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Sweet Nightingale

Some years ago, the HSC produced an occasional newsletter, The Sweet Nightingale. The title was inspired by one of Brendan ‘Bull’ Moore’s favourites, his combination of two versions of ‘The Nightingale’. If HSC folk would like to see The Sweet Nightingale return – probably presented electronically and on the web page – please let us know and send in material – photographs, stories, reviews, notices – for consideration.

2014: Quite a Year

The Howth Singing Circle had quite a year in 2014. Our monthly sessions were:

January, Brian Doyle & Walter Kennedy, ‘New Beginnings’

February, Helen Lahert & Ann Riordan with guest Rosie Stewart

March, Tony Fitzpatrick & Brendan Kennedy, ‘The Rolling Wave’

April, Francy Devine & Theo Dorgan, ‘If Ever You Go’

May, Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh, ‘In the Merry Month of May’

June, Ruth Clinton & Alan Woods, ‘Her Women’s Hearts Ne’er Waver’

July, ‘Singing the Fishing’, the annual session in support of St Franis Hospice, Raheny

September, an Open Session led by Xxxx and Xxxx

October, ‘Liffey & Lagan’ a night hosted by Niamh Parsons to welcome Belfast Singing 

     Circle

November, Special Night with Ann Riordan introducing Alan McLeod’s video study of 

     Howth fishermen’s superstitions, Perils & Pearls, which featured Club regulars Jack 

     Daly & Willie O’Connor

December, Special Guest Len Graham
Burns Nicht 2014

Our Burns Nicht – hopefully entitles Seo an Latha – Noo is the Day [our hopes were dashed in Scotland’s September referendum] – was graced by the wonderful harpist Laoise Kelly and two beautiful singers from South Uist, the incomparable Kathleen MacInnes and Sineag MacIntyre. Many considered it the best Burns Nicht yet. Pipe Major Noel Kelly and the St Lawrence Howth Pipe Band added their usual colour, excitement and ‘something special’ as they piped the haggis in to be addressed by Morag Dunbar. Jerry O’Reilly conducted the dancing and John Kelly, Packie Doran, Bernie Murphy and Mick Mullen played great tunes, being unexpectedly joined by Mick & Liam O’Connor.

A couple of weeks later the ‘Gig For Figs’ was a memorable night. Damien Dempsey was superb, playing for well over an hour, his sheer physicality, essential truth and compelling voice winning a packed hall over. He was admirably supported by John Blake (guitar), Seán McKeon (pipes), Liam O’Connor (fiddle), Mick OConnor (flute); Niamh Parsons; Michael Howard; and singers from the floor, notably Antoinette Daly. As in Aqua and the Burns Nicht, Jimmy Good insured the sound was excellent. 

Mickey McKenna Weekend, Trim

In March, the Club were well represented by Luke Cheevers, Mick Dunne, Siobhán Moore, Máire Ní Chróinín and Fergus Russell at the Mickey McKenna Weekend in Trim. We will be invited back. Mickey attended the very early sessions of the HSC in the Pier House and played regularly at many weekly Howth sessions.

The Fiddle Bus

In April, the Fiddle Bus proved to be an amazing day. We started by performing in the Sutton Methodist Church Singathon for St Francis Hospice, organised by Ian Maxwell, that raised over €3,500. Countless hours of rehearsal under Ann Riordan paid off and we have been invited back next year! Then the Fiddle Bus set out for Beck’s Dowlings in Cushenstown, Garristown where tribute was paid to the late Joe Ryan by his friend Jim McArdle from Drogheda and John Kellly. Paul Anderson, one of our special Scots guests, demonstrated the North-East fiddle style. And so it continued in Naul where Liam O’Connor and Rónán Galvin spoke of Séamus Ennis and the Centre fed us well. We finished in Yankee O’Connell’s on a magical and mystical Hill of Skryne where John McEvoy talked of the Sligo-Leitrim-Roscommon styles; Paul Bradley played a Highland, Donegal version of a Scots tune played by Paul Anderson; Rónán Galvin and Rab Cherry talked of the Donegal Fiddle Project. Ann Riordan organised the logistics of putting Paul Anderson’s idea into effect and the HSC is very grateful to John Kelly and Liam O’Connor who enticed so many fantastic musicians onto the Bus. Matt Milne piped us in and out every venue and deserves a special mention – but then so do all those who travelled, played, sang or listened, and contributed to a very memorable day. There will undoubtedly be another Fiddle Bus.
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A wonderful finale in Yankee O’Connell’s, Skryne, with, l-r: John McEvoy, Deirdre Madden, Paddy Daly, Jacinta McEvoy, Joe Farrington,. Liam O’Connor, Rónán Galvin, Terry Brogan and Niamh MacNeela

Singer in Residence

The HSC appointed a Young Singer in Residence for 2014 – our own Ruth Clinton. We are very proud of Ruth as a singer and as part of the four-member Landless, whose recently released recording has been a wow. Ruth’s brief was to research three/four original songs which she has chosen to do under the general title of ‘Her Women’s Hearts Ne’er Waver’. Her chosen songs are written pre-1950, by or about women but with no romantic content. She sang two of them at the June session, providing detailed biographical information on the women who wrote them as well as the provenance and context of the songs.

After the summer, will be commencing some teaching of traditional songs to pupils in Scoil Mhuire. The intention is to introduce youngsters to singing as a pleasure and as something, hopefully, they can engage in throughout their lives. Everyone was most impressed by Ruth’s diligence and originality, not to mention her beautiful singing of her chosen songs.

Singing the Fishing, the Blessing of the Boats & City Hall

In addition to the usual ‘Singing the Fishing’ in July – those attending contributing most generously to the Hospice – Luke Cheevers, Tony Fitzpatrick, Barry Gleeson and Fergus Russell led shanties on the Pier in August for the Blessing of the Boats. In November, Howth regulars Luke Cheevers, Barry Gleeson, Robert Kelly and Niamh Parsons enchanted a backed Dublin Council Chamber in City Hall with Poems & Songs of World War One. 
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Barry Gleeson, Wiilie O’Connor, Tony Fitzpatrick & Barbara Moore at the Lives Lost at Sea Memorial; and Fergus Russell, Neil Vincent Strunks, Luke Cheevers, Barry, Willie, Tony, Helen Lahert, Barbara, Ann Riordan and Paddy Daly singing a rousing finale at the Blessing of the Boats

Dinner Dance

In November, our Dinner Dance, splendidly organised by Ann Riordan and Finola Young, featured our talented young guests Éoghan Ó Ceannabháin and Saileog Ní Cheannabháin. It was held in the King Sitric and, although slightly smaller than recently, there was some very fine singing to support the beautiful music. Has the Dinner Dance served its purpose? Would people like it to continue? Please make suggestions to us.
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Saileog and Eoghan playing superbly and the speed of foot deceiving eye and camera – Paddy & Antoinette, Finola & Willie

Howth Singing Circle Finances

At each monthly meeting of the Howth Singing Circle, we ask for a voluntary contribution of €4. Where does your money go? Running the monthly programme and additional special events - like the Burns Nicht, Dinner Dance and Voice Squad/The Drole concert - is expensive. We have a minimum cost of room hire, although this now includes the sandwiches. Since September 2014, our income has been [including a balance carried over from last year] €12,488.52 - a figure that might surprise but is mostly explained by ticket sales for the Burns Nicht €3,300; Voice Squad night, €2,590; and charges for the Dinner Dance in the King Sitric, €1,085. The monthly income has been: September, €108; October, €157; November, €140; Decermber, €145; January, €135; February, €135; and March, €135.

Our expenditure has been €10,263.43. This included the Gaza Appeal, €1,786 which we accounted through the HSC; St Francis Hospice, €300; Abbey Tavern, €1,150 [mostly for the Burns Nicht]; King Sitric, €1,162; and sound hire, €350. The major item has been fees for guests of €4,050. There have been other charges for web maintenance, postage and stationery, bank and our Singer in Residence project.

We have always believed in explaining where your €4 goes to - along with the tickets you purchase for Burns Nicht and other special events. The HSC receives no funding from any source and no sponsorship and never has. Since our formation over thirteen years ago we have operated entirely from within our own resources.

Fergus Russell CD, Landless and Free

Landless and Free is an unaccompanied and much awaited song album by the popular Fergus Russell, a stalwart of An Góilín and HSC. While it does not contain some ‘audience favourites’, for example Bonny Light Horseman or Andy’s Gone for Cattle, he here  presents new songs he has written, alongside old ‘lost on the page’ forgotten ones. In taking the ‘archaeologist’s route’ [his words] to these lost gems, he has meticulously researched in libraries and, duly resurrected, adapted them to known airs, or set to one of his own. For Fergus clearly feels old and new songs ‘forged in the smithy’ of researching, writing and adapting should in this case come first. So, his signature is all over this unusual recording in every sense.

And now for the songs: marital bliss or mayhem is catered for in Paudeen O’Rafferty and Fifty Shades; the ‘demon drink’ in The Rise of Porter, ‘Tis Whiskey I Adore, and The Glass of Whiskey; and Music Hall-type song, with suitable sing-along choruses, in Pat Rainey, Pretty Little Dear, Peter Grey, and the aforementioned Rise of Porter. There is real Dublin character in some of these - Rags Upon the Poddle and Larry Doolan also spring to mind, with Fergus’ good humour spiced with an acerbic wit. Indeed, these are reminiscent of the songs of Zozimus. 

Is there a favourite or an outstanding choice? There are two of them here - The Dunghill Boy and Lord Landless, both much darker than those above. The former I felt was exceptional when sharing the ‘Wild Bees Nest Project’ of new ‘traditional’ song-writing with Fergus and other singers some years ago. It tells of the savage treatment meted out to a young man being sent for transportation to Australia. At six minutes it tests the mettle of any singer, but Fergus handles this with consummate ease. Lord Landless is strange and haunting, contains a riddle, and has attracted interest in singing circles both here and abroad. 
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To sum up, the research is exemplary, sourced from the Bodleian and Trinity libraries among others, along with the Irish Traditional Music Archive and National Library of Ireland facilities, and suitably cross-referenced. The sleeve notes contain all the lyrics- a welcome feature for singers to learn a whole new range of songs, some already coming into the Tradition. Background to the research is also given prior to each set of lyrics, and some beautiful illustrations accompany these notes. This is an important album. All in all, a deeply felt statement in song, powerfully delivered in a unique style. 



Mick Fowler

[Mick Fowler is a well-known and highly respected singer and song writer, long associated with An Góilín Traditional Singers’ Club. His carol ‘All Hail, All Hail’ has been adopted as the HSC Christmas carol.]

My Father Told Me

My Father Told Me is an album of song performed by Francy Devine, A capella in style, it has a variety of strings, drones and reed accompaniment that warms the vocals and accents the melodies with delicacy. Devine’s songs are a tableau of pre-employment agreements-trade unionism, when the most arduous and exploitative of work could be celebrated, as in Ewan MacColl’s My Old Man (‘In the stinking heat of the iron foundry, My old man was made’), and the employers were the enemy, deserving that striking workers ‘dared to fling a manly brick’ or ‘wreck a blackleg tram’. Colours are nailed to the mast, the Red Flag waved proudly in an era where austerity has people on the streets against excessive taxation. 

Ireland, Scotland and England are didactic reference points as regards common struggle, with a sprinkle of solid ballads ibn both Scots and Irish styles. Geordie MacIntyre’s magnificent Gulabeinn set to a shruti box drone is a surprising, but apt, centrepiece to the album, a lament yes, but an uplifting tribute to the foundation work in the Scottish Traditional Music revival, celebrating the Scottish song collector and cultural activist Hamish Henderson. 
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Devine’s singing on the eighteen tracks is tremendous, his versions, care and articulation rendering what seems familiar quite unique. His established contribution to setting period lyrics (with Fergus Russell on the 1913 Lockout repertoire) stands to him on the wonderful Stand Like the Brave, and – in the Irish rather than the ‘International-Folk’ tradition – all songs are in the singer’s own accent, an exception being Banks O Reid Roses in Scots, his father’s tongue.

Sam Hall envelops a tremendous solidity with choral vocals and poignant bombarde, while Bonnie Wood Green has a most comprehensive backing on fiddle and guitar, powerfully lifting the song yet not interfering with Devine’s command, and effortless glottal line-ends. This piece references a Ballymena linen-mill, interpreting industrial employment as somewhat romantic on contrast to military life, the other option for nineteenth century males.  So too does The Recruited Collier, albeit in lament style, both songs underlining the poles of working life in the empire-building century of expendable lives: physical hardship and death, the gap between coloured courageously by imagination and revolts, hope, love, song and music,. 

This album is a terrific celebration of that space and of the art of the ballad.

Fintan Vallely

[Fintan Vallely is a musician and writer on traditional music and editor of The Companion to Irish Traditional Music, imusic.ie. The review is re-published from Sound Post, the MUI Newsletter]

Anyone wishing to obtain My Father Told Me can contact Francy – fdevine@eircom.net – or check out www.francydevine.bandcamp.com

Website, Facebook & E Mail

All those interested in the HSC should note our new web page – http://howthsingingcircle.com/ Designed by Graham Dunne, it is managed by Niamh Parsons and Ann Riordan. The webpage carries notice of events and much more besides, including the beginnings of the Howth Singing Circle Archive.

You can also follow HSC happenings our two Facebook pages which carry news of events and lots of photographs. If you wish to contact us our e-mail address is howthsingingcircle@gmail.com

Let Us Know What You Think

The HSC is always interested in hearing from those of you who come on a regular basis. We appreciate constructive ideas as to how we can further improve and develop the Club, suggestions for guests, volunteers to run the nights or ideas for themes. You can contact or send material to howthsingingcircle@gmail.com or fdevine@eircom.net.

Your HSC Committee is Paddy Daly, Francy Devine, Brian Doyle, Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh, Stiofáin Ó hAoláin, Niamh Parsons, Fergus Russell, and Ann Riordan.
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Mick O’Connor, Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh, Bernie Murphy, Packie Doran, John Kelly & Mick Mullen in full swing; and our main guests Laoise Kelly, Sineag MacIntyre and Kathleen MacInnes at Burns Nicht 2014
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Damien Dempsey storming The Gig For Figs – and Niamh Parsons, Francy Devine and Damien singing us out
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