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JAZZ CENTRE 44: SOUNDING MANY CHORDS 

by John Clare* 

__________________________________________________________ 

[This is an excerpt from John Clare’s book Bodgie Dada & The Cult of Cool, 

published in 1995 by University of New South Wales Press. Reproduced with 

permission.] 

o picture of the outside of Jazz Centre 44 at St Kilda has come to light. 
According to memory, it resembled a Martello tower, except that large 
windows followed the top storey most of the way round. One musician 

described it as being like ‘a rotunda’ with a centre-peaked roof. A photo taken inside 
in 1957, its first year as a jazz club, shows that the tops of those dry, thick palms that 
grow in suburban Sydney and Melbourne stood outside at least two of the windows. 
They are still there, but a McDonald’s now occupies the site. A sign jutting from the 
top storey said ‘Katherina Club’. This floor was an ethnic club, except on Sunday 
afternoons and Friday nights, when it became the Jazz Centre 44. Across an expanse 
of rough grass divided by the road and a tramline stood a towering Art Deco theatre 
and ballroom called the Palais. It is still there. To the left of the Palais is the gateway 
to Luna Park with its traditional grinning face. The white struts of the rather tame 
big dipper rise above it against the pale expanse of Port Phillip Bay. 
 

 
 
Brian Brown: the distorted reflections of the club’s windows in the dark gold lacquer of his 
tenor saxophone were the essence of modernity… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
MUSEUM 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*John Clare has written on diverse topics for most major Australian publications. He has 
published four books: Bodgie Dada: Australian Jazz Since 1945; Low Rent; Why 
Wangaratta?: Ten Years Of The Wangaratta Festival of Jazz; and Take Me Higher.  His 
website is at  http://johnclare.extempore.com.au/ 
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If you were about 17 and had been listening to jazz records for a year or so — lonely 
but rather proud in the assumption that nobody else in the vast stillness of suburban 
Australia was interested — and if jazz record covers had stimulated your interest in 
modern art, then this place would have sounded many chords. 
 
All around were the preoccupations of twentieth century painting. Carnival shapes 
sat cheek by jowl with cubist complexities, against the flat abstraction of the bay: 
Toward Elwood stood a slim white lighthouse. Back toward Port Melbourne, a long, 
narrow jetty ran out into the flat water like a perspective exercise. At the end were 
Turkish baths. The great ballroom, and other curious structures which were ranged 
along the waterfront like remnants of a lost civilisation, had a surreal vacancy. The 
distorted reflections of the club’s windows in the dark gold lacquer of Brian Brown’s 
tenor saxophone were the essence of modernity, perhaps bringing to mind the shapes 
in Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase. Brown still plays that very instrument. 
Set into the round building, beside the stairs leading up to Jazz Centre 44, was a 
hamburger bar with a jukebox. Taxis used it in the night. On Sunday afternoon, as 
you came from the tram stop, you could have seen rockers on motorbikes pulling in 
while Chuck Berry’s song  Sweet Little Sixteen dinned sweetly. Faint yells would have 
reached you from the big dipper. But at the stairs you might have heard the pad of a 
double bass and the odd, coiled, stinging sound of a stem-muted trumpet. Up there 
was the inner sanctum of cool jazz. Was this not a projection of the Hermosa 
Lighthouse itself? 
 

 
 
Chuck Berry: his song  Sweet Little Sixteen dinned sweetly… 
 
If, to be very specific, you had come from a Sydney working-class background, the 
division here could seem profound. The rockers lounging on the grass near the 
hamburger bar — some in leather jackets, some in ‘Presley purple’ jumpers — were 
obviously working class. Upstairs was surely the meeting place of some arty upper-
class Melbourne clique — the children of the rich pursuing an obscure fad, which by 
queer coincidence interested you intensely. Indeed, some of the listeners wore 
corduroy trousers, desert boots and soft jumpers, and one of the musicians drove a 
Jaguar XK120. But this impression was slightly misleading. It was not cool jazz that 
was being played, but an opposing current called hard bop, and the audience and 
band presented on closer inspection a wide class-diversity. The dark, slightly jowly 
man with the close ‘college boy’ haircut who took your five shillings at the top of the 
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stairs and gave you a Jazz Centre 44 membership card, had a thick German accent. 
He has it still.  
 
This is Horst Liepolt, who had discovered jazz in the unlikely year of 1944. After the 
war, he had become the European tour manager for a big band, before migrating to 
Australia. With musicians Brian Brown and Keith Hounslow, he began the Jazz 
Centre 44 sessions in the Katherina Club in 1957, after trying to install the music in 
several other venues. It was his first step on the road to becoming Australia’s most 
important jazz entrepreneur, with the most imitated accent in Australian music. ‘Tell 
you vot, baby: ze band voss svingkink und groovink!’ And it was. 
 

 
 
The entrepreneur Horst Liepolt (right) with David Martin (left), pictured with the 
American singer Anita O’Day in Sydney in 1981… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN 
JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
Turning from the stairs, you would find the band playing directly at you, set up on 
bare boards before a casually dressed audience at cheap tables and chairs, and it was 
much louder than you might have imagined. A powerful trumpeter could play louder 
than the guitar amps that rock bands used in those days. Sometimes Brian Brown’s 
band had two trumpets and a tenor saxophone in the front line.  
 
Keith Hounslow was the regular trumpeter, and he played with a bright, percussive 
attack, his strings of quavers seeming to bop each other into sequential motion. 
These lines were broken by stabs and agitated figures that flared up at you. But the 
whole flew forward evenly — fragments, stabs, chain reaction quavers all carried in a 
moving atmosphere, a sweep, which is what we know as swing. Trumpeter Keith 
Stirling, who  sometimes sat in, had a softer, more introspective style. A good-looking 
young man, he reminded some of Chet Baker, although his idol was Miles Davis. The 
three horns playing in unison made a very full sound. 
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Keith Stirling: a good-looking young man, he reminded some of Chet Baker… 
PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 
 
The hard bop style was full of blues evocations; it was, as the name implied, harder 
and earthier in tone than the prevailing West Coast jazz, but it was unmistakably 
modern. Indeed, the drumming could seem bafflingly futuristic to the newcomer. 
There was often a sustained hiss and many unpredictable eruptions and clashes. The 
solo horns rose on this barrage, as on thermal currents. Sometimes it seemed to blow 
them, fluttering, off-course, like birds hitting the slip-stream of a plane. The piano’s 
commentary of pecked, dissonant chords and pinging single notes seemed perversely 
oblique. 
 
Those who had a handle on it would sometimes yell as if they were at a revival 
meeting. When it came together for the new listener, the effect was galvanising. 
While earlier jazz, and rock and roll, expressed the broad rhythms of the twentieth 
century; this kind of modern jazz seemed to catch the rhythms of wobbling bobbins 
and eccentric spindles — not just the momentum of a train, but the queer veering and 
lurching you felt as you crossed from one carriage to another. 
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To me it was brighter than Technicolour and bigger than Cinemascope. As the Mole 
in The Wind in the Willows stumbled upon the river for the first time and took it for 
a living creature with a glittering skin, I ‘saw’ the music in front of me in bright paths 
of energy. The overtones of acoustic instruments played at a heightened energy level 
were something I, and many of my generation, had never experienced.  
 
A series of events — running away from home, stealing cars and crashing one, then 
being released on a good behaviour bond and starting work at 15— had drawn a veil 
between myself and the teenage life, particularly that of working-class teenagers, 
with whom my main interaction was violent. Jazz had begun to take on a quasi-
mystical significance, and this was the first modern jazz I heard in person. I am 
convinced that there were others like me, listening silently, intensely curious  about 
the people who were actually playing the music. I had begun to learn the trumpet, 
but this was what they did! It was their work! They actually lived in the reality of 
records that you could only find in Bob Clemens’ esoteric music shop. 
 
If no recorded evidence existed, it would be automatically assumed that memory and 
a teenager’s impressionable ears had greatly exaggerated the music’s quality. As it 
happened, almost 20 years later, Horst Liepolt created a record label — called, 
predictably enough, 44 — and on it he released some tapes that had been made by  
the Brian Brown band in 1957. The whole thing is quite amazingly good (although the 
recording quality tends to shrink it in size), but two musicians stand out. Trumpeter 
Keith Hounslow and drummer Stewart Speer would have been well received if they 
had appeared on an American Blue Note album of the time. 
 

 
 
The front cover of the classic Brian Brown Quintet 1958 LP on 44 Records… 
 
Years before he died in 1986, Speer had become a legend of Australian jazz and rock 
— for the usual reasons, musical and extra-musical. His alcohol intake became 
prolific and he grew very fat. He was already seen as an old guru at the time of Jazz 
Centre 44. Most people remember him  always looking about 50 years old. At the  
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The back cover of the classic Brian Brown Quintet 1958 LP on 44 Records… 
 
time of the recording he was 29. Photos show him looking at least 40. Speer struck 
an odd note. He looked, and often spoke, like a wharfìe. Actually a rather shy man, 
his language nevertheless was often startlingly coarse. He was indeed from a solid 
working-class background in South Melbourne. On top of his bass drum was a little 
tin plate, with the legend: ‘Art Blakey Is A Gas’. The 44 recording preserves Speer’s 
steaming momentum and rock steady time, except on Brown’s exhilarating tune 
Digger’s Rest, which steadily accelerates — deliberately, it would seem. 
 

 
 
Stewart Speer: most people remember him always looking about 50 years old… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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Hounslow was also a little older than the others. Like Speer, he had made what 
seemed an overnight transition from traditional to modern jazz, showing a rapid 
grasp of principles that many schooled older musicians found rather difficult. The 
two of them were remarkable natural musicians. Hounslow’s reading was practically 
non-existent, but he could improvise freely on modern harmonic progressions by ear. 
Duke Ellington’s cornettist, Rex Stewart, who came to Australia to tour with the 
Graeme Bell band in 1949, had taken Hounslow under his wing. Later, Hounslow 
was to make a brief but significant contribution to the avant-garde, while 
concentrating on a style that fused his traditional and modern backgrounds. At the 
time of the Jazz Centre 44 he had begun to develop a career in commercial film-
making for advertising agencies. He had the crew cut and horn-rimmed glasses that  
 

 
 
Keith Hounslow (left) with Stewart Speer (drums) and bassist David Tolley, 
playing in a Melbourne art gallery next to a Peter Upward painting… 
 
Mad magazine deemed to be de rigueur for advertising types, but he wore the 
corduroys, loose shirts and jumpers at Jazz Centre 44. When he played high notes, 
his cheeks swelled, lifting his glasses and threatening to engulf his nose — just like 
Dizzy Gillespie! Advertising was of course the new boom industry — despised even as 
it provided a haven of sorts for ‘creative types’. Hounslow was from a middle-class 
background in Perth, nowhere near the rarified stratum of privilege from which I 
imagined these musicians had descended.  
 
Pianist David Martin was 19 and baby-faced. He usually arrived in the Jaguar XK120, 
and his longish, un-oiled hair, jumpers and suede shoes were echoed by a section of 
the audience. Now, if anyone represented old Melbourne money and cultivation, it 
must surely have been him. In fact, he was from an ‘ordinary middle-class family’. 
Before acquiring the Jaguar, he had restored a series of derelict MGs and sold them 
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for a handsome profit. At night he studied aeronautical engineering. Later he worked 
on the Concorde and eventually had an executive position with Qantas. Music 
became a sometime career. The extra trumpet player, Keith Stirling, was his friend. 
Although they lived a long way apart, they were usually at each other’s place, playing 
together and listening to records. ‘There was always a good old Aussie mum in the 
background,’ said Martin, ‘with tea and biscuits’. 
 
Brian Brown, with his rounded and personable voice, just had to be from the most 
cultivated levels of society. In one of those humorous coincidences, he was literally 
brown. His hair and eyes were dark, his skin olive, and he almost always wore the 
same dark brown corduroy trousers. The dark gold lacquer of his saxophone seemed 
to set this brown study off to perfection. He too was mid-middle class, but had left 
school early and worked in factories. While Martin studied aeronautical engineering, 
Brown belatedly began doing his Leaving Certificate prior to gaining an architecture 
degree, but music — whether performance or administration — has remained his 
full-time career. The 44 recording shows his tenor saxophone playing to be appealing 
but far from virtuosic or certain in its harmonic direction. He never did become a  
great instrumentalist — rather, a spirited and engaging one — but his compositions, 
his original concepts, and the bands he formed to give them voice, made him an 
important contributor to several eras of Australian music. 
 

 
 
Bassist Barry Buckley:  technically quite limited by modernist standards, he is a 
relentlessly driving player… 
 
Bassist Barry Buckley was from the artisan class apart of professional musicians: his 
father was a drummer. In the early 1960s, Buckley went to the USA to study 
dentistry. Certain innovations in dental technology later earned him a substantial 
income. He has a dental laboratory in Melbourne. Music is his passionate hobby. 
Technically quite limited by modernist standards, he is a relentlessly driving player. 
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Scat singer and tireless bebop proselytiser Joe Lane from Sydney... 
 
On my second visit to the Katherina Club, I encountered the drummer, scat singer 
and tireless bebop proselytiser Joe Lane from Sydney. He sat in with the band, 
improvised very musically with his voice and made manic announcements full of hip 
talk. He sang a slow blues and behind him Keith Hounslow played a thrilling phrase 
that speared in at what seemed to me a great height. Before leaving the stand he 
delivered a spontaneous spiel while the band maintained a loose groove behind him. 
It is very doubtful that Lane would have heard any of the American Beat poets at this 
time. This was almost certainly something that had come to him independently. It 
made my eyes pop. 
 

 
 
Brian Brown on tenor, with Barry Buckley on bass and David Martin on piano, 
circa 1957… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
I went to the Katherina Club again one Monday night and found Hounslow leading 
his own band. He had just bought a new trumpet, which looked and sounded 
fantastic. The tone was so bright and clean — like the lacquer! But I heard him telling 
someone that it had to be played in. He announced ‘...a request from a dear old 
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granny for Seagulls over Sorrento”, and kicked off Bernie’s Tune, which had been the 
latest thing in the days of the Gerry Mulligan Quartet, but was now a bit hack, of 
course. How hip could you get? Next Sunday, Brian Brown’s band, with Stirling 
added, played the descending blues chant called Bags’ Groove (which is like a pre-
echo of  The Land of a Thousand Dances) and a section of the crowd stood and sang 
the theme resonantly and with sardonic relish — it was that familiar to them. Who 
would have known that such hipness existed in Melbourne? 
 
The first hard bop band at Jazz Centre 44 had been led by Hounslow and drummer 
Graham Morgan, who taught most of the leading Melbourne modernists, but 
Brown’s band became the staple. It was probably the first regularly working hard bop 
band in Australia. Cool West Coast jazz had come to dominate Australia’s small 
modern scene, but Brown had made a trip to England, where he heard records that 
were not yet available here, and he brought some of them back and infected 
Hounslow and others with enthusiasm for Sonny Rollins, Clifford Brown, Art Blakey 
and company. The harder black approach (in some ways a bluesier modification o[ 
the bop of Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie) would have taken on in Australia, but 
Brown undoubtedly sped the process up. 
 

 
 
Brian Brown Quintet, playing in Jazz Centre 44… 
 
‘What the modernists in Australia were playing in the 1950s seemed to me a white 
copy of a white copy,’ said Brown. ‘A lot of the West Coast players were studio 
musicians. I remember going into an underground bookshop in London and finding 
these two records in brown paper wrapping. One was the Modern Jazz Quartet and 
the other was a Miles Davis record with Sonny Rollins, Kenny Clark, Percy Heath ... I 
bought these and when I heard the Miles Davis one I just went “Zow!”, this is where 
the source is. It had the spirit of the jazz tradition with more modern concepts. When 
I came back to Australia, this is what I wanted to do. Not to copy it, but to have a 
band that played with that spirit. What I had was a band with really hot players. It’s 
significant, I think, that two of them were from traditional jazz backgrounds — Keith 
Hounslow and Stewart. Basically, we just wanted to swing like mad all the time. 



11 
 

‘The band really started in a church hall in Heidelberg. I remember that Keith 
Hounslow and I had an immediate rapport and he said that I had to hear this 
drummer called Stewart Speer. I was planning to go to America, but when I heard 
Stewart I thought, “I’ve got it happening here. What do I need to go to America for?” 
We actually played in a lot of places that I can’t remember now, but I know that there 
was the Blue Derby in St Kilda at the Upper Esplanade. We were mad keen to play, 
and what we used to do was follow the regular band on at one of the speak-easies. 
We’d wait until they’d finish, which would be early in the morning, and then we’d go 
on and play. Sometimes they liked us, sometimes they didn’t. 
 
‘I can’t remember actually meeting Horst, which sometimes happens with people 
who become close friends. He was just there and he took an interest in the band. In 
some ways he was the archetypal hipster. I know he had just got out of Germany in 
time and that for a while he was the tour manager for a big band through Europe. His 
accent hasn’t changed, which makes one worry a bit about his ear — I mean, he was 
our promoter! Horst had no money in those days. He used to stay at various people’s 
places. At Len Barnard’s place there was a peach tree and Horst prepared those 
peaches every conceivable way: baked, fried, whatever. When my new band went up 
to Sydney to play at The Basement in the 1970s, Horst was up there and we hadn’t 
seen each other all that time. I went to his place and he had two bottles of peach 
wine. We drank those and listened to records for a couple of hours without saying a 
word. Then we had our reunion, started to talk. 
 
‘The day we went up to look at Jazz Centre 44, I remember feeling that it looked 
rather dubious. The Greek family who ran it looked at us as suspiciously as we looked 
at the place. It was an ethnic meeting place and what they used to do there, actually, 
was something very civilised, like drinking wine and enjoying their food, but in the 
1950s it all seemed rather earthy. I remember expressing some concern about the 
piano, so when we played there, we found they’d painted it white, which didn’t make 
it sound any better.’ 
 
In fact, the ‘Greek family’ could often be seen hovering at the edge of things, serving 
coke and sometimes watching the musicians with intense concentration. It was 
impossible to tell what they thought of the music, and of course no-one thought to 
ask them. According to Horst Liepolt, they were not a Greek family at all, but ‘... an 
Italian guy and a Polish woman who ran these Continental dances. As for the name: 
in the fifties everyone was calling places, like, the Storyville Club or something like 
that, but I didn’t like that. I thought that jazz was a spontaneous, creative art form, 
and you shouldn’t transplant Storyville in New Orleans to Melbourne. At first I was 
just going to call it Jazz Centre, but that was a little plain. My street number in St 
Kilda wouldn’t work. It was 896 or some shit, so I thought: 1944 was the year I got  
 

 
 
Horst Liepolt outside his New York apartment at 44 Carmine Street in 1985, in the 
company of Leon Fink… 
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hip to jazz; so I just cut the 19 out and everyone seemed to remember that. It went 
over the tongue fairly easily. But 1944 was my year. I live on 44 Carmine Street here  
in the Village and Sweet Basil’s [the New York club he was running at the time of the 
interview] is on 88 East Tenth Street. In 1988 — that’s this year — I’ve been involved 
in jazz 44 years.’ 
 
The mathematical inevitability of the last example notwithstanding, there are enough 
coincidences here to make a Jungian happy. I was in fact interviewing him for a film 
that was being made that year, called Beyond El Rocco. Answering a  question on The 
Basement club, which he later became involved with, he declared that a 100-seater is 
an ideal jazz club. ‘You take Blue Note here in New York, it seats 250 people and a 
hard core jazz band can’t play there.’ 
 
A second regular band at Jazz Centre 44 was led by vibraphonist Allan Lee, with 
traditional drummer Len Barnard playing modern piano and Chris Karan on the 
drums. Soon, word of Jazz Centre 44 reached Sydney. By the time it folded in the 
early 1960s, most of the best-known names in Australian modern jazz had played 
there. The saxophone prodigy Graeme Lyall played on Sunday afternoons with the 
Thunderbirds rock and roll band down the road at the Saint Moritz skating rink. In 
the breaks he would run up to the Jazz Centre 44, in his cowboy boots and slicked-
back hair, to sit in with whoever happened to be on the stand. His outfit won gleeful 
applause from the hipsters in the audience. 
 
David Martin divides the audience roughly into three sections. There were casuals 
who heard something strange as they passed and came up to investigate, then there 
were two groups of regulars. One of these was middle class, interested in the arts 
generally. Many of them turned up years later for Barry Buckley’s 44th birthday.  
 

 
 
The sculptor Clem Meadmore: through people like him and the painter Peter 
Upward, the musicians got gigs playing in art galleries… 
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Most were still interested in jazz. Among them were some artists, of whom Martin 
most clearly remembers the painter Peter Upward and the sculptor Clem Meadmore. 
Through them, the band, or sections of it, got jobs playing in art galleries — a 
situation reminiscent of the Bell band’s connection with Sidney Nolan and company 
in the 1940s. 
 
The third group was a bunch of very rough diamonds. Martin remembers a character 
called Miram ‘... who was about six foot seven tall. If anyone looked like interfering 
with or even criticising the band, he was quite likely to flatten them. He was a crim of 
some sort. He loved the music, I mean really loved it. Sometimes he’d practically be 
crying. Fifteen minutes later he might be downstairs banging someone’s head against 
the wall. I know Germaine Greer used to come, but I didn’t know her.  
 

 
 
Keith Hounslow: he had the crew cut and horn-rimmed glasses that Mad magazine deemed 
to be de rigueur for advertising types…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
‘Sunday afternoons were the intense listening sessions. Friday nights could be quite 
rowdy. We’d each take turns to have a birthday so we could go to the licensing court 
and get a one-night liquor licence. Actually, I hardly drank and never smoked dope. 
Keith and Stewart were the only ones really who drank. They were the older ones. 
Keith always brought two bottles of beer in a brown paper bag, and he’d complain 
because no-one else brought any beer. He and Stewart would drink together. 
‘It was a meeting place for musicians. Traditional musicians came, too. I never heard 
any bad-mouthing. It was always, you know, “. . . the band sounds great” and 
“Thanks, do you want to sit in?”  
 
‘Though they all live in different cities to me now, Brian, Keith Hounslow and Barry 
will still ring. We’ll ring each other and say “How’s it going?” That network, the 
friendship is still there. You know I’ve started doing some playing again. I’ve done 
some things with the James Morrison Big Band, but even when I’m not involved in 
music, I hear Miles — playing a Cindy Lauper tune, playing anything — and it still 
turns me on. It still thrills me, you know.’ 


