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OBITUARY: JOHN ‘OCKER’ BAMFORD 1930-1985 

by Bruce Johnson 

__________________________________________________________ 

ohn Bamford was born in Adelaide on July 10, 1930, into a musical family, 

under whose influence he began playing piano at the age of four. Subsequently 

he became interested in jazz through the recordings of Pete Johnson and Albert 

Ammons.  

His first paid work was with Alf Holyoak’s band when the usual pianist failed to 

arrive for a New Year’s Eve gig in 1945. Subsequently he participated in jam sessions 

at the ballroom of the Air Force Association on North Terrace, and when Colin 

Bergerson took over the Palais de Danse orchestra in 1947 he brought Bamford in on 

trombone as part of his policy of updating the band’s style. 

In 1948 Bamford moved to Melbourne to join Bob Limb at Ciro’s, then to Sydney in 

1950 to work at Sammy Lee’s as part of a vocal group called The Tune Twisters, 

sharing the bill with Limb’s band, and whom he joined on trombone after the singers 

broke up. In early 1951 he went in to the Colony Club at Sylvania, again with Limb, 

and the two began to diversify their musical activities. 

 

Johnny Bamford Big Band in Sydney, circa December, 1961. Back row L-R, Colin Jones 

(trt), Mal Pearce (trt), Jimmy Shaw (drs), Jack Iverson (trt), George Thompson (bass), 

John Edgecombe (gtr), Neville Blanchett (trt), Jimmy Stokes (trt). Trombones middle row 

L-R, Arthur Hubbard, Peter Haslam, Norm Wyatt, Wilson Douglas, Cec Regan. 

Saxophones front row L-R, Ron Gowans, Errol Buddle, Johnny Green, Johnny Bamford, 

Ron Mannix, Syd Powell… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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Bamford (left) then to the right, Bob Young, Donald Novis, Bobby Limb…  

PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

 
Bamford became active as a session musician and was also prominent in the concert 
scene of the period, working with numerous bands including those of Bob Gibson, 
Ralph Mallen, and Graeme Bell. He was also active in major nightclubs at a time 
when such venues featured a strong, if unadvertised, jazz component; he played the 
Ling Nam and the Roosevelt (renamed the Sunset Club).  
 
At the same time he began the fostering of young talent which occupied him 
intermittently up to the time of his death, forming a big band which operated as a 
workshop at the Ironworkers’ Club on Saturday nights.  
 

With the advent of television he became active as a studio arranger and musician for 
Tommy Tycho, Bobby Limb, Bob Young, and with Don Burrows, from 1956 to 1981. 
Although he was less publicly visible during this period, he still won both Trombone 
and Big Band Music Maker polls in 1957, and recorded on Parlophone with other poll 
winners. 
 

 
 
American bandleader Stan Kenton (right) pictured here in 1957: he invited John Bamford 
(left) to join his band permanently...PHOTO COURTESY MIKE SUTCLIFFE OXFORD COMPANION TO 
AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
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With the advent of television Bamford (far right on trombone) became active as a 
studio arranger and musician in Sydney. Others pictured are (rear L-R), Errol 
Buddle, Don Burrows & Ron Falson, with Bobby Limb on tenor in front…  
PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE  
 
Bamford’s total professionalism and versatility (he also played vibraphone and 
saxophone), placed him in great demand for a range of session and concert work. 
Visiting performers with whom he performed included Buddy Rich, Ella Fitzgerald, 
Artie Shaw, Mel Tormé and in 1957 the band of Stan Kenton who invited him to join 
permanently.  
 
In 1981 Bamford returned to Adelaide after five months in Perth. There he continued 
to encourage younger musicians both as a teacher for the South Australian College of 
Advanced Education, and as MD for the 5AA Big Band. He was still working with this 
band shortly before his death from alcoholic poisoning on October 4, 1985, at the age 
of 55.  
 
__________________________________________________________ 

 


