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OMETIME IN THI
mid-1990s,
he's about 45 years
old, Ruben Blades
hopes to run for
president of Pana-
ma. He might do it
sooner if he didn't
have other things 10
do first, like
solidating his posi-
tion as one of the
world’s most popu-
lar salsa singers and
getting a degree from the Harvard
Law School.

Blades is to salsa today what
Bob Dylan was to folk music in the
'60s, or Willie Nelson to country
music in the "70s. He may not
always sell the most records, and he
may trigger debates about com-
mercialism and authenticity, but no
one denies that his work lies very
near the heart of a major musical
form.

Al a time when Julio Iglesias
and Menudo are making Hispanic
music popular and even a bit tren-
dy, Blades does it harder and bet-
ter; instead of homogenized pop, he
retains the jazz textures and Latin
rthythms of the music’s Afro-Cuban

when

con-

Ay 100 and reinforces them with |
%MW past the genre's

traditional “let’s party” approach
into social protest and poetry.

Blades’ string of gold and plati-
num albums, some recorded with
Willie Colon, goes back to 1977,
and he's now planning perhaps his
most ambitious project: an album
based on eight short stories of
Gabriel Garcia Marquez (“One
Hundred Years of Solitude”),

All this has happened, of
course, largely within the Hispanic
market, and although it's estimated
there will be 40 million Hispanics in
the U.S. by 1990, anyone who
wants (o be very big in the world’s
biggest market must cross over
ethnic and industry lines, That,
therefore, is Blades' next step, and
0o one’s betting he won't do it

Enrique Fernandez, Latin music
editor of Billboard, sums up Blades
this way: “Like Dylan, Lennon and
McCartney, who composed literary
pop music that reached a large mass
of newly educated people, Blades
has fans among university students
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and the educated who listen be-
cause it satisfies their literary side.
His appeal is broader than among
those who normally would follow
salsa. He's good looking, a talented
songwriter and well-educated, a
very rare combination in any branch
of pop music.”

Blades® first crossover step was
modest: a single song, “Tu Carino,”
in the movie “Beat Street.” A
bigger effort is his first English-
language album, due out this sum-
mer, and although he modestly says
he cannot yet write songs in Eng-
lish, there’s no indication the Eng-
lish-speaking audience can expect
any different (or softer) material
than he’s been doing all along.

His first major-label release in
America, a Spanish-language album
called “Buscando America™ (“Sear-
ching for America,” on Elektra),
tells of urban Hispanic life from the
South Bronx to Tierra del Fuego.
Stark vignettes of “Despariciones”
who vanished under Latin Amer-
ican dictatorships, girls contemplat-
ing abortion and priests killed by
masked gunmen cut through politics
to the human tragedy.

Songs and real life, to Blades,
are connected—and even the lan-

guage in which he
socio-political implications.

Growing up in Panama in
‘s, he

and early
recalls, he sang the songs of
Buddy Holly and the Beatle:
“I wasn't a TV kid. Every
thing we had was the movies
and the radio. I saw all the
Jane Powell and Busby Ber
keley were
watching an America we took
literally to exist as such. A
place where everything was

musicals. We

in Technicolor. Everybody
had a car. Everything always
had a happy ending.
“Everybody grew up want-
ing to be a North American.”
Until 1964, that is, when
21 students were killed and
nearly 500 wounded by U.S.
Marines in the Canal Zone.
“That stopped us in our
tracks,” says Blades. “I
started really examining for
the first time and I discov-
cred a lot of stuff. The
period coincided with the Civil
Rights movement here and I saw
pictures of dogs biting blacks be-
cause they were walking in a town
We never knew these things. We
didn’t see them in the movies. After
'64, when we got our ass kicked, we
started to be more informed.”

ne consequence, for
Blades, was no
more singing Amer-
ican songs. “Person-
ally, I like Sinatra
very much, still do,
still remember some
of his standards.
But after we had all
the dead and
wounded, the peo-
ple of my country
would have died if 1
had continued to
worship (the U.S.) without asking
questions of this culture. It would
have been torally out of line for me
to sing English songs and pretend
like nothing had happened.”

His present careful steps toward
crossover, then, are actually a re-
crossover in a sense, and the truth is,
Blades has never rejected English
(or, for that matter, Americans—his

sngs has

always right. Everything was |

objection, he savs, s o misguided
foreign policy). He speaks LEnglish
Mluently, he has lived in New York
for the last 10 year It would be
foolish to cut m i off to culture,”
he says, and adds that even when he

moves back to Panama, “I'll never
leave New York totally. New York is
like my girl."

If Blades' emotions seem conflic-
ting, he's got the background for it
His grandfather was a Louisiana boy
who went to Cuba with Teddy
Roosevelt during the Spanish-Amer
ican War, met a Cuban woman and
stayed. One of their 22 children,
Blades’ mother, went to Panama as a
teenager, met a man and stayed

It's Blades' paternal grand-
mother, however, who made the
strongest impression on him—and
who, in fact, seems to have shaped
much of his life.

“She was a very interesting,
very special woman. She was ob-
sessed with culture, She taught me
how to read (using INustrated Com-
ics) when I was 4 or 5. She was a
vegetarian in days when people
weren't even dreaming about nutri-
tious values of food. She was into
Eastern philosophy and yoga.

“She marned twice, divorced
twice, She sent her daughters to
school, didn't send her men because
she didn't have enough money and
figured that women needed educa-
tion more than men. She was a
painter. She wrote poetry. She wrote

-a play about Montezuma. She was

one of the first women to graduate
from high school in Panama.™

Through her, he says, “I was
always pretty much into culture. And
that’s why I think I ended up going to
law school, She taught me the princi-
ples of justice and everything.”

In a larger sense, she also taught
mm the general value of prepara-
tion. Nothing that Blades does is
gratuitous; everything is pointed
directly toward one goal: returning
to Panama with the tools to shape
his future.

After a summer tour of Europe,
including a stop at the Montreux
Jazz Festival, he will move to Bos-
ton in the fall to begin classes at the
Harvard Law School. He already
has degrees enabling him to practice
in New York and Panama; these

consinued on page {8
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- The whole 1dez of popular en
ISTIRIneT-xs-nabonal leader = not
ane Amencans can chockle at, of
course, and indeed, Blades' politi-
oul ambitions arz not as fur-fetched
&5 they maght st forst seem.

In Itz Amenica, it i not
unususl for poess znd others 10
puTicipate in polincs, Pablo Neru-
<, the coicbrated Chilean poet,
was @ member of  Salvador
Aliende’s cubinet. Emesin Carde-
mEl. & respected poct before the
Sandimstas Came 10 pOWeT in Nicar-
apgue holdc & mimaenal post in
therr gowernment now

Bisdes, mesmwiile, visits Pana-
s frequemiy and wnes for news-
papers. there. Hie's ontspoken in 2
afford ®o be. through arncles,
appesrances and songs, and for tus
Troatie he roceives the nsas! round
ol Scaeh chreuts, His response
brave, taz not foalish: he will not,
for msunce, accept mvitations 10
perform i Bl Sshvador. =1 dom't
want some goy with & mask o come
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play «

doesn't here much. h
says, because the low pay
When he starts to sing, the
audience s obviously familiar with
his. tunes. Some sing along and
dance, others listen to the lyrics
*Desapaniciones,” for instanc

Somebody 1ell me if you seen my
husband, the woman avked

His name is Ernesto X; he is 40
vears old, he works av a watchman
in a used car dealership

He wore a.dark shirt and light pants
He lefr the night before yesterday

and hre iy not back yer

This s serious stuff, fitng
material fora man who calls himself
a “people’s poet,” and the connec
tion between song and life is under-
scored when Blades' playful be-
tween-songs banter s interrupted
by a fellow Panamanian who ex-
presses concern for his safety when
he speaks out hike that,

But then, personal exchanges
are not uncommon in salsa clubs,
where musicians tend to mingle
with their sudience, Later, as
Blades shakes hands, chats and
signs  autographs, he flashes a
friendly, sincere manner which
should serve hum as well in politics
as it has in music,

*We just love him," says Donna
Swewart of the Panamanian Consu-
late. “He's like & roving ambassador
for Panama. He is very highly
regarded by the government.”

Someday. if all goes well, he
may br the government. 0o

Daved Hershkevis 2 g New York free.
Lence writer
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