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         ‘One of the most charismatic and influential artists in Irish country music.’

         President Michael D. Higgins

         
             

         

         ‘A singer who brought joy and happiness to Irish people all over the world.’
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            Dedicated to the memory of the late Big Tom McBride and Rose (King) McBride, and to my own parents, the late Katie (Lally) Gilmore and William Gilmore.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            Born to Sing

         

         
            From the land of Castleblayney, where the gentle rivers flow

            To the shores of lovely Muckno, where the water lilies blow

            With the grandeur of Hope Castle, so graceful on the strand

            They bring me back fond memories of a noble Irish man

            The Gentle Giant of Country, Big Tom it is his name

            The idol of the starlight ball, from the drumlin lands he came …

            ‘Tribute to Big Tom’, Des Boyle (singer/songwriter, Foxford, Mayo)

         

         Tom McBride was born to sing – and to be a king. But he wasn’t born in a castle or a mansion – instead it was a humble whitewashed cottage, near Castleblayney, County Monaghan.

         While his birthplace was less salubrious than that of an infant monarch, born in a chateau or a palace, Big Tom rose to become a monarch of the music scene in Ireland, and abroad.

         But perhaps if a carpenter’s son could rise from being born in a stable in Bethlehem to become the greatest king this world has known, why shouldn’t the son of a Monaghan farmer, who wanted to be a carpenter, become The King of Irish Country?

         In common with the Nazarene, who was crucified for what he preached, Big Tom was crucified for his songs by many of the music critics and some sections of the media. But he prevailed, and this would-be-carpenter from Castleblayney amassed a massive, loyal, loving legion of fans during his fifty-plus years as The King of Country in Ireland.

         The only surviving sibling from the McBride family, Madge Kavanagh, who now lives in Birmingham, wasn’t around for the momentous moment when her musical monarchical brother Tom was born. It was another four years before Madge entered this world, in the same whitewashed cottage near Castleblayney. But she has many happy childhood memories to share about growing up as the little sister of Big Tom.

         Madge McBride doesn’t remember the event at all, as her brother Tom was born four years before her, on 18 September 1936. Four children – Seamus, Tom, Madge and Willie John – were born into this humble rural home, to Samuel McBride, a Presbyterian, and his wife Mary Ellen, who was a Catholic. Madge has happy memories of growing up in a ‘very happy home’, in the drumlin lands of Monaghan, close to the Northern Ireland border.

         Seamus, Tom’s older brother, was another member of that happy household. He passed away twenty years ago, and Tom was deeply affected by his death – they were very close as brothers. On many days they mitched from school together.

         The eldest of the children, Seamus emigrated to Birmingham, but some years later moved back to the whitewashed cottage at the Moy. He worked the farm and managed Tom’s pub, The Old Log Cabin, for many years. Seamus passed away suddenly, while out checking on the stock on the farm. 

         Seamus’s son Jerome plays guitar and sings in Declan Nerney’s band. Seamus’s daughter Deirdre has four boys, who are very talented singers and musicians – they are known as the Davis brothers. The eldest boy, Adam, plays the pipes, and he piped Tom’s cortege from his home to the chapel on the morning of his funeral. The other boys sang the gospel song ‘Some Day’ in the chapel during the funeral Mass.

         While the song ‘Gentle Mother’ launched Tom’s music career professionally, it was his own gentle mother, Mary Ellen, who was the first to influence him into playing music and singing. In a 2011 interview with Pam Jackson in the Mount Wolsey Hotel in County Carlow, for Hugh O’Brien’s ‘Hot Country’ television show, Tom said that he had been playing music since he was little more than a toddler.

         ‘I was probably playing music since I was about two feet high, because my mother had an old radio and she would pick up stations such as Luxembourg and others that had any programmes with a leaning towards country music.

         ‘She knew them all, and she could easily find them on the dial, and she would have the radio on for us all. Of course we would look forward to listening in, and I suppose my interest in country music started from that.’
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               Big Tom’s gentle mother, Mary Ellen McBride.

            

         

         Big Tom had great memories of also of another pleasant aspect of life in his home in the Moy, as he reminisced in an interview with RTÉ’s Brian Carthy in the book The A to Z of Country & Irish Stars, back in 1991.

         ‘One of my abiding childhood memories is of the Sunday mornings at home when we would have a feed of sausages, bacon and eggs, and it was something to look forward to all week long.’

         His sister Madge has good memories of those Sunday morning and Sunday evenings too. ‘When we were growing up, we would be up early every Sunday morning for ten o’clock Mass, and at that time you had to fast for three hours in order to receive holy communion. Then when we would get home, there would be the big fry-up of bacon and sausages and eggs,’ recalls Madge.

         ‘Very often also, when we would come home after watching Tom play in some football match, we would have a lovely bit of roast beef on Sunday evenings for dinner,’ she says.

         Tom’s mother, Mary Ellen McBride, said she felt from when he was a child that Tom was going to be a singer. She said so in an interview with Donall Corvin for the magazine Spotlight, in the early years of his career. That was after ‘Gentle Mother’ and ‘Flowers For Mama’ had been hits. But she pointed out that those songs weren’t about her. ‘Sure I’m still alive!’ smiled Mrs McBride in the interview, conducted in ‘her little whitewashed farmhouse, about three miles outside Castleblayney’.
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               Big Tom pictured with his mother, Mary Ellen McBride, in her home in the 1960s.

            

         

         ‘It lies in a leafy glade off a small winding road that is so out of the way you could never come across it by accident,’ stated the interviewer. He added that while Tom was still a regular visitor to his parents’ home, he now ‘had a farm of his own’, on the other side of the town.

         ‘When he was young, he would always be singing around the house,’ said his mother. She confirmed all those years ago what Big Tom often said since, about his mother avidly listening to the radio.

         ‘I used to be listening to people singing on the radio, and I always knew that that was how Tom would turn out,’ said Mrs McBride.

         But Big Tom (then little Tom!) said he was less than successful with the first musical instrument that his mother bought for him.

         ‘When I was a little older, my mother bought me a mandolin, but I never made a success of that. After that, I got an accordion and I played a bit on that. Anything I ever played or sang from an early age was country,’ he told Pam in that television interview.

         He has spoken in many interviews about how he bought his first guitar in London for £12. That started him off playing and singing before audiences, albeit initially in front of only a few other Irish emigrants, in flats around London, and later in Jersey (see Chapter 5).

         Like many Irish people in those days, Tom went to work in the UK during his teenage years – in his case, in London and Scotland, and later Jersey in the Channel Islands. Tom told RTÉ’s Donncha O’Dulaing in an interview in 1981 that the reason he left Castleblayney as a teenager and emigrated to the UK was because work was scarce in Ireland at that time, and the money was better over there. 

         ‘The money was a bit better over there. I remember earning as much as £15 per week, which was a lot of money at that time. I went to Jersey from London, where I did pipe-laying and picking tomatoes – you name it, I tried it,’ laughed Tom.

         Meanwhile, his older brother Seamus and younger sister Madge went to Birmingham, and Madge still lives there today. ‘I went to England in the early 1960s, on the train from Castleblayney, and I have lived here in Birmingham ever since. When I moved there it was a big change, compared to life back home in Ireland.’

         After decades as an exile in England, Madge still has crystal-clear memories of her older brother Tom, playing with her when they were children. ‘There was about four years between us. My early memories of Tom were of when we played together in the yard and the fields, as well as going out farming and helping with the digging of the spuds or with the cutting and saving of the hay. There was plenty of space to play in the fields, and beside the river and streams too, and our parents would run us outside the house to play,’ laughs Madge.

         
            Along the winding leafy lanes

            Where in childhood we would play

            With heartache and old memories

            I sadly made my way

            ‘Back to Castleblayney’, Big Tom (written by Johnny McCauley)

         

         But Madge McBride says that while her brother Tom loved playing around his home area in childhood days, the mere mention of school had a bad impact on him: ‘He was never happy about going to school.’

         ‘He absolutely hated school, but he loved music. I remember him playing the mouth organ from an early age, as he just idolised music,’ she says. 

         The McBride’s grew up in a townland called the Moy, not far from Castleblayney. His parents were involved in mixed farming, having cattle, hay, potatoes and grain crops. They also raised chickens from eggs, which were incubated in the ‘deep litter’ system, according to Madge. Tom continued this practice for years, using an incubator that he kept in the good sitting room of his house, much to Rose’s annoyance!

         Tom always had hens on the farm, and enlisted his oldest grandson Stephen to help collect the eggs. Stephen recalls that he had told his grandfather that it was difficult to find the eggs in the loose hay in the shed. One morning soon after, Stephen found a number of blue-coloured eggs in the hay. He ran into his grandmother, Rose, to show her his discovery, only to be met with a laugh as she washed the eggs under the tap and the blue colour disappeared. Stephen remembers Rose saying, ‘Your grandfather painted the eggs so you could find them!’ Tom was always playing tricks, and having fun with the grandchildren.
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            Tom with his father Samuel (left) and mother Mary Ellen (third from right), brother Seamus and his children and uncle Peter.

         

         Madge McBride says they were only in farming ‘in a small way’ when they were growing up, and they didn’t have a tractor at the time. ‘Tom and my eldest brother would be rushing home from school – if they went! – to see who would get there first to get a spin on the tractors owned by a neigh-bouring farming family, who were also McBride’s.

         ‘We walked the three miles to and from school. You would be very lucky if you had a bicycle, but we felt we were lucky enough to even have rubber-soled shoes for our journey. If you had a pair of bootees you were lucky, and you had to wash them on Saturday night and spruce them up for going to Mass on Sunday morning.

         ‘We grew up in a house that was full of music. Our father was a great singer, as well as our mother – it was on both sides of the family. My mother would wait up late at night, listening to music on the radio. You could wake up at 2am and she would still have the radio on,’ says Madge.

         She says that Tom, and all her brothers, loved working on the farm and around the yard. Farm life had its dangers though, and one particular incident stands out in her mind. Madge was trying to help Tom as he dug a hole in the ground to insert a wooden stake, and it almost cost her a finger!

         ‘He nearly took one of my fingers off with a crowbar during that incident. Every so often Tom would stop, and he would bend down to take out the clay and a stone or two out of the hole he was digging. But it was when I moved in to help that he nearly took my finger off, and I still have the marks to prove it,’ she laughed. 

         Tom wasn’t aware that Madge was jumping in to help remove the clay, and he brought down the crowbar on the hole in the ground with full force. She hadn’t time to pull back her hand before it smashed into her finger!

         ‘I had my hand in there at the wrong time, and as Tom didn’t have time to change the direction of the crowbar, it was my finger that got the hit.

         ‘My father bandaged it up with whatever sort of bandage was available in the house, as there was no such thing as calling a doctor in those days,’ added Madge.

         ‘I remember that incident like it happened only yesterday, as well as when Tom emigrated to England. Then, when our younger brother died, and I was the only one at home with my parents for a while, until Tom came home to help run the farm. It broke my mother’s heart when my younger brother died,’ says Madge.

         ‘I had a brother who died young at home,’ recalled Tom in an interview that we did in his home in Oram in 2004, published for the first time in this book. ‘As he was the only son at home, that is why I had to come back home to Castleblayney from the Channel Islands to work on the family farm.’

         Madge told me in an interview after Tom’s death that at that time, when her younger brother Willie John died as a teenager, communications were poor between Ireland and the outside world. This was long before the era of mobile phones, and even landline phones weren’t available in most of rural Ireland. The family had great difficulty contacting Tom in the Channel Islands.

         It was only ‘when a telegram was shoved under the door’ of where he was staying in Jersey that Tom got the sad news of his younger brother’s death. ‘It still took me a number of weeks before I could get back home, and the funeral was over when I arrived back in Castleblayney,’ he said. 

         ‘I had the job of making contact with Tom on behalf of my parents, to let him know the sad news and try to get him back. It was so hard to reach people abroad, mostly only by letter or telegram in those far-off times,’ says Madge.

         
            * * *

         

         When she moved to Birmingham, Madge McBride never thought that some day she would be going to see her brother Tom and The Mainliners playing to thousands of people at the dances in England.

         ‘The crowds were so big at times that you could hardly get into the dancehalls, and if you got in, you had to stand up all night, as all the seats would be taken up early. That was the situation anywhere around Birmingham that Tom and the band played. I would go to those dances, along with a lot of my friends from different parts of Ireland and some from England as well.’

         Madge is now seventy-eight. Her other brother, Seamus, died almost twenty years ago, while the most famous of them all, Big Tom, passed away in April 2018.

         ‘My mum and dad were still alive when Tom started recording,’ says Madge. ‘Mummy died in ’sixty-nine, and there was a big age gap between her and Dad, as he was eighty-two when he passed away in the early ’seventies.’

         Big Tom was as happy – perhaps even happier – working in the fields at home in Castleblayney as he was performing under the spotlights or on television. While they had no tractor when they were growing up, Tom was ‘obsessed with tractors’ back then. He ensured that in later years he had plenty of tractors, including vintage tractors that he kept around the farm. 

         ‘I was born and raised with them,’ he said. ‘The work that was done in my early days of farming in Ireland was with those small tractors. I still have a few of them around the farm. Scrap is what Rose calls them, but they all still work, and I love them,’ he added.

         His friend and singing colleague Margo O’Donnell recalls a funny incident in recent times regarding those vintage tractors. Perhaps it took him back to driving a small tractor for the other McBride family, the farm next door to theirs.

         ‘A few years ago, when I was visiting the McBride home and Rose and I were talking in the kitchen, Tom appeared at the back door and he indicated to me to listen to what he called “a beautiful sound”.
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               Big Tom at the wheel for Tom McGurke’s ‘Last House’ television show in 1976.

            

         

         ‘“Come out here, Queen of Donegal,” said Tom, and I went out to the back door with him, where I could hear a buzzing sound. I wasn’t very aware of all the vintage tractors that he had at that time. He said, “Are you listening to that? Have you ever heard such a beautiful sound?” and I replied, “A sound of what?” He had all the vintage tractors ticking over, and he said, “That is the most beautiful sound, and it’s nicer sometimes than any music.” Then he made a joke about Rose looking after the tractors and he looking after the flowers in the front garden,’ laughs Margo.

         From an early age, listening to the radio programmes that his mother would have on in their Castleblayney home, Tom McBride became a fan of the songs of Hank Williams. Hank had passed away tragically at the age of twenty-eight, over a decade before Tom started to sing, but he still loved those lonesome lyrics penned by the Alabama singer and songwriter. Hank had recorded in Nashville, but his slightly left-of-centre country songs, and his eccentric behaviour, were seen by some in the country music hierarchy as unsuitable for Music City USA in the 1950s.

         Big Tom finally got to Nashville many decades later, recording an album there in 1980. His childhood memories of growing up in Castleblayney and listening to those Hank Williams songs were still strong in his mind.

         Those memories from Castleblayney in the 1950s also prompted Tom to suggest to Johnny McCauley that he might write a song about Hank Williams’s influence on the changing country scene of the 1950s.

         That ultimately became the track ‘Country Music’s Here To Stay’, which was popular on Tom’s Blue Wings album. As he sang those lines in a Nashville studio in 1980, he was probably passionately reminiscing about his childhood days. Those days, and late nights, listening to Hank Williams’s songs coming through the static on an old Pye radio, from some American Forces Network (AFN) show or Radio Luxembourg, are echoed in the song.

         
            He introduced a rhythm new

            An off-beat kind of country blues

            And someone named it rock ’n’ roll

            Soon after he had died.

            Hank Williams is the name

            We owe the credit or the blame

            Whatever sympathises with your point of view.

            But all the drifting cowboys know

            Who first gave life to rock ’n’ roll

            The world forgot to thank him

            Now the honour’s overdue.

            ‘Country Music’s Here to Stay’ (written by Johnny McCauley)

         

         ‘It was an amazing song, mostly about Hank and the ’fifties – the era that I remembered so well, back home listening to the radio. It even mentioned Jimmie Rodgers in some of the other lines. He was the very first man on record that was regarded as singing country. However, he wouldn’t have been as country back in the 1930s as Hank Williams was in the ’forties and ’fifties,’ added Tom.

         From the late 1940s, through the 1950s and into the 1960s, Tom McBride’s interest in country music was developing. Much of that was due to those songs of Hank Williams and others that he heard on the ‘foreign’ radio stations that his mother would tune in to.

         His father, Samuel, was also an influence musically. He would sing songs too, both at home and in church. ‘Music was on both sides of my family. My father would often sing a song or two at night time, when people would gather in our home. He would also sing in the church choir on Sundays.

         ‘Cousins of ours, the McGuigans, had their own band. They played a lot around this area. I had other cousins that played music as well. So I didn’t start the music in our family – it was there long before me,’ said Tom in an interview with Louise Morrissey on Sky TV.

         ‘Our house was a céilí house, and people would come to sing, play and dance. Some nights when the neighbours would come in, we would dance all night.

         ‘We would be dancing around the floor with all sorts of boots and shoes. So the music was there always, and all I had to do was just listen to those songs and tunes. That’s probably what got me interested in music first,’ he said.

         ‘Country music is very similar to the old traditional Irish music. Songs with lovely stories to them. Some of them might be sad, and as a country singer I always called myself a sad singer of sad songs.

         ‘But that’s the type of stuff that I loved, and it was good for us in the band down the years,’ added Tom in the interview with Louise.

         At that time in Ireland, when céilí dances in the kitchen were all the rage, the number of country songs that Radio Éireann (as RTÉ was known then) would be playing was miniscule. Céilí, and other forms of traditional Irish music and songs, would be the most popular types of home-grown music, featured on programmes such as the appropriately named ‘Céilí House’. It was an era too of great change culturally in Ireland. The outdoor crossroads céilís and the house dances were slowly being replaced by dances in parish halls.

         Back in 1949, ten years before he was to emigrate, and when Tom McBride was only a year away from finishing primary school, his hero Hank Williams was touring American military bases in Germany. The tour also featured several other US country stars, such as Little Jimmy Dickens and Minnie Pearl. Perhaps it was then that the seeds of country started to grow, in the mind, and in the life, of the big-framed young Monaghan man.

         ‘With his song “Lovesick Blues” alone, Hank practically destroyed those people in the military bases,’ said Little Jimmy Dickens, speaking about that German tour. ‘They screamed and hollered for him,’ recalls Minnie Pearl. ‘The women especially,’ she added, in the book Sing a Sad Song: The Life of Hank Williams (Roger M Williams – Ballantine Books, 1970).

         Mrs Mary Ellen McBride and her family were listening to, and maybe even singing along with, some of those Hank Williams songs on radio broadcasts from Germany. And in doing so, they were nurturing the future talent of their own star-in-waiting, Big Tom.

         When he became a singing star, Tom included some of the sad songs of his early hero Hank with other songs to create The Mainliners’ ‘magic mix’. Not only did those songs entertain the teenagers of that era in rural Ireland, and the emigrants too, but the proceeds from many of those dances helped many community projects too.

         In his 1976 interview with Big Tom for the ‘Last House’ programme on RTÉ television, Tom McGurk said that many a school, many a church or a parish hall extension – ‘even many a graveyard’ – was funded by the proceeds of a carnival marquee dance where Big Tom and the band played.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

            Born to Play

         

         Just as Big Tom was born to sing, all of the members of The Mainliners were born to play. They were singers too, and just like the teamwork in any good sports team, they played as a unit – all for one and one for all. Positional switches in the musical team didn’t matter to them. Indeed, the original lead singer, Ginger (Jimmy) Morgan, graciously and gladly stepped aside to become the pop vocalist and bassist in the band when Big Tom’s ‘Gentle Mother’ became their first hit song.

         Ginger was sanguine back in 1967 when it was Tom’s song that the fans wanted above his self-composed ‘Thinking Of You’, which was intended to be the promoted song on their debut disc. Over fifty years later, Ginger is still as jovial and as gracious as ever about how Tom’s song, instead of his, created the lucky break for them all. He says there was never any animosity about Tom becoming the big star in the band. ‘But I will tell you that when I saw him getting so popular with his songs, I had to start trying to become a better bass player, in order to hold my place in the band.’
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               The guitar that started it all: Tom strumming the guitar that he bought in London for £12.

            

         

         Laughing loudly about himself and drummer Ronnie Duffy being described as the first pop singers in the band in 1966, Ginger quipped, ‘We still are, over half a century later.’

         Musicians in Irish showbands weren’t writing songs, like he had done, back in the mid-1960s. ‘Back then there wasn’t anybody selling guitars in Castleblayney either!’ laughed Ginger. ‘I think our lead guitarist Seamus McMahon got his first guitar from Paddy Cole, who was in The Capitol Showband at that time.’ In the corner of the band’s dressing room, his colleague Seamus nodded and added, ‘Up to then I was playing a fiddle in The Mainliners.’

         The unassuming Ginger concentrated on talking about his memories of Big Tom, rather than dwelling on his own undoubted, but largely forgotten, songwriting talent.

         ‘My first, and abiding, memory of Tom from that time was when he came back from England to live at home here. Not alone had he a guitar, but he was also a brilliant chord player. Tom didn’t have to learn it, as he was excellent on the guitar at that time. I can clearly remember him also singing “The Wabash Cannonball” and “Nobody’s Child” at our rehearsals in McMahons’ kitchen, and other similar songs that we had never heard before.

         ‘Most of the bands around ’Blayney at that time were orchestras. There was the Maurice Lynch Orchestra, or The Regal Orchestra. There wasn’t the type of music that we were starting to play. Perhaps it was a country ’n’ pop replica of the Royal Showband sound,’ added Ginger.

         He also said that all the young musicians in The Mainliners became even more excited when Big Tom arrived one day with what looked like a real Rolls Royce of a guitar!

         ‘Tom bought this beautiful guitar and a wee amplifier, and we all got word to come out to the country to see this. He had it set up, and he could play instrumentals on it such as “Ghost Riders In The Sky” and “Apache” and many others. But later on, when Seamus got more experience on the lead guitar, he took over and Tom started to play rhythm.’

         I put it to Ginger that he wrote many other songs in the years following ‘Thinking Of You’. ‘I did a few on an album for John Glenn when he was lead singer with The Mainliners,’ replied Ginger. ‘But the only other one that I did was when I went out on my own with a band, a few years after Tom had gone off to front The Travellers.

         ‘It was just to do something different that I left The Mainliners, shortly after John [Beattie] had also moved out of the band. I wrote a song called “Rock ’N’ Roll Band”, as I was thinking to myself that this was the way I was going to go with the new band. It got a lot of good reviews, and RTÉ had it on their playlist for a full week. It got a play every morning, and I got a good lot of work for the band from that. It done good, and a few other bands recorded it. But I never wrote any more songs after that, and I don’t know why I didn’t,’ he added.

         Drummer Ronnie Duffy started out by using two knives to hammer out a tune on a length of copper piping when he was growing up. Early rehearsals with The Mainliners weren’t much more sophisticated, or so he says.

         ‘Ginger had been the first drummer in The Mainliners. When he started to play the bass, I sat in behind the drums. We were going to a gig in Cremartin, about four miles from where we lived, and the other band members had me singing harmony parts and tipping away with my fingers on the back of a seat in the small car that we were travelling in, to help me get the right beat. Just imagine – we were doing that drum rehearsal on the seat of the car while going to the gig,’ roared Ronnie.

         The hall they were playing in in Cremartin was a strange venue too, and a far cry from the big ballrooms and concert halls The Mainliners played in later, as Ronnie explained:

         ‘At the end of the night, as the band were the last to leave the hall, you were expected to close the door and put a big rock against it, so that no cattle or other animals would get into the hall, until the next band came to play there a fortnight later. 

         ‘The door opened out, and so it had to be closed in when we were leaving. That was the security – no locks, no bouncers, no chucker-outs, only a big rock to keep the ballroom door closed. It wasn’t heavy rock music – just a heavy rock,’ he laughed.

         ‘Looking back on those days, people will often say that Big Tom and The Mainliners were a country music band, but, just as Tom said to you, we were more a dance band playing a variety of music, and that mix worked.’ A highly respected drummer, Ronnie has also played at many major corporate events around Ireland with his brother-in-law, noted jazz musician and singer Paddy Cole.

         While Big Tom was the supreme frontman of The Mainliners, it must also be noted that Henry McMahon was the supreme band leader. He was there from the start; he was the backbone that kept the band going after Big Tom left; and even after his replacement singer, John Glenn, departed, Henry kept The Mainliners’ name alive. There were a number of other lead singers, including Tom Allen (later TR Dallas) and a young Monaghan lady named Jan, who was formerly Shelly of the Big Valley Showband. And when Big Tom re-joined The Mainliners, Henry was once again a driving force behind those reunion tours of the late 1990s and the noughties.

         ‘Well, the first reunion in 1989 happened in a simple enough way. It was the fans that kept asking if they would ever hear Big Tom and The Mainliners live again, and all the band members were enthusiastic to get back together again too.

         ‘I always said that while we were still alive, please God we would get together again. Then, when we got together in ’89, it was a superb experience for the full team, who were all well and willing to tour at that time,’ says Henry. The crowds were as big, indeed even bigger at some venues, on those reunion tours than when Big Tom and The Mainliners first hit the big time, over forty years earlier.
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               Tom’s good friend Jim O’Neill in front of the ‘rusty tin shed’ where it all started.

            

         

         Henry plays down a popular story from the early days – that the band had had to travel in a bread van to a gig when their first vehicle broke down.

         ‘Well, it was the gear that we had to transport in a bread van belonging to our manager John McCormick, and that only happened once ever. But the band members travelled in cars, and not in the back of a bread van, which was a rumour that was spread at that time,’ says Henry with a smile.

         ‘When we became The Mainliners, we went from being a céilí band to having Ginger and Ronnie for singing the pop songs. As we also brought in Cyril McKevitt on trombone, it was out of necessity that Big Tom and I had to learn to play two saxophones, as all the popular showbands of that time had strong brass sections. I got the tenor sax first, and then Tom got a baritone sax,’ he added.

         Henry’s brother, Seamus McMahon, started out playing the fiddle in a céilí band as a teenager. He said that he returned to playing the fiddle again, ‘but only for a little while’, just before Big Tom and The Mainliners reformed for some of their final reunion gigs a few years ago.

         ‘I went back to playing the fiddle in a two-piece act named Showbud, with another musician and singer – Robert Browne from Rockcorry. We played mostly for social dancing,’ says Seamus.

         But while many country guitarists have admired Seamus McMahon’s style of playing, this quiet and unassuming musician is very self-effacing when asked how he developed his distinctive lead guitar sounds.

         ‘That style of playing more or less just happened, and we stuck with it. It also blended in with what John Beattie was playing on the organ, and it worked well for us right from when we started out rehearsing in our parents’ home, which was only about a mile from where Big Tom lived.

         ‘It was great at the start, as we were all from around the same area, and it was great when all the same lads got back together again with Tom for the dance tours over the past decade or so. Sadly then, of course, Tom died, and that changed everything forever for us all. However, we were pleased when John Glenn, who sang with us in the past, was available again to front the band, for some more nostalgic shows that the fans were looking for after Tom had passed away,’ concluded Seamus.

         Seamus McMahon’s unique style of guitar playing has been cited by many as ‘one half ’ of the very different sound that The Mainliners had. The other half that helped create that sound was organist John Beattie.

         John retired completely from touring almost four years ago. However, speaking from his home beside the sea in County Donegal, the ace organist is happy to share memories of the days and nights when he was a Mainliner.

         ‘We always kept it simple, because that was the way we could do it. I always had limited ability, but I just attempted to play to the best of my ability. What really stood to us at the live gigs was the fact that we were the ones that also played on all the records, and we could create that same sound on stage,’ was John’s modest analysis of what became known as The Mainliners’ magic beat.

         ‘If you listen to the chimes on the original recording of “Gentle Mother”, I was playing a board organ, and that distinctive tone was exactly how the organ had to sound on stage too. We all had to play the instruments together in the studio, and if one of us made a mistake, the whole lot would have to be done from the start again. Now various instruments can be dropped in anywhere in a song, due to digital technology,’ added John.

         His colleague in The Mainliners, drummer Ronnie Duffy, added that he would love to go back to those days when all the instruments and the vocalist were recorded together. ‘I remember that there would be a microphone going into where I was playing in the drum booth. As I was using the same kit of drums that I might be playing on for the previous five or six nights, up and down the country, there might be a squeak in the drum pedal coming through the microphone in the studio. So I would have to carry a small can of Three-In-One oil with me, and squirt some of it on the pedal if it was squeaking in the studio, so that the squeak would not make it as an extra on the record.’

         John Beattie said that Ronnie and Cyril had joined the band before him. He was the last member to join The Mainliners after John McCormick took over management of the band.

         ‘I had been playing in bands such as the Maurice Lynch Band and Pat Campbell’s band, and we had toured in England and Scotland before I did the audition to join The Mainliners. At the time, I was also doing a day job, as the pay in bands at that time was usually about thirty bob [£1.50] per night. 

         ‘Before I joined the band, I knew Tom and some of the other members. I used to meet Ginger Morgan when he would finish work in McElroy’s factory on a Friday evening in a local pub. We would have two bottles of Guinness, and it cost one shilling and eight pence – that was ten pence a bottle,’ said John. ‘Ginger was to be the lead singer until we got on “The Showband Show” on RTÉ TV, which was in black and white at the time,’ he added.

         From then until Tom left the band to form The Travellers in 1975, the organ sound of John Beattie was a vital component of The Mainliners’ music.

         ‘If you made a mistake or played in a wrong key or something, you would fix it up as best you could, but Tom would never give out to you about the likes of that. However, there are lead singers in the present time and they would get rid of you as quickly as you could change your shirt. But Tom wasn’t like that – he was a gentleman to work with.

         ‘I stayed with The Mainliners for about six months after John Glynn became the lead singer, and then I moved on to do other things, but mostly not musically. Then, when we all got together again in 1987, it was a more modern scene for a keyboard player, but I got back into it. I was very keen to come back, and have many happy memories of the reunion tours,’ concluded John.

         When Mary Kennedy visited the Oram GAA club for the ‘Nationwide’ television special in 2017, she also spoke to some members of the original Mainliners at the clubhouse.

         Drummer Ronnie Duffy told her that Tom was much more than just their lead singer. He was a multi-instrumentalist too, who could step into the breach and keep a beat when a drummer suddenly took ill!

         ‘It was a gig we were doing down in Castleisland, County Kerry, and about two or three sets into the show, I called Henry [McMahon], the bandleader, and said that I didn’t feel well. I would have to sit down, or perhaps lie down, for a while. Henry went over to Tom before the next set of songs and told him.

         ‘Tom just took off the guitar and sat in on my seat behind the drums. He adjusted the microphone that I had for doing my vocal harmonies. I went into the dressing room and lay down on the floor for about fifteen minutes. Tom drummed away, sang his own songs, and sang the harmony parts on other songs that I would have been doing. All I could say was “well done Tom”,’ said Ronnie.

         ‘I never thought this would happen. I thought all this was over thirty years ago, but he is still huge,’ said singer and bass player Ginger Morgan.

         ‘It was nice at the beginning as well, because we were all neighbours,’ said Seamus McMahon. ‘Even in the early days we had good fun, and we used to rehearse in our home place where we were reared, which was nice when you look back on it.’

         His brother Henry added that while people talk about the long journeys to and from dances on bad roads, the band never complained at all about the travelling in those days. ‘I can remember one Monday morning early, when we were coming home from Castlebar, and when we got to Ballybay, just out the road, there was a man heading into town on his bicycle, probably to start his week’s work. I was going home to go to bed, and so I said to myself that I was happy where I was, and doing what we all loved doing.’

         Tom’s manager and a former musician himself, Kevin McCooey remarked that the singer was a fatherly figure to many of his fans.

         ‘So many people saw something in Tom McBride that made him look like a dad to them. Of course he was a fabulous singer, recorded great songs and The Mainliners were a really unique band as well,’ added Kevin. 

         Carl Laverty was the goalkeeper in the Oram team that Tom captained. Carl was also there at the formation of The Mainliners. As their first manager, along with Henry McMahon he secured the debut dance for the group at Oram’s small galvanised-metal hall, referred to by Tom McGurk on his 1976 RTÉ programme as ‘a rusty tin shed’.

         ‘As secretary of the Oram football club at the time, we ran a dance every two weeks in the old hall. Tom and Seamus McMahon played with a band called the Blue Seven at that time, while Henry and another one of the boys played with another band.

         ‘I suggested to Henry that they should all form one local band, and after that I got involved, and we set about getting equipment and extra members. And so it came to pass that The Mighty Mainliners were formed,’ says Carl.

         Tom McGurk says that around sixty people attended that first dance, an estimate that Carl disputes. ‘There were more than that attending on the night. As we live along the border, some dancers would come on minibuses from Crossmaglen or Keady and other parts of Armagh, as well as from Monaghan. It was always a great place for crowds, and there would be more than that there – perhaps well over 100 or maybe 150,’ says Carl.

         ‘I got them bookings all over Monaghan, Louth and Cavan, but it was mostly in small halls or at dinner dances. When they started to take off well, we got a date in the bigger Embassy Ballroom in Castleblayney.

         ‘The vibes were good, and they were playing at a teachers’ dance in The Riverdale in Ballybay, which John McCormick happened to be at. He probably saw their potential, and started to manage them shortly after that,’ says Carl.

         In an interview with the Evening Press in 1970, Big Tom said that even after John McCormick took over managing the band, the fees they could command were still very small. 

         ‘It was still a tough struggle for recognition, and we were playing for about £9 a date. Then in 1966, we played our first Dublin engagement. Christy Gunn, the owner of the Ierne Ballroom, agreed to give us five Sunday nights, at £50 a date. The first night was great; everybody from County Monaghan living in Dublin seemed to be present,’ said Tom.

         Tom told me in our 2004 interview that it was John McCormick who came up with the idea of calling him by the same name as lead singer with the band as he was called when playing at midfield for his football club – Big Tom.

         ‘He got the idea that it would be an easy name to remember, and that it was a catchy one as well, so that’s how it happened,’ said Tom.

         Big Tom was a reluctant star in the early, formative days of his music career. This shyness is described in comments Big Tom made himself, in a story published in the Irish World newspaper in London shortly after his death on 28 April. In that interview, Tom said that it was the song ‘Gentle Mother’ that ‘pushed’ him out front. He wasn’t too happy about that, and it took him a long time to get used to being in the spotlight.

         ‘It used to get to me … you’d be travelling and you’d go into a café for something to eat, and you’d hear people saying, “That’s Big Tom!” That used to get to me, but I got used to it.

         ‘When you look at it, if people didn’t know you, you wouldn’t be there, and it was a small price to pay,’ said Tom.

         Back in Oram, long-time friend and neighbour Jim O’Neill describes Tom as a reluctant star, who was as happy with his tractors as he was on stage or on television.

         ‘I got to know Tom first when he became the boyfriend of my next-door neighbour, Rosemary King. Ten or twelve of us children from around the village would watch TV in the King household, as they were the first to have a TV in our area. Tom would sometimes arrive to meet his girlfriend on his bicycle, and we would know he was there when the bicycle was left against the hedge.

         Did the youngsters who were watching television make themselves scarce when Tom arrived to court Rose? ‘No, but I remember that Tom and Rose would make themselves scarce,’ laughs Jim.

         Tom’s brother-in-law Paddy King, who later spent many years as bass guitarist and pop singer in The Travellers, remembers when his sister Rosemary was going out with Big Tom, and when they got married. He also recalls the crowds of local children coming to their house to watch the television when he was growing up.

         ‘Our house was always full in the evenings after we got the TV, and it was like a cinema. Before that we used to say the rosary, but once the television came in, the rosary went out the window,’ laughs Paddy.

         ‘I remember when Rose and Tom got married, and they came back to the house that evening. There was no big reception, but they had gone for a meal somewhere out the road before coming back to our house, where we had a bit of a party.’

         Paddy also recalled that ‘I was only a youngster when Tom would take me out fishing and shooting. Later on, we played golf together. Tom was good at everything. I remember him playing football at midfield, and he was a very clean player. He would never pull dirty on any opponent, yet he was big enough to do so if he wanted to – but that wasn’t Tom’s style.’

         Paddy says that Tom was a talented musician too. He could play many instruments, and would stay at them ‘until he had mastered them’. 

         ‘I remember him taking up playing a banjo at one time, and he stayed at it until he had mastered the tunes, inside a few hours. He could also play the drums and the bodhrán, as well as the sax and guitar of course.’

         ‘Another early memory that I have of Tom,’ says neighbour Jim O’Neill, ‘is when I first heard him sing after he came home from England. I was at a variety concert in the local hall, and there was a play by the local Pioneer Total Abstinence Association (PTAA). A man named Jimmy Brennan virtually dragged Tom up onto the stage to sing.’ Well-known local entertainers The McArdle Brothers, Tony and John, were also performing at that variety show.

         ‘Tom was at the back of the hall, and they virtually had to pull him by the scruff of the neck up onto the stage to sing. He sang one or two songs, but the one I remember most was “The First Fall of Snow”. Everyone in the hall was moved by Tom’s performance that night. He had a new style of singing that people here weren’t familiar with at that time. We weren’t very familiar with country music back then.’
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