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OBITUARY: DICK MONTZ 1942-2005 
 
by Peter McCallum* 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on January 28, 2006 with 
the heading “Fearless hitter of high notes”.] 
 

 
 
Dick Montz the lead trumpeter: an unmistakeable sound …... PHOTO CREDIT JANE 
MARCH 
 

ens of thousands of Australians knew the Dick Montz sound. Polished, piercing 
and brilliant, it was the basis of the slick, energised fanfare that introduced 
ABC television news and the ABC sports report during the 1980s, finishing 

with a high note snatched from well out of the trumpet's natural habitat. 
 
But this wasn't the first time it had attracted attention. In the early 1970s in Las 
Vegas, his future wife, Louise, along with several of the other dancers with whom she 
was performing at the time, noted approvingly the new lead trumpeter's 
accomplishments in the upper stratosphere. Meeting him at a coffee machine, she 
remarked "Oh, it was you" which, in another context might have been a put-down 
line worthy of Lauren Bacall. 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*Before becoming academic advisor in the College of Humanities and Social 
Sciences at the University of Sydney, Peter McCallum was assistant principal of the 
Sydney Conservatorium of Music. 
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But Montz and Louise subsequently married (his first marriage had ended) and, 
when the show work in Las Vegas slackened in the mid-'70s, Louise brought him to 
her native Australia, where Montz's career progressed from commercial and classical 
session work to chairmanship of the jazz studies division at the Sydney 
Conservatorium, University of Sydney, for 14 years until 2004. 
 

 
 
Dick Montz (left) pictured here with his wife Louise… 
 
His success in that last role arose from an unlikely style: a no-nonsense, almost 
military demeanour, a strict respect (unusual among musicians) for academic 
protocols, and, most importantly, a passion to help each student find his or her voice 
as an artist. 
 
His crowning achievement was to steer jazz education at the Conservatorium 
through the phase of its amalgamation with the University of Sydney, in 1991 
introducing degree majors, honours courses and a research master's stream in jazz, 
while always preserving its core teaching model of learning through ensemble 
improvisation. 
 
The idea of locating jazz within a university had its critics both among the musicians 
and the academics. But Montz felt that whatever its origins, in the modern world 
universities provided an opportunity for jazz and it was his role to develop a place 
where jazz creativity and expertise could be preserved, developed and passed on. 
Always his aim was to find pathways for bright, talented people, and to defend the art 
he loved. 
 
Dick Montz, who has died at 63, was born in Des Moines, Iowa, and gained some of 
his earliest instruction from Dan Perrino in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois. While 
playing in jazz, dance and show bands, he met the saxophonist Kim Richmond, who 
was to become a longtime colleague and friend. Considering that Montz was later to 
champion jazz within a university context, it is salient that in his own student days at 
the University of Illinois, jazz was neither taught nor tolerated. 
 
For Montz and Richmond, jazz thus became a deliciously illicit evening activity, 
primarily in John Garvey's band. While at Illinois, Montz also became an excellent 
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classical trumpeter and in later years his versatility across styles was a source of 
pride and useful way of building connections. 
 

 
 
Dick Montz’s friend, the US saxophonist Kim Richmond…PHOTO CREDIT 
BILLCLAXTON 
 
After graduation Montz followed Richmond into the US Air Force Band, Airmen of 
Note, a professional group modelled on the Glenn Miller Army Air Corps Band which 
had been established during World War II. It was primarily through the recordings 
and performances of that group that his reputation as fearless lead trumpeter was 
established. 
 

 
 
Montz as a young trumpeter in the US: he followed Kim Richmond into the US Air 
Force Band Airmen of Note… 
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Leaving the band in 1969, he headed to Las Vegas, where the boom-time conditions 
provided ample work for lead trumpeters of nerve in bands in casinos such as Dunes, 
Stardust, Tropicana, and Desert Inn, where he worked with artists such as Nancy 
Wilson, Shirley Bassey, Stan Kenton and George Shearing. 
 
On one occasion, working with the magicians Siegfried and Roy at the Frontier Hotel, 
his nerve was tested more than usual when one of the tigers - which were a regular 
feature of the act - leapt into the pit and settled in front of the drum kit, leading to 
consternation from the conductor who couldn't understand why the band had 
suddenly become so tame. This act survived until 2003, when Roy was mauled by 
one of his beloved beasts in 2003. 
 
Back in Australia, working conditions favoured versatility, and Montz found 
employment in the big investment shows such as Evita and Cats, which were then 
experiencing a boom in Sydney. 
 
Similarly, his work as principal trumpet with the Tommy Tycho Orchestra and with 
big-name artists such as Sammy Davis Jnr, Shirley Bassey, Dionne Warwick, Olivia 
Newton-John and John Denver was in many respects a continuation of his work in 
Las Vegas in the glamour-act tradition. 
 

 
 
As principal trumpet with the Orchestra led by Tommy Tycho (pictured) Montz 
worked with big-name artists such as Sammy Davis Jnr, Shirley Bassey, Dionne 
Warwick… 
 
But in Sydney, where stylistic demarcations are less marked, Montz was able to 
expand his musical range, working with the Australian Opera, the Australian 
Chamber Orchestra and with international classical ensembles such as the Bolshoi, 
the Sadlers Wells and the Royal Ballet companies. 
 
It seemed but a small step into a master's degree at the Sydney Conservatorium and 
from there an increasing involvement in music education. 
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James Morrison, one of the true stars to have emerged in Australian jazz during 
Montz's time, still insists that it was his interest in true education which marked him 
out. There are many jazz players who teach between gigs. The thing about Montz, 
says Morrison, is that he was so dedicated as a music educator. Morrison also recalls 
his care towards his students. 
 

 
 
The multi-instrumentalist James Morrison: as a result of Montz’s intervention, 
Morrison discovered he was hypoglycaemic... PHOTO COURTESY STEVE ROBERTSON 
 
Early in his student days, Morrison had the disconcerting habit of falling asleep in 
rehearsals. Realising that there must be more to this than the normal causes of 
student exhaustion, Montz intervened and suggested further investigation, at which 
point Morrison discovered he was hypoglycaemic.  
 
When he took over from Don Burrows as leader of the jazz unit at the 
Conservatorium, Montz initially encountered resistance from those who championed 
the cultivation of a distinctively Australian school of jazz. Montz never hid the fact 
that he felt the roots of jazz were in the American black South and revered such 
players as Louis Armstrong, Charlie Parker and Clifford Brown. But most important 
to him was that students find their own voice and he would often go out of his way to 
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nurture any student who he felt was kindling a personal musical flame, whether 
brash, rebarbative, strained, soulful, or just plain weird. 
 
What he disliked was idle and mechanical note-spinning noodling, as he called it, 
which was often met with that most extreme expression of displeasure, rattling his 
change inside his trouser pockets. 
 
When he burst his lip in a gardening accident and realised he would be unable to 
rebuild the dynamic trumpet embouchure which had been his lifelong trademark, 
Dick taught himself the valve trombone so as to be able to continue to lead a big 
band, his special passion, and to be able to teach by example. 
 

 
 
Montz: when unable to rebuild the dynamic trumpet embouchure which had been 
his lifelong trademark, he taught himself the valve trombone… 
 
Yet with his versatile range of styles, he was always self-deprecating about his ability 
as an improviser. After playing one solo in front of a class, he said that anything less 
than that was a fail. As the bass player Craig Scott observed, that standard, if 
rigorously applied, would fail about half the profession. 
 
It was good, Montz would ask, but was it thrilling? At the end he was content that the 
rising generation of jazz players would continue to make it so. 
 
Montz is survived by Louise and their children, Beth and Joseph, his children from 
an earlier marriage, Brady and Amy, and his mother, Dorothy, and sister, Janice. 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
 


