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OBITUARY: JOHN EDGECOMBE 1925-1985 

by Bruce Johnson 

__________________________________________________________ 

[This obituary appeared in the Summer/Autumn, 1986 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 

ohn Edgecombe was born on February 17, 1925 and died on December 11, 1985. 

He began tinkering with ukelele in 1937, and in the following year, inspired by 

bands jamming at Bondi Beach on Sunday evenings, he began to develop his 

jazz approach on guitar, receiving advice and encouragement from Jack Lander and 

Mischa Kanaef.  

While sitting in on bass at Palings’ jam sessions the following year he came to the 

attention of department manager Bruce Stuart, who got Edgecombe his first paid gig 

at the Amory reception venue. He began building a reputation in Sydney through 

casual work in the early ‘40s on both guitar and bass and turned professional in 1942 

(throughout his career he worked also on banjo, tuba, trombone, bass guitar, and as 

a vocalist).  

He entered the AIF in 1943, where he served with the Pioneers in Borneo and 

Moratai. After demobilisation in 1946 he worked on the High Hat dance circuit with 

Billy Mannix before joining the Ralph Mallen big band, one of the most important 

pioneering progressive bands in the history of Australian jazz. He remained in the 

group following Mallen’s sudden death in 1956, under the leadership of Billy Weston, 

then Jack Grimsley.  

 

John Edgecombe (right) pictured here with the drummer Alan Geddes… PHOTO 
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Edgecombe was a mainstay of the jazz concert era, not only with Mallen, but also Bob 

Gibson, Bela Kanitz, Jack Allen, Les Welch. He was in addition extremely active in 

the nightclub/restaurant scene of the ‘50s and ‘60s, frequently doubling in several  

gigs each night. He played the State Theatre, the Celebrity Club, and Sammy Lee’s 

with Craig Crawford. Wherever he worked, Edgecombe introduced a jazz approach 

into the music, sometimes at peril of losing the gig where more commercially minded 

managers objected.  

With Graham Bennett, he founded the Australian Jazz Club, one of the comparatively 

few Clubs in this country prior to the establishment of the Jazz Action Society 

movement to seek to promote post-traditional forms of jazz. Through the whole post-

war period Edgecombe was active in session work, producing commercials, playing 

and singing for radio and television, as well as taking a wide range of club and hotel 

gigs. 

 

Merv Acheson at the Soup Plus during the 80s. John Edgecombe (bass) is just 

visible in the background (left) along with the trumpeter Bruce Johnson (right)… 
PHOTO CREDIT JACK MITCHELL 

During the ‘80s he was the regular bassist with the Dick Hughes Famous Five at 

Soup Plus (recording with the band for the Merv Acheson 60th Birthday Concert), 

Merv Acheson, and, at the time of his death, with the Lucy Brown Quartet. Few 

musicians can boast the respect and affection in which John Edgecombe was held by 

his peers, and few combined the same level of jazz talent with genuine magnanimity 

of spirit. Although troubled for many years with serious illness, he continued to work 

with unfailing cheerfulness and a contagious but self-effacing jazz spirit.  

 


