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__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This review appeared in the Sep/Oct 1994 edition of Jazzchord] 
 

ho’s the old guy?” And the question was asked in the manner of - ‘why 
would you want to talk to someone that old?” During a break in a pub gig I 
had excused myself from a conversation so that I could talk to Harry Stein. 

I wanted to ask him a question about the possible relationship between the 
promulgation of the Zdhanov doctrines in Czechoslovakia and the Graeme Bell tour 
of 1947-8. The disparity between the knowledge Harry had alertly accumulated over 
a lifetime of audacious social and political activism, and the implication in the 
question that the old have nothing to say of value, reminded me of what a society 
loses when it has no tradition of “elder reverence”, when its main commodity is 
“youthfulness”. “The old guy” had far more chutzpah than the derisive questioner. 
 

 
 
Harry Stein (seated) surrounded by employees at his publisher Hale & Iremonger… 
 
This memoir reminds us of what “the old” have done. It reminds us of what has been 
endured and known long before our later generation discovered endurance and 
knowledge. It is the memoir of a friend who, although clear-minded about his 
contributions to society, never flagged them ostentatiously. (Incidentally, someone 

W 



2 
 

else who doesn’t bruit his achievements is Kiama Jazz Club’s Dennis Koks, who is 
credited with the cover art here.) It also includes an account of one of the most 
influential episodes in the history of Australian music: the Bell band’s first tour of 
Europe. And it is a portrait of Australian youth before they became a constructed 
consumerist market. 
 

 
 
The Bell band in Prague in 1947… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
I knew there was more to Harry’s career than I knew, but I didn’t know there was 
that much more. A key “connector” between such realms as those of painting, music, 
radical politics, youth communities. Harry was able to spot possible junctions of 
interests through which he conjured invisible but fully operational networks, rather 
like Thomas Pynchon’s Tristero - alternative systems that constituted a doppelganger 
to the official culture. As far as jazz is concerned, perhaps the most spectacular result 
was the profound influence Australian jazz exercised in parts of Europe and the UK 
in the postwar period, partly because of Harry’s creative networking. Go to 
Czechoslovakia today, and they will tell you that Australian musicians functioned in 
relation to the Czech jazz tradition in the way that American jazz musicians 
functioned for ours in Australia. Harry gives us his version of the events that 
established that canonical authority. 
 
What is also striking about this memoir is the shift from youth as producer to youth 
as consumer. Harry’s generation made their own world to a greater degree than 
seems to be the case today. There seemed little that one could not try to do. Perhaps 
this is because the adversary was clearer and less seductive - it looked like a 
bogeyman. The attempted illegalisation of the Australian Communist Party by the 
Menzies government, for example, defined clear lines of force. What rallying point 
for action can there be where the adversary is not the overt oppression of Orwell’s 
1984, but the sybaritic abundances of Huxley’s Brave New World? What happened 
to the political activism of youth, or has it simply become more mediated? The youth 
culture recalled by Harry seems more autonomous than now, creating its own sites of 
self-definition and re-creation. Harry recalls a time before “youthfulness” was a 
commodity constructed not by youth, but for youth. I know that studies of  
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Harry Stein at the 44th Australian Jazz Convention, 1989… 
 
consumerism accord a certain creativity to strategies of consumption... but a memoir 
such as this invites the question. “Compared to what?” 
 

 
 
Eleanour Dark: her book The Little Company  reminds us of the deprivations and 
oppressions which had to be confronted to create the Lucky Country … 
 
As we become aggrieved at how long the home delivery pizza is taking, can we 
imagine responding to politically motivated police searches? Illegal Sunday 
recreation? The use of the army as strike-breakers? Harry’s narrative joins those of 
other “underground” activists like Audrey and Jack Blake, Joan Clarke, Jean 
Devanny, and fictionalised accounts such as Eleanor Dark’s The Little Company, 
which remind us of the deprivations and oppressions which had to be confronted to 
create the Lucky Country, but also of the optimism with which the challenges were 
taken up. And for readers of Jazzchord, it provides a glimpse of a significant strand 
in the history of Australian jazz which has virtually disappeared from view. 
 
 


