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IS BOB BARNARD AUSTRALIA’S GREATEST JAZZ MUSICIAN? 
 
by Dick Hughes* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the December 1981 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 

hen Wild Bill Davison and Bobby Hackett came to Sydney in July, 1972, 
they went around to see their old colleague from Eddie Condon roaring 
nights, Jack Lesberg. Lesberg was the bassist who came here first in 1956 

with Louis Armstrong, then with Eddie Condon in 1964, then on an independent visit 
in 1971. On this visit he got together a band which consisted of Chris Taperell on 
piano, himself on bass, Alan Geddes on drums and Bob Barnard on cornet and flugel 
horn. 
 
They made some tapes and Lesberg played them to Hackett and Davison, who had 
come out here for the Kym Bonython Salute to Louis Armstrong concert series. And 
when Hackett and Davison heard Bob Barnard, they said: “What did we have to come 
out here for?” 
 

 
 
The American trumpeters Wild Bill Davison (above) and Bobby Hackett (below), 
who came to Sydney in 1972: “What did we have to come out here for?”… 
 

 
 
Now Davison and Hackett are two of the great trumpeters of what we can call the 
Eddie Condon Chicago-Dixieland school, two of the greatest trumpeters ¡n jazz. 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
* When this piece was written in late 1981, jazz pianist, critic and raconteur  Dick Hughes 
was writing on jazz for the Daily Mirror and Sunday Telegraph in Sydney, and had 
published his autobiography Daddy’s Practising Again. 

 

W 



2 
 

I quote them to begin this short, solicited piece on Bob Barnard. And I emphasise 
“solicited”. Not that it’s a heavy burden to write a piece about Barnard, who happens 
to be my favourite Australian jazz musician. But the piece was solicited by [Jazz 
Magazine editor] Eric Myers, who has noted that from time to time I refer to Bob in 
my columns in the Daily Mirror and the Sunday Telegraph as my favourite 
Australian jazz musician or as Australia’s greatest jazz musician. 
 
But, in a sense, this is a hard thing to do, because when it’s all boiled down it’s a 
matter of personal prejudice — and that’s a hard thing to justify. 
 
Here’s an oblique example of what I’m driving at. You can talk until you’re black or 
green in the face about chlorophyll and photosynthesis, but you can’t exactly explain 
why grass happens to be green — and not red or blue. 
 
Similarly, I can’t explain exactly why Bob Barnard stands out for me as Australia’s 
greatest jazz musician. I could talk about inspiration and drive and beauty of 
construction and the ability to hold back and the ability to ride out, thrilling a whole 
band with his lead work. But other musicians here have those qualities too. It’s just 
because I find them in greater quantity and a better balance in Bob’s playing. And 
that’s why I say that for me, he’s the greatest here. Besides, I like his style of music 
better, although I’d like to hear him more often outside the context of Dixieland, for 
want of a better word. 
 

 
 
Bob Barnard, pictured here on cornet in the early 80s: inspiration and drive and 
beauty of construction, and the ability to hold back, and the ability to ride out, 
thrilling a whole band with his lead work… 
 
Moreover, I’ve had the pleasure of hearing Bob mature over the years, of becoming 
his own man. I first heard him in brother Len’s band at the 1949 Australian jazz 
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convention in Prahran Town Hall. He was nothing like Australia’s best musician 
then, but two years later, when I used to go down to hear the band at Mentone Life 
Saving Club on Sunday nights, he was well on the way. The Louis Armstrong 
influence was obvious then, but you could also hear echoes of the work of George 
Mitchell, who sparked so many of the Jelly Roll Morton Red Hot Peppers sides. 
 
I went to England in 1952 and came back at the end of 1954, just in time to miss the 
first Australian tour by Louis Armstrong and the All-Stars. And I remember in 1955 
Ade Monsbourgh — Father Ade, as he was called; father of Australian revivalist jazz 
— saying that Bob Barnard must be the greatest trumpeter then playing (outside 
Louis, of course). 
 
I don’t think I’ll ever go so far as to say that. After all, the aforementioned Hackett 
and Davison and people like Henry Allen and Dizzy Gillespie were playing at the 
time. 
 
Bob used to play with my band once a week about 1969—70, and one day he showed 
another facet of his musical development. “Let’s play Louisiana and Rhythm King,” 
he said one Saturday afternoon at the Windsor Castle Hotel in Paddington. Now 
these are tunes associated with Bix Beiderbecke. And there was Bob playing in a Bix 
bag. 
 

 
 
Bix Beiderbecke: Bob was playing in a Bix bag, but playing it all in his own 
individual style… 
 
But he wasn’t doing note-for-note imitations and reproductions of Bix’s phrases. He 
was playing it all in his own individual style. 
 
Bud Freeman, who recorded with both Bix and Louis, was deeply impressed by Bob’s 
playing when he came out here for the 1975 Convention. For Freeman, Bob was not 
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only the greatest trumpeter he had heard outside America, but was worthy of 
inclusion in the top ten in America. 
 

 
 
The American saxophonist Bud Freeman: here in 1975 he regarded Bob as the 
greatest trumpeter he had heard outside America… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN 
JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
Now I know none of this justifies my assessment of him as (a) the greatest Australian 
jazz musician playing today or (b) my favourite Australian jazz musician playing 
today. 
 
They are just a few rambling thoughts about this awesome musician who is so 
technically accomplished and whose inspiration equals his technique. 
 
You should hear him yourself. No doubt, most of you have. 
 
If you haven’t, remedy the defect — and then you can either agree with me or tell me 
I’m a mug. At the time of writing, Bob Barnard has three regular gigs: with the Bob 
Barnard Jazz Band at the Marble Bar on Tuesday nights, the Old Push on Wednesday 
and Thursday nights, and at the Orient Hotel, with his quartet — hear him stretch 
out the ballads — on Saturday afternoons. 
 
 
 


