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WARREN DALY AND THE BIG BAND 

by Eric Myers 

___________________________________________________ 

[This article appeared in the Winter/Spring 1985 edition of Jazz Magazine. In May, 

2018 some of the original text was amended, and additional text inserted.] 

 

Warren Daly (on the right) in drum battle with American Louie Bellson at the 

Musicians’ Club in Sydney, 1969…PHOTO COURTESY WARREN DALY PERSONAL LIBRARY 

In 1985, Warren Daly has been a major force in the music industry, taking jazz to 

the wider audience in a number of major concerts. On March 1 he and his Big Band, 

with the singers Kerrie Biddell and Jim McCallum played in the Sydney Town Hall 

to 2,500 people. This was a free concert, co- promoted by the Jazz Action Society of 

NSW and the Sydney City Council.  On April 26 & 27, the Warren Daly Big Band 

with the singers Billy Field and Jim McCallum appeared at the Adelaide Festival 

Theatre. The following night, April 28, they were at the Melbourne Concert Hall. 

These concerts, promoted by Daly himself, drew, in round figures, audiences of 

2,000 people for each concert. On June 8, the Daly promotion “A Salute To Tommy 

and Jimmy Dorsey” went on at the Sydney Entertainment Centre. The program 

included Daly’s Big Band with the singer Maureen Kelly and the Jimmy Dorsey 

Orchestra, featuring six original Dorsey musicians from the USA, and the Pied 

Pipers vocal group. This drew 5,500 people. A similar event at the Melbourne 

Sports & Entertainment Centre on June 11, drew 2,500 people. The following looks 

at the story behind Warren Daly: 

ig Bands come and go in the highly impermanent Australian jazz world. But 

there is one band that has established a durable presence, going back over 15 

years: the Warren Daly Big Band. This is not quite the same band as the B 
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famous Daly-Wilson Big Band which was established in 1969. But, for all intents and 

purposes, Daly is now carrying on the tradition of big band playing which he had 

personally done so much to establish throughout the 1970s. 

Warren Daly and Ed Wilson ceased their long association in September, 1983. Since 

that time, Wilson has moved to the Queensland Gold Coast where, in January 1986, 

he will take up an appointment as musical director of the new Queensland casino 

Jupiter’s, at Broadbeach.  

 

A shot of Warren Daly (left) and Ed Wilson which appeared in Jazz Magazine in 

1985: they ceased their long association in September, 1983… 

Since Wilson’s exit Daly has been brimming with new ideas, and his enthusiasm has 

been stimulated by the sponsorship agreement which he now enjoys with the NSW 

State Lotteries. This gives the band the same sort of advantage given the old Daly-

Wilson Big Band by Benson & Hedges from 1973-79. Daly sums it up in two words: 

“promotional clout”. 

For their part the NSW State Lotteries have announced: “We are delighted to be 

sponsoring the Warren Daly Big Band. For years Lotteries have had support right 

throughout the State from people in all walks of life. We therefore thought it 

appropriate that we should be associated with a form of music which has similar 

proven appeal”. 

Warren Daly feels that jazz suffers immensely in media exposure. It is basically 

ignored, while other sorts of music are given relentless exposure on television and 
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radio. The sort of sponsorship afforded by the NSW State Lotteries helps to redress 

that imbalance. 

Daly’s philosophy has always been to expose jazz to as wide an audience as possible. 

“I live for jazz, and promoting jazz through my big band”, he says. “I take jazz to 

areas which would not normally get to hear it played live, and it is very rewarding to 

find people are equally enthusiastic about, say, a Dorsey or Basie number you might 

be doing, as they would be about something from the current hit parade. 

“A big band has an excitement level that can bridge the gap in musical tastes. Anyone 

who holds the adolescent view that jazz should only be played in smoke-filled sardine 

cans should take a trip to the States and give himself an education. Buddy Rich, 

Count Basie, Duke Ellington — all have played their distinct brands of jazz to the 

uninitiated, as well as the converted, at such unlikely venues as Disneyland, bowling 

alleys, supermarkets, and even condominiums”. 

 

Duke Ellington (left) with Count Basie: both played their distinct brands of jazz to 

the uninitiated, as well as the converted…PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

Consequently the band’s repertoire is eclectic, so that the appropriate music can be 

pulled out for a particular audience. It draws on popular songs and ballads of the day 

arranged for its own line-up; jazz standards such as the Ellington repertoire; classical 

showstoppers like the Peer Gynt Suite and Scheherezade arranged for big band; and 

an input of original tunes by Australian composers, including Daly himself. 

Daly does not see this eclecticism as diluting the band’s commitment to jazz. On the 

contrary, when the band plays to a specific jazz audience, as it did to the Jazz Action 

Society of NSW in 1984, it delivers the goods. Following that concert, I wrote in The 

Australian on February 9, 1984: 
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The performance could only be regarded as a marvellous demonstration of 

swinging big band jazz, for precision, power and musical feeling. That precision in 

the horn sections was built on the substructure of a great rhythm section: Peter 

Locke (piano), Chris Qua (bass), Dave Colton (guitar) and Daly himself on drums. 

Daly has been for many years the quintessential big band drummer in Australian 

jazz. He makes the rhythm section swing irresistibly and the time is always 

unmistakably in the air. Some six players out of 17 were sightreading the 

arrangements, so the performance might well have been rough around the edges. 

But there was evidence of hesitancy only in a handful of instances. The players 

breezed through the music with professional ease, testimony to the strong reservoir 

of big band jazz players that exists in Sydney. 

Shirley Horsnell, writing in the March, 1985 newsletter of the Jazz Action Society, 

was enthusiastic:  

While individually members of the band were great, they all worked so cohesively 

and with such empathy, that the band was brilliant. Too many big bands play too 

loudly and too fast most of the time. This band had great dynamics and swung 

loosely and excitingly. But it was the leader and great drummer Warren Daly 

whose drive, energy and enthusiasm sparked the band. 

Since 1969, it is hard to find a major Sydney jazz musician who has not worked, at 

one time or another, with the Daly band. Indeed the band has been one of the most 

fertile training grounds for young musicians that this country has seen. Daly has had 

an uncanny knack of being able to hire previously unknown players to blood in one of 

his sections. A short while later, they are out making a major impact in the jazz 

world. 

 

Warren Daly rehearsing the Daly-Wilson Big Band in 1973… PHOTO COURTESY WARREN DALY 

PERSONAL LIBRARY 
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When asked which were his more favourite protégés, Daly mentioned the 

saxophonists Col Loughnan, Tony Buchanan and Lee Hutchings, the trumpeters 

Peter Cross, Mick Kenny, Paul Panichi and Norm Harris, the trombonists Herb 

Cannon, Bob Johnson and Dave Panichi, and the singer Kerrie Biddell. All were 

relatively unknown before they worked with Daly-Wilson. 

The success of the Daly-Wilson band was a great stimulus to the formation of other 

big bands in Sydney in the 1970s. It is well-known that, in 1975, the l6-year- old 

drummer Cary Bennett, fired up after hearing the Daly-Wilson Big Band at a school 

performance, approached John Speight with the idea of forming a big band of 

promising young school-age musicians. The result was the Young Northside Big 

Band. 

 

The singer Marcia Hines (centre) with Wilson (left) and Daly (right) in Hong Kong, 

1974: nurtured by the Daly-Wilson Big Band, Hines later took off like a rocket to 

become Australia’s most popular female singer… PHOTO COURTESY WARREN DALY 

PERSONAL LIBRARY 

Among the many musicians and entertainers, in particular, that Daly can claim to 

have nurtured and sent on their way, is the American singer Marcia Hines. She had 

done two tours of Australia with the band in 1974, a month at the Hong Kong Hilton, 

and also appeared in Jakarta when the band was flown from Australia for one 

appearance for the Pacific Area Travel Association. Daly took Marcia Hines to Russia 

for the band’s three-weeks tour in 1975. She was featured in the documentary Big 

Band in Russia, produced and directed by the ABC’s Bernie Cannon; she did a 

national tour and made her first recording with the DWBB in 1975; and also 

appeared with the band in the United States in 1975. Soon after this exposure with 
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the DWBB, Hines took off like a rocket to become Australia’s most popular female 

singer. 

 

This photo of the DWBB was taken in 1976 for a tour of Australia, immediately 

after the 1975  tour of Russia, Latvia, Lithuania and the US… 

The trip to Russia in 1975 was an extraordinary event which has probably been little 

appreciated in Australia. The band played 20 concerts to huge audiences, including 

10 concerts in Leningrad and 5 in Moscow. All were sold out, and members of the 

band still speak of the standing ovations which greeted them. 

 

American jazz critic Leonard Feather: he praised the Daly-Wilson band’s precision 

and excitement… 

What may be even less appreciated is that the Daly-Wilson band went on from 

Russia to play seven concerts in the United States. They played three concerts at the 

Hilton in Las Vegas, an engagement that was extended to six nights. Their seventh 
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and last concert, at the legendary Donte’s in the San Fernando Valley, was witnessed 

by the leading American jazz critic Leonard Feather. Feather wrote, in the Los 

Angeles Times:  

For the big band fan, receptive to swinging sounds with typically American touches 

of jazz/rock, this was a most agreeable evening . . . The Daly-Wilson band carries 

two important weapons in its arsenal precision and excitement. The brass section 

hit each phrase with accuracy and flawless intonation, the saxes captured a Ducal 

essence in Take The A Train, and the rhythm team, thanks mainly to the dynamism 

of Daly, compares with some of this country’s best. 

Ten years later, Warren Daly is playing once again with one of the members of that 

historic band: the saxophonist Errol Buddle. They can be heard regularly at the 

Rocks Push Restaurant in Sydney, with Bob Gebert (piano) and Dieter Vogt (bass), 

and all the members of this quartet are now resident with the big band. 

“Errol puts so much energy into his playing”, says Warren. “He is one of the few I 

know who can play lead alto and knows how to sit on the rhythm section”. 

 

Daly praises the saxophonist Errol Buddle: one of the few who can play lead alto 

and knows how to sit on the rhythm section… PHOTO CREDIT EDMOND THOMMEN 

Daly’s recipe for big band success is “lots of heart, perseverance, dedication and, 

above all, swing”. He is critical of the lack of ability to swing amongst many 

Australian jazz musicians; he feels that this is something which has to be experienced 

and learnt in the field rather than through jazz education courses.  

Warren Daly himself has few peers in Australian jazz in the art of propelling a big 

band. It is no secret in the jazz world that, when the John Hoffman Big Band 
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performs in Sydney with Daly in the drum chair, the band fires: if Daly is unavailable, 

then everyone starts to worry. 

Daly’s commitment to swing music goes back a long way. During the 1960s he had a 

meteoric rise from rock drummer to big band and studio drumming. In 1966 he 

arrived at Channel 10’s television orchestra led by Jack Grimsley where he played 

with a number of leading jazz musicians, including Judy Bailey, Ed Gaston, George 

Golla, Charlie Munro, Errol Buddle, Graeme Lyall, John Bamford  and Eric (Boof) 

Thomson. 

It was at Channel 10 that he met the American Kirby Stone, who invited Daly to go to 

the United States in 1967 as drummer with the Kirby Stone Four. Once in the US he 

was offered the drum chair with Si Zentner’s big band, which was working in Las 

Vegas at the time, and later went on tour around the United States. After three 

months with Zentner, Daly joined the Glenn Miller Band (then led by Buddy De 

Franco) worked in the US, and later toured Korea and Japan with them. 

 

Buddy DeFranco Quartet performing on a 1968 Japan/Korea tour. L-R, DeFranco 

(clarinet), John LaBarbera (piano), Chuck Lawson (bass), Warren Daly (drums) … 
PHOTO COURTESY WARREN DALY PERSONAL LIBRARY 

Daly found that his experience in the US confirmed his musical ideas, particularly 

concerning swing and time. “The biggest thing I learnt from that American 

experience was that I was right all along”, he now says. “I always felt intuitively that a 

big band drummer should have balls. He should be able to propel a band and, above 

all, should swing. A lot of people had suggested to me before I went there that this 

was not so”. 

On his return in 1968, he was fired up to form a big band that would be able to play 

with the stops out. “The band was a young man’s ideal to get out and blow his head 
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off”, he says. “We really hadn’t had the chance to play in Australia before — the older 

bands tended to conserve energy too much for us”. 

When Daly and Ed Wilson formed their big band they wanted to counteract the 

seriousness and gloom in the jazz world. They encouraged the players to be positive 

and extroverted. “If you like what another guy plays, yell it out”, Daly told them. 

The first band which Daly and Wilson assembled at the Stage Club in 1969 now has a 

quaintly historical air to it: Don Raverty, Kel Drady, Bernie Wilson, Dieter Vogt, Bob 

Barnard (trumpets), Graham Lyall, Doug Foskett, Col Loughnan, Lee Hutchings, 

Bruce Johnston (saxophones), Ed Wilson, George Brodbeck, John Costelloe, Merv 

Knott (trombones), Neville Whitehead (bass), Col Nolan  (piano), Ned Sutherland 

(guitar), Mark Bowden (percussion) plus Daly on drums. 

The band had not given a public performance before Lyall went to Melbourne, while 

Johnston and Whitehead left for overseas. Still, the co-leaders quickly discovered 

something that would stand the band in good stead for many years: there was a deep 

reservoir of talented big band musicians ready to come in as replacements. At this 

time Ford Raye came in for Whitehead, and Johnston was replaced by Tony 

Buchanan. 

The Daly-Wilson Big Band’s first performance was at the Stage Club in August 1969. 

Having created great interest in Sydney musical circles, it played to a packed house. 

The rest, as they say, is history. 

 

Warren Daly in 1985, out in front of his Big Band: a zealous advocate of big band 

jazz… PHOTO COURTESY WARREN DALY PERSONAL LIBRARY 
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Now, in 1985, Warren Daly remains something of an anachronism — a zealous 

advocate of big band jazz long after the decline of the swing era, in a time when 

economics have largely made a big band — which needs at least 16 or 17 players — 

financially impracticable, at least as a full-time outfit. 

Still, with sponsorship from the NSW State Lotteries in place, Daly looks to the 

future with renewed confidence. It took him, he says, years of knocking on doors 

before he found the Lotteries to sponsor his band. “I have a pile of correspondence 

two feet high”, he says. 

Daly is well-equipped to carry on. He has an active library of about 400 

arrangements for big band, and this includes between 50 and 80 original 

compositions. It would not be surprising if he is leading his big band in another 16 

years from now. 

 

Daly’s eyes gleam with enthusiasm — “I love the big band more”… PHOTO COURTESY 

WARREN DALY PERSONAL LIBRARY 

“I’ve played in many small groups with Buddy DeFranco, Carl Fontana and Chuck 

Findley, Toshiko Akiyoshi and Lew Tabackin, Don Burrows, George Golla, Errol 

Buddle, Graeme Lyall, Col Nolan, Roger Frampton”, says Daly. “I loved all that, and 

still love playing with them. But,” — his eyes gleam with enthusiasm — “I love the big 

band more”. 

“After having toured extensively with the Si Zentner Orchestra and then the Buddy 

de Franco led Glenn Miller Orchestra in 1968, and returning to co-found the Daly-

Wilson Big Band, I had embarked on my quest to change trumpet playing in 

Australia, setting a higher bar for it and the band as a whole as well. 
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“In addition to co-writing the charts for the Daly-Wilson library with Ed Wilson, I 

rehearsed the band by pushing the boundaries of execution norms to such an extent 

that the band’s style and thus trademark sound could be identified instantly by its 

difference to other big bands of the day. 

“I was later to learn that Frank Sinatra’s famous producer Sonny Burke used to play 

DWBB recordings in the 70’s at his independent record sessions in Los Angeles, 

saying to the musicians ‘this is how I want you to play’. This was told to me only 

recently by Frank Sinatra Jr, who used to transcribe tracks of the DWBB for his own 

shows in Las Vegas and who was in Sydney at this time conducting for his father. 

Frank Jr added ‘your band was an index of performance standard in Hollywood and 

that is why you had all the LA studio guys come to your Donte’s performance, stay for 

the whole evening and why your band was requested by Don Costa to back Dad on 

his Ol’ Blue Eyes is Back Australian tour the year before’. 

 

Frank Sinatra’s producer Sonny Burke: he used to play DWBB recordings in the 

70’s at his independent record sessions in Los Angeles… 

“This was indeed the greatest compliment and acceptance of the unique performance 

style and standard of the band, of which I am very proud”, Daly concludes. “I said to 

Frank Jnr, ‘Why didn’t you tell me this years ago?’. 

“That this accolade occurred in such remarkable circumstances and territory was 

indeed extremely gratifying to me.  

“Big Band music is my lifeblood”. 

_________________________________________________________ 

[See below for photograph and personnel of the Warren Daly Big Band in 1985.] 
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PERSONNEL OF THE WARREN DALY BIG BAND IN 1985 

Trumpets: Brian Guilmette, Bill Innes, Ross Connors, Simon Rowe  

Saxophones: Errol Buddle, Alan Solomon, Martin Anderson, Alan Webb, Lee 

Hutchings 

Trombones: Scott Kardash, Geoff Power, Ziggy Sokowlowsky, Peter Trotta 

Piano: Bob Gebert 

Bass: Dieter Vogt  

Guitar: Dave Colton 

Drums: Warren Daly 

Road Manager: Brian Peerless 

 

 

The Warren Daly Big Band, snapped in early 1985. Trumpets, from left, Fred 

Tinker, Mike Cleary, Brian Guilmette, Bill Innes. Trombones, from left, Peter 

Horton, Scott Kardash, Carl Hammond (obscured), Gerry Ramage. From far left, 

Dave Colton (guitar), Col Nolan (piano), Justin De Leo (electric bass), Daly 

(drums). Saxophones from left, Alan Solomon (behind cymbal), Errol Buddle, 

Sandy Evans, Martin Anderson, Ross Muller… PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 

_________________________________________________________ 


