LOS VAN VAN
WHERE HAS LOS VAN VAN BEEN all our lives? And why is Cuba's most popular salsa band, which performed in the U.S.--San Francisco, to be exact--last January for the first time in 27 years, playing the Cocoanut Grove next Monday night? And how did we get along without these guys for so long? 

Basically, because we had to. While Los Van Van has played to enthusiastic audiences around the globe, strict travel and trade restrictions have barred these Cuban citizens from creating Cuban music on U.S. soil. But it was not until Santa Cruz and Bay Area producers decided to spend enormous numbers of hours dealing with paperwork and arrangements that local music lovers could join the international party. 

And quite a party it seems to be. 

Los Van Van has recorded 16 records and is the most popular band on Cuban radio. The group is known worldwide for live shows that feature improvised call and response between musicians and dancing audiences. 

Band leader Juan Formell even created Los Van Van's signature songo style, which opens the traditional Afro-Cuban rhythmic dance son to improvisation. 

"The relationship between the improvisers on the dance floor and those on the bandstand guarantees that the music holds to especially high standards," says the New York Times' Peter Watrous. "Los Van Van mixes the sound of the violin and trombones with the standard modern Afro-Cuban rhythm section. Improvisations by the lead singers drift in and out between the sharp attack of riffs." 

Like Celia Cruz, Desi Arnaz and others before them, the musicians from Los Van Van also imbue their festive sound with references to the Santería religion, where the songo's rhythms began. 

Ever wonder why Arnaz's character Ricky Ricardo yells "babaloo" on the I Love Lucy show? The big band backdrop Arnez used for his congas nearly obliterated the fact that he was welcoming "Babalú-Ayé," the Santería god of healing and fortitude. 

"[Los Van Van's] songs take on the subject of women, the power of the Santería religion, and the necessity of the Saturday night party in troubled times," says Watrous. "But mostly it's a feeling. Hearing Los Van Van is like running across your identical twin who has been taken away at birth and sent halfway around the world to be raised." 

