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‘What makes a shantyman sing?’ words by Ben Morgan


Lyrics to ‘Ring Ding (A Scotsman’s Story)’ and ‘Told You So’ reproduced with kind permission from Warner Chappell Music.


The following shanties reflect the time they were written in and may include language no longer in use today.




To my wife Holly.








What makes a shantyman sing?


Wind, driving rain, bitter cold. A lone call goes up, shimmering on the spray of waves. Seconds later, the voice of a ship-full of sea-farers answers. In deep, thrumming rhythms, the shanty begins.


Rhythm is the heart of the sea. Waves pulse on the hull like heartbeats, wind sings through the ropes and pulleys, lone seabirds tear the air with their cries, and as the weary sailors haul, heave, hoist or run the capstan, these beats run through them into song. Shanties, as spontaneous as a sudden gust in the sails, as old as the ships and seas that engendered them, marry improvisation with tradition, call with response, lament with celebration. With one eye over the shoulder to the shore, the lands, the lovers they’ve left behind and the other toward the ever- receding horizon, these tales carry the sailors on, carving a path through barren, turbulent oceans, dreaming of return.
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INTRODUCTION


It was a Friday morning in early January, and the bitter cold was doing its best to crush my spirits as I left my parents’ house and headed for the central post office. Scotland had just gone into another lockdown, and the snow- covered streets felt a little emptier than usual on my way in to work. Postmen like me were still out and about every morning, but most people were confined to their homes and nothing seemed certain any more.


And on this particular Friday morning, life felt stranger than ever. There was something about today that was noticeably different. The few faces I passed on the street held my eye for just a second longer than usual. A couple on the other side of the street turned to look as I went by with my postbag. And I couldn’t help noticing some excited whispers from strangers as I passed.


“Is that–?”


“Yes! I think it is!”


I tried to concentrate on my work, without letting myself get too distracted. But I couldn’t help thinking, This is it. This has to be it. There was something in the air. And I had to seize it while it lasted.


I thought back to the previous day. My phone had been pinging all through my shift, with excited messages from friends and family. They’d seen the video I’d posted to TikTok of me singing a centuries-old, little-known whaling song from New Zealand – and they had watched with astonishment as it spread like wildfire across the internet. Suddenly, almost overnight, I’d become some sort of viral star. And later that day, just when I thought it couldn’t get any crazier, my phone had rung again.


“Hello?”


“Hello, is that Nathan Evans?”


“Yeah, that’s right. Who’s this?”


“Hello, Mr Evans, I’m calling from Polydor Records.”


My head span. “Poly–? Polydor Records? Ok. Right. Polydor? As in . . .  Polydor?”


“That’s us! We’ve been loving your videos, Nathan, and we’ve got a proposal that I’d like to discuss with you if you’ve got a minute . . . ”


That call had been the most surreal experience of my life. Here I was, going about my rounds just as I had done each day for what seemed like an eternity. On the surface, everything looked the same as ever. And yet nothing was the same. I was pushing letters through doors in my red jacket like any other Friday, but suddenly I had an offer of a recording contract on the table from an iconic record label.


As I turned a corner, lost in my own thoughts, I nearly bumped into two kids and their dad, who was taking them out to play in the snow. They gasped excitedly and their eyes widened.


“Are you the man that sings the sea shanties?”


“Are you the Wellerman man?”


I grinned. “Yeah, that’s me, I’m Nathan. Nice to meet you. How are you doing?”


“Can we have a photo?” they asked delightedly.


I didn’t know where to look. Since when did people stop me in the street for photo ops? I nodded shyly and stood with them as their dad took our picture. We chatted briefly, and I went on my way, heading for the next door along.


It was then that it hit me. This was a golden opportunity that I just had to take. I had no choice – this had to be my last day as a postman. I went to see my boss, and told him everything that had been going on behind the scenes. My life had changed drastically in so little time. He agreed it was time for me to spread my wings and go for it.


The following weeks were a haze. I could hardly believe any of it was real. I signed my deal with Polydor, I was invited to perform the One Show, and I even appeared on Good Morning America.


But most incredibly of all, a few weeks later in March 2021, my sea shanty cover “Wellerman” hit the top of the UK charts.


How on earth had I got here? It was all thanks to a song that barely anyone had heard of until a few weeks before. A song first sung over 150 years ago on the other side of the globe.


Sea shanties are a tradition that had pretty much disappeared from the modern world. They no longer seemed to serve any purpose beyond their historical interest. But suddenly, in 2021, this niche genre had captured the imagination of millions of people. What was it about the sea shanty that hit the mark?


The first part of the answer seems obvious: they’re just so much fun. Fun to sing, fun to listen to, and fun to join in with. When I made that appearance on the One Show, Alex Jones said that shanties “remind everyone of being in a pub”. We were going through the worst of the pandemic so far, and these songs, with their simple, catchy tunes and thumping rhythms, were providing just the kind of morale boost and sense of community that we all needed. It had been a brutal winter – people were lonely and separated from their loved ones – and all anyone wanted was to get together, sing some songs and have a good time. We were all stuck at home, but the shanty was the perfect feel- good music for people to join in with remotely, duetting with each other on online platforms all over the world.


But here’s the strange thing: sea shanties were never meant to be sung for fun. For thousands of years, shanties were working songs, whose main purpose was to help a ship’s crew carry out heavy-duty manual labour more efficiently. Seamen on merchant ships would sing shanties when hauling ropes to raise the sails, or pushing bars round an enormous winch to raise the anchor. The crew all had to push or pull at the same time to make their task easier – and singing a shanty chorus was an ideal way to co-ordinate their efforts. The whole crew would push or pull on a strong beat in the music, and the physical exertion of singing would support the physical effort of their work.


Shanties accompanied hours of tedious manual labour, and they were so vital to a crew’s work that often there was a crew member specially appointed to lead the singing. The shantyman would start the song with a solo verse, and the crew would respond with the chorus as they heaved (pushed) or hauled (pulled). Then the shantyman would sing another verse, and the crew would repeat the chorus as they strained once more.


So, next time you get one of those catchy choruses in your head, take a moment to imagine how it must have felt to be singing it on deck, out on the stormy seas, with hours of toil and sweat ahead.
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