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Paddy Tunney - Man of Songs - is, without doubt, one of
Ireland’s greatest traditional singers. Many of his songs come
from his mother, Brigid Tunney, and it is from her also that
he has learned the ability to lilt - an ability that has made
him a prize-winner. Paddy’s repertoire is continually on the
increase and he can be heard on several other Topic records:A Wild Bee’s Nest, Ireland Her Own - with Arthur Kearney,
The Irish Edge and The Mountain Streams.
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Tis Pretty to be in Ballinderry
This song appears in Bunting’s Ancient Music of Ireland
(1840 edition) as one of “the more remarkable pieces and
melodies of the collection”. The chorus of ‘Ochon, Ochon’
was originally sung to soh, me, re, doh as four equal notes
without Paddy’s decorations, and formed a kind of ground
bass for the whole song. As Bunting says “it has been a
favourite performance from time immemorial with the
peasants of Down and Antrim, the words being sung by
one person while the rest of the party chant the cronan in
consonance.”
The lilting which follows is attached to the song only in the
cheerful spirit of the performance described by Bunting.
This particular port a’ beil is closely related to “Katie
Verdie had a Coo” and indeed you will hear the Scottish
pronunciation of some of the words which would not
normally appear in Paddy’s speech. The tune is hexatonic
in the Doh mode.

Captain Coulson
This song is particularly interesting because of the most
unseamanlike references to teetotalism in the second
verse. Whoever heard of any self-respecting ship passing
round anything less stimulating than watered rum,
never mind “lemonade to nourish us at sea”? The Father
Matthew referred to in that verse was leader of the Pioneer
Total Abstinence Association of the Sacred Heart, whose
purpose was to combat, by example and self-sacrifice, the
drunkenness which was so infamous in nineteenth-century
Ireland. His medals are still worn by teetotallers in Ireland
and, indeed, if you look carefully at the portrait on the back
of the sleeve of Paddy’s record “The Mountain Streams”, you
will find that he himself is wearing the “Pioneer Pin”. The
tune is Lah mode and hexatonic.
Ta Me Mo Shui
I’ve been awake, sitting up since the moon rose last night
Setting the fire and blowing to keep it alight
The rest of the house is in bed and I’m on my own
The whole world’s asleep, but myself, and the rooster is
crowin’.
I met a Bean Si on the road down at Beal an Ath hill
And asked if the torture of love her powers could still.
She answered me gently “There might be a cure at the start
But it cannot be cured when once it has entered the heart.”
But for the drink I could still have a coat on my back,
Stockings and shoes on my feet and a tidy wee shack,
But for young women that left my heart heavy as stone;
They wouldn’t have bothered with me if I’d left them alone.
This is a very pleasant little Gaelic song from Donegal. The
mention of the Bean Si (Banshee) in the second verse, who
is merely a fairy woman and who gives advice on love, is
significant, since many people only think of the Bean Si as
the harbinger of death. For the life of me I cannot bring out
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the internal rhymes of the Gaelic in my rough translation,
but I hope the general idea of the song is clear enough. The
tune is in the Soh mode.
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What Brought the Blood
In this old English ballad we are given a slight clue as to a
possible background of the story when Paddy sings . . . “all
through mother’s treachery”.
In the version I heard from Frank Quinn on the Lough
Neagh Shore the involvement of the mother was never
mentioned in the text, so that the whole tale of her guile and
her hidden desire for the inheritance of both her sons had
to be told as a preliminary to the singing. Different versions
suggest different motives, but in any case the story of how
the boy is driven away from home to avoid his father’s anger
is clear enough in every version. The Lough Neagh version
also included a localising verse which said . . . “What will you
do in the winter of your life, Like a saggin on the Lough I’ll
bow with the wind ....” This tune is in the Re mode.
The Blighted Lover
This is an English language adaptation of a song called in
Gaelic “An Saighdiur Treigthe”, which was first published
in Cnuasacht de Cheoltai Uladh by Sean OBaoill. In “An
Saighdiur Treigthe” (The Deserted Soldier) the soldier, when
he hears his girl-friend’s name mentioned, takes up and
sharpens his bayonet and cuts off his forefinger, rendering
himself unfit to fire a gun, and thus unfit to continue in the
army. This rather drastic method of escape from the army
explains the later verse in which Paddy sings: “It is a pity that
death didn’t strike down my father before he sent me to war
in the King’s own army.” Apart from that one omission the
adaptation is true to the original Gaelic.

The Twisting of the Rope
Here is another adaptation from a Gaelic original. The
original song was “Casadh an tSugain”, which you can find
in Ceolta Gael by Sean Og and Manus OBaoill. The tune is
in the Doh mode. The only thing in the song which requires
explanation is the title. In the days before the invention of
the bailer-binder it was the practice of the harvester to put
hay into stacks. To prevent these stacks from collapsing or
from blowing away it was necessary to tie them with ropes.
The simplest and cheapest material for the ropes was the hay
itself. A device looking something like a motorcar startinghandle, called a tra hook, was used to twist the hay into a
rope (a sugan).
In order to allow the rope to grow sufficiently long to go over
the top of the hay-stack one worker would tease out the hay
while the worker with the tra hook walked backwards and
turned the rope. When the old lady of the house had found
this song’s hero unacceptable she inveigled him into the job
of handling the tra hook till he had reversed through the
door. Once out, he found the door slammed in his face.
The Sea Cat mentioned in the first line is the mythical
Irish equivalent of the English dragon, being an entirely
malevolent creature.
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The Blackbird
Both the words and music of this song can be found in P.W.
Joyce’s Old Irish Folk Music and Songs (1909). The tune is
one of those characteristically Irish melodies which includes
a changed leading note or fah, whichever way you want to
look at it. The changing of the leading note by flattening, or
of the fah by sharpening has the same effect as a modulating
to the subdominant in the first case, or to the dominant in
the second. You will hear this effect in the next two songs
as well. The tune is in the Doh mode, though from what I
have already said, you could well argue that it is in the Soh
mode. However, if you try playing it in the Soh mode you
will find that the harmonies grate. The bit of lilting that
Paddy introduces at the end of the song is based on the
undecorated version of the melody Bunting took down from
the harper ODonnell in County Mayo in 1803. The harper’s
version is a set dance which can also be found in O’Neill’s
Music of Ireland (Nos. 199-201). The ‘blackbird’ in question
represents Prince Charles Edward Stewart, the Young
Pretender to the English throne, whose father James II was
defeated at the Boyne in 1690. Thus the song is a political
allegory.

Old Ardboe
The fame of the village of Ardboe, which is on the western
shore of Lough Neagh about ten miles from Cookstown,
rests entirely on the High Cross, which is the “ancient fabric”
referred to in the song. The cross is one of those we call
scripture crosses, being decorated with pictures from bible
stories, and it was once used as a visual aid for instruction of
pilgrims who travelled there twice a year, “On the twentyfourth of June and the second of August” according to a
verse which Paddy has omitted.
In the last verse we have a perfect example of the “set
formula” for the praise of the home town. If you have Paddy’s
“Mountain Streams” record you can compare the complete
song “Omagh Town” with this one, but in any case here are
two pairs of lines:Old Ardboe
But in all my raking and undertaking
Ardboe your equal I ne’er could find.
Omagh town
But with all my raking and undertaking
My heart was aching for Sweet Omagh Town.
True; the native of Omagh Town never made it to “the
shores of Canaan and Galilee”, but there is no reason to
suppose that he would have been any more impressed than
the man from Ardboe.
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The Old Man Rocking the Cradle
This song was first recorded by John Doherty of Donegal
in 1952 when he sang it for the BBC collection made by
Sean OBoyle and Peter Kennedy. When he sang it then he
was lacking the second line of the second verse. It is quite
clear that Paddy learned this song from Johnny, for he too is
missing that second line. One has further proof of the source
in Paddy’s use of the expression “by the law Harry” which
John had used instead of “by the Lord Harry”. “Lord Harry
is of course the devil. John Doherty was primarily known
as a fiddler, and would frequently follow a song by a set of
variations on the tune played on the fiddle; Paddy follows
this admirable tradition of refusing to abandon a good tune
simply because the words have run out, and lilts another
verse.
Siubhan Ni Dhuibhir
This song was first published in Cnuasacht de Cheoltai Uladh
by Sean OBaoill. It is a hexatonic tune in the Soh mode. A
young man sets out for the fair to buy and sell, and has the
good or ill fortune to meet Siubhan Ni Dhuibhir (who might
be called Judy O’ Dwyer by some) whose charms lead him to
drink all his funds. The rest of the song speaks of Siubhan’s
charms and the sadness of the lover who has to part from
her. You will notice that Paddy supplies missing pieces of
verses by re-using material from other verses. This switching
of lines from verse to verse, and of verses from song to song,
is so much part of the Irish tradition that it comes as a great
surprise if one hears two singers who sing exactly the same
song exactly the same way; and indeed it is extremely rare to
hear singers who sing any song exactly in the same way on
two different occasions.

Dobbin’s Flowery Vale
A version of this song can be found in P.W. Joyce’s Ancient
Irish Music (1873). However, Paddy has verses that do not
occur there, or indeed in the versions one generally hears in
Armagh where the song originated.
Paddy tells us about the reasons for the young man’s leaving,
and about the jealousy of the girl, all of which is generally
left out of the song. This version, I am sure, will be of interest
to many like myself who have been singing the incomplete
song for years. The “Flowery Vale” was the property of a rich
landowner in Armagh City and it was generally referred to
as Dobbin’s Folly. Dobbin is still remembered by the street
called after him but his Folly, or Flowery Vale, has long since
disappeared under the Kilooney Housing Estate. The tune is
in the Lah mode.
Going to Mass Last Sunday
There is a version of this song in Peter Kennedy’s Folk Songs
of Britain and Ireland (No. 155). It was originally recorded
for the BBC in 1952 by Winnie Ryan and like many other
songs has been found all over Ireland and even in America.
Paddy’s version has abandoned, after the first verse, the
form of Winnie Ryan’s which has the second and third lines
beginning with the same few words. His verse, where the
new and the old love are compared to the rose and the briar,
is much stronger than the version in Kennedy’s book, but as
if to make up for that advantage, the imagery of the dregs of
the bottle representing the rejected lover is completely lost.
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