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[image: Carlos Santana looks slightly upward with a thoughtful expression and a smile on his face. His hair is big and unruly.]
Carlos, 1968.
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[image: Carlos Santana passionately plays an electric guitar on stage.]
Carlos, late 1960s.
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Santana, late 1960s.
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Taj Mahal playing at the Newport Folk Festival, 1986. Description 1
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FOREWORD SANTANA’S INTENSE EXPLOSION OF SOUL

By Taj Mahal

Back in the late ’60s, I had started listening to Santana’s music, and I was really keen to hear Carlos Santana play live. I remember walking into a venue where Santana was playing and seeing Carlos sitting there; I went up and spoke to him in Spanish (I think he was surprised that I could speak Spanish), and told him how much I liked what he was doing.

That night he played something that was deeply embedded in me from my own growing-up years—the song “Jingo.” I remember buying the Drums of Passion album by Babatunde Olatunji and falling in love with that song, and then it popped up on Santana’s first album, along with the Afro-Cuban stuff. I also loved their second album, Abraxas, with “Oye Cómo Va.” It was music that made big sense to me.

I was raised on all these great jazz and blues players in the ’40s and the ’50s, and almost everyone, to the last, had their own sound and created their own voice. That’s the point—to establish your own voice in your music. But so many of the players in the ’60s were adopting exactly what they had learned, to play for an audience that really wasn’t familiar with all the nuances and sounds of the great blues players. So, when they were able to copy those sounds, they were happy to stay there and think they had arrived.

Not Carlos.

Like the jazz and blues greats, Carlos created one of the most unique voices in music, nourishing his fan base with things that they would just never have gotten on their own. He had played violin when he was a kid, which brought a certain kind of sustain, a sharp, crisp, brilliant sound to his guitar playing. He is also a spiritual person whose ears are glued to jazz and blues and music from around the globe, but is always rooted in the Africanness, the African continent. Carlos’s music is an intense explosion of soul. With one note you are there. And all the way through to the end of the song, that song stays with you. It is soul sauce.

I have heard Carlos and his band play live many times around the Bay Area and around the country, and our bands have played together and with other groups. No matter how many groups were on stage, when Carlos started playing, you knew who you were listening to. That’s true north for any great player.

Once at the Montreux Jazz Festival, Carlos asked if I would do “The Healer” with him and John Lee Hooker. I said, “You kidding me?” Carlos took the Latin, the Afro-Cuban sound and placed it around John Lee, and John Lee laid it down. It was just fantastic. From Carlos’s first note, I knew where I was going. I knew who was taking me there. And his band was so tight and rhythmic. That music was so good it had me samba dancing while I was singing. There was no “I think I’m going to do this.” It was just demanded from the spirits.

A lot of guitar players are more about standing in front of a band and everybody throwing adulation at the stage. But Carlos has always been very humble and very sacred about his gift. He isn’t boisterous or loud; he is always quite contained, but also very generous. I know about his work with youth, and what he is doing with his Milagro Foundation and the people that he looks after. That’s the kind of stuff that just isn’t common with the rock crowd. But it is never like there is somebody with a bunch of trumpets blaring, “Here he comes, here it is.” Carlos just gets in there and gets busy and stays busy, giving back.

I have always had a lot of love and interest in what Carlos is doing. His music is unapologetically original and progressive, and he is unapologetically generous in spirit. He is a force that stays with you—from that first unmistakable note.



[image: Carlos Santana is seated indoors, playing an electric guitar. He is wearing a dark, wide-brimmed hat and is dressed in dark clothing.]
Carlos, 1999. Description 2
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INTRODUCTION ONENESS

One note. That’s all you have to hear. It doesn’t matter whether it was played in 1969 or in 2023, amidst a barrage of congas and timbales, inside a sensuous, soulful ballad, or atop a stomping, funky, jazzy, bluesy, groove-infused rock jam. It might be his hypnotic, signature sustain that grips your senses, for it’s those long notes, the ones that seem to permeate the air for an eternity, throwing off their own multihued radiance, that best define him. It could be the caressing sweetness, the anarchic fury, or the sheer splendor that envelops all in its path—sometimes within the same passage. The perfect fusion of grace and intensity, it will touch you whether you are listening alone in the mysterious dark of night or surrounded by joyful thousands in a stadium under the blistering sun.

Many have tried to describe this sound, his approach to making the guitar sing with such inventiveness and revelation, with equal parts fire and elegance, ringing out in unbridled glory.

But in the end, two words say all that needs to be said: Carlos Santana.

Pick a note, any note; you’ll know it’s his. Few musicians, in all of history, can lay claim to owning such an instantly identifiable sound. Miles had it; Coltrane and Wayne Shorter, too. Robert Johnson and Wes Montgomery and Bo Diddley and B. B. King. Jimi—of course, Jimi. Herbie Hancock’s piano, Billie Holiday’s voice, Tito Puente’s exuberant percussion—it only takes but a moment for your ears to connect the sound with the face.

Carlos Santana is among the rarest of the rare. His is a gift that cannot be learned or created. You’re either born with it or you’re not, and you can’t keep it to yourself; that would just be cheating.

But neither is it just about a guitar tone or the way one man’s fingers move around the fretboard, making it seem so easy. It’s not about technical skill; it’s about attitude and heart, melody and harmony, the sensuousness and the wonder.

Carlos Santana takes you deep into his soul and then deeper into your own. There’s poetry in that sound, pulse and passion, warmth and serenity, and love. There’s so much love.




[image: Prologue: The Music Begins]


[image: Carlos Santana and two other young musicians perform together, playing a guitar, violin, and another string instrument, dressed in formal attire.]
A twelve-year-old Carlos (center) playing the violin, Tijuana, August 1959.
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EARLY DAYS

If fate had not intervened, this book might have been about a violinist. There’s a good reason it isn’t: Try as he might, after several years of making the effort, even gaining enough proficiency to pocket a few pesos scratching out a tune on the street, Carlos Santana still didn’t think he played the instrument very well. He came to hate it.

“I sounded like a pussycat in the alley, like a cartoon,” Carlos said more than six decades after his hapless labors finally came to an end. “I didn’t want to sound like that. I said, ‘No matter what I do, I can’t make it sound pretty like my dad does.’ But the guitar was easy for me.”
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    [image: A formal portrait of Carlos Santana’s father, José, wearing a suit and tie, looking slightly to the side.]
    [image: Carlos Santana’s mother, Joséfina, in a dark dress with a light-colored neckline, stands in a formal pose, resting one hand on a chair and the other on her leg.]
        Carlos’s parents, José and Josefina, c. 1951.

    
    So, instead of recounting the story of a successor to Jascha Heifetz or Yehudi Menuhin, this book tells the tale of a man who obviously made the right decision by switching his allegiance to another stringed instrument. Today, and for more than fifty years, the name Santana is revered around the world, synonymous with a distinctive sound, feel, style, and attitude—and a remarkable body of work that has entranced millions. Picture Carlos Santana in your mind, head tilted back, eyes shut, lost in the music, and then try to imagine a bow in his hand and a violin resting upon his shoulder. You can’t, right?

    But this story does start with that four-stringed acoustic instrument, and the Mexican boy who couldn’t seem to get the hang of it.

    Carlos Humberto Santana—the surname derives from Santa Anna, or Saint Anne, grandmother of Jesus—was destined to become a musician. His father, José, born in Jalisco, Mexico, in 1913, had learned to play the violin from his own father, Antonino. José turned professional, joining, and later leading, a symphony orchestra before realizing that there was more opportunity in mariachi, boleros, and other homespun varieties of traditional Hispanic music.

    One fan of José’s was Josefina Barragán, also of Jalisco. As Carlos recalled in his 2014 memoir, The Universal Tone, Josefina “knew that would be the man I would marry and leave this little town with.” She and José became husband and wife in 1940, eloping when he was twenty-six and she eighteen. They settled in Autlán, where they began producing baby Santanas—four girls and three boys in all. Carlos, born July 20, 1947, was the middle child; his younger brother, Jorge, who would also become an accomplished guitarist, followed four years later.

    
        Growing up, Carlos was in awe of his father’s musical talent and his devotion to his craft. “Dad lived to play, and he played to live,” Carlos wrote in his memoir. “That’s what musicians are meant to do.”

    

    [image: José and two other men pose with musical instruments, including a cello, violin, and saxophone, in front of a rustic brick wall.]
        José Santana with band members, 1934.

    
    [image: Two vintage illustration of José Santana’s music band.]
        José Santana with bands in Autlán, Jalisco, 1945 (top) and Stockton, California, in 1960 (bottom). Description 3

    
    Throughout the early ’50s, mainly because his father’s occupation took him away from the small town the Santanas called home, Carlos saw less and less of his dad; José spent most of his time north in the bustling border city of Tijuana, where a musician could find steady work. At first, Josefina and the Santana children stayed behind in Autlán, but in 1955 the rest of the family decided to join José in Tijuana. A five-day car trip, sleeping in the desert and eating at truck stops along the way, took them to an address in Tijuana where, Carlos later recalled in his memoir, they found José shacked up with a prostitute.

    “Eventually, Dad left the other woman, and we were all together again,” Carlos wrote, but life in the teeming city proved excessively difficult at times. “It was so hot we couldn’t sleep,” he remembered. “We were tired and cranky all the time. We had no money at all. We were hungry.” Young Carlos vowed that someday, when he was older, he would buy his mother her own house, complete with a refrigerator and washing machine. “Of course I didn’t know then how I was going to do it,” but fifteen years later he made good, using the royalties from the first Santana album to buy a home for his parents.

    That was still only a dream, of course, and Carlos’s childhood was demanding—he began working at a very young age, chipping in to help support the family and becoming, in his own evaluation, a street kid, surviving by his wits. “I soon learned that there was a way to walk those streets,” he wrote, “a different kind of walk. Without disturbing anybody, you could project an attitude of ‘Don’t mess with me.’ ”

    [image: A black-and-white portrait of Carlos Santana, smiling at the camera.]
        Carlos in his early teens.

    
    [image: José stands on a paved path while Carlos Santana crouches nearby, with a dog mid-step in the foreground. The background features a brick wall.]
        José with an eleven-year-old Carlos, Tijuana.

    


[image: A formal black-and-white portrait of a young Carlos Santana, set against a plain background, looking directly forward.]
Carlos at fourteen, Tijuana, June 1961.




[image: ]
FROM VIOLIN TO GUITAR

There was music all around, and Carlos picked up on the various sounds wherever and whenever he could. Listening to José’s band—violin, contrabass, accordion, piano, and cello—Carlos realized, he later said, “that what I love about music, since the beginning, is the long, long beautiful notes without vibrato.”

His father took notice of the boy’s interest, and when Carlos was eight, José decided it was time for his son to take up an instrument. Carlos tried the saxophone, but when that didn’t pan out (he didn’t like the way it felt in his mouth), a violin found its way into Carlos’s hands. Every day after school, he took lessons, which were augmented by José’s own teachings. It didn’t always go well.

    [image: Carlos Santana, in a cowboy outfit, and his friend, in a white dress with a floral headband, sit together at a local radio contest.]
        Carlos with a friend at a local radio contest.

    
    [image: A group of musicians, including Carlos (third from right), in his father’s mariachi band in formal attire, poses with their instruments.]
        Carlos (third from right) with his father’s mariachi band.

    
    
        “My dad was a good teacher,” Carlos recalled in the memoir, “but he wasn’t necessarily gentle. He would push me, and then the shouting would come, and I would start crying.” Carlos made a valiant effort to learn the violin, but it was not his love for the fretless instrument that drove him as much as his desire to please his father.

    

    Despite his distaste for the violin and the later self-effacement, Carlos did grow adept enough on the instrument to team up with two brothers who played acoustic guitars and performed for money on the street, taking requests from tourists. He even entered music contests in Tijuana, sometimes winning prizes. By the time he was ten, Carlos occasionally sat in with José’s mariachi band. It wasn’t until 1961, now into his teenage years, that Carlos finally put down the violin for good.

    The timing of Carlos’s rejection of the violin was not coincidental: Rock and roll, R&B, and blues, wafting over the airwaves from north of the border, had caught his ear. One after another, new names—B. B. King, Ray Charles, Muddy Waters, Jimmy Reed, Little Richard, T-Bone Walker, Lonnie Johnson—entered his consciousness. His sisters monopolized the Santana family phonograph with their Elvis Presley records, but Carlos wasn’t moved by the so-called King of Rock and Roll. He dug deeper, discovering the music that inspired Elvis. That music, he felt, came from the heart and soul; in those sounds, Carlos Santana heard truth, passion, life.

    Naturally, there was still plenty of Mexican music all around, and Carlos was expected—required—to play it, but, “I just never connected with it,” he wrote in his book. “It felt like wearing somebody else’s shoes.” It wasn’t until years later that he understood it wasn’t the music itself that turned him off; it was the association with his “painful, hard times with Mom and Dad.” He came to appreciate the music of his native country in adulthood, but as a youth, his antennae were pointed north, where his American counterparts were tuned in to different kinds of music than Carlos was hearing at home.

    There was one exception, however: Javier Bátiz. A Tijuana-born guitarist only three years Carlos’s senior, Bátiz was playing music in a park when Carlos first came upon him. The sound captured his attention immediately, a “boogie kind of beat with echo, echo, echo—just bouncing off the buildings and trees.” Bátiz and his band, the TJs, had “funky amplifiers and electric guitars and a booming bass,” and the leader himself was wild looking, “his hair piled up in a big mop. It was like a UFO had landed in my backyard,” Carlos recalled years later. “I remember thinking,” he wrote in The Universal Tone, “this is what I want to do for the rest of my life.”

    That wasn’t going to happen if he remained a violinist, and, luckily for him, his mom knew what had to happen next. She wrote to José, who by then had been living in San Francisco for nearly a year. Their son wanted to learn the guitar, Josefina told her husband. It would be a nice gesture if he would buy one for the kid. Carlos soon found a Gibson electric guitar and amplifier waiting for him. He wasted no time figuring out how to get some noise out of it.

    [image: A black-and-white illustration depicts Carlos (center) in an early band alongside Danny Haro on drums and Sergio “Gus” Rodriguez on bass.]
        Carlos (center) in an early band with Danny Haro on drums and Sergio “Gus” Rodriguez on bass, Tijuana, c. 1962.

    
    [image: A black-and-white illustration of Carlos standing on stage playing in an early band. Behind him, a drummer sits at a drum set and guitarists stand in dark suits.]
        Carlos (center) playing in another early band, The Strangers, Tijuana, c. 1962.

    
    
        “The friends I hung around never listened, with all respect, to Elvis Presley or any of that. That’s an art in itself, and he learned a lot from Black people, but the delivery didn’t touch me. I wanted the other stuff. I wanted John Lee Hooker.”

        —CARLOS

    

    [image: ]
    “I knew, probably within a month,” how to play the guitar, Carlos later said. “I got all the basics from the violin, but on the guitar, you have to put the pick on the string and put the pressure on your fingers, because you’re not using a bow anymore.” You also had to put your heart into it. “All of the guitar players that I love, they have this thing where they feel what they feel,” a much older Carlos explained. “A lot of people don’t feel what they feel. It’s like a parrot repeating a prayer; they don’t know what they’re saying. When a musician feels what they’re feeling, it sounds different. So for me, it was easy to go on the guitar and feel what I was feeling.”

    Carlos was a quick study. He filled his head with electric guitar music—recordings by instrumental outfits like the American band the Ventures and England’s Shadows—and was able to sit in with Bátiz and the TJs, figuring out how to play bass guitar simply because that’s what they needed at the time. He learned how to play songs by R&B and blues greats—James Brown, Bobby “Blue” Bland, Bo Diddley, Otis Rush, Lightnin’ Hopkins, and many others. By the end of 1961, Carlos was a working musician, playing guitar in the house band at a Tijuana nightclub called El Convoy. “As time went by, I got more and more into the blues—Black blues,” he wrote in the memoir. Other groups in the city were playing White pop songs, but, “We didn’t want to touch that. We had a badge of honor.”

    [image: A vintage lively nightclub interior filled with people dancing, talking, and socializing.]
        The El Convoy Club, Avenida Revolucion, Tijuana. Description 4
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INFLUENCES

Ask anyone who knows Carlos Santana, and they will tell you the same thing: He is always listening to music—all types of music. From the time he was young, Carlos was incessantly curious, an adventurous human sponge who soaked up and absorbed music and then assimilated it. He’d learn about an artist from the radio or the liner notes on the back of an album cover, or hear a song on the jukebox in the diner where he worked, and investigate that artist’s entire catalog, adding whatever moved him to his own vocabulary.

From the beginning, he tended to favor a handful of genres—blues, soul, Latin, jazz, and rock—but as his own musicality matured, he continued to seek out sounds from within all forms of music.

Never one to stay stuck in the past, Carlos’s zeal for discovering new music never flagged.

Still, there are certain names that have, since he emerged, topped the list of Carlos’s influences, artists he is quick to acknowledge as crucial to his own development as a musician and composer. Here is a pocket guide to some of the artists whose pioneering output contributed to the Santana sound from the earliest days.

BLUES

It would be hard to choose one blues artist whom Carlos preferred as he was coming up, but certainly the top contenders would include B. B. King, John Lee Hooker, and T-Bone Walker. Jimmy Reed and Lightnin’ Hopkins, as well as Albert and Freddie King, Buddy Guy, Hubert Sumlin, and Otis Rush were also very special to Carlos. Each of these greats had his own distinctive style, mood, and sound, and while none are overtly evident in Carlos’s own playing, the down-to-earth approach, and the authenticity embedded within their music, were what he responded to and injected into his own playing.

Before there was Santana, there was the Santana Blues Band, and Carlos has always made sure to pay tribute to those blues greats who taught him that keeping it real is the most important element of the music an artist chooses to play.

JAZZ

Carlos’s mother loved the big band sound of Duke Ellington, and Carlos began to appreciate the small jazz combos from a young age. As his own musical world and abilities expanded, he was open to the jazz that other musician colleagues introduced him to. What spoke to him most clearly was the improvisational approach and open-mindedness of jazz players. Carlos always made music for the moment, and he was incapable of playing the same thing twice in the same way. When he heard jazz, especially the game-changers such as John Coltrane, Charlie Parker, Billie Holiday, and Miles Davis, he understood that music can and should reflect the way the artist is feeling at any given moment. Others who have become vital to Carlos’s own approach to music-making have included Herbie Hancock and the late Wayne Shorter. Carlos also drew inspiration from such jazz guitar legends as Wes Montgomery, Charlie Christian, Django Reinhardt, Bola Sete, and Gábor Szabó.

ROCK

Carlos Santana is, above all, considered one of the legends of rock guitar, and he has always checked out others who have advanced the art. Although he wasn’t initially much of a rock-and-roll fan, preferring the blues and R&B, he was certainly inspired by Ritchie Valens (né Valenzuela), the teenage Mexican-American singer and guitarist who had a hit with a revved-up Spanish folk song, “La Bamba,” before passing away in the same plane crash that killed Buddy Holly. Carlos has cited the Grateful Dead’s Jerry Garcia—a fellow San Francisco–based improvisation master—as a particular favorite, and on Santana’s 2010 album Guitar Heaven: The Greatest Guitar Classics of All Time, Carlos pays tribute to such peers as Jimmy Page, George Harrison, Eric Clapton, and Eddie Van Halen.

But shining above all for Carlos has always been one man: Jimi Hendrix. Said Carlos, “I heard him play at least three times in person and I couldn’t believe it. There are certain people on this planet who you just recognize as a supreme standard of excellence. When Hendrix came in it was like Coltrane in the sense that he had a broader vision. And I was there. It was almost like the difference between 8-millimeter and CinemaScope surround sound in 3D. He just brought a whole other kind of brush and made me realize I had to get a bigger canvas.”

Carlos is also quite partial to blues-rock guitarists who came up the same time he did, among them Mike Bloomfield of the Paul Butterfield Blues Band, Harvey Mandel, and Peter Green of early Fleetwood Mac. Later on, he was quite impressed with Stevie Ray Vaughan and his brother Jimmie Vaughan, and the late, great Jeff Beck.

LATIN

Carlos grew up immersed in the sounds of Latin music, emanating from Cuba, Puerto Rico, and his native Mexico. He was, of course, influenced heavily by these masterful artists, whose innovations were transformed into something else altogether when Santana combined their rhythms with rock, blues, and jazz—artists such as Mongo Santamaria, Celia Cruz, and Cal Tjader. Among Carlos’s favorites were Tito Puente and Willie Bobo, who provided Santana with two of their most durable songs, “Oye Cómo Va” and “Evil Ways,” respectively.

Other Latin performers who had a huge impact on Carlos are not quite as well-known outside of their native countries, including Javier Bátiz, a Mexican guitarist who mentored the young Carlos, and Manitas de Plata, a flamenco guitarist of Catalan-Romani descent who was born in France.

OTHERS

Carlos’s ears were not bound by genre, and he found greatness in artists working outside of those core genres, from R&B and soul (Ray Charles, Stevie Wonder, Bobby Womack, Lou Rawls, and the hybrid soul-rock of Sly and the Family Stone) to more pop-oriented Black stylists such as Dionne Warwick (“I learned to phrase from her,” he has said) and Johnny Mathis. Not least among Carlos’s most treasured influences was Ravi Shankar, the Indian sitar pioneer, whose ragas introduced Carlos to the spiritual effect of hypnotic, long-form improvisations that could keep an audience spellbound. And Carlos is also quite enamored of reggae king Bob Marley and the various strains of African music he has encountered over the years, going back to the Nigerian drummer Babatunde Olatunji, whose chant “Jin-go-lo-ba” became “Jingo” on Santana’s debut album and remained a staple of the band’s set throughout its career. “I’ve been telling this to people for as long as I remember, that making anything sound like Santana is really adding colors and textures and rhythms from Africa,” Carlos said. “People give me too much credit, but all I do is make it even more African and more Caribbean.”
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