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OBITUARY: EDWIN DUFF 1928-2012 
 
by Malcolm Brown* 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on July 12, 2012] 
 

 
 

Edwin Duff: the singer who made the Cross swoon. He established himself as one of 
the country's best jazz performers… PHOTO COURTESY SYDNEY MORNING HERALD 
 

f anyone personified the image of pre-Vietnam Kings Cross in the bohemian 
post-war era, where the Roosevelt nightclub summed up its glamour and its 
edginess, it was Edwin Duff, the irrepressible talent who as a 10-year-old won a 

singing contest on board a ship to Australia. 

He sang with orchestras and with jazz bands, in coffee lounges, nightclubs, cruise 
ships, in the US and on Australian television, accompanying some of the great jazz 
personalities of his age. It was a career that continued into his old age, a loved and 
admired figure who at one time had a teenybopper fan club. 

____________________________________________________ 

* Malcolm Brown is an Australian journalist, editor and the co-author of books 
dealing with crime, forensic science, disasters and the Vietnam War. 
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A quirky, good-humoured character, he was once caught by a security guard trying to 
climb a fence, having found himself locked in a television compound. Challenged, he 
declared he was ''Mary Poppins, I have lost my umbrella!'' 
 
John Edwin Duff was born in Forfar, a stone's throw from Glamis Castle, Scotland, 
on June 4, 1928, son of a chef, Jock Duff, and Trilby (nee Henderson).  
 
In 1930, Jock, troubled by the Great Depression, travelled alone to Australia to 
improve his prospects. Trilby worked in a picture theatre in Dundee. Edwin moved in 
with his grandmother who ran a boarding house for people wishing to try their luck 
in theatre. Edwin went to school in Dundee, but in 1938 joined his mother in 
travelling to Australia to rejoin Jock. 
 
By now, having been surrounded by music as he grew up, he had hundreds of songs 
indelibly imprinted on his memory. On board, accompanied by an orchestra, he won 
the singing contest and so impressed one passenger, who was associated with 
Melbourne radio station 3KZ, that he got an invitation to visit the station. 

 

A young Edwin Duff: from the age of 14 he developed the jazz style that was to last 
him for life… 

Duff took up the invitation, sang in children's programs and on a P&A (professional 
and amateur) show, where he won his section. By now having a younger brother, 
William, born in 1941, Duff for a time attended high school in Melbourne. But he left 
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at 14 and resumed singing in coffee lounges, now developing the jazz style that was to 
last him for life. 

He performed in the Galleon coffee lounge in Melbourne. Freddie Wilson, a sax 
player and later jazz educator who worked with him, said: ''I don't think I have ever 
heard Edwin Duff sing a wrong note. The reason is that he is too particular to do that. 
I have always thought him to be a very clever, great singer.'' 

By 1940, Duff was being featured on national radio performing Frank Sinatra's 
songs. He became the singer of choice with the best bands of the day, the Edwin Duff 
Fan Club was formed and he found himself with his own legion of bobbysoxers. He 
toured and recorded successfully with Jack Brokensha's Australian Jazz Quintet.  

 

Vocalist Edwin Duff (in white shirt), with the Jack Brokensha group, L-R, 

Brokensha (vibes), Errol Buddle (tenor sax), Ron Loughhead (piano), Ken Lester 

(bass) at the Plaza in Melbourne… PHOTO COURTESY FAIRFAX MEDIA 

At the age of 19 Duff was spotted by Sydney nightclub boss Abe Saffron in 
Melbourne. Saffron asked his partner Sammy Lee to invite Duff to Sydney. He sang 
at the Roosevelt and soon became a Kings Cross identity. 

In 1954, Duff, who was openly gay but never had a serious partner, decided to try his 
luck in the US. He sang at many venues there, including on television and at venues 
in Las Vegas and Greenwich Village, but did not make the big time and in 1964 
returned to Sydney. 

By now television was well established in Australia and Duff quickly fitted in, 
appearing with Graham Kennedy in Melbourne, with Bert Newton, Mike Walsh and 
Barry Kaye. He had his own ABC radio program, A Date With Duff. Having 
performed with such international stars as Dizzy Gillespie, drummer Gene Krupa, 



4 
 

the Ink Spots, Carmen McRae, Buddy Rich, Art Tatum and Shirley Bassey, he was 
widely considered the doyen of Australia's jazz singers. 
 

 
 
Duff (on right, with mike) performing in Sydney about 1950 with drummer Frank 
Marcy and tenor saxophonist Errol Buddle… PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 

But by 1987, as he approached his 60th birthday, he was sick and broke, having 
waited for two years for an operation on his vocal chords. Some of Australia's best 
entertainers donated their time and talents for a benefit night of jazz, comedy and 
cabaret. They included Jan Adele, Chelsea Brown, Barry Crocker, Ray Alldridge, 
Fungo Chutney, Johnny Nicol and Linda Nairn. 

In 1999, he joined a group of performers at the State Theatre in a show, The Stars 
Come Out, part of Mardi Gras. In 2000, a song he had written, The Heartbeat of 
Sydney, with the line, ''It rhymes with steak and kidney'', won the inaugural Song of 
Sydney competition at the Sydney Cabaret Convention. 
 
In 2002, he was performing with James Morrison and Don Burrows at Liverpool, in 
2005 he was performing at Kings Cross's The Exchange Hotel and in 2009 prepared 
to celebrate his 81st birthday by performing at Joe's Deluxe Cafe in Potts Point. 

He died on Monday July 9, 2012 after suffering a stroke. His funeral will be held at 
the Eastern Crematorium on Monday, July 16. Edwin Duff is survived by his brother 
Bill Duff, nephew Stuart, and niece Angela.  

_________________________________________________________ 

 


