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Music fan transformed derelict basement into 

nation’s best-known jazz club 
 

 
 

Bruce Viles at the Basement in 1983… PHOTO CREDIT DEBRA 

WINDMILLER/FAIRFAX MEDIA 
 

OBITUARY 

Bruce Viles. Music venue owner. Born Sydney, July 20, 1944. Died Sydney, 

April 15, aged 74. 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

ERIC MYERS 

Bruce Viles, a likeable eccentric who ran one of Sydney’s most influential music 

venues, has died of an inoperable brain tumour. He was the principal part-owner of 

the Basement, near Circular Quay, from 1973 until he sold out in 2000.  

Viles was born in Sydney on July 20, 1944, to businessman George Viles and his 

wife Joyce, a tailor. George Viles was an under-age Anzac who followed his elder 

brother Jack into the Great War and landed at Gallipoli at the age of 15. George 

was badly injured but both brothers survived. 

Educated at Barker College, Hornsby, Bruce went on to train as a chef at the 

Dorchester in London and later worked at the Istanbul Hilton. 
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Back in Australia, and managing the Kosciuszko Chalet Hotel, he became friendly 

with jazz musicians entertaining the after-ski crowd. They included multi-

instrumentalist Tommy Hare and the Qua brothers, Chris and Willie, who later 

were part of the group Galapagos Duck. 

 

Tom Hare (far left, on alto sax) with L-R, Chris Qua (flugelhorn) and Marty 

Mooney (tenor sax), performing with Galapagos Duck… PHOTOGRAPHER 

UNKNOWN 

When a two-storey venue near the Sydney Harbour Bridge became available in 

1971, Viles opened the Rocks Push, with jazz bands on two floors. 

“It was extraordinarily successful musically and for its famous 18c spaghetti, 

which landed Bruce in court for not serving substantial enough food with liquor,” 

says Viles’s wife, Karin. 

 

Spike Milligan: he and Bruce Viles got on like a house on fire. It was Milligan 

who came up with the name Galapagos Duck…PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
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Comedian Spike Milligan, who frequented the Push, suggested the name 

Galapagos Duck for Hare’s new group. The Rocks Push was destroyed in a fire 

but, by 1973, Viles and Hare had discovered a derelict basement in Reiby Place 

near Circular Quay. They renovated the space and opened it in August 1973 as the 

Basement, with the Duck as house band six nights a week. 

At the start the restaurant was a family operation. Viles used his mother Joyce’s 

home as collateral for the loan. Karin did the bar, Joyce did the books and Bruce 

did the cooking. Karin’s sister Anne designed the club’s first logo. 

 

Peter Rechniewski: the influence of the Basement during these years was 

“electrifying”… PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 

During the following decade the Basement proved the legitimate heir to the 

legendary Kings Cross jazz cellar El Rocco, which closed in 1969. Peter 

Rechniewski, then a young enthusiast who later became the long-term president of 

SIMA (Sydney Improvised Music Association), describes the influence of the 

Basement during these years as “electrifying”. 

German expatriate promoter Horst Liepolt came on board, and introduced 

experimental and innovative jazz on Mondays and Tuesdays, leaving the Duck, 

which played more commercial jazz, to perform Wednesdays to Saturdays. Among 

the many outstanding local groups to emerge was the Jazz Co-op, featuring pianist-

saxophonist Roger Frampton, bassist Jack Thorncraft, drummer Phil Treloar, plus 

saxophonist Howie Smith, who had arrived from the US in 1973 to head the new 

jazz studies program at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music. 
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Jazz Co-Op in 1974, L-R, Phil Treloar (drums), Jack Thorncraft (bass), Howie 

Smith (soprano sax), Roger Frampton (piano)… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ DOWN 

UNDER 

Many regard this period as a golden age that provided momentum for the evolution 

of jazz in Sydney until the end of the century. 

 

Howie Smith (above) had arrived from the US in 1973 to head the new jazz studies 

program at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music…. PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ DOWN 

UNDER 
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By 1980, with an apparent formula for success, Viles had enlarged the venue by 

adding an additional floor. The result was a mixed blessing. Now one of the largest 

jazz clubs in the world, with high overheads, the need for larger audiences led to a 

marginal decline in the club’s jazz component. 

Still, the Basement became Sydney’s leading non-concert hall venue for visiting 

artists from interstate and overseas, and one of the best-known music venues in 

Australia. 

Basement II was demolished in 1988. After a hiatus, Basement III was created in 

1992 in an adjacent location in Reiby Place, where its music policy further 

expanded. While there was still a place for the occasional jazz artist with drawing 

power, such as singer Vince Jones, the venue presented an eclectic variety of 

musical acts. 

 

In Basement III there was still a place for jazz artists with drawing power, such 

as Vince Jones (pictured above)… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

Bruce and Karin married in 1972 at Barker College Chapel. Their daughter 

Katherine was born in 1981. 
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Viles sold his share of the Basement in 2000 and, with a passion for timber, turned 

his hand to woodwork and inlay. It is little known that he was an accomplished 

musician himself. His classical guitar playing, Karin says, was “exquisitely 

sensitive”. 

 

A young Bruce Viles on guitar: his wife Karin described his classical guitar 

playing as “exquisitely sensitive”… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

In 1974, when France was conducting nuclear tests in the Pacific, Viles withdrew 

all French products from the Basement, and provided food and wine for those 

protesting outside the French embassy. An exceedingly generous man, he often 

cooked for the homeless. 
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Viles: an exceedingly generous man, he often cooked for the homeless… 
PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

In 2014 Viles was diagnosed with a lymphoma of the brain. At that time his 

treatment was successful, but last month an inoperable tumour was found. 

Bruce Viles died peacefully in the palliative care unit at Royal Prince Alfred 

Hospital on April 15. His closest family members were bedside: Karin, Katherine 

and her partner Hayden. He is also survived by his sister Sue and his beloved dog 

Jazz. 

______________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


