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CANBERRA’S SOUTHERN CROSS CLUB 
 
by John Sharpe* 
________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the Canberra Times on Wednesday, March 12, 2008.] 
 

etired elder statesman of Australian jazz, Graeme Bell says, “Among Sydney 
musicians it is regarded as a status symbol to be able to say that you had 
performed at the Canberra Southern Cross Club.” Bell was the first interstate 

jazz musician to play at the club and his band opened and closed the inaugural jazz 
series in 1980. Since its inception the Southern Cross Club has provided a wide 
variety of entertainment for its members and the Canberra public, but over the years 
jazz has held a special place, evidenced by the fact that a jazz series has been 
incorporated in its programming for the past 27 years.  
 

 
 
Graeme Bell: his band opened and closed the Southern Cross Club’s inaugural jazz 
series in 1980…PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ AUSTRALIA MAGAZINE 
________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
*The late John Sharpe, who died on July 12, 2017, was a retired public servant living in 
Canberra. In the years leading up to his retirement he worked in the International 
Relations Branch of the Department of Primary Industry representing Australia on 
various committees and councils of the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation 
in Rome. He was a devoted jazz fan and amateur musicians all of his adult life, playing a 
variety of instruments in dance and jazz bands in Sydney and Canberra since the late 
1950s. 
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The first concert in the series for 2008 will start tomorrow. This series is entitled A 
Salute to the Big Bands. It will feature four of Sydney's big bands and will cover a 
variety of the sounds coming out of the swing era. The large complement of 
personnel involved represent a high proportion of the more prominent mainstream 
jazz musicians Sydney has to offer.  
 
With extensions to the club in 1985, the upstairs room, with its cosy nightclub 
atmosphere and seating for 400, opened. Referred to as the "Top of the Cross" it 
quickly established a reputation among Australian jazz musicians as a good place to 
play.  
 
A driving force behind the introduction of jazz to the club was the then manager, 
Peter Head. He retired a few years ago but recalled, "When I came to the Southern 
Cross Club I saw an opportunity to promote jazz as an entertainment form. We set 
out to create a mixed package of jazz styles to present to our members and make it as 
broadly appealing as we could.  
 

 
 
The first series involved seven concerts a fortnight apart, involving imported interstate 
bands led by people of the calibre of Errol Buddle (above)… PHOTO CREDIT BRIAN STEWART,  
and singer Kerrie Biddell (below, pictured with saxophonist Graham Jesse & bassist Clive 
Harrison)... PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
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"We soon learnt that in Canberra we actually had a listening audience, one that 
appreciated a concert format versus a beer hall or pub-style format. After two years 
there was no dancing permitted. We discouraged talking during performances and, if 
necessary, we would close the bar. So we really did have a concert situation."  
 
Visiting musicians, without prompting, will tell you that they regard the "Top of the 
Cross" as one of the best, if not the best, room for jazz performance in the country. 
They instance the comfortable ambience of the room, the informed, attentive 
audiences, the fact that the grand piano is tuned before each performance and there 
is professional sound and lighting. They also refer to the good accommodation 
provided and the management's hospitality.  
 

 
 
American jazz musicians such as Urbie Green (above) and Joe Newman (below), 
were able to perform at the club… PHOTOGRAPHERS UNKNOWN 
 

 
 
 
Bell commented that, "Those who had not previously played at ‘The Cross’ were more 
than pleasantly surprised at the total lack of that cold, impersonal atmosphere 
usually encountered in the clubs of NSW." Peter Head was of the view that, "If you 
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treat the artist well they will appreciate it and feel relaxed and comfortable. We had a 
high expectation that they would give their best performance when they came. It was 
a policy that worked."  
 
Other clubs tried to duplicate the success of these jazz series but with less favourable 
results. They went back to other musical styles more popular with less discerning 
club patrons.  
 
The first series involved seven concerts a fortnight apart and there have been three 
such series each year ever since. It would be difficult to find any other club in 
Australia with a longer term commitment to jazz. That first series involved imported 
interstate bands led by people of the calibre of Bell, Errol Buddle and Kerrie Biddell. 
This standard continued with numerous international jazz artists also including the 
Southern cats at the Southern Cross Club in their itinerary when touring Australia.  
 

 
 
The Ozcats, Ron Falson’s tribute band to Bob Crosby’s Bobcats. Back row L-R, Dave 
MacRae, Falson, John Blenkhorn, Stan Valacos, Dan Barnett, Bob Barnard. Front 
row L-R, Paul Furniss, Laurie Thompson, Trevor Rippingale…  PHOTO © RON 
FALSON ARCHIVE 
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In the 1980s, an attraction for these artists was the club's very competent house band 
of local musicians led by the late John Carrick. He encouraged Head to involve the 
club in these tours and offered to do the necessary backing, making these concerts 
more economically viable. It resulted in American jazz musicians such as Art Hodes, 
Urbie Green, Ralph Sutton, Richie Cole, Joe Newman, Georgie Fame, Herb Ellis and 
many others appearing.  
 
The club has also contributed significantly to the local jazz scene. Over the years local 
bands have been included in the programming, student bands from the School of 
Music have had their first public outings there and it has hosted high school and 
college jazz festivals.  
 
With the relatively recent return of public interest in swing music and the dancing 
associated with it, this series is also likely to be a winner. Singers here and overseas 
are now fronting big bands and reviving the songs of past decades. Harry Connick Jr 
and Michael Bublé have done so internationally and in Australia, we have people 
such as David Campbell.  
 
The first of the four big bands appearing in this series are the OzCats led by Ron 
Falson, who will be playing the 1930s/1940s arrangements of the Bob Crosby 
Bobcats. Bob Barnard's 10-piece band will be covering the music of Louis 
Armstrong's big band period.  
 

 
 
Bob Barnard: his 10-piece band will be covering the music of Louis Armstrong's big 
band period… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
Benny Goodman used a number of female vocalists during his time as the King of 
Swing and Janet Seidel will be filling that role when she appears with the Brad Child 
Orchestra. This setting will be quite different from the small band format in which 
she usually appears. The series concludes with the Dan Barnett Big Band. 
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Trombonist Barnett is increasingly being recognised as a vocalist, and was a finalist 
in the prestigious 2006 London International Jazz. Competition for singers. He is 
now in demand on the international jazz festival circuit.  
 

 
 
Vocalist & trombonist Dan Barnett: a finalist in the prestigious 2006 London 
International Jazz. Competition for singers… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
Lynda Wade became entertainment officer for the Canberra Southern Cross Club in 
1993 and ever since has been responsible for developing a theme for each series and 
putting it together. For a lady with little knowledge of jazz in the beginning she has 
come to love the music and now takes a personal, as well as a professional, interest in 
each concert.  
 
"While I organise much of the entertainment of various types at the club, and enjoy 
doing so, I must admit I have a soft spot for the jazz concerts. Jazz musicians are 
particularly easy to work with. While they are laid back they are also obviously 
committed to their music and have a desire to involve the audience in what is 
happening on stage. I like watching the enthusiastic audience reaction to what they 
are hearing and afterwards listening to their comments on the way out."  
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
Canberra Southern Cross Jazz Series Concerts begin at 8.30pm 
Series ticket $72.  
Tomorrow: The OzCats ($21).  
March 27: The Bob Barnard Band ($21).  
April 10: Janet Seidel & the Brad Child Orchestra ($22).  
April 17: Dan Barnett's Big Band ($22).  
Bookings: 6283 7288 or www.cscc.com.au 

http://www.cscc.com.au/

