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Gwyn Jay Allen’s

life is starting to

resemble that of

Louis Armstrong,
writes Stephanie
Bunbury.

WYN Jay Allen, 45, is
certainly  thinner
than Louis Arm-
strong ever was. He
18 a dancer as much
not an observation
made of Satchmo —
designer shirt in
g white is not
g Louls, strictly an

an, could ever

s steadily
ol being
gravel-voiced and
e is the show
i from a few
s in the local
messing around,

to an evening's jouney through
Louis Armstrong's life and
music. There is his new album, [
Love Louis. There is a full-blown
musical, Sarchmo, written with
the help of Clarke Peters, Creator
of West End hit Fise Guys Named
Mo, that he condenses for shows
like the one he is about to
rown. He imagines a
and a documentary.
That is my aim,” he says,
enthusiastically  “Because |
think Louis is a great character
Louis sells himsell; I'm literally
jumping or ndwagon.” He
Dolly!  and
rful World, just as the
If did He smiles

s London grand hotels
in Germany, Scandinavia and
the West Indies. "It doesn’t
atter where you

are in the
lis song,”* he
same reaction
houkdn't be an

onal big thing
Alle h a  [ull-blown
1 t's accent after more

than 20 years in the city, but he
goew up In Sierra Leone. He has
4ome  hair-raising stories of
gated at gunpoint
long;

was a suspect because | had a
British passport and | was
I

k g the country

Jooked like someone imp
don Mrica, peopl
don’t have to have a reason
political or atherwise, 10 want (o
InterTo; or kill you. | could
have bee ad and nobody
would asked questions
None of this, however, has
hisaptimism. His lvour
s e my cake and
whether hie can
whether he can't. the fact that he
wants to. He wants w return 1o
Sierra Leone and build a house
18 parents have bought
ined as an interior
a consultancy job that

I
he

shares life-space with his singing

and put his shoulder to the
wheel of national renewal. Al the
same time, he wants the musical
career Lo n can offer. It's
probably impossible, but he
wants to try

He has been developing his
Louls Armstrong musical tribute
since 1992, when he was part of a
KIoup singing anonymously in a
corner of the Hilton ballrom to
an indifferent black-tie crowd
The band's singer stepped back
nd let him do one of his

uouble with her, because she'd
been singing all night and | did
one song and got a standing
n, chuckles Allen. "But |
I've got

something there

Clearly, his enthusiasm is
rd by his admiration
Tong as 4 musician
and innovator; he was, says
one of the first jazz
y record, the fint o

sicians
record scat singing, a ploneer of
the instrumental solo and one of
the first musicians to tour
extensively. Allen himself has
recorded a gospel album, tours
with Latin jazzman Alex Wilson
and has recorded backing vocals
for artists as disparate as Mau

Priest and Diana Ross. He is no
on” trick pony himself. “There
are a lot of things only Louis
did,” he says, “over a long
period. In that respect he was
intouchable
But he also feels a strong
kinship for Louis Armstrong the
man. “Who he was, always look-
ing on the bright side, always
looking for good in ple E
k time
all that wh
jarz musicians, Louis
had white guys in his
band. He said as long as
the cat could play, that
was all he was worried
about. In many ways
that is similar to the
way | live my life
although of course
imes have changed.
Character-wise 1've
always been an extro
vert, you know, doing
things people woulkdn't
dream of doing. | don't
have the inhibitions other
people have. | can walk into
a bar anywhere in the world and
I think people feel pretty
comfortable about me.” When
he played Cab Calloway in the
West End production of Blues
Brothers, he says, he felt he had
to tone himself down a bit. With

1 the
n the ¢

¥

Louis he can be as big as the
Mississippi

Gwyn Jay Allen started sing-
ing, | ' so many pedformers
before him, in church. Churches
in Sierra Leone were stiff and
reproving, he says: a good Chris
tian woman would never wear
earrings, for example. In London
he found his way 0 a huge evan
gelical church where he met
serfous musicians who taught
him guitar and where he was

r in confidence singing
backing vocals. “That is where |
learned how 1o be me, really. |
sang vocals with three or
four singers . . and then eventu
on a couple of songs

Brits love to laugh at the
plethora of tribute bands in
Australia. If truth be told, people
everywhere like to hear their
favourites revived, but the
imitators rarely get much
respect, That doesn’t worry
Gwyn Jay Allen. “I don't mind
being labelled a Louis Armstrong
sound-alike,” he says “I'm not
bothered, because | know [ can

jump out of whatever box
they want to put me in

And | am mysell. | write
mysell into the show. In the
current version, | play a guy who
is obsessed with Louis and is try-

ing to put on a musical about
him. That means there are times
when | am me and there are
times when I'm Louis and I'm
not ashamed of that, because
every singer starts with sorr
in particular

The show and album both
include songs he has written
about Armstrong, 100, it's not all
the hits of yesterye

hen Louts phrases
things people expect, and there
are times when | do it my own
way, you know. so in the show
you get both. Also, the show tells
the story of jazz, which comes
from Africa via America to the
rest of the world, so it is a musical
journey.

Allen can't play the trumpet
however — at least, not yet. He's
teaching himsell that exacting
instrument in his practice room
at the bottom of the garden It's a
sow process: his wife, he a
with a laugh, is not enjoving it
much. “But eventually | think it
is something | will do. because
I'm looking ahead

w

Satehmo - | Love
Paims at Crown tomonow night and
untl Seplember 16




