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ALLAN BROWNE & RICHARD MILLER: MODERNISTS & 
TRADITIONALISTS 
 
Interviewed by Adrian Jackson* 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the Winter/Spring 1986 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 

rummer Allan Browne and saxophonist-clarinettist Richard Miller have been 
making music together for more than 20 years now. Their partnership began 
in 1965 when Miller joined the Red Onion Jazz Band, led by Browne and still 

remembered as the most successful Australian jazz band of its time. None of their 
records is currently available, but a cassette (Anteater 002) which contains excerpts 
from some of the band’s early EPs, plus a recording from a concert in Warsaw in 
1967, shows that the band’s reputation was founded on real musical qualities. Many 
of those qualities were re-captured when the band staged a couple of sell-out 
reunions at the Limerick Arms Hotel in 1984. 
 

 
 
The members of the quartet Onaje, L-R, Gary Costello, Bob Sedergreen, Richard 
Miller, Allan Browne… 
 
Since mid-1985, the pair have also displayed their mastery of traditional jazz in the 
Allan Browne Jazz Band, which plays every Thursday night at the Emerald Hotel in 
South Melbourne. The other members of that band are trumpeter Peter Gaudion,  
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*In 1986 when this was published, Adrian Jackson was a freelance writer, who had 
been jazz critic with the Melbourne Age since 1978. 
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Richard Miller (left) and Allan Browne, outside the Limerick Arms Hotel… PHOTO 
COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
trombonjst Bill Howard, clarinettist Fred Parkes, bassist Leon Heale and guitarist-
banjoist John Scurry; Browne’s wife, Margie, occasionally adds vocals or piano. As 
their cassette recording Daily Jazz (Jass Emerald 2), and any of their performances, 
will show, they are a simply excellent traditional jazz band — the best I have heard in 
this country, or any country for that matter. Both in their versions of the traditional 
classics and in their original numbers, they capture the spirit of early jazz beautifully. 
 

 
 
An early shot of Onaje, L-R, Browne, Miller, Bob Sedergreen, Gary Costello… 
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But Browne and Miller are probably best known for their work as half of the quartet 
Onaje, which has developed into one of the most distinctive and rewarding 
contemporary jazz bands in Australia today. Catch them on a Monday night at 
the Limerick Arms (or check out their LPs Onaje’s Rage and Straight As A Briefcase 
on East, or the recent Waltz For Stella on Larrikin), and you will hear four mature 
stylists playing original music, and genuinely exchanging ideas as they develop their 
improvisations. Miller’s soloing, like his composing, is characterised by the 
thoroughness of his approach on both tenor and soprano saxes. And while Browne is 
by no means the most technically impressive drummer in town, there are few who 
can swing a band with such undeniable enthusiasm. 
 
(Miller can also be heard on Friday nights at the Emerald with trombonist Chris 
Ludowyke’s Society Syncopators, while Browne works regularly with Vince Jones, 
and on Tuesday nights at the Limerick with pianist Paul Grabowsky.) 
 
It is rare for a jazzman to play at all in such diverse settings as Miller and Browne — 
the old antipathy between the modernists and the traddies is not as strong as it once 
was, but still lingers — let alone play in both modern and traditional styles with such 
zeal and authority. 
 
Adrian Jackson (AJ): The two of you have been playing jazz together for 
something like 20 years. Where did it begin? 
Richard Miller (RM): My number one hero when I started was George Lewis, the 
clarinet player. I was heavily into New Orleans music, and in those days there was a 
big rift in the jazz world, sort of a three-way rift actually. Modern jazz was there, but 
that wasn’t even considered as being jazz; then there was a rift between the New 
Orleans school and the Dixieland school. I was in the New Orleans school and hated 
all the other bands that were around, as was my duty to hate. 
 

 
 
The New Orleans clarinettist George Lewis: he was Richard Miller’s number one 
hero… 
 
AJ: Who were the bands that you loved? 
RM: The Melbourne New Orleans Jazz Band and the Yarra Yarra Jazz Band were the 
main ones. I used to go and listen to Judy Jacques and stand in front of the stage in 
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awe of her, not knowing that 20 years later I’d be playing beside her. Another band, 
that I used to play with, was led by Nigel Hunt, who you may or may not know: he 
lives in Somerset now, but he was at the last Jazz Convention. His wife, Pat Purchase, 
was singing with the Yarra Yarra Jazz Band, heavily into the New Orleans flavour of 
the music. He was inspired by Pat Halcox and Chris Barbarin. Then I met Allan at a 
cadet camp. He was at a cadet camp at another school and I was with a brass band 
from the school I was with, and we met in the canteen, at a blow. Steve Waddell was 
in the band playing trombone, Brett Iggulden was there, Allan was there and I was 
there. There was a piano player who I forget. Anyway, that’s where I met Allan, and 
probably four years later, when there were changes in the original Red Onion band, 
Allan asked me to join. The band had splintered off into a rock-and-roll group called 
The Loved Ones. 
AJ: Just going back a bit, was it hearing those local bands that got you interested in 
jazz, or did it come from records? 
RM: My brother was into jazz, he was a trumpet player, had all the Louis Armstrong 
and Len Barnard records. So it was his influence. He took me to the Melbourne Jazz 
Club in St Silas’ Hall in Albert Park. That was when we lived near The Esquire Club 
in Glen Iris; we lived on the other side of the railway line, and — this is a good story, 
but it’s true — when I was young, I could hear New Orleans music drifting out of The 
Esquire Club and across the railway tracks. 
 

 
 
Early version of the Red Onion Jazz Band. Allan Browne is front centre, then L-R, 

Richard Miller, Rowan Smith, Brett Iggulden, John Scurry, Bill Howard… PHOTO 

COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

AJ: Allan, how did the Red Onions get together in the first place? 



5 
 

AB: We used to fly model aeroplanes, Bill Howard, Brett and myself. And we 
couldn’t get sheilas, they weren’t interested in model aeroplanes. The go was jazz 
bands, they were popular. So, Brett’s father had a record collection, quite a lot of 
records, but the ones we listened to all the time were the George Lewis band, the 
famous Climax sessions, and one by the Frank Johnson band, which of course 
featured Margie’s father (trombonist Warwick Dyer). We sort of listened to them and 
wore them out playing along with them, and decided to form a band. Whoever could 
get an instrument, could play that. 
RM: You lost, you got the drums. 
Allan Browne (AB):  Yeah, well I had no musical training at all; Bill’s family was 
musical, and Brett had studied violin, so they took up musical instruments, and I 
took up the drums. We had to run our own gigs to get started, but they were 
immensely popular; we became popular before we could play, really. We finished up 
with Gerry Humphries on the clarinet who, apart from being a really gutsy, bluesy 
sort of a player, he affected the way we dressed and looked: he had style in all things, 
Gerry, he was a very popular person. So we became a cult band and were on the way 
down; the Beatles had come along, so that false popularity, for a jazz band, was 
fading, even though we were a musically better band. 
RM: I used to hate the Red Onions because they were so popular. There were girls 
mobbing them and all that sort of thing ... When he asked me to join, I was in there 
right away. 
AB: And the fan club folded the week after he joined! When Gerry left, I 
remembered Richard as being a very swinging player, so I got him to join. We started 
playing at the Royal Terminus, which was the first of the ten o’clock closing gigs, so it 
was a real scene: all those sort of people like Normie Rowe, Jane Clifton, Olivia, 
everyone used to go there. 
RM: Before I joined, they used to run a dance out at Preston where they used to 
audition girls to sing with the band, and one night two girls came up to sing; one was 
Pat Carroll and the other was Olivia Newton-John, and Allan, as adjudicator, said, 
‘No, you’ll never make it’. 
 

 
 
Ade Monsbourgh, here on trumpet: he had a big influence on the Red Onions… 
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AB: Anyway, that’s got nothing to do with jazz. After the Terminus, we worked on 
getting the band overseas, and it was real hard work, because we had to save money 
and write millions of letters. Richard had already planned to go to Europe, so he 
went first and sort of organised a few things before we got there: a flat in London, a 
few gigs. We started with one agency and got rid of them quick, ‘cos the guy was 
carried out of the 100 Club, drunk, the first night we met him. We ended up with the 
guy who manages Monty Sunshine and Ken Colyer, and once he got going, we 
worked pretty regularly. 
AJ: I remember a year or so back, Ade Monsbourgh sat in with the traditional band 
one night, and you were telling me about when the Onions started, he had a big 
influence on the band. 
AB: When we first started, we really didn’t know anything about music. We thought 
that you read the melody line or something, we didn’t understand a thing about jazz. 
And Bob Clemens used to run jazz classes at the Downbeat Club, and Ade was 
employed in there, and the three front-line guys got to know Ade very well, and made 
friends with him. He tutored them, showed them four or five songs so they could 
understand what chord changes were, and how to play jazz on them. So we used to 
play at St Silas’ Hall, which was the centre of jazz in Melbourne at the time; and we 
became very close to Ade, and he recorded with us a few times, and used to come and 
sit in with us from time to time. 
 

 
 
Richard Miller locked in and became a disciple of Roland Kirk (pictured above)… 
PHOTO COURTESY WIKIPEDIA 

AJ: Did he have a big influence on the philosophy of the band? 
AB: No, we always disagreed on philosophy, because we always wanted to play with 
a lot of energy, and he was always critical of fast tempos, and raging and that. I’ve 
always felt that you should play as if it’s your last chance, but that wasn’t Ade’s 
attitude — obviously, because he’s called Lazy Ade. So when he’d sit in with us, we’d 
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trick him, tell him we were going to play something really laid-back, then change it 
on him. He always coped beautifully, but he didn’t like it, because his theory was that 
jazz should be relaxed. There weren’t any big arguments about it, it was just we had 
enormous enthusiasm and energy. You could call it musical naivety, but that was 
what got us ahead in Europe, because the other bands over there were all very laid- 
back. 
AJ: What was the original line-up of the Onions? 
AB: Right at the start, there was Brett Iggulden on trumpet, Bill Howard on 
trombone, John Funstan on clarinet, Kim Lynch on tuba, John Pike on piano and 
Felix Blatt on banjo, and me on drums. Then there was Gerry Humphries on clarinet, 
Bill, Brett, John Scurry on banjo, Kim Lynch, Ian Clyne on piano and me. On the first 
trip to Europe, in 1967, we had Richard, Bill Howard, Bill Morris on tuba, John 
Scurry, Rowan Smith on piano, Brett and me. On the second trip, we changed to 
Conrad Joyce on bass. 
RM: The highlight of that first overseas trip was playing in that Polish festival, in 
Warsaw. That was October, 1967. Just to show you how our tastes have changed, 
there was Charles Lloyd playing on that Polish concert, and Roland Kirk, and we 
walked out! We said, ‘This is a lot of shit, this modern jazz!’ 
AB: I think we knew there was something happening, but we just didn’t understand 
it. I couldn’t believe Keith Jarrett scratching inside this Steinway with a penny! We 
argued about it all night, it split the band. Some of the blokes said it was absolute 
bullshit, some said it wasn’t. Whatever it was, our fervour about ‘20s music changed, 
that night. That one night, that was it. Richard locked in and became a disciple of 
Roland Kirk, ‘cos we were on the bus with Roland Kirk on that tour. 
RM: Within six months, our tuba player was playing bass, our banjo player was 
playing guitar; everything started getting smoothed out. 
AB: And between the trips, we started listening to Bird, and Billie Holiday and stuff 
like that, that we just wouldn’t have done before. That’s why we were good at 
traditional jazz, because, for us, there was nothing else. Do you know what I mean? 
There was Louis Armstrong, Luis Russell, Bessie Smith, King Oliver, Johnny Dodds, 
Jimmie Noone, Jelly Roll, that was about it. None of the white bands, we weren’t 
interested in them, just the black cats from the ‘20s. And that was important, that we 
were obsessed, because you’ve gotta be obsessed to get anywhere. 
RM: We rehearsed a lot, too. Once a week without fail, at least. 
AB: We would regularly play Ellington’ s Creole Rhapsody, which is a ten-minute 
suite, all by ear, from memory. That’s how much we used to rehearse. 
AJ: And how close did you get to Roland Kirk on that tour? 
RM: Very. I talked with him a lot, led him out on stage. I even ended up playing with 
him. It was somewhere in Poland, up the top — Gdansk? Danzig? We were having 
dinner with Roland, and someone said, ‘Come back and play.’ Roland said, ‘Yeah, 
sure’ — he’d play anytime, anywhere. We didn’t have our instruments, but he said, 
‘Yeah, I want all the boys to play.’ So we ran through the deserted streets of this city 
at about 2 o’clock in the morning, ran back to the hotel, got our instruments, and ran 
back to play with Roland Kirk. So quite a lot happened on that tour, from not 
understanding, not wanting to know what was going on with modern jazz, to wanting 
to play with Roland. Of course, Roland came down to our level and played New 
Orleans style. It was exciting for us. 
AB: He was so good for us because he crossed over, he had all those roots and 
beliefs, which meant that we identified with him more than perhaps with Charles 
Lloyd. Although, I do remember thinking that what Jack DeJohnette was doing was 



8 
 

just like what Baby Dodds was doing, only so much faster and with different accents, 
but it was the same sort of freedom that Baby Dodds had in the ‘20s. 
 

 
 
Allan Browne felt that what Jack DeJohnette (pictured here) was doing was just 
like what Baby Dodds was doing, only so much faster and with different accents… 
 
AJ: So how long did you spend in London on that first trip? 
RM: Oh, nine months. One nighters up the top of England and back in one day. It 
was very hard work. 
AB: We also played on the ship, on the way there and back. 
RM: We actually got on the front page of The Herald when we arrived back, which 
was pretty big deal. 
AB: We were more or less a household name back then. We used to do a lot of 
television, IMT and so on. I guess like Wilbur [Wilde] is now. We had another good 
tour in 1970, but things weren’t so good by the time we got back. There was a lot of 
fighting about styles, and modern jazz. We tried a few things. We tried to make it into 
a small big band, played Count Basie arrangements; that wasn’t a great success. 
RM: It was getting more and more modern, even when we went away the second 
time. I remember playing at a Festival in Hungary, hearing these communist guys 
playing their instruments so well; we were just hearing more modern jazz everywhere 
we went. You and I went to hear Mingus at Ronnie Scott’s; our listening tastes were 
just moving away from the traditional. 
AB: We also had in our book a few Benny Goodman things, like Flying Home, 
Airmail Special, things like that. We were gradually getting up to the beginning of 
bebop. But really, after the band came back the second time, even though we still 
worked, we weren’t a band any more. I was sick, I’d been playing up something 
terrible and causing incredible trouble with my drinking, and basically everyone 
called it quits, to get away from me, I think. I was really bad news. Then in 1971, I 
stopped drinking. I went into hospital and came out, and we started to do a few gigs 
again then, on a more relaxed footing. We did the Adelaide Arts Festival and a few 
other good gigs that were offered simply because of our name. In fact we made 
another recording then, which was a disaster, a commercial record we did for EMI; it 
was absolutely awful, because we set out to be commercial. Our hearts weren’t in it, 
we really only did it because we’d always wanted a contract with EMI — it’s a pity it 
was only offered to us after the band had really folded. 
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RM: Around that time, you and I were getting more and more interested in small 
groups, thinking that a seven-piece was just too big — too predictable, not enough 
freedom or something. So we decided to get a quartet gig somewhere, and that’s 
when we made the step over into modern playing. We were just a restaurant house 
band, but it gave us the chance to do what we needed to do. 
AB: Another thing we were involved with, was a band with [trumpeter] Simon 
Wettenhall, [altoist] Ian Wallace and [tenorist] Jerry Kellogg, and a piano player who 
died later, Bruce Woodcock; he’s sort of a legend, he had a lot of Monk in his style, 
you know? And we played every week at my place, which was a good transition for 
me after I gave up drinking, ‘cos there was no performance for a year, just rehearsing. 
We finally did a concert somewhere; the music was completely free, we didn’t discuss 
it, we just played. 
RM: There were plenty of noises and gongs; harmonically, it wasn’t structured in 
any way. 
AB: But that was a good cleansing thing for me. 
AJ: Was that inspired by anyone in particular? 
AB: Yeah, I guess Ornette; the Art Ensemble, and very way-out Coltrane — not the 
groovy Coltrane — John Tchicai, all the really ‘out’ guys, Roswell Rudd. But we didn’t 
copy them. I was in another group with Ian Wallace called Niaggro which did, we 
knocked off Ornette’s arrangements of things like Rambling. So this was all an 
experimental thing, we didn’t have any work, we just did a couple of concerts. While 
this was going on, I started listening to Ted Vining, I knew there was something 
happening with Ted, I understood the swinging. I used to go all the time to the 
Prospect Hill to hear Ted in the Trio with Bobby [Sedergreen]; Ray Martin or Derek 
Capewell was on the bass at that stage. 
 

 
 
Allan Browne started listening to Ted Vining (pictured here): “I knew there was 

something happening with Ted, I understood the swinging”…. PHOTO COURTESY 

AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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RM: Ray Martin gave us a lot of advice, used to talk to us a lot. 
AB: Yeah, Ray took us under his wing to some extent. We decided that the only way 
we could learn was to get people who knew about the music to play with us; so we’d 
find jobs, and book Bob or Ray to play with us, so we could talk to them, and learn 
something about what they were up to. We did this for a couple of years on and off, 
until finally, one day, Bob booked us to do a gig for the Jazz Action at the Musos’ 
Club, which in fact was Onaje a few years before it happened; Gary, me, Richard and 
Bob. Of course, Gary wasn’t in Onaje originally, because we had Derek playing bass 
with us in the Blues Express. Richard and I engineered Bobby into the Blues Express 
when Vic Connor left, which was not long after we’d made the album; we talked Peter 
[Gaudion] into getting Bobby. 
AJ: Prior to things happening with the Blues Express and Onaje, had you been doing 
much else together? 
AB: No. Well, Richard and I used to rehearse a lot; every week, just the two of us at 
my place. We played a lot of Bird, or Monk things, which was just training. It was a 
whole new thing, very exciting, but it was like starting from square one for me. It was 
also exciting ‘cos I’d stopped drinking, so all this music was like a new life. 
AJ: By this time, you’d changed your obsession, from the music of  the ‘20s to the 
music of the ‘50s and ‘60s?  
AB: Yeah, Miles, Coltrane, Blakey, all of those cats; in particular, Miles’ band with 
Tony Williams. So we all ended up in Gaudion’s band, playing twice a week at the 
Vic, and later at the Beaconsfield. That really suited me, that band, because it was 
doing some Cannonball things, a lot of stuff in that bag. Peter was growing, and we 
were growing, and when Bobby joined we grew further. 
 

 
 
Miles Davis, with drummer Tony Williams…   
 
RM: That was when you first started playing with internationals, like Phil Woods. 
[Between them, Browne and Miller have played with a score of internationals, 
including Woods, Jimmy Witherspoon, Milt Jackson, Ralph Sutton and Dave 
McKenna.] 
AB: Yeah, there were a few of those gigs, I only got them because I was in the rhythm 
section with Bobby; that was great. Working with Derek was important to me, too; he 
taught me a lot of things, he just swung so much. 
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RM: How long has Onaje been going now, six years? All those nights at the Prince of 
Wales when we started, building the audience down until we made history one night, 
we played to no-one. 
AB: The Onaje thing happened because, we were all enjoying playing with Peter, but 
we didn’t have the freedom that we wanted. We weren’t cross with Peter, we 
understood that he had to have a commercial band. We just wanted to do something 
in addition to that. So I organised a recording session, and in fact when the recording 
session happened, Onaje hadn’t even worked. We made that first album over a 
couple of sessions: Richard, Bob, me, Derek, and Peter played a few numbers too. 
And then we started doing a few gigs. We got up to Sydney for Jazz Action, and did a 
festival in Brisbane. We had some problems on that tour, which we won’t go into; but 
Derek basically left after that. And, because of my love for Derek, I didn’t just replace 
him; but I knew that, deep down, I wanted Gary to play with us; so, after a few 
months, that’s what happened. Once Gary joined, we started doing gigs again, and 
made the second record, and scored a couple of support gigs: for Mal Waldron, and 
Art Pepper. And we’ve managed to keep working regularly somewhere since then, 
because I believe you haven’t got a band unless you work, and keep working on the 
music, and I think we all feel the same way. You listen to any of the really good 
bands: they only got to that level because they played together night after night, and 
really got to know each other properly. We had a bit of a crisis earlier this year when 
Bob decided that his workload was such that he couldn’t play every Monday with us. 
But it was a great weight lifted off my shoulders when I found we could still do our 
thing without him. It wasn’t the same by any means, but we could do it. Often it’s 
been different, and exciting. We’ve been using Paul (Grabowsky), Peter (Jones), Joe 
(Chindamo) or Jex (Saarelaht), and they’ve all had something really good to add to 
the band. We’re still playing our music, with our sound, but the piano sounds 
different. [Sedergreen is currently playing about half of Onaje’s gigs.] 
 

 
 
Baby Dodds: Allan Browne spent 12 years listening to him, that was his training... 
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AJ: What do you think is Onaje’s most important quality? 
AB: I think the most important thing is that we’re not all players who just came 
through the standard background of modern jazz; we’ve all come from different 
places, which gives us a different sound. For example, Paul Grabowsky is an 
extremely accomplished and well-trained musician; I haven’t got anywhere near that 
sort of accomplishment. I spent twelve years listening to Baby Dodds, that’s my 
training. Richard’s got a different background and training again. Gary’s got what I 
consider the normal modern jazz background, learning Bird lines and stuff like that, 
the bebop background. And Bob’s developed his own style after working with a lot of 
different bands, including of course with Brownie [Brian Brown] and Ted [Vining]. 
Put us all together, and it’s our own sound; whether you like it or not’s another 
matter, but ¡t is our own sound. We never sound like any other band, that I know of. 
 

 
 
Pianist Bob Sedergreen: he developed his own style after working with a lot of 
different bands… 
 
RM: What I think is important is the way that the same songs are so different every 
time we play them. The Friday night band I play in, it’s predictable; you know exactly 
what is going to be played on any song, within certain limits. With Onaje, it’s so 
open. That’s the joy to me. 
AJ: But the flavour of the composition must flavour the solo to some extent. 
AB: Well, that doesn’t happen, because, you see, there’s a lot of introductions to 
songs, where anything can happen, and that will be quite independent of the song 
we’ve just played, or the song we’re about to play. 
RM: I’d just like to say what a big debt I owe Allan from the last 20 years of music. 
He’s always been a good leader, even though he’s had his problems with health. He’s 
always been very, very committed to his music. I don’t think there are enough people 
who realise how committed he is to jazz; they see him as a funny man who gets up 
and tells a few jokes and things like that, but really deep down, he’s almost obsessed 
with jazz. And he’s got the strength of personality that’s kept him leading bands for 
the best part of 20 years. Whether the times have been tough or easy, he’s done it all 
the way through; he’s a magic man, really is. 
AJ: How have you approached the problem of absorbing influences to come up with 
your own style? 
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RM: I don’t really think about that at all. I’ve listened to a lot of people, of course, 
but I’ve never copied anyone stylistically, not consciously, anyway. Just recently, with 
the Thursday night band, I’ll go along to that gig thinking about Lester Young, trying 
to get myself in the right frame of mind for that. But with Onaje, it’s not modelled on 
anyone, so there’s no-one to be thinking of. I guess, at the start, I’m sure I would 
have copied George Lewis on the clarinet. Later on, for example with Coltrane, I 
listened a lot to him, and I wrote out the Giant Steps solo just as an exercise, which I 
still go through daily as an exercise, but I don’t see that as an attempt to absorb his 
style. Maybe it is, I don’t know. 
 

 
 
John Coltrane: Richard Miller wrote out his Giant Steps solo just as an exercise, 
which he still goes through daily as an exercise… PHOTO COURTESY ABC JAZZ 
 
AJ: Various musicians have talked about what they want to do in a solo, whether it’s 
to tell a story, play something logical, play something they never thought of before, 
express a feeling, maybe just swing; what’s your goal?  
RM: Well, with Onaje it’s really being aware of what the other players are doing all 
the time, they’re bouncing ideas off each other almost bar by bar, so I’ve got to keep 
my ears open for that. I might play a phrase and immediately Bob’ll be onto it, or he 
might play a phrase and Gary’ll be onto it, and it’s those big ears that allow us to take 
the music in any direction. In other bands, there are more limits regarding the 
number of choruses you’re allowed to take, harmonic structure, and the style of the 
music limits the phrases you can play if the music is going to be authentic. That 
doesn’t mean you can’t improvise in that music, but the number of limits means that 
you have fewer choices open to you. 
AJ: Tell me about the compositions you write for Onaje. 
RM: I don’t know what to say about that. I write some fast songs and slow songs, 
and Latin songs; some songs take me six months to write, others take me six 
minutes. There’s no pattern there that’s worth commenting on, we just play the 
songs. And as I said before, they change from week to week anyway, there isn’t any 
one ‘right’ way to play any of them.  
AJ: What do you think is the most important characteristic of Richard’s composing? 
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AB: Well, he thinks about what is needed before he writes. For instance, for the last 
two albums, he’s given us a good proper ballad, properly structured and everything; 
if he thinks we need something a bit funky, or something Eastern to play, he’ll come 
up with it. I don’t know how many he rips up though. 
AJ: Are there many? 
RM: Not many. Years ago, when I was working on the composition thing, I used to 
write something every day no matter what, just to force me into doing it, and a lot of 
those got ripped up. Now, I only write what’s there to be written. 
AB: I think too, that now he’s writing with his knowledge of the band very much at 
the front of his mind. 
RM: Yeah, I guess so. 
AJ: So what’s in the future for Onaje? 
AB: We’re still hoping to get overseas to play a few festivals. We were accepted to 
two or three over the last couple of years, but they were too spread out, it couldn’t 
work. With everyone’s commitments, we really need to know about it a year ahead. 
We’ll just keep working at that. The next thing is to do some more recording; when, I 
guess will depend on how well the latest one is accepted. Apart from that, I’d love to 
get interstate every year if we can, and just keep the Mondays going. 
AJ: The traditional band, the Allan Browne Jazz Band, was formed about a year or so 
back, wasn’t it? 
AB: Yeah, it came out of an opportunity to do one of Diana Allan’s concerts; I took it 
as an opportunity to put a few ideas into practice, although it was a lot more 
complicated than I’d thought. To organise seven players, and work out enough 
material to play for four hours, as we had to that day, that was really difficult. That 
first gig wasn’t what I’d consider a real raging success, but certainly now, after 
playing every week for a year or whatever it’s been, the band does have a unique 
sound. 
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AJ: Was the project inspired in any way by the reunions you had with the Red 
Onions a couple of years ago? 
AB: Yeah, well the inspiration we got from there was the fact that we’d got Bill 
Howard playing again. See, he psychologically couldn’t cope for many years with 
performing, and we got him back to do that, and he decided that he was really going 
to try and play again in public. And I thought it would be just fantastic to have him 
and Peter and Richard and Freddie together in the front line, with a hot rhythm  
 

 
 
A modern version of the Red Onion Jazz Band: Brett Iggulden (trumpet) is pictured 
in front, then L-R, John Scurry (banjo), Allan Browne (drums), Howard Cairns 
(bass), Bill Howard (trombone), Richard Miller (clarinet)… 
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section, in the idiom, so that’s what came out of it. And, to do a third of our material 
authentically, a third standards in our own swinging way, and the other third 
originals; and we’re getting close, to that, we’ve got a lot of good originals in the 
idiom, all of which, at the moment, Richard’s writing. Plans for that band, again I’d 
like to keep working regularly. I’d love to do a whole album of originals with that 
band, because I think that all those guys are fantastic players, and I’d love to put 
them on a record. The tape we made, considering we did it in about five hours in a 
funny little studio, shows me that if we had a little bit more time we could make a 
fantastic original record. What I like about the band is that it’s pretty ego-less, and 
again I think that’s the thing with Onaje, it’s an ego-less band. Although people take 
very long solos, they’re very attentive to the other person’s solo. For instance, I 
remember when Gary first joined the band, Bob wasn’t used to a bass player taking 
ten choruses, and I had to talk very diplomatically to him about us creating some sort 
of pad for Gary’s solos, because that was a new thing, we weren’t used to a bass 
player taking a third of the solos; so we had to work out a way of doing our very best 
behind Gary, like Gary and I do our very best behind Bob and Richard. In the 
traditional band, there’s so much talent; I believe that, apart from me, they’re all the 
best players, in Victoria at least. 
 

 
 
Bassist Gary Costello: when he first joined Onaje, Bob Sedergreen wasn’t used to a 
bass player taking ten choruses… 
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AJ: How did the band go at the Jazz Summit at Bondi? 
AB: I’ll tell you in a couple of weeks when I see it on the telly. 
RM: I thought we played well when we got onstage, but it was a very pressured 
situation with the big crowd, and the fact that, we were told we were going up there 
to play for 40 minutes, and just before we went on they told us we could have 20. 
AB: We got some nice feedback. Guys like Bernie McGann were backstage, their 
comment was that it was nice to see that music played with enthusiasm, sort of the 
way it was (in the 1920s). Eric Myers called us ‘razzamatazz’;  I’m not going to take 
him to task for it, but I thought, you know, we played Louis Armstrong, Luis Russell 
and originals; we didn’t do any vocals, or do any of the commercial things that a lot 
of trad bands do to get easy popularity. 
AJ: You told me when you formed the band that you felt that you needed to go back 
to your roots. 
AB: That’s right, it’s a part of jazz that I’d lost touch with for a while, but it’s still a 
very important part of me, and I guess it always will be. I love playing those old songs 
the right way, with the right arrangements and the right feel and the right sort of 
hotness. There’s an honesty in that music that you can’t get away from. 
AJ: And how do you feel about returning to your roots with this band, and also with 
Chris Ludowyk’s band? 
RM: I don’t know, I just like it. Certainly, the Thursday band has the flavour of the 
Red Onions, the Red Onion hotness that’s very hard to describe, it’s just one of the 
stamps that the Red Onions had: a very tight, very hot rhythm section. I remember, 
sometimes with the Onions, just the sheer, swinging power of the rhythm section 
sent shivers down my back. And the rhythm section in this band can be like that; 
there’s two, well there’s four ex-Onions in the band, and two of them in the rhythm  
 

 
 
Richard Miller is returning to his roots with the band led by Chris Ludowyk 
(pictured here)…PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ RAMBLE 
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section. I heard someone saying the other day that people can go back to what they 
were doing 20 years ago, and find the essence of what they were doing, and it’s better 
the second time around. Well, if that makes any sense, I guess that’s what’s 
happening for me. Instead of just playing notes, it maybe means more to me now. 
With Chris’s band, it’s the same thing, I really enjoy going back and doing the early 
Jelly Roll arrangements and so on. With that band, the arrangements are straight- 
off-the-record recreations; and sometimes I might even play some of the original solo 
from the record as part of my solo, just to quote a bit of Johnny Dodds or Jimmie 
Noone. What I don’t really understand is how I can be in two bands that are at such 
opposite ends of the spectrum, and love them both. I don’t know of anyone else, 
apart from Allan and myself, who does it. 
 

 
 
Allan Browne: it’s terribly important in jazz, to be your own person… PHOTO 

COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

AB: My observation of you, Richard, is either way, when you’re playing in either 
band, you sound different than other people in that style, ‘cos you’re your own 
person; and that’s terribly important in jazz, to be your own person. It doesn’t matter 
so much if you don’t contribute a great deal technically or whatever, but if you think 
of any of the people we admire, they’ve all been great individuals. . 
RM: You listen to all the saxophone players coming out of America, they all sound 
the same; the trumpet players, to me, all sound the same. 
AB: I know I’ll never sound like any of the drummers coming up today, even if I tried 
to, ‘cos I’ve spent so long with a different way of phrasing. 
AJ: How do you think your playing changes between the two bands? 
AB: I think, it’s more tonally it changes, more on the things I hit. That’s one thing 
that makes us different from all the other local traditional bands, they don’t use the 
original concept of a rhythm section. They use a mishmash of what we know now, 
sort of mainstream dance-band drumming, mixed up with banjos, and it simply is 
always a compromise. Really, you can only use a banjo if you don’t use a hi-hat, ‘cos a 
banjo’s like a hi-hat, it should be used with a snare drum; if you use it with a hi-hat, 
there’s an awful clash. You can’t use a banjo with a ride cymbal, either. I might use 
the cymbals more when John’s playing guitar, if we want to get a Hot Club sort of 
swing happening. But otherwise, I take care of what I’m hitting, to stay true to the 
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idiom. My phrasing doesn’t change; it can’t, it’s just me. The other thing I always try 
to do, is when I’m playing a solo, I try to think melodically, and follow the form of the 
song. I think it’s an enormous cop-out when drummers just ignore the song and use 
their solo to just play a whole lot of stuff. 
AJ: And how are you enjoying working with Paul Grabowsky, and Vince Jones? 
AB: Working with Paul is one of the most demanding things I think I’ve ever done in 
my life.  It’s the first time I’ve ever been in a trio, and there’s enormous freedom in a 
trio; apart from being demanding, it’s also very, very exciting. Paul excites me as a 
creative person, and of course Gary does, too. I’m working every day to try and get to  
 

 
 
The Paul Grabowsky Trio, L-R, Gary Costello, Browne, Grabowsky: sometimes the 
demands of Grabowsky’s music are so heavy that Browne frightens himself out of 
doing his best… 
 
the point where I’m not frightened by the task. That’s my biggest problem, 
sometimes the demands of Paul’s music are so heavy that I frighten myself out of 
doing my best; but it’s certainly something I love doing. With Vince, again it’s very 
demanding, because you’ve got to go from whisper quiet to thundering loud 
sometimes. Vince does a lot of things in 12/8, sort of Ray Charles-type feels, which is 
something I’ve never done, so that’s another lesson for me. I’m learning things from 
working with Ray Pereira on the percussion. As long as I find it a challenge to play 
with Vince, I’m really happy. I love playing with Gary, of course, and the saxophone 
players and Doug (guitarist Doug DeVries) are great to play behind. And Vince, too: 
his ballad playing is really lovely on the trumpet; he’s got a great tone. And as a 
singer, he really swings, you know. Working with Ken Schroder’s big band is another 
challenge again. 
AJ: You’re both on the committee of the Jazz Co-ordination program for Victoria. 
How would you answer criticisms that the program has not achieved as much as it 
should have? 
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RM: I think the Jazz Co-ordination program is a great idea, I don’t know who 
initiated it. I think it’s been successful to an extent, although I know a lot of people 
could argue that it could have been more successful. I don’t think the direction of the 
program is sorted out yet. Maybe it was left open so each State could go its own way, 
but it seems to me that a lot of people just think the program should mean that they 
should be working more. To me that’s such a short-term reaction. To me the program 
is a really long-term, public awareness thing. If we’re all going to be working in five  
 

 
 
Richard Miller: the jazz co-ordination program should be about broadening the 
audience base, rather than providing instant gigs... it is a really long-term, public 
awareness thing… 
 
or ten years time, more people have to know about jazz. So my idea is that the 
program should be about broadening the audience base, rather than providing 
instant gigs. And to that extent, it’s working. It’s running workshops and jazz 
appreciation courses [several CAE or TAFE courses have been run by Allan 
Browne on the history and appreciation of jazz, and by Richard Miller or Ron 
Anderson as musicians’  workshops], it’s trying to organise tours, it’s trying to 
organise a lot of long-term things, like jazz in the schools, jazz in the public libraries. 
Whether it could be done better or quicker, is another question. I’ve been on the 
committee three years now, and it can be frustrating sometimes, things move so 
slowly; there’s so much time has to be spent on the bureaucratic side of things. I 
sometimes think that all the time spent typing up minutes of meetings and so on 
could be better spent doing something practical, but I guess these procedures just 
have to be followed if you’re going to get funding for the next year. 
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AB: Yeah, I find the amount of paperwork involved, staggering. You have to write 
down everything that has been done, and everything that is going to be done, which 
gets in the way of getting the work done, but if you don’t do it, there isn’t a program 
next year. It’s like a snake chasing its tail, but I can’t see an easy answer. 
AJ: How successful have these workshops been? 
RM: I’ve done three so far, and people come up, they’re very reticent, they range in 
age from 14 up to 60 years, a huge range of instruments, they range from people with 
six months’ experience to some who have been playing longer than I have. And jazz is 
a big mystery to them. At the end of eight weeks, I’ve got them doing something 
they’ve never done before, and that’s something for jazz. They’re encouraged to go 
out and hear local bands, I tell them they’ll learn more doing that than they will 
sitting at home practising alone. 
AB: Everyone who came to the history and appreciation thing, they were all 
interested in jazz, but particular periods, everything from the ‘20s to rock fusion. But 
I’ve noticed during the courses and afterwards, they come up and tell me they’ve 
been to venues that would have been totally alien to them before the course. Like you 
get traditional jazz lovers going to hear the Melbourne Jazz Co-op concerts, The 
Benders and stuff like that; or jazz-rock people going to hear traditional bands and 
trying to break down the barriers they’ve got against that music. So you’re getting 
people interested in the whole history of jazz, from Louis Armstrong to Miles Davis, 
not just one or the other. 
 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
 
Editor’s note: Subsequent to Adrian Jackson’s 1986 article the quartet Onaje was 
selected by the National Jazz Co-ordination Committee to perform at the Montreal 
International Jazz Festival in 1990. The quartet is pictured above, L-R, Richard 
Miller, bassist Geoff Kluke (who replaced Gary Costello), Allan Browne and Bob 
Sedergreen.  
 


