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Reviewed by Bruce Johnson* 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This review appeared in the Sydney Jazz Club's Quarterly Rag, October 1981, No 
21, and is reprinted by kind permission.] 
 

his book has actually been available for nearly a year now, and the moment at 
which it appeared was, for me, particularly well chosen. At about the same 
time I had received an invitation to attend a jazz conference. The letter was 

sent on behalf of 'the future of jazz'. Evidently jazz in this country is so infirm that it 
is likely to expire but for such things as a day of seminars.  
 

 
 
The author Mike Williams: his book has copped some flak…PHOTO CREDIT JANE 
MARCH 
 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
* When this was written in 1982 Bruce Johnson was Senior Lecturer in English Literature 
at the University of NSW, and an active jazz musician who had worked and recorded with 
a variety of bands (including that of Graeme Bell) in Australia, England and the USA. At 
that time he was with the bands of Paul Furniss, Dick Hughes, and John Hahn. He was 
presenting a regular jazz programme on 2MBS-FM, where he was also the Jazz Co-
ordinator. He was writing a weekly column for the Sydney Morning Herald, and writing 
also for the newsletter of the Jazz Action Society of NSW, and the Sydney Jazz Club’s 
Quarterly Rag, of which he was editor. 
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Indeed, in the manner of a teacher explaining to a class why it has been kept in, the 
invitation solemnly informed me that this was the fault 'of jazz itself'. With Teutonic 
exactitude and certainty it announced, 'There will be seven sessions, with seven 
moderators and panels, each of forty minutes'. Strangely, the news of this revivifying 
enterprise succeeded only in depressing me. I was much cheered by the appearance 
of Mike Williams' book. It reminded me that, in the face of bureaucrats and 
institutions, jazz and its musicians remain fundamentally unimpressed and resilient, 
even when appearing to collaborate.  
 
Mike's book has copped some flak. It's a collection of interviews with jazzmen and 
women, and some readers insist that he's included the wrong people. Do me a favour. 
His Preface makes it perfectly clear that he intends no sort of history or definitive 
gathering of the " 'best', most popular, or most influential". He calls it "variations on 
a theme". It's his book. Let those who feel that his choice of subjects is wrong go and 
write their own book.  
 
The promotional material that came with it was less honest and accurate than Mike. 
It did speak of the musicians interviewed as being the "best". At most, this is 
arguably so. But it is misleading in effect, making it sound like a monolithic 
manifesto by the undeniably top muso's. It's not that, and we may be grateful for the 
fact.  
 
 

 
 
Mike Williams (right) with his wife Betty in Sydney in 1949: he has allowed the 
musicians to speak for themselves without using what they say to pigeon-hole 
them… PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
In jazz there comes a point in a musician's life when words like 'better than' give way 
to 'different to'. He has matured in terms of temperament and instrumental 
competence to the point that the man is the music, and to talk about him as being a 
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better jazz musician than another is as fraught with philosophical difficulties as to 
speak of one person as being better than another. The light thrown by official 
histories and press publicity on 'significant' figures also casts shadows that conceal 
others.  
 
Mike has done two things here for which musicians and people really interested in 
what makes jazz should be grateful. First, he has allowed the musicians to speak for 
themselves without using what they say to pigeon-hole them. Second, more 
audacious and just as respectful, he has in large measure ignored the conventional 
assessments of who should or should not be in such a book. In this he has performed 
a great service for the historiography of jazz: he has cleansed it.  
 
History must constantly be rewritten in recognition of its inadequacies. He has done 
this, simply by not trying to write a history. His book does include monologues by 
people who could be argued to be at the top of their profession (if we could agree as 
to what that means). But it also includes many who are simply honest, dedicated, 
capable, and absolutely essential to the fertility of the music.  
 

 
 
Rex Stewart (far right) then clockwise, Graeme Bell (piano), Pixie Roberts 
(clarinet), Ade Monsbourgh (trumpet), Roger Bell (trumpet), Johnny Rich 
(trombone), Jack Banston (drums), Bud Baker (guitar), Bill May (bass): did you 
know that the Melbourne Musicians' Union would possibly have refused Rex 
Stewart permission to tour had it known he was black?... PHOTO COURTESY 
AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
Jazz is a folk art, which means that it retains its vitality not just by virtue of the 
advances made by the virtuoso, but perhaps even more by its being lived out at a 
level accessible to everyday life. The worst thing that could happen to jazz is that it be 
taken out of the corner pub and confined to the concert halls, that gut enthusiasm for 
it be considered less important than the ponderous pronouncements of conference 
delegates. A stomping, whistling, half pissed crowd on a Saturday arvo does more to 
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keep jazz alive (the word is ‘alive’), than all the po-faced politicking of the musical 
bureaucrats.  
 
Although Mike has omitted his own leading questions, leaving just the words of his 
subjects, a pattern emerges which, I think, reveals his approach. Each section 
consists of opinions and biographical fact in varying proportions. The chronicles give 
us interesting historical information. Did you know that the Melbourne Musicians' 
Union would possibly have refused Rex Stewart permission to tour had it known he 
was black? Incredible ignorance of both the music and a basic human right.  
 
And did you know that in Athens a jazz band led by Greg Gibson was silenced by the 
police on the grounds that it affronted national pride? The musicians' opinions on 
their music are absolutely refreshing. One thing made gratifyingly clear is that, 
beyond the description 'jazz musician', these men and women remain unclassifiable, 
utterly individual. Nothing can be deduced from their backgrounds — postmen, 
diplomats, truck drivers, solicitors, journalists, teachers: a grab-bag of our society, 
and yet curiously detached from some of the more deeply entrenched middle class 
imperatives.  
 

 
 
Did you know that in Athens a jazz band led by Greg Gibson (above, on clarinet) 
was silenced by the police on the grounds that it affronted national pride?... PHOTO 
CREDIT JANE MARCH 
 
In a culture obsessed with job security, the work ethic, ambition, it is remarkable 
how the lives of so many of these musicians reflect the improvisational aspect of their 
art. Their anecdotes, especially of the older ones, reveal a casual and spontaneous 



5 
 

volatility, a refusal to be defeated by the victory of chance over desire: Len Barnard 
and his cronies going straight from an all-night carouse to the Homebush recording 
studio; Bob Barnard in Melbourne learning that the gig that drew him to Sydney had 
folded — 'Too late. I'm coming anyway. What the hell'; Keith Hounslow, drifting from 
place to place, subconsciously absorbing his environment; Judy Bailey on her way to 
England from New Zealand, picking up a gig in Sydney. She's still here.  
 

 
 
Judy Bailey (above) on her way to England from New Zealand, picking up a gig in 
Sydney… PHOTO CREDIT GEOFFREY LEE COURTESY JUDY BAILEY 
 
In all this there's a responsiveness to circumstances, a flexible opportunism that 
never hesitates before an open door. We see less of it now, I think. Len Barnard 
attributes the change to age, but it may also be related to the watershed of television, 
which seems to have deprived a generation of the capacity to shape its own leisure. 
Judy Bailey's account of the Newbury family's makeshift musicals and theatricals is a 
picture of a cottage industry that has been long superseded by discos and video 
games.  
 
Am I just getting old when I lament that television seems to have eroded 
personalities? It is the multiplicity and sharp definition of the personalities in this 
book which puts to scorn the stereotypers and classifiers. Frank Johnson's justifiably 
resentful and vigorous iconoclasm, Keith Hounslow's reluctance to believe in his own 
talent, Judy Bailey's wide-eyed and delighted wonder at what she considers to be her 
luck, Hounslow and Don Burrows reminding us of what the college courses seem 
often to forget: music is a form of joyful celebration. Dick Hughes, who hates an 
inattentive audience, and Ian Pearce who, in a way, rather likes it. Pluralism. The 
infinite variety of jazz musicians.  
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A few pages of John Sangster's meditation says more about the creative process than 
a volume of seminar proceedings. Sangster is a clearing house, a stop-over for sounds 
on their way to being tunes. He reminds us that composing is less the imposition of 
form than the receptive discovery of it. He represents a principle happily opposed to 
the inflexible systems-makers and time-tablers. The creative opportunist, his ear on 
everything that doesn't fit, the detail missed by the drab administrators. Perhaps it's 
all to do with the fringe existence of the jazz musicians, their mentally and physically 
nomadic style, seeing new landscapes or old ones freshly. The border dividing their 
various backgrounds from the conventional idea of jazz makes them alert wetbacks, 
spotting items in their surroundings that are missed by those who have become 
habituated to their territory. Here we are able to read the personal, unmediated 
accounts of the jazz musicians themselves. And they remind us of the silliness of 
trying to tidy the music up to conform to a set of acceptable expectations.  
 

 
 
John Sangster, here playing Alan Lee’s vibes, is a clearing house, a stop-over for 
sounds on their way to being tunes… PHOTO COURTESY SEEING THE RAFTERS 
 
Take out the sweat, the mistakes, the bad smells, the personalities of the people who 
make the music, and you dehumanise it. In general, the contribution of jazz to the 
character of Australian life is barely recognised. Mike's book makes the point. Don 
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Banks is only one of many musicians with international credentials. Who outside the 
profession has heard of him? If that doesn't seem odd, remember the celebrity of our 
sportsmen. Mike Williams makes the point that a musician of the calibre of Bob 
Barnard has to battle for minimum union rates in a city that turns not a hair at 
paying Joan Sutherland (no longer resident here), $10,000 for one performance. She 
has helped perpetuate a European tradition. Barnard has helped to create an 
Australian one.  
 

 
 
Don Banks: who outside the profession has heard of him? PHOTO CREDIT JANE 
MARCH 
 
Jazz has become the vehicle of a distinctively Australian white culture to a greater 
extent than most other art forms. Reading this book, you realise that one of the 
reasons is that jazz has bypassed the received notions of artistic respectability, has 
remained illegitimate in terms of the nineteenth century cultural tradition so 
artificially transplanted to this basically twentieth century country. It is the fact of 
being on the periphery of this tradition that has given such authenticity to the words 
and works of these musicians.  
 
It is likely that here a genuine folk culture for dispossessed Europeans will appear. 
The inspiration is the music of another excluded, detribalised, exiled group, music of 
a secular twentieth century with the memory of and the need for transcendence; 
finding its form as a spontaneous approximation to the substance of life, not as a 
preciously assumed, mechanically reproduced gesture.  
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Congratulations to photographer Jane March, another silent and indispensable 
witness to this virile but underground pulse. She is pictured here (centre) in 1982, 
the year after the book’s publication, at the Village Vanguard, New York, with Max 
Gordon and Cecil Taylor… 
 
Congratulations to Mike Williams, and to Jane March, the photographer, another 
silent and indispensable witness to this virile but underground pulse. Would that the 
publishers had used with more sensitivity and fundamental competence the material 
with which she provided them.  
 

__________________________________________________________ 


