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We were saddened to hear of the recent passing of Judy 
Bailey. Judy, who arrived in Sydney from New Zealand in 
1960, had the intention of only staying six weeks! 
 

Born in Auckland, she spent her childhood in the small 
country town of Whangarei where she studied classical ballet 
and, at 10 years of age, took piano and theory lessons. At 
the age of 12 she heard some Fats Waller recordings and, 
later, George Shearing, Stan Kenton, and Earl (Fatha) Hines. 
She was so impressed that jazz music began to take over 
from her classical studies. 
 

Following her arrival in Australia Judy went on to become 
one of Australia's leading musical identities. 
 

In addition to a prolific career involving performance, 
recording, touring and teaching, Judy received numerous 
awards, including the inaugural APRA award for Jazz 
Composition, an Australian Entertainment award for Jazz 
Performance, the Order of Australia for services to Jazz and 
Education, and the Award for Distinguished Services to 
Australian Music. 
 

She made and collaborated on numerous jazz albums 
including an ABC boxed set entitled Judy Bailey, Legends of 
Jazz. 

 

Australian Jazz Museum 
 

Established in 1996 
A fully accredited Museum run entirely by volunteers. 

Home to the largest Australian Jazz Collection.  
All items catalogued to Museum standards and stored in archival conditions. 

 

Patron: James Morrison AM 
 

 

Location 
AJM 
"Koomba Park" 
15 Mountain Hwy 
Wantirna 3152 
Open Tuesdays 10am-3pm 
 

 
AJM Jazz Ambassador: Paul Grabowsky AO 

Membership Options 
 

Regular    $75 
Student    $25 

 
All with a range of benefits 

In the spirit of reconciliation the Australian Jazz Museum acknowledges the Traditional 
Custodians of country throughout Australia and their connections to land, water and 
community. We pay our respect to their elders past and present and extend that respect 
to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples today. 

PLEASE NOTE: 
 The deadline for contributions to the next 

AJazz is 15th of January 2025

Please discuss your contribution with the 
editor prior to January 1st 

rpowell@ajm.org.au  

3 President's Report 

  By Ian Rutherford 

4 Jim Davidson – Jazz Musician? 

  By Ken Simpson-Bull OAM 

6 Frank Thornton 

  By James Gaunt 

8 Jazz is Alive in Pomona 

  By Dr Pam Clements 

10 Mace Francis 

  By Elaine Curtis 

12 Video Interview Series update 

  By Ken Simpson-Bull OAM 

13 From the Collection 

  Royce Recording Supplies 

14 Royce George Ferguson  

  By Ralph Powell 

16 Nadia on the Cusp 

  By Con Pagonis OAM 

18 CD Reviews 

  By Eric Myers 

20 The Three Australian Boys 

  By Ralph Powell 

mailto:rpowell@ajm.org.au


AJAZZ 107 | November 2025  Page 3 

 

 

Following on from David Canterford's article on Museum 
Reaccreditation, their team's site visit to AJM was on 
September 16. Looking back on what this process has 
meant for AJM, I recall Tuesday June 11, 2024, which 
was our first "soup lunch", one of our quarterly team 
meetings to thank the volunteers and update the team 
on what's happening. The feedback from the prior 
reaccreditation mentioned our collection of international 
books. We resolved to address that.  Feedback from the 
AMaGA site visit was very pleasing.  

For us a fantastic transformation, fuelled by a fundraiser 
and lots of hard work by pretty-much the entire 
volunteer team. Finishing touches to the room (not 
shown) are a Smart TV that mirrors our media displays 
on the web and finalising the position of the new PA 
system. The flow-on from the associated moves has 
ultimately freed up a lot of space.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Virtual Museum is something Terry Norman 
envisioned, with strong support from others. Given my 
initial appointment as Digital Collection Manager, it's 
unsurprising that Robert Ayers, Terry and I met 
regularly on the topic, exploring what it meant for the 
AJM and how to progress.  
 

Earlier articles I have written cover digitisation. That 
commenced over two years ago, leveraging the earlier 
efforts of the sound room and initiating a CD digitisation 
(ripping) program, then including printed material and 
images (photos). 
 
By mid 2024 we'd amassed tens of thousands of items 
and we'd settled on storing them in the cloud using 
Amazon's AWS service, protecting them from 
destruction, and laying the groundwork for accessing 
them externally – at that point the Virtual Museum (VM) 
had some shape.  
 
Early trials via our AJM Home page saw the 
introduction of Playlists and the Showcase presenting 
selected tracks and images (posters, photos, flyers 
etc.). These were promoted on Facebook and our 
emerging members' magazine. 
 
Next was to re-envision what the external search 
experience would be like. An earlier effort at searching 
using a well-regarded museum catalogue program was 
unsuccessful for a variety of reasons, and this year the 
Committee of Management discontinued that service, 
saving significant costs. Those savings are being 
redirected to a project to enhance our prototype/proof 
of concept to Production standards. What we hope to 
deliver is a search experience that is familiar to the 
world of Google users and allows the viewing of our 
catalogue. 
 
More on this later in the year, suffice it to say, we're 
excited! 
 
Changes arising from our rationalisation of international 
books and vinyl LPs and some "housekeeping" in 
Vaults 4 and 5 have gifted us some much-needed 
space. The International area is looking like a strong 
candidate for a make-over like the "library" with likely 
projects being some dedicated poster space, plus an 
"honour board" aggregating a TV display and a variety 
of physical items from around the museum in a single 
whistle-stop for visitor tours. The intention being both to 
honour historical contributions and to encourage same 
from current visitors. 
 
I expect the Virtual Museum to be an ongoing focus.  

I'd like to update you on some key areas for the museum.  

President's Report 
By Ian Rutherford 

The Multifunction Room prior to refurbishment  

 

The transformed performance and display space 

AJM committee members with the AMaGA review team 
Span, Anne, Mel, Caroline (AMaGA),  

Ian, David, Monica (AMaGA). 
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JIM DAVIDSON 
Jazz Musician? 

 

 

By Ken Simpson-Bull OAM 

T HE question posed by the title of 
this article depends on the 

definition of "jazz." Both the 
Macquarie and Webster's dictionaries 
include the words improvisation and 
syncopation, yet Jim Davidson's 
recorded works cannot claim to be 
improvised (although there is much 
syncopation). But then, Duke 
Ellington's recordings are heavily 
orchestrated, not improvised, and 
one cannot claim that the Duke was 
not a jazz musician. The Bob Crosby 
band was known as a Dixieland 
group, (Dixieland almost by definition 
equals Jazz) yet the Crosby band 
recordings are very clearly arranged, 
not improvised.  

Australia's leading authority on 
recorded jazz, the late Jack Mitchell, 
lists in his Australian Jazz on Record, 
21 recordings by Davidson's various 
bands (and two as a player in 
another band). Therefore, in support 
of Mitchell's inclusions, it will be 
shown that Davidson really did earn 
his credentials as a hot jazz player.  

  

So who was Jim Davidson? He 
was born James Hutchinson 
Davidson in Sydney on August 6, 
1902 and began his musical career 
on cornet and euphonium in his 
school's brass band when he was 
around 13. At age 14 he left school 
and obtained a position with Lever 
Brothers as an office boy. He 
switched from brass to drums 
(permanently) to play with a small 
group for the firm's socials and other 
dances. 

In his autobiography, Davidson 
said that he was "… obsessed with 
jazz rhythms … and by 1920 I was 
fanatical about Dixieland and main-
stream jazz." He teamed up with 
three like-minded friends on banjo, 
piano and hot violin and "In true jazz 
style we never used sheet music and 
the audience loved it."  

In 1924 Davidson joined Jimmie 
Elkins' Orchestra, which played 
theatre circuits in Sydney and  
Melbourne. The band also did dance 
work at the Coogee Casino in 1925, 
and at the Manly Dungowan in 1926. 
They broadcast over 2FC and made 
a recording for Columbia in October, 
1926.  Jimmie Elkins' was said to be 
"the best jazz band in Australia." 
Later in 1927, Elkins' band was 
joined by a young New Zealand 
trumpet player, Jim Gussey, who 
himself was to have an illustrious 
career. Davidson and Gussey 
became long-time associates. 

After an extensive run at the 
Wintergarden Theatre, the Elkins 
Band moved to the Wentworth Hotel, 
but in October 1928, Elkins retired 

from music and most of his band 
members moved to Jack Woods' 
Orchestra at the prestigious Ambas-
sadors Restaurant where Davidson 
became Woods' assistant leader.  

In 1931, Davidson joined the 
Gordon Rawlinson Group at the 
Oriental Café where he soon took 
over as leader. With Ray Tarrant 
(trumpet), Dudley Cantrell (trom-
bone), and Harry Danslow and Frank 
McLaughlin (saxes), this band be-
came known as the hottest band in 
town.  

In August 1932, Davidson per-
formed at a Rhythm Concert at 
Hillier's Cafe with a "big band." In the 
audience was Jim Bendrodt, man-
ager of the Palais Royal. Bendrodt 
was so impressed with Davidson that 

This prolific recording artist of the 
1930s who led Australia's most 
popular swing band of the period is 
almost forgotten today. But was he 
really a jazz musician? 
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he refurbished his venue and re-
opened it for the 1933 season as 
the New Palais Royal with "Jim 
Davidson and his Orchestra." 

 After a highly successful Sydney 
season, Davidson moved to Mel-
bourne's St Kilda Palais for a spell 
before returning to Sydney for the 

1934 season. Later in that year he 
was offered a position as leader of 
the ABC Dance Band in Melbourne. 
(An article in Ajazz No 74 describes 
Davidson's tenure with the ABC.) Its 
broadcasts were relayed to all 
States. Davidson returned to the 
Palais Royal for the 1936 summer 
season, and in October his 
leadership of the Melbourne ABC 
band moved to Sydney as "Jim 
Davidson's ABC Dance Band."  

In June 1933, Davidson began 
recording for Columbia (released on 
the Regal-Zonophone label), a 

venture that was to last until July 
1940. His first side was "Shuffle Off 
to Buffalo" featuring "Jim Davidson 
and his New Palais Royal 
Orchestra." 

Over the following seven years 
his nomenclature on the record 
labels became "Jim Davidson and 
his Palais Royal Orchestra", "… and 
his Orchestra", "… and his ABC 
Dance Orchestra", "… and his New 
ABC Dance Orchestra", and "… 
conducting the ABC Dance Band." 
He also had a small band within the 
big band which was called "Jim 
Davidson's Dandies." 

(The Australian Jazz Museum 
has released seven Jim Davidson 
tracks on one of its Rare Collectable 
Jazz CDs – AJM043 "Happy Feet.") 

In June, 1941, Davidson enlisted 
in the AIF and Jim Gussey took over 
as leader of the Sydney ABC band.  

Davidson formed the Army 
Entertainment Unit which enter-
tained troops during the war, after 
which he moved to London to 
become Head of the BBC's Light 
Entertainment   Department.  

He later returned to Australia to 
become the ABC's "Ideas Man" for a 
while before retiring. He died in 
Bowral Hospital on Friday, 9 April 
1982.  He will be remembered for 
his great swing band of the 1930s, 
and is memorialised on the more-
than-150 sides that he recorded on 
the Regal-Zonophone label between 
June 1933 and July 1940. His 

records were great sellers, even 
during the depression years of the 
early thirties. Most of these record-
ings have been subsequently re-
issued on LP and CD. Although the 
majority of his recorded output was 
essentially dance music, his 
occasional hot tracks included, for 
example, "The Original Dixieland 
One Step", "Marmalade", and "Forty 
Second Street." 

So, was Jim Davidson a jazz 
musician? Well, yes and no. He 
could and did play jazz, but he spent 
the majority of his musical career 
leading a large dance orchestra.  

 

Major sources:  
Jim Davidson: A Showman's Story;  
Jack Mitchell: Happy Feet. 

Jim with radio and stage personality Joy Nichols. 

Jim Davidson (far left) with the Sydney ABC Dance Band 
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Frank Thornton: 

By James Gaunt  

Brisbane Band leader Billo Smith with promoter Hans Apel and Frank Thornton in 1957 

F 
ranklin 'Frank' Howe Thornton was an 
American saxophonist who spent time in 
Australia during the 1950s and early 60s. He 

led "The Embers Quintette" and recorded with 
Bruce Clarke. 

Born 5 September 1919 in Beckley, Raleigh County, 
West Virginia, Frank Thornton played soprano sax 
during his teens with his high school band.  

After school, he took his first job as a professional 
musician when he joined "Jan Cambell's Orchestra" on 
a tour of New York. This was followed by stints in 
orchestras led by Jay Woods and Hugh McPherson until 
1941 when Thornton enlisted in the Army.  

In the Army, Thornton continued to perform as a 
member of an Army band entertaining soldiers. He 
spent some months in Australia before relocating to 
New Guinea. However, he returned to Australia and in 
May 1945 married Brisbane local Gretta Lang in 
Queensland.  

The newlyweds' time together was brief. Thornton was 
relocated again and then discharged in November. He 
returned to the US and it wasn't until November the 
following year that his wife was able to join him.  

Back home, Frank Thornton worked as a musician 
again, performing with bandleader Tiny Hill and singers 
Sarah Vaughan and Dakota Staton among others. He 
also led his own dance band in his hometown of 
Beckley. 1947 saw the birth of a son, David Thornton, 
and the family lived together in West Virginia until they 
made their return to Australia in 1955. 

In Australia, Frank Thornton was billed as the American 
"Tenor Sax and Vocal Star Frankie Thornton." He 
performed in Melbourne with the "Lee Gallagher Trio" in 
September 1956 where he took part in a tenor sax 
battle against Australia's Ron Gowans. 

Later that year, Thornton had moved to Queensland 
where he performed at a rock concert which led to a 
"Rock 'n' Roll Riot." Police tried to intervene when some 
of the audience at Brisbane Stadium began dancing in 
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the aisles, which only led to more trouble as the young 
crowd refused to be told what to do. Traffic was stopped 
outside the stadium, and ten people were arrested, after 
police struggled with a crowd of teenagers who filled the 
streets following the concert. 

This didn't dampen anyone's interest in rock, and in 
1957 Thornton hosted several rock 'n' roll and jazz 
nights at Brisbane's "Cloudland" where he had taken 
over as bandleader in January from Billo Smith. Joe 
Allen, Brisbane correspondent for Music Maker reported 
the news, and described Thornton as someone who 
was well known for his solos. "Frank is really a "super" 
tenor player, essentially a frantic soloist, so I think it's all 
the more to his credit that he gives so much of the old 
limelight to the other members of the band, and plays 
music the "Cloudland" patrons will understand and want 
to dance to." 

Outside of "Cloudland", Thornton could also be heard 
as a member of the "Len Barnard Quintet" who 
recorded several episodes of the ABC's Thursday Night 
Swing Club in 1957 (which the AJM hold in their 
collection). He later led his own session in 1958 with the 
"Frankie Thornton Quintette", then left "Cloudland" and 
moved to the Gold Coast.  

Thornton had already made a name for himself by then 
as a successful bandleader around Queensland, and 
was asked to contribute some thoughts on music which 
were printed in The Toowoomba Chronicle. Under the 
headline "Dance Band Leader Hits Out at Popular 
Music", Thornton didn't hold back in his frustration with 
the music scene:  

"If the bandleaders, disc jockeys, musicians, dancing 
teachers, and everyone else connected with music 
would devote as much time and effort to the progress of 
music, which is most certainly their responsibility, as 
they do to the almighty pound note, the situation of 
music not only failing to progress, but going backwards 
would never have arisen … Certainly the public, as well 
as the musician, has to be taught good music, and of 
course the only way to do this is to play good music." 

Down in Victoria, Jimmy Knowles was planning to open 
"The Embers" restaurant on Toorak Road and he hired 
Frank Thornton as the band leader. Thornton stayed up 
north while he waited for news, and led several bands in 
the meantime. These included a quartet at the 
Kirrabelle Hotel in Coolangatta with saxophonist Bob 
Gillette, pianist Mike Nock, as well as an unknown 
bassist and drummer. He also appeared at the Surfers 
Paradise Hotel where he met drummer Chris Karan. 
Karan was up from Melbourne, on tour with "Wolf 
Abramowitz's Orchestra", and he got to know Thornton 
when he'd go to see his band and would sit in. This 
earned Karan an invitation to join "The Embers" band 
once they were back in Melbourne. 

Thornton then returned to the US where he gathered 
two more musicians, bassist Carl Brown and pianist 
Wilmus Reeves, to join him at "The Embers." They 
arrived together in Melbourne by plane in July 1959, 
and joined Karan, saxophonist Frank Smith, and 
American singer Barbara Virgil to form "Frank 
Thornton's Quintette." "The Embers" opened on 4 
August 1959 and the following month the band recorded 
an album, released in 1961 as "The Embers Quintet." 

By then, the band was no more as, soon after it was 
recorded, they broke up.  

Carl Brown and Wilmus Reeves both returned to the US 
and were replaced by Pete Robinson and Mike Nock. 
Frank Thornton left around this time too, though it's 
unclear when exactly. His name appeared in 
advertisements until at least September 1959. However, 
when a fire destroyed "The Embers" in November, The 
Age reported Frank Smith was bandleader. Regardless, 
Thornton was in Melbourne in 1960 as he joined 
sessions led by Bruce Clarke, later released on Clarke's 
Cumquat label. 

The Thornton family had welcomed a daughter Tracie in 
1958, and they all moved to North Bondi by early 1961. 
There, Frank Thornton joined the "Bryce Rohde 
Quartet", replacing guitarist George Golla, and took part 
in national tours and appearances on radio and 
television. The Quartet then joined a tour with American 
group "The Kingston Trio" which went around Australia 
and New Zealand, and on to the US. Although it was to 
be a short tour, Thornton decided to leave Australia for 
good, relocating his family to the US where they 
remained from then on.  

When the "Bryce Rohde Quartet" arrived in California, 
Rohde renamed them "The Australian Jazz Quartet." 
This was the name of the group Rohde previously 
toured and recorded with in the US to great success 
during the 1950s, so American audiences would have 
had some recognition of them.  

Thornton began the six-week tour with the Quartet, but 
left after a few weeks and was replaced on alto sax by 
Frank Strozier from Memphis. He then returned to his 
hometown Beckley, West Virginia where he led a jazz 
quartet made up of musicians he'd pulled from other 
bands, along with the local dentist on drums. Thornton 
then stopped playing professionally, taking a job as a 
car salesman at Burleson Motors in 1962. Although he'd 
given up being a professional musician, music was still 
a passion for Thornton, and a few years later he moved 
to Kingsport, Tennessee to become manager of music 
store McClister Music.  

It wasn't until the 1970s that he returned to performing 
music more often, after he'd relocated again, this time to 
Columbia, South Carolina. In 1976 Thornton formed a 
quintet GT '76 with trumpeter Dick Goodwin, named 
after their initials and the year the group had started. 
This changed to the GT Big Band when it expanded to 
include 10 members, but by 1979 Thornton had left. He 
later reunited with Goodwin in 1988 as part of a 17-
piece big band the "Epicurean Festival Band." Ahead of 
the event, Frank Thornton was described as a special 
guest on alto sax who had "a tone that will peel paint. 
He's just phenomenal."  

On 15 March 2001, Frank Thornton died aged 81 in 
Columbia, South Carolina where he had lived since the 
1970s and had become a prominent member of their 
jazz community. Local saxophonist Bryson Borgstedt 
recorded with Thornton and later shared the following: 
"Frank was huge in our Columbia jazz scene during the 
70s. His sound was unmistakable, his playing full of 
soulfulness and honesty. He made an impact on all that 
made music with him and those who listened to him. 
Frank, we remember you and we miss you."  
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D 
RIVING along winding 

roads through lush 

tropical forest in the 

Noosa hinterland you 

can pop out in a little 

town called Pomona.   

Recently I did just that and stopped 

at The Majestic theatre an original 

silent movie theatre built in the 

1920s. Completely intact and still 

showing silent movies, but not this 

Thursday.  

This Thursday afternoon it was 

hosting  "The Braben-Jenner Hot 

Five." They gave a nod to Sidney 

Bechet, Louis Armstrong, Bix 

Beiderbecke and Duke Ellington 

among others.  

The group included John Braben on 

trumpet, Paul Williams on clarinet 

and sax, Jo Bloomfield on piano, 

Dave Burrows on guitar and Peter 

Freeman on double bass. The 

group was formed by John Braben 

and the late Andy Jenner back in 

2014.  

There were many sitting in this old 

theatre when I arrived enjoying their 

snacks and drinks from the bar and 

tapping along to the syncopated 

jazz. This is not something that 

happens only once.  

The Noosa Jazz Club hosts a 

concert every month. The healthy 

attendance is a testament to the 

enjoyment it provides. Long May it 

reign.  

By Dr Pam Clements 

Jazz is Alive in Pomona 

Pomona's iconic Majestic Theatre 
The only authentic silent picture theatre fully operating as a silent picture theatre in the world  
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Concerts are held at the historic Majestic Theatre in Pomona on the fourth Thursday afternoon of each month  

The Braben-Jenner Hot Five  
John Braben on trumpet,  

Paul Williams on clarinet and sax, 
Jo Bloomfield on piano,  
Dave Burrows on guitar  
Peter Freeman on bass 
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C 
omposer and band leader, valve trombonist and 
guitarist, Mace Francis has worked with, mentored or 
taught most of the jazz talent that has emerged from WA 

for the past two and a half decades. A Victorian by birth who 
embraced Western Australia as his home, Mace Francis is 
highly regarded both here and internationally. With an 
encyclopaedic knowledge of jazz, from his work with the Perth 
International Jazz Festival (PIJF), past work at the WA Youth 
Jazz Orchestra (WAYJO) and the WA Academy of Performing 
Arts (WAAPA), Mace is acquainted with everyone and 
everything to do with jazz in WA. Having joined WAYJO in 
2001 as a student, his enthusiastic support of jazz as an art 
form and of jazz musicians in the state has seen him serve 
seventeen years as WAYJO's Artistic Director (2008 to 2024) 
and eight years to date as Artistic Director of the PIJF. In 
August, he collected the WA State Luminary Award at the 
2025 Art Music Awards on behalf of PIJF for its "significant 
growth and impact on Western Australia's art music scene 
between 2020 and 2024", conferred for "its commitment to 
showcasing world-class jazz, supporting local talent, and 
engaging diverse audiences through bold programming and 
creative partnerships." 

Born in Geelong in 1978 to parents who were both artists, 
Mace enjoyed a stable childhood attending Belmont High 
School, living in the same house until moving to Perth in 2000. 
He had been a state and national level gymnast before 
discovering music as his passion. He started playing the guitar 
around year 10 at high school and, encouraged by his guitar 
teachers (whose interest in jazz introduced him to the genre), 
Mace completed the Victorian Certificate of Education in 
Music Performance by correspondence. This course, which 
included the study of the history and style of live 
performances, provided firm foundations for his future career, 

as did a two year TAFE course focussing on jazz at the 
Gordon Institute, with its reputation for helping Victorians gain 
'real skills for real jobs'. This proved to be the case as Mace 
has worked in his chosen field and speciality throughout his 
career. 
 
He spent his early working life in Victoria, "I played lots of 
gigs, performing between 1996 – 1999. There was a pub 
called The National Hotel which had lots of live music and gig 
opportunities. I was playing there a few days a week regularly 
every week for a few years, a very formative time for me." 
After 3 months in Italy and a month in New York, Mace 
auditioned for WAAPA in 2000. He began his new life in Perth 
at the turn of the millennium, studying jazz composition and 
arranging under Graham Lyall at WAAPA, graduating in 2004 
with First Class Honours.  
 
In 2015, he was awarded the Faculty Research Medal for his 
PhD specializing in site-specific composition. His focus on 
composition gained him many rewards, including the 2004 
APRA Professional Development Award which allowed him "to 
spend some time in Austria studying with Ed Partyka to hang 
out with the late great Bob Brookmeyer (American jazz pianist 
and trombonist) and his New Art Orchestra." In 2004, he also 
won an International Italian Composition Prize, Scrivere in 
Jazz, a competition for Jazz Composition and Arrangement for 
Jazz Orchestra. Other notable awards include The Perth Jazz 
Society Award for Most Outstanding Individual Contribution to 
Jazz in 2007. As a finalist for the 2010 Freedman Jazz 
Fellowship, Mace shares, "I didn't win but it was great to 
perform at the Opera House with The Jazzgroove Mothership 
Orchestra." Two Australian Jazz Bell Award nominations 
(2013 and 2016) followed and he won the 2015 APRA 
AMCOS Art Music Award: Jazz Work of the Year.  
 
In 2017 he was named the Prelude Gallop House Composer 
in Residence which allowed him, as he put it, "Twelve months 
to create music without paying rent. ‘Love Songs I Love', a five 
track album, was the result of that year." Inducted into the 
WAYJO Hall of Fame in 2018 and awarded a State Luminary 
Award for artistic direction and composition in WA in 2022, the 
innumerable accolades Mace has accumulated is a reflection 
of his boundless energy and motivation. 
 
Mace explains, "I got the composition and big band bug 
through classes at WAAPA and playing in WAYJO." At his 
graduation recital, he performed with WAYJO, presaging a 
long and happy association with the organisation for the next 
two decades. "I formed my own big band, Mace Francis 
Orchestra (MFO), in 2004 and played our first gig in 2005." 
The body of work Mace has produced as a musician and 
composer in his own right is considerable. MFO has since 
recorded 10 albums, toured nationally four times and played 
with a wide array of international guest artists, including Jim 
Pugh, John Hollenbeck, Satoko Fujii and Ed Partyka. The 
launch of their latest album "No Postcode" was very positively 
received. In the opening statement for his review in X-Press 
magazine, singer/songwriter Ian Lilburne declared, "Mace 
Francis is a force to be reckoned with in the Perth jazz scene." 
Lilburne described MFO's 13 piece ensemble as coming from 
a "much more sophisticated and somewhat darker place" than 
might be expected from a jazz orchestra. Lilburne highlights 
the synergy between Mace as a composer/conductor and the 
musicians in his band, noting how they communicate the 
vision of their band leader with "raw power, high energy … the 
kind of intensity that takes no prisoners, knows few 
boundaries, and leaves you utterly exhilarated." 

 

Mace Francis 
Perth's Renowned Jazz Mentor and Teacher 

 

                      By Western Australian correspondent Elaine Curtis 

Dr Mace Francis composer, band director, and academic  
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In 2013, the Mace Francis Nonet made regular appearances 
at popular jazz venues throughout Perth (the Ellington Jazz 
Club, the Quarry Amphitheatre and the Rechabite to name a 
few), also the Wangaratta Festival of Jazz, the Paris Cat Jazz 
Club in Melbourne and touring Japan in 2015. 

Mace undertook his first international gig as a guest 
composer/conductor in 2013, performing original material with 
a youth jazz orchestra in France, L'Orchestre des Jeunes 
Jazzmen de Bourgogne, at French jazz festival, Jazz a 
Couches. Since then, he has regularly worked as a guest 
composer and conductor with the Graz Composers Ensemble 
in Austria, the Showa University of Music Big Band in Japan 
as well as in Bourgogne. Besides composing and conducting, 
Mace himself has performed with many notable names such 
as Andrew Murray and his ATM15 Big Band at Bennetts Lane 
Jazz Club in 2016. 
 

Regarding his many achievements at WAYJO and those 
especially meaningful to him, Mace shares "lots of incredible 
highlights, including starting the Composer in Residence 
programme, Young Women in Jazz Workshops (now 
'Progressions'), working with big band royalty Dick Oats and 
Jim McNeely and lots of great students who have gone onto 
amazing things." Alana Macpherson (saxophonist currently 
based in Graz), Kate Pass (double bassist and composer), 
Elliott Hughes (Melbourne based composer and trumpet 
player), Tim Newhouse, Sarah McKenzie and Tilman 
Robinson were amongst the many whose successful careers 
began during their time at WAYJO with Mace.  
 
Amongst past projects there was his memorable collaboration 
between Zero Emcee, a Noongar and Jingili hip-hop artist and 
WAYJO, described as "A fusion of jazz and hip-hop, with Zero 
Emcee's raps performed over arrangements of his music by 
WAYJO's Artistic Director, Mace Francis." The support of 
eclectic talent including this exploration of the musical 
connections between jazz and hip-hop is an ongoing part of 
the considerable legacy Mace provided WAYJO as Artistic 
Director. International collaborations Mace promoted during 
his tenure include fostering jazz ties with Japan, cultural 
artistic exchanges flourishing to this day with joint 
performances and projects enriching the professional 
development of all concerned through shared love of music 
and jazz performance. 
 
Awarded a Churchill Fellowship to research pre-eminent jazz 
organisations in Europe, Mace aims, from observing the best 
of European Jazz Festivals and Jazz Orchestras, "to better 
understand where PIJF and WAYJO sit in relationship to 
these world leaders: identify what we are doing well and what 
we can do better." His eternal pursuit of improvement has 
reaped considerable rewards for WA. This year's PIJF 
features many international and local artists, including 
workshops with Alexander "The Hurricane" Beets, one of 
Europe's leading jazz saxophonists and UK jazz guitarist Tom 
Ollendorff. Local artists include a special performance from 
The Garry Lee Quintet, "A Waltz for Roger", paying tribute to 
the late saxophonist Roger Garrood. Incidentally, Mace had 
played together with Roger in a band called "The 
Retrosonics", having connected at WAYJO over their shared 
interest in big bands and compositions for large ensembles. 

WA Cultural treasure Ray Walker describes Mace as "a warm, 
friendly person with a ready wit and a perennial smile who 
went on to do great things for jazz in the State. We first met in 
the early 2000s when he was a guitar student of mine at 
WAAPA, a very bright, intelligent young man with a real sense 
of humour … his present position as Artistic Director of the 
Perth International Jazz Festival confirms him as one of the 
leading figures in the WA arts scene." 
 
Mace's awareness of and respect for those who contributed to 
create the jazz scene in WA as it stands today made him the 
ideal person to entrust the organisation of the concert for WA's 
celebration of the history of jazz in 2023. This event, 
"Homecoming" marked the landmark anniversaries of 
WAYJO's 40th and Perth Jazz Society's 50th with a special 
concert curated by Mace Francis and outgoing Perth Jazz 
Society president Kate Pass. 

Mace Francis has significantly increased the reach of jazz to a 
wider public in Perth. The concerts given by his bands and 
orchestra, jazz parades and performances in Perth's Hyde 
Park have resulted in greater awareness and appreciation of 
the genre. The jazz festivals have become much anticipated, 
important dates on the Perth calendar, growing from strength 
to strength under his leadership. Present at and part of many 
key events in Perth's jazz history, Mace has become integrally 
and seamlessly entwined with it. He acknowledges that Perth, 
compared to Melbourne and Sydney, is a "small scene" but 
one in which he has made his home. He describes the jazz 
community as "pretty inclusive" and feels privileged "being 
able to work with very special people."  
 

A whirlwind of energy and constantly in demand with a heavy 
workload, especially with the 2025 PIJF beginning in a few 
weeks, Mace typically good-naturedly makes time to share his 
thoughts for this article. His legendary sense of humour on 
display as he quips "Creative people never retire. You can't 
retire if you never had a job." That belies the fact that 
professional musicians work extremely hard, that the 
demands made by their craft are often long hours and great 
dedication, high standards of technical competence honed by 
hours of practice where talent alone does not cut the mustard. 
Musicians doing what they love obviously makes their work 
more satisfying and enjoyable. Nonetheless they have to work 
extremely hard to make a viable career. Mace Francis is 
certainly one of the hardest workers out there and the jazz 
world in Perth is so much the better for his arrival in 2001.  

 Big Band royalty Jim McNeely with Mace in June 2025 

The Mace Francis Orchestra  
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New Additions to 

The Museum's Video Interview Series 

THANKS to a financial grant last 
year from the Public Record Office 
Victoria, the Australian Jazz Museum 
was able to begin a program of 
professional video interviews of 
various jazz identities. The initial 
interviews were launched by an article 
in AJazz No 101 and featured Ross 
Anderson, John Scurry, Bob Seder-
green, David Seidel, Kenn Jones, 
Harry Price, and Pippa Wilson. 
  
Now, several more video interviews 
have been added which are outlined 
below. They may be viewed at:  
https://www.ajm.org.au/age_id=15130 
or by visiting the Jazz Museum's Web 
Site at https://www.ajm.org.au then 
click "Our Collections" and then 
"Video Interview Series." 
 
Andrea Keller is regarded as one 
of Australia's most talented 
contemporary jazz pianists. She is 
also a composer, as well as an 
educator. She is Interviewed by Mel 
Blachford OAM, long-time 
Collections Manager at the Jazz 
Museum. Andrea has played with 
many of the greats of modern jazz 
in Australia and is currently Head of 
Jazz Improvisation at the Victorian 
College of the Arts. 

 
Peter McKay is regarded as one 
of Australia's most versatile jazz 
pianists and arrangers. He was 
interviewed at the AJM by Mel 
Blachford OAM on 27th March 
2025. His career spans more than 
five decades and he has played with 

some of Australia's top jazz 
musicians as well as being a 
member of various orchestras 
supporting many well-known stage 
productions. 

 
Dr Tony Gould AM is an 
Australian jazz musician, pianist, 
composer, and educator. His many 
recordings and performances in a 
career spanning more than five 
decades reveal his special 
harmonic view of music. He is 
widely regarded as one of 
Australia's most distinguished jazz 
musicians and educators. He was 
interviewed by  Mel Blachford on 
21st February 2025 at the 
Australian Jazz Museum. 

Brett Iggulden OAM, who 
plays trumpet and reed 
instruments, is a legend of the 
Australian jazz scene. He was 
a founding member of the 
famous Red Onion Jazz Band 
and was interviewed by Mel 
Blachford on 19th December 
2024. During Brett's long 
career he has played with the 
best of Australian and 
international musicians. He 
was awarded an OAM for his 
services to music. 
 
Three other recent additions to 
the Video Interview Series 
feature drummer Ted Vining, 
trombonist Chris Ludowyk, and 
trumpeter Bob Whetstone.  

Brett Iggulden OAM Mel Blachford OAM and Tony Gould AM 

Peter McKay  

Andrea Keller 

https://www.ajm.org.au/?page_id=15130
https://www.ajm.org.au/
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From the Collection:  
Royce Recording Supplies Placard 
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R 
oyce George Ferguson became a sound 
engineer for Consolidated Sound Productions, 
at 356 Post Office Place Melbourne. Born in 

1894 he worked in a variety of occupations. At 
various times he is described as an electrician, a 
printer, photographer, mechanic and manufacturer. 

 
He was also a creative inventor having patents 
registered in Australia, New Zealand, the USA and 
Canada for an automatic telephone caller 
identification system and a cigarette dispenser. He 
had also copyrighted a century calendar. 

Royce advertised in publications like Australian Radio 
World in the 1940s and early 1950s and Bill 
Armstrong recalls visiting Royce Studios in Little 
Bourke Street in the city during the second world war.  
 

The experience made a strong impression on 
Armstrong who, as a teenager, became fascinated 
with the possibilities of this new technology. As a 
student at Caulfield Technical School, Armstrong was 
inspired to build his own disc recorder with parts 
purchased from Royce studios with the help of his  
parents.  

Royce Ferguson adjusts sound recording equipment 

Royce George Ferguson 
Melbourne's No.1 Sound Engineer 

in the 1940s and 50s 

An advertisement for Royce recording equipment 

A 7" Royce Recording Disc 

Bill Armstrong's visit  to Royce 
Studios inspired him to build his 

own disc recorder 
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W 
inning the Melbourne 
Blues Appreciation 
Society (MBAS) Blues 
Challenge left Nardia 

Brancatisano feeling deeply 
validated – a powerful recognition 
of years of hard work and artistry.  
 

In January this year, she went on 
to compete in the International 
Blues Challenge (IBC), the world's 
premier blues competition in the 
States. Nardia, who proudly owns 
her Italian and Filipino heritage, 
has established herself as a 
Melbourne-based Australian 
performer on the cusp of an 
international career.  
 

The 2024 MBAS Blues Challenge, 
band division, involved two 
preliminary heats with eleven 
bands in total. Two bands from 
each heat proceeded to the Final, 
and Nardia's Band won the MBAS 
Final. 
 

From there, they advanced to the 
IBC in Memphis, facing a rigorous 
elimination process matched by 
Blues societies worldwide. The 
competition was intense, but 
Nardia and her band broke through 
barriers and earned a place in the 
global spotlight.  

Founded by the Memphis-based 
Blues Foundation, the IBC exists to 
showcase emerging Blues artists 
and expand global recognition of 
the genre. Affiliated Blues clubs 
and societies across the U.S., 
Canada, and throughout the world 
run local challenges under the 
Foundation's strict guidelines.  
 

Their winners are then sent to 
Memphis each January to compete 
in either the Band or Solo/Duo 
categories. For one week, the city 
becomes a vibrant hub where 
hundreds of acts perform; Blues 
lovers gather, and leading 
musicians lend their support. 
 

MBAS started their affiliation in 
1994, sending Melbourne musician 
Ian Collard to compete in the solo/
duo category. The following year, 
internationally renowned guitarist, 
Geoff Achison achieved the 
MBAS's first winner with the Albert 
King Gibson Guitar Award. 2001 
saw "Collard Greens & Gravy" take 
out Runner-up in the Band 
Category, followed by Andy Cowan 
as solo/duo Runner-up in 2002. 
Fiona Boyes won the 2003 Solo/
Duo category, making her not only 
the first woman, but also the first 
non-American to do so. 

2005 saw Jimi Hocking winning the 
Solo/Duo Category and "Collard 
Greens & Gravy", Best Album 
Category.  

 
The high standard of MBAS 
entrants continued with 2025's 
Nick Charles making it through to 
the finals and winning Best 
Guitarist Award.  

 
Following this tradition, Nardia and 
her band with Justin Yap as the 
lead guitarist, secured a Top Five 
finish in the Band category, making 
history as the first Australian band 
to reach the IBC finals. Among 
more than 400 acts, she was the 
only female artist in the band 
category to make it that far, 
standing out with her distinctive 
blend of Blues, R&B and Soul 
vocals. 

 
The MBAS has cemented its 
enviable record of achieving 
success amongst top artists from 
worldwide Blues societies – with 
more wins than any other Club – a 
proud achievement! 

 
Today, Nardia stands as an award-
winning, internationally acclaimed 
singer-songwriter, rapidly solidifying her 
place as a global star. Her success 
is already translating into major 
opportunities in 2025 – fresh from 
a triumphant U.S. tour, now backed 
by new American management, 
and continuing to draw worldwide 
attention. Most notably, she is 
under consideration for a Grammy 
Award, marking an extraordinary 
new chapter in her career. 

 
"Winning the MBAS Blues 
Challenge and then making it to 
the finals in Memphis gave me a 
sense of validation I had been 
working toward for years," Nardia 
reflects. "Touring the U.S. last year 
was a dream come true – I met so 
many incredible artists, musicians 
and audiences who embraced me 
as one of their own. To now have 
U.S. management and even be 
considered for a Grammy … it 
feels surreal, but also like the 
beginning of something much 
bigger."  
 
 
 Jazz and Blues singer Nardia Brancatisano  
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Nardia continues to enchant 
audiences worldwide with her 
powerful vocals – rooted in Jazz, 
Soul, Blues, R&B, and 
contemporary music; captivating 
audiences with raw intensity and 
authenticity. She has performed 
across Australia, the U.S., and 
Europe; supported legends such 
as Russell Morris and Tex Perkins; 
and was invited to perform in the 
VIP lounges for Beyoncé and 
Adele's Australian tours, delivering 
unforgettable performances for 
their fans. 
 

A dynamic and versatile performer, 
she starred in the sold-out ‘Eulogy 
for a Genius', Ray Charles musical, 
and leads her own Etta James & 
BB King show with Jimi Hocking 
(The Screaming Jets). She also 
fronts Rambal, whose debut album 
soared to #1 on the Australian 
Blues & Roots charts and earned a 
Chain Award. 
 

Nardia is a regular performer 
around Melbourne at venues like 
the Paris Cat jazz club. She will be 
touring soon as part of the 
BluesBash with the likes of Fiona 
Boyes, Frank Sultana, Karen Lee 
Andrews, Jeff Lang and Ray 
Beadle.  
 

She has come a long way from 
early days singing in church and 
hearing her father Bruno's blues 
music around the house along with 
his guitar playing. Back then she 
was drawn to singers like Mariah 
Carey, Brandy and Alicia Keys. 
Today she sees Etta James as a 
core vocal influence; and Carole 
King for her song writing. She is 
also a great admirer of Eva 
Cassidy's ability to make a song 

her own. She recently did her own 
Eva Cassidy tribute show in front of 
a full Kew Court House. 
 

As an artist, Nardia's mission 
extends beyond music. She seeks 
to empower people to embrace 
their imperfections, overcome 
adversity, and find strength in their 
own stories. She isn't just making 
music – she's building a move-
ment, uniting people through 
shared experiences, powerful 
narratives, and a timeless sound. 
 

Her forthcoming album "Own Every 
Scar"—recorded in part at 
Memphis' legendary Royal Studios 
with Grammy-winning producer 
Boo Mitchell, will mark her boldest 
chapter yet.  
 

With U.S. management now in 
place, and her latest single "Is It 
You" (produced by Choi Records 
and Mat Robb) gaining worldwide 
distribution, Nardia is stepping fully 
into her role as a global force in 
contemporary Soulful R&B. 
 

Raw. Soulful. Transformative. 
Nardia Brancatisano is no longer 
just one of Melbourne's most 
exciting artists – she is becoming 
one of the world's.  

 

By Con Pagonis 
 
With many thanks to Helen 
Jennings OAM from PBS 106.7FM 
and John Durr from MBAS for their 
guidance in preparing this article. 

 
Con Pagonis OAM is a 
volunteer with the 
Australian Jazz Museum, 
and The Boîte. 

At the International Blues Challenge in Memphis January 2025 

https://www.trybooking.com/events/1337725/sessions/5329525/sections/2543361/tickets?date=2025-12-26
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N ew Zealand-born, but now Sydney resident, 
vocalist Bonnie J Jensen has released her 

fifth album entitled RISE. It has 12 tracks: three 
tunes recorded with members of the Dan Barnett 
big band in May 2024, and nine others recorded 
with a sextet over two days in January 2025 at 
Rancom St Studios in Sydney. It would take up 
too much space to list in full the names of all the 
excellent musicians who played on this beautiful 
album but, in a recent interview with Fine Music 
broadcaster Barry O’Sullivan, Jensen nominated 
the following musicians who can be regarded as 
key to the album’s success: Brett Hirst (bass), 
Graham Jesse (flutes and saxes), Matt McMahon 
(piano and keyboards), Nick McBride (drums and 
percussion), Ray Cassar (trumpet and flugelhorn) 
and the great guitarist Geoff Hughes. Those 
names amply indicate how well-chosen the 
musicians were for this outstanding album.  

Much work and thought have palpably gone 
into this ambitious work. The arrangements are 
liberally shared around: four by Jensen & 
Graham Jesse; four by Jensen on her own; two 
from Jesse on his own; one by Jensen & Brett 
Hirst; and one by Andrew Robertson. Listening to 
this album on rotation in my car I’ve tended to 
think of the album as three bundles of four tracks 
each. The four opening tracks establish Jensen’s 
interest in what one might call better quality pop 
songs: Tom Bell & Linda Creed’s People Make 
The World Go Round (heralding Jensen’s liking 
for songs with a social message); Graeham  
Goble’s classic Reminiscing; Curtis Reginald 

Lewis’s The  Great City (a tune in four which 
reveals Jensen’s ability as a swinging singer, and 
features biting accompaniment and a great  solo 
from trumpeter Cassar, using the harmon mute); 
and Nitin Sawhney’s moving song Immigrant.  

The second bundle of four sees Jensen  in 
what one might call more hard-core jazz territory: 
Herbie Hancock’s Cantaloupe Island, with lyrics 
by the late great Mark Murphy; Michael Franks’s 
lovely tune in 5/4 Jive, which was first heard on 
his 1975 debut album The Art of Tea; the Chick 
Corea classic Spain, where Jensen bravely takes 
on a difficult version which requires spot-on vocal 
technique and brings it off well); and her own 
composition Hughes’ Blues, where Geoff 
Hughes’s blues-drenched guitar fills and three 
superb choruses are one of the album’s 
highlights.  

The last bundle of four sees Jensen singing in 
French La Belle Dame Sans Regrets, a song 
from the repertoire of the pop singer Sting, 
featuring a lovely solo from Jesse on soprano 
sax, and a splendid scat chorus from Jensen, 
which is doubled in unison by Hughes on guitar, 
just another example of the attention to detail 
which characterises this album, and Jensen’s 
versatility; Spend a Little Time With Me, an 
excellent original in 5/4 written by Jensen and 
Graham Jesse, recorded with the big band and 
featuring splendid solos from Jesse on tenor sax 
and Ray Cassar on trumpet; the song Butterfly, 
which sees Jensen returning to the music of 
Herbie Hancock, featuring splendid solos from 
Jesse on flute this time, and from Matt McMahon 
on acoustic piano; and the closing track on the 
album James Taylor’s lovely song Don’t Let Me 
Be Lonely Tonight, in which Jensen’s smokey 
voice is heard to best advantage, and McMahon 
plays another brief, memorable solo on piano.  

I feel that RISE is an album with real sub-
stance, from a singer who’s not afraid of 
complicated time signatures, and who’s willing to 
take on what some might consider a repertoire 
with overall a substantial degree of difficulty. In 
the process Jensen has provided the backing 
musicians with compositions that are great to 
play on, and which bring out the best from some 
of the finest musicians in the country. There are 
beautiful improvisations from various players on 
virtually every track. A lot of work and thought, 
much more than usual, has gone into this album, 
in terms of repertoire, arrangements, and 
improvisations. The result is an outstanding 
product which I feel should find overwhelming 
favour with the discriminating jazz audience.  

BONNIE J JENSEN: RISE 
 

Album review by Eric Myers  
Label: Independent, CD & digital release 
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DANIEL WILFRED  PAUL GRABOWSKY  PETER KNIGHT: RAKI 
 

Album review by Eric Myers  
Label: Earshift Music 

 

T his album, recorded live in concert at Monash 
Performing Arts Centre, features three musicians, 

Daniel Wilfred (voice and clapsticks), Paul Grabowsky 
(piano) and Peter Knight (trumpet, electronics, and 
live signal processing). Even though there are two 
experienced jazz improvisers performing here this 
does not ameliorate my feeling that my long 
experience as a jazz reviewer has not prepared me 
for an album like Raki. Knowing next to nothing about 
traditional First Nations music which Wilfred 
apparently exemplifies, I am moving into completely 
unknown territory.  

Wilfred is one of the traditional song keepers 
from the remote community of Ngukurr in the 
Northern Territory. His vocal work on this album is 
immensely powerful, and it’s interesting that he says 
"What we are doing is no different to what my 
grandfather did”. Moreover, I understand that First 
Nations songs, known as “manikay”, as exemplified 
by Wilfred “are not just musical expressions but also 
act as a conduit for cultural knowledge, law, and 
ancestral testimony”. The implications of the cultural 
processes which underly Wilfred’s artistry cannot be 
addressed in a thumbnail review. I can only do my 
best to describe the music I heard on this fascinating 
album.  

This is a work in two movements. The first, entitled 
Raki Part 1, a little over 18 minutes, is dominated by 
the power and intensity of Wilfred’s vocals. When I 
first heard this movement I interpreted Grabowsky’s 
repetitive one-note figures wrongly. I now know that 
they outline the melodic mode that forms the basis of 
Raki. In fact Grabowsky says that “the early part 
of Raki employs a slow mode, followed by a faster 
one.” Also I wrongly assumed that Wilfred’s use of 
bilma (clapsticks) was random, and served mostly to 
create excitement whenever the other musicians 

responded to the sound of Wilfred’s clapsticks. I now 
know that the use of bilma by Wilfred is never 
random. Obviously I had underestimated the 
amount of detailed preparation that had gone into 
this music, thinking that it was primarily an 
exercise in free improvisation, with the musicians 
responding to each other with absolute freedom. I 
now have the benefit of commentary on Raki from 
Dr Samuel Curkpatrick of the Melbourne Conserv-
atorium of Music. He writes “Raki demonstrates 
the living value of Indigenous knowledge”. My 
feeling is that a careful study of that knowledge is 
necessary to even approach a more than 
superficial appreciation of what Wilfred, 
Grabowsky and Knight are attempting. I’d be 
interested to read a review of this trio’s 
performance at the current Melbourne International 
Jazz Festival. Will audience members approach 
the music with the same assumptions as mine?  

During Raki Part 1 Wilfred speaks, outlining what 
appears to be his main message: “Telling you 
about string … story about string … pulling 
everybody together … telling you about story, 
about songline, where the songline is standing … 
big story … about string … this string still 
rolling.” In Wilfred’s culture, “raki’” means “string” – 
“woven from pandanus fibres, used for fishing, 
weaving, and sacred ceremonies, and symbolising 
interconnection, continuity, and the passing of 
knowledge across generations”. Raki Part 2 is 
slightly longer, about 23 minutes. I now feel that 
the sonic environment created by Grabowsky and 
Knight is much less spontaneous than I first 
thought. Grabowsky has said that this sonic 
environment should be such that “the sharing of 
ceremony can occur”. This suggests that the music 
has a higher intention than I first thought, and it 
may be that this review is premature in the light of 
my inadequate knowledge.  As a listener to the 
music however I can say that I was convinced 
throughout the whole work that a truly successful 
collaboration had been achieved.  

About 14 minutes in to Raki Part 2, Grabowsky 
plays a slow passage in three, which becomes 
more majestic as it proceeds over the next few 
minutes. I believe this is an instant improvisation in 
the moment.  The ensuing response from Wilfred 
suggests that he catches the mood, and produces 
somewhat more nuanced vocal sounds which are 
exceedingly lovely to hear. Here the music is very 
moving and seemingly full of hope, courtesy of an 
improvisation which only a jazz musician could 
create. In other words an improvising jazz 
musician brings to the music the lyricism available 
on the piano, a key Western instrument, thus 
putting into perspective to some extent the 
dominance of Wilfred’s ancient vocals. There are 
many highlights on the album, too numerous to 
mention, but the passage I’ve just described, is 
perhaps the most impressive of them all.  
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Jack Barker, piano and vocal; Hec McLennan, vocal and banjo; Leslie Ross, vocal and drums. 

I 
n 1924, the Australian jazz ensemble Les 
Ross and His Versatile Three was 
performing at Paul Bibron's Dance Palais in 
Melbourne when they came to the attention 

of Dame Nellie Melba who expressed 
enthusiasm upon discovering a local jazz 
band that, in her view, could "fairly compete 
with the bands of the United States."  
Her endorsement not only legitimized the 

group within elite cultural circles but also 
provided them with a critical opportunity: an 
invitation to perform at a private soirée held at 
her Coldstream residence, Coombe Cottage. 
This performance marked a pivotal moment 

in the ensemble's trajectory, leading to their 
inclusion in the J. C. Williamson's theatre 
circuit—Australia's most prominent theatrical 
production company at the time. The group, 
consisting initially of William Leslie Ross, 
Hector Henry McLennan, and Jack Dunlevey 
Barker, soon expanded their ambitions beyond 
national borders. 

By August 1925, the trio had departed for 
England, rebranding themselves as the Ralia 
Boys. Their reception in Britain was 
remarkable, with the group earning as much 
as £200 per week—a considerable sum at the 
time. Prior to this, they had already toured 
New Zealand and would go on to perform in 
South Africa, Ireland, Canada, France, 
Switzerland, and Berlin's Wintergarten. 

In late 1928 and mid-1929, as The Three 
Australian Boys, the trio recorded several 78 
RPM discs for the Parlophone label, 
cementing their place within the recorded 
history of early jazz.  

One of their most notable achievements 
came with a performance at the Palace 
Theater in New York City. According to Les 
Ross, this engagement marked them as "the 
first jazz act that America ever imported from 
another country"—a claim that, if accurate, 
would underscore the group's historical 
significance in the transnational exchange of 
jazz music. 

Throughout its life the ensemble underwent 
several changes in personnel with Ted 
Simpson, Freddie Grey, and Harry Lazarus 
eventually replacing McLennan and Barker, 
the latter of whom had joined a new act known 
as The Three Happy Boys by October 1930.  

Nevertheless, Les Ross remained the 
ensemble's central figure throughout its 
existence. 

Following the dissolution of the original 
group, its members pursued various careers in 
the Australian entertainment industry. Les 
Ross transitioned into radio and television and 
music production roles. Hector McLennan 
branched out into the manufacturing of banjos 
and guitars while Jack Barker established 
himself as a cabaret performer in Sydney. 
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