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OBITUARY: JOHN SPEIGHT 1935-2007 
 
by John Shand* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on February 6, 2007 under 
the title “The modest man behind the music - and all that joyful jazz”.] 
 

or nearly 30 years, upwards of 80,000 Sydneysiders have flocked to the Manly 
Jazz Festival, unaware of the man behind the music. John Speight, who has 
died aged 71, was simply too busy to become well-known. 

 
Speight was the director of the Manly festival for 28 of its 29 years, taking over after 
its first year. He initiated many other jazz events as well as being a school teacher, 
musician, bandleader, journalist, grade cricketer, golfer, photographer, artist and 
joiner. 
 

 
 
John Speight (crouching in front) at the 1982 Manly Jazz Festival. Standing, L-R, 
Andrew Gander, James Morrison, Lloyd Swanton, Marie Wilson, Alan Turnbull, 
David Martin… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

______________________________________________________ 

*John Shand is a playwright, librettist, author, journalist, drummer and critic. He has 
written about music (and occasionally theatre) for The Sydney Morning Herald for over 24 
years. His books include Don’t Shoot The Best Boy!: The Film Crew At 
Work (Currency), Jazz: The Australian Accent (UNSW Press) and The Phantom Of The 

Soap Opera (Wizard). His website is www.johnshand.com.au. 
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He even hurled himself into teaching children to sail, despite the fact that the 
pastime made him seasick. He pursued everything with boundless enthusiasm and 
set high standards. 
 
The drive to be industrious had downsides, however. He could not cook sausages on 
the family barbecue, for instance, without simultaneously practising his golf - rather 
to the detriment of the sausages. 
 
A procession of instrumentalists led mourners at his funeral through The Corso in 
Manly. The trumpeter James Morrison, whom Speight had mentored, performed 
Just a Closer Walk with Thee. John Speight was born in Enfield, grew up in Croydon 
and attended St Patrick's, Strathfield. He taught himself to play drums and piano, 
and performed in an army band during national service. He then became a primary 
school teacher and semi-professional musician. 
 
He taught at Harbord Public for more than 30 years, including lessons in jazz when it 
wasn't on the curriculum. There he teamed with Alan Weldrick to write stage 
musicals for the children to not only perform, but also design, light and accompany. 
He also wrote the school song. 
 
In late 1975 Speight was prompted by an enthusiastic former pupil to found and 
direct the Young Northside Big Band. This, the country's first professional-quality 
student band, became an institution, recording two albums and playing at the 
Monterey Jazz Festival. 
 

 
 
Speight out in front of the Young Northside Big Band… 
 
Many significant names passed through its ranks, including Morrison, Dale Barlow, 
Phil Scott, Sandy Evans, Chris Abrahams, Lloyd Swanton, James Greening and 
Speight's son Andrew, who is now professor of saxophone and jazz studies at San 
Francisco State University. 
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John Speight’s son Andrew on alto: now professor of saxophone and jazz studies at 
San Francisco State University… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
Speight completed an after-hours arranging course at the Sydney Conservatorium, 
and established the Warringah Stage Band for beginners. He ceased these ventures 
20 years ago when he was beset by chronic rheumatoid arthritis, which also ended a 
playing career in which he was a competent, economical and elegant pianist, who 
held a residency at the old Soup Plus with John Morrison on drums. 
 
The organisational skills Speight acquired steering the big bands resulted in his 
taking over as director of the Manly Jazz Festival in 1977. In this role he had his 
critics, who questioned his quality control and preparedness to expose more 
adventurous music. He maintained that he provided appropriate entertainment for 
the large crowds. 
 
His success with Manly led to his involvement in other jazz events, including Jazz in 
the Domain, the Sydney International Jazz Festival, the Thredbo Jazz Festival, 
concerts at Vaucluse House and festivals at Parramatta and Newcastle, as well as the 
jazz program for the Sydney Olympic Games. He founded the Northside Jazz Club, 
and wrote a column for The Manly Daily for 18 years. In 1999 Speight received an 
Order of Australia Medal (OAM) for services to music. 
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Speight (left), pictured with Yamaha’s Bob Berrigan… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
He is survived by his wife Niddrie, daughters Emma and Caroline, and son Andrew - 
and a long and varied legacy. At the funeral, where the words were interspersed with 
the music, Andrew Speight said: "Growing up we always had to clap on the offbeat, to 
get into the swing." 
 

 
 
James Morrison, who spoke at the funeral: it's never been about him but about the 
music…. 
 
James Morrison said: "The legacy isn't only to the few of us [here], although we like 
to think so. But often the vast numbers who benefit from a person's passion don't 
even know his name. And that's the way John Speight would want it. It's never been 
about him but about the music." 


