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JazzChord, Oct/Nov 1995 

__________________________________________________________ 

he sad death of John Sangster on October 26, 1995, was inevitable given that his 
liver cancer was diagnosed as terminal about three years ago. Still, it’s a tribute to the 
resilience of this remarkable man that he continued to perform until well into 1995. 

The last time I saw him, at Neil’s Brasserie early in 1995, he was playing the vibes as 
beautifully as ever. But I’m told he was often in severe pain, despite the morphine. I didn’t 
know John Sangster well (so never called him ‘Sango’), but I listened to a lot of his music, 
and our paths crossed occasionally. In 1979 when I first ventured out into the minefield of 
jazz criticism, writing for the magazine Encore, I said something fatuous about the playing of 
the Melbourne pianist Tony Gould, who had performed in Sydney. I couldn’t understand 
what Tony was doing on the piano, but that was my problem, not Tony’s. John rang me, not 
only to admonish me on this count, but also to point out that I had wrongly attributed to 
Duke Ellington the phrase “the piano is a woman”; as you all know, Ellington’s composition 
was A Drum Is A Woman. John regarded this as an error of some substance. In the early 80s 
ABC Radio asked me to do a program on a jazz composer of my choice, so I chose John 
Sangster. This involved selecting enough of his recorded music for a one-hour program,  
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interspersed with comments from him, which were derived from an interview which we did 
in the studio. I felt that the resulting program, produced by Tony Rassmussen, was a 
valuable one. My script was read by John West, and I now wonder what was in it. After it was 
broadcast, I imagine it went into the ABC archives. Later, towards the end of the 80s, I 
discovered that the Australia Council’s Archival Film Program included an interview with 
only one jazz musician (guess who?). So, I encouraged a filmmaker (and contemporary 
music buff) Tony Wellington to apply to the Council for a grant to film an interview with 
John Sangster. The application was successful, and the result was a very interesting 
interview with John, conducted by Bruce Johnson, and filmed at John’s house in Narrabeen, 
north of Sydney, where he lived for many years. The film is now lodged in the Australia  
 

 
 
Council Library for posterity. I know that John Sangster’s life was marred by a number of 
ghastly personal tragedies, and one of the most painful was the sudden death of his long-
term partner Bo (named after Bo Diddley) who left their Narrabeen house after falling out 
with John, and was found dead in a motel room shortly after. John turned the great pain of 
this tragedy into music, and the result was the album Requiem For A Loved One which is my 
own particular favourite of all his albums; the music on it is awash with grief. In 1987 I 
secured a publisher for his autobiography Seeing The Rafters. John had given me the 
manuscript, which was a fascinating one; I read it virtually in one sitting. Two publishers, 
Penguin and University of NSW Press were willing to take it. John chose Penguin and wrote 
in the Preface: “I thank Eric Myers, for his help in steering me towards Penguin Books. At 
last I know what a ‘Jazz Co-ordinator’ does. Had me baffled for a while there.” 
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* On hearing that TCN9 had filmed the John Sangster wake at the Strawberry Hills Hotel, 
Sydney, on October 30, I was watching anxiously the next morning when the segment was 
included in the Today program, hosted by Steve Liebman and Liz Hayes. Would the program 
treat the death of this extraordinary Australian artist with the dignity he deserved? The 
comments of Len Barnard and Graeme Bell that went to air were fine, and so were the 
excerpts from some of the music played by various people, but I had mixed feelings about the 
voice-over “.. .but when one of theirs passes away, the tight-knit jazz world makes enough 
noise to wake the dead,” went Robyn Wade’s script, “And Sango, as he was known, had a 
keen sense of humour, so his friends made merry as they waved him goodbye... And so at a 
favourite Sydney watering-hole, they played one last gig for a jazz mate... Sango was a typical 
jazz muso and he had a way with words too.”  Spare me. 
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* On several occasions I gave my copy of John Sangster’s book Seeing The Rafters to 
someone and bought another. One time I gave it away and couldn’t buy it again, and now it’s 
out of print. If anyone has a copy of Seeing The Rafters and would like to part with it, please 
telephone me on (02) 241 1349. 
 
* Melbourne is an incredible place. I see or hear things there that I don’t believe I’d find 
anywhere else in the country. On November 9 in Bourke St Mall, I came across the Victoria 
Police Concert Band, a big band with a rock ‘n’ roll rhythm section, made up of police 
officers, resplendent in their black and blue police uniforms and striped hats. They looked 
very square indeed, but were not playing brass band music. Fronted by two singing 
constables (one male, one female) they did contemporary pop and soul music by people such 
as Elton John and Whitney Houston. It was an amazing spectacle to see these policepersons 
- including two women in the saxophone section - grooving. Also, I witnessed an amazing 
performance by the pianist Sam Keevers, with Tony Paye (double bass), and Scott Lambie 
(drums). After hearing the very pleasant singer Nina Ferro and her group at Peter Gaudion’s 
Jazz Lane, I went down to Bennetts Lane to hear the advertised group, the Ted Vining Trio. I 
was looking forward to the extraordinary Bob Sedergreen once again, but I certainly was not 
disappointed by the Sam Keevers trio. Here was a trio of immense power, playing with 
unmitigated brilliance, and massive energy. The repertoire consisted mainly of originals 
from Sam’s newly released CD, which I haven’t heard yet, but which I understand is out on 
Newmarket. The trio was joined for some numbers by the trumpeter Scott Tinkler for two or 
three numbers, including a blockbusting, abstract version of Caravan. Four formidable  
 

 
 
Melbourne pianist Sam Keevers (left) and trumpeter Scott Tinkler:  Keevers was leading a 
trio of immense power, playing with unmitigated brilliance, and massive energy… 
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musicians indeed. After a couple of sets, I asked to hear a ballad, and Sam responded with a 
lovely version of You Don’t Know What Love Is. At that moment I understood why some 
people in Melbourne are passionately convinced of the superiority of their jazz to other 
varieties. In terms of quality, Sydney and Melbourne jazz run neck-and-neck in my view; of 
comparable Sydney groups I think only The Engine Room and the Mike Nock Trio could 
match the Keevers Trio for commitment and excitement. 
 
* I’m something of a student of jazz on in-flight audio channels. On a recent trip to 
Melbourne with QANTAS, I checked out Jim McLeod’s jazz program, and found that there 
were nine tracks listed under ‘Jazz’ in the ‘Jazz Nostalgia’ program. Three of them were by 
Australian groups: In A Mellow Tone (Maddy Young, guitar); Beaked Up (Scott Tinkler, 
trumpet); and C Jam Blues (Joe Chindamo, piano). The other tracks featured Johnny  
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Broadcaster Jim McLeod: good to check out his QANTAS in-flight programs… 
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Hodges & Wild Bill Davis, Jon Hendricks & Wynton Marsalis, Sensational Saxophones, Bob 
Mintzer, Ike Quebec, and Barney Kessell. In the ‘Nostalgia’ part of the program, (which has 
nothing to do with Jim), there are 16 further tracks, but only one features an Australian jazz 
artist, Vince Jones, singing All The Way. On a more recent flight from Melbourne I 
discovered that Jim’s program consisted entirely of Australian jazz , in order to celebrate 75 
years since the formation of QANTAS. I heard James Morrison performing Flintstone 
Theme; Bob Barnard and Don Burrows, Mississippi Mud; Don Burrows, Loro: Suzanne 
Wyllie, The Nearness Of You; Paul Grabowsky, Julia; Ten Part Invention, Sorry My English; 
Dale Barlow, Wake Up Dreaming; Mark Isaacs, Giant Steps; and Ted Vining Trio, Yours Is 
My Heart Alone. As for Ansett, the situation is grim. The music channels are classical, rock 
gold, country, and a channel called ‘Just Music’. The latter has Wynton Marsalis, Joe 
Henderson, Billie Holiday, Duke Ellington, Dave Brubeck with Carmen McRae, Harry 
Connick Jr, Oscar Peterson, Shirley Horne and Miles Davis. But no Australian jazz artists. 
I’ve written to Ansett suggesting that they put Australian jazz on their audio channels. I’ll let 
you know if I have any success. 
 

 
 
On Ansett, the ‘Just Music’ channel included jazz artists like Shirley Horne (above) but no 
Australian jazz artists… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 


