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HOWIE SMITH 
 
by John Clare 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
 [This article appeared in the May/Jun, 1976 edition of Jazz Down Under] 
 

fter three extensions of his stay, Howie Smith is going back to America. 
Contemplating this desolate finality, I came up with an appalling pun: most of 
us will feel a wrench, though one local musician did call him a loud-mouthed 

yank. Those of us who will miss him will do so for the very same reasons that a few 
people resented him. His energy and optimism were in direct contrast to the 
prevailing apathy; his honesty clashed with the habit of boozy self-congratulation. He 
dared to say that many Australian musicians were not fulfilling their potential. As a 
nation we denigrate our own talent, yet we are flabbergasted if a visitor does not 
shower compliments about. Howie Smith came here to teach, and he got on with the 
job.  
 

 
 
Howie Smith: he came here to teach, and he got on with the job… PHOTO COURTESY 
JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
 
In itself, the institution of a jazz course at the Conservatorium of NSW had to create 
some interest in jazz but that interest would not have lasted long if the person chosen 
to organise it and guide it through its initial term had not been sufficiently fresh in 
his ideas to attract both beginners and experienced musicians to the course and to 
inspire the creation of exciting jazz.  
 

A 
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Howie received a Fulbright grant, through the Australian American Educational 
Foundation in 1973, to set up the first jazz program on a tertiary level in Australia at 
the New South Wales Conservatorium. He was appointed on the recommendation of 
Gary Burton, through Don Burrows, who had initially been offered the post. He had 
been busy in music education, having initiated and coordinated a state sponsored 
program designed to improve the quality of jazz instruction in Illinois public schools, 
taught saxophone, jazz composition-arranging at the University of Illinois and been a 
faculty member of National Jazz Clinics. He had also played in various college bands.  
 

 
 
Howie Smith was appointed on the recommendation of Gary Burton (pictured 

above)… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

If I remember rightly, I first heard him some years ago, playing alto with the 
University of Illinois Jazz Band on a record which Eric Child broadcast on his 
Saturday morning show. It didn't kill me exactly, but I was impressed by the band's 
clean but forceful sound and by Howie's clear, driving alto. The fact that I still 
remember it must mean something. 
 
Tenor is now Howie's main instrument, though he still plays alto superbly and has a 
distinctive style on soprano, particularly on ballads, where he uses glissandi and 
curved notes with poignant quality which suggests the influence of Miles Davis. Davis 
is indeed one of his favourite musicians. Howie's tenor sound would be better 
described as full, brilliantly projected, strong and virile rather than rich and dark. It 
is on the brighter side, and this combined with his athletic build, super energetic 
approach and clean Scandinavian appearance can lead the listener to expect 
technique, energy, but little depth. Or, as I suspected when I first saw him, a 
standardised, college-approved product.  
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Influences  
These kinds of impressions do not last long, for he is not only a quite original melodic 
inventor but a very deeply engaged player who admitted to me that he found it very 
hard to break his concentration between sets to be more than barely polite to people. 
If one must look for similarities and influences, there is a hint of Eric Dolphy in the 
jolting, jumping staccato passages he sometimes plays, a hint also of Sorry Rollins – 
and yes, of Paul Desmond and Gerry Mulligan -  in the melodic development. 
Tonallv, far from being standardised, he doesn't sound much like anyone, though 
there is a rough gurgling colourisation he sometimes introduces, which suggests he 
has lent an ear to Pharaoh Sanders or Gato Barbieri.  
 

 
 
A long time ago Smith wanted to play something like Paul Desmond (above, right) 
and then Gerry Mulligan (above left), but on tenor…PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
He told me there was a time - a long time ago — when he wanted to play something 
like Paul Desmond and then Gerry Mulligan, but on tenor. "I don't want to play that 
way anymore, but can still enjoy those guys playing — they are two of the most 
melodic players, and the most interesting for harmonic extensions. Since then I 
haven't deliberately listened to anyone with the idea of learning anything from them. 
I started listening to Rollins and Dolphy more after someone suggested they could 
hear some of that in my playing. Before that it must have been something I arrived 
at, or I absorbed it without thinking about it.  
 
“The people I listen to a lot these days are not saxophonists. I listen to Miles. I 
particularly liked the band with Coltrane and Cannonball Adderley. For some reason 
I was slow to get into the next stage with Wayne Shorter. I like a lot of his recent 
things, including the last album Get Up With It. I just like that way of playing."  
 
On the possibility of jazz schools creating a standardised product, he had this to say: 
"It depends a lot on how good the school is, and whether it will attract people good 
enough to influence each other, rather than just being influenced by their teachers.  
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Smith directing a big band in The Basement, 1976: the school should be a place 
where you can get the technical stuff together, but it doesn't replace the old 
apprenticeship system… PHOTO CREDIT SCOTT WHITEHAIR 
 
The function of schools, to my mind, should be this: The old system was that when 
you were starting out you had to beg to sit in with people, and try to get your 
experience that way. But you had to have it pretty well together before you could 
even sit in. The school should be a place where you can get the technical stuff 
together, but it doesn't replace the old apprenticeship system. You've still got to go to 
New York or wherever to sit in and prove yourself.  
 
“With or without schools, you will still get standardisation, when people slavishly 
copy a model. I'm thinking of some of the things that are being done right now in the 
name of John Coltrane .” 
 
I suggested that there were some highly individual players in a post-Coltrane idiom, 
like Joseph Jarman and, in some of his work, Roland Kirk.  
 
"Yeah, but these are guys that have been around for a while, who've found their own 
things. I'm thinking of a few younger guys.” 
 
Howie would not name names, but did admit that a couple of them were, as I 
suspected, music college products. Howie, quite rightly, stuck to his guns and said 
that sort of thing would still happen without colleges. It happened with Bird; it 
happened with Ornette Coleman and Eric Dolphy.  
 
"Also, we've got to be realistic and admit that not every single thing that Coltrane, or 
Charlie Parker or Ornette Coleman played was good. You have guys imitating things 
that to my mind amount to Coltrane practising on the stand. I can understand why 
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he indulged in a bit of practising on the stand - being on the road and all — but its 
harder to condone people imitating that.  
 
"At the same time, if you limit yourself only to what you know you can do, and never 
experiment on the stand, you are cheating the audience in the same way.  
 
"I think what I am saying is true of every great musician. A guy who posterity is going 
to recognise as one of this century's most important composers, I believe, is Duke 
Ellington. But even he wrote some rubbish. As the years go by, we are going to be 
more discriminating about his output. The good stuff will endure."  
 

 
 
Even Duke Ellington (above) wrote some rubbish. As the years go by, we are going 
to be more discriminating about his output… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
Howie is not prepared to back down on what he said about Australian musicians. 
"Look, there is just as much talent here, in rough relation to population, as there is 
anywhere. The States; anywhere. But, through whatever circumstances, you have a 
lot of players who are not being honest with themselves or their audience. They are 
only putting out a certain percentage of themselves. I don't mean that in terms of 
technical excellence, or even just energy, although energy can be part of it. It's more 
an attitude, and the attitude itself has a physical result.  
 
"It is a hindrance to young players, who can tell that the guys they should be looking 
up to are getting by with less than their best. There are some notable exceptions, of 
course. But a young player really has to have something extra to put out 100 per cent 
and then have those guys look down on them. Hopefully, the school will help 
overcome this. 
 
“At the same time I'm not advocating that a player keep pushing and pushing without 
ever assessing what he is doing. In all the directions Miles has taken, you will find 
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there was always a time when he lay back and sifted the best out of what he'd been 
doing before moving on. But that is a very different attitude to the one I am talking 
about."  
 
Howie is very much against dogmatic views of what is the right way to play jazz. He 
thinks the current diversity is a very healthy thing. He has seen a quite marked 
increase in interest in jazz since he has been here, and it would be foolish for him not 
to take some credit for it. He does not rule out returning after someone else has 
ridden the wave for a few years.  
 

 
 
Smith (left) in performance with Roger Frampton (centre) and Jack Thorncraft 
(right). The time has come for Smith to go back and play with some different people 
for a while… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
 
He says his playing has changed since he came out here, and he feels the change has 
been a positive one. The time has come for him to go back and play with some 
different people for a while. He will be teaching in the National Summer Jazz clinics 
on his return. It is now up to all of us to help ensure, in whatever way we can that 
there is no backsliding on the healthy attitudes Howie Smith has implanted here.  
 
One of these is the encouragement of individuality in young players. I think this 
point is important, so I hope the digression will be accepted. I once sat behind a 
musician, a fairly good musician, who was listening to a young fellow play, a 
musician who was already more consistent than he was and potentially very much 
better. Still, there were probably things the older man could have taught him. All I 
heard was mutter-mutter, these young guys who learn at the Con, mutter-mutter 
that's the trouble with mutter-mutter.  
 
Understand what I mean? Not really the right way to go about it.  
 
Of course these young fellows have quite lot to learn but then so do you, whoever you 
are. So does Howie Smith, and he is the first to say so, which is one of the reasons I’ll 
miss him a lot. 


