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Ella Fitzgerald, arriving at Mascot airport, Sydney, 25 July, 1954. SOURCE IAN D 
CLARK’S COLLECTION 
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s the opening Dedication clarifies, the book is intended to provide a record of 

Ella Fitzgerald’s time in Australia on four occasions (1954, 1960, 1970, 1978). 

Next to nothing is known about the 1970 visit but the others were whirlwind 

affairs, with her performing at different times under tight schedule conditions at 

concerts in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth; and also in Auckland, 

New Zealand.  

However, as the author has confirmed, these activities have largely been ignored in 
major biographies, apart from the scandal surrounding Ella Fitzgerald’s first visit 
here when she, her pianist and her assistant – all African Americans -- were 
“bumped” from their first-class Pan Am flight at Honolulu, en route to Sydney, an 
action subsequently settled out of court but confirmed in law as racial 
discrimination.  
 
Clark argues persuasively that to neglect these tours leaves a significant gap in 
Fitzgerald’s legacy. This book is therefore more than an interesting addition to 
Australia’s jazz history; it provides at the same time a detailed record of aspects to 
Ms Fitzgerald’s long and distinguished career that previously have received little 
attention. Ian Clark has organised his account in four chapters, one for each of the 
Australian visits, followed by a retrospective Conclusion, which assesses the reactions 
of local jazz audiences by considering local reviews at the time of the concerts. 
 
Chapter 1 covers the 1954 tour, organised by the US-born entrepreneur Lee Gordon, 
in collaboration with American promoters Benn F Reynes and Arthur Schurgin. 
Gordon was based in Sydney and prominent in Australian show business during the 
late 1950s and early 1960s.  
 

 
 
The US-born entrepreneur Lee Gordon, in the early 1960s… 
 
My impression from the book (although I am not confident that I have got this right) 
was that the 1954 venture, the first of Gordon’s “Big Shows”, was probably not a 
financial success for its backers, despite large bookings and what for that time were 
record box office takings. I would have liked to learn more about this; the shows in 
Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, and again in Sydney, were all staged in large stadiums 
with seating capacities as large as 11,000. They featured Ella Fitzgerald, the jazz 
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drummer Buddy Rich, the famous clarinettist Artie Shaw, just prior to his 
retirement, and the singer, comedian Jerry Colonna. These principals were 
supported by local musicians. The time frame for the itinerary was hectic – just over 
a week, with two shows every day excluding the Sunday, an additional matinee on the 
Saturdays and with extra shows at the end to compensate ticket holders to shows that 
went ahead on the first two days in Sydney despite the delay to Ms Fitzgerald’s 
arrival caused by the incident in Hawaii. 
 

 
 
Featured along with Ella Fitzgerald  in 1954 were L-R, comedian Jerry Colonna, 
drummer Buddy Rich, and clarinettist Artie Shaw… 
 
Consistent with the stated aim of the book, Ian Clark’s description of these events has 
focused principally on Ella Fitzgerald’s performances. His account has been drawn 
from a comprehensive review of contemporary newspaper reports, supported by 
programme memorabilia and interviews with some of those involved.  
 
What is obvious from these sources is that, although the shows generated enormous 
enthusiasm among local jazz enthusiasts, they were essentially variety shows planned 
as large-scale entertainment, much in the style of Norman Granz’s Jazz at the 
Philharmonic (JATP) concerts; (he was her manager at the time and he accompanied 
the tour). However, whereas the stated intentions of JATP included promotion of 
jazz in general, and of leading African American jazz musicians in particular, the 
general attitudes expressed by the newspaper reviewers of Ms Fitzgerald’s Australian 
performances were inappropriately condescending.  
 
Although seemingly unintentional, and perhaps reflecting a benign ignorance of the 
extreme racially biased US social context within which at this time so many jazz 
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musicians had to follow their careers, the Australian commentators demonstrated an 
ignorant lack of respect for Ella Fitzgerald’s considerable accomplishments as a 
leading Decca jazz artist with record sales of 22 millions, at a time when segregation 
was still rampant within the US. Instead, these reports tended to focus on her 
appearance – she was over-weight and dressed to conceal this – on what she liked to 
eat, with the inclusion of several recipes – and all expressed in racist overtones that 
referred to her skin colour in multiple ways. 
 

 
 
Ella (left) in the company of her manager Norman Granz: he accompanied the 1954 
tour… 
 
The second chapter covers Ella Fitzgerald’s 1960 tour in considerable – but, so it 
proves -- necessary detail. Ian Clark begins by emphasising that previous interest in 
this visit has been limited to a claim by a past biographer that Ms Fitzgerald made a 
long return flight during this tour, from Sydney to Washington, and then back to 
Sydney, so as to participate in President-elect John F Kennedy’s inaugural Gala 
organised by Frank Sinatra, while at the same time meeting touring commitments in 
Australia. Clark’s rigorous research establishes, however, that this account is 
incorrect; Ms Fitzgerald did attend JFK’s Gala on 19 January, 1961 but by that time 
she had been back in the US by about six weeks. 
 
In fact, the tour of Australia and New Zealand was promoted by Jimmy Noall, the 
owner of the Embers night club in Melbourne, and it took place from 26 November 
1960 until some time not determined in early December; and she was definitely back 
in the US by 11 December. Concerts began in Brisbane on Wednesday 28 November, 
with nightly performances organised (with the exception of the Sunday following) in 
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Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney, then back to Melbourne for a televised concert at the 
Embers, after which she flew to New Zealand to perform in Wellington and possibly 
too in Auckland. She brought her own quartet; the pianist Lou Levy, Herb Ellis 
(guitar), Wilfred Middlebrooks (bass) and Gus Johnson (drums) with whom she was 
working regularly at the time. The opening act throughout was the singer Mel  
Tormé, accompanied by different local musicians in each city*. 
 

 
 
Front cover of the 1960 souvenir program. SOURCE IAN D CLARK’S COLLECTION 
 
Besides settling the correct dates for this tour, Ian Clark has successfully clarified a 
number of confusions arising from past accounts of Ella Fitzgerald’s 1960 tour. First, 
her set at the Embers on 4 December 1960 was videotaped by GTV-9 and 
subsequently some part of it was mistakenly identified as a live studio recording, 
separate from the club performance. This was then included as a segment in a 
retrospective of an In Melbourne Tonight TV broadcast.  
 
Second, accounts of this tour had subsequently become conflated in the recollections 
of some with Lee Gordon’s unrelated tour of jazz musicians, which included Sarah 
Vaughan and Dizzy Gillespie. However, as Clark correctly establishes, Lee Gordon’s 
tour took place about two months prior to Ms Fitzgerald’s arrival in Australia.  
________________________________________________________ 
 
*It is not relevant to Ms Fitzgerald’s performances on the 1960 tour but I can add here that 
Tormé arrived in Melbourne before the Fitzgerald tour group for a week’s engagement at 
the Embers; and saxophonist Frank Smith’s house quartet with an augmented front line 
provided the backing for all of his Melbourne performances, including the Festival Hall 
concert. See https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/essays-page-26 

https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/essays-page-26
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And, thirdly, more than 50 years later, Ian Clark came across a DVD re-release of the 
Embers concert, an important discovery because only a very small number of her 
filmed concert performances exist. However, the accompanying description to the 
Embers DVD was riddled with errors as to timing and the personnel involved.  
 

 
 
Ella Fitzgerald at The Embers in Melbourne in 1960. From left: Lou Levy (piano), 

Ella, Wilfred Middlebrooks (bass), Herb Ellis (guitar), Gus Johnson (drums)… 
PHOTO COURTESY TED NETTELBECK 

Fortunately, as a consequence of his intervention, the organisation re-releasing this 
record was able to correct these errors. Clark perspicaciously observes that 
inaccuracies in historical records can arise because of an over-reliance on oral 
histories, which can be unreliable. It is such an important point -- and a personal 
lesson brought home to me yet again. As the pianist in the Embers band at that time, 
I witnessed these events first-hand. And yet in my recollections of these when 
preparing the account at https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/essays-page-26 I confused 
Ossie Johnson with Gus and Ray Brown with Wilfred Middlebrooks. Happily, as a 
direct consequence of Ian Clark’s account, it has been possible to correct my errors1. 
 
As Ian Clark makes clear, virtually nothing is known about the November 1970 visit 
and he has not been able to uncover anything about it, other than an article 
published at the time in TV Times by a Hollywood-based reporter, which describes 
an interview with Ms Fitzgerald and the news that “she is due in Australia this week 
for Sydney nightclub and TV appearances” (p 69).  

                                                           
 
1 Another useful piece of information that I gleaned from this book was that the 
Embers had a seating capacity that was more than double my previous attempt at 
an estimate. 

https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/essays-page-26
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Clark has included this article verbatim and it does make interesting reading, 
confirming that Ella Fitzgerald was a very friendly but shy woman. She comes across 
as something of a home body, who loved her garden and was unassumingly modest 
about her achievements, although at the same time aware of and secure about her 
talent. However, in the absence of any evidence to the contrary, it does seem possible 
that this visit, though planned, did not eventuate. I have myself checked sundry web 
locations for information about this visit but found nothing.  
 
Moreover, no such event is listed by de Looper (2014) in his compilation of concert 
tours visiting Australia during 1954 to 1975; although curiously, this record contains 
nothing at all anywhere for the period between December 1969 and February 1971. 
Why no tour of any kind has been recorded for 1970 is surely an anomaly that should 
be followed up. Nonetheless, countering this speculation, at the time of her 1978 
tour, The Age newspaper did note that this was her fourth tour. In short, there is 
considerable uncertainty here about the 1970 visit and what it involved that requires 
future investigation. Even at a distance of nearly 50 years there must still be 
musicians, television employees, nightclub personnel alive who could cast some light 
on this matter of when she visited Sydney and where she performed. 
 
Ella Fitzgerald visited Australia for the last time in 1978, aged 61, all crammed into 
the 10 days from 26 November to 5 December.  She was accompanied by Paul Smith 
(piano), Keeter Betts (bass) and Jimmie Smith (drums), playing to large, enthusiastic 
concert audiences in Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Adelaide and Brisbane. Ian Clark’s 
account of these events draws principally on local journalists’ reviews of the concert 
in their city and, in fact, several of these reviews have been reproduced in the book.  
In general, they are highly favourable, suggesting unreserved enthusiasm, although 
Adrian Jackson’s review of the Melbourne concert did note that pianist Smith’s 
contribution, although highly proficient, lacked spirit. (This comment was made in 
the context of the excellent work of concert opener Bob Sedergreen with the Ted 
Vining Trio, jazz players who have always tried to push boundaries. Certainly, this 
group would not have been in the least overawed by the presence or status of the 
American visitors).  
 

 
 
The Ted Vining Trio, pictured in 1998, L-R, Barry Buckley, Vining, Bob Sedergreen: 
jazz players who have always tried to push boundaries… PHOTO CREDIT RON JOBE 
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Clark also notes that, happily, the tone of these reviews had moved beyond reliance 
on the culture-embedded racial stereotypes that had characterised many of the 
reviews of the earlier tours and were now, instead, appropriately focussed on her 
musicianship. 
 

 
 

Ella Fitzgerald (right) in Auckland, New Zealand in 1960 with Harry M Miller… 
SOURCE IAN D CLARK’S COLLECTION 

The final chapter is really principally a summary of the previous four, although it also 
includes a brief summary of the twilight of Ms Fitzgerald’s career. Ian Clark is clearly 
an enthusiastic fan and he has done her proud; Ella Fitzgerald was widely judged to 
be one of the most outstanding exponents of jazz voice in the last half of the 20th 
century but she was besides a superlative ambassadress for jazz as providing high 
quality entertainment. Clark’s story has been generated by careful research involving 
primary sources, the book has a useful Index and is enhanced by a wonderful 
collection of photographs and memorabilia, much of which was not familiar to me. It 
would have been interesting to learn what impact Clark concluded these tours had on 
the Australian jazz scene. The 1960 tour certainly impacted me; Lou Levy and the 
trio opened the Melbourne Festival Hall concert with an unnamed minor blues, 
something that they did not include in the Embers concert. It was a ripper; and I’ve 
continued to play it since. 
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Anyone interested in purchasing this book should click on this link 
https://www.amazon.com.au/Ella-Fitzgerald-Australia-Ian-Clark-
ebook/dp/B00MKCJRSM. 
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