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EULOGY: JIM SOMERVILLE 1922-2018 
 
by Phil Somerville* 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[The following eulogy was delivered at Jim Somerville’s funeral on April 27, 2018.] 
 

hese moments, these funerals we come to, are delicate time-outs from the 
headlong traffic of daily life. They seem to be made of three parts: the 
celebration part, the melancholy part and, to borrow a sports term, the rough 

sandpaper part. By that I mean the difficult thing of being reminded of our own 
mortality. But there it is. That's the deal. It's the fine print at the bottom of the 
organic contract.  
 

 
 
Jim Somerville on piano with one of his early bands. Others are L-R, Clive 
Whitcombe (drums), Ken Flannery (trumpet) and Duke Farrell (bass).  
PHOTO COURTESY PHIL SOMERVILLE  
 
In the final fortnight of Jim's life, however, his first great grandchild blew into the 
world. A boy. Named Otis. When told the news, even in such a frail state, his 
eyebrows shot up and he cracked a broad Cheshire cat grin. As many friends have 
said to us, it's the Great Wheel of Life. Indeed. It is the great wheel. But it would be  
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*Jim Somerville’s son Phil Somerville is a freelance artist, cartoonist and illustrator, and a 
member of the Australian Cartoonists' Association (ACA). His social commentary cartoons 
have appeared in various publications, including the Australian’s Review of Books, the 
Australian Cyclist, the Independent, the Sydney Morning Herald, The Bulletin and The Sun 
Herald. He currently draws a paid cartoon subscription online titled Line of Thought. His 
first cartoon anthology, I am Moderately Fond of Australia, was published in 2001.   
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kind of nice to have a spare in the boot. Nice to be able to down another champagne 
with him, nice to serve up another home-made flat white for him and hear him purr 
about it, to have another duet with him at the Kawai on a lazy Sunday arvo, to sit 
over a cafe sandwich in Milton talking about God knows what. I suppose fantasy is 
one of the few things left that's free. 

 
Speaking of God, it may be timely to note that our father was agnostic. It was never a 
soapbox thing with him, he was a student of the Enlightenment, he didn't stumble 
across enough proof I guess. I once asked him why he ended up marrying a dedicated 
Catholic. He said, “What a silly question. I fell in love. After that, all else shrivels.” 
And right there perhaps you have the Man. James Somerville was a soulful, lyrical 
Romantic. But one with lifelong conviction. 
 
Jim's life was a vast hedge-maze... green and rich with countless interesting 
sidepaths. Fortunately his frictionless willingness to yak about his life & times, on the 
wings of an almost photographic memory, leaves a pretty decent map to set forth 
with. 
 
He was born in Cheltenham in Sydney on November 14, 1922, the middle child of 
three sons born to Melbourne mother Eileen and Kiwi father Neville. His middle 
name was Anquetil. It's a name that doesn't exactly propel you into the school footy 
team. It may have been one of the first things setting him on a trajectory to an 
outsider life. Only seven people in Australia know how to spell it. It was his 
grandfather's Christian name and was originally plucked from the surname of an old 
branch of the family in Normandy. In 1957, French cyclist Jacques Anquetil, a very 
distant relative, won the first of five Tours de France. It cemented Dad's pride in the 
name forevermore.  
 
He grew up in a semi-Victorian home of propriety, mostly flowing from his mother. 
There was rarely anything approaching robust chit-chat around the evening meal. 
His warmest memories were of the family singing together, gathered at the piano. He 
was the player. He'd received classic tuition in a time when learning an instrument  
 

 
 
Hearing Duke Ellington’s Reminiscing in Tempo, Jim said he was suddenly picked 
up from the floor, as though by black angels… 
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was as normal to the middle-classes as going to the gym is today. His father was an 
accountant but Jim professed from an early age he had absolutely no interest in 
money as a vocation... the perfect aspiration for an emerging jazz musician. His 
heart, in fact, was set on studying to become a biochemist.  
 
Now if this story was a late 40s Warner Bros film this is the part where the guileless  
country boy meets the temptress woman in the smoky city nightclub. Jim came upon 
a record single by Duke Ellington called Reminiscing in Tempo. It had no real song 
structure, just two strong melodic motifs. He played it. He said he was suddenly 
picked up from the floor, as though by black angels, and flown off to someplace un-
Australian. His heart shifted axis and he threw out all dreams of science. It was like 
some potent infection and the symptoms were pleasure and exhilaration. The only 
danger he could see was a cure. He lit out to pursue the music, listening to it, playing 
it. In time he left home. It's hard to overstate what the impact on his parents must 
have been. Even on the threshold of World War II, as viewed from the suburbs, jazz 
was only one rung above heroin.  
 
Accounts of Jim's time in the army are a hall of mirrors. It's a story much improvised 
on by his contemporaries. This is the one he told me about nine years ago. He was 
enrolled at the Con and living in Woolloomooloo when he enlisted in 1941. He 
trained at Ingoldby and was inducted as regiment bugler. He was mortified by his 
own appalling playing and claimed the only thing doing more damage to the troops 
was the cooking. He was transferred to Sydney to a base overlooking the harbour 
near Taronga Zoo. Army life was held together by occasional dramas, high farce and 
endless stretches of tedium. He fell to the habit of irritating his immediate officers. 
He liked walking about carrying a large hardback copy of Aldous Huxley's 
Encyclopaedia of Pacifism. It didn't take much to piss off authority in those days. A 
year or so later he was honourably discharged. He never played the bugle again. 
 

 
 
Aldous Huxley: Jim liked walking about carrying a large hardback copy of his 
Encyclopaedia of Pacifism… 
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Earlier he'd had jobs playing in a place on Albion Street called The German Club. The 
club's members suddenly had a crimp put in their day when they were interned for 
being German. In its place in 1942 rose the Booker T Washington Club, largely 
bankrolled by the US Army as a recreation venue for black American soldiers.  
 
The regular band was Giles O'Sullivan's swing group, a quintet, which Jim was 
eventually invited into. It must have been an exciting, swirling world lit by the night. 
Totally integrated-- women, men, Maoris, Islanders, Aboriginals, American blacks 
and whites-- it was a place of high-octane dancing, black players sitting in, occasional 
fights and overall a safe venue to unwind in. It's where he got to know people like 
Ray Price, Merv Acheson, Don Burrows and Billy Weston, as well as artists like 
Cedric Flower and Donald Friend. His experiences at the Booker left him sensitive to 
and angered by anything smouldering of racial hatred. He heard first-hand the 
stories of what it was like to be black in America or black in Australia. He played 
regularly here for two years but was finally ground down by the drummer, whose feet 
were encased in lead. He resigned and launched into many other club gigs that 
sprang up around the city. 
 

 
 
A pen and wash ink drawing of Somerville from the late 40s done by his friend the 
artist Cedric Flower, when they all lived in the same building (known as Buggery 
Barn) on Gloucester Street in the Rocks... 
 
He joined the Port Jackson Jazz Band in 1947 and was very happy to do so. The 
group was founded in 1944 and arguably its strongest player from the start was Ken 
Flannery whose powerhouse inventive trumpeting was the group's compass. While 
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Melbourne was home to cooler jazz, this Sydney band blew hot and became an 
emblem for it on the east coast with a large following. They toured, recorded, did 
regular Sydney spots. Over the years they also had a tendency to form, re-form, break 
up, re-form, park for awhile, re-group, hide out in a witness protection program, re-
form then finally fall apart for good. Jim learned a great deal about live performance, 
recording, arranging and gained many lifelong friendships.  
 

 
 
This band was Ray Price and his Dixielanders, formed in August 1952, but had 
faded away by the end of the year. On the far left is Billy Weston (trombone), then 
clockwise Ken Flannery (trumpet), Dick Jackson (clarinet),  Ray Price (guitar), 
Jimmy Somerville (piano)… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
By the end of the 40s, Jim was already a cupboard stuffed full of seminal experiences 
and eye-swivelling stories. These could usually be uncorked from him by the words, 
"Hi, Jim, how're you going?" Let me tell you one. It has had many versions over the 
decades, including in print. Again this is the one he told me. 
 
Radio station 2KY had a building in George Street and below it was a music 
performance and dance space known as the Radiotorium. The station's director was 
a jazz fan and asked musicians to get onstage and play for people, keeping those on 
that he liked for regular appearances. Jim got the nod, working in a small group 
(including Kel Smith on drums) one night a week for excellent money and playing 
whatever they wanted. It was 1944. 
 
Merv Acheson was by this time a renowned saxophonist, playing tenor in a muscular 
style with almost an American authority. He was a self-invented Sydney character 
who felt at ease socialising within the community of lower echelon crims. At some 
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point he took to surreptitiously packing a revolver, tucked in next to the spare reeds 
in his sax case. Whenever asked the reason for doing so he'd answer, “You never 
know...” 
 

 
 
Merv Acheson: a renowned saxophonist, playing tenor in a muscular style with 
almost an American authority... PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
One week, after concluding a successful Sunday evening on the Radiotorium stage, 
Jim and the group were packing up and casually chatting. They became aware of a 
loud drunken voice way at the back blurting something like, “This’ll show 'em. They 
don't believe me...” and other musings. Suddenly the air was carved by the dull sound 
of a gunshot. Jim looked down and saw on the wooden floor the growing circle of a 
wet pool the colour of Cab Sav. Only when he raised his eyes further and saw the 
drummer, just inches away, holding his thigh and crumpling in slow motion did he 
understand it was blood, someone else's and lots of it. He remembers seeing a lump 
of a small bullet with flattened head on the floor. He picked it up. It was warm. It was 
all a dream.  
 
The sax player, Dick Jackson, was almost offstage hauling his case, but Ray Price, 
crackling with the expertise of a recent First Aid course, bounded into action. 
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Producing a pen-knife from who knows where he shredded Kel's trouser leg and used 
the cloth to tourniquet above the wound. Kel was rushed to Sydney Hospital nearby 
and survived thanks to a pen-knife and a guitarist. Merv fled, spirited to a hide-out 
by a friend and hid for three days. Ray Price got word, went to see him and talked 
him into surrendering to the police. He was sentenced to three years at Bathurst 
maximum security prison of which he did just 13 months, paroled early for 
preventing the attempted murder of a guard by another inmate. It was all beautifully 
in synch with Merv's tabloid life.  
 

 
 
Ray Price, pictured in 1947: he talked Merv Acheson into surrendering to the 
police…PHOTO COURTESY JACK MITCHELL 
 
When he finished telling this story I said to Dad that if the bullet had been just three 
inches to the right neither of us would be here now. He said, “Well, I prefer to look at 
it positively. If the bullet had been just 12 inches to the left it would have killed the 
bass player and everyone would have been happy.” 
 
The before-and-after-moment was about to arrive. Jim got a spot in the house band 
at a Rose Bay place called Reg Boom's Coronia Club. A journalist told the owner that 
“coronia” was Portuguese for “carcass”, so he changed the name to plain Reg's. Later 
he found out the journo was lying but couldn't be bothered changing it back. The 
intermission pianist there was deputising for the regular one. Her name was Marcia 
Nasser. She was 23. She looked like a semitic Hollywood goddess but Jim was 
attracted by her strong rhythmic playing. When her stint there was up Jim went to 
Reg and demanded that Marcia be hired over the regular pianist permanently or he'd 
walk. It wasn't a bluff. She got the job.  
 
She was interested from the start but Jim returned to his shell. With the hatcheck girl 
co-conspiring with Marcia, a false cab-crisis was concocted and they shared rides 
home. Over a few months, gradually, hands were held, lives were changed and they 
married in 1952. A few years later they commenced playing face-to-face baby grands 
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at Kinneil, a classy restaurant/music dancing venue in Elizabeth Bay. Set in a grand 
two storey stone mansion built in 1850 it was now a legendary club and they quickly 
became the local double-piano power couple. They played there most weeks for 
almost five years but by her third pregnancy Marcia felt it was stretching things a bit. 
They left. Jim always said it was the best period of his professional life. 
 
That is a little of the life. But what of the man who swam through those 95 years? He 
was marinaded in a deep, sensitive nature, a curse usually reserved for poets. 
Growing up he looked to his older brother, Oliver, as to a lighthouse. Bit by bit in 
their teens Oliver distanced himself emotionally from the family and moved away. It 
was a wound I don't think he ever got over, worsened by Oliver's sudden death in a 
car accident in Junee aged 29.  
 
In response Jim dug inside and began expanding on a rich interior life. Essays, 
novels, cinema, poetry, conversing with new people and ultimately music all helped 
furnish that interior. Through good fortune he came of age in the decade of what 
became known later as the 40s Sydney Push, an intense post-war period in arts, 
letters and social change, and everyone drank from the same troughs of coffee at late-
night city cafes. Writers, painters, academics, scientists, journalists, actors-- 
everyone was strutting with ideas and getting involved in each other's worlds. It was 
the door into the city's bohemia and Jim was fizzing. He'd found his tribe.  
 

 
 
Jim Somerville  at the piano in 1948: a striking handsomeness topped with thick 
raven hair that appears to be leading a life of its own… PHOTO COURTESY DAILY 
TELEGRAPH 
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He looked the part too. In black & white photos from the time he is supported by 
pencil thin legs below a coltish body and beaming face. He has a striking 
handsomeness topped with thick raven hair that appears to be leading a life of its 
own. A splicing of Jimmy Stewart and James Mason. He enjoyed that handsomeness 
throughout his various phases of aging. In his late 40s he gained a resemblance to 
Hoagy Carmichael which was often remarked upon. When asked of this he 
commented, “Yes, it's a great honour and it really gives me the shits.”  
 
By day he read prolifically but in essence he was a tenant of the night and the city. He 
was easy in his languidness... There's an early photo of him splayed out on a river 
bank someplace on the south coast reading verse and he looks as though he's 
growing out of the long idle grass himself. He seemed to me to have a firm 
understanding of the worth of daydreaming. Daydreams... the opiate of the gentle 
romantic. He was a card-carrying romantic. It's the essential job skill for anyone 
getting into the self-expression racket. He was totally open to the insistent pulse of 
other people in their many tones. 
 
His temperament was composed in a minor key. His bend tended to the melancholy. 
He was more receptive to the late colours of life-- sienna, russet, pale gold, 
burgundy-- the grace notes of autumn. You could hear them in his eloquent piano 
renderings of the Great American Songbook composers;  he explored those melodies 
with quiet thoughtfulness and delicate intelligence. And as he played, his soul rose up 
slowly in plain sight like a new moon.    
 

 
 
Jim quietly championed opportunities for women musicians like Judy Bailey 
(pictured above), Valda Hammock and singer Georgia Lee...  
PHOTO COURTESY JUDY BAILEY 
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Women. Women came to him as naturally as overnight dew. It wasn't just his looks. 
Or that he played piano like satin. It was his open, equitable acceptance of women, 
genuinely entwined in his view of the world. It was expressed in his eyes, in his 
conversation, in his absence of sexual macho. He rejected the general suspicion of 
female musicians in jazz circles of those decades and quietly championed 
opportunities for players like Judy Bailey, Valda Hammock and singer Georgia Lee. I 
never heard him use the words “good sort”, “current squeeze” or “bit of skirt”. He 
always simply said “a lover”. 
 

 
 
Singer Georgia Lee (centre) with two members of the Port Jackson Jazz Band in 
1949, L-R, Wally Wickham (bass) and Bob Rowan (trombone)… 
 
Let me park a minute for a story about Georgia Lee. She was a fine blues singer, part 
Jamaican, part Torres Strait Islander. Her refined, striking looks masked her 
occasional lack of confidence and Jim was one of a number of musicians who were 
very encouraging of her. Around the time he had formed a small group that included 
Ray Price on guitar. They were on the bill for a Sydney Town Hall concert on 
November 16, 1948. At the insistence of the drummer, Clive Whitcombe, a man not 
to be trifled with, they were dubbed Jimmy Somerville's Jazz Rebels. Jim asked 
Georgia to front the band. 
 
Georgia was nervous and doubtful about her ability with jazz vocalising but Jim 
pushed her gently. He rehearsed her with the group and also by himself to work on a 
daring idea. He suggested she render the startling and mournful song, Strange Fruit, 
written in 1937 by a teacher and songwriter Abel Meeropol, about the lynching of 
blacks in the American south. She worked hard and by the big night in April 
everyone was quietly electrified. Someone unknown, a techie maybe, said he'd black 
out the entire stage for the song, not even a mood spot on her face, until it was done.  
 
Dad was dubious but resigned to it. The slow tempo, spare lyrics and dark allegory 
intimidated her, not unreasonably (Southern trees bear a strange fruit, blood on the 
leaves, blood at the root...). She started out wavery but steadied by the second of its 
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three verses. His arrangement was suitably spare too. Quiet but evocative minor 
chords dropped behind the despondent vocals, her voice carrying most of the weight. 
In a predictable stuff-up, full stage lights were flipped on somewhere during the final 
verse. But it was a happy accident, for the audience visibly braced. She finished off 
the last chorus. And nothing - just dreaded silence. Then an explosion of lengthy 
applause, calls and yells. I wished I'd been there to see it. It must have been one of 
those moments for everyone onstage when they felt like they had never been so 
alive*. 
 

 
 
Abel Meeropol, writer of the song Strange Fruit, is pictured here, along with Billie 
Holiday, who made the song famous. It was sung by Georgia Lee with Jimmy 
Somerville's Jazz Rebels at the Sydney Town Hall on November 16, 1948… 
 
Jim was an enthusiastic new father with each of his five children and, throughout, he 
encouraged and enabled our various interests, obsessions and passions be they 
music, dance, drawing, sport, travel or trail bikes. His bond with Mum was 
unshakable throughout life's usual quota of trials. He was patient with our tempers 
or wayward decisions. He and Mum created a household that hummed within a very 
still suburb. The front room brimmed with musicians once a month: laughing, 
drinking, spooling out great music. Occasionally, in the morning, a snoring clarinet 
player would be found sprawled across the Jason Recliner, still in full tux. In short, 
the air Jim breathed was still fragrant with the bohemian. He earned a good living 
and supported a growing family by every musical means: teaching, rehearsal pianist, 
pick-up groups, arrangement copyist, weddings, show tours or labouring in the 
catacombs of RSL Club house bands.  
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*Jack Mitchell included Strange Fruit in a double CD Jazz Masters Of  The Forties 
which he produced for the Australian Jazz Museum (Catalogue number AJM038). 
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His professional epilogue was the years at DJ's Elizabeth Street store, locked into 
each shift's momentary marriage with the keyboard, internal, reflective, never 
stepping in a cliché. From that white piano he threw out bolts of silk and the casual 
shoppers strolling around him loved it. 
 

 
 
An elderly Jim Somerville, snapped at Mollymook Beach: he maintained a dignity 
and humour as dementia slowly stole away the confidently uttered words that were 
to him ampules of oxygen… 
 
His last few years were difficult, marked by a new kind of hedge maze he stumbled 
into. He was deeply frustrated by decline. But he maintained a dignity and humour 
as dementia slowly stole away the confidently uttered words that were to him 
ampules of oxygen. The delicate paper boats that ideas travelled upon. Bobbing 
flotilla of good conversation. The life of the mind. 
 
I wasn't there when he snuck his last breath. I was in the midst of a colonoscopy at 
Nepean. I suspect Dad would have savoured the irony... As he was coming to his end, 
something was coming to mine. Most of his family were indeed there and they tell me 
his coda was peaceful. He slipped his moorings, sailed out the rear fire door and into 
the carpark and twilight. As usual, without a meal from management. And drove off 
from this last gig.  
 
Farewell, James. Farewell, Dad. You were much loved. You are much loved. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
Jim Somerville was born on November 14, 1922 and died on April 18, 2018. 
Testimonials from Pat Devery, Bruce Johnson and Bruce Cale appear on the next 
page. 
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Testimonials 
 
Jim was one of the great pioneers in the Sydney jazz music scene during the 1940s 
and 50s, a member of Port Jackson Jazz Band, Riverside Band and many others. 
Whenever he met up with his old comrades at the various reunions, it was 
immediately evident he was held in incredibly high regard. 
Pat Devery, Waverley Bondi Beach Brass Band 
 
I've played in groups with Jim many times over the decades. To me he's one of the 
most catholic pianists I've known. He was across all styles with adroitness. More 
distinctly, he really had a conversation with you musically. He loved to converse in 
the wordless way. 
Bruce Johnson, jazz historian, writer and academic 
 
I met and worked with Jim, at the Lee’s Night Club, a classy strip club in 
Paddington, in 1960. It was the only gig we ever worked together, as I moved 
overseas and subsequently lost touch with him. His musicianship was at the highest 
level, and also he was very comfortable on the stand and off. I had the pleasure and 
honour of playing with him, in 2014, at his home in Mollymook, thanks to his son, 
who drove me and my de-spiked double bass, all of us shoehorned into a very cosy 
Mazda 2, down from Katoomba to Jim's home, where he had a beautifully kept 
Baby Grand. And when we played he played with so much musical skill, that it was 
quite daunting to me. He correctly commented, at the beginning of our playing 
sessions, in that very JS style of directness, that my instrument did not sound 
“right”, and this observation proved correct. In fact I changed those strings months 
later, for the better. After some adjustments, we proceeded to play, and he played 
as he did back in those early years, not one bit of his musicality had disappeared 
over some seven decades. Thank you for your music, Jim, and your absolute 
directness and honesty. 
Bruce Cale (fellow traveller), Katoomba                  

 
_______________________________________ 
 


