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Stage West has come a
long way since its early
days employing old
sitcom stars. As it
prepares for its 100th
show, the only thing
that hasn’t changed

is the salad bar

RICHARD OUZOUMIAN
THEATRECRITIC
‘When the six leading men of The
Full Monty finish their final
number tonight at Stage West
and rip off their last piece of ap-
parel, the roar from the crowd
won't just be celebrating the
guys and their grand unveiling.

Mo, thisisn't just one more pre-
miere for the popular Missis-
sauga dinner theatre; it's the
100th opening night in its 21-
year history.

That's a lot of prime rib sliced
upat the buffet and alot of Span-
ish coffee flowing under the
bridge. Close to 2 million pa-
trons have enjoyed the offerings
at Stage West over the past two
decades.

But things have changed a lot
in the world of dinner theatre
since that night in 1986 when
Sta%le West Mmsins:;i?a opened
its doors with a production of
Andrew Bergman's comedy So-
cial Security that starred Beth
Howland (Vera on Alice) and
gay Bulktenica (Benny on Rho-

).

Back inthose days, the formula
was simple: pick asmall, one-set
comedy, then cast it with some
peoplewho had beenona TV se-
ries not that long ago.

For a while it seemed like ev-
eryone who had ever played a
role on M*A*S*H found their
way onto the stage of the theatre
on Dixie Rd. just south of the
401 to entertain the crowds in

between the caesar salad and
the cherry cheesecake,

It was a concept that business-
man Howard Pechet had al-
ready heen honing to a fine edge
for the previous decade in the
Stage West operation he began
at his family’s Mayfield Inn in
Edmonton,

“It's a wonder we're all still
here” laughed Pechet on the
phone from the West Coast, "1
knew so little in those days, |
managed to screw up in every
possible way.

“1 opened up with Gloria De-
Haven in one of the few flops
Neil Simon ever wrote, some-
thing called The Gingerbread

= Please see Stage West, G9

The cast of The Full Monly
bare it all in honour of a
milestone: the 100th
production at Mississauga's
Stage West, which started 21
years ago as a spinoff of an
Edmonton success stary.
Today, boasts owner Howard
Pechet, the theatre is “one of
the three largest employers
of Canadian Equity actors in
the country.”
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It’s a wonder we're all still here’

» Stage West from G

Lady,” he recalled. “Our first
night, the temperature outside
was 40 below and we had 40
people in the audience.

“And then Mizs DeHaven pro-
cecded to rewrite the entire
seript as she was going along on
opening night. Oh, itwasn'tdull,
let me tell you that!™

The hardest part on Pechet in
those opening years was that he
could only run shows for 2 Vs
weeks. “That meant,” he groans,
“that I had to have another one

Ay to go into rehearsal the
onday after the last one
opened.” Now each show runs
eight weeks, which makes
inge a little easier.

Pechet also had more than his
fair share of nightmares with
stars who showed up “and
promptly started pouring triple
vodkas down their throats, until
they didn't just forget what play
they were in, they forgot what
country they were in.”

I witnessed one of those disas-
ters personally back in the early
19003, A eelebrated screen star
{no names, please, she's still
alive today) showed up for the
opening night of the musical she
was supposed to star definitely
the worse for wear.

At first, we all just thought she
was acting a little odd, but it was
when she crossed the stage, sat
down on the floor and said to the
conductor, “Honey, just play my
first nete and evervthing will be
fine,” that I knew we were in hig
trouble,

She never made it to 3 second
performance. [ think they said
she had come down with the flu.

But then there were the good
stars, "I can't say eno about
the people like Jamie and
Gale Gordon,” stresses Pechet.

“They showed up and worked
like solid professicnals, were
kind to their fans and kept ev-
erybody happy.”

Things were meving smoothly
and at one point, there were five
theatres in the Stage West em-
pire. Mow it's down to two: Cal-
gary and Mississauga. “It was
too many venues to run effec-
tively,” Pechet came to realize.

He alsa noticed that the overall
dynamic was changing. “I
wasn't able to get stars right af-
ter they'd finished their TV se-
ries any morc. Why not? Be-
cause they were now making &
million dollars an episode and
they didn't need what we could
pay them.”

And as long as he stayed rooted
to the ald-style plays with the
old-style names, “T'd be playing
to an ever-shrinking demo-
graphic. We all know that older

ple like to go to the theatre,

ut what appeals to the 55?-@:-
oldstodayisn't what appealed Lo
them 20 years ago,”

And so he switched: sway [rom
fading Hollpwood stars to up-
and-coming Canadian talent.
Nowadays, Pechet, the manwho
used to boast about signing
Joyee DeWitt, takes more pride
in announcing that he's “one of
the three largest employers of
Canadian Equity actors in the
country.”

With the change in talent came
a change in shows as well.
Where comedy once was king,
the musical is now the monarch,

At first, Pechet went in for the
classic Broadway shows like

Just the facts

What: The Full Monty

Where: Stage West, 5400 Dixie
Rd., Mizsissauga

When: Until July 8

Tickets: 905-238-0042

South Pacific and My Fair Lody
and he still leans on them to a
certain degree.

But more and more, the pen-
dulum has swung to hipper ti-
tles like The Rocky Horror Show
(which he produced two years
ahead of CanStage) and musical
revues like the ar British
Trvaston and Calffornia Dream-
ing series, which he co-authors,

“We're bringing in a much
yvounger audience now,” says
Pechet. “Our matinees these
days are more likely to have
groups of students than se-
niors,”

And although some people roll
their eyes when they hear the
term ":_ll_illi'tﬂnhcl; t]-u_:al:m.“mP:d-uefuﬂ;
CAn Jus int to
pmigcssinnnl cnkp‘;hre of all the
shows he produces. Sure, not ev-
ery one is a hit, but then every
other professional company in
the GTA has its ups and downs.

Some things haven't changed
in 21 years: the salad bar, the
prime rib carving table, the
crowd that surrounds the des-
sert buffet like vultures, the
“specialty cocktails” created for
each show.

“Those things provide a com-
fort element for people,” says
Pechet, “And it must be work-
ing, because we're currently up
Lo 18,000 season ticket halders
and growing”

It's also one of the city’s better
entertainment bargains: a five-
show subscription starts for as
little as 5223 — and that in-
cludes your meal,

Sowhen you go to see The Full
Munty, feel free to raise a glass
and toast the ongoing success of
Stage West. And if the cast don't
join you, never mind; they need
their hands free to cover certain
parts of their, or, onstage per-
sonalities.

Stage West brought back The Rocky Horror Show two years before
CanStage's recent hit.

Stage West
celebs

Some of the great (and not-
so-great) stars who've trod
the boards at Stage West
over the post two decades;

B Gale Gordon, Corpse
(1987)

B Jarnie Farr, Weekand
Comedy (1989)

B Elke Sommer, California
Sujte (1990)

B Ann B. Davis, Cemetery
Club (1997}

B Elliot Gould, Rumors
(1991}

B Joyce DaWitt, Leader of
the Pack {1992)

0 Robert Vaughan, | Hate
Harnlet (1992)

B Loretta Swit, Some Time,
Mext Year (1993)

B3 Richard Kline, Jake's
Women (1993)

B Mickey Rooney, The
Mind with a Naughty Man
(1994}

B Don Knotts, Harvey
(1995)

& Helen Reddy, Shirley Val-
entime (1997}

B Margot Kidder, Sylvia
(1997

B Cloris Leachman, Over
the River and Through the
Woods (2000)
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