George Whitesell & His All Stars featuring Jill Watkins

Skat
(Circle 504 Records, 2007)


Get ready for the most accomplished horn-dominated jump blues/R&B band on the Colorado blues scene, as 60-year old George Whitesell & His All Stars featuring Jill Watkins take you back to those glorious days of the traveling rhythm and blues circuit tours that were all the rage in the late‘40s and early‘50s. This is R&B-influenced jump and party blues of the highest order, as Whitesell (weaned on the likes of Big Joe Turner, Little Richard, Roy Brown, Johnny Otis, Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson and others) put together this ensemble of Colorado’s finest blues and jazz musicians including, Chris Wojtecki on Bari, Kenny Johnston and Brad Eastin on Tenor sax, Dave Deason on drums, Santi Guarnera on bass and jumpin' John Stillwagen handling the keys. Produced by well-known Chicago Blues pianist Ken Saydak, Skat contains 12 classics that features one of the finest horn and rhythm sections that I’ve heard in quite some time and they’re white hot throughout this fine album.

Whitesell’s an accomplished singer who can pull off classics like Big Joe Turner’s “The Chicken and the Hawk,” “Hide and Seek,” and “Oke She Moke She Pop” with absolute conviction and ease. Check out his scat singing on the title track. This accomplished veteran knows how to deliver the goods. Featured vocalist Jill Watkins reveals herself to be an exceptional singer, sassy and sly but with a welcome tendency toward restraint. She's also got a keen eye for songs, investing the old Peggy Lee standard "Why Don’t You Do Right" with enough relish to make it sound fresh and turning Little Willie John’s “Fever” into a sultry, after hours delight. From the rollicking boogie-woogie of Little Richard’s "Baby” and Chas & Dave’s “I Wonder In Whose Arms”(featuring a great piano solo from Stillwagen) to Buster Brown’s "Fannie Mae,” and a brilliant cover of Freddy King’s I’m Tore Down” that ironically finds Watkins tearing it up, this is an unpretentious, timeless-sounding set. Whitesell displays some fine guitar work throughout and his short succinct solos stab between the horns and vocals. Former Muddy Waters Band guitarist Bob Margolin guests on three cuts, “Baby,” “Fannie Mae” and the 1960 Sugar Pie DeSanto hit “I Want To Know,” displaying a refreshing side to his playing, and he’s in top form here.

Overall, Skat is a disc with enough exciting moments to interest blues and jazz fans alike. It’s creative, fun, and thoroughly entertaining. Longtime R&B and jump blues fans will gobble this up. The music is accessible, jumping, and swinging with passion and precision throughout. Don’t miss it. 
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