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WILMA READING’S BRILLIANT CAREER 
 
by Tony Hillier* 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in Rhythms magazine in 2008.] 
 

f Wilma Reading’s life story were turned into a movie, you could easily imagine 
the likes of Norah Jones, Diana Ross or Whitney Houston jousting for the lead 
role. 

 
It’s an extraordinary yarn, even by Hollywood standards, a veritable ‘Star Is Born’ 
saga. It is the story of how a state-representing sportswoman of mixed heritage from 
a tropical outpost — as Cairns was when Wilma grew up there — turned professional 
singer and conquered the international music world, from Las Vegas to London, 
from New York to Moscow. 
 

 
 
Wilma Reading: she conquered the international music world from Las Vegas to 
London, from New York to Moscow… 
 
The extraordinary sequence of events that took her from softball ace to a star of stage 
and screen in England and America is worth replaying in chronological order. 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
* Tony Hillier has for the past 20 years written numerous music reviews and feature 
articles for national publications such as the Weekend Australian and Rhythms magazine, 
as well as producing/presenting music programs for regional ABC and community radio 
and performing at major festivals with his band, Kamerunga. His interest in jazz began in 
London in the sixties on hearing Dave Brubeck’s ‘Take Five’ and ‘It’s a Raggy Waltz’. He 
recently instigated a new weekly program on Cairns community radio station 89.1 
FM, Planet Jazz, which also facilitates his love of world music. 
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Born to an English-Irish father and a mother of Torres Strait Islander, Jamaican, 
Afghan, Scottish and Aboriginal ancestry, Wilma first started performing at “family 
days” in Far North Queensland. “That’s what we did back in those days,” she says, 
“we supplied our own entertainment.” 

 
Her first public performance, in Brisbane circa 1958, may have been impromptu but 
it triggered a series of opportunities that saw her sashay to the top tier in only a 
couple of years. While visiting the Queensland capital for a sports carnival, she was 
asked to sing a song or two in a café in celebration of a friend’s birthday. To her 
amazement, after her brief spot, she was approached to sing professionally in a big 
band. Her father agreed to the move south, with the proviso that if she didn’t make a 
living in the music business within six months, she would have to return home. 
 
So at 17 “going on 18”, Wilma found herself fronting a 17-piece swing orchestra and 
playing one of Brisbane’s top ballrooms, three nights a week. She was well and truly 
on her way. 
 

 
 
Wilma Reading: she was dedicated to being a singer and being as good as she could 
possibly be… 
 
Miss Reading proved to be a quick learner, and she was soon working six, sometimes 
seven nights a week, in a variety of bands and configurations, including a job at 
Lennon’s Hotel singing with the resident band. “It was all great training for me, 
firstly starting off with the discipline of a big band, having the rhythm as the clock in 
my brain. Then coming back to a little trio in a restaurant taught me how to program. 
After that were jazz spots in coffee shops. 
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“I was always willing to learn; I had an open mind,” Wilma admits. “I was dedicated 
to being a singer and being as good as I could possibly be.” Having played violin as a 
kid, she knew about music so she started writing her own melody lines and chord 
charts. 
 
It was a meteoric rise. After a couple of years she felt she’d done everything she could 
possibly do in Queensland, including radio and television. 
 
An opening with Festival Records lured her south to Sydney, where a chance meeting 
with a Brisbane acquaintance in Kings Cross led to a six nights a week gig in Pitt 
Street’s Latin Quarter. “That was my introduction to the nightclub business,” she 
reveals. While in the harbour city she appeared on Bandstand and other well-known 
TV shows. 
 
From Sydney she went to Melbourne, where she appeared on GTV9 with Bert 
Newton and other Victorian luminaries. That, in turn, led to her first overseas 
engagement — a month’s contract at the prestigious Goodwood Hotel in Singapore. 
She became a fixture on the South East Asian circuit, taking up residencies for Hilton 
Hotels International and also performing in India, in Calcutta, New Delhi and 
Bombay hotels. Wilma was on her way back to Australia when she met her husband-
to-be, Ray Lehr, a working comedian of American and English heritage, who later 
took over the management of her career. 
 
Discovered in Tokyo by a leading American agency, she headed to the States, initially 
for an engagement in Las Vegas. But before long she found herself singing with the 
legendary Duke Ellington and his orchestra at the famous Copacabana club in New 
York and appearing on the Johnny Carson TV Show — after being “checked out” by 
Duke’s amanuensis and collaborator Billy Strayhorn. “Strayhorn was a very gentle,  
 

 
 
Duke Ellington’s amanuensis and collaborator Billy Strayhorn: he asked Wilma if 
she knew ‘Lush Life’ and put the sheet music up on the piano... 
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softly spoken man. He asked me if I knew ‘Lush Life’ and put the sheet music to the 
song he described as ‘the hardest I’ve written’ up on the piano. When I got to the 
ending, there was dead silence. I wasn’t sure what to think, but he took my hand and 
thanked me for singing the song as he had written it.” 
 
The Duke was writing a musical at the time, Black and Tan Fantasy, and he quickly 
earmarked Wilma for the role as the ingénue. She took singing classes with a veteran 
opera singer in New York to prepare for the progression — “I wasn’t ready for 
theatre; I didn’t have the projection,” she confesses. Sadly, finance for the show fell 
through, thwarting Wilma’s aspirations. “I was so looking forward to it,” she laments. 
“Duke was wonderful, but he was the star. I was confined to singing his songs. There 
wasn’t much scope to do anyone else’s numbers. He got mileage out of introducing 
me as an Australian singer, the only Aussie to play with the band.”  
 
A treasured black & white photograph shows Wilma Reading with Duke Ellington in 
the late ‘60s, at the Hilton Hotel in Philadelphia. “He wanted me to sing with the 
band full-time, but he didn’t pay much money.” Given the choice of going back on the 
road with the Ellington band or “kicking on”, Reading (pronounced “Redding”) took 
the latter option. Explaining that decision, she says: “Artistically, Duke was the band. 
You did what he wanted; he was the star and that meant that artistically you stayed in 
one square, there was no room to expand.” Still, playing with the Duke’s 17-piece 
band of thoroughbreds that included such legendary players as trumpeter Cootie 
Williams and saxophonist Paul Gonsalves, naturally rates as a career highlight. 
 

 
 
Duke Ellington (left) with Wilma Reading in the late ‘60s, at the Hilton Hotel in 
Philadelphia… 
 
Wilma also treasures a couple of meetings with the great singer Ella Fitzgerald. “ I 
first met her at the Tropicana in Las Vegas. I caught up with her again at Ronnie 
Scott’s [jazz club] in London in the mid ‘70s. She was quite sick from diabetes then.” 
During her time in the US, she also got to meet Carmen McRae, Tony Bennett and 
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Dave Brubeck. While leading the Australian Jazz Quintet, she toured with Oscar 
Peterson and Ray Brown. 
  
One of her most cherished memories was singing with a 12-piece orchestra in the 
famous New York City nightclub Copacabana. “That was a real eye-opener — it was 
like stepping back to the ‘30s or ‘40s.” It was during her residency at “Copa” that 
comedian Bill Cosby became a fan. Cosby later tried to track her down to open for 
him in Las Vegas.  
 

 
 
Blessed with a three-octave singing voice and a fine sense of theatre, Wilma went on 
to take the lead role, Julie, from Cleo Laine in the stage production of Showboat in 
London’s West End. Being signed up to MAM, the agency of Tom Jones and 
Engelbert Humperdinck, led to her appearing in no fewer than 30 BBC TV shows, 
including a season on Britain’s highest rated program at the time, The Morecambe & 
Wise Show, three of her own specials and guest spots on shows hosted by Harry 
Secombe, Ken Dodd, Charles Aznavour and Engelbert Humperdinck. 
 
During her tenure in London, Wilma recorded at EMI’s studios at Abbey Road, 
appeared for a season at The Palladium and had repeat engagements at The Talk of 
The Town. While performing at the last-named venue, she was seen by diplomats 
from the Russian Embassy and offered a tour behind the iron curtain. Wilma 
performed more than 30 concerts in pre-Glasnost Russia — in Moscow, Leningrad 
and Kiev — with the Moscow Symphony Orchestra. During her illustrious 
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international career, she also played with the symphony or philharmonic orchestras 
of Belgium, Holland, Iceland and Germany. She also appeared in a Eurovision TV 
special MC-ed by Danny Kaye for UNICEF, and played a role in the 1979 war movie 
Pacific Inferno, in which Jim Brown starred. She also recorded the title song for the 
Julie Andrews/Omar Sharif film The Tamarind Seed.  
 

 
 
Wilma Reading: always on the move…  
 
Reflecting on her stellar career, Wilma Reading concedes that she’s done “an awful 
lot for a female singer at different levels” and speculates that she might “have done 
even better” had she stayed long enough in one place. “We were always on the move 
— we didn’t stop and take any time off, everything was a challenge.”  
 
When her husband died five years ago, she decided to return home to Cairns. After 
virtually retiring from performing and “going through the drama of being a widow”, 
she’s now entered a new phase in her career. While it’s a good deal less frenetic and 
lower profiled than her halcyon days, she says she’s comfortable with the new 
lifestyle. She’s getting a lot of satisfaction teaching singing at TAFE’s Music Faculty at 
Cairns one day a week, and now she’s got a new album to promote. 
 
Now You See Me is Reading’s first Australian release for more than 40 years. 
Stylistically, it covers a lot of ground — Latin, reggae, swing, jazz, funk as well as the 
showy ballads that earned her international renown. “It was a really enjoyable album 
to make. It’s one I wanted to do because nobody in Australia really knows me at this 
stage in my career. I’m very happy with it.” Wilma recorded a couple of albums in 
England in her heyday, but you suspect the latest is closer to her heart, not only 
because she’s in charge of the content, but that it involves Cairns talent and original 
compositions. 
 
She says she was grateful to have at her disposal the expertise of the album’s sound 
engineer/producer, Nigel Pegrum of Pegasus Studios, and his partner-in-rhyme, 
Mark Mannock: “I trust their judgment and experience and I like working with them  
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Now You See Me: Wilma Reading’s first Australian release for more than 40 
years... 
 
and the local musicians. They come up with things that I can’t come up with. It’s a 
true collaboration.” She wants Now You See Me to stand as a showcase for local 
talent: “It’s my purpose,” she stresses. “I sincerely hope this album will open doors 
not only for me but for other people as well. It will let people down south know that 
we do exist up here and that we’re good.” 
 

 
 
A more recent shot of Wilma Reading: comfortable with the lifestyle in Cairns... 
 
The dilemma facing her next year will be whether to resurrect her career further and 
promote the new CD nationally. “To do that properly would be a very big upheaval of 
the life that I’ve fallen into,” she says. With a twinkle in her eye, she quickly adds: 
“Knowing me, I’ll probably go full force.” 
 


