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Jack Mitchell. Published by the Author, 1995. ISBN 0646236865. 

Reviewed by Peter J F Newton* 

_________________________________________________________ 

[This review appeared in the Summer 1995/96 edition of JazzChord] 

hese days it would be a truism to say, I think, that the heyday and decline of 

the Australian traditional jazz revival paralleled that of the British and 

European revivalist movements. Inspired by recordings by American white 

musicians seeking to recapture the sounds of the classic black bands, and also by 

those of rediscovered veterans of the early days in New Orleans, bands formed in 

Australia’s cities and country towns and, by their spirited performances and with 

laid- back informal dance sessions, drew receptive audiences. Many of us, whether 

Australians or migrants in their home countries, came to jazz by that pathway. The 

music may at times have been rough at the edges, the intonation and pitch of the  

 

An early version of the Port Jackson Jazz Band: Far left Billy Weston (trombone), 

then clockwise Ken Flannery (trumpet), Dick Jackson (clarinet), Ray Price (guitar), 

Jimmy Somerville (piano)…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

_________________________________________________________ 

*At time of writing, 1995/96, Peter J F Newton was the editor of Sydney Jazz Club’s 

Quarterly Rag, and Jazz editor for the Melbourne discographical journal ‘it’. This review 

was an updated version of one that appeared in Quarterly Rag, No 75, March, 1995. 
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instruments sometimes in question, the routines in danger of becoming stereotypical 

yet, with hindsight, none of this could detract from the overall excitement generated 

at that time nor from the fact that despite its decline to a minority musical form, 

revivalist or traditional jazz retains a dedicated if aging audience. 

 

Ray Price (guitar & banjo), who led the PJJB in the 1960s… PHOTO COURTESY 

AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

The fall came here and abroad in about the mid-60s; the onslaught from rock ‘n’ roll 

and its later noisy derivatives was just one of the several causes. And yet some of the 

bands have continued to survive, with many changes in sidemen and leaders, and 

some stylistic change too: the various Bell bands, the Yarra Yarras, Geoff Bull’s band, 

the Red Onions, the Southern Jazz Group and the Pearce Pickerings, to name just a 

few. And high and prominent on the list is the Port Jackson Jazz Band (PJJB).  

Curiously, there are few full and substantial histories of such bands in print. Potted 

histories have appeared in forgotten or ephemeral magazines/newsletters; more 

attention to some bands was given by Bruce Johnson in his mighty Oxford 

Companion To Australian Jazz but when we come down to the specific, Eric Brown’s 
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tribute to the Yarra Yarras (which deserves updating and wider distribution) and 

Graeme Bell’s excellent autobiography (of himself and his bands) are really all we 

have to show of this vital history. 

 

Jack Mitchell has produced a fine book on the many rises and falls of the PJJB’s 

career…. 

Jack Mitchell, one of Australia’s most dedicated jazz researchers, has produced a fine 

book on the many rises and falls of the PJJB’s career. I say rises and falls because 

there were breaks in its 52-year (1943-1995) continuum, and there may be more to 

come. The book is actually slimmer than I had imagined and yet it is crammed with a 

great deal of valuable historical detail (both documented and anecdotal). As such, it 

should provide an excellent model for the writing of similar works.  

Jack writes in a clear no-nonsense style which should appeal to many readers. Some 

independent editing would have enhanced the book. Also (and this is a matter I have 

discussed with the author), the disc-based draft should have been transferred to 

provide a more up-to-date and readable print quality - a matter that should have 

been advised by the printer. There are also some typos, but they are not significant 

enough for me to take the thrill away from the inevitable pedants of literary 

dissection. What gives me particular pleasure, as someone who did not come to this 

country until 1960, was the placing of the band (in all its forms) within the whole of 

the Sydney jazz context of the times and, to some extent, within the broader social 

climate. Bands and musicians do not exist in a vacuum; their popularity is touched 

by economic and political change and by a public fickleness which makes and breaks 

icons. 

As I write, I note that two more of the PJJB’s extended family have died, within 

weeks of each other, just before Christmas. Trombonist Doc Willis and clarinettist 
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Rex Kidney will be missed around the traps, both as dedicated musicians and as 

friends to many. 

 

An early shot of trombonist Doc Willis: one of PJJB’s extended family, who has just 

died…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

There are one or two things that I would have liked to have seen, principally a more 

complete bibliography rather than what should more properly be called a ‘reference 

list’, and an index. A discography of issued recordings only is given. Readers seeking 

more details should refer to Jack’s Australian Jazz on Record 1926-80 and its 

forthcoming update. Just to tempt you, I am advised that broadcaster Bill Haesler 

and George Howell are in the final stage of producing a CD of the band’s legendary 

Pix recordings of October/November 1961. 

 

Clarinetist Johnny McCarthy: another PJJB stalwart… PHOTO COURTESY 

AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 


