SWEET NIGHTINGALE 9

Newsletter of the Howth Singing Circle, June 2004

Songs Of Ulster

Dave and Vera Rickard brought us a rousing March night of music and song from the Ulster tradition. Highlights included Kevin Rickard, concertina, and Dave Rickard, small pipes, setting a lovely warm tone for the evening with their playing; Victor Byrne’s renditions of Colm Sands’s There Were Roses and the County Down song, The Flower Of Magherally-0; Tom Crean’s Rambling Irishman; Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh’s revelation that Art Mac Cooey was married in Howth; Aideen Rickard’s wonderfully pure-voiced, Medieval Irish song Is Mo Chem am Maiten Ban; and Andrew Clarke’s evocation of Henry Joy. The Quinns of Mullaghbawn were well represented with Mick ‘Muckle’ and Miceál Óg singing in great style and the former reducing everyone to tears with his telling of the story of the cuckoo clock! There were over 35 singers with many new faces and fresh singers, all of whom were welcome additions.

Vera’s capacity for something different witnessed Dave hammering a huge saffron slab of ‘Yellow Man’. It was eaten and very much enjoyed with a suitable health warning about fillings! The ‘specially commissioned’ block came direct from Ballycastle, County Antrim – a piece of genuine Ould Lammas Fair confectionery. And don’t forget, ‘If you go to Ballymena, With your Ballymoney, You can buy a Ballycastle, For your Ballyhome!’

Our Ship She Is Ready

True to expectations, Jerry O’Reilly and Jim McFarland led a full-sail night of maritime songs. There were many, many highlights: - the wonderful, understated concertina playing from Aodhagan Lynch; Anne Buckley’s Pirate Jenny from Bertolt Brecht’s Three-penny Opera; Andrew Clarke’s Go To Sea Once More; Frank Nugent’s self-penned tribute to the ill-fated Banbridge Arctic explorer, Francis Crozier; Grace Toland’s The Shamrock Shore and Long Glen, Inishowen ship wreckers’ Mary Snow; Cian Ó Suilleabháin leading all the crew in a rousing Wild Rover; Joyce Redmond’s singing and bodhrán playing; Antoinette Daly’s exposition of the ages of woman; Frank Speirs’s haunting Fisherman’s Wife; and Victor Byrne’s reminders of Bull Moore – Donegal Danny, The Mermaid and, as a fitting and alternative finale, Fiddlers’ Green. Much of the informative Song Sheet was sung as was the case with the Broadside of sea shanties. Tom Crean, Martin Ryan, Stephen Brady, Jerry O’Reilly, Niamh Parsons and Anne Buckley all led shanties as a late night ensued. Jim McFarland’s masterpiece Cork Harbour will long live in the memory.

Jimmy Fitzpatrick literally gave blood for the Howth Singing Circle as he spliced a rope and metal sheet under the direction of Éamonn Howard. Their display of splicing, net making and knot tying was wonderful – as were the talents of Jack and Paddy Daly, Tom Lantry and Noel Redmond in the audience. All gave strangers to seafaring life a glimpse of the crafts and skills essential to safety and security at sea. We are indebted to Jimmy for organising the demonstration and giving the night a special flavour. The ‘ship’s biscuits’ came from the night’s ship’s cooks, John and Eileen Griffiths and Ann Riordan, and hit the spot mightily. Jerry O’Reilly had organised a great giveaway raffle of CDs and books, as well as donating two bottles of spirits himself. Finally, we must thank all at the Howth Sea Angling Club for hosting the evening and making everyone most welcome.

The First Time Ever We Heard Their Voices

In the tradition of the Club, this evening was a tribute to Ewan MacColl and Kirsty MacColl and Francy Devine and Joyce Redmond produced two mighty song sheets providing fitting recognition of their subjects. It was a packed evening with many new faces and voices – Declan Fay, Bernie Dermody and Freda Collier from Laois, John from Ballyboghall, and Pádraig Mulligan from Galway. Bernie sang outstandingly – The Joy Of Living and Manchester Rambler while Freda sang from her two much-loved traditions, her native Jamaica and her now-native Laois. Ciarán Clarke brought youthful zest to proceedings while Catriona Crowe provided a sultry Miss Otis Regrets. Seán Óg McKenna played beautiful banjo, accompanied by Victor Byrne’s whistle and Joyce’s bodhrán. Other great performances were Mary Joyce Redmond’s Shanagolden; Jer O’Leary; Vera Rickard; Pat Lynch; Nan  & Jack Barron’s The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face; Frank Devlin’s Little Musgrave; and the peerless Jimmy Smyth’s song about a hurler and his lover. As ever, there were no poor performances in the thirty and more singers. Joyce Redmond was a star, rendering Little England, Thank You For The Days, Don’t Come The Cowboy With Me, Sonny Jim; and Perfect Day in a manner Kirsty would have been proud of. She travelled up from her home in Galway for the night and we are most grateful she comes home so regularly to support us. Mind you, even she was upstaged by The Singing Barman, James O’Rourke – how does he get to those top notes? Top man, James. The night heard of Peggy Seeger’s e-mailed best wishes. She expressed her pleasure at our activities and wished us well in all our endeavours. We also had greetings from Singers’ Club regular, Paul O’Brien, whose health sadly prevented his attendance.

To Hear The Nightingale Sing – Back To Naul

Thank you to everyone who flooded the Séamus Ennis Centre at Naul for our joint night with the Drogheda Singers. Séamus Ó Súilleabháin and Paddy Branigan managed a night in which some of the singing was of the highest quality. Among those who excelled were Aideen Rickard, Kevin Branigan, Anne Buckley, Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh, Nan & Jack Barron, Vera Rickard, Declan Hoey, Andrew Clarke, and the superb Gerry Cullen. Jean Michel supplied some whistle tunes and Dave Rickard played Scottish small pipes that drew appreciation from everyone in the room – the portrait of Séamus Ennis himself included. Séamus sang well – especially Articuan – in addition to taking the considerable strain of organising such a throng and the other member of the clan, Cian, led us all with a stirring Dirty Old Town. Siobhán Moore explained some the more rustic drinking traditions and many of us found out for ourselves in Killian’s for … well for long enough to have a second great burst of singing. Liz Murphy presented her hand-crafted wall hanging for the Club and three copies of Drogheda writer Helen’s Brennan’s History Of Irish Dance were given away. It was an interesting occasion and one that mixed differing traditions and approaches to singing in exciting ways. Thank you again to all concerned – especially Seán Mac Philibín and all connected with the Centre. Two singers stood out from Naul – young Niamh O’Mahony, fetched in from the kitchen, and Jimmy Downes, 80 odd year old veteran of the Western Star Ceilí Band and a true guardian of the tradition in north Fingal.

Songs Of Childhood

Doreen Gallagher and Joan Harman led a lovely night as many dipped back into the lucky bags that were their childhood musical memories. The balmy summer evening was a pleasant back-drop to the quiet and compelling evening inside. It was great to hear Graham O’Mahony’s debut Scots lullaby and John Griffiths’ recermatation – although just never ask for peanuts if you are stood next to him at the bar! There were quite a lot of news faces and some great performances, among them Seán Feeley, Miceál Quinn, Niamh Parsons, Liam Ó Droma, Janet McCormack, Charlie Costello and Eugene McEldowney. Many tributes were paid on the night to Mickey McKenna. We also discovered that Victor Byrne never got his hippopotamus, that John from Ballyboghall loves ducks, and that Alsion O’Donnell’s musical memory – produced below – sounds great. James O’Rourke stole the show yet again and the Club must surely enter him for You’re A Star next year!!! Ireland – Twelve Points! Doreen and Joan created a lovely atmosphere for a relaxing and evocative night.

Michael McKenna

The sudden death of Michael McKenna stunned his family and friends. After a day’s fishing on his beloved Boyne in Trim, he was taken ill and taken from us. He was universally respected as a musician and as a man. This was evident by the respectful throng that both followed his coffin through the streets of the town and who attended his removal and funeral in their hundreds. Howth piper Peter Dunnin led the march playing a stirring tribute through the shuttered streets – The Dawning Of The Day, The Night Parting Song and The Battle’s O’er. Cousins Colm and Barney McKenna, John Sheehan, Howth uilleann piper Leo Rickard, flute player Mick Hand, Tony MacMahon, Éamonn Campbell, Kevin and Niamh Ward, and Áine Ní Thuaigh were among those who played in the chapel [please forgive us if anyone has been unintentionally omitted from this list - eds]. Howth Singing Circle members attended all events in large numbers and offered a wreath in his memory.

In the very early days of the Howth Singing Circle – and certainly well before it became popular – Michael was a stalwart, helping to propagate the seed of what he valued as a good idea in honour of his friend, Brendan ‘Bull’ Moore. It was with Bull and the Ben Eadair Buccaneers that some of the few formal recordings of Michael can be heard. Michael can also be heard on some unpublished Clann Éadair recordings – including some made with Phil Lynott in London – and on the recording of their second appearance on the Late Late Show. On both Broadside For The Geraldine and Whitewater his mandolin and tenor guitar can be heard as he demonstrated his skill – and a very under-rated skill – as an accompanist. In recent years with Níall Ahern in the Lighthouse and Victor Byrne in the Cock Tavern, many had got used to Michael as a fixture in sessions, seldom seeking limelight, rarely playing solo, always cheery and welcoming. Níall Ahern, with whom Michael played for over twenty-five years, recalls his ‘precision, timing and passion’. He also recalls him as a hard musical task-master and as a ‘very loved man’.

Michael’s best-loved renditions were McKenna family anthems The Poor Scholar and The Teetotaller and, his father’s favourite tune, The Heathery Breeze. One evening in the Cock, Snowy McLoughlin requested a rendition of Carolan’s Concerto and Michael obliged with masterly authority, subtle playing and wonderful authority, the bar falling silent – a rare enough event – sensing that they were hearing something special. And they were. Like many local musicians, Snowy knew him over long years, played with him and respected him. Michael’s musical roots in Howth are deep and varied, his late father – fiddle player Barney – attended Royal sessions years ago and Michael himself played locally and across Europe with various Howth musicians where they got to appreciate his belief that no day could start – and indeed no evening could finish – without a ‘proper breakfast’. His love of all things potato was legendary and was a stickler for cleaning headlamps before any homeward journey after a session!

Traditional music was one thing for Michael – jazz and gypsy swing were quite another. Sweet Georgia Brown was a favourite piece. He loved playing in the fashion of Django Reinhardt and Jim Hall, Leroy Burrell and Louis Stewart. In recent months, fronting his own Saturday night session in the Lighthouse with friends from Trim, Michael’s jazzy side came to the fore. Toe-tapping audiences swung along with him – whether they were conscious of it or not such was the compelling drive and joy in his performances. At the conclusion of a hard-driving or gently blue set, he would simply chuckle and make some self-deprecating remark, his fingers often reaching for the next air. Michael had started off in the 1960s with the Rathkenny Rebels, based in North Meath, a sort of ‘show-boat ensemble’. Later, he was a member of the Tallaghtfornia String Band, playing mandolin on RTÉ’s Live At Three on a few occasions. He had an unfulfilled ambition to ‘retire and form a proper band playing my kind of music’. That would have been something. A few friends have private recordings and we hope that some of these are gathered together and deposited in the Traditional Music Archive. His talent deserves such recognition. Francis Devine read a tribute to Michael at the Club and we publish it here.  

Django Carolan

for Michael McKenna

Through blinded Trim,

a mighty stream pursue a piper

lamenting fisherman and friend,

warm, open-hearted man,

plucked before the May.

Tenor guitar or four-string banjo,

plectrum or pick, he sat in equally

with Carolan, Reinhardt or Gaughan: 

planxty or gypsy swing, it came 

the same, a simple mastery.

Animated only when discussing flies –

to dap or not to dap – he melted into

Boyne wilderness, a static, hypnotic 

oblivion that refracted the world

through a red, road-lantern float.

Such slow-flow solitude refined

a stoic composition, counterpoint to 

geniality, sun-bright whitethorn, 

banishing all gloom and holding us all ,

toe-tapping, to his tempo and tune.

It is not clear what Michael would have made of such a poem. Embarrassment would have probably been to the fore but then that was Michael, unassuming, natural, one of life’s truly gentle men. Everyone at the Howth Singing Circle sends their deepest condolences to Aisling, Jason, Lisa and Michael’s extended clan. Ní bheidh a leithéid aria ann.

Our New Banner 

Seals In The Sound – The Making Of A Song

© Alison O’Donnell, 2003

My soul rises up with the morning

It rests in the depths of the night

In between it embraces the pleasures

Sometimes twisted with woe beyond measure

And it swirls from Deilginis in the trail of a kite

I walked with my togs along Vico

I stood on the stones at White Rock

I waded in cold murky shallows

Felt seaweed fronds flutter in the eddies and flows

And homewards I bounded without shoes or socks

Dip doo da doo dip doo da doo di dee di da da dum

Dip doo da doo dip doo da doo di dee di da da dum

I learned doggy paddle in the harbour

By the bright coloured boats tethered there

I rowed round the island with the redheaded Mac

Nursing my blisters all the way back

And I pocketed apples and daffodils just for a dare

         But it’s farewell to the familiars

         I must now sail across the Irish Sea

        And it’s many long years I’ll not be there

        For trying to make some fortune

        But when I return to that place so rare

        I will see from nay thousand feet

       That speck of Dalkey Island

       And its monuments from the air

       That speck of Dalkey Island

       And its monuments from the air.

Dip doo da doo dip doo da doo di dee di da da dum

Dip doo da doo dip doo da doo di dee di da da dum

I hid in the gorse in Sorrento Park

I was too late home for my tea

I climbed to the mosaic of Dowland

I skated my way round the bandstand

And I thought that  this was the best life for me

I went up and down the Cat’s Ladder

I knew every woman and man

I cycled the streets like a gale force wind

Battled the boys for some venial sins

And I kissed one or two of them on Mrs Lavery’s land

But it’s farewell to my familiars

I must now sail across the Irish Sea

And it’s many long years I’ll not much care

For trying to find some fortune

And when I return to that place so rare

I might see from many thousand feet

That speck of Dalkey Island

And seals in the sound playing there

That speck of Dalkey Island

And seals in the sound playing there

It was after twenty-eight years away from Ireland and two years after my repatriation that I safely allowed myself to open up the wounds of homesickness that had been festering quietly all the while. My song, Seals In The Sound, came tumbling out of me.

It is mostly a paean to my carefree childhood. In my late teens I had to grow up quite quickly and leave my homeland, like so many others, in search of work in London. I left with a bunch of musicians and life was alternately exhilarating and tough. But it all went pear-shaped eventually and I ended up even farther away, in Johannesburg.

Some of my most formative years were spent there. The wildly different culture and lifestyle was stimulating, new friends were hospitable and loyal and we all wove our way round the Apartheid laws. There was plenty of hardship but also an abundance of rich and rewarding experiences. I thought I had dealt with the hurt of being away from my homeland and family for so long but I was merely storing it up for later.

Since realistically and economically I couldn’t return to Ireland, London lured me back again and then Brussels for a few years. Then a chance arose to wend my way back home to family. Cast adrift for so many years in a sea of shifting cultures and attitudes caused a build-up of feelings and emotions in me that would ultimately manifest themselves in this song. For  along time I thought I would never return to the land of my birth but, with the advent of the Celtic Tiger and the subsequent improved economic conditions, many people – Irish or otherwise – have been able to settle here. The old Dublin I left behind decades ago has evolved into something new. Social change has fashioned a vibrant metropolis teeming with contributions from many different types of communities.

Although the lyrics depict the harsh reality of leaving one’s home, which brings to mind the abiding and painful image of my mother waving me away on the boat until she became a tiny dot on the shore, the greater part of this song harks back to a time when children could roam freely. This is the spirit I have tried to capture in the words.

My ramblings took me through parks, beaches, harbours and other people’s gardens and orchards to Dalkey island with its historic church, fort and Martello Tower. To stand on the isle with its goats, rabbits and seals rising and falling with the waves, one had a peerless view of South County Dublin and outwards to Wales.

I particularly loved looking out of bedroom window on moonless, stormy nights waiting for lightning to strike. When the night sky lit up the little island stood out majestically in stark relief. It was a sight for sore eyes and something to come home for.

Alison O’Donnell

Alison sang her song on the Songs Of Childhood night and it was extremely well-received. Her performance was top notch and the sentiments of the song were those of many childhoods. She did confess that her maths in verse five was hopelessly wrong, mind you! Great song, Alison.

Frank Nugent Remembers Francis Crozier 

In 2001, I was a member of the Irish Northabout 2001 Expedition, which completed the first Irish navigation of the Northwest Passage.  The Northabout a fifty foot aluminium sailing boat was built in Knock, County Mayo, and sailed from Westport with an all Irish crew to Nome, Alaska. It entered Lancaster Sound from Baffin Bay and rounded Point Barrow into the Bering Strait in twenty-six days thereby passing from the Atlantic to the Pacific along the top of North America and Canada. In doing so we were commemorating the life of Captain Francis Crozier, RN, of Banbridge, County Down, who is immortalised in the tragic saga of the lost Franklin Expedition last seen in 1845. When off the shores of King William Island, I wrote the song attached which I sang at the Howth Singing Circle when Jerry O’Reilly and Jim McFardland hosted ‘Our Ship She Is Ready’, an evening of maritime songs.


Francis Rawdon Crozier,1796-1848
Born in Banbridge, son of Attorney at Law George Crozier of Banbridge and Dublin, from Scottish Borders ancestors, Francis Crozier had a brilliant career exploring both in the Arctic and Antarctic and was involved in some of the most important expeditions of his time. He entered the Navy in 1810 at Cork and he accompanied Captain William Edward Parry on three Arctic voyages, 1821-27. He was promoted to the rank of Lieutenant.  He sailed on Cove with Ross to rescue eleven whaling ships off the Davis Strait and was promoted captain on his return. He explored Antarctica between 1839 and 1843, as Captain of HMS Terror with Ross in overall command on HMS Erebus as second in command to James Ross. The expedition mapped the Ross Ice Shelf, Magnetic North, Mount Erebus and islands off the Antarctic Peninsula. Cape Crozier in the Ross Sea is a famous emperor penguin colony - the first specimens were discovered and brought back from this expedition. Crozier was commander of the HMS Terror again on Sir John Franklin’s ill-fated Northwest Passage expedition to the Arctic 1843. Franklin died in June 1847 leaving Crozier in command. Crozier managed to lead the surviving crew of 105 men towards George Back’s Great Fish River estuary. They all perished. It is thought that scurvy and poor rations had badly weakened the crews who were icebound in the frozen pack for two years before they abandoned ship. Cape Crozier on King William Island is named after him. A statue of Crozier outside the house where he was born, stands in Church Square, Banbridge, surrounded by four sculptured polar bears. The air to the song is derived from The Wounded Huzzar.

Lament For Francis Crozier



On the shores of the bleak Arctic, winter darkness was over

Brave Crozier, led his men in search of fresh food

Twenty-second of April, their ship they deserted

Terror, his pride was beset towards its doom.

Oh! what suffering and pain, did your poor seamen suffer

Lord Franklin to die and in your ships so secure

Scurvy and starvation those sailors privations 

Broke the resolve of stout men, on Cape Felix shore

Did you dream of sweet Sophy, who won your heart in Tasmania

Or was your heart broken before you did sail

Cold nights in your cabin ‘neath the Great Bear constellation

No place for a man with deep hurts and wounds.

Why was it so young, from your loved ones you parted?

From the banks of the Bann and the Mourne mountainside

Where the granite walled fields are brimmed with potatoes

Oh! to starve in the land where the white bears reside.

God rest Francis Crozier gentle Captain of Terror

In Terra Incognita you discovered new lands

With Ross and with Franklin your name lives forever

An explorer and sailor of great fame and renown

The Northwest Passage, its route you discovered

But, the ice it beset you; you could not get free;

Ye starved on the shores of Back’s Great Fish River

The passage it led you to heavens green shore.

Frank Nugent is a member of the Golín Singers Club and experienced mountaineer and polar expeditioner. He was deputy leader of the first and successful Irish Everest Expedition in 1993, followed in the footsteps of Shackleton and Crean across South Georgia (South Arís Expedition 1997), sailed the Northwest Passage in the wake of Crozier and McClintock (Northabout Expedition 2001),and climbed many first ascents during the Irish Lemon Mountains Expedition 2003.  He was Chairman of the Mountaineering Council of Ireland, 1997-2000. Howth Singing Circle is very grateful to Frank for sharing his composition and experiences with us and, of course, singing it so movingly for us all. We hope he continues to make expeditions out to find the North East Passage!

When Magee Draws His First Week’s Pay

Charlie Costello sang When Magee Draws His First Week’s Pay at the May 2003 Singing Circle and made such an impression that various people have kept asking about the song. Charlie sang it again in Naul recently and says that it was a song he heard from his father, also Charlie. Charlie Costello Senior was a Casual Deep Sea Docker, mostly seeking work on the grain boats with Gouldings. Charlie remembers his father as ‘almost never having a full week’s work’. Born and reared in Corporation Buildings of Foley Street, young Charlie was one of six kids brought up by Charlie and Marcella – three boys and three girls – in the one room. In the late 1920s, early 1930s, times were very hard. All the family did well though and went into trades – Charlie himself becoming a cabinet-maker. ‘It broke our father’s heart when none of us wanted his ‘button’’, he recalls – the ‘docker’s button’ being his guarantee of entry to the ‘Read’ or ‘pen’ after which it was down to the favour of the ganger. When his father had the ‘few shillings’ and felt good about the world, he would sing this song about the house and, as Charlie now feels, ‘it was clearly a song that my father deeply understood and identified with’.

Are ye there Maggie darlin?

Shake hands with your Dan

Get me pick and me shovel

And me oul’ billy can

Put the delph on the table

And the pot on the hob

For me searching has ended

I’ve landed a job

So there’ll be joy in an Irish home

Fire in an Irish grate

A feeling of comfort around the house

That hasn’t been there of late

There’ll be something that’s nice on the table

Something that’s strong in the tay

All the world will be bright next Saturday night

When Magee draws his first week’s pay

When I went out this morning’

Me heart was like lead

But this Foreman that knew me

Twas Billy McCann

And sez he, ‘I’ve a job,

Me old buddy, Dan’.

So there’ll be joy in an Irish home

Fire in an Irish grate

A feeling of comfort around the house

That hasn’t been there of late

There’ll be something that’s nice on the table

Something that’s strong in the tay

All the world will be bright next Saturday night

When Magee draws his first week’s pay
Charlie Costello is now hale and hearty at eighty-one, still globetrotting and, most important of all, still singing!

Recollections Of Stan Kelly – A Great Liverpool Songwriter

1966 was a grand summer and a pal and I decided to go off to Liverpool and stay with an aunt and uncle of his who lived at Tuebrook, a few miles out on the West Derby Road. We had method in our madness. We had been to Liverpool a few times before but the summer of 1966 coincided with the playing of World Cup matches at Goodison Park [Everton’s ground] and nearby Manchester. 

In the previous two years we had been to Liverpool when we were involved in a ballad group. We played a variety of gigs including one at the Irish Centre at the top of Mount Pleasant. We combined our World Cup business with visits to Liverpool Folk Clubs. On a July evening in 1966 we headed for the Gregson’s Wells Folk Club on West Derby Road. Jacqui & Bridie were the resident duo. They were very popular at the time, even filling the Philharmonic Hall more times than once. One of those asked to get up and sing was Stan Kelly and what a lovely song he sang. In 2004, his songs are household names and sung the world over – songs like In My Liverpool Home, a favourite of Luke Kelly and now sung so well by his brother Jimmy Kelly, usually accompanied so ably by Michael Mullen.

Stan Kelly had a most unusual and varied career. Born in Bootle in 1929, he went to Liverpool Institute High School from 1941-1947. At eighteen, he won the National Scholarship Certificates giving him access to the Pure Mathematics course at Downing College, Cambridge. Here he achieved a First Class Honours in every subject including Numerical Analysis and Automatic Computing. When I first met him in 1966, he was the most senior Systems Programming Analyst at IBM, UK. As regards the folk side of things, he founded the St Lawrence Folk Song Society at Cambridge University in 1950. He has written hundreds of songs, many about his hometown. Bootle and Liverpool being port communities, many of his songs have dockland and maritime themes.

Stan Kelly’s songs have been sung by Pete Seeger, Peggy Seeger, Paul Robeson, Dominick Behan, Luke Kelly, Hedy West, Shirley Collins, Dolly Collins, Alex Campbell, Leon Rosselson, Ewan MacColl, Jacqui & Bridie, Billy Connolly, Rosalie Sorrels, Séamus Ennis, Tom Paxton and many, many others. He also actually managed Kevin Keegan, Tommy Smith and the great Liverpool players in their 1970s golden era. He produced the mid-1970s LP O Liverpool, We Love You which involved the Liverpool players singing on the record!

Apart from mathematics, Stan Kelly had great ability with the English language. Both the Cambridge Encyclopaedia Of Language and the Oxford Companion To The English Language give Stan Kelly sole credit for many new words in their lexicographic compilations, mostly to do with computer analysis, numerical analysis and physics. 

In My Liverpool Home remains Stan Kelly’s song we know the best but here is another song which refers to the sea and his beloved Liverpool in a jovial way.

The Quality Of Mersey

reconstructed from childhood memories by Stan Kelly, 1961

When I was young and handsome, me lads,

As handsome as could be,

I said terrar [goodbye] to the mother-in-law

And away I went to sea

I went aboard a schooner, me boys,

The schooner called Mary Ann

And we set sail for Walton Gaol

Up the Manchester Ship Canal.

Well, the Captain was a sailor, me lads,

Had never been to sea before

He knew as much about the sea

As the knob on our shit house door

All day he slept on the Upper Deck

All night he slept below

And he paid the crew a lousy screw

And we were glad to see him go.

Now the quality of the Mersey, me boys,

It is not strained at all

Its full of shit and seaweed

And it tastes like paraffin oil

And we had to drink it every day

For beer we would never see

And I scarcely think we’ll get a drink

Till we get to Wallasey

Repeat Verse 1

On several of Stan Kelly’s songs he got collaboration from his friend Leon Rosselson and gives Leon credit for his input to several songs including I Wish I Were Back In Liverpool. Phil Colclough and his wife June from Norwich also give credit to Leon Rosselson for his input into Song For Ireland and The Call And The Answer – both again favourites with Jimmy Kelly.

Stan Kelly now lives in California and, although seventy-five, still does a lot of university touring with lectures on physics, computer analysis and numerical analysis. Luckily for us, he also devoted some of his time to writing songs.

Johnny Nolan

Making Music At Fingal County Libraries

From Pavarotti to Meatloaf, Garth Brooks to Beethoven, Fingal County Libraries cater for all musical tastes. We provide -

· audio cassettes  - from easy listening to animated film soundtracks;

· compact discs (CDs) - from classical to pop;

· books - a broad selection of books on subjects including the following: 

                                     - how to play a musical instrument; 

                 - biographies of famous musicians from Mozart to Michael Jackson;              

                 - songs and ballads; 

                 - history of music. 

Fingal County Libraries complement this collection with an on-going programme of music events, recitals, music appreciation talks and workshops. Details are available from the Library or other Fingal offices in the printed monthly programme guides.

Current CDs in our recording stand of interest to Howth Singing Circlers include – Rita Connolly; Cran, Black, Black, Black; Delia Murphy, The Spinning Wheel; Moving Hearts, Live Hearts; and Len Graham, Do Me Justice. This last recording is one that might turn up that special song that will enable you to take the next Howth Singing Circle by storm. Books that might interest include Tomás Ó Cannáin & Gearóid Mac an Bhú, Seán Ó Riada; Captain Francis O’Neill, Irish Traditional Music; and John Gillett, The Chieftains. There are, of course, many other musical works – sheet music and tune books, song books, biographies and general histories of traditional music.

If Howth does not have the particular CD or book that you are looking for, the on-line catalogue will allow you search for the item through all other Fingal Libraries and those of South Dublin and Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Councils. Material can then be ordered for you.

Since Howth Singing Circle were founded, we have received all Song Sheets, issues of The Sweet Nightingale and other Club ephemera and it can be consulted by asking at the desk. It is stored, together with much other material related to Howth and the peninsula, in the Library’s Local History Section. Material can be photocopied for a small charge if you want a copy of a particular Song Sheet, Sweet Nightingale or song. We are delighted that Howth Singing Circle have deposited material both with us and with the Irish Traditional Music Archive. We value receiving such evidence of such a significant cultural activity in the town. Now what about some of Paddy Daly’s sound and picture records?

Remember, if we don’t have want you want in one library, we can order it in from another!!

Why not drop into Howth Library, Main Street, Howth – 8322 130 [fax 832 2277] or any other Fingal County Library to pursue your musical interests? Opening hours are Monday, 2-8.30; Tuesday, 10-1, 2-5.15; Wednesday, 2-8.30; Thursday, 10-1, 2-5.15; Friday & Saturday, 10-1, 2-5.

Aideen Daly

Bonnie Portmore

At their night of Ulster Songs, Vera Rickard sang Bonnie Portmore to Dave Rickard’s lovely accompaniment on the small pipes. Many asked about the song, so the performers explain.

‘We were introduced to this song by an Australian friend, Dean Hall, who thought it would sound good with small pipes. Portmore was built by Lord Conway in 1761 on the eastern side of Lough Neagh. After his death, Portmore became neglected and the oak and ash trees were cut down and taken away. The destruction was regarded as an Ulster Kilcash. The ‘ornament tree’ was blown down in 1761. It was fourteen yards in circumference and a single branch sold for £9 and the trunk for £97!’

O Bonny Portmore

O Bonny Portmore I am sorry to see

Such a woeful destruction of your Ornament Tree

For it stood on your shore for many’s the long day

Till the long boats from Antrim came to float it away.

Chrorus

O Bonny Portmore, you shine where you stand

And the more I think on you the more I think long

If I had now as I had once before

All the Lords in old England and would not purchase Portmore

All the birds in the forest how bitterly they weep

Saying ‘Where will we shelter and where will we weep?

For the oak and the ash they are all cutten down

And the walls of Bonny Portmore are all down to the ground’.

Chorus

Howth Singers – 5

Séamus & Cian Ó Súilleabháin

On the odd occasion that Séamus and his son Cian Ó Súilleabháin miss a Howth Singing Circle session, many ask, ‘Where’s Cian?’ Our resident Archivist, some-time conductor and occasional singer is sorely missed – and his ould fellah is probably missed a little too. In short, they have become an essential and warmly regarded presence at the sessions. Séamus (Jim), if he isn’t there, is maybe off cycling the foothills of the Pyrenees, the Alps or the volcanic wastes of Lanzarote, while Cian is most likely carrying out vital under-cover surveillance work for Superintendent Adam Okaro of Sun Hill!

Séamus, a true Fingallian, like so many other fine singers, suffered from the handicap of being told at school that he couldn’t sing! So, for years, amazingly, he didn’t. Slowly, at family gatherings, he overcame his trepidation and when he and his wife Bernie took up Set Dancing and mixed in Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann circles his obvious talents began to be encouraged by others. It is the ‘song rather than the singer’ that attracts Séamus, although he has a particular love of seán-nós, especially the Antrim song Airdí Cuan. He particularly admires the singing of Séamus Ó Beaglaoích and Mairéad Ní Dhomhnáill. Another love is the Sunday morning richness of Ciarán Mac Mathúna’s radio broadcast, a source of pleasure and songs. A favourite though is Seán Tyrell and Séamus had a great thrill when given the opportunity to sing with him in the Séamus Ennis Centre, Naul a few Sunday afternoons back. 

Bernie and Séamus are opera buffs – opera to Séamus ‘is like wine, if I like it, it is good’ –  and among favourite singers are the bass Enzio Pinza – who just happened to be a cyclist too!; Paul Robeson; and, from a slightly lighter vein, Nelson Eddy. He says he was ‘never one for the shenanigans associated with opera attendance’. He and Bernie used to attend regularly nonetheless but have not been since Pavarotti’s visit to Dublin – ‘we simply loved the singing, good singers’. His favourite operas are Gounod’s Faust; Ponchielli’s La Gioconda; and Puccini’s La Bohème. A song Singing Circlers have all admired Séamus perform is Stephen Sondheim’s Send In The Clowns [taken from a A Little Night Music] and it reflects this aspect of his musical interest. Other Howth Singing Circle favourites from Séamus are Pat Murphy’s Meadow, The Coast Of Malabar, and Father Murphy. He has a ‘preference for slow airs’ and enjoys finding the ‘most in such songs’. An additional feature of his contributions is that his songs often come with ‘interesting footnotes’!

In addition to singing, Séamus plays feadóg and button accordion. He hesitates about the word ‘play’ and this modesty is a feature of the man we can recognise as he sings with little appreciation of others pure enjoyment in hearing his renditions. As dancers, he and Bernie particularly like The Plain Clare Set, The Conamara and The Clare Lancers. They travel far and wide to get in the few steps, finding great pleasure and enjoyment. As a member of the Irish Road Club and, now, the Irish Veteran Cyclists Association, Séamus would be one of the few who would think nothing of cycling out to Naul when we gig there. He is also a member of the Irish Vintage & Veteran Car Club, again travelling to Europe for rallies and specialising in NSUs [Neckarsulm], vehicles once assembled in Ringsend by Reg Armstrong.

Cian is a great force in the Howth Singing Circle and an avid collector and preserver of our printed record. He is an expert on Pop[ular] Music from the 1970s and Radio 98FM is a virtually constant, aural companion. Ever want to lose a few bob? Try testing Cian on his encyclopaedic knowledge of music! He loves the singing, especially the sing-alongs, where his conducting of the masses is a thing that transfers the beam from his countenance to that of everyone else in the room. Songs he sings himself have been Wild Rover, Dirty Old Town and It’s A Working Man I Am. He feels this last song very deeply as he is a wage slave himself five days of the week! At least that’s what he tells us! ‘Everyone knows Cian’ at ceilí and seisiún and no wonder, his enthusiasm and good humour infecting all. He is, we are told, a wizard dancer and would show Michael Flatley how to do it given the chance. Beware, Cian, that might yet be arranged! Mind you, we should be careful what we say, because, like any other well-trained officer of The Bill, Chief Detective Superintendent O’Sullivan ‘takes everything down and it may be used in evidence’! And, should we ever lose any of our written record, the O’Sullivan Traditional Music Archive will have it safely stored away.

So, Séamus and Cian enjoy the Howth Singing Circle. They do love the song and ‘what we are all at’. ‘The Smoking Ban makes it even more enjoyable’, they say. They are amazed by the ‘quality of the singers’ and the ‘sheer range of the songs sung’.  Operatic singers are all accompanied with music ‘whereas our Howth Singers have to sing alone and unaided. No music to keep them in tune and there is talent there in plenty’. Séamus recalls that they found the Singing Circle ‘almost by accident’. Stalwart Singing Circler, Frank Cormican, mentioned it to them one night at a ceilí. ‘We turned up thinking it was a one-off event and sat in the corner hoping not to be noticed. But Frank wasn’t having any of that and we have been going ever since. Bernie stopped because the smoke burned her eyes and I nearly did also but the singing won out. I was impressed by the attention given to all singers, no noise, no talking, no coaxing. People who loved singing and others who loved listening – great!’ They look forward to the sessions knowing it ‘will be a great night’. Favourite singers are Eugene McEldowney and Francy Devine, mainly for ‘what they put into a song’, but there are so many good singers. ‘Sometimes I hear exceptional singing but the room does be so crowded that I cannot see who is singing’. 

Well, it is what Séamus and Cian put into the Singing Circle that makes them much-loved and respected regulars. Now, get ploughing Pat Murphy’s meadow again, Séamus - poor ould Cian is ready for a nap!

Jimmy Crowley At The Clé

Jimmy Crowley’s performance at Liberty Hall’s Clé Club on 10 May earned the first encore for any guest since the venue’s establishment last year – and it was well merited. Crowley is a true troubadour, his meandering and highly entertaining patter between songs revealing glimpses of a life-time’s dedication to his art, the pursuit of the illustrious obscure, the songs and lore of the lanes and alleys of Cork, particularly its fabled ‘North Side’. Tom Crean hosted the evening, supplying a mass of ‘esoteric information’ and welcoming the season with the Padstow chant, Hal And Toe – ‘To welcome in the May-O’. Spots from the floor were filled by, among others, Andrew Clarke singing Christy Moore’s Viva La Quinte Brigata in honour of International Brigader Michael O’Riordan come on the night for his fix of Crowley’s Cork culture – a sort of musical drisheen; Jerry O’Reilly acknowledging the anniversary of James Connolly with Patrick Galvin’s moving tribute; and Manus O’Riordan with Frank O’Connor’s Big Jim Larkin praise-song Roll Away The Stone. ‘Clé stalwart’ Jimmy Kelly, wonderfully accompanied by Mick Mullen, rendered I Wish I Were Back In Liverpool and The Call in typical, sonorous style, the whole room giving back the answer. Pipers Noel Pocock and Fergal Costello, banjo player Johnny Fitz and guitarist Mullen had started off the night with some fine, tight sets.

But Crowley was the man. He started with I Know My Love and Salonika, both songs garlanded with tales of his first hearing them, those that gave them to him, and the decision he took to recollect a city’s tradition. He is what the late Welsh historian, Gwyn Williams, would have famously claimed, ‘a peoples’ remembrancer’. Mighty so, that a Dublin audience could sing along with such material and be so familiar and comfortable with it. Mind you, Howth Singing Circlers might argue that Crowley’s ‘original’ Salonika was a close thing with Eugene McEldowney’s version – and Eugene’s Cork accent is so much more authentic!
My Love Is A Tall Ship and The Queen Of The White Star Line – the latter a recent self-composition for a Cóbh friend  - took the audience to sea, salt spray and ‘mist in our eyes’, delicate songs about robust adventures, romance and dogged realism, a quare mixture at the heart of much of Crowley’s genius. Macaronic presentations and recollections were a great bonus and his singing of Mo Giolla Mear and Jimmy Mo Mhéil A Stór produced sightings of Seán Ó Riada, Cuil Aodh, the battlefield at Culloden, the dismembering of gaelic culture. Here was how Crowley ‘deconstructs’ material and reinvigorates an understanding of song, its depth, character and universal application. In concluding, Crowley acceded to requests – The Bandon Car ‘for Judge Curtin’ and The Boys Of Kilmichael ‘not for Kevin Myers or Eoghan Harris’.

It was a lovely, late Monday night, nostalgic and sentimental, challenging and thought-provoking, and all from Crowley’s understated, lightly worn abilities, ordinary and extraordinary, a man consumed by his art but radiating an enthusiasm and belief. It was an occasion to live in the memory and the best night I have experienced in the Clé.

Francis Devine

More From The Musicians’ Union

The Musicians’ Union Of Ireland (MUI) is designed to unite all Irish musicians in one organisation. The MUI caters for composers/song-writers, singers, music teachers, music therapists and music students and, of course, musicians of every genre – traditional, pop, jazz, folk, country, contemporary or classical. Among the existing membership are the National Symphony Orchestra, RTÉ Concert Orchestra, Vanbrugh String Quarter and many prominent freelance musicians including Paddy Cole, Dónal Lunny, Kieran Goss, Andy Irvine, Noel Kelehan, Johnny McEvoy, Liam Ó Maonlaí, Sinead O’Connor, Micheál Ó Súilleabháin, and Niamh Parsons.

The MUI organises and represents all musicians; provides professional representation; challenges exploitation; negotiates rates and conditions; makes representations to Government; provides financial services, discounts and scholarships; organises training course; and campaigns for musicians’ rights in society. The MUI is affiliated to the International Federation Of Musicians.

MUI can arrange instrument insurance on a world-wide, all risks basis. Contact can be made through Lark Insurance Broking, Wigham House, Wakering Road, Barking, Essex IG11 8PJ, England – tel 0044 208 557 2410 or e-mail Claire.Cromwell@larkinsurance.co.uk You can visit the website www.larkinsurance.co.uk  Discounts are available to MUI members.

After MUI representations, the Government increased by 54% from €130 to €200 the annual tax credit in respect of trade union dues. The tax credit may be claimed by calling the Revenue Commissioners on LoCall 1890 605090 and quoting your PPS and MUI numbers. Your MUI number is on your membership card or available from the MUI office.

Under the Copyright & Related Rights Act, 2000, musicians may be entitled to payments from RAAP, a ‘not for profit company’. Membership of RAAP is free and payments can be claimed from RAAP, Arena House, 4 Glenville Terrace, Main Street, Dundrum, Dublin 14 – 296 0258, e-mail eann.casey@raap.ie
MUI Membership Rates  2004

A1    gross earnings over € 14,450                 weekly € 3.70      annual € 192.60

A2    gross earnings €9,880-€13,000              weekly € 2.80      annual € 145.60

B      gross earnings less than € 9,880            weekly € 1.90      annual €   98.80

Student                                                            weekly €  0.95     annual €   49.40

Monthly, quarterly and six monthly rates are also available.

Any further queries can be addressed to John Swift, Secretary, MUI, Liberty Hall, Dublin 1 – 8586 404, e-mail musicians@siptu.ie
An application form is contained elsewhere in The Sweet Nightingale. 

More Song Sources On The Web

The Sweet Nightingale has previously reviewed sources for song words and music available on the internet. A very informative source can be found at http://ingeb.org/home.html It is a German site but most of the material is available in English. The site’s banner is ‘Welcome To The Leader In Lieder With Midi Melodies’. ‘Lieder’ is, of course, German for ‘song’. Folksongs dominate but there are also sections on Blues; Hans Breitmann Ballads; Balderdash [Blödsinn]; Christmas; Jägerlieder; Lili Marleen; Kinderlieder [children’s songs]; Monologues; Notes; Nursery Rhymes; Rübezahl; Soldatenlieder [soldiers’ or war songs]; Schüttelreime; Sea Songs; Strowwelpeter; and Wolrd War Two songs. Other sections cover Hymns, Gospel & Spirituals; and ‘Frank’s Fummelein’ [Fumblings], a pot pourri from the site manager.

The largest section features ‘Folksongs Of The World’ and you can search this by country or culture. The categories are Afrikaans; Albania; Australia; Austria; Baltikum [Baltic States]; Belgium; Brazil; Canada; Chile; China; Columbia; Croatia; Czech; Danish; Ecuador; English; Estonia; Finland; French; Germany; Greece; Hawai’i; Hungary; Indonesia; Ireland; Israel; Italy; Japan; Latin; Lithuania; Netherlands; Norway; Poland; Portugal; Romania; Russia; Scotland; Serbia; Slovenia; Spanish; Sweden; Switzerland; USA; and Wales. Most sections contain dozens and dozens of songs.

Additional sections can be search by writer – Franz Abt; Hans Baumann; Antonio Burgos; Lewis Carroll; Stephen Foster; Goethe; Edward Lear; A.A. Milne; Henry Russell; Schiller; Robert Service; and, naturally, many German other writers.

If all this was not exhausting enough – the site provides 200 music links! Last, but not least, a ‘What’s New’ button enables to follow the site’s inexorable expansion. Phew! Now, if you can’t find it here, you’ll have to compose it yourself!

Food

It does not just appear, you know. Over the last few months we must all thank Nan & Jack Barron; Eileen & John Griffiths; Elke Westen & Thomas Baudezus; Mary Fox; Marie Ó Laoi; Janet McCormack; Siobhán Moore; Vera Rickard; Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh; and Ann Riordan for the time and trouble they give to provide the refreshments. As many often say, ‘We don’t know what it is the food does – but it does it!’

Thanks
Thanks to all those who have contributed to this edition of The Sweet Nightingale – Níall Ahern, Victor Byrne, Charlie Costello, Aideen Daly, Francis Devine, Pearse McLoughlin, Johnny Nolan, Frank Nugent, Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh, Alison O’Donnell, Jerry O’Reilly, Séamus & Cian Ó Súilleabháin, Dave Rickard, Leo Rickard, Vera Rickard, Ann Riordan, Liz Reilly, John P. Swift and Austin Wearen. Design and compilation, as ever, are by Paddy Daly.
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