
1 
 

DAVE DALLWITZ & THE SOUTHERN JAZZ GROUP 
 
by Bruce Johnson* 
________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article was published in three instalments in Jazz Magazine in 1982: 
March/April 1982, May/June, 1982 and July/August, 1982.]  
 

his began with a request for some articles on Dave Dallwitz and traditional jazz 
in South Australia. It happened that at the time the request was made I was 
shortly to spend a few days in Adelaide, so I took the opportunity of 

interviewing not only Dave but also a number of musicians who had been associated 
with him during the days of the Southern Jazz Group (SJG), as well as several other 
individuals who were well placed to witness the events of that period. 
 
Ideally one conducts a preliminary round of interviews, collates the information, 
then returns to the subjects to resolve ambiguities or follow up new leads. Time did 
not permit me this last, so a few words are necessary on the sources and reliability of 
my information. In Adelaide I spoke to Dave Dallwitz, cousins Bill Munro and Bob 
Wright, Bruce Gray and Joe Tippet. Whenever I refer to their views or quote them, 
these interviews are the source unless otherwise specified. Of the other two regular 
members of the SJG, one, Lew Fisher, has died, and the other, John Malpas, was 
apparently out of town. I also interviewed Alex Frame who was an up-and-coming 
young trumpet player at the time, and Malcolm Bills, whose relevance will become 
apparent. 
 
Apart from the enormous fund of information I thus gained I was also made aware of 
numbers of other musicians who could have clarified this crucial period for South 
Australian jazz if I had had the time to see them. John Pickering’s name is only one 
of many that spring to mind. I was able to tie up a few loose ends back in Sydney 
during conversations with Clem Semmler, Graeme Bell and Errol Buddle. But (and 
this is the point of my preamble), there is much more light to be cast on the subject, 
and much more light available to do so. The following material is therefore open-
ended. It is meant to raise questions, indicate directions, rather than to close the  
matter. Dozens of people reading this will know that they are in a position to clarify  
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or correct what I have said. I, and all jazz historians in this country, welcome their 
assistance. 
 
Initially I had intended to form some general assessment of the way in which the 
work of Dallwitz and his associates affected the development of jazz in South 
Australia. But as the interviews proceeded it became clear that something else was  
needed first. You can’t assess the significance of events until you have determined 
what the events were. I had assumed that the raw facts were much as Andrew Bisset 
 

 
 
Andrew Bisset, author of Black Roots White Flowers: his hard-edged picture began 
to dissolve…PHOTO COURTESY BLACK ROOTS & WHITE FLOWERS 
 
 unequivocally sets them out in his Black Roots White Flowers. I would begin with 
these and build up a picture of their implications. But as I spoke to those involved, 
Bisset’s hard-edged picture began to dissolve. It became evident that, for all the  
importance of his pioneering work, it was often based on too limited a range of 
sources and overestimated the reliability of particular individuals’ memories. Before 
I could begin to discuss the significance of various episodes I would have to find out 
more about the nature of those episodes. While the boundary between an event and 
its implications is often indistinct, this scheme nonetheless imposed a neat structure 
upon the articles. To begin with I shall simply set down what I have been able to 
establish regarding the early history of traditional jazz in Adelaide. I shall go on then 
to discuss some of the musical implications of that history, the way in which what 
happened in the past helped to determine what is still happening today. 
 
I have to begin with a name about which I know almost nothing. In all the hours of 
interviewing that I taped in Adelaide, I never heard it once. It wasn’t until I returned 
to Sydney that Clem Semmler referred to a piano player, Dean Hay, calling him the 
‘patriarch’ of South Australian jazz. Those who have read Semmler’s work know that 
he doesn’t use words idly. Future students of the period should therefore follow up  
this pianist who was apparently recreating the spirit of Meade Lux Lewis and Albert 
Ammons as early as 1932. Dave Dallwitz dates his own earliest and decisive (“this  
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Clement Semmler: those who have read his work know that he doesn’t use words 
idly… PHOTO COURTESY PETER SEMMLER 
 
was for me”) exposure to traditional jazz at 1928 at the age of 14 (in Bisset, 15), when 
he heard a recording of Mississippi Mud. He doesn’t remember which version, but 
was struck by the distinctiveness of the sound. Between then and 1936 when he came 
under the influence of Ellington, he was playing jazz on the piano and trying to 
induce friends to form bands. “But nothing of any great merit ensued until the early 
to mid-40s.” This takes us up to the Southern jazz Group. 
 
Before the formation of that seminal band however another preliminary chapter was 
being written, and by a group of musicians who are still active on the Adelaide 
traditional scene. It came as a great surprise to me to find that musicians as fresh and 
vital as Bill Munro, Bruce Gray and Bob Wright have apparently spanned the whole 
period of development of traditional jazz in South Australia, and virtually together as 
nuclei of successive bands. The name which brought them together as musicians, 
though they were perhaps not to know this at the time, was J E Becker, who founded 
the Adelaide College of Music (ACM). In this connection he circulated among the  
 

 
 
J E (John) Becker who founded the Adelaide College of Music (ACM)… 
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metropolitan primary schools to recruit talent for a boys’ military band. As Bruce 
Gray told it: “We were all invited in with our mothers and fathers and sat down at the 
table. And he said, ‘I’ve been watching your son playing the fife and I think he’d make 
a pretty good reed player, clarinet in particular. Here’s a lovely sterling silver 
clarinet.’ And it cost 37 pounds 10 shillings if I remember rightly. And my eyes are 
out on stalks, you know, this beautiful looking thing. And we bought it.” 
 
Apart from the importance of Becker’s enterprise to Adelaide music in general, it 
might be said to have done for Adelaide jazz what the accumulation of military band 
equipment in post-bellum New Orleans is sometimes alleged to have done for 
American jazz. It placed musical instruments in the hands of those who would 
become some of the country’s major jazz figures. The story is summarised by Bisset 
(99-100), but what is relevant here is that the ACM was the training ground for Bruce 
Gray, Bill Munro and Bob Wright, three musicians who seem to have been in 
whichever of the bands happens to be suggested as Adelaide’s first traditional group. 
 

 
 
The Adelaide College of Music’s Banjo Band, 1938: Bill Munro is on the extreme left, 
and Bob Wright is sixth from the right… PHOTO COURTESY BILL MUNRO OXFORD 
COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
 
One of those must be the quartet of high school students, Gray, Munro, Wright 
(drums) and Colin Taylor (piano) who in about 1943 played Mood Indigo and 
Playmates at a high school concert. There were other jazz musicians active in 
Adelaide during the early 40s - Bobby Limb, Maurie Le Doeuff, Dave Hopkins, Errol 
Buddle, Clare Bail, Bob ‘Beetles’ Young- but according to Clem Semmler’s 
recollections these men were working in a basically mainstream idiom. This 
introduces a conceptual problem of course. What would have been thought of as 



5 
 

mainstream in the 40s is a sound which we would be less inclined to distinguish from 
traditional today. Subsequent experimental developments have muted the 
differences between 40s mainstream and traditional jazz. But this healing of 
divisions should not lead us to forget the sharpness with which they were perceived 
at the time. Dallwitz recalls the strong sense of loyalty to one’s idiom, often 
intensified by a siege mentality. According to the notions then current, therefore, 
there seem to be grounds for the claim that Munro, Gray and Wright played in 
Adelaide’s first traditional jazz band. 
 

 
 
Other jazz musicians active in Adelaide during the early 40s included Bobby Limb 

(above) and Errol Buddle (below)… PHOTO OF BOBBY LIMB © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 
 

 
 
In 1941 the Adelaide Jazz Lovers’ Society had been formed. The founding members 
included Bill Holyoak, collector Maurice Gerdeaux, and first president Clem 
Semmler. There is an unusual unanimity among the musicians I spoke to that this 
sign-posted the beginning of the jazz movement in South Australia. Semmler sees the 
war as helping it develop momentum: jazz groups precipitating out of visiting 
American service bands helped to stimulate the interest already being aroused by  
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Dave Dallwitz pictured in January, 1982: he recalls the strong sense of loyalty to 
one’s idiom, often intensified by a siege mentality… PHOTO CREDIT BRUCE JOHNON 
COURTESY JAZZ MAGAZINE 
 
records and the broadcasting of jazz, first by Semmler on the ABC and then by Bill 
Holyoak on 5AD. The former presented the first broadcast of a live jazz performance 
in 1942 or ‘43, a band which included Limb and Le Doeuff. It was a mainstream 
band. But according to the recollection of at least one witness, the first live jazz 
presentation at the Adelaide Jazz Lovers’ Society (AJLS) was in a more traditional 
style. This leads us to what seems to be the next major band in the history of the 
traditional jazz movement in Adelaide: that led by Malcolm Bills.  
 

 
 
Bill Holyoak: one of the founding members of the Adelaide Jazz Lovers’ Society in 
1941, and one of Adelaide’s first jazz broadcasters… PHOTO COURTESY DON HOPGOOD 
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It might be said that the high school band led by Bruce Gray doesn’t really qualify as 
the first of its kind since it was hardly a working group. Alex Frame is only one of 
many musicians who agreed that Malcolm Bills’ band was probably the first 
traditional band in Adelaide. But look who pops up in the personnel: Bruce Gray, Bill 
Munro and Bob Wright on drums, as well as Bills leading from piano. The latter’s 
account of the early days of the group was generally confirmed by Gray. Taught by 
well-known Adelaide musician Wally Lund, Malcolm Bills developed something of a 
reputation as a boogie-woogie pianist. His earliest group work was with the Clancy 
brothers, Jack on clarinet and Bob (aka Dan) on drums in about 1940, at least five 
years before the formation of the SJG. This was apparently a practice group, 
however. He formed his Dixieland Group in 1942 or ‘43, personnel as listed above, 
presumably 75% of which was still in high school. 
 

 
 
Malcolm Bills’ band, circa 1945. L-R, John Foster (bass), Bill Munro (trumpet), Mal 
Badenoch (trombone), Bills (piano), Bob Wright (drums), Bruce Gray (clarinet)… 
PHOTO COURTESY MALCOLM BILLS OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
 
It is Bills’ recollection that, as a soloist, he was the first musician to perform at the 
AJLS, and that his Dixieland Group became what might be termed its first ‘official’ 
band. Semmler was unable to confirm this from memory. Although the basic 
personnel was Bills, Munro, Gray and Wright, other musicians who played with the 
band at various times included Mal Badenoch (trombone), Shirley Appelt (guitar), 
bass players Max Dickson, John Foster and Ron Ackfield, and visiting trumpet player 
Nick Stefakis. The band recorded for 5AD through the offices of Holyoak, including a 
session with possibly John Broomhead on drums and Munro moving to valve 
trombone while Stefakis played trumpet. The last named will play a further part in 
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our story. I spend some time on this band for several reasons. As I have said, 
although it is scarcely known today, even among jazz scholars, it can reasonably 
claim to be Adelaide’s first working traditional jazz band. For another, it seems to 
have been the band from which and alongside which the SJG developed.  
 
And this is where things get hazy. No two members of the SJG or people alleged to be 
members of the band, agree as to the way in which it grew out of the small population 
of traditional jazz musicians in the early forties. By collating the interview material, 
by testing against documented evidence the memories of those involved, and bearing 
in mind those variables, by logical inference as well as intuition, I think we can 
recreate a reasonably accurate account of what happened. If this were a full length 
book on the subject I’d append the argumentative process by which this picture is 
assembled. Demands of space allow me to set out conclusions only, except where 
there happens to be some particularly striking documentation. 
 
First we must remind ourselves of the fluid environment of the jazz musician. Then, 
as now, there was a certain amount of personnel overlap and mobility among bands. 
There is no doubt at all as to the existence in the early 40s of the Malcolm Bills 
Dixieland Group. There seems to be little doubt that as early as 1945 there was a 
band which was already called or would soon be called the Southern Jazz Group. But 
from here on we’re in trouble.  
 
Some have claimed that Dallwitz joined the Bills band, took it over, and changed the 
personnel and the name to SJG; that is, that the two bands existed serially and not 
simultaneously. Joe Tippet’s recollection is that the band was not called the SJG until 
after he joined it in early ‘46. Alex Frame remembers hearing drummer Ray Warren, 
not Tippet, in a band called the SJG in ‘46, presumably before Tippet joined. Dallwitz 
recalled joining the Bills band because Bills, the trombone player, dropped out in 
1944. Bills remembers both Dallwitz and Fisher sitting in with his band at rehearsals, 
but he gives  the date of his departure from the Adelaide scene as about 1947 when he 
moved to Whyalla. Bob Wright denies having been a founder member, but joined 
SJG in early 1946 when it already bore that name. Dallwitz says that Wright was 
already in the band when he joined it. Dallwitz and Tippet say the name was arrived 
at after discussion; Wright says it was retained (thus implying the existence of a SJG 
before Dallwitz) on an impulse. The accounts are tangled beyond belief. 
 

Alex Frame drew my attention to a most useful piece of documentation which tended 
to confirm the memories of those who began to seem most reliable. In Jazznotes 
#63, April 1946 there is a short comedy sketch based on the current Adelaide 
traditional scene, written by Dallwitz. It opens with a list of the personnel of two 
bands: 
 
1. Malcolm Bills’ Band - Bills (piano), Mal Badenoch (trombone), Bruce Gray 
(clarinet), Bill Munro (trumpet), Dan Clancy (drums), John Foster (bass). 
2. The Southern Jazz Group - Dave Jenkins (trumpet), Dave Dallwitz (trombone), 
Bruce Gray (clarinet), Lew Fisher (piano), George Brown (bass), Claude Whitehouse 
(drums), John Malpas (guitar). 
 
There is no reason to assume that Dallwitz perversely invented these bands; the 
comedy doesn’t require it; indeed, it is one of those pieces that relies upon the 
audience’s recognition of familiar faces and groupings. So whatever else anybody 
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says, we are entitled to assume that the SJG existed side by side with Bills’ Band, 
sharing some of its personnel. As it happens, the details given here are more or less 
in agreement with what Bruce Gray and Bob Wright could remember. But this is still 
not quite the foundation personnel. For the first two or three rehearsals of its 
existence as the Southern Jazz Group the band included a young alto player, Errol 
Buddle. His recollections of the original personnel tallied with Jazznotes (without 
prompting), with the addition, of course, of himself. He recalls that the band’s first 
rehearsal was at the home of his parents on Anzac Highway, and probably took place 
in 1945, but certainly before January 1946. After a few rehearsals and perhaps one 
gig it was decided that the alto was inappropriate, so Errol, who in any case had 
conflicting musical commitments, dropped out. There were to be three other 
personnel changes before the SJG consolidated itself in a more or less stable form. 
Dave Jenkins, who was more of a big band stylist, was replaced by Bill Munro, and 
Bob Wright took over on tuba. Joe Tippet took over what must have been a pretty hot 
drum seat: he remembers replacing Slick Osborne, who presumably succeeded Ray 
Warren who apparently had taken over from Claude Whitehouse - all between April 
and about June of 1946. 
 
In the meantime the Malcolm Bills band continued to exist but in an increasingly 
desultory way. Apart from the conflicting demands imposed upon several of its 
members by the increasing activity of the SJG, the leader was approaching the 
completion of his degree in dentistry (he currently has a practice in North Terrace). 
In simple, then, our historical scheme for the rise of traditional jazz in Adelaide 
begins to look like this: emerging from a disparate collection of musicians, we have 
the core of Munro, Gray and Wright. They begin with Gray’s high school band and 
move on to the band of Malcolm Bills. At some point in the early 40s a band called 
the SJG appears, gradually attracts the nucleus of the Bills band and becomes 
stabilised under the leadership of Dave Dallwitz. As we shall see, this second 
circumstance was especially decisive. In this way we arrive at the band which, minus 
Lew Fisher, attended the first Australian Jazz Convention in Melbourne in December 
1946, where it made its first recordings.  
 

 
 
The Southern Jazz Group at the 1946 Australian Jazz Convention…L-R, Dave 
Dallwitz (trombone), Bill Munro (trumpet), Bruce Gray (clarinet)…  
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That Convention was itself a crucial event in the history of Adelaide jazz. Although 
some of the members of the SJG had made individual trips to Melbourne before and 
in some instances heard the Graeme Bell band, the impact of the Convention was 
generally held to be inspirational. Dallwitz speaks of coming back “all aflame”, Tippet 
and Gray describe how far their enthusiasm for the music, already enormous, was 
further renewed by the discovery that they were by no means alone in their 
dedication to traditional jazz. Munro was interested to notice regional qualities which 
distinguished bands from different states. The Convention became a target for the 
band’s further development. “We all got very enthusiastic,” says Bruce Gray. “As soon 
as we got back I can remember Dave saying, ‘We must do so and so, and we must do 
so and so, for the next Convention’”. But it worked in the opposite direction as well.  
 
Under Dallwitz’s leadership the SJG had become a tight and disciplined band. 
Graeme Bell recalls that they were “the hit of the Convention”. It was the first time he 
and his colleagues had heard what he called that “bouncy, limpid style, light and 
airy”. This had a lot to do with the instrumentation, itself the product of chance and 
design. Fisher having been unable to make the trip, the band lacked a piano. It also 
used washboard instead of drums. As Alex Frame said, this was an unheard of 
combination. Add to that the virtuosity of Bob Wright, almost certainly the most 
accomplished tuba player in jazz anywhere at that time, playing (as Graeme describes 
it) on-beat against the off-beat accents of the banjo, and the SJG made its mark with 
a sound that distinguished it from the Eastern states bands. Its members returned to 
Adelaide inspired. But what they perhaps did not realize at the time was that they 
had established the existence of what many musicians came to regard as a 
distinctively South Australian style of traditional jazz. They had put Adelaide jazz on 
the map. 
 

 
 
Bob Wright: almost certainly the most accomplished tuba player in jazz anywhere 
at that time… PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
Although the Southern Jazz Group made its last record in 1951, Dave Dallwitz was 
the only founder member present, and he himself withdrew from the traditional 
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scene before the year was out. In effect the band had broken up in 1950 when it lost 
the trio of musicians who seemed to have carried the flag of traditional jazz in 
Adelaide from its beginnings: Bruce Gray, Bill Munro and Bob Wright. John Malpas 
evidently departed the band at about the same time, since he last recorded with it in 
June 1950 and then showed up recording with Bruce Gray’s All Star Jazzmen in June 
1951. Lew Fisher left in 1950, ultimately to form his own group. Joe Tippet, who had 
been replaced during his honeymoon in early 1949 by Kym Bonython, was 
subsequently finding that his commitments as a photographer were preventing him 
from taking on any other night work. His association with the band accordingly 
trailed off. 
 

 
 
The Southern Jazz Group in 1949, welcoming home the Graeme Bell band on the 
latter’s return from overseas. L-R, Bob Wright, Dave Dallwitz, Joe Tippet, Bruce 
Gray, John Malpas, Bill Munro, Lew Fisher. The group broke up in the following 
year, in 1950… PHOTO COURTESY MIKE SUTCLIFFE OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN 
JAZZ 
 
Besides appealing to our desire for documentary accuracy, the story behind the 
dispersal of 1950 assists enormously in understanding of what made the SJG tick. 
Broadly speaking there are two versions, but I believe the differences are matters of 
emphasis. All witnesses agree at least on this, that the basic cause was tension 
between Bruce Gray and Dave Dallwitz, from which it is reasonable to deduce that 
each was possessed of strong musical views. Bob Wright’s recollection is that it came 
down to a clash between Dallwitz’s 2/4 and Bruce Gray’s increasingly 4/4 
preferences. 
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Many things should be taken into consideration in assessing this account, not all of 
them consistent with one another. First, if it was a rhythmic matter then Wright, as 
brass bass player, was well situated to know. Second, this kind of stand-off is 
consistent with what we shall later see to be the lines of development of Dallwitz and 
Gray as musicians. But is it consistent with another point to emerge later, that 
Adelaide traditionalists seem generally to have paid more attention to the goings-on 
of the front line than to the rhythm section? Perhaps so — you can express a basic 
preference for, say, 2/4 without becoming exercised over the subtleties of the matter. 
Without being as specific as Bob Wright, Dallwitz generally agreed and conceded 
ruefully his own youthful intractability: 
 
Dallwitz: It was really caused by a bit of a divergence between me and Bruce, 
which was rapidly overcome after the breakup... We were never enemies, but at the 
time I must have thought that we were. Because Bruce seemed to be going his way 
— he had his own band…  Somehow or other I didn’t feel that Bruce was ‘on my side’ 
at that time, although he was obviously still keen to work with me judging by what 
he said then and afterwards. I decided to have a reshuffle. Which was probably 
wrong on my part. 
Johnson: Musically wrong, you mean? 
Dallwitz: Yes. Oh, not only musically, but personally wrong. I  think, you know, if 
they were willing to work with me, I shouldn’t have done it. 
Johnson: So you actually fired Bruce. 
Dallwitz:  Yes. Bruce and Bob… I conferred with Bill first. I didn’t just do it cold. 
But then Bill left almost immediately afterward… even though he had agreed with 
what I was suggesting. He still changed his mind afterward. 
Johnson:  When you say that there was a difference of opinion with Bruce, did it 
manifest itself in stylistic preferences? 
Dallwitz:  Yes. Now, for instance, in the choice of pieces, compositions. Bruce often 
disagreed with what I decided we should play. So, it must have been a personality 
clash, for him to voice his disagreement in that way. Of course, if I’d been the 
person I am now, I would’ve just gone along with it... But in those days I must have 
been pigheaded. 
 
This account broadly agrees with that of every other member of the band. Except 
Bruce Gray’s. Bruce agrees as to what happened, but not precisely as to why. 
 
Gray: Trombonist Deryck Bentley was coming in on the scene then. We all felt that 
he was probably a better trombonist than Dave. That was mainly what it was all 
about as far as I was concerned. We wanted Dave on piano. We thought he would 
be of more value to the group . . . Lew had sort of dropped out by that stage. 
Johnson: Why wouldn’t he do that? 
Gray: I don’t know. 
Johnson: It wasn’t a stylistic matter, about you, for example, wanting to move on 
to a more modern idiom? 
Gray: No. No. Not at all at that stage. 
 
This is an interesting account for a lot of reasons. First, whenever it was possible to 
test recollections, Dallwitz’s memory was less reliable than Gray’s — it seemed to be 
the difference between a speculative mind and a pragmatic one. Yet here it is Dave 
Dallwitz’s reconstruction that squared with consensus. Second, Bruce Gray’s version 
has a compelling circumstantial specificity as well as a persuasive internal logic. And 
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yet not one other person even hinted at those circumstances, notwithstanding 
Bruce’s comment that ‘we wanted the change’. Nor is it entirely consistent, on the 
face of it, with what subsequently happened after the breakaway. ‘Bruce and I were 
trying to reconstruct the later personnel of the SJG — Tas Brown on clarinet, Keith 
Hounslow on trumpet...’ 
 
Johnson: …Dallwitz on trombone, since he’s sticking to his guns and still playing 
trombone. Who — 
Gray: No, no. He then went on to piano. 
Johnson: So the whole issue... How strange. 
Gray (laughing): Yes. I thought so at the time. 
Johnson: Do you think therefore that there might have been something else in his 
stubborness, since he so easily moved over to piano after you left anyway? 
 
Long Pause. Then in an eloquent but inscrutable tone, Bruce replied, “There could 
have been”. 
 
Johnson: Any suspicions? Then or now? 
Gray (laughing): Not really. No. I think the pressure had been there for some 
time before that. Before the Sydney trip… there was a sort of pressure right through 
the Sydney trip… I said to the guys, ‘When I come back, I’m finished. That’s it.’. . . 
But that was the only reason as far as I was concerned. (Pause) Oh, apart from 
Dave’s normal dogmatic character.  
 

Perhaps it helps to have worked for a long period in a band to see how these two 
accounts can be reconciled. You begin with two potentially incompatible 
temperaments. One of them is younger and, for a time, more malleable, respectful of 
a leader who knows what he wants. Gradually the younger one develops, perhaps 
works in another band in which he is the dominant sensibility. A point is reached 
where the forcefulness of the original leader becomes oppressive to the younger 
musician, particularly if the former seems to be stylistically static while the latter is 
developing. Resentments fester, until one day the younger man becomes inwardly 
attached to a specific issue. Perhaps the leader intuitively accepts it as such. The 
other band members have scarcely noticed it, but it will become decisive for one of 
them. The fuse burns down, the band explodes, and in due time the air clears and 
people are talking to each other again.  
 
Years later all of them remember the cause, but one individual still remembers 
vividly what to him was the issue. It’s a familiar pattern. ‘Why did X leave the band?’ 
you ask the other members. ‘Oh, he and the leader weren’t getting on together.’ But 
ask X, and he’ll say something like, ‘I remember clearly. One night I wanted to play 
Mood Indigo and he wouldn’t.’ Perhaps this reconstruction is too fanciful. This at 
least is unassailable: that the SJG disintegrated largely because Bruce Gray and Dave 
Dallwitz had come to the parting of their ways. There was some inevitable acrimony 
at the time. Apparently its ripples spread across the pages of the local press in reports 
of the disputed ownership of the band name. But the break was cathartic. The 
resentments quickly dissipated and the alumni have long since been on the 
friendliest of terms. 
 
It was also a fertile disintegration, as a bursting seed pod. Most of the members 
became founders or part of the nuclei of other bands. Bruce Gray already had 
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another band of his own; it had given its first performance on November 6 1949 at 
the King’s Ballroom. It now absorbed most of the old SJG, and Bill Munro’s 
association with his long-time colleague continues today. Lew Fisher formed his own 
band after a short spell playing trumpet alongside Munro in Gray’s All Stars. His 
career was attenuated by a stroke which left him without the use of his right arm 
(though I can remember the buoyant feeling of playing over his left-handed comping 
at a party in the mid-60s). He died at about the age of 50. Bob Wright and John 
Malpas both went with Bruce Gray and from there into a succession of traditional 
groups both separately and together. Wright is currently with the Captain Sturt 
Band. Dallwitz retired from the traditional jazz scene in about 1951 and returned in 
1971, since which time he has been prolific as a composer. Of this, more later. 
 
At times the paths of these various musicians have crossed and re-crossed. It is 
probably safe to make this claim: every traditional jazz musician from Adelaide has 
at some time in his career found himself playing in the company of one of the 
members of the old SJG, and therefore has probably been influenced and inspired by 
one or more of those musicians. 
 
The influence and inspiration of the SJG have operated in subtler ways also, and this 
takes us to the significance of the band in terms of the history of jazz in South 
Australia. Visibly and invisibly, it was the SJG which largely determined the 
character of Adelaide jazz, as well as the way it was perceived in the Eastern States.  
 
Previously I cited the response of Graeme Bell and his colleagues to the Adelaide 
band at the first Australian Jazz Convention. To them it was a distinctive sound 
which came to represent Adelaide jazz, an opinion shared by Wright, Tippet and 
Gray when they heard the interstate bands for the first time. It’s difficult to isolate 
the characteristics of that sound now, on the principle that what we are no longer 
familiar with all seems to look much the same. Witnesses of the time, however, often  
 

 
 
Trumpeter Bruce Johnson, who grew up in Adelaide: why had he not thought about 
this more analytically in Adelaide? PHOTO  CREDIT YVONNE DALY COURTESY OXFORD 
COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
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point to the two-beat foundation as being distinctive. Bob Wright and Joe Tippet 
both agreed that Adelaide has remained essentially a two-beat town, and that this 
goes back to the SJG. And to this I can add my own memories of growing up as a 
musician in Adelaide. To think of jazz was to think of a tuba in the rhythm section 
and the rhythmic feel it imparted. It was not until working elsewhere that I began to 
be sensible of the expanded possibilities of a four feel and of the stylistic tyranny of 
two to the bar. The latter is a pattern which imposes very real restrictions upon the 
way you think in the front line, though I was unaware of these as restrictions until I 
began to work with four beat rhythm sections. 
 
Why had I not thought about this more analytically in Adelaide? Why had I generally 
submitted to the authority of the two beat pattern? A cluster of responses that 
emerged during the interviews began to suggest an answer, and it goes back again to 
the SJG. It’s not just that the SJG was a two beat band, but that, in addition, and 
beyond that fact, comparatively little thought was given to other rhythmic 
possibilities. That may sound odd when it is remembered that it was the rhythm 
section in particular that struck the interstaters at the first AJC. But what I’m 
suggesting (and I’ll develop some evidence for this later) is that once the SJG had, by 
whatever means, arrived at this distinctive fundamentally two beat feel, it then 
devoted most of its subsequent attentions to the harmonic possibilities of the front 
line. 
 
The suspicion that this may be so is fortified by some examination of the origins of 
the band sound. Various recordings provided models — Spanier, Ellington, Morton, 
Armstrong — and there were occasional opportunities of hearing in person musicians 
whose impact was inspirational. Dave Dallwitz remembers hearing trumpeter Nick 
Stefakis play for the Adelaide Jazz Lovers’ Society, in the company of Holyoak and 
Jim Hogan, among others. Bob Wright was one of several  who formed the 
impression that Stefakis was an American serviceman. However confused or vague 
the details of his background, there was no ambiguity about the impression he made, 
and indeed it seems likely that the belief that he was an American developed from the 
mature assurance and authority of his playing. In fact he was born in Melbourne of 
Greek extraction. Graeme Bell, who furnished that piece of information, remembers 
Stefakis playing with his band, and describes his style as being a combination of the 
sounds of Muggsy Spanier and Buck Clayton. Here is a shadowy but significant figure 
who perhaps deserves more attention than he has yet received. The above influences, 
however, are not immediately relevant to the business of the two-beat style of the 
SJG. 
 
Finally, the real architects of the sound were the actual members of the band, and 
each contributed something in his own way. The light sound of the washboard as 
used by Tippet at the first AJC was apparently distinctive, and had arisen from a 
suggestion by Alma Hubner, a member of the AJLS. Munro’s trumpet playing has 
always been personal and in fact Dallwitz nominated his sound as the most 
individual voice in the band. No-one disagreed, however, that in terms of 
instrumental skill Bruce Gray was the prominent star.  
 
When trying to define the ‘Adelaide’ sound of the SJG, Bob Wright singled out 
Bruce’s contribution as essential. And Bruce himself, after some argumentative 
leading from me, conquered his considerable modesty sufficiently to concede that it 
was probably true to say, as has been said, that he was “one of the founders” of an  
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Bruce Gray: one of the founders of an Australian clarinet style… PHOTO CREDIT 
BRUCE JOHNSON COURTESY JAZZ MAGAZINE 
 
Australian clarinet style. Certainly the Memphis records of the time suggest that his 
was the most precocious, and still developing, front line voice. Bob Wright was 
probably no less accomplished on his own instrument, the tuba. Except for a feature 
like Ragtime Tuba however his impact would generally have been less obtrusive. But 
no less powerful: it is arguable that the uninterrupted favour in which the brass bass 
has been held in Adelaide traditional jazz goes back to the virtuosity of this one man 
and his work in the SJG. 
 
Paradoxically, the chief conscious architect of the band’s style was the man who, on 
his own admission, tended to spoil the music by virtue of his instrumental 
limitations. Dave Dallwitz spoke of his piano solo work as not worthy of rating; but 
his trombone playing, he said, was even worse. Notwithstanding this assessment, 
everyone I spoke to agreed without hesitation that it was Dallwitz who, as leader, 
arranger, and inspirational mentor, was responsible for what the SJG sounded like. 
The tightness of the band which had impressed Bell in Melbourne was the work of 
Dallwitz, who was doing the band’s arrangements. It was his seriousness and 
conviction, in fact, which had originally drawn Bruce Gray to the band.  
 
Dallwitz’s commitment was virtually ideological. Because he specifically wanted the 
sound of a tuba he gave Bob Wright, who had been primarily a drummer, instruction 
on the instrument. He was, as Clem Semmler remembers it, a pioneer in South 
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Australia of specifically traditional jazz. His fervour was apparently evangelical and 
went beyond designing the sound of the SJG. He took an interest in the younger 
Adelaide musicians as well. He coached the front line of John Pickering’s band 
against the background of the SJG rhythm section. And I found it especially 
interesting that it was Dave Dallwitz who led Alex Frame to take up the trumpet in 
1948 — Alex was my own inspiration in Adelaide in the 60s. It was Alex who seemed  
to summarise Dallwitz’s importance to traditional jazz in the 40s most pithily: “He 
was right on to what was the up-and-coming thing at that time, traditional jazz of the 
early type. That’s what he wanted, that’s what he set out to do. And he got it.” Gray, 
Munro, Wright, and the others enjoyed traditional jazz and had been playing it since  
the early 40s. When they came into the SJG Dave Dallwitz channeled this musical 
energy into a steadfast cause, a mission. They were admirers of the music: he was a 
proselytiser on its behalf. 
 

 
 
Adelaide trumpeter Alex Frame (on left), pictured here with trombonist Doc Willis 
at the 1949 Australian Jazz Convention, in Melbourne: it was Dallwitz who led Alex 
Frame to take up the trumpet in 1948… PHOTO COURTESY MELBOURNE HERALD SUN 
 
Although the Southern Jazz Group ceased to exist in 1951, it has continued to 
influence the character of South Australian jazz up to the present. I mentioned 
previously that it became an archetype for followers of the style. The band also 
fertilised the music through the later careers of those of its members who remained 
active on the scene. I wrote previously of the subsequent and uninterrupted 
contributions of Bob Wright and John Malpas. Lew Fisher continued to grow as a 
musician until his early death. Ex-Adelaide pianist Roger Hudson, now resident in 
Melbourne, spoke of the respect with which Fisher was regarded by younger pianists, 
and recalls the trio he led at Ernest’s Restaurant. By this time the development of 
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Fisher’s style had virtually reproduced the history of jazz piano, with Bud Powell as 
an audible influence at this stage of his career.  
 

 
 
Bill Munro in 1986, with Bruce Gray in the background: both have continued to be 
active musically… developing the range of their expressive powers... PHOTO CREDIT 
LES HAINES COURTESY OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
 
Bruce Gray and Bill Munro have continued to be active musically, not simply playing, 
but developing the range of their expressive powers. These two men are 
representative of a kind of musician without whom Australian jazz would simply 
stagnate: dedicated to their music with a fixity of purpose that survives the absence 
of either general recognition or significant financial reward. In comparative terms 
Gray and Munro are probably less ‘famous’ now than they were back in the 40s, yet 
they are better musicians now than they have ever been. Joe Tippet more or less 
drifted away from the traditional jazz scene, though not from music. He has 
continued to play clarinet with various chamber groups, sometimes in company with 
Dave Dallwitz, who has also worked in a symphonic context. 
 
It is Dallwitz who, since returning visibly to jazz in the early 70s, has probably 
achieved the greatest celebrity. From the beginning of his career up to the present he 
has signified in a number of roles: as musician, as bandleader and arranger, and as a 
composer. He regards the first of these, in particular his work as a trombonist with 
the SJG, as the least impressive of his enterprises. Yet on recorded evidence he is 
perhaps harsher on himself than he deserves. From the early SJG recordings like 
Adelaide Blues (1946, DC12021*), he is heard as a competent trombonist in the  
percussive tail-gate style exemplified by Kid Ory. If he sounds less impressive on  
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*The ‘DC’ catalogue numbers refer to the reissues on the Dawn Club label; the ‘S’ 
catalogue numbers refer to the Swaggie label. 
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later recordings like The Saints (1948, DC12021) and Get Out Of Here (1949, 
DC12022), it is not because the level of his adequacy has dropped but that the rest of 
the front line has improved so much that Dallwitz sounds increasingly primitive by 
comparison. He himself regards his forte to be accompanist on piano. Since this is 
more relevant to his recent career, I’ll touch on it a little later. He has been much 
more influential in jazz as a band-leader and arranger, and his work in these 
capacities falls into two periods: with the SJG from about 1946 to 1951, and with 
various aggregations since about 1972. Although he would probably not agree, I want 
to suggest that the first of these periods saw his most significant work as a 
bandleader. 
 
The most dramatic way of perceiving Dallwitz’s influence on the sound of the SJG is 
to listen to what they sounded like before he took over leadership. Since they issued 
no recordings during that time, the opportunities of doing so are limited. I have an 
old inside-start acetate of an air-shot, however, which was made by the band in 1944 
or ‘45, when the personnel seems to have consisted of Dave Jenkins (trumpet); Bruce 
Gray (clarinet); Errol Buddle (saxophone); Dave Dallwitz (trombone); John Malpas 
(guitar); George Browne (bass); Claude Whitehouse (drums), and an unidentified 
piano player, probably Lew Fisher. To play these two sides, Riverboat Shuffle and 
Come Back Sweet Papa, and then follow them immediately with Adelaide Blues and 
S.O.L. Blues (1946, DC12021), recorded under Dallwitz’s leadership, is a disorienting 
experience. We pass forward in time but backward in terms of jazz history. The 1945 
band had a looser, even ragged, sound (and presumably, playing for a broadcast, they 
were playing as close to an arranged or at least worked over routine as they had). The 
ensemble work is rhythmically freer and the attitude to breaks is much more casual. 
In these respects Dallwitz’s leadership brought a much tighter sound to the band. But 
it also changed the idiom. Part of this was to do with the way in which he changed the 
instrumentation. The string bass, playing a supple four to the bar, gave way to the 
more rigid two to the bar of the tuba. 
 
The effect of this is intensified by Malpas switching from guitar to banjo. Buddle’s 
saxophone also gave a more fluid, legato feel to the ensembles of the earlier band. 
And the style of drumming changes. Whitehouse belongs to the same school as Dave 
Tough, and in fact the whole band sound is of the so-called “Chicago” style associated 
with Condon, Freeman, Kaminsky, et al. To this extent the SJG of 1944/5 was, for its 
time, playing what amounted to a modern dixieland, even mainstream, style. To pass 
from this band to the 1946 version is to regress historically from New York 
traditional of the 40s to Chicago in the 20s. Or (and this takes us to the significance 
of Dallwitz the bandleader), we jump forward to Adelaide in the 50s and onwards. 
That is, although in terms of the history of American jazz up to that time Dallwitz was 
looking backwards, in terms of the history of South Australian traditional jazz he was 
establishing a style for the future.  
 
Speaking from my own limited but direct experience, that “Chicagoan” sound of the 
1944/45 SJG was scarcely heard in Adelaide again. The modernists either moved on 
as they became aware of new developments in the States, or they literally moved out, 
often taking up residence in Sydney. Errol Buddle, Clare Bail and Bob Limb are just a 
few of the better known emigres. The traditionalists for the most part followed the 
lead of Dallwitz. Let me stress that this is not entirely true. Bruce Gray and Bill 
Munro have always tended more toward a mainstream style. But it was a style not 
conceived of by Adelaide ‘mouldy fygges’ as being strictly traditional jazz. It seems 
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that like it or not Dave Dallwitz as leader of the SJG set a standard for purity or 
narrow-mindedness, depending upon where you stood, when it came to thinking 
about and putting together a traditional jazz band. The profoundly altered style of 
the SJG, of which Dallwitz was the chief architect, set the pattern in general for 
subsequent traditional jazz in Adelaide. 
 
Let us look more closely at its musical characteristics. The following observations are 
based on a close listening to around 80 tracks, issued and unissued, made by the 
band between 1946 and 1951. And they indicate that, as I have said, it was basically a 
two beat band. In instrumental terms this was primarily a condition of the work of 
Bob Wright and Joe Tippet. The physical demands made by a tuba generally preclude  
 

 
 
Bob Wright, pictured in 1982: the physical demands made by a tuba generally 
preclude sounding all four beats to the bar, so the emphasis falls on 1 and 3… PHOTO 
CREDIT BRUCE JOHNSON COURTESY JAZZ MAGAZINE 
 
sounding all four beats to the bar, so the emphasis falls on 1 and 3. At the same time 
Joe Tippet’s fundamental pattern as a percussionist is off-beat, his stresses falling on 
2 and 4. Put these together and you have what is sometimes called an ‘Oomp-Pa’ 
sound. It is not clear how far Malpas and Fisher collaborated in this, but the 
recordings suggest that generally they tend to give equal emphasis to every beat, 
playing a full 4/4. The impression that Malpas strikes the off beat harder is I think an 
illusion created by the fact that he is simply more audible during the tuba’s silences 
on 2 and 4. As can be heard on Darktown Strutters Ball (1947, DC1 2021 ), Fisher 
tends to break up the strict 2 to the bar feel with syncopated punctuation, unless the 
tuba is absent — Junkshop Stomp (1947, DC12021), also without Dallwitz, and 
with Tom Pickering — when he seems intent on compensating for Wright’s absence 
with a more emphatic rhythmic symmetry.  
 
As the years passed Wright and Tippet displayed an increased musical vocabulary. By 
the time of the Dusty Rhodes tracks (1950, DC12024), the tuba player has developed 
a deft lightness and such breath control as to be bordering on a 4 to the bar pattern. 
And when Joe Tippet begins to make use of a greater range of percussive possibilities 
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such as the woodblocks — Get Out Of Here (1949, DC1 2022) — this also ameliorates 
the off-beat feel. Nonetheless, it was these two musicians who did most to establish 
the two-beat style of the band. Tippet’s importance here is dramatically 
demonstrated by his first absence on the sides recorded with Kym Bonython in 
February 1949. The different feel is striking. Bonython’s work is less anchored to the 
off-beat and is more embellished — we are moving to drummers in the same 
tradition as Vic Berton. Behind the piano solo Bonython plays a loose 4/4 on the high 
hat, something Tippet never did up to that time, at least on record. It is a rhythmic 
approach which brings out more clearly Bill Munro’s affinities with the white school 
of Bix and Red Nichols, and in fact there is a distinct echo of Bix’s Since My Best Girl 
Turned Me Down as the ensemble takes over at the end of the piano solo on Sweet 
Georgia Brown (DC1 2022), an effect enhanced by the chordal similarities of the two 
songs.  
 
The point about the difference between Bonython and Tippet is underscored on 
Original Stump Jump Blues (Dcl 2022). For the first two choruses Bob Wright lays 
out. Bonython’s four feel with stress, if anywhere, on the on-beat, simply emphasises 
how much the SJG’s more characteristic off-beat rhythm owed to Tippet and Wright. 
The band did change rhythmically, particularly with the arrival of Bob Foreman on 
percussion in 1950. By now the rhythm section has become more supple. But not, 
one feels, because of any radical change in the leader’s musical policy. Four factors 
contribute to the change: Bob Wright’s developing flexibility, a new drummer with 
different rhythmic emphases, Malpas’s more frequent use of guitar, and, perhaps for 
technological reasons, the increased audibility of the piano. The change, however, is 
evolutionary rather than revolutionary. Fundamentally the band remained in the  
 

 
 
Dave Dallwitz in 1986: from his return to the scene in the early 70s we are dealing 
more with a composer, and indeed it is as a composer that he sees himself… PHOTO 
CREDIT JOHN DALLWITZ COURTESY OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
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two-beat idiom, even if less insistently so by 1950. If, as so many assert, the band’s 
style was the creature of Dave Dallwitz, then it may be that it was through this aspect 
of it that he exercised the most ubiquitous influence as a bandleader, since so much 
subsequent Adelaide traditional jazz has followed the pattern.  
 
Dallwitz’s own assessment of his work focuses upon another period however; the 
output dating from his return to the scene in the early 70s. If we turn to this we are 
dealing more with a composer, and indeed it is as a composer that he sees himself. 
The concept of the composer in jazz is profoundly ambiguous, which makes it 
difficult to talk about this aspect of his work. In an obvious sense it can be said that 
every jazz musician is a composer, so that, as Louis, Billie, and Miles showed, it is the 
singer not the song which determines the significance of a performance.  
 
I think that to form an assessment of Dallwitz as a composer we have to begin with a 
few descriptive observations. I would suggest that essentially he is a ‘programme’ 
composer. Like his painting, his music is so to speak figurative, draped over concrete 
forms, whether these are a place, a mood, or a particular person, as in his celebrated 
instruction on the alto part in Crocodile Creep: “Ade advances menacingly toward 
the footlights” (S1343). For this reason, the burden of his compositional originality is 
often borne by a lyric, a ‘story line’, rather than the music itself. So too, his work 
often sounds like incidental music for a play or film. Butterfly (S1342) and Clarinet 
Shimozzle (S1354) both could be taken as the background for a quirky TV play like 
The Norman Conquests. Jack O ‘Lantern (S1321) suggests a whimsical Chaplinesque 
film sequence, and the changes in the minor sequence of Mootwingie (S1343) 
irresistibly suggest the music for a Sergio Leone spaghetti western. Dallwitz’s 
fondness for minor keys in general points to a love of atmosphere. He belongs to that 
side of the jazz tradition that rubs shoulders with vaudeville. During his ‘rustication’ 
from the jazz scene he was still writing for revues, and his Ern Malley Suite has at 
times the same kind of theatrical expressionism as is found in Cabaret or even 
Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire. 
 
This leads us to the question of what kind of atmosphere he likes to evoke, and the 
answer is, emphatically regional. The titles point to the inspiration: Willochra Haze, 
Eucla Nymph, Coorong — particular places with a particular ambience. Dallwitz’s 
music not only evokes places, but a time as well; usually the past. He likes the music 
of tram-cars and wrought iron balconies, innocent and earnest faces staring out at 
future generations from a sepia oval framed in ormolu. A stately, unhurried Adelaide, 
whose furies are harmlessly refracted through the jerky silence of old movie footage. 
It is a self-contained world, a form of pastoral. His music refers outside itself, but to a 
landscape suspended in elegant amber. He is a traditionalist, and this extends from 
the content of his vision to its musical forms. He admits happily to having no interest 
in post-Swing jazz, and this genial conservatism saturates his work as a composer.  
 
Apart from what is generally an innocence and freedom from neurosis (a significant 
exception will be noted), he is also formally prelapsarian. He operates firmly within 
the traditional idiom, and there are inevitably limits to originality in that field. He 
will often open with a striking melody, but then give his soloists a simple blues 
sequence to work with. Elsewhere he stitches together a new chord sequence from 
bits of old ones. I am well aware that people like Parker endlessly reworked the blues, 
but in doing so they were not setting themselves up specifically as composers. In 
assessing Dallwitz’s estimate of himself as a composer, we must first recognise that 
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an enormous number of his ‘compositions’ are instinctively based on the traditional 
chord sequences with which he is saturated. Apart from obvious reworkings of the 
blues (including a minor treatment in Nullarbor, S1303), the following examples 
make the point by accumulation: 
 
Three’s a Crowd (S1354), an eight-bar sequence based on Shimmy Like My Sister 
Kate; What’s the Use of Reading Books About Love (44 Label, 6357 716), based on 
Coney Island Washboard; Downtown Man (S1354), a sort of stretched out St James 
lnfirmary; Peach Pie (S1345), is Ja Da with a modified bridge and, in the key of F, A7 
in the second half bar; Brandy Cruster (S1303), is a riff on My Blue Heaven; 
Stompology (S1321), an acknowledged appropriation of Tiger Rag with a standard 
bridge built into the third eight-bar sequence; Swanston Street Shuffle (S1342), with 
its solos on one of the refrains from That’s A Plenty with a bridge running through 
the cycle of 4ths; Southern March (DC 12021), recalling a combination of 
Dippermouth Blues and Goodnight Sweetheart; and Emu Strut (DC12024), using 
both sections of Memphis Shake with the slightest of modifications in the second. 
 
I repeat, that to have made these observations is not the whole story when it comes to 
assessing a jazz composer; frequently for example, he provides a lyric which imparts 
wit to the source and thereby sets the new work apart - this could be argued in 
respect of Downtown Man and Peach Pie. But the derivative harmonic structure of 
much of his work does undeniably qualify the claim to originality. A sustained 
exposure to his compositions can induce an awareness of predictability. The LP 
Illawarra Flame (S1354) suffers in this way. There is the feeling that Dallwitz’s muse  
 

 
 
The album Illawarra Flame (cover pictured here) induces an awareness of 
predictability… 
 
is fitfully dozing for most of this album. Saltbush Rag, for example, is simply dull, its 
title an arbitrary tag. The song could equally have been called Ragtime Test Sample. 
At such times the music needs to be propped up by rhetoric and various forms of 
special pleading, as in the note about Brancusi Bird (S1343), which just ‘happens to 
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mention in passing’ as it were, that the song took only 15 minutes to write. Since it ¡s 
a slight variation on a fragment of Mack the Knife, with the oldest bridge in the 
world, the 4ths cycle, thrown in, this is hardly astounding. It is on the notes to this 
album that John Sangster refers to Dallwitz as a ‘headmaster’ which I think may be 
apt in more ways than the writer knew or wished to be known. There are times when 
Dallwitz seems to be going through a dictatorial and dully bureaucratic musical 
routine.  
 

 
 
John Sangster: in the notes to the Illawarra Flame album he refers to Dallwitz as a 
‘headmaster’… 
 
When his players submit to this regimentation, the result is a colourless academic 
correctness, bloodless, conscious, brittle. To my ear his latest album, Ragtime 
(S1393) suffers from this. The performers disappear behind the arrangements like 
children in school uniform. Dallwitz obviously has a forceful personality and in his 
zeal to avoid flashiness or flamboyance he has succeeded in producing, not subtlety, 
but a mannered uneventfulness. For three reasons however, it is not entirely fair to 
place too much weight  upon this LP. First, in having only a minimal improvisational 
element, it is arguably not a jazz work; second, it spotlights Dallwitz the arranger 
rather than the composer; third, he spoke of it as representing something like the 
beginning of a new ‘period’ in his creative career, and as such it must be regarded as 
a tentative assay. It is necessary to see what direction this new movement will take 
before any substantial assessment can be made. It is not for the critic to tell the artist 
which way to go. 
 
But the critic, the alert listener, has every right to refuse to follow him. To me, 
Dallwitz’s talents as a jazz composer are, at this stage of his career, summarised 
elsewhere. Although he has chosen to work within a clearly circumscribed jazz 
tradition, at his most fertile he produces a surprising expressive and harmonic range 
and subtlety within that compass. He is also capable of the same kind of architectural 
unity as Duke Ellington, bringing together a number of themes to create a total 
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mood. Specific examples of these various strengths are scattered throughout his 
work: particular songs like Nimrod (S1342), Rameses II (S1321), Marrakech (S1343).  
More occasionally, a complete LP, which becomes a ‘Suite’ in more than simply 
fashionable name.  
 

 
 
Dallwitz’s Ern Malley Suite (album cover pictured above): a masterpiece, this is a 
work of enormous character and conviction. … 
 
For me, the masterpiece is the Ern Malley Jazz Suite (S1360). This is a work of 
enormous character and conviction. Perhaps one of the reasons lies in the 
composer’s provincialism. Anchored in time and place, he is immune from certain 
kinds of faddism. The Suite is a musical setting of the Ern Malley poems (behind 
which, by the way, lies an aesthetic complexity which brings enormously fertile 
ironies to the music). The expected response of a jazz composer to this kind of 
challenge would almost certainly be a pretentious exercise in the ‘Poetry and Jazz’ 
vein. Dallwitz, saturated with his chosen idiom, has found ways for it to 
accommodate an unexpected range of poetic and psychological subtleties. His 
primary technique is a form of reversal. There are two kinds of reversal which 
exercise a kind of mythic compulsion: the hideous beast that is full of love, as ¡n 
Quasimodo; or the benign, even comic figure that is suddenly found to be full of 
a neurotic complexity, like a homicidal clown.  
 
As Alfred Hitchcock well knew, there is nothing more disturbing than the harmless 
and familiar when we suddenly realise that it is no longer doing something harmless 
and familiar. So, in the Ern Malley Suite, where we have what is usually thought of as 
the jocular, good-time idiom of traditional jazz, but bristling with ambiguities and 
complex emotional states. In this work Dallwitz achieves a scarifying expressionism 
which like the work of Sidney Nolan, unexpectedly reveals the skeleton beneath the 
bland and genial flesh. He does this, not by exploiting a revolutionary vocabulary, but 
by a subtle yet palpable distortion of a traditional style. His later music has often 
been written on the interface of jazz and Edwardian gentility, taking its 
expressiveness from the former and its formal elegance from the latter. Ern Malley is 
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a unique and surreal deformation of this, a Dallwitz world haunted by Freudian 
nightmares, its musical imagery desperately trying to retain its respectability against 
the demands of the poetry of the subconscious. Unlike the later Ragtime LP, there is 
here a relaxation of prosaic rationality and a surrender to demonic impulse. Portrait 
of Sid Nolan is a blurred, dissonant, almost drunken work, Dallwitz’s piano playing 
disjointed and impressionistic. In Chiaroscuro the uncertainty, the occasional 
rodomontades, the baroque filigree, are charged with a nervous torment. The 
nickelodeon tremolo of the piano, normally used in the service of sentimentality, 
here underpins an extraordinarily intense and new emotion. I Shall Be Raised Up is 
a masterfully distorted blues, sometimes hesitating its way to a 15 bar refrain. 
Overtones in all this of another master of ingrown musical regionalism, Randy 
Newman. 
 
The Ern Malley Suite pushes at the perimeters of its musical tradition, teetering over 
the edge, not of the subsequent history of jazz, but of a void. If Dave Dallwitz’s jazz 
world is still flat, then it is his balancing on the edge of the abyss surrounding it 
which gives this work its intensity. Usually this kind of neurotic psychological 
pressure is associated with the most avant-garde music. Dallwitz is, on the face of it, 
an anachronism, drifting alone in a pre-Copernican musical universe. I think that for 
this reason he can never be influential as a composer, in the sense of inspiring a 
school of copyists. His disciples could only produce caricature. At his most striking 
he is already so distinctive that his essence is his individuality. That is something that 
a neophyte cannot take over, so that he is left only with mannerism. Dallwitz’s 
distance from the evident flow of mainstream jazz has led to a kind of wayward 
uniqueness, like animals cut off from the flow of evolution. It may in principle be 
impossible for him to be influential in the way I have described, but at the same 
time, in something like the Ern Malley Suite he is possibly the most original 
composer we have working exclusively within his chosen idiom. 
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
NOTE: To coincide with the three instalments which were published in Jazz 
Magazine, Bruce Johnson presented two programmes on Sydney’s 2MBS-FM in 
September, 1982, specifically produced to supplement these articles. He illustrated 
the arguments by playing many of the records cited, many of which had never been 
commercially issued. One of these had the double distinction of being probably the 
only copy in existence, as well as being the first recording of the work of Errol 
Buddle.  
 
 
 


