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Foreword

By David Tibet

I do not know how to introduce a book as important as this is to me except to state that, of those artists whose music I have loved and whose work I have followed with so much joy and excitement over many years, Shirley and her work hold a particularly prominent place in my heart.

I remember the moment I first heard her sing, whilst I was in a flat in Clapham, with the sound of traffic and the sight of decay in the streets around me. A friend had told me to buy Love, Death and the Lady by Shirley and Dolly Collins. At hearing that first line in the title track, sung in a voice innocent and despairing, profound and simple, I realised I had come across someone whose art would change my life; “As I walked out one morn in May, the birds did sing and the lambs did play, I met an old man by the way.”

I obtained every album and single by Shirley and her sister that I could find: I realised how little I knew about her life and her work outside of the recordings themselves. There was evidently a rapid and determined progression from the sparse and unadorned singing and arrangements of the first early singles (on the Collector label) and her first albums, (on the American Folkways and English Decca labels) Sweet England and False True Lovers, to the splendour of The Power of the True Love Knot, Anthems in Eden and Love, Death and the Lady, in which mediaeval, baroque, psychedelic, and folk music all rushed together to form a structure of heart-breaking beauty. I also found her name on a large number of albums, anthologies of field recordings of American and British music, compiled with Alan Lomax, of whom I then knew nothing.

Eventually I met Shirley and Dolly, discovering to my surprise and sadness that they had retired as a duo, and that Shirley, then living in Brighton, had given up any idea of ever recording again, although Dolly was still composing music – notably her Humanist Mass with words by the poet Maureen Duffy, as well as The Pity of War, a suite of settings of First World War poems, and a new arrangement of The Beggar’s Opera which she had completed just before her unexpected death in Sussex in 1995. Over many conversations with Shirley – for she was unbecomingly self-effacing about her achievement, and seemingly unaware of how important her work was to so many people (not to mention the exorbitant prices that her records commanded) – I found out more about her fascinating story. Her journey, into the very essence itself of English song, occurred during an amazing life.

Born in pre-Second World War Hastings to a family of singers, scholars, activists and characters, she went on journeys to Warsaw and Moscow, travelled to the Appalachians, recorded prisoners at the notorious Parchman Farm, was present at the discovery of the wondrous Mississippi Fred McDowell, and all of this before returning to England, still very young, to create, with her sister Dolly, one of the most powerful and emotional bodies of work of which I know, and collaborating with luminaries such as David Munrow, The Incredible String Band, Peter Bellamy, and many other pivotal figures. Shirley told me, many years after we first met, that she was writing the memoirs of her time spent travelling and collecting songs in the States with Alan Lomax. I was delighted to receive the first draft, but on reading it, felt it was only half-accurate, missing out so much of what I wanted to read about her own life and experience in North America. She had left out practically all information on herself, and the book read as an account of Alan Lomax’s quest, with a retiring young girl from Sussex assisting, who occasionally mentioned herself. It seemed to me to be a great injustice to a woman whose influence and art has so greatly affected so many people, both musicians and listeners, within the folk world and without. Over many re-writings, Shirley thankfully overcame her modesty to write this luminous account of her time in America, interspersed with memories of her family life and how she entered the world of folk music.

This book is a touching and important document; an account of the meeting of different cultures in different times seen through the eyes of a charismatic and cour­ageous woman who, researching these often ignored expressions of the outcast and marginal, asserted the profound humanity of those who gave voice to it. In these pages we see that the spirit of the deepest and simplest beauty abides in small places. It is also about a woman whose quiet determination and unending interest in people and their stories enabled the whole project as originally conceived by Alan Lomax to be carried out. Without Shirley, much of that which is recounted here would have disappeared. The record of African-American, Anglo-Celtic North American and British song itself would be a ghost of what it is now. She changed absolutely the world of folk music, world music, and even psychedelic music by what she brought into it; and her influence increases.

She is our nearest star. Thank you.

David Tibet / Current 93,
London, March 17, 2004.
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Over the years, I had almost stopped thinking about the time I lived in America back in 1959; it seemed so far away and so long ago. That all changed when my mother told me that she still had all the letters I had sent home from the States – when I was working with Alan Lomax on the field recording trip that would later become known as the Southern Journey. When I read the letters, memories came flooding back, and with the encouragement of Pip Barnes, my oldest and dearest friend, I started to write. There was so much material though, that I didn’t know how to start the book, convinced that I needed a first line before I could continue. The eventual solution was simplicity itself as you will see.

Then another problem arose. It seemed so unlikely that, in 1959, such a different time from nowadays, a twenty-four-year-old working-class girl from Sussex should be on a field recording trip in the Southern United States working with America’s leading folklorist. I felt I had to explain the back story to make this credible – how my passion for traditional folksong had ultimately and quite miraculously led to meeting Alan. So, I started with my childhood in Hastings. I wrote the first eleven chapters, then the subsequent part of the America story – all painstakingly typed on an Amstrad word processor – and showed it to Pip. His first reaction? A rather bewildered, “You’ve called the book America Over the Water. I’m half way through it and you’re still in England!” There needed to be a solution. Pip came up with it: simply alternate the chapters.

Little did I know, when I wrote the book in 2004, how my life would change. And now, seventeen years on, here is the new edition of America Over the Water, my take on that unique field trip of 1959. In 1993, just after it was published, Alan had sent me a copy of his book, The Land Where the Blues Began, with a hand-written dedication: “With much love and great admiration to one of the sweetest singers and ladies who ever walked and graced the green ways of this earth.” Unfortunately, this flattery was quite undone by what seemed an unnecessary, but perhaps merely careless, dismissal by Alan on page 330 when writing about our time in Mississippi, where he wrote that I was “along for the trip”. That really angered me. “Along for the trip?” I thought. “That’s not how I remember it.”

 I had allowed this grievance, this smart, to stay with me for years, and, in fact, Alan had said in a later interview with Ken Hunt: “Shirley was, of course, the perfect person to take into the field, because she loved every minute of it, and she took wonderful notes and was a huge help, was great with all the people, and a perfect field companion. She helped me in hundreds of ways I didn’t even know, being an unobservant, busy male.”

Now it is my turn to make amends. The final healing came when Dutch filmmaker, Rogier Kappers, made his film Lomax the Song Hunter, released in 2005. Kappers and his crew had retraced Alan’s steps from his 1950s field-recording trip in Franco’s Spain where people were still living under the heel of the hated Guardia Civil, who were keeping their eyes on Alan’s activities. “They would appear,” he wrote, “like so many black buzzards carrying with them the stink of fear.” Although it was some fifty years later, Rogier found and filmed some of the people Alan had recorded; though even if they were gone, their families remembered with pride – and often tears – as they heard Alan’s recordings. They joined in with the songs, broke into dances and hunted out the old instruments.

Then the film moved towards the end of Alan’s life; Alan, post-stroke, in his swimming pool in Florida. There was a heartbreaking moment of recognition when Rogier played some of those Spanish recordings to Alan and his eyes filled with a light of sheer joy. And I realised afresh – what I had really known all along – that Alan’s inestimable achievements were what really mattered, and how incredibly and uniquely fortunate I had been to share a part of that work and experience with him. When I left America in January 1960, Alan sent me home with precious, complete reel-to-reel copies of all the field recordings of Southern Journey. I have them still.

I trust I’ve got the ending right for this new edition – one of grace and love – that honours both Alan Lomax’s work of some seventy years, and the men and women that he recorded in the field – the truth and value of their songs and music, and the debt that is owed to them, and to Alan.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
* ok k ok k Kk k k k k k k Xk

* Kk ok ok Kk ok ok k k Kk k k%

‘Shirley is a time traveller, a conduit for essential human aches,
one of the greatest artists who ever lived’ STEWART LEE
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