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JazzChord, Oct/Nov, 1999 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

he dreadful news that Roger Frampton is seriously ill with a brain tumour, 

an illness which may be terminal (he was given three months to live when the 

tumour was discovered) just highlights how much we take for granted some of 

our greatest jazz musicians. I've always been in awe of Roger's talent, and have never 

quite understood why such a brilliant musician should be so often marginalised in 

the jazz community. Why did he perform so rarely, other than with Ten Part  
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Invention and The Engine Room? Why is it that he left the teaching faculty of the 

Sydney Conservatorium of Music, when he is remembered by the majority of past 

students as the most inspiring teacher there (along with Mike Nock)? The awful 

thought of losing Roger has made many people, including myself, suddenly realise 

what a profound loss it would be to the Australian jazz community, should he leave 

us in his early 50s. He is, after all, only 51 now. I'll always remember with affection 

accompanying The Engine Room (Roger, the bassist Steve Elphick and drummer 

John Pochée) on their tour of the Soviet Union in 1989, a tour which I'd arranged 

with the assistance of the Department of Foreign Affairs & Trade, the Australia 

Council, and the Soviet Jazz Federation. The Russians were a very aware jazz  

 

Roger Frampton (left, on alto saxophone), Steve Elphick (bass) and John Pochée 

(drums), performing in Moscow in 1989… PHOTO CREDIT ERIC MYERS 

audience, and would applaud, not only at the end of solos, but during the solos when 

the music reached certain peaks. I think it's true to say that Roger absolutely 

mesmerised the Russian audiences with his virtuosity at the piano. And then, to top 

that, he would stand up and play the alto saxophone, and then the difficult 

sopranino, of which he is a master! The effect he had in Russia is perhaps best 

exemplified by the emotional reaction of Iosif Semjonovitch, one of the most 

interesting people we met in Russia. As a result of glasnost, and the new tolerance of 

private enterprise, Iosif had established three cafes in Petrozavodsk, where The 

Engine Room performed at the annual jazz festival, which took place in the local 

Culture House. Iosif’s cafe at the Culture House was called 'The Underground' and, 

for the festival, a number of artists had contributed paintings as a tribute to jazz 

musicians. These art works were very handsomely displayed. Also there was an 

exhibition of black-and-white jazz photographs by a brilliant local photographer in 

the foyer of the Culture House. Iosif had been a jazz bassist in his youth, and then a  
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Petrozavodsk’s Iosif Semjonovitch: In the Engine Room's music he saw “the great 

civilisation of jazz"… PHOTO CREDIT ERIC MYERS 

barman for 15 years before he opened his cafes. For the visit of the Australian trio he 

prepared a cocktail - a mixture of fruit juices and sweet wines - to replicate the 

experience of Duke Ellington, who drank a similar cocktail at the White House when 

he was celebrated by President Nixon in the early 1970s. The cocktail was meant to 

symbolise the unity of jazz musicians around the world, and he invited the 

Australians and a number of Russian jazz musicians to drink from the cup 

simultaneously. When I spoke later with Iosif, he told me that Roger Frampton' s 

music had "astonished and amused him " Later, I taped an interview with him, 

courtesy of our interpreter. "In the music of the Australian trio I saw a beautiful 

culture," he said. "It was not only technique, not only the co-ordination of the 

musicians, not only beautiful music, but culture. We have very good musicians in the 

Soviet Union, but we do not have this culture - the way the musician lives in the 

music, the way he understands it. In the trio's music I saw the great civilisation of 

jazz". More recently, note what the great American soprano saxophonist Steve Lacy is 

reported to have said, after working with Roger and The Engine Room at The 

Basement on October 6 last. He told Ken 'Jazz Cab' Sparkes that "for him, there is no 

better piano player than Roger in the world."  

* While we at JazzChord are occasionally impatient with ABC-TV, because of its 

apparent lack of interest in jazz, we are also keen to give credit when jazz appears in 

its programs. I'm indebted to Nick Bron at ABC Enterprises for pointing out that, 

while I was overseas recently, the Sunday Afternoon arts program on ABC-TV 

broadcast Lucky Oceans' interview with Wynton Marsalis on Sunday, October 17. The 

following week, on Sunday October 24, there was the repeat of the Lincoln Centre 

Jazz Orchestra with Wynton at the helm, recorded at the 1998 Festival of Perth,  
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The Lincoln Centre Jazz Orchestra with Wynton Marsalis at the helm (above) and 

the trio Browne, Haywood & Stevens (below): featured on ABC-TV programs… 

 

airing at around 1.30pm. Then at 4 pm the Melbourne trio Browne Haywood Stevens 

performed two tracks from their ARIA finalist album Sudden In A Shaft Of Sunlight 

(ABC Jazz/EMI). This was being repeated to highlight the Wangaratta Festival of 

Jazz (Oct 29-Nov 1) where Tim Stevens and Allan Browne performed. By the way, 

you can email Nick Bron at this address: <bron.nick@a2.abc.net.au>.  
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The 73-year- old Sydney drummer Jimmy Shaw, who enjoys getting older... his 

life's a buzz right now… 

* I'm also pleased to report that on Sunday, November 21, at about 3.20pm, in the 

Sunday Afternoon arts program, ABC-TV will screen a documentary, titled Swingers, 

on the Sydney drummer Jimmy Shaw's band The Shaw Nuff Swing Band. The 

program is produced & directed by Bronwin Patrickson, with executive producer 

Steven Salgo. The ABC has described this film as "an observational documentary 

featuring the lives and loves of veterans from Sydney's swing era. Once society's 

rebels, many of these musicians and dancers are now in their 70s and classed as 

senior citizens. Rather than acquiescing to the image of geriatrics these older 'teen-

agers' are still out for a good time. The Shaw Nuff Swing Band has a regular Sunday 

afternoon gig at the Maroubra Bowling Club which attracts a loyal crowd who say 

that this is 'our life'. Negotiating the ups and downs of health, romance, and - horror 

of horrors - the loss of the gig, these swingers respond to life's challenges with 

vivacity, humanity and joy. The band is swinging, the dancers twirling and strutting, 

the room is alight with the spark and laughter of people having the time of their life... 

Jimmy Shaw is the 73-year-old bandleader. He enjoys getting older... as he says, his 

life's a buzz right now. Past jitterbug queen Lee Nielsen is here zapping from table to 

dance floor. As a professional dancer, she's had a glittering life. She was the 

Australian Jitterbug & National Dance champion for 17 years from 1947 through to 

the early 1960s. '1,000 years ago, 1,000 years ago before I was old', she says. Lee is 

vivacious and dynamic but the tyranny of her own aging is inescapable. Her body is 

starting to show the strain, she is in constant pain, and it's only a matter of time 

before she can't dance anymore. The chance to rekindle the golden/era is shattered 

when the gig is unexpectedly cancelled at Maroubra. Jim takes the news in his stride 

and ploughs his energies into getting it happening nevertheless somewhere, 
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anywhere. He promotes his gig to those who he can get to listen to him... It's not easy 

finding a replacement gig... Here's one for the optimists - a happy ending is in site 

when Jim finally scores a new gig - the music will go on! Swingers is a quirky, feel-

good slice of Australiana." Further information from Bronwin Patrickson, Tel (02) 

9950 4359, email <patrickson.bronwin @a2.abc.net.au>.  

 

Sydney pianist Matt McMahon, who won the piano competition as part of the 1999 

Wangaratta National Jazz Awards: the beneficiary of a NSW conspiracy…. 

* I understand that, at Wangaratta, the following rumour quickly flew around, in 

response to the fact that no Victorian pianist made the final three of the National 

Jazz Awards competition, even though the semi-finals included the outstanding 

Victorian pianists Andrea Keller, Sam Keevers and Tim Stevens: it was a NSW 

conspiracy. How come? Well, the judges were dominated by NSW musicians (Roger 

Frampton and Mike Nock, from NSW, outnumbered the chairman, Melbourne's 

Tony Gould); it was a NSW rhythm section which backed the contestants (bassist 

Craig Scott and drummer Alan Turnbull), thereby giving the NSW entrants a 

substantial advantage; and the winner Matt McMahon is on the management 

committee of the Jazz Co-ordination Association of NSW! Still - for the paranoid - 

one mustn't forget that six out of the ten winners in previous years were Victorians, 

so Victorian musicians are doing well overall.  


