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CHRIS QUA 
 
Interviewed by Mike Williams* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This interview was published in Mike Williams’ 1981 book The Australian Jazz 
Explosion.] 
 
Mike Williams writes: The ascent of Galapagos Duck has been one of the great 
success stories of Australian jazz, a parallel to the music’s increasing acceptance by a 
wide public. With their refusal to be typecast, the members of the band have been 
able to attract many of the young people who in the 1970s became disillusioned with 
the naiveté of rock.  
 
They have pitched a vast number of stylistic elements into the melting-pot to produce 
music beyond facile categorisation. Like other Australian jazz musicians who have 
found high popularity, they are essentially communicators, establishing a bridge with 
their audience. Their collective ability to play an extraordinary range of instruments 
has added considerably to their entertainment value and they are, as they claim, a 
good-time band. 
 

 
 
Galapagos Duck at The Basement in the early 70s. L-R, Willie Qua, unidentified, 
Chris Qua, unidentified, Horst Liepolt, Marty Mooney, Tom Hare… 
 
Through the years, Galapagos Duck have featured the impressive talents of such 
saxophone players as Marty Mooney and Tony Buchanan, drummers Willie Qua and  
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
*In 1981 when Mike Williams published his book The Australian Jazz Explosion, he 
was then jazz critic with The Australian newspaper. 
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Warren Daly, pianists Doug Robson, Tony Esterman, Roger Frampton, Ray Alldridge 
and Dave Levy. In 1979 the band attained its most cohesive incarnation: Tom Hare 
(trumpet, saxes and percussion), Greg Foster (trombone and harmonica), Chris Qua 
(bass and flugelhorn), Col Nolan (piano) and Len Barnard (drums). 
 
Hare and Qua are the only founder members still with the group. To them must go 
the credit for providing the ambience for the band’s success. Chris Qua’s easygoing 
personality crystallises the Duck’s approach. His family background ensured that he 
was steeped in the traditions, but he has open ears, too, for the contemporary 
sounds. He has benefited from the experience of sharing the bandstand with some of 
the world’s finest musicians for whom The Basement — where the Duck have played 
regularly from Wednesdays to Saturdays throughout its existence — provides a 
chance to sit in, to taste the musical climate of Sydney. And for all his surface 
nonchalance, his youthful exuberance still permeates his playing. 
 

 
 
Tom Hare (left, on alto sax) and Chris Qua (right, on flugelhorn): the only founder 
members still with Galapagos Duck… 
 
Chris Qua: Mum’s side of the family were all musos and my maternal grandmother 
and grandfather were in the Sydney Symphony Orchestra. I was born in Orange, New 
South Wales, in 1951, about 18 months before my brother, Willie. They were 
struggling days for us, as both Mum and Dad were fresh out of university and were 
working as schoolteachers. Dad had spent the four years before university in the war 
so we didn’t have a quid. 
 
Dad used to play ukelele — You Are My Sunshine, that kind of thing — and Mum 
played piano. When we came to Sydney to live, Mum was involved in the university 
jazz scene. We moved into my grandparents’ place in Ashfield, a big house which I 
really loved because there was always something exciting going on, bands playing in 



3 
 

the front room. Willie and I were lucky enough to grow up in an adult environment, 
and it had far more to do with strange gentlemen playing things than with our peers 
at school. 
 
Mum and Dad took us to the 15th Jazz Convention at Kew, Melbourne in 1960 and 
Willie and I found it tremendously exciting. Through Mum and Dad we got to know 
most people; I think we were always well-mannered and unabashed when we were 
introduced and were able to mix well. I was ecstatic over the records of Louis and the 
Hot Five and Jelly Roll Morton’s Red Hot Peppers at the time, and I remember that 
everybody at the Convention was talking about the embryo Red Onions Band from 
Melbourne. The mystique about all the musicians’ accomplishments really excited 
me and Willie and I would run around in the crowd and say, ‘We’ll go and find Bob 
Barnard today. Wonder where he is?’ We’d stand 20 feet away, wouldn’t approach 
him, but when Mum and Dad were around we did get to meet the various players. 
They were beautiful days. 
 

 
 
Bob Learmonth, who occasionally played valve trombone: he loaned The Louis 
Armstrong Story to Chris Qua’s father … PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
Bob Learmonth, the trombone player, lent my father The Louis Armstrong Story, a 
series of five LPs of all the Hot Fives and Hot Sevens and the Louis Armstrong 
orchestras of the early 1930s. That had a really profound effect on me, knocked my 
arse off, that and Beethoven’s fifth, sixth and seventh symphonies. Later I discovered 
the ninth symphony and the Emperor concerto. 
 
About that time we had five pianos in the house, and we had a different jazz band 
rehearsing just about every week there. The Riverside Band had just come over from 
Perth and Geoff Bull’s Olympia Band used to come along and I got to talk to them all. 
I wanted to play trumpet, mainly under the influence of the great man himself, Louis 
Armstrong, and Geoff took me under his wing and showed me how the instrument 
worked. I persuaded my father and we went to Harry Landis’ shop in the city and 
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bought a Selmer Cadet trumpet. I really loved it and used to sleep with it in my bed, 
and I just kept playing it. 
 
I ran into a guy called Stewie Trowbridge, who was later to die of a brain 
haemorrhage when only about 28. He was telling me about Miles Davis and those 
people. In those days there was a definite rift, no meeting of the worlds of the 
Dixieland diehards and the modern jazz lovers but it was the time when Dave 
Brubeck was up at the top of the hit parade with Take Five and Unsquare Dance and 
I couldn’t help but investigate. 
 
Then I went through an Oscar Peterson period and he turned me on to Ray Brown 
and the whole concept of grooving bass playing. I thought, ‘I want to do that, too.’ So 
I conned my poor father — well, I suppose I haven’t really conned him in the long run 
— that, for the sake of my well-being between the ears, I needed a bass. We bought a 
Czech instrument from Eric Richards, a well-known figure in the traditional world. 
At that stage, Eugene Wright, with Brubeck and particularly his playing on Blue 
Rondo A La Turk, knocked me out: it was the sort of classic bass line. The 
combination of that and Ray Brown turned me on. 
 
So I got involved in the bass which — and I mean no detriment to any other bass 
player in the world — is considerably easier than the trumpet, because the thing 
makes a noise even if you fall on it, and trumpets don’t. I wasn’t conscious that I was 
making an exceptional effort, but in a short time I finished up playing in Dixie bands 
and got a Saturday afternoon gig at the White Horse Hotel in Newtown. Then I heard 
about this jazz joint up the road, called the Mocambo, coffee and soft drinks, an 
after-theatre type place. Mum wasn’t quite into modern jazz then, but I talked her 
into going up there and I finished up having a sit-in with the band which was led by 
Alan Lee.  
 

 
 
Vibist Alan Lee, pictured here on the cover of his album Moanin’: Chris got a call 
from him after sitting in with Lee at the Mocambo… 
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I must have done myself justice because a couple of days later I got a phone call from 
him, asking if I wanted to join the group. We had a long backyard so I had plenty of 
room to run out there and do a lot of somersaults. I really flipped; I was ecstatic with 
the idea of actually being asked by a man I respected to play in his group, which used 
all these exciting tunes, such as John Handy’s Dancey Dancey. All this interfered 
with my schoolwork, because I was living a double life at the weekend, full of jazz and 
excitement, and there is no way you can tell your china plates at school all that. Then 
women came into my life: when everybody believes you are young and potentially 
talented, it isn’t difficult to get a girlfriend. 
 

 
 
Tom Hare, here playing flugelhorn: he walked into Chris Qua’s life… 
 
Then Tom Hare walked into my life. He had just come back from a trip with Graeme 
Bell and Lawrie Thompson and he had a goatee beard and looked like a late 1950s 
English jazz trendy. We hit it off and I was impressed by his sense of humour: he 
used to crack me up. When you have been around schoolboys with their silly jokes, 
someone like that seems so sophisticated. I guess he took me under his wing, and I 
decided to leave school. 
 
Tom, I, and Stewie Trowbridge, who was playing drums, organised a jazz thing at 
The Skywalk on the top of Australia Square and Don Reid, who was later with 
Crossfire, played saxophone with us. At that time jazz really didn’t mean anything to 
anybody except the hardy few; it wasn’t anywhere near as respected or as respectable 
as it is now, and there was a terrific void to be filled. For a while we did pretty well, 
but then the job folded, for reasons other than music. 
 
I was living in Paddington with a record player and a mattress on the floor, having 
left home at 16 because I fell in love. After a while Stewie Trowbridge, who had just 
come back from Vietnam, entertaining the troops, offered me the chance of going up 
there. But I also had the opportunity to work with Tom and Marty Mooney, whom I 
had met when he and Mum were together in Nick Boston’s band, in the snow country 
for the winter season. Both projects were exciting, but thank heavens Mum and Dad 
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talked me out of Vietnam and said, ‘Go skiing instead.’ And I ended up five years 
later as a skiing instructor and with Galapagos Duck. The group we had in the snow 
country was really the embryonic Duck and it was down there that we first met Bruce 
Viles and Tom struck up a friendship with him. 
 
The following summer I went away working on a cruise ship, the Southern Cross, 
then Tom and Bruce organised a jazz joint at the back of the Old Push, in The Rocks. 
The place, with its alcoves, had such a charm that it took off immediately and crowds 
flocked in. The band was Tom Hare on drums, Marty on saxophone and clarinet, 
Glyn Baker on piano and myself. By this time I was also playing electric bass as I had 
been doing club work and the electric instrument is far more convenient when you 
have to play Delilah for three acts in a row. That was the first time we used 
the name Galapagos Duck. When we were at the snow the band never really went 
under any particular name, although I think we jocularly referred to it as the 
Robbers’ Dogs. But when we were at the Old Push we met Spike Milligan, and got the 
name Galapagos Duck from an old Goon Show script. It just seemed funny at the 
time to call the band that, in view of the silly names the rock groups had. It just 
caught on by accident, rather than design: we didn’t sit down and say, ‘What will we 
call the band?’ And, of course, at that time we had no inkling that we had already got 
the ball rolling. 
 

 
 
Spike Milligan: the name Galapagos Duck came from an old Goon Show script... 
 
When winter came around again, Marty and I got the itch to get back to the snow: it 
can get into your blood, like surfing. This time, Willie, who had left school, came with 
us and he and I became so chuffed with skiing that we decided to go to Canada to get 
our ski instructors’ licences, then on to Europe. We didn’t play a thing while we were 
away. 
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By the time we got back, the Old Push had burned down and the New Rocks Push 
was going, where Pitt Street Gardens is now. Bruce Viles and Tom got together with 
the concept of a new place altogether — The Basement. Willie and I, Marty, Tom and 
Bruce spent several months ripping things out, knocking them down and eventually 
building them up. I even got to use the jackhammer, which wasn’t all that good for 
my chops. 
 

 
 
Galapagos Duck in 1976, L-R, Paul McNamara (piano) Chris Qua (bass), Marty 
Mooney (tenor sax), Jim Piesse (drums), Tom Hare (tenor sax)… PHOTO CREDIT 
NORM LINEHAN 
 
Jazz at this time was undergoing something of a renaissance. El Rocco, which had 
had a profound effect on my life when I was about 15, with Col Nolan and Warren 
Daly and all those other guys playing there, had folded, but it looked like the time to 
get things going again, so The Basement came to fruition. In those days we worked 
there six nights a week and one of the things we became known for was our multi-
instrumental thing, which just grew out of our backgrounds. Tom could play several 
instruments when I first met him; he played trumpet with Graeme Bell and as soon 
as he came back to Sydney, at the Mocambo, he was a saxophone player, and it so 
happened he was also a drummer. I had already done a fair bit of work on the 
trumpet, as well as playing bass. Willie was a sax and clarinet player as a child, then 
became inspired by the drum kit. And Marty played all the saxes and clarinet.  
 
By the time we did our first big thing outside The Basement, a Town Hall concert, I 
had shown Marty a few things and he could do just enough on bass to see him 
through. Edwin Duff was on the bill and he suggested he should sing a number with 
us, Thelonious Monk’s Straight No Chaser. It was a tune on which I played 
some flugelhorn and Marty switched to bass. So Edwin came out and straight after 
the second chorus there was a piano solo. 
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After it, Edwin said, ‘That was Glyn Baker on piano. And now how about a bass solo?’ 
And there was Mart up there, never having played a bass solo in his life, just battling 
to get four beats in a bar out. And, of course, Tom and I fell to bits on the stage. There 
was poor old Mart sprung… But he came to the party and did well. And that kind of 
thing is really the spirit of the Duck. 
 
After that we got the chance to tour with Nina Simone and reached a lot of people. 
That was our first big look in the door, I suppose. Up to that stage we were all 
unknown. Until then it was all Burrows, Judy Bailey, Col Nolan’s various groups, 
Errol Buddle and associates of that sort of people. But all of a sudden the void 
between the public and what used to be Australian jazz was filled. There was a new 
wave, and I think the Duck and The Basement started that. 
 
[The promoter] Horst Liepolt was around at the start of The Basement. At that time 
we just used to get on stage and play, not thinking of the future or the past. Up until 
then, I had always been broke and was used to it. Then Horst came along and keyed 
up a recording contract with Phonogram, which is Polygram now. And we thought, 
‘This is getting a bit fast.’ Next thing we knew we were in the studios and we did 
virtually what we did on stage; there was no deliberate assault on the record 
industry. I think we did the album, Ebony Quill, in two days — just a couple of takes 
of everything and pick the best one. And that was the first of seven albums. 
 

 
 
The cover of the Duck’s 1974 album Ebony Quill… 
 
From then on, we continued to grow. I don’t think we would have had the success we 
have had if it wasn’t for the fact that the showcase, The Basement, was there. And it 
all started with the wine bars. With the changing social habits, it wasn’t outside the 
vision of the guys that something better than the Rocks Push and the New Rocks 
Push — and indeed better than any place in Sydney — could be opened. So we set 
about doing it. There were no outside influences, no Hungarian  restaurateurs with a 
foot in the door, no outside money. It was basically just our hard work and, of course, 
Bruce sank a lot of money into it. The idea was quite simple: feed them, entertain 
them, don’t have a cover charge, provide all the booze and just see how we go. We put 
a lot of physical work into preparing the place, the number of hours we spent 
painting, making false floors and stairs. And the formula worked. 
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Our backs were to the wall a couple of times, with the overheads, in the early days. 
But then it started to escalate and it didn’t look like a flash in the pan. We were 
prepared to work for just about nothing in the early days because we believed in the 
place and in the band. Too much hard work and emotional hassle had gone into it for 
us to let it slide. And the time was right. Sydney definitely needed a place like it. 
 
The Basement became the home of sit-ins for Sydney. A big thrill for me was when 
Sinatra was here and he brought over Bill Byers on trombone, Marvin Stamm on 
trumpet and Bud Shank on saxes and flute. We were playing when they walked into 
The Basement. I had no idea what Marvin looked like, but I figured that’s who it was. 
The next thing, this guy was walking down through the crowd, fingering his trumpet 
valves, and it was obvious that he wasn’t a whack. Then, Shank and Byers were up 
there, too. It is all very exciting when these things first happen to you, when someone 
like Roland Kirk comes down. 
 

 
 
Trombonist Billy Byers (above) and trumpeter Marvin Stamm (below): in  Sydney 
with Frank Sinatra, they walked into The Basement… 
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But after the ice has been broken, you find they are the same as you are, although in 
most — though not all — cases, they are better players. Now it is just great to meet 
the guys and have a drink with them and most of the time I don’t talk shop anymore. 
But there have been many great moments there: when Herb Ellis and Charlie Byrd 
came out and played their guitars with us it was very thrilling. 
 
When The Basement began building up, the whole jazz scene began expanding. 
Whether other musicians respect the Duck or not, they must respect the fact that we 
did prove something: that it is not necessary to clamour for gigs and go to work in 
shithouse places where the maitre d’ tells you it’s too loud. Had The Basement not 
been there, this exposure for Australian jazz could never have happened. Now jazz 
has become almost chic. One thing in our favour was that the young people could 
identify with us because we were younger than most of the musicians on the scene, 
and what we were doing had nothing in common with what was already in the media 
machine. I think an Australian pride thing happened with the Duck. One of the 
reasons for our success is that we are a good-time band, and until the time we came 
on the scene there hadn’t been much communication among musicians in the various 
styles. They had a reputation of saying, ‘Bugger the audience’, turning their backs 
and going on doing what they liked. I think the Duck has helped to change that, 
concentrating on relaxing the audience. 
 

 
 
Peter Brendlé (left) who became the Duck’s manager circa 1978. He is pictured here 
in 1981 with Jazz Yatra director Niranjan Jhaveri (centre) and Sydney Morning 
Herald jazz critic Eric Myers (right)…  
 
In 1978 we did our first overseas tour when we got an invitation to play at India’s 
first jazz festival, Jazz Yatra, in Bombay. About that time, Peter Brendlé became our 
manager. He had just organised the tour through the east for Col Nolan’s Quartet so 
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we asked him to help. He contacted Musica Viva and they arranged a whole tour 
round the invitation to Bombay and we went on to Europe. But I hate 
travelling and we do a lot of touring now. You meet so many affable people that 
you’re likely to be with them until 5 am, and then you’ve got to get a plane at 
8am. 
 

 
 
Chris Qua: the music is bloody good fun… 
 
The resurgence in jazz now seems to have the feeling of permanency about it: there is 
so much young blood involved. Look at Steve Murphy, for instance, a marvellous 
guitarist. He started playing in those dreadful Melbourne rock and roll bands who 
wear six-inch heels, and now he is playing jazz with my brother in Quill’s Folly. Jazz 
has something a little more concrete about it than the flash-in-the-pan contemporary 
media-type music. There is a thread of goodness about, of joy and sadness in a calm 
way, an unviolent way, a creative way that is good for the imagination. And I’m very 
grateful that I have been able to be a part of music because of the sense of humour 
the players share. They are usually pretty funny people. And the music is bloody good 
fun, too. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 


