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Rachelle Garniez at BAM Café

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 4/2/02

By RICK PALLEY

As the legions of devoted “Whatevah” fans of will no doubt recall from a previous article on the subject here, the accordion--that once terminally-unhip cousin to the piano--has successfully elbowed its way back onto the stage of pop music.

And while its journey from polka-time stodginess to rock ‘n’ roll grit initially had all the earmarks of a fad, it now looks as if the accordion, like some sort of musical crabgrass, has developed unexpectedly deep roots. 

All of which surprised Rachelle Garniez, one of New York’s own accordion aces, who started playing the instrument “as a complete goof” 14 years ago.

“I picked up the accordion, and three weeks later it became really hip. I thought, ‘it’s the kiss of death, it’s not going to last,’ but it has,” said Garniez, who came to love the instrument while playing it on the streets and in the subways of New York.

Garniez, who will be appearing with her band the “Fortunate Few” at the BAM Café on Saturday, April 6, is proof of just how powerful a mixture talent and chutzpah can be. 

How else can you explain her early days, when she entertained straphangers with barely enough material under her belt to last through their wait for the next train? (The trains got stuck often enough so that she quickly had to expand her repertoire)

Eventually, people started hiring her for jobs.

“I didn’t know what I was doing at all and I ended up getting all these gigs,” said Garniez, laughing. “I had so much nerve—people would say, ‘can you do this?’ and I’d say, ‘yeah,’ and I’d just show up.”

The Upper West Side native, who speaks with a slight French accent (her parents spoke only French around the house until she was five), kept perfecting her craft and eventually started fronting her own band.

Listening to her two CDs, “Serenade City” and “Crazy Blood,” one can appreciate just how far this triple-threat singer/songwriter/accordionist must have come since her busking days. 

For starters, her accordion work is fluid and tasteful, whether providing background color or stepping in to fill or solo between vocals.

Her breathy, expressive voice is alternately swinging, playful, sad, or sensual, depending upon the setting. 

And the songs, well that’s the real kicker; Garniez writes great material.  Her tunes reflect a wistful intelligence, a poetic sensitivity to the real stuff of life, tempered by an “if-that’s-all-there-is, let’s-party-and-have-a-ball” attitude (nods to the recently-departed Peggy Lee, one of Garniez’s influences).

Add to that a musical foundation built on diverse styles, and you begin to get the picture.

Where else could you hear a mariachi-flavored ode to mortality, or a post-modern  Parisian waltz that bends its vocals and accompaniment through a wobbly, shadow-world echo? (“Silly Me” and “Marie” from the CD “Crazy Blood”)

Or how about a paean to lovers who look like they’ve been around the block a couple of times that begins with the words, “I’m a sucker for a broken nose.” (“Broken Nose,” from “Serenade City”)

Not surprisingly, people are starting to take notice of Garniez.

Other artists have been covering her songs, and they’re also turning up on movie soundtracks. Her popularity is growing in Europe; she recently returned from a mid-March appearance with her band at an accordion festival in Vienna. 

And back here in the States, she will be stopping in Brooklyn on Saturday, April 6, to perform in the first of BAM Café’s two “Nouveau Cabaret Francais” series. 

That show will be more Franco-centric then her usual, featuring songs popularized by Charles Trenet, Brigitte Bardot, Edith Piaf, and others. She will also do some of her own tunes, translated for the occasion into French.

Between her own act and her work as a side-musician, Garniez is somehow finding the time to write a musical based on the obscure story of Jeanne Bonnet, a Gold-Rush era gang leader who recruited her stick-up gals from the brothels of San Fransisco.

“I’d like to write some more stuff that’s not necessarily music,” said Garniez.

Rachelle Garniez will perform at the BAM Café on Saturday, April 6. For tickets or info call (718) 636-4100, or visit www.bam.org. For future Rachelle Garniez appearances, check www.lesleyarts.com

