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Soundtrack Composer

CARLOS
SANTANA

Evolving Through
a Revolving Door

“It was always a tug-of-war
between art and commerce,
but it’s become much more
business now;” says Santana
(posing with La Bamba co-star
Esai Morales). “Musically,
there’s probably more variety
now, but there’s still a big
percentage of shit out there.
Hey, Night Ranger and Bon
Jovi couldn’t swing their way
out of a paper bag.”

by lain Blair

t's 3 AM. as the Santana tour bus pulls

up at some godforsaken checkpoint on

the Hungarian border. Still recovering
from the show in Graz, Austria, a few hours
earlier, everyone is rudely awakened by the
Soviet-style guards who clump on board,
guns at the ready, to check visas and
passports.

Their breath frosting in the chilly night air,
these young, grim-faced soldiers look even
more wiped-out than the musicians as they
suspiciously examine papers. Suddenly it
dawns on one of the youngest that far from
carrying another load of curious tourists, the
bus is temporary home to one of rock’s most
famous guitarists.

“Car-los Santana!” he beams, “Ze rock and
rolll” And a second later, in a perfect display
of glasnost, the guard is back out on the tar-
mac and moonwalking better than Michael
Jackson. It a truly surreal moment (captured
on video by the band). We all applaud wildly
and drive off into the night toward the next
gig in Budapest.

“Man, that was something” smiles Carlos
Santana. “You see the power of music?”

The following night's show at the giant
MTK Stadium is even more extraordinary. A
capacity crowd of 35000 rock-starved fans
stand in the pouring, icy rain as Santana
leads his band through a three-hour set that
mixes such classic cuts as “Oye Como Va“
and “Black Magic Woman” with “Vera Cruz,”
the latest single from the group’s newest
album, Freedom.

The aptly named LP—and Santana’s 2Ist—
is also the title for this, the group’s tenth
international tour, which is winding up its
European and Middle Eastern legs after tak-
ing in such diverse places as Helsinki, Jeru-
salem, East Berlin, and now Budapest, before
attacking the U.S. this summer.

In fact, after 20 years together, Santana has
sold more records and concert tickets inter-
nationally than any other band. And with a
current lineup that boasts a wide range of
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nationalities and ages, it's no wonder that
Carlos Santana proudly introduces his musi-
cians as “the World Band from the Americas.”
Later, back in the warmth of his dressing
room, the guitarist ponders life on the road
after two decades, and the problems in-
volved in getting the famous Santana sound
.across to audiences all over the world,
whether in a sweaty, humid amphitheater
outside Tel Aviv, the sodden, open-air MTK
Stadium in Budapest, or the acoustically
superb Hammersmith Odeon in London.

What have been the tour highlights so
far?

Definitely the Iron Curtain countries, East
Germany and Hungary, where fans will stand
in snow if necessary to hear a concert.

Any problems in those places?

None at all. We were invited by the gov-
emments, and they've been very cooperative.
The only restriction was, “Don’t smoke on-
stage” Otherwise they've been very open.

What was the idea behind the Freedom
title?

Freedom from all categories—politics,
etc. For instance, my parents, who are Mex-
ican, are very nationalistic, but I'm not—|
have no allegiance to flags or countries.
It’s really about music being above all such
considerations.

Back in America, you seem equally aloof
from trends or local scenes.

You're right. For a long time | never felt
part of the “San Francisco thing,” man, and
| didn't get along with other bands like the
Grateful Dead. | never saw myself as part of
that scene. But it's changing. Perhaps I'm
mellowing out in my old age.

When you started the band, did you ever
think you'd still be playing and touring some
20 years later?

Sure, ‘cause | never identified with person-
alities, like Elvis; | always identified with
musicians, like B.B. King or Miles Davis. And

when you're a musician, it doesn't matter
where you are, as long as you can play. You
dont have to always headline Madison
Square Garden or whatever.

How has the music business changed
since the mid-Sixties?

It was always a tug-ofwar between art and
commerce, but it's become much more busi-
ness now. Musically, there’s probably more
variety now, but there’s still a big percentage
of shit out there. Hey, Night Ranger and Bon
Jovi couldn’t swing their way out of a paper
bag.

What about radio?

Well, we don't really get airplay in the
US., and that’s cause we can't be categor-
ized. There's Latin, there’s jazz, there’s rock,
there’s blues—but radio can't handle all that
in one group. They want it neatly packaged.
Radio’s very different in Europe, though. In
Hungary, you hear classical music followed
by Prince. And in Britain, you hear all types
of formats on the same station. So there's
far more cross-fertilization. It’s a lot healthier
to me.

The Freedom album was delayed quite
awhile. Why?

Basically ‘cause we had a few problems
with CBS, so we had to recut several tracks
as they couldnt “hear the hits” [Santana
makes a face] So they blocked it. Man, | told
‘em, “| can't believe we're the midgets and
radio directors are the giants now.”

Over the years, the band has had over
30 different lineups.

Yeah, and it's been a blessing to have that
revolving door. It allows Santana to keep
evolving.

The current nine-man lineup is certainly
more compact than some incarnations of
the band, but it must still present consid-
erable sound problems, both live and in the
studio.

You're not kidding! In the past, we've had
as many as 18 players, and it can get too
crowded—there’s just too much going on, es-
pecially when you have, say, three keyboards,
which we used a couple of years ago. With
all the MIDI technology, one guy like Chester
Thompson can do it all today. But Santana
has always had a core of players, both young
and old, which 1 feel is also unique. And
there’s all nationalities represented too. Con-
ga player Armando Peraza is 73 now, Cuban,
and has been with me since 1972. On the
other hand, Raul Rekow, who also plays con-
gas, is only 30, and has been with me for
eleven years. The group inspires a lot of loyal-
ty. Buddy Miles, who | worked with back in
'72, has now joined, and Alex Ligertwood is
back again—he’s Scottish. Then we have an
English drummer, Graham Llear, and an
American bassist, Alphonso Johnson, who's
played with everyone from Weather Report
to Woody Herman. It's pretty eclectic, and
I'm very proud of that fact.

. How do you go about capturing the live
impact of the band on record?

One thing | really like to do is just get
everyone in the studio and play the tracks
live, man. That way, if it's cooking, you keep
the feel; but you really need an engineer who
knows the band and the music well. For the
Freedom album, | wanted to work with Jim
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Gaines again, but Steve Perry kept hogging
him for about a year, so | could only get him
in between those sessions. Then there was all
the touring, etc., that we were doing, so that’s
another reason it took so long to complete.

Have your recording methods changed
much over the years?

Yeah. I've experimented quite a lot with
sounds and new equipment, and | gradually
assimilate and use what works best for me.
Sometimes I'll put down a sequencer track
firt and build from that, and then add
Graham on real drums. It all depends.

Do you think of yourself as a tech-head?

Not really. I'm really more of an instinc-
tive, straight-ahead musician and producer.
To be honest, | like as little makeup as pos-
sible, nothing to clutter the sound. My basic
aim is to always get that unique sound that
can be recognized even after hearing just
three notes. And it ain't easy!

So how do you gef your distinctive
sound? What's your secret?

No secrets, man. Like | said, | try and keep
it simple, so | use very few effects or pedals,
either live or in the studio. | use two Boss
choruses and two Boss digital delay units,
and apart from some occasional use of the
Mutron wah-wah and my Yamaha octave di-
vider, that's it.

In terms of other guitarists, who do you
rate?

| love anyone with a distinctive sound,
guys like Andy Summers and Robert Fripp.
Even though they get copied a lot, they still
sound unique to me. | also like Sammy Ha-
gar's sound, believe it or not, and Hiram
Bullock, although he’s beginning to sound
a bit samey to me these days. And I still love
Eric Clapton. Man, | went to see him recently,
and he just blew me away. He's playing bet-
ter than ever, although he went through a
kind of rough patch a few years back. The
thing is, he’s willing to take chances, which
most players aren't. They all want to play it
safe and sound like every other player
around. | mean, look at a player like Neal
Schon, who was in one of the early versions
of the band. He's a great guitarist, but now
he's got this huge rack of effects, and he's
sounding exactly like every other session
player with the same setup. That's the great
problem for every player, how to find your
own sound and voice, and step away from
all the influences and ideas that have shaped

you and say it in your own language. | always
remember what Miles Davis used to say to
John Mclaughlin: “You gotta play guitar like
you don't know how, every time.” And he’s
right. It's a matter of shedding your skins.
After ten, 20 minutes, you stop sounding a
bit like B.B., or Eric, or whoever, and you find
yourself.

Who do you listen to these days?

Miles, Coltrane, Otis Rush, Prince—really
anyone with a vision.

“l don’t usually get involved in
Hollywood-type phony-baloney
stuff, but my wife forced me to
read the script and I couldn’t put
it down, so | thought ‘Why not?’
I'm pretty happy with the results,
and | think Taylor Hackford
has done a great job.”

What about producers and engineers.
Who do you rate?

Well, I love Bill Simpson [who worked
with the Eagles], and | rate Keith Olson. | ac-
tually did a whole album with Keith around
‘81, but it never came out. It just sounded too
white, too mid-American for me. [Laughs]
But the guy’s good. Overall, | think Jim
Gaines is still my number one choice,
though. He's fast and he gets my sound.

It’s your band; are you a dictator?

Not at all. It's a team, and | don't need
to hog the limelight. In fact, I've never fired
anyone. By the time | decide, they've already
quit or disappeared. The truth is, the only
person who ever got fired from the band was
me.

What happened?

It was just after the third album. There was
a really bad scene surrounding the band in
those days, man. A lotta drugs, a lotta pimps.
| wanted to fire the manager at the time and
there were big arguments. In the end, they
fired me. But after three days, they called up,
and we reorganized.

After your early success, you kept a pret-
ty low profile for most of the Seventies, at
least in terms of press.

Yeah, | didn't talk much ‘cause, after my
involvement with Sri Chinmoy, the press got
very cynical toward me—you know, | had no

sex or drug scandals. But | guess | also got
a little weird and humorless around that time
too. That's a danger of getting too spiritual,
maybe.

After following the guru for a decade,
you left him in 1981.

Yeah, | got very disillusioned in the end.
He certainly helped me a lot in certain ways,
but it’s all a power trip, just like the PTL thing
today. Gurus love to convince their disciples
that if you leave 'em, you'll drown in a sea
of ignorance. But it's just not true. It took me
awhile to find out, though.

During that period you released several
collaborative albums, such as llluminations
with Alice Coltrane, and Love, Devotion and
Surrender with John MclLaughlin. Any more
solo plans?

I'd love to do something with Jimmy Page.
We talked about it, but nothing’s happened
so far. I'd also like to work with Stewart Cope-
land and Jimmy Cliff. And Paul McCartney.
We'd work well together, | feel. I'd get him
back to his street roofts.

You've also done the soundtrack for La
Bamba.

Yeah, | don't usually get involved in Hol-
lywood-type phony-baloney stuff, but my
wife forced me to read the script and |
couldn't put it down, so | thought “Why not?”
It's a great story, and | really think if Valens
had lived, he'd have been the father of a lot
of punk and heavy metal stuff that happened
later. I'm pretty happy with the results, and
I think Taylor Hackford has done a great job.
I'm looking forward to seeing it.

What else is in the future for you? Any
unfulfilled ambitions?

I'd love to go back and play Mexico, ex-
cept that the last time | was there, in ‘85, |
was really attacked by the press for becom-
ing an American citizen and selling out. But
they're still musically so locked up in the Six-
ties; they need to open up. And the last time
| played there was back in 1973, ‘cause your
equipment always gets stolen. Don't get me
wrong, man, | love the people—but not the
promoters. You can't find an honest one.

The 20th Anniversary tour will last al
most six months. Any plans to ever retire
from touring?

No, man. Look at Eubie Blake in a wheel-
chair; | feel the same way. As long as you can
wheel me out there, | don't care. I'll just keep
playing. W
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