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Uachtaráin: Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh (RIP) 
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Year Twenty-Two & Back to the Angling Club 
 
September will herald our twenty-second year! Covid’s impact on the Abbey Tavern has been such 
that their ability to accommodate the Singing Circle has been curtailed. We have thus decided to 
return to the Sea Angling Club on the West Pier. The Abbey have been very good to us and we owe 
much to Richard Tobin, Allison O’Rourke and staff for their accommodating work on our behalf. We 
hope to return for special events like the Burns Nicht. The Sea Anglers who are delighted to have us 
back after we held the ‘Singing the Fishing’ session there in July. As we go to press, the ‘Singing the 
Fishing’ raised €350 for St Francis Hospice. 
 

 
Mick King with his talented sons Seán and Michael and polyglot Brenda Ní Ríordáin at the ‘Singing the Fishing’ 

session in July 

 

Twenty First Anniversary Concert: 
The Wilsons Celebrate Howth’s Twenty First Anniversary 

 
Howth Singing Circle’s Twenty First Anniversary Concert began with the HSC Singers – coached the 
night before by Shona Donaldson Anderson – singing Burns ‘White Cockade’, the three-part harmonies 
astounding both the audience and the singers themselves! They began the second half too with the 
shanty ‘Leave Her, Johnny, Leave Her’. In contrast to the Wilsons’ booming vocals that followed, Shona 
from Aberdeenshire provided, as Niamh Parsons observed, the ‘voice of a bell’, clear, emotive, 
captivating. The hall chorused with her on ‘Sands o the Shore’ before the moving ballad ‘The Unquiet 
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Grave’ produced an absolute hush. Her ‘Green Grow the Laurels’ and ‘Mary o Argyll’ are Howth 
favourites as Shona has been a regular guest, particularly at Burns Nichts. She appropriately concluded 
with a Burns set, ‘Rattlin Roarin Willie’, ‘Robin Shure in Hairst and ‘Hey Ca Thro’, reminding us that 
‘Burns is no jist fae January but fae life!’. In her two sets, she also sang ‘I'll Be Mairret’ and, 
acknowledging her parents Matt and Grace in the crowd, ‘In Praise o Huntly’, her hame toon. 
 

 
The Wilsons in full flow enthralling the audience 

 
The Wilsons first appeared in Howth in its early days in the Pier House [now O’Connell’s] and were an 
obvious choice as main guests. Unfortunately, Tom tested positive the day before and could not travel. 
Ken stepped in to join Chris, Steve and Mike. And what a night that gave us! They were simultaneously 
powerful, melodic, harmonic, passionate, funny and constantly compelling. They delivered two 
tremendous sets. Graeme Miles – an old friend of theirs – provided songs like ‘Farndale Daffodils’, an 
appropriately seasonal song while they opened with the English/Scots folk classic ‘John Barleycorn’. 
Gateshead’s Alex Glasgow’s ‘Close the Coalhouse Door’ – originally in the play by Glasgow and Alan 
Plater – was delivered with great poignancy and appropriate anger. After the Aberfan disaster in 1966, 
a verse was added: ‘Close the coalhouse door, lad. There's bairns inside, / Bairns that had no time to 
hide, / Bairns who saw the blackness slide, / Oh, there's bairns beneath the mountainside. / Close the 
coalhouse door, lad. There's bairns inside. / Close the coalhouse door, lad, and stay outside.’ Mines 
closures and deindustrialisation were themes of the brothers’ material, thought-provoking and 
illustrative of their class background and Teeside culture, urban and rural. 
 

         
Niamh Parsons’ photographs of The Wilsons – Ken, Chris, Steve & Mike 
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Throughout, the brothers paid tribute to those who had influenced them, like Peter Bellamy whose 
re-working of Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Big Steamers’ continued the working theme. The ‘Peat Bog Soldiers’ 
[‘Die Moorsoldaten’) probably stirred ghosts – not just of those socialist/communist prisoners in Nazi 
labour camps in Lower Saxony in the 1930s who wrote the song – but of Luke Kelly and The Dubliners 
who were performing it in the Abbey Tavern fifty years before. ‘Young Banker’ was one of many songs 
that raised the audience’s voices high. A tribute to The Waterson’s, the song’s familiar chorus echoed 
down the Howth years – ‘Young banker he had such a handsome face / And all around his hat he wore 
a band of lace / Besides such an handsome head of hair / For my young banker I will go there’. 
 

 
Shona leading the HSC Choir- Walter Kennedy, Ann Riordan, Brenda Ní Ríordáin, Larry O’Toole. Gerry O’Connor 

and Máire Ní Bhaoill on left; Matt & Grace Donaldson, Ann, Brenda, Larry, Francy Devine, Gerry, Máire and 
Helen Lahert, right 

 
Howth’s former Young Singer/Musician in Residence Cathal Caulfield was partnered by Catriona 
Kennedy in providing an excellent musical foil to the singing. They began with the classic ‘Planxty Davis’ 
and continued with three polkas – ‘The Gullane’, ‘The Palatine's Daughter’ and ‘The Lakes of Sligo’, 
the latter featuring Cathal’s unique vocal style and spreading smiles across the room. An air and 
mazurka followed – ‘Myth Island’ and, reflecting Catriona’s Donegal roots ‘The Kilcar Mazurka’ – 
before they concluded with three rousing reels – ‘O'Donnell's Sligo Maid’, ‘Around the World for Sport’ 
and ‘The Derrylee’. The room was ‘hupping’ and ‘feet tapping’ as they showed their warm appreciation 
not just for the set but the contribution Cathal – and his predecessor as Young Singer, Ruth Clinton of 
Landless who was in the audience – made to Howth 
 
Steve Wilson’s re-worked ‘Byker Hill’, Graeme Miles ‘The Running Fox’ and the Copper Family’s 
‘Thousands Or More’ kept the songs flowing, filling the room with warmth and camaraderie. The boys 
concluded with a trio of songs that reflected the mining traditions of their native North East. Graeme 
Miles ‘Sea Coal’ with its evocative call was followed by Ed Pickford’s stirring ‘I Am Coal’ – ‘I am coal / I 
am coal / Progress and destruction in my soul / The lepidodendron tree died and then gave birth to 
me / I trade for blood for energy / I am coal’. Professor Ken explained that the lepidodendron was ‘an 
extinct genus of primitive vascular, scale tree’ and was ‘part of the coal forest flora’. Chris repeatedly 
blew his tuner, Steve said they would ‘get through a lot of songs tonight’ and Mike asked Ken ‘was he 
absolutely sure about that?’ Either way, the song was performed with great style. They concluded 
with ‘The Miners’ Lifeguard’ – ‘Union miners stand together / Victory for you’ll prevail / Keep your 
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hands upon wages / And Your Eyes Upon the Scale’. It lifted the roof, many in the hall recalling our 
support efforts for Welsh miners in 1984-1985.  
 

 

Terrific music from Catriona Kennedy & Cathal Caulfield and everyone gave a thumbs up to Shona Donaldson 
Anderson 

 

The hall stood to sing ‘The Parting Glass’ remembering those who had passed during the club’s twenty-
one years, particularly Brendan ‘Bull’ Moore in whose memory it began and our two late Presidents, 
Willy O’Connor and Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh. We had been treated to a special night of high quality that 
graced our celebrations. 
 

  
Richard Tobin of the Abbey Tavern hanging our banner and an appreciative house for The Wilsons 

and Jack Daly in his summer plumage at ‘Singing the Fishing’ 

 

May Session with Fergus Whelan 

 

Brian Doyle managed a very moving night that celebrated all things May. Gerry O’Connor rolled the 
‘Dumbarton Drums’ while the moon was ‘Shining Down on Senan’. Niamh Parsons gave one of her 
‘one morning in May songs’ with ‘The Streets of Forbes and the Death of Ben Hall’ while Eddie Phillips 
heralded the ‘Queen of the May’ and lunged about on ‘The Stone Outside Dan Murphy’s Door’. Frank 
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Greally, Úna Kane. Mick King and Máirídhe Woods maintained the quality performances while Tony 
Fitzpatrick sang MacColl’s ‘Ten Young Women & One Young Man’ and Dominic Behan’s ‘Building Up 
& Tearing Ould England Down’. Andy Burke, accompanying himself on harmonica, asked ‘Dear 
Seergeant, Where’s Mine? An appropriately anti-war song. Eileen Clancy, Paddy Daly and Ann Riordan 
read poems while Walter Kennedy took us to Cornwall with ‘Hal & Tow’.  
 
Tony Whelan set the family standard high with the Young Uns ‘Cable Street’ and ‘Murphy Will Never 
Go Home’ as the night swung to the left. Fergus Whelan proved an excellent and emotive Three in a 
Row with T-Bone Slim’s ‘Popular Wobbly’; the anthem to the deported Dorset labourers, ‘Tolpuddle 
Men’; and Bob Cooney’s little sung praise of James Connolly, ‘Windy Edinburgh City’. The audience 
demanded encores and Fergus gave us Dominic Behan’s ‘Crooked Jack’ and MacColl’s Spenish Civil 
War anthem ‘Jamie Foyers’. Fergus’ renditions were powerful, though-provoking and he made the 
night a special one. 
 

 
Fergus Whelan with his brother Tony looking in and with another powerful rendition that held his audience 

spellbound 
 

Éamonn Hunt gaced us with ‘Ard na Lí’ and Máire Ní Bhaoill sang of ‘The Maid of Ballydoo. Brian Doyle 
provided ‘The Bould Fenian Men’ and ‘We Dreamed Our Dreams’ as the company reflected on the joy 
of a live session, the manner in which songs well sung can lift the spirit and all that we had missed 
about such gatherings during Covid. 

 

Singing the Fishing – July 
 
On a brilliantly sunny and hot afternmoon, the cool shade of the Sea Angling Club on the West Pier 
served as a comfortable venue for the annual ‘Singing the Fishing’ session, ably run by Paddy Daly. It 
was back to familiar territory and we were made most welcome. Some of the singing was of the 
highest order with Drogheda’s Seán Faulkner’s renditions of the haunting, New Zealand tale of ‘The 
Ballad of Davie Lowston’ and ‘The Middlesex Flora’ or ‘The Trader’ outstanding, his quiet, measured 
style allowing for the fullest expression and range of emotions that gripped the audience. Auld pal 
Frank Speirs sang MacColl’s ‘Come All Ye Fisher Lassies’ to take us around the old herring ports, of 
which Howth was once one: ‘We've gutted fish in Lerwick an in Stornoway an Shields; 
/ Warked alang the Humber 'mongst the barrels an the creels; / Whitby, Grimsby, we've traivelled up 
an doon, / But the place tae see the herrin' is the quay at Yarmouth Toon’. His second contribution 
displayed his mastery of ‘puirt à beul’ [music of the mouth], a Scots gaelic tradition that Frank’s recent 
week on Uist at Ceolas had greatly enhanced.  
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Mick King sang one of the late Bull Moore’s [in whose memory we meet] best-known ballads, ‘Donegal 
Danny’ and his sons, young Seán and Michael provided two sets of tunes on harmonica, whistle, fiddle 
and mandolin. Helen Lahert with ‘Three Score and Ten’ and Tony Fitzpatrick with ‘The Greenland 
Whale Fishery’ and ‘Farewell to Tarwathie’ fought high seas and rough waters while ‘The Mermaid’ 
Siobhán Moore had the room bobbing up and down, another tribute to Bull. Helen later came ashore 
to ‘The Hills of Isle Au Haut’ while Siobhán berthed in ‘Dear Old Liverpool Town’. Jackie Grimes, 
accompanying herself on shruti, sang the poignant ‘Seal Lullaby’, a Kipling poem set to music by Eric 
Whittaker. Jack Daly recited a lengthy poem, eating the ship’s cook in the process! 
 

 
Jackie Grimes with Shruti and Fergus Carey ready for the All-Ireland, photographs from Helen Lahert 

 
Fergus Carey powerfully gave ‘The Call of the Whaler’ with its fascinating chorus of trades from 
caulking to coopering and followed with a song identified with The McCalman’s ‘Farewell to the 
Haven’. Tony Whelan provided ‘Haul Away My Laddie’ and a sad catalogue of working class 
exploitation in wars, a theme highly relevant today. Brenda Ní Ríordáin sang in Spanish – in tribute to 
her father Michael’s service in the International Brigades – and French, the rousing ‘Carmingnoles’. 
Pat Fearn appropriately thought-provoking ‘Limerick You’re a Lady’, the day before the All-Ireland 
Hurling Final, and Able Seaman Eddie Phillips was delighted to get ‘Away From the Roll of the Sea’.  
 
There were many other contributions on an afternoon that was intimate and appreciative, the 
standard rising with the tide of goodwill and enjoyment. The purpose, of course, beyond the pleasure 
of gathering to sing, was to raise money for St Francis Hospice and the relatively small gathering were 
most generous in donating €350. Well done, all concerned and thank you 
 

Ian Maxwell – Goodbye to an Old Friend 
 

We spent many happy afternoons participating in the Sutton Methodist Church Singathon for St 
Francis Hospice. The man behind the event – and on the organ during choir performances – was Ian 
Maxwell, an energetic, enthusiatic and exemplary conductor of the afternoon. Howth Singing Circle 
may not have been the most musically or harmonically gifted performers at the Singathon but we 
were very popular as we brought fun, audience participation, jizz and smiling faces. Being piped in and 
out by Pipe Major Noel Kelly of St Lawrence Howth Pipe Band helped of course.  
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Ian Maxwell invited us back year on year until ill health began to take its toll and the Singathon was 
abandoned. Well, not quite as in 2019 Ian accepted us as the only particpants in a special event to 
accommodate our visitors from Tiger Folk, Long Eaton, Derbyshire, and the Grand Union Folk Club, 
Sileby, Leicestershire. It was typical of Ian’s large and generous spirit that he arranged the event. 
Monies raised over the years went to the Hospice and it was there that we learned that Ian passed 
away on 17 November last.  
 
Howth Singing Circle extends its best wishes to his wife Betty, daughter Heather, son Andrew and their 
extended families. Ian was organist in Sutton Methodist Church for fifty years, a keen cricketer and 
generally a man who displayed his beliefs in his engagement with people, his open hand and his warm 
heart.  
 
Thank you, Ian, for inviting us to sing in your Singathons – they were enriching experiences. 
 

 
Singathon for St Francis Hospice at Sutton Methodist Church, 2014 – l-r, Noel Kelly (Howth Pipe Band), Fergus 
Russell, Niamh Parsons, Willie O’Connor, Tony Fitzpatrick, Ann Riordan, Eugene McEldowney, Luke Cheevers, 

Gerry O’Connor, Helen Lahert, Walter Kennedy, Eddie Phillips, Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh, Laurence Bond 

. 

Buíochas Mór 
 

We thank those who have contributed to this Sweet Nightingale: Helen Lahert & Niamh Parsons 
(photographs); Richard Tobin (Abbey Tavern); and the Howth Singing Circle Committee – Laurence Bond, 
Paddy Daly, Francy Devine, Brian Doyle, Helen Lahert, Daire Ó Baoill, Gerry O’Connor, Niamh Parsons and Ann 
Riordan.   
 

 
 
 
 

https://howthsingingcircle.com/sweet-nightingale/hosp/#main
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Our Autumn Programme 

 

Note that this programme may be subject to change and we will advise as to the venue for 
the live sessions 

 

Thursday, 1 September – Harvest Songs with Laurence Bond & Ann Riordan 
 

Thursday, 6 October – Songs from the War of Independence with Three in a   
                      Row from Claudia Anderson (Chicago) 

It is hoped to begin the night with a video produced by Francy Devine, Pádraig Óg Ó Ruairc & 
Séamas Sheils and shown at Scoil Samhraidh Willie Clancy last year 

 

Thursday 20 October – Zoom launch of 21st Anniversary Video, Good Night &  
                      Joy Be With You All, by Maebh Meir with Séamas Shiels 
 

Thursday 5 November – Zoom session with Glasgow Ballad Workshop 
 

Howth Burns Nicht 2023 – Abbey Tavern, 28 January – Covid allowing 
 

 
Guénahel & Loïc Denis play at Howth Burns Nicht, 2011; Walter Kennedy and Brian Doyle, the only men 

‘capped’ by the HSC; Úna Kane at Burns Nicht; and Helen Lahert & Daire Ó Baoill conducting a HSC session at 
Fleadh Cheoil na hÉireann, Drogheda, 2019 

 


