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S L E E P Y T I M E D O W N S O U T H . 

Although they were comfortable in their little bungalow in Lan
cashire, in the mid-1970s Nat had a hankering to return to where it 
had all begun for him, down south. Having previously lived in 
Southampton for many years, both Nat and Dorothy were well 
acquainted with the Portsmouth area, and Dorothy was born in Old 
Portsmouth. When she was quite young, her family moved across 
the harbour to neighbouring Gosport, where she went to school. 

Nesding on the western shores of Portsmouth Harbour, Gosport 
is a pleasant town serving as a dormitory for the Royal Navy and 
Portsmouth Dockyard. It was in this attractive corner of Hampshire 
that Nat and Dorothy decided to spend the rest of their days, living 
in a quaint white cottage close to the beach and the main town area. 

In 1978, Ken and Molly Barton, the proprietors of the Park Hotel 
in the Alverstoke area of Gosport, started running weekly jazz 
sessions on the premises. One night, someone spotted Nat in the 
audience and he was duly invited to sing with the resident band, 
which happened to be Doug and Dorry Whitfield's Riverside Jazz 
Band. Nat obliged with "When You're SmiHng", and in response to 
the enthusiastic cries of *'More!" he sang "Georgia On My M i n d " . 
It so happened that a showbiz columnist on a local newspaper was 
in the audience to do a jazz write-up. The following week the paper 
devoted a good deal of space to N a t Gonella's impromptu appear
ance. From that moment on the Park Hotel was packed with 
patrons every Thursday night, al l hoping to see and hear the 
legendary Nat Gonella. 

Although he no longer played the trumpet, his voice was better 
than ever, probably due to the fact that because he did not have to 
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Still chuckling 50 years on, Nat Gonella and Tiny Winters in 1982. 

worry about playing the horn, he was able to develop his singing 
style and actually improve on the same songs that he had sung for so 
many years. A good example would be his version of "St. James 
Infirmary Blues", delivered with a comedy timing worthy of M a x 
Miller. Risque? Certainly, but it is put over in such a way that it is 
acceptable, and blends with the earthy atmosphere of jazz. Nat 
Gonella and George Melly are probably two of the few performers 
who could get away with it. 

Inspired by Nat's presence, Gosport Jazz Club went from 
strength to strength. Under the guidance of Pat and Tony Wing, the 
club moved to larger premises at Gosport Borough Football Club 
ground, gradually developing into a popular venue for followers of 
jazz in the South. Many top names have been persuaded to make the 
journey to Gosport, no doubt encouraged by the prospect of 
meeting and playing with Nat Gonella. The Ust includes the Pete 
Allen Band, Alan Elsdon, Monty Sunshine, Ken Colyer, Steve Lane, 
Rusty Taylor, Max Collie, Harry Gold (with his Pieces of Eight), 
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and Digby Fairweather. 
In 1983, Gosport fans had an unexpected bonus on one of 

Digby's visits when he brought with him ex-Georgians in the form 
of Tiny Winters, Pat Smuts, and Jim Shepherd. Nat singing once 
again with Tiny on bass, Pat on tenor sax and J im on the trombone, 
plus Digby Fairweather's fine trumpet playing, produced a night of 
nostalgia that is unlikely to be repeated. It was all the more 
remarkable when one considered that the combined ages of Nat, 
Tiny and Pat, seventy-five, seventy-four and seventy-three respec
tively, totalled two hundred and twenty-two. The success of this 
show prompted Digby to embark on a concert tour with " A Tribute 
To Nat Gonella". Promoted by Jazz Services, the show included 
Tiny Winters and Jack Fallon, another ex-Georgian, in every 
concert. But, of course, it was not until the show came to Gosport 
that the subject of the tribute made a live appearance. Another 
wonderful night of music and memories. 

So, the 1980s has seen a great Gonella revival, his old recordings 
are given a regular airing on B.B .C. radio via Alan Dell's "Dance 

Gosport Jazz Club, 1983. Tiny Winters on bass, aged 74, Nat Gonella aged 75, and 
Pat Smuts on tenor-sax at the age of 73. 
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Nat ivith clarinettist Bob Layzell and jazz veteran Harry Gold, 1984. 

Band Days" programme, and on Radio Solent, the B.B.C. station 
based in Southampton, on Gerry Didymus's "78 Nostalgia Show", 
and Chris Walker's "Solent Jazz". Jazz presenter T im Colwell 
featured Nat in special tribute lasting two hours on Portsmouth's 
commercial station Radio Victory. Recorded at the Park Hotel, 
it was styled on the lines of "This Is Your Li fe" . Also, several 
Nat Gonella L.P.s have been released in recent years by E . M . I . , 
Decca, Philips and Saville, and it is inevitable that he should turn up 
on other records in the nostalgia vein featuring Billy Cotton, Roy 
Fox and Lew Stone. 

How about the rest of the Gonella family? Following his spell 
with Nat and the Georgians after the war, Bruts Gonella made a 
steady living playing with several top bands, including Harry 
Leader and his Band, Harry Gold and his Pieces of Eight, Sid 
Milward and his Nitwits, among others. In the early 1960s, Bruts 
and his wife, Shelley, with their sons Ian and Seamus, emigrated to 
Austraha. They enjoyed the life Down Under, and eventually settled 
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in New South Wales. Bruts kept blowing the horn, playing with 
many of the top names in Australia, from the big-band format to 
smaller jazz groups. The two brothers had a grand reunion in recent 
years when Bruts and Shelley returned to visit Nat and Dorothy, 

Apart from Bruts, Nat's sisters, Jessie and Lillie, are still alive out 
of the original seven Gonella children. Finally, we have Natalie, 
Nat's daughter from his first marriage. Natalie is very happily 
married and lives in the West Country and, although she never 
pursued a career in music, despite the mid-Thirties photo of her 
with a trumpet, she has some claim to fame as an excellent golfer. 
Of course, in his time Nat also swung a mean club. 

One may reflect that Nat Gonella has done pretty well for a chap 
who was warned over sixty years ago that he would have to take 
things easy for the rest of his life. However, although he proved the 
doctors wrong, over the last decade he has had problems with what 
he describes as his "dodgy heart". Following a couple of spells in 

Nat singing his classic theme song Georgia O n M y M i n d accompanied by Digby 
Fairweather on trumpet. (Courtesy of Malcolm Macdonald) 
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The ''Legend of Jazz' who gave pleasure to millions, a photograph taken to 
celebrate Nat's 7Sth birthday. (Courtesy of Malcolm Macdonald) 
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hospital, Nat confided that he thought that he was going to meet 
Gabriel, God's first trumpet. Describing one occasion in which he 
collapsed outside a supermarket, Nat said with a twinkle in his eye: 
"Yes, I had a sort of f i t , " adding with a gleeful chuckle, " Y o u know, 
it took five men to hold me down!" 

Nat gave all his friends a nasty fright in October 1984 when he 
had to be taken into hospital, and underwent an unpleasant opera
tion that left him very weak. His voice was almost non-existent, and 
it seemed that we would never hear those distinctive Gonella vocal 
tones again. However, we had not reckoned on his chirpy Cockney 
resilience. After an absence of over two months, Nat and Dorothy 
made an unheralded appearance at Pat and Tony Wing's special 
New Year's Eve party at Gosport Jazz Club. As he entered the club, 
the atmosphere became electric, nearly two hundred merrymakers 
stopped what they were doing to turn and spontaneously applaud 

A group of famous jazz names enjoy a joke at the Nat Gonella TV show at South sea 
on 1 April 1985.1 to r: Beryl Bryden, Humphrey Lyttelton, Nat, Digby Fairweather 

and Mr Turner, former manager of the Savoy Ballroom at Southsea. 
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Nat with Humphrey Lyttelton (centre) and Digby Fairweather (left) at a concert at 
Southsea, Hants., arranged by the B.B.C. to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Georgians' first variety tour appearance on 1 April, 1985. (Courtesy of M a l c o l m 

Macdonald) 

Nat and Dorothy as they made their way to their table. It was a most 
moving moment for everybody present that night was clearly so 
pleased to see him back. Later in the evening, before 1984 bowed 
out in favour of 1985, the band struck up with "When You're 
Smiling" and to everyone's delight Nat stood up without any 
prompting in order to jump on to the stage to take the microphone 
and provide the vocal. It was sheer magic and rather reminiscent of 
that moment in the "Jolson Story" when A l is called out of the 
nightclub audience to sing after a long absence from the stage. 
Although he was not quite back to his former lung power, Nat was 
clearly pleased and confided afterwards: "Great! Quite honestly, 
after the sort of operation that I had, I thought that I would be 
singing more like Gracie Fields." 

Nat's own view on his life may be detected from a newspaper 
interview that he gave over twenty years ago in which he said: " I f 1 
died tomorrow, I wouldn't regret a single thing. I've had a milliofi 
laughs!" 
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