Patti Wicks Comes to Town

You have probably not heard the name Patti Wicks before, but I highly recommend this unheralded artist. She launched her professional career back in 1969 but, through some trick of fate, she’s eluded the national attention that her talent deserves. From the Down East coast of Maine to the Gold Coast of South Florida, with extended stops in Manhattan, Wicks has built a solid reputation both as pianist and a marvelous song stylist. Somewhat surprisingly this was her first gig in Los Angeles. You can judge an artist by the audience she gains and the response that she engenders. Well, on her opening night at the Lobby court in the Westin-LAX hotel, a quick look at the audience showed composers Lew Spence (“Nice ‘n’ Easy”), Jack Segal (“When Sunny Gets Blue”), Cabaret West president, Les Traub, fellow singers Rebecca Paris, Pinky Winters, Betty Bryant and bandleader/arranger Buddy Bregman just to cite a few happy patrons. Wicks was accompanied on her Los Angeles debut by two of LA’s finest: Bob Maize on bass and Paul Kreibich at the drums. Her piano playing would seem to be out of the Bill Evans’ school and her deep, smoky voice, a cross between Carmen McRae and Helen Merrill. But Wicks is her own person and cannot be typecast.

Most singers begin their sets with an up tune. It may even be taught in music courses, such as Singing in the Clubs 101. I’ve always admired vocalists who have the confidence to break with this tradition and lead off with a slow ballad. Patti Wicks has that confidence as well as the required chops. She began her set with a seductively soft version of Billy Strayhorn’s “Day Dream” quickly quieting the room. Displaying why she is a master of ballads, she took Straythorn’ s words of hurt and confusion and transfigured them into melodic themes of beauty. Wicks next applied her supple contralto to a surprisingly rhythmic version of Berlin’s “How Deep Is the Ocean” and then led into “Baubles, Bangles and Beads,” the famous tune from Kismet.

At this point, Wicks brought singer Pinky Winters to the stage and accompanied her on two exceptional standards, “The Very Thought of You” and “Old Devil Moon.” The fact that she supported Pinky so expertly is not surprising. Wicks has accompanied many artists over the years, including Anita O’Day (at that hotbed of jazz, the Left Bank Café, in the small coastal town of Blue Hill, Maine). Pinky Winters has been a much beloved fixture of the LA scene for many years but not singing much of late. Well, she was obviously enjoying herself and the audience loved her. I think that we can count on seeing and hearing more of Pinky Winters again.

Wicks has a most extensive and interesting repertoire. For example she merged two songs associated with Disney, “Some Day My Prince Will Come” and “A Dream is a Wish Your Heart Makes” and then shifted into Lew Spence’ s “Nice ‘n’ Easy.” I was especially pleased to hear the seldom-performed Roger Kellaway tune, “I Have the Feeling I’ve Been Here Before,” which has wonderful Bergman lyrics. It was also nice to hear the sunny “Sweet Pumpkin,” composed by Ronnell Bright. “Blue Gardenia,” introduced by Nat King Cole (in the movie of same name), was another perfect song for her husky midnight-jazz voice.

Rebecca Parris and Wicks blended their voices on Gene DePaul’s “You Don’t Know What Love Is.” This pairing was most interesting and effective since both singers have deep contralto voices. They even traded some unhistrionic, true-as-an-oboe scatted licks. Rebecca then sang an achingly beautiful version of Victor Young’s “My Foolish Heart.” Her rendition was pure passion and dug as deep as any Ben Webster ballad.

Three years ago, Wicks made her first and, so far, only CD under her own name. It is titled Room at the Top, an excellent recording that quickly sold out its initial pressing. She has recently reissued this CD on the Recycled Notes label. This CD and her live performances establish her as a world-class singer-pianist in the tradition of Nat King Cole, Shirley Horn and Blossom Deane. Her Los Angeles debut was most satisfying. I’m already eagerly awaiting her next CD and her next trip to Los Angeles. Thank you Merle Kreibich for booking this talented lady.

Room at the Top isn’t available in CD stores, but you can purchase a copy from Wicks’ Web site, Pattiwicks.com.
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