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ALLAN BROWNE: DRUMMING UP 50 REASONS TO REJOICE  
 
by Andra Jackson* 
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on May 21, 2010] 
 

elbourne drummer Allan Browne recalls attending a jazz dance when he 
was 16 that was to change his life and the course of  Australian jazz. With 
him were close friends Brett Iggulden and Bill Howard, all obsessed with 

flying model aeroplanes. But on hearing the Yarra Yarra New Orleans Jazz Band they 
were transfixed and back at Iggulden’s home pulled out his father’s George Lewis 
recording -the American clarinettist prominent in the 50s’ revival of New Orleans 
jazz. 
 
‘‘We thought well, this is the same music only even better, so we will try and play it 
because really we were 16, and model aeroplanes were not really interesting things to 
do as far as girls go and life,’’ Browne recounts. 
 

 
 
The Yarra Yarra New Orleans Jazz Band. Back row, L-R, Bob Brown (string bass), 
Lee Treanor (banjo), Judy Jacques (vocals), Don Hall (drums), Dennis Ball 
(clarinet). Crouching L-R, Les Fithall (trombone), Maurie Garbutt (trumpet): Allan 
Browne, Brett Iggulden and Bill Howard, were transfixed… 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*In 2010 when this was written,  Andra Jackson was a staff journalist at The Melbourne 
Age. Her brother Adrian Jackson was then artistic director of the Stonnington Jazz 
Festival. 
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It was the genesis of The Red Onions Jazz Band, Australia’s second most famous jazz 
band after the Graeme Bell and his Australian Jazz Band that performed in East 
Europe and was based in London in the early 50s. 
 
The Red Onions likewise left for London in the late 60s and toured for two years. 
 

 
 
The Red Onion Jazz Band  in London in 1967: L-R, Brett Iggulden, Allan Browne, 
Bill Morris, Bill Howard,  John Scurry, Richard Miller, Rowan Smith…PHOTO 
COURTESY BRETT IGGULDEN 
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Since then, Browne who this year celebrates 50 years in jazz, has become known for 
his ability to cross jazz genres, playing in a range of styles that has earned him a 
clutch of prestigious awards including the highest award in Australian music, the 
Don Banks award. 
 

 
 
Allan Browne: known for his ability to cross jazz genres… PHOTO COURTESY 
AUSTRALIAN JAZZ REAL BOOK 
 
The father of five has also lived two lives: the onetime jazz lifestyle of drinking, 
smoking and hard living that led to life threatening emphysema; and the second, a 
re-charge of energy that has come from a lung transplant eight years ago. 
 
Reaching his 50th year performing jazz ‘‘is great, when you didn’t think you would’’, 
says the gravel voiced Browne, 65, who is celebrating with performances this week 
for the Stonnington Jazz Festival of which he is patron. 
 
When the Red Onions started out, Iggulden and Howard assigned Browne drumming 
duties, claiming he was tone deaf. He quickly ‘‘learnt’’  the basics by joining the 
school band.  
 
They found clarinettist and singer Gerry Humphreys performing at folk venues Little 
Reata’s and the Green Man. Browne sat in on washboard with him and persuaded 
him to join the trio and he brought along banjo player and they found a tuba player. 
The music they played was ‘‘authentic New Orleans’’ with ‘‘the right colours, the right 
attitude and incredible enthusiasm’’ while their signature tunes included 
Whispering. It was the eve of the 60s and a revitalised jazz scene was fuelled by kids 
from Melbourne’s south eastern suburbs and particularly by art college students, 
Browne recounts. 
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‘‘Art school was a place where you not particularly learnt art, but alternative things,’’ 
he says. ‘‘ They were different people, there was different dress, it was a different 
culture. In Melbourne it was really strong and they had to have a cult band and we 
were one of them, we were their age.’’  
 

The band’s albums sold well and it was just as popular performing on Graham 
Kennedy’s In Melbourne Tonight. The Red Onions stayed together until 1971 and 
reformed a number of times for festival special events and a tour of Europe in 1994. 
 
Meantime a career turning point for Browne had been performing in Hungary and 
Poland between 1967 and 1969. Browne considers: ‘‘The biggest and most exciting 
thing for me in my life was going behind the Iron Curtain with all the famous black 
bands. There we were with Charles Lloyd and Jack DeJohnette and Keith Jarrett. We 
weren’t playing with them, we were opening the concerts. Roland Kirk. They were all 
there.’’ That was in Poland and Hungary 1967-69. 
 

 
 
The Red Onions in 1968 in Melbourne, arriving back from their first tour of  the 
UK: L-R, Richard Miller, Bill Howard,  Brett Iggulden, Bill Morris, Rowan Smith , 
Allan Browne, John Scurry, …PHOTO COURTESY BRETT IGGULDEN 
 
In 1972, Browne says, “I took stock and decide to learn to play properly.’’ He took a 
few lessons with Graham Morgan. ‘‘I didn’t play for a year. All I did was practise.’’ 
 
He resumed playing in 1973 with a sense of renewal and hooked up with 
musicians  such as Ian Wallace and Richard Miller who were keen to try the free jazz 
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approach of Ornette Coleman. There was a long boundaries pushing collaboration 
with pianist Paul Grabowsky before Browne eventually formed the innovative Onaje 
with Miller that held a long running residency at South Melbourne’s Limerick Arms. 
 

 
 
The quartet Onaje in 1991: L-R, Richard Miller, Geoff Kluke, Allan Browne, Bob 
Sedergreen: a long running residency at South Melbourne’s Limerick Arms… 
 
His growing diversity in styles of playing led to invites to play with visiting American 
jazzmen such as vibraphonist Milt Jackson and guitarist Herb Ellis, as well as visiting 
New Orleans players such as Teddy Wilson. 
 
Browne currently plays with ten to twelve bands, including a trio with wife and 
singer/pianist Margie Lou Dyer playing early 20s and Jelly Roll Morton music. 
 
At the other end of the spectrum is his Quintet which has just released an innovative 
CD of  original music inspired by the poetry of Rimbaud entitled Une Saison en 
Enfer. 
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The zany Browne is known to read poetry before playing, explaining ‘‘it sends my 
music in different directions. It emotionally changes me and there is a psychic 
change.’’ 
 
How long he can keep playing is contingent on the drugs he has to take following his 
transplant ‘‘but as far as energy, I find I have more energy that I had in the late 
eighties.’’ 
 
The transplant ‘‘has given me an entirely fresh philosophy of what I can do with my 
life.’’ 
 

 
 
Four elderly Red Onions: L-R, Bill Morris, Allan Browne, John Scurry, Brett 
Iggulden… 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*Browne performs tomorrow night Tuesday, May 25, 2010,  with Sydney 
saxophonist Bernie McGann and Melbourne saxophonist Julien Wilson at Chapel 
Off Chapel. Along with pianist Bob Sedergreen, he takes an open workshop at 
Malvern Town Hall next Thursday, May 27 at 1.30pm at Malvern Town Hall. He 
can also be heard every Monday night at Bennetts Lane Jazz Club in the city where 
his trio had held a residency for over a decade. On August 8, he will be part of an 
informal reunion of the Red Onions Jazz Band at Bennetts Lane jazz Club in the 
afternoon. 
 


