BOB GALLARZA

Guitarist Extraordinaire

“The Producer with the Midas Touch”
Bob Gallarza's meteoric rise in the 60's as one of the hottest young guitarists on the California pop music scene started almost by accident, when his grandfather gave him an unexpected gift. 

"My involvement in music kind of just happened," says Gallarza. "Nobody in my family ever played music except for my grandfather, who only played for church sometimes--and when I was growing up in California, all he had to play on was this old Spanish guitar that he had taped up with electrical tape. So one day when my parents drove down to Tijuana and bought him a new guitar, he gave me his old one." But there was a problem: Gallarza knew nothing about playing the guitar.

Once his grandfather's guitar was in his hands, however, that immediately changed. Gallarza says he "just started messing around--and turns out, I was pretty good at it--I just took to playing guitar naturally."

After that, Gallarza, the quintessential California Chicano guitarist who significantly contributed to the development of the "West Coast Sound" of the 60's, was determined to learn everything he could about pop guitar and came up with his own unique way of learning.

"The way I learned to play was, I went around my home neighborhood, finding out who could play," he laughs. "Then I would go to the first guy everybody told me about, and learned everything he knew, and then on to the next guy who knew just a little bit more, and learned what he knew, and then on up, until I knew everything all the guys in the neighborhood knew." Other than that, Gallarza says he never took a music lesson.

"After I'd been playing awhile, one day at a music store I picked up some of those Mel Bay music instruction books," he says, "and I initially learned everything else from those." So quickly did he master the Bay's guitar teaching method that Gallarza began looking for ways to expand his music skills as fast as possible, in an area for which his long, stellar career would ultimately be known: composing and arranging.

"When I would get together with other musicians," says Gallarza, "I found out that I had what you might call the gift of a musical imagination--I could just kind of 'hear' what I wanted all the instruments to play, and with other musicians around me, I could try out which sounds were best--either writing things down on paper or telling them what I wanted--working through trial and error. Working this way over time, I finally worked out my own style." 

It was after his arranging of pop tunes matured that Gallarza found his own composer's voice, when he says his style "kind of solidified--I created a sort of signature for myself that people came to know me for." In these early years, Gallarza wasn't the only Chicano musician on the rise: the guitarist's youth and early music career paralleled that of the late Richie Valens, who had lived in the same neighborhood and went to the same schools as Gallarza.
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"Richie was older than I was, and so I never hung out with him," says Gallarza, "and his music actually didn't have much influence on me until he had died tragically and I saw the movie of his life. Until then, I hadn't realized he had had some of the same experiences as I did coming out of our special culture." And like Valens, Gallarza says he never forgot where his roots were.

"My immediate family were first-generation Americans," recounts Gallarza, "but my grandparents on both sides came over from Mexico in the early part of the 1900's, mostly to escape the dangers of Pancho Villa's revolution. They felt like they just had to get out, and crossed over into the U.S. at El Paso, where my father was born. Later, the family moved to California, and eventually they settled in the Hollywood area of  the San Fernando Valley--that's where my own family history starts."

By the 60's, Gallarza was playing regularly at most of California's best pop venues, and he began to realize that, if he chose, he could have a significant career in music.

"My desire to center my life around music wasn't the greatest news to my dad," Gallarza says. "Dad was hard-working, and no-nonsense. That's because with La Raza, there is this basic philosophy of what life consists of--you go to school, learn something, get married, work hard, have kids, and then you die." And Gallarza says most people in his ethnic community stayed within the neighborhood for their entire lives. "In fact, my dad only left the barrio when he went to serve in World War II." Gallarza says that Mexican philosophy of life caused his father to doubt the vocation his son was aiming for.

"My dad's opinion was that, 'Yeah, music is all well and good, but what are you going to really do with your life?'" Gallarza says. "But I kept on giving music all my attention anyway." Even then, Gallarza wasn't yet known as a Mexican musician.

"When I was first playing around L.A., the musicians there were either black or white," Gallarza says. "And if you were a Mexican, you played what was called 'Tropical,' or you got into a Mariachi group." As Gallarza's guitar moved strongly towards a jazz and blues sound, his appearance at recording sessions was sometimes the cause of some surprise.

"All these people had only heard me play on recordings," he laughs, "and so when I would walk in with my guitar at a session job, people would ask, 'What's this Mexican guy doing here?' They thought I was black from my playing."

Gallarza's mellow, soulful guitar sound as he performed in Las Vegas and in Hollywood's top clubs began to attract the attention of many of the best artists on the national scene; and afforded the young musician a chance to play with many of them. That kind of exposure also led to studio musicians taking notice of him, garnering him more high-profile work. then came the big break.
The number one pop group in the country, the Grammy Award-winning 5th Dimension, had been performing all over the country when they heard Gallarza's guitar work, and quickly contacted him, asking him to join them as lead guitarist. From his berth as the Dimension's lead player, Gallarza made an envious name for himself over the next fifteen years, performing across the U.S., and in Eastern and Western Europe (including performances for European royalty), even taking part in gala performances at the White House for heads of state.
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Over the same period Gallarza also performed on Broadway and appeared in such television productions as The Johnny Carson Show, The Today Show, The Merv Griffin Show, The Mike Douglas Show, The Dick Clark Show, The Jerry Lewis MDA Telethon, The Sonny & Cher Show, The Marilyn and Billy Summer Show, and The Midnight Special television show.

"After all those highly-publicized years with me playing all over the world," Gallarza says, he finally got the comment from his father that he'd always wanted. "I felt pretty good when my dad told people he was really proud of me, and said I was a leader, not a follower. That's what people had always said about my father, and it was a high compliment coming from him."

And lead Gallarza did.

Now, after decades of successful performances behind him with some of the most world's best-known artists, he might well have rested on his laurels and just enjoyed a life of leisure. But that wasn't in the cards--the by-now magical Gallarza destiny was about to put in a new appearance.

"In addition to pop, rock, blues, and jazz," Gallarza says, "in California I had also been really involved in what we then called Chicano music, straight out of my Mexican heritage, but with a modern twist." That twist was a regional interpretation of an existing "oldies" genre.

"When I was young and first starting to play out, I had a band called Thee Jems," Gallarza remembers, "and I was only 15 when we got our first paying gig--on a live-broadcast radio show put on at a record shop in East L.A. hosted by a well-known DJ called Huggie Boy." The job netted Gallarza and his associates a total of $30.

"We all got ten bucks apiece for that job--doing oldies but goodies," laughs Gallarza, "and that was just about enough to put gas in the car and then go to McDonald's for a burger, fries, and a coke." He adds the small-town promotor who got his band the job was eager to hire local bands who could play the oldies format as interpreted in East Los Angeles--then called "Chicano music."

"One guy who wanted to represent my early band was working at a place called the CYO--the Christian Youth Organization," Gallarza says, "and in their events they always wanted to bring in the oldies type of music. It was referred to as 'Chicano' music mainly because of who the people were who were playing it, but it was basically oldies." The style of the music, however, wasn't oriented towards Hispanic musical traits, Gallarza adds.

"In East L.A., when we played 'Chicano music,'" Gallarza says, "in reality we were emulating our times' Black music, but with a specific sound which was characteristic of our area of town." And he adds that Hispanic populations in neighborhoods like Gallarza's were different from similar populations in other parts of the country.

"The people in our area who called themselves Chicanos were not really Spanish speaking," Gallarza notes, "even though our parents might have spoken Spanish. This was partly because of the fact that, in those days, Hispanic kids were discouraged in the schools from speaking Spanish, or even forbidden to use the language."
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It was during this youthful musical activity that Gallarza says he first came into contact with the very different, and musically challenging music being performed by traveling Texas musicians.

"Musically speaking, there were essentially two cultures in LA," he says, "the stuff coming in from Texas, and the kind of music people in LA were playing. And the bands who would go on to really make it had to be able to do well in Texas--especially El Paso--if they were going to be really successful. And Little Joe is a good example of that."

Gallarza's now legendary musical vision had convinced him that the Chicano music of the day had to grow beyond a single locale, or even a single region, and in telling its story, reach out to the whole world. Part of that early vision led him to team up in 1984 as a producer, record executive, arranger, guitarist, and musical director with singer/bandleader Joe Hernandez in Texas and Hernandez's long-lived and enormously popular Tex-Mex ensemble, Little Joe & La Familia.

"When I was still living in Los Angeles, I had started getting burned out--the music industry was changing, and not for the better," Gallarza remembers. And the fortuitous reconnection with Hernandez opened up exciting new musical opportunities for the California musician.

"Joe had always wanted me to be with him and his band," Gallarza said, "and so I started traveling from California to play in Texas, and got into Tejano, another name for Tex-Mex--and I really loved it. To me, this music was a refreshing change." Gallarza says he first traveled back and forth between Texas and California, but soon succumbed to the charm of the Lone Star State.

"I was seeing somebody in Houston all this time," he says, "and when I'd go on tour, I started staying in Houston--and finally, I just stayed for good." Gallarza now lives in The Woodlands, a posh suburb of Houston.

After the permanent move to Texas, Gallarza's career again took another unexpected, positive, upturn.

"I never thought I would cater to Tex-Mex music," Gallarza says, "but once I met up with Joe again and started listening to what was happening, I started trying to expand the sound." Expanding the Tex-Mex sound for Hernandez's La Familia band frequently gave Gallarza the primary responsibility for the band's jazzy new arrangements. And Gallarza is quick to credit his arranging experience with the Hernandez group for much of his musical development.

"This major turn in my career, and working with Joe, made me more of an artist," Gallarza says.

Because Gallarza's arrangements went on to become the hallmark sound of the increasingly sophisticated latin-flavored South Texas music, admirers of his work started to give him praise in the form of nicknames.
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"I have always been an innovator and the first to try new things," says Gallarza, "and because Quincy Jones was also known for his own innovation in progressive pop music, people started calling me 'The Quincy Jones of Tejano Music,'" says Gallarza. "And my work as a really successful producer sometimes had people saying that I was 'The Producer with the Midas Touch.'" Gallarza's unique conception of the new Tejano style went through several major musical evolutions before resulting in the qualities for which Gallarza would become well-known. The arranger now also tried breaking into new musical territory in terms of instrumentation.

"In a tune we did called 'Tejano Sleigh Ride,' I used a big band approach but utilized the accordion as the lead instrument," Gallarza explains, "and no one else had ever tried that. Then around 1992 I also created the concept of producing my own albums and inviting guest artists in--like someone to take on the singing role. No one had ever done this either, and once I broke through with this concept, other national artists followed suit. Now it's commonplace, but I started the ball rolling."

Gallarza credits the regional context for Tejano music for much of its success in innovation, saying that "there's not much you can do in the mainstream to bend the rules, but this one worked, because Tejano was very regional, and was easy to guide into new territory." Expanding Tejano music into a new, progressive art form matched a musical vision Gallarza had had earlier during his work in California.

"Before, when I was in L.A., I tried to find a new identity for our music--using a bigger, broader, jazz band as a vehicle, "says Gallarza. "Once in Texas, I took the music as done by Little Joe and Sunny Ozuna and kind of designed the original modern sound. When I came on the scene, I recognized Tejano for what it was--an important art form--and I wanted to take it even further." Gallarza also now realized that, if Tejano music was to expand its popularity, major record labels had to become interested in what Chicano artists were doing.

"From 1984 to 1992, what we call the Golden Era of Tejano music," Gallarza remembers,  "because of my background in mainstream music, I was able to bring the major labels into the Texas scene and got them to sign Little Joe."

Gallarza adds that these major labels, which included CBS Records (later to become Sony Records), had immediate success with the La Familia band and wanted to repeat that success by signing other Tejano artists. Gallarza therefore was afforded an opportunity to produce albums for such artists as Ruben Ramos, Johnny Hernandez, Stefani Montiel, Elsa Garcia, Lisa Lopez, Adalberto Gallegos, The Latin Breed, Ram Herrera, Jay Perez, David Lee Garza, The Royal Jesters, David Marez, Jimmy Edward, Chente Barrera, and Joel Guzman. Gallarza also strongly recommended record executives take a serious look at a young, up-and-coming young singer named Selena.
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His work with these artists and the collaboration with Hernandez and the La Familia band ultimately resulted in two Gold Albums, two Grammy awards as a producer, one Grammy nomination as an artist, three additional Grammy nominations, and numerous Tejano Music Awards, including Best Artist, Best Producer, Best Guitarist, and Best Song categories. Gallarza ultimately was inducted into the Tejano Roots Hall of Fame, and this major recognition has proven to him that his original vision for a modernized Tejano style was on target.

"When I first heard the stuff coming out of Texas, I thought it was unique," Gallarza explains, "and I'd also been hearing the 'Conjunto' music in Texas, which was closer to the Norteno style--with the big, double-course bajo sexto guitar being a compulsory part of the bands--and I liked that music, too." These widely ranging types of modern Texas Hispanic styles soon began to swirl around in Gallarza's arranger's mind, and the result was a musical revolution.

"For me, the first Tejano music was a culmination of the Mexican styles and the styles in North America, and these two were starting to coalesce," Gallarza explains. "But the backbone of it all was the strong polka beat." Soon, Gallarza says bands began to be expanded to include larger sections of wind instruments.

"Finally, all the Tejano bands playing this kind of music were called 'horn bands,'" Gallarza says, "and they all started doing really jazzy things like Chicago and other progressive pop groups were known for. Then when the groups got larger, the term 'orchestra' started to come into play, almost in the sense of the World War II Big Bands."

After decades of innovative development in Tex-Mex music, Gallarza says he now believes today's music has gotten "too comfortable. Somehow we've gotten away from the modern, sophisticated horn sound and gone back to the older 'Conjunto' style, which is taking away from our progressiveness."

"In many cases, I just feel like we're limiting ourselves," Gallarza opines. "It's as if you're a painter, and only using one or two colors. What we need to do is to go forward with this music." Nevertheless, "going forward" for Gallarza still means sticking to the foundation he believes the music has always had--the beat.

"Tejano music can go anywhere you want to take it, as long as it doesn't lose the pulse," says Gallarza. The pulse is what the long-time arranger regards as the very soul of Tejano.

"In my composing I always come from a very melodic approach," he says, "and I can get very complex in my arrangements--but the beat is always there. Whatever I do, I want to create something that makes everyone want to get up and dance."

Gallarza is quick to credit his opportunity to work with Hernandez and La Familia as a catalyst for what he was later to accomplish as an arranger. "I have to give Little Joe the credit there," he says, "because this dance genre was his, and I would not have understood it had I not learned it from him."
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Now deeply involved in his adopted style, Gallarza continues to appeal to audiences in an always many-cultured Central and South Texas and has taken bold new steps towards ever-newer forms, mixing not only the jazz Gallarza knew so well in California, but also Western Swing, current rock styles, country, blues, Tex-Mex, and traditional Mexicano musical elements into an exciting amalgamation of musical expression, which includes a larger performing group with electronic and synthesized instruments, huge brass and reeds sections, more complex instrumental riffs, virtuosic lead guitar solos, punchy, social-commentary lyrics, an enlarged percussion section, and hard-driving, modern vocal forays. With this revolution in sound, the audience for Tex-Mex music under Gallarza's guiding hand has mushroomed beyond the local Hispanic fans into a style that pulls in listeners from all walks of life, and which has propelled Gallarza's pop groups into the position of lead innovator.

"Everything comes in cycles," he says, and within the past year, I have taken the concept of the 40's type of band leader up to the present day, where it's the leader of the band who's the actual star. I don't know of anybody else who's doing that--setting the scene up for the artist bandleader to be in the spotlight."
Even with such a track record behind him, the energy-driven Gallarza now says he's passionately dedicated to taking today's Tejano style--which will include an equally brand-new name for a vastly updated sound--to international audiences.

"It's very clear that it's now time for even more development and change--and we in this area of music have got to push ourselves forward toward that change, toward much greater sophistication, because we know how unique this style is in the world of music," says Gallarza. "To do anything less would not do justice to an incredible art form that the whole world deserves to hear."

