Anna Callahan at Sangria

(with her “One Man” Band)

Since the young Anna Callahan sings and plays trumpet it is tempting to compare her to Chet Baker. Such a comparison is meaningful because Callahan does both very well and because she has the ease and lambent delicacy of Baker. Whether singing or playing there is coherence to her music; she plays and sings melodies not notes. The trumpet is almost an athletic instrument but Callahan, like the very best, makes it look effortless. She never overblows and, like the wonderful Baker and Sweets Edison, she follows one of the first laws of jazz: the notes you leave out are as important as the notes you put in.

On a recent Thursday, Ozzie Cadena had the good sense to book Anna Callahan at his popular jazz venue in the Sangria restaurant in Hermosa Beach. She was appearing with an all-star band, which was also an all-female band, except for the master drummer, and ubiquitous Paul Kreibich. (Thus, Paul facetiously dubbed Anna’s group as “Anna Callahan and Her One Man Band.”) At the keyboard was Karen Hammack, who is one of the few players who can make a keyboard sound like a grand piano. I don’t know of a better pianist than Hammack and I am hard pressed to understand why she is not better known. She is a pianist (and composer) of remarkable range, energy and talent. Musicians know her and have the greatest respect but a surprising number of jazz fans have not discovered her exceptional talents. At the bass was the gifted Sherry Luchette, whose name you may recognize from her participation in the Maiden Voyage band. Luchette is a flawless timekeeper and a soloist of infinite taste and beauty. Even when comping on Callahan’s originals she exhibited confidence and imagination. Kudos from a fellow musician are the most meaningful and, during a breaktime chat with Kreibich, he applauded her talents.

But I want to talk about and praise Anna Callahan. One thing that you immediately notice about both her singing and horn playing is that Callahan always knows where the pulse is. Her honey voice, her natural sense of swing and her phrasing make me think of Nat King Cole. From the opening number, Richard Whiting’s “My Ideal” to the closing Richard Rodgers tune “My Romance” Callahan and her “one-man band” offered a neatly paced set of tunes from the standard jazz repertoire plus some surprises. Most of those surprises were her own songs. Generally when I hear that a musician is now going to perform some of his own tunes, I start looking for the nearest exit. I know that it is obligatory that musicians write so-called “originals,” but, honestly, the gift of composing is a different set of skills from the gift of performing and very few originals are worthy. But, not to worry, Callahan is a surprisingly good composer. In fact, San Francisco based vocalist Jackie Ryan, who was in the audience, stated an interest in performing one of them, a mournful ballad titled “Adieu.” At least two others are worthy of mention, “So Long Ago,” which has lyrics penned by Callahan’s brother and “When Snow Falls,” with both words and music by Anna Callahan.

First you hear her trumpet playing with exquisite tone. Then you hear her silky voice. Then she seats. And at the end of it all you realize she wrote the tune. Amazing! Anna Callahan is a local treasure. We are fortunate to have the wonderful, young, enthusiastic Callahan in our midst. Give her your support.
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