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Latin Music and American Popular Mu-
sic in the Post-War Era

Kato David Hopkins

Americans have been influenced by Latin
rhythms and musical styles since the begin-
nings of the record industry. In the jazz age
of the 1920s, there was a tango boom. Swing
bands of the 1930s often used elements from
Latin dance music. There was nothing like a
consistently popular Latin music until after
World War 1II.

The war years had made many changes in
the pop music industry in the U.S. From 1942,
the musicians union, American Federation of
Musicians, began a strike against the major
record companies. Record companies had tra-
ditionally treated recording sessions as one live
performance. Musicians were paid for their
performance but were not entitled to any part
of the profits of the record made from the per-
formance. The immediate effect of the strike
was hardly noticeable. According to union
rules, singers, that is, performers who only
sang and did not perform on musical instru-
ments, were not musicians and thus not eligible
to join the union. Singers could freely make
contracts with record companies, and record
companies could hire students or other non-
professional musicians for backing at recording
sessions. Frank Sinatra, for example, continued
to put out record throughout the war years.

The military draft, rationing of gasoline,
and restrictions on travel made the previously
standard practice of extensive touring by big
bands problematic. This had been the main
source of musicians’ income. Now they were
stuck in the big cities. There was work on ra-

dio and playing live, but not like before. Most

of the big bands did not survive. Musicians
who did not enter the military led a new trend
toward small unit jazz. This trend had begun
before the war, but this new version of jazz, es-
sentially “modern jazz” became the dominant
version, at least for critics and passionate fans.
Performed in nightclubs more than dancehalls,
audiences paid more attention to the music.

After-hours jam sessions by these musi-
cians led to development of the challenging art
jazz known as bebop, championed by Charlie
Parker, Dizzy Gillespie and others. This was
not music for dancing and as a consequence,
“real” jazz began to lose its popularity.

In the ensuing gap, a new style of pop
music, R&B, appeared. R&B, in its original in-
carnation, was a small unit that played a blues-
based music, with influence from gospel styles
often present. This music was strongly identi-
fied with urban African American culture.

During the war years African American
culture changed radically. Eleanor Roosevelt,
a forceful advocate for civil rights, had lobbied
for an anti-discrimination clause in defense
contracts. This meant that companies that
wanted to make new contracts with the gov-
ernment for war-related business had to prove
that they did not discriminate on the basis
of race in hiring. Many occupations that had
previously been closed to African Americans
became available. Money began to pour into
black communities. This led to new opportuni-
ties for musicians like the R&B players. Some
of the money went to the first black-owned
and operated radio stations, where this music,
previously invisible to mainstream audiences,
could now be heard by anyone. Independent
record companies, who were willing to make

favorable contracts with union musicians, be-



gan to sprout up.

With the end of the war and government
policies favoring returning veterans for housing
and school loans, the great migration of white
Americans to the suburbs began. Part of subur-
ban life was, of course, access to automobiles.
Teenagers in the white suburbs began to listen
to black radio, to the horror of their parents.

While there was no strong, enduring sup-
port for Latin music, it proved useful to the re-
cord industry as a reaction against new trends
and as an attempt to return music culture to
pre-war, big band ways of doing business.

Bebop’s Dizzy Gillespie was encouraged
to try and combine modern jazz and big band
music and he chose to do so by emphasizing
Cuban rhythms. In the late thirties, he had been
a roommate of Mario Bauza, an important
multi-instrumentalist and arranger with Cab
Calloway’s big band. Using musicians recom-
mended by Bauza, such as Machito and Chano
Pozo, Gillespie began creating a musical style
called Afro-Cuban that was roughly equal parts
of Latin dance music and progressive jazz.

Gillespie’s big band was not a great suc-
cess, but it proved influential to other bands
trying to revive big band culture. Most bands
jumped on to a rumba and mambo bandwagon
and in the late forties, Latin dance rhythms
dominated adult pop music.

The teenagers, however, had slipped away.
Record companies (and parents, probably)
tried to entice them away from black music
(R&B) by making mambo into a youth mu-
sic. This was not successful. Dance music for
adults was shifting to the new LP format, while
young people preferred to buy cheaper 45rpm
single records.

With the arrival of Elvis Presley in the

early 1950s, the battle against R&B was lost
forever, as the rebranding (whitening) of R&B
as Rock ‘n’ Roll made it acceptable for record
companies (and parents, probably). Even so, the
record industry continued to try and use Latin
dance beats and trends as a way to avoid overtly
sounding too black. Songs like Dean Martin’s
“Cha Cha Cha d’Amour” or Elvis Presley’s
“Bossa Nova Baby” are just two examples.

In general, Americans have little knowl-
edge of or interest in Latin America, but when
Latin American culture can be used for per-
ceived profit (whether financial or cultural)

they have no hesitation about appropriating it.
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