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Reaching For The Sun The Major Minor Anthology 1967-1969

More than half-a-century after his career 

peaked, the late David McWilliams 

remains that most intriguing of 

contradictions: a perceived one-hit 

wonder whose "hit" didn't actually chart 

in any major territory. But while the 

evocative 1967 single 'Days Of Pearly 

Spencer' — a significant success in Europe 

and acknowledged as a cult classic in 

other parts of the world, including Britain 

and America - is comfortably his best-

known song, singer/ songwriter 

McWilliams was responsible for plenty of 

other high-calibre recordings, particularly 

during his spell at the Major Minor label 

in the late Sixties. Containing more than 

a dozen tracks making their CD debut, 

this release is the first-ever complete 

anthology of his recordings during that 

period, widely regarded by admirers as 

the pinnacle of the unassuming Irishman's 

career.  

David Samuel McWilliams was born in the 

Cregagh area of Belfast on 4th July 1945 

to Sam and Molly McWilliams, with the 

family moving to Ballymena in County 

Antrim wher David was three years old. 

He started playing guitar and writing 

songs in his early teens before leaving 

Ballymena Technical College in 1963. A 

keen footballer, he started an 

apprenticeship at a local defence 

contractor in Antrim while playing part-

time in his own group, The Coral 

Showband, whom he named after the 

label responsible for issuing the 

recordings of his early musical hero Buddy 

Holly.  

A demo tape of McWilliams performing 

some of his own songs found its way to 

Phil Solomon, a prominent Irish-born 

music industry entrepreneur who by that 

stage was living in London and managing 

other Irish acts (The Bachelors, The 

Dubliners, Van Morrison's band Them and 

others). Solomon was sufficiently 

impressed by the demos to persuade his 

friend, legendary Irish songwriter Dominic 

Behan, to take McWilliams under his 

wing, with David even moving into the 

Behan family home in west London. A 

deal was done with CBS that resulted in 

debut single 'God And My Country' b/w 

'Blue Eyes', released in September 1966. A 

powerful protest song in a voguishly 

similar vein to Bob Dylan or Donovan, 

'God And My Country' failed to make a 

mark, though it did bear an intriguing 

label credit to Dylan/Simon & Garfunkel 

producer Bob Johnston.  

By the time that the single came out, 

Solomon was on the verge of launching 

his own record company, Major Minor 

Records, whose inaugural release would 

appear in November 1966. Solomon was 

also increasingly involved in pirate station 

Radio Caroline, and after they got into 

financial trouble, he paid off their debts 

in exchange for joining the station's board 

of directors. That deal meant that 

Caroline's disc jockeys were obliged to 

play a certain number of 1 Major Minor 

releases every day, with Solomon also 

forcing other record companies to pay 

Caroline to play their records. Naturally 

this situation led to mutiny on the high 

seas amongst some of the more 

outspoken DJs (including the popular 

Emperor Rosko), while the payola 

element of the operation damaged 

Caroline's status within the industry — 

which was already slightly parlous, given 

that the government were intent on 

closing down the pirates and allowing the 

BBC to launch their own pop-for-the-kids 

station, Radio 1.  

It was into this powder-keg atmosphere 

that David McWilliams was unwittingly 

launched when he signed to his manager's 

record company. Like many independent 

labels founded by entrepreneurs during 

the boom days of 1966-67, Major Minor 

were initially outsiders who existed on 

the periphery of the established music 
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industry, and they didn't play by the 

accepted rules. Rather than the time-

honoured notion of issuing a single as a 

taster for a forthcoming LP, they decided 

to introduce their new signing with a 

complete album, June 1967 release David 

McWilliams Singing Songs By David 

McWilliams. The experienced Mike 

Leander — who'd worked extensively for 

Rolling Stones manager Andrew Loog 

Oldham and was fresh from arranging Sgt. 

Pepper album track 'She's Leaving Home' 

— acted as producer and arranger, while 

David sang and played six- or twelve-

string guitar. The set featured sixteen 

McWilliams originals including a remake 

of the aforementioned 'God And My 

Country' (shown as `God And Country' on 

the back cover, but correctly titled on the 

record label).  

Despite an odd back sleeve reference to 

the “unusual crudeness of his lyrics (with 

PR like that, who needs critics?), this 

mono-only UK release was a promising 

debut. One or two tracks were slightly 

derivative - 'Pretty Bird' evoked Tom 

Paxton, 'Leaves That Fall' was essentially 

a rewrite of Donovan's 'Catch The Wind' 

while Leander's arrangements weren't 

always sympathetic to the introverted 

material, as is particularly evident on 'My 

Time Of Trouble' and 'Question Of 

Identity', which featured an arrangement 

pitched midway between The Searchers 

and the theme tune of British TV soap 

Crossroads. But although the desire to 

saddle a folk-based singer/songwriter 

with chintzy orchestral backing (also an 

issue on the first Al Stewart album that 

same year) occasionally misfired, the 

arrangements were unable to blunt the 

impressive power of McWilliams' 

thoughtful, deeply humanitarian songs, 

with 'God And My Country', 'Hiroshima' and 

'Redundancy Blues' particularly worthy of 

note. 

Although Major Minor elected not to 

release a single from it, the profile of 

Singing Songs By David McWilliams was 

bolstered in and around London by a 

record company promotional blitz that 

included billboard advertisements and 

posters on the side of buses. That 

aggressive marketing policy, together 

with the support of Radio Caroline 

(particularly important given that Radio 1 

had yet to be launched), meant that the 

album sold well, and it spent two weeks 

in the lower rungs of the British album 

charts in June 1967, peaking at the No. 

38 position. Nevertheless, were, to a 

certain extent, counter-productive, as is 

contemporaneous review. 

"The trouble with heralding a new artist 

with a fierce blast of publicity is a) he has 

to be great to live up to it and b) people 

are so bored by the name, they can't be 

bothered to listen to the album. It would 

be a pity if this happened to David 

McWilliams. He's not as good as the 

publicity, but he's still an original talent, 

if influenced by a variety of people 

including Dylan and Donovan. His lyrics 

haven't the bitter maturity of Dylan and 

his melodies haven't the poignancy of 

Donovan. But it's a very nice debut album 

by a new and welcome talent. The 

arrangements by Mike Leander are nice, 

if a little overpowering at times." 

Major Minor were sufficiently encouraged 

by the album's performance to send David 

back into the studio with Mike Leander 

immediately, with the prosaically-entitled 

Vol. 2 appearing in October - just four 

months after the previous batch of songs 

had landed. That 

very brief gap between albums suggested 

a rush-release, but the songs on the new 

album were arguably stronger than on the 

first set, and Leander's arrangements now 

seemed more sympatico with David's 

songs (even if 'There's No Lock Upon My 

Door' had an anomalous introductory 

orchestral flourish clearly lifted from 

recent Four Tops single 'It's The Same Old 

Song'). The social commentary was scaled 

down slightly, with some of the strongest 

material notably 'Brown Eyed Gal' (the 
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idiosyncratic spelling was to avoid 

confusion with a recent US hit single by 

fellow Solomon act Van Morrison), 'Lady 

Helen Of The Laughing Eyes' and 'For 

Josephine' - of a more personal, romantic 

nature. Nevertheless, the clear standout 

was the opening track. A swirling, almost 

cinematic slice of folk-psychedelia, 'Days 

Of Pearly Spencer' - apparently based on 

a homeless man in Ballymena that 

McWilliams had befriended - featured a 

literally phoned-in vocal, with David using 

a wired-up phone box outside the 

recording studio to achieve a megaphone-

style effect. 

After so many years on the scene, Phil 

Solomon was naturally a well-connected 

figure, and the album's back cover 

featured encomiums from some of the 

leading players in the British pop media. 

"Out of the hundreds of records released 

every year in Britain, there are the 

sparkling few that make you sit up and 

take real notice", wrote Disc & Music Echo 

reviewer Penny Valentine. "This LP is one 

of those. There is a magical brilliance 

that lifts the whole thing into the sky. 

David McWilliams is one of those rare 

singers who can write what he thinks and 

sees and sing what he feels. Add some 

really evocative arrangements by Mike 

Leander, put this record on your player 

and you will understand then the ravings." 

Other words of support came from media 

maven and occasional pop star Jonathan 

King and DJ David Jacobs, while Dave Dee 

and The Who's co-managers Chris Stamp 

and Kit Lambert singled out 'Days Of 

Pearly Spencer' as their favourite track. 

Astonishingly, though, Major Minor failed 

to spot the possibilities. Deciding there 

was nothing on the new album that was 

sufficiently commercial to issue as a 

single, in early October they instead 

released a new McWilliams recording, 

'Harlem Lady', as his first Major Minor 45. 

'Days Of Pearly Spencer' was selected as 

the B-side. The record was promoted in 

early October with a full front and back 

page advertisement in the New Musical 

Express, with another full-page ad inside 

the same edition (which also featured a 

review of the single). 'Harlem Lady' was 

described as "a pleasant tune, and David 

sings it with great charm and 

personality... shades of the early 

Donovan!" The reviewer also covered the 

B-side, but dismissed it with the 

conclusion "Pity he found it necessary to 

resort to vocal gimmicks." Intriguingly, 

the review described McWilliams as "a 

new artist" despite the fact that his first 

album had charted several months earlier. 

As suggested by that NME review, 'Harlem 

Lady' was perfectly respectable but didn't 

have the extra sprinkling of fairydust 

necessary to make it into a hit. Despite 

Major Minor's over- the-top promotional 

hyperbole (just for good measure, they 

paid for full front-page ads in the next 

two editions of the NME as well as a full 

inside page ad "introducing" McWilliams to 

the public), sales were poor, and it didn't 

make the playlist of the BBC's newly-

established pop station Radio 1. 

However, DJs on the now-outlawed Radio 

Caroline flipped the record over in favour 

of 'Days Of Pearly Spencer', which quickly 

gained momentum to the point where, by 

late October, Major Minor were promoting 

that side instead. It stalled just outside of 

the official UK Top Fifty, making pole 

position on the 'Breakers' chart (so 

effectively No. 51) while failing to show 

up at all in McWilliams' native Ireland. 

However, it was a different story in 

mainland Europe, where the single 

reached the Top Ten in various territories 

(France, Belgium, The Netherlands, 

Switzerland), going on to sell in excess of 

a million copies worldwide. In most of 

those countries, 'Days Of Pearly Spencer' 

was still the designated B-side, although 

a March 1968 US release did promote it as 

the topside (with 'There's No Lock Upon 

My Door' on the flip). 
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Text article: 

New Spotlight Magazine Volume 1 No 22 

Oct 14 1967 

£ 20,000 TO MAKE A POP STAR 

CAN money make a star and build him 

into an image? How much would it cost 

then? And how do you go about it? That's 

what people in showbusiness are asking as 

the biggest publicity campaign ever 

launched gets under way to publicise the 

name and the sound of one David 

McWilliams. 

He's an Irish 22-year-old from Ballymena. 

He writes all his own material. He has 

had an L.P. of his own compositions, 

which was enthusiastically received by 

overseas reviewers. 

But for the past four weeks. the British 

musical and trade papers have been 

carrying double page ads announcing the 

birth of a star. A poster campaign flooded 

the major cities and radio stations are 

playing capsule snatches of his songs. And 

the catch-line for this massive promotion 

is: "Are you ready for the Sound of David 

McWilliams?" 

The man who discovered him, Mervyn 

Solomons, the Belfast head of Emerald 

records and brother of Phillip who 

controls the destinies of the Batchelors 

and the Dub- liners, say that we are 

ready. 

SAW POTENTIAL RIGHT AWAY 

Mervyn was talking business one day in 

Lloyds studios in Belfast when a young 

man came in and asked the engi- neer 

could he make some tapes of songs he 

had written. Mt. Solomon stayed to listen 

and, in his Own words, was shocked." 

He said: "He sang three songs and I saw 

the vast potential in him right away. That 

was two years ago and I've had him under 

contract since. Do you know that he's only 

had one public appear- ance in Ireland: 

that was in the Ulster Hall eighteen 

months ago. He's ready now to step right 

into the big time. because- with Dorothy 

Solomon Associate Artists Ltd. -we have 

had a comprehensive study of stage 

technique and presentation." 

David debuts with a single "The Days of 

Pearly Spencer" and "Harlem Lady" this 

week ... and on stage he will have a spot 

with the Dubliners in their concert tour of 

Britain now in progress. 

Estimated cost of building if he clicks-and 

everybody says that he will-he will re- 

pay the outlay a hundred fold. 

More than fifty years later, debate 

continues amongst fans and pop-culture 

commentators as to why 'Days Of Pearly 

Spencer' didn't become a major hit in the 

UK. The blame is normally laid at the 

door of the BBC - who, according to some 

sources, banned the single and all other 

Major Minor releases because of the 

label's involvement with naughty pirate 

station Radio Caroline. It's certainly true 

that Radio 1 did ban a couple of Major 

Minor singles, but for reasons of 
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bawdiness (The Dubliners, 'Seven Drunken 

Nights') or sexuality (Jane Birkin and 

Serge Gainsbourg, 'Je T'Aime') rather than 

because of the label that hosted them. 

The station certainly played other Major 

Minor singles (the chart- topping 'Mony 

Mony', Karen Young's execrable 'Nobody's 

Child'), and they gave airtime to other 

David McWilliams tracks on Major Minor, 

even commissioning him for a Radio 1 

session while he was with the label. It 

seems more likely that they didn't play 

the single simply because they hadn't 

playlisted it when 'Harlem Lady' was the 

designated A-side - or possibly because 

the tale of a homeless wino's slow, 

lingering death didn't exactly fit in with 

the innocent, funloving image that the 

nascent station wished to project to the 

nation's pop teens. 

(Despite repeated UK reissues throughout 

the Seventies - 1971, 1975, 1978 'Days Of 

Pearly Spencer' steadfastly refused to 

become a hit even though new owners 

EMI were bastions of respectability. It 

wasn't until 1992 that the song finally 

became a sizeable UK success when Marc 

Almond's remake reached the Top Five - 

although Almond added an extra verse to 

give the track a more upbeat conclusion, 

which tends to support the theory that 

the original was considered too dark to 

gain widespread airplay.) 

But although 'Days Of Pearly Spencer' 

failed to chart in the UK, Vol. 2 gave 

McWilliams and Major Minor another 

album success. Entering the LP charts in 

the first week of November 1967, it spent 

six weeks in the listings, reaching a 

highest position of No. 23. It was 

certainly given good reviews, with Major 

Minor's friends at the NME awarding the 

album four stars, claiming that David was 

"probably" a better singer than either 

Dylan or Donovan and that he had "a 

great future as a songwriter as well as 

artist".  

With two charting albums behind them, 

Major Minor duly sent the McWilliams and 

Leander team back into the studios to 

work on what became the album Vol. 3, 

released in February 1968 — the third 

album of all-original David McWilliams 

material to appear in the space of eight 

months. It was another fine selection, 

with the aforementioned 'Harlem Lady' 

joined by eleven new McWilliams songs, 

including such impressive fare as '3 

O'Clock Flamingo Street', the baroque 

'September Winds' and 'Turn Home 

Stranger'.  

VoL 3 followed its predecessors in 

charting, although it was a more qualified 

success, only spending one week in the 

listings — and only at the No. 39 position. 

Unfortunately the potential market for a 

David McWilliams album would always be 

limited until his market penetration could 

be boosted by a hit single. The obvious 

choice on the third album for single 

status was '3 O'Clock Flamingo Street', 

which sounded like the natural successor 

to 'Days Of Pearly Spencer'. However, the 

song had already been given to another of 

Phil Solomon's charges, The Bachelors, 

who'd issued their own version as an A-

side in October 1967. Eventually Major 

Minor issued two new post-album songs, 

'This Side Of Heaven' b/w 'Mr. Satisfied', 

as a single in May 1968, but the release 

attracted little attention.  

Meanwhile, Major Minor had done a 

licensing deal with American label Kapp, 

who issued 'Days Of Pearly Spencer' in 

March 1968. Although the single stopped 

short of being a hit, it received 

encouraging reviews in the leading trade 

journals, and Kapp decided to take a 

chance on both a second single and the 

Vol 2 album. Issued in America in August 

1968, the LP underwent a bit of a 

makeover during its transatlantic journey. 

Two tracks, `Brown Eyed Gal' and 

'Tomorrow's Like Today', disappeared 

completely, while a new song was added. 

Featuring a slight country-pop lilt, 'Who 

Killed Ezra Brymay' had been released by 

Kapp as a US-only single a few weeks 
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earlier, with Record World hailing it as "a 

haunting finger-pointing indictment of 

WHO contemporary society". Sensing a 

EZRA hit, Kapp gave the LP a new cover 

and a new title that, as was occasionally 

the case in America, brought together the 

artist's last two A-sides, leaving a slightly 

unwieldy title of Days Of Pearly Spencer - 

Who Killed Ezra Brymay.  

Unfortunately 'Who Killed Ezra Brymay' 

ultimately failed to take off, leaving Kapp 

with a bit of a botched job: while the 

disc's labels contained the correct 

information, the back cover showed the 

UK track listing and featured a new 

sleevenote that paid lip-service to the 

album's contents with a mention of three 

or four tracks - including the now-absent 

'Tomorrow's Like Today' - but no reference 

at all to the song that featured in the 

revised album title. Any potential buyers 

would have been hopelessly confused, so 

perhaps it's just as well that so few 

punters actually bought the thing. To add 

to the mystery, the song 'Who Killed Ezra 

Brymay' - considered strong enough by 

Kapp to justify A-side status — failed to 

appear anywhere else in the world 

despite Major Minor owning the track. 

Our inclusion of the song on this 

anthology is its first-ever CD appearance 

and, indeed, it’s first release outside of 

that American-only 1968 pressing. 

Major Minor issued two further non-album 

UK singles — the  more rock-oriented 

Stranger' (b/w 'Follow Me') in January 

1969, 'Oh Mamma Are You My Friend' (b/w 

'I Love Susie. In The Summer') in June 

1969 — while various permutations of 

tracks appeared as overseas singles during 

that timeframe, including a quartet of 

Italian language recordings that have 

naturally been added to our anthology. By 

this stage, however, David was almost 

inevitably suffering from artistic burnout 

after writing and recording so many songs 

in such a short space of time while also 

going out on the road — often as part of a 

Major Minor package that also included 

The Kerries and Dominic Behan - to 

promote them. There was also the vexed 

question of finance: 'Days Of Pearly 

Spencer' had sold extremely well in 

various territories, but none of the money 

seemed to have filtered back to the 

artist. Frustrated and exhausted, he took 

a lengthy sabbatical from the music 

industry, going back to Ireland and buying 

a farm. 

McWilliams eventually resumed his 

musical career in late 1971, issuing a one-

off single via CBS and contributing to the 

film Gold (a venture financed by Radio 

Caroline owner Ronan O'Rahilly) and 

signing a three-album deal with Pye's 

"underground" satellite label Dawn. While 

these releases attracted favourable 

comment, he found it difficult to get 

away from the spectre of 'Days Of Pearly 

Spencer': reviews of his new work 

invariably mentioned it, and the track 

was reissued at regular intervals. Indeed, 

even when David signed a deal with EMI in 

1977 that saw the release of two new 

albums and the impressive single 'By The 

Lights Of Cyrian', the company continued 

in their attempts to finally make 'Days Of 

Pearly Spencer' a hit, reissuing it yet 

again between those two albums. Perhaps 

bowing to the inevitable, McWilliams cut 

a new recording of the song that featured 

on his 1987 album Working For The 

Government, a set that was only released 

in Ireland by Homespun, a division of the 

Outlet label.  

David McWilliams continued to write, 

record and gig sporadically over the next 

decade or so until he suffered a fatal 

heart attack at his home in Ballycastle, 

County Antrim in January 2002: he was 

fifty-six years old. He left behind eight 

children and an impressive body of work 

that, more than two decades after his 

tragically early death, continues to grow 

in stature. The Major Minor Anthology 

1967-1969 explains why.  

DAVID WELLS June 2023 
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DISC ONE 

1. God And Country 

2. Redundancy Blues 

3. The Silence Is Shattered 

4. Hiroshima 

5. Question Of Identity 

6. Time Of Trouble 

7. Echo Of My Heart 

8. In The Early Hours Of The Morning 

9. I'll Be Home 

10. Leaves That Fall 

11. Twilight 

12. Hey Sally Sally 

13. Reaching For The Sun 

14. Sheelo Gone So Long 

15. Midnight Sun 

16. Pretty Bird 

17. Days Of Pearly Spencer 

18. Can I Get There By Candlelight 

19. For Josephine 

20. How Can I Be Free 

21. Brown Eyed Gal 

22. Marlena 

23. For A Little Girl 

24. Lady Helen Of The Laughing Eyes 

25. Time Will Not Wait 

26. What's The Matter With Me 

27. There's No Lock Upon My Door 

28. Tomorrow's Like Today  

1-16: The album Singing Songs By David McWilliams 

(Major Minor MMLP 2, released June 1967, mono-

only) 

17-28: The album Vol 2 (Major Minor SMLP 10, 

released October 1967)  

Tracks 1-28 ©1967 Parlophone Records Ltd, a 

Warner Music Group Company. Licensed courtesy of 

Warner Music UK Ltd.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DISC TWO 

1. 3 O'Clock Flamingo Street 

2. Harlem Lady 

3. Four Seasons 

4. Turn Homeward Stranger 

5. Letter To My Love 

6. City Blues 

7. Reflections 

8. Poverty Street 

9. And I'm Free 

10. September Winds 

11. Young Man’s Dream 

12. Born To Ramble 

13. This Side Of Heaven  

14. Mr. Satisfied 

15. The Stranger 

16. Follow Me 

17. Oh Mama Are You My Friend 

18. I Love Susie In The Summer 

19. Who Killed Ezra Brymay 

20. Fiori Nel Vento (Poverty Street, Italian 

language version) 

21. Correrai, Correrai (Mr. Satisfied, Italian 

language version) 

22. Un Sasso Nel Cuore (Intangible, Italian 

language recording) 

23. Lo Straniero (The Stranger, Italian language 

version) 

24. Harlem Lady (mono mix) 

25. Days Of Pearly Spencer (mono mix)  

1-12: The album Vol. 3 (Major Minor SM LP 11, 

released February 1968) 

13-14: Single, Major Minor MM 561, released May 

1968 

15-16: Single, Major Minor MM 592, released 

January 1969 

17-18: Single, Major Minor MM 616, released June 

1969 

19: US-only single, Kapp K 929, released July 1968 

20-21: Italian-only single, CBS 3583. released June 

1968 

22-23: Italian-only single, CBS 4087, released 

March 1969 

24-25: Single, Major Minor MM 533, released 

October 1967  

Tracks 24-25 © 1967, Tracks 1-14, 19-21 © 1968, 

Tracks 15-18, 22, 23 © 1969 Parlophone Records 

Ltd, a Warner Music Group Company. Licensed 

courtesy of Warner Music UK Ltd.  

All tracks written by David McWilliams and 

published by Carlin Music Corp
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