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“I  wanted to ta get inta da act,” says Grover 

Kemble, the Morris Plains musician whose 

90-minute tribute show Durante! played to an 

enthusiastic packed house at Morristown’s Bickford 

Theatre on Feb. 29. “My aim was to recreate the 

vaudeville star for audiences who remember him and 

for those who might be curious about a bygone era in 

American entertainment.” 

Kemble and pianist Regan Ryzuk first discussed doing 

the show 35 years ago, but waited for Grover to age 

sufficiently to be realistic in the role. And the wiry 

60-something musician is right from central casting to 

play Durante — needing only a baggy tux, battered 

fedora and extra inch of nose to morph himself into a 

dead ringer for the beloved “Schnozzola.” 

“Durante is one of a kind,” says Kemble. “He starred 

in every branch of show business including vaudeville, 

Broadway, nightclubs, recordings, radio, television and 

movies. He had a good 55-year run and I’m starting to catch up to him. His humor 

was never blue and lots of fun to play with. I’ve learned lots of jokes and I often 

ad lib as the show goes along according to the audiences reactions and make up. 

The bulk of the show is culled from Durante’s own lips from books I’ve read, 

videos I’ve watched and stories from other stars about him.”

Kemble says Durante loved a small intimate theater or a nightclub and usually 

worked the room down front with mayhem breaking out at any time — and he 

began and ended the show in the cozy Bickford just steps from the front row 

seats. In between, the non-stop 90-minute performance included more than two 

dozen songs — from “You Gotta Start Off Each Day with a Song” to “Inka Dinka 

Do” to his signature signoff “Goodnight.” And despite all that music there was still 

room for countless gags, malaprops and jokes (“That note was given to me by 

Bing Crosby…and he was glad to get rid of it” — “I got addicted to the hokey 

pokey, till I turned myself around!”).

Durante! is a tour de force that’s been polished through 50 performances. “We’ve 

performed this show at Pax Amicus Theater (Budd Lake), The Womens Theater of 

Parsippany, The Folk Project (Morristown)  and countless libraries, senior centers, 

retirement communities and assisted living facilities,“ says Kemble who spent 

two years writing, rewriting, studying and perfecting the show. 

Durante’s early career was in speakeasies and with his partners Lou Clayton 

(played by Regan Ryzuk) and Eddie Jackson (bassist Tim Metz). They cavorted  

with audiences and delighted the New York crowd for many years before Durante 

became a star on his own. Kemble says “I was really trying to create that wild 

early period mixed with his nostalgic sentimental side of later years. In the ‘60s 

my father and I watched Durante on TV and we would both imitate him a lot 

together trying to best each other with our impressions. “

The February show drew a big audience, including Grover’s old friend jazz 

guitarist John Pizzarelli, who declared: “Fantastic! He shouldn’t ‘Stop the Music!’ 

He should just keep going.” The Bickford brings Durante! back at 2 PM on  

Sunday, Oct. 9. Catch this show — you’ll feel better, you’ll even look better!  JJ  

StoptheMusic—
durante’sBack!
By Tony Mottola

JerseyStoriesJazz

Tenor saxophonist Lew Tabackin goes over the drill at a sound check for  
“Tenor Madness,” produced by pianist Ted Rosenthal at the Da Capo Theater in NYC on 
February 5, 2009. Listening intently are bassist Martin Wind and drummer Tim Horner.
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Tim Metz (as Eddie Jackson), Regan Ryzuk (as Lou Clayton), and Grover Kemble (as Jimmy Durante)  

on stage at the Bickford Theatre on Feb. 29. Photo by Tony Mottola.


