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THE REAL PHIL TRELOAR SITS DOWN  
 
by John Clare 
 
____________________________________________________ 
  
[This piece appeared in Nation Review, 7-13 April, 1977] 
 

he trouble with the best contemporary jazz is that its dynamic range is too wide 
for the venues in which it has to survive. Often too wild for dinner music, it is 
frequently too delicate to ride over those who would rather chatter and drink. 

It is a very rugged chamber music. 
 
That contemporary jazz can be heard at all in undiluted form is a minor miracle. 
Those who persist in playing this kind of jazz are not saints, but they are votaries of a 
distinguished order. They believe they can communicate to audiences without 
shallow crowd-pleasing devices — and they have often proved themselves right. 
Unfortunately they just as often impress the audience more deeply than the club 
owner, who tends to wring his hands at the first unusual sound and say “Oh dear,  
they won’t like this!’’ 
 
To the casual observer someone like drummer Phil Treloar must appear as a fanatic. 
Perhaps he is. In some situations he seems perverse. He may, for instance, have 
propelled a series  of roaring solos before his own. At this point he has the 
opportunity to win the crowd by making a lot of noise on his drums; and sometimes 
he does. 
 

 
 
To the casual observer someone like Phil Treloar must appear as a fanatic…  
PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 
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However, I have seen him at this very moment pull out his brushes and bring the 
dynamic level down to that of a spider running on a wire web. One by one the 
audience have turned back to their drinks. There he sits, a powerful sombre hound, 
pursuing his intricate conception. The dynamic level rises according to his own inner 
tides. 
 

 
 
Treloar: there he sits, a powerful sombre hound, pursuing his intricate conception... 
PHOTO CREDIT MARGARET FREDRICKSON 
 
Eventually, his patterns begin catching people’s attention.  One by one they turn 
back. The wire brushes are exchanged for sticks, by sleight of hand. He is sweating,  
his mouth hanging open. The drums are hissing and steaming. A final pattern of 
reports somehow redefines the space of the room. And the room erupts with 
applause; but what a dogged way to do it. 
 
Phil Treloar’ s convictions are untainted by erudition. He often speaks of primal 
experiences, but confesses that he has never participated in primal therapy, nor even 
read anything on the subject. His definition of the term is an intensity of experience 
that takes you back to the very first experiences of which you were conscious. 
 
This is what he strives for, and that, no less, is what he invites an audience to share. 
He will not accept that the experience can be communicated within a more show biz 
oriented format. That, he claims, is a different thing altogether. 
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He talks a great deal about the future of music, his dislike of musical dabblers, and 
how the most advanced music of today, even — he nods reverently to a drawing on 
the wall — the great John Coltrane, will seem like the ABC in time to come.  
 
The first real flowering of Phil Treloar’s individuality as a drummer came in the 
celebrated Jazz Co-op, with Roger Frampton, Howie Smith and Jack Thorncraft. An 
unusual feature of his drum kit at that time was a series of discs — actually circular 
saws before the teeth were cut - on which he could produce an extraordinary range of 
coloration, including wah wah effects. He also had a gong, which I can never 
remember him actually striking — rather he would play the edges of it with a cello 
bow and produce eerie glissando screeches by scraping it. 
 
Phil Treloar has played percussion for as long as he can remember — walking about 
the backyard as a boy beating the bottom of a watering can — but he was not 
confirmed in his vocation until he was about 1 5 and borrowed Miles Davis’s Kind of 
Blue album. We might say it was a primal experience. 
 

 
 
Miles Davis’s Kind Of Blue album: Treloar couldn’t bear to give it back… 
 
“I don’t go much on stealing,” he says, “but I guess I stole that record. I couldn’t bear 
to give it back.” 
 
Although he has taken arranging and composition courses — doing well, but 
dropping out through impatience — he thinks of himself as a self-taught musician. 
 
“When I first began playing jazz professionally with Allan Lee’s quartet in Sydney,  I 
just kept leaping for what I wanted to do and falling off. That’s the way I’ve developed 
ever since. The necessity to develop technique came after the attempt to play the 
music. I’ve fallen off so many limes.” 
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Treloar has been playing with long acclaimed reed man Errol Buddle (pictured 
above), who is ecstatic about the adventurous rhythm support of Phil, Roger 
Frampton and Jack Thorncraft… PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
Phil seems to be hanging on pretty well now. He has been playing with long 
acclaimed reed man Errol Buddle, who is ecstatic about the adventurous rhythm 
support of Phil, Roger Frampton and Jack Thorncraft (Errol’s band is virtually the 
original Co-op without Howie). “With a drummer like this, I can do anything,” he 
says. 
 
Phil does not use the discs or the gong with Errol’s band.  He doesn’t think that they 
really fit. They are reserved for his current passion, the electronic improvisation 
group Connections. 
 
“When I play with Errol, I go out and have a beautiful time. Errol’s playing, when he 
is on, gives me enough energy to last a week. I go as far in my direction as I can in 
terms of the music, which is more traditionally oriented than what I am now into. 
But it’s the music I’ve always loved. It’s real music. It doesn’t bribe or threaten an 
audience.” 
  
A strange situation exists with Connections. The two other members, Dave Tolley 
and Dure Dara, both onetime members of the Brian Brown band, live in Melbourne. 
Phil lives in Sydney and drives down to play, rehearse and,  I  imagine, do an awful 
lot of talking. Tolley seems to be something of a guru figure to Phil at the moment. 
 
Connections, which makes use of preset synthesiser patterns as the basis of wide 
ranging and often powerful improvisation, will be featured on 20 and 30 April at The 
Basement’s Music Is An Open Sky festival.  
 
This is the second of these events. Each Monday and Tuesday through April the more 
adventurous and less publicised bands will strut their stuff. On the Connections night  
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Melbourne bassist David Tolley: something of a guru figure to Phil Treloar… PHOTO 
CREDIT ROGER MITCHELL 

 
Phil will also lead a group featuring his idols pianist Chuck Yates, guitarist Ned 
Sutherland, bassist Ron Philpott and altoist Bernie McGann. Connections will also be 
presented by the Jazz Action Society in a free afternoon concert at the Australia 
Music centre, Sydney, 19 April. 
 
Of Bernie McGann, Phil says, “I hear a lot of good saxophone sounds, but often I hear 
no person inside the sound. I hear Bernie every time he plays a note. He has his own 
sound,  he gives you himself, and it’s beautiful.”  
 

 
 
However you may take him, the real Phil Treloar sits down at the drums every 
time… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
The same might be said or Phil Treloar. However you may take him, the real Phil 
Treloar sits down at the drums every time. 


