
A WARREN SONGBOOK
STEPHANIE HAYNES AT THE LAX CROWNE PLAZA
Stephanie Haynes’ infrequent trips from Las Vegas are always a treat and this one was special as it involved the recording of a live CD at the LAX Crowne Plaza hotel. Haynes is one of the most accomplished vocalists active in jazz. Her intonation is perfect, her timbre very much jazz edged, her phrasing clearly that of a knowledgeable musician who loves a song’s text. She also has an instinct for material that she makes her own. The material chosen for this live recording date was the songs of composer Harry Warren, who probably wrote more well-known songs that either Gershwin or Kern. But, although many listeners know his songs, they do not know his name. Haynes has done songbook type recordings before, most notably the critically praised 1989 Trend/Discovery release, Here’s That Rainy Day which covered songs composed by Jimmy Van Heusen.
Good singing – and good recording – of course need supportive accompaniment and Haynes received the best from pianist/arranger Karen Hammack, bassist and producer Paul Gormley and drummer/percussionist Paul Kreibich. And let’s not overlook, the sound engineer, Gary Gibbons who also happens to be one of the best Southern California drummers and knows how to record a jazz group.
Haynes’ three sets were an exemplary demonstration of how the familiar can be made fresh and how the arcane can appear familiar. For example she sang the lesser-known “Friendly Star” (from the movie Summer Stock) as a waltz, although it was written in four. “Summer Night” (from the movie Sing Me a Love Song) is perhaps even more neglected but Haynes’ moving rendition makes you wonder why this song, one of Warrren’s more pure and beautiful melodies, never became a standard. It deserves much more recognition. Due to its very pretty changes and a most innovative bridge, “Serenade in Blue” is, of course, rightfully well known and beloved by jazz musicians, but Haynes and her group recast this standard with an imaginative Latin beat, complete with a samba whistle by the percussionist Kreibich.
“Would You Like to Take a Walk” is an early Warren song (from the 1930 Broadway musical Sweet and Low) that Haynes performed in a sweetly innocent manner, befitting the somewhat over-cute Mort Dixon lyrics “(sump’n good’ll come from that”). But the melody exhibits excellent writing and the band had much fun with this charming tune. Haynes selected two songs from the 1945 film Billie Roses’s Diamond Horseshoe, both introduced by Dick Haymes and Betty Grable. The first was “I Wish I Knew” and the second the lovely long-lined “The More I See You,” (which Grable introduced singing from a bathtub). Karen Hammack is the complete pianist and her stride introduction to “Sweet and Slow” (popularized by Fats Waller) was perfect. Haynes sang this tune in an appropriately sweet and slow manner. One of the highlights for this reviewer was her warm reading of “I Had the Craziest Dream,” which was introduced and popularized by Helen Forrest.
Many other Warren songs were performed of course, including “This Heart of Mine” and “I Only Have Eyes for You,” and each was a gem. Haynes was in superb voice and, once again – as she does each time she performs – shows us that she is one of the finest jazz singers in the world. Few singers are as lavishly gifted or as unfairly neglected as Stephanie Haynes. She and the equally overlooked but brilliant Harry Warren make a great pair. Watch for this CD; you’re not likely to find a better jazz vocal recording.
A warm thanks to Merle Kreibich for continuing to present the very best in jazz. (and thanks to the hotel staff and the patrons for their courtesy and attentiveness).     Roger Crane
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