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FOCUS ON THE LAST STRAW 
 
by John Clare 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the September/October, 1975 edition of Jazz Down Under, 
and was written at a time when pianist Dave Levy was about to leave The Last 
Straw. He was replaced by Tony Esterman, who appears in photos below.] 
 

he name Last Straw might be taken either of two ways: the proverbial straw at 
which drowning men clutch; or, absolutely the last straw for those who think 
modern jazz should be neat, white and polite. Whichever is the right meaning, 

it will have been intended lightheartedly by these desperate, outrageous and gifted 
musicians. John Pochée, Bernie McGann and Jack Thorncraft are not strangers to 
the jazz musician's intermittent condition: having the arse out of your pants. Young 
Ken James is learning.  
 

 
 
The Last Straw, L-R, John Pochée (drums), Tony Esterman (piano), Bernie 
McGann (alto saxophone), Ken James (saxophones & flute), Jack Thorncraft 
(bass)… 
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Nor is that other experience unknown to them — that of facing an audience which 
regards any modern jazz as a veiled insult, and which hears the loose, aggressive jazz 
of this band as some horrible affront from another planet. Rather than complain 
bitterly about the philistine public, the lack of venues, and so on, they have turned 
past frustrations into a rich vein of humour.  
 
John Pochée recalls an incident many years ago when he and Dave Levy and a few 
other musicians were sent to play at a surf club a couple of hundred miles up the 
coast. "Yeah, well first we were sent to the wrong hall, or we had never been booked 
anyway, so we just hung around and wiped ourselves out, not wanting to go all the 
way back. We were in a shocking condition, thinking 'what are we doing here?' and 
then, out of nowhere, Chris Karan appears, immaculate as always, smooth, cool, and 
he tells us there's another job at another hall the next night. And then, somehow he 
thought we’d be interested in a mohair suit that he was trying to sell."  
 

 
 
John Pochée: he has mainly led the jazz life, as opposed to that of the comfortable 
career musician… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
"All the next day we're sitting on the rocks drinking. There was something about the 
place. We all felt really down, I'd been staring at the sea for hours without saying 
anything, and I finally came out with the immortal line ... 'The unharnessed power of 
the sea'. I've never been able to live that down. After I'd been brooding there for 
hours, everyone expected something really profound, and, well…"  
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"So we were in a shocking state when we turned up for the job. I've just set up my 
drums and I start to warm up with a few rolls or something, when over come these 
giant surfing characters with muscles in their shit. They've all been throwing down 
schooners at a gulp, and they stand there staring at me, and then one of them says, 
'So you play the jazz, do you?' in a pretty menacing way. 'What jazz?' I say. 'What do 
you mean? Never heard of it’.” 
 
John Pochée not only does play the jazz, but he, like the others, has mainly led the 
jazz life, as opposed to that of the comfortable career musician. The music of The 
Last Straw is both a reflection of the lives these men have led and the thing that has 
put them through it. It is their passion. All are now proficient studio and club 
musicians, and they do their share of that work, approaching it as professionally as 
possible and certainly enjoying it if they are working with a good act with good 
arrangements, but none of them would deny that he lives for the next opening for a 
jazz band. Bernie McGann cut out of club work altogether a couple of years ago and 
now works as a postman at Bundeena, playing only with The Last Straw and with the 
jazz rock band Blerta. 
 
“If I went back into club work now, I might enjoy that more than the postman gig", 
says Bernie. "It's just what suits you at the time. Right now I like the fresh air, not 
seeing the inside of a club night after night, and then being able to go out and blow 
and really enjoy it, because it's not just a job."  
 

 
 
Bernie McGann, practicing in the bush at Bundeena… PHOTO COURTESY LUCAS 
PRODUKTIONS 
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"When you go up to Bernie's place," says John, "you get lost in all this bush. Then you 
hear an alto wailing against the sky, and a little while later, out comes Bernie, 
blowing his head off."  
 
John Pochée has not, since the formation of The Last Straw and Judy Bailey’s current 
band, accepted any permanent jobs, so that he can remain free to rehearse and play 
with these two bands.  
 
"There was a time between the closing of the El Rocco and the opening of The 
Basement, when there was nowhere in Sydney to play our kind of jazz. Those few 
years were a real desert. I was doing club work, and I had just about resigned myself 
that that was what I would be doing from now on. Not quite. We're all pretty 
optimistic, give or take the odd pianist jumping out the window during rehearsal. 
Our rehearsals, you understand, take different shapes. We've always had the attitude 
that things are just going to start happening, and things are very good now. I've had 
people say to me in deadly earnest, as though they were giving me a piece of inside 
information I'd never heard before, 'You know, there's no money in jazz'."  
 
To put anything John Pochée says into print is to do it an injustice. When he tells it, 
you hear the voice of the man giving him this inside information; the Chris Karan 
walk is mimicked with such freakish accuracy that you see Karan before you, when in 
fact you have not seen him for eight years.  
 

 
 
The Chris Karan (pictured above) walk is mimicked with such freakish accuracy 
that you see Karan before you… 
 
When The Last Straw played at The Basement during the Music Is An Open Sky 
Festival, Ken James introduced each of the members, and each man made some 
characteristic gesture — Jack Thorncraft wobbled his head, smiling inanely, and did 
an old vaudevillian's wave — but when Pochée was introduced, he whirled around to 
the house light switches on the wall and flicked them all on and off frantically while 
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crashing away on his drums. Then for a moment the stand was in darkness as he 
groped about for the right switches.  
 

 
 
Straw front-liners Ken James (left, on tenor) and Bernie McGann (right, on alto)… 
PHOTO CREDIT TOMAS POKORNY 
 
Sitting in the club later, he imitates Julie Andrews singing Sing Sing Sing during a 
‘jazz’ bracket on TV with some other equally unlikely singer. It is true that most 
musicians are crazy. I make no apologies for saying this. Ray Price once complained 
bitterly to me about musicians being called 'musos' and said that it perpetuated the 
image of the crazy, drunken musician. I can sympathise with this attitude, but it 
seems a shame to me that everybody is in such a hurry to conform to the bank clerk 
image.  
 
There are musicians today, comfortably settled into club jobs, who would sue me if I 
told you some of the things they did in their younger days. Pochée and Bernie 
McGann do not try to hide the fact that they lived in places which for obvious reasons 
were given names like Muttering Lodge. They seem proud of it, as well they might be. 
Several legends grew from the formative years of these musicians — the legends of 
Bebop Joe Lane, the Sydney Bird, Merv Acheson, Keith Barr, Keith Stirling, and 
several others who would probably rather I did not mention them — and when you 
see McGann and Pochée on the stand, you see two who have not tried to sweep it 
under the carpet. Things are a bit more settled these days, but the spirit lives.  
 
But these are not names to conjure with simply because they have been in some wild 
scenes. As musicians I believe they are in a very special class. I have always 
maintained that there are a surprisingly large number of musicians in Australia who 
play good jazz. I mean really good jazz. Someone you have forgotten about is always 
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suddenly reappearing and blowing the house down. There are not, however, all that 
many whose playing would not pale beside really hot American playing. Could it be 
otherwise, given population, opportunities to play, and so on? There are not so many 
who, having got the feeling of a certain period of jazz, have not stayed in a 
comfortable groove.  
 
I believe that Thorncraft, Pochée and McGann are part of that quite sizeable handful 
we have who have not only got the jazz feeling, but have contributed a distinctive 
regional flavour, and have continued to develop. One of the encouraging things about 
The Last Straw is the way that Ken James has developed in the company of these 
masters. Although he has for some time been playing tenor well enough to do a lot of 
club work, he had on his own admission "not played much jazz of any consequence" 
until he fell in with McGann and company. This is part of a very heartening trend 
which was given an enormous push when Howie Smith came here and began his jazz 
courses at the Sydney Conservatorium.  
 

 
 
A heartening trend pushed along by Howie Smith (above) when he came here and 
began his jazz courses at the Sydney Conservatorium… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ 
AUSTRALIA 
 
The Last Straw plays a repertoire — currently being extended — which ranges 
through hard bop, rock and hypnotic modal pieces. In Bernie McGann's alto work 
you can still hear the influence of Charlie Parker, and that will never leave him. He 
has also been influenced quite markedly by Ornette Coleman, and in the consistent 
intensity of his playing, in the lack of filigree, in the way a phrase is abruptly bitten 
off once its meaningful course has run, rather than being extended into decorations, I 
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fancy I hear a kinship with Jackie McLean. But these influences are not only well 
integrated, they are almost completely transmuted into something that is Bernie's 
own.  
 
Joe Lane said that Bernie is the ‘most himself’ alto player in town. Certainly, along 
with Roger Frampton, he is the alto player I most like to hear. This is the kind of 
sound you don't get through practising in studios and small rooms. Although it has a 
distinctive edge and is often coloured by growling and buzzing harmonics, the 
volume comes from the core of the note. A solid column of air is displaced.  
 

 
 
Joe (Bebop) Lane: he said that Bernie is the ‘most himself’ alto player in town…. 
PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 
 
Unlike Pochée, whose stories with their inspired descriptions and free associations 
are jazz solos in themselves, Bernie McGann is not a great talker. A flash of wry 
humour will surprise you, because he is content for long periods to laugh at everyone 
else's jokes, to listen to everyone else's ideas. There is a slight resemblance in the way 
his eyes are set deeply beneath his brows to Don Burrows. A watcher from a secure 
position. But he is heavier around the jaw. No anxiety about success or failure 
flickers in the cave from which his eyes directly watch. And this quality informs his 
playing. He projects passion from a calm base. He can soar joyfully and surprise the 
senses with a fencer's dexterity in the high register, but there is no hysteria. He has 
never stopped listening to new developments in jazz, but at the same time has never 
added anything to his playing that did not mean something to him personally.  
 
This is equally true of John Pochée and of Roger Frampton, Brian Brown, Jack 
Thorncraft, Ted Vining, Peter Boothman, and quite a number of individuals who are 
very important to Australian jazz, because they are constantly developing rather than 
making facile changes. They play what they mean. Ken James's tenor and soprano 
work is increasingly taking on this kind of strength and solidity, though there is 
surprisingly little transference of style.  
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These are the orators of The Last Straw (Dave Levy went into, hopefully, temporary 
retirement just before I began writing this, and a replacement is being sought). Their 
voices are thrown forward by one of my favourites amongst current Australian 
rhythm sections: Jack Thorncraft and John Pochée. That is saying a lot when Phil 
Treloar, Ted Vining, Dave Tolley and several others are playing so brilliantly at the 
moment. It's a personal thing. I like the looseness and fire of The Last Straw, even 
when it leads them into the odd mistake. The feeling of energy being dashed about, 
diffusing and then snapping together. When I spoke to Ken James about it, he said, 
"Well that comes from John, from the drums."  
 

 
 
Pochée at the drums: the feeling of energy being dashed about, diffusing and then 
snapping together… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
John Pochée is so relaxed that sticks have been known to fall in slow motion from his 
hand, usually during a lull after a stormy passage. His playing, and that of the whole 
band is often a series of waves of intensity. A beautiful time player, he can shift the 
accents over the basic beat so radically that the soloist is often sent hurtling into 
empty air, only to be caught up at the last moment by an accelerating wave of drums 
which bounces him and then sets him down nicely.  
 
John loses a stick occasionally — and replaces it with magic sleight of hand while you 
are still watching the last one curve gracefully through the air — because he tightens 
and loosens totally with fluctuating intensity of the music. There is a school of 
thought that assumes that a busy drummer is just playing an extended solo 
independent of what anybody else is doing. In John's case, this is nonsense. If 
another player is soloing, John's eyes burn into his back. He yells at him, and he 
listens to every single nuance of every note he plays. If by the end or his solo, John 
has not made him fly a bit, then that musician is either having an off night, or he is 
just not listening so the drums.  
 
Probably the biggest stabilising influence on the playing of The Last Straw is bassist 
Jack Thorncraft. It would be wrong to think of him as a safe reliable musician, and 
nothing more. I have already commented on his playing with the Jazz Co-Op, and the 
fact that he fits beautifully into these two very different bands is due to much more 
than versatility. There are a number of very proficient musicians who would only sort 
of make it in either band. There are a number of technique-obsessed 
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musicians in Australia (as everywhere) who would think they were making it, but to 
really do it requires the sort of sensitivity that Thorncraft has, and the kind of 
commitment that puts The Last Straw in a very special class.  
 

 
 
The Last Straw, L-R, Ken James, Tony Esterman, John Pochée, Jack Thorncraft, 
Bernie McGann: in this band the spirit will live… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ DOWN 
UNDER 
 
No matter how much bread and butter work banks up — and Jack has quite a lot of 
work on his plate — jazz never becomes a secondary thing that you do for a bit of 
relaxation, less and less as the years go by. Jazz is the expression of these musicians, 
and as a result their work — like that of, say, Bob Barnard in a completely different 
area of jazz - has an authenticity that transcends such concerns as who has the most 
technique, who is currently the most up-to-date.  
 
I don't think anyone in Australia could play Thelonious Monk pieces as well as The 
Last Straw, and though their repertoire reaches into areas that are considered more 
contemporary than Monk's and reaches back into older areas, the spirit of Monk is 
strongly felt in the band's approach. To hear them at their best is to hear a kind of 
jazz that will always sound fresh. Some of the tunes that Bernie wrote in the sixties 
could be played now with no incongruity by Brian Brown or the Jazz Co-Op.  
 
The jazz I like best is often barely under control. I think of some of the Jazz At The 
Philharmonic sessions, of some of Dizzy’s big bands, of Mingus in a frenzy, of 
Coltrane and Archie Shepp at their most fervent. It has a careening momentum of its 
own, as though the musicians have really unleashed something, or as though they are 
all on a frail craft going through rapids. I am not trying to make any absurd 
comparisons, merely saying that for me The Last Straw is one of the bands here who 
can get something not too far removed from THAT kind of feeling. And that is not so 
surprising. They have been trying for a long time.  
 
There we should end, but I would like to say how much Dave Levy will be missed if 
he is serious about retiring from the music scene. He has played an important part in 
a number of important bands to Australian jazz. He will be hard to replace, but in 
The Last Straw the spirit will live. 


