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GYPSY JAZZ HEATS UP 
ONCE-DISTINCTIVE S.F. CLUB IS PART OF GROWING TREND 
JIM HARRINGTON, Special to the Mercury News

When it started in 1991, the Hot Club of San Francisco pretty much had the market cornered. One had to look hard to find another contemporary American band that celebrated the music of Django Reinhardt's quintet of the Hot Club of France. 
That has changed drastically in recent years. These days, it seems that every major city has its own hot club, many of which tour nationally, and it can be hard to swing an acoustic guitar without bumping into some American playing Gypsy jazz.
''It's really catching on. I never expected to see this. It wasn't my game plan,'' says Paul Mehling, founder and lead guitarist of Hot Club of San Francisco and an Oakland resident who grew up in San Jose. ''My game plan was just to bring this music to people who had never heard it, so that they could get turned on to it. But now, with all this activity, it's really exciting. I think it's going to create a healthy friction among all these bands, because we are all going to spur each other on.'' 
The healthy friction will really heat up this weekend, as Mehling's Hot Club joins roughly 10 other Gypsy jazz acts as part of the second annual DjangoFest San Francisco at the Little Fox in Redwood City. The first festival proved remarkably successful, as have similar events around the nation. 
''Django is hot,'' says festival director Nick Lehr, who also runs annual Reinhardt celebrations in Washington and Southern California. ''Everybody is kind of rediscovering him, or discovering him for the first time.'' 

Beyond two performances by the Hot Club of San Francisco tonight and Sunday afternoon, other festival highlights include appearances by Angelo Debarre and the Ferre Brothers. 
Debarre, a Manouche Gypsy born in France, is known for his inspired renditions of Reinhardt classics, Romanian and Hungarian folk songs and Gypsy medleys. His debut release, 1989's ''Gypsy Guitars,'' is considered one of the genre's modern masterpieces. 
The Ferre Brothers, Boulou and Elios, are descendants of a great family dynasty of guitarists. Their father, Matelo, and uncle, Baro, played rhythm guitar in Reinhardt's Hot Club quintet. The brothers carry on the tradition by combining the classic Gypsy jazz feel with a decidedly bebop touch reminiscent of Charlie Parker. 

Also on the bill are such talented Django devotees as the Robin Nolan Trio, Pearl Django, Stephane Wrembel's Hot Club of New York, Hot Club Sandwich, Hot Club of Berkeley and John Jorgenson. It's definitely a diverse lineup, one that further illustrates Reinhardt's far-reaching impact on the music world. 
During his short life, Reinhardt (1910-1953) was instrumental in legitimizing the all-string jazz band and pushing the acoustic guitar to the forefront of the genre in the 1930s. His joyous, whimsical and, often, deceptively simplistic style has inspired countless guitar players, from such direct descendants as the Ferre Brothers to such all-time greats as Les Paul. 
Reinhardt is arguably the most influential jazz musician ever to emerge from Europe, and events such as the DjangoFest help keep his name alive in a field that is otherwise dominated by American-born giants. 

Not mired in the past 
The historical importance, however, is only part of the story. The future of this malleable music is just as important as its storied past. 
''It's not like Dixieland, where it more or less stays the same as it was 50 years ago,'' Lehr says. ''It grows, and it evolves, and people bring new stuff to it.'' 
Few Americans have had a bigger impact on the genre's recent growth spurt than Mehling, 47. ''Paul has been doing it longer than just about anyone,'' Lehr says. ''The Hot Club of San Francisco is probably the longest running Gypsy-Django-style band in the United States.'' 
Mehling first became interested in Gypsy jazz as a child. His father, an avid record collector, would mix up the regular rotation of Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller and other big-band leaders by tossing in a side or two of Hot Club of France. Reinhardt's lively guitar leads, perfectly partnered with Stephane Grappelli's graceful violin, fascinated the young boy. 
He picked up the guitar at age 6 and began to emulate the main musical heroes of the day, the Beatles. But pop music soon lost its hold on him. Then he heard a record by Dan Hicks and the Hot Licks, and an old passion was rekindled. 
''You've got swing rhythm, acoustic instruments, jazz violin, snappy lyrics and tempos that make you want to tap your feet,'' Mehling says of Hicks' music. ''I said, 'Gee, this sounds an awful lot like that Django Reinhardt guy.' 

''I found out that there were way more records by Django than there were by Dan Hicks. The only problem was that they were imported, and they cost a fortune. But I started collecting Reinhardt records as a teenager and then started trying to play the stuff myself.'' 
A Gypsy pilgrimage 

In the days before the advent of the Internet and Gypsy jazz instructional DVDs, there was only so much that Mehling could learn by listening to Hot Club of France records. So, in the early '80s, he traveled across the Atlantic to learn from authentic Gypsy jazzmen. He spent six months in France working street corners with other musicians and honing his craft. 
It wasn't long after he returned to the United States that Mehling landed a job playing guitar and violin with Hicks. He spent five years as a member of the Hot Licks before going his own way. 
''I came off the road with him and I thought, 'Wow, I'd really like to be playing more jazz.' Dan's thing wasn't necessarily jazz-oriented,'' Mehling says. ''I thought it would be fun to put together a jazz unit and just play that stuff.'' 

What started as a fun fling turned into a full-time career when Mehling's ensemble was embraced by longtime Reinhardt fans and newcomers. 
The Hot Club of San Francisco recently released its ninth CD, ''Postcards from Gypsyland,'' produced by Adam Levy, a guitarist in Norah Jones' band, and it's been getting significant radio play.

DjangoFest 
San Francisco 
Where: Little Fox, 2219 Broadway, Redwood City
When: 8 tonight, 3 and 8 p.m. Saturday-Sunday
Tickets: $34-$38
Call: (650) 369-4119, or see www.foxdream.com
