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SWINGER! A JAZZ GIRL’S ADVENTURES FROM HOLLYWOOD TO 
HARLEM by Judy Carmichael (Paperback US$18.95)  
 
Reviewed by Viktor Zappner* 
 
_______________________________________________________________ 

[This review was originally published on March 18, 2018] 

 
 
Judy Carmichael: the world’s leading interpreter of stride piano and swing but she 
is also always evolving… 
 

s I read this book I suddenly realised that it works on me like a Rorschach 
Test. This sophisticated and somehow controversial tool is a projective 
psychological test that uses a subject’s interpretation of ten standard black or 

coloured designs/plates to assess personality traits and emotional tendencies.  
 
While Judy follows a certain time-line in her story(ies), she offered me a rich chance 
for identification and projection on page after page. I can easily imagine how any 
experienced jazz musician anywhere in the world would identify her- or himself with 
all the hilarious stories related to the daily elations and sufferings of a jazz musician 
on the road - especially when it comes to something so arduous and demanding as 
playing hours and hours of music dressed in obligatory and funny costumes dictated 
by the Disneyland’s show business rules and demands.  
 
_________________________________________________________ 

*Viktor Zappner left Czechoslovakia in 1978 and arrived in Hobart, Tasmania in 

1979. Elinor Morrisby, a Hobart born flute player who had only recently returned 

from Prague after studying there at the Conservatory of Music, introduced him to 

the jazz musicians and enthusiasts Alf Properjohn and Allan Brown.  He soon 

moved to Burnie where has been involved in jazz as a musician and administrator 

for some 40 years. 
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As a clinical psychologist I’d felt a need to establish some kind of working definition 

for “dysfunctional family” for my work. This was it: “A dysfunctional family is any 

family that has more than one person in it.” The way Judy handles this subject in her 

life is very courageous, sentimentality-free, tough and, again, hilarious. I’m sure that 

this Rorschach plate will be mightily - and maybe reluctantly - used for projection 

and identification by anyone reading this book.  

 

Rorschach test cards: most of the readers of this book will be using this Rorschach 

plate for some degree of projection… 

Then there is the Big C. Statistically it’s quite likely that most of the readers of this 
book will be using this Rorschach plate for some degree of projection. Judy’s 
description of her long battle with cancer shows how vulnerable and, yet, how strong 
she is. As with the portrayal of her family’s emotional maze here, too, she is free of 
sentimentality, self-pity or romanticism. Just a tough jazz girl! Don’t worry about too 
much emotion – you will be laughing here as well. You will also be laughing with her 
on the slow trajectory from southern California to New York and eventually to her 
beloved Sag Harbor. (Our New York friends were kind enough in September 2010  
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To drive us to her place at the eastern end of Long Island. As Tasmanians we 
immediately felt comfortable in that friendly and relaxed “paradise” she obviously 
loves so much.)  
 
There is a special Rorschach plate for jazz promoters, producers, bandleaders, 
broadcasters, jazz writers and “jazz ambassadors”. Her fondness for unusual, crazy 
and even absurd situations fitted well with her witty style of writing when describing 
some situations during the US State Department-sponsored tours in China and 
India.  
 
I think that Judy is very proud, and she should be, of her “Jazz Inspired” Radio 
Series that she started without a sponsor or a station behind her. After 17 years she 
has by now produced more than 270 interviews that one can get access to on her 
website: http://www.jazzinspired.com/  
 
Judy Carmichael is jazz personified. She is the world’s leading interpreter of stride 
piano and swing but is also always evolving. After including Brazilian music in the 
realm of her interests, she launched herself into singing and even writing lyrics for 
the tunes composed by her friend, saxophonist Harry Allen.  
 

 
 
The Judy Carmichael/Harry Allen album… 
 
(In the past Judy performed several times in Tasmania - a solo recital at the Stage 
Door in Burnie in February 2006; with Dan Barnett at Clarence Jazz Festival in 
February 2009; and with UK guitarist Sam Dunn at the Burnie High School’s 
Performing Arts Centre in February 2013.) There are five reviews of her book on the 
Amazon site. Each of them has five stars. I wished I’d written this review by a certain 
Mark D Naison:  

http://www.jazzinspired.com/
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In Burnie, Tasmania, Australia in February 2013, L-R, Viktor Zappner, Judy 
Carmichael, UK guitarist Sam Dunn…PHOTO COURTESY VIKTOR ZAPPNER 
 
“Swinger is that rare book which is funny and moving at the same time. Judy 
Carmichael is one of the few writers I know who can discuss the ways people hurt 
and confuse one another without descending into self-pity or relinquishing her keen 
eye for seeing people's talents as well as their foibles. Her story is mesmerizing not 
only because of the inspiring life she has led, but because you trust her as a narrator 
to make you feel things deeply without being crippled by the pain of human 
existence.” 
 

 
 
Carmichael (left) performing in Brazil, with guitarist James Chirillo… 


