Travel Diary:

Cuba 2017
By Alex Pertout Photos by Julian Alexander Pertout

In July I was blessed yet again with an opportunity to travel to Cuba to what
once more turned to be a remarkable time in this amazing part the world.
My association with Cuba goes back to my early teens, a time when I was
inspired to take up percussion and my first choice of instrument became the
Afro-Cuban conga drum or as it is called in Cuba the tumbadora. My source
of inspiration at the time was Latin American music, the wide-ranging
styles I was exposed to in my early teens growing up in South America
and the music output of the band Santana, immensely popular during that
period, with countless first-rate releases which later came to be known as
a new sound and genre in popular music: ‘Latin-rock’.
Musically what typified this new sound was the combination of distorted
electric guitar, organ and electric bass with a percussion section that included
congas, bongos, timbales, maracas and güiro alongside the conventional
drum kit. As I developed skills, became obsessed, analysed and researched
these percussive sounds further, it took me on an exciting journey of discovery
to the source of these remarkable rhythms and drumming: Cuba!
I have now travelled to Cuba on four occasions, each one incredibly
exciting and inspirational. In my connection with the musical fraternity
there I have also been blessed to have been nominated and to win what
is widely and fondly described internationally as a ‘Cuban Grammy’, for
an album of original music I produced which received a nomination and
won a ‘Premio Internacional’ at the Cuban Music Awards in 2015. I was
extremely humbled by this unexpected development and hold that deeply
as a cherished moment in my career. I was later invited to perform at the
XX Cubadisco Festival in Havana, Cuba in 2016.
On the occasion of my fourth visit to Cuba, I was invited to the Instituto
de la Música and to the Museo de Regla, visited Casa Africa, the ISA Film
School Campus of the Cuban Institute of the Arts, the Museo de la Revolucion
and traveled extensively around Vedado, Miramar, Centro Habana, Habana
Vieja and Regla. I attended performances in numerous venues including El
Salón Jelengue, Asociación Yoruba, Museo de Regla and Callejón de Hamel
as well as a performance at an Afro-Cuban religious ceremony in a private
residence. I also had a chance to experience the beauty of the ocean settings
of El Malecón, spent some time composing while staying at the fabulous
Hotel Nacional and spent a few days in a recording studio with an array of
outstanding local musicians for a new solo album of original works.
While in Centro Habana I was very fortunate to attend a performance
by ‘Obini Bata’, one of the great Afro-Cuban folkloric ensembles. The
presentation which took place at the Asociacion Yoruba was full of remarkable
deliveries. This is an ensemble consisting of six incredibly talented women
who sing, drum and dance. It commenced with a remarkable a capella
opener, which soon developed into an all drumming, dancing and singing
showcase of outstanding quality. A brilliant presentation.
The venue ‘El Salon Jelengue’ which forms part of the legendary
recording studio Egrem, a place where some of the most memorable Cuban
albums were recorded, presents music nightly. On the occasion I visited I
had the pleasure of witnessing a performance by ‘Los Rumberos de Cuba’.
An exciting ensemble consisting of four singers and four percussionists
who deliver outstanding rumba repertoire. In the audience among those
who attended this fabulous performance were the legendary Jose Luis
Quintana ‘Changuito’, Bobby Allende, Mark Quiñónez, Horacio Hernandez
and Salvador Persico who I bumped into as soon as I walked in! Small
world indeed.
Once again I spent time at the Lucia Huergo recording studio. There
with the expertise of sound engineer Alfonso Peña of Juan De Marcos’ Afro
Cuban All Stars fame, I spent a few days recording an array of parts for a

new solo album of original compositions. Some of the guests in the studio
included saxophonist Cesar Lopez former member of Irakere, vocalist Silvia
Cabrera, flautist Diana Diaz, violinist Leonardo Perez, trumpeter Myquel
Gonzalez and master drummer Justo Pelladito.
This journey brought many new and incredible experiences. One that
will always cherish came via an invitation from producer and musicologist
Cary Diez to the bay-side Havana neighbourhood of Regla, where a
presentation by the folkloric ensemble ‘Conjunto de Güiros San Cristóbal de
Regla’ took place at the local museum. This remarkable ensemble consisting
of drummers, singers and dancers who specialise in rumba, bembe, abakua
and Afro-Cuban religious music was founded by the Balaez family a few
decades ago. This led to a new found friendship with its current leader
Andrés Balaez and his mother Kiki who embraced my sincere interest and
begun to invite me to all their group’s professional activities, which also
include religious ceremonies.
Here I witness first hand a Santería ceremony. This is a sacred
religious ceremony presented in a private residence where upon a group of
three bata drummers, each a playing a two-headed hour glass drum,
along with a singer and master of the ceremony known as akpwon play
and sing centuries old repertoire to the orishas, deities in the Santería
religion practiced in Cuba, which traces its roots to the Yoruba people of
West Africa.
The ceremony I attended consisted of two major parts. The opening
part or ‘oru seco’ which is a performance of set rhythmic patterns played by
the three drummers in a salute to the orishas. This took place in a smaller
room of the house set up aside as a shrine. While the second part or ‘oru
cantado’ is the sung part of the ceremony in which everyone in attendance
takes part in. All present gathered in a large room and took an integral part
in the ‘call and response’ style of the ceremony, where upon the akpwon
delivered an entire repertoire of songs to the orishas singing the lead part,
while all present responded in full voice and with a deep understanding of
each song. This invitation proved to be such an an incredibly enriching and
humbling experience.
Cuba is a unique place on this earth. A place where music is celebrated,
where it is an essential part of daily life, of the culture, of the people. A
visit to Cuba will enrich your music palate, will enrich your life, it will also
inspire and greatly inform your drumming, I can’t recommend it enough!
Special thanks to my son Julian for the wonderful photos which document
these special moments of a unique journey.
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