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OBITUARY: ED GASTON 1929-2012 

by John Shand* 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

[This obituary appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on October 18, 2012, and 
can be read on that newspaper’s website at 
https://www.smh.com.au/national/bassists-style-was-music-to-the-ears-
20121017-27rga.html] 

ome musicians are like actors who cloak themselves in the music they play. 
Others cannot help but let the real them shine through every note. Ed Gaston 
was undoubtedly in the latter camp. He was universally regarded as good 

company and a gentleman, and his bass playing was buoyant, elegant and swinging. 
 
This made him prized by bandleaders. In a career divided between the US and 
Australia, his list of credits includes Dizzy Gillespie, Sarah Vaughan, Stephane 
Grappelli, Milt Jackson, Mark Murphy, Johnny Griffin, Sonny Stitt, Don Burrows, 
Bob Barnard and Marie Wilson. He was the first-choice bassist for many overseas 
acts touring Australia. 
 

 
 
In demand … Ed Gaston was sought after by band leaders, and was the first-choice 
bassist for many overseas acts touring Australia… PHOTO CREDIT TERRY MILLIGAN 

______________________________________________________ 

*John Shand is a playwright, librettist, author, journalist, drummer and critic. He has 
written about music (and occasionally theatre) for The Sydney Morning Herald for over 24 
years. His books include Don’t Shoot The Best Boy: The Film Crew At 
Work (Currency), Jazz: The Australian Accent (UNSW Press) and The Phantom Of The 
Soap Opera (Wizard). His website is www.johnshand.com.au. 
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Edwin Gaston was, in fact, a southern gentleman, born in 1929 in the tiny town of 
Rhodhiss, North Carolina, where his father worked in a hydro-electric plant. 
(Rhodhiss's other claim to fame is weaving the flag that Neil Armstrong and Buzz 
Aldrin planted on the moon in 1969.) 
 
The third of three children, Gaston lived an idyllic Huckleberry Finn childhood of 
swimming and fishing, before his interests congealed on two paths: sport and music. 
His high school football and baseball dovetailed with playing clarinet (Benny 
Goodman being his hero). His talent as a pitcher led to a baseball scholarship to the 
University of North Carolina, during which time he continued playing gigs, although 
his priorities were clear when he swapped from a music major to physical education. 
 
After graduating, he pursued the baseball dream in the minor league, but decided 
this was the limit of his talent, and entered the army during the Korean War. 
It was in the army band that Gaston first took up double bass, which gradually came 
to replace the clarinet as his primary instrument. 
 
After his discharge, it was as a bassist that he joined the Australian Jazz Quintet. 
Formed by Errol Buddle, Bryce Rohde and Jack Brokensha, this group enjoyed 
remarkable notoriety for an Australian jazz band in the US. 
 

 
 
Gaston (back row, far left) with other members of the Australian Jazz Quintet, then 
clockwise Errol Buddle, Jack Brokensha, Bryce Rohde, and Dick Healey… PHOTO 
COURTESY ERROL BUDDLE 
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L-R, Errol Buddle, Jack Brokensha and Ed Gaston snapped in Sydney on the 
occasion of an AJQ reunion in the late 90s… 
 
At the conclusion of its final US tour, the quintet returned to Australia and 
disbanded, the Point Piper farewell party being the scene of Gaston's meeting his 
soon-to-be wife, Dianne, the daughter of another bassist, Arthur Dewar. They were 
married in 1959. 
 

 
 
Ed Gaston’s wife Di Gaston (right) pictured here with the ABC jazz broadcaster Ian 
Neil: they were married in 1959…PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
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Gaston played and taught, with the eminent bassist Bruce Cale taking some lessons. 
Cale has emphasised the importance for the Sydney jazz musicians of routinely being 
able to hear a bassist steeped in the American tradition, Gaston's loping style 
contrasting with a relative stiffness in the playing of local contemporaries. Something 
of the lyricism of having been a clarinettist may have also coloured his bass playing. 
 
Gaston toured the US again in the Bryce Rohde Quartet, and when this ensemble 
disbanded he moved between Sydney and Los Angeles, before settling in Sydney. In 
1966, he joined the Don Burrows Quartet, staying on until the mid-'70s. 
 

 
 
Ed Gaston (second from left) with other members of the Don Burrows Quartet, 
1976, L-R, George Golla, Alan Turnbull, Burrows… 
 
Burrows was then the best-known face in Australian jazz, and work was plentiful, 
including a six-year residency at the Wentworth Hotel, and engagements at the 
Montreux Jazz Festival in 1972 and later the Newport Jazz Festival. 
 
After quitting Burrows, Gaston freelanced until he determined to challenge himself 
with another stint in Los Angeles and the family moved there in 1977 for three years. 
''The competition in LA keeps you on your toes,'' he told Jazz Magazine in 1983. 
 
Back in Sydney, Gaston found work easily, including in recording studios (he was an 
expert sight-reader), and he and Dianne were active Jazz Action Society members. 
The breadth of the repertoire he knew by heart was legendary, with any standard in 
any key at any tempo instantly at his fingertips. 
 
In the late 1990s, Dianne developed Alzheimer's disease, and Gaston cared for her 
until the final phase before her death in 2004. He subsequently enjoyed a 
relationship with the jazz singer Di Bird. His last gig was on September 9. 
 
Ed Gaston is survived by his children Victoria and Jonathan, and five grandchildren. 
 


