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Dancing in ‘Grease’
is her sweet revenge
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Photo: STEPHEN CANTRELL «

When Sherry Berman was attending
Bloomfield Hills Andover High School
she didn't get picked to be one of the
Jill Bell-Ringers, even though she was
voted “most talented" in her class.

Ms. Berman is a singer first, al-
though she is an actress too, and not
getting to sing and ring bells with the
Jills is something she just won't forget.

, "It was very hurtful,” she recalled,
during an interview Tuesday in the Bir-
mingham office of The Observer &
Eccentric. “I had the best voice — and
Tknew how to perform, because I had a
show business background.”

But now the 1970 Andover graduate
has her revenge. She’s back in town, ap-
pearing in the National Touring Com-
pany of “Grease,” the musical which
opened Tuesday night at Detroit's
Fisher Theater.

MS. BERMAN'S PARENTS are
divorced; her father, Bennett Berman,
lives in Birmingham, and her mother
lives in Grand Rapids. When Shelly was
a child, her parents had a musical com-
edy night club act called Sugar and
Spice. Her dad.also commuted to To-
ledo to play Satan in a TV show called
“Meet Mr. Satan.”

In “Grease,” playing at the Fisher
through Sunday, June 3, Ms. Berman is
Cha-Cha, a girlfriend of one of the gang
leaders. She doesn't appear until Act Ii,
and her big moment in “Grease” comes
when she dances with the show's star,
Columbia recording artist Rex Smith
as Danny Zucco.

“She’s his (Danny's) best friend’s

‘I wear a dress that has layers, layers, layers
and layers — get all the layers — of yellow
ruffles, and I have banana curls.’

~— Sherry Berman, Cha-Cha in ‘Grease’

blind date,” she explained, “They dance
at the prom and win the big contest.”

Ms. Berman’s own shoulder-length,
medium brown frizzy hair-do is cov-
ered with a darker wig in the show. "I
wear a dress that has layers, layers,
layers and layers — get all the layers
~ of yeliow ruffles, and I have banana
curls,” she said,

She and Danny, and the rest of the
1950s greasers and goodies, do the
“Hand Jive,” a big production number
with a hand-clapping dance popular in
that era.

“We have brush-up rehearsals all the
time. At first in rehearsal dancing
eight hours a day, all my muscles
pulled out,” she said.

DEFINING THE DANCE, Ms. Ber-
man said, “It’s stamina. Ten minutes of
hopping, splits and cartwheels.”

In the movie version of “Grease,”
Cha-Cha is Puerto Rican and sexy, Ms.
Berman related — although she hasn't
seen the movie. On stage, Cha-Cha is
supposed to be a fat, Italian girl, who is
“out of it.”

Ms. Berman is chubby, but padding
helps put her character across. All
those layers of ruffles are held together-
by a big zipper, which she unzips for a
fast change into a slip she wears for the

next chorus routine, .

Besides “Hand Jive,” she has another
number, “Raining on Prom Night”
done as a duet with the show’s female
star Mary Murray, who plays Sandy.

You don't see Cha-Cha, but it’s Ms.
Berman's voice that comes out when
Sandy turns on the radio and sings with
arecord.

Ms. Berman has many good memo-
ries of Andover High School. She
appeared in numerous productions
there including “Thurber Carnival”
and “The Lottery.” In her senior year
she directed the variety show.

Because of a cutback in millage, she
€0 to do some things previously han-
dled by the drama teacher. “I directed
shows. I took it all on, I did the chore-
ography and musical arrangements,”
she said.

AFTER HIGH SCHOOL graduation,
she attended Wayne State University,
then the University of Michigan as a
performing arts major in musical the-
ater. She performed with the U-M Pro-
fessional Repertory Company.

She received a scholarship to the
American Academy of Dramatic Arts
and went to New York before began
she started working with a comedy
songwriter and a comic actor in a
nightelub,

‘There were nights they played to just
a few drunks, but the act proved popu-
lar and they even got standing ova-

- Jazs film buffs gather for

By JIM WINDELL

‘Detroit is a great jazz town is how
the rumor goes. Cass City Cinema
found this to be more than a rumor last
weekend.

Cass City Cinema and WDET-FM
hosted the John Baker Jazz Film Col-
lection, and the venture proved to be
the most successful program in five
years for the non-profit film organiza-
tion that generally presents 20th centu-
ry films in the Detroit Cultural Center.

On two nights last weekend, the
Rackham Auditorium was nearly filled
with serions jazz buffs who came to
view four hours of rare jazz film clips
and shorts from John Baker, the man
who has been called the “granddaddy
of jazz film collectors.”

The event attracted jazz dise jockeys
and jazz musicians, such as Pat Flo-
wers and Mike Montgomery (who
appeared in a clip with the Boll Weevil
Jazz Band in the Saturday night show),
as well as fans who wanted to catch the
films that have never been seen in De-
troit before. Baker's collection includes
superior prints of unusual and one-of-a-
kind films of jazz greats and early jazz
pioneers.

JOHN BAKER IS a 70-year-old prac-
ticing attorney from Columbus, Ohio.
He has the white hair to prove his age,
but his carriage is that of a man half
his years. His energy and enthusiasm is
boundless. His wife, who often accom-
panies him on his jaunts around the
world to show his films, refers to him
as an addict.

“My wife says that collecting is an
addiction. Of course, I don't agree. I've
recognized that the things I have col-
lected in my life — films, records, pi-
ano rolls — are worth preserving.

“The history of the record and film
industry is to destroy. They treat their
products as something you use today
and then discard. I see records and
films as historical and cultural docu-
ments. I'm a preserver of these valu-
able documments. If it weren't for peaple
like me, these artifacts would be lost to
history.”

That some of the films he brought
with him were records of our culture
could not be denied. Prejudicial think-
ing and racial stereotyping were fre-
quently blatant in several of the films
of the 1920s and '30s. Baker apologized
to the audience on each night saying
that he deplored the racism but that if
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‘ didn’t call it jazz back
then. 1 called it hot dance
music.”

— Jazz film collector John
Baker
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Sherry Berman is back in town, and this time she’s on stage instead of in the audience at the Fisher The;

ater. .

tions. She decided not to go to school,
continuing the night club act for three
years, the last year on her own.

Following a tour of Europe and Isra-
el, she returned to New York and audi-
tioned for 2 bus and trunk company
production of “Grease." After four
months with that touring company, she
quit, but later auditioned for the Na-
tional Company.

So far, this company has traveled to
Baltimore, Boston and Washington D.C.
Because of the gas shortage, Detroit
will be the last stop on the tour, she
said.

“People are interested in taking the
show to Paris,” Ms. Berman said.

After the run, she plans to stay in
Michigan for a while. At the interview,
she was accompanied by a friend, Ed
Learned, who was raised in Birming-
ham and now lives and works in Ann
Arbor.

THEY, MET on the bus and truck
tour with “Grease,” where he was
sound director. The two discovered
they both had gone to U-M and that
they had lived two miles apart in the
Birmingham-Bloomfield area.

Ms. Berman now lives in New York

City at the Manhattan Plaza, “the first -

artists’ housing in the United States,
subsidized by the government,” she
said.

Anxious to get in touch with some of
her former high school clasmates, Ms.
Berman asked that they call her at the
Fisher Theater. “Leave a message at
the box office, and I'll get it
backstage,” she said.

The young actress said she saw her
first show, “Bye, Bye, Birdie” — anoth-
er musical about the 1950s — at the
Fisher when she was 6 or 7 years old.
She knew then she wanted to be up
there on stage some day.

The multi-talented Ms. Berman aiso
has written a novel, “My Suzanne
Sumnter,” which will be published by
E. P. Dutton in August. It's set in Ten-
nessee in 1939, and the main character
is a 13-year-old girl who renames her-
self “Suzanne” for the summer. :

REX SMITH, star of “Grease,” has
b a record rising on the charts. It’s the
album of the sound track from his TV.
movie, “Sooner or Later,” with the hi¢
single, “You Take My Breath Away.”

At the close of “Grease,” Ms. Ber-
man said, Smith and Mary Murray sing
some songs that were added to the
movie “Grease” and Smith also sings
his top recording. “We get zillions of
screaming groupies oulside the stage
door,” Ms. Berman said.

“Rex has limited acting experience.
He's learning to be an actor, not just a
rock and roll singer.”

4 hours of rare viewing

On Friday "night, Baker had two
hours of films divided into rural and
urban blues. One of the classic blues
artists he presented from the 19205 was
Mamie Smith.

“T have the only existing print of a
short called “Jail House Blues.” Colum-

they could bear with these scenes, the
music could still be enjoyed.

Baker grew up in the city where he
continues to make his home. His origi-
nal home as a child was located in what
later became the black ghetto area of
Columbus.

“WHEN I WAS 11 or 12, I was the
only white boy in my class at school.
There was one boy friend I had and he
would invite me home with him. His
mother would always have a certain
blues record on the record player when
T 'would go to his house. She would play
that record over and over again. I'later
learned that the singer was Mamie
Smith and the song was ‘Crazy Blues.’ I
can still recall every nuance of that
vocal. I could never get enough of it as
a little boy — I guess I had an interest
in blues and jazz in my blood."

bia ing System broke it when
they borrowed it for a TV program a
few years ago. I have patched it togeth-
er and.the result is 45 seconds of Mam-
ie Smith. She appears on no other
film."”

Before Baker was a film collector,
he was a record and piano roll collec-
tor. “In 1925, I wanted to go to my high
school senior prom, but I didn't know
how to dance. My mother said I was
going and she came home with two re-
cords and said to use them to learn how
to dance.

“I was only 15 at the time and I did
what I 'was told. In the process of learn-
ing how to'dance, I happened to listen
to the music on the two records. I liked
what Louis Armstrong and Bix Beider-

becke were playing. I started picking

up jazz records and not only listening

but also collecting.”
THAT COLLECTION of records

was sold about six years ago to a CBS

executive, "At the time they were sold,
they were the most solid collection of
its kind in the world. I collected the
black jazz of the 1920s and 30s. I had
over 9,000 78's and over 500 LP's. I got
rid of them because no one came
around any more to listen to them.”

He had, however, also begun collect-

ing piano rolls and films.
The piano rolls came first. With three
hobbies, he was having difficulty keep-
ing up with the amount of mail, cata-
logs and lists that came to his house
and required a couple of days a week to
sort and file.

He decided that something had to go
and in 1973 he sold his “World's Great-
est Piano Roll Collection of Blues,
Stomps and Rags” to Detroiter Mike
Montgomery. Montgomery used
Baker’s collection, along with his own
accumulated piano rolls and related
research, to assist Biograph Records in
the issuing of a piano roll series of
recordings.

While Baker's interest in jazz music
goes back to when he was a teenager,
his interest in film extends back to a
younger ‘age, He explains that he be-
came a film buff in 1914, *

“When I saw Charlie Chaplin movies,

Fats Waller, pianist, is one "of
the greats whose performances
are captured in the John Baker
Jazz Film Collection.

1 became a film fan forever. Later, I
was hired by two different movie hous-
es to distribute circulars. For this, me

(Continued on page 2D)
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Mini-Dome lures
'Bee Gees on tour

The Bee Gees are coming. ™ .- Ry

attractions'on the music scene, the Bee Gees,

will be making what Charlle’ McSwigan, executive director.of the
¢:Slivérdo e coiintry’s most exciting tour-this

"+ . Onie:of the botfes

-Pontiac’

all with Témh Huelett!who will
'+ Huelett said that Yout of a total of
e ‘one of thiree stadis :

l-dome; , at a press donfer-.
thrée stadlums we know of are going
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Qn,ohn, for’ the” .
atage of the

. .on stage for about an hour and a half. . N
< On the 38-city tour, the Bee Gees will be backed by a skt thai
took an entire year’s work to put together, . 7 ¢
“It's elaborate in make-up; the lights, etc., are the rh
-henisive ever built in the busitiess for a traveling sh

- sald. “Tt runs $21,000 a night for light and sound.”

~Eight semis carry the equipment.. *
st oty :




