Gypsy jazz hits Redwood City at Djangofest 2005

Oakland Tribune,  Jun 10, 2005  by Elizabeth Jardina, STAFF WRITER
PERHAPS no musician -- contemporary or historical -- has managed to hold on to continued devotion of fans than near-mythic guitarist Django Reinhardt. 
Reinhardt, who was born in 1910 and died in 1953, was French by nationality, but his primary identity was as a gypsy musician. He was also the only non-American to contribute significantly to American jazz's golden age in the first half of the 20th century. 

Reinhardt will be celebrated this weekend at the Little Fox in Redwood City during Djangofest 2005. 
"He is the granddaddy of jazz guitar," says Djangofest director and Redwood City resident Nick Lehr. 
"It's a positive, very contagious kind of music," he says. "I've seen people come into a concert kind of very serious and full of the cares of the world and they leave smiling and happy and bouncing and totally uplifted." 
The Reinhardt mythology is rife with stories illuminating his life: 
How he was a musical prodigy, as a 12-year-old picking up fingerings easily and playing with musicians in dance halls at 13. 
How he refocused his music on jazz when he heard a Louis Armstrong record for the first time, and cried, "My brother, my brother!" 
How during World War II he played to both Allied and German forces, who adored him equally. 
How he was notorious for skipping gigs, and then being found days later at a gypsy camp, playing among his people. 
But the most famous Django story is how he overcame a devastating injury to his right hand when he was only 18. The newly married Reinhardt returned to the caravan that was his home -- remember, he was a gypsy -- late after a gig. His wife had made celluloid flowers to sell at market the next day, but Reinhardt thought he heard a mouse, so holding a candle for illumination, he had a look. The flowers caught fire and Reinhardt was badly burned. 
Even after he recovered, he could only barely use his left little finger and ring finger, which were curled toward the palm.  And yet, he pioneered the use of guitar in jazz music, and with violinist Stephane Grappelli, founded the Quintet of the Hot Club of France, which translated the style and swing of American jazz into an all-string group -- guitar, bass and violin. 

Django devotees have continued to take his style and build upon it. Joe Craven, who plays Saturday night, released an album in 2003 called "Django Latino," which takes the music of Reinhardt and Grappelli and pairs it with the rhythms of samba, merengue, tango and Latin jazz.
The Robin Nolan Trio, which plays Sunday night, incorporates Beatles and Stevie Wonder songs into its repertoire, played in Reinhardt's distinctive picked style. 
Lehr says the concerts draw audience members from all age groups - - "both sets of blue hair, as my friend Paul Mehling of the Hot Club of San Francisco says." 
Reinhardt's fans range from folks who loved his music in the 1930s and 1940s to young people who "live and breathe guitar- playing." 
"I'm from the'60s generation," Lehr says. "We used to be obsessed with Jimi Hendrix, with rock'n' roll. I see the same kind of obsession with Django Reinhardt." 
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