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OBITUARY: ROLF STUEBE 1964-1996 
 
by Eric Myers 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in the Mar/Apr, 1996, edition of JazzChord.] 
 

olf Stuebe was born in Bathurst, NSW, on June 14, 1964, and died in Balmain, 
Sydney on February 13, 1996, aged 31. His death was accidental, following a 
heroin overdose.  

 
Rolf’s first musical instrument was the euphonium, which he played in high school 
and city concert bands. He played drums briefly before switching to electric bass. 
After leaving school, he became an apprentice carpenter and later qualified as a 
tradesman. 
 

 
 
Rolf Stuebe: noted for his great willingness to encourage the best out of people... 
… PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 
 
On weekends he played electric bass regularly in local rock and blues bands in the 
Central West area of NSW. In 1985 he took up the double bass, and bought a second-
hand instrument from James Morrison. He travelled to Sydney once a month for 
lessons with Craig Scott. In the same year he formed his first jazz group, the Bathurst 
Jazz Quartet, with other young Bathurst musicians, some of whom were later to 
become leading players in Sydney: Toby Hall (drums), Mark Taylor (saxophone), and 
Jill Lowe (piano). The group performed at the 1985 Parkes Jazz Triduum and was 
well received. 
 
In December 1985 Rolf was accepted into the Sydney Conservatorium of Music jazz 
studies program. In early 1986 he therefore moved to Sydney, with the intention of 
playing jazz full-time, and left carpentry behind. He met other musicians of his 
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generation at the Con, chief among them Evan Lohning (piano), the saxophonists 
Brad Child and Graeme Norris, and Alan Davey (trumpet). 
 
While studying at the Con he commenced his professional jazz career on the double 
bass. He completed the associate diploma in jazz studies in December, 1987. Since 
that time he performed with many of the groups that are prominent in Australian 
jazz, including bands led by Dale Barlow, Vince Jones,  James Morrison, Don 
Burrows, Paul Furniss, Paul McNamara, Bernie McGann, Keith Stirling and others. 
 
He was a permanent member of the Blaine Whittaker/Peter Zografakis Quartet, Billy 
Field’s Bad Habits Band, Brad Child and Jason Morphett’s Tenor Madness, and the 
Steve Taylor-Brown Band. He’d also been working regularly with Bernie McGann, 
and indeed played his last engagement at the Sydney Harbour Casino with Bernie’s 
quartet the day before he died. 
 
Rolf also formed his own quintet, which included John Harkins (piano), Alan 
Turnbull (drums), Warwick Alder (trumpet) and Jason Morphett (tenor saxophone). 
He had high hopes of promoting this quintet (which he had wanted to call The Jazz 
Police, but which became known as Rolf  Stuebe & Friends). He financed a recording 
of the group’s music which took place on August 1-3, 1995 at Paradise Studios, 
produced by Julian Lee. 
 

 
 
Rolf Stuebe (left) with pianist John Harkins, who played in the group Rolf Stuebe & 
Friends… 
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The repertoire included compositions by Harkins, Alder and Morphett as well as jazz 
standards. 
 
Rolf visited the jazz co-ordination office shortly before he died, and asked about the 
possibility of support from arts funding authorities to have the album released on 
CD, and also about ways in which the group could tour, and be presented at jazz 
festivals. He was extremely optimistic and enthusiastic about the group, and believed 
that it should be better known in the scene. There are now moves to enable the 
group’s album to be released posthumously. 
 
Rolf Stuebe will be remembered for his big heart, and his extraordinary sense of 
humour. Noted for his dry, quick wit, he told the funniest of stories with the 
straightest of faces. He was also noted for his great willingness to encourage the best 
out of people. He was particularly supportive of friends who doubted themselves, and 
patiently encouraged them to develop their potential, and to excel. 
 
Rolf Stuebe is survived by his mother Deirdre, father Walter,  and three siblings Erik, 
Ellen and Svend. 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
Eric Myers writes:  Following the publication of Rolf Stuebe’s obituary in the 
Mar/Apr 1996 edition of JazzChord, his mother Dee Stuebe made contact with me 
by telephone, and expressed her appreciation of the obituary. She subsequently sent 
a deeply touching note entitled “The Other Rolf”. We agreed that I should 
paraphrase this note for publication in  JazzChord. Accordingly Dee approved the 
following summary, which was published in the Jul/Aug, 1996 edition of 
JazzChord. It was published as a mark of deep respect for Rolf and for his mother’s 
wishes. In that note, Dee revealed what was not widely known: that for some two 
years Rolf had suffered bouts of abdominal pain, which had been diagnosed as 
reflux problems or an ulcer. The medicine and treatment which Rolf’ s doctor 
prescribed had no effect on the pain, Dee said,  so Rolf reverted to heroin which he 
described variously as “the best painkiller” and “a natural product”. The post-
mortem done after Rolf’s death, however, revealed that there was no ulcer. “But 
there were numerous gallstones, up to 15 mm in diameter, said Dee. “One of this 
size was lodged in the cystic duct which drains the gallbladder. This must have been 
incredibly painful. Susceptibility to gallstones runs in Rolf’s father’s family. How 
did we miss all the symptoms? How could he stand the pain without complaining?” 
Dee said that Rolf suffered in silence as he considered that “people who are always 
talking about their illnesses are boring”. Dee believes that the confusion caused by 
Rolf’s heroin use masked the symptoms of his pain. For the last 13 months of his life, 
he had periodically withdrawn from drugs, returned to Bathurst, and apparently 
regained his health. But the pain he continued to experience when going “cold 
turkey” he put down to withdrawal symptoms, or his “ulcer”. But we now know 
what Rolf did not know - that gallstones were responsible. “Had Rolf chosen a 
different path, he might have found satisfying answers while still keeping us 
company on Earth,” Dee wrote. ‘“Those who love him hope that Death turned out to 
be just a short-cut to the understanding of himself and life which Rolf was seeking.” 
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