PARTNERS IN TIME

by Stan d’Argeavel

In the 1930s a Sydney schoolboy often listened to broadcasts of the Quintet of the Hot Club of France featuring the amazing talents of jazz violinist Stephane Grappelli.

Don Burrows never imagined that forty years later he would be sitting in Sydney's 139 Studio with his musical partner, guitarist George Golla recording with Stephane Grappelli for their 1975 LP, Steph 'N' Us.

Burrows and Golla formed one of the longest partnerships in jazz history. They took their unique DUO style around Australia and to the world delivering lyrical exchanges only made possible by the years of dedication, interaction and mutual respect between two articulate friends. 

They met in 1957 at a Sydney jazz den. Don was on the way to somewhere else and George was playing guitar on stage at the time. When asked if he would like to "get together and play a bit" Golla took up the invitation and the result is now jazz history.

Don Burrows celebrated his 75th birthday and 61st year as a professional musician this August. Taught elementary chord progression on the ukulele by his father, Don progressed to the B-flat school flute, then to flute, clarinet and saxophone. At 14 he turned professional first playing Twelfth Street Rag  on the hundredth edition of Radio 2GB's Youth Show. At 16 he was a member of the ABC Studio Orchestra under Jim Gussey. 

George Golla was born in Chorzow, Poland in 1935 and grew up forced to speak German during the Nazi occupation. He studied clarinet, saxophone and flute and at 21 switched to guitar. His first professional experience was with the Gus Merzi led band that dominated early Australian television and for 10 years was solo guitarist with Eric Jupp's Magic of Music program. 

Together they defined the term duo in the language of jazz. "Between them they enriched music in Australia to the point where any recital of their achievements would be superfluous," wrote Arch McKirdy, presenter of the 60s and 70s ABC Radio's Relax With Me program. McKirdy describes them as "gentling" their way through the tracks on their seminal 1975 DUO album. 

They played the Montreaux (Switzerland) and Newport (New York) Jazz Festivals, were both awarded with Orders of Australia honours, and found profound recording success together and individually. A career highlight was their relationship with the music of Brazil culminating in the Brazilian Connection concert series and bringing Brazilian musicians to Australia including Luiz Bonfa, in the late 1970s.

But around Xmas 1995, at a gig somewhere up North, the constant travelling, combined with a sense of growing personal insecurity in a terrorised world, took its toll on this partnership made in musical heaven.

Golla called it quits following a tour to China. A decision possibly linked to his childhood experiences in war-torn Europe and a young life spent fleeing his Nazi oppressors.

Don Burrows needed a new partner. A year earlier he had been awarded a "Keating" Fellowship and an intense series of workshops and performances in small outback communities had begun. Golla's place in the Duo was taken up by talented keyboardist Kevin Hunt who had come to Burrows' Quintet through an association with the James Morrison Big Band. 

Kevin had studied in the Jazz course at the NSW Conservatorium instigated by Burrows in 1972, benefiting from the generosity of musicians George Golla, Paul MacNamara, Roger Frampton, Judy Bailey, Dick Montz and Don Burrows.

"This was a drastic change for Don," says Kevin Hunt. "It took quite some time to get the new Duo format to a state of intuitive synchronicity. Don was so used to not rehearsing. When he started playing with George they went straight into it. We were pretty much in no-man's land, even though I was already in the Quintet and knew those tunes."

Hunt continued his musical journey with Burrows concurrently with his solo piano career and is currently studying towards a Masters in the music of Ravel. His 1998 Kevin Hunt Plays J.S. Bach CD won the ABC 24 Hours Listeners Choice Award for his sensitive jazz interpretations of Bach's music. In the following year he was awarded a "MO" award  and in 2003 was nominated for Best Jazz Album at the ARIA Awards.

"Classical music is about the development of form over the duration of the piece." he says. "In jazz you hear that development in the solos of masters like Don, but it only lasts a minute or two. With Ravel's music, I'm placing an unorganised improvisation development over the formal development imposed by the composer. Duke Ellington did this in the 1940's, he constructed both elements at the same time." 

And now times are different. "Don doesn't need me saying 'come on lets do this, or that.' He needs to find his own slower pace now," says Kevin  reflecting on Burrows' recent sea change from the hectic streets of Sydney to an idyllic setting on the waterfront of a small village in Victoria's Gippsland Lakes District.

"I'm not stopping playing,"  says Burrows. Seventy years of fingering on wood-wind instruments has led to an inevitable arthritis, he is no longer able to cover the holes of the B-flat school flute he first played 67 years ago.

"I'm finding that I can't play some things I was playing only a year ago," says Don. But only he would know that. The adoring audience of this twice named National Living Treasure thinks he still plays just fine.

So where to from here. "Well I've just started playing the trombone. I've never played it before, and I'm now a member of my local brass band, the training band that is, not the senior band."

When Don joined the band the average age jumped from 13 to 33. At band practice he now sits beside 8 year old Gabriella on tenor horn and powerhouse cornet player Aaron aged 10. They, like the rest of the band, do not have the faintest idea who "Mr. B" is, as they affectionately call him. They've never heard of Don Burrows.

Don now tells stories of knocking over his music with the trombone slide and then holding back almost comic tears when Gabriella says, "It's alright Mr. B, I'll pick your music up."  When the band finally attempted to play a piece with a "jazz" feel (something completely alien to the young rurally based band members) "Mr. B" nailed it. Gabriella looked over at Don's music, "How did you know how to play that? My music's the same as yours and it doesn't say anywhere to play it like that."  At the last practice night they were measuring him up for his band uniform, complete with epaulets and peaked cap.

Don Burrows revels in the anonymity he's found with his new musical partners and in being the least experienced member of the band. It allows him to continue a musical relationship with children, one of his highest priorities. Now music becomes the release, the break from more serious career pursuits like enjoying his refurbished 90 year old fishing boat, his golf game and his other, equally accomplished artistic pursuit of choice - photography.

