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Foreword





Rock ’n’ roll was the world I grew up in. I never went to folk clubs in their heyday, I was too young – but I heard stories about them from my dad. So when my pal JP Bean showed me a book he was writing, Singing from the Floor – the book you, dear reader, now hold in your hands – I was fascinated and excited about it. I love the idea of singers and musicians – non-musicians, too – without managers or agents or record companies, playing in rooms above pubs, all joining together to sing old songs about good and bad times and new songs protesting about the way governments and tyrants can destroy the future … songs and tunes that form our heritage.


This book tells the story of a movement – a music scene that was not very well organised, to say the least; that was, it has to be said, homespun, anarchic and totally devoid of any commercial motives, for a time: four reasons, then, for newcomers to love it and totally embrace it as a way of life, which many thousands of young, and eventually old, did.


It is the story in their own words of how a few devoted folk music fans and musicians helped launch one of the biggest revolutions – musical, political and social – this country has ever seen. This is the birth of the counterculture we now take for granted. There would arguably be no punk without it. The songs those remaining dedicated men and women still sing often tell the stories of the losers in history’s great battle – I hope this book will go a long way to help preserve the stories of the great battles those men and women fought themselves, so that they won’t be lost to us for ever. Enjoy, and don’t forget to hand it down.


Richard Hawley






















Introduction





Times have changed within the British folk scene. Once, back in the heady days of the sixties and seventies, folk clubs abounded all over the country. Now, while they have not disappeared altogether, they are thin on the ground. At the peak of the folk revival, there were hundreds of clubs in and around London, seventy-two on Merseyside, a club seven nights a week in most of the big cities. Every town and many a village had a folk club. In the universities and colleges they flourished. In Edinburgh there was even one in the police social club.


Most clubs met weekly in smoky rooms above pubs, bare rooms with battered stools and beer-stained tables, where the stage was no more than a scrap of old carpet and a sound system was unknown. The organisation was amateur – there was little money around; it was all about enthusiasm.


Back then, folk club audiences were young. They didn’t expect comfort. They were there to see and listen to a booked singer or group do two half-hour spots, as well as the club’s resident singers or occasional performers who might drop by. Everyone joined in the choruses, humour prevailed and much drink was taken.


Now, the folk scene is different. Many of the clubs that have survived are in effect mini concert venues. Resident singers and locals who used to get up and sing ‘from the floor’ have been replaced by performers with no regular link to the club, booked in advance along with the main artist. At the other end of the spectrum are clubs that have become singarounds with a guest booked only a few times a year.


Today, folk enthusiasts go to arts centres and concerts rather than clubs. In their thousands they flock to festivals. In the old days their parents, when they were young and the music was fresh and before commercialism crept in, went to folk clubs.


When the folk revival began in the fifties, as many people whose voices are heard in this book will tell, the scene was driven by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and by left-wing activists like Ewan MacColl, Alan Lomax, A. L. Lloyd, Bob Davenport, Karl Dallas, Peggy Seeger and John Foreman. Folk singers, with few exceptions, did not belong to the establishment. They stuck to their ideals.


When I started going to folk clubs, in Sheffield in 1966, the big night of the week was Saturday at the Barley Mow, above the Three Cranes pub. The L-shaped room held about forty people comfortably, but up to 140 crammed in – sitting, squatting, standing, wedged against the walls and perched on the piano.


The organiser and resident singer was Malcolm Fox, a genial fellow in his mid-twenties who discovered folk music through the Young Communist League and CND marches. He was full of enthusiasm and went out of his way to encourage others. He would give any floor singer an opportunity and, although his own preference was traditional song, he placed no restrictions on what anyone sang and he booked the best guests around at the time.


To a callow youth of sixteen, the Barley Mow was a marvellous place to be. The atmosphere was so cheery, boozy and upbeat that every Saturday night seemed like Christmas Eve. In the first few months alone I saw performers who made impressions that have never left me: Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger addressing the audience as if it were a class; Bob Davenport, whose mighty unaccompanied voice and Geordie songs captivated the room for a whole evening without any instrumental backing; the truly awesome Alex Campbell, who could hold an audience better than anyone I’ve ever seen; Pete Stanley and Wizz Jones – a frock-coated banjo player and a long-haired, bespectacled beatnik with an ancient guitar that was held together with sticky tape.


Other clubs followed: there were great nights at the Highcliffe Hotel, where Ralph McTell and John Martyn were regular guests and where Barbara Dickson and the Humblebums made their south-of-the border debuts. I saw the Watersons there, and the old bluesman Reverend Gary Davis, but my most vivid memories are of being rendered helpless with laughter by Tony Capstick, who I’d got to know earlier at the Barley Mow.


Capstick, when I first met him, was twenty-two and not yet a professional folk singer. He looked like a bookie’s runner in his brown checked suit and old plimsolls and he played the banjo and sang a lot of Irish songs, but it was his amazing wit and inventive humour that grabbed attention. He was the funniest man I’d ever met.


The years went by and I didn’t go to folk clubs so often. I was focusing on writing and had several non-fiction books published. Tony Capstick became one of the most popular performers on the national scene. One day in the late eighties I heard him on the radio in an obituary to Alex Campbell, a man who had probably played every folk club in the land.


As Tony rolled out stories of Alex and the colourful life he had lived in the folk clubs and busking on the streets of Paris, it occurred to me that there was very little written about Alex Campbell, and while many people had memories of him, they would eventually be lost.


Later, in the mid-nineties, I mentioned these thoughts to Tony. We talked about how the folk scene had been neglected in permanent print and I suggested that he should write a book about his life in the folk clubs. He had a column in a local paper and could write as articulately and humorously as he spoke. Needless to say, he never did and in 2003 he too died, taking forty years of songs, anecdotes and memories with him.


The folk scene had moved on. Some of the old stalwarts of the clubs had disappeared from the fray. Some had become famous, some had died. Others were growing old. So, deciding that action was needed before it became too late, in early 2010 I took it upon myself to seek out performers, club organisers, record producers and other relevant parties who had been involved from the earliest days of the folk clubs to the present.


I wanted to ask them questions, to hear their stories – how they had got involved in folk music, who their early influences were, why the professional singers chose the way of life, about the atmosphere in the clubs, the crazy nights and characters they had met along the way, the difficult audiences, the endless journeys and hard nights sleeping on strangers’ floors. I was interested in how they had got record deals, how those who went on to bigger things achieved it. I wanted to hear about the boom years of the sixties, the declining years of the seventies and eighties and the renewed enthusiasm of the mid-nineties when a new generation began to make its mark.


I am extremely grateful to all the interviewees and others, listed elsewhere, who so willingly gave up their time to answer my questions. Their generosity is much appreciated but not surprising for, as I was reminded by many of them, ‘That’s what the folk scene was always about.’


It has been a privilege and a joy to be able to sit down and talk to people whose music I have admired for so many years. At times I have almost pinched myself to make sure I was where I thought I was: Billy Connolly, who I’d pursued for over eighteen months, talking about the old days as though he wished they could return; a spring afternoon in Martin Carthy’s living room in Robin Hood’s Bay as he talked through his long career; another afternoon with Nigel Denver and Ian Campbell, now dead, neither of whom I had seen for over forty years, in their local in King’s Heath, Birmingham; Bob Davenport talking me through the early years of the London clubs in the café at the British Library; Mike Waterson telling me, ‘I’ve got cancer, that’s all there is to it; I’m here till I’ve gone’ – just six weeks before he died; standing with Johnny Handle in the old club room at the Bridge Hotel, Newcastle, as he remembered some of the great nights he had enjoyed there with the High Level Ranters; laughing with Vin Garbutt in a Morrisons supermarket café; Harvey Andrews giving me lunch at his home in Shropshire and then lining me up to speak to Jasper Carrott; sitting in a pub in Islington with Tom Paley as he recalled playing gigs with Woody Guthrie in 1950; Peggy Seeger describing Leadbelly visiting her family’s house when she was eight years old; Jon Boden in his cottage high up in the Yorkshire hills on a wild, windswept night; a voice on the phone saying, ‘This is Ralph McTell, Wizz Jones has asked me to ring you but I’m not sure why’; many Friday nights at Folk at the Rock at Wentworth and later Maltby with organiser Rob Shaw, whose help with introductions to performers has been of inestimable value; days with John Tams and nights with Richard Hawley, both of whom have been unstinting in their encouragement.


From the outset, the focus of Singing from the Floor has been on the folk clubs and the people involved in them. Others have written about the wider aspects of the folk scene, but no one has done a book based on the clubs.


As the research went on and I interviewed more and more people from distant corners of the past sixty years, I realised that the strength of the work would lie in the interviewees’ own words alone and, apart from introductions to establish context and some brief biographical details, any comment from myself would be superfluous.


All the quotations attributed to individuals have been obtained in interviews; there is nothing from printed sources apart from an occasional instance where someone, while being interviewed, read an extract from a book or newspaper that they considered pertinent. Inevitably it has been necessary to edit and compress some material.


Is Singing from the Floor an oral history? It might be, but in oral histories the author invariably introduces the topic that each contributor is about to address. Here, that would have intruded; instead I have arranged the material as far as possible so that each section flows like a conversation. The result is, I hope, a printed-word documentary of a social and musical movement that embraced many people – and still does today.


JP Bean






















Echoes …





I went down to the Troubadour and sang one Saturday and I was booked for a month later. I’d got my feet under the table. Everybody came to the Troubadour – Tom Paxton and Paul Simon … Bob Dylan.


This guy, Dan Dare – that was his real name – said, ‘You want to go to the Spinners’ folk club.’ I didn’t know what a folk club was but I went and eventually plucked up courage and played my home-made guitar. Then they asked me to join them.


I was singing one Friday night at the King and Queen, back of Goodge Street, and who should walk in the door but the front cover of Sing Out! I walked over and I said, ‘You’re Bob Dylan, aren’t you?’ He said, ‘Hey.’ I said, ‘I saw your picture on the front of Sing Out!’ He said, ‘Oh yeah?’ I said, ‘Would you like to sing a couple of songs?’ He said, ‘Ask me later.’


It all happened very quickly. At this time there were far more clubs than there were artists to work them. We were created by an audience – we didn’t create an audience like you have to do today. They were desperate for someone to get up with a guitar.


Wherever you went there was a sort of repertoire that all folk club aficionados knew. It wasn’t just choruses – ‘The Mingulay Boat Song’, ‘Whiskey in the Jar’, ‘Wild Mountain Thyme’, ‘Leaving of Liverpool’, ‘Last Thing on My Mind’ – all those songs. It was a like a classic canon.


Almost all the clubs were run by amateurs, for pleasure. No one was really making a profit. No one was in control, everybody was  piling in, as an organiser, as a floor singer, attempting to be a professional, whatever. It was a huge melting pot of talent and people who wanted to be involved.


It was magic. It was fantastic – very, very exciting. You were part of this huge community. It was an astonishing moment. We had this totally anarchic thing, this network of human beings who managed to co-operate with each other because they all had one thing in common – the love this music. And a love of the fact that they were discovering it for the first time.


A Monday night at the Gaslight in Greenwich Village you could have fifteen people, but Monday night in Bristol, it was packed. Every night, everywhere I went, it was packed because that was club night. It was like Saturday night seven nights a week. It was exciting.


Folk clubs were like havens for people of any age. You could go to a folk club and be perfectly safe. There was no violence, no trouble, and they were entertainment. You weren’t spoken at, you were spoken to. I think the folk clubs gave everybody an idea of what responsibility was in entertainment. Comedy was more than just one-line jokes about twenty Irishmen and mothers-in-law.


There was a guy at Dundee University. He kept asking for ‘Needle of Death’, and I’m playing the banjo. Every time I finished a song, he’d shout, ‘Needle of Death.’ I said, ‘Listen, it’s not a tune for the banjo. I just don’t know it. You keep asking me for a song I don’t know.’ I did another song and there he was again.


So I put the banjo down. I said, ‘Just stay where you are …’ and I step into the audience. Straight up to him – and I whacked him.


Then I found out he was the treasurer. That was the end of my whacking days.


 I liked the folk clubs better than concerts. The audiences listened and there was a good atmosphere. They were usually in quiet places where you could drive home without being bothered by the police.


For my generation of folk singers, to cross the ‘bed barrier’ was notable. It came with your fee. About 1980 I got my first hundred quid and from then on I noticed that I always got a bed instead of a settee or a floor.


I’ve slept in some very unpalatable places. I was doing twenty-eight gigs a month. I was never at home. It was hard work, but they were great times, a bit drink-fuelled and hazy. It was hard but it was very enjoyable.


There was a system – you went to a club and they had floor singers. That’s how it worked. You could build a career from floor singing.


When Hamish Imlach first came to the Bay Horse in Doncaster, he brought John Martyn with him. John got up and we booked him straight away. That’s how John Martyn got established. He travelled with Hamish, as did the Humblebums and Barbara Dickson.


It was a really kind of vibrant, underground scene. Nobody knew about it. Your parents didn’t like it. It was perfect.


The clubs were and are a crucial stepping stone for young performers. I always liked the floor singer concept and for the idea to succeed the quality will vary drastically. I also liked the sometimes rather brusque equality of the clubs. As a performer you were nobody special, rather one of the crowd who happened to sing.


Folk clubs are the best place to learn your skills as a performer. You’re close to the audience, something I always enjoyed. It seems to me a pity that some of the young singers have gone straight to concert performance. They’ve missed out on a good,  heart-warming experience. But what smoky places they were in the old days!


A lot of the younger singers – they’re not treading the boards. They don’t have to tread the boards. They’re involved with record companies that have the promotion, who will tell the world that they’re really good. I’d hazard a guess most of them won’t last. They’re brilliant performers and singers and musicians but if they haven’t done the clubs they’ve nowhere to fall down to.


The folk club in its initial concept was the best political platform we’ve ever had, the working class. Then the middle classes came in. Now you canna go to a place that’s not run by somebody that gets three months’ holiday a year.



















1 In coffee bars, at singarounds, on marches





According to Ewan MacColl, the first person to foresee the British folk song revival was the American musicologist Alan Lomax in 1951. Soon afterwards Lomax introduced MacColl, hitherto an actor and writer in left-wing theatre, to a journalist who shared his political views but more importantly had a great interest in folk song: A. L. ‘Bert’ Lloyd.


In 1953 the BBC Home Service broadcast Ballads and Blues, a six-part series of folk music featuring MacColl and Lloyd, who would be credited as founding fathers of the revival. That same year brought another radio series, As I Roved Out, which was to run for fifty-eight episodes, and a short-lived television series, Song Hunter: Alan Lomax. Away from the media and in the same period, the Workers’ Music Association (WMA) was organising choirs like the London Youth Choir with repertoires that featured ballads and folk songs.


The seeds of a movement were beginning to germinate and each of these events contributed to what would become known as the folk revival. Then in late 1956 Lonnie Donegan, a banjo player in Chris Barber’s jazz band and a man who had no direct links with MacColl, Lloyd or anyone else on the early folk scene, took ‘Rock Island Line’ to the top of the British pop charts, selling three million copies.


A new musical craze – skiffle – swept the country. Teenagers raided attics and junk shops for cheap guitars and banjos. Washboards were acquired and basses improvised out of tea chests. On street corners, in back yards, youth clubs and schools, skiffle groups formed overnight.


Skiffle required little musical proficiency, but it introduced a generation to American folk and blues performers like Woody Guthrie, the Weavers and Leadbelly, the ex-convict who had  first recorded ‘Rock Island Line’. And when, albeit at different times, Americans Peggy Seeger and Ramblin’ Jack Elliott came to London, and took up temporary residence, they were seized upon by a host of dedicated followers, among them Wizz Jones, Pete Stanley and John Foreman, who were eager to learn from their repertoires and pick up on their dazzling instrumental skills


It was a short step from looking across the Atlantic for musical inspiration to recognising that Britain had its own folk song tradition. Skiffle clubs gradually became folk clubs and in London young enthusiasts like Martin Carthy, Shirley Collins and Bob Davenport began to sing songs from their own heritage. Eric Winter published Sing, a folk music magazine. Anti-nuclear activists sang on the Aldermaston marches. Topic Records began to issue recordings of folk music. The British folk revival was under way.


MARTIN CARTHY one of the most influential singers and guitarists to emerge from the folk revival. Solo, and with Dave Swarbrick, Steeleye Span, the Watersons and others, he has worked relentlessly for over fifty years


One of the first folk clubs was the 44, at 44 Gerrard Street, run by a physics professor at London University, John Hasted. He was very much a figurehead in that whole area of music. He did a lot of English trad songs – songs that Bert Lloyd had already adapted, that they sang in the 44 in a skiffle fashion. He’d learned to play guitar and he could play the five-string banjo.


KARL DALLAS originally Fred Dallas, singer and songwriter who was Melody Maker writer on folk music for many years


John Hasted, he was music editor of Sing magazine and an atomic scientist. He had this laboratory in Gower Street which was full of guitars and squeeze boxes and banjos and mountain dulcimers and all sorts. I used to go there and sing my songs to him, then eventually I did it over the phone. Sing published all my songs in that period.


 JOHN FOREMAN known as the Broadsheet King, sang Cockney songs in folk clubs


The 44 Club, that’s the first organised club that I recall. It was a rather seedy sort of dive but it was terrific. It had Shirley Collins, Redd Sullivan, Martin Winsor … The 44 grew out of the Workers’ Music Association. The WMA had a traditional kind of choir and John Hasted, who was ex-army, organised a younger group, pretty political, built round the international youth festivals of the communist states that went on all over Europe. It was a music club – the word ‘folk’ became a sort of record-seller’s category.


SHIRLEY COLLINS singer of traditional songs, president of the English Folk Dance and Song Society (EFDSS) since 2008


Folk clubs didn’t really exist as such in the early fifties, so I didn’t have any preconceptions when I moved to London from Hastings. I was single-minded – all I could think about was folk songs and I knew that Cecil Sharp House in Camden Town, the headquarters of the English Folk Dance and Song Society, was the place to find them.


When I did find them, it was the utmost thrill. I’d pore through the books, and when the words of a song caught my eye and took my fancy, I’d copy down the tunes on manuscript paper and ask my sister Dolly to play them for me the next time I went home to Hastings.


The first club I went to would have been the singaround meetings at Cecil Sharp House, run by Peter Kennedy, and another at one of the London University buildings, run by John Hasted. I went to the singarounds especially, because they encouraged everyone to sing and not just to listen. How many songs we got to sing depended on how many people had to be fitted in. I sang some songs from home and certainly some from the Coppers – ‘The False Bride’ was my favourite. I was hunting for songs all the time and listening to the field recordings of the British Isles made by Peter Kennedy and Alan Lomax, adding to my repertoire all the time.


Early folk clubs? It’s such a long time ago … The Troubadour is the one I spent most time at and I had a part-time job there in the coffee bar. There was always a good atmosphere downstairs in the club.


HANS FRIED schoolboy folk enthusiast who later worked in Collett’s bookshop


A chap called Michael Bell ran a session at Cecil Sharp House on a Sunday, a singaround in the library. Everyone sat in a circle and we were expected to contribute a song. I had to sing and I remember sitting between Jean Ritchie, who I was knocked out by, and Paddy Tunney. I sang ‘The Bitter Withy’, which I’d learned from A. L. Lloyd. I wanted one of my best things to suit the occasion. That was in 1957. I was thirteen and incredibly serious.


KARL DALLAS


Well before that, in the early fifties, Peter Kennedy was running what he called ceilidh concerts on a Sunday afternoon. They were more like a singaround. He had traditional singers like Paddy Tunney and he had Harry Cox there. Peter Kennedy was seconded to the BBC by the EFDSS to do field recordings. He went round the country with a tape recorder and those recordings were played on the radio on a Sunday morning on As I Roved Out, which came on the air just after Family Favourites. That was the BBC Light Programme.


I remember I was in the bathroom in the house where I lived in Walton-on-Thames and I suddenly heard this voice singing. I came running down the stairs, dripping water all over the place and Harry Cox was singing ‘The Foggy Dew’. That was the first time I ever heard an English traditional singer.


Apart from Cecil Sharp House, it was all in coffee bars. There was the Bread Basket in Greek Street, but the place I went to was the Gyre and Gimble, near Charing Cross station.


BOB DAVENPORT traditional singer from Tyneside; in 1963 he was the first British singer to be invited to perform at the Newport Folk Festival. For many years resident at the Fox, Islington, and a regular guest in clubs around the country


There was a very strong coffee-house movement where you could hear people and then it moved from the coffee bars to singarounds and then to the more formal folk club. The first folk club I went to was run by Frank Purslow at a pub in St Martin’s Lane, the White Bear. That was in the late fifties.


You could sit in a coffee house in the centre of London and you could stay there all afternoon, all around Charing Cross, Northumberland Avenue, Soho. The Gyre and Gimble was just down Villiers Street at the side of Charing Cross. We used to sit there swapping songs.


MARTIN CARTHY


I lived in Hampstead, brought up there, and one of the very first coffee bars opened down Belsize Lane, called the Witches Cauldron. I remember going there on the first night, me and a couple of my mates, we were about fifteen. At that time it had a cellar and a cellar was serious stuff! Somebody talked about this guy Robin Hall, what a fantastic singer he was. He sang the Merle Travis song ‘Dark as a Dungeon’. He was quite a heroic figure to this fifteen-year-old.


There was a place in Flask Walk in Hampstead, the Hideaway. I took my dad’s guitar – which I smuggled out of the house – and just started singing to the sound of my knees knocking to begin with, then it was all right. I sang Lonnie Donegan songs – ‘Wreck of the Old ’97’, ‘Wabash Cannonball’ and stuff like that.


I used to go to the Gyre and Gimble but I never sang there. The first time I heard a Ewan MacColl song was down there. Somebody said, ‘Oh, this bloke’s wrote a song called “Go Down You Murderers” about Tim Evans.’ I didn’t know who Tim Evans was. Then they talked about him living in the same house as Christie. I knew who Christie was – 10 Rillington Place. It’s the sort of thing that burns into your mind. I went down one night and there was a bloke, completely bald. He’d tune his guitar to a chord and then just run one finger up and down. And he sang ‘Go Down You Murderers’. And I just sat there, wow! That was the first Ewan MacColl song I ever heard, I still think one of his greatest songs.


I remember seeing Wizz Jones down there one time. He played ‘The Molecatcher’ – a very rude song, bawdy, a traditional song – ‘In Manchester city by the sign of the plough/ There lived a molecatcher, I daren’t tell you how/ He went a molecatching from morning till night/ And a young fellow came for to play with his wife.’ I remember Wizz singing it in 1957 or ’56, seeing him playing the guitar and thinking, ‘Cor! he’s good.’


WIZZ JONES blues guitarist and singer, cited as an influence by Eric Clapton and Keith Richards, played folk clubs all over Britain solo and, for a spell in the sixties, with Pete Stanley


I had my little skiffle band and I was playing round the pubs in Croydon. Then I played around Soho at the Gyre and Gimble and the Partisan. You played lunchtime at the Partisan for all the political activist people. Jimmie Macgregor used to do it and he said to me, ‘I’m going away and it’s a really good gig – you get a bowl of soup.’


JIMMIE MACGREGOR best known as half of a duo with Robin Hall. They achieved national recognition through the BBC TV Tonight programme and performed in concerts and on television all over the world


The Paperback in Warren Street – I first heard Tommy Steele in there. He was still in the merchant navy and he did a really corny version of ‘Deck of Cards’, it made me cringe. And there were a few guys singing roughly what you would call folk songs. The Paperback was quite obscure and faded away quickly. There was the Princess Louise, MacColl’s club. There couldn’t have been more than half a dozen clubs in London.


I was teaching in Glasgow but I used to hitch-hike to London at the weekends and I realised there were places in London at that time where you go and hear folk music and even be allowed to sing a couple of songs. There was nothing like that in Glasgow.


I just became obsessed and chucked everything, including the girl that I was engaged to, and went down to London with £60 in my pocket and an old guitar – and, as they say, a brass neck.


HYLDA SIMS prominent on the skiffle scene, later sang in folk clubs


I got involved with the London Youth Choir, then I got together with Russell Quaye and we started the City Ramblers skiffle group. Jimmie Macgregor joined later on. We were playing in the streets, then we rented a studio in South Kensington. It was a big space and we started a club.


Jack Elliott stayed there for a while. My first memory of seeing him was at the Roundhouse. He was amazing. He was married to his first wife, June, before he got together with Derroll Adams. The guy who owned the studio lived in a posh house behind and rather objected to all the noise and fuss.


After we couldn’t continue with the studio skiffle club, that’s when we found the Princess Louise in High Holborn. We were the first people to play music in the Princess Louise and that went on to be very much a folk venue when Ewan MacColl went there with Ballads and Blues, the Singers’ Club.


The Skiffle Cellar in Old Compton Street was started by Russell and me in ’57. It ran every night of the week. I can’t remember if it closed on Sundays. There was no alcohol, just soft drinks. Halfway down the room there was a little stage. We – the City Ramblers – played down there three nights a week. Our repertoire included folk stuff. I’d come from singing ballads.


HANS FRIED


I started going to the Princess Louise about 1956 or ’57, when I was still thirteen. It was still skiffle at that time. I used to sneak into pubs under age and sit at the front in folk clubs, complete with school uniform and a notepad on my knee, taking notes. I don’t know how I got in the places where there was drinking, but I did. I had a bitter lemon and people said, ‘Oh, he’s just here for the songs.’


Another occasion in Dougie Moncrieff’s club in Rupert Street, Ottilie Patterson, who was married to Chris Barber, was going on a bit too long and I suggested to her that someone else should have a turn. Dougie reminded me of this event later. He did say that everyone agreed with me about Ottilie, although maybe not in the way I did it.


JOHN THE FISH aka John Langford, resident at the Count House folk club in Cornwall, toured in duo with Brenda Wootton


I came out of National Service in 1956 and I went to the Roundhouse in Wardour Street, Soho. Alexis Korner ran it. I was advised by a friend to go and see Jack Elliott there. I was spellbound by Jack – it was the first time I had seen anyone single-handedly hold an audience for a whole evening. I followed Jack to the Skiffle Cellar and the Princes Louise. It was the nature of folk clubs that you had a chance to chat to the artists, as I did with Jack.


At the Roundhouse I was lucky enough to see Big Bill Broonzy just before he died. Cyril Davies was running it at that time. Broonzy was singing with a bloke called Brother John Sellers.


I thought I’d learn things because I’d picked up stuff from watching Jack Elliott, but Broonzy’s left hand moved so fast, at times it was hardly touching the guitar. I remember the organisers of the club pooled together and bought him a bottle of whisky. He poured it into a pint glass and by the interval it had gone. He said, ‘I’ll have another one of these, please’, and they scratched together enough to buy a second bottle, then he downed that in the second half. It didn’t affect his playing at all.


WIZZ JONES


Alexis Korner’s club in Wardour Street … I used to go there. At that time I was being very rebellious, sleeping out a lot of the time and I didn’t have any money, so I’d always blag my way in. Alexis Korner’s wife used to be on the door. It was half-a-crown and I’d get in without paying. I’d just smile at her and walk in with my long hair. That’s where I saw Muddy Waters and Ramblin’ Jack and Big Bill Broonzy – in that club, a tiny little room.


Seeing Muddy Waters – there were only about twenty or thirty people in but probably everyone in that room I knew or got to know because everybody went on from there. I remember the week before, Alexis said, ‘Muddy Waters is going to play, but we can’t advertise it so I’ll put a code in the Melody Maker column and if there’s this code in you’ll know Muddy Waters is going to be here.’ It was a great, exciting night.


MICHAEL MOORCOCK sci-fi novelist who, as a teenager in London in the fifties, edited a folk magazine, The Rambler


I heard a lot of good people at Alexis Korner’s and met a lot of them at my friend John Brunner’s. He was far more active than I was and had parties to which he invited many of the people involved in the folk scene, including visiting Americans. That’s mostly where I met the blues players I became increasingly interested in – Big Bill Broonzy, Muddy Waters, Sonny Terry. I was too shy to talk to them much. My most embarrassing moment was when my cousin asked Broonzy to look at the guitar he’d bought to see if he thought it was worth the money.


I corresponded for a while with both Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger. I was sixteen, all this was happening around the time I took over Tarzan magazine. There’s a photocopy someone made which has a fragment of one letter on it. I’ve no idea what happened to the letters I had from Guthrie or Seeger.


JOHN THE FISH


Peggy Seeger gave guitar lessons for five shillings an hour. The deal was you paid your money and along with another half-dozen enthusiasts you had a master class. That was at the Workers’ Music Association in Islington and Robin Hall was one of the pupils. I went along once a week for four or five weeks. She was teaching clawhammer style, which I hadn’t got to grips with.


PEGGY SEEGER American banjo, guitar and autoharp player, half-sister of Pete Seeger, came to England in 1956 and met Ewan MacColl, with whom she sang and played until he died in 1989


In March of 1956 I came to Britain to act in a television play called Dark of the Moon, where they need a female who sang and played guitar. Alan Lomax brought me over from Denmark. I was hitch-hiking round Europe. He picked me up at the station and took one look at me – I’d been travelling for twenty-six hours – and he took me to the house where his girlfriend proceeded to strip me off and put me in a shower.


When I came over I was taken up by the skiffle movement here and with the Ramblers’ programme that Alan Lomax arranged – it was his group. I was very much involved with that, and with accompanying Bert Lloyd and Ewan MacColl. Everything was new when you were twenty-two.


The weird thing was that the skiffle groups were singing songs that I’d grown up with. I found it hilarious because I’d been brought up on Southern singers whose lives were expressed in these songs and all of a sudden I heard Cockney youths doing English versions of them with an English accent, which to me was very funny. They were in identity crisis when they were singing those songs. They didn’t know what they were and they just entered into singing them with wholehearted enjoyment.


I landed in the right place at the right time, with the right instruments, knowing these songs and singing them – not the way they should be sung, because I was not a black sharecropper. When I sang ‘Midnight Special’, I was not in a black prison in Florida or Alabama. So I was already removed – but they were one more removed from where I was, or two or three or four removed – across the sea and linguistically and in terms of British experience.


I had never been part of the American scene when I came over, so I didn’t have anything to compare with what was happening here. I’ve always been a solo flyer anyway. I don’t seem to fit into jamming scenes easily. My voice is not very loud and I’ve never been a dominant person in groups.


All kinds of things happened in those early days. Bert and Ewan used to bring their sandwiches and eat them on the stage. I put a stop to that – the audience was sitting there and some of them hadn’t even had their dinner. We also put a stop to everybody bringing a guitar and having to tune up the entire front row and then call out all the chords. But we did teach people choruses properly and we had song sheets.


SHIRLEY COLLINS


I remember one night at the Singers’ Club when Alan Lomax was a guest singer and Ewan MacColl introduced him as ‘the big lummox’. There was always a bit of rivalry there between the two, which was apparent however much they tried to joke about it.


WIZZ JONES


I used to go to banjo lessons with Peggy Seeger at the Workers’ Music Association. It was all bohemian to us. Again, I got away without paying, stupid really. Then when she stopped doing the lessons and Ralph Rinzler took over and he looked in the books, and he said, ‘Well, Peggy can’t keep books, but I can – you’re paying.’ We were all in love with Peggy. She’d arrived and she was beautiful and Ewan was still married to his wife. That must have been the greatest love affair of all, Ewan and Peggy.


PEGGY SEEGER


Ralph Rinzler – oh gosh! Well, he was my special friend. He and Ewan didn’t see eye to eye and Ralph took more to the Bert Lloyd camp. It was kind of – whose camp are you in, Bert’s or Ewan’s? Bert was more relaxed with people and wasn’t trying to go on a power trip.


Ralph Rinzler came over a number of times. I think we did some records together. He was my special friend. I really loved him, a lovely man. He wasn’t a determined, this-will-be-my-profession-type of musician. He just enjoyed playing. He was a facilitator, an innovator.


PETE STANLEY pioneer of the bluegrass banjo in Britain who teamed up with Wizz Jones


When I came out of the airforce I started hanging round the Princess Louise, High Holborn – Ballads and Blues, Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger. One week Peggy said, ‘I’ll be giving guitar lessons on a Thursday night.’ Everybody wanted to play ‘Freight Train’. I thought, ‘Great, I’m going to get guitar lessons’, but I was studying for a BSc in geology – I was working for the Colonial Office – and I couldn’t do it.


The next day, a Wednesday, my father said to me, ‘Climb up into the loft will you. See if you can see any signs of water coming in. We’ve bought the house.’ I said, ‘There’s a big black case up here, there’s a banjo!’ He said, ‘Look at the roof!’


Peggy was giving banjo lessons the next day so I went along with my banjo. There was Barry Murphy, Dave Wiseman, Wizz – I think five or six of us in the class.


After about four or five weeks, Peggy said she had to leave the country. She’d been to Red China and her passport was running out. She was going to have to terminate the classes, so she said, ‘Why don’t one of you big boys take over teaching?’ She said, ‘I think you can do it, Pete.’ I’d been playing for six weeks and now I was teaching. I was practising every night at home, four or five hours a night.


Peggy didn’t like bluegrass and at that time there wasn’t anybody else playing the bluegrass banjo. Lisa Turner, she played the banjo, folky stuff. Shirley Collins played it, she had had lessons from John Hasted. I met Wizz at the banjo lessons. We just hit it off. He didn’t have a job, he was sleeping rough around London.


JOHN RENBOURN one of the great acoustic guitarists, famed as a solo artist and for his work with Bert Jansch and in Pentangle


Wizz was a legend. He was really kinda famous on the beatnik scene. I first saw him when he came to the British Legion club in Guildford in the fifties, where the old guys from the trad jazz bands used to play Woody Guthrie and Leadbelly songs. Wizz showed up and he had hair down to his arse. They said, ‘We don’t want you.’ He had a guitar on his back and he was turned away.


WIZZ JONES


In those early years you wouldn’t be allowed in a folk club if you were scruffy, if you were a beatnik. I can remember going to clubs and being turned away. Stupid now, but time moves on.


MARTIN CARTHY


Coincidentally, I went to school with A. L. Lloyd’s son. I didn’t know who A. L. Lloyd was at the time. He was a journalist. Joe, his son, he had a skiffle group which had a fabulous repertoire. I was already playing the guitar and I asked Joe, ‘Where do you get your songs from?’ He said, ‘I get ’em from my dad.’ ‘What’s your dad?’ He said, ‘He’s a singer.’ He didn’t say he was a journalist. He said, ‘He’s a singer.’


Then his mate told me about this club in High Holborn at the Princess Louise, where you could go and hear the original versions of the skiffle hits. This was Ballads and Blues – Ewan MacColl’s club.


It was a folk club and I was really intrigued by all these people. Ralph Rinzler was there. He played the mandolin in those days. I’d never seen a mandolin like this before. I was about sixteen, might have been fifteen. I don’t remember what people sang that night, just being excited by the moment.


From that moment on I kept my ear to the ground. Ballads and Blues moved around a lot. It was at the Cora Hotel, near St Pancras Church, then at a pub on the Edgware Road that’s buried under the flyover. Then I found out later on that there were other folk clubs around.


JOHN FOREMAN


I’ve still got programmes from the Princess Louise … ‘A year ago on Sunday, 24th November 1957, the first hootenanny was held in the Princess Louise in High Holborn … sixty people attended and there was born in modest circumstances an enjoyable form of folk music presentation which has grown steadily during the past year. The Ballads and Blues Association, formed some time later, has now almost 2,400 members. This first birthday will be a quite special programme – Ewan MacColl, Fitzroy Coleman, Rory McEwen and Ralph Rinzler …’ He was good – he used to play with Peggy Seeger.


‘Friday Night Folk Song at the Workers Music Education, 14 February 1958 … Margaret Barry, Dominic Behan, Shirley Bland, Jim Macgregor, Shirley Collins, Fred and Betty Dallas, Michael Gorman, Robin Hall, Hamish Henderson, Stan Kelly.’ Those are the big people. I was just in the audience.


Here’s another from 1958 – ‘Ballads and Blues presents … Princess Louise, Wednesday 29th January, 8 p.m. Ewan MacColl, one of the most outstanding of our folk singers, will cover a very wide range of his special programme of British material … industrial ballads, some traditional Scottish ballads, children’s songs from Glasgow and Manchester … prison songs including some contemporary ones, soldier songs, sailor songs … He will teach you some of these and in his own style will introduce you to his vast sources of information.’ That’s the kind of thing they were doing.


BOB DAVENPORT


I was shanghaied into singing at the Bedford, Camden Town, one Thursday evening. The Bedford wasn’t a music venue. The people were there to drink and Margaret Barry and Michael Gorman played on a little stage in a corner in the saloon bar. I was just sitting there listening and this pal of mine went up to the bar. Next thing, whiskies kept coming my way.


Then he said, ‘Look, these blokes at the bar, I’ve told them you’re a really good Irish tenor but you need a drink before you get up and sing and that’s where the whiskies have been coming from … so you’d better sing, otherwise we won’t get out of here.’ There was a group of blokes wearing trilbies and crombies. It was in the Jack Spot, Billy Hill era, the gangs in Soho. So I got up. I sang ‘Star of the County Down’, unaccompanied. I’d heard it in the coffee bars.


You’d go to parties and hear people. By that time the skiffle movement was coming to an end and the Skiffle Cellar was putting folk on. Jimmie Macgregor was there arranging the Scots songs, some of them with the skiffle treatment, they were changing over.


My first booking was with Margaret and Michael at the Skiffle Cellar. That was my first ever folk gig. By that time I’d got confidence to sing, though I could only sing with my eyes shut. Margaret and I used to sing ‘The Blarney Stone’ together.


Then I went on to the Theatre Royal at Stratford East. There was an evening there, a concert with a theme – hard cases, bad lads. I sang two songs – one was the ‘Trees They Do Grow High’. Ewan MacColl said the two songs were inferior Geordie versions of more superior Scottish songs.


WIZZ JONES


Ewan was quite heavy in those days. I used to go to his folk club at the Princess Louise, what later became the Singers’ Club. It was all very laying down the law, but he was an amazing songwriter. It was like a school thing, very biased towards the Communist Party, the Workers Revolutionary Party – that kind of people – and him and Peggy would be teaching all those activist, political songs. I was naive. Half the time I didn’t know what I was singing.


At that time I lived in Croydon where Ewan lived. I was working at a shitty job in a textile warehouse and I met Ewan one day on the train. He invited me back to his house. He said, ‘I’m putting somebody up there it would be worth coming over and meeting.’ It was Big Bill Broonzy. But in true Wizz Jones fashion, I didn’t go. I suppose I was shy or thought, ‘Is he having me on? Is he having a laugh?’


PEGGY SEEGER


I knew Big Bill Broonzy. I’d gone back to America and I was singing at the Gate of Horn in Chicago in March, April, May of 1957. Bill was on at the same time so he’d do an hour and I’d do an hour. Then everybody would rest, then he’d do an hour and I’d do an hour – from eleven o’clock to four in the morning. It was a strange mix, him and me.


During the time in between, we’d sit and eat hamburgers and he would drink straight gin and brandy or something, just right out of a bottle. He was an incredible drinker, but I never saw him drunk. Unless he was drunk all the time … He came over and stayed with Ewan. Ewan said that Bill Broonzy drank a bottle of brandy for breakfast. He just woke up and started on the booze.


JIMMIE MACGREGOR


At that time there were very few guitar players around. I always reckoned if you could play three chords in the late fifties you were employable – if you could play five you were a virtuoso. And if you could play any more you were a bloody show-off.


MacColl came up to Glasgow while I was at art school, with Bert Lloyd and Isla Cameron and a guy called Fitzroy Coleman, still the best guitar player I’ve ever heard. Lovely, easy-going guy – he suffered from perfect pitch. He used to come down to the Skiffle Cellar and he’d say, ‘Jimmie, nobody’s in tune.’ Some of them weren’t but even guys who were supposed to have a good ear – they were not by Fitzroy’s standards. That’s a freakish thing, perfect pitch. It was agony for him.


PETE STANLEY


I went to the American Embassy and they had a library there of books and vinyl. They had the Harry Smith Collection, three double albums. I was away! I couldn’t believe it – Charlie Poole … the Carter Family. I got some stuff from Ralph Rinzler. He was over here, living at Bert Lloyd’s place. He went to Ballads and Blues and he played occasionally with Peggy, he was a good finger-picking guitarist and quite a neat banjo player. He went back to America and formed the Greenbriar Boys.


Ralph Rinzler lent me a reel-to-reel tape of Flatt and Scruggs, live at the Rising Sun, Maryland, a bluegrass concert. I remember Scruggs played beautiful rags. I realised there’s a lot more to banjo playing than I was doing. Then I ran into Rory and Alex McEwen one day and I said, ‘Have you got any Flatt and Scruggs?’ They said, ‘Yeah, give us a tape’ and they put down the first two albums and Foggy Mountain Banjo. That was just phenomenal.


MARTIN CARTHY


Robin Hall said, ‘If you want to hear some proper folk music, go down to the Troubadour.’ I don’t know why I chose to go down on the particular night that I did – it was a decision I made. I just walked out of the Witches Cauldron and got on the tube, went down to Earls Court, found the Troubadour.


It always started at half past ten in the evening. I walked down the stairs and there was this music going on … I thought, ‘Oh, that’s bagpipes.’ I walked in – where’s the bagpipes? There was this bloke, sitting down. He wasn’t blowing the bagpipes. There was the bellows. He had all the regulators and he’s playing simple chords, little parts. I was absolutely thunderstruck. Then he played the whistle and then he sang. It was Seamus Ennis. I get all mystical about it and think I was drawn there – and there has to be some sort of truth in it. As far as I’m concerned I was drawn to it.


LOUIS KILLEN the first singer of traditional songs to turn professional


The Troubadour was a great club in those days. Shirley Collins was running a night there in ’57 or ’58. The weekends were run by a lass called Jenny Barton and the door was done by Anthea Joseph who was about five eleven when she wasn’t wearing high heels, which she often did. Very long legs which she displayed elegantly at the door as you came in, as she took your money.


We became good friends. It was her and her family that I was living with when I came down to London in ’61. Her father was a sub-editor on the Reynolds News, big friend of Dylan Thomas. Her mother wrote film reviews for the Morning Star; it was an old left-wing family.


JENNY BARTON ran the Troubadour in Earls Court from 1958 to 1964


In late February 1958 Shirley Collins was running a Wednesday night at the Troubadour and an American, Sandy Paton, had the Saturday night. Then Sandy went back to the States and Shirley took over Saturday.


At the end of the summer Shirley went off to America to do a collecting trip with Alan Lomax. Mike van Bloemen, who owned the lease, asked me to organise Saturday nights. He said he was getting sick of finding singers who would run the evening: how about if I found a singer and, instead of Mike paying them seven and sixpence and a plate of spaghetti, I took some money on the door and paid them. We were a small club with a small audience at this stage. Robin Hall and others dropped in now and again. I remember him bringing Martin Carthy along just before Christmas – that was a great night.


We had a thin time at first, as I hadn’t enough money to get really good singers and then in the summer of 1959 Jack Elliott – Ramblin’ Jack – came over and said to Mike van Bloemen that he was looking for somewhere to sing for two or three months. Mike said to me, ‘How about if we have Jack here?’


Wonderful! That saved me having to look for people. We didn’t have much of an audience when he started; by the time he left we were packed. He was there every Saturday night and he played all the same material every bloody time – and the audience simply loved it. His wife sat in the audience keeping a beady eye on him.


HANS FRIED


Jack Elliott came over here first in ’56 and then in ’57. He used to busk in the Underground at Marble Arch, I remember bottling for him there. He was that good the police would be standing round watching him and putting money in the bottle – not moving him on or arresting him as they usually did with buskers. We’d never seen anything like him. We’d never seen a flat-picker, ever. He could do what no one else did – and that voice!


I was just standing around – he called me Kid and then he called me Fritz, then he got to Hans. He said, ‘Hold the tab for me. It’ll go down well.’ He could get £20 in a couple of hours. That was serious money back then. He didn’t give me anything. He used people. He wasn’t a nice person in many ways, but I adored him.


BILL LEADER producer of many seminal folk albums at Topic, Transatlantic and later on his own labels, Trailer and Leader


Jack Elliott was the first recording I did – at Ewan MacColl’s home in West Croydon. It was an eight-inch disc, Woody Guthrie’s Blues. Ewan said, ‘There’s this American in town – you should get hold of him and see if he’ll do something ’cos he’s got some great songs and he’s wonderful.’ So we did. We didn’t have a studio or anything – one of the limitations on Topic’s output was they had to go and use a studio and it cost money.


I used Ewan’s tape recorder, that was one of the reasons for doing it. Ewan had this special model of a Ferrograph that the BBC had produced for the Coronation. It ran at a faster speed, fifteen inches a second. We used that. Ewan did the technical stuff, the production – I was still learning. That came out – Woody Guthrie’s Blues – and got incorporated into things like Jack Takes the Floor, which was to a great extent the recordings we did on the Isle of Wight in 1957.


JOHN RENBOURN


Jack Takes the Floor – that was my Bible. I’ve got my copy on the wall, a signed copy in a frame. Jack was a great flat-picker but he was also a great finger-picker and he did ‘Railroad Bill’ and ‘Cocaine’ before anybody else heard that style. It’s his versions that have gone into circulation.


JOHN FOREMAN


When Jack was here I would go and watch him anywhere. He was one of the greatest influences on me, certainly on my so-called guitar style. He was in a Theatre Workshop production, The Big Rock Candy Mountain. He became fairly permanent with MacColl. He put on a little Scottish cap and he sang ‘I Belong to Glasgow’. Jack Elliott was a marvellous performer, until his wife left him. I felt that without his wife he wasn’t always doing the right thing. She was very good at stage management.


JIM McLEAN writer of Scottish Republican songs in the early sixties, later founder of the Nevis record label


Round about 1960 Jack Elliott was travelling with Buffy Sainte-Marie, they were coming from America to do a gig in Glasgow. I think it was the St Andrew’s Halls. Jack had broken his leg and it was in plaster. Josh McRae, who was featured on the show with him, was another who was all the time drinking, and Josh went to meet him at the airport. He couldn’t find Jack or Buffy Sainte-Marie anywhere, so he went to one of the airport people and he says, ‘I’m looking for a cowboy with a broken leg and a Red Indian.’


WIZZ JONES


I followed Jack Elliott and Derroll Adams around. I went to all their gigs, all over the south of England. The Yellow Door in Waterloo was a really run-down house that somebody owned and just rented out rooms. It was called the Yellow Door because there was a crappy old yellow-painted door. Loads of people lived there – the guy who did Oliver, Lionel Bart. Wally Whyton and Tommy Steele lived there at one point.


One Sunday morning after we’d been to an all-nighter, we called at the Yellow Door and asked Derroll if he was coming to the pub. He went and got his banjo and we went down the pub. Jack arrived about an hour later – he had a fur, Yogi-Bear-type coat he’d put on over his pyjamas.


It was in the days when tape recorders had just happened and I’d bought an American wire recorder from a junk shop, spools of wire like fuse wire that ran seventy-eight inches per minute. The machine had a turntable for records, and you could play the records and record them on the wire. It was really heavy and I used to lug it all around places.


I was recording Jack and Derroll on this wire recorder in the pub but then the following week I followed them to the Station Hotel in Sidcup and I went to a party afterwards and got really drunk and all the wires got tangled up, so I lost the whole lot.


Then I discovered the following week that it ran on American voltage and the transformer caught fire and the whole thing collapsed. All over the country kids were going round with tape recorders. It was all underground – that’s what made it so attractive, alternative. It wasn’t just the music, it was like a secret society.


HYLDA SIMS


None of this folk stuff would have happened if it hadn’t been for the Communist Party, thinly disguised as the Peace Movement. There was quite a lot going on and it was all really connected with the left-wing movement, the anti-nuclear movement, all of that, and the festivals inside the so-called Iron Curtain.


I went to three of the festivals with the youth choir and we were singing folk and ballads. A lot of the repertoire was political but we did sing some of Ewan’s songs and John Hasted arranged quite a lot of folk tunes – ‘Just as the Tide Was Flowing’ is one I remember – but he also liked to present solo people like Judith Goldbloom – she was later Judith Silver – and myself.


It was on the fringes of the Communist Party’s activities that Ewan MacColl and Bert Lloyd were formulating this stuff. Plus there was quite a big influence of American folk artists and magazines. The Weavers had a magazine, Sing Out!, and there were all those guys who, you could say, popularised folk music, like Josh White and Burl Ives.


We used to sing that sort of stuff and then Ewan MacColl and Bert Lloyd came along and said you should be singing your own songs. They were a bit puritanical about that, although I have heard Ewan do a very good rendering of ‘Sixteen Tons’. The seminal work of Ewan’s was Scotland Sings, which contained lots of ballads and some of his own songs as well.


WIZZ JONES


We were very much in awe of it all. I was a late starter. I didn’t start playing till I was about seventeen. I just drifted into it. Busking was a way to travel across to Europe. That was a way to get out of your working-class background. It was a great leveller – it meant you got in on all kinds of scenes because you were playing. I just got stuck in that folk blind alley really, which I didn’t really fit in. It was still quite traditional. I just drifted in. I never planned anything.


BILL LEADER


Left-wing politics played a big part because they were propagandising certain aspects of culture, but also about the same time there was the Peter Kennedy BBC radio programme As I Roved Out. I’d come down to London in 1955 from Bradford. The temperature was rising.


PEGGY SEEGER


I was asked if I would accompany Paul Robeson at a Trafalgar Square rally. It was for CND. He was in town and I kept saying, ‘I want to rehearse with him.’ They said, ‘Oh, you’ll know all the songs.’ So I got there and his car rolled up, out he comes with all his train and I trot along behind him all dutiful with my guitar in my hand. I said, ‘Mr Robeson, I’m Pete Seeger’s sister and I’m here to accompany you.’ He said, ‘Oh, wonderful, honey’, and on he strides.


As we’re climbing up the plinth I said, ‘What are you going to sing?’ He said, ‘Oh, just strum along.’ It was funny, really. There’s a photograph: it shows him singing here with a microphone and I’m way over there playing the guitar with no microphone – and looking like the teenage girl that I was at twenty-two or twenty-four or whatever I was. He was a mountain of man.


AUDREY WINTER wife of the late Eric Winter, journalist and founder of Sing magazine


There was a lot of the American left-wing stuff going on, union songs and protest songs. We knew about Sing Out! and Eric began to think that a folk magazine of his own would be a good idea. It would always be left wing, of course, because Eric couldn’t do anything that wasn’t left wing.


A small committee got together – Ewan MacColl was on it, a chap called Johnny Ambrose, Eric and John Hasted. It started in 1954 and it was roneoed off on our living room floor and the kids collated it, all very amateur. It always had songs in it, that was really the main thing. Eventually it got a lot of club news and articles.


Eric would publish old songs – interesting ones, not the ones that were in the school books – and also new songs. People sent in hundreds of things. He had a real hard job saying no. He had to pick and choose a bit. He would consult other people but the committee faded out and in the end it was pretty much a one-man band although he had so many contacts.


There were subscriptions and a few folk clubs starting up and the WMA would take copies. There was a lot of CND protest building up, a lot going on because of the Cold War, although the first march didn’t take place until later. I don’t know how Sing got about, really. I suppose it was a tide, gradually swelling. It just developed as the folk clubs developed.


HANS FRIED


Collett’s bookshop sold Sing. Collett’s was originally a left-wing bookshop in Charing Cross Road. They started to have records, jazz and some Russian and East European imports. The big thing in the Communist movement was the people’s music at that time, then Collett’s became folk music and jazz and moved to New Oxford Street in ’56 or ’57 and it became a meeting place for folk to hang out. I helped out at first because I knew a lot about folk music, then I started working there. I was there eleven years.


In those days a lot of the folk crowd hung out at Collett’s bookshop. MacColl used to come in quite regularly. Alex Campbell was a regular visitor, drunk or sober. Rod Stewart used to come in. Dominic Behan. Ian Campbell and his band. Tom Paxton – he was a nice guy, straight down the line.


JOHN FOREMAN


From 1958 the Aldermaston march was a sort of national meeting for practically all the folk clubs and quite a lot of clubs were formed following that. It was a singing march. The word got around and there was a sort of network of singers.



















2 All over this land





As the folk scene began to gather momentum in London, there were stirrings in other parts of the country. Out in the provinces the music was coming to the attention of the younger generation just as it had in the capital, through radio, CND, the few records that were about and, of course, skiffle.


In the vanguard of activity were the ancient universities. At Cambridge students founded the St Lawrence Folk Society as early as 1950. The Oxford University Heritage Society began in 1956 and in 1958 medical student Stuart MacGregor and folklorist Hamish Henderson started the Edinburgh University Folk Song Society. The enthusiasm of two Glasgow schoolteachers who organised a lunchtime folk club for their pupils at Rutherglen Academy, Norman Buchan and Morris Blythman, resulted in the formation of Glasgow Folk Song Club in 1960.


Away from academia Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd’s influence was being felt in some of the industrial cities. As Archie Fisher recalls, there was already an awareness that in America Pete Seeger and Woody Guthrie had championed the songs of the Wobblies – the Industrial Workers of the World – and a desire to emulate them here.


The term ‘folk club’ was still unknown in 1954 when Harry and Lesley Boardman began what they called a ‘folk circle’ in the Wagon and Horses pub in Manchester. Harry Boardman would become a familiar figure around the clubs over the next thirty years, making many records of songs from his native Lancashire. In 1956 the folk circle he and his wife founded became Manchester’s first folk club, the Wayfarers.


September 1956 saw the opening of the Topic folk club in Bradford, named after the Topic record label. It was a sign of the times that the local police soon chose to raid the Topic, suspicious  that organiser Alex Eaton, a member of the Communist Party, was preaching subversion. Despite such early interruption, the Topic folk club exists to the present day, and is the oldest continuously running folk club in Britain.


In Liverpool the Spinners, who would go on to fame with concerts, records and on television, began as a skiffle group with a residency at the Cavern Club. They progressed to folk music via sea shanties and in 1958 opened their own folk club in the basement of a restaurant, a room that held barely forty people.


The same year a family group known as the Folksons started singing in a coffee bar in Hull. Like so many others they had a repertoire that in the beginning was American. After visiting Harry Boardman’s Wayfarers club in Manchester, and the Spinners’ club in Liverpool, they opened a folk club in a Hull dance hall, before discarding all instruments and becoming known as the Watersons.


The first folk club Louis Killen attended was the Oxford Heritage Society in the mid-fifties. Returning to his native Tyneside, he met Johnny Handle and together they organised a folk night in a Newcastle jazz club. Killen drew on earlier contacts to book such guests as Shirley Collins and Cyril Tawney. Their Folk Song and Ballad club ran for many years at the Bridge Hotel in Newcastle.


The Ian Campbell Folk Group opened a club at the Trees pub in Birmingham in 1959. Soon known as the Jug of Punch and relocated at Digbeth Town Hall, it regularly attracted audiences of up to 400 people.


In Edinburgh Dolina MacLennan, who had been present at the first night of the University Folk Song Society, started a singing night in 1959 at the Waverley Bar, a haven of folk musicians for decades to come. The following year Roy Guest, later an agent for many folk acts, opened the Howff in a small upstairs room off the Royal Mile.


Slowly, as the fifties passed into the sixties, a circuit of folk clubs was beginning to form. Its bases were scattered and many  miles apart, but the people who ran the clubs were almost all singers whose prime aim was to spread the word. And spread it they did, booking guests and encouraging other resident singers and musicians. More clubs opened, as interest developed at a brisk pace, but rather than creating animosity or competitiveness, the atmosphere was one of mutual excitement that more people were joining in to share the music.


LESLEY BOARDMAN wife of the late singer Harry Boardman, with whom she began one of the earliest folk gatherings outside London


We’d been told that there was something called a guitar circle which was run at this little pub in Manchester, the Wagon and Horses, just off Deansgate. So we went along and it was from that we got the idea of starting a folk circle, about 1954. The University Socialist Society had these folk evenings and the Young Communist League had various events but folk clubs were not known at that time. We did it on a weekly basis, between twelve and twenty people would come along. They didn’t all sing, some people just came to listen. Harry sang some Ewan MacColl songs and other songs that were popular at the time. He played the five-string banjo and I played the tenor banjo and mandolin. I suppose most of what we did sprang from our connection with the socialist movement.


When we started the Wayfarers club at the Thatched House in Spring Gardens, there were a few resident singers – Terry Whelan was one, and Pauline Hinchcliffe. She was a teacher from Derby and she was living in Failsworth. She and her boyfriend Jack Lewis and Harry and I formed a little group. We played some skiffle, Lonnie Donegan numbers.


That was our first real folk club, it was about 1956. We had regular visits from the Spinners, as they later became known, because Mick Groves was at teacher training college in Manchester and the others would come over.


LOUISE EATON wife of the late Alex Eaton, schoolteacher and folk club organiser


Alex started the folk club in the Laycock Rooms in Bradford in September 1956. With hindsight, I think it might not have been named Topic at the beginning. It was when skiffle really took off but Alex thought this has to be a folk club, singing folk.


He was inspired by John Hasted’s club in London. He went down and the night he visited, the Ramblers – Alan Lomax’s group – were singing there and they asked him to join in. Alex had been singing solo songs accompanying himself with simple chords on his guitar and he said he was inspired by having a backing, and how it enhanced it all.


We had Friday night as a singers’ night and Wednesday was a learning evening so people would come along and Alex would be showing chords or singing songs. In the very early days we formed a committee so people were involved in knowing what was happening. When we got any profit Alex bought books that belonged to the club. And he bought records. Then he bought a record player so people could listen to them.


I think the first guest was John Hasted. His repertoire was so exhaustive. He had a notebook in which all the songs he sang were listed. He’d turn over a page and say, ‘Oh, this is a good song’ and there was just a title, no words. We were all awe-inspired by John Hasted’s guitar playing and he played the banjo as well. Later on he brought up Shirley Collins and Nadia Cattouse. We had Redd Sullivan, Long John Baldry, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Steve Benbow.


BILL LEADER


Alex Eaton was a teacher, a great teacher. He could enthuse people. He played the guitar, sang cowboy songs, things like that, the repertoire of the period. Alex and I had started a Bradford branch of the Workers’ Music Association. He saw that kids were beginning to take an interest in music and he saw the learning advantages of pulling them together into some sort of an organisation. So he saw folk music was a good thing to have around.


WIZZ JONES


Someone said to me at a party, ‘Do you ever do any gigs?’ ’Cos I was just busking and playing at parties and around people’s houses. They said, ‘We can give you a support gig at the Topic folk club in Bradford.’ They said they’d got Steve Benbow playing and I’d seen Steve Benbow on television. I’d got his record and really admired him. I thought he was a lovely singer and I’d nicked a lot of his material. They said we can only pay you the train fare. I hitch-hiked up and kept the train fare.


MARTIN CARTHY


The first time I sang really outside London was at the Topic. I travelled up from London to Bradford with Louis Killen on his scooter.


LOUISE EATON


Quite early on we were raided by the police. They thought we must have drugs and they were thinking it was a political platform, that there was a subversive element there, Alex being known as a Communist.


They came in expecting Alex to be at the front, preaching ‘Down with Capitalism’. They found young people playing and listening to songs. It was teetotal. The only thing we were selling was pop.


They came in with a kind of big-mouth approach saying, ‘Nobody move. Stay sitting where you are.’ Nobody could leave the room. All the young people were petrified. Masses of people were in. They could see there weren’t any drugs or alcohol there and they said, ‘You’ve got far too many people in here. It’s a fire hazard.’


TONY DAVIS founder member of the Spinners


The Spinners grew out of skiffle. There was myself and my wife, Beryl. She played guitar, better than I did. We were singing in a coffee bar in Liverpool, the Kinkajoo, and I’d be up on a stool in my open-necked shirt with the light on me, and Beryl’s sat behind me in the dark, playing the guitar. Then I went to college and met Mick and we gave him a washboard to play, because he couldn’t play anything.


In 1957 we had a residency at the Cavern on skiffle night and we wanted to include a broader range of folk music than the Lonnie Donegan songbook. So I looked in the telephone directory for folk music and I found the English Folk Dance and Song Society had meetings at the Friends Meeting House. Mick and I went along to one. There were these ladies and gentlemen in their overcoats and the ladies still had their hats on, all sitting round a baize table, singing sea shanties out of books.


Redd Sullian was singing blues with the Merseysippi Jazz Band at the time. He lived up here for about a year. We got to know him and he taught us quite a bit about singing as a group. He said, ‘You guys shouldn’t be singing these American songs. You should try singing English folk songs. You’ve got these wonderful sea shanties in Liverpool. You want to investigate.’ We’d known a lot of them at school and we started including them. We wanted to sing somewhere regularly so we took this basement in Samson and Barlow’s restaurant.


HUGHIE JONES joined the Spinners soon after they formed and, like Tony Davis, remained in the group until they retired in 1988


On the bus home from a Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee concert, that’s when I heard about the Spinners club, in 1958. This guy, Dan Dare, was sitting behind me. That was his real name. It was a comic strip in The Eagle, but Dan Dare was his real name. I was talking away to my pal, full of it, about hearing this great American music and I mentioned that I’d made a twelve-string guitar – you couldn’t buy them then. And Dan Dare said, ‘You want to go to the Spinners’ folk club.’ I didn’t know what a folk club was but I went and eventually plucked up courage and played my home-made guitar. Then they asked me to join them. The club had been open about ten weeks.


It was just a bunch of people, not a band. There was Tony Davis and his wife Beryl, his half-sister Joan. Beryl played cello with a big spike. She could make a bit of a bass sound on it. And everybody joined in on the choruses. We did quite a lot of American songs, ‘Worried Man Blues’ – that kind of thing.


A big schism occurred in Liverpool then: whether to go electric or not. We decided we preferred the acoustic instruments. The groups, the Searchers and Gerry and all that lot – they’d been involved in skiffle. They went the electric way.


TONY DAVIS


We booked guests. Isla Cameron was acting in a play round the corner at the Shakespeare, which was then a theatre, and we asked her to come and sing at the club. She charged us some astronomical price, it seemed to me. But she was the most famous woman singer around on the folk scene. Shirley Collins hadn’t really appeared at that time, Isla was the one – she was wonderful. She sang with us, taught us a lot of songs.


HUGHIE JONES


Jeannie Robertson used to come down from Aberdeen. She was an amazing singer, probably the queen of ballad singers. She had a daughter, Lizzie Higgins. She was a good singer and she came to our club, too. Jeannie Robertson got the MBE. We had Nigel Denver and Martin Carthy quite a few times. We’d swap with Ian Campbell at his club, the Jug of Punch in Digbeth. We had MacColl and Seeger up frequently. Luke Kelly we had a lot. Alex Campbell was sometimes mercurial – one night he only sang two songs but he was always entertaining. It was always fun when he was around.


In Liverpool we were fortunate because people like Dominic Behan would do the Friday night club then he’d leave for the midnight boat. That’s how he came to write ‘Liverpool Lou’. He was down there one night and it was raining. It was miserable. There was nobody about. And he saw this young hooker, not picking up any business, as the bells of St Nicholas’s Church chimed. The ring of the bells gave him the tune to ‘Liverpool Lou’. He would just drop in and do a couple of songs. He wasn’t booked.


We had quite a few Americans – Hedy West, the banjo player. We had the New Lost City Ramblers. Cisco Houston, Woody Guthrie’s mate, he came to our club. I was ill and he did a tape recording. ‘Hugh’ he said – I was Hugh then – ‘I’ve been hearing you’re not too well, this one’s specially for you.’ And he did ‘Talking Dust Bowl Blues’. I only heard it once – Tony said he lost the tape, but I’m sure he’s got it somewhere.


TONY DAVIS


In Samson and Barlow’s from about 6.30 onwards on a Friday night there were queues right the way round the block. Friday night was Liverpool. We never took other bookings on Friday nights. The club was sacred. We moved the club to a Monday, eventually, because Friday was obviously a good night to go off and be doing concerts and things. We could always get back to Liverpool by Monday teatime, even if we were in Scotland or the south of England.


HUGHIE JONES


Right at the beginning we used to go down to London on a Friday. I was working in Speke, near Liverpool airport and there was a flight at five o’clock. I finished work at five so I had to sneak out and we’d get on this old Dakota and fly down to London.


We would do a club Friday night then on the Saturday morning we’d go into Cecil Sharp House, use the library, and Saturday night we would play a club and later on we would play the Troubadour in Earls Court Road. Then on the Sunday night we’d go to north London and do another club. Cliff used to take the Fridays off work and he’d drive down in the van, so we’d all come back together.


TONY DAVIS


I said we should do concerts but the others said, ‘No, you’re mad.’ So I booked the concert room at St George’s Hall – it holds 600 people – and the first one sold out completely, with just us. Then we booked Robin Hall and Jimmie Macgregor to be on the next one with us, they were on the Tonight programme.


For three years we did concerts every month and we found out that when we had guests it sold out eventually, but the ones we did on our own sold out immediately. They weren’t folk music lovers. They were Spinners followers. We always tried to put in Liverpool songs. The other people weren’t singing the songs the audience wanted to hear.


HUGHIE JONES


There were loads of songs about sailing ships between Liverpool and New York, traditional songs. I read widely on the subject and I heard lots of yarns. ‘Champion of the Seas’, that was the first sea song I wrote. After that I did ‘Marco Polo’, which was about a more famous vessel. The skipper, who was called Bully Forbes, a Scotsman, is buried in Liverpool. It has ‘Melbourne or Bust’ on his gravestone. I made up a song about the Marco Polo, based on the way he used to make sure the crews didn’t jump ship when they reached Australia to go digging for gold, which was a better job than being a sailor.


I wrote ‘The Ellen Vannen Tragedy’ in about 1963. I’d been to the club and had lots of beer. I used to go with my mum and dad. My dad was a good singer and we used to drink lots of beer, get a taxi home and buy some chicken. We’d sit and have more beer at home and eat the chicken. Anyhow, I stayed up one night and when I came down in the morning there was this song that I’d written in my drunken chickenness, and I still had the tune in my head.


We recorded it on More Folk at the Phil. I’ve got a few versions of it by different people. I loved Richard Hawley’s version – think it’s great. It’s got to be my most successful song but I don’t seem to get any money for it.


LOUIS KILLEN


For me there was no beginning. Singing had always been there in my childhood in Gateshead. My father and mother sang. My three older brothers all sang, I sang in the house. That’s what we did in the family.


I got a scholarship to the Catholic Workers’ College in Oxford. I was there a year, September ’55 to June ’56, but I foolishly walked out. I liked Oxford, I liked the whole academic thing, but I discovered folk music. I discovered skiffle.


In the summer I was hanging around the coffee bars. One of them had a cellar and a bunch of guys from the RAF there. Several of them played guitars and were into the American folk music, the Donegan skiffle-type stuff. I had a guitar and I’d learned a few chords and I’d go down there and play. I was working on the buildings as a carpenter. I’d served my apprenticeship as a cabinet maker, and that was what kept me going.


The Oxford Heritage Society was the first folk club I went to. A guest would be brought up from London. They would perform and the students would organise singing sessions or picnics. People who had instruments would play them. One of the guests was Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. It was Jack’s first time in England, so I went to hear him. Nadia Cattouse came one weekend. Russell Quaye came with his group from the Skiffle Cellar. Alexis Korner came up. I became quite friendly with Alexis and eventually went down to London and spent a week learning how to play blues guitar from him.


I came back to Gateshead in 1958. There was a jazz club in Marlborough Street and Johnny Handle was playing in the interval, when the band took a break. He would do a fifteen-minute spot, playing rhythm and blues. Then he left, so I went up to the bandleader and said, ‘Any chance of a gig? I play folk music.’ About a month later, Johnny came back. He’d got married and been off on his honeymoon and, lo and behold, there I was, in his spot.


After about a year we started up a folk song club in the jazz club on a Tuesday night. There was myself, Johnny Handle and a lad called John Reavey. A friend of mine, Brian Ballinger, whom I’d met at Oxford, came up from Manchester. He’d been president of the Heritage Society when I was there.


It lasted all of about four or five weeks. The first week we charged nothing and we got eighty people in. So we said we’ll charge one and six in future. The next week there was about fifty, then thirty, then twenty. Nobody wanted to pay, so we just said, ‘Oh, to hell with this’, and I started looking for a venue to start our own club


JOHNNY HANDLE born John Pandrich, a key musician on Tyneside from the earliest days of the folk revival, later a member of the High Level Ranters


Originally it was a folk and blues night, ’cos Louis knew about folk music – he’d been at Oxford. We were doing mostly American stuff. This was when it was in the jazz club. We were just expanding our repertoire to try and make it more interesting, instead of singing the same material every week. There was a few people from the floor would get up and sing, so we were the stars, like.


LOUIS KILLEN


We found a new venue in the Barras Bridge Hotel, known as ‘The Sink’. It had a poor reputation, but they had this room upstairs. We ran the club there for three years, until they closed the pub and demolished it.


We booked guests but not too many. The first year we only got Brian Ballinger and then for the last night Shirley Collins, who I’d met during the previous winter when I’d been down in London and discovered the Troubadour. She was also singing at a club called Folksong Unlimited with Dominic Behan, Seamus Ennis, Stan Kelly and a few others who weren’t particularly in with MacColl and his Ballads and Blues Club as it was then. That’s where the Folk Song and Ballad title for our club came from.


At this time I had a whole bunch of English songs, songs of my family. My father was second-generation Irish so we had Irish songs – we had cowboy songs, border ballads – anything that we heard on the radio or we could get on disc. I learned ‘Pleasant and Delightful’ from my brothers. All they knew was the chorus – they’d heard it on the radio and they began singing it. I didn’t get the words until I met MacColl in ’59 when we went to Birmingham to record ‘Song of the Road’, one of the Radio Ballads. So there were a lot of different songs in my repertory, but they were all rolled up together.


JOHNNY HANDLE


Louis turned professional because he fell off the ladder, window cleaning. The gypsy was in his soul. He’d get a few gigs and he’d forget about the existence of mankind and just disappear. He’d do the gigs and meet people, come back – he had no money so he would get a temporary job.


LOUIS KILLEN


Tyne Tees Television had just started up in Newcastle and an old leftie, Kurt Lewin Hack, produced a magazine programme every evening on weekdays. He was looking for talent and he came up to the club and found me and hired me on a fortnightly basis. I first did ‘Blackleg Miners’ on the anniversary of the founding of the Northumbrian Miners Union. He had me sitting at the bottom of a pit shaft playing banjo and singing. When we couldn’t find songs, we wrote one.


JOHNNY HANDLE


One day Louis said to me, ‘Why don’t you start singing like a Geordie, ’cos you talk like a Geordie.’ And that was the start of it. Bert Lloyd’s book Come All Ye Bold Miners had been brought out as a paperback, which we got from the Workers’ Music Shop, and looking through that I thought, ‘I can sing these songs because I know what they’re about.’ Louis was singing quite a mixture of material and there was another feller used to come along, John Brennan, whose parents were Irish, so he could do them. There was a couple of lads used to sing CND stuff, so we were building together a little team.


Once we’d got a regular audience, Louis knew people in other parts of the country so we started having a few guests. John Doonan, the piccolo player, brought some friends from the Irish community around Jarrow. They came to build shipyards at the turn of the century, and they brought their music, which mixed in with Geordie music. Then we moved to the Bridge Hotel in 1961 or ’62.


Paddy Foley was the landlord at the Bridge, a jovial Irishman, and there was this very strong, stout Russian baritone, a big tall strapping bloke appearing at the Theatre Royal. Paddy and him had a drink one night when the club was running. So Paddy brought him upstairs and he said, ‘This guy’s good.’ He’d never heard him sing.


He did this spot from the floor. We couldn’t kind of refuse him but we were thinking, ‘Oh, what’s Paddy let us in for?’ And he had the most fantastic voice. It was like listening to Caruso or somebody like that. They wouldn’t let him off. We didn’t know if he was singing Russian folk songs or opera or what. He’d say something in Russian, then ‘This ees a good one’, then he’d sing. One of those nights where you worried what was going to happen, but it worked.


IAN CAMPBELL leader of the Ian Campbell Folk Group, in the forefront of the folk scene in the sixties


I was active in the CND in Birmingham and, among my enthusiasms, I joined the Clarion Singers. They featured quite prominently in the folk song movement in those days. Clarion was a choir. It was the musical expression of the political, left-wing, co-op labour movement. This was in the late fifties.


We formed the Clarion Skiffle Group, that lasted about eighteen months. It started off with me and Lorna and Gordon McCulloch and Dave Phillips and it was very democratic. You didn’t have to audition and we ended up with fourteen members. It became unmanageable so we formed our own folk group and became the Ian Campbell Folk Group.


At the end of 1960 the Campbell group was going down to London to appear at a concert at St Pancras Town Hall. We got on the train and into a compartment and we got the instruments out and started to run through our programme. As we were strumming and singing away, the door opened and in came this little guy. ‘Room for a little one?’


He came in and sat down and he’d got a fiddle case under his arm. After we’d done a couple of songs he just started to join in. He could play in any key. He just listened once through and that was it, he’d got it. For the rest of the trip we were having a ball. We said, ‘Where are you going?’ He said St Pancras Town Hall. ‘So are we.’


DAVE SWARBRICK the best-known fiddler in British folk music, played with the Ian Campbell Folk Group, Martin Carthy, Fairport Convention and Whippersnapper among others


I’d met Charles Parker in Birmingham. I knew him because he socialised among the kind of people who went to folk clubs, then subsequently because he was the producer of the Radio Ballads. Because of my association with Charles and him knowing what I did, I got asked to do the Radio Ballads and I went down to London to accompany Ewan and Peggy and Bert Lloyd and I was on the same train as Ian. We met and had a play on the train. From there I played some tunes with them and then I joined them.


The first folk club I can remember was in Birmingham. I can only have been fifteen years old, it was prior to joining the Ian Campbell Folk Group. I think it was pre-Jug of Punch. The Campbell group were there but only as individuals. At that time I was an apprentice letterpress printer, an appalling one.


I used to try to fit the group in around work but music always came first. I was on the point of getting the sack many times before I packed it in. I was an apprentice and they never sacked apprentices. When I was twenty they let me out of my indentures eight months early on the proviso that I never went into the printing trade ever again. I was banned for life. I was quite happy to comply with that.


MARTIN CARTHY


I did the Campbells’ club, and Dave and I got on like mad. I stayed at his house a couple of times. We both loved Bert Lloyd – Dave used to play fiddle for Bert Lloyd. Bert loved Dave because he could follow him anywhere he went. He sang the most outrageous time signatures and Dave just stood behind him and played. Dave didn’t play time signatures, still doesn’t. He plays melody – if a melody goes weird, Dave plays with it. He really is as extraordinary as he ever was. He’s probably a bit more organised now, a wonderful, wonderful player.


IAN CAMPBELL


Dave had a natural talent which was remarkable. He really was something special. He played electric guitar and later on electric bass guitar with Roger and Beryl Marriott. They had been involved with the Clarion. Beryl was a pianist who used to get traditional songs and transform them with piano arrangements.


DAVE SWARBRICK


I’d learnt the fiddle from the village fiddler, Mr Boothman, when I was evacuated to Yorkshire in the war. When I was eight years old I was moved back from Yorkshire to Birmingham. I was still playing the fiddle for couple of years but I got fed up with it, I wasn’t very good, really.


When I was about fourteen I was in a skiffle group, the Beacon Skiffle Group. We won a contest and the prize was to meet two famous people, which we did. It was Beryl and Roger Marriott and, of course, we’d never heard of them. Beryl had a ceilidh band and I went to play guitar in the ceilidh band. Then one day I happened to mention that when I was a kid I’d played the fiddle a bit and she persuaded me to get it out of the attic. Nobody ever came anywhere near Beryl as a musician. She was the finest player imaginable.


IAN CAMPBELL


When we got thrown out of the Trees we found the Crown in Station Street. The Crown was very convenient, right in the centre of Birmingham and we were quite happy with a crowd of 120. We often had to turn people away. We were the residents, so we would do the first half an hour, then it was floor singers and we always finished the night. It was very much an opportunity for people to meet and sing to each other, the whole idea of the folk song club. That was where we did the first ever live club record, Ceilidh at the Crown.


The pub hadn’t been doing anything before we moved in and we were assured the room was ours for ever but towards the end of the second year we took a month off. We were going on tour to Scandinavia. We’d booked the room for when we got back and advertised when we’d be starting again – I think it was Martin Carthy we’d booked, but when we got back the room had been booked for a rock ’n’ roll group.


John Dunkerley and I went all over town and we couldn’t find a pub room big enough. We looked everywhere. Then we found Digbeth Civic Hall and that was when we called it the Jug of Punch. At first people didn’t like it – there was no smoky atmosphere. It took us several months but we got it going and we were turning people away again and for seventeen years Digbeth Civic Hall had the biggest folk song club in Britain.


We had everybody as guests. The Weavers were the start of the folk song movement in America – they came. We did some gigs with them in the late fifties. There were only three of them came over, it was around the time the Un-American Activities thing was flourishing.


We booked Pete Seeger in ’63. No folk club in the world could afford Pete Seeger. He would charge in those days £250. We didn’t even have to charge the audience more than usual because we’d accumulated the money.


EWAN McVICAR involved in the early Glasgow folk scene; his song ‘Talking Army Blues’ was a chart hit for another Scots singer, Josh McRae


I heard that there was something happening in London, Ballads and Blues, and a group came up twice from London to Glasgow to a venue, the Old Iona Community. One time Ewan MacColl came and another time Peggy Seeger. MacColl was quite scathing about Scottish folk clubs. He said, ‘They’re all a bunch of skifflers’, because we were listening to Woody Guthrie and Leadbelly and Big Bill Broonzy. MacColl was very influential. Ralph Rinzler was there one of those times.


ARCHIE FISHER a Glaswegian from a singing family, a regular at the Edinburgh Festival, later presented Travelling Folk on BBC Radio Scotland


I got guitar lessons and banjo-picking styles from Ralph Rinzler. He was the great American bluegrass and Americana instrumentalist. He was touring with Ewan and Peggy and during a break at the Iona Community Centre in Glasgow we sat down and he ran through some of the guitar and banjo licks he had used in his first set. We all had record collections of great American guitar players like Merle Travis, Chet Atkins and Big Bill Broonzy. Like many others, I’d discovered that if you slow down a 45 rpm EP to 33 rpm the octave dropped but the key remained the same, allowing you to work out the guitar or banjo piece in slomo.



EWAN McVICAR



Before the Iona Community we had a folk club at school in Glasgow, when I was fourteen. Morris Blythman, who was crucial in the folk song revival as a singer and songwriter and organiser, taught at our school, the Rutherglen Academy. It was at a lunchtime and you could go and learn about songs. I got to meet Jeannie Robertson and Josh McRae. Hamish Henderson would bring people down from the north-east to come across to Glasgow, so Morris would have ceilidhs and musical evenings in his house. Sometimes there’d be pipers, sometimes there’d be singers.


DOLINA MACLENNAN Gaelic singer and actress, originally from the Isle of Lewis, later appeared in many films and television plays


The Edinburgh University folk club started in April ’58 at the Old Quad at Edinburgh University. I met Hamish Henderson and Stuart MacGregor on the opening night. I was just down from the Isle of Lewis and I was at a party with my friend in the New Town. Somebody came into the kitchen and said, ‘Can anybody here sing?’ My friend said, ‘Doli sings.’ I knew lots of songs in Gaelic and English. So I started and Stuart MacGregor came in and then this great big lumbering man, Hamish Henderson, and we were friends until the day he died.


Hamish had started in the mid-fifties with Joan Littlewood, the People’s Festival. He used to have concerts with Norman Buchan and Ewan MacColl. They started what was the origins of the Edinburgh Fringe. That summer, 1958, Robin Hall and myself and Jeannie Robertson and Jimmie McBeath, we sang at Gartshore Hall, at Hamish Henderson’s lunchtime ceilidh.


I remember one day going round all the tables in the common room, asking which nationality they all were, and would they come and have an international night at the folk song club. A whole crowd did, from different countries. We had an amazing night with a Jamaican steel band and Jeannie Robertson and myself and a poet from Shetlands, this was in 1959. We were there before Glasgow.


Then Robin Gray, he was a dental student, and myself opened the singing at the Waverley Bar, which gave everybody their start, really. That was in ’59. It wasn’t a folk club but people would gather there and I would ask them to do a couple of songs. I’d sing from seven till ten. In a night I’d sing anything up to thirty or more songs, unaccompanied, some of them Gaelic. A lot of people started learning Gaelic there, because they’d heard Gaelic folk songs. I gave the Corries their first gig there at the Waverley, paid them ten shillings each. More and more people came in. I left in 1963 but the Waverley ran for ever.


Eric Winter, who wrote for the Melody Maker, heard Robin and I singing at the NUJ conference in Edinburgh in 1960. He got us down to London and we sang at the Troubadour and made a record in Bill Leader’s house. Eric Winter took a terrible shine to me, he was mentioning me in the Melody Maker non-stop. I had my tonsils out in 1962 and Archie Fisher said, ‘Are you going to pickle them and send them to Eric Winter?’



JIM McLEAN



I was in this folk club and somebody recommended that I meet a chap called Morris Blythman. Morris had been working with Hamish Henderson trying to revive folk songs. He was in Springburn, Glasgow, at the time – this was 1959. I was always interested in poetry and I was always fairly Scottish Republican-minded. I’d written some stuff, anti-monarchy, humorous. We collaborated on different songs, Hamish, myself and Morris, and recorded them in Morris’s house. Then Pete Seeger came to Glasgow, he met Morris and Morris played the tapes to him.


Pete Seeger took the tapes to America and they did some kind of deal and the songs came out on Folkways as an LP, Ding Dong Dollar. That’s where it all basically started. On Ding Dong Dollar nobody is credited with the songs. Morris said, ‘That’s the cult of personality, we’re not going to encourage that, so you don’t put your names to it.’ It was later sold on to Nat Joseph at Transatlantic.


Morris wasn’t the kind of man who would do you for money. He’s dead now. He started the whole of the Scottish folk scene. Hamish Henderson gets a lot of credit but Morris’s house was where a lot of them started off.


I kept writing, wrote songs for anti-Polaris marches and stuff like that, and my songs were picked up by people like Nigel Denver, Alastair McDonald, a whole load of people. There was a folk club in Glasgow, down at the Trongate end, and a chap I had travelled with, Geordie McIntyre, took me there. Geordie’s quite big in Scotland but in those days we just cycled together, went to folk clubs.


NIGEL DENVER singer of traditional songs, the first British folk singer to be signed to a major label


We got the skiffle group up from school and we were on the Glasgow Empire when I was fifteen, that was 1953 or ’54, on the Carroll Levis Discoveries. The whole school turned up. That’s why we won the heat. Then my schoolteacher, Morris Blythman, introduced me to Jeannie Robertson and Jimmy McBeath and all the old singers. They came to the school and Jeannie gave me a couple of songs, so I really got it from the oral tradition, I didn’t get it from books. ‘The Gallowa’ Hills’ was one of them. I can still just about sing that.
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