The Irish Invade South Bay

Singers Kate McGarry & Jackie Ryan

Two quite different but equally gifted vocalists of Irish descent came to the South Bay area on the same night in late July and my wife Lynne and I were able to catch them both (since one was an early gig).

Kate McGarry is one of ten kids of a Boston-area Irish Dad. She was raised in Hyannis and earned a bachelors degree in Afro-American Music and Jazz at the University of Massachusetts and studied improvisation with the innovative saxophonist Archie Shepp. So this Irish lady has jazz roots. She moved to the Left Coast and became a much beloved staple on the Los Angeles jazz scene in the early to mid 90s, appearing in many venues such as Catalina’s, the Jazz Bakery and Loew’s Hotel in Santa Monica. In 1996 McGarry needed a change and headed back east and now resides in NYC but, luckily for all of us with ears, she comes back to LA once or twice a year. Her impeccable voice, melodic scat singing and incredible rhythmic phrasing have earned her a hard core following on both coasts.

We caught McGarry on a Thursday afternoon at the Westin Hotel in Long Beach where she was appearing with the always lyrical and creative, Karen Hammack on piano, Chris Symer on bass and the ubiquitous Paul Kreibich at the drums. Kate opened with “Easy to Love,” which is the title song of her first album released back in 1992. She followed this Cole Porter standard with another song from the Great American Songbook, the exceptionally lovely “Haunted Heart.” McGarry’s version of this lesser-known, unheralded gem was the highlight of the evening. She sang it with Shaker-like simplicity, rightfully foregoing any melody modification. “Haunted Heart” is a Schwartz and Dietz minor masterpiece and needs no melodic enhancement. McGarry picked up the tempo a bit with the jazz standard “I’m All Smiles” written by Mickey Leonard for the 1964 Broadway show, The Yearling. McGarry handles Brazilian rhythms with sublime facility and followed with a Jobim song but chose a lesser-recorded composition, his beautiful “Favela.” A “favela,” by the way, is a slum that rises out of the cities and onto the surrounding hillsides. Thus, the English lyrics to this song, the bucolic “Somewhere in the Hills” is totally ridiculous and witless. Thankfully, McGarry sang it in the original Portuguese. She also sang the Charlie Chaplin song, “Smile,” and the title tune of her latest CD, Show Me. In all she included seven songs in her first set with not a “dog tune” in the bunch, (though I’m sure McGarry could make even their bark convincing). Show Me was released in early 2001 and has been getting much play on KLON and the NYC-NJ based WBGO. Check with your local Tower or other good record store for details on this superior CD.

So we next headed up the 710 to the 405 and on to The Vic, located on Main Street in the southern end of Santa Monica. At this newer (and exceptional) jazz venue, the owners, Ray and Aleta Slayton - two very personable folks - were featuring the San Francisco-based Jackie Ryan, who is one half Irish, and a lot of Mexican (and even some French). I had recently heard (and reviewed) Jackie Ryan’s latest CD, titled Passion Flower and considered it one of the best vocal albums of the past few years. Well, seeing her in person only adds to my appreciation of this exceptional singer. The likable and lovely Ryan has charisma to match her exceptional voice and musicianship. She is a visual treat as well as an aural one.

Ryan opened to a full house with the Arlen-Mercer standard “Day In - Day Out” and followed with “Flamingo,” which showed off her deep rich contralto notes. She had a lot of fun with the rarely performed “My Lean Baby,” projecting much personality on this tune, which was made famous by Dinah Washington. But the highlight of the first set was her version of the old warhorse, “Body and Soul.” Ryan included Johnny Green’s seldom-heard verse, which is exceptional (and, in fact, could stand by itself as a separate song). She also sang some alternate lyrics that I had not heard before. Just when you think there is nothing left to do with this bewhiskered masterpiece, along comes Jackie with a bright, new and beautifully crafted interpretation.

There is not sufficient space to give the band proper credit. But pianist Jon Mayer, drummer Roy McCurdy and the recently transplanted San Diegan, bassist Chris Conner are some of the best players on the Los Angeles scene. They were deep-in-the-pocket on the swing tunes and lovingly caressing on the ballads. They supported Ryan with talent and with enthusiasm, obviously appreciating her as much as the audience did.

Jackie Ryan enjoys herself and therefore makes you, the audience, also enjoy yourself. She is a delight and I am already looking forward to her next trek south. Ryan’s CD, titled Passion Flower, is on OpenArt records and available at better record stores. I highly recommend it to you.

Thank you Jackie Ryan and Kate McGarry. Please come back to LA more often. And thank you Merle Kreibich for the Westin gigs and to you Ray and Aleta Slayton for the lovely Vic.

Roger Crane
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