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The Authors

Adrian Jackson (OAM) earned a reputation as one of Australia’s most 
respected jazz critics through his work as the regular jazz critic for The Age 
from 1978-1999. For many years, this included a weekly jazz column in 
The Weekender (later The EG), and weekly CD reviews in The Green Guide. 

He was also a frequent contributor to other publications, including 
Jazz Down Under, JAZZ, Australasian Jazz & Blues, Rhythms, (until mid-
2015), Jazzchord, exTempore, The Bulletin and Business Review Weekly. 
His articles were also printed in The National Times, The Herald, The Wire 
(UK) and Down Beat (USA).

He was artistic director of the Wangaratta Jazz Festival from 1990-
2017. He took on the same role with the Melbourne International Jazz 
Festival (1998-2003), and the Stonnington Jazz festival (2005-2014). In 
the Australia Day announcement of honours in 2019, he was awarded 
a Medal of the Order of Australia, for his contribution to the arts, 
specifically jazz, in Australia.

The sceptics said it couldn’t be pulled off. How on earth could  
a tumbleweed town like Wangaratta in rural Victoria host a  
jazz festival? Even if the town managed to get a jazz festival 
off the ground for a year or two, it couldn’t possibly last, the 
doubters said.

Now thirty years later, the festival having also added on a 
blues event, is firmly established as Australia’s leading jazz festival, 
bringing musicians and punters from all over Australia together.  
It has won tourism awards and is now ranked as a Hallmark event 
by the Victorian Government.

In February 2016, Wangaratta drew international attention 
because an outbreak of tumbleweed had left it piled up meters 
deep outside the doors and homes of some residents. But to the 
international jazz fraternity, especially in America, Wangaratta 
was already well known as the place that hosted one of the most 
discerning and cutting edge jazz festivals on the international 
jazz festival circuit. Word of mouth glowing endorsements from 
returning overseas musicians who had performed at the festival 
secured its reputation.

But the festival’s success didn’t just happened overnight. It 
evolved through careful planning, astute decisions, the search 
for an artistic director able to create a jazz festival that could 
differentiate itself from the host of jazz festivals around Australia, 
and most importantly with the support of the townspeople.

There were many challenges and obstacles along the way. The 
book Wangaratta Festival of Jazz & Blues 30 Years is the behind 
the scenes story of how they were overcome, told by its artistic 
director of twenty-seven years standing. It is also the story of how 
musicians and punters alike embraced the festival told through 
their recollections. Leading local and overseas musician have 
written about their experience of the festival, one where the usual 
performer/audience barriers are broken down and musicians walk 
around freely through the crowds and rub shoulders with punters. 

WANGARATTA FESTIVAL
OF JAZZ & BLUES
30 YEARS

by Adrian Jackson
& Andra Jackson

Wangaratta Festival of Jazz & Blues 30 Years is also a tribute to 
a rural success story, of a town that pulled off what it was told 
couldn’t be done. And the tumbleweeds? Long since cleared. 

Includes an annual glossary of every band and musician that has 
played at the Festival.

Andra Jackson is an award-winning journalist formerly from The Age. 
She wrote a regular jazz column for The Sun newspaper in the eighties 
and the Herald Sun newspaper writing on jazz from 1995-2000. From 
2000 to 2011 she was a staff journalist on The Age covering general news 
and specialised in writing about refugees, human rights, the Middle East 
and music, in particular jazz. 

She currently writes jazz interviews as a freelancer for The Australian 
and Rhythms Music magazine She considers her greatest jazz accolade to 
be when someone read out to Wayne Shorter her review in The Age of his 
first concert in the Melbourne International Jazz Festival in 2005 and he 
listened and responded with: ‘She Got it.’ Andra is Adrian’s sister.
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Introduction
Paul Grabowsky

Wangaratta, or ‘Wang’ is, on the 
one hand a medium-sized regional 
city on Yorta Yorta country, and, 
in the imagined, remembered and 
awaited experiences of several 
generations of musicians, a 
destination, even a dream. 

My association with the Festival 
goes right back to its prehistory, 
when Adrian Jackson invited me 
to address the City’s worthies on 
the extraordinary opportunities 
awaiting them upon taking the 
cultural high-dive into the pool 
of a jazz and blues festival. Not 
that regional Australia was any 
stranger to the j-word: Australian 
Jazz Conventions had been hosted 
by numerous regional centres for 
decades. The difference here was 
that the proposal involved a focus 
on contemporary jazz and blues, 
quite a conceptual leap for the 
good burghers of Wang. I seem to 
remember making the comparison 
with the tiny town of Montreux 
placed beside its worldwide 
reputation as one of the world’s 
most illustrious jazz festivals; 
for anyone who has been to the 
Montreux Festival, you will know 
what a smoke-and-mirrors moment 
that was. Anyway, whether or 
not my snake-oil pitch made any 
difference, a decision was made 
to proceed. 

Wang quite quickly became the 
most important event on the yearly 
jazz calendar, and for several 
good reasons. Most important 
was the annual competition, 
which saw musicians, generally 
on or below the poverty line, 
vying for useful prizes, generally 
cash and recording/broadcasting 
opportunities. The list of winners 
represents a potted history of 
the last few generations. What 
began as a piano competition has 

gone on to embrace most jazz 
instruments and includes vocalists 
on a regular basis. While I’m 
not a huge advocate for musical 
competitions, I do understand 
their attractions to players and 
audiences alike. We are, after-all, 
a sports-loving nation, or so I’m 
told…

Another reason why Wang 
became a success is the fact 
of its location. One suggestion 
around the original meaning of 
‘Wangaratta’ is ‘meeting of two 
rivers’, in this case the Ovens and 
King, and the resulting sense of 
Wang as a meeting place where 
musicians from the relatively 
tribalized scenes of our major 
cities could come together and 
form a true appreciation of the 
national spread of the music. 
This sense of the jazz nation 
coming together encouraged 
collaborations, undid prejudices 
and did much to raise morale 
and foster a valid sense of pride 
in the diversity and creativity 
of Australian jazz, blues and 
improvised music. 

A third important reason was 
the programming vision of 
Wang’s founding and long-term 
Artistic Director. Adrian Jackson 
introduced Australian audiences 
to many leading US and European 
artists, often placing them in 
collaborative settings with 
Australian artists for the first time. 
I was the lucky recipient of many 
such musical encounters: duets 
with Steve Lacy, Dave Douglas 
and Han Bennink (the latter found 
me variously attempting to tap 
dance and play the underside 
of the piano lying on my back), 
band performances with Dewey 
Redman, Sheila Jordan and Enrico 
Rava. 

When I look back at the many 
opportunities I was given at Wang, 
I realise what a great festival it 
has been: it has helped me (and, 
I can only assume, many others) 
to propel my musical journey 
forward. The many Australian 
Art Orchestra appearances, 
including memorable concerts 
with musicians from India, 
Indonesia, and our own First 
Nations performers, are a prime 
example. These were never 
easy to accomplish, with at 
times complicated setups and 
confronting combinations of 
sounds and textures, but Adrian 
shared my view that jazz was 
born in a cultural melting pot, 
and the idea of its Australian 
iteration continuing that process of 
metamorphosis was central to his 
wide-angle, democratic idea of the 
music. His true love of jazz was 
the driver, and I am grateful for it. 

A fonder memory is of playing 
chauffeur to Steve Lacy and 
Dewey Redman, both great heroes 
of mine (and both no longer with 
us) and just listening to them 
share stories about Monk, Ornette, 
Duke and Bird as we drove from 
Wang to Melbourne. I felt privy to 
a mythical conversation being held 
by the gods from the lofty heights 
of a Jazz Olympus. That, for me, 
was what the Festival was all 
about, and hopefully that spirit will 
continue to guide it as it enters its 
fourth decade. 

08 09

Sample spreads



Published by Melbourne Books
www.melbournebooks.com.au
216 x 280mm portrait, 340 pages
Hard cover, colour photo throughout

RRP: AUD$66  ISBN: 9781925556599
For all queries: info@melbournebooks.com.au
      Tel: (+61 3) 9662 2051

Sample spreads



Published by Melbourne Books
www.melbournebooks.com.au
216 x 280mm portrait, 340 pages
Hard cover, colour photo throughout

RRP: AUD$66  ISBN: 9781925556599
For all queries: info@melbournebooks.com.au
      Tel: (+61 3) 9662 2051

…trying to organise 
musicians can be an exercise 
akin to herding cats.
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