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My BBM Youth Support Award trip began in May 2017. I travelled for 3 months in total (May 9 – 
August 11) with my partner Erin, who is also in the field of music and a recent Sydney 
Conservatorium of Music graduate.

The main goals for my trip were to develop my skills as a musician through the attendance of high 
calibre performances, jam sessions, workshops and private lessons, whilst establishing relationships
with international artists and peers throughout the UK and Europe.

As recipient of the 2016/17 BBM Youth Support Award for Jazz, I would like to sincerely thank 
BBM Youth Support and Judy Bailey OAM for providing me with the opportunity to achieve these 
goals in furthering my career. 

Much of my trip was organised well in advance, which meant I didn't need to spend time worrying 
about accommodation, transport, missing events, currency, flights etc. I would highly recommend 
planning your trip early to any future awardees!

UK

We arrived at Sydney Airport on May 9 at 4am, ready for a long flight. After watching 8 movies and
stopping briefly in Dubai we finally arrived in London around 9:30pm and caught the tube to Erin's 
cousin's apartment in Holloway, where we would stay for our time in London. Straight to bed. 

The next day we thought we would attempt to take our jet lag head on, heading to Covent Garden at
9am. We explored a bit and then had our first English breakfast. We caught a train to Richmond and 
a bus to Richmond park. The weather was amazing and the park was beautiful, with deer roaming 
free. We caught the bus and train to South bank, walked along the water and over Millenium Bridge
to St Paul's Cathedral. Back home for a quick nap and later caught a red bus to Soho for a gig at 
Ronnie Scott's Jazz club. NY jazz bassist Omer Avital was performing with an English band. It was 
a bit underwhelming to be honest, but I had brought my saxophone for the jam session upstairs after
the gig. None of the musicians were too great but it was good to meet some musicians and to play in
London! We went for a delicious burger and beer at Patty n Bun afterwards and were thoroughly 
exhausted!



May 11 was my birthday in London! We took a well needed rest and headed down to Shoreditch (a 
trendy, arty area) and then to the British Museum. Later that night we caught the tube to the O2 
Stadium where John Mayer was performing with his Blues Trio. It was an incredible performance 
and well worth the trip! We managed to catch the last train and last connecting train back home.

The next day I attended a workshop by saxophonist Melanie Henry at the Royal College of Music. 
Many of the students at the college were performing so it was great to hear the standard of the 
students there. It was a classical saxophone masterclass so I didn't know the repertoire, but it was 
interesting to see the classical approach to saxophone technique and performance.



Later that night a great trad-jazz band was playing at a club/bar called Kansas Smitty's. The name 
originally comes from their house band, who performed in London regularly before opening their 
own venue. The vibe was awesome inside, kind of like a speakeasy hidden in the basement of a 
seemingly normal pub. I caught up with John Leigh Calder, a friend and bassist I play with from 
Sydney who had recently moved to London. It was great to hear his perspective of the jazz scene 
and how he compared it to Sydney. The highlight of the performance for me was hearing the 
clarinettist Adrian Cox. He is an absolute beast of a player and played within the style so well. He 
was one of the owners of the bar and was playing with the Hamiltons – two siblings from Australia 
who had been living in London. I met Emily Hamilton (singer and pianist) after the gig and found 
that she was moving back to Sydney the next day! It was a great night of music.

Over the next two weeks we visited Brighton, saw a lot of the tourist attractions, I visited Sax.co.uk 
– the world’s largest saxophone store and bought some reeds, saw some more gigs by local artists, 
went to West end, visited lots of markets and shops and soaked up as much London culture as we 
could handle before heading to Leeds. We were there for a performance by the great Brad Meldhau 
Trio. The gig was absolutely fantastic and worth the trip from London. Larry Grenadier was the 
highlight for me – his bass solos were lyrical and transcended his instrument. 

After Leeds we caught a bus to Edinburgh, Scotland for a few days. It is a truly beautiful city in it's 
architecture, landscape and people. We saw some great comedy, walked up to the view from Calton 
Hill and climbed to Arthur's Seat, an incredible panoramic view of the city. I had the best pie 
(Venison and redcurrant stew) of my life at a place called MUM's comfort food. I tried haggis and 
black pudding and it was pretty tasty!



Next we caught a bus to Glasgow, where Erin's relatives lived. You could see the Sleeping Warrior –
the profile of the North Arran Hills.

We caught a train to Aviemore national park. It was beautiful, calming and a nice break from the big
cities. We had an issue where our car hire plans fell through and had to book trains and buses 
instead, meaning we wouldn't be able to see a lot of the park, however our awesome AirBnB host 
let us use his car! We saw many Lochs, abandoned castles, forests, tree sculptures and mountains. 
Aviemore was full of inspiration for composition.



We jumped on another Scotrail train on our way up to Dornie via Inverness, where we took a pit 
stop and finally saw a good Bagpiper. We caught a bus from Inverness to Dornie, winding our way 
up the mountains of the Scottish Highlands. In Dornie we visited Eilean Donan Castle, which was 
used to defend against numerous assaults including Viking invaders! It was a very remote town, 
with one street, a great pub and a mesmerising lake surrounded by mountains and a layer of mist.

We made our way back to Glasgow and caught a flight to Dublin. We visited Phoenix park, walked 
around the city and had some great food and Guinness. We went to a gig at a small cafe called the 
Dwarf Jar, with a stage in a loft looming over the rest of the room. A friend and Aussie ex-pat 
Daniel Rorke was performing with his band-mates who were all living in Dublin. I brought my 
mouthpiece along and Dan let me play his saxophone, sitting in with the band. After the gig we all 
had a coffee and talked about music and life in Dublin, sharing stories of our respective times at the 
Sydney Conservatorium of Music and the scene in Sydney.



Next we successfully hired a car!!! Being under 25 this was quite difficult and expensive but the 
road trip to follow was well worth it. We drove counterclockwise around the Irish coast through 
national parks, farmland, a giant dam, cities of Belfast, Larne (where Erin's mother grew up ), an 
amazing view at Portaneevey, walked across the Carrick-a-Rede rope bridge, visited Dunluce Castle
(Game of Thrones), stayed in Sligo overnight, stopped in Galway where we met some amazing 
street musicians playing traditional Irish music and walked along the Cliffs of Moher (one of the 
most incredible views I've ever seen). We stopped in the picturesque Cobh and Glendalough 
National Park on our way back to Dublin, and flew back to London.



During our second stay in London we had a bit of down time. I visited London’s “Vortex” jazz club 
- one of the best places to see modern jazz music, and on our first night back two thieves on a 
motorbike dressed completely in black tried to do a drive-by robbery on the bus stop we were 
sitting in. They drove right up onto the footpath and grabbed at my phone but luckily I won the tug 
of war and they drove off without stealing anything. This made me realise we are back in the city 
and to keep alert!



We took a bus tour out to Stonehenge and Bath which was excellent. I tried the “best pastie in the 
world” and it was pretty average. Bath abbey was an astounding building. When we returned to 
London we visited Hampstead Heath and prepared for our travel to Europe. 
The BBM Youth Support Award for Jazz allowed me to use London as a stepping stone to travel 
throughout Europe, with a focus on music and networking. Being in the UK made further study 
afield financially and logistically viable, making the trip more rewarding. It should be noted that my
time in Europe was only possible because of the support I received from BBM Youth Support. 

Music festivals come alive during the European Summer, and all the best musicians were touring 
around Europe!

Whilst we were out of London we heard about the awful terrorist attacks in Manchester and later 
London. For the next few months most of Europe was on high alert and it was not uncommon to see
whole squads of army soldiers and paramilitary police patrolling the built up areas. We had to be 
smart and safe and stay away from large crowds, but the people showed great resilience and it didn't
stop us enjoying our trip.

PARIS

Our first stop was in Paris, where we spent 10 days. After stepping off the Eurostar from London, 
we brushed up on our French speaking skills and checked in to our AirBnB in the 11th 
Arrondissement. Coincidentally, my friend and colleague David (who I met in New York in a trip 
two years ago) was also in Paris, and was doing a private gig in a penthouse in the East of Paris the 
next night! Naturally, he had organised a fantastic Parisian bass player (Nico Moreaux) and asked 
me to join him as well. It was a picture perfect evening of jazz, cheese and wine with a backdrop of 
the Eiffel tower.



We explored Paris mostly on foot, visiting le Jardin du Luxemburg, Pantheon, eating crepes and 
baguettes, and the next night Nico invited me to play at a jam session he was hosting at Le Baiser 
Sale (translating roughtly to 'the salty kiss'). This was a great chance to meet many fantastic Parisian
musicians, organise some private jam sessions and discover the best places to see live music.

The next day we visited the Eiffel Tower, walked to the Arc de Triumph and later on I was invited to
sit in with Aussie jazz musician George Washingmachine at his gig at Le Caveau de la Huchette. He
was accompanied by a local French drummer, bassist and pianist and the legendary David 
Blenkhorn on guitar – another Aussie who was living in France and touring around Europe). We 
played trad jazz to a packed audience and dance floor. As a funny side note, all of my clothes were 
being washed in a laundromat earlier that day, and when I went to collect them the place was 
closed! I did the gig in shorts and a jumper but nobody seemed to mind; they were having too much 
fun dancing!



The next day I organised a jam session with my new Parisian friends and they invited some Finnish 
musicians to play. It was great to play their original music. A Parisian friend of a friend told us 
about a cool little jam session later that day at a small cafe called Mediatheque Marguerite 
Yourcenar, where I sat in with some cool gypsy jazz musicians. They didn't speak much English and
I didn't speak much French, but we were still able to communicate which songs to play and we all 
had a great time.

We visited the Palace of Versailles, Le Centre Pompidou (Modern art museum), had “the best 
croissant in Paris” according to our new friend, and visited Notre Dame. Erin and I had our 3 year 
anniversary and climbed to the top of the Arc de Triumph and the Eiffel Tower at night. 



GREECE

Visiting Greece was very special for me as I am of Greek heritage. Our first stop was Kremasti, 
Rhodes, where my Papou (grandfather) was born. It was my first time in Greece and as I was 
meeting my relatives for the first time, it was an amazing experience. We were welcomed with true 
Greek hospitality. We had a huge feast, were taken around the island by car, and shown the best 
places to see. I really experienced a sense of attachment to this place. I identify as an Australian but 
it was very moving to feel this connection to my heritage.

After Rhodes we caught a ferry to beautiful Santorini. This allowed us a bit of down time – a retreat
in paradise.

After a few days of relaxation we caught another ferry to Athens, where we soaked up as much of 
the history, architecture and culture as we could during our short time there. Although there wasn't 
much to do with music in Greece, it was a huge experience in broadening my perspective and 
feeling a strong connection to my ancestry. Through experiencing the history, art and architecture of
Greece I was greatly inspired.



AMSTERDAM

After Greece, we flew to Amsterdam. I was almost forced to put my saxophone in the cargo hold of 
the plane but I managed to persuade the flight attendant of the value of my instrument and all went 
to plan.

Amsterdam was a bit of a let down in terms of music. I had heard many great things but a lot of the 
Dutch artists I wished to see were travelling and performing at festivals in other European countries 
at the time I was there.

I attended the Bimhaus jam session and met a few student musicians. The standard of music was 
quite high.

We booked ourselves onto a Canal tour and learned some of the history of Amsterdam, whilst being 
pelted with rain. The weather can change a lot in a day in Amsterdam.

We caught a train out to Zaanse Schans – a beautiful area with lots of old windmills looking out to a
lake.

BERLIN

Berlin was alive with music. I met with my good friend Chris who had been living in Berlin for 
about 6 months performing in a fantastic circus show. He showed us around the city and we were 
able to find some cafes with good coffee finally (run by Aussies of course)! We visited the Bflat 
jazz club and saw some modern jazz. Berlin is full of history. We hired bikes and rode along the 
Berlin wall, out to an old air field and through the city to see all the historic buildings.



PRAGUE

Prague was a picturesque city with a surprising amount of jazz clubs. We were only here for a short 
time so we soaked up as much of the old town and its views as possible.



SWITZERLAND

Our first stop in Switzerland was Lucerne. We had a bit of trouble finding our AirBnB as it was on a
new road which didn't exist in Google maps. After a bit of navigation we were able to find the place
at around 1am. It didn't help that Erin's suitcase had lost a wheel by this point and I was basically 
carrying it down the street! After some sleep and settling in we walked in to town and organised a 
round trip of the spectacular Mt Pilatus. We started at the quay and sailed to the base of the 
mountain, where an old train took us up the steep ascent. The panoramic view was jaw dropping 
and the sound of cow bells rang all over the mountain. Not a bad life for those cows! We returned to
the city via cable car and bus, and prepared to catch a train to Lugano.



Lugano is a small town on a lake surrounded by mountains. It is on the border of Switzerland and 
Italy, which meant Italian food at Swiss prices! We were here for the 'Lugano Estival' jazz festival. 
After finding our way to our accommodation, we decided to cool off with a swim in the lake. It was 
very hot and our AirBnB was at the top of a building with no air conditioning, so we spent as much 
time out of the apartment as possible! The festival began and we were able to see a lot of great 
music. The legendary Randy Brecker and Mike Stern joined forces to perform a concert of jazz 
fusion in the Piazza. It was an awesome scene with the town's beautiful backdrop.



ITALY

We were finally in Italy! This had to be my favourite country of the trip. 

After a scenic train ride, we arrived in Vernazza – one the centuries-old seaside villages on the 
rugged Italian Riviera coastline. In each of the 5 towns (Cinque Terre), there were colourful houses 
and vineyards clinging to steep terraces, tiny harbors filled with fishing boats and bathing tourists 
and trattorias selling fresh seafood. We spent a memorable evening at a restaurant called Nessun 
Dorma overlooking the colourful village.

Next stop was Umbria, Perugia – a medieval town with defensive walls around its historic centre. 
We were here for the Umbria Jazz Festival, where one of my favourite saxophonists, Melissa 
Aldana was performing. Like most of Italy, the countryside surrounding the town was 
breathtakingly beautiful, and the food was ridiculously good. I took some time to practise my 
saxophone in our AirBnB (air conditioned finally!) and was intrigued to hear a response from across
the street – another tenor saxophone. The town was alive with music and everything was focused on
the festival. Melissa's performance was superb, and there was also a band competition on, with 
entries from the USA, Europe and the UK. I will definitely return to Umbria Jazz!



 
Florence was our next destination. It was very hot! We walked everywhere down the cobbled 
alleyways, up winding streets and up to the top of a hill where we could see the whole city. We 
visited the magnificent Duomo of Firenze and had some of the best Tuscan food.



Rome was next. This was mainly a destination for tourism. The Roman forum was a highlight for 
me. It was also very hot!

Amalfi was our next destination. It is a town on the steep cliffs of Italy's southwest coast. I was sure
we would plummet to our deaths on the bus ride from Salerno, as we hurried around the twisted 
windy narrow roads. Again, the views were spectacular. I took some time to reflect on the music I 
had heard and wrote down some ideas inspired by the incredible landscape. I'll let the photos do the 
talking.



Pompeii (Naples) was our last tourist destination before the Siena Jazz workshop. I was very 
interested in the history of the ancient Roman city, especially the incredible auditorium which had 
been used by Pink Floyd to record a video concert. We met with some friends who had just returned
from Greece, and remembered our amazing experience in Kremasti.



My last destination was Siena. This had to be the highlight of the trip for me musically. I was there 
for the Siena Jazz Workshop, which required me to send in a video audition and application to be 
accepted. The level of the student musicians was very high, to my delight. The faculty of the 
workshop was comprised of Italian and American musicians of the highest calibre, and students 
were drawn from many countries, including Australia, UK, Italy, France, Netherlands, Germany, 
Poland, Turkey, Israel, Canada, USA and more! The course was incredible. Throughout the two 
week course I forged friendships and met so many musicians from a lot of countries I had visited 
already on my trip. I wish I could have done the course first and then visited those new friends and 
colleagues I had met! I now have a contact in each of those countries.

Before the workshop started, Erin and I had one day together in Siena before she departed to travel 
through other parts of Italy and Austria whilst I attended the course.

My good friend and talented bassist from Sydney, Nick Henderson was also attending the course. 
Among the many awesome friends in the course we met, we became friends with a great young 
pianist from Canada who is currently studying in Amsterdam, and an amazing young drummer from
London. We organised as many private jam sessions as possible in any spare time we had.

Each day of the course was divided up. We would start at 9:30am with a 1 hour instrument class. In 
my first week I had the illustrious Will Vinson as my tutor. I had already met Will in New York and 
in Sydney when he was visiting, and had taken lessons with him previously. It was great to hear him
play every day for a week up close and to ask anything I wanted.

After that class, we would have an improvisation/ensemble class 11:30-12pm. I had bassist Ben 
Street as my tutor for this class. He was very open minded in his approach to music and 
improvisation, and the music we created as an ensemble was quite deep and cohesive considering 
we were a group of strangers before the workshop.

After this class we had a break for lunch, and then came back for another instrument class at 3:30 
-4:30pm. This time it was an Italian tutor, Achille Succi. He was an amazing bass clarinettist and 
had a lot to say about saxophone technique.



At 4:30-6pm we had another improvisation/ensemble class. This class was run by Marcus Gilmore 
– one of the best jazz drummers in the world. It was incredible to play my music with him.

Each day would end with a Jazz History class run by Francesco Martinelli – the course coordinator. 
He was very enthusiastic and well researched. I didn't realise how prominent the Siena Jazz 
Conservatory library was in its research.

When the class ended at 7:30pm it was time for dinner! We soon found our favourite trattorias. I 
dream of that food every day. After some wine and pasta each night there were outdoor 
performances by different bands featuring the tutors. These were top level, world class concerts - 
similar to those I had seen in New York a few years ago.

After the concert each night, a jam session would be held in a different contrade (district). This was 
where most of our friendships were built – hearing each other perform and enjoying the night life of
the town. The night would usually end with us sitting in the Piazza del Campo (town square) with 
some pizza and beer and a stroll home in the early hours of the morning.

This schedule happened every day for a week, ending with a concert over two days showcasing all 
of our practice during the week. There were about 20 bands in total, each performing a 30 min set 
with their tutor. We also had some guest speakers give seminars. They were prominent jazz 
journalists giving us career advice.

In the second week, all the tutors changed. I had the pleasure of meeting another one of my 
saxophone idols, Ben Wendel. Having him as my tutor every day was illuminating. He made me re-
think how I practise, giving us insight into his daily life as a musician. He was a fountain of 
knowledge. I have a whole folder worth of notes and recordings of his lessons.



Another highlight was my new ensemble (above) , run by Puerto Rican drummer Henry Cole. I 
have seen him perform with Miguel Zenon and Ben Wendel before, and was ready with a whole lot 
of  questions about rhythm. Our band was also of a very high standard, with a great Italian alto 
saxophonist who is studying at the Manhattan School of Music in NY, my new Canadian friend on 
piano, and an Italian bassist and guitarist. We workshopped a tune of mine called 'Glebe Point 
Road,' a tune of Diego's (our guitarist) and a jazz standard arranged by Henry Cole.

My other ensemble was also very interesting. I was placed in trumpet player Fulvio Sigurta's group. 
We played a few tunes from each member of the group as well as some Italian compositions.

We wrapped up the two weeks with another two days worth of performances and a big celebration 
in the Piazza Del Campo. I will never forget those two weeks. It was such a memorable and 
enriching experience. I can't wait to visit all my new friends and make music together again!

RETURNING HOME

After the course was over I caught a bus back to Rome and then took a flight back to London, 
where I reunited with Erin. It almost felt like I was returning home when I arrived in Holloway. We 
enjoyed our last day in Britain as we prepared for the long flight home.

When I returned I was inspired and energised to create music and continue projects with my friends 
and colleagues. I had a gig at the 505 jazz club in Sydney on the same night I returned, and even 
though I was exhausted from the jet lag, I had a lot of energy to play the saxophone! It was a great 
way to end the trip.

I regret that many of the musicians I contacted before my trip informed me they would be travelling
throughout Europe during the period I was in the UK. There are so many jazz festivals all over 
Europe between May and August, and most performing musicians are busy travelling constantly 



through the summer.

The BBM Youth Support Award for Jazz allowed me a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to experience 
the rich culture and heritage of the UK and the means to step into the European jazz scene. I would  
recommend that future awardees consider supplementing the generous sum awarded by BBM Youth
Support with their own savings as I did, to seek further rewarding opportunities and experiences in 
Europe. 

I am confident that the many friendships and connections I have made during my trip will allow me 
plenty further opportunities over the length of my career. The award allowed me many varied and 
unique musical and cultural experiences that have ultimately bore me a greater confidence in 
myself, and a more worldly perspective. I am grateful for the generosity of BBM Youth Support, 
and I am excited for the future awardees! - Michael Avgenicos


