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Bicentennial boon for the nation 

 
Members of the newly-formed Australian Jazz Orchestra… Rear L-R, Don Burrows, Dale 
Barlow, Warwick Alder, Paul Grabowsky, Alan Turnbull, Gary Costello, James Morrison. 
Front L-R, Bernie McGann, Bob Venier, Bob Bertles, Doug de Vries.  PHOTO CREDIT BRANCO 
GAICA 
 

It’s going to be a winner — the new Australian Jazz Orchestra, specially formed for the 

Bicentenary year,  began rehearsing this week. 
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ERIC MYERS 
 

YOU could feel the excitement in the air when that unique new 11-piece ensemble, the 

Australian Jazz Orchestra, came together for its first rehearsals at the NSW Conservatorium 

this week. 

 

Already known affectionately as the AJO, and established to give the National Bicentennial 

Performing Arts Program an impressive jazz component, the orchestra is one of the most 



2 
 

ambitious projects in the history of Australian jazz. It has an overall budget of more than 

$200,000.00 for 1988. 

 

The AJO has been made possible through an unprecedented combination of forces: funded by 

the Australian Bicentennial Authority, it is managed by Peter Brendlé Enterprises, 

administered by the Jazz Co-ordination Association of NSW, and sponsored by Philip Morris 

Australia. In addition, the Australia Council has weighed in with funds to fly the AJO around 

the United States in April, 1988. 

 

In the long run, however, the most significant part of the project may well be the historic 

blending of seven Sydney musicians with four Melbourne players. Because of the greater 

costs it would have involved, musicians from further afield were not considered, but the 

organisers felt that, with representation from the two largest jazz communities in the country, 

the standard was quite high. 

 

The Sydney contingent includes trumpeter Warwick Alder; saxophonists  Dale Barlow, Bob 

Bertles, Don Burrows and Bernie McGann; the multi-instrumentalist James Morrison and 

drummer Alan Turnbull. From Melbourne are bassist Gary Costello, guitarist Doug de Vries,  

pianist Paul Grabowsky and trumpeter Bob Venier. 

 

Melbourne jazz musicians, despite the unquestioned vigour of their music, have long felt 

unappreciated and isolated, while Sydney has traditionally been regarded as the pace-setter in 

Australian jazz. The AJO is an effort to close the gap and bring musicians from both cities 

together. 

 

“That feeling does exist in Melbourne to a certain extent, and it’s very simple to explain,” 

said Paul Grabowsky. 

 

 
 

Paul Grabowsky: Melbourne’s had a lot of catching up to do… 

 

“The machinery of the brokerage of power in the arts is concentrated in Sydney, so 

obviously, Sydney is a much better place to be if you want to get money for things because 

you can actually meet the people who are dealing with it, and it becomes easier to achieve 

some communication channels. 

 

“That sort of thing is not readily available in Melbourne. Also, Sydney has been the centre of 

Australian jazz for a very long time, especially through the 1970s, when there was virtually 

nothing happening in Melbourne, So, Melbourne’s had a lot of catching up to do. 
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“I think the AJO is an absolutely essential project. I’m amazed that such a thing hasn’t been 

done before. But, it’s obviously a sign of the times, with a new sort of energy and self-respect 

in the jazz community, that these sorts of things are becoming feasible. The musicians are 

throwing all their weight behind it.” 

 

In the spirit of the bicentennial year, the AJO is a co-operative venture. There is no one 

leader, and the artistic direction of the orchestra is shared amongst the players. 

Don Burrows, the acknowledged senior figure in the ensemble, gave a speech at the launch of 

the Bicentennial Performing Arts Program on August 28, but otherwise he says that the AJO 

should not be regarded as his band. “I’m just one of the guys,” he insists. 

 

 
 

Don Burrows: just one of the guys… 

 

The AJO gives three performances in January, 1988, for the Festival of Sydney: at the 

opening of the Bicentennial Park, Homebush, on January 1; at Midsummer Jazz in The 

Domain on January 3; and at the Sydney Opera House, as part of the National Day 

celebrations on January 26. 

 

Then there’s a three-week national tour from February 21-March 13, which takes the 

group all round the country, except the Northern Territory; then performances in the United 

States in April, including the Houston International Festival; and a further two weeks of 

performances in Australia in June, in provincial and metropolitan centres that missed 

out on the first tour. 

 

“All the Melbourne players are thrilled to be in an orchestra of this calibre,” said Grabowsky. 

“We’re all proud of the fact that we play this music, and I think it’s important that we are 

being given some recognition for that. 

 

“I haven’t felt even a modicum of negativity from anybody in the group, not even buried 

resentment; everyone is totally behind it. If we can keep a band of this potential together, and 

let it mature, it will be a proverbial ‘Mother’.” 


