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OBITUARY: TERRY WILKINSON, 1931-2013 
 
by Barry Morris 
____________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on March 30, 2013]  
 

erry Wilkinson was one of the most gifted jazz pianists Australia has produced. 
He was still in short pants when he joined one of Sydney's leading big bands 
and, by age 16, still at school, he was playing professionally six nights a week. 

He went on to become a key figure in a glittering era of jazz and popular musical 
entertainment spanning four decades. 
 
He played in ritzy nightclubs and restaurants where jazz, the popular music of the 
day, was in great demand. Among the places he played were the great Sydney venues 
Chequers, Andres, Princes, Romanos, the Roosevelt and Sammy Lee's. He worked 
with many of the world's top performers - Artie Shaw, Buddy Rich, Louis Armstrong, 
Johnnie Ray, the Mills Brothers, Frankie Laine, Billy Daniels, June Christy, the 
Platters, Sammy Davis, Jr, Jack Jones, Al Martino, Eartha Kitt, Mickey Rooney and 
Wayne Newton. 
 

 
 
A young Terry Wilkinson at the piano: at age 16, still at school, he was playing 
professionally six nights a week… PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 
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And he rubbed shoulders with colourful characters - bookies, spivs and crims galore, 
he recalled in an interview with John Sharpe for his book I Wanted to be a Jazz 
Musician (2008). 
 
In the 1940s Wilkinson was one of the first Australian jazz musicians to embrace the 
new bebop sound. By the 50s he was backing US pop and jazz artists at the Sydney 
Stadium shows promoted by entrepreneur Lee Gordon. In 1960 Wilkinson began a 
six-night-a-week residency as band leader at the prestigious Silver Spade room at the 
Chevron Hotel. 
 

 
 
At the Silver Spade in Sydney in 1967, L-R, Wilkinson (piano), Chris Hamilton 
(trumpet), John Allen (bass), Jan Gold (guitar), Andy McIntosh (alto sax), Johnny 
Blevins (drums)… PHOTO COURTESY CATHI WILKINSON 
 
Not everyone was taken by his laid-back charm. He approached Ethel Merman whom 
he was to accompany and said: ''Hello Ethel.'' The First Lady of musical comedy, 
known as a tough mama, fixed him with a withering glare and announced: ''It's Miss 
Merman to you.'' 
 
In 1970 he went to the US for two years touring and accompanying top artists and 
gigging in Las Vegas. 
 
Terence John Wilkinson was born in Campsie on August 9, 1931, the youngest of 
three brothers. Their mother, Daisy, insisted they all learn the piano. His father, 
Edward, was an electrician. He was six when he began to learn the piano, but by the 
age of ten he had become interested in jazz. His heroes were Teddy Wilson, Billy 
Kyle, Jess Stacy, Jelly Roll Morton, Earl Hines, Fats Waller and Art Tatum. 
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In 1943, Wilkinson was featured on radio 2GB. ''An 11-year-old boogie woogie pianist 
in short pants was pretty novel,'' he recalled. His early jazz talents were honed in a 
room at the back of the Parisienne milk bar in Campsie in the 1940s where 
musicians, some in war uniforms, jammed on Sundays. 
 

 
 
Wilkinson, aged maybe 14 or 15, on piano at the Parisienne, Campsie… PHOTO 
COURTESY CATHI WILKINSON 
 
He was only 13 and in his second year at Canterbury High School when he joined the 
Ralph Mallen Big Band playing Glenn Miller, Gene Krupa, Count Basie and later Stan 
Kenton music in the Gaiety dance hall in Oxford Street. 
 
Wilkinson went to the NSW Conservatorium where he studied piano, theory and the 
history of music. In the early 50s, entrepreneur Sammy Lee sent him to work in 
Melbourne nightclubs. On his return after two years, he made a living playing in 
most Sydney nightclubs, working for Sammy Lee, Lee Gordon and Mr Sin, Abe 
Saffron. 
 
In the 50s he played to sold-out Town Hall jazz concerts run by Bill McColl. At the 
same time, Lee Gordon was launching his Sydney Stadium shows with big-name 
American artists. The old tin shed with its revolving stage played host to jazz and 
popular entertainers with Wilkinson in the backing band for all the big stars 
including comedian Bob Hope. But it was ''Cry Guy'', singer Johnnie Ray, who 
packed the stadium and made Gordon's gamble a huge success. Ray and Wilkinson 
later worked together at the Silver Spade. 
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Wilkinson (on piano on the right) with the Gaiety Orchestra, Sydney Town Hall 
concert, 1948… PHOTO COURTESY CATHI WILKINSON 
 
 

 
 
Packed houses at the Sky Lounge on Sunday nights, L-R, Don Burrows (clarinet), 
Dave Rutledge (tenor sax), Freddy Logan (double bass) Terry Wilkinson (piano), 
drummer Ron Weber is obscured…  PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 
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L-R, Terry Wilkinson, his wife Cathi, Thea Scarf (wife of Graham Bennett, owner of 
the Sky Lounge), and trumpeter Eric ‘Boof’ Thomsen in 1980… PHOTO COURTESY 
CATHI WILKINSON 
 
In 1958 the Sky Lounge opened in Sydney and Wilkinson played in the Australian All 
Stars to packed houses on Sunday nights. 
 

 
 
Wilkinson: one of the most gifted jazz pianists Australia has produced… PHOTO 
COURTESY CATHI WILKINSON 
 
Wilkinson was married twice and had a daughter, Donna, with first wife, Heather, 
and a son, David, with second wife, Toni. He had been with his third wife, Cathi, for 
40 years. Terry Wilkinson is survived by Cathi, Donna, David and grandchildren 
Shannon, Lachlan, Rhys and Riley. 


