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            Introduction

         

         
            
        Only fools and fiddlers learn old songs.
      

            
                

            

            
        ‘Singing costs nowt,’ Dad used to say. ‘When a man’s a-singing he needs no help; when a man’s a-cussin’, that’s when the bugger’s got trouble.’
      

         

         The first quotation comes from the folk-song collector Alfred Williams, who reported it as an old saying in 1922, and is a cautionary remark that we in folk music generally ignore. The second is from Mont Abbott, born in 1903, in Enstone, Oxfordshire, who learnt most of his songs in the family circle.

         Those of us interested in ‘folk’ songs and music think a great deal of our ‘old songs’ because we claim that being ‘traditional’ is what gives them a certain character and cultural value. And, when all is said and done, the whole point of ‘tradition’ is its connection with the past – if something does not have that thread of connection, it cannot be called ‘traditional’. So, whether we are interested in the past for its own sake, or in ‘folk song’ today, we need to understand where it came from.

         But 150 years after folk song was first named as a separate musical genre, a hundred years after the great Edwardian collecting boom, and over fifty years after the start of the post-war Folk Revival, we still have a great deal to learn about what made it tick, and, in essence, what made it ‘folk’. Which brings us on to the quotation from Mont Abbott’s dad.

         So, this is a book of social history, covering folk song in England from the sixteenth century to about 1950. It is not really concerned with the ‘folk’ music which developed through the post-war Folk Revival, when everything changed dramatically, nor is it about now, but about what used to be.

         Following the trend of recent research, the book’s main argument is that the social context of traditional singing is the key to understanding its nature, but is also precisely the component which has often been neglected in past discussions of the subject. While individual song-histories are noted in passing, the book is more concerned with who sang what, where, when and how than with the songs themselves.

         One of the dominant themes of the book is that folk song, however defined, did not exist in a cultural vacuum, and we will dedicate some time to investigating the ‘other musics’ that were available to ordinary people in the past, and which potentially influenced the styles and repertoires of their own song cultures.

         The book is divided into four parts, with a mixture of chronological and thematic treatments.

         The introductory section introduces the field and tackles the vexed question of the definition of ‘folk song’, ‘tradition’, and other slippery concepts – and though it should be said from the start that hard-and-fast definitions cannot be reached in our field, we must still try.

         Part One sketches the history of the slow but steady development of interest in the song cultures of ordinary people over the last 250 years or so, which peaked in the remarkable late-Victorian and Edwardian collecting boom. This history must recognise how the collectors’ own interests and agendas have influenced both the ideas and the assumptions that we have inherited from them, and the nature of the evidence that they have bequeathed to us. This, in turn, will allow us to identify the areas in which this evidence is lacking, and where we need to focus our efforts to plug the gaps in our knowledge.

         Part Two presents a chronological account of what we can discover about everyday song practices in each century since 1500, twinned with an investigation into those ‘other musics’ available at the time. It is the nature of the subject that the later centuries get more than the lion’s share of our attention. 

         Writers of general books about folk song usually feel it their duty to give the subject deep roots, but the fact is that there is so little evidence about vernacular singing in the earlier periods that all is speculation, and it is only in the very late eighteenth century that sources become available which allow us to reach reasonably safe conclusions about what ordinary people were up to. The lives of ordinary people are not well documented in general, and what they sang (and how they sang it) is rarely noticed at all.

         Each chapter in Part Three focuses on a particular topic, which allows for a more detailed investigation of the song traditions of specific groups of people (sailors and soldiers), particular contexts (at work, in church), or types of song (bawdy or dialect).

         The book finishes with two chapters on the mechanics of tradition, which look more closely at how traditional song and music functioned in everyday life, and try to get under the skin of local traditions by addressing topics such as what the singers themselves thought, how they sang, where they learnt their songs, and where they sang them.

         
            *

         

         It will be helpful here to provide a very brief history of the development of folk-song study over the last 150 years, to flag up some of the major concerns which will be addressed in the following chapters.

         Between the years 1870 and about 1900, various individuals in England began to notice that certain people, mostly elderly members of the rural labouring classes, had repertoires of song and styles of singing which seemed to operate under different rules, values and standards than either the art (primarily what is now called ‘classical’) or the commercial popular music of the day. These individuals called them folk songs, and they were particularly enchanted by the tunes and motivated to start a campaign to collect them and make them known to both the musical establishment and the general public. They quickly became convinced that these tunes were (a) musically very interesting and worthy of preservation; (b) very important because they reflected the very essence of the national musical soul; and (c) fast dying out under the onslaught of such factors as universal education, urbanisation and commercial popular music.

         They were not alone in this, but were part of a trend which has emerged across Europe, and elsewhere in the world, at various times and for similar reasons. The collectors quickly amassed a huge body of material, mainly in manuscript, and they published songs, gave lectures, recitals and concerts, persuaded the education authorities to teach them in the state-school system, made a significant difference to classical music by inspiring composers to become part of an ‘English musical renaissance’, and generally established ‘folk song’ as a valid subcategory of the national musical culture.

         Some people at the time were dubious about folk song’s importance or value, and a few even questioned the underlying belief that it existed as a definable genre, but these doubts were soon put to rest. Although the collecting boom passed, throughout the interwar years nobody seriously questioned the notion of ‘folk song’ as laid down by the Victorian and Edwardian enthusiasts, and it continued to exist as a label to stick on certain musical items and styles. It was sufficiently vague and elastic to be very useful in this respect, and those few collectors who might have complained about the dilution of definitions were mostly already dead.

         It should be made clear, however, that in their genuine desire to bring these songs to a wider audience, these enthusiasts did not endeavour to replicate the singing styles of traditional singers, but arranged the songs for piano, for performance in middle-class homes and on the professional concert platform. ‘Folk song in evening dress’ was how some described it, and, apart from the tunes themselves, and sometimes the words, these performances bore almost no relation to how the songs had sounded or functioned in their traditional sphere. Others used the tunes in their classical compositions, which were even further removed from the songs as found in the mouths of the people.

         The corpus of ‘folk songs’ discovered and documented by the collectors is one of the starting points of this book, but this is far from the whole story. The collectors’ main limitation, from a modern perspective, is that they devised an extremely narrow definition of what constituted their field, and so they were highly selective in what they collected. In tangible terms, what they have left us is a wealth of information about one particular corner of everyday culture; they were not interested in documenting the whole range of songs sung by working people, nor were they particularly concerned with the social context of that singing, or the lives and opinions of the singers. But we are.

         While valuing their contribution to our knowledge, we have looked beyond their narrow definitions, and instead of asking ‘What folk songs did people sing?’, we are more concerned with the question ‘What songs did the folk sing?’

         The interwar period was a quiet time for folk-song study in England. Little collecting was done, and the controversies of the Edwardian period, which had put the subject on the map, had died down. Most people in the musical world regarded the subject as pretty much closed. In society in general, though, many people still learnt and sang songs in the ‘old traditional’ way, but this was fast becoming unusual, and the effects of the mass media were becoming more and more obvious.

         After the Second World War, however, there was a huge upsurge of popular interest in folk song (and other parts of the vernacular culture of the past), and a Folk Revival quickly took shape which drew, in part, on the material and the theories of the early collectors. The Revival was at first primarily a youth culture, with strong anti-Establishment leanings and a left-of-centre agenda, and it drew much of its inspiration from abroad, particularly America. But it rapidly blossomed and branched into different camps, each with its own interests and networks, and some of these focused on the traditional materials gathered by the earlier collectors in this country. In this ‘traditional’ sector of the Revival, beyond some griping about their lack of interest in urban culture, the Victorian and Edwardian collectors were at first largely accepted as valid pioneers and founders. A remarkably active new wave of collecting took place, this time with the benefit of the portable tape recorder, and a huge amount of new material was added to the national folk-song corpus. 

         With the expansion of the higher education sector in the 1960s, however, a new generation of academics began examining not only the material the collectors had gathered, but also their methods, motives and agendas. This was an excellent opportunity to deepen our understanding of the subject, and many new insights were presented, based on sound research. But this new academic promise was soured by negative polemic from some quarters, which still reverberates strongly in the field, and has also been perpetuated by those from outside our field who, seeking a general understanding of the subject, have been deliberately misdirected.

         This negativity became the new orthodoxy, and the early collectors came under fire from all sides. Their motives were questioned, their honesty impugned, their editorial practices dissected and found wanting, and their collecting and publishing rebranded as ‘mediation’, which although technically a neutral word is always used in a negative sense. Their theories (or assumptions) about the songs were rubbished, and they stood accused of misrepresenting and misappropriating the working classes and their culture. All their claims for the importance of folk song were denied because they were based on false principles and selective vision. Above all, they were found guilty of being bourgeois, and acting entirely within the frame of, and in the interests of, their own class. Following this line of argument, ‘folk song’ was declared never to have existed as a definable category of vernacular culture, but was a construct of the middle classes created for their own purposes, and commercial gain. If you think this is an exaggeration, read David Harker’s Fakesong and associated articles.

         Yet a reading of the history of folk-song collection and research over time helps to throw into relief several aspects which are so deeply embedded in our views of the subject that we hardly realise they are there. Many of the problems that have arisen over the years can be seen to have developed from two linked root causes, and the later academics are no more innocent of them than the Edwardians. The first can be labelled ‘folk song for use’, and the second as the ‘burden of expectation’.

         Nearly everyone who has come to folk song since Victorian times has wanted to do something with it, and usually to use it in some higher cause. They have wanted to revitalise English classical music, to counteract the evil influences of pop music, to bring beauty and innocent truth to school singing lessons, to foster pride in our nation, to bring about a socialist revolution, to support community cohesion, to promote a musical career, to enhance an academic career, or, in a mantra which is still heard regularly, to ‘bring folk back to the folk’. Both the first Revival, inaugurated by the Edwardian collectors, and the post-war Revival proclaimed themselves in terms of social or cultural movements, and the evangelical frame of mind which automatically ensues from this call to action invariably results in compromises to make the material more easily accessible, up to date and relevant to today’s society.

         We may smile at the misguided ‘folk song in evening dress’ and the piano arrangements of the Edwardian collectors, but these were no more incongruous than the guitars and denim of the post-war generation, and both were claimed as necessary to spread the word of folk music abroad. It is noticeable that almost all folk revivals are concerned with perpetuating the repertoire of the past, not the performance style or its context.

         The burden of expectation arises because those who have a ‘use’ in mind have invariably misunderstood what folk song can realistically offer, and the actuality struggles to fulfil their needs. In so many cases, enthusiasts have misjudged or overestimated folk song’s potential for furthering their cause, and have ended up either having to fake it or have turned away in disappointment. This goes a long way to explain the bitterness of the attack on folk song by the Marxist generation, for example. They wanted a ‘voice of the people’ to support their political agenda, and assumed that folk song could give it, but it was found wanting. Here was a form of workers’ culture which did not serve the political interests of their class, so it must have been corrupted, invented and/or appropriated by the usual suspects. Their disappointment was palpable, and soon turned destructive.

         In reality, the ‘voice of the people’ rarely says what we want it to say. Many of A. L. Lloyd’s editorial tinkerings and sleights of hand, which will be mentioned later in the book, were made simply to push the songs towards what he wished they had been – more supernatural, more bawdy, more ritualistic, more singable to modern audiences – while Ewan MacColl’s need for songs to fit the narratives of programmes like the Radio Ballads prompted him to fill the many lacunae by writing his own. Programme makers, and artists of all kinds, are always asking for songs which say X or are about Y, and much of the time go away disappointed, quickly jettisoning their formerly expressed desire for authenticity.

         
            *

         

         An essential element of the definition of a song is that it has words which are sung, and this implies a tune. It can be argued that as the tune is 50 per cent of the definition of song, it should get at least the same consideration as the words.

         On the surface it may seem that words and music should always be discussed together, but it is an unavoidable fact that, in historical enquiry, texts and tunes cannot be treated in the same way. They need different skills on the part of both the writer and the reader, and in many cases the sources for detailed musical analysis are simply not available. Before the invention of recorded sound, very few people, apart from the folk-song collectors, bothered to tell us what ordinary people were singing, and the majority of the widely available, cheap printed sources, such as broadside song-sheets, chapbooks and songsters,* do not include the music.

         One particular problem in the folk sphere is that there is often a very weak connection between text and tune. The same text could be sung to any number of tunes, and the same tune to many texts. In fact, the idea that texts and tunes should be immutably joined is a relatively recent phenomenon. Nowadays, the words of ‘White Christmas’ go with the tune ‘White Christmas’ and, apart from radio quiz programmes which make the panellists sing words to the ‘wrong’ tunes, we expect them to remain so fixed. But folk songs rarely work that way, unless they have recently been brought in from the ‘popular music’ world. In some cases we find a relatively strong connection between words and music (e.g. ‘The Farmer’s Boy’, which is almost always sung to the same tune), but more often than not the bond is much less stable.

         
            * See Chapter 13.

         

         Tunes can, of course, have a life of their own, independent of words – for dancing, marching or simply listening to, for example – but a consideration of these would take us too far from our central concern with song.

         A tune itself has no identifiable meaning in the way the words have. It invariably gets this, along with its subject matter, solely from its associated text, its verbal title or occasionally from its context. We associate the British national anthem with patriotism because of its words and the contexts in which it is played, but without those clues to meaning the tune would be no more patriotic than ‘Three Blind Mice’. There are plenty of bawdy songs, but no intrinsically bawdy tunes.

         Broadly speaking, the earliest antiquarians interested in ‘folk’ song were concerned with the words, while the Victorian and Edwardian collectors were far more interested in the tunes, because they thought them much the purer and older element. In an ideal world, neither approach is quite good enough, and this is particularly true when the verbal and musical elements are closely intertwined and of equal importance – as close attention to the ways singers wedded tune and words demonstrates. As historians, we try hard to avoid subjective aesthetic judgements, but we must always remember that, to the individual singer and his/her audience, it is precisely these criteria which were uppermost in their appreciation of any particular song.

         Julia Bishop, one of a handful of scholars who take folk-song music seriously, has kindly agreed to provide chapters on the music, and to outline some of the areas in which specialist musical analysis is proving fruitful.

         
            *

         

         Folk song is a fascinating phenomenon in its own right, and is just as entitled to being taken seriously as any other form of music, or any other form of human activity. It has its own repertoire, standards, techniques and traditions by which it should be judged, and it should never be dismissed on critical grounds devised for other types of music or activity. The porousness of its boundaries may be a problem for those seeking precise definition, but is actually one of folk’s main strengths. Like the English language, it has regularly been refreshed, not weakened, by its ability to incorporate items from anywhere that offers suitable material which can be assimilated into the genre and fulfils its basic functions.

         Taken as a whole, it is a remarkable testament to the abilities of seemingly ordinary people, down the centuries, in being able to create high-quality durable artistic material and even higher-quality performances, without formal training, commercial motive or any overt theoretical basis to their ‘art’. These skills alone are worth celebrating and are worthy of serious study and discussion.

         Folk song has been a central part of countless people’s lives, and was popular enough, and functional enough, to have lasted for many generations. It still has the power to fascinate and move people – including both those who were brought up with it and those who have come to it later. It has qualities which for over a hundred years have inspired numerous artists in other fields, most notably literature and various other forms of music, and it continues to do so.

         This book will not make any grand claims for folk song. It will not claim that folk is the musical soul of the nation, nor that it is a counterweight to mindless pop music where you cannot understand the words or hear the tune. It is not better than classical music because it is of the people, nor is it an antidote for modern ills brought about by alienation, urbanisation, consumerism, commercialisation, the mass media, the break-up of organic rural communities, or the fact that nobody talks to their neighbours any more. Singing folk songs does not make for better people, even if they sing them together, and there is nothing inherently better in home-made than in professional music. The act of singing may well have social or therapeutic value, but that value is not contingent on the type of song being sung. Folk song will not necessarily further any political cause, left or right, will not make people proud of their country, or more democratic in their outlook, and, most importantly, being, or pretending to be, working class is not inherently better than being middle class or bourgeois.

         Folk is not pure, undefiled, innocent, artless or any of the other adjectives assigned to it by romantic Edwardian enthusiasts. Some of its roots may go back many centuries, but much of it has grown much more recently. The weight of tradition can be a negative as well as a positive force, and as folk song has undergone so many changes over the years, no particular item, style or attitude is necessarily very old.

         There has not been a pure oral tradition for at least 500 years, and most folk songs owe their continued existence to their regular appearance in print. Most songs which were later recorded as folk songs were not written by the singing and dancing throng, or by ploughboys, milkmaids, miners or weavers, but by professional or semi-professional urban songwriters and poets. Many songs started life on the stage, in the pleasure garden, concert room, tavern or music hall, and we shall never understand folk song without taking account of these other kinds of music. But what matters is that, of all the songs available at any given time, the ploughboys, milkmaids, miners and weavers took hold of some, and liked them enough to learn and sing them, to make them their own and pass them on, and this makes them well worthy of our notice.

         
            *

         

         One practical problem for a book like this is whether or not to present the full texts (and tunes) for all the songs we discuss. It may sound like an obvious choice, but dozens of songs are referenced in the course of this book, and to include them all in full would turn the book into a songbook and leave no room for anything else.

         To preserve some balance, we have given a few songs in full, and elsewhere a verse or two to give a flavour of a text, but most often a song is referred to by its title alone. Fortunately, in the modern digital world, the interested reader can find a song relatively easily. After each mention of a title there is a number in curly brackets, for example ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ {408}. This is the so-called ‘Roud number’, which is used in my own Folk Song Index and Broadside Index and in many other online databases. This is the number by which this particular song is designated, regardless of the title given, and which enables the enquirer to locate versions, whether in a book, a manuscript collection, a published sound recording or online. Numbers beginning with ‘V’ designate songs that have not yet been found in ‘traditional’ versions, and are therefore restricted to the Broadside Index.

      

   




   
      
         
            1

            Is There Such a Thing as Folk Song, Anyway?

            Definitions and Discussions

         

         Let us start with the obvious by saying that something existed: John England, a gardener, whose ‘Seeds of Love’ was the first song that Cecil Sharp collected, sang it in a vicarage garden, in Hambridge, Somerset, in 1903. The singer, his background (occupation, age, residence), the song (its words and music), the venue (a garden), the provenance (where and how he learnt the song), the performance style (unaccompanied solo vocal), the collector (a person other than the singer taking enough interest to write it down), the time and the place: all are characteristics which appear to make this event very different from Pavarotti singing ‘Nessun dorma’ at the Royal Opera House, or the Beatles singing ‘She Loves You’ on the radio, or the choir at Ely Cathedral, or the London Symphony Orchestra.

         They are all music, some would say, so be happy with that. But whether or not John England’s song and/or his performance is in a completely different category from those others, and whether or not it should be called ‘folk’, and if so why, is what this whole book is about. We can enjoy it whatever we decide, but if we want to find out what it is and how it fits into the grand scheme of things, we have to start drawing conclusions, and we usually start by drawing boundaries.

         As will be seen, it is a special quality of folk song that at every turn in the discussion we shall encounter dispute and dissention, and pedantry will be unavoidable. And to test everyone’s patience to the limit, we shall spend much of our time discussing what folk song is not, before we get to what we think it is (or, rather, was). 

         We can start with a simple statement: A folk song is a song sung by a folk singer, and a folk singer is someone who sings folk songs. Ridiculous as this may sound, it is actually useful to highlight the way we often use the term ‘folk’ in everyday situations. Many of us do slide between the singer and the song, as well as the other characteristics with which we surrounded John England’s performance, when trying to gauge the ‘folk status’ of a particular item.

         Nowadays, once a singer is recognised as a ‘traditional singer’, for example, we take an interest in what they sing. If Harry Cox or Bob Copper includes ‘White Christmas’ in their repertoire, we take notice. But if Bing Crosby or Pavarotti sing ‘The Wild Colonial Boy’, we probably do not care.

         And this is the heart of the problem. We not only have trouble defining the field, but we do not even know what criteria to use to attempt it. None of the categories of music which we use in everyday life can be properly defined – classical, jazz, country, blues and so on – but we normally know which radio station to listen to, or which section of the record shop to visit, to find the kind of music that we like. But in the folk world, there is not only an absence of agreement, but often a feeling in some quarters that there should be no agreement, as any attempt at codification or drawing of boundaries is seen by many as antithetical to the subject as against the spirit of the thing, and not quite nice.

         Then there is the perennial tension between those who want to perform and those who want to research, and as the Folk Revival morphs into the Folk Arts sector, this gulf is set to widen dramatically. People who want to sing ‘folk songs’ in their choirs in arranged harmony do not want to know that such treatment is largely absent from the historical record and therefore alien to the tradition, as was. They want to forge their own tradition, and their only concern is whether it works for them.

         Before we attempt any definition, it will be as well to set some parameters by being clear what we are not trying to do. This book is not about now, or indeed about anything that has been added to the genre of ‘folk’ since the post-Second World War Revival. It is a history up to about 1950.

         The fundamental problem with now is that the parameters of the word ‘folk’ have been broadened so frequently, and so wantonly, as a result of the post-war Revival and music-industry involvement, as to include materials and styles which were very different, or even sometimes effectively opposite, to what had previously been included that the word has lost any useful meaning. Tenors with pianos, protest singers with guitars, electric folk-rock bands, harmony groups, choir arrangements, anything vaguely ‘Celtic’, and all the disparate styles and repertoires and motives which have been adopted, have stretched the boundaries almost to breaking point. And, logic dictates, given such an elastic definition, the boundaries must be left open-ended to incorporate any new developments which may come along.

         Some people would even argue that it is a welcome development, as a sign of the ‘living tradition’ of ‘folk’, but it effectively destroys any hope of defining the pre-Revival material at all. Every word we potentially use to describe old-style ‘traditional’ singing is immediately negated by post-war examples –‘predominantly unaccompanied’, ‘solo’, ‘unarranged’, ‘non-harmonised’, ‘amateur’, ‘untrained’, ‘performed face to face in a local community’, ‘anonymously authored’, and so on, are all dismissed as inadmissible because they do not fit with what happened later.

         It is not our purpose here to discuss whether or not any of the modern styles are ‘folk’, but what we are doing, in effect, is to reclaim the word from all its additions and accretions, to get back to something approaching what the Victorians and Edwardians meant by the word, but with additions and corrections of our own based on a re-interpretation of the evidence from their time.

         These problems of the incremental creep of definitional expansion, combined with a wide-ranging unease about the imprecise and classcentric connotations inherent in the earlier definitions, gave the word ‘folk’ a very bad name in both scholarly discourse and in circles where the earlier styles were liked and studied, from the 1970s onwards. We all started using ‘traditional’ instead of ‘folk’, until that began causing problems, in part because to second-generation revivalists the first generation is ‘traditional’. So some began to favour ‘vernacular’ (because no one would want to steal that), but as that is a broader term encompassing grass-roots ‘pop music’, it again proved unsatisfactory. All words have cultural baggage.

         ‘Traditional’ was, in fact, a useful move forward, because it foregrounded the process by which folk songs are created, rather than the item itself or the people involved. In this book, ‘traditional’ will be used as an almost exact synonym for ‘folk’, because they are inextricably linked, but it is not our intention to try to force the rest of the world to change its terminology – we shall be happy enough if the words work within the book’s covers.

         Our definitional problems are nothing new. As we shall see, the term ‘folk song’ came into general use only in the 1880s, but already by 1906 Cecil Sharp was complaining that it had been usurped by people writing about other kinds of song (in this case composed ‘national songs’) and that we had thereby lost a useful term with nothing to replace it.

         And the problem we have now is exactly the same as his. The educationalists of his day were happy to suggest that ‘folk songs’ were ideal for teaching children to sing as they were ‘of the people’ and redolent of the national musical character because passed on through the generations, but then to use this rhetoric to champion some other kind of music. It is no surprise that he reacted sharply and loudly.

         There is another underlying problem which often militates against an effective definition of ‘folk song’, and that is the great unspoken assumption that any definition must be relevant for all cultures at all times. There is no logical reason why this should be so, as cultures and periods can be so different, but it is very convenient for writers who wish to make a point for which there is no evidence in the place under discussion, as they can merely quote something from elsewhere.

         To all intents and purposes, this notion of the universality of ‘folkness’ is the last vestige of the ‘cultural survivals’ theory on which the pioneer Victorian folklorists based so much of their argument in promoting their new discipline. The writings of Johann Gottfried Herder* and the other Romantic Nationalists also taught us to assume that all cultures go through similar ‘folk’ stages. This theory was underpinned by other, equally unproven, assumptions, including the idea that anything vaguely ‘folky’ in a Western culture such as ours is necessarily very old, and is therefore useful evidence from previous stages.

         The definitions attempted here are aimed at elucidating the situation in England, in the historical period, and are probably also relevant, to a degree, to the rest of Britain and Ireland, and to those countries largely settled by British emigration, such as North America, Australia and New Zealand. But even here the assumption of overall similarity must not be taken too far. In Ireland, Wales and the Scottish Highlands, for example, the presence of a different language, with its attendant culture, complicated the issue, and will have had a significant effect in the development of the ‘folk music’ of those areas. How much similarity or difference there is between, say, English and Scottish folk song, is again beyond the parameters of this book, but many commentators have regarded England and the Scottish Lowlands as, broadly speaking, one folk-song area.

         As already indicated, folk song is often defined by what it is not, by comparison with other categories of music, and this can be a useful starting point at the broadest level because it maps some of the terrain, although it is of limited further application as it relies on the kind of stereotypes of other kinds of music which we complain of others applying to folk. From this perspective, folk is contrasted with classical, or art, music on one side, and pop music on the other.

         Classical music is normally composed by highly musically literate individuals and performed by professional trained musicians, learning from a set score. It is not only musicians who are so schooled, but singers too, who are trained to breathe in certain ways, to vocalise their vowels, to express the emotion of the piece, to use light and shade and varied dynamics, to reach higher or lower notes, and to keep the sound pure – in effect, to produce artificial sounds which are regarded as the goal of proper or ‘good’ singing and are, by definition, very different from what an ordinary, untrained person achieves when they just open their mouth to sing.

         
            * See page 47.

         

         The music itself is planned, intellectual, usually complex (even if studiously simple), arranged, and not amenable to performance outside the milieu for which it was written. You cannot play a symphony on a mouth organ, or do a barn dance on ballet points.

         Composers are usually known, their art respected, and deviation from their composed score is not common, beyond the relatively restricted area of interpretation. The bulk of the population is excluded from this kind of music-making, and are passive listeners. Above all, in Western societies, classical music is given high status and in the past was effectively aimed at the literate and affluent minority. General histories of music have almost always been concerned almost entirely with classical music.

         Virtually all the Victorian and Edwardian folk-song collectors, and almost every educated commentator and writer on the subject before the Second World War, had a background in classical music, and their default knowledge and taste was in that area. Most also heartily disliked the popular music of their time, and studiously avoided any real comparison between ‘folk’ and ‘pop’. Yet in the real world, although it is not that difficult to recognise a distinction between the poles of classical music and folk song, it is extremely hard to ignore the fact that pop and folk share key characteristics.

         In its purest modern form, ‘popular’ music is produced and performed primarily as a commercial venture through the music industry. Writers and performers are paid for what they do and, in general, what is not popular enough to sell does not get promoted or disseminated. There is a heavy accent on popularity – that is, on whether a mass audience will buy the music or pay to see and hear it – and on there being a constant flow of new material. Most people listen to the songs rather than perform them.

         In popular music, it is largely the performers who are known to the buying public, and they are the ones who create the ‘correct’ versions of songs, although in an open market others are free to compete with their own versions. The music itself is relatively simple, undemanding, and intellectually and musically accessible to a wide audience. Singing styles, in particular, are nearer to ‘natural’, but there is a constant pressure on performers to learn new material and to develop their skills or their act to keep their buyers interested. Popular music is more democratic than classical music, because amateurs and newcomers can enter the field at a grass-roots level without formal training or qualifications.

         In both popular and classical music, the usual relationship between performer and audience is impersonal and on a large scale. Performers perform to large anonymous groups who listen, and although these audiences may sing along, or contribute to the event in other ways, they are strangers to those on stage and to each other.

         It can be argued that this description of popular music is too rooted in how it developed in the twentieth century, and that the reality in previous centuries was very different. But the fundamental features of commercial music were there in embryonic form from at least the eighteenth century, and people of the time readily recognised the differences between highbrow and popular styles. And by the second half of the nineteenth century, all the traits of the modern popular music industry were taking shape in the music hall and drawing-room ballad genres. The only missing component was the absence of broadcasting and sound-recording technology.

         One more underlying problem which must be addressed, before we go on to discuss what we think folk song was, is a question which subtly bedevils every single discussion about ‘folk’ – the confusion over whether our definition relates to origin or use. This confused argument is particularly fierce, for example, between those who claim a song or tune for one particular group, such as English or Scottish.

         The early collectors set us on the wrong track by stressing origin as the main definitional characteristic of folk song, but we now have serious reservations about this approach. Admittedly they were talking mainly about the tunes, and their conclusions in that sphere were necessarily speculative because we simply do not know where many of the tunes came from. But for the words it is perfectly clear now that many (probably most) of the songs they collected were of relatively recent composition and had not been written in ancient times or by the unlettered ‘folk’ at all.

         Earlier writers who were interested specifically in ballads, especially following the publication of F. J. Child’s English and Scottish Popular Ballads,† were pretty much obsessed by the songs’ origins, which they often located in the medieval minstrel era because they thought that it was this aspect that gave the material its particular character, and also gave the ballads historical importance in the literary world.

         The ‘ballad wars’ of the earlier twentieth century (which D. K. Wilgus refers to as ‘the morphology of dry bones’) were primarily about whether the authorship of the ballads was communal or individual, or some mixture of the two. Implicit in this contention about origin is whether the ballads were written by educated, relatively high-status individuals, or by professionals like the court minstrels, and from them trickled down to the ‘folk’, or were written by members of the ‘folk’ and trickled up.

         Without going into too much detail, the argument is largely irrelevant for our concerns here, for several reasons. The origin of the ballads is hypothetical, and assumes an age which cannot be proved. There are many centuries between the earliest-known versions and the types of society imagined by the origin theorists. Songs which survived from before, say, 1700, form less than 5 per cent of the total ‘folk’ repertoire of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the rest being of much more recent origin. As often happens in our field, explanations for one small part of the corpus threaten to warp our understanding of the whole.

         Putting origin aside for the moment, it must be clearly stated that the key component of the definition of ‘folk song’ in this book is that it is the process through which songs pass, in the brains and voices of ordinary people, which stamps them as ‘folk’. Therefore, songs which the common people have adopted as their own, regardless of origin, constitute in some way or another their collective voice, and are ‘folk songs’.

         
            † See page 109.

         

         In addition, the whole thrust of this book is that the collectors were so selective that the picture of ‘folk song’ they left us is extremely partial. We wish to include in our definition everything that the people sang, of their own volition, not just those chosen by our predecessors, and that means admitting a range of songs the collectors omitted because they deemed them too recently composed or too close to the popular music of the time.

         Here is our first important principle of definition, which we will say again and again to get the point home: It is not the origin of a song which makes it ‘folk’, but what the ‘folk’ do with it. This in itself has significant ramifications for our discussion, because it moves us towards what can be termed a definition by context.

         This idea is not entirely new. For some time, many writers on folk song and folklore have moved from trying to define the thing itself towards the declaration that what makes an item ‘traditional’ or ‘folk’ is the process through which it passes, and the context in which it is found. This does not solve many problems, because these concepts are just as difficult to define, but it does move us forward if we learn not to look for absolutes. If the characteristics of ‘folk’ are not clear-cut or exclusive, perhaps it is always a question of degree which matters rather than the presence or absence of a particular attribute. It also means that we must remember to take notice of the whole of the traditional process – learning and performance and onward transmission – rather than one aspect of it alone. A singer might learn a song from the printed page, or in school, church or a theatre, but as soon as he or she starts to sing it, and others take it up, it becomes ‘folk’.

         Let us attempt a description of the characteristics of folk song, as based on the evidence that the song collectors gathered, plus the last hundred years or so of commentary and research, plus what I think after writing this book.

         Folk song is everyday vocal music within a community; it is learned and performed in informal, untrained, face-to-face, voluntary, non-commercial situations, sanctioned by community approval and custom; songs are passed on from person to person informally, the singers adhere to local norms and are uninhibited by status or theory; singers are not constrained by adherence to a perceived original and correct rendition; songs themselves and performance styles vary, but within the expected parameters of local usage.

         A ‘community’ can be any cohesive group sharing common social factors – a village, or part of it, an occupation or place of work, a school, the regular drinkers in a particular pub, a family, the men, the women, the children of a place, a temporary bringing together in a ship at sea, or in a barracks – and people will belong to more than one community.

         The following statements will help put these abstract concepts into context, and add some details:

         
            	It is not the origin of a song that makes it folk but the transmission within the folk tradition which makes it so. It is not where it comes from that matters, but what the folk do with it (what some people summarise as ‘folk song by destination’ rather than ‘folk song by origin’).

            	Folk song is not only defined partly by its social context; it relies on that context for its existence.

            	Folk song does not exist in a cultural or musical vacuum.

            	Oral/aural transmission has always been an extremely important component in folk traditions, but since the invention of printing, there has probably never been a purely ‘oral’ tradition, even among the lower classes.

            	However learnt (even if from print or musical notation), performance is normally carried without the aid of written text or notated tune.

            	The folk have always taken their material from anywhere they liked, in whatever medium they have found convenient.

            	As soon as new media, such as recorded sound, films and broadcasting became available, these were readily adopted as sources of new songs.

            	Within an active tradition, songs are passed from person to person and thereby down the generations. New or different songs can enter a local tradition at any time. 

            	If nobody in the community likes a song enough to learn it, it will die within that community, but this is not the only possible reason for the ‘death’ of a song.

            	Folk songs are not necessarily very old, but they must have been around long enough to become part of this traditional transmission (two generations might be an acceptable rule of thumb).

            	Like all human cultural activities, folk song is not static but is in a continual state of flux, and has always changed over time.

            	A new song usually loses its origin and becomes anonymous and common property. The people themselves rarely have an ‘original’ of a song with which they can compare their own version.

            	From the folklorist’s point of view, no version of a song is ‘better’ than another, but singers themselves will have criteria by which they will judge songs and performances.

         

         In practical terms, it must always be remembered that we rarely have sufficient information about a song, singer or event to be completely positive about how far they match the criteria we have listed, and in particular that the quest for ‘purity’ is futile and misleading, which is a point we will return to later. While there must be some notion of ‘authenticity’ to decide whether an item or event fits into the folk category at all, the relative nature of the perception must always be in play. The only absolute rule is that there are no absolutes.

         We must start to face the problems raised by our loose, context-heavy descriptions, and the first is: which of these elements is essential and what is the weight carried by each one? If we learn of an informal face-to-face singing event carried out by a musically educated professional, is that event still ‘folk’ enough for us? The most highly trained opera star may have learnt songs in childhood or in the army (while he was still ‘folk’), but now sing them in an operatic style, for example.

         What might help to clarify this is a diagram – a system by which the characteristics could be seen as a linear spectrum, or as a series of concentric circles. In assessing any event, style of singing or person, we could measure it against our basic characteristics of ‘folkiness’ (for want of a better word), and we could give it a nominal score, placing it higher or lower on the scale, or closer or further away from the centre.

         Take West Gallery music, or ‘church bands’,‡ for example. The performers were drawn from the village, were predominantly working or at least artisan class, were amateur, not academically trained, and were largely in control of their performance style. But on the other hand, their repertoire was artificially constrained by a different group (the Church decreed only psalms), and the performance events were part of the formal ‘elite’ culture, so they may be positioned a small way, perhaps one or two rings, off the centre of this diagram. However, when the band functioned of its own volition, as carol-singers perambulating the village at Christmas, they would move much closer to the centre of our diagram.

         The problem of the concentric circles is that it naturally implies a ‘pure’ core, while the linear scale has a highest pure point of top marks. But we have declared that in our relative world there is no purity. So we invoke our ‘no absolutes’ rule and decree that there is a central core which no person, song or event can achieve – or in our marks out of ten, nothing will ever score more than nine.

         Before we get carried away with arguments about how much Harry Cox would score against Sam Larner, we must emphasise that the diagram idea is for discussion purposes only and is not advocated as the real way forward for research.

         Attentive readers will have noticed the rather large hole on what has gone before. We have glibly mentioned ‘the folk’, and the euphemistic ‘ordinary people’, but have nowhere shown any inclination to examine or explain what we mean.

         Talking about classes of people (in the sense of categories, not social classes) is one of the key elements in our definition. In this book we have included a description of sailors singing in the forecastle but are less interested in their officers, for example, and we have pounced on details of a pub session while ignoring the middle-class concert around the corner. But our concept of ‘ordinary people’ is again elastic.

         
            ‡ See page 506.

         

         References to social class always brings trouble from all sides, from those who hate the very idea of them to those who complain that we use the concept without really understanding it because we have not read enough Marx. Nowadays, everyone wants to be classed as an ‘ordinary person’, but in Victorian and Edwardian times many would have been desperate to avoid that epithet if it meant being lumped with the working classes (the upper classes did not need to worry about such things). And within the working classes there were myriad subtleties of difference by which people tried to distinguish themselves, as social observers like Flora Thompson (Lark Rise to Candleford) and Robert Roberts (The Classic Slum and A Ragged Schooling) make perfectly clear. Class was a fact of life, and everyone knew it, and knew pretty much where they stood.

         Bearing in mind that we are concerned with the past up to about 1950, we can agree with the early collectors that it was, broadly speaking, the members of the working classes who still sang songs passed between themselves traditionally, while the middle classes tended towards other repertoires specifically designed for them, and played their pianos from sheet music. This is a crude stereotype, but is how the collectors saw it (and they were there) and broadly how it looks from our vantage point.

         So, for our purposes and in our time frame, ‘ordinary people’ means more or less the majority, the working classes, with the proviso that it often includes the respectable upper end of the worker spectrum such as shopkeepers and skilled workers. Indeed, when we have evidence, we may mention that a particular event or style was apparently a feature of, say, the artisans rather than the labourers, and even, once or twice, notice that upper-class people learnt songs from their servants.

         The Victorian and Edwardian collectors were convinced that genuine folk songs could be found only in the minds and voices of the elderly, non-literate rural poor. Although unpopular with many modern commentators, their notions were by no means totally wrong, for their time. The reason why they were interested in the elderly was simply because the collectors believed folk songs, as they defined them, were dying out. They were quite right, such practices were certainly dying, but they have taken much longer to expire than anyone imagined then.

         The collectors have been denigrated for this focus on rural culture too, but this emphasis has again been deliberately overstated to score cheap points against them and label them as sophisticated urbanites condescending to the ill-educated rural poor.

         At the time they were writing, the huge social changes of the nineteenth century were still being worked out. Major developments like industrialisation, capitalisation, urbanisation, universal education, transport, mechanisation, political organisation, commercial leisure and entertainment operated together and bounced off each other. In assessing their effects on something as intangible as musical taste and style, it is impossible to single out which was more important.

         The crucial point here is that at a time of rapid social change, some social dichotomies and divisions were created and widened, while others narrowed. In England from around 1850, more people lived in urban than rural areas, and this trend accelerated over the following decades. As urban areas ‘progressed’ culturally and economically much faster than rural areas, a real town/country divide opened up, and by Edwardian times there was indeed a huge difference in lived experience depending on where you lived and worked. It is not unreasonable to suggest that, during this time if not before and after, access to musical forms (and therefore taste) could be broadly different between the two groups. It is only with the development of recorded and broadcast sound that access to music in rural and urban areas could start to even out.

         Similarly, with things changing rapidly, the tastes, experiences and opportunities of the young progressively diverged from those of the old, and as new forms of musical entertainment became increasingly available, this may well have been one of the first visible symptoms of wider cultural change.

         It was the collectors’ contention that the styles and habits of life which foster folk song were largely being chased out by education, travel, musical training and, crucially, easy access to popular commercial music, and broadly and crudely speaking, they were right. They were well aware that people in the middle and upper echelons of society had long excluded themselves, culturally, from a ‘folk’ way of doing things. ‘Tradition’ was less important in their lives, and they got their education and entertainment in other ways, from outside their immediate community, and deliberately distanced themselves from ‘lower-class’ ways of doing things. A similar argument could be made about the rapidly growing urban working classes in the nineteenth century. If easy access to commercial popular music gradually turned people from active performers to a passive audience, and if ‘new’ songs and styles came thick and fast, it is not unreasonable to expect that urban workers would move away from the older-style ‘traditional’ culture associated with their rural counterparts.

         Nevertheless, we do need to distance ourselves from a tendency that the Edwardian collectors had of exaggerating the ‘illiterate’ or ‘unlearned’ peasant angle of folk song. They did this as part of their campaign to claim that folk song constituted the musical soul of the nation, stemming from an unspoilt folk. We are concerned with everyone who participated in the folk tradition, whoever they may have been, although, as we have already said, it was the lower classes most of the time.

         We can now look at previous definitions, to see how ours compares with what went before.

         The first real attempt to define our subject, which everyone since has had to take into account, was by Cecil Sharp, in his English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions (1907):

         
            In this book the word folk-song will be used exclusively to denote the song which has been created by the common people in contradistinction to the song, popular or otherwise, which has been composed by the educated. We shall see later on that it might be possible to expand this definition by the addition of further qualifications, such as ‘evolved’, ‘communal’ and so forth; but for the present it is enough to define it as: THE SONG CREATED BY THE COMMON PEOPLE.1

         

         Two things should be said straight away about Sharp’s published viewpoint. The first is that he had been actively collecting for only about three years before writing the book, but he was already one of the most experienced collectors of his generation. And secondly that the book was written, in haste, in a fit of pique after his bruising confrontation with the Board of Education over their use of ‘national songs’ in schools while calling them ‘folk songs’.§ Nevertheless, as far as we know, he published little to modify these early ‘conclusions’.

         His short chapter ‘Definition’ (four pages), from which the paragraph is taken, was followed by much longer ones on origin (ten pages) and evolution (fifteen pages).

         We must first take issue with the bald statement ‘created by’, because the evidence now indicates that many of the songs he collected were written by professionals, and this is even truer of the expanded repertoire we now wish to include in the term. But his ‘created by’ is modified a little later by the idea of the community ‘creating’ the song by altering it.

         Sharp relied heavily on notions of ‘evolution’, which underpinned his whole argument. He stressed three principles involved in the way tradition worked to shape songs, and invoked a version of ‘the survival of the fittest’ to explain how this transmission all but ensured that ‘good’ points always outweighed ‘bad’ ones in the long run.

         His three characteristics of tradition, which became something of a holy trinity for his followers, were continuity, selection and variation. Continuity ensured the survival of a song in its transmission down the generations. But selection by the community ensured that only the songs which were sufficiently ‘liked’ would survive. If a song was not good enough, no one would learn it, it would have no continuity, it would die. Variation was always present because in informal, primarily oral performance, change was inevitable. The principle of selection would ensure that only those variations which gained the approval of others would achieve continuity, so again only ‘the best’ would survive.

         
            § See page 128.

         

         It is certainly a rather crude model, and clearly too positive, but, on the surface, it works well enough to describe what happened. One good feature is that it includes both the individual and the community in the process. One bad feature is that Sharp automatically assumed that the ‘fittest’ was the most aesthetically pleasing to him and his kind, whereas a song may have had other qualities, or functions, which made it survive – a shanty might survive because it works well rather than sounds good, and a bawdy song might survive precisely because it is ugly, and therefore more shocking.

         But the crux of Sharp’s definition, and those of all his generation, and most commentators since, is the supposed orality of folk song. It is this which sharply distinguishes it from classical music, it is this which creates variation, it is this which ensures that the song reflects the people’s thoughts and tastes rather than those of the educated classes. And it is this concept of a purely oral tradition which has been most attacked by recent writers offering criticisms of the collectors’ views.

         Taken literally, which is how most of the early definers meant it to be, the idea of a purely oral tradition, in Britain, is plainly fanciful. It can easily be shown that print and manuscript played an important role in folk-song creation and transmission. For a very long time, many singers have been able to read, and even if they could not there were always people in the community who could. Most songs were written by professionals and first reached ‘the folk’ in printed form, by way of broadsides and books; singers often learnt from print, or wrote down the words of their songs to help learn or remember them, or to pass them on.

         On the other hand, we know that a great deal of learning by ear also took place, and learning is anyway only one part of the equation. Once a song was learnt, oral performance without the aid of a written text was the norm, and to argue for orality as a significant part of folk-song definition is entirely justifiable. And, even more to the point, we can immediately demonstrate that the concept of an oral tradition is quite accurately used for one half of the folk-song equation – the tunes. Sharp and his colleagues were almost always writing about the tunes rather than the words, even when not overtly so, and this fact really does change the whole definitional landscape.

         Throughout our period, musical literacy was a tiny fraction of ordinary literacy, and was concentrated mainly in the middle and upper classes. The printed materials which circulated the words of songs rarely included the music.

         So, the only error that the collectors can really be accused of, in regard to orality, is their contention that it was an absolute state. If one can find a word which means ‘passed on within a tradition in which oral transmission features heavily but not exclusively, though much more than in art and other music’, and slip it into their writing, their definitions would look much more tenable.

         The same goes for another feature which figures greatly in their writing, the idea of ‘the folk’ being illiterate. Again, this can easily be shown to be faulty if taken literally, but it does not take much knowledge of the complex history of ‘popular literacy’ to know that there were indeed huge numbers of people who could read, up to a point, but who rarely used that skill in everyday life.

         One further point, stressed by some definers, needs to be considered. The question of anonymity is often put forward as a key component of traditional song, and it is broadly true that the knowledge of who wrote (or first sang) a song is usually of little importance. But the point is sometimes slightly misconstrued. It is not a question of whether we, the onlookers or specialists, know the authorship of the song; it is whether the singers and listeners were aware, or whether they even cared. Certainly the informal traditional transmission of songs routinely drops ‘superfluous’ knowledge like who wrote the song, and in the case of songs brought in from broadsides they really are anonymous. But in the later years of our period, when recordings and broadcasts brought the ‘pop’ world closer to people’s lives, many singers were indeed more aware of provenance and it was not unusual to hear traditional singers say, ‘This is a Gus Elen song’ or ‘I like Harry Lauder’s songs’, although this information is not always accurate, and an awful lot of vaguely Scottish-sounding songs get attributed to Robert Burns.

         Sharp’s writings were clearly the basis for the other major pronouncement on definition, adopted at the seventh conference of the International Folk Music Council held at São Paulo, Brazil, in August 1954, and published in their journal:

         
            Folk music is the product of a musical tradition that has been evolved through the process of oral transmission. The factors that shape the tradition are: (i) continuity, which links the present with the past; (ii) variation, which springs from the creative impulse of the individual or the group; (iii) selection by the community, which determines the form or forms in which the music survives.

            The term can be applied to music that has been evolved from rudimentary beginnings by a community uninfluenced by popular and art music and it can likewise be applied to music which has originated with an individual composer and has subsequently been absorbed into the unwritten living tradition of a community.

            The term does not cover composed popular music that has been taken over ready-made by a community and remains unchanged, for it is the re-fashioning and recreation of the music by the community that gives it its folk character.2

         

         The definition was accepted by the congress (voting by country, eleven in favour, one against and three abstentions). Apart from a quibble with ‘oral’ in the first sentence, if I had been at the conference, I would have happily voted in favour of the resolution.

         A little more can be said about the notion of ‘tradition’, as it is so central to our definition but is capable of many interpretations. Matthew Gelbart’s Invention of ‘Folk Music’ and ‘Art Music’ (2007), for example, is particularly good on the way notions of ‘tradition’ were forged in the vigorous eighteenth-century debates about national music (particularly in Scotland) and the ancient epics and national literatures being discovered (or created) at the time. 

         In debates such as these, it was pointed out that ‘tradition’ had often been used in the past as a shorthand for ‘oral tradition’, and the argument hinged, to a large extent, on the fundamental question of whether an oral tradition, in the hands of the common people, was capable of faithfully transmitting long and complex epics or ballad narratives of high literary quality over extended periods of time. One side of the debate denigrated ‘tradition’, while the other championed it, and the latter eventually moved to a position which argued that because of the inherent qualities of ‘the folk’, and the workings of evolution, songs and tunes which passed through their hands were shaped and, in effect, created by the traditional process. It was a form of alchemy which turned lead into gold, although the same metaphor has been used, with the words rearranged, to say the opposite.

         Again, the problem with these discussions, valuable and necessary as they are, is that they leave us with no words to describe our field, and the difficulty of how to discuss what was there and what was happening. Songs were passed on, from person to person, and down the generations, and we need a word for that process.

         So, with Gelbart’s strictures in mind, as a brake on putting too much weight on any wider application, and in particular guarding against the assumption that ‘tradition’ is always a positive force, we must also reclaim it for our own purposes. We are not concerned with long, complex cultural artefacts, such as epics and romances, and care not whether our model works for them. Our materials are much more humble, and there is no doubt that ‘traditional’ methods of transmission can handle these perfectly well, especially as the items concerned are packaged in such a way as to increase their chances of survival. The combination of music and words, its repetitive structure, the rhyme scheme, the stories, the commonplaces and formulaic language, the habit-forming tunes: all make our ‘folk songs’ highly memorable and transmittable, given only the requisite milieux for performance and learning, and willingness on the part of the receivers.

         Perhaps we need to qualify what sort of tradition we are talking about, and the best term we can come up with to describe our field is, ironically, ‘folk tradition’. By this we mean the process in which, and by which, songs are passed on informally from person to person in non-commercial, untrained, face-to-face situations (‘untrained’ here refers to the lack of formal instruction, not the informal teaching of, say, a mother teaching her son to play the fiddle).

         A tradition’s compass may be as wide as a region, or even a country, but its experience is always personal and local. It may be that everyone in the region does something a certain way, but before the invention of broadcast media, the way in which an item is transmitted is always local. In speaking of tradition, we often slide between aggregation and particularisation, the macro and the micro, but our understanding must always be rooted in the latter.

         As already stated, there will be more than one tradition within most communities, which can be seen as the individual threads in a woven fabric. Any one person will belong to several groupings, and many allegiances will change over time. The phrase ‘the tradition’ is always shorthand for the group of threads in the particular community under discussion at the time.

         Crucially, the traditional process includes both the act of performance and the act of learning. Cultural items such as songs are passed from person to person in the performance–listening interaction, and this can be seen as horizontal transmission within a community. But as some of the learners will outlive the current performer, the same process transmits the song vertically, down the generations. 

         
            Notes

            1. Sharp, Some Conclusions (1907), p. 3.

            2. Journal of the International Folk Music Council 7 (1955), p. 23.
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            CHARTING THE HISTORY OF FOLK-SONG STUDY
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            Introduction

         

         Writers on folk song often spend a great deal of time delving into the way an interest in the subject gradually developed over the centuries, and how this led to the first and second Revivals. The history of the discovery and collection of folk song is certainly a fascinating study in itself, as a minor but significant part of society’s search for a cultural understanding of the past. It is also important in order to investigate how our current attitudes developed, and vital for an assessment of the evidence which we have at our disposal. But it must never be mistaken for a history of folk song itself.

         The mistake is easily made. It is so easy to view folk song merely as the raw material on which others have worked to make their own interpretations. The uncut diamonds from which polished jewels of classical music were created, or on which the folk arts feed for inspiration, or the modern singer interprets in performance, as if the end result is inevitably more interesting than what helped to create it. The writings of the Victorian and Edwardian collectors are suffused with such unspoken assumptions, and many modern-day histories of music are the same. It is simply the logical conclusion of the ‘folk song for use’ attitude detailed in the main introduction of this book, that the ‘use’ is more important than the thing itself.

         This chapter and the next are presented in roughly chronological order, as most histories tend to be, and are organised around the key people involved. But it will soon be clear that any logical progression which we try to impose on the evidence is a convenient construct and we should try to remember the complexity of life as really lived. 

         What we would like to find is a neat logical development towards the goal of fully fledged folk-song study. We want collectors who did not discriminate against ‘other kinds’ of song, or at least who indicated how folk song fitted into the community’s wider singing practices. We want strict accuracy and fidelity in noting down tunes and words, especially if they are of a bawdy or protest nature, if not in their published books at least in the collectors’ manuscripts. We want to know who sang what, where, when and even why. Many of us expect the collectors and writers to be politically and sociologically aware of their actions and to avoid terms and theories which might upset us.

         Considering that the collectors and commentators had other interests and agendas, limited funds, opportunities and time, and the fact that many of the concepts and methods which we require of them had not been codified or even invented in their day, we can never fail to be disappointed.

         It is helpful to identify some of the themes which underlie the chronology, and in particular to isolate some of the categories of interest shown by the major players, and the impulses which drove them. Individuals’ motivations can be identified by the following labels, among others, but these are not, of course, mutually exclusive.

         HISTORICAL/ANTIQUARIAN

         We tend to use the word ‘antiquarian’ nowadays to denote amateur, dilettante or non-scientific interest in the past, but in the nineteenth century it was closer to the word ‘historian’ and carried no such stigma. Nearly all folk-song enthusiasts had something of an antiquarian interest in the material, either simply because it was seen as ‘old songs’, or because by definition the notion of tradition includes a vital connection with the past. But some were specifically interested in tracing the history of particular songs, tunes and musical styles. The acknowledged leader of this group was William Chappell, but in the folk-song fraternity Frank Kidson, Anne Gilchrist and Sabine Baring-Gould were the ones who carried on the antiquarian tradition. It must be said that some of the Edwardian collectors (including, probably, Cecil Sharp) began to view too much historical research with suspicion, primarily because it often called into question their rather vague notions about ancient and communal origin by finding named authors and firm dates for tunes, and routinely replaced romance with fact.

         It must be constantly borne in mind that many of the collectors who are discussed below had no notion of ‘folk song’ as we know it. Not only did the word not exist, but the idea that is the essence of our modern definition, of ‘songs of the people passed down by tradition’, had not been developed. Most writers and researchers before the third quarter of the nineteenth century were primarily interested in old songs. Sometimes, like Chappell, they were explicitly interested in popular old songs, which they defined as the ones most liked, or most characteristic of the time, or simply to differentiate them from the classical songs of the day. And the fact that a song lasted for some time was one proof of its popularity, and in this they get closer to our notion of ‘tradition’.

         LOCAL/REGIONAL

         This impulse was very strong in song study, as in much folklore research in this country. This is partly due to practicality – collecting locally is more feasible than at a distance – but it was more often because some researchers believed that songs were an integral part of the local culture and therefore of local identity. John Bell, for example, was interested in all things Newcastle, but particularly aware of how important song was in that local culture.

         In the middle years of the nineteenth century, there was a steady stream of books devoted to songs from particular areas – usually defined by county. Examples of these regional publications are James Orchard Halliwell’s Yorkshire Anthology (1851) and Norfolk Anthology (1852); C. J. Davison Ingledew’s, Ballads and Songs of Yorkshire (1860); Llewellyn Jewitt’s Ballads and Songs of Derbyshire (1867); and John Harland’s Ballads and Songs of Lancashire (1865) and Lancashire Lyrics (1867). But their value to the folk-song scholar is severely limited. These editors were concerned to find the local, and presented any material that was about a local place or person, or had some other connection with the area. Typically, these were culled from previously published local histories, broadsides and other printed materials, and were in general from a much higher class than the humble folk song, and there is rarely any evidence that they were actually sung. Nevertheless, a few folk songs did get included, but usually without their tunes.

         Once the folk-song collectors were afield, it was soon realised that more or less the same repertoire could be found across the whole country, but they still often concentrated on particular regions, from convenience. For some, like Lucy Broadwood and Anne Gilchrist, their best collecting was carried out on their own doorstep, or where they happened to be staying on holiday, and Baring-Gould and Alfred Williams also concentrated on their home areas. But the Folk-Song Society did have an ideal of covering the whole country, and Lucy Broadwood directed George Gardiner to Hampshire, and the Hammond Brothers to Dorset. Meanwhile, Ralph Vaughan Williams stumbled upon folk song in East Anglia and then concentrated on the area, Percy Grainger likewise in Lincolnshire, while Sharp certainly had notions of the value of in-depth fieldwork in one specific area of Somerset.

         MUSICAL/LITERARY

         Often manifested in opposition, as one or the other. Broadly speaking, the earlier song editors were primarily interested in the words, but from the mid-nineteenth century the music began to take centre stage. Davies Gilbert and William Sandys both included the tunes of the carols which they gathered for publication, and by the 1840s William Chappell was deeply involved in tune-history research. In late Victorian and Edwardian times, the new ‘folk-song’ collectors were almost entirely interested in the tunes, and viewed the song texts as either unimportant or corrupted by broadsides and other printed materials. Alfred Williams is the only one of the major collectors to think more of the words than the tunes. 

         But a long line of ‘ballad scholars’, stretching from Thomas Percy in the eighteenth century to F. J. Child and beyond, believed that the older material in particular was best seen as poetry, and although they paid lip-service to the fact that ballads had once been sung, it was the words that really mattered to them. Most of the regional and local interest (especially in dialect forms) was also concentrated in the words, except in the case of the north-east, where the existence of the smallpipes (a local form of bagpipe) as a local instrument meant that tunes also received some attention.

         SOCIOLOGICAL

         What we would now call a sociological interest, in which folk song was seen as an integral part of a more general interest in the lives of the singers and their communities, was rare in the nineteenth-century collectors, although Baring-Gould’s comments about his singers sometimes reveal some of this kind of tendency. But Alfred Williams, collecting in the Upper Thames region around 1914, comes the nearest to this perspective, as he specifically stated that he was interested in song because it was an integral part of the village life he wished to document. It could also be argued that Alice Gillington, and the others who collected songs from Gypsies, were more interested in the lives of their singers than most of the collectors of the time, although they give little information about them. On the whole it is true to say that the early collectors were not particularly interested in the people and their lives, and a concern for the social context developed, and then patchily, only after the Second World War.

         FOLKLORIC

         The majority of folklorists took little notice of music, but some, like Ella M. Leather and Charlotte Burne, came across songs in their efforts to collect everything folkloric in their area of interest, and then went out of their way to note them down. Both these women joined the Folk-Song Society, as well as being members of the Folklore Society, and another renowned folklorist, Alice Gomme, was a founder member of both organisations. She was one of several in the folklore fraternity who collected children’s singing games, which have a clear crossover with folk song. In general, those in the song fraternity who were interested in the content of a song and its connections with folk tales or superstitions simply borrowed from the folklorists’ writings without question.

         EVANGELICAL

         Developing quite late in the day, the ‘evangelical’ impulse took real hold around the turn of the twentieth century and goes hand-in-hand with the aesthetic and the nationalistic threads, which will be discussed below. If folk song represents the musical soul of the nation, it is deemed incumbent on the few who know the secret to bring it to the attention of the rest of society. They must ‘turn people on’ to it, they must teach it to schoolchildren, they must ‘bring folk music back to the folk’. This shades very quickly into the philanthropic impulse, most easily seen in the Edwardian Folk-dance Revival – these are beautiful songs and dances that will bring beauty and meaning to the poor working classes, who are starved of such things in their daily lives – but by the post-war Revival the evangelical impulse is more aesthetically or sociologically based.

         POLITICAL

         The political impulse is the hardest to pin down, because often hidden, but is very popular with present-day writers who never hesitate to assign the political motive of their choice to people in the past. One of the simplest ways of doing this in our field is to pick on a particular factor or feature – usually social class – and to paint the people involved as one definable group whose every action is designed, covertly or overtly, for one purpose and to further the ends of that group. There are many general theoretical political treatises which can be brought in to give the method credibility.

         We will say it loud and clear. Nearly all the people who wrote books about old songs, or who collected folk songs, were middle class, educated, literate, bourgeois. But the same is true of every other subject under the sun. As sensible historians we acknowledge the fact, keep it in mind when assessing evidence, and get on with the job. As will become clear in the following chapter and beyond, we do not hold with the facile notion that the men and women featured in this book operated as a group and worked to expropriate the culture of the working class for their own class purposes, and we believe that the evidence does not support this interpretation of events. Certainly, some had notions, often only vaguely thought through, of using folk music to improve the lot and taste of the working classes, but this does not make them class warriors.

         Their common interest makes them a group; their backgrounds, variant interests and individuality prevented them from acting as one. Social class is not necessarily the determining feature in our quest for knowledge, and, in cultural terms, class relations are not necessarily always based on or best understood as conflict.

         The nationalist and patriotic impulses fall into what we would now brand as ‘political’ too, although they were not generally seen in this way at the time. And there is a difference between what we could term ‘cultural nationalism’ and ‘political nationalism’, and it is likely that many of the collectors/musicians who believed in the former would have been most offended at being accused of the latter. A bundle of ideas grew steadily during the nineteenth century, based on, and extended from, the influential writings of German writers such as Herder, that a nation’s cultural soul can be found in its ‘folk’ – variously imagined or defined but always including elements of ‘the people’, uneducated and therefore unspoilt, transmitting cultural traits through conservative traditions. These ideas were taken for granted by many in the wider cultural sphere and later permeated the folk-song movement. They were also evident in the English Musical Renaissance movement, which called for a national school of classical music, and more generally in those who believed that German culture was swamping our own (later said of American culture, of course), or that commercialised popular music was sapping the moral fibre of our young, destroying the working classes or otherwise debasing our national heritage.
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            Our History 1: Hunters and Gatherers

            Song Editors and Pioneer Collectors before 1898

         

         The history of folk-song study in England is often seen as commencing with Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765), as he was one of the first to take ‘old ballads’ seriously enough for extended examination, and because his book had such a marked effect on what came after. It is certainly a convenient place to start, but nothing is without antecedents and roots, and it is clear that he was not alone in his interest in ‘old ballads’ and their possible contribution to the history of poetry and more generally literature and culture.

         But we need also to take note of another strand of thought, Romantic Nationalism, developing in Europe at the time, which in fact not only created the idea of folklore and folk song long before it developed in England, but elevated it to become a force which helped to shape the future political and cultural landscape of the whole continent. German thinker and writer Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) is one of the acknowledged fathers of the movement, and in his influential books he synthesised ideas which became standard fare for generations of liberal thinkers, nationalists, political activists, cultural theorists, poets and musicians.

         Words are particularly slippery in this area, not only because they have been translated from another language, but also because they come from another time’s way of thinking. The words ‘nation’ and ‘national’ are especially problematic: we might immediately think of the modern nation-state – for example, the United Kingdom – whereas Herder’s ‘nations’ would be England, Scotland, Wales and the Isle of Man (perhaps even Cornwall). Nor, for him, did the term have quite the same racial or ethnic overtones as it does for us, but instead has everything to do with shared culture and, in particular, language.

         The historian J. H. Hayes Carlton summed up a ‘nation’ in Herder’s sense as: ‘A group of people who speak either the same language or closely related dialects, who cherish common historical tradition, and who constitute, or think they constitute, a distinct cultural society.’1 For the way things developed, one of the key points here is the phrase ‘or think they constitute’.

         To oversimplify, Herder maintained that nations developed through different historic ages, each evolving naturally out of the previous age, which gave them both continuity and tradition. But he also believed that national culture was formed by the physical environment in which it developed, and as no two nations had the same history and the same environment, they were all fundamentally different, and had different national characters. He firmly believed that it was fundamentally wrong for one nation to be governed by another, and each must be allowed to be in charge of its own destiny – ‘the most natural state is one people, with one national character’.

         For people living in places where political boundaries did not coincide with their perceived ‘national’ boundaries, and for people who felt their native culture was dominated by another, this was extremely powerful stuff, and became a rallying cry for numerous cultural and political struggles and revolutions.

         Before these grand changes could take place, however, the national character had to be identified, analysed, codified and, most importantly, distinguished from others, and the question was, where to find it? The key to it all was to go to ‘the people’ (das Volk). The people who had not been influenced by contaminating foreign cultures, the people who, being culturally conservative, had passed on the national culture from generation to generation.

         Over the years, and in each particular country that adopted these ideas, there was inevitable debate about who were in das Volk and who were not, but, crucially, Herder did not believe that the term included only the lowest classes. That may be where it had survived best, but it could be adopted by educated thinkers (poets, painters, musicians, for example) and used, as long as those artists were steeped in the national tradition. And time after time, nationalists had to face the problem that in their particular case the lowest classes (especially the urban masses) had, they discovered, nothing positive to add to the cultural pot and needed to be excluded from the equation.

         These ideas, filtering through from Herder and other writers, struck both political and cultural chords in Scotland from the late eighteenth century onwards, but less so in England, simply because, as the dominant culture in Britain, it was secure enough not to need them. They certainly deeply affected the cultural aesthetic of art poetry and literature, but it was not till the later nineteenth century that these ideas really came into play in music, and they can be easily recognised in demands from Victorian classical musicians for the founding of an ‘English school’ of music, and the underpinnings of the folk-song collectors and advocates like Cecil Sharp.

         The vital importance of common language as defining the nation led directly to the concept of ‘folk poetry’ (Volklied), in which the people’s voice could still be heard, in the form of national epics, ballads and folk tales, and Herder strongly urged educated and patriotic people to get out into the countryside and collect these pearls before it was too late. He dedicated much of his time to collecting and publishing what ‘folklore’, as we would now call it, was available to him.

         Partly because German intellectual life and literary culture in the eighteenth century was so dominated by French, Herder looked elsewhere for evidence to back up his theories, including Britain. He adored Shakespeare, but the two recently published works which really fitted the bill for his developing notions of folk poetry as the essence of a national culture were Percy’s Reliques and James Macpherson’s series of books featuring the Fingal and Ossian poems, published in the 1760s. Macpherson’s books were immensely popular and influential, and were believed to be the lost Scottish epic – and the first rule of ethnic or national identity is that you have to have your own national epic. They purported to be the poems of a third-century monk which had survived in oral tradition in Gaelic Scotland, now collected and translated by Macpherson. It gradually became apparent that he had taken bits and pieces from Irish and Scottish folklore, added a huge amount from his own imagination, and fabricated the whole thing. It took a long time for this fakery to be fully admitted, especially in Scotland, because many people had based their nationalist argument on this material, and there are still people who desperately want to rehabilitate his reputation.

         Unfortunately, as will be seen later, a significant proportion of Percy’s Reliques was also faked, and it is embarrassing to report that Britain’s main contribution (apart from Shakespeare, Burns and Walter Scott) to the early European Romantic movement was two blatant fakes. But they served their purpose, as Matthew Campbell and Michael Perraudin comment in the introduction to their 2013 work, The Voice of the People: Writing the European Folk Revival 1760 –1914:

         
            Macpherson and Percy inspired equal parts of Romantic glamour and antiquarian concern, leaving a powerful impression on practically every major European writer from the end of the Enlightenment through the rise of Classicism and the Romantic movement and on into the realist nineteenth century.2

         

         A huge amount has been written on the Romantic movement, but for its impact on notions of ‘folk song’ in the British context, see Gelbart (2007), and on a European scale, see Campbell and Perraudin (2013).

         Thomas Percy (1729 –1811) was born in Bridgnorth, Shropshire, the son of a grocer, and was ordained in 1751, taking the living at Easton Maudit, Northamptonshire. He held various clerical positions before becoming Bishop of Dromore, in Ireland, in 1782.

         He had wide literary and antiquarian interests, and a command of several languages, and devoted most of his considerable intellectual abilities to such pursuits. He soon joined the circle of gentleman amateurs of his day delving into ancient literature and dabbling in modern literary matters. He wrote poetry, translated Hebrew, Spanish, Old Icelandic and Chinese literature, and compiled a successful Key to the New Testament (1766).

         None of these would have given him a place in literary history, but his main claim to fame was his three-volume Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, first published in 1765, which Nick Groom dubs the ‘seminal, epoch-making work of English Romanticism’.3 It was certainly one of the key foundation stones in the Romantic movement that transformed literature and culture across Europe but, more relevant to us, and on a much smaller scale, it is usually cited as the founding document of ballad studies in Britain, and therefore by extension folk-song studies.

         As previously noted, there was already a growing interest in old ballads before his time, but Percy’s active involvement started when he noticed a sheaf of papers ‘Lying dirty on the floor, under a bureau in the parlour’, at the home of his friend Humphrey Pitt in Shifnal, Shropshire, about 1753. This ‘folio manuscript’, as it was later called, was being used by the maids to light the fire, and Percy discovered that it was a miscellany of old songs and poems which he found fascinating and took away with him.

         From internal evidence, the manuscript was probably compiled by someone from Lancashire in about 1650, and while some pieces show signs of being copied from print, there are many which appear to be ‘traditional’ in that they were written either from memory or from performance.

         The sheaf was already damaged and incomplete, and it is not known how much had already been consigned to the fire, but 191 poetic pieces remained, which constituted a very mixed bag of types of material in various states of disrepair. The scholar Albert Friedman summed them up as ‘broadsides, medieval romances, Cavalier pornography, and a wide choice of lyrics by Wither, Carew, Cleveland, and other wits’,4 but about a quarter show signs of being what we would now call ‘traditional’, which in itself is taken as evidence that such material was alive and well at the time of compilation and was regarded as worthy of a written record.

         Percy tinkered with the manuscript for some time before deciding to publish its contents, at the urging of literary friends such as Samuel Johnson and William Shenstone. The fact that it took him over a decade to get round to it is in large part down to his ambivalence about the material itself and its likely reception. While he had a genuine love of old poetry, and understood its significance, he was worried that the fashionable literary world, at whom such a volume would be aimed, would deride him for spending time and effort on something as trifling as mere ballads. We can now argue that the world was ready for just this kind of publication, but it was not nearly so obvious at the time, and other works that were moving in the same direction, for example Edward Capell’s Prolusions: or, Select Pieces of Antient Poetry (1760) and John Bowle’s Miscellaneous Pieces of Antient English Poesie (1764), had recently failed to catch the public’s eye or excite much interest.

         Percy’s instincts were primarily antiquarian, and left to his own devices he would probably have published a fair amount of the manuscript relatively faithfully, but he came under the very heavy influence of Shenstone, who consistently argued for a much more actively aesthetic approach, aimed at presenting the world with elegant poetic pieces that incorporated the best of the old but dressed up in the garb of the new. ‘Mere historical … merit is not a sufficient recommendation’ for inclusion, he wrote, and ‘old barons in new robes’ was one phrase he used to describe how he saw the material being shaped.

         Shenstone nagged Percy away from the antiquarian approach, but he also helped in practical ways by trawling through previous books and manuscripts, looking not just for background information for the historical notes but to recommend suitable items for inclusion. And this latter effort gradually moved the Reliques away from total reliance on the manuscript to encompass a much wider range of sources. Despite Percy’s claim, in his Preface, that ‘the greater part of them are extracted from an ancient folio manuscript, in the Editor’s possession’, only forty-five (or forty-seven, depending on who is doing the counting) of the 176 items in the first edition were directly based on the manuscript texts.

         Nevertheless, Albert Friedman makes the valid point that this simplistic counting fails to give a true picture of the manuscript’s real gravitational pull for Percy. By detailing only those items which made it directly from manuscript to book, it underestimates the more subtle influence that the folio exerted over Percy’s endeavours. It is clear that in seeking out more complete versions or similar stories to items in the manuscript, Percy came across other, more usable versions, or discovered threads which could be best developed with materials from elsewhere. But this considerable research effort always started with the manuscript, and Friedman would add forty-five more pieces in this category of discernible ‘influence’, bringing the manuscript’s presence up from about a quarter to more than half of the published book.

         The three volumes of Reliques were published in February 1765, and within weeks the publisher was suggesting a second edition, which came out in 1767. The third edition was published in 1775, and the fourth, the last in Percy’s lifetime, in 1794, nominally edited by his nephew (also Thomas), because Thomas Snr had become a bishop in the meantime and had succumbed to his long-standing worries about the suitability of a man in his position messing around with trifles such as ballads. He became increasingly embarrassed by his fame.

         Percy’s criteria for inclusion have never been entirely clear, and have been discussed widely since his time. Of the 191 items in the manuscript, some were ‘modern’ literary pieces, many clearly fragmentary, some narratively incoherent, and forty-two were sufficiently bawdy to warrant being relegated to a separate ‘loose and humorous’ volume when the folio was finally published in 1867.

         The struggle between the ‘antiquarian’ and the ‘man of taste’ in Percy’s method has already been indicated, and his actions cannot be divorced from the wider context of the editorial practices of the time, but we are primarily interested here in the much smaller question of what it can tell us about ‘traditional’ song or balladry of the period, and, secondly, how the book influenced the development of our own field of study. Nor is it simply a question of blaming Percy for not getting it ‘right’, but simply our need to understand what was going on, and how we are to deal with it.

         It can be justly claimed that the Reliques, as published, is completely useless in our attempts to understand ballads or folk song in his time, or before it. He left nothing alone, and nothing in his writing can be trusted as evidence. This is only slightly overstating the case, but scholarly opinion since his day has been pretty unanimous in exposing his editorial interference, while giving him due credit for his pioneering work in getting the world to take notice of such ‘trifles’. For our purposes, though, Percy is not simply a man of his time but the precursor of things to come in a persistent thread in folk-song studies, mentioned elsewhere in this book, which survives right up to the present day and, it can be confidently stated, will continue to thrive in the future.

         The key point here is Percy as an example of the editor as ‘performer’, or one who is looking to provide finished pieces, worthy of reading or reciting as poetry, not being read as ‘history’. As soon as this approach is adopted, the floodgates are opened to ‘improvements’ – additions, subtractions, alterations, amalgamations and inventions which eventually shade into ‘fakery’ if each amendment is not duly documented or owned up to.

         Faced with the raw material, which was appealing but did not suit contemporary taste and practice, and faced also with fragments or with narratives which seemed undeveloped or otherwise lacking in impact, Percy acted in exactly the same way that most modern performers do: he cast around for material to plug the gaps, he rewrote pieces which did not quite fit with modern style in sentiment or intelligibility, or in technical terms of rhythm or rhyme, and if he could not find ‘genuine’ old material he was happy to supply it from his own imagination.

         However determined at the beginning he may have been to adopt a minimalistic editorial approach, every change, every invention, took the work further away from the ‘original’ – not just in text but in every other aspect. The irony is, then as now, that the qualities which attracted the editor/performer in the first place – authenticity, roughness, simplicity, period feel – are the very ones which were steadily eroded. There is so much ‘Percy’ in the Reliques that the book is a fascinating insight into eighteenth-century poetry-making, but bears almost no relation to the manuscript of the mid-seventeenth century, let alone the long history back to the medieval minstrels which he and his supporters were hoping to bring to the attention of the world at large. The moral can be summed up in the only half-facetious dictum ‘poets should never be allowed to edit books of old ballads, because they simply cannot leave them alone’.

         It is interesting to see that other ‘performers’ of the time who were so taken with the Reliques – people like Wordsworth and Coleridge and Scott – almost invariably singled out for praise pieces like ‘Childe of Elle’ and ‘Sir Cawline’, which had been most severely mauled and ‘improved’ by Percy. ‘Childe of Elle’, for example, had thirty-nine lines in the manuscript, but 210 in the book, and ‘Sir Cawline’ grew from 201 to 394, with changes to the beginning, the end and every point in between. It was only with the publication of the original manuscript in 1867, edited by John Hales and Frederick Furnivall, that the sheer scale of Percy’s interference could be gauged.

         Again we return to the dichotomy at the heart of folk-song studies. Percy created usable (and, many would argue, beautiful) silk purses out of sows’ ears. His ballads were widely admired, and his book had a huge (some would say highly beneficial) effect, not just on the poetry of the time but on the whole cultural landscape. His example gave a degree of credibility and respectability to the subject, which prompted many to look more deeply into ‘old ballads’ and eventually into ‘folk song’ who probably would not have done so otherwise. These are exactly the same arguments used to justify and defend the post-war Revival and the role of editor/performers like A. L. Lloyd. He may have told us lies, but he gave us good songs, it is claimed.

         But on the other side there are more nebulous, unprovable arguments of the negative impact of such behaviour. Percy set the tone for ‘fakery’ which others followed, and although he did not invent the practice he added his weight to its respectability. People on the fringes of the subject, looking to him for evidence or simply an authoritative voice, were fed false examples and information. In terms of popularity, his ballad-productions were so imbued with eighteenth-century poetic fashion that they soon went out of date and may well have put off as many serious scholars as they attracted. We shall never know how many good people were lost to ballad studies because their introduction to the subject was via the fakes. We do know that every writer and researcher for the next 102 years was hampered by this false start.

         There were alternative editorial approaches available at the time. The engagingly (at a distance) irascible and verbally intemperate literary scholar Joseph Ritson, the original Mr Angry, and the exact opposite of the urbane bishop-to-be, led the charge against Percy and accused him of every editorial crime in the book. His strictures forced Percy into tightening up his argument a little and to cover his tracks, but also fed into his unwillingness to show anyone the original manuscript – an embargo which his heirs continued for over sixty years after his death. It also, presumably, helped to persuade Percy not to continue other projected publications in the field.

         Each edition of Reliques was different, but only a handful of ballads came or went, and it was in the essays and notes where major changes can be seen. They take into account new information discovered over the years, or suggested by reviewers, both for and against, and in response to attacks by Ritson and his ilk, which had apparently hit home. Higher standards of accuracy were now expected, and Percy made it clearer where he had been forced (in his view) to make changes or to ‘improve’ things. It is interesting to see the fundamentals of later ballad scholarship taking shape.

         In response to the major charge of fabrication, Percy presented in the fourth edition the full text of ‘The Marriage of Sir Gawain’ from the folio. It was clever of him to choose this particular one, as the original was clearly defective, and needed considerable work even to make a coherent story.

         F. J. Child, the doyen of Victorian ballad studies, whose career we will get to soon, was instrumental in getting the folio finally published. He, like all sensible ballad scholars, already knew that Percy’s published material was unreliable, but he was itching to find out what was really in the manuscript, and although somewhat underwhelmed with it overall, he found versions of forty-five ballads which he deemed worthy of inclusion in his monumental study, The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, eighteen of which survive only in the manuscript, and twenty-two of which appear there in their earliest form.

         Later ballad scholars have commented that only a few of these ‘Child ballads’ actually made it into the Reliques, and there has been speculation that Percy distinguished between them and other items, and this was extended to the notion that he actually disliked them, was against the ‘oral tradition’ and the songs. But this is long before the putative ‘orality’ of the tradition became such a watchword for authenticity, and there is no evidence that he distinguished these from the rest of the material on such grounds. Indeed, as Albert Friedman demonstrated in his 1954 article on ‘The First Draft of Percy’s Reliques’, there is documentary evidence that Percy researched these items just as thoroughly as others, made notes on them and scheduled them for inclusion in the first edition, but they were later squeezed out.

         Like most of the ballad editors over the next 150 years, the distinction that Percy was most desperate to make was to differentiate between the ‘ancient’ ballads on which he was devoting his considerable attention and the common broadside ballads which were still available in the streets and villages of Britain. His hypothesis, which was generally accepted in the literary world, was that the best of the ballads in his folio manuscript were survivals from the repertoires of the minstrels of the Middle Ages, and through them back to the bards and skalds of the pre-Conquest Anglo-Saxon and Viking world. As the minstrels lost their status by the time of Elizabeth I and became relegated to the status of vagabonds and beggars, their place was taken by broadside writers who adopted a very different, and inferior, repertoire and style of performance.

         Again, Percy is caught out being less than open on this matter. We know from his letters and other preserved papers that he visited Dicey, the leading London printer of broadsides and chapbooks of the day, and obtained from him a representative sample of the printer’s ‘old ballads’, and that he used them extensively in his reconstructing and redrafting of items for his book. These Dicey ballads, along with other examples of printed song materials, still exist in the Percy papers in Harvard University Library, with Percy’s annotations and comments written on them. He makes no mention of them in his essays or notes to particular songs in the book.

         Also in the Percy papers in Harvard is an added bonus, as many appreciative readers sent him ballads after the publication of Reliques. Again, this is a very mixed bag of materials, but Child identified a further thirty-three pieces worthy of his attention, and it would be interesting to know if anyone has published a study of these items.

         It is a pity that Joseph Ritson (1752–1803) is often relegated to a footnote concerned with Reliques, because he made a significant contribution to ballad studies in his own right, in addition to being a thorn in Percy’s side. He was born in Stockton and came from relatively humble beginnings, but underwent legal training and nominally made his living as a conveyancer, though, as with many of the ballad people then, he spent far more of his time pursuing his literary and antiquarian interests than he did making a living.

         He began publishing poetry in 1770 and enquiring into a variety of antiquarian subjects, but eventually settled on ballads and songs as one of his specialist subjects – probably prompted mostly by Percy’s Reliques. His main publications in our field were: A Select Collection of English Songs (1783); Ancient Songs from the Time of King Henry the Third to the Revolution (later editions called Ancient Songs and Ballads) (1790); Scotish Songs (1794); Robin Hood: A Collection of All the Ancient Poems, Songs, and Ballads, Now Extant, Relative to That Celebrated English Outlaw (1795); and Northern Garlands (1790s, but gathered together in about 1810). He also produced the small Gammer Gurton’s Garland or The Nursery Parnassus (1783), a key early collection of nursery rhymes, still of service today.

         Percy was not Ritson’s only target; he ripped into other fakers and improvers of ballads too, including Allan Cunningham, James Hogg, and particularly John Pinkerton, who was forced to admit publicly to his editorial inventions in his Scottish Tragic Ballads (1781). Although Ritson brought a tone of bitterness and conflict to the small world of the ballad-conscious literati, and his strictures were at times too violently expressed, he was normally correct in his assessment, and without his example it is unlikely that editorial standards would have improved at all.

         Friedman suggested that Ritson’s talent was critical rather than creative, a man at his best when he had something to fight against, and in his life as well as his work he appears to have been a classic contrarian militant vegetarian, republican, in favour of the French Revolution, and during his last mental illness he claimed to be writing a pamphlet proving that Jesus Christ was an impostor. Walter Scott’s comment – ‘whenever presented with two copies of a traditional song or ballad, Ritson perversely chose the worse as the most genuine’ – sums up how he was seen by most contemporaries.5

         His main publications are anthologies, and they do not include much of interest to the folk-song historian, although they are very useful for bringing ‘popular’ material together. But his published essays and notes, and unpublished letters, definitely help to clarify current thinking in terms of the history and development of popular materials, and although his role in the progress of a recognition of ‘folk’ has probably been negligible, he was moving in what we would regard as the right direction.

         He was one of the first to distinguish publicly between songs and ballads, and he seemed to prefer the former, calling ballads ‘mere narrative compositions’. He also distinguished between songs and poems, and included music notation when he could. He was beginning to understand the role of the ‘folk’, although only in a Scottish context:

         
            The genuine and peculiar natural song of Scotland is to be sought, not in the works of Hamilton, Thomson, Smollett, or even Ramsay, but in the productions of obscure or anonymous authors, of shepherds and milk-maids, who actually felt the sensations they describe – of those, in short, who were destitute of all the advantages of science and education, and perhaps incapable of committing the pure inspirations of nature to writing; and, in this point of view, it is believed, the English have nothing equal in merit, nor in fact anything of the kind.6

         

         But he was no lover of ‘tradition’, which he famously termed ‘a species of alchemy which converts gold to lead’.7

         After Percy and Ritson, the centre of gravity of ballad studies moved dramatically to Scotland, where a group of scholars and collectors were laying the foundations for the editions of ballads for which the country is justly well known. The linchpin of this new movement was Walter Scott. As already mentioned, the Scots had their share of ballad fakers and improvers, but their essential breakthrough was the dawning of the idea that these ‘traditionary ballads’, as they were fond of calling them, could still be found in the mouths of the people, and that these should be collected, before it was too late. One of the best collectors, from an editorial point of view, was William Motherwell and his Minstrelsy Ancient and Modern (1827), who spends much of his Introduction railing against editors who ‘wantonly tamper’ with ballads for any reason at all.

         With the exceptions to be covered in a short while, there was little enthusiasm for this kind of approach in England, and Scottish researchers soon left us way behind. Not only did this activity provide a new set of manuscripts and publications for later generations to pore over, it was also the foundation of the notion, still widely prevalent and actively promoted today, that the ballads were almost entirely a Scottish affair and that England had little to offer on the subject.

         But some things were stirring south of the border. John Clare (1793–1864), the Northamptonshire writer and poet, is nowadays often given the title of England’s first real folk-song collector, although John Bell might contest that honour, as detailed later. Clare was born in the village of Helpston, and lived most of his life in that neighbourhood. He was the son of Parker Clare, described in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB) as ‘a thresher and local wrestler’, and his wife Ann, who was a shepherd’s daughter. John received a little more education than most in his position, and clearly took a particular interest in the world of books from an early age.

         He specifically identifies cheap printed story chapbooks* as important reading matter during his formative years several times in his autobiographical writing:

         
            About now all my stock of learning was gleaned from the Sixpenny Romances of Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, Jack and the Bean Stalk, Zig Zag, Prince Cherry, etc., and great was the pleasure and pain, or surprise increased by allowing them authenticity, for I firmly believed every page I read.8

         

         After his schooling was finished, Clare had a chequered career as ploughboy, cobbler and lawyer’s clerk, and even had a stint as a soldier, but with general farm labouring as a constant backdrop to his life.

         From an early age he was particularly fond of poetry and eventually achieved national fame with four major collections published in his lifetime – Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery (1820), The Village Minstrel (1821), Shepherd’s Calendar (1827) and The Rural Muse (1835) – and the first two sold particularly well. But after a brief period of fame, in which he was taken up by the London-based literary establishment and socialised and corresponded with many well-known poets of the day, his books began to sell less well, and he was gradually forgotten.

         He could no longer make a living as a writer, and had to supplement his income with labouring work, but illness, poverty, and lack of opportunity and recognition took their toll and he spent the last twenty-three years of his life in mental asylums. Nevertheless, he continued to write, and a great deal of unpublished material survived for later generations to enjoy in the late twentieth century, when his talent was rediscovered, republished and widely appreciated. He is now regarded as one of England’s most talented ‘worker poets’. ‘He was a writer of remarkable imagination and diversity,’ says the ODNB entry.

         
            * See Chapter 13.

         

         When his skill was first recognised and his poems taken up for publication, all those involved categorised and advertised him as the ‘peasant poet’ or the ‘ploughman poet’, for example. This persona was not entirely invented by his patrons and publishers, as in 1814, long before there was a chance of publication, he had entitled a manuscript book of his first poems ‘A Rustic’s Pastime in Leisure Hours’. He clearly revelled in the literary compartment in which he was placed, but such typecasting must have been creatively limiting, as some critics were quick to notice:

         
            Clare, as his biographer admits, is addicted to imitation, and we think he imitates Burns too frequently. This is imprudent. The similarity of their conditions will so often induce a comparison, that it would be more judicious in Clare to attempt an original career, than to cramp the vigour of his muse by adopting a manner.9

         

         But for our purposes, what differentiates him sharply from other nature poets of the time is his regular inclusion in his writings of the rural working people who inhabit the countryside; he writes about their work and leisure, their beliefs and customs, and the reality of their daily lives, albeit in poetic language, but without romanticism or condescension. He was one of those rural poor, not someone from outside with an axe to grind, or a pastoral image to construct.

         Clare’s manuscript materials are voluminous and difficult to use for our purposes of tracing the influence of traditional song on his poetry, or finding evidence of song traditions in his lifetime, so we are doubly grateful to the indefatigable detective work of George Deacon, whose book John Clare and the Folk Tradition (1983) includes all the folk-related material he could find in the poet’s scattered papers.

         Clare was surrounded by song and music all his life. Writing of his father, who was born in 1765, he commented: 

         
            He was likewise fond of ballads and I have heard him make a boast of it over his horn of ale with his merry companions at the Blue Bell public house that he could sing or recite above a hundred. He had a tolerable good voice and was often called to sing at those convivials of bacchanalian merry makings.10

         

         We would give anything for a list of his repertoire.

         Clare also mentions other singing in his autobiographical pieces. Describing a near neighbour, Francis Gregory, for example, during his childhood, he writes:

         
            He was fond of amusement and a singer tho his notes was not more varied than those of the cuckoo as he had but 2 songs, one call’d ‘The Milking Pail’ and the other ‘Jack with his Broom’. His jokes too were like a pack of cards, they were always the same but told in a different turn.11

         

         ‘The Milking Pail’ could be any one of various songs, but Gregory’s other song was probably the widely known ‘Broom Green Broom’ {379}.

         Judging by the titles of some of the poems/songs in his manuscripts, Clare noted down songs from both his parents and from others, including ‘an old shepherd’, ‘a shoemaker’ and ‘Mr Riddle’, but the majority of songs identified and printed by Deacon have no provenance.

         His familiarity with local singing traditions is demonstrated by the echoes of songs that can be found scattered through his poems for those who know what to look for, and many modern critics comment on his use of folk-song rhythms and structures. From the evidence in the manuscripts, it is clear that in addition to occasional allusion to folk song (and broadside song), he enjoyed taking songs and rewriting them in his own style.

         Herein lies our problem. What we would like is a manuscript book containing ‘Songs Collected from My Parents and Others’ and another entitled ‘Poems I Made Out of Those Songs’, but we do not have these. What George Deacon has extracted for us is poem after poem, with headings like ‘Song altered from one sung by my mother’, ‘Song taken from my mother’s and father’s recitation & completed by an old shepherd’, or ‘New song inspired by old’. The manuscripts often show additions, amendments and deletions, and it is clear that what we usually have is the end or middle product of the creative process: Clare’s poem rather than the traditional or broadside song. In few examples do the texts read like other known traditional versions, and in most cases there are obvious differences, although we have so little reliable information about traditional song in the 1820s that it is possible that the differences indicate changes over time. Nor do we know, in most cases, whether Clare got the song from another singer or direct from broadside or chapbook.

         Some would argue that a ‘ploughman’ like John Clare was sufficiently ‘in the local tradition’ for his alterations to be viewed as authentic folk song in their own right, but this seems to be stretching the definition a little too far. Items deliberately rewritten with a different model in mind, as poems for a literary market by someone consciously eschewing the local tradition, move more than one step away from the norm and out of that tradition.

         One example will have to suffice. ‘The False Bride’, or ‘A Week before Easter’ {154}, was collected widely from the late nineteenth century onwards, with the earliest-known traditional version noted in Ireland in 1867. But we also have broadside versions from the late seventeenth century (as ‘The Forlorn Lover’) and from the 1850s onwards. So a text from the 1820s would be particularly interesting in order to fill in the long gap in the song’s known history. But the text simply headed ‘Song’ in Clare’s manuscripts, though easily recognisable as the same song, is strikingly different from both the early broadsides and the later printed and collected versions. Take, for example, the first two verses from Clare:

         
            
               
                  The week before Easter the days long and clear

                  So bright shone the sun and so cool blew the air 

                  I went in the meadow some flowers to find there

                  But the meadows would yield me no posies.

                  The weather like love did deceitful appear

                  And I wander for joys when my sorrows was near

                  For the thorn that wounds deeply doth bide the whole year

                  When the bush it be naked to roseys.

               

            

         

         And compare them with those from a ‘typical’ version, noted by Kate Lee from Mr Copper of Rottingdean, Sussex, in 1898 and published in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society (1899):

         
            
               
                  Now the week before Easter, the morn bright and clear

                  The sun it shone brightly and keen blawed the air

                  I went up in the forest for to gather fine flow’rs

                  But the forest won’t yield me no roses.

               

               
                  Now the first time I saw my love, she was dressed all in white

                  She made my eyes run and water, she quite dazzled my sight

                  But now she’s gone from me, she showed me false play

                  Now she’s got tied to another.12

               

            

         

         Nothing like Clare’s second verse appears anywhere else in the documentary record, and it sounds like him, but we cannot be positive. The same is true, to varying degrees, of virtually every song in the manuscripts, and is the same problem we hit again and again – the gathering of ‘folk song for reuse’ invariably obscures the evidence.

         John Clare was also a fiddle player, and he describes playing with local Gypsies at feasts and merrymakings, ‘and often associated with them at their camps to learn the fiddle of which I was very fond’.13 His manuscripts include musical notation for 263 tunes – mostly dance tunes, but as is common with many fiddle tune-books of the period, a fair number of recognisable song titles are mixed in. In the absence of any accompanying text, we do not know if these were known as songs or simply played as tunes. Titles in this category include ‘The Wounded Huzzar’, ‘Green Grow the Rushes O’, ‘Soldier’s Cloak’ and ‘Black Ey’d Susan’. Apart from the fiddle tunes, the song texts elsewhere in the papers are clearly treated as poems rather than songs, and no tunes are given or even indicated.

         Clare was also acutely aware, and fond, of local customs, tales and superstitions. Again they are referred to in his poems, and described in articles and letters, and are an important source of information on folklore in Northamptonshire in his time.

         John Bell (1783–1864) was born in Newcastle, the son of a land surveyor who diversified into bookselling and took a shop in the town. Both John and his younger brother Thomas continued as booksellers, stationers and surveyors when they grew up. John set up on his own in 1803, and was already showing signs of the passion for collecting, starting with coins but soon including a wide range of objects, including books and printed ephemera. He gathered broadsides and chapbooks, and last dying speeches, including one with a page made from the skin of an executed murderer – a not uncommon practice at the time. He was particularly keen on local materials, and started collecting songs from the county along with everything else.

         The latter interest resulted in the book Rhymes of Northern Bards (1812), which included 188 items, all with north-country themes or connections, gathered from a wide range of sources. Like all regional collections of the period, there was no discrimination as to source, and anything pertaining to the locality was welcome, and from our perspective it is difficult to gauge how many were taken from ‘the people’ rather than the educated elite of the town. On David Harker’s estimation, only about twenty-five appear to have come from sources other than print. Rhymes did not include any music – indeed, much of its content was poetry rather than song and may never have had a tune – but Bell later regretted not taking more notice of local tunes and belatedly tried to gather them.

         Bell was instrumental in the formation of the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne in 1813, and served as its treasurer until he went bankrupt in 1817, and as its librarian until 1849. That bankruptcy hit him hard, as he was forced to sell his precious collections, but he was soon building them up again. His brother Thomas (1785–1860) was also an enthusiastic antiquarian and avid bibliophile, leaving a library of 15,000 books at his death.

         Bell’s manuscripts, containing over 400 song texts and verses, a great deal of which is of interest to the folk-song researcher as well as to the local historian, still reside in the Society of Antiquaries’ archives, and they were edited by David Harker and Frank Rutherford for publication by the Surtees Society in 1985.

         Davies Gilbert (1767–1839) was born (as Davies Giddy) at St Erth in Cornwall, studied mathematics at Oxford, served as High Sheriff and later Deputy Lieutenant of his native county, and was Member of Parliament for Helston and Bodmin from 1804 to 1836. He was heavily involved in the rapidly emerging fields of science and technology, and was a significant figure in the scientific community at a national level throughout his life.

         His one foray into our world came in 1822, with the publication of his book Some Ancient Christmas Carols, with the Tunes to Which They Were Formerly Sung in the West of England, with a second, expanded, edition a year later. The second edition contained twenty carols, plus two ‘ancient ballads’, ‘The Three Sisters’ {161, Child 1} and ‘The Three Knights {26, Child 11}; a dialogue song, ‘The Husband-Man and Serving-Man’ {873}; the traditional dance-with-words ‘Joan Sanderson, or the Cushion Dance’ {19195}; parts of the text of a mummers’ play; the song ‘The King Shall Enjoy His Own Again’ and a description of the Helston ‘Forey’ dance.

         His preface reads:

         
            The following carols or Christmas songs were chanted to the tunes accompanying them, in churches on Christmas Day, and in private houses on Christmas Eve, throughout the West of England, up to the latter part of the late century. The editor is desirous of preserving them in their actual forms, however distorted by false grammar or by obscurities, as specimens of times now passed away, and of religious feelings superseded by others of different cast. He is anxious also to preserve them on account of the delight they afforded him in his childhood.14

         

         It is tempting, but probably facile, to say that because Gilbert was a scientist rather than a poet or professional musician, he seems to have been content to leave his materials alone and present the songs unmodified, unadorned and unmolested, which, as we have already seen, was a rare quality. And, for the ones he remembered from his own youth, he gave the tunes. His words sum up his motives – an antiquarian interest mixed with nostalgia, based on an awareness that times were changing fast and such songs were no longer being sung – and his small collection had a lasting effect. Most of the musical antiquarians who came after cited his work as seminal in the development of their field, and, coupled with William Sandys’ work, detailed below, ensured that the ‘folk’ side of religious music was taken seriously.

         William Sandys (1792–1874) was also from Cornwall. An enthusiastic amateur musician and antiquary, although by profession a solicitor in London, he published a number of works, including Christmas Carols, Ancient and Modern, Including the Most Popular in the West of England (1833), Festive Songs (for the Percy Society, 1848), and Christmastide: Its History, Festivities and Carols (1852). It was the first of these which made his name, covering much the same ground as Davies Gilbert, but with a much more ambitious remit, including a complete history of the carol in a 144-page introduction and over 200 pages of texts, and some tunes.

         Sandys agreed with Gilbert that the old carol-singing was now dead in most parts of the country:

         
            In the metropolis a solitary itinerant may be occasionally heard in the streets, croaking out ‘God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen’ or some other old carol, to an ancient and simple tune. Indeed, many carols are yet printed in London for the chapmen, or dealers in cheap literature, and I have some scores of halfpenny and penny carols of this description.15

         

         But it was alive enough in the West Country to be still collectable:

         
            The modern part of the ensuing collection (with a trifling exception) is selected from a very large number of carols procured in this county [Cornwall] frequently from the singers themselves and sometimes from aged persons who had been once famed in such capacity.16

         

         Another who has some claim to be England’s first folk-song collector is the Revd John Broadwood (1798–1864). He was the grandson of the founder of the famous firm of piano-makers, and was therefore both comfortably off and musically well connected. On the death of his father in 1851, he settled at the family estate at Lyne, on the Surrey–Sussex border.

         John’s real claim to fame in folk-song terms was that he was the first to concentrate solely on the rural working class for song materials, and also the first to insist on editorial accuracy and honesty. As described by his niece, Lucy Broadwood, who will play her own part in the folk-song movement forty years later:

         
            Mr Broadwood had an extremely accurate musical ear, and played the ‘German flute’ of his day well. He was before his time in sympathising with the dialect, music and customs of country-folk. Family tradition describes the polite boredom with which his traditional songs, sung exactly as the smocked labourers sang, were received by his friends and relations. His accuracy of mind, excellent ear and real love for old things combined to make him a valuable pioneer.

            When his colleague who was tasked with writing accompaniments for the publication objected to the way the tunes appeared to be, it is recorded that Mr Broadwood, confirming his vocal intervals by vehement blasts on his flute, replied, ‘Musically it may be wrong, but I will have it exactly as my singers sang it.’17

         

         Nevertheless, as pointed out by Chris Bearman in his report on the Lucy Broadwood manuscripts, John was not the only Broadwood to be interested in such matters, as there are songs in the handwriting of his brother Henry and their father James dating back at least to 1839.

         John Broadwood made his mark on folk-song history by compiling a small book containing sixteen songs, which was published, anonymously, in 1847. The title page includes an astonishingly full description which precludes any need for an introduction. Without trying to replicate the wealth of typeface, decoration or capitalisation of the original, it reads:

         
            Old English Songs, as now sung by the peasantry of the Weald of Surrey and Sussex and collected by one who has learnt them by hearing them sung every Christmas from early childhood, by the country people, who go about to the neighbouring houses, singing, ‘wassailing’ as it is called at that season. The airs are set to music exactly as they are now sung, to rescue them from oblivion, and to afford a specimen of genuine old English melody. The words are given in their original rough state, with an occasional slight alteration to render the sense intelligible.

         

         The musical colleague already mentioned was G. A. Dusart, Broadwood’s organist friend from Worthing. The book was ‘published for the collector’, for private circulation, and is therefore unlikely to have made much of an impact on the wider musical world, but is a prime example of how folk song was becoming noticed by a particular class of people at the time, and its importance became clear only in the following decades. M. H. Mason used six of his songs in her own pioneering work, Nursery Rhymes and Country Songs (1878), and H. F. Birch Reynardson and Lucy Broadwood reprinted them all in their Sussex Songs (1890).

         The songs which John Broadwood’s book printed, although not all in full, were: ‘The Moon Shines Bright’ {702}; ‘A Wassail a Wassail’ {209}; ‘The Noble Lord’ {6473}; ‘The Rose-Buds in June’ {812}; ‘A Sweet Country Life’ {2406}; ‘The Plough Boy’ {1467}; ‘The Privateer’ {1000}; ‘The Fourteenth of July’ {980}; ‘Gipsy Song’ {901}; ‘The Husbandman’ {873}; ‘The Bailiff’s Daughter of Islington’ {483}; ‘The Poacher’s Song’ {222}; ‘In Lancashire’ {6474}; ‘Come Listen’ {161}; ‘The Woodcutter’ {24345}; and ‘Lord Bateman’ {40}.

         We do not know whether he selected these from a much larger collection. Although some texts in his handwriting still survive in the Lucy Broadwood manuscripts, these do not include a cache of unused songs.

         On the whole the selection is what we would expect, given the collections compiled fifty years later, and, in fact, can be taken as an indication that the later collectors were not so far off the mark in their assessment of rural singing of the period. Although John Broadwood came from the same social class and background as his successor collectors, he was active half a century before they began to formulate their definitions and descriptions of folk song, but his findings chime very well with theirs.

         It is interesting to look at the contents in more detail. The first two items are Christmas and wassail songs, while ‘The Woodcutter’ is described as a ‘harvest supper song’, which includes the usual ‘Here’s a health unto the master’ verse.† There are several songs on specifically rural topics, one on poaching, and two sea songs. Several have strong narratives, including two Child ballads (‘The Bailiff’s Daughter’ and ‘Lord Bateman’) plus a handful of common broadside songs (e.g. ‘Gipsy Song’, which is more usually known at ‘The Lost Lady Found’). But there are a couple of surprises.

         One is ‘The Noble Lord’, which, in a fairly typical broadside manner, tells the story of the lord who kills a squire while out hunting and is condemned to die for the crime. A servant girl borrows jewels, clothes and a footman from her mistress’s daughter and cons the judge into believing she is a noble lady, and even persuades him to pardon the lord for her sake. The lord at least has the decency to offer marriage even after learning that she is a servant. No broadside version has yet been found, but a two-verse fragment of the same song was collected by George Gardiner in Hampshire in 1907, from a James Oliver who, the manuscript notes, had spent some time working in Sussex.

         
            † See page 334.

         

         The other surprise is ‘In Lancashire’, for which Broadwood prints only the first verse, and Reynardson follows suit, even though the full text was available to him, as it still survives in Lucy Broadwood’s manuscripts. The song concerns Easy John, who for some unexplained reason thinks he might be a witch and determines to go to ‘some court’ to ask their opinion. He travels ‘night and day’, three score miles, reaches the court and asks his question. They kick his breeches, and laughingly declare that he is ‘more like an old cuckold than a witch’. When he gets home and tells his wife, she says they must be very cunning men to know that she had cuckolded him. The husband’s words end the song:

         
            
               
                  Let ’em all say what e’er they please

                  I will set my heart at ease

                  So fetch us a jug of good ale, and why

                  I am no witch so what care I?

               

            

         

         In many ways this is similar to other songs of the era which consist of a rather feeble joke extended beyond what it can bear. No other collector seems to have noticed it, but a broadside printed by John Pitts in London, sometime between 1800 and 1840, has the same song, entitled ‘Easy John’, almost word for word the same as the manuscript. Presumably, it was the cuckold theme which put Broadwood (and Reynardson) off printing the whole text.

         Broadwood was an important landmark in our history, but the limited circulation of his little book meant that it had no wider influence, and we have to wait another forty years for his example of collecting in the field to be followed by others.

         In the meantime, the Percy Society, founded 1840, was one of many small societies dedicated to the editing and publication of rare or interesting old manuscripts, tracts and books which helped to spread the gospel of ‘old songs’. It was more active than most, and managed to issue ninety-four items to its members, in thirty volumes, before it was dissolved in 1852. The Society’s founders, and industrious contributors, included many of the leading antiquarians of the day, such as William Chappell, John Payne Collier, T. Crofton Croker, Alexander Dyce, James Orchard Halliwell, William Jerdan, Charles Mackay, Edward Rimbault, Thomas Wright, James Henry Dixon, F. W. Fairholt, Robert Bell, Samuel Lover and William J. Thoms. And among its publications were many on the subject of songs or ballads which are still used by folk-song scholars for historical information, including:

         A Collection of Old Ballads Anterior to the Reign of Charles I (1840) (Collier); The Early Naval Ballads of England (1841) (Halliwell); Old Christmas Carols Chiefly Taken from Manuscript Sources (1841) (Wright); The Nursery Rhymes of England (1842) (Halliwell); Lyrical Poems Selected from Musical Publications between the Years 1589 and 1600 (1844) (Collier); Old Ballads Illustrating the Great Frost of 1683–1684 (1844) (Rimbault); The Civic Garland: A Collection of Songs from London Pageants (1845) (Fairholt); Songs and Carols of the Fifteenth Century Printed for the First Time (1847) (Wright); Festive Songs of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (1848) (Sandys); Satirical Songs and Poems on Costume from the 13th century to the 19th Century (1849) (Fairholt); and The Loyal Garland: A Collection of Songs from the Seventeenth Century (1850) (Halliwell). The full list of the Society’s publications is included in William Thomas Lowndes and Henry George Bohn’s The Bibliographer’s Manual of English Literature, vol. 6 (1857–64).

         All of these have some bearing on our subject, but the two that are most directly important were by James Henry Dixon (1803–76), a solicitor who practised in Yorkshire, Durham and Northumberland before moving to London in the 1840s. He was already interested in antiquarian subjects, and had gathered materials in his home areas before he joined the Society. The two works published by the Society were Scottish Traditional Versions of Ancient Ballads (1845), edited from the manuscripts of Peter Buchan, and Ancient Poems, Ballads and Songs of the Peasantry of England (1846), and they both reflected the improving editorial standards of the time, and the gradual development of a theory of vernacular culture that understood the need for editors to go to ordinary people to find evidence. The title page of Ancient Poems bears the statement: ‘Taken down from oral recitation, and transcribed from private manuscripts, rare broadsides, and scarce publications’, and the Preface further sets the scene:

         
            He, who in travelling through the rural districts of England, has made the road-side inn his resting place – who has visited the lowly dwellings of the villages and yeomanry, and been present at their feasts and festivals, must have observed that there are certain old poems, ballads and songs which are favourites of the masses, and have been said and sung from generation to generation.18

         

         Nevertheless, only a handful of the seventy-five songs seem to have been actually written down from oral performance. The notes to several indicate that the song was ‘still popular’ or ‘widely sung’ in the West Country or the northern counties, but the text then given is not attributed to a particular singer, and is likely to have come from a broadside.

         Dixon’s work can also be clearly seen as part of the rising tide of interest in what would soon be called ‘folk-lore’, and the Preface mentions how other antiquarians have been turning their attention to ‘rural games and pastimes, nursery rhymes, fairy legends, and romantic ballads’. It is worth noting that Dixon claimed to have collected much more material than could be used for the present volume, but it is not known if his papers have survived.

         Writing to the influential periodical The Athenaeum in August 1846, antiquarian William J. Thoms caught something of the mood of the time by urging people to take notice of the ‘manners, customs, observances, superstitions, ballads, proverbs … of olden time … what we in England designate as Popular Antiquities or Popular Literature (though by-the-by it is more a lore than a literature, and would be more aptly described by a good Saxon compound, Folk-Lore – the Lore of the People’.19

         The name was clearly needed and quickly became assimilated into everyday English, and into many European languages as well. Many local newspapers and general literary magazines started folklore columns to which readers contributed, and Thoms founded the weekly periodical Notes & Queries (launched in November 1849 and still going strong), which was specifically designed for readers to exchange information on relevant literary, historical and folkloric topics. By 1878, there was enough interest in the subject for the Folklore Society to be formed, and some of the leading thinkers of the day became involved and tried hard to forge a new science out of what had previously been simply an amateur interest of gentlemen and ladies. They failed, but laid the groundwork for the development of other fields, such as anthropology and ethnography, while folklore studies returned to the realms of the amateur scholar. The theories of the Victorian folklorists, however, have found a vigorous new life in the popular idea of folklore which has developed since the Second World War.

         The term ‘folk song’, which seems so obvious to us now, took much longer to find favour – the first book to use the phrase in its title was W. E. Axon’s Folk Song and Folk Speech of Lancashire in 1870, and the second Barrett’s English Folk-Songs as late as 1891 – although the phrase is found occasionally newspapers from the 1850s, referring to foreign materials. But one strand of the development of interest in folk song definitely came from the folklorists, and many of the unspoken notions of tradition and ‘the folk’ also came from them.

         The intellectually restless and productive second half of the nineteenth century also saw significant developments in other fields, such as philology, dialectology, archaeology and even ‘Gypsyology’, which fed into the same ‘folk-related’ consciousness stream, in addition to ruralism, medievalism, arts and crafts, and many other interests and enthusiasms.

         Situated conveniently in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, the seminal work of William Chappell (1809–88) calls for a more detailed investigation than we have given to others since Percy, not only because his books are important in their own right but because he represents a different historical strand in the growth of interest in traditional or folk music. 

         In addition, his considerable contribution to our understanding of our field is in need of some rehabilitation as his views and his work have been routinely misrepresented.

         William was the oldest son of Samuel Chappell, who founded a music-publishing business in 1810. After his father’s death in 1834, William managed the family business and later became a partner in another publishing firm, Cramer, Beale and Chappell. He therefore had excellent business, cultural and scholarly contacts to feed his passion for the kind of antiquarian enquiry typical of many a Victorian gentleman-scholar. He was active in a number of scholarly societies, including the short-lived Musical Antiquarian Society, the Percy Society, the Camden Society and the Royal Musical Association. He wrote or edited a number of publications, including the Roxburghe ballads for the Ballad Society, but his tour de force was A Collection of National English Airs (two volumes, 1838–40), which he revised and extended as The Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time, published in seventeen parts from 1855 to 1859, and then in book form as two volumes.

         By the time he published the latter work, Chappell was astonishingly well read not only in musical history, but also in the neighbouring fields of theatre and literature, which he brought to bear on his subject. As he makes abundantly clear, the musical side of popular music can be understood only in its cultural context. He had a thorough knowledge of plays, poems and novels of earlier times, as well as blackletter broadsides, songsters, poetical miscellanies, dance manuals, instruction books and a host of obscure manuscripts and unique copies of early publications. This is where his network of like-minded friends and colleagues paid dividends, as he could call on their expertise and access to material as well as his own. By all accounts he was also generous with advice and material, perhaps to a fault, as many of his own manuscript materials are now missing because he sent them on for someone else to use.

         In true antiquarian mode, Chappell tried to place his myriad musical items in chronological order and assign them to particular historical periods. Given the patchy evidence, this was not always easy, and he sometimes had to rely on informed intuition rather than hard fact, but it is a sign of the quality of his editorial work that he invariably indicates when speculation has had to take over from evidence. The immense benefit of the chronological approach for the modern reader is that it enabled Chappell to write chapter introductions that identified musical trends and fashions for particular periods, which would otherwise have been virtually impossible.

         Cecil Sharp was later at great pains to differentiate Chappell’s material from that collected from ‘the folk’, largely in reaction to the writers of his day who thought that the songs and tunes included in The Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time constituted English folk song. Despite its painstaking research and erudition, Chappell’s book was, Sharp claimed, ‘no more than a record of the printed music of the past’, and he quoted Sabine Baring-Gould’s verdict – ‘a monument erected over the corpses of dead melodies, which, indeed, it enshrines and preserves’ – and cautions students to go ‘direct to peasant singers themselves’ or to those publications which contain songs that ‘have been taken down from their lips by competent musicians’. Wise counsel, perhaps, but completely useless for any historical investigation as it restricts the field to living memory. This cavalier dismissal of past evidence is odd on the part of Baring-Gould, who did his own antiquarian research into song histories, but is less surprising from the hard-line Sharp. Because he did not find what he wanted to find in Chappell’s work (that is, evidence of the historical prevalence of ‘modal’ tunes, for which see Chapters 4 and 20, on folk-song music), he declared that the whole was flawed. Needless to say, both Sharp and Baring-Gould freely used Chappell’s findings when they wanted to refer to the history of particular tunes or songs.

         Sharp also claimed that Chappell was ‘profoundly mistrustful’ of the folk-song collector, but again this is hardly fair. Chappell was at work long before the theory of ‘oral tradition’ had been thought through and accepted, and the word ‘folk-lore’ was coined six years after his book of National English Airs was published. Apart from John Broadwood’s Sussex collection, no writer had yet declared that the ‘oral tradition’ of the lower classes was where we would find the real jewels of the nation’s musical treasure chest. It was decades before the folk-song movement became a reality and long before the genre was identified.

         David Harker can always be relied upon to think the worst of any bourgeois collector or writer, and he includes Chappell as one of the mediators who appropriated and misrepresented working-class culture, even though the man never claimed any ‘folk’ basis for his material, or that he was defining the ‘popular’ in his title exclusively by reference to the working classes. Indeed, that is precisely one of the main criticisms of the folk-song collectors, that they did not go to the ‘folk’ but were happy quoting educated and ‘middle-class’ sources.20

         Harker supported his accusation that Chappell was ‘deeply sceptical’ about orally collected music with reference to a comment in The Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time – ‘Such mistakes will always occur when an editor relies solely on tradition’21 – but in the context of the original paragraph it is obvious that Chappell here is not disparaging traditional music at all, but is exposing previous editors who quote hearsay (i.e. ‘tradition’ or folklore) as fact.

         One example of Chappell’s need to dispel such myths is Edward Jones’s assertion, in his Musical and Poetical Relicks of the Welsh Bards (1784) that ‘Monk’s March’ is ‘probably the tune of the Monks of Bangor, when they marched to Chester, about the year 603’. Chappell simply points out the tune is ‘General Monk’s March’, named after the eighteenth-century soldier and published in Playford. Jones’s assertion is an excellent example of the way folklore works, as mentioned in several places in this book, and here overtly combines nationalism and historical guesswork. Jones’s need to give tunes found in Wales not only a Welsh origin, but also a long history, brings him to invent, or accept uncritically, a suitable explanation, based simply on a misunderstanding of the word ‘Monk’. Harker, in his need to prove Chappell’s distaste for ‘traditional music’, does exactly the same thing.

         Harker also adds the absurd assertion that Chappell’s work – 800 pages of closely argued musical and literary detective work, which took half a lifetime and considerable expense to research – was done to make money.

         Chappell is often labelled a ‘nationalist’ because his style of musical antiquarianism was, to a large extent, concerned with documenting and understanding the popular music of a particular nation, but there is little evidence of any political nationalist sentiment in his writings. He was not starting from square one, however, but needed to counter the very strong negative reputation of England’s lack of music:

         
            I have been at some trouble to trace to its origin the assertion that the English have no national music. It is extraordinary that such a report should have obtained credence, for England may safely challenge any nation not only to produce as much, but also to give the same satisfactory proofs of antiquity.22

         

         His writing resulted in a particularly violent reaction from many writers north of the border, because it touched a very raw nerve by questioning a deep-seated Scottish assumption of musical supremacy, which was in turn a vital plank in the construction of their cultural and nationalist identity. By Chappell’s time, Scottish writers had been claiming considerable cultural capital from their national music and song for many decades and, given free rein to do so by the lack of interest in England, the less scholarly of their editors had laid claim to a wide range of songs and tunes on the basis of little evidence.

         James Muir Wood, in his new edition of George Farquhar Graham’s The Songs of Scotland (1884), showed exactly how the ‘land without music’ jibe was taken as evidence against the possibility of the English origin of tunes:

         
            Mr Stenhouse had besides a notion, not uncommon in the earlier part of the present century, that England had little if any true national music; a tune therefore which was current in both countries, he contended, must be of Scottish origin, and only imported into England since the ‘union of the crowns’.23

         

         And this assumption is what Chappell needed to debunk, even before he could look at the history of particular tunes:

         
            Although the popularity of Scottish music in England cannot be dated further back than the reign of Charles II, it may be proved, from various sources, that English music was in favour in Scotland from the fifteenth century, and that many English airs became so popular as at length to be thoroughly domiciled there.24

         

         Henry Davey’s entry for Chappell in the Dictionary of National Biography states that he was prompted to begin his researches when a Scottish employee in his firm claimed superiority for Scottish music, and scoffed at the idea of the English having anything worth studying. Without any indication of provenance, Davey’s very neat scenario has the hallmarks of a convenient legend, which rings true because such comments were made (and still are made), on a regular basis. But it gives completely the wrong impression of Chappell’s personality by implying that the whole of his work was undertaken to annoy the Scots, whereas this is far from the case. It is certainly true that there are several passages that refute claims of Scottish origin for a host of particular tunes, but (to English eyes, at least) these do not dominate the volumes, and to imply that they do so enables nationalists to claim the whole work as anti-Scottish and dismiss its argument. Chappell was, in fact, in correspondence with many of the leading Scots scholars, and gathered a considerable collection of material on the history of Scottish music, which he gave to others to further their researches when he realised he would never have time to write it up for publication.

         The search for a national music is fraught with difficulty when one leaves the rarefied air of writing of some vague ‘national idiom’ and gets down to the level of individual tunes, which one always ends up having to do because that is where the evidence lies.

         In a murky world where hard evidence is difficult to come by, and where decisions rest on the disputed dating of manuscripts and early printed materials, and questions of whether a tune or text existed before the first time it was written down, and who copied from whom, there is always room for manoeuvre and decisions made on the basis of unspoken assumptions. In particular, it is seldom clear whether a nationalist argument is about origin or use, and in discussion it is common to slide from one to the other, whenever it suits. It is easy to assume that if a tune is found in a particular region or country it must have originated there, and this suggestion is especially strong if the tune ‘sounds like’ other tunes also claimed as local. But the most obvious sleight of hand is based on the highly dubious notion that it is possible to ascertain a tune’s national origin by internal musical characteristics alone. In the Scots/English debate, this is a particularly prevalent line of argument.

         As Andrew Wighton, another obsessive collector of early music books and manuscripts, wrote to Chappell on 8 February 1859, ‘the Scotch musicians etc. were then averse to printed music and the same aversion still exists to a considerable extent … I concluded that it would be more easy and satisfactory to prove whether the tunes were Scotch or English, by the characteristics, etc.’25 He here very neatly combines two convenient myths as fact. The first is that it is because Scots musicians deliberately avoided printed music that there is no tangible evidence, which in turn negates the evidence on the English side. This argument is still regularly used by supporters of the ‘oral tradition’ in folk song. The second is that it is the musical characteristics that count.

         But the fundamental problem with the ‘characteristics’ argument lies in deciding which characteristics to accept as evidence. Where origins are unknown, there is no year zero in which we can say, ‘This feature is definitely of Scottish or English origin’, because it may have been introduced at any time, into either place. This explains why protagonists are so keen to pin down which direction the early flow of influence took. The argument is neatly circular. One can distinguish a ‘national music’ only by its internal characteristics. The way to identify distinguishing internal features is by examining the corpus of our ‘national music’.

         The debate is considerably complicated by the incontrovertible fact that there were repeated fashions in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries for English songwriters to compose ‘Scotch’ songs (that is, songs in what they thought was the Scottish idiom), and that some of these at least were accepted into the Scottish repertoire. Later writers often refer to these as ‘Anglo-Scottish’.

         The problems of internal characteristics are sometimes highlighted by modern research. Nicholas and David Temperley’s article on the rhythmic pattern called the ‘Scotch Snap’ is a case in point. They define the Snap as ‘a sixteenth-note on the beat followed by a dotted eighth-note’, or, more technically:

         
            The Scotch Snap is a rhythmic figure found in vocal music, typically consisting of a division of a quarter-note tactus in the ratio of 1:3, that is, a sixteenth and a dotted eighth, with one syllable on each note, and with the sixteenth on the beat.26

         

         To gloss the American musical terms, a sixteenth note is a semiquaver and a dotted eighth note is a dotted quaver. ‘Tactus’ means the pulse, or underlying beat, of the music.

         The authors demonstrate that, despite being long regarded as a characteristic marker of Scottish tunes, the Snap became noticeable there only in the mid-eighteenth century, whereas it was common in English tunes back to at least 1675, and in simpler form much earlier. To severely paraphrase the Temperleys’ argument, they suggest that this particular rhythm is linguistic rather than musical. The particular rhythm is common in the English language but not in most other European languages, which may explain its prevalence in English-speaking music and its absence elsewhere. None of which supports the idea that it originated in Scotland, even if it was later common there. And we are back to our question of whether it is origin or use which makes a feature of a song or tune ‘national’.

         Decades after Chappell, tune historian John Glen was still arguing with him over the provenance of particular tunes. Forty-six pages of his Early Scottish Melodies (1900) are devoted to Chappell and refuting ‘English claims’, and the debate rumbles on. 

         There is a considerable literature devoted to Scottish music, but Karen McAulay’s book Our Ancient National Airs: Scottish Song Collecting from the Enlightenment to the Romantic Era (2013) is the best and most even-handed treatments of the Chappell affair, because she quotes from letters of the time rather than simply relying on published diatribes, and Matthew Gelbart’s The Invention of ‘Folk Music’ and ‘Art Music’ (2007) is also particularly useful.

         Before leaving Chappell and his work, we can return to his attitude towards ‘tradition’. In various parts of his book, Chappell refers to particular tunes being ‘traditional’, and he normally seems to mean that he has little written evidence of their history, or that the tune is still current long after its first appearance or composition. It is clear that these unprovenanced tunes are troublesome for him in not fitting neatly into his chronological scheme; ‘it is impossible to guarantee any considerable antiquity to an air preserved solely by tradition,’ he wrote.27 But he does not ignore them, nor disparage them as later writers have claimed, and his comments, even though usually made as asides, are often extremely valuable for the light they shed on context. Of ‘We Are Poor Frozen-Out Gardeners’ {22228} he wrote:

         
            If the reader should meet any half-a-dozen men perambulating the streets of London together and singing, the probabilities are great that they sing to this tune. Sometimes the men are dressed like sailors; at other times they look like workmen out of employment. I recollect hearing the tune at Kilburn, full forty years ago, and have, with tolerable annual regularity, ever since. I regret never having stopped to hear the words.28

         

         Of ‘I Live Not Where I Love’, he comments, ‘No tune seems to be more generally known by tradition’29 and:

         
            If I were required to name three of the most popular songs among the servant-girls of the present generation, I should say, from my own experience, that they are ‘Cupid’s Garden’ {297}, ‘I Sow’d the Seeds of Love’ {3}, and ‘Early One Morning’ {12682}.30

         

         This is vital contemporary information which we get from nowhere else.

         The Ballad Society was founded in 1869 and dissolved in 1898, and was another of those learned societies which provided material and information to Victorian scholars in so many fields. It was the brainchild of Frederick Furnivall (1825–1910), one of those astonishingly prolific Victorian scholars who seemed to have a finger in every pie; the other organisations in which he was involved included the Early English Text Society (founded 1864), the Chaucer Society (founded 1868) and the New Shakespeare Society (founded 1873).

         What these societies all shared was the recognition that scholarship and research can only thrive if workers have access to materials, and they were passionate about editing and reprinting early works, manuscripts, rare books and ephemera. In a way this was one of the Ballad Society’s problems, to which its title contributed. Furnivall and other scholars cared little for ballads in any aesthetic or literary sense, regarding them only as evidence of life in bygone times. Others, though, such as F. J. Child, who cared about ballads per se, thought that scarce manuscripts should be tackled in preference to the large blackletter broadside collections, such as Roxburghe and Pepys, which were on the Society’s initial wish-list.

         The whole idea for the Society had been Child’s. After compiling his volumes on ballads for his British Poets series, he wrote to Furnivall asking for help pinning down the whereabouts of Percy’s famous folio manuscript. Between them they finally got agreement from its owners to borrow it and transcribe it for publication. John Hales and Furnivall did the editing, and this foundation document of ballad studies was finally published in 1867–8 (with the ‘loose and humorous’ songs part of the manuscript published separately by Furnivall in 1868).

         All of Furnivall’s societies were riven by controversy both within and outside the ranks of the members, and it is generally agreed that their publications often suffered from casual and careless editing. As with the others, the Ballad Society never had enough money, and, with projects lasting thirty years or more, it is not surprising that subscribers got restless.

         William Chappell was recruited to work on the important Roxburghe collection of blackletter broadsides, starting in 1869, and his role was later taken over by Joseph Woodfall Ebsworth. Between them they produced nine huge volumes (not far short of 9,000 pages), but this took thirty years. The other major product was an edition of another broadside collection, the Bagford Ballads, also edited by Ebsworth, in 1878.

         Ebsworth (1824–1908) was another colourful character on the scholarly scene of the time. Claude M. Simpson, writing in the Journal of American Folklore (1948), revealed Ebsworth’s bizarre and inconsistent editing practices.

         
            Ballad scholarship has produced its wasp in Ritson, its fabricator in Stenhouse, its improvers in Percy and Scott; but it has never had such an editor as Ebsworth. Never, to my knowledge, has an editor so obtruded his personality, or ridden his hobbies, or aired his prejudices; never has an editor reiterated his courageous editorial canons, only to violate them at almost every opportunity; seldom has a man produced a work so full of interesting surprises, yet in the end so unsatisfactory by reason of its confusion and inconsistencies.31

         

         In the many incomprehensible features of Ebsworth’s editing, the least bizarre is his decision to print objectionable words upside down, to reduce their offensive impact.

         As Child feared, the Ballad Society added little to the mainstream of ballad research, although for generations their volumes proved the only way for most scholars to gain access to the riches of early broadside collections, however maddening the editing could be.‡ Nevertheless, Child and Furnivall remained on good terms as colleagues, and the latter was always ready and willing to help in Child’s great work. Indeed, the first volume of Child’s monumental English and Scottish Popular Ballads is dedicated to Furnivall, from his ‘grateful friend and fellow-student’.

         
            ‡ A useful assessment of the Ballad Society can be found in Rieuwerts (2004), and one of several volumes devoted to Furnivall himself is Benzie (1983).

         

         One of the clearest indications that folk-song collecting was in the air for a certain type of person in the second half of the nineteenth century comes from the famous diaries of the Revd Francis Kilvert (1793–1863). Kilvert often noted dialect words and traditional customs in the parishes in which he served, in Radnorshire, Herefordshire and Wiltshire, and we know that he had a collection of folklore which he was considering getting printed in 1870. Unfortunately, it was never published, although some of its content was used in a series on Radnorshire lore, by his niece Miss Essex Smith, in the Occult Review in 1921 and 1922.

         On the song side, Kilvert records visiting Mrs Phillips, landlady of the Sun Inn at Colva, on 26 February 1870, specifically to get her to ask her husband to send him the words of three old songs: ‘The song about our Saviour, the song about Lazarus, and the song about King James and the Tinker.’ On 2 March, he notes that he received by post ‘two old songs, imperfect but very curious and of some merit. One about our Saviour has a true ballad swing.’ The singer had forgotten the words to ‘King James and the Tinker’ but promised to try to remember them. On 13 March, Kilvert was showing Mr V. at the vicarage the ballad of ‘Our Saviour and the Three Children which interested him much’.32

         A few years later, on 2 January 1873, he wrote:

         
            This evening I went down to Bath … John Cozens carried my bag to the station and entertained me on the way with reminiscences of the time when he was the chief singer in Langley Burrell and the head of the Wassailers. When the old ‘Wassailing Set’ broke up John took possession of the ancient ‘Wassailing Bowl’ which he uses now to feed his fowls with. He promised it to me and he also promised to dictate to me some day from memory the old Langley Wassailing song which they used to sing and also their Langley Christmas Carol.33

         

         So it was that on 23 January he found John at work on the lawn and took down the words of the Christmas Carol (which turns out to be a version of the ‘Cherry Tree Carol’ {453, Child 54}, and the next day wrote down (in a shower of rain) his ‘Wassailing Song’ {209}, which commenced:

         
            
               
                  We’ll sail, we’ll sail all over the town

                  Our toast it is white and our beer it is brown

                  Our bowl it is made of the mapless tree

                  So here my bold fellows I’ll drink to thee.34

               

            

         

         The published diary includes the full texts of both songs, and more details about the wassailers. As a footnote, we can mention the entry for 18 December 1873: ‘This evening some boys came wassailing from Chippenham, and sang the Wassail Song, Old Jeff and Nellie Ray,’35 which neatly highlights the eclectic nature of the repertoire of such groups of seasonal performers. ‘Good Old Jeff’ {1740} was a mid-nineteenth-century sentimental blackface minstrel song, and ‘Nelly Ray’ {12610} a brand-new pop song in the 1870s.

         Unfortunately, we will probably never know any more about Kilvert’s collecting. After the three volumes of his diary extracts were published between 1938 and 1940, the family destroyed the rest, and it is likely that any stray papers about folk songs went into the flames with them.

         Another example of men with literary leanings taking notice of ‘folk song’ came in the shape of budding novelist Thomas Hardy, who, in 1871, was already ‘writing down such snatches of the old country ballads as he could hear from aged people’.36

         From the 1870s to the 1890s the story of folk-song collecting and publication is mainly a story of individuals like these taking it into their heads to note down these old songs, and it is almost impossible to avoid couching our survey in relatively simple terms of the people involved, and their landmark publications. Although working individually, they can clearly be seen, in hindsight, as the pioneers of a nascent national movement. What links them all is the gradual realisation that these ‘old songs’ were important and interesting and that they could best be found in the mouths of ordinary people. Obviously, these stirrings cannot be divorced from the general intellectual restlessness of the Victorian age, with its obsession with collecting, dissecting, analysing and classifying everything in sight.

         Marianne Mason (1845–1932) was the first woman to publish a collection of folk songs. She was born in London and was the daughter of a lawyer, but was related through her maternal grandfather to the Mitford family from Northumberland, which she clearly thought her most important genealogical connection. She was the first woman ever to be appointed to a senior post in the Civil Service, as Inspector of Boarded-Out Children for England and Wales, a position she held for twenty-five years and took very seriously, making a huge contribution to the development of childcare in her time.

         Her one publication in our field was Nursery Rhymes and Country Songs: Both Words and Tunes from Tradition (1877). It is interesting to note that she freely uses the term ‘folk song’ in her later papers, but at the time of her book she avoided the word because it ‘did not seem to me to be proper English’.37

         Most of what we know of Miss Mason appears in an article on her life and work by Martin Graebe in the Folk Music Journal (2014), and he in turn identifies the collection of her papers in Nottinghamshire archives, which includes diaries and a manuscript autobiography.

         Mason had learnt songs from her mother and grandmother, and also from nurses and servants when living in Carmarthenshire and elsewhere, and these ‘family songs’ were the bedrock of her knowledge of, and evident delight in, simple ‘country’ songs. She loved singing, and even wanted to be a professional singer, which her family would not countenance, and losing her singing voice at the age of thirty-two may have been the catalyst which prompted her to write her songs down.

         It is also clear from her writings that she would have dearly loved to have done more in the folk-song field if her demanding work had not taken up all her time and energy. Her pioneer status was recognised by others in the field, and she corresponded with Frank Kidson and William Chappell, and was on visiting terms with Lucy Broadwood and Sabine Baring-Gould, and one or two extra songs of hers turn up in their papers.

         Her modest book includes fifty-eight songs, which can be categorised as nursery jingles (twelve), children’s songs (thirteen), country songs (twenty-four), children’s games (two) and dialect songs (seven), and which include four Child ballads. There is one song each from Lancashire, Devon and Nottinghamshire, two from Derbyshire, four from Sussex, two are given as ‘Scotch’, one (‘I Love a Sixpence’ {1116}) is labelled ‘Learned from Americans’, and some are taken from John Broadwood’s Old English Songs (1847). But the bulk of the book comes from Northumberland. Five of Mason’s songs were in turn reprinted in Lucy Broadwood and J. A. Fuller Maitland’s English County Songs (1893).

         Some reviewers failed to take her work very seriously because from its title they assumed it to be aimed at children, while ‘some people told me that some of my ancient ditties were vulgar, and one clergyman was much shocked at one which told how the devil went off with the little tailor’.38

         Martin Graebe also identifies a very important point in his analysis of Miss Mason’s folk-song work which has potentially serious ramifications for our knowledge of the field. She was clearly from a well-to-do family, and fits our basic model of the literate collector-enthusiast in that she learnt songs from nurses and servants and presented them to the world in her book. But it is clear that she did not simply collect from them, but learnt them in the normal course of her life, and by the time they were published they were her songs. Which immediately begs the question: did they cease to be ‘folk songs’ as she grew into her comfortable middle-class adulthood? Similarly, her mother and grandmother, from whom she learnt some songs, were hardly ‘ordinary people’ in the usual sense of the word. The answer must be that the class position is subservient to the way in which the songs were learnt, remembered and performed, and that upper-class people could be ‘folk’ in these circumstances.

         As already indicated, the regional impulse, which led to much collecting and publishing, was particularly strong in north-eastern England, and it is not surprising that one of the earliest folk-song books of the Victorian era came from that area. Northumbrian Minstrelsy, by John Collingwood Bruce and John Stokoe, was published by the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne in 1882, and contained 144 items, including a number of smallpipe tunes.

         Bruce (1805–92) ran a local school, started by his father, and was an enthusiastic antiquary, particularly known for his studies of Roman Britain and Hadrian’s Wall. Stokoe was a journalist and musician, who played the smallpipes. The Society had been gathering material, often accidentally, since its inception in 1813, and had been planning a volume of local songs and tunes since at least 1855.

         The editors therefore had a range of sources to choose from, including published works and manuscripts, and although they have been criticised for editorial liberties taken with the texts, on the whole their book was a distinct improvement on others of the time. They included the tunes to the songs, printed straight, without harmony, and made some attempt to identify the sources of individual items.

         It is interesting to speculate how the process of selection of ‘local’ songs worked, both for those who compiled the earlier manuscripts and for Bruce and Stokoe. The majority of the songs chosen had local place names in their titles or texts, or included key words such as ‘keel’, ‘canny’ or ‘hinnie’, which immediately stamped them as genuinely local. But a small number are songs found all over the country, including, for example, ‘Broom Green Broom’ {379}, ‘Twelve Days of Christmas’ {68} and ‘The Miller’s Sons’ {138}. It would be interesting to know if they knew that fact and did not care, or were in ignorance. What constitutes a ‘local’ song is a question that crops up several times in the present book.

         The next important figure in the development of our subject is William Alexander Barrett (1834–1891), who was born in Hackney, east London, and received a musical education at St Paul’s Cathedral and later at Oxford. He was one of those activists who were very busy at this time, when the musical sphere was expanding rapidly in all directions. In addition to a lifelong involvement as a choirmaster and singer, he was a music writer, lecturer and critic, editor of the Musical Times, the Monthly Musical Record and The Orchestra, and an assistant government inspector of music in schools and training colleges. He published several books, including a volume on glees and others on popular song of the past.

         Barrett’s single book on our subject, English Folk-Songs, was published in 1891 and was one of the first to use the term ‘folk-song’ in a title. It contained fifty-four songs, with tunes and accompaniments, and he clearly realised that the place to find folk song was in the mouths of the people:

         
            [The book contains] only a portion of a large collection gathered from various sources during many years. The majority of them have been noted down from the lips of singers in London streets, roadside inns, harvest homes, festivals on the occasion of sheep shearing, at Christmas time, at ploughing matches, rural entertainments of several kinds, and at the ‘unbending’ after choir suppers in country districts. A few of them are still sung, some have completely disappeared from among the people by whom they were once favoured.39

         

         This implies a sustained and active interest over many years, but his papers have not survived, and we know very little about how his interest arose or how he went about it. But from clues in the notes to the songs published in his book, his is one of the great lost collections of the nineteenth century, covering a very wide geographical area and from a range of people.

         Fourteen years before the book, he was already knowledgeable enough to be giving lectures. At one on ‘Old English Ballads’, reported quite fully in the Huddersfield Daily Chronicle, he sang parts of at least nineteen songs, and it is interesting to note that rather than the usual suspects of the ‘national song’ repertoire, his renditions included ‘Seeds of Love’ {3}, ‘Cupid’s Garden’ {297}, ‘Death and the Lady’ {1031} and even ‘The Streams of Lovely Nancy’ {688}. Of the latter, he is reported to have said that it ‘had neither style nor reason … as though someone had wantonly taken a pair of scissors, cut the lines out of a number of songs at random, and then put them together and made a song of them’.40 That song continues to baffle us to this day. If the published report is accurate, Barrett does not use the word ‘folk’ in relation to the songs, but does refer to them as ‘traditional’. Of the nineteen songs he sang at his lecture in Huddersfield, only one appears in the book.

         By March 1889, he was publicly suggesting that people get out there collecting, citing the pioneering work of Sabine Baring-Gould as a model, and stressing the urgency of the task, saying that his own book was ‘coming shortly’.41 The book only just made it out before he died.

         The breadth of his collecting can be gauged by the specific places mentioned in the book, which include Shoreham and Slinfold, Sussex; Twyning, Gloucestershire; Melksham, Wiltshire; and Cranleigh, Surrey. The other counties represented are Yorkshire, Lancashire, Cheshire, Cambridgeshire, Essex, Northamptonshire and Lincolnshire. Brief mentions of informants give tantalising glimpses of his sources: ‘The Nightingale’ {1093} ‘was a great favourite, years ago, with the girls engaged in making gloves, in the neighbourhood of Yeovil, Somersetshire. The symphony between each line was hummed by the singer, or by the other girls who were working in the same room’; ‘Saucy Sailor Boy’ {531} was ‘a great favourite with factory girls in East London’; ‘William and Mary’ {348} was ‘sent from Bedfordshire, as popular among the girls and children employed in straw-plaiting’; while others are from ‘an old soldier’; ‘the singing of a labourer at a tavern in Slinfold’; and ‘one of the crew of a schooner yacht during a pleasure trip in 1877’. Barrett had clearly been at the collecting game for some time and had travelled widely, or had an extensive network of correspondents working for him. One song, ‘A Jug of This’ {1191}, has the note ‘the melody was taken down from the singing of a farm labourer at Melksham, Wilts. in 1857’, so presumably Barrett was already collecting at the age of twenty-three, and long before other pioneers (with the exception of John Broadwood) were in the field.

         Barrett also had a working knowledge of broadsides and earlier songsters, and it seems that he was happy to combine versions to make complete texts, but without his manuscripts it is impossible to be certain about the extent of his tinkering. 

         Something of an oddity, but also a sign of the times, is The Besom Maker & Other Country Folk Songs (1888) by Heywood Sumner (1853–1940), artist and archaeologist. Sumner was for many years a keen adherent of the Arts and Crafts movement, and moved in the same circles as Walter Crane and William Morris, and when The Besom Maker was published, he was already becoming known for his etchings. It is clear that the art is more important to the book than the songs.

         It contains nine songs, accompanied by drawings of idealised rural scenes seen through romantic and whimsical eyes, but the short introduction includes surprisingly perceptive and affectionate comments about the style of singing which bear no hint of condescension:

         
            This little book contains a few old-fashioned country songs. Songs which still may be heard where ploughmen strike their furrows, and still sung at harvest suppers by the old folk who do not change their tune to the time. Indeed, when thus heard song and singer seem to be inseparable for singers such as these have a quaint personal style and an unexpected manner of prolonging their best notes which cannot be imparted and which almost baffles notification.42

         

         Our next figure on the folk-song landscape was decidedly one of the most influential of his generation. Sabine Baring-Gould (1834–1924) was born in Exeter, the son of a retired East India Company captain who spent much of his time travelling, with his family, around the continent. But he was also squire of Lew Trenchard, in Devon, a position to which Sabine, as eldest son, eventually succeeded in 1872. By this time, Sabine had already decided on a career in the church, but he had to wait until the current rector, his uncle, died in 1881 before he could finally move into Lew House, as both squire and local vicar.

         By all accounts, Sabine was popular with his tenants and parishioners, and very actively involved in the estate and local affairs. He had a reputation as something of an eccentric, and had always done things his own way. He had married a factory girl, Grace Taylor, against both families’ advice, and they had fifteen children, although one died in infancy.

         Baring-Gould had many intellectual and literary interests, and was astonishingly productive. In addition to his folk-song work, he wrote over forty novels, more than sixty theological volumes, twenty-four travel books, and books on many other subjects, including folklore, werewolves and Curious Myths of the Middle Ages. His mammoth fifteen-volume Lives of the Saints includes 3,600 biographies, and as a hymn-writer he is known for ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, written in 1864, one of the best-known hymns of all time.

         It is useful to know how the mid-Victorian collectors came to be interested in the subject of folk song. The second generation of enthusiasts normally cite the books, articles or lectures of pioneers like Baring-Gould as the first spark that set them off, but those who came first did not have such opportunities.

         As has already been noted, from the 1850s onwards a general interest in folklore provided the background to many folk-related enthusiasms, and it is clear that Baring-Gould had already been interested in folklore for many years before he took folk song seriously. It chimed well with his antiquarian and archaeological leanings, and he took note of local lore when he lived in Yorkshire and Sussex, as well as in Devon. William Henderson’s immensely influential Folk Lore of the Northern Counties of England and the Borders (1866), for example, includes a chapter on ‘Household Tales’ contributed by Baring-Gould.

         But he describes how he came to folk song in his Further Reminiscences (1925):

         
            In 1888 I began to collect folk-songs and melodies in Devon; and later in Cornwall as well. The occasion was as follows. I was dining at Mount Tavy, at the hospitable table of Mr Daniel Radford, when the conversation turned upon Devonshire songs. Some of those present knew ‘Arscott of Tetcott’, and some knew ‘Widecombe Fair’, but none could recall others such as ‘The Oxen Ploughing’ and ‘Green Broom’ in their entirety, though some remembered snatches of them. I remembered how, when I was a boy, I had ridden round Dartmoor and had put up at little taverns. In them I had seen men sitting and smoking, and had heard them sing ballads. I mentioned this. My host said to me: ‘Come, you are the man to undertake the job of collecting these songs and airs. It must be done at once, or it cannot be done at all, for in a few years they will be lost.’43

         

         The interesting point here is that these middle-class diners were aware of such song as a local phenomenon rather than a national one, and were interested primarily for that reason. They had come across some songs, but had taken insufficient interest to remember them, and already had an essentially nostalgic view that they were dying out. Although we have no reason to doubt Baring-Gould’s account, the story is not quite as simple as it seems. Not only did he occasionally give 1887 as the year, but he had, in fact, collected songs much earlier, as part of his general folklore enquiries. He had published a ‘Yorkshire Ballad’, for example, in Notes & Queries in 1866.

         In Devon, Baring-Gould took to his new self-imposed task with characteristic zeal, and lost no time in getting to work. Lacking the musical skill to notate the tunes in the field, he enlisted the help of two friends, Henry Fleetwood Sheppard, from Yorkshire, and Frederick William Bussell of Brasenose College, Oxford. When these were not available, he would learn the tune from the singer, and pick it out on the piano when he got home to write it down. Not an ideal fieldwork method by modern standards, but better than losing the tune completely. He wrote to local papers and journals announcing his quest, and he scoured the local vicinity for likely singers, and found plenty of them.

         He corresponded with most of the other leading collectors, and Lucy Broadwood, Frank Kidson, Cecil Sharp and others came to stay at Lew Trenchard to compare manuscripts, talk folk song and visit his singing men and women. He also corresponded with F. J. Child, the Harvard ballad scholar, sending him versions of ballads which he himself had collected. By all accounts, Baring-Gould was extremely generous with his time and material, and took on an avuncular role in relation to those who came after. Martin Graebe’s detailed article in the Folk Music Journal (2008) focuses on the relationship between Baring-Gould and Sharp, but is also revealing about his role in the folk-song scene of the time.

         The book that made his name in our field was Songs and Ballads of the West, co-authored with Henry Fleetwood Sheppard and published in four parts (1889–1891), and as a single volume in 1892. But it is the third edition, published in 1905 as Songs of the West, with Cecil Sharp as musical editor, which is nowadays the best known. Baring-Gould and Fleetwood Sheppard also issued A Garland of Country Song in 1895, expressly to publish those songs that did not ‘appear to us to belong exclusively to the counties of Devon and Cornwall’ which they had previously ‘put aside’.

         But Baring-Gould is curiously absent from the efforts to set up the Folk-Song Society in 1898, or to relaunch it in 1905, and he seems not to have taken part in the public controversies of that period, which will be discussed in the next chapter. Perhaps, at the age of seventy plus, he felt it time to leave it to the younger ones. He certainly had not lost his interest in the subject. The chapter on ‘Folk Songs’ in his Further Reminiscences, written not long before his death, contains the statement ‘to this day I consider that the recovery of our West-country melodies has been the principal achievement of my life’.44

         In his folk-song writing, as in other aspects of his work, there is a strong antiquarian bent, and although not as pronounced as in Chappell before him and Kidson after, his interest is demonstrated in the notes to the songs in his books and manuscripts, where he often throws in references to early broadsides, chapbooks and songsters in his own collection or in the British Museum. He amassed a huge collection of early printed song materials, including over 4,000 broadsides, now mostly in the British Library. One of his lesser-known works is the ten-volume English Minstrelsie (1895–7), a very useful collection of popular songs from past ages. Although few of these songs can be classed as folk songs, the books’ contents provide an excellent overview of popular song, and his informative introductions on such subjects as the pleasure gardens, ballad operas and concert singers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are invaluable.

         Baring-Gould’s other major contribution to the folk-song world was the influential English Folk-Songs for Schools, edited with Cecil Sharp, and published in 1905. This was at the time of the very heated debate between Sharp and the Board of Education concerning the use of folk song in education (more on which will follow). The songs in the book were drawn from both their collections, and Baring-Gould edited the words while Sharp saw to the tunes.

         Baring-Gould is an easy target for the revisionist Fakesong brigade from the 1970s and 1980s, especially those who simply cannot believe that a squire and parson can ever be truly sympathetic or close to local workers and their families. But, despite being a highly educated and relatively well-off individual in a position of authority, it could be argued that Sabine Baring-Gould was a great deal closer to ‘the folk’ than most of his contemporaries in the early folk-song movement. The position of rural clergyman certainly did not necessarily bring with it an empathy for the local working people, but given Baring-Gould’s avowed affection for, and interest in, his ‘old singing men and women’, and the fact that he had regular daily contact with them, makes a mutual understanding quite possible. He was obviously not of the same class, but in the broadest sense he was part of the same rural community as his singers. It is no coincidence that of all the early collectors, Baring-Gould was the only one who routinely discussed the singers as well as the songs in his published works.

         Baring-Gould also stands accused of bowdlerisation of his texts. He certainly changed some of the words of the songs he published, and sometimes presented completely new words to accompany the collected tune, which, he claimed, was always as faithful as possible to the way it was sung to him. It is also true that while he claimed that he was forced to make these alterations to suit the moral standards of the time, a detailed examination of the changes he made cannot always be explained by moral concerns, but are more in the realms of poetic tinkering. This was the norm for the time, he had no other models on which to base his decisions, and he was avowedly trying to get the educated middle classes interested in the songs – to ensure their survival. Again, these are familiar arguments from other editors, but the one thing which marks Baring-Gould as different is that right from the start – from his first appeals for material in local journals – he promised to lodge a copy of his manuscripts in local repositories such as Plymouth Library. And he did so.§

         Frank Kidson (1855–1927), our next folk scholar, was similar to Baring-Gould in his historical interests, but from a very different background. He was born in Leeds of a relatively humble family, and largely self-educated. Helping his brother, who was a partner in an antiques business, gave him a taste for, and knowledge of, old things, and painting and antique pottery were two of his particular interests. A small private income enabled him to follow his hobbies without the need for paid employment, although he was never, by any standards, well off.

         Kidson was one of the very few folk-song collectors who had no musical training, and his interest in music was decidedly antiquarian, which is how he approached traditional or folk song. He was an avid collector of old books, manuscripts and broadsides of song and music, and he amassed a considerable reference library, which he used to great effect in his articles in the Musical Times, The Choir and other periodicals, which often focused on disentangling the history of particular tunes or songs. He had a prodigious memory for tunes and was dubbed the ‘musical Sherlock Holmes’ for his detective work.

         Kidson was a true pioneer in the folk-song field, in that his first book, Traditional Tunes (1891), was one of the earliest in the field, and was published before there was any hint of the coordinated movement yet to come. Its first print run was only 200 copies, but all the other collectors managed to obtain it, and it became well known at least to the chosen few.

         
            § Most of Baring-Gould’s song manuscripts were digitised by Wren Music’s Devon Tradition project, and are now included in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library’s online materials.

         

         It included eighty-three songs, collected by Kidson himself, mostly in Yorkshire and southern Scotland, and was almost unique for the time in that it included simply the melody line, without piano arrangement. It was thus seen as a ‘scientific’ rather than a performance-based volume.

         Roy Palmer, in the Folk Music Journal (1986), investigated Kidson’s collecting methods and sources, and concluded that the total number of songs collected by him was 226, or 277 if one counts variant versions. Not a huge haul by the standards of the Edwardian collectors who came after, but enough to make him one of the most experienced researchers of his time.

         He was soon in correspondence with other workers in the field such as Baring-Gould and Lucy Broadwood, and he was an obvious choice for the new Folk-Song Society committee when it was formed in 1898, and was an active member right through to his death. His particular forte was identifying tunes, and all items submitted to the Society’s Journal were first sent to him for a kind of historical vetting before being considered for publication. Everyone who wrote about him agreed that he was extremely generous with his time and expertise, and was always willing to help anyone who asked him a tune-related historical question.

         He did not, however, agree wholeheartedly with everyone in the folk-song world, and in particular resented Cecil Sharp’s largely successful attempts to become king of the subject. Kidson had far less faith in the ‘oral tradition’ than Sharp, and also disagreed with him on the question of origins. In essence, Kidson believed that folk songs of his time were mainly popular songs of previous generations which had survived precisely because they were well liked. Melody was the most important thing in a song, and he was scathing about classical and academic composers who produced music without proper tunes and who were solely concerned with harmony and technique. That was why, he thought, the people had been seduced by music hall, because it produced tunes that could be sung, whistled and played at home by ordinary people without musical training. He laid out these ideas in a paper read to the Musical Association in 1908, which was published in their Proceedings: 

         
            Personally I believe in the popular verdict, where we can get that verdict into true focus. This focussing can only be done by at least two generations of people, and if a favourable verdict is returned by them, then I think we may accept as true art that which has won their approval. Therefore I rank as high-class melody that which has appealed to the masses of previous ages as well as to our own.45

         

         There were other bones of contention with Sharp and his methods, and he disagreed with the latter’s plans for the use of folk song in education, believing that it was unsuitable for children unless watered down to an unacceptable extent. Some recent scholarship has concentrated on these differences and has tried to show Kidson as the heir to the throne, robbed of his inheritance by the upstart. Kidson was the folk-song expert, some say, before Sharp came along and pushed him aside. Kidson had done painstaking research into songs which Sharp simply ignored, replacing historical enquiry with unproven theory.

         If Kidson thought this, he did not say so out loud. He is not prominent in any of the public controversies through which Sharp made his name, and his public pronouncements were almost always on points of historical fact. His opposition or disquiet has to be teased out from letters and the occasional published comment which might, or might not, be a veiled complaint or attack.

         His review of Sharp’s English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions in the Musical Times (1 January 1908) is measured, and far from critical, beyond saying that some people will disagree with the conclusions. The only time he actually disagrees is on the specific history of particular tunes that Sharp uses as examples, and he quotes chapter, verse and page of early printed sources to make his point.

         Ten months later, however, in a warm review of Lucy Broadwood’s English Traditional Songs and Carols, he wrote, of her ‘valuable notes’, ‘Here Miss Broadwood’s careful researches and “level-headed” theories have kept her from that wild domain of vague conjecture, random assertion, and romantic untruth which is so apt to entrap the enthusiast.’46 This may well be a jibe against Sharp – but it might not.

         In the end, as all the obituarists and later memoir writers who knew him said, he was a decent chap, who was happier pottering around his study chasing up tune histories than constructing theories of origin or joining in public controversy.

         His one chance for an overview of the subject came with the book entitled English Folk-Song and Dance (1915), which he and Mary Neal put together. It was, in effect, two short books in one, with him on the song and her on the dance, without collaboration or cross-reference.

         By the time it was published, Sharp’s views were close to becoming the orthodoxy, and Kidson’s effort was savaged as too light and skimpy by E. Phillips Barker, a supporter of Sharp, in the Musical Times (1 November 1915), but given a much better welcome by J. T. Lightwood, a friend and colleague of Kidson’s, in The Choir (February 1916).

         In addition to his books on folk song, Kidson also published Old English Country Dances (1890), and two influential studies, British Music Publishers (1900) and The Beggar’s Opera (1922), and he contributed 400 entries to Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians. As yet there is no biography, but John Francmanis’s thesis and articles go a long way towards remedying this, and Palmer (1986) details his collecting methods. Kidson’s papers and book collection ended up in the Mitchell Library, Glasgow, and his folk-song papers and extensive broadside collection are available on the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library’s website.

         In the chronology of our field, Lucy Etheldred Broadwood (1858 –1929) comes in here, as one of the very first to edit and publish genuine, collected, folk songs, and her work is so important that she will not be absent from our pages until her death in 1929. Lucy was born in Scotland but spent many years on the Surrey–Sussex border and later lived in London. She was the daughter of Henry Fowler Broadwood of the famous piano firm, and niece of John Broadwood, whose earlier song collection has already been mentioned.

         She was a gifted singer and pianist, with wide musical interests, including early music such as plainsong and Tudor music, and, through her family connections, she knew many of the leading musical lights of the day. She took part in amateur performances, often for charity, and after her mother died in 1898 and she became fully independent, her London flat became the scene of regular musical meetings where up-and-coming musicians and singers mingled with established musical figures and intellectuals. She was in regular demand as a performer at other people’s lectures and gatherings, but always took care to remain in the amateur sphere and avoid being seen as a professional. But she was never solely a performer, as she had a strong intellectual curiosity and a scholarly side.

         Lucy had already started collecting songs in her own right, probably because she was conscious of the family tradition in this respect, and her first publication was Sussex Songs (1889), edited with her cousin H. F. Birch Reynardson, who wrote the piano arrangements, although her name does not appear on the cover or title page. This slim volume reprinted all the songs from her uncle’s book, plus ten more from Lucy’s collection.

         But it was English County Songs (1893), written in conjunction with J. A. Fuller Maitland, which really put her, and folk song, on the map. Although Kidson’s Traditional Tunes was published two years before, it was not widely known and had had little effect on the world. It was English County Songs, along with Baring-Gould’s Ballads and Songs of the West (1889–91), which really caught the mood of the times, and these two were responsible for attracting a host of new converts.

         The format of English County Songs was suggested by the publisher, Andrew Tuer, whose wife was a singer who already knew Lucy. It sought to include songs from every county in England, and Broadwood and Fuller Maitland shared the task of finding the songs, which they did partly by looking in older publications, but mainly by correspondence or personal collection. This was Fuller Maitland’s only publication in the folk-song field, but he was a constant presence in the movement from here on, and one of Lucy’s staunchest allies in all future tussles over policy and power, and his name will crop up again and again.

         The months surrounding the publication of English County Songs were particularly busy for Lucy, as she came of age as a folk-song expert. She corresponded with, and visited, Baring-Gould in Devon and Kidson in Yorkshire, and made friends with Marianne Mason, and soon knew just about everybody who was already interested in the subject. She joined the Folklore Society in 1893, drawn probably by her interest in the history of religions and her reading of Sir James George Frazer’s Golden Bough (1890), which effectively plugged her into another intellectual network. She attended Society meetings and met a number of female folklorists who would play a part in the folk-song movement later on.

         When a folk-song society was mooted, five years later, it was obvious that she would be involved, and she was in the group that met and planned the whole thing (for more on which, see further on). She was immediately involved in the internal politics of the organisation, allying with Fuller Maitland and others to keep the ‘fakers’ like A. P. Graves out of control. But she took something of a back seat in the Society’s early years, and one suggestion is that she did not get on with the dynamic honorary secretary, Kate Lee, but it may simply be that she was too busy elsewhere, tied up with family (her mother had just died), or that she did not see herself as a committee person. Nevertheless, in 1904, when Lee was ill and Cecil Sharp poked the Society by publicly declaring it ‘moribund’, she sprang into action and, in temporary alliance with Sharp, became secretary and put in train its effective relaunch. She became editor of the Society’s Journal in 1908, and in the same year issued her other important collection, English Traditional Songs and Carols.

         From then on, Broadwood held the reins at the Society and effectively kept it together for the next two decades. She ensured that the Journal not only appeared regularly but adhered to scholarly standards, and, as the Journal is one of the lasting legacies of the Society, we should be immensely grateful. Whether she controlled the Society too tightly and prevented development along more popular lines is a matter of debate.

         She soon fell out with Sharp, both personally and professionally, and abhorred his tactics in taking on the Education Board, among other things; and although they cooperated to get songs edited and published, Lucy was apparently determined to keep the Society out of his control. Ralph Vaughan Williams was a Sharp supporter, and this drove something of a wedge between him and Lucy. He was a distant relation, and very much of the same musical set as herself, and in earlier times had attended her musical get-togethers and sought her opinion on his compositions.

         Lucy’s biographer, Dorothy De Val, reads coded criticism in several of Vaughan Williams’s published comments on Broadwood, for example in his obituary for her, published in the Journal of the English Folk Dance Society, where he wrote:

         
            It is perhaps more natural that Miss Broadwood’s mind should have been more in touch with a purely learned body like the Folk-Song Society than with a society like ours, which is concerned with action rather than theory.47

         

         But there is no doubt about his views when expressed in a letter written late in life (19 July 1958; he died on 26 August), also quoted by De Val:

         
            Miss Broadwood was mistaken in keeping the folk songs as a study for the few, and also misunderstood Cecil Sharp’s attitude towards our duty to disseminate Folk Song as broadly as possible … [Sharp] had no musical degree, probably was not much good at counterpoint, had had a quarrel with one of the Vice Presidents of the Folk-Song Society and altogether did not belong to the right musical set! Therefore he must be ignored, or his work denigrated.48

         

         Admittedly, this was written in response to a letter from Lucy’s niece, Joan Bray, which implied that Sharp had ‘stolen the limelight’ that rightly should have been hers, and Vaughan Williams’s attack was therefore a form of defence. But it is interesting to see both sides trying to claim the cachet of victimhood and that the sizeable chip on Sharp’s shoulder had been passed on to his friend’s.

         Lucy’s private thoughts on Sharp, expressed in a letter to her sister Bertha on 22 July 1924, are quoted in the section on him in the next chapter. 

         There is always a problem when the student overtakes the teacher, and a degree of humility on the part of the latter is expected. Although Sharp paid lip-service to those who had gone before, it is clear from his writings (especially those to the press) that Broadwood is not being oversensitive about his methods.

         Without any doubt, Lucy Broadwood and Cecil Sharp both made significant contributions to the development of folk-song studies, but given their very different characters and methods it is impossible to say who should take the laurel as the most important figure in the field.

         It is not easy to sum up Broadwood’s significance, because she was often behind the scenes, but it is all too easy to caricature her. On the one hand she is dismissed and belittled as a rich, leisured Edwardian lady, snobbish, dabbling, and completely divorced from the real lives of the singers from whom she extracted tunes for her own use. On the other, she was the academic purist determined to keep her material for the chosen few and out of the hands of popularisers and those who would bring folk music ‘back to the folk’. In this picture she is portrayed as a female spider at the centre of her web, or in modern terms as a control freak, especially by commentators who use the word ‘hegemony’ a lot when describing the early folk-song movement.

         None of these stereotypes is fair, or accurate, and there is more than a hint of misogyny as well as the usual class envy in them. The notion of control and of ‘keeping folk song for the few’ is an interestingly subtle version of the underlying ‘folk song for use’ attitude discussed in the Introduction. It implies that there is something not quite nice about collecting songs and sharing them among like-minded people, because folk songs must be performed and ‘given back to the people’. Broadwood clearly disagreed with Sharp’s strategy of teaching folk songs in schools, but she did publish three books herself, with piano arrangements and therefore aimed at performance, which is a strange way of keeping them to oneself.

         Lucy’s ‘On the Collecting of English Folk-Song’ (1904–5) is an interesting article for an understanding of how the movement was developing at the time, and she was clearly committed to getting people out into the field. Her own collecting was not as extensive as that of many of her colleagues. Like most female enthusiasts of the time, she could not (or did not want to) roam the countryside, popping into pubs and cottages and approaching labourers in the lanes or fields. In nearly every case, she located singers and invited them to her house, or a friend found them and arranged a meeting in controlled circumstances. Much of her collecting was by post, either direct from singers or through intermediaries, and was the result of her position as Journal editor, which involved her in extensive correspondence with enthusiasts across the country.

         Her most notable ‘finds’ in her home area of Surrey and Sussex included Henry Burstow, and what became known as the ‘Dunsfold singers’. The latter were a number of local farm labourers from the village of that name, invited to dinner in 1896 by Lucy’s friend Mrs Carr (sister of Kate Lee), so that they could sing to Lucy. The experiment was highly successful and was repeated in 1898. Henry Burstow (1826–1916), a singer, bell-ringer and shoemaker from Horsham, sent Lucy a list of the 420 songs he knew, and she noted some from him in person, some from him by letter, and she later sent Vaughan Williams to visit to make phonograph recordings (which have not survived). Burstow’s list is published in his Reminiscences of Horsham (1911), and he is mentioned several times in the present work.

         Lucy Broadwood continued to be a major player in the folk-song movement till her death. It is fair to say that her contribution to the field has only recently received the attention it deserves, and is still a matter of some contention. Particularly useful accounts of her work can be found in De Val (2000 and 2011), Gregory (2008) and Dean-Smith (1964); Bassin (1965) assesses her contribution to the study of Gaelic folk song. Her folk-song papers are at the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library and are available on their website; family papers, including her all-important diaries, are at the Surrey History Centre, while papers relating to Gaelic song are at the School of Scottish Studies.

         John Alexander (Alec) Fuller Maitland (1856–1936), Lucy Broadwood’s co-author on English County Songs, was one of the most influential figures in the general music scene in Britain, as scholar, journalist and editor, and his autobiography was aptly named A Door-Keeper of Music (1929). He was music critic of The Times (1889–1911), editor of the second edition of Grove’s Dictionary (1904–10) and the fourth volume of the Oxford History of Music, and author of a number of other monographs and countless articles. After the publication of English County Songs, his contribution to the folk-song movement was mainly in the background, as a committee member of the Folk-Song Society from its inception and as a cheerleader and critic in his publications. But his influence here was considerable, and as a staunch ally of Lucy and her friends was against Sharp in various controversies. His autobiography, though, devotes only a couple of pages to folk song, and his memory seems rather inaccurate.

         Charlotte Sophia Burne (1850–1923) was one of a group of who came to folk-song collection via their interest in more general folklore. The daughter of landed gentry in Shropshire and Staffordshire, she became interested in the burgeoning field of folklore in the 1870s, when she took over from an ailing Georgina Jackson, who had been noting folklore items while collecting dialect materials for her proposed Shropshire Word-Book. Burne threw herself into the task, and produced one of the seminal works of the emerging field of folklore research with her modestly entitled two-volume Shropshire Folk-Lore: A Sheaf of Gleanings (1883). This immensely informative and readable book is to many minds the best of the large-scale county-wide folklore compilations of the time, and set the pattern for later volumes and immediately positioned Burne as an expert in the field.

         While the great theorists such as George Laurence Gomme, Andrew Lang, Alfred Nutt and E. B. Tylor sought to persuade the world that the study of folklore was a science, there was an important group of mainly female folklorists whose forte was collection, and here Burne was an acknowledged expert, along with Alice Gomme (wife of Sir George Laurence Gomme), Ella Leather, Eliza Gutch, Mabel Peacock, and others. The male pioneers were dubbed ‘The Great Team’ by folklore historian Richard Dorson, but we await a collective name for the group of women workers whose contribution has begun to be fully acknowledged only in recent decades. It is instructive to see how these folklore collections are still required reading for anyone interested in the subject, at any level, while the theorists, whose day has long passed, are of interest only to those researching the early history of the discipline.

         Burne was elected to the Folklore Society Council in 1887, and was indefatigable in her work for the movement, chairing committees, submitting articles and notes by the dozen to their journal, which she edited from 1900 to 1908, and serving as the first-ever female president from 1911 to 1912. Indeed, she claimed to be the first female president of a learned society in the country.

         It is also interesting to note that the same group of female enthusiasts provided the main point of crossover between the folklore and song/music fraternities in the early days of the folk-song movement.

         As a whole, there was a cordial, if superficial, relationship between the lore people and the song people, and there were specific points of overlap in areas such as the Child ballads, with their strong links to folk tales and beliefs, and in children’s singing games. But although the founders of the Folk-Song Society had toyed with the idea of formal ties with the Folklore Society, this idea had quickly dissolved. To oversimplify, many members of the ‘learned’ Folklore Society were deeply uneasy about links with a group whose main interests seemed aimed at performance. This attitude has proved a stumbling block to sporadic moves to get the lore and song people together ever since.

         Alice Gomme was a founder member of both societies, and served on both their governing bodies till her death. Burne joined the Folklore Society in 1883 and was one of the first to join the newly formed Folk-Song Society, while Lucy Broadwood was a founder of the latter and a regular attender of Folklore Society meetings from 1892 onwards. Marian Roalfe Cox (1860 –1916), the expert compiler of the standard study of Cinderella stories, was another who was active on both fronts.

         Shropshire Folk-Lore included a substantial chapter on singing games, and songs and rhymes associated with calendar customs also appear in their relevant sections, but Burne was one of the few folklorists to take song and music seriously enough to seek them out deliberately and devote a whole section to them. Some of her songs came from her network of correspondents around the county, but she made special fieldwork trips, including four visits to Gypsies in 1885, where she collected mainly from the children, as their parents were either too busy or wary. Judging by her published output, she collected more from women than from men. Like most educated ladies of her time she could play the piano, but she was not sufficiently skilled in music to note the tunes, and whenever possible she took along a musical colleague.

         It is clear from her writing that she had more songs than the ones that made it into her book, and she also had a collection of locally printed broadsides and was aware of their influence on the song tradition. There is some indication that she did not publish those songs that were already available in other publications. A few extra songs, noted in Staffordshire, were published in the Folk-Lore Journal (1886). In total, she published twenty-eight songs, including carols and eight Child ballads, and twenty-three tunes, in addition to the games and custom-rhymes already mentioned.

         Tragically, her papers have not survived, and it has been suggested that they were destroyed by a spiteful sister after her death, which is a particular pity for folk-song scholarship as she was relatively early in the field, and Shropshire did not attract any other major collector.

         Our next key figure in the chronology of folk-song research, who has already been mentioned several times, raised the study of the traditional ballad to previously undreamt-of heights.

         Francis James Child (1825–96) was born in Boston, the son of a sailmaker. As a child he showed particular promise at school and, with some sacrifice from his family, he attended Harvard College from 1842 to 1846. After graduation, he worked as a tutor for a while, undertook a long trip to Europe, and returned to Harvard as a professor, where he spent the rest of his life.

         Although known primarily for his work on the traditional ballad, Child was interested in various aspects of early literature, and became an acknowledged expert on Chaucer, with an international reputation. His first publication was Four Old Plays (1848), for which he had commenced correspondence with British scholars such as James Orchard Halliwell (or Halliwell-Phillips, as he later became), and John Payne Collier that stood him in great stead later on.

         By 1853 he was the general editor of a new 130-volume series called British Poets, designed to give American readers access to consistent and reliable texts in a uniform edition, and it was writing for this series that first interested him in the ballads, as specimens of early poetry. The eight-volume English and Scottish Ballads (1857–60; second edition 1866) which resulted from this research was a major step forward for ballad study at the time, but was primarily based on printed sources and Child quickly grew dissatisfied with the series and planned to do something more in the same line. During the Civil War he was also much concerned with the provision of patriotic poems and songs for the Northern troops and populace; he even suggested the use of broadsides as a way of circulating them.

         The demands of a growing family and a busy academic career restricted the time he could spend on ballads, which had increasingly become his main research interest, but by the early 1870s Child was ready to start his grand work on them in earnest. In 1872, he was greatly encouraged by a supportive letter offering help from the great Danish ballad scholar Svend Grundtvig, who was closely associated with the project until his death in 1883 and whom Child himself regarded as his mentor. By 1873, Child was choosing the ballad as his topic for a prestigious series of lectures, and writing to Notes & Queries in Britain, asking for help gathering materials.

         The result was The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, still the most important publication in the field, and effectively the founding document in serious ballad studies. From then on, certain ballads/songs would always be referred to as ‘Child ballads’ if they had been included in the 305 items that were featured in his book.

         It took all but ten years to get the first part into print in 1882, and the last volume was not quite finished when he died in 1896. It was always something of a work in progress as each volume contained additions and corrections to previous ones, and new material was constantly coming in. It was only when he was nearing the end of the series, when Child was showing signs of being weary with the whole thing, that he stopped actively chasing up new material. The last volume was seen through the press by his former student and colleague George Lyman Kittredge.

         It is difficult to write about The English and Scottish Popular Ballads without using the word ‘monumental’. It gathered together virtually everything that was known on the subject; it drew on previously unknown manuscripts, and collections that people thought were lost, and Child followed a rigorous editorial policy and compared sources to show when liberties had been taken. The work drew on a formidable range of foreign sources to show parallels and suggest international lines of enquiry, and it provided future generations with a bona fide corpus of material, a canon, with which to follow their own research interests. On the broader canvas, the books gave the ballads credibility and gravitas and forced the literary world to take them seriously. Every general English Literature history course from then on had to include ‘the ballad’ somewhere near the beginning.

         But there were problems, of course, although most of them not of Child’s making. Because they were viewed primarily as poetry, and therefore literature, the ballads were almost completely divorced in scholarly writing from ‘folk song’ and often regarded as a totally different subject. When the connection was made, by people working from the song end, the primacy of the ballad was almost automatically assumed. Ballad studies had thrown up many theories of origin, often based on the assumption of great age and some kind of definition of ‘the people’, and these underlying assumptions were then transferred to ‘folk song’. The result was, to oversimplify, a theory of origin that argued a medieval or earlier provenance being applied to a corpus of material which is perhaps 90 per cent eighteenth or nineteenth century.

         Child is often castigated for ignoring tunes, although the majority of his sources (manuscripts and printed books) did not include the music. But not only are there few tunes, stuck at the back of the book, but the literary perspective ignores performance almost entirely. For some of the ballads, and in particular some of the Robin Hood pieces, there is no evidence that they were ever sung or recited by ‘the people’, or anyone else, for that matter, being drawn, as far as we know, from purely literary sources.

         At a more general level, many people have complained that the Child ballads have taken up a disproportionate amount of attention, dazzling commentators with their putative glory so that other ballads and the ordinary folk song are ignored. And there are still plenty of scholars who are really interested only in the sacred 305.

         Child did not live to write the ‘General Preface’ which people hoped would provide the authoritative definition and description of the ballad from the acknowledged master, and there is evidence that Child himself found the summing-up difficult to approach, and kept putting it off. A small cottage industry developed in articles that tried to reach Child’s definition of the genre and his selection criteria by extrapolating from the general text of the volumes, but there has been no agreement on their suggestions. Child’s selection criteria had also remained a mystery, as some do not seem to fit, while other songs, such as ‘The Frog’s Wooing’ {16}, are certainly old enough to have been considered. His correspondence and other writing, which is still being sifted and published, makes it quite clear that he wanted to include every single item that contained some scrap of the ‘popular’ voice from the time when he thought the ballads flourished. We must presume that all of those did contain at least such a scrap, and those rejected did not, but we have no guidance on how to spot those scraps for ourselves.

         The nearest we have to an introduction is the article entitled ‘Ballad Poetry’ which Child wrote for Johnson’s Universal Cyclopaedia (1874), usefully reprinted in the Journal of Folklore Research (1994). Although this was written near to the beginning of the major project, Child had already been involved with ballad study for twenty years, and it seems to agree more or less with the opinions scattered through the volumes, although these are sometimes a little contradictory. Child himself, however, wrote that he did not want the article to be quoted as his definitive thoughts on the matter. 

         The crucial point is that for him ‘ballad poetry’ was the forerunner of ‘art poetry’ and belonged to a period when there was no, or little, distinction between popular and art culture:

         
            The primitive ballad, then, is popular, not in the sense of something arising from and suited to the lower orders of people. As yet, no sharp distinction of high and low exists, in respect to knowledge, desires and tastes. An increased civilization, and especially the introduction of book-culture, gradually gives rise to such a division; the poetry of art appears; the popular poetry is no longer relished by a portion of the people, and is abandoned to an uncultivated or not over-cultivated class – a constantly diminishing number.49

         

         As discussed in Chapter 1, there is a basic dichotomy between those who believe that the ballads started high in society and trickled down, or started low and trickled up. Child emphasises his position by repeating:

         
            From what has been said, it may be seen or inferred that the popular ballad is not originally the product or the property of the lower classes of the people. Nothing, in fact, is more obvious than that many of the ballads of the now most refined nations had their origin in that class whose acts and fortunes they depict – the upper class.50

         

         It is often stated that Child and his other ballad scholars mistrusted ‘oral tradition’, but they spent so much of their time with manuscripts and books that it was hardly on their radar. So it is interesting to see what he says about what we would call ‘tradition’:

         
            If the transmission has been purely through the mouths of unlettered people, there is less probability of wilful change, but once in the hands of professional singers there is no amount of change which they may not undergo. Last of all comes the modern editor, whose so-called improvements are more to be feared than the mischances of a thousand years.51

         

         We can say ‘amen’ to that.

         What Child does give us is a bringing together of evidence for the older strata of folk song. Anything he includes is by definition as old as about 1700, and many are much older. He gathers the evidence as faithfully as possible, adds comments from his own extensive experience, and always makes clear when speculation takes over from evidence. His comments are surprisingly human and even in places quietly humorous. He adds an international perspective which is as informative as it is fascinating.

         This international perspective is one of Child’s great strengths and has also spawned its own scholarly industry. His detailing of foreign analogues is essential, but we are not always given the information we need to assess what it means to us. Knowing that the same story exists in a book of French tales published in, say, 1890 and a Serbian one in 1896 is useful only if we know how reliable these books are, what period their material is from, and whether they are drawn from ‘popular’ or literary sources. In other words, we need to know if these books are sufficiently Child-like to be trusted. No doubt without his realising it, Child’s list of foreign analogues always appears to have a subtext that wide distribution means great age means ‘popular’, or what we would more likely call ‘traditional’. And it is perhaps the case that Child was so much at home with the international ballad scene that he writes in those terms even when dealing with one particular locality such as the English and Scottish material. His ‘Ballad Poetry’ article, for example, appears to base his definitions primarily on German and Danish evidence, because, as he says, their evidence is both fuller and earlier. We are left to take it on trust that when that definition is applied to our home traditions it is still just as valid.

         It can be mentioned here, as well as in its proper place in the next century, that Bertrand Harris Bronson did the whole folk-song world an immense service with the four-volume The Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads (1959–72), another publication that deserves the word ‘monumental’. There is a huge amount of other material on Child and the ballad too. Mary Ellen Brown’s Child’s Unfinished Masterpiece (2011) is an excellent introduction; W. Edison Richmond, Ballad Scholarship: an Annotated Bibliography (1989) lists most of the important material available up to that point; Bronson’s The Ballad as Song (1969) continues his explorations of the music; and Friedman’s The Ballad Revival (1961) helps explain the literary side.

         It is necessary to step aside from our threads of ‘folk-song’ and ‘ballad’ studies to take note of developments in the world of mainstream music which were taking shape at the same time, and which provided the background for much of what came later in our field.

         In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, an extremely influential group of musicians, educators and administrators became collectively known as the English Musical Renaissance movement. Their central idea was that there would never be an English ‘national’ music until our composers were taught to study and play English music, instead of relying on entirely foreign (that is, German) models.

         In the Victorian period, this movement is largely beyond our interest, because concerned entirely with elite classical music, but it became more relevant as the century wore on. It can be seen as providing much of the rhetoric that went towards creating a generalised notion of ‘English music’, which manifested itself in the folk-song movement and later infused the writings of Cecil Sharp and others. The founders of the Renaissance were also involved, albeit as figureheads, in the formation of the Folk-Song Society, and the second generation included composers such as Vaughan Williams, Gustav Holst and George Butterworth, who enthusiastically took the idea of folk song into their compositions.

         The notion of the need for an ‘English music’ movement had been bubbling under since at least the 1840s, but it really blossomed in the 1880s, and was first called a ‘renaissance’ movement by Joseph Bennett in the Daily Telegraph in 1882. One of the key stimuli, which also informed the folk-song people, was the reiteration of the old slur on England’s musical heritage in Carl Engel’s An Introduction to the Study of National Music (1866) and The Literature of National Music, first published as a series of articles in the Musical Times, and put together as a book in 1879:

         
            It seems rather singular that England should not possess any printed collections of its national songs with the airs as they are sung at the present day, while almost every other European nation possesses several comprehensive works of this kind … Some musical inquirers have expressed the opinion that the country-people in England are not in the habit of singing while at work in the fields, or when towards evening they are returning to their homes; and that those social gatherings during the long winter evenings in which the Germans and other continental nations delight in singing their favourite songs, are unknown to the English rustics.52

         

         Engel goes on to say that this is unlikely to be true, and to surmise that the early industrialisation and urbanisation of the country had effectively chased out the old rural musical traditions. He returned to the subject later in the book:

         
            It certainly appears singular that English musicians should have neglected to investigate the national songs of the different provinces of their own country. Surely there are English musicians who might achieve good results if they would spend their autumnal holidays in some rural districts of the country, associate with the villagers, and listen to their songs.53

         

         The nascent Renaissance movement was highly motivated by this call to action, although its members did not rush out into the field in their holidays to find peasant singers. What they got from Engel’s analysis was a validation of the idea that musical nationalism, already well understood in a European context, could also apply to England and that English composers should write English music. 

         It is generally agreed by historians of the subject, such as Meirion Hughes and Robert Stradling (2001) and Frank Howes (1966), that the founding father of the movement was George Grove (1820 –1900), of Grove’s Dictionary of Music fame, who was instrumental in founding the Royal College of Music (RCM) in 1883. His closest disciples at the RCM were Charles Hubert Parry and Charles Villiers Stanford, and another key member was Alexander Mackenzie, Principal of the Royal Academy of Music from 1888. Between them, they exercised a stranglehold over the academic study of music in this country for many years, and their pupils included nearly all the main native composers of the next generation. They were also supported by other influential characters, such as J. A. Fuller Maitland, music critic at The Times, and his brother-in-law W. Barclay Squire, librarian at the British Museum, who missed no opportunity to further the movement’s agenda.

         Renaissance members were happy to talk of ‘national music’ as the ‘music of the people’, but they had no intention of raising working-class music to the heights of proper music, nor of writing music for ordinary people to play and sing. They had their own pet hatreds (such as Mendelssohn and Wagner), but the current folk or popular music was barely thought worthy of their notice. When they did need ‘national songs’, as we will see later, they did not turn to ‘the folk’ for them but were content with composed songs of previous generations which had, in their view, stood the test of time through repeated middle-class reprinting. Or they took traditional tunes and wrote new words.

         It is noticeable that the early impetus for collecting songs, which became the folk-song movement, did not come from professional composers and academics but from amateur enthusiasts like Mason, Kidson, Baring-Gould, and Lucy Broadwood. Until Vaughan Williams and Butterworth came along, Fuller Maitland was the only one of the Renaissance members with direct experience of folk song in its natural habitat. But, as will be seen, it is noticeable that when the Folk-Song Society was formed in 1898, Fuller Maitland was on the first committee, and three of the four vice-presidents were Parry, Stanford and Mackenzie. 

         It was also the Renaissance fans who promoted the idea of a ‘golden age’ of English music, which they placed in the reign of Elizabeth I. Conveniently, this period is regarded as equally golden for literature, and historical events such as the defeat of the Armada, which all feature regularly in evocations of the ‘Merrie England’ that proved so potent in the folk-dance and folk-custom revival movements a short while later.

         The possession of a golden age is crucial to the success of any revival or renewal movement, and is especially necessary for any notions of native genius or national aptitude in culture. There has to be a golden age, a fall from the heights of perfection, to explain how our national genius became hidden (in this case it was the seventeenth-century Puritans who were to blame), followed by a long period in the wilderness (the foreign-dominated eighteenth and nineteenth centuries), from which the seeds that had lain dormant for so long could gloriously spring forth, under the expert guidance of the revivalists.
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            Our History 2: Bringing in the Harvest

            Folk-Song Collectors and Editors after 1898

         

         The scattered interests and efforts of the early pioneers finally came together as a definable movement in 1898 with the formation of the Folk-Song Society. There are many people who played a small role in the Folk-Song Revival movement, or who made a significant but brief appearance which is now forgotten or under-recognised, and one of these is Kate Lee, the first honorary secretary of the Society, and one of its instigators, but who died before it really got into its stride.

         Kate Lee (née Spooner) (1859 –1904) was born in Nottinghamshire into an Anglo-Irish family, and despite being married and having children she was determined to have a professional musical career (in contrast to Lucy Broadwood, who remained determinedly amateur in her musical activities). As an adult student, Kate studied singing, piano and harmony at the Royal College of Music in 1887 and by the late 1890s she was performing regularly in concerts and operas all over the country. She always seemed to have a liking for ‘folk’ material, and her concert programmes usually included Irish, Manx, Hungarian and English songs – the latter drawn from Broadwood’s English County Songs (1893). She joined the Folklore Society and the Irish Literary Society of London, and it was with others from the latter that the idea of a Folk-Song Society was hatched.

         Inspired by Lucy Broadwood’s published works, Kate seems to have started deliberately collecting traditional songs in about 1896. She noted songs in various counties, particularly in Norfolk, but her most famous collecting foray was to Rottingdean in Sussex, in November 1898, where she was the first to note songs from James and Thomas Copper. Whether or not the idea for the new society was Kate Lee’s or A. P. Graves’s (as he claimed), it is abundantly clear that she was the driving force behind the venture, and her last illness and untimely death was the reason it faltered and fell into the ‘moribund’ state in which Cecil Sharp publicly declared it to be. Her death was a great setback for the new movement, although it could be argued that the new life put into the society by the (temporary) alliance of Cecil Sharp, Ralph Vaughan Williams and Lucy Broadwood achieved more than the old one was likely to aspire to, but it is impossible to say either way. Kate Lee and Lucy Broadwood clearly did not get on very well, and the latter would probably have held herself aloof while Kate called the shots.

         Lee’s great enthusiasm for collecting was particularly important at a time when most of the Society’s members were armchair enthusiasts, and she anticipated Sharp’s clarion call for volunteer collectors by more than five years. Indeed, her lasting written legacy is concerned mainly with the practical side of fieldwork and the human way in which she described the activity in ‘Some Experiences of a Folk-Song Collector’, published in the first volume of the Society’s journal, and the highly practical advice included in the leaflet ‘Hints for Collectors’, issued in 1898, in which she was heavily involved.

         
            The first time I really heard folk-songs was in Surrey, years ago, when I was staying with some people one Christmas, and after dinner they told me that a very extraordinary gipsy living in the neighbourhood would come in, as he often did, and sing to the guests. He accordingly came in with a stringed instrument, and he sang a rather wild tune which perhaps now, with more experience, I should look upon as traditional, or, perhaps, as Mr Jacques would say, ‘modal’ … Another time I heard folk-songs sung at Christmas time, was in Bucks, in a little quiet village, and after breakfast the singers came into the hall of the house where I was staying, to sing the songs of the village. After listening, I was very anxious to take some down, but the host did not at all like the idea, because he said ‘it would spoil the men very much if they thought they sang anything worth writing down’.1

         

         This is a very interesting comment and echoes references by others to villagers visiting the local big house, and the middle classes being entertained by their songs. It is significant that these visits were at Christmas, and were presumably part of the seasonal tradition of visits by carolsingers, mummers and other customary performers rather than a frequent occurrence during the year, although her comment on the Gypsy coming ‘often’ implies that his appearances might have been more common. The two main times that middle-class inhabitants encountered the ‘folk-singing’ of the ordinary villagers was at Christmas and harvest.

         Lee was therefore already a field collector, as well as a performer, when the idea of a new society was first mooted, at a meeting of the Irish Literary Society of London, when she was discussing the merits of folk song with A. P. Graves, his brother Charles, and Harry Plunket Greene.

         Plunket Greene (1865–1936) was born in County Wicklow, and was at the height of his powers as one of the best-known classical singers of the day. He specialised in oratorios and the solo song repertory, and, like Kate Lee, he regularly featured ‘folk songs’ in his concert performances in among the German lieder and suchlike. He was closely connected to all the leading British composers and academics, and was soon to marry Hubert Parry’s younger daughter. With his existing contacts, and through his performances, he proved an important ally in the move to get folk song to be taken seriously by the musical establishment. Plunket Greene remained a member of the Society and was a staunch supporter of folk song and dance throughout his life. But at the time of the initial discussions about the new society, his most important role was that he was already acquainted with Lucy Broadwood and Fuller Maitland, and he could form an essential point of personal contact between the ‘Irish’ group and the existing small network of collectors and enthusiasts in England.

         Kate Lee turned out to be the most active of the original four, but at first it was A. P. Graves who seemed the natural leader. Alfred Perceval Graves (1846–1931), born in Dublin, the son of the Bishop of Limerick, spent a long career working for the government in England, first in the Home Office and then as a schools inspector, in which role he was particularly successful, and he made a significant contribution to the development of state schooling. But he was also very active in literary pursuits, particularly poetry, and was a keen advocate of Irish culture.

         His close involvement with the new Folk-Song Society, however, posed a distinct problem because of his track record in what he termed the ‘restoring’ of folk songs, which occasioned an immediate power struggle between two different camps to make sure the organisation developed on the right lines. Graves was well known for his Songs of Old Ireland (1882), which he produced in collaboration with his lifelong friend Charles Villiers Stanford, who arranged the music – taken mostly from the collection of tunes amassed by George Petrie. Stanford has already been identified as one of the most influential figures in the English Musical Renaissance movement of the period, and will be met with again in a short while, in the debate over ‘national songs’. But Graves’s notion of ‘restoring’ folk songs was to write completely new words to old tunes.

         It is crucial to understand the distinction here, because it has become common to lump together all forms of ‘editing’ or ‘adapting’ song as the same thing. Graves did not simply ‘soften’ or ‘repair’ song texts, as most folk-song editors of the time did, but threw them out altogether, or selected tunes for which no words had been recorded, and wrote his own, while still claiming that they were ‘folk songs’.

         The practice of the wholesale rewriting or composition of texts is not in itself reprehensible, and already had a long history in Ireland and Scotland, with Thomas Moore’s immensely popular Irish Melodies (1808–34), and admittedly the trend was started because the key Irish collectors of the earlier period, such as Edward Bunting and George Petrie, were interested only in the tunes, and had not provided a corpus of texts for later researchers to draw on. The record of ‘national’ music was therefore heavily weighted towards the melodies right at the start. 

         Many were happy to accept Graves’s songs as ‘folk’, but the group of English folk-song experts who were brought into the fold, including Lucy Broadwood, Kate Lee, Fuller Maitland, and W. H. Gill (an Isle of Man specialist), were determined that any new society should not be founded on such lines and were concerned to prevent ‘the fakers’ (as they called them) gaining control. In the sphere of the Society, they largely succeeded, but in the wider world the Graves style of composed songs masquerading as ‘folk’ never went away, and constituted a recurrent irritant to those who believed in songs collected from the people, words and music.

         It is probably true to say that folk song was sufficiently in the air and fashionable for some sort of organisation to have happened anyway, but it is interesting that the impetus came from a group with strong Irish connections rather than from the nucleus of ‘English’ collectors like Broadwood and Kidson, and the reason, as explored in Arthur Knevett’s writings, is the particular combination of the political and cultural worlds that prevailed at the time.

         The campaign for Irish Home Rule, which had promised so much, was in disarray, and many nationalists were increasingly looking to Irish culture rather than politics to establish an Irish identity. The Irish Literary Society of London had been formed in 1891 precisely to further these aims, and – along with literature – song and music had naturally been one of its major concerns, and they were keenly aware of the prevailing notions of ‘folk’ and ‘traditional’ as the key to understanding a nation’s unique identity.

         The Irish connection also largely explains why the Society’s title was not encumbered with a geographical restriction. Despite later efforts by Cecil Sharp and Vaughan Williams to insert the word ‘English’, the organisation remained the Folk-Song Society until its amalgamation with the English Folk Dance Society (for more on which, see further on) in 1932. The new merged society – the English Folk Dance and Song Society (EFDSS) – has had to struggle with the ambiguity of the word ‘English’ in its title ever since. 

         The first planning meeting took place on 27 January 1898, and the Society was formally brought into being on 16 June in the same year. At first, it had seemed a sensible move to ally the new group with the existing Folklore Society, and preliminary negotiations took place but proved abortive. Connections with the older society remained, however, in the persons of Alice Gomme, Lucy Broadwood, Kate Lee, Charlotte Burne and others, who were members of both and whose interests included the musical.

         The first committee comprised Frank Kidson, Edgar F. Jacques, J. A. Fuller-Maitland, Alice Gomme, Lucy Broadwood, Sir Ernest Clarke, W. H. Gill, A. P. Graves, Alfred Kalisch, Frederick Corder, John Davenport Rogers, and Kate Lee as secretary.

         The figureheads who lent their prestige to the movement, but who were not expected to be involved on a day-to-day basis, included, as president, Lord Herschell (previously a Liberal MP and Lord Chancellor) and four vice-presidents who constituted a stunning array of musical luminaries of the time: Sir John Stainer, Professor of Music at Oxford University; Charles Villiers Stanford, Professor of Music at Cambridge University; Sir Alexander Campbell Mackenzie, Principal of the Royal Academy of Music; and Charles Hubert Parry, Director of the Royal College of Music.

         It later became common to sneer at the Folk-Song Society as an ineffectual dilettante gathering of middle-class Edwardians poring over their finds like butterfly collectors. But this is facile and inaccurate. There were hundreds of similar small learned societies at the time, designed to provide a forum for communication between members, a way of publishing material, and of encouraging research and collection by those who were interested in their particular subject. The Society was not intended to be a mass movement or a populist campaigning body, and there is no reason why it should have been. The members were sufficiently interested in the topic to pay their half-a-guinea subscription, but as in all such organisations their reasons were as diverse as their levels of commitment. Nor was it overtly political or culturally interventionist. It is criticised for appropriating working-class culture for its own ends, but would have been doubly censured if it had sought to teach middle-class attitudes to the workers through their songs (as Sharp’s ideas on the teaching of folk songs in schools have been, as detailed later). Without its encouragement and without the Journal, which provided one of the only ways that unadorned, unharmonised material could be published, our knowledge of the folk songs of the time would be immeasurably poorer.

         Although in the early days there were attempts at soirée-style public events – presumably because performers such as Kate Lee and Plunket Greene naturally thought in those terms – these soon petered out, and the Society settled down to the occasional talk or lecture at its AGMs and the publication of the Journal. Individual members, though, including Broadwood, Sharp, Kidson, Vaughan Williams and Grainger, were very active in giving lectures and writing articles in support of the new movement.

         As already indicated, it was Kate Lee’s enthusiasm and leadership that got the thing well started. By the time of its first annual report there were seventy-three members, and the first Journal in 1899 listed 110. By 1901 it was 121, but by 1903 Lee’s illness was taking its toll, and the Society had virtually ceased to function.

         The next big thing on the folk-song horizon was the arrival of Cecil Sharp, who joined the Society in 1901 but really came to prominence in 1904 to 1905, when he was instrumental in getting it effectively relaunched.

         Of all the early collectors and enthusiasts, Cecil Sharp (1859–1924) has understandably received the most attention, and there is now a considerable body of literature about him. His character and methods engendered strong feelings while he was alive, and have done so again since the 1970s, although between those dates he was generally regarded by those in the folk movement as a worthy founder beyond criticism.

         The main accounts of his life and work include the positively supportive biography by Maud Karpeles and the doctoral thesis and published articles by Chris Bearman; the less enamoured assessment by Georgina Boyes, and the predictably venomous polemic by David Harker; and in more recent times the more measured treatments by Roy Judge and Derek Schofield. But we desperately need a new, even-handed, biography of the man and his work to bring it all together. 

         Even those who are critical of his work cannot ignore him. He was the only one of his generation who really tried to define the subject, he was the only one who had a developed strategy of use and popularisation, he was by far the most active collector, researcher and publisher in both song and dance, and, like him or loathe him, he was the single most important figure in the study of folk song and music that we have had.

         Cecil was born in south London in 1859. His father was a slate merchant, but was also a music lover and interested in architecture, antiques and archaeology, and Cecil inherited this interest in cultural and artistic matters, particularly music. Graduating from Clare College, Cambridge, in 1879, with a degree in mathematics, he was sent off to Australia in 1882, where he worked as a bank clerk and assistant for the Chief Justice of South Australia. He took an active part in the musical life of the area, as assistant organist at Adelaide Cathedral, conductor of the local choral society and the Adelaide Philharmonic Choir, honorary director of the Adelaide String Quartet Club, and from 1889 to 1891 joint director of the Adelaide College of Music, and these interests finally led him to settle on a career in music, with a particular interest in teaching.

         Back in England in 1892 he continued to involve himself in musical matters – teaching, organising, lecturing, dabbling in composition – and was keen to succeed, but he was a very minor fish in a big pond and always held a grudge against the musical establishment as he felt his lack of formal training and contacts meant he was never accepted into their ranks and was always something of an outsider.

         In politics, he was at one time a member of the Fabian Society, and described himself as a ‘conservative socialist’, although by modern standards he was certainly not left-wing. He did not, for example, support his sister Evelyn’s militant work for women’s suffrage. Never a well man, he suffered from hay fever, asthma, gout of the eyes, the recurrent after-effects of a typhoid fever, and a number of other ailments, which prompted his friends to claim that his commitment to the things he believed in had been achieved at great personal cost. 

         It was teaching music that paid the bills. From 1893 to 1910 he was a part-time music-master at the prestigious Ludgrove School, and between 1896 and 1905 the principal of the Hampstead Conservatoire of Music. His private pupils between 1904 and 1907 included the Prince of Wales, Prince Albert, Princess Mary, and nine others of the British aristocracy. In his work, however, he did have a habit of falling out with his employers and sometimes colleagues, and this pattern was repeated when he joined the folk-song and -dance movements. An account of his growing interest and commitment to folk music is marked by a series of controversies and bitter public disagreements, often started by himself, on matters of principle.

         The narrative of his epiphany-like encounters with folk music has been told many times and, as is usual, has taken on the neat contours of a foundation myth. At Christmas 1899, while he was staying at Headington, Oxfordshire, the local morris team turned up to dance, even though their normal time of performance was at Whitsun. They had been unable to work because of the freezing weather, and were trying to earn some money dancing at the bigger houses round the villages. Sharp was fascinated by the tunes, played on the concertina by William Kimber, and the next day wrote them down. He did little with them at the time, beyond tinkering with a piano accompaniment, but this encounter paid huge dividends a few years later.

         Like most musically minded people, Sharp had already picked up the general idea of folk song and music being a vital part of a nation’s musical identity, and he was becoming interested. He joined the Folk-Song Society in May 1901, at the time when it was falling into abeyance because of Kate Lee’s illness.

         His experiences with teaching led him to compile A Book of British Song for Home and School (1902). He was not alone in this attempt to provide schools with suitable material for singing lessons, as others were on the market at the same time. His book included seventy-eight songs, thirty-one of which were from ‘traditional’ sources, drawn from the folksong books already in print, and the others were from the general pool of ‘national songs’. The book was not well received, and would presumably have sunk without being much noticed, but its shortcomings were revisited two years later when Sharp’s controversial theories on folk song started to hit the headlines.

         Before continuing with Sharp’s career, it will be as well to address the question of so-called ‘national songs’, as this is crucial to an understanding of the dynamics of the nascent Folk-Song Revival of the time. The term is usually reserved for a body of songs, by known composers, that had proved popular down the years with compilers of songbooks and literary anthologies. These were not the pop songs of the period, nor were they, according to the new generation of folk-song enthusiasts, traditional in the sense of being in everyday usage and passed on in local communities. But they were taught in schools and other institutions, reprinted in numerous publications, and were regarded in middle-class musical circles as embodying the essence of British spirit and culture. Their respectability was guaranteed, they were morally upright and were often patriotic. The canon included such songs as ‘Tom Bowling’ {1984}, ‘Afton Water’ {V111}, ‘Begone Dull Care’ {13896}, ‘Golden Slumbers’ {V18438}, ‘British Grenadiers’ {V18273} and ‘Men of Harlech’ {24790}. Until the folk people started making waves, the majority of the musical establishment of the time regarded these as ‘folk songs’, and it was an uphill struggle for the folk-song enthusiasts to persuade them otherwise. It was Sharp who led the fight.

         It is clear from the introduction to his book that Sharp had already reached conclusions about the differences between ‘folk song’ and ‘national song’, which were to inform his attitudes for the rest of his career. Sharp is sometimes criticised for his presumption in publishing such views before he had really gathered any in-depth knowledge of the subject, but this was nothing unusual at the time; Vaughan Williams, for example, had lectured on the subject before meeting it in the flesh. And there was already a substantial body of evidence in print: Maud Karpeles, in her biography of Sharp, estimated that by 1900 about 760 traditional songs had been published, including those in the Folk-Song Society’s Journal. 

         But it was not until 1903 that Sharp finally decided to seek out the ‘real thing’ and collect some songs for himself, and by the time the controversy over folk song in school became public, he had an all-important two years’ fieldwork experience on which to draw.

         In September 1903, Sharp collected his first ‘folk song’ from a real ‘folk singer’ while staying with his friend Charles Marson, rector of Hambridge, Somerset. The song was ‘The Seeds of Love’ {3}, and the singer John England, Marson’s gardener. The exact details have been obscured in the myth, but it seems clear that rather than Sharp accidentally hearing John England singing, he was in Somerset specifically to try to find folk songs, and Charles Marson already knew that England sang the song because he had heard him at a recent choir supper.

         Sharp immediately harmonised it, and that evening it was sung by a young protégé of his, Mattie Kay, at a choir supper, with Cecil accompanying on the piano. He and Marson immediately set about looking for more songs in the neighbourhood, and they noted forty songs. Sharp was back at Christmas, and from then on dedicated all his holidays to song collecting, quickly surpassing all previous collectors in terms of numbers of songs collected and, some would argue, the breadth and quality of his material.

         In late 1903, Sharp began to take on a public role in the folk-song world. At a lecture at the Hampstead Conservatoire in November, he called for a concerted effort to collect songs before it was too late, and took a swipe at the Folk-Song Society for failing to organise such a campaign, referring to it as ‘moribund’. The lecture was reported in the Morning Post, and the same newspaper ran an interview with him on 18 January 1904, in which he repeated his call for action. The piece caused quite a stir, and brought a flurry of responses airing an interesting range of views on the subject of folk song, and while some defended the Society against his attacks, all agreed that something needed to be done.

         Lucy Broadwood wrote in, explaining what the Society and its members had been up to, but in a private letter to Sharp proposed to him that if she could replace Kate Lee as secretary and Sharp would join the committee, the Society could be relaunched on more active lines.2 And this is what came to pass. But the alliance with Lucy Broadwood and her supporters on the committee did not last long, and the next controversy in which Sharp was involved found them on opposite sides.

         In July 1905, the Board of Education issued a blue book entitled Suggestions for the Consideration of Teachers and Others Concerned in the Work of Public Elementary Schools, which included a chapter on ‘The Teaching of Singing’ which in turn featured a list of recommended songs. It is interesting to note how completely the Board had incorporated the idea that folk song was the foundation of national music and essential for a sound education:

         
            The expression in the idiom of the people of their joys and sorrows, their unaffected patriotism, their zest for sport and the simple pleasures of a country life. Such music is the early and spontaneous uprising of power in a nation, and the ground on which all national music is built up; folk-songs are the true classics of a people, and their survival, so often by tradition alone, proves that their appeal is direct and lasting.3

         

         But their recommended list quickly dispelled any idea that genuine folk songs were to be cherished and championed by the musical establishment, as it was almost entirely made up of composed ‘national songs’, and had little resembling what the collectors were finding out in the field.

         Cecil Sharp publicly accused the Board, in letters to the Morning Post in April 1906 and the Daily Chronicle in May, of completely missing the point about folk song, and argued for a clear distinction between it and the tired old repertoire of ‘national songs’ which they were dishing up.

         
            Let the [Board of Education] introduce the genuine traditional song into the schools and I prophesy that within the year the slums of London and other large cities will be flooded with beautiful melodies, before which the raucous, unlovely and vulgarising music hall song will flee as flees the night mist before the rays of the morning sun.4

         

         But his very public condemnation brought sharp rebuttals from several quarters and made him a host of new enemies. Some rejected his idea that folk song was suitable for children, while others simply objected to his blustering know-all style. He was understandably disappointed when the rest of the Folk-Song Society’s committee chose to welcome rather than censure the Board’s pronouncements, and, not for the first or last time, his methods alienated many of his colleagues in the collecting world and branded him as something of a loose cannon. From then on, while still serving on the committee, he maintained something of an arm’s-length stance from many of the Society’s leading members, including Lucy Broadwood.*

         The most tangible result of Sharp’s spat with the Education Board was that it prompted him to write, in a very short time, his English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions (1907), which, although now treated with caution, remains required reading for anyone interested in the subject. One of his main objectives was to draw the line between genuine ‘folk songs’ and the ‘national songs’. He also brought out the influential collection English Folk-Songs for Schools, compiled with Sabine Baring-Gould, in 1906.

         Some Conclusions was an extremely important contribution to the folk-song movement, as it promised to give the subject a new scientific credibility. Not everyone was pleased with it, however. Frank Kidson’s review in the Musical Times,5 mentioned previously, was measured, but not exactly positive, while the anonymous review in the Times Literary Supplement really put the boot in:

         
            Mr Sharp has made up for his relatively late advent into the ranks of the collectors by his untiring energy in gathering together the songs of one county … As a collector, Mr Sharp deserves both praise and support, but he might well leave to others the work of analysing the treasures he finds … Mr Sharp’s comment ‘The Englishman’s habit of self-deprecation has often occasioned remark’ [but] he seems to have conquered this habit of self-deprecation in his own case fairly successfully.6

         

         
            * The question of ‘national songs’ is further discussed in Chapter 14.

         

         We now know that this was written by J. A. Fuller Maitland, Sharp’s fellow Society committee member and particular friend of Lucy Broadwood.

         Nevertheless, Some Conclusions was the first attempt to really define the folk song and to analyse and describe the material, and it is still highly influential today.

         Despite setbacks, Sharp consolidated his position as the leading expert on English folk song, with a string of books and articles, regular lectures and other events. His methods may have upset others already in the field, who resented the way he was presented in the press, but they worked well in securing him pole position in the public’s mind.

         Sharp was also easily outstripping the other collectors in terms of publications, and he seems to have had a hand in nearly everything that was going on. His published works about this time include the five volumes of Folk Songs from Somerset (1904– 9), the first three of which were co-written with Charles Marson, though they quarrelled in 1906 and never spoke to each other again; English Folk-Songs (1908); the first volumes of the two series Folk-Songs of England and Novello’s Folk Songs for Schools (both 1908), as well as the musical editorship of the third edition of Sabine Baring-Gould’s Songs of the West (1905).

         This is the point in the chronology of the revival of interest in folk song when we must take notice of the parallel movement to spread the gospel of folk dance. Although, as will be seen, they were largely separate spheres in many respects, Cecil Sharp was as intimately concerned with the foundation of a folk-dance movement as he was song, and apart from his trips to the Appalachians, it was dance which took most of his energy and attention from 1907 onwards. And in the public mind the song and dance revivals were the two sides of the same folk coin.

         In the history of folk-dance research, Sharp is forever locked in mortal combat with Mary Neal, and their very public feud (the word is apt in this case) dominated the early years and dictated the shape of the dance revival for many years following; indeed, the results still reverberate today. 

         Mary Neal (real name Clara Sophia) was born in 1860, the daughter of a well-to-do Birmingham button manufacturer. Rebelling against her stiflingly respectable Victorian upbringing, Mary joined the Wesleyan Methodists’ West London Mission in 1887. This was one of the many initiatives inaugurated by religious and philanthropically minded middle-class men and women, who worked directly with working people in the poor districts of our major cities. Among other things, Neal was responsible for running a club for working girls, at which she was particularly successful, and for many years her life was devoted to philanthropic causes, mostly with working-class women.

         Mary, and her close friend Emmeline Pethick, set up their own Espérance Girls Club in 1895, which also included a commercial dressmaking establishment, paying fair wages and, for the time, good working hours and conditions. The two had close connections in both the budding labour movement and the campaign for women’s suffrage.

         Singing and dancing was always a popular aspect of the club’s activities, and when Emmeline got married in 1901, Herbert MacIlwaine became musical director for the club. In 1905, casting around for suitable material, he read the interview with Cecil Sharp published in the Morning Post and suggested to Neal that folk songs might fit the bill. Neal approached Sharp and, with his help and encouragement, introduced some of his Somerset songs to the girls, who, by all accounts, took to them like ducks to water. Pretty soon the girls were giving public performances.

         Encouraged by this success, Neal asked Sharp if he knew of any suitable folk dances, and he put her in touch with William Kimber, the Headington concertina player from whom he had collected morris tunes in 1899. Kimber came up to London, taught the girls some morris dances, and again the experiment was highly successful. Within a very short time, the Espérance Girls’ performances were the talk of the town, and requests came in from all over the country for instruction. Several of the girls began travelling the country teaching, and the most famous of them, Florrie Warren, even visited America to teach English dances there. 

         So began the Folk-Dance Revival, which, it can be argued, had a much longer-lasting effect on British society than the first Folk-Song Revival ever did. The demand for material diverted Sharp from song into dance and spurred him on to a new enthusiasm for collection and research. His recent, very public troubles with the Education Board over national songs and his dissatisfaction with the Folk-Song Society made the new dance focus particularly welcome, and visions of a nationwide organisation gave all those involved common cause in an exciting new venture.

         For two years Sharp and Neal worked well together – he giving lectures and providing the scholarship and gravitas, she being the organiser/publicist with an organisation which could supply the demonstration dancers, teachers, and abundant energy and enthusiasm. The time was right for a national society and, at a famous conference at the Goupil Gallery in London in November 1907, it was decided to set up the Association for the Revival and Practice of Folk Music (which later became the Espérance Guild of Morris Dancers) and the Revival had begun.

         But things fell apart almost immediately. Sharp was already concerned with the way things were going. He and Neal were in many ways alike, both autocratic, liking to get their own way and brooking no opposition, but their plans for the Revival quickly diverged and their relationship deteriorated.

         Neal had an unhappy habit of implying, in press interviews and lectures, that she had started the whole revival of interest in folk song and dance, and this particularly riled Sharp, although, ironically, many of the older hands in the Folk-Song Society were making the same complaint about him.

         Neal had, in essence, a philanthropic notion of folk dance (which at this time was primarily thought of as the morris dance). She thought that she had discovered a vital tool for bringing much needed joy and spiritual uplift to the lives of working people, particularly the younger ones. Her public statements were full of comments about the power of the dance to transform lives, and, as with all performance-based activists, she quickly grew suspicious of anyone who wanted to talk about standards of performance, accuracy or authenticity. As she said in an interview published in Vanity Fair in April 1910, ‘it behoves those of us to whom has been entrusted the guidance and helping of this movement for the renewal of beauty in life to tread reverently, and to see to it that the blighting touch of the pedant and the expert is not laid upon it’.7

         The ‘pedant and the expert’ was Sharp. He too believed in the power of folk dance, like folk song, to change people’s lives, but also held a belief in its intrinsic value as art. He maintained that it was essential that there should be control over the standard of practice, and therefore the teaching of folk dance, or its essential qualities would be dissipated and lost for ever. In a letter to friend, written in 1910 and quoted in Maud Karpeles’s biography, he commented, ‘Enthusiasm that is uninformed seems to me to be capable of working more harm in the world than anything else. The fact is, philanthropy and art have nothing in common, and to unite them spells disaster.’8

         These fundamental differences set in train a bitter feud between them, which built up a head of steam before being very publicly aired in the media, and anyone interested in the subject was forced to take sides. Their rivalry spurred Sharp on to a new flurry of collecting and research, of organising, lecturing and teaching, and spreading the gospel. He easily outstripped Neal’s efforts to reposition herself as a collector and expert, significantly broadened the field with the addition of sword dances and social country dancing, and eventually outflanked her with the foundation of the English Folk Dance Society (EFDS) in 1911. Things were already moving his way when Neal withdrew from the field, and turned her considerable energies elsewhere.

         The foundation of the English Folk Dance Society gave Sharp a national organisation, more or less under his control, and a medium through which to work out his strategy for the training of teachers and working through the educational authorities.

         The Folk-Song Society largely remained aloof from the public dispute, apart from an initial irritation over Neal’s claims, and a later limited cooperation, including, for example, Broadwood’s allowing Neal to use her songs in Espérance publications. For Broadwood, who later became a personal friend of Neal, it was another small way of distancing herself from Sharp.

         It is interesting to note how little real overlap there was between the folksong and the folk-dance people at the time (and since, as the amalgamated English Folk Dance and Song Society has always had to be aware). Apart from Cecil Sharp, George Butterworth and Clive Carey, no others did serious collecting in both spheres, and the membership of the Folk-Song Society and the English Folk Dance Society was almost completely different. As Chris Bearman (2001) commented, the Song Society was predominantly male, middle class, and included a high proportion of professional or serious amateur musicians. The Dance Society could have been their daughters – mostly young middle-class women.

         Sharp almost cornered the market on folk-dance publications, even more than he did with song. He rapidly produced five volumes of The Morris Book (1907–14), six of The Country Dance Book (1909–22), three of The Sword Dances of Northern England (1911–13) and, near the end of his life, in collaboration with A. P. Oppé, The Dance: An Historical Survey of Dancing in Europe (1924), although he never managed to write the definitive history of folk dance that he had long had in mind.

         After Neal’s withdrawal from the scene, Sharp’s views on folk dance gradually became the orthodoxy, and the EFDS and EFDSS presided over a lively folk-dance scene during the interwar period, but a Neal-like emphasis on enjoyment and dislike of standards and certificates came back with a vengeance after the Second World War. And from the 1970s onwards, the academics who sought to dislodge Sharp from his pedestal began to champion Mary Neal and reclaim her reputation, primarily because she was not him. She has been recast, quite inaccurately, as the underdog, the people’s champion, and he the villain. The reality is much messier than this revisionist position allows, but cannot detain us any longer from our focus on song.

         Cecil Sharp’s last real effort on the song front was immensely important for American folk-song study and also influential in Britain. In December 1914 he was in New York to arrange the music and dances for Harley Granville-Barker’s production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, for which he adapted folk tunes. He also gave lectures in a number of cities, and took on classes to teach dance, which proved surprisingly popular with American audiences, and even established four new branches of the English Folk Dance Society. He was back in America in 1915 and was approached by Olive Dame Campbell, who had travelled up from North Carolina specifically to meet him and talk about ballads. She had with her a sheaf of ballads which she had collected from students at schools in the Appalachians, and Sharp immediately recognised their importance and began to plan further collecting trips. Between 1916 and 1918, Sharp, with Maud Karpeles to assist him, spent forty-six weeks in the Appalachians and noted down, by his own count, 1,625 songs.

         His primary assumption was that because of the inaccessibility of the area, and its people’s conservative attitudes to culture, their songs were directly comparable to the way they had been in Britain before their ancestors emigrated. In this, he was following what many romantic Americans thought of the Appalachian inhabitants, calling them ‘Elizabethans’ and viewing them as part of the colonial version of ‘Merrie Englandism’.

         After America, Sharp’s energies were directed mainly towards the activities of the Folk Dance Society, although his manuscripts do include about 130 songs collected in the last six years of his life.

         It is not easy to summarise Sharp’s life and achievements. He was over forty when he found his life’s work, and this, combined with the idea that the songs and music were fast dying out, gave his activities an urgency which apparently suited his energetic and impetuous character. He was certainly rather too prone to rush into print, careless of the niceties of scholarly debate, and quick to take offence if he thought himself slighted or his cause thwarted.

         The fact that Sharp gave up the day job to concentrate on the cause can be seen as evidence of his genuine single-minded commitment, but it also opens him up to accusations of being only in it for the money. His clashes with colleagues and outside bodies can therefore be characterised as the result of his need to protect his expert position because his income depended on keeping that status, but this is too glib. Certainly some of his colleagues resented the fact that he was trying to be king of the movement, but there is no real indication that his activities were overly dictated by financial motives. Indeed, in retrospect, it is clear that he would have been far better off going with the flow than trying to fight against it. Nevertheless, we have Lucy Broadwood’s now-famous comment on Sharp’s character in a letter to her sister Bertha on 22 July 1924, just after his death:

         
            Mr Cecil Sharp unfortunately took up old song and old dance collecting as a profession, and, not being a gentleman, he puffed and boomed and shoved and ousted, and used the Press to advertise himself; so that, although we pioneers were the people from whom he originally learnt all he knew of the subjects, he came to believe himself to be King of the whole movement, and was by the general ignorant public taken at his own valuation.9

         

         Broadwood’s assessment of Sharp’s self-promoting ways is clear enough, but even here it is debatable whether her word ‘as a profession’ means ‘as a job’ or more ‘as a calling’. Both psychologically and practically speaking, Sharp’s jealousy of his position as king can be explained as insecurity, or a genuine belief that his was the only way, or the fact that he had bills to pay, and these are not mutually exclusive.

         Somewhat out of sequence in the chronology, Maud Karpeles is so indelibly connected to Cecil Sharp that her entry must follow his. Karpeles (1885–1976) was born into a relatively wealthy Anglo-German family in London. Like many young women with a strong social conscience, she undertook voluntary social work with the Mansfield House Settlement at Canning Town, working particularly with sick children. She also helped out at the Guild of Play and was a member of the Fabian Society. She would probably have continued in this vein, but an encounter with folk dance at the Stratford-upon-Avon Shakespeare Festival in 1909 literally changed the direction of her life. Entranced by folk music, she and her sister, Helen, sought out Cecil Sharp’s dance classes, and soon became the leading members of his coterie of young devotees. They formed the Folk Dance Club, which morphed into the English Folk Dance Society in 1911. Helen married Douglas Kennedy, who took over the directorship of the EFDS (and later the EFDSS) on Sharp’s death in 1924, while Maud became Sharp’s amanuensis in 1913 and stayed on as his secretary, faithful assistant and even, at times, his nurse. She accompanied him on his song-collecting trips to the Appalachians, and after his death she went to Newfoundland, as they had planned to do together, and published the results as Folk Songs from Newfoundland (1971).

         Karpeles was Sharp’s literary executor, and dedicated herself to preserving his memory and continuing his work, and was apparently happy to remain in his shadow for much of the time. She edited his songs for publication and wrote the second edition of his biography Cecil Sharp (1967), but she also undertook fieldwork on her own account – collecting dances and tunes in northern England, for example. After the Second World War, and estranged from the EFDSS through some internal disputes, her considerable energies went into running the International Folk Music Council (IFMC), which she had been instrumental in setting up in 1948, and for which she was honorary secretary.

         As well as editions of Sharp’s works, publications in her own right included An Introduction to English Folk Song (1973). Her life was written up by Simona Pakenham, in Singing and Dancing Wherever She Goes (2011). Many of her papers are lodged at the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, and can be viewed on their website.

         Of all the Edwardian collectors, Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958) is the best known in the general music world, and the one most associated with the use of folk music in the classical sphere. He was a consistent champion of folk song and of the ‘national’ basis of music throughout his life, and he lived long enough to become the grand old man of ‘English’ music.

         He was born in Gloucestershire, but brought up in Surrey. The son of a vicar, he was born into a well-connected, comfortable and cultural family which had, according to the ODNB entry, ‘distinction on both sides’ – on his father’s side eminent judges and churchmen, and on his mother’s both Josiah Wedgwood and Charles Darwin.

         He studied at the Royal College of Music, under Hubert Parry and later Charles Villiers Stanford, and took a MusD degree at Cambridge in 1901, and he was one of the most obvious links between the English Music Renaissance movement and the folk-song enthusiasts. He was briefly a church organist, turned his hand to writing about music, but then became a composer, conductor, director of music festivals and a film-score composer.

         One of the first commissions that brought him to a wider audience was as musical editor for the English Hymnal, published in 1906, to which position he was recommended by Cecil Sharp. The book was in direct reaction against the conservative Hymns Ancient and Modern, and proved quite controversial for a time, but eventually became accepted as a major contribution to the revival of congregational music. He discarded many Victorian tunes in favour of ‘English’ melodies from Tudor and other periods, but he also seized the opportunity to introduce a range of collected folk tunes, including fifteen from already published sources and thirty from recent collections.

         Vaughan Williams came to folk song, by semi-accident, in December 1903, only a few months after Sharp’s first encounter with the tradition in Somerset. As Vaughan Williams later wrote:

         
            I was at that time entirely without first-hand evidence on the subject. I knew and loved the few English folk-songs which were then available in printed collections, but I only believed in them vaguely, just as the layman believes in the facts of astronomy; my faith was not yet active. I was invited to a tea-party given to the old people of a village in Essex, only 20 miles from London; after tea we asked if any of them knew any of the old songs, whereupon an old man, a shepherd, began to sing a song which set all my doubts about folk-song at rest.10

         

         The man was Charles Pottipher, from Ingrave, and the song was ‘Bushes and Briers’ {1027}. Between then and the outbreak of the Great War Vaughan Williams noted about 800 songs, most notably in Essex, Norfolk and Cambridgeshire, but he also accompanied others, such as Ella M. Leather in Herefordshire, to notate music in the field, or worked from phonograph cylinders sent to him.

         He joined the Folk-Song Society committee in 1904, the English Folk Dance Society from its foundation in 1911, and was president of the English Folk Dance and Song Society from 1946 until his death. He was a friend and constant supporter of Cecil Sharp, although he did not take an overtly public role in the latter’s controversies. Even more than most of his contemporaries, Vaughan Williams was entranced by the tunes, but less so by the words, and he often wrote things like: ‘The fact that folk-music is entirely oral and is independent of writing or print has important and far-reaching results.’11

         His usual practice in the field was to note the tune and the first verse of the words, and ask for the rest of the text to be written down and sent to him. Some letters with the texts in the hand of the singer, or a more literate son or daughter, still survive, but for very many of his songs we lack the complete texts.

         Vaughan Williams was a lifelong advocate for folk music as the basis of a ‘national music’, and it is often assumed that he wrote nothing but folky pastorals, but this is hugely misleading. He certainly arranged many tunes in pieces like In the Fen Country (1904), Norfolk Rhapsody (1906), Five English Folk Songs (1913) and English Folk Song Suite (1923), but he was no slave to one method and his huge output over the years included many different styles. There is still much debate about how much direct influence his ‘folk’ period had. As Alain Frogley comments in the online Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ‘Although its actual stylistic impact on his own music has been exaggerated, as a philosophical and emotional touchstone of artistic authenticity folk-song was crucial to Vaughan Williams’s developing views of national identity, community, and the social mission of the composer.’12

         Vaughan Williams’s own thoughts on folk song are summarised in his National Music, first published in 1934, but most accessible in the collection entitled National Music and Other Essays (1963). Some of the songs he collected were published in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society, vol. 2 (1906) and vol. 4 (1910); fifteen of them can be found in his Folk-Songs from the Eastern Counties (1908); a further selection in Roy Palmer (1983); and his song manuscripts are available on the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library’s website. There are numerous biographies and musical studies of Vaughan Williams, but the most substantial contribution to our understanding of his folk-song career is to be found in Julian Onderdonk’s unpublished thesis, ‘Ralph Vaughan Williams’s Folk Song Collecting: English Nationalism and the Rise of the Professional Society’ (1998).

         Percy Aldridge Grainger (1882–1961) was another classical musican whose enthusiasm for folk song prompted him to join the collecting boom. He was born (as George Percy Grainger) in Victoria, Australia, the son of an architect and engineer. His private education was relatively unorthodox and included a great deal of music, and he soon emerged as a gifted pianist. He continued his studies from 1895, at Frankfurt, and arrived in London in 1901 to pursue a career as a virtuoso concert pianist, piano teacher and composer. He quickly established himself, with significant support and sponsorship from several influential patrons, and undertook extensive, well-publicised tours as a performer; his flamboyant and extrovert personality made him widely popular in many quarters. Grainger left England for good in 1914, took American citizenship in 1918, and lived there for the rest of his days. In a long life of musical activity he composed over 400 pieces, most of which were small-scale.

         Although he was already aware of folk song, having met Lucy Broadwood in 1904, his conversion to the cause came in March 1905, when he attended a lecture on folk song that she gave to the Royal Musical Association. In April he accompanied Broadwood and Frank Kidson on a trip to Brigg, in Lincolnshire, where Lady Winefride Cary-Elwes (wife of the famous concert-tenor Gervase Elwes) had arranged for some folk song to be included in the local music festival.

         Entranced by what he heard, Grainger started to note down songs, and returned to the Brigg area in July 1906, armed with the latest sound technology, the phonograph, and started to record the singers he had previously heard, and others recommended by his local contacts. He was rapidly elected to the Folk-Song Society committee and became a particular friend of Broadwood and her musical circle. Between 1906 and 1909 he spent fifty-two days altogether in the field, and collected about 400 items, mostly in Lincolnshire, but with a significant excursion to Gloucestershire, and to John Perring of Dartmouth, Devon, who gave him an important collection of shanties.

         Grainger made extensive use of the phonograph, and because some of his recordings have survived, his main singers – Joseph Taylor, Dean Robinson, George Wray and George Gouldthorpe – have become household names in song scholarship. These are the earliest recordings of traditional singers and are vital pieces of evidence in our understanding and enjoyment of the genre. Joseph Taylor, farm bailiff from Saxby All Saints, is particularly well known because in 1908 Grainger persuaded the Gramophone Company to record him in studio conditions and to issue nine of his songs on record. He was a stunningly good singer.

         Grainger’s only published contribution to the movement was a whole issue of the Society’s Journal (vol. 3, 1908) dedicated to his work, which included twenty-seven of his collected songs and two short articles, ‘Collecting with the Phonograph’ and ‘The Impress of Personality in Traditional Singing’, both of which broke new ground.

         If it were not for these articles, Grainger would now, in all likelihood, simply be regarded as a middle-ranking composer/collector. Extremely enthusiastic for a short time, he collected a fair number of songs, published little, lectured and wrote little, and soon moved on, but was a lifelong advocate of folk music and used folk tunes and folk-based ideas in many of his later pieces.

         But his new methods and theories were not welcomed by other collectors at the time, and met with some resistance, and in retrospect this is seen as a potential major development in folk-song studies that was missed, or, in some minds, deliberately suppressed.

         This latter idea stems mainly from the fact that the Society members who put together the Journal chose to add a rider to the issue: 

         
            The Editing Committee, in considering Mr Grainger’s theories which are based on most careful observations, wish to point out that the general experience of collectors goes to show that English singers most rarely alter their mode in singing the same song. About the value of the phonograph as an aid to collecting there can be no doubt; whether it is sufficiently perfect as yet to be preferred as a substitute for the human ear is still a debatable point. Similar careful records and analysis of the performances of trained singers and instrumentalists would therefore be of great value in helping to determine this.13

         

         The first of many Grainger myths is based on this evidence of distancing by other collectors, which is taken as rejection by the Establishment. In the writings of 1980s Marxists there is a distinct tendency to champion Grainger, or at least to excuse him from the strictures laid upon the other bourgeois collectors, primarily because he clashed with Sharp and other members of the Folk-Song Society and so can be cast in the role of outsider, underdog, visionary, and victim of Establishment conspiracy. But he makes a very strange working-class hero. Despite his habitual references to democracy throughout his career, his theories on racial purity and sex (including the advocacy of incest) are repellent, and his macho posturing and ideas about purifying the English language of non-Anglo-Saxon words are, in retrospect, and one suspects also at the time, just plain silly. But Grainger scholars from outside the folk world also choose to blame the folk-song establishment for cold-shouldering him when he dared to challenge their orthodoxy, and, by this rejection, forcing him to emigrate to the USA. As John Bird’s biography puts it:

         
            In his attitude to folk-song collecting Grainger was a solitary and courageous pioneer. Here indeed we have one of the most important contributions to the history of music … Whilst Grainger was alive the world was silent about his innovations, and the stoniest of silences came from the English Folk-Song Society, its heirs and disciples. The Sharp dogma ruled over all.14

         

         This is a travesty of the truth, in many respects, but became the new orthodoxy, until the late Chris Bearman led the charge against such myth-making, and in the process swung the pendulum a little too far in the other direction.

         Grainger was not the first to use the phonograph, nor the only one to advocate its use. The first machine he used was bought and lent by the Society. Almost all the other collectors experimented with the technology, including Sharp and Lucy Broadwood, and they understood its potential in two respects. Firstly, it allowed expert transcribers like Vaughan Williams to help the less musically talented collectors from the comfort of his own home, and secondly it was seen as particularly useful for coping with difficult-to-transcribe material such as Lucy Broadwood’s work on Gaelic songs.

         But there were serious reservations about its practicality: it was heavy, fragile and worked only under controlled conditions, reportedly made the singers nervous, and the sound quality was poor and often distorted. Some collectors, such as Kidson, were against it in principle, but others’ reservations were based on experience rather than prejudice, which is what the Editing Committee’s rider actually says.

         Recently published letters reveal some of the inside story. Sharp, in particular, wrote to Grainger on 23 May 1908, laying out his objections (see Yates (1982)), but to imply that the Society slavishly followed Sharp, or that he took the official party line is to completely misunderstand the dynamics of the time. Sharp was already at odds with many leading Society members, and was, in a personal sense, more isolated than Grainger. If anyone spoke for ‘the Society’ it was Lucy Broadwood, a close friend of Grainger and the one who, apart from him, was most experienced in the use of the machine. Nor is there any evidence that the reaction from Sharp and the other collectors was based on fear that the phonograph would do them out of their self-proclaimed role as expert mediators. 

         The ongoing modern debate about Grainger’s role as pioneer often assumes a motive on his part which we now take for granted but which took a long time to develop. Phonograph collecting was seen, by all of them, including Grainger, as a means of aiding transcription, not as a way of preserving singers’ voices for posterity. Grainger’s successful attempts to get Joseph Taylor issued on gramophone record demonstrate that he may have been moving towards that perspective, but he still saw his phonograph recordings as temporary aids.

         The next point in the Grainger controversy is his advocacy of highly detailed transcriptions and minute analyses of the way the singer produces his or her performance, which is feasible only with a mechanical recording. Tiny variations in pitch and tempo, inflections in the voice and dialect pronunciation can all be charted when the song can be played repeatedly and even slowed down, and Grainger became fascinated with the minutiae of performance. In particular, he could demonstrate what the other collectors knew but largely ignored, that singers varied the tune from verse to verse, and only a transcription of the whole song could accurately reflect the true art of the singer. His method naturally resulted in a very complex transcription; the simplified versions published in the Journal were hard enough to follow, but the ones in his manuscripts are more difficult still.

         Here, Sharp certainly disagreed, and in the letter already mentioned he made his points (in far from aggressive tone, it should be noted):

         
            The value of your work is, of course, undeniable, and your wholehearted and enthusiastic admiration for the English folk-singer and his songs is good to read. I feel, personally, that I have learned a very great deal both from your incisive remarks, as well as from the careful study of the songs which you have noted down with great care. I recognize, and this volume proves it, that the phonograph as a collecting instrument is of very great value, although I am unable to endorse all that you say in its praise.15

         

         But on the question of the detailed transcription, Sharp laid out a very different philosophy from Grainger’s:

         
            No doubt it is much easier to note down the ‘great or slight rhythmical irregularities ever present in traditional solo-singing’ from a phonogram than from a singer. The question is, is this worth doing at all? The majority of these rhythmical minutiae have nothing to do with the song itself, but only with the artistic presentation of it; and these, of course, are present in art-singing just as much as in folk-singing.16

         

         From a modern perspective, the rather obvious answer is that we want both. If the full analytical representation is valuable for understanding just what is going on in the performance, then let us have it. But most people, as Sharp maintains, ‘just want the tune’, and it is the transcriber’s or editor’s job to make that available in the best way they can. This is true of any detailed analysis of any work of art, but in all cases the minute detail is likely to be beyond the comprehension or interest of the vast majority of us (especially the original singers) and if it gets in the way of communication it becomes the problem, not the answer. In our field, those who seek to replicate dialect pronunciation in a written text face exactly the same problem.

         Grainger also disagreed with the accepted orthodoxy of ‘the modes’, which is beyond this chapter but is picked up in more detail in Julia Bishop’s chapters on the music of folk song.† For more on the mythmaking and myth-busting surrounding Grainger’s legacy, see especially: Yates (1982); Bearman (2001) and (2003); Freeman (2011); Josephson (1984); Bird (1976); and for very revealing letters written by Grainger, see Dreyfus (1985). Most of Grainger’s folk-song manuscripts are at the Grainger Museum in Melbourne, and are available on the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library website.

         
            † See Chapters 4 and 20.

         

         As a footnote to the phonograph controversy, we can note that in the interwar years, apart from sporadic occasions at the BBC, James Madison Carpenter (see later) was the only collector to try recording his singers regularly, and he used a Dictaphone machine in the early 1930s. Full-scale recording of traditional singing in Britain had to wait until the availability of the portable tape recorder in the 1950s.

         The next phase of our chronological account was in many ways the golden age (albeit a short one) of folk-song collecting, as a number of enthusiasts took to the country lanes in search of material. The efforts of the Society, and the widely reported controversies, led to a heightened public consciousness of the presence of folk songs and a fresh appreciation of their value. The new collectors shared a belief in the beauty and importance of the songs, or at least the tunes, and they were also convinced that their mission was one of rescue, which gave them a real sense of urgency. Most of them were actively involved for a few short years, but they amassed the significant national collection which forms the bedrock of our knowledge of the subject to this day.

         Henry (1866–1910) and Robert Hammond (1868–?) were brothers, born in Priston, Somerset, the sons of a retired Bengal civil servant. Henry was a teacher at the Edinburgh Academy from 1890 and briefly the Director-General of Education in Rhodesia, from which post he retired due to ill health in 1900. At the academy he was friends with George Gardiner, who caught the folk-collecting bug about the same time, but the Hammond family also had connections with Cecil Sharp and his collaborator Charles Marson, so they may well have got the idea from several sources at once. Details of Robert’s career are not known.

         In their song-hunting, Henry and Robert worked mostly together, with the former noting the tunes and the latter the words. Between early 1905 and December 1907 they amassed a very creditable total of 648 songs, mostly from Dorset but with some from Somerset and other places, and their correspondence with Lucy Broadwood showed that they regarded themselves very much a part of the Folk-Song Society’s great collecting push. Several of their singers had large repertoires, and the most remarkable was Mrs Marina Russell of Upwey, who alone gave them a hundred songs, so it is clear that they must have spent a considerable time at their work.

         As far as is known, they did not publish any account of their experiences. Sixteen of their songs appeared in Henry Hammond’s Folk Songs from Dorset (1908) in Cecil Sharp’s Folk-Songs of England series, and others were printed in the Folk-Song Society’s Journal in 1907 and in subsequent years.

         Most of what we know about them can be found in Frank Purslow’s article in the Folk Music Journal (1968), and from the four songbooks edited by him and published by the EFDSS: Marrow Bones (1965), The Wanton Seed (1968), The Foggy Dew (1974) and The Constant Lovers (1972). While excellent for performers, these were a mixed blessing for scholars because Purslow freely combined texts and tunes from different singers and from both the Hammond and Gardiner manuscripts, to make up singable versions. The first two have been reissued in new editions with the same texts and tunes but greatly enhanced notes. The Hammonds’ folk-song papers are lodged at the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library and are available on their website.

         George Gardiner and the Hammond Brothers are often bracketed together in accounts of the Edwardian collecting boom. They were friends, and undertook some of their first fieldwork trips together, but later concentrated on different areas – the Hammonds in Dorset and Gardiner in Hampshire.

         Gardiner (1852–1910) was born in Perthshire, the son of a minister, and was Classics master at the Edinburgh Academy from 1883 to 1896. He had wide historical interests, and from an awareness of the folk music of Scotland he began a systematic study of the folk songs of Europe, which in turn led him to investigate whether England had anything similar. After gathering all the printed materials he could, he and the Hammond Brothers started to collect from living singers, first in the Bath area in 1904, and then in earnest in 1905. It was Lucy Broadwood, of the Folk-Song Society, who suggested that he concentrate on Hampshire, simply because it looked a likely place and no one else was doing it. Between 1905 and 1909 he noted about 1,460 songs, which makes him one of the most productive English collectors of the period.

         Never confident of his own musical abilities, he called upon the talents of friends, Charles Gamblin, H. Balfour Gardiner and C. F. Guyer, to help, and they developed a system which was different from other collectors. The usual practice when there were two of them was to go out together, but Gardiner usually went out first alone, finding singers, assessing their repertoires and noting the words. The musical colleague would then visit to note the tunes, often sometime later, and occasionally the singer had died or moved away. It can be argued that the system was very efficient, but it meant that the music transcriber probably listened to only one or two verses, rather than the whole song, before moving on to the next.

         Sixteen songs were published in Folk-Songs from Hampshire (1909), from Cecil Sharp’s Folk-Songs of England series, and a number were published in the Folk-Song Society’s Journal in 1909. Gardiner wrote some articles about his collecting experiences for local newspapers such as the Hampshire Chronicle and the Hampshire Observer.

         Frank Purslow’s article in the Folk Music Journal (1967) goes into detail about the collection, and his four books (as mentioned previously) utilise many of Gardiner’s songs. Gardiner’s folk-song papers are in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library and are available on their website.

         One of the less well-known collectors, Clive Carey (1883–1968), studied at the Royal College of Music under Charles Stanford, and became a successful professional singer and opera producer. He came to folk music when involved with Mary Neal’s Espérance Club as their musical director from 1910 to 1914, and from 1911 onwards he collected about 580 songs, dances and mummers’ plays, in Essex, Oxfordshire and most notably Sussex, in collaboration with Dorothy Marshall, one of the many unsung heroines of the folk-song world. His only publication in our field was Ten English Folk Songs (1915), although some of his songs were published in the Folk-Song Society’s Journal. His folk papers are now housed in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, available on their website, and the best account of his folklore collecting is the article by George Frampton in English Dance and Song (1986).

         Anne Geddes Gilchrist (1863–1954) was of Scottish descent, but lived all her life in Lancashire. She was another of the less well-known collectors, but her contribution to folk-song studies was a vital one, especially through the pages of the Journal.

         Already interested in the history of music, Anne was inspired to start collecting songs, in the late 1890s, by reading Sabine Baring-Gould’s Songs of the West and Lucy Broadwood and J. A. Fuller Maitland’s English County Songs. She sent one of her father’s songs to Baring-Gould, who passed her on to Frank Kidson, and she quickly got to know the other leading members of the folk-song fraternity. She joined the Folk-Song Society in 1905, and by the next year was invited to join the editorial board for their journal, to which she contributed countless annotations and several important articles over the next fifty years.

         Kidson and Gilchrist quickly became the acknowledged folk-song antiquarians in the movement, and both had prodigious memories for tunes, backed up with impressive collections of books and manuscripts, which enabled them to supply details of tune origins and histories that the other enthusiasts could not match, and they were both generous with their knowledge. As the obituary in The Times put it, ‘her vast knowledge was freely placed at the disposal of anyone who asked for it and she kept up a correspondence with foreign scholars. Many thousands of tunes thus passed through her hands for identification and annotation.’17

         In addition to the English folk-song repertoire, Gilchrist made a particular study of British hymn and psalm tunes (she wrote thirty articles for the journal The Choir alone), and was instrumental in getting significant collections of Scottish Gaelic, Irish, Manx and Orkney songs and tunes into various issues of the Journal.

         Autobiographical writings of these early enthusiasts often supply valuable details about how intelligent, musically literate women could easily succumb to the lure of the new folk-song craze which was clearly in the air at the time. But they also provide unexpected details of traditional singing practices. In Gilchrist’s case, a piece called ‘Let Us Remember’, published in the EFDSS magazine English Dance and Song in 1942, demonstrates how educated middle-class people learnt songs in childhood from working-class servants and nurses. This must have happened frequently, although usually the only time we know about it in detail is if the recipient later learnt to value such things, as Anne did:

         
            At the age of six I began to store folk tunes in my mind, beginning with singing-games learnt during Christmas revels in our grandfather’s house in Cheshire, when we young ones played with the maids in the kitchen.. A little later afternoons in our nursery were enlivened by the visits of Harriet, a jolly Manchester mill-girl, who had been our nursemaid in our infancy, and who taught us ‘Four Jolly Fishermen’, ‘The Rantin’ Tearin’ Hielan’ Man’ and other folk and singing games. From a young Welsh nurse, illiterate when she came to us, I learnt Welsh folk songs … Later again I became familiar with old Scotch traditional songs sung by my father and mother.18

         

         A similar family situation was reported by Marianne Mason.‡

         Gilchrist outlived all the other song pioneers of her generation, apart from Vaughan Williams, and continued to provide editorial skill, support and information right up until her death; most of the interwar scholars and collectors had great affection and gratitude for ‘Auntie Anne’, as she styled herself.

         Gilchrist’s personal fieldwork resulted in a small but very useful collection, which, she commented, ‘though less in bulk than other collections, mine was at least a catholic one. As opportunity offered, singing games, Lancashire rush-cart and morris tunes, pace-egging and other “custom” songs, sailors’ shanties (the first ever printed in the Journal), ballads, carols, cumulative, nursery and cradle songs were all fish to my net.’19

         As is usual with the lesser-known collectors, biographical information is scattered. Lyn Wolz (2005) and Catherine A. Shoupe (2004) are particularly useful, but Margaret Dean-Smith (1958) is probably the most informative on Gilchrist the person.

         
            ‡ See page 88.

         

         George Butterworth (1885–1916) was the son of a solicitor who later became general manager of the North Eastern Rail Company. After rejecting a legal career, he was for a spell a music critic for The Times, a teacher, a student at the Royal College of Music, and was showing great promise as a composer when he was tragically killed in action on 5 August 1916. In his compositions, he was one of those who overtly used what he had learnt from folk music, and although only a handful of his pieces survive, the almost universal verdict of posterity is that he was destined to be a major force in classical music and his death was a great loss to English music.

         Butterworth caught the folk bug from Ralph Vaughan Williams, and was soon in the thick of the new movement. He was one of the few who were equally active on the song and dance sides. He joined the Folk-Song Society in 1906, and by March 1913 had gathered a small but significant collection of 306 songs, from a much wider range of places than other collectors: most notably in Sussex, but also in Kent, Hampshire, Oxfordshire, Berkshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Buckinghamshire, Herefordshire, Shropshire and Yorkshire. In these collecting forays, he worked closely with Francis Jekyll and Ralph Vaughan Williams.

         Butterworth was also active in the English Folk Dance Society, collaborating with Cecil Sharp in collecting and publishing morris dances and their tunes, and he was one of Sharp’s famous demonstration morris team which did so much to spread the morris gospel in the early years of the dance revival, but was almost wiped out in the Great War.

         Eleven songs that Butterworth collected were published in his own life in his book Folk Songs from Sussex (1913) and forty-four in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society, vol. 4 (1913), while others were later published by Michael Dawney (1976 and 1977). The whole of his song and dance manuscripts are now held by the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library and available on their website. There are also full-length biographies by Michael Barlow (1997) and Anthony Murphy (2012).

         Ella Mary Leather (née Smith) (1874–1928), the wife of a solicitor, and extremely active in the local community in her own right, lived all her life in Herefordshire, and after marriage settled in Weobley. Her major work, The Folk-Lore of Herefordshire (1912), is one of the best of the county folklore collections of the period, and is often bracketed with Charlotte Burne’s Shropshire Folk-Lore (1883) as models of what could be achieved at regional level by dedicated, locally based collectors. She wrote that she had begun systematic collecting in 1905, but this probably refers to her folklore material, because she had already offered the Folk-Song Society the use of her song collection the year before. But she also made the point that, as a lifelong resident, she already knew a fair amount of local ‘lore’, long before she thought of noting it down.

         We are fortunate that, like Burne, Leather included songs in her folklore brief, but, being a couple of crucial decades later in time, Ella was able to benefit from the rising tide of folk-song enthusiasm and be part of the movement. Although never one of the inner circle, she was in contact with many of the leading figures, including Lucy Broadwood, Sharp and Butterworth, but it was her collaboration with Ralph Vaughan Williams that really paid dividends. Originally, his help was sought in transcribing the tunes, and to facilitate this she started using the phonograph and sending cylinders to him, and he later accompanied her on what has become one of the iconic collecting trips of the period. At hop-picking time in 1912, they went to find Alfred Price Jones and family at Monkland, near Leominster.

         
            After some trouble Dr and Mrs Vaughan Williams and I found their camp in a little round field, at dusk, on a fine September evening … He agreed to sing, so we all sat down on upturned buckets … It is difficult to convey to those who have never known it the joy of hearing folk-songs sung as we heard that pathetic ballad; the difference between hearing it there and in a drawing-room or concert hall is just that between discovering a wild flower growing in its native habitat and admiring it when transplanted to a botanic garden.

            
               
                  
                     Cold blows the winds o’er my true love

                     Cold blows the drops of rain

                     I never, never had but one true love

                     And in greenwood he lies slain.

                     I’ll do as much for my true love

                     As any young girl may

                     I’ll sit and weep all on his grave

                     For twelve months and one day.20

                  

               

            

         

         Another Gypsy connection which Ella was instrumental in making known to the world was the prevalence of fiddle playing among Travellers. She came across John Lock and his brother at Pembridge Fair in May 1908, and noted down a number of dance tunes from them, including ‘Speed the Plough’, ‘Herefordshire Hornpipe’, ‘Blue-Eyed Stranger’, ‘Boyne Water’, ‘Mad Moll’, ‘Hunting the Squirrel’, ‘Greensleeves’ and ‘Sheepskins’. Ever conscious of her limited abilities on the musical front, Leather passed on Lock’s details to Cecil Sharp, who noted a number of tunes from him at Leominster in 1909 and 1912 (available on the EFDSS website, but with John’s name spelt as ‘Locke’), at exactly the time his attention was shifting from song to dance and its tunes.

         The chapter on ‘Traditional Carols, Ballads and Songs’ in The Folk-Lore of Herefordshire includes twenty-three items, with music, but her surviving manuscripts show that she collected over 250 songs altogether.§

         Andrew King’s informative piece on Leather in the Folk Music Journal (2010) goes into detail about her use of the phonograph, which seems to have been more extensive than any of the other collectors apart from Percy Grainger, and gives the lie to the prevailing notion that the early song-collectors were dead set against the new technology. By King’s estimation, Leather made at least forty-one recordings, but it is clear that she (like the other collectors) had little concept of preserving the singers’ voices for posterity and was primarily interested in the machine because it enabled her to get the music to her songs properly transcribed and annotated.

         
            § See also page 519.

         

         In addition to the items in The Folk-Lore of Herefordshire, songs from Leather’s collection were printed in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society (vol. 4, 1910), and some of the carols, arranged for piano and choir, were published as Twelve Traditional Carols from Herefordshire by herself and Vaughan Williams, best seen in the 2011 edition edited by Roy Palmer, which includes his authoritative notes on the songs. Her folk-song manuscripts are lodged in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, and are available on their website.

         By the outbreak of the Great War, the steam had gone out of the folk-song collecting boom, but there were still enthusiasts around who carried out significant work. One of these was Owen Alfred Williams (1877–1930), poet and rural writer, who was born in South Marston in Wiltshire, the son of a woodworker. The father abandoned the family, and Alfred began part-time work at eight and by the age of eleven was a full-time farm labourer. In 1892 he joined the Great Western Railway in Swindon, as a hammer-man, where he stayed until 1914. His published account of his unhappy experience there, Life in a Railway Factory (1915), has become a classic of industrial sociology.

         With great personal effort and sacrifice, Williams began educating himself, including learning Latin, Greek and, after being stationed in India during the Great War, Sanskrit. Between 1909 and 1913 he published several volumes of poetry (and a Selected Poems in 1926), and found another rich source of material for his writing talents in a series of books on rural life in the area where he lived: A Wiltshire Village (1912); Villages of the White Horse (1913); Round About the Upper Thames (1922); and the one which interests us most, Folk Songs of the Upper Thames (1923).

         After leaving the factory, and his spell in the army, he and his wife tried to live by market gardening combined with his writing, but it was a hard and difficult time, and he had just been awarded a civil-list pension when he died. 

         Williams was an enthusiastic and hard-working folk-song collector between the years 1914 and 1916, and concentrated on what he called the Upper Thames region, comprising parts of Wiltshire, Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire – an area not well covered by others in the field. The introduction to his folk-song book claimed that he had noted 600 songs, but later researchers say it was nearer 800, of which about 267 were published in the book. This was a remarkable haul for just two years’ collecting, and he was at pains to point out how hard the work had been, cycling over 13,000 miles in nineteen months, in all weathers.

         Williams stands out from the other collectors in many ways, including, of course, his class background, but also his professed motives for collecting:

         
            Let it at once be understood that my intention never was merely to gather folk-songs for the purpose of adding to the more or less undigested mass of materials in collections already existing. That is not my business. What I wanted to do was, as nearly as I could, to complete the work I have undertaken in my prose volumes to leave a permanent record of the language and activities of the district in which I find myself …

            Above all, I wanted to describe how the people spent their days and nights, in what employments, recreations, and amusements. In a word, I wished to show how they lived. It is impossible to do this without treating of the folk-songs.21

         

         He had no agenda of use for the songs, and did not champion their suitability in education or art music:

         
            The songs themselves, as far as singing goes, are practically defunct. There is no need to revive them. To do so, in fact, would be impossible. It is also undesirable. We live in a new age, almost in a new world. Life has changed. There are other amusements.22

         

         To Williams, the songs were part of the social context of rural life of the time. As that context changed, the songs would fade away with all other features of life which were no longer needed.

         He took down only the words, presumably being unable to note down the tunes, or because he was simply not interested in them, which is often true of those coming to the subject from a poetry angle. But it is the inclusiveness of his collection which makes him particularly important in the annals of the folk song. Although he was castigated for it at the time, we now appreciate that he included many pieces which were being sung but which were identifiable as composed popular pieces of previous generations. There is also more mention of duets, sketches, routines, skits and other styles of performance than in other collections. There is no doubt that the picture he paints of the living performance tradition of the time is more complete than that given by any other collector.

         Nevertheless, it should not be thought that he included everything he came across. He despised music-hall songs as much as the other collectors and, although he claimed that his rural singers refused to learn them, it is clear that he must have declined to note them down, if sung in his presence. He was also in the mainstream as regards bawdy and ‘immoral’ songs:

         
            I have more than once, on being told an indelicate song, had great difficulty in persuading the rustic, my informant, that I could not show the piece, and therefore I should not write it.23

         

         And he makes the usual excuses of blaming society’s double standards rather than his own fastidiousness. There is also evidence of bowdlerisation on his part, and the combining of versions when it suited his purpose.

         The other positive aspect of the book, in which he stands head and shoulders above the rest, is that the introduction is crammed full of anecdotes and descriptive asides which cast light on the very things for which our present enquiry thirsts – who sang what, how and when. His writing here furnishes much of the evidence presented in Chapter 19, on the mechanics of tradition. Taken in conjunction with his other rural writings, Alfred Williams’s work is an invaluable insight into village life of the time.

         Before publishing the book, Williams presented many of the songs in a regular series in the Wilts and Gloucestershire Standard between October 1915 and September 1916, and here he had a brush with Frank Kidson, who wrote to point out the recent origin of some of his songs, and the fact that several had identifiable authors and were hardly to be accepted as ‘folk songs’. Williams’s replies to Kidson were tetchy and defensive, and somewhat confused. He could simply have said, ‘My folk sing them so to me they are folk songs’ or something similar. Or he could have avoided, when he came to publish the book, the word altogether.

         It is not clear whether this exchange caused or exacerbated Williams’s feeling of outsidership and his determination to go it alone. For some time it has been de rigueur to say that Williams was cold-shouldered or deliberately sidelined by the folk-song establishment because of class antagonism and his refusal to toe the party line. The fact that the book was not reviewed in the Folk-Song Society’s Journal is often used as evidence of this indifference, but that journal rarely noticed books at all – only two were mentioned (as ‘editorial notes’) in the five years covering the period of Williams’s publication. Williams may well have thought that Kidson spoke ‘for the Society’, or for ‘folk-song experts’ in general, but later commentators should know better than to assume this as fact.

         There are indications that Williams put himself in the position of outsider, and nursed a grudge, and this certainly fits with what is known of his personality. The very first words the reader encounters in Folk Songs of the Upper Thames, already quoted, put him at odds with the other collectors, and he made a virtue, in that same statement, of his refusal to consult books and other archives on the subject.

         Williams must have been particularly displeased with the anonymous review in the Times Literary Supplement (10 May 1923), which we now know was written by the war poet and academic Edmund Charles Blunden, who was not impressed. Echoing what Kidson had said earlier, he complained that many of the songs were not true ‘folk songs’. While not denying that Williams’s selection may have been a true reflection of what was being sung around the region, he rightly identified at least half a dozen items which had originated in the blackface minstrel, stage or popular poetry genres, and objected to these being included as ‘folk songs’. In an eminently quotable phrase, he summed up the book:

         
            It gives many a whimsical, pretty, or beautiful stave for desultory enjoyment. But what is it, judged from a more scientific standpoint, but a queer jumble of ancient and modern, genuine and artificial, worthy and worthless?24

         

         Blunden displays a surprising knowledge of popular song of the past, but does not attempt a definition of ‘folk song’, of course.

         Nowadays we are unequivocally grateful for both Williams’s contextual information and for his inclusiveness, and whether it stemmed from principled insistence on truth, genuine open-mindedness, naivety or stubborn ignorance does not detract from its value.

         There are three general biographies of Williams, by Henry Byett (1933), Leonard Clark (1945) and J. B. Jones (1950), none of which is satisfactory, and a special issue of the Folk Music Journal (1:5, 1969) was devoted to his work. But the unpublished doctoral thesis by Andrew Bathe (2006) is the most informative on his song interests. Williams’s papers are in the Swindon and Wiltshire History Centre, and those relating to folk song are available on the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library website.

         Janet Heatley Blunt (1859–1950), the daughter of a major general in the Royal Bengal Army, spent much of her early life in India but settled in Halle Place, West Adderbury, north Oxfordshire, in 1892, where she spent the rest of her life as, in effect, the lady of the manor. She is an excellent example of the educated women who did some folk-song collecting as one of many hobbies, but can easily be dismissed as dilettantes of little importance. In fact, all such enthusiasts add their mite to the pile of evidence and, in some cases, their contribution turns out to be surprisingly significant.

         There was much amateur music-making and singing in Janet Blunt’s family when she was young, and she later wrote that she wished she had noted down her father’s songs while she had the chance. This interest carried on throughout her life, and she often organised local get-togethers, concerts and sing-songs. It is no surprise that she became interested in folk songs when they were in the air, and she was also passionately fond of country dancing. By 1919 she was in touch with Cecil Sharp, sending him her morris-dance notes and arranging for him to visit and collect from local dancers.

         Blunt seems to have started writing down local songs in about 1910, but the bulk of her collecting was done around 1916 to 1917. She encouraged friends and family to find songs, and her collection includes those sent by Phyllis Marshall from Taunton.¶ But the majority of her songs and dances came from the village of Adderbury and its neighbourhood.

         Although beset by the usual problems of selection and omission, this small-scale focus is ideal for providing the kind of detail needed for us to get under the skin of a local singing tradition, and her manuscripts enabled Michael Pickering to examine a song community to a depth which is not usually possible. His investigations, detailed in his PhD thesis (1978), the Folk Music Journal (1976), and most notably in the book Village Song and Culture (1982), show what can be done to reconstruct a singing tradition from such material, backed up by local and oral history sources. It has to be said, though, that these studies are marred by the writer’s evident disdain for Blunt and her class, and for folk-song collections in general (which he describes as ‘only coffins for the songs themselves’),25 which is particularly ungracious as his work would have been impossible without hers. Nevertheless, they are essential reading.

         Janet Blunt’s folk-song papers now reside in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, and are available on their website.

         
            ¶ See Woolfe (2013).

         

         The interwar years were a quiet time in the annals of collecting, and there was a widespread feeling that the task was done. Only a handful of enthusiasts were sufficiently interested to go out into the field and keep the folk-song flag flying.

         Ernest John Moeran (1894–1950), composer, was born in Brentford, the son of a vicar who had been born in Dublin, but the family soon moved to Norfolk, where he grew up. Throughout his life, his interests were rooted in East Anglia and Ireland. Moeran studied at the Royal College of Music under Charles Villiers Stanford, and was inspired to collect folk songs by hearing Vaughan Williams’s Norfolk Rhapsody in 1913, while still a student:

         
            It was my first experience of a serious orchestral composition actually based on English folk-song, and it caused a profound effect on my outlook as a young student of musical composition. This, and many other works which I encountered at these concerts, though not all based on actual folk-music, seemed to me to express the very spirit of the English countryside as I then knew it.26

         

         It is interesting to note that Moeran may be the first collector who was inspired to seek out the real thing by hearing a classical arrangement based on folk tunes. Most of those who came to the music before him date their initial interest to one of the early books, such as English County Songs, or attending a lecture or recital on the subject. This fact demonstrates that the ‘secondary’ presentation of folk music really did encourage at least some people into an interest in the ‘primary’ material.

         He immediately tackled a member of the church choir back at home, who obliged with a version of ‘The Dark-Eyed Sailor’ {265}. The Great War intervened, but in 1921 he was back in the field, and again in the 1940s, primarily in East Anglia, but also in Ireland.

         In East Anglia, Moeran tried to note songs from people in their homes, but came to the conclusion that the pub was the only place where the tradition of local singing had survived. Judging by his writings, Moeran enjoyed the company and convivial atmosphere of the country pub, and his collecting was perhaps more sporadic than intensive. His most notable find was Harry Cox, the Norfolk singer who became one of the best-loved English traditional singers in the post-war period.

         A tangible record of Moeran’s work was a radio programme called East Anglia Sings, which was broadcast on the BBC Third Programme in late 1947. It was recorded in two sessions, at the Eastbridge Eel’s Foot in Suffolk, and the Sutton Windmill in Norfolk,|| and is undoubtedly the best recording of a pub-singing tradition from the period.

         It is not known whether Moeran’s folk-song manuscripts have survived, but Roy Palmer’s article in Folk Music Journal (2003) lists sixty-nine known songs from at least sixteen (but probably many more) singers. See also the two articles by Moeran listed in the Bibliography, and the musical biography by Geoffrey Self (1986).

         James Madison Carpenter (1888–1984) was a Harvard academic who came to Britain in 1928 to collect material for his doctoral thesis on sea shanties and other sea songs. He returned to this country in 1929 and stayed until 1935, amassing a huge collection which eventually numbered about 2,000 ballads and songs, in addition to children’s games, dance tunes, customs and over 300 mumming plays, from England and Scotland.

         Carpenter was a student and disciple of George Lyman Kittredge, the leading American ballad scholar, who had continued F. J. Child’s work and had seen the last of the latter’s major work through to publication. It was largely through Kittredge’s support that Carpenter received the funding necessary for such an extended field trip.

         Carpenter’s collection is without doubt the most important from the interwar years, and in terms of size and breadth stands second only to Cecil Sharp’s. Not only was Carpenter interested in tunes as well as words, and was curious about a range of genres, but his full-time status allowed him to document singers’ repertoires in more depth than most collectors, and to follow up leads from one to another within each community. He routinely used a Dictaphone to record his singers and informants, and many of these recordings have survived.

         
            || Now reissued as a CD by Snatch’d from Oblivion, SFO 005.

         

         Carpenter planned various publications based on his experiences, but these never saw the light of day, and his papers and recordings were finally bought by the Library of Congress in 1972. His material has remained largely unknown to British scholars, although microfilm copies have been available in several repositories since the late 1970s. Mumming researchers have incorporated his findings into their work, but his song collection, apart from the shanties, has not received the attention it deserves. A team of British and American scholars, led by Julia Bishop, has been working on the collection for some years, and it has now been fully catalogued and is being prepared for publication. At the time of writing, strenuous efforts are being made to get digital copies of the material available online.**

         By 1930 the Folk-Song Society, although still in existence, wondered where to go. Nearly all the founders and key enthusiasts had died or moved on, and the glory days of the collecting boom were over. It was even said that there were no more folk songs to be collected, only variants. On the other hand, the English Folk Dance Society was still going strong, and had even raised sufficient funds to build Cecil Sharp House (opened June 1930).

         There were obvious connections between the two groups, including the fact that they were seen as the two sides of Cecil Sharp’s legacy, which made a merger seem to some like the natural course of events. The Dance people made the first move and negotiations were started. The impetus towards amalgamation was helped by Ralph Vaughan Williams, who was president of the Song Society and musical adviser to the Dance society, but was opposed by Lady Alice Gomme, who was the last founding member of both societies, and on both committees.

         She was against the merger on the grounds that the larger, performance-based society would swallow the smaller, more ‘learned’ society and the scholarly legacy of the Song side would be lost. As negotiations went ahead, the main point was that the new society must issue an annual journal and that steps must be taken to ensure that song material was included in it. There was also some disagreement about whether the new organisation would be the English Folk Song and Dance Society or the English Folk Dance and Song Society. The latter won the day, and the new EFDSS was launched on 31 March 1932.

         
            ** A complete issue of the Folk Music Journal 7:4 (1998) is devoted to Carpenter’s life and work.

         

         It is interesting to compare the March 1932 issue of the Society’s magazine, EFDS News, in which the only mention of song is of a carol concert the previous Christmas, with that of December 1932, which reports on regular evenings of folk-song study led by Clive Carey and informal sing-songs led by Maud Karpeles, in addition to a report of a resolution carried at the November AGM:

         
            That the Society should take immediate steps to promote the recording of any Folk Songs still sung by their original singers and that the Executive Committee be requested to investigate the possibility of the production of a representative collection of gramophone records of English Folk Songs.27

         

         Would that they had carried this to fruition.

         True to its promise, the new society published a journal (named the Journal of the English Folk Dance and Song Society until 1965, when it became the Folk Music Journal). It is a fact that the EFDSS has always had far more members interested in dance than song, and because the former’s activities are more obvious and attractive they have seemed to overshadow the latter. But the song side has always been there, and once the Society managed to catch up with the Revival that kicked off in the 1950s, song took a much more prominent place. It is also ironic to note, considering the worries of Alice Gomme and friends, that editors of the Journal have always struggled to find enough dance articles to preserve a balance. The dancers have always been more practitioners than researchers.††

         
            †† On the amalgamation of the societies, see Knevett (2011).

         

         The last of the notable interwar collectors, and a crucial bridge with what came later, was Francis Collinson (1898–1984), a musicologist. The son of an English cathedral organist and a Scottish mother, he was born in Edinburgh and studied music there before becoming active in the musical entertainment business in London between the wars. In 1942 he joined the staff of the BBC’s Country Magazine radio programme, where he was in charge of their music, and was instrumental in introducing a regular folk-song slot. In the broadcasts, the songs were sung by professional BBC artists, but most were the real thing, contributed by listeners or collected by Collinson in his travels, and they provide an extremely valuable snapshot of song traditions across the country at a time when few others were taking any interest. The long-running popularity of the programme paved the way for the BBC Folk Music and Dialect Recording Scheme, and post-war programmes that used real field recordings.

         In 1951, Collinson was invited to be the first musical research fellow at the newly formed School of Scottish Studies, and he spent the rest of his life immersed in Scottish traditions. He wrote the seminal Traditional and National Music of Scotland (1966), and other key publications on Hebridean folk songs and the history of the bagpipe.

         Some of the songs collected while at the BBC were published as Songs from the Countryside (1946) and Folk Songs from Country Magazine (1952), and others published in the Journal of the EFDSS, 5:1 (1946). His English song collection papers are at the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, available on their website, and his Scottish material at the School of Scottish Studies.

         The stirrings of interest in folk song which are discernible, with the benefit of hindsight, in Britain in the 1930s belong more to the history of the post-war Folk Revival. Much of this impetus came from the political left, as an interest in ‘people’s songs’ developed in a number of quarters, including radical theatre groups, where people like Jimmie Miller (Ewan MacColl) cut their teeth; the Workers’ Musical Association (WMA), founded in 1936; the cooperative movement; the prevalence of ‘community songs’ in a variety of organisations, such as the Woodcraft Folk; and the trade unions, which were increasing in confidence and vociferousness. Much of this had a strong internationalist flavour, including interest from peace campaigners and the widely circulated songs of the Spanish Civil War. Meanwhile, the songs of the left-leaning Folk Revival in America were filtering through, and there was also a definable underground interest in ‘traditional’ jazz (as opposed to the popular dance-band music which went under that name), and through that the blues.

         All of these contributed to the Revival, but had little to do with the ‘folk song’ of the Victorian and Edwardian collectors. Indeed, the ‘songs of the people’ which the left were interested in, and increasingly composing and singing, were in most ways the exact opposite of the stereotypical pastoral ditties and quaint tunes which were already old-fashioned half a century before.

         But other threads were becoming visible, and these contributed to a different wing of the Folk Revival when it came. One was an increased interest in the countryside as an escape from the grime and smoke of industrial existence, reflected in the huge popularity of workers’ pastimes such as hiking and cycling, and the ethos of the uniformed children’s organisations with their camping holidays to get urban children out into the fresh air. Even the Shell petrol motoring campaigns and the evocative railway posters of the time encouraged the idea that rural was good, unspoilt, English and there for the visiting. Propaganda in the Second World War deliberately tapped into this theme, and the long-running and immensely popular radio programme Country Magazine was specifically planned to demonstrate how the country communities were contributing mightily to the war effort.

         As indicated, Francis Collinson was on the BBC staff, and he ensured that each programme included a ‘folk song’, albeit performed by a professional rather than a real country singer. He used the BBC’s resources to undertake field trips, people sent in songs, and some in the media began to realise that ‘folk songs’ were still there and were a cultural resource to be tapped, although most of those in power thought it too awful to use in its raw state. Ripples were set in motion which later resulted in the aforementioned BBC’s Folk Music and Dialect Recording Scheme, and radio programmes by Alan Lomax and Peter Kennedy, Charles Parker, Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd.

         The history of the whole post-war Folk Revival is not our primary concern. The remarkable blossoming of a countercultural youth movement, based on self-organisation and amateur performance, which started in the 1950s and continues to rumble on, still awaits its historians, but half a century after the fact the materials are becoming available for an accurate assessment, at least of its early days.

         But we do need to bring the history of collection and scholarship up to date, and this cannot be completely divorced from the performance-based Revival movement with which it had an often uneasy relationship. The following account is necessarily selective.

         Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd were the acknowledged prime movers in the establishment of the Folk Revival as a movement, but it is clear that there were already signs of interest around the country, and these two tapped into an already existing groundswell. It may have happened anyway without them, but would have taken a different route. MacColl states quite clearly that it was visiting American collector and activist Alan Lomax who first suggested a British movement, and he was heavily involved in the first heady ten years.

         Hand in hand with the performance revival, or, as some would argue, an integral part of that revival, came a remarkable new bout of song collecting, and a little later the first development of serious academic and scholarly research into the subject. Thousands of new recordings of traditional singing were made, and many issued for public consumption, which provided not just hours of enjoyment and a new repertoire for performers, but also much needed aural evidence of performance styles. Just at the time when traditional folk song had again been declared dead, enthusiastic fieldworkers proved that it was still around, and for the first time people who had no contact with traditional singing in their daily lives could gain access, and many were inspired to find out more.

         Many of the traditional singers found new lives, too. People like Fred Jordan, Walter Pardon, Bob Copper and Gordon Hall found a totally unexpected new audience in folk clubs and festivals, and enjoyed a completely new level of appreciation for their old songs and their singing skills. Some took to it avidly, while others were wary or even hostile, but several later commented that the Revival changed their lives.

         New areas of interest sprang up, or were renewed – industrial songs, sea shanties, bawdy songs, Travellers’ songs, women’s songs, West Gallery music, and Christmas carolling – and material gathered and research undertaken.

         With the expansion of the higher education sector in the 1960s came new university and polytechnic departments, or new subjects in old departments, and a sharp increase in the number of academics with working-class backgrounds and interests. The Institute of Dialect and Folk Life Studies at Leeds University, founded by Stewart Sanderson, and the Centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language at Sheffield, by John Widdowson, led the way in producing a significant body of work, but students and staff at many other universities undertook research into folk-related material which would previously have been completely beneath the interest of academia. Our understanding of calendar customs and belief systems such as witchcraft, for example, were completely transformed, and there was hardly an area of ‘folklore’ which was not illuminated by new academic light. Folk song came in for its fair share of this attention.

         Many of these new academics had connections in the Folk Revival, and their interests had been shaped by exposure to its pioneers’ writings and performances. But before we pursue the fruits of all this new learning, we must return to the chronology and examine the new collecting boom and the part played by sound recordings, and what can be seen as the ‘intellectual wing’ of the early Revival itself, in the shape of Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd.

         Sound-recording technology before the Second World War pretty much precluded amateur involvement at grass-roots level. The attempts by Percy Grainger and the other Edwardian collectors to use the phonograph, and James Madison Carpenter’s experimentation with the Dictaphone, did not lead to any wholesale recording. But all this changed around 1950 with the development of ‘portable’ magnetic tape recorders.

         As indicated previously, there were occasional signs that the BBC might become interested in folk song, if only as part of their quaint rural yokel stereotype. But after the war there was a definite, albeit sporadic and partial, change. Taken as a whole, the BBC was not the most forward-thinking of organisations, but by the 1950s it did include a number of socially aware, left-leaning individuals, who were dedicated to using radio as a means of documenting, celebrating and broadcasting working-class life and culture. The fact that the BBC has always been denigrated by the Right as a hotbed of arty pinkos and subversives, and simultaneously by the Left as the voice of the Establishment, means that it must have been doing something right all these years, and at this period it included in its staff and freelance contributors a very wide range of characters with very different agendas.

         The first major breakthrough for our subject was the BBC Folk Music and Dialect Recording Scheme, which ran from 1952 to 1957. It was formally proposed by the BBC’s Brian George, but Peter Kennedy and Alan Lomax claimed, quite accurately, that it was largely the result of their insistent lobbying. The scheme was ostensibly designed to provide programmers with genuine recordings of vernacular culture, but its most significant contribution was ultimately to folk-song studies. Peter Kennedy, Seamus Ennis, Sean O’Boyle and Bob Copper travelled the country, recording people talking, singing and playing, and thereby created an archive of huge significance.

         Of those involved, Kennedy (1922–2006) was the one who was with the scheme from start to finish, and the most active recordist. He was the son of Douglas and Helen Kennedy, who had originally been brought to folk by Cecil Sharp and who now ran the EFDSS. Peter had already done work for the BBC, and had made many field recordings in his own right, so he was the obvious choice for the new scheme and was seconded to the BBC from the EFDSS. 

         In his collecting and radio work, Kennedy was deeply influenced by Alan Lomax, with whom he had a close working relationship. While the BBC recording scheme was still in operation, Kennedy started to use his findings in radio programmes – most famously in As I Roved Out, which totalled fifty-four broadcasts between 1953 and 1958, many of them in a prestigious Sunday-morning slot. The BBC producers were never fully convinced by the appeal of real folk song and, although short pieces of field recordings were played on air, the general pattern in these early days was still for professional singers such as Ewan MacColl and Isla Cameron to present arranged versions of the songs, often accompanied by studio musicians. To modern ears the tone of the commentary was condescending and based on the usual rural stereotypes, but the programmes were certainly popular.

         In the short section of autobiography in the introduction to his 1975 book, Folksongs of Britain and Ireland, Kennedy sums up the experience of folk song which most people of the time will have had, and which was the current reality of the EFDSS style:

         
            Being city-born and reared on a very anaemic diet of school and concert performances of folksongs about ‘lily-white maidens’, when I roved out and went to the West Country in 1950, I was naturally very struck by my first encounters with genuine traditional folksingers, and it was my meeting with a retired shellback sailor in Bristol which changed the course of my life. Although I had already been won over by the lilting rhythms of folkdance music, performances of folksong had always left me cold.28

         

         Many of the others who came to ‘folk’ in the 1950s reported a similar reaction. It was the hearing of ‘the real thing’, or perhaps ‘the real thing at one remove’ in the shape of MacColl or Lloyd, on the radio or on record, which changed people’s perceptions and converted them, in ways that all the books and articles in the world would never have achieved. Not everyone was converted, of course, but a significant enough number to form a movement certainly were, and Peter Kennedy’s work contributed a huge amount to this early awakening of interest.

         Kennedy was undoubtedly the most important collector of his generation, and was acknowledged by many as the leading expert on traditional song and music of the day. He always championed the traditional performer and urged young people and newcomers to listen to recordings of the ‘real thing’ before attempting their own interpretations. He was not particularly interested in writing or documenting, and his legacy is almost entirely in the sound sphere. From the 1970s, Kennedy was based at Dartington Hall, in Devon, and then in Gloucester, and he issued many of his own and others’ recordings on cassettes, and later on CDs, under his Folktracks (later Folktrax) label. A huge amount of raw material was thus made available to enthusiasts and scholars, although his standards of editing and documentation were poor and he made strange decisions which surprised his customers, such as adding his own instrumental accompaniment to recordings of unaccompanied singing. And it was also never quite clear whether the original recordings belonged to him or the BBC. Nevertheless, his 1975 book was a major publication of the time, making available the texts and tunes of 360 songs, largely drawn from his own collections, although the introductions were mainly written by others, and there was no real analysis or historical apparatus.

         On his death, Peter Kennedy’s tapes went to the World and Traditional Music section of the British Library and at the time of writing about 10 per cent is available for listening online, although not catalogued or indexed to individual song level. His life and work has still to be fully assessed, but David E. Gregory (2004) details his involvement with the BBC, and the obituaries in the Folk Music Journal (9:3, 2008) go some way to mapping some aspects of his complex character. Kennedy’s early work was also intertwined with that of Alan Lomax, who makes his appearance next.

         Alan Lomax (1915–2002), from Texas, arrived in London in 1950 and made it the base of his operations till 1958. He already had considerable experience as a collector, record producer, archivist, author and editor in the folk-song field, and he immediately began to make waves in the nascent folk scene in Britain. He was over here because he was contracted to produce a series of thirty albums, entitled the World Library of Folk and Primitive Music, for Columbia Records. He had hoped to find, in each country of Europe, a body of expert knowledge and recorded material with which to work, but in most cases these resources did not yet exist, and he became far more involved in organising and encouraging local efforts, and in collecting and creating the resources himself, than he had bargained for, so the whole project took far longer than planned. Only eighteen albums materialised before the project was abandoned, but this number included Ireland (vol. 1), England (vol. 3) and Scotland (vol. 6), issued in 1955.

         In England, Lomax was a larger-than-life character in the grey post-war scene, who made things happen, and, as already indicated, it was he who suggested that MacColl and Lloyd join forces to create a British folk revival.

         Lomax used the BBC as a way of communicating his ideas and to support himself financially, and he made over thirty radio and TV programmes while in Britain. The subjects ranged across all his interests and covered folk music from America and various parts of the world as well as from Britain. In the early years he had a good relationship with the broadcasters, but from about 1956 he was increasingly treated with suspicion, as Cold War thinking permeated the Corporation’s offices and his association with known communists like MacColl and Lloyd became noted. He still made programmes but was much more strictly controlled, and while he could talk about music he was prevented from mentioning the social conditions or political situations which affected the communities where it was found, which was one of his particular strengths.

         Nevertheless, Lomax’s broadcasts, like Kennedy’s, were extremely influential in many quarters, and encouraged a new generation of folk-song enthusiasts in Britain to take notice of surviving traditions all around them. His recordings had an even more marked effect. The three Columbia albums were very mixed – they combined tracks from traditional singers with others from interpreters and revivalists – but they did at least provide an opportunity to hear some field recordings, if you could get hold of them. But the epoch-making Folk Songs of Britain series presented only the real thing, in abundance. This series, produced in collaboration with Peter Kennedy, comprised ten albums of traditional song, issued by Caedmon in the USA (1961–63), and a few years later in the UK by Topic (1968–71). At last, fans of traditional song had a substantial body of material to listen to.

         The series was not perfect, however. At the time, both Kennedy and Lomax thought in terms of radio programmes, in which short snatches of song were played between the talk. Coupled with the desire to make as much material available as possible, the albums were therefore made up of sections of song, rarely complete performances. For some tracks one song would be made up of verses sung by different singers from England, Scotland and Ireland. As an exercise in education it was fine, but for listening to (and/or learning the songs) it was irritating beyond endurance.

         Lomax’s influence in Britain was great and timely, as catalyst, promoter, programme-maker, fieldworker and performer, and his legacy was slow to dissipate. He went on to promote folk and ethnic music, in his ‘world jukebox’ projects, and to develop the ‘cantometrics’ style of musical anthropology. But his work as a collector in the 1950s, it has been argued, showed a lack of discrimination, being portrayed by many as ‘quick and careless’, and he was always too willing to extrapolate grand theories on a slim evidence base.

         Because of Kennedy’s and Lomax’s contributions to the field, it is convenient here to follow through the impact of recorded sound on traditional song after 1950.

         It is difficult to comprehend just how little genuine traditional English singing could be heard by the average folk fan up to the 1960s. Despite all the activity by the BBC and a handful of enthusiasts, most field recordings remained in private hands, and radio programmes were ephemeral. Folk clubs were proliferating, but most performances were by budding revivalists, and only a few clubs presented traditional singers.

         There was very little English traditional material available commercially. Apart from the Folk Songs of Britain series on Topic, by the end of the 1960s only half a dozen LPs and a handful of EPs of English traditional singing had been issued in this country, and a few more in America, nearly all on obscure labels that were hard to locate. There was plenty of revivalist music, and much Eastern European, American, Irish and Scottish material, but England was remarkable for its absence.

         All this changed when Tony Engle became the new boss of Topic and the golden age of English folk LPs arrived. Album after album appeared, featuring well-known traditional singers, newly discovered ones, reissues of older material, and field recordings by the new collectors. Topic was joined by the relatively short-lived Leader Records, produced by Bill Leader, and a number of privately issued LPs, and almost overnight there was plenty to be heard.

         The cassette and CD revolutions brought even more opportunities for specialist music, and labels such as Peter Kennedy’s Folktracks (Folktrax), John Howson’s Veteran and Rod Stradling’s Musical Traditions, again in addition to a number of other, privately issued concerns, brought a steady trickle of releases, until it was possible to access probably 200 or more albums of traditional English folk song in one format or another.

         But to return to the scholarly side of research. The work of the new academics began to filter through in articles, theses and, eventually, books, and it is this material which has made the present book possible. Those whose work has been particularly useful include Vic Gammon, David Atkinson, Mike Pickering, Chris Bearman, David Gregory, Julia Bishop, Georgina Boyes, David Harker, Ginette Dunn, Ian Russell, John Francmanis, Arthur Knevett, Roger Elbourne, Robert Thomson, Tony Green and Alun Howkins, but there have been many others from neighbouring fields, such as social history and folklore, whose work is acknowledged in the Bibliography. 

         Yet although the marked increase in academic attention has been of huge importance, there has continued to be a strong tradition of amateur contributors to the field, in the sense of those with no academic affiliation or backing, and in many cases no formal training. This category comprises activists, enthusiasts, collectors, and academics in other fields whose interest in folk song is their ‘hobby’, and includes, in particular, Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd, Leslie Shepard, Roy Palmer, Steve Gardham, Ruairidh Greig, Malcolm Douglas, Sam Richards, Jon and Mike Raven, Derek Schofield, Martin Graebe, Peter Wood, Reg Hall, Frank Purslow and George Frampton. Those who are best known as collectors, although they have also often contributed in other ways, include Mike Yates, Gwilym Davies, Jim Carroll and Pat Mackenzie, Keith Summers, John Howson, Mervyn Plunkett, Brian Matthews, Ken Stubbs, Mary and Nigel Hudleston, Fred Hamer and Tony Wales.

         The fact that most of the new academic work came from the political left is no surprise. That was the mood of the time, and the right wing has never been known for its intellectual capacities. Simply by taking seriously the experiences of the common people and researching their lives branded you as ‘left of centre’ anyway, and it is clear that many of those who chose to pursue these subjects in higher education were already involved in the Folk Revival in some way, which had determined their future path. As noted in the Introduction, though, many found that the expectations built on Revival romanticism were soon dashed, as the subject looked very different under an academic microscope than it had from the folk-club floor.

         Elsewhere in academe, folklore and folk music was still treated with disdain, precisely because it was still seen as amateur and performance-based. The legions of folkies in pub back rooms strumming their guitars and protesting about Vietnam might just be of interest to the ethnomusicologist who could not afford to go abroad, but why should anyone else take it seriously? The pioneer collectors of the Victorian and Edwardian era who had amassed a great deal of interesting and pretty tunes were also seen essentially as dilettantes who had not given us any valid analytical legacy on which to work.

         But those few who did take folklore and folk song seriously (albeit often under different terms such as ‘popular culture’ or ‘vernacular music’) have given us a wealth of new thinking, a gathering and reassessment of evidence, and new perspectives on old material. Most of the insights in this present book, such as they are, have come in some way or other from their research and writing. But all was not sweetness and light, and some of the new writing took a turn to the dark side. This tendency is most associated with the writings of David Harker – although there were others – starting with his reassessment of Cecil Sharp in the Folk Music Journal (1972), his article on the ‘ballad consensus’ (1981) and Fakesong (1985). A small extract from the latter will give a flavour:

         
            Whether they fully recognized it or not, what the song-mediators of the Folk Song Society were now involved with was in fact the early stages of a new level of struggle to impose onto working-class people what was ‘good’ for them, from the standpoint of the ruling class, and of capital.29

         

         What we desperately wanted from our new scholars was a measured and insightful assessment of the history of our field, its main characters and its social context. What we got, from this quarter, was facile bourgeois-bashing, the insistence that the only possible relationship between the classes is exploitative, and that the working classes always have right on their side, while the others never do. And that the bourgeoisie had invented the whole notion of ‘folk song’ for their own purposes.

         There is no doubt that this essentially negative perspective became, for a while, the new orthodoxy, both within and outside our field, and is only now showing signs of losing its grip. The tendency is mentioned many times in the present book, precisely because it was influential and cannot be ignored, though it must be refuted. 

         Nevertheless, there have been other voices: Vic Gammon, for example, whose seminal article ‘Folk Song Collecting in Sussex and Surrey 1843–1914’ (1980) first revealed the selection policies practised by the main collectors not only in what they collected but in what they chose to publish. More recently, Chris Bearman’s frontal attack on Harker (2001 and others), and Arthur Knevett’s thesis on the history of the Folk-Song Society (2011), to name but two, have restored some sense, and proper history, to the debate.

         Our subject is still relatively fragmented. Although there has been a steady trickle of books relevant to the field, a great deal of essential writing appears only in journals and conference papers, and several of the very best treatments are still available only as unpublished doctoral theses. But we should also pause to acknowledge the role of the EFDSS in developing and continuing to maintain its library, and for its journal, since 1965 called the Folk Music Journal, which between them have made a huge contribution to folk-song study. It is difficult to see how we could have managed without them.

         The Journal and library aside, the post-war EFDSS has not contributed greatly to the study of folk song and music, although it has diligently, on and off, promoted their performance and artistic potential. Perhaps because it was still primarily a dance organisation, the Folk-Song Revival took it completely by surprise, and it took a long time to catch up, and many Revival devotees, especially the younger ones, never thought the EFDSS relevant to their interests.

         The other aspect of the Revival which interests us here is the important role key activists like A. L. Lloyd and Ewan MacColl played in promoting what could be termed the popular-scholarly view of folk song.

         MacColl and Lloyd played many parts in the Revival, as organisers, activists, performers and songwriters, but they also had a scholarly role to play, and their reputations, built up in these other spheres, meant that their voices carried weight. In countless articles, most often for small-scale folk magazines and therefore difficult to collect, record sleeve-notes, and radio programmes, which were influential but ephemeral, they were responsible for much of the information and analysis which the new movement craved.

         Lloyd’s first attempt at synthesising the folk tradition was The Singing Englishman, published by the Workers’ Musical Association in 1944, which is interesting because it long predates the recognised start of the Revival, and was written before his thoughts had matured.

         Lloyd and MacColl championed the cause of ‘industrial’ folk song right from the beginning of the Revival (although, as Palmer (1985) points out, the industrial muse was not particularly evident in The Singing Englishman). Lloyd’s main book-length contribution in this area was Come All Ye Bold Miners (1952, and second edition 1978). The first edition in particular was highly influential, but was criticised for implying that all the songs were sung by miners, whereas, of the sixty-six songs in the book, only eighteen are described as coming from miners’ singing. The rest are certainly about miners and mining communities, but are taken from printed sources, often of the nineteenth century. These others may have been popular with miners, but Lloyd offers no evidence of this. But they may well have become so as a result of his book, as Lloyd wrote in the preface to the second edition:

         
            As it turned out, that modest first edition, skimpy in content, poorly edited as it was, had an influence far beyond expectation. To some pitmen, especially young ones enthusiastic for the folk song revival, Come All Ye Bold Miners was ‘the Bible’. The compilation had the effect of restoring to vigorous life many past songs, stimulating investigators to seek out lyrics dormant in cold corners of the memory of old miners or gathering dust in library cupboards, and best of all, encouraging members of colliers’ families to chance their arm at making songs for themselves about their own lives.30

         

         The 173 songs in the expanded second edition included a large number of songs written recently by miners, but apart from these the ratio of songs from print to those from singing was about two to one. Paradoxically, an opponent of the notion of ‘industrial’ folk song could argue that far from demonstrating a lively and extensive song repertoire, the first edition actually appears to prove that most songs about mining were not necessarily sung by miners. But this is not how the book was perceived at the time, and it was heralded as the foundation publication in the growing field of industrial song. Others who have taken up the subject include Robert Colls, who in his Collier’s Rant (1977) calls Lloyd’s Folk Song in England, which we will turn to next, ‘a heroic tour de force of a book; essential reading for anyone’.31

         Folk Song in England (1967) is indeed Lloyd’s major contribution to the wider subject, and despite the first sentence of the book, which reads ‘This is a book for beginners not specialists’, we all treat it as if it is an attempt at the definitive distillation of the whole genre, and criticise it accordingly. Those of us who have the temerity to attempt something on similarly broad lines should have some humility (and humanity) in assessing its value, and not be too unkind.

         Lloyd is in that historical limbo in which many people who knew him are still around and an assessment of his work is still coloured by the man’s personality, and his standing at the time. The negative things written about him sometimes had the flavour of settling old scores from years back. There is no doubt about Lloyd’s commitment to the subject, and the cause, and his immense influence. The book was highly readable, genuinely inspiring, and admirably fulfilled its purpose as an introduction for beginners. In general, it was reviewed favourably on its publication, although some commented on its left-wing bias, which is extremely mild compared to nowadays, and it could be said that most reviewers were not sufficiently knowledgeable to really test its main arguments. And this is the central point about pioneering work: those who finally get to the stage of expertise required to offer a valid criticism have invariably got there because of that earlier work.

         Nevertheless, the tide of criticism of A. L. Lloyd has turned more critical of late. It is not uncommon to hear people claiming that he was too much of a journalist to be a good scholar, and too much of a poet to be a good song editor. He is accused, particularly by Australian writers, of claiming knowledge and expertise based on a personal myth, in which he had a hand in forging, that exaggerated his experience of traditional song when he was there in his youth. And his handling of songs has caused a great deal of disquiet. It is not so much that he rewrote and altered songs to make them more singable or to suit the purposes and interests of the Revival, as he frequently did, but that he was never clear (some would say never honest) about the extent of his tinkering. And this makes one suspicious of all his writing.

         In Folk Song in England, he places great faith in the theories of the early folklorists concerning fertility and ancient ritual (which in the 1960s were already under attack in the folklore world), he had a romantic view of history, and drew simplistic connections between types of song and broad-sweep notions about the stages of society in place at the time. He is too willing to use foreign examples (particularly Eastern European, where he had undertaken fieldwork) to elucidate the English experience.

         On the whole, he is too willing to extrapolate from little or no evidence, which is where the journalist and the romantic take over from the scholar. One quotation will suffice to make the point. Writing of ‘folk-memory’, after detailing songs that deal with the killing and sharing of animals, he writes:

         
            We see this with a similar anthem of the partition and sharing of the body of a royal sacrifice, in this case the king of the birds, the wren. The well-known ‘Cutty Wren’ or ‘Hunting the Wren’ is often thought of as an amiable nursery piece, yet when it was recorded from an old shepherd of Adderbury West, near Banbury, he banged the floor with his stick on the accented notes and stamped violently at the end of the verses, saying that to stamp was the right way and reminded of old times. What memories of ancient defiance are preserved in this kind of performance it would be hard to say, but we know that the wren-hunting song was attached to a pagan midwinter ritual of the kind that Church and authority fulminated vainly against – particularly in the rebellious period at the end of the Middle Ages when adherence to the Old Religion was taken to be evidence of subversion, and its partisans were violently persecuted in consequence.32

         

         At first sight it reads like a tour de force of synthesis, bringing wide knowledge to bear to elucidate the meaning of a song. But it is deeply misleading, and it would take a whole journal article to unpick the half-baked notions and ‘myths’ that constitute this paragraph. It is based on a single isolated incident that is completely different from all other reports of the song, of which no version is known to have existed before the late eighteenth century and the earliest published references are almost all in books of children’s rhymes. The ideas of ritual sacrifice and the survival of witchcraft as an underground ‘Old Religion’ are both fanciful myths. But they are convenient myths for Lloyd to introduce his favourite topics of disaffection and protest, mystery and long historical roots.

         Folk Song in England is on every folk-related reading list, and so it should be, but it should be in an edition with new footnotes pointing out these less-than-scholarly passages. Unfortunately, the fear is that the footnotes would soon overwhelm the book. See Dave Arthur’s Bert: The Life and Times of A. L. Lloyd (2012) for a masterly biography of a complicated man.

         A. L. Lloyd’s reputation as a field-collector also seems to have been exaggerated, but there is no doubt that Ewan MacColl (and Peggy Seeger) paid their dues with microphone and tape recorder. One of MacColl’s most abiding qualities was his enthusiasm for the language of ordinary working people, and this consciously informed his writing for the stage and the radio, as well as his many songs.

         He started collecting folk songs, folklore and oral history from about 1955, and built up a significant archive of material. Often, the recordings were made to further particular projects, such as his work for the much admired series of Radio Ballads (1957–64), produced in collaboration with Charles Parker, which brought the combination of actuality recordings, music, song and narration to a new level. 

         Ewan MacColl (1915–89) was born in Salford, Lancashire, as James Henry (or Jimmie) Miller – he started to call himself Ewan around 1945. His parents were Scottish and always thought of themselves as exiles in England. His father was an iron moulder, but ill health kept him unemployed for much of Ewan’s childhood, and his mother supported the family by working as a cleaner. Both parents were committed communists, and Ewan grew up well aware of the workers’ perpetual struggles against the ruling classes. Ewan’s ambivalence about whether he was Scottish or English caused him some worries, and later fed into the accusation that he reinvented himself when it suited him. The theatre was one of his enduring passions, which led him to apply dramatic techniques to the performance of traditional songs and coloured his writing. He was also a skilled and prolific songwriter.

         As with Bert Lloyd, a great deal of MacColl’s writings appeared in the form of small-scale and informal publications, and ephemeral radio programmes. But his more substantial publications included several important contributions to the folk-song world.

         In the songbook sphere, MacColl’s Shuttle and Cage: Industrial Folk Ballads (1954) was highly influential in getting industrial songs into the Revival repertoire, while The Singing Island (1960) by him and Peggy Seeger was an equally influential songbook, drawn largely from recent recordings of traditional singers. But their most important contributions to regular scholarship were Travellers’ Songs from England and Scotland (1977) and Till Doomsday in the Afternoon: The Folklore of a Family of Scots Travellers, the Stewarts of Blairgowrie (1986), which were not just collections of songs but significant explorations of Traveller culture and lifestyle. Of their huge output of records and CDs, two are particularly important for our understanding of the social context of folk song in that they include speech as well as song, both published by Folkways in 1961: Now Is the Time for Fishing, featuring Sam Larner of Winterton, Norfolk (FG 3507), and The Elliotts of Birtley: A Musical Portrait of a Durham Mining Family (FG 3565).

         Before leaving the subject of post-war scholarship, it is worth noting that much of the theoretical writing on folklore, and many key reference texts on folk song in particular, came from America, where the subjects had a much more solid base at university level than in Britain. D. K. Wilgus’s Anglo-American Folksong Scholarship since 1898 was the first attempt at a history of the movement, and is still worth reading; others which are particularly relevant include Bertrand Bronson’s The Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads (1959–72), Claude Simpson’s The British Broadside Ballad and Its Music (1966), George Malcolm Laws’s American Balladry from British Broadsides (1957), Roger Renwick’s Recentering Anglo/American Folksong (2001) and the several books by E. David Gregory.
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            Our History 3: Tuning a Song*

            Collecting the Music (by Julia Bishop)

         

         As we saw in Chapter 1, the musical tradition of English folk singing was very much an aural and oral one, passed on through performance. Singers did not write their tunes down, even if they were musically literate. They learnt songs by memorising what they heard others sing. Most of the time, this meant that the words and music came ready integrated. Even broadsides were usually performed at the point of sale. If a broadside needed a tune, singers would adapt one taken from another song. It was only when collectors came on the scene to preserve them, study them or popularise them that the tunes of folk songs were written down to any great extent. As a result, by far the largest body of evidence for traditional melodies comes from the last quarter of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, though the tunes themselves can quite often be shown to be older.

         We are fortunate that today we can access a great deal of this evidence through digital resources, like that created by the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library. These manuscripts, and later recordings, are our primary source of information as to what and how traditional performers sang in the past, so it is worth considering in a bit more detail how these sources were created in the first place. What do we know about the way that folk-song music was documented? What was involved for the collector and for the singer? How much did it vary from one collector and singer to another and why? How have the collectors’ goals and methods affected the nature of the manuscripts and sound recordings that have come down to us?

         
            * ‘Pointing to an old man on the bench, I said, “You look like a singer.” He didn’t deny the soft impeachment, but he had not “tuned a zong” this many a long day, and he did not suppose he could “zay a zong right through, even if I gave him a quart o’ zider”.’ (Sharp, ‘Folk-Song Collecting’ (1907), p. 16.)

         

         Writing down folk tunes in music notation was no mean feat. It required memory, facility with the possibilities of music notation and, of course, a good ear. Many of the collectors in the nineteenth and early twentieth century had had some degree of formal musical training but only some would have had specific skills in musical dictation. These helped them not only to perceive the details of what they heard, but also to make sense of them so that they could be represented using standard staff notation.

         Until 1877, when Thomas Edison invented the phonograph, there simply was no recording technology beyond a pencil and a piece of paper, but it is also true that almost all the folk-song collectors up to the 1930s preferred not to use recording devices. This meant that they often notated tunes at the same time as they were being sung, or relied on memorising them until they could notate them later with the help of an instrument. From this point of view, several features of English folk songs worked in favour of the collectors. First of all, they were generally performed unaccompanied, by a solo singer (although there were exceptions, such as the Copper Family of Rottingdean in Sussex, who sang in parts). English folk songs were also strophic, meaning that the same basic melody was repeated from one stanza of the words to the next. And lastly, they were syllabic, in that the norm was for only one or two notes to be sung per syllable. We will see further on in our account how these things played out in the collecting process.

         Before the formation of the Folk-Song Society, the practice of folksong collecting was rather a do-it-yourself affair and various scenarios took place. At one end of the scale, we have the Reverend John Broadwood. The full title of his 1843 publication, Old English Songs, as now sung by the peasantry of the Weald of Surrey and Sussex, refers to their being ‘collected by one who has learnt them by hearing them sung every Christmas from early childhood, by the country people’. This implies that he was himself the immediate source for his collection.

         Whether Broadwood was actually the one who notated the tunes he sang is not entirely clear, though. It is easy to assume so, given his reputation as the first to insist on high standards of accuracy in the documentation of the tunes. This stems from the claim, again on the title page of his book, that ‘The airs are set to music exactly as they are now sung’, and the family story, told by his niece, Lucy, of his insistence on preserving the unorthodox intervals and notes in the tunes which had been altered by his organist friend, G. A. Dusart, when supplying accompaniments to them.† A lesser-known account, provided by Lucy Broadwood’s nephew, clarifies that ‘Rev. John Broadwood … had an accurate ear, but my aunt, Miss Broadwood, has told me that he did not know how to write down what he had collected, but relied on the local Sussex village organist’.1

         This fact does not invalidate Broadwood’s reputation for accuracy, but it does illustrate the difficulty of rendering the tune in notation in the first place, even for someone who could sing, play the flute and hear when tunes had been altered. It also shows that folk melodies did not always fit the conventions of music notation and music theory of the time, as Lucy Broadwood stressed:

         
            [Mr Dusart] made great outcries over the intervals which shocked his musical standards. A flat seventh never was, and never could be! And so forth. To which, it is recorded that Mr Broadwood, confirming his vocal intervals by vehement blasts on his flute, replied ‘Musically it may be wrong, but I will have it exactly as my singers sang it.’2

         

         We shall come back to this second problem, which takes us into the realms of folk song and ‘the modes’, a little further on, because it raises questions about why folk songs needed to be fitted with an accompaniment for publication, and how the ‘non-standard’ notes in folk tunes were defended and interpreted by the collectors.

         Another example of a tune being collected from an intermediary rather than directly from the singer was also recounted by Lucy Broadwood. Acquaintances of hers had noted the words of a song sung by a group of Gypsy wassailers at Christmas but they were unable to note the tune. Several months later, Lucy was at the house and overheard a four-year-old boy singing what turned out to be the tune that he had learnt from the wassailers.3 Interestingly, the notation itself gives no indication that this was the case.4

         
            † See page 69.

         

         The more common scenario was the collecting of both the words and music from a singer on the same occasion. Sometimes this took place in what might now be called a ‘natural context of performance’, like a pub singing session, or it might be the result of an impromptu encounter between singer and collector, such as when Cecil Sharp came across John England working in the garden of his friend’s house and heard him singing ‘The Seeds of Love’ {3}.‡ More often, though, it was at the singer’s house, when the collector came to visit for the purpose of noting songs, or at the house of a local dignitary, to which the singers had been invited, again for the express purpose of collecting.

         Noting both words and music was very labour-intensive, so collectors developed various strategies to make it more manageable. Lucy Broadwood and Ralph Vaughan Williams often focused on the tune and got the singers to note down the words themselves. Occasionally, the singers could notate tunes themselves, as in the case of Samuel Willett, a baker from Cuckfield in Sussex, who supplied Lucy Broadwood with thirty-three notations.5 Another singer from this part of the country, Henry Burstow of Horsham, was an accomplished bell-ringer, and he was able to notate some of his tunes in terms of the number patterns associated with change-ringing.6

         Collectors often enlisted the help of another collector, or a co-worker from their own social circle, so that one could focus on the words and the other the tune. This allowed collectors without the required levels of musical competency, or who lacked confidence in their abilities, to team up with those who did. The division of labour was not always as clear-cut as one might imagine, though. Frank Kidson, for example, was highly knowledgeable about the history of tunes but lacked formal musical training. He often collected with his niece, Ethel Kidson, as she had ‘a retentive ear’ and could ‘give him the tune’ (presumably meaning she could sing it back to him) after one hearing.7 Which of them actually went on to work out the notes of the tune and write it down is a moot point, however. Ethel’s recollection that ‘Uncle would get me to sing it when we came to a piano’ suggests that he may have picked out the notes while she sang.8

         
            ‡ See page 129.

         

         Sabine Baring-Gould used the same technique of memorising a tune and picking out the notes on the piano later in order to transcribe them. When possible, though, he called on the services of his musically trained acquaintances, either Reverend Henry Fleetwood Sheppard, an expert on plainsong, or the young Oxford graduate Frederick Bussell, to notate the tunes. Their musical expertise enabled them to transcribe the melodies by ear directly on to paper while the songs were being performed, a skill they found themselves practising in various circumstances, as Baring-Gould’s colourful account of one visit illustrates:

         
            One wild and stormy day, Mr Bussell and I visited Huccaby to interview old Sally Satterly, who knew a number of songs. Her father was a notable singer and his old daughter, now a grandmother, remembered some of his songs. But old Sally could not sit down and sing. We found that the sole way in which we could extract the ballads from her was by following her about as she did her usual work. Accordingly we went after her when she fed the pigs, or got sticks from the firewood rick or filled a pail from the spring, pencil and notebook in hand, dotting down words and melody. Finally she did sit to peel some potatoes, when Mr Bussell with a manuscript music-book in hand, seated himself on the copper. This position he maintained as she sang the ballad of ‘Lord Thomas and Fair Eleanor’, till her daughter applied fire under the cauldron and Mr Bussell was forced to skip from his perch.9

         

         Even when the collector could give their sole attention to the tune, though, the task of notating it was still a challenge, there being many dimensions to grasp and ‘translate’ into conventional music notation. One of the first actions of the newly formed Folk-Song Society in 1898, therefore, was to produce a series of ‘hints’ for would-be folk-song collectors. These were largely compiled by Kate Lee, the Society’s first secretary. On the basis of her own experience, she advocated listening to the song all the way through before writing anything down, so as to learn it, and if possible to sing it along with the singers. This advice found its way into the ‘hints’, modified to listening to just the first stanza, rather than the whole song. The rationale for this was to grasp the metre and pitch of the tune before going on to the detail.

         The ‘hints’ also advised focusing on one aspect of the tune at a time – either the rhythm or the notes – and stressed that ‘two or three repetitions of the tune may be needed for each of these processes, and finally another repetition for the sake of proving the correctness of the transcript’.10 Whether these were repetitions of the basic tune as it was fitted to each stanza, or of the entire song, the process was arduous and time-consuming for the singer. Although Kate Lee confidently asserted that singers never mind repeating a song, she admitted she was ‘afraid in taking down my Sussex songs I simply tired out the two Mr Coppers after three evenings’ hard work’.11 Likewise, the compilers of the revised ‘hints’, most likely Cecil Sharp and Vaughan Williams, confidently asserted that ‘the collector need not fear to call upon the ballad-singer to repeat a song many times’.12 The necessity of doing so was later underlined by Baring-Gould, who recalled that ‘tunes have to be repeated several times to be noted with accuracy, as peasant singers are disposed to embroider them with twirls and flourishes of their own device’.13 In the case of one particularly creative singer, Henry Larcombe, Sharp even confessed, ‘I soon learnt that it was best not to interrupt him, but to keep him singing the same song over and over again, in some cases for nearly an hour at a time – the patience of these old singers is inexhaustible.’14

         Many collectors would play or sing the finished notation to the singers to check it for accuracy. Among Sharp’s Appalachian contributors this occasioned much delight, as if he had ‘successfully performed a conjuring trick’.15 Broadwood recounted how she played one of the singer’s songs to him on the piano, ‘with impromptu harmonies, and he was much pleased, saying, “Well! That’s the first time ever I heard a piano! So that’s the way music is done!”’16

         With people who knew songs but could not sing, the ‘hints’ advised collectors to ask them to whistle the tune, or play on the violin or other instrument instead. Lucy Broadwood also tried this method when the words of a song were risqué and the singer felt unable to sing them to her. She quickly found, however, that they were ‘almost always unable to hum or whistle an air apart from its words’.17 Even the prolific and accomplished singer Henry Burstow became ‘confused’ in these circumstances and ‘his rhythm was impossible to note’.18

         As is obvious from these vignettes, a high premium was placed on the need for accuracy in folk-tune transcriptions and the ‘hints’ specify that ‘it is essential that the tunes should represent, as nearly as may be, what the collector hears’.19 The important thing to note here is that the standards of accuracy being called for applied to the melody as sung, at least as perceived by the collector, rather than the accuracy of the notation from a theoretical point of view. In a reference to the rhythmic ‘irregularities’ of some folk melodies, the Folk-Song Society went so far as to welcome a tune notation ‘in a rough, unbarred condition’ in preference to polished ones if it thereby escaped being ‘spoilt’ by ‘some local musician, who, in the attempt to reduce it to orthodox form, has allowed the individual character to escape’.20

         Significant by its omission in the ‘hints’, on the other hand, is an indication of how to deal with any melodic and rhythmic variation that emerged in the repetitions of the basic tune as it was sung to the different stanzas of the song. This touches on the all-important question for the collector: what is ‘the tune’? To judge from the ‘hints’, it was seen as a single stanza of music showing what the collector perceived to be the underlying, intended or typical form of the basic melody. In many of the collectors’ transcriptions, there is no indication of rhythmic or melodic variation. What we do not know is whether this was because the singer did not include any, or whether it was due to the collector being unable to perceive it or finding it too difficult, too ephemeral or too unimportant to notate. In practical terms, noting melodic and rhythmic variations would have made the task of tune transcription without the help of sound recording even harder and in this sense constituted something of an advanced technique. More than this, though, it came back to the collector’s opinion as to whether variation was relevant or necessary to document in tune notations, a subject on which collectors were divided.

         Kidson, for example, believed it was ‘the business of the folk-song collector not to make a hard and fast record of one rendering of a folk-tune, with all its accidental inaccuracies, but to obtain what the singer obviously means’.21 Perhaps with an eye to justifying his own methods in the wake of subsequent debate about the usefulness of collecting with the phonograph, Kidson felt that ‘it is too much to expect that every folk-song singer should be a paragon of faithful accuracy. In many cases, as before observed, he sings his tune with some difference on occasions, and this is due to slips of memory, to wilful alteration, when he thinks such alterations an improvement, and to extraneous influences – nervousness and the like’.22 He advocated instead that collectors should try to obtain multiple notations of it and use their knowledge and judgement to decide which was ‘the best rendering’. As this suggests, what the singer ‘obviously’ intended involves judgements based on the collector’s aesthetics.

         Kidson’s approach highlights the fact that, in transcriptions of any kind, there is always a process of selection involved. Some elements are kept in and others are left out. What happens is determined by the aims and abilities of the transcriber, the circumstances in which they were working, and the resources they have available. It also depends on judgements and interpretations made by the transcriber. While in most cases there is little reason to doubt the sincerity of the collectors’ claims with regard to accuracy and exactness, it is important to understand them in relation to all of these factors. 

         It is perhaps no surprise that the notations of the most prolific and musically experienced collectors, such as Sharp, Lucy Broadwood, Vaughan Williams and Percy Grainger, are those that contain the most evidence of melodic and rhythmic variation. This is done using a range of written techniques. Broadwood and Vaughan Williams, for example, used opposite-facing stems on notes,23 or a parallel or additional stave, to note the alternative interpretations of a note, bar or line that they heard.24

         Cecil Sharp was the most prolific of all the early collectors. He notated roughly 5,000 items from England and America in the course of his career. His tune transcriptions are single stanzas, some indicating variations as well, occasionally quite extensive ones. His method was to indicate an alternative rendering through an asterisk or letters, in the manner of a footnote.25

         By no means all of Sharp’s notations contain such indications, however, and the exact proportion which does has yet to be gauged. In fact, Sharp’s view of music transcription was similar to that implied in the ‘hints’. When commenting in 1908 on Grainger’s more detailed transcriptions made from the phonograph, Sharp stuck to the idea that a transcription should reflect what the collector hears, but in the sense of ‘its artistic effect, not necessarily the exact means by which that effect was produced’. As an example, he felt that many of the chromatic notes (individual pitches altered by a half-step or semitone) documented in Grainger’s transcriptions, while present, were ‘nevertheless in performance practically inaudible, and would have been omitted, and I contend rightly so, by the ordinary collector’.26 We shall come to Grainger’s approach a little later.

         Staying with Sharp, we can see that it was clearly audible to him that tunes were not completely fixed, even within one singer’s performance. In his view, however, a singer was by and large unconscious of the tune he or she sang, so it followed that any variations they introduced were also unconscious and therefore unpremeditated. At the same time, he acknowledged that musicians might view the variations as of great significance. Sharp deserves credit for recognising this important distinction between what is sometimes known as the insider (or ‘native’) and the outsider (or ‘scholarly’) perspective. In practice, though, it placed the collector in the position of being the judge of which variations were significant and worthy of preservation, and which were not.

         Sharp made this distinction in a number of ways. Firstly, he regarded the first stanza of a song as untypical, advising Grainger that singers often take time ‘to get into their stride’. This led him to discount variations occurring once only in the earlier stanzas of the song. He discriminated between ‘a rhythmical irregularity [which] belongs to the song itself’ and ‘aberrations’ which arose from a singer’s personal idiosyncrasy, a mechanical cause, or other factors like taking a breath, awkward vocalisation, tiredness, and hesitation due to forgetting the words. Pressing his preference not to use the phonograph, Sharp argued that it is easier to make these judgements in the presence of the singer, when able to observe their demeanour and ask them to repeat the song if necessary. The counter-argument, of course, is that others then have to take the collector’s judgement on trust as there is no independent record of the performance.

         There is certainly evidence that Sharp used the technique of observing and consulting the singer to help him decide on the significance of melodic and rhythmic variations in his transcription. In this way, he tried to discover if performers who sang the first stanza of a song to the whole tune and then sang the subsequent stanzas to the second half only of the melody were aware of doing so, concluding that they were not.27

         There were also apparently times when Sharp was unsure of the status of a variation and included it anyway, as in the case of William Russell, of Eynsham, Oxfordshire, when singing ‘The Bonny Light Horseman’ {1185}. A note in Sharp’s music manuscript records that ‘when Russell first sang this song he began with the chorus and sung the C’s marked x clearly C#. Afterwards when the chorus came at the end of the stanza he sang C♮.’28

         Finally, he distinguished between melodic variation that displayed ‘inventiveness of a high order’ and the ‘comparatively trivial’ variations of ‘the ordinary singer’. Mention has already been made of Henry Larcombe, of Haselbury Plucknett in Somerset, whose singing exemplified the former category and whose melodic variations Sharp endeavoured to capture in detail in his notation. In this instance, the phonograph would have served Sharp well for, as he admitted, ‘I have missed many of those which appeared but once’.29

         Larcombe was very much the exception, though. Sharp observed that ‘important variations of this order are generally stereotyped and limited to a certain fixed number in each tune’.30 Such was the final phrase of ‘In Bruton Town’ {18} as sung by Mrs Emma Overd, of Langport, Somerset, which she sang in four different ways. Sharp regarded variations of the ordinary singer as motivated ‘from the love of ornament’.31 However, English traditional singers were much less inclined to this than their Hungarian, Scottish and Irish counterparts.

         By contrast the transcriptions of Percy Grainger are quite unlike any of those produced by his contemporaries in the Folk-Song Society, because they were made from a phonograph recording. Despite the claims of some commentators, Grainger was not the first to use the phonograph for collecting English folk songs. A number of the principal collectors in the Folk-Song Society experimented with it in the early years of the twentieth century. They included Vaughan Williams, who, of the roughly 800 songs he collected in total, recorded a mere twenty on wax cylinder as far as is known. Sharp had made use of the machine too, apparently to check the accuracy of some of his own handwritten trancriptions, but made only a handful of recordings, while Lucy Broadwood had bought a machine of her own in 1906 and used it to record Scottish folk song, both in Scotland and among Scottish singers in London.

         It was probably through Lucy Broadwood’s example that the young Australian composer Percy Grainger became aware of the machine and its possibilities. He had already encountered English folk song the previous year when he attended Lucy Broadwood’s lecture on collecting at the Royal Musical Association. Soon after, he heard traditional singers at the North Lincolnshire competitive music festival in Brigg, as part of the folk-song class. His first notations, however, were made using pencil and paper, friends often accompanying him in order to collect the words. Then, in July 1906, armed with an Edison standard phonograph that the Folk-Song Society had helped to buy, he made his first recordings in Lincolnshire, a little later recording in Gloucestershire as well. Within three years, though, his interest in collecting in England was waning, but not before he had given a lecture to the Folk-Song Society about his experiences and published an article in their 1908 Journal describing the use of the phonograph and presenting twenty-seven of his transcriptions made from cylinders.

         Other collectors had tried the phonograph but were doubtful as to its suitability for folk-song fieldwork. They found that it made singers nervous and that the machine did not catch all the words clearly. Its size and weight made it cumbersome to transport as well. Grainger was very enthusiastic about it. The singers he recorded apparently responded favourably to the collecting process, despite the need for them to stand at the correct distance from the trumpet of the machine. One described the experience as ‘läke [like] singin’ with a muzzle on’. Grainger played back the recordings to the singers as well, one reportedly commenting of a long song that had just been recorded, ‘He’s learnt that quicker nor I’, and another observing, ‘It do follow up we wonderful.’32

         ‘Following up’ was what the phonograph did par excellence. Sound is ephemeral, but the phonograph made it repeatable and this had a number of implications for folk-tune transcription. First, and often overlooked, it allowed collectors to preserve the entire song. In practice the cylinders lasted around two minutes, so a change of cylinder might be necessary, but few songs were longer than four minutes. Singers could sing through the song in a more natural way, and might only have to repeat one stanza if the cylinder needed to be changed. The whole process was quicker and so less tiring for the singer.

         Use of the phonograph also meant that documenting and transcribing a song became two distinct processes. Written transcription was still undertaken but could now aspire to a much greater level of detail, if required, based on hearing a song sung over and over in exactly the same way. The speed could be changed as well in order to clarify the detail. The recording also allowed the transcriber to focus on and notate more aspects of the performance, such as the speed, vocal quality, breathing, articulation of the notes, and word pronunciation. Multiple stanzas could be notated in their entirety as well, which allowed observation of all elements from stanza to stanza. Finally, transcriptions deriving from the recording could be checked by others who had access to the recording.

         The highly detailed song transcriptions that Grainger made from his phonograph recordings explored many of these dimensions and more.33 It seems as if the more Grainger listened to the recordings, the more details he noticed, a common experience when transcribing from sound recordings. This led him to emphasise the amount of diversity to be found in any one performance, and to advocate that all these differences were worthy of notation, whether transient or not. He became interested not only in the songs but in the singers and their artistry.

         It was inevitable that Grainger’s findings called into question generally accepted notions among the collectors about the nature of folk song and the authority of the collectors as transcribers. He suggested that recordings offer a more objective way of arriving at a representative stanza of the tune, for example, and hinted that collectors who rely on their ear may have made mistakes in their transcriptions whereas ‘the gramophone and phonograph record admirably what our ears and systems of notation are too inaccurate and clumsy to take advantage of’.34

         Grainger also questioned whether singers kept to the ‘modes’ as consistently as had previously been suggested, a bold step given how important modal theory, whose significance we will explore further on, had become to folk-song collectors in terms of explaining the unorthodox notes found in tunes. Yet Grainger had recordings and full-length transcriptions to back up his claim, leading him to ask, albeit tentatively, ‘are not we collectors – when our observations are not checked by some unbiased mechanical verdict – rather apt, maybe, to credit to folk-singers a more implicit adherence to one mode at a time than is actually their habit?’35

         It was both the capabilities of the recording and the nature of Grainger’s transcriptions which led him to take up this rather different position from his fellow collectors on the question of folk-song scales, described on the following pages. In the first place, the recordings allowed for greater scrutiny of the pitching of the notes which defined the mode that a song was said to evidence. The full-length transcriptions also indicated the consistency with which these notes were used over the course of the entire song, rather than indicating them as enshrined in a single stanza which ostensibly, but unprovably, represented ‘what the singer obviously means’. Grainger did not reject the modal interpretation of folk song, on this basis, but presented a more flexible model of it, as we shall see.

         There were, then, advantages and disadvantages to the different methods used by the folk-song collectors to notate folk songs. The single-stanza approach was most suited to the less experienced collector and was, not surprisingly, the most prevalent, but it raised the question of whose conception of the tune it represented and what had been smoothed over or left out. The single stanza plus variations was more of a halfway house, but its reliability had still to be taken largely on trust. Highly detailed transcriptions made from sound recordings, as Grainger had made, were still filtered through his own perceptions as the transcriber, but had the advantage that they could be checked. Nevertheless, his transcriptions are cluttered and difficult to follow and, as he admitted, resulted ‘in a regrettably disturbing impression to the eye’ which was at odds with the way the music sounded, and hardly helpful in making folk songs accessible to new audiences.36 His transcriptions do not attempt to distinguish between the singer’s ‘mistakes’ and deliberate practices and so tend to elevate all the minutiae to the level of creative and intentional characteristics. Detailed notations are also too complex to be useful in the comparison of tunes.

         Similar dilemmas as to the level of detail to use in tune transcription have continued to be debated in the study of folk music. The American ethnomusicologist Charles Seeger identified the opposite ends of the spectrum in his terms ‘prescriptive notation’ (a blueprint for a potential performance) and a ‘descriptive notation’ (a description of an actual performance).37

         In considering the pros and cons of the methods used by the collectors and their resulting tune notations, it is important to realise that making a sound recording allows the collector to make a detailed notation of the words and music of the song, but it does not necessarily require them to do so. A quarter of a century after Grainger, the Harvard-trained American collector James Madison Carpenter used the Dictaphone to make 179 cylinders (representing some thirty-five continuous hours of recording) of traditional singing. His transcriptions are nothing like as detailed and unconventional as Grainger’s, no doubt partly because he was self-taught, although assiduous, in transcribing tunes. His aims were different too. He did not record entire performances but often obtained several stanzas from the start of the song. Rather than selecting one of these as a representative stanza for notation, he transcribed them all in full. They therefore show how much rhythmic and melodic variation a singer introduces between these initial stanzas, and show exactly how the singer’s words fitted with the music in each of the stanzas notated.

         The exponential increase in field recording that took place from the mid-twentieth century on, described in Chapter 3, and its greatly improved quality in comparison with the earlier cylinder recordings, has significantly increased our knowledge of singing style and enabled the documentation of traditional songs as sung in the ‘natural contexts’ that existed at the time. Against these advantages, however, the availability of the recordings has tended to take away the need for tune transcription and the great majority remain unnotated. This hinders comparison of the tunes being sung in the post-war period with those sung earlier and may be one reason why the study of folk-song music has languished in the second half of the twentieth century. Perhaps readers of this book will be inspired to remedy the situation.

         English Folk Song and the Modes

         Having gone to such lengths to make a record of the tunes associated with folk songs, the fact that they were sung unaccompanied meant that collectors were faced with a dilemma when it came to publishing them. In a nutshell, without an accompaniment they were ‘practically useless to educated singers’.38 This was because they were aimed at the domestic market which, during the nineteenth century, was rapidly expanding (discussed in Chapter 10) and was dominated by vocal music with piano accompaniment, such as parlour ballads and hymns. In the absence of electronic means of musical reproduction and public broadcasting, the arrangement of all kinds of music for domestic performance was also the principal way in which these pieces were brought to a wider audience. In the case of operatic scores, this meant the reduction and simplification of the music for voice and piano. In the case of folk songs, by contrast, it meant making them more complicated, adding a piano part and harmonies to the basic vocal line.

         We might imagine that it would be a straightforward job to set folk tunes to an accompaniment in this way and present them to the public, but it led to all kinds of problems. There were disagreements about what style of accompaniment was appropriate, how complicated it should be, and what kind of harmonic interpretation it imposed on the melody. The debate about harmonic interpretation often surfaced in relation to the accompaniment’s treatment of notes in the tune that appeared to go against the rules of contemporary music theory and sounded ‘wrong’ to ears conditioned by it. We can think of these notes as unexpected pitches that did not conform to the accepted major and minor scales of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western classical music and that introduced a feeling of unstable or unfamiliar tonality.

         We have seen one example of this already in John Broadwood’s insistence that his folk tunes were ‘set to music exactly as they are now sung’, despite the objections of Mr Dusart to ‘the flat sevenths and other monstrous intervals’ they contained.39 Ten years previously, William Sandys had noticed something similar in one of his Christmas Carols Ancient and Modern (1833):

         
            The TUNES are of a pleasing and plaintive nature, and most of them appear to be of considerable antiquity. In No. 3 [‘The Lord at First Had Adam Made’ {8335}] will be found a specimen of the old minor key, with a flat seventh at the close; the scale is founded on one of the old Grecian modes, having the flat seventh ascending and descending, and was varied by the introduction of the more modern minor key, as far back, probably, as the 15th century. It appears harsh to modern ears, which expect the g sharp.40

         

         Sandys’s comment is interesting because it makes a link between the sound of folk songs and pre-harmonic music which had been theorised in terms of ancient Greek music. Around the mid-nineteenth century, others were increasingly making this connection too, and using it to urge that European tunes be preserved as collected, with harmonisations that reflected the modes or scales underlying them. Edward F. Rimbault, for example, in his Musical Illustrations of Bishop Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1850), castigated editors of national and folk songs for their ‘wanton alterations to the melody to suit some particular form of harmony; neglect of the mode or scale in which the respective airs are composed; the introduction of grace notes among the harmonies; and a general attempt at modernisation’.41

         A fairly recent book by Matthew Gelbart traces the roots of this concern with ‘folk modality’ to the last quarter of the eighteenth century, when Scottish music became identified with established ideas about oriental music, ‘ancient’ music of classical antiquity, and musical primitivism. Different kinds of scales, such as pentatonic (five-note) scales, and diatonic (seven-note) modes, were seen in evolutionary terms. Their appearance in folk music was therefore ‘evidence’ of earlier stages of musical evolution which had survived into modern times. Sandys’s and Broadwood’s flattened sevenths were seen as one such survival.

         These considerations may seem rarefied and irrelevant, but the interpretation of folk melodies in relation to the modes, the use of the ancient Greek terminology for them, and the consideration of the mode of a tune when providing an accompaniment to it have persisted up to our own times. Almost exactly a century after Rimbault’s pronouncement quoted above, Vaughan Williams and Lloyd warned folk-club singers using their now classic volume, The Penguin Book of English Folk Songs, that ‘special care needs to be taken when accompanying modal tunes, where the chords should be strictly in the mode’.42

         So what did this mean from the point of view of music theory, and the way the music sounded? We should say at once that explanations of the modes can seem (and are) quite technical, so readers who wish to skip this section should do so. The modes as used by the early collectors were basically a set of scales. To understand scales, it may help to think of them as a musical ladder, on which neighbouring pitches are arranged to form the individual rungs, numbered in ascending order. In pieces of music, the notes of the scale are not necessarily arranged in the ladder formation but can be used in many different patterns. We can still arrive at the underlying scale by taking the individual notes from a tune and arranging them in order on the ladder.

         We, too, are to a large extent still conditioned to hear music in relation to the major and minor scales. We can get a sense of how folk tunes sounded to nineteenth-century listeners if we take the tune of the well-known Christmas carol ‘The First Nowell’, which is based on the major scale, and alter it so that it contains one or more of the non-standard notes that were cropping up in folk songs.
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         If we then extract the individual notes for each example and arrange them in order as a scale, we have the modes most commonly reported in English folk song in the twentieth century, namely the Mixolydian, Dorian and Aeolian modes.
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         The differences between them may seem slight – when each is compared to the major scale it can be seen that the Mixolydian mode differs only by having a flattened seventh, the Dorian mode a flattened third and flattened seventh, and the Aeolian mode a flattened third, a flattened sixth and a flattened seventh. But they have a marked effect on the way a tune sounds.

         To the early collectors who were familiar with it, these modal scales provided a validation of the accuracy of folk tunes whose melodic intervals clearly did not conform to standard major or minor. By the nineteenth century, however, the modes were rather an arcane area of musical knowledge and experience. The major-minor system had become prevalent around 1600 (although, as we shall see, some argued that the major scale was far older). Modal theory was first formulated in the Middle Ages specifically to describe the plainsong tradition of the Roman Church, hence the modes were often called the ‘church’ (or ‘ecclesiastical’) modes. Modal theory went through a number of permutations which need not concern us here, but which remind us that there is no single theory of the modes, and also that it was just that, a theory which may or may not have been strictly adhered to in practice. From sporadic beginnings, the adoption of modal theory in relation to English folk song grew to become a major preoccupation among collectors, and it is still cited up to the present day. 

         An important exception to this in England was the musical antiquarian William Chappell, whom we have already heard about in Chapter 2. In his landmark volume The Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time (1859), he challenged the view that English folk music was related to the church modes. He argued instead that secular music had long been based on the major scale, so that, far from being a sign of modernity, a major tune might be of great age. Chappell stressed the role of minstrels as composers, performers and transmitters of English secular music, including what we would now term folk song.

         As the publication of English folk-song collections gathered pace in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, we can see the influence of these different ideas in editorial comments and practices. Several collections, including John Hullah’s Song Book (c.1880), John Collingwood Bruce and John Stokoe’s Northumbrian Minstrelsy (1882) and Frank Kidson’s Traditional Tunes (1891), avoided harmonising the tunes altogether, and did not cite the church modes or Greek mode names. They stressed a connection with early minstrelsy instead. Kidson especially saw older tunes as ‘the remnants or survival of early minstrel melody’ which ‘breathe a peculiar plaintive strain’ and may be ‘in the minor mode, of one strain, simple in structure, of little compass, and being queer and odd in interval’.43 Others made sporadic and tentative comment on modal connections, such as the occasional mention of ‘traces of the Dorian mode’ by Lucy Broadwood and J. A. Fuller Maitland in their notes to English County Songs (1893).

         Prior to the formation of the Folk-Song Society in 1898, and to the advent of Vaughan Williams and Cecil Sharp on the scene in the early twentieth century, the person who made the most extensive consideration of the modes in English folk song was Baring-Gould’s sometime co-worker Henry Fleetwood Sheppard. In the first edition of their Songs and Ballads of the West (1891), the tunes were given with harmonisations by Fleetwood Sheppard, who had assisted Baring-Gould in collecting some of them in the first place. There were some modal tunes in the collection but interestingly, compared to Broadwood, Sharp and others, Baring-Gould and Fleetwood Sheppard restricted the number of modal tunes they included. They were conflicted about presenting them ‘in a form acceptable to the musical public, and in which they may hold their own in the great competition for public favour’ because unsure of public reaction to the tunes’ unconventional tonality.44 They decided ‘to give samples of the various sorts, with not too large a preponderance of the earliest and most ancient melodies, which, though to us of the highest interest, would not perhaps meet with general appreciation’.45

         Fleetwood Sheppard viewed the repertoire of songs collected in the West Country as made up of various historical layers which he categorised and exemplified according to their style. His accompanying essay ‘On the Melodies of the Songs of the West’, makes it clear that he saw the modal tunes as the oldest ones. These had ‘an archaic ring in them, of the ancient church modes, and [are] as old as the Wars of the Roses [in the mid-fifteenth century]’.46 Fleetwood Sheppard noted West Country songs in the Dorian (and also the Phrygian) mode but found the Mixolydian mode to be the most common there.47 The Mixolydian mode is akin to the major scale but with the flattened seventh, which interval, he observed, was commonly sung among country singers.

         Fleetwood Sheppard’s discussion also extended to unconventional shifts in tonality and cadence notes, which, he argued, ‘are often regarded as mistakes of the singers, whereas they are often marks of antiquity, and found in the folk-songs of all nations’.48 This is the first extended treatment of modal scales in English folk song, and the first to offer such detailed observations of English tunes in specific relation to the church modes. His interest in sacred music no doubt influenced these observations. A cleric himself, he was a great admirer of plainsong and helped to pioneer ‘improved church music’ in Yorkshire.49 Yet Sheppard’s essay was dropped from later editions of Songs of the West and its significance has been overlooked in later accounts of the development of folk-music scholarship.

         A few years later, in 1898, the modal interpretation of folk tunes received a major endorsement when, at the inaugural meeting of the newly formed Folk-Song Society, one of the papers presented was on the topic of ‘Modal Survivals in Folk-Song’. Read by Edgar F. Jacques, a music critic and former editor of the Musical Times, whose interests included medieval music and the music of India and the East, the paper also drew on materials provided by Fuller Maitland. Jacques and Fuller Maitland recapitulated the idea that the tunes are a ‘modal survival’, but only of pre-harmonic music of 200 to 300 years earlier, not of ancient music. Published in the first ever issue of the Society’s Journal the following year, its most significant element from the point of view of the way that modal theory developed in England was the observation that, ‘putting aside for a moment the ordinary major and minor, the mode most used in the folk-songs of Western Europe would seem to be the Dorian, and next to it, the Mixolydian and Aeolian’.50 Two of these – the Dorian and Mixolydian modes – had been noted earlier by Fleetwood Sheppard as found in West Country tunes. Lucy Broadwood and Fuller Maitland had also noted the occasional Dorian-mode tune in English County Songs. But, apart from acknowledging the existence of the Aeolian mode, no one had made mention of any English tunes based on it. Jacques does not specifically do so either, but he signals its prevalence in European music, and from here on it is the Mixolydian, Dorian and Aeolian modes which are primarily cited as characterising English folk song, together with the major scale (though with an added twist, as we shall see in just a moment). In fact, the earliest references to the Aeolian mode in English folk song seem to be by Fuller Maitland and Lucy Broadwood in the 1901 and 1902 issues of the Journal of the Folk-Song Society respectively. Broadwood adds, ‘The Æolian Mode is the least often met with in traditional tunes’, although it is certainly noted in Sharp and Marson’s Folk Songs from Somerset (1904–9), and Vaughan Williams’s collection, among others. This is not to say that examples which can be viewed as conforming to the Aeolian mode had not appeared before. In fact, Sandys’s 1833 ‘specimen of the old minor key’ – ‘The Lord at First Had Adam Made’ (quoted previously) – would be classed as Aeolian. 

         Beginning with Lucy Broadwood in 1902, the labelling of modal tunes became a common practice in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society. With the involvement of Vaughan Williams and Cecil Sharp in folk-song collecting from the following year, the church modes gained more consistent attention. This was accompanied by a new emphasis on modality as an aesthetic virtue. In the first volume of Sharp and Marson’s Folk Songs from Somerset (1904), for example, Sharp’s annotations rarely miss an opportunity to point out the particular mode in which a tune is cast, and to describe modal tunes as beautiful as well as old, ancient or, more cautiously, ‘presumably ancient’. In a practice anticipated by Fleetwood Sheppard, collectors calculated the proportion of modal tunes they had collected, as distinct from those in the major key, the result often being around 60 per cent major to 40 per cent modal. At the same time, the proportion of modal tunes published was often much greater than major ones, both in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society and in publications aimed at the musical public.

         Another emphasis was gaining ground too – the idea that folk tunes, especially modal ones, could be the salvation of English composers. Lucy Broadwood used her 1905 lecture to the Royal Musical Association to put the case. From her experience of the way country singers picked up unfamiliar tunes which she had sung to them, especially modal ones, she concluded, ‘[T]his shows how deeply the old tonality is rooted in their heart and soul.’51 Echoing Sheppard, she stated, ‘[O]ne likes to believe that these old airs, so simple, so straightforward, yet often of such startling beauty, have been from the first, and still remain, an art distinct from that of consciously-composed music, and that they are the real expression of a sane, sturdy people, none the less emotional because slow to talk of its emotions.’52

         Broadwood showed that the English had fine national folk tunes like other nations which meant that more collectors were needed so that still more melodies could be recovered. These could be used in national music education in order to encourage ‘the coming of another Purcell’ and to inspire younger generations to reject ‘the enervating slow poison dished up so attractively for them by vulgar caterers in the art, literature, and popular amusements of to-day’.53

         This is a fascinating insight into the way that leading lights among the folk-song collectors in the early twentieth century began to view and advocate modal folk song in relation to the English Musical Renaissance. Many nineteenth-century writers on English folk song were concerned to challenge the notion that England had no national music. This idea was related to the perception that England had produced no composers of major importance for 200 years. As we have seen in Chapter 2, the English Musical Renaissance was a movement that gathered pace in the final quarter of the nineteenth century, comprising members of the English musical establishment who were consciously striving to change this situation. Significantly, they included founder members of the Folk-Song Society Hubert Parry and Fuller Maitland among their ranks. Among other things they were interested in developing a distinctively national music style by which to counter the idiom of late Romantic music then dominant in continental Europe and emanating principally from Germany. In England there had been a revival of interest in plainsong during the second half of the nineteenth century, and this was coupled with renewed interest in early English secular music. Contact with modal folk music drew together some of these strands, providing both a link to the past and a native form of music-making rooted in the untainted musical traditions of the English countryside, whose products provided new models with regard to the possibility of melody and modal tonality.

         It was in this context that Cecil Sharp’s book English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions (1907) was written and to which much of its extended treatment of English folk tunes and church modes contributes. Sharp’s book devotes two full chapters to the subject, one on modes and one on ‘English folk-scales’ respectively. Together they form over a quarter of the book, and there are further modal references elsewhere too. It was by far the most extended and developed statement to appear on English folk song and the modes to date, and is still regarded as the classic statement. Yet, looking back over its content and influence over the last hundred years and more, it is noticeable how some of its core ideas have been repeated over and over but many of its subtleties and more detailed observations have been neglected. Clearly, it is important to look at what Sharp says in some detail.

         Sharp separated discussion of ‘the modes’ (Chapter 5) from ‘English folk scales’ (Chapter 6). His rationale for the modes chapter was to convince readers that the modes, far from being archaic, obsolete and irrelevant in the modern age, were vital, appealing and fresh. This was shown by the discovery of a wealth of English folk tunes sung by ‘the old peasant singers’ in the countryside and cast ‘in the old and despised modes, yet throbbing with the pulse of life, beautiful, attractive, expressive, and making, withal, a powerful appeal to modern taste and feeling’.54 As such, these two resources – the modes and English folk melody – offered a viable basis for a new and distinctively English musical language for composers. This prepared the ground for Sharp’s final chapter on ‘the future of English folk-song’.

         To this end, the first half of the modes chapter is concerned with what modes were, the variable terminology by which they have been known, the roots of modal theory in the writings of the ancient Greeks (but in practice ‘presumably’ derived from ‘the folk’), the probable basis of early church music in the Greek modal system, and the twists and turns in theorising about, and musical examples of, the modes over a period of some 1,500 years. Then, as now, some of these understandings were conjectural.

         The second half of the modes chapter focuses on ‘the modes in modern music’. This charts the shift away from modality to harmonic tonality, dating this process to the last quarter of the sixteenth century and first quarter of the seventeenth. Although Sharp saw harmonic tonality as a positive development, it led to a neglect of melody. Thus, ‘it may be that the increasing interest that is now being excited in folk-music, especially in that part of it which is modal, may lead to a revival of the ancient modes’.55

         This brought Sharp on to the familiar nineteenth-century territory of the right and wrong ways to harmonise modal folk tunes. In considerable technical detail, and with reference to Beethoven and Brahms, he illustrated his basic contention that to harmonise such tunes in terms of harmonic tonality was fundamentally wrong, and that the harmonisation should also be modal in its conception. This was even more important because each mode supposedly has its own character which the harmonic accompaniment should also preserve.

         At times, Sharp’s modes chapter takes on the quality of a manifesto for a new school of English composition based on modes and folk tunes:

         
            If [the modern musician] were to go down to the country, seek out the old peasant singers, and hear modal tunes sung by those to whom the modes are the natural scales, he would understand what is meant by the specific musical qualities of the various modes. He would get rid, once and for all, of the idea that modal music has no message for the modern ear; that the modes are merely archaic survivals, of no present value whatever, except for manufacturing what are commonly known as ‘Wardour Street’ effects. He would, on the contrary, derive from the modal folk-tune a definite musical impression, fundamentally different from any that he had hitherto experienced. He would, assuredly, yield to its fascination and realize that the modes really offered a new channel of musical expression, and an escape from the present restricted tonality. There is a world of difference between a dead language and a living one.56

         

         There is a hint here that Sharp was responding to criticism of musical compositions already pursuing the path he was advocating, and it is probably no coincidence that Vaughan Williams’s orchestral pieces In the Fen Country and the Norfolk Rhapsodies, in which he draws on folk-song melodies and modal harmonies, date from this same time (1904 and 1905–6 respectively).

         Sharp’s chapter on English folk scales is more closely focused on English folk tunes as such. It quotes examples from his own collection but also those of Vaughan Williams and Hammond. Sharp identified five modes as relevant to folk song, the Dorian, Mixolydian, Aeolian, Ionian and, very rarely, the Phrygian modes.

         Although mentioned by Jacques in his 1899 ‘Modal Survivals in Folk-Song’ article, Sharp’s statement was the first time that the Ionian mode as such had been cited as characteristic of English folk song. It is important to be clear here, however, that the Ionian mode had the same pattern of notes as the major scale and was a term derived from a major revision of modal theory undertaken by the Swiss music theorist Heinrich Glarean in 1547. The adoption of the term in relation to folk-song scales therefore created an ambiguity as to whether major folk tunes were modal all along, or whether it was intended to indicate a subtle distinction between an Ionian tune whose notes did not function in the way that the harmonically conceived notes of a major tune did. Vaughan Williams picked up on this very point in a comment on a draft of Sharp’s book, asking him, ‘[A]re the modes essential to Folk-Song? Surely not – you say later on that the majority of them are major – unless indeed, you say that all pure melody is modal and write about Ionian tunes not major ones.’57

         In practice, Sharp did not make much of the equivalence between the Ionian mode and the major scale. Throughout most of the book he simply used the term ‘major’ rather than ‘Ionian’, and tended to portray tunes as either major or modal. His tune examples are labelled with the specific mode name when they are Dorian, Phrygian, Mixolydian or Aeolian, but not if they are major/Ionian. On the other hand, Sharp warned against assuming that major-scale folk tunes were the result of modern influence, reiterating Chappell’s point that the folk had long preferred major tonality and it was reputedly banned for use in plainsong because of its associations of ‘il modo lascivo’ (‘the wanton key’).58

         In one of the few places where Sharp equated major and Ionian, he stated that, apart from a few minor-scale tunes, approximately two-thirds of his collection are in the ‘major or Ionian mode’, and the rest evenly divided between the Mixolydian, Dorian and Aeolian modes. This is a different finding from Fleetwood Sheppard, who suggests that Mixolydian tunes are the most common in the West Country songs collected by Baring-Gould. It is also rather different from Lucy Broadwood’s observation that the Aeolian was the ‘least often met with’.59 Sharp singled out the large proportion of Aeolian compared to minor tunes that he had encountered in English folk song as a particular characteristic, and viewed minor-key tunes as Aeolian tunes in which the flattened sevenths had been raised to conform with standard musical practice.

         There are many similarities between Sharp’s modal conceptions of English folk song and those of Vaughan Williams. We know that Vaughan Williams, like Sharp, was particularly drawn to modal folk songs but he always acknowledged that most were major in tonality.

         In the year following Sharp’s book, with its many observations on the modes and modal folk songs, there appeared another significant – and rather different – conception of folk-song modality. This was written by Percy Grainger, and it formed part of his long article in the Folk-Song Society’s 1908 Journal reporting on his experiences of collecting in Lincolnshire with the phonograph, and presenting some of the songs he collected. In the section on ‘folk-song scales in the phonograph’, Grainger stated that forty-five of his seventy-three tunes were major, and twenty-eight were modal. Like other collectors of this period, then, the proportion of major to modal tunes is about 60 per cent to 40 per cent.

         In describing the modal tunes, however, Grainger went on to characterise them as ambiguous or variable with regard to mode. His observations highlighted the fact that a shift of a half-step (semitone) up or down by one note in a tune leads to the attribution of a different mode. In his view, none of his modal tunes was definitely Aeolian, but rather Dorian with occasional and brief flattened sixths.

         Grainger found that most of his other modal tunes were a mixture of Mixolydian and Dorian. This mixture could be seen within a single stanza, and might vary in the course of a singer’s rendition as well, leading to a greater feeling of one mode in one part of the song and the other mode in another part of the song. Grainger also referred to multiple renditions of the same song by the same singer, giving an example of a singer in whose tune the third was stable in one performance but highly variable in another, which in turn affected the perceived scale or mode of the song.

         His observations led him to pose two rather awkward questions:

         
            1. Are collectors who do not use the phonograph [and therefore transcribe only what they regard as the ‘normal’ form of the tune] making it appear that singers sing tunes more consistently within one mode than is really the case?

            2. Is the instability of certain scale degrees due to inexact intonation by singers, at least among those who are less proficient?

         

         He then offered his own conception of the scales found in folk song: ‘that the singers from whom I have recorded do not seem to me to have sung in three different and distinct modes (Mixolydian, Dorian, Æolian), but to have rendered their modal songs in one single loosely-knit modal folksong scale, embracing within itself the combined Mixolydian, Dorian, and Æolian characteristics’.60

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         Within this conception, Grainger noted that some scale degrees are more strongly weighted than others. The first (tonic), second, variable third, fourth, fifth, and flat seventh formed the basic framework of tunes (though they could also function as incidental notes), and could be emphasised by being approached by a melodic leap and/or by being a more sustained note rhythmically. The sixth degree and raised or variable seventh were mainly found as incidental notes which carried little weight.

         Grainger hoped that his observations would ‘arouse comparison, and find confirmation or refutation in the general phonographic experience of other collectors’.61 That they would be controversial was something of which he was well aware, implying, as they do, a questioning of the methods and views of others in the Folk-Song Society. They drew an immediate response from the editorial board of the journal, directly inserted into this part of Grainger’s article:

         
            The Editing Committee, in considering Mr Grainger’s theories which are based on most careful observations, wish to point out that the general experience of collectors goes to show that English singers most rarely alter their mode in singing the same song.62

         

         Nevertheless, the editing committee could not prove their assertion for the very reason that they generally did not make phonograph records of singers’ performances and so had no independent record as to the accuracy of their transcriptions.

         As we saw in the first part of this chapter, there were different methods of documenting folk songs, different approaches to what constituted ‘the tune’, the singer’s intention, and the appropriate level of detail to be captured in music notation, different degrees of competence between collectors, different practices between singers, and different circumstances of collection. All of these affect our ability to judge whether singers sang consistently in one mode or not. Even when we have the multiple recordings of entire songs, as with Grainger’s examples of George Wray singing ‘Lord Melbourne’ (‘The Duke of Marlborough’ {233}), all recorded on the same day, we still have to interpret what the singer did as intentional or significant, or unintentional, mistaken and ephemeral.

         The detail of Sharp’s modal observations in Some Conclusions also suggests that the differences between him and Grainger may have been more apparent than real with regard to the modal consistency of singers and tunes. In several places, Sharp acknowledged that there was more than one way to interpret the notes of a song and what they imply as to mode. He also included an extended discussion of fluctuations between Mixolydian and Dorian modes within the same song, precisely the same phenomenon as Grainger’s example from George Wray. Sharp’s solution is to interpret his example as basically in one mode but with a variable third (the note whose pitch defines whether the tune is Dorian or Mixolydian). Grainger’s solution can be seen as taking this one step further by proposing a single flexible scale in which the scale degrees (the third, sixth and seventh) that would normally be taken to distinguish one mode from another are regarded as variable.

         These parallels between Sharp and Grainger, and the fact that modal conceptions of folk music are not definitive but involve interpretation, mean that we cannot agree with a fairly recent assessment by Chris Bearman that Grainger did not accept mode theory. Nor can we endorse his characterisation of Grainger’s flexible folk song scale as ‘anarchic’.63 Grainger preserved the distinction between major tunes and modal ones. His flexible modal scale simply took the separate modes primarily attributed to English folk tunes and conflated them. It implied that singers did not have a strict sense of the individual church modes, but a flexible conception in respect of certain notes. This allowed him to maintain a distinction between major tunes and modal ones, as other contemporary collectors did, but to account for the variable pitches he encountered when listening to the entire song as recorded. In a sense, the scale’s inbuilt flexibility also allowed him to sidestep the question of whether a singer’s variable pitching was intentional or not.

         The concept of a single loose-knit modal folk-song scale did not catch on. Quite apart from the debate as to modal consistency among singers, it did not have the connections to early music (plainsong, Tudor music) that the church modes did, or the redolence of age, to make it useful for the English Musical Renaissance. Even more importantly, we suggest that it was too pragmatic an approach to allow a sufficiently robust distinction to be made between English folk tunes and ‘vulgar’ commercial music. Without the aura of age, it could not be used to show ‘how deeply the old tonality is rooted in [country singers’] heart and soul’, as Lucy Broadwood had it. Despite some difficulties and objections, it was the church modes that became the orthodox way of understanding the scales and tonality of folk-song tunes. Although the originality of Grainger’s concept has often been remarked on, later collectors and analysts have adhered to the idea of the separate modes complete with their Greek names. We will return to some of these ideas, and what we know of singers’ own conceptions, in Chapter 20.
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            FOLK SONG IN THE WIDER MUSICAL WORLD
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            Introduction

         

         One of the key principles laid down in the main introduction to this book is that ‘folk song’ did not exist in a cultural vacuum. This may be an obvious thing to say, but it is surprising how often we folk-song enthusiasts get so carried away with trying to prove our title to our particular patch that in delineating boundaries we make them into walls over which we rarely look, let alone venture, rather than open borders. And in patrolling our boundaries, we forget to look for similarities with our neighbours, in our quest for differences.

         The treatment in this section is chronological, through the centuries from the sixteenth to the mid-twentieth, but it will come as no surprise that evidence from the earlier periods is much thinner on the ground than from the later.

         The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries get one chapter each, but the following three centuries have two each. In each pair, the first identifies, as best we can, the evidence for singing events which seem to fulfil, at least in major part, our ‘folk’ criteria. They can therefore be taken as direct evidence in our quest, and are places we can plant our flag. Needless to say, we very rarely have sufficient information to be absolutely certain of our ground.

         The second chapter investigates the major categories of ‘other musics’ with which folk song was surrounded, and with which, if our thesis is correct, it interacted and perhaps even contended. It is not possible to cover every type of song available at any given time, nor can we go into a great deal of detail for each one, but in every case we are primarily concerned with what access to these other musics the ordinary people had, and whether there is evidence that they took them to their hearts and into their repertoires.

         These ‘other music’ chapters chart the rise and fall of different types of music, all of which were popular in their time. But a persistent thread through the story, at least from the eighteenth century onwards, is the gradual development of commercialised leisure and commercialised music, with which for many years ‘folk song’ could happily co-exist, but to which, in the end, it had to succumb.

         In historical study, it is always necessary to get the chronology firmly in place, to provide the framework on which other investigations can be hung, but there is invariably tension between timeline and topic as the best way to approach a subject like folk song. The chapters in Part Two can therefore be seen as an introduction to the topic- and people-based investigations in Part Three, which turn our gaze inward to see what was going on within our own domain.

      

   




   
      
         
            5

            Ungodly Ballad-Singers and Unprofitable Fiddlers

            The Sixteenth Century

         

         
            During the long reign of Elizabeth [1558–1603], music seems to have been in universal cultivation, as well as in universal esteem. Not only was it a necessary qualification for ladies and gentlemen, but even the City of London advertised the musical abilities of boys educated at Bridewell and Christ’s Hospital, as a mode of recommending them as servants, apprentices, or husbandmen … Tinkers sang catches, milkmaids sang ballads; carters whistled; each trade, and even the beggars, had their special songs; the base-viol hung in the drawing-room for the amusement of waiting visitors; and the lute, cittern, and virginals, for the amusement of visiting customers, were the necessary furniture of the barber’s shop. They had music at dinner; music at supper; music at weddings; music at funerals; music at night; music at dawn; music at work; and music at play.1

         

         So wrote William Chappell in his Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time (1859), and he knew more about popular music in the past than the rest of us put together, so it seems a little presumptuous on our part to complain that we have very few reliable sources. But, as usual, most of the evidence that we have for singing practice comes from writings that were not created with our needs in mind, and are either too vague to be much help or are written by and about the educated classes of the time. They tell us little of what the ordinary people were up to. The sixteenth century is the earliest period for which we have sufficient evidence for some sort of generalisation about singing practices, but, as will be seen, we are in the position of trying to build a picture when most of the pieces are missing.

         We particularly have to ask the question of whether our definition of folk song is relevant for a period in which the cultural differences between the classes was still developing. The picture as painted by Chappell is a relatively simple two-fold division – the very small upper, educated class, and the rest – and this remainder includes virtually all the population.

         
            No line of demarcation could be more complete than that between the music of the great composers of the time, and, what may be termed the music of the people … Musicians held ballads in contempt, and the great poets rarely wrote in ballad metre.2

         

         There were indeed people of the ‘middling sort’, but they were only just beginning to meld as a group with its own tastes, and while Chappell is concerned with the ‘popular’, not with the ‘traditional’, at this period there is perhaps little difference.

         The broadside trade is our starting point. Broadsides of the sixteenth century were all printed in blackletter script, which today is a challenge to read but up to about 1700 was the norm, with the modern-day Roman script regarded as difficult and only for expert readers. Nearly all broadsides of the period were printed in London, although some Scottish ones are known from about 1567. But the metropolitan base of the trade did not hinder access in the rest of the country, as a network of booksellers, pedlars, ballad-singers and others brought the printed sheets to every corner of the land.

         It is possible that broadside ballads were in existence as early as 1500, although there is no real evidence either way. But they certainly existed twenty years later, as is shown by an entry in the daybook of John Dorne, an Oxford bookseller, where the sale of 193 ‘balets’ is noted. The Stationers’ Company started their registers in 1557, in which, theoretically, all publications should have been listed, and by 1600 about 2,000 ballads had been entered. But this is known to be a severe underestimate of the real number published, and modern scholars estimate that at least twice that many were printed in the second half of the century. It is a sobering thought that for her extensive catalogue of extant sheets, British Broadside Ballads of the Sixteenth Century (1991), Carole Livingston could locate only 288 surviving examples anywhere in the world.

         An Act for the Advancement of True Religion and for the Abolishment of the Contrary (1543) attempted to restrict the publication of ‘printed books, printed ballads, plays, rimes, songs, and other fantasies’, but was apparently ineffective, and both church and state continued to be wary of the power of ballads and consistently showed their disapproval. Both Thomas Sternhold’s in his Psalms (1549) and William Baldwin in his Canticles (1549), for example, expressly hoped (in vain) that their moral songs would drive out all ‘bawdy ballads’ and ‘ungodly songs’ from the country.

         It is a real problem that many of the references to popular song and singing from the sixteenth century come from the publications of religious moralists. Not only are they hostile witnesses, but they are also almost always unreliable as well. Moralists have a vested interest in setting up moral dangers against which they can pontificate, and it matters little whether those dangers are real, as long as the spectre of the enemy at the gate is maintained. When writing of the habits of the lower classes, it is unlikely that they speak from experience, but they rail against what they think the people are up to, based largely on what other moralists have already said. This is true of any century, but particularly so when printed resources are scarce and the battleground over popular culture especially fierce.

         Nevertheless, each one tells us something that we can use, if read with care. Bishop Myles Coverdale, the first man to translate and print the whole Bible in English, tells us in his Goostly Psalmes and Spirituall Songs (c.1535) something about what the workers were singing in his time, although he was not impressed:

         
            Yea, would God that our minstrels had none other thing to play upon, neither our carters and ploughmen other things to whistle upon, save psalms, hymns and such godly songs as David is occupied withal! And if women, sitting at their rocks, or spinning at the wheels, had none other songs to pass their time withal, than such as Moses’ sister, Glehana’s wife, Deora, and the mother of Christ, have sung before them, they should be better occupied than with hey nony nony, hey troly loly, and such like phantasies.3

         

         Nicolas Bownde’s The Doctrine of the Sabbath (1595) makes it clear that all popular culture is by nature ungodly, but he would be surprised to learn that he has provided useful corroboration of the idea that people stuck ballads up in their own houses:

         
            There be too many which are of great years, that never sung a psalm in their lives, neither can do, nor have any care to learn, though they can sing some other vain songs very perfectly; and though they cannot read themselves, nor any of theirs, yet will have many ballads set up in their houses, that so they might learn them, as they shall have occasion.4

         

         Sometimes it is more a question of aesthetics than morals, although the conclusion is pretty similar, as in William Webbe’s A Discourse of English Poetrie (1586):

         
            If I let pass the uncountable rabble of rhyming ballet makers and compilers of senseless sonnets, who be most busy, to stuff every stall full of gross devices and unlearned pamphlets: I trust I shall with the best sort be held excused. Nor though many such can frame an alehouse song of five or six score verses, hobbling upon some tune of a northern jygge, or Robyn hoode, or La lubber etc. And perhaps observe just number of syllables, eight in one line, six in another, and there withal an A to make a jerk in the end.5

         

         Note the last sentence. The ‘A’ at the end of a line certainly seems to be a feature of many broadside ballads. 

         Occasionally, we have a description that is positive, or at least neutral. Writing right at the end of the century, Sir John Davies (1569–1626), lawyer and poet, described a ballad-singer’s drawing power, in his Epigrammes No. 38 (1599):

         
            
               
                  As doth the ballad-singer’s auditory,

                  Which hath at Temple-barre his standing chose,

                  And to the vulgar sings an ale-house story;

                  First stands a porter; then an oyster-wife

                  Doth stint her cry, and stay her steps to heare him;

                  Then comes a cut-purse ready with a knife,

                  And then a countrey-clyent passeth neare him;

                  There stands the constable, there stands the whore.

                  And, listening to the song, heed not each other;

                  There by the serjeant stands the debitor,

                  And doth no more mistrust him than his brother;

                  Thus Orpheus to such hearers giveth musick,

                  And Philo to such patients giveth physick.6

               

            

         

         And, once in a while, nostalgia trumps fastidiousness, as people remember how potent the songs were in their youth, as with Philip Sidney in his Apologie for Poesie (1595):

         
            Certainly I must confess mine own barbarousness, I never heard the old Song of Percy and Douglas, that I found not my heart moved more than with a Trumpet; and yet is it sung but by some blind Crowder, with no rougher voice, than rude stile: which being so evil apparelled in the dust and Cobwebs of that uncivil age, what would it work, trimmed in the gorgeous eloquence of Pindar?7

         

         Criticism of the ballad-singers focused not only on the morality of their songs, but also in the public-nuisance aspect of their calling, and, in another theme that will recur through the centuries, the assumption that they are either rogues and crooks themselves, or in cahoots with such ruffians. Robert Greene, in his Second Part of Conney-Catching (1591), takes this line:

         
            The trade, or rather unsufferable loitering quality, in singing of ballets and songs at the doors of such houses where plays are used, as also in open markets and other places in this city, where is most resort.8

         

         ‘Most resort’ here means places where many people gather, and he goes on with a long description of how the ballad-singer works in league with the cutpurse’s gang, who love a crowd. When a customer buys a ballad, the thieves note where his purse is kept. The ballad-singer gives warning to the crowd to be careful of pickpockets, which prompts every listener to check his purse to make sure that it is still there, and thereby reveal its whereabouts. When the cry goes up that purses are missing, the thieves pretend that they too are victims. On the occasion reported by Greene, however, the crowd turns on the singer, manhandles him, and gives him over to the authorities, where it is proved he is in league with the pickpockets. ‘I hear of his journey westward, but not of his return,’ writes Greene, and adds, ‘Let this forewarn those that listen to singing in the streets.’

         And one more Elizabethan writer, of many, warning us against the perils of popular song, is Henrie Chettle, in Kind-Hart’s Dreame (1592):

         
            I am given to understand that there be a company of idle youths, loathing honest labour and despising lawful trades, betake them to a vagrant and vicious life, in every corner of cities and market towns of the realm singing and selling of ballads and pamphlets full of ribaldry and all scurrilous vanity, to the profanation of God’s name, and withdrawing people from Christian exercises, especially at fairs, markets and such public meetings.

         

         He goes on to describe one Barnes, who frequented the neighbourhood of Bishops Stafford [Bishop’s Stortford, Hertfordshire?] and who had trained his two sons to sing ballads: ‘one in a squeaking treble, the other in an ale-blown base, carol out such adulterous ribaldry as chaste ears abhor to hear, and most hath no tongue to utter’.9 Chettle does have the goodness to mention five of their songs: ‘Watkins Ale’ {V18820}, ‘The Carman’s Whistle’ {V18821}, ‘Chopping Knives’, ‘Friar Foxtail’, and ‘The Friar and the Nun’ {V19606}. ‘The Carman’s Whistle’ was a particularly well-known tune, and carmen, the taxi-drivers of the age, were indeed proverbial for their whistling and singing at the time.

         So much attention is given to professional ballad-singers in the literature that it is sometimes difficult to get behind them to seek other singing practices. The tavern was clearly seen as the most important locale for singing and playing, but we are also often told, in Tudor sources, that there was much music in the home and in the workplace, although it is not usually clear if this extends all the way down the social ladder. But at least one writer suggested that servants should be able to sing. Thomas Tusser, whose Five Hundred Points of Good Husbandry (1580 edition) is a major source of information about Tudor farming practices, also includes many tips for the ‘housewife’ in the domestic sphere, including one about servants:

         
            
               
                  Such servants are oftenest painful and good

                  That singeth their labour, as birds in the wood.10

               

            

         

         ‘Painful’ here means ‘taking pains’ or being diligent. Bishop Hall in his Virgidemiarum (1597), refers to a ‘drunken rhymer’ getting a song printed which, if successful, will be:

         
            
               
                  Sung to the wheel, and sung unto the pail

                  He sends forth thraves of ballads to the sale.11

               

            

         

         This general notion of songs being sung by milkmaids and women at their spinning wheels is a recurrent theme, right up to the eighteenth century. 

         One area that we do know something about is the popularity of part-songs – catches, rounds, canons and the like. There are many references to these in Tudor times and after, and, by all accounts, they were popular at convivial gatherings at all levels. Chappell writes, ‘Tinkers, tailors, blacksmiths, servants, clowns, and others are so constantly mentioned as singing in parts, and by so many writers, as to leave no doubt of the ability of at least many among them to do so.’12 Thomas Ravenscroft’s three books, which we will come to a little later, were published to cater for this market. The key word here is ‘parts’: references to people singing in the literature of the time often comment upon whether or not a person can ‘bear their part’. In William Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale (1611), for example, Autolycus’ eager customer, Mopsa, says of the song they are about to buy: ‘We can both sing it; if thou wilt bear a part, thou shalt hear – ’tis in three parts.’13

         Some confusion is brought about by the contemporary use of the word ‘harmony’, because nowadays we use it almost exclusively to indicate people singing different tunes at the same time to ‘harmonise’, but in these part-songs everyone sang the same tune and it was the structure that provided the effect. As Chappell explains, ‘In all [part-songs], the harmony is to be sung by several persons; and it is so contrived, that, though each sings precisely the same notes as his fellows, yet, by beginning at stated periods of time from each other, there results a harmony of as many parts as there are singers.’14 The advantage of this is that everyone need only learn the same tune. To sixteenth-century nonspecialist writers, singing in ‘harmony’ usually meant singing together and ‘harmoniously’.

         One category of part-song is a ‘round’, in which people sing the same words and tune but at different times, as in the still well-known ‘London’s Burning’ (which seems to have started life as ‘Scotland’s Burning’). Singer 1 sings the first line, and as he or she sings the second line, singer 2 joins in with the first line, and so on. A ‘catch’, as the name implies, usually relies on some trickery in the words, sometimes bawdy or suggestive, but not necessarily so. The two innocuous examples given by Chappell are: ‘Ah! how Sophia’, which when sung sounds like ‘A house o’ fire’; and ‘Burney’s history’, which becomes ‘Burn his story’.

         A particular form of part-song, called a ‘Three-man song’, seems to have been all the rage in the mid-sixteenth century. Thomas Deloney, for example, in his Pleasant History of the Gentle Craft (1548), lays down the essential qualities required of a journeyman shoemaker, who must be able to ‘handle his sword and buckler, his long sword or a quarter-staff, sound the trumpet, or play upon flute, and bear his part in a three mans song, and readily reckon up his tools in rime’.15 And there is even evidence that they were popular a hundred years earlier; in the morality play The Castle of Perseverance (c.1425), for example:

         
            
               
                  In my lyf lovely I lede

                  That had levere syttyn at the ale

                  iij mens songys to sygen lowde

                  Than to-ward the chyrche for to crowde

               

               
                  [In my life lovely I lead

                  That I would rather sit at the ale

                  3-mens songs to sing loud

                  Than toward the church to crowd]

               

            

         

         The fashion went to the highest level, as Henry VIII was reportedly fond of them. The adventurer Sir Peter Carew was one of Henry’s particular favourites, and as recorded in John Vowell’s biography, he was:

         
            to the good liking of the king, who had great pleasure in him, as well for his sundry noble qualities, as also for his singing. For the king himself being much delighted to sing, and Sir Peter Carew having a pleasant voice, the king would often use him to sing with his certain songs they call ‘Freemen Songs’, as namely, ‘By the Bancke as I Lay’ {V18830} and ‘As I Walked the Wode so Wylde’.16

         

         The corruption of ‘three-men’ into ‘freemen’ was common at the time.

         Part-songs remained popular until the mid-seventeenth century, when they began to go out of fashion until a major revival a hundred years later in the form of catches and glees.*

         One further word of caution is necessary on the word ‘part’ in the context of singing, because ‘singing your part’ could often mean simply taking part in a duet or trio, in which each singer takes their turn at singing solo and only occasionally joins with the others in unison.

         The plays, poems and moral diatribes quoted here give us many valuable hints as to the social context of vernacular singing and music-making, although noticeably concentrated in the public rather than domestic sphere. But the question of what songs were sung by the ordinary people is still difficult to address. The ballads printed on broadsides and published in songbooks can be seen as the ‘popular music’ of the day, although even this has to be taken largely on trust, because, by definition, the writers who supply the evidence are not necessarily ‘of the people’ themselves. Our quest for knowledge of what the ordinary people of the time were singing is hampered not only by the writers’ lack of interest in that sphere, but also, as already indicated, by the very real doubt as to whether there was any meaningful difference, at this period, between the repertoire and style of the different classes. It is often argued that such difference in the sixteenth century was not great – certainly not as great as in later times – although some contemporary writing makes it clear that there was a perceptible difference. One potentially rewarding source of information about popular song of the period is in the drama of the time, as it is generally agreed that music played a large part in the popularity of plays.†

         Mystery plays (also called miracle plays) were dramas that told stories from the Bible, organised and performed annually by members of local trade guilds, usually on the feast of Corpus Christi. They were popular in England from the thirteenth to the later sixteenth centuries. Not much detail of the music has survived, and most of what is known is brought together by JoAnna Dutka (1980).

         
            * See page 315.

            † See the following in the Bibliography and the references therein: Happé (1991), Dutka (1980), Fallows (1976–7), Schleiner (1986), Pearson (1936) and Giles-Watson (2009).

         

         Song and music were also found regularly in the morality plays, prevalent in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and were useful for sugaring the didactic pill with popular entertainment. Moralities eventually shaded off into theatrical interludes, and played a part in paving the way for the great flowering of dramatic art at the turn of the seventeenth century. Although heavily religious in tone, moralities were not tied to biblical subjects like the mysteries, but were still concerned with conveying a moral lesson – the struggle for a man’s soul between a vice (an instrument of the Devil, or the Devil himself) and a good angel. They were thus extended lessons in good conduct and character, and it must be said that to modern eyes the verses sung by the ‘good’ characters are tediously religious and moral, while those put in the mouths of either the unreconstructed mortals, or the vices, are much more fun, and often dwell on the pleasures of food, drink and love.

         Peter Happé’s invaluable Song in Morality Plays and Interludes brings together all the identifiable songs and snatches in sixty-one plays, dating from 1425 to 1590, but the results are disappointing for the seeker after the early history of our later ‘folk’ songs. There are tantalising hints and echoes, but apart from the extracts from W. Wager’s The Longer Thou Livest the More Fool Thou Art (c.1568), which we discuss in detail below, no items are immediately recognisable as being the antecedents of any we later know as ‘traditional’, although the following, sung by the character called Dissymulacyon in John Bale’s King Johan (1538), comes closest:

         
            
               
                  Wassayle, wassayle, out of the mylke payle,

                  Wassayle, wassayle, as whyte as my nayle,

                  Wassayle, wassayle, in snowe, froste, and hayle,

                  Wassayle, wassayle, with partriche and rayle.

                  Wassayle, wassayle, that muche doth avayle,

                  Wassayle, wassayle, that never wyll fayle.17

               

            

         

         When it comes to repertoire, we have a few tantalising glimpses of everyday song, and three sources in particular are useful because they list the titles of songs. We can start with W. Wager’s play, The Longer Thou Livest the More Fool Thou Art, which begins with a ‘foolish’ character singing snatches of songs:

         
            Enter Moros counterfeiting a vaine gesture and a foolish countenance, synging the foote of many songes as fooles were wont:

         

         
            
               
                  1      Brome, brome on hill,

                  The gentle brome on hill hill,

                  Brome, brome on Hive hill,

                  The gentle brome on Hive hill,

                  5      The brome stands on Hive hill a.

                  Robin lend to me thy bowe, thy bowe

                  Robin the bow, Robin lende to me thy bow a,

                  There was a mayde come out of Kent,

                  Deintie love, deintie love,

                  10    There was a mayde cam out of Kent,

                  Daungerous be:

                  There was a mayde cam out of Kent,

                  Fayre propre small and gent,

                  As ever upon the grounde went,

                  15    For so should it be.

                  By a banke as I lay, I lay,

                  Musing on things past, hey how,

                  Tom a lin and his wife, and his wives mother

                  They went over a bridge all three together,

                  20    The bridge was broken and they fell in,

                  The Devill go with all quoth Tom a lin.

                  Martin swart and his man, sodledum, sodledum,

                  Martin swart and his man sodledum bell.

                  Com over the boorne Besse,

                  25    My little pretie Besse,

                  Com over the boorne Besse to me.

                  The white dove sat on the castell wall,

                  I bend my bow and shoote her I shall,

                  I put hir in my glove both fethers and all.

                  30    I layde my bridle upon the shelfe,

                  If you will any more sing it your selfe:

               

            

         

         ‘Discipline’ asks if he is not ashamed to spend his time so vainly, but Moros replies:

         
            
               
                  I have twentie mo songs yet,

                  A fond woman to my mother,

                  As I war wont in her lappe to sit,

                  35    She taught me these and many other,

                  I can sing a song of Robin Redbrest,

                  And my litle pretie nightingale,

                  There dwelleth a jolly foster her by west

                  Also I com to drink som of your Christmas ale

                  40    Whan I walke by my selfe alone,

                  It doth me good my songs to render,

                  Such pretie thinges would soone be gon,

                  If I should not somtime them remembre.18

               

            

         

         It is a leap of faith, but let us assume that these are at least ‘popular songs’ of the day, and perhaps even ‘folk songs’ by our modern definition, if his comment that he learnt them from a ‘fond woman to my mother’ is to be taken literally. There appear to be nine songs (the line numbers given here are for our convenience and do not tally with the actual publication):

         
            
                
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	     
            
                        
                        	Lines 1–5
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Broom on the Hill’

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 6–7
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Robin Lend to Me Thy Bow’ {25281}

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 8–15
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘The Maid of Kent’

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 16–17
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘By a Bank as I Lay’ {V18830}

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 18–21
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Tom a Lin’ {294}

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 22–23
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Martin Swart and His Man’ {473}

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 24–26
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Come Over the Bourne Bessy’

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 27–29
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘The White Dove Sat on the Castle Wall’

                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lines 30–31
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘I Laid my Bridle’

                  
               

            

         

         Some of these are easy to identify. Two have remained popular right into the present day – ‘Tom a Lin’, often nowadays called ‘Bryan O’Lynn’, about a foolish man (often Welsh or Irish); and ‘Martin Swart and His Man’, which is almost certainly what is now often called ‘Martin Said to His Man’ or ‘Wha’s fu’ the Noo?’, about a drunken person seeing impossible things. Chappell reported that ‘Robin Lend to Me Thy Bow’ was still sung in his day, although not noticed by folk-song collectors; and ‘By a Bank as I Lay’ was one of Henry VIII’s favourite ‘freeman songs’ (see previously), but, although printed a few times in the seventeenth century, apparently did not last any longer.

         ‘Broom on the Hill’ is a problem, because there was a fashion for ‘broom’ songs around this time, and the ‘hill’ part is too common to be helpful.‡ It is a shame we cannot pin it down because it was clearly popular, and was the only title to be included in all three sources detailed here (see below). ‘Come Over the Bourne Bessy’ is another puzzle: Shakespeare uses the line in King Lear (1606), but Chappell reports another song with the same name.§ ‘The Maid of Kent’ and ‘The White Dove Sat on the Castle Wall’ have not been identified.

         ‘I Laid My Bridle’ is interesting, because a similar couplet turns up in various songs in Britain and America, right up to the present day (sometimes it is ‘There’s bread and cheese all on the shelf’). An example is ‘John Cook had a Grey Mare’ in Iona and Peter Opie’s Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes (1951).

         
            ‡ See Chappell (1859), vol. 2, pp. 458–61, for his attempt to sort out the ‘Broom’ songs.

            § See Chappell (1859), vol. 2, pp. 504–6.

         

         The next source to give us titles is from a London mercer, Robert Laneham, who wrote a letter describing Elizabeth I’s visit to Kenilworth Castle in July 1575. In it, he describes one Captain Cox, a mason, presumably from that neighbourhood, and lists fifty-nine books that he owns, which in itself is useful evidence of the library of a man of the middle sort of the time. But for our purposes, seven of the items listed are actually ballads:

         
            Broom broom on hill

            So wo iz me begon, troly lo

            Ouer a whinny Meg

            Hey ding a ding {V7652?}

            Bony lass vpon a green

            By a bank az I lay {V18830}

            My bony on gaue me a bek

            and a hundred more, he hath, wrapt up in parchment, and bound with a whipcord.19

         

         ‘Broom Broom on Hill’ and ‘By a Bank as I Lay’ have already been mentioned; ‘Hey Ding a Ding’ might be a version of the better-known ‘Old Sir Simon the King’, because those words appear in the chorus; ‘So Wo Iz Me Begon, Troly Lo’ is rare, but is found in Joseph Ritson’s Ancient Songs (1790) as ‘The Praise of Serving Men, or Troly Loly’. Ritson rightly points out that ‘troly loly’ was a popular chorus motif centuries before this. The others have, as yet, not been identified.

         We will even admit into evidence here Robert Wedderburn’s Complaynt of Scotland, written in 1549, and put into the mouths of shepherds, although we do not know how real these shepherds were, nor how they compare with English ones. The book lists 116 tales and songs (titles only, unfortunately), which the shepherds enjoy, and the songs include: ‘Brume brume on hill’; ‘The Frog cam to the myl dur’ (= mill door) {16}; and ‘The Hunttis of cheuet’ (= ‘The Hunting of the Cheviot’) {223, Child 162}. And in the dance tunes, ‘Huntis vp’ (= ‘The Hunt Is Up’); and ‘Thom of Lyn {294}. 

         ‘Broom on the Hill’ here makes its third appearance, ‘Tom a Lyn’ its second, and ‘The Frog cam to the myl dur’ is the first mention of one of the most long-lasting and widespread songs in the folk tradition, now generally known as ‘A Frog He Would a-Wooing Go’ {16}. We will discuss ‘The Hunting of the Cheviot’ below.

         One more song can be added to our slim budget of songs that we know originated before 1600. ‘The Jovial Tinker, or Joan’s Ale Is New’ {139} was entered in the Stationers’ Company register on 26 October 1594 and seems to have been genuinely popular ever since. It was entered again as a broadside in the register on 25 March 1656 (a surviving copy is in the Douce collection in the Bodleian Library), was included in Pills to Purge Melancholy (1719 edition), was published by most of the leading nineteenth-century broadside printers, was widely collected by the Edwardian and later collectors, and remains a very popular chorus song in the post-war Revival.

         We do not have the original text, but it is interesting to compare the 1656 broadside version with modern ones. The former is much longer than is usual nowadays, with thirteen 8-line verses, and includes not only the usual tradesmen but also a Dutchman and a Welshman. But the main text is remarkably familiar.

         One song, or rather ballad, from the period needs special consideration. ‘The Hunting of the Cheviot’, more commonly called ‘Chevy Chase’ {223, Child 162} has already been noted as one of those songs listed in the Complaynt of Scotland (1549), and is in a class of its own for the number of mentions it received over the following 400 years or so. Indeed, it became something of an icon for later generations of ballad lovers, and was often presented as the epitome of ballad style, and mentioned with affection and admiration by commentators, but it also seems to have been genuinely popular, in the sense of being widely known.

         The ballad is very long, stretching to sixty-four verses in the bestknown version, and concerns the Battle of Otterburn of 1388, a border skirmish that was the culmination of a long-running antipathy between the English Sir Henry Percy and the Scots Sir James Douglas. The Scots won the day, Percy was taken prisoner, but Douglas died.

         The earliest surviving text can be found in a manuscript in the Bodleian Library (MS Ashmole 48), reliably dated to around 1558, which comprises a collection of songs ostensibly compiled by Richard Sheale, from Tamworth, who styles himself a ‘minstrel’ and whom we will consider in more detail a little later.

         The ballad appeared on numerous broadsides in the seventeenth century, and the tune is mentioned even more often than the song itself. The Elizabethan poet and courtier Philip Sidney’s enthusiasm for the song has already been quoted, and there are many other examples. Richard Corbet (1582–1635), later Bishop of Oxford and Norwich, in a poem entitled ‘Epistle to Sir Thomas Aylesbury’, written while he was in France in 1618, mentions it as one of the songs he sang in his youth, while in William Davenant’s play The Wits (1636), a character exclaims:

         
            
               
                  Besides, I sing, little Musgrove; and then

                  For, the Chivie Chase, no Larke comes neere mee!20

               

            

         

         The ballad was included in the mid-seventeenth-century manuscript on which Thomas Percy based his Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, and it was entered at least twice in the Stationers’ Company register – as ‘Chevie Chase’ on 14 December 1624, and as a ‘Memorable Song of the Unhappy Hunting in Chivey Chase’ on 1 March 1675.

         In the eighteenth century, Joseph Addison, in a particularly influential essay in the Spectator (No. 70, 21 May 1711), after commenting that he took ‘particular delight in hearing the songs and fables that are come from father to son’, singled out ‘Chevy Chase’ as ‘the favourite ballad of the common people of England’. A hundred years later it was one of the songs mentioned by Robert Hunt in connection with a wandering droll-teller in Cornwall.¶

         
            ¶ See page 633.

         

         The ballad’s popularity over time seems clear enough, but before we get carried away by arguing backwards to the days of medieval minstrels, and claiming ‘Chevy Chase’ as evidence of the longevity of the oral tradition, connecting us directly with the period of the origin of ballad-singing, there is the somewhat awkward detail that the song was rewritten, tidied up and modernised sometime in the late sixteenth or early seventeenth centuries. Although there is debate about which version Philip Sidney thought so stirring, it is clear that all the other writers were referring to the newer version, which owed most of its existence to its being continuously available as a broadside.

         The difference between old and new can be seen quite clearly in the following transcriptions of the opening lines. The first is from the Sheale manuscript:

         
            
               
                  The Perse owt off Northomberlonde and a vowe to God mayd he

                  That he would hunte in the mowntayns off Chyviat within days thre,

                  In the magger of doughte Dogles, and all that ever with him be.

                  The fattiste hartes in all Cheviat he sayd he wold kyll, and cary them away:

                  ‘Be my feth,’ sayd the dougheti Doglas agayn, ‘I wyll let that hontyng yf that I may!21

               

            

         

         And the following from the Percy manuscript:

         
            
               
                  God prosper long our noble king

                  our liffes and saftyes all!

                  A woefull hunting once there did

                  in Chevy Chase befall.

               

               
                  To drive the deer with hound and horne

                  Erle Percy took the way:

                  The child may rue that is unborne

                  the hunting of that day!22

               

            

         

         It is clear even from these brief extracts that the latter is designed to be sung to the kind of ballad tune with which we are familiar, and it may be that the earlier text was not sung at all.

         A further interesting complication is that another ballad, ‘The Battle of Otterburn’{3293, Child 161}, tells substantially the same story, but from the Scots rather than the English side, using many of the same words, and it is unclear which came first or whether they both stem from a previous original.

         Further details of vernacular performance can be teased out from contemporary literature, although there is always a problem of deciphering their precise meaning. In the writing of the time, for example, fiddlers, pipers and singers are often lumped together with little distinction drawn between them. Some ballad-singers sang to an instrument, while musicians were often called upon to sing. But while the streets were the natural home of the singer, the tavern was where the jobbing musicians hung about, as Stephen Gosson, in The School of Abuse (1579), makes clear:

         
            London is so full of unprofitable pipers and fiddlers, that a man can no sooner enter a tavern, but two or three cast of them hang at his heels, to give him a dance before he depart; therefore let men of gravity examine the case, and judge uprightly, whether the sufferance of such idle beggars be not a gross abuse in a commonwealth.23

         

         In the sixteenth century, when our evidence is often a passing mention in a book about a completely different topic, it is often difficult to separate ‘songs’ from ‘tunes’ and ‘dances’. Many tunes existed in their own right, of course, as instrumental pieces (even if only whistled in the street), but then could become associated with a dance, which would sometimes take its name from the tune, and sometimes the other way round. Likewise, a song text could be set to an existing tune, which might then take on the song’s name, and, to complete the circle, any popular dance-tune could soon acquire words. 

         A good example is ‘The Hunt Is Up’. It is mentioned in 1537 when fiddler John Hogon was arrested at Diss in Norfolk for singing a song against the Duke of Suffolk which began with those words. It is listed as a dance tune in the Complaynt of Scotland in 1549; a song called ‘The Kinges Hunt Is Upp’ was possibly written by William Gray, another favourite of Henry VIII; it is registered as a ballad in 1565–6; and the title pops up in various sources through the rest of the sixteenth and much of the seventeenth century.

         It became so well known that any song intended to get people up in the morning was called a ‘hunt’s up’, even when sung, as it traditionally was, at the bedroom door of newly-weds, and the term made its way into seventeenth-century dictionaries glossed as a ‘morning song’. This explains why Juliet says ‘Hunting thee hence, with Hunt’s-up to the day’ in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and it is mentioned in similar circumstances in Titus Andronicus.

         The tune acquired several sets of words over the years, nearly always beginning ‘The hunt’s up! The hunt’s up!’, but it retained its social morning-song meaning for well over a hundred years. This seems to be a clear case in which the tune has provided the thread of tradition rather than the text, although it probably received that meaning from its first (or simply earlier) set of associated words. One of the well-known texts, dating from at least 1661, commences:

         
            
               
                  The hunt is up, the hunt is up

                  And now it is almost day

                  And he that’s in bed with another man’s wife

                  ’Tis time to get him away.

               

            

         

         The interplay between dances, tunes and songs is too complex to be more than hinted at here, but for this early period they are especially intermixed. Tune titles pop up in the general literature of the sixteenth century more often than song titles, and are valuable evidence of contemporary music-making in their own right. So, for example, a piece in Thomas Nashe’s Have With You to Saffron Walden (1596), which was one part of a very public, and entertaining, pamphlet war with the brothers Gabriel and Richard Harvery, who originated in Saffron Walden:

         
            Do as Dick Harvey did (which information piping hot in the midst of this line was brought to me) that, having preacht and beat down three pulpits in inveighing against dancing, one Sunday evening, when his wench, or friskin, was footing it aloft on the green, with foot out and foot in, and as busy as might be at ‘Rogero’, ‘Basilino’, ‘Turkelony’, ‘All the Flowers of the Broom’, ‘Pepper is Black’, ‘Green Sleeves’, ‘Peggie Ramsay’, he came sneaking behind a tree and lookt on, and though he was loth to be seen to countenance the sport, having laid Gods word against it so dreadfully, yet to shew his good-will to it in heart, he sent her 18 pence, in hugger mugger, to pay the fiddlers.24

         

         All these tunes are identified and discussed in Chappell’s Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time (1859).

         Christopher Marsh, in particular, makes a very strong case for taking ballad tunes more seriously than we tend to do, with our concentration on the words as constituting the ‘meaning’ of a song. The tunes clearly add another important dimension to our understanding of the genre, and they added a vital ingredient of the song for the original singers and listeners. While tunes could be adopted for many different texts, it is clear that some tunes achieved a recognised character of their own, which would add ‘meaning’, or at least atmosphere, to a new song.

         In addition, as Marsh points out, the use of already-known tunes functioned in the same way as formulae and commonplaces in the texts of songs, to ensure that the experience of encountering a new song was as much one of ‘recognition’ as it was ‘discovery’, and this insight could be said to run right through the concept of ‘folk song’ and ‘tradition’. A combination of what people expected, would accept, liked, felt comfortable with, could cope with, and understood, would seem to be in play to determine whether a song achieved popularity or not. 

         Although the thrust of this book argues that folk songs are nowhere near as old as most people would like them to be, a handful can indeed be proved to have lasted over 400 years. We have already seen a few, and, stretching this chapter’s time-frame just a little, we can look at publications from the beginning of the seventeenth century, on the grounds that if, and we stress the ‘if’, these songs had been around for a while, they might well be of sixteenth-century origin. A prime example here is the three books by Thomas Ravenscroft, Deuteromelia (1609), Pammelia (1609) and Melismata (1611), which included canons, rounds, catches and songs (with the music). Ten of these later showed evidence of being traditionally sung and passed on. The first three are songs already mentioned in our meagre count above: ‘The Marriage of the Frogge and the Mouse’ {16}; ‘Martin Said to His Man’ {473}; and ‘Now Robin Lend to Me Thy Bow’ {25281}. The others are all fairly well known in later publications: ‘Of All the Birds That Ever I See’ {496}; ‘There Were Three Ravens’ {5, Child 26}; ‘Three Blinde Mice’ {3753}; ‘Wee Be Souldiers Three’ {4703}; ‘Wee Be Three Poor Mariners’ {22268}; ‘Yonder Comes a Courteous Knight’ (11, Child 112}; and ‘Give Us Once a Drinke’ {944}. The last one is the earliest-known version of what we now know as the cumulative drinking song ‘The Barley Mow’.

         A trawl through other sources that might include survivals from before 1600 reveals very little not mentioned already. It might be thought that the nursery-rhyme repertoire might throw up some interesting examples, but of the 550 rhymes in their Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes, the Opies could date only 1.8 per cent positively to before 1600, and these would not normally be counted as songs, as their tally includes riddles, rhymes like ‘Handy Dandy’ to accompany a hand-game, and mnemonics such as ‘Thirty days hath September’. In their introduction, however, the Opies do say that they estimate that 5 per cent probably date to that period but the evidence is lacking. One rhyme that has definitely been in the popular mind for over 500 years is given by the Opies, beginning:

         
            
               
                  I have four sisters beyond the sea

                  Perrie, merrie, dixie, dominie 

                  And they each sent a present for me

                  Patrum, partrum, paradisi, temporie

                  Perrie, merrie, dixie, dominie. {330}25

               

            

         

         This is a riddle song, and includes the ‘cherry without a stone’, ‘chicken without a bone’ motifs which pop up in various related songs over the centuries. The Opies found a version of this particular song in the Sloane manuscript, dating from about the year 1440.

         Even less helpful is the singing-game repertoire, also often thought, erroneously, to include very old rhymes. Of the 149 singing and clapping rhymes detailed in the Opies’ The Singing Game (1985), the vast majority are of nineteenth-century origin, and only one seems to have truly deep roots. This one is ‘How Many Miles to Babylon’ {8148}, widely recorded in Britain and America from the 1790s onwards:

         
            
               
                  How many miles to Babylon?

                  Three score and ten

                  Can I get there by candlelight?

                  Yes, and back again

                  Open your gates as wide as the sky

                  And let the king and his men ride by.26

               

            

         

         Very similar words were remembered from his childhood by a man born in Cumberland in 1609. Even more remarkably, the words turn up in a Latin sermon of the thirteenth century.||

         One more feature of sixteenth-century popular culture, the widespread use of songs as libels, which was often called ‘ballading’ someone, is described in the following chapter on the seventeenth century.

         Two closely related aspects of sixteenth-century life are particularly relevant to our quest for evidence of vernacular song and music: the succession of laws that attempted to counter the social problem of vagrancy; and the general desire to control who could practise certain trades in any given locality. Vagrancy was mainly a problem for the authorities, state and regional, but the desire to control trade was a general one, as much desired by the humble as the powerful.

         
            || See The Singing Game, pp. 44–6, for more details.

         

         A succession of ever-more stringent vagrancy acts was passed, from 1495 onwards, as the number of rootless beggars wandering the country grew to alarming proportions and seemed to be threatening the very fabric of society. There were many contributing factors to this development, and in retrospect the legal strictures seemed to be aimed at tackling the results of social problems rather than their causes, and are therefore often portrayed as an assault on the poor. In 1531 the distinction was made between the genuinely impotent poor and the ‘sturdy and valiant beggars’ who simply would not work, and it was the latter who were the real targets of the statutes. Many of these, it was said, extorted money by the threat of violence, and used their sham poverty or disability as a cover for a life of thieving; and for some, the most convenient guise was the ‘wandering minstrel’.

         The statute of 1572 (14 Elizabeth, cap. 5) was the first to specifically name minstrels as vagabonds, although those belonging to people of high rank, and those with a licence, were exempt. The 1597 act (39 Elizabeth, cap. 4), however, removed the licensing system and the exemption for those in nobles’ employment, and condemned all peripatetic musicians to be whipped until bloody and returned to their place of residence, or put into a house of correction for a year, just like any other vagabond.

         Underlying these statutes was the fundamental notion, left over from medieval times, that the common people ‘belonged’ to the place where they lived, to the people in power and authority in that place. Social stability was firmly based upon this notion, and rootless or masterless individuals (or, worse still, groups of them) were seen as a definite threat to the social order.

         One small effect of these developments was that by the 1560s and 1570s the word ‘minstrel’ had already taken on decidedly negative tones and become synonymous with ‘poor’ or ‘wandering’ entertainers, no better than vagrants and probably miscreants. Anyone in the music business who wanted to claim some kind of respectability, even at a local level, had to use the word ‘musician’ to differentiate himself from the accusation of being a beggar. And any musician, player or ballad-singer ran the risk of an enemy or interfering busybody trying to get him hauled before a magistrate.

         On the other hand, professional and semi-professional musicians were constantly complaining that their work was regularly taken by amateurs and outsiders, and in the same way as all the other trades and skills attempted to restrict competition and control recruitment and training, the music men wanted the same protection. In some areas, they tried to form companies to get the same rights and privileges as other trades, but were never very successful. The vagrancy laws helped in this respect, by keeping what work was available in the hands of bona fide local musicians. Musicians who stayed where they were known did not need to worry, although there are instances of fiddlers being arrested for taking a booking for a wedding a couple of parishes away, and some magistrates used the statutes, or the threat of them, to victimise musicians in general.

         In London and other urban areas, regular ordinances and regulations tried to control the music business, which, incidentally, often give us much needed extra evidence of the contemporary scene. For example, an ordinance of the Common Council of the City of London, 1553, mentions our three-man songs:

         
            Forasmuch as divers and many artifice and handy craftsmen as tailors and shoemakers and such other leaving the use and exercise of their crafts and manual occupations and giving themselves wholly to wandering abroad riot vice and idleness do commonly use nowadays to sing songs called ‘three mens songs’ in the taverns alehouses inns and such other places in this City to the great loss prejudice and hinderment of the said poor fellowship of the minstrels of the said City. Be it therefore also ordained and enacted by the authority aforesaid that no manner of person or persons whether he or they be free of the said City or not free using to sing any songs shall from henceforth sing in any tavern inn alehouse wedding feasts or any like place or places within the said City or liberties any manner of such song or songs (except the same be sung in a common play or interlude) upon pain of forfeiture.27

         

         And in Beverley, Yorkshire, an order of 1555 directed that ‘no shepherd or husbandman, or husbandman’s man, or man of other occupation playing upon pipe or other instrument, shall sue any wedding, or other thing that appertaineth to the said science, except it be within the parish where he dwelleth’.28

         A discussion of professional musicians and the control of the business naturally leads us into a consideration of two related topics, the waits and the minstrels. Both subjects require us to roam across the centuries and so do not fit our chronology, but they will do as well here as anywhere.

         The term ‘waits’, meaning a band of musicians, is nowadays often used rather loosely to give an air of the medieval or Merrie England to a subject. This started in the nineteenth century, when it became common to use the phrase ‘Christmas waits’ to signify peripatetic carol-singers, but the word technically refers to a much older musical institution.

         The original ‘waits’ seem to have been the official group of watchmen who kept guard over castles during the night, and their duties included playing music. As castles became less important in the nation’s life, the name was applied to the group of musicians employed by civic authorities as watchmen. Their main job was to perambulate the streets at night, calling out the hours, playing soothing and reassuring tunes, and keeping watch not only for miscreants but also for fires and other dangers. They were also contracted to play at civic functions – processions, dinners, celebrations, welcomes for distinguished visitors, and whenever else musical services were required.

         Most towns of any size from the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries had waits at one time or another. The earliest reference is at Coventry in 1423, but there are several others in the same period, and it is not clear how far back the office goes before that date. Some had a much wider reputation and could be lent to other boroughs or to nobles who requested their services. The Norwich musicians accompanied Edward IV to France in 1475, for example, and Francis Drake borrowed them for his trip to Portugal in 1589.

         It is clear that they were also free to play at non-official events and were available for hire at weddings, dances and other festivities, and in some senses they were the ‘town band’. But whether they also played at the local tavern, and how far down the social scale their activities took them, is not recorded in the available sources. Over time, the ‘watch’ part of their role diminished as other officers took over, but they continued to be the official musicians, and they continued their nightly perambulations.

         An extremely important aspect of their employment was that they were supplied with a uniform, often brightly coloured and always suitable for outdoor wear, and an impressive silver badge or other symbol of office.** These badges were particularly important as they proved the men’s status and demonstrated that they were licensed professional performers and not simply wandering musicians belonging to no one, and so should not be taken up as vagrants. Some of them had instruments provided for them by the authorities, or had them mended out of the public purse. The basic pay for being a wait may not have been much, but it was steady work and allowed plenty of time for other activities.

         In many urban areas, trade guilds also employed their own waits, presumably on similar terms to the town authorities, although the pay was generally lower. Surviving guild accounts include many references to musicians and other entertainers, and in an unusually revealing comment in 1557, the clerk of the Smiths, Cutlers and Plumbers of Chester wrote, ‘Memorandum the Company never meet at tavern or any house without musick’.29 In those towns where the guilds were responsible for mounting annual religious plays, or ‘mystery plays’, the local waits usually took an active and prominent role.

         
            ** See Bridge (1927–8) for illustrations.

         

         The instruments that the waits played varied considerably, although the practicalities of their office dictated that they be portable, able to withstand outdoor conditions, and make a sufficiently penetrating noise to be heard through closed doors and windows. Shawms, slide trumpets, hautboys, recorders and bagpipes are all mentioned in accounts, but it is clear that the musicians needed to be masters of several instruments, and when they were playing for indoor gatherings, violins, lutes and the like were more appropriate.

         Many of the earlier historical sources of information on the waits are account books, and although in combination they tell us a great deal, they are limited to the practicalities of the profession and we know almost nothing in the earlier periods about what music they played and how they played it. There is sufficient evidence to show that they sang as well as played, but the songs are rarely named. It seems that many of the troupes were associated with a particular tune, and several of these tunes from later times have survived, such as those from London, Colchester and Chester, printed in Chappell’s Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time, and of York, Oxford, Worksop and Tower Hamlets in Joseph C. Bridge’s article on ‘Town Waits and Their Tunes’.30 It must be said, though, that in most cases the only indication that these tunes are associated with the waits is by their title.

         An indication of how things stood in the mid-seventeenth century is provided by the following extract from the Diary of Thomas Burton, concerning the discussions in Parliament on proposed amendments to a bill ‘touching rogues, vagabonds, and sturdy beggars’, on 5 December 1656, during Cromwell’s rule:

         
            5th amendment, added the clause touching fiddlers and minstrels, declaring them to be rogues, vagabonds, &c.

            Mr Robinson: These minstrels do corrupt the manners of the people, and inflame their debauchery by their lewd and obscene songs.

            Sir Thomas Wroth: Harpers should be included.

            Mr ——: Pipers should be comprehended. 

            Alderman Foot: I hope you intend not to include the waits of the City of London, which are a great preservation of men’s houses in the night.

            Sir William Strickland: The general word minstrel will be best; for if you go to enumerate, they will devise new instruments.

            Mr Butler: Music is a lawful science, and I love it; but, in regard you restrain it to those places, I think the general word will serve well enough.

            Mr Highland: Add singing as well as playing.

            Colonel Whetham: I hope you will not deprive men of their voices.

            Mr Speaker: Singing is a natural, playing an artificial music.31

         

         Around 1710, according to The Tatler of that year, there was a fashion for young men to hire the waits to serenade under the bedroom windows of prospective sweethearts. We are not told whether the scheme worked in forwarding their courtship, but the article makes the observation, about English men, ‘Our honest countrymen have so little inclination to music, that they seldom begin to sing till they are drunk, which also is usually the time when they are most disposed to serenade.’32

         By the mid-eighteenth century, there is clearly much more music around, and the waits are just one of many types of performer to be found in urban areas. Sir John Hawkins, in his General History of the Science and Practice of Music, gives a useful pen-portrait of a working musician and his relative abilities which is worth quoting in full:

         
            John Ravenscroft was one of the waits of the Tower Hamlets and in the band of Goodman’s Fields playhouse was a Ripieno violin, notwithstanding which he was a performer good enough to lead in any such concerts as those above described, and to say truth was able to do justice to a concerto of Corelli or an overture of Handel. He was much sought after to play at balls and dancing parties, and was singularly excellent in the playing of hornpipes in which he had a manner that none could imitate. It seems that this was a kind of music which of all others he most affected: so that by dint of fancy accommodated to these little essays, he was enabled to compose airs of this kind equal to those of the ablest masters; and yet so little was he acquainted with the rules of composition that for suiting them with basses he was indebted to others … Ravenscroft died about 1745.33

         

         It is clear, however, that the average wait did not come anywhere near him in musical ability.

         By the nineteenth century, the role of the waits had all but disappeared and they really functioned only at Christmas, which is when the term ‘Christmas waits’ became the norm. The festive trade was apparently still lucrative enough to be worth defending, as is shown in an article from 1822, quoted in Notes & Queries. Four musicians were brought to Bow Street court, ‘charged with performing on several musical instruments in St Martin’s Lane at half-past twelve o’clock this morning’. The charge was brought by Mr Munroe, the principal wait appointed by the City of Westminster, ‘who alone considers himself entitled, by his appointment, to apply for Christmas boxes’, or seasonal payments. Interestingly, Munroe tried to get the unauthorised musicians convicted under the Vagrant Act of George II, but on consulting the law it was found that ‘minstrels’ were no longer named in the statute, so the ploy did not work. The magistrate dismissed the charges but told the men not to collect Christmas boxes.34

         The office of town wait survived, on paper at least, until the 1835 Municipal Reform Act, which swept the position away, but in most places it had not been filled for many years.

         Consequently, most nineteenth-century mentions of waits, such as the following from James Greenwood’s Unsentimental Journeys (1867), refer to carol-singers rather than the civic official band of previous times:

         
            About twelve o’clock [on Christmas Eve] there struck up some music close at hand. I don’t know what else there was, but I could make out a cornopean, and a flute, and a concertina. It was the ‘waits’. Now everybody knows how beautifully the Christmas-story writers write about the waits, and their enchanting music. The musicians were just far enough away to make their performance pleasant and soothing to anyone pleasantly half-asleep. I could make it out to be ‘The Last Rose of Summer’ {13861} they were playing and they played it so nicely that I was quite sorry when they had finished. They struck up again, however, and this time it was ‘The Light of Other Days’ {13862}. Mrs Blunt used to sing this when we were courting, and I was always pleased to hear it in any shape.35

         

         A few words also need to be said about minstrels, which will further underline many of the points about professional musicians like the waits. The word ‘minstrel’ is nowadays hopelessly elastic, and anyone who sings or plays can be dubbed a ‘minstrel’ of this or that, but in some ways this is nothing new. As already indicated, from the mid-sixteenth century onwards the Acts of Parliament and other pronouncements against vagrants and suspicious wanderers routinely and deliberately used the word ‘minstrel’ to encompass any kind of roaming musician, singer, player or entertainer.

         But behind all of this are the real minstrels of the medieval period, who were professional entertainers attached to the court or in the employment of other noble families. They played, sang and otherwise entertained, to order, and were an important part of the retinues of the rich. They had status – not always very high, although some gained considerable wealth and power – and had a livery, food and lodging, as well as their wages.

         Minstrels came into real prominence after the Norman Conquest, but some see them as the direct successors to the Anglo-Saxon gleemen, skalds or scops, who played a similar court role in previous times, but for centuries the minstrels’ strongest cultural links were with French traditions of court music.

         It can be argued that the minstrels of the medieval period are beyond the scope of this book, as they were too early in time and largely (as far as we know) concerned with an ‘upper-class’ clientele, but they crop up so often in later definitions and discussions about folk songs and balladry that they need to be investigated. They have been particularly useful over the past 200 years for anyone who wished to find suitably old and historically respectable origins for songs or ballads, because they are shadowy figures who can be invoked without close scrutiny or definition. They can provide a vague romantic back-story for any unanswerable or awkward historical question.

         How can the unlettered ‘folk’ have created such literary gems as the Child ballads? Why are so many of the old ballads about kings and queens, lords and ladies? How did the songs spread around the country before the invention of printing? Who provided the links between the upper and lower classes to enable how songs trickled down or up in society? In each case, ‘the minstrels’ are invoked to explain how it all happened. In no case is there any evidence either way.

         We know a great deal about the minstrels – what they earned, sometimes who they were and where they performed – but their repertoire and style remain largely elusive, and in particular we do not know how much they influenced the traditions of the ordinary people, if at all, bearing in mind factors such as the socially rarefied nature of their primary audience and that until the fourteenth century the main courtly language would not have been English.

         The high days of court minstrelsy were from the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, and the spread of literacy and books among the ruling classes was one factor in their decline, but they did not disappear overnight, and it was the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that saw the complete break-up of minstrelsy in its medieval form.
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            Milkmaids All in a Row

            The Seventeenth Century

         

         
            The heat of the day is spent in reading or working and about six or seven o’clock I walk out into a common that lies hard by the house, where a great many young wenches keep sheep and cows, and sit in the shade singing of ballads. I go to them and compare their voices and beauties to some ancient shepherdesses that I have read of, and find a vast difference there; but, trust me, I think these are as innocent as those could be. I talk to them, and find they want nothing to make them the happiest people in the world but the knowledge that they are so. Most commonly, when we are in the midst of our discourse, one looks about her, and spies her cow going into the corn, and then away they all run as if they had wings at their heels.1

         

         So writes Dorothy Osborne, from Bedfordshire, in a letter to her fiancé, Sir William Temple, on 2–4 June 1653, and this is one of the few pieces of direct evidence of ‘lower-class’ singing in England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

         Our definition of folk song usually incorporates some notion of class or group difference, as we distinguish what the ‘ordinary people’ were doing from the posh, educated people. But, as already encountered in our chapter on the sixteenth century, the further back in time, the harder it is to say for sure that there was any appreciable difference, mainly because of the severe lack of any real evidence about the singing preferences and practices of the lower orders. We are left with the temptation to write about the music of their betters, and assume a congruence that may or may not have existed. And, although we have vastly more information from the seventeenth century than the sixteenth, we are still in the position of not having much real evidence about what ‘the folk’ were up to at the time.

         The picture is also complicated by the century being split into very different social and political segments: the reigns of James I and Charles I, the Interregnum, the Restoration, and the period following the 1688 Glorious Revolution.

         If the literature of the time is to be believed, milkmaids and shepherds sang merrily all the time, and ballad-sellers were everywhere. It is astonishing how often these three characters are mentioned in plays and poetry (and in songs), and, leaving aside ballad-sellers for the moment, we could take this literary presence as direct evidence for working-class song. But there is a very real problem here. The more we read about milkmaids in the literature of the time, and to a slightly lesser extent the shepherds, the more we realise that they are stock characters, or stereotypes. One clue to this is that they seem to live in a perpetual May-time or summer Arcadia, and they are frequently described as ‘carefree’ or something similar. No one ever writes of a forlorn milkmaid in February or December.

         We must therefore be careful not to take completely on trust the picture that we are given, and this mistrust also extends, unfortunately, to any further information we are given on the subject, however desperate we are for details. A case in point is the piece in the very well-known Compleat Angler (1653) by Izaak Walton, where he meets a milkmaid, and her daughter, and they sing for him. In the light of all the other ‘stage milkmaid’ references, he is clearly not describing a real event, but a fictional one, which may be based on a real occurrence, and the songs mentioned may have been those sung by real milkmaids, though are more than likely what ‘stage milkmaids’ habitually sang. The quotation is worth giving at length:

         
            As I left the place, and entered into the next fields, a second pleasure entertained me; ’twas a handsome milk-maid, that had not yet attained so much age and wisdom as to load her mind with any fears of many things that will never be, as too many men too often do; but she cast away all care, and sung like a nightingale. Her voice was good, and the ditty fitted for it; it was that smooth song which was made by Kit Marlow, now at least fifty years ago, and the milk-maid’s mother sang an answer to it, which was made by Sir Walter Raleigh, in his younger days. They were old-fashioned poetry, but choicely good; I think much better than the strong lines that are now in fashion in this critical age. Look yonder! on my word, yonder, they both be a-milking again. I will give her the chub [the fish he had just caught], and persuade her to sing those two songs to us …

            … we will think ourselves still something in your debt; it is but to sing us a song that was sung by your daughter when I last passed over this meadow, about eight or nine days since. ‘What song was it, I pray? Was it “Come, Shepherds Deck your Herds” or “As at Noon Dulcina rested” or “Phillida Flouts Me” or “Chevy Chace” or “Johnny Armstrong” or “Troy Town”?’ ‘No, it is none of those, it is a song that your daughter sung the first part, and you sung the answer to it.’ ‘Oh I know it now. I learned the first part in my golden age when I was about the age of my poor daughter; and the latter part which indeed fits me best now, but two or three years ago, when the cares of the world would take hold of me … Come, Maudlin, sing the first part to the gentleman, with a merry heart, and I’ll sing the second when you have done.’

            
               
                  
                     THE MILK-MAID’S SONG {V17271}

                     Come live with me, and be my love

                     And we will all the pleasures prove

                     That valleys, groves, or hills, or fields

                     Or woods, and sleepy mountains yields …

                     [Walton gives the whole text.]

                  

               

            

            I now see it was not without good cause that our good queen Elizabeth did so often wish herself a milk-maid all in the month of May, because they are not troubled with fears and cares, but sing sweetly all the day, and sleep securely all the night. 

            
               
                  
                     THE MILK-MAID’S MOTHER’S ANSWER {V11268}

                     If all the world and love were young

                     And truth in every shepherd’s tongue

                     These pretty pleasures might me move

                     To live with thee, and be thy love …

                     [Again, he gives the full text.]

                  

               

            

            ‘Maudlin, sing that song that you sung last night, when young Coridon the shepherd played so purely on his oaten pipe to you and your cousin Betty.’ ‘I will, mother’:

            
               
                  
                     I married a wife of late

                     The more’s my unhappy fate

                     I married her for love

                     As my fancy did me move

                     And not for a worldly estate.

                  

                  
                     But oh! the green sickness

                     soon changed her likeness

                     And all her beauty did fail

                     But ’tis not so

                     With those that go

                     Thro’ frost and snow

                     As all men know

                     And carry the milking pail.2

                  

               

            

         

         If the number of printings is anything to go by, ‘Come Live with Me and Be My Love’ was an immensely popular song in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It does seem to have been by Christopher Marlowe (although there is some contention on the point), being briefly referred to in Act IV, Scene ii of his Jew of Malta (c.1590). It was printed in one of the earliest important anthologies of poetry, England’s Helicon (1600), under the title of ‘Passionate Shepherd to His Love’ and the answer as ‘The Nymph’s Reply to the Shepherd’. But it was also included in a small collection, The Passionate Pilgrim (1599), where it is spuriously ascribed to Shakespeare, and the latter quoted it in Act III, Scene i of his Merry Wives of Windsor (1602). Whether or not it was sung by your average milkmaid fifty years later is debatable, but perfectly possible.

         Maudlin’s other song is actually a verse each from two different songs written by Martin Parker, a prolific broadside writer who flourished from the 1620s to his death in 1647. The first is from ‘Keep a Good Tongue in Your Head’ {V1189}, which has the refrain line ‘She cannot rule her tongue’, while the second is from his ‘The Milkemaid’s Life’ {V18731}.

         As in other ages, one of our most informative sources of information about contemporary popular culture comes from plays, which often include references to characters singing or quoting song titles, choruses or well-known lines, and sometimes the words of a song. In the latter case, it is not always clear whether the playwright is quoting an existing song or one he or she has written. Particularly relevant in this area is the treatment of the ballad-seller character, more closely examined later on. The sellers very often detail their wares, but in no case do they simply list real songs, because the playwrights use the descriptions to parody the kind of songs that ballad-sellers sell, which can be interesting, but not as useful as a straight list of songs would be.

         Potentially the most interesting songs are often those that appear in the middle of the action, when the characters are in some convivial setting where songs would normally take place. The songs in these circumstances do not need to move the action forward, but can be any popular song. Unfortunately, in most cases, the writers did not bother to name the songs, but left it up to producers and actors to decide. On the other hand, those playwrights plugged into the popular culture of their day often include passing references to popular songs and tunes, which help to date them and to validate their popularity.

         Shakespeare has always attracted the most attention here, and Ross W. Duffin’s Shakespeare’s Songbook (2004) is very useful in bringing together many of the song references and, where possible, the words and music from contemporary or later sources. But the play that offers most for the student of popular song at the turn of the seventeenth century is undoubtedly The Knight of the Burning Pestle, young Francis Beaumont’s second play, probably first produced in 1607, but possibly as late as 1611. It is a lively burlesque of chivalry and romance, and, as was common at the time, was first acted by a children’s company. While many playwrights of the period include references to current songs, Beaumont makes a prominent feature of them.

         A key character in the play is the aptly named Old Merrythought, who, as his wife complains, spends all his time carousing and singing with his friends rather than providing for his family. Merrythought appears incapable of holding a conversation without breaking into song, and of the forty songs sung or mentioned in the play, most come from his lips. Many of these have been identified as popular songs of the period, and five of them are immediately recognisable as early versions of our later ‘folk songs’: ‘Little Musgrave’ {52, Child 81}; ‘Margaret’s Ghost’ {8225}; ‘Jolly Red Nose’ {496}; ‘Go from My Window’ {966}; and ‘The Knight and the Shepherd’s Daughter’ {67, Child 110}.

         The broadside trade flourished and expanded mightily in the seventeenth century, and the country was awash with printed songs. The ballad-seller could be seen in every city street, and at every fair, market, public execution, or wherever people gathered or passed by, and song-sheets could be seen pasted on walls in taverns and homes. It is noticeable how often ballad-sellers are mentioned in plays and poems of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and although again we have to see past the stereotyping and stock-character effect we can use these appearances as evidence of their activities.

         Of the many mentions and appearances, three stand out as giving the ballad-seller a character rather than simply a passing reference, and we get a good idea of how they were viewed by the educated classes, and some inkling of their activities and interaction with their audience and customers. The three are: Nightingale in Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair (1614); Autolycus in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale (1611); and, less well known, Cutpurse in William Cavendish’s The Triumphant Widow (1677). 

         The most striking thing is that in plays, the ballad-seller is popular with the other characters, but is almost always bad. Autolycus is described as ‘a rogue’ in the cast list, and is first seen tricking someone and picking his pocket; Cutpurse, as his name suggests, is a pickpocket, who steals a pedlar’s pack and then pretends to be a ballad-seller (but later also provides fiddle music and song for servants’ frolics). He is an out-and-out rogue. Nightingale, on the other hand, is a genuine ballad-seller, but is in league with the pickpockets and other criminals, and clearly regards gathering a crowd with song as an opportunity for thievery.

         The ballad-sellers always announce themselves loudly, advertising their wares, but unfortunately, as already mentioned, the playwrights never give any real ballad titles but always present a clever or humorous parody of the kind of things for sale. Nightingale’s main piece is ‘A Caveat against Cutpurses’, and the joke is, of course, that while discussing it, the purchasers’ pockets are being picked. Cutpurse’s ballads include: ‘Why it is of a Virgin of thirteen or fourteen that dy’d a Maid, that’s the truth on’t … [another] a lusty Widow, that lives and dies chastly … [another] A Ballet of a Courtier that died rich’,3 and the jokes are in the banter between buyer and seller about how true the songs might be. But Autolycus stresses the amazing-but-true nature of many seventeenth-century ballads:

         
            Here’s one to a very doleful tune: how a usurer’s wife was brought to bed of twenty money-bags at a burden, and how she long’d to eat adders’ heads and toads carbonado’d … Here’s another ballad of a fish that appeared on the coast on Wednesday the fourscore of April, forty thousand fathom above water, and sung this ballad against the hard hearts of maids.4

         

         The plays do give a sense of how people flocked to the ballad-singer, which is confirmed in most sources, hostile and positive, and his power over the crowd. They also give other details, such as the importance of the woodcuts. In Bartholomew Fair, for example: 

         
            Mistress Overdo: Hast a fine picture, brother?

            Cokes: O, sister, do you remember the ballads over the nurserychimney at home o’ my own pasting up? There be brave pictures!5

         

         And in The Triumphant Widow:

         
            Oh Cicely, here’s the brave Ballet you and I use to sing, I know it by the Picture.’6

         

         As in later times, the ballad-seller is equally at home in the city street as in the country fair. Wye Saltonstall, in his Picturae Loquentes, or Pictures Drawn Forth in Characters (1635), describes a ‘Petty Countrey Faire’:

         
            A ballet-singer may be sooner heard heere than seene, for instead the violl hee sings to the croud. If his ballet bee of love, the countrey wenches buy it, to get by heart at home, and after sing it over their milkepayles.7

         

         Notice the pun on ‘croud’ (an old type of fiddle), and a ‘crowd’.

         Throughout history, the ballad-singer’s musical ability and singing style has attracted a high degree of disdain, and is routinely described as shrieking, screaming, squalling or droning. The need to sing outdoors, loud enough to attract attention, all day long, no doubt created a style more pragmatic than melodious, but as several modern commentators have said, the singing cannot have been so very bad or it would hardly have kept a crowd interested. It is quite likely that the opprobrium heaped on the singers’ heads reflects the usual dislike of ‘common’ singing among the educated classes.

         A detailed description of singing comes from the unlikely source of CCXI Sociable Letters (1664), written by Margaret Cavendish (?1623–73), Duchess of Newcastle upon Tyne, and a delightfully eccentric and accomplished author and playwright in her own right. She was also the wife of William Cavendish, who wrote The Triumphant Widow quoted previously. In Letter 202, presumably fictitious, she relates a recent visit by two lady friends: 

         
            As their good company put me into a frolic humour, and for a pastime I sung to them some pieces of old ballads; whereupon they desired me to sing one of the songs my Lord [husband] made, your brother set, and you were pleased to sing. I told them first, I could not sing any of those songs, but if I could, I prayed them to pardon me, for neither my voice, nor my skill, was not proper, nor fit for them.

         

         She goes on to say such songs need skilled and refined handling, which is not appropriate in this case:

         
            For a sweet voice, with quavers and trilloes, and the like, would be as improper for an old ballad, as golden laces on a thrum suit of cloth … Neither should old ballads be sung so much in a tune as in a tone, which tone is betwixt speaking and singing, for the sound is more than plain speaking, and less than clear singing, and rumming or humming of a wheel should be the music to that tone … And ballads are only proper to be sung by spinsters, and that only on cold winter nights, when a company of good housewifes are drawing a thread of flax.8

         

         Richard Braithwaite’s Whimzies (1631), meanwhile, has a short chapter devoted to ‘A Ballad-Monger’:

         
            He has one tune in store that will indifferently serve for any ditty. He is your only man in request for Christmas carols. His works are lasting-pasted monuments upon the insides of country alehouses …

            But stale ballad-news, like stale fish, when it begins to smell of the panyer, are not for queasy stomachs. You must therefore imagine, that by this time they are cashier’d the city, and must now ride post for the country: where they are no less admir’d than a gyant in a pageant: till at last they grow so common there too, as every poor milk maid can chant and chirp it under her cow; which she useth as a harmless charm to make her let down her milk.9

         

         And his description of ‘A Pedler’ at a country rush-bearing or morrice pastoral (two customary rural gatherings), is that ‘he has an obscene vein of ballatry, which makes the wenches of the green laugh’.

         William Browne, in his Britannia’s Pastorals (1625), is predictably unflattering about the singer’s voice, but adds the useful detail that ballad-sellers often sang only part of the song, to prevent listeners learning it for free:

         
            
               
                  As ballad-mongers on a market-day

                  Taking their stand one (with as harsh a noise

                  As ever cart-wheel made) squeaks the sad choice

                  Of Tom the Miller with a golden thumb

                  Who crost in love, ran mad, and deaf, and dumb

                  Half part he chants, and will not sing it out

                  But thus he speaks to his attentive rout

                  Thus much for love I warbled from my breast

                  And gentle friends, for money take the rest.10

               

            

         

         Scattered among the literature of the mid-seventeenth century are mentions of people being ‘balladed’ – either a threat to do so, or a fear of being treated this way. So, in William Rowley’s A New Wonder a Woman Never Vext (1632):

         
            
               
                  And I’ll proclaim thy baseness to the world

                  Ballads I’ll make, and make ’em tavern music

                  To sing thy churlish cruelty.11

               

            

         

         And in Philip Massinger’s The Parliament of Love (1624):

         
            
               
                  I will have thee

                  Pictured as thou art now, and the whole story

                  Sung to some villainous tune in a lewd ballet

                  And make thee notorious in the world

                  That boys in the streets shall hoot at thee.12

               

            

         

         This was no idle threat, and people really were worried that this kind of thing might happen. Adam Fox has discovered a remarkable cache of materials on this subject in the records of the Star Chamber in the National Archives,* because although these disputes were normally sorted out at local level, some went all the way to the Chamber and, remarkably, the records often include transcripts of the libellous ballads themselves in the evidence. One of the key points of evidence in each court case was who originally composed the libel, because often the accused claimed that they had simply copied it out, or written it down at the dictation of the composer, or were just singing a song they had picked up somewhere. Over time, the courts grew more willing to convict those who sang or circulated the libels as well as their originators.

         What is particularly noteworthy for our enquiry is the fact that this activity involved all levels of society, including the workers and the poor. Many who wanted to make the song could not write so got someone else to write it down for them, while others took their ideas to someone who had a reputation for skill in this area, and some men made something of a living composing such things for other people, trading on their local reputation as a ‘rhyme-master’. The evidence also demonstrates the role of the alehouse or tavern; time and again it is stated that the original was composed and written out in the public house. Some were done as pictures, or had illustrations accompanying the text, and the surviving examples also demonstrate a close relationship with broadsides, as they were often laid out like a printed sheet, and some bore the words ‘to the tune of’.

         Many, perhaps most, sung libels were about local events and local people, and they come to our attention only if those libelled were sufficiently powerful to bring the miscreants to court, or at least to try to. But the libelling habit also extended to the highest levels, and a commonplace ‘libel’ became a ‘seditious libel’ if it mocked those in national power or of high social standing. The thinking here was that anything that weakened respect for those in authority undermined confidence in the hierarchical structure of society and was therefore an attack on the state, and, if the victim was of high enough standing, even verged on treason.

         
            * See Fox (2000).

         

         Historians of the period have shown how potent these cases were in shaping the politics of Tudor and Stuart England. Much of the time they contain little that helps us illuminate the musical practices of those at the bottom of the social ladder, but occasionally they do, and it would be a useful exercise for someone to sift through the wealth of material for evidence in this quarter. A case in point is that of the famous Staines fiddlers.

         In 1627 three ‘poor’ men, Moseley, Markehall and Greene, described as ‘fidlers’ and ‘musitians’, were brought before the Star Chamber, accused of singing three songs which libelled the royal favourite George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, at Ware and Staines, in Middlesex. Two of the songs – ‘There Is a Man’, and ‘Come Heare, Lady Muses’ – were quoted in the court case.

         They denied writing the songs and claimed that they were merely singing popular songs, but were found guilty, given a £500 fine (which was presumably symbolic, as there was no chance they would ever be able to pay such a huge sum), sentenced to be publicly pilloried and whipped in London and in their home towns, and, as a particularly pointed symbolic gesture, paraded through the street on a horse, sitting backwards, facing its tail, which was a regular feature of traditional shaming rituals like rough music or charivari.

         It is tempting to think that this was an example of the authorities overreacting with regard to a little local difficulty, but it is clear that these ‘libels’ were an effective way of spreading disaffection. It is interesting to note that seven copies of ‘There Is a Man’, and two of ‘Come Heare, Lady Muses’, as sung by the Staines fiddlers, have survived around the country, which goes some way to prove their wider circulation.

         This case is particularly interesting for us in that it shows how ‘poor men’ were involved, in their small way, in the doings of the highest in the land, and, unusually, we have some details of the songs they sang. The humour of the song ‘Come Heare, Lady Muses’ worked by inversion, saying good things about the Duke and then reversing them with the last lines of each verse as ‘The clean contrary way / Oh the clean contrary way’. It was not brand new, though, as it was an adaptation of a popular song of about twenty years before, ‘The Tyrannical Wife’, or ‘The Old Man and Young Wife’ {V43368}, which has the same refrain lines. This song satirises a marriage in which the woman is master and the old husband ineffectual, henpecked and cuckolded. It is clear that the use of this song as a model trades on these existing mocking and bawdy connotations.

         The other song, which begins ‘There is a man, a plague upon him’, is more straightforwardly antagonistic, and again employs a repeated refrain, in the shape of a ‘curse’: ‘Take him divell divell divell take him / God forsake him divell take him.’ In his Oral and Literate Culture in England (2000), Adam Fox clearly demonstrates that these libel cases show the intimate relationship between oral and literate cultures, and the involvement of all the social classes.

         Let us turn now to Thomas D’Urfey, John Playford and Martin Parker, three major figures who sum up the principal spheres of seventeenth-century popular music – although in each case we simply do not know how far their music penetrated into the culture of the lower classes.

         In the last quarter of the seventeenth century, Thomas D’Urfey (?1653–1723) was one of the best-known contributors to popular music and theatre. His early years are obscure, but he started his literary career in 1676 with his first play, and went on to write thirty-two dramas overall, mostly comedies and many very successful, plus numerous odes, verse satires and other pieces, and something like 500 songs. In his songs for the theatre he collaborated with leading composers such as Henry Purcell and John Blow, and was one of the first to integrate songs into his dramas.

         D’Urfey moved in high circles and was one of Charles II’s intimate retinue, popular for his singing, his ready wit (often vulgar), impudence and tomfoolery, and he enjoyed royal patronage and protection. James II, however, was not so keen, nor were William and Mary, but D’Urfey had a knack of ingratiating himself with key establishment figures, and always had influential supporters at court. He later claimed to have been courtpoet to four kings and two queens.

         Many of D’Urfey’s songs were included in the most famous collection of the period, Wit and Mirth or Pills to Purge Melancholy (1698–1720), and although it is often assumed that he edited the whole series this is far from the case. He became involved only in the last edition.

         This publication, which eventually included over 1,100 songs, is our primary resource for evidence of song tastes at the end of the seventeenth century. It was first published by John Playford, but is a bibliographic nightmare, with overlapping editions and inconsistent numbering.

         Pills to Purge Melancholy, as it is usually called, had an enormous effect, and was mined by other editors in the following decades. It included a wide range of material, in particular a great deal of theatre song but also some older materials and bawdy songs, and printed the music as well as the words. Half the tunes in John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera (1728) were taken from it.

         John Playford (1622/3–86/7) and his son and successor Henry (1657–1709) dominated music publishing in the second half of the century, almost to the point of monopoly. Very little music was published in the 1630s and 1640s, but John published the first edition of his hugely successful English Dancing Master in 1650/51. It eventually went through eighteen editions, with the small title change to The Dancing Master; John published the first seven editions (1651–86), son Henry issued eight to twelve (1690–1703), and John Young thirteen to eighteen (1706–28). The books included the dance notations and the tunes.

         John and Henry also published a wide range of other dance and song books, psalms, and books of music instruction. Music historians regard it as the end of an era when Henry retired in 1702, because the dominant position in music publishing passed out of the Playford family to John Walsh, and he introduced the engraved music that became a feature of the following decades.

         The close relationship between dance and ballad tunes at the time has already been indicated, and the Playfords’ volumes are without doubt the most important resources for musical evidence, as is shown by their extensive use by William Chappell in his Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time (1859), Claude Simpson in his British Broadside Ballad and Its Music (1966) and all other tune historians. As Chappell comments:

         
            Nearly every air in the first edition of [Playford’s] The Dancing Master (1650 –51) can be proved to be that of a song or ‘ballet’ of earlier date than the book. About 1690, tunes composed expressly for dancing were becoming more general, and in editions of the Dancing Master for 1715 to 1728, the song and dance tunes are nearly equally divided.13

         

         Jeremy Barlow has done us all a great service by collecting Playford’s tunes, in modern notation, into one volume as The Complete Country Dance Tunes (1985).

         Martin Parker (c.1600–?1654) was easily the best known of the seventeenth-century broadside ballad writers and probably one of the most prolific: seventy-four of his ballads have survived, plus fourteen prose pamphlets, and we know of at least fourteen lost works. His personal fame is partly due to the fact that, unlike his rival writers, he believed in signing his name on his songs, and this also made him well known in his own day. Other writers regularly refer to him in their publications – some for and some against – and clearly regarded him as a spokesperson for his generation of broadside writers.

         Many of his songs were political or religious comments on the times, although he did not disdain to write things like ‘A Description of a Strange and Miraculous Fish Cast Upon the Meads in the Hundred of Worwell’ in his early days. His most famous song is without doubt ‘When the King Enjoys His Own Again’ {V19168}, from 1643, which rapidly became a Cavalier favourite and after the Civil War a Royalist rallying cry, when even the tune was regarded as subversive. From 1688, it took on another life as a major theme song of the Jacobite cause. For more on Parker, see Hyder Rollins’s article in Modern Language Notes (1919) and Susan A. Newman’s The Broadside Ballads of Martin Parker (1975). 

         ‘When the King Enjoys His Own Again’ is a good example of a song or tune that suddenly catches the general public mood, or is so closely associated with a particular group’s political agenda that it becomes a major factor in the struggle. Simply by singing, playing or even whistling it, you can signal your own allegiance and rally your own supporters, and irritate, deride or belittle your opponents at the same time. ‘Yankee Doodle’ had this power in the American Revolution and its aftermath, and plenty of tunes in Northern Ireland still have a sectarian meaning beyond their musical notes. Lewis Winstock’s book on military music down the ages, Songs and Music of the Redcoats (1970), demonstrates how aware people were in the past of the national or political meaning of certain tunes in military situations.

         Even more effective than Parker’s ‘When the King’, was the song and tune called ‘Lilliburlero’ {V18709}, which played a huge part in the great popular rejection of James II and the easy introduction of William of Orange. The tune was probably written by Purcell in 1686, but it was when catchy words were fitted to it that it became all the rage, particularly in the army, but also in the general populace:

         
            A foolish ballad was made at that time, treating the Papists, and chiefly the Irish, in a very ridiculous manner, which had a burden, said to be Irish words, ‘Lero lero lilliburlero’, that made an impression on the army, that cannot be imagined by those who saw it not. The whole army, and at last the people, both in city and country, were singing it perpetually.

            
                

            

            Ho! brother Teague, dost hear de decree?

            Lilliburlero, bullen a la

            Dat we shall have a new deputie

            Lilliburlero, bullen a la

            Lero, lero, lilliburlero

            Lilliburlero, bullen a la

            Lero, lero, lilliburlero 

            Lilliburlero, bullen a la.14

         

         It was given added bite by the belief that ‘Lilliburlero’ and ‘Bullen la’ were significant Irish words used in the massacre of Protestants in 1641.

         Winstock records that although the tune is now again a favourite of military bands, it was rarely mentioned in the two centuries after its first success. He surmises that during that time it was still regarded as inherently anti-Irish and still had the power to offend any Catholic soldiers in the British army. But there was no stopping the tune in other spheres. It was widely used for other broadside ballads, featured in at least twelve ballad operas, including Gay’s Beggar’s Opera, turns up as a dance tune in Playford’s Dancing Master from 1690 onwards, and in various other guises. Several traditional songs are commonly set to the tune, including ‘The Old Woman Tossed Up in a Blanket’ {1297}, and ‘The Farmer’s Curst Wife’ {160, Child 278}.

         In urban areas in the seventeenth century, the waits, introduced in the previous chapter, were still an important part of the local musical scene. In Musicians in English Society from Elizabeth to Charles I (1953), Walter Woodfill gives several examples of local ordinances designed to prevent amateur musicians from taking work from the waits, including one at Lincoln in 1607: ‘no musicians of the city were to use any music upon instruments either at any marriage or at or in any inn, alehouse, or victualling house, or any other place within this city or the suburbs … without the leave or liking of the city’s musicians.’15

         At Salford, in 1600, the penalty for using unlicensed musicians was thirteen shillings and fourpence (two-thirds of a pound). It is interesting that many of these proclamations mention weddings, which were clearly a regular money-spinner, and, of course, taverns. Some regulations laid down the rule that other musicians could play if they paid the waits a fee.

         Other details of actual vernacular singing practice are few and far between, and we must piece together what we can. Izaak Walton, already quoted, casually mentions singing in his rural visits: 

         
            [At a country inn] we’ll rejoice with my brother Peter and his friend, tell tales, or sing ballads, or make a catch, or find some harmless sport to content us … Toward yonder high honeysuckle hedge; there we’ll sit and sing, whilst this shower falls so gently upon the teeming earth.16

         

         John Playford, in the preface to Book 4 of his Choice Ayres to Sing to the Thorbo-Lute or Bass-Viol (1683), aimed squarely at the middle-class market, such as it was, mentions a reviewer of the previous volume ‘who publicly declared that in my last book there was but three good songs, the rest being worse than common ballads sung about the streets by footboys and link-boys’,17 which thereby draws a distinction, we can surmise, between the repertoires of the classes.

         The antiquary William Stukeley (1687–1765) remembered, when a child in the 1690s in Lincolnshire. ‘One of my father’s men had got the collection of old songs made on Robin Hood, and among the rest of his company my namesake, which he used to sing over to us in a winter’s evening.’18 And Roger North and Izaak Walton confirm the practice of pasting up ballads:

         
            … not against the back of a large chimney, but in the middle, where ballads are pasted round, and the folk sit about it working or merrymaking.19

            
                

            

            An honest ale-house where we shall find a cleanly room, lavender in the windows, and twenty ballads stuck about the wall.20

         

         Working backwards from later periods must be undertaken cautiously, but we can identify a number of songs collected by folk-song enthusiasts in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries which are first found in the seventeenth century. The list is not exhaustive, and based on one supplied by folk-song expert Steve Gardham. The date in italics following the Roud number is the earliest-known date for the song. It is certain that further research will add songs to this list, and amend some of the dates, but it can easily be seen that although far more songs from the seventeenth century survived than from the sixteenth, the total is still not a particularly large proportion of the total corpus of collected songs.

         ‘The Alderman’s Lady’ {2533} c.1693; ‘The Baffled Knight’ {11, Child 112} 1609; ‘Barbara Allen’ {54, Child 84} 1665; ‘The Barley Mow’ {944} 1609; ‘The Barley and the Rye’ {23268} c.1690 –96; ‘The Blind Beggar’s Daughter from Bethnal Green’ {132} c.1680; ‘The Bold Grenadier’ {140} c.1636; ‘Broomfield Hill’ {34, Child 43}; ‘Captain Ward and the Rainbow’ {224, Child 287} ?1620s; ‘The Card Song’ (= ‘Tom Brown’) {884} 1674–9; ‘Come Write Me Down’ {381} 1656; ‘The Crabfish’ {149} c.1650; ‘The Cruel Mother’ {9, Child 20} c.1690; ‘Deep in Love’ {18829} 1629; ‘Don’t Let Me Die an Old Maid’ {802} 1636; ‘The False Bride’ {154} 1675; ‘Farewell Dearest Nancy’ {527} 1683; ‘Farewell He’ {803} 1653–96; ‘The Flash Lad’ 1669–70; ‘The Foggy Dew’ {558} 1689; ‘Go from My Window’ {966} 1607; ‘Golden Vanity’ {122, Child 286} 1682–5; ‘John Barleycorn’ {164} ?1624; ‘Jolly Red Nose’ {496} 1607; ‘The Jolly Tinker’ {863} 1675; ‘The Keeper’ {1519} 1676; ‘Knight and the Shepherd’s Daughter’ {67, Child 110} 1607; ‘Little Musgrave’ {52, Child 81} 1607; ‘Lord Thomas and Fair Eleanor’ {4, Child 73} 1680s; ‘My Bonny Bonny Boy’ {293} 1667; ‘Noble Fox-Hunting’ {584} c.1684; ‘O Dear O’ {870} c.1689; ‘Of All the Birds That Ever I See {496} 1609; ‘Robin a Thrush’ {2792} 1656; ‘Rolling in the Dew’ {298} 1688–9; ‘Shule Agrah’ {911} 1620–55; ‘Three Blind Mice’ {3753} 1609; ‘Three Jovial Huntsmen’ {283} c.1613; ‘The Trooper’s Horse’ {1613} 1707; ‘The Turtle Dove’ {422} 1684–1702; ‘Whistle Daughter Whistle’ {1570} 1684–1702; ‘The Wild Rover’ {1173} c.1682.

         We can tentatively surmise that these songs entered the ‘folk tradition’ before 1700. No pattern as regards the songs can be discerned here. Some are narratives, some lyrical, there are love songs, happy and sad, drinking songs, hunting songs, nonsense songs and bawdy songs. 
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            Where Is Our Folk Song Hiding?

            Folk Song in the Eighteenth Century

         

         When investigating vernacular song-making in the nineteenth century, we have the luxury of a wide range of sources in addition to the in-depth collections compiled by the Victorian folk-song enthusiasts and their immediate predecessors. We have mountains of newspapers, magazines, novels and other popular literature, as well as the social reportage for which the Victorians were so famed. But as we venture backwards past the 1800 mark these sources dry up and we face a much more challenging task. Fewer and fewer writers mention the ordinary people, let alone the lowest strata of society, and even fewer of these bother to mention the people’s singing or music-making activities. And it is only when the folk-song collectors’ evidence is not there that we realise how much we rely on it.

         To be frank, if we could not infer it from the evidence pertaining to the nineteenth century, we would be hard-pressed to prove unequivocally that ‘the folk’ had any different music from their social superiors, and therefore that there was any such thing as ‘folk song’ at all.

         Research into eighteenth-century popular culture is ongoing, but the evidence garnered so far comes primarily from four main types of source: general literature, manuscripts, street literature, and extrapolation backwards from later periods. Each adds its mite, but none of them is problem-free, and we must be aware of their limitations.

         References to music and singing are not uncommon in eighteenth-century sources, but, as in other periods, they usually refer to the life among the literate middle classes. Information on the musical activity of the majority of the population is much harder to find, and can usually be located only by serendipity. Anecdotal references in general literature and contemporary diaries occasionally shed light on an event and its venue, but rarely on the repertoire.

         Contemporary manuscripts of songs and tunes compiled (we must assume) by musicians and singers themselves are still coming to light. These are potentially the most valuable sources of all because they indicate the actual repertoire of the period, but their usefulness is often severely limited by a lack of contextual information.

         Printed broadsides, chapbooks, songsters and sheet music show which songs were around in the period, and often help us determine where and when they originated, but they do not normally offer evidence of whether songs circulated in this way were ever sung by ordinary people, or whether they lasted longer than a ‘pop song’ of the time was expected to do. If a song was printed many times, over a long period, we can perhaps take this as evidence of a certain degree of popularity and longevity, although this would depend largely on how effective the publisher was in gauging, or creating, popular taste.

         The identification of songs included in later collections of ‘folk songs’ which can be shown to have originated in the eighteenth century is often the primary method for folk-song historians, and is clearly an important one that should not be ignored, but its limitations should also be understood.

         Firstly, it assumes that a song which appears, say, on a broadside in 1750, and again in a collection in 1900, was in the popular voice for all the time in between, whereas we know that once a song was in print it could be reintroduced at any time in the intervening years.

         Secondly, it puts an arbitrary time limit on songs deemed part of the ‘traditional’ canon. Our 1750 song may have been firmly ‘traditional’ for 125 years, but just failed at the last moment before the collectors arrived with their notebooks.

         Thirdly, and most importantly, it again allows the later collectors to define what we include in the definition of ‘folk’ or ‘traditional’. Our 1750 song may have been sung by thousands of people, and passed on through numerous generations, but if the collectors did not like it for any reason it will quietly disappear from our radar screens.

         It is perhaps no surprise to learn that evidence for informal amateur singing in the eighteenth century shows a similar pattern of locations and events as in the nineteenth. Vernacular singing took place at home and at work, at fairs, Christmas parties, rural festivities (particularly harvest-home suppers, held to celebrate the high spot of the agricultural year), and in pubs and taverns, and much of the urban popular culture of the time took place in the streets.

         Edward (Ned) Ward’s grumpy but entertaining account of contemporary city life, published as The London Spy (1698–1703), includes several references to music-making. Invited into a tavern, for example:

         
            We stepped in, and in the kitchen found half a dozen of my friend’s associates, in the height of their jollity, as merry as so many Cantabrigians at Stir-bitch [Stourbridge] Fair, or cobblers at a Crispin’s feast … down we sat, and when a glass or two had given fresh motion to our drowsy spirits … which begot wit, and wine a thirsty appetite to each succeeding glass … My friend and I contributed our mites to the treasure of our felicity. Song and catches crowned the night and each man in his turn elevated his voice to fill our harmony with more variety.1

         

         It is interesting to note also that much of the evening was spent singing or reciting extempore poems written by members of the company – including some by one of a group of young ladies who were present.

         A short extract from the autobiography of William Hickey, published as Memoirs of a Georgian Rake, also demonstrates in passing how common it was for social events to include songs sung by the company, in turn, and it too describes a session in which ‘ladies’ take an important role. In August 1768, walking in the Mall, having just cashed his allowance from his father, nineteen-year-old William meets some acquaintances and is invited to a party at the ‘Shakespear’ which consists of several young men about town, two ‘remarkably pleasant’ women named Newton and Vincent, and two other ‘equally jovial damsels’. As the fun starts, a friend takes him aside and warns him of the danger he is in:

         
            I felt all he said, and assured him I would be on my guard and leave the party immediately. Upon my return into the room, Newton was singing one of her best and most convivial songs, in progress of which at least half a dozen bumpers were toped down. Her example was followed by Vincent in a song of the same kind. I was next called upon, and sang ‘Let poor priggish parsons, etc.’. By the time I had finished, so much wine was in my head that prudence and all good intention were drowned.2

         

         Needless to say, William does not leave the party but continues carousing with his ‘friends’, and wakes up next morning in a strange room, with a dreadful hangover, and much of his money gone.

         William’s song has proved difficult to track down, but can be found in the songbook A Collection of Songs with Some Originals, published in Dublin in 1769. The first verse reads:

         
            
               
                  Let poor priggish parsons declaim as they’re wont

                  Dull mortals be damn’d here’s a bumper to c—t

                  No canting cannonical keeps us in awe

                  For f—k—g fulfils the Mosaical law

                  Derry down, etc. {V35207}

               

            

         

         The dashes are in the original. The rest of the songs in the book are in a similar vein, which perhaps explains why it is hard to find in print.

         Ned Ward again, describing a visit to a music booth at Bartholomew Fair:

         
            At another table sat a parcel of rural sots, who were elevated to such a pitch of merriment that they began to talk like old women at a gossiping … These, to make their ale run down more cheerful, had got with them a female fiddler, who had charged her carcase with more than her legs were able to carry, and behaved herself in sight of the whole company with such unparalleled impudence in singing ribald songs with a hiccoughing voice, that I was afraid her nauseous behaviour, together with her odious discord, would have raised in me such an aversion to both women and music.3

         

         William Gardiner (1770 –1853) from Leicester is a usually reliable witness on life in the eighteenth century. The son of a stocking-maker, he made his living in the hosiery trade, but his passion was music, and he played, sang and composed it whenever he had the chance. He was such an admirer of Joseph Haydn’s work that he sent him a present of some stockings, woven with musical themes. Gardiner’s three-volume memoirs, entitled Music and Friends (1838 –53), contain a wealth of detailed information about music-making in Leicestershire from the last quarter of the century onwards, although most of it is concerned with middle-class performance.

         As with many other writers, the two locales for informal singing that sprang to his mind when writing of his childhood years were the harvest supper and the public house. At the harvest home, after polishing off a shoulder of mutton, roasted goose, plum pudding and plenty of gingered ale:

         
            Joe, who was a good singer, was called upon to entertain the company. Seeing them tippling a little too fast, he admonished them in the following song:

            
                

            

            Beware of swallowing too much ale

            The more you drink

            The worse you think

            Perchance your health and purse will fail

            Beware of swallowing too much ale. 

            
                

            

            The jokes growing coarser as it grew late, I was taken to bed from a scene not to be imitated; but which was permitted to intrude upon the simple manners of a country life.4

         

         This song is something of a puzzle. The first three lines are a quotation from an old Norse poem ‘Havamal’, found in the thirteenth-century Codex Regius. It is unlikely that it was really current in farm-workers’ parlance in the 1770s, and Gardiner had probably misremembered or deliberately paraphrased what he had heard.

         Writing of the ruined Leicester Abbey in the early 1780s, he tells us of other singing sessions:

         
            Mr Davy Black, who held this domain as tenant to Sir William Manners, lived in a thatched cottage within ivy-covered walls. Black was a very pleasant fellow, enjoyed his pipe and jug of mild ale, was fond of music, and sang a good song. In the better sort of public houses it was not uncommon for half-a-dozen good voices to fire off song after song the night through. There was a singular humour in our friend Davy’s performance of the following:

            
                

            

            I know that I went to the fair

            The miller’s daughter, Sue, was there

            Her beauty made me gape and stare

            A woeful sight for John

            I fell in love upon the place

            I told her my unhappy case

            Yet still she turned away her face

            And bid me get me gone.

            
                

            

            It was accompanied by a boon companion of his, with a twanging sound through the nose, like a pizzicato bass, that had a droll, and not unpleasing effect.5

         

         This song has not yet been identified. Gardiner also claimed to have written the well-known version of ‘The Babes in the Wood’ {288}, and he gives useful details on Nonconformist chapel singing in his father’s time, too.

         Oliver Goldsmith’s novel The Vicar of Wakefield (1766) includes many passing references to folklore in the lower-middle-class family of the period, including some musical occasions:

         
            Nor were we without guests. Farmer Flamborough, our talkative neighbour, and often the blind piper, would pay us a visit, and taste our gooseberry wine … These harmless people had several ways of being good company; while one played the other would sing some soothing ballad – ‘John Armstrong’s Good-night’ {76, Child 169}, or the cruelty of Barbara Allen {54, Child 84}.6

         

         Goldsmith was one of those literati who sometimes, when hard up, earned a few shillings writing ballads for the broadside printers.

         In the eighteenth century, as well as the nineteenth, a numerous subsection of the working classes were the servants of middle- and upper-class homes, and female serving maids were often mentioned as prime consumers of street literature. The differences between the cultures above and below stairs were considerable, but the latter is not often described in detail.

         Elizabeth Ham, in her autobiography Elizabeth Ham by Herself, relates a story about her early years in the 1780s. Left in the care of Lucy, a trusted maidservant, she was one night bundled up and taken along to another house where the servants were having a party, while their master and mistress were away:

         
            the revels began in the kitchen. There was the maltster and his wife, and the brewer Will Coombs, and their several friends, and they drank strong beer, and played cards and sang songs, and were all very merry, whilst I sat in the corner by the fire unnoticed by all, with my little eyes and ears strained to their utmost.7

         

         In A Present for a Servant-Maid (1743), a guide for conduct aimed at servants, but presumably bought for them by their employers, Eliza Fowler Haywood warned against the attractions of the city streets:

         
            Staying when sent on errands: Another very great fault I have observed in many of you … When you are sent on an errand; a croud gather’d about a pickpocket, a pedlar, a mountebank, or a ballad-singer, has the power to detain too many of you, tho’ when sent on the most important business to those you serve.8

         

         While an anonymous description entitled Low-Life, or One Half of the World Knows Not How the Other Half Lives (1764) speaks of ‘Ballad-singers, who have encumber’d the corners of markets several hours together, repairing to the houses of appointed rendezvous, that they may share with pickpockets what had been stolen from the croud of fools, which stood about them all the evening’.9

         If you could afford it, you could even participate in this side of musical life, in a way that appears to continue the sixteenth-century habit of ‘ballading’ people:

         
            Chaunter Culls – A species of pasquinade the most injurious to society. If a man has an enmity to a particular person or family, there is a House of Call where a set of men are ready to write on any subject or any business. If you have a mind to have a ballad on a treasonable subject, or one which injures the peace of society, you have but to apply to this house with seven-and-six-pence, and you may hear it sung in the course of three hours from your time of payment in St Paul’s Churchyard, or the corner of Fleet Market. It would be injurious to society to say where these men are to be found. It is sufficient to know that there are such; it is indeed one of the blemishes on a free constitution and a free press which cannot be eradicated. But it should make men hardy enough to laugh at such ribaldry and mock at such satire, the whole of whose sting is perhaps a happy rhyme, or a good black-guard story.10

         

         A piece in the London Magazine (February 1735) rails against ‘The scandalous practice of ballad-singing’ and the writer goes on to parody the type of ballad to which young women of the time were partial. These ballads were particularly pernicious because they so often told of romance across the classes:

         
            One tells: How a footman died for love of a young lady, and how she was haunted by his ghost and died of grief. Another: How the coachman ran away with his young mistress, took to hedging and ditching and she to knitting and spinning, and lived vast happy and in great plenty. And a third: How the young squire, master’s eldest son, fell in love with the chambermaid, married her at the Fleet, was turn’d out of doors, kept an inn, got money as fast as hops, till the old gentleman died suddenly without a will, and then his son got all, kept a coach, and made his wife a great lady, who bore him twins for twelve years altogether, who all lived to be Justices of the Peace, etc.11

         

         Writing of cottage-based textile manufacture in Leicester before mechanisation, William Gardiner comments, ‘It was a pretty sight in the villages to see a cluster of girls spinning under the shade of the walnut trees, combining with their love-songs the whizzing of their wheels, and forming an accompaniment to their artless melody.’12

         One last printed source promises to be informative of eighteenth-century manners but turns out to be a little problematic as direct evidence. William Henry Pyne (1770 –1843) made his living as an artist and writer, and under the pseudonym Ephraim Hardcastle published a rambling anecdotal series of observations in the Literary Gazette in 1820, collected in book form as Wine and Walnuts, or After Dinner Chit-Chat, in 1823. Writing of his childhood, he describes life in his father’s weaving establishment in London: 

         
            Well do I remember the antiquated workshop on a winter’s night … How many curious prints, old martial songs and dismal ditties, old even then (now seventy years ago) do I yet remember pasted on the walls.13

         

         He goes on to say that two songs he particularly remembered were ‘Old Rowley’ and ‘The Turnip Hoer’. They were sung ‘at each other’ by two workers, one an old Jacobite and the other an old Whig, because one was a lampoon on Charles II and the other on George I. He also claims that weavers were particularly well known for singing while they worked, and gives references to Shakespeare and Jonson to prove the antiquity of this reputation.

         Pyne’s other reference to singing is when he writes of his mother’s favourite songs, which ‘the artless minstrelsy of feasts and harvest-homes had chanted to her tuneful ear’. He gives two verses of a song commencing ‘On yonder hill there sits a hare’ {5173}, which seems to be unique except for the fact that County Tyrone singer Geordie Hanna was recorded singing it in the 1970s. Pyne then quotes an unusual version of what is nowadays often called the ‘Cutty Wren’ {236}:

         
            
               
                  Hoist! Hoist! says Richard to Robin

                  Hoist! Hoist! says Robin to Bobin

                  Hoist! Hoist! says John, all alone

                  Hoist! Hoist! says every one.

               

            

         

         And, lastly, another song:

         
            But the favourite of all, which we rarely could induce her to sing, and then only to us big boys - and O! how musically did her voice chime the bells to:

            
                

            

            Tom Tozer’s a-married

            Sing bibberam boam 

            He took him a wife

            He brought her home

            She made him a cuckold

            Before it was known

            And the bells shall be muffled

            Sing ding, dong, ding boam {24923}.14

         

         There are plenty of songs about men marrying bad wives, but this particular verse does not seem to match any of them.

         Taken together, these are extremely useful details of vernacular singing at home and at work, but internal evidence casts doubt on Pyne’s veracity. Though his observations are couched in autobiographical terms, he claims to be eighty years old, and his memories as ‘seventy years ago’, but he was only fifty when the articles were written, and his father was recorded as a leather-seller, not a weaver. The dating is therefore unreliable, but it is possible that he was remembering genuine incidents of childhood, which would still be 1770s onwards, and if these really were his mother’s songs (she died in 1819) it could be taken as an indication that they were in circulation before that time. At worst, we can say they existed in 1820, when he wrote the articles.

         As already stated, manuscript collections of songs also present problems of interpretation, but we must use what we can. Only a handful of relevant manuscripts of the period have so far been identified, but there will certainly be more, and the ones we already have provide details of over 150 songs which the individuals concerned thought enough of to write down.

         Francis Place (1771–1854) is the only one to offer contextual information. Son of a publican, he was later dubbed the ‘radical tailor of Charing Cross’, and much of his voluminous archive housed in the British Library is devoted to his radical causes and desire for political reform. But it also includes his extensive notes of social observation on the customs, dress, habits and morals of the working people of his time, which he planned to write up for publication, but never did. Some parts, however, appeared in his autobiography, which was published after his death. 

         One of Place’s recurrent themes was to record what he regarded as the ‘grossness’ of everyday life in the late eighteenth century, which he repeatedly declared had largely disappeared by the 1820s, and he even gave evidence to a parliamentary inquiry on the subject. An example of this gross behaviour, which he returned to again and again, was the ‘obscene’ songs he had heard sung in his father’s inn in his youth:

         
            Want of chastity in girls was common. The songs which were ordinarily sung by their relatives and by young men and women and lewd plays and interludes they occasionally saw were all calculated to produce mischief in this direction. The whole of this is materially changed, the songs have all disappeared and are altogether unknown to young girls.

            Some of these songs sung by the respectable tradesmen who spent their evenings in my father’s parlour, were very gross, yet I have known the parlour door thrown wide open, that whoever was in the bar and the tap room might hear every word. They were sung with considerable humour by men who were much excited, every one within hearing was silently listening, and at the conclusion of the song expressed their delight by clapping their hands and rapping the tables.15

         

         Place made a written collection of such songs and was clearly planning to include some in his autobiography, but before it was finally published someone removed the offending texts (along with other sections dealing with sex and sexual activity). Some snippets do survive in the published text, as, for example:

         
            
               
                  One night as I came from the play

                  I met a fair maid by the way

                  She had rosy cheeks and a dimpled chin

                  And a hole to put poor Robin in. 

               

               
                  A bed and blanket I have got

                  A dish a kettle and a pot

                  Besides a charming pretty thing

                  A hole to put poor Robin in.

               

            

         

         Another fragmentary example was supplied by Place’s friend Richard Hayward:

         
            
               
                  First he niggled her, then he tiggled her

                  Then with his two balls he began to batter her

                  At every thrust, I thought she’d have burst

                  With the terrible size of his Morgan Rattler.16

               

            

         

         This ‘Morgan Rattler’ song is an illuminating case study of the difficulties of untangling popular and traditional songs of the past. The lines that Hayward contributed are clearly from a song called ‘Morgan Rattler’ which is found in a chapbook called Paddy O’Rafferty, printed by W. Goggin of Limerick sometime around 1803 to 1808,17 along with four other songs of similar ilk. But a tune of the same name was clearly already widely known: it was included in 12 Country Dances for 1790, published in London by T. Cahusac; it was also written into his personal tune-book by the corn miller Joshua Jackson (1763–1839), of Burton Leonard, in North Yorkshire, in 1798, along with dozens of other popular song and dance tunes of the time (discussed later), and likewise by the poet and fiddler John Clare (1793–1864) from Helpston, Northamptonshire. It was mentioned also with other dance tunes (‘White Cockade’, ‘Moll in the Wad’ and ‘The Cameronian Rant’) in the novel Rosella, or Modern Occurrences, by Mary Charlton, published in 1799. In the same period, ‘Morgan Rattler’ is recorded as the name of a ship and a racehorse. It is very unlikely that such widespread fame would be based on an overtly bawdy song such as the one Place included, and it is more likely that a perfectly respectable tune (or song) has been appropriated by those who like bawdy – a process that is observable with many other songs in later times. It was also well known enough to warrant a sequel, ‘Darby O’Golicher’ {V4245}. Other non-bawdy songs printed on broadsides were directed to be sung to the tune of ‘Morgan Rattler’, and the tune is still well known in folk-music circles.

         Francis Place’s testimony also provides evidence of another particular singing venue of the period:

         
            I was an occasional frequenter of Chair, and Cock-and-Hen Clubs, there were many of these ‘along shore’, that is in the streets and courts in the Strand and Fleet Street near the river. I think there were not less than fifteen such between Blackfriars Bridge and Scotland Yard. There was a famous Cock-and-Hen Club at a public house in the Savoy at which some of our boats company made a conspicuous figure. This club was held in a large long room the table being laid nearly the whole length of it. Upon one end of the table was a chair filled by a youth, upon the other end another chair filled by a girl. The amusements were drinking, smoaking, swearing, and singing flash songs. The chairs were taken at 8 p.m., and the boys and girls paired of [sic] by degrees till by 12 o’clock none remained.18

         

         The most valuable aspect of Place’s testimony is not simply that he gives us details of events not noticed elsewhere in chronicles of the time, but that he is at pains to point out that such behaviour was the norm in his day, and not simply the uncouth manners of an underclass, or of rich wayward young men about town sowing their wild oats. His accounts of other amusements of the day, such as ‘going palming’ on Palm Sunday, and visiting places such as Greenwich Fair, again demonstrate a remarkable freedom of behaviour between young people of both sexes, and lack of parental supervision, which, he claimed, was severely curtailed in the nineteenth century.

         It should also be noted that Place’s disapproval was not aimed solely at sexually explicit songs; he thought cant songs (couched in the reputed slang of the criminal classes) and songs about criminals such as Dick Turpin were equally immoral and injurious to young people. 

         Our next unpublished collection is the two manuscript books compiled by William Higgott, now housed in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library. There is no indication of what William did for a living, but the inclusion of a song about an election in Derby might be taken to suggest that he lived in that area.

         The first book includes most of the songs. The front cover bears William’s name and the date 1779, and, as is common with tune-books of the period, the volume starts at both ends. Musicians usually used this method to separate sacred and secular items, but this is not the case with Higgott and it is unclear why he adopted this format. The handwriting is by no means uneducated, but the spelling is often wayward and inconsistent, at times strongly suggesting that it has been influenced by the writer’s pronunciation. This is often taken as evidence of the song being written from memory, or perhaps oral recitation, but in Higgott’s case there are also strong indications of copying from print, so a much closer investigation would be necessary before we can reach firm conclusions about where he got his songs. One long item, ‘The Factor’s Garland’ {572}, is quite clearly copied from a chapbook because all four parts are present (a total of 227 lines), and the title is laid out like a chapbook cover, complete with a charming little ink drawing to represent the woodcut.

         The first book includes the texts of twenty-nine songs (one or two are fragmentary, where pages are missing), plus a version of the tale ‘Jack the Giant Killer’, along with a diagram and explanation of ‘The Wheel of Fortune’ for telling the future, and one or two other items. The second book comprises sixty tunes, mostly (judging by their titles) marches, hornpipes and minuets, but also including two song texts. There is no overlap of content between the two books, except in the case of ‘Guardian Angels Now Protect Me’ {V133}, for which the words are in Book 1 and the tune in Book 2.

         William Higgott therefore provides us with the words of thirty-one songs that he thought worth writing down, and they are an interesting mixture. There are no religious songs, and the majority have not been noted as ‘traditional’ before, with only five turning up regularly in later folk-song collections: ‘The Golden Glove’ {141}; Farewell Lovely Nancy’ {527}; ‘Come All You Lads and Lasses’ {879}; ‘The Factor’s Garland’ {572}; and ‘Robin Hood and the Bishop’ {3955, Child 143}. Songs that were widely popular in general but largely ignored by the collectors include: ‘A Cobbler There Was’ {22797} and ‘The Dusky Night’ {24420}. Other categories include five ‘bawdy songs’, one election song, two hunting songs and one about the hard economic times. The remaining fifteen songs can best be described as typical of the items that appeared on broadsides of the time – mostly well known, such as ‘Guardian Angels Now Protect Me’ {V133}, ‘The Injur’d Fair’ {V33177} and ‘Cupid’s Triumph’ {V16676}.

         The bawdy songs are interesting in that they do not appear to be well-known songs, and only one has so far been located on broadsides or songsters. None uses ‘dirty’ words as such, but get their message across with euphemism. For example, ‘The Rule of Fame’ {24940}:

         
            
               
                  I am a boy that loves the game

                  From Oxford town I lately came

                  And with my wanton rule of fame

                  I measured the first in Venus train.

               

            

         

         In a succession of towns in England, Scotland and Ireland, the girls all comment on his ‘rule’, which should, of course, be understood as a ‘ruler’ or measuring stick, which the singer claims was fourteen inches long.

         ‘A Young Man’s Resolution to Kiss Married Women’ {9400} is more cleverly constructed, with ‘kiss’ being the usual euphemism. The last line of each verse is ‘For a slice off a cut loaf cannot be missed’ – a phrase that can still be heard referring to the advantages of courting an already married woman, to which we will return in a short while.

         In ‘A-Roving I’ve Been These Dozen Long Years’ {24942}, the narrator has a new invention, a dildo, which he sells from door to door, to the delight of both maidservants and their mistresses. In ‘’Twas in the Town of Crobe’ {24943}, a jealous tailor sews up his wife’s ‘marigold’ when he goes away. Her sister finds out and summons a jury of women, who get him sent to jail. ‘Crobe’ is possibly not correct as the manuscript is damaged.

         Finally, in ‘Abroad As I Was Walking It Being Summer Time’ {24944}), the narrator lodges at an inn and meets a ‘bonny brisk lass’, and their activity is referred to as ‘the touching of my string’. There is also passing reference to putting his fiddle in tune, which echoes the symbolism in the widely known song ‘The Bold Grenadier’ {140}, in which a fiddle and ‘touching the long string’ often figure.

         Another item in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library is the Reddish manuscript, which came to the library with the papers of the late song researcher Anne Cockburn. It is much harder to read than that of William Higgott, as the songs and tunes are scattered among other jottings, such as accounts and memoranda. But we are fortunate that Anne’s MA thesis, for the University of Nottingham, offers a full transcription and well-researched commentary, and is available online.19

         This manuscript book was compiled between 1780 and 1805, and seems to include the writing of three people, Simon Reddish and his sons John and Garves, from the Lowdham area in Nottinghamshire. They were corn millers and framework knitters. There are thirty-four songs, about twenty of which were later identified as folk songs, which is a much higher proportion than William Higgott’s. Some of the song texts are incomplete, and some have music.

         The most common of the folk songs are (giving their usual titles, rather than those that appear in the manuscript): ‘Rinordine’ {397}; ‘The Penny Wager’ {393}; ‘The Pretty Ploughboy’ {186}; ‘Lark in the Morning’ {151}; ‘The Winter It Is Past’ {583}; ‘The White Cockade’ {191}; and ‘The Rochester Lass’ {1158}. There are at least six songs written by the popular songwriter of the day Charles Dibdin* or one of his sons, and several are from the pleasure gardens† and show evidence of being copied from broadsides or songsters.

         
            * See page 314.

            † See Chapter 8.

         

         An example of these is what John heads ‘A New Song’, but is usually called ‘John and Susan’ {24249}. It is a dialogue song, typical of the pleasure gardens, but John Reddish’s spelling makes it unclear whether he copied it (but badly) from print, or from someone singing or reciting it:

         
            
               
                  Come hither Suaner and sit down by me

                  And let us consult of matermony

                  For thou art my joy and my only dare

                  So I pray the love let us marrid this year.

               

            

         

         As with William Higgott, there are no religious items, but the Reddishes did not note any overtly bawdy material, although one or two do concern sexual encounters. An interesting example is ‘Come and Listen Rowling Kiddys’, which does not seem to have survived elsewhere. A ‘rolling kiddy’ was either a smart thief or a dandy, and the whole song is couched in terms of the ‘flash’ language, or slang, of the time:

         
            Come and listen rowling kiddys to ye songs which now I sing

            How I by a brace of bibbers, tother night was taken in

            Being funny, full of money, nothing but a moll would please me

            But the brimston did me fling.

         

         The narrator goes to Temple Bar, in London, meets a girl and they start drinking. He gets drunk and falls asleep, so she runs off with his money. He then meets another ‘blossom’ who takes him in, but the next morning he finds she has stolen all his clothes and given him the pox. Wrapped in a ragged blanket, he ruefully goes home to his wife. The same story is told in a score of songs, but the slang makes this one interesting as an example of the kind of ‘flash’ song mentioned by Francis Place, and for the actual words used, as the manuscript was compiled some time before the earliest-usage dates in the main historical slang dictionaries.

         The next manuscript collection, compiled by Timothy Connor, is in some ways the most useful. Connor was an American sailor during the Revolutionary War, who was captured by the British and spent the time between June 1777 and June 1779 in Ford prison, near Portsmouth.

         During that time he kept a journal and also wrote down the words of fifty-seven songs; the latter were edited and annotated by George R. Carey, and published as A Sailor’s Songbag (1976). It might be argued that Connor, being American, should be disqualified as evidence for song in England, but the differences between people of the two countries at that time were not that great, and the songs were written down while he was over here. We do not know, however, whether he obtained the songs from British sources or from other Americans incarcerated with him. What seems most likely, though, is that at least some of the songs came from English printed sources.

         Even more than the other manuscripts, Connor’s shows a debt to the broadside or songster presses of the day. Nearly half are headed ‘A New Song’ or ‘A New Sea Song’, which is one of the conventions of printed song material of the period, and the collection also has a high proportion of songs that turn up regularly in the Victorian and Edwardian folk-song collectors’ notebooks. At least fifteen fall into this category, including: ‘Cupid the Pretty Ploughboy’ {986}; ‘William and Nancy’ {551}; ‘An Alderman Lived in the City’ {2533}; ‘In Woodstock Town’ {60}; ‘Low Down in the Broom’ {1644}; ‘The Golden Glove’ {141}; ‘The Rambling Beauty’ {563}; ‘The Miller of Dee’ {503}; ‘Death and the Lady’ {1031}; ‘Whistle Daughter Whistle’ {1570}; ‘Rich Merchant’s Daughter’ {552}; ‘Nancy of London’ {407}; and ‘The Baffled Knight’ {11, Child 112}.

         The other songs range from the extremely well-known hit of the day ‘The Storm’ {949}, often known by its first line, ‘Cease, rude Boreas, blust’ring railer’ (which Connor writes as ‘Cease Rood boarous Clustring railer’), written by George Alexander Stevens (1710 –84), to at least a dozen that cannot yet be traced in any other source. There are half a dozen songs about the sea, and others about war, and two songs at least are about real events – one about a sea engagement in June 1757, and the other concerning the bloody fight between the English ship Terrible and the French Vengeance off St Malo in 1756. There are also songs about lovers parting and wishing ‘the wars were all over’.

         There is a certain amount of bawdy material, but mostly of the euphemistic kind. One, which he calls ‘A Tar’s Song’ {2106}, describes a woman he encounters as a ‘frigate’, and their intercourse in suitably nautical terms, and although his version refers to her as a ‘fine ship’, in others she is a ‘fireship’.

         An interesting oddity is the song ‘Cuckoo’s Nest’. It is coyly pastoral, with warbling birds in the trees and skipping lambkins, but each verse finishes with a line about the woman’s ‘cuckoo’s nest’ and the need for a man to find it. The song appeared on a number of broadsides and in songsters, often with the byline ‘as sung by Miss Wright at Vauxhall’. It does not take much familiarity with other songs that use the same phrase to realise that this must surely have been a risqué song even then, especially for a ‘miss’ to sing in public.

         One of the many songs simply called ‘A New Song’ (number 36) turns out to be a version of what is usually called ‘The Surpris’d Nymph’ or ‘The Swimming Lady’ {2035}, almost certainly copied direct from print, it being ninety-six lines long. A young man watches a woman undress to bathe in the river and after seventy-two lines of describing how she looked, a lad who had been watching jumps in and, in effect, rapes her, before offering to marry her.

         There are two interesting connections with the William Higgott manuscript, mentioned previously, in addition to the fact that they were compiled in the same year. They both include the songs ‘The Golden Glove’ {141}, and what Connor calls ‘The Young Batcher and His Mistress’ {9400}, which boasts how many women the young bachelor has ‘kissed’. This has several lines in common with Higgott’s ‘A Young Man’s Resolution to Kiss Married Women’, including the ‘slice off a cut loaf’ metaphor. Both in turn are clearly related to a broadside in the St Bride Printing Library in London, entitled ‘A Merry Diverting Dialogue That Passed Between a Young Butcher and His Mistress in the Market’.

         Another manuscript is an example of a musician’s tune-book, of which a fair number have been identified and indexed in recent years by the Village Music Project. It was compiled by the afore-mentioned Joshua Jackson, a corn miller in the village of Burton Leonard, from 1798 to the 1820s. Jackson was clearly an active musician and the manuscript contains 527 tunes, seventy-three of which have dance notations. As is the case with many of the tune-books of the time, a number of the tunes seem, from their titles, to be song tunes, but with Jackson we have the bonus of seventeen with song texts.

         An analysis of these songs shows that virtually all originate in the second half of the eighteenth century, with a particular concentration from the 1770s onwards. Two are so far not identified, but the rest nearly all stem from theatre or English opera repertoire or from popular songwriters like Charles Dibdin, and some were very common, such as ‘Kate of Aberdeen’ {V1195}, written by John Cunningham. Only two were later collected as ‘folk songs’, and these are both hunting songs: ‘Bright Phoebus’ {1634} and ‘The Morning Is Pleasant’ {580}. All in all, of the manuscript collections here noticed, the Jackson tune-book bears the least resemblance to what we can surmise to be the state of ‘traditional song’ of the period. On a superficial reading across the genre, this seems true of musicians’ tune-books in general, which, as far as the songs are concerned, are often much closer to the ‘art music’ of the period than other sources. It may be that their compilers, being semi-professional jobbing musicians, spent time in theatre orchestras and military bands, and playing for middle-class concerts and balls, and that their repertoires reflect this. But this is a superficial impression, and needs to be further checked before it can be accepted into evidence.

         One last manuscript can be considered: the papers of Ralph Dunn, which have recently been donated to the Vaughan Williams Library. A home-made notebook and twenty-two loose handwritten sheets contain thirty song texts, although four are duplicated, so we have twenty-six songs, without tunes. Ralph wrote these down in 1789, and one song was copied from a Newcastle newspaper, so it is possible that he lived in the north-east. 

         The manuscript includes four hunting songs, including the ubiquitous ‘The Dusky Night’ {24420} and a humorous ‘Female Hunter’ {V26794}; five convivial songs, mainly about drinking, including the very widely known ‘To Anacreon in Heaven’ {V9867}; two with naval settings; and ten predominantly amatory. There are no risqué or bawdy songs. The whole is written in an educated hand, with excellent spelling, and there are indications (e.g. several headed simply ‘A New Song’) that they were all, or mostly, copied out from print. A few have not yet been traced elsewhere, but those which have can be found in the songsters of the time.

         One of the songs included by Dunn is ‘Poll of Plymouth’ {V5400}, written for the play The Positive Man (1782), by John O’Keeffe (1747–1833), with music by Michael Arne. It was therefore only seven years old when Dunn wrote it down, and his words are almost exactly the same as in the published book of the play. It was reprinted in literally dozens of songsters, chapbooks and broadsides, and must have been extremely widely known, but does not seem to have been noted by any of the folk-song collectors. Perhaps it was too obviously a stage song for their tastes, or perhaps it simply did not last in the public mind, but it is a good example of the simple songs of the time. The scene in the play is of stereotypical sailors carousing in a tavern, drinking and singing:

         
            
               
                  Sweet Poll of Plymouth was my dear

                  But forc’d from her to go

                  Then down my cheeks rain’d many a tear

                  My heart was fraught with woe

                  Our anchor weigh’d to sea we stood

                  The land we left behind

                  My tears then swell’d the briny flood

                  My sighs increas’d the wind.

               

               
                  We plough’d the deep and now between us

                  Lay the ocean wide

                  For five long years I had not seen 

                  My bonny charming bride

                  That time I sailed the seas around

                  All for my true love’s sake

                  But pressed as homeward we were bound

                  I thought my heart would break.

               

               
                  The press gang bold I ask’d in vain

                  To let me once on shore

                  I long to see my Poll again

                  But I saw my Poll no more

                  And have they torn my love away

                  And is he gone, she cried

                  My Polly sweetest flower of May

                  Then languish’d, droop’d and died.

               

            

         

         Two of Dunn’s songs are Scottish, but of the sort that were widely sung in England at the time. ‘Down the Burn Davy’ {8472} is one, whose tune was first published in Orpheus Caledonius (1725), and the words the same year in A Collection of Old Ballads (vol. 3); but the words included in Ralph Dunn’s manuscript clearly derive from the version sung by Mrs Hudson at Vauxhall pleasure gardens in the 1770s, to a new tune by its musical director, James Hook. The telltale feature is that in the rewritten version the last verse features the lovers going to the kirk (church) to get married.

         The other Scots item is ‘Banks of the Dee’ {3847}, which was written by John Tait, an Edinburgh judge, in 1775, and was also sung at the London pleasure gardens and widely printed in England in the last decades of the eighteenth century.

         Now that we have started looking for evidence of eighteenth-century vernacular singing practices, other sources will hopefully be identified, and any conclusions offered here will certainly need to be revised. The manuscripts of the poet John Clare,‡ for example, properly belong to the nineteenth century, but they include references to songs in his parents’ repertoires, and as his father was born in 1765, it may be possible to ascertain something of eighteenth-century practice from them.

         
            ‡ See page 60.

         

         As the evidence stands at present, we can reach some tentative conclusions. If the manuscripts are accepted as evidence of vernacular singing, the folk-song collectors severely underestimated the influence of higher-class art/popular music of the pleasure gardens and theatres on traditional-song repertoires a century before their time. The influence of print on traditional song was extensive. The degree of continuity between, say, 1790 and 1890 is surprisingly low, and songs did not, in the main, last for a hundred years in popular tradition, unless the degree of continuity is disguised by the later collectors’ selection policy. The latter is feasible, but does not bear close scrutiny. It would seem to argue that all the collectors would recognise an eighteenth-century art song at sight, and decline to note it. This may have been true for those who had a good working knowledge of popular-music history, such as Sabine Baring-Gould, Frank Kidson or Anne Gilchrist, but these collectors are precisely the ones who would have found such survivals interesting and would have noted them. The balance of probability is that these songs simply did not survive to be collected around the turn of the twentieth century.

         But the evidence can be read the other way round. As we know that 33 per cent of the ‘folk songs’ collected later originated in the eighteenth century or before, the fact that we can find so few of them in the sources investigated simply means that these sources are not sufficiently ‘folk’, and we are looking in the wrong place. Certainly, compilers of manuscripts will have been, by definition, more literate than the average working person, because they could write as well as read, but we are back to our basic problem. If the ‘folk songs’ of the time left no tangible trace, we can say little or nothing about them.
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            Nymphs and Shepherds in the Garden

            Other Eighteenth-Century Musics

         

         Social historians have dubbed the eighteenth century the era of ‘the commercialisation of leisure’, following J. H. Plumb’s seminal publication of that title in 1973. Thomas McGeary’s chapter in The Eighteenth Century volume of the Blackwell History of Music in Britain series (1990) sums it up in terms of music:

         
            The unprecedented spread of affluence throughout the British middle and working classes in the eighteenth century led to increased expenditure on leisure, and the pursuit of happiness and social pleasure generally. The cultivation of music, from concert-going to amateur performance, quickly became an important part of middle-class life, as it had long been of the aristocratic, and the existence of a leisured, literate and socially conscious class avid for self-improvement was exploited by publishers, musicians and writers alike.1

         

         Certainly, the century saw the establishment or rapid expansion of pleasure gardens, musical theatre, pantomimes, ballad operas, concerts, glee clubs, and a welter of sheet music, songsters, broadsides, hymn books and other publications, which offered musical materials and opportunities in an increasingly organised and profitable way. But for our purposes, we may wish to modify the theory a little by agreeing that although middle-class leisure was transformed at this time, the leisure of the working classes had to wait until the nineteenth century for the real onslaught of commercial interests. Nevertheless, the eighteenth century offers many different kinds of music to help us understand where ‘the folk’ may have got their songs and singing styles from, even if we do not know quite how much of that wealth of material they actually absorbed.

         It is certainly not wise to try to sum up a hundred years of song output in one or two paragraphs, but the eighteenth century does seem to invite this kind of treatment and, with the usual provisos that come with generalisations, it can be a useful introduction to the period. Broadly speaking, we can distinguish between the ‘art song’ and the ‘popular song’, or ‘ballad’. For most of the century, the former was increasingly under the spell of Italian operatic models, and appealed to a growing but still small section of the population, while the latter was much less affected by foreign influence and was appreciated by many for precisely that reason.

         H. Diack Johnstone’s enlightening article on ‘English Solo Song’ provides a useful summary:

         
            In the eighteenth century, the term ‘ballad’ was used loosely to describe a wide range of utterly unpretentious and generally rather sentimental strophic songs which, in their breezy square-cut tunefulness, often have a distinctively English flavour not so very different from that of a good deal of authentic folksong. [The tunes were] cast almost entirely in simple binary form … As for the words, very little need be said. It was an age when poets were two-a-penny.2

         

         The rise of regular vocal performances at the pleasure gardens, from the 1730s onwards, helped to bring about a popular style. As Johnstone writes, it had a ‘forthright manner of delivery for which several generations of eighteenth-century English singers were noted – a style well able to hold its own against the rattle of crockery, the noise of the milling throng, the warbling of birds and other diversions of the place’,3 and this was often contrasted favourably with the Italianate tastes of the highbrow aristocracy. But, as already hinted at, the subject matter of eighteenth-century song was pilloried at the time and has been ridiculed ever since for its stock characters set in a rural Arcadia and its weak poetic language. John Thomas Smith’s chatty A Book for a Rainy Day (1845) comments on Marylebone Gardens: ‘During the time I was collecting the titles of these and other songs, I noticed an immense number which were dedicated to Chloe. Of this, I took the titles of no fewer than thirty-five published between the years 1724 and 1740.’4 And under the heading of 1795:

         
            It appears that in poetry, as well as in painting and prints, and also dwellings, decorations, and dress, there has ever been a fashion for a time. Battishill was the composer of that justly celebrated glee, commencing with ‘Underneath this myrtle shade’. Myrtles, after, had a great run, were succeeded by Cupid’s darts; and that little rogue Love played old gooseberry with the hearts of Chloes and Colins, Robins and Robinets; then the ever-blooming lasses of Patterdale and Richmond attracted our giddy notice. These were succeeded by ‘Bacchus in green ivy bound’, giving ‘Joy and pleasure all around’. After that, moonlight meetings were preferred, and ‘Buy a broom, ladies’ was continually dinning our ears ‘through and through’.5

         

         The pleasure gardens of London and other towns were a major feature in urban popular culture throughout the eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth centuries, and were particularly important in the development of commercial song and music in this country. Some of them developed around spas and wells, others were based on the existing gardens of big houses, while still more grew from public houses trying to maximise their custom with added features. As their name suggests, their significant feature was a garden, often of considerable size, laid out for summer visitors, and at first they were free places to walk and take the air in ‘rural’ surroundings and while there to spend a little money on the food and drink available. But as their money-making potential grew they began to charge for entry and to extend the range of the attractions on offer.

         Many were indeed on the outskirts of town in at least semi-rural surroundings, and required a trip to get there, which was part of the excitement – across the fields, down the river, over on the ferry – but as evening entertainments became the norm, the managements were forced to advertise that armed guards would escort parties of visitors back into town because of the threat of highwaymen and footpads. In addition to the food, there were bowling greens, skittle alleys, archery ranges, mazes, sideshows and rides, fireworks, balloon ascents, art exhibitions, lectures, puppet shows, acrobats and tightrope walkers, and the management really went to town on special occasions such as the king’s birthday, national celebrations and anniversaries.

         Many visitors went for the secluded walks and the chance of flirting among the hidden grottoes and romantic arbours, lit by hundreds of coloured lamps, where a band of musicians playing fairy music might be concealed among the bushes, or wandering ‘Gypsies’, fortune-tellers, hermits, elegant tableaux and statues could be encountered round every corner.

         The gardens were as well known for their food and drink as for their entertainments, and this remained one of the major attractions of a visit – some even opened for breakfast – and at the bigger gardens it was not unknown for 2,000 people to sit down to a special banquet. But when food was included in the price of entry, garden proprietors pioneered some of the tricks of modern-day caterers on a budget, and the proverbial term ‘a Vauxhall slice’ for anything parsimonious alluded to the extremely thin slices of ham served up there.

         Gradually music became more important, although mainly for dancing at first, but once an orchestra or band was installed it was not long before instrumental concerts were being offered and became major attractions.

         Several of the well-known gardens had started in the seventeenth century, but as the eighteenth century progressed a huge number of venues opened in and around London. Warwick Wroth lists sixty-four in his London Pleasure Gardens of the Eighteenth Century (1896), which is still the best survey of the subject, but these range from the internationally famous down to tea gardens with only a short-lived local reputation. There was a definite hierarchy in terms of size and status, although this shifted a little over time. Most other cities and big towns had some sort of pleasure garden, modelled on those of the capital, and often named after them. 

         The main London pleasure gardens are often portrayed as the epitome of English democracy in leisure pursuits, where the humble rubbed shoulders with the rich on equal terms, but this is not an accurate picture. In the eighteenth century, the major gardens such as Vauxhall and Ranelagh were desperate to keep out the riff-raff because their presence would put off the respectable, and the latter had the money to spend. There were even complaints from some customers about people taking their servants into the grounds and lowering the tone. The proprietors kept some control by keeping the entrance fees high, but another aspect of ‘respectability’ proved more difficult to maintain. Half the attraction of the gardens for bachelors (and those pretending to be so) was the chance to meet unchaperoned women in holiday mood, but such ‘unaccompanied’ females were often professionals, and their presence had to be discreet enough not to put off the married couples and families.

         The lower classes had plenty of their own gardens and tea rooms, and sometimes refused to be kept out of the better-class ones. Warwick Wroth describes one such example:

         
            A typical trajectory is supplied by the Dog and Duck, St George’s Fields, an extensive open area on the south of the Thames, between Southwark and Lambeth. It was in existence as an inn as early as 1642, and had presumably gained its name from the sport of ‘duck hunting’ which took place in the pond in its grounds. By 1695 a medicinal spring had been discovered and it acquired some respectable fame as ‘St George’s Spa’, with the waters being favourably compared with those of Tunbridge, Cheltenham and Buxton. But in 1770 the opening of a nearby circus brought many visitors to the area, and the proprietors of the Dog and Duck added a pleasure garden around the pond, a bowling green, and a long room big enough for eating, drinking, dancing and listening to the organ. Within a few years it had gained a bad reputation as the haunt of ‘the riff-raff and scum of the town’ and it repeatedly lost and re-gained its licence until by 1799 it had been closed by the local authorities.6

         

         By the nineteenth century, however, the pleasure gardens had largely lost their fashionable reputations, and even Vauxhall was forced to cater for a much wider clientele.

         Vocal music was not much in evidence in the earlier gardens, and even at Vauxhall, which later became a byword for a whole genre of popular song, it did not become a regular feature until the late 1730s. But, once introduced, song rapidly became one of the defining features of the pleasure-garden experience, and leading singers from the theatre and opera house were glad of the work the gardens offered during the summer when the theatres were closed. Publishers and printers were quick to latch on to this new market, and the songs at the gardens were made available in many formats – as single sheet broadsides (often with the printed music), chapbooks, small paper-covered booklets, songsters and large-scale songbooks. From the 1780s at least, several annual series claimed to provide all the hits of the season.

         Scores of these books have survived, but this wealth of evidence has not been systematically examined by modern folk-song scholars, although some of our predecessors, such as Frank Kidson and Sabine Baring-Gould, were well aware of their importance from a historical point of view. There is no doubt that the pleasure-garden songs of the eighteenth century had a marked effect on the folk song of the next century, but the exact nature and extent of this influence still needs to be investigated.

         One book of the period, chosen at random, can be offered as an example: The Songs, Trios, Glees &c. &c. as Sung by Mr Dignum, Master Welsh, Mr Denman, Mrs Franklin, and Mrs Mountain, This Season at Vauxhall, 1797. Underneath the title are the words ‘London: Printed and published by George Cawthorn, British Library, No. 132, Strand, and may also be had at the Bar, Doors of the Gardens, and of the Different Waiters. Price One Shilling.’

         There are twenty-seven songs in its thirty-seven pages, words only, although the preface states that the music for the performances was arranged by Mr Hook. No fewer than thirteen were written by Mr Upton, who from other evidence seems to have acted as the ‘house-songwriter’ at Vauxhall for a number of years, four are ‘by a lady’, three by Mr Fot, two by Major Topham, one by Mr Vint, and four are unassigned. 

         Over half are about love in a pastoral setting, but there are also two convivial drinking songs, two naval songs, one hunting song, and five humorous songs, mostly about the battle of the sexes in some way.

         One song (‘What Can a Lassy Do?’) follows the fashion for ‘Scottish’ material, betrayed by its vocabulary: ‘He shanna mair’, ‘muckle truth’, ‘ganging’, ‘lassy’ and ‘laddy’, for example. On this category of song, Frank Kidson writes:

         
            Another popular type was the ‘Scotch’ song. This was written by versifiers without the slightest knowledge of the Scots vernacular, and perfectly ignorant of the meaning of any but the most obvious of Scotch words. The composers played up by introducing into every bar a galvanic snap which was then considered the essence of Scots music. The one Vauxhall Scotch song which has survived to our own day is James Hook’s ‘Within a Mile of Edinburgh Town’ {8515}. This was founded on an earlier pseudo-Scotch song written by Thomas D’Urfey.7

         

         Pleasure-garden songs have come in for more than their fair share of condemnation over the years. Even though there was a regular and extensive crossover with the theatre and art music of the day, with the same singers, musicians and composers appearing in all sectors, there is a distinct impression that the pleasure-garden material was too lowbrow, too popular to be taken seriously, and this dismissive reputation increases as the decades pass and we enter the nineteenth century, with other music becoming readily available.

         It is easy to dismiss the bulk of the pleasure-garden songs as vapid, frothy, over-wordy ditties of the worst kind of ‘nymphs and shepherds’ type, with tortured syntax, high-flown language, clumsy classical allusions, trite sentiments and trite tunes, churned out by the yard by professional songwriters and singers. But in among those that richly deserve such aesthetic condemnation, there are many that would repay a closer look and a more considered appraisal of the reasons for their popularity, and the genre in general needs to be given its due as an important stage in the development of popular music.

         Frank Kidson claimed that gardens such as Vauxhall, Marylebone and Ranelagh ‘were truly the nurseries of English music, especially of the vocal kind … If we eliminate from the published music of the time all that had its first hearing at the public gardens, there would be very little left to show what English music was like in the 18th century.’8 And some more recent commentators have revealed a semi-reluctant admiration for the genre, if taken on its own terms. Referring to James Hook, who organised the music at Marylebone from 1769 to 1773 and at Vauxhall from 1774 to 1820, and who dominated the scene in that period, Mollie Sands wrote in 1950:

         
            At his best he was a skilful craftsman who could turn out by the dozen tunes which would beguile his hearers without unduly surprising them, tunes which had a certain neatness and elegance and which were very singable; he also had some skill in setting words so that they could be comfortably sung and easily heard.9

         

         As already stated, a number of songs that originated in, or at least were sung at, the pleasure gardens survived till the early twentieth century to be noted down by the folk-song collectors, and further research will probably turn up a few more. One of the best documented is ‘Colin (or Corydon) and Phoebe’ {512}, which was collected as a traditional song in Cheshire, Yorkshire, Sussex, Hampshire, Dorset, Oxfordshire and Norfolk. It is a dialogue song, a form that was very popular in the gardens, and we have Frank Kidson’s evidence that it was actually performed in that way by traditional singers. Its survival, however, was almost certainly made possible by its being printed many times in the nineteenth century – nearly all of the well-known broadside printers produced a copy at some time in their careers, and they all render the original ‘Corydon’ as ‘Colin’, as do the traditional singers.

         Kidson located what may have been the song’s original publication in a book printed in 1755: The New Ballads Sung by Mr Lowe and Miss Stevenson at Vauxhall, ‘Book the 4th’, and it appeared in at least two other songsters of the period: The Muse’s Banquet, or Compleat Songster (1760) and The Charms of Melody: Being a Select Collection of the Newest & Most Approved … Songs (1776).

         The song as sung by later traditional singers is remarkably similar to the original, as is the following sung by Harry Cox of Catfield, Norfolk, recorded by Charles Parker and Ewan MacColl in the 1960s:

         
            
               
                  Come, come dearest Phoebe, and why in such haste?

                  Through fields and through meadows all day have I chased

                  In search of the fair one who does me disdain

                  And who will reward me

                  And who will reward me for all my past pain.

               

               
                  Go, go dearest Colin, how dare you be seen

                  With a virgin like me and not scarcely sixteen

                  To be seen with thee fair one, I am so afraid

                  That the world would soon call me

                  That the world would soon call me no longer a maid.

               

               
                  Never mind what the world say for it all proves a lie

                  We are not all alone there’s that couple hard by

                  Let them judge of our action, be you cheerful my dear

                  For no harm is intended

                  For no harm is intended to my Phoebe I’ll swear.

               

               
                  Say, say boldest Colin, and say what you will

                  You may swear lie and flatter or prove your best skill

                  But before I will be conquered I will let you to know

                  That I will die a virgin

                  That I will die a virgin so I pray let me go. 

               

               
                  Come, come dearest Phoebe, such thoughts I now have

                  I come here to see if tomorrow you’d wed

                  But since you so slighted me I will bid you adieu

                  And will go and seek some other girl

                  And will go and seek some other girl more kinder than you.

               

               
                  Stay, stay dearest Colin, just one moment stay

                  I will venture to wed if you mean what you say

                  Let tomorrow first come love, and in church you will find

                  That the girl you thought cruel

                  That the girl you thought cruel will always prove kind.10

               

            

         

         The only major difference is that there was originally an extra last verse, sung by Mr Lowe and Miss Stevenson, which later broadsides and traditional singers wisely omitted:

         
            
               
                  O Phoebus vouchsafe to accept of our boon

                  Make haste to expel the pale glimmering moon

                  And when thy bright face shall appear in the sky

                  With raptures we’ll hasten the dear nuptial tie.*

               

            

         

         ‘A Shepherd of the Downs’ {1215} has a more complex history. It is well known in the Folk Revival because it is in the repertoire of the Copper Family in Sussex, while James Madison Carpenter collected a version in Scotland in the early 1930s, and it appears in a late-nineteenth-century Irish manuscript collection, but is otherwise unknown in traditional sources. What might be the earliest version was included in James Maidment’s small collection A New Book of Old Ballads (1844), taken from a manuscript written by one William Hamilton, a student from Airdrie, which dates from about 1700. It appeared regularly in songbooks of the eighteenth century, including Allan Ramsay’s highly influential Tea-Table Miscellany (1729 edition), where he labels it an ‘old song’; A Collection of Above One Hundred and Fifty Choice Songs and Ballads (2nd edition, 1735); The Charmer (1752); James Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum (1788); and in David Herd’s published manuscripts (1776). From these it would seem to be of Scottish origin, but even that champion of Scots tunes, John Glen, who regularly crossed swords with English antiquarians over which songs were originally Scottish, comments, in his Early Scottish Melodies (1900), ‘we suspect both words and music to be Anglo-Scottish’, which is code for pseudo-Scottish from the stage or pleasure garden. It also appeared on one or two eighteenth-century broadsides and chapbooks, but none, as far as we know, in the nineteenth century.

         
            * See also Julia Bishop’s discussion of the tunes associated with this song in Chapter 20.

         

         The texts in these printed sources vary more than usual, and there is a long (twenty-verse) version and a shorter one of six verses. The title also varies, but is usually either ‘A Shepherd Adonis’ or ‘The Contented Lovers’. An early version, from A New Miscellany of Scots Sangs (1727), runs:

         
            
               
                  The shepherd Adonis being weary’d with sport

                  He, for a retirement to the woods did resort

                  He threw by his club and he laid himself down

                  He envy’d no monarch, nor wish’d for a crown.11

               

            

         

         Which can be compared with the following, as sung by Bob and Ron Copper:

         
            
               
                  A shepherd of the downs being weary of his port

                  Retired to the hills where he used to resort

                  In want of refreshment he laid himself down

                  He wanted no riches, nor wealth from the crown

                  He wanted no riches, nor wealth from the crown.12

               

            

         

         Not only has the Copper Family version changed the high-flown ‘Adonis’ to the homely ‘of the downs’, but Amynta becomes Betsy, and it has gained the last verse, which appears nowhere else. 

         Music and song were also the mainstays of theatrical performance throughout the eighteenth century. Indeed, the law virtually insisted on it. The Licensing Act of 1737 restricted ‘spoken drama’ in London to the two patent theatres and it was not repealed until the Theatres Act of 1843. This meant that any other theatre or place of entertainment was forbidden to put on straight plays, but could only recast or dress them up as some other form of entertainment, or present operas, burlettas or other all-sung pieces. And the popularity of music with audiences also forced the patent theatres to introduce songs into their plays, and provide musical interludes or afterpieces.

         The theatre was therefore awash with music, and it is broadly true to say that the lower the social status of the audience, the more music and singing would feature in the performances.

         As indicated, the pleasure gardens and the theatres were the fountainhead of popular music in the eighteenth century, and they worked closely together. Composers and writers provided material for both venues, the same musicians and singers appeared, and songs moved freely from one to the other. A star singer at Vauxhall would naturally introduce the hit songs from the comic opera in which he or she was so successful earlier in the year, and a song that went well in the gardens would often find itself written into the next season’s drama. The songbooks of the period presented ‘all the songs sung this season at the theatres, the pleasure gardens, and other places of public amusement’.

         The availability of songs in printed form expanded rapidly as the century progressed, but this was not the only way that the songs of the stage reached the general populace, and a surprising proportion of people managed to hear them in person. The actual number who could visit the theatres of London or the other large cities must have been relatively small, and the clientele did not include the mass of the population, but increasingly the theatre came to the people, when a travelling troupe came their way. These companies varied enormously in terms of quality and professionalism. The London companies sometimes undertook tours, and across the country there were established professional provincial troupes who had regular circuits around the smaller towns each year, playing a week or so in each place. Many of the best-known actors of the period started their careers on these provincial circuits.

         But much further down the dramatic league table, in economic as well as professional terms, were the ‘strolling’ companies who performed in barns, upstairs pub rooms or whatever spaces they could hire and adapt, or in their own tent like a travelling circus.

         The quality of acting, the range of the repertoire, the standard of the props and scenery, the actors’ pay and conditions, and the discrimination of the audience, can all be plotted on a chart to show that each one diminished as one descended the social scale. The travelling companies were also much smaller: there was less money to share out and people were always coming and going at short notice. There was much doubling of parts, and roles and tasks had to be divvied up. When Thomas Holcroft was with Booth’s company at Carlisle in 1774, he was engaged, among other things:

         
            to perform all the old men, and principal low-comedy characters; he was to be the music, that is, literally the sole accompaniment to all song &c. on his fiddle in the orchestra; he undertook to instruct the younger performers in singing and music, and to write out the different casts or parts in every new comedy; and, lastly, he was to furnish the theatre several new pieces.13

         

         But what particularly concerns us here is that the further down the scale, the more likely that the plays themselves would be cut short, with only the best bits kept in, and the more likely that the entertainment was filled out with songs and music. The travelling players also followed the theatrical convention of the time in presenting a play as the ‘main piece’, followed by a shorter ‘afterpiece’, and again the latter was usually musical.

         John Edwin, who was later recognised as one of the best comic stage singers of his generation, started out with a travelling troupe on the Worcestershire circuit in 1767. It is recorded in The Eccentricities of John Edwin, Comedian (1791) that:

         
            having the best voice in the company, as well as having more of the science of music than any of his compeers, [he] was frequently announced for a song between Acts, and his favourite ditty was ‘When the trees they were all bare, not a leaf to be seen’ {V11672}. In these attempts he was accompanied by two fiddlers, who were situated on the left side of the stage, and who composed the band of the barn … [One of the them] took liberties with the audience and the performers and would often burst out into an exclamation, while Edwin was singing, at the end of every verse, with ‘Well done, Eddy’, ‘Bravo Eddy’, or ‘Well chaunted Eddy’.14

         

         Despite being openly despised and ridiculed, travelling players’ shows were immensely popular with the general public, and people flocked to see them. Whatever the quality of the performances, the very fact that there were fewer opportunities for theatre-going in rural areas made the locals, and especially the young people, even more eager to sample the entertainment when a troupe did come their way.

         Another regular venue for drama and music were the annual fairs, of which there were hundreds up and down the country, and which people from a wide area would make a special effort to attend. All the big fairs had theatrical booths, and those in or near London, such as May Fair, Bartholomew Fair and Southwark Fair, were nationally famous and often boasted celebrity performers from the legitimate theatres.

         As in the legitimate theatre, fairground programmes included afterpieces, drolls, song-and-dance routines and a variety of other entertainments. We rarely know who wrote these pieces, and many were compiled by members of the troupe.

         The first stirrings of what was to become pantomime occurred right at the beginning of the century with experiments in miming and dancing, based on the Italian commedia dell’arte tradition, but heavily influenced by fashionable French dance troupes who spent a few seasons in Britain. The key instigator was the dancing master John Weaver (1673–1760), and his productions were more like ballets than plays; but John Rich, actor-manager at Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre, was one of those who began to develop the idea with an entertainment involving Harlequin, which he played himself. By the 1720s the genre had developed its own conventions, with Harlequin, Columbine, Scaramouche, Pantaloon (Columbine’s father) and his servant the Clown as the stock characters, and the underlying theme of the courtship of the first two being opposed and thwarted by the others. Stories were chosen to give full scope for supernatural effects, tricks, transformation scenes, spectacular stage scenery, and always plenty of dance, music and song. The episodic nature of the action meant that anything popular could be thrown in, and the tradition of introducing topical allusions was soon laid down.

         Pantomimes were at first presented only as afterpieces, but their role expanded as they became hugely popular, and theatres devoted over sixty nights of their annual programme to them. They provided a significant proportion of the annual takings, but they were also the most costly productions to stage. Pantomimes have changed over the intervening years, but many of the principles laid down in the eighteenth century are not dead yet.

         One of the real game-changing moments in theatrical history came with the production of The Beggar’s Opera at Lincoln’s Inn Fields theatre in January 1728. With words by John Gay and music written or arranged by Dr John Pepusch, The Beggar’s Opera was a direct parody of the high-class Italian opera of the day, replacing the classical characters of the latter with highwaymen, pickpockets and whores, but it was also a political satire on the corruption of the Walpole administration of the time. The songs were set to popular tunes of the day rather than being composed classical pieces, although the words were newly written to suit the story of the opera.

         It was an overnight sensation, and remained a staple of the dramatic repertoire into the nineteenth century and beyond. For a hundred years after its first production, hardly a season would pass without a revival of The Beggar’s Opera somewhere in the country. It also ushered in a major fad for ‘ballad operas’, and more than a hundred were written in the following decade. Most sank relatively quickly, but some lasted well, such as Charles Coffey’s The Devil to Pay (1731) and Charles Johnson’s The Village Opera (1729). Many followed the original by adopting urban low-life themes, but the writers quickly cast around for other settings, and rural themes and characters became common, often echoing the pastoral themes of much of the popular songs of the day. After the immediate fashion was over, many ballad operas lived on, in reduced form, as one-act afterpieces and interludes.

         The ballad operas brought a great number of catchy popular tunes to the stage, and contributed to a move towards more down-to-earth themes and readily understandable words. It is a mistake, however, to envisage Gay and Pepusch going out into the streets ‘collecting’ tunes from folk singers, or even dredging them up from their own memories. They took most if not all their tunes from earlier publications such as Pills to Purge Melancholy (1698–1720).

         By 1760, the ballad-opera fad was well and truly over, but the habit of using popular ballad tunes in other guises underwent something of a revival in the last two decades of the century in the hands of two influential composers, Samuel Arnold and William Shield, and occasionally others. Indeed, Roger Fiske, in his seminal English Theatre Music in the Eighteenth Century (1973), goes so far as to call these two, and the writer John O’Keeffe, ‘early folk song collectors’.

         William Shield (1748–1829) was one of the composers who dominated musical drama in the last decades of the century and into the nineteenth. His first hit was with the operatic afterpiece Rosina (1782), on which Fiske commented, ‘Influenced by the old-fashioned plot, Shield devised a score with ballad opera characteristics. Of the eighteen vocal items, six have identifiable ballad tunes, and another six are composed more or less in ballad style.’15

         Shield collaborated with playwright John O’Keeffe on a string of successful plays, operas and pantomimes in the 1780s and 1790s, and they were both aware of ‘folk’ tunes from their native areas and deliberately incorporated them into their productions. Shield was from Tyneside, and O’Keeffe from Ireland, and their use of tunes from the latter country, especially, cashed in on, and boosted, a craze for Irish tunes on stage at the time.

         One particular collaboration which openly used traditional Irish tunes was The Poor Soldier, first performed at Covent Garden in November 1783. In his Recollections (1826), O’Keeffe relates how he wrote new words and sang Turlough Carolan’s tunes to Shield to get him to arrange them for the play. Carolan (1670–1738), a blind harpist, was the most famous travelling musician in Ireland in the early eighteenth century, although his position in the nation’s musical history is ambiguous and still a subject of contention. He was heavily influenced by Italian composers of the day and is known to have composed many of the tunes he played; indeed, some go so far as to place him more in the camp of ‘classical’ than ‘folk’ musician. But his influence after he died was immense, as is demonstrated by O’Keeffe’s firm belief in the Irishness of his music. O’Keeffe wrote: ‘Carolan the Irish bard died only a few years before I was born, but I spoke with many who knew him, and had heard him chant his minstrelsies.’16

         The other musician known for his interest in ‘folk’ material was Samuel Arnold (1740–1802), a hugely prolific and influential composer, who fulfilled many roles in the musical industry of the time. He wrote operas, burlettas and oratorios, arranged other people’s music, edited published collections, was organist to the Chapel Royal, wrote numerous songs for the stage and the pleasure gardens, and was even proprietor of Marylebone Gardens between 1769 and 1774. Perhaps because of his broad and prodigious output, he incorporated popular ballad tunes in many of his pieces, and Fiske even surmises that he had some unpublished source from which he drew this traditional material.

         This borrowing from ‘folk’ sources was often a deliberate stylistic choice. Ballad tunes tended to be given to working-class or old-fashioned characters, or were used blatantly to give a Scottish or Irish flavour to the piece. And one essential difference was that whereas the earlier ballad operas had used the simple old tunes relatively straight, the later composers arranged and orchestrated them to within an inch of their lives, to fit in with the rest of the score.

         It should not be thought that eighteenth-century theatre music in general was heavily reliant on folk or traditional tunes. Borrowings of this sort there certainly were, and these composers made an occasional habit of it, but in the welter of music produced in the century, the ‘folk’ presence was very small. And the point must be underlined that it was the tunes which were thus used, not the words. New words, bearing no relationship to the originals, were always supplied, and although a few of these then became ‘folk songs’, it cannot be argued that folk-song words had any influence on the stage.

         In eighteenth-century popular music, Charles Dibdin (1745–1814) needs a special mention, as he was one of the most prolific and influential songwriters in the last three decades of the century and into the next. Like many of his generation, he was a polymath within the entertainment field: actor, singer, playwright, novelist, reviewer and critic, composer, arranger, musician, manager, impresario and showman. But he quarrelled with everybody in the business, including those in a position to employ him, behaved badly to his wife and children, and was always in dreadful debt, although, according to his autobiography, it was always the other person’s fault and he was the victim of deceivers and swindlers.

         In 1792, because of these quarrels, and the difficulty of finding an outlet for his undoubted talents, Dibdin virtually invented a new style of solo performance. These were one-man shows called ‘table entertainments’, in which he introduced, sang and played his own songs, which ran successfully for years.

         There is no doubt that Dibdin was highly skilled in his field. His singing style and presentation were straightforward and direct, without the fashionable affectations of the Italian school, with genuine humour, and, above all, the show was respectable enough for people to bring their families to. He wrote nearly 1,000 songs in his lifetime, but he is best remembered for the hundred or so sentimental-patriotic items about the Royal Navy, which are discussed further in Chapter 14.

         Later generations would often refer to songs of this period as ‘Dibdinesque’, and they were accepted as true ‘national songs’, worth perpetuating in endless books of British song, being taught in schools, and even encouraged in the armed forces. And this is precisely the kind of song that the Sharp generation of collectors were at great pains to distinguish from true ‘folk songs’, and to argue that, though ‘popular’, they were not ‘of the people’.† In the minds of the non-specialist, however, Dibdin’s songs remained an essential component of the British song heritage.

         Another extremely important and popular section of the eighteenth-century musical world was devoted to part-songs of various kinds. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a part-song is:

         
            A song for a number of voices (usually three or more), frequently without accompaniment. In strict sense, part-song designates a song with parts in simple harmony (not with parts independent as in the glee, or contrapuntally treated as in the madrigal); however, the term is often applied more widely.

         

         Within the part-song family are found not just glees and madrigals, but also catches and rounds. For our purposes, the key points that distinguish these from ordinary songs, such as ballads, is that the parts were laid down by the composer (as opposed to people making up harmony parts in performance), and their tunes were usually through-composed rather than strophic (i.e. written to go through the whole piece rather than being repeated for each verse).

         The popularity of ‘three-man’ (or freeman) songs in the sixteenth century has already been noted, and in that period England was also well known for its madrigals. Our composers had adapted these from Italian originals, but they had gone out of fashion until a revival began to take place in the 1740s, along with a passion for part-songs in general.

         
            † See page 228.

         

         In the eighteenth century, numerous clubs and societies were formed by music enthusiasts, many of which were purely amateur and local, but some took on formal organisation and became essential features of the rapidly growing musical scene, not only in London but across the country. The societies that are most of interest to us, because concerned with vocal music, were the Academy of Vocal Music (1726), which was mainly church people at first, but became the Academy of Ancient Music in 1731; the Madrigal Society (1741), where catches and glees were sung informally; the Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club (1761); the Anacreontic Society (1766); and the Glee Club (1787). These were all fiercely exclusive, drawing their membership from the higher echelons of society, although, as will be seen, they needed to relax their social rules a little to allow some professional musicians and singers into their ranks.

         The ‘catch’ is older than the ‘glee’, and although it may not properly explain its etymology, the name neatly conjures up two of its key features: firstly, the parts are so arranged that the words ‘catch up with each other’ in performance; and secondly, they are cleverly contrived so that by repetition and judicious pauses they ‘catch’ the listener by leading him or her to a conclusion (usually bawdy or at least comic) that the words do not literally mean.

         Catches had a long reputation for being bawdy or even obscene, and, according to Grove’s Dictionary, ‘to judge from references in Elizabethan and Jacobean drama they were particularly popular at the time with working men, e.g. cloth-workers, tailors, tinkers, and watchmen’ and they were often sung in taverns. Nevertheless, it is clear that catches began to be increasingly popular with men higher up the social scale in men-only gatherings.

         Published collections of catches started to appear in the mid-seventeenth century, including two of the best known, John Hilton’s Catch That Catch Can (1652) and John Playford’s Musical Companion (1667), the latter with what became a fairly regular feature of some of the parts printed upside down on the page so that two people could sit opposite each other and sing from the same book.

         A flavour of this kind of thing can be gleaned from the following not very subtle untitled catch composed by Mr Eccles and published in The Catch Club, or Merry Companions (1762):

         
            
               
                  My man John had a thing that was long

                  My maid Mary had a thing that was hairy

                  My man John put his thing that was long

                  Into my maid Mary’s thing that was hairy

                  Her thing that was hairy

                  Her thing that was hairy

                  My man John put his thing that was long

                  Into my maid Mary’s thing that was hairy17

               

            

         

         with two more verses in the same vein. At the head of the song is printed the explanation: ‘Maid Mary having broke the handle of her broom and hearing that John had a long stick would fit it, desir’d him to put it in for her.’

         There is no clear distinction between the catch and its offshoot the glee, but the latter became increasingly fashionable in the late eighteenth century, and it is clear that this was a deliberate attempt in some quarters to clean up the act of the part-song. The catch retained its risqué reputation, but a great deal of the outpouring of glee publications at this time was indeed unexceptionable and could be sung on ladies’ nights at the clubs, in musical parties at home and in general mixed-company concerts. Indeed, some glees began to be written with soprano parts, and young women learnt them for home entertainment. But men continued to behave badly when they could.

         The late-eighteenth-century glee clubs operated at such socially rarefied levels that they would seem to have little to offer the student of folk song, but their songs constituted a major part of the musical scene and had a lasting influence upon other kinds of music, and many local, less refined, clubs began to appear. 

         There is a definite sense that glees were seen as peculiarly English, and as a gesture of defiance against the obsession with Italian music shown by other parts of the social elite. In the family papers of the Harris family, edited by Donald Burrows and Rosemary Dunhill (2002), Elizabeth Harris recorded on 8 October 1775 that she had been to a concert of glees and catches at the Assembly Rooms in Salisbury: ‘I was much pleased, and am thoroughly convinc’d that this is the only music for our English ears.’ Her daughter Louisa, however, did not attend, as she was ‘too magnificent to contaminate her Italian ears with such stuff’, and ‘Louisa consol’d herself she had spent the evening like a gentlewoman, while we were laughing among the black guards.’18

         Glee writers rarely wrote their own words, but ransacked the published works of poets, past and present, the Bible, Shakespeare’s plays and translations from the classics. It was quite usual for composers not to acknowledge where they had got their words, unless they were from well-known poets or dramatists, so it is often difficult to determine whether a listed ‘author’ wrote the words or simply composed the tune and the arrangement.

         From the 1760s onwards, glees and catches were regularly heard in the pleasure gardens and theatres, and became a definable sub-genre of middle-class musical life. They made rapid inroads into the domestic sphere, with middle-class families taking to them with enthusiasm, and they were also escaping out of London and other fashionable cities and into the rest of the country. The most important result of this movement into the family home was that not only were these items being performed in mixed company, but women were increasingly becoming performers themselves, new songs were being written with women’s parts, and they were buying the printed collections as they were published.

         Another feature of this democratisation of the genre, however limited, was that there was a market for easier glees, and they were increasingly published with accompaniments – usually for the piano, but sometimes for other instruments as well. Their part-singing was therefore supported, and could be performed by less confident or skilful singers.

         This is still very much in the realms of respectable middle-class entertainment, but it is clear that glees were on the way down the social scale, and they were eventually to be found in the villages and town taverns and even on the streets of London.19 They were very popular with amateur choral societies and church choirs when letting their hair down, and musically minded people in smaller communities would often band together to sing them. It is no surprise that some songs from this repertoire entered the village tradition. Alfred Williams wrote, in his Folk Songs of the Upper Thames:

         
            Glees were usually sung by those having slightly superior taste in music; that is, by those above the average intelligence among the villagers, or by such as had been trained at some time or other to play on an instrument, it may have been a fiddle or cornet in the local band, or in the choir on Sundays at the church.20

         

         He labels two of the songs in his book as glees – ‘Here’s a Health to all Good Lasses’ {1235} and ‘Come Ye Friends of a Social Life’ {1236} – and gives two others without identifying them as such: ‘Of All the Brave Birds’ {496} and ‘Christ Church Bells’ {1237}. But the two most popular within the ‘folk tradition’ were ‘Dame Durden’ {1209}, and ‘Hail Smiling Morn’ (by Reginald Spofforth) {1346}. The most prolific of glee writers, John Wall Callcott, even made a setting of ‘The Derby Ram’ {126}, and his ‘When Arthur First in Court Began’, incorporated into the three-act comedy The Battle of Hexham, by George Colman Jnr, in 1789, is the forerunner of the widely known song ‘Three Sons of Rogues’ {130}.
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            A Nest of Singing Birds?

            Folk Song in the Nineteenth Century

         

         Once we get to the nineteenth century, we at last begin to see a significant number of descriptions of what we can recognise as ‘folk’ singing events. These occur in novels, real and fictionalised autobiographies, travel books, exposés of lower-class rural or urban life, books of folklore or nostalgia, and newspapers and magazines, and they cover a variety of social contexts, urban and rural, public and private, and at various points on the social scale. They all contribute something towards our understanding of vernacular singing, but they all need careful handling as historical sources. Some of the issues raised here are further explored in Chapter 19, ‘The Mechanics of Tradition’.

         At every age since records began, the public house, tavern, inn or alehouse is mentioned as one of the prime locations for informal singing, and this was as true for the country village as it was for the town. The classic description of the weekly singing session at a village pub in the 1880s is to be found in the first volume of Flora Thompson’s trilogy Lark Rise to Candleford, published in 1939. Although Thompson fictionalises her account, and sometimes rearranges things for literary effect, the consensus of opinion is that when describing the customs and habits of the rural poor in the period she is extremely reliable and insightful. The real Lark Rise was the village of Juniper Hill, on the Northamptonshire–Oxfordshire border, where she was born in 1876.

         The men would go to the pub every evening, leaving wives and children at home. Most evenings at the pub would be spent discussing local affairs or politics, but sometimes they would relate stories of ghosts or murders. Stressing the continuity of local tradition within the changing times, Thompson commented: 

         
            State-educated children still played the old country rhyme games; women still went leazing [gleaning], although the field had been cut by mechanical reaper; and men and boys still sang old country ballads and songs, as well as the latest musical hall successes. So, when a few songs were called for at the Wagon and Horses, the programme was apt to be a curious mixture of old and new.1

         

         Bawdy songs and bad language were not allowed, mainly because the landlady and her children were within hearing, and no one had enough money to get drunk – indeed, they nursed their drinks to make them last as long as possible. The singing would invariably start with the younger men, performing the latest songs of the day:

         
            The most popular of these would have arrived complete with tune from the outer world; others, culled from the penny song-books they most of them carried, would have to have a tune fitted to them by the singer. They had good lusty voices and bawled them out with spirit. There were no crooners in those days.2

         

         ‘Over the Garden Wall’ {3765}, ‘Tommy Make Room for Your Uncle’ {23764} and ‘Two Lovely Black Eyes’ {13631} were mentioned in this category.

         The older men inclined towards older ‘stories in verse, of thwarted lovers, children buried in snowdrifts, dead maidens, and motherless homes’, or moral pieces such as ‘Waste Not, Want Not’ {10872}. But if the singing became too serious there was a deliberate attempt to liven things up. Songs mentioned here include: ‘The Barley Mow’ {944}; ‘When King Arthur First Did Reign’ {130}; ‘Nobody Coming to Woo’ {846}; ‘Have You Ever Been on the Peninsulah’; the locally composed ‘Where Be the Dedington Boys Tonight’; ‘I Wish in Vain’ {495}; and ‘Lord Lovel’ {48, Child 75}.

         The evening always ended with ‘old David’ singing the only song he knew – ‘The Outlandish Knight’ {21, Child 4}: 

         
            that, he said, his grandfather had sung, and had said that he had heard his own grandfather sing it … They had heard it so often they all knew it by heart … but … as they said, ‘Poor old feller be eighty-three. Let ’un sing while he can.’ … As this last song was piped out in the aged voice, women at their cottage doors on summer evenings would say: ‘They’ll soon be out now. Poor old Dave’s just singing his “Outlandish Knight”.’3

         

         A number of important themes emerge in Thompson’s detailed and sympathetic account. It is fascinating to see the way the company policed itself, kept order and regulated the way the evening was passed, and to learn of the formulaic nature of the proceedings, the sheer everyday quality of a pub session in a long-standing small community.

         We can use her description to demonstrate and understand the mechanics of how traditions actually worked on the ground. The most significant detail here is that although the company is all male, and therefore represents only a certain section of the local population, it is not homogeneous in terms of age. The young, the middle-aged and the old share the same performance space. They have partly differing repertoires, but each hears the songs of the others, and the young men, in particular, however partial they are to their ‘new’ material, hear and learn the older songs. By the time they become middle-aged themselves they have a potentially broad repertoire drawn from several periods, and each successive generation has the opportunity to perpetuate the items that they like.

         The second most important point is that the songs of all three generations are amenable to the same treatment: simple, amateur, unaccompanied, predominantly solo singing. The new songs do not rely on trained voice production, complex arrangements, instrumental competence or clever language for their effect. Words and tune are strophic and easily assimilated; you can just stand up and sing them. It is because of this fundamental similarity that ‘pop songs’ from the music halls could be easily absorbed into the local tradition and become ‘folk songs’. 

         But all was not sweetness and light in Lark Rise, by any means, and Flora Thompson’s comments on the bawdy nature of song and conversation out in the farm fields is discussed in Chapter 17. And before the impression of the alehouse sing-song as a well-ordered, controlled affair gets too ingrained, it is instructive to read the following in Edwin Waugh’s Lancashire Sketches (1855) (in the original piece he gives whole verses and couplets of the songs he mentions):

         
            This house used to be a great resort on Saturday nights, and fair days and holidays, and it was often crammed with the villagers and their neighbours from the surrounding hillsides, and no small addition from Rochdale and Todmorden. The windows were generally thrown open at such times; and, standing at some distance from the place, one might perhaps be able, in some degree, to sort the roar of revelry going on inside; but if he wished to know what were the component parts of the wild medley of melodies, all gushing out from the house in one tremendous discord, he would have to draw under the windows where he might hear ‘Our hounds they were staunch, and our horses were good’, whilst in another corner of the same room, a knot of strong-lunged roysterers, at the tops of their voices in the following chorus, beating time to it with fists and feet, and anything else which was heavy and handy, ‘Then heigho, heigho! Sing heigho, cried he’.

            In another room he would probably hear ‘Boyne Water’, trolled out in a loud voice, ‘The horse was the first that ventur’d o’er.’ Whilst another musical tippler, in an opposite corner, sang, for his own amusement, the following quaint fragment: ‘Owd shoes an’ stockin’s! An’ slippers made o’ red leather!’ In another corner you might hear the fiddler playing the animated strains of the ‘Liverpool Hornpipe’ or ‘Th’ Devil Ript his Shirt’, while a lot of hearty youngsters, in wooden clogs, battered the hearthstone to the tune. In a large room above, the lights flared in the wind, as the lads and lasses flitted to and fro in ‘The Haymaker’, ‘Sir Roger De Coverley’, or ‘The Triumph’, or threaded through a reel and set till the whole house shook.4

         

         One more description of a pub-singing session is provided by Ammon Wrigley (1861–1946), the weaver-poet, in his autobiography, Rakings Up (1949). He was born and lived in Saddleworth, on the border of the West Riding of Yorkshire and Lancashire, but now part of Greater Manchester, and he described the ‘Old Songs of the Inns’, in his boyhood, presumably referring to the 1870s:

         
            How widely the songs I heard on those nights differ from the songs I now hear in country inns. There were no ‘Toosy Woosy, she is sweet as sugar candy’ songs on those nights. The songs those men sang and loved to hear were chiefly of battle, adventure, poaching and hunting, and the chorus singing was like a pack of hounds in full cry.5

         

         His father’s first song was usually:

         
            
               
                  Now westlin winds and slaughtering guns

                  Bring autumn’s pleasant weather

                  The Moorcock springs on whirring wings

                  Among the blooming heather {6936}

               

            

         

         He also sang ‘The Waggoner’ {1088}. A local shepherd always sang ‘The Battle of the Nile’ {950?} and ‘The Battle of Trafalgar’ {1552}, and a weaver’s two songs were ‘Jockey to the Fair’ {3344} and ‘The Banks of Sweet Dundee’ {148}.

         Three poaching songs are mentioned – ‘Lincolnshire Poacher’ {299}, ‘Bill Brown’ {793} and ‘Thornimore Woods’ {222} – and five hunting songs: ‘Squire Firth of Bank Hall’; ‘The White Hare of Macclesfield’ {1110}; ‘We’ll All Go a-Hunting Today’ {1172}: ‘Old Towler’ {1240}; and ‘Brave Thomas Kaye’ {24912}. Others are: ‘Brannon on the Moor’ {476}; ‘Highwaymen of Blackstone Edge’ (a version of ‘The Stark Naked Robbery’) {1630}; ‘The White Cockade’ {191}; ‘Chloe’ {25980}; ‘The Spade’ {24788}; and ‘Life on the Ocean Wave’ {2033}. 

         Ammon writes that the shepherd’s song ‘Chloe’ was one of the few love songs to be sung in the pub, and, he commented, ‘the tune is low, sweet and sighing like a little wind in a rose garden’:

         
            
               
                  Arise my dear Chloe, it is all a broad day

                  If we tarry much longer our flocks they will stray.6

               

            

         

         He also makes passing reference to singing some of these songs to himself, around the cottage, and while walking in the countryside that he evoked so clearly in his poems.

         The home was obviously another important locale for singing. The Reverend William Holland, the Somerset rector whose diary is quoted several times in this book, gives hints of domestic singing in the early nineteenth century:

         
            5 December 1805 [at a supper to celebrate the victory at Trafalgar]: At length a song was called for and Mr Northey blabbed that I had prepared one. On this I was called on. I did not relish singing a song of my own making and declined it much. At last I began and it took very much indeed, several bursts of applause at every stanza and when I had finished they all rose up with glasses in their hands drinking my health and clapping for some minutes, so that I began to feel myself a little awkward.

            
                

            

            2 January 1810: They staid supper and we had singing and William [his son, aged about thirteen] gave us a droll song which pleased everyone and I think he has some humour.

            
                

            

            21 June 1811 [At a meeting of a local ‘Female Club Society’]: The women enjoyed themselves and we very merry … After this [tea and cakes] we had a few songs from some of the females who had good voices … 

            
                

            

            7 November 1813: We had a serenade from the young singers this day, but I do not think they performed well, hardly perfect.7

         

         Alison Uttley, who later became a successful writer of children’s books and accounts of country life, gives us other examples. Born in 1884 and brought up on Castle Top Farm in the Derwent valley area of Derbyshire’s Peak District, she devoted two chapters of her autobiographical Country Hoard (1943) to family music:

         
            Our music making was as simple as other recreations on the farm. We had hymn tunes, and folk songs remembered from long ago, and tunes the servant lad heard at the station and brought back as the latest thing. There were airs we picked up from brass bands and the merry-go-rounds at the Wakes. There were songs of servant girls, and songs the Irishmen sang when they were harvesting, and plenty of carols at Christmas.

            My father had a good ear and memory, and he picked out his favourite tunes on the piano in the parlour, or on the ivory keys of his concertina when he sat by himself on the seat overlooking the orchard and the river valley. There he played to amuse himself and there we crept to listen in delight. He went smoothly from one tune to another for an hour, and we sat entranced by his melodies. When strangers appeared he refused to perform. His untaught music was for us alone …

            Revival meetings sent a wave of tunes round the country. The revivalists chose good rousing settings for their cheerful hymns, and the music of them flew from one to another. ‘When the roll is called up yonder I’ll be there’ was a favourite with man and boy. The man milked the cows to its tune, and the servant girl washed the milk-cans to the lively air. It was the ploughman’s spiritual, sung to horses and cattle, whistled and piped, in foul weather and fair.

            Whistling was all man’s pleasure and ambition. It was not encouraged in women, for 

            
                

            

            Whistling women and crowing hens

            Deserve to have their heads cut off.

            
                

            

            A servant boy who could whistle sweetly and carry a good tune was very popular. The best was my father … The servant boys whistled new airs which they had picked up at fairs. They sang a few words and whistled the rest …

            My mother was the singer of the household, she sang as she went to and fro between dairy and kitchen, to the garden and yard, interrupting her hymn or ballad to give a command, to call someone, then resuming where she left off. She led the rounds and catches which we all sang on winter nights – ‘London’s burning’, ‘Three Blind Mice’, and ‘Orange and Lemon’.8

         

         A musical box provided selections of classical music, Alison learnt the piano and bought sheet music from an old woman who sold music from her cottage, and Alison’s brother started to learn the fiddle.

         
            Every night when I came home from school, we sang for an hour or more. I sat at the piano, the others clustered round me, and the candles flickered as men went in and out. There was always someone staying with us, to help with sewing and house, to keep us company. A Scotswoman, Trot Pritchard, spent many winters with us, and she introduced us to Scottish songs, so that we made the rafters ring with ‘Coming Through the Rye’, ‘Auld Lang Syne’, and many others.9

         

         But it was the Irishmen who came every year who really made a musical impact.*

         Singing in the home obviously went on all the time, but there were certain domestic occasions when songs were particularly expected, such as weddings and Christmas parties. James Greenwood’s Unsentimental Journeys (1867) presents a fictionalised account of Christmas Day in the family of a respectable working-class London family:

         
            * See page 627.

         

         

         
            Then the singing commences. Mrs Cole sings ‘The Dashing White Sergeant’ {V418}, followed by that merry little song, ‘When I lived in my Grandfather’s Cot’ {V11688}, by my missus; and then ‘The Wolf’ {V5485} by Joe Perkins because [his sweetheart] Elizabeth asked for it. I don’t sing; no more does Uncle Haddock; but my old father does – good old sea songs. He sings them – ‘Harry Hawser’ {13776}, and ‘The Death of Nelson’ {3549}, and ‘Hearts of Oak’ {V391} – with surprising activity for so old a man; getting on his legs and describing the position of the enemy and the various incidents and catastrophes with his crutch-stick … He offended Tom, and his mother, too, a little, I think. Tom kindly thought to assist his grandfather with his music; and when the old gentleman, with a stamp of his foot, roared out, ‘Twas in Trafalgar’s Bay!’ Tom began his tootle-tootle on the flute. The old boy stopped at once. ‘Drat it, Tom,’ said he, ‘if you don’t understand the song, don’t make a mock of it! It was fought with cannon, my boy – cannon! not with pea-shooters! Put that farden squeaker down.’ It was with the greatest difficulty in the world that Tom could be prevailed on, after that, to sing ‘The Young Man from the Country’, though he had had the song-book containing it as long as October; but when at last he did, father was good-natured enough to heal the wound he had caused Tom, by joining in the chorus to his stupid song. When we had had enough of singing, somebody asked somebody else the last new conundrum …10

         

         We do not know where Thomas Hughes of Broadheath, Worcestershire, did his singing (if he sang at all), but he bothered to write down the words of twelve songs at the beginning of a notebook, dated between 1882 and 1894. The manuscript book also includes various memoranda concerning fruit farming, which was presumably his occupation. The songs include several well-known ones noted by the folk-song collectors of the time, which helps confirm their general currency: ‘Bonny Bunch of Roses’ {664}, ‘Just as the Tide Was Flowing’ {1105} and ‘Little Brown Jug’ {725}; the homiletic ‘Be Careful What you Say’ {24891}; several comic pieces – ‘Sarah’s Young Man’ {1957}, ‘Over the Garden Wall’ {3765}, ‘Adventures of Little Mike’ {1711} and ‘Oh Julia’ {24890} – and an unusual one that may not have been sung, simply called ‘Wanted’ and being in the form of a newspaper advert:

         
            
               
                  Wanted a wife – Wanted a wife

                  No matter how plain looking

                  One who can sew and milk and bake

                  And do a bit of cooking.

               

               
                  Not a useless ornament

                  Whose fingers work would hurt

                  But someone who will stir about

                  And mend and make a shirt.11

               

            

         

         John Pocock, aged thirteen and living in Kilburn, north London, the son of a builder, kept a diary for a while, which has been published as The Travels of a London Schoolboy 1826 –1830 (1996). He mentions songs at home, and in the pub:

         
            28 December 1826: Spent a very pleasant day with my young playmates – Mrs Gurney in the afternoon. We all played at Pope Joan, after which singing was introduced. Mrs Jay tormented us with some ugly old songs. Mary Gurney sang ‘In my cottage near a road’ very well.

            20 January 1827: [Attempting to see the Duke of York’s funeral procession] Every inn seemed full. We, however, got admission into one where we took some refreshment and were much delighted in hearing a man sing ‘Pat Denny and his Pig’.12

         

         Other places where voices were regularly raised in song were not exactly domestic, nor yet purely public. In the The Dens of London Exposed, for example, published in 1835, the anonymous author spends a night in a common lodging house in the roughest streets of St Giles. His fellow residents are all cadgers, beggars, tramps, out-of-work actors, street sellers, prostitutes and the simply homeless and penniless.

         At two o’clock in the morning, ‘the streets of St Giles’s are as lively as the other back parts of the metropolis are at eleven at night’, and the residents drift in, tired, hungry, and mostly the worse for drink, gathering in the kitchen before going to bed.

         
            As soon as this profligate crew were left to themselves, they began to recover their spirits, by whistling and singing – beating time, with their hands upon the tables, and their heels upon the floor …13

         

         In somewhat unflattering terms, the author describes the goings-on in more detail than usual for this type of piece, and mentions a number of songs by name. The ‘he-woman’ (a woman who everyone thinks is a man because of the way she dresses and behaves) sang two or three sentimental songs of the day; a chorus singer from Drury Lane Theatre sang ‘The Sea’ {V4673}; a ‘young vagabond who spouted from tavern to tavern for a living’ contributed the soliloquy from Richard; an Italian air was ‘screamed and quivered’ by an elderly ex-actress; bird impressions from a young man followed, and then a jolly drinking song from a hawker of flowerpots. Two brothers sat drinking in the corner, who ‘bore the exact appearance of being half poachers and half tillers of the earth’, one of whom tried to sing ‘With a Dog and Gun’ {probably 222} but passed out halfway through.

         
            But the best specimens were the street singers, that ragged, squalling class. A dirty, tattered, coarse-featured wench, whose visits from the cadging house could only be varied to the gin shop and pawn shop, came singing and dancing in, rocking her body to and fro.14

         

         ‘Bristol Bet’ was her name, and the regulars immediately called on her to sing ‘The Sergeant’, which she did after executing a solo dance. It turned out to be ‘Young William of the Royal Waggon Train’ {1354}. Another woman contributed ‘The Poor Little Fisherman’s Boy’ {912}, which the narrator called ‘a dismal ditty’ but which drew thunderous applause from the company. Other songs came thick and fast. ‘Rude Boreas’ {949} from a wooden-legged sailor; ‘Bold Turpin’ {probably 621} from a young Yorkshireman, but his accent was greeted with howls of laughter from his audience. Songs – English, Irish, and even Welsh – were bawled and drawled out, until one after another they tottered off to bed, or fell asleep where they sat.

         In the countryside, fairs are often mentioned as the places where ordinary people encountered song and music. In many cases, the local fair was one of the only large-scale leisure events that farm-workers could attend, and they were accordingly much anticipated and thoroughly enjoyed. In addition to the stalls, rides, shows and fast-food outlets, music was all around. There were designated singing and dancing booths, plays and other entertainments put on by travelling troupes, and ballad-singers selling their broadsides, among others.

         Chapter 7 of The Scouring of the White Horse by Thomas Hughes, published in 1859, two years after his bestselling Tom Brown’s Schooldays had been issued, includes an interesting, but fictionalised, account of a rural singing session in 1857, on the occasion of the great local gathering for the traditional scouring of the chalk hill figure called the Uffington White Horse. The gathering included sports and games and a fair.

         Hughes was eventually a QC and an MP, but he was born, and spent the first eleven years of his life, in Uffington, the grandson of the local vicar, and the family then moved only a few miles to Donnington Priory, near Newbury, so he can be said to know his Berkshire countryside very well. From early in his life he was committed to radical causes, being a founder member of the Christian Socialists, instigator of the Working Men’s Club, and friend and supporter of early trade unionists.

         In the Scouring, it is clear that he was keen to perpetuate the notion of an organic rural community in which the different classes coexisted in mutual respect, dependence and cooperation. His account is therefore somewhat romanticised fiction, narrated by a young clerk on holiday in the area (who conveniently knows shorthand), with two young Oxford scholars present to make outsider comments, and a wise old local doctor to explain and translate the local people and their community. With this proviso in mind, the chapter still has the ring of truth.

         The scene is a busy food-and-drink booth at the fair that accompanied the scouring. Once the conversation has turned to ‘old songs’, one of the scholars asserts that no one sings the old rural songs any more, and dismisses modern songs such as ‘There’s a Good Time Coming’ {16621}, ‘Woodman Spare That Tree’ {13833} and ‘The Old Arm-chair’ {13966} as townie ‘popular songs’. The doctor disagrees, and calls on locals who he knows as singers to oblige, and Hughes gives the texts of half a dozen out of the many that were sung that night. His brief description of the singers indicates that all rural classes take part, from labourers to farmers.

         The songs that are given in detail are certainly ones which could have been sung at the time, and the turn-taking and calling on people to sing also ring true. The songs are: ‘The Death of Lord Nelson’ {3549}, which commences, ‘Come all you gallant seamen as unites a meeting’; two versions of ‘The Two Sisters’, ‘The Barkshire Tragedy’ and ‘The Drowned Lady’{8, Child 10}; ‘Buttermilk Jack’ {1227}, more usually known as ‘A-Begging Buttermilk I Will Go’; ‘The Bonny Labouring Boy’ {1162}; and ‘George Ridler’s Oven’ {1319}.

         A bit of humorous byplay is made of the fact that this last song is sung in broad dialect, by a resolutely old-fashioned farmer, but there is evidence that there was a widespread tradition of singing it in that way – although more often in Gloucestershire than Berkshire, as is discussed in Chapter 18 on dialect songs.

         The doctor himself sings ‘The Vicar of Bray’ {V4266}, which again rings true. It is just the sort of clever ‘composed’ song which an educated person would sing – Bray being another Berkshire village, and the song being a satire on Simon Aleyn, a real historical personage who had become proverbial for his conveniently malleable approach to religion. It is not clear who wrote the song, although one unconfirmed report says it was composed by a ‘soldier in Colonel Fuller’s Troop of Dragoons in the reign of George I’ (1714–27). It was certainly in print by 1733, and remained a mainstay of both upper-class songbooks and more ordinary chapbooks throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The tune to which it was usually sung is more commonly known as ‘Country Gardens’. As Hughes points out, the locals applauded the performance but probably did not understand the song’s meaning.

         In rural memoirs and social histories, by far the most regularly mentioned venue for hearing ‘old-fashioned’ songs and singing was the annual harvest supper or harvest home celebration, although in each area it would go by the local name for the harvest, such as mell, kern or horkey.

         In arable areas the harvest was the all-important culmination of the year’s efforts, on which a great deal depended. A good harvest meant future prosperity, not only for the farmer but also for the workers, their families, the tradespeople who relied on their custom, and many others in the local community. In other districts, a different crop might be important – fruit, or hops, or wool from the sheep, for example – but the same principle applied: the main staple produce of the locality needed special effort at a key point in the farming cycle, and when all was gathered in there would be celebrations.

         For both the corn harvest and the annual sheep-shearing, it was a regular thing for the workers to organise themselves and bargain with the farmer, as a group, over piecework levels of payments, perks such as food and drink, and other conditions. The workers elected their own leader, often called ‘the Captain’, and his deputy ‘the Lieutenant’. An important part of the employer’s side of the bargain was to provide the meal and celebration at the end, or at least the money to pay for it.†

         
            † The best description of the equivalent customs and songs involved in sheep-shearing is given in Bob Copper’s Song for Every Season (1971).

         

         By most accounts, the custom of holding a harvest supper had been very common in the eighteenth century and continued through the first half of the nineteenth, but began to decline from then on, often replaced by a cash payment to workers. Nevertheless, there were still plenty being held even in the early twentieth century.

         We are focusing on the singing parts of the evening, but there was often music and dancing, as well as games, skits and farces, and customary activities.‡ One key variable was the presence or absence of the farmer and his family and other local dignitaries. In most recorded cases they were there, at least for the eating, and for some of the entertainment, but on some farms it was traditional for the ‘master’ to provide the barn, and money for the food and drink, but not to grace it with his presence. Where he did attend, it was common for him to leave after the actual feasting, speeches, toasts and the first song or two. It was felt – by both sides of the class divide – that the workers would be able to enjoy themselves much more readily if their social betters (especially the vicar and his wife) were not there.

         While the farmer was present, there was often a degree of subservience which modern commentators often find offensive, but most contemporary writers make it clear that the overriding atmosphere was of a genuine communal celebration for a successful communal effort. Nevertheless, it is possible to see it as underpinning and validating the class divisions of the time.

         Given the nature of the event, the range of songs sung during the evening is relatively predictable, bearing in mind that when people take it in turns to sing there is bound to be a mixture of types and styles, including popular songs of the day, many with choruses. But the two classes of song that are almost always foregrounded in reported examples are ‘toasts’ and songs about farming, such as ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ {408} and ‘All Jolly Fellows’ {346}. In the less formal gatherings, or later in the evening when the farmer and visiting gentry had retired, drinking songs and games featured heavily. As in other convivial gatherings, the singing was shared out – although on larger farms it was not possible to follow the rule of everyone present contributing a piece.

         
            ‡ See page 615 for some examples.

         

         A much reported feature across the country was the singing of a tribute to the farmer (and his wife and family) in the song ‘Here’s a Health unto the Master’ {310}, and more often than not this was the first song sung in the evening, unless the vicar wanted to start with a hymn. Angelina Parker’s article on ‘Oxfordshire Village Folklore (1840 –1900)’, published in Folk-Lore (1913), indicates that the harvest supper at Long Hanborough had died out about forty or fifty years before, but she gave the text of the main song:

         
            
               
                  Here’s a health unto our master

                  The founder of the feast

                  I pray to God with all my heart

                  His soul in heaven may rest

                  And that ev’rythink may prosper

                  Whatever he takes in hand

                  For we are all his servants

                  And all at his command

                  Then drink, boys, drink

                  And see that you do not spill

                  For if you do, you shall drink two

                  For ’tis our master’s will.

               

               
                  Here’s a health unto our misteris

                  The best in one and twenty

                  Heigho! is it so, is it so, is it so

                  Fill him up a little fuller

                  For methinks he seems but empty

                  And down let him go, let him go

                  And if he drinks too deep

                  He can go to bed and sleep

                  And drive away dull sorrow, care and woe.15

               

            

         

         Two other songs regularly sung at that event were the cumulative ‘I Love a Shilling’ {1116} and ‘Oliver Cromwell Lies Dead in His Grave’ {797}, a very widespread children’s singing game.

         Another description of a harvest home, this time in Gloucestershire, presumably in the late 1880s, was published by S. S. Buckman in his John Darke’s Sojourn in the Cotteswolds and Elsewhere (1890). It is too long to quote in full, but gives some useful details. The singing starts soon after the food has been eaten, and the first song is ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ {408}. People are called on by name, and show some reluctance before singing. The second song is a version of ‘Shepherd O Shepherd Won’t You Come Home?’ {1055}. The next to sing is ‘an old woman with an extremely shrill treble, at times degenerating into a positive squeak’. This is followed by a song from a friend of the farmer’s, a wine merchant sitting at the ‘top table’, and he sings ‘For feyther ’ee loikes ’is beer ’ee does’ {?1502}. Then comes the best of the evening, according to Buckman, when Mrs King – ‘a fine big woman of very suitable proportions’ – sings her stock song ‘The Capting Gave Consent’ (a version of ‘Our Captain Cries All Hands’) {602}, which she ‘gave forth with energy and gusto’. The women present then take their leave and ‘the fun gets more furious; the morals of the songs are by no means without reproach’.16

         It does not now require any pressing to produce a song; and when one man has been so far overcome as to sing the same song three times over in about half an hour, each time under the impression it is a different one, the farmer, Mr Hillyard, thinks it time to retire.

         Other points made in the description include the fact that most of the singers sang sitting down, everybody joined lustily in the choruses, and that such harvest homes were even then a thing of the past and this one was something of a conscious revival by the farmer.

         The last few examples take us into the early decades of the twentieth century, but are best included here to continue the harvest theme.

         Alfred Williams, rural writer and song collector, describes a typical harvest home in his fictionalised account, A Wiltshire Village (1912). Williams was born in 1877 and brought up in South Marston, where he was employed in farm-work before becoming a factory worker, so he should know what he is talking about, but this book was published a few years before he started collecting folk songs in earnest. After describing the usual gargantuan feats of eating, he writes:

         
            After everyone had had enough the tables were cleared and a concert indulged in. The young women came prepared to sing … So the evening was spent in wholesome fun and merriment. The girls sang of lovers and rivalries, several woeful ditties, in which the ‘dark beauty’ won the erstwhile ‘constant and true’ swain. The forsaken one died of a broken heart, and was laid to rest,

            
               
                  
                     And on her grave was a turtle-dove

                     To show the world that she died in love.

                  

               

            

            Scamp sang ‘The Miner’s Dream of Home’ {1749}, someone else followed with ‘The Soldier’s Letter’ {5386?} and ‘Harbour Lights’ {13709}, and Jemmy stood up with half-shut eyes, and after some little hemming and hawing, provided the treat of the evening,

            
               
                  
                     The zun was zettin’ be’ind tha ’ills

                     Acrass yan starmy moor. [= ‘Farmer’s Boy’ {408}]

                  

               

            

            After repeating the chorus several times all together at the close of the piece, the entertainment ended with a ‘Hip ’ip ’ooray for Master, Missis and our young Miss!’ and the company divided.17

         

         ‘The Soldier’s Letter’ cannot safely be identified as there are several songs with this title. In his book Folk Songs of the Upper Thames (1922), Williams also identified ‘Husbandman and Servingman’ {873}, ‘Dame Durden’ {1209} and ‘Froggy Would a-Wooing Go’ {16} as particularly popular at harvest homes.

         Hastings Neville’s A Corner in the North (1909), an account of life around Ford, Northumberland, includes two chapters on the harvest and its customs, and he prints the words of two songs, 

         
            taken down from the lips of an aged parishioner. His father, he says, was a great singer. He had a good store of songs, some of which had come down to him by word of mouth, and others were ballads such as were sold on sheets at country fairs, or patriotic songs about Nelson and Waterloo, as sung by strolling sailors and soldiers returned from the wars, and appealing for charity as the unemployed heroes of their country.

            
               
                  
                     The shearin’s not for you, bonnie Peggy O

                     The shearin’s not for you, bonnie Peggy O

                     The shearin’s not for you, it takes wit and method too

                     And strength to carry’t through, bonnie Peggy O. {4845}

                  

                  
                     Bonnie lassie wilt thou gang

                     And shear with me this hale day lang

                     And love will cheer us as we gang

                     To join yon band o’ shearers

                     The neighbours they do us envy

                     They say there’s love ’twixt you and I

                     But carelessly we’ll pass them by

                     As we go to the shearing. {1524}18

                  

               

            

         

         Spike Mays, writing about his childhood days in Essex in about 1917 in his book Reuben’s Corner described their local ‘horkey’, as they termed the harvest celebration, held in the local pub. Here it was organised mainly by the workers themselves, although the squire and tenant farmer made substantial donations to the cost. Dressed in their Sunday best, the evening always started with the song:

         
            
               
                  Come ye thankful people come

                  Raise the song of harvest-home

                  All is safely gathered in

                  Ere the winter-storms begin 

               

               
                  God, our maker, doth provide

                  For our wants to be supplied

                  Come to God’s own temple, come

                  Raise the song of harvest-home.

               

            

         

         After an hour’s heavy eating and drinking, the main singing was started by the head horseman, who acted as chairman:

         
            
               
                  Ring-ting, is ’ow the bell goes

                  Ring-ting, you pretty young thing

                  If you’ll be my wife

                  I’ll buy the ring

                  We’ll have servants to wait

                  On our ring-ting-ting. {22792}

               

            

         

         ‘I shall never forget the swinging of his watch-chain and charm as he swayed to the lilt of his pretty song,’ wrote Mays. Everyone in turn made some contribution if they could, until it came to Wuddy Smith’s turn:

         
            Wuddy was no nightingale but, with his hiccup-punctuated rendering brought the good old Bonnett Inn near to hysteria.

            
               Eggs’n … hic … bacon

               Eggs’n … hic … bacon

               If y’think I’m gonna … hic … sing a song

               Ye’re bloody … hic … well mistaken. {23804}

            

         

         The evening ended at midnight, with the singing of the ‘Evening Hymn’:

         
            
               
                  The day thou gavest, Lord, is ended

                  The darkness falls at thy behest

                  To thee our morning hymns ascended

                  Thy praise shall sanctify our rest.19

               

            

         

         One more social context can be considered, which is out of the ordinary while at the same time containing many of the elements of everyday life in which traditional or folk singing thrived. On long-haul emigrant ships, bound for America, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, hundreds of ordinary people were cooped up for weeks or even months, in close contact with each other, and forced to make their own entertainment and enjoy, or endure, other people’s. Many were in family groups, but others were travelling as singles and there would be a heady mix of backgrounds, nationalities and characters on board and in close proximity. As Mrs A. M. Cook wrote to her mother in December 1883, ‘It is like being in a village, the time flies along while we are chatting … There are all classes, all trades, and one or more from nearly every county, and every religion.’20

         Without wanting to minimise the privation and appalling conditions found on many ships, especially in the earlier years of the century, many first-hand accounts do give positive reports of the experience, with only bad weather and the occasional danger to complain about. For many of the poorer passengers, conditions on board were not much worse than those at home, and there was significant improvement during the nineteenth century, due mainly to increasingly effective government regulation, inspection and enforcement. The key legislation was the Passengers Act of 1855. The introduction of steamships from the 1860s onwards also provided much better facilities and drastically shortened the length of the voyage. Travelling by sail to Australia took three or four months, but by steam it was six or seven weeks; to North America the time was cut from six or seven weeks to a mere seven to ten days.

         The most useful source of information about life on board an emigrant ship comes in the form of diaries and letters written by passengers, which have fortunately survived in significant numbers. Some have been published in full, while some are excerpted in books like Andrew Hassam’s Sailing to Australia (1994) and Don Charlwood’s The Long Farewell (1981), and others, such as Helen Woolcock’s Rights of Passage (1986), fill in the historical background. 

         Many of the diaries were kept by the relatively well-off passengers in cabin class, or by the ship’s doctor, but a surprising number were written by people in steerage, often with the view to sending them back to loved ones at home. And they regularly mention song and music, in passing and sometimes in detail. The people took part in sing-songs, concerts, dances, plays and other entertainments, organised by themselves or by the crew, and they often recorded enjoying hearing the sailors singing or watching them dance or carrying out quaint or burlesque performances.

         Although the captain was in overall charge, and set the basic parameters for life and leisure on board, a key figure was the ship’s doctor, or surgeon-superintendent, who had complete control of health and hygiene, which was taken to include behaviour, morale and morals.

         The living quarters and deck space of emigrant ships were strictly segregated by law, with the single women at one end, the single men at the other, and the married passengers in the middle. As is to be expected, there were constant attempts to breach these regulations, by passengers and crew, and there was often friction over the restrictions imposed.

         Needless to say, it was the single women whose movements and behaviour were most strictly circumscribed, and an older ‘matron’ was appointed to keep them in check, who in turn was under the supervision of the ship’s doctor.

         
            [1849] Last evening when the most of the other girls joined together for divine service these two in defiance of the Matron struck up ‘Slap-bang, here we go again’ in a bad voice, completely drowning that of the others.21

         

         And when the single women complained of not being allowed to dance with any of the men, the surgeon sent them below:

         
            12 May 1863: they for revenge made a song up and sung it about him. He listened to it along with others and got quite mad when people cheered the song and sent down the purser to find who sang but he was pulled about in every direction.22

         

         These women were placed on bread and water for their pains.

         It is interesting to note how readily people turned to song in these fractious incidents. There were also many other points of friction, between groups of different nationalities, for example, or from different religions. Several diarists found evangelical religious enthusiasts a pain, and reacted against them. Joseph Sams, for instance, a nineteen-year-old Londoner, on his way to Australia in 1874, commented early in the voyage, ‘afraid we have a few Humbugs on board’, and later on recorded a similar tactic to that adopted by the single women quoted above:

         
            As the ship is pitching a great deal, the religious humbugs came down into our cabin and commenced their row, so Frank and myself got in our cabin and gave them ‘Old Browne’s Daughter’ {1426} etc. for opposition. I am pleased to say we were too much for them.23

         

         The two short diaries published by Ann Giffard as Towards Quebec (1981) further highlight the differences on this front, while William Fulford’s journal of 1848 mentions little other entertainment than prayer meetings and hymn-singing sessions, in which he was an enthusiastic participant. William Gliddon’s trip in 1855, however, sounds a great deal more fun. Typical entries are: ‘Tonight we have had a concert below’, ‘We finished up the week with a good dance’, and ‘We have had a complete merrymaking below tonight.’ And he was one of those who took an interest in the singing of the crew.§ One of these was twenty-seven-year-old Dr H. M. Lightoller, on his way to Australia as surgeon-superintendent on the Scottish Bard in 1878, who noted: ‘When any fresh sail is hoisted, the sailors sing a song and haul to the chorus; it sounds very jolly.’24

         
            § See the section on shanties, page 476.

         

         Edward Snell, bound for Australia in 1849 (quoted by Charlwood), also wrote down some of the sailors’ work-songs, but not everyone was charmed by these shanties. Dr Francis Workman, surgeon-superintendent on the Sobraon en route to Australia in 1884, wrote:

         
            Sailors (on sailing ships) surely make tenfold more noise in their work than any other men I know of; they cannot haul at any rope without yelling at the top of their voices. I know there are some that find their chanties musical; but it is not nice, as one is getting off to sleep, to hear the mate shout out, ‘Now then the main tack’, and about ten fellows seize hold of it, and run tramping overhead on the deck, hauling to it, and bellowing like a herd of bulls, and this occurs, in light winds, every night two or three times, as the yards have to be trimmed to meet a shift in the winds.25

         

         It is evident that the sailors must have refrained from singing anything that would offend the passengers’ sensibilities, and in particular they must have ameliorated the language of their shanties, either by choice or by order of their officers. In some ships, the crew clearly went out of their way to entertain the passengers or join in their amusements. Joseph Sams, for example, wrote: ‘The sailors want me to be manager of a nigger band they are getting up’, and:

         
            The evening was most delightful and there were several kinds of music going, chiefly concertinas. A few sailors and some of the third class did a waltz or two. The sailors also played leap frog.’26

         

         Many of the diaries mention the ceremonies of burying (or burning) the ‘dead horse’ and ‘crossing the line’, carried out by the crew. The former took place one month into the voyage, when the advance pay that the men had received was worked off, and the ‘dead horse’ (as the debt was called) was finally destroyed. ‘Crossing the line’ was, technically, carried out as an initiation ceremony on people who were crossing the equator for the first time, and typically involved sailors dressing up as characters such as Neptune, a barber and a doctor, and carrying out a burlesque skit which involved playing rough tricks on their victims.

         Ad hoc sing-songs abounded, but at least once every trip there was a semi-formal concert, and again these could be organised by the passengers themselves or by the officers. Dr H. M. Lightoller again:

         
            Had concert last night. Went off very well. I gave a short address, and then we had a solo on the concertina, one on the flute and some Lancashire readings by a man from Rochdale … We then had several songs, one in Welsh, sung by a Welsh collier; it was what corresponds to our ‘Home Sweet Home’. All I can tell you is that it was as much as many could do to keep from crying.27
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            Penny Gaffs, Music Halls and Parlours

            Other Nineteenth-Century Musics

         

         Song and music played a significant role in the teeming popular culture of the nineteenth century, and, like nearly everything else, changed almost beyond recognition between the start of the century and its end. Huge social changes were taking place, but the key point is that it all happened against the backdrop of unstoppable population growth and urbanisation, resulting in the concentration of audiences and markets, and the gradual development of a commercialised mass culture. Technological change then made catering for this mass audience possible.

         In the musical sphere, this development is too messy for a straight chronological treatment, and we will therefore look at different sectors, but with the usual proviso that they were all connected and many things were happening at the same time. We can separate one particularly important thread concerning the venues specifically devoted to singing to audiences, which falls into three overlapping stages: song-and-supper rooms, concert rooms and music halls. The broad chronology can be summarised as:

         
            1800 –1830: Continuation from the previous century. The pleasure gardens still there but fading away; theatres; song-and-supper rooms; glee clubs.

            1830 –60: The continuation of the song-and-supper rooms; the last years of the pleasure gardens; the rapid rise of pub-based concert rooms and back-street penny gaffs; the start of the blackface minstrels; the growth of the brass band movement; and the start of popular choral music. 

            1860 onwards: The final coming of age of a commercial song industry with ballad concerts and the development of music hall, domestic parlour songs and drawing-room ballads; the flowering of the brass bands and choral societies.

         

         At the beginning of the century, pleasure gardens were still in operation, but it was soon obvious that they were past their prime, and it became a struggle to keep them going. Many closed and were swallowed up by urban development, although Vauxhall struggled on till 1859 and Cremorne until 1877. They were still an important force in popular song and they became far more democratic in their clientele, increasingly catering for all classes. But the days of the ‘Vauxhall song’ were soon gone, and the centre of gravity of popular entertainment began to shift to the concert rooms, which, by mid-century, had developed into music halls, coupled with the huge increase in printed song material, from the humble broadside to the more substantial songster and the relatively sophisticated, but increasingly affordable, sheet music.

         In London and other urban areas there were places where men with sufficient funds could go to eat and drink and, sometimes, enjoy singing, and these so-called night-cellars and song rooms proliferated in the nineteenth century, developing into what were loosely termed ‘song-and-supper rooms’, in which, as the name implies, the food and drink and the musical entertainment were equal attractions. The most famous of the London rooms were Evans’s (called Paddy Green’s from 1844) in King Street, the Cyder Cellars in Maiden Lane, and Offley’s, all in Covent Garden; the Coal Hole, Fountain Court, Strand; and the Dr Johnson, in Bolt Court, Fleet Street. But there were many more.

         These rooms were not exactly respectable, nor were they for the working classes, but were habituated by those of the middle and upper classes who enjoyed some unrefined entertainment. ‘Bohemian’ is probably the best word for them, and as they were open virtually all night, customers could drop in after a visit to the theatre, a late sitting of Parliament, or whatever evening occupation or entertainment they had been attending. The clientele thus included a range of customers, from known rakes and men-about-town, to university students, politicians, lawyers, actors and other theatrical types, novelists, journalists and a sprinkling of the aristocracy. The presence of many leading literati explains why the song-and-supper rooms crop up so regularly in mid-century novels such as William Makepeace Thackeray’s The Newcomes (1855), and Benjamin Disraeli’s Sybil, or The Two Nations (1845).

         The customers, who were strictly all men, sat at tables and were served by waiters, or walked around talking and taking no notice of the performances. From the beginning, the performers were virtually all amateurs, chosen by the chairman, but there was usually a smattering of actors and singers in the audience who could be called upon to ‘oblige’ with a song or two, and a corpus of talented regulars developed who were well known enough to become semi-professionals associated with particular rooms. The songs varied, but comic (often bawdy) and bacchanalian numbers predominated, with some glees and a sprinkling of sentimental items.

         Singers and writers who were particularly associated with these rooms included John Labern, Sam Cowell, Charles Sloman, J. W. Sharp, Thomas Hudson and Bob Glindon, and these men also performed at other venues, including legitimate theatres, and many wrote plays, farces and other minor dramatic pieces as well as comic songs. They were key players in the developing popular culture of the period, and many of the new songs that were produced to feed this new market came from this group. They were published in paper-covered songsters, found their way on to broadsides, and were circulated in this way to the general public who would never be able to visit the venues in person.

         It was these songsters which Henry Mayhew’s broadside-writer informant claimed was doing him out of business by supplying printers with free songs:

         
            They come to the printer, for nothing, from the concert-room. He has only to buy a ‘Ross’ or a ‘Sharp’ for 1d. and there’s a lot of ’em; so, in course, a publisher ain’t a-going to give a bob, if he can be served for a farthing, just by buying a song-book.1

         

         Mayhew’s informants also made it clear that most of the ‘indecent’ songs, which he claimed were rife at the time, came from these songsters rather than from broadside writers. But whether in songster or on broadside, these mass-produced printed items were the vehicles by which the people of Britain could share in the latest urban fashions in songs.

         The growing importance of songsters in the song market was also mentioned by two street singers, brothers by the name of Sharman, whom broadside collector Frederic Madden encountered in Cambridge in 1838. One of the brothers said that he ‘has occasionally fixed his name to ballad-sheets, but [has] left off doing so for some years, and both are now content to be supplied from Catnach’s press in London, and find that the penny song-books are driving the sheet ballads out of the field’.2

         Urban writers and singers were immensely influential in the development of popular music in their day, but they are not well documented as individuals or as a group, although a sense of their careers can be gleaned from adverts and occasional notices in the press of the time, and in particular in the periodical The Era. One of the most important figures, for a short period, was John Sharp (always referred to as ‘J. W. Sharp’), although he barely registers in later histories.

         Sharp first appeared on stage in about 1839 in the entertainments put on at the decidedly rough John o’ Groats public house in Lambeth, but soon started working his way up through various pub-based concert rooms and local theatres. He was talent-spotted by the manager of Evans’s Song and Supper Room, and soon became their resident comic singer, also doubling as the musical director for Vauxhall Gardens from 1846. He regularly appeared at all the well-known concert rooms around London, and also ventured further afield with appearances at places like Norwich and Gravesend, and he was soon being routinely described in the press as the foremost comic singer of the day. As the periodical All the Year Round commented in 1861: 

         
            To say that he was a favourite at Evans’s at this time would convey but a poor notion of an established fact. When he arrived of a night from Vauxhall about half-past eleven, with dress coat, white cravat and gloves, the place was in an uproar, and the tumult of applause which followed Mr Green’s announcement: ‘Gentlemen, I claim your attention to a comic song from Mr Sharp’, accompanied as it was by the rattling of hundreds of knives, spoons, and glasses on the tables, will not be forgotten by those who were present on such occasions.3

         

         He was besieged by waiters who had taken orders for copies of his songs from customers, and many of his songs became instant hits. Sharp wrote some of these himself, but he clearly needed a steady supply of new material and he mostly relied on others to write them for him:

         
            At this time Sharp and his congenial poet, Labern, lived in the same house in North-Place, Hampstead; and when a facetious idea struck the singer during the day, he would jot it down and slip it under the poet’s bedroom door, who threw it into rhyme by the time his popular colleague had arisen on the following day. For these songs the poet received a guinea each, and so much for every copy he wrote out.4

         

         Printed songbooks of the time demonstrate how influential he was, and songs were often headed ‘as sung by J. W. Sharp’; his repertoire can be seen in his own J. W. Sharp’s Vauxhall Comic Song-Book, issued in two series in 1848 and 1849. This publication included 216 songs, most of which were too topical to last, but a few are still remembered, such as ‘Old King Cole’ {1164}, ‘Billy Taylor’ {158}, ‘Old Dan Tucker’ {390}, ‘King Arthur Had Three Sons’ (in two versions) {130} and ‘Umbrella Courtship’ {12626}, and there was a high proportion of blackface minstrel songs. He was later described as a ‘clever singer whose oddity and original humour … won him for a time an extraordinary popularity, though his songs were vulgar and gross, and his life was shameless’.5 None of the songs in his Song-Book could really be described as ‘gross’, or even particularly ‘vulgar’, which presents the possibility that his performed repertoire may well have differed from his published one.

         But his time in the limelight was short, as the drink and the dissolute life of the tavern and saloon singer soon took their toll, and he rapidly became unreliable and unemployable. In January 1856 he was found wandering the streets of Dover, a ‘shoeless drivelling pauper’, and was taken into the workhouse to die. He was thirty-eight years of age.

         One singer whose fame has lasted better than most was W. G. Ross, whose performance of the song ‘Sam Hall’ {369} was legendary and was one of those individual cases which seem to define a whole genre. His violent and defiant delivery, especially of the curse-line ‘Damn your eyes’, was electrifying, and so many people wanted to witness the performance that the management used to advertise what time he would be on stage so that nobody missed it.

         An important detail, from our point of view, was that Ross would dress the part for this performance, albeit with little more than a battered hat, a pipe, and make-up to resemble an unshaven face, and he ‘acted’ the part with gestures, sighs and dramatic delivery. It is this dressing-in-character and ‘acting’ which marks a key point in the transition from the free-and-easy convivial sing-song to the professional concert, and a growing separation between performer and audience. In one respect, this is the point where the event definitely leaves the ‘folk’ culture and moves into ‘popular culture’.

         Prints bearing Ross’s portrait, in character, sold in great numbers. He sang other songs, including ‘The Lively Flea (Parody of the Ivy Green)’ {V3035}, ‘Jag Rag’ {V3365}, ‘Pat’s Leather Breeches’ {923}, ‘Mrs Johnson’ {V7338} and ‘Going Home with the Milk in the Morning’ {V711}, and tried his hand at comic drama, but without success. So he toured the country with his ‘Sam Hall’ routine, and was perhaps the first example of the one-hit wonder.

         Evans’s was completely remodelled in 1855 with theatrical trappings, including a stage and boxes, but it was living on borrowed time as the music-hall era was upon us. But before we go there, we must backtrack a couple of decades.

         The latter end of the song-and-supper era overlapped with another form of song venue that was often called a ‘concert room’, although this name gives it a much grander aura than it deserves, and another term of the period, ‘singing room’, was more accurate. They were of a lower class than the song-and-suppers, and far more democratic, not only in that they catered for a less wealthy clientele, but because they were open to all, including women. They constituted a definite move away from the ‘club’ model towards an ‘open’ public event.

         The precursors of the concert rooms were the completely amateur sing-songs with performances drawn from the company and with only rudimentary organisation. The terminology of the time is fluid, but this type of event was often called a free-and-easy, convivial or harmonic.

         Concert rooms were always associated with pubs, and in the 1830s and 1840s there was a huge increase in the number of houses which opened new rooms or had regular organised singing sessions. It has been suggested that this rapid expansion was a direct result of the Beerhouse Act of 1830, which liberalised the manufacture and sale of beer and led to a huge increase in the number of licensed premises. This forced established pubs to offer their customers more than just alcohol.

         The effect was felt not just in London, but across the whole country. Kathleen Barker’s booklet Early Music Hall in Bristol (1979), for example, mentions at least fifty in that city alone between 1845 and 1870. Many were short-lived, of course, but others became regular features of the local entertainment culture, and a few developed into full-blown music halls.

         
            They attracted a great many amateurs who thought they could sing – the piano accompaniments were played by ear by a well-known local player by the name of Potter, and he did it very cleverly, and exhibited great tact as the vocalists had a way of wandering off into different keys.6

         

         The preponderance of concert rooms in Liverpool, as described by visiting sailors in the 1830s, is noted in the chapter on the songs of sailors and soldiers, and the correspondent for the Morning Chronicle’s survey of labour and the poor in 1849 to 1850 paints a similar picture:

         
            The attention of a stranger who walks through the streets of Liverpool can scarcely fail to be directed to the great number of placards which invite the public to cheap or free concert rooms. Of all shapes, sizes and colours to attract the eye, they cover the walls of the town, and compete with one another in the inducements which they offer to the public to favour with its patronage the houses which they advertise.7

         

         The Manchester investigator, meanwhile, wrote:

         
            I was anxious to see and judge for myself one of the music saloons, of which I had heard so much, and so, ascertaining that the Apollo in the London Road presented a good specimen, I waited till Saturday night should exhibit it in its greatest glory and then set off for the hall of jollity and harmony.8

         

         He found a long, narrow, smoke-filled room, densely packed with men and women, with a bar halfway down and a small stage at the other end. He was charged twopence entrance, but this entitled him to that much beer. There was an ‘orchestra’ of two fiddles and a piano, and one performer was a local factory worker who did a clever routine dressed as a soldier doing a parody military drill, and then turned round to show his back dressed as a sailor and proceeded to do a hornpipe. The other performers were described as ‘arteests’, which presumably meant they were at least semi-professional.

         In the half-hour he stayed, our writer enjoyed half a dozen songs and two dances: 

         
            When I entered, a man dressed in the conventional ‘nigger’ costume was singing one of those really pretty airs which have of late gained such popular renown – and singing it too, with more feeling for the melody and less regard for the slang part of the business than are generally exhibited by London performers of a similar class. The audience joined in the chorus con amore, so that just as I entered, nearly two hundred voices male and female were entreating Susanna not to cry for the minstrel who was ‘going to Alabama, with his banjo on his knee’.9

         

         On his way home, he popped into a couple of other establishments which catered for different classes of clientele.

         By 1853, Bolton in Lancashire had four or five pubs and three or four beerhouses with special singing rooms attached, including the Star Concert Room, attached to the Millstone Inn in 1832, which some claim was the first to show signs of being a true ‘music hall’. As Robert Poole writes in his study of popular leisure in nineteenth-century Bolton:

         
            The attractions of the Star had much in common with the sideshows at circuses, wakes and fair, and it became a sort of permanent version of these, making every weekend a mini-holiday for those who could afford it, and fitting old-established styles of entertainment into the pattern of the industrial working week.10

         

         We have a fair number of descriptions of various song venues of the time, but they are in general frustratingly uninformative, being the kind of supercilious journalism that is more concerned with showing the writer’s distaste for the whole subject – for the poor, the working class, the inferior style of performance and the inane songs – than in truly informing the reader about what was going on. But the diaries of Charles Rice, covering the years 1840 and 1850, edited by Laurence Senelick and published as Tavern Singing in Early Victorian London (1997), are a godsend.

         During the day Rice was a lowly-paid messenger for the British Museum, but in the evenings he was an enthusiastic singer of comic songs in pubs and clubs around London, for which he was paid a fee. We would therefore classify him as ‘semi-professional’, but he describes himself and his immediate colleagues as ‘pros’, and he distinguishes them from the amateurs who sometimes contributed a song or two.

         Rice could earn four or five shillings a night, plus food and drink. That is more than a pound a week if he worked several nights, which almost doubled his income from the museum, which was only £67 a year. But it is also clear that money was not the only incentive, as the song fraternity was also his main friendship community, and he often spent what little leisure time he had in their company.

         There was no shortage of venues; Rice mentions thirty-three different establishments which provided regular song sessions, most of them within walking distance of his homes in Soho and Somers Town, and we know of many more. There was a choice of singing sessions every night of the week except Sunday, and artists like Rice had regular bookings to appear on particular nights at particular venues.

         Most performers specialised in a particular type of song – comic, sentimental or heroic, for example – and other styles mentioned include blackface minstrel, costermonger, Irish labourer, country, and sea songs. One of the clear stars of the day, Charles Sloman (1808–70), is mentioned approvingly by Rice on several occasions. His speciality was to improvise comic songs on any topic suggested by the audience, and he was tremendously popular despite having a really bad singing voice.

         Women singers were employed as well as men. The first entry in Rice’s 1840 diary, for example, has four women and three men on the bill, but the more normal ratio was for one woman to three or four men. There were also women in the audience.

         The sessions were overseen by a chairman – sometimes the landlord or owner, sometimes one of the waiters, but often somebody employed to fill the role – and the best of these functionaries gained a reputation and a following of their own for their ready wit and eccentric character. They were usually capable of doing a turn themselves, and regularly started the evening with their own offering. An echo of the old amateur days still persisted, in that guests and amateurs and other pros dropped in (or, as Rice puts it, ‘dropped up’) on the off-chance, and passed the hat round for recompense, or one of the audience might be allowed to contribute. But the bulk of the evening’s entertainment, at least at the style of event frequented by Rice, consisted of the paid performers. He seems to make a distinction between a ‘harmonic’ gathering, which was all amateurs, and a ‘concert’, which included performers like himself.

         Accompaniment was invariably by piano, and each establishment had a resident pianist who appears to have accompanied everybody, regardless of repertoire or style. Rice often comments on the pianist – some were unbelievably bad, but others were clearly valued colleagues in the profession and added greatly to the success of particular performances.

         The norm was for solo singing, but the artists would sometimes join each other in duets and there was often a set-piece glee, such as ‘Hail Smiling Morn’ {1346}, in which they all took part. There were also duo acts, such as on 19 February 1840 at the Adam and Eve, St Pancras Road:

         
            The most laughable part of the entertainment was the singing of two duets by Mr and Mrs Norton – he about five feet ten, and she some four feet seven or eight – the duets were ‘Charming Isabella’ and ‘Mr and Mrs Wright’ {V35186} – in the former of which, where he embraced her, his arms went completely over her head; the effect was irresistibly comic!11

         

         Rice sang as many as eleven songs on 20 January 1840, but six or eight was more normal.

         The artists took it in turns to perform, but could be ‘encored’ to do a second, or even ‘double encored’ for another. Some songs were written to be performed ‘in character’ and Rice occasionally mentions singers wearing a costume, but these seem to have been in the minority.

         Singing was the staple of the evening but various other ‘variety’ acts appeared, including magicians, illusionists and ventriloquists, and there were recitations, scenes from plays, living statues, barnyard impersonations, and one-offs such as Herr Joel, the German siffleur (whistler), who gave his imitation of a flageolet on a little piece of black cane, which Rice enjoyed tremendously, and:

         
            Mr King, an amateur, sang an imitation of Joel’s German song, very cleverly; and his performance of ‘Fisher’s Hornpipe’ on a piece of tobacco pipe placed between his lips, and struck with two other pieces, and the same tune on his teeth, with the aid of his finger nails, was one of the most amusing and well executed exhibitions I ever witnessed.12

         

         There was quite often a dance or two, usually performed by one of the women singers, but sometimes by a specialist man or child performer, such as the seven-year-old Miss Harrison, whom Rice mentions several times in 1840. The ‘Highland Fling’ is mentioned most often, but various ‘Hornpipes’, the ‘Jockey Dance’, ‘Cracovienne’, ‘Cachucha’, ‘Buy a Broom Dance’, ‘Medley Dance’ and others are also named.

         The venues varied considerably in terms of space and layout, but we have insufficient detail to summarise them. Many of them could seat 150 to 200 people for the evening, and the audience was seated in rows or round tables and were there for food and drink as well as the entertainment, but in Rice’s later entries audiences had dropped to fewer than 100, presumably under the competition from the growing number of music halls.

         But the most important evidence from Rice’s writings, for our immediate purposes, is the rare opportunity they offer to investigate what was actually being sung. The diaries, as published by Senelick, mention the titles of nearly 350 songs sung in the taverns of the time, of which seventy-nine or eighty are listed as sung by Rice himself, although, as is the case with all title lists, there are problems of identification, so that number is provisional. As Rice specialised in ‘comic’ songs, the overall list might exaggerate the proportion of songs from that category, but he usually also listed his colleagues’ songs, so the bias is probably minimal.

         Comparison with the repertoire list of traditional singer Henry Burstow, the bell-ringing shoemaker from Horsham, is revealing. It could be argued that as Burstow’s list was published in 1911, he was of a much later generation than Rice, and would have had the opportunity to pick up many later songs. But Burstow was born in 1826, and he was therefore fourteen and twenty-four at the time of Rice’s two diary years, and if Mayhew and other commentators are to be believed, that was the key age for youngsters to seek out the ‘latest’ songs. In trying to understand how far the ‘tavern song’ repertoire overlapped with the ‘folk tradition’, a comparison might give us some clues, but in fact there is very little overlap between the two lists; of the 420 in Burstow’s and the 348 in Tavern Singing, only about fifteen are definitely the same:

         ‘Billy Taylor’ {158}; ‘The Storm’ {949}; ‘Rose of Allendale’ {1218}; ‘The Marine Boy’ {1681}; ‘The Bride’s Farewell’ {2062}; ‘’Twas Nature’s Gay Day’ {2647}; ‘The Wife’s Dream’ {10918}; ‘The Haymakers’ {13244}; ‘Away with Melancholy’ {13748}; ‘Happy Land’ {13784}; ‘Woodman Spare That Tree’ ({13833}; ‘The Old House at Home’ {13881}; ‘To All You Ladies Now at Land’ {13886}; ‘Adieu My Native Land’ {13891}; and ‘I’ve Journeyed Over Many Lands’ {13894}.

         ‘Comic songs’, Rice’s speciality, are often singled out as one of the most important features of the rapidly expanding entertainment industry of the period, and were clearly seen as a major change even at the time. After dismissing the importance of the glees and brief excursions into opera on early bills at Charles Morton’s Canterbury Arms, one of the first real music halls, H. G. Hibbert writes in his Fifty Years of a Londoner’s Life (1916):

         
            In truth, the Canterbury Music Hall owed its success not to ‘high class’ music, but, as all music halls have done in the meanwhile, to a comic singer or ‘vocal comedian’ seduced from the song-and-supper rooms of the West End …

            If the ‘vocal comedian’ were not the product of the Canterbury, but borrowed, none can dispute its claim to the ineffable creature, the ‘serio-comic singer’, for women neither performed at the song-and-supper rooms, nor were admitted to them, till Evans’s was on the eve of dissolution.13

         

         Although this is true of the main song-and-suppers, Charles Rice’s evidence shows that women were routinely present, as performers and audience, at tavern concert rooms.

         Not everyone was enamoured of the comic songs of the day. As early as 1867, the new music-hall movement was being roundly condemned, as a piece in Watson’s Art Journal demonstrates:

         
            No institution has ever proved more thoroughly false to its early promise than has the Music Hall. We were told, when the idea first came into notice, that its encouragement would assuredly exercise a beneficial influence over the progress of music amongst the lower classes; that many people who now spend the hours of night in dissolute indulgence at the public house, would, in time, be weaned from their evil doings …

            Nothing is listened to now-a-days but the so-called ‘comic songs’ and, in sober earnestness, we must express our astonishment that human beings endowed with the ordinary gift of reason should be found to go night after night in order to witness such humiliating exhibitions. It is quite impossible to name anything equal to the stupidity of these comic songs, unless, indeed, it be their vulgarity.14

         

         Writing about ‘English Songs, Ancient and Modern’ in the monthly magazine the Nineteenth Century, in 1884, songwriter and journalist Charles Mackay was equally damning:

         
            An evil example was set between forty and fifty years ago by many young writers who laid themselves out to be what is called ‘funny’, to become in fact professional punsters, by the composition of drearily comic books … These writings had any amount of popularity, which contributed in no small degree to the deterioration of the literary taste of the then rising generation – a deterioration which has extended its baleful influence to their successors of the present day … To such agency the public of the present and of a not long departed day owes the hydraulic and pumped-up ‘fun’ which is not funny, of the songs that now achieve the greatest popularity, and retain it for the longest time. Of this inane class are, ‘Pop Goes the Weasel’ {5249}, ‘Jump Jim Crow’ {12442}, ‘The Ratcatcher’s Daughter’ {13883}, ‘The Chickaleerie Cove’ {V1768}, ‘Tommy Make Room for Your Uncle’ {23764}, and other vulgarities that seem to fascinate the sons and daughters of the lower middle class.15

         

         The tone of this is the same as we have met down the ages: the pop music of the time is bad, degenerate, inane, and a symptom of the general decline in society’s morals and standards. It is interesting here, though, that he singles out the young people, which chimes well with our premise that it was the younger members of society who drove musical change long before the recognition of a specific ‘youth culture’, and also, unusually, he blames the ‘lower middle class’ rather than the working class for this decline. But it was not only comic songs which drew his fire:

         
            Not quite so vulgar, but quite as popular as these, are the vapid sentimental songs – which find favour with what may be considered the great majority of the fair sex, who possess a smattering of literary taste, and a still slighter smattering of musical appreciation – that are issued in shoals by the music publishers of the present day, to the almost complete displacement of the really good songs and the very excellent music of a bygone generation.16

         

         Here he blames the advertising and puffing up of new songs in the burgeoning cheap press of the time. Given his severe strictures on the songs of his day, it is surprising that he found enough good material to publish, as he did in 1883, his 1001 Gems of Song.

         Before we move on to the development of the music halls, it is as well to remember that it was not a simple linear progression, because venues existed in different stages at the same time, and while some followed the pattern which we now recognise as the dominant trend, many others stayed the same. Pub concert rooms, free-and-easies and convivial and harmonic meetings continued to exist alongside the commercialised venues and even to thrive in some quarters.

         James Greenwood, for example, in his Unsentimental Journeys (1867), recounted an incident which showed that singing was by no means entirely in the hands of the professionals. At half past midnight, at a night coffee-booth, Greenwood met a man who was patently rather angry with his six-year-old son. ‘Didn’t I sing it properly, Father?’ said the boy. ‘As proper as you’ll ever sing it,’ snapped his father. The latter explained to Greenwood:

         
            You must know that my little boy, who is as blind as a stone, and likely to be a burden to me as long as he lives, has got a tidy voice, that is for the comic style – ‘Dark Girl Dressed in Blue’ {7022}, ‘Mrs Rummins’s Ball’ – that sort of thing, you know; well, I takes him of nights, you know, to concert-rooms, ’specially where there is a bit of a platform and a piano where he can show off, you know. If the company likes to take pity and club round, it’s optional. I don’t ask ’em, not I; I sits down and smokes my pipe like another man. Well, we goes tonight to the North Star close here, and says I to the chairman, ‘Perhaps the company would like to hear a little blind boy sing a song.’ ‘I daresay they would,’ said he, and after tapping the table, he announced it.17

         

         Unfortunately, the performance did not go down well with the audience, who hissed rather than clapped, and the man thought perhaps it was because they expected a religious song like the ‘Old Hundredth’ from a blind boy, rather than that of ‘Mrs Rummins’s Ball’.

         It is difficult to gauge the full extent of the provision of entertainment venues in London in the mid-nineteenth century. There were so many of them, and some had only a local reputation or lasted only a short time. In addition to those already mentioned, many styled themselves as ‘saloons’, which in effect occupied a mid-position between the concert room and the theatre. The best known of these were the Eagle or Grecian Saloon, City Road; Union Saloon, Shoreditch; Apollo Saloon (at the Yorkshire Stingo), Marylebone; The Bower, Stangate Street, Lower Marsh; Albert Saloon, Shepherdess Walk, Shoreditch; and the Effingham Saloon, Whitechapel Road; while The Grapes on Southwark Bridge Road became the Surrey Music Hall in the early 1840s, the Great Mogul became the Middlesex Music Hall, and the White Lion on the Edgware Road became the Metropolitan Music Hall.

         And then there were the ‘tea gardens’, many of which were survivors from the eighteenth century, and were often known more for their dancing than singing, but always with a reputation for food and drink. These were in general more respectable than the singing rooms, but they too had their ups and downs. The best known were White Conduit House, Penton Street, Clerkenwell (closed 1849); Bagnigge Wells (closed 1841); and Highbury Barn (closed 1871).

         The concert-room and tavern sing-songs were the most obvious precursors of the music hall, but they were not the only ones. As detailed later, many theatres were already presenting overwhelmingly musical programmes, and at a much lower point on the social scale there were what were termed ‘penny gaffs’, which, in the whole range of urban working-class entertainment, most exercised the moral indignation of the middle classes. They were a decidedly back-street phenomenon, proliferating in poor areas of London and other big cities. The term ‘penny gaff’ nowadays signifies a cheap theatre, but it is clear from mid-nineteenth-century descriptions that it formerly referred to a range of cheap entertainments, including rudimentary drama but also songs, dancing, music, acrobatics and conjuring, catering for the poorest levels of society.

         We have at least three good descriptions from the middle of the century, all written by middle-class adventurers deliberately ‘slumming’ it to find out what the natives were up to. Their descriptions are therefore heavily coloured, but we can see through this and there is sufficient similarity for us to believe what they say. 

         Two of them refer to London: an unsigned article entitled ‘Amusements of the Mob’ in Chambers’s Journal in October 1856; and Henry Mayhew’s well-known London Labour and the London Poor, published in 1861 but researched in the late 1840s. The third is from Manchester, in letters to the Morning Chronicle between 1849 and 1851 from correspondents in the manufacturing and mining districts of Britain.

         All three describe the same setting: a shop in one of the poorest streets in town converted into a place of entertainment, with twopence as the usual entrance fee. There would be handwritten advertisements in the shop window and someone inside the door taking money – and usually giving a token of some sort which the attendees used to gain access to the inner performance space. The shop itself acted as the waiting room, where people gathered while waiting for the earlier sitting to finish, as the programme was repeated several times and there was no time wasted between them.

         The Chambers’s Journal piece gives more detail of what went on here. There was a bagatelle-type game, on which the young men could gamble, and bottles of ginger beer on sale as well as gingerbread pieces called ‘jumbles’, and ‘triangular sections of that pale unctuous compound known and relished by omnivorous boys as “spotted dog”’. The writer makes a point of saying that anyone who won on the game usually grandly treated those around him to the eatables.

         According to Mayhew, of the 200 people present at each performance, three-quarters were women and girls, and the rest were mainly boys – only about eighteen adult men were there. The Chambers’s Journal author reckoned that 95 per cent of his crowd was under twenty years old.

         The music for the latter was a fiddler and a harpist, and the show included a duet between ‘husband and wife’, an acrobat/juggler, a young man singing a comic song, and a dumbshow, presumably a mime and referred to as a ‘ballet’, called ‘Statue for Sale’, with the stock harlequinade Pantaloon and Columbine as characters. For Mayhew there was a band playing ‘dancing tunes’ out front to attract custom, and a piano and fiddle inside. Most of the performance was singing or dancing, of which the former was preferred by the audience. A girl of about fourteen danced, and a singer sang comic songs, the ‘whole point of which consisted in the mere utterance of some filthy word at the end of each stanza’. A ballet began between a man dressed up as a woman and a country clown. ‘The most disgusting attitudes were struck, the most immoral acts represented, without one dissenting voice.’ But the audience was in hysterics.

         Unfortunately, the only clue Mayhew gives to the songs sung is not very informative:

         
            One written about ‘Pine-apple rock’ was the grand treat of the night, and offered greater scope to the rhyming powers of the author than any of the others. In this, not a single chance had been missed; ingenuity had been extended to its utmost lest an obscene thought should be passed by, and it was absolutely awful to behold the relish with which the young ones jumped to the hideous meaning of the verses.18

         

         If this is the usual ‘Pine Apple Rock’ {V21167} song, which appeared on broadsides, it is difficult to see why Mayhew thought it so bad. The words are inane enough, but hardly even bawdy, although it is possible that the penny-gaff performer had a different version.

         
            
               
                  As Spivins one day was a-hawking his ware

                  He thought to invent something novel and rare

                  Says he I’m not green, and I know what’s o’clock

                  So I will have a go at the pine-apple rock

                  Fol lol la, fol de rol la &c.

                  Something is coming up every day.

               

               
                  Straight he went home and it did not take long

                  For his donkey and cart was sold for a crown

                  Then he went at it and provided a stock

                  Of all sorts of colours in pine-apple rock.

               

            

         

         Charles Douglas Stuart and A. J. Park’s The Variety Stage (1895) provides the clearest synopsis of how some parts of this complex mass of entertainment were gradually transformed into the music hall, or variety stage, which were the overwhelming feature of popular urban entertainment of the second half of the nineteenth century, while Harold Scott’s Early Doors (1946) is equally important, but less readable.

         The clear broad tendency was towards managerial professionalisation, commercialisation, increased respectability, and specialisation, and a huge market potential was realised. One immediate effect was the need for a corpus of entertainers able and willing to fill the bills, and while some existing performers simply developed with the times, newcomers were also quickly drawn in by the evident opportunities opening up, and the promise of riches, or at least a living wage, ahead.

         As already indicated, the Beerhouse Act of 1830 helped to stimulate the growth in pub-based concert rooms, and it was another piece of legislation, the Theatres Act of 1843, which acted as a catalyst for their development into music halls. The Act swept away the anachronistic stranglehold over spoken drama held by the two patent theatres, and also attempted to bring control over the mushrooming entertainment sector of concert rooms and saloons. In the words of Stuart and Park:

         
            All saloons … had in future to be conducted as theatres, and to bear that description. The choice was given them of becoming either legitimate theatres with dramatic entertainments, but without the privilege of retailing refreshments in the auditorium, or regular music halls with a drinking licence, but minus the right of what the Act defined as ‘stage plays’. Some of the saloons elected to run on variety lines, while others, notably the Grecian and Britannia, thenceforth devoted themselves exclusively to the drama.19

         

         John Earl’s article ‘Building the Halls’ (1986), suggests a useful simplified schema for the development of the phenomenon he calls the ‘seven ages of music hall provision’. His description is primarily concerned with the physical spaces, but it effectively demonstrates the indissoluble links between the performers, the audience, the owners and the buildings, and the way they are all underpinned by the economics of the business. And it must always be remembered that the commercial provision of music was always closely allied to the sale of food and drink.

         In the process of development, the singing room becomes a music hall, which becomes a variety theatre. Earl sums up the whole development with one small detail:

         
            The practice of lowering the house lights is becoming universal. And this is, perhaps, the most telling evidence of what has happened to the music halls. They have turned their backs on their most durable tradition. They are no longer brilliantly lighted rooms where friends meet to drink and listen to a song. They are theatres where audiences assemble to be entertained.20

         

         Other theatres survived as a major cultural force, and their heavy dependence on music and song, noticed in the eighteenth century, continued unabated into the nineteenth. The restrictive law that prevented the minor theatres staging spoken drama continued in force until repealed by the Theatres Act of 1843, and new forms such as the burletta and the burlesque were developed to avoid prosecution. The burletta was described by Andrew Lamb as ‘a wide variety of comic or farcical pieces with interpolated songs’, and it achieved tremendous popularity at the Olympic Theatre under the management of the hugely popular actress/singer Madame Vestris. As Lamb writes, ‘Vestris was fond of introducing into her pieces any song she considered suitable for her talents, however incongruous it might be [and] she was far from unique in this particular aspect of the popular musical theatre.’21

         Also continuing from the previous century was the process by which provincial theatres and bands of strolling players brought such material to all corners of the nation. There are numerous memoirs and autobiographies written by actors of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many of whom started their careers in the provincial circuits or in the ranks of the ‘strollers’, so we know a great deal about life on the road. Robert Dyer, for example, in his book Nine Years of an Actor’s Life (1833), recounts how he was first attracted to the drama by a song: ‘When a company of strollers converted the village barn into a theatre, though I was not permitted to attend the scenic wonders, the fame of a limping comedian, who sang the comic song of “Poor Old Woman of Eighty”, reached me.’22 He joined a troupe of players in 1822, whose circuit included Dartmouth, Bodmin, Penzance, Devonport, Launceston, Liskeard and Redruth, and played sometimes in proper theatres but at other times in temporarily converted stables and barns. He mentions travelling in the cart carrying the manager, his family, their dogs and all the props, costumes and scenery from one town to another. The manager amused himself, and ‘with an eye to business, examined every barn we passed, and descanted on its convertible capabilities’. But this troupe was by no means at the bottom of the dramatic social scale at the time.

         Because songs were so often inserted into plays at the point of delivery, rather than when written, or were added to the entertainment as afterpieces, interludes or fillers, they do not always appear in the documentary record. One of Mayhew’s anonymous informants, for example, says that each member of the theatre company sang two songs at each performance, but does not say what they sang, or whether it was the same songs over and over or something different each time, or where they got them from.

         But one informative source, which has not been fully mined as yet, is found in the printed playbills announcing forthcoming performances, which are often astonishingly descriptive of the evening’s delights and sometimes list the ‘in-between’ songs and even those embedded in the plays themselves. Robert Dyer’s afore-mentioned account, for example, reprints a bill from the Nottingham Theatre in 1832 which describes a great number of dramatic pieces (including Shakespeare), and lists the following songs to be performed in between – ‘The Banners of Blue’ {V169}, ‘The Plain Gold Ring’ {V419}, ‘The Laughable Duet of Buy a Broom’ {13229} and ‘Love Was Once a Little Boy’ {2664} – as well as disguising others in the phrase ‘In the course of the entertainment, Mrs Dyer will sing many favourite and popular songs, accompanying herself on the piano-forte.’23

         Local-studies libraries often have some of these playbills, in addition to the larger collections in national repositories. A small collection in Croydon (Surrey) Local Studies Library, for example, covering performances in 1834, includes, in addition to numerous unnamed ‘Comic Songs’ and ‘Favourite Ballads’, the following titles: ‘Poll Dang It How D’ye Do’ {V22690}; ‘Since Then I’m Doomed’ {V15477}; ‘I’m a Brisk and Sprightly Lad’ {V6242}; ‘Why did I Love’ {V35185}; ‘Kate Kearney’ {V1171}; ‘The Umbrella Courtship’ {12626}; ‘Parody of The Sea, The Sea’; ‘A Kind Old Man Came Wooing’; ‘Heigho Signor’; ‘When the Wind Blows’ {V19489}; ‘Fill, Boys and Drink About’ {V18266}; ‘The Jolly Young Waterman’ {1186}; ‘Farewell My Trim-Built Wherry’ {V468}; ‘The Bay of Biscay O’ {24928}; ‘The Flaunting Flag of Liberty’ {2815}; ‘Long Tom’s Courtship’; ‘A Galley Yarn or How to Catch a Whale’; ‘The Mistletoe Bough’ {2336}; and ‘Fencing Tailors’.

         Some songs were essential to the action of the play, as in the case of ‘Green Bushes’ {1040} and ‘The Jug of Punch’ {1808}. J. B. Buckstone’s play Green Bushes, or A Hundred Years Ago was first performed on 27 January 1845 at the Adelphi, London, at the time the acknowledged home of spectacular melodrama, and it remained in the repertoire of legitimate theatres and travelling companies for decades. It was one of those dramas that set the mid-nineteenth-century ‘stage-Irish’ stereotype, but the Morning Post review (28 January 1845) thought it ‘raal ould Irish quality’. The play has a complicated melodramatic story, but snatches of the song ‘Green Bushes’ appear regularly and, in a show-stopping sentimental moment is sung in the street as the means by which the young heroine is finally returned to her mother. The song had existed for at least twenty years before the play, but its exposure on stage definitely created its later popularity, and it appeared regularly on broadsides and was collected widely by the Edwardian folk-song collectors. ‘The Jug of Punch’, however, which also features, was, according to the sheet music, written by Buckstone for the play, and was soon printed in popular songsters, such as Burdett’s London Comic Songster (1854–5). Despite its stereotypical ‘stage-Irish’ origins, it has since been taken up as a genuine Irish song.

         Another clear example of how material from the stage fed into traditional song is the case of ‘Villikins and His Dinah’ {271}. The song came into being when Henry Mayhew wrote a one-act farce entitled ‘The Wandering Minstrel’, which was first performed, with no great success, in 1834. The play’s main character was Jem Baggs, a ballad-singer, and Mayhew wrote ‘Villikins’ for him to sing by parodying an earlier song, ‘William and Dinah’, and casting it into stage cockney to provide a humorously pathetic ballad.

         When the play was revived at the Olympic Theatre in 1853, Jem was played by Frederick Robson (1821–64), who was just on the verge of becoming the undisputed leading comic actor of the day, and the song was an immediate hit which took the town by storm. As George Augustus Sala writes in his 1864 sketch of Robson:

         
            Robson gave every stanza a nonsensical refrain of ‘Right tooral lol looral, right tooral lol lay’. At times, when the audience was convulsed with merriment, he would come to a halt, and gravely observe, ‘This is not a comic song’; but London was soon unanimous that such exquisite comicality had not been heard for many a long year. ‘Villikins and his Dinah’ created a furore … ‘Right tooral lol looral’ was on every lip. Robson’s portrait as Jem Baggs was in every shop-window.24

         

         ‘Villikins’ was collected numerous times, as a traditional song, on both sides of the Atlantic, and it gave its name to one of the most used tunes in the folk repertoire.

         And tunes could be used even more readily than the songs themselves. The use of old or popular tunes with new words on the stage did not die with the craze for ballad operas of the eighteenth century. It was a significant feature of pantomimes, and continued into the ‘extravaganzas’ which were the next development of popular theatre in the 1830s. Writing of one of the first extravaganzas, J. R. Planché’s Olympic Revels (1831), theatre expert Michael Booth commented:

         
            The settings are Mount Olympus and a street on Earth. There are numerous songs to music from operas and established airs: Juno ticks off Jupiter to ‘Judy Callaghan’; the gods sing a chorus to ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’; and Prometheus expresses alarm at the opening of [Pandora’s] box to the tune of ‘Bonnie Laddie, Highland Laddie’.25

         

         One important musical craze that was so pervasive as to cut right across our different categories of performance venue was what we now call ‘blackface minstrelsy’, but at the time was commonly referred to as ‘nigger minstrelsy’. It started in the 1840s and was the first of the American song fads to sweep Britain. It is difficult to describe the scale of its effect on British popular culture, an influence that lasted well into the twentieth century and never really went away. Even after the First World War, blackface performers still appeared on the variety stage, and there were regular revivals. The broadcast media kept them alive, with the BBC’s long-running Kentucky Minstrels on radio (1933–50) and The Black and White Minstrel Show on BBC television (1957–73).

         The parodied figure of the ‘Negro’ was not new in British popular entertainment in the mid-nineteenth century. ‘Negroes’ had appeared in a number of late-eighteenth-century plays, and prolific songwriter and performer Charles Dibdin had included black characters in at least three of his one-man shows in the 1790s, with songs such as: ‘The Negro and His Banjer’, which starts, ‘One Negro wi’ my banjer / Me from Jenny come’ (V28950); ‘Kickaraboo’, beginning ‘Poor Negro say one ting – no take offence’ (V20646); and ‘Negro Philosophy’, starting ‘One Negro come from Jenny land / Buckra say he buy um’ (V26256).

         Charles Mathew’s one-man stage show A Trip to America (1821) likewise included the character of a black actor who, in the middle of Hamlet, breaks off to sing ‘Opossum Up a Gum Tree’ {7782}. Ira Aldridge, a black American actor who came to Britain in 1824, was an accomplished tragedian but also a singer of popular ballads and comic songs – accompanying himself on the guitar – including the same ‘possum’ song, which went on to become a ‘blackface’ standard.

         But it was the white American actor T. ‘Daddy’ Rice (1808–60) who started the craze with a song-and-dance routine called ‘Jump Jim Crow’, which was included in his act at the Adelphi in 1836. Rice claimed he had based the routine on a disabled black street performer in Cincinnati and that his costume of ragged and patched clothes and battered straw hat were authentic portrayals of his model. The chorus went:

         
            
               
                  First on de heel tap, den on the toe

                  Ebery time I wheel about I jump Jim Crow

                  Wheel about and turn about and do jis so

                  An ebery time I wheel about I jump Jim Crow.

               

            

         

         The song was already a hit in America, and it rapidly caught on in Britain and pictures of Rice dressed as Jim Crow were sold everywhere. ‘Jim Crow’ songs immediately started appearing on the stage, including in pantomime, which is always quick to pick up on the fads and fancies of the day. Charles Rice, the semi-pro tavern singer mentioned previously, noted in his diary seeing Harlequin and Old Gammer Gurton on 27 December 1836 in which the popular comic actor Paul Bedford sung a ‘Jim Crow’ song, and another, Harlequin and Georgey Barnwell on 7 January 1837, in which a ‘Jim Crow’ emerged from a ‘rook pie’ and sang a song. And in his diaries for 1840 and 1850 Rice makes it clear that not only were blackface songs a regular part of an evening’s entertainment in the taverns, but that some singers already specialised in them.

         It is clear that the secret of Daddy Rice’s early success was not just the song and catchy tune, but the dance that went with it. In Charles Mackay’s Memoirs of Extraordinary Popular Delusions (1841), in a chapter which lists irritating catch-phrases and inescapable street songs of the day, he says: 

         
            Street minstrels blackened their faces in order to give proper effect to the verses; and fatherless urchins, who had to choose between thieving and singing for their livelihood, took the latter course, as likely to be the more profitable, as long as the public taste remained in that direction. The uncouth dance, its accompaniment, might be seen in its full perfection on market-nights in any great thoroughfare; and the words of the song might be heard, piercing above all the din and buzz of the ever-moving multitude.26

         

         Not only did these song and dance routines sweep the country as the latest ‘popular music’ and quickly infiltrate pantomimes, tavern sing-songs, music halls, concert rooms and seaside entertainment, but professional troupes soon began to offer weekly performances at dedicated concert halls and theatres on a grand scale. In London, these included the Virginia Serenaders from 1843, Moore & Burgess Minstrels at St James’s Hall, Piccadilly, from 1859, and the Mohawks at the Agricultural Hall, Islington, from 1867.

         Oddly enough, minstrelsy became regarded as ‘respectable’ and drew crowds of middle-class people such as clergymen’s families who would never be seen dead at a music hall. A visit to the minstrels was a recognised treat for families visiting London, or other major cities which had permanent shows. The troupes soon created their own traditions and conventions, often appearing in over-the-top formal attire such as velvet coats, knee breeches, top hats and fancy waistcoats.

         But minstrelsy was not confined to the professionals and the urban entertainment industry. Like skiffle in the 1950s, the simple catchy tunes and lively (often nonsensical words) were within the reach of amateurs, and village and back-street minstrel troupes sprang up almost overnight, blacking their faces and strumming away on banjos, which were also an overnight sensation.

         The appeal to all classes also pertained at a local level. In Flora Thompson’s Lark Rise, for example, the local squire and his ‘Negro Minstrel Troupe’ were the highlight of any local event. While kicking the troupe’s backsides to emphasise the words, the squire would sing: 

         
            
               
                  A friend of Darwin’s came to me

                  A million years ago said he

                  You had a tail and no great toe

                  I answered him ‘That may be so

                  But I’ve one now, I’ll let you know

                  G-r-r-r-r-r out!’27

               

            

         

         At the other end of the social scale, dirt-poor George Hewins, born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1879, recalled how he and his friends formed the Bakehouse Minstrel Troupe after a travelling blackface show came to town. George’s troupe performed in the loft of the local bakery, with the audience sitting on the floor (and getting covered in flour). George played the bones and was one of the joking ‘end-men’, and he brought the house down with his parody of ‘Queen of My Heart’ {24778}, dressed up as an old woman:

         
            
               
                  E turned up ’is nose at ’is vittals

                  And the pickles e then at me threw

                  E swore as the taters was skittles

                  And the steak it was like chewin glue

                  E struck me three times wi the fender

                  And e made this poor eye such a fright

                  But I bet there’s a part of im tender

                  And I’ll give im beans tonight.

               

            

         

         As he sang, he pulled out a brick from under his shawl.28

         The real ‘Queen of My Heart’ {V5278} is a sentimental plaint of a man who has lost his sweetheart, written in 1886 by B. C. Stephenson and sung by Charles Hayden Coffin in Dorothy at the Gaiety, Aldwych. It commences:

         
            
               
                  I stand at your threshold sighing

                  As the cruel hours creep by 

                  And the time is slowly dying

                  That once too quickly did fly …

               

            

         

         While George’s parody (published in a songster entitled All Have a Drink with Me (c.1891) and viewable on the Bodleian Broadside Ballads website), begins:

         
            
               
                  I burnt both my hands while a-trying

                  To cook the old man’s mutton broth

                  My fat cross-eyed baby was crying

                  I believe she’s a little bit off …

               

            

         

         It is interesting to note that beyond this the parody and the original have little in common, and it was presumably the tune which alerted the audience to its parodic status.

         As the century progressed, minstrel shows became popular at seaside resorts, where they could be seen at local theatres, at the end of the pier and, quite literally, on the beach. Morley Stuart, writing in the Sussex County Magazine in 1944, recalled the heyday of seaside minstrels at southern resorts, but he also pins down their demise, soon after 1900, and their replacement by a new form of variety entertainment.

         
            For years the nigger minstrels were kings of the beach, the promenade and the pier. They were entertainment by the sea in excelsis. And then – they were challenged. They were challenged in every way – in art, in form of entertainment and especially in colour. For their new and powerful rival had not got a black face – on the other hand – he was white – pallid – as pale and white as oxide of zinc could make him. No – he was not a clown. He was something far more dangerous than that – for he had within him the elements not only of fun – but of romance. For the character who challenged the burnt cork heroes was no less a person than Pierrot.29

         

         At village level, blackface entertainment also sometimes took on some of the trappings of a folkloric calendar custom. As the name implies, calendar customs take place at a particular point in the year, and one of the main sub-categories is the ‘house-visiting’ custom in which a group of performers (e.g. mummers, wassailers or carol-singers) would go round the neighbourhood doing their performance at houses and pubs, and collecting money. One of these customs, widespread up to the Second World War, involved groups of blacked-up musicians and singers going ‘niggering’ at Christmas time. Perhaps the last surviving example of this custom takes place at Padstow in Cornwall each year at Christmas and New Year. This was previously called ‘Darkie Day’, but when it came under fire from anti-racists in about 2005, the participants announced that they would rename the custom ‘Mummer’s Day’.

         A number of other British customs featured blackened faces, and it has never been entirely clear why. For many years it was assumed that this was as a ‘disguise’ because participants in direct-action protest movements sometimes adopted the ruse to avoid identification by the authorities. But there is no evidence that the participants in calendar customs needed such protection, and it is likely that in most cases, such as the Britannia Coconut Dancers of Bacup, Lancashire, and the Padstow ‘darkies’, the face colouring comes directly from the blackface minstrel tradition.

         The minstrel craze had a very long-lasting effect on popular culture in a number of ways, but in particular it made this stereotype of a black person a widely recognised stock character in popular song on both sides of the Atlantic. Well into the twentieth century there were numerous ‘coon songs’ and ‘plantation songs’, which portrayed black people as simple, happy-go-lucky but sentimental souls with a penchant for stealing chickens and watermelons, singing and dancing. But negative portrayals of black people also featured in songs outside the minstrel canon.

         As has been seen, minstrel songs and routines infiltrated nearly every part of popular culture, from village concerts to music halls, and they naturally had a profound effect on ‘folk song’. This is a direct challenge to the claims of the early collectors that ‘folk song’ stems from a pure national stream, claims that can be sustained only if minstrel songs and the like are refused the status of ‘folk’. Minstrel songs were also a staple of the ‘community song’ repertoire,* while some became sea shanties† and their tunes also turn up as morris dances. A number of comic songs that became traditional came originally from the pens of minstrel songwriters.

         As the nineteenth century progressed, it seems that songs could be heard in almost any entertainment setting, and there were plenty of them. In the 1860s and 1870s, for example, there was a fashion for ‘penny readings’ and other respectable and uplifting events. ‘Readings’ like these were get-togethers in the village reading room, school, church hall or other public building, with a programme comprising readings from novels (Dickens was popular), poems, recitations, musical pieces and songs, all provided by the local people. It is clear that those organising the evenings and performing were drawn from the local middle class, although the clientele probably extended down to the respectable tradespeople. The vicar, his family and friends were usually in the forefront as organisers, with schoolteachers often among those involved.

         The programme was often printed in the local newspaper, so we have a good idea of the fare, but we rarely know who was in the audience. If the working people of the community were also present, which is likely, as much of the events’ raison d’être was improvement by rational entertainment, it was clearly another way in which the musical tastes of the educated classes were made available to those on the lower rungs of the social hierarchy.

         One newspaper report, taken at random from the Surrey Gazette (11 February 1870) in the village of Capel, lists piano pieces and duets (quadrilles and mazurkas), readings, including ‘Horatius, a Lay of Ancient Rome’ and ‘Dr Pangloss and Pupil’, and six songs: ‘I Cannot Sing the Old Songs’ {V13829}; ‘Come into the Garden, Maud’ {V366}; ‘Swiss Song’ (with zither accompaniment); ‘Fairest Maiden’; ‘In Yonder Shady Valley’; ‘Where Are You Wandering’; and the glee ‘Dame Durden’ {1209}. Judging by the published reports, there was often a glee or two, and ‘Dame Durden’ is the most often reported, followed by ‘Hail Smiling Morn’ {1346}. In the same period, there were numerous village concerts and ‘entertainments’, with similar highly respectable programmes.

         
            * See page 418.

            † See page 476.

         

         Three other major influences of the nineteenth century need to be mentioned: the brass-band and choral-society movements, and bell-ringing. Although probably somewhat tangential to the song preferences of the ordinary people, they each got thousands of people involved in making music, and had a significant effect on the general musical scene at a local level, and they created their own industries. Composers were prompted to write, arrange and publish material, publishers brought out specialist magazines, the makers and suppliers of instruments responded to new demands, makers of uniforms and other paraphernalia catered for the participants’ needs, and a cadre of professional conductors, administrators, teachers and competition judges was created.

         There were village and town bands in the earlier decades of the nineteenth century, but the recognisable brass-band movement began to take off in the 1840s, expanded rapidly, and soon became a major force in the musical life of the nation. Being instrumental, the movement probably had no direct effect on the song repertoire of the local people, but its general musical influence was immense. Ordinary working people, in great numbers, became involved in regular playing, mastered their instruments, learnt to read music, practised and performed, began to appreciate a repertoire that would otherwise hardly have crossed their horizon, and often performed that music to the local populace.

         Vic and Sheila Gammon, in an important piece on the influence of brass bands on working-class music in general, published in 2000, argued that the brass-band movement was the key factor in bringing about a fundamental change in working-class music-making:

         
            Between 1830 and 1860 a great deal of what was distinctive about the music making of artisans and the labouring poor was destroyed or went underground. A different and, in many ways (at least initially), alien set of musical values, elite and middle-class in origin, was promulgated and gained ascendancy.30

         

         A similarly remarkable growth characterised the choral-society movement. From humble and amateur beginnings in Yorkshire in about 1820, by the end of the century there were thousands across the country, and, like the brass bands, with the growth came all the trappings of a national movement – competitions and festivals, specially written compositions, publications for them to buy, sponsorship, bureaucracy, teaching and standardisation.

         These societies were another means by which tens of thousands of ordinary people encountered and performed music from a ‘higher’ social status than they would otherwise have done, and again they also taught many to read music and to sing in styles far removed from local traditional models.

         Their repertoire included a range of genres, but usually consisted of cantatas, oratorios and minor operatic forms, but also glees, madrigals and other part-songs. It is noticeable that these societies were much less plebeian than the brass bands, being made up mainly of lower-middle-class people, but there was often a strong contingent from what could be termed the upper working class. They were also more evenly spread across the country, although still strongest in the Midlands and the north.

         Another aspect of village life which was in the hands of the artisans and ‘upper’ working-class members of many a village community, and which called for a certain degree of musical knowledge, was bell-ringing. Abilities and degrees of dedication varied considerably, and there were two levels of achievement. Most ringers only ever attained the ‘ringing of the rounds’, which is the simple repetition of the descending musical scale, but aficionados aspired to mastering the art of ‘change-ringing’, in which a different change is rung at each pull of the rope in mathematical systems in which no pattern is repeated. Six bells can ring 720 different ways, but eight bells 40,320. 

         Like the church or West Gallery bands,‡ though, the ringers had a very bad reputation for being too independent and for unruly behaviour. Over the years they had developed the widespread notion that the belfry was not part of the church but was ‘free’ to all comers, and the vicar therefore had little say in what the ringers did or did not do. Many ringers did not even go to church.

         Around the 1860s, following on from the protracted but ultimately successful campaign to disband the church bands, local clergymen and church supporters turned their reforming zeal on the bell-ringers and across the land there were confrontations, battles of will, strikes, walkouts and general disquiet. In extremis, the ringers resorted to pealing their bells ‘backwards’ (i.e. in reverse order to the norm) to signify their disapproval. But little by little they were brought under the control of the authorities and agreed to behave themselves according to the new rules, often codified by newly formed and eminently respectable county associations.

         It was not unusual for traditional singers to mention bell-ringing or ringers in connection with local musical activity, even well into the twentieth century, and ringing and singing often went together in people’s minds. Sabine Baring-Gould, the folk-song collector from Devon, singled out ringers’ feasts as places where the ‘old songs’ could always be heard. Mrs Amy Ford, of Low Ham, Somerset, who was born in 1905, spoke about her grandfather and brothers being ringers, and how songs were sung at their Christmas parties and dances,31 and Henry Burstow of Horsham remarked, ‘I do not know whether bell-ringing or song singing has yielded me the greater pleasure.’ He noted that the ringers always gathered in the local pub before and after their ringing, and that songs were invariably sung on these occasions.32 Many villages also had sets of hand-bells, which could be ‘tolled’ like their bigger brothers in the church tower, but could also be used to play tunes at local entertainments or around the parish with the carol-singers.

         
            ‡ See page 506.

         

         While the music hall was in the process of becoming the primary nineteenth-century working-class entertainment, the middle classes were also being served with a rapidly developing song genre of their own, which we now refer to as ‘parlour songs’, but at the time were more likely to be called ‘drawing-room ballads’, or simply ‘ballads’. As with all the musical genres of the time, and since, the term is a loose one which encompasses a wide range of songs and styles, but with the unifying feature of being part of a highly commercial drive deliberately aimed at a growing market of middle-class customers who could afford to buy their entertainment, and whose one overriding characteristic was an obsession with respectability.

         The development of the music hall was mostly in the hands of the hall owners and their backers, but for the parlour song it was the music publishers who made all the running (and most of the money). The other significant difference was that while the former sought to gather their audience together to witness and experience a musical event en masse, the music publishers aimed at the domestic market, where purchasers were expected to perform the material among themselves. Sheet music was therefore arranged for common domestic instruments, most often the piano, but also the German flute, the harp and the guitar, with the amateur performer in mind. A huge proportion of this market was female, and much of the music was deliberately written and arranged to be within the capabilities of the average young home musician. Being aimed at home consumption also meant that the industry’s reach was rural as well as urban, and not simply confined to London but marketed all over the country and abroad.

         In the best book by far on the topic, The Singing Bourgeois (1989), Derek Scott commented that sheet music was ‘the first product that showed how music might be profitably incorporated into a system of capitalist enterprise … It is in the production, promotion, and marketing of the sheet music of these songs (and the pianos to accompany them) that we witness the birth of the modern music industry.’33 When highly publicised public performances later became an essential part of the business, they were still aimed mainly at selling sheet music, and instruments, for home use. 

         Nicholas Temperley, writing of ‘drawing-room music’ in The Athlone History of Music in Britain (1981), defines its audience as ‘that ill-defined and fluctuating entity, “the middle class”, a portion of the population which was growing steadily throughout the century and which can be characterised as those who were sufficiently wealthy to have a room set aside for leisure activities, to be able to purchase a piano and pay for piano lessons, and to buy the sheet music’. He explains that drawing-room music shaded into upper-class music because of the aspirational nature of the people, but was sharply distinguished from working-class music:

         
            In the subjects treated and their settings we find a remoteness from familiar everyday situations in which the finer shades of class distinction might be identifiable. In the language of the songs there is an absence of all the distinguishing marks of working-class music: no dialects, no vulgarity, no low humour. The language does not, however, make use of upper- or middle-class slang, but instead falls back on a bland, faintly archaic poetic diction, often with ‘thee’ or ‘thou’ and words like ‘ere’ and ‘tis’: the language sometimes called ‘Wardour Street English’.

         

         And the same broad distinction existed in the music:

         
            Drawing-room music is clearly distinct from the virile, pungent style developed in the music halls, but it is not so blatantly different from high art music.34

         

         The genre had its antecedents, of course, in the better-class song-and-supper rooms, the pleasure gardens, the ‘English operas’ of the eighteenth century, theatrical music, glee clubs and Nonconformist hymnology, and it even took something from blackface minstrelsy. Particularly relevant were the kinds of entertainments pioneered by Charles Dibdin from the 1790s. His one-man shows were deliberately aimed at respectable audiences, and comprised mostly newly composed songs and music, with no staging, costumes or scenery, but guaranteed to be pure enough not to offend middle-class sensibilities and to which parents could take their children.§

         Other key writers whose work fed into the developing stream include Thomas Moore, with his immensely popular Irish Melodies (1813), which set new words to old Irish tunes, and Thomas Haynes Bayly (1797–1837), who collaborated with H. R. Bishop to produce a string of hit songs including ‘Oh No We Never Mention Her’ {13320} in 1821, and ‘The Mistletoe Bough’ {2336) of c.1835. Several of the lasting standards of the genre, such as ‘Home Sweet Home’ {13449} (words by J. Payne, music by H. R. Bishop, 1823) and Moore’s ‘The Last Rose of Summer’ {13861}, were therefore written long before Victoria’s reign, but it was really from the 1840s that the industry began to come together, with the complementary activities of publishers, promoters, professional entertainers all playing a crucial role.

         Although the sale of musical instruments was an important, and growing, source of income, it was soon obvious that it was the sale of sheet music to this burgeoning market for domestic music which would bring in the regular money. And an important aspect of this equation was change. Just like in the music hall, the whole parlour-song industry relied on new material being available on a regular and timely basis. ‘Hit songs’ may have lasted longer in the nineteenth century than they do nowadays, and plenty of songs became ‘standards’, but the pace was quickening and new material was constantly needed.

         It is in the area of songwriting that the influence of America started to be felt. Not only had we seen the huge craze for blackface minstrelsy, but American songwriters were soon churning out parlour songs which were hits on both sides of the Atlantic, and by the end of the nineteenth century the proverbial Tin Pan Alley in New York dominated the British popular music scene, as it has done ever since.

         
            § See page 314.

         

         The new songwriters specialised in ‘improving’ sentimental songs, featuring temperance and teetotalism, abolition, generalised religion, charity, family values, patriotism and chaste love. Death was ever present, but treated with a sentimentality that often verged on the maudlin. Parlour songs were not known for their humour (that was more the province of the music-hall artistes), but there was a series of highly dramatic pieces, such as ‘The Maniac’ and ‘The Ship on Fire’, to suit the current taste for melodrama.

         The inauguration of the long-running ballad concerts put on by the publishing house Boosey, in London in 1867, moved the industry into a higher gear. These events were quite deliberately designed to showcase the publishers’ ‘ballad-catalogue’, and old favourites mingled with new items. No expense was spared in getting the most celebrated singers, like Sims Reeves and Antoinette Sterling, to perform them, and Boosey’s concerts were so successful that other music publishers were forced to follow suit. The format was copied all over the country as regular or occasional events, especially at places which already attracted visitors, such as spas and seaside resorts.

         A standard formula was soon developed, with the occasional instrumental piece or duet but with a programme of mostly solo song accompanied on the piano. As Sterling, who sang at every Boosey Ballad Concert for twenty consecutive seasons, commented:

         
            People think ballads are easy to sing. As a matter of fact, they are the most difficult of all music to render with true effect. The ballad is simple in words, melody, and accompaniment. There is nothing to help out the singer. It depends entirely on the power of expression, the intensity, the variety of feeling. There are no orchestra, scenery, romantic costumes, or gestures. It is a question of art, interpretation, and personality combined.35

         

         A major difference between parlour-song performers and their cousins in the music hall was that the former were almost invariably trained singers, while in the latter sphere there was still scope for amateurs to work their way up and succeed in the profession. But in both spheres it was the celebrity of the singers that mattered far more than the songwriters and composers.

         Parlour songs have probably suffered more derision over time than any other form of popular music. While they were current they were scorned by highbrow music critics as trivial and maudlin, and by the working classes as too refined. As soon as their star began to fade they were assigned to the dustbin of history, and no one had a good word for them. Music hall has always had its enthusiastic supporters, and every now and then undergoes something of a revival, but few have championed these ‘Victorian weepies’ and ‘tear-jerkers’, although a few of the better-known ones became standards.

         It is no surprise that parlour songs do not turn up in the collections of the Victorian and Edwardian folk-song collectors. They would have immediately recognised them as recently composed and of no interest to them and, indeed, a number of them disliked these songs intensely. Ralph Vaughan Williams, in a lecture on ‘The Importance of Folk Song’ in 1902, for example, announced:

         
            The people who originally sang folk songs now sing music-hall songs instead. I do not like music-hall songs very much, but with all their blatant vulgarity they are infinitely superior to the inane rubbish which is sung in the modern drawing-room.36

         

         But it would be stretching credulity beyond belief to think that songs which were immensely popular and sold in their hundreds of thousands would not have had an effect on the kind of singing that we regard as ‘traditional’. In America, where systematic collecting got under way some decades later, and where definitions were not so tightly drawn, many of these songs were indeed noted from traditional singers, and in Britain, post-Second World War collectors found a number of them still being sung, in some cases a hundred years after they were first published. Interwar ‘revivals’ on gramophone records by singers such as Frank Crumit and Vernon Dalhart may well have contributed to this longevity. Songs that lasted in local repertoires include: ‘Life on the Ocean Wave’ {2033}; ‘Woodman Spare That Tree’ {13833}; ‘The Vacant Chair’ {7714}; ‘Grandfather’s Clock’ {4326}; ‘Miner’s Dream of Home’ {1749}; ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen’ {12907}; ‘After the Ball’ {4859}; ‘Two Little Girls in Blue’ {2793}; ‘The Gypsy’s Warning’ {1764}; ‘The Ship I Love’ {17057}; ‘White Wings’ {1753}; ‘The Village Blacksmith’ {10599}; and ‘Grandmother’s Chair’ {1195}.
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            Tradition in Terminal Decline

            Folk Song in the First Half of the Twentieth Century

         

         Things do not change overnight simply because the century changes, and historians often regard the ‘long nineteenth century’ as stretching up to 1914, but we have to divide our chapters somewhere, and the feverish activity of the song collectors in the first decade of the twentieth century makes it a good point of division for our purposes. Certainly, the descriptions of singing events in the Edwardian period are more or less indistinguishable from the Victorian ones, and it is hard to avoid the tendency to regard them all merely as survivals soon doomed to disappear. To the people involved they may still have seemed vital and contemporary, because they did not know that they were at the end of an era, but some at least were well aware that times had already changed dramatically. It was not only Cecil Sharp and his fellow collectors who identified a sea change in singing practices, but many of their informants commented that their ‘old-fashioned’ songs were no longer appreciated in general company, and many had not sung them for many years.

         But even by the outbreak of the Second World War, after nearly half a century of a highly developed commercialised music industry, and the ready availability of gramophones, radio and cinema, it is clear that the working people of Britain had not completely lost their love of home-made music, nor their propensity for breaking out into song at a moment’s notice. The repertoire and style may have changed dramatically, but they still liked singing – on coach trips, at weddings, Christmas parties and other special occasions, in the hop fields, at work, in the pub on a Saturday night – and some of that singing involved old-style ‘traditional’ songs and styles of performance. But this has to be seen in the context of its general decline. 

         The broad reasons are not difficult to identify, because they followed general societal changes. With the mechanisation of agriculture and the depopulation of country villages, harvest suppers and other rural gatherings dwindled, and singing to your tractor was not the same as singing to your horse. With the advent of bicycles, petrol-driven buses and trains, people could travel to entertainments provided for them further afield. Many handcraft industries carried out at home or in communal workshops had long since gone, and more and more people lived some distance away from their work.

         As detailed in the previous chapter, entertainment continued its rapid shift from self-made participation to commercially produced spectator events, or commercial provision within the domestic sphere. Long-standing habits and leisure patterns altered as new types of music became available and accessible, which, for one reason or another, seemed more attractive to the majority of people. With the advent of recorded sound, then films, then broadcasting, the way ordinary people heard music changed dramatically, and what was accessible to them broadened beyond recognition. The gramophone and the radio brought outside musics into the home, and the music industry was not slow to take advantage of this.

         Our attention in this chapter is, however, focused on those habits and activities that had continued from previous times, because we do not find much in the new styles or events which were conducive to the older song repertoires and performances. Whatever developments took place in musical leisure, they contributed mainly to the modern, the commercial, the popular, the educated, the national and other spheres. In only one major respect did the ‘old tradition’ perhaps benefit from the new industry. Local singers had a new source of repertoire in the popular, and particularly the comic, songs easily available on record, and in a sense the new recordings acted in the same way as the nineteenth-century broadsides, with the added bonus of including the tunes. Post-Second World War collectors often found that in addition to songs learnt from family members and neighbours, many singers performed items which had featured on gramophone records, or on the radio. 

         The activities of the Edwardian folk-song movement, which were in part designed to bring the songs to public consciousness, did not perpetuate the old styles. Their recitals, concerts and soirées featured folk song arranged for the piano, folk song with the rough bits ironed out, folk song in cultured accent and trained voice, on a stage or in a middle-class home. This development has been dubbed ‘folk song in evening dress’, but it was barely folk song at all. Yet their publications certainly brought ‘folk song’ into the middle-class piano-playing home, and into the education system, and again later collectors found people singing ‘folk songs’ they had learnt at school.

         Musical tastes and opportunities were changing fast, but so was the social context. The places and events on which folk song relied were in rapid decline, as the two examples from Fred Kitchen’s autobiography on the following pages amply demonstrate. Both describe classic locales for vernacular song and music which had survived intact from previous centuries but were soon to disappear.

         Fred Kitchen, who was born in 1891 and brought up in South Yorkshire, describes his life as a farm labourer in his Brother to the Ox (1940), which includes several mentions of music and song, in particular the chapter devoted to a trip into Doncaster to attend the local hiring fair at Martlemas (i.e. St Martin’s Day, 11 November). Farm-workers were still hired by the year, and the fair was their only chance to change their places, but it was also a rare opportunity for some entertainment and fun.

         Kitchen and his fellow travellers were taken there in the back of the carrier’s horse-drawn cart. The carrier made a living transporting things around the neighbourhood and to and from the nearest towns, and carried farm goods, livestock, parcels or people as required. Fred’s writing style can be sampled in the way he starts the description:

         
            This chapter, dealing as it does with nothing better than a carrier’s cart, must of necessity be slow. If the reader finds the pace too irksome, he may get out and walk to the next chapter.1

         

         The company on the way to the fair included the farm shepherd (and chief barber) and his wife; two servant girls; the cowman and his wife; a groom; a thirteen-year-old seeking his first real job; and fourteen-year-old Fred and his two young mates; and between them they mustered a concertina, two melodeons, a tin whistle and at least two mouth organs.

         They gossiped, bickered, told stories, played music and sang nearly all the way there, and on the way back. Taking it in turns or sometimes singing in chorus, they sang songs like ‘Two Little Girls in Blue’ {2793}, ‘Banks of the Sweet Dundee’ {148}, ‘Two Lovely Black Eyes’ {13631}, ‘Just Like the Ivy’ {16228}, ‘For I’m barn ta begin an’ alter mi waire’ {964?} and ‘The Ship That Never Returned’ {775}.

         This would have been about 1905, the golden age of the folk-song collector, but only one of these songs – ‘Sweet Dundee’ – turns up regularly in their manuscripts, although ‘The Ship That Never Returned’ makes the occasional appearance. It was written by Henry C. Work in 1865. By contrast, all of these (except the one in Yorkshire dialect) are to be found in the interwar collections of American song gatherers, but they had a much more inclusive view of the subject, and were operating two or three decades later, when the pop songs of the Edwardian era had had time to bed down as ‘folk’.

         At the fair, in addition to the hiring, there were stalls, rides, shows, and, as Kitchen wrote, ‘Music and singing belched forth from every pub round about; “Farmer’s Boy” {408}, “Sweet Marie” {11353}, “Annie Laurie” {8179}, or “Dolly Grey” {18956}, played on concertina, melodeon, mouth-organ, and tin whistle, and sung by voices over-fresh with too many “liveners”.’2

         On their way home, Fred’s companions were in ‘various stages of freshness, from market merry to helplessness’, ‘the musicians played merrier than ever’ and some of the ‘songs and stories took on a spicy tap-room flavour’. He ends his chapter on Martlemas Fair on a nostalgic note:

         
            The chorus [of ‘The Ship That Never Returned’] was appropriate, for not many more times was the carrier’s wagon to bring its load of Martlemas merrymakers. The railway drove him off the road, and a railway carriage doesn’t lend itself to merrymaking and mirth. Even after a hundred years of railway service, people still sit stiff and glum in a railway carriage … whereas if the same people sat behind a horse they would become as chirpy as linnets.3

         

         Fred may have been right about the deadening effect of the railway, but the urge to sing while travelling still surfaced in many other contexts, and one of the key memories of people who grew up between the wars was the prevalence of community singing on coach trips – motorised as well as horse-drawn.

         William Woodruff, born in 1916 in Blackburn, Lancashire, recalled such trips in his autobiography The Road to Nab End (1993). On a Sunday trip out to the country on a horse-drawn coal barge:

         
            It was high-spirited self-entertainment all the way. It was taken for granted that anybody who had a banjo, or a concertina, a harmonica, or a tin whistle would bring it with him. Everybody was expected to do something, even if it was just to join in the singing.4

         

         And on a summer’s day trip to the countryside in a horse-drawn charabanc:

         
            Best of all was the first ‘sharabang’ trip I made with Jenny and Gordon [his older sister and her young man]. The sharabang was a long open cart in which we sat on benches with our backs to the sides … The horses knew when the homeward journey began – they pulled harder. Everybody took it for granted that we’d sing ourselves home. As the light faded, and the sharabang rattled on, we sang ‘Come Lasses and Lads’ {22885}, ‘Caller Herrin’ {18353}, and ‘Cockles and Mussels’ {16932}. We sang the songs we all knew. Although it was Sunday we sang few hymns; although when crossing a moor, we sang, ‘Out on an Ocean all Boundless We Ride’. Sometimes the men led, sometimes the women; sometimes there was two-part harmony, sometimes three-part or four-part. Whoever was moved to sing, sang. I noticed how still everyone in the sharabang became when the rich voices fell silent … And then, after a mile or two, unheralded, soaring to the sky, came Patrick Mulroony’s voice singing ‘Danny Boy’ {25970} … Out of the dusk, his brother Mike joined in from the other end of the cart … There was no strain; no difficulty keeping the other’s pace. The two men just opened their mouths and in high, soft, flowing voices sang like birds. Everybody joined in toward the end. By the light of the moon I saw Mrs Mulroony and my sister Jenny weeping, though I knew I should not have looked. Few things can be as beautiful as a cart full of simple people harmoniously singing their way home through the gloaming with gladness in their hearts.5

         

         At the age of sixteen, William left Lancashire for London, and a job in an East London ironworks. His second book, Beyond Nab End (2003), records his adventures, including a brief description of a works outing in the mid-1930s, on a pleasure-boat trip down the river:

         
            The fresh air must have done us good because at the end of the day the foundry workers, some a little far gone, sang their way back up the river. Other steamers were coming up on the tide. Accompanied by an accordion, we sang such favourites as ‘My old man said follow the van, and don’t dilly dally on the way’, and ‘Nelly Dean’, and ‘Down at the old Bull and Bush’. You can’t stop a Cockney singing. Bobbit [the works foreman] led us and was on his feet till the end.6

         

         Fred Kitchen’s book also includes a description of a work-related singing tradition which had survived from the previous century but which was soon to disappear with sweeping changes in farming practices. An important subdivision of Scottish rural folk song was the ‘bothy ballad’, sung by young, live-in farm labourers in their ‘bothies’, or sleeping quarters over the barn. That the same thing happened in England is revealed by Fred, with farm-workers engaged for a whole year and groups of single young men living in rough and ready accommodation away from organised entertainment and with little money to spend anyway.

         
            We spent most of our nights in the stable until nine o’clock, when we had a basin of bread-and-milk, and so to bed. Sometimes other farm lads dropped in for an hour, and other times we walked across to their stables – there being two more farms near to ours. Usually one of them would bring a melodeon, and he was considered a poor gowk who couldn’t knock a tune out of a mouth-organ or give a song to pass the evening. We had rare times in the ‘fotherham’, seated on the corn bin or on a truss of hay. Tom fra’ Bennett’s would strike up with, ‘Oh never go into a sentry box, to be wrapt in a soldier’s cloak’ {178}, while someone played away on the melodeon. He was a merry sort of lad, was Tom, and his songs always had a spicy flavour. Harry Bates, Farmer Wood’s man, always sang sentimental ballads. Harry was a Lincolnshire chap, and their singing, I always noticed, was of a more serious vein than the rollicking Yorkies. His favourite song [was ‘The Volunteer Organist’ {5378}] and he would sit on the corn-bin singing as long as you’d a mind to listen. He knew no end of good songs – as did most of the farm lads – but his were mostly about ‘soldiers sighing for their native land’ and ‘heart-broken lovers’, and that sort of stuff, so that as a rule we liked to get Tom singing first. They were all good singers, and good musicians too, and it must not be supposed, because they were farm men and lads, they were just caterwauling.7

         

         The only difference from the better-documented Scottish examples is that in the latter a great number of songs were not only about agricultural work, but about particular named farms and farmers. Such songs may have existed in England, but if so they have left little trace.

         As the opportunities for public singing of the ‘old traditional songs’ declined, it could be argued that singing in the home took on a more significant role in keeping ‘folk song’ alive, and there are a number of useful descriptions of domestic music-making in the first half of the century.

         In 1906, budding novelist Stephen Reynolds (1881–1919) moved in as a lodger with a fisherman’s family in Sidmouth, Devon. His experiences there turned him into a fierce advocate for working-class rights, and in particular the needs and problems of the fishing industry. He wrote books and many articles on these topics and became known as a spokesperson for the working classes, but he was often out of step with other reformers and he was bitterly opposed to middle-class intervention and do-gooding.

         It was A Poor Man’s House, published in 1908, that first brought him to public attention, and it rapidly became seen as a minor classic of social observation. It was originally conceived as a novel, but Reynolds soon realised that it would be far more powerful as non-fiction, and it is significant for our purposes that it was not written after the event, but published while he was still living in the fishing community. The fishing family’s name was Woolley, but he called them Widger in his book.

         
            Many an evening we have had small sing-songs in the kitchen. Tonight, on account of my going and the need to give me a cheery send-off, we had quite a concert. Tony [the father of the family] was the star.

            Supper being pushed back on the table and a piece of wreckage flung on the fire, he made himself ready by taking off his soaked boots and stockings, and plumping his feet on Mam Widger’s lap, then brought himself into the vocal mood with a long rigmarole that he used to recite with the Mummers at Christmas time. Soon we were humming, whistling and singing ‘Sweet Evelina’ {15352} whose sole musical merit is that her chorus goes with a swing …

            When Tony sings, he throws his head back and closes his eyes, so that, but for the motions of his mouth, he looks asleep, even deathlike, and is, in fact, withdrawn into himself. I think he sees his songs, as well as sings them … His voice is a high tenor. I make accompaniment an octave below, whilst Mrs Widger – a little nasal in tone and not infrequently adrift in tune – supports him from above.8

         

         They sang ‘The Poor Smuggler’s Boy’ {618}, ‘The Skipper and His Boy’ {2680}, ‘Rolling Home’ {4766}, and ‘Spanish Ladies’ {687}, the words of which Tony had just been learning, although he knew the tune already. It is interesting to note that, apart from ‘Evelina’, all the songs mentioned are ‘sea songs’, but we do not know if the family specialised in these, chose them because they knew Reynolds’s taste for them, or that he had these particular ones to report because of what he wished to write next:

         
            There is something about this singing of sea-songs by a seafarer that makes them grip one extraordinarily. They are far from perfect in execution, they are not always quite in tune, especially on Tony’s high notes, yet, I am certain, they are as artistic in the best sense as any of the fine music I have heard. Tony sings with imagination: he sees, lives what he is singing. Between this sort of song and most, there is much the same difference as between going abroad and reading a book of travels; or between singing folk-songs with folk and twittering bowdlerized versions in a drawing-room. Tony’s songs are an expression of the life he lives, rather than an excursion into the realms of art …9

         

         It is fairly unusual for non-specialist writers of this period to be actually complimentary about the style of singing rather than just being interested in the songs, and despite what nowadays seems like a romanticised view, Reynolds clearly appreciated the event as a whole.

         But a different kind of repertoire is documented in other descriptions of domestic singing in the early years of the twentieth century. The following, for example, comes from Basil Peacock’s autobiography, A Newcastle Boyhood (1986):

         
            We were very fond of singing rounds such as ‘London’s Burning’ {24995}, ‘Three Blind Mice’ {3753}, and ‘One Man went to Mow’ {143}. They were usually conducted with seriousness by brother Alec. We were also fond of jingles and nonsense songs, for example, ‘The courtiers at the court of King Caractacus have just gone along to ring those charming bells’, and as we repeated the jingle we added all sorts of comic characters to the list of those following this renowned British king taken prisoner by the Romans.10

         

         It was not only agricultural workers and fishermen who sang. Jim Bullock was born in a Yorkshire mining village in 1903 and was already down the pit at the age of thirteen. His recollections, published as Bowers Row (1976), repeatedly stress the closeness of old village communities – even, or perhaps particularly, ones which had not grown organically but had been created simply to serve a particular occupation or industry. This closeness, he claimed, was reflected in their attitude to music:

         
            Most villagers played some part or other in the social life of Bowers Row, each according to his talent and, I suppose, his desires. Players of any musical instruments were very, very popular … Many miners were really good ‘bones’ players, doing marvellous imitations of kettle-drums with these bones. The pianist was well liked at any house that had a piano. If someone started to play the instrument, you could hear it outside, and neighbours would come flocking in without an invitation, without even knocking on the door …

            One of the most popular instruments in the village, however, was the concertina … They were wonderful singers, too, mining communities seemed to have a real gift for harmonising. Even at the corner of the street, someone would start humming a popular tune, and soon everybody would be singing the song in real harmony.11

         

         Working-class Londoners were famous for their ‘knees-ups’ in the interwar period, but we rarely have any detailed account to go on, and such things were usually ignored by folk-song enthusiasts. An unpretentious-looking collection of seventy-one songs, compiled by the well-known children’s writer and illustrator Charles Keeping (1924–88), entitled Cockney Ding Dong (1975), is our most valuable source for these domestic get-togethers in which song featured heavily (‘ding-dong’ being rhyming slang for ‘sing-song’). Keeping was born in Lambeth, south London, and almost every Saturday night his whole extended family gathered for a party, which always followed a set pattern. Everybody wore paper hats, comic noses and glasses, used soot to draw on false moustaches and beards, and other simple effects, and everyone contributed something to the evening’s entertainment. Singing was accompanied by Uncle Jack on the piano, and people tended to sing the same thing each week. There was a strong sense of song ‘ownership’, but ‘when a member of the family died he would always be remembered at these sing songs, because his songs would be sung by everyone in chorus and he would be talked about and even tears shed on his behalf’.12 The repertoire was extremely eclectic, and everyone chose whatever they liked:

         
            To me these songs belonged to the family despite the fact that they came from many different sources: there were Victorian and Edwardian ballads, music hall comic songs, Great War songs, American songs and local parodies. My grandmother, who was born in Dorset, sang mostly ballads, while my grandfather, a sailor from Portsea, would sing about sailors and the sea with a fine tenor voice. I can’t imagine ‘Wot Cher!’ without remembering Uncle Bob. ‘A Comical Cock’ belonged to Uncle Alf, and Aunt Em would sing the very Cockney, ‘Liza, it’s a Beautiful Night’. My father favoured songs about Ireland, such as ‘Little Town in My Ould County Down’. My mother sang mostly children’s songs. Then we had action songs, like ‘The DCM’, sung by Uncle Jim.13

         

         The festivities always ended with a ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’ dance, in a crocodile around the house, and back to the parlour for the action songs ‘The Cokey Cokey’ and ‘Under the Spreading Chestnut Tree’. Keeping makes the interesting point that it was his mother’s side of the family who went in for these regular gatherings; other families, including his father’s side, did not. 

         These ding-dongs continued through the war, but began to fade away as people moved out, and, as Keeping wrote, ‘as the old folks die off, the singing gets less, because the young ones prefer the record player’.

         Quite naturally, the pub continued to be one of the main venues for singing, and perhaps even took on an added significance as other opportunities faded away, but commentators had very different views about what went on there. Cecil Sharp saw the venue as a negative force on traditional song,14 while forty years later, E. J. Moeran blamed pianos for ruining pub singing:

         
            For the most part in East Anglia it seems difficult to collect songs privately in the seclusion of a cottage. I have tried it time and again, only to be met with the proposal to meet the following Saturday at an inn. The Norfolk man is naturally gregarious; moreover, he regards his songs as part of his weekly outing when he gets his pay, just as much as his pipe and his pint of beer. There have been, of course, exceptions, but it is difficult to get the individual singer going. Norfolk men like an audience; also they still like singing against one another to see who can sing the better song. But there is one awful bogey of recent years in writing down songs in East Anglian pubs, and that is the introduction of pianos into the bars. I visited an hostelry near Southwold and found it crowded with fishermen, one after another in full song. About one song in every five was a folk song, and the wretched fellow at the piano would insist on trying to accompany the singer. Being totally without any modal feeling in his bones he not only put the singers off their stroke but forced them to alter their tune to suit his abominable machinations.15

         

         H. Harman, however, mentions no such problems. He was a retired schoolmaster, passionately interested in Buckinghamshire dialect, folklore and country ways. In his book, Sketches of the Bucks Countryside (1934), he relates two different pub sessions with songs, taking care to write down the speech of the participants in the local pronunciation, which, unfortunately, leads us to question the reliability of his report. Unless he sat there with notebook and pencil, and knew shorthand, his report must have been written up afterwards. Nevertheless, even if the words were not recorded verbatim, we have no reason to suspect that the gist of what he wrote was untrue.

         During an evening visit to the New Inn in Gawcott, in a company made up mainly of elderly local working men, the conversation turned to old songs. Several old songs were named, or quoted in part, but the gist was that as nobody sang them any more, they were all but forgotten and the men could remember only fragments. The following quotes are translated into standard English with a few dialect features retained to give a flavour of Harman’s not-very-expert attempts to replicate the spoken word.

         
            There’s one thing, he continued, the old songs be better than the new uns, they only last a few weeks and then they be forgot; but the old uns last for years and when they be gone us shall nivver have any more like em. And the worst an it is that the old people as could sing em be nearly all gone too, and the few as be left be too old to sing, or a forgot em … There used to be some fine songs sung here in Gawcott, but ye don’t hear em now. I a sung a good many in my time.16

         

         After some toing and froing, and after order was called for, ‘old Joe’ finally sings two songs, ‘The Blackberry Grove’ {9176} and ‘The Country Carrier’ {1400}. Others mentioned or partly recited include ‘Gallant Poacher’ {793}, ‘Death of Nelson’ {3549}, ‘Garden Gate’ {418}, ‘Buttercup Joe’ {1635} and a so-far unidentified couplet:

         
            
               
                  Hear the tinkling of those merry, merry bells

                  As I drive my team along.

               

            

         

         But what are perhaps the most interesting comments are those concerning singing in parts:

         
            There ain’t any music in the village now-a-days. Nobody sings now as us used to sing when I was a boy. Years ago us had a good band in Gawcutt, but that fell through. That kept the place alive and caused a good few an us to larn music. I played the E-flat bass … But us played purty well and got a nice few ingagements. ’Twas a pity it fell through as nobody takes any interest in music nowadays. In the evenings when work was done, us very often used to stand at the corner a Buck’num road and sing, for there was no other place to go to. Us used to have the old songs and took our proper parts, and that’s what you don’t hear nowadays when people be a-singing. But today tis all dances and cinemas and rushing about an motorbicycles. There’s no interest took in village affairs now.17

         

         And a little later:

         
            The conversation was then diverted to the subject of the inability of the present-day youth to take natural parts in singing. All agreed that this failing was caused by modern education. Says one, ‘Tis this here eddication as a done it; they larn the children as is no good to em, and nothing as is.’18

         

         Singing in harmony really comes to the fore in Harman’s next chapter, entitled ‘Boxing Night at the Jolly Blacksmith (1931)’, where he clearly states that the company sang in parts. Indeed, the old chap sitting beside him sang the first two lines of each chorus in the treble, the third in the tenor, and the last in the bass.

         
            Now, gentlemen, I be a-goin to sing the ole favourite, ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ {408} and one thing I would like you to do, is to sing all the verses and choruses through together. I knows tis usual for the singer to sing the verses and the company the chorus, but, in this case, let us all go right through wi’ it; and another thing, take the parts; them as can sing the bass do so, and the same wi’ the tenor; and I be sure that ull be better than doin it in the usual way.

            When the start was made everyone joined in the rendering. This old ballad so well known and appreciated by every countryman with its pathos, its association with the farm, and its romantic issue, was enthusiastically sung. All seemed to get through well with the words, giving the contradiction to the statement so often heard, that everybody knows the song but very few can sing it as the words of the verses are generally unknown. It was most pleasing to hear the descant leading to the well-known chorus being sung in unison, and then the opening out into the various parts.19

         

         Other details, which confirm other accounts of pub sing-songs, include the choosing of a chairman at the beginning, and the strong sense of song ownership when people were reluctant to sing a song which Harman requested because the man who usually sang it was not present. One less common feature was that, on at least one song, one of the men played the bass part with a wooden mallet on a set of hand-bells which happened to be in the bar, which were fortunately in the right key.

         The songs mentioned, after two initial ‘modern’ songs, were ‘The Old Rustic Bridge by the Mill’ {3792}, ‘Farmer’s Boy’ {408}, ‘Prickly Holly Bush’ {144, Child 95} and ‘The Village Pump’ {21820}.

         In another rural setting, Ray Burrows’s Beckery Burrows: Somerset in the Thirties (1978) provides another glimpse through the pub door:

         
            There was a backroom at the Globe. They were already having a singsong before I arrived and, as I entered, they were coaxing an old man ‘just to have one go’. The voice was old and mellow … it was soft and pleasant as he sang his song, and he, slowly going down on one knee, sang the chorus to an old lady in the corner seat: 

            
                

            

            Liza, lovely Liza

            I’ll never love none but thee

            Bide with I, me own true love

            And ever I’ll bide with thee

            And we’ll be happy as ducks and drakes

            Every night and mornin’.

            
                

            

            And amidst the cheers and loud applause the old man returned to his seat beside his ‘own true love’ and gently took her hand … She beamed so proudly.20

         

         The feverish collecting activity of the years leading up to the First World War demonstrated that ‘folk song’ had not been completely wiped out by the musical hall and the parlour ballad, and was still to be found in many places in its natural habitat. In an article in the Musical Times in January 1907, Cecil Sharp again stresses the places where singers could be found in his day:

         
            The majority of my songs have been taken down in cottages, in barns, by the roadside, or in the open fields. I once took down two excellent songs from a ‘bird-starver’ … on another occasion I recovered a good song from the proprietor of a cocoa-nut pitch at Cheddar Cliffs … I have many times sat by the side of stonebreakers on the wayside and take down songs … One singer in Langport could only sing when she was ironing, while another woman in the same court sang best on washing day.21

         

         But, as we have said time and again, the potential gap between the repertoire as reflected in the folk-song collectors’ manuscripts and the ‘real world’ has to be remembered. This is underlined by a short piece in the Musical Times in March 1914, in which Edmondstoune Duncan gives the words and tunes of four songs ‘as everyday examples of what may be gathered in an afternoon’s journey from Manchester’. The point here is that only one of these also appears in the main corpus of collected folk songs, and that one in Scotland only.

         Duncan does not give titles, but he does give the first lines. The first one is ‘Bright beams array the fields at dawn’{24775}, which was sung by a huntsman, but not belted out as these songs often are – ‘It was sung quietly, with a keen appreciation of its melody.’ The second, ‘It’s fare thee well to Glasgow, likewise to Lanark shore’ {3326}, is the one collected elsewhere, but not in England, as far as we know, although it was quite common in Scotland, where it also appeared on a number of broadsides and was usually called ‘The Bonnie Lassie’s Answer’. This song, and the next, ‘I once went to Lawton to sweetheart a lass’ {24774}, were both noted ‘from a reaper in the fields; one who sang at his work, and scarcely seemed surprised that he should be asked to repeat so agreeable diversion. His only regret was that he could not give more.’ And lastly, ‘On Monday morning we broke down, at the factory where I spin’ {24773}, of which, Duncan comments, ‘this ballad, none too nice in sentiment, is of a type hawked in the streets half a century ago’ and was written down from the singing of an ‘elderly songster who had a ready voice and ear’. We know of at least two broadside printings of this, one by Thomas Pearson of Manchester, probably from the 1860s. It is usually called ‘Monday Afternoon’.

         One neglected area of song performance, which straddles the popular– traditional divide, is the important role in local village life of concert parties, dance bands and other travelling troupes. They usually performed in their own and neighbouring villages and were a common feature of village life in the interwar years. Some were amateur, others semi- or fully professional, and they often played for charity. Although some were short-lived or intermittent, others built up a local reputation and functioned over a wide area for many years.

         Mike Yates was one of the first to indicate these troupes’ potential importance for documenting traditional musical activity in his article on the singer/actor Bob Arnold (1910–98), in Traditional Music (1975). Bob had a successful radio career, playing the character Tom Forrest in the serial The Archers for over forty years. He had learnt many songs as a child in his father’s pub and from other sources, and had been the main organiser of a travelling concert party before becoming a professional entertainer. Another singer, Freda Palmer, of Witney, who was also recorded by many post-war folk-song collectors, was one of his troupe. And the same article described how Tom Newman, of Clanfield, Oxfordshire, played drums in a travelling dance band and sang songs during the interval. His repertoire included pop songs of the day, but also a number of traditional pieces, and this seems to be true of most of these groups.

         Another example was the Blaxhall Rovers, in Suffolk, as documented by Keith Summers (1977/78). They were set up in the 1920s to raise money to help poor local people, but became a fixture of village life in the region for some years following. They modelled themselves on professional troupes, wore a distinctive costume and one member sang Scottish songs, one was the comedian and MC, while another sang sentimental songs. Initially they had a pianist, but after a while they added drums, trumpet and accordion so that they could also play for dances.

         There are hints of similar troupes in other recorded reminiscences, and there is no doubt that the concert party and dance band were a regular avenue by which songs and singing styles spread in the interwar years, and as such they played an integral part in any ‘folk tradition’ of the time.

         As the new collecting boom engendered by the post-war Folk Revival got under way, several local pockets of tradition were brought to national attention, some of which were in various states of disrepair, while others were thriving in their local communities. The two best examples of the latter are the annual carol-singing traditions found in Derbyshire and the Sheffield area (detailed in Chapter 15), and the fox- and hare-hunting groups of Cumbria and Yorkshire.

         In writing of hunting, we must draw a distinction between the stereotypical fox-hunting as the pastime of the horse-riding gentry, and the more plebeian style of hunting (both foxes and hares) on foot, typically, but not exclusively, found in the northern counties of England.

         From a song point of view, the best known are the Fell packs of fox-hunters in the Lake District, and the hare-hunting Holme Valley Beagles in the Pennine Hills, West Yorkshire, which have continued into the present day. In these areas there is evidence of a strong tradition of singing sessions, and both the Melbreak (Lake District) and Holme Valley hunts issued songbooks, which have contributed greatly to keeping the tradition alive down the generations. Holme Valley issued their first one in 1887, and successive editions (each with some additions and omissions) appeared in 1923, 1948 and 1990. Melbreak’s was issued in 1971. These booklets give valuable information about the local repertoire, but are not the whole story.

         One of the first publications to bring these traditions to the wider world’s notice was the Leader LP A Fine Hunting Day (1975). Its notes, written by Dave Bland, contain very interesting details about the make-up of the evening song sessions of the Holme Valley huntsmen at the time. There was a mixture of solo, solo and chorus, and ensemble singing during the evening. Local songs from the book were sung regularly, but other songs, from a wide variety of sources, were also performed. ‘New’ songs were introduced, on occasion, by individuals, but those which did not meet with general approval soon faded away, while a few became part of the accepted repertoire, and there was a strong sense of song ownership. It is interesting to note that the 1948 issue of their songbook contains thirty-eight songs, all of which are directly concerned with hunting, but the forty-five songs published in 1990 include general items such as ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ {408}, ‘Joe the Carrier’s Lad’ {1080} and even modern songs like ‘Old Shep’ {1499} and ‘Champion Muck Spreader’, which more faithfully reflects the content of the evening sing-songs.

         As a result of fieldwork by post-war folk-song researchers, some of the hunt singers became well known in their own right and were recorded, and both Arthur Howard and Frank Hinchliffe from Holme Valley featured on their own LPs.

         Investigations of local song ‘traditions’ are few and far between, but a corpus of material is gradually taking shape, which enables us to understand more fully the workings at ground level. Chris Heppa’s article on ‘Harry Cox and His Friends’ in the Folk Music Journal (2005) is a case in point. The article pieces together the singing traditions of a group of men in one small area of east Norfolk, centring on Harry Cox (1885–1971), who was one of the best-known traditional singers in the twentieth century. Harry was visited by numerous collectors after the first visit by E. J. Moeran in 1921; his voluminous repertoire was written down and tape-recorded, and he was interviewed on several occasions.

         It is clear that Harry Cox was no ordinary singer. He took a special interest in songs and singing, went out of his way to learn new material, and was proud of the number of songs he knew. Some of this may well have been the result of the attention he received from the outside world. Not many farm labourers have articles about them in the press, get invited to sing in London and make records, have TV-programme and film makers dropping by, but it is clear that he was already committed to the subject and interested in preserving an older repertoire and style of which he was fond.

         But it is precisely because Harry was so well known that we have the depth of information necessary for such a study as Heppa’s. Harry was part of a friendship group which included a number of locally renowned singers, most of them older than himself, and in the interwar period they deliberately frequented pubs where old-style singing sessions were popular and welcome. They took a definite pride in their singing skills, had a strong sense of song ownership, and often sang at work and at home as well as in the pub. And Heppa also manages to trace lineages of songs to investigate who learnt from whom.

         The inside story of traditions at work is continued in Chapter 19, ‘The Mechanics of Tradition’.
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            The Triumph of Popular Music

            Other Musics in the Twentieth Century

         

         If we were to sum up the twentieth century in terms of folk and popular song, it would not be far off the mark to declare that everything changed completely. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were far from static, of course, but the changes introduced in the twentieth century, led by the technological advances of recorded sound, broadcasting and cinema, plus societal changes of increased standards of living, universal education, and the commercialisation and commodification of leisure, were on a scale way beyond anything that had happened before.

         As the century began, music hall was transforming into ‘variety’, and was still the dominant urban working-class entertainment industry, but its popularity was already starting to wane. Within two decades, dance halls were all the rage and the pace of change was hotting up. New styles, new artists and new crazes, fed by records and radio, could be launched in quick succession, affecting the whole country at the same time, and the new popular-music agenda was increasingly set by America.

         A very instructive article, ‘The Ballads of the People’, by Michael MacDonagh, published in the general magazine the Nineteenth Century in September 1903, details the mechanisms which link the different aspects of popular music at that time – interestingly, at almost exactly the moment that Cecil Sharp was collecting his first ‘folk song’.

         MacDonagh’s article is devoted to the music-hall songs of the day, and he is particularly informative on the economics of the music industry. Some songs were written by the performers, but many were written by professional songwriters who offered their new songs to agents or directly to performers, who normally bought the item outright, including the copyright. But quite a few were still produced by amateurs. Payment varied considerably – for the words only, five shillings was quite normal, whereas for words and music a guinea was the norm, although a writer with a good track record could command twice as much, or even, in extreme cases, £6 or £8. Only a tiny minority of the songs became major hits, of course, but if the song really hit the spot, the publisher could make £4,000 or more from it.

         The words of the songs were printed on thin, coloured-paper slips (the last of the broadsides of previous generations), which were sold to the customers queuing at the music-hall door, and in the streets around. They were then collected onto larger sheets and in cheap songbooks, which were again available in the streets, at stationers’ and toy shops, and in country pedlars’ packs (again, the same as the broadsides and chapbooks before them). But the real difference was how the tunes got disseminated. Those who went to the halls learnt them in situ, but it was the street music which provided an essential link in the chain of transmission, as explained by MacDonagh:

         
            In London every Saturday night there is a familiar scene which is repeated a thousand times over, north, south, east and west, in localities where the working classes abound. The mean ugly street of third-rate shops is thronged with crowds of men, women and children, out for the double purpose of weekend marketing and relaxation … The competing shouts of the salesmen – shopkeepers and costers – to attract the bustling and jostling pedestrians to their wares fill the street with discord.

            Suddenly a man trundling a cart containing something like a piano pulls up at a corner opposite a public-house and begins to turn a handle. There is a blare and clatter of rude musical instruments and the air of a popular music-hall song rises above all the uproar of the street. The attention of the crowd is at once diverted from the shop windows and the barrows. Men, women and children stand and listen with delight to the music of the barrel-organ. These machine-made strains, which make so hideous a noise in quiet residential quarters, and torment the ears of the studious and the invalid, send the hearts of the Saturday night crowds thumping madly in their breasts, the blood bounding through their veins, and light up many a dull and weary eye with the unwonted flame of rapture. The words of the song spring to every lip. The salesmen cease their cries of ‘Buy, buy, buy’, and join in the chorus.1

         

         Comic songs are easily the favourite fare, but patriotic pieces are also included:

         
            There is no mistaking the note of grim determination to stand by their country that swells in their untutored and raucous voices, as they sing the soul-animating strains of ‘Under the Same Old Flag’ {25884}.2

         

         MacDonagh also confirms two of our stereotypes which distinguish ‘pop’ songs from others – their ephemeral nature and the general inanity of their words.

         
            The life of a popular music-hall song is fleeting, but not more so, perhaps, than a popular novel. For a few months it is sung by the people in their homes and at their outings on holidays. Its air is the favourite melody of every barrel-organ in the kingdom. Long before its words and its music have lost their fascination for the working-classes they become a terrible infliction to the general public. In time, however, the song becomes, from repetition, a sheer horror, even to those who on its first appearance fell most completely under its sway. Indeed, a stage of aversion so acute is reached that a street gamin would run the risk of being murdered if he were to whistle a bar, or sing a stave, of a music-hall song which a few months before made every heart throb with excitement.3

         

         It is interesting to note that none of the songs MacDonagh quotes as examples of recent hits would be recognised by any but the most devoted music-hall buff today: ‘Now When You Take a Wife’ {V35601}; ‘Only a Saturday Soldier’ {V35609}; ‘Did He?’{V35610}; ‘The Spider and the Fly’; ‘Let Me Alone, I’m Busy’ {V35613}; ‘Will He?’ {V35611}; ‘Think I’d Marry a Girl’ {V35615}; ‘It’s Just Like Money Frown Away’ {V35616}; ‘Beautiful Home on Hire’ {V35619}; ‘What Can I Do for You?’ {V35617}; and, as an example of the pathetic sentimental, ‘For the Children’s Sake’ {V35620}. The only one which continues to be generally known is ‘Good-bye Dolly Gray’ {18956}.

         As a sample of the song texts that he mentions, we can offer the following:

         
            
               
                  Now when you take a wife, and if she is a wife

                  She’s a wife you bet your life

                  And if you take a wife who tries to take your life

                  With a knife, she’s still your wife

                  But when you take a wife who takes your purse

                  That makes you worse, that makes you curse

                  For when she takes your purse, she takes the booze

                  And while you snooze she takes your shoes

               

               
                  Chorus: Yes she takes them to your nearest uncle’s

                  And she’ll pledge them as a wife should do

                  And she comes home tight, about twelve o’clock at night

                  And she’ll mop the blessed floor with you!

               

            

         

         And, sung by a servant girl:

         
            
               
                  I’ve just picked up my quarter’s wages, too

                  And bought a bonnet trimmed with red and blue

                  ’Twas my day out, so to the park I sped

                  And there I met this specimen in red. 

                  He asked if I would have a drink, so I

                  Handed him half-a-dollar in reply

                  About his genuineness I’d no fear

                  Just like a proper soldier he mopped beer.

               

               
                  Chorus: And to think I’ve walked with a Grenadier

                  And a ‘Cold-cream’ guard as well

                  With a ‘colour bloke’ in the infantree

                  And every rank of Artilleree

                  To think that a sergeant of Dragoons

                  Has whispered ‘I love to hold yer’

                  And then to be squeezed and fondled by

                  A bandy-legged Saturday soldier!

               

            

         

         The rest includes the immortal lines:

         
            
               
                  I thought he was a soldier all the day

                  Because for everything he let me pay4

               

            

         

         MacDonagh is mercifully largely free of the condescension and sarcasm of most writers of the time on the subject, but what he says perhaps goes some way to explain the extreme distaste with which Charles Hubert Parry referred to music-hall songs in his inaugural address to the Folk-Song Society just over four years earlier:

         
            There is an enemy at the doors of folk music which is driving it out, namely the common popular songs of the day; and this enemy is one of the most repulsive and most insidious. If one thinks of the outer circumference of our terribly overgrown towns where the jerry-builder holds sway; where one sees all around the tawdriness of sham jewellery and shoddy clothes, pawnshops and flaming ginpalaces; where stale fish and the miserable piles of Covent Garden refuse which pass for vegetables are offered for food – all such things suggest to one’s mind the boundless regions of sham. It is for the people who live in these unhealthy regions – people who, for the most part, have the most false ideals, or none at all – who are always struggling for existence, who think that the commonest rowdyism is the highest expression of human emotion; it is for them that the modern popular music is made, and it is made with a commercial intention out of snippets of musical slang.5

         

         He goes on to contrast all this with the old folk music, which ‘is among the purest products of the human mind’.

         The first technological revolution was already under way when Hubert Parry was fulminating against the shoddiness of the popular, in the form of the phonograph and its successful rival the gramophone. Starting as a relatively expensive middle-class hobby, the new sound technology rapidly developed to improve quality and bring prices down, and gramophones and records caught on with astonishing rapidity, changing the whole face of the music industry in Britain in the process.

         One of the few writers to investigate interwar trends in popular music, without a dismissive aesthetic agenda, is James Nott, whose Music for the People: Popular Music and Dance in Interwar Britain (2002) informs much of what follows.

         Until the outbreak of the First World War, Germany dominated the production of gramophones and records, and looked set to continue in this position, but the conflict allowed British and American companies to take over and very quickly to dominate the world. The American influence at all levels cannot be overestimated. Even the nominally British companies had strong transatlantic connections, they bought each other’s recordings, the modern business methods adopted were all derived from America, and a huge proportion of the popular music issued on record originated there. It is not easy to estimate the relative success of particular recordings before the regular publication of the ‘charts’ in the late 1940s, but Nott supplies a list of the most popular records in Britain between 1919 and 1939. Of the 182 items listed, 132 originated in the USA, and many of the British items were pale imitations of American models. This heavy transatlantic influence had begun in the music-hall and parlour-song era, but was consolidated and made permanent by the gramophone record industry. Aficionados of the period will be quick to point out that many dance bands had a particularly British flavour, and that some British artistes – such as Harry Lauder, George Formby and Gracie Fields – had a huge following, which is true, but the underlying model was overtly American. People who learnt songs from records were more likely to sing about their ‘home in Tennessee’ than their cottage in Lancashire.

         The Great War also acted as a huge stimulus to production. Portable gramophones were extremely popular in the armed forces – even in the trenches at the front – and servicemen were desperate to acquire the latest records. Record companies produced catalogues to cater for mail-order customers, and soldiers returning from leave in England were expected to bring back the latest hits. In 1914, four million records were sold in Britain; by 1918 it was up to eight million.

         As in all boom industries, there was wide scope at the beginning for smaller companies to get a slice of the action, and there were many independent manufacturers and labels, offering a variety of approaches, but gradually, with mergers, buyouts and failures, the power in the industry became concentrated into a very few hands.

         Records gave an unprecedented level of access to music by ordinary people, with the potential for a huge variety of styles, but the overall trend towards uniformity of leisure inherent in an industry which relied on mass sales was soon in operation. And in popular music the drive is almost always for ‘the new’ – a never-ending succession of new records, new songs and tunes, new artistes, new fashions, new crazes. As a jazz fan wrote in the Melody Maker in 1936, ‘If it hadn’t been for the gramophone we might still be listening to Victorian brass and string bands and dancing to the rhythms of the polka and the Viennese waltz.’6

         Apart from a dip in record sales when radio began to take hold, and the temporary effect of the 1930s Depression, the industry went from strength to strength, and the gramophone record was firmly established as one of the key ways for people to get their music. Nott also quotes an anonymous music critic writing in 1935:

         
            Never probably in the whole course of the world’s history has music played so important a part in the life of the community as it plays today. It may truly be said that for the majority of civilised mankind, music has ceased to be a luxury; it is no longer the monopoly of a rich and privileged few but has been brought within the reach of all sorts and conditions of men.7

         

         On the surface this is true, but closer inspection reveals the usual unspoken assumption with which we who are concerned with ‘folk’ or ‘home-made’ music are familiar. It automatically assumes that music is classical or popular and ignores the fact that people had plenty of music in their homes before the industry started to provide it for them. But it is true that records reversed a trend which had been set by the music-hall revolution, that for musical entertainment one needed to go to a professional venue, rather than stay at home or go to the pub. Gramophones certainly brought music back into the domestic sphere.

         Records vastly increased the trend for people to listen to, rather than make, music. This was not just a question of encouraging a passive view of leisure by providing it already packaged, but the process broadened people’s horizons, and presented them with a wider range of styles which they could not hope to replicate anyway. This was particularly true for younger people, who were acutely aware of the vast difference between the complex dance-band arrangements which they enjoyed, and any homemade entertainment their parents’ generation could offer.

         From the point of view of ‘folk’ or ‘home-made’ music, the overall effect was another nail in the coffin of tradition, although as mentioned in the previous chapter, records did provide some singers with new repertoires. In among the welter of new songs and tunes, some caught the ear of local singers sufficiently well for them to learn them and add them to their permanent repertoires. Other songs became ‘standards’, which everybody knew, and were incorporated into community sing-songs, achieving a much longer shelf life than the majority of pop songs are expected to do.

         It was noticeable that when the new wave of folk-song collectors went into the field in the 1970s and 1980s, they found a core of common songs that either originated or were perpetuated on records of thirty or forty years before, when the singers were young adults. The classic example is Albert Richardson (1905–76), as detailed in George Frampton’s article in the Folk Music Journal (2007), who seems to be one of the only ‘traditional’ singers to make a career in the new media.* Richardson was a local singer from Burwash, Sussex, who achieved an intermittent semi-professional career on radio and record which lasted for many years. Billed as the ‘Singing Sexton’, he always appeared in a ‘country bumpkin’ role, dressed in a smock and felt hat. Records of him singing were issued in 1928, 1931 and 1934, and he appeared on radio, in a film (The Song of the Plough) and on the London stage with Jack Hylton’s dance band, but he never escaped his ‘yokel’ role.

         His most famous song, ‘The Old Sow’ {1737}, a novelty song with animal grunts and whistles, was his party piece, and was widely sung by later traditional singers, in a version which clearly emanated from his record (or from that of Leslie Sarony, who copied him). The other three songs which he issued on record were ‘Buttercup Joe’ {1635}, ‘Farmer’s Boy’ {408} and ‘The Punch Bowl’ {880}. The first two of these were undoubtedly in the top five most commonly collected traditional songs in the post-war period. Richardson also sang, but apparently did not record, ‘The Flies Be on the Turmuts’ {1376}, ‘Sarey’ {16652}, ‘Little Chickens in the Gardens’ {2552} and ‘Shenandoah’ {324}, only the last of which did not stem directly from his stage persona.

         Later repertoires of traditional singers also included songs made famous by such singers as Harry Lauder and George Formby, and the influence of other recording artists seems likely, but is at present unproven. Frank Crumit (1889–1943), for example, was a popular American record and radio entertainer whose records sold well over here in the 1920s and 1930s. He sang numerous comic and novelty songs, often written by himself, but one of his specialities was to revive songs of the later nineteenth century and others which had already achieved some ‘traditional’ standing. These include, for example, ‘Abdul the Abulbul Amir’ {4321}, ‘Frankie and Johnnie’ {254}, ‘Little Brown Jug’ {725}, ‘Granny’s Old Arm Chair’ {1195}, ‘Jack Was Every Inch a Sailor’ {4541}, ‘Billy Boy’ {326}, ‘Riding Down from Bangor’ {7617} and ‘Get Away Old Man Get Away’ {3719}.

         
            * But see also Bob Arnold on page 403.

         

         Radio came next. The British Broadcasting Company made its first transmission in November 1922, and with the granting of a royal charter became the British Broadcasting Corporation (or BBC) in 1926. The model adopted in Britain was for a government-owned monopoly service financed by a licence fee, without which it was illegal to own a radio, under the control of the Post Office.

         Nevertheless, the radio revolution met with extremely rapid success. By 1926 over two million sets had already been sold, and by 1939 there were nine million in existence, covering nearly three-quarters of households, and for a while it looked like the new medium would seriously hinder the development of the gramophone record industry. But the BBC’s attitude towards popular music was at best ambivalent and for much of the period overtly antagonistic. It is not overstating the case to say that those who made the decisions believed that radio should be used to educate and elevate the people’s taste, not to pander to it. Although it was clear that the majority of listeners wanted popular music virtually all the time, and in particular dance music, the Corporation was extremely reluctant to follow a populist agenda.

         Certain styles, such as the ‘hotter’ forms of jazz, were proscribed, particular songs and tunes banned, and no popular music at all allowed on Sundays. Some relief was provided by foreign commercial stations such as Radio Luxembourg and Radio Normandie, which featured a far more popular output and deliberately broadcast at times when the BBC was off the air or presenting classical music or the spoken word. Everybody listened regularly to the BBC some of the time, but many were critical of its deliberately elitist attitudes and programming.

         The relationship in England between the new media and traditional music and song can be contrasted sharply with what happened in the USA, where both radio and records drew directly on ‘folk’ artists, styles and repertoires for their content. By giving these performers a new platform, and spreading their influence far and wide, the new media allowed them to continue and even thrive, and provided a space for them in the modern entertainment industry.

         In the mid-1920s, the big American record labels realised that there was a market for local music styles, and they scoured the country looking for performers to record. Many local musicians were thereby brought into the ambit of the burgeoning record industry, and while many made a few sides and relapsed back into obscurity, others, like Jimmie Rodgers and the Carter Family, who were both recorded at the legendary Bristol sessions in Tennessee in 1927, became internationally known recording stars, selling millions of records. Hillbilly, blues, jazz, Cajun and a host of other ethnic musics, including Irish-American dance music and African-American religious styles, found new audiences.

         Similarly, American radio stations were regional or local, and always on the lookout for cheap ways to fill their airtime. Station managers soon discovered that audiences, especially in rural areas, liked song and music in the down-home styles that they were used to, and ‘folk’ artists (or those quickly learning to be) were regularly featured and became household names. Performers like Bradley Kincaid (1895–1989), the ‘Kentucky Mountain Boy’, made a life-long career strumming their guitars and singing simple, unchallenging, old-time songs. Radio exposure led to record deals and public appearances, which gave local performers an exciting new platform, and while some were eager to progress their careers and to develop their music in new areas, others were content to offer up the tried and tested styles they had grown up with. Indeed, for a while the record labels acted as a conservative force in music, as their natural instinct in these sectors was to stick to what they knew would sell and take no chances.

         The end result, broadly speaking, was a discernible natural progression from ‘folk’ into ‘pop’. Hillbilly was commercialised into country music, blues became rhythm and blues, and both fed into the synthesis of white and black called rock and roll. But the size of the American national market left room for many of the older styles to survive, not simply as niche markets but as definable regional styles with a significant local following.

         There was no such progression in England, where traditional styles had a negligible effect on the burgeoning pop music. Things were slightly different in Scotland and Ireland, where a nationalist consciousness of local ‘folk’ on the part of record producers and radio programmers provided work for performers who kept something of the older styles before the public, albeit smoothed out, polished up and sometimes invented. The Beltona label, for example, founded in 1923, was one that specialised in regional material, and issued records of bothy ballads and comic songs, dance-band musicians such as Jimmie Shand in Scotland, and ceilidh bands in Ireland, plus professional artists like Delia Murphy who specialised in ‘folk’ songs. These artists were often heard in England, but the main effect there was to further convince English people that ‘folk’ music existed only outside its own borders.

         Despite the dominance of the new recording and broadcast media, which encouraged people to listen and to buy, vernacular, home-made singing still continued in some form or other throughout the interwar years. Dave Russell’s ‘Abiding Memories’ article in Popular Music (2008), for example, documents a craze for singing which had a lasting effect on people’s musical habits. Anyone who frequents the music sections of second-hand bookshops will have seen multiple copies of The Daily Express Community Song Book, The News-Chronicle Song Book, The Community Sing-Song Book, Francis & Day’s paper-covered Community Song Albums and a host of other publications with ‘community’ in the title. These are the physical remains of a short-lived but highly successful campaign to get Britain singing together. It was launched, with much fanfare, by the Daily Express  in 1924, during a particularly fierce round of the circulation wars, and was quickly taken up by other papers and organisations. In high-profile rallies in London and across the country, and at countless smaller gatherings specifically held for communal singing, the doctrine was put into practice. But it also became a feature of events where people had gathered for other purposes, most famously before the FA Cup Final. ‘Sing and the world will sing with you’ was the Chronicle’s motto, and the selection in their book was ‘not merely intended for Community Singing purposes’ but also designed to encourage ‘singing in the home’. Not for the first, or last, time, it was generally agreed that singing was good for you, for the individual and society as a whole.

         The community repertoire was a somewhat eclectic selection of songs –‘Loch Lomond’, ‘All Through the Night’, ‘Lincolnshire Poacher’, ‘Drunken Sailor’, ‘John Peel’, ‘Tipperary’, ‘Tavern in the Town’, ‘Old MacDonald’ and ‘Bobby Shaftoe’ – drawn from a variety of sources. Nineteenth-century national songs rubbed shoulders with Great War patriotic songs, blackface minstrelsy, sea shanties, Negro spirituals, hymns, carols, rounds and a very few music-hall ditties. The songs obviously had to be highly accessible and singable, but also morally beyond reproach, and there is a definite sense that they were seen as helping to stem the tide of Americanisation of popular song and dance so prevalent at the time.

         Community song rapidly became an accepted category in the nation’s musical life, and although the main fad was over by 1927, its legacy lived on until well after the Second World War. The repertoire laid down by those first publications reverberated through countless coach trips, pub and club sessions, football matches or wherever a happy crowd was gathered. There is little doubt that everyone in the land knew at least the choruses of a wide variety of these community songs, and their general circulation probably only started to decline with the pop-music revolution of the 1960s.

         Another way in which the community-song fashion of the interwar years lasted into the post-war period was in the activities of a host of clubs and societies, including the Holiday Fellowship, various youth and sporting clubs, and children’s organisations like the Boy Scouts, Girl Guides, Boys’ and Girls’ Brigades, and the Woodcraft Folk. All of these included singing together in their regular programme and all of them issued songbooks for their members’ use, which drew heavily on the community-song repertoire.

         Even without the orchestrated community-song movement, there was still a strong tradition of working-class sing-songs in pubs and clubs. By the interwar years, the piano had become central to this kind of gathering.† Mass Observation’s publication The Pub and the People (1943), based on their famous study of Bolton (which they called ‘Worktown’), Lancashire, in 1938, includes a very useful piece on music and singing. It focuses mainly on the fact that the chief constable of the area had banned landlords from paying entertainers, and particularly piano players, to perform on their premises. The chapter makes very interesting reading about the musical taste of pub-goers at the time:

         
            In banning organized music, the chief constable … has hit a vital element in pub culture, one which each evening transformed the individual units of drinkers in all rooms into a harmonizing whole, who send themselves often into a sweat with laughter and melody. Worktown people love music of a simple sort. They love singing. There is nowhere else they may sing the songs of their own choosing. In a town which has practically no native painting or poetry or literature, the curtailing of music is a serious matter intellectually … All observers report that the sentimental and old-fashioned songs go much the best, and also the sad sort of Irish songs are popular. And though mostly jazz songs are played and sung, the evening nearly always finishes with the old-fashioned ones.8

         

         Slightly apart from the pub experience was the other classic bastion of urban working-class leisure, the working men’s club; the main difference being that the clubs were run by their members rather than the landlord or the brewery. With their roots in the 1860s and the perceived need for places for working-class leisure, entertainment and education, the early clubs were linked closely to the temperance movement, but they soon managed to escape the control of middle-class philanthropy and become fiercely independent worker-organised institutions, often allied strongly to trade unions and other local political organisations.

         
            † See also Charles Keeping’s domestic cockney ding-dongs described in Chapter 11.

         

         There were (and are) clubs all over the country, but the modern stereotype is the network of large, well-established clubs of northern English towns, with the money to book well-known artists, and particularly famous as the tough testing ground for generations of stand-up comedian acts. Their heyday may have long gone, and many people dismiss them as old-fashioned and unnecessary in the modern world, but the Club and Institute Union (CIU) still has over 1,700 affiliated clubs and they remain an important cultural force in many communities.

         Richard Hoggart’s classic study of working-class culture, The Uses of Literacy (1957), devotes a perceptive chapter to singing in the clubs of his time, and is almost unique in taking the practice seriously enough to analyse it as a representative feature of working-class culture. He was born in Leeds in 1918, and although he was writing about the immediate post-Second World War period, his comments are directly applicable to the late interwar period.

         He was interested in the way that commercial popular song was incorporated into the daily lives of working people. He writes about the different types of song available, and focuses on those that were still on offer in cheap printed form …

         
            in the songbooks sold by some stationers and by Woolworth’s (McGlennon’s Record Song-Book – 190th edition; The Magazine of Song Hits – The Correct Lyrics of Thirty Songs; The Hit Parade; One Hundred Songs from Lawrence Wright). They contain the words but not the music of anything from twenty to one hundred songs, all mixed together, the old and the new. ‘Abide with Me’ is likely to be followed by the latest lyric about England, then by ‘Bird in a Gilded Cage’, then by a new love-song or something about children from Charing Cross Road or America, such as ‘I Saw Mummy Kissing Santa Claus’. I have in mind, too, some of the qualities displayed in ‘Workers’ Playtime’ and ‘Works’ Wonders’ [two radio programmes], but not in the endless, tepid, glucose-and-water of some other radio musical programmes for workers, which are not of the people, but of the world where things are done for the people. In particular, I am thinking of the occasional sing-songs and concerts in the pubs and clubs.9

         

         Setting aside the repertoire, which will have changed completely, there is clearly a strong degree of continuity in this kind of get-together, which reinforces the idea that on an important level it is the event which is ‘traditional’ rather than the songs. Hoggart’s description from the 1950s could very easily be applied to a tavern sing-song in 1850:

         
            Behind the paid stars of the concerts, and in special demand on ‘Free-and-Easy nights’, are the individuals who can be relied on for a tune or song, who are not paid but by custom are supplied with drinks, sometimes on the house, sometimes by members who ‘send one up’, or ‘send one across’. Most clubs have among their number one or two known to have good voices and to be willing to ‘oblige’. If they have no pianist among the members they always find someone who will play most of the night for a few shillings and drinks.10

         

         The standard repertoire which Hoggart lists was drawn mostly from the pop songs of the day, some of the previous era, and a sprinkling of ‘old favourites’ from Victorian and Edwardian times, and he notes how, in each batch of new songs, a very few have qualities which make them stick around, while the majority fade away.

         He attempts a broad classification of songs, assessing the two main categories as ‘seriously emotional’ and the ‘amused and mocking’, and in the latter division identifies a significant group: ‘The cheeky, finger to the nose and ain’t-life-jolly song is the song of the working-class when they are refusing to be downhearted simply because they are working-class, when they are raucously confident.’11 But Hoggart was not entirely free of the nostalgia which seems to infect every person who writes about popular song of eras before their own: ‘The finest period in English urban popular song seems to have been between 1880 and 1910, when each great music-hall star had errand-boys and girls singing his or her characteristic songs.’12

         Hoggart’s contribution is not simply confined to repertoire and context; he had a good ear for singing styles, and took pains to describe some of the features of his club singers. Unfortunately, this section highlights the problems of discussing style using ordinary language to describe such intangibles, and, although his comments would have been understandable at the time, they are difficult to pin down sixty years later without the terms of reference. We can easily listen to records of pop stars of the time, but we know of no recording of a club sing-song of the period.

         He refers to the ‘soft-in-the-middle crooning styles of American pop singers’, and identifies the ‘big dipper’ style, which is found in working-class singing in large auditoriums as featuring ‘enormous lifts and dips to fill out the lines of a lush emotional journey’. But in the more intimate setting of a club sing-song this is reduced in scale and made more homely:

         
            The most immediately recognisable characteristic is the ‘-er’ extension to emotionally important words, which I take to be the result partly of the need to draw every ounce of sentiment from the swing of the rhythm, and partly of the wish to underline the pattern of the emotional statement. The result is something like this:

            
                

            

            You are-er the one-er for me-er

            No one else-er can share a dream-er with me-er

            (pause with trills from the piano leading to the next great sweep)

            Some folks-er may say-er.13

         

         The most interesting aspect of Hoggart’s descriptions of singing styles is that he consistently explains stylistic features in terms of putting across the emotion of the song, whereas even the most superficial descriptions of the common traditional-singing styles focus on the fact that the singers do not overtly express the emotion of the song at all, but preserve an almost deadpan delivery.

         It is tempting to surmise that this difference derives partly from the songs (and particularly the tunes) themselves, because this is the effect that their writers wanted to achieve, and also from the fact that the songs are designed to have instrumental accompaniment, which is integral to their effect.

         One last comment from Hoggart is directly relevant here:

         
            I first heard ‘Paper Doll’ sung in the ‘red-hot’ fashion by an American star crooner, and it seemed quite unsuitable for transplantation to Northern England; but two or three years later a local amateur sang it whilst I was in a Hull pub, and it had been beautifully translated.

            
                

            

            I’d rather have a paper doll to call my own

            Than just a good-for-nothing real life gal

            
                

            

            was delivered in the American version with immense speed and attack, and the final ‘gal’ was a powerful sock of a drawl. In Yorkshire the whole thing was taken at half the speed, the rhythm pulled out to the usual up-and-down pattern, and ‘gal’ transmuted into the standard Northern English moan-ending on ‘-er’.14

         

         But it cannot be denied that for very many people in the interwar years the main, perhaps only, way they could encounter the old-style rural folk songs as defined by the Edwardian collectors was in the singing lesson at school. The major spat between Cecil Sharp and the Board of Education over the use of folk songs in schools is detailed in Chapter 3, and is a significant episode in the development of the revival and interest in traditional song; it is interesting to note that after the initial period of contention, he was welcomed into the educational fold as an expert.

         The book he compiled with Sabine Baring-Gould, English Folk-Songs for Schools (1906), was used in numerous schools until well after the Second World War. It included fifty-three songs, categorised as ‘Ballads’, ‘Songs’ and ‘Infants’ Songs’, and including such well-known titles as: ‘Blow Away the Morning Dew’ {11, Child 112}; ‘Wraggle Taggle Gypsies O’ {1, Child 200}; ‘The Golden Vanity’ {122, Child 286}; ‘Henry Martin’ {104, Child 250}; ‘The Fox’ {131}; ‘The Seeds of Love’ {3}; ‘Sweet Nightingale’ {371}; and ‘Strawberry Fair’ {173}.

         All but three of the songs were taken from their own collections, with the words chosen, or modified, to be suitable for children, but it was the tunes which, it was hoped, would turn children away from the cheap and nasty popular song and give them a solid grounding in musical ‘Englishness’.

         Sharp and Baring-Gould’s desire to change the course of musical history by improving children’s taste proved naive, and one of the unintentional consequences was that in some quarters it was soon believed that these old-fashioned folk songs were not just suitable for children but were suitable only for children. On the other hand, many people were given access to a selection of traditional songs which they would otherwise not have had, and some liked them enough to remember them. Again, the post-war collectors noticed that it was often the versions learnt at school that were brought to mind when they asked people for old songs. The schools campaign played a part in keeping ‘folk song’ alive as an identifiable and useful category in this country in the musical world. 
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            FOLK SONG IN ITS NATURAL HABITATS
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            Introduction

         

         The importance of ‘folk song in its social context’ is such a fundamental premise of much recent study of the subject, including this book, that it is almost a mantra that researchers have to repeat daily to keep their spirits up. But what contexts are we talking about? The main introduction to this book highlighted the fact that in folk-song investigation it is difficult to decide whether to focus mainly on the songs, or the singers, or the singing events, or some other element of this many-sided object. Yet the answer is simple enough: we must approach from all sides, if not all at once, at least in turn.

         This section is therefore an attempt to cover different topics by changing the angle of approach and foregrounding in turn singers, songs and places, and, in the last two chapters, trying to get under the skin of ‘tradition’, the glue that holds it all together. And these chapters also elaborate on matters that were floated in the chronology of Part Two.

         This selection of topics does not claim to be exhaustive; indeed, it is clear that it is only the start. There is a huge amount of evidence still to be gathered and digested, and many other ways to cut the cake.

         But this section starts with a chapter that addresses the fundamental question of the role printed materials played in what had previously been thought of as a purely ‘oral’ tradition, and in particular identifies the ‘street literature’ of broadsides and chapbooks as an extremely important influence on the song cultures of ordinary people. 
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            Back-Street Printers, Ballad-Sellers and Buskers

            Street Literature and Street Music

         

         ‘Street literature’ is the term used to describe the cheap materials that poured from the presses of jobbing printers in London, and many other places, from the late sixteenth to the late nineteenth centuries. No history of folk song in Britain can afford to underestimate its importance to the subject, or fail to take account of its considerable influence. It should be noted, though, that street literature and street music are closely related, but not synonymous.

         The two forms of street literature that concern us most are broadsides and chapbooks, with a third form, songsters, straddling the divide between street literature and more sophisticated printed material. Broadsides were single sheets of paper, usually printed on one side only, and were therefore the cheapest and easiest items to produce, utilising basic technology. Some printers specialised in better-quality products, and standards gradually improved over time, but in general everything about the broadside was basic and cheaply done. The paper was thin and coarse, the presses were old and out of date, the type second-hand and in short supply, the typesetting often somewhat hit-and-miss, and the woodblocks used for the illustrations old and worn. With a limited number of blocks to hand, the woodcut illustrations were used more or less at random, regardless of the subject. Broadsides usually sold for a halfpenny or a penny, and although a wide variety of items was included, a huge proportion of them were songs.

         The term ‘chapbook’ is nowadays used for various styles of small book or booklet, but for our purposes it is best restricted to a particular form of cheap material with several pages of text printed on both sides of a single sheet of paper which, when folded, makes a small book. Although there is a degree of skill in setting the pages in the correct order (the ‘imposition’ is the technical printing term), the finished item is surely the simplest and cheapest form of book in that it needs no binding, no cover, no finishing in any way, and, depending on how folded, comprises eight, sixteen or, more rarely, twenty-four pages.

         Chapbooks could include a single prose item like a traditional ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ tale, an alphabet for teaching children to read, instructions for telling the future, advice for living a moral life, practical advice for servants, or any other type of content, but again a huge number were devoted to collections of songs, often referred to as ‘garlands’. In the years around 1810, John Marshall of Newcastle, for example, issued a long series of chapbooks entitled A Garland of New Songs. But in the later eighteenth century it was also common to call single-song broadsides by the same name, with titles such as ‘The Crafty Ploughman’s Garland’, ‘The Dorsetshire Garland’ and ‘The Chester Garland’. In general, these were larger sheets, with one long song, but split into two, three or four parts.

         As the nineteenth century progressed, slightly more sophisticated ‘small books’ started to appear, although still paper-covered and without binding, and those which included songs we designate with the loose term ‘songster’.

         Street literature contained a huge range of matter, including sensational news, sometimes real but often totally invented, traditional tales like the ‘Soldier’s Prayerbook in a Pack of Cards’, celebrity scandals, the doings of the royal family, crime, politics, sporting events, fortune-telling instructions, jokes, riddles and a host of other subjects. Printers and sellers were particularly fond of sensational murders, which were always bestsellers. In a series of sheets they could report the crime, the pursuit of the perpetrators, the trial, the confession and the ‘last dying speech’ of the criminal, and the execution. In the days of public executions (abolished in 1868), the final words were printed beforehand, in time to be sold to the crowd at the foot of the gallows, and a roaring trade was done. One street-seller commented, ‘I find that a foolish nonsensical thing will sell twice as fast as a good moral sentimental one; and, while it lasts, a good murder will cut out the whole of them. It’s the best-selling thing of any.’1 This quote is from Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor (published 1861–2, but researched from 1849), which is the most detailed account we have of the business. His investigations covered a wide range of trades, and his books admirably demonstrate how the streets of our major towns were thronged with people buying and selling, and how street literature, street singing and street music were just part of an extremely busy everyday scene.

         As indicated, a staple for the broadside and chapbook trade was songs, and in this line the printers included anything and everything they thought would sell. They copied and stole from each other with no regard to ownership or copyright, so the same songs – even if brand new – appeared on rival printers’ sheets. The basic broadside for most of the nineteenth century was a quarto sheet, roughly 10" x 8" (250mm x 185mm), with two song texts, side by side, but this could be cut in half up the middle margin to make two ‘slip songs’. Other sizes existed, including much larger sheets that offered a dozen or more songs, and for a short while in the 1830s and 1840s ‘long songs’ of large sheets pasted together offering ‘three yards of songs for a penny’ were produced. Another regular product was larger sheets of Christmas carols, issued each year in season and well illustrated with religious engravings and woodcuts.

         In general, broadsides did not include the music for the songs, although in the eighteenth century there were items that could be termed ‘music broadsides’. These were single-sided sheets with one song, normally drawn from the theatre or pleasure garden, but they were clearly aimed at a higher-class purchaser than the average broadside, and are a direct forerunner of sheet music.

         We have no way of knowing how many songs were issued by the broadside presses, but current indexes of broadsides have already reached 250,000 entries and have probably covered only about half of the surviving sheets. 

         In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when paper was expensive and any kind of printing a major operation in terms of labour and materials, broadsides were not churned out for the poor, but were aimed at the literate middle classes. In addition to the tales of monstrous births and prognostications suitable for those credulous times, religious and political controversies of the day were fought out in broadsides and pamphlets. We do not know how many of these early broadsides reached the hands of the ordinary people, but we do know that ballads were stuck up on tavern walls and other public places, and so were accessible to a larger proportion of the population than those who actually bought them. Access to the content, though, would still be limited to those who could read, or could have the words read aloud to them.

         As the print industry, and its technology, developed and expanded, single-sheet items became more and more associated with the cheap end of the market, and by the second half of the eighteenth and throughout the nineteenth century, broadsides were definitely aimed at the poorer end of the populace. That period, from about the 1790s to the 1860s, was the golden age for broadside song material.

         Although London remained the centre of broadside production, as the nineteenth century progressed a significant number of sheets were printed in the other main urban centres in the country. Even small towns had their own printers, who included broadside ballads as part of their normal output, and some clearly specialised in the genre. In the printing trade, the term ‘jobbing’ referred to the day-to-day work of small printing jobs, brought in by the customer – handbills, shop-window signs, posters and bills, printed forms, and so on – which is usually distinguished from book or newspaper work, as this required a great deal more expertise and the financial security to take on a large task for which payment would be deferred until finished. Even the well-known book printers also took on jobbing work to provide regular cash income, and in smaller towns such work was essential to the economic survival of all printing shops. For this reason, many, perhaps even most, printers produced broadsides and chapbooks when requested by customers or when their presses were otherwise unoccupied, which causes difficulties for the historian trying to get a complete picture of the trade in the past. Those who specialised in broadsides advertised themselves as producing a regular supply of new sheets which could be bought wholesale by hawkers and ballad-sellers, or retail by the public. W. S. Fortey in London (1860 –1908), for example, claimed to stock ‘4,000 different sorts’.

         The printers were only one of the key players in the trade, and for their productions to reach the reader, they needed an army of intermediaries, who bought the sheets wholesale and sold them to individual customers. Most of this retail trade was carried out in the street in towns, and at fairs and other open-air gatherings in rural areas.

         It is difficult to credit nowadays how common a sight (and sound) the ballad-singer would have been in street and fair in the nineteenth century and before. They were regularly mentioned, described and denigrated, often romanticised and occasionally praised in the periodical press of the time, while newspapers abound with reports of court cases in which they appeared. They featured as characters in plays and poems, appeared in countless engravings and other illustrations (especially in crowd scenes), and even had songs written about them. Most of the time they were regarded by their social superiors as little more than beggars, rogues and vagabonds. In 1735, one writer in the Gentleman’s Magazine remarks: ‘The scandalous practice of ballad-singing is the bane of all good manners and morals, a nursery for idlers, whores and pickpockets, a school for scandal, smut and debauchery, and ought to be entirely suppressed, or reduced under proper restriction.’2 This writer goes on to rail against parents who let their children fraternise with the servants in the kitchen and the result is they are daily presented with ‘ballads and love songs’.

         A common thread is that the authorities are not doing their duty in getting rid of the menace. As one writer comments in the Imperial Magazine (1819):

         
            It is a notorious fact, that in many towns throughout this kingdom, the streets are frequently infested with ballad singers, who exhibit their profane and indecent compositions, to the great moral injury of the thoughtless and inconsiderate, and to the equally great annoyance of the virtuous and well-disposed. The magistrates in all places, no doubt, have it in their power to remove this fertile source of demoralization; but in most cases, from their retired habits of life, they rarely visit the haunts in which these impurities solicit attention.3

         

         This writer goes on to report a petition that the inhabitants of Oldham Street, Manchester, had submitted to the magistrates, which had prompted the police to be more active in ‘detecting offenders’, and he urges other places to do the same.

         Such commentators clearly disapproved of the songs, routinely calling them ‘indecent’ and ‘seditious’, but they also objected to the people themselves because they were ragged, dirty and importunate; others simply focused on them as a noisy public nuisance who caused unruly crowds to gather. One of the real problems for the reputation of the trade was that some of the negative accusations were true. It was all too easy to become a ballad-seller – you needed only a few pence to get a stock together – and if you had the nerve to make a noise and attract attention you stood a good chance of making a quick profit. A regular middle-class myth passed on down the generations was that, far from being poor and needy, ballad-singers earned large sums:

         
            Street Singing – A lady near London was asked lately by her coachman for a holiday. As she was going to town she gave it. In Regent-street she observed a man, in rags, singing. Looking again she recognized her coachman, and heard him telling a piteous tale of being out of work, with a sick wife and eight children. Next morning, when he came for orders, she taxed him with it, and told him he must go if he did so again. He replied that he would sooner give up his situation than give up singing in the streets, and confessed to having made 8s on that one day. The story speaks for itself.4 

         

         The trade was the last resort of many a genuinely destitute person, but it was also attractive to drunks, ne’er-do-wells, professional beggars, and ruffians of all sorts. Another accusation was that the ballad-singer was in league with pickpockets who preyed on the crowds that gathered to hear them. Stories also abound of the tricks played by ballad-sellers, including the hire of ragged children and the faking of disabilities to get sympathy.

         In a piece on ‘Songs of the Working Classes’ in the Manchester Guardian in 1839, a writer prints the text of the ‘Tradesmen’s Lamentation’:

         
            [This song] appears to have been composed for the especial benefit of that class of street ballad-singers who, on the strength of wearing a clean white apron, excite the sympathies of the poorer and lessinformed classes of operatives, in the character of decayed tradesmen, ruined by the badness of the times, and the weight of taxation.5

         

         But, on the other hand, street singing really was one of the last resorts of the genuinely very poor. Writing of the terrible distress caused in textile areas of the north brought about by the American Civil War in the early 1860s, Martha Vicinus comments:

         
            Contemporary commentators, in describing the most visible effects of the Cotton Famine, almost always spoke of the greatly increased number of street corner singers and performers. [Edwin] Waugh described them as ‘Swarms of strange, shy, sad-looking singers and instrumental performers, in the work-worn clothing of factory operatives who went about the busy city, pleading for help in touching wails of simple song – like so many wild birds driven by the hard weather to the haunts of man.6

         

         Only occasionally did someone write something positive about ballad-singing, and then usually because they were being nostalgic about a well-known local eccentric (often after he or she had died). Commenting on a broadside song entitled ‘One Pound Two’ {V14294} in his piece on ‘Folk Songs of Lancashire’ in 1913, Thomas Derby writes:

         
            Many a time I have stood – one of a gaping crowd – listening to an old woman who for more than half a century did little else than sing this ballad. Occasionally when a more than usually harrowing murder had occurred she would take to recitation, and, with a long pole in hand, at the top of which appeared a series of terribly realistic and sanguinary pictures of the tragedy – murder, colliery explosion, or railway accident – ‘done on the spot by a (h)eye-witness: a full, true and particular account and an affecting copy of verses’ did she harrow up the souls of all who heard her. Feeling curious about the old singer, I interviewed the printer of the ballad – Mr Pearson – who was then still plying his trade in Chadderton Street, Manchester, and was himself over four score years of age. ‘Her name?’ said he, ‘Well we always called her “One Pound Two”. I supplied her with that song for fifty years myself. Oh ay, she got the books about the murders here, too.’7

         

         In London and other urban areas there were several classes of sellers. The simplest ones walked along the street, singing out loud the song they were promoting. Others found a convenient street corner to stand and sing, getting in trouble with the police when they gathered a crowd around them who caused an obstruction and provided a rich ground for pickpockets. ‘Pinners-up’ were those who had a regular spot, against a railing or a blank wall, on which they fixed horizontal strings. A variety of sheets was pinned to the strings, and their customers could therefore peruse a range of titles to make their choice. Others had a trestle table, or even an open umbrella placed on the ground which served as a portable display for half a dozen sheets. ‘Running patterers’ went through the streets, often in a group, singing and shouting, deliberately causing as much commotion as possible to create a buzz of expectation to highlight the drama of the ‘latest news’ of the horrid murder or dreadful fire they were selling. They would sometimes have a placard bearing a crude and lurid painting depicting the subject of the song, like ‘One Pound Two’ above. ‘Standing patterers’ did the same but were more static. Sellers of ‘long songs’ had them fixed on a pole to display them.

         But where did the songs they sold come from? As already mentioned, the printers had no scruples about copying from each other and from any other source which came to hand, including books of poems and songs and sheet music aimed at the higher classes. James Hepburn’s research into songs about poverty, reported in his Book of Scattered Leaves (2000–2001), identified a very wide of sources used by broadside printers. But these songs were not always to the taste of the working classes, so the printers also had recourse to local writers who could be relied upon to pen just the right sort of thing for their customers.

         Mayhew claimed there were only six regular broadside authors in London in his time, although there had been more in the past. They were usually paid one shilling per song and either wrote them on spec or in response to a request for a particular subject. He quoted one author:

         
            ‘In a proper ballad on a subject, there’s often twelve verses, none of them under eight lines – and there’s a four-line chorus to every verse; and if it’s the right sort it’ll sell the ballad.’ I was told on all hands that it was not the words that ever ‘make a ballad, but the subject; and more than the subject, the chorus; and far more than either, the tune’.8

         

         Some of the writers of broadside songs in the earlier periods are quite well documented, because they are known as poets or writers in other spheres, but we rarely know anything more about them in the nineteenth century, including even their names. Information about two of them, John Morgan and George Brown, is gradually coming to light, and further research will help fill in the gaps. We occasionally also hear of struggling literary characters, such as Oliver Goldsmith (1728–74), resorting to ballad writing when particularly hard up. 

         Mayhew’s songwriter informant complained that he was being driven out of business by the cheap songsters, which contained the songs written for the song-and-supper and tavern concert-room entertainments and provided broadside printers with an easy source of new songs for free. He also claimed that ‘indecent’ songs were never written by the broadside writers, but by those writing for the ‘gentlemen’ and students who frequented those places. Mayhew commented on these: ‘The penny song-books (which are partly indecent), and entitled Sam Hall or Ross’s Songsters, are seldom or never sold in the streets. Many of those vended in shops outrage all decency.’9

         Outside the capital, there was more scope for authors to sell their own compositions, in the localities where they were known, which they either paid a printer to produce for them or who sold them in the usual way to the printer and then bought back copies at wholesale prices. It all depended on whether or not they wanted exclusive rights to their songs. Martha Vicinus writes in her Ballads of the Industrial North (1975):

         
            While London writers did not usually hawk their own works, northern writers did. They built up a round of public houses and friendly neighbourhoods where they sang and sold their works … The writer-singer was an essential member of many northern industrial communities in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.10

         

         Authors getting their own songs circulated was not always a good thing, as is demonstrated in a court case for libel reported in the Illustrated Police News (2 February 1867) and elsewhere. It concerned Richard Peck, publican, from King’s Cross, north London, who had been engaged to a widow, a Mrs Groves. The engagement was broken off, and Peck commenced a campaign of vengeance against Mrs Groves, which included getting a scurrilous song about her and her late husband printed and sung in the streets. There was testimony from Mr Disley, one of the leading broadside printers of the day, showing that a Francis Adams had written the song and brought it to be printed, and from two men employed to do the singing:

         
            John Connell: I play a concertina and sing ballads for a living. I received a number of bills, about thirty-five dozen, and was told to meet someone, and I went to the top of Burlington Arcade, and saw Adams, who told me I was to go and sing the song with Daley, at the corner of Burlington Street and Bond Street. We went and sang the song … We sold about six or seven at a halfpenny each … I was paid 2s 6d for singing and was at it about an hour.11

         

         Adams got six months; Peck absconded before the full trial.

         We often get valuable glimpses of the trade in court cases such as this. In Mayhew’s account of the broadside trade there are several references to ‘indecent’ songs, but with rarely enough detail to let us judge the level of ‘indecency’, or indeed whether they were actually seditious or blasphemous, because in many minds of the time these three categories of misbehaviour were largely regarded as aspects of the same depravity. But sometimes we get clues to provide a clearer picture. Another court appearance, reported in the Newcastle Courant (4 March 1870), for example, charged Charles Taylor with causing an obstruction in London Wall by singing and selling indecent songs. As the song in question was about the Mordaunt divorce case, much in the news at the time, in which Lady Mordaunt was accused of entertaining various aristocratic men (including, it was rumoured, the Prince of Wales), while her husband was away, we can be pretty sure of the subject matter. Another, reprinted by Clifford Morsley from the Chelmsford Chronicle in 1834, but referring to Hull in Yorkshire:

         
            Two men were on the 29th ult. apprehended in Sculcoats, singing and vending a ludicrous and inflammatory burlesque on the New Poor Law Bill. On the following day their stock-in-trade was burnt by order of the Magistrates, and they were discharged on promising never to do the like again. Two vagabonds were vending the same inflammatory papers in this county [Essex] during last week. We trust the authorities will look to them.12

         

         The fact that anyone could get their songs printed and sung also means that it is unwise to accept automatically the sentiments of particular broadside texts as clear evidence of workers’ attitudes, as we rarely know who wrote them. Moral and political campaigners like Hannah More and her Religious Tract Society, for example, deliberately set out to reform the working classes by writing, printing and distributing broadsides and chapbooks with moral themes. And a rare documented example of a broadside not being what it seems is given in Martha Vicinus’s Ballads of the Industrial North. ‘A New Song’, issued by Hartlepool printer J. Procter, on the subject of the 1844 Durham and Northumberland coal strike, which criticises the strike leaders, is apparently written in the dialect and voice of one of the strikers, but was actually penned by a local pit manager, William Armstrong.

         A study of the street literature of the past is a fascinating one in its own right, and essential for anyone interested in popular culture and social history. But it remains for us to demonstrate how this is directly relevant to our study of folk song.

         It has been reliably claimed that 90 to 95 per cent of the items the Victorian and Edwardian collectors noted as ‘folk songs’ had appeared on broadsides in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This in itself is no solid indicator of a direct link between print and oral traditions, but coupled with examples of direct testimony from singers about learning their songs from broadsides and songbooks, and the growing number of studies using internal evidence, the trend is abundantly clear.

         Most of the folk-song collectors were scathing about the quality of the broadside songs but were well aware of the fact that many of their singers had definitely gathered their material from print. Lucy Broadwood, for example, stated, ‘The words of many country ballads are derived, directly or indirectly, from broadsides,’13 and Alfred Williams: 

         
            The songs were mainly obtained at the fairs. These were attended by the ballad-singers, who stood in the market-place and sang the new tunes and pieces, and at the same time sold the broadsides at a penny each. The most famous ballad-singers in the Thames Valley, in recent times, were a man and woman, who travelled together, and each of whom had but one eye. They sang at all the local fairs, and the man sold the sheets, frequently wetting his thumb with his lips to detach a sheet from the bundle and hand it to a customer in the midst of the singing.14

         

         This is not to argue that all singers learnt all their songs from print – far from it. Henry Burstow, the singer from Horsham, Sussex, gives direct evidence on this question in his Reminiscences of Horsham (1911). After writing of learning songs from his parents and other people he knew or met, he continues:

         
            The remainder I learnt from ballad sheets I bought as they were being hawked about at the fairs, and at other times from other printed matter. I remember, when quite a boy, buying for my mother of a pedlar, as he sang in the street, the old ballad ‘Just Before the Battle Mother’. This was her favourite song.15

         

         We have less direct evidence for the earlier centuries, but it is clear from the manuscripts which are analysed in earlier chapters that people regularly copied songs from broadsides into their own notebooks.

         Two things are now abundantly clear. Firstly, once printing had been invented, there was never again a pure ‘oral’ tradition, but oral and print were intimately interwoven. Secondly, the songs that the ordinary people turned into ‘traditional’ or ‘folk’ songs were normally written by outsiders and reached them first in printed form.

         For these reasons alone it would be essential for us to fully understand the genre, but a close knowledge of the broadside and chapbook trade is also important for more practical reasons. Whatever the characteristics of an ‘oral tradition’ may be, its undeniable failing for historical enquiry is its almost complete lack of a datable evidence trail, and the temptation this offers for wishful speculation on the part of commentators is enormous.

         A song collected from a shepherd or a dairymaid in 1903 might have been knocking around the village for 200 years, or they might have learnt it the previous week, and without this information we have no basis on which to assess or investigate the workings of ‘the tradition’.

         As the accumulated evidence mounts up, it seems increasingly that the broadside texts were indeed the originals of many songs, because they were written specifically for that medium, and we therefore have a welcome opportunity to get to grips with questions of what really happened to songs when they entered a local tradition. If we know how they started and how they ended up, we can at least start to investigate what happened in between.

         Supporters of ‘oral tradition’ are often understandably wary of such comparative work, because it is so easily couched in terms designed to prove the degenerative and unreliable nature of ‘oral tradition’, but used sensitively it could actually demonstrate what is built into many a definition of ‘folk song’ – that transmission within a healthy tradition is a positive force and, by selection and variation, results in ‘better’ songs. Or it could simply reveal the essentially conservative nature of the singers’ attitudes to song texts and the fundamental fidelity of their memories.

         But we must guard against easy assumptions. Cecil Sharp fell straight into this trap in his English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions (1907). Attempting to demonstrate the remarkable accuracy that can be found in an oral tradition, he stated:

         
            A blind man, one Mr Henry Larcombe, from Haselbury-Plucknett, sang me a Robin Hood ballad. The words consisted of eleven verses. These proved to be almost word for word the same as the corresponding stanzas of a much longer black-letter broadside, preserved in the Bodleian Library. The words have since been reproduced in other books … but, so far as I am aware, they have never been printed on a ‘ballet’ or stall copy, or in any form that could conceivably have reached the country singers. I cannot but conclude, therefore, that Mr Larcombe’s version, accurate as it was, had been preserved solely by oral tradition for upwards of two hundred years.16

         

         Sharp published the song, ‘Robin Hood and the Tanner’ {332, Child 126}, in volume 2 of his Folk Songs from Somerset (1905). The early broadside he mentions is in the Wood Collection, and a transcript can be seen in F. J. Child’s English and Scottish Popular Ballads.17

         It may be unwise to champion this as proof of the accuracy of the oral tradition when Mr Larcombe sang only eleven of the old broadside’s thirty-seven verses. The same example could be used to argue that the oral tradition loses more than two-thirds of the text over the period. While it is true that no later broadside printings of the song have been discovered, this does not mean they did not exist, and the evidence as given could be taken other ways. This looks suspiciously like a case of a broadside printer’s deliberate shortening of a longer old ballad, which was a fairly common feature of the trade around 1800. This practice may have been prompted by aesthetics, or by fashion, or more prosaically by the need to fit ballads on to the newer, smaller, paper sizes, but almost without exception it is these cut-down versions which were collected from traditional singers at the end of the nineteenth century. Aesthetically speaking, by modern standards, these rewritten shortened versions are almost always ‘better’ songs, with tighter narratives and much less waffle, but that is not the point here.

         Much of Sharp’s argument that folk song represents the musical soul of the nation relies heavily on the belief that ‘the folk’ are on the whole passive conduits who do not create but pass on, relatively faithfully, the lore they have received from previous generations. It also relies on the fact that, as he clearly states, folk song is ‘the song created by the common people’. But if the songs that the pioneer collectors noted from unsophisticated and non-literate country people were actually written by professional urban ballad-writers and had reached the village by way of the printing press not long before, the definition begins to look decidedly shaky. It is to escape such definitional tangles as these that Sharp and his colleagues emphasised the importance of the tunes, and downplayed the interest of the words.

         And a consideration of the music certainly puts the print/oral question into a different perspective. The vast majority of broadsides and chapbooks do not print the musical notation for the song texts they contain. In the earlier periods it was common for the sheet to name the tune to which the song should be sung, but by the nineteenth century this was much less common, partly because it was becoming the norm for songs to have their own tunes. There were higher-end songbooks which included tune notations, plus relatively expensive ‘sheet music’, and cheaper dance and tune manuals aimed at musicians. Dozens of examples of fiddlers’ tune-books in manuscript form have survived from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, where musicians have copied out tunes from publications, or from someone else who has got it from a printed source.

         None of these can be suggested as sources of tunes for all the countless instances of potential singers buying broadside texts. It is clear that even when the text was learnt from print, the tune was either learnt by ear or supplied by the singer. We know something of the mechanics of this process, although in general rather than specific terms. There are references to ballad-sellers offering to sing the tune to buyers as part of the transaction, and there were probably many occasions when the buyer had been prompted to get the words because they had already heard the song and therefore knew the tune. There is also the distinct possibility that the buyer could ascertain from internal clues the tune which was in the author’s head when he wrote it, as we can often do nowadays. In the final analysis, however, there must have been numerous occasions when the buyer simply adapted any old tune that fitted, or even invented one him/herself. As mentioned earlier, however, in the generality of traditional songs, the correlation between text and tune is remarkably stable, and while one text may be found wedded to several tunes, it is rare to find one sung to more than a handful. In other words, there does not seem to have been a general free-for-all when it came to applying tunes to words.

         There is a great deal that we do not know about the trade in street literature and its relationship to ‘traditional song’. But it is only with its help that we can hope to answer many abiding questions about folk song. From printed evidence, for example, we can come up the suggestion that only 20 per cent of the main corpus of songs noted by the folk-song collectors between 1880 and 1918 originated in the eighteenth century, and 5 per cent in the seventeenth or earlier. We can make a stab, at least, at assessing which songs were most ‘popular’, by the number of printings, and we can replace the dependency on unreliable internal textual and musical evidence for assessing, for example, a song’s origin in the alehouse, theatre or pleasure garden, or whether it appears to be English, Irish or Scottish. Little of this evidence will be conclusive, but at least it gives us some hope of an accurate historical picture in a way that the nebulous ‘oral tradition’ can never offer.

         In trying to paint a picture of vernacular music of the past, there is bound to be some confusion between ballad-sellers, often called ‘ballad-singers’, who had a product to sell (in the broadsides and chapbooks they carried), and the street musicians and street singers who did what we would nowadays refer to as ‘busking’, that is, singing or playing in the street and asking for money in return.

         In reality, there was considerable overlap between the different groups, but for our purposes it is useful to preserve some degree of distinction between them, as there is confusion enough within each group to keep us busy.

         Within the ‘street music’ category, there is a further subdivision between the instrumentalists and the singers. Clearly, an instrumentalist needs to have at least the capital to buy and maintain an instrument, and at least some degree of proficiency on it, but almost anyone can set themselves up as a singer and some commentators believed that many street singers were deliberately bad, aesthetically, to give themselves an air of desperation and destitution. 

         Street music was mainly an urban phenomenon, although some musicians and singers toured rural areas, and they were certainly in evidence wherever crowds gathered, such as at markets and fairs. There was also a very lively trade in holiday entertainment, at the seaside, on pleasure steamers, and so on. As this book is about song, we are more interested in the vocalists than the musicians, but the latter cannot be ignored entirely. They were an integral part of the musical soundscape of the period, and a major route for the transmission of tunes, both from the latest commercial popular music and the ‘higher-class’ art music of the day, and of the past.

         Most of our information on street music comes from people who were objecting to it, and it got a sustained bad press for many years. William Hogarth’s engraving The Enraged Musician of 1741 is a case in point. It shows a musician at his open window in obvious despair and with hands over his ears, while outside in the street there is a singing ballad-seller holding a squalling baby, a wandering clarinet player, a boy drummer, a girl with a toy rattle, a milkmaid and other sellers ‘crying’ their wares, including one with a large hand-bell, a man blowing a horn, a knife-grinder, barking dog and fighting cats.

         Street musicians played a bewildering variety of instruments. Anything sufficiently portable and able to withstand the weather could be encountered, including fiddles, harps, flutes, concertinas, melodeons, banjos, brass, woodwind, percussion and a host of one-off gimmicks and contraptions. In his survey of street music in 1868, quoted a few pages on, the Rev. H. R. Haweis gives some indication of the broad range of players to be met in London streets. In addition to the ubiquitous organ-grinders, there were German bands, a blind fiddler, an ingenious one-man band who bore the appearance of a North American Indian, penny-whistle players, pianos and harmoniums on wheels, a man who played with hammers on a wooden instrument, another on a metal instrument, another on glass, on bells, strings and musical glasses, and the ‘tom-tom man’, who sang in a foreign language as he played his drum.

         The blind fiddler (sometimes faking his disability) was a stock character, and was often seen. Charles Manby Smith’s Curiosities of London Life (1854) shows that not all street musicians were fakes or drunkards, though. He writes how he took in a blind fiddler who had collapsed in the snow at his garden gate, and when revived with food and drink the man told Smith his story. He had been blinded at the age of seven when he fell in the fire. His mother was dead and his drunken father soon absconded, leaving him to fend for himself. After various adventures he took up the fiddle, married a blind woman, and they now eked out a somewhat precarious living. He freely admitted that he was not much of a musician – one hand had been disabled in his accident – but perhaps the most important point of his testimony was that he did not totally rely on the generosity of passers-by but had regular customers whom he visited once a week who always gave him money or food, and it was these who made it possible to survive.

         In addition to the individuals, beggars, chancers and eccentrics, the three main recognisable categories of street musicians were the German bands, organ-grinders, and from the 1840s onwards the blackface minstrels. The last straddled the line between instrumentalists and vocalists and are treated separately in Chapter 10.

         German bands were full-blown brass bands, with drums, and mostly made up of real Germans who came over especially to play in British streets. There was usually between six and twelve in each band, and each one carried a portable music stand. They played all sorts of music – brief selections from Haydn and Beethoven were intermixed with waltzes and ‘slap-bang’ polkas – and some were very skilled, while others were not. They wandered all over the country, and were often to be found in country villages as well as in towns. In the nineteenth century they were a common sight, but they stopped coming in 1914.

         It was the organ-grinders who really drew middle-class ire. No skill was needed to turn the handle to make the organ work, and most grinders hired their instruments by the day. The players were disproportionately foreigners, mostly Italian. Among the many charges levelled at them was that they deliberately stationed themselves outside houses where someone lay sick or where the occupant was particularly averse to noise, so that they would be paid to move on. They were often insolent or even violent when asked to desist, and the police had very little power to stop them.

         Throughout the nineteenth century there was a steady trickle of complaints about street music from middle-class urbanites, with letters published in newspapers and magazines complaining not only about the noise itself, but typically about the police who would not do the householders’ bidding and move the offenders on and magistrates who would not punish them.

         The wrath of the anti-street-music brigade came to a crescendo in the 1860s, when Michael Bass MP, scion of the wealthy brewing family, led the charge against street music, and by his publicity the issue became a hot topic for a while. His book of supporting letters and evidence, Street Music in the Metropolis (1864), contains dozens of testimonies from householders about the scourge of street music in general, but organ-grinders in particular. One of the letters is signed jointly by Charles Dickens, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, John Everett Millais, William Holman Hunt, Wilkie Collins, Thomas Carlyle and a number of other leading figures in the literary and artistic fields. There are also letters which vigorously refute the idea that suppression of street music was an attack by the rich on the poor’s amusement, by claiming that all classes found the rash of grinders a nuisance. There is more than a hint of xenophobia here, as is clear from the letter from a London vicar, the Rev. J. M. Rodwell:

         
            I never yet knew a poor person, with whom I have spoken on the subject, who did not bitterly complain of the grind-organ … I wish also to advert to the fact that when I was the incumbent of Saffron Hill I had two courts filled with the Italians, and that they were generally persons of very bad character and most immoral habits … I am certain that wherever Italians congregate there is a fearful amount of vice and that in their quarrels they use the knife without the least scruple.18  

         

         This agitation resulted in sections of the Metropolitan Police Act of 1864 dealing with the subject, but this did little to alleviate the problem, and people were still complaining bitterly in the press about organ-grinders in the 1890s.

         Despite what the Rev. Rodwell claimed about the poor being just as averse to the grind-organ as the middle-class householder, there is plenty of evidence that its reception was very different in working-class areas, where it was welcomed and even encouraged. In a very informative piece on ‘Street Music in England’ published in Good Words in October 1868, H. R. Haweis (violin-playing writer and controversial clergyman) gave his opinion:

         
            There is our organ man – and there, at least, we may bless him – grinding away to the miserable, sunken, and degraded denizens of Pigmire Lane or Fish Alley. I confess it does my heart good to see those slatternly women come to their doors and stand and listen, and the heavy, frowning, coal-besmeared men, lean out of the windows with their pipes, and forgetting hunger and grinding poverty, hushing also the loud oath and blasphemy for a little season, smile with the pleasure of the sweet sounds.19

         

         He continues in much the same vein, saying how the dreary lives of home-workers like shoemakers and tailors are enlivened by the music, and then describes a feature so common that it was regularly noticed by artists, magazine cartoonists and journalists, who dubbed it the ‘street ballet’:

         
            The children – oh! the children! … the children are dancing all down the alley … two and two, three and three, but all dancing and in time; and their faces – many poor pale faces, and some rosy ones too – their faces are so happy, and the whole alley is hushed, save only for the music and the dancing of the children. I bless that organ man.20 

         

         The middle-class complainants, who get most of the press coverage on the subject, do not bless the musicians, but when accounts are written by people of lower social status, such as James Kirkup quoted later, the same themes of music enlivening a dreary urban scene, and of women at their doors, in their aprons, enjoying a brief respite from domestic toil, are portrayed.

         Street-singers escaped much of the vitriolic complaints of urban householders, and were sometimes tolerated or liked as eccentrics, or pitied. As the writer of a piece in the Ladies’ Monthly Museum, in February 1824, comments:

         
            Passing along Lincoln’s Inn Fields on Saturday evening, the 27th Dec. last, my attention was attracted by a delicate female voice, singing a song of Braham’s, ‘Is there a Heart that Never Loved?’ {V5272} and the execution was in such a superior style and so unlike the usual run of street-ballad singing that I could not help stopping to look at the poor being from whom the song proceeded. She appeared to be about eighteen or twenty years old, and was decently, though poorly clad.21

         

         She also sang ‘O Say Not Woman’s Heart Is Bought’ {V493} and ‘Home Sweet Home’ {13449}. The author of this piece goes on to say that the young woman, as she suspected, had had some musical training, and then criticises parents who teach their children fine ‘accomplishments’ but nothing practical.

         Haweis’s 1868 survey of street music also has something to say about street song. He is not keen on the commercial music of the day, and voices the same objection to the ephemeral nature of popular music as many others will do after him:

         
            What, for instance, can be more feeble in sentiment and false in taste than ‘Let Me Kiss Him for His Mother’? {V976} And yet, trash like this, which would be scouted in any other form by every National school-boy, is considered finely pathetic by the lower orders, when it comes to them in the disguise of a ballad, for music to them is an artificial thing, having artificial and unreal standards of propriety and too often unconnected with their real interests and genuine emotions. And the consequence is, that our street ballads last but from year to year, almost from month to month; they are constantly being replaced, not by songs that enrich our national stock but by songs whose chief object seems to be to extinguish their predecessors, and when they have accomplished this, die themselves like bees when they have discharged their sting.22

         

         He gives us not unsympathetic pen portraits of a range of street vocalists: blind singers performing psalms to a concertina accompaniment, other groups singing harmonised part-songs, the shrill voice of a meanly clad woman with baby in arms, singing ‘We May Be Happy Yet’ {V15075} or ‘My Pretty Jane’ {V220}, and the all-conquering blackface minstrels. But he reserves his disdain for the broadside-sellers:

         
            But we have only to go down one of the back-streets, until we come to a third-rate public house, and we reach the lowest depth to which the English ballad can descend. Two coarse and greasy ruffians, with greasy slips of thin paper, printed all over and adorned with villainous wood-cuts, are tramping stoutly down the reeking alley, and chanting forth to admiring groups of the unwashed, some account of the latest murder, in rhyme, or the interesting contest between Champion Tommy and the Charcoal Pet.23

         

         Other writers paint more positive pictures, although sometimes because they were fondly remembering their youth. Joseph Barlow Brooks (1874–1952), for example, brought up in Radcliffe, Lancashire, recalled the lively streets of his home town:

         
            Unforgettable is the jolly old Irishman in ragged trousers, worn topcoat and shabby boots, who used to sing lively tunes to funny words and dance a jig, or play a tin whistle on the roadway between Hill Street and Peter Street. The refrain of one of them that I remember ran thus:

            
                

            

            When I was single my pockets did jingle

            I wish I was single again

            Again and again and again

            I wish I was single again. {437}

            
                

            

            I came home to sing the refrain to the household and I sang it as a youth in my teens, being still single, but lacking much money in my pockets.

         

         Other regular sights and sounds remembered by Brooks include a Russian or Pole with his dancing bear, Italian organ-grinders (with monkey), German bands, decorated horses and children with maypoles on May Day, morris dancers and pace-eggers; ‘but on misty dark and dirty days, lone singers with dreary voices and melancholy songs droned their way along our murky streets. The song they favoured most was the still familiar “Where is My Wandering Boy Tonight?” {9823} and it used to make me feel very miserable.’24

         James Kirkup devoted a whole chapter to ‘Songs and Singers’ in his memories of life in South Shields in the 1920s, published as The Only Child (1957), and he demonstrates how prevalent street music still was at the time, writing: ‘Street singers were real entertainers in those days, when wireless was rare and the “pictures” could be afforded only once a week at most.’25

         He distinguished three classes of street entertainer, giving the ‘top of the bill’ to instrumentalists – ‘the white-haired, respectable gentleman in a wide-brimmed black hat … who used to stand outside the larger stores and scrape tunelessly away’. There were cornet players, unemployed miners or ex-army or Boys’ Brigade, ‘who used to render sentimental songs like “I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles” and “Golden Dreamboat” with excruciating slowness as they wandered slowly down the middle of the front street’. Mouth organ, concertina and melodeon players were very common: ‘They would generally station themselves at the doors of pubs and break into a wheezy “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” or “Felix Kept on Walking” or “Lily of Laguna” while the pianist inside was knocking back his pint of black-and tan.’ And there was the ‘tittupping, hiccuping barrel organ’, perhaps playing ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’.

         His next category was the singers:

         
            There was a striking, tall, middle-aged woman, accompanied by a little girl to pick up the pennies, who used to sing, in a piercingly accurate soprano, ‘Jerusalem’ or ‘I Dreamt I Dwelt in Marble Halls’. The women in our street used to shake their shawled heads over her, with sympathetic envy, it seems to me now. They all said she was a ‘lady’ who, through no fault of her own, but because of the drunken habits of a rich and dissolute husband, had fallen on hard times. They said she could make a fortune ‘on the Empire’.26

         

         This idea that street musicians were from a higher class fallen on hard times, often with a tinge of romantic mystery, was so often reported that it was clearly a little piece of folklore in itself. In a similar way, any well-known local tramp was a secretly well-off educated man who had fallen on hard times because of some tragedy. Kirkup records how he came to question this notion when his mother sent him to give a penny to the woman singer described above and found that up close she smelt of drink, had blackened teeth, and her ‘Bless ye me canny lad’ was in broad Geordie. ‘The little girl smelt funny, too,’ he wrote, and he remembered saying to his mother, ‘She’s not a lady, Mam, she smells like Granny.’

         There were other singers. Young unemployed and hungry men singing ‘Charmaine’ or ‘When the Red Red Robin’; and middle-aged and old men who sang gallant soldier ditties like ‘Tipperary’, ‘Long Long Trail a-Winding’ or sad modern songs like ‘Show Me the Way to Go Home’. If they were very old they would sing ‘Two Little Girls in Blue’, ‘Grandfather’s Clock’, ‘The Man Who Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo’, or ‘A Bachelor Gay Am I’, the last ‘being often accompanied by a rather breathy, yodelling step dance, in which there was always a lot of “business” with an umbrella and old top hat’.

         The last category was ‘the drunks’, singing ‘Nellie Dean’, ‘The Old Rustic Bridge by the Mill’ or ‘Just a Song at Twilight’ – but they got ‘very little sympathy from their unwilling listeners’.27

         The curious ‘Autobiography of a Navvy’, which was published in Macmillan’s Magazine (1861–2), confirms that singing in the street was a last resort for some:

         
            At last evening came. ‘I’ll tell you what, old gal, you’ll have to go out and sing in the streets’ (for my wife was a most beautiful singer, and knew ’most every tune you could name, unless it is that one about ‘Boney going over the Alps’, she never could rightly manage that one; but ask her for anything else and she’d sing it to you directly). ‘Oh, Bill,’ she says, ‘I don’t like; I’m ’shamed, Bill,’ says she. But by a deal of ’suading I got her to go along of me, and in about an hour she’d made four and ninepence. The ninepence she got all at once for one tune, that a man wanted very particular; and he was so pleased with the way she sung it, that he gave her the ninepence down. ‘There! let’s leave off now, Bill,’ she says, ‘at the hour’s end. ’Tain’t worth while to keep on when we’ve got enough.’28

         

         But there was also the perennial problem of sorting out what the Victorians dubbed the ‘deserving poor’ from the work-shy riff-raff and professional beggars:

         
            Or there had been a terrible colliery accident in a neighbouring town, and here are three or four poor victims – who have lost an arm or a leg or been disfigured in some other way – trying to arouse the pity of their fellows and to pick up a few coppers; they carry several implements of their trade, a spade, a pick and a Davy-lamp. One of them, lying on his side on the pavement, pick in hand, proceeds, as it were, to hew coal out of the hard paving stones, his companions in misfortune meanwhile busying themselves with their collecting-boxes among the sympathetic crowd, whilst they all drone out a dolorous ditty, of which I remember only the chorus; indeed, I almost think it was their whole song repeated at intervals. It ran:

            
                

            

            All standing round

            Pity poor Collier

            That works underground.

            
                

            

            Some of these fellows were imposters, no doubt – at one time doing the ‘poor collier’, and at another the ‘shipwrecked sailor’, properly costumed and singing about ‘The Stormy winds that blow, o-o-o-o’; indeed, I have heard it said that their injuries were often faked and that they were well known in the neighbourhood of Charter Street, Manchester, where there lived at that time an artist in deformity who could transform the physically perfect into the maimed, the halt or the blind on the shortest notice.29

         

         Hated by the musical establishment, and despised by the folk-song collectors, the music of the streets was nonetheless a vital part of working people’s own culture, in both urban and rural areas. It was undoubtedly an essential part of everyday life and an influence on the people’s taste and musical horizons, and cannot be ignored in any attempt to understand the realities of vernacular song and singing practices of the past. 
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            Just Before (and After) the Battle, Mother

            The Singing Habits of Sailors and Soldiers

         

         Songs featuring the sea, ships, sailors and other nautical subjects abound in English culture from at least the seventeenth century onwards, though their number and popularity peaked at particular times when the Royal Navy was playing an active role against our enemies and was at the forefront of the public’s consciousness. But the term ‘sea songs’ covers a much wider field than simply songs about the Royal Navy, and also includes those about the Merchant Navy, the fishing industry, pirates, lifeboats, lighthouses and other aspects of life at sea.

         In addition to the many subjects covered by the songs, it is instructive to allocate them to one of four overlapping categories of sea song – overlapping because they combine notions of origin, content, style, and who sang them, which are not mutually exclusive categories. These categories are ‘national songs’, ‘songs written by the sailors themselves’, ‘broadside and folk songs’ and ‘shanties’. In recent years, under the influence of the performance-led concerns of the Folk Revival, it is the shanties that have received the most attention and have unfortunately overshadowed the rest of the seafaring repertoire.

         Until quite recently, the most visible category of sea songs comprised those that were originally part of the pleasure-garden, stage, and middle-class concert-room repertoire and were primarily about the navy. Many of these became standards in the ‘national songs’ category, despite, or perhaps because of, being written almost exclusively by people who had never been to sea except as a passenger. They are mostly either generic songs about the glories of our naval heritage, such as ‘Hearts of Oak’, or they concern seamen with names like ‘Tom Bowling’, ‘Jack Ratling’ and ‘Ben Backstay’, which went a long way towards creating the romantic/heroic stereotype of the British sailor. Many of them were written by Charles Dibdin, and his name is often used to signify this whole class of material. As detailed in Chapter 8, Dibdin (1745–1814) was a major player in the theatre and art-music world of his time, but it was his patriotic songs that brought him lasting fame.

         It was these ‘national songs’ that exercised Cecil Sharp so much in 1906 when he clashed so publicly with the Board of Education on the subject of what should be sung in the nation’s schools.* Most of the folk-song collectors recognised the difference between these and what they regarded as ‘genuine’ folk songs, but Sharp was by far the most doctrinaire on the subject, and repeatedly claimed that country ‘folk’ hardly ever sang such material. But whether or not sailors themselves sang them also remained a matter of contention.

         There is plenty of evidence, though, that at times of national emergency, patriotic songs featured significantly in the nation’s psyche. Mary Lisle was a clergyman’s daughter, eight years old in 1803, and in her autobiography she described the invasion fever of the time, and the drive to create volunteer forces, determined to defend hearth and home:

         
            There was not a ploughman who did not glow with a spark of generous courage; not one who, according to that beautiful primary article of an Englishman’s faith, did not feel within himself the strength to knock down at least three Frenchmen, who would not have spent his life freely in the defence of his own hearth. The songs of the period added not a little to the enthusiasm of the people; they were thundered out over the dinner-table amidst the rattling of glasses and thumping of fists, they were whistled beside the haycart and harvest-wagon, and Dibdin made our vessels echo to the same patriotic and heroic sentiments. There was one song of Dibdin’s called ‘True Courage’ {V473}, which was for ever in our ears that summer. Cousin Charles hummed it over his books … Wild Will whistled it in the stable, and [brother] Edward was perpetually shouting it out at the top of his voice. [Sisters] Eleanor and Agnes sang it together in their own room, and I murmured it to my doll as I rocked her to sleep. The air and words are now ringing in my brain …

            
               * See page 130.

            

            

            
                

            

            But what’s that to you if my eye I’m a-wiping?

            A tear is a pleasure, d’ye see, in its way;

            ’Tis nonsense, I own, to be piping,

            But they a can’t pity, why I pities they.

            
                

            

            Says the Captain, says he, I shall never forget it,

            If of courage you’d know, lads, the true from the sham,

            ’Tis a furious lion in battle, so let it,

            But duty appeased, ’tis in mercy a lamb.1

         

         As time went on, there was no shortage of opportunities for navy seamen to learn the ‘national song’ repertoire, because what the sailors were singing was a worry to some people, and those in authority occasionally took note. In 1841 the Admiralty bought 500 copies of Songs of the Late Charles Dibdin for distribution across the fleet. In 1866, the Rev. William Guise Tucker, Chaplain of Greenwich Hospital, wrote to the Secretary of the First Lord:

         
            I am desirous of bringing to the notice of the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty the advantage to the Navy which would result from the introduction (into our Ship Schools especially) of a good song book, and a system by which our boys might be taught to sing good words together, and if practicable, in parts. It has occurred to me that the old meaningless songs of the forecastle might be much improved upon, and perhaps displaced by merry songs more suited to the age … These songs, I would humbly suggest, should be loyal, patriotic, national, martial, naval, maritime, merry, humorous, entertaining, domestic, and even (in a legitimate sense) amatory.2 

         

         The Admiralty duly bought 750 copies of Tucker’s Sailors’ Songs: A Collection of Nearly Two Hundred Popular and National Songs the following year. Many other books of this type appeared, including The Royal Naval Song Book: A Collection of 50 National Melodies, edited by G. W. Bishop, Chief Bandmaster of HMS Ganges, and published in 1890.

         These songs were not only regularly performed in middle-class settings on land, but were also included in countless other books, songsters and broadsides, and were widely sung in schools, so it is unlikely that anyone connected to the sea could avoid coming across them. But there is sharp disagreement about whether or not ordinary sailors liked to sing them.

         The anonymous writer of the article ‘Sailors’ Shanties and Sea-Songs’ in Chambers’s Journal in 1869, for example, writing just as steam was taking over from sail, quotes his own experiences of shantying and seems to know what he is talking about. When he gets on to other songs sung at sea, he is full of praise for Dibdin and his ilk:

         
            There is no doubt that the inimitable sea-songs of Charles Dibdin have done much towards keeping up the esprit de corps of our British sailors; they are, in fact, an inheritance which the nation will never, it is to be hoped, undervalue. When a ship leaves any British port, for the first week we hear bits and scraps of songs and chorus, such as ‘Champagne Charley’ {V17415}, ‘Tommy Dodd’ {V25203}, and such fast shore-songs, that the men pick up at the singing-rooms in port; but they soon die out at sea, and give way to the old favourites such as ‘The Anchor’s Weighed’ {23596}, ‘Isle of Beauty’ {2553}, ‘Heaving of the Lead’ {24406}, ‘Minute-Gun at Sea’ {13787}, ‘Slave-Chase’ {22376}, ‘Death of Nelson’ {3549?}, ‘Sailor’s Grave’ {2676}, ‘The Storm’ {949}, ‘Black-Eyed Susan’ {560}, ‘White Squall’ {13623}, ‘The Sea’ {V4673}, ‘The Pilot’ {V1778}, and many other good old songs of this class, that have braved the storm by sea and land for the last half-century.3 

         

         Nevertheless, H. Phelps Whitmarsh, in an article on ‘Chanty-men’ in Harper’s Monthly Magazine (1902–3), completely disagreed:

         
            It is a singular fact that none of the so-called nautical songs such as ‘The Midshipmite’ {V15014} and ‘Sailing’ {V15788} have ever found favour in Jack’s eyes. As a rule he has supreme contempt for songs of this stamp, and that because they are usually written by men who have not been to sea.4

         

         Captain W. B. Whall, whose forthright opinions will also be quoted later on, brings in the possibility of a difference between officers and sailors, which is quite feasible:

         
            [In other books] many celebrated sea songs appear, most of which are not real sea songs but imitations by landsmen. In this category are ‘The Death of Nelson’ {3549}, ‘The Anchor’s Weighed’ {23596}, ‘Hearts of Oak’ {V391}, ‘The Arethusa’ {12675}, and many others of like nature. Nearly all of these songs appeared originally upon the stage during the long period when we were engaged in naval warfare with Continental nations… Now, doubtless, many of these were sung in the wardroom, but not before the mast.5

         

         The folk-song collectors also disagreed on the matter. Cecil Sharp was one who maintained that if these songs had entered the general song tradition they had not lasted as they were found unsatisfying by country singer and seaman alike. But Frank Kidson, who knew a great deal more than Sharp about the history of songs, wrote in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society (1900):

         
            In the early part of this century there is little doubt that the Government was justified in granting an allowance to Charles Dibdin for the benefit which his songs had done to the Service, for Dibdin’s songs were much sung on shipboard. But then Dibdin in his best lyrics has a vigour and a strong appealing humanity which is rare. Dibdin was closely associated with sailors, and no one knew or could touch a sailor’s heart better. But besides this, his songs above all others were the most popular on land – in the theatre, in the street, and in the drawing room – and this is the strong reason why they were so much sung at sea.6

         

         Evidence from the sailors themselves is not conclusive, but it seems that many were happy to sing this kind of song, in among all the other kinds, when it suited them, and there are some indications that they would sing such material when feeling particularly patriotic or proud of themselves and their occupation. Sailors may well have kicked against the ‘Jack Tar’ stereotype much of the time, but they were not immune to its power at others. As detailed in the section on military music a little later, soldiers often commented on how ready the sailors always were with a song, and it appears at times that they were deliberately living up to their image to impress the soldiers.

         There have been many books of sea songs, including one of the best, C. H. Firth’s Naval Songs and Ballads (1908), but we do not yet have a systematic analysis of what sailors themselves sang and played. Roy Palmer’s Oxford Book of Sea Songs (1986) comes nearest, but we can also tease out information from diaries and memoirs. Three of the most useful of these, by Samuel Leech, Robert Hay and James Anthony Gardner, date from the same period – from the 1780s to the first decades of the nineteenth century – and are worth looking at in detail.

         Samuel Leech, born in 1798 in Wanstead, Essex, first went to sea at the age of twelve. His published memoirs, Thirty Years from Home: A Voice from the Main Deck (1857), include at least four mentions of songs on board ship:

         
            To add to my discouragement they told me I was entered on the ship’s books for life. Dreary prospect! I felt more than half-disposed, as I went to my tasks, to use the language of the Irishman, as sung by my shipmates. Tempted and beguiled while intoxicated, he had enlisted for a soldier, but found the sergeant at the recruiting office and the sergeant of the drill-field very different personages. He is hence made to say:

            
                

            

            It was early next morning to drill I was sent

            And it’s och to my soul! I began to lament

            Cannot you be aisy and let me alone?

            Don’t you see I’ve got arms, legs, and feet of my own!7

         

         This is a verse of a very widely known humorous traditional song variously titled ‘The Irish Recruit’, ‘The Kerry Recruit’, ‘Paddy’s Ramble’ and many others {520}, which concerns an Irishman in the army.

         
            When at sea the drummer beats to quarters every night. This beat, by which the men are summoned to quarters, is a regular tune. I have often heard the words sung which belong to it; this is the chorus:

            
                

            

            Hearts of oak are our ships, jolly tars are our men

            We always are ready, steady, boys, steady

            To fight and to conquer again and again.8

         

         There are at least eight songs which refer to sailors as ‘hearts of oak’, but this is the chorus of the first to use the phrase, and easily the most well known. The words are by the actor and theatre manager David Garrick, music by William Boyce, and first sung in the pantomime Harlequin’s Invasion in 1759.

         
            The evening [was spent] in telling of things most rare and wonderful; for your genuine old tar is an adept in spinning yarns … To this yarn-spinning was added the most humorous singing, sometimes dashed with a streak of the pathetic, which I assure my readers was most touching, especially one very plaintive melody, with a chorus beginning with: 

            Now if our ship should be cast away

            It would be our lot to see old England no more,

            
                

            

            which made rather a melancholy impression on my boyish mind.9

         

         The song from which these words were taken has not yet been identified. Leech also mentions a boy named William Madden being better known by the nickname ‘Billy O’Rook’, because he sang that song so often. It is another well-known broadside song and concerns the comic adventures of an Irishman let loose in England {2101}.

         Robert Hay wrote about his life in the navy from 1803 to 1811 in his memoir, Landsman Hay (1953). He provides valuable insight to recreational music on board ship:

         
            The Admiral and Captain Cole both well knew the advantages of cheerfulness in the ship’s crew, and embraced all opportunities of bringing it into play. In the evening the instrument of black Bob, the fiddler, was in almost constant requisition, giving spirit to the evolutions of those who were disposed to trip it a little on the light fantastic toe. Invigorating and lively games were going on in all quarters, and if there happened to be more dancers than could get conveniently within the sound of Bob’s fiddle, the Admiral’s band was called up.10

         

         Returning from a long voyage in July 1809, as they first struck soundings in the English Channel and were therefore nearly home, Hay writes:

         
            It would be difficult to describe the sensations with pervaded our minds when soundings were first announced … All our favourite national songs were chanted that day with great humour. The one in which these two lines occur:

            
                

            

            Bear a hand be steady boys soon we’ll see

            Old England once again 

            was chorused and encored till the decks were made to ring.11

         

         These lines are from the widely anthologised ‘Then Sling the Flowing Bowl’ {24416}, a song written in the 1780s for the stage by one of the extensive and prolific Linley family – either Thomas Snr (1733–95) or his eldest son, Thomas (1756–78), or even, as some sources claim, by ‘Mrs Linley’. The same song was in the repertoire of William Bolton, shantyman from Southport, whose songs were noted by Anne Gilchrist in 1906.

         The recollections of James Anthony Gardner (1775–1846) were published in 1906. Gardner came from a naval family – his father, grandfather, brother and cousins were all officers – and one of his earliest memories was of an incident which took place on Gosport beach in 1780 and which underlines the proverbial rivalry between soldiers and sailors. A party of French prisoners was being handed over by British sailors to soldiers to escort them to Forton Prison. A group of local women suddenly appeared and bawled out the following song:

         
            
               
                  Don’t you see the ships a-coming?

                  Don’t you see them in full sail?

                  Don’t you see the ships a-coming?

                  With the prizes at their tail?

                  Oh! my little rolling sailor

                  Oh! my little rolling he

                  I do love a jolly sailor

                  Blithe and merry might he be.

               

               
                  Sailors they get all the money

                  Soldiers they get none but brass

                  I do love a jolly sailor

                  Soldiers they may kiss —

                  Oh! my little rolling sailor

                  Oh! my little rolling he

                  I do love a jolly sailor 

                  Soldiers may be damned for me.

               

            

         

         
            Then catching hold of the lieutenant and midshipmen, they began to hug and kiss them, and it was some time before they could get out of their clutches. They then began to pelt the soldiers, who took it very patiently and seemed very glad when the order was given to march with the Frenchmen.12

         

         This is part of a song usually called ‘The Rolling Sailor’ {506}. Gardner also mentions ‘Arthur O’Bradley’ {365}, and gives several verses of the widespread comic song ‘Bryan O’Lynn’ {294}, both of which are familiar from later folk-song collections. He mentions, too, items from the middle-class popular-song repertoire of the time, including a rather obscure song, ‘Commodore Gale’, which was published in Poems on Several Occasions by C.S. in 1768 and included in songsters such as the Charms of Chearfulness (1778). Another reference is to an item written by a midshipman which parodied a song by Stephen Storace (1762–96), composer and musician; and Gardner also describes a number of songs written by shipmates, including ditties such as:

         
            
               
                  Billy the cook got drunk

                  Fell down the fore ladder

                  And broke his gin bladder

                  Then lived upon swipes and salt junk. {24951}

               

            

         

         But there are also more substantial home-made items, including one about an engagement with the Dutch fleet reputedly written by a sailor on the Princess Amelia, though sung by a well-known naval character, Billy Culmer:

         
            ’Twas on the fifth of August by dawning of the day

            We spied some lofty sail, my boys, who to leeward of us lay

            They proved to be Dutchmen, with eight sail neat and fine 

            We soon bore down upon them, and then we formed the line.

            {24950}

         

         The battle did indeed take place on 5 August, in 1781 and the Princess Amelia was certainly there.

         Several of Gardner’s songs have proved difficult to pin down. A comic song, on the well-worn theme of the hapless Irish recruit, starts:

         
            
               
                  When first they impressed me and sent me to sea

                  ’Twas in the winter time in the making of hay

                  They sent me on board a ship called Torbay

                  Oh! her white muzzle guns they did sore frighten me

                  Musha tudey, etc. {24952}

               

            

         

         This bears resemblance to ‘Paddy O’Neal’ {V1369} and others of similar ilk, but is not the same, and it is interesting to note that Samuel Leech mentions two other comic ‘Irishman’ songs. Yet the main thing these extracts from sailors’ memoirs clearly demonstrate is the unsurprising fact that sailors sang all sorts of songs.

         Several reliable sources, including the three memoirs quoted, make it clear that sailors (like soldiers) regularly wrote their own songs, usually situation-specific about particular events or people in the daily life of the ship, and it is unlikely that many of these outlived the situation that prompted them. But sailors also wrote songs about battles and storms, and some of these certainly gained some currency and lasted for a while. Some people like to think that the better of the broadside and folk songs which depict sea battles and shipwrecks were written by eyewitnesses and insiders, as does C. H. Firth:

         
            Another class of ballads consists of those written by sailors themselves to describe actions in which they have taken part. A ballad was not a difficult thing to write; the metre was usually simple, the rules about rhyme not exacting, and the traditional formulas and phrases to be employed were familiar. Hence it is not surprising that sailors, and occasionally officers, undertook to celebrate the exploits of the ships in which they served. Such ballads were produced in considerable frequency in the eighteenth century, and even early in the nineteenth.13

         

         But there is normally no evidence either way, and on balance it is unlikely that many of the widely sung songs were by participants. Firth considerably weakens his argument by claiming that one can tell when a song was written by a participant from the details in the text, and by believing implicitly the oft-used formulaic coda, ‘This song was made by —’. Even when internal details, such as the names of ships or officers, seem to indicate inside knowledge, we know that broadside songwriters routinely based their apparently ‘true’ accounts on reports in newspapers and other printed materials. Nevertheless, it remains possible that the writings of ordinary seamen reached the printers’ notice, or circulated by word of mouth by way of returned sailors or sing-songs in port. The songs (or rather poems) written by the more literate officers stood more chance of being perpetuated, as many were eventually published, or, more contemporaneously, included in letters home and circulated by their recipients.

         Sea songs of all kinds were certainly popular with the broadside presses, and they made the most of the rise in patriotic feeling during the Napoleonic era. Douglas Jerrold writes in his Heads of the People (1840):

         
            With the fall of Napoleon declined the English Ballad-singer. During the war, it was his peculiar province to vend halfpenny historical abridgments of his country’s glory; recommending the short poetic chronicle by some familiar household air, that fixed it in the memory of the purchaser, who thus easily got hatred of the French by heart, with a new assurance of his own invulnerability. No battle was fought, no vessel taken or sunk, that the triumph was not published, proclaimed in the national gazette of our Ballad-Singer. It was his harsh, cracked, blatant voice that growled, squeaked, shouted forth the glorious truth, and made big the patriotic hearts of his humble and admiring listeners. If he were not the clear silver trump of fame, he was at least her tin horn. It was he who bellowed music into news, which, made to jingle, was thus, even to the weakest understanding, rendered portable. It was his narrow strips of history that adorned the garrets of the poor.14

         

         The ‘narrow strips’ were the broadsides, which people bought and stuck up on their walls. Jerrold overstates the decline of ballad-singers, as there were plenty of them around for decades to come. Roy Palmer’s Oxford Book of Sea Songs estimates that of the 500 songs printed on broadsides in the 1860s by William Pratt of Birmingham, fully 10 per cent had nautical themes of some kind.

         Captain W. B. Whall, already mentioned, was scathing of the ‘Come all ye’ songs, as he dubbed the average broadside ballad:

         
            such songs were chiefly written by some half-educated printer’s tout, and printed for street ballad singers, who sold them to the lower classes literally by the yard … Now, doubtless, some of these may be rightly termed real sailor songs, as, probably, sailors sang them, but many of them are, in truth, poor stuff, and most wearisome to a modern.15

         

         For later in the century we are fortunate to have the memoirs of Sam Noble, which were published as ’Tween Decks in the Seventies: Reminiscences of a Sailor of the Royal Navy during the Victorian Era (1925). In two chapters devoted to singing, Noble mentions forty-one different songs, and also gives invaluable anecdotal evidence about singing practices which brings his descriptions to life. He also confirms the idea of ‘song ownership’.† Bill Grimshaw, for example, the leading stoker, had ‘The Sailor’s Apology’ in his repertoire, ‘but the piece, being the captain’s, was taboo before the mainmast. We rigidly adhered to that principle: whoever sang a song, or did anything else, first, that item belonged to him right through the commission.’16

         
            † See also page 595.

         

         Some styles, Noble writes, were not appreciated:

         
            Billy, the first lieutenant, could sing, but he was too affected; wouldn’t let himself go. One night he gave us ‘Nancy Lee’ {13871} and the rousing chorus that followed each verse ought to have drawn him out, and warmed him up besides; but it didn’t.17

         

         And sometimes the singer would dress up to enhance the comic effect of a song. Mr Baynham, the Navigating Master, sang two parody hymns:

         
            He used to rig up in a gown, by way of surplice, and deliver them as the parson does in church. This way, with a nasal intonation:

            
                

            

            Brethren; we will now sing the one thousandth one hundredth and onety onth ps-a-a-lm

            
                

            

            There were three crows sat on a tree

            And they were black as black could be

            Sing! {5, Child 26}18

         

         Each two-line verse was intoned like this, and then sung with great solemnity by the company. Exactly the same way of singing this song could still be heard in pubs in the 1970s, and probably still is, although often nowadays to the tune of ‘All People That on Earth Do Dwell’, whereas Noble writes that his was sung to ‘Ye Banks and Braes of Bonnie Doun’.

         Chorus singing was appreciated – ‘anything with a good chorus commends itself to a ship’, Noble writes, and he continues:

         
            Lord! what choruses some of these old sea songs have. They mount and soar in swelling billows of melody, rolling waves of glorious sound that fill the ship fore and aft, flooding it in harmony; reverberating among the cordage, echoing and re-echoing from the sails aloft till the soul of man is filled with rapture. Their words carry you to the ends of the earth, and back from there to the scenes of your boyhood, and home and friends, who are waiting with yearning hearts to grip you by the hand, just as you yourself are yearning to grip theirs.19

         

         They had sing-songs and concerts when off duty, but they also sang while working, such as ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ {408} while scrubbing the deck.

         The forty-one songs are as follows, although in many cases he gives only the titles, and some have so far not been identified: ‘Away Down Rio/Around Cape Horn’ {317}; ‘Three Crows’ {5, Child 26}; ‘Dark-Eyed Sailor’ {265}; ‘Lowlands Low’ {122, Child 286}; ‘My Love William’ {273}; ‘Windy Weather’ {472); ‘Ten Thousand Miles Away’ {1778}; ‘Paddy Haggerty’s Leather Breeches’ {923}; ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ {408}; ‘Nancy Lee’ {5014}; ‘Man and Two Sons’ {6360}; ‘The Reason Why’ {1745}; ‘Sally in Our Alley’ {19807}; ‘Mary Call the Cattle Home’ (Charles Kingsley’s poem, ‘The Sands of Dee’) {24967}; ‘Isle of Beauty’ {2553}; ‘Three Fishers’ {V15790}; ‘When the Swallows Homeward Fly’ {15358}; ‘Love Once Again’; ‘Come into the Garden, Maud’ {V366}; ‘We Met, ’Twas in a Crowd’ {2066}; ‘The Pilot’ {2082}; ‘Tim Finegan’s Wake’ {1009}; ‘Rory O’ More’ {6125}; ‘Rocky Road to Dublin’ {3012}; ‘Widow Machree’ {V5423}; ‘Bob Tubbs’ {V33767}; ‘Sairey Ann’ {24966}; ‘Ratcliff Highway’ {24968}; ‘Peggy of Sweet Coleraine’ {24964}; ‘Jack Oakum’ {V7351}; ‘Sunday at Sea’ (possibly Bishop Turner’s poem) {24965}; ‘Two Hearty Tars’; ‘Jack and the Jew’; ‘The Sailor’s Apology’ (probably Thomas Hood’s comic poem ‘Sailor’s Apology for Bow Legs’) {24962}; ‘The Hills of Chile’ {24963}; ‘We’ll Soon Sight the Isle of Wight’ {17782}; ‘Four Jolly Smiths’ {V5558}; ‘Boatie Rows’ {3095}; ‘Poor but Honest Sodger’ {V1526}; ‘Willie Brewed a Peck o’ Maut’ {V5060}; and ‘Drink to Me Only’ {V3830}.

         Sam Noble’s chapters are probably the best testimony we have for sailor’s songs in the period, but, as usual, we need to question the source to gauge its reliability. It is clear that he remembered the singing sessions in detail and with great affection, and he quotes a number of texts and assigns songs to particular singers. But he was writing about forty-five years after the events he described, and he also makes it clear that he has selected songs to mention from a much larger number that were sung. In particular, it is noticeable that there is no hint of bawdy material.

         Given these reservations, Noble’s book gives us a great deal to go on. As noticed from other sources, the overall impression is of variety, and it would be instructive to gather all the texts together as a case study, although here we can only list their titles. The list includes some Irish, some Scottish (Noble was himself Scottish), some standard broadside material, some poems and some parlour songs, some sentimental and some comic. About nine (listed first), are versions of songs which turn up in the folk-song collectors’ manuscripts, although several more were noted by later collectors.

         ‘Jack Tar on shore’ is one of the regular topics covered by folk songs, most often featuring cheating prostitutes and landladies, but there is little evidence from the sailors’ memoirs that these songs were sung on board. Accounts of sailors in ports usually stress the drinking and whoring, and memoirs go some way to confirm the stereotype of the feckless seaman who simply wants to spree until his money runs out. For our purposes, it is interesting that song and music are often mentioned as an integral part of this brief leisure time, especially in nineteenth-century accounts, although we are not often told what they were singing.

         Charles Nordhoff (1830–1901), an American sailor whose memoirs were published as The Merchant Vessel: A Sailor Boy’s Voyages Around the World (1856), described his first visit to Liverpool in the 1840s:

         
            Its chief places of amusement are the singing houses and the donkey races … Jack works hard all day, and after supper goes to a singing house, where he may sit at one of a number of tables, with a shipmate or two, smoke his penn’orth of ’backy, drink his pot of ’alf-and-’alf, and listen to some good, bad and indifferent singing. These free concert rooms, as they are called, are the principal charms of Liverpool, to sailors. Here they congregate during the long winter evenings, enjoying themselves, quietly, soberly, and at but little expense.20

         

         Nordhoff’s evidence on shanties will be quoted later. On this trip he was contracted for the return voyage in the same vessel, so was busy aboard rather than being ‘on the spree’ on shore. Another American sailor, Herman Melville, fictionalised his experiences in Redburn (1849), and painted a very different view of Liverpool at the time:

         
            In the evening, especially when the sailors are gathered in great numbers, these streets present a most singular spectacle, the entire population of the vicinity being seemingly turned into them. Handorgans, fiddles, and cymbals, plied by strolling musicians, mix with the songs of the seamen, the babble of women and children, and the groaning and whining of beggars. From the various boarding-houses, each distinguished by gilded emblems outside – an anchor, a crown, a ship, a windlass, or a dolphin – proceeds the noise of revelry and dancing; and from the open casements lean young girls and old women, chattering and laughing with the crowds in the middle of the street.

         

         He goes on to describe the ‘pestilent lanes and alleys’ frequented by sailors, and singles out for comment the broadside-sellers:

         
            But one of the most curious features of the scene is the number of sailor ballad-singers, who, after singing their verses, hand you a printed copy, and beg you to buy. One of these persons, dressed like a man-of-war’s-man, I observed every day standing at a corner in the middle of the street. He had a full noble voice, like a church-organ; and his notes rose high above the surrounding din … He composed many of his own verses, and had them printed up on his own account.21

         

         The day after a murder took place in the locality, this ballad-seller was already selling printed sheets of a song he had written on the subject.‡

         For the twentieth-century Royal Navy, we have Cyril Tawney’s invaluable study, Grey Funnel Lines: Traditional Song and Verse of the Royal Navy 1900–1970 (1987), but again we must register our dismay that the author decided to restrict his published work to one particular section of the sailors’ repertoire. He specifically excluded songs that had survived from before 1900, and songs that were shared with other branches of the armed forces, although a few examples of both are given in appendices. We also have Tristan Jones’s memoirs Heart of Oak (1984), concerning his time in the navy during the Second World War, in which he mentions twenty-two songs and quotes the words of most of them.

         For many people nowadays, the archetypal ‘sea song’ is the sea shanty, much loved by folk-club singers and choirs. Shanties have had a remarkable renaissance considering their natural lifespan ended in the last decades of the nineteenth century. By definition, they were the work songs that helped sailors coordinate their efforts in the many pulling and pumping tasks necessary to run a sailing ship, and although they rapidly lost their raison d’être when steam replaced sail, they have lived on as the chorus song par excellence.

         Almost immediately on their demise, shanties became the stuff of nostalgia and regret, not just for romantic outsiders, but also for many writers who had first-hand knowledge of the genre in its natural habitat. This nostalgia was a small part of the palpable feeling of loss of an age-old ‘organic’ way of life, destroyed by the industrial juggernaut of steam-power and modernity. In 1920, R. R. Terry wrote in Music & Letters:

         
            By the end of the ’seventies steam had driven the sailing ship from the face of the waters. A number of sailing vessels lingered on through the ’eighties, but they retained little of the corporate pride and splendour that was once theirs. The old spirit was gone, never to return.22  

         

         
            ‡ See Chapter 13 for more on broadsides and ballad-sellers.

         

         And W. L. Downie in his Reminiscences of a Blackwall Midshipman, published in 1912 but referring to the 1860s:

         
            Some of the songs were merry and rollicking, but many were really good music; some even pathetic. Who that ever has heard the strains of ‘Outward Bound’ {1104} or the well-known ‘Rio Grande’ {317}, stealing over the expanse of water in some harbour or roadstead, accompanied by the musical clank of the windlass pawls, can ever forget it? The very air seemed to suggest regret at leaving the delights of the shore to face the dangers and difficulties of an ocean voyage, while at the same time it shadowed forth a vista of strange countries, peoples, and customs to be met with when the intervening ‘blue water’ had been safely covered.23

         

         It is noticeable that the vast majority of writings about shanties and shantying date from this period of its decline and after-life. One consequence of this is that there are many things which we do not know about the subject.

         Stan Hugill (1906–92) spent a lifetime singing and researching shanties, and wrote several books and numerous articles on the subject. His most comprehensive work is Shanties from the Seven Seas (1961), which is still the best guide to the subject, but even he had to admit that there are huge, inexplicable, gaps in our knowledge of the genre. So, for example, we still do not know whether shantying aboard British ships was common before the nineteenth century; we do not know how it originated, or where the name came from; and there is disagreement about whether shanties were allowed in the Royal Navy or whether the practice was confined to the merchant ships. Even the spelling of the word is contentious.

         The essential point of a shanty is that it is in the rhythm of the task which it accompanies. There are two basic categories. ‘Hauling’ shanties are for tasks such as setting a sail, where a group of men pull on a rope, not continuously like a tug of war but with regular co-ordinated heaves, which are dictated by the rhythm of the song. The example given in the Chambers’s Journal in 1869 reads:

         
            
               
                  Oh shake her up and away we’ll go

                  So handy, my girls, so handy

                  Up aloft from down below

                  So handy, my girls, so handy.24

               

            

         

         Each repetition of the word ‘handy’ is the signal for a long pull.

         ‘Windlass and capstan’ shanties are for tasks which call for a continuous effort, such as trudging in unison round a capstan, pushing on its bars to bring up the anchor, or for pumping ship.

         The distinctions are not simply in the rhythm, as the capstan shanties tend to be longer and, perhaps, more coherent as songs. But it is one of the significant features of functional songs that they last only as long, or short, as the task in hand, and the need for a coherent narrative is weaker than the need for expandability by improvisation, which can either mean invention within the formula of the song, or bringing in lines or verses from elsewhere. It has generally been noted that shanties tend to have relatively stable first and second verses, but after that can go in various directions depending on the mood or skill of the singers. It is the chorus, or refrain lines, which strike the collector as the best feature for textual comparisons.

         Several writers comment on the fact that a good shantyman would often bring local and topical allusions into his song, airing grievances and protesting about the food, conditions or harsh treatment. Hugill goes as far as to claim that there was an unwritten rule that the officers take no offence at what was sung on these occasions. There are also several references in the first-hand literature to crews refusing to sing, and carrying out their work in sullen silence – the equivalent of sending the officers to Coventry – which, by all accounts, was highly effective.

         It is also generally agreed that the shanties collected and published by outsiders are a pale reflection of how the real thing was in its natural habitat. By all accounts, the language was at best extremely ‘rough’ and usually downright obscene. Few shantymen would sing the real thing to outsiders, and even if they did they could not be published without extensive cleaning up. ‘It is curious that some of the loveliest melodies were those to which the lewdest kind of words were usually fitted’ was R. R. Terry’s comment.25

         Percy Grainger, who in his private life delighted in all things sexual, noted a handful of obscene couplets from some shanties but never published them. They can be seen on the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library’s Full English website. But on ships carrying passengers the men were always under strict orders to ameliorate their language, and it seems that they actually did so. Many of the diaries and memoirs written by passengers on nineteenth-century emigrant ships mention the entertainment value of the crew’s singing, including shanties, but they rarely if ever complain about the words.

         William Gliddon’s journal of voyage to Quebec in 1855, for example, published in Ann Giffard’s Towards Quebec (1981), records how entertaining it was to listen to the sailors singing:

         
            We have plenty of amusement on deck today in the shape of chess etc., and plenty of singing every day from the sailors; they sing every two hours, when they pump the ship out. It makes one laugh to hear some of their songs:

            
                

            

            And now my boys we’re outward bound

            Young girls go a-weeping

            We’re outward bound to Quebec town

            Across the Western Ocean. {8234}

         

         And a few days later:

         
            Away, haul away, haul my dandies

            Away, haul away, haul away, Joe. {809}

            
                

            

            When you come to ‘Joe’ you must pull.26 

         

         As indicated in the section on sea passengers’ singing experiences,§ it seems that on some emigrant ships at least, the crew deliberately set out to entertain the passengers, which perhaps jars with our modern notion of the rough and ready merchant seaman who cared for nobody’s goodwill or good name. But it must be remembered that these entertaining interactions always had a financial motive, and the seamen expected to be rewarded for their pains. According to Terry, the sailors may have had the last laugh:

         
            The Rabelaisian jokes of the shantyman were solos, the sound of which would not travel far beyond the little knot of workers who chuckled over them. The choruses – shouted out by the whole working party – would be heard all over the ship, and even penetrate ashore if she were in port. Hence, in not a single instance do the choruses of any shanty contain a coarse expression.27

         

         There are few reliable indications of the style of singing, beyond the fundamental solo-and-chorus framework, although many commentators are at pains to tell us that a large number of shantymen were actually good singers, tuneful and expressive as well as functional. Terry, again, writes:

         
            The importance of a shantyman could not be overestimated. A good shantyman with a pretty wit was worth his weight in gold. He was a privileged person, and was excused all work save light or odd jobs … [He] was usually a person of considerable musical importance who sang his songs in a more or less finished manner; his melodies were clean, clear-cut things without any of the folksinger’s quavers and wobbles.28

         

         The author of the article on ‘Sailor Songs’ in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (July 1882) adds some details: 

         
            § See page 341.

         

         
            It was in the windlass songs that the accomplished shanty-man displayed his fullest powers and his daintiest graces. When he began a song, he usually began by singing the first chorus as an announcement of what he expected of the men, who, being thus duly warned, joined in the second chorus. He was always careful to rest his voice while the others were singing, and it was considered the proper thing for him to begin his lines so closely after each chorus as to make his first note a prolongation of the last note of the preceding chorus.29

         

         The same writer states, ‘If he was an artist of any real cultivation, he had at least seventy-five songs at his tongue’s end.’

         Robert Hay, in the Royal Navy, includes a description of the bustle on his ship as it begins its voyage from Portsmouth to the East Indies, couched in terms of the commands barked out by the officers. In among it all is the shouted comment:

         
            ‘Heave away. What kind of drawling tune is that you Fifer? Strike up “Off She Goes” or “Drops of Brandy”. Aye that is the tune. Keep step there, all of ye, and stamp and go …’ We found ourselves dancing round the capstan to ‘Off She Goes’.30

         

         Other descriptions of work on navy ships in the period make it clear that it was the music of the fife or the fiddle which kept them all in time, and there is no mention of singing. Indeed, it is often stated that silence was the rule. This has led to the general belief that there was no shantying in the navy, and that it was actually banned.

         In the introduction to Grey Funnel Lines, Cyril Tawney’s well-researched book on traditional song and verse in the Royal Navy from 1900 to 1970, the author refers to the ‘oft-repeated nonsense that shantying was strictly forbidden in the Royal Navy, or that only two specific shanties were permitted’, but admits that it was rare on their ships compared to merchant vessels.

         Charles Napier Robinson, author of The British Tar in Fact and Fiction (1911), also disagreed. He drew attention to the long poem Path to Naval  Fame (2nd edition 1825) by H. B. Gascoigne, who had commanded the Marines on board the Melpomene frigate in 1805 and was invalided out in 1808. The piece includes the line ‘The shaking bowlines with a song they haul’, but the force of Robinson’s argument is severely weakened by several mentions in the same poem (including the author’s explanatory footnote) of the ‘silent system’ being in operation.

         A naval officer writing in the United Service Journal for January 1834, and describing the work in a revenue cruiser, indicates that there were variations in common practice which might explain the confusion:

         
            On board a well-disciplined man-of-war no person except the officers is allowed to speak during the performance of the various evolutions. When a great many men are employed together, a fifer or a fiddler usually plays some of their favourite tunes; and it is quite delightful to see the glee with which Jack will ‘stamp and go’ keeping exact time to ‘Jack’s the Lad’, or ‘The College Hornpipe’. On board a revenue cruiser, for want of music, it is customary for one of the men to give them a song, which make the few unite their strength and pull together.31

         

         He then gives four verses of the shanty ‘Cheerly Men’ {395}.

         The early history of the shanty is problematic. There are indeed scattered references to sailors singing rhythmically, back at least to classical times, which were most likely referring to rowing songs. A very early example of sailors using song to ‘elude the tediousness of labour’, and presumably to coordinate their movements, was brought to the attention of song researchers by Lucy Broadwood in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society in 1928. It is a description of a rowing song found in the novel Daphnis and Chloe, by Longus, written in ancient Greek sometime between ad 200 and 400. The details of the language used to describe the event are a little obscure, but it is clear that the singing had a leader-and-response structure: ‘the rest like a chorus all together strained their throats to a loud hollà, and catcht his voice at certain intervals’. 

         Hugill reprints the texts of the earliest British references, including the passage of a ship of pilgrims from 1400, and several heaving and hauling songs which may well be classifiable as ‘shanties’ in the Complaynt of Scotland (1549).

         Much later, there are reports from British travellers who came across instances of ‘native’ sailors and onshore workers using shanty-like work songs. Robert Hay, for example, whose writings have already been quoted, records how the ‘natives’ of Madras, in their flat-bottomed boats specially designed to cope with the ferocious surf through which they must pass, regulate their exertions with song:

         
            The steersman … sings a stanza or two of a native song. At every 8 or 10 words he makes a pause when all the rest of the crew join their voices in a short chorus generally sounding ey-yaw.32

         

         Even closer to our notion of the shanty is his description at Jamaica in 1811:

         
            Our seamen having left the ship, the harbour work was performed by a gang of negroes. These men will work the whole day at the capstan under a scorching sun with almost no intermission. They beguile the time by one of them singing one line of an English song, or a prose sentence at the end of which all the rest join in a short chorus. The sentences which prevailed with the gang we had aboard were as follows

            
                

            

            Two sisters courted one man

            Chorus: Oh huro my boys

            And they lived in the mountains

            Chorus: Oh huro boys O.

            
                

            

            And the second:

            
                

            

            Grog time of day, boys, grog time of day

            Chorus: Huro my jolly boys, grog time of day.33 

         

         What is significant is that Hay includes this as something unusual enough to warrant a detailed description, but makes no comparison with British seafaring practices of the time.

         The word ‘shanty’, in its modern meaning, seems to enter the language only in the 1850s, but we know the songs were in circulation well before that time. The contributor to the 1834 United Service Journal has already been quoted, and Richard Dana’s justly famous Two Years Before the Mast, published in 1840 and referring to his time in an American ship between 1834 and 1836, leaves us in no doubt of the shanties’ existence in his day:

         
            The sailors’ songs for capstans and falls are of a peculiar kind, having a chorus at the end of each line. The burden is usually sung by one alone, and, at the chorus, all hands join in – and the louder the noise the better. With us, the chorus seemed almost to raise the decks of the ship, and might be heard at a great distance ashore. A song is as necessary to sailors as the drum and fife to a soldier. They can’t pull in time or pull with a will without it. Many a time, when a thing goes heavy with one fellow yo-ho-ing, a lively song, like ‘Heave to the Girls’, ‘Nancy O’, ‘Jack Crosstree’, ‘Cheer Up Sam’, etc., has put life and strength into every arm. We found a great difference in the effect of the various songs in driving in the hides. Two or three songs would be tried, one after another, with no effect – not an inch could be got upon the tackles; when a new song, struck up, seemed to hit the humour of the moment, and drove the tackles ‘two blocks at once’. ‘Heave Round Hearty’, ‘Captain Gone Ashore’, ‘Neptune’s Raging Fury’ and the like might do for common pulls, but on an emergency, when we wanted a heavy, ‘raise-the-dead pull’, which would start the beams of the ship, there was nothing like ‘Time for Us to Go’ {22925}, ‘Round the Corner’ {4697}, ‘Wake Her Up Old Salt’, or ‘Hurrah, Hurrah My Hearty Bullies’.34

         

         Another American sailor, Charles Nordhoff, provides some valuable information which links shore-workers’ songs with the sea shanties, while taking on a cargo of cotton in Mobile Bay in the 1840s. For maximum profit, the cotton bales have to be packed as tightly as possible into the ship’s hold. This is done with a device called a screw, which exerts so much pressure on the task as to almost pull the timbers of the ship apart.

         
            The gang, with their shirts off, and handkerchiefs tied about their heads, take hold the handles of the screws, the foreman begins the song, and at the end of every two lines the worm of the screw is forced to make one revolution, thus gaining perhaps two inches. Singing, or chanting, as it is called, is an invariable accompaniment to working in cotton, and many of the screw-gangs have an endless collection of songs, rough and uncouth, both in words and melody, but answering well the purposes of making all pull together, and enlivening the heavy toil. The foreman is the chanty-man, who sings the song, the gang only joining in the chorus.35

         

         He gives the words of ‘Old Stormy’ {216}, ‘Yankee Dollar’ and ‘Highland Laddie’ {4691}, and makes the interesting point that the cotton-screwing gangs in Mobile were mostly English and Irish sailors.

         Later in his book, Nordhoff adds an amusing footnote to the subject. On a ship taking 150 Irish emigrants from Liverpool to America, as they were about to weigh anchor

         
            The windlass was manned for us by a party of passengers who made but one demand, viz to sing for them some sailor songs. Accordingly our chanty-man was called for. Said he, ‘Now, just wait, I’ll set all the men and women crying before you know it.’ He struck up to rather a slow and plaintive tune, an old capstan song which begins:

            
                

            

            We’re going away from friends and home

                     Oh sailors where are you bound to 

            We’re going away to hunt for gold

                     Across the briny ocean

            Father and mother say goodbye

                     Sailors where are you bound to

            O sisters, brothers, don’t you cry

                     Across the briny ocean

            
                

            

            They had come up on deck laughing and talking, but the first two stanzas of this plaintive old song had not been sung when all the women had their aprons to their eyes, and the men were not long in following suit.36

         

         The contribution of black traditions to the development of shanties is now generally accepted, and many of the best commentators take it for granted that these songs and styles were significant either in the origin or the development of the shanty repertoire. But some of the earlier writers were equally sure that the influence was negligible. Captain Whall, for example, who is otherwise accepted as one of the very best first-hand witnesses, seems to have something of a blind spot here:

         
            The white seaman in smart ships seldom condescended to sing Nigger songs. Perhaps the only one which gained anything like general acceptance was ‘Run, let the bulgine run’, one of the poorest of all. But there is no rule in these things. Nigger shanties there were by the hundred. Some were better than others, but nearly all were of a poor class. As for the melody of these, they generally followed the scale of the five-string banjo, the one nigger instrument.37

         

         And in the preface to the second edition (1912) of the book, he wrote: ‘I have been asked why “The Banks of Sacramento” is not inserted; this was nothing but an old Christy Minstrel song turned into a shanty, and for that reason I omitted it.’38 A complicating factor here is that when older writers refer to ‘Negro’ songs, they are usually referring to blackface minstrel songs which were overwhelmingly written by whites who then blacked up to sing them, rather than real songs from black communities.¶

         As already indicated, the origin of the word ‘shanty’ is unknown, but there are several theories, usefully summarised by Hugill.39 They include the notion that the songs were first used in the West Indies, by people moving buildings which were called ‘shanties’; that they are named after the drinking dens of the Gulf ports, also called ‘shanties’; that they are derived from the French voyagers in America, who naturally called their work songs chansons; or that the name comes directly from the French chanter. The simplest, however, and most convincing in the absence of any real evidence, is that the word comes from ‘chant’, a perfectly good English word meaning ‘to sing’ which goes back to at least Chaucer’s time and, although originally from the French, was solidly naturalised in English long before the nineteenth century. The only objection to this is the need to take account of the change of the initial sound from ‘ch’ to ‘sh’, although it is by no means clear how particular people pronounced it in the past.

         Several of the leading folk-song collectors noted down shanties from old sailors, including Cecil Sharp, Anne Gilchrist and Percy Grainger, whose manuscripts can all be seen on the EFDSS’s Full English website. Sharp published two volumes of shanties himself, and two publications focus on the lives of the singers: Tom Brown’s A Sailor’s Life: The Life and Times of John Short of Watchet 1839–1933 (2014), and Mike Yates’s article ‘The Best Bar in the Capstan: William Bolton, Sailor and Shantyman’ (1977).

         Moving on from sailors to soldiers, it is no surprise to learn that the latter also sang, and that they sang a great deal. Indeed, it would be mighty strange if they did not. Given the established fact that, before recorded sound and the broadcast industry changed the musical landscape, ordinary people amused themselves and entertained each other with song, it is obvious that a closed community, away from home, with a great deal of time on their hands and limited access to commercial leisure, would resort to song. But what they sang, when and how is harder to pinpoint, and in military situations in particular, song and music served many different purposes.

         
            ¶ See page 371.

         

         For the period before the turn of the twentieth century, evidence is highly patchy and scattered, and we are fortunate to have books such as Roy Palmer’s The Rambling Soldier (1977), and the invaluable Songs and Music of the Redcoats 1642–1902 (1970), by Lewis Winstock. What follows in this section would have been impossible without Winstock’s work.

         One thing that he makes clear is the importance of instrumental music in the army, with tunes and songs for marching looming large in the military world. Instrumental marches and band tunes are tangential to our present enquiry, but are far from irrelevant altogether. Pop songs became march tunes, and the words were sometimes sung on the march, often in parody, while instrumental pieces soon acquired verses, often bawdy, and there was constant interplay between musical instrument and voice.

         Soldiers’ songs were as many and various as the individuals involved, but we can recognise particular categories which persisted over time – with variation, of course. As Winstock writes, ‘Music was the only defence a marching column had against boredom, and varying the repertoire was essential if the music itself was not to become tiresome.’40

         Marching songs are an important category, but on the whole soldiers sang the pop songs of the day, often straight but also at times in parody or in bawdy versions. The songs differed with the period, but in the nineteenth century it was often commented that sentimental songs, featuring homesteads, mothers and wives, were particularly common. Soldiers also sang hymns: the pious would gather together to sing them as much as possible, while the majority would join in on church parades or when the occasion arose, if they had good tunes. But hymns were mercilessly raided for parodies and as the basis for bawdy words. Many people could contribute to the construction of parodies, and several accounts mention individuals, like the sailors mentioned above, who could improvise ditties at will, or write full songs pertaining to army life or particular incidents or engagements, invariably to an already known tune. Some officers also turned their hand to songwriting, and these are more likely to have survived in the documentary record. A few of these locally composed songs became accepted as ‘regimental songs’ and lasted down the generations.

         But what is abundantly obvious is that in all the songs, up to the turn of the twentieth century, mentioned by Winstock, hardly a one corresponds with the songs accepted by the major song collectors as ‘folk songs’. This may well be the usual result of patchy evidence, as writers are more likely to note either current pop songs, or verses which pertain directly to the military life they are describing, but Cecil Sharp dismissed the idea of collecting from the troops in the First World War as a waste of time because they were all townies and sang only modern songs.

         Gordon Hall, who later became well known as a traditional singer, commented on singing sessions in the army in the late 1940s and afterwards:

         
            I must say in passing that, as a general rule, there wouldn’t be a deal of interest in what we know as traditional songs. In fact, it might be said that the quickest way to finish and put a damper on a sing-song will be to trot out too many of the old traditional songs. But one or two of them would go down quite well, and I remember this being favourably seen.41

         

         This was in the introduction to his singing of ‘Joe the Marine’ {1681}.

         Music and song could be heard in almost every situation, but memoirs and diaries mention particular times and places where they commonly featured. When marching is the most obvious one, but when at ease in the evenings there was plenty of song – from occasional formal and semi-formal concerts to countless ad hoc sing-songs and ‘free-and-easies’. But soldiers also sang a great deal in transit on troopships and, of course, when on leave.

         During the period of the Indian Mutiny (1857–8), the 52nd Light Infantry marched 900 miles, mostly by night, to avoid the heat of the day. As Winstock writes, ‘As soon as the sun was up and the [smoking] pipes finished, the men usually began to sing, by companies generally, one man taking the solo and the rest the chorus.’42

         Around thirty years later, Rev. Arthur Male, who accompanied the troops in the second Afghan War (1878–80), gave a revealing description of the role of song in the soldiers’ leisure time, which is worth quoting at length:

         
            But the great evening’s entertainment was the ‘sing-song’ as the men dubbed it … Somebody was master of ceremonies, though little ceremony was observed beyond that of calling out the name of the singer or reciter, as he appeared. First uprose a stalwart young officer, Hamilton, of the Guides Cavalry, who gave a song in good style … then young Gunner Burke of the Artillery sang a comical ditty telling of the tempestuous voyage in a barge from Deptford to London Bridge, which produced broad grins, especially from the Cockneys. After him a Post Office official … who hailed unmistakably from the Emerald Isle sang of the little ‘Cruiskeen Lawn’ {2309} and of ‘Shan Van Vocht’ {6529} and other equally Republican songs. He was succeeded by Sergeant Moon, of the 10th Hussars, who gave a clever topical song of his own composing, dealing with the circumstances in which we now found ourselves … A very good song it was, and well put together; testifying both to Moon’s literary and musical skill. And the men responded to every point, political or otherwise, with huge guffaws and cheers. But now, last of all, a modest young corporal of the same gallant regiment stood up to add his part to the evening’s entertainment. He was but a boy, smooth-faced and not too robust looking … But as his sweet, clear, baritone voice, gentletoned at first, ranged out over the plain, I noticed a hush gradually falling upon the assembly. The loud laughter is stilled, and the men are sitting smoking and silently gazing at the singer, who can just be discerned by the flickering light of the single lantern … The words of the song have wafted their thoughts away from the wild Afghan land to the old home in England. It was only a simple old English ditty called, I think, ‘The Vacant Chair’, but as the words to the chorus came around

            
                

            

            We shall meet but we shall miss him

            There will be one vacant chair.

            
                

            

            There were only a few who could join quietly in it, and those with a certain tremor in their voice … And then with a verse of the National Anthem, joined in with loyal enthusiasm, the ‘sing-song’ used to close.43

         

         The simple potency of the sentimental in the right situation is here made plain, and contrasts strongly with the condescension in which educated commentators usually couch their remarks about this type of popular song. Despite Male’s assumption, though, ‘The Vacant Chair’ {V479} is neither old nor English, as it was written by the American songwriters Henry S. Washburn and George Frederick Root in 1861. Efforts to identify the song about the Thames barge trip have so far proved fruitless.

         Many references simply say ‘popular songs’ or ‘martial songs’ were sung, and we rarely get even the titles, let alone the words, but occasionally there is more information. One of the most interesting sources is the memoirs of Reginald Garton Wilberforce, published as An Unrecorded Chapter in the Indian Mutiny (1894), who, in 1857, was a nineteen-year-old ensign in the 52nd Light Infantry. His account reveals the centrality of song in the daily life of the soldier:

         
            Our regular marches, before the forced ones, were very different. As a general rule we [started to march] between 12 and 1 am, our band playing us out of the camp on to the Trunk Road with ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me’; then order was given to ‘March at ease, March easy’. The men used to sling their firelocks over their shoulders and smoke their pipes. The band used to go on playing, and when the bandsmen were tired, our bugle band would take it up and play away. When they had finished, some individual, somewhere in the centre of the regiment, would start a song, and so the hours whiled away till ‘coffee shop’ … One of the favourite songs was of a most revolutionary character; it had about 30 verses and a long chorus. I forget the song, but I recollect that ‘Confound the officers’ held a place in the chorus, and used to be lustily shouted. At first the men would not sing this song – they thought it would hurt our feelings, but it had so good a tune that nearly every night one of our captains would call for it. One capital song began:

            
                

            

            For our broadswords shall glitter, and our grape-shot shall fly

            Before the French shall come and drink old England dry

            Chorus: Drink old England dry.

            
                

            

            Another was:

            
                

            

            As we were marching down the street

            We heard the people say

            There goes a gallant regiment

            They are now marching away.

            
                

            

            Away go those brave heroes

            The like we never see more

            And with them goes the light bobbee

            The lad that I adore.

            
                

            

            And one more:

            
                

            

            Neither pot nor pipe shall grieve me

            Nor yet disturb my mind

            When I come rolling home

            To the girl I left behind. 

            
                

            

            Chorus: Happy is the girl that will keep me

            When I come rolling home.44

         

         ‘Coffee shop’ was a short break, when the men were served rum and the officers ‘coffee and other things’.

         We cannot, unfortunately, identify the song in which the men shouted ‘Confound the officers’, but two of the others mentioned are well known. ‘For our broadswords shall glitter’ is a fragment of the widely known song ‘Drink Old England Dry’ {882}, and this is the earliest reference to its being actually sung that has come to light. It is usually assumed to refer to Napoleon, but the earliest printed version so far found is on a broadside printed in Birmingham sometime before 1850, which does not long predate Wilberforce’s note.

         ‘Neither pot nor pipe’ is the chorus of ‘The Jolly Shilling’ {1116}, a widely collected cumulative song first mentioned in the collection of children’s rhymes called Gammer Gurton’s Garland (1810). It has lasted well in the nursery-rhyme tradition to the present day, and is also the kind of cumulative song that was popular with marching men and was sung widely in both world wars. The version known nowadays probably stems from that published (and copyrighted) in 1943 as ‘I’ve Got Sixpence or As We Go Rolling Home’, written by Cox, Box and Hall.

         Wilberforce’s verses starting ‘As we were marching down the street’ have so far eluded identification, although they are similar to a number of the ‘Girl I Left Behind Me’ type of song.

         Many musically minded memoirists commented on other people’s tunes and songs, either native peoples, allied troops or even enemies, and bands were quick to pick up foreign tunes. Within the British forces, the Scots were always musically prominent and their pipers world-renowned. As already mentioned, soldiers occasionally commented on how cheerful and fond of singing sailors were, in contrast to the average squaddie. A particular incident during the Crimean War was mentioned by several writers, and summarised by Winstock. The Naval Brigade had the onerous task of dragging their huge naval guns uphill from their ships into position overlooking the enemy: 

         
            From a distance you hear some hearty rough English chorus, borne on the breeze over the hillside … As you approach, the strain of an unmistakable Gosport fiddle, mingled with the squeaks of a marine fife rise up … It was cheering to hear our jolly tars hauling the heavy guns to camp, singing every tune under the sun. You could hear them a mile off.45

         

         Indeed, it was official policy:

         
            We put fifty men on three drag ropes, placed a fiddler or fifer on the gun, and if neither was available a tenor was mounted to give the solo of a chorus song.46

         

         And it was still true fifty years later in the Boer War:

         
            As in the Crimea and the Indian Mutiny sailors excelled in comic songs. ‘Our bluejackets were the boys who provided the lighter vein of amusement,’ reported a war correspondent with the forces trying to relieve Ladysmith, while inside the town it was observed that ‘as usual the sailors had the best of it in comic songs’.47

         

         Concerts given on board the Ariosto en route to South Africa at the turn of the twentieth century illustrate the range of classes and stations of life from which the rank and file were drawn and the heterogeneous nature of the volunteer regiments of the period:

         
            Music-hall songs with ‘lodger’ and ‘mother-in-law’ complete are sandwiched between madrigals and Tennyson recitations … sentimental ditties with valse [waltz] refrain such as are beloved by regular Tommies … Good old cavalier marching tunes are contrasted with the lilt of modern war songs, whose triumphant and bellicose words are somewhat marred by the eccentricities of their rhymes.48 

         

         Chelsea Pensioners from the last decade of the nineteenth century recalled singing ‘I’ve Got Sixpence’ {1116}, ‘The Quartermaster’s Stores’ {10508}, ‘Bless ’em All’ {8402} and ‘Roll Me Over’ {4829}, and others contributed ‘Young Soldier Cut Down’ {2}, ‘The Banks of the Clyde or Lad in the Scotch Brigade’ {1784}, ‘One of the Rank and File’ {V4735}, a blackface minstrel song called ‘Razors in the Air’ {16086}, and a suggestive music-hall song, ‘I Was a-Watching Them’ {10691}, all of which have been found elsewhere in vernacular tradition.

         One type of song specific to military experience is the infinitely expandable formula, such as the following, to the tune of the hymn ‘Holy Holy Holy’:

         
            
               
                  Grousing, grousing, grousing

                  Always bloody well grousing

                  Grousing till the ship we see

                  When we shall grouse no more. (10553)

               

            

         

         Subsequent verses can be ‘Raining raining, raining’, or ‘Marching, marching, marching’, or for those in charge of the horses, it was ‘Grooming, grooming, grooming’.

         Another example is what was probably a newly written addition to the traditional ‘Soldier and a Sailor’ {350}:

         
            
               
                  It’s captains and colonels and lieutenants too

                  Sergeants, colour sergeants, and corporals likewise

                  With their hands in our pockets they rob us poor men

                  May the Lord damn and blast them

                  Says the soldier ‘amen’.

               

            

         

         The tune of a comic song, ‘I’m Ninety-Five’ {23116}, was adopted by the Rifle Brigade (95th Regiment) as a regimental quick march in 1842 and eventually became a standard in the general military-band repertoire. The song starts: 

         
            
               
                  folk song in its natural habitats

                  I’m ninety-five, I’m ninety-five

                  And to keep single I’ll contrive

                  I’ll not get married – no, not I

                  To have five brats to squall and cry

                  A fortune teller told me so

                  But I’ll resist her tale of woe.

               

            

         

         Although this comic song was apparently written in the 1820s, the basic tune had been composed by Henry Bishop for his 1814 comic opera John of Paris. It is still heard regularly as a march played by military bands, and as a country-dance tune.

         There is much debate about whether the patriotic martial songs that poured from the music publishers’ presses whenever a threatened conflict offered the opportunity were actually sung by the troops themselves. As a rule, most of them were not, but some certainly took the fancy of the ordinary soldier, and there is plenty of evidence that the men, like the sailors already discussed, could be suitably patriotic in song when occasion arose, even if they did not always toe the official line in their normal leisure time.

         A patriotic song had much more of a chance of acceptance if its tune was good for marching to, as in the case of ‘Cheer, Boys, Cheer’ {13845}, which was a huge hit at home as well as with those in the services during the Crimean War and for long afterwards. The words were by Charles Mackay and the music by Henry Russell, published in 1852, and, according to Winstock, ‘It was played by every naval and military band, sung in every ship and regiment, and whistled by every whistler.’ It is still current in the marching repertoire, although it is unlikely that anyone remembers more of the words than the first line:

         
            
               
                  Cheer, boys, cheer! No more of idle sorrow

                  Courage, true hearts, shall bear us on our way

                  Hope points before, and shows the bright tomorrow

                  Let us forget the darkness of today.49

               

            

         

         Further into the twentieth century, the picture changes even more dramatically. The music of the First World War has been endlessly commented on and anthologised, and there is a group of songs which everyone immediately associates with the conflict, such as ‘Tipperary’, ‘Pack up Your Troubles’ and ‘Keep the Homes Fires Burning’, which loom so large in public consciousness that they obscure the real picture of what the soldiers themselves sang. Fortunately, we have a clutch of books that claim to reflect the view from the inside, such as F. T. Nettleingham’s Tommy’s Tunes (1917) and John Brophy and Eric Partridge’s Songs and Slang of the British Soldier 1914–1918 (1930). And for the Second World War and after, we have Martin Page’s popular anthologies ‘Kiss Me Goodnight, Sergeant Major’ (1973) and For Gawdsake Don’t Take Me (1976), and the best of them all, Roy Palmer’s What a Lovely War: British Soldiers’ Songs from the Boer War to the Present Day (1990). The latter had the bonus of an accompanying cassette.

         One obvious point is that it is only since the Second World War that we get a proper glimpse of the bawdy language of much of the repertoire. A number of songbooks compiled and circulated at the time, or put together later from memory, are now being made available, and many of these make a point of giving the full words, warts ’n’ all – and there is usually a great number of warts.

         The cassette which accompanied Roy Palmer’s What a Lovely War, and Gordon Hall’s songs and commentaries on the British Library website, constitute some of the few generally available sound recordings of the performance of unexpurgated army songs from the period.50

         There is much more to be discovered on the subject of the singing practices of the armed forces in the past, and, as is demonstrated by the examples quoted above, the best information will probably come from a close reading of the first-hand accounts of those involved. While these further sources will provide welcome extra contextual detail, and help to corroborate or refute the evidence already to hand, it is unlikely that the overall picture will be altered. It is clear that soldiers and sailors (and airmen, WAAFS, Wrens and other military personnel) sang a great deal, in many different contexts, both recreational and functional. And the songs they sang were not drawn from a small corpus of ‘military songs’, but, like ‘folk songs’ in the wider population, they came from a very wide range of sources. The only shared fundamental characteristic in the songs is that they worked for the people in the circumstances.
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            Raise Your Voices to the Lord (or Not)

            Religious Singing in Church, Chapel and Home

         

         If we are looking for the different types of music which working people would have come across in their daily lives, and which might have influenced their own musical practices and tastes, one of the key areas of interest must be what was going on in the church. The vast majority of the population – particularly in rural areas – attended some form of regular Christian worship, and even if they did not, religious music would have reached them at school, in village concerts and at club meetings, by way of visits from evangelists, open-air revivalists, carol-singers, Salvation Army bands and other groups. It would have been hard to completely avoid contact with religious music in some form or other.

         But what exactly the people heard and/or played or sang varied considerably from place to place and across time, and this variety makes any retrospective generalised assessment very difficult. There has never been a time of complete calm in English religious life, either doctrinally or musically, and there have always been reformers and conformists drawing up their battle lines, with disagreement and unrest somewhere in the land. At certain times criticism broke out into organised reform movements, which naturally engendered their own resistance groups to counter them, and music and singing were often caught up in this, either as a relatively minor aspect of the debate, or occasionally as a key element in hotly contested sweeping changes.

         So the question of how far the individual parishioner, or the general ‘musical taste’ of the ordinary people, was affected by church music will depend on a wide range of factors, including the period in question and whether the people lived in a country village or a town with a number of churches, or even a city with its religiously dominant cathedral. It would depend on whether their local Anglican vicar was conformist, reforming, musically literate or ignorant, or, as in so many cases, completely uncaring about the musical side of worship, and, most crucially, whether the community had access to one of the many dissenting, or Nonconformist, chapels.

         The minutiae of religious music are, however, usually of interest only to the specialist. What follows is a summary, which not only oversimplifies the matter but concentrates mainly on the areas needed to answer our question about influences on local secular singing and music. We are not overly concerned with the doctrinal squabbling within the church, or indeed the underlying reasons for many of the reforms, and we really only care about who sang what, where, when and how. Did ordinary people participate in the singing at church or chapel, or did they just listen? Did they have any choice or control over either the repertoire or the style of performance? Did they take it home?

         It is perhaps difficult for modern readers to realise that the singing of hymns by church congregations as part of their regular weekly service is a relatively new thing, dating back in the Church of England only to the mid-nineteenth century and in the Nonconformist chapels only a couple of generations before that. For much of the history of the church in England, congregations were not expected to sing, and nor were general ‘hymns’ allowed, except in certain limited circumstances. A hymn is not just a ‘religious song’ but specifically one that praises God, a fact many a modern bride and groom have discovered when a conservative vicar has refused to let them include songs like ‘Jerusalem’ in their wedding ceremony.

         The Bible contains several exhortations for people to sing the praises of God, although this is not always meant literally, but over the centuries there were many divines who were uncomfortable with hymns written by humans being included in the church service. They argued that the only acceptable songs for performance in church were the Psalms taken directly the Bible, which had the official stamp of divine approval, so to speak. So, until the mid-nineteenth century, Anglican churches used psalms almost exclusively, and these were usually sung by choirs and/or church bands, and not necessarily by the congregation. This pattern was strongly challenged by the Methodists and other Nonconformists, from the later eighteenth century onwards, who deliberately used the congregational singing of lively, newly written hymns to lure worshippers into their ‘new’ religions.

         Another of the key battlegrounds in the definition of church music over the years is the questions of choirs. The idea of having a group of parishioners who could be trained and moulded was very attractive to various types of reformers, and it was often suggested as the way to improve both aesthetic standards and general participation. The social make-up of the choir changed with time (depending, for example, on whether they were voluntary or paid in some way, whether women were allowed or whether the members were primarily children), but those who supported the choir idea nearly always put forward these same arguments. The reality, however, commonly fell short of the ideal, and it was congregational participation that usually suffered. Time and again it was found that the more interest the members of the choir took in their role, the more they sought out interesting and musically challenging material. The more they practised, the further away they got from the average parishioners’ skills and tastes. The result was that the choir sometimes became the musical elite, and the congregation felt left out or were content to be a passive audience. Critics began to accuse choirs of caring too much about the music and not enough about the religion. Some chapels tried to get the best of both worlds by dispersing their trained singers around the congregation, but choir members often disliked this method, and usually found ways to regroup themselves after a while.

         Another regular bone of contention was the deliberate use, or subtle infiltration, of secular tunes, settings or styles of performance into the sacred sphere. In many cases there was a deliberate policy of using popular tunes to attract people and get them singing, which offended some religious principles, but, even when not done by design, composers and musicians could not help but be influenced by the fashions and tastes of the general musical culture of the day. The secular influences complained about were described, at different times, as ‘ballad tunes’, ‘play-house tunes’ or simply the tunes of ‘profane songs’, or even jigs or hornpipes. Arthur Bedford, in his The Great Abuse of Musick (1711), for example, wrote, ‘They who guide the congregation in singing praises to God, do afterwards compose tunes for the synagogues of Satan, revel at a tavern or an ale-house, in serving the Devil, and teach such songs as are incentives to profaneness, atheism and debauchery.’1

         Even organists at cathedrals and prestigious London churches were accused of bringing ‘play-house’ tunes into the improvised ‘voluntaries’ which formed part of set-piece anthem performances. As the Spectator claimed in 1712:

         
            for a great many of our Church-Musicians being related to the theatre, they have, in imitation of these epilogues, introduced into their farewell voluntaries a sort of musick quite foreign to the design of church services, to the great prejudice of well-disposed people. Those fingering gentlemen should be informed, that they ought to suit their airs to the place and business; and that the musician is obliged to keep to the text as much as the preacher. For want of this, I have found by experience a great deal of mischief. For when the preacher has often, with great piety and art enough, handled his subject, and the judicious clerk has with utmost diligence culled out two staves proper to the discourse, and I have found in my self and in the rest of the pew good thoughts and dispositions, they have all in a moment been dissipated by a merry jigg from the organ-loft.2

         

         To modern eyes, though, it is astonishing just how little interest most parish clergy took in the musical parts of the service until the mid-nineteenth century, and even after that time there were regular complaints that the standard of church music was low because the clergy did not exert themselves in this area. 

         Obviously, secular life was so intimately connected with the religious mores of the day that the two spheres cannot easily be separated. In most important respects, however, such as the role of women, religion and the ruling social mores were pretty much in agreement. St Paul made it quite clear that women should be silent (1 Timothy 2:10–12), and patriarchal social rules often ensured that women were reluctant to sing too loudly or seem to be taking a lead. As Nicholas Temperley comments in his Music and the Wesleys (2010), ‘That is why in harmonized settings of hymn tunes designed for Anglican use, the tune was allotted to the tenors [rather than the sopranos] until late in the eighteenth century.’3 Charles Wesley, though, deliberately stated that women should take full part in congregational singing, and when voluntary church choirs did finally take hold in Anglican parish churches, it was found that women often came to dominate them.

         What follows is an attempt to trace the main developments in religious music, with our main questions in mind, but it is not possible to offer a purely chronological treatment of the subject. Change was messy and patchy, there were huge differences between town and country and in different regions, and, from the mid-eighteenth century onwards in particular, things in churches and chapels were happening at the same time.

         Metrical psalms became popular in England from about the 1540s and remained the staple for parish-church singing for 300 years. But the major changes in that time concerned the musical accompaniment, which will be discussed later.

         Two fundamental problems faced those who argued that the Psalms are the only acceptable musical forms. In the Bible they are in prose, and unsingable, and they have no tunes. So a certain amount of rewriting of the words had to be allowed to knock them into a usable shape, and various writers, mostly poets at the beginning rather than musicians, had a go at it – some more successfully than others. The rewritten texts became known as ‘metrical psalms’ to distinguish them from the originals. The second problem was solved by various musicians who published musical arrangements for the rewritten words. 

         The most successful, in terms of longevity and market penetration, was the collection usually referred to as ‘Sternold & Hopkins’. It started with Certain Psalmes Drawen into English Metre (1549) by Thomas Sternhold, which was expanded by John Hopkins in the same year. A new edition of their work, prepared by John Day in 1562, became the standard Church of England psalm-book and proved immensely popular, running through over 600 editions. Nicholas Temperley summed up their appeal:

         
            The ultimate popularity of Sternhold’s psalms may be put down to their direct and simple language, avoiding all flowery conceits and learned vocabulary. Still more important was their uniformity and simplicity of metre. All but two of the versions in Sternhold’s first collection are in common metre.4

         

         Not only did this common metre run counter to the patterns used in the sophisticated literary poetry of the day, but it was also the rhythm that everyday folk were familiar with from their popular ballads, and it was commonly referred to as ‘ballad metre’.

         An impetus to both the general acceptance of psalms, and the practice of allowing the whole congregation to sing them, came from the ‘Marian exiles’ – the hard-line Protestants who had fled to the continent to escape the reintroduction of the Roman Catholic religion by Mary I, between 1553 and 1558. These influential Protestants returned from their centres in Geneva, Strasbourg and Frankfurt with new ideas on how the psalms should be performed, and a new mixture of English, French and German tunes to sing them to. They became the nucleus of the Puritan wing of the church.

         Sternhold & Hopkins held sway in the English church till 1696, when Tate and Brady’s A New Version of the Psalms of David Fitted to the Tunes Used in Churches was published and threatened to eclipse the established edition. But many people remained faithful to their old favourite, which became known as the ‘old version’, while Tate and Brady’s was called the ‘new version’. Over 100 years later a Somerset parson could still refer to the discomfort of Ben, an old-fashioned parish clerk, in these terms: 

         
            The church was full this evening, some strangers with instruments of various kinds among the singers. Poor Ben could not make it out this day being in the background with these youngsters. He is old Sternhold and Hopkins for ever in the plain old stile and cannot well comprehend this grunting and tooting.5

         

         Numerous other writers, composers and musicians over the years tried their hands at resetting the psalms, including Thomas Ravenscroft (1621) and John Playford (1677), who were both also involved in publishing popular song and dance music, and there were also many psalters (books of psalms) compiled by lesser-known, often amateur, musicians whose compositions were popular in a particular locality.

         While considering the effect that church music had on ordinary people’s musical tastes and abilities, it is worth noting that psalters routinely included an instructional section explaining the theoretical and practical rudiments of music. This was certainly the main way in which ordinary people with a taste for learning more about music could start to educate themselves, and was one avenue by which ‘elite’ or educated musical principles could be spread among the populace. There were also itinerant psalmody teachers who went from village to village teaching singing and the rudiments of music, in the same way as dancing masters taught dance. These psalmody teachers varied considerably in skill and effectiveness, and they sometimes crossed swords with local church authorities by deviating from ‘received wisdom’ and spreading new ideas and fashions.

         One of the defining features of the musical side of Anglican worship that developed in the early modern period was ‘lining out’, which was stipulated by the Westminster Assembly of Divines in 1644 and continued to be the norm, especially in country churches, for well over a hundred years:

         
            Before the advent of voluntary choirs, the only leadership was provided by an unmusical, uneducated parish clerk, who droned out each line before leading singing of it at an extremely slow pace. This practice, known as ‘lining out’, had originated in the 1640s as a reading out of the line by a minister or clerk for the benefit of those who could not read or had no books, but over time it had turned into a ritualized monotone. The vicar generally left the church during the singing to change from a surplice to a Geneva gown or vice versa. In some churches a voluntary choir was formed but it more often than not had the effect of silencing the congregation altogether.6

         

         It is often assumed that the Puritans, who were in control in the mid-seventeenth century, were against music in church, but this is not the case. They were, in fact, keen to ensure full congregational psalm-singing, but they were vehemently opposed to musical instruments in church, and systematically removed or destroyed organs wherever they could be found. The main result of this policy was that not only were churches devoid of instruments for the duration of Puritan rule but that skills and musical knowledge which relied on them were lost.

         The next phase of church-music history saw the rapid rise of differences between town and country, highlighted by statistics detailing the ownership of organs. By 1700, about 30 per cent of London parish churches had reinstated their organs; by 1740 it was 50 per cent, and by 1780 it had risen to 70 per cent. But even by 1800 the overall national figure was probably less than 10 per cent, and it remained at a low level until the major reforms of the mid-nineteenth century.

         In the country parishes, the musical vacuum left by the Puritans was filled not by organs but by the institution of church bands and what is now termed ‘West Gallery’ music, because many churches built galleries on the west side to house them. These bands, which became widespread from the early eighteenth century, were made up of local musicians and singers drawn from the congregation, who still performed the metrical psalms almost exclusively but who developed their own styles and traditions.

         As Nicholas Temperley observed in his keynote address to the first international conference on the subject, at Colchester in 1995, West Gallery psalmody seems peculiarly English in origin, and there is nothing quite like it in other countries, except where it has spread from here. Certainly, nothing like it developed in other European countries:

         
            In the rest of Europe, whether Catholic or Protestant, the churches kept a strict control over the singing through the agency of professional musicians … In Holland or Germany [the new music] would probably have been suppressed. In England, it was ignored by the authorities, occasionally criticised or ridiculed by superior people, but tolerated. And so country psalmody was able to develop on its own terms for 150 years or more.7

         

         The term ‘West Gallery’ is now in general use, but, like ‘folk’ and other words in our vocabulary, it does create problems of definition. In the same keynote address, Temperley questioned the wisdom of using the label and argued that it confuses more than it explains. By no means all churches had galleries for their singers and musicians, and the name disguises the very close connections with the music of Nonconformist congregations in eighteenth-century Britain, the ‘carolling’ traditions that have survived to the present day, and the ‘Sacred Harp’ and Southern Baptist styles in America. Stressing also the great differences that existed at the time between urban and rural practice, Temperley preferred terms such as ‘country church music’ and ‘country psalmody’.

         The best-documented geographical area for this music is undoubtedly Sussex, simply because K. H. MacDermott, author of Sussex Church Music in the Past (1922) and The Old Church Gallery Minstrels (1948), lived there, as did one of the best of modern scholars of the subject, Vic Gammon. Gammon observes that there is evidence for West Gallery-type bands or choirs in over half the rural parish churches in Sussex in the first half of the nineteenth century, and he believes this to be an underestimate. MacDermott listed 261 known places across England in his 1948 book, but more important than the total number is the geographical spread, with sightings in thirty-three counties and no region of the country completely unrepresented. 

         The instruments used in these church bands varied enormously, in all probability simply in response to what was available in the community, but fiddles, violin-cellos or bass-viols, clarinets, flutes, hautboys or oboes, serpents and bassoons are mentioned most frequently.

         The implication is often given in negative accounts that the bands were primarily made up of ‘peasants’, or the rural labouring poor, but this is not borne out by the surviving evidence. Labourers certainly did take part, but the majority were slightly higher in the social scale – tradespeople, artisans, and skilled craftsmen such as shoemakers, blacksmiths and wheelwrights, with even a sprinkling of farmers and the odd professional person.

         These church bands provided the musical part of the church service in many parishes until well into the nineteenth century, but they then came under a sustained attack from various quarters which finally led to their gradual suppression. At a local level the struggle was often bitter, and sometimes the bands won a few skirmishes, but it was quite clear that their days were numbered.

         This attack was just one aspect of the sweeping general reforms of the Church of England which were gathering pace at the time, and focused on two main criticisms: the music the bands provided was now seen as old-fashioned, amateur, irreverent, musically incompetent and embarrassing; and they had also developed an independence of mind, like the bell-ringers, regarding themselves as in charge of this part of the service, even in defiance of the parson and his deputies. Gradual reform was rarely on the cards, the bands simply had to go, and they were mostly replaced by an organ or harmonium.

         In the campaign against them, the church bands suffered a barrage of negative comment: ‘The more shrill toned they may be, the more valued they are … They bellow to excess, and bleat out some goatish noise with all their might’ is just one such,8 and other writers commonly used such words as ‘bawling’, ‘bleating’, ‘braying’, ‘whining’, ‘yelling’ and ‘screeching’. But, as Vic Gammon points out, even hostile witnesses can be interrogated for useful information, and he suggests that we can get a fairly good idea of the church bands’ performance styles by judicious reading. The key features seem to be a loud volume, a pitch high in the vocal range, nasal voice production, a distortion of the features, a slow and doleful pace, unsubtle ornamentation and a harmony that does not obey conventional rules, and we can take literally some descriptions such as ‘throwing in shakes, turns, cadences and other frivolous ornaments’,9 and ‘that sudden snatching or jerking manner at the end of the last note of every strain and frequently in other parts of the performance’.10

         As already indicated, though, it was not always their singing and playing that came under scrutiny, but their behaviour. The diary of the Rev. John Skinner, rector of Camerton in Somerset from 1800 to 1839, gives us a glimpse into how things unfolded in one particular parish in the 1820s:

         
            3 June 1821: I find that White and some of the singers assembled at the Camerton Inn were so riotous and contentious in their cups on Saturday night, that some were disqualified from appearing at church on account of black eyes received in the affray; as the school [children] sang in their stead I shall employ them again next Sunday, and if the disorder be repeated, dissolve the Band altogether.

            
                

            

            14 July 1822: During the evening service the church was crowded; and the singers who have been in a state of constant intoxication since yesterday, being offended because I would not suffer them to chaunt the service after the first Lesson, put on their hats and left the church.

            
                

            

            21 July 1822: The [school]girls sang both morning and evening, and much more to my satisfaction than the great Bulls of Basan in the gallery used to do, who, though never in tune or time, were so highly conceited of their own abilities …

            
                

            

            28 July 1822: Before church two of the singers, White and Harper, both under-bailiffs of the coal works, called to say they were very sorry for their behaviour in leaving the church … [He agreed to let them back in if they behaved themselves.]

            
                

            

            29 September 1822: I afterwards called on White’s daughter … She is quite resigned; and begged I would not permit the singers to sing at her funeral, as she knew they would all go to the public house immediately afterwards.

            
                

            

            14 February 1830: The service in the evening was numerously attended, the congregation attracted by the singers, who now muster a large band of various instruments. I do not like their mode of performing this part of the service near so well as that of the schoolgirls; but if it induces the people to come to church, I will bear with them patiently.11

         

         It is interesting to note that West Gallery music came in as a result of a reform movement within the church, after the Restoration, and went out as a result of another reform movement 150 years later.

         Enthusiasts started to get interested in old church music in the 1970s, and the West Gallery Association was formed in 1990, by Gordon Ashman, Dave Townsend and others. This new interest emanated from both the folk-music and early-music movements, who brought slightly different perspectives to bear on the subject, and there was a strong urge towards performance-based activity. A great deal of essential research and publication has been carried out, although it must be said that the new wave of writing was occasionally more partisan than was consistent with good history.

         It is easy to see why the folk people became interested. West Gallery music was played and sung by the ordinary people of the village, and we know from the writings of novelists such as Thomas Hardy, and from surviving musicians’ tune-books, that the same musicians might play for the church service on Sunday and a local dance on Friday or Saturday night. An added attraction was the fact that the gallery bands and choirs organised their own affairs, often in direct opposition to the wishes of their social superiors, and that they were finally forcibly suppressed by church reformers in the mid-nineteenth century whose agenda was not only musical but also to wrest control of church music from the ordinary parishioners and place it in the hands of the middle classes. In this way, the whole affair can be seen as an example of a vibrant vernacular music whose demise was a loss to democratic control in the community, and ‘folk’-style music-making.

         On the whole, even the best historical writings of the West Gallery movement take it for granted that the old church music was a good thing, and was an example of vernacular music being suppressed by an emerging bourgeois antipathy to working-people’s culture. In the struggle for control, the musicians were the heroes and the church authorities the villains. There is a satisfying blend of victimisation and conspiracy theory which makes the revival of this vernacular tradition more than just an aesthetic musical choice, but a recognition of the class struggles of our ancestors.

         Broadly speaking, there is much truth in this view, but it needs to be examined and unpicked like any other. It could be argued, for example, that in the question of what went on in the local church, the church authorities had every right to impose their will, and that the musicians had every opportunity to continue their music somewhere else if they so wished.

         We know that the vast majority of commentators were hostile witnesses, but again this does not necessarily mean that there was no truth in what they said. So much attention is given to the main protagonists – the musicians versus the clergy – that other interested parties are marginalised. In particular, little thought is given to the rest of the congregation (which included middle-class worshippers as well as working-class ones) and their opinions on the matter. We are led to assume that the musicians represented the people, and that this fight can therefore be seen in straight ‘authority against people’ terms, but what if the other members of the congregation were neutral, or even on the side of the reforming vicar? One of the effects of the church bands’ control over the music was that it discouraged the introduction of congregational singing. By the time the bands were being suppressed, huge numbers of working people would have had direct experience of the lively unison singing that took place in Nonconformist chapels and at their open-air revivalist meetings. We will probably never know how many (working-class) members of the congregation were pleased that the church bands were, literally, disbanded.

         Aesthetic judgements and class warfare aside, the most accurate assessment may well be that the music the church bands provided was simply out of date at a time of sweeping religious reform. It was no longer fit for purpose. The enforced demise of the bands was part of a wide-ranging reform movement in the Anglican Church which almost everybody agrees was well overdue. It swept away abuses such as plural livings, making the disinterested, disengaged parish parson a thing of the past, forcing him to live in the area to which he administered, and considerably livening up church services. Much of this was in direct response to the threat posed by the Methodists and other break-away sects, but it was sorely needed even without their stimulus.

         The reforms took the control of church music away from a self-selected group of working-class parishioners and placed it in the hands of comparatively musically literate middle-class organists, choirmasters and Sunday-school teachers. But for every band member disenfranchised in this way, it opened up the chance for others to sing in the choir. It certainly gave women wider opportunities for joining in the singing, and it significantly increased the everyday participation of the congregation at large. It allowed the dramatic expansion of the repertoire to include hymns, which were easier to learn and more fun to sing than the old metrical psalms. It put music back into the centre of Anglican worship, and in terms of participation democratised it.

         But it was not only the reformers within the Church of England who criticised the musical status quo. A direct and vociferous challenge came from the Methodists and other Nonconformists.

         The Puritan wing of the Church of England had been on the back foot since the Restoration, but was still an active and vocal minority in religious affairs. The Toleration Act of 1689, early in the reign of William and Mary, was designed to ease the restrictions on certain Nonconformists, to allow them to worship and teach according to their beliefs, and to have their own religious buildings, although the Act’s underlying agenda was to muster the support of all the Protestant sects for the new monarchy and to prevent Dissenters gathering round the cause of the deposed James II. The Act specifically excluded Roman Catholics, who had to wait until 1791 for their own emancipation.

         In musical, as well as numerical terms, the Methodists were by far the most important group in the religious ferment of the eighteenth century. Founded by Charles and John Wesley, with other Church of England ministers such as George Whitefield, they remained a ginger group within the established church for many years, and it was not until 1796, after the founders had died, that the Methodists finally left the Church of England to set up their own church, which in turn split into different factions within a few years.

         The defection of the Methodists brought them into direct competition with the established church, and quickly brought about the situation whereby local people could choose to be ‘church’ or ‘chapel’. One of the key differences between them was the way music was used in everyday worship. Everything was different: chapel congregations were encouraged to sing loud, lively hymns to rousing tunes, and the emotional excitement engendered was palpably at odds with what was happening in the parish church down the road.

         This new Nonconformist market opened the floodgates for new songs, and despite the fact that hymns were still discouraged in Anglican worship, hundreds of new hymn-books were published at a national and a local level. Charles Wesley himself wrote over 6,000 hymns, and his books were particularly popular. As T. W. Mossman wrote in his article ‘The Church in Lincolnshire’ (1865), ‘I never recollect to have been in a dwelling, however poor, in which one or more copies of Wesley’s Hymns were not to be found’,12 while Nicholas Temperley writes, ‘In [Wesley’s] hymns it is not too much to say that Christianity was first brought home to the minds and hearts of millions of uneducated people, who had previously known it only as a mysterious rite to which they were expected to conform.’13 William Vincent, an Anglican parson, commented in his Considerations on Parochial Music (1787), ‘For one who has been drawn from the Established Church by preaching, ten have been induced by music.’

         Methodists were encouraged to sing everywhere – in chapel and other meeting places, at home, at open-air meetings, en route from place to place – and their hymns were deliberately set to lively tunes. In general, early Methodists were against musical instruments in worship, so there were very few organs in their chapels until the mid-nineteenth century and their singing was almost entirely unaccompanied. Most of their early hymn-books therefore printed simply the melody line without accompaniment. Nevertheless, in musically inclined families, hymns sung at home were probably accompanied. For the first time in Christian history, women were encouraged to take full part in religious singing, and they experimented with antiphonal hymns – men on one side singing one part, women on the other the next.

         The early Methodists took singing very seriously, and often discussed it at their ‘Conference’ meetings, as detailed in James Lightwood’s informative Methodist Music in the Eighteenth Century (1927). They were not only trying to lay down the styles acceptable to their new ways of worship, but were at pains to distance themselves from the practice of the parish church. In 1765, for example, it was decreed:

         
            the repeating of the same word so often (but especially while another repeats different words – the horrid abuse which runs through the modern church-music) as it shocks common sense, so it necessarily brings in dead formality and has no more religion in it than a Lancashire hornpipe … Do not suffer the people to sing too slow. This naturally tends to formality…14

         

         And in the introduction to one of their founding publications, Select Hymns with Tunes Annext (1761), the faithful were exhorted to ‘Sing all … Sing lustily … Sing modestly … Sing in time … and above all, Sing spiritually’ and ‘Beware of singing as if you were half dead or half asleep.’15

         The Methodists also adopted the highly controversial practice of adapting popular tunes to carry their new sacred words. James Lightwood identifies a few of these tunes: ‘Busy, Curious, Thirsty Fly’ by Dr Maurice Greene, ‘My Bliss Too Long My Bride Denies’ from Arne’s Merchant of Venice music; ‘Sure Jockey Was the Bonniest Swain’; ‘Tell Me Lovely Shepherd Where’; and ‘Dialogue Between Cupid and Bacchus’ by Henry Purcell. It is interesting to note that these were all respectable middle-class tunes of the day, not low-class street ballads.

         It is hard to believe that all this new enthusiasm for singing did not have some effect on what went on outside the church, although it is difficult to gauge this influence because we lack clear ‘before and after’ information. Certainly, reports of vernacular singing sessions in the nineteenth century routinely mention hymns being sung with other songs, but we do not know how much crossover of style or content there was. And, despite their earlier willingness to appropriate secular tunes to do sacred work, many Dissenters were vehemently opposed to both popular and folk song. As the Rev. Sabine Baring-Gould reported, in his Songs of the West (1905):

         
            One of my old singers, James Olver, was the son of very strict Wesleyans. When he was a boy, he was allowed to hear no more music save psalm and hymn tunes. But he was wont to creep out of his window at night, and start away to the tavern where the miners congregated, and listen to and heap up in his memory the songs he there heard. As these were forbidden fruit they were all the more dearly prized and surely remembered, and when he was a white-haired old man, he poured them out to us.16

         

         The Church of England probably did far more for folk music by largely ignoring it than the Nonconformists ever did by getting people singing lustily. 

         But what of the Church of England after the departure of the West Gallery church bands, between the 1830s and the 1850s? As already indicated, they were normally replaced immediately by organs or harmoniums, but other changes followed, for example the establishment of choirs, in which women and children could feature. The shift from psalms to hymns was equally important. The Nonconformists had been churning out new hymns for decades, and there were already plenty of hymns written by Anglicans who had long wanted to free church services from the restrictive diet of dreary psalms, so there was no shortage of material. Isaac Watts’s (1674–1748) Hymns and Spiritual Songs (1707) and Divine Songs Attempted in Easy Language for the Use of Children (1715), for example, had gone through a huge number of editions – often in chapbook form – with total sales estimated at over eight million copies. A rearguard action from the pro-psalm brigade resulted in a court case, in 1820, which ruled that the singing of hymns was perfectly legal, and a flood of hymn publications followed. Another high point was reached with the publication of Hymns Ancient and Modern (1861), which sold a hundred million copies in the first ninety years of its life, although the sweetness of many of its tunes caused it to be dubbed, according to the Oxford Companion to Music (1970), ‘the strawberry jam of music’.

         Another fashion for lively religious singing arrived from America with the ‘gospel hymns’ of evangelists Dwight L. Moody and Ira D. Sankey, who first came to Britain in 1875 and who, it was said, saved a million souls from hell, all by themselves.

         Three other aspects of religious song are worth mentioning, as relevant to our investigation of vernacular singing: funeral hymns, anthems and, most importantly, Christmas carols.

         The diary of the Rev. William Holland, of Over Stowey, Somerset, includes numerous mentions of music in the daily life of a Somerset parish. His entry for 5 February 1807 introduces singing at funerals:

         
            After dinner I had the melancholy office of attending poor Ben Hunt to the grave and reading the service for him. They brought him to the churchyard and sang before him for both his sons are among the band of singers at the church. They gave us a very solemn, pathetic anthem and young Morle distinguished himself by a voice uncommonly soft and melodious. Ben had been a singer too in his time, but now he can sing no more among the living.17

         

         Vic Gammon is again the researcher who has identified funeral hymns as an important area of religious music in which the laity had a particular hand and interest. He first noticed their existence in newspaper cuttings reporting funerals, in 1839 and 1850, where the vicar had ‘kindly allowed’ the mourners to sing a hymn over the grave, and at least one, also in 1850, in which the vicar had actually refused permission. On further investigation it appeared that it had been common for the old church bands to sing at funerals in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but these reports came at the time when the bands, and their previous practices, were being swept away. ‘Funeral hymns’ were sung during the procession, at set points, such as just before entering the churchyard, standing around the grave, and in church the following Sunday, and, although apparently not practised in every parish, were found all over the country.

         Surviving manuscripts written out by the musicians themselves provide the evidence that these hymns were widely known and used, and they give an idea of the repertoire. Some of the most popular seem to have been ‘Since Our Good Friend Has Gone to Rest’; ‘Into This World We Nothing Brought’; ‘When Blooming Youth Is Snatched Away’ by Anne Steele (1760); and ‘Hark from the Tomb’ by Isaac Watts (1707). It is noteworthy that we cannot always identify the authors, and some may well have been local compositions; a number of those which can be identified started life as poems rather than songs.

         The most widely known of all was ‘Vital Spark of Heavenly Flame’, or ‘The Dying Christian to His Soul’, by Alexander Pope (1712), set to music by Edward Harwood in 1795, or earlier, which is something of a maverick, and was probably liked precisely because it was a party piece. Most of the other hymns are strophic, with the tune starting again at each verse, but ‘Vital Spark’ is through-composed and behaves more like an anthem (or, as is said in disparagement, a glee). It was equally popular with the Nonconformists, and as Vic Gammon comments, ‘I venture to say there was hardly a person in nineteenth-century England who would not be familiar with it.’18*

         Another sub-genre of religious music which blurs the distinction between art and folk music is the anthem, although on paper it should be firmly in the realm of elite music-making. Often called ‘cathedral anthems’, because that was their natural home and it took the musical resources of these great institutions to perform them properly, they were written by the leading composers of the day, including Henry Purcell, John Blow, William Boyce and George Frideric Handel, and were high-status, high-profile set pieces performed on special occasions. They were originally based on the Latin motet, and with roots in Tudor times, but the genre was greatly extended after the Restoration and reached the height of its popularity in the eighteenth century, when they were heavily influenced by Italian and French models filtered through the art music of the time. Anthems were elaborate continuous pieces in several movements, some of which were for solo voice but others for full chorus, accompanied on the organ or sometimes by an orchestra. In practical terms they were about as far removed from simple congregational hymn singing as can be, but in watered-down form these anthems proved highly popular with some sections of the population.

         The period between 1680 and 1710 saw the rise of ‘religious societies’ made up of dedicated volunteer enthusiasts under the control of the local vicar and specifically designed to raise the standard of church music. As the eighteenth century progressed, these ideas spread into rural areas and ‘parochial anthems’, based on the principles of the older cathedral anthems, but much simpler and, it must be said, less professionally composed, were published in their hundreds. Many a church or chapel choir put in extra hours’ practice to master these more complex musical forms, and some became locally or even regionally famous. But the usual problems associated with dedicated groups like these started to become clear: as their musical skills grew they wanted to try more complex and challenging material, and they soon left their congregations far behind and unable to join in. The most dedicated ones often formed their own associations only loosely connected with the church.

         
            * For more on funeral hymns, see Gammon’s Desire, Drink and Death in English Folk and Vernacular Song (2008).

         

         But, like the brass bands of the next century, they normally remained voluntary and amateur, and provided a viable musical education and outlet for thousands of dedicated working people. Many involved tried their hand at composing, and these compositions were either published locally or passed around in manuscript form, and a few lasted a surprising length of time in local repertoires.

         Probably the most famous of these groups nowadays is the ‘Larks of Dean’ (or the ‘Deighn Layrocks’) from Rossendale in East Lancashire, who were connected with the local Baptist chapels, flourished from about 1740 to 1870 and have recently been revived. They possess an unparalleled collection of manuscripts and books gathered during their long history, which offers a unique opportunity to chart the activities of such groups.†

         Groups like these performed not only anthems, but also various other musical forms, and they have direct connections with the surviving carol-singing traditions, to which we now turn.

         Of all the types of religious song, it is the Christmas carol which has most interested the folk-song researcher. Carols with enchanting tunes and interesting words were found by the Victorian and Edwardian collectors, although they distinguished between two types, as Cecil Sharp explained in the introduction to his English Folk-Carols (1911):

         
            In several parts of England I have found carols which are peculiar to certain villages, by the inhabitants of which they are regarded as private possessions of great value, to be jealously guarded and  retained for their own use. These are not traditional or folk-carols but the elementary compositions of simple musicians, very possibly of those who in the old days were members of the Church bands. They are easily distinguished from the popular carol by the formal nature of the music and words, and that many of them are written in parts.19

         

         
            † See Drage (2007) and Seymour (1994) for further information.

         

         In the eighteenth and earlier nineteenth centuries, the main milieu for carol-singing was a party of carollers perambulating the village, singing at particular houses, over the Christmas period. As such, this was one of the many ‘calendar customs’ which one would expect to see or hear in a country village of the time. Where a church or West Gallery band or choir existed, it was they who usually undertook the carolling, but under their own cognisance and not acting as officials of the church, and even where no band existed there was likely to be some sort of carollers.

         Davies Gilbert, one of the first collectors to take special notice of carols, which he published as Some Ancient Christmas Carols in 1823, bears witness to how they fitted into the season’s celebrations in the eighteenth century. Gilbert was born (as Davies Giddy) in 1767, at St Erth in Cornwall, so his childhood memories presumably refer to the 1770s, and as the son of a curate he would have had first-hand knowledge of what went on in church and in a middle-class home, even if not, perhaps, in the domestic life of the average villager:

         
            The following carols or Christmas songs were chanted to the tunes accompanying them, in churches on Christmas Day, and in private houses on Christmas Eve, throughout the west of England, up to the latter part of the late century … [I am] anxious also to preserve them on account of the delight they afforded [me in my] childhood, when the festivities of Christmas Eve were anticipated by many days of preparation, and prolonged through several weeks by repetitions and remembrances …

            The day of Christmas Eve was passed in an ordinary manner; but at seven or eight o’clock in the evening cakes were drawn hot from the oven; cyder or beer exhilarated the spirits; and the singing of carols was continued late into the night. On Christmas Day these carols took the place of psalms in all the churches, especially at afternoon service, the whole congregation joining.20

         

         But other evidence points to the fact that carols were not sung in church until quite late in the nineteenth century. The situation in mid-Victorian times is summed up by a query from George C. Boase published in Notes & Queries in 1880:

         
            Singing carols in church: On the evening of Christmas Day, 1878, I attended service at St Peter’s church, Plymouth. On the conclusion of the Rev. G. R. Prynne’s sermon, and after the blessing had been pronounced, nearly the whole of the persons in the congregation kept their seats and the carol, or as it is locally called, the ‘curl’, service commenced. An appropriate voluntary was first played, and then, from a paper specially printed for the occasion, and distributed gratuitously in the church, the minister gave out the carols one by one, the audience nearly all joining in the singing. A noticeable point was that the people sat down to sing … After singing some six or eight ‘curls’, the congregation dispersed, taking with them the printed papers for further use at home. Is this ‘curl’ service peculiar to Devonshire, or is it known in other counties?21

         

         This affair was clearly new to Mr Boase, but the N&Q editor added a note: ‘Carols are now very commonly sung in London churches at Christmastide.’

         It is not entirely clear whether church carol-singing had simply gone out of fashion for a while, or whether Gilbert was reporting a practice which was not general. It is noticeable that both Boase and Gilbert (and William Sandys, whose Christmas Carols Ancient and Modern (1833) was the second important book on the subject) were all referring to the West Country, a point to which we will return. 

         The Rev. William Holland, whose testimony has been used already in this chapter, referred in passing to the ‘singers’, as he called the members of the church band or choir, coming round on Christmas Eve:

         
            25 December 1801: The singers at the window tuned forth a most dismal ditty, half drunk too and with the most wretched voices.

            
                

            

            25 December 1804: As I passed Rich of Peperell’s I heard musick. It was the Overstowey Band so I gave them half a crown for they serenaded us in the morning.

            
                

            

            25 December 1809: The singers were up early this morning to serenade us with musick and a Christmas carol at 3 o’clock in the morning.22

         

         William Sandys alluded, in 1872, to the decline of these visiting carol-singers, and again referenced the West Country, but also introduced the importance of broadsides and manuscripts:

         
            Carol singing some fifty years since, came in regularly with Christmastide, many itinerant singers going about with a variety of carols and tunes – whereas now a stray drawler of ‘God Rest You Merry Gen-tle-men’ is nearly all we hear. In former days you might have gone to Catnach, in Monmouth Court, as I have done, and he would strike off for you some favourite carols that were kept constantly set; he made a fortune by these and broadside ballads. In the west of England, especially Cornwall, there were manuscript collections in many parishes handed down from one generation to another, some of them very ancient.23

         

         A number of carol manuscript books have survived, including one from the novelist Thomas Hardy’s family, dating from 1799, now in the Dorset County Museum. 

         The importance of the broadside trade to vernacular-song repertoires is discussed elsewhere,‡ but it is particularly relevant to Christmas carols. All the major commentators agreed that the cheap printed collections were essential for the carols’ survival in the nineteenth century. For the writer of the Leisure Hour article quoted further on, for example, the term ‘carol-singer’ did not refer to the villagers who sang carols, but to the seller of carol broadsides.

         Carol sheets were produced by many of the main broadside printers, and it is clear that their annual festive sale was lucrative and worth a special effort. They were at least twice the size of the normal broadside of the time, 15" x 10" (38cm x 25cm), and included half a dozen songs or poems, along with much larger than usual woodcuts or engravings depicting religious topics – often not Nativity scenes at all, but generalised angels and biblical characters. The amount of space given over to the illustrations shows that it was not just the words of songs that buyers were after, but decorative or artistic artefacts in their own right, and some people pasted them on the wall or carefully preserved them to be brought out each year. For a few extra pennies one could often buy the hand-coloured versions, although surviving copies show that the colouring was as crudely done as much of the letterpress printing by broadside producers. Other printers produced regular chapbooks with titles like Four New Christmas Carols, which provided the buyer with the words, but were much less sumptuously illustrated.

         The London printer James Catnach’s Catalogue of Songs and Song Books of 1832 lists seventeen Christmas carol broadsides, and distinguishes three of them, ‘Christmas Amusements’, ‘Christ Striking the Rock’ and ‘The Nativity’, as sheets, which were presumably twice the size of the usual ones.

         
            ‡ See Chapter 13.

         

         William Hone, in his Ancient Mysteries Described (1823), lists the titles of eighty-nine carols which he claimed were in print each year at that time. But by the second half of the nineteenth century, carol broadsides were often noticed by magazine and newspaper writers primarily as remnants of ‘olden times’. A writer in the Leisure Hour (1 December 1869), for example, described in some detail The Evergreen, which had been included in Catnach’s 1832 catalogue, and was kept in print by his successor William S. Fortey (printing 1860–1908). The songs included were ‘God Rest You’ {394}, ‘St Stephen’s Day’ (‘In friendly love and unity’), ‘St John’s Day’ (‘The moon shines bright’) {702}, ‘Holy Innocents’ (‘Now cruel Herod with wrath and anger filled’), ‘The Joys’ {278} and ‘The Three Ships’ {700} – four of which were regularly found in country people’s repertoires by folk-song collectors a few decades later. The article also gives an interesting engraving of ‘The Country Carol-Seller’, in a village street, singing to potential buyers. The Evergreen sheet can be seen on the Bodleian Broadside Ballad website, and a much reduced facsimile in Leslie Shepard’s History of Street Literature (1973).24

         Other writers of the same period also declared that the days of the seasonal sale of large carol sheets, and of the old songs they contained, were numbered, such as William Husk’s Songs of the Nativity (1868):

         
            Generally speaking, however, it may be said that the printers of sheet carols resident in London, who formerly supplied a considerable number of country dealers, now issue but few carols at Christmastide; and the country printers, although the sheets published by them as collections of carols contain a much larger number of pieces than those put forth by their metropolitan brethren, find the taste of their customers rather incline towards hymns, mostly those in use amongst dissenting congregations, than to the genuine Christmas carol, and they suit them accordingly.25

         

         The concentration of evidence in the western counties has been noted, but another important centre in carol studies is South Yorkshire and Derbyshire, where a vigorous carolling tradition still continues in the pubs and streets of at least eighty villages. The importance of this area was already noticeable in the mid-1870s, according to J. Charles Cox, in Notes & Queries: 

         
            Christmas Carols: … Though the old carols are now but rarely sung from door to door, they are by no means so much forgotten, or so completely out of circulation, in certain districts, as is generally supposed. Some of the quaintest and oldest of these carols are still in circulation in Derbyshire cottages, and are sold in large quantities about Christmas-tide, chiefly in the shape of broadsides containing several different carols and woodcuts and called ‘Saviour’s Garlands’. I have more than once bought them of late years in Sheffield marketplace … [Refers to Hone’s list] More than fifty years have now gone by, but out of his list of eighty-nine there are, I believe, very few which are not now available in the midland counties. ‘The Carnal and the Crane’{306, Child 55}, ‘The Twelve Points’, ‘The Seven Joys of Mary’ {278}, ‘The Three Ships’ {700}, ‘The Holly and the Ivy’ {514}, ‘When Joseph was an Old Man’ {453, Child 54}, ‘Dives and Lazarus’ {477, Child 56}, and many others have all been recently purchased, not as rarities, but as ordinary merchandise, so I suppose they still continue to be annually printed.26

         

         The modern carol-singing scene in the area has been ably championed and documented, since the 1970s, by Ian Russell and his Village Carols project. A number of books and recordings have been issued, and a great deal of historical work undertaken (see the Bibliography). Each village tradition is different, but overall the repertoire includes well-known carols, other hymns and anthems, glees, hunting songs and parlour songs, as well as locally written carols and tune settings. Most of the singing is by everyone present, often in parts, but sometimes there are set-piece solos, and while in some villages the singing is unaccompanied, many have instruments (mostly piano or organ) and often play instrumental sections called ‘symphonies’ between the verses.

         It is sometimes assumed that these traditions are direct descendants of the old West Gallery bands, who, being thrown out of the churches in the mid-nineteenth century, took refuge in the public house, where, according to some of the witnesses quoted previously, they were already quite at home. But the overall impression is that the current groups are more likely the descendants of the ‘choral groups’ or ‘societies’ detailed previously, although many of them also have a tradition of ‘night-singing’ round the village, which suggests a West Gallery connection.

         One of the features which suggest the ‘choral society’ roots, however, is the greater prevalence of settings and arrangements of the tunes than is usual in ‘folk’ performance, as hinted at in the quotation from Cecil Sharp previously. These arrangements are sometimes by well-known musical professionals of the past, but many were written by local amateur enthusiasts working to similar models. The tunes have names in the source manuscripts and printed books, and it is the name of the tune that heads the notation, not the words. The arrangements are in parts, as laid down by the composer, rather than invented by the singers themselves. This concentration on the settings of the tunes explains why, out of the 135 items in two key recent publications, The Sheffield Book of Village Carols and The Derbyshire Book of Village Carols, twenty-one are settings of ‘While Shepherds Watched’ {936} and eleven are of ‘Hark What News the Angels Bring’ {3210}.

         In the days when the psalms-only rule applied, ‘While Shepherds Watched’ was effectively the only hymn text allowed in church, although by the 1790s it had been joined by ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’ {8337}.

         Recent research has shown that the impression of carol-singing being particularly strong in the western counties is not simply an accident of the evidence, but has a basis in fact. Bob and Jacqueline Patten, in particular, have found scores of local examples, a few of which are published in Come Sing for the Season (2011), and other important collections from the area are Glyn Court’s Carols of the Westcountry (1996), and John Worden’s Strike Sound (1971). The latter records songs from Padstow, in Cornwall, better known for its May Day ’Obby ’Oss but which also has a vigorous carolling tradition.

         The key books by the musical antiquarians Davis Gilbert and William Sandys have already been mentioned, to which can be added William Husk’s Songs of the Nativity (1868). Although these helped to raise the profile of the carol in the musical world, and to give it some credibility, it was books like the immensely popular Christmas Carols New and Old by Henry Ramsden Bramley and John Stainer (1871) which set a carol revival in motion. Twothirds of their songs were newly composed. The even more influential Oxford Book of Carols, edited by Percy Dearmer, Ralph Vaughan Williams and Martin Shaw (1928), set the seal on the modern carol repertoire with its smattering of traditional but predominance of newly composed material.

         Many of the more modern carols were treated with disdain by both the folk-song collectors and the musical establishment. However, to return to Cecil Sharp’s comment quoted at the beginning of this section, he, like the other folk-song collectors, identified a substratum of ‘traditional’ carols, of which they thought very highly:

         
            There is, perhaps, no branch of folk-music in the creation of which the unconscious art of the peasant is seen to greater advantage than the carol. For his peculiar and most characteristic qualities, mental and emotional, are precisely those which in this case are most needed – his passion for simple, direct statement, his dislike of ornament and the tricks of circumlocution, his abhorrence of sentimentality, and above all his courage in using, without hesitation, the obvious and commonplace phrase, of words or music, when by its means the required expression can most easily be realised.27

         

         Ralph Vaughan Williams was likewise highly impressed by the carols sung by the Gypsy singers whom Ella Leather had found in Herefordshire, which he arranged and they published as Twelve Traditional Carols from Herefordshire in 1920.§ There is unfortunately no hard and fast rule for identifying these and other ‘traditional’ carols in the general repertoire, but the following are examples of the ones the collectors liked so much, and are also some of those which appeared on the broadside sheets: ‘King Herod and the Cock’ {306, Child 55}; ‘The Cherry Tree Carol’ {453, Child 54}; ‘Dives and Lazarus’ {477, Child 56}; ‘The Virgin Unspotted’ {1378}; ‘The Bitter Withy’ {452}; ‘As I Sat on a Sunny Bank’ {700}; and ‘The Moon Shines Bright’ {702}.

         
            § See the 2011 edition for the benefit of Roy Palmer’s introduction and notes.

         

         Many of these are narratives, as shown by being given the dignity of ‘Child numbers’.

         The stories of many of these are old. The basis of ‘The Cherry Tree Carol’, for example comes from the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew and features in the Coventry mystery plays, but none of the actual carols can be confidently dated before the eighteenth, or even the nineteenth, century. The exception is, perhaps, ‘Dives and Lazarus’, because a ballad on this topic was licensed at the Stationers’ Company in 1588, but we cannot say if this is the same song.

         The pre-history of the carol does not really concern us here, but it needs to be addressed because it provides something of a myth which informs some later writings on the subject. The first recorded use of the word is in the Middle English religious poem Cursor Mundi of about 1300, and it is used by Chaucer (1343–1400) quite clearly to refer to a song-and-dance, and not just one or the other. But this meaning seems to undergo change over the next hundred years, with the dance aspect fading rapidly, and by the end of the fifteenth century it generally means simply a ‘song’, although its connection with Christmas is already becoming apparent. As with the word ‘ballad’, which also had dance connotations in earlier centuries, modern writers often extrapolate from this early connotation to make judgements on the later songs, and in particular use the carols’ ostensibly lively tunes to conjure up visions of some kind of pagan atmosphere of jollity and innocence underlying the Christian messages of the words.

         But more careful attention to the evidence reveals two problems with this interpretation. Firstly, the concept of ‘carol’ had lost its dance connection in daily usage, as well as in scholarly writing, centuries before our carols were in existence; and secondly, none of the carols noted in the nineteenth century, or in surviving singing traditions in the twentieth, is anywhere near old enough to be informed by these earlier connotations. It is highly unlikely that any of the later characteristics of the carol can be explained by original uses of the word.
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            By the Sweat of Your Brow

            Work Songs and Singing at Work

         

         As usual with folk-song studies, we have to start with a terminology problem. When people talk about ‘work songs’, in the English context, they immediately come up with sea shanties, then begin to flounder a bit and bring in the waulking songs of Highland Scotland, and then go further afield to the convict chain-gang songs of southern USA. The problem is that they are expecting ‘work songs’ to mean songs which, in the rhythm or texts, directly aid the rhythm of the work itself. Sea shanties and waulking songs are indeed good examples in this limited sense, but, as work-song experts are quick to tell us, there is a great deal more to singing at work than rhythm. By taking a much wider perspective, they show that the workplace was one of the most common locations for singing in the past.

         It can be argued that ‘work’ is one of the three main categories of singing context in everyday life – ‘home’ and ‘leisure’ being the other two, although this distinction is hard to maintain. For cottage industries, craftworkers and live-in staff, home and work may be the same place.

         It seems that unless stopped by adverse physical conditions like deafening noise, choking dust, non-rhythmic exertion or unsympathetic bosses, almost everybody sang at work in the past. And their reasons were as varied as the people themselves: to cheer themselves up, pass the time, foster community feeling, have a laugh, show off their singing skills, tease each other and mock outsiders or those in charge, protest their conditions, and all the other social and psychological needs of humans in such situations.

         Even without the ‘sea-shanty effect’, rhythm often plays an important part. If you sing while walking, as ploughmen did behind the horse, or harvesters swinging a scythe, it is difficult to avoid changing the song’s rhythm to match the work, or not to choose a particular song because it fits. And, as with all folk music, tradition plays a part. The workers learn from each other, and certain songs become connected with certain types of worker or task.

         In recent years, researchers have turned their attention to these questions, and a great deal of important work has been done. Unfortunately, it seems to be de rigueur to take a side-swipe at the early folk-song collectors and to castigate them for not providing what we now wish to know. Even the best of them, such as Rhythms of Labour: Music at Work in Britain by Marek Korczynski, Michael Pickering and Emma Robertson (2013), takes the collectors to task for their lack of sociological forethought and their failure to link songs with the work milieu, with comments such as: ‘The folk music canon remains unsullied by the hardships of manual labour.’1

         But this is neither fair nor scholarly. As has been repeated over and over again, the Victorian and Edwardian collectors were simply not interested in the social context of the songs, and they routinely failed to document it. They did not single out ‘work’ to be downplayed or ignored. Indeed, it could be argued that as singing was still such a part of everyday life in their day, they simply took it for granted that the songs would be sung in work situations and did not think it worth mentioning.

         To feed our modern obsession with context we are obliged to cast around for clues outside the standard folk-song canon, a task which Korczynski, Pickering and Robertson do admirably. Even though we cannot identify shanty-type songs in many of our occupations, a surprising number did have songs and rhymes which comment on the task in hand or which include counting or instructions to learners.

         But it is also no surprise that certain occupations turn out to be more conducive to singing than others, and are more regularly featured in the evidence. Song traditions apparently thrived particularly well, for example, where groups of workers sat in a relatively noise-free environment, working with their hands on tasks which were sufficiently repetitive to allow the brain to wander into non-work modes. 

         We must try to avoid the cliché that craft-based cottage industries were organic and always positive, but in this respect the advantage is obvious. Girls sitting in rows sewing or mending may well raise their voices in unison, but those in a factory where you can hardly hear yourself think, let alone hear your workmates, might not.

         Hand-knitting, lacemaking, straw-plaiting and glove-making all had ‘schools’ in which children and young people congregated to learn the necessary skills, and each trade could also be carried out in and out of the home on occasions, mixing work and socialising. All of these occupations are recorded as having thriving singing traditions up to the late nineteenth century and sometimes a little longer.

         Lacemaking is the best known, and the songs which actually refer to the work were called ‘lace tells’. Anne Elizabeth Baker’s Glossary of Northamptonshire Words and Phrases (1854) sets the scene:

         
            Jingling rhymes, sung by young girls while engrafted at their lacepillows. The movement of the bobbins is timed by the modulation of the tune, which excites them to regularity and cheerfulness; and it is a pleasing picture, in passing through a rural village, to see them, in warm sunny weather, seated outside their cottage doors, or seeking the shade of a neighbouring tree; where in cheerful groups they unite in singing their rude and simple rhymes … There are many of these ditties, varying in length according to the pattern of the lace.

            
                

            

            Nineteen long lines being over my down

            The faster I work I’ll shorten my score

            But if I do play, I’ll stick to a stay

            So high ho! little fingers and crank it away.2

         

         Thomas Wright’s Romance of the Lace Pillow (1924) is a general history of lacemaking, but he gives particular details of the way it was carried out in communities in Buckinghamshire, Bedfordshire and Northamptonshire in the latter half of the nineteenth century. He devotes a whole chapter to lace tells, and is by far the most informative writer on this subject, although his work is presumably one of gathering together existing material rather than quoting his own research. Some of what he writes, for example, is plainly recycled from correspondence in Notes & Queries in 1868.3 He tantalisingly gives only single sample verses of the many songs he mentions.

         
            The proficiency of the children at the Lace School was … estimated by the number of pins placed in an hour, and to assist themselves in counting they used to chant in a sing-song voice the amount of work to be got over:

            
                

            

            20 miles have I to go

            19 miles have I to go

            18 miles have I to go

         

         The rhymes were incorporated into games, although it is not always clear whether they were for fun or to instil discipline among the pupils:

         
            Knock knock at your door. Who’s there? It’s me. Come in. Does your little dog bite? Yes. How many teeth has it? Six; seven next time; eight when I call again.

            
                

            

            Silence was then kept while eight pins were stuck into the pillow, this space of time being called a ‘glum’ …

            
                

            

            Dingle dangle, farthing candle

            Put you in the stinking dog’s hole

            For thirty-one speak or look off for sixty-two.

            
                

            

            Anyone who happened to look off her work or to speak during the glum from thirty-one to sixty-two received the imposition of another glum of thirty-one pins.4  

         

         Wright listed a number of other songs and these are a fascinating mixture of traditional ‘folk songs’, nursery rhymes, singing-game rhymes and others. It is particularly interesting to see how his rhymes have been adapted or ‘localised’ by the recurrent mentions of ‘nineteen’ or ‘twenty’: ‘Nineteen miles as I sat high’; ‘I saw nineteen little golden girls playing at ball’, ‘Nineteen miles to Charing Cross’, and so on.

         Wright also highlights what he sees as the curious difference in tone between the items found in different places. The rhymes and stories of the girls in Buckinghamshire, for example, ‘abound in allusions to coffins, shrouds, corpses, bones, lightning flashes, sardonic laughter, hyena-like cries, and other lurid, gruesome, clammy or grizzly terrors’, while in other areas they were much more cheerful. He offers no theory as to why, although it can be noted that folklorists have long been aware that groups of young people, past and present, like to tell each other ghost legends and horror stories, but why this was more prevalent in one area is not clear, nor is it known whether this was a long-standing or temporary difference.

         Apart from the songs and rhymes apparently unique to the lacemaking trade, the songs which Wright mentions include: ‘The Fox’ {17769}; ‘The Jewess Maiden’ {73, Child 155}; ‘Up the Street and Down the Street’ {5453}; ‘The Bedfordshire Farmer’ {24334}; ‘The Old Couple’ {491}; ‘The Wedding Day’ {1144}; ‘I Had a Little Nutting Tree’ {3749}; ‘Long Lankin’ {6, Child 93}; and ‘Wallflowers’ {6307}.

         It is noticeable that there is no mention of the girls singing the ‘pop songs’ of the day. It is possible that they did not do so, but it is much more likely that Wright simply filtered them out as not relevant to his purpose. But John Plummer, writing with first-hand knowledge of the subject in 1878, made a now familiar comment:

         
            One cause of the older ballads becoming lost was the increased popularity of music-hall songs, unmusical versions of which were bawled by itinerant ballad-mongers at the various fairs and ‘stalties’ [statute fairs]. The change was by no means for the better. ‘Long Lankin’ might not possess much poetic pretention; it might even be regarded as pandering to a morbid taste, yet it was a hundred times better than such senseless doggerel as ‘Champagne Charlie’, ‘Rollicking Rams’, and other popular strains, which have found their way from the metropolitan haunts of dissipation to the cottage homes of Northamptonshire, where they are sadly out of place.5

         

         A similar picture emerges from other predominantly female cottage industries, such as straw-plaiting. Writing of Harpenden in Hertfordshire in the 1860s and 1870s, Edwin Grey described children being sent to ‘plaiting school’ to learn the necessary skills, and also of people plaiting as they went about their daily routines:

         
            I’ve often seen groups of women and girls gathered in little groups round the cottage doors or on the common, talking and laughing and all busy plaiting … on summer evenings one would sometimes, when passing along a pathway through the fields, come across a lassie and her lad sitting on a stile both plaiting, or at least supposed to be so engaged.6

         

         By that time, the work was done mainly by women, although some men did take part, and most men in the community could at least do some of the rougher, more mundane styles of plait. Grey mentions a little song which was used to help youngsters learn the skill, but ‘Under one and over two, pull it tight and that will do’ was all that he could remember. Grey’s picture is confirmed by a piece in James Thorne’s Handbook to the Environs of London (1876):

         
            St Albans – Straw-plaiting is now the staple industry, On a summer’s day almost every house in the back streets may be seen with the street door (opening into the living room) set wide open, and women and girls busy plaiting and talking or singing – or, often, rocking a cradle with the foot, whilst they ply their nimble fingers without seeming even to look at their work.7

         

         Hand-knitting was another occupation known for its opportunities for sociability. Lancashire and Cumbria were the most famous areas for this kind of work, although similar situations could be found all over the country. As William Howitt wrote in 1838:

         
            But perhaps the most characteristic custom of the Dales is what they call their Sitting, or going-a-sitting. Knitting is a great practice in the dales. Men, women and children all knit. Formerly you might have met the wagoners knitting as they went along with their teams; but this is now rare; for the greater influx of visitors, and their wonder expressed at this and other practices, has made them rather ashamed of some of them, and shy of strangers on serving them. But the men still knit a great deal in the houses; and the women knit incessantly. They have knitting schools, where the children are taught; and where they sing in chorus knitting songs, some of which appear as childish as the nursery stories of the last generation. Yet all of them bear some reference to their employment and mode of life; and the chorus, which maintains regularity of action and keeps up the attention, is of more importance than the words.

            Here is a specimen:

            
                

            

            Bell-wether o’ Barking cries baa baa

            How many sheep have we lost today?

            Nineteen have we lost, one have we fun

            Run Rockie, run Rockie, run, run, run.

            [Barking is a mountain overlooking Dent Dale. Rockie is the shepherd’s dog.]

            
                

            

            This is sung while they knit one round of the stocking; when the second round commences they begin again: 

            
                

            

            Bell-wether o’ Barking cries baa baa

            How many sheep have we lost today?

            Eighteen have we lost, two have we fun

            Run Rockie, run Rockie, run, run, run.

            
                

            

            and so on until they have knit twenty rounds, decreasing the numbers on the one hand, and increasing them on the other. These songs are sung not only by the children in the schools, but also by the people at their sittings, which are social assemblies of the neighbourhood, not for eating and drinking, but merely for society.8

         

         Another rhyme was printed by Anne Baker in her Glossary, under the heading ‘Jacob’s Lather’, which means a dropped or slipped stitch:

         
            
               
                  Needle to needle and stitch to stitch

                  Pull the old woman out of the ditch

                  If you ain’t out by the time I’m in

                  I’ll rap your knuckles with my knitting-pin.9

               

            

         

         Robert Southey’s The Doctor, published in 1847, but referring to the 1780s, includes a reference to the ‘affecting and very simple story’ of Betty Yewdale who, at the age of about seven and with her five-year-old sister, was sent to Dent to learn to knit. They all sang a rhyme in which they put the names of local people, but because the girls did not know them they put in the names of their neighbours back home:

         
            Than we ust at sing a mack of a sang whilk we wer at git at t’end on at every needle, ca’ing ower t’neams of o’ t’ fwoak in t’ Deaal

            
                

            

            Sally an’ I, Sally an’ I

            For a good pudding pye

            Taa hoaf wheat, an’ tudder hoaf rye

            Sally an’ I, for a good pudding pye.10  

         

         And going even further back, Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (Act II, Scene iv) also appears to confirm the long-standing connection between knitting and singing:

         
            
               
                  O fellow, come, the song we had last night

                  Mark it, Cesario, it is old and plain

                  The spinsters and the knitters in the sun

                  And the free maids that weave their threads with bones Do use to sing it.

               

            

         

         John Baldwin, collecting in the Upper Thames Valley in the late 1960s, noted details of the glove-making trade in that area:

         
            An ex-Wychwood glover tells how she and her aunt used to face each other over the table and, whilst sewing away at the gloves, they would sing each other songs. Originally the aunt – who lived on her own – taught my informant almost the whole of her repertoire in this way.11

         

         This tantalising reference, which gives no names, dates, or indications of the repertoire involved, begs the question: was this an example of song being used to liven a dull job, as most work-song commentary assumes, or did the aunt deliberately use the one-to-one situation to teach her niece the songs?

         Dressmaking presents another example of ideal singing opportunities. In an interesting note in her manuscript collection of songs and dances noted in Adderbury in Oxfordshire, Janet Blunt comments on two songs sung by Mrs Jacob Woodfield in 1912 or 1913, ‘Fair Phoebe and Her Dark-Eyed Sailor’ {265} and ‘Billy Taylor’ {158}:

         
            Mrs Woodfield (age about 60) learnt [these songs] as a girl, from a Miss Pinker, of Hillsdon, Bucks. (her home village), to whom she was apprenticed for dressmaking. Miss Pinker used to sing these and other songs to her apprentices as they sat working together. Mrs Woodfield also had the words of [‘Fair Phoebe’] (with very slight differences) in a little paper book of ballads, a penny book of ‘Popular Songs’ pub. by Such, in the Borough, S.E. The last verse was not in it.12

         

         There is no indication whether or not the apprentices were allowed to sing along.

         Descriptions of these craft schools are often rose-tinted, with outsiders commenting on the charming sight of girls sitting and singing in the sunshine, but this should not blind us to the reality of long hours, poor pay, cramped and unsavoury conditions, and ‘teachers’ who did not hesitate to use the cane or a thimble to rap on the knuckles of any child who did not produce their allotted amount. Nor should we assume that people were happy just because they were singing. And it was not just the schools that were the stuff of nostalgia, but the whole of the handicraft-trade era. William Gardiner (1770 –1853), for example, whose family were in the hosiery trade, paints a rosy picture of the Leicestershire of his youth:

         
            Then, every stocking-maker had his frame at home, and his wife and daughters had their spinning wheels. Scattered through the county, these artizans in summer left their frames and wheels to assist in getting the harvest, after which they returned to their usual employ. Situated in the centre of an agricultural district, provisions were cheap, which enabled the steady and industrious to lead easy and comfortable lives. It was a pretty sight in the villages, to see a cluster of girls spinning under the shade of the walnut trees combining with their love-songs the whizzing of their wheels, and forming an accompaniment to their artless melody.13* 

         

         
            * Further information on some of the main handcraft industries mentioned so far (although not necessarily their songs) can be found in László L. Gróf, Children of Straw (1988), Marie Hartley and Joan Ingilby, The Old Hand-Knitters of the Dales (1988), and Thomas Wright, The Romance of the Lace Pillow (1924).

         

         Where conducive conditions continued into the twentieth century, so did the singing. Frank Bigg, for example, who was apprenticed to the family firm of East Anglian basket-makers, in 1929, commented:

         
            We worked six days a week: we used to start about half past seven in the morning, and if you were busy, we’d go on till about seven or eight at night. But it wasn’t boring work. You could talk while you were working, you could sing, you could do what you liked, as long as you kept on working.14

         

         Agricultural work also provided opportunities for singing. Milkmaids singing to their cows was proverbial, and it was generally believed that singing kept the beasts calm and helped the milk flow. Butter-churning rhymes were also widely known, and again it was widely thought that they acted as charms to help the butter to ‘come’ properly, as were the rhymes chanted by children set to bird-scaring out in the newly sown fields. Like these, many of the verses associated with farming processes turn out to be rhymes rather than songs, in that they were chanted or recited rather than sung.

         One last example of song in a rural workplace setting will give us the opportunity of examining some of the wider social and historical issues involved in the subject.

         The thousands of hop-pickers who trooped off every year from their homes in east London to farms in Kent and Sussex are an interesting case study in their own right, although it should be said in passing that this focus on the east London pickers disguises the fact that there were important hop-growing areas elsewhere in Britain, whose people also had many stories to tell and, presumably, songs to sing.

         The London hop-pickers’ experiences have fascinated many a writer and programme maker in the last few decades, and a number of academics have also taken notice, from a variety of disciplines, including history, sociology, cultural studies and even management studies.

         They have been drawn by the peculiar qualities of the hopping experience: the unique juxtaposition of hard work and holiday atmosphere, the contradictions of the urban working classes in rural settings, the close family and community ties that characterised the workers, the women-centred organisation, the appalling living and working conditions countered by cockney resilience and indomitable spirit in adversity, and the crude capitalistic relationship with the bosses and their agents. A wealth of published oral history and reminiscence-based material underpins and informs this interest, and constitutes an extremely valuable body of evidence drawn directly from working-class people, although most often presented in soundbite form.

         All of these sources represent song and music as an integral part of the hopping experience, but they usually accept it at face value and do not question the underlying assumptions of how song actually fitted into daily lives. This failure can be seen as another example of a situation, familiar to folk-song researchers, that where romantic general perception and hard evidence are at variance, the former always wins.

         Very many of the recorded reminiscences of London hop-pickers mention with pleasure the sing-songs on the way to the farm, around the fire in the evening, in the pubs and at work in the fields. In just one book of memories, Voices of Kent and East Sussex Hop Pickers (2004), compiled by the most prolific writer on the subject, Hilary Heffernan, there are at least eight references by pickers to singing and its importance in their lives, but they very rarely mention what was sung, and the Age Exchange volume Our Lovely Hops (1991), edited by Pam Schweitzer and Dianne Hancock, has a similar number. In another of her books, Heffernan states: ‘Hopping songs abound, many using the same tune with different words.’15

         On the scholarly side, in addition to their volume Rhythms of Labour, already mentioned, Korczynski, Pickering and Robertson singled out hopping songs as ‘The Last British Work Songs’ in their more detailed 2008 article of that name.

         What comes over in the writings like these about those experiences is the strong suggestion that many of these songs were about hop-picking itself, and can therefore be taken as direct evidence of the people’s attitudes and actions. In particular, this is shown in the notion that the singing tradition was an identifiable part of the way the workers opposed and resisted the power of the bosses. But in all this writing, and in all the many mentions of singing and its importance, only two songs about hopping are ever actually identified, and one of those seems to have only one verse. All the other references are either too vague for helpful analysis or mention titles of current ‘pop songs’.

         The song ‘Hopping Down in Kent’ {1715} is mentioned fairly regularly in the oral-history testimony, and was collected a few times by folk-song people, mostly from Travellers, since the 1960s:

         
            
               
                  Now some say hopping’s lousy

                  I don’t believe it’s true

                  We only go down hopping

                  To pick a hop or two

                  With my tea-i-o, tea-i-o

                  Tea-i-tea-i-o.

               

               
                  Now when I went a-hopping

                  Hopping down in Kent

                  I saw old Mrs Reilly

                  Sweeping out her tent.

               

               
                  Now every Monday morning

                  Just at six o’clock

                  You’ll hear the old hoppers calling

                  Get up and boil your pots.16

               

            

         

         This is the first three of eight verses sung by Louise Fuller of Lingfield, Surrey, to Ken Stubbs in 1967. The song is amenable to addition and subtraction, so verses vary considerably on the very simple pattern sampled here, and are nearly always about the day-to-day details of the work. It is probably the numerous versions of this song which led Hilary Heffernan to claim that ‘hopping songs abound’. 

         But the single-verse song which is quoted most often in the oral-history literature, and which was clearly extremely widely known, is ‘Our Lovely Hops’ {24997}:

         
            
               
                  Our luvverly hops, our luvverly hops

                  When the measurer he came round

                  Pick ’em up, pick ’em up off the ground

                  When he starts to measure

                  He don’t know when to stop

                  I, I, jump in the bin

                  And take the bleedin’ lot.17

               

            

         

         This version is from Jenny Farrant, quoted in Heffernan’s Voices of Kent and East Sussex Hop Pickers (2004), where Farrant says, ‘I remember some of the songs we sang round the fire after our day’s work. They all had lovely tunes. We could sway and clap to this one.’ All the published versions have similar words, and this solitary verse.

         No one seems to have noticed that this is a parody of the chorus of an old music-hall song ‘Our Threepenny Hop’{23453}, written by Harry Castling in 1901, and most famously sung by Kate Carney, which is about a different kind of ‘hop’:

         
            
               
                  Our threepenny hop, our threepenny hop

                  Where the boys and girls are found

                  Hopping it round and round and round

                  When you start a-dancing you never know when to stop

                  It’s Hi! Hi! go as you please

                  At our threepenny hop.

               

            

         

         It is ‘Our Lovely Hops’ which the commentators have routinely represented as proof that the workers used song to voice their class consciousness, and prompted Korczynki, Pickering and Robertson to claim that song had a ‘clear role of expressing a class voice at the point of production’,18 and ‘had a direct role in articulating resistance’.19

         Most of the references to the song do not support any notion of class conflict, clearly taking the song at face value, but there is no doubt that this verse, like many songs, can be sung with different ‘meanings’ if required. The change of one word – ‘lousy’ instead of ‘lovely’ – can make a different song, but such a simple change could easily be taken as satire or parody rather than social comment.

         Those who wish to find class conflict seem to have built their theory primarily on one instance recorded by George Orwell in an essay written during his ‘down and out’ period, when he spent three weeks in September 1931 hop-picking on a Kent farm, along with cockneys, Gypsies, tramps and locals. After describing the men who measured and recorded the picked hops and who therefore had direct control over how much the pickers could earn, he wrote:

         
            There was a song about this, which the old East End woman and her grandchildren were always singing:

            
                

            

            Our lousy hops! Our lousy hops!

            When the measurer he comes round

            Pick ’em up, pick ’em up off the ground

            When he comes to measure

            He never knows when to stop

            Ay, ay, get in the bin

            And take the fucking lot!20

         

         Again, the same single verse, and his ‘always singing’ comment suggests this was the only song: little enough on which to build a theory of concerted opposition and resistance.

         There is also a tendency in this kind of commentary towards regarding this song as having an in-group instructional role for new or young pickers, or as a way of expressing resistance directly to the agents of the bosses. The giveaway here is the word ‘warning’, as in Korczynki, Pickering and Robertson’s 2008 article: ‘In the first verse of this version a warning is issued about unfair practices’; ‘This is also a warning to the measurer …’

         It is pretty clear, though, that the vast majority of hoppers’ singing fell into the category of what is termed ‘the culture of consolation’ – to keep themselves happy, pass the time and be part of the group, rather than any ulterior motive of class warfare or even workers’ rights. Gareth Stedman Jones’s influential 1974 article on ‘Working-Class Culture and Working-Class Politics in London’ persuasively argued that music hall, and popular song in general, functioned primarily in this way, although Korczynki, Pickering and Robertson (2008) caution against taking the notion too far and assuming that the whole of a group’s singing can be placed in one single theoretical compartment.

         But what we have here is a classic example of a fairly widespread tendency for song, and especially ‘folk song’, to be used to support a wider social theory without detailed analysis or knowledge of the song evidence itself. This is not to deny the potential for song to function in oppositional scenarios, and there is certainly evidence elsewhere of song being used as a weapon in small-scale local conflict, in strikes, and in major sociopolitical confrontations such as the sectarian divide in Northern Ireland, but this does not permit an assumption that it is always used in this way. There were certainly oppositional elements in the hop-pickers’ culture in general, beyond the scope of this book, but it is clear that evidence to support the idea that song was an integral part of this resistance has been grossly overestimated.

         Most of the references to singing included in the hoppers’ reminiscences are generalised and non-specific, and are summed up in phrases like ‘we sang all the old songs’. Where titles are mentioned, they include such standard pop songs as ‘Nellie Dean’, ‘White Cliffs of Dover’, ‘Sunny Side of the Street’, and ‘Happy Days Are Here Again’ (which they used satirically on one farm where the farmer’s name was Day), and in the post-war period songs made popular by Tom Jones, Frankie Laine, Mario Lanza, and Lonnie Donegan. 

         The subject of hop-picking does not seem to have entered into the general folk-song repertoire very much, although a song concerning a man whose wife had run off with ‘The Irish Hop-Pole Puller’ {1709} was collected a couple of times in Sussex. Another song, ‘Hartlake Bridge’ {1729}, which lived on in Traveller tradition until at least the 1980s, concerned an accident which occurred near Hadlow, Kent, in 1853, when a waggon carrying hop-pickers was swept away when the bridge over the flooded Medway collapsed. Thirty-five of the pickers were killed.21

         Singing at work was such a widespread practice that additional references can be found throughout this book. But before we leave the subject it is worth noting an anecdote recorded in The Eccentricities of John Edwin (1791):

         
            The effect of musick in the senses was oddly and wonderfully verified, during the late mourning for the Duke of Cumberland: a taylor had a great number of black suits, which were to be finished in a very short space of time – among the workmen was a fellow who was always singing ‘Rule Britannia’, and the rest of the journeymen joined in the chorus. The taylor made his observations, and found that the slow time of the tune retarded the work, in consequence he engaged a blind fiddler, and placing him near the workshop, made him play constantly the lively tune of ‘Nancy Dawson’. The design had the proper effect – the taylors elbows moved obedient to the melody, and the cloaths were sent home within the prescribed period.22 
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            Not Fit for Ladies’ Ears?

            The Preponderance of Bawdy

         

         There is no denying that folk song has a marked bawdy side – despite the astonishing naivety, or abject ignorance, of Charles Hubert Parry in his inaugural address to the Folk-Song Society in 1899:

         
            One of the strangest things about it is that there is nothing in it common or unclean … in true folk-songs there is no sham, no got-up glitter, and no vulgarity …’1

         

         Although it must again be said that he was probably thinking about the music rather than the words. But in addition to the usual difficulties of terminology and evidence that we encounter at every turn in folk-song research, ‘bawdy’ material is in a class of its own when it comes to problems of definition and scope. Precisely because it is beyond, or on the edge of, the pale in the shifting sands of morality and social acceptance, it has not been well documented and we have no way of gauging its true extent. We have precious little hope of getting a real understanding of the nuances of ‘bawdy’ at any particular period.

         The word ‘bawdy’ is particularly problematic. An almost cosy word, it is used to describe everything from the mildly suggestive to the downright filthy, but although there are many other terms which refer to the subject, none is as good.

         It is a truism to say that a huge number of folk songs, like any other song genre, are about love and human relationships and are therefore potentially, directly or indirectly, about sex. There is plenty of happy consensual sex, adultery, sexual trickery, seduction and rape in our folk songs. There are warnings to young girls not to trust men, and men not to trust women. There are rueful regrets and misery, and there is a great deal of comedy. Above all, taken as a whole, there is an implicit understanding that sex and its consequences are a normal part of life, and also, in general, folk songs exhibit a freer attitude to sex than the standards of the ruling middle class of the time would seem to dictate. But those standards change over time, and what was considered acceptable at one point may not be so at another, and, as we shall see, this acceptability, or otherwise, varies with the context and the people involved. It could be argued that folk songs, which, by definition have been around for some time, are most at risk of being out of step with current sexual mores.

         As a rule of thumb, we can suggest three broad divisions characterised by the way the notion of sex is introduced into the song: inference; euphemism; and explicit naming of actions and parts. These three categories can be expanded into seven levels:

         
            	 The song is about love or human relationship but sex is not mentioned or even inferred, beyond the ‘joys of marriage’ kind of thing.

            	 Sex forms a significant part of the story, is mentioned but not actually described.

            	 Sex clearly takes place but is not mentioned (e.g. a pregnancy, baby or dose of a social disease suddenly appears).

            	 Sex takes place in the song and is described, but in symbolism and euphemism.

            	 The whole of the song, or a significant part, is about sex, but again by euphemism.

            	 The text includes plain descriptions of the sex act and/or the sexual organs, using slang or ‘dirty’ words or, occasionally, for comic effect, the ‘proper’ biological terms.

            	 The song is not necessarily about sex, but the text includes ‘dirty’ or swear words (e.g. an army song complaining about conditions in forthright language), which are often nominally sexual. 

         

         All collectors of folk song, up to the general liberalisation of society from the 1960s onwards, had to face the problem of what to do with material that was too suggestive for publication by the standards of their time. From an ambivalence which combined personal distaste, the need to satisfy the worries of publishers about public morality, and the desire to present a view of folk song as wholesome, the early collectors avoided impropriety in the songs by selecting what to note down, selecting what to publish, omitting parts of the text, editing and rewriting. Many had qualms about this activity, but excused it on the grounds of expediency and on the fact that the words were less important than the tunes.

         Alfred Williams was more explicit than most in his apologies:

         
            Besides the legitimate pieces there were many ‘rough’ songs in circulation. I make no apology for them. I do not know, indeed, that any is needed. They were rude, but not altogether bad. Many of them were satirical. In fact, the most of that kind of which I have heard were so. They dealt chiefly with immorality; not to encourage or suggest it, but to satirise it. No doubt they served the purpose for which they were intended, in some cases, at any rate, though we of our time should call them indelicate. And such, to us, they certainly are. Yet the simple unspoiled rustic folks did not consider them out of place. They saw no harm in them. But they knew not shame, as we do. They were really very innocent compared with ourselves. We have had our eyes opened, but at what a price! I have more than once, on being told an indelicate song, had great difficulty in persuading the rustic, my informant, that I could not show the piece, and therefore I should not write it. ‘But why not?’ I have been asked, ‘There was nothing wrong with that.’ Neither was there, really, though the eagerly apprehensive minds of most people today would soon read some wrong into it. The unsophisticated villagers feel hurt at the decision and often discover considerable embarrassment, though if I were to be candid, I should say that, upon such occasions, I myself have felt something of a hypocrite. Of a truth, the shame is on our side, and lies not with the rustics. And where the songs were professedly bad, this much might be said of them – they were so honestly. That is to say they were simple, open, and natural. They were morally immoral if I may say so and not cunningly suggestive and damnably hypocritical, as are some of the modern music-hall pieces.2

         

         Sadly, as he did not write down any of these ‘morally immoral’ pieces, we will never know where he drew the line. Sabine Baring-Gould and Cecil Sharp were among those who decided to rewrite, as explained in the oftquoted comment from Charles Marson in the introduction to the first volume of Sharp’s Folk Songs from Somerset (1904):

         
            In a few instances the sentiment of the song has been softened, because the conventions of our less delicate and more dishonest time demand such treatment, but indication has been given, and we plead compulsion and not desire in these alterations.3

         

         Frank Kidson, meanwhile, simply omitted offending verses, replacing them with a row of asterisks. The Folk-Song Society’s Journal, which claimed to be more ‘scientific’ than the general publications, allowed itself a little more leeway, but still regularly omitted words with phrases such as ‘the rest objectionable’. And Cecil Sharp commented:

         
            These are not, strictly speaking, bad songs; they contain nothing that is really wrong or unwholesome. And they do not violate the communal sense of what is right and proper. They are sung freely and openly by peasant singers, in entire innocence of heart, and without the shadow of a thought that they themselves are committing any offence against propriety in singing them … The key-note of folkpoetry … is simplicity and directness without subtlety.4

         

         In the writings of the time, the distinction is often made between country (good) and town (bad), with the latter providing the more extreme songs. This idea was still being voiced in the 1960s, by people like A. L. Lloyd, who argued in his Folk Song in England that folk erotic was relatively pure and clean because it was a rural tradition, based on the underlying sexual nature of the natural world, the growth of crops, the breeding of animals, and their fundamental links with human fertility.

         But even post-war writers like Lloyd felt constrained to attempt a distinction between ‘folk song’ and ‘hardcore bawdy’:

         
            Let us distinguish, if etymology allows, between the bawdy and pornographic. Of that famous storehouse of traditional pornography awaiting its ‘Open sesame’ there is no clear sign, not in the main body of song tradition at least. It is true that on the margin of tradition, in the world of half-grown students and uprooted men-without-women such as soldiers and sailors (and prisoners? we haven’t found out), and also among middle-class ‘outsiders’ like those fops at the fag-end of the seventeenth century who provided the more sniggering items for Playford and Durfey’s Pills to Purge Melancholy, or the bourgeois bucks of the Crochallan Fencibles drinking club who made such poor company for Burns when the Merry Muses was being assembled, a high proportion of pornographic folklore may be found, with an excess of graphic sexual and scatological detail and a shortage of affection.5

         

         There is no doubt that the end result of our pioneer collectors’ difficulties over sex was a serious neglect of an important part of our folk-song repertoire, and a misrepresentation of the whole field. As Ed Cray quipped, ‘Except for an occasional mention of babies, one might conclude that the heroes and heroines of folk song lacked sexual organs.’6 And, even more widely damning, from Gershon Legman: ‘It may be shortly said that the entire history of folksong publication in the English language is one of falsification and expurgation for the last two hundred years.’7 But these two writers are both specialists in, and champions of, ‘bawdy’ in all its forms, and can hardly be counted as neutral witnesses, so we will return to them a little later. 

         One of the first writers to examine the question of sex in folk song was James Reeves, who, in two influential books, The Idiom of the People (1958) and The Everlasting Circle (1960), raided the manuscripts of the major collectors and published the texts as he found them there, with the avowed intention of getting behind the editors’ interference. Reeves (1909–78) was a poet, teacher and prolific writer on both educational and literary matters, and his main intention was to refocus attention on the words of the songs, which had been neglected by the musically inclined collectors. But the part of his thesis which grabbed attention was his contention that English folk songs shared in a vigorous lingua franca of sexual symbolism that existed across Western folklore and literature, and that this had been deliberately disguised, or had remained unnoticed, by previous generations of collectors and editors.

         Reeves succeeded in making us look more closely at the texts, and in pointing out the most obvious of the ‘amendments’ of the Victorian and Edwardian collectors. These amendments often strike the modern reader as trivial and pointless, and are evidence of tinkering beyond their sexual and moral concerns. But in developing his lingua franca ideas he fell straight into the traps that catch so many amateur folklorists: the casting around for examples from various times and places which somehow ‘fit’ the developing thesis, but in reality cannot be shown to be connected; the reliance on internal evidence from modern texts, when we know that folklore changes, and that arguing backwards in time is fraught with difficulties; the inability to distinguish between genuine evidence and ‘folklore’; and, worst of all, the neglect of the genuinely historical by not trying hard enough to find the earliest versions. The result is that conclusions drawn are little more valid than things which are simply made up.

         A classic example is the twelve-page examination of the song ‘The Foggy Dew’ {558}, in which he draws on literary and folkloric references over several centuries to conclude that the ‘dew’ in this case must refer to the girl’s virginity. But we know that the song was originally about a ‘bugaboo’; the young man in the song prevailed upon his friend to dress up as a ghost, specifically to frighten the girl into his bed. No hidden meaning there at all.

         Another example is when he makes great play of the phallic symbolism of the ‘coulter’ in the song ‘Cupid the Ploughboy’ {986}:

         
            
               
                  ’Twas Cupid was this ploughing boy

                  His furrows deep did plough

                  He brake the clods that hard he found

                  The seeds that he might sow

                  I wish that pretty ploughing boy

                  My eyes had never seen

                  O Cupid was that ploughing boy

                  With coulter sharp and keen.8

               

            

         

         But he fails to notice, or admit, that in the dozens of other versions of the song, from tradition and in print, the verse is always ‘arrows sharp and keen’.

         Reeves’s approach was highly influential, in part because of the absence of any other real discussion at the time, but also because it chimed with the atmosphere of renewal and reconsideration in the post-war Folk Revival. New, mostly young, enthusiasts began to realise that there was potentially much more to those turn-of-the-century bucolic songs about milkmaids and ploughboys than they had previously realised. Putting the sex back into folk song became a significant part of the Revival’s countercultural rebellion, and the leaders of the movement, including Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd, were more than happy to provide materials with their records and publications, to the extent of putting bawdy back into places where it did not previously exist.

         So began a notion that can still be found regularly on the Internet, and in general conversation in the folk world, which extends the idea that because the early collectors openly bowdlerised the songs they published, real folk songs are all earthy and bawdy, and the namby-pamby ‘clean’ songs which make up the bulk of songs in the collectors’ notebooks are all faked. Even Lloyd noticed that the pendulum might be swinging too far, with his comment that there was an army of ‘raw young militants convinced that a rich treasure of pornographic balladry is being kept from us by a folklorists’ conspiracy’.9

         The largely unspoken but firm conviction of this view is that ‘bawdiness’ is the natural state of human existence, and that any restrictions are bad and unhealthy. Which brings us back to the more extreme end of the bawdy spectrum.

         Completely ignored or derided by the earlier folk-song collectors in England, or only referred to with extreme distaste, there were parallel traditions of material at the higher (or lower, it should perhaps be) end of our scale, which could be termed ‘hardcore’ bawdy, for want of a better word.

         There is no doubt that nowadays we should regard the hardcore material, mostly found in all-male communities such as those listed by Lloyd, as genuine ‘folk’ traditions. Indeed, if some commentators are to be believed, the modern hardcore rugby song is more entitled to the name of ‘folk song’ because it fulfils all the old criteria of non-commercial, amateur, in-group informal learning, performance and transmission, with a relative lack of outsider intervention.

         Ed Cray’s The Erotic Muse (2nd edition, 1992) is by far the best collection of bawdy material, as he not only gives texts and tunes for most of the widely known songs in the Anglo-American repertoire but also provides authoritative historical notes and a thoughtful introduction. Another influential writer was Gershon Legman, with his Horn Book: Studies in Erotic Folklore and Bibliography (1970), Rationale of the Dirty Joke (1969) and other books on similar topics, although his avowed obsession with all things erotic, and his apparently unrelenting antipathy to any kind of restricted moral code and to all other writers on his chosen subject, make his conclusions often somewhat suspect.

         It is impossible to be completely dispassionate about ‘bawdy’ material because there is much more at stake than simply songs and singing. All societies, presumably, have rules and codes of behaviour on sexual matters, and for good reason, even if we disagree with the points that particular lines are drawn. A complete sexual free-for-all, where paedophilia and rape were allowed, for example, would be unthinkable in a civilised society. But singing about things is not necessarily doing them, is it?

         Precisely because the material is intimately concerned with relationships between the sexes, a discussion of ‘bawdy’ song also cannot help but throw the gender fault lines in society into sharp relief. ‘Just a bit of fun,’ say the apologists; ‘Indicative of the deep-rooted misogyny and sexual aggression of a male-dominated society,’ say the opponents; and, depending on which slice of the repertoire you are including in your spotlight, both are correct.

         For many, it was an unfortunate coincidence that at the very moment in the last quarter of the twentieth century when all the moral and legal restrictions on the publication and dissemination of sexual material were finally beginning to crumble in the West, and the long-desired free-for-all nirvana about to be achieved, the rise of the women’s movement shone a new and highly penetrating spotlight on the whole question of bawdy material from a new angle. It was no longer a simple debate about religion-based morals but a sociopolitical battlefield in the relations between the sexes and one of the fundamental problems of modern society.

         All sides use terminological vagueness to their advantage, but in so doing contribute more heat than light to an already bipolar debate. When attacked, apologists for bawdy immediately focus on the milder and humorous forms and ask, ‘Who on earth can be offended by that?’ Opponents, on the other hand, quote the extreme examples and declare that the attitudes found there underlie the whole genre and therefore demonstrate that even the milder forms are reprehensible.

         In practice, it is primarily men on the defensive, but it must be said at the outset that the simplistic notion that women do not perform and enjoy bawdy material must be laid aside as untrue and unhelpful.

         Because ‘bawdy’ material has been suppressed, or at least frowned upon, down the years, those who feel the urge to collect, publish and perform it often portray themselves as inveterate champions of free speech, selflessly labouring away without thanks or reward, and doing society a great service by battering at the doors of unhealthy repression. Not only does this belief give them some moral legitimacy, but it also claims the cachet of victimhood, so potent in modern society, where being in a beleaguered minority brings huge psychological benefits.

         This is surprisingly common in the everyday world. In conversation with men who like to sing bawdy material, the notion that they are under attack from moral fascists quickly comes to the fore, and it is perfectly clear that they particularly resent being told what they can or cannot do by ‘women’ or, to quote a recent example, ‘all that feminist claptrap’. The same people often regard the removal of ‘girlie mags’ from a local newsagent as a gross affront to their civil liberties. The delightful paradox here is that the apparently amoral are able to claim the moral high ground of a beleaguered and persecuted minority.

         Similarly, song revivalists and activists like Ewan MacColl could portray their personal interest in matters sexual as an integral part of their radical sociopolitical agenda and thereby rebrand it as a serious blow for freedom from oppression by the Establishment.

         One thing which has certainly changed in Britain within living memory is whether outright bawdy material should be performed in ‘mixed company’. Not so long ago, it was still tacitly agreed among most men that bawdy songs would not be sung in the presence of females. This rule was certainly self-enforced in Flora Thompson’s time, in the late Victorian period, when the presence of the pub landlady (and her children) kept the bawdy out of the weekly sing-songs.10

         But nowadays few red-blooded rugby players would let the presence of female bar staff at a post-game sing-song dampen their spirits. Indeed, it seems increasingly that the presence of women enhances the fun, and adds an element of bravado to the proceedings. This, in turn, suggests that this desire or need to ‘flaunt’ their male misbehaviour is evidence of a real rise in the level of misogyny in society and has opened a new front in the battle of the sexes, and is a direct challenge to the increased willingness of women to publicly confront and criticise such ‘male’ behaviour.

         Unless we argue a vast difference in male and female psyches, it would seem that the need for rebellion, for overstepping the bounds of normal propriety and sometimes behaving badly, is also present in women. So the simple question is: why is it acceptable for males to seek to assuage their frustrations with societal norms and constraints, or fears of their own inadequacies, with images of sexual violence?

         It is noticeable that the post-war bawdy supporters freely quote Freud, and strongly maintain that a healthy interest in sexual matters is necessary for a healthy mind, but again the unspoken male orientation is clear. Opponents again simply say that the songs are (presumably) written by men; they are sung overwhelmingly by men to men; and the psychiatrists who constructed theories to explain them away, and the folklorists who applied these theories to bawdy lore, are likewise male.

         It is also interesting to note that both sides of the debate frequently use the concept of ‘health’. Apologists and enthusiasts take it for granted that repression is psychologically damaging, and sentences such as Legman’s ‘a little bit of normality – a bit of normal eroticism and healthy scatological humor’11 are taken as beyond question. Whereas someone with an excessive interest in such matters, such as Legman, could easily be described as having an ‘unhealthy obsession’ with sex.

         But the ultimate fall-back position for bawdy supporters is simply that the songs are funny. Ed Cray takes this line, and comments that ‘the wit of the song makes the unmentionable momentarily acceptable’.12 This is very true for much of the material, and for many of the people involved as singers or listeners, and again has the additional merit of implying that those who object are the ones who are socially and psychologically deficient. They just have no sense of humour. But again and again women ask: why do men think the dreadful attitudes to women, and the awful things that are done to them in the songs, are funny?

         If we learned that ‘normal’ young men were regularly getting together to sing songs explicitly ridiculing black people or Jews, based on derogatory stereotypes and featuring humorous incidents of sexual humiliation and violence against them, we would hope that there would be a public outcry. But against women it is just a bit of fun.

         Using various references to bawdy material, we can start to piece together something of the history of bawdy folk song, but it is unlikely we will ever get the full story.

         If Francis Place is to be believed, in the last quarter of the eighteenth century plenty of openly bawdy and suggestive songs were sung by all and sundry. The William Higgott manuscript of 1779 includes five bawdy songs out of a total of thirty items, and none of these is fully explicit, while four out of fifty-eight songs in the Timothy Connor manuscript collection fall into this category.*

         But in the 1820s, at exactly the same time as Francis Place was writing about the vast improvement in public morals, and claiming that these explicit songs were no longer current, there was no shortage of printed outright bawdy material if you knew where to look, despite the fact that a long line of police, government informers, churchmen, and assorted moral guardians like the Society for the Suppression of Vice, had tried to ensure that such material was destroyed whenever found and its perpetrators prosecuted. Those examples which have survived have done so because certain individuals took steps to collect and preserve them, often illegally, for which we must be grateful, although it is clear their interests were not always entirely bibliographical. It is important to note that these were priced well out of the reach of the ordinary working man and were aimed at the inhabitants of the urban song-and-supper rooms and tavern harmonic meetings of the time.†

         On this question of published material, an interesting sideline is revealed by Iain McCalman’s article in Past & Present (1984) in which he identifies the marked tendency for radical-infidel writers of the 1810s and 1820s to become the pornographers of the next decade. In an eerie pre-echo of the indignant stance taken by folk enthusiasts in the 1950s, these ultra-radicals included ridding society of hypocritical sexual morality, along with church and monarchy, in their campaigns. It is interesting how often male-dominated ‘radical’ or countercultural groups since that time, whether artistic, political or sociological, have included precisely the same plan for sexual freedom in their manifestos.

         
            * See page 290.

            † See page 348.

         

         Turning to material from traditional song itself, there is enough to fill a whole book. We have no reason to believe that soldiers and other denizens of all-male communities in previous centuries were any less enamoured of dirty songs than in recent times. Many writers comment, for example, on how the published shanties are a mere shadow of the real thing because they had to be so heavily doctored before being presented to a wider audience, but, as detailed in the section of the songs of sailors, the presence of passengers and officers’ families on board also curtailed the worst excesses of language.‡

         In the late nineteenth century, we have Flora Thompson’s testimony in her Lark Rise trilogy.§ She wrote of the bawdy material being ‘performed’ by the men out in the fields – that is, when no women or young children were present – which she admits to only being told about and not experiencing herself.

         
            Especially when one man noted for that kind of thing was present, they would while away the time in repeating what the women spoke of with shamed voices as ‘men’s tales’. These stories, which were kept strictly to the fields and never repeated elsewhere, formed a kind of rustic Decameron … The tales were supposed to be extremely indecent, and elderly men would say after such a sitting, ‘I got up an’ went over to th’ osses, for I couldn’t stand no more on’t. The brimstone fair come out o’ their mouths as they put their rascally heads together’ … 

            
               ‡ See page 476.

               § See also her important piece on pub singing on page 321.

            

            Songs and snatches on the same lines were bawled at the ploughtail and under hedges and never heard elsewhere …

            The man already mentioned … would drag out the filthiest of the stock rhymes, then go on to improvise, dragging in the names of honest lovers and making mock of fathers of first children.

            But the lewd scandalizer did not always have everything his own way. There came a day when a young ex-soldier, home from his five years’ service in India, sat next to him. He sat through one or two such extemporised songs, then, eying the singer, said shortly, ‘You’d better go and wash out your dirty mouth.’ The answer was a bawled stanza in which the objector’s name figured. At that the ex-soldier sprung to his feet, seized the singer by the scruff of the neck, dragged him to the ground and, after a scuffle, forced earth and small stones between his teeth. ‘There, that’s a lot cleaner!’ he said, administering a final kick on the buttocks as the fellow slunk, coughing and spitting, behind the hedge.13

         

         The exposure of Reeves’s misguided notions of hidden erotic meanings should not be taken to argue that there are no sexual allusions in English folk songs – far from it – but the moral is quite clear. If we want to understand how folk songs handle sex, it is historical evidence rather than speculation that is needed. A couple of examples will illustrate the point.

         A song usually called ‘The Gown of Green’ {1085} has been collected in England about twenty times, and appeared on numerous broadsides in the nineteenth century. It seems to date from about 1800 to 1810, and is, in fact, the sequel to a previous song called ‘The Gown of Green’, of about the same date. This sequel goes:

         
            
               
                  As a soldier was a-walking all on the highway

                  Being weary of travelling for many a long day

                  Oh he met a lovely woman with a baby in her arms

                  Who that she kissed and said I wish your father would return. 

               

               
                  Oh good morning my fair creature, I’m proud to meet you here

                  With that sweet baby in your arms that you love so dear

                  Oh I think I know the father and you before I’ve seen

                  Don’t you remember the day, my dear, you wore the gown of green?

               

               
                  Oh it’s many battles have I fought all on the raging main

                  And many battles have I fought in Portugal and Spain

                  And it’s now that I’ve returned again with plenty of gold in store

                  I mean to make you my lawful bride and roam abroad no more.

               

               
                  So come let us buy the licence all on this very day

                  And then we will get married, love, without any more delay

                  With our pretty little prattling babies some pleasure to be seen

                  That you will never regret the day you wore the gown of green.14

               

            

         

         This is how it was sung by Jack Norris of Cuckfield, Sussex, about 1958, as recorded by Mervyn Plunkett. We know from the original ‘Gown of Green’, and other songs of the period, plus other sources, that the title phrase does not refer to wearing a green dress as such, but is a euphemism for ‘outdoor sex’ – the back of the woman’s dress is grass-stained from laying down out of doors. But a widespread euphemism for sex is not necessarily ‘bawdy’, unless we are to place all references to sexual activity in that category, nor was it in any way a secret meaning, but was plain to all at the time.

         More telling, perhaps, is the even more widely known ‘The Bold Grenadier’, or ‘Nightingales Sing’ {140}, collected at least forty times across England, but, curiously, not much found on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century broadsides. We do have what is presumably the original song on blackletter broadsides, dating from the 1680s, and called ‘The Nightingale’s Song: or the Soldier’s Rare Musick, and Maid’s Recreation’. This is one of many songs in which musical instruments and music itself are used as sexual metaphors, which are ably analysed in Vic Gammon’s Desire, Drink and Death in English Folk and Vernacular Song 1600–1900 (2008). It is arguable, however, that even sexual metaphor might sometimes have more to do with playful and poetic expression than with euphemism and avoidance.

         Cathy Lynn Preston’s article ‘The Tying of the Garter: Representations of the Female Laborer in 17th- and 18th-Century English Bawdy Songs’ (1992) is particularly interesting, as it tackles the idea that songs about sex are almost invariably cast in the male mode. There is often a voyeuristic element (the ‘male eye’, so to speak), and the ‘I’ of a song couched in the first person is also invariably male. The man is normally active while the female is passive, the female body is described as landscape, and so on. It may come as a surprise to see that the first song she singles out for extended commentary is ‘The Spotted Cow’ {956}, a song equally popular with male and female singers, and one that most people nowadays would regard as pastoral ‘romantic’ rather than ‘bawdy’.

         Many of the ‘milder’ bawdy songs, such as ‘The Bold Grenadier’, can be sung, and heard, quite innocently if one chooses, and in many songs the degree of bawdiness is left up to the singer. In ‘Our Goodman’, or ‘Seven Nights Drunk’ {114, Child 274}, for example, the scenario of the wife’s infidelity is clear to all, but the sequential nature of the verses allows plenty of scope for the mildly suggestive, the euphemistic or the explicit, and the option to stop singing before the end of the week is always available.

         The theme of the cuckolded husband is found in a number of songs, and is very often treated humorously, but not always. ‘Little Musgrave’ {52, Child 81} and the ‘Wraggle Taggle Gypsies’ {1, Child 200}, for example, all pay dearly for their indiscretions. But in songs like ‘The Cunning Cobbler’ {174}, ‘The Bold Trooper’ {311} and ‘The Molecatcher’ {1052}, the husband ‘chastises’ the interloper, but does not, oddly enough, appear to be particularly cross with his wife.

         Another widespread motif in the adultery scenario is the young man who is irresistible to women: ‘Rap a Tap Tap, or The Master’s Servant’ {792}, where the farm-worker visits the farmer’s wife while the latter is at market, or ‘Green Brooms’ {379}, ‘The Jolly Tinker’ {863}, ‘Young Rambleaway’ {171} and countless ‘Rambling Sailors’ {518} and other wandering chancers. The women in these songs are naturally very grateful and eager for more.

         A very great number of bawdy verses and rhymes are parodies of clean songs, and often the effect of the new item relied heavily on its contrast with the unsuspecting original. The humorous but innocent ‘Over the Garden Wall’{3765}, for example, words by Harry Hunter, music by G. D. Fox, and published about 1879:

         
            
               
                  Oh my love stood under a walnut tree

                  Over the garden wall

                  She whispered and said she’d be true to me

                  Over the garden wall

                  She’d beautiful eyes and beautiful hair

                  She was not very tall so she stood on a chair

                  And many a time have I kissed her there

                  Over the garden wall.

               

            

         

         was perhaps crying out to be parodied:

         
            
               
                  I went to pee against a tree

                  Under the garden wall

                  I there saw something which quite stalled me

                  Under the garden wall

                  At first it was dark but at last made it out

                  A male and a female was here without doubt

                  I wasn’t long guessing what they was about

                  Under the garden wall. {8382}15

               

            

         

         It is a mistake to presume, as many do, that all bawdy songs have very long histories, because many are recent compositions, but some certainly have lasted a very long time in traditional and popular culture. ‘The Crabfish’ {149}, for example, is still extremely widely known, and has existed as a song in England at least since the 1650s; indeed, the story the song tells is known all over Europe, with the earliest-known version being found in Italy in the late fourteenth century. But it could be argued that this song is not about sex and is counted as bawdy only because it is the woman’s genitals which are attacked by the creature. Ed Cray’s short monograph on ‘The Wild West Show’ {4831} reveals another complex tangle of related tales, jokes and songs which go back to at least Ben Jonson’s play The Humours of Bartholomew Fair (1614), and the song is still widely sung and recited.

         As indicated, there is a very great deal more that can be said about the place of bawdy in our folk traditions, but this must wait for another time.
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            Nowt So Queer As Folk

            Dialect and Local Songs

         

         As usual we start with a definitional problem, as ‘dialect’ is yet another slippery notion to pin down. It is generally agreed that the word denotes varieties within a language which include differences in vocabulary, idiom, grammar and pronunciation, but, in common parlance, ‘dialect’ and ‘accent’ are often confused. If we hear a song sung with, say, a broad Yorkshire accent, we might well say that it was in the ‘Yorkshire dialect’.

         It is obvious that in everyday singing most people would sing in their normal speaking accent, to a greater or lesser degree. But there is some indication that many people tended somewhat more towards standard English in their singing than their speaking voice, perhaps because the songs originated in that register (especially if it first reached them in printed form or at school). On the other hand, in certain songs where a dialect form seems to be present (e.g. ‘Buttercup Joe’ {1635}) they may well exaggerate their accent for effect – usually comic – or if the song is, say, clearly Scottish, they may again incorporate or replicate features which they think appropriate. But little research has been done in this area of the sung tradition and singers’ attitudes to pronunciation.

         As a general rule, the folk-song collectors ignored or played down the importance of dialect, although this will have been influenced by the fact that they were primarily interested in the tunes, and most of their collecting was done in the south of the country. Alfred Williams, whose fieldwork was carried out in Wiltshire, Berkshire, Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire in about 1914, was one who addressed the question directly: 

         
            A friend of mine, who is interested in folk-songs and the literature of the people, asked me how many of the songs which I had obtained were in dialect, and was surprised to hear that hardly any were in that form. He thought that country songs would necessarily be in dialect. Many people make that mistake. As a matter of fact it is difficult to meet with one genuine piece in the vernacular, in the south, at any rate. Dialect-writing is a species of composition of rather recent introduction …

            A few rather old songs appear in dialect form, but they seldom – if we except ‘George Ridler’s Oven’ {1319}, the finest dialect piece with which I am acquainted – date back farther than about the middle of the nineteenth century. And they are never very good specimens. They are invariably comic, and have for their subject the doings of clownish countrymen, farmer’s daughters, and dairy-maids. ‘Dick of Taunton Dean’ {382} and ‘Zary Zikes’ {2107} are examples. One of the best known dialect songs around these parts is ‘The Vly be on the Turmut’ {1376}. This, too, is practically modern, and is claimed by several counties – Wiltshire, Somersetshire and Gloucestershire. It really has little to boast of. It is the favourite, not of the rustics, but of the townsmen. The villagers will not sing it. That is a certain proof of its inferiority. The villagers speak dialect, but do not care to read it. They are shocked and offended when they see their own language written. The townspeople do not speak dialect, but like to read it. There is the difference. Clearly, then, our dialect, as we know it, was written by outsiders, not by those who spoke it. And that is why so very few of the regular folk-songs survive in the dialect form.1

         

         J. Arthur Gibbs, in his book A Cotswold Village, published in 1898 and describing life in Ablington, Gloucestershire, disagreed with Williams’s condemnation of ‘The Turmut Hoer’ by showing that it was sung at the local harvest home. He also confirms that ‘George Ridler’s Oven’ was well known as a local dialect song, and adds an appendix on the subject purporting to be ‘from the papers of the Gloucestershire Society’, which demonstrates that desperate attempts to find hidden meanings in songs is not a recent development. In excruciatingly transparent illogic, the piece seeks to prove that the song was a secret message for supporters of the Royalist cause during Cromwell’s rule. Purported secret meanings go in and out of fashion, like everything else, and if someone is working on discovering the secret meaning of this song nowadays it is most likely to be thought that it is secret Catholic code.*

         ‘Dialect studies’ were very popular in the nineteenth century, and a great deal of collecting and compiling of vocabularies went on at that time. Many of these enthusiasts tried their hand at writing dialect stories and poems, and some, like William Barnes in Dorset, achieved a degree of national fame. But there were three parts of the country in which songs in the local ‘dialect’ made a significant impression on what and how people sang: Lancashire, Tyneside and Cumbria.

         Before we look at these examples, however, it is necessary to examine the genre of ‘dialect writing’ in general, and the biggest problem is the question of authenticity. Dialectologists debate this all the time, but in everyday language it can be summed up as ‘who has the right to claim that they are “true” speakers? Who can say that their —shire speech is better, purer, older, more authentic than someone else’s?’ Within any area there will be significant gradations between people, depending on variables such as age, gender, residence, family, class, education and occupation. Language specialists long ago gave up the idea of an objective purity or complete authenticity, but in the nineteenth century these notions were still central to writing on the subject. And, like the working-class authors who immediately set themselves slightly apart from their class norm simply by writing about it, the very conscious act of writing ‘dialect poetry’ sets the writer apart from those who just speak it.

         But there are other measures of authenticity involved here, beyond the purely linguistic, and it is not simply a question of whether the accent or the words are right. The more complex question is whether or not the feelings, attitudes and character traits portrayed in the songs are an accurate representation of local people. And a third question is: are they indicative of the ordinary working-class people (and not the educated middle-class people who wrote and published them)? The problem of interpretation is that the second and third are often assumed once the first is accepted. 

         
            * Another account of this song being sung can be seen on page 333.

         

         Almost without exception, the writers of dialect poetry – and their sympathetic commentators – claimed that the dialect pieces were not simply ordinary songs couched in ‘—shire’, but that the stories, the words and the situations portrayed describe the daily lives and directly reflect the feelings, the hopes and fears, the very soul of the common people of the county or region. And this presents a problem.

         It is a brave person indeed who will stand in front of a room of Lancastrians (or Geordies, or Scots) and say that their dialect pieces are in any way fake, because there is more at stake than cold evidence, and deeply held feelings of local identity and pride are involved. And, as we keep saying, it is not the origin of a song that makes it ‘folk’, but what the ‘folk’ do with it, so whatever questions may be asked about songs’ origins, they do not necessarily affect their subsequent value or meaning to the community. Some, perhaps many, of these dialect pieces achieved full folk-song status by being adopted by people into their everyday repertoires. But our roomful of listeners senses that it is not the authenticity of their songs which is being questioned, but the whole basis of their local consciousness, their pride in their difference from outsiders like us.

         But what does matter, from a historian’s point of view, is when, having accepted these songs as, say, true Lancashire folk songs, this assigned authenticity is interpolated backwards and taken as evidence that they always were folk songs, and are therefore the true representation of what the real (working-class) Lancastrians of the time thought and felt. Indeed, as we shall see later on, dialect verse is often an exercise in groups creating their own stereotypes, either in defiance of the wider culture, or by blatantly incorporating elements from it. 

         Dialect poets rarely tackled the subjects that regular poets did, but concentrated on the everyday lives of the common people of their area, or the commonplace sights and sounds of their home places. They were very often comic, and a common device was the invention of a local ‘character’ through whose eyes the scenes and situations could be described.

         In the end, the verdict of at least one form of authenticity relies on whether or not the ‘native speakers’ accept the dialect piece as one of their own. Hence our usual question: did anybody ever sing these dialect pieces apart from their writers and/or (semi-)professional entertainers? In terms of market penetration and lasting fame, the local pieces made by Tynesiders easily outdid those from Cumberland and Lancashire, but for a period in the nineteenth century it seemed that the latter would be the ones most remembered, primarily because they had the backing of the local literary establishment of the time, and were much touted as an important literary movement with significance beyond the area of their origin. Nevertheless, it could be argued that the Tyneside songs survived best because their writers were openly composing popular songs rather than dialect poetry.

         There was certainly a strong tradition of local dialect songs in Lancashire, going back at least to the later eighteenth century. After describing the kind of songs to be heard in alehouses around the Rochdale area in Lancashire before 1855, when he was writing, Edwin Waugh states:

         
            There are also a few rough, humorous songs in the Lancashire dialect, which are very common among them. The best of these is the rudely-characteristic ballad called ‘Jone o’ Greenfelt’, and ‘The Songs of the Wilsons’, of which the following, known by the name of ‘Johnny Green’s Wedding and Description of Manchester College’ by Alexander Wilson, is sufficient to show the manner and characteristics of the remainder of these popular local songs.2

         

         John Harland, writing in the Manchester Guardian in 1839 on ‘Songs of the Working Classes’, gives ‘Tinker’s Gardens’ {V20203}, ‘The Oldham Recruit’ {23546}, ‘Johnny Green’s Wedding and Description of Manchester College’ {24177} and ‘Jone o’ Greenfilt’s Ramble’ {1460} as examples of popular songs in dialect, but apparently draws his material entirely from broadsides and gives no evidence that they were actually sung by the people.

         John Collier (writing as Tim Bobbin), a schoolmaster from Milnrow, was probably the first to write consciously in the dialect. He wrote prose dialect stories, including his most famous item, ‘Tummus and Meary’, in 1750.

         Roger Elbourne’s Music and Tradition in Early Industrial Lancashire 1780–1840 (1980) is a masterly study of song and music practice in the county in the first half of the nineteenth century, identifying a number of songs which were common, and setting them into the changing social context of the time. Most of the evidence comes from broadsides and other printed sources, and as the songs were not in dialect they do not concern us here, apart from the one already mentioned – ‘Jone o’ Grinfelt’ – which was immensely popular and spawned at least twelve sequels:

         
            
               
                  I’m a poor cotton weaver as many a one knows

                  I’ve nowt to eat i’ th’ house an’ I’ve wore out my cloas

                  You’d hardly give sixpence for all I have on

                  My clugs they are brossen an’ stockins I’ve none

                  You’d think it wur hard to be sent into th’ world

                  To clem an’ do th’ best ot you con.

               

            

         

         The song’s authorship was much debated, and several myths launched, but it seems that the truth is that it was written in about 1819 by Joseph Lees, a weaver from Glodwick. It was definitely sung by the common people, and its wide circulation was aided by multiple broadside printings. Most of the later dialect writers mention it as a seminal moment in getting the local dialect accepted as a valid medium for social comment and local identity.

         The crossover point between a largely oral and a primarily written genre came about mid-century in the form of Michael Wilson and his two sons, Thomas and Alexander. Michael’s songs had been circulated orally, or on ephemeral broadsides, for some years, and when Alexander wanted to publish them he found that many had been lost. As an aside, we could count this as evidence that if these songs had not survived they cannot have been quite as popular as Alexander thought they had been. What Alexander could gather was published as The Songs of the Wilsons in 1842, but successive editions kept them in print for decades.

         The golden age of Lancashire dialect writing was between the 1850s and 1870s, with Edwin Waugh (1817– 90) and Ben Brierley (1825– 96) being the undisputed stars.

         Edwin Waugh was the son of a shoemaker and later apprenticed to a printer, through whom he encountered the world of books and met some of the local literati. He had little schooling and was largely self-educated, but like many others of the time was determined to make a living by his pen. Edwin Waugh’s writing career included other items than dialect poetry, but almost everything had a Lancashire base, and his Sketches of Lancashire Life and Localities (1855) is still valued as an evocation of the county and its people just before industrialisation. In his dialect writing, he is sometimes criticised for conjuring up something of a pre-industrial rural idyll, whereas his colleague, Ben Brierley, wrote more about weavers and factory workers. Certainly, Waugh’s poems fed into a general nostalgia at a time when huge social changes were taking place, and this is an important element of his immense popularity in his lifetime. Waugh’s writings included social comment but he was careful not to alienate his middle-class readers, and he was rapidly taken as a spokesman for his class, although he was always uneasy about his social position and was quick to take offence at any perceived slight. In his private life and writings he did his best to distance himself from the common herd, preferring to fraternise with educated middle-class literary men. As Martha Vicinus writes in her biography of Waugh (1984):

         
            Waugh’s greatest accomplishment was widening the range of acceptable subject-matter for dialect writing. Before approximately 1850, with the exception of a few ballads, dialect had been limited to broad comedy or satire … Largely through the influence of Edwin Waugh and Ben Brierley dialect literature was expanded to include almost every common occurrence and event. Based on the conversation of ordinary working people, dialect reasserted the tie between oral and written language and made a more organic connection between the written language and physical action.3

         

         His earliest, and probably most famous, poem was ‘Come whoam to thi childer an’ me’, published in 1856, which, printed on a penny card, reputedly sold over 20,000 copies in a few days.

         
            
               
                  Aw’ve just mended th’ fire wi’ a cob

                  Owd Swaddle has brought thi new shoon

                  There’s some nice bacon-collops o’ th’ hob

                  An’ a quart o’ ale-posset i’ th’ oon

                  Aw’ve brought thi top cwot, dosta know

                  For th’ rain’s comin’ deawn very dree

                  An’ th’ har-stone’s as white as new snow

                  Come whoam to thi childer an’ me.4

               

            

         

         Its enormous success set him up as a writer, although some of his contemporaries grumbled privately about the hypocrisy of such a sentimental paean to family life, from the pen of a notorious ‘womaniser and sponger’ like Waugh, who was certainly not kind to his estranged wife and children. By 1859 he was able to publish a full book of Poems and Lancashire Songs, was sufficiently well known to make a living as a journalist, and began a long series of public recitals and readings.

         Waugh found his spiritual home in the Manchester Literary Club, founded in 1861, which provided recognition, and moral and financial support, and it was members of this organisation who did much to keep his reputation high. Several of them had strong connections with the English Dialect Society, and Waugh was quickly acknowledged as a leading authority on Lancashire speech. By 1883, his ‘collected works’ filled ten volumes.

         Other songs by Waugh include ‘The Dule’s i’ This Bonnet o’ Mine’, ‘God Bless These Poor Folk’ and ‘Come, Mary, Link thi Arm i’ Mine’.

         Ben Brierley was the son of a hand-loom weaver and later made his living as a weaver and silk-warper until able to support himself by his writing. Like Edwin Waugh, he was self-taught and fiercely determined to better himself. He too received significant benefit from membership of the Manchester Literary Club, published his Ben Brierley’s Journal from 1869 to 1891, and his literary efforts were gathered together in an eight-volume ‘Collected Works’ (1882–6). For many years he travelled the region giving public readings from his works, often in company with Waugh. As already mentioned, Brierley’s dialect pieces presented a much more contemporary view of Lancashire life than Waugh’s, and his characters are more likely to be weavers than rural workers, such as ‘The Weaver of Wellbrook’:

         
            
               
                  Yo gentlemen o with yor heawnds an’ yor parks

                  You may gamble an’ sport till yo dee

                  Bo a quiet heawse nook, a good wife an’ a book

                  Is mooar to the likins o’ me.

               

               
                  Chorus: Wi mi pickers an’ pins

                  An’ mi wellers to th’ shins

                  Mi linderins, shuttle, and yealdhook

                  Mi treddles an’ sticks

                  Mi weight ropes an’ bricks

                  What a life! said the wayver o’ Wellbrook. {V35149}5

               

            

         

         But even here there is an element of nostalgia, as Brierley’s weavers were hand-loom workers rather than steam-loom operatives.

         Other key figures in the dialect field include Samuel Laycock (1826–93), who wrote particularly of the Cotton Famine of the 1860s and whose ‘Bowton’s Yard’ {5313} and ‘Mi Gronfeyther’ {V35149} are still remembered, and another self-made man, Joseph Ramsbottom (1831–1901).

         Brian Hollingworth, whose Songs of the People (1977) is still a very accessible modern anthology of Lancashire dialect poetry, identifies the short period between 1856 and 1870 as the high point of the Lancashire dialect scene, but addresses the genre’s rapid decline from then on, not only in numerical output but in quality:

         
            This is a symptom, I think, of how quickly dialect poetry as represented in this anthology moved away from a living expression of the ‘songs of the people’ to an antiquarian and rather nostalgic attempt to conserve a dying culture and language.6

         

         The central question is: how much were they ‘songs of the people’ in this sense anyway? To read the writers of the time, who were nearly all trying to make a case for the significance of dialect verse, many of these pieces were indeed widely known and sung by the common folk of the county, and we largely have to take their word for it. Lancashire is one of those counties which were not well served by the Victorian and Edwardian folksong collecting boom, so it is not clear how many of these songs really did last in the common repertoire. And if they did, it would be interesting to know how they fitted into the general traditional repertoire. Did the people sing the ‘usual’ traditional songs found elsewhere as well, or were these ousted by the dialect pieces, and if they existed side by side did they influence each other?

         The luminaries of the Manchester Literary Club and similar organisations who were the main cheerleaders for the dialect poets were largely active at a time when folk-song collecting and scholarship were only just getting under way and the field barely mapped out, but it is also true that none of them came from a background of song or popular culture, and their interests were primarily literary.

         They certainly claimed that the songs, when printed, sold in huge numbers, and that they were sung in the streets, pubs and homes. William Axon, writing in 1870, declared that Edwin Waugh’s songs were ‘household words throughout the county’, and he continued:

         
            The home songs of the Lancashire people, the work-a-day literature of that great hive of modern industry. The strains which, appealing to the hearts of the people, have become household words. The songs that are sung to the accompaniment of the flying shuttle, that goes echoing through the noisy mill and fill the workman’s cottage with pleasant music; the melodies that may be heard alike in the streets of smoky Manchester and in the green country fields on pleasant summer evenings. The majority of these popular lyrics are written in the Lancashire dialect …7

         

         Joseph Ramsbottom, one of the less well-known dialect poets, bears strong witness:

         
            In almost every country village there is a stock of well-known songs and stories in the dialect, of various qualities, the best of which have seldom risen to the dignity of being printed, even on broadsheet; yet they maintain their hold on the minds and in the hearts of our villagers, by whom the songs of our greatest singers are altogether uncared for, and almost unknown; and with whom even the popular street lyrics of our large towns obtain only a transient resting place before they pass away into obscurity. But our dialectal songs and stories present themselves in the old form, full of reminiscences of old time.8

         

         A review of dialect literature written by ‘a Lancashire Lad’ for weekly periodical the Working Man in 1866 included the following comment: ‘It is almost impossible for a workman’s party to be held in any Lancashire town or village without one or more of [Waugh’s] songs being sung or recited.’9

         While we are grateful for the wealth of information about vernacular singing in Lancashire that these writers have provided, it is difficult not to feel that our view has been seriously distorted by their narrow view. There is the distinct impression that to these local-patriotic writers, if a song is not in dialect it is not ‘folk’, and this tunnel vision seems to last even into the era when, by all accounts, the age of the dialect poets’ popularity had long passed, and the era of folk-song collecting had arrived. So, for example, Thomas Derby’s otherwise very useful article on ‘Folk Songs of Lancashire’ published in the Transactions of the Manchester Literary Club in 1913 is devoted entirely to dialect pieces and local broadside material. There is no hint of the folk songs being collected, and widely discussed in the press of the time, by Sharp, Vaughan Williams and others. Again, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that it is the literary background of the writers which largely explains their perspective. Thomas Derby reveals all:

         
            Of course, if you take it [the Lancashire dialect] at its worst, as written, for instance, by John Collier – ‘Tim Bobbin’ – a hundred years ago, or as spoken by the uneducated or the utterly careless of the present day, there is ample justification for calling it ugly. Even the King’s English is ugly, whether as carelessly spoken in our great towns or by the ordinary Cockney, whose speech, lacking the masculine qualities of the ordinary dialect-backbone, so to speak, has degenerated into a mere effeminate affectation. The reasonable thing is to take the Lancashire dialect at its best: as written, let us say, by Edwin Waugh.10

         

         This is far from being an extreme example of the time, and highlights the central dichotomy of the ‘literary’ approach, as opposed to the ‘folk studies’ perspective, to dialect. In the former, only certain people are permitted to speak for Lancashire, and they are not necessarily, in the end, the lower classes, or the ones the early folklorists thought were the genuine repositories of traditional lore. The denigration of the ‘uneducated’, and their exclusion from the ‘true dialect’ community, eloquently exposes the middle-class literary basis of much of the dialect writing of the time. 

         Derby’s reference to Collier brings us back to notions of authenticity. Despite his being an acknowledged pioneer in their own field, many of the later writers were keen to distance themselves from him. At a meeting of the Manchester Literary Club on 17 March 1885, held in his honour, Brierley announced, ‘It will ever be source of satisfaction to me to think that in all I have written I have striven to rescue the Lancashire character from the erroneous conceptions of Tim Bobbin.’11 They objected to Collier’s writing in terms of the dialect he used – veteran radical and local writer Samuel Bamford maintained that because Collier had been brought up near the Cheshire border, his form of the dialect was fatally infected by pronunciations alien to the ‘true’ Lancashire. But they also objected to his bawdy, comic, ‘clownish’ depictions of Lancashire life.

         Many of the dialect poets went out of their way to collect words and phrases, and were fond of compiling lists and publishing vocabularies. Again, this is a laudable trait in a dialectologist, but it is this conscious, intellectual, interest which sets them apart from the everyday song tradition. By deliberately seeking out words and idioms to use, they were not writing in their own dialect, but in our dialect, with a degree of falseness which is rarely acknowledged, although Martha Vicinus’s conclusion was on these lines: ‘By the nineteenth century dialect literature cannot be considered folk culture, but is a conscious product of literate individuals who wrote for their own class with encouragement from a wider audience.’12

         The situation in the north-east was very different from what took place in Lancashire. The notion of there being something special about the song and music of the area was strong enough by the turn of the nineteenth century to prompt John Bell to deliberately seek out local material as part of his attempt to gather everything about the region. A key thing which marks Bell out from other local antiquarians of his time is that he was interested not only in the physical place, but also in its culture, and not only the culture of the local elite, but also the popular culture of the streets, the mines and the quayside. He published much of his collection in Rhymes of Northern Bards (1812), and David Harker also produced a more comprehensive Songs from the Manuscript Collection of John Bell (1985). Much of the following is based on the writings of David Harker, who has spent many years investigating the vernacular cultures of the north-east.

         Bell’s self-imposed task was to collect local songs, and he cared little where he found them, taking items from books, manuscripts, theatre performances, broadsides and oral recitation. In the Rhymes we are not often told about the provenance of particular items, but Harker’s edition of the manuscripts sometimes fills in a detail or two. As is to be expected, most are in standard English, but a fair number are indeed in dialect, such as ‘The Bonny Geatsiders 1805’ {8772}:

         
            
               
                  Come marrows, we’ve happen’d to meet now

                  Sae our thropples together we’ll weet now

                  Aw’ve myed a new sang

                  And to sing ye’t aw lang

                  For it’s about the Bonny Geatsiders.13

               

            

         

         One of the songs in Bell’s collection is ‘The Original Bob Cranky’, the hero of which is a miner on his holiday, which, like the ‘Jone o’ Grinfeld’ song in Lancashire, stayed in print in local publications for the next century, and engendered several sequels. The song provides a wealth of detail about a collier’s life, albeit in humorous terms, and uses an abundance of local and job-specific words which are often difficult for us to understand at this distance. Nevertheless, on the face of it, the song could be a valuable insight into working life in the area in the past.

         In his Songs from the Manuscripts of John Bell, Harker uses this song as a test case for investigating to what degree such material can be used as ‘history’. Its first known appearance in print is as sheet music published in 1804, which states that it is a ‘favorite comic song’ written by a ‘Gentleman of Newcastle’, who turns out to be John Selkirk, a middle-class young man and habitué of convivial clubs in which singing and songwriting were in fashion. Harker successfully uses histories of the region and the mining industry, and books on local dialect, to explicate the song’s meaning. But, given the fact that it was not written by a collier, or even by a ‘working man’, its accuracy as a social document is unclear. It turns out that while historical sources can shed a great deal of light on the song and its contents, it is much harder to argue that the song itself can be used as an unproblematic historical source.

         During the first half of the century, there was a growing interest in dialect material in the region, reflected in a steady stream of publications, such as John Marshall’s Collection of Songs, Comic, Satirical and Descriptive Chiefly in the Newcastle Dialect (1827), William Davison’s Tyneside Songster (c.1840) and William Fordyce’s Newcastle Song Book (1842). These drew on a corpus of local material written by ‘respectable’ people, mostly shopkeepers or tradesmen, such as John Shield, William Mitford and Henry Robson, and barely touched the labouring or working classes of the time.

         Nevertheless, by all accounts, the north-east was particularly well endowed with characters who made a living, or part of a living, as singers, musicians and songwriters drawn from, and catering for, the working people. This sort of local entertainer probably existed in all well-populated areas, but those from Tyneside are better documented than most, mainly because they were well known enough to become seen as local eccentrics, affectionately incorporated into the nostalgic view of the region’s roots.

         Blind Willie Purvis (1752–1832), the fiddler and singer Bobby Nunn (1808–53), and the wandering piper Jamie Allan (1734–1810), plus many others whose names are not so familiar, sang and played at fairs and other rural gatherings, at local dances and celebrations, weddings, club dinners, benefit society meetings, in pubs or in the street, and many of them were capable of making up songs as and when occasion arose. Some were peripatetic, with a set route around the region during the summer, and a fixed base in the winter. Some had proper employment as town waits, in fit-up theatre orchestras, or even, in Allan’s case, a period as the Countess of Northumberland’s official piper. When they could, some hired premises to put on seasons of shows, which involved hiring other performers and having a certain amount of capital behind them. Many ended up as publicans, and particular pubs were known for their resident fiddle players. All this musical activity fed into the emerging world of concert rooms and other designated entertainment centres. In his 1981 article ‘The Making of the Tyneside Concert Hall’, Harker makes a strong case for this as a transitional period between rural and urban, agricultural and industrial, with traditional musicians and singers adapting to new circumstances, opportunities and audiences.

         Another phase was ushered in with the opportunities of semi-professional and even professional work offered by these new venues. As elsewhere in the country, the music halls drew on the pool of local talent, the best of whom became local stars, rivalling, at least for a while, the national stars from London. The main protagonists in this phase were the ones who really put their stamp on Tyneside vernacular song, and provided the basic repertoire of ‘Geordie songs’ which has lasted to the present day.

         George Ridley (1835–64), who worked in the mines from the age of eight, was invalided out in the 1850s, and by 1861 he was a full-time professional entertainer. He worked mainly in lower-class Workers’ Institutes and pubs, rather than the rapidly growing concert-hall network, and he died at the age of twenty-nine. George Ridley’s Local Song Book was published by Thomas Allan, and it was Allan’s successive collections of Tyneside songs, printed first as paper-covered songsters and later in more substantial books, which kept Ridley’s songs in the public eye. Of his known nineteen compositions only sixteen have survived, and they are all concerned with local people and events and were often based on already popular songs: ‘Blaydon Races’ {3511} is loosely based on the American song ‘A Trip to Brighton’, and ‘Cushie Butterfield’ {3504} was a parody of Harry Clifton’s ‘Polly Perkins’ {430}.

         Ned Corvan (1830–65) was born in Liverpool of Irish parents, but moved to Tyneside when he was four. He was first apprenticed to a sailmaker but soon left to join Billy Purvis’s music hall at the Victoria Theatre and from then on he was a professional, playing the violin and singing comic songs, many of his own composition. By 1849 he was resident at the Olympia Music Hall, and he toured other venues in the region, but he died at the age of thirty-five. His songs include ‘The Cullercoats Fish Lass’ {V35150} and ‘Astrilly, or the Pitmen’s Farewell’ {344}. 

         Tommy Armstrong (1848–1920), dubbed the ‘Pitman’s Poet’, from County Durham, did not become a professional entertainer, although he did form concert parties which performed around the region. Always willing to lend his support to worthy working-class causes like pit disasters, strikes and lock-outs, many of his songs did not outlive the immediate occasion for which they were written. His songs include ‘The Durham Lock-Out’ {V13079}, ‘Oakey’s Keeker’ {V35152}, ‘Trimdon Grange Explosion’ {3189}, ‘Nanny’s a Maisor’ {V35151} and ‘Stanla Markit’ {3490}.

         Joe Wilson (1841–75) was born in Newcastle, the son of a joiner and cabinetmaker. He made his living as a printer, but supplemented his earnings as a popular local singer and songwriter, and his first professional appearance was at the Oxford Music Hall. His songs include ‘Cum Geordie Haud the Bairn’ {3161}, ‘Keep Yor Feet Still Geordie Hinnie’ {6862}, ‘The Row upon the Stairs’ {24960} and ‘The Lass That Leeves Next Door’ {6137}.

         All of these had reputations for ready wit, the ability to sum up people’s everyday lives in song, and an eye for local detail as well as an ear for common speech. And all except Tommy Armstrong died young. Whether or not they were the authentic voice of the local working class depends on your definition, but most people would think so. It is impossible to say, though, whether the local songs which have survived would have done so without the helping hand, first of print, then sheet music and sound recording, which was primarily in the hands of the middle-class printers, music-hall and theatre owners, and music publishers, with commercial interests and agendas.

         In the second half of the nineteenth century, it was publishers like Thomas Allan who gathered and printed the local songs, sometimes even buying the copyrights to ensure future supply, and thereby creating the brand of ‘Geordie song’.

         Into the twentieth century this role was partly taken over by professional singer and musician Charles Edward Catcheside-Warrington (1860 –1937), at one time described as ‘operatic vocalist, pianist, conductor and acting-manager’. He was probably the first to make recordings of Tyneside songs, on wax cylinders in the 1890s, and by the 1920s had a nationwide reputation as a performer. His series of books, Album of Tyneside Songs, published by local firm J. G. Windows from 1911 onwards, kept the songs well known both in and outside the north-east and, while Allan had printed only the words, Catcheside-Warrington published the tunes as well, arranged for piano.

         The people of nineteenth-century Cumberland also had a consciousness of their local dialect as something special and worth preserving, thanks mainly to the writings of Robert Anderson (1770 –1833). He was born in Carlisle and, apart from spells in London and Belfast, lived and died there, working mainly as a calico printer. Anderson was not the first to write in the Cumberland dialect – others included the interesting, but neglected, Susanna Blamire (1747–94) – but he was by far the most famous, and has long been dubbed the ‘Cumberland Bard’. There does not seem to have been such a close cadre of local poets as in Lancashire, nor an involvement with the burgeoning of commercialised entertainment as in the north-east, although he was something of an honorary north-easterner, as some of his songs were included in their volumes.

         Like others in the region, Anderson was greatly influenced by Robert Burns and other Scottish writers, and most of the tunes that he designated for his texts were well-known Scottish ones. It is interesting that his first efforts were in the realms of ‘popular song’ rather than poetry:

         
            In 1794, being at Vauxhall Gardens for the first time, I felt disgusted with many of the songs written in the mock pastoral style, and supposing myself capable of producing what might be considered equal or perhaps superior, on the following day I wrote four songs. ‘Lucy Gray’ was my first attempt and was suggested from hearing a Northumbrian rustic relate the story of two lovers. These songs were set to music by Mr Hook; and my first poetic effusion was sung by Master Phelps, with great applause.14  

         

         Anderson was brought to national fame by his book Ballads in the Cumberland Dialect (1815). Many of the references to Anderson’s songs being sung traditionally refer to relatively middle-class events, but it is clear that they also had a significant circulation among the general population, and many of them survived to be noted down by the Victorian and Edwardian folk-song collectors. His best-known songs include ‘Bleckell Murry-Neet’ {1529}, Sally Gray {1365}, ‘Barbary Bell’ {2521} and ‘The Whorton Wedding’ {2522}.*

         Some degree of dialect-song consciousness was discernible elsewhere in England, including, for example, the West Country and Yorkshire, and each had one or two songs couched in the local parlance which were generally accepted as special to the area. But in almost all cases these had been grafted on to the local repertoire by the deliberate intervention of either a middle-class dialect poet or a professional entertainer offering an act based on local stereotypes. The north-east seems unique in that its local songs really did emanate from its working people.

         Before leaving the subject of dialect it is well to highlight the use of spelling to replicate spoken accent, which is highly relevant to the way in which the work of the Lancashire poets, and the north-east songwriters, were presented to the public. In these cases, the writers’ and publishers’ motives were presumably quite positive: they wished the local speech to be experienced in its entirety and not watered down by standard-English orthography. But in other contexts, non-standard spelling was widely used to conjure up a persona for the singer or the song in what can best be called ‘pseudo-dialect’.

         This can be seen most clearly in songs from the blackface minstrel repertoire, where words are routinely spelt in ways to suggest a Southern American black pronunciation – eb’ry for ‘every’, for example – and to a lesser extent the same happened to Irish, Scots and even cockney songs, especially when emanating from stage acts. This is even more common in American songsters from the 1860s onwards, where they regularly presented songs in Irish, Dutch (i.e. German), Jewish, Chinese, Italian and other characters, each using spelling to enhance the effect. The interesting thing is that many of these pseudo-dialect words became so well known that they really did work as markers of ethnicity or nationality for the general public. Put the word ‘ould’ or ‘auld’ in the title of a song and your readers will immediately think Irish or Scots. 

         
            * See Keith Gregson’s article in Folk Music Journal (1983) and Mike Huggins’s in Eighteenth-Century Studies (2012) for further information about Anderson and his world.

         

         In his 1972 article ‘Cecil Sharp in Somerset’, David Harker makes the point that the inclusion of a glossary in a published volume indicates that the work is aimed at outsiders, because insiders, who speak the language, will not need it. He uses this to portray particular publishers as parasitic or exploitative, although it is not clear why they could not have mixed motives which combined a capitalist drive towards profit with a desire to celebrate local culture outside its geographical confines. In addition, many dialect publications were avowedly issued after many aspects of local speech had disappeared, so even the young ‘insiders’ would need help in this direction, and it could even be argued that the sale outside the region might make the whole venture possible by subsidising it.
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            The Mechanics of Tradition

            Aspects of Song Traditions in Practice

         

         Previous chapters have focused on the social contexts in which traditional singing took place, on the songs themselves, or on the other musics with which folk song interacted. But this chapter shifts the focus back to the individuals involved, and the part that traditional singing played in both their own lives and the lives of the communities which they inhabited. The investigation therefore operates on several levels, from the individual to the communal to the general, but is rooted in the personal.

         Here we are concerned with the size and nature of people’s repertoires, how they learnt their songs, what those songs meant to them, what made a ‘good’ singer, what types of performance were appreciated and what behaviour was acceptable. The ‘mechanics of tradition’ is a useful phrase to sum up all these questions but, as often happens, it dehumanises the topic and disguises the fact that it is about what people did, or did not do, that matters.

         Of necessity, the argument revisits much of the ground covered in other chapters, but in each case it reinforces their messages with further evidence from the angle of the human, lived experience. The chapter is also something of a ragbag of information because, as usual, our problems start with the evidence. We are in the bizarre situation of investigating a part of life which was so ordinary that it must have happened countless times, all over the country, every day throughout history. People were hearing, writing, learning, adapting, singing, forgetting and discarding songs all the time – and yet we can complain that we do not have enough evidence to really document what was going on. Nor do we have precise words to use when describing singing styles or aesthetic judgements, because the critical perspectives and language developed for art and pop music are rarely helpful in our field.

         As has been said many times, most of the pioneer folk-song collectors were not overly interested in the totality of their informants’ singing traditions, nor were they concerned with documenting much more than the tunes and texts. Some did note a few valuable facts in passing, and they sometimes included anecdotal evidence in their introductions and other writings. Alfred Williams and Sabine Baring-Gould are particularly useful here, but the much maligned Cecil Sharp is probably the only one to directly address singers’ styles and attitudes at some length, in his English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions (1907), and we will use this extensively.

         Whether or not we trust Sharp’s overall definitions and underlying motives, the man had more direct experience of traditional singing than most of us latter-day experts put together, and there is no reason to believe that he lied to us about his singers and their methods, although he did seem to exaggerate the ‘illiterate peasant’ angle. But we trust him with the usual proviso that he is not speaking for the whole but for the part which came under his scrutiny. His description of singers’ body language during performance, for example, is based on singing ‘at home’, whereas we might legitimately ask if it was the same in the pub. Sharp did not collect much in pubs:

         
            I noted down several more songs that day, but no more in public houses. As a rule the singers in country inns sing modern songs only, or rather the songs that were popular in mid-Victorian days, e.g. ‘Woodman Spare That Tree’ {13833} or ‘The ’Oodpecker’ {12680}. Indeed, as a matter of fact, but a very small percentage of my collection has been recovered from tavern singers.1

         

         We also get the occasional fascinating but unscientific and impressionistic descriptions of singing styles from onlookers and critics, but the kind of detail we are after here is only really elicited by direct questioning of singers and participants. This type of evidence becomes available only in the post-Second World War period, when the new breed of collectors (and their new recording technology) made it possible. Of particular note here are Bob Copper, Ginette Dunn, Vic Gammon, Roy Palmer, Bob and Jacqui Patten, Mike Pickering, Sam Richards, Ian Russell, Keith Summers and Mike Yates, who all tried to provide ethnographic and social-history backgrounds to the songs and music which are central to our interest.

         This means that a large proportion of our ethnographic information comes from this later period, and we must be particularly careful if we want to extrapolate backwards and apply that evidence to the past. Nor can we ever be certain when it is safe to expand from the particular to the general. Just because X says something happened, it does not mean that everyone, or even anyone else, had that experience. The particular danger here is that we tend to accept the anecdotes which suit our view, and reject those which do not.

         We can introduce the concept of a ‘healthy’ tradition as a backdrop to our discussions, which is something like what the collectors argued had existed in England up to the mid-nineteenth century, and contrast it with one in decline. In our hypothetical ‘healthy tradition’, there are plenty of singers, plenty of songs in general circulation, and plenty of accessible performance venues and contexts where singing takes place. New songs are readily available and are absorbed into the local repertoire to make sure it does not get too stale. Singers and their performances are valued as contributions to community life, their style is accepted as the everyday norm (or at least one of the everyday norms), and there is strong continuity down the years. Each new generation may change things, adding or subtracting, but this happens largely within the broad parameters of what they have inherited.

         The symptoms of a tradition in decline are that performance opportunities begin to disappear because they are no longer valued; potential singers have fewer chances to hear and learn songs; singers perform less, get out of practice, and songs start to be forgotten; and the songs themselves are no longer generally appreciated and the singing styles regarded as out of touch with the taste of the majority. New songs are not introduced, the chain of transmission is broken, and as singers die bits of the tradition die with them. Criticism within the community is normally expressed in terms of traditional material and styles being ‘old-fashioned’, and performances may be tolerated for some time for nostalgic purposes, or brought out on special occasions, but for everyday entertainment and participation, tolerance turns to outright distaste in the minds of many in the community.

         This is too neat, and too pessimistic, but is not an inaccurate summary of what happened to ‘folk song’ in this country over the past century or so, although the rate of change varied considerably from place to place. When the latter-day collectors went out with their tape recorders after the Second World War, they found hundreds of individuals still singing in the old style, some families who still valued their songs, some pubs still having regular old-fashioned sing-songs. But these have all but disappeared, except where ‘revival’ interest has provided a life-support machine.

         In these days, when ‘folk music’ is one lifestyle musical choice among many, it is well to remind ourselves of the everyday nature of ‘folk song’ for previous generations of ordinary people. As Sharp wrote in 1907:

         
            I have talked with scores of old country people on this subject of folk singing. They all repeat the same tale. Everyone sang in their young days, they will tell you; they went to their work in the mornings singing; they sang in the fields, and they trudged home in the evenings to the accompaniment of song. Talk to any old peasant and you will find that he has intimate acquaintanceship with the old songs. Maybe he will confess that he himself was ‘never no zinger’, but he will volunteer to ‘tell’ you a song and own the ability to join in when others are there to give him a lead. The evidence is overwhelming that, as recently as thirty or forty years ago, every country village in England was a nest of singing birds.2

         

         Within this very ordinariness, however, there were countless variations of interest, ability and opportunity. Some people took a particular interest, sought out new songs, honed their performance style, and prided themselves on their repertoire and skill, while others took none at all. Some were against it, because of their religion, social status or taste. Some knew 400 songs well enough to sing in public; others knew one or two. Some would sing in public given any chance; others only sang at home to themselves or family members. Some were acknowledged good singers; others were hopeless and could not, as it was said, carry a tune in a bucket. Some were born entertainers, others shy and retiring.

         But in all this welter of individual choices and tastes, there were the shared attitudes that, in an imprecise but observable way, make up much of what we mean by ‘the tradition’. It is not the intention of this book to wander too far into ethnomusicology and the anthropology of music, but it is necessary to pause and consider what we mean by ‘tradition’ here.

         Studies in those fields have repeatedly told us that what any individual, or group, regards as music, let alone ‘good’ music, is not ordained by nature or part of the in-born human psyche, but is socially conditioned. It follows that standards for description and criteria for aesthetic judgement are not transferrable from one type of music to another. Folk-song researchers and enthusiasts do not really need to be told this, as they are accustomed to outsiders or classically trained musicians hearing a traditional singer or musician performing and literally wincing and declaring that they are ‘singing out of tune’ or ‘they can’t play’. And countless histories of music have entirely ignored traditional music, or simply got it totally wrong, because by ‘classical’ standards it is of little consequence.

         For our purposes, on our own ground, we can use the musicological concept of the ‘sound-ideal’, which Carole Pegg (1984) applied to musicians and singers in Suffolk in the 1970s. Our ‘sound-ideal’ is the kind of music we regard as ‘our sort of music’, what we like and what we expect. English villagers brought up hearing primarily unaccompanied folk songs in the family and in social settings get used to these musical structures and sounds, and regard them as normal, in exactly the same way as children in an African village do theirs. Other musics may be tolerated, but if they wander too far from the concept of our sound-ideal they tend to be dismissed as ‘noise’. It is a question of what sounds right, what fits, what we know, what we hear. But in the construction of this ‘sound-ideal’, the audience is as important as the performer, and it is the particular mix of the individual and the community which counts.

         But, crucially, this is not a static model, as change can happen, and clearly does happen, especially when people have easy access to other musics. Younger people deserted folk song in droves and embraced pop music around the turn of the twentieth century, and in Suffolk in the 1970s, for example, the young villagers had a huge range of other styles from which to make their choice. The whole point of being a teenager nowadays is to reject the music of your parents.

         Michael Pickering’s Village Song and Culture (1982) successfully seeks to recreate a village singing tradition from the archives of one collector – Janet Blunt of Adderbury, Oxfordshire – backed up with information from other local and social-history sources. He sums up this point:

         
            A song had to be consonant with the values and mores of particular communities in particular contexts in order to be accepted and assimilated into the local song and singing tradition. It is because of this consonance that we can talk of a song’s reinforcing and in some way ‘expressing’ both the ‘way of life’ and the tradition in which it was once an element.3

         

         We can extend this to apply equally to the style of performance, the venue, the etiquette of the event, and all the other aspects of the local ‘tradition’.

         Ginette Dunn’s study The Fellowship of Song (1980), focusing on Suffolk in the 1970s, goes into some detail about what people regarded as ‘good’ performers, although the terms they used were unscientific and seemingly mundane. Clear diction (but not posh elocution) was valued, because the words are what matters most and the story must be put over effectively; singing should be loud enough to carry in the particular setting, but not shouting; singers should be tuneful – able to carry the tune and match words and music well; performances should be relaxed, with no fuss or palaver and no over-reliance on gimmicks or actions; and voices should be pleasant and not strained. But there were also indefinables such as ‘presence’ or charisma, and you were never just an anonymous singer anyway, but the postman and part-time pig-killer, and married to our cousin Mabel, and a useful chap in the cricket team, and always good for a joke, but a bit belligerent when drunk … or whatever.

         But by far the clearest point voiced by singers and audience was simply that the act of performing was what mattered – playing your part in the conviviality of the proceedings. Less-than-perfect performances were not just tolerated but accepted as valid contributions. In regular settings, with a limited pool of performers, everyone finds their own level.

         One of the underlying theses of this book is that the context and style of performance are as important to our understanding of traditional song as the material itself. Early music-hall songs, for example, like the blackface minstrel songs before them, could be easily incorporated into the tradition because they were structurally compatible with existing traditional performance characteristics. They had catchy strophic tunes with a limited musical range, memorable words, often with choruses, a lack of challenging vocabulary or highfalutin ideas, and, crucially, could be sung unaccompanied, by amateur singers. They worked in the same way as traditional songs. Later music-hall songs, parlour ballads, and songs from other performance genres such as the pleasure gardens, were much less easy to incorporate because they failed to fulfil one or more of these criteria, and songs from art music and grand opera stood even less chance of making it into the local tradition.

         The paucity of solid historical research in our subject means that we are often in danger of presuming that some feature we have found in ‘traditional’ settings is special to that genre. A case in point is the ‘sing, say or pay’ principle, which was often mentioned when people were describing pre-war singing events. The basis of this ‘rule’ was that everyone present should contribute to the event’s proceedings – they should sing a song, play a tune, tell a story or joke, or pay for drinks. How strictly this was interpreted or enforced depended on the company and the situation, but it is clear that it was a generally accepted way of organising things, and Keith Summers’s study of song and music in East Suffolk, actually entitled ‘Sing, Say or Pay!’ (1977–8), includes much on the topic.

         But a little delving into the past reveals that this attitude was not special to ‘traditional’ or even working-class events, but was a widely accepted rule in social situations at all levels. In The Convivial Songster (1788), the anonymous compiler comments:

         
            There is no accomplishment more engaging to those who delight in conviviality than that of singing, when agreeably executed. It appears to be a first principle among those who understand good breeding, and it is indeed a necessary one, not to need much entreaty to sing. There is no person, who has been at all in the world, but must remember the frequent chagrin he has seen a whole company thrown into by the ill-mannered obstinacy of an individual. If we go into society, it is our duty to be conformable and good-humoured; and let a person’s voice and ear be ever so indifferent, it is very possible to choose a short song to sing as a specimen, which may at once put an end to intreaty and controversy, by proving a want of ability. This disposition to oblige establishes the reputation of chearfulness, good sense, and propriety; the reverse must consequently have the contrary effect. It should be remembered likewise, that to sing without being requested is equally improper, as it always makes a person appear vain and sometimes contemptibly so.4

         

         This societal convention was sufficiently well known to provide songwriters with a subject for humorous treatment. The following was collected by Alfred Williams from Elijah Iles of Inglesham, Wiltshire, and another version, from Long Hanborough, Oxfordshire, was published in the journal Folk-Lore in 1913, where it was specifically noted as a song to be sung by a lady who is reluctant to accede when called upon to sing.5 The latter version also makes clear that the lines in italics should be sung to the tune of the original song. 

         
            
               
                  You ask me to sing, indeed! I am quite sorry

                  That I cannot oblige the good company here

                  But if I were to begin you’d find, in a hurry

                  You soon would be gone and this room would be clear.

               

               
                  You would not sit still, and have your ears pestered

                  With such horrid notes, but away you would run

                  To some hills or some valleys, remote and sequestered

                  You would wish, all kind sirs, I had never begun.

               

               
                  I once saw a shepherd keep sheep on a mountain

                  Oh! that is too high for my voice by a tone

                  Then I sat myself down by the side of a fountain

                  Oh! that is too low, so I cannot get on.

               

               
                  But if it can be so, I’ll try at another

                  And with a shrill voice made to woodlands to sing

                  But if it can be so, it’s worse than the others

                  Now I hope you’ll excuse me, for indeed I can’t sing. {2479}6

               

            

         

         Unfortunately, neither collector noted the tune. There were other songs on similar lines.

         But the other side of the coin is the discouragement of those who are too eager to contribute, and the question of event organisation. The institution of a ‘chairman’ in the concert rooms and early music halls, and also in those pub sessions documented in Suffolk by Dunn and Summers, is a response to this need, but is often a manifestation of the more subtle notion of ‘ownership’ of the event. At a house party it is the host or hostess, at a harvest home the farmer or the bailiff, travelling in the carrier’s cart it is perhaps the oldest person, or the one who is generally known to be ‘the life and soul of the party’, but someone is de facto in charge and has the right, or duty, to regulate the proceedings and call on the next contributor. 

         But there were other models, such as the system whereby a singer calls on the next. In Pocock’s Everlasting Songster (1800), the compiler writes:

         
            [Never] be forward in rendering to the President any voluntary toast or song out of your turn until it has been called for. It has been found upon experience that most men are too vain of their abilities and that a voluntary songster is of all the most troublesome; his songs are like an alarum when once he has liberty to begin there is no possibility of stopping him: besides it breaks the regularity of the society, and the Chairman by indulging him in his humour, loses part of his dignity. It is undoubtedly pleasing to hear a good songster, but if such is in the room, and is not personally known to the President, I have no doubt but some person in company will endeavour privately to acquaint him therewith; this induces me to treat on proper behaviour when called upon by the Chairman or preceding songster for a song, and in compliance to their request not to hesitate, but do your best endeavour, only a verse will convince the company you are not in the habit of singing, and they will be pleased by returning you thanks for your obliging disposition; but contrary behaviour, in refusing to satisfy them, the most pressing entreaties will be made on the presumption of your excellent voice, and after a long time delayed in solicitations, you then comply; and if it does not equal their expectations, a dissatisfaction prevails, and they are sorry for their application.7

         

         The organised singing sessions in the taverns and pub concert rooms, which were the direct ancestors of the music halls,* almost always had a ‘chairman’ to regulate proceedings and call on the next singer, and this same model was adopted in many (perhaps most) less formal pub sing-songs. They can still be seen and heard in the pub sessions documented in the mid-twentieth century, such as at the Blaxhall Ship and the Eastbridge Eel’s Foot, and that this was a general practice is confirmed by many other references. But this system rapidly broke down in the post-war period, as song and music became increasingly regarded as background entertainment. Those who frequented pubs in the 1970s and 1980s will have frequently heard older singers saying something like, ‘The trouble nowadays is that they don’t “give order” when someone sings.’

         
            * See page 348.

         

         Another widely reported aspect of public singing traditions is the idea of ‘song ownership’. It was extremely common in close communities to find that particular songs belonged to particular singers and, even though many of the others in the company knew and could sing those songs, they would not normally do so in the presence of those ‘owners’. That this was not confined to recent pub singing is confirmed by the memoirs of a Victorian sailor, Sam Noble, which are quoted in Chapter 14.

         Some songs were held ‘in common’, but ownership of other songs was clearly a widespread and largely unremarked convention, which in normal circumstances was respected. It was not always uncontested, however, and there could be some resentment if it was abused, or if others seem to have claimed a song to which they had no ‘right’. And when a noted singer died, or moved away, his/her repertoire was up for grabs, and it took a while for the new pattern to settle down.

         Nor was the idea of song ownership completely altruistic. Sam Richards, in his study of the twentieth-century singer Bill Hingston in Oral History (1982), makes the important point that the ownership system had a vital function which was inextricably linked to the notion of ‘everyone contributes something’. For the many people present who knew only one or two songs well enough to sing in public, anyone else singing ‘their’ song would effectively exclude them from taking part. Those with larger repertoires were the ones likely to quibble over particular songs, but to take someone’s only performance would be a direct insult.

         Ginette Dunn delves further into the subject of song ownership than anyone else and paints a quite complex picture. She identifies the crucial difference between ‘learning a song’, which many people did either casually or by frequent hearing, and deliberately ‘choosing to perform’ it publicly. The former was natural ‘transmission’, the latter a social statement. Who could sing which songs partly depended on social relationships and friendship patterns, and, indeed, learning songs from parents and other family members was to be expected. But the system certainly came under strain in the hothouse atmosphere when traditional singers started making records in the 1970s and needed enough songs to fill an LP. Cyril Poacher said, for example:

         
            I sung one of them there in Blaxhall Ship, and Lenny say, ‘What chance have I got, you took my songs?’ I say, ‘I ain’t took only one.’ He say, ‘Well I haven’t got any chance’, but he have. I took only one of his … ‘The Dark-Eyed Sailor’ {265}. I took that one … and Webby took two of mine [for a record]. In fact three. He took ‘The Yellow Handkerchief’ {954}, he took ‘Nancy from Yarmouth’ {407}, and he took ‘The Nutting Girl’ {509} … I don’t know more’n fifteen. Well I might know a couple more, but that take a lot of finding, fifteen.8

         

         Lenny Savage was Cyril’s cousin, and ‘Webby’ was another local singer, Percy Webb.

         It is easy to run away with the idea that singing in the pub was the be-all and end-all of traditional music. The pub was indeed one of the key places for folk performance, but its profile has been overemphasised precisely because it was ‘public’. The chapters on ‘singing contexts’ make this clear, but it is as well to underline the point again here, especially as regards the vital role that the family, the home and the workplace played in tradition, as both performance venues and the places where basic repertoires were acquired. So, for example, Sam Richards’s study of Bill Hingston, noticed more fully further on, makes it clear that whereas he ended up as a primarily pub-based performer, Bill’s core repertoire was learnt in other social contexts.

         Alfred Williams was one of those who recognised the importance of family tradition: 

         
            As some individuals were more musical than others, so also were some families. Very often the entire members of a family, for generations, had been famed for singing, and their songs had usually belonged to a distinctive class or order. One of the most convincing illustrations of this is the case of the Kings, of Castle Eaton. They were a numerous family, and nearly all were good singers and possessed of fine voices. The entire choir at the church was composed of Kings, male and female, and bands of them practised carol-singing at the farmhouses for miles around every Christmas time.9

         

         And Sabine Baring-Gould (1895) echoes what other collectors said about women singing while attending to domestic chores:

         
            There is an old grandmother on Dartmoor from whom I have had songs. She sings ancient ballads, walking about and pursuing her usual avocations whilst singing. She cannot be induced to sit down and sing – then her memory fails, but she will sing whilst engaged in kneading bread, washing, driving the geese out of the room, feeding the pig: naturally, this makes it a matter of difficulty to note her melodies. One has to run after her, from the kitchen to the pig-sty, or to the well-head and back, pencil and note-book in hand.10

         

         The memoirs of Mont Abbott, born in 1903 in Enstone, Oxfordshire, published by Sheila Stewart as Lifting the Latch: A Life on the Land (1987), make clear the importance of the family in song transmission:

         
            Friday night were tubbing night. Tubbing night were the weekly bath and singing night in our family and one of the happiest memories of childhood down the Alley. Mother ’ud tub us and Dad ’ud dry; lifting each dripping kid from the tub and plonking us on the towel on the kitchen table, he’d learn us no end of songs or ‘bits of ditties’ as he always called them. ‘Over the Garden Wall’ {3765}, ‘Miner’s Dream of Home’ {1749}, ‘Count Your Blessings’ {V12512?} … Holding true to your words and tune no matter what towels was buffeting, arms splashing or jugs spouting round you. ‘Singing costs nowt,’ Dad used to say. ‘When a man’s a-singing he needs no help; when a man’s a-cussin’, that’s when the bugger’s got trouble’ …

            All my life I’ve loved to sing. I got my love of singing from my father. And my blue eyes and open good looks – so they tells I – from my mother. Dad always sang at work … You often heerd a man a-singing at his work in they days; singing was one of life’s free pleasures. A man ’ud sing out unabashed as he strode down the village street. If thee was to sing out like that down Enstone nowadays they’d think thee’d just come out of the Bell and lock ’ee up in Oxford Castle.11

         

         And Joyce Dennys, born in Eastbourne, Sussex, in 1893, adds another aspect in her book And Then There Was One (1983):

         
            We were great singers at Number Five. Though far from being musical geniuses, we all had good ears and could pick up a melody in no time. Sister Marjorie played the piano and we all gathered round and gave tongue. These sessions were called sing-songs. Ted was the only one who was tone-deaf but that didn’t stop him singing. There was one song he liked to render as a solo … it was an old Devon song which began like this:

            
                

            

            Mr John Blunt he went to bed

            As he’d often done before-O

            But one thing he forgot to do

            It was to bar the door-O. {115, Child 275}

            
                

            

            As we got older we advanced from Little Songs for Little Voices to the Scottish Students’ Song Book. The military ones were popular with the boys: ‘The British Grenadiers’ {11231}, ‘Wrap Me Up in My Tarpaulin Jacket’ {829}, and others like them.12  

         

         The classic example of a family-based song tradition is provided by Bob Copper in his books about his own family, particularly A Song for Every Season (1971) and Early to Rise (1976), which will be quoted several times in this chapter but should be read in full. Bob was born in 1915 in Rottingdean, Sussex, and his evocation of Sunday evening sing-songs, along with uncle, aunt and cousins, includes the following description:

         
            After tea the cover would be removed from the harmonium and Aunt Jenny, after filling the wheezy bellows with a piece of frantic footwork, would play some of our favourite hymns while we all joined in singing quietly and reverently … The hymns would be followed, with an almost imperceptible change of mood, by solos from the women-folk each of whom in turn would sing their own personal party song, sweetly and simply. Mother would sing ‘Down in the Valley Where the Bluebirds Sing’ {V12710}, and aunt Jenny always obliged prettily with ‘The Old Rustic Bridge by the Mill’ {3292}. By this time John and Jim, both of whom, from the cradle up, had been steeped in the old singing tradition, and who had shown admirable restraint throughout the evening, were struggling manfully to refrain from singing something more full-blooded and more in character. When at last the dams burst, a song like ‘Warlike Seamen’ {690} came gushing out in full flood.13

         

         The influence of the family could extend beyond the home. Jumbo Brightwell, a well-known singer from Eastbridge, Suffolk, told Francis Dillon, in about 1950: ‘Old Velvet is my father, and he wouldn’t let my brothers and me sing the old songs here in the pub till we were nigh forty. Said we hadn’t got the right and proper style.’14

         The question of individual and communal repertoires is a fascinating one in its own right, but is also crucial to the folk-song historian. It is difficult to make critical judgements without some wider comparative basis, and impossible to gauge how typical a particular singer was without knowing something of the others. It is abundantly clear that any particular singing community, whether village-wide or based on a small subset of the local population, would have included those who took an interest, or knew a lot of songs and had better access to them, while others, for whatever reason, knew only a very few or none at all.

         But this immediately raises the perennial question of which songs, or which types of song, qualify as ‘traditional’. This is addressed throughout this book, and the short answer is that any song which enters the folk tradition is a folk song. But the early collectors, like Cecil Sharp, tried to draw a clear distinction between ‘folk’ songs and the composed ‘national’ songs of previous generations. ‘No doubt many of these [i.e. Dibdin-type songs] were formerly sung by peasant singers, but they have evidently failed to survive the wear and tear of time and usage,’15 Sharp writes in English Folk-Song. Elsewhere in this book he elaborates on the theme:

         
            Most folk-singers, besides their own peasant songs, know a certain number of ‘composed’ songs. Indeed, it is these songs that they will first offer to the collector in the mistaken belief that, like all educated people, he will prefer them to the old-fashioned songs. The popular songs that they thus offer him are not, however, the town songs of today, but of yesterday. At the present time, for instance, the peasants are singing the popular songs of the mid-Victorian era, such as ‘Woodman Spare That Tree’ {13833}, ‘The Mistletoe Bough’ {2336}, ‘Cheer, Boys, Cheer’ {13845} etc…. On the other hand, the popular songs of a still earlier period, 1800 –1850, if they were ever sung by the peasantry, have long since been forgotten by them. Dibdin’s songs, for instance, have almost entirely disappeared. I only know of one of them that is still sung in Somerset, and the Rev. Sabine Baring-Gould tells me that he has heard only two of them in Devon and Cornwall.16

         

         Sharp does not give any indication of how long a song must last before being accepted as a ‘folk song’, though. He appears to assume that only those songs which lasted till his own time can be thus classified. A song written in 1750, for example, which survived in the popular voice until, say, 1850, before going out of fashion, surely qualified as a folk song in its day. It is therefore impossible to use the collectors’ notebooks as a simple measure of the size or range of individual singers’ total repertoires.

         Sabine Baring-Gould wrote of one of his singers, in his Garland of Country Song (1895):

         
            [Sam Fone knows about seventy songs.] Mr Fone’s songs are of every sort. He knows modern songs, as ‘The Little Stowaway’{6341} and ‘Ehren on the Rhine’ {3517}, but he knows also songs as early in date of melody as the reign of Henry VII.17

         

         As a counter to our idea of a completely open-ended ‘tradition’ in which all songs are created equal, the collectors cited the words of singers, which showed that many did make distinctions between types of song, and often evinced a clear contempt for the ‘pop’ songs of the day. Alfred Williams, for example:

         
            They are guided by the principle of taste. And I have never once known a rustic, or anyone else accustomed to singing the old folksongs, who would deign to learn any of the modern popular pieces. They speak of them with contempt, and feel insulted if you should ask them to sing one. ‘What! That stuff! That thing! Call that a zong! Ther’s nothin’ in’t, maester. Ther’s no sense nor meanin’ to ’t, ner no harmony,’ they will answer you.18

         

         And Sabine Baring Gould, quoting one of his singers, in his English Minstrelsie (1895–7):

         
            ‘Now what I say, say I about thickey modern songs is, there’s neither sense nor gude in ’em. Some o’ our old songs – it does one gude to ’ear ’em. I mane, good to their morals.’19 

         

         And several more recent singers, like Harry Cox of Catfield, Norfolk, in 1963, said very similar things:

         
            People what don’t like to hear an old song. I don’t know what they do want to hear. ’Cos I wouldn’t listen to a new ’un. Not much. No, it’d have to be a good ’un. I think that’s a credit to anybody to keep ’em going, those old songs, ’cos if once, if they do go, they’re gone forever. Nobody’d never know them no more. And they ought to keep ’em going. I like to hear ’em.20

         

         But again it must be stressed that it is the time factor which is crucial here. All of these singers were reacting against the modern music of their later years, but their repertoires usually show that they were far less dismissive of the ‘pop’ music of their youth. Songs become ‘old songs’ simply by being around for a while, and so do styles of song. And it was the contempt of the young which, as elderly singers and folk-song collectors agreed, was killing the old style of folk song. As Cecil Sharp writes:

         
            The folk singers of today – are the last of a long line that stretches back into the mists of far-off days. Their children were the first of their race to reject the songs of their forefathers. Nowadays, the younger generation despise them, and, when they mention them, it is with lofty and supercilious air and to pour ridicule upon them. The old singers, of course, hold the modern song in like contempt, although they accept the changed conditions with quiet dignity, which is not without its pathos. One old singer once said to me, ‘Our old tunes be out o’ vashion. They young volk come a-zingin’ thicky comic zongs, and I don’t know they, and they won’t hearken to my old-vashioned songs.’21

         

         In addition to questions of inclusion, the notion of a personal ‘repertoire’ is even more slippery. Everyone who has talked to older singers will recognise that they always had a store of bits and pieces, fragments, odd verses, rhymes remembered from childhood or picked up heaven-knows-where, parodies, and poems learnt at school, as well as pop songs and standards from various points in their life. Everybody over a certain age will know ‘White Christmas’ and ‘Jingle Bells’, but may not regard them as one of ‘their’ songs. But is it ‘knowledge’ of a song that counts, or the performance of it? We often work with the concept of ‘active’ and ‘passive’ items in which the former comprises those songs performed regularly, or thought of readily, while the latter are in your head somewhere but need a bit of winkling out. For an active performer, this model works reasonably well, but it is less helpful for those whose songs are all in their ‘memory culture’ and not currently sung.

         We are constantly thrown back on the selectiveness of our evidence and the imprecision of our definitions, but the following discussion of repertoire size is offered in the light of these severe limitations. As already indicated, the size of singers’ repertoires varied enormously, and was influenced by a number of personal and social factors. But it was not uncommon to find singers who knew, and could readily sing, what seems today to be a huge number of songs. Alfred Williams, for example, commented, ‘I have frequently come into contact with those who have assured me that such a one knew from two hundred to three hundred pieces.’22 Henry Burstow (1826–1916), of Horsham, West Sussex, claimed that his father knew nearly 200 songs, and he himself published a list of 420 songs – all of which he claimed to be able to sing:

         
            Some few times I have sung the list right through, every song from beginning to end; the last time I did so, I sang them to my wife, commencing on the 4th April 1906, the 78th anniversary of her birthday. I sang about ten on 41 consecutive evenings, as we sat, evening after evening, one on either side of the fire, as happy as a king and queen. I singing my best, and she listening and occasionally herself singing one of the fifty songs I had taught her, the old songs seemed as fresh and as pretty as they did when I first sang them fifty, sixty, perhaps seventy years or more ago.23 

         

         Burstow was clearly exceptional. Lucy Broadwood noted down many of his songs, and most of the rest can be identified with some degree of confidence, from their titles. But some are more elusive, either because we cannot find any song that features those words or because the title is one that was used for several different songs. It is well known among folksong researchers that traditional singers did not usually set much store by song titles. They often referred to songs by their first lines, or by a word or phrase of the chorus, or even the last line of the song, or a principal character such as ‘Barbara Allen’ or ‘Lord Bateman’.

         In the post-war period, a number of researchers have attempted to gauge the complete repertoires of particular singers, and these give us some interesting insights, with the usual provisos. Ginette Dunn listed the songs sung by twenty-one Suffolk singers in the 1970s, which ranged from several people with fewer than half a dozen to Ruby Ling, who had ninety-three, and Bob Hart, ninety-nine. Sam Richards’s article on Bill Hingston lists sixty-one, with the rider that Bill was still remembering items as the list was being compiled. Probably the widest repertoire in this period was Harry Cox, who knew at least 142 songs, according to the notes to the Topic CD Bonny Labouring Boy.

         Those with large repertoires were clearly proud of their totals, and the folk-song literature contains many mentions of singing matches taking place between them, some of which might be apocryphal, but some at least are true. Sabine Baring-Gould wrote of one of his singers, aged seventy-four in 1888, and ‘totally illiterate’:

         
            James Parsons, who went by the name of ‘the Singing Machine’, was one evening at the tavern at Sourton with three other men, one of whom, named Voysey, worked for me. Parsons by profession was a hedger and thatcher. He told me that upon the occasion mentioned, a bet had been laid that he could not go on singing fresh songs all the night from sunset to daybreak. He did so, and won the bet. I found it difficult to credit the story, so I asked Voysey whether it were as Parson had related. ‘Ay! it’s true enough,’ said the man, ‘I reckon I shan’t forget that in a hurry, as I had to empty my purse to pay the bet.’24

         

         And Alfred Williams:

         
            It was common, years ago, during wet weather, when labour out of doors was at a standstill, for the rustics to assemble at the inns and have singing matches, in order to see, not which could sing best, but which could sing most. There were seldom more than two competing upon any one day. And usually there was no chance for but one of them to sing. He commonly issued a challenge to the village, or the neighbourhood, and declared himself able and willing to sing continuously for twelve hours – from morning till night – and to have a fresh piece each time. It consequently took two days to decide the match. Of course, the inns were full of spectators. They were the daymen on the farms. Under the influence of Apollo they left their work, and had no thought of returning until their musical appetite had been satisfied. All the pieces were to be sung from memory. It was something of a treat for the audience. Many of them strained their ears for new pieces and went not away disappointed. Doubtless the singers got very tired, and the music grated, before the twelve hours were up. But they were very strong and had voices like organs, while their throats were lubricated with frequent draughts of ale. That they did the feat is beyond question. Four such champions I knew and will mention their names: John Pillinger, of Lechlade; David Sawyer, of Ogbourne; William Warren, of South Marston; and Gabriel Zillard, of Hannington. Of Zillard it is said that he would unbutton his shirt-collar at six in the morning and sing for twelve hours or even eighteen hours, if necessary, with the perspiration streaming down his cheeks. From what I have heard of his songs, they were very quaint and comical; unfortunately, by reason of his infirmity, I was unable to obtain possession of any of them.25 

         

         When speaking of ‘tradition’ we often use the metaphor of ‘osmosis’. You hear the same songs in the pub each week, you hear your parents or your workmates singing through their repertoire, and you learn those songs without conscious effort. This is certainly true up to a point, and many singers have said as much, but this model does not explain how songs entered the local repertoire in the first place, or how people extended their own store of songs from outside the immediate song community. Nor does it explain how people progressed from passive listeners/learners to active performers.

         There must have been many instances of a conscious effort to learn a ‘new’ song – and that means ‘new to the singer’ rather than ‘newly composed’. For a song to be introduced to the local repertoire, somebody in the community must have made a conscious effort to learn it. Even if a broadside was stuck to the pub wall for everyone to see, or a pocket songster circulated among the people, somebody must have chosen to sing it before the person-to-person traditional transmission could begin.

         A fair amount of evidence of this process exists in the documentary record, although as usual not enough. It often relates to singers who we know took a particular interest in the songs – people like Henry Burstow, and Harry Cox:

         
            Many a time, when I’ve heard of a man in another village who had a song I didn’t know, I’ve walked over to see him, and paid him sixpence to teach me. I’ve walked as far as fifteen miles for a song.26

         

         Of the 420 songs listed by Burstow, eighty-four were learnt from his father, several from his mother, and others from his brother-in-law, two bootmakers, two labourers, a sailor, a tailor, an ex-soldier, a bricklayer and a parish clerk:

         
            I learnt of ‘country Wills’ in the taprooms and parlours of public houses in the town and villages round, where song singing was always regularly indulged in during the evenings all the year round and where the words of many songs have been taught and learnt, exchanged or sold, for perhaps a pint of beer. The remainder I learnt from ballad sheets bought as they were being hawked about at the fairs, and at other times from other printed matter. I remember, when quite a boy, buying for my mother of a pedlar, as he sang in the street, the old ballad ‘Just Before the Battle, Mother’ {4263} …

            In learning and retaining all my songs my memory has seemed to work quite spontaneously, in much the same way as the faculties of seeing and hearing: many of the songs I learnt at first time of hearing; others, longer ones, I have learnt upon hearing them twice through; none, not even ‘Tom Cladpole’s Trip to London’, nor ‘Jan Cladpole’s Trip to ’Merricur’, each of which has 155 verses, has ever given me any trouble to acquire.27

         

         Many collectors attest to the facility with which some singers learnt songs:

         
            I have heard old labourers say that if they could hear a song clearly once only they were able to remember it completely. And we must bear in mind the fact that they were not short pieces. One old labourer told me a song containing eight verses of eight lines each, and took his oath that he had only heard it sung once, at Highworth Fair.28

            
                

            

            These singers have extraordinary retentive memories. Harry Cox for example can hear a twelve verse song three times, and then he has it.29

         

         Noting down a ‘fine tune’ and one verse of text for ‘John Barleycorn’ from a singer in Somerset (probably John Stafford of Bishops Sutton) in August 1906, Cecil Sharp commented: ‘He told me he was a coal miner, that he had heard the song when he was a boy, fifty or sixty years ago; that it was sung by a tramp who was passing through his village; that it had pleased his fancy, and that he had never forgotten it.’30 The remarkable ease with which many singers pick up their songs is confirmed by a number of writers, but should, perhaps, be slightly qualified by the notion of the ‘passive’ repertoire, already mentioned. In a thriving tradition, people will have heard many more songs in their lifetime than they chose to learn or perform. Many singers recognised and could discuss ‘other songs’ when prompted with likely titles, and people like Harry Cox knew of dozens more songs than he professed to ‘know’. Again, Bob Copper provides concrete evidence:

         
            The festive mood seemed to winkle out little fragments of song we seldom heard at other times and which never found their way into his song book because he didn’t know all the words. Songs like ‘Seventeen Come Sunday’ {277}, ‘The Lawyer Bold’ {922}, and ‘No John No’ {146}, all of which had been old Steady Pettit’s songs. After singing as much as he knew, he would reminisce on the old singers, as if he was thinking aloud. It was, incidentally, not until 1954, shortly before his death, that we were able to hear him sing the fragments as complete songs. I had come across a copy of Folk Songs of the Upper Thames by Alfred Williams and I lent it to him to read. He lapped it up, recognizing many of the songs printed in it.31

         

         Walter Sealy (born in 1890), from Ash Priors, Somerset, interviewed by Peter Kennedy in 1957, talked about learning songs from fellow-worker Harry Woodberry:

         
            I expect he knowed a hundred [songs]. When we was working in the fields, hoeing turnips or swedes, and he would sing and I would listen to them, and after he’d sing one verse I used to be able to sing that verse, and then we’d go on to another, and then when I’d learned it right through he’d say, ‘Let me hear you sing the song.’ I could sing right through afterwards. That’s how we used to go on in the field. And there was one long one I couldn’t get on with, he used to write those on a piece of paper for me and [after] about a week I could sing that song. When we was up there working in the field, we was hedging, or whatever else we was doing, we would always be singing, or having a tune – it was good old songs, good old songs.32

         

         Sam Richards’s study of Bill ‘Pop’ Hingston (1914–86), singer and melodeon-player from Dittisham, Devon, published in Oral History (1982), is one of the most informative accounts of a single singer’s repertoire and attitudes to performance, and in particular goes into significant detail about where and when he learnt the songs he sang as an adult.

         When Richards first met Bill, in 1972, he was still playing and sometimes singing in his local pub, but much of his pre-war repertoire lay dormant. The Folk Revival and the interest of young people like Sam gave him a new lease of life as a performer and provided him with a regular venue, which caused him to dust off many older items that had been mothballed in the period since the war.

         Despite the fact that both his parents were singers, Bill’s repertoire included only a handful of items from his mother and father. More came from a farmer for whom Bill worked after leaving school. They would sit by the fireside of an evening, deliberately singing and playing the old songs. Bill also learnt songs from an older labourer on a neighbouring farm whose own repertoire had been formed when he was a sailor. Bill’s next job was in a quarry, where he worked with an ex-soldier, from whom he learnt more items. Other songs came from regular pub sessions in his own village, from local characters and neighbours. During the war, Bill was stationed in Yorkshire, where he also took part in pub sing-songs with locals, and then in India and Malaya, where he picked up songs from a Scots regiment stationed nearby, as well as from singers in his own outfit.

         He also learnt songs from the mass media of the time, including, in the 1930s, the sixpenny records sold by Woolworth’s which included all the hits of the day. It is interesting to note that Bill explains that he bought the records to learn the songs, not really to play them over and again for entertainment as later generations did.

         The picture of the roots of Bill’s active repertoire is therefore delightfully complicated, with connections in various directions and drawing on a much wider world than one would expect of an ordinary farm-worker/building worker who lived all his life (except for the war years) in a small part of Devon. Sam Richards’s analysis also demonstrates that Bill was conscious of who he learnt many of his songs from and that these people were present in his mind when he sang them. Sam maintains that something of the way the original singer handled a particular song survived in Bill’s singing, and it would be fascinating to know whether this was true of other traditional performers, but it is unlikely that we have sufficient information in other cases to test the idea.

         As detailed elsewhere (particularly Chapter 13, on street literature), and mentioned by Henry Burstow, many singers learnt new songs from printed sources – broadsides, chapbooks and songsters in particular, but also newspapers (the News of the World ran a long series of musichall songs, for example), magazines and books. And, as Bill Hingston indicated, after the First World War they also learnt from gramophone records, radio and other mass media.

         Local compositions are not noticeably featured in folk-song collections, but this does not mean that they did not exist. In Lancashire, Tyneside, and to a lesser extent Cumbria, dialect writers contributed significantly to the ‘folk song’ repertoire (as detailed in Chapter 18), and there is regular mention of individuals who were known as song-makers in the military and seafaring sectors in Chapter 14. A number of other sources mention local people making up songs, such as Henry Burstow, who wrote of a bricklayer named Jim Manvell:

         
            Jim could compose songs on any subject. ‘Now Jim, sing us a song about so and so,’ someone would ask, and perhaps in 20 minutes, or half-an-hour, Jim would have his new song ready, to which all were eager listeners.33

         

         Charlotte Burne, in her classic Shropshire Folk-Lore, provides an unusually detailed account: 

         
            It is still quite a usual practice in Shropshire to ‘make a ballet on’ any passing event of interest, such as an unusually good run with the hounds, a singularly melancholy death, and so forth. Miss Jackson gives a case in point, in the story of a covetous farmer at Whixall, who was killed by the ‘running bull’ which he had turned into his fields to prevent boys trespassing on them in the nutting season. So they maden a ballet on ‘im’, of which she gives the last verse only:

            
                

            

            ’E got ’is wealth by fraud an’ stealth

            As fast as ’e could scraup it

            Theer com’d a bull an’ cracked ’is skull

            An’ ’iked ’im in a saw-pit.

            
                

            

            Often, however, the ballet consists of but a few lines – a mild form of epigram, briefly expressing (for instance) the feelings of the disappointed competitors at a flower-show, or hitting off the characteristics of a village or its inhabitants …

            I would especially draw attention to the account of the composition of the ‘Loppington Bar’ {8295} by a committee of ‘makers’ (we always speak of making verses in Shropshire) as it reveals what is doubtless the history of many ballads, and also shows what a common and easy feat ballad-making was considered, when a set of villagers would meet and compose a ballad without more ado. Such trifling remarks as old John Thomas’s incidental observation about one of the companions of his youth, ‘He was a song-maker’ (much as if he had said, ‘he was a carpenter’), point in the same direction. One such song-maker, commonly called ‘the Muxton carter’, lived in the parish of Lilleshall within my memory. He ‘used to think the verses over in his mind when he was going with the horses, and when he got home at night he would put them down’.

            It was doubtless such unlettered poets as these who supplied the matter for the broadsides which emanated in great numbers from Waidson’s press at Shrewsbury during the earlier years of the present century. I have had a great number of these placed at my disposal, but only two – ‘The Shropshire Militia Boys’ and ‘The English Lady in Love’ – appear in the present collection. Such others of Waidson’s local songs as I have seen are old election squibs, a style of literature plentiful everywhere, and nowhere, perhaps, more so than in Shropshire, where the torrent of verse set flowing by the General Election of 1885 has not yet run dry, three months afterwards.34

         

         Burne’s comments pinpoint the main reason why local songs were so rarely collected (apart from by the collectors’ selective ear, of course), in that they were nearly always topical and did not tend to last beyond the situation that created them. Baring-Gould described another scenario:

         
            One day I asked a tanner at Launceston whether he recalled any song upon cyder. He replied that he would think the matter over. Next week he came to me with a cyder song. There was no merit in the words, which, on being pressed, he admitted that he himself had composed; but there was an antique flavour in the air, and again, on being questioned, he told me that he had fitted his composition upon cider to an old tune that he recalled, but what the words had been he could remember no more save in snatches.35

         

         There was also the genre of commercial songs on local themes which were adopted into the traditional repertoire, such as ‘Tavistock Goosey Fair’ {10683}, written by C. Jon Trythall in 1912.

         The vast majority of collected folk songs were solo performances, sung unaccompanied and sung straight, primarily because that was what the normal performer–collector interaction encouraged. In its natural habitat in home or pub there was much more unison singing, or joining in the chorus, but the songs were still mostly sung straight, without embellishment or arrangement.

         But there is evidence of other formats and procedures, and what seems to have been a widespread but sporadic tradition of dramatised songs – songs with actions, skits, party-pieces or routines. These combined elements of acting, singing, dancing, dressing up and taking parts, and constitute a fascinating sub-genre of traditional song, which has not been adequately researched.

         Some dramatised songs, such as ‘The Derby Ram’ {126} and ‘The Old Horse’ {513}, qualify as ‘customs’ because of their seasonal associations, and children’s singing games often included actions as well as singing and dancing. But the ‘folk’ always have a habit of breaking boundaries, and the song routines described below often have echoes and analogues in other folkloric genres and popular culture, past and present. Bits of stage plays turn up as pub skits, songs get incorporated into plays, serious stage love duets become parodied with cross-dressing, pieces of mumming plays and other customs take on a life of their own, and recitations and monologues acquire gestures and props.

         Male/female dialogue songs were particularly popular on the pleasure-garden stage and as interludes and afterpieces in the theatre. A few of these became little dramas or skits which were acted out in homes and pubs or at other events. Sometimes they were performed as ‘serious’ pieces, but it was also easy to turn them into comedy sketches, especially when the ‘female’ was played by a man dressed up. Another characteristic which derives from the stage – often hinted at rather than described – is that the pieces included dancing as well as singing.

         Cecil Sharp noted in passing that ‘The Keys of Heaven’ {573} ‘is a song that often used to be danced and sung with dramatic action by a man and his wife’,36 and Baring-Gould (1905) mentioned that ‘The Cambric Shirt’ {12, Child 2} ‘belongs, in Cornwall, to a sort of a play that was wont to be performed in farmhouses at Christmas’.37

         A more developed example is ‘O Jan, O Jan, O Jan’, pieced together, from memory, by Thomas Hardy, ‘As played in his childhood at his father’s house, about 1844’, and first published in 1964 in the booklet by J. Vera Mardon called Thomas Hardy as a Musician. There are four characters: a Fashionable Gentleman; a Fashionable Lady; Jan, a Rustic Farmer; and a Fiddler. All the dialogue was sung, and at five points in the piece they danced the ‘hey part’ of the ‘Three-Handed Reel’, and at the end they did the whole dance, which is presumably why they needed a fiddler.

         The plot is simple enough. The Gentleman asks Jan for his advice on how to woo the Lady. Jan suggests various things, one at a time, which the Gent duly offers the Lady, such as a fine silken gown, a palfrey to ride, the contents of his gold chest, the wealth of London city, and the keys of Canterbury, but she refuses them all. In the final verses, though, he offers the ‘keys to his heart’ and she at last consents to marry him.

         This is in effect the widely known song often called ‘The Keys of Heaven’ {573}, already mentioned by Cecil Sharp, and is one of several dialogue songs on a similar courtship theme, which seem particularly prone to this type of duet acting. In this version the man offers better and grander things but is only successful when he learns that love and devotion are all that are needed to melt a woman’s heart. But in another treatment of the same theme, the moral is turned round the other way. He offers various tokens of his love and devotion but is refused. When he offers gold and finery, however, she accepts, and he can then take the moral high ground and reject her because she is clearly only after his money.

         In some versions of the Plough Play, the form of the traditional mummers’ play which was found in the East Midlands from the eighteenth century onwards, the character called the Lady Bright and Gay rejects the advances of a suitor:

         
            
               
                  What care I for your gold and silver?

                  What care I for your house and land?

                  What care I for your ships on the ocean?

                  All I want is a nice young man.

               

            

         

         There were many other dialogue songs that offered scope for tomfoolery. Alfred Williams noted several, including ‘Old Moll’ {817}, in which ‘It was usual for the singers to bump their backs together’ at the end of the chorus (‘backs’ presumably meaning posteriors); ‘When Shall We Get Married’ {313}; ‘The Struggle for the Breeches’ {1316}, sung by two one-eyed ballad-sellers at local fairs; and ‘The Shepherd and the Maiden’ {1272}, of which he writes:

         
            This is a crude rustic play, rather than a song. It was acted at ‘Bark Harvest’, the summer festival of the tanyard workers, at Cricklade, and at Christmas time by players at the farm-houses. There was probably other dialogue, not in rhyme, but I cannot think of it with certainty.38

         

         More often than not, these dialogue songs were concerned with the battle of the sexes; the vicissitudes of courtship, with old men or country bumpkins, haughty or capricious women; or the troubles of married life, such as drunken husbands and shrewish wives. These themes were hardly new, nor confined to traditional song.

         Writing of his own childhood, Bob Copper describes his father sitting by the cottage hearth, busy with some task, and singing, including his treatment of the courtship dialogue:

         
            As children we had our favourite songs and preferred those which gave father an opportunity to clown, like ‘When Shall We Get Married?’ {313}. This is best sung as a duet in conversation style but father, of course, took both parts and sung the repetitive reply by the betrothed lady, ‘O-oh, couldn’t we have something better?’ in an overposh and exaggerated falsetto which reduced us to tears of laughter. Other favourites which lent themselves to burlesque were ‘The Fox’ with a very sibilant Mrs S-shlipper S-shlopper jumping out of bed {131}, ‘The Parson and the Pig’ {574} and ‘Corduroy’{1219} with the disastrous consequences following a ‘dose of salts’.39

         

         But dialogues were not always humorous. ‘The Husbandman and Serving-man’ {873} was another song regularly thought particularly appropriate at agricultural festivals such as harvest suppers: 

         
            
               
                  Well met, well met, my friend, all on the highway

                  How peaceful and lowly you stand

                  Come tell unto me, what calling you be

                  Pray are you not some servantman?

               

               
                  Oh no, my brother dear, what makes you to enquire

                  Of any such thing at my hand?

                  I have a thing to show, that anyone may know

                  I am a downright husbandman.

               

            

         

         The serving-man tries to persuade the farm-worker that his life is much better, but they end up agreeing that a life on the land is more satisfying and necessary. James Dixon printed a version in his Ancient Poems, Ballads and Songs (1846), with the following note:

         
            This ancient dialogue has long been used at country merry-makings. The editor was present in 1835 at a harvest-home feast at Selborne, in Hampshire, when he heard the dialogue recited by two country-men, who gave it with considerable humour, and dramatic effect. It is said in a sort of chant, or recitative.40

         

         Janet Blunt collected the song from two residents of Adderbury, Oxfordshire, the brothers William (‘Binx’) and John (‘Happy Jack’) Walton, and notes how they used to sing it together. The background is discussed by Mike Pickering in his article in the book Everyday Culture (1987). The earliest-known versions of this song are on two seventeenth-century blackletter broadsides (in the Euing and Pepys collections), entitled ‘God Speed the Plow and Bless the Corn-Mow, or a Merry New Dialogue Between a Plowman and a Servingman’.

         Another description of harvest-home celebrations, from Norfolk and printed in William Hone’s Every-Day Book (1827), foregrounds the physical business: 

         
            Another show of disguising is commonly exhibited on these occasions, which creates a hearty laugh, both loud and strong. One of the party habited as a female, is taken with a violent pang of the toothache, and the doctor is sent for. He soon makes his appearance, mounted on the back of one of the other men as a horse, having in his hands a common milking-stool, which he bears upon, so as to enable him to keep his back in nearly a horizontal position. The doctor brings with him the tongs, which he uses for the purpose of extracting the tooth; this a piece of tobacco-pipe, adapted for the occasion, and placed in the mouth; a fainting takes place from the violence of the operation, and the bellows are used as a means of causing a reviving hope.41

         

         This scene is directly mirrored in mumming plays, especially from the Berkshire, Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire area. When the victim is a female (always played by a man), there is often the suggestion that in rougher versions ‘she’ is about to give birth rather than having a mere toothache. Another direct analogue is found in a little traditional farce described in a letter from the ploughboy poet John Clare from Helpston, Northamptonshire, in 1821. It concerns a dusty or deaf miller and includes the motif of an old woman being knocked down and subsequently revived with a pair of bellows and smelling salts.42

         In Yorkshire, where the harvest celebration was called the ‘mell supper’, ‘acts’ took place every year and were an expected part of the festivities. Mrs Gutch’s book of North Riding folklore (1901) gives a very full text, as performed in 1820. It is 205 lines long (and some additional lines are missing), and was partly recited and partly sung. There are four characters: Polly (a shearer), an Old Man, an Old Lady and a Squire. Polly is looking to be hired, but fears she is too late in the day. The Old Man offers her a job looking after him, but is refused. The Squire offers her a shilling for a kiss, which she rejects and says her kisses are not for sale. The Squire offers marriage instead, and they agree to get married. It looks very much like a stage interlude or afterpiece, but the original has so far not been identified. 

         Mrs G. M. Tweddell’s Rhymes and Sketches to Illustrate the Cleveland Dialect (1892) gives more details of this custom, although the book’s structure makes it difficult to gauge how accurate it is. As with most dialect books of the period, there is a section in which an ‘old couple’ talk about life in the ‘old days’, but the purpose is to present the broad dialect rather than paint an accurate historical picture, so it is not clear how much is based on reality and how much invented. In this section, eighty-year-old Peggy recalls, ‘Yan use to be plannin’ all harvist what we wad sing er act at t’mell’, which implies that there was not one single act to be done each year, like most calendar customs, but either a range of items or, perhaps, a completely free choice. The three she mentions, however, were all dialogue songs of some sort, although she could only remember some of the words and actions.

         The first was between mother and daughter:

         
            
               
                  Mudher, Ah’ll hev a man

                  If there be yan to be had

                  Fer there is Andra Carr

                  A boxin’, cumly lad.

               

               
                  He says he likes mah weel

                  An’ what can Ah say mair?

                  Mudher if you think fit

                  The priest can mak us a pair.

               

            

         

         The mother objects to Andrew and tells her to marry a ‘chap wi’ muckle gear’. While they are arguing, Andrew comes in and it ‘finisht up wiv her brayin’ him out’. She glosses ‘braying’ as ‘beating or thrashing’.

         Another of the songs was ‘Jack and his maister’, in which Jack seems to be advising his master on how to court a fine lady, who then comes in to sing a dialogue with the master, and off they go together. A third, or perhaps a continuation of the second, was based on the song ‘Hard of Hearing’ {467}.43

         A dialect poem in the same book, presumably by Tweddell, makes it clear that these acts took place during the festivities, when everybody was resting from dancing.

         William Henderson’s Folk Lore of the Northern Counties (1866) writes about mell ‘guisers’, in the same part of the country, forcing their way into mell suppers (with a token degree of resistance from those within). These have analogues in other customs to do with visiting groups in disguise, but he does not make it clear what they did once they had had gained entry.

         It is not too far-fetched to link acts like these harvest visitors not only with the dialogue songs of pleasure gardens and theatres, but also with the afterpieces common in theatre programmes from the early eighteenth century, and before that the ‘jigs’ and comic skits described by Charles Read Baskervill in his classic The Elizabethan Jig (1929) and more recently by Roger Clegg and Lucie Skeaping in Singing Simpkin and Other Bawdy Jigs (2014).

         Another form of combined song and action is represented by Alfred (‘Wickets’) Richardson’s rendition of ‘Fagin the Cobbler’ {872} in the film of a pub session at the Blaxhall Ship in 1952, released as Here’s Health to the Barley Mow and now available on the British Film Institute’s DVD collection of the same name. In this performance, Wickets acts out the movements of someone making or mending shoes – hammering in the tacks, pulling the thread tight, and even the holding of the tacks between the lips, as cobblers used to do – while singing the song.

         The question of the singing style of ‘folk singers’ is a thorny one. From the post-Second World War period we have hundreds of recordings; from between the wars a few; and even, courtesy of Percy Grainger, a handful from before 1914, but for earlier times we must rely on the occasional word picture. It is notoriously difficult to describe a singing style in words, and all we can do here is present a selection of those which give us some idea of the subject. We must, of course, be careful not to assume that there was no change over time, and that what prevailed in 1950 was the same at 1850 or 1750. 

         But we start with the advice to amateur singers given in The Convivial Songster (1788), which sets out nine rules for good singing in polite company:

         
            	 To pronounce articulately, and with a proper emphasis.

            	 To open the mouth, and give the sounds free utterance.

            	 Not to pronounce words that begin with a vowel as if they begin with a consonant [e.g. ‘mand’ or ‘nand’ instead of ‘and’].

            	 Not to sing beyond the voice [i.e. not too loud].

            	 To sing from the chest, and not from the throat.

            	 Not to sing through the nose.

            	 To avoid vulgarity of manner.

            	 Not to be too fond of trills, graces, and divisions.

            	 To sing naturally, and without affectation of any kind.44

         

         We do not know how far these rules were obeyed, even in the eighteenth century, but only a passing knowledge of recordings is necessary to know that they were not much followed by traditional singers at the turn of the twentieth.

         
            [Kate Lee:] When I was bicycling in Berkshire, I stopped to have tea at a remote little wayside inn, but the landlady was not particularly keen for me to remain, as she said she had a lot of lads singing in the parlour. However, I persisted, and sat outside and she gave me some very bad tea, and I heard these lads wearily droning through a song which they sang in unison, stamping their feet to the time. I afterwards recognized it as being ‘Sweet William’ {273} arranged in English County Songs … The song must have had at least a hundred verses, for they didn’t sing any other all the time I was there.45

            
                

            

            [Charles Marson:] A singer who alternately rushes and languishes, proceeds with uneven gait, and uses all the tricks which are supposed to give expression to some hypothetical dramatic emotions, is a mere foreigner in the world of folk-song.46  

            
                

            

            [Kate Lee:] An East London woman who sang ‘Cottage in the Wood’ {608}. The old lady heard those songs sung as a girl about fifty years ago in Prees Green, in Shropshire. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘poor dears they used to sing them so sadly, with all their hearts in them, especially the little turns.’ So did she.47

         

         Sabine Baring-Gould, meanwhile, wrote: ‘The singing of our peasant song-men is very peculiar, with wonderful twirls, and they love a great rage of notes, often rising to falsetto.’48

         As already indicated, Cecil Sharp was one of the few who tried to describe singing style, in his influential English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions (1907), and his comments are worth giving in detail:

         
            A man will sing naturally enough, and without any formality, by his own fireside. I have known him, on such occasions, to get quite excited when he is singing a song that moves him, and to rise from his chair and gesticulate and, perhaps, beat the table to enforce the rhythm of the tune. One old woman once sang to me out in the open fields, where she was working, and between the verses of her song she seized the lapel of my coat, and looked up into my face with glistening eyes to say ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’

            It must be remembered that the vocal method of the folk-singer is inseparable from the folk-song. It is a cult which has grown up side by side with the folk-song, and is, no doubt, part and parcel of the same tradition. When, for instance, an old singing man sings a modern popular song, he will sing it in quite another way. The tone of his voice will change and he will slur his intervals after the approved manner of the street-singer. Indeed, it is, usually, quite possible to detect a genuine folk-song simply by paying attention to the way in which it is sung.

            Folk-singers like to sing in as high a pitch as possible, and they will often apologise for not being able, on account of age, to sing their songs high enough. Sometimes, this habit, especially in the case of nervous singers, will lead to the gradual raising of the pitch of a song, verse by verse until the singer reaches the limit of his voice.

            Attention must be drawn to the conventional method of singing adopted by folk singers. During the performance the eyes are closed, the head upraised, and a rigid expression of countenance maintained until the song is finished. A short pause follows the conclusion, and then the singer relaxes his attitude and repeats in his ordinary voice the last line of the song, or its title. This is the invariable ritual on formal occasions … I have never seen women sing in this way; but then they never perform in public, and only very rarely when men are present. If you would prevail upon a married woman to sing to you, you must call upon her when her man is away at work, that is, if he be a singer himself. She will never sing to you in his presence until you have come to know both her and her husband intimately.

            … the mind of the folk-singer is occupied exclusively with the words of what he is singing, with the clearness of which he will allow nothing to interfere. Consequently, he but rarely sings more than one note to a single syllable. Indeed, rather than break this rule, he will often interpolate a syllable of his own, especially when the word in question contains the letter ‘I’ (e.g. wordelkin and tordelkin for walking and talking, cadelico for calico, and so on).49

         

         Writing about collecting in Sussex and Surrey from about 1892, Lucy Broadwood added a few details:

         
            In the southern counties, where there are several singers, every song has the last line or more of each verse repeated in chorus. The accuracy with which the curious intervals of the modal tunes are sung by a body of unlettered men is very striking; and their almost Chaucerian pronunciation of the words carries one back irresistibly to olden times. The singers usually sit, and deliver their most blood-curdling ballads with unmoved faces and closed eyes. At the end of the song the solo singer speaks the last line of the song, or its title. Thus he will sing, ‘If so be Sophia have cross-ed the sea’, and quickly add in his talking voice, ‘If so be Sophia have cross-ed the sea’, or ‘Lord Bateman’.50

         

         In 1909, Arthur Beckett commented on the demeanour of singers:

         
            This peculiarity of singing with closed eyes and with dead expression of countenance seems characteristic of the Sussex peasant singer. A Sussex man whom I have known for forty years, and whose only song is a pathetic ballad about a ‘mother’, who is called upon in almost every other line, always assumes this attitude while singing his song. When questioned as to why he closed his eyes he informed me that ‘the words wouldn’t come to him if he didn’t’.51

         

         The Norfolk singer Harry Cox, recorded by Peter Kennedy in 1963, said:

         
            You must get the tune first. If you get your tune, you’ll get the song. When I sing a song my mind is on it – till I’ve done. I don’t let nothing else come into my mind. I let everything go. Keep your way clear, so you know you’re going right. Nothing don’t trouble me.52

         

         And back in Sussex, Thomas Geering wrote about the body language of one particular singer, ‘Master Simmonds’, a shoemaker from Hailsham, who also always sang with his eyes closed:

         
            His preparation never varied. First he had twisted himself away from the table, the next to pull with both hands his somewhat long and new round-frock well above his knees, throw his left leg over the right, stroke the hair down over the forehead, put his pipe between the middle fingers of the left hand, give vent to two or three ahems and haws, to clear, as he said, the passage of the wine-pipe, and off he would go, his strong lungs pulling his voice through all difficulties of rhyme or rhythm. His memory never failed him, and he was insistent on the recurring chorus.53  

         

         And in Warwickshire in the 1830s, when one of the farm-workers is called into the farmhouse kitchen to sing a song:

         
            A tall, gaunt, iron-framed old man enters, is accommodated with a seat and a big mug of ale, and informed of our desires. He may feel flattered, he betrays no emotion … After a time he throws back his head, closes his eyes, and begins, in a low monotonous and lugubrious tone, a song which for length and duration is perfectly fearful.54

         

         From these and other scattered references, anecdotal though they may seem, a consistent picture of singing posture emerges.

         It is probably accurate to say that most musically literate and musically educated people disliked, or even despised, the way ordinary singers performed. The naturalist-writer W. H. Hudson, for example, wrote of late-Victorian Sussex countryfolk in his Nature in Downland (1900), and although not at all uncomplimentary about rural labourers in general, he clearly did not think highly of their singing.

         
            As to the singing of the Sussex peasants, I must confess that it has amused rather than delighted me, but at the same time it is interesting. You can best hear it in the village ale-house or inn in the evening, especially on a Saturday, when a pleasant break in the week has come with rest from toil, and money has been paid for wages, and life has a more smiling aspect than on most days.

         

         He continues by quoting Dr Burton’s Journey into Surrey and Sussex, of 1752, which was mainly referring to the rural church music of his day:†

         
            They raise their voices to a sharp pitch, and moreover deliver all their words fluently and in a sort of sing-song … The more shrill-toned they may be, the more valued they are: and in church they sing psalms by preference, not set to the old simple tune, but as if in tragic chorus, changing about with strophe and antistrophe and stanza, with good measure, but yet there is something offensive to my ears, when they bellow to excess and bleat out some goatish noise with all their might.

         

         
            †See page 506.

         

         Hudson continues:

         
            The description is true of today, only the goatish noise, which is offensive to most ears, is not now heard so much in church, where indeed the Sussex peasant is not often seen: you hear it in the alehouse and the cottage. What strikes me as the most curious and interesting point about their singing – their love of high-pitched voices, and, in many of their ballads their go-as-you-please tuneless tuneful manner, with the prolonging of some notes at random and ‘bleating out of goatish noises’ – is its resemblance to the singing of the Basques, which is perhaps the most primitive kind of vocal music that survives in Europe.55

         

         He then goes on to compare these to the singing of South American gauchos. The folk’s taste in song was also regularly lambasted. Influential writer on countryside matters, Richard Jefferies, wrote in his Hodge and His Masters (1880):

         
            The songs sung by the labourer at the alehouse or the harvest home are not of his own composing. The tunes whistled by the ploughboy as he goes down the road to his work in the dawn were not written for him … These people have no myths; no heroes. They look back to no Heroic Age, no Achilles, no Agamemnon, and no Homer. The past is vacant. They have not even a ‘Wacht am Rhein’ or ‘Marseillaise’ to chaunt in chorus with quickened step and flashing eye. No; nor even a ballad of the hearth, handed down from father to son, to be sung at home festivals, as a treasured silver tankard is brought out to drink the health of an honoured guest. Ballads there are in old books – ballads of days when the yew bow was in every man’s hands, and war and the chase gave life colour; but they are dead. A cart comes slowly down the roads, and the labourer with it sings as he jogs along; but, if you listen, it tells you nothing of wheat or hay, or flock or herds, nothing of the old gods and heroes. It is a street ditty such as you may hear the gutter arabs yelling in London, and coming from a music hall.56

         

         But even more prevalent than opposition was the widespread ignorance of middle- and upper-class residents, even in country areas. Several of the folk-song collectors commented that it was no use asking local vicars and gentry about working people’s singing practices in their own communities, as they were usually completely unaware of its existence. Some of them did, however, have song traditions of their own, although these were not what the folk-song people were interested in. In his Further Reminiscences, 1864–1894, Baring-Gould wrote:

         
            At first I went to the farmers and yeomen; but soon ascertained that no material of any value for my purpose was to be obtained from them. All the songs they knew were such as had been published early in the nineteenth century, and were to be found in sundry Vocal Charmers, Apollo’s Cabinets, and the like. There was, however, one exception, Jimmy F— of Chaddlehanger, a great fox-hunter, and a merry soul to boot. He was married to a stern, Puritanical wife, who regarded us with indignation for encouraging the frivolity of her husband. From him we did obtain good hunting and drinking songs.57

         

         This book concentrates on England, but it is clear that there has always been interplay between all parts of Britain and Ireland, and that folk songs respect no borders. Songs travelled on broadsides and in the heads of people who moved around, including soldiers and sailors, drovers, itinerant farm-workers, Gypsies, vagrants and emigrants. It was always possible to find Welsh, Scots and Irish people in England – in villages as well as towns – and their songs often joined the local repertoire in the same way as the people joined the community. Indeed, they were often particularly valued precisely because they were ‘exotic’. Alison Uttley, for example, was born in 1884 and brought up on Castle Top Farm, in the Derwent Valley of Derbyshire. She recounted in her Country Hoard (1943), with great affection, the coming of the Irish workers every summer to help with the hay harvest. Members of the same family came every year, and had been coming since at least Alison’s grandfather’s day, so they knew each other well.‡ It is interesting to note what was going on here – rural working-class Ireland plugging directly into rural Derbyshire.

         
            We hung around the door of the Irishmen’s place and listened to their speech, their songs, their whistling and their piping. They gave a great performance, a star turn on the last night when the hay harvest was gathered. It was an ancient custom, and other generations of children must have sat listening to the fathers of our Irishmen in the same cobbled yard.

            The great door of the cart-shed was taken off its hinges, and carried out to the level front of the house. It was tested by each one jigging a few steps and wedged to make it firm. We sat round, my father and mother, my brother and I and the servant girl and man. We were excited as if we were at the greatest London concert. The Irishmen sang songs and ballads of many verses, each performer standing on the oak door, and others grouped round or squatting on their haunches with their eyes keenly watching the man in the centre … The applause after each item was uproarious, we clapped and the Irishmen shouted Bravo! During the dances there was a continuous hum of approval from them. They danced intricate country jigs, one at a time taking the floor board, or two facing one another, and the music was supplied by a pipe, and by ‘diddling’. Sometimes one had a mouth-organ, and always their whistling was clear as a bird’s. Then my father was persuaded to bring out his concertina to play while the men rested.58

         

         
            ‡ See also page 327 for more from Uttley’s memories.

         

         Composer and folk-song collector E. J. Moeran remarked on Englishmen going to Ireland:

         
            Another thing which bears out the idea that folk song is connected with those who ‘follow the herring’ is that in my recent researches on the sea-coast of S.W. Ireland I have come across songs that seem to be more prevalent in England among the East Norfolk people near the port of Great Yarmouth, than elsewhere. The Yarmouth trawlers used to fish frequently in Irish waters. In bad weather, the crews would go ashore and meet the local people in the back kitchens of Cahirciveen. Then they would spend a convivial evening singing songs and telling stories. In this way songs would change hands without being written down, for these singers for the most part have extraordinary retentive memories.59

         

         And the Irish who settled in towns also brought their folk culture with them. Writing in the Westminster Review (1838) about working-class Londoners and the songs published in cheap songsters, A.C.W. identifies the high proportion of Irish labourers in the poorer districts of London, and mainly distinguishes them from the indigenous ‘cockneys’ by the strong feelings for their home country. He continues:

         
            They are in the habit of holding what are called ‘Tom and Jerry’ clubs, in which, for a sixpence each, they spend an evening of drinking beer and singing songs together – men and women, old and young, sitting on forms by deal tables, with flagons of beer before them, and enveloped in clouds of smoke from innumerable tobacco pipes. Though they have a chairman who is regularly elected and crowned every evening – (the last operation consists of holding a flagon of beer over his head while a song on the subject of his functions is sung) – they observe but little order in their vocal utterances, and while twenty voices are singing twenty different pieces the following may be detected issuing from a stentorian voice, which clothes it with appropriate brogue. [He then prints the text of ‘The Poor Irish Stranger’ {1629}.]60

         

         Despite the strenuous and vociferous efforts of nationalists in all parts of these islands, it is often very difficult to assign individual songs, and particularly tunes, to specific parts of the country, and the older they are the harder it is. National claims for this or that tune are always unsatisfactory, and usually fail, because they slide between where the item originated (which is rarely known for sure), where it was first found (which depends on patchy evidence), and where it was most popular.§

         It is clear from many sources that ‘good’ singers were appreciated in their communities, and they probably gained local status and the occasional pint of beer from such a standing. But there are indications of a more substantial or even formalised granting of position to those who could entertain well, in the practice of getting a person to attend a gathering simply because they were known as a good singer who had a large repertoire. Sometimes they seem to have been paid, and may even have been semi-professionals, but at others they were simply encouraged to come with the promise of food and drink or just good company.

         Sabine Baring-Gould, for example, noted in his Further Reminiscences: ‘In the West of England, and it was probably the same elsewhere, every village inn retained its Song-man who amused the company by his ballads and lyrics, and was repaid by the topers with free drinks.’61 A fuller description, from Dartmoor in the 1820s, describes something like this in practice. Under the heading ‘Rustic Manners’, in a little-known book by Henry Incledon Johns, Poems Addressed by a Father to His Children (1832), the author records just such an occasion:

         
            § This question is discussed more fully in the section on William Chappell, in Chapter 2.

         

         
            Walked yesterday evening to the village of — on the borders of Dartmoor, intending to sleep there and devote the following day to sketching. On arriving at the miserable inn, where I intended to sojourn for the night, I learnt that the only room in which I could be accommodated was the general sitting apartment – a large stone kitchen – in which four or five boisterous farmers were then quaffing beer, at a large deal table. One of the party, I observed, never took any share in the conversation; but appeared to have been invited there, for the sole purpose of singing to them. He sang a great number of ballads, in a style somewhat inferior to Braham, but making up in loudness what it lacked in melody!

            I thought it betrayed rather a want of courtesy, that his auditors continued to talk, while he sang, and no less remarkable, that they never expressed either applause, or disapprobation of his strains; but courtesy, I suspect, was not included by them among the cardinal virtues; for they never once asked me if their clamour was offensive. Now and then one or two of them would join in a line of the chorus; but it seemed to be done in a sort of parenthesis, and the thread of the conversation was immediately resumed, as vehemently as ever.

            I gleaned the following scraps of the ‘border minstrelsy’ of Dartmoor:

            
                

            

            There was an old man, as blind as ever could be

            He swore he saw the fox go up in a great tree.

            
                

            

            There’s one among them all

            That’s slender, fair, and tall

            With a black and rolling eye 

            
                

            

            And a skin of lily dye.

            A bonny lass I courted, full many a long day

            For I dearly loved to be in her sweet company

            
                

            

            (The lover then describes the progress of his suit, which proved unsuccessful, and concludes thus:)

            
                

            

            Go dig me a pit, that is long, large and deep

            And I’ll lay myself down, and take a long sleep

            And that is the way to forget her.

            
                

            

            The air of the latter was rather plaintive and from the lips of some ‘siren’, might have been entitled to an ‘encore’; but the voice which now gave it utterance, only added another to many previous proofs, which I have encountered, that the English are not a musical people, however liberally they may ‘pay for their whistle’.

            The minstrel was, in appearance, one of the most athletic men I had ever seen and, although seventy-five years of age, as I subsequently learnt, would still perform a day’s work better than most of the young men of the parish. He was a pauper; but in great request among the neighbouring rustics, for his vocal powers. His auditory (if so they might be termed, who seemed hardly conscious of his strains) were moor-farmers, with countenances as rugged and weather-beaten as the rocks among which they live.62

         

         Another account of a ‘good singer’ being in demand, which further blurs the distinctions between public and private, amateur and professional, comes from the unlikely source of a murder-trial report. Joseph Hunt, who was moderately well known in London as a tavern singer, was heavily involved in the murder of William Weare, by William Thurtell, near Radlett in Hertfordshire on the night of 24 October 1823. This was one of the really sensational murders of the decade (the Red Barn murder of Maria Marten, in 1827, was the other), widely reported in the newspapers, broadsides and other print media of the time, which exposed the sordid world of gambling and boxing in which the perpetrators and the victim were embroiled.

         Thurtell did the deed alone, but Hunt was clearly involved before and after the fact, and they were both tried together in January 1824. Thurtell was sentenced to death, and Hunt was found guilty of accessory to murder and was likewise sentenced to hang, but this was transmuted to transportation and he eventually died in Australia in 1861.

         A third accomplice, Mr Probert, turned king’s evidence and was therefore found not guilty. Much of the trial focused on what happened at Probert’s cottage on the night of the murder. When first questioned by the coroner, Hunt claimed that he had been invited down to the cottage to sing, and that the £6 he had been given by Thurtell, which in reality was his share of the dead man’s money, was for carrying out his ‘professional duties’. At the trial, Mrs Probert was questioned about the singing on the night of the murder.

         
            My husband did not say he [Hunt] was the good singer of whom I had often heard. There was singing on the Friday night. Hunt sang two songs on that night. It was not my husband’s desire that Hunt sang. John Thurtell asked him once, and I asked him the second time – I pressed him to sing the second time.

         

         In Hunt’s published confession he stated:

         
            After we had finished our supper, and commenced taking our grog or mixed liquor, Probert said to his wife, ‘You think me a good singer, Betsy, but you must hear my friend Mr Hunt, who will sing you a song about Betsy, a favourite song of mine.’ They repeatedly pressed me, and I sung the song he wished. I afterwards sung another – Probert also sung and Thurtell endeavoured to sing but could not get through the song he attempted.63 

         

         In reporting the event, much was made of the callousness of this singing session when fresh blood was on their hands. When the officers of the law finally went to arrest Joseph Hunt, it is reported, they found him in a tavern singing ‘Farewell, Farewell’.

         Robert Hunt’s Popular Romances of the West of England (1865) is mainly concerned with Cornish tales, or ‘drolls’ as they were called locally. In writing about how cut off from the rest of the country Cornwall used to be, he mentions that travelling droll-tellers were one of the key ways that news of the outside world reached the people. Quoting from an unnamed gentleman, and unfortunately giving no clue as to the date being talked about, he elaborates:

         
            The only wandering droll-teller whom I well remember was an old blind man from the parish of Cury, I think. The old man had been a soldier in his youth, and had a small pension at the time he went over the country, accompanied by a boy and dog. He neither begged nor offered anything for sale, but was sure of a welcome to bed and board in every house he called at. He would seldom stop in the same house more than one night, not because he had exhausted his stories, or ‘eaten his welcome’, but because it required all his time to visit his acquaintances once in the year. The old man was called Uncle Anthony James (Uncle is a term of respect …).

            [He] used to arrive every year in St Leven parish about the end of August. Soon after he reached my father’s house, he would stretch himself on the ‘chimney stool’ and sleep until supper-time. When the old man had finished his frugal meal of bread and milk, he would tune his fiddle and ask if ‘missus’ would like to hear him sing her favourite ballad. As soon as my dear mother told him how pleased she would be, Uncle Anthony would go through the ‘woeful hunting’ (‘Chevy Chase’) {223, Child 162} from beginning to end, accompanied by the boy and the fiddle. I expect the air was his own composition, as every verse was a different tune. The young were gratified by hearing the ‘streams’ of ‘Lovely Nancy’ {688} divided in three parts.¶ I never saw this ballad, yet it is a very romantic old thing, almost as long as ‘Chevy Chase’. Another favourite was:

            
                

            

            Cold blows the wind today, sweetheart

            Cold are the drops of rain

            The first truelove that ever I had

            In the green wood he was slain. {51, Child 78} …

            
                

            

            Uncle Anthony had also a knack of turning Scottish and Irish songs into Cornish ditties. ‘Barbara Allen’ he managed in the following way, and few knew but that he had composed the song:

            
                

            

            In Cornwall I was born and bred

            In Cornwall was my dwelling

            And there I courted a pretty maid

            Her name was Ann Tremellan. {54, Child 84}

            
                

            

            The old man had ‘Babes in the Wood’ {288} for religious folks, but he avoided the ‘Conorums’, as he called the Methodists. Yet the grand resource was the stories in which the supernatural bore great part.64

         

         Judging by the tone of the description, it would seem that the period being referred to was probably the early nineteenth century. Hunt continues with the note: ‘In 1829 there still existed two of those droll-tellers and from them were obtained a few of the stories here preserved.’

         
            ¶ Hunt footnotes the reference to ‘Lovely Nancy’ to explain that Richard Carew’s Survey of Cornwall (1602) makes especial mention of ‘three men’s songs’ in the county. But he, or the ‘gentleman’ writing the note, has been misled by the word ‘parts’ and has presumed that this meant singing in parts. What is clearly meant here is the first line of the song, which is usually ‘The streams of lovely Nancy are divided in three parts’.

         

         In the introduction to his Scottish Traditional Versions of Ancient Ballads, published by the Percy Society in 1845, James Dixon wrote about ‘minstrels’ which he had encountered in the northern counties of England, particularly Yorkshire.

         
            They are not idle vagabonds who have no other calling, but, in general, are honest and industrious though poor men, having a ‘local habitation’ as well as a ‘name’ and engaged in some calling, pastoral or manual. It is only at certain periods, such as Christmas, or some other of the great festal seasons of the ancient church, that they take up the minstrel life and levy contributions in the hall of the peer or squire, and in the cottage of the farmer or peasant. They are in general well-behaved, and often very witty fellows and therefore their visits are always welcome. These minstrels do not sing modern songs, but, like their brethren of a by-gone age they keep to the ballads. The editor has in his possession some old poems which he obtained from one of these minstrels, who is still living and fiddling in Yorkshire.

            The Welsh bards have an annual congress, when they assemble and meet in a friendly and brotherly manner. It would not be so easy a task to hold a congress of Northern fiddlers, for, from some cause, the origin of which would be difficult to ascertain, these men are almost invariably found to entertain a supreme contempt for one another. Each fiddler has his own particular walk, with which it is understood another must not interfere; and it is no uncommon occurrence to hear a ballad-singer of one district boast of the correctness of his own versions, and speak in disparagement of those which are sung by his brother-fiddler in an adjoining one … These singers will tell you that they are the grandsons and great-grandsons of minstrels, and that they sing the ballads as they have come down to them from their illustrious progenitors.65

         

         In another work for the Percy Society (Ancient Poems, 1846), Dixon prints two texts of old ballads ‘King Henrie the Fifth’s Conquest’ {251, Child 164} and ‘King James I and the Tinker’ {8946}, which he took down from ‘the late Francis King, of Skipton, in Craven, an eccentric character, who was well-known in the western dales of Yorkshire as “the Skipton Minstrel”’.

         Hunt’s Cornish droll-tellers, and Dixon’s fiddle player, bring us on to another area of traditional music which has so far not been researched adequately: the idea of the modern ‘wandering minstrel’. There is scattered evidence that such characters existed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, although their activities tend to be described as playing music, rather than singing. We usually know about them only when they became accepted as ‘local characters’ and someone wrote up their stories, drawing freely on legends and hearsay, but it seems clear that there were more of them than we presently know about.

         One of the best known, and most mythologised, was James Allan (or Allen) (1734–1810), who was born in Hepple, Northumberland. The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography refers to him as a ‘Northumbrian piper and rogue’, which, if all the tales about him are true, just about sums up his life. He certainly did make a living as a wandering piper (when he was not thieving or enlisting and deserting), and was for two years the official piper to the Countess of Northumberland, and was also one of the town musicians in Alnwick for a short time.

         A much more reliable account of a travelling musician is W. G. B. Page’s booklet The Life of Thomas Mercer, the Blind Fiddler of Withernwick, East Riding of Yorkshire (1902). Thomas Mercer (1806–58), or ‘Tom Massey’, was born in Withernwick, near Hull, and spent most of his life as an itinerant musician. His speciality was humorous topical local songs which he could compose on the spot, and sing to his fiddle accompaniment. Page mentions several of these extempore songs by name – ‘The Donkey Race’, ‘Nancy’, ‘Camerton Races’ and ‘Willie Speck’s Pie’ – and he even managed to unearth the texts of the first three. An eyewitness account of Mercer in a pub in Routh in the early 1850s is given in Walter White’s A Month in Yorkshire (1861): 

         
            With a voice not unmusical, rhythm good, and rhyme passable, he rattled out a lively ditty on the incidents of the hour, introducing all his acquaintances by name, and with stinging comments on their peculiarities and weaknesses. The effect was heightened by his own grave demeanour, and the fixed grim smile on his face, while the others were kicking up their heels, and rolling off their seats with frantic laughter. Without a pause or hesitation he rattled off a dozen stanzas.66

         

         These travelling singers and musicians remained at the amateur end of the semi-professional sector, working primarily for themselves, by themselves, but later in the nineteenth century there were growing opportunities for such performers in travelling circuses, barnstorming theatre companies, pub concert rooms and the early music halls. This transitional period between ‘wandering minstrel’ and ‘professional artiste’ is also covered in Chapters 10 and 19. A word of caution is needed here, though: readers should not confuse these ‘minstrels’ with the court minstrels of medieval times, which are discussed in Chapter 5.

         The involvement, or otherwise, of women in singing traditions is mentioned or implied in many of the sections in this book, in particular the chapters on singing contexts, but it is clear that the bulk of the evidence relates to men’s traditions, either alone or their part in mixed-gender settings. Broadly speaking, it is the ‘public’ singing events which are documented the best, and it is in precisely this sphere that women’s behaviour was most constrained by social and practical restrictions. It is not our intention to treat females as entirely victims, and unable, in the past or the present, to speak for themselves or to create their own singing spaces on their own terms, but the unfortunate fact is that we have to remind ourselves to make a special effort to investigate the singing practices and conventions of what is, after all, half the population.

         As noted above, female traditions and their contexts have already been addressed in other parts of this book, in particular in the sections on singing at home and at work, especially in handicraft industries such as lacemaking (Chapter 16), and, somewhat tangentially, the concerns of women are central to the discussion of bawdy materials (Chapter 17). But it would be instructive to tease out some clues of their repertoire and attitudes, even though it must be admitted that the specific evidence is relatively thin. As far as we know, no one has attempted to analyse the major folk-song collections in terms of gender preference, and we do not even know whether such an exercise would tell us much, considering the imperfections of the data from a statistical point of view.

         On the evidence of their manuscripts, all the collectors (male and female) collected more from men than women, but the proportions vary considerably and perhaps depended as much on method (i.e. where and when they collected) rather than on an innate gender bias. It is therefore not possible at this stage to calculate exact figures. Some songs are unattributed, while others only have initials and surname. Given the social conventions of the time, those with initials are probably all men, but it is impossible to say for sure. A great deal of research is currently being carried out into the singers, and once this has all been collated and published, the figures will need to be revised, but it is unlikely that the overall picture will change significantly.

         A sampling of some of the main collectors reveals the following: out of 3,022 songs collected in England by Cecil Sharp (mostly in Somerset), 1,751 were from males and 951 from females; Henry Hammond in Dorset collected 925 songs, of which 542 were from males and 352 from females; while George Gardiner in Hampshire noted 1,452 songs, 1,170 from men and 184 from women.

         The collections put together by women are much smaller, and harder to calculate, but as an approximation, Lucy Broadwood’s manuscripts include 311 songs definitely collected by herself, of which 186 are from named male singers and 70 from females, but it should be noted that 97 of the male songs came from just two singers, Henry Burstow and Sam Willett. Janet Blunt’s papers, based on her collection in Adderbury, Oxfordshire, include 223 songs, of which 73 were from men and 59 from women.

         These figures, for what they are worth, give us a rough overall average of 71 per cent male, 29 per cent female. 

         In terms of singers, rather than songs, of the male collectors, only Frank Kidson comes near to parity between the sexes:
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         It must be said again that these figures are based on the manuscripts as they stand. In all cases anonymous and ambiguous items have been omitted.

         Sabine Baring Gould specifically mentions regretting not trying to collect from women at first: ‘Much might be done by ladies; I have by no means worked among old women singers as I have among men. But women love old songs even more than do men.’67

         Generalisations about half the population are not necessarily helpful, and few collectors ventured any opinion about the differences, if any, between the song choices of men and women. Alfred Williams, however, had something to say from his experience:

         
            The women’s songs were chiefly the sweetest of all. This was as befits the feminine nature. They were rarely sung by the males. The women might sing some of the men’s pieces, but the men seldom sang those of the women. They appreciated their sweetness but they felt that the songs did not belong to them. There can be no doubt that many choice and rare of songs, comparatively unknown, existed in the memories of the cottage dames. They are obviously more difficult to obtain than are those of males. Most of the men sang at the inns, and their pieces were consequently more or less publicly known, while the women’s songs were sung over the cradle and might not often have been heard out of doors. I have never omitted an opportunity of searching for the women’s songs, where I suspected any to exist, and I was never disappointed with anything I obtained as the result of such inquiries. Examples of the kind and quality of songs sung by women are discovered in such pieces as ‘Lord Thomas and Fair Eleanor’ {4, Child 73}, ‘Grandma’s Advice’ {282}, ‘The Seeds of Love’ {3}, ‘Lord Lovel Stood at his Castle Gate’ {48, Child 75}, ‘If you will walk with me’ {573}, ‘Cold blows the winter’s wind’ {51, Child 78}, and so on.68

         

         Ginette Dunn’s study of the singing communities of Blaxhall and Snape in the 1970s, already quoted extensively in this chapter, is one of the few that address this question directly. Based on extensive interviews with women who grew up between the wars, she reveals that most of the gender differences are concerned with the venues and social contexts:

         
            Whereas the majority of the men in Snape and Blaxhall are pubcentred in their singing, very few of the women have relied upon the pub as their place of performance. They have found their audiences variously in their children, in women’s club meetings, and with the men at village concerts and socials, at harvest frolics, at charity concerts and old folks’ meetings, at wedding parties, and also in the pubs … Overall, the singing habits of the women have been far more varied than those of the men, a strange situation to arise from constraint, both moral and physical.69

         

         The only real difference she could discern between their repertoires was that, in general, women sang more songs from the ‘pop’ genres of the time than the men, who sang more ‘traditional’ items from previous generations.

         Mike Pickering’s Village Song and Culture (1982) has a chapter which pieces together the lives of three women singers recorded in the Janet Blunt collection. Martha Lynes (née Gibbons, born 1833) was well known in the village for singing at her work in the fields, and reminds us that it was not only men who were engaged in farm-work in the nineteenth century. Without knowing what else she sang, we cannot draw any conclusions, but the four items Janet Blunt noted down were ‘Spotted Cow’ {956}, ‘A Week Before Easter’ {154}, ‘William Taylor’ {158} and ‘Lankin’ {6, Child 93}. The first is pastoral/romantic, the third humorous/romantic, and the last is one of the most bloodthirsty songs in the folk repertoire. There are two songs from Annie Woodfield, ‘William Taylor’ {158}, again, and ‘Fair Phoebe and Her Dark-Eyed Sailor’ {265}, which she learnt as a young apprentice dressmaker.|| Maria Welch (born 1831) sang ‘Down in the Meadows’ {22056}, and ‘Poor Babes’, better known as ‘Babes in the Wood’ {288}.

         
            || See page 537.

         

         A great deal more remains to be discovered about the internal workings of real-life song traditions, and many potential sources are available if we have the will to use them. The comments made by singers before and after singing particular songs, as captured on collectors’ tape recordings, can be particularly telling, but are often trimmed off before tracks are issued for general consumption. Scouring newspapers, court cases, manuscript diaries and letters, autobiographies, plays and novels, and almost every other kind of printed material from the past, is time-consuming and painstaking work but will pay significant dividends. In the absence of being able to interview the participants themselves, these scattered clues are our only hope.

         One of the most important discoveries of the post-Second World War collecting boom was that ‘folk songs’ could still be found alive and well among Traveller, or Gypsy, communities. As Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger commented in their seminal work, Travellers’ Songs from England and Scotland (1977):

         
            It may be argued that we are guilty of exaggeration when we suggest that the travelling people have become the real custodians of English and Scots traditional song. But the evidence, in the form of innumerable tape collections recorded in the course of the last twenty years, is overwhelming. In our view, a significant part of our national heritage has passed into the hands of the Travellers and is dependent upon them for its survival … Among the Travellers, old age is not penalised. The old man or woman is an honoured and still-useful member of the community. Their songs and stories are regarded as important contributions to the group and the possession of them benefits each individual within the group.70

         

         After several decades of collecting and publishing, their judgement has proved to be not far off the mark, and a history of traditional song in England cannot fail to take notice of this fact. But it is now apparent that the effect was only temporary, and, apart from a few isolated individuals, the practice of ‘folk’ singing in Traveller communities appears to be almost dead.

         It is quite clear that the reason for the survival of traditional singing practices in Traveller communities was entirely social. It was not that Travellers were inherently more musical than house-dwellers, nor that their racial heritage gave them some mystical affinity with folk song; it was simply because they were still living in close-knit communities, relatively isolated from outside influence and still, in the well-worn phrase, ‘making their own entertainment’. This conclusion is strongly supported by the fact that, as the mass media penetrated even into caravan sites, the old singing, playing and storytelling faded away very quickly, just as it had done in non-Gypsy communities some decades before. Nor did the songs they sang originate with the Travellers, as their repertoire was almost entirely the same as those of the surrounding communities.

         There has been an interest in Gypsy matters in some quarters for some time. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, at the same time as the folklore and folk-song movements were gathering pace, a number of amateur scholars and antiquarians were turning to Gypsies as a subject worthy of study. There was some crossover with the folklorists, but a stronger passion came from devotees of comparative philology, which was another scholarly fad of the time. They were fascinated by the Romany language and, given its supposed lineage back to Sanskrit, were captivated by its potential for evidence of linguistic development on a European scale.

         George Borrow (1803–81) was the pioneer in this field, but it was not till 1887 that a more organised approach was mooted. W. J. Ibbetson suggested in the journal Notes & Queries:

         
            The Anglo-American Romany Ryes should form themselves into a club or correspondence society, for the purpose of compiling and publishing by subscription as complete a vocabulary and collection of songs as may be attainable at this date, and also of settling a uniform system of transliteration for Romany words.71

         

         The next year, four devotees – David MacRitchie, Francis Hindes Groome, H. T. Crofton and Charles Leland – founded the Gypsy Lore Society, which, despite almost fading away every now and then, is still going.

         But most of the active Gypsyologists apparently remained oblivious to the folk-song collecting boom going on around them, although Scott Macfie, leading light of the Society in the Edwardian period, was well aware of the importance of folk songs, as is shown by his correspondence with Lucy Broadwood.72 Few of them even make passing reference to the subject, and we have surprisingly little evidence for songs actually sung by Gypsies before the post-war collecting boom.

         The main problem was their overriding interest in the language, and although they found a few songs in Romany, and a handful of half-andhalf English/Romany songs, the vast majority of songs were simply English folk songs of the time and were evidence, if anything, of the Romany language’s terminal decline. As Ella Leather wrote in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society in 1925:

         
            The Gypsies sing English folk-songs and carols, and play traditional dance tunes, in no way distinguishable from those collected from English folk, or house-dwellers, as the Gypsy would say. They borrow their music, as they do their religion, from the country of their adoption.73

         

         Forty years before, Francis Hindes Groome, in his book In Gipsy Tents (1880), had declared: ‘The Anglo-Romani muse is dead, if indeed she ever lived.’74 But at least he attested to the prevalence of song in Gypsy life, in the somewhat elliptical style common among the Gypsyologists: ‘Yes, gatherers of old songs and melodies may go further afield than Little Egypt, to come back emptier-handed than if they had loitered an hour beside the tents.’75 He gave the words of several songs noted from Welsh and English Gypsies, including ‘Cold Blows the Wind’ {51, Child 78}, ‘A Brisk Young Sailor’ {60}, ‘The Leather Bottell’ {1307}, ‘There Were Three Sisters’ {27, Child 14} and ‘Hugh of Lincoln’ {73, Child 155}.

         Laura Alexandrine Smith devoted one chapter to ‘Anglo-Romany Songs’ and another to ‘Scotch Gypsy or Tinkler [sic] Songs’ in her Through Romany Songland (1889), although most were culled from previously printed sources. But she quotes four songs in English and some pieces of Romany texts, which she collected in Plaistow, Upton Park and Canning Town in north London. One of the English songs, ‘The Squire and the Gypsy Maid’ {1628}, was quite widely printed on broadsides in the later nineteenth century and has otherwise been noted only once from a traditional singer – Harry Cox, from Norfolk in the 1950s.

         Alice Gillington (1863–1934), however, was different. She was an artist and poet who took to the Traveller lifestyle and lived in the New Forest from about 1911 until her death. She lived in the ‘yellow caravan’ while her brother inhabited the ‘brown caravan’ nearby. What we know of her was ably documented by Mike Yates’s article in the 2006 issue of the Folk Music Journal. She issued two small collections of songs noted directly from Travellers – Old Christmas Carols of the Southern Counties (1910) and Songs of the Open Road: Didakei Ditties and Gypsy Dances (1911) – in addition to several books of singing games and another small song collection, Eight Hampshire Folk Songs (1907).

         We know little of Gillington’s selection process, or how large her collection was, although we know that she planned to publish another volume, which never appeared. But we can surmise that as her aim was to faithfully portray the Traveller culture she would have included all that she could that seemed unique or special to them. But of the items in Songs of the Open Road, ten are standard English ‘folk songs’, while four are ostensibly in Romany, although two of these have only one verse, and another only two verses, one of which also appears in the last song. The overall impression is very little different from what could have been collected from any non-Traveller country singer of the time, and her Old Christmas Carols contains nothing at all that is special to Travellers. 

         A number of the early folk-song collectors were aware of the potential of Gypsies as informants. Sabine Baring-Gould commented in his English Minstrelsie (1895–7), ‘a good many old airs and songs are to be got from gipsies’,76 and Lucy Broadwood, Cecil Sharp, Ella Leather and Charlotte Burne all collected occasional songs from them, but none seems to have sought them out specifically, or thought that Gypsy singing was anything particularly special. The exception is the group of carols noted by Ella Leather and Vaughan Williams.**

         
            ** See page 527.
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            The Mechanics of the Music

            Modes, Tune Families and Variation (by Julia Bishop)

         

         
            It is a well-known fact that the folk-singer attaches far more importance to the words of his song than to its tune; that, while he is conscious of the words that he is singing, he is more or less unconscious of the melody [early 1900s].1

            
                

            

            When I recorded Frank Hinchliffe and Grace Walton together singing ‘Nothing Else to Do’, which they had both learnt from the same source … their interpretation of the melody was clearly at odds … Yet when they finished their performance of the song, it was the textual disagreements of which they were aware and Frank commented: ‘You see what’s happening in places; we’re not just same with words.’ The stylistic implications of this incident are far-reaching as it encapsulates an attitude that I have often encountered in West Sheffield – that a singer conceives a song in terms of its text whereas the melody functions subconsciously as the vehicle of its expression [early 1970s].2

         

         A recurrent observation among folk-song collectors in the twentieth century has been that singers focus on the words of their songs, rather than the tune or ‘air’. To single out the musical dimensions of folk song in this chapter, then, may seem akin to looking down the wrong end of the telescope and magnifying the importance of the music in comparison with the words. As Cecil Sharp acknowledged, though, ‘I do not infer, because the singer is not thinking of the melody of his song, that the tune … conveys no pleasure to him. On the contrary, I know that it does. But his appreciation is sub-conscious rather than conscious.’3

         In fact, singers have occasionally made direct observations on their tunes but, as emphasised elsewhere in this book, the musical side of English folk singing was strongly aural. Singers’ experience of songs was as performances in which words, music and stylistic elements were fused together in particular ways, by particular people, in particular circumstances. It stands to reason, then, that musical discussions of folk song reflect the viewpoints of literate musicians more than singers. This is not necessarily wrong but can sometimes make it seem that musical tradition operates in a ‘superorganic’ way, in which the real world of singers and audiences, and performance contexts, and a host of variables relating to them, gets lost. In this chapter, we will be considering some of the key musical characteristics of English folk song and reviewing them in the light of what we know of conditions on the ground.

         The topics inevitably include some technical discussion of music, although we have tried to keep this to a minimum and to explain the concepts involved for the non-musician. The chapter includes further discussion of modal scales, as well as tune variation, transmission, ‘tune families’ and tune history.

         English traditional singing, as we know of it, was predominantly solo and unaccompanied. This made it accessible to absolutely anyone who could hold a tune, and made it usable anywhere – in a pub, on board a ship, by a baby’s crib. It also supported the aesthetic that the words of a song, and the story they told, were paramount. As well as being unaccompanied, traditional singing did not involve the use of written music. Singers were therefore free to change various aspects of the music as they sang. This could affect whole sequences of pitches, as seen in the singing of Henry Larcombe discussed in Chapter 4, and the rhythm and metre of a tune. Like popular and art music, folk melodies generally stuck to a two-, three- or four-beat metre (the number of ‘beats in the bar’ in written notation), but sometimes notes would be shortened or lengthened by the singer. When these were written down by collectors in music notation, they resulted in bars of reduced or extended lengths. Sharp gave a number of examples of shortened bars at the ends of phrases, for example, which to him made it sound as if the singer was impatient to move on to the next phrase. As he stressed, this looks awkward on the page but sounded perfectly fluent in performance.

         Sharp also noted that a ‘very common’ measure in English folk tunes was five beats in a bar.4 A 2013 study by Vic Gammon and Emily Portman has confirmed that five-time is an observable quality and not an ‘aberration’ on the part of the singer or due to transcriber error. It is associated with the tune tradition of certain songs of which Gammon and Portman have identified an initial list of some thirty-five titles, including ‘Barbara Allen’ {54, Child 84}, ‘Basket of Eggs’ {377} and ‘Searching for Lambs’ {576}. They conclude, however, that five-time is quite rare and is a feature of only a small proportion of the tunes associated with these songs. Again, the effect in performance is smooth and flowing.

         Even within the confines of the more conventional two-, three- and four-beat metres, it is clear from the recordings we have that there is a feeling of elasticity and flexibility in singers’ performances through subtle rhythmic variation within a fairly regular beat. One of the most common causes of rhythmic variation was in order to accommodate changes in the number of unstressed syllables between each stressed beat produced by the differing words of each stanza. This could range from comparatively simple changes, like accommodating three syllables in one stanza but only two at the same place in another stanza, to a positively virtuosic level of skill in songs such as ‘The Barley Mow’ {944} in which dozens of extra syllables are incorporated. A fine example of this can be heard on recordings of George Spicer, of Copthorne in Sussex, made in the 1950s and 1960s.5

         Of all the aspects associated with the solo unaccompanied norm of English folk-song performance, though, the most noted by the turn-of-the-century collectors concerned rural singers’ preference for a melodic (single musical line) rather than a harmonic (simultaneously sounding notes) conception of their tunes. Frank Kidson remarked on the ‘vast number of people musical enough to appreciate good tunes to whom harmony is a sealed book’.6 More concretely, Sharp observed that he had ‘never heard old singing men attempt to sing in parts’ (although in fact, as we have seen in Chapter 4, there are instances of harmonised folk singing.7 He also described how only a few singers could recognise their own songs when played back on the piano in harmonised form, and even fewer could sing them with a simple instrumental accompaniment.8 That was in 1907, but something similar was expressed by the Suffolk singer Bob Hart, seventy-odd years later, in relation to hearing younger singers at a folk club performing with guitar accompaniment: ‘I just can’t follow the song. I suppose it’s alright if you know the song but that never seem to go right with me. That music is not in tune with the song.’9

         At the turn of the century, the collectors linked such observations to what they saw as the harmonically ‘incorrect’ or ‘unconventional’ aspects of folk tunes, some of which, as we have seen in Chapter 4, they came to explain in terms of the church modes. As so often, Sharp made numerous comments on this subject. These are worth dwelling on here because they suggest his interest in what could be called ‘vernacular musicianship’ as he encountered it in the course of his fieldwork. Anecdotal though his comments are, and biased towards modal tunes, they touch on topics that still require much more research today.

         For Sharp, the singing of supposedly modal melodies by English folk singers showed ‘a preference for the non-harmonic tune; for the modes are essentially melodic and not harmonic scales’.10 In his book English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions, he provided a wealth of fascinating observations on folk tunes and their tonal structures. We cannot do justice to its intricacies here, but a few examples illustrate its scope and tone. His comments acknowledged that in fact some tunes do not fall neatly into one or other of the church modes, and that the home note or ‘tonic’ of the tune, essential for identifying its mode, was sometimes a matter of opinion. He considered cadence points (phrase endings) found in folk tunes, pointing out that these often fall on notes of the scale other than those expected in harmonically conceived music.

         Many people today who have encountered English folk songs are probably aware of having heard these (and other) turns of phrase, described by Sharp, without necessarily being able to explain them in technical terms. Part of the value of Sharp’s observations is that he pinpoints what is happening in musical terms. His comments raise important questions, such as, are these characteristics found in songs collected elsewhere by others and, if so, how widespread are they, how applicable to major-scale tunes, and how can we explain them?

         Sharp’s interpretation was to view these ‘habits’ of modal tunes as arising from ‘pure melody’:

         
            The mode provides a most efficient instrument for the making of melody, pure and simple; and it is with such melody that the folk are exclusively concerned. It is the peasant idiom, and the folk-singer uses it because it fits his purpose, and suits his taste better than any other scale.11

         

         This was a view Sharp shared with Vaughan Williams. The only problem was that, by the admission of both men, modal tunes were the smaller proportion of the overall repertoire (see Chapter 4). Quite possibly to counter this, Sharp stressed that ‘with many folk-singers the proportion of modal songs is much larger than one third; indeed, some of them sing almost exclusively in the modes’.12 He cited an example in which he did not hear any major or minor tunes at a four-hour pub-singing session in Somerset. These echo observations of others before him, such as Sabine Baring-Gould’s description of a singer who could not ‘abide a tune of the modern sort’ and sang exclusively modal tunes because ‘a hypo-Dorian or mixolydian melody suits him down to the ground’.13 Lucy Broadwood also dwelt on traditional singers’ ability to sing with ‘unconscious ease and accuracy intervals that would puzzle many conventional musicians sorely. Give our Sussex or Surrey villagers a modal hymn-tune or chant, they will sing it far better than any other, and will ask for it again and again. This shows how deeply the old tonality is rooted in their heart and soul.’14

         Vaughan Williams, some years later, also went one step further by claiming there was a distinction between major-scale tunes, which had an implied underlying harmonic structure, and Ionian-mode tunes, which did not. This extended the idea of pure melody to a greater proportion of folk tunes by including some of those that had been previously regarded as major. This distinction was not copied by other collectors, however, who tend to perpetuate the distinction between major and modal.

         It is notable that these collectors portrayed modes as conducive to rural singers, as summed up in Sharp’s memorable phrase, ‘the flattened seventh possesses no terrors for the country singer’.15 He attributes this to the circumstance that ‘the only concerted music the countryman ever hears is at the village church on Sundays. The old men, who used to play stringed or wood instruments in church, may, perhaps, have developed some sense of harmony. But then, they do not sing in the modes – at least, none of them that I have come across.’16 In fact, it is not necessary to see isolation from harmonic music as a prerequisite for a melodic rather than a harmonic sensibility in the singing of traditional singers. Their contact with church music (discussed in Chapter 15) was something that Lucy Broadwood had also pointed out when reporting on Joseph Taylor (1833–1910), a singer who had not only heard but taken part in church music as a long-standing member of the choir and whose ‘familiarity with modern major and minor scales has not destroyed his power of singing purely modal tunes’.17 Joseph Taylor seems to have been at ease with harmonised music in one musical context, and singing modal tunes in another. It seems that different musical conventions prevailed in each setting and remained in some way distinct for him.

         It may not have been the same for all singers, however. Perhaps the flattened and sharpened notes that occurred in some folk tunes were introduced as the result of singers’ contact with harmonic forms of music. Certainly, George Wray, of Barton-upon-Humber in Lincolnshire, one the singers from whom Grainger recorded, was in no doubt about the deleterious effects of harmonised music on folk singing: 

         
            He considers folk-song singing to have been destroyed by the habit of singing in church and chapel choirs, and waxes hot on this subject, and on the evils resultant upon singing to the accompaniment of the piano.18

         

         We can see some corroboration for this idea in Henry Fleetwood Sheppard’s observations from the end of the previous century. He cites the hymn ‘Christians Awake’ {8334}, which was widely sung by bands of itinerant carollers and mummers, as well as by congregations in church, chapel and meeting house, in the West Riding of Yorkshire. A harmonically conceived composition, he found that whenever it was sung unaccompanied, the singers introduced the flattened seventh. Intriguingly, having noticed the practice over a period of thirty years, he describes it as ‘becoming traditional’, rather than as evidence of an older tradition.19

         We must also beware of characterising the countryside as backward or cut off from the towns. We have seen that collectors were very selective about the songs they noted from folk singers, avoiding anything that smacked of urban popular music, such as music-hall songs and parlour ballads. We do not have a true picture of country singers’ repertoire, therefore, which we know included some items that were harmonically conceived. As we have seen in Flora Thompson’s account in Lark Rise to Candleford, some contemporary comic and sentimental songs, such as ‘Over the Garden Wall’ {3765}, ‘Tommy, Make Room for Your Uncle’ {23764} and ‘Two Lovely Black Eyes’ {13631}, were known and sung in rural Oxfordshire, and ‘the most popular of these would have arrived complete with tune from the outer world’. If these had been noted down by the folk-song collectors, the proportion of modal tunes would certainly be even lower than the roughly 40 per cent that they believed it to be.

         In fact, it would make an interesting study to consider the occurrence of supposed hallmarks of modal folk tunes in the collections of each generation of collectors, and in respect of where, and among whom, they were collected. This would need to take into account the selectivity of the collectors, but may lead to the identification of possible trends in terms of larger shifts in the tonality of tunes according to place, group, song type or historical period. These could then be considered in relation to such factors as the technologies of sound reproduction, centres of broadside printing, the types and availability of musical instruments, church music, and the musical capabilities of individual performers.

         On the basis of her collection in Newfoundland, for example, Maud Karpeles noted that the proportion of modal tunes was apparently higher there than in England. One interpretation of this is that modal tunes have been preserved for longer in Newfoundland and may represent an older layer of British tradition. The impression we have of folk song in England is that modal tunes were more prevalent in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries than more recently. Cursory study of the songs recorded in England in the James Madison Carpenter Collection, made during the interwar years, indicates a higher proportion of major tunes. This impression is also evident from the 1950s onwards if one considers the tunes collected in England (and in the English language) in Peter Kennedy’s Folksongs of Britain and Ireland (1975). Here the proportion of tunes showing some kind of modal influence is 16 per cent, less than half the proportion cited by Edwardian collectors.

         Despite this, reference to the modal tonality as a technical and aurally distinctive feature of folk songs has persisted to the present day, often for the purpose of describing, classifying or understanding how to harmonise tunes. Writing in the 1960s, A. L. Lloyd felt that working out the mode of a folk song was an empty exercise in itself, since ‘with that you have said nothing essential about the tonality of the piece’.20 He saw the growth of a kind of ‘fetishism’ in the folk revival with respect to the modes as a means of distinguishing folk music from other kinds of music and pointed out parallels with European folk musics. In fact, there is also plenty of evidence nowadays that modally based tunes and harmonies are widespread in the commercial popular music of the second half of the twentieth century.

         Contemporary popular music does not sound like traditional singing as documented by the folk-song collectors, though. The latter’s unadorned vocal line, unaccompanied style and strophic form still play a large part in making it distinctive, although not unique. In historical terms, it seems to us that it is the emphasis on the melodic character of folk music which has far more potential for investigation than the simple labelling of tunes as cast in scales resembling the church modes.

         Meanwhile, while clearly favouring modal tunes, we can credit Sharp and other collectors of his time with trying to address an important question which few others since have tackled – how do we explain the tonality or tonalities of English folk music? One of the central aspects of this question is whether the tonality of folk tunes arises from their origins or from the solo-performance tradition, and the musical perceptions and aesthetics, of those involved in it. It is difficult to know definitely about the aural perception of folk singers, but the scattering of comments that have survived (many quoted previously) from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries indicates that some perceived an older style of singing, which was different from harmonised singing. This was not so much concerned with the individual modes, however, which, it may turn out, are too fine-grained to be useful in the context of folk-song analysis.

         Tune Transmission, Tune Traditions

         The repetition of the same basic melody throughout a song, even as the words changed and the story line unfolded, aided in the learning of songs as it helped to imprint the tune on the memory and build up its association with the narrative. Not surprisingly, the tune was the first element to be learnt when another singer picked up the song, and this in turn provided a framework which aided memorisation of the words. It seems to have been remarkably effective and, as described in the previous chapter, singers might learn long songs in this way on very few hearings. Once a song was learnt, collectors found that the inseparability of melody and words in the minds of singers meant they were unable to recall the tune of a song accurately if they could not remember the associated words. These kinds of phenomena, and the role of memory in oral tradition more generally, are illuminated with reference to neuroscience and cognitive psychology in Anne Dhu McLucas’s fascinating book The Musical Ear (2011), which, although focused on oral song traditions in the USA, contains much that is applicable to our subject as well.

         If singers learnt songs by ear from each other we would expect the tunes used to be consistently associated with the same song, and there are indeed songs which have such a stable tune tradition. Others are associated with several tunes, though, and conversely there are some tunes that were particularly popular and found with many different songs. Different collectors had a different view of these. Sharp saw them as ‘common stock’ while Kidson called them ‘vital’ melodies. As we will see below, we do not have all the evidence to trace definitive histories for each tune, or to trace their origins, but even the partial backstories are instructive and shed light on transmission.

         An example of this is the pleasure-gardens song ‘Colin [or Corydon] and Phoebe’ {512}. As described in Chapter 8, this was widely collected as a traditional song and its relative longevity is almost certainly linked to the fact that it was printed on broadsides around the country many times during the nineteenth century. It would be reasonable to imagine that singers bought the broadside and fitted the words to a tune they already knew which had a similar metre. There is certainly no indication of the tune on the surviving broadsheets. This would lead to the song being found to a variety of different tunes.

         The opposite is in fact the case. A comparison of the tunes collected from tradition and that in the 1755 published sheet music, reprinted by Kidson, shows that the majority of tunes preserve enough of the characteristics of the published tune to suggest that they are related to it. For a start, all of them preserve its triple time and reflect its extended length of twenty bars, greater than many folk tunes, which usually run to around eight, or sometimes sixteen, bars. Even more importantly, they replicate the general outline of the published tune in terms of their stressed pitches and the rise and fall of the notes within each phrase. Finally, the tunes collected from traditional singers often contain short melodic motifs which are the same as or very close to a melodic motif in the original tune. These resemblances can be seen by comparing the published tune with that sung by the Norfolk singer Harry Cox (whose words have already been noted as close to those on the broadside):

         
            [image: ]
               Melody of ‘Corydon and Phæbe’, in The New Ballads sung by Mr. Lowe and Miss Stevenson at Vauxhall … set by Mr. Worgan, 1755, compared to melody of ‘Colin and Phoebe’, sung by Harry Cox, recorded by Charles Parker and Ewan MacColl (1960s), transcribed by Julia Bishop

            

         

         These similarities seem remarkable, especially as the tune was not a familiar one within the folk-song repertoire. They could point to a parallel context of harmonised performances which we know nothing about and which influenced the oral tradition. Or they may suggest that the oral performance and transmission of the song was a very active one and that the broadsides fed into and supported this.

         Not all variants showed these resemblances, of course. Some are more removed from the original tune. The one collected by Sharp from Charles Benfield of Bould, Oxfordshire, in 1909 is a case in point. Although in triple time, its length has been reduced to a neat sixteen bars, consisting of four phrases of four bars. The first and last phrases are almost identical to each other, as are the inner two phrases. This phrase pattern can be represented as ABBA, a well-known form in folk tunes. The particular melodic content of the tune has a very general resemblance to the published ‘Colin and Phoebe’ tune but is much closer to the tune usually associated with ‘The Bold Grenadier’ {140} and a number of other traditional songs. It was clearly familiar to Sharp, who noted on the transcription, ‘This is the usual air to Streams of Lovely Nancy’ {688}.

         In England, scattered observations on tune relationships, like this one of Sharp’s, appeared in the late nineteenth century, but it was in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society that this practice began to blossom through the accumulation of comments contributed by the different members of the editing committee. These brief observations often highlighted the existence of fuller sets of the words, such as on broadsides, and occurrences of the tune in conjunction with other songs. These helped to lay the foundations for later tune research.

         It was generally recognised among the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century collectors that one of the main reasons that the same tune may be associated with a different song was due to the circulation of songs on broadsides. Sharp believed that the need for singers to adapt a tune to fit different sets of words was the prime reason for metrical variation in folk tunes. Beyond this, though, Sharp devotes little space to the phenomenon apart from noting elsewhere that ‘The Banks of Sweet Dundee’ {148} is ‘the stock-in-trade of every English folk-singer’, to be called on ‘whenever an English peasant singer is at a loss for a tune’.21

         Beginning in the 1930s, Anne Gilchrist published a series of more extended essays on the ‘evolution’ of tunes and the history of individual songs. She took a different viewpoint from Sharp, suggesting that the process of adapting the tune to the new words was one of mutual accommodation, and went beyond metrical considerations:

         
            Often the tune brings with it some of the words – perhaps only the refrain – the singer already associates with it, which may have no relation whatever to the new ballad. The contact of tune and words results in the adaptation of the one to the other. Sometimes one, sometimes each insensibly yields something of its rhythm, or stretches or contracts its line or melody, and before long the pair settle as it were into place, and the whole tune may then be half-way towards a new one.22

         

         This is clearly an important inference, provided that we can work out the direction of influence from one song to another, and are sure of the identity of the song from which the tune was taken.

         At around the same time as Gilchrist’s studies, in the United States, Samuel P. Bayard, a collector of folk songs and tunes in Pennsylvania, was developing the concept of ‘tune family’. He was interested in the persistence of tunes over time and across geographical locations, many of the ones he had collected deriving from Britain and Ireland. He reasoned that each of these melodies must ultimately derive from a common ancestor since the many manifestations of similar tunes could not be the result of so many coincidences. The fact that he and his predecessors kept coming across the same basic tunes, although found in different guises as far as the associated words and musical details went, led him to conclude that there was a fairly limited number of tune groups at the core of the British, Irish and North American folk-song repertoire. Bayard used the terms ‘tune family’ and ‘tune-item’ to distinguish between a group of tunes that closely resembled each other and each instance of that tune as sung or played.

         Tune families were more than just a group of tunes that sounded similar, however. Bayard linked the existence of tune families to traditional singers’ practice of adapting commonly found pre-existing melodies to new sets of words. This, as earlier studies had shown, was the cause of melodic variation of various kinds. The term ‘tune family’ was therefore intended to capture something of these interactions and impacts that lay behind the tune variants included in the tune family:

         
            British and American students tended at first to call the resembling groups tunes. Eventually came the realization that more was involved than independent, isolated variations of single melodies. Students saw that cross-influences within the tradition – attractions, mergings, and forces active for divergence as well as convergence – were at work on the tunes. Hence, Americans have recently tended to refer to these melodic complexes as tune families.23

         

         His classic definition of a tune family was, therefore, ‘a group of melodies showing basic interrelation by means of constant melodic correspondence, and presumably owing their mutual likeness to descent from a single air that has assumed multiple forms through processes of variation, imitation, and assimilation’.24

         The key question was, of course, how to identify the members of a tune family. Which elements of a tune contributed to the perception that it was similar to, or ‘the same as’, another? Bayard found that the key components of tune resemblance were to be found in melodic contour, the recurrence and order of strongly accented pitches, and characteristic motifs (as we saw in the ‘Colin and Phoebe’ example above).

         Bayard estimated that the total number of tune families in the British, Irish and North American repertory of collected folk songs was between thirty-five and fifty-five, but his published articles outline only about one quarter of these in detail. Seven of the most important tune families are as follows (following Bayard’s shorthand titles for each):

         
            	‘Lord Randal’

            	‘Bailiff’s Daughter’

            	‘Child I–II’

            	‘Lazarus’

            	‘Trooper-Gypsy’

            	‘Butcher-Bateman’

            	‘Todlen Hame’

         

         One of the problems with this approach is that the boundaries between one tune family and another are difficult to define. This can result in difficulty assigning a tune to one or another tune family, as Bayard himself acknowledged. Nevertheless, research into tunes and their interconnections can produce rich and insightful studies, such as John Ward’s investigation into the tune ‘The Hunt Is Up’.25

         A big issue in tune-family research is how to interpret the tune-family evidence. At first sight, it might seem an easy matter to conclude that the tunes showing the closest similarities must indicate the actual influence of one on another, but these must remain speculative connections unless they can be corroborated or supported by other evidence. Ian Russell has shown how close analogues of a tune may have been noted from unconnected singers in geographically separated parts of the country, and more distinct variants sung by singers in the same family living within miles of each other.26 In addition, it is often hard to tell the direction of influence between apparently related tunes – did A affect B, or B affect A? There is also the fact that the date at which a tune item is noted or recorded is not necessarily indicative of its age – it may be a recently made variant or may represent something older.

         The ethnomusicologist James Cowdery has reformulated some of the ideas of tune-family research to account for the kinds of similarities visible between tunes and parts of tunes.27

         Computational approaches to the study of folk-tune relationships began as early as the 1940s when the American ballad scholar Bertrand Bronson developed a punchcard method for sorting melodies, based on a ranked sequence of cadence notes and accented notes. The complexity of the task is shown by the fact that seventy years later there is still no generally recognised means of doing this, although there have been promising developments by Peter van Kranenburg and others recently in relation to Dutch folk music.28

         A final qualification with regard to tune families is the fact that it seems likely that tune similarities between songs are something which largely goes unnoticed by traditional singers themselves, at least on the evidence of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century collectors. Singers who made up new songs drawing on familiar tunes, or who fitted written words to an existing tune, did so in their heads, but we do not know how they thought about the process. And even the degree to which singers perceived or thought about resemblances between song melodies more generally is a moot point.

         We ourselves, whether musically literate or not, may not have noticed tune resemblances among songs we know by ear. How many people have noticed that the tune of ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ {7666} is the same tune as that of ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ {4439}, ‘Goosey Goosey Gander’ {6488}, ‘I Had a Little Nut Tree’ {3749} and the letters of the alphabet? Or that the first part resembles the beginning of the popular song ‘What a Wonderful World’, first released by Louis Armstrong in 1967, and, in a minor-key version, resembles ‘Hatikvah’ (the Israeli national anthem), and even ‘Vltava’ (the main theme of Bedřich Smetana’s symphonic poem, Má Vlast)?29 So often, different words and a change of metre can give the aural impression of a different song, even though the outline of the pitches is very similar, such as in the case of ‘Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush’ {7882} (a compound-metre tune) and ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ (in simple time). It is no wonder perhaps that the notion of tune families is a long way from the thinking of traditional singers.

         On the other hand, there are songs in which the former association of the melody is meant to be noticed. Song parodies, in which new words are composed to an existing tune with the intention of mocking or commenting ironically on a person, situation or event, often draw on hymn tunes, Christmas carols and national anthems. Not only are these melodies well known, but in some cases the earlier association of the music adds to the ironic or irreverent effect of the song. Many First World War soldiers’ songs are parodies set to hymn tunes, as discussed in Chapter 14, and children’s song parodies poke fun at ‘serious’ adult musical genres, such as:

         
            
               
                  Good King Wenceslas looked out

                  On his cabbage garden

                  Bumped into a Brussels sprout

                  And said, ‘I beg your pardon.’

                  {27899} [to the tune of ‘Good King Wenceslas’]

               

            

         

         Sometimes even in non-parodic songs it seems that a tune’s former association with a particular song and its subject matter may be a factor in its selection for use with a new set of words. Historian Christopher Marsh has found this kind of extra-musical association of tunes in relation to seventeenth-century broadside ballads. A well-known example is the tune ‘Fortune My Foe’ (or ‘Aim Not Too High’), which was a favourite for execution ballads. Marsh also suggests that tunes having prior associations with bawdy song, or political or religious song, could add an extra layer of meaning to apparently incongruous or ‘innocent’ sets of words.30

         In a slightly different approach from identifying tune families, some have taken the song, rather than the tune, as their starting point and explored all the tunes associated with it. Bertrand Bronson was a well-known exponent of this approach. Driven by a commitment to ‘the ballad as song’, he identified and brought together all the surviving tunes for the Child ballads. He found over 5,000 items from Britain, Ireland and North America, covering just over two-thirds of the 305 ballads identified by Francis James Child. Bronson sorted these into groups of related tunes, describing their characteristics and tracing their earliest recorded versions, and such aspects as the degree of variation evident in extant records and geographical spread, other occurrences of these tunes, and so on. These were eventually published in four volumes as The Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads (1959–72).

         One of the biggest obstacles to this kind of research is due to the oral nature of folk-tune tradition. With some notable exceptions, scholarly interest in the musical aspect of folk song was not widespread before the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, so little of it was written down. What we have extends back to the late sixteenth century, when it was common for English composers to write sets of variations on popular tunes of the day, including ballad tunes. These were written for the keyboard (virginals, harpsichord, chamber organ or clavichord), viol or lute, and survive in manuscripts of the kind created by music teachers for use in domestic music lessons of the gentry and aristocratic classes. The manuscripts famously include such compilations as My Ladye Nevells Booke (1591) and the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, the latter a particularly extensive collection of music composed c.1562–1612 by leading musicians such as William Byrd, Orlando Gibbons, Thomas Morley, John Bull, John Dowland and Giles Farnaby.

         ‘Walsingham’ is a good example of a ballad tune given this treatment. A study by the musicologist John Ward located fourteen different sets of variations on it, dating from the 1580s to the 1630s, including a set of twenty-two variations for keyboard by Byrd in My Ladye Nevells Booke, and thirty by Bull in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book. Occurrences of the tune in this period and into the next century are not confined to sets of variations, though, and it crops up in single settings too, as part of a dance, and even as a song (all carefully noted by Ward). In each case, the tune, although often referring to ‘Walsingham’ in its title and recognisably the same tune as in other sources, is not identical to them.31 The tune has later been found been associated with a number of ballads, such as ‘Lord Lovell’ {48, Child 75} and ‘Geordie’ {90, Child 209}.

         Music printing was struggling to get established in England around the turn of the seventeenth century. It was monopolised by those few who had the necessary royal patent and aristocratic patronage to produce publications. Nonetheless, the earliest printed collections to include folk songs date from this period. These are Thomas Ravenscroft’s anthologies, Pammelia, Deuteromelia (both of 1609) and Melismata (1611). Among the wide range of rounds, catches and strophic songs these contain are traditional items like ‘The Marriage of the Frogge and the Mouse’ {16}, street cries, and ballads such as ‘Yonder Comes a Courteous Knight’ (‘The Baffled Knight’) {11, Child 112} and ‘The Three Ravens’ {5, Child 26}. They were presented by Ravenscroft as suitable for both the more accomplished and the less proficient amateur musician to perform. His role in adapting and editing the music was probably quite extensive – it certainly included splicing several tunes together (‘Sing after fellows’ {V9363} in Pammelia being ‘a round of three country dances in one’, for example). His goals were immediate and practical rather than archival, however. As his prefaces make clear, he aimed to promote convivial music-making among the middle classes.

         Music printing languished for some decades after this but, in 1641, the royal patent system was abolished and regulation was taken over by the Company of Stationers. In this new environment, John Playford emerged as the first to make a commercial success of printing. His approach was marked by a shift towards a broader audience, including those involved in home and tavern music-making. His anthologies combined basic primers on the rudiments of music with a repertoire of less technically demanding music deriving from a range of composers and sources. The English Dancing Master of 1651, containing ‘plaine and easie rules for the dancing of country dances, with the tune to each dance’, was one of his earliest publications. Subsequently entitled simply The Dancing Master, it went through eighteen editions in the period up to 1728, well after Playford’s retirement. Initially consisting of 105 tunes, 430 additional ones appeared in later editions and supplements. Many of these were also ballad tunes, some of which were known in Elizabethan times but now appeared in print for the first time. Some 250 years later, the same basic tunes were to be found with folk songs noted from the oral singing tradition by members of the Folk-Song Society.

         From this point on, tunes of this kind regularly cropped up in print. A prominent source at the outset of the eighteenth century was the miscellany of songs and ballads entitled Wit and Mirth, or Pills to Purge Melancholy. It was first published in 1699–1700, by John Playford’s son, Henry, and subsequently revised and expanded over the course of six further editions up to 1719–20, when it was edited by the dramatist and songwriter Thomas D’Urfey. The songs came from a wide variety of sources, including the theatre and reprints of broadside ballads coupled with their tunes. D’Urfey himself wrote stage songs set to ballad airs, many of which are printed in the sixth edition of Pills.

         A total of nearly 1,100 songs with their music appeared in the various editions of Pills to Purge Melancholy. It also helped to supply over half of the tunes used in that runaway operatic success of the period, The Beggar’s Opera (1728). Written by John Gay, this satirised contemporary Italian opera, which, despite being highly fashionable, was renowned for its lengthy and incomprehensible arias. These were replaced by the tunes of well-known songs, many of them ballad airs, to which Gay had fitted new words. They were duly arranged by Johann Christoph Pepusch and placed in the mouths of the contemporary London characters that peopled the plot, to great effect as far as audiences of the day were concerned.

         If all the sources outlined above drew on tunes already circulating as part of an unwritten singing tradition, associated with the lower classes, as we have seen, music composed for other performance arenas and echelons of society sometimes entered the repertoire of folk singers. This included music performed in pleasure gardens, which, in turn, was influenced by songs in oral tradition. Later, in the second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, came songs from minstrel shows, music hall, parlour balladry and the evangelical church.

         We know that the early folk-song collectors tended to avoid collecting the more modern, commercially derived songs, however, focusing instead on what they believed to be the older layer of tune tradition. This was partly because opinions among Folk-Song Society members were divided as to how indicative the early written sources were of the history and ultimate origins of folk song. On the one hand, Kidson believed that ‘“folk song”, when all was said and done, was often little more than archaic popular song’.32 In contrast, Lucy Broadwood felt that ‘[folk song’s] origin is a mystery, and a beautiful one … Hunt through song-books of the last three centuries, through ballad-operas, Vauxhall-ditties, through D’Urfey and Playford, and then through the earliest collections of music, and though we may once and again meet with something of the folk-tune kind that still survives in traditional form, yet this happens but very rarely, and hardly ever in the case of our most characteristic, most beautiful, and seemingly oldest traditional airs.’33 It was these tunes that the folk-song collectors focused on documenting and, such was their success, by far the most extensive evidence we have for folk-song tunes dates from the later nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries.

         What is clear is that the historical study of traditional tunes is far more than the study of particular songs, and involves research with a range of sources. These include unpublished collections, such as lute manuscripts and village musician tune-books, and printed sources, such as dance manuals, popular-song miscellanies, broadside ballads, theatrical works, and the folk-music collections made from the eighteenth century onwards. This book marks an important start in this direction in its wide-ranging look at musics and performance contexts related to English traditional song, but there is plenty of scope for studies in the future. 
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            Afterword

         

         I take it as read that the cultural life of the ordinary people of the past is worth studying and understanding. The particular features of that culture (e.g. the songs, tunes and dances) are as interesting, important and valuable, in their own right, as the culture of any other group in society, and are valid subjects for enquiry. And precisely because this culture was so every day, so common that no one thought to take much notice, makes it worth our attention.

         But it must be understood on its own terms, and not judged by standards designed for other cultural forms. Which then begs the question: what should those terms be?

         Folk Song in England is therefore primarily an exercise in evidence-gathering. The existence of ‘folk song’ as a music genre has been accepted for well over a hundred years, but it is only in recent decades that there has been any real attempt to come to grips with its history and development, and to investigate how it worked and what it meant to people. The aesthetic appeal of the material has long been obvious to many, but the historical dimension and the social context have not been given nearly enough attention. Hence the concern in this book for questions of who, what, where, when, why – and how.

         Despite grumbles at various points that there is not enough information, it turns out that there is a surprising amount of evidence available, at least for the period since 1800, and the problem has simply been that we have not looked for it. And there is still plenty more to find. As more and more historical sources are digitised and made readily available, we may even be approaching a golden age of folk-song research, if only we have the people to embrace it. 

         The world of folk-song research in England is a small one, and although we may hanker after the heady days of the 1970s when we had two university folklore departments, at Leeds and Sheffield, the subject still attracts a steady trickle of adherents and enthusiasts, and scholars from neighbouring disciplines drop in for a visit from time to time.

         Conference papers and journal articles, and the occasional thesis and monograph, keep the subject alive, and websites and online resources continue to become available. At the time of writing, there are two ‘folk’ university courses – at Newcastle and Sheffield – dedicated to the subject, albeit more concerned with performance and interpretation than with history. Much of what is achieved in our field is accomplished by enthusiastic amateurs, as has always been the case, and this has been one of our strengths.

         The English Folk Dance and Song Society must take some credit for the subject’s survival. The Society’s commitment to research has not always been obvious, but by its maintenance of the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, continued publication of the Folk Music Journal, plus occasional books and recordings and the periodic hosting of conferences and seminars, it has served to give the subject much of the support it has received.

         But after the evidence-gathering must come a new round of analysis and synthesis, and the elephant in the room is still the question of whether ‘folk’ or ‘traditional’ song really did exist as something sufficiently different from other kinds of music to warrant its own label.

         Admittedly, this book started with the premise that ‘folk song’ was indeed sufficiently different. It could be argued that the evidence has been selected to prove the point, so it is for the reader to decide whether or not the case has been made.

         But the legitimate question still remains: if ‘folk’ is not a separable category, which other category does this material belong to? Perhaps something like the home-made end of popular music will be suggested, but then we are back to the beginning – how did this work? Who sang what, and why in this way and not that? 

         The Victorian and Edwardian collectors were quite clear that ‘folk song’ was a definable category, obeying rules that were quite different from both the art and popular musics of their time. But their conclusions were based on a tunnel vision which virtually rigged the outcome.

         They would probably argue that the main reason we are in such terminological difficulty today is that we have insisted on replacing their question – ‘What folk songs did the folk sing?’ – with our own, ‘What songs did the folk sing?’ If we had stuck to their modal tunes and archaic ballad texts, we would not be in the pickle in which we find ourselves. It is our fault for arguing that origins do not matter, and thereby letting in all those ‘other musics’. By doing so we have behaved just like the post-war revivalists who decided to expand the boundaries of ‘folk’ to suit their own needs.

         Once we have jettisoned the idea that it is the origin of a song which makes it ‘folk’, we are virtually forced to concentrate on the people, and the process, rather than the items themselves, to find our difference.

         In the end, our view of the ‘traditional process’ is akin to a sausage machine: put a pleasure-garden song into the tradition, and if it is not spat out as unsuitable, it emerges at the other end as a clearly different kind of song. But this machine does not simply act upon the tangible item itself, but on its packaging as well. The text and tune will have changed in the process, but in addition it is now sung in a different way, by different people, in different places, than it used to be, and will never be the same again.

         And one proof of this crucial difference is that anyone researching ‘pleasure garden’ music will no longer need to be interested in the song, apart from noting that it was demonstrably popular. It has moved out of their world, and if it has not come into our world, we must again ask, where has it gone?

         So the answer to the question ‘Did the process of “tradition” really affect the way that the songs were performed and how they turned out?’ is, on the evidence assembled here, a resounding ‘yes’. 
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               	‘As we were marching down the street’ 492
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               	Ashman, Gordon 510
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               	‘Auld Lang Syne’ 328
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               	‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ {4439} 662

               	‘Babes in the Wood, The’ {288} 279, 634, 642
        
                  
                  
                     	aka ‘Poor Babes’
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               	Baldwin, John 537

               	Baldwin, William 223

               	  
        
                  
                  
                     	Canticles 223
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               	ballads and ballad-singers 43, 47, 51, 53, 55–60, 63, 74, 84–6, 95, 110–15, 152, 163, 177, 221–7, 230, 236–41, 252, 254, 258–62, 266–7, 269–70, 279–81, 298, 313, 315, 322, 328, 372, 397,  401, 425,  434, 437–9, 443, 445–8, 453, 469–71, 475–6, 502, 528, 533, 538, 569, 572, 597, 611, 623, 625–7, 630–31, 635, 659, 663–6, 671
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                     	English Minstrelsie 96, 601, 646
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               	Birmingham, Warwickshire 133, 471, 493

               	Bishop, G. W. 462
        
                  
                  
                     	The Royal Naval Song Book 462

                  


               	Bishop, H. R. 383
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               	‘Boatie Rows’ {3095} 473
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               	‘Bonny Labouring Boy, The’ {1162} 333
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               	Boy Scouts 420
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               	Chappell, Samuel 76

               	Chappell, William 40–42, 73, 75–83, 85, 89, 96, 930834043425, 211, 221–2, 228, 234, 234n, 267, 629n
        
                  
                  
                     	The Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time 77–8, 86, 221, 241, 248, 267
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               	Charlwood, Don: The Long Farewell 341, 344
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               	Cheshire 78, 92, 152, 247–8, 304, 577

               	Chester, Cheshire 78, 92, 247–8

               	 

               	‘Chester Garland, The’ 432

               	Chettle, Henrie 226–7
        
                  
                  
                     	Kind-Hart’s Dreame 226
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                     	‘Ballad Poetry’ 112, 114

                     	The English and Scottish Popular Ballads 22, 57, 110–12, 445

                     	Four Old Plays 110
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               	clapping rhymes 243

               	Clare, Ann 60–61

               	Clare, John 60–66, 285, 295, 617
        
                  
                  
                     	Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery 61

                     	The Rural Muse 61

                     	Shepherd’s Calendar 61
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               	Cleveland, John 51

               	Clifton, Harry 580

               	Club and Institute Union 421
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