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THE AUSTRALIAN JAZZ EXPLOSION by Mike Williams. Photographs by 
Jane March. Angus & Robertson, 176pp, $15.95. 
 
Reviewed by Eric Myers 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This review appeared in the magazine Encore, October, 1981] 
 

he publication of Mike Williams’ long awaited book is a significant event for 

Australian jazz. With Dick Hughes’ autobiography Daddy’s Practising Again, 

Andrew Bisset’s history Black Roots White Flowers, and Norm Linehan’s 

Australian Jazz Picture Book we are now accumulating an impressive literature on 

the art form in this country. 

 

With Andrew Bisset’s history Black Roots White Flowers (above), and Norm Linehan’s 

Australian Jazz Picture Book (below) we are now accumulating an impressive literature on 

the art form in this country… 
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The Australian Jazz Explosion consists of transcribed interviews with 32 

personalities in Australian jazz, each of whom is introduced through a brief 

commentary by the author. I found the book totally riveting and entertaining, and 

feel that it will give as much pleasure to the student of humanity as it will to the jazz 

buff. 

This book throws light on one issue that has long fascinated me: the difference 

between Sydney jazz and Melbourne jazz. While Sydney musicians generally play 

with a carefree, laid-back spirit, I have often been puzzled at the chilling intensity 

and killer instinct of Melbourne bands which have performed in Sydney. 

Of course, it should be noted that many of the leading figures in Sydney jazz came 

originally from Melbourne, thus immensely enriching the music in this city. John 

Sangster, Graeme Bell, Bob Barnard, Len Barnard and Dick Hughes are only some of 

them – and they are included in Mike Williams’ book. 

 

Dick Hughes (above) pictured with John Costelloe (trombone) and John McCarthy 

(clarinet) and Bob Barnard (below): two musicians who came originally from 

Melbourne, thus immensely enriching the music in Sydney...HUGHES PHOTO 

COURTESY FAIRFAX MEDIA, BARNARD PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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Included also are a number of musicians who chose to stay in Melbourne, chiefly 

Frank Johnson, Keith Hounslow, Alan Lee, Brian Brown, Tony Gould and Bruce 

Clarke. These men turn out to be highly intellectual about their jazz, with 

extraordinarily definite views, and a strength of purpose which seems to come 

through the pages of the book. 

 

Brian Brown (above) and Tony Gould (below): two musicians who chose to stay in 

Melbourne… 

 

These men seriously care about the music! 

Greg Gibson, the Melbourne clarinetist who went into the Department of External 

Affairs in 1957, throws some light on the matter when he says, “...in those early days 

in Melbourne, jazz was like a religion to us.” 
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The easy-going attitudes of Sydney musicians are in stark contrast. Tony Gould, the 

Melbourne pianist, recounts a story that illustrates the essential difference between 

jazz in the two cities.  

John Sangster had gone to Melbourne to be crowned King of Jazz at the Myer Music 

Bowl. Gould and another musician were standing by. “We were watching  some 

dreadful traditional jazz band  play,” says Gould. “We were doing the usual 

Melbourne thing of putting it down.” 

Gould went over to John Sangster and asked him what he thought of the music. 

Sangster replied: “Isn’t it wonderful? Look at him! Oh yes, wonderful.” 

 

John Sangster: a non-European mentality… 

“That’s a non-European mentality,” Gould tells us. “It’s an attitude I’m trying to 

develop.” ‘ 

The transcription of long, uninterrupted soliloquies by musicians is a technique used 

by Whitney Balliett, the respected jazz critic for the New Yorker. Of course, one does 

not know what sort of prompting or directions Mike Williams might have given his  

 

New Yorker critic Whitney Balliett… 



5 
 

subjects. But I get the feeling, as I always do with Balliett, that Williams has 

succeeded uncannily in orienting his subjects towards memories and information 

which act as informative  counterpoint to what we already know. 

I would have liked the interpretive introductions to be a little longer. However, 

Williams comes up with many striking perceptions. On Bob Barnard, who is possibly 

the best traditional style trumpeter in the world today, he writes: “… often he plays 

for little more than union scale at venues within sight  of the Opera House, where 

opera singer Joan Sutherland is paid $10,000 for a single performance.” 

One of the chapters I enjoyed most was that on the clarinetist Greg Gibson who has 

been a career diplomat with the Australian Government since 1957. He has thus led 

an interesting double life handling Australia’s diplomatic affairs by day, while playing 

the clarinet throughout in seedy dives by night in Kuala Lumpur, Brussels, Bangkok 

and Jakarta. 

Only a jazz fanatic could write, of Athens: “It was the worst posting I have ever had in 

terms of the amount of jazz that wasn’t there - a dreadful place … it is all bouzouki 

music.” 

 

Greg Gibson (on left, holding the baritone sax) with his Jazz Australia UK 

Incorporated in London outside Australia House in the early 1980s, L-R, Chris 

Karan, Denny Wright, Joy Yates, Dave MacRae, Barry Dillon, Don Harper… PHOTO 

COURTESY GREG GIBSON OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 

The Australian Jazz Explosion goes a long way towards explaining the obsession that 

a love for jazz soon becomes. It is an affliction which reminds one of a disease, or at 

least a religion. Greg Gibson again has the last word. “I think I am happily fulfilled,” 

he says, “with a faintly challenging daytime job, which is intellectually amusing if 

sometimes a little wearing, and having jazz as the mainstay which keeps my sanity.” 


