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The Best of The EMI Years 

DAVID McWILLIAMS 

 

The comparison of a good song with a 

good piece of real estate is a valid one. 

Any songwriter who creates a memorable 

song and has the right amount of dogged 

persistence and good luck to get it 

published, to record it or get it recorded 

by others and turn it into a hit can 

reasonably expect rewards for his efforts 

over an indefinite period. 

Sometimes, of course, a hit song is too 

closely identified with a particular artist 

or style or moment in time to survive 

beyond its specific environment. It may 

chart in most countries of the world, sell 

millions, but its shelf life is strictly limited 

with no scope for revival. 

Other songs have a timeless appeal and 

meaning that transform them into what 

the music industry calls standards - 

combined words and melodies that are 

widely familiar and recorded again and 

again down through the years. The artists 

making the successive versions may apply 

a very different sound and treatment in 

contrast with the original hit, but the 

innate strength and quality of the songs 

never vary or weaken. A good song like a 

good piece of real estate increases in 

value as time goes by (and what a great 

standard The Days Of Pearly Spencer was 

to become). 

David McWilliams had no idea back in 

1967 that the first song of his to be 

released in single form would figure high 

in the chart 25 years later in the form of a 

cover version by Marc Almond. Indeed, he 

was pleasantly surprised that The Days Of 

Pearly Spencer did so well at the time of 

its first appearance, charting in France, 

Germany, Japan and Australia, although 

strangely enough not emulating that 

success in the UK, despite being a much-

played turntable hit, particularly in the 

case of the pirate Radio Caroline. 

It is a song with a certain allegorical 

mysticism about it. People have 

wondered and are now wondering again, 

thanks to Marc Almond, exactly who 

Pearly Spencer might be and the 

significance of his grim surroundings. 

Some suspect he might have been a 

gangster or at least in a grey area where 

the law is concerned, maybe another 

menacing Mack the Knife whom it is 

unwise to provoke or offend. His creator 

solves the mystery in his customary 

forthright manner. 

"The song was inspired by a specific 

person whom I knew in Ballymena where 

I grew up," explains David "but it 

developed beyond that idea to refer to 

anybody at the bottom of the pile in life 

who never even gets on the rungs of the 

ladder leading to success." 

David was born in Ballymena, Northern 

Ireland, in 1947 and lived there with his 

parents and sister. He traces his musical 

origins back to his schooldays. "I was 

writing poetry - or a sort of poetry, 

anyway - when I was about 10 at school. I 

also learned how to play the guitar. Later 

on, when it was the time that Bob Dylan 

was making a name for himself with his 

songs, a friend of mine suggested I put 

some of my poems to music. I did about 

10 songs and he arranged for me to 

record a demo disc of them in Belfast. He 

mostly wanted to play them to his friends, 

but the recording engineer played the 

disc to another visitor to the studio and 
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the result was that six months later my 

first LP was released in the UK." 

David's main interest in life is his 

songwriting. He has composed about 300 

songs so far, and is eager to add to that 

total. The other activities in a popular 

music career do not appeal to him nearly 

so much. 

"It's expensive these days to organise and 

put together a tour,' he points out, "and I 

don't do very much live work at the 

moment. I've never been a pop-type 

performer person, and Ive got this 

constant urge to write new material 

based on new ideas and thoughts I get. 

Halfway through a tour in the past, I often 

thought to myself on stage 'Why am I 

standing here singing the same songs 

over and over again night after night in 

different places when I'd much prefer to 

be doing some new things for the 

audience'. But, of course, you have to 

remember that most of that audience 

have come along to hear you do the songs 

that they like and are familiar to them, 

the numbers they identify with you, and 

the paying customer is usually right." 

The wandering minstrel and troubadour 

tradition is a strong influence on the 

McWilliams character. He left school 

when he was 16, and the idea of a nine- 

to-five "proper job" was abhorrent to 

him. 

"I bummed around after I left school," 

David admits with a grin, “and I never 

went after one of those proper jobs. I 

took my guitar around and about and 

performed my songs, sort of singing for 

my supper really, and I got by." The 

renewed success of The Days Of Pearly 

Spencer in the hands and throat of 

another performer has added another 

complexion and dimension to the life and 

activities of its composer, not least the 

release of this collection of his own 

recordings of his songs from the 1960s 

and 1970s. With his forward-looking 

policy of new songs and ideas, David 

hadn't sung, heard or even thought about 

many of the tracks in this album for a long 

time. He comments on some of them as 

memories were stirred. 

"Can I Get There By Candlelight? is a bit of 

a spaced-out song," he smiles. "It's a sort 

of plea asking how can you travel to some 

place you're going. I hope God And 

Country speaks for itself as an anti-war 

song."Harlem Lady was a double A side 

with The Days Of Pearly Spencer back in 

1967. Maybe that's why Pearly wasnt a hit 

in Britain as its impact was dissipated a bit 

by this other song. I got the inspiration for 

Harlem Lady while I was travelling on the 

top deck of a bus in Glasgow. I looked out 

of the window and saw this beautiful 

black lady striding along among all the 

whites. "September Winds is about the 

ageing process and the sombre thought 

that we're all going to get old. 3 O'Clock 

Flamingo Street is about the goings-on 

outside a dance hall in Ballymena, an 

address I remember well. Poverty Street is 

self- explanatory, and The Stranger is 

about the death of someone and asks 

that you shouldn't judge other people by 

what you hear or read about them. "By 

The Lights Of Cyrian is somewhat against 

organised religion and its consequence, 

and the next song is about a love 

affair/marriage gone wrong and says If 

You Loved Me Yesterday, whats wrong 

with today? Lay It On The Line is about 

another break-up and lack of 

communication between two people. 

Don't Drink The Water urges everybody to 

enjoy themselves in life and don't drink 

water if there's some wine available. I 

wrote this with Ted O'Neill, a colleague of 

mine in the past, and he also collaborated 

on Love Walked In (When You Walked Out 

Today) and Don't Do It For Love. The latter 

one is tongue-in- cheek about all the 
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materialism there is today when 

everything seems to be done for money. 

"Carry Me Home is a wish to go back to 

happier times and places," concludes 

David, "and Sweetheart Of The Rodeo is 

about a lady you see again after 15 years 

and she's not quite the way you 

remember her." 

David makes a new album every two 

years, and is currently preparing his next 

one. He's hoping to penetrate the 

American market with his songs because 

he thinks they would be appreciated 

there and also that some American artists 

might like to perform them. 

This collection reveals and mirrors the 

McWilliams outlook exactly. He is a man 

who writes and sings from the heart, who 

deplores the injustices and inequalitites 

of life, and who regards human foibles 

and follies with a mixture of amusement 

and exasperation. These songs 

representing the best of David 

McWilliams' EMI years are as potent, 

relevant and compelling now as they 

were when first released. 

NIGEL HUNTER 
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The Best of The EMI Years 

 DAVID McWILLIAMS 
  

1. THE DAYS OF PEARLY SPENCER 

2. CAN I GET THERE BY CANDLELIGHT? 

3. GOD AND COUNTRY* 

4. LEAVES THAT FALL* 

5. HARLEM LADY 

6. HOW CAN I BE FREE 

7. I'LL BE HOME 

8. THIS SIDE OF HEAVEN 

9. THERE'S NO LOCK ON MY DOOR 

10. SEPTEMBER WINDS 

11. 3 O'CLOCK FLAMIGO STREET 

12. POVERTY STREET 

13. REFLECTIONS 

14. THE STRANGER* 

15. OH MAMA ARE YOU MY FRIEND? 

16. TURN HOMEWARD STRANGER 

17. BY THE LIGHTS OF CYRIAN 

18. IF YOU LOVED ME YESTERDAY 

19. LAY IT ON THE LINE 

20. DON'T DRINK THE WATER 

21. LOVE WALKED IN (WHEN YOU WALKED OUT TODAY) 

22. CARRY ME HOME 

23. DON'T DO IT FOR LOVE 

24. SWEETHEART OF THE RODEO 

* 
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All Tracks Stereo except digitally remastered for Stereo effect. 

Trks 1-16 arranged, conducted and produced by Mike Leander. 

Trks 17-24 produced by Bob Barratt, arranged & conducted by Ed Welch, 

except track 23 by Colin Frechter. 

Trks 17-24 engineered by Keith Grant & Peter R. Vince - Recorded at Olympic 

Studios & Abbey Road Studios, London. 

Album compiled by Vic Lanza. Project Co-ordinator Thierry Pannetier. 

Digitally remastered by Steve Rooke, Ron Hill & Vic Lanza. 

Design & Graphics by Reeves Conlan & Street. 

This Compilation ℗ 1992 EMI Records Ltd. 

The Copyright in this Sound Recording is owned by EMI Records Ltd. 
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