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Michael Andrew is an Orlando entertainer
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his is the story of a dream that’s coming
S L. : From April 2007, Orlando Magazine
I suppose you could call it an impossi-

ble—or, at least, an improbably nutty—sort
of dream. But with just a little more luck, it’s
a dream that will lead to a Broadway debut.

The dream began in the early 1970s, in
the tiny town of Menomonee Falls, Wiscon-
sin. Michael Andrew Mechelke, age 8 or 9,
was sitting in his parents’ living room when
something appeared on the family TV set
that was destined to change his life.

No, it wasn’t a news bulletin or a docu-
mentary about some earth-shaking issue. It
was The Nutty Professor, directed and co-
written by Jerry Lewis. In the 1963 comedy
classic, Lewis stars as Julius Kelp, a nerdy
chemistry professor who develops a form-
ula to turn himself into Buddy Love, a
charismatic, if arrogant, lounge lizard.

Young Michael was utterly mesmerized
by this wild twist on the tale of Jekyll and
Hyde. As an amateur magician, he thought
that Lewis’ transformation from Julius to
Buddy was the greatest trick he’d ever seen.

It wasn’t long before the boy was imitat-
ing Julius—cutting off the tips of Hal-
loween vampire fangs and using the fangs to
mimic the professor’s overbite. Michael also
imitated Buddy and, in fact, fell in love with
the hip, jazzy music that Buddy sings in the
film.

“I think we would have kicked him out
of the house if he had gotten into rock ‘0’
roll,” his mother, Virginia Mechelke, told me
on a recent visit to Orlando with her hus-
band, Donald. (Their son now suspects that
his fascination with the film has something
to do with the fact that Donald was once a
Buddy Love type, minus the obnoxious-
ness.)

Soon enough, Michael was drafting the
neighborhood kids into little plays that he
wrote about Julius and Buddy.

“He would take a dull day and turn it
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into a fun day,” said Eve Soens, a
Menomonee Falls playmate. Judee Mehlos,
another childhood friend, agrees.

“He was our leader,” she said, “and we
were the followers.”

THAT'S LIFE

Michael’s improbable dream was some-
how to play Jerry Lewis’ double role in The
Nutty Professor. But as he got older, he
focused, at least for the moment, on the
more general goal of becoming an enter-
tainer.

Sometimes that meant singing songs
made famous by such stars as Frank Sinatra,
Bobby Darin and Dean Martin. At other
times, it meant playing comical roles.

“I guess they co-existed throughout my
young life, the singing and the comic act-
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ing,” said Andrew in one of several conver-
sations we’ve had, in person and by phone,
since the start of the year.

Michael Andrew Mechelke, who
dropped his last name for professional pur-
poses around 1987, is a slender, compact
crooner with a thick pompadour, alert hip-
ster eyes and endless charm. He tends to
plant himself firmly on stage, selling his
songs with sweeping hand gestures, an
incandescent smile and, of course, his
smooth vintage voice.

At a recent benefit for Easter Seals, at the
Ballroom at Church Street, he and Swinger-
head, his seven-piece band (plus Andrew),
had the society crowd up on its feet and
dancing to such standards as “That’s Life,”

“Summer Wind,” “Unforgettable,” “Beyond
the Sea,” and “The Best Is Yet to Come.”

Listening to his lovely crooning, I found
it hard to believe that as a theater major at
the University of Wisconsin, he specialized
in playing non-singing comic leads in musi-
cals.

“I really became known as ‘the character
actor” he said.

After college, though, he started singing
on cruise ships. He also developed his own
nerd character, which he soon worked into
his cruise-show routine.

“He began it as the nerd character and
continued with that throughout the major-
ity of the show,” recalled Susan Battaglia,
Andrew’s college sweetheart. As the nerd,
Andrew would do deliberately lame celebri-
ty impressions, ending with a superb,
spot-on impression of Sinatra.

“It was amazing to watch,” Battaglia
added.



MY KIND OF TOWN

In the late 1980s, there was a lot of loose
talk about Central Florida becoming Holly-
wood East. Andrew heard that talk and
made Orlando his base of operations, even-
tually buying a house here.

He has turned that house into a show-
case of Rat Pack chic, a delirious living-and-
working space crammed with photos of
Dino and Sammy and Frank (and Jerry,

The Nutty Professor

Jerry Lewis was really onto something when

he dreamed up The Nutty Professor.

In that zany 1963 comedy, Lewis plays Julius
Kelp, a bespectacled and terminally adenoidal
chemistry professor with a pronounced slouch
and even more obvious overbite. Julius con-
cocts a formula that turns him into Buddy Love,
a handsome swinger whose charisma is sur-

passed only by his arrogance.

on of The Nutty Professo
Stor Orlando's Fringe Festival

natch!), and with a recording studio on the
second floor.

Hollywood East may have fizzled, but
for Andrew, settling in Orlando turned out
to be a smart move. It allowed him to find
work impersonating Stan Laurel (of Laurel
and Hardy) at Universal Orlando. And
thanks to the area’s booming convention
business, he began singing swing standards
at corporate events.

It wasn’t long before Jim Philips, host of
The Philips Phile on WTKS 104.1 FM,
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caught Andrew’s act and was so impressed
that he began promoting him on his pop-
ular radio program.

“He just blew me away,” Philips recalled.
“He’s got that aura: Whether he’s singing
or whether he’s standing next to you, this is
a guy that’s cool”

Thanks to Philips, Andrew acquired a
local following virtually overnight. And
soon he was riding the resurgence of swing
music that came along in the 1990s.

While maintaining his base in Orlando,
he became the bandleader and headliner at
New York’s Rainbow Room, a gig that
lasted about two years. Later, he spent
nearly another two years at Merv Griffin’s
Coconut Club in Los Angeles.

Somewhere along the line, Andrew

found time to write a show called Mickey
Swingerhead and the Earth Girls, the name-
sake of his band. He also recorded such
CDs as Michael Andrew Pays Tribute to
Frank Sinatra, A Swingerhead Christmas
and Destination Moon, and wrote and
recorded such originals songs as “Lady With
the Big Cigar” and “At the Strip” for a hilar-
ious retro-swing CD called She Could Be a
Spy.

Tony Battaglia, an Orlando music pro-
ducer who is married to Susan Battaglia,
produced that Spy CD and co-wrote two of
its songs. When I asked how the project

In any case, The Nutty Professor was
remade in 1996 as a vehicle for Eddie Mur-
phy, who played the professor as obese
rather than nerdy. It inspired the 2000
sequel, Nutty Professor Il: The Klumps.

“l was a little disappointed in the Eddie
Murphy movie because | thought it strayed
from what the story was really about,”
offers Orlando’s Michael Andrew, who is
currently working with Lewis to turn the
1963 film into a Broadway musical, which

Lewis will direct and in which Andrew will
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“l wanted to see if | could take a classic and get humor”
from it, recalls Lewis, who co-wrote and directed the film.
He had earlier considered adapting Cyrano de Bergerac,
The Three Musketeers and The Scarlet Pimpernel.

“Then | got to Jekyll-and-Hyde at some point,” he adds,
“and knew that | hit pay dirt.”

Critics have speculated that the goofy Julius and the
swingin’ Buddy are really Lewis’ exaggerated versions of
himself and his old comedy partner Dean Martin. There's
even a joke in the film about the breakup of a comedy team.
But Lewis categorically dismisses such speculation.

“It borders on lunacy,” he says. “If you knew my partner
and you knew me, you wouldn't ask the question.”

star in October 2008. “It became more about the fat suit—
fat versus thin.”

Because the original film contains quite a bit of music, it's
a natural to adapt as a musical. In the movie, Buddy sings
“I'm in the Mood for Love,” "We've Got a World That
Swings,” and, most appropriately, “That Old Black Magic,”
sometimes accompanied by Les Brown and His Band of
Renown.

The Nutty Professor, which also stars Stella Stevens as
Buddy’s (and Julius’) love interest, is distinguished by Life
Saver colors and an impeccable sense of composition. Of
all the films that Lewis has made, it's his favorite.

“It's my number one,” he says. “Numero uno.”
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Michael Andrew performs at an
Easter Seals benefit at the
Ballroom at Church Street

came about, he said he remembered con-
vincing Andrew to do something to appeal
to young people caught up in the swing
craze. Battaglia described the CD as a
“kitschy, jazzy, swingy, loungey kind of
thing, but with big sounds and good songs.”

Andrew’s professional life was evolving,
although into what wasn’t yet clear. As for
his personal life, it recently changed when,
just this past Valentine’s Day, he became
engaged to Lea O’Connell, a dancer and
choreographer whom he’d been dating for a
little over two years.

Andrew and O’Connell had been going
out for about a month and a half before she
finally saw him on stage. When she did, at a
2005 Valentine’s Day-themed show with the
Orlando Philharmonic Orchestra, she was
blown away by his singing talent—and flab-
bergasted by his nerdy alter ego.

“I couldn’t believe it,” she said with a
laugh. “I thought, ‘This is my boyfriend?”

MY WAY

About a year before that philharmonic
show, Andrew did something that didn’t
make a lot of sense in terms of his swing
career. He wrote his own musical version of
The Nutty Professor and starred in it at the
2004 Orlando International Fringe Theatre
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Festival.

“I wanted to say: Look, you don’t realize
that the whole reason I'm doing this per-
forming is because of this movie,” he said.

MaIpUY [SBLPIA $0 ASenno)

Strictly a labor of love, the Fringe show
might have been the ultimate fulfillment—
and the end—of Andrew’s dream if the
response to it hadn’t been overwhelming.

“It was a huge hit,” said Patrick Flick,
who directed the production and who
serves as director of new play development
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for PlayFest.

The show sold out and generated so
much buzz that Ned McLeod, an Andrew
business partner, urged him to take it to the

next level. But to do that, they’d need a for-
mal agreement with Jerry Lewis. And that
would require a meeting with him.

On March 31, 2005, that meeting at last
took place. To demonstrate his respect for
Lewis, Andrew put on a tie and his best
suit.

“You can imagine how excited I was,
meeting my idol!” said Andrew. “But I
knew that he can be completely unpre-
dictable. I thought: Well, maybe he’ll just
yell at me.”

Andrew felt a little wobbly as he and
McLeod entered Lewis’ big, intimidating
office and approached the great man’s
chairman-of-the-board-sized desk. Lewis,
however, immediately put him at ease with
just two gentle words: “Hello, Michael.”

It took a while to get down to business.
Although Lewis had been prepped for the
meeting, he hadn’t watched a recording of
the Fringe show that Andrew had sent
ahead.

“Now I did the ballsiest, gutsiest thing
you could do,” Andrew recalled. “I had my
laptop with me..., so I said, ‘Would you like
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to see it?”

Lewis said he certainly would.

Soon after that, the meeting took a defi-
nite turn. Lewis started speaking as if the
project were already happening. Andrew
was thrilled, but his practical side told him
he ought to get some sort of letter of agree-
ment so that he and McLeod could tell
investors that the project had Lewis’ bless-
ing.

“My blessing?” said Lewis. “I'm gonna
direct it”

THE BEST IS YET TO COME

When you're Jerry Lewis, the woods are
thick with Rupert Pupkins (the Robert De
Niro character who stalked Lewis’ character
in the movie The King of Comedy)—people
who want to use you to further their
careers. So what convinced him to take a
chance on Michael Andrew?

“I guess it’s because 'm not taking any
chances,” Lewis told me, speaking by phone
from his Las Vegas office. “I see so much of
myself in Michael.”

Lewis called Andrew a “powerful per-
former” with “confidence” and “passion,” a

MaIpUY [8BUDIAl JO ASBLINOY)

“wonderful singer” who reminds him—in
terms of ease and charm—of Maurice
Chevalier.

Lewis is also a fan of Andrew’s version of
Julius Kelp.

“He’s got it as good as anyone I've ever
seen,” said Lewis, “and he’s just in the virgin
stage of it.”

Ever since the big meeting, Lewis,
Andrew and others have been working on
the stage musical. Lewis, as agreed, will
direct, Andrew will star, and they are both
contributing to the script. When 1 asked
about the Broadway premiere, Lewis
replied, “We should be opening 08

As for Andrew, his life now largely
revolves around the show. He still does gigs
like that Easter Seals benefit, but he’s
stopped soliciting them. He spends much of
his time in Vegas, each day taking another
step closer to fulfilling his nutty, nutty
dream.

“I really had a dream about it,” he says,
as he reflects on the path that his life has
taken. “But I never thought it would trans-
late into this literal realization of the
dream.”

And yet, on some level, maybe he did.
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