos Fuentes has to be one of my biggest
professional successes - that’s the truth.
“El Ausente” is a classic of Colombian

Salsa! My most popular song, however, has to be “El
Pescador de Barú,” a Cumbia recorded by Los Warahuaco.”
In 1974, Isaac Villanueva moved to Medellín. A new
chapter of his career was about to start in which he
became Fuentes’ most important A&R (artists and repertoire) asset. He was also responsible for creating studio projects: “There were about ten bands which were
created - all with the same studio musicians. The creative direction was based on Fruko y sus Tesos. Every
project had a particular musical identity. That’s when
the Latin Brothers, Los Líderes, Wganda Kenya, Afrosound, Pianonegro and Los Picó were born. I created
Wganda Kenya almost exclusively in order to record
covers of African and Antillean songs. I remember

that one time we received an invitation to travel with
Wganda Kenya to Panama. When we arrived at the
airport of the isthmus, a Panamanian businessman
attached to the event worriedly asked: “And where are
the musicians from Kenya?”
For the abundance of his artistic work, for what he represents to the music industry of Colombia, for his cooperation with many singers and bands and for his indisputable human kindness, Isaac Villanueva deserves
a place of honor in the musical history of Colombia.
Interview and biography Written by Fausto Perez Villarreal

Schallcarri - Grupo Abharca (Track 5 - Part 1)
Quiero a Mi Gente - Abelardo Carbono (Track 12 - Part 1)
There is something about Abelardo’s music that seizes
one’s attention. The body of his arrangement are typically Colombian but the soul of the song comes in form
of kenya-inspired, congo-submerged psychedelic guitars, persistently weaving their sparkling riffs into the
music, creating something unique and consequently
making him one of Colombia’s most sought after musician. The guy has also an amazing sense of humour.
Those who know him will say that Abelardo lives in
his own world, one that works very well with the unpredictable nature of Barranquilla. During recording
sessions in Germany, we had the tape machine running at all times since the chances of him playing the
most amazing riff one minute and forgetting it completely the next were real. It was up to us to catch the
momentum.

Interview with Abelardo Carbono:
(this interview has been decorticated, decoded, censured and approved for appropriate readers)
I was born 63 years ago on November 15 in La Cienaga (north Colombia). I didn’t really become acquainted
with the town I was born in since my father moved
the family to another town when I was young. He
too was a musician but my main influence was my
brother, who used to spend time with his friends jamming. And, without really knowing what happened, I
got hooked and just started to fiddle around with the
guitars.

In those days, I was inspired by classic Vallenato,
which I played in my own style, which just came out
in its own unique, natural way. My first band was
formed in a town called Carrizal made up of musicians
from the local guys in the neighborhood. I was a policemen (!?) and even though we all had day jobs, we were
dedicated, and that allowed us to markedly improve.
Music was only a pastime, a hobby, but we managed
to get a recording deal with Sonolux in Medellín. We
called ourselves Grupo Abarca, a name influenced by
the Venezuelan band, Grupo Bota, which I admired
and wanted some way of establishing an affiliation
with them. “Bota” means “boot” in Spanish, so I called
us “abarca” - a kind of traditional Colombian sandal.
The band members of Grupo Abharca were my brother, Abel Carbono on bass, Juan Padilla on congas, Alfonzo Molinares on drums and Alberto Fruko on güiro.
I remember when I presented the song “Schallcarri”
to the guys. Their first reaction was that it had a
unordinary, weird melody. To compose lyrics for that
song, I used a book written in Wayuu, an indigenous
language spoken in northeastern Colombia. And since

I couldn’t find a name for the song, I inverted the first
and second half of the town name, Carrizal, and it
became “Schallcarri.” I never imagined these songs
would be given any thought after their time had come
to an end. In fact, both those songs were initially recorded to merely fill a gap in the LP, but once they
were produced, we realized that they were special.
Nowadays, we call those rhythms “Shakalao.”
I recorded my first solo project called “A Otro Perro
con ese Hueso” with Discos Tropical in the early ‘70s it became a massive hit. Farmers and peasants would
go to the “verbenas” (barrios street parties) after work
to enjoy a drink and some music. And, when that song
was played, those guys use to stick their “Champeta,”
also known as a machete, into their pants and dance
along to the music. That’s how our style of play became known as “Champeta.” There was always an ensuing rivalry between Cartagena and Barranquilla. In
Cartagena they say Viviano Torres was the precursor
of Champeta while here, in Barranquilla, they swear
it to be Abelardo Carbono. Sometimes people ask me,
“Are you the creator of Champeta?” I reply, “Esa vaina
me tiene sin cuidado (who cares?).”
Today’s “Champeta” is anything but music. It’s unnatural - all electronically programmed. Many have
sought me out to play the guitar on that rubbish and,
in all honesty, it makes me rather bored. But now that
the interest has reignited, it has sparked something
in me and I have begun to record something again. I
have a demo, which Eduardo Davila recorded. I will
play it for you...
June 1st, 2012 in Barranquilla
Interview by Jolly Urquia and
William Consuegra

Bajo El Trupillo Guajiro (Track 6 - Part 1)
I’ve asked Carlos Estrada, the man in charge of “Analog Africa’s Colombian operations” to travel to Maicoa,
a town in the Guajira Department of north Colombia,
to look for Roberto Solano, the singer of this special
Son Montuno tune. From what Carlos later told me,
Roberto was excitedly moved by the fact that we were
using his song. After treating Carlos to an amazing
home cooked lunch, they sat down on the veranda for
Roberto to reveal the intimate details of his musical
life.
Interview with Roberto Solano:
I was a newcomer to the music scene when this was
recorded and they would let me do whatever I wanted.
Now, when I listen to it again, it strikes me that I
might’ve been singing a little too low - just slightly.
But I am honestly - and gratefully - surprised that this
song is getting a second chance - a new lease on life almost 35 years after it was recorded.
I was born in Fonseca, La Guajira (north Colombia
bordering Venezuela) in 1945, where I lived for a
few years before moving to Valledupar (southwest of
Fonseca) with my mother and eight siblings to spend a
big portion of my life. Later, we returned to La Guajira
department to a small city called Maicao where my
musical career was born. I was in a kiosk having a cold
drink with a girl from a barrio called Planeta Rica - I
liked her a lot. A song by Hermanos Lopéz was blasting from the speakers and I sang along: “A Roberto
le ha pasado así, que pescó una promesa de amor” (to
Roberto it had happened like that, he fished a promise
of love). To impress her even more, I told her that I
was the composer of that tune. And to my surprise,
she fell for it. She said she was was traveling for a few

days and upon her return, I should present her with
a new song composed especially for her. I told her “no
hay problema!”
But thanks to my attempts to win her over, I now
had a problem because I actually had no idea how to
compose, so I started searching vigorously for someone that could write a song. I sought out a guy named
Carlos Hertas but he didn’t have much time. So, with
little other choice, I decided to sit down and start writing myself. I later sang what I had written to my close
friends and I received positive feedback. This is how
I started composing. Unfortunately, despite all my
work, the girl never came back. I wasn’t born a composer, but through self-taught writing, I learned how
to compose. I pitched my songs to various interpret-

ers who would come in and out of Maicao, but nothing
came of it. Doubt began to consume my mind after so
many rejections.
One day, Fruko was conducting a presentation in
town and one of his drummers, Rafa Benitez, needed
to repair a timbal, so I showed him around and we
became friends. The day they departed the city, I was
late to say goodbye and chased down their bus, managing to pass a cassette with a song I had composed
to Fruko through the vehicle’s window. Fruko had
something unusual about him - something enigmatic
and out of the norm. His style, his extravagant haircut garnered a lot of attention in Maicao. Some twenty
days later, coming back home, I find a letter waiting
for me. I was offered a contract by Disco Fuentes. My
happiness was indescribable - I was shaking! I went
outside and showed it to everyone but nobody really
understood what this document meant to me. When
My first record, “Los Charcos,” was released in 1975,
I slept with it under my pillow. It had become a huge
success.
The Sexteto Manaure tune was recorded 3 years later,
it was a Disco Fuentes concept, the band as such never
existed. Some of the musicians I wanted to take with
me to Medellín were not around. Boby, the composer,
had left for Venezuela and Clarito Cotes, the lead guitarist, didn’t come to the meeting, so I ventured to Medellín alone. We eventually
decided to cut our losses and do the
song with musicians from Medellín
with Gavíria on trumpet and Fruko

on bass and percussion. The song was done exactly as
you hear it - in one take. We recorded 4 songs, 2 of
which were never released. Unfortunately, nothing
special happened with those recordings and I didn’t
have a chance to tour and promote the record - it was
totally neglected.
In Valledupar, there were a few record shops that had
sent orders but they never received any merchandise.
I think only about 500 copies - which I had brought to
the region myself - were sold.
15th of June in Maicao, Interview by Carlos Estrada

Lumbalú (Track 11 - Part 1)
Calixto Ochoa is what people call a prodigy or
“wunderkind,” who, at an early age, started to play
and teach himself the accordion. He accompanied his
elder brothers Juan and Rafael and entertained any
fiesta they could as a trio.
Born in the village of Valencia in the Cesar department on August 14, 1934, he headed for the bigger
town of Sincelejo at age 19 to explore more options as
a musician. For some time, he earned money as an accordion mechanic, a vocation that did not last long as
he met the Barrera brothers, Raul and Roberto, who
in 1956 produced his first record - a single with the
titles “El Lirio Rojo” (Paseo) and “La Sobrina de mi
Compadre” (Cumbión) - on their ECO label. The success of “El Lirio Rojo,” caught the attention of Antonio
Fuentes and his Discos Fuentes label.
Calixto stayed under the tutelage of Discos Fuentes
for 13 years, playing first with Cesar Castro’s group.
And, thanks to his remarkable talent not only as an
accordionist but also as a composer of suggestive Vallenatos, Calixto, together with Alfredo Gutiérrez, was
asked to be a key part of a newly formed group named
Corraleros de Majagual, founded at the Fuentes label in 1962. From then on, Calixto also cut his teeth
playing Cumbias, Porros and all of the vogue tropical
music styles as a singer and accordionist of one of the
most famous music groups of northern Colombia.
Apart from being a valued member of the Corraleros,
Calixto continued to play original Vallenatos and was
coronated “Rey Vallenato” at the Festival de la Leyenda
Vallenata in Valledupar in 1970.

An ambitious Calixto then set up his own group,
which he would name Calixto Ochoa y Los Papaupas,
inspired by the name of a Venezuelan cacique (tribal
chief) and claims to have composed more than than a
thousand songs. Recorded in 1983, “El Africano,” remains his best known piece, created at a time when
African music became popular on Colombia’s Caribbean coast.
The presented song, “Lumbalú,” is, however, far more
African in rhythm and style. The Lumbalú is an original rhythm of the San Basilio de Palenque enclave, a
community in the back lands of the Magdalena river
basin founded by “Cimarrones,” escaped slaves that
valiantly preserve their West African traditions till
today.
Biography courtesy of José Luís Cotes Pérez
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Cumbia is Colombia’s best known musical product: its earthy, vibrant rhythms, brassy melodies
and pipe, clarinet and accordion sounds - sometimes plaintive, sometimes strident - have been famous all over Latin America for decades and, more
recently, have made an impact on the global market. Cumbia has shown a talent for adaptation:
over the years, it found new homes in the hearts
of music-lovers and dancers in Mexico, Peru,
Argentina, and among Latin American migrants
in the southern US borderlands, morphing into
different forms as it took on local styles in its music and its lyrics. But where did it come from and
how did it develop into the infectious and varied
music sampled in this collection?

Cumbia emerges from the savannahs, coastal
plains and marshlands of Colombia’s Caribbean
coastal region. The area was the first point of
call for the Spanish conquistadors and, although
they soon moved their focus inland in the endless
search for gold, they founded the colonial city-port
of Cartagena, which became a major entry point
for the African slaves whose descendants would
shape so powerfully the music of the region. The
Spanish also encountered indigenous people, of
course, and although these suffered decimation
through disease, they both resisted and mixed into
colonial society. In colonial society, zambo was the
term for someone with African and indigenous
parentage and, in many ways, cumbia is the musical expression of this mixture, tempered with European influences.

In the late nineteenth century, some seventy years
after Independence, the musical panorama in the
Caribbean coastal region was very diverse. In the
rural villages and estates, peasant bands used
drums, cane pipes and flutes, rattles and scrapers, all of African and indigenous origin, to play a
host of different musical styles. (In this collection
you can hear the breathy sounds of the indigenous
gaita cane flute, accompanying the accordion in
“La Bulla” by Los Curramberos de Guayabal.) In
a typical village fiesta, couples of men and women
danced, in a courtship ritual but without touching,
forming a wheeling circle around a group of musicians: this is the dance still associated today with
folkloric performances of cumbia. In the towns and
cities, brass bands played European and Latin
American music (polkas, habaneras), but also began to adapt peasant music to wind instruments,
giving rise to new hybrid styles such as porro, a
relative of cumbia.
The accordion - so evocative of cumbia - was a
German import that appeared in the region from
the 1880s and, being highly adaptable, was used
by local musicians to accompany anything and everything, from ballads and verses to local fiestas.
Undoubtedly, these wandering minstrel accordionists interpreted the melodies played by the cane
flutes and pipes of the cumbia groups.

In Colombian cities at this time, social clubs provided a main venue for live music for the elites,

while cafés, brothels, public bathhouses, bars, billiard
halls and public parks offered live and recorded music to the middle and working classes. Street festivals
were also important and were major events in the
three sister city-ports of the Caribbean coastal region,
Cartagena, Santa Marta and the upcoming Barranquilla, which was asserting a new-found commercial
dominance as Colombia’s main port and most modern
and cosmopolitan city. Like many places, Barranquilla
had long celebrated carnival – a few days of madness,
music and dance - but in the late nineteenth century,
the city’s elite, which included many European and
North American businessmen and merchants, began
to take an interest and to organise the celebration as
a showcase for their own prestige and wealth, holding
parties in their social clubs and fancy parades on the
main avenues.
In the side-streets and bars, however, cumbia and its
friends and relatives retained pride of place. A classic
piece Barranquilla carnival music from more recent
decades appears in the track “El Garabato” by the
Cumbia Soledeña, a group that, from the early 1950s,
was a regular feature in Barranquilla carnivals. This
track features the traditional caña de millo transverse
pipe, of African origin, whose strident reedy sound was
played by the clarinet in more orchestrated cumbias.

In the 1920s, “jazz bands”, similar to the urban dance
orchestras emerging worldwide, became very popular, emerging first in Cartagena and Barranquilla,
but also in the southern city of Cali. The jazz bands,
such as the Orquesta A Número Uno and Orquesta
Sosa, played popular music from all over the Americas

and Europe (Cuban danzón and habanera, Argentinian tango, Brazilian maxixe, American jazz), but they
also mixed in orchestral arrangements of local styles.
In the social clubs and beer gardens where the jazz
bands played, between 1920 and 1940 people began
to hear porro, gaita, fandango and cumbia. Famous
local bandleaders, whose influence continued into the
1960s and 1970s, included Lucho Bermúdez, Pacho
Galán, José Barros and Antonio María Peñaloza, all
musicians who had learned their trade in local brass
bands. The big-band sound, which was the trademark
of this style of porro and cumbia and was influenced
by the US big bands of the era, is recalled in this collection by Juan Piña y Sus Muchachos with the track
“La Nena” and also by “La Veterana”, played by Pello
Torres y Sus Diablos del Ritmo.

It wasn’t long before, seeing a thriving opportunity, local
businessmen ventured into the recording industry.
In Barranquilla, Discos Tropical was an early leader,
founded in the mid-1940s by Emilio Fortou, the son of
a French immigrant; the Atlantic label soon followed
in about 1949, created by Emigdeo Velasco. Meanwhile in the Andean cities of Medellín and Bogotá,
new labels included Sonolux and Discos Vergara.

The music industry had begun in the last years of the
nineteenth century, with the founding of US firms
such as Columbia, Brunswick and Victor. It was already an industry with international, if not global,
pretensions and early on Colombian musicians began
to make their mark on the record industry. In 1929,
Angel María Camacho y Cano was the first artist from
the Caribbean coastal region to go to New York to record tunes with names like cumbia, porro and mapalé
on the record labels - although Colombian artists like
him also recorded boleros, fox trots and tangos. At this
time too, radio stations began to operate in the region,
with Colombia’s first station being founded in Barranquilla in 1929 by an electrical engineer, son of a US
immigrant entrepreneur. These small stations lived
off commercial advertising, and they became vital to
the expanding world of urban popular music, bringing recorded music, local and foreign, into homes and
public spaces.

However, the first and, some would say, the most
influential record company was Discos Fuentes. As
early as the 1930s, Antonio Fuentes, a Cartagenaborn entrepreneur, musician and owner of the radio
station La Voz de los Laboratorios Fuentes (founded
in 1932), had been dabbling in recordings of local artists; he then founded Discos Fuentes in 1934. “Toño”
Fuentes’s father was the owner of a company called
Laboratorios Fuentes and, as a music lover, made
sure young Toño was trained in classical violin from
an early age, although, Fuentes later became an aficionado of the Hawaiian guitar or ukulele. Fuentes
was educated in Philadelphia, USA, where he learned
business administration and some technical aspects of
the music industry. In 1925-26 he played violin in the
Philadelphia symphonic orchestra.
Back in Cartagena, Fuentes’ company recorded local artists, but sent the recordings to the US to be
pressed. In the early 1940s, the company acquired its
own presses and went on to become one of the most
important labels for cumbia and other musical styles
from the Caribbean coastal region, including the accordion-driven vallenato. Big artists in the early days
included José Barros, Lucho Bermúdez and Guillermo
Buitrago. Later, after Discos Fuentes had moved in
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1954 to the highland industrial city of Medellín, big
stars were Alfredo Gutiérrez, La Sonora Dinamita,
Los Corraleros de Majagual and Joe Arroyo (see below
for more detail). Antonio Fuentes was an innovator,
recording an eclectic mixture of styles and always
ready to experiment, assisted by key producers and
musicians such as Isaac Villanueva, a Fuentes songwriter and producer, and Julio “Fruko” Estrada, an
enduring Fuentes musician who appeared in many
different guises. Fuentes put together brass and accordion for the first time (Los Corraleros de Majagual)
and promoted both highly commercial versions of
cumbia by such as Rodolfo Aicardí, which some audiences found plastic and artificial, and the off-beat
afro-beat and funk played by Wganda Kenya and Afrosound.

The music of the 1940s and 50s was based on cumbia
and related styles such as porro - actually the most
common name at the time - fandango and mapalé. It

also included songs, labeled merengue, son and paseo,
played either on the accordion, usually accompanied
by a guacharaca (scraper) and a caja (small drum).
In those days, this vallenato music, as it was becoming known, due to its reputed origins in the locality
of the town of Valledupar, was actually popularized
by small guitar groups. Artists like Guillermo Buitrago and Julio Bovea, recording with Discos Fuentes,
were the main commercial vehicle for these songs
about local life and love. By the 1960s and 70s, these
guitar groups had faded and been replaced by accordion bands, represented in this collection by Alejandro Durán, Andrés Landero and Alfredo Gutiérrez,
who, like many vallenato artists of the time, were also
known for their classic cumbias.

The leadership of the Caribbean coastal region in
radio broadcasting, the record industry and modern
trends in popular music was felt throughout Colombia in the rapid conquest by música costeña (Costeño
or coastal music) of the cities of the Andean interior
of the country. The bandleader Lucho Bermúdez was
already playing this music in Argentina, Cuba and
Mexico in the 40s and 50s, making cumbia the international musical face of the nation. At first, the ascendancy of Costeño music was bemoaned by older
generations of the conservative upper and middle
classes in the Andean interior: they condemned the
music as altogether too “black”, tropical, vulgar and
strident. It was too sexy for them and seemed encourage what they saw as lax moral behaviour between
young men and women - wild dancing, short skirts,
and too many touching bodies! A 1944 newspaper article complained: “modernism requires this:
that we should dance like blacks in order to
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be in fashion and in line with the tastes of the latest
people”; the writer bewailed the fact that the culture
people liked best “is that which has the acrid smell
of jungle and sex”. But for the younger generations
it was the latest thing and they loved the excitement
the music injected into the straight-laced and drab atmosphere of the capital city of Bogotá. The orchestra
of Lucho Bermúdez, among others, was soon playing
elite clubs in all the major cities, and his big-band
cumbias and porros were international hits.

For most of the 1950s, Colombia was ruled by a military dictatorship under General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla the only period of dictatorship in the country’s history.
Rojas Pinilla pushed forward modernisation, including the development of communications and television. In this environment, the national record industry flourished: Lucho Bermúdez appeared on the first
Colombian television station in 1954. The city of Medellín was an industrial powerhouse and became the
centre of the record industry - Discos Fuentes moved
there from Cartagena - and most Costeño music, by
then a major musical commodity, was recorded there,
although in the 1960s CBS and Philips also recorded
cumbias in Bogotá and, of course, Discos Tropical was
going strong in Barranquilla as it continued to do
until the late 1980s. Cumbia and porro had been going through a golden era since the late 1940s, mainly
in the hands of the jazz bands, but in the 1960s and
1970s it became even more popular, as the national
music industry expanded and cumbia took over from
porro as the most commonly used name. The music expanded its international reach, especially into Mexico,
where it was immensely successful, spawning many
local groups playing “tropical music”.

The music began to change and diversify. The big
orchestras were fading by the mid- 1960s and were
increasingly being replaced by smaller line-ups, which
varied in format. They all used at least an electric
bass, while some incorporated electric guitars and keyboards alongside a smaller horn section, but without
an accordion; within this trend, some groups played
cumbia as part of a repertoire of “new wave” music,
influenced by 1960s rock ‘n’ roll, the Beatles, etc. (Los
Graduados were a well-known example). Other groups
played cumbias with clarinet, horns, bass, drums and
percussion, but no accordion - the classic 1960 hit “La
Pollera Colora” is an example. Others, such as the famous Discos Fuentes house band, Los Corraleros de
Majagual, combined horns and accordion. Still others - such as those represented in this collection by
Alejandro Durán, Andrés Landero or the Conjunto
Típico de Valledupar - played a more stripped-down
cumbia based on the accordion, drums, bass and
scraper.

Until this time, the accordion had been more associated with vallenato music than with cumbia.
This raw style of cumbia, with heavy rhythm and
percussion, was closer to what was being played
by groups that aimed to produce a traditional,
folkloric cumbia - La Cumbia Soledeña in this
collection or Los Gaiteros de San Jacinto - using
mainly drums, reed pipes, scrapers and rattles. It
is no coincidence that Andrés Landero had started
out as a drummer for Los Gaiteros de San Jacinto.
Record companies such as Discos Fuentes had
recorded some traditional outfits from the 1950s
and there had always been a market for bands
that seemed to represent the music as it had been
before the record industry got to it - even though
these “authentic” styles were being promoted by
the record companies!
During this era, disagreements emerged about
which type of cumbia was most authentic. The
music of Los Graduados, light-skinned musicians

from the interior of the country, was belittled by
aficionados from the Caribbean coastal region as
chucu-chucu, the term evoking its supposedly mechanical, simplistic beat. In contrast, Alejo Durán,
a local black musician of humble origins, was seen
as “the real thing”. But things were never so simple. In 1971, Los Graduados’s jokey song “Juanito
Preguntón” won a coveted Congo de Oro prize in
the fiercely contested music festival of the Carnaval de Barranquilla; the other winner that year
was Los Hermanos Martelo, a local Barranquilla
band, in which Juan Piña sang.
Record companies added to the mix by furiously
trying all manner of innovations in their bid to
create hits. Discos Fuentes invented the paseaíto
as the main style for their successful Corraleros
de Majagual outfit. Antonio Fuentes himself was
a keen experimenter: a good example is the track
“Eco en Estereo” written by him and performed
on this album by Fuentes house band La Sonora
Dinamita. Its wacky style is not really related to
cumbia but sounds intriguingly “tropical”.
Another Fuentes track featured here, “La Cascada”,
arranged by Fuentes stalwarts Julio “Fruko”
Estrada and Isaac Villanueva, is similarly eclectic
and experimental. Cumbia and “tropical” music
in general was alegre (happy) and it sold itself on
an image of partying, dancing, and having fun often with strong hints of sex, sun and sand. Some
groups added a humorous and jokey touch, with
whoops, yells, tongue-twisting lyrics and double
entendres.
Written by Peter Wade - July 14th, 2012 in Bogotá
40

Eco en Stereo (Track 1 - Part 2)
The opening track of the album starts with some kind
of mystic African mambo, which then progresses into
a fast and frenetic Cumbión. This superbly cinematographic tune was taken from the LP “Ritmo” which
has the reputation for being the first Fuentes album
recorded in stereo, although nobody could confirm. Released in 1960 it was sold with a separate booklet presenting the musicians of the recording, a Colombian
all-star band that included Clodomiro Montes (percussion), Pedro Laza (bass), Lucho Argain Perez (vocals),
Lalo Orozco (piano) and Saul Torres and Angel Matos (trumpets). La Sonora Dinamita is an interesting
example of the eclectic approach of record production
in this era. Originally formed in 1960 by Antonio
Fuentes, with old-school porro big-band musician,
the band produced some quite traditional-sounding
cumbia with heavy drum-beats and an accordion. The
group was dissolved in 1963 and re-formed in 1977
to play something a lot closer to what purists might
call chucu-chucu, with an electric piano prominent, an
electric guitar often featured and a more muted percussion section. A dozen different singers rotated through
this hit machine, which was particularly successful in
Mexico. One feature of the music of La Sonora Dinamita
is the gradual penetration of elements of salsa into

cumbia, as part of the more general category of tropical music. Jolly Urquia and William Consuegra met
with Hugo Molinares, the musical director of Sonora
Dinamita, to find out more about the mythical group.
Interview with Hugo Molinares:
Sonora Dinamita was born out of the desire to become
a Colombian reflection of the super famous Sonora
Matancera of Cuba. The sound of Sonora Dinamita
was based on the roots of Sonora Matancera but we

managed to create a distinctly Colombian identity.
At that time, I was working at Discos Fuentes and
it was there that I got to know Lucho Pérez Argaín,
leader of La Sonora Dinamita.
Lucho always radiated something special due to his
grace, talent and magnificent voice. Whenever he was
singing, I felt a type of ecstasy and I don’t know anyone in Colombia who compares to Lucho in this way,
furthermore, he was just a great guy.
Back then, there were just a few well-known piano
players around - “El Nene” (Víctor del Real) and my-

self. When El Nene couldn’t perform, they would call
me and vice-versa. We were basically working in turns
and shifts. Lucho Pérez use to work for Fuentes as
some kind of musical director and was overwhelmed
by work since he was travelling a lot - so he asked me
to take over some of his projects as arranger and later
to join the group as a pianist.

were all without sleep and awfully tired. In the bus,
we started cracking loads of jokes about the managerial skills of Lucho but he always maintained his
good humor and never got angry, making the trip a lot
lighter than it actually was. He had a lot of success in
Mexico, so he stayed there soon after this trip.
Once we had to play somewhere outside of Mexico
City. It took us about 28 hours to arrive by bus. We
passed through many municipalities, and honestly,
I wasn’t very comfortable. Finally, we arrived where
we were supposed to play. The lighting there was very
weak - there was only one 25-watt light bulb and a dog
that wouldn’t stop barking.
The atmosphere was weird and nothing at all like a
party. We came to think that we were in the wrong
place because no one there knew anything about the
Sonora Dinamita. We decided to return where we had
come from immediately with the same bus and the
same driver, who had already driven for 28 hours. We

In those days, record companies were not afraid of trying new things and “Eco en Stereo” was composed by
Antonio Fuentes with exactly that kind of experimental spirit. Musically speaking, back then, we were living in a paradise of heavenly music. Everything that
was done back then was achieved with a lot of passion
and hard work. Nowadays, musicians are accompanied by programmed pianos - and the people actually
like it. Had we played back then like they do today,
they would have lynched us.
June 11th, 2012 in Barranquilla
Interview by Jolly Urquia and William Consuegra

La Veterana (Track 2 - Part 2)
Pedro Torres Bautista (aka Pello Torres), was born
on the 22nd of October, 1924 and raised in Barranca
Nueva in the Bolivar region. Among six siblings, he
was the only son of peasant and bass player, Nestor Torres. His father would “only play for fun” and
warned him to “never become a professional musician”
because “these people are bewitched and lead an irresponsible life and therefore carry a bad reputation.”
Instead of acting as a deterrence, Nestor’s words of
warning inspired his son. His uncle, Samuel Arroyo,
trumpet player of “La Banda 7 de Agosto” was probably his main inspiration because he “could make a
trumpet talk.” And so, it was with his uncle that Pello
starting played the cornetin, which he had received as
a gift. Pello remembers a fond childhood. Sometimes
he would accompany his father to the fields up in the
hills around the village where he “always took the cornetin, sat there and imitated every animal’s sound and
sometimes they answered...” In his teenage years, the
bands of Erdulfo Polo and Manuel Villanueva toured
his hometown and not only impressed him, but, like
any youngster from the countryside, filled him with
the notion that his dream could come true in the big
city. In 1949, he spent a short time in Barranquilla, meeting the likes of Rafael Acosta, Manuel
Cervantes and Pacho Galán, whose music
left a lasting impact on young Pello.
The modern arrangements and the
swing of Pacho Galán’s Porro-playing

big band and the newer style
of Merecumbé were fascinating, galvanizing Pello to rearrange traditional songs to
give them a distinctly modern touch. But he lacked
experience and was unable
to find employment in an
orchestra and worked
as a bricklayer to make
ends meet until a barrel of cement fell on his
foot, badly injuring him.
This was surely not the
life he was looking for.
After the accident, he relocated to Sincelejo and
managed to assemble a talented group as crazy about
the modern music of Colombia as he was. The quartet
included Nestor Montes, a baritone saxophonist who
stayed by Pello’s side for half a century, Demetrio
Garín, tenor saxophonist Lincho Almario (the father
of international Latin Jazz star Justo Almario) and
singer Gregorio “Cascarita” Calderón. Talent attracts
talent and soon, the young group was heard by the
Barrera brothers, Raúl and Roberto, who remarked
that “these guys played our ears off.” Impressed, they
recommended the young trumpeter and his band to
Cartagena’s Discos Fuentes music house. Intrigued by
their fresh sound, Producer Antonio “Toño” Fuentes
offered them a deal to record a 4-track 78 RPM release
under the band name, Ritmos de Sabanas. The record
included a composition of Pello’s “El Culebro,” which
was a success.
The spirit of Pello’s trumpet play, his ability to arrange Fandangos, Porros and Merecumbés made
him famous all along the coast. He also com-

posed and sang at times. It would be an uphill task
to find somebody from the time period and region who
has not danced a night away to “Merecumbé en Batería,”
“El Batazo,” “Ay! Ombe” or “La Veterana.”
The band kept playing and touring for 45 years and
disbanded not “for being devils, but for getting old,”
as Pello puts it. Nevertheless, Pello continued to play
his trumpet with the Banda Departamental de Sucre
for 14 years more until eventually retiring his talent
to family parties.
Interview and Writing by Fausto Perez Villarreal

Lluvia (Track 3 - Part 2)
The original version of this tune was recorded in
1964 by Eddie Palmieri’s band, La Perfecta, from
Puerto Rico. Composer Mon Rivera named it “Lluvia
con Nieve.” Although both versions are equally good,
the amazing Guarachero used on the Colombian
version made the difference to me. This tune, simply called “Lluvia,” has been taken from the album,
“Charanguera,” released on Discos Tropical.
Cesar Pompeyo was born on July 6th, 1931 in the capital Bogotá. Rumors persist that “Pompeyo” is not in
fact his real surname, but for his adulating Colombian
support, he is known by no other name.
Cesar partly inherited his ability from his father, Cruz
Maria Pompeyo, a soloist musician in the municipal
orchestra or Tunja (central Colombia). As a child, Cesar performed at public events - circus shows - or at
the tourist hot spots of the Monserrate sanctuary, an
area consisting of a chapel and a small market situated on a mountain some 300 feet above Bogotá.
In 1953, the budding musician moved to Barranquilla
to study music at the University of Fine Arts and soon
started his musical career in the orchestras of Pedro
Biava, Luis F. Sosa and Antonio Maria Peñaloza.
He would soon go on to form La Sonora del Caribe,
which included his brothers Alfredo, affectionately referred to as “Tarzan” as he enjoyed imitating Johnny
Weissmuller’s roar from the film, Cayo Elonia, both
of whom were on trumpets, “El Negrito” Manolo on
clarinet, singer Chamaquito, Simón Hinojosa on
drums, Alfonso Pérez on piano and various bassists,
such as Justo Velásquez. The extensive lineup demonstrates the extent to which Cesar’s Sonora format
was influenced by the legendary Havana ensemble,

Cuban Sonora Matancera. La Sonora del Caribe
linked up with Daniel Santos, recording their most famous piece, “5 y 6,” in Cali and accompanying Santos
on Colombian tours in the mid-1950s.
The troupe had an exclusive contract with Disco
Fuentes, but in order to record with Discos Tropical of
Barranquilla, Cesar changed the name of the group
to La Sonora Tropical. Under this banner, the album,
“Charanguera,” included trumpeters “Tarzan,” Cayo
Elonia Pompeyo and Ramires “El Pajarito” (Little
Bird) Hurtado, pianist Pete Navarro, who would sometimes be replaced by Lalo Orozco of “Los Pelayeros,”
bassist Raúl Escobar, drummer Pompilio Rodriguez,
tumbadora Luis “El Chinche” Gonzalez and the two
singers Gerardo Luis Arévalo, a.k.a “El Jabao,” and
Manuel Iriarte.
Recordings were also completed with the Victoria

label in Medellín. Their very last album was done under the supervision of Industria Nacional de Sonido
using the name, El Combo del Caribe de Cesar Pompeyo.
Cesar would often spend a significant amount of time
on ferry boats and cruise liners on the lower Magdalena river at a time when passenger liners were a prominent means of transport, hiring bands to play for its
first class guests.
Despite his driven musical career, Cesar was regarded
as somewhat unstable. He would change record labels
and musicians frequently and is said to have had a
“weakness” for alcohol, which led to a severe car accident, killing his son-in-law to be, Gil Echeverria, the
brother of fellow musician Adolfo Echeverria.
Written by Evelyn Raetz on July 25th, 2012
Additional information provided by
Rafael Bassi Labarrera

Busca la Careta (Track 5 - Part 2)
La Pava Congona (Track 6 - Part 2)
When it comes to the pantheon of virtuoso Colombian
accordion players, Andrés Landero is rarely mentioned. But when so much soul is inflicted upon the
music, it matters little. Landero’s beats feel like they
have been recorded in slow motion and the space echo
effect of Discos Tropical Studios only intensifies the
hypnosis of his play, although “Busca La Careta,” one
of the two tracks selected here, is much more earthy
and seriously rooted in the soil. It also reflects the
craziness of the city of Sincelejo on January 20th, La
Fiesta en Corraleja, the out-of-tune sound of the local
brass band. Insane Stuff!
Legendary singer, accordionist and composer Andrés
Gregorio Landero was born in the small town of San
Jacinto on February 4, 1931 to Rosalba Landero and
to Isaias Guerra, a Gaita player. In spite of the strong
Gaita tradition of the area, Andrés followed the Cumbia and Vallenato path. His accordion, a present he
received from a relative, is said to have belonged to
Francisco “Pacho Rada” Batista, one of Colombia’s
very first accordionists. Influenced by the music he
heard during his childhood, Landero tuned his instrument to a minor key, which was unusual for Colombian accordion music at the time.
Addicted to the tune, “El Tigre Mono,” by local musician Pello Arrieto, Andrés started his artistic career
quite early. He impressed the people of his town in
a competition held in front of a slaughterhouse for
which he received 12 pesos.
Playing music was clearly not making ends meet, so
Andrés labored in the fields, growing tobacco, and also

joined a group of street vendors selling clothes and
food. He had left home at the age of 17 and had been a
hard working man all his life.
He founded his first music group with Eduardo Lora
as vocalist, Carlos Caro on the guacharaca and José
Tobías on the caja drum. Soon, the enormity of his
talent spoke for itself and he was in great demand.
Nevertheless, in 1960, he was forced to decline an invitation to tour Europe from Delia Zapata Olivella, a
scholar and master choreographer of folkloric Colombian dance, because of his mother’s objections.
However Opportunities at home were endless and
Andrés carried on with his ensemble, performing and
triumphing in numerous contests, which earned him
the venerable titles of “Rey de la Cumbia” in El Blanco,
Magdalena, “Rey Sabanero” in Sincelejo, “Rey del Festival Bolivarense del Acordeón” in 1968 and “Rey” in
Arjona, Bolívar in 1969. In addition, he participated
five times in the Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata,
in Valledupar, the country’s biggest Vallenato event,
ranking second and third on two occasions. Andrés
had achieved an admirable level of fame in Colombia
in the 1960s, but his most grand success would take
place in Mexico during the ‘70s and ‘80s. It was in
central America where he was coronated the “King of
Cumbia” and countless albums were published.
Although he never reached exceptional stardom
in Colombia, his relative fame made fans out of notable individuals like former president Belisario
Betancur (1982 – 1986), who always asked Andrés to
play for him and his entourage when he visited the
coast, and Alfonso López Michelson, co-founder of
the Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata and Colombia’s
president between 1974 and 1978. Outside of Latin
America, Joe Strummer, lead vocalist of British punk
rock band, The Clash, was another huge admirer of

Andrés Landero. His support rarely waned. Novelist
and 1982 Nobel Prize in Literature winner, Gabriel
García Marquez, fought for Andrés’ recognition as
winner of the Festival del Vallenato, where he finally
was honored as the “Living King” in 1999.

A year later, on the 1st of March, Colombia’s mercurial accordionist, Andrés Gregorio Landero, passed
away, leaving a legacy of some 400 compositions.
Written by Evelyn Raetz, July 28th, 2012

Cumbia Costeña (Track 7 - Part 2)
Gilberto Alejandro Durán Diaz - “Alejo Durán” - was
born on February 9, 1919 and grew up in the midst of
the cattle ranches of El Paso, Cesar, a small riverside
municipality where the local economy is dominated
by farming and ranching. As a teenager, Alejo was an
underprivileged child. A skinny body, long arms and
fingers earned him the nickname, “El Pichilingo.”
He inherited his interest for music from his family as
both his father and uncle played the accordion, his
mother sang and danced Bullerengue and his grandfather played the gaita, the Colombian flute. The
entire family took advantage of popular festivities to
play and learn music. Within the family’s repertoire
was the Chandé, one of the many joyful and festive
rhythms of Colombia’s Caribbean folklore. Interpreted
by groups of drums, it embodies the energetic spirit of
the coastal populations who celebrate the carnival as
of the best events to dance massively to the preserved
melting pot of African, Hispanic and indigenous
rhythms.
During his adolescence, in addition to the typical Paseos, Sons, Merengues and Puyas of Vallenato folklore,
he started to include Chandés and Cumbias, rhythms
reinterpreted in his emerging style and adjusted to
the percussive conditions required by the notes of
his accordion. In addition, the rhythmic expressions
performed by the percussion groups dominating the
states of Bolivar, Magdalena and Cesar left their footprint on the musical personality of Alejo Durán.
His first compositions were made with the caja drum,
guacharaca and the harmonica. During this time,

Alejo also learned to play the accordion. When he was
20 years old, in 1939, he formed his first conjunto with
his two brothers, Náfer and Luis Felipe, and went
on to play in towns, regional events, unforgettable
“parrandas” (parties) and slowly but surely, things
started to pick up. Years later he took onboard
Agustín Cudre and Daniel Barraza, bringing joy to the
parrandas at the ranches and bigger towns of El Paso,
Chiriguaná, Tamalameque, San Martín de Loba, Altos
del Rosario and other towns of this riverside region.

In 1950, he recorded his first album, “Los Tres Duranes,” in Barranquilla. The album gained him national fame and included the anthem, “Güepaje,” later
known as “La Trampa.” 1968 marked the beginning of
“La Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata,” the most prestigious contest of tropical music in Colombia. It was
here that that Alejo took possession of the first crown
of Vallenato music, which signalled the apex of legendary accordionist’s impeccable career.
Interview by Carlos Estrada, June 14th, 2012 in Valledupar. Additional research by Evelyn Raetz

Agoniza El Magdalena (Track 8 - Part 2)
Ramiro is an important figure, especially for this
project. He is not only represented here with the superb
track, “Agoniza El Magdalena,” but he is also behind
the song, “Wasamayé,” and an integral part of the Myrian Makenwa puzzle, which I’ve tried to put together.
His father, Pedro Ramaya Beltrán, kindly gave us
Ramiro’s phone number in Venezuela, where he currently resides. Jolly Urquia met the multi instrumentalist at his Caracas home .
Interview.1 with Ramiro Beltrán:
I began to play music in 1960 when I was around
seven years old using my father’s accordion, which he
had left me before leaving for the army. Since I had no
one to teach me the basics, the task was more difficult
than I had first thought. My luck came around when
two accordion players arrived to entertain the town. I
approached them to ask whether they would be willing to teach me how to use my small accordion were
I to bring it along. I stayed with them until late at
night, but they were just too busy, so I watched them
play and began to slowly learn just by observing what

they were doing. When I returned home, my grandmother, who raised me, was furious - she gave me a
real thrashing and confiscated my instrument. The
real difficulties began when she died.
My dad, Pedro “Ramaya” Beltrán, took me with him to
the army barracks, but I was alone most of the time
since he was frequently away on duty and there was
nobody to care for me. That didn’t work out too well
and I left. By that time, I was a teenager and I handled the accordion with some proficiency, so I decided
to move to Barranquilla to try my luck. I started to
play with a band called Los Alegres de la Costa until I
formed my own ensemble, La Cumbia Juvenil, which
later became Cumbia Siglo XX. We had recorded a
song called “La Nalga Pegale,” an amazing track
which caused us a lot of trouble because of the racy
lyrics. “La Nalga Pegale” means “smack the behind”
and when we played it, people responded by smacking
the bottoms of others, which led to trouble. Tragically,
some people got stabbed, some were shot dead. That
song was our only commercial success.
My next venture was to found another band called

Ramiro Beltrán y su Conjunto Tipico with whom I recorded “Agoniza El Magdalena.” Rochet Saballet provided the vocals and composed the song while I formed
the musical arrangements and played the accordion.
The troupe had the same members as my father’s
band, La Cumbia Moderna de Soledeña..
Artistically speaking, for a long period of time, my father and I didn’t get along that well. We were both
soloists and when we tried to collaborate on some
projects, he didn’t give me much space to participate.
It was a time when I wanted to play the flute, but my
father was a master flutist, perhaps the best in the
country, and I didn’t stand a chance. That, however,
gave me the motivation to succeed by myself. I took
some songs that my dad had composed, changed the
arrangements and made them into hits. It was only
during the mid-‘80s that we finally got together and
have been working side by side ever since.
African music, of course, had a big influence. Most of
my African recordings were not big hits - those songs
were the first Champetas to be recorded in the region
and paved the way for artists such as Soneros de Camero, La Niña Emilia. I was never officially recognized
as the one who laid the foundations of the style. This
might be because I always had my father’s shadow following me.
“Agoniza La Magdalena” tells of human pollution, of
the waste thrown into the river, the garbage piled up
at the bottom, preventing the ships from travelling
since they would get stuck. Listening to this again
after so many years gives me the chills - those were
glorious times. Presented in 1985 at the “Festival de la
Cumba del Banco,” it won the grand prize.

Wasamayé (Track 4 - Part 1)
Interview.2 with Ramiro Beltrán:
I changed the name of the band to conform to the
vibe of the work we were doing. During those times
- around ‘75 - African musical influence was massive.
Eduardo Davila, Discos Tropical’s sound engineer,
trusted me and knew I was the one to call when they
wanted to record African-influenced songs. I was so
inspired by that music that I was driven to constantly
leap from one project to another. The band members
were Hernan Rasedo on drums, Ismael Jiménez on
congas, Jairo Jiménez on timbales, Alcides Casa on
guitar, Jorge Gutiérrez on bass and my father assumed the role of band director.
“Wasamayé” was improvised in the studio and is one
of the first recordings I did for Discos Tropical. The
echo you hear on this song is a signature technique
used only by Discos Tropical founder, Emilio Fortou.
Add Davila, one of the best sound engineers in the
country at the time, into the equation, and you had
one of, if not the best label in the country. The language used in Wasamayé doesn’t really exist. We just
made up words and mixed them with a few Spanish
phrases that fit. Originally, this was supposed to be
a solely instrumental track, but we
eventually decided to add vocals
and trumpets.

African music was really big in those days. Wherever
you went, you could hear the picós playing amazing
music on the streets - tunes that reverberated in your
stomach. African music was not ours and we didn’t
understand the lyrics but we could feel our roots and
the connection with our ancestors - that was beautiful
for me. A man from Soledad, a part of Barranquilla,
built the first picó called “El Solista” (the lonely one).
But his loneliness wouldn’t last for long because everybody started building bigger and stronger picós - the
kind of sound systems that could fill stadiums where
competitions took place. The picó, “El Junior,” was the
one that specialized in African music.
July 5th, 2012 in Caracas, Venezuela
Interview by Jolly Urquia

Santana en Salsa (Track 9 - Part 2)
Born on September 14th, 1918, in Villanueva, in the
department of Bolivar, the famous Crecencio, originally had aspirations of becoming a soldier. His mother,
Ana Isabel Olivo, burst into tears when she found out
that her son intended to join the army, which in turn
caused Crecensio to cancel his plans and embark on a
musical career.
From childhood, he would sing along to the tunes of
his day, and, in the mid-1940s, he formed a small
conjunto and tried his luck in Barranquilla. Disappointed by a lack of success, he returned home in
1946. Two years later, in Sincelejo (north Colombia),
he joined a band with Rufo Garrido (saxophone), Pello
Torres (trombone) and Manuel Lamadrid (clarinet) on
the very same day as the outbreak of the civil war,
caused by the assassination of populist presidential
candidate Jorge Eliécer Gaitán. A recording deal
was never struck until Crecencio crossed paths with
Antonio Fuentes in Cartagena, who presented him to
Pedro Laza, director of Pedro Laza y sus Pelayeros.
Members of this famous band included Laza (bass),
Climaco Sarmiento (arranger, saxophone), Lalo Orozco (piano), Rufo Garrido (saxophone) and Edrulfo
Polo and Manuel “El Tibiri” García (trumpets). These
musicians also formed the core of Fuentes’ other house
bands, La Sonora Cordobesa and La Sonora Dinamita.
Recording sessions would start at 7 in the morning
and last well into the night, ending only when every
last tune of the record had been done perfectly. “One
week of rehearsals were all that was needed to record
a complete album in only one day,” Crecensio recalls.
Crecensio’s brilliance cemented his place as Laza’s
star vocalist and he went on to record numerous hits
for Discos Fuentes. He remembers there being “a

strong competition among bandleaders.” So much so
that when Laza’s band was “invited to play in Santa
Marta alongside Lucho Bermudez, Lucho refused to
play, saying our risqué, ambiguous texts would be defamatory for him, but, in reality, he was probably just
afraid that we would outstrip him...”

tioned the names of the musicians on the record covers,
so nobody knew about me being the number one voice
of the Pelayeros,” Crecensio states. His name and
reputation was only sealed in 1965 when he temporarily joined Eliseo Herrera’s Corraleros de Majagual - a
“product” of Disco Fuentes.

While sticking with Laza, Crecensio moonlighted
with Rufo Garrido, under the leadership of Antonio’s
brother, José Maria “Curro” Fuentes, who for reasons
of a different taste and manner, split from his sibling’s
imperious label and established the smaller Discos
Curro and recorded at Philips’ studios. Frustrated by
the lack of infrastructure in the coastal cities, Philips
eventually transferred their operations to Bogotá, but
Curro continued to produce albums as the label’s artistic director.

June 1st, 2012 in Cartagena,
Interviewed by Carlos Estrada

With the help of Pacho Galán, Curro built up his
house band, whose name shifted between La Sonora Curro, Super Combo Curro and Monicongo
Prieto depending on who helped produce his
projects. Super Combo Curro was used,
for example, on 1971 Philips
release which includes
“Santana en Salsa.”
Its members consisted
of Rufo Garrido and
Alex Acosta (saxophone), Manuel Villanueva, Edrulfo Polo,
Manuel “el Tibirí” García (trumpets),
Rosendo Martinez (bombardino), Ruben Lorduy or Lalo Orozco (piano), José
Franco (percussion), Clodomiro Montes
and Curro himself (congas). Fame was
not always forthcoming for musicians of
the era. “In these times they never men-

El Garabato (Track 11 - Part
This song has been touching the soul of every child
of the Colombian Caribbean coast for more than four
decades and it is not ready to stop as yet. It symbolises
Barranquilla’s carnival probably more than any other
composition and is played in every corner of the town
during this important cultural event. Jolly Urquia and
William Consuegra met with Pedro “Ramaya” Beltrán,
the legendary musician behind the addictive flute.
Interview with Pedro Ramaya Beltrán:
I was born on the 15th of February, 1930, so I am only
82 years old. I was born in Patico, in the Bolivar department of Colombia. The town itself was known as
Talaigua Nuevo, located on the shores of Rio Magdalena. Music, for me, is life. Sometimes people ask me
when I would leave music. But why do I have to leave
music? And I don’t want music to leave me either.
Since I was a kid, I was touched by music. I remember
I was around six or seven years old when I took a
piece of wood, placed a couple of nails on either end
and tightened five wires and started producing weird
sounds. That piece of wood backed
me while I went about singing my favorite tunes, and
that’s how I think I became a musician. From time
to time, I would go to the cornfield to help out. My
duty was to frighten away the parrots, who would ruin
the crops. One day, out of boredom, I started playing
around with small pumpkin vines. Those things are
hollow and I thought if I just made four holes, I might
be able to get some sound out of it. To my own amazement, the sound was stunning to such an extent that I
am still playing it 70 years later.
Julio Polo, a musician from the department of La

Magdalena, played every year during religious festivities taking place in my home town, Santa Teresita
del Niño Jesus. His band started at around 8 in the
evening, but the real party only began much later
when the ladies danced with candles in their hands
while four musicians would make “noise” using the
millero (flute), tambor allegre (a traditional drum of
African origin) and the maracas. Couples would dance
the night away to Bambuco, drinking homemade rum
in the moonlight - those are the images which nurtured our imagination. I used to sit behind the band
at all times.
So one night, during a break, Julio Polo asked me,
“What do you want from me?” I replied that I wanted
to be a musician like him. “If you put your head to it,
be assured, you will play as I do” he advised. Those
words have guided me since and, at 13, I formed my
first band. Someone had seen us placing the drums
close to the fire to tune them, so they called us “Bombo
Asada” (grilled drum).

At school, I didn’t like the way teachers were treating
and hitting us. There was not a noble, healthy authority in our school system, so I left. I sold my hammock
for two pesos and that was just enough to pay my
way to Barranquilla. I packed a couple of t-shirts and
pants and took the boat, “El Capitan Ricardo,” down
the Magdalena River. During the three-day journey, I
met a missionary who offered me a place to stay until
I found something else. Three months later, I began
getting homesick, so I returned and decided to enlist
in the army, at age 18 - where I stayed for 10 years.
I then went back to Barranquilla, where I looked extensively for a band. I got sent to the radio station,
La Voz de Barranquilla (The Voice of Barranquilla),
where every Sunday a particular band would be presented. The day I arrived, they were broadcasting La
Cumbia Soledeña, whose director was Efrain Mejía.
I introduced myself to the group and was invited to
Soledad for a session. They were amazed. The way I
played Cumbia especially impressed them. Only a few
days later, I was on the way to San Andrés as part of
La Cumbia Soledeña. It was official.
Shortly after, we participated in a musical competition called “La Voz de la Patria” (The Voice of the
Nation), where our band finished in third place, a
respectable position. Our award was a recording deal
with Philips in Bogotá. That’s when we recorded “El
Garabato,” composed by Emiliano Veinguechea, and
sang by Mejía. When we returned from the U.S. in
July of 1969, I left Cumbia Soledeña and formed La
Cumbia Moderna de Soledad.
La Cumbia Soledeña was filled with too many traditionalists, set in their ways, and it was difficult to experiment. I tried time and time again to reform their
way of thinking, but it didn’t work, so I left.

May 29th, 2012 in Malambo (Atlantico),
Interview by Jolly Urquia and William Consuegra

La Nena (Track 13 - Part 2)
Interview with Juan Piña Valderama
In the name of God, I tell you, music and my daughters are everything for me. I was born in the department of Sucre in 1951, so it must be easy to tell that
I’m about to become 61 years old. It has been a life of
struggle, perseverance and doing things everyday in
order to become somebody in the world, especially in
the world of music since I had no desire to dedicate my
life to anything else. Although, you could say I am a
frustrated baseball player and journalist too.
I had the best of luck since my father, Juan de la Cruz
Piña Arrieta, was the only music teacher - a demo-

cratic one at that - in my town. He taught music to
everyone regardless of skin color of social status. In
my case, I inherited my career path. In my home, holiday gifts were not toys but music instruments. One
time it was a trumpet, the next time we got a snare
drum or maracas and so on.
When I was about 11 years old, my eldest brother,
Alfonzo, got a recording opportunity with Disco Fuentes
in Medellín. In those days, because of the situation in the
country, it was hard to travel - it took us nearly 30 hours
to reach Medellín. Coming from a rural area - I was a total country boy - Medellín was absolutely impressive. We
recorded an LP entitled “Bailabilisimos,” the first release
of “Juan Piña y sus Muchachos,” which included my first
song, “Abran Rueda,” a Cumbia I sang with my sister,
Elvira Piña and “La Nena” which was composed by my
brother, Alfonzo, in 1962.

Thanks to the success we had with that LP, we were
offered a second deal. The whole experience made us
relevant in the region and people called us to play
from Sincelejo to Barranquilla.
Our compositional inspiration was always drawn
from my brother. My father played a role too, but my
brother took giant strides ahead him on that front.
Our time in Medellín together was tough. We had one
meal a day and we made sure to eat during midday so
we could make it to the next day. Along the way, we
built up our career. People began to recognize us in the
music world. Sooner rather than later, we had many
more opportunities. My brother was connected to the
band, Los Hispanos, which was well known domestically and internationally, and I was called up to perform with Colombia’s best orchestra, Los Hermanos
Martero - that for me was the equivalent to going to
university. With them, I finally got my first paycheck.
I couldn’t study anymore since I was totally involved
with music already. I lived in a different world - one
of hotels and airplanes. I loved music so much that I
grew even more eager through all the attention and
recognition I got. I failed to keep my marriage intact
because I was just unable to give the attention my wife
and daughters deserved. On the other hand, I was ensuring a good quality of life for my mother and brothers and, at the same time, increasing the reputation of
the music scene in Medellín. When I first came to the
city, music was still looked down on by a lot of quarters of society, but somehow people began attaching a
cultural value to the music - the same culture value
that became part of the identity of our country.
May 30th, 2012 in Barranquilla, Interview by
Jolly Urquia and William Consuegra,

La Bulla (Track 15 - Part 2)
Interview with Aníbal Velásquez
I was about 10 years old when I took my first steps
into music using my older brother’s accordion. Everyday, I would take it out of the closet and play my
rhythm. Whatever it was that came out sounded like
a frog. One day I got caught. But instead of scolding
me, my brother decided to teach me. Everyday I would
sit and play what he showed me the day before, note
by note. The tables had soon turned and there came a
time when I started to teach him.
My first band was Cayetano Caicedo´s, with whom I
had gone to “La Savannah” (rural areas) to play. My
father didn’t know where I was and thought I had
been kidnapped, but no, we went on a musical tour!
Since I was very young, people saw me as a prodigious
kid and gave me money for the show - thats when I
started earning a living through music. I would jump
onto tables and play the accordion, and, sometimes,
the guacharaca. When I returned to Barranquilla, my
father was waiting on the doorstep with a grim look of
anger checkered across his face. He raged about my
disappearance, but when people told him I was with
Cayetano on tour, he must have felt some kind of
pride since he actually encouraged me to continue. With my dad’s benediction, I delved deep
into the world of the accordion.
I then joined Los Vallenatos de
Magdalena with Roberto and Carlos
Roman and my brother, Juancho.

“Majagual” because there was a popular group called
Los Cumbiamberos de Majagual and we wanted people to think we were affiliated to them.
May 31st, 2012 in Barranquilla,
Interviewed by Jolly Urquia and William Consuegra

Pájaro Madrugador (Track 18 - Part 2)

This was when I made my first recording called
“La Canacha en el Aire,” which was very successful. Roberto and Carlos died and I stopped playing
Vallenato in order to concentrate on my own style,
“La Guaracha en Accordion.”
Los Curramberos de Guayabal was a project that was
born out of an encounter between the Espera brothers, Antonio and Robertico, and my band. Our coming
together was very spontaneous. The only stalwarts of
that band were José Velásquez, my brother on cara
and vocals, “El Negrito” Gomez on timbales and Jaime
on Guacharaca. All the other members were constantly coming and going, which might seem dysfunctional,
but it gave the band a kind of diversity. Sometimes,
I played the piano. I would just use two fingers but I
knew how to make it “speak”.
Barranquilla is also affectionately referred to as “Curramba” and people from
here are known as “Curramberos.” We
added “Guayabal” to make it sound like

The breakthrough for the virtuoso accordionist, Alfredo
Gutiérrez, came in 1961, with the release of “Majagual,” a swinging Porro he had composed that includes
a dialogue between the bombardino (baritone) and the
accordion. The song also inspired the name of the famous band, Los Corraleros de Majagual.
Alfredo de Jésus Gutiérrez Vital was born on April
17th, 1943 in Paloquemao, a small village in the Sucre department. At seven years of age, he started to
play the accordion and earned his first pesos playing
Mexican rancheras on a small and simple accordion on
the buses around the Boston district of Barranquilla.
His father, Alfredo Enrique, a troubadour accordionist
from the heartland of Vallenato, Valledupar, imparted
his talent on his son by giving him his first lessons.
Of a poor family, Alfredo Gutiérrez was compelled to
try his luck as a musician from an early age. In 1954,
at the tender age of nine, he joined the group, Los
Pequeños Vallenatos, a band made up of only children.
Its members included Abel Rodriguez, Luis Castillo,
Gustavo Amaya and Arnulfo Briceño. Rodriguez and
Briceño would become a successful guitarist duo playing Música Llanera, a typical style from the eastern
plains of Colombia.

In 1958, Alfredo’s father died and Calixto Ochoa
took care of the teenager, introducing him to Antonio
Fuentes in Medellín. Alfredo soon became a member
of Los Corraleros de Majagual alongside its vocalists
and accordion players, Calixto Ochoa and Lisandro
Meza. Among the first successful recordings with Los
Corraleros was “Festival en Guararé,” a tamborito
originally composed by Panamanian star Dorindo
Cárdenas.
Six years later, in 1968, Alfredo formed
his own group - Alfredo Gutiérrez y
sus Estrellas. By that time, he had
already written close to 150 songs.
That same year, he changed his
recording company, transferring
to Codiscos, a label with which
he recorded hundreds of songs because of the space and liberty they
provided him to develop a style so
unique that it occasionally involved
playing the accordion with the toes
of his feet.
This was an era that saw the emergence of
mixed styles of music in which tropical artists fused
Salsa, Vallenato, Guarachas, Mambos and Guaguancos
with traditional styles. Rich examples of the Salsa
fusion, known as “Salsa Corralera,” can be found on
the albums Alfredo recorded with his Los Caporales
del Magdalena band, a counterpart and competitor of Fuentes’ Corraleros de Majagual. “Fiesta en
Corraleja,” “El Ramillete”, “Salsa Mona” and “Salsa
Machucada” are some of the contemporaneous hits.
Alfredo won the Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata in
1974, 1978 and 1986, and was proclaimed World Accordion Champion in Germany consecutively, in 1991
and 1992.
Until today, a never ending debate rages on to conclusively determine whether Alfredo Gutiérrez or Aníbal

Velásquez recorded more songs and albums. Nobody
knows the exact numbers for either of Colombia’s two
greatest accordionists.
Written by Evelyn Raetz, August 10th, 2012
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