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            Chapter 1

            Good Old Days My Arse!

         

         In the war-torn world of 1939, Pat (Paddy) Reilly was born in the south Dublin village of Rathcoole. You might expect those early, formative years in Rathcoole to be viewed through rose-tinted glasses, as the good old days. ‘Good old days my arse!’ retorts the outspoken, internationally famous folk singer. Paddy loves his native Rathcoole, and always has. He kept a house there even during lengthy periods of living in America, and he still lives in the village. But he quickly dispels any notion that life, even in an idyllic village like Rathcoole, was a bed of roses back in the good old days when times were bad!

         His rendition of the Pete St John song ‘The Fields of Athenry’ has become internationally famous. But it was fields near the opposite side 8of Ireland, far from Athenry, that helped form the character of the then Pat (later Paddy) Reilly.

         Ireland’s best-loved solo balladeer, as well as being a member of The Dubliners, Paddy is an unassuming man who can turn any conversation into an erudite discussion. Having left school at thirteen, he was educated in the ‘university of life’. But his penchant for reading books, on topics from world politics to philosophy, sport and music, makes him a wellversed conversationalist on diverse subjects.

         He is also revered and respected by his fans and peers in the music business for many other hits, including ‘The Town I Loved So Well’, ‘Flight of the Earls’, ‘Spancil Hill’, ‘Dublin Saunter’ and ‘The Craic Was Ninety In the Isle of Man’.

         Not only did Paddy gain respect as an entertainer from international political and sporting personalities, but many of them became personal friends of his as well. Close friends included the late Senator Edward Kennedy and Speaker Tip O’Neill in American politics. In international sporting circles, Paddy befriended Jack Charlton, George Best, Johnny Giles, Ray Treacy, Pat Jennings, Liam Brady, Frank Stapleton and snooker ace Alex Higgins. He has plenty of funny tales to tell about nights out with them, especially around Manchester and Birmingham.

         Of course, his biggest heroes of all are members of his beloved Dublin football teams. These include the recent six-in-a-row Dubs team of the past decade, along with earlier trainers and players from the 1950s and ’60s, including his contemporary Kevin ‘Heffo’ Heffernan.

         Paddy smiles when he recalls his friend from the Irish music scene, the late Larry Cunningham, jokingly calling him ‘the Dublin culchie’. 9

         ‘I never liked the term “culchie”, as I regard it as derogatory to country people when city folk use it. But because Larry was from the country, and proud of it, we often had a laugh when he called me that,’ he says.

         Growing up, either in Dublin or in the country, going to school and finding work in the hungry ’40s and ’50s wasn’t easy. Life could be harsh, even in a scenic south Dublin village such as Rathcoole, where Paddy and his sisters Jean and Linda were raised.

         ‘I don’t believe in the good old days. They were dreadful days for a lot of people. However, I wouldn’t change them now. We had nothing, but we didn’t know we had nothing, because nobody had anything,’ he says.

         Even if the Reillys didn’t have much, like most people in the 1940s, music was a constant in their home. But it wasn’t always folk or trad music – Paddy also had a penchant for opera from an early age.

         ‘My father brought me to an opera when I was very young. The Dublin Grand Opera Society were in the Olympia Theatre. I remember we were in “the gods”, and it reminded me when I brought my son Ciarán to the Metropolitan Opera House in New York when he was a child. I went to see a Wagner play in the gods in the Olympia for two shillings with my father, and I thought I’d hate it, but Jesus, I liked it; I loved it.

         ‘I remember going to see Louise Dudley singing The Merry Widow in the Gaiety, which was beautiful. I was sold on opera and operetta after that. I went to see Franz Lehar’s The Merry Widow, which was an operetta, but it was made into a fully-fledged opera in the Metropolitan Opera House in 1984, and I was there. I was thrilled because it had a major influence on my interest in that type of music,’ says Paddy.

         In an interview with Kay Doyle in Ireland’s Own magazine in 2019, Paddy recalled again going to the opera after visiting his mother in hospital. 10
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         ‘The Dublin Grand Opera Festival was on, and my mother was in St Patrick Dun’s Hospital at the same time. My father gave me half a crown (two shillings and six pence in “old” money) to see her. I hitchhiked into town to save the bus fare that Dad had given me, and I went to the opera after visiting my mother in hospital.’

         During his childhood days in Rathcoole, his sister Linda also brought him to the cinema, though he had less interest in that. ‘Linda was very sophisticated; she was a bit sophisticated for Rathcoole, but sadly she died very young, at twenty-five. As a child, she would bring me to the pictures to see The Pickwick Papers and Little Women, classics like that. I didn’t have much interest in them, but I was brought anyway to introduce me to Charles Dickens,’ says Paddy with a laugh. 11

         Paddy did a bit of acting himself at a youthful age with a local group, and he won an All-Ireland award for it. The late Anna Manahan was the adjudicator when Paddy won his gold medal for acting. She later won a Tony award in the USA for her part in the play The Beauty Queen of Leenane. Paddy smiles as he recalls winning his gold medal:

         ‘Yeah, I won an All-Ireland medal in Athlone, but not for football! It was with the Rathcoole Players. The Rathcoole Dramatic Society used to practice in the library here in the village. Anna Manahan awarded me the gold medal for our production of Drama at Inish, written by Lennox Robinson.’

         At an early age, Paddy was working on the farm and at the stables of the nearby Taaffe family, famous in horse racing circles. It was tough work for the youngster, but he has happy memories of it too.

         ‘Well, everybody worked. I worked on all the farms, doing little bits. I was never a permanent member of the staff at Taaffe’s, but I worked in the yard. I worked for all the farmers around, picking turnips and potatoes and picking stones. I remember picking stones on Taaffe’s gallops. I’ve never seen so many fucking stones in my whole life,’ laughs Paddy.

         While Irish rebel songs are among those that Paddy sings, they have never been the fulcrum of his live programme or of his recordings. They are only a part of his vast repertoire of folk songs. But he could hardly miss hearing such songs growing up as the son of a man who fought in the Irish War of Independence and the Civil War.

         The divisions in Ireland that emanated from the country’s bitter Civil War continued to manifest themselves even when Paddy was a youngster in the ’40s and ’50s. Rural Rathcoole was, unfortunately, like so many other Irish villages, inhabited by people still divided against each other, due to their different sides in the Civil War. 12

         There was a slight age gap between Paddy’s parents, Jack and Nellie Reilly, when they got married. But that was not unusual in the 1920s.

         ‘They were married very young,’ says Paddy. ‘My father was on the run during the Civil War up in the Wicklow Mountains, but I’m not sure what year they married. I think my mother was nineteen and my father was six years older.

         Their home in Rathcoole was one of three houses close together on their part of the street. Following the Civil War, the heads of the three households were of different political persuasions. It didn’t always lead to harmonious neighbourly relations, especially around election times, as Paddy recalls.

         ‘The three houses on the street were Attleys, Timmons and Reillys. The three men were total opposites in their political views. My father was Fianna Fáil, Kit Timmons was a Blueshirt (Fine Gael) and Kit Attley was a staunch Labour Party man. How they kept a lid on their differences and remained friends I’ll never know. They used to put up posters for their respective parties at election times outside their doors. One would be putting them up and the other pulling them down,’ he laughs.

         Paddy’s best friend growing up was his next-door neighbour Bill Attley. He later became a well-known trade unionist and Labour party activist, and was the first joint president of SIPTU. Bill was best man at Paddy’s wedding, and Paddy was best man at Bill’s wedding. They are still firm friends, and Paddy’s daughter Ashling is married to Bill’s son Colin.

         While the Labour party were neutral in the tragic Irish Civil War that followed the War of Independence, there was a terrible bitterness between the two main political parties. On one side were the Free Staters, led by Michael Collins, who became Cumann Na nGaedheal and later Fine Gael. 13They favoured working within the Irish peace treaty brokered with the British. The opposition, often known as the Irregulars or Sinn Féin, was led by Éamon de Valera. Most of his followers later mutated into Fianna Fáil, while others remained as Sinn Féin. The bitterness between the Collins camp and de Valera’s crew was palpable, and it remained and manifested itself regularly in Rathcoole when Paddy was growing up and afterwards.

         ‘Oh, my father would have been very bitter. There were a lot of people living in Rathcoole who professed to be republican supporters, but they weren’t. My father was the real thing. He was there through the thick of it all; he was on the run after the Civil War,’ says Paddy.

         Their neighbour Kit Timmons became more affluent when he got a job as an overseer with Dublin County Council. So being part of the Free State side may have had its benefits – or maybe not!

         However, while Paddy’s father didn’t support his neighbours’ political views, he was not too proud to wear his shoes and clothes, given to him after Mr Timmons died. ‘Yes, Kit Timmons was a bit more affluent, and he had suits and all that, and my father got those and his shoes when he passed away. We were going to Croke Park one day and the shoes were hurting him, and I said, “Are you all right, Dad?”

         ‘My father replied, “These shoes are hurting me.” I said, “Jesus, don’t tell me you bought shoes that are too small for your feet.”

         ‘He retorted, “They’re not my shoes; they’re Kit Timmons’s shoes, and he never bought anything right in his life.” What could I do but laugh?’ recalls Paddy.

         Going to Croke Park with his father for football matches was a regular occurrence for Paddy Reilly, even on days when his dad didn’t want him there. ‘My father brought me to Croke Park every Sunday. He went there 14each Sunday, no matter who was playing. On big days, I used to have to hide on the bus – he wouldn’t bring me, because it was too crowded, especially on St Patrick’s Day for the Railway Cup matches, which were big back then. I would get on the bus and hide until it had passed through Saggart village. Then I would come up and sit beside him and he was stuck with me!

         ‘We were on the canal end of the stadium, and I was on my father’s shoulders, when Mayo won one of their two-in-a-row All-Irelands. It was either 1950 or ’51, and I remember in particular the “flying doctor”, Pádraig Carney, who was one of the Mayo stars. He later emigrated to work as a doctor in New York, but they flew him home to play for Mayo again in two other vital matches. It was a gruelling twenty-hour flight in those days in a bumpy Viscount (turbo prop) plane. But he was obviously vital for them winning All-Ireland and National League titles.’

         According to the Mayo Advertiser on 28 February 2020, ‘The Mayo County Board brought him back from New York for the Mayo vs Dublin National League semi-final on 25 April 1954 (he had emigrated in March), and he captained Mayo to a thrilling 0-11 to 0-7 victory over the favourites, Dublin. Micheál Ó Hehir, the legendary GAA commentator, immortalised Pádraig that day as “The Flying Doctor”. He was brought back again for the League final, in which he led Mayo to a decisive victory over Carlow. This was his last competitive game on Irish soil.’

         Paddy Reilly’s interest in Gaelic football increased as the 1950s progressed, and that sporting interest was nurtured in no small way by the success of the great Dublin teams towards the end of that decade. Paddy’s father remained a loyal Dublin fan, but he wasn’t too enamoured by the number of players from St Vincent’s club on the 1955 team. 15

         ‘My father wouldn’t have liked Vincent’s all that much, because they were always beating St Marys. But in 1955, when Kerry beat Dublin, they were all Vincent’s players except for the goalkeeper.’

         While the final score of Kerry 0-12 to Dublin’s 1-6 suggests that it was a close encounter, Paddy has different memories of it: ‘Kerry kicked the shit out of Dublin. Kevin Heffernan never forgot it, and he never got over it until his dying day. He never got over Kerry beating Dublin in 1955, ever.’

         Away from the sports fields, Paddy worked in the fields around Rathcoole, often with horses, as the village is near Ireland’s most famous county for raising racehorses, Kildare. ‘Sure, almost everyone around here, especially in Kildare and South County Dublin, has a horse,’ he says with a grin.

         Travelling for hours on the crossbar of his father’s bike to go cutting turf in the mountains is another abiding memory. Jack Reilly would cycle thirty-two kilometres, with young Paddy on the crossbar of the bike and a sleán for cutting turf strapped underneath, to cut turf on Kippure Mountain near Wicklow.

         ‘After such a long, hard cycle, mostly uphill for hours, he still had to do a tough day’s work on the bog, cutting the turf. Then he had to cycle home in the evenings, again with me on the bar of the bike. He packed two days’ work into one.

         ‘All we had was a bit of bread, tea, sugar, milk in a bag and a billycan. In that we would boil water over a turf fire for our lunch break from that back-breaking work,’ says Paddy. Paddy helped from an early age with the ‘footing’ of the turf, and then ‘clamping’ it into bigger heaps. When dry, the turf was filled, again by hand, into a lorry to take it home.

         At home, along with his siblings Jean and Linda, they often listened to their mother singing old Irish ballads. Nellie sang sometimes at house parties in the 16locality, and sometimes Jack might sing or just hum along. Those parties were popular in country areas at that time, before bigger halls and bands came along.

         ‘We were considered by city folk to be living in the country. People from Dublin used to come out to Rathcoole to pick blackberries, and they thought we lived in the bush, which we did. There was nothing much here. Three pubs in Rathcoole and that was it.’

         Nowadays, Rathcoole is not so rural – it’s a busy, prosperous suburb of south Dublin. But the Rathcoole of Paddy’s childhood was far removed from the affluent place it is today. In the 1940s, like so many other urban and rural areas, it was ravaged by tuberculosis (TB). In those days, if you were not so lucky, you might find yourself having to go for treatment for TB to Peamount Sanatorium. Paddy and his sisters Jean and Linda were luckier than some of their friends, as they never contracted the disease, which for many people was fatal.

         ‘TB was rampant. Almost every youngster got TB, sometimes from milk. I used to deliver milk to three or four houses every morning before I went to school. I used to go down College Lane to Cullen’s Yard, and got the milk straight from the cow’s spin. It was never pasteurised, and many of the cattle had TB.

         ‘Luckily, we never had TB in our house. Now, when I think back on it, my mother was never outside of Rathcoole in her life, but she was a very bright person. She wouldn’t let me join the pipe band in Rathcoole, until eventually I agreed to play the drums. Only then did she let me join the band. She wouldn’t let me go blowing a chanter, in case I got TB off it. Everybody thought she was crazy, but she was right. My parents were both musicians, but very anti-drink, and they wouldn’t be very permissive about us going to pubs when I was growing up,’ he says. 17

         Of all the friends he went to school with, Paddy says that, sadly, he remembers many getting TB and others emigrating. But he laughs aloud when he says that he ‘didn’t stay at school very long anyway’!

         ‘Oh! The little schooling that I got wasn’t a lot, as I left school at thirteen anyway. But most of the lads who were in my class also left school at an early age. Very often, a day or two after they finished school, they took the boat to England to try to find work. Of course, many came home again, but often it was only for family funerals.

         ‘I remember a great friend of mine, Pat Timmons, coming home for his mother’s funeral at a time when Dublin were playing Clare at Croker (Croke Park). It was sensational that Clare were in the Championship, and I suggested to him that he should not go back on Saturday, but stay for the match on Sunday.

         ‘But he said, “Ah, we’d never get tickets.” I said that I could get tickets if he stayed, and he did.’

         When Paddy and Pat Timmons were in the Hogan Stand bar, Pat said they should probably get out of there before there was any trouble. He was worried, because the two groups of fans were drinking and in full song in the same pub. Paddy had to tell him that it wasn’t like the football matches in England, where there would be trouble at games between rival supporters. ‘There was never any of that at any of the GAA games. Sure, we were all from the same country anyway,’ laughs Paddy.

         ‘I worked in Taaffe’s farm before I got my first regular job, in a local petrol filling station,’ recalls Paddy. ‘I have many memories of both jobs, including about Ben Hannon, who used to drive a tractor at Taaffe’s farm; he went on to become a famous jockey. He ended up riding a horse in America during a dispute at the stables. One of the others was supposed to 18go to the US with the horse. But when a dispute arose, it wasn’t any of them that went. Another lad who worked in the yard got the job of going to America with the horse when the stable lads went on strike. Ben Hannon was brought in from driving the tractor to help muck out from the horses.

         ‘He ended up riding that horse, even though he had never rode before, and he became a very famous jockey. He rode two Cheltenham Festival winners, including the Two-Mile Champion Chase on a horse named Muir. Ben also won the Honeybourne Novices’ Chase in Cheltenham, a year before the famous horse Arkle won it.’

         Tom Taaffe had an ‘eye’ for picking a winning horse for training. When he saw Mr What in a field near Mullingar, coming home for racing in Roscommon, he suspected the animal was going to be a winner. That’s according to Anne Holland in her book The Grand National: The Irish at Aintree:

         ‘Tom bought the horse to be called Mr What – because nobody could think of a name for him – for £500 from its breeder Mrs Barbra O’Neill. His choice was testament to his good “eye”, for several English trainers had already turned him down.

         ‘Most pundits still considered Mr What too much of a novice for Aintree. This is where the Aintree factor comes in: Mr What thrived on the challenge.’

         Paddy recalls mixed emotions in the Taaffe stable regarding the sensational success of Mr What in the 1958 Grand National. ‘It was kind of a happy and sad relationship really, because Tos Taaffe was working in the yard with his father, but he didn’t ride the horse. Pat Taaffe was first jockey to Tom Draper, and Tos Taaffe was first jockey to Vincent O’Brien. O’Brien had a horse that was something of a semi-favourite for the Grand 19National, and the horse was declared to run in the race. But Ted Walsh (jockey, racehorse trainer and commentator) told me one day at the races that he suspects O’Brien knew the horse wasn’t going to run. However, he still declared the horse, until there was nobody around to ride Mr What. They were still hoping that Tos might get the ride. But as Vincent O’Brien, where Tos worked, kept declaring the other horse until the last minute, it was sad that Tos wasn’t riding the winning horse.’

         Mr What was ridden by Arthur Freeman, and won by thirty lengths. As Paddy worked part-time in Taaffe’s yard, he got the honour of walking the Grand National winner through the streets of Rathcoole. Back in 1958, that was like rock star stuff!

         Paddy vividly remembers that moment of fame in his native village in 1958. So perhaps there were some good old days (and nights) in Rathcoole after all? ‘Oh! Jesus, the celebrations went on for a week. The pubs were open twenty-four hours a day. It was an exciting time,’ laughs Paddy. Paddy, proud as punch, leading the winning horse through the village, was immortalised in a photograph that hung in the local Poitín Stil pub.

         Around that time, the young Pat (later Paddy) Reilly got his first ‘regular’ job, at a local petrol station. ‘Yeah, Mrs Fitzgerald owned the local petrol station and the first job I ever had was working for her. The sandmen in their lorries, mostly boys from Kill, Co. Kildare, used to get their fuel there. I used to have to pass the fuel hose between the cabin and the truck, but one day, I left the hose stuck in the truck. I was the first man to discover oil in Rathcoole!’ he roars.

         ‘I went away to write out the receipt for the driver and gave it to him, and left the hose still in the pipe leading to the tank of the truck. He drove off and pulled the fuel pump down. There was fuel blasting up towards the 20sky. It was like a geyser. The poor woman who owned the filling station was a bad asthmatic, and that incident nearly caused her to die from an asthmatic attack.’

         In those days, if a stranger, or anyone of note, passed through the village, the locals took notice. Paddy vividly remembers the actor Noel Purcell travelling through in his Mark 2 Jaguar motor on his way to the races at The Curragh or Naas. Noel Purcell sometimes stopped at the Rathcoole filling station for petrol.

         ‘Even when not working at the filling station, I would sometimes just sit on the bridge waiting for Noel Purcell’s Jaguar to go by. It was a sensational-looking vehicle in the 1960s. I think it was one of the first of that model they manufactured, maybe around 1958 or 1960.

         ‘Noel was a gentleman and a real Dub. I remember he had the first transistor radio I ever saw. It was one day at the races in Naas, and I was walking around with him, just to be close to him. Then another little young fella came up to him and shouted, “Mr Purcell, Mr Purcell! What’s the score?” as Noel was listening to the match from Lansdowne Road. Noel replied, “It’s eight to six now.” “But for who, Mr Purcell?” shouted the youth. “Oh! It’s eight for Ireland, ya little bollix ya,” Noel replied as he roared out laughing.’

         Paddy only got to know Noel Purcell ‘very fleetingly’, as he was an old man even at that time and already a Hollywood star. But he says that Purcell stood out in a crowd and had great gravitas.

         ‘My memory of Noel is that he was huge man – he was like six-foot-three, which back then we thought made him look like a monster. King Henry VII was five-foot-six, or something like that, and he was considered a big man. But Purcell was also very, very striking. He would walk into a room and everyone would stop and stare. And, like Sean Connery, he had 21a great speaking voice. He got all these characters parts, usually as a pirate or whatever. But a nice man. He liked his horses, and he liked the racing.’

         In the early 1960s, Pat Reilly moved on to a job in the nearby Saggart Paper Mills. ‘I was working shift work, which, to put it mildly, I didn’t like very much. While I didn’t dislike my job, I hated the shift work,’ he says.

         He was following in his father’s footsteps by working in the paper mills, as Jack Reilly had worked in the Swiftbrook Paper Mills, which was the main local employer. It had a famous connection with the Irish Rebellion of 1916, as the paper used for printing ‘The Proclamation of the Irish Republic’ came from there.

         His parents were happy that he was in what they regarded as a permanent, pensionable job. But for Paddy, one of the big plusses was that it provided money to purchase a car. However, at that time, petrol was costly. To save enough money for petrol to drive to see his favourite music group, The Dubliners, at weekends, Paddy had to walk to work during the week!
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         22‘The Dubliners used to play in Howth every Saturday night. It was the Dubs when the group was in its infancy, and they were brilliant. But during the week I would walk to work. I would get up at 5am to walk to work for 6am, to have enough money for petrol to go to Howth on the Saturday nights to see those Dubliners. Good old days my bollix!’ he roars.

         It was during those days that Paddy first became friends with the members of the group. It is a friendship that lasted during their lifetimes. In those far-flung days, as a young fan of the famous folk group, he never dreamed that decades later, he too would be one of The Dubliners.

         ‘I became friends with them at those gigs in Howth, especially with Luke Kelly. He was going back and forth at the time to Birmingham, where he lived sometimes. He only came home the odd weekend.

         ‘Luke was selling communist newspapers in Birmingham, and he wasn’t at home in Dublin that much. It was just when they started doing the Royal Hotel in Howth that Luke used to come home more often at weekends to join them. Then he moved home permanently. He didn’t have a chance of going to America – Luke had trouble getting in, because he was a registered communist!’ laughs Paddy.

         When it is suggested to him that Luke may have been a socialist activist rather than a communist, Paddy emits another loud guffaw of laughter. ‘He was the only communist I knew who ever lived in the Victorian area of Dublin known as Dartmouth Square!’

         Before he was ‘discovered’ as a singer of note (pardon the pun!) at The Embankment in Tallaght, Paddy’s earlier exploits singing in pubs ‘for the 23craic’ influenced him to buy a guitar at the age of twenty-five. He purchased it from an advertisement in a newspaper. He described that transaction in a 2019 interview with Kay Doyle in Ireland’s Own:

         ‘There was a lad on the North Circular Road selling a pair of football boots and a guitar for thirty bob (£1.50). I went in and picked them up. I still have the guitar; it was a piece of junk, and I gave the boots to the first kid I met on the street.’

         Initially, Paddy was only singing in bars, such as O’Donoghue’s, often just for the fun of it and sometimes after a few pints! ‘Well, I also went to O’Donoghue’s pub around the same time The Dubliners were taking off, when I used to drive to Howth to hear them. I had been going to O’Donoghue’s pub for years, because there was music regularly in that pub. There was always someone singing or playing the whistle or some other instrument.’

         Strangely enough, the first song that Ireland’s favourite ballad singer learned on his guitar wasn’t a ballad at all. It was a pop hit from the 1960s by UK singer Donovan, titled ‘Yellow is the Colour’.

         Paddy is brutally frank about his guitar playing. ‘If I were hanged for being a musician, I’d be hanged in total innocence. I could sing, and I also played the guitar. In fact, I toured the world playing the guitar knowing only three chords,’ he roars.

         But one of Ireland’s most respected guitarists, former member of The Dubliners Eamon Campbell, often said that Paddy was one of the best guitarists, in the fingerpicking style, that he had known.
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            Chapter 2

            From Pat to Paddy Reilly

         

         When Paddy was starting to play in pubs such as O’Donoghue’s in Dublin, the ballad revival was only starting in Ireland. Back then, he was known as Pat Reilly and not Paddy. The Dubliners were at the forefront of the ballad boom here, but in America, The Clancy Brothers and Tommy Makem had started a sensational interest in Irish folk music a few years earlier.

         ‘I kinda started as the ballad boom was gaining momentum here, and you could say that I was part of the ballad boom. I came in with the tide, you know,’ laughs Paddy. ‘Two groups started it all on either side of the Atlantic. The Clancy Brothers made it in America and the Dubliners made it in Ireland. Then we all came after that; anybody who says they weren’t influenced by the Clancys or the Dubliners is a liar. 25
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