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DICK MONTZ 
 
Interviewed by Mike Williams* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This interview was published in Mike Williams’ 1981 book The Australian Jazz 
Explosion.] 
 
Mike Williams writes: Big bands have always included a number of musicians 
whose forte is not the improvised solo, but ability to imbue the section work with jazz 
feeling. Such a man is American born Dick Montz, who established himself as a lead 
trumpet player long before he became one of  handful of musicians from his country 
to settle in Australia. 
 
His experience immediately led him to the studios here, and he showed himself to be 
as adept at handling the music of the classical composers and Gilbert and Sullivan as 
at jazz orchestrations. 
 
In 1979 he formed a big band on a casual basis, and surmounted fearsome economic 
difficulties to present it, spasmodically, ¡n concert and at The Basement in Sydney. In 
January 1980, he was a natural choice for the specially recruited big band which 
performed with Manchurian-born pianist-arranger Toshiko Akiyoshi and her 
American husband, tenor saxophone player Lew Tabackin, at the first Sydney 
International Music Festival. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
American born Dick Montz: he established himself as a lead trumpet player long 
before he came from his country to settle in Australia... PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
*In 1981 when Mike Williams published his book The Australian Jazz Explosion, he 
was then jazz critic with The Australian newspaper. 
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Dick Montz: I went to high school in Champagne, Illinois, then on to the University 
of Illinois. It was a resident place for a lot of contemporary composers, and John 
Cage and Karlheinz Stockhausen were both there. 
 
I was the first trumpet in the symphonic orchestra and was in the wind ensemble, 
which did various classical things. In addition, I was first trumpet in the university 
jazz band. We went to the Notre Dame festival in 1963 and won. We did twelve-tone 
jazz compositions in which the entire seventeen-piece orchestra was improvising at 
the same time on the tone row, and it just sounded like chaos. But apart from the 
avant garde, the band was very heavily into Gil Evans’ music when everybody else 
was doing Stan Kenton and Count Basie. We had two brass sections and nobody, not 
even Kenton, was doing that. We had a six-piece orthodox section with trumpets and 
trombones and the other was five pieces, consisting of two flugelhorns, French horn, 
baritone horn and tuba and the arrangements were built around this setup. In my 
fifth year at university, when I was doing my graduate work, Howie Smith came in as 
lead alto and we were together in the band for a semester. 
 

 
 
Sammy Nestico, one of Count Basie’s best arrangers, is a former leader of the 
Airmen of Note… 
 
I was going to be drafted, so I joined up and went into the Air Force with the Airmen 
of Note. It was a terrific orchestra and we could compete with any of the bands of the 
1960s, including Basie and Buddy Rich. In fact one of Basie’s best arrangers, Sammy 
Nestico, is the former leader of the Airmen of Note. The band started as a 
continuation of the Glen Miller Army Air Corps Band. When Miller died, the Air 
Force decided to keep it going and with Mrs Miller’s kind permission they were able 
to keep the library. We tended to drift away from Miller’s music, which I think was 
only proper, because if he had still been alive and with the band he would not have 
kept doing 1942 charts, but would have progressed, just like Woody Herman and 
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everybody else has done. We were a progressive organisation up to a point, but the 
Air Force put the kibosh on a couple of things. We weren’t allowed to play avant 
garde — which actually fitted in with my preferences, because I’d got enough of avant 
garde playing at university to last me six lifetimes — and we weren’t allowed to do 
any professional-type gigs. 
 

 
 
Count Basie: Nestico brought over a whole album of arrangements he did for Basie 
for the Airmen of Note to proof-read… PHOTO CREDIT HEINRICH KLAFFS 
 
When Nestico left the Air Force, he went to the Marine Corps and became a 
composer-arranger for the outfit that was the old John Phillip Sousa Band and was 
called the President’s Own Band. It was during that time that he began writing for 
Basie and he brought over a whole album of arrangements he did for Basie for us to 
proof-read in the Airmen of Note — so we gave Basie a helping hand. Kim Newman, a 
friend from my school and college days, had joined the band about a year before I did 
and wrote several charts for it. He was really a guiding force in the band. 
 
After the Air Force I went to Las Vegas and from the first two weeks there I got work: 
in my whole time there, some seven years, I was never out of a job. That’s where I 
met my wife, Louise, who was born in Mosman, Sydney. After she left school, she 
went to England to study, then went to dance in Madrid, where she lived for two 
years. She became a Bluebelle Girl, went to Monte Carlo to join the troupe ostensibly 
for six weeks and stayed ten years. She ended up being line captain and for the last 
seven years was company manager and boss for the Lido show in Vegas. She 
happened to like sailing and I had a sailboat there — there is a big lake — and that’s 
how we got together. We married and were living very well; we had two boats and 
were saving one salary. However, Las Vegas is a hard business town. When higher up 
positions change, everybody underneath goes. It’s like Washington: politics are 
politics. So if a bandleader is dropped and fired, everybody in the band loses his job. 
My future was dependent on whether or not my bandleader was any good, which was  
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Drummer Warren Daly (above) and trombonist Ed Wilson (below). It was the 
Daly-Wilson Big Band which gave Dick Montz his first job in Australia… 
 

 
 
a somewhat stupid situation to be in: I was not controlling my own destiny. But I am 
now. As a freelance player, if somebody gets angry with me, fine, bye bye. I try not to 
make waves, but some people you just don’t get along with. 
 
Well, anyway, in Vegas the pace was getting a little bit too fast. I was only 32 and 
starting to get an ulcer and couldn’t relax. I was chewing my fingernails, but I don’t 
do that any longer. I don’t have ulcers, don’t have indigestion. 
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I had friends in Australia from a previous visit, when I came here with Louise, and 
she had property here in Mosman. These people I met here never asked me to come 
down, never said; ‘You’ll make a great living here.’ They were just nice people and we 
kept in touch and when I told them I was coming down, they spread the word 
around. 
 
The Daly-Wilson Big Band very kindly gave me my first job here and I went on tour 
with them. And I thank them for giving me a start here. I don’t agree musically with 
everything they have done, although they have their reasons for doing it. But I don’t 
want to be like everybody else, which means  that in forming my own big band I don’t 
want to be like the Daly- Wilson Band. 
 
I think we have a unique sort of organisation. We don’t do copies of recordings, well-
known things that everybody has flogged to death. All the music that people come to 
hear is really different. I’m not a preacher, I just like good music and want to do my 
own thing. 
 
We are ethical and have a great purpose in life to do things well. I’m a serious-type 
person; my wife tells me I am too serious. I find my relaxation in competition on the 
water. I am an Aries and I drive hard and want things right. I don’t like mistakes: I 
believe people are paying you for perfection, not mistakes. I am not a hard 
taskmaster — we joke a lot in the band — and believe that diplomacy is much better. I 
like people to enjoy what they are doing, but at the same time I want to instil in them 
the idea that if they make a mistake their name is on the product, unlike people who 
make automobiles or print newspapers. If the music fails, it fails in front of God and 
everybody right there. So in the arts you have to give of your best and it ¡s 
instantaneous disaster if you goof. 
 
The people I have with me know this and are all keen to do a perfect job, not only 
playing the right notes, but also swinging in the right style and doing something 
artistic. I’m not around people who don’t have that kind of attitude. In other words, if 
they are goof-offs or fool-arounds, we don’t mix with them. I don’t tell people how to 
run their lives and I don’t like people telling me how to run mine. Like Alan Moffatt, 
the driver, who has very much impressed me with his attitude towards racing, said, 
‘You know, sometimes we don’t have people around us for very long. If the pace is too 
hot, they go along someplace else.’ 
 
We have a moral responsibility to music. That might sound like a lot of drivel, but we 
do want to play good music. After all that’s why I got into it in the beginning, why I 
picked up a cornet when I was 11 years old. 
 
Nearly everyone in the US now goes through the universities, but I’m at odds with a 
lot of American musicians. The old guard in America came up the hard way, through 
the road bands. I had a mixed bag of that. I feel I didn’t actually learn music until I 
got out and started playing for real, where if you don’t play good, you starve to death. 
That’s my approach to life, too. If I played my trumpet the way the garbos collect 
garbage I would starve to death, but maybe I make a lot of enemies with my attitude. 
 
Because the universities have traditionally been research areas, they are providing 
the same role in jazz. At the University of Illinois it was very much a research 
situation which was why we had so much of this avant garde playing. I tended to  



6 
 

 
 
Montz likes Richard Strauss (above) rather than Karlheinz Stockhausen (below)… 
 

 
 
choke off at too much of that. I like avant garde, but not ugly music. Those guys are 
stretching out. But, not being a very adventurous type, I tend to go with things I like. 
I like Richard Strauss rather than Karlheinz Stockhausen, although I am impressed 
with several effects that Stockhausen gets. I’m very much a classical buff. I tried to 
start a brass quintet here but the economics were totally out of line and there is no 
hope for work because the brass quintet is something of an archaic form. 
 
On the night of my debut with my big band I played rehearsals for Gilbert and 
Sullivan in the morning, then with my band on the Opera House forecourt as a 
curtain raiser to the Count Basie Band who were in the concert hall, then on to The 
Basement for something over three hours. Quite a day! 
 
One of the reasons I came here is that I felt things were really going to explode here. I 
like to be in on the ground floor of something, and I think things are really exploding 
now. 
 


