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THE  T ITLE  OF  TH IS  BOOK  – in fact the concept for it – was the brain-
child of my business and life partner, Naomi Patricia LaCroix.  
My init ial  res ponse to the idea of  doing a hundred portraits  of  
Toronto’s world class jazz musicians  was, “That’s a huge amount of work . 
There are hundreds of them deserving of the recognition!   
And I’m supposed to be retired!!”   
     Time passed and Patti was like a terrier with her teeth in my ankle.  I  
admit I tried to discourage the idea, but Patti doesn’t discourage easily, and 
determinedly stayed on the case.   The more I  was forced to  
consider it, the better the idea seemed, and eventually,  I acquiesced.

     We obviously needed help with such a big undertaking, and the first name that came to mind 

was Ted O’Reilly. For 40 years, Ted was Canada’s top jazz broadcaster and has an encyclopaedic 

knowledge of Jazz music and Jazz musicians.  His function would be to produce biographical 

background on the musicians, help me arrange the shooting sessions, do some of the playing 

shots on his regular rounds of the city’s leading jazz clubs, and add his expertise and constructive 

criticism of the work, in general.

     Then we needed a graphic designer to handle the design and execution of the book.  I had worked 

with one of Canada’s best for many years in the person of Gerald George from G+ International design, 

so he was my first call.  I went to him, hat in hand and asked him if, as a personal favour, he would design 

a few pages that we could use as a sample for presentation purposes.  His response couldn’t have 

been more encouraging, saying, “Are you kidding?  I want to do the whole book. Count me in!”

     And f inal l y we had our l y nchpin: Patti ,  w ho would project mana ge the entire effort ,  

handling the business and production from the first photograph through to publication of  

the finished product.  It was full speed ahead.

     The portraits were shot using three different background methods.  Most were against a green 

(chroma key) screen in the studio and composited into backgrounds that I shot in and around Toronto. 

Some of the portraits where shot on location, and others with studio backgrounds.  The aim was 

to make it difficult to tell which were shot on location and which were composited.  I kept the city 

backgrounds simple to avoid upstaging the subject.  

     It’s my belief that in no other musical genre is the communication between musicians as intense and 

thoughtful as it is in Jazz .  Over the years, I have spent a lot of time being part of a jazz audience, and 

working as a singer, and  I have always been fascinated  by the demeanour of the musicians while listening 

to other players solo: the little laugh when the soloist does something quirky, the smile at a  particularly 

inventive line.  I have tried to capture some of this feeling in these portraits.  Anyone who has ever 

watched John MacLeod cradle his horn, close his eyes, and smile a blissful smile of appreciation while 

a bandmate is soloing will understand what I mean.

     None of these portraits are playing shots.  There is already a profusion of that kind of photograph.   

What I was tr ying to achieve was a little closer look inside the personality and character of these  

musicians.  The intensity, the humour,  the thoughtfulness were the things that I attempted to express.

     I have been hanging around with musicians since I was a teenager and consequently, many of my 

best friends are players.  I have always been drawn to the humour, the intensity of commitment and the 

warmth of these individuals.  When I was first on the jazz scene in Victoria B.C., the jazz community 

was made up of a very small but dedicated  group.  When later I found myself in Halifax, I discovered 

the same type of community existed there, even though it was the other side of the continent.  Patti 

and I arrived in Toronto in the early sixties and again, came upon a jazz scene that was buzzing. The 

cit y was jam packed with fantastic musicians.  The two national T V networks had coast to coast 

variety shows including ‘Parade’, ‘The Tommy Ambrose Show’, ‘Juliette’, ‘The Jack Kane Show’, and 

‘Wayne and Shuster’ all featuring live bands.  There were radio broadcasts, TV and radio jingles, concert 

performances, and most of the major clubs and bars had live music.  There were pit orchestras in 

the theatres and you couldn’t get married or have a Bar Mitzvah without a band.  In short, there was 

work for qualified musicians, and Toronto was rife with the best of the best.

     So Toronto became a Mecca for musicians and they arrived from the West Coast, the Maritimes, 

the Prairies , from Montreal where there was also a thriving music scene, and from outside our bor-

ders.  It was a musical “gold rush”, and the best of the players did very well and most made a living from 

the music business. Although the “glory days” of the ‘60s ‘70s, and ‘80s have passed, a great many of these 

fine musicians still live and work in Toronto.  In fact, some say that Toronto has more world class Jazz 

musicians per capita then any other City in North America.  Whether this is true or not is hard to 

prove but in any case, there’s no denying there is a plethora of fantastic jazz musicians in this city, and 

it is these great players that this collection of portraits celebrates.

     We had to limit the number of portraits for this book, and determined that 100 seemed like a nice 

round figure  but in no way are we suggesting that these 100 are the ‘be-all and end-all’ of Toronto jazz 

musicians.  There are countless more outstanding musicians and many fine young up-and-comers  who 

are not included.  We have also limited this book to instrumentalists in the interest of keeping the pages 

to a manageable  number even though the City has many fine Jazz vocalists.  But that’s another book.

So we celebrate with our thanks, love, and appreciation the wonderful men and women who have 

enriched out lives  with their dedication to the beautiful art of jazz  music.

 
PAT  L A C R O I X



T H I S  B O O K  C O M E S  A S  J A Z Z  I S  E N T E R I N G  I T S  S E C O N D  C E N T U R Y, 
and for the last f ive-plus decades I’ve been paying close attention to the Toronto scene, 
f i rst  as  a  fan and l at e r  as a radio broadcaster. 
     I think the history of jazz in Toronto is in most ways a history of jazz in Canada. It’s a 
fact the city’s music has risen from the combination of the local artists with those who 
have come from across the country and around the world. I guess a ‘Toronto Jazz Treasure’ 
i s  one who has  made wonderful music while in the cit y. As simple as that…

As the largest English-speaking city in the country, work was 

plentiful for musicians in theatres, hotel ballrooms, dance 

halls and clubs. As jazz was developing, Toronto was a regular 

stop for touring bands so the new sounds were directly available 

to our musicians who quickly took up on it. Records were 

plentiful and the newer source, Radio, spread the music daily.

     The border seemed to hardly exist, and the Canadian 

record industry was content to import American bands rath-

er than invest much in Canadian talent, so documentation  

of our players is very slim. But the CBC became an important 

way of spreading the word. With most programmes featuring 

live music (even dramatic shows), there was employment 

for the coterie of highly-regarded musicians who had strong 

reading skills matched with up-to-date styles. The arrival 

of national television in the early 1950s added to the scene. 

Toronto became  a magnet for skilled players from across the 

country (with British Columbia contributing a whack of fine 

talent) as well as the U.S. and Europe, especially Scotland.

     By the time I came to Toronto in 1960 to attend Ryerson, 

I was already a jazz fan and aware of many of the great 

players through radio and TV. Nimmons ‘N’ Nine had a 

regular radioshow, television featured big bands like Jack 

Kane’s, and every variety show seemed to have international 

guest artists (like Duke Ellington!) with a large orchestra. As 

a col lege broadcasting student with l ittle money, the  

opportunit y to be in the aud ience for many of these 

shows was wonderful, for both the music and production 

skills. But there was lots of music outside the studios, too.

     When she was President of the Toronto Musicians  

Association, bassist Rosemary Galloway did some research 

into the past and found in the 1960s over three hundred 

locations that featured live music, from a solo pianist in 

a cocktail bar to a full big band in places like the Royal 

York’s Imperial Room and The Old Mill.

     When I could afford it, there was jazz ever y where, it 

seemed. The Town Tavern and The Colonial Tavern (around 

the corner from each other) were noted mostly for their 

imported groups, though the Town was likely to have solo 

artists like Lester Young or Billie Holiday accompanied by a 

house rhythm section usual ly featuring Norm Amadio 

and Archie Alleyne. (But a Montrealer-turned-Toronto-

nian named Oscar Peterson had his trio record there.)

     George’s Spaghetti House was where the Toronto players 

shone, with Moe Koffman’s quintet the regular once-a-month 

feature. You could hear music (maybe after hours or weekends) 

at places like the First Floor Club, House of Hambourg, 

the Cav-a-Bob, the Ports of Cal l ,  the Chick ‘N Deli, 

Grossman’s Tavern, Malloney’s, The Pilot, The Cellar, The 

Mercur y and lots of other spots, some ver y short-lived.

     Later full-time spots included Bourbon Street and the 

upstairs Basin Street, when George’s owner Doug Cole 

took over a moribund restaurant on Queen St. West and 

brought in people like Zoot Sims, Wild Bill Davison and 

younger,  on-the-rise talents l ike Scott Hamilton and 

Warren Vaché. For several years the Royal York Hotel had 

a run with great stars like Benny Carter and Jack Sheldon 

in a  ro om c a l led Ly tes .  Cafe des  Copa ins w a s a  solo 

piano room with great players, moving their interests to 

the Montreal Bistro. One spot, The Top O’ The Senator, 

had a long strong run, more recently reborn as The Jazz 

Bistro. The Rex Hotel has long been a major club for a 

wide variety of jazz from young students to solid veterans, 

operating seven days a week.

     In some ways, perhaps the solidity of the scene led to local 

heroes, not as well-known as they deserved to be. “Why go 

on the road with all the inherent pitfalls and problems when 

I can make a living, AND great music with visiting stars, and 

still have breakfast with my family?” The offers were there, of 

course, with people like Don Thompson and Terr y Clarke 

and Neil Swainson appearing with the likes of George 

Shearing and Jim Hall, and Ed Bickert with Paul Desmond. 

      I doubt many of the musicians made a living playing jazz. 

Fulltime musicians were all freelance, earning their dai ly 

bread doing commercial jingles and fi lm and T V work. 

A jazz gig was for fun. And there were those who played 

jazz for the love of the music, following their professions as 

lawyers, postmen, teachers, janitors, economists, doctors, 

mechanics –- all getting together on stage to make music.
    

      From out of this wide blend of time and talent arose a 

sort of Toronto style of jazz. Certainly not as defined as, say, 

New Orleans or Chicago or even West Coast, Toronto’s 

ja z z  mi g ht  b e c a l l ed “Stand ard s”.  It  requires  g reat  

professionalism: know the repertoire, play it in any key and 

in tune. Be able to share a stage with almost anyone, anywhere.

     Pat and Patti Lacroix’ invitation to be part of this book 

was most welcome. He’s a great  photographer, with a 

histor y as a singer that gives him a special insight into the 

jazz world. The emphasis on pictures over words suited 

me, too. It’s  not intended to be an encyclopedia, filled 

with facts and figures and who played what with whom. 

Pat’s creating images out of sounds.

     A small regret is that the project wasn’t done earlier. We

missed getting some great people, some real Toronto Jazz

Treasures. As a result, there’ll be no portraits of Moe Koffman, Trump 

Davison, Rob McConnell or Peter Appleyard. No Herbie 

Spanier, no Ross Culley or Oscar Peterson or Eugene Amaro.

     And, there are certainly some younger players who are 

just now proving themselves as Toronto Jazz Treasures, 

but they’l l  have to wait their turn for Volume Two. Let’s 

hope that’s soon. (I recommend anyone interested in a fine 

introduction the Canadian presence in jazz to seek Mark 

Miller’s excellent 1982 book “Jazz In Canada: Fourteen 

Lives” from the University of Toronto Press.)

 
T E D  O ’ R E I L LY 



E D  B I C K E R T  C . M .

He became one of the most widely-admired  
guitarists in all of jazz, but Ed Bickert’s start came 
from his musical family. Other than learning a few 
“grips” (as he calls them) from his brother, Ed was 
virtually self-taught, using his astonishing ear to  
adapt what he heard on radio and records into his 
remarkable harmonic sound.  In his early 20s he 
arrived in Toronto from Western Canada (born 
in Manitoba, raised in British Columbia) and 
took non-music jobs while honing his playing and 
reading skills.  Soon, Ed was a first-call studio player, 
but jazz never took second place.  The Nimmons 
‘N’ Nine group, Moe Koffman’s Quintet and Rob 
McConnell’s Boss Brass, Peter Appleyard’s and 
many other bands featured his work.  Quiet-spoken 
Ed rarely led his own groups, content to be heard 
in many settings.  Visiting jazz artists heard him in 
accompanying roles as they played Toronto clubs, 
but Bickert turned down offers of international tours, 
preferring to stay home and raise his family.  But the 
word was out, and he was soon heard on recordings 
with Paul Desmond, Rosemar y Clooney, Frank 
Rosolino, Ruby Braff, Oscar Peterson with Clark 
Terry, Buddy Tate, Bill Mays, Warren Vaché and 
Scott Hamilton.  He was finally heard as a leader on 
recordings for Sackville, PM Music, Unisson and 
Concord.  Ed quietly retired from music in the early 
2000s, leaving us without his unique talents. 



N A T H A N  H I L T Z

I f Toronto is a jazz magnet, it pulls from east as well 
as the west coast:  Nathan Hiltz is Halifax-born  
and -raised, but has made his career in the city since 
the turn of the centur y.  A graduate of both  
Humber College and the University of Toronto 
(with Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees) he studied 
with Reg Schwager and Jim Hall among others.  As 
do many players of his generation, Nathan draws 
on all streams of music, from pop to countr y to 
electronica, but through it all there’s a touch of 
the blues, the common element of the best jazz, 
as well as a fine sense of humour.  He plays solo 
engagements or can fit in comfortably in a big band 
rhythm section.  As a teacher, Nathan mentors 
private students and at Humber College.



J O E  S E A L Y  C . M .

Even before coming to Toronto, Joe Sealy had 
earned major acclaim in his native Montreal (where 
he studied piano with Daisy Peterson, Oscar’s sister) 
and around Quebec’s varied music scene, and then 
in Halifax as Music Director for CBC television 
shows and a range of jazz gigs in the Maritimes.  In 
the mid-1970s his move to Toronto led to all the 
jazz rooms as leader and accompanying visiting 
artists such as Milt Jackson, Joe Williams and Buddy 
DeFranco.  On a wider scale he played with Blood, 
Sweat & Tears on tour, added to his career in musical 
theatre and cabaret as M.D. and performer in such 
shows as Ain’t Misbehavin’, Lady Day at Emerson’s 
Bar and Grill, Spring Thaw, and the multi-disciplined 
show Piano Man’s Daughter with Veronica Tennant 
and Sylvia Tyson.  Joe’s award-winning jazz composing 
and playing work (such as his important Africville 
Suite) is still his main mode of expression, most 
often with recording and producing partner,  
bassist Paul Novotny.  For several years he presented 
weekly programmes on Jazz FM, adding to his  
encompassing experiences.



T A R A   D A V I D S O N

I t may have been inevitable that Tara would 
become a musician, given that her father is a music 
teacher, but it helps that she seems to be fearless.  
She plays alto and soprano saxes, composes and 
arranges, and leads her own groups.  It’s still a relative 
rarity that a young woman enters the jazz world, but 
Tara was committed from her teens, studying with 
Mike Murley while still in high school. She went 
on to the U of T programme learning from Phil 
Nimmons, Paul Read, Alex Dean and others.  A 
composer with a fine sense of melody, as a player  
she can be heard in a variety of settings from her 
own duet and nonet recordings, to things with 
strings alongside Murley and Guido Basso.   
A good sense of jazz history helps Tara contribute 
her interpretations of standards in jam sessions and 
even back to music of the 20s to 40s sitting in with 
Martin Loomer’s repertor y band.  In any setting 
Tara brings a beautiful tone and solid pitch, and 
always has a sense of sure rhythm – and she always 
communicates with the listener.  Tara’s an active 
educator as well , teaching at York Universit y  
and Humber College.



D O N  T H O M P S O N  O . C .

The late 1960s were pretty good for jazz in Toronto. 
Then, still in his twenties, Don Thompson arrived 
and intensified the scene. Not a bad trick for someone 
from Powell River, a small coastal pulp and lumber 
town so isolated that while on the mainland, had 
no roads to the rest of British Columbia.  Already 
well-regarded for his Vancouver work in the early 
‘60s, Don (with drummer Terry Clarke) joined the 
San Francisco-based quintet of John Handy on bass, 
and found international recognition on a landmark 
recording from the 1965 Monterey Jazz Festival.  
In Toronto, it became normal to see Thompson on 
bass at Bourbon Street backing Jay McShann, Zoot 
Sims or Jim Hall; or at George’s Spaghetti House 
on drums with Lenny Breau, or at Yellowfingers on 
piano with Gene Perla or Sonny Greenwich. And 
there were the years of steady appearances with 
Moe Koffman and Ed Bickert at night, perhaps  
after a full day playing electric bass in a jingle studio, 
or recording a film score. And he always seemed to 
have most fun playing vibes.  Because Don knew 
how the music should sound, he recorded and  
produced live albums with Paul Desmond, Jim Hall 
and Frank Rosolino.  The international touring  
began again with Jim Hall, and Paul Desmond, and 
in duos with George Shearing. Thompson wrote 
and arranged for his own groups and large ensembles, 
such as Rob McConnell and The Boss Brass, where 
Don played as vibist, bassist and pianist at different 
times (as he did with Shearing, and how many can 
claim they’ve played piano for that master?).  He’s 
been an inspiring teacher at Humber College and  
at the Banff Centre’s master classes.



M I K E  M U R L E Y

When he arrived in Toronto from his native Nova 
Scotia in 1981, just out of his teens, Mike Murley 
was a Coltrane-inspired tenor saxophone whiz.  
Over the years his expressions widened as he  
continued to develop ‘backwards’, in a sense.  He 
 became interested in Sonny Rollins, Dexter Gordon 
and Lester Young – indeed, spent a year listening to 
only Pres…  The cumulative result:  one of the most 
engaging, lyrical and versatile saxophonists anywhere  
in jazz.  An ebullient personality suits the joyful  
situations he has found himself in, including the 
rousing Shuffle Demons street band, the more-cerebral 
Dav i d Bra i d S extet  or  the stomping R ob  
McConnell Tentet. Mike’s busy schedule can find 
him with a trio featuring Reg Schwager (who 
replaced Ed Bickert) and Steve Wallace; in John 
MacLeod’s R JO reed section; lecturing at the 
University of Toronto; or on a stage with a string  
ensemble playing his own compositions and 
arrangements along with Guido Basso, former student 
Tara Davidson and conductor Rick Wilkins. His 
commitment to jazz includes producing for the 
co-operatively owned and operated Cornerstone 
Records.  Mike is on dozens of recordings as leader 
and sideman, many if not most award-winning. 
Internationally, stages and studios have had Murley 
alongside Kenny Wheeler, Dave Liebman (one 
of his teachers), trumpeter Dave Douglas and 
fellow-Canadian Renee Rosnes.



N A N C Y  W A L K E R

A jazz artist searches for a personal sound, and that 
can be achieved in different ways, but perhaps it’s 
harder on a piano than say, a saxophone or trumpet. 
Montreal-born Nancy Walker has done it using her 
fingers and her compositions. The playing skills have 
been honed as a sideman in all sorts of situations, 
inside and outside jazz, touring internationally with 
Raffi and Roger Whittaker and Hagood Hardy, 
learning to simply play as a professional.  Nancy 
has absorbed everything from the blues to ‘rhythm 
changes’ to originals, using that experience in the 
Ottawa Jazz Festival’s jam session house band, ready 
to play with sitters-in of all styles.  Nancy is heard 
on recordings by Kirk MacDonald, John Geggie 
& Donny McCaslin and with vocalists Maureen 
Kennedy and Emilie-Claire Barlow among others.  
A Humber College grad, she continued studying 
at Banff ’s Jazz Workshops with Kenny Wheeler, 
Jim Hall and Muhal Richard Abrams, and adding a 
Master’s in composition at York University. Those 
experiences have been melded into her own personal 
compositions:  lyrical , intimate and involving, 
 presented on her own trio and group recordings. 



G U I D O  B A S S O  C . M .

Montreal-born, and a professional musician in 
his home town while still a teen-ager, Guido’s 
international career started when singer Vic Damone 
took him on tour as a featured soloist.  Then it was 
on to Louie Bellson’s band (accompanying Pearl 
Bailey) before joining the studio, television and 
jazz scene in Toronto in 1960.  A master of his 
instruments, his depth of jazz knowledge allowed 
him to recreate styles from Armstrong to Harry 
James through Miles Davis, but Guido’s elegant and 
romantic flugelhorn sound (like pouring cream 
from a jug) is one of the jazz world’s glories.  Guido 
organized and led bands for TV variety shows, and 
performances with guests such as Dizzy Gillespie, 
Benny Goodman and Quincy Jones.  As musical  
director and leader, his quintets have been featured  
on a score of jazz cruises. Guido is heard on hundreds 
of recordings as featured trumpet and flugelhorn 
soloist with Bellson, Phil Nimmons, as a charter 
member of Rob McConnell’s Boss Brass and Tentet, 
and enhancing and illuminating the recordings of  
many other artists, especially singers.  His own recordings 
range from duets to hard-swinging quartets to  
contemporar y string orchestra accompaniment.



A L  K A Y

Zazz players used to serve an apprenticeship, but 
since the last third of the 1900s the classroom has 
been the chosen route. One of the players who 
has followed both paths is Glasgow-born virtuoso 
trombonist Al Kay.  One of the earliest Humber 
College music students, his versatil it y was on 
display early, and has continued through his career.  
Al has been concurrently lead trombone for The 
Boss Brass and the classical quintet True North 
Brass.  He’s played in theatre orchestras, in recording 
studios and film soundtracks and jingles as first-call 
trombonist.  Kay has appeared as soloist (playing 
his own arrangements) with leading orchestras, 
and with opera and ballet orchestras as well as brass 
and concert ensembles.  In jazz, he’s a regular with 
John MacLeod’s Rex Hotel Orchestra and his own 
trombone groups.  He’s full-circle with Humber 
College, as head of the Brass Department, teaching 
improvisation and master classes.  A Yamaha artist, 
Al does clinics and adjudicates internationally, and 
has designed both horns and mouthpieces for the 
company.  He also finds time to pursue his serious 
hobbies in photography and motorcycling.



B R I A N  O ’ K A N E

Northern Ontario may not be thought of by many 
as a jazz cauldron, but the seeds were sown there for 
many artists, from Trump Davidson in the 1920s 
through Norm Amadio and Laurie Bower to North 
 Bay’s Brian O’Kane, an in-demand trumpeter and 
jazz teacher and clinician.  He studied at Humber 
College, then McGill University in Montreal,  
becoming active in that city’s jazz and classical music 
scene, then travelled the world for several years as a 
Musical Director for Celebrity Cruise Lines.  Brian 
got his land legs back in Toronto, earning a Master’s 
degree at Uof T and quickly establishing himself 
as a freelance player and teacher in studios and pit 
bands and working with visiting artists from Barbra 
Streisand to Maria Schneider. Brian’s passionate and 
powerful work, as soloist and lead trumpet has been 
heard in Rob McConnell’s Boss Brass and the  
Tentet, the Rex Hotel Orchestra with John MacLeod, 
and equally comfortably in classical ensembles  
from the National Arts Centre Orchestra to the 
True North Brass.  On the academic side, he’s in 
demand internationally as a clinician and adjudticator 
and teaches at Humber College.  






