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Mariachi pioneer gains
hall of fame honor

Recognized as a pioneer in
the dewelopment of mariachi
music in San Antonio, violinist
Benjamin Valdez will be in-
ducted this year into the Ma-
riachi Exfravaganza’s Hall of
Fame.

Born in 1919 in Lockhart,

Valdez has spent almost a life-
time performmg and teachmg
mariachi music.

He began as a roving trouba-
dour in 1939, playing at Market
Square. In 1946, he formed Los
Conquistadores, a trio with the
legendary Jose Morante and
Henry Rodriguez.

:  The golden age of the trios —
. the late '40s and ’50s — was
: capped by the world tours of
the legendary Trio Los Pan-
chos. During this time, Los
Conquistadores garnered na-
tional recognition for them-
selves and the city, appearing
on “The Arthur Godfrey
Show,” “The Garry Moore
Show” and other p@pular va-
riety shows of the day. Valdez
: offered the first private maria-
chi lessons in San Antonio,
: teaching classes in violin, gui-
: tar vihuela, guitarron and

trumpet. His lessons formed
the basis for the programs at
the Guadalupe Cultural Center
and local high schools.

Jesse Orta, the first recipient

of the Ruben Fuentes Award,

began his mariachi career
learning from and playing with
Valdez. Valdez was instrumen-
tal in the creation of Orta’s ma-
riachi groups, and for teaching
other orchestra-trained musi-
cians of the day the sones and
rancheras of mariachi. His stu-
dents included Jesus Guerra-El
Cabrito, Carles Leon, Frank
Pefia, Ben Sanchez, Roland Al-
cocer, Oscar Cavazos and Al
Castro. In the late 1950s, Valdez
played violin in San Antonio’s
first marlachl group, Mariachi
Chapultepec, accompanying a
young vocalist by the name of
Rosita Fernandez. Already
forging new ground, Mariachi
Chapultepec recorded a pop-
ular tune that received plenty
of radio airplay — “La Chis-
pita” — a mariachi-style cum-
bia. Later, he started his own
group, El Mariachi Cami-
nantes.

— Ramiro Burr




