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Phil Marcus Ealer of Farmington Hills (right) Is joined by Char-
ite Latimer of Detrolt and Barbara Bredius of Troy. Esser started

By Cathie Breldenbach
spaclal writor
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In 1964, Phil Marcus Esser
stepped off a bus to grab a quick din-
ner in Detroit and make just one
phone call,

“1 Wterally had my guitar in
hand,” he says, when he made a call
to the old Retort coffee house that
led to a two-week engagement be-
ginning that night as opening act for
Jese Feliclano.

“After 28 years, I'm still here,”
says Esser, who llves in Farmington
Hllls with his wife, Susan, and thelr
lmlzx-3 children ranging In age from 16

All those years ago when he
stopped In Detrolt, the lanky young
man from Omaha was on the road
after serving four years in the Air
Force. In those days Esser wanted a
malnstream, name-in-bright-lights
career in music. Now superstardom
holds little pliure to the man who
says he would rather, “cons(der how
I want to spend the valuable time 1
have on the planet.

“It's a lot easler to bave perspecs
tive when you're 46, I want to keep
developing and learning more, Wo
may not be aware when we're
younger what'’s going on inside us.”

The man with the memorable bar-

. clan, Esser has

itone likes to keep his finger on his
own pulse as well 4y on the pulse ui
the town, that has become home.
Those in local entertainment will
tell you Phil Marcus Esser has an
actlve soclal consclence and a soft
heart {or worthy causes,

On May 1 he sang at the third an-
nual benefit concert billed Love
Song 111, an assembly of local enter-
talners who performed to ralse mon.
ey to fight Alzhelmer’s disease.
Esser’s wife, Susan, produced Love
Song INI which was another in a long
1ist of benefits he's done to help peo-
ple in Detroit,

The Camelot/folk dealism of the
Sixtles left its mark on the man and
on bis music, “The Sixtles were an
exceptional time to get Involved in -
music," he says., “The whole folk
thing was an extra side of my educa-
tion, The content of song lyrics fed
me. The Sixties were a nice little re-
nalssance that hasn't happened
since.”

As an entertainer and as a musle

grown beyond his
early days playing clubs on the folk -
circult in Chieago, Kansas .City,
Greenwich Village and at college
towns among Midwestern corn
fieMds, Times changed and muske
changed with them,

“Actlvism began to lose its appeal
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To his surprise he

found happiness in the | Delroit area,

He knows life’s more than

at the end of the '60s.” he remem-
bers, “Tiwere were fewer clubs and
{ewer college concerts available,”
That's when he began expanding his
musical repertoire. “My music is
broader based now,” Esser says.
“I'm no longer restricted to things I
can accompany on guitar. I'm able
to be part of a larger muslcal
world.”

He sings a wide varfety of songs
that make his music difficult to ca-
tegorize, a musical collage of songs
from folk to mainstream, including
favorites from every decade,” He

prefers- songs that lend themselves
lo the Intimacy of a cabaret format
and almost always includes a few
songs he wrote himself, ..

Esser remains fond of muslc that
has, something “meaningful to say.
“Thie kind of music that's in fashion
doesn't make any difference any
more, I'm not writing and selling
songs to make money. I write songs
about, the communlty and what's
happening day by day.”

When the {olk scene diminished In
the late Sixties and early Seventies,
Esser got Into producing and dlrect-
ing shows. “It's very rewarding, but
you can work yourself into oblivion
with 18-hour days.”

His first blockbuster show,
“Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and

Living in New; Yor! deyed at Mer-
<y Coiiege Linner. 'l'nenu-L for the
phenomenally long run of a year and
five months. “Brel” was the first
time Barbara Bredlus added her
charismatle way with a song to an
Esser show and the two have worked
together professionally ever since.
Alfter “Brel" came “Personals,”
which ran a month longer than
“Brel” did.

“Working on 'Personals’ was a
very exclting time,” Esser says of
creating the show with the talented
svngwrller Mike Smith,

For * the natlon’s bicentennlal,
Esser wrote “150 Spirited Years,” a
muslcal history of the state that
played at the State Falr. Over the
years he’s tallied 25 musical reviews
including "Cole Porter at the Book,”
“Dylan In the Park,” and “1946 De-
troit.” In recent years Esser and his
company created shows at Tremon-
t's Restaurant on the edge of De-
troit's Greektown.

This weekend, Esser opens with
long-time singing partners Barbara
Bredius and Charlle Latimer at the
Somerset Dinner Theastre in the
Somerset Mall, . Troy., The show
billed “Somerset Strut"” will be “falr-
ly no-nonsense, a carefully crafted
evening,” he promises, But its focus
will be wider than the concise theme
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Trio struts
its witty stuff

“Somerset Strut” continues
with performances at 8:30 p.n.
and 10:30 p.m. Fridey and Satur-
daps in Somerset Mall Troy. Din-
ner reservations are available 6.7
pm. and 8-9 pan. Reservations
Jor the show alone are for 8 p.m.
and 10 p.m,

By Cathio Breldenbach
spaclal writer

Phil Marcus Esser's new show
“'Somerset  Strut” combines
highlights from the best musical re-
vues he's produced through the
years. Esser cal]s the loosely struc-
tured show a “sulte of sultes" featur-
ing songs by Cole Porter, a sulte by
Jacques Brel, another by Bob Dylan
and Paul Slmun and two songs by
Esser himself.

The sclections not only showcase
the ample talents of the show's three
stars, Esscr, Barbara Bredlus and
Charlie Latimer, but celebrate with
infectious humor the rapport the
three muslcians share. They wring

the romance, the highjinks and the
wit out of wonderful songs which are
familiar but not hackneyed from
over exposure,

The show rolls along creating mini

dramas rife with romance {rom Cole -

Porter songs like “Got You Under

My Skin” and “In the Stil! of the .-

Night.

In “The Middle Class,” Esser and .
Latimer tease their way through .-
Brel's witty song with deadpan faces . -

and articulate hips that gala comic
momentum as the song unrolis.
Bredius out-Merman's the mighty
Ethel herself when she belts a song.
She has the advantage of a volce
that's casier on the ears than Mer-
man's but not one decibel less dy-
namle. In staging his own song,
“Bartender,” Esser reveals his se-

cret penchant to be a magletan with .

some engaging slight of band.
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DESPITE ABJUSTING to a stage .

and theater new to the company, the
opening night show ran with minl-

Pleasa lurn to Page 6

a cabaret

‘I’s a lot easier to have perspective when
you're 46, I want to keep developing and
learning more. We may not be aware when
we're younger what’s going on inside us.’

—Phil Marcus Esser

shows he wusually produces.
**‘Somerset Strut’ will be a work in
progress that's conttnually changing.
I want to keep developing,” he says,
“but it was killlng me to have to
write a whole new show three or
four times a year with a new theme
and a hew cast.”

The music In “Somerset Strut”
wilil span the decades with a sulte of
Cole Porter's “jush, sensuous melo-
dles," a sulte of Jacques Brel songs
with their tough/tender sophistica-
tion, songs by Bob Dylan and Pau!
Simon, as well as a sprinkling of
some of Phil's own songs and a few
all-time favorites,

This past year Esser played a Sun-
day afternoon concert at the Somer-
set Mall. It brought to mind when
the mall first opened 15 years ago
and asked him to play at its theatre.
At the time, he thought the theatre
was a bit small. “Since then I've

been at places a lot smaller.”

The mall's lower-level theatre
scats 150 and with two scatlngs
scheduled on Friday and Saturday

U

evenings; the cabaret theatre can ac- -

commiodate 300 people a night. He's
pleased to be playing the Somerset
Mall Dinner Theatre for several rea-
sons — fine food being chief among
his enthustasms. “For the first time |
can honestly say we've got food,”
Esser says of the elegant {are creat-
ed by Scbastian's hard-working chef,
Matt Prentice. The cabaret seating
In the mall's theater room suits the
intimate musical theater that's be-
come Esser's forte. He hopes the
convenience of the suburban mal
will draw well, but when It comes
down to It, Esser anticipates that his
audlence will “essentially be the
same good folks” he's been enter-
talning since he got off a bus in 1964
and Detrolt became home,
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