
On Saturday, February 20, 2010, 
friends and family of Don Under-
wood gathered at Sandi Pointe 
Coastal Bistro for a reception in his 
honor, as the Somers Point Jazz 
Society presented Don with its 3rd 
Annual Jazz Master Award.  In addi-
tion to Don’s years of service as Ar-
tistic Director, Vice-President and 
board member of Somers Point Jazz 
Society, we learned that night that 
Don has been a longtime friend,  
mentor and supporter of many 
young musicians in the area, and 
that he generously shared his love 
and knowledge of jazz, as well as his 
extensive record collection. 
 
Board member and trumpeter Bob Ferguson, 
was one of those young musicians who bene-
fited greatly from knowing Don. While Bob is 
a fulltime musician and was not able to at-
tend that night, he wrote a fitting tribute 
which was read that night by SP Jazz Society 
friend, and former treasure and board mem-
ber, Bob Dolge. For those of you who were 
not able to attend, we are happy to share 
Bob Ferguson’s tribute to his friend and men-
tor, Don Underwood. 
 

Don Underwood            
I first met Don Underwood in 1970, when I 
was a freshman in the Mainland Band under 
the direction of K. Michael Skwarlow.  Don 
and his wife Yvonne, from Northfield, had 
two daughters Leslie and Lisa. Leslie played 
French horn and Lisa was in the color guard. 
The Mainland Band had over 225 musicians 
and color guard performing together during 
the 70’s, and Leslie and I had become good 
friends during our hours practicing marching 
drills and performing at concerts, football 
games and band competitions. 
 
 Don and Yvonne were both avid band boost-
ers and they were very supportive parents 
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A Little Bird Told Me... 
(Overheard by our sax-playing sea-

gull) 

Cape Bank Jazz @ the Point 2011 

is set for Thurs-Sun, March 10-13! 

Our annual Jazz Festival features 
ten great groups performing at 
various venues in Somers Point, 
NJ. Featured artists include The 
Iganacio Berroa Quartet, The 
Joanna Pascale Quintet, The Mi-
chael Pedicin Quartet/The 
Brubeck Project, and The Eric 
Alexander Quartet. 
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Don Underwood Named 2010 Jazz Master 

2010 Jazz Master Don Underwood (L)  and SPJS President, Nick Regine (R) 

(Photo Credit:  Tom Angello) 

who were constantly helping out with fund-
raising, pancake breakfasts, and volunteering 
rides for the band members after rehearsals, 
concerts, band competitions, and football 
games. 
 
Being a part of the Mainland Jazz Band in 
those four years  was a great experience for 
us, and Don was always there to check out the 
band, which also included George Mesterhazy 
on B3 and piano. Don always looked for an 
opportunity to talk about jazz music and share 
with us information about who was perform-
ing in the area. Don and Leslie invited me over 
one night to listen to some new records that 
he had bought, and we sat in his den listening 
to some guitar players that I had never heard 
of, like Kenny Burrell, Charlie Byrd, Joe Pass, 
and two new guys that Don said had a fresh 
new sound-—Larry Coryell and John McLaugh-
lin. Later came Chick Corea and Herbie Han-
cock. This became the music that many of us 
wanted to aspire to learn and play.  
 
Don was a guitar player and he owned a very 
cool Gibson 175 jazz box, and he was in a band 
consisting of vibes, bass, and drums that 
played professional “gigs”. Don was one of 
the first musicians to invite me, George and 
others to sit in with his group, and he was  
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always full of encouragement. Remember 
this was pre- casino Atlantic City, and 
clubs like the 500 Club, Jockey Club, Red’s 
Morgan, Arthurs, Wonder Gardens, Club 
Harlem and many of the Boardwalk hotels 
regularly featured live jazz or R&B.    

 
 I always left Don’s house with new music 
flying around in my head; however, this 
was only the beginning of Don turning me 
on to cool artists he had discovered.  I 
became a regular at “Don’s Den”, and I 
would scour the cut-out record bins at 
“Two Guys” and “Mr. Big” to surprise him 
with a record by an artist he hadn’t heard, 
which rarely happened. 
 
Don is like a walking “Penguin Guide to 
Jazz”, and I would compare his knowl-
edge of jazz to the likes of Leonard 
Feather any day of the week. Don’t let his 
quiet, unassuming nature fool you, Don is 
one of the most well read and knowledge-
able musicians on jazz and jazz history. 
Don also tuned many of us on to 90.1 FM, 
a radio station that featured Jazz 24 hours 
a day, broadcast from Temple University 
in Philadelphia.  Johnny Andrews also had 
a jazz radio show during those years.  I 
went to sleep many nights staring at the 
ceiling listening to the “Hawk” spin tunes 
by Cannonball, Miles, Clifford and Trane. 

 

This is my story about how Don touched 
many of our lives by exposing us to music 
and artists, that as kids living in South Jer-
sey, we may have never had the opportunity 
to hear.  Just think, without his influence, 
many of us would have ended up listening 
to country music or worse yet—though 
Kenny G was a cool jazz musician. Don made 
us all discerning listeners and gave us the 
opportunity to better understand jazz as an 
art form.  In his founding role of the SPJS 
with Nick Regine, Don used his skillful selec-
tion of artists for the Jazz Festivals to 
enlighten audiences in South Jersey, at a 
period when jazz really needed his help the 
most. 
 
Here’s what some fantastic musicians had to 
say about Don: 
 
Drummer- Doug Martin:   My father knew 
Don, and ever since I was a kid growing up 
around the corner from the Underwood’s’, I 
can remember Don being a part of the music 
scene. He was always there supporting the 
local musicians, wherever we played.  Don 
never missed a performance of my brother 
Bob and I. Don was always encouraging us 
young musicians to get out there and play. 
 
Alto Saxophonist- Bob Martin:  Don Under-
wood could always tell the difference be-
tween a hobbyist and a real player. 

 
Drummer- Harry Himles:  I was thrilled 
when Don asked me to perform with my 
group, playing the music of Chet Baker 
and Jerry Mulligan. 
 
Pianist-George Mesterhazy:  Don created 
the first real link for the younger musi-
cians to get exposed to jazz, and he was 
always on the scene to encourage and 
support us.  He was one of the first musi-
cians to let me sit in with his band.  Don 
and his wife Yvonne are some of the 
kindest people I have ever known and I 
can’t thank him enough for what he has 
done in keeping jazz alive. 
 
Guitarist -Howard Paul:   Heard about the 
award from George Mesterhazy while 
working with Benedetto guitars in San 
Francisco, I personally want to thank 
Don Underwood for his support of jazz, 
and his work with SPJS. 
 
Bassist and SPJS Artistic Director Tim 
Lekan :  Don was a great mentor for me 
when I took over the Artistic Director 
position.  Don had guided the SPJS ship 
carefully for many years with his wonder-
ful, patient style. He guided me through 
the transition in a very understanding 
way. 

2009 Jazz Master, Joe Barrett, performing  with his 

quartet at Don’s award ceremony 

(Photo credit:  Tom Angello) 

Upcoming Events 
Negra Modelo Winter Jazz Series 

Saturday, Nov 13, 2010 
Gregory’s Restaurant  8:30 – 11 PM     Brian Betz Quartet featuring Denis Diblasio 
  
Saturday, December 11, 2010 
Sandi Pointe  Coastal Bistro  8:30 – 11 PM    Pete Chavez Quartet 
 
Saturday, January 22, 2011 
Gregory’s Restaurant  8:30 – 11 PM  TBA 
  
Saturday, February 12, 2011 
Sandi Pointe Coastal Bistro  8:30 – 11 PM    Melanie Rice Quartet 
  
Saturday, March 5, 2011 
Gregory’s Restaurant  8:30 – 11PM    Franny Smith and the Atlantic City All-stars 
 
Sunday, April 10, 2011   
Sandi Pointe  1-4  PM     Jazz Master Award Reception 
 
A Very Special Evening of Music – The 3rd Annual Somers Point Jazz Society Benefit Con-
cert featuring the George Mesterhazy Trio & special guest—Friday, January 7, 2011 
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Community Supported Jazz 

By Jim Bonar 

 
These are some crazy times here. Now some 
people will tell you there have always been 
crazy times, and others will point out that 
things are less crazy here in the USA than in 
most other countries, but none of this helps 
much. It just feels as if everyone in the 
whole country at about the same moment 
slapped their forehead and realized that 
almost everything is either out of control or 
being controlled by people who obviously 
do not have our collective best interests in 
mind. The goal of this essay is not to point 
fingers at the incompetents and malefactors 
who got us into this mess. Instead, what we 
need to do occasionally is to shift focus to 
the grass roots, the humble people who 
truly make this nation great, who nourish us 
and delight us, and who will help us get 
through this. 
 
Food or music? If told I had to give up one or 
the other and asked which one would I 
keep, I would hesitate, and stall, and delay 
and when my time was up shout “Next 
question!” The truth is both are a necessity 
at this point and neither a luxury. Chances 
are you agree or at least understand if 
you’ve gotten this far. Granted, though, this 
is a hypothetical choice and hunger for food 
usually wins in the end. Recently I have been 
thinking about the growing trend toward 
local food and the relationship between the 
family farmer and society and how similar 
this is to the relationship between the jazz 
artist and the jazz audience. Food and mu-
sic—both are all about the real life choices 
you actually can make to push back against 
a world that seems to be offering you fewer 
and fewer choices. The family farmer and 
the jazz musician—both are fighting for 
survival against larger forces that are trying 
to push them to the periphery and make 
them irrelevant. Both are heroic figures in 
this nation’s narrative and symbols abroad 
of what is good about this country. Hands in 
the dirt or traveling up and down their 
horns, heirs to John Henry who vowed to 
die with his hammer in his hand. 
 
Last year, I read a fascinating book called 
“The Omnivore's Dilemma: A Natural History 
of Four Meals” by Michael Pollan. It’s an in-

depth analysis about how the food indus-
try grows and markets the foods that are 
cheap to produce and make the most 
profits, at the expense of what is nutri-
tious and contributes to a healthy environ-
ment and a sustainable, balanced food 
supply. Boy, doesn’t that sound a lot a lot 
like the music industry? The book goes on 
to discuss organic food from the corpo-
rate and small farm perspective. One of 
the things I took away from reading this is 
that if you surrender your choice about 
what goes into your body by buying it in a 
package at the supermarket or a greasy 
bag at the corporate fast food places that 
now dominate our highways and byways, 
you will suffer for it. 
 
Serendipity reared its beautiful head soon 
after I read this book when one of the 
members of the church to which my wife 
belongs introduced us to the concept of 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA). 
LocalHarvest, a Web site dedicated to 
promoting organic and local food gives 
this brief description:  “Over the last 20 
years, Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA) has become a popular way for con-
sumers to buy local, seasonal food directly 
from a farmer. Here are the basics: a 
farmer offers a certain number of 
"shares" to the public. Typically the share 
consists of a box of vegetables, but other 
farm products may be included. Inter-
ested consumers purchase a share (aka a 
"membership" or a "subscription") and in 
return receive a box (bag, basket) of sea-
sonal produce each week throughout the 
farming season. ” My wife’s friend has a 
small family farm in Cape May County and 
was dealing with many of the challenges 
common to others trying to sustain a 
small farm from undependable weather, 
insects, and deer to market forces that 
favor agribusiness giants who use benign 
advantages like economy of scale and less 
benign advantages like massive use of 
chemicals and toxic fertilizer and the abil-
ity to pay starvation wages. At this point, 
people don’t choose family farming as a 
way of life because they want to get rich. 
(Does this sound at all familiar?) And 
when a farmer decides to take it to the 
next level and incorporate philosophy and 
ethics into their agriculture methodology, 

the odds grow even larger against their 
success (as measured by lack of failure 
so far). So my wife’s friend did a lot of 
research into whether Community Sup-
ported Agriculture could help their farm 
stay afloat. Small but dedicated groups, 
farmers who practice CSA have devel-
oped things like best practices and 
proven marketing strategies and enthusi-
astically share them with each other.  
 
Last year was sort of a test run for both 
my wife’s friend with the farm and a lim-
ited number of friends like us who 
agreed to participate. Our investment? 
Let’s just say it was less than a dinner for 
four at one of the fine restaurants in the 
area. Let’s just say it was less than some 
people we always seem to be stuck on 
line behind spend on lottery tickets in a 
month. It was probably not much more 
than we would spend on similar food at 
the supermarket. In return, my wife, who 
loves to cook, looked forward each week 
to our CSA food box. We received food 
each Sunday from June to mid-
September, often supplemented with a 
half dozen fresh eggs from the farm’s 
chickens as a bonus. Some of the vegeta-
bles my wife was familiar with and some 
not and that made the cooking fun.  Each 
month we got a newsletter from the 
farm, detailing the successes and failures 
of different crops and offering creative 
recipes that use these veggies. One of 
the food highlights that season was re-
ceiving purslane, a weed vegetable plant 
that my wife and I had no idea even ex-
isted. Purslane, according to our CSA 
newsletter, is an important vegetable in 
India and the Middle East and was widely 
eaten in America‘s early history, and 
turns up in a recipe in Martha Washing-
ton’s cookbook and is described in Henry 
David Thoreau’s Walden. It is a 
“nutritional powerhouse” (local jazz’s 
equivalent? I’m thinking Behn Gillece on 
vibes!) that has the highest content of 
omega-3 fatty acids of any vegetable 
plant so it is great for a vegetarian diet. It 
is also loaded with antioxidants, vitamin 
B and C, and minerals. All that and it’s 
delicious too. We are learning more 
about food and farming than we would 
have if the supermarket was our only 
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supplier. The whole CSA experience made 
us feel good about buying food and our 
relationship is now in the second of what I 
hope are many years to come. 
 
You may be wondering, if you’ve gotten 
this far, what veggies from nice local farm 
people have to do with jazz. If you are a 
Somers Point Jazz Society member there 
could possibly be some comparisons to be 
made here. Somers Point Jazz Society 
members in a way buy a share in the soci-
ety, as my wife and I invested in CSA. With 
the CSA we are dealing directly with the 
farm and do not worry about all of the 
compromises that take place in the mar-
ketplace when the farm is halfway across 
the world, the food makes half a dozen 
stops along the distribution chain, and all 
it takes is the fear of one person cutting 
corners along the way to shake our confi-
dence. We get the benefit of the farmer’s 
expertise and experience. We learn when 
they learn. We can have a cup of coffee 
with the woman who pulls the bug off the 
plants (rather than sprays chemicals from 
an airplane). In much the same way, a 
Somers Point Jazz Society membership is 
an investment in supporting local musi-
cians. Many of them live in the same 
towns we live in. You are getting direct 
access to their artistry and, in my opinion; 
your music experience could hardly be 
more intimate. You can look the musicians 
in the eye, and perhaps talk with them 
during their break. You can watch the non
-verbal communication between the band 
members; hear the sotto voce jokes back 
and forth. These are real artists hard at 
work on their craft. Think of how many 
Somers Point Jazz Society lead members 
are accomplished musicians who bring 
their expertise and experience to make 
sure that a balanced roster of performers 
are lined up well in advance, that the 
sound is being taken care of, and that 
society members and friends are kept 
informed about jazz events in the area. 
There is an efficient elegance to the rela-
tionship between the farmer/jazz artist 
and their respective communities when 
the motivation is not short-term profit, 
but long-term sustainability. 
 
Somers Point Jazz Society came to my 
mind because it seems to most closely 
resemble the economic model of CSA 

membership. And come to think of it they 
put out this newsletter! The Society was 
my entry point into the world of live jazz 
in southern New Jersey, and I’ve been 
wandering and exploring ever since. In 
spite of an economic disaster that is being 
called the worst since the Great Depres-
sion, right now there are so many ways to 
get involved in supporting local jazz musi-
cians, so many ways to choose jazz. Bass-
ist Tim Lekan and drummer Bob Shomo 
with restaurateurs Dan and Sandi at Sandi 
Pointe hit a home run this spring with the 
Tuesday night series and Tim and Sandi 
Pointe have many more exciting events 
coming up, including the Monday Night 
Concert Series.  Gregory’s Restaurant, as 
they have for a long time, continues to 
host Somers Point Jazz Society events 
each month and be a reliable partner dur-
ing Cape Bank Jazz@thePoint each year. I 
also cherish my friendships with Henrietta 
Shelton, Nick Nicholson, and the people at 
Chicken Bone Beach in Atlantic City with 
their quixotic quest to keep the best local 
and regional jazz musicians playing up a 
storm on the Boardwalk in the summer 
and at the Chelsea Hotel in the winter. 
Bless Mark and Debbie at Barista’s Coffee 
House in Galloway for so many Friday 
nights with our own sax hero Mike Pedi-
cin, and then with bassist Andy Lalasis and 
pianist Robin Van Duzee (Coffee and live 
jazz—puh-fect together!). Heading south 
down the parkway to Exit 0, Jazz Vespers  
at First Presbyterian Church of Cape May 
offers a beautiful showcase for local jazz 
musicians. Our pal Charlie Logeman had 
me down to check out the old-time New 
Orleans style jazz sponsored by Cape May 
Traditional Jazz Society. I’ve also had 
some great times at the Cape May Jazz 
Festival, especially when Andy Lalasis 
pulled my coat and told me to check out 
the Sunday Jam sessions. Then to the 
north and west there are my buddies 
Bradley and Larry, who present live jazz at 
the Candlelight Lounge in Trenton every 
Saturday afternoon year round. Thud, 
Thud, Thud—the sound of some heavy 
names dropping and more heavy names 
that I am probably omitting…What I want 
to say is that we are all in this together. It 
recently occurred to me that I spent 
twenty five years listening to the radio 
and buying records to learn what jazz 
“was” and my journey brought me all the 

way to South Jersey to learn what jazz “is.” 
I am grateful to everyone above, our won-
derful mosaic of a jazz community in which 
I claim the rights and responsibilities of 
citizenship, for that. And when our jazz 
community most desperately needs it, jazz 
is here for us in abundance. 
 
So the experience of being a member of 
both the Somers Point Jazz Society (as well 
as being a friend of many of the other fine 
nonprofit groups and venues that support 
live jazz music locally) and CSA have given 
me the feeling of empowerment. They 
were choices I was able to claim to make 
the world (at least my world) a more hu-
mane place in the middle of the swirl of 
external madness that seems to be 21st 
century life. All of you still reading deserve 
some kind of reward, but all I have to offer 
is my sincere wish that you have a great 
and jazzy day. 
 

Jazz Birthdays 

July: 

3 Johnny Hartman, vocalist (1923) 

16 Cal Tjader, vibes (1925) 

31 Kenny Burrell, guitar (1931) 

August: 

6 Charlie Haden, bass (1937) 

7 Howard Johnson, tuba (1941) 

21 Count Basie, piano, bandleader (1904) 

September: 

3 Mickey Roker, drums (1932) 

26 Gary Bartz, alto saxophone (1940) 

30 Oscar Pettiford, bass, cello (1922) 

October: 

20 Jelly Roll Morton, piano, composer 

(1890) 

21 Dizzy Gillespie, trumpet (1917) 

30 Pancho Sanchez, percussion (1951) 

November: 

10 Hubert Laws, flute (1939) 

25 Etta Jones, vocalist (1928) 

27   Eddie South, violin (1904) 
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In Pictures:  4th Annual Members’ Jazz BBQ 
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Sittin’ In 

Special  Guest Columnist, Steve Giordano 

Natural Selection 
 
There are many factors that make us who 
we are as people.  In the art of music, 
there are many factors that make up a 
musician. A partial list could be: listening 
experience,  theoretical  knowledge, musi-
cal influences, mentors, technique, etc.  If 
I had to name a very important catalyst in 
the development of a jazz musician or 
composer, it would be personal  musical 
taste, or rather, our musical selection 
process.  It would seem to be common 
sense to think that a musical choice would 
always be based on our taste at the time, 
but this too often is not the case.  The 
very idea of playing what we hear and is in 
our hearts should be a natural selection 
process.  Most vocalists can sing what 
they hear because there is nothing in be-
tween their having access to the note in 
their head.  For a vocalist,  there is a direct 
connection to ear and voice without the 
need for musical theory of any kind.  An 
instrumentalist MUST bridge the gap be-
tween the sound they wish to hear – to 
where it is on the instrument.  Personal 
musical taste cannot even come into play 

until this happens. 
 
Oddly enough, a person’s musical connec-
tion can be greatly obstructed when taking 
up an instrument.  The instrument itself, 
although necessary for awhile, becomes 
the main focal point. Then comes the read-
ing, the theory, the technique, etc, but 
what seems to be left out in all these stud-
ies (almost universally) is keeping the inter-
nal connection to music that they had in 
the beginning. The severing of this most 
important connection too often results in 
unnatural selection. In other words, the 
would be/could be musical choices get 
overshadowed and blocked by rigorous 
practicing standards,  the pressure of keep-
ing up with “jazz chops”, scales,  ready for 
this one? –  becoming an expert at looking 
at a chart and being able to have the “skill” 
to play through the changes (with “right” 
notes) OR following the chord chart with 
NO real insight into the tune, or what the 
tune is about.  Question: Does “right 
notes” played with considerable velocity 
(fast) equal jazz? If you answered yes then 
we have very different definitions of what 
this “in the moment – living every note” 
wonderful art form is all about. 
 
Jazz listeners often get mesmerized by the 
technical skill of the performer, thus the 
musician can be affected by sometimes 

putting flash before taste. To clarify, the 
energy of a technical improvisational solo 
and good musical taste are NOT mutually 
exclusive, but the point of this article is to 
show there can be more than one mindset 
during artistic expression. For me, jazz is 
like life – a striving for perfection.  I am OK 
with that.  Adopting this “imperfect” 
frame of mind takes the pressure off, re-
laxes me, and allows me to play in the 
moment and go for what I hear.      
 
 We owe it to our musical selves to keep 
in touch with our musical ears and NOT 
have our instruments play us, but serve 
us. Serve us in such a way that our musical 
choices stem from our emotional connec-
tion to the tune and the players involved, 
NOT musical theory. In other words Natu-
ral Selection.   Our ever growing, evolving,  
musical taste paving the way  into creativ-
ity – without judgment but with utmost 
sincerity. 
 
Editors’ note:  Steve Giordano is an accom-
plished jazz guitarist, composer, and educa-
tor, who began his career playing with 
Chico Hamilton, then later with Richard 
‘Groove’ Holmes and Willis Jackson. He 
currently leads the Steve Giordano 
Spacetet, whose recordings include Sea 
Dreams (2004), Utopia (2006), and Timeline 
(2008).  

Keepers of the Flame 
By Jim Bonar 

Sharon Sable 

(Photo:  Courtesy of Sharon Sable) 

This column is dedicated to all of the 
working jazz artists who play regularly in 
New Jersey and keep the jazz flame burn-
ing for those of us who love this music. 
We visit with some of the best musicians 
and singers out there today and give you a 
chance to meet them if you haven’t yet, 
or think about them if you haven’t for 
awhile. To me, “Keepers of the Flame” 
describes the deep pride these artists feel 
to be a part of the jazz tradition and it is 
also refers to the title of one of my favor-
ite Richie Cole albums. Here’s another 
cool connection I just discovered. It was 
also the title of a CD memorial tribute to 
B3 organ great Charles Earland, the 
Mighty Burner, and the group featured 
last issue’s Keeper of the Flame guitarist 
Bob DeVos, tenor sax star Eric Alexander 

(who recently blew us away at the SPJS 
Jazz BBQ), and Joey DeFrancesco!  

For this column we called on vocalist 
Sharon Sable, in recognition of the re-
lease of her first CD, Comfort Me, a duet 
with guitarist/keyboardist E. Shawn 
Qaissaunee, and also for her stunning 
opening night appearance at the Cape 
Bank Jazz@thePoint festival this past 
March. During the second set that 
night, she introduced the Jerome Kern/
Johnny Mercer standard “I’m Old Fash-
ioned” by musing “In a lot of ways I am 
and in a lot of ways I’m not.” This ad-lib 
also quite effectively describes Sharon’s 
musical world view and ability to chan-
nel the spirit of an eclectic group of 
musical influences into a completely 
unique musical presentation. Compara-
tively young for someone so familiar 
with singers like Billie Holiday, Nina 
Simone, Shirley Horn, Chet Baker, and 
Blossom Dearie, Sharon is of a genera-
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tion that can access everything recorded 
by the finest jazz and popular artists with 
a few clicks on a personal hand held 
gadget. As someone who spent countless 
hours on my hands and knees in dusty 
record shops to come up with a huge but 
never huge enough music collection, I find 
this fascinating (and disconcerting). So 
besides being a student of the great jazz 
vocal interpreters of the golden era of the 
1940s and ‘50s, she can cherry pick the 
best songs from people like Stevie Won-
der, Van Morrison, and more currently, 
Norah Jones and Sade and perform them 
in a very personal, breathy style that ex-
periments with tempo and melody in a 
setting of intense collaboration with a jazz
-based musical ensemble. Often this is in 
the form of a trio with virtuoso bassist 
Andy Lalasis and Shawn Qaissaunee on 
guitar and keyboards, sometimes aug-
mented by guest drummers like Antfarm 
Quartet member (and great jazz singer in 
his own rite) Paul Jost or the effervescent 
Philadelphia jazz drummer Butch Reed. 
Other jazz artists occasionally stop by to 
visit or sit in. What is clear is that Sharon 
Sable, much in the spirit of Billie Holiday 
and Anita O’Day, is “one of the cats,” and 
the smiles and musical respect flow both 
ways onstage. In chatting casually with 
some of these musicians and observing 
their musical interplay during perform-
ances, I come away with the impression 
that accompanying Sharon Sable is no 
boring gig with a diva “chick singer” (an 
old stereotype best forgotten)--it is a la-
bor of love with someone who has the 
goods and keeps things interesting. 

Sharon Sable’s connection to this area is 
very strong, despite her recent relocation 
to Philadelphia. She grew up in nearby 
Pomona and interestingly, the story of her 
musical career has hints of a prodigal 
daughter theme to it. I want to mention, 
but not dwell on Sharon’s foray into the 
teen pop music world of the 1990s, if only 
to put her current work in context of a 
musical journey. While still in high school, 
she was part of a group called Choice. The 
group caught the ear of national music 
industry executives and they landed in the 
hectic world of Atlanta-based R&B pro-
ducer Babyface, who was churning out 
scores of hit records at the time, albeit 
with a tight, glossy formula that was de-
signed to fit the narrowing radio program-

ming at the time. One member of the 
group became a solo act to be well 
known as Pink. Sharon realized she 
wanted more out of music and needed a 
slower and more in-depth musical educa-
tion. She spent time in Italy in 2001 to 
record background vocals. She came 
back and used a job in a record store to 
learn about jazz. She took lessons with 
veteran jazz singers, and when she was 
ready took the leap to live performance 
in venues in the area, where she built a 
personal vocal style from the ground up 
and established connections with some 
of the best musicians in the area. As Billie 
once sang, she’s been “Travelling Light” 
ever since. She performed at Somers 
Point in December 2008 as part of the 
winter jazz series, accompanied by pian-
ist Bill McGrady, outstanding Philly bass-
ist Mike Boone, and Paul Jost sitting in 
on drums. The room at Stumpo’s was 
jammed full that night and it was my first 
time seeing and hearing Sharon. I clearly 
remember a feeling of musical vertigo 
from the first few minutes of listening to 
a voice and style to which I could make 
no comparisons. It was a voice that was 
cool and crystal clear and when she 
closed her eyes and used whispery notes 
between the notes and a swinging delay 
and release of breath to bring new life to 
these songs I thought I knew so well, I 
began to get it. So a couple of months 
later I went to see her again to see if my 
first reaction was the real thing or just 
one of those nights. At some point dur-
ing my second visit to her weekly appear-
ance at Library III, I realized that I was a 
goner. 

An interesting aspect of Sharon Sable’s 
relationship with this area is the idea that 
she has all-year, regular weekly engage-
ments Saturday nights at Library III in 
Egg Harbor Township and Sunday nights 
at Tomatoes in Margate. This sort of ar-
rangement used to be fairly common 
back in the day, but now it is almost an 
anachronism in this wired age that places 
a premium on variety and the next new 
thing and where many small venues, if 
they have live music at all, go for kara-
oke, open-mic nights, or a rotating roster 
of young contemporary acts (who will 
hopefully bring lots of their friends). 
What George Mesterhazy, Tim Lekan, 
and Bob Shomo are doing at the Merion 

Inn in Cape May and what Sharon and 
Shawn are doing in the area is very special. 
That kind of continuity with a sympathetic 
host venue and regular audience allows the 
artists to build a comfort zone where they 
can be themselves and follow their personal 
musical vision. Sharon supplements these 
two standing gigs with one-nighters, occa-
sionally at places like the Inn at Sugar Hill in 
May’s Landing, a salon in Philadelphia, and 
gigs down in Shawn’s hometown, Wilming-
ton, Delaware. Concerts in Somers Point 
usually turn into special nights for Sharon. 
Her opening night at Jazz@thePoint in 
March was one such night as Sharon per-
sonified the calm before the brutal storm 
that punished us Friday and Saturday. Bob 
Meashey came down and played exquisite 
solos and obligatos behind Sharon’s inspired 
vocals and Shawn, Andy Lalasis and Paul 
Jost were totally in sync and at the top of 
their game. People actually applauded after 
vocal choruses and you don’t see that hap-
pen very often. The night was also a CD re-
lease party for Sharon and Shawn’s debut 
CD, Comfort Me. This quiet and beautiful 
record successfully blends intimate interpre-
tations of old standards like “East of the 
Sun, West of the Moon” and “The Very 
Thought of You,” Luis Bonfa’s “Gentle 
Rain,” the Beatles’ “And I Love Her,” and a 
1993 composition by Icelandic singer-
songwriter Björk called “Venus as a Boy,” 
with beautiful musical interludes composed 
by Shawn Qaissaunee. The CD ends with the 
haunting vocal coda “Comfort Me,” an origi-
nal collaboration. Comfort Me is a gem of a 
debut and captures the essence of Sharon 
Sable: old fashioned in a lot of ways, and in a 
lot of ways not.  It’s pure, honest romance 

without a trace of irony or cynicism. 

At this point I must disclose that I am hardly 
an objective journalist when it comes to 
Sharon, as you have probably already 
guessed. I go out and see her frequently on 
Saturday nights at Library III and make the 
occasional road trip to a one-nighter so I can 
see her response to a new audience. In my 
euphoria at Gregory’s at Jazz@thePoint I 
caught her after the final set and asked her 
what’s next? I had visions of a Blue Note 
record contract or a week long appearance 
at the Cafe Carlisle in NYC, but Sharon gazed 
at me levelly and with gentle determination 
said “I just want to get better.” Well, I went 
home and thought about that and realized 
the folly of my “Star is Born” style fantasies. 
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For the true artist, success is a much more 
personal struggle to get the most out of 
the talent you have been given. It is con-
stantly learning and practicing new songs 
and performing, performing, performing 
wherever and whenever you can. It is 
about knowing with no doubt whatsoever 
that you would trade a shot at fifteen 
minutes of fame for two magic sets at 
Somers Point with fifty people hanging on 
your every note. 

*** 

An important goal of this column is to 
shed some light on the featured artist’s 
early and current musical tastes. I caught 
up with Sharon recently for an e-mail chat 
and asked her to tell us about some of the 
recordings that affected her when she 
was younger and also to find out what she 
is listening to right now.  
 

Jim: What was the first record you ever 
bought or owned? 
 

Sharon: hmm... I definitely wore out sev-
eral Michael Jackson and Whitney Hous-
ton cassettes when I was a little kid (I ac-
tually would bring my boom box to grade 
school recess)... then when I was 11 or so, 
I remember buying myself a first CD, 
George Michael's Listen Without Preju-
dice... Several years and lots of pop, R&B, 
and show tune CDs later, someone recom-
mended that I check out the influences of 
the singers I was listening to. Little did I 
know at that time that it would com-
pletely change my life. 

 

Jim: What were the first records that 
turned you on to jazz?  

 

Sharon: I first listened to and began to fall 
in love with Billie Holliday and Sam Cooke. 
I picked up an Ultimate Billie Holiday CD 
which was a compilation of songs that 
had been selected by a singer I would 
come to love and admire, Shirley Horn. 
For me, it was the perfect introduction to 
Billie's music. I was able to listen in a way I 
never really had...feeling completely 
transported to a world of musical honesty 
which was so very different for me at that 
time... and somehow knowing that this 
would just be the beginning.  

I stumbled upon an album of 
Sam Cooke interpreting 
some of Billie's famous 
tunes. I remember to this day 
the feeling I got when I 
heard him sing "Crazy (S)He 
Calls Me"... Sam and Billie 
had such different feels and 
takes on those tunes... I 
guess you could say that was 
when I realized that jazz 
standards were becoming 
my favorite music to lose 
myself to and find my voice 
in. I worked at two music 
stores where I spent most of 
my paychecks on old jazz 
records. I learned so much 
from talking to jazz lovers, 
some of whom I became 
friends with in one conversa-
tion.... I was so fascinated by 
it all that I felt like I wanted 
to own every CD. I remember 
staring at the names of each 
musician wondering what 
they are or would be most 
remembered and talked 
about for. I remember listening to John Col-
trane's A Love Supreme for the first time, in 
complete awe. It was one of those moments 
you never forget. I had no idea what im-
provisational music could sound like and it's 
funny, I know I share that same experience 
with so many people. Somewhere right 
now, someone is listening to something that 
opens up their idea of music. One of my first 
and most listened to vocal jazz finds was a 
Verve Records compilation called Verve Un-
mixed (We sold it for $5.99--I have no idea 
why.). I kept re-buying it so I could pass it on 
to friends. There was also Verve Remixed 
where electronic producers "remixed" the 
same recordings adding new beats and 
sounds. I enjoyed the remixed one but cer-
tainly not in the same way as the original 
untouched recordings. Anyway, in that one 
CD I discovered and fell in love with Nina 
Simone, Sarah Vaughan, Shirley Horn, Car-
men McRae, and of course Ella. The whole 
CD completely rocked my world and it was 
then that I really began to absorb and un-
derstand on a very deep level what that 
advice I got when I was 16 was all about. I 
believe it's so important to know these sing-
ers and it's impossible not to appreciate 
their artistry. They were such pioneers and 

I've learned almost everything I know 
about singing from them. 

 

Jim: What are you listening to this week?  

 

Sharon: I'm in the car a lot these days so 
it's been a combination of the staples in 
my musical appetite and other sounds 
that inspire me...lots of Rosa Passos, 
Jobim ... Shirley Horn's Here's To Life... I 
keep loving this live Fred Hersch and 
Nancy King album Live at the Jazz Stan-
dard. I read that they didn't know it was 
being taped and I think that's so perfect. 
Emmylou Harris' Wrecking Ball has been 
in the rotation. I also love a very unique 
singer named Sia who just released a 
great pop album. From there, it could go 
anywhere. I do however, always come 
back to the same stuff and it never gets 
old. 

Many thanks to Sharon Sable for taking 
out some time to spend with us. If you’d 
like to find out more about her music, 
check out her Web site at http://
www.sharonsable.com/ and come to one 
of her appearances. Maybe I’ll see you 
there.   

http://www.sharonsable.com/
http://www.sharonsable.com/

