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Acclaimed Detroit trumpeter Marcus Belgrave will be in town later this month performing a musical tribute to Louis Armstrong. 

The Bernardo Concerts Association will host Belgrave and his eight-piece ensemble at 2 p.m. on Sunday, Feb. 22 at the Poway Center for the Performing Arts, 15498 Espola Road. Tickets for the upcoming performance cost $20, and will be available for purchase at the door (cash or check only). For more information, contact BCA President Leon Bloom at 858-485-1879 or 858-451-6614. 

When he was first asked to play Armstrong’s music, Belgrave — who wasn’t a singer — balked at the idea. 

“People would come up to me all the time and tell me that I sounded like him when I was talking,” Belgrave said. “But I didn’t think I was ready to do a show at that time.” 

It wasn’t until 2000 that — at the behest of a friend at Detroit’s Wayne State University — Belgrave decided to sing the songs made famous by the gravelly voiced icon known as “Satchmo.” 

The performance went so well, Belgrave expanded the idea, and created “A Tribute to Louis Armstrong,” a show he has performed around the world since 2002. 

Belgrave, 72, is a successful musician in his own right. 

His career spans nearly five decades and he has played with Ella Fitzgerald, Charles Mingus, Dizzy Gillespie and Aretha Franklin. 

When he was a young boy, Belgrave was mentored by Clifford Brown, a lauded trumpeter who died in a car accident in 1956 at the age of 25. 

Belgrave also worked for Ray Charles, and his trumpeting can be heard in many of the late soul singer’s original recordings. 

What follows is a question and answer session based on a recent phone interview with Belgrave in anticipation of his upcoming performance. 

How did you start the tribute show? 
I was asked by the university to do an Armstrong tribute close to his centennial birthday. I enlisted the help of one of my students who was studying arranging composition and we mapped out about eight of his tunes. 

Later on, my friend, who’s a banjo player, said, “We could really make a go at this. 

“We tried it out and he got me a couple of concerts with the Winston Symphony and the Detroit Symphony and the rest was history. Those two concerts were milestones, people really enjoyed them.” 

How did you master Armstrong’s signature vocal style? 
Of course I tried to mimic him as closely as possible, that wasn’t really hard. In fact, I found out that I could sing in the same keys as him. But I really wasn’t a singer. All of my own singing had been done in high school. I had a good ear and I could read well, but as far as my voice, I wasn’t a golden boy. 

Did you have to do anything to adjust your trumpeting style to his? 
There’s not so much difference between (my style of) bebop and (Armstrong’s) New Orleans-style jazz, as far as technique goes. To play trumpet it’s all basically the same, so I had no problem adjusting to the different genres from a musical perspective. 

What are some of your early memories of Louis Armstrong? 
The first time I heard Louis Armstrong I was about 8 years old. There was a guy who had a sandwich shop where I grew up in (Chester, Pa.). And this guy would sit in his store and play his records all day. He was singing “Sleepy Time Down South” and it would make me cry. I would go to the sandwich shop and get an earful. 

What have you learned about Armstrong’s music since you started the tribute show? 
I’m a bebop player. Of course, I always loved Louis Armstrong since I was a kid, and I thought he was a great entertainer, but I didn’t know how great of a trumpeter he was until after I took a really close listen to him and his music. 

For me — he was more of an entertainer — at least I thought of him as more of an entertainer than a trumpeter, but I didn’t realize his musical prowess until later. 

Do you play his work note-for-note? 
I stick close to them, but I use my own infections when I’m playing. It’s a musical likeness. 

As a trumpeter, did you include any Armstrong songs in your repertoire before that point? 
I went to Indonesia in 1991 as part of a quartet and people requested the music from me. There was one guy in particular who came in every night and requested “What a Wonderful World.” I was aware of it at the time, but didn’t know it. Well, after two or three weeks of begging from this one client, I thought I should try and learn it. 

How did that go? 
The people there loved our music so much and they accepted me. I didn’t think I was doing good, but they loved it. 

How did you start playing? 
My father was a great musician and he also taught me how to play all kinds of music. He taught me bugle calls when I was 4 and by the time I was 6, he turned me over to a Portuguese guy named Don Remos, who was a fabulous trumpeter and he taught me how to play the trumpet, and he would always tell me to listen to singers. 

How old were you when you were mentored by Clifford Brown? 
I was about 12 years old and I was in junior high school and he was in college. I was playing in a circus band that he would come and play with. 

His songs were already being played in the radio and I asked him, “Why do you come down to this circus band?” 

He said, “I like playing all type of music,” and that opened my mind to listening to a lot of musical styles. 

What were some of your other musical influences? 
My first love was Dizzy Gillespie. I heard Dizzy before I knew Clifford. I was 4 years old and my cousin played in one of Dizzy’s first bands. I got the first knowledge of hearing Dizzy through my cousin. I was infused with bebop and that was the first think I heard that made me want to play the trumpet. 

How did you first meet Ray Charles? 
I was in the Air Force in Texas. I was about to get out in 1957 and Ray was coming through there on his tour, so I stuck around for two weeks waiting for him because when I heard him I thought, boy, I’d like to play with his band. 

At that time, I got a chance to sit in with him because one of his trumpet players went to visit his dad, who was ailing. 

I didn’t get the job that time, but they came to my hometown of Chester the next January and they stayed there for three weeks. On the last week, the same guy who’d gone to see his father said he was leaving, and said I might want his gig. 

When did you get the job? 
The night I was hired, I had gone out to Philadelphia with a few buddies to see (percussionist) Max Roach. He was playing with (trumpeter) Kenny Dorham and (saxophonist) Sonny Rollins and we were so excited coming out of the show, so we headed back home and decided to go hear some more music at the Harlem Club where Ray was playing. 

When we got there, somebody told me that they had been looking for me all night and then asked me if I could be ready (to go on tour with Ray) in an hour. 

What happened then? 
My mother didn’t want me to go, but my dad said, “Let him go,” so I threw my stuff in a bag and met them at a restaurant. That was my first day. 

What songs did you play with Ray Charles? 
I joined him at a great time. I worked in about four different albums from ‘58 to ‘60. I played in “I Got a Woman,” “What I’d Say,” “Let the Good Times Roll,” “Unchain My Heart,” “(Night Time is) The Right Time,” “Georgia on My Mind” and a lot of others. In the movie “Ray,” there must have been 15 songs I played with him. 

For more information about Belgrave, go to http://www.marcusbelgrave.com . 

