LORD OFFALY

It's a touch strange that, for most people,
it is thanks to Marc Almond that they
might have a slight inkling about David
McWilliams music. In 1992. Almond had a
hit in the UK with his cover of McWilliams'
Days of Pearly Spencer. This version got to
number four in the charts, David
McWilliams wrote and recorded the
original version in 1967, but despite being
a hit around Europe, it failed to make a
big impact in Britain. This was partly due
to the fact that Belfast native
McWilliams, had been signed by Phil
Solomon’s Major Minor label. At the time.
Phil Solomon was also connected to the
pirate radio station Radio Caroline.
Because of this, the BBC refused to give
the single airplay. hence helping to
scupper any chance of success for the
single in the UK.

A listen to Days of Pearly Spencer reveals
McWilliams' talent and explains his highly
regarded reputation in folk rock circles.
The song was based on the true story of
what happened when 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 lyrical
narrative real and gritty.

"David was an old friend of ours from
Belfast and a fellow performer” recalls.
George Millar of Canadian/Irish 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,
McWilliams began to play, perform and
write music in his early teens. However,
his life might have taken a very different
curn, because he also showed an carly
aptitude for football, displaying a genuine
talent as a goalkeeper, which it was
thought might have taken him a long 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 about the craft and art of
constructing songs, but also took him into
his West London home.

"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 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.”

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.



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 it's easy to understand why.
There's a 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 10th
Earl Of Kildare, who in the 16th Century
led a rebellion and was executed in 1537.
McWilliams recalls this story ry 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”.

"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'. Dad's lyrics
were 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.

The latter piece was covered by The Irish
Rovers on a McWilliams tribute. album
called Can | 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 The Gypsy seemed to suit
us to a tee, so that's the one we
recorded. | like the twist of the song
when the gypsy turns the tables on the
‘Lady’, saying stay with your husband and
leaves saying | just want your jewels'. You
can't beat a surprise ending! A good
driving rhythm makes this song soar.”

This was something McWilliams made. 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 a very quiet man, soft and
gentle of heart and one who abhorred
confrontation of any kind," says Gil
McWilliams.

"He dealt with his feelings via his music,
which often left 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 surroundings.”

David McWilliams 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 surface in his
familial life.

One can bear witness to this throughout
Lord Offaly, which has a breadth of
exposition that puts David McWilliams
right up with 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 rock,
doomed to be looking in on the
achievements of others. But Lord Offaly
proves that what he possessed was a
shining ability to invest his work with a
spirit that resonates down the years in a
manner that makes the songs on this
album remarkably effervescent.

Malcolm Dome London. May 2016

1) GO ON BACK TO MOMMA (from the film "Gold") (3:30) *Go on on back to Momma/And tell
her it's alright / Tell her that you showed us / What was really wrong and right / Go on
back to Momma / And say we understand / But we'd rather have our freedom / Than you
steal it from our hands */ | am what God has made me / And there's nothing you can do / |
really don't know why you try / For your chances are so few / To take away my freedom /
Well, you have no chance at all / For freedom's in my mind/ And my can't break down the
wall /**/ you Look what done to Jesus / You come you here in his name / You who stuck
the thorns into his hands / You who can't find one to blame / | don't need you to show me /
The road | should be on / For the writing's on the wall for you u / And your time will soon
be gone /** 1.

2) SHE WAS A LADY (4:25) She was a lady/ It's easy to see / With rings on her fingers she
used to be / The Queen of the mansion/ The belle of the ball / Now she just sits here /
Nobody calls / The bottle before her / Glass in her hand / Wearied and wasted/Through
nothing she'd planned / The rags on her shoulders / Tell their own tale / She rests on her
memories/Lonely and frail /* She was a lady/Don't call her names / Lady of yesterday /
Lady in chains / Lady in chains/ See how it rains/ See how it rains */ There was once a
sailor / Came over from France / Could play any music / Could sing and could dance/
Taught her to love him / Then left her alone / Forsaken by family / Turned from her home
/ She was a lady / She lived in style / They travelled to see her / For many a mile / Ah,
but now she sits here / Drinking her wine / If you buy her a glass or two / She won't think
you unkind /* */.

3) | WILL ALWAYS BE YOUR FRIEND (4:00)* Oh, | would not be your enemy / There'd be no
need to pretend / If you will only love me / | will always be your friend */ Remember how
it used to be / The writing on the wall / The nights | used to wait outside of your back door
/ Remember how we used to nail / Old Ruby to the floor / It could all be just the way it
was before / The night is long/ My love is strong / Could you so soon forget / Pretend we'd
never met / ** / Preachers in the alleyway / And Judie's down the hall / Your Daddy's in the
boozer getting stoned / Do you remember how it used to be / When you're sittin home
alone / With all your souvenirs, your silent telephone / The night is long / My love is strong
/ Could you so soon forget / Pretend we'd never met / ** / So why don't you turn on the
light / And open up your door / And we'll pretend it's just the it was before / You won't be
fooled again / You won't be lonely anymore / And it's the only way you'll ever know for sure
/ The night is long / my love is strong / Could you so soon forget / Pretend we'd never met
/ *% */.
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4) HEART OF THE ROLL (3:25) Her mother was a seamstress / Her daddy worked in wood /
She went to church on Sunday / Just like every good girl should/ But who is her confessor
now she wears the devil's hood / Is there anyone to hear her / * Heart of the roll / Heart of
the roll / Heart of the roll / Heart of the roll / Heart of the roll / Heart of the roll / Sadie
my ladie / She's the heart of the roll * / She could have been a sculptor / Or made a
masterpiece in paint / She could have been a poet / She could have been a saint / But is
she any poorer in your eyes for what she aint / She can make the midnight shine / * * / So
if you're passin’ by her window / Why don't take a look inside / She might you need the
conversation / Or a friend to be her guide / And she won't try to steal your soul when she
takes you for a ride / She'll just make the midnight shine/ ** /.

5) | WOULD BE CONFESSED (5:08) Come all you weary mistrals / A warning take by me / I've
been too long upon this road / To sing in harmony / I've been alone for much too long / My
wanderin’ days are through / | wish someone would ask me in / I'd welcome it from you / *
| have not been contented / Too long I've been unblessed / But if you would only love me /
I would be confessed */ I've sat beside the devil / I've gambled on a fall / I've for drinks in
houses/Where | got sung no thanks at all / And everything I've done was left / To do some
other day / When the talkin's done, the drinks are gone / There's nothing left to say I've
watched the days go slowly / I've seen the seasons fall / And hidden in the doorways / To
shelter from the cold / I've made life in riddles / And lived inside my the lies / Now I'd like
to step inside a while / Throw off my disguise /**/.

1. 6) *SPANISH HOPE (INSTRUMENTAL) (3:50)

7) **BLIND MEN'S STEPPING STONES (5:56) My eyes are empty black as night / My heart is
filled with hate / My name is faded from this land / And cursed be my fate / And yet
before my curtain falls / All men shall hear my waters moans / My vengeance sing the
waters oer / The blind men'’s stepping stones / For manhood or the loss of life / This choice
the Barratts gave / And every man was blinded / His lineage for to save / Then thrust the
upon To tread the dark unknown / And only Emon Lynott walked / The blind men'’s stepping
stones / For Scorna Boy this deed was done / With needles smooth and dread / The of eyes
every Lynott pierced / The light from every head / And yet your curse still walks abroad/he
dwells within your homes / the son of Emon Lynott curse / The blind men's stepping stones
/ The Lynott that you now have slain / No Lynott was at all / But fathered by MacWilliam /
Heir of Connaught, lord of all / Tirawley will remember long / How load the Barratts moan
/ My vengeance sing the water o'er / The blind men's stepping stones/ the deed is done the
debt is paid /. And all was here is dust/ Tirawleys Welshmen all the same / now beg for
crumb and crust / For Cromwell has laid plans so bold / And all men stand alone / For
Cromwell's vengeance is not for / The blind men’s stepping stones.

8) LORD OFFALY (6:33) | am the Lord of Offaly / Silken Thomas is my name / No | sword for
Henry will | hold / My heritage claim / To trust no more in foreign kings / Whose word |
treat with scorn / My father lies in London's tower / The prey of Henry's pawns / Here in
council chamber / Where long | have been blind / This sword of state | give and more/ the
curse of Geraldine/The chanting of my harper / foretells what must be done / My army
lays in Maynooth now / My battle flag is hung/ What cruel fate befalls to see / All Ormond
raised in arms / The butlers seek advancement / May the Lord keep us from harm / My
castle is surrendered / My army scattered far / And all as prisoners murdered / That no
hero may flower / Alone | wait in ferment / No trial will | see / By church and crown I'm
outlawed / And Tyburn waits for me / But still my curse | lay on thee / That all who are of
thine/ Will long remember Offaly / And the house of Geraldine.



9) THE PRISONER (4:00) | am a poor prisoner / Arrested and tried / For a crime | committed
/ And the law | defied / In hunger | stole / some lord's bread and wine / Was sat on his
table / That his household might dine / | was held by his bondsman / As | left by the gate /
Sayin’' stand or | shoot / On your head your own fate / You have robbed of my master/his
wine and his bread / And the fruit of your folly / Be on your own head / | was hungry |
cried / And what harm did | do? / For your master has more / Than he ever will use / And |
have no money / Like he has to hand/ Condemned by the law / They have stolen my land /
He listened in silence / But he paid me no heed / And no point my pleading / Would he
ever concede / So before judge and jury/To pay for my crime / And to hope in their
wisdom / Some pity they'd find / The judge found me guilty / In all points of law / And vile
implications / From my case did he draw / he called me a rebel / and then did
conclude/He sentenced me / Seven long years servitude / And now I'm a prisoner / Though
I know not why / In Royal detention / 'Til the Queen'’s peace | buy/ But no more I'll be told
/ I'm unbonded and free / And when | am discharged / A rebel I'll be.

10) THE GYPSY (3:40) Wake and up sing me some new love song / You've lain here beside
me all the night long / Will you remember, will you return / Or leave me to sorrow and
yearn / | am a poor boy | have no gold / All | have owned has been bargained and sold /
But | will give you the sun and the stars / | will show you what you are / Nancy will you
come / Will follow after me / My coach it is you waiting away we will be / Will you leave
your husband's castle / his land and estate / And follow a rollin Gypsy? / Once | was rich as
the king with his crown / Carriages and coaches and servants dressed in brown / But | was
robbed by a bold highwayman/Left without a penny in my hand/Now just like he a robber |
may be / Who rolls along the highway and sleeps among the trees / But | have a heart as
true as any lord / And more than many can afford / No, | will not follow after / Your story
is all lies / And you your heart it isn't true / | will not leave my husband His land or estate
/ To follow a rollin Gypsy/You are a highborn lady yet with me have lain / Knowing you you
would never ever see me again / So before | go my duty must be paid / For all that | have
done and left unsaid / | will take my payment from the riches that you wear / The rings
upon your fingers and the jewels in your hair / You can keep your husband's castle / His
land and estate / Farewell my lady Nancy / Nancy don't follow / Follow after me / For | am
a you rover / And my heart is fancy free / And now | have your jewels / To buy me food
and wine / | am the rollin gypsy.

* Lament for the Spanish Galleons that never came.

**A cabinet of Irish Literature (An Anthology of Irish Writers). Published London 1895.
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