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THE WANGARATTA FESTIVAL: A HISTORY OF ITS GESTATION 
 
by Eric Myers 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
[An earlier version of this article appeared in the magazine JazzChord, Jul/Aug, 
1994. That original article has been revised, and additional material added.] 
 

n May 11, 1994, ABC-TV showed the first of a series of programs filmed at the 
1993 Wangaratta Jazz Festival. The broadcaster Jim McLeod, then best 
known for his Jazztrack program on ABC Classic FM, introduced the first 

program. I was very interested to hear what he said.  “The Wangaratta Jazz Festival 
is the most important jazz festival in Australia”, said Jim, “and it has been since 
1990, when the first one was hailed by the critics and the musicians, and by the 
public thankfully, as ‘the most exciting festival’. 
 

 
 
The ABC broadcaster Jim McLeod: at Wangaratta it’s the music that’s the most 
important thing… 
 
“It’s the music that’s the most important thing,” he went on to say. “It’s not so 
concerned with the entertainment values that sometimes become the reason for a 
festival.” 
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Having heard these words, I felt a certain sense of pride that the character of the 
festival, as Jim aptly described it, had a great deal to do with advice that the 
organisers had received through the national jazz co-ordination program. Because 
memories are short, and jazz co-ordination is rarely credited, I wish to document 
here the gestation of the Wangaratta festival. It was, in fact, a model of how “jazz co-
ordination” best worked: behind the scenes, and producing an effective outcome 
which benefited the jazz community as a whole. 
 
In May, 1989, I received a letter from Beverley Wittig, President of the Wangaratta 
Chamber of Commerce, notifying me of the city’s plan to stage a jazz festival in 1990. 
Broadly, she said, the aim was to utilise jazz to promote Wangaratta, in the same way 
as Tamworth had utilised country music to put that city on the map. She also 
suggested the establishment of what she called the Australian Jazz Awards.  
 
My name had been given to Ms Wittig by Melbourne’s Gretel James. I wrote back 
offering assistance and, on June 6, 1989, Ms Wittig and her colleague Bob Dewar 
(who subsequently became chairman of the festival) flew to Sydney. 
 

 
 
Peter Rechniewski: always an effective brainstormer, he was brought in to provide 
advice to the Wangaratta organisers… PHOTO CREDIT MARCO DEL GRANDE 
 
On that day, we had two meetings, the second at my suggestion. I was encouraged 
that this was a festival being initiated by the town’s business leaders, and would 
therefore have the support of the city management (rather than a festival being 
advocated by jazz enthusiasts who would need, in turn, to convince the city’s 
business elite and government to support it).  
 
In order to have access to a greater spread of ideas, I invited National Committee 
member Peter Rechniewski - always an effective brainstormer - to attend the second 
meeting later the same day. Broadly speaking, Peter and I advised against the 
Australian Jazz Awards. We felt that such awards were often meaningless, and not 
particularly popular with the musicians. But, if the festival proceeded with them, we 
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were prepared to support them if the festival took our advice on who should be on an 
authoritative advisory committee. 
 
As an alternative to the Awards, I recommended the inauguration of a National Jazz 
Piano Competition, based on either of two overseas models: the Thelonious Monk 
competition in the US, or the Martial Solal competition in France. We felt that such a 
competition would give the festival added lustre, increase the chances of media 
exposure, and also give the festival a fighting chance of securing a piano sponsor 
(which would provide good pianos for all the venues, therefore solving The Piano 
Problem). 
 
Our fundamental recommendations were twofold: that the organisers put the music 
first; and that they consult adequately with the Australian jazz community, 
particularly key people in Melbourne. 
 
Peter and I made a number of specific recommendations, which I subsequently 
transmitted in writing, shortly after the meetings with Ms Wittig and Bob Dewar. 
They were as follows: 
 
1/ All jazz idioms should be represented: traditional, modern and contemporary. In 
particular, we did not want to see a festival which downgraded or omitted 
contemporary forms of jazz (which had been the case with a number of previous 
festivals). 
 
2/ A major international musician or group should be secured, which might serve to 
draw people from afar. Depending on budget, we talked about artists such as the 
Statements Trio (Charlie Haden, Paul Motian and Geri Allen); the Betty Carter Trio 
(whose manager I later contacted); the pianist Tommy Flanagan; and the Cedar 
Walton Trio, with the addition of Australia’s Dale Barlow. 
 
3/ At least one of the big mainstream drawcards in Australian jazz should be 
included, eg Vince Jones, Don Burrows, James Morrison, Kate Ceberano. 
 
4/ Serious attention should be given to the quality of sound at the various venues. 
That is, sound reproduction should be done professionally, with capable sound 
technicians. 
 
5/ The highest quality grand pianos should be placed in the various venues, 
preferably through the sponsor of the National Jazz Piano Competition. 
 
6/ The groups on the program should play as much as possible over two or three 
days, rather than do a one-off performance. This would facilitate the formation of a 
community of musicians over the period of the festival. 
 
7/ In relation to the Piano Competition, a number of Australia’s leading pianists 
should be co-opted as judges and, if budget permitted, a pianist be brought from 
overseas to participate, eg Herbie Hancock, Chick Corea, Tommy Flanagan, McCoy 
Tyner. 
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8/ The prize money for the Piano Competition should be $5,000 for first; $3,000 for 
second; and $2,000 for third. 
 
9/ A suitably qualified festival artistic director should be appointed, who would also 
take charge of the Piano Competition. 
 

 
 
Chick Corea: suggested as a judge for the National Jazz Piano Competition… 
 
The organisers went on to seek other advice over the next few months. Peter and I 
noted with some irony that the organisers commissioned Michael Edgely 
International, at a cost of $5,000.00, to prepare a feasibility study on the 
establishment of the festival. This report was prepared by Trisha Avery. She phoned  
 

 
 
Trisha Avery: she prepared a feasibility study on the establishment of the 
Wangaratta festival... 
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me several times, and asked intelligent questions. To some extent, I was able to 
clarify the recommendations which were already on the table. Also, I gave her contact 
details for people in the jazz community, particularly in Melbourne, whom she 
should consult.  
 
In the end, however, Ms Avery reproduced in her feasibility study most of the 
recommendations that had been made (free-of-charge)  by Peter and myself. Or, as I 
prefer to think, she came to see the profound wisdom of what we were 
recommending. 
 
On the weekend of February 10-11, 1990 Peter Rechniewski and I flew to Wangaratta 
at the invitation of the festival organisers, to inspect the five possible venues: the 
Hotel Pinser, the Gateway Motel, the Council Club Hotel, and the adjoining venues 
the Town Hall and the Playhouse Theatre. In various meetings with the organisers, 
Peter strongly argued for the sort of artistic program that we would like to see. Two 
days after that visit I prepared a complete, proposed program of jazz groups for all 
the venues, and sent it to Greg Maddock, the city’s Chief Executive Officer. 
 
There was no guarantee that the festival organisers would observe the advice that 
Peter and I had given. In fact, during the interval between the original meetings in 
Sydney, and the inaugural festival in November, 1990, when correspondence went 
back and forth, I half expected that our advice would be superseded by that from 
other sources. In my experience, this would have been par for the course. On other 
occasions when my advice had been sought, and I had advocated the establishment 
of festivals on the basis of musical excellence, my advice had generally been ignored. 
Jazz festivals could only work if they were dominated by so-called “accessible” and 
“commercial” jazz, they said. Our most brilliant modern jazz artists, I would be told, 
could not put bums on seats. 
 

 
 
Adrian Jackson: an encouraging turning point was his appointment as the 
festival’s artistic director… 
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An encouraging turning point was the appointment of Adrian Jackson as the 
festival’s artistic director, an appointment I warmly supported, when the proposal 
was run past me. Peter and I had originally recommended Adrian as one of the 
judges for the Australian Jazz Awards, if they went ahead. There is no doubt, 
however, that the guidelines we had suggested - basically to do with ensuring that the 
festival’s program was based on musical excellence - were taken seriously by the 
organisers, and were in line with Adrian’s thinking. 
 
I attended the inaugural festival in November,1990, and was gratified to discover 
that it was very much the sort of festival that I had envisaged. In fact, the suggestions 
made by Peter and I had survived virtually intact. An entirely unique jazz festival had 
been established, which to my knowledge has not been duplicated in subsequent 
years (although some of its better qualities could be found at Bellingen, which I first 
attended in 1994). 
 
One of the points I made, in my dealings with the festival organisers - as strongly as I 
could - and I think this sentiment survived too - was that it would take some years to 
lay the groundwork for a successful, profitable festival. In our discussions, I 
remember quoting what David Jobin of the Montreal International Jazz Festival had 
told me in 1990, when I attended that festival in the company of the Melbourne 
quartet Onaje: that Montreal had taken seven years to make a profit, and in the early 
years he often had to fight against those who wanted to scrap it. But it was now the 
largest and most successful jazz festival in North America. 
 

 
 
The Sydney bassist Brendan Clarke, winner of the 2001 National Jazz Awards 
competition: a beautiful player with a great sound, and a very modest fellow who 
was genuinely shocked by his victory… 
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In other words, if Wangaratta had two or three festivals and gave it away because it 
wasn’t a huge commercial success, then it would be a futile exercise. On the other 
hand, if the city was prepared to persist – we advised at least five years - then it 
might be possible for the festival to plant the firm roots needed to institutionalise 
itself as a successful annual event. I’m told that there were moves in Wangaratta in 
the early 90s to do away with the festival, but it survived, and of course survives to 
this day. 
 
One word about the scheduling of the festival on the first weekend in November: This 
meant that it would clash with the already established Mildura Jazz Festival, which 
became the Sunraysia Jazz & Wine Festival Mildura. I should place on record here 
that I advised the Wangaratta organisers to find another date, on the ground that the 
two festivals - not far from each other – would divide the jazz audience. Wangaratta, 
however, was determined to proceed on that particular weekend, because the 
organisers felt they would pick up holidaymakers who would like a weekend of jazz 
on the way to the Melbourne Cup, which took place the following Tuesday. That was 
the theory anyway, and the organisers were determined to stay with that strategy. 
Also, they felt that their festival was aimed at a more comprehensive audience than 
Mildura, which was confined to traditional jazz. 
 
The inaugural festival in November, 1990, was a splendid success. I concluded my 
report to my management committee with the following words: “What may well 
happen now is that, once the word gets around that Wangaratta was a credible and 
successful event, the organisers will be bombarded by advisers… who will want to 
jump onto the bandwagon, and tell the Wangaratta organisers how a fortune can be 
made… (for themselves as well as for Wangaratta). The organisers must resist this 
temptation, retain control themselves, and build the festival slowly on the firm 
foundation that has already been established.” 
 
The Wangaratta Festival, in its fifth year when the original version of this article 
appeared in the Jul/Aug 1994 edition of JazzChord, retained the vision that 
originally inspired it. Of course, the piano competition ran for three years, then 
became a saxophone competition. At some point in time, the competition was 
renamed the National Jazz Awards. But, in the mid-90s, there was no evidence that 
the festival intended to depart radically from the fundamental advice which was 
disseminated through the national jazz co-ordination program.  
 
The experience of Wangaratta shows the way that Government-funded jazz co-
ordination can work most effectively - by enabling the organisers of a jazz event to 
have access to broad principles that serve the interests of the musicians and the 
music.  
 
Wangaratta is a showcase for a particular vision which is shared by a number of jazz 
enthusiasts around the country. In the  20 years or so since the inaugural festival, it 
could hardly have been more successful. Wangaratta’s accommodation over the 
festival weekend was always booked out, sometimes for years ahead, so the town 
could not support a larger volume of visitors. And the ABC-TV series, shown in 1994, 
gave credibility to Wangaratta as a significant centre for one of Australia’s most 
important performing arts.  
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In 1994 I wrote in JazzChord: “…no-one can take it for granted that such a festival 
will survive. I believe it should survive, as an example to the jazz world. The director 
of the Northsea Jazz Festival, Paul Dankmeyer, will be coming from Holland to 
attend the 1994 festival and perhaps that will underline Wangaratta’s importance. I 
hope so, anyway”. 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
Postscript 2002: In JazzChord I used to have a regular column “News from  the 
National Jazz Development Officer”, which accompanied reports from all the other 
state co-ordinators (or “jazz development officers”, as they latterly came to be 
known).  
 
The Jazz Co-ordination Association of NSW (JCANSW)  which accepted funds from 
the Australia Council for the one-day-a-week National Program decided, towards the 
end of 2001, to jettison that Program, chiefly because of controversy within the jazz 
community.  
 
The JCANSW, which also received funds from the Australia Council and Arts NSW 
for a four-day-a-week NSW Program, now felt that the National Program was more 
trouble than it was  worth. So, my last column as National Jazz Development Officer 
appeared in the Dec 01/Jan 02 edition of JazzChord. 
 
In that column I reflected on the Wangaratta festival, which I still regard as one of 
the proudest achievements of the National Program. At the 2000 festival, in the 
Town Hall – if I remember correctly, it was while the audience was waiting for the 
result of the National Jazz Awards competition  - there was a celebration of the fact 
that Wangaratta was now ten years old. The compere  conducted a roll-call of 
individuals who were of special importance to the festival over the years, ie those 
who had made the festival the significant event it now was. I remember that Tony  
Gould was one (perennial chair of the National Jazz Awards); Jim McLeod was 
another (the National Jazz Awards competition was usually broadcast on Jim’s ABC  
 

 
 
Tony Gould (right) perennial chair of the National Jazz Awards, interviewed by 
Wangaratta Public Radio’s Paul Thomas… 
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Classic FM program Jazztrack, and one of the prizes for the winner of the 
competition was a studio recording session for Jazztrack). Adrian Jackson, of course, 
now in his tenth year as artistic director, was another. Some of the local board 
members and volunteers were singled out for special mention and were generously 
applauded. And so on. 
 
Peter Rechniewski and I happened to be sitting together in the Town Hall when all 
this took place. We were not mentioned, of course, but we were amused at the irony 
of it. Very few people who came after us would have any great awareness of the roles 
we played. “Jazz co-ordination” always aimed to start things rolling then, once there 
was enough momentum,  fade away, leaving others to run with the ball. And, so it 
was with Wangaratta. Not that I felt neglected. For me, as I imagine also for Peter, 
our reward was the nature of the festival itself. The fact is that the festival that 
emerged in Wangaratta after we laid the groundwork is very much what Peter and I 
had in mind. That was reward enough. 
 
In the same edition of JazzChord, John Clare, the doyen of Australia’s jazz writers, 
contributed his review of the 2001 festival, as he did usually every year, along with 
his other prolific contributions to JazzChord over the years.  
 
“Wangaratta is a forum”, John wrote, “unmatched in my experience, for the 
spectrum of jazz and its offshoots and relatives. The variety of music presented under 
the one heading – jazz – is quite remarkable. It is also a meeting place for musicians 
from different states. I was vastly relieved to see that the friendliness and curiosity 
continues.” 
 
By the way, the winner of the National Jazz Awards in that year, 2001  – a bass 
competition– was the Sydney bassist Brendan Clarke. It was a result, as usual, that 
was not without controversy. Many people were amazed, says John, that Melbourne’s 
Philip Rex and Sydney’s Brett Hirst did not make the finals. By the way, the second 
placegetter was Melbourne’s Matt Clohesy, with Perth’s Dane Alderson, who played 
electric bass, third. 
 
John Clare’s following comment on the National Jazz Awards captured something 
essential about Wangaratta: “Brendan is a beautiful player with a great sound, and a 
very modest fellow who was genuinely shocked by his victory. A group of the good 
old boys picked up their instruments and marched out in a tight platoon as he began 
his brief, self-effacing speech.” 
 
Right on, Wangaratta!  By the way, John Clare’s book on the festival is entitled Why 
Wangaratta? The phenomenon of the Wangaratta Festival of Jazz. If you can get 
hold of it, it’s a great read. 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[Editor’s note: John Clare’s book Why Wangaratta? The Phenomenon of the 
Wangaratta Festival of Jazz, is reviewed in the BOOK REVIEWS section of this 
website at this link https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/book-reviews/.] 
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