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Borne by the first trace of sea breeze through the blazing heat of a 

summer Sunday afternoon, comes the sound of a band warming up at 

the Fremantle Arts Centre. On a rainy Friday night in winter, you step 

into the crowded warmth of the Hilton Bowlo and pick your way through 

the whirl of dancers to some of the best blues and country music being 

played anywhere. At Mojos on the north side, there is a creative racket 

going on as touring silverbacks and new talent alternate in a little venue 

that has become a legend over close to half a century. In garages and 

jam rooms around the port town, there are kids young and old, playing 

for fun and playing for keeps. The old guys gripe about the lack of gigs 

and the pay, but no-one stops playing.

Somewhere along the line, Fremantle became an enclave for 

musicians and artists.

Entertainment for the bursting crop of postwar youth and young 

adults was the drive-in or live bands. In a pre-synth, pre-digital world, 

where recording was expensive, music was handmade and absolutely 

essential. By the seventies, just about every pub had live music at least 

some of the week. The future was there for the taking.

As the Australian dream moved to the new suburbs, the crumbling 

limestone and peeling weatherboard houses found new tenants. 

Sustained by the sea breeze and the new sounds these passionate and 

usually penniless musicians lugged their amps, their guitars and drums, 

and their make-do PA systems to smoky pubs in rattling Holdens and 

Fords, in battered kombis and shaky Datsuns.

Fremantle was a working port, a place of industry. It wasn’t what you 

would call a wealthy place, but Fremantle has been a well of inspiration 

and a place of community for musicians for a long time now. Depending 

on who you talk to, music in Freo is thriving, or maybe it is on its knees. 

The money is not there. The crowds are often small. But a few venues 

hang on. The older players keep playing and passing on the craft. The 

young players soak it up and add their own ambitions and energy. 

Every now and then someone breaks through to another level, a 

bigger audience, a world beyond the desert. Not that physically crossing 

the desert and getting known on the eastern-states circuit means what 

it once did. With the massive changes in technology since the sixties 
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and seventies has come a different way of finding an audience, new 

ways of getting heard and getting paid – or not paid. Players have 

adapted to the times. 

For musicians, and lovers of music, music has meaning. It is a quest 

for something beyond the mundane. It might be in the poetry, or in the 

search for the killer note at the right time, but it still matters somehow. 

This book is about music in Freo. Not all the music, by a long way. It 

is mainly about what has been played in the pubs and the clubs, about 

musicians and their links to the place. It is a snapshot. Some of the 

faces are well known. Some are not. We could have if we’d had the time, 

interviewed a couple of hundred musicians for this book. They would all 

have a tale to tell, a Freo story about the sounds in their heads and what 

it all means.

The music changes, the recording technology changes and the 

economics change. But, Freo still acts like a magnet for players and 

speaks the language of songs.
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Picture a freezing English boarding school in 1963. An eight-year-old 

kid, transplanted from Australia, is struggling with the confines and 

conformity, with the loneliness and the dullness.

When the sound of The Beatles comes crashing through, it is more 

than music. It is the promise of freedom, excitement and a life beyond.

Ten years on and back in Western Australia, young Jim Fisher is at 

work when his girlfriend turns up. Naturally, Jim quits on the spot – ‘as 

you did in those days’ – and they drive down to Freo where, for no 

particular reason, Jim points to number six Louisa Street and says, ‘I am 

going to live in a house like that one day.’

Five years down the track, he makes good on his word. Drawn by 

the faded colours, the bleached-out, broken picket fences, by the old 

corrugated iron, he comes for ramshackle qualities and the sound of the 

port, the looseness and the informality.

Fremantle was still an adventure in 1976, a place where the stuffy 

western suburbs conventions and pretensions held no currency.

‘I came to get away from my class. When I said I was moving to South 

Fremantle, everyone freaked. It was another country to them. I loved it 

from the second I moved in.

‘I went to Europe twice as a kid – by ship. I think South Freo stirred up 

visions of little houses I had seen [in Europe].’

Jim still lives on the South Freo fringe. He is certainly a legend in the 

local music scene, although you could say it hasn’t all quite gone to plan.

‘I am sort of the invisible man. I don’t have a lot to show for all my 

involvement, just my skills.’

Jim started playing the guitar in his teens but, as The Beatles faded, as the 

sound got heavier and more progressive, he didn’t go along with the crowd.
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‘I think when everyone else started to get into more glam-rock, 

posturing, pop music, I didn’t. It wasn’t until I really heard harmony 

singing and the musical artistry of bluegrass music that I had a focus. I 

don’t know why. It has been a really long and difficult process because 

nobody knew what it was, and I didn’t know what it was. I had to teach 

myself.

‘I just scratched away at bluegrass instruments, most of the time 

playing electric guitar for a living, and I had these weird bluegrass rock 

bands. It’s an obsession that I still have. Having said that, I have played a 

lot more electric guitar on stage than bluegrass.’

As a teenager Jim lived in Claremont. The bands he knew around 

the western suburbs were into original music. They were more arty 

and experimental; a bit different to the bands in the suburban pubs. 

There was money, and there were plenty of drugs in the scene. Heroin 

eventually had its hooks in a lot of musicians, including Jim. Some of 

those players drifted down to Freo, where people cared less about what 

went on. And the rents were 

cheap.

‘I first played in the Noggin 

Shop [later The Stoned Crow 

and now Mojos] in 1971 when 

it was a wine bar. I had a band 

called Road Band influenced by 

Mud – I saw these guys playing 

and singing harmonies and I 

wanted to do that. It struck a 

nerve. Then in 1976 I moved to 

Louisa Street in South Fremantle. 

My brother, John, decided he 

wanted to be a publican and 

bought the Seaview Hotel. I 

started doing bluegrass and little 

acoustic things.’

Along with his mate, the 

brilliant banjo player Ian 



FREO GROOVE

16

Simpson, Jim was a big influence on others and the creative spark 

behind the Freo bluegrass scene. He formed bluegrass bands like The 

Outlaws. It was a time of intense musical development. They worked 

hard and by 1978 they played the support for Ry Cooder.

Boom and bust
‘In those days, everyone went to gigs. My generation – they were looser 

and had fun and didn’t grow up as fast as other people. My career until 

1986 was big pub gigs. Right across the suburbs, every pub had gigs 

from Tuesday through to the weekend. There were a hundred pubs.

‘I had various country-rock bands through those pub years and wrote 

songs. I met Lucky [Oceans] in 1979. He was in some of those line-ups. 

I went touring with the Kevin Bloody Wilson show with Lucky. It was 

good for me at the time. I had got off drugs and, Lucky and I, we went 

for a jog every day.

‘But about 1986, that whole scene just collapsed in about six months. 

Just went bang. Gone. The people 

vanished. Some said it was the drink-

driving laws getting tighter, but I don’t 

agree. I think it was a sociological 

phenomenon, in as much as for my 

generation music was incredibly 

important. In our rented houses we 

had a record player and a fridge, didn’t 

have phones or TV. I just think that 

generation of people hit about thirty-

two, and there were no new ones to 

replace them. And I think it has been 

the same since. People’s relationship 

with music is noticeably different.

‘Music was like our flag that we followed. If you went to a party 

and someone changed the album without consensus they would be 

screamed down. That scene died. And that is when the organised band, 

where you rehearsed all the time, became something that you couldn’t 
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do anymore. Strangely, my addiction ended about the time the pub 

scene did. It was a new start. I tried to get fit. I formed little trios and it 

was play wherever you could.

‘With the America’s Cup, people saw Fremantle and new pubs opened 

up, but they were never in the tradition of what had gone before. They 

just wanted bands as background music. You would get a manager who 

had just come out of managing school and he would come up and say, 

“Can you just make the music a bit more peppy?”

‘In the eighties and that, you would finish your gig and go down to 

Papa’s and it was, “Hi, saw you at the gig”…sit around, and it was very 

sociable. Now it’s these security guys everywhere, dressed in black. Who 

wants that?’

Sensitive New Age Cowpersons
‘I went to America with Ian Simpson and while we were there we saw a 

comedy band, Riders in the Sky, and I got re-inspired about bluegrass. 

At some point, about 1994, the talk about the Sensitive New Age 

Cowpersons started up. John Reed and I had always done little duo 

things, which started out seriously but became sillier and sillier. We 

wrote really ridiculous songs and made each other laugh a lot. I said, 

“Let’s form a comedy bluegrass band where we won’t do bluegrass 

material; we’ll do things like ABBA, and AC/DC, and the music would 

sound great but be quite ridiculous.”

‘John had done the National and Woodford Folk Festivals and said 

we could probably get on there. Somewhere along the line we got 

Sensitive New Age Cowpersons. I never thought the name was a good 

idea, but along with our little photo – which was so great – we got a gig 

at the National Folk Festival and we just slayed it. It took off without our 

realising it and we had to catch up. It was all about the crowd and it was 

high energy. I came from rock-and-roll where you whip the crowd up. 

A lot of folk is very introspective. I found that a strain. The Cowpersons 

were not political. We didn’t swear. We could play to the kindy kids and 

a bikie gang at the same time.’
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Trouble, you can’t fool me
‘In 1996, driving down south to do a gig, something in my stomach went 

bang, then I was in pain and I stayed in pain, but I was in total denial 

so I never did anything about it and that was the beginning of my liver 

failure. I kept touring.

‘We kept going. We had just come back from a tour in Malaysia in 

1998. I had been in pain for two and a half years by then. I nearly bled to 

death and I found out I needed a liver transplant.

‘I had been living pretty clean for twelve years, but I got really sick. 

I had to wait for a transplant and things didn’t go that well for a while 

afterwards. I wrote some songs. I hadn’t felt like doing that for a long 

time; very gentle stuff. I was sixty kilograms getting out of hospital. No-

one thought I was going to survive.

‘The Cowpersons lasted another four or so years. I had a break from 

touring. We were all getting older and it was getting silly.

‘Since then, what can I say? In 2008 I got kidney cancer. I still had 

hepatitis C and had a big treatment for that, which was hard.

‘Bluegrass is a very exacting science. It is a great discipline. It has been 

a small part of my performing, but it has been my private university 

course – my cruel professor. It has guided me to get better and there 

has been a lot of self-criticism involved in that process.

‘But the last ten years, I have been playing my instruments a lot more 

and getting a lot better at what I do. It is the first time I have actually 

been happy with it – my playing. I went to America two years ago and 

jammed with some of my idols and I came back and thought, Okay, I can 
play. The irony is I don’t get to show anyone ’cause I don’t have a band 

and there are hardly any gigs.

‘I played up the Hilton Bowlo two weeks ago with Gary Howard, Bob 

Patience and Roy Daniel, guys who have been playing since the sixties; 

the kind of people you can just call the song and off you go. I came 

home and I thought, That is the best I have ever played – on my Fender 

Telecaster that I have had since I was eighteen. Three days later, I did a 

gig that I didn’t really enjoy and I thought it is terrible that you only feel 

as good as your last gig.
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‘A lot of the kids who are now in bands ran around the Seaview as 

little kids. My boy, Tom; as a baby he would be in a bassinet on stage. 

One of the interesting things is the number of fathers and sons and 

daughters. I play with Bill Rogers’ daughter and my son, Tom, plays with 

my old band-mates. Tom plays with Bob Patience – my guys. I play with 

Tom occasionally. Great when it happens. My daughter, Daisy, is singing 

really well now.

‘I think that is a thing about Fremantle – there isn’t such a difference 

between generations in terms of stylings.

‘That is me. I hope it’s okay.’


