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OBITUARY: HARRY HARMAN OAM 1927 - 2019  

by Bill Haesler* 

_________________________________________________________ 

adly, jazz veteran and Sydney Jazz Club co-patron Harry Harman died on 

Thursday, 3 January 2019. It was an unexpected loss to Australian jazz for he 

was a dear friend to many of us and a mentor to dozens of musicians. Kind, 

gentle, cheerful, self-effacing, fun-loving and nature's gentleman are some apt 

descriptions for this lovable musician who played tuba and sousaphone, string bass, 

banjo and guitar. He was also a bandleader, always a loyal and dedicated sideman 

and a popular jazz community radio presenter who devoted much of his life to jazz.  

 

Harry Harman pictured in 1975: without him, the 65-year-old Sydney Jazz Club 

may never have existed…PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 

Without Harry Harman, the 65-year-old Sydney Jazz Club may never have existed; it 

was his brainchild for several years during the early 1950s. Henry [Harry] Ernest 

Harman was born in Middle Park, a suburb of Melbourne, Victoria on 19 December 

1927 and grew up during the harsh years of the 1930s Depression. His father died 

when he was twelve, and he went to Mentone Grammar School. That is all we know.  

_______________________________________________________ 
 
*Bill Haesler OAM, based in Sydney, is one of Australia’s foremost jazz writers, 
collectors, historians and documentationists. 
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As with many enthusiasts at that time, he came to jazz via radio and records, and 
attempted to play guitar. He joined the RAAF as a radio technician in November 
1946, was discharged in January 1948 and attended the 3rd annual Australian Jazz 
Convention in Melbourne in December that year. In 1949 he moved to work in 
Sydney where the Port Jackson and Illawarra Jazz Bands held sway, joined the 
Sydney Swing Music Club and studied tuba at the NSW Conservatorium of Music.  
 
He also met and married Nancy Smith in September 1949. They lived in Marrickville 

for six months. He attended the 4th Melbourne Convention then moved back there in 

April 1950. The family returned to Sydney in April 1951 and lived in Campsie until 

1964. During his periods in Melbourne Harry followed the young Frank Johnson's 

Fabulous Dixielanders and Len Barnard's South City Stompers. Both groups had 

their own venues for dancing; the Johnsons at Collingwood Town Hall and Maison 

Deluxe ballroom in St Kilda and the Barnards at the Mentone Life Saving Club.  

Inspired, Harry was keen to establish a similar situation in Sydney. Jazz gigs in 

Sydney were few and casual in 1951. He played with the short-lived Westside 

Stompers and with Bob Learmonth's Bridgeview Jazz Band in 1952 at the popular 

Queenscliff Surf Club on Friday nights, with which he played at the 7th Australian 

Jazz Convention in Melbourne in 1952.  

 

Bob Learmonth's Bridgeview Jazz Band, Sydney, 1952: L-R, Keith Lester (drums), 

Harry Harman (tuba), Will Gilder (banjo), Bob Cowle (piano), Bill Boldiston 

(clarinet), Trevor Pepper (trumpet), Learmonth (trombone)… PHOTO CREDIT NORM 

LINEHAN 

In early 1953, using ex-members from the Westside and Bridgeview groups Harry 

began quietly rehearsing a band with Trevor Pepper (trumpet), Dan Hardie 

(clarinet), Bob Learmonth (trombone), Bob Cowle (piano), Don Hardie (banjo), and 

Bob Leggett (drums). With a jazz club in Sydney as its goal a small committee was 
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formed comprising Fred Starkey, Keith Davidson, Ian Cuthbertson, Bob Learmonth, 

Ian McLachlan and Harry and the search for a suitable venue continued in earnest. 

They discovered the Real Estate Institute basement auditorium at 30a Martin Place, 

in Sydney's CBD, and on Saturday, 8 August the Sydney Jazz Club became a reality. 

The group, now named the Paramount Jazz Band, and with slightly different 

personnel to the above, performed. 

 
 
The Paramount Jazz Band on SJC opening night, August 8, 1953. L-R, Peter 
Towson (piano), Dan Hardie (clarinet), Don Hardie (banjo, guitar), Trevor Pepper 
(trumpet), Bob Leggett (drums), Tony Howarth (trombone), Harry Harman 
(tuba)…PHOTO COURTESY HARRY HARMAN 
 

Harry, who was working at Eric Andersons radio store in Barrack Street, Sydney 

CBD, became its secretary and held that position until 1958. The Club functioned in 

Martin Place fortnightly until August 1955 then, as its popularity grew it moved to 

the 2nd floor hall of the Federated Ironworkers' Association building in George 

Street. Following renovations to the premises, including the addition of another 

upstairs hall, the Club decided in January 1961 to use both with a band in each.  

Several months later the smaller hall was also used by the SJC each Friday night up 

to mid-1963. Public attendances soared and by 1965 frequently reached an 

astounding 1,000 on some Saturday nights. However, the public had taken over the 

Jazz Club and it was no longer fun for the real members or the musicians. On 18th 

March 1967 the committee reluctantly had no choice but to close the venue.  

As Norman Linehan (photographer, historian, archivist, writer and SJC president 

from 1979 to 1981) interestingly pointed out in his notes to the Paramount Jazz 

Band's 1993 compilation CD (MBS JAZZ 9) the group only had one job in ten years - 

as the house band for the Sydney Jazz Club.  

In September 1955, to supplement its newsletters, the SJC published the Quarterly 

Rag to which for three years Harry contributed a regular gossipy local jazz 
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informative column Uncle Harry Says incorporating Staccato Notes. Following the 

introduction of 10 o'clock closing in the late 1950s jazz was infiltrating Sydney pubs, 

particularly in the north George Street area - the Rocks  - and the inner west, fed by 

an increase in enthusiastic young jazz musicians and bands. This was due in no small 

way to the Jazz Club's successful Jazz Workshop set up in April 1957.  

The Paramount Jazz Band recorded three 10" 78 rpm records in February 1954 for 

sale to members featuring Ian Cuthbertson (trumpet), Dan Hardie (clarinet), Bob 

Learmonth (trombone),  Jim Roach (piano), Peter Townsend (banjo),  Harry 

Harman (tuba) and Bob Leggett (drums). Harry recorded on tuba with the Ray Price 

Dixielanders on 12 September 1954 along with Ken Flannery (trumpet), Norm Wyatt 

(trombone), John McCarthy (clarinet), Jimmy Somerville (piano), Ray Price (banjo & 

guitar) and Ralph Stock (drums). Other LP recordings were made for the Club's own 

label and Parlophone in 1955, 1957, 1959 and 1960 tunes from which were reissued 

on the MBS-9 CD mentioned above.  

In October 1955 Harry added string bass to his instrument tally and joined the newly 

reformed Port Jackson Jazz Band with Ken Flannery (trumpet), John McCarthy, 

(clarinet), Frank 'Doc' Willis (trombone), Jim Roach then Dick Hughes (piano), Ray 

Price (banjo & guitar) and Bill Cody and later Alan Geddes (drums). The group had 

steady work throughout 1956 and Bob Barnard came up from Melbourne for concerts 

and engagements in January 1957.  

 

 

Publicity flyer for the Port Jackson Jazz Band, at a time when Harman was a 

member… 
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In June 1957 Ray Price also formed a trio with Bob Barnard and Dick Hughes at the 

Macquarie Hotel in Woolloomooloo four nights a week plus Saturday afternoon 

while still finding work for the seven-piece Port Jackson Jazz Band. When Bob 

returned to Melbourne in mid-1958, John McCarthy replaced him and with Harry 

Harman on string bass it became a quartet.  

In July 1958 because of his mounting Ray Price band commitments, Harry handed 

leadership of the Paramount to its trumpet player Ian Cuthbertson and left the band. 

Then, in September 1959, Ray abruptly moved the Port Jackson Quartet to Adams 

Hotel. A busy Ray Price became musical director for Mark Foys' Empress Ballroom 

in April 1960 and installed a dance band there for two years for its famous ball 

seasons under Harry Harman's leadership.  

When Harry and Ray had a serious, but brief, falling out over financial matters in 

October 1960 he left the Port Jackson band and rejoined the Paramount Jazz Band at 

the Ironworkers as its banjo player until joining the newly formed Graeme Bell All 

Stars in July 1962.  

 

Harman (left, on tuba), pictured with Ray Price (banjo). They had a serious, but 

brief, falling out over financial matters in October 1960… PHOTO COURTESY JACK 

MITCHELL 

Graeme Bell always credited Harry for talking him back onto the Australian booming 

jazz scene after a long absence working in the commercial music scene. However, to 

be successful, Graeme required professional musicians prepared to work fulltime, 

rehearse and tour. He also wanted Bob Barnard and waited until he was available. 

Using his commercial connections Graeme negotiated engagements, TV appearances 

and a recording contract with Festival Records.  

The All Stars officially joined the Trad Boom on 1 June 1962. Graeme was playing 

jazz for a living again and Harry had become a full-time professional musician. The 

All Stars with Bob Barnard (trumpet); Norm Wyatt (trombone), Laurie Gooding 

(clarinet); Graeme Bell (piano), John Allen (string bass) and Alan Geddes (drums) 

became a seven-piece group with the addition of Harry (banjo, guitar & tuba) who 

took lessons to improve his banjo technique and eventually replaced John Allen.  
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The Graeme Bell All Stars in the surf at Tamarama, Sydney,  in the early 60s, L-R, 

Graham Spedding (clarinet), Bob Barnard (trumpet), Ken Herron (trombone), 

Lawrie Thompson (drums), Bell (holding violin), Harry Harman (tuba)… PHOTO 

CREDIT VAL SOWADA 

Harry worked and travelled with the Graeme Bell All Stars with its numerous 

personnel changes until the end of 1963 when he felt a sea change, resigned and 

moved the family to Umina, then Gosford and Point Claire working day jobs. When 

Graeme Bell landed a six-month contract at the Chevron Surfers Paradise Hotel for 

three shows daily, except Sunday, in August 1966 following its tour of New Guinea he 

invited Harry back to the All Stars. The married musicians could take their families 

and the Harmans accepted.  

They returned to Randwick in Sydney in March 1967 for six months then moved to 

Earlwood. Following another jazz slump the All Stars became a quartet playing the 

licenced club, hotel and wine bar circuits and Harry continued to work with Graeme 

Bell, and his day job, until 1974 when the All Stars became very busy playing the 

festival circuit, concerts, TV shows and recording.  

In 1976 Harry resigned again and the family moved back to the Central Coast and 

Wangi for two years, then Charlestown, where Harry worked as an electrical 

warehouse manager. They returned to live in Yagoona in Sydney in 1981 and Harry 

gradually rejoined the jazz scene. He replaced Peter Gallen in Paul Furniss's Eclipse 

Alley Five at its popular gig at the Vanity Fair Hotel in January 1983.  
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When the Vanity closed in May 1986 pending demolition, Harry remained with the 

EA5 for its subsequent engagements, and leader changes, at the Crown, St Elmo's, 

Norfolk, Evening Star and Strawberry Hill Hotels until 2014. During 1985 he also 

played string bass with drummer John Fearnley’s Pacific Jazzmen at the Royal Oak 

Hotel, Chippendale with Bob Henderson (trumpet), Doc Willis (trombone), John 

McCarthy (reeds) and Ross Collins (piano).  

From 1985 to 2015 Harry played string bass and tuba with the New Wolverine Jazz 

Orchestra including concerts for the Sydney Jazz Club, the North Side Jazz Club, 

Central Coast Jazz League, at Drummoyne RSL, the Sydney Bowlers Club, SJC Berry 

Island picnics and, in the 1990s, the Sydney Festival's Jazz in The Domain (to an 

audience of 80,000) and the Sydney Rocks Festival. It received Mo Award 

Certificates of Excellence in 1998 (the first for a traditional jazz group) and again in 

1999, 2000 and 2003 plus the Manly Council Jazz Festival trophy in 2006 for 

"achieving international recognition."  

 

 

The New Wolverine Jazz Orchestra, in 2000, L-R, Stewart Binsted (banjo), Neil 

Macbeth (drums), Jim Elliott (trombone), Robert Smith (piano), Geoff Power 

(trumpet), Trevor Rippingale (clarinet, saxophones), Harry Harman (bass). 

The NWJO made regular tours including concerts, festivals and jazz clubs in West 

Australia (1989) Victoria and southern NSW (1996) and South Australia (1996). It 

was featured at annual Southern Highlands Jazz Festivals in Mittagong and Bowral, 

the Canberra Jazz Festival (2001) and special stage shows The Bix Beiderbecke 

Legacy (1996) at North Sydney Leagues Club and The Story Of Bix (1999) at the 

Independent Theatre, North Sydney and in 2001 at the National Gallery of Australia, 
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Canberra, ACT plus several annual Jazz Conventions including its 50th in Melbourne 

in 1995.  

Harry also accompanied the NWJO on its numerous tours of the USA from 1993 to 

2011 playing major jazz festivals and jazz clubs in  14 states across the East Coast, 

Midwest and West Coast including the Bix Beiderbecke Memorial Jazz Festival in 

Davenport, Iowa, where the band represented Australia nine times: 1993 (that also 

included a trip to the UK for the Edinburgh Festival in Scotland and the Brecon Jazz 

Festival in Wales); 1996 (including the annual Convention of the American 

Association of Jazz Festival Directors in Davenport and the annual Convention of the 

International Society Of Jazz Record Collectors in Libertyville, Illinois where it also 

played a cocktail party reception for Artie Shaw); 1998; 2000 (where the NWJO 

received a Goldkette Foundation Award), followed by 2002, 2003, 2006, 2008 and 

2011.  

The band recorded eleven albums, comprising two cassettes and nine CDs, three of 

which were released in the USA. When Kate Dunbar started her Singers' Workshop 

in 1987, Harry was a frequent and helpful early member of the backing group. And in 

November 1993 the Sydney Jazz Club appointed Harry Harman as a co-patron to 

Graeme Bell.  

 

Harman: in November 1993 the Sydney Jazz Club appointed him as a co-patron to 

Graeme Bell... 

Harry became a jazz presenter at Radio 2CCC Toukley in 1994 then moved to Radio 

Five-O Plus in 2006 for his popular Rhythm Club program from 12 noon to 3pm 

every Wednesday. On his so-called retirement in 1988 Harry and Nancy moved to 

Kanwal, a suburb of the Central Coast region of NSW, where he again worked 

occasionally as an electrical wholesaler and consultant and freelanced regularly in 
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the Central Coast area and Sydney. But marred by loss of his beloved Nancy who died 

on 27 September 2014.  

Over the years Harry also played regularly at the Central Coast Leagues Club in 

Gosford with Trevor Rippingale's Jazz Rippers, a small contingent from the New 

Wolverine Jazz Orchestra, the new NWJO fronted by Geoff Power plus his own 

groups Harry Harman's Gentlemen of Jazz and the Dixie Stompers, private parties 

with small quartets and the occasional freelancing. He also played and sat in 

frequently at Club Ashfield on a Friday night with Dennis Quinlan's Bridge City Jazz 

Band.  

Harry was awarded a well-deserved Order of Australia medal (OAM) in the Queen's 

Birthday Honours on 14 June 2010 for service to the performing arts as a jazz 

musician and as a mentor of emerging artists. Harry donated his valuable Besson 

tuba to the Central Coast Jazz League in December 2016 for use by the Gosford High 

School band. Although it remains the property of the League it will be on permanent 

loan to the band's special instrument pool.  

 

Harman: a well-deserved Order of Australia medal (OAM) in the Queen's Birthday 

Honours on 14 June 2010… 

In September 2018 Harry went into Gosford Private Hospital to have a cancerous 

kidney and spleen removed. He seemed to be recovering well but relapsed as the 

cancer had moved to the other kidney. His health deteriorated and he went into 

Wyong Hospital several times where he died peacefully.  

Harry is survived by his children Greg, Carol and Diane, ten grandchildren and 

eleven great grandchildren. The funeral service was held at the Hillside Chapel, 57 

Palmdale Road, Palmdale NSW at 11.30am on Friday, 11th January 2019 attended by 

about 150 family and friends followed by a packed wake at the Ourimbah RSL Club. 

It is anticipated that a memorial musical tribute will be held in Sydney in perhaps 

March 2019 for Harry Harman's many friends who were unable to attend the 

funeral/wake at the NSW Central Coast.  


