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OBITUARY: MERV ACHESON 1922-1987 

by Frank Crook* 

______________________________________________________ 

[This article appeared under the heading “Death of a Jazzman” in one of the Sydney 

newspapers (probably the Daily Mirror) on August 13, 1987, the day of Merv 

Acheson’s funeral at the Uniting Church, Paddington.] 

 

t is difficult to imagine Sydney without Merv Acheson. Every town has its 

characters and Merv was one of the great icons of the Sydney music scene. There 

was once a time when you could walk into almost any pub in town where jazz 

was playing and find Merv on the bandstand, his mottled cheeks ballooning behind 

the mouthpiece of his saxophone.  

You would immediately order yourself refreshments, take a stool at the bar if there 

was room and settle back knowing that you would be royally entertained. Merv 

Acheson always gave value.  

 

 

Merv Acheson on tenor sax: one of the great icons of the Sydney music scene… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

________________________________________________________ 

*Frank Crook was a legendary Sydney journalist, active in both print and radio 

journalism, and a prominent jazz lover. 

I 



2 
 

I heard yesterday that Merv had died at the age of 67 and for a while it was hard to 

come to grips with the news. Merv was such a part of the Sydney scene, such a part of 

one's own growing pains that the place won’t seem the same without him. 

Merv's heyday was the pre-rock 'n' roll years when jazz was the music played in the 

public bars. That was when pubs were pubs, not the tarted-up taverns of today. The 

Macquarie at Woolloomooloo, the Port Jackson and the Brooklyn in Lower George 

Street and the Criterion further up town were the hot spots. 

You could start the evening at the Macquarie, then then make your way to the Port 

Jackson and when that most friendly of hostelries closed its doors, you moved to the 

Ironworkers Hall next door, where the trad jazz boys were limbering up. You got all 

of this and more for the price of a beer. The old El Rocco at the Cross was often the 

final port of call. 

Ray Price, Dick Hughes, Bob Barnard and John McCarthy played at the Macquarie, 

people like Billy Weston and Doc Willis were regulars at the Port and almost 

everybody made it to the Ironworkers Hall.  

 

 

John McCarthy (left) and Bob Barnard were among those who played at the 

Macquarie… PHOTO COURTESY JUDY BAILEY 
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Trombonist Billy Weston (above left, pictured with trumpeter Ron Falson) was a 

regular at the Port, as was trombonist Doc Willis (below)… PHOTOS COURTESY 

AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

 

 

Merv started playing around and about in the 30s at places like the Booker T 

Washington Club, with a group that comprised a drummer called Giles O'Sullivan, 

who later ran the famous Stone's Cabaret at Coogee Beach. Naturally Merv played 

there as well.  

Dick Hughes, who keeps alive today the not-so-gentle-art of stride piano, remembers 

Merv giving him his first professional gig in Sydney at the Figtree Bridge Hotel in 

Lane Cove.  

That was, says Dick, back in March, 1955. Dick Hughes is the most precise of men 

where dates are concerned.  

Merv was a member of the army band during World War 11, and his musical 

credentials were impeccable, as his father played in a symphony orchestra. 
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Pianist Dick Hughes: he remembers Merv giving him his first professional gig in 

Sydney at the Figtree Bridge Hotel in Lane Cove… PHOTO COURTESY DADDY’S 

PRACTISING AGAIN 

Back in the 40s, when Merv was really blowing up a storm, Sydney was Open City. It 

was wartime, the Yanks were in town and the black market was in full roar. Merv 

took to carrying a gun in those days, or at least that is what he told people. He was 

certainly carrying a gun one night back in 1944 when he shot and wounded a man in 

the old 2KY radio auditorium.  

The details of the evening are sketchy and even some of Merv's closest colleagues 

never really got to the bottom of the story. There is a tale doing the rounds that he 

shot the wrong bloke. It doesn't really matter anymore. Merv did six months in the 

slammer for his deed in any case. 

 

 

Acheson (left) with the American saxophonist Stan Getz, March 3, 1980 in Sydney… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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But for all that, Merv Acheson was a gentle bloke, a much-loved character among 

musicians and their followers alike.  

It is odd, but only the other week I was talking to Don Burrows about a planned 

documentary on the old El Rocco. "We want to get it out while there are still a few of 

the veteran musos around," said Don. "They seem to be popping off one by one.” 

Now Merv has popped off and while the last thing I want to do is sound pretentious, 

his passing marks the end of an era. I can see him now, wearing his typical hangdog 

expression, watching the crowd as the trumpeter took his solo, sipping from a glass 

before grabbing his sax and blowing us right out of the room. 

Wherever he may be now, you can bet he will still be making beautiful music. 

Merv’s funeral's is today at 1.30, by the way, at the Uniting Church, on the corner of 

Oxford and Newcombe Streets, Paddington. It could be one of the great gigs.  

 

 

Merv Acheson on tenor sax: a gentle bloke, a much-loved character among 

musicians and their followers alike.... PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN COURTESY 

OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 

______________________________________________________________ 

Merv Acheson’s autobiographical “Merv Acheson Story” can be read on this 

site at this link https://ericmyersjazz.com/essays-page-56. Bill Brown’s 

review of the book “Merv Acheson Remembered”, a tribute to Merv compiled 

by Bill Boldiston, can be read here https://ericmyersjazz.com/book-reviews-

16. Two other obituaries, by Bill Haesler OAM and Norman Linehan, are at 

this link https://ericmyersjazz.com/obituaries-page-36. 
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