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Cod Liver Oil & The Orange Juice was first published by Mainstream Publishing, 

Edinburgh, in 1992.  

Christy Moore wrote the following Introduction for that edition.  

“I met Hamish in 1966 in Manchester. We hit it off and he took me on the road as 

his sidekick. I became his apprentice and learned many skills: how to work off an 

audience, where to find good food, how to suss the lie-down. He showed me which 

promoters should be trusted, and he pointed out those exploiters that needed to be 

watched carefully. Years on down the road I still find myself using many of 

Hamish’s licks and imparted skills. I also recognize the influence he has had on 

many other artists in diverse fields of performance. The most generous performer I 

have encountered has written his first book and it is my pleasure to recommend it.” 

 

FROM 1992 REVIEWS 

Hamish Imlach’s face and figure are folk institutions, and look as if several 

generations of large and very rough people have lived in them. This is in fact true, 

and they have all been Hamish. He has been folkie and fornicator, dope fiend and 

deadbeat, student and singer – and gloriously, uproariously, anarchically drunk 

through most of it. 

Ian Black in The Herald 
He is a powerful singer when he chooses to be. He is a guitarist with a beautiful 

touch, particularly for his beloved blues. And in his thirty years as a long-distance 

folk singer he has probably recruited more international recruits to the folk army 

than anyone else. On the Continent, especially in Germany, he has a huge, adoring 

following that far outnumbers his Scottish support. Everywhere he goes, he warms 

countless hearts with his songs but also with his joy of life, of people and banter. 

Alastair Clark in The Scotsman 
For anyone involved in the burgeoning folk scene in 1960s Glasgow through to the 

wider Scottish music scene of the Seventies, this is sure to be a fascinating read. 

For anyone else, Cod Liver Oil & The Orange Juice is still so full of debauched 

and drunken tales that it is irresistible.  

Richard Harrison in Books In Scotland 
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Introduction 
Singer and entertainer Hamish Imlach died on the first day of 1996 at 

the age of fifty-five. He was a movable feast. Wherever he was became 

quickly the centre of a party, marked by uproarious laughter, the 

consumption of copious draughts of any available beverage, and the 

cooking and demolition of exotic foods. He appeared on over thirty 

albums on the Transatlantic label alone. Another six appeared in 

Germany, but at the time of his death there were only a couple of his 

available at home in Scotland. Such was public awareness of him here 

that four years before his death the Scotsman newspaper referred to 

his having 'come out of retirement' to sing at a benefit. All the time 

he had been singing and playing a storm across Europe. The first 

Scottish guitar blues stylist. The original folk patter man, sharing with 

his audiences songs and jokes and tales of his life and times. 

Hamish was generous with praise for so many performers. The 

feelings were reciprocated. I truly think Hamish was the best loved 

man on the folk scene - his strength was in his friendship, solidarity 

and weighty good humour. John Martyn, Bert Jansch and Christy 

Moore were all influenced and encouraged by him. 

 He was a blues stylist - Mississippi John Hurt crossed with Brownie 

McGhee. He was also known for politically committed material - he 

was singing Hamish Henderson's songs in the 1960s, ten years before 

most people came to them, and ended up on the black list of the 

Economic League as a Rooshan Red. 

He was key in bringing comedy into the folk scene, paving the 

way for Mike Harding, Jasper Carrot and above all Billy Connolly, 

whom Hamish took under his performing wing. Hamish reserved his 

most inventive interpretive skills and pyrotechnics for his comic songs. 

By halfway through his version of Pete Ross's Smoker's Song you 

feared his lungs would implode before your gaze. 

He was most famous for a Glasgow anthem - Cod Liver Oil And 

The Orange Juice, a health-supporting concoction formerly prescribed 

for new mothers. His undying contribution to this song was a 

'patented evil laugh' that 'sounds like he gargles with razor blades'.  





He said, 'I'm more a Glaswegian than I'm from anywhere else', 

but Hamish was a citizen of the world, with a wondrous appetite for 

and love of life and living.  An astonishing range of people turned up 

for Hamish's 50th birthday shindig in Glasgow‟s Riverside Club, 

including Aly Bain, Dick Gaughan, several members of the Fisher clan 

and Norman Buchan. A bouquet of flowers arrived from the 

Dubliners. Clive Palmer, original third member of the Incredible String 

Band, came from Cornwall. Eleven people came from Germany, and 

three from Denmark.   

Weighing in at over twenty stone, Hamish was an outsize 

personality with gargantuan appetites who was mightily loved by most 

who met him, although some couldn‟t quite believe he was real. While 

friends and medical advisors despaired of his shape and lifestyle, he 

was tolerant of our concern but always unashamed. He knew he would 

never make old bones and lived for the day, the day that he enlivened 

with wit and good living. 

I am proud to say that I was a friend of Hamish for over thirty 

years. It was fun. Hamish was a famed storyteller. Although I have 

added a few anecdotes and other material my major contribution to 

this book was to get Hamish to tell me stories of his life, put them 

onto the page, knit them loosely together and insert appropriate song 

lyrics. The most frequent sound on the tapes I transcribed is the cackle 

of my laughter. He swore all was true, but when I told him that the 

law of libel applied to him as well as to the publisher he took out half 

of the names in the book. Still, Hamish wrote in his original preface 

for this book, “Everything in this book is true as far as I can 

remember. Other people involved in some of the incidents remember 

them slightly differently. I have tried to leave out anything that would 

hurt or embarrass people. If I have done so inadvertently I apologise 

wholeheartedly.”  

Hamish‟s funeral was front page news on both Scotland‟s national 

quality newspapers. A trad jazz band organised by Alistair MacDonald, 

supported by a New Orleans style Second Line of eminent kazoo 

players, led a march of hundreds of mourners around his Motherwell 

home area, and then police stopped traffic all along the route to the 

crematorium.              EWAN McVICAR 





 

Where Hairy Mary Cam Frae 
 

In a 1965 article in the folk publication Chapbook writer Carl 

Macdougall explained how the song came about. In about 1962 he 

and fellow song enthusiast and club organiser Ronnie Clark had been 

at Paisley Folk Club, and had arrived back in George Square too late 

to catch their late night buses. They had that night heard one too 

many renditions of The Virgin Mary, a US Christmas black spiritual 

from the end of the 19th Century, made popular through the 

recordings of Peggy Seeger and Joan Baez. Among the verses are  

 

Virgin Mary had-a one son, oh, glory hallelujah, 

Oh, pretty little baby, glory be to the new-born King. 

 

Out of the East there came three wise men, 

Oh, came three wise men, glory be to the new-born King. 

 

Carl and Ronnie made a new parody while they waited, sang it 

in a couple of clubs and eventually taught it to Archie Fisher, from 

whom Hamish learned it. Archie had changed some of the words, and 

the song had also been localised to other Scottish cities.  

The original was written in strong Glesca language. The three 

wise men become a hard man from Brigton, the chorus is Oh oh, 

glory hallelujah, cod liver oil and the orange juice. The hard man goes 

to a pub, then on to the dancing at the Dennistoun Palais. There he 

meets Hairy Mary, Aw haw, the floo‟er o the Calton.  He chats her 

up with success, but when they repair for a knee-trembler to the 

dunny behind the tenement where she lives, they are interrupted by 

her mother on her way to the communal outside toilets. But Mary 

falls pregnant, and the hard man runs away to the Foreign Legion.  





Oot o the East there cam a hard man  

A‟, A‟, a‟ the way frae Brigton 

Oh, Oh, Glory Hallelujah  

Cod Liver Oil and the Orange Juice 

 

He went intae a pub an he cam oot paralytic 

Aw haw, V.P. and cider 

 

„Does this bus go tae the Denny Palais? 

Aw haw, I‟m lookin for a lumber‟ 

 

In the Palais he met Hairy Mary 

Aw haw, the flo‟er o the Calton 

 

He says tae her: „Hey hen, are ye dancin?‟ 

„Naw naw, it‟s just the way ah‟m staunin‟ 

 

He says tae her: „Yer wan in a million‟ 

„Aw haw, so‟s yer chances‟ 

 

„Can ah run ye hame? Ah‟ve got a pair o sannies?‟ 

„Aw haw, ye‟re helluva funny‟ 

 

Up the back close an doon the dunny 

Naw naw, it wasnae for the first time 

 

Her mammy cam oot tae go tae the didgy 

Aw haw, he buggered off sharpish 

 

She tried to find the hard man, he‟d jined the Foreign Legion 

Aw haw, Sahara an the camels 

 

So Hairy Mary had a little baby 

Aw haw, its faither‟s in the Army 

 

Lyric as written by Carl MacDougall and Ron Clark





Out Of The East There Came A Fat Man 
 

 

I was born of Scottish parents, one day when I was young 

That's how this Scottish accent became my native tongue 

I was a pretty baby, my mother she did vow 

Girls all ran to kiss me, I wish they'd do it now 

 

I was born in India, in Calcutta on 10 February 1940. Before I was 

ten I had heard more Black Hole jokes than I needed for life. 

I have two very early memories, from when I was three years old. 

On a Wednesday I would be left with two of my maiden aunties - 

my mother's mother was one of five sisters, who all married and had 

large families, so I had aunties and uncles galore. These two aunties 

were Mina and Frances. 

One Wednesday they took me to Calcutta Zoo, and I remember 

being horrified that outside the Reptile House were people selling live 

mice to be fed to the snakes -the snake would mesmerise the mouse 

before eating it - that gave me nightmares for years. 

We also went to the Monkey House where they were up to their 

monkey business a couple of the monkeys were wanking, and another 

pair trying to have it away through the bars. I nearly got my arm 

yanked out of its socket being dragged away, as one auntie whispered 

to the other, 'They're almost human, aren't they?' 

About the same time I went with my ayah to what seemed quite 

grand but in retrospect must have been a really flea-bitten little Indian 

circus, somewhere outside Calcutta. They had a fair number of 

animals. Working elephants were quite common, but they also had 

tigers, monkeys and horses. In the middle of the show the place 

emptied, as if someone had shouted 'Fire!'. I heard shouts and 

commotion outside, but my ayah held me in my seat so I couldn't 

follow the departing crowd. Scattered around the tatty Big Top I 

could see several other kids being held sternly in place by their nurses 

and ayahs. Eventually curiosity got the better of Mary, my ayah, but 

we were too late for a good view. In the Big Top were clowns and 





jugglers trying vainly to keep the show going, but outside were two 

elephants having it away. 

Those two visits, the zoo and the circus, taught me very early the 

facts of life - and just how fickle audiences can be in show business! 

 

My maternal grandfather was from County Down, Northern 

Ireland. He was orphaned when very young and went to live with an 

uncle who had a small farm. Life must have been hard, because he ran 

away at the age of thirteen, lied about his age, and joined the army. 

He saw action in the Boer War, and he told a very strange story 

relating to this time. He had a recurring dream in which he found 

himself floating in a small boat beside an island with a large white cliff. 

A voice told him to ask any question and the answer would be written 

on the cliff. He mentioned the dream to some of his comrades, who 

laughed and suggested asking when they would next be in action. 

He did this, and to everyone's amazement the prediction came 

true. They then asked if he could find out the name of the next Derby 

winner. When he told them the race would be run in May and be won 

by a horse named Mayfowl they didn't believe him as they expected 

the Derby to be run in June that year. Imagine their regret at not 

backing the horse when they heard that it had indeed won and the 

race had been run in May. 

My grandfather never had that particular dream again, but 

curiously, many years later, my mother backed a horse called Mayfowl 

The Second which was running at Calcutta Racecourse. It won at 

twenty to one. 

When the Boer War ended the Regiment was sent to India, where 

my grandfather married my grandmother. They had two children; he 

died at the age of forty-three and she later re-married - a Scot named 

Hanley. They retired to Dalmellington in Ayr where they ran the 

Royal Hotel. On the wall they hung a world record - the biggest ever 

tiger skin. This skin disappeared after my grandmother's death and 

before my uncle went down to sort out her effects. The biggest tiger 

skin ever is lost somewhere in an Ayrshire attic. 

 





My mother started her own hairdressing salon in Calcutta, under 

her maiden name of Margaret Walker. (The business is still there, 

operating under her name, in Park Street, Calcutta.) Her true first 

name was Mary, but as a small child her nickname was Piggy, which 

got politened to Peggy - the diminutive of Margaret, so she was called 

Margaret. 

Then she went to the USA to study at the Banford Academy of 

Beauty Culture in New York, where she won the Silver Cup as the 

best student of the year. Through a fellow student she met a black 

bandleader who invited her to his home to meet his wife and family, 

and introduced her to his next door neighbour. She told me, 'The 

neighbour was a beautiful pianist. His name was Duke Ellington.' 

Her salon in India was financed by money borrowed from two 

American friends George Kerns and Jim Price, who worked in the 

steel industry. (They later paid for my christening, a 'grand do' at 

Firpo's with a band.) 

George and Jim would complain about how racist the British in 

India were, with their segregated clubs, and would appal mother by 

insisting on mixing socially with black people. When they'd had a drink 

they would haul some puzzled and embarrassed coolie or rickshaw 

wallah off the street with them and insist he was served in a 'whites 

only' club. 

However, George Kerns was in New York, and heard about my 

mother going to Harlem to visit a black bandleader and meet his 

family. George said, 'Have you told anybody? Don't tell anybody.' 

'Why" 

'Well - for a woman to mix with black people!' 

'I went to meet his wife and family.' 

'It makes no difference, you'll get a bad name.' 

'What about the things you say about the British in India?' 

'It's different here. It's not me, it's the way people think.' 

Racism is one of those things you don't believe in, but other 

people do! 

When it was time to return to India, my mother decided to travel 

via Scotland in order to visit her family. Whilst there she met my 





father and they married with every intention of settling down in 

Scotland. 

My father was from the North East, born in Udny Station, just 

outside Aberdeen. His father was a tenant farmer who later got his 

own farm, but his grandmother, my great-grandmother, was a 

MacPherson, a descendant of Cluny MacPherson, the head of Clan 

Chattan. 

My father gave me a letter which has been handed down in the 

family since 1745, when Cluny MacPherson wrote it to the number 

two in Clan Chattan, Aeneas MacIntosh, who was seeking to take 

command of the Clan in support of Bonny Prince Charlie. In the heat 

of writing my ancestor addressed MacIntosh as Ewan instead of 

Aeneas, which would explain why the letter was still in the possession 

of the MacPhersons, although it has clearly been folded and sealed. 

You can picture the bearer of the letter, who must have been 

illiterate or he would have noticed the name was wrong, carrying it 

through the Inverness streets, delivering it to MacIntosh, who throws it 

back saying, 'This letter is not meant for me, take it away.' So the 

poor messenger has to trudge back and wait for Cluny to rewrite it -

'Properly this time', as our teachers used to say. 

 

FROM Ewan MacPherson (Cluny MacPherson)  

TO Ewan MacIntosh, Inverness (Aeneas MacIntosh) 10th 

October 1745 

Dear Sir, 

It is my intention to undertake the command of the clan in terms 

of the order received from the Prince and as the custom has been 

heretofore. I know nought of the respect due to your family but that 

which has been customary among the Chattans and I know that it is 

not my duty to accept the rank second to you notwithstanding the 

commands of Athole. 

The Clunies have ever held the foremost position and I as the 

head of the family cannot see my way to withdraw from the 

customary privileges. I wish all respect to yourself privately and also to 

your family and the public manner to which you refer in the letter 





now under answer of (___ing) to the choice in public of the clan is not 

outwith my own ideas. 

I therefore send you this protest that you may not pleade 

ignorance when the time has arrived for a settlement. 

I send this letter by your own kinsman the bearer of the letter to 

me. 

 

The date of the letter is three weeks after the Battle of 

Prestonpans, when Bonny Prince Charlie was trying to raise more 

support among the Highland Host for the advance into England, and 

there was much jockeying among the clans for precedence, position 

and power. Although Cluny was usually regarded as the senior chief of 

Clan Chattan, which included McDuff, Shaw, Davidson, MacGillivray 

and many others as well as MacPherson and MacIntosh, the 

MacIntoshes sometimes claimed leadership. 

In the event, Aeneas MacIntosh came out on the English side, 

and his junior kinsman MacGillivray of Dunmacglas led only a quarter 

of the clan's fighting force to follow the Prince. 

Cluny MacPherson led his clan in the field, fought in the front line 

at Falkirk, and was astonished at the thick skulls of the English cavalry, 

'As he had struck them till he was tired, and was scarcely able to 

break one!' No-one had told Cluny that the English cavalry had iron 

skull-caps inside their hats. You'd have thought that the noise of metal 

hitting metal might have given him a clue. 

After the '45 Cluny hid for nine years in 'Cluny's Cage', a big 

sort of wicker building half way up Ben Alder, because the Prince 

asked him to remain 'As the only person in whom he could repose the 

greatest confidence'. The Prince stayed in Cluny's Cage for eight days 

in September 1746, at the end of his wanderings in the North after 

Culloden, leaving to go to board the ship L'Heureux for France. 

Cluny went into exile in 1754 because Prince Charlie wrote and 

asked him to join him in Paris, 'bringing over with you all the effects 

whatsoever I left in your hands when I was in Scotland, and also 

whatever money you can come at, for I happen to be at present in 

great straits'. 

 





My father, Herbert, was working as a photographer for the 

Aberdeen Press and Journal. He became the semi-official Royal 

photographer at Balmoral - instead of letting hordes of photographers 

in, Herbert would do the pictures and they'd be syndicated to all the 

papers owned by the Kemsley House syndicate. 

He told me that in the 1930s he had played guitar, had a fund of 

bothy ballads which he sang at ceilidhs, and was known to his mates as 

Ragtime Cowboy Joe, partly because of the guitar, partly because of 

the family's Wild West stories about Bolivia. 

He used to buy Brazilian secrucia cigarettes which were on sale at 

most tobacconists then - a packet of twenty, all sewn together inside 

the packet by a continuous thread. But they weren't tobacco, they 

were pure marijuana, sold legally in Britain up until 1934. Herbert 

would smoke them because they were South American, stoned out of 

his crust, Ragtime Cowboy Joe. 

My paternal grannie had lived in Bolivia. She and her sister went 

off to South America at the turn of the century, where her sister and 

brother-in-law became wealthy from silver mining. They came back 

before the First World War and became known as the Duncans of 

Tillacorthie House - which they built like a Spanish hacienda, full of 

fountains, three wings with a separate glass building so they could have 

palms, and birds flitting about the central courtyard. They had the 

biggest collections of orchids and of palms outside Kew Gardens. 

While running the silver mine they had two Americans working 

for them who called themselves Boone Mayes and Jim Yancey - they 

were better known as Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. They had 

come to hold up the silver mine shipment, but became friendly with 

Penney and Duncan - presumably with my grannie as well, but my 

family are not that keen on discussing that. (My grand-aunts were 

outraged when I told the story to the press some years ago.)  

Butch and Sundance worked there several months, and once 

every two weeks the silver shipment would go down the mountain 

from the mine with them as guards. It was held up, and they shot 

three of the hold-up gang, one of whom turned out to be the son of a 

government minister. The heat was turned on, and Butch and 





Sundance were hidden out in the Penney and Duncan mine for over a 

year, till the heat was off, then they escaped.  

They didn't die in Bolivia as the film had it, although the army 

and the Pinkerton agents were certainly out looking for them. Before 

they left they presented my grand-uncle with a pearl-handled 

ornamental pistol. During the Second World War all firearms had to 

be handed over to the police. My father handed in this pistol, and for 

some strange reason it never got handed back.  

 The Duncans had five daughters but no living sons, so Herbert 

was the unofficial son, with his own suite at Tillacorthie House - the 

White Suite with polar bear skins and white furniture. 

The income from my mother's Calcutta salon had dried up, and 

horror stories were filtering back about the manageress she had left 

in charge. She set off back on her own to sort things out. It was even 

worse than she had been told. The manageress had sold all the 

equipment, paid no bills, and done a bunk. There were in fact two 

other calamities on the boat - she learned that she was pregnant with 

me, and war was declared. 

I was born six weeks premature, which upset my father's 

calculations about his involvement in name choosing, and they 

probably christened me quickly in view of my survival chances. 

When I was being christened an Indian astrologer told my mother it 

would be luckier if I spelt Imlach with the c. 

Herbert spelt his surname Imlah, the old family spelling, but in 

the anti-Semitic climate of Victorian times many Imlahs became 

Imlachs, because the name Imiah is in the Old Testament and was 

therefore thought to be Jewish. In fact it is a Pictish name. Of course 

the Picts may have been the Lost Tribes of Israel! 

I have a vision of my christening being hilarious. My mother was 

a pretty lousy sort of Catholic, and my ayah had been brought up by 

Swiss nuns but would burn incense to Hindu gods any time I was 

unwell. My mother bribed an Irish priest with black market whisky to 

come and perform the ceremony at the house, where she gathered 

some guests, and the astrologer. 

I visualise the meeting between the drunk Irish priest and the 

stroppy Indian astrologer in a loin cloth and body paint. 





'It will be a humble man and given to understand the 

movements of the heavenly bodies. Oh, my God, I am saying 

'heavenly bodies" - excuse me pretty ladies. It is revealed to me it is 

much more lucky with a 'c' - oh my god yes.' 

 

My father's first name was William, but he hated it and kept it 

secret from me - I only found out after his death. He was known by 

his middle name, Herbert, which my mother disliked. So she thought, 

'A Scottish name with the same initial. Call him Hamish.' She tried to 

consult my dad, but it was wartime and no answering letters came. 

I was named Hamish George Duncan Imlach. The George was for 

George Kerns, and Duncan for my rich Scottish relatives at 

Tillacorthie House. Finally, after I'd been christened, a telegram got 

through from my father which said, 'Call him anything but Hamish. 

All the Hamishes I know are drunken wasters.' I feel I have been fated 

from my christening. Karma. 

My mother and I were stuck out in India. She was paying an 

unbelievable price in the black market for baby food - which I was 

then, to her deep alarm, refusing to eat. Unknown to my mother I 

was tucking into my Madrasi ayah's food, rice and vegetables and 

lentils all cooked together and made into small balls just the right size 

for my mouth. Not too spicy usually, but sometimes with green chilli 

on the side - the chilli would make me scream, which my ayah 

thought would teach me a lesson about stealing other people's food. It 

just gave me a taste for chilli. 

One strange thing about India was that there seemed to be no 

Indian restaurants. There were booths serving food everywhere, but if 

we went out to have a meal in Calcutta we'd have to go to a very 

posh place like Firpo's, or to a Chinese restaurant. Every Wednesday 

my aunts Mina and Frances would take me out, either to the Tiger 

Cinema, if there was something on suitable for kids, or for a magnolia 

icecream - chocolate icecream on a stick that kids in this country 

would have killed for at the time. If I was very lucky they'd take me to 

Firpo's for icecream with hot chocolate sauce. 

My mother had to restart her hairdressing business from scratch, 

but since she had no collateral no bank would help, until she tried the 





Imperial Bank of Japan. The manager there decided to take a chance 

on her, so that when the Japanese bank manager and his family were 

interned in India after Pearl Harbour my mother visited them, and 

sent them food parcels right through the war. 

Part of her success in India was due to Barton, the man who was 

to become my stepfather. All the beauty preparations she needed 

were made in America. Prices were steep in 1940 and 1941, but 

after Pearl Harbour it became impossible to get goods for hairdressing 

on the open market, and the black market prices were ruinous. 

My stepfather, at the time just one of my mother's circle of 

friends, was an amateur chemist. He got some samples of the things 

she needed, analysed them and started getting them made up secretly 

for her. 

All through the war my mother's salon was the one in India able 

to use and supply these highly-prized goods to her customers. They'd 

probably all be banned these days, bung full of damaging chemicals 

that worked by burning your hair. 

 Another reason for her runaway success was the provision of a 

waiting room, where men could have drinks and snacks served by very 

pretty girls. Husbands never complained about the time and money 

spent on hairdos! 

Two girls, Angela and Joan, worked for her and were in fact 

under her legal guardianship because they were both in their teens. A 

maharajah fell in love with Angela, and in order to soften up my 

mother let her lease buildings of his (in Darjeeling) as hotels and a new 

salon. 

He was Biah Cooch Bihar, a prince. (He later proposed to the 

actress Kay Kendall and that caused a real stink: his family were going 

to cut him off without a rupee and it made all the newspapers. Angela 

was in fact a Kay Kendall look-alike - clearly his type.) 

At one of Biah Cooch Bihar's parties every departing guest was 

given a bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label whisky, the best known 

and most prized brand at a time when whisky was like gold. A reversal 

of the usual kind of carry-out party. He would buy a watch for 

Angela, then buy a similar watch for every other girl working in the 

shop! 





Another of my mother's customers was Madame Chiang Kai-

Shek. She used to come every fortnight by plane over the Himalayas, 

from Chungking where her husband's armies were holding out against 

the Japanese. Later Lady Mountbatten came to my mother's salon. So 

did various maharanees, and a Princess of Nepal who used to arrive 

with belts of gold sovereigns, and pull off a sovereign to give as a tip. 

She once gave me three gold sovereigns which my mother later sold. 

My mother was of course running the Calcutta salon as well, and 

the girls switched back and forth. We would spend the summers up in 

the cool of the mountains, and the winters in Calcutta, but I would 

spend longer in Darjeeling than her, from early spring right through. 

Although I could see snow, up on the mountains, I never touched it 

until I went to Australia. 

At the age of three I developed TB, and had to stay longer in the 

mountains where the air was clean and there was lots of healthy ultra 

violet light. Ten thousand feet high, waking in the morning to a view 

of the Himalayas, cured me. I was never bothered with it again. 

In the centre of Darjeeling, in the Chowrasta, a sort of town 

square, the Gurkha pipe band marched on Sundays. Sometimes, much 

to their embarrassment, I would put my kilt on and march in front of 

them. My mother would make me wear the kilt for high days and 

holidays, and at four I enjoyed the attention. 

When I got to school age I had problems with the other children - 

being called Hamish was bad enough, but the kilt! I was made to keep 

wearing it in India and in Australia, right up until I was nine. It 

appeared too tough to damage badly, so I put MY foot down and 

made my mother throw it away. 

 

At two years old as fine a lad as ever could be seen 

Girls would always follow me as I went to the green 

They'd make a chain of buttercups and put it on my brow 

They'd roll me in the clover, I wish they'd do it now 

 

Before I was confined to school I lived the life of a lord in 

Darjeeling. My Madrasi ayah was getting a bit long in the tooth to 

chase me, so I kept escaping. 





One day I went into my mother's salon, while she was doing 

some titled lady's hair, and I peed against the wall. Well, it was OK to 

do it out in the street, after all. The doorman nearly got the boot for 

letting me in, and I acquired another personal servant, a young 

Nepalese girl, as a sort of assistant ayah. Her job was to field me when 

I had evaded my proper ayah. Of course any time I wandered abroad 

there would also be a bearer along to carry bits and pieces, so I 

ambled around Darjeeling with a train of three servants. None of them 

did any other work, like cleaning or cooking. It was a different way of 

life. Quite normal to me at the time, of course. 

Darjeeling was built on hills, and the height made the air rather 

thin, so Europeans relied on the Tibetans who pulled rickshaws at a 

fast lick round the town, except that the Tibetans were devout 

Buddhists, and at the various Buddhist festivals they would all get 

drunk for several days at a time, the whole family drunk on fermented 

mares' milk, kids and all. The Europeans would go round moaning 

about the irresponsibility of these Tibetans, making people walk up 

hills. 

I was a precocious lad. I was determined to catch my ayahs 

having a pee, chasing after them so they could never have any peace 

because I wanted to watch. Then I was caught with Johnny Beckteker, 

the only other European kid around. We were examining each other's 

willies under a blanket. We were under the blanket hiding from the 

grownups, because I was still innocent enough to believe that if you 

couldn't see people they couldn't see you. I was wrong. 

At the age of four I used to exercise racehorses. The racecourse 

in Darjeeling, called Goom, was known as 'the smallest, highest and 

dirtiest in the world'. I had my own pony, called White Mary to 

distinguish her from my ayah. To my shame now she was known as 

Black Mary. The name might seem racist, but the two Marys were 

probably my two favourite things in the world, and I loved them. I 

wouldn't have swopped either of them for my mother or any member 

of my family at the time. White Mary was kept in the stables nearby, 

and when I went to pick her up she'd be saddled and ready for me. 

When I rode off, there would be a groom running along behind me. 





Birthday parties were always a big deal for the kids and the ayahs. 

I recall big paper and bamboo model airplanes or ships, stuffed with 

uncooked rice, dangling from the ceiling, with little presents and coins 

concealed in the rice. There would be a ceremonial disembowelling of 

the model, followed by a scramble for the goodies cascading down. 

Milk was not trusted. You would arrive at a party with your ayah 

clutching your own bottle of milk which had been carefully sterilised at 

home. Then you'd tuck in to the milk-based sweets there, which were 

safe because the milk had been boiled. 

The best parties also laid on food for the servants of the visiting 

kids. My ayah had a sort of Swiss nuns' version of the English 

language. She brought me back from one party really indignant 

because there had been nothing to eat, only a cup of tea. 

'Oh, it is all show, memsahib, at that big house. I was telling all 

the other ayahs, there are no farties like madam's farties.' 

 

At the age of four and a half it was time to start school. There 

were two in Darjeeling, St Joseph's was the Catholic one, St John's the 

Protestant - both boarding schools really, but they took some day 

pupils. Which should I go to? My mother was a sort of wishy-washy 

Catholic, my father was Protestant. I was sent to St Joseph's. St John's 

was full up anyway. 

My first day at school I lasted twenty minutes, then ran away. I 

remember it well. I was delivered to school by a servant, into the care 

of an elderly Jesuit and a room full of infants. After a little while I 

announced, 'I've had enough. I'm going home. Goodbye.' The old 

priest called after me. 

I ignored him. 

He started after me. 

I kept going. 

He began to walk faster. 

I began to walk faster. 

He broke into a trot. 

I broke into a run. 

He was panting along behind me, his cassock gathered up so he 

wouldn't trip, and by the time his cries for help were heard I'd made 





it out of the school. I shinned up a great cliff to reach the road - 

probably only about ten feet, but a cliff to a four and a half year old - 

and walked home. I was expelled. 

My mother begged and pleaded, and they relented. They only 

readmitted me because a servant was sent with me, to sit all day 

outside my classroom and field me. But I got a grey card. 

You got a card each week, and the colour denoted how you were 

doing. Red for very good, green for OK, yellow card for poor, and 

grey for the worst I moved to yellow cards and stayed there a while. 

Then my mother began to bribe me to do well. She would feed me 

black market chocolates for a green card, and money for a red card. 

One rupee. There was also the almost unattainable gold card, for 

which you needed a perfect score in everything, including behaviour 

and religious studies. Five rupees for a gold card. I broke all records 

for red and gold cards for the few months I attended St Joseph's. 

 

From Darjeeling you could go to see the sun rise on Everest. You 

went the night before on horseback or by horse-drawn ghari up a track 

towards a lodge on Tiger Hill. The last part of the climb was too 

treacherous for horses, and Tibetan porters would carry some people 

up on their backs. 

I was put to sleep. All the elders had a snack - devilled chicken 

drumsticks, a collation, a few drinks and a chat. The bearers 

announced that the sun was rising, I was woken and dragged out 

sleepy-eyed, said, 'Yes, the sun is rising,' and fell asleep again. 

It was an excellent time to be in the hotel business. 

Accommodation during the war was scarce, with lots of British and 

then American officers arriving in need of Western-style rooms. To 

my mother's great grief her hotels were commandeered almost 

immediately by the British Army, and not the Americans. The 

Americans would have paid her much more per head, and there were 

more Americans to be crammed into what rooms could be found. But 

she met plenty of Americans at the parties she gave. 

The USA sent lots of entertainers to cheer up the troops. They 

even organised a sort of rodeo, with ropes twirling and pistols firing 

and trick riding of horses. A trifle bizarre, in Darjeeling, with an 





assorted audience of British and American troops on leave, coolies, 

Tibetan monks, hordes of children of various races, all watching, but 

because of the popularity of the cinema and cowboy films all very well 

aware of what it was they were seeing. 

My mother gave very popular parties, because she had all these 

European women working for her, and entertainers like Tony Martin 

and one of the band-leading Dorsey brothers stayed in her hotels when 

they were there doing shows. That brought the army guys in. 

In Darjeeling one time she had bought black market whisky and 

gin, plus bottles slipped to her by army men who wanted to be sure of 

an invite. It was usual to have a box of cigarettes to hand round to 

guests in those days - think what a lecture you'd get on passive 

smoking now. Everyone was busy getting things ready for this 

elaborate affair, and the only person free was my ayah, who was 

dispatched to buy a tin of fifty Batchelor's Cork Tipped cigarettes. 

My mother forgot all about this errand, the men handed 

cigarettes about from their cases in the usual way. In the middle of the 

party Mary, my ayah, arrives back and in the midst of all the guests 

tries to attract my mother's attention. Eventually she announces 

loudly, 'Madam, I have been all over Darjeeling. You have no idea, I 

have been in every shop, I have been to the bazaar, but there are no 

bachelors' cocks anywhere!' 

 

I had a party piece I performed at my mother's parties - my first 

essay in performing, and my first parody. 

A popular song of the time was Money Is The Root Of All Evil. 

My party version went: 

 

Mummy is the roof of all evil 

Mummy is the roof of all evil 

Mummy is the roof of all evil 

Take her away, take her away, take her away 

 

Another number I did was Don't Fence Me In, the first song I learned 

to sing all the way through. I heard and was influenced by my 

mother's favourite records - Bless You For Being An Angel and Java 





Jive from The Inkspots, and Rum And Coca Cola by The Andrews 

Sisters. 

My mother enrolled me at the Darjeeling School of Ballet. She 

had earlier tried to perm the front of my hair which looked like straw 

hanging out of a midden, because Barton kidded her that I was a very 

bad advertisement for a hairdressing salon. 

When enrolled for ballet I was the only little boy among twenty 

little girls, taught by a woman with a European accent. I was dragged 

there for three weeks, my mother saying, 'I've paid for three months 

and you're going for three months.' I was bodily transported by a 

burly bearer, my ayah clucking along behind. Luckily, the woman gave 

up on me after three weeks. 

We went back to Calcutta in winter time. There is a family story 

that before we ever went to Darjeeling I had been out one day in 

Calcutta with my ayah, become separated from her because of the 

crush of a big political demonstration in the park, and been handed up 

as lost onto the platform, where Mahatma Ghandi took me on his 

knee. I wish I remembered that. 

 

Towards the end of the war I came down from Darjeeling to be a 

kilted pageboy at a cousin's wedding. We got to our house and 

discovered that the trunk with the kilt was missing, and my father and 

I went back in the taxi over Howrah Bridge to Howrah Station, the 

main Calcutta station. 

We went to Enquiries and the trunk was there, but we had to go 

through the usual Indian paperwork. The phone kept ringing. My 

father became quite indignant on being left by the clerk who answered 

the phone, but it was the emergency phone. The clerk turned ashen 

and began to hand-crank an air raid siren. 

My father said, 'Bugger the trunk', and we tried to get out of the 

station. He had realised that the station and marshalling yards were 

probably the Japanese target. We tried to fight our way out of this 

huge railway station, through hundreds of vendors and travellers, and 

against a tide of people trying to get in to the station because they 

thought they'd be safer inside. 





Japanese Intelligence had heard that for a period of an hour and a 

half Calcutta had no air cover. The raid lasted fifteen minutes. It was 

the only air raid on mainland India during the war. With my unfailing 

luck I was there. 

I also remember the riots that happened after we had returned to 

Calcutta. There were three-day curfews, and once I had a view of a 

half dozen guys who had acquired a metal safe, which with incredible 

effort and sweat they humphed up to the top of a four-storey 

building. Then they flung it off. But even that didn't open it. 

There were many dead bodies lying in the streets outside our 

compound - like the horror of a concentration camp scene, with the 

stench after they had lain three days. You had to have a supply of 

bottled water, because the bodies would clog the public water supply. 

Once we ran out, had to boil water from the taps, then put tablets 

into it to make it usable. When the curfew was over I would go out, to 

see carts loaded with bodies. It was like the Black Death. 

Once our dhobi wallah (laundryman) was lying outside our high 

walled compound. He must have tried to run to get shelter with us, 

but he got caught. His head had been bashed in. 

It wasn't all grim in Calcutta. When there were no riots, 

entertainers would often put shows on in the front concrete courtyard 

of the compound. There were jugglers, the gilli gilli man who was a 

magician, and snake charmers who would 'bring the snake back to 

life'. (With 'magic crystals' after it seemed to have been 

comprehensively killed by a mongoose before my very eyes.) I still 

don't understand how it was done. It certainly wasn't a case of having 

a spare snake up a sleeve, as they only wore loincloths. 

When I went round the bazaar with my ayah and bearer I was 

strictly forbidden to have snacks or sweets. Of course I ate them all 

the time, risking all kinds of exotic diseases. 

The only kid I remember from that time is Johnny Beckteker, 

because his parents were Swiss and ran a confectioners and icecream 

place in Darjeeling. I was taken there on Victory In Japan Day by a 

bunch of Americans who filled me up with coke and icecream. I was 

bursting but couldn't get out fast enough, and I peed myself - the only 





time I can remember doing so - apart of course for once or twice in 

adult life, particularly with drink taken. 

The Yanks would give me their K rations. That's how I started 

smoking. Each K ration would have four Phillip Morris cigarettes, 

some toilet paper, a tin of meat, a packet of soup, and a bit of 

chocolate. Other kids would cat the chocolate and throw the rest 

away, but I'd have a go at the fags and the food - everything except 

the toilet paper. 

Around then I had a birthday, and got one present of five rupees 

in shiny new four anna coins. Sixteen annas to a rupee, so twenty 

shiny coins in a bag. The next day I gave the lot to the first beggar I 

saw, and there was a huge argument as my ayah tried to get it back. It 

would have been more sensible to give four annas to each beggar, but 

I was always one for the grand gesture. 

One day I was standing on a park bench in Darjeeling. The bench 

was against a wall, and on the other side of the wall was a drop to a 

road, about twenty feet. A Hindu sadhu, a holy man wearing a 

turban, was passing by. I was messing about and my ayah said, 'Be a 

good butcha' - she mixed Hindi and English, and when I went to bed 

at night she'd say 'Be a good butcha and brush your dattoos' - this 

time she said 'Be a good butcha and sit dovrn, or you'll fall and have 

to wear a bandage round your head like that man'. 

I turned round to say 'What?', slipped, banged my head off the 

metal arm of the bench and got a cross-fracture of the skull. The 

nearest X-ray machine was in Calcutta, so they just sewed me up, and 

I had several months of blinding headaches before they took me to a 

doctor who X-rayed me and diagnosed what was happening. I had to 

have fluid drawn off through my spine with a needle the size of a 

bicycle pump. Herbert told me he remembered holding my legs, with 

two nurses holding my arms so this process could be carried out. 

 

Mv father had managed to get himself out to India with the RAF 

in 1943. He came in a two-seater Beaufighter aircraft which he and a 

co-pilot (a nineteen-year-old Canadian from London, Ontario) flew 

out They left from RAF Valley in Anglesey, on to Cornwall where 





they loaded enough fuel to get them to Gibraltar. En route they got 

involved in a dogfight with a German plane. 

Then there were a series of landing strips to take them right 

across the Sahara, just places where the rocks had been cleared off 

and oil sprayed onto the sand to give a visual signal where to land, and 

a ground crew on hand. 

They had engine trouble at one strip, and had to wait for the 

mechanics to come and fix it. Fortunately it was one of the biggest 

oases in the northern Sahara, and the date capital of the world - date 

traders came from all over the world in time of peace, but now it was 

deserted, and my father and his co-pilot were able to use a big, empty 

marble-clad hotel with a swimming pool. 

RAF pilots at the time carried goolie money. They were issued 

with three gold sovereigns to carry with them in case they came down 

in the desert. If they met travelling Bedouin they gave them the three 

sovereigns, together with a piece of paper which said in Arabic, 'If the 

bearer of this letter is delivered with his goolies intact to the nearest 

oasis under the command of the Allied Forces, you will be paid 

another three sovereigns. No goolies, no money.' The authorities had 

also passed the word out to the tribes, in case someone got a rescuer 

who couldn't read. 

Passing the time in this sumptuous hotel among the palm trees 

was eased by the availability of alcohol. There was only a local sort of 

muscatel, not too bad and cheap. 

There were also local working young ladies. My father's co-flier 

developed a passion for one of these girls. When you paid your money 

to the management, you were given a key and a whistle to hand to the 

girl of your choice. The key was to get you both into a room, and the 

whistle was for her to summon assistance to throw you out if 

necessary. A really high-class place. 

He ended up spending all his goolie money on his girl, then tried 

to tap my dad for more. A case of gambling your goolies for nookie 

now. But there was no way my father was going to be parted from his 

sovereigns. Happily, when their plane was repaired they both made it 

safely to India. 





My parents eventually got divorced and my father stayed in the 

RAF for a while. He was based in Westerland in Sylt, Germany, after 

the war. Then he returned to Scotland, to the job that he had left in 

wartime as photographer with the Press and journal in Aberdeen. 

 

My stepfather, Barton, was an Australian who had fought in the 

Flanders trenches in the First World War. He was the son of Sir 

Adolphus Barton, a Melbourne magistrate, and the nephew of Sir 

Edmund Barton who became the first Prime Minister of Australia in 

1901. 

Barton was always known by his surname, or else by his nickname of 

Kim, which he got because of his lifestyle in Burma. His full name was 

Joseph George Eliot Barton, because one of the family was descended 

from the writer George Eliot - whose real name was of course Mary 

Arm Evans. 

Barton was a colourful figure, and he is mentioned in various 

books about Burma. His family was very wealthy and he had been 

educated at Harrow, then at Cambridge University where his 

roommate was J B Priestley. The two of them corresponded for many 

years. 

In the Second World War Barton was seconded to the British 

forces in Burma to work in intelligence, because he spoke some of the 

Burmese Shan and Naga hill dialects, and also Mandarin Chinese. 

Barton didn't have a rubber plantation or anything like that. He 

had originally gone to Indonesia with an Encyclopaedia Britannica 

expedition studying a total eclipse of the sun. He had spent most of 

the twenties and thirties travelling the world, going by canoe down the 

Nile, the Amazon and the Zambesi. 

He'd camped beside the railway track in Brazil, and the people 

would say 'Oh, yeh, there's a train due this week'. If you arrived in 

the home village of the train driver there would be a three-day holiday 

while he got pissed with his mates, and the passengers would shift for 

themselves. There were six passenger classes, and classes four, five and 

six had to join the bucket chain bringing water from the nearest river 

when needed, or loading wood cut by the passengers of the previous 





train, then cut more wood to be left to dry so it could be used by the 

next train along. 

Now and again in Brazil in the midst of the jungle he would come 

across a railway station, complete with porters, but with no railway 

tracks within hundreds of miles. An American company had won the 

franchise from the government, who didn't just want rail lines on the 

most profitable routes around Pio and San Paolo, so they wanted a 

tender that would mostly open up the country. The American 

company promised to create stations all over the place, so they got 

the contract. But they had said nothing about laying any track, just the 

stations. 

They did lay some track, but only along the profitable routes. So 

you would hack your way through the jungle, and come upon a neatly 

swept Platform A, with a polite porter keen to assist you. 

Barton decided that the most beautiful women in the world were 

the Burmese, so he settled there. He lived well in Burma - he had his 

own Rolls Royce and chauffeur, the whole schmeer, and a house in 

Northern Burma which had the biggest telescope in the country, the 

biggest wine cellar, the biggest library. It was out in the wilds, and the 

Japanese took it over to use as a headquarters - so the British Airforce 

bombed it and no-one ever paid him any compensation. 

One of his ploys in peacetime Burma was to load up a truck with 

rubber tyres, all types and sizes from tractor to buggy, add on tables, 

chairs and lilos, mounds of food and drink, and take the lot to a 

nearby river which wasn't too turbulent. Then they built several rafts, 

and a party of ten or twelve males and females would float down 

river, skinnydipping and swimming from one raft to another to get a 

snack or lie down. Pretty outrageous now, totally wild then. 

When the Japanese came, Barton decided to escape overland to 

China - he had been there before in the thirties, as a member of a 

botanical mapping expedition. So he walked for two months to reach 

the Nationalist Chinese, collecting along the way a whole entourage, 

including Gordon Seagrave (who wrote Burma Surgeon), a group of 

nurses and various army officers. 

Once he had rejoined the army he operated behind Japanese 

lines. One of his injuries must be one of the most unusual of the war. 





He was hit in the jaw by a poisoned dart from a blow pipe. The dart 

injury, just under his jaw, gave him an excuse to wear a beard when 

that was forbidden in the army. When he was in his nineties the effects 

of the poisoned dart caused him to go blind. Barton had a hide like a 

rhinoceros. He was bayoneted in the groin in the First World War and 

survived. The surgeons had wanted to amputate his leg and he 

wouldn't let them. 

Barton had two Chinese servants, one was called La Loo, and 

when he went off behind the Japanese lines his two servants went with 

him! He used to talk of the hard times in the jungle, being reduced to 

eating bamboo rats which were presumably prepared in a wok by his 

servants. 

 

When I was six we went to Deolali near Bombay. I spent my sixth 

birthday on the train going from Calcutta to Bombay, in February 

1946. 

We were on our way to Australia, but we spent two years in the 

army camp at Deolali, which is the origin of the British Army word 

doo-lally meaning to go mad suddenly, from sun-stroke probably - a 

cheery place to stay. It was the biggest British Army camp anywhere 

in the world, especially at the end of the war, thousands and 

thousands of people all on their way home. A lot of the British people 

in Deolali were terrible - they hadn't been used to having servants, and 

the worst and rudest slave drivers were the people who had themselves 

been working class back in Britain. 

We stayed in a tent the first few weeks. My stepfather was a fairly 

senior officer but without a formal position in the system because he 

had operated between the British and Australian forces. 

I ran wild for two years in Deolali. From being in the infant class I 

was virtually without any education till my stepfather privately tutored 

me in Australia to help me catch up - by the time I finished my 

education in Australia I was actually two years ahead of the norm. 

In Deolali my stepfather started a scout troop to keep me and 

other kids out of mischief. We used to roam this huge, mainly 

deserted camp, stealing live ammunition to use in catapults. So instead 

we became students of Baden-Powell, yearning for woggles that were 





unobtainable after the war. I was the youngest of the gang, at the age 

of seven the youngest scout ever in the history of the movement. 

The camp remained British territory after Indian Independence in 

1947, and there was nearly a diplomatic incident because we went to 

the cinema. This cinema was in a local village, and was showing 

Unconquered, a kind of 'Last of the Mohicans' Red Indian story 

featuring Gary Cooper and Franchot Tone. I went with my mother, a 

woman friend of hers and her friend's two kids, all of us in a horse-

drawn ghari. We haggled with the driver over the charge to come and 

pick us up again after the show. The other woman was taking an 

imperious line. 

'How much?' 

'No, that's nonsense. One rupee and not an anna more.' 

'You'll be back here at such-and-such a time. Don't be late.' 

Of course he never came back. 

My mother said to her, 'Couldn't you have waited to get home 

before you had to argue?' 

We set off to walk across the pitch-black fields. And got lost. 

There had been a lot of unrest over Partition, apart from the rioting in 

various places. My stepfather called out all the men left in Deolali 

camp, and had them combing the fields looking for us. Hundreds of 

soldiers were moving at night, outside British territory and without 

permission. They found us and everybody tiptoed home again. 

After two years there we had to go all the way back to Calcutta 

again, to catch a boat for Australia, a 10,000 ton hell-ship called the 

Talma, with no fresh air in the cabins and lousy food. 

I felt closer to my Indian ayah than I did to my mother. I hated 

leaving her and my parents told me she was going to follow us on and 

join me. 

The first thing that impressed me on arriving in Perth, 

Freemantle, was how clean it was - spotless streets, parks with black 

swans. And there were fresh eggs! For my first meal I had six fried 

eggs on toast, and threw up. Welcome to Australia, chuck yer lunch! I 

entered the Australian Chunder Championships as to the manner 

born. 





We were still with the ship, which was delayed by a dockers' 

strike - an Australian institution. Then it took us on to Sydney where 

we stayed with some relations, and we went on up to Brisbane where 

we lived in a hotel not far from Storey Bridge. The Australian cricket 

team which included Don Bradman gave me an autographed cricket 

glove. 

I went to two boarding schools. The first was at a place called 

Mount Tambourine, where there were strange flora and fauna - 

earthworms the size of snakes and luminous lilies. The second, St 

Joseph's, Nudgee, was a posh school where being in the Army Cadet 

Corps was compulsory. The Cadet Instructor told us that bren guns 

were notorious for jamming in the desert heat. He said, 'We didn't 

have water to pour on them.' 

I asked, 'What did you do?' 

'You pissed on them.' 

'What if you couldn't piss?' 

'Let me tell you, if the enemy were close and your gun had 

jammed, you'd be able to piss.' 

In the Cadet Band I got to hold a bugle, which I couldn't blow. I 

had not at that time been demoted to triangle. My friend Birdy Druan 

played triangle, which was the bottom of the heap, lower than holding 

a bugle and not blowing it. They wanted to make up the numbers to 

make the band look square. 

There were people who played bugle, and people who were given 

a bugle but threatened with death if we attempted to blow. It was 

very difficult to resist breaking the boredom by having the odd taaraa. 

We took part in a re-enactment of the Battle of Roarke's Drift, in 

which Australian troops had distinguished themselves. It was held on 

the Exhibition Grounds in Brisbane. We marched on parade through 

Brisbane's cheering crowds - well, it being Australia, Brisbane's 

crowds. 

I thought the highlight of the day would be when Birdy Druan 

dropped his triangle. Nobody would have noticed, but he bent down 

to pick it up, and the guy playing drum behind him tripped over 

Birdy. Half the band ended up in a rugby scrum with a triangle at the 

bottom. The onlookers began to enjoy the parade, and the officers 





began to go crazy. Birdy, I and several others were blamed for it all. 

But that was just the appetiser. 

The Australian forces were presenting the re-enactment of the 

siege. In the middle of the Exhibition Grounds was erected a grass hut. 

The officers were dressed up in period gear, with bandages across their 

foreheads, and had rifles with blank ammunition. The other ranks were 

blacked up as Zulus, but they had sharp sticks. They were supposed to 

dash across, get shot and fall in piles before the gallant defenders of 

the grass hut. 

Some of the other ranks realised that now they were blacked up 

the officers didn't know who was who, so they kept running, and 

poking their sharp sticks into the hut, to screams and howls from 

inside. The hut fell to bits, and clumps of gallant defenders fled across 

the field, pursued by blacked-up persons who prodded them with 

sharp sticks. History was rewritten before our eyes. 

 

Since my stepfather was a man of leisure there was a chance 

during the school holidays to go off together. We travelled with 

Pioneer Tours who ran six-seater buses to places like the Jenolan Caves 

in New South Wales where I first touched snow. The caves were 

famous as former hideouts for bush rangers. 

Or we would travel the Barrier Reef in a boat, putting down the 

anchor off one of the thousands of uninhabited islands. 

We would spend the whole day in a Sydney bookshop - I mean a 

day, because we spent so much money there the manager would take 

us to lunch; one time we spent three entire days in one bookshop. 

Barton would buy me a pile of books on my birthday or Christmas to 

do me ten years ahead. He was marvellous like that. When I was 

about nine I was reading books by an English professor called Lancelot 

Hogben, a communist who couldn't get a job in any English university, 

so he was at McGill University in Canada. Hogben had written two 

textbooks, Mathematics for the Millions, and Science for the Citizen. 

One time when we were staying in a Sydney hotel called the 

Bernleigh Hotel in King's Cross, someone was shot to death in the 

room above us, but we heard nothing. King's Cross was known as the 

Murder Mile. 





At my boarding schools I was put down as a Catholic again - I 

hadn't yet made my own mind up, although I much resented having 

to get up half an hour earlier than the Jews, Chinese and Protestants 

to go to mass every morning. 

In the forties and early fifties in Australia we still had post-war 

austerity programmes, but only for tea and butter. There was plenty 

of everything else. For a child growing up it was pretty marvellous. So 

much open space, the beaches, woods, tracks you could safely go on 

by bicycle. A paradise where you could go off and do your Tom 

Sawyer bit, fishing in the sea and beachcombing. 

Then I would go back home to our huge hundred-yard-long 

garden stretching down to the Brisbane River at Dutton Park, and our 

wooden house built up on stilts with a verandah on two sides to give 

the maximum circulation for cool air underneath and around. 

My stepfather was qualified to teach, and had several offers from 

the University of Queensland to become their Professor of Geodesy - 

geodesy is as I'm sure you all know the science of the physical 

properties of planets - but we had enough to live on. He was a strange 

man in many ways. The garden was a wilderness because he never 

touched it. Our house was beside the river, and the road came down 

a hill to us. In Australia umpteen religious groups come to your door - 

not just the Jehovah's Witnesses and the Seventh Day Adventists but 

lots of others. 

Barton would spot them coming down the long hill. His technique 

varied depending on the sex of the missionary. If it was a male Barton 

would dash into the garden and start frantically working. The man 

would come up and introduce himself and his message. Barton would 

say, 'Oh, that's very interesting but you can see the state of the 

garden. I've been away and I can't bear to have it in such a mess - 

could you help me with this?' 

He would ask the odd question, egg them on, and get them 

slaving in the garden for two hours, doing heavy work. Barton had an 

encyclopaedic knowledge of the Bible, and eventually he would 

devastate them and tie them in knots with two or three questions, and 

come chuckling back into the house. 





With women callers it was even worse. He quite regularly 

wandered about the house naked, and if he saw a woman coming 

down he would scream into the bathroom, splash water on himself, 

loosely knot a towel round his waist, and answer the door panting. He 

would open the door, saying, 'I'm terribly sorry, I was having a bath.' 

They would be embarrassed, offering to call again, but he would say, 

'No, no, I'm very interested, can I see the publication you've brought 

me?' He would let the towel drop and continue talking animatedly. 

He got rid of such callers incredibly quickly. 

Living next door to us in Dutton Park was a family called the 

Linds. There were two daughters, Margaret aged ten and Leone aged 

eight. I was aged nine, and used to bribe Leone with marbles and 

sweeties and we would play Mummies and Daddies and look at each 

other's things. Margaret caught us at it, and promised not to tell as 

long as she was allowed to join in. She became totally voracious, and 

we were happily involved in cavorts in the bushes when her parents 

caught us; they observed us but without saying anything to me. 

I went home. My mother was raging and my stepfather trying to 

keep a straight face, and not succeeding. My mother said, 'The shame 

of it all. We've only just moved into this nice neighbourhood. You evil 

little swine, there you are, tampering with little girls at your age.' It 

was part of the reason I was sent off to an all-boy boarding school. At 

the first one I went to the gym teacher was gay, and he got sacked 

because I reported him. My mother might well have driven me off 

girls and made me keen on little boys - that's the sort of thing that 

happened in boarding schools. 

My mother said, 'I'll never be able to hold my head up. We'll 

have to move.' In fact it was the Linds who moved. We were able to 

buy their house cheaply, and had two houses. 

In general my memories of five years in Australia are a happy 

blur, not the vivid incidents of India. Any time I was not at school 1 

made for the beach, or the woods around Redcliff near Brisbane 

where we also had a house. I have seen much more of Australia 

touring as a singer than I ever did when 1 lived there. 

However, it was in Australia that 1 first got into trouble 

performing. In Brisbane on Radio 4QG there was a teenagers' 





programme called Rumpus Room. I was there under false pretences: I 

was only twelve, not yet a teenager, but they were making up the 

numbers for a special Anzac day programme in which we were to sing 

patriotic songs. When we came to The Road To Gundagai I thought I 

could sing the filthy parody instead and be drowned out by the others 

but everybody sang: 

 

7lere's a track winding back, with a girl flat on her back 

On the road to Gundagai 

There's an old boong beside her, it's ten to one he'll ride her 

Beneath the Southern sky 

 

My career in broadcasting began badly and fell away. 

 





 





 

The Special Brew Of Broomhill 
 

After five years I had started to think of myself as an Australian. Then 

we came to Scotland. My half-brother had Down's Syndrome. At that 

time there were only three places in the world trying to do any work 

with children who had Down's Syndrome - a place in Switzerland, a 

place in the USA, and the Rudolph Steiner School near Aberdeen, 

Scotland. 

 

We flew to Britain, and on the way stopped off at Raffles Hotel in 

Singapore. There was a regular overnight stop there, but our plane 

had engine trouble, so BOAC put us into Raffles and paid the tab for 

everyone for an extra night. They could afford it - the flights were 

very luxurious, with only one class, and the cost of each ticket was 

£375, in 1953. 

We were in no tearing hurry, the whole trip from Sydney to 

London took three and a half days when it ran to schedule, so a day 

or two more made no difference. 

My mother was unwell, so aged thirteen I went down alone to the 

sumptuous dining room. Sat next to me was this cartoon diplomat - 

very pukka, greying at the temples, white sharkskin dinner jacket. 

There were six waiters to each table. I ordered chicken, the only 

thing I recognised on the menu, and began to saw away at it, trying to 

keep my elbows in, but it skited off MY plate and spat gravy all over 

my dinner companion's sharkskin jaicket. 

Then the wine waiter came round. My gravy-soaked friend asked 

for a cold bottle of Carlsberg Special - this was early July 1953 and 

Carlsberg Special was first brewed in July 1952, as I learned much 

later. At the time I had no idea what it was, but I also had no idea 

what else to order. 

When the waiter turned to me I said, 'The same'. The waiter 

looked at the grey-tinged gent, realised he was having nothing to do 

with me, nor was anyone else in the place. So he brought me the 

bottle. 





Then I moved through to the Palm Court Lounge. I was carrying 

a comic with me, an American Classics one called Frank Buck, Big 

Game Hunter that I had just bought in one of the hotel's shops. I had 

ordered another Carlsberg Special Brew - it was the only drink I knew 

how to order by name, and I sat down and began to read the comic. 

It started, 'As I was sitting in the Palm Court Lounge of the 

Raffles in Singapore, the waiter brought me a cold beer.' I sat in the 

Palm Court of the Raffles in Singapore, and as I read these words the 

waiter brought my bottle of cold Carlsberg Special. Weird. 

The lounge was for residents and their guests only. Two American 

sailors came in, and were being ejected when I butted in and said they 

were my guests. They were just kids themselves, eighteen or nineteen. 

We had three Carlsberg Specials, then the sailors disappeared. I went 

back up to our hotel suite - bedroom, sitting room, bathroom, 

balcony all along the front. There was a Chinese servant for the suite, 

you rang a bell and in he came. Before coming upstairs I had ordered 

another six Carlsberg Specials for myself, and the Chinese waiter 

brought them to me. My mother had woken up, and she asked what 

this was. I said, 'Just a sort of shandy'. 

When I was drinking underage in Glasgow and Edinburgh I always 

asked for Carlsberg Special Brew in every pub. I didn't know how to 

ask for other kinds of booze. And I introduced many other people to 

it. By the late sixties Scotland had the highest per capita consumption 

of Special Brew in the world. I have often wondered if I had 

something to do with that. It is of course a deadly drink, more alcohol 

in one small bottle than in a double whisky. Drink both together and 

it's a David and Goliath cocktail - a small one and you're stoned! 

 

We arrived in London and stayed with relatives in Tooting. My 

mother's brother had a home in Glasgow where my aunt and two 

cousins lived; my uncle worked in the Sudan, so we decided to come 

to Glasgow while my brother went briefly to the Rudolph Steiner 

School. My mother kept hoping for a cure, and was a founder 

member of what is now called Mencap, the association for the parents 

of handicapped children. She started a Glasgow group in 1953 using 





the garden and rooms of Broomhill House so the mothers could look 

after their kids as a co-operative group. 

Before we arrived in Glasgow we visited other relatives who lived 

in Hove on the South Coast. I had lived all my life in the Tropics, and 

done a lot of swimming in Australia. It was a warm summer's day and 

I went down to the beach, found that it was rocks rather than sand, 

picked my way gingerly across these since as well as having sharp 

edges they were hot from the sun, stumbled the last few feet and 

belly-flopped into the water. I nearly jumped ten feet. I had not 

realised how cold it was going to be. I went chittering up the beach, 

saying 'People are swimming in that! They must be insane, they'll all 

have pneumonia tomorrow.' 

My mother was the world expert on spending money, so she had 

her customary two-day shopping spree, then we boarded the train for 

Glasgow. As the train came in up through the South Side and then the 

Gorbals I looked out at these blackened sooty buildings and thought 

this was war damage. 

'My God, they must have suffered terribly in the war, I hadn't 

realised. This is where all the air raids I heard about were. All these 

buildings scorched and smoke-damaged - the Germans must have used 

fire bombs.' 

I had missed a lot of school by this time. My two cousins went to 

Hyndland School, it was August, so school was starting again. My 

mother had got money to send me to public school as part of the 

separation agreement with my stepfather, but there wasn't time to 

register me. So I went to Hyndland School too, temporarily. 

My uncle and his family were living in a big old building on the 

top of a hillock dignified by the name of Broomhill, in West Glasgow. 

The house had been built by Inglis, the shipbuilder, and down below it 

in the grounds was a small courtyard with the stables, and houses 

which had been for the grooms. 

During the 1930s it was converted to be used for some kind of 

home, utilised during the war, then my uncle acquired an interest in it 

and moved in, but it was about to be auctioned off for back taxes. My 

mother went to the auction and bought it for £750, the price of a 





modern bungalow at the time. The value was in the land, over an acre 

of it in Broomhill. The house was a liability, a money-swallower. 

And that's what it did. My mother proceeded to pour thousands 

into fixing the roof, getting the rooms divided, painting and 

decorating, furnishing and carpeting, and she fitted it out as a 

boarding house with some rooms and some self-contained flats. 

I carried on attending Hyndland School. It was the first school I'd 

been to that had girls, and I was starting to get interested. I would go 

to school wearing a fez, a leather jacket and a Palm Beach shirt to 

attract their attention. I had scant success. 

I said a couple of years ago to an American comedian friend 

called Gary David that 'At least in the 1950s when we were getting 

interested in sex there was no AIDS.' He answered, 'In the 1950s 

there was no sex!' 

 

It was in the playground at Hyndland School that I first met 

Archie Fisher. I went up to him and asked if he would like to buy a 

lighter. Some other kid had a box of brightly painted lighters with Far 

Eastern scenes on them. His uncle had smuggled them in from 

Singapore coming back from National Service, the kid had nicked 

them from his uncle and flogged them to me, and I was selling them - 

me in my fez and leather jacket. 

My school friends had an elaborate pretence of not working in 

school, while quietly they were studying hard. I fell in with them, and 

didn't work. Which meant I had to work my arse off in my last year in 

order to get my Highers, since the thought of having to leave and get 

honest employment appalled me. 

Still, there were times when we dogged school. Once I was sitting 

with a couple of pals, Donny MacDonald and Graham MacArthur, on 

the fence at the top of Gardner Street in Partick - the steepest street 

in Glasgow. We had been in the Gardens Cafe until our money ran 

out, then we had hung out in the Snooker Hall on Great George 

Street until they told us to play or piss off. 

We were perched on the fence at the top of Gardner Street, 

looking way down to the bottom where at the corner with Dumbarton 

Road is the branch of the Clydesdale Bank where my mother banked. 





Mr Sharp, the bank manager, had his brand new Rover parked there, 

his pride and joy that he would come out and polish when banking 

was slack. 

Up near us at the top is a wee guy leading a didgy cart - a hand-

steered motorised dustbin wagon, with a brush and a set of prongs and 

forks for getting things out of gratings. He is a learner didgy cart 

leader, wearing L plates, and his examiner is along with him, a man 

from the Cooncil with a hat, a coat and a badge, giving him a test in 

didgy cart leading. 

The learner misses a paper stuck in a grating, shuffling up Gardner 

Street with his twenty c.c. motorised dustbin going 'putt putt putt'. 

The examiner taps him on the shoulder, and points to the bit of paper 

he's missed. The learner goes to get the paper, leaving his contraption 

unattended, but the paper won't come out on his paper spike, and he 

has to bend down to pick it up. Meanwhile the cart continues to 'putt 

putt' along, and slowly makes a U-turn until it is facing downhill, going 

slowly but deliberately in bottom gear. 

The instructor watches the cart, and watches the wee man 

struggling with the piece of paper in the grating, and finally he taps 

him on the shoulder and points at the vehicle, which is beginning to 

gather speed. It was like a Charlie Chaplin film, not a word spoken, all 

in dumb show. 

The wee man goes running after the cart, and we get off the wall 

and are drawn after him, and other kids who are dogging school 

appear from closes down the street, and six of us are running down 

the hill after the wee man. At one point he manages to get a hand to 

it, but can't get a hold of a brake or anything, and he's running along 

with one hand on the cart shouting, 'Stop!' 

Then he falls full length, and now the cart is out of control and 

out of gear, a vehicle the size of a pram with dustbins and brushes is 

hurtling down Gardner Street. At the bottom Mr Sharp the bank 

manager opens the door of his brand new Rover and this thing comes 

whheeecccch, taking the car door off and hurtling across Dumbarton 

Road and into a shop opposite. By a miracle no-one was damaged or 

killed. 





And the wee man comes breathlessly puffing down to Dumbarton 

Road, with six kids thundering twenty yards behind him, still yelling, 

'Stop', and Mr Sharp starts to beat him about the head with his 

rolled-up Financial Times. 

 

At this time my aunts were still about, but eventually my mother 

fell out with them - a difficult woman to get along with, my mother. 

She was going back and forward to Australia, so by the summer of 

1958 I was left to my own devices, having left school but being 

financially supported by the rent coming from the house. 

Broomhill House went on fire while I was still at school. We saw 

all the fire engines racing by during lunch time, and went haring after 

to see where the fire was. We finished up outside my house! It made it 

onto TV, when a large West Indian guy caught a Chinese woman 

called Mrs MacLeod who was thrown to safety from the second 

storey. Her husband was a mining engineer who was trying to raise 

money to exploit mineral deposits he thought he had found - I would 

like here to make a joke about 'a MacLeod with a silver lining, but 

Ogden Nash beat me to it. 

Only half the building was salvaged in some sort of usable state, 

so rooms could be let out cheaply. I moved down to the little 

courtyard, to a flat in what had been part of the stables. My mother 

and my aunts had all moved away to Australia or England, in one case 

back to India. 

 

When I was about fifteen I got a school holiday job, my first. I 

worked for a photographer. One of his lines was to take naughty 

pictures of Glasgow whores to be shown by taxi drivers to people 

looking for hookers. I was employed on the more respectable side, 

and went round the doors chapping to see if they wanted photographs 

of their kids or their dogs, trying to get him orders. I was very lazy, 

but I made eight quid for working a couple of days. A week's wages 

for some people at the time. I was lying in the sun, wondering how I 

was going to spend all this money. Go to the pictures? Buy records? 

Buy drink? 





A Greek student called Yangou Georgeopolis had introduced poker to 

the students in the house - up till then we'd played brag or pontoon. 

Yangou said, 'I've got a poker game going. Do you want to come up?' 

I thought, 'Why not?' 

I lost my first ever wages in three hands of poker. 

 

When I finished school I went away hitch-hiking, having 

volunteered to go to Sandhurst Military Academy for officer training 

so I could avoid having to do National Service as a squaddie. 

While travelling I heard so many horror stories about the army I 

chickened out all together. My mother wrote a letter saying my 

stepfather was dying in Australia and I had to be flown to his bedside. 

I got a nice letter back and was never called up. 

We were the last lot due to go and serve our country whether we 

wanted to or not, so people worked their way out. Archie Fisher 

managed to get himself thrown out of the RAF as psychologically 

unfit! I still haven't figured out how they could reach that conclusion. 

It took Owen Hand months, with his wife phoning the police 

every night saying there were prowlers, and writing to her MP, the 

police, the Prime Minister and the Queen, telling them how lonely 

and terrified she was without her husband, all the nervous breakdowns 

she was having and pressing for him to get compassionate leave - 

passionate leave as it was popularly known. 

That got him home, then he started sending doctors' lines saying 

his wife's health made an army life impossible. He finally received a 

letter asking him to come back to Catterick so they could demob him. 

'Please come back, we promise it will be only for a few days.' 

Josh McRae did his time near Ballantrae as a non-combatant 

objector, working as an orderly in the Military Hospital, cleaning up 

the mess. He was literally given all the shitty jobs to do. On the bright 

side he met Jamie McEwan, the eldest of the McEwan brothers, who 

had once squired Princess Alexandra, and who would in the early days 

of the Broomhill Party bring along masses of 78 rpm records of blues 

people we had never heard of. 

Every Friday night Josh would hitch up to Glasgow so he could 

appear on STV's Jigtime as one of the Reivers. 





Nigel Denver did the same hospital thing, except he was partly in 

Glasgow and partly up in the islands where he had a great time, out 

singing every night. 

Jim McLean did the hard road, nine months in chokey reduced to 

six. He went up for his Appeal Panel, and saw it was all stuffed with 

retired colonels and brigadiers. Not much chance of an impartial 

hearing. They asked, 'Are you a pacifist?' 

'No.' 

'Then what the hell are you doing here?' 

'I won't fight for an English Queen!' 

'Nine months. Next, please.' 

So instead of becoming an officer and gent, I had a long-running 

party in the converted stables in Broomhill. It was serendipity. I was 

the only one of our age to have a house, so the party was at my place. 

It lasted for nineteen months. 

I was technically a student, taking lectures at the Royal College of 

Science and Technology for a BSc degree for which I would he 

examined at Glasgow University, so I was a student at both places of 

learning at the same time. 

The crowd who came regularly to my house were all keen on folk 

music, and when the Glasgow Folk Club was started by Ewan McVicar 

and Drew Moyes a gang of us would get up and finish the night singing 

as a group. We became known as The Broomhill Bums, and wore that 

name with pride. Membership of the Bums included Josh McRae, 

Archie Fisher, Bobby Campbell, Jim McLean, Ray Fisher, Ewan 

McVicar, Jackie O'Connor, and Hugh Clark. 

The Broomhill party ran nightly until the milk arrived in the 

mornings. Jackie O'Connor, one of the chief merrymakers, was 

supposed to be dying, one kidney removed and the other one 

calcifying so he had only six months left. He was determined to live 

life to the full while he could, and we all gathered round to help him. 

He was told the worst thing he could do was drink, so he expected to 

last three months, and got leave of absence from his work. After 

almost a year of heavy bevvying he had to go back to work, since he 

was still alive - and still is as far as I know. 





One night I was passionately involved with a young woman, and 

was determined to ignore anybody coming to the door. Jim McLean 

and someone else climbed in through the window. I was furious. 

Jim said, 'Well, usually the door's open.' 

'Didn't the fact it was locked tell you something' 

'We just thought you were out at some other party, and we'd 

wait till you got home.' 

A member of the Bums, now a producer for Granada, worked in 

the Alhambra Theatre in Glasgow, and he would bring maroons and 

flash powders from backstage, so we could experiment making super-

bangers. We were quite warlike. He also brought in a cavalry sabre 

and a muzzle-loader that were used as props. The first time the John 

Ford US cavalry film She Wore A Yellow Ribbon was shown on TV 

Archie Fisher and myself, both out of our skulls on moonshine, kept 

swopping the sabre and gun so we could join in the action. 

The moonshine was deceptive stuff. I recall an ex-schoolmate who 

came by with a nurse he was trying to seduce, and he'd put a small 

whisky in his own glass with a lot of what he thought was lemonade, 

and a large whisky for her. The lemonade was our 160 proof 

moonshine. She was up dancing for hours, while he passed out almost 

immediately. He got up in the morning off the green leather sofa, at 

seven am when Wilma, my wife-to-be, was leaving for work in 

Hamilton. He made a jam sandwich, got back onto the sofa, took one 

bite out of the sandwich, and passed out with it in his hand. He was 

still out, in the same pose, when Wilma came back from work ten 

hours later. Because it was the same sandwich she thought he was 

dead, and rigor mortis had set in. 

Josh McRae came to the Broomhill party, and I found we were 

kindred spirits, even though I was a few years younger than him. We 

became boozing buddies. I was apolitical at the time, and it was Josh 

who got me involved in politics - although my initial political 

awareness came from the writings of John Steinbeck. 

Just before this Josh had Top Twenty hits with Talking Army 

Blues, written by Ewan McVicar, and Messing About On The River, 

written by Tony Hatch. Tony Hatch wanted to write a whole album of 

songs for him, but insisted that Josh would have to move to live in 





London, and Josh had just qualified as an art teacher and wasn't 

prepared to take the risk, having worked years to qualify. 

Stories often get taken over by different people. There's one 

which Billy Connolly tells as happening to him and Josh, but it was 

Josh and me. We went to the Clarendon Bar in St George's Road one 

Hogmanay afternoon. That year 31 December was a Saturday. The 

Clarendon was then a jazz place on weekend afternoons, and if you 

went in and played or sang you'd get a double whisky on the bar. 

Then the landlady would shut the doors, clear the punters out, and 

you'd he locked in and have a session all afternoon. 

I needed to get back to Motherwell, but I'd fallen out with 

Wilma's parents yet again, so I'd bought a cairryoot bottle to take 

back there, which left me without much drinking money. I'd stayed 

with Josh on the Friday night, and at lunchtime we went into the 

Clarendon, where we both did a few songs with the band, and got our 

double whiskies, then stayed on bevvying, with people buying us 

drinks. 

The pub opens again at five for public business, and I think, 'No, 

I'd better get out and go home to Motherwell'. Josh and I lurch out, 

the cold evening air hits us and we learn that we are both steaming 

drunk. So we rest, clutching at a lamppost at St George's Cross, fifty 

yards away from Josh's house in Rupert Street. 

Coming towards us is a wee punter, toting two big paper pokes 

with string handles - this was of course before the days of plastic bags. 

He's struggling, bunnet down over the brow, shuffling through the 

uncertain weather, head down against the snell wind. Suddenly one of 

his paper bags tears, disintegrates, and eight screw-top beer bottles hit 

the pavement and start to roll about. The wee punter is panicking, 

getting flustered, not sure which bottle to chase, and Josh and I are 

leaning against the lamppost looking on in horror at this dread 

occurrence. Then it slowly dawns on all three of us that by a miracle 

not one of the bottles of beer has broken. 

Eight bottles are rolling about the pavement and gutter, but they 

are all intact. A big grin spreads over his face, we give him the thumbs 

up in congratulation, he bends over to pick up the first beer bottle - 

and a half bottle of whisky falls out of his coat pocket and smashes on 





the pavement. We didn't know whether to greet or go and help lap it 

up. 

 

Josh was an early Bob Dylan enthusiast, singing his songs long 

before anyone else songs like Hey Mr Tambourine Man. At the time 

Jim McLean was working as a TV engineer, whizzing around the 

country in his van, always good for a lift through to Edinburgh 

although he was not supposed to take it outside Glasgow. His 

employers put a tachometer in the van, which Jim kept breaking by 

hitting it with his shoe. Then Jim went down to see his girlfriend in 

Newcastle, not for the first time, but this trip he wrote the van off. 

His boss had covered for Jim many times, but this was over the 

score - the van a wreck in Newcastle when it should never have left 

the Glasgow city limits. His boss's name was Tam Broon, and he was 

heavily into the folk scene and the crack, so Jim's letter of resignation 

began 'Hey, Mr Tam Broon man!' 

Gaelic singer Calum Kennedy had a flat on Broomhill Drive, on 

the ground floor, with his white jaguar sitting outside. When the 

Friends' Tavern opened on Dumbarton Road we would walk down 

there for a drink, and carry back glasses of ready-prepared Pimms for 

Wilma, who didn't drink anything else, and like many women at that 

time would not enter a pub, even though lounge bars had begun to 

appear in Glasgow. She was twenty-three when she first went into a 

pub. 

Calum would say, 'Would you like a lift in my jaguar?' - for all of 

eighty yards. Sometimes I'd reply, 'No thanks, I'm in a hurry.' 

Not long before Calum had won the Gold Medal for Men's 

Singing in Moscow, when Pete Seeger came in fifth! 

 

In those days we didn't have all that much money, and I had 

withdrawal symptoms from Indian food, because before the Green 

Gates opened at the top of Gibson Street Indian restaurants didn't 

exist in Glasgow. I had Indian friends who had more of a clue than I 

did about how the cooking was done. A few of them were post-

graduates with wives from whom I could get a few tips. I had 

Veeraswamy's cookbook, and rough ideas from my mother, but she 





was a lousy cook because she had never had to cook in her life. She'd 

always had servants. 

I tried making curries of various kinds, using far too much fat, and 

with only a rough idea of the ingredients. There were no Asian shops 

and I had to buy curry powders, not the individual spices. My Indian 

student pals had developed and passed on dishes they cooked for 

themselves. One which I adapted was, as I was told, called Tahari - 

basically a vegetable pilau. We could make it in a huge stew pot, and 

it would keep well because there is no meat in it. 

Rice, onions, then whatever vegetables you had - potatoes, 

cauliflower, peas, carrots. It would fill the horde that came back to 

the house for the nineteen-month-long party. We regarded Tahari as a 

delicacy, and most of the people lapped it up as unusual and tasty. To 

make Tahari, fry the onions with some curry powder, dice the 

potatoes, throw them in and fry them through, add the rice and 

cauliflower, then some stock (or water with stock cubes) and a bit of 

salt, bring it to the boil and cover it with a tight lid, cook it on a very 

low heat and in the last ten minutes add the frozen peas. It is quite 

delicious, but quite bland - it would fill you up when you'd been 

boozing, and we'd get out jars of Indian pickles to ginger it up. 

When the Green Gates opened we would gather up all the pots 

and pans and go down at closing time, hoping to get all that was left 

over in the pots. We'd order three portions of this and two of that, 

and hope they'd keep filling up the pan. I once travelled with all the 

pots from Broomhill to Gibson Street on the back of a motor scooter 

and got them filled. Coming back I sat facing backwards so I could 

have pots on my lap, protected by one clutching arm, while my other 

arm had three or four pots wedged between it and my body, and that 

hand gripped the driver's belt. If I hadn't been drunk I could never 

have done it. No policemen stopped us as we sped up University 

Avenue, Highburgh Road and Broomhill Drive. The driver of that 

scooter is now a stockbroker living in Surrey. 

American whisky exported to this country featured in a disastrous 

meal I cooked around that time. I found a recipe in some glossy 

magazine for duck cooked in Bourbon whisky. A shop in Renfrew 

Street sold the only American whisky in Glasgow, at more than 





double the cost of Scotch whisky. I bought three ducks, added in 

green peppers - very exotic and difficult to get - and began to flambé 

and fry. I didn't fry the ducks enough. It has to be done slowly, but I 

just flashed them in and out, frying the ducks in quarters. They were 

black on the outside, but raw inside. 

Never ever serve to guests something you haven't previously 

cooked for yourself. 

I'd made soup, I had candles on the table, soft music, plenty of 

bevvy, everyone was in good form - myself, Wilma, Josh and Sheila 

McRae, Morris and Marion Blythman, and another couple. 

Then I served the duck. We all sawed away at this rubber duck, 

Morris saying, 'This duck must have been on its knees, straining every 

muscle when the axe fell. Well, the gravy's nice!' 

I was left with the vile Bourbon whisky, which everyone turned up 

their noses at. To begin with anyway - later on they drank it, when 

there was nothing else left. We were starving, but luckily there was 

plenty of gravy and bread. 

Morris and Marion took a great liking to Tahari - Morris even put 

Tahari into a song. 

 

We're off tae the camp in the country, hooray, hooray 

We're off tae the camp in tbe country, hooray, hooray 

Irish stew for dinner, aipple-pie for tea 

Roly-poly doon yuir belly, hip hip hip hooray 

 

We're off tae the Asian restaurant, hooray, hooray 

We're off tae the Asian restaurant, hooray, hooray 

Curry for yuir dinner, tahari for yuir tea 

Burny, burny doon yuir belly, hip hip hip hooray 

 

The first verse relates to school holidays, a parody of My Wife's 

Gone To The Country. Morris told me that when he was at school he 

couldn't sympathise properly when told about the Poor People In The 

East with nothing to eat but a bowl of rice. He loved rice, and felt, 

'I'll send them all the porridge they want, and tapioca and sago 

puddings too, and they can send me their rice'. 





Food and Folk go together. Den Warwick, a Belfast guy who was 

in Glasgow at the time and added a line to the song Cod Liver Oil, 

found lodgings in a doss house used by Irish navvies. It was called Fat 

Mammy MacLean's Doss House, near Charing Cross. I stayed there 

one night, ten people to a room, useful to crash when you were 

drunk, and with the most magnificent breakfast. 

Fat Mammy's huge kitchen still had a kitchen range. Forty loaves 

delivered on the bakers' trays, old-fashioned skillets holding half a pig 

in rashers of bacon and sausages, black puddings, eggs by the dozen. 

Guys were frying their own eggs, adding four eggs on top of a 

mountain of bacon and sausage, with a whole loaf and a mound of 

butter. I have never had a breakfast like it. That was why Den stayed 

there. 

Den Warwick was a gannet. He won eating contests. At Queen's 

University in Rag Week he ate fourteen large plates of Spaghetti 

Bolognaise. The guy in second place collapsed after eight plates, but 

Den continued out of pride. A slow deliberate eater who didn't mind 

eating cold food. 

That evening he went in for the Guinness Drinking Contest, but 

he was unplaced having drunk only twenty-eight pints. Perhaps he ate 

too much at lunch? Den now lives in Vienna, a glutton's paradise, and 

is still thin. There is no justice in the world. 

 

The guardians of justice get less than their proper share of respect 

sometimes. A great sport at Broomhill was climbing the trees in the 

woods just below the house. There's nothing like climbing trees at 

midnight when you're pissed. One time Bobby, Josh and Archie were 

up this difficult tree which didn't have a branch for the first eight feet. 

They were all fairly tall and able to shin up the trunk. Besides it was an 

easy tree that I and the girls could cope with. There we were, hung 

upside down in this bushy branched tree, and Ray who was hanging by 

her ankle from a forked branch, fell and screamed. Up from the road 

came a lone copper, having heard the shouting from away down in 

Dumbarton Road. We saw his approaching torch and everyone shut 

up. He spotted suspicious lumps up the 'difficult' tree, shone his torch 

and said, 'All right, come down.' Whereupon he was surrounded by 





three large young men who dropped around him. The copper became 

very nervous. The rest of us watched with great interest as we hid in 

the bushes. 

Josh was first to be interrogated. 

'What's your name?' 

'Ezekiel.' 

'How do you spell that?' 

'E Z E K I E L.' 

'What's your first name?' 

'Jesus.' 

'Oh, a funny man?' 

I watched this, wondering what was going on. I decided to act as 

if I happened to be casually walking past. 'Good evening, officer, 

what's happening?' 

'I know who you are,' he said accusingly. 'Do you know these 

people?' 

'Oh, yes, they're guests at the party I'm having.' 

'I should have known it. They've been disturbing the peace.' 

I could see his relief, because he had been quite nervous finding 

himself alone with three hulking drunks. He turned them over to my 

custody. I led them back into the flat, where Ewan McVicar had 

treacherously carried on singing instead of going tree climbing. 

Ewan lived just down the hill, in one of the imposing terraced 

houses on Balshagray Avenue that faced onto Victoria Park. On the 

evening of New Year's Day he came into my Broomhill flat. Quite 

hurt, I asked 'Didn't you hear us last night?' 'How do you mean?' 

'We came round to wish you a Good New Year, the whole crowd 

of us. I stood on your doorstep and sang the whole of The 1913 

Massacre to you, through your letter-box. Accompanying myself on 

guitar. 

'I fell over your gate when I tried to hurdle it, so the others 

climbed gingerly over, because we couldn't open it. We went off, 

yodelling "Happy New Year".' 

Appalled, and wondering if his parents had heard the din, Ewan 

asked, 'How on earth did any of you manage to climb over the gate?' 





'It was quite easy - those wrought-iron gates are very 

manageable.' 

'We don't have a wrought-iron gate. We have a wooden one that 

ends in spikes at the top - nobody could climb over that. There is a 

wrought-iron gate next door, though, at Number 36 where the two 

old ladies live.' 

 

A couple of times a Broomhill Bum who shall remain nameless 

brought radio equipment round, and broadcast Radio Free Scotland 

from my flat - it went out on the TV frequency during Wagon Train, 

when most people would be watching. I didn't even have a TV 

licence! 'For God's sake, get that equipment out of here!' 

The front room in Broomhill was sumptuously furnished with a 

table with the legs cut off, and fire-damaged mattresses to lounge 

upon when I gave toga parties. On one such occasion I had got some 

legitimate booze on account, then heavily laced it with our own 

moonshine. 

 I had been trying to borrow yet another £500 from my bank 

manager, Mr Sharp, to do up the bits of the big building that were still 

not open again after the fire. Pyjama parties were known, but I am 

sure I invented the toga party, where you could wear a piece of 

material - a sheet or a curtain, any size but no fastenings allowed. The 

theory was that as people got pissed it would get harder to keep the 

garment together, and the evening would develop into an orgy. I'his 

would indeed have happened if we didn't all get too drunk to do 

anything about it. 

 The following morning the party finished around seven, and by 

nine am, few were left. I was bollock-naked in the back room, and in 

the front room were a few women in various states of undress on 

mattresses, surrounded by empty bottles, spilt glasses, brimming 

ashtrays. Utter devastation. The front door opened directly on to this 

scene, there was no hallway. The walls and ceiling were painted dark 

green, with hand-fashioned tiny silver footprints across them. Quite 

psychedelic. You ducked your head under the low lintel as you 

entered, and it was like coming into a cave. At nine am someone 

came to the door, and I answered it with a counterpane swathed 





around my naked form. There stood Mr Sharp, clutching his rolled 

umbrella looking over my shoulder into the room. 

 'I just happened to be passing by and thought I'd have a word 

with you. Would you drop into the bank some time?' I didn't get the 

loan.  

 I already owed them £5000. Eventually I went bankrupt, except 

it was in my mother's name, as I was still under twenty-one, too 

young to know what I was doing. 

 As well as an overdraft I had accounts with Lewis's, the big 

Glasgow department store, and with the local licensed grocer on the 

corner. At one time the Broomhill place was stacked with boxes of 

cornflakes, toilet rolls and odd groceries because I would go to buy 

some bottles and didn't want to make it obvious I was only buying 

booze. 'Can I have a packet of cornflakes, two tins of beans, a bottle 

of whisky, four toilet rolls, a bottle of vodka and 200 cigarettes?' 

 At one stage as people left the house I'd give them washing 

powder, cornflakes and tins of beans to take away with them. 'If you 

want a drink you'll have to take a packet of washing powder away 

with you!' 

 Initially I was getting money for renting out the livable part of the 

big house. But two brothers, who one after the other were supposed 

to be handymen looking after it, went into the part that had been 

sealed off after the fire and ripped out the copper and lead piping to 

sell as scrap. Even the metal banisters off the stairs were sold. I only 

discovered what they had done when I went to set up a whisky still in 

the basement of the burned-out part. No-one would ever have found 

that still, the way in looked impassable, blocked with fire damage and 

junk. 

 Shortly after another toga-type party, Archie was asleep on a 

mattress, wearing only a vest, and I answered the door again. This 

time there were Customs and Excise officers, detectives, constables, all 

looking for our still. Lots of senior brass were there, this being the first 

illegal still raid in many years in Glasgow. They began tapping the walls 

as Archie, wearing only a vest, picked up his banjo and started singing 

Darling Corey. 

 





Wake up, wake up, darling Corey 

What makes you sleep so sound? 

Them Revenue officers are coming 

They're gonna tear your stillhouse down 

 

I led them to the still because I had so many other things in the flat I 

didn't want them to find. Antique pornographic books stolen from a 

famous musical comedy star for example, which I later swapped with a 

randy cafe owner for free meals. And the firearms and explosives 

from the Alhambra Theatre. 

 We had been shopped by a character who came round one night 

looking for drink. I told him we had none but he found a beaker full 

of hooch sitting on a shelf and swigged it. He was carted off to the 

Western Infirmary to have his stomach pumped out, and turned us in. 

 When they arrived we had mixed the alcohol with yohimbim 

bark, because yohimbim is an aphrodisiac and my co-distiller had 

learned how to extract it from the bark. You couldn't feed a load of 

bark to a woman - or to a horse. Before hormones were in common 

use they used to feed yohimbim to stud horses. It stimulates the pelvic 

reflexes, which is not terribly good for a man - but for a woman ... 

 Part of the extraction process was to soak the bark in alcohol, and 

most of our stock of alcohol was mixed in a brown sludge of 

powdered bark. That saved us. I said innocently, 'Oh, you mean our 

laboratory? I do believe there might be a still among the equipment.' 

Luckily all the flavourings we used to make the hooch drinkable were 

somewhere else, as was the little wooden barrel in which we aged it 

for a fortnight. 

The neighbours watched as I was dragged off in chains to the Marine 

Police Station for my first overnight stay. Ten years later I was back in 

the same cells, busted for dope. 

 





 

There's Whisky In The Jar 
 

I began to get interested in music while at Hyndland School. 

Archie Fisher had started to play skiffle, and we kept in touch, 

but I was collecting Dixieland jazz records and going to dances where 

Dixieland bands were playing at Broomhill Tennis Club or out at 

Whitecraigs. 

Clarinet players were my particular heroes at that time. I went to 

see Sidney Bechet play in Glasgow, got backstage, and met a member 

of the British support band who was gay as a two bob note and tried 

to get off with me. I was still at school at the time. He said, 'Do you 

fancy coming to Manchester with the band?' I was flattered at 

meeting all these famous jazz people. 

Then Louis Armstrong came to play at the Odeon. Again I got 

backstage, where I couldn't get near Louis to get his autograph, but 

his singer, Velma Middleton, gave me a cuddle! A comprehensive 

cuddle - she was an extremely large lady. 

A friend of mine had got reasonable tickets for the concert, but I 

had been too late - all that were left were the most expensive, at the 

outrageous price of one pound ten shillings. 

I said, 'I'm not coming to the concert at that price.' Then I went 

with my friend into the Princess Restaurant opposite the Odeon to 

have a meal - Carlsberg Special Brews with the meal and double 

brandies afterwards, got well scooshed and said, 'Aw, I'm in funds, I'll 

pay it and go in.' 

Afterward we went down to the Central Hotel, where we had 

learned the band were staying. I was three sheets to the wind on 

account of the half bottle I'd taken in to the concert, and when I 

leaned over the table where Louis was signing autographs he spoke to 

me - he said 'Boy, are you loaded!' 

Louis Armstrong spoke to me! 

 

To buy records by Armstrong, and by other original American 

jazzmen like Bunk johnson and jelly Roll Morton, I would go to the 





record shop Cliff Stanton then ran in Tollcross Road. For my 

eighteenth birthday my girlfriend Wilma got me an album called The 

Roots Of Jazz, with people like Leadbelly and Sonny Terry playing 

blues. 

I developed an interest in blues - people like Big Bill Broonzy, or 

Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee. When Sonny and Brownie came 

to Glasgow on tour with the Chris Barber Jazz Band, we got them up 

to the Broomhill party. I cooked a Tahari for them, but fortunately I 

also had a couple of pork chops in the fridge, because vegetables and 

rice were for Brownie and Sonny poor people's food - Tahari didn't 

impress them at all, but grilled pork chops rescued the situation. 

The following year Brownie and Sonny came back to Glasgow, 

and came out in a taxi looking for us at Broomhill, but by then the 

house and the hill had been demolished in preparation for the building 

of high flats. They went back into town, were wandering along at 

Charing Cross, and by chance they stopped someone and asked if he 

knew me. He did, but not my new address in Motherwell. He gave 

them Josh McRae's phone number, so that party was at Josh's house 

in Balgrayhill. I had taped the first party, and we had learned a couple 

of their songs from the tape. So this time we proudly performed for 

them their own Cornbread, Peas and Black Molasses and other songs. 

Brownie and Sonny tactfully said, 'Oh, that's quite nice. Where did 

you get that from?' 

 

In addition to his Tollcross Road record shop Cliff Stanton ran the 

Pan Club upstairs in the Typographers' Hall on Clyde Street - it is now 

the Riverside Club. I heard the Vernon Jazz Band play there, then the 

Back O' Town Syncopators. That's where Archie Fisher's sister Ray 

started singing. 

When she went to live with Aberdeen singer Jeannie Robertson 

and study her singing and songs, Ray had already had a couple of 

years singing and shouting the blues with Dixieland jazz bands, and she 

didn't completely lose that when she began to do Scottish traditional 

songs. When others began to copy her unique very traditional Scottish 

style they didn't know they were also taking in a bit of New Orleans 

style singing with the Back O' Town Syncopators. 





The Dixieland bands used a four-string banjo. On Archie's 

seventeenth birthday his mum had given him some money, and he was 

starting to get interested in skiffle and country music. Jimmy Rogers 

junior had a number-one hit with Kisses Sweeter Than Wine, so we 

went to a little record shop in Byres Road looking for this record, but 

they had sold out of the single. They did have the song on an album 

by the Weavers, so he asked to hear it, and being flush with lolly 

bought the album. We'd never heard of the Weavers. 

The sleeve notes said that Pete Seeger played banjo with them. 

Archie got hold of an old five-string zither banjo, and began to learn 

about American old time and mountain songs. First he had to try and 

find out how to tune it, what strings went where, which way up to 

hold it. He was already rather good on guitar, but the banjo took him 

in a new direction, and opened his repertoire up. 

At a Ballad and Blues night in the Iona Community building on 

Clyde Street he met American banjo player Ralph Rinzler. Ralph 

showed Archie a couple of licks, and sent him the manuscript to 

Peggy Seeger's then unpublished banjo book. 

Lonnie Donegan was very popular at the time, but he was a copy 

of a copy. He had learned his songs from trumpet player and singer 

Ken Colyer, who made the sea trip to New Orleans to hear and play 

with the originals. 

We had learned that the mandolin had the same tuning as the 

fiddle, so Archie and I persuaded Bobby Campbell, now features 

editor of the Scotsman newspaper, to switch from fiddle to mandolin, 

which we thought was more of an American folk instrument than the 

fiddle was - well, Woody Guthrie played it, and it sounded right for 

the 'rambling boy' songs we wanted to do - Rambling Jack Elliot and 

Derroll Adams songs. 

 

I'm a rake and a ramblin boy 

There's many a city I did enjoy 

But now I'm married with a pretty little wife 

And I love her dearer than I love my life 

 

Ramblin around your city, ramblin around your town 





I am a roving gambler, I've rambled all around 

She took me into her parlour, treated me nice and kind 

Put me on the notion of ramblin all of the time. 

 

Within a year we had to get Bobby back onto fiddle again, 

although he played more mandolin than fiddle on the Emmettones 

records. 

Cisco Houston came on tour to sing, and I asked him, 'Where's 

your mandolin?' 

'I don't play mandolin.' 

'I heard you! On the records you made with Woody Guthrie.' 

'No, it was Woody who played the mandolin.' 

Cisco was such a nice guy. He said he'd made a lot of cowboy 

movies, in which he was always the tall guy sitting on a fence when the 

posse rode up. They would say, 'Which way'd they go?' He would 

point and answer, 'Thata way!' 

His concert was organised by Norman and Janey Buchan, so he 

stayed with them. I was mad keen to meet him. It was tea and buns, 

because the Buchans were teetotal. Eventually I whispered to him, 'Do 

you fancy a beer?' He said he'd love one, so we snuck off. We were 

only a few hundred yards from Dumbarton Road and the pubs. As we 

walked down Peel Street Cisco asked, 'Are we far from Betty's Bar?' 

'No, it's just a tram ride.' 

'Oh, if it's not too far out of the way I'd love to go there.' 

On the tram I asked, 'How do you know about Betty's Bar?' 

'Woody and me used to drink there all the time.' 

Woody Guthrie?' 

'Yeah, he was in Glasgow a lot.' 

'When was that?' 

'During the war, when we were in the Merchant Marine.' 

They stayed in the Seaman's Mission, and went into Betty's Bar 

just off the Broomielaw. There ought to be a plaque to say 'Woody 

Guthrie Played Here'. It was in the Broomielaw that Guthrie bought a 

book of Burns' poems with a tartan cover for two and six, and  

struggled to translate it into Americanese. A new landlord cleared the 





girls out of Betty's Bar a few years ago, after 125 years of ministering 

to seamen. He put in carpets and tried to clean the place up. 

Criminal. 

 

We learned scraps of guitar playing techniques wherever we 

could. The English folk singer Martin Carthy came to Glasgow in the 

chorus line of The Merry Widow, and showed us a version of the song 

John Henry in a style he called Peggy Seeger Picking - he'd taken a 

couple of lessons from her. Archie and I had never even seen a 

thumbpick or a capo till Ralph Rinzler came to Glasgow and we had a 

first chance to find out how some guitar techniques looked in action. 

Then Rambling Jack Elliot came. We asked him who he thought 

was the best guitar player. He said Reverend Gary Davis, whom we 

had never heard of. Cliff Stanton didn't have any records of him. A 

friend or relation of Josh McRae sent over an album called 

Streetsingers USA, which had Gary Davis on one side and Pink 

Anderson on the other. 

One of Pink Anderson's songs was I Had An Old Friend Named 

Campbell. I also learned Gary Davis' Samson and Delilah, which 

became one of my party pieces in the 1960s. 

But the real breakthrough was because of the Americans we were 

able to watch. We could go up and talk to the Broonzys and McGhees 

when we were starting. Kids can't do that now. We didn't just see 

their performances up on a concert stage; they had time to sit with us 

and talk and show us things. I never had any formal lessons in guitar, 

and there were no instruction books.  

Folk was just unknown to record and book shops. The very first 

song I learned to play in public came from a Rambling Jack Elliot LP. 

The 1913 Massacre, a Woody Guthrie song about a strike by copper 

miners that ended tragically. C and G7, only two chords, very easy to 

finger, plucking in waltz tempo the bass and the treble strings. Many 

kids at school had been in skiffle groups, and I picked up tips from 

them. 

The first gig I ever got paid for was in Cliff Stanton's Pan Club, 

in 1959 or 1960. Josh McRae, Archie Fisher and myself did a half-

hour interval spot while the band was off. We got a fee of fifteen 





bob. Five bob each, enough for a Coke, a packet of Players 

cigarettes, and the cost of the tram fares from Partick to town. We 

performed as Josh McRae's Mountain Bawn. The next week we 

added Bobby Campbell on mandolin and fiddle, and Cliff forgot his 

name, so the scrawled notice read The Vernon Jazz Band, with Josh 

McRae's Mountain Bawn featuring Arthur on fiddle. 

A year or two later I was getting the occasional fee doing interval 

spots, still at jazz events. I had helped start the Glasgow Folk Club in 

premises beside Glasgow Cross, but we never got paid for playing 

there. The only money we ever got from the Club funds was a fiver 

for a Special Committee Meeting held in Josh's house. The five 

committee members also contributed a pound each, with which were 

purchased three bottles of Johnny Walker, a lot of beer, and one 

bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label - a deluxe whisky just becoming 

available on the Scottish market, having been sent for export as a 

dollar earner ever since the war.  

Jackie O'Connor, Josh and I were once booked to sing at the 

Southern General Hospital. We met as was our wont at the State Bar, 

had a good skinful, got a large cairryoot, took a taxi to the gig and 

discovered we were to sing in the Alcohol Unit. Black coffee and 

mints time! We met the Convener of the Entertainments Committee, 

who was in being dried out for the sixth time, and looked like Ichabod 

Crane in black suit and prominent Adam's apple. The only person I've 

ever heard using the phrase 'The Demon Rum'. We went through our 

list of songs, taking out ones that mentioned booze like Whisky In The 

Jar, and we were left with nothing. 

Josh, Pierre from Madagascar, and Morris Blythman were all 

teachers. On the first Friday after payday they would meet in Lauder's 

Bar for a drink. I was invited, arrived a little late, and spotted the 

three of them at a table with what looked like three half pints of lager. 

Lager had just come out in British pubs, and was served in long fluted 

glasses. I got myself a drink, and went over with three more half pints 

of lager for them. They said, what the hell is that?' 

'More of what you're drinking.' 

What they were drinking was four whisky tots each, a full gill, 

which left room for a little lemonade on the top of a lager glass. We 





had four rounds of that, while people wondered at four grown men 

sipping at half pints of lager and getting mortal drunk. 

At that time a game of football was played at Hampden, 

Frankfurt Eintracht against Real Madrid before 130,000 people. 

Aficionados call it 'The greatest game of football ever'. The previous 

day there was a Glasgow city cultural event to entertain the Eintracht 

team, and the German Consul invited us along - me, Josh, Pierre from 

Madagascar, perhaps Jackie O'Connor as well. 

We arrived, found they had a free buffet and bar, so got 

absolutely mortal, and then had to get up and do a few songs. Josh 

fell off the little podium stage while Pierre was earnestly trying to play 

the piano with the lid still down. We sang The Scottish Breakaway 

three times. 

 

Scotland hasnae got a king. and she hasnae got a queen 

How can ye hae the second Liz when the first yin's never been? 

 

Nae Liz the Twa, Nae Lillibet the Wan, nae Liz will ever dae 

We'll mak our land republican in a Scottish Breakaway 

 

Meanwhile the German team sat there, literally glowing with 

health. Until you see it you don't know what that means, but health 

radiated from them as they sipped their orange juices, dressed in 

smart blazers and pants, and watched the four of us, dressed as the 

Indian papers would say 'like the ragamuffins' as we ladled into the 

few songs we knew well enough to sing together. 

 

Her man's called the Duke of Edinburgh, he's one o they kiltie Greeks 

But dinnae blaw his kilts awa for it's Lizzie that wears the breeks 

 

Next day I was surfacing in the early evening and people were 

drifting in, saying, 'God, I wish I'd gone to the game.' 

'What game?' 

'The Hampden game. The radio's raving about it.' 





A week or two later I was clearing out my jacket, and in a pocket 

found two tickets for the game. We had all been given tickets, but 

none of us went to the game! 

 

There were lots of all-night parties, and SNP dos to go to. People 

drank in the Eagle Inn, or the Dunrobin. Singing in pubs was illegal at 

the time, and eventually the Marland Bar became the undisputed 

place to drink in, because they'd allow illicit singing with the drinking. 

One Saturday we were thrown out of the Queen's Own pub, off 

George Square, for persistent singing. Usually we'd go into the 

Dunrobin, and mumble the words of the songs in one of the booths. 

This time we went along George Street, found the next pub along was 

crowded - it being nine o'clock on a Saturday night - and went into 

the following one, the Marland Bar. There was a back room, which we 

all crowded into, and managed to order a couple of rounds before 

nine-thirty closing time. 

The only other people in the back room were an old gent and his 

wife and daughter. He was a wonderful Donegal singer called Paddy 

Tourish. I didn't know him then, but I could see from the murals on 

the walls it was a Donegal pub - murals which had been done by a guy 

who had been paid in drink, and it showed. On a sloping counter lay a 

half crown which was in fact bolted on from the bottom, put there to 

entice strangers into putting a hat over it and trying to scrape it off 

the bar. 

I thought 'What the hell!', and sang Boolavogue. 

At Boolavogue, as the sun was setting 

O'er the bright May meadows of Shemalier 

A rebel hand set the heather blazing 

And brought the neighbours from far and near 

And Father Murphy, from old Kilcormack 

Spurred up the rocks, with a warning cry 

'To arms', he cried, 'For I come to lead you 

For Ireland's freedom we'll fight or die!' 

 





Far from throwing us out, the owner, Christie McMenanin, came 

into the back room with a whisky for each of us. We'd found our 

place. 

A week later, we were lashing into all the Rambling Boy songs, 

and the Tourish family were there again. Rosie, the daughter, said 'My 

da's a great singer'. He protested, 'Oh, no, no, I only know old-

fashioned songs, I enjoy hearing you young lads singing, it's great. I 

just know old-fashioned songs from Ireland, I don't know anything 

about folk music.' It became embarrassing, and we urged him to sing, 

expecting to hear Have you Ever Been Acoss the Seas to Ireland? or 

some such. 

He began in a lovely high tenor voice to sing The Bonny Bunch of 

Roses, a wonderful ballad about Napoleon, in that Ulster singing style 

that we had never heard before - we knew the Dublin style from 

Dominic Behan, and the Connemara singing of Joe Heaney, but this 

was different. It is fortunate that Pete Shepheard of Springthyme 

Records in Fife came through and taped Paddy's singing - songs like 

Matt Highland, and comic music hall songs like Daniel O'Connel 

Who's Now Making Children in Dublin by Steam. A typical mixture of 

big ballads and comic numbers. 

Around that period Jimmy MacBeath arrived down to sing at the 

University English Department. Ray Fisher and I took him up to 

Glasgow University, where he opened with Goodnight Irene, which he 

had 'learned for the young people'. We had as usual strict instructions 

from Hamish Henderson not to give Jimmy his money until he was on 

the train to Edinburgh, otherwise he'd go off to drink it and get lost 

for a week. We did as told, but forgot there was a stop at Polmont! 

Exit Jimmy. 

 

I sang Boolavogue, the song which won us a welcome in the 

Marland, on the very first records I ever made. I was a member of the 

Emmettones. People got ripped off in those days, as indeed they still 

do. One of the records got to Number One in the Irish Hit Parade, 

and I got paid twelve quid! 

The Emmettones were Cliff Stanton's idea. So was the name, which 

was later copied by the Wolftones. After Josh McRae had recorded 





Talking Army Blues and then Messing About On the River, Stanton, 

who was Josh's agent, persuaded him to try some Irish Rebel songs. 

Josh didn't know any, so Cliff got him a couple of books of songs, and 

gave him a Paddy Galvin album and an album by Dominic Behan that 

was newly out - Easter Week And After on Topic. 

Josh was told to choose ten songs. For some we liked the words 

but not the tunes so we set new tunes. One of these was Bold Robert 

Emmett, which we put to the tune of The Streets Of Laredo. That 

track reached Number One in Ireland, and you can still hear the song 

sung to that air. 

We went down to London and recorded six sides in a day in the 

Decca studios, with the aid of Kenny Napper playing bass, all four of 

us clustered round one ball microphone. Where's yer 54-channel 

multi-track noo? 

Three singles came out, including Erin go Bragh, Johnson's Motor 

Car, and Men Of The West, and we got a three-year contract which 

none of us wanted. Bobby didn't want to do any more, and we 

scratched about to find another fiddle player. Decca were desperate 

for us to go on and record The Scottish Soldier, which they had 

treacherously got from Andy Stewart and wanted our version to come 

out before his - all by the same record company, too. But by the time 

we pissed about forming another group Andy's version was out and a 

roaring success. 

The first time I had played at the Glasgow Folk Club in the 

Corner House in the Trongate in 1959, there was a banjo player 

there called Hugh Clark. His girlfriend, Mac, who was still at school, 

played fiddle. We were trying to adapt her style and teach her the 

songs, show her how to cope without the dots in front of her. Then 

we went down to London and recorded McPherson's Rant and 

Scottish Soldier, it came out and it was pretty rotten - it made Andy 

Stewart's own version sound slick. 

If we had been first and good, it could have been instant fame for 

the lot of us. The following year Decca knocked back the Beatles as 

not commercial, and we had a three-year Emmettones contract with 

Decca! The Emmettones weren't even a group, just people who had 

done a couple of recordings together. 





After the Emmettones recording, Josh and I went into a 

Hungarian restaurant. We'd looked around Soho, and thought we'd 

try something different. The food prices were very reasonable, and 

we'd managed to get some money in advance. We had been all round 

London with Cliff Stanton, who claimed that the only money he had 

on him was a Scottish one hundred pound note, and all the banks 

were closed so we couldn't get him to change it. Eventually we went 

with him to his father so we could get the £5 advance each he had 

promised us. 

The bill for Hungarian food for Josh and me was nineteen 

shillings, for wonderful goulash and rice and other tasty items. We'd 

also drunk some Carlsberg Special Brews with the meal. When we 

wondered what to have after the food the waiter recommended some 

apricot brandy which was 140 proof, and we really got into that. The 

drinks part of the bill was for over £9. The waiter helped us to get a 

taxi to Euston, where the sleeper back north was luckily already paid 

for by Cliff Stanton. We had a half bottle with us, so we had quite a 

good trip back. 

Our picture was put up in McBurnie's Record Shop in Belfast, 

and appeared in the United Irisbman newspaper with the slogan The 

Emmettones, Three Young Lads From Donegal. They got Bobby's 

name and mine almost right, they called me Seamus Imlach. Josh's 

was changed into something more Gaelic - Sean Connolly or such. 

I've had some strange versions of my name over the years - 

Seumus Hemlock on a handwritten poster at the Castle Tavern in 

Dublin, Hymie Schimlick in a three am station to station call from a 

telephone operator in Nashville, Tennessee, and very recently the 

Automobile Association sent me a circular addressed to Miss H Lylach 

- a flower by any other name. Call me anything you like, as long as 

you don't call me early in the morning. 

 

The Emmettones were reincarnated a few years later, for their 

very first (and last) public appearance. A huge guy called Gerry 

Docherty would come round with a collecting can for the IRA, a 

massive six-foot-six gentle giant from White Street in Partick. Gerry 

later spent a long time in Long Kesh. He was one of a large family. His 





father had been involved in the IRA and been jailed, and proscribed 

by the church. He was violently anti-clerical. Gerry came up to me 

and said, 'Is it true you were one of the Emmettones?' I had to 

confess. 

Gerry said, 'I'd love to have you for a concert.' 

'Well, it's pretty difficult. Bobby's moved to London, Josh is a 

school teacher and living in Fife. 

'Oh, but it would be wonderful. For one thirty-minute spot I'll 

pay you fifty quid.' That figure was a fortune in those days. I was on 

the blower to Josh immediately. 'There's this guy paying us fifty 

pounds to play in some hall in the Gorbals.' 'What?' 

'As the Emmettones.' 

'Oh.' 

Then he said, 'We couldn't do it ourselves, we need an 

instrumentalist, one who could sing some of the harmonies like Bobby 

did.' It took two people to do Bobby's role, so the one and only time 

the Emmettones performed in public Robin Williamson played fiddle, 

and Archie Fisher sang harmony, in a hall in the Gorbals. We shared 

the fifty quid four ways. 

The Emmettones did my career some good: I was invited to play 

at various Irish functions on the strength of them. I'd never actually 

been in Ireland, but I did have a grandfather from County Down. 

Occasionally I drag out one of the Emmettones records and listen to 

it, and think, 'That wasn't all that bad for something recorded all on 

one mike. I've improved not one whit in thirty years. My voice 

sounded better in those days.' 

Another milestone for me was my first £10 fee. It was for a gig 

in Aberdeen, and a whole crowd came along, including Archie Fisher, 

Gordon McCulloch, Archie's mother Mrs Fisher, and a guy called 

Charlie Noga. He was an Indian from Zanzibar who played a mini-

tashikoto, a classical Japanese instrument, while he sang Gaelic songs! 

Honest! 

The ten quid bought a couple of bottles of whisky and some 

screw-tops for us all, plus some fish suppers for the journey home. It 

wasn't earnings, it was fun money, for doing what you enjoyed. I 

didn't expect to make any money from music. 





I was attending lectures at Glasgow University - or supposed to 

be. In fact I was watching cartoons at a film club called The Fred 

Quimby Appreciation Society, going to jazz clubs and drinking 

illegally. In the time-honoured fashion Wilma got pregnant and I 

married her. I was not quite twenty. 

Everything was going down the tubes. I was spending money as 

fast as I got it, running up bills everywhere. My mother had sent me 

money to go to Australia, and I spent that. We were going to 

emigrate to Australia, and moved to Motherwell to stay with Wilma's 

parents till the papers came through. In the meantime I'd worked as a 

door-to-door salesman. I was a pretty useless salesman. In the bad old 

days when 'Japanese made' meant cheap I was selling German-made 

water tank immersion heaters in Easterhouse. 

The selling line was about this wonderful new German immerser - 

'It's crazy heating up the whole tank when you only need a wee bit of 

water. As you know heat rises, and this immerser works by -.' Bullshit 

of course, all immersers work the same way. This was an ordinary one, 

no better than the rest. 

At one point the electricians ran out of cheap immersers, and 

decided they'd have to install a GEC one. The Easterhouse wifie got 

suspicious at this, saying, 'Where's the good German one I was 

promised?' 

I answered jokingly, 'Well, GEC stands for German Electric 

Company, you know.' 

'Oh, is that right? I never knew that!' 

 

When we moved to Motherwell I was absolutely skint. I had never 

worked at any real job or learned any skills of any kind. I didn't even 

have any Social Security stamps, I hadn't signed on at the Broo. My 

mother-in-law made me go to the NAB, the National Assistance 

Board. On my twenty-first birthday I had an interview there, and was 

interviewed by a girl who had been at school with me. I had been the 

bright lad who was going to university, and now this rather dim girl 

was working for the NAB assessing me. 

Then I got a job with Watling's as a timekeeper on the site where 

Ravenscraig steelworks was being built. Twelve hours a day, six days a 





week, four hours on a Saturday sometimes. Me being the timekeeper 

was a joke, I was the last one on site. Well, the second last - I was 

there before the agent, who was the boss. My timesheets were a thing 

of beauty, because I would make them up. I would 'quarter-hour' a 

couple of people to make it look good, and 'half-hour' someone else, 

and spread the deductions about so nobody complained. 

We had a big Cole's Crane on site, a mobile one that could do 

about five miles an hour on huge rubber tyres, and a driver stole it to 

go and buy a bottle of wine. One morning Sam Cunningham who was 

the foreman fitter, known as the steam boss, asked me, 'Did you sign 

out the Cole's Crane?' 

'No.' 

'It's not here!' 

'It must be here!' 

'It's not.' They had security guards on the gate, but nobody had 

looked at the crane when it drove through. I had to phone the police 

at ten in the morning and say, 'This is Watling's. I'd like to report a 

theft.' 

'Yes. What was stolen?' 

'A Cole's Crane.' 

'What? When was this? When was it noticed missing?' 

They found it parked outside a pawn shop in Merry Street, 

Motherwell. The driver was really indignant when he got sacked. He 

was still pissed from the night before, and had gone to buy another 

bottle. 

On the day after St Patrick's Day I lurched in about nine o'clock. 

Sam Cunningham was doing his nut. I could see empty Guinness and 

wine bottles scattered over the site. The Paddies on the night shift had 

got mortal drunk out of resentment that they were on the site all 

night. They would have got away with that because the gangers and 

the rest were as pissed as they were. But some of them had tried to 

use the drilling machine, and managed to pull the machine into the 

hole after they had drilled it. I still don't see how it was possible, but 

there was the large hole, with thousands of pounds worth of twisted 

machinery drilling itself into the ground. 





The agent came in about ten o'clock, in a total rage, went round 

kicking bottles and looking at the drilling machine. Finally he came to 

me and said, 'Have you got the sheets made up for who was on the 

night shift last night?' 

'Yes, ' I lied. Well, in fact I had made them up, just put down 

names. 

'Sack them all' he said. 

'The gangers as well?' 

'The whole bloody lot, sack the lot of them!' 

There were three guys whose names I had put down who hadn't 

even been working that night. They took it with good grace. You take 

the rough with the smooth. 

 

After that I got a salesman job with Wallace and Weir, the well-

known tick firm. They gave me a vehicle and I'd go round and collect 

the money, but I wouldn't bother going back a second time if 

someone wasn't in. As long as I was collecting in roughly what I was 

due I was happy. I was supposed to be selling them more things, but I 

never bothered because I was using the van to do gigs at folk clubs in 

Aberdeen and elsewhere. 

Later, when I was selling electric fires, I had to get the husband to 

sign the sales agreement. I went to one house in Easterhouse. The 

woman was pregnant, three weans pulling at her and a baby in the 

cot. Yes, they'd love to go electric, it would save her so much work 

making the fire, and the area was going smokeless anyway. 

To get the initial deposit and the husband's signature I needed to 

go back, and the best time was pay night. I went about five pm: no 

husband. She said, 'Oh, he may be a bit late.' I went back at seven, 

no husband. She was a bit disturbed. 'He must be working late.' 

I went back at nine. The tears were running down her cheeks. I 

realised she didn't even know what was wrong with her life. She was 

stuck in the house, her husband away off pissed which she thought was 

normal. The frustration of knowing she was not happy but what the 

hell could she do about it? I said, 'Don't worry, hen, you can get the 

electric fires any time, they'll be available at the same price.' I might 





have been able to prey on her - it's the salesman's job to take 

advantage of people like that, but I wasn't ruthless enough to do it. 

I got sacked from that job after three or four months, and went 

on to selling central heating. There you were taking advantage of 

middle-class professional people who thought they were smarter than 

you. I didn't mind at all acting stupid. I once flogged three storage 

heaters to the manager of a power station! He said, 'Why should I buy 

them off you when I can get them twenty per cent cheaper from my 

work?' 

I thought, 'Why did this guy fill in the form for me to call on 

him?' I said, 'Well, we can guarantee to have them installed next 

week, you have redress if our men make any mess, we have the most 

up-to-date machines which as you know are not available through the 

Electricity Board.' All the bullshit. The stupid twat bought three off 

me. I went out shaking my head. 

The easiest people to sell to were professionals. They thought 

they knew it all. The working-class people had been stung so many 

times they were usually wary, while the doctors and teachers weren't 

used to the door-to-door approach. Of course we leafleted them first 

- 'Our technical advisers are in your area and offering free advice on 

which system is most efficient and economical for your home - oil, 

gas, electrical.' Whichever one they had already set their heart on, I'd 

say, 'A very wise choice, blah, blah, you obviously have studied blah 

blah.' 

Eventually I got the sack again. 

 

Thereafter I would be sent for job interviews, and deliberately not 

shave or look smart because I didn't want the jobs, I was too busy 

doing gigs. Then I'd tidy myself up and go back to the NAB, all 

woebegone, and say, 'They didn't want me. I can't understand it.' 

Eventually they made me an offer I couldn't avoid - nine pounds 

fifteen shillings a week working behind the counter at the NAB itself 

So I became a professional performer. 

The only other person making a living from the music at the time 

was Archie Fisher. Archie had various jobs after he left school. First he 

was a turkey wanker, working on the artificial insemination of turkeys. 





He should have been on What's My Line?, with Gilbert Harding 

asking, 'Could you do this for me? Would I enjoy it?' 

From that Archie became a merchant seaman, and because of a 

drunken crew got shipwrecked in the South Caribbean off Curacao. I 

believe his last job was with the Milk Marketing Board, going round 

testing milk for tuberculosis. Then he made a sort of living teaching 

guitar and running the Edinburgh Folk Club, living on porridge and 

curried rustled sheep. 

None of the traditional singers made money from their music. 

Think of Davey Stewart. Alan Lomax considered that Davey's version 

of McPherson's Farewell was the most magnificent piece of virtuoso 

singing he had ever heard. And Lomax had recorded Woody Guthrie, 

Leadbelly, the lot. Yet Davey had to busk in the street till his dying 

day - at times he'd have to pawn his accordion, pawn his whistle - 

pawn his teeth! 

I used to put Davey on singing in the allnighter sessions at Clive's 

Incredible Folk Club, housed in a dance premises in Sauchiehall Street 

in the early 1960s. They had lost their drinks licence, but were 

hoping to get it back so they kept on the bouncers and the girls, and 

allowed folkies in bearing cairryoots. If any drunks attempted to talk 

or got aggressive, I would explain in a friendly way. 'Look, the 

bouncers over there are really bored, they haven't beaten up anybody 

all night. The only thing between them and you is me. Would you like 

to take your money and leave now?' 

The police kept raiding that club. When I walked along 

Sauchiehall Street I'd look to see if there were police cars there. If so, 

I'd walk to a café and have a cup of coffee till they were gone. It was 

such a hassle to get in and wait for the lift to go up, and if you got 

involved with the polis it was all the worse. 

It's not as if they ever got anything at the place, because Clive or 

myself would know all the drug dealers, and none of them were 

allowed in. We knew better than the police who they were. The 

bouncers downstairs vetted everyone before they even entered the lift. 

The club had two large rooms. One had counters, a coffee bar or 

cafeteria set up with speakers so you could hear what was happening 

next door but you could talk if you wanted to. A good set-up. 





One night I saw the cops were there again, turned round to go to 

the cafe, and this American guy bumped into me. He saw the guitar 

case and asked for the club. 'That's it there, where all the police are. 

If you wait ten minutes they'll be gone.' 

That was Joe Boyd, who had come up from London to hear the 

Incredible String Band play there. He eventually signed them up and 

recorded them. Clive and I were residents getting a tenner each a 

night, and Robin Williamson and Mike Heron got a fiver each. The 

guy running the premises was taking three or four hundred quid on 

the door, plus coffee bar sales. Apart from thirty quid to us he was 

paying twenty-five quid for another visiting artist, and a bit for rent 

and bouncers. 

He was also running rock discos, which got into trouble, and after 

a few months he did a bunk with the money. We could have taken 

over the place for not much cash. Alex Campbell and others were 

keen that we run it as a co-operative, but I saw that I would have been 

doing all the work. 

I was already booking everybody, doing the paperwork, getting 

the money and paying it out, compering, trying to find out who was 

on next - they'd probably be out on the fire escape having a joint or 

gone out to buy a fish supper. On the go the whole bloody night. 

I could see that I would end up moving the chairs, sweeping the 

floor and doing the bloody toilets as well. Then the other members of 

the co-operative would turn up for the share out of the cash. I wasn't 

interested. The best of luck. They could employ me at the same 

money as before. 

Instead I started doing every Saturday at the Glasgow Folk Club, 

which Drew Moyes mostly ran on his own after Ewan McVicar went 

to be a banker in East Africa. 

I'd teach guitar during the day for thirty bob, and be resident 

singer at night. There was a period when Drew was ill, and the club 

was effectively run or mis-run run by a few people including Archie, 

Jackie O'Connor, and myself. Then a few others felt that if it was a 

club there should be a proper committee. We said 'Fair enough' - it 

was a chore to organise it. An annual general meeting was called, and 

only about three people turned up, so they were the committee. 





Once again one person was left to do everything - Drew this time. 

He then expanded and had clubs running outside Glasgow. I was doing 

guitar lessons, late Saturday morning and early afternoon, then those 

of us who could afford it would go off for an Indian meal. Drew was 

paying me thirty bob a Saturday. That would pay for a meal, my fares 

from Motherwell, and enough to get drunk on, with beer costing one 

and a penny and whisky less than two bob for a quarter gill. 

I became a full-time professional performer in the Beachcomber 

Bat at Butlin's in Ayr, where hundreds of people sat in wickerwork 

armchairs surrounded by plastic palm trees and shrubs, rubber 

crocodiles and little grottoes. They had a Tannoy system, and every 

fifteen minutes night would break, and there would be the sights and 

sounds of a tropical storm. The sound of surf and thunder, and a 

rucking typhoon which shook the palm trees and laid them flat. I'd 

have to wrap up my song and be finished in time for the storm. 

I got a regular Wednesday night gig there. Wednesday was the 

day off for the resident Hawaiian band - all Scottish punters dressed in 

Hawaiian shirts. The one who played Hawaiian guitar was Des Stafford 

from Motherwell, a brilliant guitarist who had taught himself while in 

hospital suffering from polio. Des got me the job. On my second night 

there the bar takings quadrupled. 

I was sacked on the third night because of Cod Liver Oil. Several 

Butlin's directors were there, touring round various camps. Many 

people had asked me for the song, and when I started doing it, 

together with the jokes and patter, a couple of hundred people left 

their seats and instead of being scattered over this vast area among the 

rubber crocodiles they came and stood in front of me shouting 

encouragement. 

The language was unintelligible to the visiting directors from the 

South. They became convinced this was obscene, not the thing for a 

family camp. So I got my books. As well as displeasing Butlin's, this 

song got banned from the Beeb. At a big meeting it was decided that 

it was certain to be erotic and full of double-meanings, and therefore 

could not be played on Two Way Family Favourites. 

 









 

Black Is The Colour Of My Love's True 

Hair 
 

Everyone would go through for the Edinburgh Festival, there would be 

great crack and all-night sessions. It began in 1960, when Roy Guest 

opened the Howff, one floor up, just opposite St Giles Cathedral. He 

started it as a folk venue for the Edinburgh Festival, but kept it 

running afterwards. 

 

Roy had turned up at Broomhill, and we had all been very 

impressed because he had sung on the early evening BBC TV 

programme, Tonight. Roy claimed that he had been on before Robin 

Hall and Jimmie Macgregor. That's possible. Robin and Jimmie got on 

the first time because their agent Bruce Dunnett, afterwards known as 

The Rubber Cheque Kid, phoned up Tonight and asked, 'What are 

you doing for Burn's Night?' They hadn't been doing anything, so 

they agreed to use Robin and Jimmie - which helped the career of 

Robin and Jimmie a bit. 

Quite a few of us from Glasgow would pile out of the pubs just 

before they closed at nine-thirty pm, make a mad dive to catch the 

nine thirty train to Edinburgh - the last one, which had a bar still 

open. If the train was dead on time we could loup off at Haymarket 

and catch the last one back to Glasgow. If we missed it and it was a 

Saturday we could go up and get to the Howff just as it was warming 

up. Then we'd trust to luck we could find somewhere to kip until it 

was time for the first train home. 

Once I slept in the Howff, and some sods rolled me up in a 

carpet when I was paralytic. I suffer from claustrophobia, and when I 

woke in a dark place at five in the morning, my arms pinned to my 

sides, unable to move, I went berserk. 

I was working part-time as a salesman, always trying to hustle the 

supervisor to drop me through to Edinburgh at the weekends for the 

crack. When I got the job as a timekeeper, I met a one-eyed mechanic 





from Broxburn who gave me a lift one time. There was no booze 

available in the Howff, and if I produced a bottle I'd have to share it 

with twenty and have none left for myself I found no safe nook or 

cranny, not even the bog was sacrosanct, there were always several 

people to help me drink. 

The mechanic and I had a bottle between us, so we went out to 

drink it in the next close down from the Howff. I sat on the steps and 

the one-eyed mechanic leant against the wall, both of us quite pissed, 

passing the bottle to and fro. A young couple stopped. The girl wore 

a tight mini skirt, and with her was a teddy boy in a velvet drape 

jacket who was out of his skull and began heaving up his guts in the 

close. I went to hold him up. 

The girl was howling and greeting, and when he finished retching 

he began blaming the Italian meal they had just had. 'Aw, it's this 

bloody Italian food, this spaghetti!' 

I couldn't help but see, and said, 'No, that's vermicelli.' 

He said, 'Oh really?' 

That's how I met Owen Hand, who wrote My Donald, and went 

on to become a professional folk singer - the first British folk singer to 

have his own Official Fan Club. 

 

Then in 1962 there was a gambling club called Bungies that had 

lost its licence. It was just near St Giles Cathedral, and opposite the 

Howff. While they waited to get their licence back they ran as an 

allnighter, with various jazz clarinettists like Bruce Turner and Monty 

Sunshine upstairs, and folk singers down in the basement. During the 

three weeks of the Festival I was the resident, and we booked various 

people. 

I shared a flat with Dave and Toni Arthur, who were playing 

nearby and had been on Top Of The Pops as The Strollers. Lots of us 

were staying in a huge ten-room flat in Stockbridge which Nadia 

Cattouse had rented. Archie Fisher also had a room there - he was 

running his folk club in the Crown pub. There were some fabulous 

parties there, and people like Davy Graham turned up. 

So did a white American from Alabama called Jeff Roberts who 

sang blues. (Twenty-five years later, out of the blue, I got a letter 





from him sent to my old address, urging me to go and see Billy 

Graham. Twenty-five years after meeting him at wild parties, up all- 

night boozing and trying to get off with women!) 

In Bungies the music started late. One night I was at Archie's 

Crown bar club till chucking-out time, mooched around, had a 

surreptitious bottle in a cafe, then wandered into Bungies about 

midnight, well pissed. They still had all the bouncers and girls from 

when it had been a gambling joint. They had kept all the staff on, 

hoping they would get the licence back. More staff than they needed, 

considering it was unlicensed - well, in theory it was unlicensed. 

Two of the bouncers greeted me with, 'You're becoming dead 

famous. There are people from the Sunday Times and the Telegraph 

here to see you.' I went in, saw no reporter types about, and thought, 

'Ach, they're havering.' Then one of the girls in the back office said, 

'There was a chap came in said he was your father. He said he'd come 

back soon.' 

Now, I had only seen Herbert once briefly since I was a kid in 

India - we'd met when I was aged thirteen and first came to Scotland. 

In Bungies, in alarm, I started to get black coffee poured down me, 

applying ice cubes to intimate areas to sober up. Two hours later I'm 

playing, very nervous, and two drunken men come falling down the 

stairs. 

Herbert was working for the Telegraph at the time, and with him 

was his pal, a very distinguished journalist from the Sunday Times 

called Norman Reilly. In those days of great expense accounts for 

journalists they were staying at the Caledonian Hotel. Herbert had 

been quite nervous of meeting me, so he got pissed at the Press Club 

while I was sobering myself up. I had a very liquid lunch with him next 

day. We were both quite awkward because we hadn't really spent 

much time with each other in our lives. He told me that he had 

thought he was Jack the Lad at the Festival, having been coming for 

years, ever since it had started. Then someone asked him if he was any 

relation of mine, which quite pissed him off. 

 

As well as his Crown bar club, Archie Fisher had started a late-

night venue. He hired the Outlook Tower from the Church of 





Scotland, on the Royal Mile and overlooking the Tattoo - the Camera 

Obscura was up the same entry - and they had a big room that could 

take a couple of hundred people. I was booked there one night, for 

the incredible sum of ten pounds, two pounds better than my usual 

fee of the time. 

We couldn't start till the Tattoo had finished all its noise, so 

everybody drank a cairryoot and watched the fun from the best view 

in the city, looking down on the grandstand seating. Rory and Alex 

McEwan brought people along from the Ice Rink where they had a big 

show with big names like the Clancy Brothers. 

Martin Carthy was at Archie's club, so were Carolyn Hester and 

Dick Farina, both very well-known American singers. Davey Graham 

came, and Hamish Henderson brought in Jeannie Robertson and 

Jimmie MacBeath. Plus all the local youngsters, Robin Williamson, 

Bert Jansch, Archie, myself, various other heads. Just one of the quite 

spectacular collections of people who would turn up for the crack. 

Everyone got up and did a bit. I only got to sing three songs. As I 

was singing Twa Corbies in came Amalia Rodrigues, the queen of 

Portuguese fado singing, who had her face on Portuguese postage 

stamps. She got up with her four-piece backing group, a woman of 

about forty, singing so erotically although I couldn't understand one 

word. When she came off she gave me a kiss and said, 'I enjoyed your 

singing'. I stood there open-mouthed as she swept away, thinking of 

all the things I could have said. 'Yer no bad yer sel, hen,' or, 'I 

suppose a quick grope's out of the question?' All these merry quips 

you think of afterwards. 

Roy Guest was nearly ruined by another dramatic woman singer, 

Martha Schlamme from the USA. She had wanted a fee of a thousand 

pounds a night - delusions of adequacy! Roy sweet-talked her into 

doing it for the expenses, but the expenses turned out to include a 

hotel suite, taxis and fur coats, meals at the Festival Club, hundreds of 

pounds of expenses in a week - nearly put him in the grubber. 

Martin Carthy told me that Rory and Alex were having a party at 

their Edinburgh flat - a beautiful Georgian flat, one of their many 

properties. I asked Alex who said 'Oh, I don't know, it's Rory's 

party.' I was miffed enough to say, 'Well, you can stick it then.' 





I was wandering about in the vicinity, looking for the house of Bill 

Smith of the Corries, when I met a crowd from St Andrews, complete 

with cairryoots. We ended up going to Rory and Alex, where a butler 

who was I presume hired in for the occasion took the cairryoots from 

us as we went in - you could tell the peasants from the paper bags 

they entered with - and handed them back to us as we left. 

The magnificent buffet included a large whole turbot. The guests 

included Bernard Levin and Ravi Shankar, and Larry Adler and Julian 

Bream both of whom at one point accompanied Carolyn Hester 

singing Summertime. Some of us sloped off to a bedroom - me and 

Rory, Davey Graham and Martin Carthy, and played some simple 

blues. Alex McEwan came in and said, 'Oh, surely, Rory, not in the 

bedroom!' 

I think Jim Waugh, now a jazz broadcaster, was also there playing 

harmonica. Jim played very good blues harmonica, copying Sonny 

Terry. He met Sonny Terry at my house in Glasgow, and Sonny was 

very impressed. 

Sonny played in a duo with guitarist Brownie McGhee. That same 

visit Brownie was playing in an afterhours session in the Howff and 

Bert Jansch was in a corner, watching like a hawk and trying to copy 

everything Brownie was doing. 

 Brownie said, 'Hey, that's very good. How long have you been 

playing?' 'About six weeks,' said Bert. 

 

In the early days of folk at the Festival everybody connected with 

folk in the British Isles would appear. The Geordies like Colin Ross, 

Louis Killen, and Johnny Reavey would come up more often. Johnny 

Reavey was a singer who had studied with Ewan MacColl, along with 

Gordon McCulloch and Bobby Campbell. Johnny was quite a big guy, 

he was in Dublin for many years as organiser of the Communist Party 

or something similar. Although he was a Geordie he had the Glasgow 

patter off pat. 

We all went back to a typical student flat, a freezing cellar 

overstuffed with furniture left by previous occupants, pretty squalid. 

Only one bed, with a thin cover over the springs, not a proper 





mattress, but a bed at least. The rest of the flat was freezing, four 

inches of ice on the windows. 

Jim McLean, Josh McRae, Nigel Denver, Jackie O'Connor and 

myself all arrive in this flat, but Johnny Reavey gets to the bed first 

and crashes out. The only bed. The only place to keep warm. He's a 

big guy, so there's no room for anyone else. And the booze is running 

out. Johnny has to hitch-hike back down to Newcastle in the morning, 

so he asks to be woken up at six, and goes off to sleep. 

We put on every light in the house to try and warm it up by light-

bulb power, but by two in the morning I'm perished, and the others 

are all arguing away about something or other. So I devise a brilliant 

plan. I turn Johnny's watch forward by four hours, then I hide every 

clock in the place, lumbering drunkenly about, enjoying the game of 

hiding them away. Then I wake him up and point out the time. 

He says, 'I feel as though I'd only just got to sleep.' 

'Sorry about that.' And he lurches out like Scott of the Antarctic, 

looking for the start of the A1 in the mist, as I leap into his bed. 

(Drink is a wonderful healer – Johnny has forgotten all about that 

night.) 

Josh and Jim are into some earnest discussion, which is being 

disrupted by Nigel and Jackie, and eventually Josh and Jim seek peace 

by climbing into a large wardrobe and shutting the door. As they sit 

there debating Nigel pushes the wardrobe over, whereupon Jim shows 

more physical strength than I'd have thought his frame held. He 

climbs out and lifts up a big stuffed armchair as if it's a toy, and offers 

to brain Nigel with it. Nigel is almost helpless with laughter, but he 

manages to totter out of the room, and the chair is too big for Jim to 

hurl it through the doorway. 

On another famous occasion I lurched through the streets after 

working at Bungies until four am to stay at Archie Fisher and Jill 

Doyle's small flat near the Meadows, two or three storeys up. I knew 

they'd still be up, people were working late or partying, so I took a 

half bottle and some bottles of beer. When I arrived Jill came to the 

door and said, 'You can't come in.' 

'Why not?' 





'Remember last week everybody agreed we'd have a fancy dress 

party, and nobody was getting in unless they wore fancy dress? Well, 

tonight's it.' 

'But,' I said. 'But, but, I don't remember that.' 

'Well, you were one of the ones who insisted on it.' 

God, it's four in the morning, I've nowhere else to go!' 

'Wait a minute. I'll make sure there's nobody in the corridor, and 

smuggle you into the bedroom - we can maybe dress you up in 

something.' 

I entered into the spirit of this, got an old pair of her black tights 

stretched around me, laddered and knackered already, fashioned a 

tutu and a kind of top, and I was a ballerina. I kicked open the door 

of the living room and went pirouetting in. Everyone was sitting 

around in normal clothes. It took a while to sink in. Which gave Jill 

the chance to lock herself in the bathroom. 

I couldn't get at her. Archie went totally spare till I explained, 

after which I sulked. Owen Hand and Archie felt they should show 

solidarity and console me, so they disappeared and returned as 

ballerinas, ruining two perfectly good pairs of tights in the process, 

and we all went leaping and cavorting about, until I attempted a leap 

and Owen attempted to catch me. It all seemed like a good idea at 

the time. 

 

In the Crown Bar there was a pet monkey, an evil-looking thing 

that used to pee in people's drinks. It belonged to an ex-miner from 

near Kilmarnock, who split up with his wife and became a very early 

freak, with the hair, the beard - and the drug dealing. He used to deal 

drugs in the door of the jazz place at Charing Cross in Glasgow. The 

newspapers finally got on to him. 'Not a hundred yards from 

Glasgow‟s Charing Cross I was offered drugs for sale. I politely 

declined.' In his divorce the only contested issue was who got custody 

of the monkey. 

Then there were two young hairy freaks, classic ex-public school 

boys from the best of families, who 'had gone to the bad' as they said 

in those days. They lived in Society Buildings in Edinburgh, a great 





name for a hovel, a horrible tenement just across from Greyfriar's 

Bobby which had been posh 150 years earlier. 

They rode around in a vintage convertible, wearing kilts, their 

sporrans stuffed with one pound deals of hash. I went to call on them 

in the middle of the winter. They had one room, the size of a tennis 

court, with a ceiling twenty foot high. They couldn't afford to heat 

such a room, so they had erected a tent, indoors, and huddled inside 

wrapped in blankets and heated by a paraffin heater. Their big hobby 

was poaching sheep for the pot. One time they shot a prize ram. 

There were wanted notices everywhere featuring this ram, which had 

already been stewed and eaten, and was apparently very tough and 

horrible. You ate what you could - Archie was subsisting on oatmeal - 

I remember he once tried currying it. 

We were kept going by giving lessons in the secret art of guitar 

playing to the younger generation. In Edinburgh Archie was teaching 

Owen Hand, Robin Williamson, Bert Jansch. In Glasgow I was giving 

lessons to John Martyn and the boxer Jim Watt. 

Once Bert rolled up to the door of the flat Archie used. Bert was 

very polite and a bit vague even then, there he was in jacket and tie, 

all tidily dressed. Knocked the door - no answer. Rang the bell - no 

answer. Rattled the letter-box - no answer. 

Suddenly the door opens, a gent of mature years dressed only in 

underpants reaches out, smacks Bert about the face, then shuts the 

door again. Bert is left looking solemn and gob-smacked. 'What have I 

done? All I've done is knocked the door!' What Bert has done is come 

at the wrong time, and disturbed this gent in the midst of his 

paramours. Two people coming at the wrong time, in fact. 

Across the road from this flat was a Chinese restaurant we'd eat 

at sometimes. A very old-fashioned place, peeling wallpaper, faded 

pictures of Anna May Wong, a faded waitress and a couple of wizened 

Chinese running it. They didn't seem to be really with it, somehow. 

What the menu said meant little. They'd cook what they wanted for 

themselves, and you could have some of that. It turned out later that 

they were dealing in opium. Colourful times, when you look back with 

rose-tinted glasses. 

 





In his book Janine 1982 Alasdair Gray talks about a late night 

venue in Edinburgh that year. He mentions Ray and Archie, also Josh 

and Dominic Behan, but I was there too. Alasdair was making a crust 

at the time doing Biro portraits of people for ten shillings - thin point 

Biros were fairly new at the time. 

Alasdair also mentions 'the capable anarchist', who had run the 

first all-night jazz club in Glasgow in premises in Cleveden Lane. 

Alasdair did all the murals for him on a rented basis because the 

anarchist couldn't afford to pay. He gave Alasdair the cost of the 

materials, and free drink while he was painting, then rented the murals 

at an agreed fee. I was allowed in free to that club, because I would 

pass out on tables and add atmosphere to the joint. 

Alasdair did more murals, prehistoric beasts in black and white 

with touches of red and gold, for the late-night Festival venue in 

Edinburgh, in a disused sweetie factory down towards the 

Grassmarket. There was nothing to do after ten o'clock, even the 

Festival Club closed at eleven at that time. The sweetie factory 

operated on two levels, two big rooms, where there were jazz bands, 

and various folk singers like myself getting thirty bob a day to be there 

and fill in with songs when needed. We were able to doss on cattle 

mats in the chocolate room. 

It was a remarkable place. I recall seeing the conductor of the 

Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, Cleo Laine, and Geraint Evans, all 

perched on the plastic cattle mats which were the only things to sit 

on. Albert Finney coming in on a motor-cycle and riding it round the 

room. Dominic Behan and Geraint Evans singing Johnson's Motor Car 

as an unaccompanied duet after I had avoided backing Dominic on the 

song because he was pissed. 

The police hated the place because it was a club, you could pay 

for membership that lasted the three weeks, then bring your cairryoot 

with you. In the second week they sold some basic food, then the 

police were able to close it down because of the catering standards. 

One night I came through from Glasgow with Pete Ross, just 

getting a single fare because I'd get the thirty bob fee, went to Deacon 

Brodie's for a skinful and a cairryoot, and on to find the sweetie 

factory in darkness. It had been closed down by the polis, but people 





kept getting in the windows and carrying on the fun, so the police cut 

off the power at the mains. 

Pete and I and everybody else got in through a window, into the 

pitch darkness, wandered through this warren and bumped into 

people, some of whom were using lighters and candles. I met Gordon 

McCulloch and sold him part of my cairryoot for the price of a bus 

fare back to Glasgow. Everyone got a cattle mat, and everywhere you 

went you would tread on the body of someone already kipping. We 

stumbled up a few flights and back down again looking for an empty 

corner, and finally found a space, quiet except for the sound of 

running water. Next morning we discovered we had slept in the ladies' 

loo - we had laid our packs in the ladies' jax. 

At that time there was a sense of non-stop partying at the 

Festival. I expect it is the same now, except that I and my friends are 

too old to get invited, and if we were we couldn't keep up the pace. 

One Edinburgh Festival Fringe show was organised for Dominic 

Behan by a nice man called Bruce Dunnett, a Scottish agent based in 

London. The show was called Behan Being Behan. Alex Campbell was 

in it, with Nigel Denver, Dominic himself and the Jewish duo The 

Havarim, who were the only ones even slightly dependable. 

The show opened with the theatre darkened. They would start 

singing from the back of the stalls and march through the aisles up to 

the stage, with audience heads turning round in surprise. 

 

Jesus puts his money in the Glasgow Savings Bank Jesus puts his 

money in the Glasgow Savings Bank Jesus puts his money in the 

Glasgow Savings Bank Jesus saves, Jesus saves, Jesus saves 

 

Dominic would do a spiel, the spotlight would come on Nigel to 

do a song, the spotlight would zap back to Dominic for another spiel 

or maybe a song, then it would zap to Alex. 

There were a number of incidents. Alex fell asleep on a stool, and 

when the spotlight went to him he was snoring, and the people 

thought it was part of the show. The slapstick then got even better, as 

both Dominic and Nigel leapt through the darkness to get to Alex, 

and like the Keystone Cops they bumped heads and both fell over. 





The place started late, after the pubs had closed, so it was full of 

drunks - apart from the ones on stage. It had a balcony, and while it is 

true that during a performance someone was pissing from the balcony 

down on the Stalls, I don't believe that someone in the stalls shouted 

up, 'I don't mind you pissing, but would you mind spreading it 

about?' They took that show to the London West End, and lost a 

fortune there. 

 

I first recorded solo in Edinburgh in 1963. Nat Joseph sold the 

idea of recording British folk artists to Decca, who had seen what 

happened to folk record sales in the USA, the Limelighters, the 

Weavers, Peter, Paul and Mary. Decca still thought folk might be the 

coming thing, after rock and roll faded away as it would any day now. 

They gave Nat the money to make two albums - Folk Song At 

The Edinburgh Festival Vols I and II. He booked Craighall Studios, 

and went round inviting various people to record. He offered me top 

whack, ten pounds. Archie and Ray were first offered ten between 

them, but when they heard what I was getting they held out for the 

same. Clive Palmer and Robin Williamson got less, a tenner or maybe 

even a fiver between them. Nadia Cattouse was there recording, so 

were two or three of what became the Dubliners - that was the year 

Barnie McKenna and Ciarnan Burke were performing in Edinburgh, 

and Luke Kelly turned up too. Luke had been in London and 

Birmingham, and spent a lot of time in Scotland too. He came up for 

the Festival, and I think that was when he decided to go back to 

Dublin, and the Dubliners were born. They had previously been known 

as The Ronnie Drew Folk Group. 

With the profits on the Decca albums, made for almost nothing, 

Nat was able to set up his own label, Transatlantic, in the following 

year of 1964, and started recording albums with the same 

performers. He had a ready-made list of the ones he had met in 

Edinburgh in 1963 like Bert Jansch. 

Another of the first batch through Nat's recording hands was 

Owen Hand, who beat me out of recording Baron Of Bracklay, the 

first real Scottish song I had learnt. Owen also sang it, and in order to 





settle who could perform it we tossed a coin and I lost, and never sang 

the song again for years. 

I was in the second lot, in 1965. Nat recorded the Dubliners, the 

Ian Campbell Group, then me. He also recorded people you never 

hear about now, like Dave Campbell from Guyana who any of us 

would have said at the time was ten times as good as Paul Simon. 

 Nat put me on a new cut-price label called Xtra, to be for people 

he thought would only have 'regional' appeal - in Scotland and 

Ireland. Decca had done the same, with their Beltona label for 

Scotland and Ireland. I think Nat afterwards regretted copying them, 

because I sold so many records. Those were the days. 





 

The Parcel Of Rogues 
 

I never sat down at the Dunoon anti-Polaris demos. Having spent one 

night in the Marine Bastille suffering from claustrophobia I never 

wanted to be in jail again. I sang at a lot of the sitdowns, the mass 

protests that began in 1961 against nuclear-armed American 

submarines being stationed in the Holy Loch twenty miles from 

Glasgow. And I was on the album of anti-Polaris and Republican songs 

that was issued by Folkways in the USA. 

I had been apolitical till I met Josh McRae and Morris Blythman, 

who got me involved. I had always been a bit of a rebel - I remember 

joining the Scottish USSR Friendship Society as a gesture of defiance 

when I was at school, but I was if anything Conservative at the time, 

as my parents had been. 

At the first Polaris demonstration at the Holy Loch Alasdair Gray 

appeared bearing a tatty Victorian temperance banner - faded velvet, 

scabby 'gold' brass tassels, a mahogany pole topped with brass, nicely 

painted in tartan letters saying 'Wine is a mocker, strong drink is 

raging'.  

Everyone else had 'CND', 'Ban The Bomb', 'Ban Polaris'. I asked 

him 'What are you doing with that?' 'Well, I felt I had to be here, but 

I didn't want to take myself too seriously.'  

There was a huge CND sign, made out of hardboard sheets, so 

big they brought it in two sections. It was erected up against a wee 

ice-cream kiosk on the beach at Dunoon. The kiosk was unused at that 

time of year. There was a breeze, and the sign wouldn't stay up, so 

they tied it to the kiosk. At which a very irate Italian chip shop owner 

came rushing across the road and pushed the CND sign down. It was 

pushed back up again, and a Laurel and Hardy scene developed in 

which the chip shop man and his pals pushed one way and the berrs, 

the Eskimos, pushed the other way. 

 

It's up the Clyde comes Lanin, a super-duper Yank 

But doon a good sight quicker, when we cowp him doon the stank 





Up tae the neck in sludge an sewage fairly stops yuir swank 

We are the Glesca Eskimos 

 

Hullo! Hullo! we are the Eskimos. 

Hullo! Hullo! the Glesca Eskimos 

We'll gaff that nyaff caad Lanin, we'll spear him whaur he blows 

We are the Glesca Eskimos 

 

As well as the Eskimos, the band of singers and supporters, there 

were other groups there. Like the Scottish Nationalist anarchist 

extremists, who used to practise unarmed combat with kilts on. One 

was an enormous guy, kilt and red hair everywhere, huge red beard, 

six foot four or five. On Dunoon Pier were two American sailors, who 

looked as if they were about sixteen years old and hadn't started 

shaving yet. One wore rimiess glasses. They had a camera. I thought 

they were kids doing their National Service, although looking back on 

it they might have been CIA. The hulking hairy kilted anarchist bends 

down to one of these little kid Americans and hisses, 'Yankee monster 

- go home!!' 

It was decided that the singers should be sent on ahead, to meet 

the marchers when they arrived. We were piled into a mini bus and 

taken to Sandbank Pier where several hundred Americans were 

waiting. 

 

The Clyde is sure to prosper now they're here 

For they're charging one and tenpence for the beer 

And if ye want a taxi they stuff it up their jersey 

And charge ye thirty bob tae Sandbank Pier 

 

Oh, ye canny spend a dollar when ye're deid 

No, ye canny spend a dollar when ye're deid 

Singin, Ding Dong Dollar, everybody holler 

Ye canny spend a dollar when ye're deid 

 

However, the march was in fact to stop a mile back, at the War 

Memorial. Half a dozen singers with guitars - Josh, Nigel Denver, 





Morris, me, Jim McLean, Jackie O'Connor - were there, lost, 

surrounded by three or four hundred Yank sailors who were thinking 

'Not much of a mass demonstration, this!'. We were singing away, 

and selling them copies of Morris's Ding Dong Dollar songbooks at 

sixpence a time. They were buying six or ten copies each, as cheap 

souvenirs of Scotland. Eventually the mini bus came back and took us 

to the right place. I have never seen so many microphones. There 

were three different TV crews, one of them Russian. 

Then the record Ding Dong Dollar was made and issued in the 

USA and Russia, where they translated all the songs and used them on 

the front page of Isvestia. We've still got quite a lot of rouble royalties 

lying from that record - you have to go there to spend them, and 

they'll be worth bugger all now. I've always said that by the time I 

make a million they'll have a coin for it. 

No British company would issue the record, and when the 

American Folkways company eventually agreed to do it they insisted 

that the specifically anti-John F Kennedy songs be removed. 

Unfortunately they were the songs that I sang. After the recordings 

had been made Kennedy had been assassinated and become a saint, so 

my songs were out. 

 

Cheapjack's a millionaire - a very nice feller 

He wants tae send us up in the air - or doon tae the cellar 

But up in the air we aurnie gaun 

For Cheapjack or the Pentagon 

Cheapjack's a millionaire 

 

Jacqueline's no playin the game - the game's a bogie 

Sbe willnae buy ber claes at Frame - she's helluva snobby 

She's smugglin in the Paris rags 

In Yankee diplomatic bags 

Jacqueline's no playin the game 

 

Why do the Yanks feel blue? - Yuri Gagarin 

Wbo's always number two? - Yuri Gagarin 

Alan Shepherd went up an doon 





But Yuri the Yogi went roon and roon 

That's why the Yanks feel blue 

 

Morris wrote the songs or worked with others like Jim McLean 

and Matt McGinn to write them, and Josh sang them. It wasn't just 

Polaris songs or demos. Before Polaris there had been the stealing of 

the Stone of Destiny, and Morris organised a booklet of songs about 

that. And songs about blowing up pillar boxes that had ERII on them. 

There are various accounts of who was posting the bombs. 

Then there was a writers' conference in Edinburgh, and Morris 

organised Josh, and I think Jim McLean also, to sing Lady Chatterley. 

 

Have ye heard o Lady Chatterley? 

Sick and starved o love wis she 

Hey, hey, poor wee lady Chat 

 

Good Sir Clifford wis her man 

He got shot in the - war an he couldnae stand 

Hey, hey, sad wee Lady Chat 

 

Hamish Henderson was furious. His comment was: 'The 

conference had been going very well until it was disrupted by a drunk 

skiffle group from Glasgow.' A fair description, I thought. 

When I wrote the sleeve notes for my first solo album I phoned 

Hamish Henderson, knowing how prickly he can be about his songs. I 

had left out a couple of verses from his D-Day Dodgers, and done a 

little bit of editing on The Seven Men Of Knoydart. I was anxious to 

butter him up, so I said over the phone that I had put in my sleeve 

notes, 'Written by Hamish Henderson, who was writing fine protest 

songs before Bob Dylan was born.' 

 There was a pause, then he said, 'When was Bob Dylan born?' 

'I don't know. The 40s.' 

'Well, it is literally true, but I'm not that old!' 

 

Josh McRae introduced Bob Dylan songs to us. I met Josh 

through Archie Fisher, then Morris Blythman through Josh. Josh and 





Morris eventually got houses next door to each other, which was very 

dangerous for both of them, because of the increased opportunities 

for drinking.  

One remarkable drinking feat of those days didn't involve Morris, 

but a pal of Josh's who was a potter in the Highlands. The potter's 

wife was in the Royal Infirmary having their first baby, so one night 

Josh and I are having the usual cairryoot of a few Carlsberg Specials, 

and the potter is on the phone every thirty minutes to the hospital. 

Just before nine o'clock they said, ' The baby's arrived, it's a boy, 

both are doing well, but don't come to the hospital till the morning.' 

So the three of us went across to the Boundary Bar at nine 

o'clock, and between then and closing time at nine-thirty we had ten 

double whiskies each, ten half gills which is a bottle of whisky each. 

Then we took a cairryoot back to Josh's. 

Midday next day we went in again for a pint. The barman said, 

'Christ, I never thought I'd see you three alive, the way you went at it 

last night.' 

On a Saturday afternoon when the pubs were closed we would 

often go to the Square and listen to a wonderful political public 

speaker, Donnolly of the Socialist Party of Great Britain. 'There's 

Onassis chasing Maria Callas round his yacht with a bottle of 

champagne in his hand. You're lucky if you've got the money to chase 

the wife round the kitchen table with a bottle of Guinness on a Friday 

night.'  

He was the first one I heard say about Eastern Bloc communism, 

'Comrades, that is not socialism, that is state capitalism.' Then he said, 

'In the old days every thug who had a club big enough and henchmen 

to support him would say, 'I'm the king of this bit of land and it all 

belongs to me, that river and that bit of sea-coast. It's all mine and I'll 

beat up any bugger who comes.' Gradually his sons and their sons 

would beat up everybody until everyone agreed it was their land. 

'Comrades, we should be thankful they didn't have the 

technology to meter every breath we took, or they would say, "All 

the air above this land belongs to me as well as the water!” You'd 

have had a meter on your back, and every breath you took you'd 

have to pay the laird. And then, comrades, come the revolution 





they'd be overthrown, up against the wall, come the glorious 

revolution. 

'But you'd still have their meters on your back, and you'd he 

paying the government instead of the laird.' 

Near enough thirty years ago. A great afternoon's entertainment, 

and an education. 

I would also look for books on the barra of Bread Army Dick, an 

old self-educated anarchist who had been a conchie in the First World 

War and had talked his way out of it. In the Second World War he 

defended his son, less successfully. 

Dick was a wino, and his book storeroom was a single-end next 

door to the Alcoholics Anonymous office in St Vincent Street. I got 

to know Dick, and he'd say, 'Watch the barra, son, for a wee while', 

and he'd sneak off for a drink. He had marvellous books, which he 

would sell purely by the state of the binding. 'Oh, that one'll cost 

you, son, that's very expensive, that's really good leather binding, cost 

ten bob or maybe a pound.' I got a huge atlas dated 1860 for two 

bob. 

Dick had a pamphlet of the correspondence between John 

Maclean and James Connolly. He also had a signed copy of Connolly's 

only book, which he wouldn't sell because he had met Connolly. One 

of the original Red Clydesiders, Bread Army Dick. 

 

In the very earliest days of the Folk Song Revival in Glasgow 

songwriter Matt McGinn was away at university. When he came back 

Janey Buchan had an At Home to introduce him to all of us, but we 

were not at first terribly impressed. 

Matt didn't spend enough time polishing his songs. He'd lose 

interest in a song in a week, and instead of polishing a brilliant idea 

that was nearly there, he'd go on a new brilliant idea. He'd have a 

sudden burst and write six songs in a day, and one or two would have 

the kernel of a great idea, if only he'd spent a bit more time rubbing 

the rough edges off. Later I realised this was part of his strength, and 

made his work unique as a songwriter. 





After a while Matt would turn up more and more at folk dos, and 

we became good friends. When Transatlantic asked him to do his first 

album in the late 1960s he asked me to play guitar for him. 

I'm terrible at following anybody - I don't play by ear, I just 

follow myself - but I agreed. The only fiddle player I knew who could 

busk on the right notes was Mary Ann Alburger, who played on my 

own first album. And we got Robin Williamson, a good musician on 

various instruments. 

Matt had been singing unaccompanied solo all his days, and 

would think nothing of not just changing the key, but changing the 

tune between one verse and another. One verse he'd sing the seventh 

note, the next he'd stay on the dominant. We had to have twenty-odd 

takes, and be very tentative on the accompaniment, going completely 

spare following him. This album became very popular and sold a 

bomb. 

On peace demos we would often get the comment from passers-

by. 'Why don't you go to Moscow and demonstrate?' Which was 

stupid. We couldn't afford to. But we did demonstrate at the Russian 

Consulate in Glasgow. On one occasion there I was playing and 

singing. The copper who was trying to keep the road clear kept 

grinning at me. Eventually he turned back his coat collar, and on the 

inside of his lapel he had a CND badge. 

Once in the Union Hall in Bath Street they were raising money to 

send Josh to a peace event in Moscow, on behalf of the Scottish 

CND. In the hall there was a folding desk, where the committee 

would sit, with a bench seat behind it. The usual heavy team of piss 

artists - Josh, Nigel, Jackie, Jim - were playing from behind the desk. 

As usual we'd been in the State Bar first. 

I don't know how it happened but as someone else was singing I 

must have slid off the seat, and I was behind the desk lying on the 

floor. My friends decided to leave me in peace, and the audience 

could just see this pair of feet sticking out from the side of the 

podium, lying horizontal. 

At the end, everyone smashed, they pissed off and left me. The 

hall was being locked up for the weekend! God bless Josh. He 

remembered me, and came back as the janny was locking up, came 





into this darkened room and roused me. Ever since then, when 

viewing political party conferences, I always look out for feet sticking 

out from the end of the podium. The funds raised were used to send 

Josh to demonstrate in Russia. He must have had some impact, as he 

was deported. 

After Castro came to power in Cuba in 1959 I met Cesar, the 

new Cuban Consul in Glasgow, and I began to drink Fidel Castros. I 

am convinced I invented Fidel Castros. Bacardi rum, Angostura 

bitters, lemon, ice and Coke - as much Coke as spirit, so it's a lethal 

drink which tastes fairly mild. 

Cesar was only twenty-three, and had unlimited cigars and rum 

for the freeloaders with unlimited appetites like Jackie O'Connor and 

me. He had a gorgeous secretary called Maria who was a Spanish 

Communist, and the two of them would collect every newspaper and 

periodical printed in Scotland, look through them, cut out any 

mention of Cuba, put it in an envelope and send it to their Embassy in 

London. That was about it. 

Cesar once ran an event at the Malmaison Restaurant for the 

Cuban community in Scotland. One aged woman who had come 

originally from Cuba and married a Scot turned up with her daughter. 

They were the only Cuban element present, plus a bunch of us 

alcohol-and-Havana-cigar fellow travellers. 

When he left we had a farewell party. He got recalled because 

they were closing down the Glasgow office. We said, 'They're going 

to shoot you when you get back.' Cesar reckoned he was a seasoned 

diplomat due for promotion - the ambassador in London was only 

twenty-one, after all. 

The political lines weren't so tightly drawn then. I remember 

Archie, Josh and I singing for the Young Communists and then the 

Young Conservatives on the same night. Or the Communist Party gigs 

that Aly Bain's older brother used to organise in Glasgow. I think he 

and Aly were the Shetland Communist Party. 

We would meet in the Friends' Tavern or the State Bar, and 

invariably the conversation would come round to politics - Ban The 

Bomb and the rest. That's why later I really liked Alex Glasgow's song 





As soon as this pub closes, the next revolution begins. Most of my 

debating partners were Communist Party members. 

In 1989 the World In Action TV programme reported I was on 

a political blacklist I had never heard of - The Economic League. It 

was really bizarre. They had me down as a communist sympathiser 

when I'm one of the very few professional folk singers who has never 

been a communist. It probably came from a Medical Aid For Vietnam 

concert, when a man who claimed he worked for the Daily Express 

newspaper phoned up asking did I realise I was working for the 

Communist Party? 

 I said, 'I'm not. There are various ministers of religion involved.' 

 'Oh, they're dupes as well. It's a well-known communist front.' 

 I said, 'We're assured the money is going for treating civilians 

injured in Vietnam, 

of whatever persuasion. I'm all for that.' 

'So you're going to do the concert?' 'Yes.' 

Shortly after that I noticed that the Christmas dos for companies 

had dried up. I used to get quite a lot of Christmas parties and 

cabarets for firms, and they cut off abruptly. At the time I put it 

down to changing tastes. 

I had been furious about the Medical Aid For Vietnam concert 

anyway. Many other performers did it, and got expenses. I had driven 

up from England and back and hadn't taken a penny, not even petrol 

money. The concert hall was full, 1000 seats at ten bob, the place 

was cheap to hire, but the total sent off was only some £132. I wrote 

back saying, 'What happened to the rest?' It had gone on expenses'. 

That was when I determined that if I was going to do any more 

freebies they would be for something I passionately believed in. If it 

was a cause I didn't believe in - like war blinded, which is just a 

money-making scheme - I'd charge my normal fee or more. If it was 

something I would support, like Oxfam, I would say, 'OK, my fee for 

the concert is fifty quid.' 

'Oh, but it's for charity.' 

'No, if you run it efficiently you should make at least fifty quid 

profit, so before I do the concert I want a certified cheque made out 

to the charity for a hundred pounds. Fifty from me and fifty from you 





and I'll do it, so I know I'm not wasting the night.' I'd say, 'I'm fed 

up doing concerts where they have 500 pounds worth of artists and 

earn fifty pounds for the charity. That's ridiculous. I'd rather donate 

the fees in my own right. I'm losing a night's work, anyway.' 

 It's surprising how few charity gigs I got asked to do from then 

on. 

 

 





 

He's On The Chain Gang Now 
 

By 1967 I was filling bigger halls, not just in Glasgow and Edinburgh, 

but up in Aberdeen, the Kinema Ballroom in Dunfermline, huge 

rooms in Kirkcaldy and St Andrews. 

Itook a conscious decision not to do too many concerts, but to 

concentrate on folk clubs. In some ways it would have made better 

financial sense to do more concerts, but my decision was reinforced 

by some deeply problematic non-club gigs. 

To give a frinstance, one time I was booked to perform as the 

entertainment part of a ball in the Queen Margaret Union of Glasgow 

University. I was to be in between the rock band and the disco. I 

turned up and there was no PA for me. They said, 'Never mind, we'll 

get it together, come in to the committee room and have something 

to eat.' They ushered me in, and laid out for the committee members 

was salmon, smoked turkey, free bevvy with fine wines and all the 

trimmings. 

Eventually they said, 'We're sorry, we couldn't get the PA, but 

never mind, here's your fee, and have another drink. And will you 

come back next week, when we've another ball, and perform then?' 

Back I went the next week. This time they had a mike and a small 

amp, but it was even worse than having no PA, because the hall was 

so big, and punters were wandering in and out for drink. Without any 

PA you might have been able to shout and get some attention out of 

sympathy, whereas with a Mickey Mouse PA people talk over the top 

and you have less impact again. 

I tried two or three songs to prove it wouldn't work, then went 

off and said 'Get me a decent PA, please.' 

'Never mind', they said. 'Come into the committee room while 

we sort things out.' Back into the back room, into the free booze and 

smoked salmon. Students are poor, but the ones on the entertainment 

committee have ways of getting by. Once again the story was, 'Sorry, 

Hamish. Here's your fee. Will you come back and next time we'll 

have proper gear for you?'. 





I said, 'Look, can we not just save ourselves some bother? Put my 

name on the next bill, I'll stay at home and you can just post me the 

cheque.' 

Another time Watt Nicol persuaded Archie Fisher and me to 

form a group with him under the name Old Rarity, the name of a 

deluxe whisky I had advertised on the cover of an album. In 

appreciation the distillers gave me twelve cases of it. When in the 

middle of the day I carried them out of my car and upstairs I kept 

hoping some police person would be passing, since I had the booze 

perfectly legally. Never had I come into contact with so much legal 

whisky. 

Very ostentatiously I carried the cases up to our flat. But you can 

never get a policeman when you want one. 

I stacked them in the living room, muttering to myself,' Mine. All 

mine.' My wife Wilma said, 'How many cases are you going to sell?' 

This was something I hadn't thought of I said, 'Sell?!' 

'Well, you're going to sell some of it, aren't you?' 

I thought about it, then said, "What do you think I would buy with 

the money?' It seemed a little crazy to flog whisky cheap to get the 

cash to buy whisky expensively in pubs. Although I have seen dockers 

doing just that, coming in from the whisky docks, selling a couple of 

knocked-off bottles, then spending the money over the bar paying full 

price for their halves. 

Watt fixed up over thirty gigs, and the first one was in Greenock 

Town Hall. We were getting paid thirty-three pounds a head, a great 

deal of cash. Archie was the musician, I was the comedian and Watt 

the showman. 

 But we had had very little rehearsal, and only on stage did we 

learn that his showmanship included such notions as blowing a swanee 

whistle madly during soulful numbers, and having false tits under his 

shirt to flash at the audience. 

Watt marched on stage doing this as Archie was singing 

Carrickfergus. Archie decided to walk off stage. I was physically 

holding onto his jacket, saying, 'Thirty-three quid! Think of the thirty-

three quid. Don't think of your fee then, think of mine. We'll cancel 

all the other gigs, no more, I promise, let's just finish this one.' 





 'There won't be any more? You promise?' 

 „NO, no, I promise, I promise.' 

 End of Old Rarity. 

 We weren't the only ones who found problems in larger venues. 

The Clancys were hugely popular in Glasgow at the time. Many other 

more local performers who shall be nameless made a good living 

singing Clancy Brothers songs, using their introductions to songs and 

wearing their sweaters. The Clancys came to the Odeon Cinema, 

which had occasional live performances, and they knew it would be a 

great night. Their whole bit was to get the audience singing. 

 

Still I live in hopes to see the Holy Ground once more 

Fine girl you are! 

 

It's not the leaving of Liverpool that grieves me 

 

And The Irish Rover - all those Irish sailors songs. Plus of course 

 

Rare bog and a rattling bog, the bog down in the valley oh. 

 

 The Odeon is jam-packed, the lights finally go down, the hubbub 

settles and the spotlight comes up on centre stage. From behind the 

curtains a hand reaches out and places a chair in front of the 

microphone, and the spotlight is on this chair. The Clancy Brothers 

have this opening in which they dash on, kick the chair aside, bunch 

together at the microphone and roar into The Holy Ground. 

 This is their trademark, the explosive opening to their show, and 

usually the applause starts when the chair is kicked, so this night they 

pause for the roar of applause. But the puzzled punters are thinking, 

'Why in the world did they kick that chair away - was somebody 

supposed to be on before them?' Liam Clancy falls about laughing at 

the failure of their big theatrical opening, and now the audience is 

trying to work out what was the joke they missed. 

 Still, they get into the songs, and work like stink to get the 

audience singing. However, up on the stage of the Odeon, with the 

tight bright spotlight, they are pretty remote from the audience, not 





getting the feedback they are used to at all, not what they‟d expect in 

Glasgow. 

 All that's happening out there is muttering and mumbling and the 

occasional slight scuffle. They can't see that, out in the hall, every 

time someone tries to join in, a cinema usherette dashes up, shines a 

torch on them, and hisses, 'Shush - any more noise and yer cot!' 

 

 Another problem place to play was the Mauritania Bar in 

Clackmannan. I played at the opening night there, a mortal shambles. 

When the SS Mauritania liner was broken up they took out the first 

class lounge and this publican built it into his lounge bar. For the 

opening they had a comedian, an old music hall hand, who dressed up 

in a sailor suit to do his patter, plus a conjurer, and a woman who 

displayed her bosoms as she wandered the tables intoning torch songs. 

The publican had acquired a two am licence for the opening, so all the 

berrs had come in from the surrounding woods. I was OK, I could 

wallop out Cod Liver Oil and such, but it was hard times particularly 

for the conjurer, who had to face all these drunks who just wanted to 

view the large-chested lady or hear me telling dirty jokes. 

 The comedian scratched his way through the night. The publican 

had decided to open in style, in the spirit of the Mauritania, and he 

had laid on chilled champagne -glasses and glasses, bottles and bottles, 

cases! The comedian stood there holding a pint tankard overflowing 

with foaming champagne, and said, „Jeez, you'd think on an opening 

night in a grand place like this they‟d have given us a free half at 

least!' 

 At the end of the night I went out with my guitar in one hand 

and my guitar case in the other. The case clinked as the two bottles of 

champagne got cosy. 

 The other time I've done that was stealing glasses from the 

Melrose Hydro. They had some beautiful chunky whisky glasses and I 

asked the barman if I could buy some. He said, 'I'll slip some in your 

case while you're on in the second half' 

 After everyone had left, me and the barman were having a drink 

when the owner came in and bought me a drink. Then he sat, 

wondering why I wasn't leaving. I eventually had to feign total 





drunkenness and stumble out with my guitar in one hand and my 

tinkling case in the other. 

 No other folkies could handle the Mauritania Bar but Billy 

Connolly and Tam Harvey, the Humblebums. Tam and Billy were 

playing quite a lot of gigs with me in the early days. Many places 

weren't really into folk; the entertainers got most of the work. At 

Aviemore we used to play in the picture house after the picture 

finished, from eleven until one in the morning. 

 On one occasion we had time for a few drinks - and only a wee 

cairryoot, because we were skint until we were paid. Then we 

discovered they hadn't been able to book us into anywhere in 

Aviemore, and we'd have to trek to the Austrian Ski Centre in 

Carrbridge. 

 After the gig we talked with people, then drove off to Carrbridge 

and rang the bell - they were all locked up. We got in no bother - they 

were incredibly apologetic because they had overbooked, and they 

showed us to the games room, where there was a full-size ping-pong 

table and other sports equipment. They had made up three camp beds 

for us in there. We just crashed. 

 Then I said, 'You know, I haven't played ping-pong for years.' 

Billy said, 'I used to be a dab hand.' 

 'So did I.' 

 And at about two in the morning we found a couple of bats and a 

ball and started playing, with great gusto. Consider the other people 

sleeping in that hotel. Then they hear in the distance the ghostly 

sound, 'Tac, taccity, tac tac, taccity tac. Aw, ya bastid! Tac, tac, 

taccity tac.' 

 I managed to split the backside of my trousers with the energy of 

this game, and the flies of Billy's jeans went flying. Eventually Tam 

accidentally trod on the ball because he wanted to get to sleep. 

 Next morning, we would never have made it in time for 

breakfast, but this little shit - the son of the owner or the cook - 

opened the door and hurled a golf ball in, which bounced off the four 

walls, whistling past people's noses. Tam leapt out of bed, naked, 

chasing this mini-monster, and the shouting woke us up. We got up, 

and found our trousers, the only ones we had - the backside of mine 





gaping, Billy's fly wide open. We slunk in to breakfast, looking like 

Siamese twins with Billy pressed up tight behind me, and sat down, all 

three of us feeling grumpy because of the camp beds and the horror 

with the golf ball. 

 As we sat scowling at our porridge we could hear the buzz of 

conversation all around us. All the tourists were asking, 'Did you hear? 

It sounded like some lunatic playing ping-pong at two in the morning. 

Who the hell was it?' 

 'I've a good mind to - oh, you heard it as well?' 

 We were able to acquire a couple of newspapers, so I walked out 

with mine casually held behind me - a Prince Philip pose - and Billy 

with a rolled copy of Punch casually held in front of him. 

 I planned to tell that story the first time Billy was on This Is Your 

Life but the show was cancelled because BiIIy‟s father had a heart 

attack. The second time I was working in Belfast. The producer 

approached me - I was expected to take a night off, cancel a gig, and 

pay my own air fares to appear on the programme, but I would get an 

invite to the party afterwards in the Dorchester Hotel. 

 I said, 'No, you are not on, I can't afford it. I'll cancel the gig but 

you have at least to pay my fares and my expenses.' I don't think Billy 

knows to this day why I was not there for his This Is Your Life. 

 Another story I'd been tempted to tell was about the Crmmmm 

Creek concert in 1967. A Stars For Spastics concert was put on in 

the Kelvin Hall. I was quite popular at the time: I was playing the 

Concert Hall in Anderston regularly, and Cod Liver Oil had started to 

be played on radio. So they asked me to perform. I sang just two 

songs, but my patter ripped the place apart. It was at the time of the 

Six Day War, when Israel captured the Suez Canal and the Egyptians 

had jammed it with sunken ships. At the same time people were busy 

making attempts on the world water speed record. 

 I took an old joke and twisted it to make it topical - I went on 

and said, 'Perhaps you haven't heard the latest news. The world water 

speed record has just been broken -by an Arab paddling a canoe up 

the Suez Canal.' Because it was topical it seemed much funnier than it 

was. And I did Cod Liver Oil which went down a storm. 





 Other performers included Cy Grant and Roger Whittaker, who 

were very popular at the time, and the compere was Larry Marshall. 

The place was jammed, maybe 4000 people. Then Matt McGinn 

came on. Tam and Billy were with him, mostly acting as his 

accompanists, but they got to do one number on their own. 

 Because of the reason for the concert there were people in 

wheelchairs all clustered around the stage. There must have been 400 

of them. Billy was very proud of his prowess on the banjo, and he 

practised like mad, so they chose for their solo a song that featured 

the banjo called Cripple Creek. 

 They began to play, starting with an instrumental verse, and as I 

stood at the side of the stage watching I could see Billy's face, and see 

him looking out at the audience as he prepared to sing, and a dawning 

look of horror at he looked at the hundreds of people in wheelchairs 

in front of him. So he played the instrumental verse again. Tam looks 

up in surprise, and a big grin begins to spread underneath his big 

moustache, and I can see him thinking, 'How is Billy going to get 

himself out of this?' 

 I have never heard a faster or more mumbled version of the song. 

And the dodgy word turns up so often, too. 

 

Going up Crmmmm Creek, going in a run 

Going up Crmmmm Creek to have a little fun 

Crmmmm Creek's wide and Crmmmm Creek's deep 

I'll wade Crmmmm Creek before I sleep 

 

 That aside, the evening was a roaring success. 

 Jimmy Logan was there, and he was mightily impressed at the 

audience response - not to Billy particularly, but to the various folkie 

performers. And Jimmy had just bought the old theatre at St George's 

Cross which he had renamed the New Metropole. Jimmy decided that 

folk music was the thing that would fill the hall, and he wanted to run 

five weeks of it. 

 Jimmy Logan's father, Jack Short, actually consulted me, and I 

said, 'Look, the only way you are going to fill the place for five weeks 

is to get the right names. Yes, people will turn out for folk music, but 





not at the rate you need.' At this time Americans were pulling them 

in, Peter, Paul, and Mary and such acts, but not the British 

performers. 

 He didn't believe me. I pointed out that the only ones in the 

British Isles that might pull them in for something other than a one-off 

concert were the Dubliners -they were in the Hit Parade at the time, 

with Seven Drunken Nights, and were the kind of pull he needed. 

 Jimmy Logan enquired, and said they had asked for Monopoly 

money. They wanted to do the first week, and proposed that they 

rent the theatre that week and run it themselves. That would have 

worked well enough, Jimmy would have made a profit since he'd have 

got rent while paying the Dubliners nothing, and the publicity of 

getting them would have pushed the project forward, but he refused. 

I did three or four weeks of the season myself, getting paid a fortune, 

maybe £125 a week at a time when people were lucky to get fifteen 

pounds a week in a job. They had booked eight acts, because old Jack 

Short had said, 'They won't come unless you have at least eight acts'. 

So as well as the folkies there was a guy in a tartan jacket who used a 

little electric guitar amp and sang advertising jingles - McEwan's is the 

best buy, the best buy in beer. 

The punters were coming to see me, Cy Grant and a couple of 

the others who were getting good money, but in an eighty-minute 

show we were only getting twelve minutes instead of the half hour the 

punters were used to. It being music hall they were running two shows 

a night, which meant there would be maybe thirty in for the first 

house - maybe three some nights. 

Buddy Logan was compering, dressed in what he considered to be 

a folkie outfit - an Aran sweater and a perr o' jeans that were too big 

for him. He wore galluses over his sweater to keep them up. When 

someone was delayed Buddy would sing How Are Things In 

Glockamorra and get ironic cheers from the folk fans. 

At the end of the night the George Penman jazz Band would play 

the finale while we all came on to wave to the audience, with the 

curtains closing, opening to each of us as we did a big flourish, then 

closing again. As the curtains closed for the very last time the band's 

drummer would play a real whirl, twirl the drumsticks around his 





fingers then throw them way up into the air. Just as the curtain closed 

he'd fling his hands up over his head, to protect himself from the 

drumsticks coming down to impale him. A real spectacular ending. 

The whole thing was a good-going disaster. Because it was folk, 

they hadn't needed a pit orchestra, but they did have a guy to play 

the organ. When you were announced by Buddy Logan the organist 

would play something for you to march on stage to - I Do Like To Be 

Beside The Seaside and the like. You'd introduce the song, and the 

organist would contribute a chord of his choice, in totally the wrong 

key since no-one had rehearsed with him.  

He was warned to stop that, but he would get bored. He was out of 

sight of the audience, but up on stage you could see him taking a slug 

out of a bottle in a brown paper poke. Then he would try and work 

out what key you were playing so he could join in. Half way through a 

song the organ would erupt into discordant life. 

One of the weeks a fine black American woman singer called 

Doris Henderson was on, and her accompanist was John Renbourn 

who was later a member of Pentangle. John was wearing just normal 

gear, open-necked long-sleeved shirt and trousers. Some of the rest of 

us were in flowery shirts. Jimmy Logan, rather less than tactfully, said 

that as John didn't have any costume with him perhaps this would 

help, and handed John a shirt which was bright green, decorated with 

white palm trees and monkeys. John thought this might not be the 

best image for a white guitarist accompanying a black woman singer. 

John got particularly annoyed with the organist, and warned him 

off several times. One night as John was playing an introduction the 

organ player came crashing in once more with a wrong chord. 

John stopped, put the guitar down, walked right over to the 

footlights, leant down and said, 'One more note and I stick your 

organ up your arse'. Got the biggest hand of the night. 

John Renbourn came along to the French Club. It was just around 

the corner from where Josh was living in Rupert Street, and open all 

day, so we could go there to pass the time after matinees. There were 

matinees the first couple of weeks, until reality set in. 

Various French teachers were members of the Club, and I had to 

fill in my application in French. I decided to put my occupation as 





comedian, and had three goes at the French spelling. Then I could 

invite everyone else on the bill as my guests. 

Billy and Tam were backing Matt McGinn on that bill, and 

Christy Moore was up - not on the bill, just up in Glasgow. All of us 

except Matt went round to the French Club for an afternoon 

refreshment, it being the only place open. We had rather large 

amounts of whisky in the dressing room, but you need a change of 

smoke now and then. 

We could get half an hour on the snooker table for sixpence, so 

we all played. Being so pie-eyed and stoned we managed to play the 

whole thirty minutes without ever potting a ball. That isn't easy, you 

know! Eventually, anyone who managed to make the cue ball connect 

with the red would get a round of applause -'Here, I thought you said 

you hadn't played this game before? 

Then I bought a stupendous round of drinks. Sat at the next table 

was this drunk Irish/Glaswegian bookie with a couple of mates. He had 

heard Christy‟s accent, and started to harass us for a song. 'Give us 

that one - you know, the one about James Connolly - stop all that 

other rubbish, give us a real song about James Connolly.' We were 

doing odd songs around the table - there was nobody in the place but 

us, this back-court bookie and his mates, and the barman. 

Various members of our party are getting less than chuffed with this 

gent, so I go to get a round so as to cool passions. I'm staggering back 

to the table with this tray of double Fidel Castros, double vodkas, 

double rums, double whisky, beers. It cost three pounds fifteen 

shillings, a considerable sum in those days. Christy, being peacemaker, 

says, 'All right, I'll do a song about James Connolly.' He begins that 

fine song: 

 

Where, oh where is our James Connolly 

Where, oh where is that gallant man 

He's gone to organise the unions 

That working men might still be free 

 

But the bookie was waiting for that awful dirge that's intoned by 

Glasgow drunks of a Celtic persuasion: 





 

Ouuurrr no-bell James Con-no-lly, the Irish re-bell 

 

and he said, 'Oh, that's shite, rubbish, that's no about James 

Connolly, you're a blue-nose, you're an Orangeman.' Whereupon 

Billy Connolly, who had a quick temper in those days, exploded to his 

feet, upsetting the three pounds fifteen shillings I had just paid for in 

drinks, leapt across and punched the critic. 

Billy later made a crack about the Humblebums, when Gerry 

Rafferty had joined and made it a threesome. 'Connolly, Rafferty and 

Harvey - it doesn't sound like a Glasgow folk group, it sounds like the 

death roll in Easter Week.' 

I got black-balled from the French Club over that incident, and 

tried to write a letter in French complaining that I had unfairly been 

thrown out. It was back to Dressing Room Number One. 

The general feelings of the cast were somewhat eased by the 

after-effects of the big hurricane that had blown off lots of roofs in 

Glasgow. One place that lost a roof was the Ballantine's Whisky Bond, 

and Securicor were eventually taken to court by Ballantine's over six 

whisky casks that somehow got emptied while they were guarding the 

place. 

I can now reveal that the whisky had gone out through the roof 

while it was being repaired, and eleven gallons of it came the way of 

the Metropole cast, so when we all congregated in Dressing Room 

Number One we had ways of soothing our artistic sensibilities. 

Nobody needed to change for the show, so everyone - Matt 

McGinn, Billy and Tam, The George Penman Band - gathered with 

many visitors where the cairryoot was. Mind you, the eleven gallons of 

uncut whisky made the bizarre experience of the show even more 

extreme. And it meant we needed to hold on to Dressing Room One. 

One week Bernadette arrived, complete with fur coat and 

manager. She'd had a big hit in the Eurovision Song Contest, but I'd 

given her father guitar lessons. We didn't know what a big deal the 

theatricals made of Dressing Room Number One - it's the biggest, the 

handiest one to the stage, the one with the star on the door - so we 

were all in there carousing away on fish and chip cairryoots. 





I'd been ensconced there a couple of weeks, so Jimmy Logan took me 

aside and said 'Well, Bernadette's agent - you know what some of 

these people are like - he insists on Dressing Room Number One.' 

I said, 'No problem.' 

He said, 'Oh, I can see what a pro you are. There are petty-minded 

people who'd make a fuss about this sort of thing. When are you 

moving out?' 

'I'm not moving out.' 

'But Bernadette needs to change!' 

'I don't mind. She's welcome to change. None of us in there are 

narrow-minded, if she wants to take her fur coat off in our dressing 

room we won't stop her. But fourteen of us are not going to move 

out so she can move in.' 

The agent was much upset, and relations got a trifle soured. 

Bernadette was the only one who tried to do the show professionally. 

The rest of us treated it as a joke. She had a radio mike concealed in 

her bosom, and a spotlight following her as she waltzed about the 

stage singing My lady's a wild flying dove, a Tom Paxton song that was 

popular at the time. 

We'd been in the theatre for weeks, and we'd been rummaging 

through old props. Tam found a panto leftover, a scabby moth-eaten 

goose with about five feathers and the stuffing dribbling out. As 

Bernadette pirouettes to her song, this goose comes somersaulting out 

of the wings, flips twice in the air and lands dead at her feet. 

We were all lined up like a bunch of naughty schoolboys to get a 

wigging. 'Forty years in the theatre. Never seen such behaviour,' says 

Jimmy Logan. 'Call yourselves professionals? You'll never work in 

Scotland again!' Mumbled apologies and hung heads. 

Then Billy took a hand. After she danced round to the first chorus of 

Wild Flying Dove a stand mike would on cue rise up out of the stage, 

Bernadette would end with a few tricky steps that brought her round 

ready to use the stand mike. 

Billy had tied a rubber snake to it! The force with which it rose up 

meant the snake was jerking about, and she just turned to face the 

mike and found this snake lunging at her. Shriek! We were all back 

lined in a row. 'You'll never work in Scotland again!' 





 

In 1968 I was set to go to the States for the first time, in an exchange 

with singer Pat Sky, but they refused me a visa because I got busted 

for cannabis resin. The USA trip had been set up by a character called 

Walter Wylie that Ewan McVicar introduced me to. Walter had been 

an agent in the early days of the American Folk Revival, and had 

handled the Limelighters who were a top group in the early days. 

Walter decided to study anthropology and ethnomusicology, and went 

to study the Inuit on Baffin Island. He discovered that there were 

already three scientists to every Eskimo living in the old style, and the 

game was a bogie. Before he chucked anthropology he went back 

down to New York on holiday, came back with a bunch of 

boomerangs and taught all the Eskimaux kids to use them. 

He said he had a vision of Thor Heyerdahl hearing of the 

boomerang-throwing Eskimaux of Baffin Island, and trying to sail an 

iceberg around Cape Horn to show how it happened. 

Then he worked with Red Indians for a while. The tribe he was 

with formerly wore long hair right down their backs, but the kids had 

abandoned this in favour of the crewcut - this was in the early 1960s, 

before the Beatles and luxuriant hairstyles. In order to encourage the 

kids Waiter began to wear his so long he could sit on it. To avoid 

insulting remarks from civilised people in New York he wore a beret 

day and night. 

Well, he said sometimes he had begun the long hair because of 

this Red Indian tribe, but other times he would say it was because he 

had become a Sikh, of a branch which didn't wear the turban. Who 

knows? 

Waiter decided to get back into the music business, came over 

and toured around Britain with Ewan, and decided Pat Sky and I 

should start off the exchanges of folk artists. The trip never happened. 

Instead I found myself back in the Partick Marine Police Station, the 

same one I had been led into in chains ten years earlier when I was 

arrested for illegal whisky making. 

It began on a day when the Dubliners were to play the Concert 

Hall in Glasgow. I wanted to talk to Luke Kelly about a trio being 

formed - Luke, Archie Fisher and me which would perform between 





Dubliners tours. The idea was that the ideal group needs one good 

musician, one good singer, and one good entertainer. We'd have Luke 

as singer, Archie as musician, and me to do the funnies. 

We had already discussed the idea, but I needed to talk further to 

Luke. I'd been away a lot, and my wife Wilma said, 'That's you till 

tomorrow! If I'm lucky I'll see you next week.' 

'No! I'm coming back tonight, cos I'm tired, I'm knackered. I just 

want to get Luke on his own for half an hour, so I can see what kind 

of fees to propose to some agent, and make plans for the three of us 

to get together.' 

Wilma said, 'Ah, well, I'll believe it if I see it.' 

I'd seen the Dubliners show umpteen times, so I said to Luke, 

'I'm going to have a drink at the Hangman's Rest. I'll see you after.' 

Luke said, 'We're staying at the Gresham Hotel, and we'll only be 

able to get miniatures at extortionate prices off the night porter by the 

time we get back. Get us a bottle of whisky, would you.' 

I did, but at the stage-door afterwards I couldn't get near for the 

fans and the autograph-hunters. I decided I'd be as quick going to the 

Gresham, and drove up there and parked the motor. The others 

arrived, but Luke had stayed behind to wait for me and the bottle of 

whisky. I went off and got Luke by taxi. Back at the Gresham we 

started watching the Tokyo Olympics on TV, and I ended up sharing 

a single bed with Barney McKenna. (I don‟t remember how.) 

 Next night I was to play the Kinema Ballroom in Dunfermline, 

and the Dubliners were to be in Edinburgh, so I offered Luke and 

Barney a lift. But when we went out the car had gone. It had been 

towed away because I had parked it blocking an entry. 

Feeling wretched after a very liquid night, I went off to the 

Marine Police Station to collect it. I had forgotten completely that in 

the glove compartment was an ounce of hash which I had purchased 

for twelve pounds down in London on behalf of a Glasgow performer 

who shall remain nameless. The police had discovered it. 

But it wasn't the hash which had excited them. At that time a lot 

of heroin from the South of France was coming into Britain via the 

whisky boats. The Glasgow and West of Scotland police and customs 

boys had a hundred per cent record on catching this heroin coming in 





- they had never found any. I had been to the Chinese supermarket, 

the first one in Glasgow, and I had all this stuff in the car - a melon, 

noodles, dried minnows. And a pound bag of monosodium glutamate. 

The police, towing the car away, had looked in the glove 

compartment (they said in hopes of finding the owner's name), and 

discovered the hash. Then they investigated the boot, and buried in 

the Chinese groceries found a bag of suspicious white powder. 

At the Marine they were just about to open up the champagne 

when I wandered in, hung over, and said, 'I believe you have my car 

here.' I was rather quickly under arrest, but as they checked my 

effects they opened up my diary, and it happened to open at a page 

with Norman Buchan's home address and telephone number. Norman 

lived in Peel Street, just a few hundred yards away, and at the time of 

my arrest he was Under Secretary of State for Scotland with 

responsibility for the police! 

I knew him through the music of course, the concerts he and 

Janey had run, their support for the Glasgow Folk Club, lots of events 

through the years. So I had his home phone number. This resulted in 

the police treating me with kid gloves and allowing me to phone 

home. Wilma had phoned Ian Plummer, who got Martin Carthy and 

Dave Swarbrick to cover the gig I was booked for. I thought of saying 

the car had been stolen - it was my nice new Cortina I was so proud 

of - and that I'd never seen the hash before, but with my newly 

bought Chinese food in the boot I was caught. 

It's odd that it should be the same police station in 1958 and 

1968. The Marine is like the Bastille in Britain. They get lots of 

drunks, and there's just a sloping slab of concrete for you to sleep on, 

no toilet you can flush, you get a blanket that is stained with other 

people's filth, there's a stench - it was disgusting. 

 

There is a happy land down in Duke Street jail 

Where all the convicts stand tied tae a nail 

Ham and eggs ye never see, dirty watter fur yer tea 

There we live in misery God Save the King 

 





The news about my arrest was out fast, and umpteen reporters 

came up to the Marine digging for details. One was a pal who sent me 

in all the papers, so I at least had something to read that night. Next 

day I made all the headlines myself - my mother even heard about it 

in Australia. And the jersey newspaper, because I went to play in 

Jersey not long after the trial, and you don't even have to go through 

Customs to go to Jersey, yet they met me off the plane - a tap on the 

shoulder, 'Please come with us', into a side-room and did a strip 

search! 

 There are so many people from Scotland and Ireland in 

Jersey they have a special page for them, and I had made this page, 

complete with photograph of me wearing Cliff Stanton's suit for my 

first court appearance - his widow had given the suit to me at his 

funeral, as I was the only person she knew who was the same shape as 

him. 

 At that time LSD was still legal. Josh said, 'Oh, you should 

try it‟, but it takes two hours to begin to work, and you need to have 

someone with you because it could be I took this tab of acid on the 

bus going to Rupert Street where Josh lived, to allow time for it to 

work. I had heard Cliff Stanton had died, I wasn't at all close to him, 

but Josh and he had been quite pally. I got to Rupert Street and 

learned that the funeral was that day. 

 'I have to go to it,' said Josh. 

 'Oh, God,' I said, 'I've just taken that acid.' 

 'We'll just make a token appearance. You've got a driving 

licence, haven't you?' He had a car but no licence. So I drove. We 

both said we hated funerals, and between us we thought we had the 

price of a half bottle, but when we went to the off-licence they had a 

special offer of the first under-proof whisky I'd seen, a 65-degree 

proof brand called Old Tom, and we could afford a full bottle. 

 We reached the funeral site. Cliff wasn't a very popular man. 

There was his wife, his mother and father and his wife's brother. The 

only other non-family person was Andy Daisley, Cliff‟s deadliest 

business rival - the two had spent twenty years covering each other's 

posters, running rival jazz concerts. 





 It was a Jewish funeral, so we had to wear hats. One of the 

gravediggers dug out some. I had a Tony Hancock homburg, Josh got 

a nifty Tyrolean number with a feather, and Andy had an Andy Capp 

ten sizes too big which came down over his nose. We didn't dare look 

at each other. Josh and I had polished off the Old TOM, and I was 

wondering when the acid was going to strike, or if it had already done 

so. We were given the books for the service, which were of course in 

Hebrew, and were to be read from back to front. The fits of giggles 

were tightly under control. Each mourner had to put a little earth into 

the grave with a shovel. I just managed to catch Josh's coat to stop 

him going in with the earth. I saved him but he did drop the shovel in. 

 We went back to the Stanton house. His wife had made 

sandwiches, but Cliff had this room full of booze, and her brother kept 

going in there and coming out with exotic bottles.'Do you know what 

this Chat-re-use is like? Let's have a swally o this. I persuaded Josh we 

had to go, then Cliff‟s wife came out with a suit to give me, which I 

have to this day and have used for weddings, funerals and court 

appearances for twenty years. It had been made to measure and 

delivered the day after he died. 

 We made it back safely to Rupert Street and I was wondering 

why I was feeling so sober, no effect from the booze or the acid. Alex 

Campbell was staying at Balmore, so we phoned him to see if we 

could tap some money to go drinking. He and Mary Ann Alberger 

came, and we all went out. Josh and Alex were well out of it, I was 

drinking like a fish but couldn't get drunk, sweat pouring off me, 

observing everything with incredible clarity. 

At one point Alex was playing Josh's twelve-string guitar and 

Mary Ann was knocking some notes out of a beat-up accordion with 

half the reeds missing as the two of them did Gilbert and Sullivan 

duets. I kept thinking, 'Is this what acid does to you?' Every time I 

asked Josh would stir himself and say 'Calm down, this is really 

happening, you're all right'. I didn't try acid ever again! 

My trial lawyer was a nice guy but not much use to me. He had 

a wonderful Victorian villain's name - Maurice Smythe. I pled 'Not 

Guilty' in hopes that the trial wouldn't come up until after the 





planned American tour. I had a lot of gigs booked, and my lawyer 

was saying, 'Oh, you could get three months for this, you know.' 

At Glasgow Sheriff Court, the ounce of hash was not the only 

charge I faced. In scouring the car and the house the cops had found 

some purple hearts and some amphetamine powder. In the sixties 

and seventies I needed to keep myself awake, what with partying all 

night and travelling all day. The doctors still gave pills out for 

slimming in those days. 

I told the police I was moving about and hadn't had the chance 

to go to my own doctor. I had a line written by a guy who is dead 

now, one of Scotland's best-known climbers. When you're half way 

up a mountain it must be comforting to have a little something that 

keeps you sharp and on form; because I used to get the odd 

Duraphett from limbers, the beloved black and white Duraphett 

capsules. I used to scrounge a few from this doctor. I sent off to get 

a prescription from him. 

I got the prescription back, and two letters. 

The first said: 

 

Dear Mr Imlach, 

I am pleased to bear the medication is helping with your diet. 

Yes you are considerably overweight. The capsules are called 

Duraphet twelve milligrams, blab, blab. Wishing you all the best for 

the future, glad you are enjoying your holiday, blah, blah. 

 

The second letter read: 

 

Look, you fat wanker, if I wanted to supply drugs to folkies I‟d 

be in Harley Street, not in effing Glasgow. This is your last 

prescription. Destroy this letter. Keep the other one if you can hustle 

anything off your own doctor. 

 

  I kept the first letter showing I had been prescribed stuff for 

slimming, so that as I was travelling about and someone was selling, I'd 

just buy. It was in London usually.  I was always being offered stuff 

in pubs and clubs. Put the blame on London.  





My lawyer said he was getting in a medical expert from Glasgow 

University, to testify that I was overweight. I said, 'Now wait a 

minute. Does the judge really need an expert at fifty guineas a day to 

tell him I'm overweight?' 

'Oh, it creates a better impression.' 

Come the day the court tried to play a flanker to save me from 

the tender mercies of the press. They announced a recess then 

sneaked me out of a side room into the main court. The reporters had 

all sloped off to their own little den for a cuppa, but one junior was 

sent out on an errand and came face to face with an ashen-faced me 

being hustled in, and ran back to summon his cronies. 

There were three charges. The hash, two grams of amphetamine 

powder, and some seventy tablets. The powder and tabs would be the 

more serious matter these days, but I got fined fifty pounds on the 

hash, and ten pounds each on the others. 

My Perry Mason had managed to book the University expert for 

the wrong day, so the judge had to make up his own mind as to 

whether I was overweight.' 

 

In 1971 I was in a huge success in the Scottish theatre - The 

Welly Boot Show. That was the first time Billy Connolly got paid as 

much money as me, and the last time I got as much money as him. 

He got more than his usual fee because he wrote the songs as well as 

appearing. 

Because we were getting the same fee and equal billing, they 

didn't know who to put in Dressing Room Number One, so Billy and I 

both went into Dressing Room Number Two and left Number One for 

the actors with most costume changes, like John Bett who had some 

nine parts, including the Queen. Brandy De Franck, the stripper in the 

show, came into Number Two with us! 

The Welly Boot Show was a roaring success in Glasgow, and we 

all wanted to take it to Edinburgh but nobody would put up the 

money. We agreed everyone would take the same wages - thirty-five 

of us, wardrobe, electricians, sound men and all, all working for fifty 

quid a week. We built the seating and staging ourselves in the 

Waverley Market, and stole the show. We stole all the scenery and 





costumes from the warehouse where they were stored in Glasgow, 

since they wouldn't sell them to us or let us borrow them. 

The show was a political satire on the closing down of the 

shipyards, but with the workers working in a welly boot factory. A 

stripper was to appear with the politicians - huge heads of Heath and 

Wilson - and we brought Brandy from Nottingham. She was the 

nearest stripper who had an Equity card. 

I learned a bit about stage craft from that show. Billy had written 

a blues especially for me to sing. I'm getting a Golden Welly because 

I'm retiring after fifty years, and there I am sitting with the wife in this 

single-end, trying to cheer up. Accompanied by the band - Tam 

Harvey, Tom McGrath and others, all on stage at the side of the set, I 

sing this blues about getting a Golden Welly. It had a devastating 

effect on the audience in the King's in Glasgow. There was silence 

before the applause. Russell Hunter came round afterwards with tears 

in his eyes and embraced me. 

Then when we took it to Edinburgh it was Theatre In The Round, 

and I had to do it standing up. Exactly the same song, band, single-

end set - but the song just didn't work the same. 

The costumes and scenery were great in the Welly Boot Show. 

John Byrne, later of Tutti Frutti fame, did the sets for it, and for Finn 

McCool which we did next - in the Haymarket Ice Rink this time - as 

part of the Official Edinburgh Festival, no less. We had just about the 

same cast, including John Bett, Bill Paterson, Alex Norton - the male 

nucleus of the first 7..84 show. It was the first and last time there was 

'popular entertainment' in the Official Festival programme. 

The Finn McCool script was written by Sean McCarthy, with 

music by Planxty. Scan tried frantically but unsuccessfully to think how 

to include Brandy, the stripper, because she was so popular in the 

Welly Boot Show. Finn was played by a tubby Liverpool actor, Tony 

Haygarth, who has since appeared with the National Theatre. He also 

played the arch-baddy commandant of Buchenwald in Holocaust. 

St Patrick was played as an English salesman with a briefcase, 

selling religion to the Irish as a way of keeping the peasantry down. 

Because it was about an Irish hero lots of priests and nuns came to see 

the show, and were horrified particularly by the end where Diarmaid 





comes back from Tir Nan Og hundreds of years after the death of 

Finn, and meets St Patrick. 

The cheerful heathen says, 'What's gone on here? You have them 

all brow-beaten and downtrodden, their heads are bowed, they are 

starving and poverty-struck. Why don't they hold their heads high? 

We had enough to eat. What has your Christianity done to Ireland?' 

Rather anti-clerical in tone. The response was 'how dare this 

scriptwriter say such things'. Yet he had taken the whole conversation 

from some Irish epic of the twelfth century, and had toned it down 

from the original scathing text. The Irish were apparently the 'worst 

Christians in Europe' until the English arrived. The English became 

Protestants, and the Irish became model Catholics. 

My favourite drink at that time was Polish cherry vodka, very 

expensive, but I found a way of manufacturing it. I bought for the 

same price a pure spirit at 140 proof, then in Augustus Barnett's I'd 

buy one of their fruit wines to mix it with, creating the same strength 

of booze at half the price. Their wines ranged from a Lafitte 

Rothschild at £1300 the magnum down to this sixty-pence-a-bottle 

cherry flavoured wine called Auntie's Inferno. I created this highly 

popular, lethal, pleasant-tasting drink which gave you vile breath - like 

banana rum. I had to lean over the dead or dying Finn and sing a 

heart-rending lament, cradling his head. Except that I would forget, 

and lean my elbow on Tony Hayarth's stomach or private regions as I 

breathed Auntie's Inferno all over him. 

 Later on I played a giant who meets up with Alex Norton, which 

was somewhat embarrassing as Alex is taller than me, so I had to wear 

built-up shoes, and a built-up helmet with these reindeer antlers 

poking out of my head, wearing which I had to climb down out of a 

tree - very carefully. 

The favourite drink among the cast generally was Black Velvet, 

made with a good champagne substitute sparkling wine which 

Augustus Barnett also sold. The shop would take my cheques, and I 

was the only one with a car. I was summoned by my bank manager, 

who asked if I was going into the wine business, because of the £1600 

worth of cheques to Augustus Barnett over a month. I was buying the 





booze for the entire cast and getting the money back from them in 

cash. 

Since we were part of the Official Edinburgh Festival we were 

automatically members of the Festival Club, where there were all sorts 

of dos, and the chance to meet Ted Heath and Princess Margaret. The 

cast were split between whether to boycott it or to go and drink the 

free bevvy dressed in T shirts and jeans. I was one of the bevvy 

advocates. 

Because we were all friends we were allowed all sorts of licence, 

and more freedom to ad lib and improvise than is usually possible. 

Two of the performers did a double act, speaking in unison in a John 

Wayne drawl. One night Alex Norton fell off stage and cracked his 

elbow, so the following night he played the dashing hero fighting duels 

and such with one arm in a nice white sling. He was engaged in banter 

with the double act, when instead of the usual line they said, 'We'll 

have no more from you, you one-armed bandit', and he laughed so 

much he almost fell over and cracked his other arm. 

In that cast there were several people who smoked dope and 

more who drank heavily. It's a wonder there weren't more accidents. 

Jenanne Crowley, now quite a famous actress, particularly in Ireland, 

played a deer who turned into a woman while we were hunting her, as 

Planxty played wonderful music. The hunters were armed with long 

poles, and we had to pursue and catch her, link the poles into a lattice 

under her, lift her up above our heads and whirl her around. The 

hunters were not only of differing heights but regularly quite pissed. 

She didn't realise how lucky she was to survive that - six weeks of 

rehearsal and three of performance unscathed. 

Also in the cast was Jan Wilson - she is well-known these days for 

playing the part of the mother in the BBC TV series City Lights. In 

Finn McCool she was the Queen Of Ireland, and she carried a fan of 

peacock feathers. One of the theatre superstitions is that peacock 

feathers were bad luck, but all of us were young and radical, and 

sneered at superstition. 

Apart from Alex Norton's accident, we had a guy called Jules 

whose father was ex-army and had retired to Cyprus. During the show 

the Turks invaded, bombed the house and killed Jules' father and 





sister, and Jules had to fly out for the funeral. Then John Bett broke 

his collarbone, someone else also damaged their neck - I think that was 

Jules again. Finally, after the dress rehearsal, a sign was put up in the 

men's dressing room saying Men's Casualty, Red Cross, and the 

peacock feather fan got the heave. 

I had some hard luck after that too. On three occasions I was 

caught on the job by husbands. First was the wife of a very famous 

man. I hardly knew her, but she and her husband were getting 

divorced. She drew up a list of the ten people he disliked most, and 

seduced and screwed all of us. I woke up in bed with her after a 

drunken party, and wondered, 'What the hell am I doing here?' I felt 

like apologising. During the divorce she presented him with the list and 

told him. He and his partner organised gangs of toughs from 

Musselburgh who were going to beat me up. Another of the top ten 

was a pal of mine, and we spent much time slinking around corners 

and throwing our hats into a pub before we would go in. Second was 

a husband after a party. We were on the carpet in the living room, me 

and his wife both pissed out of our minds and thinking he was in bed 

drunk. He came walking into the room, pretended he hadn't seen, 

and walked out again. Last was a husband with a flash camera, who 

dashed into the room while I was naked with his wife. She was wearing 

only an elephant's hair bracelet, which I had brought her back from 

East Africa as a present. For luck. There was no way could talk my 

way out of that, but she managed to get the film off him. 

The bracelet was given away to a famous folkie. Who promptly 

had two paternity suits slapped on him. (I went around looking over 

my shoulder waiting for someone to serve me three divorce writs at 

once.) Call me superstitious if you like. 





 

 





 

Fine Old English Tory Times 
 

Nathan Joseph of Transatlantic Records was first to record the 

'popular' folk performers. The only other folk record company 

around at the time was Topic, which was being run along quite other 

lines, so Nat was able to sign everyone, including Ralph MacTell who 

wrote Streets Of London. Nat made the first recordings of the 

Dubliners, the Ian Campbell Group, Gerry Rafferty, the Humblebums. 

Nat lost the Incredible String Band for the sake of thirty quid. At 

the time there were three of them - Robin Williamson, Mike Heron, 

Clive Palmer - and they wanted eighty pounds expenses to go down 

from Edinburgh and spend three days recording in London. Fifty 

pounds was the most that Nat would pay. Joe Boyd got the 

Incredibles, which was the luckiest break they ever had. Nearly 

everyone else eventually had to leave Transatlantic in order to become 

famous, because Nat didn't push their records. He just recorded 

everyone, sat back and waited to see who would become well-known, 

then dusted off and re-issued his material. It was the Major Minor 

label, not Nat, that got the Dubliners into the Hit Parade with Seven 

Drunken Nights. 

Nat would re-hash old tracks again to make compilation 'sampler' 

albums called The Best Of English, The Vintage Years - I myself am 

on The Best Of British, The Best Of Scottish and The Best Of Irish. 

There was one which rejoiced in the title of 5,227,706 Scotsmen 

Can't Be Wrong. It consisted of songs from me, Watt Nicol and Matt 

McGinn, with sleeve notes saying, 'If you have ever attended a rousing 

evening hosted by one of the above named gentlemen, then you have 

probably laughed along with many of the songs.' Then it used really 

creative spelling for a famous Scots saying. 

 

Here's tae us 

Wha's like us 

Gai few 

And they're a' deed 





 

Through Nat's re-hash technique I recorded eight solo albums for 

Transatlantic, plus a single and an EP, but appeared on over thirty 

Xtra or Transatlantic albums. The very first album I recorded in 

London for Transatlantic was in the Pye Studio in Marble Arch. We 

were using the studio during the day, and at nights the Kinks were 

making their first album there. I borrowed a huge prop cigar from the 

Welly Boot Show for the cover photograph of an album called The 

Fine Old English Tory Times. We also borrowed Brandy De Franck, 

the stripper from the show, for the photo. 

We had wanted a third element, the giant heads of Wilson and 

Heath, but the record company lawyer said, 'You can either have the 

stripper or the politicians, but not both. It could be actionable.' 

I spent a photographic session as a comic capitalist. In various 

states of undress which included the sporting of long woollen 

underwear, I sat on a chaise-longue and waved a giant cardboard 

cigar, while the very attractive and well-endowed Brandy who was 

starkers draped herself over me - standing, lying down, sitting. It was 

one of the most uncomfortable experiences of my life, because my 

wife and four children were in the room, watching. The least sign of 

interest from me would have been fatal. 

Nat did some of the studio production work himself, but most of 

it was done for him by Bill Leader, who had formerly worked in 

Collet's London record shop. Pentangle made their first recordings 

with Transatlantic but John Renbourn told me that when the time to 

renegotiate contracts arrived they refused to sign anew until a clause 

was inserted that Nathan Joseph was not to be within two miles of the 

studio when they were recording. This was because an instrumental 

had been recorded, quite a complex piece in which John Renbourn 

started on his own, then Bert Jansch came in. When they began to 

record it, John played for about thirty seconds, made a mistake, 

stopped and started again. This time Bert came in and it was a 'take'. 

It came out on record complete with the false start! Nat was 

producing. 

When I made an album called Both Sides Of Hamish Imlach in 

1968 I was keen to try new ideas. I wanted a loop effect at the end 





of the first side, so a Goon-type voice kept saying, 'Turn me over, 

turn me over, turn me over'. Nat put that on, but only for three 'turn 

me overs', not a repeating loop. On one of Watt Nicol's songs, The 

Clapped Out Motor Car, I wanted revving engines and vrrooomms, 

and Nat put on vintage car horns that sounded like a chicken yard. He 

probably got a cheaper deal on horns than engines. One song we did 

was a real topical number, Jean Harlow Died The Other Day, an old 

Leadbelly song. When we first ran through it there was a problem with 

the tape, and it sounded like the song had just collapsed in on itself at 

the end of the first line, so we kept re-using that line with different 

sound effects. 

We had a tuba player from the London Philharmonic, and on 

flute Ray Warleigh who was one of the leading jazz flautists, two highly 

respected musicians and we wanted them to play piss-taking rude 

ragtime noises and Irish ceilidh band sounds. It turned out OK - a few 

rehearsals and they entered into the spirit of the thing. . 

But the real discovery of that recording session was bass player 

Daryl Runswick - bass players who understood comedy and folk music 

were hard to find. Daryl later played on Humblebums and Gerry 

Rafferty albums. He's a very respected jazz musician. 

I wanted Nat to issue the Jean Harlow song as a 78 - most people 

still had record players that could play 78s, and it was still possible to 

get them pressed. I thought that there would be strong publicity value 

in issuing a new 78 with a song about the death of Jean Harlow, who 

had of course died back in the thirties, with another ragtime type 

number called I Got Fooled on the other side. 

Around then I recorded Morris Blythman's Scottish Republican 

anthem The Scottish Breakaway, along with Matt McGinn's I'm The 

Boy To Please Them. Matt's assault on Harold Wilson was to be issued 

as a double A side just before the General Election, but it wasn't 

released till well after the election, making the whole thing a bit 

pointless. 

The folk boom threw up some very strange recording enterprises. 

Jim McLean had moved to London, and began to make records, not 

as a performer but as a producer. His first ones were one each of 

Celtic party songs and Rangers party songs moneymakers. This was 





just after the Lady Chatterly trial, so he decided to do an album on 

the Kama Sutra. He got a recording of sitar music, and contacted a 

theatrical agency asking them to send him an Indian actress to read 

the erotic extracts - The Secrets Of The Kama Sutra by Sita Singh.  

The actress is late for the session, Jim and his Jewish Cockney 

partner of the time are waiting at a cheapo studio in Soho to do these 

voice-overs, and his partner is saying, 'Already she's costing us money 

and she isn't even here! Do you realise what it costs to hire this place 

per hour, my boy?'  

The actress finally fights her way through the London traffic and 

arrives. She's an American Indian! A Buffy Sainte Marie type to read 

an Indian Indian text. They weren't going to pay her and the studio 

for nothing, so they just went ahead. 

Woolworth's sold thousands of copies of The Secrets Of The 

Kama Sutra, read in an American accent, and a naked dusky female 

on the cover. I've got a copy at home myself. 

 

One character I met in London was jazz guitarist Diz Disley, and I 

would often stay with him when I had gigs there. Sometimes we would 

share gigs, but he was notorious for turning up late. Once we did an 

allnighter at Cousins Folk Club, which was a tough gig, full of drunks 

and junkies waiting for the chemist in Piccadilly to open at dawn so 

they could get their daily prescriptions. 

I didn't know many people in London, Disley lived there, and he 

said, 'My dear boy, there'll be plenty of singers there.' There weren't. 

'Go and turn up, there'll be hundreds, cushy number, cushy number.' 

But he himself didn't turn up until three am. 

Davey Graham, who is still the best folk guitarist I've ever heard, 

was there. Unfortunately Davey was not in very good form that night, 

and was being heckled by a group of drunken yobbos. I got Davey off 

and started slagging the audience for being a shower of bastards. 

Jackie O'Connor was there, quite pissed as well. In desperation I 

got Jackie up. In the audience was a black boxer called Sugar Bill 

Robinson, who won a silver medal for Britain at the Tokyo Olympics. 

He also played jazz guitar with Disley, so he was there looking for 

Disley. I said, 'I'm looking for that bastard as well. If you find him 





punch him for me!' Meanwhile Jackie is up, trying to get everybody to 

sing. 'Now, all together, it's a very simple song.' In a London all-night 

club full of drunks and junkies he sang The Collier Laddie. 

 

Ah've travelled east and ah've travelled west 

And ah hae bin tae Kirkcaldy 

The bonniest lass that ere ah spied 

She wiz followin her collier laddie 

 

 'That's what you have to sing - Collier laddie!' 

 He starts off, with two people joining in - me and the black boxer 

and jazz guitarist. Jackie gets more and more paranoid, convinced the 

black guy is taking the piss. He leaps off the stage at this guy who is a 

silver medallist and twice his size, gets him by the belt and says, 'All 

right, you and me outside!' 

Sugar Bill protests, 'I was just singing as you said, man!' 

'Outside, come on, outside.' 

 I'm saying, 'Jackie, calm down, calm down, this is not who you 

think it is.' 

'I'm not afraid of him.' 

A phrase I'd heard before at John Watt's house in Fife, where 

Josh wished to come to blows with Gordon Mc Culloch. They kept 

going out onto the landing because Josh was threatening to punch 

him, I kept going out to separate them, and Josh kept taking out his 

front teeth - his dentures - and handing them to me as a sign he was 

ready for action. While I was pinning Josh in a corner he said, 'I'm 

not afraid of him. I don't think he's as tough as he looks. Christ, he 

couldn't be as tough as he looks.' 

About three a.m. at Cousins, Disley came in from some party, 

gave me a half bottle and said, 'My dear boy, I'll take it from here.' 

I said, 'I'm fucking going to kill you.' 

'Later, later, dear boy,' and he went on and did the last three 

hours non-stop. He brought back to life an audience I had thought 

would require head transplants, at the very least. It's very difficult to 

fall out with Disley. 





He used to come to stay with us in Motherwell, and had a 

succession of old cars. One was a 1932 Rover, and for some reason 

the kids had let down all the tyres. Disley was due at St Andrews Folk 

Club, and arrived there about nine-thirty. He went on to do the long 

second spot, and when he got up said, 'I'd like to apologise, folks, for 

being late, but I had problems with my 1932 Rover - an old family 

dog, you know.' 

 Disley had various get-rich-quick schemes. He was going to open a 

disco in a ski place in Norway. 'There's nothing else to do there at 

night, my dear boy!' 

 'What do you know about discos?' 

'I've got ten albums of black music, what else do you need to 

know? I was able to buy all this disco gear cheap,' he said. 'But I had 

to sell my car, that was the problem, to buy it.' 

 He said, 'I have a slight problem. I have to get myself to 

Newcastle, my dear boy.' 

I said, 'No ****ing way.' 

He wanted to use my brand new car - a normal car, and he had 

big disco speakers. 'I'm sure we could strap them on.' 

I said, 'No, I won't do it.' 

He got someone to drive him, and off he went to Norway. The 

system there was that you could run the disco, but there was a booze 

ration and the hotel was allowed only so much booze per month for 

its bars and meals. The disco was such a success that they drank the 

hotel's allotment for the month in two days, and nobody was going to 

come to a dry disco. So Disley was left in Norway in the winter. The 

hotel owner bought the equipment from him, but Diz didn't want to 

come back to Britain admitting defeat. 

Disley had been born in Canada, then went to a public school in 

England. He started playing in 1948, and in the fifties he was in 

umpteen bands, including backing Nancy Whisky who sang Freight 

Train. He said they played the same eleven songs for nine months. He 

also played with Acker Bilk, Kenny Ball, most of the trad bands. 

Years before the trip to Norway Jim McHarg, ex-bass player with 

the Clyde Valley Stompers, had come back from North America, had 

been skint in London and Disley had lent him his train fare back to 





Glasgow. Jim had returned to Toronto and was now booking bands 

into various venues there. So Disley got a single ticket to Canada, 

where he was on his beam ends, and Jim got him a flat and a job with 

a band. After a while Disley got bored and decided to go round the 

States. He was playing a dry concert in Florida, and in the interval 

went to a bar in the next block. He met another musician there and 

eventually said, 'We're late, come on, let's get a move on,' and 

started to run back to the gig. The other musician went berserk - 

'Stop, stop!' 

'What's the problem?' 

'If any cops see you walking, they'll stop you. If they see you 

running, they'll shoot you.' 

Disley genuinely hated America. He made an album there of 

music hall songs, and the fee was no royalties, just a one-way ticket 

back to London. He phoned me at six one morning. He'd do that 

quite regularly if his car had broken down. I said, 'Six in the morning - 

where the hell are you?' 

'I'm in Prestwick.' 

'Oh. Well, I can't promise to be there for a few hours.' 

'No, no, I'll be on my way to the Smoke.' 

'What are you doing in Prestwick?' 

 'Just flown in from the USA, and I'm waiting for the connecting 

flight.' 'What did you phone me for?' 

 'Well, I wanted to speak to a human being. I've been in America 

for nearly a year.' I said, 'Oh, very nice to hear from you. If only you 

could have phoned a bit later.' The next communication from him 

was a phone call. 

'My dear boy...' 

'What's the problem?' 

'No problem, no problem. I'm playing in the Beeb in Glasgow, I 

thought you'd like to come in.' 

'Smashing, who are you playing with?' 

'Guess.' 

'I don't know - a jazz band?' 

'Sort of.‟ 

'Would I know them?' 





'Certainly. I'll give you three guesses.' 'Louis Armstrong.' 

'No, no.' 

Disley had always been Django Reinhardt daft, so the most absurd 

name I could think of to say was Stephane Grappelli, who I thought 

was dead. 'Oh!' said Disley. 'You've heard.' So I got to meet 

Grappelli. 

One of Disley's get-rich-quick schemes finally paid off, buying 

building plots in Spain. He got into that through being asked to deliver 

a piano to a pub in Spain - he took it over in a Rolls Royce hearse he 

owned at the time. 

 

In the late sixties Christy Moore was sharing accommodation in 

Halifax in Yorkshire with a guy called Derek McEwan - a Mancunian 

despite the Scots name. They wanted to get a council house, but 

Derek was divorced and Christy was single, so they couldn't claim any 

priority points. Bright idea? They would take on this hovel, a 

condemned agricultural cottage, and get moved on health grounds. 

Which meant they couldn't fix the place up. Water ran down the 

walls, the loo was outdoors in more ways than one. One night I stayed 

there with a friend and the wall fell down while we were on the job. 

Talk about the bed rattling against the wall - that's preferable to sheets 

of wall-papered plywood descending on you.  

True to their purpose, they finally got a flat on the thirteenth 

floor of the multi-storeyed Jumples Court. At the time in Halifax, 

there was a fine pub called the Upper George. The landlord would 

pay jazz groups out of his own pocket to come and play, and we ran a 

folk club there. I made a sort of base at Jumples Court, it was quite 

central for Yorkshire and Lancashire where at the time I worked even 

more than I did in Scotland. 

Derek was working as a freelance journalist, which meant a lot of 

free time during the day, and Christy and I were working folksingers. 

All three of us had beards - not unusual at the time. We took it in 

turns to cook. I would rustle up some Indian stuff, Derek would 

produce fancy French or English dishes. Christy, having I suppose 

consulted some Irish authority, decided to make pigs' feet and 

cabbage - typically Irish and requiring an awful lot of cooking. We 





came in from the pub ravenous, heated this dish in a perfunctory 

manner and got stuck into it, really tore into it. Next morning we all 

awoke with pig's gristle and fat congealed rock-hard in our beards. No 

amount of scrubbing with soap and boiling water would shift it. We 

had to hack lumps out of our beards and go down to the pub bleeding 

and looking moth-eaten. 

We had a series of parties in the flat after gigs. (I think by the way 

that I have an allergy to leather. Whenever I wake up in bed with my 

shoes on I find I've got a headache.) 

The three of us awoke one morning and surveyed the flat - 

overflowing ashtrays, dirty glasses, half-eaten meals, dirty dishes, 

empty bottles, and as we cleaned and swept and scrubbed and threw 

things out we all said, 'This is disgusting, to wake up to this. There's 

three of us, we're all adults, fairly entertaining - why do we need all 

these freeloaders and wankers in the house? To amuse us? Do we need 

that? No! 

'Nobody is getting invited back to the house. That's it. Tonight 

we'll come back, we'll have a game of Scrabble, and a bit of intelligent 

conversation. When did any of us last talk, apart from chatting up 

some bird to get her into bed? We don't talk any more!' 

That evening I was playing Halifax, and Christy was playing 

twenty minutes away in Rochdale. Before we left we all agreed - 

'Nobody comes back to the house tonight. Nobody. Nobody!' 

Derek and I go down to the Upper George where I do the first 

set. All our pals are there, and the landlord, Jack Bunting, who bore 

slash marks all over his body, from a jealous husband who caught Jack 

on the job and set about him with a knife endeavouring to part him 

from his bollocks. 

Just after the interval I was called to the phone. It was Christy, 

saying, 'Look, could you get a party going at the flat tonight?' 

'Look - you said - we all bloody said - it was decided that we are 

sick of parties!' Christy said, 'Me landlord and landlady here are from 

Uddingston. They've got this gorgeous daughter, eighteen, her 

mammy and daddy have got all your records, she listens to them. I 

told her there was a party with you!' 





 'You're trying to score with this girl using my name? Do us a 

favour!' I owed Christy a favour.  

 At the Theatre Royal in Lincoln Nigel Denver who was living 

there had organised a concert which he compered. The Grehan Sisters 

from Ireland, Nigel and myself were on the bill, but I got held up by 

horrible holiday traffic jams on the Al and arrived virtually at the end 

of the concert. Christy had come along to see me and the Grehans, 

but had gone on and done my spot for me. I went on at the very end 

and did three songs, but through all the hassle of getting there I had 

lost my voice! 

I apologised to the theatre manager and to Nigel, who were very 

understanding, and I got a fifty pound cheque - quite a lot of money. I 

asked if they could give me some cash to buy a cairryoot. No, it was 

not possible. I borrowed ten pounds from Christy, gave it to the 

manager and asked if he could organise some booze from the now 

closed theatre bar. It was not possible. Christy wandered off, and 

came back with bottles of whisky and vodka. I asked, 'How did you 

manage that?' 'Chatted up and kissed an Irish barmaid with a harelip.' 

He had done the gig for which I got paid, loaned me money 

which I didn't return for some time, and fixed us all up with booze. I 

owed him a favour. 

 In the Upper George I went back upstairs to do my second spot, 

and said to Derek, 'Would you ask round if anyone fancies coming 

back for a party.' 

 'But you said!' 

I explained about Christy. 'Oh, all right.' 

I came off and asked, 'Who's coming back?' 

'Nobody.' 

'What do you mean, nobody? Did you ask any men?' 

'I've asked everybody in the pub, and they're all sick of parties 

and having no sleep, and they've all got work to go to - they were 

quite insulting about layabouts like us, able to lie in bed all day.' 

'Nobody?' I asked. 

'No.' 

'But they're freeloaders. There must be somebody wants to come!' 





We organise a cairryoot, and have an after-hours drink with Jack, the 

landlord, and ask him to come along. 'Jack, you're always on for a 

party!' 

 'No way, I've got to work in a pub. I know you think it's just fun 

in a pub, but some of us have to work.' 

Then we say, 'We haven't even got any party hats - she won't 

think it's much of a party,' as we load the cairryoot in Derek's car. 

Derek was very proud of his car: not many people had one in the 

sixties. So he had a lock-up to keep it safe in. There was a vast 

expanse of concrete outside his lock-up, good for the kids to play on, 

but Derek would complain that trucks came and parked there 

overnight, blocking his entry. 'Look at it, a piece of concrete the size 

of Wembley, they could park anywhere, I'm paying fourteen bob a 

week for that lock-up.' He painted in big letters: PLEASE KEEP 

CLEAR, GARAGE. 

That night we arrive back after midnight, which was very late in 

those days, the whole place deserted and windswept, and there is a 

little red Viva parked right in front of Derek's garage. We have had 

several after-hours pints as we worried about this party we were 

supposed to organise, so Derek is going spare, and I am able to help 

because I'm bursting for a pee. 

'I'll fix them.' 

I undid the petrol cap, pissed copiously into the tank, and said, 

'They'll think twice about parking here again.' I replaced the cap, got 

into the lift, shoogled up with the cairryoot. Christy was already there 

with this very pretty young Scots girl whose parents had just taken 

over the Rochdale pub. She kept her duffel coat on, and we tried to 

create a party atmosphere, and inject a note of gaiety, pouring out 

large drinks and getting progressively more inebriated while she just 

sipped hers - probably working in a pub had trained her in 

moderation. 

My last lucid memory is of the three of us cavorting about doing 

a nude can can, with our underpants on our heads as party hats, while 

this well-brought-up young lassie still had her duffel coat on. 

Neither Christy nor I made it to bed. One of us slept on the 

living room floor, the other on the kitchen floor, while sneaky Derek 





got off with the girl. He had not been as drunk as Christy and me, 

he'd been faking it. 

Next morning, seven-thirty, she's edging out of bed. He says, 'It's 

only early, don't go.' 

'Oh, I thought you were asleep, I was going to let myself out.' 

'I'll run you back to Rochdale. It's no problem.' 

 'Oh, I've got a car. But I promised my mother I'd have it back by 

nine because she has to shop, although I wouldn't drive at night if I'd 

been drinking.' 

 'You haven't got a red Viva, have you?' 

'Yes, how did you know?' 

'Oh, well, you know. Listen, I really want to see you again. I'll 

come down to the car with you.' 

'No, no, you don't need to do that, I know my way.' 

Derek waves her goodbye, thinking, 'Perhaps I dreamt it all', but 

after a few yards the car goes 'Pppprrrrrr' and stops. 

'Funny,' she says, 'it's never done this before.' 

Perhaps it's something electric', says Derek. 'No, in fact I think 

you've got something in your petrol.' 

'Do you know about cars, then?' 

'A little.' 

He goes and gets a tube and bucket, siphons her tank - getting a 

mouthful of petrol and piss in the process - thinks about turning the 

car upside down and shaking it, but decides he's too hungover and 

short of sleep to manage it, and empties the bucket down the drain as 

the girl looks at her watch and says, 'Oh, my mother will kill me'. He 

siphons some petrol out of his car into hers. Still it won't go. 

Eventually he comes back up to the flat and phones the AA - Christy 

and I are still out cold. The AA guy arrives, saying, 'It's usually 

something electrical when it won't start', and checks the plugs and the 

points. 

Derek says, 'No, I'm pretty sure it was the petrol.' 

The AA guy strips down the carburettor, and tastes the mixture 

as Derek watches and turns green. 'Yeah, there is something peculiar 

about this!' 





Derek was friendly with a publican called Brian Heighley. We 

went to play poker with Brian, and the four of us were sat at sunrise in 

his pub in Crumlin, near Halifax. Brian pointed out of the window and 

said, 'Look at that. It's a natural amphitheatre. What a place for a folk 

festival.' We expanded the idea. I said, 'For a big open air thing it's 

always good at the end of the night to have a Dixieland jazz band. 

People can dance or talk, rather than having to listen.' 

It turned into a giant rock festival, the 1970 Crumlin Festival, 

where I got paid the same money as Elton John - fifty pounds - and 

there was serious talk of the Beatles reforming for one last concert in 

the North. There were a number of mishaps, like quantities of forged 

tickets. I got thrown out of the artists' bar because I had bet someone 

a fiver I could climb up the central tent pole. I exited saying, 'I've 

been thrown out of better tents than this.' They realised the custom 

they were losing and let me back in. 

On the Friday the Hell's Angels organised the traffic and were 

very efficient. The following day the police took over, and there was 

total chaos. 

Going to the site for the start of the festival, I was driving my 

Volvo up the farm track leading to the artists' enclosure, driving very 

gingerly because of the potholes. I heard the hooting of a car behind 

me. It was a very fancy sports job, a Lamborghini or some such, 

driven by Alan Price. I pulled over and he zoomed up the track. A 

half mile later I turned a corner and there was Price, the car steaming 

where he'd bounced the sump on a rock. I offered him a lift, but he 

didn't accept, and I was already ensconced in the bar, on my second 

beer, when he was towed up. 

The natural amphitheatre turned out to be a wind trap and rain 

trap so that on the Saturday people were carted off to hospital with 

exposure. Many of the top stars like Ginger Baker's Airforce and Pink 

Floyd who were booked for the Sunday never went on. They got their 

money up front. The wee singers and the people who helped put the 

site together were left in the cold. The festival went bust and Brian lost 

his pub and house, Derek went bankrupt and disappeared over the 

hills. Some said he had buried money, which is bullshit. 

 





When Christy and I lived in Halifax we would make a round trip 

of 140 miles to eat at a Chinese restaurant I had discovered by 

accident in Liverpool. I was going to Jacqui and Bridie's Folk Club 

there one time, and driving past Liverpool's mini-China town about a 

half mile from Lime Street Station. I noticed a Peking restaurant and 

thought, 'That's a bit different, normally they are Cantonese.' I 

stopped and went in, knowing I couldn't eat much before the gig, and 

there were no menus in English, just a big blackboard and a piece of 

paper with Chinese characters. Only one waiter, eight tables in front 

and a couple of big banqueting ones in a back room. It was called the 

Yuet Ben. I had eaten in some expensive high-class places, but the 

food in the Yuet Ben was the best I'd ever tasted. The waiter spoke a 

bit of English, and explained: 'We have different every day, because 

the chef chooses what's good today.' 

'Do you have anything with duck?' 

'I'll go and ask.' 

He came back and said, 'Crispy duck.' 

 'Mushroom? Separate. And could I have some rice or noodles?' 

He brought fried noodles. It was all fabulous. Instead of the usual 

European version of Chinese food that is mostly vegetable with a little 

meat, at this place you ordered duck and got duck, along with a 

sauce. If you ordered vegetables you got vegetables, whatever the chef 

had liked the look of at the market. The chef had been smuggled out 

of Hunan in Red China to work in a restaurant - he was the tallest and 

biggest Chinese I have ever seen, and spoke not a word of English. 

He'd worked in London but hadn't been happy in a big restaurant, so 

a group of Liverpool Chinese businessmen set him up in the Yuet Ben, 

where he did all the cooking himself. 

I gorged myself, and in my bloated state could hardly move, let 

alone perform at Jacqui and Bridie's, stayed at their place overnight, 

and next day went back to the Yuet Ben for lunch. I was getting pally 

with the waiter, had a lovely meal, then was told, 'The chef wants you 

to come into the kitchen.' It was spotless, and the big jolly chef guy 

smiled and shook hands. He made a sweet of candied apples as we 

watched and chatted through the waiter's translation. 





The chef cubed apples with a chopper, dropped the cubes into a 

pan with boiling water, pulled them out whenever the water had 

returned to the boil and drained them, all of it done so quickly and 

easily. He dusted the cubes with cinnamon or cloves, dipped them 

into a pan of hot syrup to coat, then rolled them in sesame seeds and 

dropped them into iced water so the inside was still hot while the 

outside was candied and cold. Out of this world, wheeched together - 

the chef seemed to have six hands. 

On other visits he'd invite me in to watch as he made noodles by 

hand, swinging and stretching them like a skein of wool. When I went 

I would take a bottle of malt whisky for the chef, the one drink he 

really enjoyed, the peatier the better. We'd take quantities of food 

away with us. 

I was playing a concert in Ellesmere Port with Finbar and Eddie 

Furey, when they were just starting out, and who should be in panto 

nearby in Birkenhead but Jennifer. Jennifer, one of the posh young 

ladies who used to come to folk events, and get off with the singers. 

Her father had been the Governor of a large slice of West Africa, and 

they had a big stately house in Fife. I went there once, in 1968, with 

a gang from the St Andrews Folk Club. 

I discovered their lawnmower cost more than my car! I was so 

proud of my car. It had cost me £832 - special tyres, a radio, a year's 

comprehensive insurance and tax, a new Cortina, just arrived, my 

pride and joy. And their bloody lawnmower cost more. 

We took a cairryoot along, arrived feeling semi-pissed and a bit 

over-awed by the big hoose, and her father was there being jovial. 

'People who come to my house drink my drink. Take that away 

immediately].' So we removed the cairryoot and drank his booze. The 

old man had a token drink with us, then went off to his wing of this 

vast building, and we were left getting more and more drunk. Jennifer 

and one of the singers disappeared. Then the bottles ran out. There 

was an impressive cocktail cabinet, yer Chippendale type, full of drink 

but locked. Our host was the type who has daggers and muskets 

dangling from the walls. So a nameless member of the Great Fife Road 

Show took a dagger from the wall and tried to pick the lock. The 

noise must have distracted Jennifer, who suddenly appeared, 





somewhat nude, bearing this jangling bunch of metal which looked like 

the keys to the Bastille. She bounced them off my head, saying, 'If 

you wanted a drink you only had to ask for it!' And now this 

aristocratic young thing was playing in Birkenhead pantomime. 

The day after the concert I was heading back to Halifax through 

the Mersey Tunnel, and we went into the Yuet Ben restaurant in 

Liverpool. Remember this was the best restaurant I'd ever been in up 

to that time. Finbar and Eddie ordered egg and chips. 

I said, 'No way. You are not having egg and chips.' 

They said, 'Well, we don't like this Chinese food.' 

'I don't care, you are not having egg and chips. I'll order, and if 

you don't like it you don't have to eat it.' They ate everything on the 

menu except for the name of the manager. 

 

In Stockport near Manchester was a folk club called The 

Navigation, run by a character called Smokey Joe. He lived in a 

miners' row, a house he had bought for £200, and we would stay 

there. He had a front room, a back room, a concrete yard outside 

with a privy, a wall, and over the wall another concrete yard and 

house. No lane between. 

During one party the police came to the door, and the solid 

bodies started an inch from the door so they had difficulty opening it. 

Outside the police were shouting that someone was complaining about 

the noise of the party. Smokey Joe was upstairs in bed with someone. 

The police shoved their way in, then pushed through the crowd 

saying, 'Who is the owner of these premises?' People kept pointing 

them on, through from the front to the back room, where they went 

out the back door, which slammed behind them. So they were out in 

the yard, and the back door opened inwards, and with the crush of 

bodies inside they couldn't open it. They had to go climbing over 

walls all the way round to the front, and start banging on the door 

there again. Smokey Joe nearly got taken to jail. 

Smokey Joe used to dabble in antiques. He had the regalia from 

the Stockport Witches Coven - he had nicked it. There was a big black 

sword dating back to the sixteenth century, a ceremonial dagger and 

other nick-nacks. 





Joe having always been fascinated by witchcraft, he joined the 

coven. He said there were all these elderly to middle-aged crones and 

a couple of old blokes who would take off their clothes and prance 

about. He was thoroughly unimpressed - so he nicked all their gear. 

He found it quite difficult to value it so he could flog it, because 

antique price catalogues tend not to have black magic swords on offer. 

 I asked, 'Are you not scared the coven will cast some sort of spell 

on you?' 

'They can't. I've nicked all their gear!' 

He made a nice profit of a few hundred quid on a clock he 

bought, so he decided to take a holiday, and went to Tangier where 

dope was more or less legal. Joe smoked drugs like other people 

smoke cigarettes. He had sold his house for 380 quid, so he started 

out with a suite in the Hotel Miramar, and worked his way down. He 

eventually got deported, repatriated by the British Consul having been 

arrested for busking in the Casbah. 

I saw him after he came back. He said, 'I got this lovely Arab 

robe for you. But I had to sell it again for food.' 

I said, 'Well, it's the thought that counts.' 

Joe realised that the police were checking up on dope smokers all 

over, so he looked at the map of England seeking somewhere 

completely away from freaks and heads, but still in the North. He hit 

on Lincoln as a totally square place where he could expect to get a 

job. Sure enough, the Parks Department employed him,' and he found 

he was working with farmlads and navvies who could barely write their 

own names. Joe being literate he quickly became foreman in charge of 

a squad, and turned up for work every day. 

Now Joe had done nothing since he left school but deal dope and 

dabble in antiques. What was he doing turning out regularly? 'Well, 

the buggers walk in circles till I point them towards a shovel and 

something to do. I can't stand the thought of them walking aimlessly 

in circles in the rain for eight hours.' 

Joe had a parrot, who'd sit in the front room and get stoned on 

the fumes. Joe taped a perch to the ceiling, and when the parrot was 

high it would try to land on the ceiling and fall on its arse. Then the 





parrot wouldn't fly, it would walk angrily across the floor and bite Joe 

on the leg. 

Joe began growing his own cannabis plants in his garden, and in 

the park's greenhouses. He was nurturing plants all round Lincoln, but 

they got bigger and he wondered where he could put them - out in 

the sun but where no-one would get close. He hit on traffic 

roundabouts. Nobody walks on roundabouts. He got a commendation 

from the Town Council for brightening up their roundabouts. Sadly, 

car exhaust fumes killed the plants. 

Then a friend of his screwed his house, and was caught by the 

police with various stolen goods and some hash. The hash led the 

police to Smokey Joe's house. They took along a sniffer dog, and 

fought their way through the jungle of cannabis plants in his front 

garden. The dog wasn't noticing anything, but the police said, 'Well, 

you know what we're on about - we'll let the dog off and he'll 

unerringly go and find the suspected substance.' 

So they let the dog off the lead, it went streaking upstairs, and 

they said, 'There you go. It'll root it out in two seconds.' They stayed 

downstairs looking in ashtrays and investigating kitchen herbs, then 

remembered the dog. They found it asleep on Toe's bed. But they 

found a little stuff and busted him. The last I heard he was living in a 

gay commune in Cornwall. 

 

Clive Palmer of Clive's Incredible Folk Club lived in Cornwall for 

many years. I shared a remarkable gig with him in Lincoln, at the 

Second Lincoln Rock Festival, featuring rock superstars like the Beach 

Boys, Rod Stewart and The Faces, Joe Cocker, plus your proverbial 

cast of millions, a big marquee for 'Stars Of Tomorrow' avant-garde 

performers, and another marquee for folk. There had been foul 

weather and both marquees had been blown down. 

On the Friday night I was playing in Droitwich, a gig arranged by 

Jasper Carrott's agency, and drove to Lincoln for the weekend, 

arriving about four am. I was supposed to have a caravan to sleep in, 

and had the paperwork to get me through the gates. Thousands of 

people were still arriving. I got through the gates, but couldn't find 

anybody to direct me to my caravan, and ended up sleeping in the car 





with cement sacks over me until seven am. It was freezing, and pissing 

with rain. I squelched through the mud to learn that the marquees had 

blown down so we wouldn't he performing, but we would still 

probably get our money. 

A great session started in the artists' bar, with various folkies. 

Clive Palmer was there, with a psychedelic group called Clive Palmer's 

Temple Creatures. We were in the bar, and I didn't have any money 

left. I had some dollars because I'd just come back from the States, so 

I changed them at a rip-off rate. 

At the bar were all these superstars, and us sat round this big 

table. Mick Softley emptied a large ashtray, cleaned it perfunctorily, 

and went round collecting from all the rock stars. We were the only 

ones with acoustic instruments, so we could perform. Of course none 

of the stars carried money, and the roadies were sent off to get a ten 

shilling or a pound note, so when the ashtray came back we had 

thirty-odd pounds, which paid for our drink. 

Then the organisers said, 'OK, here's fifty quid, I'm sorry that the 

accommodation seems to be all confused. If you want to stay for the 

rest of the festival you can.' 

I said, 'Oh, fair enough.' So on the Saturday I was raving about, 

all kinds of cocaine, hash and this that and the other thing going 

about. I hadn't gone to bed all night, just going from one caravan to 

another and going back to get freebie drinks at the Warner Brothers 

caravan with Colin Scot. 

About nine a.m. Bill Barclay, who had booked the gig for me, 

came up and said, 'I've got it fixed up with Stanley Baker and the 

other organisers that we can go on on the main stage!' 

'No fucking way. I've been paid. I'm in bits.' 

'If you don't go on, they'll maybe never have folk music at a rock 

festival again!' 'I don't care. I've been paid, I've been up all night. I'm 

not doing it.' Bill stalked off, and I was talking to Clive Palmer, saying 

I'd never heard his group, the Temple Creatures. He said they were 

going to go on the main stage. I said, 'Ach, well, if you go on I'll go 

on. We only have to do three numbers each anyway. I can do that 

even though I'm wrecked.' We went up, eleven o'clock on a Sunday 

morning, the start of the official programme, and there was a fair 





crowd sitting there. They were all pissed off, soggy, harassed by the 

police, ripped off by everybody. 

I chose the right songs - started with As Usual, followed with The 

Copper's Song for the police, then Goodbye Booze. They were the 

right songs in the right place at the right time. I got three encores, 

everybody going daft, Stanley shaking me by the hand and offering me 

a ride in his helicopter. The whole lot. 'There you are,' I thought, 

'you've done it in front of all these stars.' But I never got a single gig 

out of it. 

Bill Barclay hustled the promoters and got himself several rock 

gigs out of it. Promoters are lazy, you've got to hustle them. You can 

tear a place apart, sit back and think 'Well, that's me', and wait for 

the offers to pour in. They don't. 

 

I woke up with an aching head, as usual 

I can't remember going to bed, as usual 

Oh, I've been a drunken sot 

I'd better see how much I've got 

Oh, my god, I've spent the lot as usual 

 

The sixties made me lazy. I never had an agent in Scotland at that 

time. My phone number was in the book, I'd never hassled a booking 

in my life, they'd always get in touch with me. I had a lot more gigs 

on offer than I could do. If I went down to do some gigs in England I 

was missing gigs in Scotland. 

I was realising by that time I had to leave Scotland alone. I had 

played Glasgow so much they were getting sick of the sight of me. It's 

OK if you're doing moody stuff, but if you're doing funnies you can 

only repeat them so often. I was doing Glasgow too much, and I 

didn't even make money. I was filling the Concert Hall for a fee of 

twenty-five pounds. 

In Scotland the festival scene continued to develop. One event 

that I was able to participate in was the First and Last Annual Monster 

Loch Ness Folk Festival in Fort Augustus. Various problems arose, 

beginning with the fact that they had forgotten to book the village hall 





so there was nowhere to put the Friday night show on, until the 

badminton club kindly agreed to forego their regular Friday practice. 

Then it emerged that since the area is Wee Free there was 

nowhere whatever that could he opened for the final concert on 

Sunday afternoon. None of the hotels would dare oblige, but very 

luckily there was a Catholic monastery there which allowed the use of 

its grounds. 

Danny Kyle was doing the compering, and he had the idea of 

running a ghost story-telling session on the shores of Loch Ness at 

midnight. Danny fixed with a team of divers to get underwater lights, 

and around midnight they were to swim in towards shore and shine 

the lights, hopefully while Danny was weaving into his story details 

about eerie lights coming from the loch. 

Midnight - no lights. He kept watching, and piling on the details. 

Five past twelve, ten past - still no sign of them. With their high tech 

gear, watches safe to a hundred fathoms, luminous dials, they had got 

lost - on account of they had got drunk. A search and rescue party 

had to be sent out - caught in charge of drunk diving! 

I had to leave before the final concert and drive, still somewhat 

merry from the evening before, down to a gig at the Ardencaple in 

Helensburgh. On the way I was waiting for the Ballachulish ferry to 

come over to pick me up, a quiet Sunday afternoon. I had a very 

realistic cap pistol, and as the ferry arrived I fired this in the air and 

rushed down to board it, shouting, 'Take me to Cuba.' 

The captain looked at me and said, 'Well, I'll be knocking off 

about six, and you can take the ferry wherever you like after that.' 

 

Another event around that time was the first and last Comrie Folk 

Festival. These days I perspire on stage like a squashed sponge, but 

then I would always wear a sweater - not an Aran sweater, I was 

always a rebel - and someone described me as a knitted gasometer. At 

Comrie Festival the Islanders group was just starting, and Jim Craig 

turned up to sing. Beard, pleasingly plump appearance, sweatered. 

Danny Kyle shouted from the audience, 'Help, they're selling Hamish 

Imlach kits!' 





Archie and myself were sharing a room with two single beds. We 

had nine other people sleeping in that room, including an Irish guy 

who only appeared for festivals -he slept inside the wardrobe. This 

demonstrated that there was in theory enough room on top of the 

wardrobe for someone, but there were no takers. 

Danny Kyle arrived at another festival in Helensburgh, and there 

was nowhere for him to stay. No room at the inn, no room in the 

stables, all the tents overflowing, people littering the floor of every 

bedroom. New sewage pipes were being laid near the camp site. They 

used tape to seal one end of a pipe up with hanging cement sacks, 

Danny in sleeping bag entered by the other end. It was snugger than 

any tent and completely water (and all other fluids) proof He was 

overheard in the pub by Archie Fisher saying to a young female, 'You 

could come back to my place.' Which led to such remarks as, 'Oh, 

Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling' and, 'Put that in your pipe 

and poke it.' 

I first met Danny Kyle in the mid-sixties. Even then he was making 

awful puns. 'Archie and Jill make Taharis quite often, Morris 

Blythman whenever he's got a party makes a Tahari, and I make 

Taharis. In fact you could say there's quite a Tahari boom today!' 

There were many such remarks about. 

'The Curry Folk Trio and Chapati Bell.' 

'Hang Down Your Head Tandoori.' 

'Chapati's Over.' 

'Teardrops On My Pilau.' 

 

The Comrie festival was organised by Archie Gibson, an agent 

who also organised an event in Crieff while the Highland Games were 

being held on the outskirts. (Archie had been with Tito - not Tito 

Burns the music agent, but Tito the partisan who became president of 

Yugoslavia.) 

Thousands of people were to be at the Games, and Archie 

wanted to run an afternoon folk concert in a park which was not being 

used, in a little Magic Roundabout bandstand in the middle of the 

park. We were in the pub beforehand, and it began to piss with rain. 





We squelched out, and I said, 'There's nobody here, let's go back to 

the pub.' I couldn't see a soul in the park. 

Archie said, 'There's a tea room.' We squelched over there, to 

find it locked up. We were nowhere near where the games were being 

held. We walked back, me thinking we'd maybe make it back to the 

pub for a swift one before it dosed, and Archie said, 'Hamish, you're 

being paid by the town. Technically, if you don't do a song maybe 

they won't pay.' 

'But there's nobody here!' Then we heard a horrible cough. 

There was one old guy, raincoat up to his cars, rain dripping off 

his bunnet and his nose, looking the picture of Old Father Time, sat 

on one of the benches in front of the bandstand. I said, 'No way, I'm 

not singing to him.' 

Archie said, 'One song and you get your money, technically 

you'll have done your performance.' And from the agent's briefcase 

he produced a bottle of whisky. We had a couple of slugs. 

'One song?' 

'One.' 

There was no PA. I climbed up into this little Magic Roundabout 

in a deserted park, the rain failing, soggy leaves, and for this old 

geezer I sang I Had An Old Friend Named Campbell. By now Archie 

and I are half way down the bottle. He said, 'You don't sing that these 

days. I haven't heard you sing that in a couple of years.' 

'That's right.' 

 'You know another one you used to do - do you ever sing 

Black Is The Colour?' Archie and I ended up harmonising our fifth 

or sixth song under cover, the bottle empty with the old guy 

coughing horribly as the rain poured down his neck. Finally the old 

gent tottered to his feet and came closer. 'A request,' I thought. 

He said, 'Excuse me, can you tell me when you're finishing. 

'Why" 

'I've got to lock the park up after you've finished.' 

I claim the world record for the smallest audience at an outdoor 

concert - myself, my agent and a park-keeper. 

 





Many years later, in 1983, I was to do an outdoor concert in 

Alice Springs, Australia. The folk club reckoned they would get too 

many people for the little room they normally used. They set up their 

big PA beside a little house in the middle of nowhere. It hadn't rained 

in Alice Springs for eighteen months, but we could see flashes in the 

hills around the town. I thought it was the headlights of cars coming 

over the hills, but although we heard no thunder we were seeing 

lightning. Then the wind started, with sand in it which would take 

your skin off if you didn't get under cover. The PA was rapidly pulled 

down, and the heavens opened. An hour before there hadn't been a 

cloud in the sky. We went into the house and I sang without a PA to a 

room jamful of people, with more on the verandah and leaning in 

every window and door. I am convinced that if I was booked for a few 

open-air concerts in North Africa, I could turn the Sahara into a 

swamp. 

 

Singers take particular pleasure in stories about agents. I was 

doing a tour around Scottish venues with a package which included 

Alex Campbell, Archie Fisher and Sandy Denny. In Aberdeen we 

played at the Music Hall and ended up at the posh Station Hotel. An 

agent I won't identify was there, and got off with a teenage scrubber. 

We were having a good session in the residents' lounge, and the agent 

decided to stay and went to reception to get a room. He was a 

tweedy country gent type, white hair and handlebar moustache. 'My 

wife and I would like a double room and bath for the night.' 

The receptionist said, 'I'm sorry, sir, we have only one double 

room vacant but it has no en suite bathroom. There is however a 

bathroom immediately opposite.' 

 The agent turned to his companion. 'Darling, would that be all 

right?' 

'What ever you say, mister.' 

 

One agent who can be named is Theo Johnson, who managed 

John Martyn. John was starting out as a nineteen-year-old in London 

and stayed in Theo's flat. Theo had made the first album of Rugby 





Songs for Island records,, for a set fee of a hundred pounds, and they 

made a fortune. Theo got John his first recording with Island. 

Theo had a cocktail cabinet, in which was a bottle of Haig's 

Dimple deluxe whisky, purely for show. One day when skint and 

bored John and I managed to get the top off this bottle without 

damaging the seal, emptied the bottle and refilled it with cold tea. 

Just weeks later I was booked at a club in the Strawberry Hill 

Catholic teacher training college in London. Jennifer - late of the 

Birkenhead panto, came in, along with A L Lloyd's daughter. The two 

of them, glamorous young women, came back to Theo's flat. Theo, in 

an effort to impress them, while making their gin and tonics reached 

for the bottle of Dimple Haig and offered it to John and me, saying, 

'You're Scotsmen, you'll know what to do with this.' 

We said, 'Can't we have gin and tonic? Don't open a special 

bottle just for us.' Once it was opened, I whispered to John, 'Do you 

realise we are going to have to finish this before we leave tonight?' 

The two of us had to sink this full bottle of cold tea and get drunk 

while Theo and the young ladies got genuinely drunk. Incidents like 

this make me believe in the possibility of there being a God. I don't 

think much of His sense of humour. 





 





 

Almost A Dubliner 
 

What brought me into folk music in the first place was love of the chat 

and the drink. My first experience of Ireland was going into 

O'Donoghue's in Dublin in the mid-sixties, looking for folk performers 

I'd met at the Edinburgh Festival and in England. I stood waiting for 

people I knew to come in, and up came Wally the Abominable 

Coalman, who used to come covered in coaldust into crowded pubs 

and brush against people. The pub was fairly empty because the 

Chieftains had just been formed and there had been a launch party 

with free booze the day before. Everyone was still nursing their 

hangovers. I wore a coat with a fur collar, and had at the time a 

goatee beard. Wally had kept staring at me. Finally he came over, 

said, 'Jasus, sir, it's a honour to meet you, could I shake you by the 

hand?' He spat on his hand and wiped it on his jacket. He said, 'I've 

been a fan of yours for years, could I buy you a pint?' 'No, I've got 

one thanks.' 

'Ah, but I could tell my friends I've bought you a pint.' 

I thought, 'They're really nice here. I know Jim McCann's been 

singing Cod Liver Oil. He must have been mentioning my name.' It 

turned out that Wally thought I was Orson Welles. 

I had gone to Dublin for a guy called Mick Clarke who organised 

some bookings for a group called the Croppies. He was a teetotal 

barman and a very nice man. I found that the Irish pubs were 

generally democratic - you could expect to have a millionaire, a 

coalman and a folksinger rubbing shoulders. The chat would range so 

widely from world affairs to the most trivial, and the people were so 

congenial and courteous to strangers. Whenever I went into a pub I'd 

be involved in conversation. For me it was Paradise, their way of 

thinking, their courtesy and the jokes - they have a different sense of 

priorities. An attitude that I'd tried to adopt in my life I found to be a 

way of life in Ireland. 

 





In 1968 Archie Fisher and I went to play together in Dublin. I 

gave Christy Moore a lift. We went by Stranraer to Larne, and 

stopped for a drink in Belfast. This was before the Troubles in Ulster - 

well, the recent Troubles. On the ferry we met a navvy, a six foot six 

giant, on his way home because his building site was on strike. We 

were playing five card stud poker. He asked could he join us, and 

proceeded to clean us out. He spent all the money he'd won buying 

drinks for us, so we decided he was all right and gave him a lift as far 

as Clones. He turned out to have a weak bladder. After Belfast I was 

in a hurry to get to Clones, got impatient behind a typical Irish 

country driver, and when I saw a straight bit I overtook. Someone 

came the other way and I had to pull in sharply. Quite rightly the guy 

I'd overtaken flashed his lights and honked his horn. 

Our huge passenger was desperate for a piss, so shortly afterwards 

I saw a layby and pulled in. The other irate driver pulled in behind 

me. First Archie, who is fairly tall, got out, followed by Christy who is 

fairly stocky. Then I got out, then this hulk. I could see the other 

driver who had been advancing on our car to have words, his 

footsteps faltering with each new emergence. He halted halfway, 

shook his fist and swore at us, then hurried back to his car and drove 

off. 

Then we reached the Fleadh Ceol in Clones. It was pissing with 

rain. Some memorable things happened. Archie got himself into a 

hotel room that Liam Clancy had booked, while Christy and myself 

had to kip in a tent with about six other people, a tent made for two, 

and it was peeing with rain. If anybody turned over and you were on 

the outside, your arse went out into the rain, plunged into a sea of 

mud. Clones was full, thousands of people there with Kiss-Me-Quick 

hats. But nobody seemed to be there for the official music! 

We went to the finals of the All-Ireland Uillean Piping 

competition, and a big Scots contingent had come over to cheer on 

Pat MacNulty. He came in second place to Liam Flynn, who deserved 

his first place. There were only twenty-eight people there, and exactly 

half of us were from Scotland. 

We went on to the finals of the men's singing, where we cheered 

on three singers - Kevin Mitchell who is still based in Glasgow, Kevin 





Conniff who now sings with the Chieftains, and a pal from Birmingham 

called Mick Hipkiss, a beautiful singer. The three of them were 

competing for the championship in the cinema, with only a couple of 

hundred people listening. We thought that the judge had announced 

that the three of them had won the first three, joint first place or 

something. What he'd in fact said was that in adjudicating other 

regional fleadhs, he'd given them all first place, but they weren't in 

the first three here at the All-Ireland. At which point there was a near 

riot. The judges were miles away from the public viewpoint. 

Every pub and hotel was crowded. There was an old closed 

railway station which had rather grand steps. Half a dozen of us got a 

bottle of whisky and a crate of beer and started singing there. It 

developed until about 200 people were singing songs together there. 

At one stage a pipe band started tuning up nearby. I drowned them 

out by getting the entire 200 on the steps to sing Ah'm No Hairy 

Mary, Ah'm Yer Maw. Over and over until the pipe band moved to 

tune elsewhere. 

 

 Then we drove down to Dublin, where I'd been a couple of times 

before. I wanted my independence, so Archie and myself got a small 

flat in Ballsbridge. It was a week-long party. Liam Clancy was in town, 

Christy was about, so was Luke Kelly. Archie and I were playing a 

place called O' Meara's in Aston Quay, with wall-to-wall drunks. One 

night an American groupie called Gary was there, a nice clean-cut 

youth who Liam Clancy tolerated and let follow him about. Liam was 

getting quite pissed. I saw there would be some kind of trouble that 

night. Archie went on and did his set, to total clamour. So I went in 

and Micky-Moused it - did things like Cod Liver Oil, which I knew Jim 

McCann had made popular in Dublin, As Usual, stuff like that. I was 

getting through, but that was only the first half. What was I going to 

do for the second half? 

 Seated around the table were Luke, Christy, a guy called Jake 

McDonald, and Liam Clancy, who said, 'I thought we were going to 

get some good music, till you went all theatrical.' 





I said, 'You're the last one to call anybody theatrical!' The first 

few times we met we disliked each other intensely, so we got to 

arguing. 

I simmered down, went on for the second half and got through it 

somehow in a noise like a Wild West saloon. Our team were at the 

front table, all well pissed. Archie and I finished to comparative 

indifference, and a guy with an accordion started to play the National 

Anthem. All the drunks stopped shouting at each other and staggered 

erect, except for Gary, the American, who'd passed out. 

He lay with his head in his hands on the table, and Liam Clancy 

poured his pint over him. Whereupon Luke Kelly hit Liam. 

Whereupon the place went up just like the Wild West saloon it had 

been sounding like. Tables went up in the air, Archie and myself held 

our guitars behind us, the accordionist doggedly continued to play the 

anthem while tables flew over his head. 

 

While in Dublin we recorded for Radio Telefis Eirean in their 

small Connell Street studio. We were playing two, sometimes three, 

places in one night. We'd do a spot in one place and a late night 

somewhere else, making a few bob. We had an hour and a half 

between two gigs, and the Radio wanted us to record two fifteen-

minute shots each, a total of four programmes. They sent a car to 

pick us up after our first gig, and whisked us to Connell Street. 

In the car I worked out the first fifteen-minute shot. I said to 

Archie, 'I'll go on first. I've got four songs, quite long, then I'll finish 

with Railroad Bill or Solid Gone, that I can add verses to or cut to fit. 

You can be working out timings for yours.' 

So in I go, super-efficient, raring to go, guitar miked up and set, 

and they say, 'Oh could you just wait a minute?' 

'Well, I'm ready to go. How's the sound, any problem?' 

'Fine, the sound's coming through grand.' 

'Well, shall I just start?' 

Ah, well, if you like, yeah. Ah, look, there's a technical problem - 

we haven't any tape, we'd forgotten.' Someone had to scream out in 

the car to the main office to get tape. We got it done, and got to the 

next gig a little late. 





A couple of months later I was in County Clare, on holiday with 

my family, staying in a little place called Dourous. Kinvara is the 

nearest town, and that's not very big. The local bank is a bus that 

comes twice a week. The pub near us in Dourous sold everything - 

cattle food, stamps, socks, with a little kid serving behind the bar in 

the afternoons. Everyone did their own milking, even the priest had a 

cow, and at milking time the place emptied. Just the local farmers 

came in, no tourists except for one German guy and a local who had 

been in the American Merchant Navy and had retired back home. It 

was wonderful; you could have a singsong and a chat. We were 

accepted, and the people were hospitable and kind. 

A local farmer called Sonny Sullivan was appalled to learn we 

were buying bread. 'Don't pay for bread.' He kept us in soda bread, a 

big round loaf every day, and milk, which he would bring in bottles 

from the morning and afternoon milkings. He wouldn't take any 

money for it. 

One of the programmes we'd recorded a month or two before 

was to be broadcast. I said in the pub, 'Oh, I'm on the radio 

tomorrow night.' We went in the next day. People had their Sunday 

suits on, the barman called 'Last orders before the radio', the old 

radio the size of a wardrobe was being correctly tuned by a local 

youth who was a radio expert. He handled the array of knobs as if he 

was cracking a safe, people were getting their last orders in and asking 

me, 'Would you like a drink? Are you nervous?' Unspoilt countryside 

and unspoilt people. My family have all decided it was the best 

holiday we ever had. 

On another visit, when I was playing on my own, I was booked 

into a country and western pub outside Dublin called the Hitching 

Post, which had saloon swing doors. I arrived with Luke and Christy, 

Jake McDonald, who had some potheen with him, and a dancing 

dwarf called Little Joe who was a pal of Luke's. 

Little Joe used to sell newspapers and raffle tickets round the 

bars, and when he got pissed he'd jump up and dance on the tables, 

so the owner of this country and western place refused to let him in. 

Luke said, 'If Little Joe's not getting in‟. I said, 'If my friends are not 

getting in‟. 





So we were all allowed in, and confirmed the owner's worst fears. 

Another act on was a girl called Joy Doran who sang rebel songs and 

played an electronic organ, accompanied by a guy playing bass and 

guitar. Little Joe jumped on top of her organ and it collapsed. A 

messy night altogether. Next, the guy running the night said to me, 

'You were fockin disgustin tonight! The fockin act was fockin filthy. 

The fockin wife had to fockin leave.' 

'What are you talking about?' 

'Oh, you know what Oy'm fockin talkin about - that fockin cod 

liver oil and the fockin juice.' 

'It was an old woman at the front table who was shouting for 

that,' I said. 'It's not dirty.' 

'It is fockin too!' he said. 'Ah, well. We had Hank Locklin here 

last week, he went down better than you did. And he was a fockin 

gentleman. You don't need to use fockin filth.' 

 

Years later the Humblebums were doing a warm-up for Hank 

Locklin in the Kinema Ballroom in Dunfermline. A drunk came in and 

was told a ticket cost two pounds. 

'Two pounds to get in to a dance?' 

'It's not a dance. It's a concert - Hank Locklin.' 

'I just want to see if my pal's in at the dancin.' 

'It's not a dance.' 

Finally they said, 'Look, the place is full, you're not getting in. It's 

two pound a ticket, and it's full anyway.' 

He gave up. As he left he turned and said, 'All right. Fuck you 

and fuck Frank McLaughlin.' 

 

Meanwhile, back at the Hitching Post - through Jake's potheen, 

the next thing I remember we were eating Chinese food, in what I 

thought was a Chinese restaurant. I presume I drove one of the cars 

that got us there. Eight of us are crowded round the table, being 

served by a middle-aged Chinese couple. I'm ordering a bottle of 

whisky, crispy noodles, some chilli sauce - and it's coming. 





A few days later I learned that we had gone back to the house of 

Jake McDonald's girlfriend's parents for a meal, and I had been 

ordering her parents to fetch extra portions of noodles. 

That was the only night of that week Luke made it home. I know 

that because I woke next morning in his flat to the smell of bacon and 

coffee, followed my nose and found Luke's wife, Deirdre. I said, 

'Good morning. I hope we didn't disturb you when we came in?' 

'No. I was getting up anyway.' 

'How did we get back?' 

'A taxi brought you back.' 

'I hope we didn't disturb you too much.' 

'Oh, you were all right, you were able to walk. Me and the taxi 

driver had to carry Luke up to bed.' 

 

In the mid-seventies it was suggested I become one of the 

Dubliners. First of all when Ciaran Burke had a brain haemorrhage 

Luke asked if I would like to join them for a few months till they knew 

what was going to happen about Ciaran. I said, 'It's not worth learning 

all the songs and routines for a few months.' 

It became obvious Ciaran wasn't going to get better, then Ronnie 

Drew was going to leave the group. I was asked if I'd fancy becoming 

a full-time Dubliner. However, I was already doing myself enough 

damage with booze without help from friends, and I realised that 

anyone - let alone a Scotsman - trying to take the place of Ronnie 

Drew would have an impossible job. Jim McCann, who did actually 

take on the task for a while, is a wonderful singer, good musician and 

very funny man, but discovered the impossibility of replacing Ronnie. 

Once, before those invitations, the Dubliners were playing a big 

hall in Munster in Germany. Three Irish guys and myself set out for 

this concert, taking with us a little duty free bevvy, all in fours - four 

cases of Guinness, four bottles of Paddy, four bottles of Irish Mist, etc. 

We arrived, quite pissed, at the Munsterlandhalle, a huge 5000-seater 

hall, and with my beard and the accents it was assumed I was one of 

the Dubliners, so we got backstage without much hassle, and carried 

on drinking there. 





I found myself having a meal and a drink with the Dubliners in a 

gasthaus. The concert had been their last of the tour. Barney was 

talking to me about the possibility of the Romans having been in 

Ireland - the sort of thing he talks about, the thoughts of Barney 

McKenna are many and legion. 

Then one Dubliner decides he's had enough, he's going back to 

the hotel, and some German guy offers him a lift. But he's in 

argumentative mood -'They think that Oy'm thick because Oy'm a 

fockin Paddy. Oy can foind a fuckin taxi and oy can foind a fockin 

hotel. Good luck now,' and he disappears into the mist. 

That's the last thing I really remember. I awoke next morning 

sharing a double bed with Luke Kelly. It was obvious we were not in 

his hotel. It was a private house, I could smell coffee. The two of us 

lurched through, to meet a very nice young German couple. 'Good 

morning!' 

'Good moming!' We splashed water over ourselves and had a 

piss. I asked Luke, 'no are your friends?' 

'I've never seen them before. I thought they were friends of 

yours.' Neither of us knew them, or how we had ended up in their 

flat. Luke had to go back to the hotel, then on to the airport. The 

couple said they would give us a lift to the hotel, it being some 

distance away across the city. We arrived, and saw the minibus they 

were travelling in, with the missing member sat in it, his head in his 

hands. 

The rest were sitting around in reception, it was approaching 

midday, and I'd been drinking day and night for a week by then. I 

said, 'Let's have just one cold beer before you have to go for your 

flight! I'll see if I can get something.' 

'Go on.' 

I went, chapped on the bus door, and said, 'Would you like a 

cold beer?' 

He looked up with bloodshot eyes. 'Good luck. I can't face it.' 

I went back to reception. 'What happened to him?' 

The previous night he had gone to the wrong hotel. He stumbled 

about, found an empty room and thought it was his, got in and went 

to sleep. He woke up coughing and found he was feeling sick and had 





diarrhoea. No toilet in the room, just a hand basin, and he didn't 

know which end to put in the basin. Finally the basin came off the 

wall, and water spurted everywhere. 

The hotel staff, in the early morning hours, heard noises in an 

empty room. Inside they found him, bollock naked, drunkenly 

mouthing off, spewing, shitting, water everywhere. They got mops and 

brooms and held him pinned in a corner, then luckily one of them 

recognised him and phoned the right hotel. Their long-suffering roadie 

had to come, pay money to the hotel, smooth over the staff feelings 

and calm the Dubliner down. Off to the airport went the Dubliners. 

It was still not midday. I phoned my agent, Willy Schwenken, 

who was due to pick me up to do the opening that evening of a new 

youth and culture centre - all glass and marble, in Recklinghausen in 

the Ruhr. Then I went to bed. I woke up with a week's hangover. 

Cold sweats, diarrhoea, spews. I said to Willy, 'I've got flu, I can't 

do the gig!' He carried on doggedly loading up the PA 'Willy, look, 

there's no way I can do it, I'm ill. I know I've been drinking, but this 

is not a hangover, I think I've picked up a bug. My body's weakened 

and I can't do it, there's no way.  

OK, I'll come, you slavedriver, so they'll see the state I'm in and 

realise I can't do it.' 

I got into the car, feeling ill at every bump of the road. We 

arrived to meet a couple of local newspaper photographers, the local 

Burgermeister and assorted worthies lined up to be photied before the 

first concert of the new centre. I got out of the car, everything spun 

about me, and I was just able to make it to the bushes in time to spew 

my ring. Whereupon I also learned I had the diarrhoea. (The missing 

Dubliner blamed his diarrhoea on the Munster water, which he had 

never touched. It was just the result of too much bevvy.) 

I was desperate. I went screaming up towards the jugendcenter, 

hurtling past the confused and thoughtful reception committee, 

searching for a toilet. Found one and screeched to a halt. I was 

wearing a T shirt and jeans, and a stupid leather cowboy bat which I 

had been given as a present in Massachusetts. In my hurry I forgot 

something - my underpants. 





There was nowhere to hide them, it was just a pipe coming out of 

the wall, a bowl and a sink. I cleaned myself up as best I could in the 

sink, folded the pants so the disgusting bit was on the inside, and 

looked round again. My jeans were skin-tight, no way to stuff the 

pants in a pocket. I couldn't leave them lying on the floor, if I tried to 

flush them they'd block the toilet. I put them under my hat. And I 

walked out. 

I ambled nonchalantly out past the reception committee, who by 

this time were in total disarray, shaking their heads and waving. I 

dashed on, detouring via the bushes where I threw my underpants 

away, to the car where I made a show of collecting my jacket, came 

back in and said to Willy, 'I told you I was ill. Tell them I'm ill. I'm 

not doing it.' 

Willy put me in a games room in the basement, lying on a judo 

mat, gave me an opened bottle of vodka which I lay and finished 

there, and said, 'You can have a couple of hours sleep, it's not starting 

for a couple of hours.' I slept, got up and did what seemed an 

excellent gig. They didn't ask me back to Recklinghausen for quite 

some time. I look back on that little sequence with deep shame. 

 

Not long before Luke Kelly died I was performing alongside him 

and his fellow Dubliners at the Tonder Festival. Luke was in good 

form, we had great fun, and he told me a story about the Dubliners 

playing in Liverpool. They were staying at the Centre Hotel, right next 

to Lime Street Station. There was a folk club in that hotel, I've played 

there myself, but the Dubliners were staying there and playing in a 

Liverpool theatre. 

Luke had lots of friends in Liverpool from the folk club days and 

was up boozing till very late. Next morning the roadie came in and 

said, 'You've already missed breakfast, come on, we're leaving for 

London, you have a concert there tonight.' Luke said, 'Aw, I'll just 

take the train.' 

'Do you want me to take your bags or anything?' 

'Yeah, just take the bags.' 

'Will I take this stuff here - the clothes and things?' 

'Stop bothering me. Just take everything.'  





 The roadie took everything. A couple of hours later chamber-

maids were trying to get in so Luke got up, and found he was wearing 

a vest. Nothing else. No underpants. His pants with his wallet had 

been taken by the roadie. He had to phone and get the manager up to 

his room, where with a towel round his middle Luke explained his 

predicament. 

The manager said, 'It's OK. The bill has been paid.' 

'Could I possibly borrow a pair of trousers, a shirt and shoes. I'll 

sign for them.' The manager was very nice and helpful. Then Luke 

said, 'And could you please buy me a ticket to London?' 

 

In the late seventies I played at a wonderful festival at Ballisodare. 

We were booked into the Grand Hotel in Sligo, next to a firm of 

solicitors rejoicing in the name of Argue and Phibbs. Gordon 

McCulloch was there that year, and and in the pub across the road he 

gleaned tit-bits about how young Mr Phibbs had newly been made a 

partner when old Mr Argue was retiring. The firm had been well 

established as Argue and Argue, and if the father hadn't retired they 

would have become Argue, Argue and Phibbs. 

The festival site was a huge muddy quagmire where twenty 

thousand people were slipping and sliding. The first night the site was 

mobbed and the pubs in Ballisodare village were mobbed - there were 

just two pubs in the village, and another one near the festival site 

where beer was being sold by the case. I took a look at them, and at 

the mud, and thought about the crowd leaving, and decided to miss 

the finishing acts and get back to Sligo. 

It was a tough place to play. Dick Gaughan, who had gone off 

alcohol a week earlier, got up on a stage some thirty-foot high and 

started his first number which was an unaccompanied Parcel Of 

Rogues, 

 

Fareweel tae all our Scottish fame, fareweel our ancient glory 

 

and immediately there was a power cut - a total blackout, with people 

scrambling about the stage - and he couldn't move for fear he would 

fall off. They fixed the lights and he started again, 





 

Fareweel tae all our Scottish fame, fareweel our ancient glory 

 

and a goods train came by. One train a week passing right by the 

festival site, it arrives as he's singing. Rumble rumble of empty goods 

vans passing all of five minutes, then he starts his song once more. 

 

Fareweel tae all our Scottish fame, fareweel our ancient glory 

 

Dick finished his song and his set, and when he came off still 

didn't touch a drop of booze! My admiration for him increased! 

 

Wilma had come with me to Ballisodare. I'd just come back from 

the Continent as usual, so I had several bottles of wine in the car, nice 

wine from Germany. We knew that the food in local places was not 

terribly exciting, so we'd stocked up with groceries till we had a car-

full. 

We arrived back at the Grand Hotel about ten pm. Archie was 

there before us, and his current lady friend leaned out of a top-storey 

window welcoming us, as Archie offered to let down the primitive fire 

escape - a rope with a loop for you to put a foot in - saying, 'Would 

you like to take the lift up?' 

I said, 'No, I've got the bags to bring. Anyway, the exercise of 

climbing the stairs will do me good.' 

I stagger with a big heavy suitcase and a couple of overnight bags. 

The door is locked, but we can see the night porter, an aged rustic. 

We beat on the bell until he totters to his feet, opens the door, and 

tries to find our name in the register. I repeat my name some ten 

times, and finally take the book from him and point to it. All the time 

Archie is shouting down the stairs, 'Room Twenty B, double room, 

just next to us.' The porter says, 'No, no, that's already taken.' 

'Well, whose room is it?' 

'A Mr Flynn and a Mr Moynahan.' 

'Well,' I say, 'that's Liam Flynn and Johnny Moynahan. They'll 

he over at Ballisodare stuck in a session all night, not much chance of 

them appearing here at all.' I get him to give us their room. As well as 





the proximity to Archie, the room we'd been allocated had two single 

beds. This is a problem not so much of sex as of animal warmth, 

because the hotel is freezing although it's quite warm outside. We 

acquire the double-bedded room next to Archie, go through and he 

gives us a sip from a small flask of brandy. I say, 'I've got some great 

wine down in the car. There's one problem. I don't have a 

corkscrew.' 

 Archie's friend, Miss Efficiency, says, 'I have a corkscrew in my 

car.' 

Down we go. The night porter, opening the door for us, says 

accusingly, 'That's not your wife!' 

'No, we're just good friends!' 

We go back up, and register that every single step creaks under 

us. We drink a couple of bottles of wine, and start feeling hungry. I 

say, 'We've got some ham and some bread in the car.' There's some 

cheese and crackers and chocolate in Archie's car, and I and Miss 

Efficiency went last time, so this time it's Wilma and Archie's turn. 

When the night porter is letting them out, and back in loaded with 

stuff, he says, 'That's not your wife either, is it?' 

We're all up in the room, chuckling over the schoolboys' 

midnight tuck feast we're having, and we hear the stairs creaking as 

the porter creeps up them. Either that or his joints were making the 

noise - he was so decrepit that when he tried to lift my suitcase to 

carry it up the stairs I thought I'd have to give him a piggyback up. 

His suspicions aroused, he comes up carefully. 'Creak, creak-

creak-creak, crea-eack?'We wait. Until we know he must be just 

outside, bent down, eye to the big keyhole. Then Archie whips the 

door open, and the porter collapses into the room. And with innate 

Irish peasant cunning, came out with, 'Have you seen a black dog 

anywhere?' 

Archie was so quick! He said, 'Why do you think the four of us 

have locked ourselves in this bedroom? What sort of hotel is this? 

Slavering fangs - I think it needs to be put down! It's the size of a 

pony, terrorising your guests!' 

The night porter marches out saying, 'We'll have the beast 

captured! We'll have the beast captured soon - you can rest easy, 





rest easy, the beast will be captured soon!' Next lunchtime, I was in 

the bar, strangely enough having a few pints, and singer Luka Bloom, 

who is Christy Moore's brother and was then called Barry Moore, 

came in and said, 'Is this anything to do with you?' He dragged me 

through to reception, and pointed out a hand-written notice which 

said, 'Please do not confuse the night porter.' 

 

In the early eighties I made a recording of Sonny's Dream in 

Dublin. Mary Black sang back-up for me. I first met her in the 

seventies at a festival in Braunschweig. It was an 'inside and outside' 

festival, Alex Campbell was there, and on the Saturday night he was 

finishing the outside concert while I was finishing the one inside. In the 

afternoon it was vice versa. On in the afternoon was an Irish group 

called General Humbert, with Mary as singer. She was an absolute 

knock-out, the audience loved her, eight encores, couldn't calm them 

down, the concert was running an hour late. And I had the misfortune 

of going on after her! We got chatting on the way back to the hotel 

afterwards. 

A couple of years later I was back in Dublin, playing in the 

Meeting Place in Dorset Street, which was a great haunt. General 

Humbert had broken up, but they got together specially for one last 

gig to play with me. 

A few years after that I did a tour with Planxty which started and 

finished in Dublin. I'd started singing Sonny's Dream, and Christy 

thought it would be popular as a single. Sonny's Dream was my last 

attempt at a single. Ireland is a small market so there's a better chance 

of getting into the charts, the Irish Hit Parade. If you do you move up 

from playing pubs at twenty-five quid to playing halls at eight hundred 

quid. Very few non-Irish performers have cracked it. 

Everyone singing Sonny's Dream nowadays uses the last verse that 

I wrote myself, even Jean Redpath who I am told has introduced it as 

'Traditional, Newfoundland'. I believe the song is owned by Michael 

Jackson now. Ron Hynes who wrote it is still alive, but of course I 

don't get any royalty money for my verse, which says 

 

So many years have passed, Sonny's old and alone 





His daddy, the sailor, never came home 

Sometimes be wonders what his life could have been 

But from the grave momma still haunts his dreams 

 

Unknown to me Christy persuaded Gerry Rafferty to pay for the 

recording studio as a favour. After the Planxty tour I had ten days free 

before I started some solo work round Ireland. Nothing was 

happening, no studio available. Come the weekend I went with a few 

others during the Holy Hour when the pubs shut, looking for Sean 

McCarty who had written the Finn McCool show and was living in 

Howth. I thought it shouldn't be too hard to find him even though we 

had no address - an actor from the Abbey Theatre and all. I asked in a 

couple of pubs, but discovered later he was off the booze completely. 

We got increasingly legless with every pub we tried, so we went back 

to the South William in Dublin because we knew if we got there before 

closing time we would get locked in and could keep drinking. The next 

day I had to drive up to Sligo to start my solo tour, so this was my 

farewell earning with my pals in Dublin. When we reached the South 

William they said, 'Have you phoned Christy.' He had been phoning 

every pub in the city looking for me. I phoned him. He said, 'For 

God's sake get some black coffee down you and get yer arse back to 

the house!' 

'Why?" 

'We're in the studio at nine o'clock tomorrow morning.' 

I had to be finished by twelve to leave and drive to Sligo. It was a 

rough grind. Even folksingers have to work sometimes. I did the basic 

guitar and vocal tracks, then had to leave. Donal Lunny, Declan Sinott 

and other musicians from Planxty and Moving Hearts put on 

instrumental tracks, Donal and Christy did the production work, and 

Mary came in to do vocals - all of them working for nothing. To all of 

them I give my heartfelt gratitude and thanks. 





 





 

I Didn't Raise My Son To Be A Soldier 
 

The first thing was a telephone call in 1969 inviting me to a festival 

in Germany - I thought it was a joke. Willy Schwenken had seen me 

at Liberty Hall and other concerts I had done in Ireland. He was 

running a folk festival in Osnabruck featuring some guys from the 

forces who had been folkies in civvy life: Archie McCulley, Mike 

Hughes and Jim Steele, who called themselves The Scottish 

Breakaway and did all my early stuff, from my first three albums. 

To go to the festival I had to fly to Amsterdam and then make 

my way by train. They sent me the tickets, connections and details. I 

had to change planes in London. I hate flying so I was half-cut 

though it was early in the day. Waiting for the flight to be called I 

looked around and saw this rock group, including Henry McCulloch 

who had been with Sweeney's Men. The group included Joe Cocker. 

'Henry! Where are you going?' 

'Amsterdam. There's a festival on.' 

So we all sat together. Typical Heathrow - the flight was 

delayed. I don't remember who cracked first and opened their duty-

free bottle, but there were forty minutes to takeoff, and in that time 

we emptied three duty-free bottles. 

 

When I got to Osnabruck to my amazement they knew all my 

songs because of British Forces Radio, on which Cod Liver Oil And 

The Orange Juice was the most requested song in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s. 

A disk jockey called Sandy Jones, a woman who worked for 

BFBS, later told me of a BBC meeting about the Two Way Family 

Favourites radio request programme, called to discuss whether the 

programme should play Cod Liver Oil, for which they were getting a 

lot of requests. It was decided that the song must be full of obscene 

double meanings that they couldn't spot, and the song was vetoed 

because Scots ministers of religion listening would spot the dirty 

meanings and be offended. 





The British Forces Broadcasting Service was not covered by this 

veto, so in 1969 my songs were being hammered out, and I 

discovered I was already quite well known, and a lot of forces people 

came along - banjo-playing lieutenants that I hadn't known existed. 

Even more amazing, a lot of the Germans had heard my stuff on 

BFBS. It went very well. I was supposed to be playing Aberdeen Folk 

Club on the Sunday, and never made it because I slept in.  

I was sharing my single hotel room with singer Labi Siffre, who 

was based in Amsterdam and just starting then, had come to check 

the festival out and could get no place to stay. Together we tried to 

get the train back to Amsterdam, but we kept getting drunk and 

missing it. I had a flight back to London, London to Edinburgh, 

Edinburgh to Aberdeen. I wanted to change that to get back to 

Glasgow since I had missed the Aberdeen gig.  

The first time I phoned it was, 'British Airways? Yes, there is 

another flight, but too late for Aberdeen. That is fine, sir.' I phoned 

home to tell Aberdeen I couldn't make it, got up and found out the 

time of the next connecting train. I went with Labi to the railway 

station in good time, so we went to have breakfast and a few drinks 

to cure our hangovers.  

We missed the train. I found out the times of connecting trains 

and when they would get to us to Amsterdam, then telephoned 

British Airways at Schipol Airport from Osnabruck Railway Station, 

going through a lot of coins, and they said, 'Yes, there is another 

flight to London that has a connection for Glasgow, sir, we have 

changed your booking as you request.'  

We got on the train this time, the trolley came around but the 

booze was at real rip-off prices. I had some stone pottery bottles for 

Wilma's bottle collection, Steinhager gin. I said, 'Ach, we can drink 

this, and just get soft drinks from the trolley.' So we finished the 

Steinhager, and woke up in a railway siding in Amersfoort, with 

cleaning ladies prodding us, and a long tramp to the railway station 

across the tracks, carrying our guitars, one black guy and one chubby 

white guy, both well pissed. 

At the station I phoned again, got a train to Amsterdam, then 

took a taxi rather than a bus to the airport through the early evening 





traffic. I went to the British Airways counter, and said, 'Is there a 

flight to London, if possible with a connecting flight to Glasgow?' 

The guy behind the counter stood back and gave me a round of 

applause! I asked, 'What was that for?' 

'Well, sir, you kept phoning from various parts of North 

Germany and Holland. Every time you phoned you sounded more 

pissed. So we started an unofficial book on what time you would 

arrive, with even money that you would never make it.' I made it to 

London that night, but no further. That was my first trip to Germany. 

Little did I know that I would not only be working in Germany 

very often, but making very good friends there. If I had to choose my 

ten closest friends in the world, five of them are German, and one is 

an Englishman living in Germany. 

 

A few months later we organised a tour of eleven gigs, most of 

them in the south of Germany. We had a transit van which had been 

converted into a proper mini-bus, with a couple of beds. Archie 

McCulley had a couple of weeks leave from the army, and came to 

keep me company and sing a few songs. We set out in this 

contraption, driven by Willy Schwenken, with in the back a case of 

wine, a case of beer and a case of soft drinks. We hurtled from one 

little place to another. I played blues more than anything else - jazz 

was still popular at the time. 

I gradually became popular in student places like Munster, and in 

Berlin, into the early seventies, doing the Osnabruck Festival every 

second year and having a great time there. Willy was slowly building it 

up. 

In around 1973 I started by flying to Zurich, then went by train 

to the north of Germany to meet up with singer Bobby Eaglesham 

who had brought my car and family over. The family had come for a 

Continental holiday in a farmhouse we had rented, Bobby came to 

drive them and look the festival over. 

At one point I was driving the car, loaded with Bobby, fiddle 

player Tom Hickland and one-man band Mike Whellans, so there's a 

guitar sticking in my ear. I drove round the narrow streets of the small 

medieval centre of the town of Osnabruck, looking for a venue that's 





near a tower, saying, 'I never realised before that the town has six 

bloody towers and they all look the same.' 

I said to Bobby, 'Look out. What's the name of the street?' 

'Einbahnstrasse. I can't find it on the map.' 

'It must be on the map!' 

'No it isn't!' 

We drove round a corner, so I said, 'his looks a bit bigger, easier 

to find on your map - what's it called?' 

'Still Einbahnstrasse.' 

Three Scotsmen and an Irishman in the car. It shows how much 

German I'd learned over four years, that I didn't recognise Bobby 

saying the German for 'One Way Street'. 

 

I had one booking in Heilbron - 400 miles further south in 

Germany. I was going down in the afternoon to do a radio spot, then 

drive straight back at night after the evening gig. Bobby said he'd 

come with me, stay sober and drive back after the gig. I wrote down 

precise directions, the numbers and order of the autobahns for him to 

follow, and where they changed. 

I drove down, and after the radio they took us for a Balkan meal, 

where they had Slivovitz in weird jugs which you drank from. Bobby 

fell in love with the Slivovitz - said he'd never tasted anything so 

delicious. We went on, and it was rather a large concert, 400-500, 

mostly kids and all well behaved, while I was rather tired and 

emotional after the long drive and the radio, and Bobby after the 

Slivovitz was out of his crust. Never struck a blow. 

I slung him into the car, drove all the way back while he slept the 

sleep of the just, and he started coming back to life as we drove up to 

the farmhouse where we were staying. 'Thanks a lot, Bobby. You were 

a great help!' 

I have friends in Germany like Martin Hannemann, now a Doctor 

of Geology who is working for a bank inventing ways of defrauding 

computers so the bank can guard against the ways being used by 

customers, but then a student who played with a group doing Scottish 

songs. They rejoiced in a name which they now find hilarious -The 

Rambling Pitchforkers. In Berlin were a marvellous carbon copy of the 





Dubliners who chose an unfortunate name which Americans thought 

very funny - Fiddling Joe and his Bawling Fellows. 

Martin Hannemann taught lain Mackintosh a song. 

 

Mary Mack's mother's makin Mary Mack marry me 

Ma mother's makin me marry Mary Mack 

 

Martin had learned it from Gordon McCulloch. From Glasgow to 

Glasgow via Munster in Germany. Martin was later in a very good 

German folk group called Fidel Michel. 

I was going over to Germany twice a year, enjoying the crack, but 

drinking too much - burning the candle in the middle as well as at the 

ends. In Britain the folk boom was in the 1960s, in Germany it was in 

the seventies, and I got an awful lot of gigs. In the late seventies, after 

I had been ill, it really began to build for me. 

Willy Schwenken was my agent for a while. He was always very 

good to me, but he didn't get on with a lot of the people who ran 

gigs. The first album that lain Mackintosh and I did as a duo was with 

Willy. Iain played small chamber pipes as well as his concertina and 

banjo, I played guitar and twelve string guitar, both of us sang. We 

thought it was going to be more or less a demo, because Willy did it 

onto a Revox tape recorder, mixing as he went. 

He was slightly deaf in one ear so the music is 'balanced' off 

centre. It was recorded in his living room so we had to pause when 

planes came overhead. We started about nine in the morning and 

finished to post the tape to catch the one o'clock afternoon collection. 

We discovered later that he had posted it to the pressing plant to 

make discs. 

We thought the album was abysmal - the balance was off, 

sometimes the pipes sounded as though they were in the next field, on 

other songs the pipes were right in your ear and the singer seemed to 

be in the bathroom. It was bizarre. But a lot of people said, 'Oh, it's 

quite a good album.' 

Then a Welsh guy living in Wiesbaden got me gigs for a while. So 

did my friends. There were no agents I knew of. 





In 1979 Volker Wllmking, who had seen me at Munster 

University and is himself an excellent musician, offered to try and fix a 

tour for me. Volker had played in various bands, and ran a music 

shop, while continuing to play in a blues and ragtime duo with 

Welshman Gerry Spooner. Volker is still my agent and friend. 

Because he had been a musician he knew the problems of having 

to travel from one end of the country to the other. Before that time 

I'd start in Switzerland, next day be on the border with Holland, then 

back to Bavaria. Absolutely crazy, going to bed at four and getting up 

at seven to get a train, doze on the train and do another gig, same 

thing again that night and several nights running, taking speed to keep 

going and booze to get to sleep, on and on.  

I remember one trip when I did forteen gigs in forty-three days, 

starting in Zurich and zipping back and forward through Germany and 

Holland. I actually started one tour with Zurich, Hamm, Trier, right 

across to Tubingen and then Bremen on five consecutive nights, all by 

train and clapped-out Volkswagen Beetle. It's a miracle I didn't kill 

myself. 

I made very good friends in Germany - Hamburg, Bielefeld and 

Nuremberg. I'd have friends I could stay with when I wanted to work 

in an area. The German folk scene built up well and stayed consistent. 

More than anything else I was helped by the way the German mark 

went up in value. It has trebled over the period, so I'm getting paid 

not much more than I was twenty years ago, but the value of the 

mark makes it a decent fee. And there are a lot more gigs available 

there than here.  

Some are folk clubs, some are pubs where they close the bar 

when there's a concert night, some are cultural centres or arts 

theatres. In some places, like Nuremberg, I haven't worked much but 

I have good friends to stay with when I'm in the area. We used to do 

sessions in a little pub in Nuremberg, but sadly the owner, Heinz, 

didn't speak any English. He did speak a few words of Gaelic however.  

He had been on holiday in Scotland, staying at Fort Augustus. He 

relied on our friend Marianne, an English teacher from Nuremberg, to 

order drinks in the bar, but she'd feel tired after driving all day, and 

go to bed. So Heinz fell in with Stornoway fishermen whose boats 





were passing though the Caledonian Canal. They spoke Gaelic, equally 

incomprehensible to Heinz, but he picked up phrases like 'Slainte 

Mhah' and 'Ciamar a tha thu?', with which he would greet puzzled 

American tourists wandering into his tiny pub, which was called the 

Goldener Geier, the Golden Vulture. 

My home from home in Germany is Ferdi's Pizze Pinte in 

Bielefeld. Ferdi is a wonderful chef and my close friend for over 

twenty years, as is Dietmar who now runs it. At one time it had the 

only jukebox I've ever seen featuring only folk music. 

There are fewer bar gigs in Germany, but in 1985 lain 

Mackintosh and I recorded a live album in a bar in Hamburg, the 

Zwiebel run by Wolla and Uli. 

It's a pub where musicians have always gone, a little hole-in-the-

wall place down by the docks. Uli is a character and a musician, and 

has been one of my best friends for twenty years. A Tuesday they 

used to call Irish Night, now it's a Folk Night, where the place gets 

uncomfortably full. It's a small pub, even though it has had the biggest 

sales of Guinness of any pub in Germany. Any folksinger who has 

been to Hamburg knows the Zwiebel. 

The place I used to work in Hamburg got knocked down. The 

Zwiebel closed on a Sunday. Uli said, 'What if we open the pub on 

Sunday? Seventy people would be enough to have a civilised night. 

We'll charge ten marks admission and close the bar while you're 

singing.' Doing that was unheard of in Germany. I played the first 

Sunday there. They closed the bar, got seventy people in, and I did 

three sets. It sold out every time I went there. Now it's a regular and 

very popular venue, so much so that we did the live album there. 

When we made Live In Hamburg it was so tiny we had lots of 

technical problems. We miked the audience so they could be heard 

joining in, and had to switch the mikes off because they were singing 

so loudly - they were even drowning us out coming through the mikes 

that Iain and I were singing on. 

I had just come back from singing in Hong Kong. I had two pick-

ups put on my guitar - trying them out. I bought so much stuff in 

Hong Kong - silk choeng-sams for my three daughters and Wilma, 

some fifteen metres of silk, silk shirts for myself and Jim, silk ties, a 





safari suit and a cashmere overcoat. Martin Simpson remarked that we 

went there looking like folksingers, and came back looking like agents. 

Fortunately when you went to the Hong Kong Festival you 

weren't charged for excess baggage, because of equipment you might 

need to take to perform. I had crammed everything in. I took the 

strings off my guitar, and stuffed it with old underpants and socks to 

make more space. I took the pants and socks out when I got back, but 

on the recording I was trying to get a good sound and my guitar 

sounded completely dead. I was blaming the strings. 

I discovered later that a pair of briefs and a sock were still in 

there, entangled in the pick-up wiring. It gave the recording that 

unique experience for the hi-fi freak, the real live high frequency 

created by sock and underpants in the guitar. 

 

Uli of the Zwiebel is one of the last of the hippies, with the 

headband, his beard down to here and his hair down his back to there, 

outlandish clothes like Brazilian gaucho trousers and a down-filled 

anorak from Red China. 

He has been in seventy countries, travelling as cheaply as he can - 

walking, bussing. He says if you travel alone then you have to meet 

the local people. If you're with only one other person you still carry 

your own world with you. Uli has walked across Central Africa, taken 

a camel from Timbucktu to Nigeria, gone by truck up the Zaire River. 

An amazing traveller. He'd begun in the Boy Scouts, learning to sing 

songs in foreign languages, learning self-sufficiency. 

Uli gave me a poster from Katmandu, which I passed on to my 

daughter when she went to university. 'The Eden Hashish Centre, 

Katmandu. Let Us Take Higher. All Your Gania Hashish and other 

Needs. Proprietor E P Sharma.' And a phone number! Uli told a story 

of the best customers of the Eden Hashish Centre being invited by Mr 

Sharma for a Christmas feast. Ten courses of snacky food, meat and 

rice and sweets, but every single course had hash cooked into it. With 

all the hairy freaks sitting at the table it must have looked like the Last 

Supper. 

 





It was in Hamburg with Uli that I realised Sonny's Dream was an 

exceptional song. One night he closed the Zwiebel and we went for a 

drink, and met up with a couple of other musicians in Altona, a place 

called The Bistro. I didn't even have a guitar with me, but I borrowed 

one I wasn't used to, and thought, 'Sonny's Dream has only three 

chords and I don't need a capo for it,' so I sang that. A hooker sitting 

at the bar came over and bought me a drink! Gretel, the woman who 

owned The Bistro, asked me if it was recorded, and didn't charge me 

for the meal I had. Every time I went in there she kept on at me - 

when was I going to record it, it was a lovely song. That was when I 

thought, 'If a hooker buys you a drink because of a song, that's a 

special song.' I told Christy Moore that story when we were talking of 

recording it. He said, 'There's not all that many hookers in Ireland to 

buy it.' 

I said, 'Well, if all the nuns buy it we'll be all right!' 

 

Any country I go on holiday to now I connect with gigs, because 

I know the locals. Rather than start with a tour I like to get just a gig 

or two so I can meet the local people. Through having local pals you 

find local pubs and hear local musicians. We go every year to the 

Salzkammergut in Austria, Sound Of Music country. 

In a ski-ing place called Bad Goisem a school teacher called 

Hannis Savel, a pal, introduced me to a sixteenth-century Tudor-type 

building called the Hoplinger House which had been in danger of 

being knocked down for a car park. A lot of the local heads got 

together and started running events to fund raise and preserve the 

Hoplinger House as a cultural centre. Every year I've done at least one 

concert for them, and become very friendly with the local people, 

done concerts in the schools. 

Every Friday, Martin the Butcher in Bad Goisern makes fresh 

sausage for the weekend. All the locals - mainly the men - come round 

the back, because he has a few cases of beer out, and you help 

yourself and put into the tray the price you'd pay in the supermarket 

for the beer. You eat the sausages he's cooked on the wood stove with 

a big copper boiler. It's a social event, at the back of the butcher 

shop, where Martin has cleared up for the weekend and is just making 





the sausages. Round the front they are serving the public. At the back 

you sit on the trays and troughs used to drain blood from the beasts 

when they are cut up. 

Everybody makes their own schnapps there, which you drink 

from the bottle. Martin the Butcher, who is as fat as I am and very 

hospitable, gave me and Muriel Graves some of his own make of 

schnapps - five years old, quite exceptional. You fill a roll with a 

magnificent Braunsweiger sausage - you'll see Martin eating them 

himself. 

One of the people in Bad Goisern, a school teacher, got two 

Highland cows for decoration. We went for the christening and he 

wanted authentic names for them, but every name we could think of, 

like Morag, turned out to be a man's name in Serbo-Croat or 

something. They ended up as Arran and Skye. A small child tried to 

feed one of them a Tyrolean hat I had just bought at vast expense, but 

luckily it had better taste. Maybe it only ate tammies. 

The next year Arran and Skye got rabies through being bitten by 

a rabid fox and died. 

 

Nuremberg is of course famous for its bratwurst sausages, but 

Cumberland sausage made properly is very similar, except that they 

put rosemary into the bratwurst. One particular Cumberland butcher I 

know, Peter the Butcher in Cockermouth, uses only pigmeat and fat. 

No offal, no bits and pieces. He says it has to have a high proportion 

of fat for the taste, but it should be back fat, because that doesn't 

frizzle away when you fry it, and you don't end up with a sausage a 

third the original size. Lard just comes away in the pan. Peter doesn't 

mince the meat, he grinds it coarsely, adds salt and pepper. That's all. 

Nothing else. Everyone asks him the secret of his magnificent sausages. 

There isn't one 

He's a perfectionist. Once he, as usual, made sausages from six 

pig carcasses, having removed the joints and chops of course, working 

through the night on a Thursday. On the Friday morning he fried up 

some of the sausages for breakfast before he went to bed, tasted one, 

and threw the lot out. The pigs had been fed with fishmeal, and he 

could taste the fish. He threw the lot out rather than sell them cheap, 





and kicked up hell with his supplier. Peter has to protect his 

reputation, as he supplies sausages to various people. Last year the 

Ministry of Defence blew up ten pounds of his sausages. 

A former local hotelier is now a London businessman, and has a 

pal working as a civil servant for the NAAFI. There are of course 

many jokes about army sausages. The two of them came up from 

London, partly intending to sample Peter's sausages with a view to him 

supplying the NAAFI, but they had such a good time the NAAFI man 

had to go home on Sunday without ever tasting any. The ex-hotelier 

stayed on a couple of days, and said to Peter, 'Is there any way you 

can ship me sausages down to London?' 'I could send them Red Star 

Express, theyd arrive the same day. But that would cost more than the 

sausages!' 

'I don't care.' 

So a big package was made up, about ten pounds weight, stuffed 

full of sausages and sent off. When it arrived it was X-rayed by the 

experts looking for parcel bombs. It looked just like plastic explosive, 

with a consistency just like plastic explosive feels. The bomb disposal 

squad gingerly took it out into the countryside and blew it up. I've 

heard of sausages being high, but never before sky-high! 





 





 

A Dollar Ain't A Dollar Any More 
 

I was in Boston quite often, playing an Irish pub called the Harp and 

Bard. I drank in the Plough and the Stars, the only one serving pints of 

draught Guinness in the area at the time. The Troubles were on then, 

they were organising a boycott of Scotch whisky and other British 

goods, and collecting cash for the IRA. Booze is very expensive in 

American pubs, even in the Plough and Stars which was a spit-and-

sawdust Place, but if you sang a song you got a free pint of Guinness. I 

had a joke-telling contest in there once with Pat Sky, the American 

Indian songwriter who was to have been my exchange partner in the 

American tour which was called off because of my drug bust. 

The contest ended up at a folk commune, with Pat Sky at one 

end of the table playing a set of Irish pipes and drinking Jamieson's 

whiskey, while I was at the other end singing blues and drinking 

Southern Comfort. We ended up fighting over whether Christy Moore 

was a good singer. 

The Dubliners were playing in Boston to 5000 Boston Irish not 

long after Bloody Sunday in Belfast. They were being heckled as Luke 

Kelly tried to sing Ewan MacColl‟s Shoals Of Herring. The crowd kept 

shouting, 'Give us a rebel song. Give us a rebel song.' Luke stopped, 

and said, 'We'd love to sing a rebel song. But none of us can speak 

Vietnamese.' One of the best putdowns of all time - but it can't have 

done their career in the States much good. 

Among the characters of Boston was Mad Peter Johnson, an 

oddball who was part of the Johnson and Johnson family of Baby 

Powder fame. The family had had several US admirals and vice 

admirals, so when Peter went into the navy to do his National Service 

he was treated with kid gloves. They put him on a little minesweeper 

where they could confine him and keep an eye on him. 

There was only one mop, brush and bucket on this tiny boat. 

Mad Peter Johnson discovered that if he flung them overboard it took 

two or three weeks for them to requisition a new mop, brush and 

bucket. A battle of wits developed between him and the two petty 





officers who had the job of keeping him scrubbing, and he would get 

up in the middle of the night to defeat them.  

Eventually the ship's morale went to hell, and he still had fifteen 

months of service to go. They sent him off to the mothball fleet, to a 

battleship in a dock in Massachusetts with an adjacent shed of grey 

paint, and thought, 'That'll take him fifteen months, he can't fuck up 

on that.' They forgot that there is a red lead undercoat. 

He started with trestles on the side of the battleship away from 

the pier, and painted polka dots and candy stripes all down the side of 

the battleship. He covered about fifty square yards before anyone 

noticed. 

That was when he was certified, and became Mad Peter. His 

family cut him off without a penny, but didn't think to cut off his 

accounts with various Savile Row tailors. So for a year until the bill 

was sent in anyone who wanted a suit could order it on Peter's 

account. He bought about fifty suits and lived for a while by selling 

them. 

Then he got into advertising and became the Marlboro Cowboy, 

the one with his foot on the corral rail and a scar on his cheek. After 

that he got a job dressing in a chicken suit, and going around to 

where people would come up to him and say, 'You are Schwartz's 

Chicken,' and he would give them a frozen chicken. He lost that job 

when a farmer discovered him chasing his bull in a country field, 

pelting the bull with frozen chickens. 

Peter has made a couple of albums, and organises ceilidhs. The 

Irish singer Margaret Barry, a wonderful lady but nobody's chicken, 

was coming to Boston for a concert organised by Mad Peter, and he 

went to meet her at the airport and put on his proudest clothing, the 

chicken outfit. When he approached her she ran shrieking to the 

police. She eventually realised he was one of the real people, and 

when she was going to be deported because she had no work permit 

Mad Peter Johnson married her. She was in her seventies, he was in 

his twenties.  

I went to Boston first through a guy called Billy Carson from 

Glasgow, who was a resident in some Irish pubs outside Boston. Billy 

has moved about in the music business. Twelve years ago the 





American sailors at the Holy Loch decided that they were sick of 

booking Scottish country bands, and for Christmas they would book 

their own Country and Western band direct from the USA. When 

the band arrived, who was the lead singer? Billy Carson. 

When Billy was singing in Boston his mother kept sending him 

the Sunday Post. At the time I was doing the Normandie Hotel, and 

he wrote to me care of the Normandie. I took the letter in to my 

agent, saying, 'I don't know if this is some nutcase.' 

My agent nearly blew it for all of us because he kept changing the 

dates and haggling - I said I'd go for anything reasonable, to cover 

meals and accommodation. He said they could only get me if they 

took a package of other people. They eventually agreed to take Billy 

Connolly the following month, and Bill Barclay the month after that. 

Eventually we'd messed about so much I had to go on the first of 

January, about 1971. Billy Connolly, Alex Campbell and Aly Bain 

were at my house for a big Hogmanay party, I couldn't book a taxi 

and I didn't trust anybody to drive me to the airport at seven o'clock 

on New Year morning. I had to fly via Dublin to fly over by Aer 

Lingus to Boston. I would have two or three hours to wait in Dublin, 

so all sorts of people were going to come out to the Dublin airport. 

Although there were no taxis I could hire a bus, so this thirty-seater 

bus arrived at Motherwell, and the whole party carried crates of booze 

and bottles of whisky aboard and off we went. We arrived at a 

deserted Glasgow Airport, a busload of drunks carrying guitars and 

banjos, and two polis appeared who didn't know what the hell was 

going on. 

'What on earth is this?' 

'Flying to Dublin.' 

'What? All of you?' 

'No, just me.' 

They were going to arrest Alex Campbell, who had offered them 

a drink - they were pissed off because they were working New Year's 

Day, but Billy played peacemaker. 

 

A couple of years later, in 1974, I got the chance to go to 

Nashville. Myself and Mick Moloney were to go and sing in an Irish 





pub there. I wanted to go, but we were haggling for more money. I 

said,'0h, it'll be another shambles, an American Irish pub.' 'No, you'll 

get good attention, it's near a university.' 

Mick couldn't get away from his studies - he was doing a folklore 

degree at Columbia University. So Jimmy Kelly, a Glaswegian who 

lived there writing country and west-ern songs, was to do the first set, 

I'd do the second, and we'd share the last one as a singalong, with a 

bass player called Jim Stewart. There were quite a few bluegrass places 

round about. We started doing Carter Family and Jimmy Rogers 

numbers and they would go down a storm. We couldn't understand it, 

we had started doing them as a joke. We were told 'Everyone else has 

changed to bluegrass. Nobody does Old Timey American songs any 

more.' I couldn't buy a record of Uncle Dave Macon anywhere in 

Nashville, and he was the guy who started it all. 

The bass player Jim Stewart had a grandfather called Goldie 

Stewart, who had been one of the originals playing on The Grand Ole 

Opry in 1925. Goldie was still alive, and through him I got a 

backstage pass for the Opry and met Roy Acuff, Minnie Pearl, and all 

these old guys in Dressing Room Number Eight, including Sam and 

Kirk McGhee. Sam and Kirk had backed Uncle Dave Macon on the 

Opry, but the brothers weren't talking to each. 

I would play songs like Johnny Cope, which would remind Sam of 

tunes he'd heard from the Scottish and Irish people in the hills of 

Tennessee. He had only once been out of Tennessee in his life, to play 

the Newport Folk Festival. His family went with him, and his friend 

and agent who also owned a bank. But he still felt uncomfortable. 

When I asked him if he had ever been in Europe Sam told me, 'I was 

once asked to go up to Canada, but I didn't know if they'd like me.' 

He was amazed to hear that people in Europe had heard of him and 

had bought records of him. I was gobsmacked to meet him. 

Sam was aged eighty-three and still playing fantastically well on 

guitar and banjo when we met. He gave me a couple of albums. One 

of the albums had Buckdancer's Choice. I said, 'I didn't know you 

played that, Sam.' 

'Oh, yes, I think I wrote that, in 1912 or so.' 





He had learned guitar from black musicians, he'd been able to 

watch people like Blind Lemon Jefferson play. That had surprised 

me. I had worked before in the north, places like Boston, where you 

would never see a black person in a bar run by whites. 

I was due to go back in 1975 and do a live album at the Irish 

pub, the owner was going to finance it. Sam McGhee said, 'I'd love 

to play on that.' I thought 'I don't believe this.' The plan was to do 

Scottish and Irish songs with Nashville musicians, as opposed to the 

singers who go there and try to do country and western. 

Unfortunately the Irish place burned down. 

Billy Connolly just at that time had done his first tour of 

America with Elton John or somebody. He hadn't cracked America 

yet, they couldn't understand him. He was staying in the same Los 

Angeles hotel as Led Zeppelin, got pally with them and had gone in 

their private jet. We met in the Vicky Bar in Glasgow a little later 

and Billy was full of this, rambling on about the private jet. 

I said, 'When was this? Oh, I was in America for a couple of 

weeks at that time.' 

'Where were you?' 

'I was in Nashville.' 

'I've been in Nashville. Where were you playing?' 

'The Tara Rooms on Broadway.' 

Now, the very first group Billy formed was called the Skillet 

Lickers, in honour of a 1920s American Old Timey string band called 

Gid Tanner and the Skillet Lickers. Goldie Stewart and some of the 

other old-timers I met backstage at the Opry had been members of 

the original Skillet Lickers. 

Billy said, 'Another American Irish pub!' 

'No, it was really good! They didn't have money to do up the 

basement so it was just floorboards, and it was the only Irish place I've 

been in America that looked like an Irish place. And it was just next 

to Vanderbilt University, so the rugby team and the cricket team 

would come in. A great bunch, a smashing time. Two weeks.' 

'Oh, good. Did you hear any music?' 

'Well, I heard some of the original members of the Skillet Lickers. 

I met them.' 





'Yer arse. They're all dead.' 

'And I met Sam McGhee.' 

'Yer arse, he's dead too.' 

Luckily someone had a camera, and I had photographs of me 

with Goldie, and Sam and Kirk, and all these twenties legends. In one 

Sam McGhee was watching me playing guitar! 

 

In the early seventies a guy called Frankie Taylor from Coatbridge 

went out and worked with an Irish band called The Sons Of Erin in 

North America - there was only one Irish member of the band, Bobby 

O'Donovan of Cork. They all settled in Newfoundland because houses 

were so cheap there. No electricity of course. It cost Frankie 1200 

dollars to buy his house and 5000 dollars to put electricity and 

running water in. He was a furrier to trade, and he got interest-free 

loans to start a fur business there, but instead he opened a Scottish 

pub called the Rob Roy in the Newfoundland town of St Johns. 

Frankie flew me out to Newfoundland to play the pub. It was a 

rough gig: it was a very good pub but a rotten gig, because everybody 

talks, boys and girls chatting each other up. The Newfoundland 

women are very friendly. I met some sailors from the Britannia there, 

and they told me it was their favourite place in the world. The 

Queen's visit there was cancelled because of an election in Canada, 

but the Britannia had already arrived from Bermuda. I said, 'I bet you 

wish you had stayed in Bermuda.' 

'No way. Everything costs an arm and a leg, and the women 

won't look at you. The women here are very friendly, and the booze 

is quite reasonable.' 

I had smuggled out a big slicing black pudding, plus rolls and 

tattie scones, and all the ex-pats were weeping into their beer as they 

ate rolls and black pudding. 

Chris De Burgh was starting a world tour at the time, gigs 

spanning fourteen months. Because the crowds in Newfoundland 

were so good for him he did his first two concerts there. Frankie 

Taylor had opened an upmarket place above the Rob Roy, and 

named it Valerie's for his wife. The after party for Chris De Burgh 

was held in Valerie's, and there I met the promoter, who turned out 





to be a guy called Kenny who had been the roadie for the JSD Band, 

the first Glasgow folk rock group. I thought he was still a roadie, so 

for the week they were setting up I was buying him drinks - which 

were expensive. It was only at the party I learned he had offices in 

London, New York and Los Angeles under the name of 

Mismanagement. 

I was introduced to Chris De Burgh, among a sea of other 

people. Years later I went down to see Christy Moore when he had 

had a mild heart attack and was seeing very few people, and I played 

a couple of Dublin pubs which Christy's sister Eilish had fixed for me. 

She also got me onto TV, The Late Late Show with Gay Byrne, 

which every entertainer going to Ireland wants to get on - it has 

saturation coverage. 

I had a gig that night so I had to go on early. Chris De Burgh 

was on the show and Gay introduced me, saying, 'Have you ever 

met Chris?' I said, 'Yes, once briefly, but I'm sure he won't 

remember.' 

Chris said, 'Yes I do, it was at the Scottish pub in 

Newfoundland.' Either his memory is truly remarkable or I'd made 

an even bigger twat of myself than usual. 

The Scottish pub in St Johns was the Rob Roy, and the Irish one 

was called Finnegan's - it was owned by a Portuguese called Joe 

Madieros. He was quite a good cook, and Finnegan's was the place 

for Sunday brunch, where you could eat as much as you wanted for 

a couple of dollars, and he put on live music after two pm so most 

people would hang on and spend a fortune on beer. He'd make 

eggs, bacon, muffins, pancakes with maple syrup, butter, coffee, 

orange juice - as much as you wanted. 

There was a shop with a fair range of spices, and I said I'd cook 

something for him. I always carry a spice mixture called Patak's 

Kashmiri Massala with me. Newfoundland is famous for cod, 

although strange to tell, St Johns, the only town of any size, has no 

fresh fish shop. Everyone catches their own fish. There is a caravan 

down by the harbour that sells fish a couple of hours a day, but I'd 

left it too late for that so I had to get frozen supermarket cod, which 

changed my plans. 





I just rubbed the fish with salt and lime juice, then left it to 

marinade in a liquidised mixture of onion, yoghurt, garlic, a little oil 

and a made up tandoori spice mix. My secret ingredient, which 

improves it enormously, is a little honey - just a teaspoonful. After it 

had marinaded a few hours I baked it in an oven, although you could 

barbecue it in silver foil. I served the Tandoori Cod along with a 

creamy spicy mushroom sauce - mushrooms done in butter with 

garlic, spices and coconut cream. At the end I added a generous 

spoonful of normal cream and a tablespoonful of chopped coriander 

leaves. (Parsley would have done.) 

I also made a standard lamb curry, but people wolfed down the 

cod, and Joe Madieros was over the moon about it. I gave him the 

recipe, and the next Sunday went along to Finnegan's to catch him in 

the act of telling this French woman, 'Oh, it's an ancient Portuguese 

recipe' - one week after I had created the dish. 

I had never heard of anybody making Tandoori Cod. I'd tried it 

with pork chops and lamb tikka, but this cod one caught on. There are 

now umpteen restaurants, not only in Newfoundland but in other 

parts of Canada, that serve it - called Tandoori Cod or Spicy 

Portuguese Cod. 

I was supposed to do two concerts in St Johns some six years ago, 

organised by a guy working for an oil company out there. There was 

an old church now being run as an arts centre called The Cornerstone 

where I was to perform. He said, 'I'll get you sponsored by the oil 

company, they‟ll pay your fare.' But then he managed to get himself 

sacked, and instead of telling me this and saying, 'The gig is off,' he 

got on to two girls who had started up an agency and they got me 

booked into various places so the trip could be financed. 

Among the places I played was a pub. It was the first time a 

Canadian team had got into the World Series baseball playoff match - 

the Blue Jays from Toronto, and every one of the players was 

American. They had a giant TV screen showing the matches, and I 

said, 'There's no way I'm going on until the TV is switched off!‟ But 

baseball is open-ended - the game finishes when it finishes. The best I 

could do was get them to turn the sound off. 





I needed the money. I'd paid my own airfares to get there, 

double what it would have cost me to go back to Scotland rather than 

coming to do this set of gigs. At the time there were lots of AIDS 

jokes around, and I started with eighty percent of the audience with 

their backs to me, watching the silent baseball match, and a handful of 

friends looking at me. I had to do three long sets. 

Even with the TV sound off it was noisy, with the audience 

shouting support. I started by slagging them, saying, 'It's not even a 

Canadian team, they‟re all Yanks.' One particular drunk was shouting 

back, the rest were ignoring me, and I spontaneously made a remark 

which has been used by many other performers since. I said to the 

drunk, 'You'll have to speak up, I can't hear you, I've got this rare 

form of AIDS called Hearing Aids. You get it from listening to 

arseholes like you.' 

The whole place went up. It just clicked, all the baseball viewers 

started laughing and gradually turned round. The best ad lib I ever 

made. 

 

Eight years ago I did five concerts with Moira Anderson in British 

Columbia, when I did Adam MacNaughtan's The Glasgow I Used To 

Know, and it just ripped the audiences apart. Then I did some 

Caledonian Societies out there which were horrendous because I 

didn't have a kilt on. The concerts with Moira Anderson were big 

affairs, with dancers, the Cape Breton Fiddlers, and a country dance 

band. I had learned Adam's song specially, and most of the Canadian 

immigrants came from the cities - Glasgow, Edinburgh, Dundee - so 

jokes and songs about Glasgow get through to them better than songs 

about the Highlands. After these grand concerts I went back to my 

usual gigs. 

At the Caledonian Society in Medicine Hat a woman came up to 

me, saying, 'I believe my brother is a great friend of yours'. 

In Matt McGinn's book McGinn Of The Calton he tells about the 

famous incident of the 'fight' between us outside the Marland bar in 

Glasgow. Matt and I wouldn't have struck a blow, we'd have shouted 

at each other and banged the tables in the usual way. It would never 

have occurred to either of us that it would come to blows. 





I had been told to go outside and cool off, and I was outside 

seething for the five minutes before closing. Matt came out, I started 

shouting, Matt was shouting, young guys were holding us back. All of 

a sudden one of his supporters came up and smacked me on the 

mouth. I was actually dancing with rage. He ran faster than me, and 

we dashed about looking for him. We finally ran him to earth in the 

Committee of 100 rooms in George Square - very peaceable. 

Out he went with us in pursuit, ran up a blind alley, I gave him a 

hiding and he charged me with grievous bodily harm. It turned out he 

was a bit of a nutcase, who had been in trouble for flashing a knife at 

somebody, so they dropped all the charges. 

In Medicine Hat Caledonian Society I was led up to a guy who 

was dolled up in a stetson, cowboy boots and a kilt, and it was this 

same guy! Lobey Dosser wasn't in it, the Kilted Cowboy of Canada. 

Then I went to Edmonton. The Edmonton Scottish Rugby Club 

were barred from the premises of the local Caledonian Society on 

account of swearing and drinking on the Sabbath. I talked to a few, 

and they asked where I was playing. I told them I was playing the 

Celtic Folk Club, which was run by a Catholic from Glasgow yet met 

in the Edmonton Orange Hall, but that I knew it was sold out. 

'Where else?' 

'The Caledonian Society.' 

'Hate going there.' 

And these are Scottish guys. 

'Crowd of old fogies, it's ridiculous.' 

I went to the place early to do a sound check, because we were 

doing a live recording with the possibility of putting an album out. I 

was there an hour or two, my tongue hanging out, no-one offering a 

pint or saying when the bar would open. Then the bar opened, but 

still no-one came with a free drink. By this time there was a queue, 

which I went and stood in, reached the front to be told, 'You can't 

pay cash, you have to buy tickets - over there.' 

Off I went to purchase tickets, queued again and got a whisky, 

asked for a beer and was told that beer was separate tickets. Now I'm 

back in the bar queue for the third time, pissed off with this place, 

understanding why the local lads don't like it. In front of me there's 





an old guy in tartan trews, tartan jaicket, tartan scarf and tartan tie. 

He had what Victoria Wood calls a Union Jack face - blue lips, red 

nose and white hair. It's an hour before the music is due to start. He 

says, 'Aye, it looks like it'll be a disaster again tonight. I can see it.' 

'How?' 

'Ach, all the things they have on are. You're new here, are you, 

son?' 'Aye.' 

'Complete disaster. Place'll be empty as usual. They want to 

have booked somebody well known.' 

'He's quite well known in Scotland', I. said. 

'Since when?' 

Stretching the truth a bit I said 'Since 1959'. That's when I did 

my first live gig in Glasgow. 

'Well, some of us have been out here longer than that!' 

I thought, 'They want the ghost of Harry Lauder - the bones of 

Harry Lauder, stuffed and mounted and wheeled on, in a tartan 

jaicket.' The place was full. I had the satisfaction that it got 

absolutely crammed, I got up to sing and looked at the guy - and he 

blushed. 

 

The green leather sofa in the converted stables in Broomhill, 

Glasgow, saw the first scene in an attempted seduction that has 

lasted for twenty-five years, and had its latest episode in Canada. 

The girl came from Coatbridge. I'll call her Karen. When I was 

nineteen and she was sixteen we were together on that sofa, all 

undressed and prepared for me to have my evil way - having got her 

drunk in the time-honoured fashion. Then she started weeping and 

told me how her step-father had raped her, and I started weeping, 

and never touched her. 

A few years later I was working as a salesman. We were all 

drunk in honour of it being Glasgow Fair Friday, and the boss 

salesman had taken us to a Chinese restaurant in Kelvinbridge. Eleven 

drunk salesmen of showers for a shifty outfit. It being the middle of 

the day the place was empty except for an incredibly glamorous 

blonde, eating with chopsticks. All the salesmen were groaning with 

lust - 'Ooh yah ooh yah ooh yah'. 





It was one of the highlights of my life, because on the way out 

the blonde passed our table, paused beside all the slobbering 

salesmen and said, 'Hamish, aren't you talking to your old friends?' 

It was Karen. She'd been married, had a little child, and divorced. 

She said, 'Come across the road and see my flat.' Her pal was there 

looking after the child. Out I went, all the salesmen looking at me 

silently. 

At her flat, I said, 'The Edinburgh Festival is coming up. Do you 

fancy coming through to Edinburgh with me?' At the time Davey 

Graham, the guitarist who wrote Angie, was up in Edinburgh with 

the Angie he wrote the tune for. So I got her to Edinburgh, and 

again got her drunk and took her back to Davy's flat. It was within a 

hundred yards of Sandy Bell's pub, a single end he had borrowed 

which had a double alcove bed - two double beds, one above the 

other. 

In deference to my girth even at that time Davey and Angie took 

the top bunk. Everyone I knew was openly smoking dope, so we rolled 

a few joints. I'd checked with Karen, and she'd said, 'Oh, yes, I've 

been working as a model, of course I've smoked before'. 

Of course she hadn't. I get into bed for the second time with this 

incredibly glamorous creature, with Davy and Angie up above us, a 

highly Bohemian scene. She turns green, and vomits all over the bed 

and me. Critics everywhere. I have to hose her down, hose myself 

down, clean the bed, hop back in beside her and she's out cold. In the 

morning I wake up and she's gone. 

Ten years later I am playing in Toronto, Jack the Lad with all the 

Scots and Northern English ex-pats, performing in an Irish pub. I was 

the first performer that they put a cover charge on for during the 

week. I first played there in 1971. Billy Connolly played that pub 

once or twice. The second time I played there I trebled my fee, and 

the owner was still making more on the cover charge than he was 

paying me - much more. 

There were four single or divorced guys who shared a house, so 

that's where the party was for the month I was in Canada. One night 

there was a big party planned, with people and drink and drugs and 

whatever. Who is at one of the tables in the Irish pub? Karen. She's 





been married again, and divorced again, and her child has grown up 

considerably, and she continues to be amazingly attractive. Would I 

like to come back to her place? So after some fifteen years, maybe 

tonight's the night? 

Which upset the planned party, me being the guest of honour. I 

said, 'I'll come back later, I'll come to the party later, just start 

without me.' It was seventeen dollars in a cab to where she lived, on 

the outskirts of town, the edge of nowhere. Her child was asleep, and 

I tiptoed in and admired it - 'What a nice child!' - tippytoed out, 

produced my bottle and poured large glasses, soft music filled the air, 

there I am for the third time about to make heavenly music with 

Karen - and the door bell rang. 

Her brother who also now lives in Toronto has arrived. With 

black pudding, Irn Bru, soft rolls, as a treat for me. I'm flying back to 

Scotland in two days, and this bampot somehow thought I just might 

be going to Karen's place, and knew how much I must be missing 

Scottish delicacies. 'Look what I've got for you!' He'd made a round 

trip of forty miles to bring things to me I was going back to the land 

of in forty hours. 

Then he sat talking about the old days till five in the morning. I 

eventually got a cab, shaking my head, with a vision of Karen and me 

meeting every fifteen years to fail to achieve bliss together, finally 

tottering towards each other on zimmer frames in some exotic 

location, and both expiring just at the point when we were about to 

consummate our passion. 









 

I'll Fly Away In The Morning 
 

I have been in many countries. Not always by intent. 

In 1970 I was playing a concert in Hasselt, Belgium. I decided on 

a morning flight from Glasgow and an early one from London, so I 

could get a chance to kip at the other end, since I won't get on a 

plane unless I'm pissed. In London there were two BEA flights, ten 

minutes apart, numbered 7039 and 7037, at adjoining gates. I 

booked my guitar in with the baggage, got on the plane, sat down and 

ordered a drink. 

A crackle came over the tannoy. 'Good morning, this is Captain 

Scott welcoming you aboard BEA flight 7037 to Zurich.' 

I thought 'Zurich? I'm going to Brussels!' The stewardess came 

with the drinks. I said, 'Are we going to Zurich?' She must have 

thought it a very strange line. 

She said, 'Yes.' 

I said, 'Well, I'm going to Brussels.' 

She said, 'That's not possible.' 

'Yes it is.' 

They counted all the heads, and had the right total aboard for the 

number of boarding cards, so some other idiot bound for Zurich must 

have gone to Brussels. When I got to Zurich there was luckily a Sabena 

flight to Brussels in only forty minutes, but meanwhile two heavies 

escorted me around, accompanied me to the bar and the toilet, sat on 

either side of me - in the bar, not the toilet - wouldn't take a drink, 

got me to the Sabena flight, put me in the door and waited till the 

door was locked. 

Meanwhile in Brussels Miel Cools, a very famous Flemish singer, 

was waiting and could see from the baggage train that my guitar had 

arrived, but no sign of me for a couple of hours. When we did meet 

up I was introduced to Trappist Beer. I was warned that it is 

dangerously strong, but I thought, 'Beer? Aw, come on.' I didn't get 

to bed, and did the concert paralytic. I didn't work again in Belgium 

for many years. I should have sued BEA. 





I have been in weird and wonderful places with weird and 

wonderful names. In a little town called Oberlauchringen on the banks 

of the Rhine we found a furniture store called Mobel Dick, and a sign 

reading Messer Wanker - when Ferdi was photographing the sign I 

didn't notice he had positioned me with the arrow pointing to me! 

There's a mountain called Mountain Wank in Bavaria, just over the 

border from Innsbruck, on the Dutch border going from Dusseldorf is 

Wankum - I have a sticker from there on my guitar case - and another 

place called Titz.  

Just north of Vienna is a village called Windpassing. Near the 

Czech border there's a place called Unterstinkenbrunn - 'under 

stinking well'. They had a vote whether to change their name, but 

stuck with the old one. You meet these places as you travel about 

Germany. Iain Mackintosh has thought of calling his memoirs How Far 

Is That From Heidelburg? When you travel by train you meet lots of 

Americans who have come to see their children who are serving in the 

American forces. Or you meet them in little gasthausen trying to get 

served, and trying to make themselves understood by speaking loudly - 

the theory that being foreign is a type of deafness. They see the guitar, 

'Oh, do you play that? You're from Scotland? Where are you 

working?' You could say anywhere - Berlin, Hamburg, Windpassing. 

The next question is always: 'How far is that from Heidelburg?' It's 

the one fixed point for any Yank in Germany, Heidelburg.  

I first went to Denmark in 1972.  

I got a TV spot, and a month playing at the Tivoli Gardens in 

Copenhagen, in a place called the Vis A Vers Hus. I only had to do 

three twenty-minute spots and then there would be a different crowd 

in, because the crowd passing through the Tivoli would come in to 

have a beer and listen to performers.  

Because it was a holiday Danes - coming in, having one drink and 

going out - it wasn't the easiest of gigs, but I had a great time. 

Unfortunately I missed the chance to be part of a touring folk show 

which Wally Whyton put together. Wally was doing British Forces 

radio, realised there was an opportunity, put together a package with 

an agent, and persuaded the army. The show was to be the 

McCalmans, myself, Isla St Clair, and Wally himself as compere. But 





they kept changing the dates, because they were to start off with two 

weeks in Cyprus and wanted to use the Roman amphi-theatre there.  

I had to mess folk clubs about, changing dates. The next time was 

in July, and I had Denmark booked, so I said, 'I'm sorry, I can't, I've 

changed twice already.' So Mike Harding went in my place. They 

stayed together as a unit and did very well with the Forces - they went 

to Belize! Oh well. 

Then I had a tour of Denmark fixed up for me by a friend from 

Berlin who had been working as an interpreter in Denmark for some 

years. I had only played the Tivoli gig there, and done one TV show, 

and I got shell-shocked because the pub gigs were really tough. 

Nobody listened or clapped. I wasn't drinking at the time because I 

had been in hospital and they had put me off the booze, so I couldn't 

soften the blows that way. 

I played in the town of Varde, a folk pub called the Max 

Imperial. At one table was a guy who was a teacher and had put me 

up there. He came with several colleagues they were the noisiest 

bastards in the room. Even they wouldn't clap. There was one table 

that did, and they turned out to be German tourists. I thought, 'I'll 

just go straight home.' But there was one very good gig on the tour, in 

Arhus. I did two or three tours like that, and each time there would 

be a couple of gigs that would make me think I'd come back again. 

Then, in the seventies the Tonder Festival started. It began in a 

small way. Karsten Panduro, the main organiser, had been in Scotland 

on holidays and got friendly with the Great Fife Road Show, the 

crowd of singers from Fife. The members included Barbara Dickson, 

Rab Noakes, John Watt and Davy Stewart. Karsten went on the road 

with them, and got caught fly-posting by the police, who let him go 

because he was Danish. 

He was there when they did a show in the cinema in St Andrews, 

the biggest venue they'd taken on, and they booked me. He asked 

them, 'Why book someone else, why not do the whole show 

yourselves?' They said, 'Because we want to get a crowd in.' For the 

first Tonder Festival he got people he'd met in Scotland. They used 

the old mill, which held a couple of hundred, and it was absolutely 





crammed. The following year they expanded a bit and used a couple 

of function rooms in the school, then kept growing each year.  

One year I was still officially off the booze, but I'd backslid. 

Three of the elder singers - myself, Alex Campbell and Derroll Adams 

- were all booked into the same posh hotel, the Tonderhus. Derroll 

played banjo and sang - he came from Portland, Oregon, and wrote a 

very popular anti-war song called Portland Town. Derroll joined the 

American Communist Party at the time everyone else was leaving it 

because of the McCarthy witchhunts, as a gesture of protest. He was 

promptly expelled for smoking a joint at a party meeting. Derroll was 

very influential early in the Scottish Folk Revival because of the 

records he made with Rambling jack Elliot for the Topic label. Derroll 

sang a lot of the Rambling Boy songs we first learned and loved.  

A temperance hotel in Tonder became the place to be -what a 

drunken place, the crack was mighty. I asked to move my room to 

there. The night porter was supplementing his income by selling cases 

of beer, and we all had duty-free bottles with us. We had the whole 

hotel, so the sessions didn't disturb anyone.  

But before this scene had developed, I was going to a gig and 

thought I'd have a swift drink, and rather than go to the pub where 

I'd meet all the folkies who would see I was off the wagon, I went into 

the Tonderbus, planning to go into the dining room where no-one 

would spot me. Who should be sat there but Derroll, and he saw me. I 

sat down and had a coffee, and hoped he'd leave so I could have a 

swift vodka. Then Alex came in and spotted the two of us.  

So the three of us sat for thirty minutes drinking coffee and 

discussing the state of our livers and stomachs, and why we were all 

under doctors' orders to avoid alcohol. Derroll remarked that his 

doctor had said that white wine was actually good for you and would 

tone up your system. Then Alex said that he had stomach trouble and 

the one thing that straightened him out was Underberg, which tasted 

horrible but was 120 proof alcohol.  

The waitress was getting closer, and the debate was whether it 

would be white wine or Underberg. Derroll cracked first, and said, 

'Oh, large vodka and orange'. 

I said, 'Make that two', and Alex added, 'Make that three'. 





Thirty minutes sipping coffee and discussing our livers, then the 

three of us said, 'The hell with it'. 

We did the gig, and everyone ended up in my room. I and young 

Phil Shackleton carried Alex to his room, but we had to leave Derroll 

in the corner because neither of us knew which room he had and we 

didn't want to wake up the hotel to ask. 

That was Tonder. I go every year, not touring, just going to the 

Festival, and every year I do a 'curry workshop', making curry for 

600 people. 

For the past few years lain Mackintosh and I have mostly 

performed at Tonder as a duo. One year we are booked as guests, 

and the next year they pay our hotel rooms but not a fee, and we do 

a singers' workshop on the Saturday and Sunday afternoons. That was 

originally for professionals who were not booked but had turned up, 

but the festival often books too many performers so some can't get a 

space in the main programme. They have to get a thirty-minute spot 

in the workshops, but everyone else gets only one or two songs. 

It's become one of the best gigs of the Festival, the tickets are 

sold out within an hour of going on sale. The mill is the smallest, and 

the best venue. There's a bar, a marquee, an artists' tent and a proper 

little stage with lighting, in a small Danish town. 

The Tonder Festival is widely regarded by artists as the best in the 

world. Visiting professional performers have been known to refuse to 

take their fee, because they had such a good time. 

 

My highest fee ever for a single job was for doing nothing at all in 

Denmark. In fact, for not going there. It happened through a guy 

called Eckhardt Lorenz. I first met him when he was in his teens and 

worked in Berlin in a club. Eckhardt got into advertising, and did 

Guinness adverts from German into Danish - their German campaign 

had done so well they hoped it would translate into more sales in 

Denmark. 

 

He was approached by a Scot who had a small advertising agency, 

and this linked to a Scottish company based in Hong Kong. This 

company was having a large container ship built in Denmark, and for 





the launching there were to be pipers, and a dinner at the 

Copenhagen Hilton afterwards. They wanted someone from Scotland 

to do some funny songs, a half hour of cabaret. I was to be flown out, 

spend two nights at the Hilton, plus a considerable fee. The day 

before the gig Eckhardt phoned me. 

'I'm sorry, the gig is off.' 

'Oh well, it was too good to be true.' 

'No no, we've got the standard German contract - they cancelled 

with less than a week to go, they have to pay the full fee.' 

The only pity was I didn't have the standard Danish contract. 

Under that they would have had to pay me twice the fee if they 

cancelled. 'Anyway,' said Eckhardt, 'I was phoning to ask if you fancy 

still using your air tickets and the two nights at the Hilton. It's all paid 

for.' 

I was tempted, but I ruminated on the price of drink in 

Copenhagen, then added on an extra amount for the price in the 

Hilton in Copenhagen, and calculated that I would blow all the fee 

and end up broke. And the weather in Denmark was scabby at the 

time.  

'Eckhardt, do you mind if I don't come?' 

'Well, two nights at the Hilton? I might find a female friend and 

use the room myself.' 

'Whatever you like. But what about the money?' 

'I'll sort it out - I might need you to sign something.' 

Some weeks later I got a kroner cheque. After Eckhardt had 

taken his ten per cent commission, and I had paid my forty per cent 

tax, the amount converted to a payment for doing nothing of £860. 

Accompanying it was a really nice letter from the shipbuilders saying. 

'Terribly sorry to have messed you about. If there is a similar event in 

future we'll be sure to use you.' 

'Yes please,' I thought, 'I'll have one of them a month.' 

 

One May first some years ago I went to play in Rotterdam, in the 

Paradiso Club. It was the day after the Coronation of the Queen of 

Holland who had to local displeasure married a German gent. It 

looked like WW2 when I arrived, the aftermath of the riots. Military 





police everywhere, wrecked cars. I was advised not to take my own 

car anywhere near the Paradiso, the famous club where naughty drugs 

are sold legally, and junkies are likely to steal anything they see. I tried 

to go by taxi to the gig, but even the taxi wouldn't take us nearer than 

a hundred yards. 

Colin Scott, known as Scotty, a singer from the early days who is 

based in Holland, met me. So Scotty and I walked, carrying my guitar 

and some albums, and found May Day in full swing. Ten groups of 

self-annointed socialists, communists, trots and anarchists all arguing 

with each other in different parts of the hall, various speakers being 

heckled, and in the middle of all this I had to get up and do a spot. I 

was totally ignored by all the political factions busy shouting at each 

other, and the onlooking junkies and drunks. 

It was an awful gig. I eventually came off, and Scotty was there 

with a drink to revive me. A couple came up, the woman wearing a 

Robertson tartan dress. She was a teacher called Ange Robertson, the 

name Ange is Dutch and gets anglicised as Angie, and her boyfriend 

was a lawyer called jurgen Penn. Her family had fled Scotland after 

Culloden, and had been living in Holland for 200 years, but the 

Robertsons still dressed in kilts and were into Jimmy Shand records 

and country dancing. 

Her boyfriend's father was into Fats Waller and thirties big band 

jazz and smoking dope, and the families were so dissimilar in outlook 

they had never met. After living together for several years the couple 

had decided to marry. They asked me to come and play at their 

wedding - as a referee. When the time came I collected Scotty - a very 

wise move as he has a photographic memory for twenties and thirties 

songs - we skipped the wedding and arrived with some trepidation at 

the hall. All the Robertsons started arriving in their kilts, toting cases 

of whisky and offering drams. Then the Penn family arrived. The 

groom's father, who was senior partner in a law firm and played Fats 

Waller-style piano, said, 'Fancy a joint?' The two families took up 

positions at opposite ends of the hall. 

Through Scotty's twenties and thirties songs and my material we 

got them all pissed and stoned, ending up with free-for-all eightsome 

jazz reels. I discovered that, through my small knowledge of German 





and Scots dialect, the more drunk I got the more I was picking up of 

the Dutch conversation - hearing and understanding a question in 

Dutch and answering in Scots. Sometimes I was wildly wrong, of 

course. A fabulous wedding for all concerned. 

 

I've been surprised at how many Forces things I've done, because 

I've always done anti-war songs. Then I found a lot of the Forces 

folkies did them too. There's a myth that British Army soldiers are not 

allowed to sing or listen to McCafferty, a ballad about a soldier who 

shot his officer, but I've hardly ever sung the song except in British 

Army clubs. I've heard a captain in the SAS sing Eric Bogle's No 

Man's Land, one of the best anti-war songs. I did No Man's Land at 

every one of the twelve concerts I did in the Falklands. And I Didn't 

Raise My Son To Be A Soldier. 

I went on a Combined Service Entertainment show to Cyprus. 

That's where I got booked to go to the Falklands in November 1982, 

the first concert party to go to the Falkland Islands after the war. 

Israel had occupied Lebanon, all hell was breaking loose in Beirut, the 

Cyprus British forces were working day and night on relief work to 

Lebanon. 

The group I was with ended up staying two weeks in a Limassol 

hotel with a swimming pool, and only did three concerts. One for the 

Argylls, one at a school and one at Akrotiri Airbase cinema. I was 

keeping it very light, it wasn't a folk audience although it was a folk 

CSE show, and at the school gig a brigadier came up, saying, 'Ah, 

you'd be just the thing for our chaps out in the Falklands.' 

A famous comic had been due to go, and was taking his 

boyfriend along as his secretary, but after he learned there would be 

no TV crew along and they'd have to fly by Hercules he developed a 

bad leg. Which didn't stop him appearing in the Royal Command 

Performance that year. 

At Brize Norton, the night before the flight out, I kept a general 

awake all night. When we reached Ascension Island he said, 'So you 

were the bugger that kept us all awake with your snoring and farting!' 

We had four hours' stop-over at Ascension, where the Americans 

had a bar called the Volcano Bar. Myself and a Liverpool comic called 





Johnny Hackett who had been added on at the last minute as a 

replacement for the joker with the bad leg went to the Volcano, 

changed money into dollars and got pissed with the flight crew, who 

stayed much longer than they were supposed to. Johnny and I bought 

a litre bottle of Bacardi each from the Yanks. 

We were in a Hercules aircraft, overloaded from floor to ceiling, 

our knees pressed against the cargo which was piled high in front of 

us. The seats were not your usual 707 style. They were like 

deckchairs, with a metal bit under your knees and a metal bit behind 

your neck. Without a parachute you felt the spitting image of 

Quasimodo. The fuel pipes ran through the area, so there was no 

smoking all the way. Horrendous noise and vibration, the whole thing 

shaking. Only useless bits of cotton wool to stuff in your ears, because 

they had mislaid the earplugs. 

Special War Office permission was needed for the girls in the 

show to travel on a Hercules, since there was only one toilet. One dry 

loo at the back, with a rubber curtain. We flew for eleven hours 

before the girls cracked and had to face using it. They got a round of 

applause for stamina. You had to climb over the cargo, and the rope 

webbing that kept it from rolling about, to get back or forwards. I was 

able to climb into the cockpit and have three rapid cigarettes. In mid-

drag I had to put one out, because we were about to be refuelled in 

flight. 

The weather conditions were violently unpredictable in the 

Falklands, and there was only one runway, so if there were crosswinds 

the plane would circle for an hour or so, hoping for better weather. If 

it couldn't land, then it was eleven and a half hours all the way back 

to Ascension, four hours on the ground, then try again. I met a 

sergeant who did the whole round trip twice before he got down. 

We actually landed with one engine on fire - and a full tank of 

petrol. I was able to keep my composure - I had a litre of Bacardi and 

a handful of Valium in me. No airport equipment of course, just 

various squaddies unloading the stuff. A little building at the airport 

where a couple of months earlier hundreds of Argentine prisoners had 

been housed. 





When we arrived we were told that there had been rumours for 

weeks of concert parties coming, and they were really pleased that the 

famous comic wasn't with us, because they'd seen him at various 

military shows before where he'd bored everyone rigid. I did twelve 

concerts in the Falklands in five days. It was November. There were 

still some bodies they hadn't been able to reach because of mines.  

I was there as a comedian, it was cabaret rather than a folk show. 

We had a country and western band, and a dancer to flash her tits and 

thighs. I had to go on after her, and would introduce myself as the 

shows answer to bromide. 'Take your hands out of your pockets and 

start clapping now.' 

One of our drivers, Keith, had been there six months. The first 

hot bath he had in that time was when I invited him up to use the one 

in my room. Margaret Thatcher was getting all the newspaper glory 

and the blokes who had been in the fighting were still living under 

canvas, eating corned beef they had captured - tons of corned bee£ 

My fellow artistes complained: 'If they serve corned beef once more 

I'll go on strike', but I loved it - corned beef hash, corned beef curry, 

corned beef fritters, corned beef corned beef. 

Some of the guys I talked to had been in the war, and there were 

already jokes. In this horrendous place, all fed up being there. 

A Glasgow punter told me about when the Argentine planes were 

strafing them with Exocets. Everyone was blazing away with machine-

guns, his is empty so he flings it into the air, starts hurling curses at the 

low-flying planes, loses the place completely and starts trying to 'put 

the head' on the planes, flinging missiles, lumps of wood, anything 

that comes to hand until there are no more rocks left, and he snatches 

his false teeth out and flings them. By a miracle the teeth fly into the 

air intake of one of the jets, he hears the sound of the teeth clattering 

through the engine, smoke billows out, the plane ploughs into the 

hillside to ragged British cheers. 

The Glasgow punter gets clapped on the back, smiling a toothless 

but happy smile, they tell him, 'Tam, that was great, but you'll no get 

another set of teeth around here!' He says, 'Oh, that's OK, it was an 

Extraset.' 





Someone else had sent home to get stickers printed. All the 

airport squaddies were humping gear through the rain and horizontal 

sleet, and we found little stickers on our bags saying 'Humped By 

Penguins'. There were three girls in the show. We travelled 

everywhere by helicopter, which was very uncomfortable because all 

the chopper pilots would show off and do whirlies to impress the girls. 

The weather did not improve. Imagine the Outer Hebrides in very bad 

weather. That's the Falklands in normal weather - rain, sleet, sunshine, 

hurricane and snow all inside an hour. At Goose Green my guitar flew 

away in the wind, as I walked to the Community Centre to perform.  

In the audiences a lot of the people had never ever seen live 

entertainment of any kind. They had no idea how to behave at a live 

concert, because they had never been at a live concert. Port Stanley 

was the Bright Lights, a huge population of 800 people, and some of 

the people had never been there. They swore like troopers, no-one 

had shown them any better - effing and blinding, to the 

embarrassment of the officers on behalf of our women performers. 

At Port Darwin we performed in a sheep-shearing shed with the 

wind whistling through. One of the acts was a vocal group, two girls 

and a boy, all dressed in lurex skin-tight pants. I met him hunched 

over a paraffin heater massaging himself vigorously. 

'What are you doing?' 

'With the cold my wedding tackle has disappeared. I don't want 

the audience thinking I'm one of the girls as well!' 

The three older members of the party - Johnny Hackett, a very 

good conjurer called Terry Seabrooke and yours truly - were put up in 

a private house. The others had to sleep in sleeping-bags in tents till 

our flight at six in the morning. When we got up the woman of the 

house had laid out breakfast - everything from roast mutton to lamb 

chops to eggs and bacon to cakes. She had no idea what people from 

somewhere else ate for breakfast. 

Having a last smoke and drink in the Port Stanley terminal, I had 

to really run across the tarmac for the plane, carrying my guitar. I fell 

my length on the runway, broke my watchstrap and sprained my 

wrist. I sat on the plane thinking, 'If I were an American I would get a 

Purple Heart for this.' 





I went to Hong Kong through Iris Benzie, who had been one of 

the organisers of the Wishaw Folk Club. People who organised clubs in 

Scotland would go to work overseas, then eventually organise folk 

festivals there. The Hong Kong deal was that you got your airfare 

there, hopefully ten or twelve days' accommodation and meals, and a 

pocket money fee. Then you'd hope to pick up some other paying 

gigs while you were there. 

On the way out guitarist Martin Simpson and I were the only two 

smokers in the concert party of folk singers going to the festival, so we 

were sat at the back of the plane, across the aisle from each other. 

The drink on the plane was free, so we had a bet that we could drink 

non-stop all the way to Hong Kong. There was an hour stop at three 

in the morning in Bombay, where we managed to find a place that 

sold things like Irish stew and lamb chops, and get a very expensive 

beer with your meal. The bet was that you would order a drink every 

half hour - we'd started with every fifteen minutes but amended it. 

We both made it the nineteen hours non-stop drinking to Hong Kong 

and arrived a little vague but the journey seemed to pass much 

quicker. (Getting off the plane at Hamburg when we came back I 

stumbled drunkenly and fell flat on my face. Martin said, 'Who do 

you think you are - the Pope?') 

I played the local Caledonian Society, which used the premises of 

the famous South China Fleet Club. I also played for the Hash House 

Harriers. They were a gang of architects, bankers and such, who went 

out jogging once a month, but they were sponsored by Carlsberg and 

had a refrigerated bus following along behind with the ice-cold beer. It 

was a tough gig, but they gave me a big banner which said 'Hamish At 

The Hash'. 

I gave it as a present to Boyd Keen who got caught running a 

large amount of hash into Scotland, and wrote a book called Easy 

Money. I knew him when he'd been one of the people running folk 

nights in a pub-cum-hotel called the Galley of Lorne on the Ardfern 

peninsula in Argyll. At his book launch he signed a copy for me: 

'Boyd Keen, Drug Smuggler (Retired)'. 





Some of the bookings were really exotic. One day I got a phone 

call - someone with a Scots accent. 'Will you come to Bermuda Folk 

Club?' 

'Fine. Where is it?' 

'Bermuda.' 

I thought that was the name of the pub. 'Yes, but whereabouts is 

that?' 

'In Bermuda.' 

'Yeah, but where?' 

'In Bermuda.' 

'Bermuda, Bermuda?' 

The guy was Howard Evans from Carnoustie. I got a letter from 

the club, which convinced me it was genuine. I'd been convinced it 

was Danny Kyle taking the piss, and I almost blew it. 

 

I played in East Africa in about 1971, and was performing in the 

New Stanley Hotel in Nairobi, doing twenty minute cabaret sets - hard 

going, I'd do a mixture of blues and standards, and a band played the 

rest of the time. 

On the first night I arranged that I'd get a drum roll to be 

introduced as 'an international jokester', come on, and then the 

drummer would play a big fifteen-second solo. That's a long time for a 

drum solo, and everyone was puzzled as to what was happening. Then 

I said, 'Good evening. That was the news in Swahili.' There was not 

one giggle, and it went downhill from there. 

The first-night audience was a mixture of local African politicians, 

Asian businessmen, rich geriatric Americans seeing the world before 

they died, and a decadent set of left over ex-colonials from Happy 

Valley. As I came off the first person to speak to me was the Swiss 

Chief Manager of the hotel. That was the only time I saw him, he had 

five undermanagers working for him. He said, 'One more joke like 

that and you'll be deported - if you're lucky.' A woman, one of the 

Happy Valley set, a very elegant lady of a certain age, gave me a large 

drink, a Rusty Nail, saying, 'I think you need this.'  

It wasn't just my initial joke, the hotel had spent a fortune on 

name entertainers but the only one who could really rip the place 





apart was Jeremy Taylor. We had all got the gig through Jeremy. 

They had asked him who else did similar material to him. He was on 

there the month after me, and ended up dancing with Princess Anne. 

Jeremy was born and brought up in Africa, and when he sang the 

blacks were convinced he was taking the piss out of the whites, while 

the whites were sure he was sending up the blacks. I had the opposite 

effect - I managed to offend everybody. 

They were apparently expecting some kind of gypsy flamenco 

performer, although the bill said I came from Scotland, because of my 

odd name and the fact that my publicity photograph was one from 

Jersey, in which I was wearing a Spanish hat which I had borrowed 

from a flamenco player. 

When I arrived the hotel undermanager picked me up at the 

airport, and took me to the Norfolk poolside for a cold beer, a 

Tusker. All around the pool were uniformly slender glamorous 

blondes. One came up, and in a broad Glasgow accent said, 'Is that 

YOU, Hamish? Whit are ye daen oot here?' This was a troupe of the 

Bluebell Girls, who were playing the Norfolk. Not a French girl among 

them. 

My standard breakfast at that hotel was fresh coffee, a pint of 

freshly squeezed orange juice, scrambled eggs with toast and bacon, 

and waffles with chocolate icecream. 

After brunch I'd have a pint at the Long Bar that Hemingway 

wrote about. They had a huge four-foot blow-up of this Jersey 

photograph on the wall, where a lot of the locals drank. 

As I stood there a European guy who'd lived there many years, 

owned as much land there as some European countries have, had 

taken a Kenyan passport and was married to an African woman, quite 

outside the social pale, came up and said, 'Excuse me, we haven't 

been introduced, I hope you don't mind me speaking to you, but I 

know your face from somewhere. I'm not in the habit of speaking to 

strangers in bars - the last time it happened was I think in 1935, on 

that very bar stool was Gary Cooper - I knew his face and came and 

spoke to him. And I do know your face.' Right behind him was this 

huge photograph of my face! 





Abdi the barman, was from the Comoro Islands, and had four 

wives who he went to see once a year - he said that was enough. I was 

smart enough to slip him a sizeable tip early on, and thereafter he put 

all my drinks on other people's tabs. 'They're all bloody millionaires, 

they won't know the difference, Hamish.' Best tip I ever spent. 

Although I was dying on my arse I was getting wonderful writeups 

in the East African Herald. Their entertainments page was being 

written by Murray Ritchie, now a luminary of the Glasgow Herald. He 

had started the Nairobi Folk Club in 1967. 

The Mombasa rugby team came in one night, a lively lot 

obviously in training for the next day's game. After I'd finished, about 

half past ten, they said, 'This place is dead, let's go to the Sombrero 

Club. Come along with us.' 

We paid twenty shillings to get in and dance all night to a black 

rumba band - the style of music was called 'backbeat' or 'benga'. The 

place was full of beautiful young women, who kept coming up and 

asking me to dance. I couldn't understand it. I would 'I'm not 

dancing, but have a drink.' Eventually there was a table of them, all 

drinking Tusker beer while I scoffed rum and Cokes and tried to puzzle 

out my popularity. I thought, 'Well, in Africa being fat is a sign of 

wealth, maybe they think I'm loaded?' 

Eventually as the evening wore on I got hold of this gorgeous 

young woman, and tried to dance, just shuffling about the dance floor 

with her, and to my astonishment she started to unzip me and fiddle 

about with my bollocks. I panicked, and looked wildly about to see if 

anyone had noticed, whereupon she took her tit out of her dress to 

make sure I was getting the message. 

I was cringing with embarrassment, while everyone in the rugby 

team pissed themselves with laughing, because I was the only one who 

didn't know all the women were hookers. And next day in the hotel 

one of the undermanagers, who was from Edinburgh, said, '0h, you 

were at the Sombrero last night.' Everybody knows everything that's 

going on there. He asked, 'Why didn't you bring one of the women 

back to the hotel?' 

I said, 'Come on! The New Stanley? Coming in past the doorman 

with a black hooker?' 





 He said, 'Everybody does it, what the hell are you worried 

about?' 

The last night I was there, I'd arranged a little party at midnight 

for three of the band. The band were Israelis, they had been 

bandsmen in the Israeli Cavalry, would you believe, complete with 

horses? The cook, who was German, agreed to have steak and lobster 

delivered to my room at midnight. I dashed off to the Sombrero, had 

a few drinks, talked to a few people I knew, and engaged the services 

of four African hookers at fifty shillings apiece, four beautiful young 

Tina Turner look-alikes, and crammed them into a cab. We marched 

boldly in, and I phoned room service to order four Tuskers and a rum 

and Coke. Then the cook started phoning, saying, 'When do you want 

me to deliver the food?' 

'Oh, wait a minute,' I'm saying, and making small talk with the 

four girls. 'Nice weather we're having. The nights are fair drawing in.' 

Eventually I had to leave them and go down to enquire after the band. 

I learned that the band had finished sharp, and been up at my room at 

twelve, while I hadn't got back till twelve-thirty. They had thought, 

'Well, he's going to be pissed all night at the Sombrero, ' and had 

pushed off. So I was left with four girls and a lot of steak and lobster. I 

said to the cook, 'Do you fancy a party?' 

'No. I've got to work in the morning.' 

To my eternal shame I got a taxi for three of them. I didn't want 

three laughing while I was doing my best. My one and only time 

paying a hooker and I paid four of them. 

Nairobi is seven thousand feet up, and I needed a prescription for 

my bronchitis. That's how I met a German Jewish doctor who had 

been a refugee from Hitler. We talked about me singing in Germany 

and getting on well with the people, usually the young ones who 

didn't even remember the Hitler years but still felt the sense of shame. 

I said, 'You can't blame them, they weren't even horn.' 

He said, 'Yeah. Mind you, I can't get over it. I thought of myself 

as German until Hitler, but I got thrown out, my family went into a 

concentration camp. There was a time just after the war when I didn't 

believe in God. Now here I am, I've spent most of my life in this 





beautiful climate, as a doctor I make good money, I can drink when I 

want to, I have a nice house, good friends. 

'And for the past ten years some of the worst Hitler Germans 

have been coming out here on holiday, they were all Aryan 

supremacists and now they all want to screw black chicks. Most of 

them get the clap. Quite a few of them come to me because I speak 

German. I've got the bluntest needle in Africa for these bastards. 

Perhaps there is a God!' 

There was also an eccentric Scots school headmaster who would 

come to the gig in a kilt. At the door of his house he had a cludgie 

filled with flowers, and you had to pull the chain to ring the door bell. 

In his cups he would say, 'The Africans accuse me of having a 

superiority complex. I went to Fettes and Oxford. I am superior.' The 

Tropics have a strange effect on Europeans. 

In Australia I went to the Geelong Folk Festival, a small festival 

situated outside the town in a hotel surrounded by gum trees. I had a 

mission from Hamburg to discover what noise a kangaroo made. 

George Getty, a Scots piper living in Hamburg, purely on the 

evidence of a few episodes of Skippy said that kangaroos had a noise 

like wet lipsmacking. Other German heads asserted that kangaroos 

never made any noise. 

I found that most Australians had never seen a kangaroo outside 

of a zoo any more than I had. I asked in Perth, Kalgoorie, everywhere 

I went I asked heads who had been out in the bush. Nobody knew. 

Finally in Sydney an Irish guy who had shot kangaroos said that when 

they were very angry they made a sort of hissing noise. So George 

Getty lost his bet and had to buy drinks all round. 

In Geelong the audience was seventy per cent women, and I had 

to follow Dougie Maclean on. At any time following Dougie is hard, 

but with a predominantly female audience it was really dreadful. I had 

been driven to the gig by Graham Dodsworth, who worked as a taxi 

driver. He, the hotel owner and I were the last three left boozing at 

the end - as usual. There were gum trees outside, and a little creek. I 

asked the owner had he ever heard kangaroos out there. 

'I've never heard of a kangaroo making a noise. But koala bears sound 

like pigs.' The Aussies are well known for winding people up. I said, 'I 





lived in Australia for five years. I've got a photograph of me holding a 

koala. You're having me on.' 

'That would have been daytime. They only come alive in the 

evening. The buggers keep me awake with their noises. They snort just 

like a pig.' 

And just on cue we heard one. 'Snort, snort.' I thought, 'Is this 

guy a ventriloquist?' The three of us went out, cans of the amber 

nectar in hand, went out with a torch under the gumtrees, looking for 

the source of the noise - the grunts and snorts. I was not convinced 

until I felt a splat on my head, looked up and saw not a bird but a big 

koala, at which I flung my empty can. I didn't hit it. just as well, 

they're heavily protected. 

It's supposed to be lucky. And it certainly does not make your 

hair grow back. I don't mind constructive criticism, but ... 

 





 

Shift Boys Shift 

Archie Fisher and I were the first professional folk performers based in 

Scotland, and we're both still going. (Robin Hall and Jimmie 

Macgregor started before us, but they were based in London, although 

they had an incredible influence on the Scottish folk scene.) Archie 

was a musical leader from the first in the Glasgow Folk Revival. He 

picked up guitar licks and techniques very quickly, and other people 

copied or stole from him. We all learned a lot from him. He went on 

to influence a whole generation in Edinburgh and Fife. 

He's a far better musician than me. I was eager for results, so I 

would only learn what was necessary for a song I wanted to do, not 

learn how to play chords or licks in an orderly way. 

Archie has written many great songs. One which he performs 

very seldom is called The Band Broke Up When The Van Broke 

Down, about one of those 1960s Beatles clones, called the Golden 

Tones. The girl is now singing country and western in Aberdeen, one 

guy is selling washing machines in London, another is a street busker. 

Not strictly a funny song, more nostalgic. 

Archie has created his own singing voice over the years. In the 

very earliest days he was self-conscious, and envied my voice! Even 

then I suppose I was projecting, and being rather theatrical. 

Songwriters are understandably sensitive about their songs being 

changed, but I have to rewrite sometimes to make a song work on the 

Continent or in England, where dialect words won't be understood. 

I've found it's a good exercise to simplify the words: quite often I 

turn tortured scanning into good scanning. Which is different from 

changing words that scan - I know that Dave Goulder was insistent 

that people should sing January Man the way he wrote it - 'If I had 

wanted people to sing "smiles at each newcomer" I'd have written 

that instead of "grins at each newcomer".' 

In the folk song idiom sometimes sense is turned into gibberish 

because the singer doesn't pay attention. And other times a change 





lifts a line. A fine example is Davey Stewart's version of Bogie's Bonny 

Bell, where instead of singing 'She sells pots and pans and kettles' he 

sings She sells pots and pans and paraffin lamps, And she scoors tbe 

country roond.' 

It scans better, and it moves comfortably. I suspect he sang it 

wrong one time, quickly put in the paraffin lamps, and kept that in 

because it worked better. 

When I learn songs I often change the key from the original, and 

that can result in changing the tune or words. Also, I'll tack a couple 

of verses from one song onto another, or take a set of words with a 

lousy tune and fit them to a better one which has lousy words, even 

take a poem and put it to a tune. 

Sometimes I didn't know who wrote the song, so when I recorded 

it I'd put it as 'Traditional, arranged H Imlach'. After years of this I 

discovered that I'd be getting something like a thirtieth share of 

royalties, but if I put 'Traditional, new words and music by H Imlach' 

I'd get a third share. And I would have changed the words and music, 

unlike some song collectors who put that phrase on the songs they 

collected in order to earn the maximum. 

Sometimes it is hard to know which tune to use. I had the 

complete words of Banjo Paterson's songs and poems, but no tunes, 

and I wanted one for The Castlereagh. I met an Australian actor in the 

State Bar, and he sang me the song, so I got the basic tune. Pete Ross 

had independently come across the words and put a tune to them. He 

said, 'Oh, I've got a great Australian song - I'm riding down the 

Castlereagh.' I said, 'Oh, yeah - I know it to this tune.' I've since 

heard people in Australia sing it, but the tune bears very little 

resemblance to the one I use. I've squeezed the tune to fit the chord 

sequence and rhythm I like - I'm very guilty of that, but people in 

Australia have said they prefer my version: it punches the words 

across better. 

Another comic song which is well known is Bound To Be A Row. 

I tried it two or three times on audiences, and it didn't work for me. 

Then I changed just one word, from Bound To Be A Row to Sure To 

Be A Row. It worked. 





Another song was Ewan MacColl's Ballad Of The Carpenter. It 

has a great text but is thirteen verses long, with a reprise of the last 

line of each verse, and a slow tune. Painful. It hadn't been performed 

by anyone for twenty years. I put it roughly to the tune of Wbich Side 

Are You On? and adjusted the words. It works an absolute storm. 

  

A bluesman whose songs I was singing before he was rediscovered 

was Mississippi John Hurt. I got the songs from Tom Paley, one of the 

American Old Timey group the New Lost City Ramblers. Tom came 

to live in London, and he had learned songs of Mississippi John from 

the old 78s issued in the twenties. 

Mississippi John had recorded a few singles in the twenties and 

disappeared. In one of his songs was the phrase Loving Spoonful, from 

which the 1960s group took its name. Another mentioned a town 

called Avalon. There are two or three Avalons in the USA, and a 

blues enthusiast visited the Avalon in Mississippi and asked in the 

barber's shop for a man called John Hurt. The barber pointed to the 

customer in the chair! 

Tom taught me Lewis Collins - 'Angels laid him away' - and 

Candyman. I later collated Lewis Collins with Goodbye Booze. I was 

more gallus then, I did a couple of songs together with Tom once at a 

time when I could only hit a couple of Carter Family bass runs and 

sing: 

Some blues are just blues 

Mine are the Miners' Blues 

 

so Tom could play banjo. It had to be something simple, so I could 

cope. 

In the early days of going to sing in Aberdeen I met Arthur Argo. 

He had worked under my father at the Press and Journal. Arthur was 

the grandson of song collector Gavin Greig. My father knew of Gavin 

Greig, but he never bought his book Last Leaves until the early 

thirties, when he paid the not inconsiderable sum of two pounds. I still 

have it. A copy in had condition was sold a while ago for eighty 

pounds. 





Arthur rescued Gavin Greig's collected material. It was in danger 

of being thrown out. Greig had spent many years collecting songs then 

had no time to get them printed in book form - just one volume 

before he died. The raw material was lying in the house of one of 

Arthur's aunties, and she complained it was cluttering the place up 

and she was going to throw it all out. Arthur rescued it and eventually 

it was placed in safer hands. 

In the last few issues of Chapbook, the Scottish folk magazine of 

the 1960s, Arthur would print songs he had found when going 

through a part of his grandfather's collection. One song he printed, it 

had taken his fancy looking through, became a favourite of every 

singer in the Scottish revival. 

 

Doon in yon glen there's a plooman lad 

Some summer's day he'll be aa my ain 

And sing laddie aye, and sing laddie ob 

The plooman laddies are aa the go 

 

The Gavin Greig Collection is pretty well all in print and available 

now. One book that I wish someone would reprint is the one Hamish 

Henderson wrote for the Lili Mariene Society. I had a photocopy 

which was made surreptitiously and rather illegally in the US Library 

of Congress. My copy was done in the days when photocopying was 

fairly primitive, and the ink is worn. 

I loaned my copy to Kaarel Siniver who was doing a book on the 

folk revival in Germany. He stressed the difference between kitsch and 

real folk, the way the German folk songs were taken over by art 

music. He wanted to have a chapter of anti-Nazi songs, but to his 

chagrin could not find enough songs. There were three in Hamish 

Henderson's book. Kaarel had worked for seven years in Freiburg, in 

the world's biggest folk archive, and found that in Russia there are 

thousands of anti-Stalin songs; from all parts of Russia you'll find jokes 

and songs poking fun at Stalin.  

Kaarel was bitterly disappointed at the lack of anti-Nazi songs. 

The Nazis were more efficient: the people who would have written 

songs were either shut up or they fled for their lives, so Brecht and 





others were doing their hunting Hitler bit from a safe distance abroad, 

while those at home said what they had to say very quietly and 

privately.  

Hamish printed Lili Marlene itself - in German, Italian and 

English. There were also very funny German songs, like the Avanti 

Song about the Italians in North Africa running away. The Afrika 

Korps slang for getting off your mark was avanti, the Italian word for 

advance. Hamish Henderson fought in the Italian Campaign, and 

wrote most of the words of the classic D Day Dodgers. 

Eric Bogle is most famous for songs about the First World War - 

No Man's Land and The Band Played Waltzing Matilda. I first met Eric 

in the sixties when he ran the Cross Keys Folk Club in Peebles. He and 

two friends were the Borders Communist Party at the time. After a 

sad accident in which one of his friends was killed Eric emigrated to 

Australia. I had never heard him doing any of his own songs, or even 

any indication that he was writing - he would do Joan Baez and Dylan 

songs in Peebles. 

A few years later I heard June Tabor sing The Band Played 

Waltzing Matilda, and she said she had heard it from an Australian 

who said it was written by a Scotsman called Eric Bogle. The name 

was familiar but I couldn't place it at all. I went to the lengths of 

trying to contact my mother in Australia to see if she could try 

telephone enquiries there, it being an unusual name. Unknown to me 

Eric was back in Peebles, his father having died. A guy called Harry 

Mathieson who worked for the Gas Board ran a wee folk club in 

Hamilton in a small room, couldn't afford professional fees but I sang 

there a couple of times. Harry phoned me and said, 'Guess who's 

playing the folk club next week!' 

Harry had been reading gas meters in Peebles, had noticed the 

name on the door, and asked, 'You don't know Eric Bogle, do you?' 

'That's my name.' 

'No, this is a guy who lives in Australia.' 

'Well, I live in Australia.' 

'This guy writes songs.' 

'Well, I write songs.' 





So Harry persuaded Eric to come to the folk club, gave him 

twenty quid or so. The Peebles connection clicked for me. I had 

started doing Waltzing Matilda and it was becoming popular in 

Germany. So through Willy Schwenken Eric got a tour of Germany, 

when he first got the idea for No Man's Land, looking at cemeteries in 

Northern France. 

For me the best song Eric ever wrote is Scraps Of Paper, about 

his father, but the song is so personal that nobody else can do it. I 

asked Eric to sing it a couple of times, and he said, 'Ach, I had to 

stop doing it. It just drains me.' 

'Well, if you don't sing it, nobody else can.' 

That song made Uli of the Zweibel talk to his father, who had 

been a Nazi, and said if Uli grew long hair and a beard he was out of 

the house. He and Uli hadn't spoken for years, but through Eric's 

song Uli went back and talked, and learned that his father had been 

one of the earliest members of the German Communist Party, and 

like many others at the time had switched from the Communists to 

the Nazis. 

 

I was fortunate to be in Glasgow and be able to learn from 

singers like Dominic Behan, and Joe Heaney with his wonderful 

ornamentation. I remember a few of my Indian student friends 

coming to the folk club, hearing Joe Heaney and being very 

impressed. They said he sounded like a Bengali. 

I was also lucky in the younger performers I got to know and 

become friends with, like Billy Connolly, John Martyn and Aly Bain. 

Aly Bain got hooked on curry. When he got married he spent 

£3000 on the kitchen, and had no furniture apart from a bed and a 

table. Aly went with The Boys Of The Lough on a world tour, 

playing Helsinki, Rome, Cairo, and Bombay. 

I met his agent, Wee Sandy, who gave me the address of the 

promoter in Bombay. It was the Bombay Madrigal Society. I said 

that somehow I couldn't see the Bombay Madrigal Society booking 

me. 

'Oh, you never know. You come from India, after all.' 





A few months later I met Aly and asked how the Bombay gig 

had gone. 

'Oh, zu would have loved it. Zu should play there.'  

'Aly, the Bombay Madrigal Society. They're not going to book 

me.'  

'No, no, it's the same guy who runs the Bombay Rock and Roll 

Society and the Bombay Country and Western Society.' 

When they played there there was a review in the English 

language newspaper which said, 'They are coming on looking like 

some ragamuffins, but their music was so wonderful.' 

The promoter said how pleased he was they liked the Indian 

food and did not complain about the hotels and theatres. 

'Ah,' he said, 'I hope this man Sting is not a friend of yours. He 

is a terrible man to work with. He is not liking the hotel, he is not 

liking the food, he is not liking the theatre. We are having rioting in 

the streets, we are having the flooding, we are having two or three 

times per day the power cuts. It is not easy to run a rock concert in 

Bombay.' I've thought since that I could maybe get him to sneak me 

in under the Bombay Caledonian Society. 

 

I was especially fortunate to have known Josh McRae, a lovely 

man. One time Josh got a telephone call from Roy Guest, then 

running a booking agency in London. Roy had booked a concert in 

Glasgow Concert Hall for a touring group of American artists who 

were coming up by plane, the only plane arrived about one pm, and 

Roy wanted Josh to collect them from the flight and get them to the 

hall. Josh had a car and no licence, I had a licence and no car. 

We had to meet Reverend Gary Davis, Buffy Sainte Marie with a 

friend who was also a Red Indian, and Rambling Jack Elliot, who 

always wore a Stetson and jeans. At the time Jack had a broken leg, 

so he had a stookey and crutches. Josh and I had a few drinks before 

setting off - surprise, surprise - and Josh was beginning to panic in case 

we would miss them. I reassured him. 

'Come on, there's no problem. They have to pick up their 

instruments and baggage. We'll be in tons of time.' When we got to 

the airport there was no sign of anybody. We didn't then know that 





the flight was a little late. We decided to go to the information desk 

and ask. As we approached it, Josh started giggling. 

'I've just realised we are going to ask them if they have seen a 

blind black preacher with a guitar, a cowboy with a broken leg, and 

two Red Indians.' 

Josh had a very refined taste in songs and was well in advance of 

the rest of us, leading us from Woody Guthrie to Dylan. I was just 

learning guitar, singing songs like Stern Old Batchelor and just picking 

out the melody on the bass strings. Which Josh thought was very 

clever, not knowing I couldn't use a flat pick. I still can't use a flat 

pick, so I have to take good care of my nails. I've used various potions 

and preparations on them. At present I use stuff called Develop Ten, 

very hard to get, made in America, you paint on several layers and it 

strengthens the nails. 

John Pearse recommends layers of nail varnish and cigarette 

papers, but if you are hitting down hard it all crumples up. You can 

use cut up ping-pong balls, or buy false nails and superglue them on. 

You can then take them off at the end of gigs, or just wear them for a 

week - in which case you should paint them skin coloured! I used to 

use another preparation, but it weakens the nails. It's a powder and 

liquid mixture used for mending false teeth, and I carry it to make 

repairs if I break a nail. 

Den Warwick's mother-in-law is a dentist in Vienna, and she once 

opened up her surgery and sat me in the dentist's chair while she put 

three false teeth on my nails - I had broken a nail and didn't have the 

repair gear with me. I said, 'Could you do the other two while I'm 

here?' 

The repair stuff eats into the nail, and I have to keep it away from 

the cuticle because it burns, and keep water nearby to dowse it if 

necessary. At first the mixture is of chewing gum consistency, then 

you mould and file it into shape and it sets as hard as a tooth. That's 

fine for a week, but then the connection between false nail and real 

nail weakens, so it feels quite firm until the moment it flies off. While 

I'm playing. Frequently it ends up in someone's drink. 

 





In a way Cod Liver Oil And The Orange Juice has become my 

song, although it was written by Ron Clark and Carl MacDougall, 

because of the way I personalised it. A couple of groups have 

recorded it, but they tried to do it as near as possible exactly as I do. 

Groups starting out cannot help being derivative, but I say to new 

groups, 'If you use material that is famous, even if it goes down well 

people won't remember you at all, they'll remember the singer who 

made it famous. Introduce material that will be associated with you 

alone. It's easier with an audience to do covers of the old favourites, 

but you'll never be well known.' 

Of course you have to do both, to mix the well known and the 

new songs. I learned that in my early days. My first regular booking 

was in Manchester, six times a year. There was a big crowd, it was 

always packed, 200-300 in. I was dreading it; two forty-five minute 

spots was a long time in those days. What was I going to do? I learned 

fifteen new songs - all new to me, some new completely. One of them 

was the Copper's Song, which I heard from Muriel Graves of 

Cockermouth. I Scottified it to make it more appropriate to Glasgow, 

and it became a great favourite. I thought, 'I'm going to rip them 

apart. Fifteen new songs in a night.' 

It didn't go down well at all. Not even the Copper's Song. I 

realised that people don't come to see you, they come to see you 

doing songs and an act that they associate with you. If you change it 

completely, even if the songs are ones that will become popular, you 

won't do well at the time. 

I still get asked for Cod Liver Oil, and in the right place I'll still do 

it. I'll still do The Seven Men Of Knoydart and others from my first 

album. There are many songs I couldn't remember or do now, but 

some like Let Ramensky Go or Black Is The Colour Of My True 

Love's Hair are associated with me, and people who have heard them 

forty times will still ask for them. 

People have suggested that Cod Liver Oil was the first time 

American-type music was used for a dialect song. I never figured out 

what the special attraction of the song was, a lot of parodies were 

written at that time which were as funny or funnier. I remember one 

about a Rangers supporter dragged down by his scarf on the Govan 





ferry, to the tune of The Dowie Dens Of Yarrow. Another was set to 

Where The Gaudie Rins, a song from the North East which was in fact 

written by an ancestor of mine. 

 

Oh oh, Guinness runs in the Eagle Inn 

In the Eagle Inn, in the Eagle Inn 

Oh oh, Guinness rins in the Eagle Inn 

At the foot of Howard Street 

 

You can get a half of very good gin 

In the Eagle Inn 

 

There's a barman wi a double chin 

Who serves the gin in the Eagle Inn 

 

Why was it Cod Liver Oil that everyone asked for? I first heard 

Carl MacDougall doing bits of it, then one night at the Elbow Room in 

Kirkcaldy Archie Fisher and I were sharing the night. My production 

number for the second half was the original of Cod Liver Oil - an 

American spiritual song called Virgin Mary Had A Little Baby. 

 

Out of the East there came three Wise men 

 

Virgin Mary had a little baby, 0h oh, sweetest little baby 

Oh, ob, Glory Hallelujah, Glory be to the newborn king 

 

Archie in the first half did the couple of verses of Cod Liver Oil 

he remembered, as a joke, and it went down a storm. 

I thought, 'Wait a minute, I'm doing the wrong song!' So I 

switched, put some laughing bits in, rearranged the verses a bit and 

did some rewriting. I can't remember now exactly what I did alter, 

but it included changing didgy to cludgie, and taking out references 

people outside Glasgow wouldn't understand - 'the Denny Palais', and 

'the Floo'er o the Calton'. The song kept growing, and lines were 

changed - Den Warwick of Belfast contributed one line which got 

incorporated. 





A woman called Mary Airey living in the Lake District is still 

plagued by the song, because her name is often written or printed as 

Airey, Mary. 

Some years ago I got an afternoon TV magazine show appearance 

for STV, and they specifically wanted me to sing Cod Liver Oil, 

because they were having a man on demonstrating non-alcoholic 

cocktails for Hogmanay. Immediately before me they had a circus 

elephant from the Kelvin Hall, and with the January sales starting they 

had not allowed for the heavy traffic. The poor elephant arrived 

minutes before the live show was to start. One of the women 

presenters was going to get on its back, then lie down on the floor so 

it could hover a foot over her. The elephant arrived, desperate for a 

pee, and pissed all over the studio floor. 

Then we were on. Live. I stood singing Oot o the East there came 

a hard man, the smell of ammonia making my eyes stream as I 

attempted to smile, cameramen holding their noses, the studio lights 

heating the elephant piss and intensifying the effect. The cocktail guy 

was gagging as he made and tasted his lovely concoctions. 

I never thought anyone outside the West of Scotland would 

understand the song. But I've heard my version from a Dutchman in 

Germany, a Japanese in London, and a drunk Indian doctor on a very 

liquid overnight flight from Canada to Scotland. 

Flying back to Scotland in the winter you always change planes at 

Montreal. I was in the bar after a farewell do the night before, feeling 

no pain, this Indian guy comes up, who remembers me from his 

student days in Glasgow. 

'Oh, my god, it's not you. It's Hamish! Oh, happy days. I'm 

going back to Bonnie Scotland, oh my god, for a holiday. It will be a 

pleasure to he buying you a hal£' 

We get on the plane and it's empty. Air Canada, a few up the 

front, and at the back there's me, the Indian doctor and a salesman 

from Leeds who asked if he could sit with us because he felt like 

boozing. The three of us sat drinking away for the next three hours. 

'It's my round.' 

'No, no, it's mine.' 

'Don't take his money, it's mine. I am now a rich doctor.'  





He had a hair clinic. He gave me a card and offered me a free 

hair transplant. 

And I can't find his card. 

Halfway across the Atlantic he said, 'Oh, happy days on the 

beer!' Then he started singing Out of the East there is coming a hard 

man, Oh ho ho. 

The stewardess came up and we ordered another round of drinks. 

'I'm sorry, the bar's closed.' 

'Why?' 

'We're coming in to land at Prestwick.' 

'We're not due to land at Prestwick for another two and a half 

hours!' 

'The bar's still dosed.' 

So the Indian doctor gets his bottle of duty-free, and says, 'Never 

mind, boys, I am having a cairryoot.' 

The stewardess says, 'That is not allowed. I'm afraid that is a no-

no, sir.' 

The Leeds travelling salesman, quite a meek guy, says, 'Are you 

going to throw us off the plane, then?' 

Visions of the police awaiting us at Prestwick. 

 

 It was through drink that I met Eric Clapton in 1979. John 

Martyn was at the time still living in his rock star home in the south of 

England. John had just returned from doing a large North American 

tour where he was opening for Eric Clapton, and both of them were 

at the time drinking very heavily. John said it was awful. They would 

go from the airport to the hotel to the stadium, and at some gigs 

there would be men with shotguns and dogs between them and the 

audience. John had a hard time in some places where the audience 

were just there to see Clapton and were quite rude to John. 

 John and Eric spent some five or six weeks getting pissed on 

planes and hotels, and going on stage the worse for wear, and both 

were fans of Robert johnson, an American bluesman of the twenties, 

so they tried to write together a drinking blues to be called The 

Brahms and Liszt Blues - Brahms and Liszt is Cockney rhyming slang 

for pissed. 





When John told me this story I happened to mention that there 

was a strong ale called Brahms and Liszt, manufactured by a brewery 

in Selby, Yorkshire, and in Leeds was a pub called the Brahms and 

Liszt which featured this beer. At the time Eric Clapton's tipple was 

brandies and Carlsberg Specials, and the ale was the same sort of 

strength as Carlsberg Special. 

John said, 'I'd love to give Elo (the name Eric Clapton is known 

to his friends by) some. Can you get me a case?' As it happened I was 

going up to do some gigs in the north, then back down to London for 

some more. When I went north I called at the pub and got a case of 

the ale, and arrived at John's place with it. He asked what I was doing 

next. 'I've got a gig in Dorking Folk Club tomorrow night. I've never 

been there before.' 

'That's right next to where Eric lives!' 

So midday the next day we set off to Eric Clapton's house. At 

the time he wasn't married to Patti Boyd, but they were living 

together. She was a very nice woman, who made us a meal. She said 

to me that Eric's favourite meal was egg and chips, and she would 

have to force him to have something like chops. We delivered the 

crate of Brahms and Liszt, all sampled it and went on to have a good 

few brandies. Eventually I had to say, 'I have to leave now, I've got 

this gig.' 

'Where is it?' 

'Dorking.' 

'That's just near here. We'll come with you.' 

My car was rather clapped out, so we took a big Mercedes 500 

limousine, which Patti Boyd drove since she was sober. The folk club 

took place in a hospital social club, and I had a bit of trouble finding 

it. Finally we got the car quite close. I had a six-string and a twelve-

string guitar with me, so I said to John, 'I'm pretty late, and I've 

never been here before. I'll run ahead to let them know I'm here, in 

case they're panicking. Could you bring the guitars once you've found 

somewhere to park?' 

'No problem.' 

I had to go through the bar of the social club to a room at the 

back. A woman was sitting outside the door, selling admission tickets, 





and I could hear that the floor singing had started inside. I apologised 

for being late, and she answered, 'There's plenty of time, the floor 

singers have just started, you won't be on for another half hour.' Just 

then Patti Boyd, Eric Clapton and John Martyn came up, Eric carrying 

one guitar and John the other. 

The woman said, 'Are your friends musicians?' 

I was totally gobsmacked, and thought she was kidding, but she 

was totally serious. I asked why. 'Well, if they play, they can get in 

free.' I turned to John and said, 'What do you think?" he turned to 

Elo, who said, 'Fair enough, we'll play.' 

During my sets I sang The Band Played Waltzing Matilda 

unaccompanied. Clapton thought of this as Irish singing, because the 

only place he had ever heard people getting up and singing that type 

of ballad was in Ireland. He told me he would go to Ireland quite 

often, because he could go into pubs there without getting mobbed. 

At the end of the evening, I got John and Eric up - neither of 

them recognised by any member of the audience - and the two of 

them played as a duet on my guitars the old Blind Gary Davis 

favourite Cocaine. Then I borrowed a clapped-out Echo which was 

the only other guitar in the place, and as my final number I sang Cod 

Liver Oil And The Orange Juice, accompanied by Eric Clapton and 

John Martyn. The story. appeared in the Raver column of the 

Melody Maker music paper, who referred to me as 'Curry freak 

Hamish Imlach'. Only weeks before Eric Clapton had appeared 

nearby in a huge open-air concert with Bob Dylan, and he was highly 

chuffed that still at this little local folk club not one person 

recognised him. 

We went back and stayed overnight at CIapton's place, staying 

up till all hours. There's a tape recording somewhere of me playing 

guitar there while Eric Clapton plays drums. 

 

My thirty years on the road have made me rich in friends if not 

in material things. This was brought home to me when my lifestyle 

led to a complete breakdown in my health - I'd always joked about 

my drinking and smoking that, 'I would hate to die with a heart 





attack and have good liver, kidneys and brain. When I die I want 

everything to be knackered.' 

In 1976-7 I almost made it, when I went into hospital for what 

I thought was a check-up. I had swollen ankles and the doc thought 

it was my heart. I'd been out boozing all night, and went up to 

Casualty, planning to go on to a local darts match, but they took me 

straight in. I then proceeded to have a total systems failure - heart, 

lungs, liver and lights. 

I had no pyjamas with me - I didn't possess a pair of pyjamas. I 

was left there for a couple of days with some grey T shirts printed 

with Her Majesty's Prison, Bermuda. An old fellow in the opposite 

bed was convinced he was in jail, and kept saying, 'Ah'm innocent, it 

wisny me, another fella done it and run away.' Must have had a 

really guilty conscience, because he kept trying to organise escapes. 

He was the only one there who would wear a goon rather than 

pyjamas, so he would float about waking people to organise escapes 

when the night nurse had gone for a pee. He was known as 

'Ramensky's Ghost'. 

 

I was in hospital for some time and off work for six months. The 

7:84 Theatre Company was at the Citizens' Theatre in Glasgow, and 

the fiddle player Allan Ross suggested a benefit concert for me on a 

Sunday, when the theatre was not being used. Not only the cast, but 

all the technical people gave their services free. Billy Connolly not only 

appeared but paid for a chauffeur-driven limousine to pick me up and 

drop me back to my council house in Motherwell, because I was still 

too weak to travel normally. 

Jack Short, Jimmy Logan's father, phoned offering his services. 

Owen Hand appeared, and also organised a giant busload coming 

from Edinburgh. Jimmie Macgregor was there. Bill Paterson wrote and 

performed a truly wonderful monologue. John Bett and Alex Norton 

did cameo pieces. All the 7:84 Company at the time pitched in to 

make the evening the most memorable of my life. I just cannot 

mention everyone by name, there were too many, but I shall always 

remember and be grateful to them. 





The much-maligned Willy Schwenken not only organised a benefit 

in Munster, Germany, but also my first tour after my illness, booking 

Archie Fisher for the first two weeks with me, in case I was not able to 

cope. Christy Moore earlier had broken off a tour in Germany to 

come to Motherwell to visit me. The McCalmans were going to do 

another benefit in Edinburgh. John Martyn the same in London. 

Another was being organised in Dublin. I had to put them off as I was 

going back to work. I often thought I'd have made much more money 

as a professional invalid than I ever did as a professional singer. 





 

 

Always On The Spree 
 

In the sixties my capacity for spirits was phenomenal. Watt Nicol 

wanted to organise a drinking contest, with me taking on all corners. 

The first was to be with some cook from a hotel in Bathgate - he was 

supposed to drink three bottles of whisky a night while he was 

cooking, and never show it. 

Watt planned a Grand Challenge, me against this guy., we'd have 

drinks on a strictly controlled basis, a live audience watching and 

talking. Then I'd give them a song and the audience would judge if I 

was too drunk to sing it or not, I'd sit down and the cook would get 

up and do an omelette or something and be judged by the audience 

on that. Watt swore he could get me hundreds of pounds of 

sponsorship. 

I said, 'You're off your head. I'd kill myself, drinking like that.' 

'No no,' said Watt, 'not the way you do it, you'd be all right.' 

'I'm not doing it.' 

More recently Watt has become a stage hypnotist. 

 

In the seventies before I got ill and lost a great deal of weight the 

Daily Record newspaper phoned me about another hypnotist, The 

Great Scrodini. The Record asked 'What weight are you?' 

'What?' I thought. 'The Daily Record wanting to know what 

weight you are? That's not news, is it?' 

I said to them, 'I don't know.' 

'Are you twenty stone?' 

'Aye, give or take a couple of stone, it goes up and down.' 

'Oh great! Can you get into Glasgow? We'll pay for the taxi, 

and your expenses.' 

'What is it?' 

It was a stunt that is not permitted these days, because you can 

damage every vertebra in a person's back doing it. You hypnotise 

someone and get them to go rigid, with their neck supported by one 





chair and their ankles on another. Then they are able to support up to 

twenty stone in weight. It was all genuine, with a couple of journalists 

and a photographer looking on. The assistant had of course to be a bit 

glamorous and also very susceptible, so that a code word could 

instantly put her under. 

They had sterilised pins to stick into her. No trick, you could do 

it in your living room. The hypnotist invited me to stick some pins in 

her myself, but I couldn't. I asked Scrodini could he get me to stop 

smoking. He said he himself smoked forty a day! If he could make it 

work he'd hypnotise himself out of smoking. Then they did the 

photograph. The Record had a two-page centre spread photograph of 

me standing on her. I sat on her, stood on her, wearing my T-shirt 

reading Fat Is Beautiful. 

I said, 'Never mind all this. Could you get me stiff and get her to 

sit on me?' 

 

I get asked what music hall comics influenced me, but I didn't go 

to see enough of any of them to get influenced by or copy their work. 

When I did go, it would be to see Slim Whitman, or to take out a girl 

I was keen on. When I was at school I took one to the Glasgow 

Empire to see Norman Wisdom. I must really have been keen on that 

girl! 

A few years later I went to the Empire with a group of Indian and 

Pakistani student friends, to see the London To Paris Follies. The very 

thought of seeing girls dancing was driving the students mad with 

desire. But the show also incorporated the All Scotland Amateur 

Striptease Contest. Can you imagine it? All the hairies dragging their 

claes aff, their boyfriends and mothers shouting, 'Gaun yersel, hen!'. 

It was wonderful. 

The poor comedian and orchestra got showered with abuse, 

icecream cartons and hapennies from the gods, and the orchestra 

gradually left until there was only the pianist and the conductor. The 

management stopped the show to clear the troublemakers out. People 

in the most expensive seats at the front demanded their money back 

because they were getting hit with the shower of rubbish intended for 

the comedian. I know - I was one of them! 





 

I'm convinced that the Glaswegian's first words were, 'It wasny 

me!'. Deny at all costs. Ray Durham is a great flamenco guitarist who 

is Cockney born of Irish parents and was for a couple of years the 

accompanist for Tommy Makem. Ray did his National Service with 

Glaswegians, at a barracks in Bielafeld. He had stayed in because he 

was skint, and everyone else was out boozing. He heard all these 

noises from the ablutions. One wee Glasgow punter had come back 

after a weekend's heavy boozing, he had diarrhoea and vomiting and 

had been trying to dash between the toilet and the sink and not 

making it in time to either. Now he had given up, and was naked and 

lying in a humphlet in a corner, shit and spew on the walls and the 

tiled floors. 

Ray looked in, and was not prepared to walk over to the guy. He 

found a mop, but couldn't quite reach the guy, so he bounced the 

mop off his head. The Glaswegian woke, bleary eyed, and his first 

words were, 'It wasny me'. 

 

All the stories I have told in this book are true, but not of course 

the whole truth - to tell everything would be impolite and unfair, and 

someone with a bad memory might sue me. Where a story might 

reflect too much discredit or embarrassment on a friend, I have left it 

out. I have also changed a few names to protect the guilty. Stories 

that only embarrass me are fair game. 

For example: when I was in Jersey in the late sixties, a lot of 

people I knew from Scotland were working there. I went back to this 

flash hotel where a crowd of them were, it was built in a U-shape, 

with gardens and a rockery in the middle. We were down in the 

servants' quarters having a pissup, and with the effects of curries and 

bevvy I urgently needed a crap. I asked, 'Where's the toilet?' 

'Oh, just piss in the sink.' 

'It's not a piss I need!' 

'You can't go upstairs and waken up the residents - we'll all get 

the sack.' 

We were at one extremity of the U, and at the opposite end, 

facing us, was a door with a toilet behind it. They pointed me at it, 





saying, 'You just open that door, go in, turn right, you'll get a staff 

toilet.' 

I set off across the moonlit expanse, stumbling over rocks, 

paddling through Mountains, swimming through rose bushes. I 

arrived scratched and bruised, opened the door and turned right, 

and there was the toilet. I felt like giving myself a round of applause. 

I very hurriedly got my jeans down, and several days of curries 

and Guinness exploded. Then I realised I still had my underpants on. 

I cleaned myself up as best I could at the sink, but the underpants 

were a write off and there was nowhere I could hide them. I rolled 

them into a ball, and put them under a rock in the garden. 

Back in the staff quarters I flaked out on the floor, and surfaced 

about ten in the morning, meeting some of the staff also hung over 

who were poking cornflakes about their plates. I was wondering if I 

could get a pint somewhere at that time of the morning. A bloody 

Alsatian dog came in with my underpants in its teeth. The hotel dog, 

with these underpants covered in shit, who kept coming up to me 

and wagging its tail. 

Everyone is saying, 'What's that he's got? What filthy bastard 

did it? Where did he find that?' And the underpants are a yard 

across, me trying to kick them under the table. 'Drop that! Take it 

outside! You filthy animal!' I've disliked Alsatians ever since. 

I fondly imagined nobody knew whose underpants they were. A 

few days later when I was to fly home a group of friends came to the 

airport. Joe McCartney had secretly had the underpants washed, 

bleached and starched as stiff as a board. They now bore the 

signatures of the other revellers, as a farewell card. I got a few stares 

as I carried them under my arm onto the plane. 

 

I first went to Jersey in the 1960s during the Glasgow Fair 

holidays, and walking about in the lovely weather I was stopped in 

the street every twenty yards by punters saying, 'What are you doing 

here?' 

The duty-free booze meant that people were very open-handed. 

I was performing in the Ritz, where there was a grand piano. Three 

or four hundred people would jam into the room, and all the locals 





would come late, and couldn't get in. At the time I was drinking 

double Bacardis and tonic - I don't know why. The whole grand 

piano was covered with drinks that had been sent up to me by 

visiting Glasgow punters. I drank as many as I could, slipping several 

to a table of friends at the front. After singing I worked my way 

through them and got absolutely plastered. 

Next day one of the waiters had taken all the glasses left over 

which just had Bacardi in them - I don't know what happened to all 

the bottles of tonic - and he filled a bottle and three-quarters with 

what had been left over. He gave this to me, saying, 'I wasn't going 

to throw them out, they're paid for.'  

There was a very pretty barmaid in a hotel where I stayed in 

Jersey. She came from Maryhill in Glasgow, and I had gone to see 

the Fisher family when they lived in St Clair Street there, so I knew 

the barmaid's old family haunts and would chat to her about the 

streets and the pubs there. My seduction technique was to get her 

homesick and drunk. Bounder and cad that I was.  

It was my last day in jersey, so I made large Fidel Castros with 

duty-free drink for my friends in the bar, insisting she tried them too. 

After five Fidel Castros I was chatting her up about coming to my 

room. 'It's all right for you,' she said, 'You're going back to 

Scotland tomorrow. I have to live here. Everybody talks about 

everybody.' 

Being smashed, I contrived this brilliant plan. 'I'll go up to my 

room and leave the door open. You can come up a few minutes later 

when nobody's noticing you go.' 

She said, 'All right.' 

I got up to my room, remembered to snib the door so it wouldn't 

lock itself, and I was lurching about, thinking, 'I'll get all ready for 

her.' So I took off my jacket, then lowered my trousers. With my 

trousers round my ankles I realised I had boots on. I bent down to 

unlace a boot, and keeled slowly over until my cheek met the wall 

beside the bed. I slid down the wall until my nose was looking at the 

light socket beside the bed. I lay there, trousers round my ankles, 

thinking, 'Wait a minute. I'll just think about this rationally.' 





The next thing I remember, I woke up about six in the morning, 

in the same position. And a blanket over me. If she hadn't thrown a 

blanket over me I'd at least have been able to believe she hadn't come 

to my room. Broomhill's answer to Casanova. Fifty free Fidel Castros 

for everybody, spending hours talking about Maryhill, ending in a sight 

of my large expanse of posterior. 

 

Mind you, at times my posterior has been much appreciated. 

Archie Fisher lived in Aberdour in the 1960s, when felt tip pens first 

came out. The Fife crowd spent a lot of time there, and it became the 

party thing to decorate bodies. It began with people decorating 

themselves with coloured felt tipped pens, then became contests for 

the Best Decorated Arse. A couple would go off and decorate each 

other's arses, then the company would judge the best one. I was much 

in demand, since I gave scope to a Michelangelo. 

 

If you think there are too many stories in this book about shitty 

underpants then you obviously haven't drunk and eaten to excess on a 

regular basis. 

There's a story that I have heard various people tell as happening 

to people they knew, and placed the event in various locations, but 

this is the truth. In 1977 I stopped drinking, and was working in the 

north of England. Even though I wasn't drinking I'd kill the day in a 

pub, and the nearest one was the Greyhound, in Barnoldswick where I 

knew the landlord and several heads. 

I'd pop down there at lunchtime, have a Coke or tomato juice 

with the pensioners. One day there was a guy called Keith there. I 

offered him a pint. 

'No, no, I'll just have a Coke.' 

 'Just because I've stopped drinking doesn't mean you have to 

refuse to be polite. I quite enjoy someone having a pint because I feel 

I'm getting a share of it.' 

 'No, I'll never touch a drop. I've been off the booze longer than 

you.'   

 Slowly I got the story from him. In the summer of 1976 he'd 

been working on a building site in Liverpool. The last day before the 





holidays they got three weeks' wages, knocked off at twelve, and all 

went to the pub. Keith, like most people, was all right drinking pints, 

but not used to drinking whisky and pints. Every order was a double 

whisky and a pint. 

These navvies could fairly throw it down their throats, and by two in 

the afternoon Keith had had about ten doubles and pints, pissed out 

of his skull. Sitting in the jaxsie he finds he has without noticing 

developed diarrhoea and has filthy sodden jeans on. He squelches off 

into the bright summer sunshine, he's got on a summer T shirt, jacket 

and jeans. 

He's going to Lime Street Station, and on the way comes to a 

shop, near the Army and Navy Stores, who have a special on 

Wrangler jeans. He lurches in, it's empty. Up comes a woman and 

Keith says drunkenly, 'I'd like some of those Wranglers.' 'Would you 

like to try them on?' 'No just wrap them up, 34-inch waist.' 'Sure 

you won't try them on?' 

'No.' 

He gives her the money, takes the bag, goes to the station for his 

train to Preston on his way to Barnoldswick. It's just a local train, no 

corridors, just compartments. As it shudders out of the station Keith 

sees there is no-one else in the compartment.  

He quickly checks there's no-one hidden slumped down in a scat, 

then takes his change and wallet out of his old jeans, takes them and 

his drawers off, waits until the train is in a tunnel and flings the dirty 

bundle out of the window. Quickly he opens up the bag from the 

shop.  

And finds he has only a Wrangler jacket in there. So he has a T 

shirt and two jackets. He is sobering up rapidly. The train pulls into 

Preston, and he leans out of the window shouting frantically at porters 

for help.  

They hold the train back from leaving, get a taxi up close to the 

platform, then Keith ties one Wrangler jacket round his waist, the 

other jacket round his arse, and with this Wrangler kilt flopping round 

him he makes a dash across the platform and into the taxi.  

It costs him quite a lot of money to take the taxi, all the way 

home to Barnoldswick, pronounced Barlick by the locals. Where his 





troubles are only beginning. Because all the kids are on holiday, and 

playing in the street. The taxi parks outside his row, but his wife isn't 

expecting him for a few hours, so he will have to leap out of the taxi, 

batter on the front door, hope she is in and comes to the door.  

As soon as he gets out of the taxi the kids notice, and hundreds 

of them gather to watch him standing outside his door, wrapped in 

two denim jackets and no underpants, banging to be let in by his wife. 

Who didn't speak to him for months. And six months later he was still 

not drinking. 

 

Some gigs stand out in the memory for the wrong reasons. I 

played in Kirkfield-bank for the Lanark Branch of the Scottish 

National Party. They had a ceilidh band and me, and a heat of the 

Miss SNP Contest, in which a German girl called Marianne, a friend 

from Nuremberg, got second place because she was the only one 

wearing tartan. 

I had to do two cabaret sets, forty minutes each. During the first 

number I broke the top string - a very unusual string for me to 

break. As I pulled the string roughly off the machine head which 

holds and tightens the string, the machine head came off. I had 

thirty-eight minutes yawning in front of me. 

I faked it. I did jokes and unaccompanied songs, tapdancing and 

fiddling about with the guitar trying to find all the bits and screws 

that had come off. Half the people there thought this was part of the 

act - Hamish Imlach And His Exploding Guitar. If I had had a 

musician friend along they could have helped - lent me a guitar, 

fixed mine, or done a spot to cover for me. 

I often took musicians along to gigs to get them playing, out of 

sheer self-interest. Someone to share the night. In the sixties there 

was an explosion of clubs, and in the early days a shortage of 

competent professionals. I found myself playing too often in some 

clubs - it's a mistake to play anywhere more than say twice a year. 

But John Martyn, or Billy and Tam, the Humblebums, were so good 

that I soon had to work my arse off to try and keep up with them. 

The same thing with lain Mackintosh when he eventually went solo. 





I have done a lot of work in recent years with Iain, who began 

as a banjo-player in Glasgow with the Islanders. He is now a highly 

respected solo performer. We've known each other for so many 

years, and are such opposites. He is very abstemious in his ways, and 

very quiet. I'm not. He is tall and thin. I'm not. We are such 

extremes that people are fascinated that we work together. So as a 

duo we've become quite well-known, especially in Germany and 

Denmark. 

 

I don't categorise audiences as good or bad. If they're really 

paralytic there's nothing I can do but something loud and obvious. 

At another extreme are the people in suits and ties who are 

determined to sit there and be quiet, no matter what you do. If that 

happens I can fall back on the blues, sing my songs and get off. I can 

tell by the first two or three numbers whether people are going to 

join in. 

I can have an audience that is as good as gold. They sit down, 

keep quiet, but there is no way they are going to join in choruses. 

Then I get a crowd that is a bit rowdy, but sings everything with me. 

A couple of drinks help, so I prefer a concert where people are 

sitting fairly quiet, had a couple before they came, and will have a 

few more at the interval. 

I'm quite happy now just to tootle along, making a living. There 

are the bizarre bookings - I've done St Patrick's Night in Vienna four 

times. Well, I've got one Irish grandparent! 

If I had the ability I'd also play jazz and Beatles songs. Any 

music that can survive without the media. And without patronage of 

any kind. The music should be supported. Sometimes I regret not 

having worked harder at my music. I've had opportunities to do 

things which would have stretched my abilities, or made me a better 

technical guitarist, but I've been too lazy - I enjoy my social life too 

much. 

I used to think in the 1960s I'd like to retire to somewhere like 

Queensland in Australia, where at that time you could retire on a few 

hundred pounds, collect your dole money and enjoy the fine weather 

360 days a year. Banana palms all over the place, the sea teeming 





with fish. I could have lived off the land and sea, and used my dole 

money for moonshine. In a place called Cookstown there was a pub 

called the Sovereign which was also the post office and the general 

store. The town had a brief mining boom, then people left again but 

there were good quality buildings to squat in. Three people retired 

there, bought the former bank for two hundred quid, and camped 

inside its marble hall, collecting their pension from the Sovereign. The 

pub was hit by a typhoon and half of it was blown down, but they 

were open next day for business under the name of the Half 

Sovereign.  

I've never been to Cookstown - I saw a TV programme in black 

and white about the place many years ago, but I've been to that 

coast, and I've always been attracted to the beachcomber life. Like the 

bums in John Steinbeck's Cannery Row. They would catch frogs and 

sell them to the Chinese store owner, Lee Chong, who calculated the 

prices of goods in frogs. 'A pint of Old Tennis Shoes, 200 frogs. A 

gallon of Ripple wine, 250 frogs.' They'd try to get some drink on 

credit. 'No frogs, no wine!' Maybe there's still somewhere like that in 

the world.  

I very seldom now go to a foreign country where I haven't 

worked. Which means that I know some local people, we'll go to pubs 

where you'd never find tourists, get a session going, have a drink, go 

round to the back of the butcher's shop and have the fresh sausages 

and beer on a Friday. 

I've been trying for a few years to arrange a few gigs organised in 

Hungary, not just to earn money but so I can go there and have a free 

holiday, meet people, find out the good places to eat, what to see. 

That's my idea of a holiday, finding good food and drink, and the 

crack. ('The crack' is an Irish phrase which combines good talk, good 

company, good drink and good music.) 

 

Even though I have seen the ultimate - people in Calcutta living in 

the street and dying of starvation, it has never made me careful. I 

have been in a precarious business for over thirty years, at times I have 

made quite a lot of money, but I never saved any. With four kids 

there's always something like a holiday or a car to pay for. 





People talk about the fees they are paying you, and they always 

view it as payment for a couple of hours' work. They forget that you 

have maybe driven four hours to get there. 

My father told me the story of a Victorian portrait painter who 

became very fashionable. One titled lady came in for a sitting, and he 

finished the painting in the hour and a half sitting. She said, 'I thought 

there would be more!' 

 'It's finished.' 

Then he sent her a bill for five hundred guineas. 

'Five hundred guineas is too much.' 

'Fair enough, don't pay. But the painting is mine.' 

It went to court. The attorney said to the painter, 'How long did 

it take you to do this?' 

'An hour, roughly.' 

'And you are charging 500 guineas for an hour's work?' 

'No, for forty years' experience.' 

He told me this story when I was thirteen. I was along with him at 

an agricultural fair in the North East. He was there to take pictures, 

but seemed to spend all his time at the bar, and just sneak off for a 

minute or two to take a couple of photographs. I didn't realise that he 

had one eye waiting for the opportune moment, and it took years of 

experience to know exactly when that was coming up. While other 

photographers would hang around for an hour, Herbert would know 

exactly when the speech was going to be made.  

I was with him another time, at the Edinburgh Festival when Lord 

Harwood was being presented with some folio manuscripts on the 

occasion of his retiring as Director of the Festival. As the presentation 

took place there were fifty photographers climbing on each other's 

head to get a shot of him being given these volumes. My father was 

still at the bar. I said, 'Shouldn't you be getting a shot of this?' 

 'Oh, plenty of time, plenty of time.'  

 Half an hour later, when Lord Harwood was slipping out from the 

reception, Herbert slid off the bar stool and went up to him. 'Could 

you hold up the books for a moment, Lord Harwood?' Click-click.  

 If someone is paying me, and says, 'A hundred quid for an hour's 

work?' I say 'No, for thirty years' experience.'  





 I'm not sure how to describe what I do. I suppose I'm a sort of 

entertainer. I do a few songs, they might be blues, or humorous, or 

political - it depends on my mood. I don't think as quickly these days, 

and I don't adapt as quickly to the needs of the audience. And my 

memory isn't so good. I forget what songs I do, so if I don't have a 

skeleton programme written out I fear my mind will go blank. 

I used to be able to get up without any fixed programme, just an idea 

of what I would start with and finish with, a couple of songs I'd do 

somewhere in the middle, and I'd chat and sing in between. 

I learned the guitar because I was being outshone by people at my 

own parties, and I wanted to he a show-off and tell jokes and hold the 

stage. Then I got up to perform because I'm very gregarious, and 

because I found that a singing spot in a jazz club paid my beer money 

and a meal. I was going out anyway to a session or a pub, and I could 

earn the cost of my cairryoot. 

At no time did it occur to me that I could become a professional. It 

never crossed my mind; it was not conceivable that this was on offer. 

It still amazes me that people pay to see me. When I have a free night 

I'll still go to see another folk singer perform - and quite often I'll pay 

to get in. 

My chief fear in life is not to do with health or wealth, but that I'll 

become boring to other people, and so not be able to enjoy the crack 

to which I am addicted. 

 


