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OBITUARY: JOHN GILL 1954 –2011  
 
by Gretel James* 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
[Versions of this obituary appeared in the magazine of the Victorian Jazz Club 
VJAZZ in August, 2011, and also in the magazine JUST JAZZ. The former can be 
read at the following link 
http://www.ajm.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2014/09/VJAZZ51.pdf.] 
 

hen ragtime pianist  extraordinaire John Gill passed away on the 15th April, 
2011, the world lost one of its greatest ragtime and stride piano players.  At 
the early age of just 57 John suffered a massive coronary attack in a 

shopping centre in his hometown of Perth, Western Australia.   
 
John had made many friends in the Eastern states of Australia and was well-known 
in the USA at the various ragtime festivals where he was heralded as one of the best 
exponents in the world of ragtime and stride piano, to name just two styles.  He was 
also an accomplished piano accordion player and puppeteer.  These latter two talents 
he saved for the times he played in France where he was able to speak the language 
fluently. 
 

 
 
John Gill: he was invited to become a Bosendorfer Concert Artist along with André 
Previn, Victor Borge, Chick Corea, Philippe Entremont and Oscar Peterson… 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
*Gretel James is a Melbourne jazz activist who was secretary/newsletter editor at the 
Victorian Jazz Club (VJC) for about ten years. She became an Hon Life Member of the VJC 
in 1993 after ten years on the executive committee. She was also secretary/newsletter 
editor at the Victorian Jazz Archive (now the Australian Jazz Museum) for a further ten 
years. 
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John was born in Morecambe, Lancashire, UK, on January 28, 1954, and came to 
Australia in 1986 to join his parents who had already migrated to Australia. He 
joined the Cornerhouse Jazz Band in Perth, travelling to Japan with them.  His early 
interest in ragtime was influenced by Kenny Ball’s pianist Ron Weatherburn and 
expanded into stride through his friendship with the British multi-instrumentalist 
and classic jazz pianist Keith Nichols. Prior to this John added nursing to his many 
talents. 
 
John was a “Professor of Ragtime”, an accolade afforded only the best.  He was a 
regular headliner at ragtime festivals in the USA, St Louis, Sedalia and Blind Boone 
to name but three.  Here he played with many of the world’s best and he received 
many honours, not the least of which was being invited to become a Bosendorfer 
Concert Artist along with André Previn, Victor Borge, Chick Corea, Philippe 
Entremont and Oscar Peterson.   
 

 
 
Gill performing at Perth’s Murray Street Mall, where he would sit and play for hours at a 
time, delighting shoppers and visitors alike… 
 
Nearer to home he was regularly seen wheeling his piano on its trolley from under 
the Town Hall in Perth into Murray Street Mall, where he would sit and play for 
hours at a time, delighting shoppers and visitors alike.  John just loved to play for all 
ages.  He enjoyed going to retirement homes and playing for the elderly, especially 
the old tunes they recognised and could sing along with.  
 
John’s knowledge of pianos was incredible.  He knew everything about every make – 
or so it seemed to me.  He always knew what colour strings each make of piano had – 
a fact that nobody else knew or really cared about.  
 
His talents were not confined to the piano, nor was he always recognizable when 
performing, for example as Jean-Pierre - a bereted, rakish-looking Frenchman 
playing his French-tuned Italian piano accordion. He was also a Punch and Judy 
show ‘Professor’, as practitioners of that art are called. These two talents he would 
display when travelling through France and when he was resident pianist in 
Guernsey in his earlier years. He spoke French fluently.  
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I first met John in January 1990 following the 44th annual Australian Jazz 
Convention in Perth in 1989. At the Pig & Whistle, an English-style pub in Perth, he 
was playing to a somewhat uninterested crowd who had more time for their after-
work beers than for the piano player in the corner.  He nearly fell off the piano stool 
when I approached him, and asked him to play some Eubie Blake.  No one in pubs 
made requests like that.  I asked him if he had ever been to the Eastern states and he 
said he was waiting for someone to ask him.   
 

    
 
Melbourne promoter Diana Allen (left)  pictured here with Graeme Bell: she enabled John 
Gill to be heard up and down the Eastern coast of Australia… 
 
From then on we became firm friends and when I returned to Melbourne I 
immediately contacted promoter Diana Allen and suggested she bring him over and 
present him in the Eastern states. This was the start of a long and happy relationship 
between John and the many thousands who heard him up and down the Eastern 
coast of Australia.  From then on he stayed at my house in Melbourne countless 
times.  He became a favourite at Diana’s luncheons, Montsalvat, Kyneton and 
Mittagong festivals, as well as touring in the north with Allan Leake and his group. 
 

 
 
Gretel James: she asked John Gill to play some Eubie Blake, and he nearly fell off the piano 
stool… 
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Soon after he started coming to the Eastern states we decided to put on a concert 
featuring him and Stephen Grant on two pianos – their tribute to the English 
duettists Ivor Morton and Dave Kaye, the Tiger Ragamuffins.  This they did at the 
Fountain Inn, Port Melbourne.  It was so successful that they repeated it later at the 
Whitehorse Inn, Hawthorn, for the Victorian Jazz Club.  Luckily this was recorded 
and is held at the Victorian Jazz Archive (now the Australian Jazz Museum). 
 

 
 
Gill particularly enjoyed playing duets with Melbourne pianist Stephen Grant 
(pictured above) as The Tiger Ragamuffins… 
 
Another anecdote.  When John and Stephen wanted to rehearse it was difficult to 
find two pianos to use.  We hit on the bright idea of going to Caldwells in Bridge 
Road, Richmond and asking for help.  John and I introduced ourselves to the 
manager Ken and told him that John’s partner would be arriving.  Even though John 
was not at his sartorially best, he looked neat and clean and tidy.  Then Stephen 
arrived.  It was at a time when Stephen was going through a long, bleached hair 
phase, clothes which no charity shop would touch, and who knows what was on his 
feet.  The look on Ken’s face told it all!  But Stephen and John just sat at two pianos 
and wowed him and everyone else within hearing distance.  Before long everybody on 
the top floor was hanging over the balcony enjoying this impromptu performance.  At 
the end Ken begged them to come back any time they wished.   
 
These are just some of my memories of not just one of the world’s greatest ragtime 
and stride piano player, but someone who could play anything in any style.  It was a 
pleasure to have him in my house playing my pianola – the one that now resides at 
the Emerald.  To see him playing a piano roll of himself playing Fats Waller’s 
Soothing Syrup Stomp with his feet and adding two more hands had to be seen to be 
believed. 
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John Gill playing Kitten on the Keys for a feline admirer taken about 1998… PHOTO 
COURTESY GRETEL JAMES 
 
John would be the first to admit that he was eccentric.  He collected Eiffel Towers, 
telephones, sheet music, books and anything to do with Betty Boop.  One time after a 
tour of America he came back with photocopies of dozens of sheet music covers from 
ragtime tunes.  He framed all these and hung them in the music room in his house.  
He gave me a set which is now at the Australian Jazz Museum.  He loved the maple 
leaf, in any form.  He was a proud member of the Maple Leaf Society in America and 
always wore his little gold Maple Leaf in his lapel.  He was delighted to hear that 
when my father died his ashes were scattered under a maple tree.  My father was also 
a musician – classical, but the connection was that as a young man he sold pianos for 
Maples in England.   
 
John felt every garden should have a maple leaf tree.  One of my fondest memories is 
of the time he and his partner of 23 years, John Stuart, arrived home from the US 
while I was still at work.  They walked all the way to Going Going Green in Burwood 
Road, Hawthorn and bought a six foot maple leaf tree in a tub as a surprise for me.  
They borrowed one of the large trolleys from the nursery and “walked” the tree 
through the Hawthorn shopping centre, down Evansdale Road and the cobblestone 
lane behind my house, opened the garage door and installed the tree in my 
courtyard.  When questioned they just answered that they thought everybody took 
their trees for a walk. 
 
Telephones!  John arrived back from the USA with 14 handsets – not mobiles, but 
the old ones with the rotary dial. He just wanted them in every colour.  Eiffel towers 
in all sizes were another object of his collecting.  And flags.  On one trip he and John 
arrived back and made me sit on the sofa with my eyes closed.  One went up the 
stairs and one stood on a chair to display the largest American flag.   
 
He was passionate about animals and hence wrote the tune Little Dog Blues for my 
dog.  This is on his CD Rhythm King.  About ten years ago he looked after a parrot 
for a friend and got so close to it that he developed psittacosis and was hospitalised 
and very ill for some time. 
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He appeared many times at the Montsalvat Jazz Festival, Wangaratta Jazz Festival 
and Mittagong Ragtime and Jazz Festival, as well as many other gigs organised by 
Diana Allen in Melbourne and John Buchanan in Sydney.   
 

 
 
Sydney promoter John Buchanan who presented John Gill on many occasions at 
his festivals and gigs … 
 
John stayed at my home every time he came to Melbourne, and having a piano, I was 
lucky enough to experience many “private” concerts – just me, the cat and the dog. At 
the time of his death John was preparing for his 17th visit to the USA, following 
which he was to appear in Melbourne.  
 
I was so lucky to be able to interview John for the Victorian Jazz Archive and hope 
one day to transcribe this to paper for all to read. 
 
The world has lost a genius but some of us have also lost a dear friend.   Our deepest 
sympathy goes to John Stuart and John’s mother and father Joan and Brian in Perth.  
He will be remembered fondly and never forgotten.  RIP John. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 


