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KEITH HOUNSLOW 
 
Interviewed by Mike Williams* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This interview was published in Mike Williams’ 1981 book The Australian Jazz 
Explosion.] 
 
Mike Williams writes: There can be few musicians anywhere in the world who 
have shared their playing life simultaneously between front-ranking traditional and 
modern bands. In the early 1980s, one of the joys of the Melbourne jazz scene has 
been the appearances of Keith Hounslow as a regular member of Frank Traynor’s 
Jazz Preachers and the modernist Brian Brown Quintet, and in his unique 
partnership with pianist Tony Gould, the McJad* duo. 
 
Hounslow served his apprenticeship among the traditionalists and remains a superb 
stylist in this idiom, supplying a powerful lead to the ensembles, fashioning his solos 
with great heat balanced by gentle lyricism. But it is his excursions into the modern 
realms and beyond that embody his ambitions. 
 

 
 
Keith Hounslow as a traditionalist, next to the trombonist Jack Parkes, probably at 
Clovelly Surf Club in 1949… 
 
By some standards, his technique probably is limited, yet his playing is so swamped 
with jazz feeling that this is never apparent. He colours everything he does with 
delicate shadings, nuances that declare his individualism. He works the mutes with  
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*McJad stands for Melbourne Contemporary Jazz Art Duo. 
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flair and care, imparting a vocal quality which goes right back to the pioneering days. 
His personality is anything but flamboyant, yet his playing is full of explosive 
passages, of barely-harnessed passion. 
 
Hounslow’s work with McJad epitomises his virtues. He is now firm in his belief that 
his goal must be total improvisation. Most jazz pays lip service to the concept of 
instant invention, yet the achievement seldom matches the ambition. Too often are 
remembered phrases trotted out to well-tried formulas. Hounslow and Gould play 
without any formal structure, striking out where the mood takes them, switching in 
direction as a cue from one sparks off response in the other. It is a manner of music-
making that entails enormous courage, for the true improviser opens himself up. Of 
course, Hounslow and Gould sometimes fail, but when as so often happens the 
inspiration runs freely, the result is music of striking originality.  
 

Keith Hounslow: When I was at school in Perth during the war, the US Navy Band 
used to play in Forrest Place, just over the road. Frequently I’d be late back from the 
lunch hour and the teacher would ask, ‘Where have you been?’ And I’d say, ‘Listening 
to the American Navy Band, sir’. All the kids at that time liked swing and from it I 
was introduced to Bix Beiderbecke, Louis Armstrong and Muggsy Spanier. They were  
 

 
 
Other than Louis Armstrong, two early influences on Hounslow were Bix 
Beiderbecke (above) and Muggsy Spanier (below)… PHOTOS COURTESY PINTEREST 
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my first three influences on trumpet and still rank highly with me. I bought the whole 
eight of the records by Muggsy’s Ragtime Band. The record shops used to have the 
release sheets and we would look through them, choose one, then take it home and 
savour it — play one side, then the other, then sit back and have a think. These days 
we have such a morass, a heap of stuff, that I don’t believe anyone has any fine 
appreciation now. But in those days we knew every nuance backwards and really 
savoured everything we came across. 
 
I left Perth in 1947 to go to Melbourne for the second Jazz Convention, where I was 
the only rep from Western Australia. I was about 18 and had been playing around 
Perth in a band called the West Side Jazz Group, who were into all kinds of jazz. 
When I got to the Convention I met all the Melbourne musicians, but had to go back 
to Perth afterwards because my family thought I was only on a holiday trip. Well, I’d 
been home only about four months when I decided I would go back and live in 
Melbourne. I could do that fairly easily because my family had split up in the war and 
I really had no ties. I was an only child.  
 

 
 
From left, Keith 'Honk' Atkins, John Sangster, Keith Hounslow and John McCarthy 
outside Prahran Town Hall, Australian Jazz Convention, 1948. 
 
I was very footloose in those days. You remember Jack Kerouac and the beat 
generation? Unknowingly, unwittingly, we lived like that in Melbourne, bummed 
around and did some pretty hopeless things. A guy named Alan Watson used to live 
up at Rockleigh Road, South Yarra, and his family had left him a genuine 
underground cellar which all of us proceeded to drink our way through. We used to 
drink ourselves stupid, so I didn’t work too much and jobs weren’t plentiful anyway. I 
had a lot of little jobs: for instance I was a postman and I worked in a bookbinder’s 
and all sorts of other odd places. But I finished up at the EMI record company when 
it was in Flinders Lane, in the city. I leaned on them and was responsible for getting 
them to issue the Super Rhythm Style series, which had some magnificent jazz and 
had come out on English Parlophone. 
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Clovelly Surf Club in Sydney, 1949. Front-line players L-R, are Rex Stewart (cornet), John 
McCarthy (clarinet), Ron Falson (trumpet), Keith Hounslow (cornet), and Johnny 
Edgecombe (guitar)… PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 
 
In 1949 I was baggage boy with the Bell band when Rex Stewart came to Australia for 
a tour. I got the job because they already had enough trumpet players in the band. 
Rex was a big influence in my life because he took to me and he was a marvellous 
character. He took me under his wing and showed me bits and pieces. His gift for 
colours seems to have had a great influence on my playing and I was enamoured of 
his mute work. Up till then all my influences had come from records, and of course 
every other Australian musician was under the same handicap.  
 

 
 
Rex Stewart (next to ‘Welcome Rex’ sign) jamming at Essendon airport in 1949 with his 
Australian fans… Splinter Reeves can be seen on tenor sax, Bill Dempsey (guitar) is behind 
the drummer,  Ruth Hansen (Stewart's American companion) is next to Stewart, Lou 
Silbereisen can be seen behind Hansen, John Cummins is between Hansen and Stewart...  
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At the end of the tour Rex stayed on for a while and he and his wife, Ruth, had a flat 
at the Cross, while I was living at a house owned by a jazz fan named Bob Young at 
Bondi. I’d lie on the beach there, then catch the tram up to the Cross, where Rex and 
Ruth would feed me. Bumming around again, you see. They went away shortly after 
that and it was the last I saw of them. But after Rex left I went to Adelaide for a while 
and played with Dave Dallwitz’s Southern Jazz Group. I met up with trombonist Doc 
Willis and we bummed around together for a time. We went to Western Australia on 
a visit of memory and stayed about six months. He was a bread carter and I was a 
postman. 
 

 
 
Trombonist Doc Willis: he and Hounslow bummed around together for a time in 
Adelaide and Perth... PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
While I was in Sydney I played with the Riverside Jazz Band at the Clovelly Surf Club 
on Sunday nights. Then, back in Melbourne, I joined Frank Coughlan’s Big Band at 
the Trocadero dance hall, which was right where the Melbourne Arts Centre stands 
now. Coggie had me on third trumpet. He knew I couldn’t read but the other guys 
had to suffer me because I could play Dixieland in this small group he had within the 
big band. I got to find out what a wonderful musician Coggie was. But I have never 
learned to read properly. 
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I met Brian Brown about 1953. He had just come back from England and I had 
turned to listening to the contemporary music of that period, to wit, the music of the 
Gerry Mulligan Quartet, with trumpeter Chet Baker. It was magic. I savoured it like 
the old 78s. I remember one Saturday, while my wife and father went to the football, 
I played it non-stop, and I’ve never done that with any other record, not even with 
Miles Davis. I love Miles, but he saddens me too much to do that. This, I thought, 
was a joyous experience. 
 

 
 
Gerry Mulligan (right), with trumpeter Chet Baker (left). For Hounslow, it was 
magic; he savoured it like the old 78s... PHOTOS COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
Later Brian and I started working together, with a rhythm section. We had a span 
with Stewie Speer on drums and we worked at the Roundhouse at St Kilda, and the 
Katherina. Then there was a period when I rather ostracised Dixieland musicians 
because I was swept up with creative music. So I lost contact with the Frank 
Johnsons and people like that. And I used to get furious with Jazz Convention 
committees because they wouldn’t allow modern jazz in, and I publicly announced on 
a number of occasions that the committee members were a whole lot of ratbags. 
 
Brownie and I had this little group and we did that album that Horst Liepolt has 
reissued on the 44 label and it still sounds pretty fresh. I had a stint with Alan Lee’s 
quartet and it was about this time that I first met Tony Gould who was a bank clerk 
and was playing jazz after hours. Then my wife started to have babies and I said to 
Brian that I didn’t think I could continue playing. I was at J Walter Thompson’s, in 
advertising, and I gave up music for nearly eight years. But I was listening rather a 
lot, even though I have never been an avid record collector. 
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The front cover of the classic Brian Brown Quintet 1958 LP on 44 Records… 
 

 
 
Pianist Tony Gould: he was a bank clerk and was playing jazz after hours... PHOTO 
CREDIT JANE MARCH 
 
I stopped listening to modern jazz trumpeters, I think, with Miles Davis. There are 
times when I listen to Miles that he is so sad, and I have to be in a certain mood to 
play his records. 
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Tony and I started doing duets on the Datsun Dixielanders’ album called The 
Winners about four years ago. We did a Blues for Rex, which was based on Rex 
Stewart’s Mobile Bay Blues. Recently, as a result of playing that blues, I had a letter 
from Rex’s widow, Ruth, and it was addressed to Jazznote Records. She said how 
lovely it was to hear me still paying tribute to Rex, because he had been dead since 
1968. I was in America in 1969 on a film thing and had been thinking, ‘If I can only 
get there to see Rex before he goes.’ But he died a month before I reached there. At 
that time I didn’t know whether he would remember me — I’m not very outgoing and 
I don’t assume things of people. I owe a great debt to Rex and I played Blues for Rex 
No 2 on the album of duets Tony and I did as the first release on the AIJA label. 
 

 
 
Rex Stewart: he died a month before Hounslow could contact him in the US … 
 
I have always been enamoured of trumpet with piano. It goes right back to Perth 
when I could hardly play at all and a pianist I knew used to come over on Saturday 
afternoons and we had a piano in our front room and this guy and I used to play 
together. As I recall, even then we just used to play without nominating what it was. 
It always has to be a special type of pianist for me, and I’ve found that in Tony, a 
beautiful musician. I don’t have any hangups with him. Tony is the only musician I 
have worked with whom I don’t have any qualms about. We absolutely just play and 
don’t even have to talk about it; it’s magic. I don’t know Tony very well as a person, 
but am getting to know him. It doesn’t seem to matter — we are in tune. We really 
have got something unique going on which is important to us, creatively. 
 
Just about everyone plays in a mould. I’ve always been a non-conformist and don’t 
like moulds that can’t be broken. I don’t like Dixieland because I find it too 
restrictive. I play it, but I don’t love it, even though I’m certainly not unhappy playing 
these days with Frank Traynor’s band. I like to have things with more imagination. 
To me, Dixieland is really for non-creative musicians, musicians who can swing and 
drive, certainly, but I don’t think it is a creative way of playing. You have to play that 
bloody theme to let people know you are playing Original Dixieland One-Step. They 
are all formula tunes and I can’t stand bloody formulas. I like openness and not 
knowing what is going to happen next. That scares a lot of musicians, because they 
have to have a format established. 
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On the other hand, I rather deplore the attitude of the youngsters today who think 
they can just get an instrument, get some sort of technique and just play anything. 
Some guys go around and say, ‘You don’t have to pay your dues, you don’t have to 
know anything about jazz history. Come to me and I’ll teach you how to play jazz.’ 
Bullshit, I say. 
 
In some bands the players are all just like someone you have heard on record. They 
have no individuality. I said to Tony, ‘We are going to be in a mess in a few years as 
these touring Americans go round the world and say, “Read this book” and “Play this 
record”. We are literally going to be like clones.’ Where is the emotion? Where is the 
individual expressing himself, which is what jazz has got to be? The real core of 
music is hearing the self, hearing that person bare his soul… that’s jazz. 
 
Brownie does that to me every time we play. I never know what tack he is going to 
take, whether he is going to go in hard or go in slow, and sometimes he plays all over 
the instrument like a rash. Brian is the musician other than Tony with whom I have 
always had rapport. He is a great catalyst and pushes people along. I haven’t got the 
ability to do that because I’ve only just stopped apologising for myself. Brian has 
helped me so much, because I didn’t play enough and always felt I wasn’t good 
enough. 
 

 
 
Brian Brown: according to Hounslow, Brownie is a great catalyst and pushes 
people along... PHOTO COURTESY SYDNEY MORNING HERALD 
 
I had a strong belief in myself although I played myself down. I’m not a big talker; 
I’m an introverted person. Frank Traynor, Brian and Tony have all helped me a lot, 
helped my ego and made me feel like somebody. But when I step on the stand with 
Brian it takes me half the night just to settle down. When we’d finished last night I 
was probably ready to start playing; if we played until four in the morning we’d really 
be doing some stuff. My knees shake and everything. Brian just thinks I’m saying it. I 
don’t think he believes me. 


