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A Compressed Introduction

It’d been a strange old time for me. I was approaching 30 and had thus far failed almost entirely in my efforts to become a working musician, whatever that meant. What did that mean? Well, not working in a hotel or bookshop; doing music and nothing else. I’d spent most of my twenties on the wing and a prayer of another person’s band; following said other person’s blind belief and infectious confidence. Unfortunately – or fortunately, perhaps – it had got us nowhere, very slowly. Well, not quite nowhere. We’d done the odd bit of touring, released a mostly forgettable album, recorded in a few friendly studios. We’d had a taste of what it was like to be musicians. Did that make it easier? No, of course not. It made it worse.

During the dying embers of said band, I’d begun to make a plan to help my state of mind. You see, the thing about being in someone else’s band, is that musically it isn’t always 100 per cent satisfying. In fact, in this case, by the end it wasn’t even close. That alongside the fact we were all still working our day jobs or on the dole and it became an uncomfortable situation. Pretty quickly the most obvious direction to head was OUT. My master plan? Simple. I was going to work in a bookshop, re-sit my exams from school (they have an expiry date, I was surprised to learn) and apply to attend university for the first time, to go and study – you guessed it – music.

I had this little fantasy that I could release my own music on the newly emerging Internet, maybe play one or two shows a year and that’d do me. I’d already had a taste of life as a solo artist – I’d been handed a support slot for Bert Jansch in the back room of a bar somewhere in Edinburgh’s East End – but that gig hadn’t gone terrifically well. Why not? Well, I was dreadful. Bert was nice though. I gave myself two years to finish those exams, record a few songs of my own and have a record of my time in Edinburgh before I buggered off somewhere else to wallow in academia – if academia would have me. A good plan? Well, it’s giving up. Giving up is always a good plan – it clears the decks. Lets you see what’s really what.

With this new found musical freedom, I’d been heading back home to Fife once in a while to see what my old buddy Kenny was up to. Kenny and I had attended the same secondary school and our paths had crossed many times since, mostly in tiny beer sweated venues up and down Scotland. Ever industrious, he had now opened a record shop in St Andrews called Fence Records, and was starting to put on shows every Wednesday in this wee wine bar close by. I’d show up there now and then and he’d let me sing a few songs, or sit by the side of the stage with my mandolin and clang along with whatever he was doing – It was incredibly liberating, not really knowing his songs (or how to play the mandolin) but being there anyway, playing away without a worry. If I fluffed a note, the worst thing I’d get is a wee laugh from Kenny. Next time he played the song, I’d maybe get it right.

He had all sorts of musical oddballs turning up who for some reason or another didn’t want to play or hear Brown-Eyed Girl or Wild Mountain Thyme. A few of them Kenny was related to – his younger brothers, who went by the noms de guerre of Pip Dylan and Lone Pigeon – and a few he wasn’t – The Pictish Trail, Uncle Beesly and Billy Pilgrim. Aliases abounded in late 1990s North East Fife. It could be a cacophony, sure enough (especially if I were onstage, I should add for historical accuracy), but it all started to make sense somehow and more and more like-minded folk, musical and otherwise, started rolling up. Alongside this, in his shop Kenny had started selling his own music, under his new name, King Creosote. His CDRs would sit in the racks alongside David Hasselhoff’s and Kylie Minogue’s and this was fine encouragement for others to do the same. Imagine having your own CD in the shop? Hmm. Now, there’s an idea…

So I started recording the songs I’d been writing. Pretty shoogly at first, as I tried to find my ‘voice’ as a solo artist. My guitar playing was rudimentary, my singing voice weak and unsure of itself and as for the songs – well, I knew what I didn’t want to be writing – I knew who I didn’t want to be – but finding something I could live with was a different matter. One of the early songs was called Kenny Rogers. It wasn’t very good. Another early one was Pictures of the Saints and it featured me pretending to be Scott Walker. Any good? What do you think? That’s right. But it did have an almost not-bad lyric in the middle: ‘Some people mistake silence for wisdom; I have no idea so I’ll just keep on talking…’ Hmm. So maybe it wasn’t that hot.

But soon a few okay things started emerging. A song called A Man with my Skills, another The Lang Toun, another Moving up Country, Roaring the Gospel. Bits and pieces. It took a while, that’s for sure, until I had the 10 songs needed, creaky guitar and woozy ramblings all. I gave Kenny a CD of them and some artwork, he burned a few copies and placed them in the racks of his shop. My debut album, something to be proud of. I think it sold six copies in total.

Despite this success, there was still some ambition to be assuaged, a nagging which led to me sending a demo cassette to John Peel. I’d grown up listening to Peel, of course – himself and Andy Kershaw. There wasn’t a huge amount of alternative music played in Kingsbarns, the village I’m from, during my childhood – alternative to Top of the Pops or the Auld Grey Whistle Test, which every time I turned on had some long hairs soloing wildly and boringly or some folky trouts carping their way solemnly through some dirge. Peel, though – well, for me, like for so many others – was simply essential listening. Songs about New York by artists you’d never hear of again. Newsletter! Newsletter! Who wants to buy my Newsletter? It seemed so exotic back in windy old Fife.

So, Peel it was. I’ll send him a demo. Record the songs onto cassette, listen back – it’s all there – make a cover – professional-looking – write clearly, including my phone number and address in case he wants to pop round – buy a brand new Jiffy bag envelope, write his name in big, clear letters – go to the Post Office and hand it over: How much to send this to London? – The Post Office wifey scans over the name and gives me a quick look that says He’ll never play this, you’re wasting your time my manny – but I shoot her a look back that says – He’s a close and personal friend – or maybe – I’m getting old and maybe a little desperate. She backs down, asking me for her 68p or whatever it was back in those days. 30p, perhaps. I walk home, high on adventure having just climbed the first demo tape to John Peel mountain.

The next few weeks I listened in to his show intently and thoroughly, all the way through – just in case he’d slip it in right at the end. But he never did. Or at least, I never heard it. I wonder if I had a plan B?

Then, one Sunday morning, I got a call from a friendly sounding guy with a rather odd Denis Norden type accent. Hello, is that J Wright Presents? (My recording alias at the time) Ah, yes. Hello? And said friendly sounding guy tells me how he’d heard me on John Peel and wanted to release my music. Wow. His name is Joff, he runs Bad Jazz Records and he’s offering me a £50 advance. I’ve hit the big time.

Success

These record deals take an age, even with tiny wee micro labels like Bad Jazz. The first two weeks of negotiations involve me asking him for £10 before I’ll send him a copy of my other songs. But James, this is how the music business works: you send the A&R people a CD for free – how else will they hear you? Aye, Joff, but I’m skint. We settle on £5, which means once I’ve bought the CD, printed the cover, bought the envelope and posted it, I’ll make 49p, which was almost enough for half a pint in those days. Joff likes what he hears and we’re off. We spend forever arguing about money. I can smell it, but my sense of smell is wrong. There’s no money in Bad Jazz. Joff becomes exasperated, but somehow we struggle through. There’s talk of releasing an album. An album! Ha. I already have one of those in Fife, I explain. But as Joff points out, This would be a real album, which you wouldn’t have to cut out and burn yourself. There’d be 500 copies, 400 of which would live under my bed… There’s no money though and Joff’s clearly aware of Bad Jazz’s limitations, so we just let things ride and see how the single does. How does it do? It does nothing, really. Peel plays it twice, but I’m blasé about that now, being a seasoned rock ‘n’ roll star. I send a copy to Radio 3’s Late Junction, which has become essential listening for me and, bless their hearts, they play it. Verity Sharp, I believe. I write her a nice thank-you letter. It’s nice to be nice. Life continues as normal.

One night, as I’m walking home from Berlington Bertie’s, my pub of choice, having spent my 49p on ale, I spot a poster advertising John Martyn, playing live in Edinburgh. I’ve heard of him, but I don’t know his music at all. He’s an acoustic guy though, right? Surely he’ll be after me playing the support. He’ll have heard me on Peel, no doubt. And Late Junction. He’ll ken all about me. I’ll send the venue a tape in the morning and see what they say. A week later, I’ve heard nothing from the venue, so I phone them. Hey, it’s James Wright here. I sent you my demo tape, asking if I could support John Martyn? I’m nervous and my voice is shaking. I am no good at self-promoting. Botox scares the bejesus out of me. He doesn’t have local supports I’m afraid. Goodbye. Phone down. Ah but ah… Hmm. That’s that, I guess.

A day or so later, I got an email from a tiny record company in London called Wonkey Donkey, who’d bought the Bad Jazz single from the Rough Trade record store. They seemed like all right fellows, though they were all promises and no £10s for CDs. They told me my track The Patience Song was better than the Beach Boys. Better than the Beach Boys, eh? Imagine that. People say some odd old things – especially music business people, I’ve found. The Patience Song is not better than the Beach Boys. There’s a chance it may stand up to one of their early or late B-sides if listening while extremely drunk, but better than them as a whole? No. And better than them at what, exactly? Sending you to sleep? Navigating around Fife? Ach, anyway, you get the picture. Big talk in cockney accents. Good to hear, though, and flattering over the phone. They turned out to be nice enough people when I eventually met them. I was particularly fond of one of their girlfriends – she brewed a fine miso soup, but that’s another story. I mentioned my John Martyn failure to them and they said they’d see what they could do. They knew a man who knew a man. I didn’t hold out much hope and continued at the bookshop, in my nicely ironed white shirt.

I sell books, I arrange books, I straighten books, I order books for anxious mums and absent fathers with guilty minds, I take back books from grubby hands, I search for books amongst the stour, I clean the stour, I go for lunch, I phone a supplier, I lie to a customer, I watch the clock and read surreptitiously, I hoover up books I should have read previously, I become an expert in J.B. Priestley (is that the truth? No, not really). I sell crap books and write crap poetry.

Actually, coming to think of it, Vashti Bunyan came in once. I didn’t recognise her at first but when she handed over her credit card it was a fair giveaway. I should have started whistling her song Diamond Day which had just been reissued, but instead I charged her the appropriate amount for her purchase – a geography book for one of her children or some-such. We became friends a year or so later and when I told her of our first meeting she seemed slightly embarrassed that I’d caught her in the real world, as it were, but it gave us something to laugh about and eased the initial strain of a shy conversation.

After a few very similar bookshop days, minus the Vashti encounter, I had an excited phone call from the Wonkey Donkey folk, put through to the shop counter, saying John Martyn was interested in me supporting him – but not just for Edinburgh, for the whole tour. 29 dates in total. Could I do it? Jings. That was a bit rash of him. Gulp. Aye, say aye. I’ll do it somehow. I put down the phone, went white and sat upstairs in the break room in shock, pretending to read Chekhov, my heart fair fleeing along at twice its normal rate. Help ma boab.



I was pretty darn nervous, let me tell you.

In preparation, I went through to Fife and played a few songs. Dreadful. I went to a singer-songwriters’ night in Edinburgh. I was in the top 10 per cent there, but the standard was super dreadful. As the day for the tour approached, I became more and more scared. Who wouldn’t be? On the train down to London for the first show I just kept wondering what on earth I was going to sing and who on earth I was kidding. I arrived at the venue at load-in time – around four hours before I was needed, but what did I know about such Big City things? The venue smelt of stale cigarettes and sweat and I sat and cooked in my nerves, watching people come and go, and slowly, slowly, the shape of John Martyn’s band appeared on stage. Kit, keyboards, amps. I wondered if they’d come and say hello? They didn’t. They soundchecked, without John, then they left. I climbed onstage and plugged in my cheap guitar. It sounded… cheap. I took a seat and sung into the microphone. I sang a song. It sounded… bad. Weak. Lily-livered. Crap. Holy fuck. What am I doing here?

Somehow, the gig went okay – as in, I wasn’t bottled off. As in, I was sitting down, so most people couldn’t actually see me. It was a terrifying experience though. I managed five songs before scurrying off to the safety of a bottle of Becks, followed swiftly by another. The one positive that came from it was I was determined that the next night I’d do better – the next night I’d stand up and make an effort. Don’t be so timid. Pretend I have some confidence in the songs and my style, despite the fact they’re not filling me with either confidence or style. I wander out of the dressing room and walk straight into John Martyn. Oh, erm, hello, er, I’m the support guy, James. He looks at me for a second, clearly unaware who I am or what I’m doing there. Pleased to meet you he gruffs and saunters off, barking conversation to his companion, a used-car salesman who has somehow found his way into the venue. Ah no – it’s his manager. My mistake.

Strange days. Although John becomes friendly enough and his manager is harmless in his ‘All I Need is Your Love and My Cocaine’ manner, John’s band ranges from fine and friendly to Twat. The Twat insists on referring to me as the Hitchhiker, as he mugs around with his chin jutted out. The Hitchhiker? Thanks, mate, I appreciate that. It becomes apparent that, despite me being told I could travel with John’s band, in real life that wasn’t to happen, so I’m not even the Hitchhiker. I’m the Stranded. I ask my cousin Sean to drive me instead and he jumps onboard in an instant. Good chap. Minimum wage up and down the UK in a wee blue Saab, eating pizza? I’m your man. I don’t even think he got his minimum wage, in the end. Pizza all he could eat, though.

The tour became a learning experience – i.e. trying to learn how not to die on stage night after night, despite most of the audiences being (initially) friendly. Occasionally I think about that tour nowadays, wondering if I could have done any better with a few more songs and a bit more confidence. But when I look back at the set-list I was doing, it’s pretty much my first album, songs I still play regularly. Maybe I have more confidence in them now – or maybe I just select the correct harmonicas for the appropriate songs.

Manchester I remember as being a particularly rough show. It was in the Lowry Centre and for whatever reason I was even more nervous than usual and ended up having a pretty scary panic attack on stage. Panic attacks aren’t fun things and they’re not particularly helpful. I ended up coming off stage and bursting into tears in my dressing room. A truly horrible experience. What went wrong? Well, I was trying a new song – St Patrick – that had a tricky harmonica solo in it. Basically, I was playing an A harp over a wandering key of D. Not too bad in itself, but enough pitfalls that if I blew when I was supposed to suck, it caused a mini-traffic jam honk to emerge from the moothie. I sucked. Many times. After the first few bad blaws, the game was up, I was in a panic and wanted off the stage. Once back at the hotel, I took a few drinks, bored my cousin with my fears and tears and did my best to sleep. Thing is now, I reckon that most of the audience wouldn’t even have noticed, seeing as their exposure to moothie playing was most likely more based on Bob Dylan than Larry Adler.

Next day arrived on very little sleep, due to the nerves of previous night. What if it happens again? What if I have another panic attack on stage? Is that it? Is this my big chance and I can’t even play? As the day rolled on, I became ever more anxious about the upcoming gig and resorted to the twin powers of prayer and alcohol to calm my rollercoaster nerves. When the time finally came to walk on stage, I was visibly shaking and white as a sheet. Crikey. Sean wished me luck; I moseyed over to centre stage, plugged in my guitar, strummed a few basic chords, took a deep breath, warily approached the microphone, touched my lips against it and got a visible and audible electric shock.

The mic went bang and I comically fell back a few feet. Ha! Pure and simple. The crowd laughed, I laughed. The spell was broken and I relaxed, saying something like, Holy Mary, Mother of God, what the fuck was that? Because Holy Mary, Mother of God likes it when you swear. The crowd was laughing. I approached the mic again and – bang – it happened once more. Erm… Hello, my name’s James and I’m getting electric shocks from this mic. This song’s called blah-de-blah-de-blah. It continued through the set, offering light relief and distraction from the introspection of my songs. And relax. My nerves were gone and all it took was some electric shock therapy. After the show, the soundman came up and told me off, angrily saying I’d made him look bad by complaining about the electric shocks. He had friends in the audience and now it looked as though he was an amateur prick who couldn’t do his job. But sir, I politely explained, I was getting electric shocks. If the fault was yours, you deserved to look like an amateur prick. Our relationship cooled somewhat after that.

By the time we get to Ireland three weeks in, cousin Sean’s gone home and I’m travelling with John’s band and getting on reasonably well with most of them. I spend most of the gigs watching the rhythm section, particularly the drummer, who is effortlessly amazing. John Martyn has this one song, John Wayne, and it’s the highlight of the set every evening for me – a powerful, hairs-on-the-back-of-your-neck song. This is my first experience of Irish audiences and they appear very friendly. St Patrick goes down better here, as do my more drink-based songs – which are most of them, let’s be honest. It’s nice to be travelling around Ireland, despite the cramped conditions of the people carrier and the constant barrage of Steely Dan on the stereo.

[image: images]

Our brave hero, somewhere dangerous

As the tour came to the end, I decided to celebrate the final show by drinking as much as I could before taking the stage. It was easy to do. It had been a long old tour and I was delighted to be flying home. So, I had the best part of a bottle of wine and a couple of tall wheat beers, which was easily enough to knock me sideways before the 8pm gig. I climbed on stage and pretended to be a rock ‘n’ roll star – I threw a few poses, basked in the spotlight, played a few melodramatic strums, introduced a warble in my voice – thus displaying how emotionally charged and special I am. Lo and behold, I went down the best I had anywhere on the tour. Where were we? Not sure. Limerick, maybe? No, further south. Not Cork. Wherever, I seemed to have cracked the code of good stage craft: Get drunk and dance around like a loon while pulling faces that suggest (at best) constipation. The next morning I decided to leave such knowledge in the hotel room and return to my usual subdued meanderings.

Home

Back in Edinburgh, I’m exhausted but fulfilled and pretty proud of myself for having survived it all. My bookshop job has gone, so I’m living off the proceeds of the tour and pondering my next career move. Wonkey Donkey are keen to release an album, but they’re taking an age getting me a contract and are also keen that I don’t release music with anyone else whilst they take their age. After my freedom with Fence and Bad Jazz, this is proving most frustrating. I’d found myself a lawyer in anticipation and have spent many long days waiting for said lawyer to call and say those magic words: James? The contract has arrived. It’s a pure dead beauty! However, my lawyer doesn’t call. For many, many months.

One evening, I go off and see the band Future Pilot AKA with my good buddy Mike. Mike has wangled himself a job on the radio so he gets guest-list places and on occasion calls me in to join him. Why not? I think. Good band. Good fun. They have the pianist Bill Wells playing with them and a general feeling of amateur bonhomie that I appreciate greatly. As the show comes to an end, Mike and I are keen to eek out the evening as long as possible, keen to take another drink or two, so we’re left standing alone in the venue, navigating past the glances and advice of the bouncers to leave the venue. Standing in the opposite corner, there’s an odd-looking guy doing the same, dressed in a Paddington Bear duffer coat, all on his lonesome, sipping away at the remainder of a pint. That’s Laurence, he runs Domino Records, Mike tells me. We should get him over; he’s a nice guy. Ach. I’m just after another drink, I’ve no real desire to meet new folk or politely converse, but Mike’s walking over and inviting Laurence to come for a pint with us and before I know it we’re in Black Bo’s pub, talking music. Yeah, I work at a label called Domino, he tells me. I’ve heard of you, of course, I say, you just had a free CD on the cover of Wire magazine. I really liked it. Laurence looks at me as though I’m taking the piss, which I’m not. That was Matador, he says, slightly hurt, they’re a different label altogether. Ah. I’m full as an egg of record companies though so I’m not doing any schmoozing or selling of my work. As we head off to another bar – the Backpackers Hostel in the West End – I’m telling him all about the Fence Collective and the shows we’ve been doing, the CDs we’ve been releasing. He seems genuinely interested and we’re getting on pretty well. By 4am, we’re sitting in the back room, belting out Gram Parsons’ songs on an upright piano and generally having a riotous old time, albeit in a quiet and refined manner reflecting our gentlemanly standing. When we eventually go our separate ways, we swap addresses and swear to keep in contact and exchange some music. I shake his hand and depart, full of confidence that I’ll never see or hear from the guy again.

A week later and money is getting pretty low. In desperation, I’ve joined the honourable crowd taking an allowance from the government to reward them for their job seeking. Happy days are here again. I’m lucky, though; the lady who’s been assigned to nudge me back into work is generously giving me some breathing space while I await the Golden Record Contract from Wonkey Donkey, which I’m still being told will arrive next week, next week, next week… A parcel is delivered to my house, which lightens my mood a tad. You don’t get too many bills in a parcel. I open it up and am slightly surprised to see that it’s full of CDs from the Domino Recording Company. Twelve CDs, maybe. Papa M, Will Oldham, Four Tet, Smog, all sorts. I’ve never heard a note by any of these artists, so I listen in, starting, I think, with Live from the Shark Cage, Papa M’s instrumental opus. It’s fantastic. It has a song called I Am Not Lonely with Cricket. Ah, we’ve all been there. Four Tet is a bouncy electronic record, but with woodwind and acoustic instruments mixed in. It all sounds braw as a craw and I’m genuinely impressed with the label. Then there’s a duffer, whose name I shall spare. Cruddy, muddy guitar rock that dulls me into making a cup of tea and switching the CD once it’s failed to win me over by the time the kettle has boiled. Almost all good, though. Mostly all hits. I guess the least I can do is to make some kind of CD to send back, so I do just that, putting together a Fence Collective compilation: four songs by King Creosote, four songs by UNPOC, four songs by Lone Pigeon, a couple of numbers by Billy Pilgrim and, right at the end, four songs by me, James Yorkston. Into a wee padded envelope it goes and off to the guy’s house. That’ll learn him. I email him, Aye Laurence, good seeing you the other week and thanks for all those crazy CDs. Great to hear them and all, so I’ve sent you a few Fife-ish tunes to say thank you, keep an eye open, and all that. And that’s that.

A week later I get a call from Laurence. Is that you on the CD? Aye, I’m the guy at the end, aye. So, did you write ‘The Lang Toun’? Aye, that was me, that’s right. I recorded it with my buddy Reuben. How come? Erm, do you fancy signing for Domino?

Of course, I can’t do it. I’m so far in talks with this other record company that jumping ship at this point would be ludicrous, despite the promise of a contract that has never arrived, almost a whole year later. I tell Laurence, Thanks, but no thanks.

What a fool, eh? Fortunately, I’m forced by events to reconsider. I finally get the call from my lawyer. It goes like this:

James, well, I’m the purveyor of good and bad news, I’m afraid.

That sounds mostly bad. What’s up, lawyer chum? (I don’t call him ‘lawyer chum’, of course, I’m just using that as a device to disguise his identity.)

Well, the good news is that the contract has finally arrived. The bad news is that I’m going to have to advise you not to sign it.

It can’t be that bad, can it? Surely it’s not that bad?

I’m afraid so, James. In fact, it’s so bad that if you decided to sign it, I’d quit as your lawyer in shame. It’s a particularly one-sided contract. They’re offering you almost nothing – very low advance, very low percentages – and in return, they’re expecting almost everything, for a long long time.

Ah, I see. That doesn’t sound so good, even to my inexperienced ears. So, what can we do?

Well, James, I honestly think we’re going down a dead end with these people. We’ve waited forever for the contract and then when it’s arrived, it’s a kick in the teeth. Is there anyone else interested in your music at all?

He’s clutching at straws, trying to soften the blow. He knows there’s not. I’m feeling pretty shocked. Knocked back. I’ve been waiting, banking on this contract now for almost a year. I’m not entirely sure what to do – surely any contract is better than no contract? But, I blurt out, frog-throated and clearly upset, close to tears and trying to keep my composure, Erm, ah, there was this other label who offered me a deal, a label called Domino…

There’s silence for a few seconds while my lawyer regains his composure.

Is that true, James?

Aye, it is that.

Then what the fuck have we been doing monkeying around with these boys if Domino Records have offered you a deal? Ah. Is it still on the table? Find out, James. They are the PERFECT label for you. This is great news. Find out and let me know. Goodbye.

Phone down.

I email Laurence. Erm, are you still interested in signing me? My lawyer tells me that your label is the one for me. I feel a bit sheepish, a bit of a fool, but what else can I do? Laurence writes back immediately: Yes. I’ll come up and see you. So he gets the train that Monday and we have a chat. He asks what I want to do and how I want to do it. It’s obvious to me, really: I just want to make records and play gigs. Who wouldn’t? We shake hands and he departs. He’s going to come back up and see me play the next Thursday, in Bar Fez. He does just that, has a good time and has a record contract emailed over to my lawyer the following Monday. My lawyer phones up and tells me that – to all our joy – it’s a fair and signable contract. Huge sigh of relief. After a year of waiting for the slowest contract imaginable, only to be slapped in the face when it did arrive, all of a sudden there’s a considerably brighter horizon ahead. Three months later, the deal is signed and Domino releases my first record, a 10” single entitled The Lang Toun. It storms up the charts and I’m a huge international success, touring with Boy George and Guns ‘n’ Roses, drinking champagne and partying with the stars. Or, I’m touring by myself or with the band, in tiny, cramped vans, living off service station fruit and stale hummus sandwiches. Only one of those statements is true.


Perfect Button Drumming

(2004)

Day 1

I find myself in a small bar in the port of Rosslare, Ireland. I have a show with the band up in Dun Laoghaire the next day and have come over via Pembroke from Cardiff, where I’d had a solo show. I thought it may be romantic to take the ferry and avoid the stress of flying. The barmaid is telling me how she hates it here, how the constant influx of tourists and travellers using the port makes for messy evenings and obnoxious customers. She tells me she used to run a bar in Kerry but moved over here for the money, was going to see out her contract, then hotfoot it back home. In the corner, there’s a table of guys acting like monkeys, literally. Idiot-dancing on the tables, grunting, the lot. Hmm. One of the guys comes over and starts talking to me in an ambiguous English accent, asking what I’m doing here and such. I lie, of course, telling him I’m on my way to Cork, where I’ve taken a job. He asks why I’ve come from Scotland via Wales, the long way. To avoid drunk Englishmen, I reply, with much whisky bravado and little geographical accuracy or wit. His accent changes to thick Welsh and he offers me a drink, looking a bit embarrassed about his jovial chums, as they sing some song about a Maid Called Mary-Jane. He seems okay, actually. Just a guy on his way somewhere. We’ve just had Bill’s stag weekend, he tells me, pointing him out. Ah, good old Bill. I wonder who’s marrying Bill, currently displaying himself as the oxen slumped at the back, wearing a stained Irish rugby shirt and fake orange ears. Good luck to them both, I say.

I decline my Welsh pal’s drink and leave the bar, looking for some food. There’s a nasty-looking pizza place I walk straight past, but find myself returning to 20 minutes later, having walked around Rosslare, getting colder and colder in the November wind and found nowhere else open. No cheese, I say, and wait outside. It’s around 11pm, I guess, and the massive ferry I disembarked from is 100 yards or so in front of me, lights ablaze and filthy white, looking like floating polystyrene Christmas debris, its oil trail rainbowing slightly under the port-illuminating floodlights. The smell here is sea and diesel and the noises mostly industrial – cranes loading stock, guys shouting in the distance, unidentified bangs and clangs, lorries and coaches passing.

There’s a group of lads walking around and as I wait outside the pizza shop, one of them breaks rank, approaches and fires a football directly at my head. It misses and rolls down the slope towards the dock. Ah, ye feckin’ eejit. Ye should-a stopped it, says the guy, now chasing after the ball, his pals laughing at him. I return to my food, gather things up and head off to my B & B. As I struggle to get the key in the lock, the landlady appears and says, You can’t eat that in here. Oh, I reply. No, she says. So, I sit on her front garden wall and eat the stale dough and wrinkled veg on a tomato-sauce-coloured pizza. I can hear her watching The Generation Game on TV through the window. It starts to drizzle.

Day 2

I slowly make my way up the coast to Dun Laoghaire. The train carriage is old. Retired rolling stock from the UK, I guess, patronisingly. My seat is shiny from compressed chewing gum; I have a migraine and am reading a Lewis Grassic Gibbon compendium when I should be attempting to write something. Sitting opposite me is an old lady, sooking her teeth. I put on some headphones, close my eyes and try to sleep.

When we arrive, I make my way to the B & B, around two miles out of town on the main road Ah, there’s only one of you, but I’ve beds for five reserved. Ah, don’t you worry, the other guys are coming later on, I say. We’ll be fairly late – is that okay? Ah yes, that’s fine. Good. All sorted. I order a cab and make my way into town.

The guys have arrived and are setting things up. Reuben with his accordion, Doogie on double bass, Hoody the driver/merch and Kenny ‘King’ Creosote, who’s doing most of the shows with us. After soundcheck, we sit around in the bar and catch up. There’s no news. Nothing has happened. How was Cardiff? they ask. I’d forgotten all about it. Hmm. It was okay. I got a bit of stick for mentioning I liked their bridge. Apparently it’s an English bridge and the tolls go to Westminster, so it’s not to be spoken of. Ah. We sit around and flick matches at each other, watching a Manchester United match that’s being shown live on the TV. The sound is down, and the puggy machine and the guy playing it are providing the commentary. Ah fuck, he says, repeatedly, whilst the puggy zips away, outfoxing him.

That evening, I’m watching the first band – a local family of musicians – and the bar is full. The girl at the back of the stage is playing a long low whistle, her fingers barely reaching the holes, and the occasional bird squawks emerging further evidence of her unease. The crowd claps along merrily, mostly out-sized, out-of-season Germans, delighted to be experiencing this authentic Irish ram-jam. The whistle player looks around 12, but she’s not the youngest. Beside her is her wee brother, around ten, playing a very quiet bodhran, and beside him a tiny wee lassie of around eight, who’s scraping away on a fiddle. Their three elder ‘siblings’ seem to be taking the musical strain, with guitar, tenor banjo and another bonnie lass on fiddle. At the side of the stage a mostly unkempt larger lady is surveying her brood with a mixture of pride and veiled threats. Certainly, the children don’t look happy – I imagine they’d rather be listening to whoever’s top of their pops than falling their way through indeterminable jigs and reels.

I sit at the back with one of the band. I know the venue reasonably well, having passed through here many a time in my youth, and am enjoying the whole spectacle. I admire the talent in the elder fiddle player and wry-smile the missed notes, slipped beats and resigned scowls on the rest of them. I keep getting jostled by an elderly Irish gent with thick grease on his black hair and a big gap between his buck teeth, who’s grinning as though he’s just discovered Planxty playing in his back tavern. Hmm. Very good, he says, very good indeed, and he claps along wayfully, woefully out of time. They’ll grow up to be something special, he nods. I disagree silently. No, I reckon they’ll flee the coop as soon as possible and leave the bodhrans languishing in a cupboard somewhere, or perhaps a pawn shop, alongside the 1990s beat boxes and £79 Fender-esque Stratocasters. I wish I’d been brought up in a musical family like this, that way I may have rebelled and found myself quite happily working in a bank. Instead, I find myself waiting for the Irish Family Robinson to finish their set so I can get on stage and woe the crowd into submission with my tall tales of what never actually happened.

They do encore after encore, and I eye my watch happily. This place has an 11pm curfew and it’s fast approaching 10 now. If I’m lucky, I’ll get away with playing for less than an hour, then I can retreat to the bar again, if we get a lock-in. Over in the corner, I see our accordion player Reuben slapping his thighs and laughing like a daftie, as the elder fiddle executioner slides on a slip jig and falls off her seat, bringing the crowd to a rapturous applause. They decide to end the set there. Ah well, time to get to work. I walk over and congratulate them all on their fantastic musicianship. The look of resigned fatigue in their eyes matches mine almost completely and I wonder just how far they’ve already come to be feeling so bullet-holed by the whole music thing.

The bar is rapidly emptying, much to both my pleasure and dismay. I had hoped, somehow, that all these tourists were actually here to see me and the band, but of course, no. They were drawn in by the fish restaurant next door and the real live Paddy family entertainment in the snug. I ask for another whisky and wait until the stage is cleared, then we move on. Doogie is standing by the side, double bass ready, with a bottle of wine all done and another just opened. I untangle my inexpensive bag of leads and set up, turning around to see – ooh, perhaps two or three dozen folk who actually may be here to hear us and around half a dozen straggling German tourists, resplendent in bright yellow waterproofs and thick-rimmed glasses. I imagine they think we are a traditional Irish band. After all, guitar, double bass and accordion – we could be.
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We could be – but we’re not

They leave half-way through the first minute, politely waving as they go. I don’t blame them. The rest of the bar is quiet though, listening, which is a good sign. We do a medley of five songs – it’s a way of battering a crowd into submission, so even if they hate you, they’re so pleased you’ve finally finished they can’t help but applaud. I think we also get added points for endurance. Happily, it seems to go down well and my mood lifts slightly. Halfway through the next track, I look at Reuben and he’s grinning wildly and lifting his big old boots up and down in an approximation of the timing of the song. I think, I’ll have to ask him to stop wearing those boots, they’re extenuating his personal rhythm choices – but then I realise maybe it’s me out of time, as Doogie starts thumping the strings on his double bass aggressively as if to say, Aye and mind that we’re onstage with you Jamesie and dinnae just go off playing mental, so I brought it into place again. A good show, though. We had a few requests – including False True Love, which we merged into I Feel Love, such is our outlandish humour.

By 11pm, it becomes apparent there wasn’t a curfew as such and things were just expected to roll on. I was talking nonsense on stage again – the story about my dog eating a rat whole, comparing Doogie to Alison Moyet, the usual drivel. A few of the Germans had come back in and were clapping along merrily. It was fun.

The owner brought out his pipe, despite the smoking ban, and that starts it off. Soon everyone was reaching into their top pockets and the whole venue became the lum that I remembered from my youth. Doogs decided this meant he could have a long cigarette, so he rolled one up on the shoulder of the bass whilst I told a story about the time I worked in Butlins and had to cover up the pool with tarpaulin – to hide the elephant that had slipped, cracked its head on the side and drowned. A dead elephant is a big beast, even in a swimming pool – perhaps more so, due to the amplified visuals – magnified visuals, I should say – that come with the rippling of the water. We were waiting until the end of the season before it could be removed. Until then, we just kept on pumping it full of chlorine, trying to keep the smell from escaping.

I had a whiskey, bought for me by some kind Irish lady, who, despite, or perhaps because of, my protestations, got me some Irish whiskey – which I cannot stand. Still, it was a gesture that I appreciated. There’s no gig finer than one with waitress-service whisky. There’s no gig finer than when you’re in danger of falling off the back of your seat with laughter at some eejit from the crowd who’s taken it upon himself to stand up and sing Bright Eyes, Burning Like Fire or whatever it was, lifting his shirt to show his flubby tummy and being brought back to earth with a bump as his slightly more sober pals grip onto his chalk-white, inky T-shirt and pull him down with a, Sit down, ye big tit. Play some Pogues? I know no Pogues, though I do know how to end the set with a song about Jesus himself coming out of the ground and striking a farmer down for ploughing on Christmas Day, so we choose that path.

Packing up, I see it’s 20 past midnight, which is a fine long set we’ve played. The audience actually grew in size, although it could just be that they doubled through my cheap-joke slurring vision. We sit around a table and talk nonsense. I cannot think after a show like that. I guess a different part of my brain is used to dredge out lyrics of songs I haven’t sung in years and that, combined with the liquor, causes a slight delay in reverting back to the conversational. The owner of the bar seems happy and delivers our fee gleefully. I ask our merch/driver guy Dave how we’ve done, and he replies, Aye, no’ bad. Jamesie. Three T-shirts, a dozen CDs and that jug you stole from the Holiday Inn. We pack up, call a lang cab and get driven to the local B & B. It’s well past 2am when we arrive and the auld wifey seems a bit shocked, but I explain to her – Remember, I explained we were going to be really late? Well, it’s just as I explained – we’re really late. She seems happy. I guess it all makes sense to her. I get into my room and throw my guitar on one of the twin beds. The shower-room is tiny and has little packets of heavily scented soap as decoration. There’s a sign above the shower saying ‘no smoking in the bath’.
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Dave the driver, relaxing in the B & B

Day 3

Next gig was in Belfast. Always pretty happy to be playing up there. My first Belfast show was supporting John Martyn. The first thing I heard when walking onstage was somebody shouting, Is he drunk yet? – referring to John Martyn, of course. It was a nice welcome. A fun, ach, we’re not too serious and we don’t really give a fuck welcome. Later that set, I attempted a traditional tune, which I introduced with - This is an Irish folk song. We’ll be the judge of that, came the reply. Ha.

So, we’re in the upstairs of an old pub just off the Dublin Road. This, I feel, is most definitely the pub circuit that people talk about. Standing in the corner, there’s an old-looking guy, dressed in crow-black, eyeing us nervously. I recognise him as being an American singer I’d played with once in London. Hey, Adam, I say. How are things? What brings you here? He looks a little shocked. It’s Adrian, he says, and I’m here playing this evening with you. He’s not the guy I thought at all.

Ah, right, I say. He must be a local support. He asks me how I’ve been and I look at him again, thinking, maybe I do know him. I say, Fine, thanks, and go looking for a bag or some other kind of conversation-ending distraction. The promoter walks in and I ask him what the score is with this fellow and he says, Ah yes, he lent you a guitar once in Dublin, says he knows you and is doing the whole tour with you. My memory is a little blocked these days; I have no way of remembering the amount of people I meet on the road. So I ask him, So, you’re doing all the shows? He says, Aye. So I ask, So, are you driving? And he replies, No, I’m with you. Has this not all been sorted out? It hasn’t. It has not.
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The JY Frankenstein Sound Clash

It becomes a three-band bill. I introduce Adrian to Kenny and the band. They all get on pretty well and we have a big enough van, so there are no problems. Welcome onboard.

Kenny’s set is grand. He’s only brought his accordion with him for these shows – no guitar – thus restricting his options, causing him to think a little deeper about what to play and how to play it. His song Leslie has me all goose bumps, despite having heard it a dozen or so times back in Fife and at various other places since. It’s interesting seeing these much-heard songs played to fresh audiences every night, watching the crowd’s reactions, almost always good. Adrian is sitting beside me and he leans over, conspiratorially, and whispers, Jeez, this guy is as brill as a krill. As brill as a krill. High praise.

When our set starts, a drunken eejit stands in front of me, wavering back and forth. He calls out, Play the Laarng Tune, play the Laarng Tune, over and over, like a ridiculous, giant nodding dog. It throws me a little. Usually, I’m used to people asking for requests, but his insistence is irritating. However, to quieten him, we play it. It goes down well. The best song of our set, truth be told. Drunken eejit knew best. We leave the stage. He tries to speak to me again and I shut the dressing-room door in his face, like a real pro. Next time I’m in town, his mate will say, Fancy going to see JY? And he will reply, No, that guy can suck my sack.

After the show, I go with Dave to the cocktail bar over the road from the hotel and bluff our way past the security, despite the fact I look like an old, old man alongside the already installed clientele. The music they’re playing is horrible chart techno and we can hardly hear ourselves talk. It seems to be a young, rich man’s bar, with thin football players in black-tie outfits and their long-blonde partners. I’m dressed in the classic old, well-toured shirt and scaffy breeks combo and our Dave looks as though he’s been off camping somewhere muddy. The waiter hands us a cocktail menu and scoffs off.

Day 4

Next morning, we get in the van and drive off, heading towards Galway. Galway is a place I’ve always been fond of, simply through repetition and recognition. I’m sitting up front beside Dave, in a bit of a dwam. We’re listening to The Black Saint and the Sinner Lady and talking nonsense, when roadworks approach. Before I know it, we’ve slowed to ten miles an hour and Dave looks at me as if to say, Eh? All around the van there are workmen shouting at us and throwing plastic cups in our general direction. Dave is a fool. He has driven us into the workmen’s area beside the motorway. We laugh a bit and point wildly in the air, as if we’re chasing an eagle. The paper cups stop and the momentous distraction proves long enough for us to regain our place on the motorway, just behind an old lorry full of black smoke, which it politely coughs out every few hundred yards. We stop at a garage on the border and I buy some horrible thick-painted bronze sunglasses, plus some hand-woven slippers and a blue and yellow tea-cosy-style hat. There are sandwiches for sale that I could never consider eating, even in the event of fire.

Before we reach Galway, we stop at an old abbey, which has long since gone to ruin. We get out of the van and trek away in different directions, each as eager as the other to put some distance between ourselves. I meet Doogie in the turret, smoking a rolled-up cigarette. He’s staring into the distance and lifting himself up and down using his toes. I think, If he jumps off, this will become an entirely different trip. I go back downstairs and walk around the fields surrounding the ruins, spying this massive bull watching me, chewing its cud and breathing noisily. It has angry black eyes but doesn’t seem to pose much of a threat. Bulls are bulls. When I was a child, I got chased across a field by a bull when I was picking blackberries, I only just made it to the gate, the rest of my family laughing merrily. I guess the bull wasn’t that close – in fact, it may not have even been a bull – it could have been an angry cow. Later, when I was in my teens, I ended up herding Highland cattle on one of the big Fife farms. Bulls aren’t so brave, I thought. Just big, and angry from the flies.
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The Doogie/Phil Collins hybrid

After the slight rumbustious but fun nature of the previous nights, the Galway show is, at best, awkward. Since my last visit, the venue has changed from a nice sit-down place, full of strange murals of musicians past and present, where you could place your drink on somebody’s table whilst you sang, into an anonymous black hole, the same as one may find in any city anywhere around the world. The stage is now four feet off the ground and the crowd have to wretch their necks up if they fancy seeing you play – unless they watch your knees. This unwelcome change puts me in a bad dwam and I play like a moody teenager, ignoring the audience and the rest of the band altogether. Nice one.

Afterwards, we go drinking in the upstairs of the venue, which has been transformed into a disco and is full of youngsters, hopping around with their frothy lagers. I guess this is why the venue has changed. As a touring musician, I appreciated the intimacy and uniqueness of the old venue, but for the locals – and the owner, no doubt – they prefer having a busy venue in which they can run around gallivanting. This, perhaps, also brings in some money, which the owner can then use to pay happy old souls like me. Upstairs with the partygoers, we’re pretty soon all dispersed and I find myself with a couple of American singers who’ve happened along. They saw the show and seemed to enjoy it, which amuses me no end. Americans, eh? It’s their first time in Ireland and they’re loving every minute – the home of their forefathers, of course. Somehow this enthusiasm dilutes my bad dwam and we have a reasonably good time.

At around 4am, I’m walking around Galway Harbour, listening to the sound of parties in distant houses and staring at the slowly rippling black water. I’m thinking about the Aran Islands and J. M. Synge, I’d love to make it over there one day. Although I know it’ll be the same as Sherkin Island and Cape Clear – islands off West Cork I knew well in my childhood – pleasant tourist boat rides and days out. I’ve lived in tourist towns all my life – St Andrews, Edinburgh, now the East Neuk – they’re lovely places all, and I don’t begrudge the attraction that brought me there appealing to others. As if the Aran Islands would have any of Synge’s words left in them anyhow – they’d be long gone, slipped into the sea. Hmm. I remember as a teenager, visiting Cape Clear, I hitched a ride on a tractor when I was trying to get from one of the castles – the Castle of Gold, maybe – back to the harbour, for the ferry home to Baltimore. I got on the old potato cart at the back and was shaken to buggery by the roads. After a few minutes, I discovered to my horror that I appeared to have wet myself – my crotch was soaked through. I guessed the furious shaking of the journey had somehow caused me to lose control. The tractor stopped at the school and I got off and walked, ashen-faced, but smiling, not wanting to draw attention to my dilemma. Then, in my pocket, I discovered a can of Coke that had overturned on the journey and emptied itself onto me. I was pleased that I was still capable of bladder control, but disappointed to find that Coke never really dries – it just gets sticky and gloopy and attracts wasps. I had an uncomfortable ride in the tiny ferry, the Miss Josephine, back to Baltimore.

At 5am, I climb onto a Japanese trawler that’s anchored in the harbour. I find a seat and bob up and down merrily for an hour or so, watching the sun struggle to come up. It’s a happy time and I feel very content. Presently, a Japanese man appears at a hatch and tells me to fuck off, so I stand up, walk over the gangplank onto the harbour and fuck off, back to bed.

Day 5

No surprise to anyone, I wake up feeling pretty rough. On the drive down to Limerick, we pass through a small town and decide to stop off for a short break. I find a dark wee bookshop and walk in. It seems fairly well stocked and I’m having an interesting browse, when to my horror, the man behind the counter starts to talk to me. I hate this more than anything. The last thing I want to do in a shop is talk to someone. Especially a bookshop – maybe if I was in a fridge shop, it’d be okay. I turn around and it’s a young guy. He looks Belgian, if that’s possible. He has thick black hair and a beard and rimmed glasses combo. Is that Belgian? He looks Belgian. He’s not, though, he’s American – or perhaps Canadian.

I bluster something out about W. G. Sebald and his eyes light up – however, very quickly he makes it clear that Sebald is his author and he needs to examine what rights I have to be talking of him. He reels off the names of all Sebald’s work, paying special attention to very tiny details and asking me about them. I’m lost in a hung-over dwam and finding him hard to follow. I don’t like this man. When he gets to the end of his list of obscure facts, he asks, So, what is it you’re actually looking for by Sebald? As if to say, Don’t tell me you haven’t read everything already? I make something up, That photo book he did in collaboration with the German lady, where she contributed the pictures and he wrote short stories around them. There’s a grain of truth in the story, as Sebald did put out a terrible book of awful poetry alongside unforgivably bad images. The shop man stands up and starts to shout – and I mean, shout – You’re wrong! he exclaims, there’s no such book, waving his arms around as though there’s a wasp flying in his face. The book man’s quite wee – about five foot four inches – apologies if you’re wee like him. I don’t mean it in a nasty way, but he seemed to forget he was wee and what’s more, he had a problem with it. He wasn’t as powerful as when he was sitting down. I tell him the book was from an independent publisher, whose name I couldn’t remember. Fuck this, I think and walk out quickly. His face has gone red. There was a good-looking book by Benedict Kiely there and I wish I’d braved the guy out, but really – stuff him. If you’re reading this, aye, yer a wee black-haired mothball of a man, so ye are.

I go into the bar next door and have a BBC – a double Bacardi and Coke. More Coke. I don’t spill this one. I was introduced to the joys of the BBC a few years ago and it’s my one nod to alcopop land. I leave and get back in the van.

I’m resigned to the fact that I always seem to love the morose and dead-pan – those authors who you just know are so well aware of their own mortality that everything else – modern life and its living – seems very secondary. Brautigan and W. G. Sebald, Bukowski. I always connect his writing to Ivor Cutler, strangely enough – something about how unconcerned they both seem to be about their writing fitting in with what’s around them – although I find Bukowski got less interesting as he got older – or maybe it was as I got older – whereas with Ivor Cutler, it was the opposite. Sebald, though, was an absolute gem. Almost everything I’ve read of his – the aforementioned terrible book of awful poetry being the exception – has been perfect. Perfect for me, anyhow. Sadly, I’ve only managed to keep one of his books back unread – so, one day, I know I can take it from the shelf and start. It’s like that lottery ticket my pal Tom UNPOC buys once every six months but never checks to see if it’s won – until the last day before it expires – keeping its potential value intact. Similarly with music, I’ve never even attempted to listen to Neil Young – everything I hear is pretty good. I know that one day, I’ll be able to sit down and delve into this amazing back catalogue. Until then, there’s always the ever-growing superfluous of new musicians. Sometimes I feel so much guilt when I find I absolutely love a new band or singer, as it means, 9 times out of 10, that nobody else will. That’s good taste for you. The other side of the coin is – Ah, James. You have to hear this guy, his name is Felix Maboabbie and he’s better than Nick Drake and John Martyn combined – with a touch of John Lennon. And you know what, they are always, always utterly shite. Frequently, they sound like an Oasis tribute band, or like a photocopy of Drake/Martyn/Lennon – there’s one song in a Pink Moon style, one in a Grace and Danger and one in a Lennon. I prefer Jack Lemmon and that’s no flippant comment – well, maybe it is, actually, but I do prefer Jack Lemmon. I’ll always watch him. He had such a good face. John Lennon and the Beatles – of course, they’re the greatest band in the world ever, but they only have about three songs that actually excite me and make me want to listen more than once. Which ones? Walrus, Sir Walter Raleigh and She’s so Heavy. There’s probably also a couple more. The thing I do actually like about them is Ringo’s perfect button drumming, which is the very thing you’re not supposed to like. Hmm. It occasionally causes a bit of grief, not bowing at their altar, but that’s fair enough. I’ve never got Fleetwood Mac, either, but people seem less concerned about that.

We arrive in Limerick and from the outside the venue looks tiny – back room of a pub, I imagine. And when we get into the room, it is just that – except the back room seems to hold around 1,000 people. I think, in my naivety, Gosh, we must be really big in Limerick. We’re not. Twelve people turn up. They’re a nice twelve people though and we have fun.

After the gig, we watch a boxing match, a big white guy fighting a big black guy. One of them is British, but to be honest I don’t really give a fuck for supporting either, so I sit at the bar and talk to the barman. He’s another wee guy, slightly smaller than the bookshop’s wee man. The barman’s trying to hide his height by wearing heels and a bouffant quiff. He manages reasonably well. We talk about Seamus Ennis and that crazy concertina shop in Cleckheaton that resembles the Tardis. Every now and then the whole bar erupts with a yyyeeerrssss or an ooopppphhhh. Ugh. He tells me he has a plan to beat the smoking ban – he’s going to open a pub on a barge. He tells me that he plays a bit of guitar, but nothing, really. I feign interest and he disappears for a while before returning with a cassette of his playing, with a beer mat for a cover. It’s pretty odd, but he looks serious as he hands it over, so I take it and thank him. A week or so later, when I eventually get home, I put it on. It’ll be a cross between Dick Gaughan and Joseph Spence, but ultimately it’s the way he slides between notes that gets me – sort of like a pedal steel player, but obviously not. It’s really amazing. Raw recording, peaking on the meters, distorting randomly. Mostly traditional Irish tunes – those I can pick out, anyway. On the cassette, the only name written is ‘BOAG’, but I have no idea what that means. Listening to it, I feel my music is such a huge horrific falsehood, as it should just be guitar and voice, but it’s collapsed all around by cornets and drumbeats. I feel guilty that I haven’t the guts to release such an unadorned album, let alone hand it out to complete strangers in bars. Good luck to him. I leave the band somewhere in the pub and walk around, looking for some food or a nice bar or anything, really.

Limerick used to get called Stab City when I spent time in Cork, so I still have this hung-over fear that I’ll be jumped by some bozos in Pringles, but nothing happens. I find a small quiet bar called O’Driscoll’s and settle down for the remainder of the evening. No one tries to talk with me, and there’s no television.

Day 6

Early next morning, I take the bus over to Tralee. I have no romantic associations with Tralee; I never enjoyed the terrible horrible programme when it came on and I have no reason for going other than to see an old friend who has set up a bar there. The journey takes forever and the bus is cold, sheltering us from a thin rain. Opposite me, there’s an old man with a thick black wool coat, bald head and wispy white beard, carrying a set of pipes. He looks pretty derelict. My guitar’s in the van, so there’s no reason for him to see me as a fellow musician, but he still stares over at me occasionally. I worry he’s the ghost of Willie Loman coming back to haunt me; showing me who I’ll be in 20 years time if I don’t get it together and write some pop songs or, better still, give up completely. We get talking and it seems he’s from Cobh. We talk about living near the water and I tell him I’m a musician – I knew right away, he said. You spotted the pipes and you dress like you’ve never worked a day with your eejit earrings and baldy head ah ha ha. He cackles away, but I’m in a light mood and we get on extremely well. He’s off to play at somebody’s wedding. They like him to dress like an old one, he says, it brings good luck. I don’t believe him for a second – his jacket is his jacket, same as mine, there’s no cabaret here. We also have pipers at weddings in Scotland, I tell him, and we all get spoken to in a language hardly anyone understands, at least in the central belt. It’s all nonsense, I say. This grumpy Scots piper welcomes in the congregation, then any conversation is drowned out by a CD playing yon Willie Stewart wifey. Aye, she’s no’ welcome here, I can tell you. Tralee arrives and we go our separate ways. I take a photo of him and shake his yellow hand. The photo doesn’t come out. I don’t think this is because he’s a ghost, more so, because the sun was at an awkward angle.

I take out my phone and call my buddy Pete, a refugee from Edinburgh’s music scene. He’s at work and I’m thirsty, so I head straight over. The taxi takes around 60 seconds and I feel a complete fool. The driver, no doubt, feels the same. I walk into the pub and Pete’s there, behind the bar, playing a Steven Jesse Bernstein CD over the tannoy. We shake hands, grinning, and exchange small talk; There’s not much going on, he reckons. It’s cold. November is a cold time. I ask him if he’s settling in to Irish life and he just smiles and looks out of the window. Aye, James. There’s cocks and asses here just the same as in Edinburgh. It sounds slightly ominous, so I raise an eyebrow and ask where I should put my jacket. He has to go out, so I sit in the corner and sip at a peppermint tea. After a while, a wave of sleep hits me and I’m dozing, the side of my head cold against the window, listening to the rains slight taps at the window.

I decide to stay the night – I can get a bus to Cork tomorrow, I’m told. That’s me sold. I had a B & B booked in Mallow, but that’s not a place I knew and had no desire to take another bus journey that day. Mallow would have to wait. I take a taxi out to a vegetarian restaurant I’d heard of, but it’s closed, so I sit in the cab all the way back, feeling pretty stupid again. The driver is silent and as I get out finally, I ask him what’s wrong. He replies that his wife is dying of cancer and that she has only a few months left and there’s nothing he can do.

I see Pete again in his bar and get a drink straight away, before finding some food in town. I wish I could have said something to the driver that would have made a difference, but my big mouth slammed shut. I wish I could have said something meaningful about God or some such, but… All I did was tip him and ask for a receipt. What a clown.

Pete has some live music on later – I’m half-expecting the piper guy from the bus, but it’s not. It’s a young trio, playing concertinas: two young lads and a wee lassie, I guess each around 17 years old. They’re all dressed like Goths, scary T-shirts, dyed-black hair, studded belts, but all carrying concertina cases, which is a bit odd, to my eyes. They speak to Pete for a bit and I say to the lassie, What type of concertina do you play? And she looks at me like I’m an absolute fool and says, Anglo, ya duff, her head back a bit on her shoulders and painted eyebrows lowered. Hmm. The bar slowly fills and by 8pm it’s awkward just standing up. I find a place by the wall. Good old place by the wall, eh? I am squashed into submission by two middle-aged ladies and a middle-aged gent with a hawky nose. One of the players is his son, it seems. He’s very friendly and maybe noticing I’m by myself, begins to talk away. He mentions that he’s a successful businessman and he’s spent his whole life in a very starched environment, in nice suits and crocodile shoes, first-class lounges and sushi restaurants. He tells me it took him a long time to accept that his son wanted to be a musician, what with his pierced ears and wolf T-shirt. I begin to realise what a mess I must look to him, with my creased shirt and baggy jumper and lazily uncut hair and token beard and scaffy £6 shoes. Still, he says, I’m loosening up now. You’ll never guess what I did the other day? I have no idea, I reply, thinking maybe he got a tattoo or his nipple pierced – but no. I bought a pair of open-toe sandals. Then he nods at me wide-eyed, as if to say, No, really, it’s true, believe it or not, and sups away at his stout.

His son starts to play and he’s really good. He’s slipping between the notes and the rhythm like a good uilleann piper – in fact, it reminds me of Willie Clancy, without the oddly out of tune regulators. Maybe I could join in and play those bits. I’m transfixed and utterly happy, despite the shelf on the wall cutting into my ribs and the perfume from the wifey beside me making my drink taste like a lavender toilet freshener. I make my way to the bar and find a slot between the peanut dispenser and an old guy called Jack, who’s wearing long false teeth that don’t fit so well. He spits quite often during the conversation, so I try and keep chatter to a minimum. He tells me he keeps greyhounds that he was left in his brother’s will and I was welcome to one, if I pleased. I wonder if they are his brother’s teeth. In fact, I know they are. You, sir, are wearing your brother’s teeth and, what’s more, they don’t fit. It’s a fine night. Around midnight, it all closes down and everyone leaves, bar me and Pete. We have a whisky and he asks me about the Edinburgh Festival, where he used to make his fortune DJing the bars and the clubs. I don’t miss it, he says, not at all.

Day 7

Next morning I have to get the bus to Cork, which only takes four hours or so. Ugh. I take some painkillers and shut down, uneventfully, until we arrive in Cork. Rainy old Cork. I walk over the bridge and up the hill to the venue. The band hasn’t arrived, so I sit in the corner merrily, reading The Speak of the Mearns. I love touring in early winter, something about the weather making even the grottiest of hotels seem warm and inviting. Something about people being happy merely to be inside, so that’s half the job done.

The band arrives, and we exchange greetings. They had a nice day off, spent half climbing up and down a hill in the rain and one half drying off in a pub. They tell me a story about a ball of wasps they found at the top of the hill – or mountain, as it has become. Apparently, there was a swarm, all fighting to get to the queen, I imagine. It seems a little out of season to me, but there you go – also, I should point out, I know nothing about wasps. I remember one time our bass player bought a duck for cooking, but left it in a cupboard of the B & B we were staying in by mistake. I got a bill through the post a month or so later – apparently, the duck’s fats had begun to drain and it had stained the downstairs ceiling. They sent me a photo as proof, but I didn’t pay the bill. I figured – maybe, just maybe – they should clean the cupboards once in a while.

The promoter appears and I ask him what’s what. Good news, he says, we’ve had over 160 tickets go. That’s pretty good, I think. How much were the tickets? I ask. Ah, they’re free – it’s part of the Jazz Festival. Ah. Hmm. Who else is playing? It’s just you and your fine buddies. Grand.

And the Cork audience is good, once more. I like audiences with a bit of life to them – some heckles and requests and whoops and whisky and stories and anything, really. Gifts. Cards. Best gifts I’ve been given have been sketches and pictures folk have drawn during the gig and handed over. I’ve also had Marmite, books, a scarf, Christmas cakes, a jumper once (I think they’d found it on the floor outside the venue – our driver Dave took it and used it to wipe the flies off the windscreen), all sorts. Worst thing was a CD of bad Oasis cover versions. That wasn’t a great present, thank you very much. We got some mugs once, in France somewhere, and some socks in Stockholm. The socks were a treat. Any clean clothes on tour are a treat. Mugs are also handy. I once did a show in Stockholm where the airline lost my luggage and, to make matters worse, I had been given a really nice bottle of Hembränt by the promoters. I wasn’t allowed to carry it on the plane back and, as I had no luggage, I had no way of storing it, so I left it with the happy-looking moustached customs man. Hmm. One super-fine present I remember was a hand-knitted representation of my song Tortoise Regrets Hare – a tortoise, a hare and a fox. It took me a while to work out what they were, truth be told, but once it dawned on me, I was smiling long and easy.

[image: images]

Tortoise regrets hare, fox takes hare

No presents in Cork though, but a lively audience. Play St Patrick’s Day. I have a song, St Patrick, that is so slow and without a chorus, but the title – or, at least, I guess it’s the title – always causes folk to call out for it – even though they always get the title wrong – Play St Patrick’s Song/St Patrick’s Day – so, we do. It’s long and without chorus, but there’s a melancholy in the air and it sits just right. A good show. I laugh all the way through at some drunken women who are dancing and chatting noisily. They must be so drunk to dance to this, I think, they’d be happy dancing to a wasp.

Afterwards, we decamp to a local bar, where we meet up with a local band, friends of Adrian’s, who are only too keen to talk and drink. They all look like middle-aged bookkeepers, I think, before realising the look is familiar. We talk about hurley, the game, and Michael Hurley, the singer. I’ve played a few shows with Michael Hurley here and there and am a huge fan of his music – he’s one of these artists that seems to have released at least half a dozen genuinely great albums (and at least half a dozen not quite so great), yet he plays in venues smaller than my own (!) and to less people – in the UK, at least. When I do a show in Nottingham, say, or anywhere where there’s a dribble of punters rather than the long-hoped river, I sometimes think of Michael Hurley. I stand on stage, thinking, It’s no bloody surprise there’s no one here. You love Michael Hurley’s music and there’s no one at his gigs, maybe you should model yourself on someone more popular, like Jack Vettriano. But then, when I sit down to write some new songs, as soon as a chorus pops up I feel ill and knock it back down again. I guess you have to live with yourself. I blurt out something about my childhood summers in West Cork and we’re off talking about Leap and Clonakilty and all sorts. It was a different country then, I say, patronisingly, all b-roads and nuns, fucked old cars and Poitín blind tramps. Or maybe I have a selective memory. Fair credit to them, they keep talking and don’t ignore me for the overbearing drunk ex-pat tourist I remind myself of.

The evening finishes very quietly, last orders and an orderly queue to leave. Not quite the lock-in I was hoping for, but it was a school night and my companions turned out to be schoolteachers. Outside, it had turned wet and windy. A horrible wet that ran down my coat onto the thigh of my trousers, where it seeped in instantly and jagged like a hard cold piece of cardboard insistently into my legs. The band had disappeared, so I walked down the hill, over the bridge and towards the railway station. The bridge – ugh! – with the wind. This is shit, I think to myself. Tomorrow we go home, home will be good. A taxi arrives, going the wrong way. I hail it and get in before barking out directions. We’re going the wrong way, said the driver. Yes, said I.
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