
A WEEKEND AT THE JAZZ FESTIVALS:
SOME PERSONAL HIGHLIGHTS
Lynne and I ignored the scorching heat frying Southern California and, once again, did the “Labor Day 405 Shuffle,” attending the events of interest at the Sweet & Hot and then hopping on the 405 Freeway heading down to Irvine to catch more good stuff at the West Coast Jazz Party.
Under it’s two names, the Sweet and Hot Jazz Festival (it was formerly the Los Angeles Classic Jazz Festival) recently held it’s 24th annual event at the Marriott Hotel at LAX, (It kicked off on Labor Day back in 1984). Lynne and I are fans of vocal jazz and we were able to catch five singers of interest at the S&H this year. For example I don’t know of anyone who sings better than Rebecca Kilgore. Her voice is warm and she makes the lyrics a part of the melody. She phrases with the assurance of a singer who knows where the pulse is at all times. Kilgore has been featured at many of the S&H festivals and worked with her usual group called BED (Becky, Eddie, Dan) which consists of Rebecca on vocals, Eddie Erickson on guitar, banjo and vocals (and amusing asides) and Dan Barrett, usually the trombonist but also adept at piano and trumpet. Bassist Joel Forbes is a more recent addition to this appealing group.
Another great vocalist, Wesla Whitfield, has been featured at recent S&H festivals. Wesla always works with her husband, jazz pianist Mike Greensill, which is a good thing for there is no better accompanist. Local bassist Paul Gormley adds to this class act. Thankfully, both Rebecca and Wesla often include the verses, which is an additional treat. (Composers often expressed some extra creativity in their verses and bridges.) Singer Banu Gibson who performs around the world is an aural and visual treat. Her niche is early songs – and I mean “early” with selections very often from the 1920s into the mid ‘30s. A typical Gibson selection is her charming rendition of the 1923 “Mama Goes Where Papa Goes (or Papa Don’t Go Out Tonight)” introduced by Sophie Tucker. Gibson and her sextet always put on a great show full of pizzazz, but style never overwhelms the substance. She is a delight but the stage patter and infectious antics are never to the exclusion of superb musicianship.
Polly Podewell is lesser known but definitely in the same league as the above singers. As a young vocalist she worked with the Woody Herman orchestra and later with Benny Goodman. At the Sweet & Hot she appeared with a sterling rhythm section consisting of pianist Derek Smith, bassist Putter Smith and Frank Devito on the drums. There is only one thing wrong with Polly – she simply does not sing enough. I know of only one available Podewell recording titled Don’t You Know I Care? which was recorded in 1995 on Audiophile. This CD includes the very best West Coast musicians such as Ross Tompkins, Jake Hanna and Dave Carpenter. Podewell sings with consummate ease, meandering gracefully through her melodies, sounding as if she is singing barefoot. This lady was born to sing. But let me briefly return to her S & H pianist, Derek Smith. This New York City (but London-born) gentleman is a major session musician and in much demand by east coast studio orchestras. Smith has also played in the Benny Goodman and Doc Severinsen’s bands but, nonetheless, deserves more familiarity.  Nice man, nice player
From Polly to Molly. Molly Ryan is a new name to me and maybe to you, She is California born but now lives in New York City. As I write this, Molly is only 22 but has already appeared with such jazz stars as Howard Alden and Abe Most. At the S&H she worked with Dan Levinson, a master of the C Melody sax and clarinet and Mark Allen Jones at the piano. Ryan sings with much joy and conviction. I look forward to hearing more from this young star in the years to come.
It wasn’t all vocals. We were able to capture an exceptional duo guitar reading of “Here’s That Rainy Day” by Barry Zweig and Howard Alden, swapping rhythm and lead guitar chores. Zweig and Alden are on the same musical wavelength and their rendition of this Van Heusen classic was achingly beautiful (Interestingly, later at the West Coast Jazz Party we luckily heard another glorious rendition of this sublime ballad by tenor saxophonist Harry Allen.) We were delighted with Derek Smith’s accompaniment of Polly Podewell and so went to his solo piano gig at a venue called The Hangover Club. Not all of the better pianists can play interesting, involving solo piano, but Smith is the complete pianist. His touch is feather light and his repertoire is impeccable. He seemingly resolves to make every solo an unpremeditated search, expressive and beautiful. For example, he began his set with the standard “It’s You or No One” but uncovered rich new ideas in this Jule Styne standard. He then moved into an Ellington medley that included a beautiful version of “Warm Valley.” Since Smith is British born and raised he included the well-known lovely English song "A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square.”
Meanwhile further south at the Irvine Marriott, the 13th annual West Coast Jazz Party was held. Scheduling two coexistent jazz-oriented events within forty miles of each other seems to be one more case of the Jazz Community shooting itself in the foot. Given the fact that jazz is a minority art with a limited (albeit very loyal) following, one would think that the events could be staggered, so that the hard core fans of live jazz could attend both events. But they have co-existed for over a decade and, each is drawing well and thus we cannot expect any change in scheduling.
Hearing two great saxophonists in the same group is a thrill and Scott Hamilton and Lanny Morgan headed a quintet in the Lobby Bar. They kicked things of with a spirited version of Tadd Dameron’s “Good Bait,” which is based on the changes to the standard “Mean to Me.” “Secret Love” (from a Doris Day movie) is a beloved favorite but, to my ears, only works when jazz artists improvise on the bland melody and infuse it with some ideas and rhythmic tension. Scott, Lanny and the superb rhythm section of Jon Mayer-piano, Clayton Cameron-drums and Chuck Berghofer-bass brought this Sammy Fain tune to life and created some afternoon excitement.
Later in the main ballroom, a quintet headed by Steve Turre held forth. They began their set with a lively Dizzy Gillespie tune that he titled “Blue “N” Boogie. It opened with a trumpet lead by Jeremy Pelt, followed by Turre on trombone and a Tony Dumas bass solo, enhanced by the always swinging Mike Melvoin (piano) and Ralph Penland (drums). Turre, of course, always includes his shells on at least one song and, this time, he chose Joe Henderson’s Latin tune “Recorda Me,” performed in A-Flat (Obviously, there are no key choices and no modulation when you play shells.) One of the highlights from this superb assemblage was a piece based on the changes to “Sweet Georgia Brown.” Miles Davis claims he wrote the piece and called it “Dig.” Jackie McLean claims he wrote it and called it “Donna.” I have no idea which is correct but it is a classic piece of straight-ahead, in-the-pocket jazz. Mike Melvoin showed us his considerable ballad chops on a medley consisting of “I’ll Be Seeing You” and “My Funny Valentine” with Turre noodling behind him and meshing with easy grace.
If you morphed Dave Frishberg and Bob Dorough, you might end up with bassist Jay Leonhart. His delightful one-man (mostly) set included some of his trenchant, wry and poignant pieces, such as the proper pronunciation of “Nuclear,” his meeting Dizzy Gillespie in Ireland, the problems of checking your bass at the airport and a casual air-flight encounter with “Lennie” Bernstein ("Soon we're chatting, drinking, talking, like the very best of pals / Talking music, life, and art, death, and root canals"). Note that I said “mostly” one man set; the talented and witty Ken Peplowski did come onto the stage during his performance and “punctuated” his routine with some timely tenor noodling and witty asides.
Too much jazz to cover in one article but I will close with a few notes on the marvelous “Three Tenors” show back in the Lobby Bar. The three tenors were Scott Hamilton, Harry Allen and Ken Peplowski, with Jay Leonhart on bass and Mike Melvoin-at the piano. They began their late-night show with Bernice Petkere’s “Lullaby of the Leaves” and followed with the Carmichael standard “Skylark." They also performed another famous Gillespie piece, the noted “Ow,” following it with a classic jazz composition “The Blues Up and Down,” written by the under-appreciated Sonny Stitt. The front line horns stepped aside and let Mike Melvoin show off his chops on the beloved standard “(There Is) No Greater Love” 
Thus ended another successful and fun-filled weekend of festivals. If you ever see any of these musicians near you, do yourself a favor and go to hear them, Jazz is one of the last outposts of the vanishing elegance of this world. And live jazz is the best kind; please support it.
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