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WE ARE OUTSIDERS 
 
by Ross McHenry* 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[The following text appears as the liner notes on the Ross McHenry album The 
Outsiders, on First Word Records, released in early November, 2017.] 
 

 have recently begun to understand the deep connection between the work I 
create and the place that I am from. As a young adult, I was sure that the place I 
would end up living would be a break from my roots. At 16 I spent time living in 

Sweden as an exchange student, and the experience of developing a deep connection 
with another place, another family and another culture made me feel certain I would 
never settle in Adelaide, where I am from.  
 
On my return to Australia I struggled to connect with the people and the place I had 
left behind. This, alongside my older sister’s outspoken rejection of the small town 
mentality of the Adelaide Hills of our youth, made me certain that I belonged 
elsewhere. 
 

 
 
The Outsiders, L-R, Myele Manzana, Ross McHenry, Matthew Sheens… 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*Ross McHenry is an electric bassist and composer who grew up in the Adelaide 
Hills in South Australia. 
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Over time that started changing. Travel made me realise that the sense of belonging I 
sought elsewhere existed in the place I least expected; I found it in the place I had left 
behind. I have always loved visiting other countries but while travelling I feel the 
magnetic pull toward home. 
 
For most of my 20s I told myself that Australia was a place made of many cultures 
without a specific identity of its own. I took the position that, with the exception of 
indigenous Australians, for most Australians the place lacked a deep connection to 
country or a unique culture it could truly call its own.  
 
 

 
 
The NZ drummer Myele Manzana (left) pictured with his father the Congolese 
master drummer Sam Manzana… 
 
I have come to realise that I was incorrect in my early analysis of this place; the 
Australian identity is real. This has not been an entirely euphoric process; I am 
appalled by some aspects of Australian culture and enamoured by others. Australia is 
entirely unique, wonderful and like all places I have had the good fortune to visit also 
deeply flawed and conflicted. As a young person I wanted an escape from the cultural 
obligations of being from here, but as an adult I have come to understand that our 
deep responsibility to this place is not a chore, it is the gift of belonging. We’re 
connected to a sense of place and a cultural understanding that matters, and this 
realisation has been incredibly heartening. 
 
As a young person I dreamed of escape. I came of age in a time of unparalleled 
human communication. As the world became more and more connected it was 
tantalisingly easy to imagine myself away from here and a part of a different cultural 
discourse to the one I was born into. Many people of my generation who live in small 
cities, or in countries like Australia, where we are geographically isolated, have 
championed the notion that we can redefine ourselves as international citizens and 
substitute genuine local engagement with online interaction. As an early adopter and 
advocate of this ideology, it has taken me some time to realise its limitations. I have, 
after considerable reflection, come to the position that the idea of an online 
community is only truly possible to limited degree. I remember when the promise of 
the online community was intoxicating! High speed internet meant I could see and 
hear what was happening in global cultural capitals almost as events took place. I 
could see live footage that took place only hours earlier rather than waiting years to 
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see artists live in person. I could follow the opinions of artists and thinkers I admired 
in real time rather than waiting for ideas to become fully formed and documented 
over many years. Perhaps most importantly, my sense of community grew to 
encompass the online world and I found I could contribute and connect to global 
discussions online. But this newfound connection, as revolutionary as it has been for 
me, has in more recent times been tempered by a growing understanding that no 
matter how connected we are, or may indeed still become, community, and by 
default also collaborative music making, will remain fundamentally physical and 
inherently local by nature. It is in part this realisation that has helped me to come to 
a new understanding of place and belonging, and this has deeply influenced the 
music I create.  
 
I am genuinely thankful to have come of age in a time that allows for such incredible 
global access to information. I have had the opportunity, and the immense privilege 
to travel and play, and record music all over the world. These experiences have 
allowed me to genuinely connect with many different communities of artists and I 
am fortunate to have felt most welcomed by all of them. These experiences have also 
made me realise that our perspective as Australian artists is unique and that we make 
our best work when we are aware and connected to our own identity, local 
communities and geography in a genuine and ongoing way.  
 

 
 
The Adelaide pianist Matthew Sheens: before moving to the US, he studied at the 
university in Adelaide with Ross McHenry… 
 
This trio album is the first album where I have actively written with this sense of 
cultural identity in mind. I didn’t intend to create this trio with people who 
inherently understand what I have put into words here. In fact the group came 
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together almost by chance. Luckily for me it turned out that when we all got in a 
room together to record music, I found that Matthew Sheens and Myele Manzanza 
understood and felt acutely exactly what I was talking about. Myele Manzanza is of 
course from New Zealand, not Australia, but his perspective as someone who also 
lives in a small, geographically isolated city (Wellington NZ) means that he has a 
deep understanding of what I have described here, albeit I’m sure with a nuanced 
and slightly different take on it all.  
 

 
 
Ross McHenry: We are connected to and understand the international history of 
the music but we are outsiders... 
 
Matthew Sheens is from Adelaide. We studied together at university before he moved 
to the US. In his playing I hear something that is entirely his own. I understand this 
singularity, in the context of a deeper understanding of his roots, to be something 
that finds its sense of belonging in Australia even though it is influenced by many 
different cultural experiences. Between the three of us, myself, Matt and Myele, I 
believe that there is a sense of place, either stated explicitly as in my essay here or 
just felt and heard in the music, that we all understand.  
 
We are connected to and understand the international history of the music but we 
are outsiders. We belong in the grand and important lineage of the music but our 
perspective is unique because of where we are from. As people from small, isolated 
cities and countries we are outsiders. Even within the context of our own countries 
we do not live or come from the most populous capitals of culture, we are outsiders. 
This is something we can rebel against, or it is something we can choose to own. I 
choose to own it, this group chooses to own it, but most importantly I feel it in the 
music. Even for those who choose to rebel against it, there is no escaping that we 
must all come to terms with who we are in the context of where we are from. Our 
perspectives are our own, and I believe that as a result are they are invaluable.  
 
We are outsiders. 


