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SANDY EVANS & JUDY BAILEY: WOMEN OUTLAST THE LEGEND 

by Gail Brennan/John Clare 

_________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on Saturday, July 10, 1993.]  
 

ales of eccentricity and excess can be amusing, whether they involve jazz 
musicians, famous conductors or postal clerks, but many music lovers are 
seriously bored by stories of Charlie Parker's appetite for sex and drugs. 

 
Nor are they much interested in who "cut" whom at what fabled jam session. 
Goodbye "jazz legends". These days the masculine mythology is very much incidental 
to the music. For many, this has always been the case, but the number of women 
playing jazz today indicates a further shift away from the pulp novel view of the art. 
 

 
 
Women playing important roles in the new wave of Sydney jazz: the Parrott sisters 
(above), bassist Nicki (left) and saxophonist Lisa (right); and pianist Cathy Harley 
(below)…PHOTO CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 
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Here is an off-the-top-of-the-head list of women playing important roles in the new 
wave of Sydney jazz: pianist, composer, bandleader Jann Rutherford (winner of last 
year's Wangaratta National Jazz Piano Award); pianist and bandleader Cathy Harley;  
saxophonist Lisa Parrott (currently a select pupil of New York alto saxophonist Steve 
Coleman); singer, composer, bandleader, lyricist Kate Swadling; bassist Nicki 
Parrott; guitarist, drummer, composer, bandleader Fiona Undy; bassist Natalie 
Morrison; saxophonist, composer Gai Bryant; singer and pianist Janet Seidel; jazz 
and classical trumpeter Linda Bacon; violinist, composer, bandleader Allison 
O'Carroll; guitarist Madeleine Young; singer, composer, bandleader Kristin 
Cornwell… 
 
More women play jazz now than at any time, except possibly World War II, when the 
all woman saxophone section of the Trocadero swing band was said to be the hottest 
in town. So, what drew them to the music? 
 

 
 
Sandy Evans: I went out of my way not to be a jazz musician, but I couldn't help it. 
The attraction was very deep… 
 
Sandy Evans is a co-leader of the internationally recognised band, Clarion Fracture 
Zone. She also writes for and plays in John Pochée 's Ten Part Invention, and is a 
member of Roger Dean's AustraLYSIS, Lloyd Swanton's catholics and Mara Kiek's 
Bulgarian jazz fusion band, Mara. Roger Dean, himself a virtuoso of world standing 
in jazz and classical music, has named Evans as his favourite saxophonist. He means 
in the world. 
 
"Jazz struck me as a very direct form of communication, very immediate, with a lot of 
room for individual expression," says Evans. "My training was in classical music, 
where I didn't feel I had the same creative input as a player. There was a spiritual 
attraction. When I heard John Coltrane, it reached right inside me and it was just 
obvious that it was saying something about his sense of the meaning of life. I just 
heard the music ... I went out of my way not to be a jazz musician, but I couldn't help 
it. The attraction was very deep. 



3 
 

"When I left school I was also interested in filmmaking and I went to India, where I 
worked as an assistant director on Indian popular films. I played on the soundtrack 
of some of them. In Australia, I made an anti-smoking film for the Cancer Council 
and a film about buskers — I was one at the time — for the Sydney University Film 
Makers' Association. It was pretty bad. In the end, I realised my heart wasn't really in 
it. I really did want to be a musician. 
 
"The myths are not necessarily all gone. They put some women off going to hear jazz, 
which is a shame. But music reflects social change. The participation of women in 
many more levels of activity is one of the biggest social changes. In general, men have 
been very encouraging — in Ten Part Invention, for instance, although many of them 
are from an older generation. But there have been exceptions. I prefer to look ahead." 
 
One of the exceptions is a trumpet teacher who told a young female student that 
women can't play the trumpet because "they've got no balls". Fortunately, such 
musicians have become isolated figures of fun. Conversely, when soul singer Wendy 
Saddington hired some of her favourite jazz musicians, her hard-line lesbian fans 
chanted "Wank! Wank! Wank!" every time they started playing. They too have faded 
into history. 
 

 
 
The pianist Judy Bailey: one of only two female instrumentalists (the other was 
pianist Marie Francis) to appear at Sydney's most mythologised jazz club, the El 
Rocco, in the 1950s and 1960s…PHOTO CREDIT EDMOND THOMMEN 
 
Pianist and composer Judy Bailey was one of only two female instrumentalists (the 
other was pianist Marie Francis) to appear at Sydney's most mythologised jazz club, 
the El Rocco, in the 1950s and 1960s. As well as leading her own bands, she 
contributed effectively to both the crafted swing of Don Burrows and the unbridled 
energy of John Sangster's 1960s free jazz phase. Bailey has taken bands on 
international Musica Viva tours and has taught at the Conservatorium of NSW. Her 
duet with Sandy Evans at last year's Wangaratta Festival of Jazz had far-reaching 
effects when it was broadcast by Jim McLeod. 
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Says Bailey: "I was 14, listening on a bakelite radio to what I later learned was a test 
broadcast for a New Zealand station. The tune was Lionel Hampton's East of The 
Sun, which I'd heard in straight song form, and it was being played by the George 
Shearing Quintet. I didn't know that this was called jazz. It grabbed me. It was the 
fascination of trying to figure out how it worked. I'm still fascinated. Anyone who has 
ever grappled with, been absolutely riveted to the spot, by a mathematical problem, 
will understand. 
 
"I instinctively knew that it was being invented as it happened, and I also 
instinctively knew that it was allowing these people to express their creativity. I think 
that mathematical fascination and spiritual inquiry are connected. Coming from a 
religious background in New Zealand, I was not prepared for that other strand of 
involvement that seemed to suit some people. I was always encouraged by male 
musicians — in fact, I think there was unconscious sexism in their not being as 
critical of my playing as they might — but when some of them would go off and 
smoke pot, I would feel isolated and uncomfortable. 
 

 
 
The Judy Bailey album Sundial: her duets with Sandy [on her new 
CD, Sundial (ABC Records)] are a wonderful example of what this music allows… 
 
"My duets with Sandy [on her new CD, Sundial (ABC Records)] are a wonderful 
example of what this music allows. It doesn't happen all the time. I can count on the 
fingers of one hand the number of people I've been able to have such a direct musical 
communication with. These are rare times. It's a real gift when you're given the 
opportunity to be involved in something so rare. Sandy and I are going to New 
Zealand for a women's festival in August and we've been invited by some 'Maori 
women to witness their dance and songs in a marae [meeting hut]. Some might be 
surprised that this has come about through a jazz broadcast. Not me." 
 


