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GRAEME BELL AT SEVENTY 
 
by Bruce Johnson* 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the Winter/Spring 1984 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 

n the occasion of Graeme Emerson Bell’s 70th birthday, it is appropriate to 
remind ourselves of his great contribution to jazz. The list of his achievements 
is formidable: national and international tours, recordings, concerts, 

significant residencies, television series, radio broadcasts, a study tour of the US, and 
awards like the Queen’s Silver Jubilee Medal in 1977 and the MBE in 1978.  
 
Yet two periods stand out as having a special significance. The first spans roughly the 
years 1940 to 1946, and saw the burgeoning of the revivalist jazz movement in 
Australia, with Graeme Bell and his musical colleagues at its centre. Bell would be the 
first to be embarrassed at the suggestion that he was the most important musical 
actor in this movement, and of course names like Roger Bell, Ade Monsbourgh, Pixie 
Roberts and others were equally indispensable. But as leader of a ‘name’ band, 
Graeme inevitably assumes at the very least the symbolic leadership.  
 

 
 
Trumpeter Roger Bell: he converted his younger brother Graeme to jazz during the 
thirties…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 

*In 1984 Bruce Johnson was Head of the School of English Literature at the 
University of New South Wales, and an active jazz musician who had worked with 
bands in Australia, England and the USA. He then presented a regular weekly jazz 
program on 2MBS-FM, where he was Jazz Co-ordinator. He was also writing for a 
number of jazz publications, including Quarterly Rag, of which he was then the 
editor. 
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This period culminated in the first Australian Jazz Convention, Christmas 1946. The 
second phase, 1947-8, covers the Bell band’s first tour of Europe and the UK. It was 
during these two periods that, in many ways, the future of Australian jazz was both 
nationally and internationally determined. 
 
Following his conversion to jazz by brother Roger during the thirties, the two of 
them, with Ade Monsbourgh (bjo.), Spadge Davies (alt.), Tom Crow (ten.) and Keith 
Watham (suitcase), made their first, private, recording in 1939. Two years earlier, 
Monsbourgh and Davies had been among the founders of the Melbourne University 
Rhythm Club. The implied connection between intellectuals and popular music was 
to some extent a prefiguration of the way in which traditional jazz would situate itself 
in the culture. The music did not develop in isolation, and two alliances which it 
formed during these early days had implications which even now we have not fully 
grasped; certainly, the musicians themselves, as a fraternity, were unaware of the 
potential significance of the connections.  
 

 
 
Harry Stein, pictured in 1949: he represented the Eureka Hot Jazz Society, and 
booked the Bell band for a number of functions… 
 
One of these connections was proclaimed when Graeme Bell’s band, along with Don 
Banks and guitarist Ron Howell, were booked to play on the night of the 28th 
October, 1941 at the exhibition by the Melbourne Contemporary Art Society at the 
new Hotel Australia. The other connection is visible in more numerous ways, chiefly 
through the work of Harry Stein (pr. ‘Steen’). Stein represented a group called the 
Eureka Hot Jazz Society, and as such had booked the Bell band for a number of 
functions. 
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In fact, the Society itself existed under the umbrella of the Eureka Youth League, 
which had premises in North Melbourne which the band hired for Saturday night 
cabarets in 1946, calling the hall The Uptown Club for these occasions. It was Stein 
also who was, with Graeme, a moving force behind the first Australian Jazz 
Convention, and who asked Graeme in 1947 if he would like to take a band to the 
World Youth Festival in Prague in July of that year. 
 
The point about these connections is that they associated the earliest manifestations 
of the traditional jazz movement with radical forces emerging in the culture of this 
country. The Eureka Youth League was a left wing group attracted to jazz as what it 
took to be a music originating in proletarian protest. The CAS was the focal point for 
the anti-establishment intelligentsia among the painters of the thirties and forties. 
Indeed, the two groups overlapped, and many members of both were also members 
of the Communist Party. In other words, traditional jazz in this country was first 
pushed into public prominence by the combined forces of aesthetic and political 
radicalism, albeit unwittingly.  
 
The connection with the community of artists was many-stranded. Graeme himself 
had attended Art School, and in fact had taken lessons from Max Meldrum. The 
Uptown Club was decorated by set designer Warwick Armstrong and Tasmanian 
artist Tony Underhill (both of whom later moved to England). The Bells bought land 
at Eltham where there was an artists’ colony.  
 

 
 
Graeme Bell at Eltham in 1949, with the US trumpeter Rex Stewart and a group of 
friends… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
Dave Dallwitz, centre of the revivalist movement in Adelaide, was also the founding 
Chairman of the CAS in that city. Graeme was personally friendly with such CAS 
figures as Sidney Nolan, and moving spirit John Reed. Roger Bell was attentive to the 
modernist tendencies of Australian painting. The name of his song Old Man’s Beard 
was inspired by a painting by Nolan, and of First on the Left, Second on the Right by 
one of Tucker’s. 
 
At the same time, apart from Graeme, the musicians insist that they themselves were 
essentially apolitical. Graeme was aware that the music he was playing was often 
perceived as having an anti-establishment dimension. Apart from his parents’ horror 
at the turn his musical interests had taken, there were also the anonymous letters 
dropped in the mail box with such melodramatic accusations as “Barbaric music by 
the Neurotics”. But their primary interest in the music was unselfconscious and 
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aesthetic, not ideological. They were, simply, jazz lovers. “We’d play for anyone. 
Anyone who’d pay us.” They had little if any awareness of the political undertones of 
playing for the Eureka Youth League: in any case, these gigs were put to them at the 
invitation of the relatively innocuous ‘Eureka Hot Jazz Society’ of which they and 
most followers of their music had become members. But the radical artists, 
intellectuals, and the ideologically committed members of the League, magnified the 
element of rebellion in the music. 
 
Jazz was, undeniably, anti-establishment music. The musicians’ interest was in the 
second term, the radical intellectuals’ in the first. For Graeme, it was not until they 
were trying to raise money for the trip to Prague that the political use to which their 
music was being indirectly applied began to be evident. The formal break with the 
League was to come in 1948 when the band returned from its first international tour.  
 

 
 
The Bell band in 1947. Back row L-R, Ade Monsbourgh, Roger Bell, Lou Silbereisen., 
Russ Murphy. Front row L-R, Pixie Roberts, Jack Varney, Graeme Bell…  
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

 
A tour of Australia was organised for the conquering heroes, and the Eureka Youth 
League expected to be sponsor. Although Graeme’s ideological sympathy for the 
Eureka Youth League had somewhat evaporated by the time the band returned, his 
and the band’s connection with the League aroused hostility. A pamphlet called Did 
You Know This? which claimed that members of the Bell band and the Port Jackson 
Jazz Band were all communists, had been maliciously distributed in country 
towns ahead of a tour by the Port Jackson band, with disastrous results. 
 
The Bell band severed the connection, and took up a prior offer of sponsorship from 
the ABC. For all this, however, traditional jazz in Australia had become situated in a 
way that determined its whole future. It came in on a wave of reaction against 
nineteenth century Anglophilia. The CAS exhibition of 1941, though somewhat tame 
by global standards, was, in the words of Richard Haese “the first wholesale and 
direct contact that most Australians had with modernism and its perspective of the 
twentieth century”.  (Rebels and Precursors, Australia, 1981, p.62).  
 
The music was also ushered in in connection with a disproportionately articulate 
section of society. Its alliance with a highly literate audience during the forties has, I  
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The 1948 pamphlet ‘Did You Know This?’ which recently came to light. Note  the comments 

under the heading ‘JAZZ’. 
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think, been one of the factors responsible for the unusual visibility of the music 
during that period and for a curious bias which seems to exist in Australian jazz 
historiography, insofar as there is such a thing. 
 
Another, of course, is simply the energy of the Bells and their colleagues. And 
perhaps the most significant monument to that is the Australian Jazz Convention. It 
is by now a matter of abundant record that the first of these was inspirational in the 
development of Australian traditional jazz. It was, as Graeme put it, “a Convention of 
discovery”, the discovery by those who attended that they were part of a national 
movement, and the discovery of that movement by a larger general public: the first 
Convention received considerable press attention, and Ellis Blain of the ABC, 
recorded the proceedings. It is now the oldest function of its kind in the world, and 
remains the primary focus of the traditional jazz movement at a national level. 
Graeme Bell’s part in initiating it must be one of his most significant achievements. 
 

 
 
Ellis Blain of the ABC recorded the proceedings of the inaugural Australian Jazz 
Convention in 1946… 
 
The other required even more energy and dedication. And again, it sprang from the 
radical alliance. It was Harry Stein who suggested that Graeme should take the band 
to the World Youth Festival ,in Prague, 1947. We are more blase about such a journey 
now, and it requires an imaginative leap to appreciate the boldness of the band 
members in deciding to visit this, then, rather mysterious place. In many ways, it 
involved burning bridges. To raise cash, Graeme sold his piano teaching business, 
Jack Varney sold his vibes and car — the latter a far more substantial sacrifice then 
than now. 
 
In addition, the EYL and the Trades Union movement promoted fund-raising 
functions in both Sydney and Melbourne. They embarked upon this trip with only 
one-way tickets. They had to succeed, or be hopelessly stranded in a country about 
which they knew virtually nothing. The story can be chronicled simply —  
 
The band consisted of the Bell brothers, Ade Monsbourgh, Pixie Roberts, Russ 
Murphy, Jack Varney, Lou Silbereisen, with Mel Langdon, who became manager 
after the departure of Harry Stein. They arrived in Czechoslavakia, remained from 
July to November, 1947. They then headed for England, hoping to pick up enough 
work to survive, and to save enough for the return journey. En route, they gave a 
concert at L’Ecole Normale de Musique, for the Hot Club of Paris.  
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They arrived in London in mid-winter 1947. At first, conditions were miserable, the 
band scuffling desperately, existing on very little food, and suffering diminished 
physical resistance; there was a period when Roger contracted what was diagnosed 
as emphysema and was unable to play. They secured some work on the Continent, 
touring Holland, Belgium, and France. The timing of their return to London was 
evidently fortuitous. At that time virtually the only band playing traditional jazz in 
England was led by George Webb. It had begun in 1944, then Webb helped found the 
Hot Club of London in 1946 and his Dixielanders became the house band. Both band 
and Club folded on the night of 31 January, 1948.  
 

 
 
Graeme Bell at the piano with Humphrey Lyttelton (trumpet) at Leicester Square 
Jazz Club, 1948…PHOTO CREDIT GEORGE KONIG 
 
Interestingly, the Webb group was joined on stage for the end of the night by the 
Graeme Bell band. Two nights later, the Australians took a punt by opening the 
Leicester Square Jazz Club. The support band on that occasion was John Haim’s 
Jellyroll Kings. It was an immediate success. Perhaps the void left by the disbanding 
of George Webb’s Dixielanders helped. Something else did as well, and it had a 
revolutionary influence on English jazz: the Bell band advertised itself as playing for 
dancing. Membership of the Club exceeded 1,000 within a few weeks. The police 
asked that the Club be opened more nights in order to thin out the crowds waiting in 
the streets. The Bell band became, during 1948, the carrier of the flame in England. 
 
When they arrived back in Australia on the Orion in August 1948, they had left 
behind an overwhelming and indelible impression. The tour had implications both in 
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the UK and here. The band virtually kicked off the influential traditional revival in 
England, above all by enormously enlarging the audience for the music. Before the 
opening of the Leicester Square Jazz Club, the format for a traditional jazz function 
generally consisted of some individuals playing records in the upstairs lounge of a 
pub, then reading a couple of erudite papers, and finally a band would play. The 
audience would sit at the tables, smoking their pipes and absorbing the performance 
with a donnish detachment. Foot-tapping was shooshed. In other words, the music 
was placed on display as a kind of fossil, an object of intellectual interest. 
 

 
 
At the Leicester Square Jazz Club in 1948, L-R, Roger Bell (trumpet), Pixie Roberts 
(clarinet) Jack Varney (banjo) and Graeme Bell… PHOTO CREDIT GEORGE KONIG 
 
When the Bell band advertised jazz for dancing, it altered the social role of the music, 
and brought in a new audience. The dancing revived the authenticity of jazz as a 
participatory folk art, as it had started. It became part of an active ritual of 
spontaneous celebration instead of a museum piece. Humphrey Lyttelton recalled 
the outrage which this caused: 
 
It seems difficult now to imagine the stir which this revolutionary and sacreligious 
notion caused in purist circles. ‘Dancing to jazz?’ they cried. ‘Whatever next! How 
can anyone possibly listen to jazz or appreciate it when they are leaping about 
on the dance floor?’ I Play As I Please (London, 1954) p.150 
 
But the dancers won. Furthermore the absence of any precedent for this sort of thing 
released a wave of improvisational energy in the dancers as well as the musicians. 
The participants felt no constraints of custom, and their movements were on an 
extravagant scale. Dancing to jazz became the way to release inhibition in physical 
activity. The changing and enlarging of the audience, the modification of the social 
function of the music, made Graeme Bell and his Australian Jazz Band (note that 
title) the “greatest single stimulus” to the English revival movement (Rex Harris, 
Jazz, Pelican 1952, p.220). They altered the course of English jazz history.  
 
In the short term, they created a flow-on effect which was enjoyed by other English 
bands. Lyttelton’s newly formed group took over the Bell band’s place when they 
were out of London and after they left for home. The experience not only altered 
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English jazz. It altered the way Australia was perceived and (though this is another 
story), the way Australians perceived themselves. The band’s achievement was of 
very considerable magnitude. On the Continent, the press raved: 
 
Graeme Bell’s band, ‘is probably the best combination of its type in Europe at the 
present time.’ (P Doruzka, writing in JASS, Czechoslavakia.) 
 
‘Australia [is] the most in all countries of the world for jazz.’ (Emmanuel Ugge, 
writing in MY47, Prague.) 
 
‘For the very first time we heard really pure jazz.’ (The newspaper Ohlas, in Melnick 
Bohemia.) 
 
‘… the best band playing improvised jazz today.’ (The newspaper Osvobozeny, in 
Olomouc, Moravia). 
 
Of course, many of the European audiences were hearing this style of jazz for the first 
time, and their tendency to hyperbole must therefore be recognised. But the English 
writers were often members of a highly discriminating critical cult. And their praise, 
though in more measured terms, acknowledged the same impact: 
 
‘… the Bell Dixielanders have now matured into what is unquestionably the greatest 
jazz band outside America.’ (Ralph Venables in Downbeat 25/2/’48.) 
 
‘I must praise the performance of Graeme Bell’s Australian Jazz Band, who played 
wonderful stuff in Paris. Theirs is the best Dixieland music I’ve heard, and I think 
they can show Claude Luter’s band the way home.’ (Saxophonist Derek Neville, 
in Melody Maker 22/5/’48). 
 

 
 
Jazz authority George Avakian (right), here pictured with the pianist Errol Garner: 
he wrote in Downbeat that, as a group, the Bell band has done a much better job 
than any seven or eight musicians playing in the same idiom… 
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And no less an authority than George Avakian wrote in Downbeat, July (?) 1948: 
 
‘The band as a unit has a firm, relaxed style that is more rhythmic than most of the 
current jazz groups. Individually the men are much better than most, and as a 
group they have done a much better job than any seven or eight musicians playing 
in the same idiom. That includes Spanier, Lu Walters (sic), Condon, Hodes,  Parenti, 
and Wilber.’* 
 
The second tour consolidated the gains of the first. The band was offered 20,000 
pounds for 12 months. The celebrity of the band, and of jazz itself, was reflected in 
ways both pleasant and unpleasant. Their instruments were taken apart on their 
arrival on 27/11/50 as part of a search for narcotics. The local Union insisted that the 
band pay an 80 guinea premium before performing.  
 
The Bell band played at St James’ Palace at the invitation of the King’s nephew, 
Gerald Lascelles. They played for, and were presented to, Princess Elizabeth at the 
Royal Festival Hall on 13/7/51. Jazz had arrived, and it was the Bell band who, above 
all, had brought it. The press coverage reflected the change. It had moved beyond the 
realm of the specialist and trade papers like Melody Maker, and had become fair 
game for the big dailies and the society blats. The coverage was inevitably, less 
critical and more fatuous. ‘Root-toot-toot and Oompa-pa’ burbled the headline for 
the Brighton Gazette of 10/11/51. 
 

 
 
The King’s nephew, Gerald Lascelles: he invited the Bell band to play at St James’ 
Palace in July, 1951… 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*As quoted in Radio Call, July 8, 1948. It is Graeme Bell’s recollection that the 
writer was George Avakian. As no Australian libraries appear to hold copies of 
Downbeat back to 1948 (according to the National Library), it has been impossible 
to check this at short notice. I would appreciate any confirmation of the author’s 
identity, one way or the other. 
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Presented to HRH Princess Elizabeth by Lord Donegall at London’s Royal Festival 
Hall in July, 1951. L-R, Deryck Guyler (compere), Humphrey Lyttelton, Joe Daniels, 
Mick Mulligan, Graeme Bell, Alan Radcliffe. 
 
The second tour, however, simply confirmed and consolidated what had been begun 
by the band in 1947-8. It seems that no other Australian cultural export has had the 
same complex influence as that first tour. It altered both the state of an art in another 
country (to which we had generally felt nervously inferior) and it affected the 
perception of Australia itself.  
 

 
 
Graeme Bell’s Australian Jazz Band circa 1948, probably taken in the studios of the 
ABC, shortly after their return from overseas. Front L-R, Pixie Roberts (clarinet), 
Roger Bell (trumpet), Ade Monsbourgh (valve trombone). Back L-R, Russ Murphy 
(drums), Lou Silbereisen (bass), Jack Varney (guitar)… 
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Celebration of Graeme Bell’s 70th birthday at the Don Burrows Supper Club in 
Sydney, 1984. Standing L-R, Don Burrows, Bruce Viles, Johnny Nicol, unidentified 
woman (Dieter Vogt’s girlfriend), Dieter Vogt, man in rear between her & Vogt 
unidentified, Keith Hounslow, John Hewitt (behind Hounslow) Joya Jenson, John 
McCarthy, Graeme & Dorothy Bell, tall man behind Bell is Chris Stafford, manager 
of Don Burrows Supper Club,  Dick Scott, two females either side of Bob Henderson 
are staff members at the Supper Club,  Bob Henderson, Bob Barnard. Crouching or 
seated L-R, George Brodbeck, Kerrie Brodbeck, Barry Crook, Mercy Young, Betty 
Kelly (in front), Col Nolan, Harry Rivers, unidentified woman, Peter Brendlé… 
PHOTO COURTESY PETER BRENDLÉ 
 
The Bell band’s tour of 1947-8 was this country’s first major artistic export to Europe 
and, for decades, the one which had the most impact. The point has not been 
adequately realised, largely because jazz commands little respect from an 
establishment which remains confined within the suppositions of nineteenth century 
European artistic traditions.  Perhaps the occasion of Graeme Bell’s 70th birthday is 
a suitable moment for the beginnings of a re-evaluation.  
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
This article was published in conjunction with a special pictorial feature on Graeme 
Bell which appeared in the July, 1984 issue of the Sydney Jazz Club’s Quarterly 
Rag. A musical tribute to Graeme Bell was presented by Bill Haesler on 2MBS-FM 
on Graeme’s birthday, Friday, September 7th, 1984, from 10 pm to midnight. 
 


