Wig Has a Birthday

(and the Usual Suspects Show Up)

What a night it was. Singer Ruth Olay walked into Spazio’s looked around, and exclaimed. “Yep, the usual suspects.” Sure enough those longtime and most committed jazz fans, Jimmy and Boots Allen, had a front row seat. Singer/actor/nice guy Sonny Craver was back there leaning against the restaurant wall chatting with lawyer/fan Peter Marx. Linda Keegan -- who owned her own restaurant/jazz venue at one time — had a table near the window. Over at the bar, discussing nightmare gigs (or something) stood various musicians such as Bill Cunliffe and Gerald Wilson. Peter Matz (the Emmy Award-winning arranger who conducted those classic early Barbra Streisand albums) was at a table with his vocalist wife, Marilyn Lovell.

Gerald Wiggins’ musical career began more than 60 years ago in Harlem but “The Wig,” as he is affectionately known by all, has lived here since 1946 and his birthday is a major annual jazz event. For example on a recent birthday he filled up Catalina’s, another year he and Ruth Price and Andy Simpkins shared a birthday bash at the Jazz Bakery. This year the “Wig” turned seventy-nine and jazz impresario Merle Kreibich chose he and his trio to kick off Spazio’s new seven-nights-a-week jazz policy. Her choice was a wise one. Something special happens when the Wig pushes back those “trademark” glasses, shifts into gear and generates his musical magic. Smiles appear, toes start tapping and the folks start shouting “oh yeah!”

No reason to discuss the tunes. It was a typical collection of jazz and pop standards. Wig and his trio (drummer Paul Humphries and bassist Dave Carpenter) performed a nice mix of flag wavers and ballads, including a crowd-pleasing rendition of “Lover” and an extended sensitive reading of the evergreen, “Body and Soul.” Pianist Bill Cunliffe came to the bandstand and closed off the first set by playing “Happy Birthday.” In between the two sets the management served not one but two cakes. Nice touch. If anyone deserves two cakes, it is the Wig.

Wig himself came up with a phrase that epitomized the glorious evening. He was talking with Paul Humphries about some dusk-till-dawn jazz scene in the 1940’s and said, “They did everything but go home.” Well, that phrase applies to Friday night’s birthday bash at Spazio’s. The diners gave him standing ovations. Patrons milled around and table-hopped and hugged each other during the breaks. Many diners clung to their seats or gathered at the bar. A great time was had by all and no one wanted to leave. Thank you Wig. May you live another 79 years.

Spazio’s is a very attractive restaurant with a supper club ambience. It is located on the second floor at 14755 Ventura Boulevard in Sherman Oaks. Besides serving jazz nightly, the cuisine is excellent and reasonable and they serve world-class martinis (so I’ve been told). The service is efficient and very friendly. Valet parking is in the rear of the building and is also reasonable. Please stop by and let the owners know that you approve of their jazz policy.

Support live jazz. It is the best kind.
Roger Crane
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