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Q&A WITH EXECUTIVE PRODUCER JERRY COLBERT

This year, the NATIONAL MEMORIAL DAY CONCERT will feature a tribute to the Greatest Generation including the stirring remembrances of decorated World War II veteran Charles Durning.   In the following interview, executive producer Jerry Colbert shares his memories of 

the renowned actor and long-time contributor to the annual concert, who passed away last December.   The NATIONAL MEMORIAL DAY CONCERT airs live from the West Lawn of the U.S. Capitol on Sunday, May 26, 2013 from 8:00 to 9:30 p.m. ET.

Q.
How did Charles Durning become involved with Capital Concerts and why are you honoring him this year?  

JERRY COLBERT: It was Ossie Davis, the late actor, director and writer, who invited Charles Durning to become involved with the annual broadcast of the NATIONAL MEMORIAL DAY CONCERT.  In addition to being a gifted actor, Durning had such a distinguished war record.  We’re honoring him this year because he opened his mind, heart and soul for over 15 years about all of the tremendous battles that he went through during WWII.  Durning landed on the beaches of Normandy in the first wave, then went on to fight and be captured in the Battle of the Bulge.  But none of the horrors of war compared to what he saw when liberating the prison camps.  He is a cherished member of the Capitol Concerts family.

Q.
How do you think Durning’s intensely personal account of his experiences during World War II helped other veterans and ultimately himself?   

JERRY COLBERT: Charles Durning’s accounts of his personal experiences were so deep, so personal, so truthful that, by speaking out, he helped other veterans to open up, and talk to their families, their wives, and their children.  The WWII generation has had a tendency not to communicate anything about what they went through.  This was a healing experience for many of them, as it was for Durning, even though the first time that he came to the concert he said that he couldn’t sleep for weeks, just thinking about participating.  His son told me that Durning slept with one eye open and would stay up all night because he had such terrible dreams.  He would watch old movies of Spencer Tracey, James Cagney and other great stars to check their techniques and then at dawn he would go to bed.  His son shared that if you came in to wake him, you had to remember that he’d been a Ranger and a professional fighter, so you could get poked if you got too close to him!  He, like so many others, paid a heavy price for his service.  His family will be in the audience and I think that they will be deeply moved, as will the audience, in watching our tribute.
Q.
In honoring Durning, what do you want those who are new to the show to know about him, his service and his participation in the NATIONAL MEMORIAL DAY CONCERT?  What legacy does Durning leave behind for people to remember him by?
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JERRY COLBERT: Our audience will have the opportunity to see and hear Charles Durning relating his personal experiences about what he went through and they will get a first-hand account of war, showing how emotional, tragic and difficult it is. Charlie Durning left behind a legacy both as a great soldier and a great actor.  He showed that even though he had been through such traumatic experiences in WWII he was able to overcome it and become a great performer.  His talents crossed over various genres - theatre, film and television - and those talents were acknowledged by his peers with Tony and SAG Awards as well as numerous nominations for Emmy’s and Academy Awards.  Durning had a great reputation as a man and as an actor, and he was able to overcome all the suffering that he went through in the war. The members of his family are the ones who truly know what he suffered through - this is our humble way of saying thank you to this member of the Capitol Concerts family.
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