
THE MERV ACHESON STORY 

by Merv Acheson 

 

Eric Myers writes: “The Merv Acheson Story” was serialised in Jazz Magazine, then 

edited by myself, when I invited Merv in early 1982 to succeed Len Barnard who 

had contributed six instalments of “The Len Barnard Story” in the first six editions 

of the magazine. Merv’s story commenced with Part I in the March/April, 1982 

edition. Thirteen instalments appeared in various editions of the magazine, 

concluding with Part 13 in the Summer/Autumn, 1986 edition. Merv Acheson died 

on August 11, 1987, aged 65, but previously submitted Part 14 for publication. I 

specifically remember seeing the manuscript, but unfortunately, when the magazine 

ceased publication, the manuscript was lost. “The Merv Acheson Story” is also 

reproduced in the book “Merv Acheson Remembered” (2015), a tribute to Merv 

compiled by the author Bill Boldiston. That book includes the entry for Merv in 

Bruce Johnson’s “Oxford Companion to Australian Jazz” (1987) and tributes to Merv 

written by Jack Mitchell, Bill Boldiston, Kate Dunbar, Marion Child, and Dick 

Hughes. The book also includes Merv Acheson’s article “The Two Paths of Jazz”, and 

a Merv Acheson discography compiled by Jack Mitchell. 

 

Merv Acheson on tenor sax... PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN COURTESY OXFORD 
COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ
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Part 1 

[This instalment appeared in the March/April, 1982 edition of Jazz Magazine] 
 

 

This shot of Merv Acheson in 1939, outside Mark Foy’s in Sydney, aged 17, 
illustrated the first page of The Merv Acheson Story. In 1939 he was then a cadet 
journalist with the Labor Daily. 
 

 first learned to drink liquor by inadvertently destroying a palm tree in a tub on 
stage at the old Cairo Ballroom in Drummoyne. I was 15 years old and on my first 
musical job with the George Fuller Band. Before opening night I had received 

stern warnings from my mother about the evils of drink and the havoc it had wreaked 
in the lives of musicians. She knew many musicians because my father was a violinist 
then playing at the Sydney State Theatre. 

During the show I dutifully poured whatever liquor came my way into the handy 
palm tree. By the end of three or four nights it was drooping pitifully and in a week it 
succumbed completely. 

One night the band leader noticed it and said, ‘What the hell have you been doing to 
that plant?’ I told him and he said, ‘You’re pouring good liquor into a bloody tree 
while I’m dying of thirst. If you don’t want it give it to me.’ 

I 
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I did just that. Then I noticed that he was getting happier as the nights went on while 
I was bored, sad and thirsty playing weary old barn dances, waltzes and pride of 
erins. That’s when I decided that if the grog made the leader look so cheerful and 
pleased with himself I would try it myself. 

Now 45 years later I am still trying to see if I like it. Every day I go through about 20 
schooners plus the odd bottle of Scotch trying to make up my mind. I think that after 
a few more thousand gallons I will be able to reach a definite decision. 

I became a saxophone player literally by accident. 

From a very early age I had been learning violin from my father. Then came the day 
when I was playing compulsory sport at school – some kind of football – I never was 
interested enough to find out what kind. In the first ten minutes I was laying in the 
dust with a broken arm. I have hated all organised sport since that day 50 years ago 
and have never been on a football or cricket ground or to a race track. 

A year later, seeing that I would have to practically start all over on violin and that I 
was not keen on the instrument anyhow, my father asked me what I would like to 
play. By that time, 1933, I had begun listening to early jazz records, especially those 
with saxophone solos and I plumped for the tenor sax. 

The next week I was the proud owner of a Beuscher-Elkhart tenor – a silver plated 
one with gold bell which cost just 19 pounds, the equivalent of $38, a considerable 
sum in those days when musicians were lucky to get one pound for a night’s work. 

That saxophone lasted me for more than 20 years – into the mid ‘50s and it was the 
best one I ever had. I have never found a modern saxophone that would take the wear 
and tear that one did. It finally gave up the ghost in the middle of a ball in the 
Paddington Town Hall. A gaping crack appeared in the gooseneck and it gave a final 
wail and died. 

I had only one lesson on saxophone from a workmate of my father. He told me which 
keys were for what notes and then said, ‘That’s all I’m going to teach you. If I teach 
you too much you could get my job.’ Eighteen years later I did have his job – the very 
same seat in the very same theatre but with a different band. 

All my life has been a combination of music and journalism and I have found the two 
occupations go well together. 

The journalism began when, while still playing with various bands, I got a cadetship 
on the old Labor Daily newspaper. I was only about 16 but they took them young in 
those days and you only needed the Intermediate Certificate which most kids 
obtained when they were about 15. 

Jack Band, who was then chief photographer on the paper, reminded me recently of 
how I used to practice the saxophone in his darkroom whenever I got the chance. 
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By 1939 I was writing the first regular jazz column to appear in any daily newspaper 
in the southern hemisphere. I remember a very nice letter from the late and great 
Frank Coughlan following a column devoted to his band. 
 

 

Frank Coughlan: he wrote a nice letter to Merv following a column devoted to his 
band... PHOTO COURTESY OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 

Whenever I was not working on the paper I was playing the saxophone, doing one 
nighters in suburban ballrooms, performing in the sleazy and illegal after-hours 
nightclubs, going to jam sessions and musical parties put on by friends. 

With all this going on I had no time for the usual teenage pursuits; for instance I 
never did learn to dance, although I have spent hundreds of hours making music for 
other people to dance to. 

World War II changed all this. 

The streets were blacked out, a midnight curfew was placed on all places of 
entertainment, taxis were not permitted to operate after that hour, beer became a 
luxury obtainable only on the black market, Scotch whisky on the black market 
soared to 4 pounds ($8) a bottle, often diluted or not true to label, and this in a day 
when an ordinary worker was earning about 1 pound ($2) a day. 

There was a call-up for military service with little or no choice of unit, but I was 
tipped off privately that if I voluntarily enlisted before I could be called up I could 
pick my unit. 

 



Being anxious to get into an army band – any kind of band, I enlisted and got myself 
posted to the 17th Battalion Military Band conducted by the late Gerry Pheloung, a 
phenomenal classical trumpet player in his younger days and what would now be 
termed a great musical educator. 
 

 

Digger musos: Merv Acheson (left) with trumpeter Marsh Goodwin in Martin Place, 
1941. Both were members of the 17th Battalion Military Band... PHOTO COURTESY 
MERV ACHESON REMEMBERED 

Here, at the age of 19, I found I was required to play clarinet as well as saxophone, so 
I bought a Conn Boehm system and taught myself. The other clarinettists in the outfit 
played simple system old style clarinets with different fingering so they were not 
much help. 

Now, 41 years later, I still have that clarinet and although patched up somewhat it 
still works, perhaps not well enough to play on stage but alright for parties. 

At this stage I also acquired an old silver soprano saxophone. I had been listening to 
records by Sidney Bechet, Charlie Barnet and Johnny Hodges playing this instrument 
and always liked the sound. 
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Merv had been listening to records by Sidney Bechet (above), Charlie Barnet 
(below) and Johnny Hodges (far below) playing the soprano saxophone... 
 

 
PHOTO CREDIT LEE TANNER 

 



My soprano turned out to be a bit of a flop – I quickly discovered it was high pitch 
(the old pitch common in the 1920s and half a tone higher than the modern low 
pitch) and could not be played with a band. But as it taught me to handle the smaller 
bore and fingering set-up and cost only 2 pounds ($4) second hand it was not such a 
bad bargain. 

The army, at that stage, did not disrupt my life as much as I thought it would. The 
military band was stationed at French’s Forest, near Manly, and played parades 
through Sydney, war bond rallies, receptions for visiting military dignitaries, fetes at 
military hospitals and the regular duties like the changing of the guard. 

Except for the occasional night-time concert for the officers’ mess we were usually 
through our work by about five o’clock and free to do what we liked until the 
following morning. 

The hardest thing I remember about those days was having to be up before six o’clock 
in the morning to march through the adjoining military camps playing bright 
marches. 

Can anyone imagine 40 hung-over musicians trudging through the semi-darkness of 
early morning blaring out Sons of the Brave? – the only tune the whole band could 
play without music. 

I vowed then that when the war was over I would never get out of bed until lunchtime 
and unless some very urgent business comes up I never do. 

The 17th band was a great training ground for young musicians. In addition to its 
talented conductor it had players of the calibre of trumpeters Marsh and Gerry Good-
win and tuba player Mick Maher. Marsh died early, Gerry went on to become NSW 
President of the Musicians’ Union and Mick Maher is still blowing up a storm playing 
with various Dixieland groups. 

It was a large aggregation and a friendly one. If any of the players had a musical 
problem there was always someone there to help. A dance band was formed within its 
ranks which made up in gusto what it lacked in artistry. 

Meanwhile there was plenty of work for jazz and dance players and the boys picked 
up their quota of casual gigs much as they did in civilian life. 

When America entered the war the music business boomed – the droves of American 
servicemen entering Australia wanted entertainment and they had special officers 
and units to see that they got it. 

BOX TEXT: Merv Acheson was featured with the Dick Hughes Famous Five at a 
concert presented by the Jazz Action Society at the Sydney Musicians’ Club on 
March 2, 1982, to celebrate his 60th Birthday and 45 years in music. He is currently 
playing with the Hughes group at the Soup Plus Restaurant, George Street, on 
Thursday and Friday nights, at the Tilbury Hotel (Louis at the ‘Loo), 
Woolloomooloo, on Saturday afternoons with his own band, The Mainstreamers, 
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and Saturday nights with the Peter Piercy Quartet at the Mansions Hotel, Kings 
Cross. He is probably the only jazz musician in the world to have won two music 
magazine awards 25 years apart – Tempo’s top tenor award in 1946 and Music 
Maker’s top tenor award in 1971. He is editor of the Musicians’ Union Journal, a 
member of the Executive Committees of the NSW District and Sydney Branch of the 
Union, and a Director and past President of the Musicians’ Club. 
 

 

This photograph of Merv holding his tenor sax, illustrated the box which publicised 
his current Sydney gigs... 

NEXT ISSUE: The best is yet to come. 

Part 2 

The following instalment appeared in the May/June, 1982 edition of Jazz Magazine. 
In the last instalment, Merv Acheson described his initiation into music and alcohol, 
his early career in journalism and the advent of World War II, whereupon he 
enlisted and was posted to the 17th Battalion Military Band. He concluded Part I 
with the entry of America into the war, which was to bring about a boom in the 
music business. NOW READ ON: 

 

ith the USA in the war and troops pouring into this, country, the Australian 
Army decided to form a number of entertainment units, each consisting of a 
big stage band plus variety artists (all men).W  
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At first there had been only one such unit made up mostly of ex-ABC Dance Band 
men who had enlisted with their conductor Jim Davidson and were sent to the 
Middle East. Davidson had by now risen to the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel in charge 
of all army entertainment units. 
 

 

Bandleader/conductor Jim Davidson: he had risen to the rank of Lieutenant-
Colonel in charge of all army entertainment units... PHOTO COURTESY JACK MITCHELL 
COLLECTION 

As more units were formed suitable players transferred rapidly from the Battalion 
Bands. I went to the 116 Rhythm Ensemble, a large Paul Whiteman-style orchestra 
based at Marrickville Army Depot. This orchestra was conducted by veteran band 
leader, tenor saxophone and violin player, Gordon Andrews, who had been musical 
director at Grace Brothers Broadway Ballroom for many years. It had three trumpets, 
two trombones, five saxes (some doubling clarinet or violin), cello, viola, three 
violins, drums, bass, guitar and no less than five pianists, plus half a dozen assorted 
singers and comics and a compere. 

People may ask – why five pianists? Well, money was no object as most of the 
musicians were on the base pay rate of six shillings (60 cents) a day. And each of the 
pianists specialised in a certain field – one backed the acts, one played in the big 
band, one played for a vocal group, one played in the small jazz band within the 
orchestra, and one spent most of the time playing accordion as a featured solo artist. 

Jazz and dance band name musicians of the era were scattered throughout the 
aggregation. Some of these are still active, some have dropped out of the business and 
some are dead. Names that come to mind include: Frank Marcy, Jimmy White, 
Ronnie and Clyde Hogg, Ron Metcalfe, Peter Leunig, Johnny Best, Ron Stevenson, 
Bruce Kerr and Keith Gleeson. Leading the strings was that fine classical violinist 

9 



Eddie Cockman, who at the time was also struggling manfully with the alto 
saxophone. 

The entire troupe played at special dances for members of the forces in big halls 
everywhere and gave concerts at large army camps. It also recorded a weekly radio 
show at station 2CH which was broadcast on the civilian network and to troops 
through the Pacific zone. 

The big band broke up into small groups to play at various bases which could not 
accommodate the entire show, which took up a full size theatre stage with its specially 
built music stands, lighting, loud speaker system and various props. 

I led the jazz group, a four or five piecer, and that was when things started to get 
interesting. This combo was continually being sought by various American units to 
play dances and concerts at bases far and wide. 

Among the ones I remember best are the Herne Bay USA camp for white soldiers 
where we were plied with rum and coke – the first time some of us had imbibed this 
particular mixture, which had a variety of interesting results including one of the 
musicians missing the transport back to base and spending the night shivering in the 
local railway waiting room only to be picked up next morning by the MPs on 
suspicion of AWL. The unit got him out of that but to my knowledge he has not 
touched rum and coke for the past 39 years. 
 

 

American trumpeter Andy Secrest: he sat in at Herne Bay and played wonderfully 
well in a Bix Beiderbecke style... 
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At Herne Bay one night a slightly-built American soldier in his thirties wandered over 
to us, announced that he was the regimental bugler and asked could he sit in on 
trumpet. We said OK, he got his horn, said Whispering would be fine and started in. 

He played wonderfully well in a Bix Beiderbecke style and kept it up through the 
whole bracket. It turned out he was Andy Secrest, Bix’s old sidekick in the Paul 
Whiteman Band. His unit moved out a few days later and we never saw him again. 

 

 

Andy Secrest was Bix Beiderbecke’s old sidekick in the band of Paul Whiteman 
(pictured above)... PHOTO CREDIT WILLIAM P GOTTLIEB 

Then there were the two bases for negro soldiers at Warwick Farm and Randwick 
each of which had its amateur jazz band. These bands had no big names but they 
swung and had a good big sound. 

Coloured units were used mainly for trucking supplies. These men worked hard all 
day, but were never too tired to sit in with our group when it played a show at either 
camp or to ask our help with technical problems. They had access to some good 
charts through the American Red Cross and regularly attempted numbers like 
Tuxedo Junction, Red Bank Boogie, Blues in the Night and various Ellington compo-
sitions. 
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Strangely enough none could improvise well and few tried to. Up until that time I had 
imagined that most, if not all, negro musicians would have a built-in flair for 
spontaneous creation of solos, but this proved wrong. However, they were enchanted 
with our small, all improvising jazz group and repeatedly had their officers apply for 
us to do more shows. 

This was in the heyday of small and big band jazz in America and Swing Alley, 52nd 
Street, was the hub of New York, while big name bands toured everywhere and the 
excellent ‘territory’ bands covered the backblocks areas—all playing jazz of some sort. 
So our black audience was already conditioned to the music we played. 

During this time the whole of the 116 Rhythm Ensemble was in barracks at 
Marrickville when the senior officer, a major, decided on an inspection of all 
personnel, including the band. 

Now, apart from their stage uniforms, the musicians were a motley throng, no two 
dressing alike during the day but wearing anything that came to hand ranging from 
shorts and sandals to jungle greens with two-tone civilian shoes. 

They had had no military training or drill, usually milled about like ‘Brown’s Cows’, 
and were as undisciplined as could be expected when 30 or 40 temperamental artistic 
souls gather together. 

As the only man there with any real army experience, my two years in an infantry 
battalion band, I was appointed to take the parade at 24 hours notice. 

After frantically sending most of them home to get their gear – they kept practically 
nothing but their stage clothes in camp – I went out with them behind the huts where 
none of the real soldiers in other parts of the base could see us, and after about an 
hour’s work, had them forming up in two reasonably straight lines. No time to go into 
the intricacies of forming threes or fours or doing any of the usual everyday military 
drills. 

Came the next morning with the inspecting major on the offing, and there we were on 
the parade ground all dressed alike in the uniform of the clay – khaki shirt, shorts, 
socks, brown boots, puttees and slouch hats – then just as the all powerful major 
began marching towards us from one direction an apparition appeared from behind a 
hut. 

I had missed one man – a well-known comedian. At the crucial moment he joined the 
parade wearing a pink civilian shirt, long winter army trousers, civilian shoes of a 
frightening bright yellow colour, and – horror of horrors – an army issue slouch hat 
with the brim cut down, the top pushed into a pork pie shape, and a large coloured 
feather sticking out of the pugaree (a wide army hat-band). 

There was an awful silence when this spectacle came face to face with the major and 
then the 40 musicians started to double up with mirth and break ranks while the 
officer went a startling shade of purple in the face. 
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When he regained some of his composure he turned to me and said – ‘What is that?’ 
– before I could answer he went on ‘Get that man out of my sight – I never want-to 
see him again – in fact I never want to see any of this crowd again – what have I done 
that they should be billeted on me?’ 

He added as an afterthought – ‘Have them use the back gate. I don’t want anyone to 
think they’re mine.’ 

During the seven or eight months more we spent in that camp I never saw him again. 
He avoided us like the plague and the day we left I thought I heard a sighing and 
sobbing noise coming from his office about half a mile away. 

 
During this period the American Army took over the old German Club just off 
Flinders Street, Darlinghurst which had been closed with the outbreak of war. This 
was a magnificent two storey building which had a ballroom with a stage at each 
end, parquet dance floors, built-in service bars, and every convenience of the age. 
This became the Booker T Washington Club for negro servicemen and merchant 
seamen. 
 

 

The Booker T Washington Club for negro servicemen and merchant seamen in 
Albion Street, Surry Hills (now called Durham Hall)... 

An Australian musician who also was an electrical contractor to the Americans was 
appointed musical director and later made an honorary Colonel in the US Army – he 
was Giles O’Sullivan, a drummer, a stage personality and an energetic organiser. 

He formed a 14-piece Australian band to play the club plus a girl vocalist, and was 
able to use his position with the Americans to requisition the services of local 
musicians in the forces whenever they were stationed in Sydney. This was just about 
the best band I have ever played with. 

I spent some of the most musically rewarding nights of my life at this club which was 
as near as we are ever likely to get to the old Savoy Ballroom in Harlem. 
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NEXT ISSUE: The wonderful Booker T Band, visiting celebrities, touring 
with Australian and American forces bands, the Sydney jazz scene in 
1943-44, a difference of opinion with the Army brass. 

Part 3 

 

In the last instalment, Merv Acheson described life as an army musician during 
World War II. The Americans, now in the war, stimulated a boom in music in 
Sydney. The American Army took over the old German club, just off Flinders Street, 
Darlinghurst, and transformed it into the Booker T Washington Club for Negro 
servicemen and merchant seamen. NOW READ ON: 

he Booker T Washington Club was a phenomenon in Australian show business. It 
embodied all that was best in the music world of the day – the swinging 
thirties and forties. 

Liquor flowed and the air was thick with fumes of various kinds of cigarettes. It must 
be remembered that ‘pot’ was an unknown quantity in this country then and was not 
illegal. I have never smoked even ordinary cigarettes, but for months I floated along 
on a haze of good whisky fumes. 

 
 

The alto saxophonist Rolf Pommer: he was pointing at Merv’s feet, where the Colt 
45 was lying on the floor... PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN

T 
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The patrons were all black servicemen or merchant seamen. Their dancing partners 
were local coloured girls specially recruited and investigated as to background by the 
American Red Cross. Any girl suspected of having a shady past was barred. Looking 
back it is ludicrous to think of the vice squad wading in through clouds of marijuana 
smoke to sternly remove some lady of the night who had slipped in unnoticed. 

Guns were everywhere in those days. A bottle of whisky or gin would buy a brand new 
American Army issue Colt 45, and these weapons were coming into the country by the 
hundreds of crate loads. 

I will always remember the night when I was swaying in the liquor-sodden breeze 
playing a solo into the mike when I heard hissing noises to the left of me – there was 
that late great alto man Rolf Pommer pointing at my feet. I looked down and my Colt 
45 was laying on the floor – it had slipped down from where I had it tucked in under 
my shirt. 

The Booker T band had everything going for it. The Americans imported loads of 
arrangements from the books of Basie, Erskine Hawkins, Andy Kirk, Jay McShann, 
Chick Webb, Benny Goodman, Fletcher Henderson and Tommy Dorsey. 
 

 

Loads of arrangements were imported by the Americans, including from the books 
of bandleaders such as Chick Webb (pictured above)... 

Personnel were no problem. The American army funded the hiring of Australian 
civilian musicians while members of the Australian forces could be requisitioned 
without trouble. 

Like any big band the line-up of the orchestra varied from time to time but a casual 
run-down of the musicians who passed through the aggregation reads like a who’s 
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who of the decade: Marsh and Gerry Goodwin, George Fuller, Mike Hayes, Des 
Colbert (trumpets); Billy Weston, Ron Wills, Orm ‘Slush’ Stewart (trombones); Rolf 
Pommer, Fred Curry, Jack Baines, Paul Thompson, Nat O’Toole (reeds); Jim 
Somerville; Jock Nesbitt (piano); Reg Robinson (bass); Ray Price (guitar) and the 
leader Giles O’Sullivan (drums). The vocalist was Marie Harriott, later to become 
famous in England as Marie Benson – a fine blues singer. 
 

 

The Booker T Band included players such as Billy Weston (above) PHOTO © RON 

FALSON ARCHIVE, and Jim Somerville and Ray Price (pictured below on guitar and 

piano)... PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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Newcomers to the band were always amazed at the musical knowledge and sensitivity 
of the audience, particularly if they had come from one of the large Palais bands 
which catered for the schmaltzy ‘Moon-June’ ballroom dances of the period. 

This was the day of the ‘jam session’ – the spontaneous get-together of keen 
musicians after hours. A favourite venue to meet with a few bottles and no chance of 
interruption was Mrs Macquarie’s Chair in the Domain, where playing could go 
unhindered until dawn. In fact it had to go until that time because all public transport 
ceased at midnight and taxis were forbidden to ply for hire after that hour. 

Today, the jam session is a thing of the past, largely because jazz has become a 
commercial property. Once a musician had to play music he scorned to make a living, 
and was eager to relax later and play jazz on his own time. Now any good jazzman can 
play his own music and get paid for it. At last count there were more than 100 jazz 
venues in Sydney and suburbs hiring live bands. 

 

 

The earliest known shot of Don Burrows (centre on clarinet) then aged about 15, 
with Wally Norman (left on trumpet) and Al Vincer (right, on vibes)... 
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During the time I was playing at the Booker T I was still a member of the AIF, 
although on loan to the American forces, and could be called on to perform with the 
Australian Army Entertainment Unit the 116 Rhythm Ensemble. 

It was while playing at a war bond rally at the Bondi Masonic Hall in 1943 that I first 
met Don Burrows. The 116 and an American all-Negro group had been requisitioned 
to play at this function and everybody was swinging way out. In the interval Mischa 
Kanaef, a fine guitarist and now boss of the Mischa’s chain of plush restaurants, came 
backstage accompanied by a young boy in short pants and said, ‘This kid plays good 
clarinet; can he sit in?’ 

I looked at the boy – I was only 21 myself at the time – and said, ‘These guys on stage 
are all professionals. They’ll cut him to ribbons musically, and probably affect his 
whole outlook on music.’ 

But Mischa prevailed, and the kid got his go with the rhythm section: John Best 
(piano); Max Daley (bass); Peter Leunig (guitar) and Frank Marcy (drums). To use an 
old vaudeville phrase Don ‘laid ‘em in the aisles’, receiving the biggest ovation of the 
day and astounding some of the musicians twice his age or more. He would have been 
about 12 at the time. His two numbers were Whispering and The Sheik of Araby. 
Don’s mother was in the audience and was one of the proudest mums ever. 

 

 

Drummer Frank Marcy: he was in the rhythm section which accompanied Don 
Burrows, whom Merv thought was about 12 years old... PHOTO © RON FALSON 
ARCHIVE 

In all the years I have known Don Burrows I have only one complaint to make: he is a 
teetotaller. 
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NEXT ISSUE: The later war years, the army gets difficult, plus the ‘one 
and only permanent music job offer’. 

In the July/August, 1982, edition of Jazz Magazine, Merv Acheson contributed two 
brief, somewhat incomplete, obituaries of two musicians, the drummer John 
Ceeney, and the multi-instrumentalist Dick Jackson. Both were published on the 
second page of Part 3 of The Merv Acheson Story.  

______________________________________________________ 
 
OBITUARY: JOHN CEENEY 
 
by Merv Acheson 
_____________________________________________________ 
 

rummer John Ceeney, for 15 years a member of Merv Acheson’s 
Mainstreamers, was found dead recently in his Kings Cross apartment. 
 

 

 
 
John Ceeney, playing at the Bellevue Hotel, Paddington, circa 1976...  
PHOTO COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

He had given up full-time professional music because of constant severe attacks of 
asthma. This ailment finally killed him. He was found by a visiting friend who called 
the authorities. Members of his family arranged a private funeral at Mona Vale 
Cemetery. 

D 
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Ceeney played with the Mainstreamers for nine years at the Criterion Hotel, Park 
Street, Sydney, for four years at the Windsor Castle Hotel, Paddington, and a year at 
the Stage Club, Cleveland Street, Redfern. At the time of his death he was in his early 
sixties.  

_______________________________________________________  

OBITUARY: DICK JACKSON   

by Merv Acheson   

____________________________________________________.  

ulti-instrumentalist Dick Jackson died following a stroke recently. He played 
piano, organ, tenor saxophone, clarinet and bass, and recorded with one of 
the early line-ups of the Port Jackson Jazz Band on saxophone. He was about 

70 years of age. 

A brilliant all-round musician, Jackson had been blind from birth. In later years he 
concentrated on playing organ and piano on the club circuit in the south coast and 
Newcastle areas. 

 

 

Dick Jackson (clarinet), is third from the left. This band was Ray Price and his 
Dixielanders, formed in August 1952. On the far left is Billy Weston (trombone), 
then, other than Jackson, clockwise Ken Flannery (trumpet), Ray Price (guitar), 
Jimmy Somerville (piano)... PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

M 
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Part 4 

 

The following instalment appeared in the September/October, 1982 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. 

owards the end of 1943 the good life in the Army suddenly came unstuck. Since 
transferring from the 17th Btn Military Band to the 116 Ensemble there had 
never been a dull moment musically. Every night was New Years Eve: playing 

concerts and dances with the big 32-piece army unit; leading the small jazz group 
within it; playing Giles O’Sullivan’s mighty 14-piecer at the Booker T Washington 
Club; working the American officers’ and sergeants’ clubs with small jazz groups; 
playing with visiting American musicians ... It was all a ball. 

Then the axe fell. The captain in charge of the 116 Entertainment Unit, to which I was 
attached (although I spent a good deal of time on loan to the American forces), came 
into conflict with Colonel Jim Davidson, head of all entertainment units in the 
Australian Army. The colonel won hands down. The unit was broken up, my 
seconding to the Americans was cancelled, and all the musicians involved found 
themselves in a hell hole up in Queensland called Canungra – a jungle warfare 
training camp. 

One day of this was enough for me. I decided to leave. Apart from not seeing the point 
of wasting my time wading through muddy rivers and hacking a path through scrub 
and bush, l resented being one of the scapegoats of a personal dispute between two 
officers. After dark I went out through the back of the camp area, hiked miles to a 
main road and hitched a ride on an American truck into Brisbane. I made straight for 
an Army staging camp where I knew an entertainment unit of Sydney and Melbourne 
musicians was staying and moved in with them until I could get my bearings. I won’t 
name them here because a lot are still working in the music business, but most I 
knew quite well and they really looked after me. 

I ate in their mess hall, was issued with leave passes by their Warrant-Officer, in 
case I was questioned by a random military police patrol, and used all the facilities of 
the place for several days. As entertainment units were always coming and going in 
the area none of the regular camp staff knew who was who, and they all believed I 
belonged there. Then the news came over the grapevine: another entertainment unit 
was entraining for Sydney at a certain station at a certain time and I could join them 
for the trip south. 

The ride was uneventful. I ducked off the train at a Sydney suburban station and 
made my way to my parents’ home in Haberfield where I picked up civilian clothes 
and my musical instruments and then went to see an aunt who ran a boarding house 
in Stanmore. She gave me a nice room overlooking the front door so that I could see 
any unwelcome visitors – not that I expected any, because nobody except the family 
knew where I was and the authorities would be looking for me in Queensland, if at all. 
As a matter of fact during the whole of the nine or ten months I was absent without 
leave from the army and working openly as a musician nobody made any inquiries at 
all. I found out later that all my army papers had been lost somewhere between States 
and officially I did not exist. 

T 
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The next thing was to get work so I went to one of the places I knew best, the 
American Army. In no time at all I was back working with the O’Sullivan Band at the 
Booker T Washington three nights a week and with another band at the Bondi US 
Officers’ Club – later the Golden Key nightclub, now demolished. This band was led 
by pianist-vocalist Les Welch and had such stalwart musicians as Englishman Mike 
Hayes on trumpet and guitar, Des Colbert doubling trumpet and piano and other 
names of the period. 
 

 

The pianist Les Welch: he led the band at the Bondi US Officers’ Club, later the 
Golden Key nightclub... 

While there I had a narrow escape from death. Late one night the head waiter asked 
me would I like to come along on a trip to pick up more liquor supplies. Luckily I 
declined, because on the way back to the club, possibly after sampling some of the 
supplies, he drove off a cliff near Tamarama killing himself, wrecking the car and 
smashing all those good bottles. In a day when quality liquor was hard to get it really 
hurt to think of all that stuff mixing with the ocean and washing out to sea. 

Jazz was everywhere. The 2KY Jazz Club was running Sunday nights in the 
auditorium basement of Dymock’s Building in George Street under the auspices of 
trumpeter Ron Wilby and the late Eric Dunn, jazz critic and EMI producer. This spot 
featured the best local musicians plus American players who had been inducted into 
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the services or merchant navy. Among the Americans two that stand out were 
coloured trumpeter Wilbur Wilson who had played with the bands of Erskine 
Hawkins and Andy Kirk and coloured drummer Jesse Price who had worked with 
Harlan Leonard’s Rockets and Floyd Campbell’s Gang Busters. 
 

 

The American coloured trumpeter Wilbur Wilson had played with the US band of 
Andy Kirk (pictured above)...PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

One of the most colourful characters in Sydney at the time was Melbournite Harvey 
Bruce, a man dedicated to jazz music, who during his lifetime was many things 
including ukulele playing singer, dance promoter, jazz club owner, nightclub 
manager, jam session and recording organiser, bootlegger, gambler, bookmaker, 
estate owner and jazz writer. He knew everybody from the local paper boy and 
barrowman to doctors, lawyers and top underworld bosses. 

A few months later he was to start the famous Rocket Club in a hall near Circular 
Quay and then to transfer it to Rodd Island in the river between Balmain and 
Drummoyne. This became a week-end haven for jazz musicians. 

But, first things first. 

Sydney was a rip-roaring town during the war years. Every industry was working flat 
out, the Yanks were spending money like water, there was a flourishing black market, 
and the underworld was doing a roaring trade in everything from petrol coupons to 
nylons and liquor. In this atmosphere the entertainment industry boomed. 
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Melbournite Harvey Bruce (left), one of the most colourful characters in Sydney, 
and a man dedicated to jazz music, pictured here with Merv Acheson at the 
Musicians’ Club, Sydney, in June, 1961... PHOTO COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

Pubs which closed at 6 pm had very little liquor or so they said, but nightclub tables 
groaned beneath the weight of bottles. The present system of licensed poker machine 
clubs was not in existence and hotels had no entertainment, except in the case of the 
really smart ones like the Hotel Australia which catered for private functions in 
secluded banqueting halls. By law liquor was barred from dance halls, except on 
occasional ball nights when a special license had to be obtained. This left the 
nightclubs with an open slather as they were the only places providing liquor and 
entertainment. And they sprang up in their dozens. 

Jazz music, musicians and liquor have always gone together and it was inevitable in 
that time and place that some musicians should get involved in the booze supplying 
business. Harvey Bruce and I, together with others, had an interest in a large amount 
of liquor intended for one of the nighteries and the whole load went missing. 

I have always had a passion for guns of all types. Even as a child the only toys I can 
remember ever wanting were guns, and my years with the Australian and American 
forces had given me ready access to plenty of them. As a result during the whole time 
of my absence without leave from the Australian army I never went anywhere without 
a Colt .45 semi-automatic pistol and slept with one under my pillow. 

When the liquor went missing Harvey and I met with other interested parties on a 
Sunday night in 1944 backstage at the 2KY Jazz Club. With the exception of myself all 
the men at this meeting have since died of natural causes. Angry words were spoken 
and guns produced. It has always been widely believed that mine was the only gun 
present but there were at least two more. 
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I was very drunk as were most of the others, and I tripped on a trailing curtain just as 
an innocent bystander walked into the middle of the group to see what was going on. 
My .45 went off as I fell and the slug took him in the leg. Guitarist and bandleader 
Ray Price was in the auditorium at the time and as he had been an army medic, he 
was soon giving first aid. The injured man was a jazz fan, amateur drummer and in 
the Air Force. 
 

 

Guitarist and bandleader Ray Price was in the auditorium at the time and was soon 
giving first aid... PHOTO COURTESY JACK MITCHELL 

Meanwhile my associates had packed up their guns and faded away into the night. I 
knew that I was in no condition to undergo a police interview at that time, so I left 
quickly taking the .45 with me. 

In the morning I changed back into army jungle greens, believing that no matter what 
the outcome of the shooting, I would eventually be handed back to the army. At this 
stage I did not know that my papers had been lost and that I was not officially listed 
as AWL or anything else. I took a cab straight to the office of solicitor Harold Munro, 
put the gun on his desk and said, ‘I am giving myself up for that shooting last night 
and I want you to represent me’. 

After some notetaking he rang the CIB and two very large detectives came over to get 
me. I can honestly say that during the days that followed I was not in any way mis-
treated by the police. There were no brow-beating, threats or assault such as is often 
alleged against them. In fact they were at all times courteous and fair. 

One strange incident occurred at the CIB when an officer asked me what I was doing 
in the uniform and was I masquerading as a soldier? When I produced my army pay 
book and equipment issue card he gaped and said, ‘We would never have looked for 
you in that outfit; we were after a man in a grey suit and white shirt’. After checking 
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with the Military Provost Office he told me they had no record or wanted notice from 
Queensland on me, and that only for the shooting, I could have got away with it until 
the war ended. 

The police charged me with shooting with intent to murder, having an unlicensed 
pistol, and having goods in custody suspected of being unlawfully obtained. This last 
charge referred to the gun. All these charges would later be struck out in court. It 
would be brought out that I knew the victim only slightly and had no reason to want 
to kill him and that the gun came from the United States Armed Forces to which I 
had been attached and that attached personnel were issued with American weapons. 

The main charge was changed to malicious wounding. Now, under British and 
Australian law the word malicious is not always what it seems. This charge has a 
clause in small print which covers wounding by recklessness or carelessness where no 
malice is involved at all. 

As soon as all this was settled I was granted bail and immediately picked up by the 
Military Police and taken to Victoria Barracks. Here I was thrown into a cell where I 
spent 27 days awaiting court-martial. The court sentenced me to 120 days detention 
and I served it all in that same cell coming out only for short periods of exercise in a 
high walled yard and to shower or go to the toilet. The Barracks jail had been built in 
the early days of Australia’s settlement. There was no running water or lavatories in 
the cells and no heating. 

It was customary to send prisoners to country detention camps after sentence but this 
could not happen to me as I had to appear frequently in court on the civil charge. 

At length my army sentence ended. I was escorted to the showground, then a military 
base, and turned over to the Adjutant’s office which issued me a temporary discharge 
certificate pending the outcome of my civil trial. My case had now been committed to 
the Quarter sessions and I still had many weeks to wait on bail until these took place. 
So back I went to the Booker T Washington and the regular round of US officers 
clubs, nightclubs and jazz joints. 

NEXT ISSUE: Jail in 1944-45 was no picnic; discharge; big theatre bands, 
the Rocket Club, a Melbourne stint, the colourful jazz scene of the post-
war years. 

Part 5 

 

The following instalment appeared in the November/December, 1982 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. 

t last my trial came up at the grim old Darlinghurst Courthouse. I appeared in 
army jungle green shirt and trousers and all my military regalia, even though 
my temporary discharge allowed me to wear civilian clothes. This was agreed 

between my lawyer and myself because we thought the serviceman appearance might 
favourably impress the jury. 

A 
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However, when I saw the blank countenances of the very middle class (and very 
square) jury I was not so sure. The Crown called all the witnesses and their names 
read like a roll call of the top jazzmen of the day. They included Ade Monsbourgh, 
Ray Price, the trombonist Jack Parkes, the blind multi-instrumentalist Dick Jackson, 
the jazz promoter Harvey Bruce and the record producer Eric Dunn. All are now dead 
except Monsbourgh and Price. 
 

 

Some of the witnesses called read like a roll call of the top jazzmen of the day, 
including Ade Monsbourgh (above) and the trombonist Jack Parkes (below) 
pictured here with Jim Bell (drums) and Keith Scanlan (cornet)... PHOTO CREDIT 
NORM LINEHAN 
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At one stage Judge Holt, who was presiding, said to the Crown Prosecutor, ‘Why do 
all these witnesses produced by the Crown called the accused Merv? Why can’t they 
call him “the accused” as is proper in a court of law?’ All charges except the one of 
wounding had been dropped in a lower court, so that was the only one the jury had to 
consider. The jury eventually brought in a verdict of guilty with a recommendation 
for mercy. 

Then came the worst ordeal of the whole business. I was remanded in custody for 
several days while the judge considered his sentence. Prisoners remanded in this way 
had nothing to do all day except sit in a yard with brick walls on three sides, bars on 
the front and bars and mesh forming the roof. Penned up this way with no inkling of 
what the sentence was going to be, was the most nerve-wracking period in my life. As 
the law stood at that time I could have drawn anything from a good behaviour bond, 
which would mean immediate release, to seven years. 

The day came when I went back to court. This time there was no jury, no lawyers, just 
the judge, very solemn in his black robes and the court officials. He gave me a lecture 
during which I can remember him saying ‘This could have been much more serious. 
You were apparently so drunk that you hardly knew or cared what was going on, or 
realised what your actions could lead to. However, in law, drunkenness is no excuse. 
People have to learn that they cannot go around doing these things.’ 

He then sentenced me to nine months. I was highly pleased with this sentence which 
was not nearly as severe as it could have been, and would not only clear up the 
shooting, but get me an automatic discharge from the army. It must be remembered 
that I was still officially a soldier and if I had been acquitted or granted a bond the 
army would have claimed me and tried to send me back to that jungle training camp 
in Queensland, or somewhere just as bad. 

Much is written these days about the comforts and even luxuries available to 
prisoners in NSW jails. We read about their colour TV sets, carpets in the cells, varied 
menus, study courses, outside telephone calls, day leave, work release programs, 
unlimited mail, canteens, and all the rest. There was nothing like that in 1945. The 
jail was there as a punishment centre and that is exactly what it was – grim, cold, 
draughty, with no amenities, little food, primitive workshops, restriction of inmates 
to their own yard and cellblock, very limited mail, one visitor a month and strict 
discipline. 

On being booked in, photographed and fingerprinted, prisoners were issued with a 
shirt, a pair of trousers and jacket in coarse grey material, a belt, a hat made from an 
old cut down army hat, and a pair of worn discarded army boots. No underclothes or 
socks were provided even in the middle of winter. The jacket bore on the back and left 
front a large white oval patch with the prisoner’s number on it. It was explained to me 
by other unfortunates that these white ovals made very practical targets for the war-
ders to shoot at if anyone attempted to go over the wall. Unlike today when the men 
wear their own clothing in jail all personal effects were taken away, even 
handkerchiefs. 

There was not the overcrowding there is today, and each man had his own cell, a bit 
bigger than the average bathroom. These cells had no toilets, no taps and no heating. 
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This shot of Merv Acheson on tenor at the Windsor Castle Hotel, Sydney, 1969, was 
used to illustrate Part 5 of The Merv Acheson Story in Jazz Magazine... PHOTO 
COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

There was a hammock, slung wall to wall, blankets, a small, rough table and stool, a 
couple of wall shelves, a bucket, a water jug and a strip of coarse matting. A clean 
shirt was thrown through the door once a week and two weekly showers with tepid 
water at best were allowed. Library books and magazines were issued once a week, all 
of ancient vintage and all with pages missing. This was because no toilet paper was 
supplied. 

Meals were terrible. In the morning a tin plate of hominy, a kind of gooey porridge 
without milk, a mug of lukewarm black tea, and a couple of tiny paper containers of 
brown sugar which had to last you all day. This exact meal was repeated in the 
evening while at midday there was a (supposedly) hot dinner (which had been 
standing in canisters on a barrow in the cell block yard for anything up to an hour 
before being doled out). This dinner consisted of perhaps a potato, a piece of 
pumpkin or a few beans and a minute piece of meat, all swamped in watery gravy. 
What saved the day was the bread, a large loaf every day of excellent quality because 
the jail bakery supplied a number of hospitals and other Government institutions. 
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A ration of tobacco and cigarette papers was distributed every week. I was lucky that I 
didn’t smoke, because I soon learned that tobacco was currency and could be 
bartered with the kitchen staff for food. After that I was never hungry for the rest of 
my sentence. Another way to get better food was to volunteer to work, so I did this 
and got a job painting army tin helmets green – whatever for I’ll never know. 

One of the horrors of jail was the Saturday afternoon amateur concerts held in the 
church which also doubled as the recreation hall. During winter months this was the 
only place that was warm, and the alternative was walking about a large barred yard, 
in the cold, like animals in a zoo. 

These concerts were put on by well-meaning amateur musical societies from the 
Sydney suburbs which played the various jails in rotation. They usually opened with 
Mrs Bloggs, the voluntary accompanist, belting out a selection of her own favourite 
pieces on the tinny piano with many fumbles, tempo changes and wrong notes. This 
would be followed by a fat basso booming Asleep In The Deep or Cockles and 
Mussels, then the ever present Shirley Temple act with the Good Ship Lollypop and a 
hopping, skipping, stopping, starting attempt at tap dancing. Most excruciating of all 
were the comperes and comedians with their worn old patter trying to make men 
laugh who had spent years in jail living under miserable conditions. 

I don’t think anyone ever told these do-gooders that the men only came to the show 
to get in out of the cold. There came the day that I was called to the office and told 
that I was being transferred. This was routine and happened all the time. I was taken 
to Goulburn jail but I was only there for a short time, before being transferred to Emu 
Plains Prison Farm. 

 

 

Pianist David Stevens: riding in his car on the way to a gig in Canberra, Merv 
asked what the large stone building on the hill was... 
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All this led to an incident a few years back when I was riding in pianist David 
Stevens’s car to a gig in Canberra. We passed through Goulburn and I asked what the 
large stone building on the hill was. He replied that it was the jail and looked at me 
very peculiarly when I told him I had never seen it from the outside. This was true 
as I had entered and left it in an enclosed black maria. 

Emu Plains was quite different to the maximum security institutions. It was a proper 
farm with the inmates living in little huts like gypsy caravans without wheels. The 
meals were enormous and good; everything needed was produced right there. My 
work there consisted of digging up huge fields, making garden beds and planting 
shallots. I must have planted thousands of these abominable weeds and have never 
looked at a shallot since. 

One of my workmates there was the late Chicka Reeves (gunned to death a couple of 
years ago at Port Kembla). One day the warder in charge of the gardens pointed out a 
huge field to use and said to plant that one next. Chicka said, ‘What? All that?’ The 
warder replied ‘You’ve got plenty of time, son.’ 

There were a few amateur musicians in the camp so I applied for permission to bring 
my instruments in and to form a band. This was granted and we started off with 
piano, bass, drums, a vocalist and myself. It was not a good band as the others were 
only learners, but we practised diligently on Saturday afternoons and in about three 
weeks gave an hour concert in the recreation hall on Sunday. It was a great success 
with even the jail Governor and the duty warders applauding. 

After that, these concerts became a regular thing. One of the top warders was an 
elderly Irishman who was soon to retire and take a holiday in his native land. He 
never failed to ask for traditional Irish songs like The Mountains of Morn and Take 
Me Home Again Kathleen, so I had a book of these airs sent in, and played them for 
him regularly. In return there was always a parcel of cakes, sandwiches and assorted 
delicacies made up by his wife. 

My time to leave came well before it was due, because in addition to the usual 
remission for good behaviour, the war had ended in both Europe and the Pacific and 
for each of these was an extra remission of sentence. On the way out the gate the head 
warder called me over and said, ‘You’ve made a great difference to the entertainment 
here, and done a fine job with the band. If ever you get into trouble again, tell them to 
get in touch with me; you’ve got a job here for life. I’m only sorry you can’t stay longer 
this time.’ 

I told him thanks very much, but I had some very nice offers on the outside more to 
my liking. Both the nightclub proprietor Ollie Ward and the theatre and nightclub 
bandleader George Trevare had written offering me jobs. 

During my time in the various prison establishments I saw only one nasty incident 
when a man who had done more than 30 years for murdering members of his family 
with poison and was obviously stir crazy, attacked a young lad in the showers. He was 
quickly pulled away by other prisoners. 
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Merv had been offered a job by the bandleader George Trevare (with trombone, 
third from left). Others, L-R, Pat Lynch (piano), Wally Norman (trumpet), Al Vincer 
(drums), Don Burrows (clarinet), Morgan McGree (guitar), Rolf Pommer (alto 
saxophone), Horrie Bissell (bass). This shot was taken on July 19, 1945... PHOTO 
COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

There was none of the homosexuality, riotous behaviour, drug murders and bashings 
among the inmates that we hear of now, perhaps because a great many prisoners 
were soldiers in for purely military crimes, after bring tried by Court Martial, not by 
civil authorities. This is not generally known today, but the military detention camps 
were crowded and soldiers who received 12 months or more and a discharge usually 
went to civil jails where they were treated the same as everyone else. 

While at Emu Plains I had received my military discharge papers and a bankbook 
containing over 100 pounds in deferred army pay, a considerable sum in 1945 and 
probably in spending power equal to $3,000 today. 

I had also been measured by army tailors for one of the corny civilian suits issued to 
discharged servicemen, but I did not bother to pick this up. I had plenty of hip drape 
clothes at home. 

NEXT ISSUE: The coming out party, working the post-war theatres, 
nightclubs and jazz clubs. 
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Part 6 

 

The following instalment appeared in the March/April, 1983 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. In Part 5 (Jazz Magazine, November/December, 1982) Merv Acheson 
described his trial, guilty verdict and experiences in jail, circa 1945. Shortly after the 
end of World War II, his sentence was remitted for good behaviour, and he was 

free. NOW READ ON: 

uring my incarceration I had received the usual ‘Dear John’ letter from a 
young lady I had previously been escorting around town. For those readers 
too young to know what the term means it is literally the brush off. American 

soldiers coined the phrase because so many of them had such letters sent to them and 
all were curiously alike starting: ‘Dear John, I hope you won’t take this too hard but I 
have met a man ...’ 

It did not take me too long to remedy this deficiency. My ‘coming out’ party was set 
for the Sunday after my release at Harvey Bruce’s Rocket Club in a building near 
Circular Quay. I turned up in my most modish array – light grey drape-shape suit, 
white buckskin shoes, navy blue shirt with white tie, and wide-brimmed light grey 
hat. 

 

 

Merv Acheson, as he appeared on the cover of Tempo, April 1946, with the model  
Joan Harrison, “a combination of bounce with beauty as a background...” 

PHOTO CREDIT RICHARD McKINNEY

D 
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As I stepped out of the lift I realised I had received an extra bonus as well as the 
party. Acting as hostess on the door was a beautiful brunette in a black cocktail dress, 
looking like a Paris model, and I thought immediately ‘that’s for me’. 

Thus began three of the most turbulent years of my life. During this time I was shot at 
on two occasions, knocked out with a gin bottle, stabbed in the chest with a broken 
piece of glass, had an irreplaceable collection of early 78 records smashed, and a 
tenor saxophone thrown from a third floor window. This did the saxophone no good 
at all. 
 

I think every musician of note in Sydney at the time must have been at that party. I 
remember a very young Terry Wilkinson playing boogie-woogie piano and a very 
young Don Burrows doing Sheik of Araby. Then there were many of my friends 
from the various army bands and entertainment units, nightclub musicians from all 
over town, players from the big theatre and palais bands. A hundred musicians must have 
played that afternoon and evening. 
 

 

A very young Terry Wilkinson was at that party, playing boogie-woogie piano... 
PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 

Liquor was still hard to come by except in nightclubs and it was quite impossible to 
buy bottles from hotels to take away, but Harvey Bruce had somehow beaten the 
drought and the booze flowed happily for one and all. 

I played with so many pick-up groups that day that it is impossible to remember all 
the names and faces but I do remember playing Blue and Sentimental with Jimmy 
White on piano. I don’t think anyone there had ever played the tune except Jimmy 
and myself. It was not a jam session standard but a fine ballad written by Count Basie 
for his tenor star Herschel Evans. Jim and I worked it out when we were both with 

34 



the army entertainment unit, the 116 Ensemble. I still perform Blue and Sentimental 
whenever possible because it is practically never played in Australia although it has 
become part of the standard tenor saxophone repertoire in the USA. 
 

 

Count Basie (in front) wrote the tune Blue and Sentimental for Herschel Evans, who 
is pictured behind Basie in the saxophone section, holding the tenor sax... 

It was a happy day for me. I spent it alternately playing jazz, drinking and talking to 
the beautiful hostess. I tried to get her to move in with me right away but she 
explained that although the idea might appeal to her she was going with a well-known 
radio announcer and he would be highly displeased. I had met the announcer in the 
past and knew he had a favourite Greek restaurant where he ate practically every 
night. So with a couple of friends I paid him a visit there and suggested he might like 
me to take the girl off his hands. He agreed readily to this after realising that it would 
put him in very good favour with my friends, which was an extremely wise thing to 
be. 

Two weeks later the girl moved in just as I started work with a nightclub band led by 
trombonist-arranger George Trevare at Ciro’s nightclub, Double Bay. The girl was 
Byrel Holland, who later became a Tivoli Theatre showgirl and gained fame in 
Melbourne newspaper circles for some of her activities in that city. She died in 
hospital of natural causes about two years ago at the age of 53. Although we had not 
lived together for more than 30 years she had requested that I attend the funeral, 
which I did. 

The Ciro’s job was a good one. The band had trumpet, trombone, piano, drums and 
bass with myself doubling tenor, alto and clarinet. Trevare had done some swinging 
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small band arrangements in the John Kirby style and although we had to play some 
of the schmaltzy dance music of the day we managed to do some good stuff too. 
 

 

Merv Acheson on tenor sax, with a female admirer. He was then playing at Ciro’s, 
Double Bay, in 1945 with George Trevare and his Hot Quintet... PHOTO COURTESY 
MERV ACHESON 

Trevare was musical director for nearly all the big band recordings at that time when 
about three companies controlled the market and relatively few local discs were 
made. If a musician worked in a Trevare nightclub or theatre orchestra he was 
practically a certainty to get a good deal of what recording activity there was. 

The average pay rate was 3 pounds ($6) a session and there were no royalties except 
tor composers. Today this rate seems very low but the general wage structure of the 
time has to be considered. An ordinary worker received about 7 pounds ($14) for a 
full week’s work. With the pay from one recording session a musician could pay a 
week’s rent on a decent flat or buy a pair of imported all leather shoes. 

Although there were no bands in hotels which had to close at 6 pm, there was plenty 
of work for good players in the nightclubs, theatres and dance palais. There must 
have been 30 or more big suburban dance halls operating several nights a week with 
eight or ten piece bands. Practically all the big city stores had ballrooms catering for 
hundreds of people (Grace Bros and Mark Foys to name only two), while the city 
palais like the Trocadero and Surryville were always packed. 

Musically things were swinging for me with my nightclub job taking six nights a week, 
day-time recording every so often, rehearsals of new arrangements, and jamming 
Sundays at the Rocket Club. Things were swinging at home too, but it was usually 
fists or bottles. The lady I had chosen proved to be bad tempered when put out, which 
was often. The main complaint seemed to be that I was out playing music all the time, 
could never take her out at night and spent little time at home. Things really hotted 
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up when we had both been drinking with the place ending up in a welter of smashed 
crockery and bottles. 

Over the years I have noticed that most Australian women brought up in homes with 
a 9 to 5 mentality are quite unable to cope when they become associated with a man 
in show business who must work any hours when his services are required and who 
has an entirely different attitude to time. 

 

 

Pictured in 1945, this is Byrel Holland, who moved in with Merv just as he started 
work with a band led by trombonist/arranger George Trevare at Ciro’s nightclub, 
Double Bay... PHOTO COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

I thought I saw an answer to my problem. Even in those days I had many 
acquaintances in various sections of the entertainment industry so I contacted some 
and managed to arrange an audition at the Tivoli Theatre for Byrel. She clicked right 
away and was hired as a showgirl. She did not have to dance or sing or have any 
special talents except to walk across the stage looking good or stand still with very 
little on in tableaux. 
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This, I thought, would give her an interest in the entertainment world and keep her 
busy while I was working. This arrangement succeeded for some months and she 
worked with international comedians like Tommy Trinder and Arthur Askey. Life at 
home became much more peaceful although there was still the occasional flare-up. 
 

 

Byrel worked with international comedians such as Tommy Trinder (pictured 
above)... 

Ciro’s nightclub changed management and George Trevare resigned as bandleader. I 
stayed on for a few weeks with a band led by pianist Wally Munce which had the 
strange line-up of trombone, reeds, piano, bass and guitar doubling vocals. Then I 
went to the Maxine nightclub in Oxford Street, Woollahra, as leader of my own seven 
piece group. This was one of the best bands I ever had with Marsh Goodwin 
(trumpet) Ron Metcalfe (trombone), Jimmy White (piano), Stan Farmer (drums), Lee 
Bolot (guitar) and Tommy Wallace (bass). 

The Maxine was a rough and tough place catering mainly for kingpins in the 
underworld and what is jovially called ‘the sporting fraternity.’ It was presided over 
by Mrs Ollie Ward, a formidable red-haired figure in floor length mink coat and 
flashing diamond rings. 

I have seen Ollie walk into the middle of a brawl among some of Sydney’s toughest 
men and quell it with a few words and a push here and there. Yet she had a much 
gentler side to her character. In later years I helped her to have published in 
America a book of songs and poems for children she had written, and in return she gave 
me an impressionistic painting of a pastoral scene, her own work, as a present for 
my mother. 
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The staff and customers were straight out of a Damon Runyon story. The assistant 
manager was a tall, lean man called ‘Stuttering Cedric’ who bore a resemblance to the 
actor Mischa Auer. The drink waiter was ‘Cyril le Beau’ who pranced around wearing 
a red wig and ruffled shirt (this in the 1940s) and called everyone ‘darling’. 

Around nine every evening the big spenders would start to arrive, each with an 
entourage of large, beefy men in expensive suits and a bevy of flashy blondes. The 
Maxine was neutral territory. Men who hated each other and some who eventually 
killed each other would nod politely in passing. The staff, who knew everybody who 
was anybody cannily saw to it that these parties were seated as far from each other as 
possible. Tables at the club were double topped. Each was spread with a white 
tablecloth concealing another top the same size as the real top but about five inches 
below it. That second top and the tablecloth could conceal a multitude of sins. 

 

 

Two of the entrepreneurs who tried to make a success of the Maxine at different 
times were Sammy Lee (above) and Lee Gordon (below)... 
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If the place was raided for selling liquor after hours all the bottles and glasses 
disappeared quickly and mysteriously. It was also useful for another purpose. Few of 
the patrons entered the place unarmed as there had been a spate of gangland killings 
and maimings mainly over the profits of the war-time black market, the selling of sly 
grog and gambling. Immediately they sat down the guns went under the tablecloth 
onto the second top – handy if a serious argument developed, yet not on the person 
and easy to disown if a police raid occurred. 

Nightly at the Maxine there was a curious procedure. On the wall next to the 
bandstand was a glass covered photograph of a man’s head and shoulders 
surrounded by a carved laurel leaf and topped by a small spotlight. It was a photo of 
Harry Foy, a female impersonator and singer, who had worked at the club many 
times. He had died after being struck on the head with a bottle by a drunk in another 
nightclub, Ziegfeld’s, in King Street, Sydney. Every night at 10 o’clock there would be 
a minute’s silence as a tribute to the dead man. 

I worked the Maxine for several months until it was closed for violating the Liquor 
Act, during one of the authorities’ periodic zealous crusades. In subsequent years it 
re-opened under a number of managements but always fell foul of some aspect of the 
law and had to close up. Two of the name entrepreneurs who tried to make a success 
of it at different times were Sammy Lee and Lee Gordon – both failed. 

The building remains, with its rusting metal awning and crumbling neon sign, but it 
will probably stay unused until it collapses or until it is razed for a development. The 
local council and other authorities and against its use for any form of entertainment 
because there are no parking facilities and it is in the middle of a residential area. 

I pass the Maxine building a couple of times each week. I remember it as it was in its 
hey-day, with the bright lights framing the outside, the shiny black cars at the kerb 
and inside the dimly lit dance floor contrasting with the spot-lit bandstand, the 
floorshow acts – Tassie Hamilton, Mollie Byron, Nellie Small and all the others – and 
the well dressed, hard-faced customers with their expensive, peacock hued women. 

The Maxine is long gone and with it has gone the magic of an era that can never come 
again. 

NEXT ISSUE: More nightclubs, the big theatre orchestras, working in 
Melbourne, the big domestic break-up. 

Part 7 

 

The following instalment appeared in the May/June, 1983 edition of Jazz Magazine. 
In Part 6 of this series (Jazz Magazine, March/April 1983), Merv Acheson described 
his experiences in music immediately after World War II, and a number of 
fascinating characters in musical and underworld circles. NOW READ ON: 

40 



t this time, 1946-47, there were no jazz jobs as there are today. The 
professional musician had to earn his living playing the dance music of the 
period or working in the theatre orchestras. In most nightclubs and dance halls 

musicians were lucky to be able to sneak in a jazz bracket once a night during a three 
or four hour show. True, there was the Rocket Club and a couple of other short-lived 
jazz places on Sundays but players there were unpaid although they received plenty of 
free booze. 

Playing the nightclub scene was like musical chairs – these places opened, closed and 
changed their names and nominal managements with great frequency owing to the 
seemingly haphazardly enforced and archaic liquor laws of the day. In a few months I 
worked the Hayden, Roosevelt, Reflections, Mick’s Collonade, Stork Club, Golden Key 
and several others. 

The Stork Club had one of the best bands of the day led by alto man and arranger 
Tom Sterne (for many years editor of Music Maker magazine). There were four saxes 
– Ron Gowans, Fred Curry, Sterne and myself; the late and great Dick McNally on 
trumpet, Jim Somerville on piano, Clive Whitcombe on drums (now living in the 
USA) and a bass player. All the arrangements were Tom Sterne originals and they 
swung, although most were based on corny tunes. 

 

 

Ron Gowans (far left) is pictured with other saxophonists, L-R, Errol Buddle, Ron 
Mannix, Johnny Green and Syd Powell... PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
MUSEUM 

The club was way out of town in the George’s River area and on some week nights no 
customers came. Then the band and staff would sit around drinking or playing cards 
until a car was heard approaching the front of the building when everyone would 

A 
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spring into activity – the band playing, waiters standing at the ready, the chef by his 
stove – then if the car passed by everybody would relax and sit down again. 

If the Stork Club was a serious musical gig with a great band and good arrangements 
my next job at the Golden Key could have been scripted by the Marx Brothers. The 
Golden Key, now demolished, stood at the north end of Bondi Beach and during its 
chequered lifetime operated under many names and many managements. I cannot 
quite recall who had it or what it was called when I was there in late 1947 but I shall 
never forget the events there. 

 

 

Merv’s next job at the Golden Key could have been scripted by the Marx Brothers 
(pictured above)... 

The bandleader was a hard drinking ex-circus strongman, the late Ray Duggan, who 
played trumpet and sang and whose hobbies were brawling and trying to win other 
people’s women in that order. He delighted in showing people photos of his circus 
days, dressed in a leopard skin with barbells across his shoulders with a couple of 
hefty showgirls seated thereon. His apartment was plastered with these photographs 
and he freely admitted that he had never led a band before and only got the job 
because he was taking out the boss’s daughter. The rest of the quartet was Wally 
Andrews on piano and Dave Lake on drums. 

The Marx Brothers circus began on opening night when our leader began ogling a 
cute little blonde dancing around with a well-dressed businessman type. He made 
several remarks about meeting her after the show and said some derogatory thing 
about her partner. Duggan had been drinking considerably and was in an aggressive 
mood so that when I tried to shut him up and warn him what he was getting himself 
into he would not listen. 

The ‘businessman type’ was a kingpin of the Sydney underworld, undisputed boss of 
the Eastern suburbs area and the girl had been his regular live-in companion for 
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several years. Not only were Duggan’s blandishments highly dangerous for him but 
quite in vain – she was not about to give up her affluent lifestyle and risk a 
permanent scarring of her beauty for a one-night stand with a musician. 

At a table up the other end of the nightclub sat the usual hard-boiled entourage 
without which cheer squad no top-line gangster ever travelled. By this stage Duggan 
could not see that far. At the end of the bracket he staggered off to the toilet in a small 
yard behind the club. The dancer returned to his table and said something to four big 
men sitting there. They thereupon rose and followed Duggan. 

Now nobody could help him or even warn him. A minute or two later the big men 
came calmly back and resumed their seats. What seemed an age later but was 
probably only minutes Duggan reappeared – one sleeve torn out of his dinner jacket, 
his shirt ripped open, his face a red lump and his clothes covered in blood. A member 
of the staff drove him home and we did not see him for two days – but the remains of 
the band played on. Even when the situation was explained to him cold stone sober, 
he did not seem to realise the seriousness of the affair and that a repeat could quite 
easily see him fished out of the harbour. 

The show faltered on for another week and then Christmas was upon us and the 
grand finale of the job with a scene which I will always think of as ‘Rome burning 
while the band played.’ The club had been decorated for the occasion with paper 
streamers hanging from the ceiling, cardboard Christmas bells, white paper 
tablecloths and pasteboard cut-outs. Our fearless leader lurched in and declared he 
would do one of his old circus acts for the floorshow. He would, he told us, do his 
famous juggling act with lighted Indian clubs while the band played The Sheik of 
Araby. 

 

 

Without further ado he donned his leopard skin, produced a pail of some transparent 
inflammable liquid and six Indian clubs wrapped in hessian. He dipped the clubs in 
the pail, lit them and the performance began – and ended, and so did the club, until 
massive repairs could be done. Up in the air went the clubs wreathed in fire and they 
landed anywhere – streamers, decorations and tablecloths caught fire, the pail was
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knocked over and flame spread across the carpet, then the stage taking hold of the 
wooden music stands and the piano. The band fled, lugging instruments out the back 
door, the audience clambered through doors and windows with women screaming, 
while Duggan stood like Nero among the ruins loudly declaiming ‘The show must go 
on – start the music.’ Finally two bouncers and a waiter hustled him out. 

I have always been sorry no-one had a movie camera that night – it was a serio-comic 
scene to remember. Needless to say that was the end of the job. 

I met Duggan weeks later at a party in Kings Cross with, once again, disastrous 
results. We were drinking at trestle tables with the tops not attached to the legs when 
in getting up I accidentally bumped the contraption knocking Duggan’s drink into his 
lap. With a yell of rage he hit me over the head with a gin bottle while I was still in a 
half bent position. 

In the ensuing melee I was stabbed in the chest with a piece of broken bottle while 
Duggan suffered a badly cut hand and arm and gashes to his face and body through 
falling amongst the broken glass littering the floor, from the smashed bottles and 
glasses when the tables went over. 

We both went to St Vincent’s hospital to be patched up. I received several stitches in 
the head and a couple in the chest injury which was not serious. An intern said to me 
as I was leaving – ‘It’s funny – we have another chap here who is a musician and the 
same thing happened to him – he fell over at a party.’ 

 

 

Hal Vincer (on vibes, far left) is pictured here with the Reg Lewis Orchestra circa 1945. 
Others, L-R, are Dave Rutledge (tenor sax), Jack Lander (bass), Frank Marcy (drums), Don 
Burrows (clarinet), Don Andrews (guitar), Reg Lewis (leader)...PHOTO COURTESY NATIONAL 
LIBRARY OF AUSTRALIA
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For a spell of less hectic life I decided to try theatre work. This led first to a short spell 
at the Tivoli Theatre with the Hal Vincer orchestra – but playing two shows a day 
exactly the same for six weeks or so was not my cup of tea. So I joined the George 
Trevare orchestra at the State Theatre where the music was not continuous 
throughout the show as in a vaudeville house but was played only as an overture 
before the first movie, at interval and as a finale after the second movie. 

This enabled musicians who were quick on their feet to work a nearby nightclub job 
at the same time, ducking back to the theatre when required for a few minutes. 
During this period I played several city nighteries which are now long forgotten, even 
the buildings where they were having been demolished. 

 

 

Merv Acheson (centre) circa 1946 with friends from the American merchant navy. 
Taken at the Maccabean Hall, Darlinghurst, during a ball for ship personnel... 
PHOTO COURTESY MERV ACHESON 
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Part 8 

 

The following instalment appeared in the July/August, 1983 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. In Part 7 of this series (Jazz Magazine, May/June 1983) Merv Acheson 
described his experiences at the Stork Club and the Golden Key – Sydney nightclubs 
which were frequented by underworld figures in the post-war years. Going into 
theatre work, he had joined George Trevare’s orchestra at the Tivoli. NOW READ 
ON: 

uring this time of constantly playing both theatres and nightclubs my home 
life was tempestuous to say the least – my lady friend Byrel had left her job as 
a Tivoli Theatre show girl after a disagreement with the boss and was again 

getting angry and bored with nothing to do while I was out working. 

On one occasion I decided to go out to my mother’s place to have a rest away from the 
continuous arguments. I was dozing on a bed in the back room when Byrel stormed 
in, brandishing a Webley .455 revolver and let fly. Six bullets smashed into the wall 
behind me and only that I was half asleep and did not sit up quickly they would have 
perforated me like a postage stamp. 

 

 

This shot of Merv performing for the Victorian Jazz Club was used to illustrate Part 
8 of the Merv Acheson Story...PHOTO CREDIT ADRIAN JACKSON 
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Naturally she had been drinking and when the gun was empty all the steam seemed 
to go out of her and she crumpled up. The Webley .455, by the way, was nicknamed 
the ‘man stopper’ when it was standard issue to the British Army, and was known as 
the only certain way to bring down with one shot an eastern fanatic full of hashish. If 
even one slug had hit me it would have been highly detrimental to my career. 

I decided to make a move to Melbourne where I had been offered a nightclub job by a 
prominent piano playing bandleader. This proved to be a disastrous move. In those 
days, 1948, nightclub jobs were full-time, six nights a week, and musicians were 
thrown completely out of work if the club closed for any reason – not like today, for 
example, when I work three different venues a week and if one closes there are still 
the other two. 

I copped the full closure bit with the Melbourne nightclub before I even got on the 
bandstand. On arriving I had gone to see the leader and he told me to start the 
following night. That very night the club was raided and closed down for violations of 
the Liquor Act. There I was out of work in a strange city. 

To add to my woes I received a telegram from my mother saying that my violent lady 
friend was on her way down to join me. I took a huge double room for the two of us at 
a St Kilda guest house where, believe it or not, we got three meals a day each, all 
inclusive for £6 ($12) a week. Then I went to the Musicians’ Club in Little Collins 
Street looking for work. There I ran into an old friend, mouth organ virtuoso Horrie 
Dargie, who also played alto and clarinet. 

 

 

Mouth organ virtuoso Horrie Dargie: he proved to be Merv’s guardian angel... 
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He proved to be my guardian angel that day; he told me he was leaving the Empress 
coffee lounge, which had been the old Dugout, and wanted a replacement alto for the 
Laurie Wilson band which held sway there. So in I went playing an alto borrowed 
from theatre bandleader Hal Moschetti, an old friend of my father, and doubling 
clarinet and tenor. 

The highlight of that band was the drumming of the late and great Billy Hyde senior, 
but we got very little chance to play jazz. This type of coffee lounge was peculiar to 
Melbourne during the days of 6 pm hotel closing. People would pay 2/6d (25 cents) to 
enter a coffee lounge for which they received a ticket entitling them to coffee and 
sandwiches and a musical show running anything from an hour to an hour and a half. 
There were two shows a night and patrons had to pay again to see the second one. 

Bands were usually six pieces with the musos doubling or singing, backing the 
resident comic and girl vocalist and visiting acts, wearing funny hats and generally 
cutting capers. I hated all this garbage but had to sit it out until something better 
turned up. Things started to improve when firstly Byrel got a job as an usherette and 
then I had a strange visit during the late show at the Empress. 

A little, foreign looking man in a big hat and overcoat, accompanied by three large 
men, also in big hats and overcoats, came up to the stand and said abruptly, ‘You 
Merv?’ I said I was and he said, ‘I wanna see you after, wait around!’ This sounded 
ominous but I hadn’t been in town long enough to upset anyone and I might as well 
do as he asked or he’d be back the next night. 

After the show he reappeared with his followers and said, ‘Harvey tells me you play 
good and can get a band together – I gotta new club and I wantcha to see it – we go 
now.’ We all piled into a large black Buick, went around some corners and through a 
few lanes, and ended up outside what appeared to be a dingy warehouse. 

Surprise! Upstairs I stepped out of the lift into one of the most palatial nightclubs I 
have ever seen. I looked around and said to the little man ‘I’ll take the job if the 
conditions are right – what hours and how much?’ He shook me with his answer 
‘midnight to 5 am and I’ll pay you £10 ($20) a man every night.’ Now this was 
fabulous money in that day and age when we were getting about £12 ($24) a week 
each for seven nights, encompassing 14 shows at the coffee lounge. 

I asked him what sort of music he wanted and he said, ‘I hate music – play anything 
just so its loud – Harvey says in Sydney you had some of the loudest bands around.’ 
With that he pressed something in the wall and a huge panel opened disclosing a 
gambling room with baccarat, chemin de fer, cage dice, blackjack tables, craps – the 
whole works. 

When that room was full of customers there was quite a lot of noise which even the 
padded walls couldn’t contain, he explained. So if the place was raided the band had 
to play good and loud to smother the gambling. 

I stayed in that job three months with a band I picked from local musicians and in 
which the personnel varied greatly from night to night as most had day jobs and 
couldn’t stand the hours. The pay was regular, we played what we liked, and the 
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drinks were free for the musos. Then one day the little man sent for me and told me 
he was closing down for a while. He gave no reason and to this day I do not know 
whether he had advance knowledge of coming police raids or feared a take-over bid 
from another organisation. 

Then I did the St Kilda coffee lounge circuit playing the Galleon, and other spots 
whose names escape me, with Stan Bourne’s band. Stan was a rotund little man who 
played piano and accordion, sang, told blue jokes and did a routine where he played 
every instrument in sight. Nobody in the audience knew that on most instruments he 
had learned to play only eight bars of one tune. Strangely he employed mostly jazz 
musicians, could play good jazz piano himself when he wanted to and did not expect 
his musicians to be comedians as he did all the routines himself, sometimes picking a 
particularly oafish member of the audience as a straight man to be the butt of his 
jokes, custard pies etc. 
 

 

Stan Bourne at the piano: he was a rotund little man who played piano and 
accordion, sang, told blue jokes and did a routine where he played every instrument 
in sight... 

Then Harvey Bruce, the same man who had recommended me for the nightclub cum 
gambling club job, came to see me. I had known him very well in Sydney for years 
and had played dances and jazz clubs he organised. This time he wanted something 
different. He was a big-time gambler and had been losing heavily in the early hours of 
the morning after drinking heavily. In a nutshell what he wanted was a ‘minder’ to 
look after his money when he was on a winning streak and to take it home and lock it 
up before he could get drunk and lose it all. 
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The going pay rate for this was £10 ($20) a night starting at midnight so I could still 
do the coffee lounge shows. Naturally I took the job. My instructions were that no 
matter how much he ranted, raved and threatened I was not to give him any money 
back until he sobered up. Many were the early morning calls I had from Harvey 
demanding his money, running the gamut from threats to pleas, but on his own 
orders he got nothing. There were the bright days however when he would phone 
crestfallen and say ‘Well I’ve done it again – I woke up broke today,’ and I would say 
‘You’re not broke, I’ve got 500 quid of yours here.’ 

Then he would be overjoyed and would come around with a couple of bottles of good 
scotch to collect. He had several men in his employ, including a chauffeur and a 
bodyguard, who could have minded his cash but he didn’t trust them with it because 
they were gamblers. He knew that I had never gambled, as I do not to this day. 

This arrangement went very well for some weeks until things started going wrong at 
my home again. Violent arguments followed by tearful confusion were being staged 
regularly by Byrel – mainly for the same old reason – that I was never home between 
6 pm and 6 am. 

This came to a head one morning when I asked Harvey in for a drink just before 
dawn. As we entered the courtyard of the apartment block where I had a flat on the 
second floor I tripped over a heap of junk. Harvey snapped on his lighter and the junk 
turned out to be my prized collection of rare 78 records, Ellington, Callaway, 
Beiderbecke, Lunceford, Hawkins, Chu Berry, Condon and the rest. All had been 
smashed to pieces and thrown out the window. 

 

 

Harvey Bruce (left) with Merv Acheson: Harvey was a big time gambler... PHOTO 
COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

Harvey and I hurried upstairs to find the window wide open and the girl in a drunken 
stupor on the bed clutching an empty brandy bottle. I grabbed her by the neck but 
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Harvey stopped me with a sentence. He said, ‘Leave her. They hang you for killing 
down here.’ 

I gathered my things and left and never lived with her again. Strangely enough more 
than 30 years later in 1980 before she died in the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital, 
Sydney, from natural causes, she made a request that I attend her funeral. This I did. 

After the record smashing incident I returned to Sydney gigging around the 
nightclubs and again working for big band leader George Trevare. But the shadow of 
the record smashing girl was still over me. She had taken up with notorious 
Melbourne gangster Freddie Harrison, who was to be blasted to death with a shotgun 
on a Melbourne wharf in 1957, but who was then very much alive. 

In 1949 Trevare asked me to go to Melbourne with him to discuss some recording 
business. On arriving there we put up at the Hunt Club Hotel in Little Collins Street, 
handy to the Musicians’ Club. On the second day another of the men in overcoats and 
big hats turned up in the bar where I was drinking alone, sidled up and said in an 
undertone from the side of his mouth ‘Freddie says you should go back to Sydney; he 
don’t want you here.’ 

 

 

Melbourne gangster Freddie Harrison: Merv’s ex-girlfriend Byrel had taken up 
with him... 

I was surprised – I could not remember anyone called Freddie that I had upset. At 
that stage I did not know that my ex-girl was having an affair with Harrison and 
indeed I had only vaguely heard of him. With a few whiskies in me and angry at being 
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ordered about by a stranger I rapidly told the messenger what he and his Freddie 
could do and where they could go. 

After a couple more drinks I decided to find out what the strange message was all 
about and made some phone calls. Everyone I contacted started spluttering in 
obvious alarm and fear as soon as I told them what had happened and gradually I 
learned the situation. All the people I had phoned had asked me politely not to visit 
them until the matter was cleared up, as they did not want blood on their doorsteps. 

After that I started to laugh thinking of these big strong fellows going to pieces when 
they heard a name over a telephone. I did not laugh so much late that night when I 
was walking down a quiet side street – there were two loud cracks and two bullets 
ploughed into the building beside me. 

Trevare and I finished our business with the recording company the next day and 
returned to Sydney. I was not sorry to get back. In Melbourne I was a sitting duck – 
unarmed, with my so-called friends too scared to be of any assistance or even to sell 
me a gun, in case Freddie found out about the transaction. 

 

 

Photos of the trombonist & bandleader George Trevare are scarce. This is a shot of 
him on the cover of his album “Sydney, Australia 1943-45 Vol 1”... 

I sent a message to Freddie telling him why I had been in Melbourne and that he was 
wrong in thinking that I had come down to get her back. In fact she had given me a 
hell of a time for three years and I would not have her back if he paid me. Months 
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later I met Freddie and we drank together and laughed about the incident. He 
insisted that he had not fired the shots but that they had been fired by a friend trying 
to get in his good books and without his knowledge. Anyway, he said, they had only 
been meant to scare me out or town and had been deliberately aimed to miss. 

But now, 34 years later, I still have my doubts; Freddie or his probably mythical 
friend, could just have been a lousy shot. 

NEXT ISSUE: I become Editor of Tempo Magazine, ten o’clock closing 
comes to the pubs and jazz takes off; the great jazz hotels – The Port 
Jackson, The Criterion, Adams and all the rest. 

Part 9 

 

The following instalment appeared in the Spring, 1983 edition of Jazz Magazine. In 
Part 8 of this series (Jazz Magazine, July/August 1983, Merv Acheson described life 
as a musician (and occasional ‘minder’) in Melbourne in the late 1940s. He had 
several unhappy experiences in Melbourne, and was glad to be back in Sydney. 
NOW READ ON: 

 

 

Merv Acheson, journalist, outside the Tempo office, Sydney, circa 1951... PHOTO 
COURTESY MERV ACHESON 
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ack in Sydney things were not too bright on the show business scene. The 
wartime black market profits which the big-time operators had been spending 
in the nightclubs were drying up and these places were frantically changing 

bands and acts in an attempt to attract new custom. Good musicians were playing 
musical chairs going from place to place with no continuity of employment. 

Registered poker machine clubs with entertainment as we know them today did not 
exist and hotels were forced by law to close at 6 pm. The Petersham Inn had a regular 
Saturday afternoon band led by guitarist Morgan McGree and some of the big city 
plush hostelries hired bands for private functions in banquet halls not open to the 
public, but jazz in hotels, which is now so prolific, just did not exist. 

About this time a journalist friend who wanted some time off asked me to deputise 
for him on a country newspaper for a few weeks. I don’t think I ever had such an 
unhappy and frustrating time as on this assignment. I checked my journalistic 
credentials and Australian Journalists’ Association card and boarded a relatively 
small plane for a town in Victoria, a State in which I have never had much luck. 

I should have known the whole venture would be a disaster. It started when I entered 
the newspaper office about noon one day in mid-summer when the temperature was 
over 100 degrees Fahrenheit, tar was oozing from the street in puddles, and stray 
dogs were panting for breath. 

When I introduced myself I was immediately reprimanded for not wearing a coat and 
tie. It seemed that members of the white collar fraternity were expected to dress up at 
all times even when they were not yet on the payroll. 

The work was boring; the paper was a morning one so I started every afternoon about 
three o’clock and worked until midnight. First there came the round of the civic 
offices collecting routine handouts, prepared bland statements and self-laudatory 
stories from various local dignitaries. Later in the day came the council meetings, the 
get-togethers of other local influential bodies and the eternal blather of the typical 
smalltown politicians. 

All this junk the paper printed willingly and fully – but awkward questions to the 
hierarchy were taboo. I dug up some good stories, which in a city paper or even a 
small paper in a less inhibited community would have made the front page, but they 
never saw the light of day. 

Two pieces I wrote: one on the appalling conditions of the local Aboriginals living in 
their humpies on the outskirts of town without sanitation, medicine or running water 
in the dry season and begging whites to buy liquor for them from the hotels where 
they were barred; and another on the harsh lives of itinerant seasonal white workers 
and their families. Both stories were spiked immediately, never to be published. 

Apart from dissatisfaction with the actual work I was still being harassed about my 
personal life. This included drinking in public bars of hotels (employees were 
expected to drink in the saloon or lounge); wearing sports clothes and shorts on my 
day off; taking out a waitress in the local hamburger joint; and, horror of horrors, 
sitting in with the local dance band on an occasional Saturday night. 

B 
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By this time I had had it and sent a frantic telegram to the friend who gave me the job 
telling him to hurry back. 

Favourite weekend pastimes of the upper middle class in this town seemed to be 
ghastly picnics on the bank of some turgid waterhole infested by flies, ants and, at 
dusk, mosquitoes. The beer was flat and warm, the sandwiches crinkled and dry, the 
women dowdy and the men humourless and forever talking about their week-day 
business. I attended one of these disastrous functions on the recommendation of a 
workmate – but never again. 

I have always disliked the outdoors - to me if you’ve seen one tree, one patch of bush, 
one river or mountain you’ve seen ‘em all. My absolute preference runs to concreted 
streets, advertising hoardings, neon signs, skyscrapers, brightly lit bars and dimly lit 
nightclubs. Soon I was on another light plane heading back for civilisation and I have 
rarely been as exuberant as when we touched down at Sydney airport. 

I lost no time in putting the word around that I was back and in less than a week I 
had an offer I could not refuse – Frank Johnson, publisher of Tempo magazine, with 
Music Maker one of the two oldest established and most prestigious entertainment 
publications in Australia, wanted me as editor. 

 

 

When not on his advertising rounds Frank Johnson could invariably be found in the 
bar of the old Plaza Hotel on Wynyard Station ramp drinking with his friend Ion 
‘Jack’ Idriess (pictured above)... 

55 



This Frank Johnson (no relation to either the Sydney or Melbourne trumpet playing 
Frank Johnson) had an office in George Street near Martin Place, where he put out 
magazines on Australian history, books of local poetry and comics. But I was to be 
solely concerned with Tempo. 

Since before the war I had been writing on jazz as a freelance for both this magazine 
and its rival Music Maker but now I was to be in charge of news, features, layout — 
the whole works. The magazine was a monthly and I had only to work part-time 
leaving plenty of opportunity to play music. It also put me in a position to get advance 
information on what was about to happen in the music trade. 

Publisher Johnson was a large, stout, red-faced, jovial, whisky drinking extrovert who 
handled all advertising for his magazines and confined his journalistic activities to 
making suggestions for editorials usually directed at outlets such as theatres and 
radio stations for not employing enough live musicians. When not on his advertising 
rounds he could invariably be found in the bar of the old Plaza Hotel on Wynyard 
Station ramp (now the Menzies) drinking with his friend Ion ‘Jack’ Idriess, the 
famous author of books on the Australian outback. 

Although not particularly a jazz fan he had a stable of jazz specialists writing for 
Tempo, including Ron Wills, Wal Durbin and Don Stollard in Sydney and Harvey 
Bruce in Melbourne. Incoming mail was heavy with learned record collectors arguing 
who had played what on which disc or whether so and so was better than such and 
such. To liven things up the regular writers on the magazine and myself often wrote 
argumentative letters to each other on various aspects of jazz – all for publication. 

 

 

Ron Wills, one of the stable of jazz specialists writing for Tempo. Wills has been 
described by Bruce Johnson in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Australian Jazz as 
“probably the most widely influential reviewer in the history of Australian jazz”... 
PHOTO COURTESY BILL HAESLER. 

While with Tempo I took a trio into Mick the Greek’s Colonnade Club at La Perouse 
which was a very rough place indeed. A regular customer was The Angel of Death, 
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‘Pretty Dulcie’ Markham, who always had a specially reserved table near the band to 
accommodate her large entourage of brightly dressed girls and beefy men in dark 
suits and big hats. 

I had known Dulcie in Melbourne where bandleader and multi-instrument man Stan 
Bourne and I regularly attended Sunday afternoon parties in her St Kilda house. 
There were some great jam sessions in that place with top musos from theatres and 
nightclubs dropping in to blow up a storm and help themselves to the generous 
supply of free liquor. 

 

 

Merv is pictured here at Mick The Greek’s Collonade Club in Sydney, 1947... PHOTO 
COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

Dulcie was limping when she came to the Colonnade Club because it seems someone 
had put a gun through her Melbourne bedroom window and shot both her and her 
current boyfriend. She had gained her nickname “The Angel of Death” because half a 
dozen of her men friends had been gunned down in underworld battles. 

She was a great fan of jazz, although no scholar on the subject, and her favourite tune 
was Ugly Child. All went well at the nightclub until one night when she asked for a 
number. We had just installed a new pianist who did not know Dulcie. He had had a 
few drinks, looked her up and down and said, ‘Nought for molls!’ 

This was a straight-out declaration of war and in a minute the place was a mass of 
shouting men and girls, smashed glassware and crockery, spilt liquor and overturned 
chairs and tables. 
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The Angel of Death, ‘Pretty Dulcie’ Markham: she always had a specially reserved 
table near the band to accommodate her large entourage... 
 

 

Someone had put a gun through ‘Pretty Dulcie’ Markham’s Melbourne bedroom 
window and shot both her and her current boyfriend... 

The drummer, Alan Burke, and I bodily ejected the pianist through the back door 
while the crowd, apparently forgetting the original reason battled happily among 
themselves. I never worked that spot again and never worked with that pianist 
anywhere again. He was too tactless for me. 

One of the most exciting events during my stay with Tempo was the first Sydney Jazz 
Convention held at Ashfield Town Hall between Christmas Day and New Year’s Day 
1950. We had several full-page spreads in Tempo with a banner headline on page one 
‘Jazz! Oh Jazz! Oh Jazz!’ and a dozen pictures featuring top jazzmen of the day. As I 
write I have a copy of this magazine dated January 1951 before me with photos of 
Johnny McCarthy, Duke and Betty Farrell, Jim Roach, Terry McCardell, Alan Burke, 
Jack Parkes, Eric Dunn, Ron Wills, Wal Durbin and the Southern Jazz Group. 
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My next nightly stint was at the Embassy Club on the harbourside at Manly. It was 
run by two Greek brothers and went broke before very long because of their habit of 
giving expensive free parties to their friends and relatives. At this club there was an 
imperious head waiter who not only cooked crepe suzettes at the tables as if he were 
conducting the London Philharmonic but attempted to give orders to the band. With 
people like drummer Bill Coady, pianist Wally Andrews and myself in the outfit this 
was tempting fate. 

The rift came when he came up at 2 am as we were getting ready to leave and ordered 
us to play on because some of his good tippers were still there. I told him in no 
uncertain terms to ‘Go cook his fish and chips!’ The last thing I heard from him was 
an indignant spluttering: ‘feesh an’ cheeps!’ A few days later the joint closed. 

NEXT ISSUE: The Balaclava, the Doc Willis Band at the Port Jackson 
Hotel, the Criterion years, pub jazz in its hey-day, the great Giles 
O’Sullivan all night jazz spot, the first Musicians Union magazine. 

Part 10 

 

The following instalment appeared in the Summer/Autumn, 1984 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. In Part 9 of this series (Jazz Magazine, Spring 1983) Merv Acheson 
described a miserable stint as a journalist in post-war Melbourne. Following his 
return to Sydney he became editor of Tempo magazine, and played in Mick the 
Greek’s Collonade Club at La Perouse and, later, at the Embassy Club in Manly. 
Meanwhile, the first Australian Jazz Convention to be held in Sydney took place in 
1950. NOW READ ON: 

bout this time in the early 1950s, major things were happening in the theatre 
world. All the top film theatres had had reasonably big bands doing live 
presentations along with the movies for decades. This was a big source of work 

for musicians in cities all over Australia. 

The bands of between 10 and 20 pieces did an overture and presentation numbers, 
either on stage or in the rising pit, before the first movie, played music at interval, 
and after the second feature movie played what was known as the march out – a 
spirited tune as the crowd was leaving. Suddenly the crash came – all the picture 
shows were laying off their orchestras. To this day it is not widely known that this 
order came directly from the producers in Hollywood. 

Somebody there had the bright idea that the time taken up by live music could be 
better used with short movies and even with ten-minute films showing an overseas 
band in action – all to the profit of the moguls. To impress this on the film houses the 
big companies threatened to cut off supplies of their product to anyone who did not 
come to heel. This edict applied not only to Australia but world-wide. In America it 
was one of the major factors which finished the big band era. 

Prior to this, bands like Duke Ellington, Tommy Dorsey, Jimmy Dorsey, Benny 
Goodman, Kay Kyser, Bob Crosby, Cab Calloway and others did much of their work in 
theatres where they played the first half of the bill before the feature movie. This 

A 
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All the top film theatres had had reasonably big bands doing live presentations 
along with the movies for decades. This is the Reg Lewis Orchestra, pictured at the 
Prince Edward Theatre in Sydney in 1947... PHOTO COURTESY NATIONAL LIBRARY OF 
AUSTRALIA 

Hollywood manoeuvre directly cut off this source of employment and with it came 
another order from the same source: name bands were no longer to be used in 
pictures. This was getting them too much publicity and taking crowds from the movie 
houses to the dance halls and clubs where they regularly performed. 

The music scene was pretty turgid for a while and things were not going too happily 
at Tempo. The money was poor, expense accounts non-existent, and I had not had a 
raise in more than two years. Then I had a phone call from the Packer organisation, 
which owned the Daily and Sunday Telegraph, the Women’s Weekly and numerous 
other publications. They were starting a new show business magazine called Pictorial 
Show and wanted me as jazz columnist. 

My old friend and colleague Dick Hughes was working as a journalist for the firm at 
the time and had recommended me for the job. Dick and I still work together – I with 
his band the Famous Five at the Soup Plus Restaurant and he with my band the 
Mainstreamers at Paddington Woollahra RSL Club. 

I said my farewells at Tempo and joined Pictorial Show. Here I received as much for 
one column each week, called ‘The Music Box’, as I did for a whole week’s work at 
Tempo and I did not have to put in an appearance at the office – merely type the stuff 
up at home and hand it in. 
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Merv Acheson (centre) with Dick Hughes (left, on piano) and John Ceeney (drums) at the 
Windsor Castle Hotel in 1969... PHOTO COURTESY MERV ACHESON REMEMBERED 

 

 

Merv on clarinet at Soup Plus in Sydney. Other members of the Famous Five in the 
background are John Edgecombe (left, on bass) and Bruce Johnson (right, on trumpet). The 
obscured figure next to Merv is probably Dick Hughes... PHOTO COURTESY BILL BOLDISTON 
MERV ACHESON REMEMBERED  



Then came the best news any NSW musician had heard in years: in 1954 10 o’clock 
closing came in for hotels and the present day registered club scene took off with 
more liberal laws relating to poker machines, live entertainment and 24 hour-a-day 
licenses. 

At first a peculiar law inspired by the wowser element applied to hotels. They had to 
close their doors between 6 pm and 7 pm – ostensibly to allow people to go home for 
dinner. This unrealistic nonsense was soon scrapped. 

Once the pubs had 10 pm licenses they began to vie with each other in booking 
entertainment. Huge chains such as Millers Hotels sprang up employing literally 
dozens of musicians and presenting glittering nightclub style shows with dancing 
girls, comics, vocalists and of course bands. The smaller pubs did not have the room 
or finances to compete with this and that is where jazz came in. Previously jazz 
musicians had to play all kinds of garbage music to make a living and could only 
make their own music in some dingy after hours spot or at private parties. Now they 
were in demand. The smaller hotels soon realised the strong attraction jazz had and 
began booking bands good, bad and indifferent. 

I had a visit from my old Melbourne mate Harvey Bruce, who had been engaged as 
manager of the new beer garden at the Balaclava Hotel, Alexandria, and wanted me to 
take a band in on the first night of the late opening. He had come to Sydney because a 
relative had left him an inheritance including a quaint old weatherboard house near 
the Balaclava. I came to know how ‘quaint’ the house was when I took a lady friend 
there one night and her high heels went right through the worm-eaten lino and 
boards just inside the front door. 

 

Trumpeter Dick McNally is pictured here in the Ralph Mallen band, then at the Parisienne, Campsie, 
probably late 1946. L-R, Terry Wilkinson (piano), Ralph Mallen (trombone), Billy Mannix (tenor 
sax), Norm Wyatt or Les Holden (trombone), Ron Hogan (guitar), Andy Mackintosh (clarinet), Don 
Osborn (drums), McNally (trumpet), Ron Gowans (tenor sax, seated), John Cerchi (tenor sax, 
standing), Dick Tuckey (bass), Bob Anderson (alto sax); the obscured musician between Gowans and 
Anderson is possibly Ron Mannix...PHOTO COURTESY OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
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The band I selected for opening night was John Ceeney (drums), Kenny Green 
(piano) and Dick McNally (trumpet). Ceeney subsequently stayed with various bands 
of mine for 16 years. He died from chronic asthma last year. 

The Balaclava was a funny pub right from the start – on opening night, although 
admission was supposed to be free, the enterprising Harvey had been selling reserved 
tickets at 10 shillings (one dollar) each. But he had sold 500 tickets when the place 
only seated about 250. By the time we were due to start at 7.30 pm people were 
struggling and arguing about seats, sitting on each other’s laps and making a great 
uproar while the urbane Harvey, resplendent in white tuxedo, red bowtie and 
cummerbund, was running hither and yon trying to placate everyone concerned. 

We played loud and clear to get above the noise and when things sorted themselves 
out seemed to be getting along just fine when a man I did not know came up and said 
he couldn’t understand anything we were playing and it was the most boring music 
he had ever heard. I told him there were a dozen other pubs in the area and he wasn’t 
nailed to the floor so why didn’t he leave? He later turned out to be one of five 
brothers who owned the hotel and they had five wives and all ten of them wanted a 
say in the entertainment. 

Not much later I left and joined the Doc Willis band at the Port Jackson Hotel in 
George Street near the Quay. This was a happy job with Doc on trombone, Chris 
Hamilton or Terry McCardell on trumpet, Jimmy Shaw on drums and Jim Roach on 
piano. We played behind the bar and all went well until one night a hulking customer 
who was always boasting about being the brother of a famous boxer did the wrong 
thing. 

 

 

A shot of Terry McCardell (centre, on trumpet) with clarinetists John McCarthy 
(left) and Ross Fusedale (right)... PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 

He called me over and I went, still playing clarinet because I thought he wanted a 
request. When 1 got near enough he playfully punched the end-of the clarinet 
chipping one of my front teeth. In reflex I picked up a siphon of soda water, which in 
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those days was left on the bar, and bashed him over the head with it. He collapsed 
and was dragged out by some of his mates. I never saw him again – but he was lucky 
he was wearing a hat. 

This job came to an end when the pub changed hands. During my stay there I had 
been approached by the manager of the Criterion Hotel on the corner of Park and Pitt 
Street, Sydney, to work at that spot and now I accepted. This was to be the longest 
non-stop job and one of the happiest in my life. I stayed for ten years and in all that 
time had the same drummer, John Ceeney and bassist Bob Clarke, although the 
pianist changed from time to time. The longest running piano player was Barry Jones 
and when he left to live in Queensland those who followed him included Peter Piercy, 
Allan Lynch, Dick Jackson, Bill Palmer, Chubby Turner and others. The Criterion 
Hotel job lasted from 1955 to 1965, survived three changes of management and ended 
only when a fourth publican took over. 

 

 

The Criterion Hotel, on the corner of Park and Pitt Street, Sydney: Merv’s longest 
non-stop job and one of the happiest in his life... 

In those days the outgoing licensee was not supposed to tell anyone he was leaving, 
apparently under the assumption that the customers might follow him to his new pub 
leaving the incomer with nobody to serve. The first I knew of the last changeover was 
when the phone rang early one morning while I was asleep. Staggering out of bed I 
grunted ‘Hello’ and a voice I did not know said, ‘Are you the bandleader at the 
Criterion?’ When I said I was the voice continued ‘Well I’m the new owner and the 
band’s fired —I hate music?’ I quickly cut in that I did not know the voice and he 
could be somebody having a joke to which he replied, ‘Come in and see me’. 

I threw on some clothes, grabbed a cab and was in town in about half an hour. What I 
saw even before I met the new man made me believe him; three burly labourers were 
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manhandling the piano out the door into the street and from the back bar where we 
played came the sound of banging and sawing as workmen demolished the stage. 

When I finally met the publican and asked him why he was doing this when the band 
had packed the bar four and five deep and kept half a dozen barmaids working flat 
out three nights a week for ten years, he told me he had looked in a few times and did 
not like the crowd. ‘You’ve got the place full of knockabout sailors, molls and God 
knows what’ he said. When I reminded him that plenty of other types including 
intellectuals, artists, jazz students and members of the various ABC bands based 
nearby came to listen and applaud and that one night we even had Sir Robert 
Helpmann in the audience he was not impressed. 

The band was out, but not down. 

What follows sounds like Poo Bah in The Mikado. In 1959 I had been elected Vice-
President of the Musicians’ Union, Sydney Branch and NSW District, and often acted 
as union organiser when the regular man was out of town. In addition I was 
appointed public editor for the Union, a job which included public relations. 

The publican was greatly displeased when I informed him of the union rules 
governing dismissals, especially after ten years’ service, the notice money and 
severance pay involved and various other little matters that had slipped his attention. 
One of the other ‘little matters’ was that as the law stood at that time when anyone 
took over a business or company he took over both its assets and liabilities. 

So he owed the band. He said, ‘I’m not going to discuss this with you; I’ll talk to a 
senior union official.’ I said, ‘You are now, I’m the Vice-President.’ He said, ‘Where’s 
your organiser?’ I said, ‘He’s right here – I’m the organiser too.’ He said, ‘My God – 
can’t I ever get away from you?’ 

He ended by saying he would ring the Union and that ended the dialogue – for the 
moment. I hurried back to the Union office only a block or two away and shortly 
afterwards the phone rang. I said, ‘Musicians Union’ and a voice replied, ‘Look, I’m 
the new licensee at the Criterion Hotel and I want to talk to someone in charge.’ I 
said, ‘OK, I’m in charge. I’m the only official in the office.’ 

He said, ‘What do you do?’ I said, ‘I’m the Public Relations Officer.’ He said, I 
suppose you’ll do – what’s your name?’ I said, ‘Merv Acheson.’ I heard a sobbing, 
choking sound on the line then it went blank. 

In the end the dismissal matter was settled out of court by the Union and the 
employer and the musicians concerned received what, in that day nearly 20 years 
ago, was a substantial sum. 

At the Criterion we played on a small platform backed against a large window looking 
onto Park Street and with a big sign advertising the Mainstreamers. Inside was a 
typical medium-size saloon bar with the edge of the bandstand ending about two feet 
from the edge of the serving bar, allowing customers to slip through to the toilets. 
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There were at least three incidents I remember well, caused by this narrow gap 
through which customers squeezed. One night I had had a few Scotches too many and 
fell off the stage thrusting my tenor saxophone to one side to save it but breaking 
three ribs on the metal edged bar. 

Another night a little gay man in a jaunty Tyrolean hat with feather continually 
passed back and forth pinching the bass player, a very tough boy, on the backside. At 
length Bobby Clarke got tired of issuing warnings and dropped his heavy upright bass 
with the spike protruding on to the gay man’s foot impaling it to the floor. 

On still another occasion a drunk repeatedly came up to bang on the front of John 
Ceeney’s bass drum until Ceeney produced a pair of metal practice drumsticks and 
donged him on the head after which he staggered away and was seen no more. 

 

 

John Ceeney: he produced a pair of metal practice drumsticks and donged the 
drunk on the head... PHOTO COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

I still have people coming up to me on jobs and in bars I frequent, reminding me of 
the Criterion years and the musical enjoyment they had at that spot. 

NEXT ISSUE: The great Giles O’Sullivan nightspot at Coogee; all the pubs 
want jazz; pubs and licensed poker machine clubs force nightclub 
closures. 
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Part 11 

 

The following instalment appeared in the Winter/Spring 1984 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. In Part 10 of this series (Jazz Magazine, Summer/Autumn, 1984) Merv 
Acheson described the introduction of 10 o’clock closing for hotels and the boom in 
registered club entertainment. He worked at various hotels, including the 
Balaclava, the Port Jackson and the Criterion. Meanwhile, in 1959, he had been 
elected Vice-President of the Musicians Union. NOW READ ON: 

hile I was still working the hotel scene, the Port Jackson and the Criterion in the 
mid-1950s, my old friend Giles O’Sullivan opened a nightclub at Coogee. It 
ran Friday and Saturday nights from 11 pm until the early hours of the 

morning and catered for the usual Damon Runyon style crowd of jazz musicians, 
their girlfriends, other ladies of more dubious reputation, underworld figures and the 
occasional ordinary citizen who wandered in out of curiosity. 
 

 

This shot of Merv Acheson on tenor, taken sometime in the 1950s, was used to 
illustrate Part 11 of his Story... PHOTO COURTESY MERV ACHESON 

The nightclub was in a dance hall at the back of Stone’s Milk Bar near the beach and 
had to be reached by going through the shop’s front door and up a short flight of 
stairs. These stairs were always guarded by very heavy men including the late Donny 
‘The Glove’ Smith who was shot dead at Kings Cross a few years back. He was called 
‘The Glove’ because he always wore a leather glove with a built-in metal knuckle-
duster when he was working. He was quite a character, liked jazz, and was once 
bodyguard for the nightclub boss Sammy Lee. 

W 
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I led the band at this spot for about four years with sidemen who included drummer 
John Ceeney, trumpeter George Fuller, bassist Cyril Arnold arid pianist Ken Green. 
By 1 am sundry top musicians from other bands which had finished their night’s work 
turned up to sit in. On one night the band might include such illustrious musos of the 
day as altoist Rolf Pommer, trumpeters Lloyd Haverfield and Terry McCardell, and 
trombonists Doc Willis and Billy Weston, among others. 
 

 

Illustrious musos of the day sitting in might include trombonists Billy Weston 
(above, pictured with trumpeter Ron Falson) and Doc Willis (below)... WESTON 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ ARCHIVE, WILLIS PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN 
JAZZ MUSEUM 
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I got the scars I bear to this day on my chin and forehead while playing this spot. I 
was fronting the band on the six-inch high stage when a brawl broke out at a nearby 
table. One of the men concerned threw a broken glass at another member of the party 
but it sailed over his head and hit me in the face. 

It was early in the morning and I did not realise I had been hit until a lady friend in 
the front row, who had been passing me up glasses of whisky all night, screamed. I 
looked down and my white shirt had turned red. 

Two of the men who had started the fight fled for the narrow stairs when they saw 
what had happened but they were trapped there by Donny Smith and his mate. I was 
later told they both had a severe accident and would spend a couple of weeks in 
hospital. 

Giles O’Sullivan drove me to St Vincent’s where I was stitched up and was home in a 
couple of hours. I still don’t know how the brawlers got in as security was very strict 
and they were not regulars at the club. 

 

 

Giles O’Sullivan’s nightclub at Coogee in Sydney was neutral territory for well-
known underworld bosses of the day such as Chicka Reeves (pictured above)... 

One of the house rules was that all guns had to be surrendered to the management 
upon entry and would be returned on leaving. Well-known underworld bosses of the 
day like Joey Hollebone and Chicka Reeves together with their men obeyed this rule 
at all times. The club was neutral territory for them and a number of other 
‘professionals’, who often appeared in the newspapers including the old Truth which 
was likely to splash their exploits with banner headlines. 
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The safest place to conceal the guns was in the grand piano and on any night it could 
hold between 20 and 40 pistols and revolvers of various shapes and sizes. This led to 
a very comical situation one night when the regular pianist Ken Green was off sick 
and I had to get a deputy from the Musicians’ Union. 

As was common practice in those days the Union sent me the next guy on the roster. 
Not only was he not a jazz musician – he was as queer as Chloe and insisted on re-
doing his lipstick before going on stage. The top of the piano was down and I told this 
clown sternly not to open it under any circumstances. He complained that he 
wouldn’t be heard properly and after I heard him play a few bars I thought that might 
be an extremely good thing. 

I left the stage for a minute to greet a couple of customers and while my back was 
turned he opened it up. When I got back on stage I found him speechless, pointing at 
the guns and blubbering. Practically in tears he spluttered ‘I’m leaving right now!’ 

I gave him a double scotch and explained patiently that he couldn’t leave and had to 
play to the end of the show when the guns would be retrieved by the owners and 
removed from the premises. Otherwise, if there happened to be a police raid during 
the evening it would be generally assumed that he had made a phone call and 
‘informed’ – that most heinous of offences the reward for which was usually a bucket 
of cement for the feet and a trip to the harbour or a quick shotgun blast from a 
passing car. He grasped the point and returned joylessly to the piano stool. 

After that he barely moved all night and I’ll swear his fingers never once touched the 
keys. He treated the piano as if it was a primed bomb. At the end of the show he did 
not wait to have a drink or get his pay but actually skipped and hopped from the joint 
like a large ungainly rabbit. I sent his pay to the Union office and have never seen or 
heard of him since that night nearly 30 years ago. 

The owner of the club, Giles O’Sullivan, was one of the most colourful personalities in 
the music world at that time. He played drums, was a figure in local government, an 
expert on microphones and the electrical equipment used by big bands, ran an 
electrical goods shop, and during World War II wangled himself an Honorary 
Colonelcy in the American Army as an entertainment director. He was the leader of 
the fabulous big band at the Booker T Washington Club for coloured US servicemen 
in Darlinghurst until the war ended. 

Giles was killed in a car crash after changing seats with his brother-in-law who 
escaped uninjured. 

The Giles O’Sullivan club ran for about four years but the day of the small nightclub 
was ending. The liquor act had been changed and registered and legal outlets for 
liquor run by the RSL and various sporting and social groups were springing up all 
over. The hotels were well into their ten o’clock trading period, providing 
entertainment and liquor at the right price. Registered clubs great and small provided 
floor-shows, bands, ballet girls and cheap food and drinks subsidised by legal poker 
machines. 
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It is always with nostalgia and regret that I pass these old nightspots or the places 
where they used to be – the Maxine rusts and rots unused for years in Oxford Street, 
Woollahra, The Flamingo, Carl Thomas’, Ziegfeld’s, The Hayden and others in the 
city have been demolished and are the site of high rise developments; while the old 
Golden Key at North Bondi has vanished completely and in its place is a large slab of 
bare rock. This last memory of a bygone era I see every Sunday through the picture 
windows of the Bondi Icebergs’ Club where I work with the Alan Geddes Sextet. 
 

 

Drummer Alan Geddes: Merv played with his sextet at the Bondi Icebergs’ Club... 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

The old era may have gone but as a visiting American businessman said to me the  
other night, ‘There is more jazz in Sydney every week than in any city in America.’ 

NEXT ISSUE: Big jazz nights at the old Musicians’ Club; the registered 
clubs and live music; the Stage Club sponsors jazz. 
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Part 12 

 

The following instalment appeared in the Winter/Spring 1985 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. In Part 11 of this series (Jazz Magazine, Winter/Spring, 1984) Merv 
Acheson described conditions at various Sydney nightspots during the late 1950s, 
and the great expansion of jazz activity. However, the days of the old nightclubs 
were over. NOW READ ON: 

hings went on pleasantly enough throughout the late 1950s with jazz work in 
pubs, small nightclubs and some registered clubs still available. The old 
Professional Musicians Club in Griff House, Pitt Street, put on weekend 

dances-cum-vaudeville shows backed by swinging musicians. Then in 1961 everything 
blew up. 

 

 

A rehearsal at the Stage Club in 1961. From left, singer Marian Henderson, Merv 
Acheson, unidentified bassist, Tom Smith on guitar... PHOTO COURTESY MERV 
ACHESON 

At this time I was both Vice-President of the Musicians’ Union and the Musicians’ 
Club – two completely different and both honorary and elective jobs. The Union 
looked after business and the Club after entertainment for musicians and friends. 

The late Harry Willis, a happy go lucky, rotund, coloured playboy and bassist was 
Secretary of the Union and President of the Club. Within weeks he was accused by 
opposition members in the Union of neglect of duty and resigned the Secretaryship. 

T 
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Then he and an offsider were accused by opponents of mismanagement of the Club 
and he lost his Presidency. Both the Club and Union were in turmoil and I was right 
in the middle of it all trying to calm things down. 

Just as things started to get sorted out my personal woes began to appear. I had been 
closely associated with a young lady for 10 years since my Tempo magazine days and 
everything appeared to be going smoothly and quite well. 

The one night when I was duty officer at the Musicians’ Club the drama began. It was 
the duty officer’s job to bar undesirables from the premises or get rid of them if they 
were already inside. I had occasion to chip an excitable and voluble middle-European 
whom I considered was making a nuisance of himself at a table in the ballroom. 
Apparently he was a member; he threw his badge at me and waved his arms about, 
muttering threats in English and what sounded like German. The gist of these was 
that his friends would take care of me. 

I have been in situations like that too many times to even bother about them, and 
would have forgotten the matter an hour later but for one incident. During the verbal 
altercation and amidst the continuous arm waving a long and vicious switch-blade 
knife fell to the floor. 

At this my business associates gathered round and the troublemaker left. This 
occurred shortly after midnight. With my lady friend in tow I went to the Club office 
on the floor below and searched the records for the foreigner’s address which I found 
was in the Western Suburbs. Then I turned to the phone and, in front of the girl, rang 
a couple of friends, told them what had happened and what I proposed to do and that 
if I hadn’t put in an appearance by about 4 am they were to come looking for me with 
bail money and my lawyer Phil Roach. 

Then I went to the drawer of my desk in that same office and took out an American 
Army issue Colt .45 semi-automatic pistol. I checked the magazine which holds seven 
shots and then reached for a spare magazine – it is always best to be prepared. All 
this time the little lady, who had been with me for ten years and whom I trusted, had 
been listening to my calls and watching what I did. She did not appear perturbed; the 
whole scenario was nothing new to her. She had been watching similar scenes among 
my friends for a decade. 

The only one to be in trouble that night was me. I walked into a police trap. At that 
time I did not know who had set me up. About 5 am my friends succeeded in tracing 
me and bailed me out. No matter what the police thought, or had been informed I 
was up to, the only thing they could hold me on was possessing an unlicensed pistol. 
For this I subsequently appeared in court and was fined the equivalent of $100. 

Naturally there is much to this story that I cannot tell in print, including names, as, 
for all I know, some of the major protagonists may still be alive. I have no way of 
being certain because I have not seen or heard from any of them for 25 years. And 
there are strict libel laws in this State. 

Suffice to say that only one person had been in on the matter from the start, had seen 
the original altercation in the ballroom, overheard my phone calls preparing for any 

73 



eventuality, had seen me get the pistol, knew where I was going and what time I had 
left the club. 

Naturally I made a lot of inquiries about a certain young lady – with interesting 
results. I could have done this years before, but believed she was loyal and had seen 
no need to investigate her. Once we had split up her women friends began to talk and 
this led to revelations from boyfriends, some not too willingly given. But I had then 
and have now some very persuasive mates. 

She had been communing with the brother of one of my friends, an associate at her 
work, several men about town and – wait for it – the very New Australian gentleman 
I had been pursuing with a pistol on the night in question. No wonder I was set up! 
All this had been going on for years while I was out at night working. Another happy 
little revelation from her best girlfriend was that she wanted to get rid of me but was 
not game enough to tell me. Stupid! Under the circumstances I would have been glad 
to see the last of her. 

Apparently she thought that setting me up for an arrest would keep me out of 
circulation. It did, for about three hours, and then I walked in on her again, still not 
knowing she was responsible or that she had been playing up. That came later, but 
not much later; it took me very few hours to figure things out after talking to my 
colleagues and business associates. 

In 1961 a group of musical and theatrical people took over the disused Cleveland 
Street, Redfern movie theatre and turned it into a large and eventually well-equipped 
club – The Stage Club. The guitarist-vocalist Johnny Dutch organised a series of jam 
sessions there every Sunday afternoon at which some of Sydney’s finest jazzmen 
played. From these small and unpaid beginnings rose an elaborate institution with 
two paid bands playing each night, top-line vaudeville acts at weekends, world 
famous plays with big casts on a full-size stage, an elaborate dining room, and 
renowned visiting performers like the band of the Coldstream Guards. 

At the Stage Club in its heyday – roughly 1962 to 1970 – it was necessary to book a 
table at weekends, wear a suit and tie at all times after dark, behave according to a 
high standard of decorum and show your numbered entrance key if requested by an 
official or employee. Bottles, even beer, were served in silver ice buckets and the 
upstairs bar prepared all kinds of fancy drinks for the ladies. Five brands of whisky, 
five brands of rum and three brands of beer were available. 

Johnny Dutch was club Vice-President and musical director. He played continental 
style swing guitar much in the Django Reinhardt manner when on stage with one of 
the bands, but also played flamenco, standards and popular ballads of the day. He 
liked to play and sing round the tables where the girls sat and often had four or five of 
them waiting for him after the show. We always wondered how he got away with it. 

Most of the dozen or so musicians on the regular club payroll were members and had 
access at all times. A lot of them never seemed to leave because the place was always 
full of stagestruck young and not-so-young girls. 
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Johnny Dutch, club vice-president and musical director, played continental style 
swing guitar in the manner of Django Reinhardt (pictured above)... PHOTO 
COURTESY TWITTER 

During the years I worked there I had affiliations with two would-be band singers, a 
classical vocalist, a dancing teacher and an actress who was literally on stage 24 
hours a day – even in the kitchen. There were others but I can’t seem to remember 
them very well individually. They were much of a muchness and all seem to run into 
each other. 

I played there for years in many of the Johnny Dutch combos which included such 
names as Keith Holt (piano), Peter Piercy (piano), Doc Willis (trombone), Rex Kidney 
(saxophone and clarinet) and many others. At one time I had a dinner group with 
Phil ‘Chubby’ Turner (piano), Bob Clark, (bass) and Johnny Ceeny (drums). It was a 
really posh dinner set-up with the band in black tuxedos, the patrons in business 
suits or cocktail dresses, the ice buckets shining and the tables candle-lit. 

I looked into this same hall recently; it was bare, the bandstand gone, the revue stage 
shrouded in darkness and cobwebs, a broken chair in a corner and a sagging bar 
against one wall. But enough of the melancholy; there is still more to tell of the Stage 
Club in its great days. 

There was the night the Theatrical Entertainment Committee staged Camelot 
complete with knights in armour, ladies in wimples and fluttering sleeves, serfs in 
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imitation leather jerkins and live horses! You can imagine what happened when Sir 
Lancelot’s horse took to the stage – you’re right. This set the pace for the whole night. 
On the second evening only relatives of the cast and free ticket holders turned up. 

That great animal trainer Benny Cells was a regular act at the Stage Club with his 
performing chimp Koko. It is not generally known that Cells is a better than average 
accordion and alto saxophone player but this is not part of the act. The act is all 
chimpanzee and it is one of world standard. I believe the chimp in his present act is a 
new one as, like people, animals tend to get cranky in old age. 

 

 

Koko the performing chimp: he was very fond of a drink... 

However, one Saturday night the hall was packed with expensively suited men, svelte, 
jewel-dripping women, hustling black-clad waiters and a tuxedoed seven-piece back-
up orchestra when the animal act started. Koko dressed just like the customers, ate 
his dinner with knife, fork and spoon at a little table on the dance floor, and drank a 
couple of glasses of beer. He was very fond of a drink. 

He then undressed, appeared to use a little po, turned back the blankets on a little 
bed and, after putting on his pyjamas, turned in for the night. At the ring of an alarm 
clock he got out of bed, dressed in motorbike togs and fished out from under the bed 
a little motor cycle – a perfect model of a full-size one. 
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This he rode round the dance floor, taking off his cap and bowing to the customers, 
until a hefty drunk in a very expensive light grey silk suit, which today would cost 
anything up to $1,000, started blowing smoke from a foot long cigar into the chimp’s 
face every time he came round the circle. Benny Cells remonstrated with the gent in 
the silk suit, explaining that the chimp when upstanding was about three-and-a-half 
feet tall with four-foot long arms and the strength of five men. 

The drunk took no notice and once more blew smoke at Koko. This was the end. With 
a snort of rage the chimp propped his little bike on its rest, waddled over to his 
persecutor, used his huge hands to grip the silk suit by the shoulders and with one 
heave ripped both sleeves out. 

Trainer Cells quickly sprang in and ordered the chimp away but the infuriated drunk 
had not yet learned his lesson. He staggered to his feet and started to rant and rave at 
the chimp. I am convinced to this day that, had it not been for the presence of Benny 
Cells, the normally placid Koko would have taken off the arms as well as the sleeves. 
After the doorman and sundry staff members had escorted the troublemaker to the 
exit, not without a good deal of argument, the show went on. 

The rest of the animal act was cancelled for the night and to get things back to normal 
we brought on the comics, the singers and the bright music. Later, upstairs in, dining 
room, Koko the chimp, in immaculate black dinner sit, white shirt and bow tie (no 
shoes – Benny explained that he could not get a pair big enough to fit) sat at the 
entertainers’ table smoking a large cigar, which he lit himself, and indulging in a 
quiet drink of beer. 

I had known Koko for years and was as friendly with him as one can get with a huge 
overgrown monkey but I made a mistake that night. I forgot how much he liked 
whisky. I placed a bottle of Johnny Walker Scotch on the table between us and turned 
to talk to someone. A couple of minutes later I heard a ‘chittering’ sound but took no 
notice until a passer-by tapped me on the shoulder, pointed behind me and said, ‘look 
at that’. I turned and there was Koko with my bottle of Scotch tipped up to his mouth, 
three parts empty. 

I found out from Benny Cells that the ‘chittering’ sounds were the chimp’s outraged 
complaints at my lack of manners in not offering him a glass of whisky and that he 
had got even by ripping the cork out and taking what he wanted direct from the 
bottle. 

Needless to say I let him finish the bottle because I was wearing a good tuxedo and 
knew from the episode downstairs what damage those long arms and hands could do. 
Also I somehow did not care to drink after a monkey, even if he was housebroken and 
a star act in his own right. 

NEXT ISSUE: More fun and games at the Stage Club; the long-running 
Windsor Castle Hotel jazz scene; hotel jazz expands; some jazz 
characters. 
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Part 13 

 

The following instalment appeared in the Summer/Autumn 1986 edition of Jazz 
Magazine. In Part 12 of this series (Jazz Magazine, Winter/Spring, 1985), Merv 
Acheson described an unpleasant incident in the Musicians Club, after which he was 
compelled to produce his Colt .45 semi-automatic pistol; and scenes at the Stage 
Club during the 1960s. NOW READ ON: 

ver the years people have often asked me why I play such a lot in hotels 
instead or clubs which pay better money but demand longer hours. The 
answer is that the club scene is always changing – jobs are here today and 

gone tomorrow – but hotels go on forever (or nearly so). 

The club scene is a transient one. First we had the illegal but flourishing night clubs 
in the ‘20s, ‘30s, ‘40s and ‘50s; then with liberalising of the liquor laws, the big 
upsurge of licensed social and sporting clubs with their poker machines, lavish shows 
and subsidised bar and dining room prices. Now these are on the wane, not only 
because of new laws like the breathalyser, the Noise Pollution Act and provision of 
parking facilities, but also because public tastes change. 

There is also the problem of ever-rising costs, both for the management which has to 
observe the current wage structure, and the patrons who eventually bear the burden. 
Even in the early 1970s smaller clubs were battling to compete with larger establish-
ments in entertainment and amenities. 

 

 

Paul Furniss on clarinet: the Bondi Icebergs’ Club deliberately using jazz as part of 
their regular policy... 

O 
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The Stage Club, the Mecca for musicians and artists of all kinds, finally closed after 
many precarious weeks in the early 1970s because of dwindling audiences and 
soaring costs of the top-line entertainment it had been providing. Another facet of the 
club scene as opposed to the pubs is that few clubs have ever hired jazzmen as such. 
Many have had fine jazz musicians in their house bands but these have been lost 
playing corny dance music and backing vaudeville acts. 

Offhand I can think of only three clubs which deliberately used jazz as part of their 
regular policy – the Stage Club, the City of Sydney RSL Club and the Bondi Icebergs’ 
Club. The latter two are still doing this with the bands of Paul Furniss and Alan 
Geddes respectively. 

 

 

Merv on tenor at the Sydney Brasserie (with another legend Stewie Speer on drums 
in the background): a band of top jazz musicians is often engaged and instead of 
being left to its own devices, is instructed by a huge undercover bureaucracy to play 
something entirely different... PHOTO CREDIT BRUCE HART 

Then there is the mind-destroying set-up where, in a licensed club, the musician has 
literally a dozen or more bosses. The nominal employer, the Secretary-Manager, is 
accountable to the President, Vice-President and the Board of Directors and has to 
relay their decisions on what music is to be played, times of shows, dress on stage, 
and many other points not the least of which is whether the band shall have access to 
the bar in the breaks. 
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If all this is not enough the Directors’ wives often like to get into the act making 
‘suggestions’ about the show. A band of top jazz musicians is often engaged and 
instead of being left to its own devices is instructed by this huge undercover 
bureaucracy to play something entirely different. 

One incident sticks in my mind after about 20 years when I accepted a one-night-
stand at an outlying bowling club on the say-so of one of the Committeemen who 
happened to be a jazz fan. On entering I was hit with a typed program which allowed 
for no breaks (a major breach of Union conditions) and ‘listed waltzes, schottisches, 
barn dances, the pride of erin and a lot of other garbage I had never heard of. 

I explained to the man in charge that Mr So-and-So had hired a jazz group and that’s 
what we played, but he couldn’t or wouldn’t understand, and tried to insist that we 
used the written program. We started to go to the bar but were told we were not 
allowed in there. Needless to say the man who had hired us was not there that night. 

 

 

In 1964 Eddie Condon’s Jazz All Stars visited Australia. Merv Acheson (centre) is 
pictured here with clarinettist Pee Wee Russell (left) and Sydney trumpeter Terry 
McCardell... PHOTO CREDIT ALAN DOUST 

To establish that our agreement to play was valid and that we were there ready and 
on time we played the first set – our own music. There was a deadly, sullen silence 
from the very square crowd which looked at us, Bruce Hyland (bass), Max Harris 
(drums), Alan Lynch (piano) and myself, as if it was going to turn into a lynch mob 
any minute. 

We were ordered off stage and into the office where a rude, perspiring, red-faced 
employer started to lay down the law. When I had a few words to say about breach of 
a verbal contract to play jazz, and flagrant disregard of a Union rule in not providing 
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for intervals between brackets, he started to froth at the mouth and began bellowing 
about not paying us. 

At that time I was, as I am now, a member of the NSW District Committee, the 
Sydney Branch Committee and the Federal Council of the Musicians’ Union, and was 
then also Acting Organiser while the regular Organiser was on holidays. So I hit him 
with my credentials and this made him shut up long enough to listen to a little talk on 
damage suits which could be instituted by the Union or individual members, and 
what it meant when a club was ‘black banned’ by all the entertainment unions 
collaborating with each other – no variety acts, no lighting technicians, no doormen 
and no musicians. 

He paid the night’s wages and we left. The last thing we heard was the loud, hectoring 
voice shouting out the door ‘I paid you under protest!’ – probably for the benefit of 
his listening mates in the club. 

 

Acheson (left) pictured here with American saxophonist Stan Getz (centre) and 
Sydney pianist Dick Hughes, on March 3, 1980...PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
MUSEUM 

Nights as bad as this are rare in any job but there can be some awkward occasions, as 
when three different officials of the same club booked three different bands for the 
one night – and all turned up. I was not in on this deal and I never did find out who 
got paid and who didn’t. 

So, unless a club has a good reputation as a regular employer of jazzmen it is best to 
avoid this type of engagement unless you are going very badly indeed in the financial 
department. 

Pub jobs have their off moments too but these generally turn out to be quite funny, 
particularly in retrospect. One of the disadvantages is that most jazz is played in bars 
where there is no proper stage and little room to move. This gives members of the 
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audience open slather to have a go at the musicians with impossible requests, or 
with a long involved tale of some jazzman they met 30 years ago on a trip to 
Oshkosh, Eapsville, Birmingham, Leeds, Marseilles, Bruges or East Novgorod – ‘He 
was the greatest, man – I wish I could remember his name.’ 

Quite common is the little man who has just discovered Duke Ellington on one of 
those “Duke’s Greatest Hits” re-issues and insists that the quartet plays Diminuendo 
and Crescendo In Blue; or the avid but non-discerning would-be expert who 
demands (always in front of his admiring girlfriend) that the band consisting of one 
saxophone and rhythm section plays South Rampart Street Parade or that the same 
combo, which has no piano, play Pinetop’s Boogie-Woogie. 

 

 

Quite common is the little man who has just discovered Duke Ellington (pictured 
above) on one of those “Duke’s Greatest Hits” re-issues and insists that the quartet 
plays Diminuendo and Crescendo In Blue... PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

But the bar situation has its more serious side and some of the things that have 
happened to me include: a drunk pouring a glass of beer down my tenor; another 
playfully hitting the end of my clarinet while I was playing a solo, breaking a piece off 
my front tooth; and a mad dancer, gyrating in an area of about 12 feet square packed 
with chairs and tables, falling into the drums, doing irreparable damage. 

The big saving grace is that there is only one employer, the licensee, or at most two if 
his wife takes an interest in the hotel, and they are both usually concerned with 
hearing the tills ticking up money and not in what the band does. 
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When first accepting a hotel engagement I always stipulate that I can have anyone 
barred if he endangers the band members or the instruments by his conduct. Most 
publicans readily agree to this, as one troublesome drunk can lose good patrons. The 
way it is done is not by forcibly ejecting the miscreant unless he is unusually violent, 
but by refusing bar service so that he soon goes elsewhere. 

Some publicans try to be helpful but many have had no previous experience of show 
business, a lot of them being ex-sporting personalities, ex-policemen or businessmen 
after an investment. A good example of this is the time I was playing in a Paddington 
bar where the piano was so dreadful that good pianists just refused to work with it – 
in short time I ran through Adrian Ford, David Stevens, Ross Collins and several 

 

 

Pianists Adrian Ford (above) and Ross Collins (below) refused to work with the 
dreadful piano... PHOTOS COURTESY ROGER BEILBY & AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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others. After numerous requests for the publican to get the piano fixed he phoned me 
one day to come down and have a look saying ‘We’ve had it done up – you should see 
it now!’ 

I went over right away to find the piano painted a bright pillar-box red to match the 
bar topping and general décor, but nothing had been done to the inside. It still looked 
like a Marx Brothers’ switchboard. 

I predict that in a very few years most of the big poker-machine clubs will be out of 
business – it is very noticeable that their patrons are aging and not many are under 
40. With violence rampant in the streets at night, older people are afraid to stay out 
late and many clubs are virtually empty after 8 pm no matter what they offer. 

About ten city or near city clubs have closed or amalgamated during recent times 
throwing out of work literally dozens of musicians and entertainers. 

Generally young members of the community are not interested in the club 
atmosphere, are not poker machine players (the life’s blood of the club movement) 
and prefer more trendy spots moving from one to another according to whichever is 
the ‘in’ place of the day. So it looks as if eventually the clubs are going to be left with 
no audiences – and no musicians. 

The licensed clubs were started in the ‘50s as communal centres where working class 
people could enjoy food, drink, entertainment and companionship cheaply. With 
rising prices and costs they no longer fall into that category. 

It must be remembered that the nightclubs of the pre-licensed club era were not 
patronised by the working people – nor were they meant to be. Largely, from the 
1920s to the 1950s they fell into two classes: the plush city nighteries like Romano’s, 
Prince’s and Carl Thomas’ where society people, top politicians and high Government 
job holders gathered nightly to dine, dance and drink the illegally supplied liquor 
which was just as much in breach of the law of the day as it was in venues catering to 
lesser lights; and the second-grade spots patronised largely by gangsters and their 
women, the racetrack crowd and shady businessmen. 

In both sets the people had one thing in common – money. The local carpenter or 
bricklayer was not in the race to patronise any of these joints. The lowly people had to 
be satisfied with Saturday night hops at the local Town Hall or the many big dance 
halls of the day – in both of which carrying or drinking liquor was prohibited, much 
less the sale of it. 

I can remember as a lad entering the music business hearing of a top city nightery 
catering for the creme-de-la-creme being raided by an overzealous police officer and 
his squad one night for selling booze after 6 pm. As far as I know this was the last raid 
ever on one of these golden palaces. During the rush to escape, a top police official 
and five prominent politicians became stuck in the back door. 

Needless to say the over-keen officer who led the raid ended up shortly afterwards 
supervising any night life there might have been somewhere back of Bourke. 
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The nightspots catering to lesser fry were raided periodically to satisfy the ‘wowser’ 
movement but the management always knew in advance when they were scheduled to 
‘go off’ and acted accordingly. A dummy ‘front-man’ would take the sly grog rap and 
next night the place would be open again under a new name with the same 
management and the same band on stage. 

As I mentioned earlier public attitudes, society in general and popularity of various 
entertainment venues change over the years. The very type of people who patronised 
the various levels of nightspots in the old days are with us no more. Society people 
now tend to entertain in their own mansions; politicians and high Government 
officials keep a low profile in their private lives, and behave like model citizens in case 
professional rivals or some ratbag sect expose them to public ridicule. 

Equally the old-time flamboyant gangster type with his wide-shouldered expensive 
suit and flashy blonde companion, who made no secret of what he did, liked to exhibit 
his position and power, and delighted in getting banner headlines and a photograph 
in the old Sunday Truth has left us forever. 

In this day of narcotic trafficking multimillionaire drug bosses who hide shyly as 
respectable businessmen, and their crazed customers who roam the streets bashing 
and robbing to get funds, there is no place for the nightclub going gangster of old; he 
is as anachronistic as the dinosaur. 

He lived by a strict code; he would only become violent in a touchy situation with his 
equals in the same line of business, would avoid involving ‘straight’ citizens in his 
fights, would behave impeccably in public, liked jazz and invariably got on well with 
musicians. 

Since the extinction of the old nightclubs and the visible decline of the licensed poker-
machine clubs, jazz is practically relegated to the concert hall, the licensed restaurant 
and functions organised by groups like the Jazz Action Society and the Sydney Jazz 
Club – not forgetting the spots which provide a stream of life-giving work for jazz 
musos: the small hotels and bars. 

But new legislation in effect now or shortly to come into being could have a disastrous 
result for pub jazz. I hope to go into this fully in the next issue. 

 

Editor’s note: This was the last instalment of the Merv Acheson Story published in 
Jazz Magazine, so the story is in fact unfinished. Merv Acheson died on August 11, 
1987, aged 65, but previously submitted Part 14 for publication. Unfortunately the 
manuscript for Part 14 was lost. Merv was still alive when Bruce Johnson’s Oxford 
Companion to Australian Jazz was published in 1987 so the date of his death is not 
recorded there. Few would disagree with the last sentence in Johnson’s account: 
“Acheson is the stuff of legends.” 
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