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N THE dark, nebedy notices him.

He's just a carrol-haired kid in the:

stalls, enjoying an amateur vaviety

show in Melbourne. Bub Ronald

Jacobson's youngest boyis watch-
ing, listening, drinking it all in.

The vaudeville patter, the lap rou-
tines, the singalongs: . .. nothing es-
capes his atteéntion. And at the end of
the show, Shane Jacobson turns to his
dad and says: “"That's what I'wanna do.
['wanna be a performer.”

Thirty years on, he has his wish,

jacohson, Known far and wide as
Portaloo king Kenry ‘Smyth, has traded
his immaculate overalls for a natty grey
pinstriped suit. And eight fimes a week,
he treads the boards at The Princess
Theatre in Guys-and Dolls.

As petty erim Nicely Nicely Johnson.
Jaeohson has some sly Damon Runyon
lines and one of the best songs in this
fabled Broadway musical, Sit Down,
You're Rockin' The Boat,

“I'don’t think my voice strips paint.off
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He won our hearts as Portaloo man Kenny. But Shane Jacobson
was entertaining audiences long before he donned the overalls

and manned the suction pump. Simon Plant reports

walls,” he says of hig “high baritone',
“But I'm hitting notes | haven's kit for a
while. ™

Jacobson, 38, is alse loving [(he
“inslant gratification’” that live theatre
can deliver.

“You finish the number — your arms
high, your lingers spread — and as the
band hits that last note. the applause

made of," he says as Magda Szubanski
and Gapry MeDonald saunter past,
“Finding out you're going to be acting
next Lo Marina Prior is like being asked
Lo ride on a donkey with Jesus.”

But il anyone has earned hisplace on
the professional slage, it's Jacobson.
Long before he became a household
name a8 Kenny and won an AFI Award
for/Best Actor, he was stealing scenes in
Gang Shows, doing theatre-restaurant
slapstick and playing the warm-=up marn.

“To the public. it's like ['ve just
tirned up in the world of theatre and
gonna have a go,” he says, “Actually,
the stage is'where it all started for me.”

In'conversation, Jacobson is anything
but theatrical. He plonks himself in a

» Finding out you're going to be acting next to Marina

comes: through, Fantastie. Whereas in a
film, vou finigh a line and four years
later someone laughs at it ... and
you're not even in the room with them. "

We are chatting baokstage and Jacob-
son—in polo top, jeans and runners —
sesms’ slightly awed by the company
lie's Kesping.

“Geez, this is the stufl dreams arve

chaie, folds these big apms of his and
gives the impression he has all day to
shoot the breeze.

A mischicvous smile lurks In his
ginger beard, but Jacobson's orinkiy
biue eyes — locking on'to yvou like lasers
— signal an agile mind that's constantly
whirting.

Illder brother Clayton (Kenny divec-

tor) conflirms it: “Shane’s energy is
ingredible. They don't make pies [ast
enough for him to put his fingers in."

The Jacebson brothers have finished
shootingKenny's World, a comedy-doco
for Network Ten which “scours the
globe for bizarre, Intriguing and down-
right ridiculons examples of Loilet
technology”.

But other’ filmmakers haye come
knocking too. Bryan Brown recently cast
Jacobson as a truckie in his outhack
heist! moyie Gactus, and producer Nao-
mi'Wenck decided he was ideal to play
a working-class father of three in her
goming-of-age suriing tale, Neweastle.

ENCK says: "“The minute
Shane was suggested, we
thought it was a brilliant idea

hecause he really represents the real
Aussie male we didn’t. bother
auditioning anyone else. We didn’t even
audition him. It was his role.”

Jacebson chuekles. “'I' know some
people have their tragic stories about
suicess, " he says. “But every time ['ve
opened a new door, I've been thanked
for the room Fye justdeft and welcomed
into the one I'm enteping.”

For years, doors slammed In his face.
Jacobson the journeyman was com-
pelled to work the marging, addressing
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corporate lunches, inventing radio
characiers and singing at weddings.

“You spend a lot more time not being
paid for your! craft Lthan you do being
paid, " he sighs.

Bub he never had a choice in Lhe
maltter. From the moment he danced at
Broadmeadows Town Hall, agetl eight,
he was smilten by the spotlight. So
much: so, teenage friends nicknamed
him “Hollywood™ Jacobson,

Clayton says: “With Shane. there's
not a huge gap belween performing on
stage and just living his life. Tt doesn’t
matter if he's standing on & stage or a
sel of steps or a bange somewhere, he'll
wanna make you laugh and connect on
some level,”

The impulse to act comes from
Jacobson's upbringing in Melbourme's
wesl,

Ronald Jacgbson, who co-starred In
Kenny, remembers: “~“We used to all go
down to my mum's place at Maribyr-
nong, the Kids and everyone. They were
occasions for them to be with their
cousing and uncles, and my boys would
listen to all the tales, tdll and true. [
think a bit of that old Aussie humour
rubbed off on 'em."”

The Tamily home i Avondale Heights
rang to the sound of music, dacobson’s
dad played the dmms (“Billy ‘Hyde

yme from a
yackground
to a party and sit
around a piano

and sing songs
... If I.could cli
my fingers and

be somewhere
else, it would be
back in the days
of the Tivoli

tanght me'’) and took movie bit parls;
mum Jill ran a calisthenics school.
Clayton gays: "'Eyery Lime we came
home, there'd be girls in the living room
doing warm-up exercises or learning a
routine. Some of Shane's earliest gigs
were em-ceeing dance concerts, He'd
a0 onl and entertain everyone while the
girls got ready for their next act.™
Jacobson's mother even hired' Co-
burg's' Progress Theatre so her leggy
lasses could see classie movie musi-
vals. Her boys usually went along [oo.

LAYTON set his sights on being

a movie director. Shane, seven

years: younger, wanted to “gel
his noggin out [rfonl’ and work the
crowd.

] come from a backsround where
you'd go to a party and sil. around a
piano and sing songs,” he says.

“If 1 could click my lingers and be
somewhere else, it would be back’in the
days of the Tivoli,™

In the 19805, Gang Shows staged by
the Scouts were the next best thing.
They were rowdy and exuberant, just
the place for Jacobson to exercise his
big talent,

“One night at the Palals, | did a dance
routine with a broken forearm.” he
recalls. “This bloke strapped it up in

skin-coloured bandages and out I went

v

with top hat and cane.

Elsewhere, Jacobson was Jerry Lewis
to-a-mate’s Dean Martin. Straight-faced
Damien Lippialt wonld open their dou-
ble act, only to be imterrupted by a
Ydreunk™ in the andienee.

“Shane was very forthright, " Lippiatl
pecalls. “He'd actually start, climbing
over people’s heads . . . which was a.bit
confronting. Youwdon't expecl to have A
T0kg bloke coming at vou in the stalls."

e

UT Jacobson's redl comedic Lal-

ent was not physical. It was

verbal. Once, he passed himsglf
off as an American motivational speak-
er. Another lime he: pretended to be a
doctor and had nurses taking notes.

Jacobson was especially good af
minting memorable lines. Still Is.

Askedif we can revisit his childhood,
he shoots back: **Yeal, that's our pool.
We can splash in it.”

A later question aboul the price of
fame gets Jacobson riffing on' technol-
ogy: “'Sure, you'd like ro see your
friends more, bul some pretty clever
people are inventing new techniques lor
staying in touch. They have this whole
internet thing going, which I really do
think is gonna take off one day. And
email . ., mate, that's gonna be huge.
No longer will 1 have to keep stapling
notes to a homing pigeon.”

In deciding to go professional, Jaceb-
son had the full support of his family.

Ronald says: 1 was never too wor-
ried about my youngest because he's
always had confidence in his own
ability. That's not to say Shane's up
himself, but he knows what he cando.”

Resilience is another hallmark. Lip-
piatt eften wondered why his [riend
persisted with: showbiz, “bub every
fime, Shane would go, ‘no .. il'l can

just get this thing right, this other thing
around the corner might happen’ .

In the late 19908, Jacuhson managed
a lighting and production company, but
between gigs he kepl jotting down ideas
and orafting lines.

Kenny began that way. Through his
evenls: manageéement, work, Jacobhson
belriended the manager of a tollet-
delivery company called Splashdowi.

HE seeds: of a comic character
study were sown and, 2V years
later, Kenny Smyth was up onithe

big: sereen, Faking care of everyone's

business with unshakeably good grace.

Clayton, who co-wrole Kenny, says:
“Ihe whole film was really a riff on
deceney and Shane, | think, embodies
that. He's not overly complicated!in his
sense of humanity. You just meel him
and know he's going to give you his
time. A very open-hearted fella."

Jacebson, a single man, IS guarded
only when it comes Lo his privale life.
Friends protect him as well.

“Shane’s job is his partner at the
moment,” is all Lipplalt will'say.

Jacohson nods. “I'm living three or
fourlives at the moment, but it's a great
year for me in that I'm getting to do
different things.”

Guys and Dolls came out of the blue
when Jacobson was cireling the globe,
making his Kenny spin-ofl.

“Tdidn’t havea lot of lime (o research
the character,”” he says. “Bull knew 1
needed to-make him warm and endear-
ing and do il my own way."”

Jacobson's answer was a Nicely
Nicely Jdohnson who combines Fred
I"lintstone with Barney Rubble. In other
words, a tough nut with a beart of gold.

That line could almost desceribe Kenny
. ... and Jacobson, too..

Lippiatt remembers the best man's
speech Jacobson gave al his wedding:
“Of course it was very funny — lots of
belly laughs — but Shane closed with
the most heartfell sentiment. The loy-
alty and love he has for family and
friends is unbelievable.™

Jacobson calls his nearest and dear-
est, ‘the coriander in the soup. of my
life" and they were oul in foree for the
opening night of Guys and Dolls.

For all we know. there was a little kid
sitiing in the dark as well who watohed
Shane Jacobson: sing and dance and
thought to himself: “l wanna do that.”
Guys and Dolls is now playing. Cactus and
Newcastle are due forrelease soon. Kenny's
World screens on Ten later this year.
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A Family ties:

(1eft to right) Shane
Jacobson, his
father Romand
brother Clayton.

< Youngtalent:

the young Jacobson
embraced'the
showbiz spotlight at
eight and has been
hooked eversince.

< 0ld haunt:
(main picture)
Jacobson outside
the Palals theatre
in St Kilda, where
heappearad in
Gang Shows.

Picture:
CAMERON TANDY

< Doing Nicely:
(inset, leit)
Jacobson insong
afid dance actien in
Guys and Dolls,
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