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Stephen Travers was a founding director and the first editor of The Irish World newspaper in the UK. He is also an author, composer, arranger and record producer. Stephen was a special observer with the international charity Children in Crossfire in East Africa and has addressed victim support and radicalisation awareness network conferences and universities across Europe and the USA on numerous occasions. In 2019, Stephen received the Chicago iBAM Person of The Year Award. Stephen Travers is a survivor of the Miami Showband massacre. He has lived in Cork City since 1997.
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For my wife, Anne, and our daughter, Dr Sean Josephine Ettie Travers


When the screaming subsides and the blood dries on the ground only to be carried away by the winds of change and you are asked if you spoke out for the innocent, what will your answer be?










Foreword


When Stephen Travers asked me to write the foreword to The Bass Player, I was both flattered and instantly nervous. Stephen and I have known each other since 2017 when we filmed the Netflix documentary ReMastered: The Miami Showband Massacre. However, whereas Stephen is a world-class musician, and a peace advocate through his organisation, Truth and Reconciliation Platform (TaRP), and therefore perhaps a little more used to telling his story, I am a documentary filmmaker and documentary filmmaking is a communal activity. Many people, from the crew to the subjects themselves, work together to tell a story. It is strange to be asked to contribute my perspective alone, and plainly in my own words, when I have spent the past sixteen years of my life being a name in the credits of other people’s lives. Nevertheless, after the year we (and many others) spent making the film, I have both a profound respect and deep loyalty to Stephen. I have developed fulfilling working relationships with many of the subjects in the documentaries I’ve filmed, but Stephen is rare among them. To know Stephen Travers is to know someone who is somehow eternally youthful in his passion and dedication to music and also someone who is a shrewd, wise and committed political activist. It’s as if he is almost two separate people in one body: the innocent bass player of his youth and the relentless activist who emerged from the fiery wreckage of 31 July 1975. That duality is evident in The Bass Player.


In the spring of 2017 I received an email from a documentary production company called All Rise. Netflix was financing an eight-film documentary series investigating unknown political dramas in the music industry. The tagline was ‘The music you know; the stories you don’t.’ The production was staffing up in Burbank, California, just down the road from the iconic Warner Brothers Studios. They were curious if I wanted to produce. It was a tantalising offer and I signed on immediately.


The ReMastered documentary series examined how, buried under the glitz and glamour of spectacle, some of our favourite entertainers have stumbled into injustice or scandal. While I had some familiarity with a few of the narratives – Bob Marley’s alleged brush with the CIA, for instance, or the murder of Sam Cooke – there was one story that was utterly foreign to me. It was the story of an Irish ‘showband’ counterintuitively called the Miami. (I was unfamiliar with the term ‘showband’ but I loved the film The Commitments and figured it was something like that.) The members of the Miami Showband had been pulled over at an apparent military checkpoint in the summer of 1975 only to realise too late that it was an ambush by loyalist paramilitaries. After the loyalists’ bomb prematurely detonated, the paramilitaries massacred half the band in an attempt to cover their tracks. Since then, the survivors had been trying to piece together the truth of what happened to them and their quest was led by their dogged bass player, Stephen Travers.


I read Stephen Travers’ first memoir, The Miami Showband Massacre: A Survivor’s Search for the Truth, annotating along the way and, when I finished, I flipped right back to the front and began studying it again. The book had all the elements of my favourite stories: an international setting, government intrigue, rich history and, at the core, relatable, regular human beings who pushed through loss and disillusionment to better understand the world and perhaps change it for the better.


When I read Stephen Travers’ book, I leapt at the chance to learn more. I first spoke with Stephen during the summer of 2017. We arranged Skype calls so we could discuss his memories of the attack and his subsequent investigations. From the beginning, I noticed that Stephen had a few pronounced characteristics. The first was that he was very careful about security. He insisted on secure platforms and encrypted emails and text messages. His awareness of data protection was the first clue that he had become much savvier than the bass player I met in his book and that the massacre continued to profoundly shape his daily life.


The second thing I noticed was that he was a very accomplished storyteller. He would freely answer any question I asked. Ever since Stephen reported hearing a British officer’s voice on the night of the attack, certain people have questioned its credibility. He told me his story again and again over many months and the details never changed. Sometimes people alter the details every time they tell a story – it’s night instead of day, or events happened in a slightly different order, or someone’s parting line is different. Stephen’s story stayed the same. It was helpful on two fronts: it made it easier to check facts, and it also made it easier to anticipate what he would say during his on-camera interview. Stephen had a natural way of turning the corners of his story; you had to keep listening to find out what was going to happen next and, even more importantly, you didn’t just want to know what was going to happen, you wanted to know how it would affect him. That’s when you know you’ve got a protagonist.


When I eventually met Stephen, I realised that he was far more than just a good documentary interview or a celebrity in the music world or a survivor of the Irish conflict. He was a man of deep integrity and compassion whose commitment to telling his story was fuelled by his intense desire to ensure that the violence of those years is never, ever repeated.


Those of us who live outside Ireland can’t appreciate the real, life-altering experiences of the Troubles. The survivors carry the trauma with them every day as invisible and present as a second soul. With all of that weight on their shoulders, even simply defining the Troubles – saying out loud what happened to them, what they lived through – becomes both an act of courage and a political high-wire act. Our crew learned this first-hand when we were filming an interview with Stephen and we asked him to explain, in one sentence, what the Irish Troubles were about. For the purposes of the documentary, international audiences needed a definition of the conflict that was simple to absorb and Irish and British audiences needed to feel the explanation was accurate. Of course, the reality is that you cannot explain the complicated conflict in a single sentence. It took an entire crew from America, Ireland and Northern Ireland, plus Stephen Travers and a couple of hotel visitors who wandered onto the set, a good couple of hours to debate all the different sentences Stephen could construct to explain the conflict and, in the end, no one felt confident they got it right.


Later, I wondered what Stephen thought of that request. Perhaps he found it silly or frustrating, but you would have never known. I realised that his many years of emotional TaRP events and heated political debates have uniquely prepared him to field every question and comment with equanimity and patience. Perhaps the best example of Stephen’s preternatural calm is his continued willingness to sit down with members of the paramilitary organisation responsible for the Miami attack. Despite losing his friends and bandmates, Brian McCoy, Fran O’Toole and Tony Geraghty, Stephen has repeatedly engaged with high-ranking members of the Ulster Volunteer Force. While he originally met with ‘the Craftsman’ because he was looking for answers to why the Miami was targeted and who specifically was colluding with an illegal paramilitary organisation, he largely seems to have moved past that. When we were filming the documentary, his primary interest seemed to be to bring the UVF into a public conversation where they would commit, on the record, to maintaining the peace despite rising tensions as a result of Brexit. It struck me that Stephen’s personal narrative fits the classic hero’s journey. Though he began his investigation to find answers for himself and his family, his journey soon broadened his mission. Now, he was working not for himself, but for a wider peace.


To do that, he was willing to break bread with the very people who had caused him, and so many others, immeasurable pain. It is not a choice everyone would make. As he writes in The Bass Player, many people have criticised him for it. Stephen’s approach is distinctly different from blatantly refusing to engage with the other side – any other side – in order to maintain moral and rhetorical purity. Instead, Stephen is uncommonly willing to extend compassion to everyone even when people in his own camp dislike it. As this memoir makes evident, Stephen throws himself on the proverbial tracks again and again for the democratic ideal that dialogue, no matter how painful or tedious, is the surest method of peace-making.


The reality is that human nature is chillingly alien to us. The primatologist Jane Goodall said that the question isn’t whether behaviour is ‘natural’ to a species. If it is possible, it is natural. The useful question is what circumstances and environments push a species toward pro-social behaviour instead of anti-social behaviour, toward community instead of conflict. I wonder about the changes in environment that push some people towards violence and others, like Stephen, towards an almost compulsive push for reconciliation and peace.


Stephen has met with several former and current members of the UVF in his activism. Whatever those men have done in the past, they too have met with Stephen to attempt peace. Whether or not they had ulterior motives, they gathered over coffee and tea – a radically different approach than planting a bomb in a band’s bus. In the documentary, we interviewed Reverend Chris Hudson who preached that most people find it unsettling to accept the reality that the peacemakers aren’t just the people who never raised a weapon. There can be no peace until the people who picked up their weapons lay them down. When they do, they too are peacemakers. It unnerved me, and it still makes me uncomfortable to cede them the title when others have never taken up arms in the first place – never taken anyone’s son or wife. Others like Stephen Travers.


When reading The Bass Player, I see that the risks Stephen takes can border on recklessness. If Stephen thinks something can illuminate corruption or secure peace, he moves toward it without a second thought. I’ve often wondered what it must be like to be his wife, who almost lost him fifty years ago and must continually wrestle with the worry she could lose him again because he so consistently puts himself in danger for the sake of others. The Stephen we know now is perhaps a braver and bolder man than the bass player she married. This new Stephen was born of fire at the hands of the UVF and their colluders. In a way, everyone in the Miami died that night in 1975. Neither Des McAlea nor Stephen could survive it, not as their old selves.


Over the last seven years, Stephen and I have had many long conversations about that field where he unwillingly bid goodbye to the bass player. He’s told me about the pull that field still has on him. How he’ll sometimes drive there as one might visit the cemetery where their parents lay. His life is tethered to that field, which has already claimed his old self and still beckons to his present self. I can understand why he keeps returning. It’s the scene of the crime, the scene of this new Stephen’s birth, and possibly, if he only returned at the right moment, with a little luck, he might find the bass player there. Might pull him up off the grass, into his arms, and they could walk together into his life, reconciled at last. I’ve seen that nostalgia in him so often. When he’s gushing animatedly about a bass he’s repairing or recording with fellow musicians or telling me that his family ordered him out of a night watching movies on the couch because he whipped out his bass to play along with the film score, I see flashes of that young man I never really got to meet, that boy who wanted to tour the world in a rock or blues group instead of travelling from country to country talking about civil conflict and survivor’s guilt. In some ways, I think this book is both his love letter and his eulogy to that young man. But it is also a prayer for hope.


I’m not sure how many hours Stephen and I have spent talking about the field, the bass player and the trauma of life and death, but inevitably we will circle back to wondering what happens after we die. Both of us hope there’s something more. Both of us hope that we all emerge from the field, suddenly in the bloom of youth again, with all our hard-earned wisdom intact. I can never really know what Stephen has gone through. I can never truly understand what all of the survivors of the Irish conflict have gone through. The whole beautiful island, Ireland and Northern Ireland alike, all of its people, they were all in the field. In The Bass Player, Stephen winds through many of their stories. Look at it from one end, and he’s trapped in his trauma. Look at it from the other end, and he’s spending every day of his second life pushing to pull as many people out of that field as possible, to pull whole countries out of that field, to give everyone a life after death.


At the tail end of our documentary-filming in Northern Ireland, we wrapped our last day in Belfast and one of our talented local crew members asked if we had any plans for the evening. He explained that we happened to be in town during an annual music festival. At night, bands played in the pubs and restaurants and poured onto the streets. The city closed the roads to vehicle traffic and Belfast citizens filled the lanes in merry abandon. He observed that even then, in 2017, it was one of the few times of the year when people forgot their divisions and, for one weekend, Catholics and Protestants and nationalists and unionists celebrated side by side without a care for religion or politics. It was simply about enjoying the music, just like the days of the Miami. The director, Stuart Sender, and I took him up on his offer and we spent the night sharing lager and laughter with total strangers. No one mentioned religion (unless your religion is Game of Thrones, which everyone mentioned). Every person we met was proud of their city – boastful, even. And they were right. Belfast was magical, lively, interesting, exciting, complex and fully, endearingly human. It was a reminder of why we were making the documentary. Not just for the enduring safety of these people, though of course that was critical, but a lasting peace that should vouchsafe far more than security. It should vouchsafe joy. This was why Stephen spent his life campaigning on the mantra that no side has a monopoly on suffering. Because no side can ever have a monopoly on joy. It is shared or it is forever elusive.


Alexandra Orton
October 2025










1
When the Wall Fell


A long-delayed response to grief and trauma unexpectedly overwhelms me and takes me back in time.


It was a glorious spring morning in 2013 when I landed at Liverpool John Lennon Airport. I soon spotted Jo Dover in the arrivals area. We hugged, happy to see each other. Jo is an expert on the long-term impact of terrorism on victims. We were well acquainted, having spoken on peace and reconciliation issues at numerous conferences throughout Europe. Jo had finally convinced me to attend her ‘dialogue residential’ – an opportunity for victims to convene and commiserate, share their unique experiences and to learn from one another. She was confident that I could inspire other victims by sharing how I managed to successfully overcome trauma in my own life. I was confident too, but I had accepted the invitation only on condition that my participation would be as a survivor, not as a victim. At that stage of my life, I rejected the ‘victim’ label, which I felt signified weakness or, worse still, an admission of defeat.


Soon, together with a dozen other attendees, we were on our way to the Peace Centre in Warrington – a town still associated with an atrocity that occurred there on the day before Mothering Sunday in 1993 when, without warning, the Provisional IRA detonated two bombs in a busy shopping area. The blast injured fifty-four people and took the lives of two children. Johnathan Ball, aged 3, died at the scene as a result of shrapnel-inflicted injuries and, five days later, 12-year-old Tim Parry succumbed to fatal head injuries. Nobody was ever prosecuted for their murders. Inspired by young people they met in Northern Ireland who were living in the midst of what was seen as a never-ending conflict, Tim Parry’s parents, Colin and Wendy, established a charitable foundation to work for peace. Their exchange programmes for young people from Belfast, Dublin and Warrington were so successful that Wendy Parry proposed a Peace Centre, not only to commemorate the victims of the bombing, but also to afford a unique and valuable east–west dimension to the protracted and complex peace process across both islands.


On entering the Peace Centre building, I paused to look at the pictures on the wall of the long hallway. The innocent faces of the two murdered children stared back at me. At that moment, the Warrington Peace Centre came alive to me and, for the first time, I was overwhelmed by a ‘Troubles’-related incident. I put it down to tiredness but something in me had fundamentally changed: the two children had breached the protective firewall that had stood me in good stead for decades.


Jo made us all comfortable in a room strewn with soft couches and gentle lighting, and I was optimistic that the event would be a great success. The warm and welcoming space held the promise of an evening of calm, if not easy, conversation, and I was ready to dispense words of comfort and assure everyone that it was possible to confront and overcome traumatic experiences, just as I had done. The twelve attendees had been split into two groups of six in separate rooms and, one by one, the six participants in our group introduced ourselves. As instructed, we had each brought a personal object that connected us with our life-changing experience, which we would place on a low table in front of us when it was our turn to speak. I brought a used guitar string, an artefact I’d almost forgotten to bring, a last-minute choice hastily pocketed as the taxi pulled up to take me to Cork Airport. ‘That’ll fit nicely,’ I thought when I spotted it on my bookshelf. Still in its original grease-proof pouch, my friend and Miami Showband bandmate Tony Geraghty had left it at our house just a few days before he was murdered, forty years earlier.


Six relics of grief would cover the low table, representing decades of tangible, distressing remembrances and haunting spectral echoes, before the evening was done: the faded photograph of a proud father holding his newborn son for the first time; a lock of golden hair carefully preserved in a tiny glass frame; a pair of leather driving gloves, well-worn by a loving father murdered when his daughter was just a little girl; and a toy fire engine. As the heartbreaking stories behind each precious object unfolded, some eyes welled up while others steeled themselves against the threat of telltale tears. With each recounting I grew more determined to help the narrators overcome the grief and trauma that clearly haunted them.


Some stories were laced with such harrowing detail that they tested even my composure. The story of the toy fire engine, relayed by a man who grew increasingly distraught as he explained its significance, was particularly disturbing. The owner, a former British soldier, had been exposed to terrible atrocities throughout the Radfan Campaign during the Aden Emergency of 1964. His story began with childhood abuse and, with each consecutive phase of his life, his problems were compounded. All he ever wanted to be was a fireman but, with that ambition unfulfilled, he had turned to drugs and alcohol for comfort. Substance abuse had taken its toll and, consequently, his life story was narrated as one of crushing failure.


I was convinced that, when it was my turn to speak, I would find the right words to soothe his pain and inspire him to get on with living, as I had managed to do for the past thirty-five years. I reflected for a moment on how wise Jo had been to give me an opportunity to offer hope to someone like this sad, broken soldier. I was sure that my personal ‘success’ story would change the trajectories of the lives around me that evening. However, my confidence was misplaced and, as I carelessly allowed myself to slide into a false sense of security, I failed to notice the precarious cliff-edge I was approaching.


Expecting the usual motivational words that she had heard from me so many times before, Jo invited me to speak. We had discussed and prepared for such events when we met in Madrid, at the Hague, and prior to my speech at the Spanish University of Extremadura. Keen to help the participants around me, I stood up and approached the table. Confidently reaching into the inside pocket of my jacket for Tony’s guitar string, I began to speak. ‘My name is Stephen Travers and the object I’ve brought with me today is …’ but the words stopped coming. I was struck dumb and blinded by an outpouring of tears such as I had never shed before. As I wept uncontrollably, I felt the arm of the tormented British soldier around my shoulder, consoling me, comforting the comforter, but to no avail. I was in the grip of terror and paralysed by it. Although I could hear the jumbled reassurances of the others, I was unable to respond. Just as a psychiatrist had predicted in 1976, ‘the wall’ had fallen on me. A delayed response to grief and trauma swallowed me. The voices around me faded away and I was no longer in Warrington.










2
The Pigeon


A loss of innocence, the enormous weight of guilt and an omen of things to come.


I wanted an air rifle or ‘a slug gun’ as we called it in 1966. My next-door neighbour, Noel, had one and I hoped to convince my father to buy me one, but he felt that, at 15, I wasn’t mature enough. Looking out a back window at the stone outhouse where he kept his work tools, he asked, ‘If you saw a rat running across that roof, what would you do?’


‘I’d fire,’ I replied instantly.


‘And if you missed, where would the bullet go? Don’t you think it would carry on and possibly hit someone? You’re not ready for a gun yet, son.’


That was the end of the discussion. There was no wheedling or arguing back. I idolised my dad, a quiet man who wouldn’t say two words if one would do, so I reasoned that maybe because, like tens of thousands of other Irishmen who joined the British army at the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, he’d had more than enough of guns and wasn’t keen to see one in his son’s hands.


It seemed unlikely that I would get my own gun, but Noel let me borrow his now and then to shoot at tin cans in the town landfill. I quickly acquired a reputation for being a good shot. I’m not left- or right-handed or ambidextrous, I’m cross-dependent, sometimes called mixed-handed: I do some things with my left hand and others with my right. I throw with my right hand and catch with my left. I play guitar right-handed and I play pool left-handed. For me, firing a rifle was a left-handed affair, and one I had a talent for – as my friends would say, ‘He’d knock a berry off a bush.’


At that time, many of the lads from our area were in the local reserve army, the FCA, or Fórsa Cosanta Áitiúil to give it its official Irish name. I knew they were training with rifles but, at 15, I was too young to join. While the awful, heavy wool uniforms didn’t appeal to me, I was envious when my friend Billy Byrne, who was just a year older than me, would return from the FCA summer camp with enough money to buy Fanta Orange fizzy drinks and Club Milk chocolate bars and Tayto Crisps to last him a month.


Once a week, Sergeant Hackett of the regular Irish army at Kickham Barracks in Clonmel would come down to Carrick to teach the fledgling defenders of the state the mundane protocols of properly shouldering arms. Even then, I wasn’t much of a team player and regimentation didn’t work for me, but, in light of my ability to hit a target, Billy told me about an annual shooting competition where the local FCA could compete against the regular Irish army. As luck would have it, Sergeant Hackett was keen to give the regular army shooting team a run for their money and, on hearing from Billy about the promising youngster, he decided to give me a try.


The thought of chocolate and fizzy drinks and crisps excited me and so I announced to my family that I was ‘joining up’. My father was convinced that I wouldn’t make a good soldier: ‘You’ll have to cut your hair and keep your brass buttons gleaming and shine your boots so you can see your own reflection in them,’ he said. My mother who, as a young woman, had witnessed the German army march into Paris, was appalled that I would even consider taking up arms.


Undeterred by my parents’ reservations, I sought out Sergeant Hackett at the town hall in Carrick where Billy was training. However, because of my age, the sergeant would have to bend the rules a little so I could take part in the contest the following week – and bend them he did. Not yet 16, I was sworn into the FCA, and off I went to compete in the shooting contest in Clonmel, where I was given a Lee-Enfield rifle that was specially modified to take .22 calibre bullets for target practice.


The contest began with ‘grouping’ – one of the most important skills in shooting, which demonstrates both the accuracy of a rifle and its average point of impact. I had only seen grouping in war films where an intrepid soldier would lie down with his rifle resting on a sand bag and fire a succession of shots at the same target without moving from his position. Although I didn’t yet have a uniform, as an official competitor in the grouping contest, I was living out a scene straight from the movies, firing alongside ‘other soldiers’ and confidently awaiting the sergeant’s assessment of my performance. However, when he inspected my target, he laughed. ‘Well, young man, you only hit the target once.’ Joining in the laughter was a talented competitor from Carrick, a lad who was irritated by my attendance at such a young age. He was ready and waiting to criticise me, delighted to get an opportunity so early on. However, the sergeant spoke up again – but this time his tone was different. ‘No, wait, hold on,’ he said. ‘This is remarkable. This young lad put all his bullets in the same hole.’ Soon I was firing other exciting weapons that I never dreamed I’d get my hands on. I was in my element.


One day, as the summer was coming to a close, I borrowed Noel’s familiar air rifle again – now a common exercise – and went off with a few friends for target practice. Alerted by a sudden movement in a bush, I reflexively fired. Approaching the undergrowth, I parted the brambles to find that I’d hit a pigeon. It was terminally wounded and I watched in horror as each diminishing, futile flap of its wings failed to propel it into the sky where it belonged. I was distraught. Tormented by guilt, I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t function. I was, and still remain, profoundly sorry.


For many years, that beautiful bird circled and swooped over my head in my dreams, soaring and flapping its angelic wings, assuring me that it survived the shooting, having fulfilled its mission. Perhaps it was an omen of things to come. I never fired a gun again.










3
The Piano Player


The building blocks of my musical formative years and how music enhanced my friendships and intensified my loyalty to those who played a special part in my life.


My friend and neighbour Noel Kelly played rhythm guitar with the Webb, a popular local beat group, and, when their bass player quit in 1966, Noel asked me to play bass with them. I’d been playing guitar for about three years, but I’d never played bass. Nevertheless, from the very first rehearsal, I was hooked for life. I was fascinated by the power and influence the instrument had on the character and overall sound of the band, underpinning, connecting, fusing, steering and supporting the melody, harmony and rhythm – the core elements of the music.


Throughout my career, I’ve been influenced by many of the great bassists including Jack Bruce, Carol Kaye, Joe Osborn, James Jamerson, Jaco Pastorius, Francis Rocco Prestia and Cranston King, a wonderful, inspirational bass player from Cork city but Paul McCartney is, in my opinion, the greatest electric bassist of all time. Paul is the genius who plays the perfect note(s) in the right place every time and that, for me, is what bass playing is all about.


We played songs by the Rolling Stones, the Kinks, the Animals and other popular bands of the day. The Webb taught me the role of the bass player and how the instrument should function within a band. Playing bass also taught me important life lessons that have stayed with me, not least the importance of getting to the root of things. The Webb was like driving school: I was allowed to get it wrong until I got it right.


When the penny dropped and I eventually saw the light, I was invited to join Sheamie O’Brien and the Crystals. Based in Bunmahon, a lovely seaside village in County Waterford, the band leader, Sheamie, whose enthusiasm was infectious, was a terrific vocalist and an excellent rhythm guitarist. Our lead guitarist, John Trehy, played a Burns guitar just like his hero, Hank Marvin of the Shadows, before Hank switched to a Fender Stratocaster. Our drummer, Pat ‘Tiny’ Maher, despite his nickname, was a gentle giant. It was a very happy band at a very happy time in my life.


The Crystals had just added a young electric piano and organ virtuoso named Liam Sherlock. Visually, keyboard players found it difficult to compete with guitarists whose instruments were comparatively small and light and allowed them to move around the stage interacting with the rest of the band and with the audience. Keyboard players were often seen as the ‘professors’ of the band, many of whom never dreamed they’d be in pop or rock bands but, quite often, because their parents had sent them for piano lessons when they were children, found themselves teaching the self-taught guitarists how to make the most of their natural, if unschooled, musical ability. Liam Sherlock had talent in abundance and an image to match. He was a groovy guy, always laughing and always fun to be with. He lived in Piltown, County Kilkenny, just four miles from Carrick-on-Suir and, as cool as any Irish teenager could be at the time, he rode a little Honda 50 motorbike. However, with his feet barely under the table, Liam suggested that the band would do well to recruit a 16-year-old bass player he’d heard with a beat group called the Webb. So Sheamie knocked on our door and I became a Crystal.


When news got out that I could play an instrument – a really cool instrument – I became the new kid in town and, suddenly, I was popular. After sixteen years of obscurity, I was now part of the Swinging Sixties, the new Renaissance and Beatlemania. There was no going back: the bass guitar changed my life and offered me the future I was impatient for.


The Crystals introduced me to a carefully crafted pop music that, quite often, involved more complicated musical arrangements, chords and chord sequences than I had encountered up to then. It was different to the British, blues-based material I’d played in the Webb. Of course, the Beatles were massively popular but they weren’t ‘pop’ anymore; the release of their brilliant, ground-breaking album Rubber Soul in 1965 and the phenomenal Revolver in 1966 changed everything, but you had to be the Beatles to play Beatles music. For me, no one else could write like them or sound like them and they remain my favourite band of all time. I loved the Rolling Stones too and, while they retained their rhythm and blues edge, by 1967 they were also experimenting with psychedelia on Between the Buttons and Their Satanic Majesties Request. There was an edge to British music that I still love, a sense of danger to bands like the Animals and the Spencer Davis Band and the Yardbirds that I didn’t find in American music until Woodstock – as evidenced by the fact that my all-time guitar hero, Jimi Hendrix, had to go to London to be recognised and appreciated.


The only American music I’d been listening to was blues, soul and Tamla Motown. Thanks mainly to the Rolling Stones, I was introduced to the music of B. B. King, Albert King, Freddie King, Howlin’ Wolf, John Lee Hooker, Muddy Waters, Robert Johnson, Buddy Guy, Otis Redding and Ike and Tina Turner. I was hugely influenced by the great Motown bassist James Jamerson, but, in general, I had bypassed American pop music until Liam Sherlock introduced me to the sophisticated arrangements of bands like the Beach Boys, the Association and the Turtles. He loved the Southern California sound – the multi-layered harmonies that Brian Wilson produced on Pet Sounds and the amazing playing of their recording-studio musicians. Very soon he had me listening to music I had previously ignored, because I felt it didn’t have the edge of bands like John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers.


My growing admiration and respect for American bands was copper-fastened in 1968 with the release of a CBS sampler album called The Rock Machine Turns You On that introduced me to some of the best bands and the best music I’d ever heard. In fact, I got to play with one of my favourite artists from that mind-blowing album in 1982, when, following his concert at the National Stadium in Dublin, Taj Mahal asked his driver, Victor ‘Smith’ McCoy, to take him and his band to hear ‘a good, original, Irish band’. I was playing with the Crack at the time and we were also signed to CBS Records. When I saw Taj Mahal and his band take their seats at a table right in front of us at the Country Club in Portmarnock, I thought I was hallucinating, and, to make it even more surreal, after about ten minutes, Victor told us that Taj Mahal would like to join us on stage. Our vocalist, Tommy Lundy, was playing a Gibson Les Paul, but he also had his Fender Stratocaster with him, which the great man put on, plugged in and played with us for the best part of an hour. It was pure magic. We loved it and he loved it and his band loved it and the audience loved it, and we all hung out together that night and most of the following day, and we saw them off at Dublin Airport. To this day, I still get an enormous buzz when I recall playing ‘Statesboro Blues’ and ‘Six Days on the Road’ and ‘Crosscut Saw’ with Taj Mahal.


Liam Sherlock and I just ‘got’ each other, and we grew together musically just as I would connect with gifted guitarist Tony Geraghty almost a decade later. We loved exploring the magical musical labyrinth and its inexhaustible avenues of wonder and possibilities. I still recall Liam and I trying to convince the other lads to play songs we’d heard on the pirate stations Radio Luxembourg and Radio Caroline, or on AFN, but they’d point out that the pattern changes in ‘Good Vibrations’ or ‘God Only Knows’ ruled them out for dancing. We didn’t appreciate that it was necessary to keep the dancers happy if we were to stay on the road, but we were young and naive and it was all part of our valuable musical apprenticeship. Nevertheless, we did convince Sheamie to add the Beach Boys’ ‘Then I Kissed Her’ and ‘California Girls’ to the set. I loved playing with Liam and being in his company. We were both eagerly setting out on our respective magical mystery tours, but, even though we would take different routes, little did we know that we were both on our own separate, customised Highway to Hell.


I finished secondary school in the summer of 1968 and left the Crystals to go to London the following February, ostensibly to get a ‘real’ job – but my secret plan was to get as much musical experience as possible in what was then the centre of the musical universe. My parents were relieved when I got a ‘real’ job with a prestigious insurance firm in the City, but I quit that after just six months to play music. At one point I was playing in five different bands simultaneously, rushing from one gig to another, and I loved every minute of it. I was learning and soaking it all in, pop, country, jazz, soul and Latin and anything else that excited me. I even composed bass lines in my head to the sound of the city traffic and to the rhythm of footsteps scampering up and down the stairs of the big red double-decker buses and to the clickety-clack of the underground trains, which, on many occasions, caused me to miss my stop. I stayed in London for a year before returning home in January 1970 to be part of the booming country music scene in Ireland.


 One day in the summer of 1972 I spotted my old friend Liam Sherlock outside a supermarket on Main Street in Carrick-on-Suir. He was loading groceries into the back of a car with his father. I stopped to say hello, but he just stared at me. He said nothing, got into the car and they drove off. I was baffled and I was annoyed but, most of all, I was hurt. Maybe he doesn’t recognise me, I told myself. Maybe he’s angry because I left the band or because I didn’t stay in touch. I never got an opportunity to ask him. I never saw him again, but the hurt I felt that afternoon stayed with me for many years, because a beautiful chapter had been ripped out of the wonderful, happy-ever-after book of life I was writing.


As the years went by, bewilderment gave way to curiosity. What became of Liam? How did his life turn out? Perhaps he married the pretty girl he used to walk hand-in-hand with on the beach in Bunmahon and had a family and settled into ‘normal’ life, or maybe he left Ireland to pursue a successful classical musical career abroad. He was certainly good enough.


Then, some years ago, a small religious Christmas card was forwarded to my home in Cork city by my family in Carrick-on-Suir, which simply read, ‘To Steve, Happy Christmas, Liam’. Inside the card was a neatly folded €5 note. I know dozens of Liams, but there was no indication as to who this particular Liam was. Year after year, for almost a decade, I continued to receive a similar small Christmas card. As I had no idea who the sender was, it became a Christmas tradition to put the neatly folded €5 into ‘the poor box’ in our local church and say a quiet prayer for the mystery sender. Unbeknown to me, for all those years, our quiet Christmas prayer was for my old Crystals band mate.


In 1972 Liam Sherlock was diagnosed with schizophrenia and, subsequently, spent most of his adult life in a mental institution. The lovely little Christmas cards stopped when, at 64 years of age, Liam took his own life. I realise now that they were his way of telling me how much our friendship meant to him too. I am so very sorry that I ever doubted you, my beautiful, gentle, talented friend.
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The Bass Player


I am thrown in at the deep end.


All roads led to the Arcadia that balmy Wednesday evening. Located in the historic market town of Cahir, County Tipperary, the ballroom was ready to welcome Brendan Bowyer and the Big 8 Showband. Freshly returned from their annual six-month residency at the Stardust Hotel in Las Vegas, the band was guaranteed yet another full house – a foregone conclusion amid the fever pitch of Ireland’s dancehall obsession. Showbands had been packing ballrooms, dancehalls, marquees and parochial halls for over a decade, changing the country and liberating a people who had long succumbed to an oppressive Ireland that exemplified the ‘high-banked clouds of resignation’ as noted in Seamus Heaney’s ‘From the Canton of Expectation’. Unique to Ireland, Irish showbands were part of the modern world ushered in by the Irish prime minister, Taoiseach Seán Lemass, helping to transform the country from a dark place without electricity to an industrial, forward-looking nation. The little island where musicians once powered their public address systems with car batteries was now pulsing with the sound of amplified guitars and the ecstatic cheering of young fans. Even in the middle of nowhere, there was always a venue large enough to host a showband.


With the Irish economy rapidly opening up and with access to more transit options, young people were no longer limited to the range of their pedal-powered bicycles. The world beyond the parish hall awaited them and the restrictions that once kept them from new places of entertainment and new music and new friends were gone. A growing number of young folk criss-crossed the border to dance – from Armagh to Monaghan and Donegal to Derry. Even as tensions in Northern Ireland began to surface in the 1960s, dancehalls stayed full and offered respite and refuge. Never sectarian, never prying into political affiliation or religious background, showband music provided a sanctuary and, indeed, an alternative world. Within the welcoming walls of a dancehall, who knew or cared about the religion or politics of the giddy strangers dancing, cheering and singing along beside them?


A showband typically consisted of a charismatic lead singer plus a rhythm and a brass section. Playing covers of the most popular songs in the charts along with classic hits, they gave the people what they wanted to hear and dance to. The Father Ted actor Ardal O’Hanlon once described showbands as ‘versatile, hardworking mobile jukeboxes in shiny suits’, and, as such, over 650 fully professional showbands performed the soundtrack to Ireland’s adolescence. It was a golden age for Irish musicians because never before, nor since, were so many of them in full-time work. Young people were tuning into the ‘sponsored’ programmes on Radio Éireann and listening on their transistor radios, under the bedcovers, to late-night Radio Luxembourg and Radio Caroline, longing to hear that music performed live. Fans knew they could rely on the showbands to deliver and they made their way, in their thousands, to wherever they were playing.


The public demanded ‘instantly recognisable music’ and the showbands were happy to oblige. They played virtually every song on the pop charts, covering the entire musical spectrum from the multi-layered harmonised music of the Beach Boys to the heavier rock sound of Blood Sweat and Tears, Chicago and Tower of Power. As Les McKeown of the Bay City Rollers proclaimed at the Grand Opera House in Belfast: ‘All you needed to get a job with a top-flight Irish showband like the Miami was the ability to play everything.’ Not only were showbands influencing the musical, social and economic life of twentieth-century Ireland, but they were also playing their part in shaping the global musical future by training and producing a host of game-changing artists that included Van Morrison, Rory Gallagher and Henry McCullough. The Irish showband roll of honour is endless and the apprenticeship they offered priceless.


The Royal Showband, one of the most popular in Ireland, had been guided to international stardom by their manager, T. J. Byrne. The best in the business in his day, T. J. was a giant of the Irish music industry. With frontman Brendan Bowyer, the Royal Showband played in such storied venues as New York’s Carnegie Hall and London’s Royal Albert Hall; in 1962 the Beatles, then a relatively unknown local band, opened for them at the Liverpool Empire. The Royal was also among the first of the showbands to record and, because there were very few commercial studios in Ireland at the time, they recorded at Abbey Road in London before the Fab Four made it the most famous recording studio in the world. The Royal had an annual six-month residency at the Stardust Hotel in Las Vegas where even ‘the King’ himself, Elvis Presley, was a fan. In 1965, their cover of ‘The Hucklebuck’, which had been recorded previously by Frank Sinatra and Chubby Checker – the biggest of their six number one hits – went platinum.


After a decade at the top of Ireland’s lucrative showband scene, the Royal’s frontmen, Brendan Bowyer and Tom Dunphy, quit and, with T. J. Byrne at the helm, reinvented themselves by recruiting six of the best musicians in the country to create a newer, revitalised sound. Now called ‘the Big 8’, they soared to new heights on both sides of the Atlantic. On the Las Vegas strip, where they were known as ‘the Irish Showband’, they were on first-name terms with some of the biggest entertainers in the world including Frank Sinatra, Roy Rogers, Sammy Davis Jr and Liberace. Nevertheless, for them, the thrill and trappings of international fame paled in comparison to their love of touring Ireland every summer where they invariably sold out every major ballroom and festival.


That Wednesday evening at the Arcadia Ballroom was to be no different. Fans travelled from far and wide to see the Big 8, their excitement unaffected by distance. Along with the adoring fans, music industry chiefs took time out of their hectic summer schedules to check out what the band had brought back from the most competitive entertainment strip on the planet.


Despite T. J. Byrne having led the Royal Showband to international stardom, as he stepped out of his Mercedes in Cahir just hours before the gig, he couldn’t shake an uneasy feeling. He was facing an unexpected hitch, something even he had no control over: Tom Dunphy, their legendary bass player, was down with flu and the band needed a suitable stand-in as quickly as possible. Clearly concerned, T. J. asked the road manager if the relief band’s bass player would be up to the task. In those days every dancehall hired ‘relief’ or support bands to warm up the crowd and get them dancing before the main act appeared on stage. Employing a top-class relief band guaranteed the venue over three hours of music and a warmed-up audience by the time the headliners came on.


Within minutes of T. J. sharing the urgent need for a substitute bassist, the relief band arrived. Impressed by the state-of-the-art equipment on stage, their bass player made a beeline for Tom Dunphy’s amp, obviously thrilled at the opportunity to play through it. ‘Maybe you’d like to play it all night,’ the road manager suggested, but the bass player shook his head. He wasn’t interested. ‘Ah, if you gave me a million, I wouldn’t chance it. Every bass player in the country will be here tonight and I know my limitations.’ Who would they suggest? As a busy, popular relief band, they knew every musician on the circuit and the road manager was met with one name in response, a resounding and unanimous ‘Stephen Travers, he’s your man.’ The die was cast. T. J. Byrne quickly assembled a posse to find me and get me to Cahir without delay.
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