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A South Philly night to remember

Bobby Rydell and a band of greats lit up the Clef Club.

John Timpane 

is editor of Currents

Lou Cioci cuts a mean head of hair.

Lou Cioci plays a mean trumpet.

Lou Cioci also grew up on the same block with Bobby Rydell, teen idol of the 1960s, back when South Philly was pumping out doo-wop bands, fresh-faced Italian crooners, and American Bandstand to the world.

On Jan. 27, it all came together, when Cioci persuaded longtime buddy Rydell to do a concert with the Clef Club Community Band, Lou's outfit. It was a benefit for the Philadelphia Clef Club of Jazz & Performing Arts, at Fitzwater and Broad in South Philly.

"Pretty great, wasn't it?" says Lou, who cuts hair at the Ranstead Barber Shop on Ranstead between 18th and 19th Streets.

"I had a ball," Rydell says. "It was just like working in my living room. And I'd love to do it again."

"It was a family reunion - that's the way I look at it," says Donald Gardner, jazz musician, composer, and facility manager of the Clef Club.

"It takes an Italian," said one delighted octogenarian lady at the end.

By the end, many people, of that ethnicity or wanting to be, were singing the praises of being Italian, from South Philly, in the 1950s. They had gathered for a special concert by one of their own, backed by a band of many of their own. It was a celebration of a time and place to be proud of.

The headliner: Bobby Rydell, born Robert Ridarelli in Philadelphia in 1942. He came up in the 1950s, when Philadelphia boys such as Danny and the Juniors, Fabian, Frankie Avalon, James Darren, and Rydell were charting and breaking hearts.

Cioci, as mentioned, grew up with Rydell, played in bands with him ("He played trumpet and I played drums," says Rydell. "That neighborhood was probably glad to be rid of us!"). A few years ago, Cioci started a band, "originally a rehearsal band of neighborhood guys," but as personnel changed, it became truly an all-star ensemble. It includes the legendary Larry McKenna, sax player from the Woody Herman Band; Brian Pastor, trombonist extraordinaire; the superlative Jack Hegyi on bass; and Audrey Welber, the one woman in the band, on alto.

One night at dinner, Cioci suggested the gig and Rydell "jumped at the idea."

Few in the packed Clef Club knew it, but band and singer had never performed together before. (Rydell usually plays with smaller groups - some of the big-band "charts" for this gig took some looking for.) In fact, the band first saw the music only the day before, when it assembled for a rehearsal. Rydell wasn't there; he knows these songs. Instead, his drummer and musical director, David Kovnat, guided the rehearsal.

They don't play many numbers all the way through - they don't need to. "You know this one," says Kovnat, "it plays itself." It's the familiar jokey thing with good musicians who expect one another to be good. Under Kovnat's direction, the band revisits little flourishes and elbows, but after an hour or two everyone seems happy.

Rydell's role is to be ready next day when he steps on stage. A world-traveling musician for nearly half a century, he's "familiar with the instrument," as he puts it. How does he prepare? "When I get in the shower at home [in Penn Valley], I open up a little, do scales, make sure the vocal machinery is in good condition and well-lubricated, and then I'm ready."

The Clef Club filled up amid a high school reunion atmosphere. Guys and big-haired gals (many of them Lou's customers and Rydell fan club members) made entrances in '50s cool, Sopranos dignity. Much recognition, hearty embraces, laughter.

The club has a medium-size stage, with a dancing area (packed with chairs tonight) and six ascending galleries for tables. Way up in the back in the bar, steam tables offer a soul-food buffet. One woman asks a reporter: "Can you get me in to see Bobby? I have to kiss him." She is serious. Another reports sighting him at a supermarket: "He keeps in the back so he don't attract notice." Attendees trade baby pictures and reminisce. One says: "You never saw so many Italians in one room since they elected the pope."

The band opens with a set of its own. They are, in a word, fabulous - and play just long enough to whet the crowd's longing for Rydell.

When he comes on, shock - at this familiar, handsome face from many a TV set, record cover, from Bye-Bye Birdie (in which Rydell played Hugo Peabody), from American Bandstand. In his mid-60s now, he is fit, smiling, and in excellent voice. Everyone seems to know every word of his hits - "Kissin'," "Wild One," "Forget Him," "Volare." Heads bob and toes tap. He has the audience in his breast pocket and knows it - a judo kick to accent a blast from the band; hands mirror the words; South Philly turns of phrase; that crinkly-eyed smile; repartee with his mother, Jennie Ridarelli, 91, sitting right down in front ("Don' tell me what to sing, ma - you can sing what you want when you got your own mic").

He and the band are having a ball. Welber on sax is all smiley-face, nodding to the music; Cioci and the brass in back trade happy looks. Rydell, an accomplished drummer, takes a turn on the trap set for Buddy Rich's "Basically Blues," and in a big surprise, he asks for an impromptu version ("just piano, bass, drums, in G") of "Here Comes That Rainy Day" to show off his chops as a jazz singer. In case you thought I couldn't deal.
Which he can. He and the band remind the crowd that they and their own produced something really fun and really good - and that they're still doing it. To be sure, South Philly still has the Italian flavor, but the old neighborhood is gone, as is doo-wop and the era of teen idols. American Bandstand went dark in 1989. But, as that starry-eyed lady in her eighth decade says, "There was something special there, and we were part of it."

