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Behind the Pender Harbour Jazz Festival

By Brian Lee

Around the time the Oak Tree 
was called the Holiday Market and 
Harbour Pet Food was still a bank, the 
seed of a Pender Harbour jazz festival 
was conceived in a beer mug. 

Monty Rolston and Les Fowler 
wanted to produce something to help 
extend the tourist season past Labour 

Day and since they were both musi-
cians and avid jazz fans, a festival 
seemed the ideal choice. 

It’s possible that too much in-
spiration that evening blurred their 
memories the next day because their 
dream remained dormant until 1995 
when Monty fi nally persuaded Les, 
the chairman of the Pender Harbour 

Music Society, that the society should 
launch the festival. 

Monty and Les both played in the 
Harbour Lights Dance Band, which 
was instrumental in acquiring the 
Pender Harbour School of Music and 
forming the Pender Harbour Music 
Society to administer it.

“Right from the start it was go-
ing to be in the month of September.” 
Monty says in his home offi ce, deco-
rated with the trophies of his three 
passions — the P. H. Jazz Fest, the BC 
Lions and moose hunting. 

“The whole idea behind it was to 
create another weekend for the resort 
and business communities.”

Meetings were held and things 
progressed but a major catalyst was 
provided by the town of Gibsons 
when Les got wind that they were 
also planning to start a jazz festival in 
1996. 

Les wanted to be fi rst and so the 
race was on but it was already June. 

Les would be away fi shing for 
most of the summer and they didn’t 
have enough time to get it together.

What other jazz festival has a fishboat with musicians playing as it cruises the harbour.?

The Pender Harbour Jazz Festival suffered last year from unseasonally wet weather 
but the rain didn’t keep the true jazz fans away.
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So, they reluctantly decided  to 
put it off until the next year giving the 
Pender Harbour Jazz Fest Committee 
15 months to plan and do it right. 

Things moved along from there 
with help from the Vancouver Coastal 
Jazz and Blues society, organizers 
of the Vancouver International Jazz 
Festival, who gave a one-day seminar 
offering tips to ease them through the 
fi rst-year pains. 

Their advice was to start small 
and build. 

Even the current logo was sup-
plied that fi rst year by Monty’s son 
Steve, a budding artist who has gone 
on to a successful career as a graphic 
novelist. 

He drew the seal on a rock play-
ing a saxophone and Jim McGillveray 
helped with the musical scale.  

Musicians might recognize that 
the melody the seal is playing is from 
Harbour Lights.  

For a real treat, ask Monty to 
sing it for you.

With only fi ve acts and a budget 
of $15,000 the fi rst Jazz Fest was a 
resounding success. 

After it was all over, Monty 
called Michael Campbell, who had 
just put on the fi rst Pentastic Jazz Fes-
tival in Penticton that September. 

Campbell was ecstatic. 
With a budget of $70,000 they’d 

only lost $10,000! 
Monty smiled knowing their 

little festival actually made a $7,500 
surplus, money that would help them 
nurture the festival through its forma-
tive years. 

It was clear they were on to 
something good.

Instrumental to the early — and 

been problems with diffi cult perform-
ers. 

He’s reluctant but can’t help 
himself as he  tells me about one per-
former David Lee booked in the early 
years who was living in the New York 
at the time and couldn’t get Canada 
Council funding to attend. 

She used up her own Air Miles to 
get here and everything was wonder-
ful until she arrived and was appalled 
at the quality of accommodation pro-
vided for her so she lit into Monty. 

later — success of the festival were 
David Lee and Jim McGillveray 
whose experience and contacts in the 
music industry helped land top name 
acts to build its prestige. 

Pretty soon they were inundated 
with promo kits and CDs of various 
artists who had heard about this little 
spot on the coast that was gaining a 
reputation for putting on a show that 
even had one act playing on a fi sh 
boat as it cruised around the harbour.

Musicians are often an eccentric 
lot so I ask Monty if there have ever 

Continued next page

JAZZ FEST AT A GLANCE
Friday, September 14:

1-2:30 p.m. - Clinic w/ Al Wold (PH School of Music)
3:30-5 p.m. - Anagram (Madeira Park Shopping Centre)
6-9 p.m. - Scott Robertson Trio (PH Golf Club)
7:30-10 p.m. - Al Wold Quintet (PH School of Music)
9-midnight - Jazz Five (Grasshopper Pub)
9-midnight - Doc Fingers (Garden Bay Pub)
9:30-12:30 a.m. - Sue Leonard & No Bolognie Blues (Legion Jazz Club)

Saturday, September 15:
8-11 a.m. - Lions’ Pancake Breakfast (PH Community Hall)
10-noon - Gabriel Mark Hasselbach Quintet (Millennium Park)
11-1 p.m. - Ron Johnston Trio (John Henry’s Marina)
Noon-1:45 p.m. - WOW! Jazz Orchestra (PH Community Hall)
2-4 p.m. - Ken Dalgleish Trio (Madeira Park Shopping Centre)
2-4 p.m. -  Sibel Thrasher Revue (Motoko’s Gallery)
2:30- 4:30 p.m. - Anagram (Cruising the Harbour)
3-5 p.m. - Vince Mai Quartet (Sunshine Coast Resort)
4-6 p.m. - Gabriel Mark Hasselbach Quintet (PH Resort)
6-9 p.m. - Scott Robertson Trio (PH Golf Club)
7:30- 10 p.m. - Marc Atkinson Trio (PH School of Music)
9-midnight - Jazz Five (Grasshopper Pub)
9-midnight - Doc Fingers (Garden Bay Pub)
9:30 -12:30 a.m. - Sue Leonard & No Bolognie Blues (Legion Jazz Club)

Sunday, September 16:
8-11 a.m. - RC Legion Pancake Breakfast (Millennium Park)
11-5 p.m. - Various performers (Millennium Park)
8-11 p.m. - Jazz Five (Grasshopper Pub)
9-midnight - Doc Fingers & Friends (Garden Bay Pub)
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Jazz Fest (cont.)

“She was just an absolute witch 
for the rest of the weekend,” He says. 

“Nothing was good enough for 
her!”

But she was an anomaly, says 
Monty, and the majority of the per-
formers come because they love it 
here.

Within jazz there’s a huge diver-

sity but jazz fans will recognize that 
diversity doesn’t seem to be refl ected 
in Pender Harbour’s lineup of musi-
cians. 

I ask Monty how they go about 
choosing the acts every year. 

“The jazz spectrum is huge and 
we’re just trying to show that much of 
it,” He says, holding his hands apart in 

a way that could mean he just caught 
a one pound salmon.

“What some people are now call-
ing jazz, to me, is just a bunch of kids 
playing with instruments to see how 
horrible they can make them sound.”

 Clearly the Pender Harbour Jazz 
Festival line-up is “safe” meaning the 
acts booked are intended to please a 
wide swath of music buffs. 

One of the keys to their success 
is that they have avoided some of the 
more avant garde acts that might not 
appeal to the broad audience that at-
tends every year.

 “Beep and squawk” is better 
left to larger festivals like Vancouver 
where they can pull from a wider vari-
ety of eclectic tastes. 

What you’ll fi nd in Pender Har-
bour is “smooth” jazz with hints of 
blues or Dixieland to offer variety.

Rolston challenges anyone who 
claims they “don’t like jazz” to come 
out and give it a try. 

“The fi rst year or two a lot of the 
locals that think there’s two types of 
music, country and western, didn’t 
like jazz,” he says. 

“They didn’t like the festival but 
with so many free events going on 
around the shopping centre, if they 
were in Madeira Park, they had to 
be exposed to some of it. And after 
three or four years they were becom-
ing sponsors and volunteers and they 
decided it wasn’t so bad.”

Though the Jazz Fest continues 
to lose venues like Irvines Landing 
and Lowes, this year’s festival should 
prove to be the biggest ever with 23 
acts — 18 of which are free.

But despite its apparent success, 
all isn’t rosy for the Pender Harbour 
Jazz Festival. 

w w w. p h a q u a t i c . c o m
phaquatic@sd46.bc.ca              (604)883-2612

SIGNS OF FALL!
Opening day is Monday, Sept. 10 for weekdays.
(Weekend openings begin Saturday, Sept. 29)

REGISTRATION FOR SWIM AND FITNESS PROGRAMS: Begins Tuesday, 
September 4 with programs beginning September 10.  
NEW POOL PROGRAMS:
• $3 Liquid Lunch Lane Swims: Tues. and Thurs. 12 -1 p.m. 
• Swim and Stroke Improvement: Tues. and Thurs., 2-3 p.m.
• Saturday Afternoon Swim Lessons: begins Oct. 20.
• Discover Scuba and Learn to Snorkel for kids and adults
NEW TO THE FITNESS PROGRAM: • Brigit’s Blenz: begins Sept 24 
• Healthy Aging(begins Sept 12)   • Group Personal Training for 
the Mature Adult(begins Oct 24)  • Mokie’s Sport Conditioning
and Gentle Waves scheduled 3x per week and Fit Circuit. — 
Reminder: Fitness programs require registration and payment
1 week prior to start date.
PROGRAMS TO COUNT ON:  Afterschool Wet Set, Swim Lessons
(ages 3 months and up), Junior Lifeguard Club, Bronze levels 
(Sept 18), Swim Instructor Training(Sept 28), Deep Water 
Aquafit, Combo Fit, NIA, Pro D Day swims, Reality Nights & 
Sleepovers!
SWIMS TO COUNT ON: After work lane swim and gym openings, 2
for 1 Tuesdays, Early Bird swims Mon, Wed and Fri (7:30am), 
Public swims every evening, Adult/Senior swims.
SPECIAL EVENTS: • Learn to Snorkel (Sept 28):  ages 10-13: $12. 
Registration and payment required 1 week in advance. 12-3pm
• Learn to Swim (Saturday Sept 29) and see where it takes

you. Pick up your swim passport to begin filling in.  When
completed, enter your name to win prizes. Public Swim 3-8pm! 

PENDER HARBOUR AQUATIC & FITNESS CENTRE
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Monty’s son Steve drew it and Jim McGillveray added 
the music. What’s the seal playing?

LOCALLY

“We’ve been losing attendance 
for the last four years because there 
are no places for people to stay,” 
Monty says. 

“With developers and private 
people buying up all the resorts and 
rooms, there’s no place for people.”

To combat this, Jazz Fest or-
ganizers have concentrated their 
marketing efforts towards attracting 
the boating crowd by advertising in 
publications like Pacifi c Yachting. 

Though they arrive with their 
own beds, this demographic presents 
its own problems. 

Monty recalls a big attendance 
drop last year when the weather 
turned poor on the Sunday and boat-
ers beat a hasty exit out the harbour in 
order to avoid a bumpy ride back to 
Vancouver. 

It was only the second year the 
festival lost money in its 10 year his-
tory.

Ticket sales only account for 
about 24% of revenue needed to 
break even and this year’s budget tops 
$60,000, a third of which is taken up 
by artist’s fees and expenses. 

Integral to the continuation of 
the Pender Harbour Jazz Festival is 
the fi nancial support it receives from 
local businesses like Target Marine or 
the Sunshine Coast Credit Union and 
Monty is quick to credit the continued 
success to community support. 

Completely volunteer driven, 
the Jazz fest has always relied on the 
dedication of people like Marlene 
Cymbalist or Bonnie Murray who 
have been instrumental in its growth 
and taken on a huge workload. 

Requiring close to 100 volunteers 
every year, Jazz Fest has never had a 
salaried employee on the committee 

and it’s something Monty 
says is kind of unusual for 
a festival of its size. 

Monty attended a con-
ference for festival organiz-
ers a while back and asked 
how many in the audience 
of 24 were paid — 18 put 
their hands up. 

He thinks he’s put 
more than $10,000 of his 
own money over the years 
into costs like photocopy-
ing or long distance phone 
calls but insists a part-time 
salary would eat up half of 
their budget and is simply 
out of the question. 

Of the original mem-
bers of the committee, there are only 
three left who actively take part in the 
organization — Joyce and Les Fowler 
and Monty. 

With such a huge workload that 
keeps growing every year, the prob-
lem of succession is looming. 

Though Monty resists talking 
about the future he does insist that, 
despite the challenges facing the Jazz 
Fest, the best years are still ahead. 

“It was never intended to be a 
profi t making enterprise,” He says. 
“We never set out to sell Jazz Fest. We 
set out to sell Pender Harbour.”

LUNCH & DINNER: 11 AM - 8 PM

THURSDAY - SUNDAY

(604)885-7860

  En joy  our  Sunday  brunch 10 a .m .  to 2 p .m .
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