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OBITUARY: WALLY WICKHAM 1924-1996 
 
by Bruce Johnson 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in the Mar/Apr, 1996, edition of JazzChord.] 
 

ally Wickham was born in Sydney on February 10, 1924, and died in Sydney 
on March 17, 1996, of cancer, aged 72.  This is not a subjective 
‘appreciation’ of Wally. I could write that, and it would be warm with 

respect and affection, based on numerous gigs with him over the years including 
what I think was probably his last.  
 
Apart from the musical gratifications of working with him, if I were writing a eulogy, 
it would include reference to the sense of privilege and excitement I experienced 
when I began doing gigs with him and his colleagues in the 70s. Until that time, he 
had been for me the bass player on the now legendary PIX sessions, the sounds of 
which represented to me, a beginner in Adelaide, a distant and unattainable jazz 
ideal. When I began to work with him I was therefore struck by what seemed to me 
his modesty and unpretentiousness, and the more I discovered about his career, the 
more often I encountered his casually encyclopaedic knowledge of the book and 
command of his Instrument, the more I was struck by the modest way he took his 
achievements for granted. 
 

 
 
Wally Wickham: his thick, woody bass sound proclaimed the era which he 
represented… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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These are the kinds of things I would write if this were a eulogy. But I would feel 
presumptuous trying to write a personal appreciation, because I feel that that is the 
privilege of closer and more longstanding friends than I, as a relatively recent arrival 
in Sydney, could ever have become. The point is that Wally’s career was 
extraordinarily long and multi-faceted. I - and probably most readers of JazzChord - 
knew him as a bass player in the traditional to mainstream movement. Notably, he 
was the bass player with several of the most important bands Australia has produced, 
including the Port Jackson Jazz Band and groups led by Bob Barnard. For me, that 
kind of CV alone would be enough, but in Wally’s case it is such a small part of the 
picture that a fitting way to pay tribute to him would be simply to recall the range of 
his professional life. 
 

 
 
L-R, Bob Barnard, Bud Freeman, Wally Wickham, John McCarthy, Chris Taperell… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
He formed his first band, The Melody Boys, in 1940, including Don Andrews, Don 
Burrows, Ken Flannery on banjo, and Wally on guitar. In the early 40s, he studied 
under Reg Robinson, then under a scholarship at the Conservatorium. In the postwar 
decades he became one of the busiest session musicians in Sydney, playing some of 
the country’s best known radio and television shows (Bonnington’s Bunkhouse, Ross 
Higgins, Here’s Your Song, Six O’Clock Rock, Name That Tune), frequently in 
association with Gus Merzi, with whom he also toured frequently in Vietnam. He 
joined Isador Goodman’s Channel Nine Orchestra (1956), and from the mid-60s was 
in the ABC Show Band. He was frequently associated with Bob Young in film and 
documentary work, and backed numerous visiting acts including as part of Denis 
Collinson’s orchestra for Sydney Stadium shows.  
 
Many musicians cease to perform live when they have cracked the studio scene, but 
throughout his career Wally remained at the coal-face, interacting with live 
audiences in the nightclubs of the 50s and jazz venues from the 60s. He worked 
with Wally Norman and Ron Gowans at Princes, Ray Glover and Frank Smith at 
Andre’s, with Allan Woods at Chequers. He freelanced extensively on the jazz scene 
while also a permanent founder member of Bob Barnard’s band from 1974. 
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The Bob Barnard Jazz Band in the early 80s, in front L-R, Bob Barnard, Chris 
Taperell, Edmond Thommen (photographer), John McCarthy. Back row L-R, Len 
Barnard, Wally Wickham, John Costelloe… PHOTO COURTESY EDMOND THOMMEN 
 
Wally’s death represents the loss not only of one of the mainstays of the postwar 
Sydney jazz scene, but of one of the veterans of the golden era of nightclubs and radio 
and television orchestras. His thick, woody bass sound proclaimed the era which he 
represented, of less electronically mediated contact between musician and 
instrument, of a richly diverse live music milieu, and of the most significant years of 
Sydney’s jazz development until perhaps the 1980s, during which, it should be 
added, his authority remained undiminished. Wally was a centrepiece in Sydney’s 
postwar jazz and live music scene. He is irreplaceable, and will be deeply missed. We 
extend our condolences to his close friends and family. 
 
_________________________________________________________ 


