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JENNY SHEARD 
 
by Eric Myers* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article was part of a series of articles published in Encore Magazine on 
women in Australia who had emerged as artists, musicians or composers of 
original talent. This article appeared in the February 1980 edition of Encore 
Magazine.] 
 

any musicians and singers fall into show business by accident, simply 
because they are in the right place at the right time, or because 
opportunities spontaneously present themselves. Sydney pianist/vocalist 

Jenny Sheard has decidedly not been one of these. In her case, she made a conscious 
and deliberate decision to get into music seriously when she felt the time was right. 
And, although she was a longtime student of the piano and an avid listener to jazz, 
she waited until she was well into her late twenties before making the move. 
 

 
 
Jenny Sheard: she has done her homework as a student of jazz piano… 
 
This careful, deliberate approach is reflected in her music. If you listen to Jenny 
Sheard, you hear a sure, jazz-oriented voice and chords on the piano which are 
beautifully integrated with her singing style. And, unlike many pianist/singers who  
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*When this article was written in February, 1980 , Eric Myers was a freelance 
writer who had just been appointed the inaugural jazz critic with the Sydney 
Morning Herald. 
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have become known through working the Sydney piano bars, her choice of chord 
changes is impeccably logical — you sense immediately that she has done her 
homework as a student of jazz piano, and it is no surprise to discover that she studied 
for two years with Sydney musician Chuck Yates. 
 

 
 
Sydney pianist Chuck Yates: Jenny studied with him for two years… PHOTO 
COURTESY RAY MARTIN 
 
Born in Sydney in 1945, Jenny Sheard started playing the piano at the age of 3 and 
began lessons at 5, giving her first recital at the same age. As a child, she learnt 
classical music at a convent school, but found that her interest in music was spread 
more widely than the classics. “I was obsessed with Winifred Atwell”, Jenny now 
says, “I loved the boogie woogie — I was into that all the time”. 
 
At the age of 12 Jenny moved to Brisbane with her family, and she continued her 
classical studies. At 16, she first heard the Miles Davis recordings Sketches of Spain  
and Porgy & Bess. Jenny remembers this as a crucial turning-point in her musical 
taste: “As soon as I heard those records I was an immediate convert to jazz, and Dave 
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Brubeck was around at that time, too. So, I was playing Take Five and all that kind of 
stuff.” 
 

 
 
At the age of 16, Jenny first heard the Miles Davis recordings Sketches of Spain  
(above) and Porgy & Bess(below) which was a crucial turning-point in her musical 
taste… 
 

 
 
Gigs in Brisbane: While still a teenager, she played in a quartet which gigged 
around Brisbane, but these musical ventures were basically for fun, and Jenny, at 
that time, made no moves towards a professional career in music. At the age of 20, 
she left her family in Brisbane and arrived back in Sydney, where she went into 
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business as a customs agent. Later, she was an import manager and subsequently ran 
her own business importing jewellery from Mexico. 
 

 
 
American drummer Jack Savage: another major turning-point in Jenny Sheard’s 
life… 
 
In 1972 she met American drummer Jack Savage, a week after his arrival in Australia 
from New York. This was another major turning-point in her life — they have been 
together since that time, and Jack’s lifestyle as a musician and drum teacher was a 
great influence on Jenny’s decision to take up music again seriously. It was he who 
encouraged Jenny to study the piano with Chuck Yates, one of the legendary “wild 
men” of Sydney jazz, but also a superb, if demanding, teacher. 
 
Dedication: Chuck Yates is notorious for being interested only in those genuine 
students of the piano who are willing to practise and demonstrate that they are 
making progress. “I lived in constant fear of being fired by Chuck,” says Jenny, “the 
music really matters to him. He’s a perfectionist. I could go so far as to say that he 
has the most knowledge and the most dedication of any piano player in this country. 
He has a real musical integrity…” 
 
After two years of disciplined study and practising every day, Jenny emerged in 1977 
as a capable and knowledgeable pianist, ready for professional work. It was at this 
stage she discovered, quite by accident, that she could sing, and sing well. Called for a 
job at the Elizabethan Inn she found that singing was required. She hastily wrote 
down the lyrics for 20 songs, and completed the job successfully. 
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Having been discovered overnight as a singer, she was recommended for the six-
nights-a-week job at the Crest Hotel piano bar. Consistent with her attitude towards 
studying the piano, Jenny took the same serious attitude towards singing and 
commenced lessons with Josie Keen, who also taught, amongst others, Sydney 
singers Jan Adele and Edwin Duff. 
 

 
 
Josie Keen taught, amongst others, Sydney singers Jan Adele (above) and Edwin 
Duff (below)... 
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No accident: Jenny emphasises the deliberate nature of her decision to take up 
music seriously: “I planned it, I anticipated it, I spent the money that I had saved 
from my own business, and I used that money to change my lifestyle, and I haven’t 
regretted it”. One gets the impression that whatever Jenny Sheard does in music, it 
will not be by accident. Unlike many talented Australians, she is not lackadaisical 
about her talent — it has been well-honed and carefully developed, and she 
approaches her work with a thoroughness and professionalism that is highly 
impressive. 
 
Jenny stayed at the Crest Hotel piano bar for some 6-7 months, where she enjoyed a 
great amount of freedom: “It was a pretty far-out room, frequented by mostly gays 
and drag-queens, but I was able to play exactly what I wanted to play. There were no 
restrictions, so I started singing in there, of course, and I was able to gather together 
a beautiful repertoire of jazz tunes, and sing them the way I was used to hearing them 
on the records I have at home”. 
 
After the Crest, Jenny moved on to the Burton restaurant where again she worked for 
some five months. By this time she had done six nights a week for over 12 months, 
enabling her to refine her trade of singing and playing jazz. It could not have been a 
better introduction to professional playing, following her two years study with Chuck 
Yates. 
 

 
 
Sheard is looking forward to working professionally with the trio... 
 
During 1979, Jenny Sheard played freelance and casual engagements, including two 
stints of three weeks each at the Texas Tavern Airline Bar, a private club for air-crew 
and travel people. Interestingly, the piano chair required a solo jazz pianist/singer, 
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and the management had great difficulty filling the chair. Jenny was one of the few 
Sydney musicians able to do the job successfully. 
 
Trio format: Although she is able to handle piano bar work well, Jenny does not 
feel that this type of work wholly suits her musical interests and temperament. What, 
then, of the future? She has been rehearsing with John Allen (bass) and, of course, 
Jack Savage on the drums, and is looking forward to working professionally with the 
trio.*   
 
“I’m happiest when I’m playing with them,” says Jenny. “When I’m by myself, I find 
it hard to sustain my interest, and I can very easily get bored. I’m very busy studying 
classical music, perfecting my technique, working on good jazz standards, and the 
object of all this in the future is working in a trio format with Jack and John.” 
 

 
 
*Editor’s note: Subsequently Jenny Sheard went on to establish her trio as a 
leading jazz group in Sydney. It is pictured here as it was in 1981, with her husband 
Jack Savage (centre) on drums, and the young bassist Lloyd Swanton. Swanton 
joined the trio in September, 1980, and was resident with the group until December, 
1981… 
 
It was, in fact, a week after I interviewed Jenny Sheard that the news arrived that the 
trio had landed a job in the Regency Lounge of the Hyatt Kingsgate, Kings Cross, 
Thursday through Saturday nights, from 8-12. By mid-February, they will have 
commenced the engagement. Jenny Sheard and her trio are warmly recommended. 
Having paid her dues in full, Jenny is on the brink of an exciting career. There is little 
question that, very quickly, she will become one of the jazz musicians in Sydney you 
just must hear. 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
Editor’s note: Jack Savage died in 2009. His obituary, written by John Shand, 
appears on this website at this link https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/obituaries-
page-14.  
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