
“THE MASTER AND TWO YOUNG TURKS”

GERALD WIGGINS AT THE TEN20 PIANO BAR

Master pianist Gerald Wiggins doesn’t perform much anymore. He gets together with his old buddy, bassist Eugene Wright for some personal jamming, but is not seen often enough in the various venues. So, when he does, it is an occasion and the “Friends of Wig,” his faithful regulars, show up, such as on a recent Monday at the TEN20 Piano Bar, a jazz venue in the Bel Age hotel. The king and queen of jazz fandom, friends Jimmy Allen and Geri Coates shared a table. Singer Ruth Olay and everybody’s favorite party giver, Jeannie Moody shared another table. Betty Hoover of A-Frame fame, Don Chandler, Ellie Klugman and so many others from the Southern California jazz community were also there. And that was only the first set. Such is the love and respect that The Wig engenders.

No other art form is as democratic as jazz. No one cares your age, your color, your ethnicity, your religion. The only concern is the music and, specifically, “do you know the chord changes.” Well, Wig, whose musical career began more than 65 years ago in Harlem, certainly knows all the changes and has played with just about everybody. At his recent TEN20 gig, he was having a grand time playing with two “youngsters” bassist Ryan Cross and drummer Lorca Hart. They played a nice mix of jazz standards such as Monk’s “Well You Needn’t” and the old warhorse, “Oh Lady Be Good.” They also included some lovely ballads, including “My Ship,” “Gone With the Wind” and an especially beautiful “What Is There to Say.” Tenor saxophonist George Harper sat in on some numbers, including an interesting version of “Over the Rainbow,” during which the melody was never explicitly stated but nonetheless informed each of the solos. Like the very best of jazz artists, which they are, they made a standard sound new and even urgent. 

One of the highlights for this reviewer was catching the occasional smiles between the band members. The “youngsters” knew they were in the presence of jazz royalty and The Wig (capitals intended) knows talent and heart when he hears it. As noted, he doesn’t perform much anymore and when he does he only performs with the best. Cross and Hart are the best.

During the break - typical of any Wig gig - the drinkers and the diners milled around and table hopped, shaking hands and giving hugs. When the Wig plays it is a family gathering. Many of you will recall the Club Brasserie at the Bel Age hotel. Well, the TEN20 Piano Bar is at the same location and has the same general layout. It is a very attractive venue with an attentive audience. Stop by and let the owners know that you approve of their jazz policy. They are at 1020 North San Vicente Blvd. (just south of Sunset) in West Hollywood. By the way, Cross and Hart are two thirds of a wonderful trio, called The Cross Hart Jazz Experience. The other one third is their usual piano player, Josh Nelson. This trio, which appears Mondays at the TEN20, sometimes expands to include vocalists and other instrumentalists.

Support live jazz. It is the best kind.
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