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Its a touch strange that for most .
people, it is thanks to Marc Almond -
that they might have a slight mklmg :
about David McWilliams™ music. In

1992, Almond had a hit in the UK
with his cover of McWilliams™ Days

of Pearly Spencer. This version gotto

number four in the charts. David
McWilliams wrote and recorded the
original version in 1967, but despite
being a hit arduhd Eurdpe, it failed -
to make a big impact in Britain. This

was partly due to the fact that Belfast
native McWilliams, had been. signed j
by Phil Solomon’s Major Minor label.

At the time, Phil Solomon was also

connected to the pirate radio station -

‘Radio Carolme Because of this; the

BBC refused to give the single airplay,
hence helping to scupper any chance of

success for the smgle in the UK.

‘A hsten to Dzzys of Pearly Spencer i
reveals McWilliams’ talent and explams :
his highly regarded reputation in foll_(«
rock circles. The song was based on

 the true story of what happened b &

- McWilliams met a homeless person, -

- and is told with a natural gift for stark -
- narrative. While Marc Almond later
- added an extra verse to make the song
~ more upbeat, what McWilliams did =~
was keep the lyncal narrative real and B

oy

; “Davrd was an old frlend ofours from >

" Belfast and a fellow performer” recalls ’

: George Millar of Canadlan / Trish - 5 .,_‘j

-~ folkies The Irish Rovers, “He was

 an excellent song writer, musician

~and poet, with a Celtic feeling to

 his melodies.” Born in Belfast, but

~ brought up in Ballymena, Mcerhams
~ began to play, perform and write
music in his early teens. However, his
 life might have taken a very different
turn, because he also showed an carly

~ aptitude for football drsplayrng a

~ genuine talent as a goalkeeper, which
it was thought might have taken him
~along way in the sport. Thankfully

- for music, though he came under the -




wing of famed song writer and
author Dominic Behan, who not only
taught him a considerable amount
abourt the craft and art of constructing
songs, but also took him into his
West London home.

-and whisked off to London where he -

basically lost control of his music and
himself... This was the cause of much
distress for David but it was all out of
his control and he was unable to do
anything but comply with the wishes

_ of the music business.”
“He began writing poetry at an early age
basing his subject matter on everything
and everyone he observed around him,”
recalls his daughter Gil McWilliams.
“His observations were always on an
emotional level which made the main
characters very real despite the fact
that often they were a mix of people
combined to make one character.
" He had a love of the underdog, the
poor, the homeless, the tramp, the
‘alcoholic and it was these that formed
the foundation for many of his works.
“David’s love of music and his ability to
play the guitar soon led to his poetry
being put to music and allowed him
the opportunity to let others hear his
words. Unfortunately in some ways
he was discovered at too early an age

In 1967, McWilliams released his

debut album David McWilliams
Singing Songs By David McWilliams. By
this time, he was signed to new label
Major Minor, which had been started -
by Solomon. This reached number 38
in the UK chart, and was followed later
the same year by second album David
McWilliams, which reached number
23 in the British chart — his highest
chart success. A third album, David
McWilliams Volume 3, was issued in
1968 and got to number 39 in the

UK charts. Constant touring around
Europe during this period established
his reputation in countries such as Italy,
France, Holland and Germany. He
even re-recorded some songs in Italian.
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Relocating to London, McWilliams
severed ties with Major Minor
records and eventually signed to
Pye Records’ newly established
“progressive” imprint, Dawn. In 1972
he recorded and released his first
album for the label, Lord Offaly. In
many ways, it was on this record that
McWilliams truly proved his worth.
It was often said that he should be
regarded as the Irish equivalent to
Bob Dylan or Donovan, and its
easy to understand why. Theresa -
calm, bereft feel to the songs here of
a master storyteller, someone who
had the gift for enticing the listener
into his narrative web. You can hear
this on the album’s title track, which

relates the story of Thomas Fitzgerald,

the 10™ Earl Of Kildare, who in

the 16™ Century led a rebellion and
was executed in 1537. McWilliams
recalls this story with ornate poetry
that’s presented in a calming, almost
understated manner. But by taking

this approach, he actually heightens ‘

the drama of Offaly’s life. It’s a
masterful rendering. =

“Music was always a huge part of
his life,” says daughter Nanno
McWilliams. “Listening to and talking
about various artists around the world,

~ but he was never in a hurry to perform

and we would have to persuade him -
to sing for us and that normally only
- happened after a few pints, and even
then getting him to take it seriously
“was a battle in itself as I'm sure most
of his friends and our family will laugh
and definitely agree”. '

: "“Helwés 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'. Dad’s lyrics were
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always amazing and sometimes you
wondered where they came from as
he had the ability to put his mind
and heart on paper like no other.
Even his words in a birthday card are
something to be treasured. We have
been trying to collect all the work
he ever did and my sister Mandy
points out that, without realising it,
she knows the words to nearly all his
songs which shows how much it was
a part of our lives as children, even
though a lot of them she has not -
heard in years.”

It is the songs on Lord Offaly

which so beautifully reflect David
McWilliams’ ability to draw in
people through a combination of
evocative music and a use of words
that didn’t merely tell a story, but
painted a huge canvas that had an
expressive resolve and also a deep
intensity. This approach is apparent
on 7he Prisoner and The Gypsy, both

songs that leave a lasting impression.

t 39 yRm

The latter piece was covered by The
Irish Rovers on a McWilliams tribute
album called Can I Get There By
Candelight, which was released in 2008.
“When we were asked to participate in
a tribute album for David, we were
honoured and delighted to be asked,”
says George Millar. “His song 7he Gypsy
seemed to suit us to a tee, so that’s the
one we recorded. I like the twist of the
song when the gypsy turns the tables
on the ‘Lady’, saying stay with your
husband and leaves saying ‘T just want
your jewels’. You cant beat a surprise
ending! A good driving rhythm makes
this song soar.”

'This was something McWilliams madey
one of his trademarks — the talent for

taking a narrative in a certain direction,

and then unexpectedly twisting it into
another shade of emotion. And always
done with a masterful sense of timing
and creativity. It’s little wonder that
someone like David Bowie regarded
McWilliams so highly. “My father was
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avery qulet man, soft and gentle
of heart and one who abhorred
confrontation of any kind,” says
Gil McWﬂhams =5

“He dealt with his feelings wvia his
music, which often left many other
things in his life unresolved. He was
very much a home bird who loved to
be with his family and his friends in
familiar surroundmgs :

David Mc\Wllhams was a man who

had an expressive tendency to live =
through his songs in a way that
wasn’t so much vicarious as allowing
him to weave certain patterns, which
were complex and a route for his
innermost feelings to reach an artistic
crescendo, which meant they were
not forced to the surfate in hls :
Famlhal Jites: Lo

One can bear Witr_léss to this
throughout Lord Offaly, which has
a breadth of exposition that puts

- David McWilliams rlght up wnth
 the very best song writing talents :
of the early 1970s. To call him a -
true folk musician is perhaps the
finest compliment you can pay to-

- the man. Because this description

- affords both him and his art a status - :

~ that transcends trends and business

success. In some respects, he was
'very much on the fringes of the -

** quick paced world of pop and roc:k‘; i:: A

doomed to be looking in on the

) achlevemcnts of others. But Lord ~— =

" Offaly proves that what he possessed
- was a shining ablhty to invest his
work with a spirit that resonates

- down the years in a manner that -
* makes the songs on this album

remarkably effervesccnt {

TWalcolm JBome'-

~ ZLondon, Fay 2016 _ L

& &




MP



