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STEWART SPEER: A DRUMMER WHO WON’T LET THE ODDS BEAT 

HIM 

by Eric Myers  

___________________________________________________ 

[This article appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on September 15, 1981.] 

his week the legendary  53-year-old drummer Stewart Speer embarks on a 10-

week tour of Australia with Max Merritt, the former Australian rock star now 

based in England. 

This period of employment breaks a long drought for an important figure in 

Australian jazz history. 

Apart front a similar tour with Merritt last year, Speer has worked only occasionally 

since returning two years ago from England, where he spent most of the 1970s. 

 

Max Merritt & the Meteors, L-R, Speer, Lance Dixon, Merritt, Martin (Fuzz) Deniz, 

John Gourd… 
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Speer, with cigarette dangling… 

“I would like to be playing more, but I’m not sure about how to go about it,” said 

Speer recently. “I wouldn’t mind a regular gig, maybe with some electric players. I 

like a bit of noise.” 

“Of course I have been sick since I  came back from England,” he says, ticking off an 

impressive series of afflictions — leg ulcers, cellulitis, gout and arthritis are just some 

of them. 

Physically, he is an awesome man — some 22 stone, although he is  down from last 

year’s 25 stone — with a flowing white beard and long grey hair which seems to grow 

out of the sides of his ever-present peak cap. 

In performance, he establishes a formidable presence behind the array of cymbals 

and tom-toms which make up the modern drum-kit. Always there is a huge cloud of 

smoke pouring upwards from the cigarette which dangles nonchalantly from his lips. 

 
 
The front cover of the classic Brian Brown Quintet 1958 LP on 44 Records… 
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There are two basic aspects to Stewart Speer’s legendary status in Australian jazz. In 
Melbourne during the mid-1950s, along with a group centred around the saxophonist 
Brian Brown, he pioneered in this country the kind of post-bop modern jazz 
associated with Miles Davis and Sonny Rollins. 
 

 
 
The back cover of the 1958 LP… 
 

“They were great years, in Melbourne,” says Speer, noting his affection for the black 

American drummer Art Blakey, who was his hero. “Art was pretty wild and 

abandoned. He was a relentless bastard — that’s what I liked.” 

 

Speer’s hero US drummer Art Blakey: he was pretty wild and abandoned… a 

relentless bastard… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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Stewart Speer’s own powerful sound is captured for posterity on the LP Brian Brown 

Quartet 1958, now one of the basic landmarks in recorded Australian jazz. It 

confirms that Speer had, and probably still has, the best, most driving cymbal feel in 

local jazz. 

The other aspect of the Speer legend is his tenacious fight against the shocking 

injuries he received in a 1967 car accident, which left him virtually crippled. 

After a head-on collision in Victoria involving the whole Max Merritt & The Meteors 

band, one person  died and Speer was left with multiple injuries, including two 

crushed feet, compound fractures in both legs, a broken pelvis, broken and lost 

fingers, compound fractures in his right arm, and other injuries too numerous to list. 

“The worst thing was that the accident virtually wrote off my knees,” says Speer, who 

now carries around his solid frame only with the help of a walking stick. 

“Also, I got a broken femur,” he says, tapping his thigh.  “I found out that’s how they 

used to kill the guys they were crucifying on the cross. They would belt them in the 

femur and the shock killed them.” 

Few people expected Stewart Speer to overcome these sickening injuries and play the 

drums again. But, in fact, he was back with the Max Merritt band after four months 

in hospital, playing in the vigorous style that would take him to England as one of 

Australia’s best soul/funk drummers. 

Today the main burden of his injuries — other than recurring pain in his joints — is 

the fact that he has to rely on friends to carry his drum kit. He believes this is a major 

obstacle which prevents him pursuing his career. 

When the Max Merritt tour is over in two-and-a-half months, Stewart Speer will be 

back in the small, comfortable house he shares with friends in Balmain. 

When the music business is quiet he is a passionate stamp collector, and expert cook 

with a massive library of cook books covering a wide variety of ethnic cuisines, and a 

builder of model aeroplanes.  

There are many in Sydney who would like to see Stewart Speer playing regularly 

again for the first  time since the days of the El Rocco jazz cellar, where he was a 

familiar figure. He is still without doubt a great drummer and, according to all those 

in the jazz world who speak so highly of him, a great man as well.  

__________________________________________________________ 

 


