
MINUTES OF THE 102nd MEETING OF AYNHO HISTORY SOCIETY HELD AT THE VILLAGE 
HALL, AYNHO ON WEDNESDAY 31st JANUARY 2018 
 
Present: - Keith McClellan – Acting Chairman 
                Peter Cole – Secretary 
 
Keith said that Ted Sutton sent his apologies but before becoming Chairman he already had a 
commitment for this evening. 
 
He outlined plans for the next three months, starting with a talk on Wednesday 28th February by 
the Revd, Simon Dommett on the role and place of “Mumming” in English folk history, including 
references to our local traditions. 
 
He introduced Peter to talk about The Life and Music of Chris Barber and his Jazz Bands 
 
Peter said that Donald Christopher Barber was born on 17th April 1930. So he is 87years old, and 
he is still going strong.  
Educated at St Paul’s School in London he started work as a trainee actuary, but he soon tired of 
this and supported by his parents he went to the Guildhall of Music to study the trombone and 
double bass. He was a great follower of jazz from the black American exponents of New Orleans, 
and he collected a lot of their records. With fellow musicians he began to play Dixieland jazz. By 
April 1953 he was in a group called Ken Colyer’s Jazzmen. In addition to Ken on trumpet & Chris 
on trombone, this consisted of Monty Sunshine on clarinet, Lonnie Donegan on banjo, Jim Bray on 
double bass & Ron Bowden on drums. During the band’s first year there were arguments, largely 
caused by Ken’s drink problems, plus his complete inability to explain how he wanted the other 
bandsmen to play. One day Ken decided to sack 3 of the band members. Chris spoke to them all, 
and suggested that as the band sounded great, they should instead sack Ken himself. They all 
agreed, and so on 31st May 1954 Chris set up his first band, “The Chris Barber Band”, with the 
addition of Pat Halcox, a trumpeter who had briefly played with him previously. Over the years 
other band members came and went, but the partnership of Chris and Pat was to last for 54 years, 
the longest partnership in the history of jazz anywhere in the world. 
This was all 2 years before Acker Bilk started in 1956, & 2 more before Kenny Ball began in 1958. 
 
Peter said that he first heard a Chris Barber record in September 1955, when his school music 
teacher set up a sixth form Music Club on Thursdays after school, with classical music one week, 
and jazz the next. The only condition was that you could only come to the jazz evening if you had 
attended the previous classical evening. He couldn’t remember all the jazz records, but the one he 
liked best was Chris Barber’s “Ice Cream”. 
 
While telling the story of Chris’s life and bands, Peter played parts of 18 tunes, at the same time 
showing photos of the musicians involved. The numbers started with his signature tune “Bourbon 
Street Parade”, and ended with his usual finale “When the Saints go Marching In”. In between were 
examples of some of the soloists and the various styles and innovations that Chris had introduced 
over the years.  
 
In August 1954 Chris married Naida Laine, a dancer he had known for about 6 years. By then 
Ottilie Patterson a school art teacher from Northern Ireland had heard about Chris’s band. She 
came from Northern Ireland in the school holidays to find the Band. The first Jazz Club she found 
was Humphrey Littleton’s. Seeing Beryl Bryden in the audience, he told Ottilie that she would know 
where Chris was playing. Ottilie sang regularly with the band as a guest, but had to go home at the 
end of the holidays as the N. I. Government had paid her college fees, but she was required to 
work at a school for 2 years. Unusually the School folded at the end of 1954, so she couldn’t 
complete her contract. She joined the Band permanently on 1st January 1955 as singer. Chris 
became infatuated with her, and divorced his new wife. Naturally Naida wasn’t at all happy with 
this. The divorce took until 1960 to come through, so Chris couldn’t marry Ottilie until then.  
 
 
 



 
Lonnie Donegan was born Anthony James Donegan, and he had formed his own band The Tony 
Donegan Jazzband. At one of their earliest appearances the compere confused him with another 
act that night, Lonnie Johnson, and announced the Lonnie Donegan Jazzmen. Tony thought that it 
sounded much better than the Tony Donegan Band, so he kept it from then on. Chris and Lonnie 
invented skiffle, and Lonnie recorded Rock Island Line with the Barber band backing it. In 1956 this 
was released as a single and took Lonnie to top of the hit parade. Lonnie Donegan left the Band in 
1956 to go solo. 
  
In 1959 Sidney Bechet’s Petite Fleur with Monty Sunshine on clarinet spent 24 weeks in the UK 
singles chart, reaching No. 3. He left the Band in Dec. 1960, replaced by Ian Wheeler. 
 
Peter first saw Chris’s Band live in 1960 at the Theatre Royal in Brighton. 
 
The Barber band has always known for experimenting with new things.  
 
The Band spent half its time travelling about Europe and America at the invitation of other jazz 
organizations. Of course in the 50s and 60s America was a very segregated country. Even in New 
Orleans white men didn’t go to black men’s concerts and vice versa. Chris however treated the 
locals as equals, and asked to play with them. This endeared him to them. At one concert there 
were 2 well-known bands, and the next day the local paper had a big headline: “British win Battle of 
New Orleans”. On 26th October 1959 Chris was made an Honorary Citizen of New Orleans, and 
given a key to the city. 
At the Hollywood Bowl in 1960 they were sandwiched between Count Basie and Louis Armstrong. 
In 1962 they were between the Dave Brubeck Quartet and the Duke Ellington Orchestra at 
Washington. On each occasion they stopped the show. A jazz critic wrote in the New York Times: 
“Mr Barber's group plays a form of disciplined & buoyant jazz that is definitely superior to that of 
any equivalent band in this country. He & his men have created a metier unknown over here." 
 
In 1964 Barber stunned traditionalists by introducing an electric guitar into his rhythm section. John 
Slaughter didn’t just strum this, he really played it, and it proved a perfect instrument for playing 
blues numbers.  
 
In another innovation in 1968 Chris decided to include a saxophone player in his line-up, and John 
Crocker joined him. Thus the Band’s instrumental line-up permanently increased from seven to 
eight, and with Ottilie’s increasing love of singing the blues, the band became “The Chris Barber 
Jazz and Blues Band”, which it would remain for the next 30 years.  
 
Peter didn’t see Chris Barber’s band live again for quite some time. It was in the mid-1970s, when 
he spotted an advert for an open-air concert at Polesden Lacey, near Dorking. Soon after instead 
of big halls Chris began to visit smaller towns, so Peter became a frequent follower & attended 
most of his concerts at Worthing, Horsham and Crawley. Chris would always chat quite happily with 
anyone in the interval or afterwards, while selling cassettes or CDs. He had signed up to a Dutch 
record producer, Wim Wigt with Timeless Records, which is why for the last 45 years or so the only 
records of his band sold by record shops are re-issues of old ones of the 1950s and 1960s..At his 
concerts Peter often bought one. Over the last 40 years he converted this collection to MP3s and it 
now totals over 350 numbers. 
 
Johnny McCallum played banjo and guitar for 21 years. In 1985 for a while Chris & his band played 
with Rod Mason’s Hot 5. His banjo player Udo Jagers had a duet with Johnny.  
 
In July 1986 there was yet another departure from the norm. Chris collaborated with an orchestral 
composer, Richard Hill, to see if a small jazz group of 8 soloists could combine with a full 80-piece 
Orchestra, This all took place in Berlin in East Germany. With the cooperation of the Grosse 
Rundfunk Orchester, (the Grand Berlin Radio Orchestra), they released a CD of a full concert. 
 
In 1991 Chris became “Chris Barber OBE” for his services to Jazz 
 



 
 
After moving to Aynho in 1997 Peter read in a paper that Ball, Barber & Bilk were going to do a 
Concert at the Royal Festival Hall in London on 23rd May 2001. He went there by train. It was 
noticeable that both Acker Bilk and Kenny Ball had the same size band, and played exactly the 
same numbers as they had for the whole of their lives. Earlier that year Chris had linked up with a 
trio, Bob Hunt and his Ellingtonians, to form his “Big Chris Barber Band”. It was a breath of fresh air 
when Chris appeared with his new Band, and Peter was really impressed with the quality of sounds 
they produced. These eleven musicians formed a formidable musical force, because most could 
play 2 instruments so Chris could have the services of 2 trombones and 3 trumpets, & 3 of the 4 
sax players could play the clarinet as well, so he could have any combination of clarinets and 
saxophones. In addition Bob Hunt was a musical arranger, which was of great benefit to the band. 
 
Another example of his new style was “Sweetness” which is probably equal to anything that one of 
the best colliery bands like Grimethorpe or Brighouse & Rastrick Brass Bands could have made.  
 
Chris Barber has so far been band leader for no fewer than 63 years, and Pat Halcox was with him 
for 54 of them. Peter spoke to Pat at his last local concert in Northampton in 2008 and wished him 
a long & happy retirement, but sadly he died in 2013.  
John Slaughter with his electric guitar worked with Chris for 39 years. 
John Crocker played the saxophone for 35 years 
Bass player Vic. Pitt played for 30 years 
Ian Wheeler on clarinet played for 27 years, retiring due to ill health.   
About 1964 Ottilie Patterson started having trouble with throat illness, which made singing more 
and more difficult, and she had to take time off to recover. She went back to Northern Ireland in 
1967, and Chris went to live with her as often as touring work permitted. In 1972 he bought a house 
there with a large garden. She gave Chris a divorce, on condition that she could come to England 
occasionally and sing with the Band. She did this for a few years, then retired and became a 
recluse, never singing again. Despite her illnesses she lived to be 79, and died in June 2011.  
After their divorce in 1984 Chris married Renate Hilbich, a German lady he had met years earlier. 
They had a daughter, Caroline, and a son Christopher. Renate & Chris were divorced in 1992. 
He married Kate Gray in 1996.  
 
Kenny Ball died in 2013 and Acker Bilk in 2014. 
 
So that is the very full life of Chris Barber – an incredible man – musician, singer, band leader, and 
composer – 4 times married – and that’s not to mention his love of cars – he bought dozens over 
the years, including an old Lotus Elite racing car, and later a Lotus Elan. He raced these certainly at 
the Nurburgring in Germany, & at Brands Hatch & Silverstone (they have these Classic Car Days 
twice a year for old cars from the 1950s, 60s, 70s 80s, 90s, etc.), and he drove in these races in 
the late 1950s.  As he never had time to practice very much he never actually won a race, but he 
enjoyed himself very much, making friends with Nigel Mansell, Graham & Damon Hill, Bernie 
Ecclestone, and was a particular friend of Jackie Stewart. 
 
 
 
Forthcoming Meetings 
 
 
Wednesday 28th February – Morris and Mumming by Revd. Simon Dommett – to include the role 
and place of Mumming in our English folk history. 
 
Wednesday 28th March – The Hidden Village by Imogen Matthews – about a village hidden deep 
in Dutch woods which sheltered persecuted people from occupying Germans during World War 
Two. 


