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THE TALENTED PIANIST BILLY WALKER 
 
Interviewed by Gill Falson* 
________________________________________________________ 
 

ditor’s Note: Billy Walker was a highly talented pianist, who began working 
professionally from a very young age in the immediate post WW2 period. He 
was chiefly associated with the trumpeter Ron Falson and was also a 

contemporary of the pianist Terry Wilkinson, before going to South Africa, then 
later to the United States. Wilkinson also was a precocious talent who worked 
professionally in Ralph Mallen’s big band at the age of 14, circa 1945-46. 
 

 
 
Billy Walker at the piano in the Celebrity Club. Others in the background, L-R, Ron 
Falson (trumpet), Don Burrows (clarinet), Joe Singer (drums)… PHOTO © RON 
FALSON ARCHIVE 
 

__________________________________________________ 
 
*This interview took place in 2002. Gill Falson is the wife of the late Sydney 
trumpeter Ron Falson, who died in 2008. From an early age, she had her own 
career in the great days of Sydney nightclubs as a singer/dancer, and later as a 
dance teacher, and also was active in various capacities in Sydney theatrical 
circles. For many years she was the copyist in relation to her husband’s prolific 
writing and arranging for television shows and studio work. She now presents a 
jazz program ‘Playing Favourites’ on Wednesdays from 12 noon-2 pm, on 
Eastside89.7 FM Radio. 
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Billy Walker (discussing working at Joe Taylor’s Celebrity Club): There 
was this lady… Every time she danced past she grabbed my right hand and finally she 
pulled my hand and somehow caught my finger in the keys. It hurt the fire out of me. 
So I said ‘Lady, I will come down where you work and blow out your red light!’ Well 
her partner wanted to fight me. He was going to job me! If she hadn’t hurt me I 
wouldn’t have said a thing. 
 

 
 
Ron Falson: a late floorshow with a singer who billed himself as the World’s 
Greatest Tenor… PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 
 
Ron Falson: Getting towards midnight, after we’d done the main floorshow, we’d 
have a late floorshow. To save money, Joe Taylor, the manager would audition 
people. One night we got this singer who billed himself as the World’s Greatest 
Tenor, so he gives Bill some music. Burrows and I are pretty good at making up parts  
even when we didn’t have any music. So Bill plays an arpeggio and we start. Right off, 
the singer starts changing keys. It’s impossible to play the trumpet when you’re 
laughing. Joe Singer, the drummer, was the first one to collapse laughing and run off 
the stage. Bill keeps chasing the singer trying to find the right key. The bass player 
was the next to go. Burrows and I are almost hysterical with laughter trying not to 
make too much noise, so we left the stage. As the singer is going higher and higher, 
Bill’s going up the keyboard. The last eight bars he’s playing on the last ten notes of 
the piano. He finally ran out of keys finishes up on the cheeks, the wood, of the piano, 
falls on the floor then stands up and makes a grand bow to the audience before 
finally make it off the stage. It was a laugh every night. It was the happiest job I’ve 
ever had. 
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Billy Walker: The Celebrity Club was run by Joe Taylor who was a gambler – a 
gangster – who had a game upstairs at the Celebrity. He was a partner in Tommo’s 
two-up school, which was the biggest two-up school in the Southern Hemisphere. Joe 
Singer’s father was a partner, and his uncle Henry was the lookout. Henry also 
worked in the kitchen at the Celebrity. He had a game upstairs at the Celebrity. They 
were all part of the local Mafia. It never impinged on our work except the time they 
beat up Terry Wilkinson. Terry went out with Joe Taylor’s son’s girlfriend or 
something, and they did a good job on Terry, beat him up. I had to play somewhere 
for him. They hurt his hand so badly he couldn’t play. They really beat him up. But 
Terry used to go and drink with them and used to cheek them. You didn’t fool with 
those blokes. You just stayed out of their way. Did your job, don’t mix with them. 
 

 
 
Terry Wilkinson at the piano: beaten up by the local Mafia… PHOTO © RON FALSON 
ARCHIVE 

 
Terry and I grew up together. He lived across the road from me. When I was working 
at Andre’s [with Burrows, Singer and Hogan] Buddy Rich was there doing the 
floorshows for a month. One night the drummer from Jazz at the Philharmonic came 
in. Jazz at the Phil were playing down at the Tivoli. Buddy purposely dropped one of 
sticks and played it all with one hand. We’d just finished playing The World 
is Waiting for the Sunrise, and we’re panting with our tongues hanging out. Buddy 
goes into his next thing, all with one hand. 
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American drummer Buddy Rich: he purposely dropped one of sticks and played it 
all with one hand…. 
 
Billy Walker (on leaving for South Africa): The person who introduced me to 
the South African contingent was comedian Beryl Meekin. She used to do a lot of 
things in South Africa. Her father used to have a pygmy sideshow at the Royal Easter 
Show. One was the famous Ubangi. Anyway, I was just about to graduate from the 
Conservatorium and Beryl introduced me to these people. I never told anybody, just 
kept it myself. When my first marriage was in trouble I thought maybe a new start 
would patch everything up.  
 
I took the job at RCA in South Africa without knowing what it was going to be. I knew 
I had to be in charge of an A & R Department. I didn’t even know what that was. At 
least I knew I would have an income. We had our two boys to think of as well. So I get 
there and I’m in charge of this whole department. I’m supposed to pick all the songs 
for these people, record them, do the arranging, do everything from hillbilly music to 
pop music. I’d never heard of the country artist. Had no idea who they were, but I 
was to copy their records and record them in several languages to be re-released all 
over the world. They sent me some Elvis records once. His early music. You couldn’t 
understand a word he said. Two of the secretaries and I were stopping and starting 
the records trying to find out what he was saying. Finally I had to call New York. In 
those days you had to book an overseas call, you couldn’t just dial it. So I booked a 
call for the next morning and asked for the words to be read to me over the phone. I 
had a secretary standing by to take it all down. It was the only way we could 
understand the words. Then they wanted them translated into other languages. We 
could have left it. Nobody would have known. Just send captions! 
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Anyhow, it was a big learning experience because I had to copy all these records and I 
learned a bunch of things, by listening and doing, and having to make them sound 
like the originals. I did that for seven years. In the meantime, I got to write movie 
scores and other good things. That’s how I got to know Jim Reeves. Apart from 
putting the studio orchestra together and travelling with him I wrote the music for a 
movie he came out to make called Diamond Jim. It was about a con man that went to 
the Kimberley and salted a mine with fake diamonds and then sold all the shares of 
the mine. It was a terrible movie. It was my introduction to the D movies. Maybe 
even Z movies. 
 

 
 
The US singer Jim Reeves: Billy Walker got to know him in South Africa… 
 
I was also MD for The Sound of Music. It played Johannesburg for nine months, 
eight shows a week. Oliver did fourteen months, eight shows a week, after which I 
swore I would never do another show with kids in it, but I went straight into The 
Sound of Music. Always had two teams of kids, always had the Department of Youth 
down my back, how much school they missing etc, and then there were the mothers. 
‘Johnny’s got the measles!’ Every week, for 14 months, I was auditioning new kids 
and putting them into the show, and as well I’m still running the A & R Department. 
But RCA had volunteered me for the theatre jobs. We cut the first stereo cast album 
to be made in Africa. 
 
There was no television at that time in South Africa at all. The Bantu languages were 
the killer. There are 32 Bantu languages and it was impossible to translate everything 
into all those languages. 
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How Billy Walker met his wife Jeanine in the United States… 
 
It was strange. I was conducting the music for the State Fair in Boston, 
Massachusetts. I was conducting for Eddy Arnold*. Jeanine used to work with Bob 
Hope, feed him his straight lines when he came east of the Mississippi. Bob had 
talked Jeanine into going to Los Angeles to become part of a song and dance variety 
group, the professional part of the Young Americans: Kids Next Door. They did 45 
minute opening segments for people like Hope, and in this case, Eddy Arnold. I was 
standing in the wings listening. Jeanine had some pretty big soprano things, which 
impressed me. We just used to talk on the side of the stage. She told me how much 
she hated travelling around living out of a suitcase, and if I ever heard of anything 
permanent in Nashville would I let her know, and she gave me her card. When I got 
back to Nashdale Anita Kerr was leaving her singing group because she was getting 
remarried. I gave Jeanine’s card to the tenor who was to audition people to take 
Anita’s place. The group was working a lot, like four record sessions every day. 
 

 
 
The Anita Kerr Singers: they were the best in the world ... You could write 
anything, they could fake anything… 
 
I was hired to do the Al Hirt sessions and he wanted to use four trumpets, four 
trombones, a rhythm section and a vocal group, the Anita Kerr Singers. Hirt wanted 
to do rock and roll hits of that era but do them instrumentally. I wrote all the 
arrangements and hired everybody. The Anita Kerr Singers were the best in the 
world as far as I was concerned. You could write anything, they could fake anything, 
you could write the most difficult things and, just once through, you could record it.  
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
*Eddy Arnold was an American country music singer who  scored 147 songs on the 
Billboard country music charts and sold more than 85 million records. 
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So who should be on the session, but Jeanine? They had hired her and now she leads 
that group. 
 
We started going out about six months after that. I was a gay divorcee. I was married 
to Teeny in South Africa. She was a fabulous dancer. After she and I moved to 
America she was offered a job with the Royal Dutch Ballet in Amsterdam and wanted 
me to move there too. I wasn’t going to leave America to go and live in Amsterdam 
and start again! Again, again! I couldn’t speak the language, what was I going to do in 
Amsterdam? Play piano in a café? Pick tulips? So we parted. Mostly by mutual 
consent. We still see each other. Our daughter, Lisa, spends a lot of time with us. 
Jeanine and I have a great relationship, and a beautiful daughter, Beth. We work in 
the same industry but not in any competitive capacity, more complimentary. I rely on 
her such a lot. 
 
People who haven’t been around musicians don’t understand the vagaries of the 
work. You don’t work one day, you have too much the next. The worst thing about 
working in the States, particularly in television, is that there are eight guys looking 
over your shoulder wanting to get your job. You’ve just got to stay on your toes all the 
time. You can’t ever do a bad job. You know I’ve killed off two or three really great 
musicians. The first one was Louis Armstrong. He came to do a thing on the Johnny  
Cash weekly television show. He wanted to recreate his first recording which was his 
wife, Lil Hardin, playing piano, someone on guitar , and himself on trumpet, just a 
trio. He said ‘Bill, will you come up and play piano, just a blues thing and would 
Johnny play guitar?’ I was a bit worried about that because Johnny Cash is not  
 

 
 
Louis Armstrong (left) with his wife pianist Lil Hardin… 
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Django Reinhardt! So we played it and after we’d done this recording and gone, he 
went home and died. He always had senna pods* he used to hand out to everyone. 
He used to take them himself all the time. I reckon that’s what killed him. 
 

 
 
The songwriter Hoagy Carmichael: he got pneumonia and died in the desert… 
 
So then there was Hoagy Carmichael. I was doing a whole series on CBS Television 
about his life in Indiana. Crystal Gale was in it because she too was from Indiana. I 
called Hoagy who said ‘Bill, I’m not coming to Nashville. Its winter time, I could get 
pneumonia. You come out here with Crystal and we can record all my stuff then you 
can put the orchestra on it back in Nashville.’  
 
We agreed to that. It was near Los Angeles, actually in the desert. We recorded 
things, took pictures. Took it back, put the backings behind him, recorded the other 
acts, put the show together. Hoagy gets pneumonia and dies in the desert! 
 
__________________________________________________ 
 
*Senna pods = a laxative made from the dried pods of a tree of warm climates. 
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Billy Walker (in the United States): We were doing the World’s Fair Show; 
several countries had contingents in it. The Australian contingent included Peter 
Allen, Julie Anthony, Rolf Harris, Col Joye, John McNally and Tricia Noble. Tricia 
did a wonderful Rita Hayworth medley. I rewrote the score for her. We had a full 
orchestra, with strings and about ten or twelve horns. There was a performer called 
Nell Carter, who played one of the leads in Ain’t Misbehavin’ and had her own 
sitcom. We were doing a recording with the rhythm section for her before I brought 
the rest of the orchestra in. She ordered several dozen hamburgers from Crystal, and 
we thought she was going to feed the rhythm section, but she just ate the lot. In front 
of us! And we were all sitting there starving ‘cos we’d been there since nine o’clock, 
no lunch break ‘cos we had to get this thing finished before the afternoon. It was like 
run the song down and record it, run the song down and record it. We got one shot at 
each, that was it. [Sounds like an Australian show!] We had to get about 15 songs 
done and be out of there by 12 o’clock and she’s sitting there eating all these 
hamburgers. 
 

 
 
Nell Carter: she ate several dozen hamburgers… 
 
But the night before I’d gone to her hotel room to discuss what she was going to do 
and what we needed to write for her and she ordered a big family size bucket of 
Kentucky Fried Chicken and in front of me and ate the lot! Didn’t even offer me a leg 
or a wing or anything. Just ate the lot! 
 
The first question you asked me was about my first job as a musician. The first pro 
job I did was at Roses, that where I decided not to become a drinker. All the other 
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guys in the band were pretty soused every night, I figured that wasn’t the way to go. 
It’s not a real moral conviction against anybody else. I’ve never wanted to, there’s 
nothing holy or righteous about it. 
 
I went to Canterbury Boys High then to the Conservatorium of Music where I studied 
under Ramsey Pennyquick, Harold Lobb who was theory and harmony teacher and 
Lindley Evans, piano and conducting. Lindley was the one who looked at my name 
on a paper and said “Walker. What kind of a walker are you?” and I said “A Bill 
Walker.” And he said “Not a William” and I said “No, just Bill.” 
 

 
 
The Conservatorium of Music’s Lindley Evans: what kind of a walker are you? 
 
Dad wouldn’t pay for me to go to the Conservatorium. He wanted me to go to 
Hurlstone Agricultural College then take over one of his dairy farms. We had the one 
at Campsie, my uncle’s at Buyong, and Dad had just bought another at Kellyville. I 
was to do something with one of those. The Conservatorium was at that time part of 
Sydney University. When I was becoming an American citizen, the FBI took my 
Diploma from the Con, police reports from Australia and South Africa, school 
records, everything, so that they could investigate me. They put it all in a folder 
somewhere, and never gave it back. The Diploma was one of the things that got me 
into the States because it said Sydney University, not just ‘the Conservatorium’. 
 
We took all our written exams in the Great Hall at the University. Two days before 
the final exams somebody changed the syllabus for the Theory and Harmony. They 
asked more practical questions. It was only because I’d been doing a lot of writing 



11 
 

that I and one other guy and three nuns passed. The rest failed. 
 
Gill Falson: Whatever happened to Rick Farbach? 
 
Billy Walker: He played guitar with me in that little club down in the Haymarket. A 
good player, a well-trained, skilled musician. He used to drive a car with no steering 
wheel. He used to use a spanner to steer. It had a plastic top held in place by clothes 
pegs. He was Latvian, a tough boy. Everything had to be cut and dried. He would 
have an opinion about something, and that was it. He was the totalitarian type, could 
have been a dictator.  
 

 
 
Rick Farbach: a good player, a well-trained, skilled musician…PHOTO COURTESY 
BRUCE CALE 
 
I spent four years playing piano at the State Theatre. A wonderful learning 
experience. Especially playing two-piano features with Glenn Marks. There was a 
show band, led by Abe Romain, which rose up hydraulically out of the orchestra pit. 
We did shows that complemented the feature film. As well as the band there would 
be vocalists and variety artist. I learned so much playing with Glenn Marks. He had 
great technique and was so quick. I used to practice four or five hours a day just to 
keep up with him. There was one time we learned the whole of Rhapsody in Blue. 
The movie that was showing was meant to play a month, but it bombed. Suddenly  
Abe Romain came running in and said ‘We’ve got to do another show within the 
week’. Neil Thurgate went to work writing the arrangements and said to Glenn and 
me ‘You work out a two piano thing on Rhapsody in Blue, we’re going to 
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Show band leader Abe Romain: We’ve got to do another show within the week… 
 
rehearse it on Thursday.’ It was now Monday. Neither of us had ever played it. There 
were two pianos in the rehearsal room and we got to it. We came in at eight in the 
morning and worked until 12 and then in every break we got through the day – 
Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday - I asked if we could make a cut, so out went the 
repeat of the middle part, which sounds nearly the same but isn’t. That took it down 
from 14 minutes to 12. Might not seem much but it was two minutes we didn’t have 
to learn. It was very difficult. But the show opened and it went really well.  
 
After a few days we decided to make an adjustment to the music. So took the music 
down to the rehearsal room after the matinee, to change the parts. We got up that 
night, on the rising stage, and realised that the music was still in the rehearsal room, 
and neither of us has got a part. There’s no way down to retrieve it. And we’re looking 
at each other across the stand. It’s stark terror. We’d learned it too quickly to 
memorise it. When the music’s there you don’t really look at it, but when it’s not 
there it’s terrifying. Somehow we got through it. Glenn said ‘We’ll never let the music 
leave the stand again!’ And for me it was a very valuable lesson learned. 
 
Another thing I remember about the State Theatre was Harry Berry playing The 
Flight of the Bumblebee on trombone. He was great. I got the shock of my life. I 
didn’t think he’d ever get through it. It wasn’t a valve trombone either - he played on 
slide. I thought it was pretty terrific, it sure impressed me. 
 
Before the State I was bandleader at the Wentworth Hotel. When I left Ron Falson 
took over as leader. I played at Surryville. which was old-time dancing, but I liked 
playing at Leichhardt and Rockdale in a pretty good swing band led by Harry 
Berry. I had a band at Abe Saffron’s Roosevelt Club, Johnny Bamford was the 
trombone player. I left there to go to the Celebrity Club. 
 
At the Celebrity Club in York Street I was there with Ron Falson, Don Burrows, Joe 
Singer and Ronnie Hogan. We started work at 6pm and would finish at 1 am. We 
played dinner music, two floorshows and dance music. It was a great band. Other 
musicians around town would come in to listen after they’d finished their own jobs. 
Visiting artists like Johnny Ray came and sat in with us. He used to play everything 
in G Flat. I could never work out why he wanted to play in G Flat. But some nights 
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seemed long. We had devices to relieve the boredom. One of us would sing out 
‘Giants!’ and we’d all stand on our chairs and keep playing, or the cue would be 
‘Midgets!’ and we’d all lie on the floor. We never missed a beat. 
 

 
 
American singer Johnny Ray: he would come and sat in … He used to play 
everything in G Flat… 
 
Then there was another one where I would put a blanket over the piano, put a 
blindfold on and play Twelfth Street Rag. Sometimes we’d all play each other’s 
instruments. And then there was the ‘Box Brackets’. I had an accordion, I could only 
play the  right hand of the accordion – I never bothered to learn all those buttons - 
but I could play block chords with my right hand. But Ernie Felice and Art Van 
Damme were pretty big at the time. We learned about six or seven numbers, good 
charts. Laura and  Dream were amongst them. We had clarinet and muted trumpet, 
we needed a vibraphone but didn’t have one, and of course the accordion 
was the Box! It sounded pretty good, or at least, I thought they did. 
 
One night a very serious young man auditioned as a singer. For fun, I said he should 
improve his breathing and suggested he go for a run around the block and then come 
back and try again. He’d come back panting, so we’d send him round again.  
 
 
Billy Walker on Ralph Mallen* 
__________________________________________________ 
 
*In The Oxford Companion to Australian Jazz, Bruce Johnson writes: “Ralph 
Mallen’s band was the major pioneer in Sydney of the Stan Kenton/Woody Herman 
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inspired progressive style. It also provided an apprenticeship for a post-war 
generation of young musicians – Terry Wilkinson was only 15 when he joined as a 
founder member – and established jazz reputations for musicians who would 
otherwise have remained in the relative anonymity of nightclubs. Mallen’s group 
was the standard-bearer and –setter of the earliest jazz concert bands.”  
 
Billy Walker: Ralph Mallen and his elder brother Jack grew up just down the road 
from me. They worked for Dad in the dairy. I’d be working in the dairy and I could 
hear Ralph practicing the trombone. He was never a very good trombone player. I 
don’t know how he ever really started putting a band together. He told me one day he 
was putting a band together and did I want to play in it? He was about 17. I was 
playing some pretty good jobs around, like the Surryvilles. And I said no. I was about 
15, going to school, working in the dairy and I had my music. I was too busy. Terry 
Wilkinson played piano instead. He was 14. 
 
Somehow Ralph kept putting a band together and he’d fill it with real good players. 
And he’d get all these jobs so he’d be able to pay everybody. He used to drive a truck 
to get enough money to pay for music. He’d drive that truck from Katoomba to 
Sydney, always boasting about how fast he could drive. Eventually he got killed, 
jumping from a runaway lorry. 
 

 
 
Ralph Mallen’s band at the Parisienne, Campsie, probably late 1946. L-R, Terry 
Wilkinson (p), Mallen (tbn), Billy Mannix (ten) Norm Wyatt or Les Nelson (tbn), 
Ron Hogan (gtr), Andy Mackintosh (clt), Don Osborn (dms), Dick McNally (tpt) 
Ron Gowans (ten, seated), John Cerchi (ten, standing), Dick Tuckey (bs), Bob 
Anderson (alt); the partially obscured musician between Gowans and Anderson is 
possibly Ron Mannix…  
PHOTO COURTESY NORM LINEHAN OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 


