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James Hibbard at a dance recital, 1951
James Hibbard at International Tap Day, 2019


Preface

My dreams have come true beyond what I could have ever imagined. I have always had a positive nature, and never given much time towards passive or negative thinking. I never planned anything. I just worked hard, and good things came to me. A great friend of mine, Pete Menefee, once told me, “When God was giving out the jaded gene you were at home, sick.” I have learned from, and worked with, most of my idols. The guiding angel who made it possible for me to achieve my dreams was my mother, Lois Merle Hibbard. She truly wanted the best for me. Against all early obstacles, she ensured I had the opportunity to succeed. From the moment I started dancing, I have had help and support along the way from an abundance of family, friends, and teachers, but my biggest advocate was my first angel, my mom. I plan to introduce you to as many supporters and mentors as I can remember. They were all my angels. You cannot do this alone. This is my story, as best as I can recall. Jack Pepper, a famous saloon singer and Vaudevillian star, once said, “There is an ‘A’ version of your story, a ‘B’ version of your story, and then there is the truth.” I will give you my truth as best as I can remember.


Chapter one

My First Angel!

My life has been blessed. My angels have been with me from the moment I was born, and even before. I was born in Klamath Falls, Oregon on July 17, 1943, to Marion Thornton and Lois Merle Hibbard. I had an older brother, Forest Ivan Hibbard (Frosty), who was fourteen months my senior. For the first three years of my life, my brother and I lived in Fort Klamath with our maternal grandparents, Daddy Earle and Grandma Thorpe, as our mom was ill. When she recovered, we joined our parents in Council, Idaho. I had a wonderful childhood. My parents loved us, and I have fond memories of them singing Frosty and me to sleep. They could harmonize and they would sing old Vaudeville love songs to us. Our mom and dad taught us that working hard for what you need and want takes great consistent effort.

Frosty and I spent about ninety-five percent of the time playing outside. We loved western movies, war movies, and gangster movies. We constantly recreated scenarios from movies. Our childhood was filled with magical times. As we grew older, we started arguing and fighting almost every day. Our junior and senior high school years were the worst. We would wrestle and have physical altercations. I was stronger and faster, and would set him into a headlock, punch him, and run. He was slower, and unable to catch me. This behaviour continued until he graduated from high school and went for basic training in the US Air Force. On his return, our fighting briefly resumed. He was now stronger and faster, and, in one fight, he annihilated me. We never fought again. I love him with all my heart. For all our differences, we were alike in spirit. He was a rebel, he went his own way, he never backed down from anything or any one, and nothing stopped him from getting what he wanted. I love and miss him every day. 

My dad was a logger and mechanic. I spent my childhood living in the woods of Idaho in logging camps in Council, Cascade, Idaho City, and Boise, Idaho. I have hunted and fished in stunningly beautiful countryside. My dad taught me the basics of river and stream fishing, but his brother, Uncle Bud, was the true angler. I learned the fine art of trout fishing from him. He once said that I could catch fish even where there were no fish. 

I loved my cousins, and we were fortunate to see them quite often. We would visit Uncle Pete and Aunt Virginia’s farm to hunt pheasants and ducks, or just to get together. We would travel north to Council, Idaho and visit Uncle Bud, Aunt Pearl, and our cousin Shirley. We played with our cousins Karen, Sheila, Shirley, and Gary until late at night. Gary has since passed, but I am still very close with Sheila and keep in touch with her on Facebook. I am also in touch with my cousin Shirley on Facebook. Shirley is now a successful realtor in New Meadows, Idaho. I am sad to say that I have lost contact with Karen. 

My mother used to take my brother and me to see movie musicals in Boise, Idaho. I remember watching Gene Kelly sing and dance in It’s Always Fair Weather (1954), Singing in the Rain (1952), and American in Paris (1951). After the movie, my mom said that I would try to dance down the street like Gene Kelly. My brother thought I was nuts, but this gave my mom the idea that I might like dance lessons. She took me to the only dance studio in Boise, the Lillian Winger School of Dance. I started taking tap, ballet, and acrobatics from Lillian and her daughter, Delores. From that moment, I do not remember a time when I did not want to dance. I could not wait for the next class or dance practice. It was not easy for my mom. We lived in a logging camp at Edna Creek, in a primitive area northeast of Boise, Idaho. My mom would drive me two and a half hours to Boise on a Friday evening so that I could take my lessons on Saturday and Sunday. After the lessons, we make the long drive back to the logging camp. In order for me to practice my dancing, my dad and my grandfather pulled a couple of logs into our trailer area and nailed some planks to the logs. I used this rustic floor under the trees to practice my tap and ballet moves.
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James Hibbard at a dance recital, 1952
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An American in Paris 1951

We eventually moved to Boise, Idaho. My lessons increased, as did my practice time in our garage. I remember taking part in recitals, wearing elaborate costumes made by my mom and grandmother. I remember going to various hospitals, old age homes, and children’s hospitals for public performances. I distinctly remember the pleasure I saw in the eyes of the people watching, and how much the joy of entertaining grew in me even at the young age of nine. I still get the same joy of performing. The support of my mom was constant, but my dad did not understand my passion at all. He never saw me dance during all those years. He did not see me dance until after my first professional job, six and a half years later. During those years, I believed my dad did not love me. It was tough on me. He seemed unable to show his love. Through it all, I had my dancing, and, to this day, dancing is the one thing that always saves me.

[image: ]

James Hibbard with three dancing girls

When I was fourteen and a half, my dance teachers came to my mom and dad with a suggestion. We did not know it, but for the past three years my teachers had been going away every summer to further their own dance training. They would bring their new knowledge back and teach it to me. They said I was learning it so fast that it would be a good idea for my parents to take me to New York or Los Angeles to further my training. My dad was immediately against the idea, as money was always a major consideration. My mom persisted until my dad relented. He agreed to pay for my dance lessons for one month on the condition that I take them in West Hollywood, because New York was too far away. My dad said, “At the end of one month, if you are not a star, you are coming home.” No pressure, right?
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My angel. My mother, Lois Merle Hibbard, 1960

My mom rented a small apartment in West Hollywood for our one-month stay. She contacted the Louis DaPron School of Dance, on La Cienega Boulevard, and set up the number of classes that would fit Dad’s budget. Louis DaPron was Donald O’Connor’s personal choreographer, as well as a highly respected choreographer in his own right. He worked constantly and was a legend in Hollywood. His timing was near perfect. Louis Dapron was the ‘go to guy’ to record tap sounds of many of the stars after filming was finished. It was very difficult work, but he was the man. This kind of work is so exacting, and I personally know how hard it is to do. A Rock and Roll band once hired me to record tap sounds to two of their tracks, while they were in Vancouver. It was extremely hard. The requirement was to be on tempo perfectly. It took several takes to get it right. It solidified my respect for that kind of work. The great Louis DaPron dubbed the tap sounds for Gene Kelly, Gene Nelson, Bobby Van, Donald O’Connor, Ann Miller, and others. 

Mom and I took a Greyhound bus to Louis DaPron’s West Hollywood dance studio. I would repeat this trip to Los Angeles several times before I graduated from High School. I remember the first day we went into Mr. DaPron’s studio. He was not there. I auditioned for one of his main teachers, and they recommended many more classes than discussed from Boise, Idaho. I knew we did not have enough money to cover the classes. We left the studio and went for lunch. On the way, my mom stopped at a phone booth on the street and called to ask my dad for more money to cover the increased number of classes. His response was not good. She told me dad had said there was no more money than had originally been planned. We went on our way, planning to have lunch at an Owl Rexall drug store, at the intersection of La Cienega Boulevard and Beverly Boulevard. On the corner before Beverly Boulevard, I noticed a placard on the sidewalk advertising Gene Nelson teaching Tap and Jazz. Gene Nelson was a great song and dance man and had starred, with Doris Day, in many musical movies in the 1950s. He was also one of the stars in the movie Oklahoma (1955), playing Will Parker. Gene happened to be one of my idols, so I said, “Ma, let’s go in here, please.” Going in was the best decision we ever made. 

Inside I met a scruffy looking man in bare feet and baggy pants. He had long hair and a heavy key chain coming out of his pocket, which drooped around to a belt loop on his waist. His name was Nico Charisse, the legendary ballet master. Nico designed and built the very first portable ballet bar and sold them out of his school.
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Nico Charisse and Marilyn Monroe, 1952

Once a year, Nico would travel in his pickup/camper to dancing schools in the Southwest to guest teach. He would take three or four of his ballet bars and sell them on his way. On one of his earlier trips to the Southwest, he discovered a gifted young dancer in Texas. Her name was Tula Ellice Finklea. Nico encouraged her parents to send her to Los Angeles to train with him. He trained her, introduced her to Hollywood movie studios, and she was quickly noticed by as a bonafide dancing star. She was long legged, and a real beauty and Nico fell in love with her. They were married in 1939, and she changed her name to Cyd Charisse. Nico and Cyd had a son, Nick, and were happy for several years. They divorced in 1947 and she married singer and movie star, Tony Martin.
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Nico Charisse and Marilyn Monroe, 1952
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Nico Charisse, 1953
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Nico Charisse in Paris, France, 1939

I auditioned for Mr. Charisse, and he immediately recognised our financial situation and offered me a ballet scholarship for the month. We would only have to pay for his guest teachers, like Gene Nelson, Sammy Davis, Jr., Lee Scott, and Alex Plasschaert. He gave my mom my one-month schedule. I was exactly where I wanted to be. We walked back up La Cienega Boulevard and canceled the classes at Louis DaPron’s School, but my mom then told me we still did not have enough money to meet Nico’s suggested number of classes. I understand, now, that in order for Nico not to lose any money I had to take enough classes from his guest teachers to make up for not paying for ballet. We were depressed and decided to continue with our plan to have lunch at Owl Rexall drug store. We went in and noticed a sign indicating an opening for a waitress. My mom had experience being a waitress in a coffee shop when she was young. She seized the day and got the job. This job at the Owl Rexall provided us enough money to pay for the extra lessons needed for the month. The mood of depression evaporated. It seemed life could not be better. Talk about our angels looking out for us. We settled into our little apartment, and I began taking classes the next day. The extra bonus was that I was able to join my mother at the Owl Rexall Cafe for lunch every day, and sometimes even for dinner.

I remember one of my first classes from Gene Nelson. My idea of tap dancing was to tap as fast as I could no matter what the tempo of the music. I was something big in Boise, Idaho, but I learned in a hurry that this was not the case in Hollywood. Gene quickly set me straight and I started to listen carefully to the music. I had developed a habit of counting every beat aloud and snapping my fingers, as I did in Boise. One day Gene turned around and said, “Who is doing that fucking counting and snapping?” I stopped those habits immediately. 

A popular hot dog stand, called Tail of the Pup, was next to Nico’s studio. Its unique hot dog shape made this stand an iconic Los Angeles landmark. Tail of the Pup became our go-to place to grab bran muffins in between classes. In the 1980s, it was declared a cultural landmark and saved from demolition. It was moved, in its entirety, to a location close to Nico’s studio on San Vicente Boulevard.
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Tail Of The Pup hot dog stand, 1959
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Gene Nelson, 1950
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 Oklahoma movie poster, 1955
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Gene Nelson, 1951
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Gene Nelson and Doris Day in Lullaby of Broadway, 1951
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Gene Nelson in Oklahoma, 1955

My one month of dance lessons was over too soon. My father and my brother flew to Los Angeles to meet my mom and me and take us back home. My Dad said to me, “Are you a star?” Of course, my answer was no. He told me that it was time to go home and that I could become a logger, and work with him in his chosen career. My angels must have been watching over me, as they worked their wonder again. When we went to Nico’s studio to pay our bill, Nico told my parents that he thought I had a chance in Hollywood, and he offered to take me in. He said that I could live with him and his wife Zita, their son, Marc, and Marc’s nanny. His home was on Norwich Avenue in West Hollywood. I could continue with my coveted ballet scholarship, and he would pay me to assist in tap and jazz classes or for work at the studio to help pay for my lessons with his guest teachers. My mom convinced my dad to allow me to try it for a while. This decision started my entire career in show business. I began to stay at Nico’s home in West Hollywood for six months, then spend six months at home in Boise, Idaho. I was in seventh heaven!

In West Hollywood, I attended Bancroft Junior High School. They had a professional schedule for artists. I attended Bancroft until 1:00pm each day, and then headed straight to Nico’s school for classes. I would take a break for dinner and then head back to the studio for two more dance classes. I repeated this schedule each day. I could not be happier nor in a better atmosphere. I was inspired and motivated. I worked harder than ever.



Chapter Two

Hollywood and Mentors

Six weeks of my new life in Hollywood had passed and my parents and brother were back in Boise, Idaho. My jazz and tap teacher, Gene Nelson, sent me to CBS Studios to audition for his ex-wife, Miriam Nelson. She was choreographing the Jack Benny television series, Shower of Stars (1954), a Desilu Production. I do not recall much about the audition but remember there were many boys. The one asset I had, other than being a good dancer, was that I could sing. At fourteen and a half years old, I landed the job. I was hired to sing and dance with The Lennon Sisters. All four Lennon sisters were just beautiful, and I fell in love with each of them, but I had a definite soft spot for Peggy! I can still remember the song we performed. It was “Getting To Know You”. My partner was Kathy Lennon, and our show episode was “Comedy Time”. It aired live on October 31, 1957, on CBS. A dear friend and colleague, Susan Skemp, recently located the video clip of that number. Amazing!
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The Lennon Sisters on Jack Benny’s Shower Of Stars, 1959

While preparing for the show I went upstairs at CBS studios for school lessons in the morning from 9:00 am until 1:00 pm and then I would run downstairs for rehearsal in the afternoon until 6:00 pm. This schedule went on for a week. Each day, Nico Charisse would drop me off and pick me up. We would have a bite to eat at the Tail of the Pup hotdog stand and then I would take classes from 6:00 pm to 9:00 pm. I could not have been happier. I was completely hooked. If I ever had any doubts about being in show business, which I did not, that was completely over! 

People have asked me what it was like performing on my first gig. I do not remember very much. I do remember having a lot of fun. I remember meeting Jack Benny after the show, but what I recall most vividly is that all four Lennon Sisters kissed me good-bye. 

I recently saw Miriam Nelson, who gave me that first job, at the Professional Dancer’s Society annual luncheon event at the Beverly Hilton Hotel in Beverly Hills. I was surprised that she remembered me. She was receiving her Gypsy Award for her body of choreographic work. I asked her how she was, and she said, “Fine, Jimmy. Just looking for work.” She was in her 80s. So inspiring. We planned to meet again at the next Gypsy Awards, but I received the sad news that she had passed away. She was such a lovely lady.

[image: ]

Miriam Nelson, choreographer, 1990

Shortly after my first gig, my friend, actress/dancer, Trudy Ames (nee Ziskind), put me in touch with her agent Hazel MacMillan. Hazel was the top agent in Hollywood for kids. Hazel sent me to audition for Inherit the Wind (1955) at a local theatre in West Hollywood, and I got the role. The production starred Ted Knight, who later co-starred in the “Mary Tyler Moore Show” (1970), as the weatherman, Ted Baxter.
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Ted Knight, 1975

I do not recall much about the part I played, but one memory of the main characters, William Jennings Bryan and Henry Drummond, interrogating me in the centre of the stage stands out. We performed at the Players Ring Gallery, a two hundred-seat theatre in the round, located on Santa Monica Boulevard between Kings Road and Sweetzer Avenue The show received good reviews. Hazel MacMillan came to see the show, and she signed me as a client based on my performance.
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Players Ring Gallery Theatre, 1959

I continued a pattern of training for six months in West Hollywood and then spending six months at home in Boise until I graduated from Borah High School in Boise, Idaho in 1961/62. Whenever I was home in Boise, I worked every job I could get in order to save enough money to go back to Hollywood. I worked in the woods as a logger’s apprentice, and by the time I was sixteen I had driven my first logging truck. I learned how to cut trees and buck them, cutting them into log lengths. I worked as a soda jerk at a popular drive-in restaurant called, The Howdy Pardner. This job was great fun. The owner of the drive-in was a piano player. On my break, I would go up to the roof that overhung the parked cars. The owner played his piano, and I would tap dance for the patrons as they sat in their cars, munching hamburgers and drinking milkshakes. Instead of applause, the patrons would honk their horns in approval. His drive-in became very popular!
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Howdy Pardner drive-in restaurant, 1958

During each of my six months in Hollywood, I worked several jobs in television and stage as an actor/dancer. I landed a recurring role on the series “Mr. Novak” (1963). I had several scenes with the series star, Dean Jagger, who won an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor in the movie Twelve O’clock High (1949). I secured a role on the television series “The Legend Of Jesse James” (1965) and starred in two Heinz Ketchup commercials. I danced in a stage production starring the legendary cowboy singer, Tex Ritter, and I danced and modeled nominated costume designs for the Academy Awards alongside my great friend, Trudi Ames. I also worked a regular job at several restaurants on La Cienega Boulevard, parking patron’s cars. La Cienega Boulevard, or Restaurant Row, was lined with popular establishments such as The Captain’s Table, and Lawry’s Prime Rib. I must have parked every kind of car made. My salary was tiny, but money could be made from the tips the car owners would give. The faster you parked a car, the more money you could make. I wore out the seat of my pants every two weeks from getting in and out of the cars so quickly.
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James Hibbard and Trudi Ames at the Academy Awards, 1969

I began teaching tap and jazz classes at the age of sixteen. When Gene Nelson was doing some film or television work, he had me sub for him. It was because of Gene, I humbly became one of the youngest teachers in Hollywood. He had me take over teaching his classes, meaning I have actually been teaching since I was sixteen years old. Other times, Gene had Sammy Davis Jr. sub for him. Sammy had the fastest feet I have ever seen and heard. He would demonstrate difficult combinations and I found it an honour to be able to learn from him. 

I decided to spend my senior year at Borah High School in Boise, because I was feeling a bit homesick. It would be fun to be back at school with my friends and just be a normal kid, and graduate at home. My classmates suggested that I run for the position of head cheerleader because of my dancing abilities. They began a political campaign, making signs and I gave out ‘Mote For Me’ cards to everyone in school. I remember how excited I was awaiting the announcement of results over the homeroom speaker. I was thrilled when I was declared the winner. My crew was made up of four girls, another boy, and me. I choreographed all of the routines and we performed them at all of the football and basketball games.

Baseball season came around and I found myself wanting to play. I successfully tried out for the team. My position was in right field. My dance training helped, especially with timing. As luck would have it, we actually won the state championship. Boise had a major league farm club from the Atlanta Braves, and there happened to be a baseball scout in town during our run for the state championship. He was at our games, and he asked if I would be interested in trying out for the Pittsburgh Pirates. I immediately said yes, and we sat down with my mom and dad to discuss. The scout asked what I wanted to do with my life. I told him that I was a dancer and that was all I ever really wanted to do. He gave me the best advice. He said that his job to offer a career in baseball to talented players, but he warned it would not be easy. He said all of the players coming in to try out would be taller, bigger, could run faster, hit harder, and jump higher. He said I should have a serious talk with my parents and make a decision. His advice was the right advice. I liked playing baseball, but I loved to dance more. He said that I made the right decision and wished me well. This man was another angel in my life.

I danced all over Boise and the surrounding communities. I had proven myself with getting work in my chosen profession and my dad finally came around and accepted my love of dancing. He even had me dance for his colleagues and co-workers at their annual year-end conventions. I appreciated all of the time he supported me with paying for my lessons, but I still yearned for him to show his love for me.
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My mom and dad, 1965

Nico Charisse

Ballet Master, Dancer, Choreographer, Mentor

Nico Charisse saved my professional life. He stepped in when my dad was going to take me back to Boise, Idaho following my month of dance lessons at his studio. My dad’s intentions were to have me become a logger and to work in construction with him. Nico told my parents he thought I had a chance in show business. I could continue my training and stay with him and his family. I owe him a great debt of gratitude for his foresight and generosity. Without him, I do not know what would have happened to me. I honour him every day.

Nico Charisse was born in Athens, Greece on March 1, 1906. Nico was the second oldest of eleven children. Nico’s mother, Calliope Charisse (1880-1946), was a famous interpretive dancer inspired by Isadora Duncan. She and her children performed in Greece, Europe and the United States. Nico, his brother Noel, his sister Nanette, and the rest of his family were all part of a mini ballet troupe.
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Nico Charisse Family Ballet Company, 1923

During World War I, they toured Europe performing condensed versions of ballets for the troops. In 1923, the family immigrated to the United States and continued to perform at different venues. They became stars at the Hippodrome and on the B.F. Keith circuit, a chain of Vaudeville theatres in the United States and Canada.
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Nico Charisse Family Ballet Company at The Hippodrome, 1924

Dancing movie star, Cyd Charisse, studied with Nico Charisse in Los Angeles. They met again while dancing together with Les Ballet Russes, which was on tour in Europe. In 1939, they married in Paris, France. Their son, Nick, was born in 1942. They divorced in 1947. Nico remarried on February 7, 1953, to Zita Torres. Nico and Zita had one son together, Marc. Cyd remarried Tony Martin, a singing movie star in his own right.
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Cyd and Nico Charisse, 1939
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Nico Charisse Jr., 2015
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Marc Charisse, 2018

In 1943 Nico was choreographer on the movie The Sultan’s Daughter (1943), produced by Monogram and Philip N. Krasne Productions and directed by Arthur Dreifuss. The movie starred Ann Ryan, Charles Butterworth and Irene Ryan. Irene went on to play the character Granny in the television show The Beverly Hillbillies (1962). Years later, I danced in “Hoe Down A Go Go” from season four of The Beverly Hillbillies (1962). 
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Movie poster from The Sultan’s Daughter, 1943
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Movie poster from The Sultan’s Daughter, 1943

Nico was my ballet master and surrogate father during my time living with him and his family at their home in West Hollywood. Nico was the best all around dance teacher I have ever studied with. His wife, Zita, was also a sensational teacher. She was responsible for my regular technical classes. She was a taskmaster. I thought she drove me too hard, but everybody felt the same way. She was responsible for helping me improve my technical ability, which rounded out the dancer I was and became. I loved her then, but I think of her now with even greater love and respect. With Nico’s mentorship and Zita’s technical teaching, my dancing became better and more refined. The training by Nico’s extraordinary guest teachers, Gene Nelson, Lee Scott, Maurice Kelly, Nanette Charisse, Alex Plasschaert, Dick Humphries, and Sammy Davis Junior, molded me into the dancer I have become. 

I loved living with Nico and his family. Their house on Norwich Avenue, in West Hollywood, was full of love. There was always something creative happening there. We would lay new dance floors or build a new float for a parade down Hollywood Boulevard. Nico would carve ballet figurines or construct portable ballet bars to sell at his school. Below is a photo of Nico showing one of his figurines to Marilyn Monroe at the studio. I remember watching Nico carving the figurines at the dining room table just like this one. He had such a talent.
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Nico Charisse showing his figurines to Marilyn Monroe, 1949

[image: ]

Nico Charisse showing his figurines to Marilyn Monroe, 1949

Zita’s mother lived in Beverly Hills and had an enormous avocado tree in her garden. We would go there once a week, climb up the tree, and pick the most beautiful huge avocados for our weekly supply. Nico and Zita had two dogs, a German Short-Haired Pointer named Sybella and a miniature poodle named Tonic. Sybella was at Nico’s side all the time, and Tonic was Zita’s dog. Sybella usually came with us to the studio and would sit quietly at Nico’s side in the pickup truck and lay right at Nico’s feet while he taught ballet class. Tonic had an amazing habit. After dancing most of the day, we would come home and the first thing we did was take our shoes off. Tonic loved to lick feet. I know it sounds crazy, but it was such wonderful relief. That little dog was a blessing.

Nico and Cyd’s son, Nick, and I became the best of friends. I would stay at Nico’s home in West Hollywood most of the time, but occasionally stay at Cyd Charisse’s home, in Beverly Hills, with Nick. It was two distinctly different worlds. Nico’s modest home was full of life, laughter, and artistic people. Cyd’s very posh estate in Bel Air was full of new cars but had a very cold atmosphere.

Nico and Zita’s son, Marc, had a nanny named Suzanne. I remember her being affectionate to Marc, but she was very strict with me. Marc was just a young boy when I lived with them. I have recently made contact with Marc through Facebook. He and his family live in Pennsylvania. He is a professional magician, a builder of magic boxes, teacher and lecturer in Mass Communications at York College. I enjoy speaking with him. He is a gentleman. I understand he and his wife are accomplished ballroom dancers. It is true that the apple does not fall far from the tree.

To look at Nico, you would never guess he was a ballet master. He wore baggy pants with the cuffs rolled up, a long key chain from his belt into his pocket, a loose shirt, long hair, he was always bare footed, and he carried a walking stick. During class, he would sometimes get up and demonstrate a ballet combination. You would not believe the transformation. He danced so beautifully. When finished, he would stop and shuffle back to his seat in front of the class. He was a character. Nico had no pretensions at all. He always had a smile ready, no ego, had a real twinkle in his eyes, and was always giving. Nico made me feel comfortable in class. He said I could wear any clothing I wanted to as long as it did not restrict my movements. I was young and embarrassed about wearing tights, and I did not have to wear ballet shoes. I usually just wore my socks, or my lightweight Tretorn running shoes. Nico just wanted me to concentrate on dancing.

Another of Nico’s talents was as a photographer. All of his students, myself included, had him take photos of us dancing. He framed them and hung them all over the school. Some of us used the photos professionally to get dance jobs. Nico’s photos were my resume photos in the beginning of my career when money was tight. Here are a few he took of me.
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James Hibbard photographed by Nico Charisse, 1958
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James Hibbard photographed by Nico Charisse, 1958
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James Hibbard photographed by Nico Charisse, 1958
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James Hibbard photographed by Nico Charisse, 1958

Nico was so charming. All of the women loved him. Zita, his wife, was the organizer and the business head of the family. They were a great balancing act for each other. His class assistant was Rosemarie Biensfeld, a gorgeous ballet dancer. I was smitten with her, but she was dating Nico’s son, Nick. Nick and I had become the best of friends, so there could be no romantic involvement there. Each time I go to Los Angeles, I make time to visit with Rosemarie. She still calls me one of her boys, which is flattering.

Almost every female movie star took private lessons from Nico. Ava Gardner, Marilyn Monroe, Jean Simmons, Ann Miller, and Shirley MacLaine all worked with him. Every dancer in the business studied under him at some time or another. One day, Nico sent Zita and me to the set of the 1960 Academy Award winning film, Elmer Gantry (1960), to give a private ballet lesson to star, Jean Simmons. I ended up teaching Ms. Simmons myself while Zita was busy at Nico’s studio. She was a wonderful and gracious lady. She introduced me to her co-star, Academy Award winner for Best Actor, Burt Lancaster.

Nico’s younger students were also in the movies. Next time you watch White Christmas (1954), keep an eye out for the little ballerina right up front in the finale. Her name is Randy Rayburn. She was one of Nico’s students from his Pony class. Any dancer who was accepted into Nico’s Pony class were the best female dancers at the school. Randy was no exception. She had infinite talent, but no desire for a career in dance. She gave up dancing a few years after White Christmas (1954).

I remember one day, in 1963, Nico asked me to give a young girl a private jazz lesson. As I was finishing the hour lesson, I noticed a man standing in the doorway watching. I couldn’t see his face as he was backlit from the sunshine beaming into the studio. At the end of the lesson, the man came out onto the floor and introduced himself to me. He shook my hand and told me how much he appreciated my style of teaching, and how kind I was to this girl. His name was Groucho Marx. The young girl was his daughter, Melinda. I was speechless.

Nico’s talents were endless. He had designed most of his entire dance studio. One of his ingenious design features turned his big ballet studio in the back of the building into a theatre. His private dance studio in the middle of the school had one wall that opened to become a stage, facing his studio. It was 6 steps up from the ballet floor. It was equipped with lights, curtains, and wings for entrances. There were chairs hidden inside one wall of the ballet studio that were brought out for the audience to sit on. This is where we put on special presentations and recitals.

At one of those special presentations, Maurice Kelly, my current tap teacher, asked me to perform a dance with a very special guest. Mr. Kelly just happened to be the personal choreographer for this guest. His name was Ray Bolger. He played the Strawman in the classic movie, The Wizard of Oz (1939). Mr. Bolger was a great showman. He was very patient with me and extremely supportive. Although I was barely sixteen years old, I picked up quickly and he really appreciated that. We sang and danced to “Me And My Shadow”. Of course, I was the Shadow. It was one of the most wonderful moments of my dancing life.

[image: ]

Ray Bolger, 1939
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Ray Bolger, 1942
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Ray Bolger and Judy Garland in Wizard of Oz, 1939

Everything I learned from Nico, Zita, and the guest teachers, I continue to use to this very day. In 1965, I was dancing in the movie Marriage On The Rocks (1965), starring Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Deborah Kerr, and Nancy Sinatra. Once, during a break, the choreographer, Jonathan Lucas, asked if any of us dancers knew the current dances of the 60’s
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CAN’T STOP DANCING

All my life | have worked hard to achieve my
dreams. | love dancing and dancing has been
exceptionally good to me. | know my life has
been blessed, and | also recognize my
responsibility to honour it. | am living proof that
you can do whatever you set your mind to, and
never give up. To this day, | am still dancing,
and, to my everlasting benefit, | can't stop
dancing.

James E Hibbard
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