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When, what, where, so far...

1945Born on 7 May in Newbridge, Co. Kildare

1949Entered infant school with Holy Family Sisters

1953Moved to primary school with the Patrician Brothers

1956Daddy died in the Jockey Hospital, Curragh Camp, having an ingrown toenail removed (1915–1956, RIP)

1958Continued learning with the Dominican Fathers

1961Sang with school choir and performed in opera in Newbridge College

1962Heard The Clancy Brothers and Tommy Makem in the Olympia Theatre, Dublin

1963Joined the National Bank, in Clonmel, Co. Tipperary

1966Became a professional singer and moved to London

1967Heard Ewan McColl at the Singers Club in London and met Hamish Imlach in Glasgow

1968Met Luke Kelly in Manchester. Did my first radio broadcast at the BBC in London

1969Met Dominic Behan in Shepherd’s Bush, London. Recorded my first album Paddy on the Road

1970My first performance on a television show, Capital Folk, in Ireland

1971Returned to Ireland to record the album Prosperous which led to the formation of Planxty

1973Married Valerie Isaacson and went to live in Inchicore, Dublin

1974Left Planxty to resume solo career

1976Andy Isaac Moore born and we moved to Coolcullen, Co. Carlow

1977First visit to H-Blocks, Long Kesh

1978Juno Nancy Moore born and we moved to Rialto, Dublin

1979Produced the H-Block album. Launch party in Dublin raided by secret police

1980Collaborated with Donal Lunny to form a band which became Moving Hearts

1982Pádraic Ernest Moore born. Caitlín Moore died at birth, 		24.12.82. RIP

1983Resumed solo career managed by Mattie Fox from Ballinlee, Co. 	Longford

1984Performed three sell-out shows at the National Concert Hall, Dublin. Released Ride On album and ‘Lisdoonvarna’ single

1985‘They Never Came Home’ challenged in the High Court, Dublin

1986Played Albert Hall, London and Carnegie Hall, New York. Also Caesar’s Palace in Bunclody

1987Suffered a heart attack and gave up the drugs

1989Having, at long last, drunk my fill, I gave up the looney soup

1990Granted Hon. Membership of The Kildare Association in NSW, Australia

1991Played twelve sell-out shows at the Point Theatre, Dublin, to 70,000 people

1992Mammy died, RIP. Nancy Power (1919–1992)

1997Toured Ireland, UK, Germany, USA, Australia, New Zealand. Suffered a nervous breakdown

1998Cancelled all work

1999Released Traveller album and gave up live performances

2000Finalised work on One Voice. Commenced work on boxed set. Commenced work on new album. Commenced work on television 	series.

Read about workaholism. Forego ambition to play tight-head prop for Ireland. Learn how to make nut roast, 	assemble muesli...


Foreword

To be quite honest, it had never crossed my mind to consider writing any kind of book. Then, in the early Nineties a number of writers made contact with me expressing interest in doing a biography. The prospect did not entice me, and I could raise no enthusiasm. As I had already done interviews with most of these potential biographers, the prospect of having to spend endless months with any one of them sent me scurrying to my guitar for comfort. (Doubtlessly some of them were quite relieved, too.)

Then I got word that one of them was considering an unauthorised biography, and this put the wind up me to the extent that, in 1992, my manager Mattie Fox made contact with some publishing houses and introduced me to Rowena Webb, now of Hodder & Stoughton. For a number of years I wrestled with writing about this life but I could never find a satisfactory starting point. In 1995 the family were away on Cape Clear Island off the Co. Cork coast, and I began collecting and writing down all the songs I’d sung in my lifetime. This became a labour of love for it was very revealing to meet some of these old friends again. I had to retrace my steps, but still I was not able to locate all the songs I had once sung. Some were lost forever, but many of them had not escaped my memory. Some, unsung for 25 years, were still there at the tip of my tongue just waiting for the opening chord.

When I had 500 songs recalled and accounted for, I set to writing about them: where I had first heard them, who sang them, why I wrote them, why I sing them. I found that I could write about my life through writing about the songs themselves.

I took a current set list from 1995 and that became my starting point. Some of the writing was done on the road in Ireland, Germany, Britain, Australia, New Zealand and America, but most was done on The Sheep’s Head Peninsula near Bantry in Co. Cork. Here, my only distractions were Concorde thundering overhead each morning at eleven, and the milk lorry trundling up the mountain in the afternoon.

I’ve not visited every nook and cranny of my life; I’ve only gone where the songs have taken me. Nor was I able to include all 500 songs, and some of the pruning was very painful.

‘Let the music keep your spirits high.’

Christy Moore

11 May 2000


After the Deluge

by Jackson Browne

Some of them were dreamers; some of them were fools, who were making plans and thinking of the future

With the energy of the innocent, they were gathering the tools they would need to make their journey back to nature

When the sand slipped through the opening, and their hands reached for the golden ring, and their hearts turned to each others’ hearts for refuge

In the troubled years that came before the Deluge

Some of them they knew pleasure, some of them knew pain, and for some of them it was only the moment that mattered

On the wild and crazy wings of youth, they went flying around in the rain, till their feathers once so fine were torn and tattered

In the end they traded their tired wings, for the resignation that living brings, they traded love’s bright and fragile glow, for the glitter and the rouge

In a moment, they were swept before the Deluge

So let the music keep your spirits high

Let the buildings keep your children dry

Let creation reveal its secrets by and by

When the light that’s lost within us reaches the sky

Some of them were angry, at the way the Earth was abused, by those men who learned to forge beauty into power

And in trying to protect us from them, only became confused, by the magnitude of the fury in the final hour

When the sand was gone and the time arrived, in the naked dawn only a few survived, and in trying to understand these things, so simple and so huge

Believed they were meant to live after the Deluge

In the early days of Moving Hearts, there was a repertoire of songs which I brought and a style of music that Donal Lunny and I discussed.

Moving Hearts commenced in 1980 when Donal and I spoke about some songs and music we would like to play. The ideas were quite diverse and the general feeling was to create a band that could embrace these different aspirations. Our first recruit was guitar player Declan Sinnott. He taught me this song which has become a constant in my repertoire. As further members joined what became the Moving Hearts Collective, the original ideas were expanded upon as everyone brought in their own influence. The band was to assume an ideology that was both exciting and fulfilling, but could also be exasperating. As we grew from two to seven to ten, we toured the country and also played Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday every week in the Baggot Inn, Dublin. These gigs were hot, loud and intense and always stuffed to the gills. We recorded our first album in Windmill 2 in St Stephen’s Green – it is a good album, but not always as good as the demos that preceded it. I was also managing the band (badly) and I recall it as a crazy time in my life. Songs and music only occupied my mind while I was on stage, for life was too hectic for there to be time to work on the essence.

I met Jackson Browne twice. Once he came to my gig in Culver City, LA. At the time I was working on a song by Floyd Westerman, and that tied in with our meeting. I like the substance of Jackson’s work and he strikes me as being the genuine article.

When the Hearts were working in full flight it was quite awesome. We slept head-to-toe on the bus in freezing conditions, cooked our own scran, and Davy Spillane was the laundry officer until we court-martialled him in Galway. We flew high for a while, but in ’83 we began to lose our feathers.

This song has become my regular opening number. It allows me to settle into the audience on the night and I’ve found endless ways of performing it. I keep finding new colours and the accompanying picture in my head continues to change and update. Some nights the dreamers in the opening line can be hunger strikers, more times guardians of the forests standing defiantly in the woods near Blackburn defending trees, women neutralising Harrier jets, or children at war. I keep putting it down when I feel the need to rest it, but after one or two nights I begin to miss it and it always returns refreshed and ready to be sung again.

I remember recording ‘On the Blanket’ in Colloney, Co. Sligo the night that young Martin Hurson died on hunger strike. Moving Hearts were playing in the Community Hall. Mick Hanly and I shared the vocals. Some days later we were performing at an open-air festival in Castlebar, Co. Mayo. I heard on the radio that Kieran Doherty had succumbed to the Hunger. I remember going into the Artists’ Bar feeling numbed by the news, and I was taken aback at the total lack of interest amongst the liggers and giggers. Something stirred inside me that day. I began to realise that the showbiz community was not where I belonged. I think back to a thousand backstage bars; sure, we needed to be anaesthetised to put up with the endless hours of waffling. As a young singer I gazed longingly at the inner sanctum of the Artists’ Bar. As an ageing singer I thank God that I’ve escaped those empty citadels.

The original Hearts were Donal Lunny, Declan Sinnott, Keith Donald, Eoghan O’Neill, Davy Spillane, Brian Calnan, Matt Kellighan, Norman Verso, Cid Isaacson. Clive Hudson was very supportive in recording the early repertoire at a time when no Irish company would touch us. Terry O’Neill and Mr Clarke were other early footsoldiers. We also had the attention of secret police at the gigs, although their presence was never much of a secret as their cars always looked overloaded and down on the suspension. Those were the days when to miss Mass was a subversive act, and to disagree with state brutality was a sure sign of terrorism.

The music keeps my spirits high. When I sing on stage to an audience I go into a place that is very special. I am out of it and locked into a white light space that is seldom penetrated. Nothing is quite like it and I am thankful for the key to it, whatever it is.


Natives

by Paul Doran

For all of our languages, we can’t communicate

For all of our native tongues we’re all natives here

Sons of their fathers dream the same dream

The sound of forbidden words becomes a scream

Voices in anger, victims of history

Plundered and set aside, grown fat on swallowed pride

With promises of paradise and gifts of beads and knives

Missionaries and pioneers are soldiers in disguise

Saviours and conquerors they make us wait

The fishers of men they wave their truth like bait

With the touch of a stranger’s hand innocence turns to shame

The spirit that dwelt within now sleeps out in the rain

For all of our languages we can’t communicate

For all of our native tongues we’re all natives here

The scars of the past are slow to disappear

The cries of the dead are always in our ears

Only the very safe can talk about wrong and right

Of those who are forced to choose some will choose to fight

29 November 1996

Last night I performed for two hours in The Forum, Kentish Town. It was a very extreme night and my emotions were totally rattled by the sheer rawness of it all. Before the show I was in an uptight and nervous, even frightened place. During the first two songs – ‘Nancy Spain’ and ‘Ordinary Man’ – I suffered a panic attack and prayed for survival and it passed over. Thank God. What followed was very special. The standing audience members close by were beautiful, encouraging, gentle people who had taken the trouble to come early and be beside me. They chatted up banter and requests and I thanked them. In the nether regions there were mainly listeners but the odd few Yahoos, Terrorists, Alcoholics, Sham Chuckies, Spoilt Priests, Plain Clothes and other various neurotics who prevented it becoming an easy audience and kept me on my toes. I played for two hours and finished with ‘The Time Has Come’. I also performed: ‘Nancy Spain’; ‘Ordinary Man’; ‘Natives’; ‘Fairytale’; ‘Yellow Triangle’; ‘Veronica’; ‘Mainland’; ‘Minds Locked Shut’; ‘Strange Ways’; ‘North and South’; ‘Smoke and Strong Whiskey’; ‘Biko Drum’; ‘Back Home’; ‘Missing You’; ‘Black is the Colour’; ‘Quiet Desperation’; ‘City of Chicago’; ‘Joxer’; ‘Delirium Tremens’; ‘Rose of Tralee’; ‘Bowrawn’; ‘Middle of the Island’; ‘The Voyage’.

When I left the stage I was very emotional, more so than through the performance. I rang Val for a few words and I thanked God for the gifts of voice and songs and guitar and music and so many friends to listen. Mattie came and we talked for a while, then Tony Rohr, my good friend and brother of 25 years, visited and then I chatted with Neil McColl about his life and work, and then a bunch of merry women down from Lancashire for the gig (‘Why didn’t you sing “Lisdoonvarna”?’) Then, like a zombie, back to the hotel with my driver Mick Devine. I’m looking forward to being with Val, Andy, Juno and Pádraic tomorrow in France. Goodnight.

This song was written by Paul Doran. I don’t remember where we first met, but we first worked together on the song ‘Make It Work’ which was the theme number for Self-Aid, a well-intended day of action to support the unemployed. He wrote this song for me to sing and it has travelled well and touched listeners round the globe with its universal quality.

I think of a sea of young, beautiful faces in Gütersloh, Hamburg, Berlin, singing, humming, swaying to this song and a dark red rose offered up in gratitude for the night we were having. Of the connection made on a cold, cold winter’s night in a dirty kip of a nightclub with no creature comforts and a bar staff from Hell doing everything in their power to break the spell and Jim Donohoe from Mullingar trying to quell the roars of drunken Paddies in the Mannheim Fire Station. I think of a priest amok in The Roundhouse, London, a baby born at a Belgian festival, a helicopter above the Whiterock Leisure Centre during ‘Irish Ways and Irish Laws’.

I believe that the language of the heart is the only true means of communication. Look at powerful leaders with their diplomats, civil servants, translators, publicists, minders – they talk in photocall sound bites and people get blown apart and starve and die and the charades go on and on.

I sing these words in a thousand halls for a million people and the words wrap themselves around our own lives and we stand in harmony, all our worlds side by side in community and the unifying factor is Language of the Heart.


Ordinary Man

by Peter Hames

I’m an ordinary man, nothing special nothing grand, I’ve had to work for everything I own

I never asked for a lot, I was happy with what I got enough to keep my family and my home

They say that times are hard and they’ve handed me my cards they say there’s not the work to go around

When the whistle blows, the gates will finally close tonight they’re going to shut this factory down

Then they’ll tear it down

I never missed a day nor went on strike for better pay for twenty years I served them best I could

With a handshake and a cheque it seems easy to forget loyalty through the bad times and the good

The owner says he’s sad to see that things have got so bad but the Captains of Industry won’t let him loose...

He still smokes a cigar and drives a brand new car still he takes his family on a cruise

He’ll never lose

It seems to me such a cruel irony, he’s richer now than ever he was before

Now my cheque is spent I can’t afford the rent there’s one law for the rich one for the poor

Everyday I’ve tried to salvage some of my pride to find some work so as I might pay my way

But everywhere I go, the answer is always no! no work for anyone here today

No work today

So condemned I stand just an ordinary man like thousands beside me in the queue

I watch my darling wife trying to make the best of life, God knows what the kids are going to do

Now that we are faced with this human waste, a generation cast aside

For as long as I live, I never will forgive, you stripped me of dignity and pride

You stripped me bare

There are a number of writers who have given me only one song. Some of them never wrote much else and seemed to rise up, write one song and go back to the day job. Some writers have given me carte blanche to mould their song to my own style, while others are like Rottweilers around the Crown jewels. I’ve had to let go of songs once or twice because the writers would not allow any alterations, as is their right.

Christ, it was terrible: the Winter Gardens in Cleethorpes of a dirty winter’s night in 1984. I was half on and half off the drink. Jim Donohoe and Alan O’Leary were looking after me and the gig was not great. I had a few shots of brandy and port before going out to face a half-folkie, half-Irish audience and I ploughed on as best I could. After the gig I dived into the bevvy until Jim and Alan frogmarched me to the Volvo for the miserable trip to London. A man pressed a cassette into my hand as I left and it contained this song. I got stuck into it straightaway and when I came to record it I could not trace the author.

Peter Hames got in touch with me subsequently and we now meet occasionally. He has been most generous in his praise of my recording of his song. This is not always the case. I have been frustrated by the attitude of some songwriters towards the recording of their work; perhaps they resented not being able to record it themselves. But this is the exception and I am privileged to have received the work of such great writers as Ewan McColl, Jimmy MacCarthy, Wally Page, Pierce Turner, Johnny Mulhearn, Shane McGowan, Johnny Duhan and many, many others. The writing of a song can be such a very precious act, sometimes laying bare the very essence of a life, and the interpreter carries a big responsibility to the writer. A few times I have inadvertently strayed from the path of the writer’s journey, but as I’ve grown older I’ve understood more.

21 November 1996

Last night in Derry two teenage women shouted repeatedly for this song. Maybe seventeen or eighteen years of age, they would have been in nappies when I first recorded it and here they are, fifteen years on, asking to hear the words of Peter Hames. That’s part of this great world I move in – words and music moving across the boundaries.

The ‘ordinary man’ moniker has been used many times for the handy headline. It came back again recently when Blackie Connors sang ‘I’m an ordinary man, I only sing for twenty grand’ – I really liked that one. The potential irony of me singing this great song has not escaped me, but I’m comfortable with it and I feel all right about taking the brickbats that occasionally come.

It was a deadly vibe at the opening of The Mean Fiddler in Dublin. The crowd were wedged in and it was a bit like 100,000 in a room that held 850. The audience really went for it that night so I can still see them singing ‘Ordinary Man’. I wished that Peter Hames and his wife and daughter could have been there to experience it.

Those scrunched-up, stand-up gigs can be very special. Things happen round the room that would never happen in a seated auditorium. The audience is uninhibited and tends to sing louder and sway better and talk more personally. I think of The Arcadia in Cork, The Mean Fiddler in Dublin, a hellhole in Cologne... I realise the disappointment these venues bring to ageing folkies who need certain comforts, but I confess to loving these mad gigs myself, and I’ll confess even more by saying I only love them as the act and never as an audient!

I’ve seen people get off with each other, total strangers becoming friends, swapping all sorts, having fun, and I compare it to the stiff atmosphere of concert halls and opera houses – very plush and comfy but also very stiff and safe and very dear to hire and sometimes staffed by those who feel their venue should not have to entertain the likes of me or my audience, God love them.


Welcome to the Cabaret

by C. Moore

How’s it going there everybody, you’re very welcome to this evening’s cabaret

Thank you for the trouble that you’ve taken to come and to hear me play

I know the effort that you make and all the trouble that you take

When you decide to go and see a show

Your husband says ‘Who is Christy Moore?

‘I’ve never heard of him before

‘And we’re goin’ to miss Gay Byrne and the Late Late Show’

(‘Tough shit Pascal, we’re going’)

There’s people here upon my word from every corner of the world

Portarlington, Portlaoise and Tullamore

Two-Mile-House and Poolaphouca

Blacktrench, Cutbush and Boolea

Such a crowd I never seen before

You’re welcome, welcome everyone, if you’re Special Branch or on-the-run

Fine Gael, Fianna Fáil or Sinn Féin

When the elections are all over we’ll all be pushing up clover

And everyone in the graveyard votes the same

My belly thought my throat was cut and all the restaurants were shut

As I was heading west for Kinnegad

I drove on to Mother Hubbard’s, where I saw a swarm of truckers

Begod said I and this place don’t look too bad

In came a forty-foot lorry, leaking lines of slurry

And the King of the Road jumps down and says to me

‘Hey John! I think I know your face are you Paddy Reilly or Brendan Grace

‘Are you Mary Black or Freddie White’ says he

Wait till I tell you what happened to me today

I was coming down the dual carriageway

Half a mile the far side of Naas, the Irish Army were all over the place

So I pulled in and rolled my window down

The Saighdíurí they surrounded my car

I thought it was the Third World War

And some of them were throwing Sh’ite shapes

‘Brigadier General what’s the trouble’

Said he ‘Don’t forget your shovel’

‘Have you any auld autographs or tapes’

‘Well sir you’ve a neck on you like a jockey’s bollix’

What about the LEB?

I tailormade this as an icebreaker, to settle us all down in whatever circumstance we might find ourselves. Before I moved on to the concert stage I performed in over a thousand kips that had the sale of liquor as the primary object and the stage was often situated in the least likely place. These kips are the places I love dearly for it’s there I learned my craft and discovered the love of an audience and how to deal with any situation that might arise.

The song is about nothing in particular, I love the images it creates in my head. It all happened in some shape or form and there are another eight verses somewhere if I ever find them.

In 1972 we drove into Claremorris. Planxty were playing in Andy Creighton’s Lounge to celebrate the launch of the Claremorris Ham Festival. This festival consisted of a smoked leg of ham in Andy’s window and eight late-night bar extensions. We arrived at 2pm and were amazed to find a long queue. We giggled with joy that at last the band was taking off, until someone noticed that the entire queue was made up of the sick and infirm. Finbar Nolan, the seventh son of a seventh son, was holding a faith-healing clinic in the venue and none of them waited for the gig.

Planxty was a band I formed in 1971 with Donal Lunny, Andy Irvine, and Liam O’Flynn. We recorded six albums and the music we made has become the stuff of legend! We played for fun and fame followed. My happiest times on the road and in the studio were with the original Planxty band. Thirty years on and the music is ageing very well. All four of us are still making lots of music. We may have diverged and diversified, but we’re all still on ‘the Island’. Once a year or so we get together and talk about playing again, we have dinner and a good time and then we part again for another year and maybe that’s the way we should leave it.

It would be a shame to tarnish the legend – we’ll have to wait and see.


Fairytale of New York

by Shane McGowan and Jem Finer

It was Christmas Eve babe, in the drunk tank, an old man said ‘Son, I won’t see another one.’

And then he sang a song, the rare auld mountain dew, I turned my eyes away and I thought about you

Got on a lucky one, came in at eighteen to one, I’ve got a feeling, this year’s for me and you

So happy Christmas, I love you baby, they’re gonna be good times when all our dreams come true...

They’ve got cars big as bars they’ve got rivers of gold

Where the wind blows right through you it’s no place for the old

When I first took your hand on a cold Christmas Eve

I told you that Broadway was waiting for you

You were handsome and pretty Queen of New York City

When the band finished playing the crowd howled for more

Sinatra was swinging all the girls they were singing

We kissed on the corner and danced round the floor

And the boys from the NYPD choir were singing Galway Bay

And the bells were ringing out on Christmas Day

I could have been someone, and so could anyone, I took my dreams from you when I first met you

I kept them with me Babe and I put them with my own, I can’t make it all alone, I’ve built my dreams around you

You’re a bum you’re a punk you’re an auld hure on junk lying there on the drip nearly dead in the bed

You scumbag you maggot you cheap lousy faggot happy Christmas me arse I’d rather be dead

And the boys from the NYPD choir were singing Galway Bay

And the bells were ringing out on Christmas Day


He was looking for the broad majestic Shannon

Kneeling by the sick bed of Cúchalainn

Praying for the whores down the Old Main Drag

Thinking about a pair of brown eyes that were waiting

Dreaming of the thousands who were sailing

Of Sally McLennane

And the summers in Siam

Of Aisling his darling black-haired diamond

Asking Kitty my darling to remember

While the madness from the mountains was crawling



I’ve met Shane on and off these past fifteen years, but I know him mainly by the songs he sings. More than any writer I’ve heard, his lyrics bring me to a place that I know. I know his country, I’ve been through his meadow, across his bog, down his street and I love his work dearly. I sang with him once – a version of ‘Spancilhill’. I had recorded the song in 1971 and when we rehearsed it in 1995 he pulled me up for having changed it – he is a man of words and raw emotion and understated pain that comes crawling out of the lyrics like the madness crawling out of the mountain. When he sent me ‘Aisling’ I could not decipher a melody so I made one up and I hope he likes it.

All the London mullarkey I understand. I went over there for the summers of 1961, ’62 and ’63 and I discovered my culture in the pubs of Hammersmith and Fulham Broadway. There was nothing in Newbridge bar card schools and horses and GAA and tennis clubs, but when I got over to the Big Smoke I encountered Roland, Farrell, Sherlock, McGuire, McGlinchey, Maggie Barry, Mairtín Byrnes, the three Dwyer brothers, Packie Manus Byrne and the flame was lit. Then, when I encountered The Clancy Brothers, I was on my way.

There is an edge to my Irishness when I’m in the ghetto, and McGowan’s lyrics take me back there. I wear it like a badge of exile – it was macho and violent and sexist and racist and wild and drunk and stoned and kinky and loud, and underneath it all lay tenderness but no words to describe it, and from that to show tenderness or affection could be misconstrued as weakness so fuck them all just in case.

Shane acts as a magnet and touchstone for many lost and wandering souls who see reflected in him their own confusion and awkwardness. It disturbs me when I see the self-violation that takes place but we all have the right to choose and he knows that there are many doors open to him if he decides to take a rest from the mayhem.


Black Is the Colour (of my True Love’s Hair)

from the singing of Hamish Imlach

Black is the colour of my true love’s hair

Her lips are like some roses fair

She has the sweetest smile and the gentlest hands

And I love the ground whereon she stands

I love my love and well she knows

I love the ground whereon she goes

And I wish the day it soon would come

When she and I could be as one

I go to the Clyde and I mourn and weep

For satisfied I never can be

Then I write her a letter just a few short lines

And I suffer death, a thousand times

In 1967 I was living in Manchester. I had a room in Rusholme and I was out and about every night looking for gigs. There were a hundred folk clubs within twenty miles of Manchester Piccadilly and in that time I played most of them. My system was to show up early at a club and ask the promoter whether I could do a few songs to warm up the crowd. When I got the nod, I’d go and give it my best shot and this would usually lead to a support gig. Promoters from other clubs were always trawling the circuit for new voices and the 1967 diary gradually began to fill up. I got booked for clubs like the Golden Lion in Middleton, St Clare’s in Victoria Avenue, and most importantly the Manchester Sports Guild run by the legendary Jenks. This man was the kingpin of the north of England folk circuit and he took to me early on. I began by singing my two songs at his Monday talent night, and then progressed to support slot on the Sunday night, and after three or four years I had moved on to the main event slot on Saturday night, getting paid £20 for two 30-minute sets.

My contemporaries on the Manchester circuit were Mike Harding, Tony Downes, Marie Little, The Beggarmen, The Grehan Sisters, Harry Boardman, The Oldham Tinkers, The Valley Folk, Rosemary Harding, Tom and Smiley, Des English, and the principal visiting performers were Noel Murphy, The Watersons, Martin Carthy and The Corries. The clubs varied in size from 40 seats up to the very large, at 250–300. Only the larger clubs had PA systems, which in those days were very simple indeed and none the worse for that.

Once, I was standing in the queue outside the MSG to hear Hamish Imlach. He walked down the street and, seeing me with a guitar case, he stopped to chat and then invited me in as his guest. It was the beginning of a long friendship that lasted until he died in the first minutes of 1996. I more or less joined him on the road for the rest of that tour. I travelled to his gigs and sometimes he would encourage the promoter to give me a chance and I got many gigs and contacts through his generosity of spirit. I sat and watched him carefully and learned about communicating and the skill of ad-libbing and turning every occurrence during a performance into a part of the gig. When Hamish broke a string he ad-libbed while changing it. If a Chieftain tank or a Coronation Street barmaid walked in on his performance, he would incorporate it into his set. He was a very gentle man and also had an acute and sensitive antenna. He was never offensive.

He was a terrible man for drink and drugs and I became a drink-for-drink sidekick and began to experiment with whatever was going around. I was very anti-tobacco and found the smell of smoking nauseating. I discovered that hash could be eaten and I was an instant convert. My first hash experience was in Lincoln where, after a big St Patrick’s night concert with Hamish, The Grehan Sisters and Nigel Denver, I ingested a lump of Paki black and lay under a table speechless for eight hours waiting for the effect! I began scoring bits of draw around Moss Side, and over in Bradford and Leeds – £8 an ounce. I travelled around England and Scotland stoned for many years. At the time it seemed wonderful – today I’ve got my doubts. I prefer my reality; if I’m standing in a beautiful place I do not need hash to see the beauty nor any other substance to kill the pain.

This song was a mainstay of Hamish’s set and I only started doing it when I returned to Ireland and off his patch. In recent years it has become part of the national repertoire. There is another fine version I heard sung by the late Liam Weldon. The words are quite similar but Liam’s melody was a lot more dramatic and may have been based on a slow air of the same name that I heard Willie Clancy play on the pipes.


Whacker Humphries

by C. Moore

One day as I was walking past the bridge in Dolphin’s Barn

Down by the old canal I saw some children in a car

In the back they were shooting up smack, I had a bird’s eye view

I dialled 999 they said there’s nothing we can do

On both sides of the river clearly to be seen

Down along O’Connell Street and up to Stephen’s Green

Heroin sold openly there was no need to hide

The Drug Squad were outnumbered, maintained their hands were tied

John Whacker Humphries he’s a family man

Him and Sally give their children everything they can

Plagued with the scourge of heroin he’d not accept defeat

He joined other concerned parents to put the dealers off the street

They marched on dealers’ houses and ordered them to quit

Time and time again they warned we’ve had enough of it

Dirty needles in our doorways, junkies hanging all about

Keep on dealing heroin and you’re gonna be moved out

From St Theresa’s Gardens to the flats in Ballymun

Concerned parents had the dealers on the run

Until the brass in Harcourt Street got their knuckles rapped

Word came down the line these parents must be stopped

They were rounded up and charged with crimes against the state

Brought to Green Street special court to decide their fate

There was no trial by jury, there was no bail

Concerned parents thrown into jail

I was sitting in the gallery with families, friends and wives

We strained to hear who told the truth and who was telling lies

Dealers, junkies and police on the prosecution side

I swear to God that’s what I saw before my very eyes

Whacker Humphries took the dealers on and fought them tooth and nail

And a hundred well-armed soldiers took him down to Portlaoise Jail

Tried to protect his children, found guilty of a crime

One man gets a pension, another man gets time

This morning I was walking past the bridge in Dolphin’s Barn

I heard a small bird whisper

‘Mind you don’t come to any harm’

Ever since the costly litigation over my song ‘They Never Came Home’, I’ve been forced on a few occasions to rewrite songs at the urging of counsel. This has always been unsatisfactory and a number of songs I loved have been blanded out by my legal eyes acting in my own interest. I remember trying to mix this song in Brussels and getting faxes by the hour telling me I can’t say this and I can’t say that. Thankfully, this song survived the brief’s microscope, and I am grateful for his counsel.

I was following up the issue of the State versus Concerned Parents Against Drugs. I knew some of the activists. One day out walking with my three children I witnessed what is described in verse one. It seemed totally out of control. I saw this crazy guy selling smack to young teenagers and letting them use the back of his old wreck to bang up. He then drove back down through a public park and people had to jump to get out of his way. I went home and rang the police and they said there was nothing they could do. Later that week I attended the Special Court in Green Street where I saw the State using heroin dealers as witnesses against concerned parents. People attending the courts were also being intimidated by police on the way in. It is a factor of our society that has always appalled me. I’ve seen the police harass and arrest and beat people who were on the streets supporting the Birmingham Six, Nicky Kelly, Concerned Parents Against Drugs, and various other campaigns like Section 31, No to Europe, SHAG off Ronnie Reagan – for long periods of my life I’ve felt very removed from the authorities of the State called Home. Recently I’ve come to be more tolerant and to try to see the good in people and only to dwell on the negative when forced to do so.

I’ve sung this song many times in different prisons. It is always requested in prison concerts no matter what way the audience is made up.

There have been various reverberations to this song. A few people went to great trouble to convince me that the subject was an unworthy one and tried to blacken John Humphries’ name. However, I was able to make my own judgement, for John Humphries and his wife are well known to me and I am happy to call them good friends.


Singing Bird

Author unknown

I have seen the lark soar high at morn

To sing way up in the blue

I’ve heard the blackbird pipe his song

The thrush and the linnet too

But none of them could sing so sweet

My singing bird as you

If I could catch my singing bird

In its own cosy nest

If I could catch my singing bird

I’d warm it on my breast

And on my heart my singing bird

Would sing itself to rest

The ways my mother could sing. As a small boy I listened to her play the piano and sing old songs and new songs. One day she’d play ‘In the Mood’, the next she’d go through a Gilbert & Sullivan medley and have me singing along. Another time it could be some Moore’s Melodies, or a few John McCormack songs. All these would be sung very softly as if not to disturb anyone – her singing could never disturb for it was straight from her heart and what a good-hearted woman she was.

However, on Sunday mornings there would be nothing soft about her singing. Mammy was a soloist in the Dominican church choir and when Dr Josef Cuypers gave her the lead in, her voice would thrill the congregation below as she gloriously trilled out Panis Angelicus or Ave Maria.

Much later on, when we both had our drinking behind us, we grew very close again. We would drive out together across the Curragh, down by the Liffey, up the Hill of Allen, over by Father Moore’s well, below the Red Hills and through the Sandy Hills, once or twice heading off to the Boyne Valley to see the Boyne meander past Ardmulchan, and she would sing gently again and we’d drive in silence and the world seemed perfect.

Mother was always interested in my work and I always encouraged and valued her criticisms. I’ve uncovered a letter which she wrote in 1985 after reading some pieces I was writing:


Dear Chris

I heard your tape and then Terry gave me the lyrics you are working on. It is hard to comment as I do not know what you have in mind, a biography perhaps or some little vignettes to go with the songs. It seems to be like you are writing down thoughts which are racing through your head as in ‘Don’t Start’. This has a Beckett influence.

‘The Mission’ is a feasible little tale but it is too extreme which takes away its credibility.

The language in ‘A Shower’ is not like yours and the bitterness is not you, either. Sometimes when we say things or sing things they float on the air and are soon forgotten, but the written word remains to be read by your children and their children – that is why it is such a difficult art. All of these thoughts – you are quite capable of expressing them in plain English without the adjectives.

‘7/5/66’. In your great, varied and adventurous life I feel that this adventure is not of much importance, your being embarrassed by a sick man. Some day I must tell you of my experiences as a child of eleven and twelve.

‘Fr Gorman’ is natural and a nice little memory.

‘The Hanging’ is strong and has a realism that is credible and thought-provoking.

‘No Change’. I never knew what my father’s wages were. My mother was a very private person in all matters and did not like anyone knowing her business. I never knew how they managed to give me a wedding reception in The Gresham Hotel for 120 people – she was a great believer in keeping ‘the side up’. I suppose I inherited that quality as when your Daddy died people said ‘It is a terrible tragedy to lose your husband so young, but you are lucky that you’ve plenty of money.’ I always said I had a lot to be thankful for. Like my mother, I felt it was nobody’s business but my own.

‘Baz & Suzie’ is a beautiful story – this is the Christy Moore that people know and love.

‘Goggi & Gogga’. We were reared in Ardmulchan. Daddy was born and reared in Hayestown. The language here would not have been my mother’s but you have paid them a nice little tribute.

‘Uncle Frank’. Also very nice, but it was Father Byrne who was in Milltown then. He inadvertently introduced me to your Daddy.

‘Great Uncle Frank’ brought happy memories to me, too. As a child, I thought for years that bottles of wine grew in the ground like potatoes.

‘Second Time’. Another good teenage memory, although I can’t imagine Uncle Frank saying ‘Jasus’!

‘8-10-56’. Too moving for me to write much about; it is beautiful in its simplicity of words, that is your strength.

‘Celibates’. Very good and suitable for your work on social issues, could be used beside ‘Oxfam Shop’. Valid stuff.

Christopher alanna – this is very bad writing and the prose leaves a lot to be desired but my arthritis is acting up today.

Love to Val and the kids.

Have a good gig.

Mammy



Nancy Power, 1919–1992

Most of us believe that our mothers are special, and I am no exception. Mother nurtured me, my bones and flesh grew from her very life’s blood. Writing this I can feel her close by, hear her heartbeat, smell her hair, hear her laugh, watch her cry, listen to her sing or whistle at the kitchen sink, making those air sounds without actually whistling.

My mother taught me to talk, sing, walk, swim (she never swam herself), ride a bike, look for the good in people; she made me aware of so much that lies hidden in the crevices. She hit me once for drinking and then later loved to drink with me; she was my most valued critic for she had insight into my work that was deep and experienced.

Mammy was a singer herself. Nancy Power grew up on the banks of the Boyne. Her father, Jack Power, worked at Ardmulchan which is a large Georgian estate near Navan, Co. Meath, in the parish of Senchelstown or Yellow Furze. Her mother was Elly Sheeran from the cotton mills. Mammy had one brother, Jimmy, who died in hard circumstances in Birmingham. Nancy had an idyllic childhood and from what I can gather was a very happy and much-loved young girl. The older people of the parish still remember her from 70 years ago and tell me of her beautiful voice and her laughter and her zest for living. The estate which Jack worked on was owned by Sir Alexander Maguire, an absentee landlord whose fortunes were made from boxes of matchsticks. She sang in the church and school choirs and also became a renowned soloist as her fine soprano voice developed. She knew about lyrics and melody and voice and projection and communication.

All of my early memories of Mammy are musical. I can still imagine myself as a baby sitting at her feet by the piano as she played and sang. Old Irish songs, hymns in Latin, bits of opera, light and classical, pop songs and lullabies. She loved to play and sing. She instilled music in all of us. Of her six children two are professional singers and the other four can get up anywhere and sing as many songs as people would like to hear. It is carrying on down into the next generation where many of her grandchildren show signs of being immersed in the magic of the music.

Our house in Newbridge was mainly a happy one. I have no bad feelings about my early childhood – I never wanted for anything. But all that changed on 8 October 1956.

I cannot even imagine the terrible trauma Mammy suffered that day. To be widowed at 37 and left to rear her six children alone: Christopher, eleven, Eilish, nine, Anne, seven, Terry, five, Andy, three, Barry, eighteen months. It was a strange, dreamlike time, we were all doled out to different neighbours, everyone was in shock and disbelief. I remember being kind of cool about the madness everywhere, I never saw my daddy’s corpse, nor did I see his coffin go down. I seemed to have spent the funeral sitting in a car. I do remember the Mass. Lots of big-wig politicos, including An Taoiseach and various other ministers, but I was not interested. Mammy put Daddy’s watch on my wrist at the funeral Mass and I wore it until 1968 when I lost it in the washroom of Victoria Station in Manchester.

Mammy went into a deep depression after the mourners departed. Much later, she told me that she was completely lost without Daddy. She loved him deeply and never ceased to mourn his passing. She was given tranquillisers and became dependent for a time and she told me that, for a period, she was suicidal.

Her father, who loved her deeply, came to her and, painful though it was, he had to shake her out of her depression and lethargy. Jack focused her on her dreadful predicament, and she set about picking up the pieces.

When Daddy died he left no legacy. Nancy started from scratch. She went to the small grocery shop and put on a shop coat and got stuck in. She worked harder than any woman I’ve ever known. She bought for the shop and did the accounts; she supervised the running of the home and also looked after my father’s ageing mother, aunt and uncle out in Barronstown. When her own father died, her mother, Elly, came to live with us. As if this were not enough, Mammy also inherited Daddy’s Town Commission and County Council seats. Like him she, too, became deeply immersed in politics and was narrowly defeated in 1968 for a Dáil seat.

She educated all six of us and never saw us short of anything. Not only did she provide for us materially, but all of us are still deeply devoted to her and we never speak without invoking her name.

There came a time when Nancy’s loneliness began to cripple her and she sought refuge in alcohol. For maybe ten years she drank too much and there were unhappy times between us when we were both under the spell of booze. At Christmas 1982, Mother and I fell out, and did not speak for a year. It was a terrible period. Time and time again I tried to go and see her, but my pride and anger prevented me.

In late 1983 I woke up in Bertie and Olive Barrett’s house in Derry. I always stayed with them when I played Derry. I looked around the room and there was a scroll on the wall that contained some philosophy on how we hurt the ones we love. I asked Olive for the scroll and sent it to Mother, for it described exactly the pain that existed between us. The moment she received it she rang me and we got our love together again. She kept that scroll by her bedside until the day she died, whereupon I sent it back to Olive Barrett in Derry, for it had surely done its job.

Nancy ran out of steam with public life around the early Seventies. She became more involved with helping people on a one-to-one basis. Her door was never locked. At one stage every house around her was burgled, yet hers, which was always wide open, was never thieved. Late one night there was a fracas in her back garden. Three or four drunks had come over her wall and were making a din. She got out of bed and down the stairs, picked up the sweeping brush and went out in her nightie to confront the drunken men. She was 70. ‘Jasus, Mrs Moore, we didn’t know it was your garden.’

Nancy was well-got with all walks of life. A man said to me recently, ‘You know, not everyone liked your mother, but I was always very suspicious of people who did not.’

She had many great spakes: ‘It’s not everyone that money suits,’ or, about people who attended Mass daily and had very pious demeanours, ‘They must have an awful lot on their conscience.’

Although her social and political views were deep-rooted, Nancy never preached. She always maintained friendships across the political spectrum and only spoke ill of people who, in some way, she perceived to be a threat to her family.

Nancy died on 18 September 1992 in the County Hospital, Naas, Co. Kildare. Before she passed on I only spoke to her face-to-face or on the phone. Now I can speak to her at any time and I often do.
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