
Getting to know you .....  Colin Garrett 

Playing music actually began in Colac a few centuries ago. There was a recorder band at my 
primary school and I wanted to join but my parents were not prepared to buy me one. I then 
worked on my Grandmother, who lived on a small farm nearby, and under relentless pressure she 
provided the instrument. I remember feeling so proud when I could finally play "Good Save the 
Queen"'.  Radio coverage in the days before television was very limited in the country and you 
could not receive Melbourne programs with any great clarity. But we were lucky to have 3CS who 
constantly played light classical music and popular tunes from the stage shows. This gave me an 
appreciation of a wide range of quality music from Strauss to Gershwin. I still attend the 
occasional opera and orchestral concert. (I have just remembered the time my brother and I were 
scouring the local tip near to Grandma's farm and we came across a whole bundle of pristine vinyl 
recordings that 3CS must have thrown out. We had a competition to see who could flight them the 
longest distance. I threw the Bob Dyer shows and my brother through the Jack Davey ones. The 
first of many lost opportunities in my life). 

My final year at primary school was interrupted by the family moving to Geelong.   

Opportunities may have been lost but I also have also had some amazing luck. In my first year of 
high school Some new neighbors arrived. We were now living opposite the legendary Fred 
Francis. Fred has been credited as being the prime mover in setting up sound music programs in 

our school systems. It is the same Fred Francis that Denis Walter of 3AW constantly refers to with 
great reverence. Within a few years of joining Belmont High to teach music he had established and found instruments for junior 
and senior brass bands and orchestra and single handily taught most of the players in his spare time. I auditioned with Fred with 
my rendition of "God save the Queen" on the recorder and he handed me a cornet to play. There was a falling out with Fred when 
he accused me of not practicing as he rarely heard me playing. What he didn't know that I would rush home from school and 
would immediately start practice virtually every day whilst Fred would still be at the school tutoring other players. My parents, 
knowing this, handed back to cornet and brought me an alto saxophone and placed me with a teacher who they had heard play at 
country dances that they regularly attended. I was welcomed back into the Francis fold when he knew that I was reasonably 
competent on the instrument  He must have arrived home early from work one day to hear that I did regularly practice 

Also in my first year at High School I befriended the trumpet playing son of German/Polish immigrants who introduced me to the 
music of Dizzy Gillespie and Miles Davis. With his encouragement I started to listen to what was to me an amazing genre of 
music. In bringing this to my music teacher I also found that he was into this  and only played at old time dances for money to 
help support his young family. He introduced me to an even wider range of jazz music and encouraged me to take up the clarinet. 
I brought my first clarinet out of my savings from an early morning paper round. 

When I was seventeen I was riding my bike on the way to a clarinet lesson when a guy my age rushed out from a house and asked 
me "is that a clarinet?" On replying in the affirmative he then said to me "do you want to join a jazz band?" (Trad Jazz had become 
very popular with a lot of young Victorians. You were either a "Jazzer" or a 'Rocker" (Jazzers tended to wear black sweaters and 
had crew cuts.) So I joined what became the Crescent City Jazz band which enjoyed a short period of stardom amongst the 
Geelong Jazzers. (Melbourne had the Red Onions). Our first gig circa 1963 payed us 20 pounds which was more than a weeks 
wages for a tradesman at the time. That side of the business has steadily declined since then. This trad experience took me on a 
journey back to the colourful roots of jazz. 

The group disbanded after a couple of years and I joined another newly formed Geelong group which featured Chris Ludowyk on 
Trombone and Des Cam. Chris is well known to most of you and Des still operates a very fine trad band in Geelong. More lost 
importunity when I moved to Melbourne to pursue what eventually became my career in Food Technology. 

Music took a back seat to the important needs of a young family for the next twenty years. When one of my four boys took up 
clarinet for a while I started to get itchy fingers again. Because of a friend winning a ticket to a performance of the Red Onions 
Reunion Band at Miettas in the mid nineties, I  met up with a member of what was to become the Merri Creek Jazz Band which I 
subsequently joined. With a residency at the great Northern Hotel every Wednesday for around five years, music returned as an 
important part of my life. I attended my first Jazz Festival at Inverloch in 1996.  In this period I made an important friend. His 
name…. Bill Leithhead. 

Again around 2001, music was put on a back burner for personal reasons until Bill Leithhead asked me to join the Jazz Travellers 
and suggested that I do the Bob Sedergreen "Join a Jazz Band" course". The course was the connection to Jazz Drive which now 
gigs regularly (all-be-it a Tuesday night) at Dizzys Jazz club.  

 Bill, who had declared he was never going to work with singers again, announced at one rehearsal that he had auditioned a singer 
and that she was going to join the band. Thus began a fascinating friendship with Anne Smith and the consequent journey of 
further discovery into the world of jazz. Bill also was responsible for introducing me to the Showbiz Club which has also become 
an important part of my life. The club has introduced me to many fabulous entertainers who gave me so much pleasure (both 
socially and musically) each and every fourth Monday of the month. My other outlet in music is my involvement with the 
Melbourne Jazz Jammers (Bill and Anne were responsible for this connection). Jazz Jammers has give me the pleasure of meeting 
and playing with musicians and singers from Melbourne, Interstate and Internationally.   I could go on............................ 

 
 
 


