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W
il Sargisson has come a long way since 
Napier Boys’ High School – literally. 
I spotted the Hawke’s Bay pianist 
across the castle courtyard in Ascona, 

Switzerland. He’d just come down from his room high 
up in the eaves of the medieval lakeside chateau. 

We pulled up a pew, poolside, to chat 
awhile. But there was a momentary silence 
as a huge inflatable rainbow unicorn 
drifted across the water. 

It seemed a fitting metaphor for the other-
worldly then and there – a castle on a lake 
surrounded by the espresso set, Chanel-
clad Cockapoodles and fashionista man 
bags – silent except for the occasional 
squeak of a Gucci loafer or Ferrari 
rumbling over the cobblestones. 

We had just enough time for the interview before Wil’s 
evening gig by Lago Maggiore – his nightly fixture on the 
JazzAscona programme.

JazzAscona is an annual 10-day music festival devoted to 
historical types of jazz, showcasing New Orleans style. It 
attracts artists and attendees from all over the world, and 
many of the performances are held on the foreshore by 
the lake. 

Wil is no stranger to playing on the water, and as we got 
down to the interview he talked fondly about his cruise 
days. A chance connection led to an interview, which 
led to a job, and the rest, as they say, is history: seven 
years and 45 countries. He started on the ships in 2001 
and completed eleven contracts in large showbands and 
jazz trios. He has backed artists such as The Coasters, 
Charo, The Platters, and many more. 

“It was a great experience,” Wil said with a smile. 
“I learned a lot – both in a musical sense and becoming 
more worldly – as I travelled the globe. The cruises were 
really like an apprenticeship; I honed my skill far more 
than I ever thought I would.” 

Tim Warrington talks to Napier’s Wil 
Sargisson about his career, creativity and 
playing with The Coasters.



Wil likens his playing to a sculpture: “You 
can see the form almost immediately, 

but it’s the last five percent that really 
matters, when the piece becomes 

highly polished. It’s the same 
with music, and this is 

where I am now – the 
polishing stage.”

Wil, right, with Mitch Woods, an American 
modern day boogie woogie, jump blues 
and jazz pianist and singer

“I didn’t really have a choice,” Wil says of his 
playing. “The piano moved in and hijacked by 
brain – it was all I thought about.”

Wil’s advice to young musicians is the need for dedication. “The real 
constant is the need for passion. You won’t get very far without it.”



Although Wil has been in Australia for ten years, he’s still 
very much a Kiwi at heart, and modest about his many 
accomplishments. He began piano lessons at age five in his 
hometown of Napier. 

His early influences were blues and boogie woogie, solo piano 
idioms born in and around the Chicago area. In later years his 
interests broadened to include New Orleans R&B, Harlem stride, 
and more mainstream jazz. Today, Wil is considered a world-
class performer in all of these sub-genres.

At 17 years of age, he represented New Zealand as pianist for 
the New Zealand High Schools Jazz Orchestra – the same year 
he released his debut solo album Steppin’ Out, which was 
nominated for New Zealand Jazz Album of the Year, reaching the 
top three. The album earned rave reviews, with New Zealand 
Musician magazine calling it “an inspired and excellent release.” 

In 1998, Wil fulfilled a life-long dream when 
he performed by invitation at Tipitina’s in New 
Orleans. The club was once voted the best bar 
in the USA by Time magazine and hosts the 
prestigious annual ‘Piano Night’ concert during 
the New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival. 

Wil became the youngest pianist ever invited to perform solo 
at this event, which was broadcast live on WWOZ radio. He 
returned to Tipitina’s to perform at the same event in 1999, 2000 
and 2007. 

Wil now lives on the Gold Coast in Australia, where he works 
full time as a freelance pianist. “I just love performing six nights 
a week. I don’t like down time. I need to stay busy,” he said. 

He is a regular member of the famous Australian 
jazz group Galapagos Duck and has appeared 
as a sideman on over 30 albums with a wide 
variety of artists in the jazz and blues realms. 
Renowned artists he has worked with include 
Renée Geyer, Deni Hines and James Morrison. 

And what does the future hold for Wil? Another move? “Could 
be,” he says with a grin. “But it would have to be worth it. Like 
many creatives, we’re walking a tightrope between paying the 
bills and being fulfilled creatively. But I still miss home, my 
country – the attitude of the people. 

“At the end of the day, there are two types of performer,” 
Wil says: “those who play for the adulation and the money, 
and those who get into the industry because it’s part of their 
spiritual journey. I’m the latter and I guess that mindset will 
ultimately determine where I end up.” 

You can follow Wil on his social media:
Facebook: Wil Sargisson Jazz Pianist
Instagram: @wilsargisson


