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OBITUARY: ROGER FRAMPTON 1948-2000 
 
by Dennis Koks* 
____________________________________________________ 
 
[Editor’s note: This article appeared in the Illawarra Mercury Weekender 
newspaper on Saturday, October 2, 1999, about three months before the death of 
Roger Frampton. While not actually a standard obituary, it is included here 
because it includes little-known facts about Roger’s early years as a young man in 
Portsmouth, England, before the Frampton family emigrated to Australia, and his 
time in Adelaide before Roger moved to Sydney. Roger Frampton died on Tuesday, 
January 4, 2000, at his home in Fairy Meadow, south of Sydney. Born on May 20, 
1948, he was 51 years of age. Six months before, he was diagnosed with an 
inoperable malignant brain tumour, but continued to perform with Ten Part 
Invention (TPI), the Don Rader group, and the trio The Engine Room, while 
undergoing treatment. He performed at the 1999 Wangaratta Festival of Jazz & 
Blues with TPI, and along with Mike Nock and Tony Gould, was a judge for 
Wangaratta’s National Jazz Awards, a piano competition in 1999. Roger’s funeral 
took place at the Crematorium of Wollongong City Municipal Gardens on Friday, 
January 7, 2000. For John Clare’s article “Roger Frampton: An Impromptu 
Appreciation” on this website, click on this link 
https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/john-clare/.] 
 

how me the boy of seven, and I’ll show you the man.” Roger Frampton’s 
early years, well before he moved to Wollongong, somehow bring to mind 
this saying. It’s attributed to the Jesuits and was used very effectively as a 

preface to the popular documentary film series Seven-Up, directed by Michael Apted.  
 
In Roger’s case, he had just started School In Portsmouth, England when his teacher“ 
sat the children down in front of her. “Does anybody know the story of the Three 
Bears?” she asked. “Yes, Miss, I know it,” piped up a little, six-year-old voice from the 
back of the group. Moving to the front of the class, Roger burst into song, giving the 
jazz version of  The Three Bears. 
 
_______________________________________________ 
 

 
 
* Dennis Koks is an avid jazz lover and longtime jazz broadcaster. He founded and 
directed the Kiama Jazz Festival for 21 years, and was director of the first Kiama 
Arts Festival. He is also jazz columnist and reviewer with the Illawarra Mercury 
newspaper, and a member of the Kiama Cultural & Arts Community. 
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He had memorised the song, composed by Bobby Troup, from the Ray Ellington 
record often played at home. The teacher was speechless. The children could not stop 
talking about it for weeks. 
 
Although Roger was a bright, when student academically, music had become a 
passion and sport soon held no interest. While his brother Stephen and sisters Helen 
and Julia were playing games, Roger was setting off to music lessons with a 
saxophone under his arm At 11 he was already an important member of the school 
orchestra. 
 
At the annual school concert Roger was singled out for a special item on the program 
a tuba solo. The image of his slight, young frame emerging from behind the curtain, 
lugging a huge instrument on stage, caused the audience to erupt into laughter at the 
sheer incongruity of it all. Recognising the humour of the moment, young Roger 5 
face lit up, beaming at the audience. He proceeded to bring down the house with his 
tuba solo. 
 
This sense of fun stayed with him, later becoming an important part of his music. 
The young Roger Frampton had taken the first steps on a path that eventually would 
lead to him becoming one of the most creative, influential musicians in Australia. 
 

 
 
Paul Desmond (left) with Dave Brubeck: Frampton’s saxophone teacher showed 
him transcriptions of Desmond’s solos… PHOTO BREITENFELD FAMILY COLLECTION 
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Margaret and Don Frampton realised Roger, their eldest child, was endowed with 
special musical talents and they encouraged him in every way. Totally focused on 
jazz, he devoured his father’s collection of Stan Getz, Stan Kenton ,Gerry Mulligan, 
Dizzy Gillespie and Carla Bley records. 
 
The die was cast; jazz music would be his life. 
 
The well-known Yellow Dog Jazz Club in neighbouring Southampton was a popular 
haunt for jazz lovers. At that time many visiting black American musicians 
performed there. But when Roger discovered it, there was a problem; the club had a 
minimum age limit. So his father loaned him an old raincoat, changed his hairstyle 
and Roger slipped through the door. 
 
His rapid progress on the saxophone surprised everyone but, to him, something was 
missing. “Ever since my saxophone teacher showed me transcriptions of Paul 
Desmond solos with the Dave Brubeck Quartet and said: ‘Write out your own solo 
and come and play it’ I  started to see how you have to have a few things together to 
really make it work,” Frampton said. “That’s why I took up the piano to understand 
harmonies and generally to inform my saxophone playing.” 
 
By now Roger was completely seduced by his new instrument and he never looked 
back. He became house pianist in Portsmouth to many of the best British players 
who passed through. Tubby Hayes, the UK’s best saxophonist at that time, was one of 
them. 
 
The Frampton family migrated to Australia in 1966, choosing Adelaide because of its 
climate and the fact relatives lived there. It did not take long for the Frampton family 
to settle. 
 

 
 
The pianist Ted Nettelbeck (pictured) worked with the then 18-year-old Frampton 
in Adelaide. Nettelbeck says that “Roger was already much more experimental and 
committed to trying to develop his own original voice than any of us on the local 
scene”… PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 
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At that time the jazz scene in Adelaide revolved around The Cellar, a small basement 
in Twin St near the city’s main shopping centre. Well-known Adelaide jazz pianist 
Ted Nettelbeck recalled his first meeting with the then 18-year-old Frampton. 
 
“I played at The Cellar with my trio or quartet every Saturday night,” he recalled. 
“The musicians in my band were Trevor Frost on drums, Dave Kemp on bass and 
Bob Jeffery on tenor sax. One Saturday night this young fellow walked in and, during 
the break, asked to sit in. Well, he could play all right. He was already a fine, 
confident pianist. He was already much more experimental and committed to trying 
to develop his own original voice than any of us on the local scene.” 
 
Nettelbeck remembered an incident in the club: “I do remember being a bit 
miffed…after all, I was much older, when he pointed out that some of my chord 
voicings for Joshua were wrong, but then he showed me how Herbie Hancock had 
done it on the original recording. He was right.” 
 
Frampton became a regular and locals came along especially to hear this new, young 
pianist. For a few years, Roger lived in a rented house in Rose St, Prospect, with 
Trevor Frost, Dave Kemp, Tony Gilbert and others, such as Barry Felberg, who were 
part of the Adelaide jazz community. The house became a host for jam sessions and 
Roger was at its epicentre. But already he was getting restless. He felt the need to 
take his music a step further and Sydney was the place to go. So in 1968, he set off for 
the NSW capital. 
 
John Pochée, long-time colleague and close friend, recalled their first meeting at a 
party at Sydney pianist Dave MacRae’s home. “The party was in full swing and I 
walked into this room,” he said. “The music was great and I was drawn into it, but 
there were no drums. I looked around and saw this radiator in a corner. Impulsively, 
I started playing it with a stick and my hands. The pianist, a young chap, kept on 
nodding at me. He obviously approved. Then the music stopped and we introduced 
each other. That’s how I first met Roger. Roger is an adventurous musician, who 
loves spontaneity in music. That meeting was the start of a long friendship.” 
 

 
 
Frampton (left) & his colleague John Pochée: the start of a long friendship… 
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When the jazz studies course at the Sydney Conservatorium was launched, Illinois 
University teacher and multi-reed player Howie Smith was appointed as head. 
His arrival was fortuitous. Frampton had just started the band Jazz Co-Op, with 
drummer Phil Treloar and bassist Jack Thorncraft. Smith joined them and added a 
new dimension to a band already regarded as cutting edge. 
 
Frampton then met composer David Ahern at a WEA class and discovered they had a 
common interest - the music of Stockhausen, Varese and Cardew. Out of this 
association emerged the experimental electronic group Teletopa, which performed 
improvisations using traditional instruments in non-traditional ways. The quartet 
also made liberal use of found objects and electronic devices. 
 
With a new group, Intersection, Frampton had the ideal vehicle to meld many of the 
approaches of some of his earlier groups and he obviously drew great satisfaction 
from it. “Intersection was a culmination of all the things I had done and been 
interested in,” Frampton recalled. “We stressed the importance of melody. You have 
to make the solo sound like a song. Some of the harmonies we play are very complex 
but people can relate to the melodies.” 
 
Many jazz fans in Kiama fondly remember an Intersection concert in 1985. Frampton 
introduced the audience to a variety of kitchen utensils, the likes of which had never 
before been seen on a concert stage. After the sheer beauty of his Satie-inspired 
Mother Margaret’s Mood - a piece he wrote as a tribute to his mother who loved the 
French composer’s music - he had the audience in his grasp. Another stand-out was 
his Head, Heart and Hands with its pulsating African-Latin rhythms. 
 

 
 
Ten Part Invention gave Frampton his best opportunity to demonstrate his rich 
compositional talents… (L-R) Ken James, James Greening, Sandy Evans, Steve 
Elphick (rear behind Evans), Miroslav Bukovsky, John Pochée, Bernie McGann, 
Warwick Alder, Bob Bertles, Frampton (holding alto sax). 
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In 1986 Ten Part Invention, without doubt Australia’s most innovative and exciting 
contemporary jazz ensemble, made its debut at the Adelaide Arts Festival. This band 
gave Frampton his best opportunity to demonstrate his rich compositional talents. 
He is an integral part of this world-class ensemble and his influence on its direction 
has been pervasive. 
 
As co-musical director, he wrote And Zen Monk as the band’s first composition. Its 
repertoire is based heavily on Frampton’s work. The Jazznost Suite, written after the 
band’s rhythm section known as the The Engine Room toured the Soviet Union, is 
still one of the band’s most popular pieces.  The delightful final movement, Sorry My 
English, offers a taste of Frampton’s quirky humour. 
 
Recently, his newest group, Sacks o’Phones, a saxophone sextet, was chosen to 
perform at the Impulse series of jazz at the new Studio Theatre at Sydney Opera 
House.  
 

 
 
Frampton: every second becomes precious whereas before you may not have 
thought of it… PHOTO CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 
 
With this love of writing, it is no coincidence that Frampton’s doctoral thesis at 
Wollongong University focused on an analysis of his own improvisations and 
compositions. “The subject is me and my music,” Frampton said. “The effect it could 
have on me as an artist could be quite interesting.  Is there a possibility that I may 
change direction through what I discover through analysing my own work? Or will it 
make me secure and confident in the path I have already chosen?” 
 
[Editor’s note: For a short postscript, see the following page…] 
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Postcript: 
 
[A week after his radiation treatment began,  Dennis Koks spoke to Roger 
Frampton about its effect on his life.] 
 
Dennis Koks: What went on in your mind when you got the news about 
the (tumour) diagnosis? 
Roger Frampton: A bit of disbelief. I thought it was some kind of joke. Then I 
realised it was not. It took me a couple of days to really come to terms with it. It 
was quite a shock. Once it sank in I realised it was real. You feel the normal sort of 
emotional reaction. You know it’s not fair… Why me? It just did not seem the right 
time for me …too soon. You have to be positive though. There’s only one way it’s not 
going to help any other way. 
DK: How do you approach life now? Has this heightened your 
appreciation? 
RF: It certainly does. Every second becomes precious whereas before you may not 
have thought of it. There are so many things you do not take for granted any more, 
when you’re faced with this situation. I had a taste of that last year with the ‘so-
called’ stroke which was really this. But not to this extent… there was no talk of it 
being finite, life- ending. It was a misdiagnosis… a big one. It’s very scary. It was 
not as if they did not do any tests. They gave me every conceivable scan you can 
think of. They did not pick this up. They did not do a biopsy. 
DK: You’ve just completed a week of radiation treatment, how are coping 
with it?  
RF: It’s much too early to say, but I’m positive about things, in general. I’m not so 
sure about the radiation. It just seems a bit antiquated to me. A special mask to hold 
you down, it just seems a bit primitive to me. However, I don’t know very much 
about it it’s not very pleasant and it’s very tiring. 
DK: Would you say life has been a battle in the couple of years since you 
left the Conservatorium in Sydney? 
RF: Just a real struggle, up and down, that’s the nature of the business. It’s not that 
I’ve been a stranger to that, but it’s been extra-tough! 
DK: In retrospect, do you regret moving to Wollongong? Did you feel 
isolated? 
RF: No, I really love it down here. It’s nice and quiet. I would not have been able to 
live in Sydney - even if l was not sick. I could not live in Sydney, it’s too chaotic. 
Isolated? A little bit at the start but I’ve met some friends down here. It’s not a 
problem anymore. 
DK: I have been amazed at the deep concern of everyone in the jazz world 
and outside in the wider community. Is this a source of strength to you at 
this time? 
RF: Yes it is. It’s good to know that what you’ve been doing your whole life has been 
recognised. I’m very happy about that. There are times in one’s life when you 
wonder whether it’s all worth it. You put out a lot and you wonder whether you’re 
achieving anything. 
 


