New Odyssey Wows Audience with its Humor and Versatility

By Barbara W. Wilkinson


Those who were not in attendance at the Headwaters Council for the Performing Arts (HPCA) presentation, New Odyssey, on Friday, February 26, missed an awesome performance.  Three talented musicians captivated the audience not only with their singing expertise and humorous antics but in their playing thirty different instruments as well.  The music filled the gamut from jazz to classic rock with a little country thrown in for diversity.  Consisting of Michael Jay and Gary Polkow as straight men and Gary Todd as drummer and comic, the talented trio found their way into the hearts of the audience the first minute they were on stage.   


With their powerful amplification and versatility, the ensemble opened with its own rendition of Black and Raye’s “House of Blue Lights.”  This piece, consisting of impressive drumming and percussion, melded beautifully with a double keyboard complete with trills and hype and ending with a riveting guitar and percussion.  Then, in an adaptation of Lennon and McCartney’s “All You Need is Love,” the trio demonstrated its versatility and musical hilarity through the outstanding playing of three different kinds of trumpets, a guitar, tuba, accordion and several other instruments.  Each performer in turn sang fine solos to complete the piece.  After that, the audience was asked to join in the fun by singing “Hey Jude,” which highlighted at least seven well-played instruments.


The trio brought a more subdued atmosphere with the Jamaican folk tune “Banana Boat Song” as the audience joined in, leading to an interlude of the hilarious new hit from American Idol, “Pants on the Ground.”  As it ended with this selection, percussionist and drummer Todd charmed the audience with a very convincing Louis Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World,” backed by trumpet and keyboard.  This introduced a Johnny Cash version of “Ring of Fire,” complete with exceptional flugelhorn and bass trombone by Jay and Polkow.  Todd then left the stage, returning as Willie Nelson--braids, scarf and guitar--and singing “On the Road Again.”  The audience laughed hysterically as he superbly aped the popular singer, and awarded him a wild ovation.


The spectators clapped throughout Jay’s rendition of Robert Johnson’s “Sweet Home Chicago.”  This rousing selection also featured four guitars, a banjo and a harmonica, and led to Todd impersonating Mick Jagger wearing a wig and scarf and singing “It’s All Right.”  Todd paraded around the stage, wiggling as he sang. The audience exploded into laughter.  But Polkow quickly calmed it as he beautifully played George Gershwin’s popular “Rhapsody in Blue” on the keyboard.


The second half began with familiar songs from “Jersey Boys”: Frankie Vallee and the Four Seasons with “My Girl” and “Sherry, Baby.”  The audience felt as if it was in the presence of this famous troupe.  Then, after a riveting “Hand Jive” where the standing audience performed the well-known moves, Todd came alive with a short skirt, black pantyhose and high heels, perfectly mimicking Tina Turner by singing “Proud Mary” and “Rolling on the River.”  Once again, he brought down the audience.  He then donned a “musical jacket,” and, in essence, became an entire percussion section by pushing buttons with his arms and legs.  Jay and Polkow were not to be outdone, however.  Playing both four and five string banjos, they stroked and picked their way through a lively Flatt and Scruggs’ bluegrass “Foggy Mountain Breakdown.” Eventually, a fine guitar and harmonichord were added.  


The trio changed the ambiance with a beautifully introspective “Amazing Grace,” finally ending with a Bob Seger rendition of “Old Time Rock and Roll.”  The audience immediately jumped from their seats to dance the “Twist.”  No one wanted to let this group leave.  What an enjoyable evening!  I hope they will be back next year!

