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Two bands share the stage on a balmy April Saturday night in Miami. The 

opening act, from Gainesville, FL, is a soul band that delivers heavy doses of “funk, soul 

and boogaloo.” The Soulphonics1 are a rhythm and blues band, but not a “boogaloo” 

group by any stretch of the imagination. The headliner is named Suenalo, which performs 

a wide variety of Caribbean-bred styles including calypso, reggae, merengue, salsa and 

stylized versions of guajira. This blend of styles exemplifies the spirit of diversity and 

social celebration found in the Latin Bugaloo of Nuyoricans during the mid to late 1960s.  

 There are various accounts of the origin of the term “bugaloo,” as there are 

variations on the spelling of the term. Roberts (1999) refers to the style as bugalú. Flores 

(2000) uses the popular “boogaloo” variation, which is also incorporated in many song 

titles (Johnny Colón’s Boogaloo Blues, El Gran Combo’s Gran Combo’s Boogaloo and 

the Ritchie Ray album titled Jala Jala y Boogaloo). Some musicians appear undecided 

about the spelling as well, evidenced by Richie Ray’s Danzón Bugaloo and Columbia’s 

Boogaloo. “Bugaloo,” used by Morales (2003), appears to be a compromise between the 

two and will serve as the variation of choice in this essay.  

 García (2006) suggests the music took its name from “black boogaloo,” a moniker 

for R&B / soul music in the mid 1960s. Morales claims the name bugaloo was derived 

through onomatopoeia. He does not, however, explain the physical nature of the word. 

Perhaps it refers to a dance movement. Leymarie (2002) postulates the name is taken 

                                                 
1 The author played trumpet with the Soulphonics.  
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from the word “boogie.” It is conceivable that both are correct. The only undeniable 

verity appears to be the connection between the term and dancing.  

Hector Rivera (“At the Party”), who remained on the Billboard Charts for eight 

weeks, did not like the term bugaloo. This is likely due to the harsh criticism boogaloo 

has received from prominent salsa musicians, including Tito Puente and Eddie Palmieri 

(see “Critics” below). Musician Joe Bataan has a similar take on the term:  “I don’t like 

the word, never did. In fact, I hate it. I consider it insulting and always have” (Waxer, 

2002, p. 91).  

The purpose of this paper is to detail the musical and social events that lead to the 

formation of bugaloo music and dance. Key performers are highlighted, including 

analyses of their music.  Musical analysis involves elements of cultural influence. In 

addition to the Latin / R&B mix, connections are drawn between bugaloo and jazz.  

R&B Connections 

Bugaloo is a culture of sound and dance shaped by race, social, economic and 

migratory ideologies. Instituted primarily by Puerto Rican immigrants in the United 

States, Flores describes it as the “1st Nuyorican music” (2000, p. 82). The roots of 

Bugaloo however, are not exclusively Puerto Rican. Waxer refers to it as an “important 

chapter in black and Latino cultural collaborations mirrored a generation later in the rise 

of hip-hop culture in New York City” (2002, p. 16). Vocalist Jimmy Sabater (co-writer of 

the hit “Bang Bang!”) legitimizes the claim:  “boogaloo? Boogaloo for me was basically 

an early form of rap” (Waxer, 2002, p. 97). Morales (2003) points out recent instances of 

musical hybridity with punk/salsa collaborations of the 1990s, Jamaican dancehall / 

Dominican meringue and Puff Daddy performing rhymes in Spanish.  
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Flores (2000) claims bugaloo combined Latin music with popular music to an 

unprecedented degree. Due to the hybridity between Latin and R&B styles, bugaloo 

forms a cultural bridge between Latinos (primarily Puerto Rican) and African Americans 

who grew up along side each other in New York. Not coincidentally, the origins of 

bugaloo occurred simultaneously with the Civil Rights movement. Joe Cuba’s million-

selling hit “Bang Bang!” demonstrates interplay and collective celebration between black 

and Latin cultures. In particular the lyrics “cornbread, hog maw, and chitlins” identify 

with traditional African American foods.  

The mambo / Cubop era of the 1940s/50s corresponds to the beginnings of 

African American R&B, jump-blues and doo-wop, which bear influence upon bugaloo. 

Young Puerto Ricans exposed to doo-wop groups such as the Drifters simultaneously 

learned two musical languages:  1. Latin music including mambo, son guajira and 

guaguancó and 2. African American styles listened to by their peers in school and in the 

neighborhood. Band leader Johnny Colón formed and sang in the doo-wop group The 

Sunsets.  It is no surprise for Latin music to exhibit elements of African American styles. 

Roberts describes bugaloo as a “blend of mambo with early black rock-n-roll” (1999, p. 

167).  

A principal leader in the blending of Latin with R&B is band leader and conga 

player Ray Barretto. His album Acid includes elements from Latin, jazz and R&B styles. 

In the lyrics to “Soul Drummers,” Barretto acknowledges African American influence: 

(solo) Have you heard them cooking… 
(chorus) soul drummers 

They play so good. 
(chorus) soul drummers 
Yeah so hard to resist 

(chorus) soul drummers 
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With the African Twist 
 

English titles such as “Soul Drummers” and “A Deeper Shade of Soul” reveal a 

connection with soul music and culture, while other tunes (“El Nuevo Barretto”, “Sola Te 

Dejar” and “Espiritu Libre”) reflect the band’s Latino heritage.  

The popularity of bugaloo helped Barretto achieve notoriety, along with the 

famed Latin percussionist Mongo Santamaria. According to Roberts (1999), Santamaria 

led several groups combining Latin, jazz and R&B styles. Santamaria, who covered jazz 

pianist Herbie Hancock’s “Watermelon Man”, would return the favor with influence on 

many African American percussionists.  

It is perhaps justice that Latin music would return the favor of influence with 

contributions to R&B and jazz music. According to Morales (2003), bugaloo paved the 

way for Latin influence on American popular music in the mid 1960s. He claims that 

tunes such as “Wipe Out”, “Tequila”, and “96 Tears” reflect “bugaloo’s attitude” (2003, 

p. 63). Santana’s “Evil Ways” is considered to be bugaloo-esque. The Afro-Cuban piano 

tumbao, found in cha-cha and bugaloo styles is evident in Stevie Wonder’s “Don’t You 

Worry ‘Bout a Thing”. A common element of bugaloo is the presence of a boisterous 

crowd (see Table 1), demonstrating the dance-party nature of the music. Loud-crowds 

can also be heard in the music of the pop group Kool and the Gang (Morales, 2003), 

along with the afore-mentioned Soulphonics.  

Latin Connections 

The bugaloo phenomenon forms a bridge between the end of the mambo era 

(marked by the closing of the Palladium Ballroom in 1966) and the beginning of salsa. 

For band leader Johnny Colón, bugaloo was a “kind of bridge, a way for the young R&B-
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reared Latino musicians and fans to link back with their musical heritage” (Flores, p. 88). 

After Castro closed the border to Cubans abroad, charanga and pachanga faded from the 

mainstream. Natural transitions often occur with the periodic waning of one musical 

genre and the institution of another (from swing jazz to bebop, for example), but this 

transition was aided. The embargo isolated Cuban musicians culturally, as well as 

politically. This may have contributed to the fade in popularity of traditional Cuban 

music. Hence, Bugaloo picked up where the mambo and charanga left off.  

While differences existed between Latin bands and Latin bands that performed 

bugaloo, the venues were often the same. Joe Cuba and his sextet regularly shared the 

stage with artists like Tito Puente, Eddie Palmieri, Machito and Celia Cruz (García, 

2006). Venues such as Club Caborrojeño and the Palm Gardens Ballroom in Manhattan 

hosted both Latin and Latin bugaloo bands.  

Latin influences on bugaloo include mambo, guaguancó, son guajira, guaracha 

and bolero (Flores, 2000). Early recordings by the Joe Cuba Sextet (ex. “El Pito”) reflect 

a clear connection with Cuban rumba and mambo. Son montunos (Table 1), with 

typically moderate tempos and repeating two-bar cycles, frequently appear in bugaloo. 

 Rhythmic characteristics of bugaloo are primarily Latin. Flores explains that 

piano ostinatos (referred hereafter as “piano montunos”) “serve as a constant reminder of 

the syncopated and rhythmic grounding of the Afro-Cuban tradition” (2000, p. 84). The 

listener is reminded of bugaloo’s Latin rhythm connection in the lyrics of Pete 

Rodriguez’s “I Like it Like That”: 

Let me say this now 
Here and now let’s get this straight 

Boogaloo, baby, I made it great. 
Because I give it the Latin beat. 
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You know child, I’m kind of hard to beat. 
 

History 

 The bugaloo craze lasted only a few years (ca. 1966 – 1968). During that brief era 

significant events occurred, spurring the success of bugaloo musicians. Bugaloo artists of 

note include Johnny Colón, Pete Rodriguez, Joe Cuba, Ray Barretto and Hector Rivera. 

Cuba’s “Bang Bang!” marks a seminal accomplishment. It was the first million-selling 

title of the genre. Vocalist and composer Jimmy Sabater tells the story of the first 

performance set in the Palm Gardens Ballroom in Manhattan in 1966 (notably the same 

year the Palladium closed). He explains this particular night was a “black dance.” But 

nobody was dancing to the mambos and cha-chas Cuba’s Sextet was performing. In 

between sets, Sabater convinced Cuba to play a tune he’d been working on recently. It 

began with a piano montuno, accompanied by Latin percussion. Upon starting the tune, 

the crowd immediately filled the dance floor, chanting “bi-bi….ha! bi-bi… ha!” Sabater 

continues that the crowd began dancing side-to-side “sort of like an African tribal chant 

and dance” (Flores, 2000, p. 79). Soon after, Cuba’s band recorded “Bang Bang!” which 

would last on the Billboard Charts for ten weeks.  

 Roberts (1999) claims the first recorded bugaloos belong to Brooklynn pianist 

Richie Ray on his 1966 album Se Soltó. Flores states “if Richie Ray doesn’t go down as 

the founder of Latin boogaloo, he certainly served as its representative in Puerto Rico and 

Latin America” (2000, p. 85).  Early bugaloo also traces inland to Chicago, where in 

1965, a performance titled “Boo-Ga-loo” occurred by the dance, comedy and singing duo 

of Tom & Jerrio (Flores 2000). A closer look at that duo might reveal a relationship with 

“black boogaloo” of earlier times.  
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 Pete Rodriguez has been proclaimed the “king of boogaloo” (Leymarie, 2002, p. 

224).  His hit “I Like it Like That” made him an instant sensation in 1966. Much like 

Cuba’s “Bang Bang!”, it was a vocalist / composer in Rodriguez’s band who came up 

with the idea for the song. Tony Pabón (trumpet) relates that several requests were made 

to add soul to their music. In addition to contributing “I Like it Like That”, Pabón wrote 

“Pete’s Boogaloo”, which was played on air by Symphony Sid. Flores (2000) notes this 

to be the first Latin bugaloo played on the radio.  

Critics  

 Roberts (1999) notes many musicians did not approve of Bugaloo. Band leader 

Willie Rosario refers to it as “American music played with Latin percussion” (1999, p. 

167). Similar attitudes can be found among ethnomusicology scholars. Waxer asserts that 

bugaloo was  

condemned by traditionalists as a betrayal of the community, Latin 
bugalú instead showed that the community’s identity had always been 
formed in relation to that of other groups in the U.S.A. (p. 96) 
 

Morales explains Santana catered to “U.S. Latinos caught between the still-born fate of 

bugaloo and the onset of the golden age of salsa” (2003, p. 294). 

Elitist attitudes and still harsher criticisms are expressed by the highest-regarded 

salseros (including Tito Puente and Eddie Palmieri). Puente and others assert that the 

musicians were off clave and not properly syncopated. Willie Torres regards the end of 

bugaloo as a blessing:  “Boogaloo was eclipsed? Yeah, I guess so. And you know, thank 

God, in a way” (Waxer, 2002, p. 94). Eddie Palmieri regards bugaloo as “the most tragic 

retrogression in New York Latin music” (Flores, 2000, p. 94). He continues: 

It was like Latin bubblegum. Bang Bang, what’s that? It’s like something 
you find in a Frosted Flakes box. And half the musicians didn’t even know 
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what side of the instruments to play out of.    (p. 95) 
 

Ironically, Palmieri’s band went on to perform one of arguably the best bugaloo 

recordings – “Ay Qué Rico!” 

Bugaloo Demise 

 While some consider the demise of bugaloo no more than the end of a fad, others 

draw conspiracy theories regarding the music industry. Theories include the notion that 

musicians were sabotaged by agents and promoters (Roberts, 1999). King Nando 

suggests it was killed off by “envious old band leaders” (Waxer, 2002, p. 91). “Package 

deals” were forced upon band leaders, in which they played a number of short sets in 

different locations; all at low pay rates. One conspiracy theory suggests that when word 

got out the musicians would no longer accept package deals, DJs stopped playing their 

music (Waxer, 2002).  

  Other theories portend that the overall lack of musicianship and fad status of 

bugaloo dug its grave. Perhaps as much as any other factor, the inauguration of salsa 

(marked by the 1972 Fania All-Stars film titled Nuestra Cosa – “Our Latin Thing”) 

turned public focus away from bugaloo and toward a more “pure” Latin sound (Flores, 

2000). In this sense, bugaloo was indeed eclipsed by salsa. Interestingly, Waxer points 

out that the music of Joe Cuba, Pete Rodriguez and Richie Ray is enjoyed in “countries 

like Colombia and Venezuela, where there is no sharp distinction made between those old 

favorites and what is called salsa” (2002, p. 96).  

Jazz Connections  

Bugaloo ties extend beyond R-n-B to jazz. Flores backs this claim asserting 

“when standby vocalist and composer Willie Torres says repeatedly that for him 
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boogaloo was a further experiment at moving Latin music in the direction of jazz, he 

might have had Richie Ray, and perhaps Johnny Colón, foremost in mind”(2000, p. 84). 

Joe Cuba’s first major hit, “El Pito” (“The Whistle”) borrowed a refrain (“I’ll never go 

back to Georgia”) from jazz trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie’s “Salt Peanuts” (Leymarie, 

2002). Flores (2000) claims composer Jimmy Sabater borrowed this refrain from 

Gillespie’s “Manteca”.  

 Another jazz trumpet connection exists in the work of Doc Cheatham, (legendary 

Dixieland musician) who played with Richie Ray. Cheatham is featured on the tracks 

“Mr. Trumpet Man” and “Lookie Lookie”. Ray apparently had an affinity for jazz, 

adopting Brazilian Bossa Nova and performing a Latin rendition of Bud Powell’s 

“Parisian Thoroughfare” (Leymarie, 2002). Interestingly, Joe Cuba’s vibes player quotes 

this tune in his solo on “Sock it to Me”. In 1963, Mongo Santamaria covered Herbie 

Hancock’s jazz fusion hit “Watermelon Man.” Some consider Santamaría’s rendition the 

first bugaloo (Flores, 2000).  

 The inclusion of vibes in Joe Cuba’s sextet provides an obvious example of jazz 

influence. Leymarie (2002) conducted an interview with Cuba. When asked about his 

reason for using vibes, Cuba states the decision was made “under George Shearing’s 

influence” (p. 352). Cuba also explains his taste for jazz big bands such as Harry James, 

Glenn Miller, Jimmy and Tommy Dorsey.  

Cultural Aspects 

An important cultural consideration is the diffusion of bugaloo back to Latin 

American countries. Flores refers to the lyrics of Lookie Lookie: 

Down in old Mexico, 
just a few days ago,  

Sin Frontera 3 (Mayo 2008) 
 



  Edmund id10 

as I walked down the street,  
a little boy said to me, 
I will show you señor, 

what I learned from New York. 
(2000, p. 85) 

 

As in other Latin music, an essential cultural aspect of bugaloo is dance. Musicians 

accommodated dancers’ steps by composing more easily-danceable tunes (2000). The 

rhythmic collaboration between Latin and R&B/soul2 differentiates bugaloo from mambo 

and Afro-Cuban jazz. Rhythmic complexity in Latin music may have dictated that 

musicians simplify rhythmic grooves to accommodate American dancers. Morales boldly 

claims “with the irresistible yet simple beats, “Bang Bang!” might be the easiest Latin 

song to dance to ever recorded” (2003, p. 63). Nevertheless, Flores (2000) describes 

bugaloo as the most successful new dance of 1965 – 66. In another source, Flores points 

to Johnny Colón’s “Boogaloo Blues” exemplifying the dance/party nature of bugaloo.  

 The song is an acid trip, an orgasm, a loud party, a brooding reverie, 
 all to a fusion of bluesy jazz piano, R&B vocalizing, and outbursts of  
 montunos and Latin rhythms.     (2002, p. 89) 
  

Analysis 

 An analysis of ten representative bugaloo tunes reveals the following 

characteristic musical elements: 

Musical characteristic    Number of instances (ten tunes) 
 

• Presence of wind instruments     6 
• Piano montunos (usually during the song’s introduction)   7 
• R&B bass lines      9  
– Qualified by having a straight four-beat feel * 
– Often doubles the piano 

                                                 
2 The R-n-B influence is evidenced by bass lines transcribed below, but also by the repetitive nature of the 
horn lines and music in general.  
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– Marked by syncopation    
• Hand Claps       5 
• Raucous crowd noise or band chants    7 
• Absence of drum set (substituted by Latin percussion) 10 
• Songs sung in English      7 
 

*as opposed to tumbao bass lines, which often initiate phrases on beat four.  

Table 1:  Musical Analysis 

Title Artist Horns / 
Instrumentation

Piano 
montuno

Bass 
Feel 

Hand
Claps

Crowd Language(s)

El Pito Joe Cuba 
Sextet 

(none) + Latin + Band 
shouts / 
laughter 

Spanish 

Bang 
Bang 

“   “ (none) + R&B + + 
(chant) 

English 

Richie’s 
JalaJala 

Bobby 
Cruz & 
Richie 
Rodriguez 

trumpets, 
saxophone, 
French horns(!) 

 Latin
R&B

 Band 
shouts 

Spanish 

Mr. 
Trumpet 
Man 

“   “ trumpets, bones  R&B  + English + 
scat 

Sock it to 
Me 

Joe Cuba (none) + (played 
by vibes) 

R&B  Band 
shouts 

English 

Push 
Push 
Push 

“   “ (none) + 
(appears 
later in 
tune) 

R&B + + English 

Boogaloo 
con Soul 

Ray 
Barretto 

trumpets, sax, 
strings, bone 

+ Latin
R&B

  Spanish & 
English 

Power “   “ trumpet, bone Solo, no 
montuno 

R&B   No vocal 

I Like it 
Like That 

Pete 
Rodriguez 

Muted trumpet + R&B +  English 

At the 
Party 

Hector 
Rivera 

Trumpets, bone + R&B + + English 

 

A definitive aspect of R&B influence is evidenced by bass lines heard in the tunes listed 

above. Some bass lines (ex. Richie Ray’s “Power”) exhibit a straight four-to-the bar feel. 

“Power” Bass Line – Richie Ray 
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In “I Like it Like That”, Pete Rodriguez incorporates both Latin and R&B bass styles, as 

shown below.  

“I Like it Like That” R&B Bass Line – Pete Rodriguez 

 
 
 
“I Like it Like That” Tumbao Bass Line – Pete Rodriguez 

 
 

Both R&B and Latin bass lines include syncopation, but the R&B rhythm contains a 

more obvious straight-four feel. Bass lines are noticeably less prominent in the mix of 

each of Joe Cuba’s performances.  

 Another consideration is the number of songs sung in English. Only “El Pito” and 

“Richie’s Jala Jala” are exclusively sung in Spanish. “Boogaloo con Soul” is sung both in 

English and Spanish. This observation relates not only to the hybridity of styles, but the 

social implications for Puerto Rican musicians performing on American soil. The fact 

that bugaloo music “spoke” to English-speakers likely enhanced its commercial value. It 

may have also caused backlash from Latino musicians.  

 Drum set is absent from each of the bugaloos examined. Instead, bands 

incorporate Latin percussion, including timbales, suspended cymbal, cowbell, conga, 

bongo, tambourine and vibraphone. Another characteristic common to each of the ten 

Sin Frontera 3 (Mayo 2008) 
 



  Edmund id13 

songs is the call-and-response interaction between solo singer and chorus. Short, simple 

refrains are repeated, either accompanied by instrumental solos or choral responses.  

Joe Cuba 

 Gilberto Miguel Calderón was born in America. A descendent of Puerto Rican 

immigrants, he Americanized his name to Joe Cuba and grew up in East Harlem. Cuba 

played with percussionist Willie Bobo, who went to play jazz on the West Coast. During 

the 1950s, he took over the Joe Panama Quintet, re-naming it the Joe Cuba Sextet. Upon 

gaining commercial success with his band’s tune Bang Bang!, the Joe Cuba Sextet was 

billed along with R&B mainstays such as The Supremes, The Temptations, Marvin Gaye 

and The Godfather of Soul, James Brown (Flores, 2000).  

 The Joe Cuba sextet was comprised of vocalists, guitar, tres, bass, piano, bongós 

and timbales. As previously noted, vibraphone was a prominent melodic instrument in the 

band. Having a thick Spanish accent, Cheo Feliciano sang Spanish numbers, while 

Jimmy Sabater handled the English-singing duties (Leymarie, 2000). Members of Cuba’s 

first band all hailed from Spanish Harlem. Having studied in a black high school, Cuba 

was continually influenced by jazz, soul and R&B. Cuba expressed gratitude to American 

musical influences, but also remained tied to his Latino roots, occasionally demonstrating 

anti-American sentiments, as revealed in the lyrics to “Give us a Chance”: 

When my father crossed the ocean 
He left a paradise.  
What he found was 

A railroad flat with flying roaches 
And full-grown mice.  

So he turned to his mamacita and he said: 
“Listen to me 

We’re going to climb this mountain 
And we’re gonna swim this polluted sea.  

Give us a chance. 
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Give us a chance now 
And you shall see what we can be 

‘Cause we don’t need your subsidy!” 
(2000, p. 354).  

 
 The commercial success of Latin bugaloo lasted a short time, but left a lasting 

legacy. Ironically, several of bugaloo’s harshest critics capitalized upon that success. 

Charlie Palmieri, Mongo Santamaría, Arsenio Rodríguez, Tito Puente and El Gran 

Combo (from Puerto Rico) succumbed to the popular demand for bugaloo. Leymarie 

notes that “even Puente, albeit grudgingly, persuaded by his producer” (2002, p.223) 

gave in. But bugaloo eventually gave way to the advent of salsa. Bugaloo epitomizes a 

musical moment in time. Much like performances by modern groups such as Suenalo and 

the Soulphonics, bugaloo is diverse, encapsulating a number of cultures in a spirit of 

social celebration.  

 

 David Edmund is a PhD candidate at the Music Department at the University of ٭ 
Florida.  
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