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[This review appeared in the Sep/Oct 1994 edition of Jazzchord] 

his is a collection of interviews done by the ABC broadcaster and writer Jim McLeod 

in recent years with Australian and overseas jazz musicians, and taken down 

verbatim, in question & answer form. It’s an absolutely fascinating book, which I 

really couldn’t put down. I can’t imagine anyone in this country, who is interested in jazz, not 

wanting to have it, and savour it. 

There are some who believe that jazz musicians communicate only through the music; 

therefore what they say to interviewers is somehow irrelevant. There is some truth in this. 

Who would care very much about Keith Jarrett’s views? While there is a lovely spirit coming 

through his music, many have found him personally unpleasant, and his ideas somewhat 

loopy. Better to stick to the music. Still, it often helps to know what the musicians are 

thinking. 

 

Keith Jarrett: who would care very much about his views? PHOTO CREDIT GIANCARLO 

BELFIORE 

The ten Australian musicians interviewed are Don Burrows, Bryce Rohde, Jack Brokensha, 

Bob Bertles, Judy Bailey, Mike Nock, Dale Barlow, Paul Grabowsky, and Kate Dunbar. So, 

this is a book very much concerned with the older, established musicians. Dale Barlow, very 

much an established star, even if he is only just short of 35, is the youngest Australian 

interviewed. There are eight Americans whom I won’t list here, but they include Jim’s 

intriguing interview with Artie Shaw, which has already been played on ABC radio. 

In some ways, this is a book of lovely stories. I’ll reveal two here. In the interview with Jack 

Brokensha of the Australian Jazz Quintet, Jack relates the story of Errol Buddle walking into 

a music store in New York, 1950s, and picking up an oboe. He’d never played this very  
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Errol Buddle: just one of the naturals of the world, according to Jack Brokensha… PHOTO 

COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

difficult instrument before, asked the salesman for a reed, and mastered it in a minute, 

achieving what the salesman said was “a very good sound”. “Errol’s just one of the naturals of 

the world”, says Jack. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He just plays.”  

 

Bob Barnard: on a flight trying to see the film The Gig, on which he was playing the 

soundtrack… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ REAL BOOK 

Another great story is told by the US trumpeter Warren Vaché about Bob Barnard. How Bob 

got to play on the soundtrack of the American film The Gig, in which Vaché appeared as an 

actor, is well-known. (Vaché was pre-recording the soundtrack when he took ill; Bob Barnard 

happened to be visiting New York, and in the studio at the time, so took over and performed 

on about half the soundtrack. In the film Vaché later had to mime to Bob’s solos). What is 

not so well-known is that sometime later Bob Barnard was flying back to Australia in 

economy class, and The Gig was being shown in business class. Bob hadn’t seen the movie, 

so stood like a child, pulling the curtain back and telling the stewardess, “I’m on that. I’m 

playing on the soundtrack. Please let me watch the movie”. 
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Paul Grabowsky: jazz presents a constant threat to the fixed rigidities of formal music... 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN ART ORCHESTRA 

There’s some stirring defence of jazz in some of the interviews. Paul Grabowsky, for example, 

says that jazz “has achieved some of the most potent and articulate levels of expression of 

any art” and this hasn’t been accepted by “people who wish to maintain a certain status quo. 

Jazz left the rest of music behind a long time ago, and now - I’m talking about Western 

formal music - it’s trying to catch up... [Jazz] presents a constant threat to the fixed rigidities 

of formal music. Rigidities which formal music is so loath to get rid of because it depends on 

them for its whole apparatus of orchestras and funding and so on.” 

Many of us in the jazz world would agree this sentiment, which is why we are watching 

Grabowsky with great interest, now that he’s moving in the corridors of power at the 

Australia Council (where he will be until mid-1996). Will he be able to advance the better 

interests of jazz itself, in the face of those forces that have tended to marginalise significant 

sections of the jazz world in the past? 

One thing struck me strongly throughout this book: in the interviews the individual 

mentality of the jazz musician is beautifully exposed, but it is a mentality that is somewhat 

parochial. (Parochialism, of course, is not necessarily a bad thing). Despite valuable insights 

into the music, and the interesting historical material they reveal about themselves, the 

musicians rarely see beyond their own projects. One looks in vain for an idea which might 

advance the interests of jazz as a movement. I don’t say this lightly, and I’m prepared to 

concede that, given the questions asked, the musicians may not have had an opportunity to 

address wider questions.  

Also, it may be that jazz musicians are not generally of a collective temperament. Perhaps the 

sort of individualism that makes for a fine jazz musician - that capacity to live in the 

moment, which is essential to  improvisation - militates against a broader view of society. 

This could explain why most jazz musicians tend to be passive on committees, or as part of 

organisations, and why they have had little effect in the past on the policies of, say, arts 

funding bodies. For progress in these areas policymakers need to turn, not to the musicians, 

but to others - consumers, perhaps - who have an intellectual understanding of jazz’s place in 

our culture. As Mike Nock remarks about the musicians, “...there seems to be a lack of 

understanding about the group interest.” 
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Mike Nock: with musicians, there seems to be a lack of understanding about the group 

interest… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

Jim McLeod’s Jazztrack will be of great value as a reference source. Therefore, whoever was 

responsible for it at the ABC should have ensured that it included an index. It’s irritating not 

to have the benefit of one, and is a puzzling omission in today’s world, where 

computerisation can create an index in an hour or so.  

Also, I would have liked the dates of the interviews included; it’s hazy as to how old some of 

them are. There are proofreading errors. For example, it’s unfortunate that such a well-

known music college as Berklee is mis-spelt as ‘Berkeley’ throughout; and it’s a great shame 

in the Bob Bertles interview that Stewie Speer comes out as Stewie Speers. This reinforces a 

chronic error in Australian jazz writing but, of course, it was an error often made even when 

Stewie was still alive. 

 

Stewie Speer: mis-spelling of his name a chronic error in Australian jazz writing … 

These are relatively minor aberrations, however, which should not deter any genuine jazz 

lover from enjoying what is a major achievement in the documentation of Australian jazz. 


