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REFLECTIONS OF DAVID McWILLIAMS 

"ONCE YOU MET DAVID McWILLIAMS HE NEVER LEFT YOU." (6) 

David McWilliams touched people and it 

was not just through his music. Once 

encountered as a performer and person 

he created an impression that stamped 

itself indelibly into the consciousness. 

David McWilliams wrote and recorded one 

of the classics of 1960s rock music in 'The 

Days of Pearly Spencer'. Along with 

Them's 'Gloria' and Bluesville's 'You Turn 

Me On', 'The Days of Pearly Spencer' 

brought Irish contemporary music into the 

International mainstream. 

Unfortunately, David McWilliams' place in 

Irish rock history is still to this day 

somewhat overlooked. In his heyday, he 

was both the acidic angry young man 

preaching social change and also the 

hopeless forlorn romantic philosopher. 

Turning the mirror on the vagaries of 

society like a prophetic Bob Dylan or 

Barry McGuire, David McWilliams penned 

cutting incitements of social oppression in 

'Poverty Street', and 'The Days of Pearly 

Spencer', which cuts to the chase as 

easily as Ralph McTell's classic 'Streets of 

London'. Likewise, for all the fire and 

brimstone, he could write sensitive 

wistful paeans to lost love in 'Reflections', 

'Love Walked In When You Walked Out 

Today', and 'Joanne (I Thought I Knew It 

All)'. 

David McWilliams, who died on January 

8th 2002 aged 56, was born on July 4, 

1945, in the Cregagh area of Belfast. He 

was an only child born to Sam and Molly 

McWilliams. When he was three, the 

family moved to Ballymena in Co. Antrim. 

There he attended the Model School and 

the local technical school after which he 

began an apprenticeship at an 

engineering works in Antrim town that 

manufactured torpedoes. 

Making music came first for David 

McWilliams, inspired by Sam Cooke and 

Buddy Holly; he learned to play the guitar 

in his early teens and founded the Coral 

Showband named after Holly's record 

label. As well as being an accomplished 

musician, David McWilliams was a 

talented footballer and could in different 

circumstances have joined a Cregagh-

born contemporary, George Best, in the 

professional ranks. Signed by Linfield FC 

from amateur side Harryville, he 

immediately became the first-team 

goalkeeper. Unfortunately, an ankle injury 

kept him out of the game for four months 

by which time his musical career had 

taken off. 

When he began writing his own material, 

friends suggested that he should record a 

demo disc. His first single For God and My 

Country/Blue Eyes emerged as part of a 

one off deal with CBS in 1966. On hearing 

David McWilliams' demo tapes, the 

impresario Mervyn Solomon contacted his 

brother Philip of Major Minor Records. 

Phillip Solomon had worked with Them, 

and The Bachelors and his new label 

Major Minor's releases received saturation 

play on Ronan O'Rahilly's pirate radio 

station Radio Caroline. Philip Solomon 

and his colleague Tommy Scott 

immediately recognised McWilliams's 

potential and signed him to a recording 

contract. 

David McWilliams' first album 'Singing 

Songs by David McWilliams' was the 

second LP released by Major Minor. The 

record label embarked on an elaborate 

publicity campaign to establish its new 

artist including huge billboards with his 

name emblazoned on them appearing 

across London. “I was in London and 

there wasn't a bus that didn't have a 

David McWilliams poster- big side posters. 

Who is this guy from Northern Ireland? 

This was the first time I became aware of 
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David McWilliams" ex-Grease Band/Wings 

guitarist Henry McCullough recalled. (2) 

'The Days of Pearly Spencer' was released 

as a single in 1967. Featuring distorted 

vocals using a megaphone as in the New 

Vaudeville Band's recording of 'Winchester 

Cathedral', the record won David 

McWilliams much-deserved recognition. 

Ironically, David McWilliams's recording of 

the song was never a British chart hit. A 

quarter-of-a-century elapsed before a 

cover version by Marc Almond of Soft Cell 

entered the British Top Ten, reaching 

number four in 1992. While Radio 

Caroline played 'The Days Of Pearly 

Spencer' literally off air, its popularity 

with the pirate Radio Station caused 

Radio 1 to refuse it airtime. 

'The Days Of Pearly Spencer' was based on 

a homeless man in Ballymena whom 

McWilliams had befriended. The song 

reflected the writer’s deep humanity and 

his empathy with those who live on the 

margins of society. There have been a 

number of interesting cover versions of 

'The Days Of Pearly Spencer' - in the USA, 

The Grass Roots recorded it on their 1969 

album 'Lovin' Things' while in New 

Zealand, The Avengers made No 4 in the 

national charts in December 1968 with 

'The Days Of Pearly Spencer'. The 

Raymond Lefevre Orchestra cut an 

instrumental version in 1967 that was 

followed up by Frank Pourcel & Orchestra 

recording it in 1968. An Italian cover 

version of 'The Days of Pearly Spencer'-'Il 

Volto De la Vita' by Caterina Caselli 

reached No 2 in the local charts in 1967 

while David's original reached No 14 that 

year. In Germany a group called Vietnam 

Veterans released an LP and CD called 

'The Days Of Pearly Spencer' with a punk-

style version of the song. Finnish singer 

Kirka recorded a Finish version of 'The 

Days Of Pearly Spencer' and the song was 

also covered in 1986 by Trademark. In the 

UK, The New Faces covered another early 

McWilliams composition 'Can I Get There 

By Candlelight?' on their album 'ITV' 

Presents -The World Of The New Faces' 

(Decca 1970). In 1976 the Dutch singer 

Rob de Nijs released a song called 'Zet 

Een Kaars Voor Je Raam (Put A Candle 

Before Your Window)' a 'translation' of 

'Can I Get There By Candlelight'. This song 

was 6 weeks in the top 40 and its highest 

position was No 13. David McWilliams 

attracted a large following in mainland 

Europe and was particularly popular in 

France and Holland topping the charts in 

both countries, also Italy. He cut Italian 

language versions of 'Poverty Street' - 'I 

Fiori Nel Vento' and 'Mr. Satisfied' - 

'Correrai Correrai' for the domestic 

market. David McWilliams also had a 

compilation album 'Golden David 

McWilliams' released by Epic in Japan in 

1968. ** 

During the 1960s, David McWilliams 

undertook concert tours with the 

Dubliners, which were compered by his 

friend Dominic Behan. During his Major 

Minor days, David McWilliams also met his 

first wife Gil Sowter. "They were 

introduced via the music circles as she 

was a singer herself and they were both 

working with the Major Minor record 

label, Gil was working with The Kerries at 

that time. Gil and David had four 

children: Mandy, Helen, Julie & Nanno. 

They eventually divorced but remained 

good friends"(Nanno McWilliams)(1) 

** 

Webmaster's note: 

As far as I have been able to find out, no 

compilation LP was ever released by EPIC 

in Japan. Major Minor did release a 

compilation LP titled: ‘All about David 

McWilliams' in 1968. Columbia released 

David's volume 2 and 3 under the title 

Golden! and Golden! David McWilliams 

Volume 2. 
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David McWilliams released three albums 

of his own material on the Major Minor 

label between 1967 and 1968. His debut - 

album 'Singing Songs by David McWilliams' 

(Major Minor MMLP/ SMLP 2) made no 38, 

'David McWilliams Vol 2' (Major Minor 

MMLP/SMLP 10) reached no 23. A 

compilation The Days of Pearly Spencer' 

(Major Minor MCP 5026) followed with his 

final Major Minor album 'David McWilliams 

Vol 3' (Major Minor MMLP/SMLP 11) being 

released in early 1968 and reached No 39. 

Releasing three albums of original 

material within a twelve-month period 

signalled an amazing period of 

productivity and consistency throughout 

his material. Musically he backed himself 

on six and 12-string guitar with 

arrangements and orchestration provided 

by producer Mike Leander. 

Looking back on David McWilliams' Major 

Minor days, the combination of 

McWilliams' heartfelt lyrics and with 

Leanders' evocative arrangements still 

sound bewitching to this day. After 

leaving Major Minor burnt out and 

disappointed, David McWilliams retreated 

to Ireland where he bought a small farm 

and returned to recording and touring a 

mellower man. In the 1970s, he moved to 

London where an associate of the 

notorious property owner Peter Rachman 

briefly managed him. It was neither a 

happy nor fruitful relationship and in 

1988, he wrote the following dedication 

for an album track, 'Landlord, Landlord' 

recorded on his 'Working for the 

Government' album - "For all the 

Rachmans of this world. We're gonna get 

ya." As with many singer songwriters of 

his generation he missed the publishing 

rights to his music. This it is estimated 

cost him the region of £2 million sterling. 

Nanno McWilliams "There were various 

obstacles that got in the path of his 

career, such as overplayed on a pirate 

Radio Station (causing Radio 1 to refuse 

airtime) Bad management depriving him 

of millions, but that is another chapter". 

(1) 

David McWilliams also signed with Pye 

Records recording for their progressive 

imprint - Dawn Records. From 1972 to 

1974 David McWilliams released three 

albums for Dawn Records; 'Lord Offally' 

(Dawn DNLS 3039 released in the US on 

Pye 3302), the front and back sleeve 

artwork for which was done by Gil 

McWilliams who also took the inner sleeve 

photo. 'The Beggar and the Priest' (Dawn 

DNLS 3047) 1973 and 'Living's Just a State 

of Mind' (Dawn DNLS 3059) the latter 

featuring Tommy Eyre as MD and backing 

musicians including Irish electric violinist 

Joe O'Donnell. Although none of these 

albums were major commercial 

successes, they showed his lyrical 

incisiveness to be as sharp as ever. He 

contributed three songs to the soundtrack 

of the movie 'Gold' released on the 

obscure Mother label (001; 1971/72), the 

title track 'Gold', 'Go On Back To Momma' 

and 'Move Over Gabriel'. For 'Lord Offally' 

the inspiration for the album's title track 

came from an Irish historical character 

'Silken Thomas' better known as Lord 

Offaly. 

David McWilliams toured both as a 

headlining artist and opening act for 

artists like Northern Irish compatriots 

Fruupp who were also signed to Dawn 

Records. Thrown into the performer's 

lifestyle the after show parties in one 

case brought interesting results. On one 

occasion at a party in London, David 

McWilliams accidentally broke a prized 

Appalachian lap dulcimer owned by Billy 

Connolly. Mortified, he asked how he 

could best make amends. Connolly 

replied that a copy of his latest album for 

his brother, a keen fan, would be more 

than adequate. 

A change of labels and management in 

1976 signalled an upturn in his fortunes. 

With Ted O'Neill as his new manager and 

touring with 10CC and The Three 

Degrees, EMI were optimistic for 'By The 

Lights of Cyrian' to make the charts, but 

it was not to be. However the Bob Barrat 
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produced 'David McWilliams' (EMC 3169) 

album included some fine material: 'By 

The Lights of Cyrian', 'Joanne (I Thought I 

Knew It All)', and the social comment of 

'North Side of Town'. 'Don't Do It For Love' 

(EMC 3208) followed in 1978, yielding 

'Farewell to Harlem' which was later 

recorded in Ireland by Rob Strong, father 

of 'Commitments' star Andrew Strong. 

'Don't Do It For Love' was one of three 

albums that David McWilliams recorded in 

The Netherlands. His other two Dutch 

recorded albums were 'When I Was A 

Dancer' (Crystal 26305) in 1979 released 

by Bovema Negram, and 'Wounded' 

(Carmel CAR 1001 LP) in 1984. On the 

latter album he was backed by Dolf Koch 

(guitar), Theo Outhuyse (Drums), Martin 

Ploeg (synthesizer) and Guus Willemse 

bassist/vocalist with Dutch jazz rock band 

Solution. There was a further unreleased 

album recorded in 1984 from which 'What 

A Lovely Day' is taken. David McWilliams' 

1987 album 'Working for the Government' 

(Outlet Records DHL 8001) featured a new 

recording of 'Days of Pearly Spencer' and 

two Buddy Holly covers: 'Peggy Sue Got 

Married' and 'Learning The Game'. His 

final album 'Bucketful of Dreams' was 

recorded in London and Coleraine, the 

London sessions featuring ex-Jethro Tull 

drummer Clive Bunker. 

'Bucketful of Dreams' was not an official 

album, but one that due to personal 

circumstances after its completion, David 

in the end chose not to release! 

In the early 1980s, David McWilliams 

moved to Ballycastle, Co. Antrim in 

Northern Ireland where he concentrated 

on writing songs and making the 

occasional public appearance. In 1984, he 

played at a concert in aid of the striking 

miners in Britain and supported other 

causes. In recent years, he performed at 

the Ballycastle 'Northern Lights Festival', 

celebrating the links between Scottish 

and Irish music. However a return to full-

time touring was definitely ruled out by 

Henry McCullough "The Days of Pearly 

Spencer' was the first I heard of David's 

music and what a great song. I never 

heard him during this period re-live work 

as I was off woodstocking with Joe 

Cocker. I never followed his musical 

career until we first met in Ballycastle Co 

Antrim. We both had 'come home' as they 

say and David didn't do much live work 

with a band or the likes when I met him 

although we did do something together at 

the Museum in Ballycastle - two of David's 

new songs for the BBC or other. We had 

two acoustics and it was great". (2) 

Although Henry McCullough tried to talk 

him into playing regularly, touring was 

out of the question. "I did on several 

occasions try to coax David into doing a 

few gigs - a small tour, as I know from 

'round the houses' there were people out 

there who wanted this for David but, 

good man, he didn't budge and I never 

brought the subject up again. A lovely, 

quiet man that would pop up if there was 

any music about, but just for a pint and a 

listen". (2) 

Personally, David McWilliams was quiet, 

self-effacing, and ill at ease in the world 

of show business. He had an intense 

dislike for the glitter and hype of the 

music industry. "He was a deep thinking 

man and despite his success he was really 

a very shy person. He didn't like to be in 

the limelight but continued to write and 

record songs despite this. He was a very 

special man. He always said the right 

thing when you were feeling down. One 

of his friends said, "Once you met David 

McWilliams he never left you." (Nanno 

McWilliams).(1) Both of David McWilliams' 

marriages to Gil Sowter and former model 

and one time crowned Miss Ireland Julie-

Ann Farnham ended in divorce. His 

daughters Mandy, Julie, Helen, Nanno, 

Hannah, Shonee and Meghan and his son 

Shannon, survive him. "Yes, we were all 

close there was no animosity. We were 

almost like one large family together. We 

lived very close, we stayed with him all 

the time, and two of my elder sisters 
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lived with him for a few years to be 

nearer to College. We would walk in and 

out of both houses. It may appear strange 

but believe me, it was great".(1) 

Shortly before his death, David and 

Belfast recording engineer Graham Slane 

were planning a compilation album of his 

work. Within the last ten years, 

compilation CDs of David McWilliams' 

recordings have emerged covering his 

Major Minor and Dawn label material. 

However, 'Reflections of David McWilliams' 

is the first compilation to address a 

complete cross section of his recorded 

catalogue, a kind of musical travelogue. 

David McWilliams died suddenly aged 56 

on January 8, 2002. The coroner's verdict 

said that he died of a massive heart 

attack. Nanno McWilliams - "Daddy died 

suddenly in the night with no warning of a 

heart attack. He spent his last evening 

with his daughters watching a film (best 

place he could ever have been)". (1) 

David McWilliams' funeral was held at 

Belfast Crematorium on Thursday January 

11, 2002, at a service attended by friends 

and family. "As Daddy was not religious 

we chose to hold it ourselves. Graham 

Slane spoke for us as did John Higgins and 

of course, Meghan said her poem and our 

youngest sister Shonee said a short poem. 

Bobby Speirs and Davey Sloane sang. 

During the service, one of Daddy's songs 

was played (never released) that he 

wrote for his father Samuel when he 

died: 'Dreamland'. He was played out by 

'The Water is Wide' by Karla Bonoff. A 

song which I find too difficult to listen to 

now, despite still loving it, as did Daddy". 

(1) 

While David McWilliams tried in vain to 

rise above his position of cult status he 

still managed to create a solid body of 

work, the best of which still resonates 

some three decades after it was first 

written and recorded. Having been 

burned by the vagaries of the music 

business, David McWilliams decided to 

walk away from it all and retreated to 

the Northern Irish fishing village of 

Ballycastle in Co. Antrim where he ended 

his days. David McWilliams walked away 

from the music industry to forge a quiet 

life with his family. His children became 

his world and although music would figure 

to a degree, David McWilliams had to all 

intents and purposes retired from full 

time touring and recording. 

He would appear at odd sessions as a 

listener and had to be cajoled into 

performing intermittently. David 

McWilliams was always interested in other 

musicians and generous in his praise for 

them, including Belfast jazz/blues singer 

Patsy Melarkey - "My abiding memory of 

David was his honesty and his lack of 

bullshit. He was very helpful and 

encouraging but also used his own 

experiences as a warning to anyone trying 

to make it in the music business. He was 

a big softie, both romantic and cynical if 

there was such a thing. He was very 

underestimated, I thought he was an 

excellent musician and a brilliant poet". 

(3) 

On January 3 2003, shortly before the 

first anniversary of his death, a number 

of prominent local musicians gathered in 

Belfast's Errigle Inn to celebrate David 

McWilliams memory. Among the 

performers on the night included Bobby 

Spears and Tony McCauley (MC), Patsy 

Melarkey and Colin Higgins, Michael 

Robinson, Hugh Jordan, 3 Old Men 

(including Graham Slane), Nanno 

McWilliams and Ken Haddock. All his 

family and friends from everywhere 

gathered and the night was a huge 

success, raising a large amount of money 

for a musical charity. 

The David McWilliams legacy salutes a 

unique artist who mysteriously closed the 

door and walked away from fame. "I do 

not know why David was not 'up there' 

with the rest and I do not know how he 

took to the music business as its one 

awful game. He certainly shut a firm door 

from his past and locked it. David 
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McWilliams - singer of songs, a good man 

missed by many." (2) 

Nanno McWilliams states - "He was 

definitely one of the greatest and should 

be up there with Van Morrison and Bob 

Dylan. He was cheated by various people, 

which meant the world lost out. Although 

despite his lack of recognition Daddy 

hated the razzmatazz of it all and I do 

not believe he would have enjoyed it 

anyway". (1) 

 

‘Reflections of David McWilliams' is a 

selection of David McWilliams' finest 

moments culled from all through his 

career proves that he was more than a 

one-song wonder - much, much more 

looking through David McWilliams' 

comprehensive back catalogue, one is 

constantly reminded of the words of an 

anonymous friend: "Once you met David 

McWilliams he never left you." (5) 

JOHN O'REGAN MARCH 2003. 

Meghan McWilliams wrote the following poem that was read at her father's funeral service 

- it conveys the personal side of David McWilliams as 'Daddy' instead of just a performer. 

 

The Giant 

His fingers 

His smile 

His hair 

His smell 

His voice 

His thoughts 

His mind 

His music 

Fill me, I can never have enough 

© Meghan McWilliams 2002 

Afraid to remember 

Afraid to forget 

He listened with his eyes 

Saw with his ears 

Sang with his heart 

He's in every pure note 

His memory is with me 

But his melody lives on  
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DAVID MCWILLIAMS WEBSITE: http://home.wanadoo.nl/sjefkolen/main.htm  

The current adress is: https://www.davidmcwilliams.com  

 

...where you can find the complete McWilliams discography and more... 
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Tracking list: 

01 GOD AND MY COUNTRY SINGLE A-SIDE CBS 202348 

02 BLUE EYES SINGLE B-SIDE CBS 202348 

03 CAN I GET THERE BY CANDLELIGHT FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS" MAJOR MINOR; 

MMLP/SMLP 10 

04 HOW CAN I BE FREE FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS" MAJOR MINDR; MMLP/SMLP 10 

05 TURN HOMEWARD STRANGER FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS VOLUME 3" MAJOR MINOR; 

     MMLP/SMLP 11 

06 POVERTY STREET FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS VOLUME 3 MAJOR MINOR; MMLP/SMLP 11 

07 REFLECTIONS FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS VOLUME 3" MAJOR MINOR; MMLP/SMLP 11 

08 THE STRANGER SINGLE MAJOR MINOR MM 592 

09 OH MAMA ARE YOU MY FRIEND? SINGLE MAJOR MINOR MM 616 

10 BY THE LIGHTS OF CYRIAN FROM "DAVID McWILLIAMS" EMI EMC 3169 

11 NORTH SIDE OF TOWN FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS" EMI EMC 3169 

12 JOANNE (I THOUGHT I KNEW IT ALL) FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS EMI EMC 3169 

13 LOVE WALKED IN WHEN YOU WALKED OUT TODAY FROM "DAVID MCWILLIAMS" EMI EMC 

3169 

14 DREAMSTREET ROSE FROM "WHEN I WAS A DANCER" BOVEMA NEGRAM 14062-26305 

15 WOUNDED FROM "WOUNDED" CARMEL CAR1001LP 

BONUS TRACKS 

16 NANA GET UP AND GET OUT OF THIS PLACE DEMO OF "NANA" ON "BEGGAR & PRIEST" LP 

17 SUCH A LONG TIME AGO UNRELEASED SONG* 

18 THE BEGGAR AND THE PRIEST UNRELEASED SONG, A POEM OF THIS APPEARED ON 

"BEGGAR & 

      PRIEST" LP* 

19 WHEN I WAS YOUNG UNRELEASED SONG" 

20 KEEP THE LAMPLIGHT BURNING UNRELEASED SONG* 

*THE PREVIOUSLY UNRELEASED RECORDINGS ARE USED BY COURTESY OF RAY FENWICK, 

KEEPER OF THE FLAME SINCE 1972. SAID TRACKS WERE RECORDED BY DAVID VERY MUCH AS 

HOME DEMOS, AND AS SUCH THE RECORDING QUALITY IS NOT HI-FI. EVERY EFFORT HAS 

BEEN MADE TO RESTORE THE BEST SOUND POSSIBLE WHILST RETAINING THE ESSENCE OF 

THE PERFORMANCE. DESPITE THEIR LACK OF HI-FI QUALITY (THEY WERE UNDOUBTEDLY 

ONLY MEANT TO BE HEARD BY RAY AND DAVID AT THE TIME), THE TAPES ARE A TREAT AS THEY 

ARE AN INSIGHT INTO HOW DAVID WAS WRITING AT THE TIME, AND WE ALL FELT THAT THERE 

WOULD BE INTEREST FROM HIS FANS IN THIS. THE TAPES WERE GIVEN TO RAY IN 1972 AS 

SONGS TO BE CONSIDERED FOR THE SECOND DAWN ALBUM 'THE BEGGAR & THE PRIEST'. RAY 
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HAVING BEEN HIRED AS PRODUCER FOR THIS ALBUM WORKED ON ARRANGEMENTS AND PARTS 

FOR THE SONGS. 

All songs written by David McWilliams. Published by: 1-9 Pat Mat Music; 10-15 Julie Music; 

16-20 Copyright Control. 

Tracks 1, 2, 16-20 recordings owned by The David McWilliams Estate Trust, licensed 

courtesy of Nanno McWilliams. Tracks 3-13 recordings owned by EMI Records Ltd, licensed 

courtesy of EMI Special Markets. Tracks 14, 15 recordings owned by Carmel Records, 

licensed courtesy of Michael Robinson. Compilation album produced by Mark Stratford and 

John O'Regan. 

Design at Bold, London. www.boldgraphicdesign.co.uk 

Mastering by Phil Chapman, A Major Music Company. 
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Box 158, Chipping Norton, OX7 6FD, UK 
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