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Dedication


To my mother:
A lady so very rare,
Content in her home and always there.
On earth she toiled, in heaven she rests.
God bless you, Mammy,
You were one of the best.


To my father:
He was a great inspiration to me and always gave me advice.
If ever I had any problems, he told me to handle
them in a diplomatic manner.





Note from Philomena


Fifty-five years in show business … That’s a lot of years to cherish and remember, as well as the twenty years before it as I grew up in Pomeroy in my beloved Tyrone.


I honestly can’t tell you how grateful I am for all the years of support, friendship, laughs and adventures you all have experienced with me since I first sang on stage in Ardboe Hall in 1962. It really doesn’t feel that long ago, but sure I am still as young at heart as I ever was – still the same Philomena and please God I’ll never change.


I thought that now, five years after my jubilee year, it was about time I wrote a few things down before the old memory gets too fuzzy, and I have had such fun recounting and recalling all the faces, places, dates, names, antics and craic along the way! Sometimes it’s hard to recall what you did last week, never mind the last millennium, so I hope you’ll forgive me if I’ve left anything or anyone out!


I want to take this opportunity to thank each and every one of you from the bottom of my heart for being such a huge part of my life, and believe me when I say that every single day I cherish this gift I have been given, which stemmed from very humble yet very happy beginnings.


I have had an absolute ball every step of the way, so this book is my gift to you, my loyal fans and friends. This is my story. I hope you enjoy!
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Prologue


Route 65 to Nashville!


17 March 1978, New York City


1978 was a year that I will never forget, for bringing me to the highest of highs in my career, and to the lowest of lows in personal loss, and as I walked this street in New York City on St Patrick’s Day, I can honestly say I had never seen anything like it in my whole life.


Everywhere we looked, from the moment we arrived at the airport a few days earlier, we saw green. I have always been very well used to the colour green, having grown up surrounded by the rolling hills and mountains around the Irish village of Pomeroy, but this was a different way of seeing green altogether.


Pints of beer were green, animals were painted green, women wore suits of green, and despite the bitter cold, thousands of green faces lined the streets and cheered us along 5th Avenue where we walked, a long, long way from home, as part of one of the world’s biggest celebrations of being Irish.


I was marching behind the bands in the parade as one of the Top Rank Entertainment Stars with Omagh-born singer Brian Coll (of the Buckaroos fame), and we couldn’t believe our ears, or our eyes. Top Rank Entertainments were Ireland’s biggest country music management team at the time, led by Tony Loughman of Castleblayney, County Monaghan (a town that was known back then as Ireland’s own Nashville), and we had been selected to represent them in one of the most famous cities in the world.


Brian and I both wore green blazers and cream trousers to take part in the parade, but I was also decked out in snazzy high heels, not having the brains to know that walking seven miles in them in the freezing cold wasn’t going to be the best idea I’d ever had! It didn’t take me long into the parade to catch on to my big mistake, for I was in pure agony the whole way, but I smiled and waved the whole way through, never letting on how much pain I was really in.


I have to say it takes a lot to faze me in life. I try not to let things overwhelm me and if they do, I never do let on, but looking back, being part of such a magnificent event in America really was magical and it was such a huge honour to be there. I remember looking over at Brian, who was on the other side of the parade, and we smiled with massive pride at the very idea of being there.


The next day, further south in the USA and in shorts and T-shirts hot weather, we were picked up at the airport in Nashville, Tennessee, by honky-tonk singer-songwriter Hank Locklin, who arrived to get us in a pick-up truck. I was there to record at Fireside Studios with the famous Porter Wagoner, who was known as Mr Grand Ole Opry and for whom Dolly Parton wrote the song ‘I Will Always Love You’. Porter was one of Nashville’s top record producers. And I had to pinch myself to realise that Hank Locklin of ‘Please Help Me, I’m Falling’ fame had actually picked us up and that we were on our way to make music history in one of the highlights of my country music career, which I believed had happened by chance. Imagine a wee girl from the hills of Pomeroy in County Tyrone, travelling with a real American country superstar! I still can’t believe it till this very day, and I don’t know if I ever will.
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Enjoying the St Patrick’s Day Parade in New York City, 1978.


I sat in the front of the truck with Hank while my husband Tom Quinn, Brian Coll and Kevin Ward, a manager from our record company, climbed onto the back – what a memorable way to drive into Music City! I remember the boys laughing their heads off as we drove through the streets with the three of them clinging to the back of the pick-up as if they were going to fall out if Hank braked too suddenly!


Hank dropped us off at the Hall of Fame Motel, right up on the old Music Row, which was just walking distance from the studio where I was to record for the coming week. It was the first time I had seen a king-sized bed and such fancy décor, and I couldn’t believe we were staying next door to the famous Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum. Right in the middle of all the action! As far as places to stay in Nashville came, this was most definitely the ‘in place’ to be and convenient for everything we needed.


St Patrick’s Day in New York City had been out of this world, and it looked like Nashville was going to be too. Music was coming out of all corners: rooftop bars, outdoor bars, street music; you name it, they were playing it. I certainly felt far from the tiny Irish streets of Pomeroy where I had spent all of my life until then. Nashville was by no means as commercial in 1978 as it is now, but it was still awfully impressive, with its bright lights, sights and smells and we were there to do a very important job with some very important people. Big-name session musicians like Bobby Dyson (bass), Hargus ‘Pig’ Robbins (piano), Fred Newell (electric guitar and banjo), Weldon Myrick and Sonny Garrish (steel guitar), Terry McMillan (strings), Dave Kirby (acoustic and rhythm guitar), Joe Chrisman (drums) and Laverna Moore, Curtis Young and Becki Foster doing backing vocals.
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With Porter Wagoner at Fireside Studios, Nashville, 1978.


We settled in to our hotel and it was down to business from the moment we hit Fireside Studios, to record not one, not two, but three studio albums!


One day during recording, Porter Wagoner took me for lunch in a wee shack across from the studio. It was a humble enough wee spot and I didn’t expect to see anyone out of the ordinary, so you can imagine how my heart nearly stopped when I saw George Jones, the Texas singer of ‘He Stopped Loving Her Today’ and often referred to back then as ‘the greatest living country singer’. ‘The Possum’, as he was also known, was and still is my biggest music idol, and there he was in the very same café as me! It was nearly like seeing the man above himself! Porter introduced us and I can’t for the life of me remember what I said, but I do recall that the man with George knew who I was, much to my surprise.


‘You recorded “Blanket on the Ground”?’ he said to me.


I’d had a big hit with the song in Ireland not long before, so I nodded and, again, I have no idea what I said in response.


‘I wrote that song,’ he said.


‘You actually wrote it?’ I said, eyes wide like a modern-day teenager meeting a boy band.


‘I sure did,’ he replied, and I couldn’t believe it. The man with George Jones was Roger Bowling, who wrote the song that had put me on the music map in the UK and Ireland. Well, you could have knocked me down with a feather. It was ‘Blanket on the Ground’ that gave me my first really famous hit, so you could say that it was his song that had brought me to this spot, standing in front of its creator.


* * *


Saturday night in Nashville was known as Opry Night then, and there was a radio show that gave visiting artists a chance to perform on the big stage itself. I tried not to think about it too much, but I was just about to be the very first Irish female artist to sing on that stage, and it proved to be the most surreal thing I have ever experienced. I stood there in the wings with Hank Locklin and Skeeter Davis, who reassured me that any nerves I was feeling were a very good sign. Porter Wagoner introduced me on stage as I stood there shaking.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said to the audience. ‘Please welcome my friend from Ireland, Miss Phil-eena Begley!’


Phil-eena? I had to laugh. I had been called many variations of my name down the years, but Phil-eena was definitely a new one!


The audience were of course none the wiser that he’d pronounced my name incorrectly, because they had no idea who I was anyway. But boy, it was some feeling to walk out onto that stage, nervous or not. I was wearing a white satin dress and I thought I was ‘no miss’ (where I come from, that means you feel on top of the world), but looking back, I don’t think the dress was as nice as I thought it was! I suppose it was fashionable back in the day, even with the home-made belt I’d wrapped around my waist, but to this day it still makes me cringe when I think of it! Everyone else still loves it though, so maybe I’m being too hard on myself and my fashionable creations!


I looked out into the audience as the band struck up the intro to ‘Blanket on the Ground’, reluctant to say very much to the crowd because I was afraid they wouldn’t understand me.


‘I can’t understand one word you are saying when you talk, Philomena,’ Porter Wagoner used to joke with me when we were recording. ‘Yet when you sing, I can pick up on every word.’ This seemed to be a solution for us both, so during our conversations from then on, he’d ask me to sing what I was trying to say to make things easier for him, and it worked!


I finished the song, and took my bow and left the stage to meet Porter in the wings. He was urging me to go back on. I was on such a high from the loud applause of the audience that now I didn’t have a clue what he was saying.


‘They want more,’ he said to me.


‘More?’ I asked.


‘Yes, Phil-eena, they’re giving you an encore. You’re getting an encore in the Grand Ole Opry. Now, go give them some more!’


I peeped out from the wings to where the audience was on its feet. Porter was right. To my total surprise, they were cheering and clapping and chanting for an encore. They really did want more! By this stage in my career, I’d played many big venues closer to home – places like Wembley with Ray Lynam, where we’d received many encores – but we were never allowed to go out and give a crowd more, no matter how much they asked for it. Maybe there was never time for it, or maybe in England we were considered a small-time act compared to the big American acts. Yet right here in Nashville, right in the heart of Music City, I was being told to go back out and give them some more. An extremely rare thing for an unknown artist like me.


My heart pounded with disbelief and my hands were shaking as I took to the stage one more time, and I gave the rapturous crowd another shorter rendition of ‘Blanket on the Ground’. Hank and Skeeter smiled from the side of the stage. Porter seemed to understand me very well when I sang that song, so he smiled too, and he and Hank smiled at each other in approval.


I had just been given an encore in Nashville, and it was going to take a long time to sink in, but I knew there was no way I was going to tell that story when I got back home to Tyrone. It wasn’t that they wouldn’t have believed me – I just didn’t want anyone to think I was blowing my own trumpet, or ‘bumming and blowing’ as they say around home. At home I was just Philomena Begley, the bread-man’s daughter who happened to do something a wee bit different for a living.


Home to me was in Pomeroy, a little village in County Tyrone, a place where my own people would always keep my feet firmly on the ground. There was no way I would ever have notions of myself, as they say where I come from, and that’s just how I’ve always liked it.




Chapter One


A Village in County Tyrone


I was dreaming last night of old Ireland,
A place where I once had a home.
Not in Dublin, Killarney or Derry,
But a village in County Tyrone.
‘A Village in County Tyrone’, Jack Conway


I was christened Kathleen Philomena Begley, and I came into the world on Tuesday, 20 October 1942, delivered at home in the hilltop rural village of Pomeroy, County Tyrone, by a lady known as Nurse Loy.


Elsewhere in the world, Bing Crosby was topping the charts with ‘White Christmas’, Churchill was in power in Britain, Ireland was in the midst of the Emergency and Eamon de Valera was the Taoiseach. Life in rural Ireland was simple and honest, and the Begley family lived at the ‘top o’ the town’, where Gaelic football and céilí music were at the heart of the community.


I was the fourth of the Begley clan to arrive, born after my brother Patsy and my older sisters Annette and Mary. Angela came soon after me, then Plunkett, then Margaret, and six years after Margaret came ‘the wee late one’, Kieran, making eight of us in total. My father, Joe Begley, was a bread-man from the Main Street in Pomeroy. He hadn’t had to travel far to find himself a bride, as my mother Josie (née Rafferty) was from just around the road in the townland of Gortnagarn, where I spent many childhood summers on my ‘holidays’. My father played accordion so ours was a home full of music for as far back as I can remember.


My grandfather, Patrick Bigley, owned a grocery shop where customers bought their tea, meal, oil and sugar by the weight. I never did find out why my grandfather spelled his surname differently to how we did, and it’s something I often wonder about. A lot of people thought I had made a change when I became a singer, but I can assure everyone that it was not my idea at all. Though at one point I was asked to change my name to my christening name, Kathleen, as it was thought to be easier to remember. I refused to do so. I wanted to stay Philomena Begley. Maybe someone somewhere thought ‘Bigley’ wasn’t swanky enough, but they can’t pin that one on me!


My maternal grandparents, Edward and Sarah Ann Rafferty, both passed away very young, before my mother was fifteen years old, so I didn’t know them at all, and I suppose this made me appreciate my Granny and Grandad Bigley all the more.


My father owned a small farm in the nearby townland of Limehill, known as The Curragh, and things were good despite the difficulties of the outside world, which we were mostly oblivious to. I can happily say that not one of us ever went without. Pomeroy is a rural little village in the middle of County Tyrone, in the townland of Cavanakeeran, where everyone knows your name and who you belong to. It was a lot like most small Irish villages of the time really, and I have many fond memories of a totally blissful childhood there.


Neither of my parents drank alcohol; there was no such thing as drugs, of course, unless you counted a bit of tobacco; and our house was always filled with laughter, song and a clatter of noise – I suppose what else would you expect with eight of a family all squeezed into a three-bedroom terraced house?


My mother, Josie, was always a very hard worker. She would milk ‘the Molly Cow’ twice a day, as well as looking after everything else that went on around her. I was never sure if Molly was the cow’s name or if ‘the Molly Cow’ was the breed of the animal, but that’s what we called her anyhow, and she always gave us plenty of milk, no matter how many of us were there to drink it!


We had a scullery, a sitting room and three small bedrooms in our house on the Main Street, in a part of the village known as ‘the top o’ the town’. All five of us girls shared a good big bedroom with two double beds. When our cousins, Mary, Celine and Pat Quinn, came to stay, we’d ‘top and tail’, as we called it, with heads and toes peeping out at each end of the bed.


When I was very young, I loved to help out at my Granda Bigley’s shop across the road, and I often went out on the delivery run with my uncle Eugene. I filled oil for customers, lifted eggs, came home and cleaned them for the shop, weighed the meal, tea and sugar, cut the bacon and measured out what customers wanted, which was nearly always the same thing every time for every customer. There were no fancy ways of feeding back then, and in their weekly shop most people ordered a quarter of butter or margarine, a half a pound of bacon, a quarter of tea and a pound of sugar.


Granny Bigley was a fine woman, and lived until she was 100 years old. She liked us all to help out on the weekends. I’d try to convince my sister Angela to do my shift on a weekend, so I could have a lie-in after singing the night before, but it was always the same ritual.


‘Angela, will you do my turn at Granny’s tomorrow so I can have a lie-in?’ I’d ask her.


‘Not a chance,’ she’d say.


I’d keep begging and begging, but she’d always give the same response until money was mentioned.


‘I’ll give you ten shillings if you do,’ I’d say to her, knowing that would work a treat.


‘Give me it now then,’ she’d tell me, with her hand out. She always made sure she got the money up front, in case her end of the bargain didn’t come through as promised!


Granny would have weighed everything in the shop, from peas to raisins, tobacco and sugar. You could buy War Horse tobacco or a ten pack of Woodbines, and she even sold cigarettes by the singles. In our early teens, we used to go down to the forest, which was known as ‘the planting’, to have a sneaky smoke. I’d borrow some money from the till and put it in my shoe. Then we’d go to Bannon’s shop, where we thought we wouldn’t be recognised, to get our supplies. The lady behind the counter was a bit short-sighted, but she knew fine well who we were!


At home, Mammy would make us porridge for breakfast, and the hard bread left over from my father’s van was used for ‘bread boily’, a kind of bread and butter pudding with raisins, milk and sugar. When there was no sugar, we’d use syrup in our tea, and I remember how it used to turn the tea black.


I remember one day when one of the hens had taken my bread off me. My neighbour, Marita Devlin, told the story many years later of how I said, ‘The hens ate my sodie sarl,’ meaning a soda farl, but it was more likely the other way around – I probably took it from the hens!


Like most families of the 1940s and 1950s, when it came to food we’d waste nothing, and Mammy always made sure we never went short. There’d be a bit of beef on a Sunday, with spuds and a few basic vegetables that we grew ourselves, and I remember one time a neighbour of ours, Tommy Devlin, killed a hare by accident and Mammy cooked it. None of us knew what it was we were eating. My brother Plunkett was clearly enjoying it, because he asked for more ‘rat’ mid-chew, thinking it was some sort of rodent we were feasting on! We really hadn’t a clue what it was, but it tasted all right and it was a good sign when Plunkett was asking for more. We definitely weren’t fussy eaters and I don’t remember anything too extravagant coming our way for dinner, but I don’t remember ever going hungry, so it must have been all right.


My parents, like many Irish couples with big families back then, both had to work very hard to keep us all happy and to keep everyone fed and clothed. Mammy worked in the home, and had plenty to do to look after us all. She had a washboard and a mangle for our clothes, and we helped her by wringing out the blankets and hanging them up wherever was clean and dry, which could be on the grass or over a hedge outside. There were no fancy washing lines back then, and the work was heavy and not always practical with so many children, but Mammy was a real lady and she never raised her voice or said ‘boo’ to anyone. Nothing seemed to bother her, despite having so much to do. She just seemed to get on with it.


My father, Joe, was a very well-respected man in the wider Pomeroy community. He started the Pomeroy Accordion Band, so music always filled our home, and I can still hear him singing around the house. He also brought the credit union to Pomeroy and, with Ernie Stewart and the local farmers, he set up the local sales yard. He was a passionate GAA man, and he was heavily involved in both the club and county teams. My uncle Packie, or ‘The Poke’ as he was known on the field, played football for Tyrone. I remember one day there was a fire in Margaret Trainor’s ice cream shop, and the team, who had been training in the local hall, came to help put it out. Our life was simple and lovely, and I remember always thinking that as long as Daddy was around, nothing or no-one would ever hurt us. He was the boss, although very placid and hard-working, and he always made our home feel very, very safe.
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With my mammy and daddy in Bundoran in the late 1970s.


We’d all play our part around the house, gathering spuds and turf or watching the wee ones. There were no playpens to keep children in the one place, so we had a big tea chest from Grandad Bigley’s shop, which had the nails hammered well down, and it kept the wee ones out of trouble. I remember Margaret and Plunkett in it, and there was a good chance I was in it before they came along too.


Bath night was once a week, in a tin bath in front of the fire. We were all washed in the same water, and had our hair rinsed with an old tin can of freezing cold water, which they said put a shine to your hair, but I think it was to kill the bugs!


We’d say the rosary every night. We’d all have to take our turn in saying a decade each. I used to try and dodge saying mine all the time, and Patsy would have us all in stitches – even Daddy would end up laughing his head off by the time we were finished.


All of us brothers and sisters had our own personalities, and we each liked to be heard when we got the chance. Patsy, the eldest, was the life and soul of the house, a real comedian, who could make a bit of fun out of nothing. He was a very premature baby, weighing only about 2 lb when he was born, and rumour has it that our aunt, when she came to visit, used to warm him by the oven, thinking he needed a bit of incubation at home. I’m not sure how that worked, if at all! It didn’t take much to annoy our neighbour, Mrs McElhone, who had a wee pond near her home. There was a wall beside her house and we used to scrape along it with a stone, which drove the poor woman mental. One day, Patsy was accused of throwing stones at the ducks in her pond, and he got a smack for it and was put to bed.


Annette was very quiet and modest. She liked to keep a good eye on all her things, which was never easy with so many brothers and sisters. She was a home bird and she was Daddy’s right-hand woman. She even drove the bread van when she was old enough – the only female bread delivery person around. Mary was a bit of a tomboy, and very outgoing. She loved to run the roads, and never missed the swingboats when they came to town.


Meanwhile, Angela and Plunkett would be up to no good, just for the laugh too. I remember Angela, who was fond of her grub, being caught drinking baby Plunkett’s bottle around the side of the house when Angela was about five or six years of age. Plunkett could have turned his hand to anything. He was such a hard worker, and apart from the odd wee harmless bit of devilment, you wouldn’t have heard his word.


Like most siblings, it didn’t take much for us to start a row between us. One day Angela and I tugged on a blouse until it tore, so neither of us got the wear out of it in the end. Margaret was pleasant, modest and caring, while Kieran was spoilt rotten, being the baby and the youngest. He got a lot of attention from his older siblings, especially me!


Saturday was clean-up day. We’d all muck in, cleaning out the presses and washing down the sofas or cleaning out the back. There was always something to do and, thankfully, there were plenty of us to do it.


* * *


We loved visiting Minnie Nugent’s for sweets or Conway’s Shop, where we’d go with our coupons in exchange for our bits and pieces.


One of my earliest memories of growing up in Pomeroy was hearing and seeing aeroplanes going overhead and not knowing where they were going, or what they even were for that matter. Looking back, I now know they were war planes, of course, and would probably have been coming and going from the aerodrome at the village of Ardboe near Lough Neagh, about eighteen miles away from us. The airbase was the home of 3,500 American troops, a rest stop for bombing crews during the Second World War, and it was a big deal for a rural area such as Cookstown to host so many new people back then. By 1946 they had all left, so I could only have been three or four when I saw those planes flying above our tiny village.


Another early memory for me is the big snow of 1947, when I was just five years old. I remember coming out of the house and watching my father leave to deliver the bread on a sleigh, helped by Uncle Peter and some of the neighbours. The snow was so high that I thought it went on for miles and miles above my head.


Locals would gather in Pomeroy on fair day, normally on a Tuesday, and they would sell cattle and horses on the street. Strangers would come in to buy and sell too, and the fair always attracted plenty of characters. There used to be a man who would go around the fair singing at the top of his voice and our Mary would follow him doing the same. Sally the Bottle was another local character. Sally wore a brown outfit, and always had boxes and bottles under her coat, for reasons that I do not know. Her real name was Sarah McElhatton and I have no idea what she did with all her belongings, but ‘Sally the Bottle’ was a name that stuck, and everyone in the village knew her! The locals liked to wind her up. I remember Tommy Devlin popping his head around our kitchen door one day saying:


‘Would you sell your donkey for tuppence, Sarah?’


Sally the Bottle didn’t take his words too kindly. She lifted her stick and hit the light switch in our kitchen, breaking it instantly. It was the only room we had electricity in, and it was a big deal to get it fixed, but Sarah didn’t seem to care. When Mammy would feed her, Sarah would lick the plate. She always had ginger biscuits with her and she’d give us some if we were good. Her hands were always almost black with dirt, but we’d eat from them anyway. Patsy shot a pellet gun from the bedroom window one night, and it caught Sarah on the backside. She went straight up after him and he climbed out the window and away down the garden, laughing his head off, knowing if she caught him, he’d be in big trouble.


Every fair day, we washed the dishes in Granny’s café, and helped get everything ready for the farmers who would stop in the café for their tea. The fair was a big occasion in the village. There would be stalls selling everything from clothes to food to bits and bobs for the house. I loved watching all the comings and goings and the characters that the fair brought to Pomeroy.


We passed many of our childhood days in Pomeroy on the railway tracks, jumping along the rails until the trains got close. We also played old games like skipping and hopscotch. Sunny days were spent sliding down McGahan’s garden on a sheet of cardboard, and I remember Rosaleen Casey tore her dress and Mammy had to sew it.


Mammy was brilliant on the sewing machine, an old black Singer with pedals on it. She used to steep old Early Riser flour bags until the blackbird logo on them would fade off, and then she would sew them together to make sheets. We’d make tents from sheets on the bed – we had a very old-fashioned four-poster bed, and we’d tie the sheets up and play there for hours.


One of our favourite pastimes was to hold concerts in Harte’s Yard. We would charge a penny in, and we’d even have special guests, such as local woman Annie Tally. Mind you, most of the time Annie was the only audience we had, so we didn’t make a lot of money from our talents!


Another of our regular games was to tie a piece of thread to the door knocker of Maggie Ford’s house across the road, and hide as we pulled the thread. One time, though, when I tied the thread from one door knocker to the other, the local constable came along on his bike and it took his hat off when he rode into it! The road we lived on at the ‘top o’ the town’, was very busy, and sometimes dangerous. Margaret was once knocked down by a car, and another day Angela was saved by a man sweeping the streets when a bus almost ran her over. So tying thread across such an unsafe road wasn’t really a very wise idea!
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