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‘He made authentic music and proved that you can be Irish and still play the Blues.’


DAVY SPILLANE, UILEANN PIPER


‘He was the first international rock star from Ireland and he set a great example.’


PAUL MCGUINNESS, MANAGER OF U2


‘Rory’s death really upset me, I heard about it just before we went on stage and it put a dampener on the evening. I can’t say that I knew him that well but I remember meeting him in our offices once and we spent an hour talking, he was such a nice guy and a great player.’ JIMMY PAGE, LED ZEPPELIN


‘He was such a purist, he wouldn’t sell himself out. How many people do you know of in the music business who would take that kind of stand? If there weren’t people like Rory Gallagher around to set that kind of example, then it would probably spell the end of quality music.’ GARY MOORE
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Rory Gallagher and Phil Lynott, Punchestown, 1982. (© Colm Henry)
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Rory looking cool and happy at the Lisdoonvarna Festival in July 1983. (© Colm Henry)
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‘Blues is an affirmation of the Spirit, a howl of pain, a bawdy punchline, a railing against injustice, a longing for peace and rest, a prayer for salvation, an ode to a household, a poem of regret, a boast of prowess, a family portrait, a celebration of love, a junkies lament, a documentary of a juke joint stabbing, a tale of life lived on the highway, an open letter to God or to Satan. Blues is subtle, brutal, ecstatic, mournful. It is music of the soil, of the street, of the heart. It is deceptively simple in structure, boundless in expressiveness. It is guitar music by and large, from the ghostly acoustic wailings of Robert Johnson to the electrified shootouts of countless bar room guitar slingers over half a century later.’


TOM WHEELER, GUITAR PLAYER MAGAZINE, APRIL 1990
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Rory in City Hall, Cork, in the 1980s. (courtesy Irish Examiner Publications)








 








Rory


HALLA NA CATHRACH, CORCAIGH 1976


Louis de Paor


Milliún míle siar uait


Thiar I dtóin an halla


Bhí mo chroí ag bualadh


Tiompán mo bhas,


An chruit im chuisle á míniú amach,


Idir t’ordóg is m’inchinn bhuailte,


Gan nóta im cheann


Ach an spionnadh a chuiris-se


le sreanganna in achrann.


B’ait lion go ragfá ag tincéireacht


Mar sin ar bhuile scoir an tiúin


Is tormán ár mbasbhualaidh


Ag líonadh fé shála do lámh


A thug snámh smigín dom mhian


Ag trácht ar uisce coipthe.


An é nár airís an tuile


Ag líonadh ort, rabharta cos is lámh


A dhein bord loinge den urlár


i Halla na Cathrach


is ná líonfaidh feasta an poll


a d’fhágais ar ardán id dhiadh?


An mbraitheann tú anois é


Ár ngile mearluaimneach méar,


Is solas na bhflaitheas


Ag sluaistiú ciúnais


Ar shúile an tslua


Atá buailte le stáitse


Ag glaoch ar ais ort ón ndoircheacht:


Rory


Rory


Rory


An gcloiseann tú anois ár nguí?







Rory


CORK CITY HALL 1976


Louis de Paor


A million miles away from you


Right at the back of the hall


My heart was beating


The drums of my hands;


I hadn’t a note in my head


Only the grace notes you picked


From tangled strings


As the knot in my veins


Was undone by your brilliant fingers.


I couldn’t work out


Why you kept tinkering


With the end of the tune


While the roar of our applause


Rose up under the heels of your hands


That kept my dreams above water


As you walked the angry sea.


Did you really not hear


The tide flooding in behind you,


The waves of pounding feet


That rocked the floor of the City Hall


Until it rolled like the deck of a ship,


That will never fill the emptiness


You left behind you on stage?


Can you feel it now,


Our swiftfingered brightness


As the light of heaven


Shovels silence


On the eyes of the crowd


As they press against the stage,


Calling you back from the dark:


Rory


Rory


Rory


Now can you hear me?
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The Fender Stratocaster
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Rory plays his beloved Stratocaster. He bought it second-hand on hire purchase from Crowley’s Music Centre in Cork in 1963. (© Fin Costello)





RORY GALLAGHER was a fifteen-year-old schoolboy in Cork when he first laid hands on the guitar that would be associated with him for the rest of his life. The year was 1963 and the guitar was a 1961 Fender Stratocaster (Sunburst Model). Rory bought it secondhand on hire purchase, for £100 – then an extremely large sum. He had been inspired in his choice of instrument by Buddy Holly, who first popularised the Strat in America.
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Michael Crowley (right) pictured with Seamus ‘Seamie’ Long in Crowley’s Music Centre on Merchants Quay, Cork, in the 1960s. (Courtesy Sheena Crowley, Crowleys Music Centre).





Michael Crowley, late proprietor of Crowley’s Music Centre in Cork, remembered the young musician visiting his shop on Merchants Quay, right on the banks of the River Lee. There was a new Stratocaster in the window. ‘Rory called in with his mother, who asked what price was the guitar? Including the case at the time, they were £129. When she heard the price, she said to Rory, “That’s rather expensive, like, would anything else do?” We had a man working here at the time, his name was Seamus Long. Seamus was a great salesman and he interjected and said, “How about one of the Hagstroms?” Rory shook his head and said, “No!” He was only fifteen, which was very young for somebody to be into a guitar of that type, but he obviously knew what he wanted and had probably read a whole lot more about them than I had. He was obviously aware that a lot of the players in the United States were using them.’


Designed in 1954 by the world famous Fender Musical Instruments Corporation, the Stratocaster ‘looked like something out of Buck Rogers’ with its ‘horns, body contours, glossy finish and flash gadgetry’. A lot musicians actually ‘shied away from the new instrument’ when they first saw it, wrote the authors of Curves, Contours and Body Horns: The Story of the Fender Stratocaster. ‘It was so new-fangled few could see themselves playing it.’ Buddy Holly was an exception to the rule, and his first album, The Chirping Crickets, was a milestone for the Strat. ‘The album cover, which showed Holly holding his early Sunburst Strat, was the best piece of publicity the company could have asked for, and for a huge number of players, including Hank Marvin, Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, and Rory Gallagher, this was the first time they had seen the new instrument. The excitement wasn’t only visual, for Holly popularised the sound of the small rock and roll combo – guitar, vocals, bass and drums – which would become the standard for rock music’
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Curves, Contours and Body Horns written by guitarist Ray Minhinnett (who gave the second Rory Gallagher Memorial Lecture in 1996 at the Cork Institute of Technology Arts Festival) and charting the story of Leo Fender and the Fender guitar, and those who played them, including Rory Gallagher.





Michael Crowley had sold only two Strats prior to Rory showing an interest in the guitar. The first had gone to Jim Conlon of the Royal Showband in Waterford. Conlon liked the guitar but had to return it when the Royal Showband decided to change their uniforms. The Sunburst Strat did not match the new salmon-pink colours of the band, and so it was sent back to the music store in Cork, travelling up from Waterford as cargo in the back of a bus. Michael Crowley had promised Rory’s mother that he would let her know if he ever got a second-hand Strat, and so he went straight up to their home on MacCurtain Street. ‘I think that was around twelve o’clock in the morning. When we reopened at two, Rory was there, standing at the door. He came in and looked at the guitar. I offered it to him and he just held it in his hand and said “Yeah, that’s it!” and ran off up home.’


A lot of tourists to Cork still call by Crowley’s Music Centre, which has since relocated to MacCurtain Street. It is a place of pilgrimage for fans and has a wall plaque dedicated to Rory Gallagher. They want to discover the story behind the famous guitar. ‘It’s a regular happening, there isn’t a week that would go by that we’d have somebody in. There have been people from Australia, Japan and America. Also a very great number of German, Dutch, and French people, Scandinavians too. Rory was very, very popular on the continent and very well liked there.’


‘MacCurtain Street was Rory’s backyard,’ recalled Michael Crowley, ‘and I can remember that he went to school around the corner at St Kieran’s College, Camden Quay. I had an uncle living in Blackpool at the time and occasionally, on my way back from him, I would come along Camden Quay. I remember on one occasion Rory was sitting on the steps outside. It was a bit after school starting back – about a quarter past two. He appeared not too keen on going in. I spoke to him for a while and you could see with Rory that his heart was elsewhere. He was anxious to get home to play some music.’ Michael Crowley was surprised at how good Rory was when he finally heard him, practising with a showband called Fontana in the Gaiety Ballroom in Oliver Plunkett Street. ‘It was a complete surprise, the standard that he had reached. Knowing everybody else at the time and, ye’know, the way they would struggle with fairly simple tunes, he was obviously a unique talent.’


Rory came from a musical family. His father, Daniel, played the accordion and sang with the Tir Chonaill Ceili Band in Ballyshannon in Donegal while his mother, Monica, acted and sang. Rory was born on 2 March 1948 in the appropriately named Rock Hospital in Ballyshannon. His parents, from Derry and Cork respectively, had moved there when Daniel secured work on the Erne hydro-electric scheme. Ireland was on the cusp of declaring itself a republic and the rural electrification scheme was in full flight; Donegal and Kerry were the last two counties to be connected to the national grid. Rory’s parents had met when Daniel was in the army and stationed in Cork. Monica, a Roche by birth, was the daughter of a publican on MacCurtain Street. In 1949, the family moved to Derry and it was here that Rory’s brother Donal was born. Monica moved back to Cork with the boys in 1958. They lived at first with their grandmother on MacCurtain Street, right in the heart of the city. Rory attended the North Monastery School at first, appearing on the school roll-book as Ruairí Ó Gallchoir. He later moved to St Kieran’s College on Camden Quay where he prospered after the more repressed regime of the North Mon.
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‘Puttin’ on the Style’ – Rory in studio with one of his boyhood idols Lonnie Donegan, king of skiffle.





Guitars were something of a rarity in late 1950s Ireland. Rory was hooked, however, the first time he saw one. He played at first with a round cheese box with a ruler and some elastic bands, in much the same way that American bluesmen had used cigar boxes with porch screen wire. He then acquired a simple guitar from Woolworths. Rory’s mother supported his interest in music from a young age and secured his first acoustic guitar by mail order in 1957 while the family was still living in Derry. She got it through William Doherty, who was an agent for Kay & Co. of Glasgow. Many years earlier in the Mississippi Delta, a musician named McKinley Morganfield (better known as Muddy Waters) secured his first acoustic guitar through a similar Sears catalogue.


Rory was a capable musician from an early age and it was all natural. ‘Although my entire family are musical – and my early life was spent performing at family parties and that sort of gathering – I only play by ear,’ he said. ‘I’ve never had any musical training at all.’ Speaking to Colm Keane for a documentary on RTÉ Radio 1, Rory described how he ‘found material from the late 1950s and early 1960s in the pages of songbooks like Lonnie Donegan’s Skiffle Hits, which had small chord symbols and diagrams to go with the songs. So I just put that together and started digging out a few chords and learning all the songs that lonnie was doing. Most of the material was Woody guthrie stuff or leadbelly, so it was a good second-hand way of discovering these american songs. and then you had, at the time, those Fats Domino and Chuck Berry songs … you’d just learn everything you could within reason and that’s more or less how I started. It’s almost like teach yourself and, you know, discover for yourself from the radio.’


According to his brother, Rory went to the Cork School of Music to look for lessons but there were none on offer. Strange as it sounds today, guitar lessons only began there in the early 1970s. Rory did get some help tuning his guitars from James o’Brien, a neighbour who ran o’Brien’s ice Cream Parlour on MacCurtain Street. Just as importantly, o’Brien was the Classical guitar correspondent for Banjo, Mandolin and Guitar (BMG) magazine, in whose pages Rory discovered some of the african-american bluesmen like leadbelly and Big Bill Broonzy that were to inspire him right to the time of his passing. The July 1959 issue, for example, carried a photo of Josh White who was to play London that summer. Priced at one shilling and sixpence, BMG declared itself as the ‘Oldest established and Most Widely Read Fretted instrument Magazine in the World’. Rory settled on the type of amplification he would use through BMG – the famous VOX AC 30. Speaking in later years, Rory said ‘i still use the old VOX AC 30 that I carried about with me for six years with taste. It’s a great amp and it gives me so much power.’
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The July 1959 issue of Banjo, Mandolin and Guitar magazine. James O’Brien, a neighbour of the Gallagher family, was Classical Guitar correspondent for the magazine and helped Rory to tune his guitars.
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This VOX advertisement appeared in Banjo, Mandolin and Guitar magazine. and The VOX amplifier was Rory’s amp of choice. The fact that it was also used by Liverpool’s The Big Three, of whom he was a major fan, influenced his decision.





The Strat, however, was the key to Rory’s sound. He could talk about it all night. ‘It’s dated November 1961 – in certain people’s opinions this is when Fender hit their peak. I like the maple neck. Like on the earlier guitars, they’re probably a bit more crisp, but there’s a warmth to this, a mellowness because of the rosewood neck. This is the best, it’s my life, this is my best friend. It’s almost like knowing its weak spots are strong spots. I don’t like to get sentimental about these things, but when you spend thirty years of your life with the same instrument it’s like a walking memory bank of your life there in your arms.


‘I’ve always wanted to get that Gibson sustain out of my Fender. I’ve borrowed Gibsons and tried them; you can get the sustain but you can never get that clarity of sound that you get with the Strat. The controls seem all wrong to me on a Gibson as well, when I play one I’m looking for the controls and I discover that they are way below my hand and that I’m lifting the guitar up to reach the controls. I like to get that sort of phase sound by using the volume swell on the Stratocaster … and that’s impossible on a Gibson.


‘I’m using Fender Rock and Roll strings. I’ve been with them for some time because you can get them easily anywhere in the world and they perform very well. I’ve tried Ernie Ball strings and I used Clifford Essex strings for quite some time, but I’m fairly settled with Fenders.
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David Foley, a Gallagher fan, and Michael Crowley with David’s Signature Fender Stratocaster, one of the guitars produced to represent Rory’s favourite guitar.





‘I’m amazed that despite its age I’ve never even had to adjust the truss rod, I’ve taken it to some of the hottest countries in the world and it just never moves. It’s great. I’ve had it re-fretted a couple of times but apart from that very little has been done. I had it stolen one time, following a brief appearance at the Five Club to visit Pat Egan about the Dublin scene, and it got very beaten up then. I had borrowed a Telecaster, and it and the Tele were nicked. I was terrified for a few days in case I would have to buy both a Strat and a Telecaster. Both guitars were found (with the assistance of some exposure on Garda Patrol on RTÉ) behind a front garden wall on the South Circular Road, with some of the strings missing and the bodies knocked about but, thankfully, they were ok.


‘People look at my guitar and think that I must treat it badly. I admit I used to throw it about a bit in the early days, but it’s really just that I use it so much that, over the years, the paint has gone, one little chip at a time. I don’t see guitars as things to be left in glass cases. I love all great guitars, but they have to be used and I can get a kick out of a $15 dollar Silvertone too. It’s not meanness; it’s just that any guitar over x-hundred pounds just becomes a status symbol. Then again, I grew up in a time when I remember Telecasters and Stratocasters being £100 or £200, whatever.


‘This guitar is part of my psychic make-up. I’ve had troubles with it but I’m fortunate enough. It’s like B.B. King has a hundred Lucille’s; I’ve only got one Strat. I don’t even call it a woman’s name or whatever: it’s just where I came from, to own a Stratocaster was like monumental – it was impossible. There’ll be arch battles for as long as we go on about the warmth of Les Paul guitars and the twang of a Telecaster and all that, but I would panic before I go on stage without this guitar – it would have to be a Strat and this one in particular.’
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The Scene
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This photo of Rory was taken after school in St Kieran’s College, Cork. Here he is sporting the school scarf, which was knitted by ‘Irish’ Jack Lyons’ mother (courtesy Jack Lyons).





THE YOUNG RORY GALLAGHER would try to get his hands on everything to do with music that came into Cork city. Pigotts on Patrick’s Street, which sold pianos and sheet music, was one of his favourite haunts from the time he was twelve. Ursula’s Record Store on Oliver Plunkett Street was another. These shops carried a limited stock of chart and back catalogue material, a far call from iTunes but with much more personal contact and the added thrill of being able to touch and feel that sleeve and examine the pristine vinyl.


Fitzgerald’s electrical store on the Grand Parade also carried a small selection of records. The record retail industry was in its infancy and, although many people today will find it difficult to believe, electrical and hardware stores in many of the major towns and cities carried a stock of chart singles and some albums in the corner, the equivalent of loose biscuits in the grocery shops of the time. A lot depended on the enthusiasm of the shop staff and the musical tastes of whoever had purchasing power. In my own case, the store sold bicycles and electrical goods. I bought my first four albums in McHugh Himself under the railway bridge on Talbot Street in Dublin. The albums were Taste – Taste, Revolver – The Beatles, D’Israeli Gears – Cream, and King of the Delta Blues Singers – Robert Johnson. Not a bad start for a boy growing up on Dublin’s northside.


Sheila MacCurtain, the buyer in Eason’s, was a doyenne of the fledgling record retailing industry, and if she was aware of a customer’s specific tastes she would seek them out. Sheila, the daughter of Tomás MacCurtain, Republican hero and former Lord Mayor of Cork, later ran the record division in Eason’s on Patrick’s Street where many Gallagher fans in the early 1970s bought their first Gallagher vinyl. Elsewhere around the country, you had Prims in Kilkenny. In Dublin you had Discfinder on Baggot Street, Liam Breen’s on Liffey Street, and Pat Egan’s Sound Cellar on Nassau Street. The latter still thrives today with the avuncular and ever-helpful Tommy Tighe. The Sound Cellar has survived through Tommy’s unique personal service, whether for fans of roots, blues, alt-country or metal in whatever form.


The first records that Rory bought in Cork were most likely Lonnie Donegan’s Rock Island Line and the Buddy Holly Story in Ursula’s. Donegan was at the vanguard of the British skiffle movement, which was the bridge for many young musicians of the late 1950s into popular music and rock and roll. At one time in the 1950s there were thousands of skiffle bands throughout Britain, although it never really took off to the same degree here. Rory, through listening to Donegan, went after the source, discovering Jesse Fuller, Huddie Leadbetter, better known as Leadbelly, and Woody Guthrie – the great American folk poet and troubadour. Later he was to make his version of Leadbelly’s ‘Out on the Western Plain’ an anthem for fans of acoustic blues.
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Rory was a fan of The Big Three from Liverpool. Here is the front cover of their EP At the Cavern.
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The Boy Who Dared To Rock – The Definitive Elvis by Paul Lichter, shows Elvis Presley, who was a great inspiration for Rory – his first guitar (bought from Woolworths) featured the King. In 1992 Rory was admitted into the Fender Hall of Fame, joining his hero and Elvis guitarist – James Burton.





Coming across a copy of an EP (extended play) single by The Big Three from Liverpool was certainly another turning point for Rory. The single was released in 1963 featuring three cover versions – Ray Charles’ ‘What’d I Say’, ‘Reelin’ and a Rockin’ by Chuck Berry, and ‘Zip A Dee-Doo Dah’ by Wrubel & Gilbert – and one original by the three piece called ‘Don’t Start Running Away’. The Big Three were Johnny Hutchinson on drums, Johnny Gustafson on bass guitar, and Brian Griffiths on lead guitar. Gallagher’s other early heroes included Larry Williams, Chuck Berry, Eddie Cochran, Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, Gene Vincent, Jimmy Reed, and the Buddha of the blues – Muddy Waters. The young Cork teenager discovered photographs of his idols in magazines like Melody Maker and New Musical Express. In just a few years, Rory was to feature on their front pages.
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Davy Graham is the guitarist who is widely credited with creating the DADGAD chord format for acoustic guitar. His playing of ‘Angi’ was a target to be mastered by all aspiring guitarists in the 1960s. Graham wrote ‘Angi’ when he was nineteen years old and it was released on his debut EP in 1962. Rory acknowledged Davy, the late Bert Jansch and the encouragement of Alexis Korner as major influences on his acoustic playing.





Pat Egan, the pioneering independent record retailer, is one of the pivotal figures in the history of Irish popular culture, alongside concert promoter Jim Aiken. His Beat Column in Spotlight magazine and its successors was one of the few ways of learning about exciting new bands in the early 1960s when there was no pop radio in Ireland. Egan, also a popular club DJ, kept his ear to the ground so that line-up changes, which were almost a weekly occurrence, could be charted and followed by the growing fan base for this exciting alternative music. He encouraged emerging beat and rock groups at every turn and was central to propagating and rallying the emergence of Rory Gallagher throughout those early Taste days and into his solo career.


The centre of the beat universe in Cork was the Cavern Club, later to become the 006, behind what is now CP Tronix on Leitrim Street. Here the visiting groups performed in a ramshackle timber building, which, during the summer of 1966, had visits from John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers, Gary Moore, and The Creatures. Entry was by presentation of your blue membership card through the archway with the splintered mirror inset beside the cramped ticket desk. Nearby, the Munster Hotel housed the Hilton – The Students Club while further along MacCurtain Street was the Crypt, which featured raw young talent. Bigger places like the Arcadia were sown up by the showbands.


When I moved to Rory’s home town in 1994 I spoke to Mick Leary who recalled that, during that time in the 1960s, he would stand outside the Savoy with an album cover in his hand hoping some likeminded soul would approach to talk music. ‘Look at this album I’ve got. Would you know about this band?’ This was happening in towns and cities throughout Ireland but there was a wonderful intimacy and spirit in a city like Cork with the hills converging and everyone drifting down into town at the weekends, meeting on Patrick’s Street and MacCurtain Street to engage with what was on offer.


Who had heard what on the radio was another question often asked, this being the era of the pirate radio stations and the American Forces Network. In the late 1950s and early 1960s the American Forces Network broadcast the music taking the United States by storm to the troops still serving in Europe, including Belfast. Music fans throughout Europe were able to hear, for the first time, Buddy Holly, Carl Perkins, Little Richard, Muddy Waters, and Elvis Presley by moving the dial to the appropriate position on the crackling valve radio.


Radio Luxembourg’s English language service, FAB 208, was another important source. We listened to Luxembourg at that time with a bicycle lamp under the bedclothes when transistor radios were the size of shoe boxes – our favourite being the art deco style Bush model. Most households at the time had no television and the radio was more than likely a Pye model with those valves that took a short while to warm up. Both FAB 208 and Radio Caroline, the pirate radio station started by Irishman Ronan O’Rahilly in March 1964, were to change the face of broadcasting and popular music and culture with seismic effect, blasting the latest pop tunes into homes throughout Europe. In September 1967, the BBC responded by starting their own popular music service, BBC Radio 1. In the process they hired many of the DJs who had established themselves on either FAB 208 or the pirates, including Jimmy Saville, Noel Edmonds, and Tony Blackburn. Van Morisson, like Rory, was an avid listener, and he refers to all these stations in a number of songs, ‘The Days Before Rock and Roll’ being just one example.
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