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Side 1 

1. Skins 
(Marty Sheller) 3:31 

2. Fatback 
(Bobby & Valerie Capers) 2:29 

3. Hammer Head 
(Sheller) 3:25 

4. Dot, Dot, Dot 
(Sheller) 5:07 

5. Dirty Willie 
(Sheller) 5:25 

Side 2 

1. Sweet ‘Tater Pie 
(Rodgers Grant) 2:40 

. Bembé Blue 
(Hubert Laws) 6:38 

. Dulce Amor 
(Grant) 5:07 

2 

3 

4. Tacos 
(Laws) 2:33 

5 . Corn Bread Guajira 
(Bobby Capers) 2:37 

Side 3 

1. Tumba Le Le 
(Netto-Neves-Reis) pub. unknown 4:15 

. Happy Now 
(Mongo Santamaria) 3:08 

. Country Song 
(Irrizary) 3:26 

. Congo Blue 
(Santamaria) 7:31 
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Side 4 

1. Carmela 
(Santamaria) 5:22 

Hombre 
(Marcellino Guerra) 3:33 

Chombolero 
(Joao Donato) pub. unknown 4:37 

2. 

3: 

4. Not Hardly 
(Pat Patrick) 4:17 

oe African Song 
(Santamaria) 3:24 

All compositions published by Mongo Music (BMI), except as 

indicated. 

Mongo Santamaria—conga drums, bongos 

with 

On Sides 1 and 2: 

Nat Adderley—cornet 
(on “Skins,” “‘Hammer Head,” and ‘‘Corn Bread 

Guajira’’ only) 

Marty Sheller—trumpet, Latin percussion 

Hubert Laws—piccolo, flute, tenor sax 

Bobby Capers—alto and baritone saxes 

Rodgers Grant—piano 

Victor Venegas—bass 

Ray Lucas—drums 
(except as indicated) 

Jimmy Cobb—drums 
(on “Hammer Head” and ‘‘Corn Bread Guajira’ only) 

Carmelo Garcia—timbales; also drums on ‘‘Bembé Blue” 

“Chihuahua” Martinez, Wito Kortwright—Latin percussion 

(Recorded Spring 1964.) 

On Sides 3 and 4: 

Paul Serrano—trumpet 

Pat Patrick, Al Abreu—flutes, saxophones 

Chick Corea—piano 

Jose De Paulo—guitar, Latin percussion 

Victor Venegas—bass 

Julio Collazo—timbales 

“To-Tiko”—Latin percussion 

Vocals: on ‘‘Tumba Le Le” by Carmen Costa and chorus; 

on “Country Song’”’ by Marcellino Guerra and Elliot 

Romero; on “‘Hombre” by Marcellino Guerra and chorus. 

(Recorded July 9 and 11, 1962.) 

Sides 1 and 2 originally issued as Mongo Explodes (Riverside 

3530). Sides 3 and 4 originally issued as Go, Mongo! (Riv. 423). 

Original recordings produced by Orrin Keepnews. 

Original recording engineer—Ray Fowler 

(at Plaza Sound Studios; New York City). 

Remastered, 1976, by David Turner 

(Fantasy Studios; Berkeley, Ca.). 

Art direction—Phil Carroll 

Photography—Jim Marshall 
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Distributed by Fantasy® Records 

Tenth and Parker 

Berkeley, Ca. 94710 

It is certainly true that Mongo Santamaria has turned out to 

be a pivotal force and an important catalytic agent in 

modern American music. It’s true enough; but it’s also an 

admittedly ponderous and stuffy way to describe this 

almost-always-smiling, incredibly propulsive performer, a 

man built very much like a chunk of granite, who must be 

considered among the most effective bandleaders in a whole 

musical area that is quite difficult to name accurately but 

might as well be called “Latin jazz.”’ 

So I'll plead guilty to making a deliberately ponderous 

start to these notes. The whole idea is that these are things 

that ought to get said about Mongo, but rarely if ever do. | 

very much did not want to begin with some facts from the 

research library on the history of the conga drum, or with 

the impact of Chano Pozo on bebop by way of the Dizzy 

Gillespie band, or with a half-dozen adjectives that all add 

up to “wow, isn’t this exciting music.” ! don’t know 

anything about the history of the conga drum; | never got 

to see Dizzy’s first big band; and we all know equally well 

that this is “exciting’’ music. What isn’t well enough known 

and appreciated is that Mongo took one valid and impor- 

tant form of music and transformed it into a vastly differ- 

ent but logically related and equally valid form. The story 

of that transformation can actually be told in capsule form 

by way of the two albums reissued here—his first and last 

recording sessions for Riverside. 
In assembling this package, | have chosen to reverse the 

natural order of things and begin with the final album— 

since that is where Mongo’s music arrived at and where it 

has pretty much remained for the past decade. The Mongo | 

first met is the one you can hear on the third and fourth 

sides: a master of Cuban music, experienced at adding his 

particular sound both to straight Latin orchestras and to 

jazz-oriented groups, but not yet quite ready for the move 

to something really different. (Although there are plenty of 

hints of what was to come, particularly since everyone can 

now look back with unimpeded hindsight and note that in 

less than half a year he would be in the same studio 

recording ‘“‘Watermelon Man.”’) 
Ramon Santamaria was born in the Jesus Maria district 

of Havana, a section described by a boyhood friend, Dr. 

Eligio Valera, as being the ‘most traditional and Afro- 

Cuban of the 43 districts of Havana.” (That description 

appears in the liner notes to another of Mongo’s early 

Riverside albums; the notes—like those on his very first LP 

for the label—were printed in both English and Spanish, 

which obviously says much about where we thought his 

appeal was directed.) ‘‘Traditional’’ and “Afro-Cuban” are 

definite key words. They indicate a man who has retained a 

very clear-cut awareness of his African heritage (his grand- 

father was an African-born slave and Mongo was brought up 

observing an African-derived religion). They also indicate a 

music that—although “Cuban” and “‘Latin” tend to get used 

interchangeably—has infinitely more connection with Afri- 

can culture than with Xavier Cugat-style dance bands. 

The lines of demarcation are of course not nearly that 

clear and simple. When Mongo worked with bands in Mexi- 
co. City as a teenager, when he and his friend Armando 

Peraza came to New York in 1949 (on their first job 

together they were billed as the Black Cuban Diamonds), 

and when he went on to play with the Perez Prado and Tito 
Puente orchestras, there was probably more Cugat than 
Congo to be heard. There was certainly no straight-life jazz. 

At least not until 1958, which is when he joined the San 

Francisco-based group led by Cal Tjader—a St. Louis-born 

vibraphonist who was an ex-drummer and former sideman 

with Dave Brubeck and George Shearing, and who had 

already gained much acclaim as a pacesetter in the area of 

Latin jazz. 

Cal recalls that Mongo joined him as part of a package 
deal and largely because of a desire to get away from New 

York. Santamaria, then working for Puente, and his friend 

Willie Bobo both wanted to migrate to Los Angeles. When 

this became known to Tjader during an Eastern road trip, 

he hired both percussionists as a team. Mongo remained 

with Cal until 1961. It was during this period that Mongo 

first gained any degree of prominence, and it was with 

Fantasy, the label for which Tjader then (and now) re- 

corded, that he got his first regular opportunities to record 

as a leader. 

But all of this was still very much in a Latin, nonjazz 

performing context. Cal makes the point clear: “My band’s 

repertoire was divided then pretty much the way it is now. 

In those days we'd begin a set with some standards and bop 

tunes like ‘Doxy’; then we'd go into our heavy-Latin mam- 

bo numbers, and that’s when Mongo would come onstage 

and join us. He didn’t play on the jazz numbers.’ But of 

course he was there, just off stage, getting what was un- 

doubtedly his first regular dose of listening to jazz. Tjader 

had a particularly good band at that time, with Al McKib- 

bon on bass and Vince Guaraldi, later replaced by Lonnie 

Hewitt, on piano. It was obviously a valuable, broadening 

experience for the Afro-Cuban percussionist and even play- 

ing a strict mambo beat with a bassist like McKibbon (who 
had worked with the likes of Coleman Hawkins and Dizzy 

Gillespie) was bound to expand his horizons. 

But when Santamaria left Cal to go out on his own, the 

first group he put together was a straight-Latin charanga 

band. At this point, it is time to bring into the story a 

short, dynamic entrepreneur named Peter Long. Pete, a 

longtime close friend of men like Cannonball Adderley and 

Quincy Jones (he is currently associated with Quincy), has 

been a promoter, concert producer, publicist (at New 

York's legendary Apollo Theater for many years), and 

personal manager. In about 1961 he was putting together 
an African Carnival at a New York armory; Mongo’s band 
was recommended to him to support the Cuban dance 

segment of the show; and after the carnival Mongo asked 

Pete to manage him. Long accepted; it was the first of 

several far-reaching correct moves the two men made to- 

gether. 

Mongo had it in mind to drop his charanga and assemble 

a jazz band. (He obviously meant a heavily Latin-tinged 

group, but in 1962 terms like ‘‘jazz-oriented” and “‘cross- BSEOLTW FU0ssey yy SEOLTW 8UOISEIIA 

over” were not yet in vogue.) So Pete quickly thought of 

dealing with Riverside, very much a jazz label, which had 

recently scored heavily with albums by his friend Cannon- 

ball. When he approached us, Bill Grauer and | found the 

idea of recording Mongo quite appealing. Latin sounds were 
gaining popularity; although such albums sold almost exclu- 

sively in areas with large Spanish-speaking communities, 

mainly New York and Los Angeles, they sold very well 

there. As | recall, we had been considering Armando Peraza, 

then becoming quite well-known with the Shearing quintet; 

but a leader seemed more attractive than a sideman, and so 

we promptly signed Santamaria to a good, but not over- 

whelmingly rich contract. 

After the signing came an incident that Long succeeded 

in keeping from me for 14 years, only to let it slip out 

when | was probing at him for details to use in these notes. 
It seems | expressed a curiosity to hear the band we would 

be recording—but at that precise time Mongo had no band! 

So he and Pete had to put one together fast for the. man 

from the record company to hear. Long claims that they 

picked up Pat Patrick—an excellent baritone sax player 

from Chicago whose credentials included a stint with Sun 

Ra—at the local union hiring hall, and that they latched on 

almost as casually to a young piano player around town 

named Armando Corea (this was a bit before he became 

universally known by his nickname of “‘Chick”). 

No matter how swiftly it might have been thrown to- 

gether, the first “Mongo Santamaria Afro-Latin Group” 
(that’s how the initial album billing read) was a good one 
and it hung together for a while. Their first studio sessions 

included Patrick—who remained on hand through the later 

“Watermelon Man” period; Paul Serrano—a good jazz trum- 

pet player, also from Chicago, who'd had his own album on 

Riverside in 1960; Victor Venegas—a close friend of 

Mongo’s who was his bassist on all his recordings for me; 

and Corea. And also an indeterminate number of Latin 
percussionists and vocalists! My first date with Santamaria 

was my very first studio experience with Latin music and 

musicians; it wasn’t until several sessions later that | became 
used to the ground rules about the various players of things 

that were shaken and/or beaten or rattled who seemed to 

wander in and out of the studio according to no set pattern, 

and about the vocal solos and choruses you were barely 

warned of in advance. | may be exaggerating a bit in 

retrospect, but | do seem to recall performers | was never 

formally introduced to and whose names | only learned 

later when it was time to pay them. That first album has 

more than a touch of jazz in it, particularly in tunes like 

Patrick’s ‘“‘Not Hardly’ and Mongo’s “Happy Now” and 
“Congo Blue.” But it also has its share of pretty straight- 

forwardly ethnic material: the two mambos that open 

Side 4 here, for example, or the guajiro rhythms of “‘Coun- 

try Song,”’ described in the bilingual notes as ‘’a typical 

Cuban song that tells of a man watching workers walking to 

the sugar fields and thinking that he’d be happier if he 

could build his leaf house closer to the sea.” (!) 
To the naked eye, not too close to ‘‘Watermelon Man’’— 

but actually that major turning point was just over the 

horizon. Pete Long has a story that may well be totally 

accurate and certainly should be, despite (or perhaps be- 

cause of) the fact that it sounds like a scene from a very 

corny show-biz movie. 

According to Long, Mongo was playing a one-night gig at 
a Cuban club in the Bronx. It must have been in the late 

summer or very early fall of 1962, and the pianist for this 

particular date was another of the promising young players 

around town: Herbie Hancock. Pete went along with the 
band, but practically no customers did. ‘‘It was a complete 

disaster of a night; there were never more than three people 

in the place,” he recalls. At one point-another noncustomer 

joined them—Donald Byrd, with whose band Herbie was 

playing more or less regularly, dropped in to see how his 

protégé was doing. ‘There was no point in playing, so we 

all were sitting around,” Long told me, “and Donald started 

a discussion about relationships between black and Cuban 

music.” To illustrate a point, he turned to Herbie and asked 

him to “play that blues you wrote.” So Hancock started in 

on “Watermelon Man’—and first Venegas joined in, then 

Mongo, then the rest of the band, all fascinated by the 

tune. It immediately became a part of the band’s repertoire, 

even without Herbie around, and it was quickly a large-scale 

crowd-pleaser. So much so that Pete began pressuring me to 

hear how audiences reacted to it, and finally prevailed on 

me to accompany him on Thanksgiving night to a club in 

the wilds of Brooklyn. What | heard—both the song and the 

reaction—must have been highly impressive, for it led to 

one of the very few occasions on which | (usually a totally 

album-oriented producer) scheduled a two-tune session 

strictly designed to record a single. Mongo’s version of 
‘WNatermelon Man,” released on the subsidiary Battle label 

to make it clear that this was not a piece of Riverside jazz 
product, became by far the company’s biggest single. Early 
in 1963 it began to show up on the trade magazine best- 

seller lists, and quickly reached the top ten on the Billboard 

chart. Knowing the almost nonexistence of Riverside’s pop- 

market promotional efforts, | must describe the record as a 

largely spontaneous, self-generated hit. 

More than that, it became an institution and an earth- 

shaker. It remains Mongo’s theme song and virtually his 
trademark, his biggest individual success. And its particular 
combination of sounds, styles, and idioms brought on a 
whole wave of followers, imitators, and extenders who are 

with us yet. It is quite obvious that the unique concoction 

of funk, blues, soul, rock, jazz, Afro-Cuban-Latin, and 

what-have-you that made up “Watermelon Man” spawned 

the immense commercial success of bands like Carlos San- 

tana’s and of a whole genre of music that followed. As far 
as | can determine, it is still on hand in at least some 

versions of the varying, ill-defined neo-Latin music now 

being called ‘‘salsa.”” At any rate, in more than one instance 
where I’ve been told that I’m listening to a salsa band, I’ve 
been aware that what's being played is basically the mid- 

Sixties Santamaria sound, usually with guitar and electric 

piano added to update things. 

Following ‘‘Watermelon Man,” of course, Mongo’s own 
direction was pretty much set. You don’t turn away from a 

successful formula—even though nobody seems to have 
been able to analyze it well enough to duplicate it exactly. | 

know we kept on trying: most of what you hear on Sides 1 

and 2 here represents attempts to come up with another 

“Watermelon Man” (and | remain puzzled as to why “Fat- 
back,” for one, didn’t make it). And at Columbia and other 

labels for whom Santamaria recorded after the 1964 death 
of Riverside they obviously kept trying too, but without 

any one comparable major hit. 

Even though there never was a direct successor, the 

general formula has continued to work for Mongo, and the 

variations worked as well and even better for others. And it 

remained a form of music that Mongo enjoyed playing; for 

he has always been much too direct and honest-with-him- 

self to play anything he doesn’t really like. Certain other 

aspects of his bands have also remained constant: like being 

a very good training ground for a variety of strong jazz 

musicians. On the first two sides here, Nat Adderley is just 

a guest artist, but Hubert Laws spent a solid amount of 

valuable learning time with Santamaria and in later years 
men like Sonny Fortune and Luis Gasca did the same. 

| do not like to believe in theories of sudden, dramatical- 

ly apocalyptic change in music—that somebody “invented” 

jazz in New Orleans one day or that Charlie Parker just 

stumbled onto a whole new set of chord changes at a jam 

session one night. Presumably the world was ready and 
waiting, and conditions were just right for the particular 

Latin revolution that Mongo happened to precipitate. Pre- 

sumably it would have come about anyway—conceivably by 

way of some other band—even if Byrd hadn’t asked Han- 
cock to play that number on that slow night in the Bronx 

and even if | hadn’t reluctantly consented to drive to 

Brooklyn after my Thanksgiving dinner in 1962. But the 

fact is that Herbie did play it, and | did go, and ‘‘Water- 

melon Man” did explode. 

It gave rise to some very intriguing musical directions, 

and it gives further reasons to keep on listening to the 

music of a man | insist on visualizing as a chunk of granite. 

(To be quite precise, a short, affable chunk with more than 

enough band-aids wrapped around his hard-working fingers 

to have earned him a permanent place in the Johnson & 
Johnson hall of fame.) And any reasons for keeping people 

fully aware of Mongo are just fine with me. 

—Orrin Keepnews 










