Grace and Vibrancy:  Pamela York Trio at the Crowne Plaza


Pianist/vocalist Pamela York was born in Canada and raised on Vancouver Island in the city of Nanaimo (which is also the home town of pianist/vocalist Diana Krall). York moved to the United States and graduated from the Berklee School of Music in 1991 and also received a Masters Degree in jazz from the University of Tennessee in 1995. She settled in San Diego but has since moved to a suburb of Houston with her husband and baby daughter. But she was back in Southern California for two gigs, a performance at the San Diego Museum of Art and a recent Thursday at Merle Kreibich’s very successful Jazz at the Crowne Plaza series near LAX.


The trio of York on piano, Kristin Korb on bass and Joe LaBarbera on drums performed a cornucopia of tunes, many from York’s debut CD, Blue York. As I was seated, the trio was working on a York original “Back to the Border,” which Pamela explained did not pertain to the California-Mexico border but to the Canada-US border. Her initial foray into the States hit some bureaucratic snafus and she had to go “back to the border” to clear up some paperwork. This definitely sounds like the basis of a blues to me and it is an infectious, very well written piece. She followed this blues with a sumptuous reading of that newest of standards, “Estate.” Kristin Korb punctuated on her bass beautifully behind York’s lovely chords. Jazz musicians know, even if many in their audience do not, that slow tempos can be more demanding than breakneck ones. The tempo picked up considerably on the bop standard “In Walked Bud,” which Thelonious Monk wrote and dedicated to pianist Bud Powell. Bop is surely the most demanding of jazz forms but York handles this sub-genre magnificently In fact she smoothes away some of the nervousness inherent in this form of jazz while retaining the energy and complexity.


Things slowed down again on the beautiful Thad Jones song “A Child Is Born” which York selected in honor of her new baby, a 17-month-old girl, named Anna. Her reading was most sensitive as was LaBarbera’s brushwork. “East of the Sun” was a surprise (at least to this reviewer) for I didn’t know that Pamela sang. She does sing and very well. Like so many musicians who sing, the emphasis is on the song - where it should be - not on the performer. York’s voice is very pleasant and very natural. Another old warhorse “Just One of Those Things” was one of the highlights of the evening. Porter’s original melody was just a reference point and didn’t get touched too often. But, although Porter’s melody was seldom stated, it nonetheless informed each of the solos. The trio ended the first set with” Blue York,” another York original (and the title of her debut album). It is an extended piece that has a march feel to it. It is obvious that composition is one of York’s many musical talents. The trio kicked off the second set with a burning tempo rendition of the Schwartz-Dietz classic “You and the Night and the Music.” York remarked that she often seeks out songs written by women and so learned Carroll Coate’s beautiful “London by Night.” Well, she later discovered that Carroll is a British gentleman but the song is lovely and she thankfully keeps it in her repertoire. 

No reason to discuss each of the selections but it should be noted that like Lester Young, Bill Evans and other of the more lyrical players, Pamela York plays each melody with a singers’ grace and vibrancy. She plays music rather than technique. I have not discussed drummer Joe LaBarbera to this point and that is not right. There is simply not a better drummer on the scene than he. His brushwork on the ballads was masterful, elegantly driven by flowing shifts of accent and emphasis. And, on the faster tunes, he generated a powerful sense of swing without relying on high decibel bashing and thrashing. Pamela York, Kristin Korb and Joe LaBarbera are the very best of jazz artists and a big thanks to Merle Kreibich for featuring them in the very best of venues. For more details on Pamela York and her debut CD, visit her website at www.pamelayork.com.
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