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ALAN TURNBULL: THE FACE BEHIND THE DRUMS 
 
by John Shand* 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the May/June 1982 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 

lan Turnbull has become the best known face-behind-the-drums in Sydney 
jazz. Through his early association with Don Burrows and George Golla, he 
was widely considered No 1, but the influx of Americans in the past couple of 

years has clinched the deal. Not only is he a regular member of support bands on 
these occasions, but he has become the local drummer to use when the Americans 
come here without sidemen. 
 
The list of such associations now includes Gary Burton, Milt Jackson, Joe 
Henderson, Phil Woods, Sonny Stitt, and Freddie Hubbard. He finds it invaluable to 
be able to talk to these people, who might have just finished working with players of 
the calibre of a Roy Haynes, or an Elvin Jones, and discuss his drumming with them. 
 

 
 
Turnbull: working not so much with styles, but with individuals…. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*When this interview took place in 1982, John Shand was a freelance writer and 
drummer who had a day gig with the Australian Opera. 
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The difference in style between the 50s time feel of Sonny Stitt, and the 80s time feel 
of Joe Henderson is considerable. Both have been favourite musicians of Alan’s for 
20 years, who is able to adapt his drumming, and weed out the things that do not suit 
their personality or their playing. 
 
“Joe Henderson just wanted a continuous rolling thing; throw the dice, really go for 
things,” says Alan. “I played things I’d never really played before. He wanted 
complete interaction, whereas someone like Sonny Stitt, or Milt Jackson really 
wanted me to play a straighter time feel. They wanted to hear the ‘two’ and ‘four’ on 
the high-hat, and it was more of just a rhythmical thing for them to work off. 
 

 
 
The American saxophonist Joe Henderson: he just wanted a continuous rolling 
thing… throw the dice, really go for things… 
 
“You have to learn that what suits one doesn’t suit the other. You want to make the 
guy play as well as he can play, and not hinder anything. Over the last 20 years I’ve 
found that you’re working not so much with styles, but with individuals. 
 
“Don Burrows has a certain rhythmical concept which he likes to hear; George Golla 
has a different rhythmical concept. So in a band, you’re playing for one, one minute, 
and the other the next. Don plays up on the time, George plays back on the time, so 
you have to manipulate things to make it sound alright.” 
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The Don Burrows Quartet, 1976, L-R, George Golla (guitar), Ed Gaston (bass), 
Turnbull (drums), Burrows (saxophones, clarinet, flute)… Don plays up on the time, 
George plays back on the time… 
 
Alan’s experience is considerable. At the age of 14, he was playing in nightclubs in 
Melbourne, while still at school during the day. At the same time, he used to practise 
with a Music Minus One record, that had Phil Woods playing on it. Two decades 
later, he found himself playing some of those same songs, with Phil Woods in person. 
 
The learning experience between those two episodes has been intense. At 13, fired 
with an ambition to play drums like Gene Krupa, he had begun learning from the 
leading Melbourne drummer, Graham Morgan. Morgan introduced him to the 
playing of people like Max Roach, Art Blakey and Philly Joe Jones. 
 
“By 14, I had all my Miles records with Philly Joe. At Melbourne High School, they 
had a jazz club, where everyone would play their trad records. I’d put on Miles’s 
band, with Coltrane and Cannonball Adderley, and I don’t think they dug it too 
much. I just found what Miles played was more interesting: the rhythmical things 
were hipper than some of the earlier stuff.” 
 
Alan was taken by the togetherness, interaction, and overall sound of the rhythm 
section of Philly Joe, Red Garland, and Paul Chambers. 
 
“I thought, ‘Gee, there’s a three-way conversation there, which is really lovely,’ and I 
spent most of my time listening to those records, and trying to find people who could 
play the way they played. Darcy Wright is an old Paul Chambers man, and he could 
relate to the things that I was trying to play on the drums, so we worked very well 
together.” 
 
Alan played a lot of free music in the early 60s, which he thinks was good for his 
development as a player, though an unpopular musical form with many people. He 
suggests it may be more fun to play than to listen to. He has since worked in all 
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fields: big bands, small groups, singers. It was Graham Morgan who advised that if 
he wanted to make a life out of music,, he shouldn’t narrow his perspective. This 
involves continually updating his playing, as jazz drumming evolves. 
 
It is Alan’s flexibility that has kept him in demand. For example, while not 
considering himself a great funk drummer, he has played funk in units such as Kerrie 
Biddell’s group Compared to What. It is a matter of always being prepared to meet 
the requirements of a particular piece of music, and of making ¡t as logical as 
possible for the other people who are playing. 
 
Originally from Melbourne, Alan moved to Sydney in 1965. The move came because 
Melbourne couldn’t provide the variety of musical contexts that he needed. He sees a 
difference ¡n playing styles between the two cities. The Melbourne players he finds 
more aggressive. This is possibly because with so few venues, the players spend a 
high proportion of their time practising rather than playing, and when they do get up 
on stage, you get the last year’s drumming in one night.  
 
Alan finds jazz is often too demanding to play every night. For many years now, he 
has been working in registered clubs, which he finds can be just as challenging and 
satisfying as the jazz gig. And, of course, it allows him to make a living out of playing 
the drums, which would be very difficult just playing jazz. 
 
Studio work was only an important part of Alan’s career in the early 60s. Since then, 
there have been several album sessions, including those with Don Burrows and 
George Golla. More recently, there was the Bad Habits album by Billy Field, but he 
does not seek out studio work. If it is offered, he will take it. 
 

 
 
Members of David Martin’s group in the early 80s, L-R, Martin (piano), Darcy 
Wright (bass), Norma Martin (vocals),  Turnbull, Dale Barlow (saxophones & 
flute), James Morrison (trumpet, trombone, etc)… Darcy is an old Paul Chambers 
man… 
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Currently, he is working with David Martin’s quintet, John Hoffman’s small group 
and big band, Errol Buddle’s quartet, Don Burrows, and Julian Lee. “Sometimes I 
work seven nights a week; sometimes six, five or four. It depends; I move around. 
Sometimes I might have to do a club gig instead, so I sort of work casually, or 
‘freelance’ is supposed to be the better word for it.” 
 
Alan also teaches. Each Friday, he works at the Conservatorium for Don Burrows, in 
the Jazz Studios course. He has been doing this for a couple of years now, and 
currently has five students, who are semi-professional players, doing the Diploma 
course. He also teaches privately, mainly beginners. This has gone through phases 
where he might have as many as 50 students, while at other times having none at all. 
 

 
 
The drummer Barry Woods: in Melbourne he and Turnbull had a drum school 
where they taught one thousand kids a week, a dollar a lesson... 
 
“In Melbourne, Barry Woods and I had a drum school where we were teaching one 
thousand kids a week, a dollar a lesson. It was a good idea, but it got a bit crazy. I 
enjoy teaching. I probably should do more of it, but I’m involved in a lot of playing. 
However, anybody who wants to ring up can come out and learn something. I go 
through stages where people trap me, and I start teaching. 
 
“The music that I know best ¡s probably jazz music, and there are certain mechanical 
techniques you have to use, which are different from funky music, or rock music. It’s 
a lighter technique, using the fingers.” 
 
Sometimes, he finds teaching can be a strain, mainly because of the demands he 
places upon himself. “It’s no good teaching someone a redundant way of playing the 
drums. There’s a lot of that goes on. There are a lot of young people sounding very 
old, because they went to bad drum teachers. A lot of people don’t teach the right 
books. 
 
“There’s an old saying, ‘If you can’t play, you teach’. Some of the teachers are a little 
bit suspect, either because they don’t do enough playing, or they don’t play well 
enough, so they subsidise their income by teaching. It’s good in that it’s better to 
have some tuition than none, but sometimes the wrong people can really screw you 
up. It’s a shame. 
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“I learnt from Graham Morgan, who also taught Warren Daly and many others. He 
was very skilful in what he taught me, and I’ve been laughing ever since.1 was taught 
the right way ¡n the first place, and I’ve never really had to alter anything. 
 
“But you don’t always get those teachers. Learning from the right person saves time. 
You can spend six months with somebody, and be right for the rest of your life. With 
someone else, you can spend ten years, and get nowhere.” 
 
Many people have felt a relative lack of quality in the playing of local drummers and 
bass players, compared with the widespread excellence of our horn and piano 
players. This has generally been attributed to a lack of good teachers. With Don 
Burrows, Alan was instrumental in using the Conservatorium to rectify the situation. 
 
“We got Ed Soph and Todd Coolman to come out for three months, to see if we could 
help the local drummers and bass players, and it worked with some of the younger 
ones. But some of the older players didn’t care too much about Ed, I think, which is a 
pity. Not only is he a fine player, but he’s probably the best drum teacher that we’ve 
had here. 
 
“We are pretty isolated here, though not as much as we were in the 60s, when we got 
very few jazz people out here. You’d see the odd concert, then they’d be gone the next 
day, so you really had no idea of their technique, or what sort of studies developed 
them to what they are. But now we seemed to have covered a lot of that with Ed Soph 
and the other people. I think Greg Quigley’s workshops have made a lot of people 
aware that a little more knowledge won’t hurt them.” 
 

 
 
Turnbull:  one of the most readily discernible trademarks of Alan’s playing is his 
cymbal work... PHOTO CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 

 
One of the most readily discernible trademarks of Alan’s playing is his cymbal work. 
There is a constant crashing, splashing, pinging, and sizzling, colouring the music in 
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a unique way. He has had some of those cymbals for 20 years now, but obviously the 
cymbals themselves aren’t as important as learning to play them properly. 
 
“You can get a million different sounds out of one cymbal. I remember seeing Shelley 
Manne play with the LA Four, with just a 20-inch ride cymbal, and he probably got 
more sounds out of that one cymbal than I’d get out of about three, just through his 
skill and knowledge of music. 
 

 
 
The American drummer Shelly Manne in 1947: he probably got more sounds out of 
that one cymbal … just through his skill and knowledge of music… PHOTO CREDIT 
WILLIAM P GOTTLIEB 
 
“I think a lot of drummers are looking for the magic cymbal — the elusive cymbal 
that’s going to make them sound like Elvin, or Tony Williams or whatever — but it’s 
like on a piano: each guy’s got a different touch. 
 
“One of the problems of playing the drums, is that you can spend too much time 
thinking about other drummers, and worrying whether somebody’s better or worse 
than you, when you should really devote all your time to yourself, because you’re the 
one that really has to cope in the long run. 
 
“Naturally, I steal bits and pieces from everywhere. But I was told by Frank Smith 
years ago that I spent too much of my time worrying about what other drummers ¡n 
town were doing, and what other drummers in America were doing. I was spending 
hours and hours listening to other people, where he figured it was better if I devoted 
my time to my own playing, and sorted that out, which is a much better way of doing 
it.” 
 
It is this attitude that is crucial to the development of an individual voice, the most 
important quality for a jazz player. This is something Alan has obviously achieved. 
 
“I try and spread myself around, and get as much experience as I can with various 
players, and eventually, one day, it will all fall into place.” 


