
1 
 

OBITUARY: MIKE WILLIAMS 1926-1986 
 
by John Shand 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in the Winter 1986 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 

ike Williams was not only a doyen of jazz criticism in this country, but was 
also an ardent fighter of the bewitching effects of ‘cultural cringe’ on the 
Australian jazz scene. Born in England on August 16, 1926, Mike’s entry 

into journalism came after serving in the British Navy during the Second World War. 
But Williams and his wife Betty found this a bleak period to be living in Britain. In 
1948, the Graeme Bell band toured there, and this provided the spur-of-the-moment 
catalyst for them to give Australia a try. Three weeks later, they were on their way. 
 

 
 
Mike Williams (right) with his wife Betty, pictured in Sydney in 1949…  
PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
They were in Australia for some five years, before winding up back in the old country 
for another 15 years. It was during this period that his hobby as a jazz lover and his 
work as a writer began to mingle. In his early columns, he was one of the first critics 
to sing the praises of Cleo Laine. 

______________________________________________________ 

 
 
*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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In 1968, Williams and his wife returned to Australia. In the early 70s, he began a ten-
year stint as jazz critic for The Australian. None of the critic’s pitfalls of playing God 
were apparent in his work. He strived to find cause for positive comment believing 
that subjectivity can easily degenerate into overzealousness, or into out-of-hand 
condemnation. 
 
His tastes ran the gamut from traditional to modern jazz. His particular favourites 
were the great pianists, such as Tatum, Wilson, Ellington, and Garner. 
 

 
 
Mike Williams’ particular favourites were the great pianists, such as Art Tatum 
(above), and Erroll Garner (below)...  
TATUM PHOTO COURTESY TWITTER, GARNER PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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A champion of the cause of Australian jazz, Mike was a founder member of the Jazz 
Action Society of NSW, and also served with the Music Board of the Australia 
Council. The latter forum provided a constant battleground for trying to win more 
money for the music he loved so much. 
 
In 1981 his book The Australian Jazz Explosion was published. This was based on 
verbatim interviews with about 30 leading jazz musicians in Australia, illustrated by 
photographs taken by Jane March. 
 

 
 
The cover of Mike Williams’ 1981 book The Australian Jazz Explosion: based on 
verbatim interviews with about 30 leading jazz musicians in Australia… 
 
Williams was a closet pianist and blues singer, who, with the aid of a quiet drink, was 
known to occasionally come out of the closet, for what Betty respectfully called “his 
party piece”. 
 
Mike Williams died suddenly of a heart attack, on June 1, 1986 at the age of 59. He is 
survived by his wife and two children. Australian jazz needs many more supporters 
such as he. 
________________________________________________________ 
 
[Editor’s note: two reviews, written by Eric Myers, of  The Australian Jazz 
Explosion, appear in the BOOK REVIEWS folder on this website, at the following 
links: https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/book-reviews-9, and 
https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/book-reviews-11.] 

https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/book-reviews-9
https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/book-reviews-11

