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A E&

The neon shines down on Beale Street 
every weekend, but on Oct. 19, Beale 
Street made its way to Broadway, as 

a Memphis-themed musical made its debut 
in New York.

“Memphis,” a highly anticipated, origi-
nal Broadway musical, exploded on the stage 
of New York’s Shubert Theatre, highlighting 
the birth of a musical genre that changed 
the world.

“The show takes place at a moment when 
everything is changing,” said Christopher 
Ashley, director of “Memphis.” “It turned 
out to be a show about change – how does 
the world change? Who changes it? And the 
people who have the singleness of purpose 
to change the world aren’t necessarily the 
ones who cash in on that change.”

Ashley directed “Memphis” in its most 
recent incarnations at the La Jolla Playhouse 
in San Diego and at Seattle’s 5th Avenue 
Theatre. This is the fourth production 
Ashley has directed for “Memphis” writer/
lyricist Joe DiPietro, best known for the 
comedy “I Love You, You’re Perfect, Now 
Change.” 

“It’s been extraordinary,” Ashley said 
about the run. “In La Jolla, (audiences) were 
really raucous where you want them to be 
raucous and incredibly still where you want 
them to be still. I think there’s a real hunger 
for this music.”

“Memphis” is a return to Broadway 
for Ashley, who was nominated for a Tony 
Award for directing “Xanadu.”

“There’s an emotional attachment to 
(the music),” Ashley said. “It makes you want 
to party. It really has an impact not only on 
what people are thinking, but the way their 
bodies feel. Our goal is to make it feel and 
move like a rock show.”

Rock, yes. King of rock, not so much.
DiPietro said he’s had to explain that his 

musical has nothing to do with Elvis Presley 
“about 4,000 times a day.”

The plot follows a fictitious white ra-
dio deejay, Huey Calhoun, who becomes 
enamored of the music played in African-
American clubs of Beale Street in the 1950s 
when rhythm and blues and gospel collided 
into the single genre, rock ’n’ roll.  

Calhoun makes it his mission to intro-
duce mainstream white radio stations to 
rock ’n’ roll, and along the way falls in love 
with the electrifying black singer Felicia 
Farrell.

“I love that era of music,” DiPietro said. 
“It’s just a great untold story of American 
history. Segregation of music foreshadowed 
the segregation of society and the rise of the 
civil rights movement.

“There’s also something wonderful 
about this young guy, Calhoun, who because 
he loves this music, thinks he can change 
society’s perception of it.”

Calhoun’s real-life counterpart was 
radio DJ Dewey Phillips who championed 
rock in Memphis only to be forgotten later 
when national stars like Dick Clark saw the 
genre’s future potential.  

DiPietro said Calhoun is not a biographi-
cal study of Phillips, but that the two have 

some characteristics in common.
“Huey’s kind of like a tornado,” said actor 

Chad Kimball, who plays Calhoun. “He just 
goes right through where things are calm 
and preserved and run-of-the-mill, and he 
shakes things up. It’s not because he’s trying 
to, it’s just because of who he is. A tornado 
doesn’t decide to be a tornado, it just is.”

Kimball has played Calhoun since the 
show was created. He plays opposite actress 
Montego Glover as Farrell, whose voice 
becomes Calhoun’s vision.

“Felicia has a tremendous sense of ad-
venture and self,” Glover said. “She is very 
much grounded and rooted in her Southern 
heritage. I like to think of her as a woman 
who starts the play with a great vehicle to 
say what it is that she’s really feeling, and 
over the course of the play she figures out 
what she wants to say.”

The match between Calhoun and Farrell 
becomes symbolic of the taboo relationship 
between black musicians and white radio 
stations in the 1950s.

“(Calhoun) can’t stop loving this music, 
and he can’t see any signs of danger because 
the music is his only focus,” Kimball said of 
his character. “He does things that people 
don’t understand. He goes to the edge and 
doesn’t back away. He’s dangerous in his 
own passion for music.”

To create the kind of spellbinding rock 
’n’ roll that takes center stage in the show, 
DiPietro enlisted the help of Bon Jovi key-
boardist David Bryan.

“There are very few people I’ve worked 
with who just have music coming out of 
them,” DiPietro said. “(Bryan) is one of those 
people. I don’t know where it comes from, 
but the music’s just 
coming out of him, 
like Beale Street.”

Bryan produced 
a track for the song 
“Music of My Soul” 
in a single day af-
ter speaking with 
DiPietro about the 
project for the first 
time.

“For some reason 
I just knew what the 
end product was,” 
Bryan said. “I went down to my studio, I 
played the keyboards, I sang it, I did all the 
background vocals, I mixed it, I put it on a 
CD and FedExed it to him. (DiPietro) called 
me up and said, ‘You know, if you’re not 
crazy, you’ve got the gig.’”

For Bryan, much of the beauty of “Mem-
phis” is that it gives credit for the creation of 
rock ’n’ roll where he believes it is due.

“The script came along and I just com-
pletely connected to it because it wasn’t just 
entertainment for entertainment’s sake,” 
Bryan said. “It was entertainment that mat-
tered. What I loved about the show was that 
it gave kudos to where rock ’n’ roll came 
from, which is African-Americans.”

The musical faces the societal chal-
lenges of race directly and unabashedly. 
There are musicals that center on inter-

racial relationships such as “South Pacific,” 
“Miss Saigon” and “West Side Story.” But 
“Memphis” breaks new ground with a black/
white couple.

“Everybody involved in the creative 
team tries to tell the truth of these char-
acters at that moment so we’re making an 
effort never to condescend to anybody, or 

to oversimplify any 
of the complications 
of that story,” Ashley 
said.  

“Because it’s set 
in the 1950s, the in-
terracial romance 
is controversial. If 
you’re uncomfort-
able with an inter-
racia l  romance, 
what you’re seeing 
on stage is directly 
addressing the way 

you’re feeling. It’s not trying to do anything 
feel-good with the relationship. It’s set in a 
moment when it was really outrageous for a 
white man and a black woman to walk down 
the street and kiss in public.”

But in present-day Memphis, some 
might argue the topic remains a hot one.

“American musical theater has always 
been on the cutting edge of social issues,” 
said Pat Halloran, executive director of 
The Orpheum Theatre. “I would compare 
the synergy of this show with ‘The Color 
Purple,’ which sold out here faster than any 
city under 2 million people in the world. 
They’ve shown that a story line that involves 
racial discussion is good. It’s what theater 
is all about.”  

Halloran said he is already in negotia-
tions to start the national tour of “Memphis” 

at The Orpheum no later than 2011.
Glover, a Chattanooga native and the 

only cast member from Tennessee, said 
realizing how Memphis’ darker moments 
in history positively affected the world can 
help the city heal in the present.

“I think Memphis, the city, is more than 
ready for the show. In fact, I think it’s hap-
pening at the exact time that it should be 
happening for us and for (the city),” she 
said.  

For the 26-member cast, the excitement 
and the tension was mounting leading up to 
last week’s opening.

“Before we first started rehearsals, I was 
just beside myself,” Kimball said. “My face 
was 20 feet tall in Time Square and I thought 
I was going to need an air sick bag to carry 
around with me.”

The show was revised several times since 
the original production and new songs were 
added for the Broadway debut. Ashley said 
the cast has had to be extremely flexible in 
the months running up to opening night.

“Any truly original story requires mul-
tiple drafts and tries to get it exactly right,” 
Ashley said. “We’ve spent four years really 
refining the story of the show. There were 
two new songs and quite a lot of new writing 
and new staging put in between La Jolla and 
Seattle. For Broadway, three new songs were 
added and the set was reconceived.”

For her part, Glover said she is looking 
forward to bringing the show to Memphis, 
and in effect holding up a giant mirror for 
the city to see itself.

And what will Memphis see?
“That they are beautiful,” Glover said. 

“That they are rich beyond measure and that 
what has hurt the city of Memphis has also 
made her grow.” n

Memphis’ Story Explodes 
Onto Broadway Stage
JONATHAN DEVIN 
Special to The Memphis News

FROM BEALE TO BROADWAY: Chad Kimball, left, who plays radio deejay Huey Calhoun, 
dances with Montego Glover, playing Felicia Farrell, in the Broadway musical “Memphis.”
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OPINION

Keep Eyes on Wharton’s Performance 
Before Next Election Rolls Around

A few weeks ago, we said there was no ideal candidate 
in the race for Memphis mayor.

So we recommended three of the contenders for the 
next two years only.

The election is settled. A C Wharton Jr. won handily. 
But we still have the same concerns.

Coming together as “One Memphis” is a vacant slogan 
if the biracial support Wharton enjoyed in the mayor’s 
race becomes a Kumbaya moment that ends with every-
one going their separate ways and feeling all warm and 
fuzzy. Being on the same side of a political campaign isn’t 
enough anymore in Memphis. 

In the election eve debate on News Channel 3, Whar-
ton said being mayor of Memphis would give him more 
political muscle than he had as county mayor. 

“The city has a stronger political base than does the 
county,” he said.

That may be true. If it is, many Memphians probably 
don’t know their own strength. We tend to elect strong 
and vivid personalities as mayor, believing it holds the 
promise of leadership. That is not enough anymore in 
Memphis, either. 

Some of those strong and vivid personalities sat on 
stage with Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan three 
days after the election. They applauded as Farrakhan 
spouted nonsense about stimulus programs being used 
to help a military takeover and slaughter of millions. He 

disrespected Christians and Muslims. And he said what 
the Taliban does is none of our business, but the oppres-
sion of others makes us a “damned” nation with Allah 
already flooding Atlanta to show his displeasure.

Strong and vivid is not an automatic indicator of com-
mon sense. But it is good entertainment, apparently. And 
when the alternative is timidly postponing leadership 
until there’s something beyond consensus – something 
that will never come – it’s easy to understand why we 
might prefer it.

The new mayor has said city government is a differ-
ent arena than county government. And he intends to 
toughen up in pursuit of his political goals.

We must insist that coming together be about achiev-
ing a goal – and not just any goal. It will mean testing the 
relationship that begins with a political campaign. There 
will be unpleasant moments. There will be disagreements. 
Political capital will be spent. But there will be honesty 
and there will be progress if we will not walk away.

Memphis school board member Tomeka Hart talked 
about this last year as local leaders began moving toward 
single-source local funding for the two school systems. 
And sure enough, that discussion has seemingly gone 
up in flames. 

But now that the heat has been dialed back a bit, 
those who clashed are talking about trying to get back 
to the goal.

It’s what we need on other fronts as well. 
Your vote in the recent special election was not the 

end of your task. It was the beginning. In October 2011, 
there will be another election for Memphis mayor. 

If you voted this time, vote next time based on the 
incumbent’s performance. Did he accomplish anything? 
And by accomplish anything, we don’t mean deferring 
important decisions to committees and changing the 
faces of division directors. 

We should expect the new mayor will decide what 
happens with the Mid-South Fairgrounds, Beale Street 
and The Pyramid. We should be able to ride a city bus to 
the polls during the lunch hour in two years and not have 
to ride past a streetscape of head-high weeds.

If you didn’t vote this time, reclaim your city. Con-
trary to the axiom, you do have the right to complain. 
You also have the obligation to contribute more to the 
discussion.

Politicians need you to hold signs on busy street cor-
ners, give them money to run campaigns that say as little 
of substance as possible and call people who really don’t 
want to hear what you have to sell in most cases. 

We need you to do more. We need you to speak for 
yourself. We need you to listen to others and realize they 
aren’t on the “other side.” And we need you to vote.

For 25 candidates, the race is over. For the rest of us, 
it is just beginning. n

Collins: Council Should Be Active Partner in City Business

Q: So what do you feel is 
ahead in this time of political 
change? 

A: Just like we were when 
we were first sworn in as new 
council members, this is an op-
portunity for us, in my opinion, 
to chart a new direction for our 
city. With regards to the transi-
tion, I believe that the council could set an 
agenda as well as the mayor. We can decide 
how the fairgrounds is going to look. We 
can decide how the riverfront is going to 
look. Just like we can decide that picking 
up old tires in our city can be a beautifica-
tion plan and help people make money at 
the same time. I’m encouraging the coun-
cil to be creative – not just be stagnant and 
waiting for the mayor to submit us things. 
… That’s the transition we could have. I 
know it’s a paradigm shift. But that’s the 
beauty of having 10 new people. 

Q: This council came into office after the 
2007 elections with a general agenda to 
change things. Does that remain?

A: We came in with an agenda 
to make our city whole. When 
I say whole, it means relin-
quishing some of these dual 
roles that the taxpayers of our 
city have been taking on for a 
long time. I think that’s about 
to take place. We already have 
gotten the health department 
off our back – off our plate. I’m 

confident that the judicial system will see 
that the city of Memphis should not be 
contributing to education as we do now 
in the form of maintenance of effort to 
Memphis City Schools – which is a dual 
taxation. I think there’s some other things 
that we can do. But we’ve got to have a 
commitment to do it. And we’ve got to 
have an understanding that it’s about all 
of us and not about our own individual 
desires. ... We can still have those things 
but we can work as a team. It’s unfortunate 
that politics and personalities sometimes 
take over. But I’ve been here now long 
enough to know who plays that game.

Q: And you believe there are still seven 

votes there for the agenda?

A: I wouldn’t call it an agenda. I call it a 
vision. I believe that there are still seven 
votes there for relinquishing the dual 
taxation that our citizens have, making 
the fairgrounds area viable and amenable 
to the stakeholders – the University of 
Memphis, the Southern Heritage Classic 
and the Liberty Bowl. I believe there’s 
still seven votes for the vision of making 
the Elvis Presley Boulevard corridor the 
place Graceland wants it to be and how it 
can go from 600,000 visitors to 1.2 million 
a year. I believe there is still a vision to 
develop the inner city in such a way that 
everybody can be proud and not displace 
residents without the proper training and 
education that they need when they get 
moved out. … I believe that there is a way 
to have the Sheriff ’s Department patrol 
inside the city proper without infringing 
on the Memphis Police Department’s 
ability to do its job. We just have to have 
a will and a desire to do that. Everybody 
talks about our city being on the cusp 
of greatness. OK. What are you going 

to do to make that happen? I’m going to 
do my part. I know I’m going to make 
people mad when I do. That’s OK too. 
You don’t get fire unless you get close to 
the target.”

Q: What do you think the council’s              
relationship with the new mayor is            
going to be?

A: I make the joke that over at 160 North 
Main (the county administration build-
ing), they do their cooking with air. Over 
at 125 (North Main, City Hall), we do our 
cooking with oil. It can get real hot, real 
fast on this side of the street. I’m sure 
the mayor has no illusions. If he did, he 
doesn’t anymore. He understands that he 
has some incredible goodwill right now – 
some political clout, if you will. He can use 
it to get a lot accomplished if he becomes 
more assertive on it. … Because he nomi-
nated Herman Morris (for city attorney), 
council members – they were comfortable 
with that. It’s no surprise that the mayor 
can bring in good-quality candidates and 
good-quality leadership. n

Harold Collins is the chairman of the Memphis City Council, assuming the post as Myron Lowery became interim city mayor July 31. 
Collins remains the chairman as Lowery returns to the council following the election of A C Wharton Jr. as mayor earlier this month. Like 10 of the 13 City 
Council members, Collins is about halfway through his first four-year term on the body.
We talked with Collins about the council’s role in the transition from Willie Herenton’s leadership to A C Wharton Jr.’s.

BILL DRIES  The Memphis News

Harold Collins
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You’re Only as Safe as Your Weakest Link.
� e challenge in protecting your identity is that your personal information is everywhere. Even if you shred your private docu-
ments, or use secure websites and strong passwords, what about everyone else who has your Social Security number – like your 
doctor, dentist or the 17-year-old clerk handling your credit application at the electronics store? � e problem quickly becomes 
obvious: you may be doing everything right, but what about everyone else who has your information?

Once Your Social Security Number is Out, It’s Staying Out.
If your credit or debit card is stolen, you can replace it, but what happens when non-changing information like your Social 
Security number is stolen? � e fact is, once it’s out, it’s out. Identity thieves buy, sell and trade stolen information, using it over 
and over again for years. Is your Social Security number really secure?

Anyone Can Be A Target.
Recent news reports revealed that even the chairman of the Federal Reserve1 was one of the 9.9 million Americans who were 
victims of identity the�  in 2008.2 Other reports describe how one identity the�  ring was responsible for two of the largest the� s 
in history, resulting in the the�  of more than 130 million credit and debit card numbers.3 � ink you could be at risk? (See #1.)

How Protected Are You?
You may think you’re protected, but are you really? Your credit card may be safeguarded; but that won’t help if thieves open 
new lines of credit. Credit monitoring will only alert you once something bad has already happened. Neither method will help 
prevent identity the� , nor resolve problems once you’ve become a victim.

� ere is Help.
LifeLock, the leader in identity the�  protection, helps protect your identity – even if your information gets in the wrong hands. 
And at LifeLock, we are so con� dent in our service that we back it with a million dollar guarantee – if you become a victim of 
identity the�  because of a failure in our service, we will help you � x it, up to one million dollars.  Of course, restrictions apply 
and we want you to check it out by calling us now.  � en use promo code ‘FIVEFACTS’ for a special o� er on LifeLock.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

USE PROMO CODE: FIVEFACTS1-866-328-0468

Enroll Today and Receive a Special O� er.

1Source: Isikoff, Michael. “Bernanke Victimized by Identity Fraud Ring.” Newsweek. 25 August 2009. Web. 20 September 2009. 2Source: Javelin Strategy & Research. “2009 Identity Fraud Survey Report.” February 
2009. 3Source: Wallack, Todd. “Hacker Pleads Guilty in Data Theft.” The Boston Globe. 12 September 2009. Web. 20 September 2009.

5 Things
Everyone Should Know
About Identity Theft:


