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0.00 ML: This is an interview with Bob Bolton, musician and member of the 
Bush Music Club Sydney for the City of Sydney Performing Arts 
Oral History Project.  The interview is taking place at Town Hall 
House, Sydney on Friday the 7th of June 2013.  The interviewer is 
Margaret Leask and this is the first track of the interview. 

   Thank you, Bob, for agreeing to take part in this project.  You and 
your wife, and it sounds like other members of your family, have 
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been involved with the Bush Music Club for many years.  You edit 
the club’s regular magazine, Mulga Wire, perform with the 
Heritage Ensemble and are the keeper of much of the club’s 
history.  So we’ve got a lot to talk about but before you talk about 
the Bush Music Club can you please tell me where and when you 
were born and a little bit about your early background, family 
background? 

 BB: I was born on the ******** 1945 in Kogarah Public Hospital which was 
the handy public hospital where my parents and sib lived in Carlton at 
the time and we lived there for another five years before we moved to 
what was then called East Bankstown and is now called Greenacre.  
And growing up there – I was five years old when we moved to there – 
as I got involved in Scouting aspects, started off going to Cubs when I 
was eight years old, into Scouts at eleven, my father was the district 
Scoutmaster of Lakemba and my mother was the lady Cubmaster, I 
believe they were called in those days of Bankstown, which meant that 
she was at Bankstown District, dad was in Lakemba District and neither 
of them were in the East Bankstown District which became Greenacre 
District later on where I was so there could be no family influence and 
favour involved. 

 ML: No fights. 

2.00 BB: But dad was very much involved with Scout musical aspects as well.  
Singing was his main interest; he had been one of the people who 
helped put together the first Australian Scout songbook, largely filched 
out of English and other places but also from popular songs and some 
songs that were locally developed in the Scouts so I guess it involved 
some folk song collecting from the start.  And dad was important in 
running the big district camps at the Waterfall Scout camps which I 
attended as a Scout and they would always have a musical session on 
the Saturday night and dad would organise the people in that.  And 
later on when I started getting involved in folk music I went through a 
sort of – I actually almost got chucked out of the family because I 
dropped out of the Scouting movement and with this best friend of mine 
that I've known ever since junior Sunday school I started at Church of 
England Boys’ Society at our local Anglican church – well, not so much 
with them but with the fellowship - we would have nights and concerts 
and sing.  In fact, in my family there was a - largely unspoken but it was 
there - motto of gathering, that you sing, dance or eat soap.  Everybody 
in those days had their party piece and you were expected to do 
something to contribute to the family gatherings. 
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 ML: What did you do for a party piece, do you remember, when you 
were very young? 

3.58 BB: I just sang a few songs and I can't even think of what they were now.  
They’ve been submerged by so much collected material since and I got 
interested once I got to the Bush Music Club with playing and I talked 
my parents into buying me a button accordion for my – let me think 
about that – it would have been round about my sixteenth birthday or a 
bit earlier than that.  I remember that it was about the same time that 
my parents took me to Taronga Zoo and when we got there there was 
this whole lot of crowd around the kangaroo enclosure and there was 
this couple of blokes in the middle of the kangaroo enclosure with 
microphones, singing, and the bearded fella was singing this new song 
called ‘Tie Me Kangaroo Down Sport’ – it was Rolf Harris.  And I also 
had a tiny little camera that I'd got for my birthday and I climbed a tree 
to take a picture of him and he noticed me there and he was a keen 
photographer and afterwards when I was talking to him and botting 
[slang for ‘borrowing’] a wobble board he asked me about the camera 
and I actually produced that and I did send him some tiny little prints 
from it. 

 ML: Wonderful. 

 BB: Yes.  That’s the edge of bush music, let’s face it, when you're singing 
‘Tie Me Kangaroo Down Sport’; it’s become an acceptable part of bush 
music.  Anyway, a bit later on my father heard of the Bush Music Club 
and went along to the Bush Music Club where they met in the MUIOOF 
Hall, the Manchester Unity Independent Order of Oddfellows, in 
Clarence Street a couple of floors up in the Fellowship of Australian 
Writers premises that was permanently used by them and sublet to 
other people which interestingly enough had Kylie Tennant, the author 
I'm thinking of.  So the Bush Music Club had several Kylies, females, 
and daughters of members before it became really fashionable. 

6.28 ML: Before Kylie Minogue, you mean? 

 BB: Yes. 

 ML: How did you start to learn the button accordion – was that the first 
instrument you played? 

 BB: Somebody asked me that and my email come back, saying “I don't 
actually remember that I ever formally learned to play the button 
accordion”. 

 ML: But you play it? 
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 BB: I play it, oh, I still do.   

 ML: So you play by ear or do you read music? 

 BB: I can read music, I write, I arrange but when I'm playing the button 
accordion I'm playing by ear, I'm listening and I'm doing what it tells me.  
I can't explain but I'm happy to do that because that’s what the people 
in the bush did.  I've heard some of them say that they would go as kids 
with their parents to the town dance, which might be only one dance a 
year or whatever.  Somebody like the school teacher might play the 
piano but the rest of the players, button accordions and fiddles and 
concertinas, would go on and play along and they'd all come to some 
agreement about what keys they'd play in.  But the kids, they would 
listen and learn tunes and some of them who lived in out of town 
stations said that they would hum and sing the tunes back to each 
other and they would know half a dozen of these dance tunes by the 
time they got home; it’s entirely another world. 

8.11 ML: So the button accordion, is that the main instrument you play?  I 
know you play and make others but what do you play? 

 BB: I play the three which go together because of tuning, the mouth organ, 
the Anglo System concertina and the button accordion.  They all have 
an intriguing and totally baffling to any other musician scale because 
the notes are different in and out but all the push or blow notes are part 
of the major key of that row, the major chord of that row, and the rest of 
them are on the draw which is intriguing and riveting but it’s distinctive 
and then in the mouth organ working exactly the same and the 
concertina working exactly the same.  It’s a system called the Richter 
Scheme named after a German musicologist, not after an American 
seismologist. 

 ML: Phew. 

 BB: And it is riveting but it can also be used to drive a very strong, powerful, 
uncomplicated system. 

 ML: And forgive my ignorance, in performances and concerts and 
things do those instruments carry a lot of the rhythm or the tune? 

 BB: Because of their chordal subset they are strong rhythm instruments.  I 
can remember going to somewhere where one of our dances was 
being demonstrated. 

10.03  There was a whole lot of different folk federation groups all in this hall 
and lots of people had got the microphone.  When I came up to play for 
this one dance that was written by a chap who I'd published his first 
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book of dances I couldn’t get a microphone so I just stepped up to the 
front of the stage and played very loud and without any amplification 
the whole large hall could hear what I was playing and everyone could 
dance quite well.  That was why that sort of instrument was so popular.  
Being small actually makes it powerful because the pressure’s greater 
but you’ve got to do a lot of running backwards and forwards. 

 ML: You’ve got to work quite hard.  And do you in any concert or 
performance play all of these instruments during the course of a 
concert? 

 BB: No, I would stick to the button accordion but frequently have yet 
another pouch on my side, a Swiss Army ammunition pouch as it 
happens, which neatly holds seven mouth organs, all of which are 
written in there and each have their key put on their in whiteout so I can 
go “D.  I haven’t got that key in my button accordion.  Choom, choom”. 

 ML: That’s great. 

 BB: So I could whip that out and play one handed while I'm still waiting with 
my fingers on the chords and even can busk in chords behind on the 
button accordion while I'm playing the mouth organ. 

 ML: Tell me what other instruments you play.  On the Bush Music Club 
website there are drawings that you have done and descriptions 
of things like the tin whistle, the bones, the spoons, the Barcoo 
Dog, the bodhrán - - -  

12.01 BB: The bodhrán. 

 ML: - - - thank you, I knew you'd be able to say it correctly and the 
boomerang mouth organ that you’ve talked a bit about.  And then, 
of course, there are other instruments like the lagerphone and the 
bush bass and things so I wondered if you could talk a bit about 
the instruments and your interest in instruments because you can 
draw. 

 BB: We could probably chuck in the lagerphone up front because it was the 
really distinctive thing about the Bushwhackers.  The origins are not 
terribly well – well, we know where it came from but we don't know who 
and what he called it.  There was an old rabbit poisoner played in a 
Red Cross, younger set, fundraising ball concert and he played this 
stick with lots of bottle tops on it and Claud Meredith thought “There’s a 
wonderful idea and John’ll [John Meredith, folklorist] love this”.  So he 
went and made a copy of it, the same idea: just nailed a lot of bottle 
tops to a broomstick, put a crosspiece on it for some …. (?) and some 
jingles and he wrote a letter to John, saying “Come down to Holbrook”, 
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which is where John was born, which was where the family was, “and 
bring your instruments down.  I've got something you'll really like to see 
in here”.  So they came down, they all sat down and John produced his 
accordion and by that stage there were tin whistles and other things 
coming into the band.  They produced the instruments that they had, 
Chris Kempster [folk singer] had a guitar and this rhythmic ratting came 
in from the next room. 

14.02  Claud came out, bouncing and bouncing and striking and rubbing 
across with a serrated edge so you’ve got three different rhythms in it; 
it’s a quite interesting little trick.  And they joined in and then they all 
dived up and tried to grab it off him and play it; they wanted to have a 
shot at it and they all went home and made copies.  So John Meredith 
made a copy which is now in the National Library and Brian Loughlan 
made a copy and he is the one who plays in the Bushwhackers [band] 
who were all involved in the 1953 through to 1955 in a couple of 
different episodes, Sydney production of - - - 

 ML: Reedy River. 

 BB: - - - Reedy River, which is a play that was set in the shearers’ strike, 
the great shearers’ strike of 1890. 

 ML: 1891, yes. 

 BB: Yes.  And so Brian’s the one who got everyone else in the world to see 
it being played and he was still playing that right up to the year of his 
death, 1975, and I have photographs taken earlier in that year of him 
playing with the groups out at the Australiana Village out near Windsor, 
out past Windsor. 

 ML: And people still play the lagerphone today. 

 BB: Oh, lots and lots of people do, it’s around.  Well, we had at the National 
Folk Festival a chap down at Canberra organised a mass making of 
lagerphones by kids and everyone and set out to get the world record 
procession and he apparently officially has it.  I don’t know if there’s 
any competitors but they got something like two hundred and fifty, two 
hundred and sixty people marching around EPIC, the entertainment 
park in Canberra at the National Folk Festival the year before last. 

16.14 ML: And no doubt collecting bottle tops along the way. 

 BB: He had got hold of hundreds of bottle tops.  He runs a website for it and 
collected them up with this in mind.  He must have got thousands, 
really.  And one of the aspects I have is I'm trying to improve people’s 
playing of it because the original ones were struck with just a bit of old 
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broom handle with a couple of notches cut in it and very rough and 
rugged.  And my dad who was a skilled woodworker, he made up some 
beautiful ones beautifully cut, two different frequencies, one on each 
side, so you could have a brr, brr, brr and a brip out of lovely fiddelback 
maple that he could get through the high quality firm he was working for 
from offcuts.  And so I've sort of just shown various diagrams of what 
he did and how I would do it to make it simpler and distributed them to 
try and get up the standard. 

 ML: That’s great. 

 BB: If you're playing away a strong rhythm on a button accordion you would 
like other strong rhythm instruments to be in control and in sync. 

 ML: So what about some of the other instruments? 

 BB: The tin whistle was another one that I've made a lot of.  In 1965 I've 
sort of decided to stop working as a bank clerk in Sydney and I 
wandered down to Tasmania; I'd gone down there and gone 
bushwalking down there and fallen in love with the place and I was 
down there for a while. 

18.00  I was stopping with people in a tiny little obscure town called Penghana 
east of Scottsdale and inland from St Helens up in the north and I 
stopped with the Stroshnetta(?) family there because Clarrie 
Stroshnetta was a distant member of the club.  And I had a couple of 
tin whistles that I'd bought that were German ones and I just came 
across offcuts of copper pipe and I decided I could make some whistles 
out of them and using the others as a model I made workable ones.  
Because there was a smithy on the property and I was able to beat 
them out, beautifully make the mouthpiece up, cut things in, sharpen 
them till they worked and put hardwood block in the fipple which is part 
of the mouthpiece of a whistle and a recorder and I made a few of them.  
And then when I came back to Sydney I got some beautiful big ones 
made by a chap in England out of aircraft aluminium and I liked the 
idea and I went out and made a lot of them as well for people.  It’s just 
a thing about Boltons: we make things.  So that’s the whistle I play: 
everything from tiny little ones up to great long ones that I can only just 
get my fingers onto.  The bones [musical instrument made from animal 
bones] are traditionally made from a couple of big, heavy ribs but you 
can't get big heavy ribs these days because we don't eat big old tough 
bullocks, we eat yearling beef and the bones are fairly thin and webby 
and they don't make very good bones. 

20.05  I've seen some nineteenth century ones: they were massive things.  
And I was talking to a butcher who lived near me in Leichhardt, a 
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retired butcher, and he said during the ‘30s they were in Harris Street 
but they'd have all the Tivoli [theatre circuit] people coming down there 
and looking through all the bones, looking for the big ivory ones 
because they needed something that clacked out and amplified could 
be heard right through the Tiv’.  But then my dad for the Scouts started 
making wooden ones because he’d seen some made by one of the old 
Bush Music Club members out of Tasmanian blue gum. And dad is a 
skilled woodworker; found a wood of the same density but better 
solidity and better sound which was brush box and he turned out 
hundreds of these good old sets of them for Scouts.  And I inherited 
some of those – well, I got some of those long before dad passed on – 
and I then set out to find the best wood of all and obsessively made 
sets up out of something like very near to a hundred different types of 
wood and assessed them all and came to the conclusion dad had it 
right anyway, brushbox is the best sounding wood to make wooden 
bones from.  And they're a lovely, powerful portable thing.  At times 
when I've got a button accordion around my neck at a festival and 
seven mouth organs in my Swiss Army ammunition pouch I also have a 
set of bones tucked away in my pocket for when the keys that I've got 
on the accordion or in the mouth organs aren’t what’s being played I 
can come in and just play rhythm. 

22.10 ML: Do you have a tin whistle in a pocket as well? 

 BB: Tin whistles are a nuisance.  I actually made up a bit of a pouch for 
carrying tin whistles.  Where was that?  We were doing a gig for all the 
people who were organising the Sydney Olympics and we had to play 
for them on Central Station and then on the train going outback and I 
did make up a little thing which took two different whistles there so that 
I could whip them out for a change but I noticed that the leather, if I left 
the whistles in there it’d start to rust the whistles because it’s an acid 
process so I don't use that.  I might well use it if I had a circumstance 
where I had to be out – I played along with a couple of other musicians 
in the Sydney Chinese New Year march because my co-editor on the 
Bush Music Club, Colin Fong, is an Australian-born of Chinese 
parentage.  In fact, the march almost ends where he was born: he was 
born in the back room of his mother’s milk bar in Harris Street.  So we 
would go along and play and we’d have one of our dance sets dancing 
down George Street and ‘round into Chinatown and I'd be playing 
button accordion and another would be playing piano accordion.  

 ML: And what does Colin play? 

 BB: Colin’s not a musician. 
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 ML: He’s not a musician? 

 BB: He’s an editor, he’s all sorts of things and he’s a dancer.  Dancing is 
another big, strong area.  I'm not a dedicated dancer.  I do dance but 
I'm much more likely to be playing than out there dancing. 

24.06 ML: Well, we’ll get to the dancing because I'm hoping you'll talk a bit 
about it but just a bit more on the instruments: the Barcoo Dog. 

 BB: The Barcoo Dog is something which largely I'm the only person who 
knows much about.  Now, it’s a term that was used by - - - 

 ML: Doesn’t matter. 

 BB: …….. ……. …….. …… what name. 

 ML: Doesn’t matter, not about facts. 

 BB: - - - anyway, who had come across the instrument and why it’s called a 
Barcoo Dog is that it’s something that you rattled at the sheep to make 
them move when the dog wasn’t there.  And I know from members of 
the family who were bush workers that the dog will often drive the 
sheep all the way back but when you’ve got to the outer part of the 
home paddock the dog sort of skips down to the creek and cools its 
feet off and it won't answer the whistle.  They would have just a ring of 
fencing wire with a lot of tin lids, old nuts, old screw nuts and things like 
that, bits of metal and bottle tops and coffee tin lids all on this thing and 
you would just run behind the sheep and rattle the things and sound 
threatening enough so that they would go through the gate that you 
had open in front of them.  And I like it because it’s something kids can 
be involved in and the variation that I use, rather than being just a big, 
clunky ring of wire is a forked stick.  That’s a Shanghai stick, a bit of 
gum tree cut like that and twisted some twitch wire on it and thread 
bottle tops, coffee tin lids, a few steel nuts and then you can just pick it 
up and rattle it. 

26.15  Now, a lovely couple who in the ‘70s when I came back to Sydney, 
Bush Music Club members, they played in the park during the big 
festival we had here, the Waratah Festival, and they would just play 
with their piano accordion and guitar but they would scatter these in 
front of them and the kids were welcome to pick them up and just rattle 
along with them and I thought that’s a wonderful idea and so I made up 
quite a lot of those and distributed them.  And I had one or two – 
commercial manufacturers is not the term I want – folk music types 
who were into trying to make and sell things.  They don't go together 
terribly well but I had a few pick up the idea and modify it and produce 
these as little beginner instruments for kids, first musical rattle. 
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 ML: Fantastic.  What about the bodhrán? 

 BB: The bodhrán is an Irish drum.  It certainly was played here.  I've got 
recordings of a woman who talks about being taught by an Irishwoman 
down in Victoria how to play using a wooden spoon and a rolling board, 
a wooden kitchen board, and being told that this was traditional in 
Ireland because at one point you could be jailed or even executed for 
playing a drum because a drum was considered by the English to be a 
martial instrument. 

28.06  And I don’t know if anyone has got any solid evidence that this actually 
happened but the story comes down through the Irish and it certainly 
came down to Victoria and was passed onto this lady who sent me a 
tape of material she was working on and I loved picking up that story.  
We get players along.  We have a regular Monday night session and 
there’ll be a bodhrán player more nights than not because they can just 
join in.  No question of key; it’s too low to clash and if you’ve got 
someone who plays good rhythm it sounds good.  If they don't play 
good it doesn’t but then the same is true of lagerphones, Barcoo Dogs, 
bones. 

 ML: Spoons? 

 BB: Spoons.  Yes, I don't play spoons myself.  I've got a couple of playing 
sets and I can hold them and play them but it’s not my inclination 
because they're widely played worldwide and I'm more interested in 
things which have a more distinctively Australian history. 

 ML: What about stringed instruments?  What are the stringed 
instruments that get played?  I mean there’s guitar, presumably. 

 BB: The really traditional one is, of course, the fiddle.  Fiddles were played 
quite widely in the nineteenth century.  Interesting enough, they were 
played at a lower pitch than the standard pitch of the day.  Back in the 
days of the old high pitch, the Nella Hall or British Army School of 
Music pitch which was A is 456 not 440 and if you were using gut 
strings and tuned to that pitch on a hot day your fiddle strings would 
shrink and it could break it so they took them down one tone. 

30.11  And because they were fiddlers, not violinists, they tend to play to the 
keys of the open strings and so in standard pitch they would play to the 
key of G and a C quite commonly and these dropped to F and B flat 
when you tuned it down by one tone.  And the button accordions which 
you can't go and change key on them because each row is just its key 
and that’s it.  In the nineteenth century they were quite common and 
probably in the early twentieth century they were still commonly found 
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in C and F and I have one which I play now which I've changed box 
around and that one now plays in C and G but it was a C/F when I 
bought the instrument and it’s probably about 1910.  But the new ones 
with the mother of toilet seat plastic on them – I love that term; it came 
from an American concertina player talking about that you couldn’t buy 
good things, you can only get these East German things covered in 
mother of toilet seat.  And so the fiddle was quite often the heart of it, a 
good fiddle player.  A band that I know called the ‘Gay Charmers’ from 
back far before our modern senses of gay, they came from Charm 
Lake just off the Murray on the Victorian side and they're still around 
and playing – they’ve been playing for about sixty five years or 
something – but whenever they went to any other hall to play the piano 
would not be in tune. 

32.15  Pianos all over the country are out of tune.  Even if they left the factory 
in tune by the time they'd reached a hall, bouncing along on the back of 
a dray or something, they were out of tune and unless you had 
somebody who could tune it they would be out of tune.  Forever when 
they arrived to play for a dance in a country town in Victoria or New 
South Wales in the Murray area Maurie [?] Gersch would have to get 
his accordion, play, tune, tune, tune, tune the piano and so when they 
left the piano would be in tune to his accordion.  The guitar was quite a 
rare instrument; in some of the things that I got on that, there was 
references to the fact that the guitar was quite uncommon when the 
Bush Music Club started.  And Chris Kempster had bought a guitar and 
he would be walking along the street and the street worker would say 
“Ah, play something for us on your banjo”.  He’d say “It’s not a bloody 
banjo, it’s a guitar” and they'd say “What’s that?” and this was in the 
early part of the ‘50s.  I know that by the middle of the ‘50s cheap 
guitars were being offered in packages with fifty lessons during the 
year and at the end of the year you owned the guitar and my brother 
had a cheap and nasty guitar which he acquired that way before he 
bought a decent one. 

34.03  And the guitar is there, it certainly was there in the beginning.  I know 
that in the memoirs of Annabella Boswell who was from a family that 
they knew her all the up to the governor, they lived up back of 
Newcastle and the governor and his wife used to visit them there but 
they said they were on a visit to Bathurst.  Colonel Gray’s daughters 
had played a song that they had written which is ‘The Dying Stockman’ 
which is written to a sea song by the Dibdins, the Dibdin brothers who 
were quite famous.  The Admiralty reckoned they were better for 
recruitment for the Royal Navy than fifty pressgangs.  They also got 
around the place and interestingly enough when I was working for what 
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was then Sydney County Council at that point before becoming 
EnergyAustralia before becoming Ausgrid as government would sell us 
off and sell off the profitable bits and leave us to do the work, I was 
working in publications and we were supposed to be doing international 
trade and we were trying to canvass some business in Vietnam and 
Yung [?] Dibdin was a quite prominent interpreter.  She did a lot of stuff 
for boat people, but she worked for us and she would give me all this 
frightful stuff which I then had to set in this very, very, very complex 
alphabet with all sorts of extra accents hanging off that you had to key 
in and such. 

36.05  But I'd asked her about the name Dibdin because it rang a bell and she 
said “Oh, it’s an English name”.  She is a descendent of one of the 
Dibdin brothers because they actually did travel around.  They were 
fascinated with the East and one of them married whatever it was 
called – was Vietnam Formosa?  

 ML: I don’t know. 

 BB: Anyway, Vietnam.  I've forgotten what it was actually called at the time 
but she’s descended from that line.  But anyway, these girls had one of 
the Dibdin tunes and they'd written this song which become a classic 
Australian folk song and they played the guitar and that was sort of 
quite unusual out there in the bush.  I've said that the guitar was mostly 
mentioned on the coast where it’s more humid and cooler.  The 
problem again with strings and you had gut strings.  You'd leave it 
tuned up on a cold day and then the next day if you didn’t tune it down 
it got very hot.  The strings could break or the bridge could come off or 
something break because they're only put together with old traditional 
boiled down cow glue.  The banjo was quite common in the nineteenth 
century.  My older brother played banjo.  I owned a banjo and played it 
a little bit but, yes, in the slightly different tuning; tuned it like a full 
string tenor guitar.  But, yes, I concentrate on free reeds now; they're 
more compact, you don't need such long cases.  But the banjo was 
very important in bands in those days because of its strong rhythm: 
bang, twang, big chords going out there and if you got a good rhythmic 
player they're worth their money; if you haven’t, they aren’t. 

38.04 ML: So you're a member of the Heritage Ensemble.  What does that 
consist of in terms of numbers and what you all play?  What are 
all the instruments for that? 

 BB: Heritage Ensemble is a list from which David Johnson who is the 
musical director of our Heritage Ball which for the last few decades has 
been out in Parramatta Town Hall and we just recently had one - - - 
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 ML: Yes, I want you to talk about that a bit later. 

 BB: - - - and anyone that he can get to make up a broad range of sounds is 
welcome.  In the last one, the recent one, I was the only one playing 
button accordion and George Bolliger [?] of sundry bands around, he 
was playing piano accordion.  We had several violinists, we had whistle, 
recorder – I don't remember anyone actually playing mouth organ there.  
We had classical orchestral instruments.  We had a cello and a small 
bass playing with us and that sort of thing happened in the bush.  I 
mean, whatever was around would join in and everything else apart 
from that.  Certainly, as I say, several fiddles.  We had mouth organ 
players, whistle players.  I haven’t got a picture in front of me.  They 
were all in there and they were all playing - obviously concertinas, 
concertinas were very powerful there.  The concertina is in effect a 
small accordion and shares its tuning scheme with the button accordion 
but that’s only the Anglo concertina.  We also had English system 
concertinas which are totally different and which a lot of the early 
players took up because they misunderstood what they had been told 
by the old players in the bush. 

40.09  They said “Concertina’s wonderful but you’ve got to get one of the good 
English ones”.  Now, there’s a system called the English system - it’s 
Charles Wheatstone, inventor of the telegraph, etcetera, as well.  Fully 
chromatic system and it played nice, detailed chromatic music and 
once you're really good at it it plays a very smooth line but it isn’t 
particularly good dancing rhythm although it’s a strident note.  And 
we’ve got some players who took it up and who developed strong 
punchy bush styles by listening to the old players.  Jamie Carlin[?] who 
was the first one into the group after the Bushwhackers broke up in 
1955, he came into the group which they first said was re-forming but 
then they realised they had agreed they would not use the name so it 
became another band – and I'm just trying to think what it was called; 
there’ve been so many bands’ names around they're bouncing ‘round 
in the back of my brain – he plays the English style and there’s a few 
others coming along who did as well.  But what had happened was that 
what the old players had meant was not that you should get an English 
System Chromatic one, you should get a good quality one made in 
England, not the cheap ones from Germany.  The cheap ones from 
Germany are not terribly good.  At the best there are some good ones; 
I've got a couple of nice ones from the Klingenthal, home of the button 
accordion.  The German concertina was the right hand side of the 
button accordion cut in half because they'd started making button 
accordions. 
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42.05  They'd been developed in Vienna; they were patented in 1829 by the 
early 1930s in the Klingenthal which was a river running from Germany, 
East Saxony through to Austria, they were making them there.  And 
someone said “Look, I don't need this silly little set of two keys that 
produce two chords.  I can do it all without it.  Cut the box in half and 
put the low notes on the left hand side, the higher notes on the right 
hand side and give me a square box” and so they did and that then 
became a hexagonal box because the English started making ones 
hexagonal and they looked better quality.  So the Germans were still 
making some square ones - and I've got square ones – but they also 
made hexagonal ones.  And they were a really bright little portable 
instrument despite the fact that Henry Lawson’s story about this old 
patched concertina and the bush dance that had been thrown out into 
the bush because they couldn’t get stickytape to stick to it and it leaked 
everywhere and Joe turned up with his fiddle so that was it, they went 
away, despite that a good concertina was rattling good.  I knew blokes 
who were paid five quid back before the First World War to go and play 
for a night’s dancing.  They sometimes rode a pushbike twenty five 
miles there and back to play but that was a lot of money.  Most other 
people who played for a dance were sort of given a bottle of beer or 
maybe a bottle of whiskey but not five quid.  

 ML: So tell me what is bush music then?  When you put all of those 
instruments together what are you playing and singing? 

44.00 BB: We believe that there were characteristics of the music here.  There 
were characteristics of themes, there were characteristics of politics of 
the music which might have been rather overemphasised because the 
members of the Bushwhackers who formed before the Reedy River 
play which was a fairly left wing play as well and I've seen it described 
in something I only got to read yesterday as “The Communist inspired 
Reedy River” because it was about the shearers’ strike.  But it was 
about an amicable settlement at the end.  It wasn’t blood, death, 
revolution but certainly that left wing labour bushcraft, bush shearers 
and drovers and that and the swaggies and that were all strongly 
Australian themes that we felt differentiated our folk music from anyone 
else’s, including the American which was starting to pour out of all our 
radios at around about that point, and so that drove the early members 
of the Bush Music Club to look for all of that, what they saw as being 
the distinctive features of Australian music one of which was it was 
never particularly professional or moneymaking business.  As 
Communists, as many of them were, they felt that you were doing it for 
the good of the people and all of that sort of thing and the best you'd 
expect out of it was enough to keep you alive and playing. 
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 ML: And they were telling stories of their work and of their life? 

46.01 BB: Yes.  Many people did.  One of the wonderful characters that came 
along – before John Meredith was collecting the Stewart and Keesing 
book, Nancy Keesing and Douglas Stewart, were working on an 
upgrade, an increase of the old bush songs publication that had been 
brought out before and they got a letter from a chap named Tritton and 
he said that he had written stuff for The Bulletin [weekly magazine], 
he’d written stuff since, he’d written all these other songs and they 
might be interested in them.  And he turned up at The Bulletin about 
two thirty on the afternoon of the Melbourne Cup and none of the 
blokes wanted to talk to him, not even Douglas Stewart but Nancy 
Keesing talked to him and “It’s a wonderful …….” and she went on and 
recorded a great lot of things and subsequently he was recorded by 
John Meredith.  He wasn’t recorded by John Meredith, that’s right.  Of 
course what he’d done was written material.  John Meredith was 
absolutely purist at that point, didn’t really want to pursue something 
that he’d written even though all of these things had been written by 
someone else.  And over continued collecting and over continued 
intense interview with people and getting all the details that float out in 
an interview we know who wrote a lot of these things that we didn’t 
know then; they'd ceased to be anonymous folk, they've got authors.  
And Tritton was certainly a very energetic author and when the Bush 
Music Club came into it John Meredith didn’t sort of want to record this 
bloke’s – he recorded the songs that he said he’d learned but when he 
mentioned “This one I've written”, “No, no, not interested in that”. 

48.16  And Alan Scott who was another of the contemporaries of John – 
slightly later because he’d come down – he got involved in the 
production of the Reedy River production in 1954.  He’d come down 
from Brisbane area where he lived and he got involved, got into the 
production, got into the band, etcetera.  Funny little story about that but 
that’s out of this one. 

 ML: You can tell it. 

 BB: But he recorded the songs that Duke had written and some of those 
were wonderful songs and ones that I sing. 

 ML: I hope you'll sing one of them a bit later. 

 BB: Yes.  There’s one called ‘Shearing in a Bar’ which is a wonderful story. 

 ML: Can we have it now? 

BB: [sings].  My shearing days are over though I never was a gun.  I could 
always count my twenty at the end of every run.  I use the old trade 
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union shears and the blades would ……and full.  As I drove 'em to the 
knockers, and I shore away the wool.  I shore at Goorianawa and didn't 
get the sack.  From Breeza out to Compadore, I always could go back.  
But though I am a truthful man, I find when in a bar that my tallies seem 
to double and I never call for tar.    

 I'm not sure if I can get through the whole thing but that gives you the 
flavour of it.  

 ML: And presumably there’s a lot of humour in a lot of these songs. 

 BB: Yes, oh yes.  I mean, this is the thing.  You got up at a session in a pub 
or something and sang something.  You didn’t sing doom and gloom 
unless it was really, really deep bloody doom and gloom and people 
had got to the maudlin stage but by and large you sang something that 
was bright and cheery and interesting. 

50.15 ML: That’s great.  Thank you for that.  You’ve already talked a bit about 
John Meredith but I wonder if you can talk about you and your 
brother knew him and you went to visit him and things.  Just a 
little bit of background about John. 

 BB: Well, it was mainly me.  I struck up a friendship with John and 
whenever I was in town I would hop out of the train down at Circular 
Quay and wind my way ‘round to the Agar Steps on the side of 
Observatory Hill.  John was living in I think it might have been No. 6 
Agar Steps but there’s a row of buildings which I think they’ve got three 
full stories and one little fourth storey which was probably originally the 
caretaker’s part of the building and John was leasing that little one and 
cooking his meals on a gas stove which stood in the stairwell the next 
floor down.  He said it was quite interesting being there because he 
could hear the captains swearing at the crew on every ship that went in 
and out the wharves on the other side of the road and down the hill.  As 
well as that, John, I think it happened - he used to work for DHA.  John, 
he grew up in Holbrook and he was ill; at about fourteen he had a liver 
disease and he was hospitalised for a year, taken a long time to get 
over it.  He lost a lot of education but he was bright and he started 
working for the local chemist and making things up as well as serving in 
the shop.  And that’s got a connection to the lagerphone, by the way, 
because one of the things that they sold, the rabbit poisoners out there 
needed a covering scent to cover the smell of the poison and they 
would come in and they would get various different aromatic oils and 
everyone had their theory about what was best and they would not 
want anyone else to know about it.  And they wouldn’t speak to the 
pharmacist, they'd get John who was the regular young bloke working 
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there and whisper to him, “I want a bottle of citrate”, whatever, and 
John would supply that and they'd quickly wrap it up and leave so it 
couldn’t be seen what they had and John eventually knew what every 
one of them was using and how well it was working so he talked with 
the pharmacist.  He said “Look, I've worked this out and the ones that 
really work are this, this, this and this.  Why don't we mix them and we’ll 
bottle it up as ‘Never, Never Miss Rabbit Bait’?”  So he did that and 
they won everyone over: it was a really successful blend.  And so he 
knew all these old rabbit poisoners and so when we had later the 
lagerphone the bloke who played that at the Red Cross younger set 
then was a rabbit poisoner and John was very annoyed that Claud 
didn’t know any of these blokes so he doesn’t know.  He did some 
chasing around in the very late part of the last century, the twentieth 
century, and he has some idea as to who it might have been but he has 
no confirmation on who the person is that we can credit with the first 
proto-lagerphone. 

54.18  The folkies are calling Claud’s one, which he made the first lagerphone 
because he gave it the name “lagerphone” whereas they didn’t have a 
name for it; this was just this rattler that the bloke played.  Yes, so John 
worked in that shop for some time but he could never get an adult 
wage out of it.  The chemist would go on holidays and leave him to run 
the shop but he still wasn’t getting paid an adult wage.  So he packed 
up and also to get his fitness up after this very long convalescence with 
liver disease, he rode a pushbike off from Holbrook down to Sydney, up 
as far as Cairns, back down all the way to Melbourne and back up to 
Sydney where he settled.   

 ML: How long did that take him, do you know? 

 BB: He was working along the way, he was doing bush jobs.  He was a 
bush kid anyway and he could turn his hand to most of the things that 
they would give a young bloke to do and make a few bob while out 
there.  And so when he sort of ended up in Sydney ‘round about early 
1950s he was living in a group house with a bunch of Communists and 
that was where the interest in the Communist sort of songbooks and 
the international songs, including  ‘The Internationale’, started but he 
was thinking about what he’d already known because he’d been a 
musician. 

56.00  His father had played a button accordion.  His father died when he was 
quite young, though, and that accordion was around the place but 
getting old and battered but it was what was considered the best button 
accordion in those days, a Mezon brand Grand Organ.  As I say, he 
played that one into the ground and his mother promised if he sort of 
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was really good at it she would buy him one but not quite that good; 
she would buy him a Mezon Melba model because the Germans made 
a lot of these things, button accordions, mouth organs and that, with 
names for Australia; we were big customers for those instruments.  I'm 
showing a picture of John.  That’s him later, playing somebody’s else’s 
one, the same instrument; that’s what he played. 

 ML: How wonderful. 

 BB: It’s a single row instrument.  I think it was just in the key of F, which 
was home key for button accordions tuned down.  When I say “home 
key” for fiddles - because you have violin playing; violinists always hold 
down the string, they never play to the open string because it has a 
different tonality but fiddlers love that different tonality if they're playing 
in the right key because it goes back to that key and their last open 
note and that rings so it’s a distinct difference between a fiddler and a 
violinist.  Most of the people around these days are violinists.  So John 
settled there.  I think amongst the people in this share house there 
were some involved in the New Theatre which was a strongly left wing 
theatre. 

58.04  He got involved with that and when the play Reedy River, which had 
been workshopped in Melbourne and the bush songs which were just 
from a couple of songs that had been collected and said to be bush 
songs were sung by a choir and accompanied by the pit orchestra.  
When it came to Sydney they argued for a much more realistic 
performance and Chris Kempster, who was another of the original 
Bushwhackers, he’d been a well-established member of the theatre 
and he was more or less the core – he and John were the core of 
getting other people into it – and they played things like the lagerphone.  
I have here a photograph of the Bushwhackers band.  They are Chris 
Kempster, playing a guitar, John Meredith playing an accordion, button 
accordion, Harry Kay playing the mouth organ, Brian Loughlan playing 
the lagerphone and Jack Barrie playing the bass, the bush bass.  That 
is a tea chest base.  It’s just a tea chest with a string through the top of 
it, a sapling for a handle and it’s tied the other end and you just pull it 
backwards and forward and that changes the pitch so you go boom 
boom boom boom boom boom boom boom boom boom boom boom.  
And that group stayed together, then a few other people came along 
and the group had decided to become a band at the end and they 
called it the Bushwhackers Band.  The next one to come along was 
Alan Scott who was another very longstanding member of the club who 
did a lot of wonderful work and something very weird happened with 
him because I came across this photograph of them playing in about 
1955 for the Far West kids at the Sydney Showground. 
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60.10  And there’s thousands and thousands of kids there and the band is up 
on the back of a truck, no amplification, playing guitar, fiddle, a couple 
of other things, and as well as that Alan’s standing in the middle of it, 
playing a nose flute.  Do you know what a nose flute is? 

 ML: No.  Please tell me. 

 BB: It was …… ……. ……. area.  There he is.  This is me playing the same 
type of nose flute.  It’s a magic flute. 

 ML: So tell me about the nose flute. 

 BB: It’s got an angled bent bit at the bottom which fits over your mouth, 
giving you a nice big resonating area and you exhale through your 
nose through a hole in the top and that sounds there and you move 
your cheeks in and out to change the pitch.  A very strange thing but 
that’s one that I bought in Hurstville in about 1959; I was about fourteen 
or something.  I remember catching a bus over to the magic shop in 
Hurstville because I'd seen this thing there. 

 ML: And do you still play it? 

 BB: I have it.  It sits ‘round.  What’s the ABC program on antiques?  It was 
the mystery instrument on one episode.  They say “What’s this?” and 
everyone’s mutter, mutter, “No, that’s not it”.  I've got two of them sitting 
over on that shelf, one metal one and one plastic one. 

62.09 ML: And can you make a loud sound with that or is it quite a subtle 
sound? 

 BB: It’s not terribly loud, no, no.  But the thing that puzzled me was that in 
one of his articles Alan Scott says that he was playing that because he 
was learning to play the tin whistle, he was still learning to play the tin 
whistle but he had played the fife in a school fife band.  Now, I just can't 
understand that because the fingering on a fife even though you're 
holding it out sideways is exactly the same as the fingering on a tin 
whistle but instead of blowing, working hard to get that sound through 
an embouchure of a flute-type mouthpiece you're blowing straight down 
a formed whistle and it’s automatic it comes out; you blow through it 
and it sounds and you play so I can't work out why he didn’t just simply 
take up the tin whistle and play it.  However, I can't argue with him 
about that. 

 ML: No.  One of life’s little mysteries. 

 BB: But, yes, there’s some quite astonished expressions on some of those 
schoolkids staring at Alan. 
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 ML: That’s amazing.  Wow, what a great group, it’s terrific. 

 BB: But, yes, so that’s a pretty early standard set of the Bush Music Club.  
On the left we’ve got John Meredith playing his button accordion, 
behind him is Alex Hood, playing the bones.  Next to ……. Is Chris 
Kempster, playing the guitar, behind him is Alan Scott, playing the nose 
flute.  We’ve got Brian Louglan playing the lagerphone and Harry Kay 
Junior playing the mouth organ. 

64.12 ML: What a great group. 

 BB: And he was around and teaching till very late in his life.  He was still 
teaching guitar and various other things but teaching the mouth organ 
as well but that’s just incredible.  The other thing is they're up on the 
back of the truck and there is no amplification.  There are kids right 
across the cricket ground being entertained by people playing 
acoustically.  Now, I'm not sure how much mouth organ or nose flute 
they're hearing but they'd certainly be hearing the lagerphone rattling 
away, they'd be hearing those bones being played flat out and the 
button accordion is loud.   

 ML: Would be loud, yes. 

 BB: John was an experienced dance player; he would play unamplified for 
a whole church hall full of people dancing. 

 ML: Do you use amplification these days at all or is it still acoustic? 

 BB: I like to play acoustically but when we play, as we played in the recent 
Heritage Ball, they had stopped using little separate microphones on 
people, they're just using a field mike and they tend to put it on the side 
where the accordions aren’t; we can amplify ourselves fairly well. 

 ML: Let’s go on with a bit more about John Meredith in the sense that 
he collected a lot of material. 

 BB: O.K, yes. 

 ML: And then I'd like to hear the Sally Sloane story as well in relation 
to getting material together. 

65.59 BB: He’d started looking around and it was Nancy Keesing that put him 
onto the beginnings of the collecting in that it was people who had 
responded to the Bulletin and to their request for material for the 
expanded old bush songs.  And John went out to one particularly good 
– he sat there, he wrote bits down and tried to scratch down the music 
and thought “There’s got to be a better way” and he borrowed a tape 
recorder and recorded this person and he then shelled out a great 
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amount of money, two years’ wages, for a tape recorder, for a Pico[?] 
tape recorder which was Australian made.  It was very steady because 
it had a massive cast iron table to it and a huge flywheel. 

 ML: And this was recording onto tape? 

 BB: And it weighed forty five pounds, over twenty kilos.  And John used to 
lug that out the bush in a pack, in a packing frame.  Paddy Pallin 
[pioneer bushwalker and camping gear retailer, now a retail chain] 
made a special frame so nothing around it.  You just put it on the frame 
and strap it on and carry the rest of your food and clothing in a bag in 
each arm.  And then you needed to have electricity so when he got out 
to some of these people living in a hut occasionally he would 
occasionally he would arrange to be driven out there by one of the 
farmers who had a Land Rover which had an inverter in it.  So he had a 
generator and inverter and he could generate fifty hertz, 240 volt 
electricity and drive the tape recorder. 

68.03 ML: Amazing. 

 BB: So he’d get these things with dogs barking in the background or the 
canaries joining in and in the background you'd hear putt, putt, putt, 
putt, putt, putt, putt, putt, putt, putt of the Land Rover but you were 
recording what these people did.  And fortunately John then took - the 
first thing he’d recorded on somebody else’s tape recorder and they 
were incompatible systems.  His was a weird one because it was a 
spool drive, not a capstan drive so the speed of the tape varied and 
you had to play the tape back off its own reel hooked up the same 
precise way or it would be out.  He did all his basic recording on that 
but the first one he tried to record back to the one that he done on 
someone else’s tape recorder and inadvertently pressed the record 
button on that and wiped his first tape which led to me having some 
discussion with Rob Willis in the National Library saying “This is the 
first stuff that he recorded”.  I said “No, it’s not”.  He said “I've got the 
cards, this is the first thing”.  I says “Yeah, that’s true”.  Then he tried to 
do this and he went down and found that it’s number five where he had 
re-recorded, he’d gone out and re-recorded it but he had previously 
recorded it on someone else’s tape recorder.  But the cost of this was 
quite astonishing.  John would have been spending half his income, 
half his disposable income, on tape and on train tickets to Mudgee.  He 
found lots of interesting people around Mudgee and a lot of them were 
of German backgrounds, interesting. 

 ML: But they were singing Australian songs? 
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 BB: Oh, yes, yes.  They were the sort who’d come out later and adapted 
and become Australian farmers rather than your Barossa area where 
you actually still had people singing nineteenth century hymns and that, 
German hymns. 

70.17 ML: What about Sally Sloane?  Tell me the story of Sally Sloane. 

 BB: Yes.  In 1955 the Bushwhackers went to play in Lithgow in the Working 
Men’s Club.  I have a wonderful photograph of them wearing where 
possible – they didn’t go with it – they had a summer costume which 
they were wearing.  They were wearing shearer’s trousers which don't 
strike me as being terribly summery.  I wore shearer’s trousers when I 
was in a contracting venture cutting Tasmanian bass grass and going 
broke down there in 1967 and they're moleskin, which is a warm cloth.  
I wore my moleskins while I worked in the Snowy Mountains on dams 
there but these are seamed in the middle of the leg, not on the sides, 
and so you’ve got a double thickness of moleskin on the in-leg and 
they're damned warm.  But anyway they were wearing those with blue 
Jackie Howe singlets - come to think of it.  

 ML: Bob’s just shown us his singlet which is blue. 

 BB: Yes.  They went crook at me walking home from work, one of my 
colleagues at work, walking six kilometres home when I was losing 
weight when I was getting down from being fifty per cent overweight, 
“Oh, you don't want to be walking home without your shirt on and 
you're walking along in your truckie’s singlet”. 

72.01  But anyway they were there and there’s this wonderful picture of it 
taken probably by John – he’s the one that’s not in it - and it’s not 
terribly sharp.  I think it was actually taken with Alan Scott’s Russian 
copy of a Leica.  But anyway a bloke came up to me.  He said “Look, 
you should record my wife.  She knows thousands of songs” and they 
thought that he was just a bit drunk or boastful or whatever but as it 
happens John Meredith and Alan Scott were stopping with them and 
she did know some songs.  Sally Sloane had all these songs, some of 
which went right back to her ancestor who’d come out over a century 
ago who'd been a trained singer.  But on top of that she’d grown up at 
one point living in fettlers’ camps because her parents were working on 
railways and the fettlers’ camp became sort of a portable and relatively 
unchanging community.  They'd all set up at some point on the line, 
build the line to that point, go down to the end, get driven on trucks a bit 
further, build a new fettlers’ camp and start building the line back to 
where they'd left the last one and building it on.  And at night there 
wasn’t TV, there wasn’t radio, there wasn’t record players, you 
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entertained yourself and there was an entire body of Australian folk 
songs that was from a general Australian vocal history and with 
overtones of railway stuff and Sally became the designated singer in 
lots of these things and so she learned hundreds of songs.  And she 
moved around a bit but they'd settled down in Lithgow and John 
recorded some of these songs and Sally’d be telling him “Oh, I know 
another song” and that and he thought he’d got a lot of it but then he 
noticed that when she washed up she’d sing songs and he didn’t even 
know the song.  

74.26  So he hung a microphone over the sink and then he’d sit down with 
Sally afterwards.  He’d say “Oh, you sang this”.  “Oh, yeah, that one.  I 
didn’t sing that, did I?” and wrote it down and they would record it and 
he did this over long periods.  Whenever he was in Lithgow he would 
stop with them and he kept doing this and he got hundreds of items 
from Sally Sloane which were old English and Irish songs, old 
traditional songs from the repertoire of more classical and professional 
and musical hall singers in Britain but also the songs that she had 
learned from fettlers, from bush workers and such, bushranger songs 
and such and there’s an incredible body of stuff. 

 ML: So what happened to that?  Did John bring that back and did you 
listen to it at the Bush Music Club?  How was it then disseminated? 

 BB: By the time I was a regular attender, John had dropped out of recording 
because he was starting to work on the book.  He’d got a grant of five 
hundred pounds to do a book, ‘Folk Songs of Australia and the Men 
and Women who sang them” as he insisted on having and always have 
typed that up, “Folk Songs of Australia and the Men and Women who 
sang them”. 

76.11  But he would come in with usually just hand-typed because transcribing, 
the first thing you would do is transcribe the words.  In fact, I don't 
remember whether – I think John sort of got some talented transcribing 
music but all of the stuff which went into his early books was 
transcribed by Alfred Hill which led to them having certain 
characteristics which I detect particularly in the chording which came 
from the British view that all these songs didn’t come out of strange 
modes, that the mere unlettered folk couldn’t sing all these strange 
modes, they must only sing simple, basic majors or minors and nothing 
else and it’s not true.  And so when I republished the Sally Sloane 
songbook the material came to me through a couple of other people in 
the Bush Music Club who’d just got together the material that was there 
and I looked at all the tunes and I actually changed the key signatures 
of many of the tunes without changing the notes that had been 
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transcribed.  Or I might have shuffled them up and down to bring them 
into a comfortable singing range for modern voices - we tend to sing a 
bit lower than they did then – but I put chords in and these were never 
published chords because chords were sort of considered suss or 
American guitarists’ habits or something or other and you have to have 
them there as well as they helped me in interpretation.  

78.00   And so I have one in front of me, ‘The Green Bushes’ and the chords 
go in relentlessly D minor, C major, D minor, C major, D minor strongly 
so it’s alternating from the C major to a D minor which is a very strange 
little mode but it’s what Sally sang and it wasn’t the way it got published 
by Alfred Hill.  But I'll stand by my transcriptions and my interpretations 
of the folk background in this and modern musicologists recognise that 
there are in fact very strong and developed and subtle traditions in folk 
music; it isn’t just some crude standing in a bar and yelling out a song, 
certainly not in Sally’s case. 

 ML: And when did you publish that collection of her first songbook? 

 BB: Let me think about that one.  That’s interesting.  Did I write it? 

 ML: Don't worry. 

 BB: It’s about a bit over five years ago that I brought this out. 

 ML: I wanted you to talk about some of the publications but 
particularly Mulga Wire which is the newsletter that goes out and 
you're the co-editor.  When did that begin publication and was 
John Meredith the editor for a while? 

 BB: No, no.  John was an early editor of Singabout magazine and right 
through to volume four and possibly just into volume five and then he 
moved out of town, Alan Scott had moved out of town and then there 
was a slight lapse and then Eric Bolton, my older brother, and Harry 
Glendinning were basically the mast editors of the volume six - let me 
think about this - and the last of those while I was living in Tasmania. 

80.39 ML: So in the ‘60s, yes. 

 BB: I had actually done one or two illustrations in one of the volume six 
ones while I was visiting back to Sydney and off again.  But there was 
no Singabout magazine after 1967; 1967 the last one came out.  I 
came back to Sydney in 1970 and all we were doing was a hand-typed 
and duplicated newsletter and I took that over and I did quite a lot of 
that and eventually I decided to get the Singabout magazine going 
again.  And in 1975 I brought out the first edition of that and it was 
typed up.  The first one or two issues I had to send them out to a typist 



                                        Oral History/Performing Arts/Bolton/Transcript 25 

to type it up on an electric typewriter but then I got a second-hand 
electric typewriter and I typed them up at home and I did all the paste-
up and it just went off to the printer and was reduced down and came 
back nice and sharp. 

82.02  And various mucking around with photographs but by 1975 – that was 
probably another factor in it – I'd started working as photographer at 
what was then the Sydney County Council.  It was Sydney County 
Council, then Sydney Electricity, then EnergyAustralia and now Ausgrid.  
We’re the ones who keep the power going; they keep selling off our 
good name to the people who just shuffle money.  Anyway, I was able 
to copy material that came to me from someone else or I could use my 
own photographs and I could print through a contact screen and get a 
screened print which I could then paste up in the magazine and which 
would reproduce as dots because you can't reproduce tones of grey in 
the printing process and that went on for quite a few years.  When the 
Singabout section came it was a little bit further down but I started 
doing just a four pages A5 – that’s two A4 pages which were two pages 
on it - that had a heading, some text, some photos, some drawings, 
whatever, all which I tend to do, and that become our folklore centre of 
those.  I had quite a number of articles which came to me from people 
like Alan Scott and from John Meredith.  I had the odd argument with 
John, particularly about points where I might have actually clarified 
something.  There was a feeling that it was sacrosanct and I had a 
feeling that the truth as I perceived it was sacrosanct so I'm probably 
just as pigheaded as any of them but I'm there.  

84.18 ML: You're there.  And when did you start to call it Mulga Wire or was 
that from the ‘70s? 

 BB: Mulga Wire we workshopped.  David Johnson, who I've mentioned as 
being the conductor of the Heritage Ensemble but he also runs bush 
bands and he’s run several bush bands over the years and been 
president of the club and various other things, Ralph Pride(?), this 
friend of mine who goes back forever, and David and I, were the basic 
committee for the Mulga Wire and we argued it out and I probably have 
somewhere a photograph of that title that’s on there hand-lettered by 
me carefully but now it’s done in the computer. 

 ML: And it goes out every two months? 

 BB: It goes out every two months and somewhere down the line from 1975 
we started to put in the Singabout section inside.  We were just putting 
out a magazine and then - - -  

 ML: And the Singabout contained songs or material? 
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 BB: Singabout is always dedicated to things to do with performance so that 
this issue hasn’t got a song or a poem in it, it’s got lots of pictures of 
musicians because we’re coming up to our sixtieth anniversary and all 
of these are lifted from one of my files in my computer called “Diamond 
Jubilee Pics”, a great stack of things.   

86.06  But anything which came in which had an ongoing folklore, either 
historical or ongoing or helped clarify something or dealt with it, 
anything which is in the folklore area rather than the social organisation 
is basically going to go into the Singabout although the rest of the 
magazine will advertise things we’re doing.  That cover of just two 
people dancing is to show that they were actually demonstrating how to 
do a minuet at the recent Parramatta Ball. 

 ML: Yes, I want you to talk about that when we get to the activities but 
firstly I'd just like you to talk a bit about the membership of the 
club.  Presumably as a member you get a copy of this mailed to 
you. 

 BB: Yes. 

 ML: And what do people pay for membership, what’s as it were the 
benefits and cost of membership? 

 BB: Don't really think about that; I'm a Life Member and I don't collect the 
money off them either. 

 ML: Don't worry.  I just thought you might be able to say. 

 BB: We normally have that.  It should be up in the calendar. 

 ML: Should be somewhere. 

 BB: This one hasn’t got a calendar in it. 

 ML: Don't worry.  Bob has brought a number of the Mulga Wires with 
him to the interview and we’re just looking. 

 BB: I think it’s dropped out of here because its …… is up on the computer, 
up on the website.  What have we got here?  We run bush dances and 
we’re running two bush dances a month.  No, we were running two 
bush dances a month, then we were running two bush dances but one 
of them’s only a couple of times a year. 

 ML: A couple of times a year, yes. 

88.01 BB: The problem is the huge cost of Sydney halls and lately the 
impossibility of parking within cooee of an event.  It used to be you 
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could just park outside at some point.  Now people keep saying “What 
about Glebe Hall.  It’s a wonderful hall, it’s a wonderful hall but you 
can't park”. 

 ML: Anywhere near it. 

 BB: You can't park till you're in another suburb. 

 ML: Just before we get to the events, because there are a lot of things 
that I'd like you to talk about - - - 

 BB: Here was the membership.  I knew it was in the back of here.  Yearly 
membership of the club is twenty two dollars, family is thirty, pensioner 
is twelve dollars and they have a five membership at a hundred dollars 
and a family five year membership at a hundred and thirty dollars.  I 
knew they were all in there but, as I say, having been granted Life 
Membership - - - 

 ML: It doesn’t matter. 

 BB: - - - they're not things that I have to worry about each year digging out. 

 ML: Where does the club meet today and how often do you have 
meetings and you have a president and things? 

 BB: Yes. 

 ML: Tell me a bit about the way the club operates. 

 BB: O.K.  The club meets in the Addison Road Community Centre, 
Marrickville, which is an old army camp.  The army camp, it’s coming 
up for its hundredth year.  They're saying it was founded, it had to be 
founded by 1914 because it was certainly there at the beginning of - - -  

 ML: Of the war. 

 BB: - - - the first world – I'm not sure.  I won't go onto that but anyway it’s 
coming up for its hundredth anniversary and we’re meeting in Hut 44 
which we call Tritton Hall, Tritton Hall for Duke Tritton who I mentioned 
before who was quite a wonderful source of both songs that he had 
learned during all that lifetime of working in the bush, even though he 
grew up in Lakemba. 

90.26  And at eighteen there was no job in the town.  He and a mate caught 
the boat up to Newcastle and walked inland to get shearing jobs and he 
did everything around the bush.  But that’s the hall there but it has a 
family connection for me.  When the Second World War broke out my 
father tried to enlist and that was the camp, the major camp for 
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enlistment for the inner suburbs of Sydney, and he took a photograph 
of my grandfather standing in the door of this very same hut because 
that hut was the sergeants’ mess and my grandfather was the senior 
non-com of the whole district.  He was a warrant officer 1, the 
regimental sergeant major, having gone into the First World War as a 
gunner or as a driver in artillery and he came out as a driver; he got no 
rank in the First World War.  And he must have got gassed, I think, 
because he was nineteen months’ recuperating in England after the 
war and he was boarded with the family of an English gunner who had 
been killed and he married the daughter and then they came back for 
him to Australia and dad was born in Australia but conceived in 
England. 

92.12  The grandfather had worked as a bush carpenter before the war but he 
worked as a carpenter around Sydney and he obviously had stayed in 
the forces, in the militia, and he rose as high as you get without pips, 
three stripes and a crown.  So it was quite an interesting thing.  

 ML: Yes. 

 BB: I still haven’t worked out which brother’s got that damned photograph; I 
would love to see it but I know it existed.  Anyway, so that’s where we 
meet there.  We meet on Monday nights and anywhere between ten 
and twenty, sometimes more, people get in there with different 
instruments.  We’ve generally got a set collection of music of some 
form or other.  I used to organise it.  Now someone else is organising it 
so it’s a different set, which is fine by me because I know it all 
essentially unless someone comes in with something really damned 
obscure and even then I don't read from dots.  I can write the dots, I 
can write the chords, I can arrange but I sit back with the accordion and 
listen to the music and my fingers start doing something that I can't 
really say I know what they're doing at the time; it just bypasses my 
conscious brain; I've been playing for so long it’s instinctive. 

 ML: And it seems to be that it is music that people have to move to, 
have to be involved in. 

94.02 BB: Lots and lots of the really bouncy stuff is dance music; it’s intended to 
get you up and dancing.  So it’s dance music or it’s song music. 

 ML: So the Monday night workshops people can come along and play 
and learn? 

 BB: Yes.  And people breeze in and out and just pay a couple of dollars for 
coming along – and five dollars it’d come up to by now – and they 
either come back or they don't come back, depending upon whether it 
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suits them.  I will not try to claim that this is God’s word in music; it is 
what we do. 

 ML: And what about the Singabout nights on Fridays?   

 BB: They’ve been a bit quiet lately.  I'm finding it very hard to persuade 
people to come along and just sing for the sake of singing, I don’t know 
why.  It does come to me that a lot of the people who used to come 
along came along to learn the songs and now they say “Oh, we can go 
into the web and find fifty eight different versions of this thing”. 

 ML: Yes.  That’s a shame, really, isn’t it? 

 BB: I do some research in some areas in there but I don't go chasing 
people’s little collections of stuff up on there.  I go to one site called 
Mudcat.  It’s an American site and it is an interchange: you’ve got your 
own title in there that you sign on as and they raise a thread on a 
question and people then all come in and argue this way and that way.  
But it’s very handy to have that connection.  I've had people come and 
ask me about Australia stuff, I've explained bits about Australian stuff 
when it came up elsewhere, I've found all sorts of interesting cross-
connections in songs which have travelled around the world and 
they’ve now got an American identity and an Australian identity and a 
New Zealand identity and they're all different but you can see where 
they’ve all started off with the same song sheet being sold on the 
streets of London and being maybe bought or maybe just learned and 
versions of it have gone to different countries. 

96.30 ML: Amazing.  Tell me about the dance workshop at Pennant Hills 
which is, I gather, weekly and there are things like preparing for 
celebrations and practice for the balls and things like that.  How 
does that work? 

 BB: That one is one that I'm not much involved in because I'm largely a 
player rather than a dancer and they don't work with live musicians 
there because they work with specific spot-on rhythm and machines 
that let them turn it up and down in speed without changing pitch if 
necessary and all sorts of things like that and so you can run it slow or 
run it quick.  You can do that with a bunch of musicians who are as well 
trained as the old bushies were but you can't do that very well with a 
modern group of people who tend to think that there is a standard 
speed for it, which isn’t.  

 ML: O.K.  So it isn’t.  But the bush dances, I think at Beecroft there’s 
one a month, virtually. 
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 BB: There’s one a month at Beecroft.  We’re now having one at Ermington.  
We were having one at Balmain but cost and access problems.  It’s 
right in the middle of the school.  You’ve got to come in in the middle of 
the night and walk along long paths and go down several flights of 
stairs and that and I can remember in the early ‘70s when all the folkies 
used that for concerts and they were quite happy and skipped in and 
ran down there but - - - 

98.13 ML: Not now. 

 BB: - - - people these days expect lifts. 

 ML: But tell me about the bush dances.  What are they and do a lot of 
people go?  Are they popular and they have live music, 
presumably? 

 BB: They always have live music.  We have a whole group of bands which 
generally have come out of our tradition or have come in from other 
groups.  There are people from down below Wollongong and such that 
will come up.  There’s a strong, thriving dance scene down in the 
Illawarra around the Illawarra Folk Club down there, the ……. group 
down there, and they come up and play for us but we can't bring too 
many people too far because big groups who come from far you’ve got 
to end up paying them a lot of money.  So we do tend to have Sydney 
groups and around about five people playing, which wouldn’t have 
been enough for an old traditional ball but with the aid of mixers and 
amplifications you can get quite a strong sound out of – even smaller 
groups.  As I say, I've got up and played solo for a group but doing it for 
someone that I'd practised with.  

 ML: And what sort of dances do they do at the bush dances as 
opposed to the colonial balls which I'll ask you about in a minute. 

99.56 BB: Yes.  Well, if we look at - we’ve got the Pennant Hills workshop.  Just 
running down it.  That’s a bad one because it was the Christmas issue 
and we’ve had a preview of the dances for the Christmas party: 
“Christmas party with live music by Urban Scrub which is the Monday 
night workshop group, end of year special, no dance activities in 
January in 2013.  Programme to be advised”.  So that wasn’t terribly 
helpful.  And the latest one says “Practice for the Central Coast 
Banksia Ball on four successive weeks”.  And then they're doing some 
American contra, then they're doing dancers’ favourites and special 
dance so that’s not what usually we have there.  I'll go back to one - 
and this one was for dances for the ball.  Let’s get back to one that isn’t 
for the ball.  So this is the Pennant Hills one, “Australian dances with 
non-Australian names”. 
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 ML: Yes, I was fascinated. 

 BB: After you’ve been practising a lot of them you start looking for oddities.  
The next week, “Mixed programme featuring rights and lefts” so they're 
working on a particular type of turn in the dance.  “Mixed programme 
and a celebration of Banjo Patterson’s birthday”.  “Mixed programme 
featuring some quick, quick, slow movements”.  “Programme featuring 
a dance or two from West Australia”.  “Celebrate Adelaide Cup Day, 
Canberra Day, Tasmanian Eight Hour Day, Victorian Labour Day and 
Commonwealth Day with some local dances”. 

102.06 ML: So how many people go to something like the Pennant Hills dance 
activities, roughly? 

 BB: They would have, depending upon the nights and weather and 
everything else, somewhere between maybe fifteen and forty at an 
absolute maximum. 

 ML: And are young people going?  Is it something that families, the 
kids are taking over from the parents as it were? 

 BB: We’re not seeing enough of the really young ones coming along; that’s 
a real problem and I don’t know what the answer to that is - get a great 
big music club ball going. 

 ML: What about the balls?  Tell me about the Heritage Ball which you 
played at recently on the 18th of May at Parramatta Town Hall.  
What happens? 

 BB: Full hall.  People come from Sydney, from Newcastle, from certainly 
down the Central Coast, down Wollongong and south of Wollongong, 
Canberra. 

 ML: What do they wear? 

 BB: Got a strong contingent comes up from Canberra and a lot of our 
members go to the Canberra Ball. 

 ML: There’s obviously balls.  There’s one in Maitland in August and 
things like that, yes. 

 BB: Yes.  At one point I had shifted that ball.  We were having trouble with 
venues before we got Parramatta and Parramatta really working.  For a 
couple of years we ran the ball in the Bundanoon Hall down at 
Bundanoon because I love the hall.  It’s a decent size hall. 

104.00  It’s not a true sprung floor which is what the wonderful old nineteenth 
century ones were.  The floor beams rode on masses of springs and 
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when you hit the floor it had a little give in it; you didn’t go clunk.  And 
I've played in halls like that and most of them have vanished since, 
unfortunately, but the Bundanoon Hall wasn’t formally sprung but it was 
flexible enough that it was informally sprung and it was a lovely hall and 
we had it down there for a couple of years.  But then people muttered 
about having to camp or having to go and stop at the youth hostel.  
What we would do is we would hire out the youth hostel for the 
weekend but it was up the street and it’s cold and foggy walking down 
from there to the hall.  I loved it but people don't do it quite as hard as 
me. 

 ML: So what do people wear - do they dress up in costume? 

 BB: Yes.  There’s a general run of what can be hired so you get to see a lot 
of big flounced American – what am I trying to think? 

 ML: Colonial? 

 BB: No, no, the film. 

 ML: Gone with the Wind. 

 BB: Gone with the Wind, a lot of Gone with the Wind crinolines but the 
crinoline is popular.  Our dance group when I came back to Sydney 
copied the quick approach to crinoline that Pat had worn when she 
made her debut in Tasmania. 

 ML: This is your wife, Pat? 

 BB: My wife, Patricia.  And it was a skirt with that tightly wound springy stuff 
that went into various bits of blinds and operating systems and such 
and they're in and forming the hoop, the crinoline hoop which was 
originally often very flexible cane and just bendable enough that the 
country girls used to ride often on horse to a dance and they would 
twist it into a figure eight and turn it into a half size and tie it over the 
back of the saddle. 

106.34  And they'd have their big flounced skirt on and when they reached the 
hall they'd sort of nip in and spring, spring, spring, spring, spring, put on 
their crinoline.  But we’ve had themes of periods before.  There’s one 
we’ve just had was not just – I'm trying to think what they actually called 
the theme; figure it out; it should be in here – A Touch of Regency. 

 ML: How nice. 

 BB: Regency is earlier and quite interesting and totally different but difficult 
to get costumes. 
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 ML: Yes, indeed. 

 BB: Very light muslins had come in here and it was in fact a distinctly 
Australian style at the time because of our access to Asian materials 
that weren’t common in Britain and, of course, the climate which 
required light muslins instead of heavy everything.  The Macarthurs 
scandalised everyone when the daughters turned up at church and on 
entering the church fashionably late, so everyone else was inside and 
looking back at them, their forms could be discerned through the 
diaphanous dresses to roughly quote the newspaper reporter. 

108.18 ML: So just tell me what sort of dances there are and the Heritage 
Ensemble band played the music for this last one and what are 
the dances.  I notice on the website that there are lists like there’s 
‘The Grand Waltz’. 

 BB: ……. the card it was to because it’s got the dances that were at that 
ball. 

 ML: I don’t know.  This is a list.  You’ve got it in there? 

 BB: I had the card, the dance card.  No, I didn’t have the card, right, yes. 

 ML: We’re just having a moment here.  But there seemed to be familiar 
ones like ‘The Pride of Erin’. 

 BB: Yes.  That’s going back.  That’s a more traditional; it’s a more varied 
collection, that is.  That was played by the Rouseabouts which was a 
band that I was in and the Reedy River Bushmen which is the band 
that had come out of the mid 1970 production of Reedy River, the 1972 
production, I think. 

 ML: I think so, yes. 

 BB: And the ‘Waltz Cotillion’ is a waltz in formations and it’s a brisk waltz. 

 ML: Does somebody call the dances? 

 BB: Yes, there’s always a dance caller there although many of the people 
dancing for the ball would have already practised them.  My wife and I 
went off to a sort of little Scout hall in the middle of a park somewhere 
one year to practise the group with a specific dance which we had 
memorised and we just both sat down with a concertina and a button 
accordion and played for it until they got it right. 

110.29  It was a funny little dance because it was one that came out of Reedy 
River that had been designed for a half set which was weird but it was 
done in Melbourne in order to not have people’s backs to the audience.  
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It was a strange little dance which was why none of the dancers could 
work out how to do it but we went over and played for it.  ‘Dashing 
White Sergeant’, yes.  The quadrilles, of course, are a specific 
formation: they are four couples and they will dance between opposites, 
they will rotate and move; a whole lot of things that they can do.  And 
the format lets you keep on designing new quadrilles where you shift to 
do this or you progress this way or that way or you split up and you 
meet when you get back to your position. 

 ML: And what’s the music that you would play for that - were you 
playing bush music for them to dance to? 

 BB: The music, as much as we can do we use collected tunes but often you 
go out and get something else and they’ve always done that.  I can 
remember doing an errand, having to go and get a book from John and 
bring it back to the people who were running the Concert Party at the 
time in 1965, ’64, ’65, and the book was an EFDSS, English Folk 
Dance and Song Society tune book. 

112.32  And so we pinched some of the English tunes which I don't do but at 
that stage they felt that particularly the specific tune that everyone in 
England thought went to it I think is what we should be doing it to.  
We’ve moved away from that and we now tend to pick tunes on our 
judgement and then try them out on the dancers and retain them or 
modify them depending upon the reaction of the dancers.  And we 
brought out a book – from how far back – called ‘Bush Dance Tunes’.  I 
do know when we brought it out.  We launched it at the National Folk 
Festival when it was held in Sydney in 1972.  

 ML: That long, yes. 

 BB: That was a different one that I launched.  No, sorry, John Dengate’s 
one was the one we launched there but this was a couple of years later 
but it was put together by David Johnson, a past president of the club 
and a person I'd been in bands with and I played with individually and 
I've done other things and I've published with and back then it was all 
handwritten. 

114.01  David had collected tunes and had a whole set of cards, each of which 
had printed on it standardised, one tune sized set of staves and which 
was drawn by me, which was hand-drawn by me and then David got 
out and duplicated it, hundreds of them, and he used pencil notation on 
them initially and then I would come back and draw it all in in India ink 
and that went back into his files.  And when the book was assembled 
all the instructions were printed on one side and on the other side 
careful photocopies of these were pasted down to produce the file that 
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went to the printer and David had written all the chords with a little jig 
and little drawings with these technical drawing pens and they were too 
light for people to read.  So I had to go back through the eighty page 
book and handwrite over every chord with a proper calligraphy pen to 
get a heavy, dark down line, light rise, put all the little accents, extra 
bits in it and at the end of that I'd lost the tip of my index finger from 
holding the pen – it grew back.  But, yes, these days you just do it in 
the computer but this was before we had computers to do that sort of 
thing. 

 ML: Of course, yes.  It’s changed a lot.  Tell me, do you participate in 
the folk festivals because I know that there are a lot of them 
around.  You’ve already mentioned the Illawarra one. 

116.12 BB: I've always been at the nationals in Canberra.  Well, they're in 
Canberra now; they travelled around.  I didn’t go to the one that was in 
Sydney in 1970.  Patricia and I got married in Hobart just before Easter 
and we came to Sydney just after Easter and so we missed the 
national being held in Sydney over Easter.  I'm not sure where ’71 was 
– was that up north – and we weren’t able to travel; we didn’t have a 
car at that point.  ’72 was in Canberra.  I'd bought a little minivan then.  
I was cost clerk at British Leyland and I'd bought a minivan for twelve 
hundred and eighty dollars new from the factory.  And that was in 
Canberra and they had the dance out at the Yarralumla Woolshed 
which was a wonderful place; it’s got a sprung floor.  It’s not sprung, it 
springs up and down and you get underneath and watch the floor going 
up and down with everyone dancing; it’s just flexible.  Now, I've been to 
every Canberra one since because Canberra was near enough to drive 
but the festival rotated initially to Perth, Alice Springs, Kuranda up the 
top of Queensland.  I went to that one in 1990. 

118.00  The Illawarra people put together a busload that went up to that and we 
all went up there, several days travelling up there and several days 
travelling back, a long, long way; it’s up the hill above Cairns.  So I 
went to Adelaide in 1971 with Pat.  That’s right, we’d gone down to visit 
her parents and we got the plane back to Adelaide instead of going 
back to Sydney and then we came back on a train which they had hired 
which took us back to Sydney in two lots, obviously.  No, I think it was 
standard gauge.  What did they do?  I'm not quite sure about that 
because there was a standard gauge line just going across because 
Melbourne is on their big gauge and Adelaide is on narrow gauge but 
there was a standard gauge line which then let you stay on the same 
train and carry on up to Sydney.  Yes, and by and large in the ‘70s I 
missed out on ones which were too far away.  I was on the committee 
for the 1988 one in Sydney, except that I dropped off that because they 
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were doing all sorts of strange things and I wasn’t winning on that.  
They held it in Sutherland, then it got washed out in rain down there, 
unfortunately: it was too close to the Illawarra which is a totally different 
weather pattern from Sydney.  And then pretty much from there I 
missed out a couple but when Canberra in 1992 they decided that – 
everyone was losing money on festivals.  The idea of getting an expert 
committee up to run a huge event like that in a different city every year 
wasn’t working. 

120.21  And Dale Dengate, one of our members, the wife of John Dengate - 
whose songbook I have here that is a reduced replica of the original 
one that I'd published for him in 1972 – that was the ’72 one that I 
remembered – put up a proposal that they stay in Canberra.  So that 
year we were at the ANU and they moved to EPIC Entertainment Park 
in Canberra, in North Canberra, and that’s where it’s been ever since.  

 ML: Is it every year or every two years? 

 BB: Every year. 

 ML: Every year.  And have you played at the festival? 

 BB: I've played.  I've gone down with groups and the Bush Music Club to 
play there, plus there’s a solidly busy session bar with a strong 
Australian session up in one corner which is often led by the Gay 
Charmers group up from Lake Charm in Victoria.  The two important 
players were Maurie Gersch, the button accordion played as the 
loudest portable instrument and their piano player who controls 
everything.  Various others in the band but they haven’t been up the 
last two years; I think they're all getting a bit well past retirement age.  
And there’s still a good session going in there and I go down and I've 
been down there …….. and we’ve gone down as various guys, as 
either bands that I've been in or Bush Music Club core bands.  And we 
had one big spot as a preliminary for our Diamond Jubilee this year and 
we will get a fairly big coverage next year which is our Diamond Jubilee, 
our sixtieth. 

122.13 ML: So what are the plans for the sixtieth anniversary? 

 BB: Well, we’re looking at some sponsorships of some other things to do 
with other histories.  For instance, I had that picture – did I mention that 
or not?  There was a group that was founded in the South Coast. 

 ML: The South Coast Bush Band?  

 BB: They said they got a visit from the Bushwhackers and particularly Lola 
Wright who’s one of the piano accordions and a very strong left wing 
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organising type, she got that band going.  And they went for a number 
of years and they were quite a good strong band down there and they 
certainly formed a solid base down in the Illawarra because it’s on that 
basis that they have the Sandies group down there.  I have ……. books 
on bands because I have to keep - - -  

 ML: It doesn’t matter. 

 BB: I just say things like that.  But anyway the Illawarra Folk Club down 
there came out of the base of that.  They weren’t around for terribly 
long but they certainly made a strong impression down there. 

 ML: And so will they be part of the sixtieth anniversary or what are the 
plans? 

 BB: Lola’s still around.  Well, what we’ve done is we’ve commissioned and 
partly sponsoring a play, a theatrical reading running into …….. with 
groups and Lola and I don’t know who else but we’ll get enough people 
playing all the right instruments and such. 

124.17  And there’s a proposed song competition, a dance competition 
associated with it.  They're areas that I'm not that heavily involved with 
because I'm not going to write a dance or write a song.  I did write a 
song for one of our song competitions.  I wrote a tune to Henry 
Lawson’s ‘Good Old Concertina’. 

 ML: And has that gone into the repertoire? 

 BB: I do it.  I find that concertina players go off and learn to play it but I 
don't find too many of them who can sing it at the same time.  Push/pull 
instruments tend to make you go boof, boof, boof when you're singing.  
And I haven’t got a concertina with me to illustrate it but it’s a nice, 
bouncy little tune.  I decided that it needed a tune and I wrote one tune 
to it and played it and …….. says “Yes, I always liked the ‘Curly 
Headed Ploughboy’”.  I said “M’mm.  O.K, yes.  Rethink that” and went 
back and wrote another tune which was quite different.  [sings] It was 
merry when the hut was full and joy(?) girls and fellows.  We danced 
and sang until we burst the concertina’s bellows.  From distant 
Darling(?) to the sea, from the plains to Riverina, has e’er a dame(?) in 
all the west not heard the concertina.  It was peaceful ‘round the 
campfire bright, the long white branches’ auras - - - I've slipped into the 
third verse, never mind.  I haven’t done it for a while.    

126.00 ML: That’s great.   

 BB: I'm actually missing having the concertina there. 
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 ML: I can see you're wanting to, yes. 

 BB: The concertina playing was put in - - - 

 ML: As part of the whole doing of it. 

 BB: Singing without the concertina, it doesn’t - - - 

 ML: But thank you anyway.  Can I just ask a couple more questions 
and then we can get done? 

 BB: Yes. 

 ML: I really wanted to ask about the Concert Party which I understand 
is the king of learning performing group and the bands grow out 
of that and also about other groups. 

 BB: The Concert Party is what someone else wanted to change to 
something trendier or something.  It’s called Urban Scrub; that is simply 
the band that comes out of my Monday night session.  I've been using 
Concert Party as a non-specific name for decades, decades, but 
someone wanted to have this jazzy name and they decided to call it 
Urban Scrub which it just doesn’t do anything for me but that’s what 
we’re called and we’ve got to live with it.  We’ll be playing next week, I 
think, yes – no, a bit further into June, yes.  I'm not organising the 
group.  Alan Davis [?] who is one of the Monday night attenders has 
gone out and organised a number of gigs that we’re doing for the 
Addison Road Community Centre.  They had a thing where they played 
for seniors out there during the week so I didn’t play for that because I 
was at work so it was all the more senior end of the group, the ones 
who were not working any longer.   

128.05  We’re doing another one which will be a Saturday one later this month 
and I'm running around and shuffling music and he’s sending me 
scratchy scans or photographs of things and I'm trying to get them to 
look nice and neat.  And a couple of the ones that he ordered are ones 
that I've actually got on my music programme so I can just go into the 
music programme and set his new chords.  And he wants some more 
fancy minor chords in there that – I don't object to it, I just have a 
simple set to get us a powerful driving sound without trying to sound 
too arty. 

 ML: So what does that group comprise of in terms of instruments? 

 BB: Well, it’s whoever turns up.  We will have me with a button accordion, 
we’ll have another one of our members may come along - if it’s Clyde 
Dearnan [?] starts playing his electronic button accordion.  Button 
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accordions are in sets of keys like mouth organs but his isn’t.  It is but 
he presses a button that changes key and press a button and it can 
sound like bagpipes and everything like that.  We’ve got two people 
with electronic accordions these days - we’ve got another chap with an 
electronic piano accordion.  So he plays the piano accordion; he 
doesn’t fiddle around with keys.  He plays properly and he plays 
whatever key he wants but he’d hit the key and make it sound all sorts 
of effects or instruments.  Mumble, mutter. 

 ML: Mutter, mutter. 

 BB: I'm a traditionalist. 

 ML: I can see this. 

 BB: O.K, so we’ve got several different people playing several different 
systems of concertina.  My old friend, Ralph – the one that’s been 
round, as I say, ever since junior Sunday school – plays a Duet System 
concertina, one of the several Duet System concertinas, that has 
semitones. 

130.09  He plays the old Salvation Army system one which is a very nice 
system.  And in my notes in work I've done on bush instruments I say 
you have to wait for a Salvationist to die for one of these to come on 
the market because they all love them.  When they had the Salvation 
Army retirement home up the road at the end of Addison Road an 
Anglican minister who came from the Salvation Army family he 
organised for all them to come down and play all the hymns for us, all 
these old chaplains, said how old and doddery they were and they had 
to apologise for not getting up and standing to play like real 
Salvationists and they'd pick up their concertinas and play brilliant stuff.  
So there’s that system.  The English System, which is the one 
designed by Wheatstone which is also a Chromatic System, we have a 
couple of people who play those.  The one which was the traditional 
instrument in the bush which is the Anglo System, the German 
concertina and the Anglo German, the German ones were the cheap 
ones in the system, the Anglo were better made English made ones but 
in the same system and that’s what I play and have several of them.  
Every now and then I take a picture of a whole stack of them up against 
a brick wall, my wall of concertinas.  So at least those three systems of 
concertina and there are a couple of other more obscure ones floating 
around which occasionally turn up but a couple of fiddles, a couple of 
guitarists most of who also play banjo and I like banjo in the dancing 
because it’s much punchier than a guitar. 
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132.09  There are whistle players, there are flute players.  We occasionally 
have someone turn up with a bass or a cello at our Monday night 
sessions. 

 ML: Sounds great. 

 BB: A lot of work.  And let me think.  Autoharp. 

 ML: What’s that? 

 BB: At least one autoharp, sometimes two or three autoharps.  The 
autoharps were very popular.  You know what the autoharp is?  It’s a 
box zither which is rectangular except that it’s got an angled top on it so 
that the long end has got the deep notes and the short end’s got the 
high notes.  And the autoharp, that’s a zither and you can play that by 
just playing the notes with a plectrum and ping, ping, ping and finding 
all the right notes but also on the autoharp you have several bars which 
have cork positioned to shut down all the notes which are not in the 
chord that’s marked on them.  So if you want to see seventh chord you 
press it down and you strum that and only the notes of the C seventh 
come out and nothing else does.  If you're really smart you can play 
your chords that way and get the right notes, pick it and go toonk, toonk, 
toonk while you're going zither, zither, zither and they're common as 
anything in the bush.  In every little country town museum, folk 
museum, has got stacks of zithers and mostly are autoharps but there 
are other sorts of zither instruments as well; they were so popular at 
the end of the nineteenth century. 

134.06  So they're perfectly at home in it and they work quite well.  Let me 
think.  Mouth organ, a couple of other mouth organ players come along.  
And I'm constantly being nagged by one bloke who was a reciter who 
doesn’t play anything, “Why aren’t you playing the mouth organ?  You 
play the mouth organ beaut”, which I think I do play quite well but it’s 
not a leading instrument. 

 ML: It’s not your favourite. 

 BB: The button accordion has got all of that and reinforced by chords and 
lots more push and rhythm. 

 ML: Sounds great. 

 BB: And it’s not so high pitched. 

 ML: Can I ask a question about the booking agency for Australian 
traditional music that the club has?  Who organises this or how is 
this organised? 
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 BB: My wife runs it. 

 ML: Your wife runs it.  So tell me about your wife.  Does she play, is 
she a musician? 

 BB: She doesn’t come along to the sessions now but I used to have a 
session running at our place in Leichhardt; Leichhardt Street, [in] 
Leichhardt.  Unfortunately, you can't park in the suburb these days at 
night.  There was a large brick building that was obviously earlier than 
any of the houses in the street.  Most of the houses in the street were 
built in 1905; there’s a whole stack of houses in the same pattern as 
the ones that were built in 1905 for the fire station staff which is 
diagonally across the corner; when the bell rang, they jumped out of 
bed and raced out. 

 ML: Everyone ran out. 

 BB: And there are some other big buildings right down the bottom but 
there’s also a big building up at the top at No. 1 which was probably a 
farmhouse for a dairy farm initially and it was the original thing and 
that’s why the road’s sort of out of step because it was built ‘round the 
house. 

136.00  Bu that was some sort of after-care facility for some time and then the 
doctor sold out of that and it’s become twenty eight units and there is 
not a single parking space associated with it.  But we get a sticker that 
says we’re allowed to park and we get also a card saying ‘Visitor’s car’ 
so when our friends visit we can give them this card and they can park.  
But what happens now, of course people buy the visitor’s cards and 
when you go there there’s sort of ten or twelve cars parked in the street 
with a card saying “visitor”.  So we dropped out of that but when you 
could park in the district we had Pat and myself playing.  I would play 
button accordion and concertina.  Pat played my concertinas, my friend, 
Ralph, with fiddle or his Duet System, Triumph System, Salvation Army 
System concertina, another chap who played mouth organ and whistles 
and when he married his wife came along and she played recorder, a 
friend who played whistle who’s currently the headmaster on Norfolk 
Island or the science master on Norfolk Island.  No, he went up as 
science master and now he’s the headmaster of the high school up 
there.  And it was all very good rhythmic, traditional, traceable arranged 
and in the handy set of bush keys, basically C and G which equated to 
F and B in the old tunings in the bush which were high pitched but 
essentially they were the handy ones on the sort of instruments we 
played in the modern keys.  
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138.09  And we used to do gigs out for various people.  We’d go out and play 
for dances and we played for several of the balls.  We have two 
different balls, we used to have, but one of them’s moved up to 
Maitland.  So we had the Heritage Ball which is here and the other was 
the Subscription Ball which was initially played for by three different 
bands and the one that played in the start was my group from my 
Tuesday night sessions at home. 

 ML: What were you called? 

 BB: Backblocks.  And then there would be the Ryebuck Bush Band or 
Selectors – I think it might have been Selectors - that was the name 
that I suggested for them.  The Free Selectors were the ones who 
weren’t just the big nobs out in the bush.  And then there was a 
concertina group which played the chromatic types ones and such and 
at the end I never felt that they had the driving power of the push/pull 
instruments.  I can remember actually one time we both played down at 
Nowra and someone buttonholed me afterwards and said “Oh, that 
other lot was just so quiet and boring but you punched”.  Yes. 

140.06 ML: So what does Pat do, how does the booking agency work? 

 BB: Well, there’s an ad. People ring and she will say “Where is it?” and look 
up her records and find out who she’s got in that region that would suit 
and then see if they're available and then chase up further and then 
arrange bookings and price and all that, yes.  Yes, it’s just a little 
agency but it’s handy because you go to someone in Sydney, you go to 
get some sort of professional band from Sydney that can pretend to be 
what you're after, whereas we know the people or know the contacts to 
get onto; if something’s on in Katoomba or Dubbo or somewhere like 
that we can find a local band that fits because we’ve got the contacts 
around the place. 

 ML: Of course. 

 BB: I mentioned Dubbo because two of my brothers live there. 

 ML: You’ve got a few brothers there.  O.K, look, I think we really must 
draw this to a close but I'd love you just to finish up by saying 
what it is about this music, this tradition, that is so appealing to 
you, it’s so much part of your life. 

 BB: I think it’s just that I identify with it.  I mean, I've worked in the bush, I've 
worked in construction and I've worked with a lot of bushies in that, 
particularly in Tasmania, the sort of people who would out of shearing 
season be working on a dam.  I had one bloke who was trying to 
persuade me to go shearing.  I decided no way.  He was going to 
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knock off for the shearing season: “Just the Tasmanian season.  It’s 
only three months”.  And perhaps not. 

142.02  But, yes, I just like the fact that we concentrate on the fact that there is 
a body of Australian material and that we can keep it visible as itself 
and not have it just drop into the vast mire of different – the musical 
heritages that we are seeing now compared to when I started is just 
mind-boggling and they're all appropriate to those people and I think if I 
was sitting down in their country I'd probably be playing along with 
them too.  But, yes, I don't have any strong political attachment to this 
like the original Bushwhackers did; I'm not a member of the Communist 
Party even though my next youngest brother, Brian, got chucked out of 
high school for founding a branch of Students for a Democratic Society. 

 ML: So you're happiest playing the button accordion with a group of 
other musicians? 

 BB: Yes, yes.  I can just blend in with most of the people who are playing 
close to the tradition.  I mean let’s face it, I can always go back to just 
playing bones and fit in with anything. 

 ML: Bob, thank you.  Is there anything else that you'd like to say that 
we haven’t covered? 

 BB: Well, at this point I'm not even sure what we’ve covered now. 

 ML: Well, what’s wonderful is that you’ve got lovely records of them 
and I don't mean discs, I mean material relating to the history of 
the club. 

144.00 BB: We did put out several LPs over the years. 

 ML: Did you? 

 BB: Yes.  We had a record company that was doing that or there were a 
couple of companies did it, the Bushwhackers on Wattle which was a 
local one dedicated to doing Australian material, particularly folk 
material in the ‘50s and we had one of the bigger companies carry it 
but then they got absorbed into someone else.  But we’ve got a number 
of LPs that we’ve done from the ‘60s and ‘70s and a couple of re-
releases in the ‘80s but I don't think we would really see ourselves as 
being interesting. 

 ML: Yes, it’s hard to know, I suppose. 

 BB: There’s other ways of getting the music ‘round. 
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 ML: I was going to say and it’s very much a live tradition, isn’t it, I 
would have thought. 

 BB: I think that that’s probably summed it up, that for me I am totally in tune 
with a live tradition. 

 ML: Well, I can see that and that’s come out very clearly today so 
thank you very much. 

 BB: I enjoy playing. 

 ML: Good on you and long may it continue. 

 BB: One hopes. 

 ML: And thank you very much, Bob. 

 BB: O.K.  

Interview ends 

 


