THE PHIL NORMAN TENTET & THE BOB FLORENCE LIMITED EDITION

A Heartfelt Tribute for Bob Florence

Catalina's was packed on a recent Sunday afternoon; in fact, some folks were standing in the rear. A few were there because it was a free event, but most were present to honor Robert Chase “Bob” Florence and hear some stellar music. As you likely know, Bob Florence was a brilliant arranger, composer, pianist, educator, father, grandfather, friend and, well  -  -  -  nice guy.

Bandleader/saxophonist Phil Norman, of the Phil Norman Tentet was the excellent host and led his band in compositions and arrangements written by Florence. Norman's star-studded band included Carl Saunders, Peter Erskine, Scott Whitfield, Christian Jacob, Ron Stout and Kim Richmond just to cite a few names. Besides heading his own aggregation, The Limited Edition, Florence had been the Tentet's pianist. The Catalina piano chair was purposely left empty with masterful guitarist, Larry Koonse, assuming the chording duties.

The Tentet played Florence's elegant and swinging explorations of "Tenderly," "Sugar,” “The Y2K Express," "Dreamsville" and "Fluffy," amongst others. Phil Norman then read some warm tributes received from fellow musicians and friends, such as Julie Andrews, Johnny Mandell and Annette Sanders. Other tribute speakers included fellow band leaders Ian Frazer and Kim Richmond. 

Bob's granddaughter, Merissa, composed and read a loving poem dedicated to her Grand Dad, whom she called "Grandpa Chase" A slide presentation by Florence's daughter, Melanie Funsten, brought both smiles and tears to many eyes.

Singer Vikki Carr (born Florencia Bisenta de Casillas Martinez Cardona), who was close friends with Florence and with his wife Evie talked most charmingly for a bit and then sang some songs arranged for her by Florence. By the way, Carr, who will be 67 in a few weeks, looks very lovely. Her voice remains in good repair, flexible, strong and expressive. Carr’s set included "So in Love," "Bye Bye Blackbird," "Unforgettable," and the famous Florence arrangement of "Granada." (Thankfully, she did not even get close to her popular but dismal "It Must Be Him"). I humbly admit that I didn't know that Carr could swing so hard, but some of the credit must go to those driving Florence arrangements. (Even an old gent in a wheelchair next to me had both feet a-tapping.)

After a break, the roaring Limited Edition took over the cavernous Catalina room. Don Shelton, a fine saxophonist (but best known as a member of the singing group Hi-Los) led the band through the Florence book, including “BeBop Charlie" (written for noted jazz DJ, Chuck Niles), "Carmelo's By the Freeway" (written to honor the departed San Fernando valley jazz club), those lovely women-of-song "Emily" and "Laura," "Willowcrest" and "Appearing in Cleveland," just to identify a few of the selections. Percolating swingers or intimate love melodies, Florence's impeccable musicianship and originality were in evidence. No bloated show off charts, no business man's bounce, no blandness, no hacked-out arrangements for Bob Florence – just talent, taste and tantalizing tempos.

By the way, he received an incredible 15 Grammy nominations and even two Emmy awards. Besides his own band, Florence was associated with Stan Kenton, Count Basie, Ray Charles, Quincy Jones, the Tonight Show Orchestra, Si Zentner and even arranged two numbers for Harry James. And that list doesn't even include the vocalists he arranged for and worked with, such as Sarah Vaughan, Sue Raney Pinky Winters and the above-mentioned Julie Andrews, Vikki Carr and Anita Sanders.

A fine afternoon of Fathers Day music in honor of a fine musician and man.
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