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OBITUARY: BILL HOWARD 1947-1996 
 
by Allan Browne 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in JazzChord, Sep/Oct, 1996.] 
 

he Australian jazz community is in deep mourning for a beloved and respected member, Ronald 
William (Bill) Howard. He was born in Mentone, Vic on February 2, 1947 and died of cancer in 
Warburton, Vic, on July 27, 1996. 

 
Bill was a wonderful musician. Influenced at first by Kid Ory, Jim Robinson and Warwick Dyer, his 
real hero was J C Higginbotham, who took the trombone from the tailgate to the realm of high art. 
There was no pastiche, however; Bill assimilated yet didn’t copy. His persistence, dedication and 
natural ability allowed him to create a synthesis of all that went before, adding himself along the way. 
He did what all jazz musicians aspire to: he created himself. 
 
He would sing like an angel too, from a huge repertoire of standards and unusual ballads. He 
understood the unpretentious genius of his vocal mentors Billie Holiday and Louis Armstrong, yet 
again created his own voice. His playing displayed unerring rhythmic accuracy and intonation, a 
superb tone, and masterful control of dynamics. His solos showed a thorough knowledge of melody,  
 

 
 
The Red Onion Jazz Band, 1994 (L-R) John Scurry, Richard Miller, Allan Browne, Brett Iggulden, 
Howard Cairns, Bill Howard… 
 
harmony and thoughtful construction, yet remained cliché-free, spontaneous, soulful and, until the 
last, imbued with tremendous energy and total commitment. His solos could lift a tired rhythm 
section from complacency, or an enthusiastic one into the stratosphere. Like all great jazz players, he 
worked consistently at his craft. 
 
I met Bill in 1958 flying model aeroplanes. He was a dear friend and confrere for nearly 40 years. 
Along with Brett Iggulden we formed the Red Onion Jazz Band in 1960. Bill worked continuously with 
this group until May, 1996. During this period the group made some 15 recordings and successfully 
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toured Europe three times. He completed a music diploma at the Melbourne Conservatorium in 1974 
and was awarded a grant to enable him to study trombone and high school programs in Seattle, USA 
for three months. Apart from his activities with the Red Onions Bill performed in groups led by Bob 
Barnard, Len Barnard, Graham Coyle, Freddy Parkes, Ade Monsbourgh, Steve Grant, Tom Baker, 
John Scurry and myself. Since the mid-1970s he taught music and was much-loved at his last school, 
the Upper Yarra Secondary College. 
 

 
 
Brett Iggulden, snapped at the Noosa Jazz Fest: along with Bill Howard and Allan Browne, he 
formed the Red Onion Jazz Band in 1960…PHOTO CREDIT RON JOBE 
 
Significant recordings he made include the Red Onions’ Creole Rhapsody, Crisis, Big Band Memories, 
my own Genre Jumping Jazz, with recently recorded CDs by the Red Onions and Khyatt’s Hotel group 
soon to be released. 
 
After being burnt out by the Ash Wednesday fires in 1983, Bill suffered another tragedy when he lost 
his beloved wife Carol on Christmas Day, 1995. He is survived by his sons Theo and Oscar, his 
daughter Greta and his father Ron. There were over 500 family members, musical colleagues, 
students and jazz lovers at his funeral service in Warburton. 
 
I have always been immensely proud to be Bill Howard’s friend and colleague and concur without 
hesitation, with these succinct reflections on Bill by Ade Monsbourgh: “Bill Howard’s passing is a 
tremendous loss to both the music world and humanity. He was right at the top in the field of jazz 
trombone, and a person who was extremely modest and admired by all... I think of him as the gentle 
genius.” 
 

 


