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FEET OF DARING

' The New ) ersey Tap Ensemble
unveils the new
ﬁ :mmbmamnonﬂﬁu: in Bloomfield.
' Robert Johnson has the review.
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Il DANCE

BY ROBERT JOHNSON
STAR-LEDGER STAFF

If it’s got rhythm, you can tap
to it. That’s one message in the
new dance program assembled

| by Deborah Mitchell, artistic di-

rector of the New Jersey Tap En-
semble in Bloomfield.

Mitchell’s delicious new
revue, “Generation Tap,” which
received ifs premiere at the Rob-
ert V. Van Fossan Theatre of

| Bloomfield College on Saturday,

takes viewers on a musical jour-

. ney that begins in the 1930s, with
| Duke Ellington’s classic “Take

the A Train.” The dancers follow
the meandering path of Ameri-
can popular music, decade by
decade, until they discover hip-
hop and the bootylicious vocal-
ists of Destiny’s Child singing
“Loose My Breath.” Couched in
an atmosphere of tongue-in-
cheek nostalgla, this ‘musical
travelogue is sheer delight.

Yet the New Jersey Tap En-
semble also employs some phe-
nomenal hoofers, like Maurice
Chestnut, Karen Callaway Wil-
liams and DeWitt Fleming, Jr.,

| not to mention Mitchell herself

and a passel of youngsters eager
to make their mark. With its
numbers expertly arranged and
rehearsed, “Generation Tap”
supplies an evening of power-

| house dancing.

The clever premise of this
show is a school project. Teen-
age members of the Tap Ensem-
ble’s junior division gather

| around a laptop computer to re-

|

|

M

search the history of tap, scroll-
ing past the names of famous

i performers and downloading the
i dance music of past generations.

“What did Disco sound like?”
seems like an innocent question,

until it swmmons a pulsing vision

" of disco queens with their hearts

on fire, led by ballroom partners
Denise Alexander and Addam
Stell. The narrators, a likable
group featuring Devin Arroyo,
Evan Ruggiero, Lenny Vasile and
Kyle Wilder, are likely to get car-
ried away themselves, and start
rockin’ to Elvis or jiving to the in-
spirational call of James Brown's
“I Feel Good.”

While the narrators hold the
show together and supply comic
rellef, featured performers bring
the music of various eras to life
and provide some serious thrills,
In “A Train Called A” (a contem-
porary response to - Ellington),
Chestnut displays amazing
speed, which he juxtaposes with
the languorously extenuated
melody; Fleming stomps, danc-
ing in an aggressive, funky style,
and Callaway Williams performs
1 riff that integrates itself subtly
and smoothly with the rhythm.
Jere we have three dancers —

| and three markedly individual
i responses to the same musical

| material

Callaway Williams returns to
pace Mitchell in a delicate and

slyly insinuating duet to “They
All Laughed.” Fleming shows an-
other side of his talent in “Cute.”
Floating like a butterfly even as
he delivers a clean drum-roll of
taps, he saves his heavy, chug-
ging heels for the end. Nine-year-
old talent Hassiemm Bey hilari-
ously impersonates Michael
Jackson in a pop-and-lock dance
set to “Bad.” Then Bey accepts
the challenge of a tap duet with
Chestnut, whose already speedy
feet seem electrified by the rev-
ved-up percussion of the 1987
Jackson hit,

The second portion of
“Generation Tap” appropriately
brings the youngsters of the
company to the fore. Here Wilder
was the standout, whether show-
ing off with toe-stand wings in
“Act of Faith” or with his sinu-
ous articulations in a hip-hop
trlo.

Informal and relaxed, yet
packed with adventure,

| “Generation Tap” is one of the
| most delightful programs the
| New Jersey Tap Ensemble has
| produced.



TAP-TROUPE FOUNDER FEELS HUMBLED BY AWARDS

BACKSTAGE
-

By KARYN D, COLLINS
Staff Writer ‘

ftentimes, when someone

gets a lot of lifetime

achievemenit awards in one
year, the honoree is either ill or
about to retire.

Well, Deborah Mitchell is nei-
ther 11l nor about to retire.

“I'm just ﬂﬁe," ghe says with
a laugh during a telephone in-
terview last week. '

But Mitchell, the. founder of
the 18-year-old New Jersey Tap
Ensemble based in Bloomfield,

is getting a slew of lifetime.

achievement-type honors this
year. Mitchell will receive the
latest one tonight — the Flo-
Bert Award at the annual New
York City Tap Extravaganza.

In March, Mitchell received
the Living Treasure Award
from Oklahoma State Univer-
sity. In July, she’ll receive the
Hoofers Award from the Ameri-
can Tap Dance Foundation for
her work passing on tap's leg-
acy.

“It's like the work of a foot
;oldier is being recognized and

. Brothers.

appreciated,” Mitchell says. “It
was never important to me to be
recognized. Some people really
want to be the star, buf not me,

“For me, it was important
that the art form and people
‘who invested their lives in the
art form get recognition.”

~In 13 years, Mitchell's New
Jersey Tap Ensemble has grown
into one of the most well-known
companies, not just among the
state's dance community, but in
the larger, global tap dance
community. The list of top tap-
pers to have shuffled through
the NJ Tap lineup includes Dan
Clemente, Michael Minery,
Maurice Chestnut and Karen
Callaway Williams (who made
history as the first woman tap
dancer in “Riverdance”).

Mitchell joins a long list of
tap dance luminaries to receive
the prestigious Flo-Bert — Gre-
gory Hines, Savion Glover,
Henry LeTang and the Nicholas

\

“Deborah has been a spark-
plug in this resurgence of tap
dance that's been going on,”
says Carl Schlesinger, co-chair
emeritus of the committee that
hands out the Flo-Bert honor.
“Her work with the New Jersey
Tap Ensemble, and her work as
a teacher, has been outstanding

.and has helped push the art of

tap beyond just the tap commu-
nity.

“We see her as part of the

spark behind the resurgence..
She inspires, she educates and.
she has done very fine choreog-

raphy with her company.”

Tonight's awards ceremony
also will honor Savion Glover's
mom, Montclair resident Yvette
Glover, and famed tap instruc-
tor Bob Audy.

The festivities will include
performances by a star-studded
lineup of performers, including

Savion Glover ‘and Mitchell's -

Nevq Jersey Tap Ensemble.

Mitchell says all of these
awards (she also received a

. “thank you" award last year
from Savion Glover) have been -

inspiring.

“Receiving all these awards
is very humbling because you
realize that you really have
been entrusted with the art
form’s future, and that you the
responsibility to give even
more energy,” she says. “It
takes you away from from any
thoughts of sitting on your lau-
rels or taking a break and kicks
you a little bit to keep going.”

For dance audiences, that
means not only more perform-
ances by Mitchell's company,
but the company's tap boot

camps in which company mem-
bers travel around the state to
teach NJ Tap’s specialty,

rhythm tap.

Says Mitchell, “We've come a

long way, but there are still so

many things I have to do. We're !

not' just doing lollipop, cute
stuff here. We're part of a tap
community that is still fighting
for respectability.”

Karyn D. Collins: (732)
643-4008 or kcollins@app.com.

NEW YORK CITY TAP
EXTRAVAGANZA

Featuring performances
by Savion Glover and the
New Fersey Tap
Ensemble; honorees
include Deborab Mitchell
and Yvette Glover

* 7 p.m. today

 ® Fashion Institute of

Technology, 227 W. 27Tth
St., New York

City » §25, $45, $44 and
.%5 * (212) 279-4200,
(718) 232-1852 or
tapextravaganza.org

"

“Some people really want to be the star, but not me,” says
Deborah Mitchell, who will be honored during tonight’s New
York City Tap Extravaganza.




Deborah Mitchell and Her
New Jersey Tap Ensemble

By Melba Huber September 05

The tap road that led Deborah Mitchell to the directorship of the New Jersey Tap Ensemble is full of laughter and tears,
and almost didn't happen. She was 6 years old when her mother enrolled her and her older sister in a St. Louis dance
school. The teacher always put her in the back of the group, though not for any lack of talent: “I knew everyone's
numbers and when my very shy sister refused to go out on stage, | went out for my sister,” Mitchell said. She stayed in tap class until she
was 11 years old, when her mother took her out because she thought she was not challenged.

Mitchell's mother wanted her three girls to get good educations. Mitchell entered college at Southern lllinois University in Carbondale and
finished with a Bachelor of Arts Degree, but tap was not in the curriculum. She eamed a full scholarship to graduate school at Indiana
University with outstanding grades and entered the School of Social Services. She received her Masters degree in 1976. One of the
requirements of her scholarship was to give back a year of service to children. She had always wanted to
move east, so she moved to Newark where she could afford to live.

While in Newark, haunted by her lost love, tap, she heard about the Henry LeTang dance studio. Drawn to
his studio, when climbing the stairs, she could hear the taps and music and she began crying. “The higher |
climbed, the more | cried,” Mitchell recalled. The desire to dance had been hidden for too many years.
When Mitchell saw Ellie LeTang and the pictures all over the studio, she knew she wanted to dance.

Henry took her into his studio and played the piano as she danced. He said she had good rhythm and
magnificent spirit, but needed training. She began taking classes, practicing all the time. Henry and Ellie
would leave her practicing alone in the studio, after hours. The door had an auto lock and she would stay
behind. ‘| loved being in that studio,” Mitchell said.

“Debbie was a quick study,” said Henry LeTang. “The main problem | had with Debbie was getting her into heels. Those flat shoes give you a
masculine look.”

At the time, she worked for the Newark Pre School Council as a social worker to pay back the scholarship requirements. She took a second
job working in a Child Study Team as a learning consultant to support herself and to pay for her classes. Occasionally, when she could not
get to the LeTang studio, she took classes with Eleanor Harris at the Clark Center. Harris had been an assistant to LeTang. One day Harris
told Mitchell that Harris could take her no further, and that Mitchell should find someone like “Honi” Coles or another of the older hoofers to
take her further.

Mitchell's boyfriend found out that some hoofers were making an appearance at the Brooklyn Academy of Music for a Reunion of Old
Hoofers. Mitchell had no idea where that was, and had no money for a concert ticket, but thought she might get into a rehearsal. She drove
over about 4 am and parked on a side street. When a garbage truck entered for a pickup, she slipped in and worked her way through the
halls to the auditorium. She sat on the third row and went to sleep. She woke up hearing men talking on the stage and her tap shoes fell on
the floor. From the stage the men asked, “Who is there?" Mitchell answered, “It's just me.” They responded, “Well come on up here.”

‘I was scared to death and told them that | was waiting for a bunch of old men.” They said, “Well you are looking at a bunch of old men.”

The “old men” were none other than “Honi” Coles, Charles Cook, Buster Brown, Phace Roberts, Lon Chaney and Fayard Nicholas. She had
no idea at who she was looking. From the corner in the back she heard, “I am Leslie Gaines, but you can call me ‘Bubba.” Gaines asked her
why she wasn't dancing in a regular dancing school. “They aren't doing what | hear,” Mitchell stated. “What do you hear, can you sing it?"
Gaines inquired. He then danced a paddle and roll, and Mitchell said she heard that rhythm. Gaines explained that she had an internal
rhythm. When she told him she lived in Newark, he replied, “| will come to Newark and check out your feet.” She explained that she was there
in the auditorium so early because she could not afford the concert. Bubba Gains invited her to attend the performance as his guest. He
arranged for her to enter through the stage door. He took her around backstage to meet everyone, including Dizzy Gillespie, before that 1980
New Year's Eve show.

“He did come to Newark to hear my feet,” Mitchell said. “He came to Penn Station and | was worried about taking him to where | rehearsed. It
was an abandoned building with a stage with a wood floor. The back door was open, but we had to climb over a ten foot fence. Bubba was
68. We threw our dance bags over and he climbed that fence auicker than me.”






