Brooklyn Kids Boffo in Tony Awards Show
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By RICK PALLEY

“Everyone make a line, c’mon, squish in.”  

The directions were the kind fidgety schoolchildren hear every day of their lives. But Sunday, June 8, wasn’t just any old day for the handful of kids from PS 170 in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, queuing up at 9 a.m. outside Radio City.  

It was a day, and a night, they might well remember for the rest of their lives. 

Along with 35 other grade school students from New York City and Long Island, they were about to make their nationwide television debut on the 57th annual Tony Awards, appearing as (what else?) a group of kids listening to a song from the musical “A Year with Frog and Toad.” 

Talk about good casting – the 40 kids were hand-picked by their teachers from nearly 4,000 children between the ages of 6 and 10 who had already been to see the show, their first, as part of the “Friends of Frog and Toad” program, sponsored by the non-profit group Camp Broadway. 

According to Camp Broadway Executive Producer Lesley Mazzotta, the students were chosen for their enthusiasm, for their understanding of the play and its lessons, and because they knew what it meant to be on stage.

But even so, who could blame them for being a little extra nervous as they were led into Radio City that morning? 

Luckily, the spectacle of a full-dress rehearsal complete with spellbinding, action-packed numbers from Movin’ Out and Hairspray was a perfect distraction; soon the kids, after a quick lecture by a stage manager (“Don’t be scared by all the pipes and wires in the basement”), were being ushered into position for their number without having too much time to think about it.

With the children arrayed around the front of the stage, Frog (Jay Goede, in a green vest) sang about the joys of frogdom in summertime, and the happiness of sharing that with his friend Toad (Mark Linn-Baker). It all went off beautifully, and soon the kids were being led to lower lobby, for what turned out to be an amusing and briefly anarchic workshop led by repetitively-named Broadway pro Brad Bradley. 

“You guys looked great, just like a picture frame,” Bradley reassured them. He went on to list on-camera do’s (“make sure you’re really looking at the Frog and Toad”) and don’ts (face scratching, hair-fixing, or, God forbid, yawning). 

Then, after quickly explained to the children the difference between stage right, stage left, upstage and downstage, Mr. Bradley attempted to organize them into two groups, each entering from opposite sides of the stage. 

 It was at that exact point that the excitement of the day caught up with them like some kind of highly potent, fast-acting kid virus, and they erupted in a wave of running, giggling, and general free-for-all mayhem.

You could hear, over the din of young voices, an occasional adult one calling for order (“Don’t push!” “It’s not a race!”). Eventually, some semblance of discipline was restored, their entrance was successfully rehearsed, and the kids were given gift bags with “Frog and Toad” T-shirts, CDs and the like, and sent back, tchotchkes in hand, to their parents.

“I wish I could bottle their energy,” Bradley said. It wasn’t clear if he meant before or afterwards.

For their part, the Brooklyn kids seemed happy to be there, although some admitted to a slight case of pre-rehearsal jitters. 10-year-old Richie Urban confessed that he “was a little nervous; I thought I’d screw up or something.”  

On the other hand, Taylor Amato, 9, came off sounding like a seasoned pro, despite her diminutive size, saying she wasn’t at all concerned about the audience of millions watching their televisions at home. Why not? 

“Because you don’t see them,” Amato sensibly replied.

One thing all the kids agreed on was how much they liked “A Year with Frog and Toad,” which earned three Tony nominations, but no awards. 

“It’s not only funny but it’s almost like a true story because it’s about best friends who stay friends forever,” said Vahlia Ibrahim, 10. 

Sadly, the show, based on a series of children’s books by Arnold Lobel, will have closed by the time you read this article. But Mazzotta explained that Camp Broadway was involved in many other projects, including a traveling Broadway workshop that will be stopping in different cities around the country, and a program that teaches children ages 8-12 about the great American songbook. 

This fall, Camp Broadway will be bringing kids to see Dicken’s A Christmas Carol; they will even get to perform scenes from it in front of a Broadway guest panel.

“I love that we help make kids dreams come true by giving them access to the world of Broadway,” Mazzotta said.

Kind of like the dreams of the 40 school kids who got to experience their first two minutes of fame on nationwide television in the Tony broadcast. Actually, better make that 39; according to Mazzotta, one of the youngest kids had a “meltdown” when he saw the audience from the wings that night, and had to be brought back to his parents. 

His dreams will have to wait for next year.

For info about Camp Broadway programs, visit www.campbroadway.com, or call 212 575-2929.
