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THE SYDNEY JAZZ CLUB: 30 YEARS ON 
 
by Bruce Johnson* 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[The following article ran in two parts in the July/August and Spring, 1983, editions of 
Jazz Magazine. It was written on the occasion of the 30th anniversary of the Sydney Jazz 
Club, then probably the oldest surviving jazz club in Australia. The article is too brief to be 
called a history. Rather it reviews some of the nodes and antinodes of the Club’s history, in 
conjunction with the special pictorial issue in July, 1983 of the Club’s magazine Quarterly 
Rag, and with a special programme on 2MBS-FM, Monday September 5, 1983, featuring 
musicians who have been associated with the SJC over its 30 years.] 
 

he Australian Jazz Conventions have been crucial in the development of our 
traditional jazz. It is amply documented that they provided both a musical 
forum and an inspirational sense of community for the early Melbourne, 

Adelaide, and Hobart musicians. The proposition also holds good, a little later, for 
Sydney. For many formative years, the nucleus of traditional jazz in that city was the 
Sydney Jazz Club.  
 

 
 
The Melbourne trombonist (and pianist) Warwick ‘Wocka’ Dyer: he organised 
various groups of musicians and was able to improve their collective sound…PHOTO 
COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*In 1983 Bruce Johnson was Senior Lecturer in English Literature at the University of New South 
Wales, and an active jazz musician working with a number of bands in Australia, England and the 
USA. He then presented a regular weekly jazz programme in Sydney 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 editor. 
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Its beginning was coeval with the foundation of the Paramount Jazz Band, and both 
owe their existence to lessons absorbed at Australian Jazz Conventions. In 1949 at  
the Melbourne Convention, young tuba player Harry Harman took a strong interest 
in the way trombonist Wocka Dyer organised various groups of musicians and was 
able to improve their collective sound. Conversation with Dyer reinforced Harry’s 
sense of the importance of rehearsal and presentation, convictions which surfaced 
later as the Paramount J.B. began to take shape.  
 

 
 
Harry Harman(left) on tuba, pictured here with Ray Price: influenced by 
discussions with Wocka Dyer and Frank Traynor…PHOTO CREDIT JACK MITCHELL 
 
At the Melbourne Convention of 1952, Harry had long and productive discussions 
with trombonist Frank Traynor. Surveying the dearth of work and venues for 
traditional bands, the latter made the point that the only solution seemed to be for a 
band to have its own place, and to attend to publicity and promotion itself with the 
help of people who knew something about the business. The observation brought to a  
 

 
 
Trombonist Frank Traynor: long and productive discussions with Harry Harman… 
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focus a number of ideas which Harry Harman had been toying with during the 
previous year. He had been involved with a rehearsal band which included members 
of The Westside Stompers and The Bridgeview Jazz Band: Trevor Pepper (tpt), Bob 
Cowle (p), Bob Learmonth (tbn), Bob Leggett (dms), with, on occasions, Bill 
Boldiston (cit) and Willie Gilder (bjo). He returned to Sydney after the Convention 
determined to stabilise the group and to establish its own venue. Rehearsals became 
regular and systematic, with the various sections sometimes practising on their own. 
The sessions were kept private. In Harry’s words, “In those days if anybody had a 
blow, every dag in town would turn up and it’d turn into a piss-up” (a prophetic 
instinct, as it turned out on a large scale in 1967). 
 
At the same time he and others began canvassing the idea of a jazz club. Some of the 
more celebrated jazz publicists were unenthusiastic and sceptical, but Fred Starkey of 
Ashwoods Records, and Frank Coughlan were among those who were receptive. 
Coughlan organised a special performance by the new band at the Trocadero. 
Starkey, who became the Club’s first President, attended the inaugural informal 
committee meeting, along, with Keith Davidson, Ian Cuthbertson, Bob Learmonth, 
and Ian McLachlan at Harry’s house in Campsie. In the meantime the name 
“Paramount” was attached to the band, inspired either by the brand name on a toilet 
bowl (QR October ‘76 No. 3) or by the old record label (QR January ‘77 No. 4). Apart 
from performing at the very occasional private party at the house of Joan and Ulick 
King where the band often rehearsed, Harry kept them under wraps until the formal 
opening of the new club. 
 

 
 
The Paramount Jazz Band on SJC opening night in August 1953. L-R, Peter Towson 
(piano), Dan Hardie (clarinet), Don Hardie (banjo, guitar), Trevor Pepper 
(trumpet), Bob Leggett (drums), Tony Howarth (trombone), Harry Harman 
(tuba)…PHOTO COURTESY HARRY HARMAN 
 
This took place on August 8 1953 at the Real Estate Institute, 30A Martin Place. The 
band members had floated the Club with a contribution of £2 each, and out of that 
£14, £6 went to hire the premises for that first night. There had been some personnel 
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changes, and the band on that evening consisted of Pepper, Leggett, Harman, Dan 
Hardie (clt), and brother Don on banjo, Tony Howarth replacing a temporarily 
absent Learmonth, and Peter Towson replacing Bob Cowle. The careful preparation 
paid off, and the hall was packed out with around 200 people, now all Club members 
since, for legal reasons, this was made a condition of entry. With the band on a 
percentage of the door the Club opened every fortnight. Although subsequent nights 
were not often up to the attendance figure of the opening (on one occasion the band 
members received only 8 shillings each), those involved persisted and overall it was 
evident that the Club was going to be a success.  
 
During its period at the REI there were several highlights. The New Year’s Eve Revel 
at the end of that first year included an informal street parade by the band, which 
returned leading hundreds of revellers who tried to cram into the small premises. It 
was also the venue where a young Dick Hughes first performed regularly for Sydney 
jazz audiences, and where the Len Barnard Band played a night after the conclusion 
of its ill-fated tour. For many, this was their first direct exposure to the compelling 
work of Bob Barnard. 
 

 
 
Bob Barnard: in 1954 the first direct exposure to his compelling work…PHOTO 
COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
Towards the middle of 1955 however, friction was developing between the owners of 
the hall and the SJC. The fact that empty liquor bottles often littered the unlicensed 
venue on the morning after was a legitimate enough complaint, but it was felt that 
claims about damage to property were, if not exaggerated, then misdirected. In any 
event, the association between the Real Estate Institute and the SJC was terminated. 
 
The Club spent about a month searching for new premises (during which time, 
according to Harry Harman’s recollections, it briefly operated at an Oxford Street 
address). Finally they went into one of the halls at the Ironworkers Building in 
George Street, opening on 3rd September 1955. Except for the period between 
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September 1961 and January 1962 (when they moved to the YWCA while the 
Ironworkers was being renovated in accordance with fire regulations), this was to be 
the home of the SJC until March 1967. This period saw many developments.  
 
The personnel of the Paramount J.B. became rather fluid and Harry himself left 
around 1958 to join the Port Jackson J.B. He returned briefly in the early 60s, then 
departed for good in about 1962 to join Graeme Bell. At the same time there was 
turnover on the SJC Committee, so that the two entities, the Paramount J.B. and the 
SJC, tended to develop separate lives, though still remaining associated at the 
Ironworkers venue. 
 
The Club started a Jazz School and from here as well as other sources new bands 
were emerging. One of these was the Black Opal J.B. which, in 1958, was given the 
alternate Saturday, making the SJC functions weekly. Other house bands during this 
period were the Quayside J.B., the Harbour City Jazzmakers, and, from November 
‘63 to April ‘64, the band led by the Club’s future Patron, Graeme Bell. The Club also 
began organising other functions on an occasional basis — Riverboat Cruises, 
Picnics, and various social evenings. It became the backbone of the Australian Jazz 
Conventions held in Sydney during these years (‘58, ‘62, and ‘65). They also began 
running evenings at the Abraham Mott Memorial Hall in Argyle Place, not knowing 
of course, that, after the Picnics, these would become the most durable institution in 
the Club calendar. 
 
In the meantime the Ironworkers had become enormously popular, but its success 
was double-edged. By opening a second hall on the third floor, both the Paramount 
and the Black Opals were able to perform every Saturday night for a crowd that 
averaged 800 (the record attendance was estimated by Eric Richards at 1,200). 
Inevitably, a regular social function of that magnitude began to attract groups whose 
interest was other than in jazz. Jazz Club members were now a minority, lost among 
a pick-up set and determined trouble-makers. The latter, in particular a notorious 
group from a suburban sporting club, became a serious problem which required first, 
bouncers, then in addition, armed security guards.  
 
Committee members who remembered that the Club had been started so that they 
could hear live traditional jazz found, to their bewilderment and irritation, that they 
had to spend so much time simply running the show — manning the door, selling 
tickets, policing the halls — that they weren’t hearing any music. And it seemed a 
queer thing that the Club was paying more money on bouncers and guards than on 
musicians. Fights would break out and spread like shock waves through the hall, 
leaving patrons injured and bleeding on the floor.  
 
There are various accounts as to which particular incidents brought things to a head. 
Geoff Gilbert recalls the night the Committee members had to lock themselves in the 
kitchen for safety. Another member was tipped off that a security guard whom he 
had reprimanded for letting friends in for nothing, was waiting with friends to kick 
him to death when he left that night. Whatever the particular incident, it was the 
problem of violence in general which led to the calling of a Committee meeting on 
Thursday 16 March 1967 (not 1966 as I mistakenly implied in QR July ‘83), which in 
turn led to the then Secretary, clarinet player Peter Neubauer, writing a letter dated 
the 20th, cancelling all future bookings by the SJC of the Ironworkers Building. The 
Club, in public terms, closed down. Not, however, for long. 
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The sudden decision to close the Club functions in the Ironworkers in the face of 
increasing violence was the beginning of something of a ‘period in limbo for the 
Sydney Jazz Club. For a while it was neither defunct nor visibly very active. Club 
President Eric Richards and Treasurer Geoff Gilbert were looking for new premises, 
and a number of places were tried. As a stop gap measure the Suzy Wong in King St.  
 

 
 
Geoff Gilbert (in front with banjo) was a key figure for many years in the SJC. This 
is his Harbour City Jazz Band. Other personnel are L-R, Chris McRobert (bass), 
Bob Learmonth (trombone), Jim Fletcher (drums), John Dagg (trumpet), Jack 
Greenland (clarinet), Jim Young (piano) …PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
MUSEUM 
 
was booked for a month of Wednesdays, beginning May 18, 1967. Memories of the 
trouble at the Ironworkers surfaced in the Club’s announcement of the opening, 
which carried the warning that visitors must be signed in by  members and that 
“Members are asked to take full responsibility for their visitors.”  
 
One problem was to find a place big enough to be able to pay for itself yet not so big  
that matters could get out of hand, as  had happened at the Ironworkers. A place was 
found at the back of a chemist shop on the corner of  William and Bourke.  The Club  
opened here on three nights a week on Nov 27th, having bought a  second hand 
piano, tables and chairs. Various bands played here, according to different 
recollections:  Ross Collins with a rhythm section, Bill Haesler, Geoff Bull, Gary 
Dartnell. One object was to provide  a basic rhythm section, beginning  about 9 pm, 
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to be augmented as  musos dropped in after the pubs  closed at 10. The attendance 
dwindled, however, and after  perhaps about 18 months, the place folded. There was 
also a brief spell, Friday and Saturday nights, at the premises of the Sydney Models 
Association on Elizabeth St, but this apparently lasted even less time than the 
William St venue.  
 
It was during this period of wandering in the wilderness that the legal status of the 
Club was altered. Some members of the Committee felt that if a license could be 
obtained it would be an advantage, but for this the Club would have to be 
incorporated by law. Such a move would also have the benefit of limiting the liability 
of Committee members in the case, for example, of a patron injuring himself at a 
Club function. With the help of the accountant and Committee member John 
Mclnerney, Sydney Jazz Club Cooperative Ltd was set up and for a while this existed 
alongside the original SJC, and shared Committee members/Directors.  
 

 
 
Geoff Bull: one of the musicians playing for the SJC, at the back of a chemist shop 
on the corner of  William and Bourke… 
 
The situation was stabilised at an Extraordinary General Meeting of the SJC on 
11/12/67. A motion for the formation of a  Cooperative Ltd was set up and carried, 
and the next day the Secretary of the SJC (unincorporated) circulated a statement in 
which he made it clear that, while the two organisations had been existing 
simultaneously, it now seemed suitable that the SJC be wound up in accordance with 
its own constitutional provisions and that its assets be passed on to the SJC Coop. 
Ltd.  
 
At that time the SJC consisted of 102 associate members, six founder members, and 
three honorary life members. Its “elected committee” consisted of Eric Richards*, 
Geoff Bull*, Geoff Gilbert*, John Mclnerny*, Peter Neubauer, Bob Doyon*, Jim 
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Young*, Doc Fowler, Norman Linehan, Bill Haesler, and Roy Longman*. When it 
came to the Coop, the law limited the number of Directors to seven. The “(self-
elected) board” was made up of those whose names I have starred. As it turned out, 
the change of status did not produce the desired result. None of the breweries 
approached showed much interest in sponsoring such a small organisation, and the 
SJC Coop. Ltd, has never to this day had its own license. Nonetheless the change was 
to have serious though unforeseen consequences. 
 
The Club continued in its efforts to locate a weekly venue to replace the Ironworkers. 
For a while in the early 70s it held functions at the Musicians Club in Chalmers St on 
Thursday nights. More recently there were late night sessions at the Graphic Arts 
Club with the house band led by Mike Hallam. Neither these nor the intervening 
experiments achieved either durability or stability. Even so, the Club maintained a 
number of vigorous if less frequent activities. The newsletters throughout the 70s list 
Harbour Cruises, occasional special concerts, as for example that of Little Brother 
Montgomery, a brief series of events at Watsons Bay Hotel, special balls and parties.  
 

 
 
SJC stalwart and banjoist Geoff Gilbert later relocated to New Orleans, where he 
still lives… 
 
In 1976 Record Evenings were begun on a weekly basis at the Dept of Anthropology, 
University of Sydney, and in September 1977 the Jazz School was restarted. Both of 
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these faded out during 1979. The Quarterly Rag, which had last appeared in June 
1967, was revived in April 1976 at the instigation of the then President, Ivor Graham 
“Iggy” Kellaway, and has continued to be published since then. In the 70s, the most 
durable Club activities were the Motts and the Berry Island Picnics. The Friday night 
Motts at their height were roistering, even Rabelaisian, BYO events which sometimes 
continued to 3 am. But when pub hours were extended, in some cases to midnight, 
the attractions of an after hours venue were substantially diminished, especially as its 
official closing time of 1 am was observed with increasing frequency. The fall in 
attendance was aggravated by the oddly timed decision of some of the musicians to 
draw the Union’s attention to the rather informal arrangement regarding band rates.  
 
The end of the regular Motts was announced in Quarterly Rag in July 1979. Perhaps 
more than any other variation in fortune, this seemed to signal the end of an era, and 
it set in motion the most radical re-evaluation of the Club’s function since it had 
become a Coop. Coincidentally, attention centred on the same matter. Some 
members felt that, with the altered circumstances in which traditional jazz could now 
be heard abundantly in Sydney, the SJC had outlived its usefulness. Amid some 
acrimony, Bill Haesler and David Walsh introduced a motion to wind up the Coop. 
and place its assets in trust, at the Annual General Meeting on 23/3/81. It was 
carried. But this was by no means the end of the matter. 
 

 
 
The singer Kate Dunbar, who was to become a key figure in the Sydney Jazz Club in 
future years…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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Incoming President Neil Steeper was to discover that since the Club had been 
incorporated in 1967, certain legal niceties had gone unnoticed. In particular, 
departed or otherwise inactive members were still on the books and, as shareholders, 
represented a potential claim on the Club in excess of its assets. It would be difficult 
to close down the Coop. without first removing what might be called dead wood. 
During the year or so it took to do this, the current Committee felt that it detected a 
renewal of support for the Club, provided that it offer new kinds of service. As a 
consequence, on its 30th birthday the Sydney Jazz Club Cooperative Ltd. stands at 
yet another crossroads. Before he stepped down, Steeper did indeed clear away the 
obstructions to dissolution. But some see his clean up as equally opening the way to a 
new and revitalised Club, still promoting traditional jazz, but in new ways not already 
covered by other bodies. 
 
Current President John Clifford believes in this alternative. He sees the SJC as 
having new and in a way larger functions — as an educational force in the schools, as 
a record producer, as a publisher, as sponsor of specialised jazz events. Its 
Cooperative status also entitles it to apply for grants in order to undertake more 
ambitious projects. The Club has survived some violent traumas during its 30 year 
history. There is some disagreement over the propriety of its next steps. But it is not 
simply a rhetorical flourish to say that the mood of the present Committee suggests 
that it has a strong and significant future.  
 
Sources 
(names in alphabetical order): 
Interviews and conversations: John Clifford, Kate Dunbar, Geoff Gilbert, Patti 
Graham, Ron Gray, Bill Haesler, Harry Harman, Dick Hughes, Norman Linehan, 
Neil Macbeth, Neil Steeper. 
 
Photographs and documents 
(in addition to my own): 
Kate Dunbar, Harry Harman, Norman Linehan, John Roberts, Peg Starkey. 
 
Articles: 
Harry Harman, “History of the Sydney Jazz Club” Quarterly Rag, Oct. 1976. 
Eric Richards, “Australian Jazz Impressions: The Sydney Jazz Club — The 
Ironworkers” Quarterly Rag Oct. 1978. 
Fred Starkey, “History of the Sydney Jazz Club” in five parts: Quarterly Rag Jan. 
and July 1977, April 1978, Jan. and July 1982.  
 
Where my account contradicts these articles it is because I have found more reliable 
documentary evidence. 
 
This review was published in conjunction with the special pictorial issue of 
Quarterly Rag in July 1983, and with a programme on 2MBS-FM on Monday, 
September 5, 1983, featuring the work of musicians who have been associated with 
the SJC. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 

 


