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Pianist Mike Wofford has, as the expression goes “paid his dues.” His first professional performances were in the 1960s with the legendary Lighthouse All-Stars and such Westcoasters as Shelly Manne, Teddy Edwards and Chet Baker. In the 1970s he traveled with Lee Konitz and later became the pianist and music director for Sarah Vaughan. In the 1980s he toured Japan and Brazil with Benny Carter and, later in the decade, was Ella Fitzgerald’s pianist until her retirement. During these years he was also the house pianist for San Diego’s two major jazz clubs, Elario’s and the Horton Grand Hotel. He and his wife flutist Holly Hoffman still reside in San Diego where this CD was recorded at the Athenaeum (a private library in La Jolla). 

Wofford is joined on Live at Athenaeum Jazz by two East Coasters, drummer Victor Lewis and bassist Peter Washington, who is more often seen with pianist Bill Charlap, but his warm tones mesh with Wofford’s piano beautifully. Surrounded by a knowledgeable and appreciative Athenaeum audience this trio generates a performance that is sheer celebration of the very best in small group jazz. The CD leads off with an eight-minute impressionistic exploration of the standard “My Old Flame.” Wofford recasts the lovely song, harmonizing well beyond the ground chords of the original Coslow-Johston melody and only occasionally settling on the original tune. Wofford adds further interest by placing his beautiful musings in an unusual 5/4 setting. If a jazz musician can’t make a standard sound new and even urgent, there is little point in playing it and Wofford turns “My Old Flame” into a very “New Flame.” Another highlight of this stellar CD is an extended and playful version of Berlin’s “The Best Thing for You (Would Be Me).” Juxtaposing Leonard Bernstein and Duke Ellington is a bit unusual but when the pieces are the exceptional “Lucky to Be Me” (which has one of the most interesting bridges ever composed) and “I’m Just a Lucky So and So” the medley works just fine. Some less ordinary choices are also included lending a freshness to the CD; examples are “Macedonia,” an exotic collaboration between Vince Guaraldi and Conte Candoli. Drummer Victor Lewis contributed “Dex-Mex” (written for Dexter Gordon) and gets to excel on a spirited solo. Since he also recorded it on his 2001 CD, Time Care, Wofford obviously likes “Take the Coltrane,” a blues written by Ellington (specifically for his noted 1962 recording with the tenor saxophonist.) On this newer interpretation, he gives the piece a more passionate interpretation. Perhaps the most unusual (and, to this reviewer, questionable) choice is Sting’s “It’s Probably Me.”.


Having appeared on well over a hundred recordings as a sideman, it is especially nice to see Wofford recording and performing more often as a leader. As jazz legend Benny Golson once said, “Wofford is the essence of a jazz pianist in his purest and most concentrated form.” This is so true and Live at Athenaeum Jazz is one of his very best CDs.

