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Forte fans fail to throw Sutton out of his stride 
 

 
 

Ralph Sutton with (L-R) Len Barnard, Bob Barnard, Wally Wickham  
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ERIC MYERS 

IN his first Sydney performance, the American pianist Ralph Sutton played some terrific jazz 

but for much of the evening it was an uphill battle for him. 

 

The first condition to conspire against him was the notoriously noisy Basement audience. 

Throughout the evening there seemed to be two separate events in the room: verbal dialogue, 

perpetrated by rampant talkers; and musical dialogue — a far more subtle process — inherent 

in Sutton’s art. 

 

The situation eventually called for a quiet comment, which the American delivered during the 

second set: “If you shut up for a minute, you might learn something.” 

 

When this drew applause from his avid listeners, Sutton’s follow-up rejoinder was a gem: “If 

that ain’t a fair deal, I’ll kiss your ass.” His words were as truthful a reaction to the ambience 

of the room as was his music. 

 

What then of the music? Here again Sutton’s own words were apt — “Jazz musicians 

appreciating each other”, he called it. 
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It was a salutary reminder that jazz — particularly at this level, in the jazz club rather than the 

concert hall — is essentially a dialogue  between musicians which the audience is privileged 

to overhear. 

 

The local musicians were John McCarthy (clarinet), Ed Gaston (bass) and Len Barnard 

(drums) — unquestionably three of Australia’s leading musicians. 

 

Gaston, however, was miscast in this setting. He is a modern jazz bassist whose stock-in-

trade is a powerful, relentless pulse in four. In this band he seemed unable to relate to the 

bouncy, two-beat feeling of Sutton’s approach, which is derived from stride piano and related 

forms of early jazz. 

 

 
 

The bassist Ed Gaston: miscast in this setting… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

 

Still, this was an irritant rather than a debilitating factor. Sutton played a good deal of solo 

piano — Love Lies, Ain’t Nobody’s Business, Old Folks, and so on — where his artistry was 

unhindered. 

 

At other times he drew on his reserves — he can be a most full-blooded player — and 

completely superseded the rhythm section with power and energy. 

 

From the first tune,  Struttin’ With Some  Barbecue, Sutton worked splendidly with John 

McCarthy, who had a good night. 

 

Towards the end of the performance, McCarthy produced some memorable clarinet 

improvisations over a loping time-feel, relying as always on laid-back lyricism rather than 

technique. 

 



3 
 

Sutton also sang, in a soft, rasping style. Not to be outdone, McCarthy — a rare singer — 

sang the Fats Waller classic The Porter’s Love Song to the Chambermaid — a delightful 

surprise which he apparently sprang on Sutton. The spirit of Fats Waller was therefore a 

strong presence, underlying the music. 

 

As expected, Sutton played masterly versions of his own  specialities: Waller classics such as 

Ain’t Misbehavin’, I’m Gonna Sit Right Down and Write Myself a Letter and the coup de 

grace, Honeysuckle Rose. 

 

Some aficionados may have been disappointed in that this performance gave Sutton little 

scope to delve into his more esoteric repertoire. Still, he has another performance in Sydney 

tonight, at Harbord Diggers Club. He then plays in Brisbane tomorrow and Melbourne on 

Wednesday.

 


